Minnesota Wild add goalie Darcy Kuemper to back up Josh Harding
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Minnesota goalie Darcy Kuemper. (Pioneer Press: Ben Garvin) 
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The Wild recalled goalie Darcy Kuemper on Thursday morning to serve as Josh Harding's backup in Minnesota's game against Winnipeg the same night. 

Coach Mike Yeo said Wednesday that the team would reevaluate injured goalie Niklas Backstrom to determine whether he could back up Harding against the Jets at the Xcel Energy Center. Backstrom suffered a strained knee Tuesday night in Nashville. 

Kuemper's addition indicates Backstrom is not healthy enough yet to serve as the backup

Minnesota Wild: Winless start brings new lines, sense of urgency
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Last season, the Wild were one of 16 playoff teams in the NHL. This season, they are one of three winless teams. 

They're going in the wrong direction, and coach Mike Yeo is trying fix it quickly, shuffling every line for Thursday night's home game against Winnipeg. 

"There should be a really big sense of urgency," Yeo said. "I really think it was there the first game, and it's been there the second and third game, but we think there should be another level." 

After losing the opening games in a shootout and overtime at home, the Wild promoted forward Jason Zucker to a second-line role in Game 3. The result? Previously winless Nashville took that game in regulation. 

Now Zucker is gone, and Stephane Veilleux -- a professional checker on some of the Wild's best teams -- is back. Top line winger Jason Pominville will move to the second line, and Nino Niederreiter will take his spot with Mikko Koivu and Zach Parise. 

"In looking at that game (on Tuesday), our top line probably had 90 percent of our scoring chances," Yeo said. "Certainly they should lead the way, but we need something somewhere else." 

Minnesota also finds itself without second-line center Charlie Coyle (knee) for up to a month, and No. 1 goalie Niklas Backstrom (knee) for, well, they're not yet sure -- they don't think it's for long. 

Josh Harding, who filled in for Backstrom midway through the first period of Tuesday's 3-2 loss at Nashville, will get his first start of the season Thursday against the Jets. 

New Jersey and Buffalo are the only other teams without a win, though they've both played four games. Still, the point remains. Despite the Wild feeling that they outplayed their opponent in each game, they've got three losses and two points. 

"It's obviously a big game for us," Niederreiter said. "We have to be very hard to play against at home, and obviously it's a divisional game again. We have to do everything it takes to get our first win." 

The shakeup extended back to the blue line, where Marco Scandella is in line for a healthy scratch for the first time this season. Keith Ballard will skate with Jared Spurgeon, and Mathew Dumba and Clayton Stoner will play together. 

Yeo said coming into the season that he wanted to be more willing to mix up lines and tried to downplay the moves. 

"There's no guarantee that if we were 3-0 we might not be switching up our lines as well right now," he said. 

But there is no downplaying the 0-1-2 record, and it was hard to hide that on a day when the only pairing that remained intact was blue line duo Jonas Brodin and Ryan Suter. 

Backstrom was evaluated in Minnesota on Wednesday and deterimined to have sprained knee. Yeo called the results "good news," adding that Backstrom could serve as the backup goalie Thursdaya. 

"We'll just have to see how he feels," Yeo said. "We'll determine whether Backstrom will be backing up or not. We'll see how that is, but it's good news that it's nothing serious." 

The team continues to point to the bright spots from the first three games -- and there were some. But in each game, the Wild were dominated for what turned out to be a decisive stretch. On Tuesday, Nashville scored three goals in just over six minutes of the first period. 

"We don't have a win yet in three games, and that has to be on our mind," Yeo said. "But there's also been some positives as far as the past three games. "So let's learn from the things that haven't been good enough, focus on the things that have been really good and take that into the next game and figure out how we get rid of that goose egg." 

Follow Chad Graff at twitter.com/ChadGraff.

After just one game with the Wild, Jason Zucker was sent back to Iowa and the American Hockey League. 

Coach Mike Yeo removed him from the second line and power-play unit during Tuesday's game in Nashville, and as he was re-shuffling the lineup for Thursday's game, Yeo said there wasn't a spot for Zucker other than on the fourth line. 

"And we're not going to play him on the fourth line," Yeo said. 

Instead, the Wild called up high-energy Stephane Veilleux, an attempt from Yeo to build a fourth line with an identity. Veilleux will be joined by center Zenon Konopka and winger Torrey Mitchell on the unit. 

"We're giving it speed on the wings with Mitchell and Veilleux," Yeo said. "We've seen in all three games that Mitchell has the ability to move up, and we'll move him up from time to time through the course of the game. But it gives us a left and right shot on each side which I like." 

Follow Chad Graff at twitter.com/ChadGraff.

Josh Harding isn't interested in his numbers. 

He didn't want to talk about his preseason numbers -- 0.83 goals-against average and .962 save percentage -- on Wednesday, the day before his first regular-season start this season. 

And he didn't want to talk about coming on in relief of Niklas Backstrom on Tuesday night, stopping 19 of 20 shots, the lone goal allowed on a penalty shot immediately after he entered the 3-2 loss at Nashville. 

"We didn't win, so it obviously wasn't good enough," Harding said. "We've got to find a way to win here. That's the most important thing." 

Backstrom's status is day to day after spraining his knee when Eric Nystrom fell into him on a breakaway Tuesday. His injury opens the door for Harding to build on his strong play in the final 48 minutes against the Predators. He will start against Winnipeg on Thursday night at Xcel Energy Center. 

"I came in here knowing I'm going to have to play some games -- and some big games -- and find a way to win," Harding said. "This is one of those times that I'm called upon, and I'm going to be ready whenever they call my number, and whenever I'm in there I'm going to try to give the team a chance to win." 

Coach Mike Yeo said the Wild got "good news" about Backstrom's injury Wednesday. There's a chance he will be able to back up Harding on Thursday, Yeo said. 

Regardless, Harding will spend time between the pipes. The Wild said in the offseason they wanted to give Harding a fair amount of starts this season, making it clear his play would dictate just how many. After playing the bulk of Tuesday's game in Nashville, the early reviews are positive. 

"I thought that was a very difficult situation to come into, and I thought he played a very strong game after that (penalty shot)," Yeo said. "He looked good positionally. One thing not talked about enough is the goaltender's ability to help the defensemen in the transition game, and I thought he was coming out of the net well, setting pucks up. Especially in that second period, he helped us get to our game." 

Follow Chad Graff at twitter.com/ChadGraff.

The Minnesota Wild have recalled forward Stephane Veilleux and sent forwards Jason Zucker and Carson McMillan to Iowa of the American Hockey League, general manager Chuck Fletcher announced Wednesday morning. 

The Wild are winless in three games this season. They lost 3-2 at Nashville on Tuesday night after opening with shootout and overtime losses. 

Minnesota has been shuffling its forwards since second-line center Charlie Coyle injured his knee Saturday. 

Veilleux, 31, spent last regular season in the AHL before playing in two playoff games with the Wild. 

The Wild had recalled Zucker from Iowa on Sunday, and he played 13 minutes in Tuesday's game. McMillan was recalled Tuesday but didn't play.

Late Tuesday night, John Curry got a call from his agent. The message? Get your pads ready. The Wild need you. 

Curry, a 29-year-old minor-league veteran from Shorewood, Minn., is on a list of Minnesota goalies the Wild can call in a pinch if they need an immediate goalie to suit up for practice, which they did Wednesday as Niklas Backstrom was evaluated by doctors. 

So Curry, who appeared in three NHL games with Pittsburgh during the 2008-09 season and spent last season playing in the East Coast Hockey League, practiced with the Wild opposite Josh Harding. 

"It was fun to skate with these guys," Curry said. "It re-ignites the flame that you want to be here for real."

Wild crash early, lose goalie and game
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NASHVILLE -- No one in the locker room could remember a play like that. Not coach Mike Yeo or Josh Harding or Keith Ballard. 

Midway through the first period, Nashville Predators forward Eric Nystrom skated in on a breakaway and was slashed by Ballard from behind, causing him to crash into goaltender Nik Backstrom, whose right leg was forced into the post. 

Nystrom retreated to center ice to prep for his penalty shot, but Backstrom struggled to get up and after being examined by athletic therapist Don Fuller left the ice with a lower-body injury. 

He is scheduled to be re-evaluated in Minnesota on Wednesday. 

On a night when the Wild failed to get their first win in three games, the Backstrom injury overshadowed a game that felt a lot like the first two. The Wild fell behind early, played catchup and lost, this time 3-2 in regulation to the Predators at Bridgestone Arena. 

"We need a play, that's what it comes down to right now," Yeo said. "For us to get a win, we need a play here or there. It could be a faceoff, it could be a blocked shot, it could be a save, it could be, obviously, a goal. It's a matter of just finding a way to win." 

So far they've been unable to. 

Now, with Backstrom's short-term future up in the air, it might be more difficult. Backup Josh Harding, who played well in relief, was probably going to get his first start of the season Thursday when the team returns to St. Paul for a game against Winnipeg. 

He may find himself in a bigger role now. 

"I'm very confident in him," Yeo said. "First off, he's had an unbelievable training camp, we saw what he can do in the playoffs and we saw what he could do tonight. I give him an awful lot of credit coming in and giving up that goal which would be pretty tough for any goalie to try to save in that situation. But then the way he battled and the way he played keeping them at three (goals), I thought that was huge." 

The Wild had already dug themselves a hole by the time 

Minnesota Wild goalie Niklas Backstrom is attended to after colliding with Nashville Predators forward Eric Nystrom and was taken out of the game in the first period. (AP Photo/Mark Zaleski) 

Backstrom got hurt 11:14 into the game. 

Sixty-two seconds after taking an early lead thanks to a Zach Parise power play goal, Kyle Brodziak and Mikko Koivu committed infractions 21 seconds apart. The Predators turned both of those penalties into goals. 

"That 5-on-3 was extremely frustrating for me," Yeo said. "I don't want to get into complaining about calls or anything like that, but I thought that was very difficult (to call) and then -- bang-bang -- two pucks go into the net." 

Again, Yeo said the team ran into a hot goalie. The Wild's two goals both came off the power play, but Nashville's Pekka Rinne kept them off the board at full strength. 

"We can't keep saying that," Yeo said. "We can't keep saying their goalie played 

Nashville Predators forward Mike Fisher (12) checks Minnesota Wild left wing Zach Parise (11) during the third period. (AP Photo/Mark Zaleski) 

well." 

On another night that the Wild failed to secure its first win, the game did more to raise questions than answer them. 

Can the second line produce without Charlie Coyle? What's are the roles of wingers Jason Zucker and Dany Heatley? And the most obvious question: What's Backstrom's status going forward? 

"It is what it is right now," captain Mikko Koivu said. "We just have to find a way. We can't worry about what happened. I feel like we played well in each and every game we just have to be stronger in certain areas and at the end just find a way to win a hockey game." 

Follow Chad Graff at twitter.com/ChadGraff.

NASHVILLE -- Goaltender Niklas Backstrom left the Wild's game against the Predators Tuesday 11:14 into the first period after a collision with Nashillve's Eric Nystrom. 

The former Wild forward was on a breakaway when he was slashed from behind by Wild defenseman Keith Ballard, causing him to lose his footing and fall into Backstrom. 

The contact caused the back of Backstrom's right leg hit the post. 

The Wild said Backstrom will miss the rest of the game with a lower body injury and be re-evaluated in Minnesota Wednesday. He was replaced by backup Josh Harding, who gave up a goal on a penalty shot awarded to Nystrom as the Predators took a 3-1 lead after one period. 

Coach Mike Yeo said he thought hard about starting Harding but stuck with Backstrom because of his his previous success at Bridgestone Arena, where he was 4-1-1, with a 1.93 goals-against average and .937 save percentage. 

"We are definitely anxious to get (Harding) in," Yeo said before the game. 

Follow Chad Graff at twitter.com/ChadGraff.

NASHVILLE -- The Minnesota Wild recalled forward Carson McMillan from their American Hockey League team in Iowa on Tuesday. 

McMillan was brought up, Yeo said, to provide insurance to a team that has several players battling flu-like symptoms. The addition gives the Wild the maximum 13 forwards on the roster; they played the first two games with 12. 

McMillan is set to be a healthy scratch Tuesday night. 

In 15 games over the past two seasons with Minnesota, McMillan has registered five points on two goals and three assists. 

Follow Chad Graff at twitter.com/ChadGraff.

NASHVILLE, Tenn. -- A week after Nashville Predators coach Barry Trotz urged fans here to continue to boo and express their displeasure with Ryan Suter, the coach and his former defenseman bumped into each other at Bridgestone Arena on Tuesday morning. 

"I thought you liked me," Suter said to Trotz. 

Trotz, Suter's only NHL head coach before Suter signed with the Wild in July 2012, has been outspoken about his former star since he left the Predators. 

"I do like Ryan," Trotz said, explaining his chat with Suter on Tuesday. "I just know that section 303 is not going to let him off the hook, so I played along with it. Ryan's a big part of our history. He's an exceptional defenseman, and we know it. From our standpoint, one thing you'll find out about the Nashville fans is they are passionate, you know that. And that's why when it was asked, 'Can (fans) help any way?' (I said,) 'Yeah, if you make it rough on the other team any way you can.' " 

After Suter signed with Minnesota, Trotz told a Nashville radio station that the Wild "stole Ryan Suter, so I want to kick their butt, plain and simple." 

Suter said he understands that "it's part of it." He said he thought Trotz was a little embarrassed when Suter brought it up. 

Predators fans let Suter know what they thought of his departure when the Wild played in Nashville on March 9 last season. More boos were expected Tuesday night, something that hurts Suter a bit. 

"Yeah, definitely," he said. "But a year has gone by now and I've moved on. We've got a great team here, so I'm just looking forward to the game, and it's just another game." 

Despite Trotz's comments, he said he still has fond memories of Suter, and holds him in high regard. 

"Ryan is like one of our family (members) from having him as an 18-year-old," Trotz said. "But he's the enemy now, and if (the fans) want to stay tough on him, that will be (section) 303's decision, not mine. I read all the blogs just like you guys do, and I'm pretty sure he's not going to get let off the hook for a while." 

Follow Chad Graff at twitter.com/ChadGraff.

After spending the past three seasons playing for the Wild, Matt Cullen faced off against his former team for the first time Tuesday night. 

Cullen was the Wild's second-line center last season, registering 27 points in 42 games. But with the salary cap shrinking heading into the 2013-14 season, the Wild weren't able to re-sign Cullen. Now with Nashville, he's providing experience for a team with young players. 

"Matty's given us an element of skill and professionalism that we wanted," Nashville coach Barry Trotz said. "He's got a lot of experience and a different way of thinking in terms of distributing the puck, and he can play multiple positions, so he gives us a lot of flexibility, gives us another good penalty killer and another good option on the power play. He's come in and fit in really well." 

Follow Chad Graff at twitter.com/ChadGraff.
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Dany Heatley 

Coach Mike Yeo said he sat down Monday morning with Dany Heatley and watched video of the winger from the first two games. 

The point Yeo was trying to make was that Heatley needs to do a better job of moving his feet and skating. 

"Yup, that was part of it for sure," Yeo said. 

Heatley is a minus-2 with just three shots on goal this season. 

In 4-on-4 play in both of the team's overtime appearances this season, his skating struggles have been apparent. But it's also been noticeable in 5-on-5 action. 

Monday, he stayed on the ice after practice ended to work on his skating. 

"I think it's safe to say that there's another level; there's another gear there," Yeo said. "We've talked about that; we showed it. ... We're two games into the season. It's not uncommon that you see a lot of bigger bodies take a little bit longer to get up to full stride." 

Briefly 

Despite not skating with the Wild at the team's morning skate because of illness, Zach Parise made the trip to Nashville and is expected to play Tuesday. Had Parise not been able to play, Yeo said the Wild likely would have needed to call up a forward.
Minnesota Wild need Jason Zucker to step up in Charlie Coyle's absence
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Charlie Coyle, left, is congratulated by teammate Jason Zucker after Coyle scored early in an exhibition game at Xcel Energy Center. (Pioneer Press: John Autey) 

Two weeks ago, after the Wild's fifth preseason game, coach Mike Yeo was asked about 21-year-old forward Charlie Coyle. 

Yeo shrugged his shoulders and smiled. 

"I can't say anything negative about his camp," Yeo said. "He's been outstanding." 

Coyle was primed for a breakout season. During training camp, he won the battle for the open center spot on the second line and was in line for more responsibility. Beyond the team's vaunted top line, Coyle was the forward the Wild could least afford to lose. 

But midway through Saturday's shootout loss to Anaheim, Coyle was hit by Andrew Cogliano and landed awkwardly. The Wild announced the following night that he had suffered a sprained knee. He will miss 3-4 weeks. 

"Obviously, he's a big part of our team," Yeo said, "but we should be the type of team that can overcome that." 

A big reason the Wild entered the season with such optimism was their increased depth up front. That stemmed from having Jason Pominville and Dany Heatley healthy, the Matt Cooke signing, and the experience the young forwards gained last season. That depth is also the reason Yeo believes the Wild are the type of team that can overcome a big loss. 

The Wild called up Jason Zucker from their American Hockey League team in Iowa to replace Coyle. How they fare without Coyle will say a lot about whether the team's depth is indeed a strength. 

"This is something we've been talking about, saying our team is better," Yeo said. "And one of the reasons why is we say we have more depth. Now's our chance to prove it. We feel we should be able to overcome this." 

The team has depth beyond Zucker, but it's not top-6 forward depth. Stephane Veilluex, Jake Dowell and Carson McMillan can be called up to play fourth-line minutes, but they don't provide the scoring punch Zucker and Coyle do. 

That's why the next month or so is so important for Zucker, whose flashes of speed and skill have been offset by inconsistency. And he knows it. 

"Every game from here to the end of my career has to be about consistency," Zucker said. "You're going to have bad games; that happens. But it's how you bounce back. You can never have two in a row, and you have to limit those bad games to as little amount as possible." 

Coyle's absence sets in motion a string of lineup changes beyond the Zucker call-up. 

Mikael Granlund, who lost the training camp battle with Coyle for second-line center, will shift from the wing on the third line to Coyle's center spot. Nino Niederreiter appears set to move from the second line wing to the third line to allow Zucker to play with Granlund and Dany Heatley on the second line. Depending on the results, that could all change again. 

Granlund played well on the wing in the first two games after moving from center late in camp. Now he's switching positions again. 

"That's probably a little bit easier for an older player (to do) than it is for a younger player," Yeo said. "But we're moving him back to a position that's probably a little more natural for him." 

Zucker acknowledged that he didn't have "a good enough camp." He injured his groin on the first shift of the preseason opener and never fully recovered. 

Back with the Wild, though, he's anxious to skate with Granlund, whom he played with last season in the AHL. They are the two players who need to step up in Coyle's absence. 

Yeo said the message to Zucker upon calling him up from his brief demotion was simple. 

"It was: 'You're going to get a good chance,' " Yeo said. " 'And we are going to make sure we get you out there with good players and give you a chance to play your game and show what you can do.' " 

Follow Chad Graff at twitter.com/ChadGraff.
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Not rooting for the Jets. Just trying to get you ready for tonight with that headline. A horde of Winnipeg fans will surely overtake the X tonight if you go all Minnesota Nice on them, so as Wes Walz tweeted for tonight:

Good afternoon from my second office at Tom Reid's Hockey City Pub, where I've been joined by Brian Engblom (name drop) and a few others in the Jets media. New Central Division foes, the Wild and Jets, play tonight in their first of of five meetings after two Wild exhibition wins over the boys from Winnipeg.

I'll be on NHL Network on the Bald Spot Cam, I mean Arena Cam, at 5:40 p.m. CT, so tune in or, uh, be square.

The Wild is 0-1-2. First goal tonight is huge. I don’t mean to be the master of the obvious, but the pressure has been elevated, fan anxiety is amped, so if the Jets score first, the angst will be palpable.

Trust me.

As you know because Rachel reported it in today’s paper and blog and you read EVERY word daily, the sense of urgency is high (not like it wasn’t the first three games, but you know what I mean) and coach Mike Yeo has changed the lines to balance things up more and get some kind of offensive spark.

Nino Niederreiter gets a spot on the right side of Zach Parise and Mikko Koivu. One big reason is to try to get Dany Heatley going on the second line. As I’ve written, if Heatley’s going to continue in the lineup, the Wild’s got to find a way to best utilize him.

This is an attempt, moving Jason Pominville to the line with Mikael Granlund and Heatley.

“Everybody’s talking for sure about Heater right now and he’s had some ups, he’s had some downs,” Yeo said. “But when you look at the fact that he’s been playing two young kids every game, this gives him the opportunity to go out with a guy (Pominville) that’s first off a very smart player, but … that’s always motivating, to play with a guy like that and hopefully help everybody get to their game.”

Yeo said Heatley could easily have two goals (the disallowed goal in the opener against L.A. because the whistle had blown before the puck crossed the goal line and the third-period power-play snipe with the game tied that has the post still ringing from Game 2).

But, Yeo added, “He’ll be first to say there’s another level.”

Niederreiter, who played on the fourth line two years ago on Long Island as a 19-year-old (makes sense #sarcasm) and didn’t play a game on the Island last season (payback for el Nino not being happy and making it known), is excited about the opportunity tonight.

Who knows how long it lasts because lines are never consistent in the NHL, but playing next to Koivu and Parise will allow all of us to see if Niederreiter really has what it takes to be a top-6 forward in this league. The skill and shot are obvious, but let’s see if he can perform in such a spot.

Yeo says first of all Niederreiter is playing at a high level, so he deserves the shot. But Yeo said when that top line was really going last year, it was with Charlie Coyle there, so while he’s not trying to “replicate” exactly what Coyle brought just by putting Niederreiter there (in other words, no pressure to be Coyle), but Niederreiter’s size and skill offers that type of element.

As of now, Justin Fontaine is on a line with Matt Cooke and Kyle Brodziak. Still a little surprised Yeo doesn’t go with Torrey Mitchell there more consistently, especially since Mitchell was great against the Jets in Winnipeg last month and I’d think you’d need an experienced checking line against Evander Kane tonight.

But as Dennis Miller used to say, that’s just my opinion. I could be wrong.

By the skates, Mitchell will skate with Zenon Konopka and Stephane Veilleux.

Devin Setoguchi returns to the X tonight for the first time since being traded in July. The Jets had an optional today after two hard practices the past two days. Still a little weird with no game last night, but the team is staying in Minneapolis as opposed to St. Paul, so that probably has a lot to do with the optional.

Niklas Backstrom hasn’t been put on injured reserve because that’s a week off, and the Wild hold out hope that the injury is minor enough that he’ll be able to get onto the ice and be on the upcoming four-game trip. The Wild do have back-to-backs in Buffalo and Toronto on Monday and Tuesday, so if Backstrom isn’t ready, Darcy Kuemper would likely get one. He has only gotten the two halves in Wild exhibition games and an Iowa preseason win, so if there’s a chance he may start one of those games, if it were me, I’d send him back to Iowa to start the kid Wild’s season opener Saturday just as a primer.

In the meantime, Kuemper will back up Josh Harding tonight.

Again, a case can be made that the Wild could have won any of those first three games. But, they didn’t, and that’s the bottom line.

Yeo said the Wild can’t get “caught up in the whole big picture that we’re 0-3,” that they’ve got to focus the right way for tonight. He said it’s up to the “leadership to come up and show the direction to the rest of the group as far as how we’re going to play this game.”

That’s it for now. Marco Scandella and Nate Prosser scratched tonight. I’ll write about Prosser in tomorrow’s paper.

Talk later.
Backstrom day-to-day, and line changes galore

Posted by: Rachel Blount under Wild practice  Updated: October 9, 2013 - 4:25 PM 
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Lots going on in Wild-world Wednesday, which is unsurprising after Tuesday's loss at Nashville dropped its record to 0-1-2. Rachel B here, filling in for Russo, who traveled this morning from the Music City,

Coach Mike Yeo said with great relief in his voice that Niklas Backstrom's injury does not appear serious, and the goalie is listed as day-to-day. Backstrom strained his right knee when Eric Nystrom barreled into him in the first period of Tuesday's game, causing Backstrom's right leg to strike the goal post. Yeo said Josh Harding will start Thursday's game against Winnipeg at Xcel Energy Center, but Backstrom might be healthy enough to dress as the backup. Backstrom will be evaluated again later Wednesday, when the team would make a decision on whether to recall Darcy Kuemper from Iowa.

That wasn't the only shuffle. Yeo tried several new line combinations in Wednesday's practice, even breaking up the top trio of Zach Parise, Mikko Koivu and Jason Pominville. Pominville was moved to the second line with center Mikael Granlund and winger Dany Heatley, while Nino Niederreiter took Pominville's spot with the top group. The third line will be Matt Cooke, Kyle Brodziak and Justin Fontaine, and the fourth features newly recalled Stephane Veilleux with Zenon Konopka and Torrey Mitchell. Yeo said he plans to move Mitchell up the chart as situations warrant.

Jason Zucker, unimpressive in Tuesday's 3-2 loss, was sent back to Iowa on Wednesday morning. Veilleux was recalled to fill the roster spot vacated by the injured Charlie Coyle. In explaining that decision, Yeo said, "(Zucker) wasn't going to factor in on the third line, and we weren't going to play him on the fourth.''

Yeo said the line-switching was not simply a knee-jerk reaction to the winless streak. He and his assistants laid out a plan last summer to freely move players around in the lineup, because they want players to be adaptable, and the coaches want to be able to experiment with different combinations. "There's no guarantee that if we were 3-0, that we wouldn't be switching up our lines as well,'' he said.

As for the rationale behind his new combinations, Yeo said that Niederreiter has played well enough to justify moving up to the top line, while he hopes Pominville can get another line going. The top line, Yeo said, has generated "probably 90 percent'' of the Wild's scoring chances. That won't do, and he lauded Pominville's play and leadership. "If we put (Pominville) with (Granlund and Heatley), then that's a line that should have the potential to create offense for us, too,'' Yeo said.

Yeo wants the third line to bring a spark and to be hard to play against, and he believes Fontaine complements Cooke and Brodziak. He said he wanted to "give an identity'' to the fourth line; Veilleux and Mitchell provide speed on the wings.

The defensive pairings changed, too. Keith Ballard will team with Jared Spurgeon, and Matt Dumba will pair with Clayton Stoner. The Dumba-Stoner duo was very effective in a preseason game at Winnipeg. That leaves Marco Scandella as the odd man out, but Yeo wasn't critical of his play. "Marco had a good game last game,'' he said. "But in game 2, (Stoner) had a good game, and we took him out. We've got a lot of guys, and I don't want Dumba sitting out too long.''

Yeo said the details will make the difference for the Wild as it seeks its first victory, and he wants players to focus on refinements. Parise echoed that thinking.

"I think we're still playing good hockey,'' he said. "It would be one thing if we came to the rink and had no chance to win any of those games. But that's not the case. We just need to be a little sharper in different areas. We're still in a good mood; everyone is still in good spirits. We're just frustrated that we haven't won.''     

Veilleux called up from Iowa, Zucker sent back
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The Wild is bringing Stephane Veilleux up from Iowa today, and sending Jason Zucker back to its American Hockey League team. A third forward, Carson McMillan, was also reassigned to Iowa.

McMillan and Zucker were called up for last night's game.  Zucker struggled a bit in a 3-2 loss at Nashville, and McMillan didn't play.

Veilleux is a 31-year-old feisty veteran who could give the winless team some spark in Thursday's game against Winnipeg.

Three games into Wild's season, no wins and 2 big injuries
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The Wild’s winless in the first three games to start a season (0-1-2) for the first time since its inaugural season in 2000 and the collars are only going to get tighter if the Wild doesn’t find a way – and quickly – to get that first ‘W.’

Next up two home games against divisional foes Winnipeg and Dallas before four in a row on the road at Buffalo, Toronto, Tampa Bay and Florida.

Only three winless teams in the NHL are Buffalo, New Jersey and Minnesota.

Yet again tonight, the Wild severely outchanced an opponent at times, especially 5-on-5, where Nashville generated little. But yet again tonight, the Wild couldn’t finish and thus couldn’t win, losing 3-2 in the Preds' home opener.

What’s more, Niklas Backstrom got hurt.

In an awkward play, left-shot D Keith Ballard, playing his unnatural side (the right), had to play Justin Fontaine’s bank pass off the side wall with his backhand. He had trouble and thus fanned on his dump-in or shot attempt. Eric Nystrom – yes, that Eric Nystrom – flew into the neutral zone and got into a foot race with a backchecking Ballard.

Ballard said he poked Nystrom’s stick and Nystrom toe-picked into Backstrom. Regardless how it happened, Nystrom crashed hard into Backstrom and Backstrom’s momentum sent him flying backward into the goal post. The back of his right leg took the brunt of the collision.

He has another lower-body injury, but coach Mike Yeo said he didn’t know the severity and Backstrom would be reevaluated Wednesday in Minnesota. We weren’t able to talk to Backstrom postgame, but he was limping visibly on the right side.

Backstrom, who had given up six goals and another two in a shootout in his first two games, almost had the night off, too. Yeo said Backstrom’s previous 4-1-1 career record in Nashville with a 1.93 goals against average was the deciding factor in starting him.

Unenviably, Josh Harding had to come on before a penalty shot and Nystrom sent the perfect shot for the eventual winner – a 3-1 lead.

Remember, Nystrom signed a three-year free-agent deal with the Wild back in the day. In Year 2 – after a tough Year 1 – the Wild put him through waivers and sent him to Houston. It called him up in re-entry but Dallas, which ended up needing his full salary to get to the cap floor, didn’t take him at 50%. The Wild ended up trading Nystrom to the Stars for nothing just to take the final two years of his contract.

“Felt pretty good to get a game-winner, especially against Minnesota,” Nystrom said. “That’s a team that I kind of had some unfortunate circumstance with and wasn’t particularly happy with the way I got treated there but what better way to score a game-winning goal and help the team win.”

For the third game in a row, the Wild again felt it deserved better after the game, and it’s hard to argue. But as Yeo said, bottom line, the Wild hasn’t found a way to win.

The first line is the only line consistently generating chances. The second line just hasn’t been a threat, and the common denominator on that line has been Dany Heatley.

“I can’t argue with that,” Yeo said. “We’ll have to look at his game and see going forward what we need to do going into our next game.”

The Wild’s got to figure out where to best use Heatley. He’s just not moving well and he hasn’t been a threat. Maybe the Wild goes with an all kid line with Jason Zucker, Mikael Granlund and Nino Niederreiter. Or maybe, dare I say, they send Zucker, who wasn't good, down, keep Carson McMillan and go with Nino-Granlund-Heatley, a Cooke-Brodziak-Mitchell line and Fontaine-Konopka-McMillan line? Either way, the Wild's got to find a way to utilize Heatley.

Harding was good tonight. He battled through and sadly had to take the loss even though he only gave up the penalty-shot goal. They’ll need him to keep being good if Backstrom will be out for awhile. Darcy Kuemper should probably start packing though for Minnesota.

The Wild had a 1-0 lead on Zach Parise’s power-play goal, but Kyle Brodziak and Mikko Koivu took successive penalties, and the Preds got a 1:39 5-on-3 with three Wild centers in the box. They scored 39 secs apart on Backstrom and the game turned quickly and shockingly.

But the Wild battled after Nystrom made it 3-1. Jared Spurgeon scored a power-play goal, but after Harding was also run by Rich Clune in a hold-your-breath moment with no other goalie on the Wild bench, the Wild’s power-play couldn’t muster up another goal.

Pekka Rinne was good, but as Yeo said, the Wild can’t keep crediting opposing goalies. It’s time for the Wild to “make a play,” Yeo said.

In three games, the Wild has scored five power-play goals (Good) but given up four power-play goals (Bad).

“Even tonight I think we played well,” said Koivu, who was echoed by Yeo and Ryan Suter. “But obviously it’s not enough. We have to find a way, push more and get that first win and build the confidence from there.”

Collars are tightening though. Anxiety will infiltrate this locker room if wins don’t start coming, yes, even though it is a long season. Fans tweeting me are already freaking and calling for heads.

“We’re three games in,” Yeo said. “We can’t feel sorry for ourselves. We’ve done some good things, but bottom line is, we don’t have a win yet. But it’s only three games.”

Rachel Blount is covering Wednesday's practice. Follow her on Twitter at @blountstrib for updates.

Ryan Suter boooooed by teammates during morning skate
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The 0-0-2 Wild and 0-2 Predators each are looking for their first wins tonight when Nashville’s rabid fans invade Bridgestone for the Preds’ home opener.

This is actually going to be at least my second time witnessing a Nashville home opener. I covered the first-ever Predators home game – a 1-0 loss to America’s team – the Florida Panthers.

Ray Whitney scored on a third-period breakaway. I still remember the lead to my game story. It was something like, “Well, if that didn’t kill hockey in Nashville, nothing will.”

Yeah, it was that dreadful of a game. A couple nights later, some dude named Andrew Brunette scored the first goal in Preds history, if I remember correctly.

I’m rambling.

Good afternoon from Nashville, where it’s a beautiful day. It usually is by my experience in this awesome city.

I’ll be on Fox Sports North tonight during the pregame show and first intermission, so WATCH.

Niklas Backstrom vs. his former Karpat Oulu backup tonight, Pekka Rinne. Wild coach Mike Yeo said he thought long and hard about starting Josh Harding tonight. But he feels Backstrom’s played well in this building, but he says he’s “anxious” to get Harding, who had a good preseason, a start.

Since Harding’s almost assured of starting either next Monday’s game in Buffalo or more likely Tuesday’s game in Toronto, my guess is Harding would get one of the two home games against Winnipeg or Dallas as a tuneup so he doesn’t get too stale.

No Roman Josi, Viktor Stalberg and Wild killer (not joking) Nick Spaling for the Predators. No Charlie Coyle and Mike Rupp for the Wild.

The Wild hopes it’s just those two. All healthy players were on the ice this morning for the Wild, but there are a few guys feeling under the weather, so Carson McMillan was recalled as insurance. He arrives in town around 3:30 p.m., but as of now, he’s not expected to play unless the bug renders somebody useless.

Zach Parise does fully expect to play after leaving practice yesterday sick.

Coyle was officially placed on injured reserve today … for all you fantasy people who keep emailing incessantly because you need it published so Yahoo or ESPN or whoever put him on IR (free add, I get it).

Shot the breeze this morning for awhile with former Wild players Matt Cullen and Eric Nystrom and local boy Matt Hendricks, who is already becoming a fan favorite in Nashville. Hendricks is a valuable player. He does a little bit of everything, hit, fight, score in shootouts. But the Minnesota native is already getting integrated in the Nashville community and working toward getting Defending the Blue Line entrenched down here.

Cullen and Nystrom are stallmates, Cullen’s got his kids into hockey already. None of his three boys have inherited a southern drawl just yet. They will. Tom Fitzgerald, who’s from Boston, used to joke that his kids gained that down here when he captained the Preds.

Clayton Stoner does get in for the Wild. Rookie Matt Dumba will be up in the press box shadowing me. Maybe he can write my game story (only would be an improvement, I know). Or, maybe I’ll have him run me some postgame quotes just as a rookie hazing thing (kidding).

Ryan Suter used to play in Nashville, in case you didn’t know. Last year he was lucky enough to visit once and was booed profusely by the Predators faithful.

Recently, coach Barry Trotz has been exasperating the situation by saying he hopes Nashville always kicks the Wild’s butt because they “stole” Suter and calling on the fans to keep booing the Norris Trophy runner-up from a year ago.

To get him ready for tonight, Suter’s Minnesota teammates humorously booed him during the morning skate the first time he touched the puck.

Suter and Trotz ran into each other before the skates today.

“He said, ‘I thought you liked me?’ I do like Ryan. I just know Section 303’s not going to let him off the hook. So I’ve just played along with it,” Trotz said. “Ryan’s a big part of our history. He’s an exceptional defenseman, and we know it. One thing you’ll find out about the Nashville fans, they are passionate.

“Ryan is like one of our family, seeing him as an 18-year-old, but he’s the enemy now. So if they want to stay tough on them, that’ll be 303’s decision, not mine. But I read all the blogs. I’m pretty sure he’s not going to be let off the hook for awhile.”

I have some other funny stuff I’ve gathered the past few weeks on this subject that you can read in tomorrow’s Star Tribune, from owner Craig Leipold to GM David Poile showing his sense of humor by having Suter and the heir apparent, Seth Jones, room together at the U.S. Olympic camp.

Suter from today on his bumping into his former coach Trotz: “I asked him why he’s telling everyone to boo me. I said, ‘I thought we were a little closer than that.’ He said it’s part of it. I think he was a little, uh, a little embarrassed by it, but it is what it is.

“A year’s gone by now, and I’ve moved on and we have a great team here. I’m just looking forward to the game. Just another game.”

You can tell – actually, I know – this stuff does bother Suter. He feels like he was a good citizen for a long time in Nashville, and he also feels that at any point in his career and especially during his last season, the Predators could have traded him. So he feels like he did nothing wrong by signing elsewhere via free agency and that communication was crystal clear as to his intentions to Preds management leading up to free agency. After all, as I’ve written for years, how many times ever does a potential free agent get up to July 1 and end up just re-signing with their teams? It almost never happens post-July 1. So it couldn’t have come as a shock to anybody that’s been involved with pro sports as management or watched pro sports as a fan that Suter was leaving. Those were the signals his entire final year in Nashville.

I always find it funny how teams and fans expect players to always be loyal to them, yet a team will up and trade a player at any point if they want to (obviously as long as they don’t have a no-trade).

You'd think if Preds fans would be mad at anyone, it'd be Shea Weber for signing an offer sheet with Philly as a restricted free agent. At least Suter waited til he was unrestricted. smiley

I’m rambling again. Talk to you tonight, but first, a cool endeavor below:

 MINNESOTA WILD BETTER HALVES TO HOST PAJAMA DRIVE

 AT GAME THIS SATURDAY, OCT. 12

     SAINT PAUL, Minn. – The Minnesota Wild of the National Hockey League (NHL) today announced that the Wild’s “Better Halves” group will be hosting a Pajama Drive at the game this Saturday, Oct. 12. All donated pajamas will be distributed by Wild players and their Better Halves to local pediatric cancer patients.

    The Pajama Drive is part of the Wild’s Hockey Fights Cancer month. Fans are asked to donate new, unused pajamas, from ages infant up to 18 years. Wild Better Halves will be accepting donations at Gates 1-4 of Xcel Energy Center from the beginning of the game through the start of the first period. Gametime is 7 p.m., and gates open at 6 p.m.
Zucker, Granlund motivated to replace Coyle; Parise leaves practice sick
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Zach Parise left Monday morning’s practice at St. Thomas Academy not feeling well, but the Wild left wing is on the team’s charter to Nashville and expected to play Tuesday night as the Wild and Predators both seek their first wins of the season.

Afternoon from way up in the sky.

If there’s any doubt Parise can play Tuesday, the Wild will need to call up a forward because it’s carrying the minimum 12. As of now, that hasn’t happened and the fact Parise is on the trip is a good sign.

Life begins Tuesday for maybe up to a month without second-line center Charlie Coyle, who sprained his knee midway through the second period in Saturday’s game against Anaheim.

Jason Zucker was recalled to fill that void and was expectedly on a line with Mikael Granlund in today’s practice. Granlund will assume Coyle’s second-line center position. Remember, Granlund was slotted as the second-line center to begin last season, but he proved not to be ready and was eventually replaced by veteran Matt Cullen for the rest of the season. Cullen started as his left wing.

Granlund said he feels he’s ready now. He and Zucker did have good chemistry during the lockout last year in Houston. As of now, Dany Heatley stays on that line, but it’s clear Heatley must pick up his play.

He has had a tough first couple games and this morning did video work with coach Mike Yeo.

Zucker says he learned his lesson after not making the Wild out of camp. But a week later, he’s back.

“I have to be better,” Zucker said. “I didn’t have a good enough camp and I take full blame for that and full responsibility. I have to be better. It’s the nhl. You can’t just come in and expect to be on a line or on the team. You’ve got to come and perform, and I didn’t do that.”

He also got hurt at the wrong time, and it’s clear he probably returned too soon and was playing while sore because he so badly wanted to make the team. Understandable.

Yeo said today the Wild has said over and over again how it feels it’s much deeper up front.

Without Coyle, Yeo said, “well, now is our chance to prove it.”

Nino Niederreiter moves to the third line with Matt Cooke and Kyle Brodziak. Remember, Yeo liked their game together in the win at Columbus in the preseason.

Clayton Stoner will be paired with Keith Ballard against the Predators. Matt Dumba sits. The Wild will clearly ease Dumba in as a rookie. Remember, a decision needs to be made before HE plays 10 games, not the team.

Marco Scandella and Jared Spurgeon remain intact. They had a nightmarish game against the Ducks, but Yeo says it’s too soon to make rash changes and it’s up to the coaches to help Scandella through these rough games.

Yeo was mum on Tuesday’s starting goalie, which makes me think Josh Harding makes his first start. We’ll see. Talk Tuesday or if the Wild calls up a forward as Parise insurance.

Without Parise in practice, Justin Fontaine moved up to the first line and Mike Rupp was fast tracked into fourth line duty. Rupp’s still a ways away, however.

Charlie Coyle to miss 3-4 weeks with a sprained knee; Zucker recalled
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Second-line center Charlie Coyle will miss 3-4 weeks with a sprained knee, the Wild announced tonight. The injury occurred with 8:54 left in the second period Saturday against Anaheim when Coyle was checked in the neutral zone by the Ducks' Andrew Cogliano.

This is a huge blow for Coyle and the 0-0-2 Wild. Coyle won the second-line center position early in an outstanding training camp, one in which he scored three goals in five exhibition games.

"It's not an ideal situation, but I'm fortunate it's nothing worse than it is," Coyle said. "I'm going to keep a positive mindset and I'm looking forward to recovering and doing everything I can to be healthy again."

In response to the Coyle injury, one week after Jason Zucker was the final cut in training camp, the 2010 second-round pick was recalled from AHL Iowa before even playing his first game.

Zucker, the speedster left wing, scored four goals in 20 games last season and an overtime winner in the playoffs.

Coach Mike Yeo says it's too early to determine the plans going forward and the Wild felt it was time to give Zucker a shot, but my guess:

Mikael Granlund will move to second-line center with Zucker on the left and either Dany Heatley or Nino Niederreiter on the right. Kyle Brodziak will center Matt Cooke and either Niederreiter or Heatley.

Perhaps we'll learn more at Monday morning's practice. The team practices in the Twin Cities before flying to Nashville for Tuesday's game.

Wild lose in overtime, and lose Charlie Coyle with a lower-body injury

Posted by: Michael Russo under Wild game coverage  Updated: October 5, 2013 - 11:48 PM 
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There was a point back in the 90s in the NHL when you could theoretically go 0-0-82 and make the playoffs. Not anymore.

Not panic time, but 0-0-2 doesn’t exactly look pretty in the standings after a two-game homestand to open the season. The Wild needs to get some W’s after tonight’s 4-3 overtime loss to the Anaheim Ducks.

Just five seconds from a shootout tonight, Mathieu Perreault tucked a breakaway between Niklas Backstrom’s wickets after Jared Spurgeon toppled inside the blue line and Marco Scandella went down on one knee in an attempt to block Francois Beauchemin’s pass to Perreault.

Didn’t work.

It was the end to an up and down, exciting overtime (great, entertaining game in fact).

“I don’t want to see it, but it sure is good for hockey,” Ducks coach Bruce Boudreau said of OT. “They could show that last minute in the highlights all day long and I think people would say, ‘hey, I’ve got to see that sport.’ The average fan’s not looking at how many dumb mistakes there were.”

Scandella was on for all four goals, Spurgeon for three, but Yeo said while there’s no doubt they weren’t at the level they were at during the Kings’ opener Thursday, it’s too early to make rash decisions. Prior to that last goal, I actually thought Scandella recovered pretty well and played a factor in tonight’s comeback, but this has always been the MO with Scandella.

He’s the epitome of inconsistent.

Before I get into the game more, the big bad news of the night is second-line center Charlie Coyle was lost with 8:54 left in the second period with a lower-body injury. Coach Mike Yeo said he doesn’t think it’s “gravely serious,” but it’s a stretch to think he’d be able to play in the Predators’ home opener Tuesday in Nashville.

Hold your breath with this one folks because the Wild cannot afford to lose Coyle for an extended period. Plain and simple. I don’t like to normally guess on injuries, but it could be a knee since I saw orthopedist Joel Boyd checking him out in the runway between the bench and the locker room.

Coyle was checked by Andrew Cogliano very late in a shift near center ice and just landed funny.

If Coyle’s out Tuesday, the Wild will need a callup. Most likely, Mikael Granlund moves to center and the Wild calls up a winger.

As you know, Jason Zucker is down in Iowa. He’s been dealing with the lingering effects of the training camp groin injury, but he did play in Friday’s 2-1 overtime win over Milwaukee in a preseason scrimmage.

Another option may be to just move Torrey Mitchell to third line and call up Carson McMillan for the fourth. Unless they’re moving Nino Niederreiter down in the lineup, it may not be Zucker. But I’ll say this: I didn’t think Niederreiter played particularly well tonight.

Mike Rupp, I don’t think is close. He’s skating with the team, but this morning, it still really looked like his knee is a big issue. He just wasn’t skating well, especially his first couple strides. So it won’t be him.

Me? If he’s healthy, I’ll jump on to the Zucker bandwagon. The second unit looked lost without Coyle and Zucker proved in the AHL last year that he can put the puck in the power-play basket. I also think Zucker-Granlund would bring chemistry because they played together in Houston.

Like I said, Niederreiter concerned me tonight. He just seemed to be confused system-wise a few times glaringly tonight. There was one forecheck in the first period where he could have easily made it a 2-on-1 if he had supported Dany Heatley down low. He stopped, turned and skated back to the circle like he was supposed to be the third man high. But Coyle was already back there as third man high. Maybe I’m reading what I saw wrong, but to me, Niederreiter should have been down there forechecking with Heatley to outman the Anaheim defenseman.

Either way, this isn’t good as the Wild head into Nashville, which coincidentally possesses last year’s Wild second-line center, Matt Cullen.

As for the game, awful start for the Wild, falling down by two goals and having to chase the game from the very opening seconds.

First goal occurs because Scandella doesn’t check Saku Koivu in the corner. Second goal, I thought Backstrom was slow to get over on a rebound, but Scandella again was caught in the middle of the crease defending nobody.

Matt Cooke drew two penalties that led to power-play goals by Zach Parise and Jason Pominville.

Unfortunately, after the Wild cut the deficit to 2-1 on Parise’s goal, the Wild first allowed the Ducks to score a simple one 1:19 into the second. Kyle Brodziak looked like he lost Jakob Silfverberg, the key piece in the Bobby Ryan trade with Ottawa, and he roofed it. Again, Scandella and Spurgeon playing starring roles.

The Wild absolutely dominated the second, at one point outshooting the Ducks 15-4. But Minnesota could only get the Pominville score by Jonas Hiller.

Parise tied it 1:15 into the third, and a key moment came when Dany Heatley rang the post on a power play. The Wild had other close calls to win it but couldn’t put it home. Right before the Perreault winner, Brodziak was denied by Hiller on a 2-on-1.

Yeo took the positives tonight, although obviously not happy. He raved about the leaders (the top line carried the Wild back into the game), he was happy with the fourth line of Justin Fontaine, Zenon Konopka and Mitchell, and of course, the power play connected twice.

But again, the Wild didn’t win and hasn’t won in two games while Colorado, Winnipeg and St. Louis are 2-0 in the division.

Check out the gamer for the quotes. I liked Matt Dumba’s game tonight. I am concerned with Backstrom. He made some great saves but does look like he’s been slow to get over laterally all preseason and the first two games. Yeo wouldn’t go there and wasn’t about to be critical of anybody in the postgame, saying all that talk will be behind closed doors with his staff.

The Wild has the day off Sunday and will practice in Minnesota on Monday morning before flying to Nashville. So, we may not get news of the callup Sunday, and we likely won’t get a Coyle update until at least Monday.

Have a good night.

Matt Dumba to make his NHL debut tonight against the Anaheim Ducks
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The Wild expects a “grumpy, desperate” Anaheim Ducks team at the X tonight. The Ducks lost 6-1 in its opener Wednesday in Denver and as Wild coach Mike Yeo predicted, Ducks coach Bruce Boudreau made clear this morning that “It’s a big night for us. We have to redeem ourselves.”

“The message was pretty simple this morning [to the Wild]. We’ve got two teams searching for their first win,” Yeo said. “There should be a high level of determination coming into this game tonight.”

Despite a strong game by Clayton Stoner in the opener, rookie Matt Dumba will make his NHL debut tonight. The 2012 first-round pick will be paired with Keith Ballard, who will move to the left side after playing the right on Thursday.

I believe Dumba is the youngest defenseman to debut in Wild history. Brent Burns debuted at age 18, but I think he played forward his rookie year (I didn't cover the team). Dumba and Jonas Brodin is/was 19, and Dumba’s got a July 25 birthday, Brodin a July 12 birthdate.

Knowing me and the way I do math, I’ll probably be back later to correct this! Like

Dumba’s folks, Treena and Charlie, will be in the house tonight to watch their oldest son debut. Dumba led the center-ice team stretch after the morning skate in a neat scene.

Teammates joked with him that they’ll be happy in Red Deer tonight.

“They’ve all been great,” Dumba said, adding teammates told him to “just go out and play my game and just have fun. I’ve been playing this game since I was little and just relax and be myself out there.”

Dumba said, “I’m just thankful that my opportunity has come along. Now I’m just going to go out there and work my hardest and do whatever it takes to stay around.”

He said he’d try not to put on “extra pressures and nerves. Just another game. Looking back afterward, hopefully it a good one.”

Yeo said, “I’m excited for him. This guy’s a big part of our future. He’s had a really strong camp, so I’m excited to get him there and see how he goes out and performs at this time of year. We’ve seen it. We saw it Game 1 for us, the pace of play, the intensity picks up right now, so you want to see how he handles that.”

Asked if assistant coach Rick Wilson, who changes the D, will manage his ice time, Yeo said, “It’s important to get him out there early and get him into the feel of the game. And then every game you manage the game. But it’s important that we show him the faith and confidence in him to get him involved in the game.”

Yeo wouldn’t say if Dumba would play the power play, but Yeo indicated yesterday that it would tough taking Brodin off after playing so well Thursday and scoring a power-play goal.

Jonas Hiller vs. Niklas Backstrom tonight.

Dustin Penner gets in for Anaheim as Teemu Selanne sits in anticipation for another return to Winnipeg tomorrow.

The Ducks’ Emerson Etem (lower body), Luca Sbisa (ankle) and Sheldon Souray (wrist) are out. For some reason, I forgot to add them to my injury report in today’s paper.

What else? Saku Koivu got to meet his niece last night. I’ve got some cool quotes from Mikko that I’ll toss into tomorrow’s paper.

Yeo also was impressed Charlie Coyle took a leap onto the knife in today’s paper regarding his mistake on the tying goal against L.A. in the opener.

“That’s the kind of accountability that we like around here,” Yeo said. “He had a solid game. He had a really solid game. He was close to a great game. What he did with the puck all night and what he did without puck the puck most of the night, he had a really strong game.”

But Coyle told Yeo yesterday that he couldn’t sleep after the game because of not defending Jeff Carter on the tying goal. Yeo said, “I said, ‘you’ve got to learn from it and you’ve got to move on from it and focus on the things you did well and just correct that stuff.’”

Wild, still optimistic after Thursday's opener, prepares for the Anaheim Ducks
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Afternoon from the X, where scrappy Ducks coach Bruce Boudreau is currently below on the ice surface putting Teemu Selanne, Corey Perry, Ryan Getzlaf and the rest of the Anaheim gang through a practice.

The Wild coaches are in the stands watching. The Ducks coaches, including some goalie coach who looks strangely like Dwayne Roloson, did the same during Minnesota's workout.

Painful start to practice. You know how coaches ask players to "pay the price." Well, the coaches apparently do, too.

Andrew Brunette, who once upon a time -- actually in two different stints -- wore a Wild sweater, took a puck to the chin immediately at the start of practice. Afterward, Bruno emerged with a chin the size of Jay Leno's, four stitches on the inside of his mouth and eight on the outside.

“I’ve had enough stitches to stitch a baseball in my career. I thought when I retired, ‘That’s it,’” Brunette said.

The Wild moved on with practice without Brunette and Yeo put the Wild through battle drills and execution drills. They worked on the "little things."

Charlie Coyle, who had a solid game at junctures, also had some young mistakes. On Jeff Carter's tying goal, he was walked in the neutral zone and then was slow to get into the zone and pick up Carter.

Coyle took a swan dive on the knife today and basically said if he picks up his guy, the Wild maybe wins 2-1.

Still, the atmosphere was good Friday after playing well Thursday.

Yeo was real happy with guys like Kyle Brodziak, who had a stellar game (probably would have loved to bury that goal with a minute left), and Mikael Granlund, who assisted on both Wild goals, was often first or second in on the forecheck, blocked two shots and drew a power play that could have won the game in the final minutes.

"He maturing in a lot of ways," Yeo said.

Niklas Backstrom will start vs. the Ducks. Yeo wouldn't say yet if Matt Dumba will make his NHL debut. Clayton Stoner played well yesterday alongside Keith Ballard and Jonas Brodin played well and scored a goal on the second power-play unit.

My gut though is Dumba plays for Stoner. I just get the sense that the Wild doesn't want to have Dumba sitting for long. At some point you want him to debut and probably at home, not on the road. Plus, I think the team flew in Dumba's folks for these games.

Everybody practiced today. Yeo admitted the top line looked tired late in yesterday's game, but he also said so did L.A.'s top line and those are "heavy, hard minutes" when you go head to head vs. Anze Kopitar.

If you want to get a laugh, I was pretty surly on Twitter today with some folks. Go take a gander. Just seems to be silly season on Twitter and some of the comments got to me.

It's one game folks, a game in which the Wild outplayed one of the best teams in the league for the majority of it.

Just an fyi: I put out a tweet last night that had an error with Year 1/4 salary/bonuses for Jason Pominville's contract.

The correct numbers are:

 2014-15 $6 M

 2015-16 $5.75 M

 2016-17 $6.25 M

 2017-18 $5 M

 2018-19 $5 M

Frankly though, unless you're Craig Leipold, you don't need to care about those numbers. The one that matters is his salary-cap hit, $5.6 million, which is the average of the contract -- $28 million by five years.

Again, GM Chuck Fletcher said the Pominville deal doesn't inhibit the Wild from re-signing its own players or pursuing other free agents.

OK, need to run and get Selanne for a story.

Talk to you after Saturday's morning skate.
Wild can't secure extra point, but some good signs in a shootout loss to Kings

Posted by: Michael Russo under Wild game coverage  Updated: October 3, 2013 - 11:47 PM  
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It’s easy to be cynical after this one – trust me, I’ve seen some of your tweets – and say, “Same old Wild. Can’t finish.”

And hey, I can see how watching the Wild play so well for two periods and not get the satisfaction of that scrumptious second point in a 3-2 shootout loss to the LA Kings is frustrating.

BUT, as a Wild fan just tweeted me, “not sure why all the malcontents..the @mnwild played pretty darn well against a cup contending team and with a bunch of new guys.”

Well put. It’s one game. The first half of the game against one of the best defensive teams in the league, a veteran team, one that is littered with Cup winners, the Wild crashed the blue paint, outchanced them, came at them with speed, seemed to catch them off guard a few times when its D jumped up in the play.

The Wild gave up 11 shots through two and kept pressuring LA into turnovers.

Yet Jonathan Quick looked every bit the 2012 Conn Smythe winner and made 22 of his 27 saves through the first two periods. The Kings were able to hang around, and when the momentum turned after a bad third-period power play, the Kings pressured and eventually tied the score on Jeff Carter’s tally.

Anze Kopitar and Carter scored in the shootut. Zach Parise and Mikko Koivu couldn't, and the Kings secured that extra point.

Matt Cooke, ironically, got a big ovation from the fans that used to detest him after scoring on his first shift 64 secs in. Cooke came in on the forecheck and freed the puck. Carter tried to skate it out of trouble, but the puck hit a skate, Mikael Granlund got the puck to Kyle Brodziak and Brodziak’s shot through the crease deflected in off Cooke’s boot. It was reviewed. Cooke said he knew he didn’t kick it but was worried if the league would find forward motion on the review. The league ruled the speed of the puck propelled it into the net off the redirection and good goal.

Drew Doughty tied it on a one-timer through a Dustin Brown screen, but Nino Niederreiter set up Jonas Brodin for a power-play goal. The Wild also had a Jason Pominville post, a near Charlie Coyle goal, several near Parise tallies (eight shots) and a Dany Heatley puck slide over the goal line but after the whistle had blown.

So, lots of good things. Just no finish. Coach Mike Yeo felt late in the game, the team – particularly the second line – stopped putting pucks to the net, something he felt Quick causes you do when he frustrates you to no end.

Brodziak had a great game. Niederreiter was good in the first half. Cooke was good, as was Keith Ballard and pretty much all the D. The fourth line provided some good shifts. Charlie Coyle was a beast at times, had a couple youth moments when he played a puck with his hand after a faceoff (penalty) and stopped skating on what he thought would be ruled an icing. It wasn’t.

Yeo felt the top line of Parise, Mikko Koivu and Jason Pominville defended real well. Of course, they're paid the big bucks to score, too.

They did seem a lot off offensively at times even though they generated plenty of chances, especially on the power play. Yeo feels it’ll come for them once they get up to game speed.

Ballard had a nasty cut on top of his nose after being accidentally headbutt (his words) by Colin Fraser when the two dropped the gloves after Fraser boarded him. Zenon Konopka also fought Kyle Clifford a few shifts after he boarded Brodin.

Anyways, it’s one game. I know nobody likes the old, “we were robbed by the goalie” excuse. But that’s what happened through two periods. And it was enough to get a team like LA back in the game.

That’s it for me. It’s been a long, long day. Night, and talk to you after practice Friday.

Pominville signs 5-year contract extension

Posted by: Michael Russo under Wild pregame skate  Updated: October 3, 2013 - 1:59 PM 
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UPDATED

Opening Night between the Wild and Los Angeles Kings is finally upon us, which means we're rolling out the season-opening live chat on www.startribune.com/wild at 2 p.m. Please join in.

Jason Pominville preferred to get a contract extension prior to season to avoid any potential distractions.

He got it.

He wanted five years. He got that, too.

Acquired April 3 from the Buffalo Sabres for two prospects and a first- and second-round pick, Pominville, 30, signed a five-year contract extension worth $28 million ($5.6M AAV) with the Wild this morning. He got a huge stick tap on the ice from his teammates prior to the skate beginning after coach Mike Yeo told the gang that somebody can afford to buy lunch.

"I'm excited to be part of this group for the next six years," Pominville said. "We can say that this is home now."

Zach Parise, who has indicated all preseason that he hoped Pominville would be here a "long time" said, "Now that it's finally done, he can relax and just play."

GM Chuck Fletcher said the sides have been working on this for eight weeks and it picked up steam the past few days, pretty much since Pominville publicly said in Duluth that he didn't want the distraction of negotiating while the hockey season was going on.

The contract takes Pominville through the 2018-19 season because he still has this year remaining on his pact. It includes a limited no-trade clause. His cap hit over the life of his last Buffalo contract had a $5.3 million cap hit, but he made $5.5 million in real cash the past four years (including this year).

The Wild extension averages out to $6 million per the first three years in real money and $5 million per the last two years.

"At the end of the day, based on the market we've seen in the last couple months it's a fair market contract for a good hockey player," Fletcher said. "But more importanatly than that, to me it's exciting that he wanted to commit to us. He only played 10 regular season games for us and a couple playoff games, so the fact that he's willing to commit for basically the next six seasons to our club to me sends a strong message that he believes in the direction we're going and by the same token we're thrilled to have him."

With the cap expected to continue to rise, Fletcher said the Wild has lots of cap flexibility the next few years to both pursue free agents and re-sign its own young guys.

"We looked long and hard at that and I think every team wil have some challenges, but I think we had much greater challenges this past summer than what we'll have in any of the next couple summer," Fletcher said.

This will just ramp up the Thomas Vanek speculation. Pominville is his former linemate and buddy and the Wild will have the cap room to sign the former Gophers star next summer. I've written and said for a long time I believe the Wild is interested and will pursue. Obviously, a lot could happen in a year to change that (Vanek could get hurt, not play well, the Wild kids like Charlie Coyle or Nino Niederreiter could break out).

So, we will see.

"We're fortunate to get it done and hopefully we can add some more pieces to the puzzle to make it even better," Pominville said.

Pominville ranks tied for 19th in the NHL in assists (with Mikko Koivu) and 26th in scoring since the start of the 2007-08 season. He also ranks tied for ninth in the NHL with 530 games played since the start of the 2006-07 campaign. The 2012 NHL All-Star has recorded 465 points (189-276=465), including 43 power-play goals, 21 game-winning tallies, a plus-41 rating and 147 penalty minutes (PIM) in 588 regular season contests during nine seasons with Buffalo and Minnesota.

In his career, Pominville has missed 16 games due to injury. He has scored 30 goals twice, topping 20 six times and 60 points five times.

"It’s great of the organization to get him signed, to acquire him, to get a player of that caliber here," Yeo said. "You see some of the players we’re starting to attract, some of the young players that are coming in, it’s very promising. And more importantly, when you have a player like that who makes the commitment to stay with the organization, that shows ... they believe you’re going in the right direction and they want to be part of it."

Matt Dumba is scratched tonight. I'd think Dumba makes his NHL debut Saturday vs. Anaheim. Clayton Stoner players tonight.

"I thought he looked a little jittery the last couple practices," Yeo said of Dumba. "The execution wasn’t quite there. I’m sure whatever his first game is that he gets in, those nerves will be there, but I think just opening night, going with a veteran presence, going with a big body against a sizeable team, a strong team that plays in the offensive zone, we just made that decision to go with that veteran presence tonight."

Justin Fontaine is very excited and calm surprisingly for his NHL debut tonight. He's got a lot of family and friends here.

You can find me on KFAN at 4:40 p.m., on the Fox Sports North pregame show at 6:30 p.m., on www.startribune.com with Mike Rand at some point today and on Twitter tonight at @russostrib. At some point, I plan to write for the paper and do Wild Minute, too. cool

By the way, you can also "like" www.facebook.com/startribunemikerusso and that will give you easy access to the daily Star Tribune Wild articles and blogs.

If you missed today or can't buy yourself the newspaper, here are the links:

Here's your must-read today, pulling back the curtain on quiet Ryan Suter. Good stuff in here, including what injury he played weeks with last year. There's plenty of supplementary links to the side of the story as well, like Suter charts, advance box on the game tonight and line combos.

Here's the notebook on the Wild's young second power-play unit, Keith Ballard talking about the system and potential shootout lineups, etc.

Four keys to this season, in no order particularly.

Patrick Reusse's column on Mikael Granlund trying to reclaim phenom status.

Wild-Kings opener closing in; Matt Dumba's NHL debut may wait

Posted by: Michael Russo under Wild practice  Updated: October 2, 2013 - 12:48 PM 
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Finally, the Wild's opener is on the horizon. Minnesota opens the 2013-14 season on Thursday night with a 7 p.m. date with the 2012 Stanley Cup champion Los Angeles Kings, a team that features Anze Kopitar, Dustin Brown, Mike Richards, Jeff Carter, Drew Doughty and Jonathan Quick.

If you missed today's coverage, here is a feature on Zach Parise, who has high expectations from himself and the Wild this season and a notebook on Dustin Brown expecting boos Thursday, Jason Pominville still hopeful for a contract extension, coach Mike Yeo looking for more "pack of wolves" mentality this season and other extras.

If you missed all my NHL predictions and a story on realignment and Mikko Koivu, that was in Tuesday's editions.

Please grab Thursday's paper as well. I wrote a huge piece on Ryan Suter. Some real good stuff in there (get to the end because he divulges that secret injury he played through last year).

Please join by Opening Day chat at 2 p.m. Thursday at www.startribune.com/wild as well. I will also be on KFAN at some point in the morning and maybe afternoon, I'll be doing a web video hit with Mike Rand and I'll be on the Fox Sports North preview show. Yes, even though the game is on NBC Sports Network, Fox Sports North is doing an hourlong pregame show starting at 6 p.m. and a postgame show.

Three days after saying there's a "good chance" of 19-year-old defenseman Matt Dumba making his NHL debut, Yeo said there's no guarantee Dumba plays against the Kings. I think the coaches are a little nervous about Dumba's nerves heading into a home opener.

Dumba had a very tough practice today. It wouldn't surprise me at all now if Clayton Stoner plays against the Kings. If he does, he would play the left side and Keith Ballard would likely play the right. For Ballard, it'll be his Wild debut.

If Dumba doesn't play, he will likely make his NHL debut Saturday against Anaheim.

Matt Cooke and Nino Niederreiter will also make their Wild debuts against the Kings, and Justin Fontaine will make his NHL debut.

The potential lineup:

Forwards

Zach Parise-Mikko Koivu-Jason Pominville

Niederreiter-Charlie Coyle-Dany Heatley

Cooke-Kyle Brodziak-Mikael Granlund

Fontaine-Zenon Konopka-Torrey Mitchell

Injured: Mike Rupp (knee)

Defensemen

Ryan Suter-Jonas Brodin

Marco Scandella-Jared Spurgeon

Ballard-Stoner

Extras: Dumba and Nate Prosser (again, if Dumba does play, he will be paired with Ballard and Ballard would play the left, Dumba the right)

Goalies

Niklas Backstrom

Josh Harding

Players and coaches are ready to get this season going. It's been a long camp.

"I spent the evening watching hockey last night," Yeo said. "I watched at least parts of all three games. …My family can get used to that when I’m home. They'll know where to find me."

Couple interesting items:

-- Charlie Coyle was awesome again in shootouts in practice. He's got a plethora of moves. Koivu, Parise, Pominville will almost certainly be 1-2-3 every game. The question is who goes 4-5-6 and so on. Yeo joked that Coyle is on the list.

My guess is 4-5-6 will go Coyle, Niederreiter, Granlund. Brodziak scored a sweet goal today. Mitchell seems to often score in shootout practice. One defenseman that always seems to score in these things is Spurgeon.

-- The second power-play unit it talented but VERY young. Up front, 21-year-olds Granlund, Coyle and Niederreiter. On the point, it'll either be Dumba, 19, or Brodin, 20 with the elder statesman, Spurgeon, 23, the veteran of three seasons. Yeo said experience is nice, but they have a lot of skills that fit nicely together.

So as of now, the No. 1 unit will be loaded up with vets -- Parise, Koivu, Heatley, Pominville and Suter.

My first Sunday column of the season is this weekend, by the way. It'll stem off the George Parros injury last night. I didn't talk to a player in the Wild room today who feels fighting should be banned, but the annual argument against it has started again.

The column will mostly be a lot of Zenon Konopka's thoughts on the subject. I'm always fascinated by how the fighters rationalize it.

Pominville hopeful extension comes prior to opener; Wild wraps up in Duluth 

Posted by: Michael Russo under Wild practice, Wild training camp  Updated: October 1, 2013 - 1:21 PM 
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Fun practices, lawn games, bonding, a pig roast! It's all over as the Wild packed up its golf clubs and lake attire and returned to the Twin Cities this afternoon to gear up for Thursday's season opener at the X against the Los Angeles Kings.

"It’s time for sure," coach Mike Yeo said after the Wild practiced in front of a few thousands fans here today at AMSOIL Arena, which has a FIREPLACE overlooking the stands (I've already hired a contractor to install one in the wall behind press box seat 45 in the middle of the Wild press box at the X).

"This has been a great trip, but bottom line, we have to make sure we’re ready for Thursday now."

Today was a hard practice, lots of battles and tactical stuff. Tuesday will be more execution, running through routes, handling pucks and making sure players are up to speed for the opener.

As a reminder, I will host a live chat at 2 p.m. Thursday on www.startribune.com/wild, so please join and come armed with questions.

If you missed today's NHL preview coverage, please also go to www.startribune.com/wild for my Eastern Conference, Western Conference and playoff predictions OR purchase a Star Tribune. enlightened

Here are the articles:

Mikko Koivu shows his human side when talking about his newborn daughter and the coming season

The NHL is realigned and raring to go tonight with three games; Wild's ecstatic to be in the Central but would have to get through Chicago and St. Louis in the new divisional playoff format.

Here's a look at the NHL's offseason changes, from players changing teams to the coaching carousel to the playoff format.

Some highlights of today:

-- Fans were excited to see the Wild on the ice today and even gave the team a nice ovation after practice ended.

“We were all saying, we’ve never ever gotten applauded for a practice,” defenseman Ryan Suter said.

-- Yeo on the Duluth turnout (many kids) at practice on a Tuesday morning: “I didn’t know that today was a holiday. No school here today (laughing). I think it’s awesome. The turnout here, this trip has been great. That’s why we came back.”

-- Zenon Konopka’s got his first shiner of the hockey season and it wasn’t from a fight, since he didn’t get into any scraps in the preseason. Blindfolded, he apparently connected head-first with assistant coach Darryl Sydor in a lawn game or team-building thingamajig.

-- Injured Mike Rupp skated before the team the past few days and will start the season on injured reserve after offseason knee surgery. He says it’s getting stronger and he plans to skate with the team the next few days.

“I need to start doing different things that I can’t do by myself out there,” Rupp said. “I feel in my head it won’t be too long.”

-- Mikko Koivu joined the team after spending Sunday and Monday with his fiancée and newborn daughter. He looked good with Zach Parise and Jason Pominville.

-- Speaking of Pominville, he got a text after practice letting the former Buffalo Sabres captain know that Thomas Vanek is the new Sabres’ home captain and Steve Ott the new Sabres’ road captain.

Said Pominville: “I think it’s weird. They’ve done [the rotating thing] in the past. I don’t know if it’s their way of doing it. It just feels a little weird to have a couple guys. Usually you want that one guy.”

I got some funny tweets on Twitter from Wild fans saying this now cinches the fact the Wild signs Vanek next summer, since you know, the Wild seem to love themselves some former captains (Parise, Pominville).

-- Speaking of Pominville Part Deux: The Wild and Pominville, 30, have been talking about a contract extension since before camp began. It obviously hasn’t been signed yet and the season starts Thursday.

I hear the Pominville camp is looking for a long-term deal north of $5 million per – something the Wild has been trying to crack down, especially since the team wants to make certain in a few years it can afford to re-sign potential key entry-level expiring guys like Charlie Coyle and Jonas Brodin and because next summer, it would like to potentially pursue a top free agent, maybe one who used to star at the University of Minnesota.

Pominville is still hopeful he can sign an extension by Thursday and would “prefer” not negotiating during the season.

“I don’t want to really talk during the season,” Pominville said today. “I don’t want it to be a distraction for me and the way I play, and then you’re always thinking. If you know they’re talking and things aren’t going the way you want it to go, then you’re thinking, ‘Oh, are they not wanting to sign me anymore?’ I don’t really want to have that distraction, so hopefully it can get done before [the seaspn]. If not, there’s still a lot of time.”

So you still hope it gets done by Thursday (I don’t hear well or comprehend)? “Hopefully something gets done and they keep talking and we can work it out. If not, we’ll see where it goes from there.”

How close are you guys (one source of mine says they’re not too far apart)? “It’s tough to say. Tough to say because they’ve talked on and off. They can go on a stretch where they talk four or five hours and get it done in a day or so or if you’re in no hurry, it can go a couple weeks without talking. We’ll see where it leads us, but we’re hopeful.”

Hybrid icing approved for the upcoming season

Posted by: Michael Russo under Wild news, Wild training camp  Updated: September 30, 2013 - 6:30 PM 
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The NHL has experimented all preseason with hybrid icing after league GM's recommended the rule change back in June. After a survey among NHL Players' Association members (i.e. the players) this past weekend, hybrid icing has finally been approved in the NHL.

The NHL was the only league that had a full-on race for the puck.

As Wild fans know, former Wild defenseman Kurtis Foster sustained a horrific injury in March 2008 in San Jose when he was hit from behind accidently by now-Wild winger Torrey Mitchell as Foster went back to touch up an icing.

Foster broke his femur and it sent his career into flux. In a class move, former Wild GM Doug Risebrough re-signed Foster even though Risebrough knew Foster wouldn't be close to ready by the next season. But it gave Foster motivation to rehab and he indeed worked his way back to play the final six games of the 2008-09 season.

Foster's injury led to a slight rule change -- a two-minute minor if a player going back to beat out an icing hit his opponent with the sole purpose of not going after the puck.

But Foster, now playing in the KHL, had long campaigned for no-touch or hybrid icing, particularly after Carolina's Joni Pitkanen broke his ankle in several places late last season. If you remember, an angry Foster sent me a flurry of comments he asked me to tweet and write at the time.

Well, Pitkanen's season is over for Carolina and his career is in jeopardy. I texted Foster a little bit ago, but it's late out in wherever he is over the ocean. When I hear back, I'll add his thoughts.

Here is the press release:

NHL TO IMPLEMENT HYBRID ICING FOR 2013-14 SEASON

 NEW YORK/TORONTO (September 30, 2013) -- The National Hockey League

 Players’ Association (NHLPA) and the National Hockey League (NHL) announced today that

 Hybrid Icing will be implemented for the commencement of the 2013-14 regular season. The

 Hybrid Icing rule had been tested during the 2013-14 preseason.

“After testing hybrid icing during the preseason games, the players participated in a

 survey and a majority of teams supported this rule change in an effort to make the game

 safer,” said Mathieu Schneider, NHLPA Special Assistant to the Executive Director. “We are

 hopeful that the implementation of the hybrid icing rule, which is a middle ground between the

 old rule and no-touch icing, will help minimize the incidence of Player injuries on icing plays.”

The Icing Rule now reads Rule 81.1 – Icing:

 For the purpose of this rule, the center red line will divide the ice into halves.

 Should any player of a team, equal or superior in numerical strength (power-play)

 to the opposing team, shoot, bat or deflect the puck from his own half of the ice

 beyond the goal line of the opposing team, play shall be stopped. For the purpose

 of deflected pucks, this only applies when the puck was originally propelled down

 the ice by the offending team.

 For the purpose of this rule, the point of last contact with the puck by the team in

 possession shall be used to determine whether icing has occurred or not. As such,

 the team in possession must “gain the line” in order for the icing to be nullified.

“Gaining the line” shall mean that the puck, while on the player’s stick (not the

 player’s skate) must make contact with the center red line in order to nullify a

 potential icing.

 For the purpose of interpretation of the rule, there are two judgments required for

 "icing the puck". The Linesman must first determine that the puck will cross the

 goal line. Once the Linesman determines that the puck will cross the goal line, icing

 is completed upon the determination as to which player (attacking or defending)

 would first touch the puck. This decision by the Linesman will be made the instant

 the first player reaches the end zone face-off dots with the player's skate being the

 determining factor. Should the puck be shot down the ice in such a manner that it

 travels around the boards and/or back towards the end zone face-off dots, the

 same procedure shall be in effect in that the Linesman shall determine within a

 similar distance as to who will have touched the puck first.

 For clarification, the determining factor is which player would first touch the puck,

 not which player would first reach the end zone face-off dots.

 If the race for the puck is too close to determine by the time the first Player reaches

 the end zone face-off dots, icing shall be called.

 The puck striking or deflecting off an official does not automatically nullify a potential icing.
Justin Fontaine returns "home;" Mikko Koivu joining Wild on Tuesday
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Good day from beautiful Duluth and the terrific AMSOIL Arena, where there's quite a few banners hanging from the rafters -- Tommy Kurvers, some guy named Brett Hull, a national championship banner from 2011.

There's also a picture of this guy -- the great UMD goalie of all-time and longtime Wild goalie coach, Bob Mason.

Just an fyi: I will be hosting a live online chat on www.startribune.com/wild on Thursday at 2 p.m.

Today was Justin Fontaine Day at AMSOIL. The former Bulldogs national champ returned here as a bona fide NHLer and the local press was waiting with open arms.

Being a 25-year-old rookie and newbie inside the Wild dressing room, you can tell Fontaine is just a tad uncomfortable with all the attention he's getting.

"It's always good coming back to your college town," Fontaine said sheepishly.

His teammates got a kick out of the building manager blaring the arena's horn when Fontaine scored a shootout goal toward the end of practice. They threatened to fine him.

"That was a nice touch," coach Mike Yeo said of the loud noise that echoed through the college barn.

Fontaine will make his NHL debut on Thursday night against the Los Angeles Kings as a left winger on the fourth line with Zenon Konopka and Torrey Mitchell.

"Coming back would be nice, but the idea that you're coming back and you just survived final cuts to stay with an NHL team, I think it's got to be really exciting for him now," Yeo said.

Fontaine had two solid years in Houston and worked hard off the ice to get his body in tip-top shape. Yeo was asked why it took so long for Fontaine to arrive after signing as a free agent in 2011.

"Part of it is paying your dues and developing in the minors," Yeo said. "This is the best league in the world. Obviously he had a great college career, but like most players, there are other things you have to learn to make that next step. You've got to give him a lot of credit because he's improved in all the areas he needed to improve on and he's now ready to make that step."

Yeo likes Fontaine's versatility and noted that even though he was a top-line player in college, but there are only so many of those in the NHL. He said if a player wants to be really smart, he "would get good at all aspects of the game so they can fill in on any role."

Yeo likes that Fontaine can move up in the lineup if there's an injury or an underperformer.

Captain Mikko Koivu remained in the Twin Cities with his fiancee and newborn daughter. He will join the Wild tonight in Duluth for practice Tuesday. Kyle Brodziak was lost for part of practice today because he fell to the ice and then conveniently took a puck to the forehead. He bled badly but was stitched up and back out on the ice in a jiffy.

The Wild's currently golfing after a light practice today. Yeo plans to get right back at it Tuesday with a hard practice to gear up for Thursday's opener against Los Angeles.

Last time we were in Duluth, Josh Harding hurt his ankle if I remember correctly at the team-building exercise the day before. Jim Mill, the Wild's assistant to the GM and now Iowa GM (was Houston), had to tend goal. Yeo noted the upgrade today in goal with Harding and Nik Backstrom on the ice but said, "mind you, it hurt the confidence of our shooters today" that Mill wasn't out there.

One other funny line. Zach Parise, with a gigantic smile, was asked his memories of Duluth: "I remember all they had to do was get one point off us for the [2004] MacNaughton Cup and we swept 'em. It was awesome."

WILD PREGAME FESTIVITIES THURSDAY

The Wild will host pre-game parties at Xcel Energy Center

 before its games on Thursday, Oct. 3 and Saturday,

 Oct. 5. Fans are encouraged to attend the free events

 from 4:30-6:30 p.m. outside Gate 2. The parties will

 include live music by Five Man Advantage, NHL Alumni

 autographs, face painters, food and drink featuring the

 Budweiser Ice Bar, a Hockey Lodge retail booth, a KFAN

 100.3 FM booth and the University of Minnesota Drum

 Line. Additionally, on Thursday only, FOX Sports North

 will have a promotional booth, while KFAN’s Dan Barriero

 will broadcast live from 3-6:30 p.m.

Wild's anticipated opening night lineup; Mike Yeo on today's roster decisions
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Following today's moves to send Jason Zucker and Jake Dowell to Iowa, here is the Wild's anticipated 22-man opening roster and lineup Thursday night vs. Los Angeles (this is barring transactions; the fact the Wild sent Jake Dowell down, too, opens the door to perhaps a waiver pickup Monday):

Forwards

Zach Parise-Mikko Koivu-Jason Pominville

Nino Niederreiter-Charlie Coyle-Dany Heatley

Matt Cooke-Kyle Brodziak-Mikael Granlund

Justin Fontaine-Zenon Konopka-Torrey Mitchell

Injured: Mike Rupp (knee)

Defensemen

Ryan Suter-Jonas Brodin

Marco Scandella-Jared Spurgeon

Keith Ballard-Matt Dumba

Extras: Clayton Stoner, Nate Prosser

Goalies

Niklas Backstrom

Josh Harding

Fontaine will make his NHL debut; Yeo said there's a good chance of Dumba as well.

Fontaine is very excited to make the team, and both Fontaine and Dumba say they're not taking anything for granted. They know nothing is cemented in stone. Dumba said he's well aware he can still be returned to Red Deer before he plays in a 10th game without the first year of his contract being burned.

Zucker tweeted: @Jason_Zucker16: Nobody to blame but myself.. Have to be better and will be better! See you soon Minnesota! #JustWait #MNWild

As for Zucker, I'm shocked at frankly the shock out there. It's been clear the last four days that he was on thin ice. He got hurt at the wrong time in camp and was outperformed by Nino Niederreiter for the second-line left wing spot -- for now. He can be back at anytime.

As for Mikael Granlund, he had a great camp, looks faster, grittier and stronger. If you have two shooters on the second power-play unit in Coyle and Niederreiter, Granlund makes sense because he's a puck distributor. Zucker is another shooter. The Wild also has concerns with Zucker's defensive game, and although he scored a playoff OT winner in Game 3, he didn't produce down the stretch of last season. This is all in the Wild's mind.

Again though, he will play games here this season. He's 21 years old. The AHL is a developmental league and most the great players in this league have played in the AHL. He hasn't even had to spend a full year in the minors (55 games), so chill.

Here are Mike Yeo's thoughts on today's moves, particularly sending Zucker down:

Zucker conversation: Obviously everybody’s goal is to be here, so you’d be pretty concerned if a player was happy or didn’t show some disappointment. As far as Zuck, it really comes down to we’re not prepared to put him on the fourth line right now and we’re not prepared to have him be a healthy scratch. What you saw on the ice today was us gearing up for Game 1 and we’re really not focused on anything beyond that.

Nino and Granlund: He earned it, as far as I’m concerned, the games that he played. We like what he can add to the [Coyle-Heatley line]. Playing against a team like L.A., we’ve got a bigger body. You’ve got a guy that can shoot, a guy that can skate, a guy that can handle the puck. He played like a top-6 forward in training camp and we’re giving him that opportunity up there. Granny had a good camp, too. We spent the entire camp really looking at him as a centerman. We feel we can get a lot out of him as a winger, too. He had a good camp. He showed that he’s battled harder, he’s showed that he’s faster, defensively he did a very good job for us, and we feel he can be a good complement to the [Cooke-Brodziak] line. You have two guys with size and two guys that play a strong, hard game, so we feel putting a guy there with Granny’s ability to distribute the puck, it could complement that line plus give Granny a bigger role.

Message to Zucker: Just make sure you’re on top of his game because we don’t know when it’s going to be. We know that he’s there and to be perfectly honest, I like the idea that everybody on our team knows that he’s there. It shouldn’t be too difficult to make sure that you’re ready to go knowing that there’s a guy like that waiting in the wings.

Fontaine: He seems like he’s the kind of guy that you can move in different parts of your lineup. He plays an intelligent game, he can play well with the puck, he can execute, he can make some plays, but at the same time, he can play well positionally. It makes him the kind of guy you can put in different parts of the lineup. Plus, he’s the kind of guy that I don’t think we’re going to have a ton of concern right now playing him on the fourth line or third line. He’s at a point in his development where we don’t have to really stress about  making sure he gets too much. The next step for him is playing at the NHL level and developing there

Interchangeable parts: Or Granny can go up, or Granny can play center. It even gives us some flexibility even in the game. Having Granny in the lineup is also big for our power play. It gives us flexibility through the course of the game and night to night to throw out different look.

Dowell: The message was pretty clear. We’re being honest with it that our focus is sort of for this game -- getting ready for this week and then thing can change in hurry.

Not carrying an extra forward to save salary cap/proximity of Iowa: But also it doesn’t help anybody to sit around and not play. So it's just a matter of Iowa is close and they're playing the same game, the same system, so let's just concentrate on the group that we're going in with. So to have anybody up here who's not going to play and just sit around and be an extra, it doesn't help the guys that are in the lineup and it doesn't help them.

Dumba NHL debut Thursday: I would say there's a good chance of that.

How will you use him: Again, this is a game one focus for us with this group. With the amount of young guys that we have, I think it just has to be something that we stay on top of night after night.

Prove himself being one of the best defenseman in St. Louis: He played his gap, his skating ability, makes him a tough guy to play against defensively. There's still some things that he can get a little better at with some teaching and some time here he'll continue to get better at that. What it comes down to is his ability to move the puck, his ability to get in the play. We're a team that needs to generate more from the offensive blue line and he's a guy that has the ability to.

What do you want to accomplish the next four days: Well, bigger picture things. Obviously there's tactical parts that we want to get into. We've got the team building trip which will be nice. Bottom line is our main focus is on pace, making sure that we're doing things at game speed, the speed that we want to play games at when we drop the puck on Thursday. Number two is the competitiveness. You saw a lot of battle in our practice today. Number three would be the detail and the habits. And number four would be the execution -- just making sure that we're sharp and crisp and we have a good feeling going into game one.

How fluid will the lineup be: Most of the time, you're not making a lot of changes to your lineup when things are going really well. So I hope that we play 82 in a row with the same lineup (laughing). But I don't think that that's going to happen. And even at that, we won't be afraid to change the lineup if we win. We won't be afraid to change the lineup if we lose because we've got moving parts. Because we've got guys that are capable of playing different positions and guys that are capable of pushing. So I think that's going to be interesting following the story line of that as things go on. Again, we don't know what it's going to look like in Game 5. We know what it will look like in Game 1.

How do you keep from getting stale next four days: We're going to back off a little tomorrow. Obviously today was a very tough practice and we're going to back off tomorrow so we can ramp it back up on Tuesday.

Jason Zucker, Jake Dowell reassigned to Iowa; Fontaine, Dumba among those staying
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The Wild has assigned Jason Zucker and Jake Dowell to Iowa of the American Hockey League, trimming its roster to 22 players this morning.

Obviously disappointed, Zucker left the Xcel Energy Center with his bag and sticks and declined to comment.

Again, as the Wild has said over and over this camp, in its mind, whoever didn't make the opening-night roster simply won't be in the lineup opening night vs. L.A. on Thursday. It's not, "not making the team."

With Iowa in such close proximity and so many players on contracts that allow the Wild to send them up and down freely, this could happen for some time.

Zucker will be back at some point. But against big, tough L.A., coach Mike Yeo must feel he needs rugged Zenon Konopka in the lineup, meaning one of the kids will be scratched.

Zucker would be that guy. He's admitted to feeling sore since his groin injury, Mikael Granlund has also had a quality camp and the second power play has two shooters in Charlie Coyle and Nino Niederreiter. Zucker is a shooter, Granlund a puck distributor.

We haven't talked to Yeo or GM Chuck Fletcher, but to send Dowell down and go below the maximum 23, the Wild is likely looking to save precious salary-cap space since Dowell would be the clear extra forward. This also would allow the Wild to sign David Steckel at any time if it wants.

So, as of now, UMD-Bulldog Justin Fontaine is on the team. Same with Granlund, Niederreiter and Matt Dumba.

And of course, Coyle.

By the way, Niklas Backstrom and Josh Harding are practicing today here at the X, as well as Torrey Mitchell. The Wild heads to Duluth for two days after practice.

Opening Night roster as of now (must be submitted at 4 p.m. Monday)

Forwards

Zach Parise-Mikko Koivu-Jason Pominville

Dany Heatley-Charlie Coyle-Justin Fontaine

Matt Cooke-Kyle Brodziak-Torrey Mitchell

Mikael Granlund-Zenon Konopka-Nino Niederreiter

(If it were me, I'd switch Fontaine and Niederreiter, but Fontaine's been on that line most of camp, so I'll put him there for now)

Defensemen

Ryan Suter-Jonas Brodin

Marco Scandella-Jared Spurgeon

Keith Ballard-Matt Dumba

Clayton Stoner-Nate Prosser

Goalies

Niklas Backstrom

Josh Harding

Injured: Mike Rupp (knee)

More later

Wild loses finale after Harding leaves game with illness; Dumba staying for now
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Saturday morning update: Jake Dowell and Tyler Cuma cleared waivers. Dowell remains on the roster for now. Cuma is in Iowa. No roster moves expected today. Wild has the day off. Injury updates and news will come Sunday prior to the Wild bussing to Duluth.

The Wild fell in its preseason finale Friday night in St. Louis when the big, bad Blues stormed back from a 1-0 deficit by scoring four third-period goals on the fourth goalie on the Wild’s depth chart, Johan Gustafsson.

The Blues, after falling behind on Jared Spurgeon’s power-play goal midway through the first, turned up the dial in the second half of the second period and never let up, so there was not much Gustafsson could do as the Wild was on its heels all period.

Gustafsson was in the game because Josh Harding reported to the trainers during the second intermission that he wasn’t feeling well. Coach Mike Yeo hadn’t talked to Harding postgame yet and said “hopefully he’s just not feeling well.”

Turns out Niklas Backstrom was supposed to start tonight, but he was feeling sore, so the Wild decided not to risk any injury and that’s why it didn’t bring him. Yeo said there’s “nothing remotely wrong” with Backstrom, so not to worry.

Harding by the way stopped all 15 shots he saw through two periods. He gave up two goals in 145 minutes in the preseason (0.83 GAA) and had a .962 save percentage. I tried to talk to him postgame as he headed to the bus, but he must not have wanted to chat.

--Late in tonight’s game, forward Torrey Mitchell was tripped up behind the play in one of corners by defenseman Roman Polak. The Wild claimed it was a slewfoot. I never got a look and there were no in-house replays. Mitchell was down on the ice for awhile, but he finally got up and skated to the bench and into the locker room by his own power. So hopefully he’s OK, but Yeo didn’t have a report yet. Mitchell’s had a real good camp.

--If he isn’t hurt, the Wild has one more roster move to make (the Wild has Saturday off, so it may come before it heads to Duluth on Sunday). Read my main article in Saturday’s paper because GM Chuck Fletcher said people shouldn’t go crazy by whatever that final move will be. Fletcher said the opening night lineup is not who’s “making the team.” It’s who is playing opening night.

So if Yeo decides he wants to go with an all-skill fourth line like he did tonight with Jason Zucker, Mikael Granlund and Nino Niederreiter, maybe Jake Dowell is reassigned. If he feels he needs some beef in the lineup and wants to play Zenon Konopka or Dowell vs. the Kings on Thursday, maybe one of the entry-level guys like Zucker and Granlund has to temporarily go down.

But Fletcher said, especially with Des Moines so close and so many players on contracts that allow them to go up and down, the Wild may shuttle players back and forth for some time depending on what players Yeo wants to play on a certain night.

There’s definitely some intriguing elements of an all-skill line like Zucker-Granlund-Niederreiter. They were threats often early and seemed to catch St. Louis off guard with speed. But against a Blues as big and strong as St. Louis, you need some ruggedness and Yeo was curious to see how the kids would handle the Blues’ heavier, grittier men.

Yeo felt Zucker played with more energy today and like the unconventional kid’s fourth line in the first half of the game. Like the whole team, not so much late.

I did ask Fletcher about Zucker today and Fletcher said, “[Zucker] knows he can play better than what he is, and I have no doubt he will get his game back in order. “There’s a possibility he plays games in the NHL and AHL this year. It’s going to be up to him. But there’s no doubt he’s going to be a really good player in this league.

“He’s too good a player not to find his stride here at some point.”

--One player who did play well tonight is Matt Dumba. He had a real good first half of his game and he was one of the rare players Yeo liked late. He’s staying. The Wild is in no rush to make a decision on him, especially when it has a nine-game window to make a decision between Dumba staying in Minnesota or going back to Red Deer.

The question is how much does he play and how does he handle the NHL game.

“We’re comfortable carrying eight defensemen if needed,” Fletcher said. “It’s pretty tough to make a definitive call on [Dumba] based on a few preseason games. We’ll get into the season and see how much he plays, how often, how well and the answer will be obvious to everybody.”

--Jonas Brodin played left D tonight. Normally he plays right D (difficult for a left-shot D), and he didn’t look overly comfortable. Good thing Ryan Suter will come back and save the day as his partner and he can move back to right D. Suter had the night off.

Nate Prosser played top pair with Brodin tonight and looked good. There were a lot of scouts here and it looks like it’ll be another year of Prosser being the extra guy. At some point, for the sake of Prosser’s career, the Wild should probably look to move him. But as of now, Fletcher doesn’t want to delete any blue-liners until he’s sure Dumba can play in the NHL.

Pairs right now are:

Suter-Brodin

Scandella-Spurgeon

Ballard (night off tonight)-Dumba

Or, if Dumba sits on certain nights, most likely:

Stoner-Ballard (if Dumba sits)

--Yeo on tonight’s game: “I thought even the second half of the second period, they turned it up to another level and it set us back. Puck execution was the biggest problem. We weren’t executing the right way, allowed them to have long shifts in our zone, allowed them to build momentum and I think that gave them the feeling going into the third period that if they continue to do that, the right thing would happen and we never did anything to stop that.”

--On lesson from this: “To be honest with you, I think it’s good for our whole team. I think this is better for us than it would have been to win this game. We’ve had a good camp, but if it was all rosy and all success, I would have been concerned about that. The fact that this is a reminder of the things you need to do and the way we need to play, I think that should help us more.”

--Wild finished the preseason 4-2. Mikko Koivu and Zach Parise set up the Spurgeon goal. But the two of them and Jason Pominville were on for the first three third-period goals, and Koivu and Pominville were actually on for the fourth, too. Pominville also seemed to survive a hit from behind in the head from David Backes tonight. Backes also clocked Matt Cooke at game’s end. Cooke said he was ok and his own visor got him in the face. This was after Cooke came out of the box for getting into it with Polak after his alleged slewfoot on Mitchell. Cooke also nailed Jay Bouwmeester with a clean hit in the second. Chris Stewart lost his mind on Cooke and earned a 4-minute roughing penalty. The Wild didn’t register a shot during two ugly, I believe, shotless power plays that probably gave power-play consultant Andrew Brunette indigestion.

-- I felt Justin Fontaine had a welcome to the NHL game. Probably eye opening, but he also made some nice plays out there, too. Yeo felt this was Dany Heatley’s best game.

“I was happy about playing this team twice in a row,” Yeo said. “I knew we were either going to play two good games or we were going to get spanked like we did tonight. It’s a good reminder.

“We have a good feel where everybody’s at and now we’ll use this week to get ready.”

Again, day off Saturday. Sunday morning the Wild practices at the X before heading to Duluth for a team dinner. Monday, practice, golf and team dinner. Tuesday, the Wild practices at AMSOIL Arena at 10 a.m. and it’s free and open to the public.

Opening Night is Thursday!

OK, I’m exhausted, need to do Wild Minute (that usually takes me 60 Minutes) and get out of here so I can get some shut-eye for an early flight back to Minnesota.

Likely no blog Saturday with the team off. Injury news and cut may come Sunday.

Wild bringing skilled lineup to St. Louis; Dowell on waivers, Steckel released
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UPDATED

Mike Yeo said yesterday he planned to go with a "skilled lineup" tonight in St. Louis, and that he is.

In an intimidating arena against a big team, no Zenon Konopka or Jake Dowell. Ryan Suter and Keith Ballard also get the night off. Same with Niklas Backstrom

Yeo is trying to get a lot of answers tonight in what could be the final audition for one of the youngsters in the lineup.

Josh Harding gets the start. Johan Gustafsson has been recalled to back up as Backstrom stayed home.

Zach Parise-Mikko Koivu-Jason Pominville

Dany Heatley-Charlie Coyle-Justin Fontaine

Matt Cooke-Kyle Brodziak-Torrey Mitchell

Jason Zucker-Mikael Granlund-Nino Niederreiter

D are:

Jonas Brodin (playing left side for first time I can remember)-Nate Prosser

Marco Scandella-Jared Spurgeon

Clayton Stoner-Matt Dumba

Yeo said he plans to juggle the lines a lot less tonight, but it will be interesting to see if any of the skilled forwards on the fourth line get an opportunity to slot up.

The Wild has also placed Dowell and Tyler Cuma on waivers. Dowell wouldn't need to be reassigned to Iowa right away if he clears. It just gives the Wild roster flexibility -- perhaps to even keep all the kids or eventually sign Steckel.

Steckel has been released from his tryout. As of now, Steckel plans to sign an AHL deal and play in Iowa as he waits for an opportunity with the Wild or elsewhere. The Wild informed Steckel of the situation yesterday. There's just no room with Konopka here and the kids playing well. So Steckel will return to Columbus, where he lives, for a few days. If no NHL job comes up, he'll report to Iowa.

Again, just because Dowell is on waivers doesn't mean all the kids make it. Dowell is still with the team and it's hard to imagine the Wild would permanently have one of its prospects be the 13th (extra) forward.

The opening night roster will hopefully become clearer before the Wild heads to Duluth on Sunday.

Cuma has been cleared to return from a knee injury. He is in Iowa already. Brett Bulmer is still getting healthy and will officially be reassigned to Iowa when that occurs.

Follow on @russostrib tonight.
Wild Thursday practice: Zucker on notice
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Rachel Blount here, sitting in for Russo. After stating his disappointment with the play of Jason Zucker in Wednesday's victory over St. Louis, Wild coach Mike Yeo didn't back off of his assessment. And it doesn't help Zucker's cause that Yeo also continued to rave about Mikael Granlund, who impressed the coach in Thursday's practice.

Both young forwards could play in Friday's preseason finale at St. Louis. Yeo stopped short of characterizing it as a head-to-head competition between Zucker and Granlund for a roster spot, but it feels that way.

Wednesday, Zucker got limited ice time, most of it on the fourth line. Granlund sat out a second game with a minor injury but looked strong and sharp in Thursday's practice, particularly during special-teams work.

Yeo said after practice that he had not talked to Zucker yet, but he planned to let him know what he wants to see from him. "He's got to get more engaged,'' Yeo said. "I thought he was losing races to pucks, and that shouldn't happen with his speed. He just really wasn't much of a factor in the game. He's got to be more involved. That's not an easy thing to do against a team like St. Louis, but you've got to be a factor out there.''

The rematch against St. Louis, Yeo said, will be a big game for both Zucker and Granlund, as well as for a few other players. Two more players will be cut before the season begins a week from today on Thursday, Oct. 3.

Zucker clearly knows the stakes. "I've got nobody to blame but myself,'' he said.

Granlund will definitely play Friday, Yeo said. Regarding those final cuts, he said, "I seriously don't know where we're going yet.'' But he noted again his happiness with how Granlund has performed during camp and was especially pleased to see how well Granlund worked with Charlie Coyle and Nino Niederreiter on the power play in Thursday's workout.

"It's a good dynamic with the three of those guys,'' Yeo said. "They're working well. You've got big bodies, guys that are good around the net, and you've got a puck distributor (Granlund) who sees the ice really well and can shoot it, too, if there's a lot of room. It was fun watching them.''

Yeo also was glad to see a stout performance from Niklas Backstrom in goal Wednesday. Goalie coach Bob Mason said both Backstrom and Josh Harding are showing no lingering effects from their health issues of last season, and he is pleased with what he's seen from them in camp. More on that in Friday's paper.

Wild wins again: Yeo heaps praise on Coyle, "wasn't crazy" about Zucker 

Posted by: Michael Russo under Wild game coverage, Wild training camp  Updated: September 25, 2013 - 11:07 PM 
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Charlie Coyle continued his fantastic preseason with a breakaway goal – the eventual winning goal – and Torrey Mitchell and Matt Cooke scored goals, as well, Wednesday night as the Wild defeated the St. Louis Blues 3-1 in preseason action.

Other than the Derek Roy-Chris Stewart line and eventually Brenden Morrow, Wednesday’s St. Louis lineup was very emblematic of what should be their regular-season lineup. So was Minnesota, which improved to 4-1 in the preseason.

Niklas Backstrom looked real, real good tonight with 33 saves and Nino Niederreiter got shafted out of a goal – so to speak – when he scored a water-bottle popping power-play goal in the third. But the referees didn’t see the water bottle pop (the crowd did) and neither did the goal judge on the balcony under the corner rafters on that side.

For some bizarre reason, there’s no video review in the preseason even when there were cameras, an overhead and one of the two usual video review judges manning the booth and seeing it was a goal clear as day on replay.

Doesn’t matter though. Coach Mike Yeo and the brass know it was in and Yeo again praised Niederreiter after the game. He also praised Justin Fontaine.

He “wasn’t crazy” about Jason Zucker’s game (says El Nino and Fonzy “took advantage of their opportunities more”), and he saw 13 shifts and 10:23 of ice time, and mostly on the fourth line.

I felt Zucker would be a lock to make this roster before camp. Heck, I felt that way this morning.

I’m not so sure anymore. I can’t figure out if Yeo is trying to prod Zucker and motivate him or if he’s in serious trouble here.

Yeo wasn’t happy with Zucker’s first period in Columbus the other night and didn’t like his game tonight. If Mikael Granlund has a strong game when he returns to the lineup in Friday’s preseason finale, could he take that spot next to Coyle or play the fourth line?

Before getting hurt, Granlund was having a strong camp. Not only does he look faster, he was making plays, blocking shots and being reliable defensively.

Prior to tonight’s game, Yeo warned his players that he’d be juggling lines like a madman, and he certainly did that in the second.

While Zach Parise may have started the game on his normal top line with Mikko Koivu and Jason Pominville, the Wild workhorse also saw shifts with Coyle. Pominville saw shifts with Coyle and Dany Heatley.

Heatley saw shifts with Koivu. Niederreiter saw top-line action, second-line action and fourth-line action. Fontaine played on the second, third and fourth lines. Torrey Mitchell played on the third and fourth lines. Jason Zucker played the first two periods on the fourth line with Zenon Konopka.

“It was to get some familiarity with other players,” said Parise, who has said before that he likes to get used to playing with other linemates. “It was good, guys we hadn’t played with at all during camp, it made some different liens and I thought it went well.”

Yeo said his objective tonight was to see different players on different lines and get the guys who had only played one game – Parise, Koivu, Pominville, Ryan Suter and Jonas Brodin – ready for the season.

“I wish we had more time to get some of the young kids more ice time, but the bottom line is we have to focus on certain guys and makings sure they’re ready first,” Yeo said. “That’s why it’s important for a young kid to take advantage of every shift and every practice day.”

He said late in camp, the priority is on the core guys, so above quote, you can read between the lines there and Yeo is referring to Zucker.

Coyle again was real good. His goal was a thing of beauty, a home-run pass from Suter. Coyle skated in, hit the brakes, deked Brian Elliott out of his skates and tucked the puck into an open net.

“I just want to be careful because with a young kid, I don’t want to sit here and heap too much praise on him, but I can’t say anything negative about his camp,” Yeo said of Coyle. “He’s been outstanding. The challenge for him is to keep it going.”

Yeo brought up before camp when the media was asking if he was worried about sophomore slumps for Coyle and Brodin.

“When you know this kid’s personality, you know the way he trains, you know his motivation, I was pretty confident we wouldn’t see that from him,” Yeo said of Coyle. “He’s a consistent two-way player, plays well without the puck. He’s had a great preseason. … There’s no reason to feel anything but real happy with the way that he’s played.”

Niederreiter had a solid game. So did Mitchell, who scored a pretty shortie by racing into the offensive zone, finding Keith Ballard’s dump-in before Elliott could do anything with it and whipping it into an open net. Cooke snapped a goal off a nice Kyle Brodziak feed in the neutral zone.

Like I said, Backstrom looked good. Matt Dumba played well after a tough game in Columbus. Great game for Brodin, too.

Pominville had a bunch of chances. Koivu was robbed on one 5-on-3 goalmouth pass from Pominville.

Koivu’s fiancée, Helena, gave birth to their first child on Tuesday night, Sofie Elizabeth.

He didn’t get much sleep before the game, but a smiling Koivu said, “I better get used to that, right?”

Asked what it’s like being a papa, Koivu said, kiddingly, “Little bit confused, I still don’t know what to do. It’s a great feeling. I can’t really describe it. It’s still new and [I’m] nervous, but that’s natural. But Helena’s been doing a good job. For sure she knows what to do more than I do, but I’ll get there.”

Koivu is starting to get real confident with how the Wild’s playing. The Wild isn’t giving up a lot of chances, their D look good jumping into plays and offensively they’re generating chances.

Remember, tonight was really the first game where the team that could resemble opening night were together.

Yeo said again he wants to be a better adjustment team this year, and with that comes line juggling.

He said that “shouldn’t be a huge adjustment for us. We play a sound team game and everybody should be on the same page.”

Yeo admitted he’s got no clue right now “how we’re going to start the season or make up lines. We have more players, we have more depth, and with that, we’ve got more decisions.”

It’ll be interesting to see if the Wild’s willing to go with a young cast on the fourth line, whether that be a Fontaine, Granlund, Zucker or Niederreiter.

Like I said before, I’d be shocked at this point if Fontaine and Niederreiter don’t make it. The question is if Granlund and/or Zucker make it initially. For it to be both, the Wild would need to trade one of its fourth-liners like Konopka (who has been on the block) or put a one-way guy on waivers (Konopka or Jake Dowell). Usually teams spending $65 million loathe throwing an NHL salary in the minors.

Another story line from tonight is something I’ve alluded to all preseason. If Dumba makes the team, it looks like Clayton Stoner is the odd guy out with Nate Prosser.

Tonight the pairs were

Suter-Brodin

Scandella-Spurgeon

Ballard-Dumba

Scandella, by the way, had his best preseason game of the three he’s played.

That’s it for now. By the way, owner Craig Leipold had some of us ink-stained wretches in his suite for the game tonight. He did tell me he’s currently looking to put a new HD scoreboard in. No timetable yet.

I always get questions about that though.

Rachel Blount is covering practice technically Thursday as I’m getting together with a player after practice for a story next week. She’ll likely blog. I’ll likely tweet. Good night.

Trying to figure out the Wild's roster situation
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The Wild hosts the St. Louis Blues tonight at Xcel Energy Center in its second-to-last preseason game at 7 p.m. The Blues will fly in this afternoon.

The game is NOT TELEVISED but will be on the award-winning (in my own mind) @russostrib Twitter Network and KFAN (100.3-FM) with the sweet sound of Bob Kurtz and Tom Reid (and I suppose Kevin Falness if you like that sort of thing).

Niklas Backstrom between the pipes. Josh Harding and his red pads serving as the backup.

The Wild has a huge cutdown day yesterday. Its roster now stands at 28, but Brett Bulmer and Tyler Cuma are still listed because they’re hurt, as is Mike Rupp, who is destined to start the season on injured reserve due to a knee injury.

So the Wild’s roster is really at 25. The maximum roster size can be 23, meaning two more cuts.

Barring trade or injury, David Steckel is likely one of those. If he doesn’t make the team or signed elsewhere, he’s likely to sign an AHL contract and report to Iowa, where he’ll await an opportunity from the Wild or somebody else while playing.

That means one other player won’t make it. I’d be shocked if Matt Dumba doesn’t. There’s no reason to return him to Red Deer when the collective bargaining agreement allows a nine-game window (nine games where he plays, not the team) to make a decision. He could actually stay longer and be returned, but then the first year of his three-year contract wouldn’t slide.

So, if that’s the case, one of the forwards isn’t making it. Mikael Granlund is the extra tonight. He was having a very good camp before he sustained an upper-body injury last week against Winnipeg. He won’t play tonight (Wild says he’s not 100 percent), but coach Mike Yeo said this morning that he will play Friday in St. Louis to give him one final shot to make an impression. Granlund has improved in a lot of ways – looks faster, grittier, blocking shots, etc.

Charlie Coyle is a lock as No. 2 center. Let’s just get that out there.

So it’s between Granlund, Jason Zucker, Nino Niederreiter and Justin Fontaine.

Fontaine is the only one of those four who requires waivers to get to Iowa. He’s also somebody who can slot up to a scoring line or play on the third or fourth lines. He can also play the point on the power play if the Wild ever got into a pinch.

Yeo has raved about Niederreiter a lot lately. He’s liked him in scoring roles, he liked his physicality and defensive reliability in Columbus on Monday.

So we could very well be seeing a Zucker vs. Granlund tryout these last two games.

Zucker is in tonight: “It’s a statement game for not only myself, but a couple other guys too that need to get a spot on this team.”

Mikko Koivu’s fiancée gave birth to a girl (Congrats to the Captain and his significant other), so Koivu was not at today’s skate. He is expected to play tonight, but because he wasn’t there, it’s hard to get a grasp of tonight’s lines.

But perhaps:

Zach Parise-Koivu-Jason Pominville

Zucker-Coyle-Dany Heatley

Matt Cooke-Kyle Brodziak-Niederreiter

Fontaine-Zenon Konopka-Torrey Mitchell

Extras are Steckel, Jake Dowell and Granlund.

Defense pairs are:

Ryan Suter-Jonas Brodin

Marco Scandella-Jared Spurgeon

Keith Ballard-Dumba

Extras are Clayton Stoner and Nate Prosser

However, Yeo said he wants to juggle lines tonight to see different players in different roles.

For instance, Fontaine has played real well with Coyle and Heatley this camp. That line has scored in both games vs. Winnipeg that it was together, so I’d suspect we see that trio again as a line at some extended portion of tonight.

If that’s the case, Zucker may see third- or fourth-line action.

I asked Yeo if there’s a chance Granlund – or for that matter Zucker – can play a fourth-line role.

“If it was, then probably the makeup of that fourth line would be a little different,” he said. “Maybe the makeup of our fourth line is a little different than the conventional fourth line, that maybe we put some younger, more skilled players on there, and they have little bit of bigger role (like power play in addition).”

For this to happen, the Wild would likely have to place a player on a one-way contract on waivers.

This still would surprise me. Do you really want Granlund or Zucker developing on the fourth line in the NHL rather than the first line with first PP unit time in Iowa?

Hey, at least this gives us a story line to watch these last two games. I think the Wild try to make its final two cuts after Friday’s St. Louis game because I think it’d want to take its actual team to Duluth on Sunday afternoon.

The Wild practices there Monday and Tuesday. Tuesday’s Amsoil Arena practice at 10 a.m. is free and open to the public for any fans up there in the area.

By the way, all Wild players on waivers today cleared and are Iowa bound.

Talk after the game and on Twitter tonight.

Wild roster cut to 28, plus practice update
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The Wild cut its roster to 28 players Tuesday morning, sending 11 players to its AHL affiliate in Iowa and putting seven others on waivers with the intent of assigning them to Iowa on Wednesday.

Forward Erik Haula and Carson McMillan, both of whom had performed well in camp, were among Tuesday's cuts. Haula, Raphael Bussieres, Josh Caron, Kris Foucault, Tyler Graovac and Zack Phillips are the forwards sent to Iowa; defensemen who will join them are Corbin Baldwin, Colton Jobke and Kyle Medvec. Goalies Darcy Kuemper and Johan Gustafsson also were assigned to Iowa.

Players placed on waivers with intent to send to Iowa: Forwards McMillan, Stephane Veilleux and Chad Rau; defensemen Jonathon Blum, Brian Connelly, Steven Kampfer and Jon Landry. Kurtis Gabriel also was assigned to Owen Sound of the OHL.

Mikael Grandlund is practicing today, but Mikko Koivu is not. We'll have an update later.

UPDATE: Koivu did not practice Tuesday because his fiancee is in labor. Wild coach Mike Yeo expects him in the lineup for Wednesday's preseason game against St. Louis. Granlund, who has what the Wild is calling a "slight upper-body injury,'' looked good in practice. Yeo said if Granlund is feeling fine, he will play Wednesday.

Other post-practice notes Tuesday:

--Yeo sounded doubtful that forward Mike Rupp (offseason knee surgery) will be ready to go when the season starts. "That's going to be a stretch,'' Yeo said. "He's feeling better. I'm not going to rule it out. But he's got to get some quality practice time in. He's got a lot of catching up to do.''

--The coach lauded Haula's speed, positioning and ability to read plays. But he said none of the players cut Tuesday were going to make the opening-night roster, so it was best to move them along. "The young kids, the prospects, they need to play,'' Yeo said. "So let's get them on their way and get them started.''

--Forward Justin Fontaine was happy to have a locker in the main room, squeezed in next to the stereo and the goalies. To keep it, Yeo said, he will have to put the puck in the net or create a chance for someone else to do the same. "He's going to have to be a guy who contributes offensively,'' Yeo said. "He's going to have to be a guy who's creating and making plays.'' Fontaine said the coaches want to see him refine the details of his game, particularly when it comes to following the Wild's systems.

--Defenseman Matt Dumba had a place in the main locker room, too: a temporary stall with a folding chair. He wasn't complaining. Yeo continued to laud Dumba for working his way out of a jam in Monday's 2-1 shootout victory over Columbus, when Dumba persevered after two lousy periods and righted himself in the third. "That was a big step for me,'' Dumba said. "I calmed myself down and found my game. ... That was huge for me.''
Postgame thoughts
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Below are some thoughts after Nashville’s 3-2 win over Minnesota.

This was a big win for the Predators in the 2013-14 season. Victories were elusive for Nashville down the stretch of the 2012-13 season — only two in the final month of the year. And as Nashville continued to lose to start the season with defeats in its first two games, you could sense frustration begin the mount again. Now the Predators can finally start moving past last year to some degree.

Eric Nystrom has been a solid contributor for the Predators. So far he has two points in three games, and has shown as nice offensive touch to go along with his gritty two-way play. Nystrom, who had a goal tonight, has never scored more than 21 points in a season, but Nashville has seemed to put him in a more offensive role. Maybe this is a year he finds his scoring touch.

Predators coach Barry Trotz called out his skill players Friday, and one responded with a goal. Colin Wilson not only netted his first of the season, he also had a high in ice-time with 16:26. For Nashville to succeed this year, Wilson not only needs to score, but the coaching staff needs to trust him. Both seemed to happen Tuesday.
Bourque out for Preds, Spaling in
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In just this fourth game of the season tonight between the Predators and Toronto Maple Leafs, we’re seeing Nashville’s forward depth play a role.

With Nick Spaling’s return from an upper-body injury, forward Gabriel Bourque will take a seat tonight per coach Barry Trotz.

Bourque was one of the Predators top forwards a year ago, but has struggled this season — not scoring a point. He is a minus-1 and has fired just two shots on goal. Spaling is one of Nashville’s top penalty killers and a strong two-way forward.

When Viktor Stalberg comes back — which could be Saturday against the Islanders, according to Trotz — Nashville will have quite a logjam at forward, assuming everyone is healthy at that time.
Suter back in Nashville, Spaling out
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Wild defenseman Ryan Suter expects the boos to be loud and ongoing tonight when the Wild play at the Predators. When Suter, who left Nashville via free agency two summers ago, played his first game with the Wild here last year, any time he jumped on the ice, the crowd booed him.

Suter was drafted by the Predators with the No. 7 overall pick in the 2003 draft. He and Shea Weber formed the best defense pair in the league during their years together.

“A year has gone by now, and I’ve moved on,” Suter said. “We have a great team here. Just looking forward to the game, and just another game.”

Last summer, Trotz told 102.5 The Game that the Wild, “stole” Suter in free agency, even though as an unrestricted free agent, it was Suter’s right to test the open market. Trotz backtracked from these comments Tuesday.

“I haven’t helped that situation either,” Trotz said. “I ran into Ryan, and he goes, ‘I thought you liked me?’ I do like Ryan.”

Spaling out: Forward Nick Spaling will sit tonight’s game with an “upper body” injury. Rookie Filip Forsberg will make his 2013-14 debut, taking Spaling’s place.
Jones and Weber a likely pair against Wild
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We knew defensemen Shea Weber and Seth Jones were going to pair up at some point this year, we just didn’t know when. With Roman Josi suffering a concussion Friday at Colorado, it appears that time is tonight against the Minnesota Wild.

Weber and Jones were a duo at today’s morning skate with Jones playing the left side and Weber playing the right.

“They could be a really good pair,” coach Barry Trotz said. “Shea does what he does, and Seth is in game three of his career, but tracking really well in terms of poise and playing.”

Trotz is probably right. The smooth-skating Jones played 25:46 Friday at Colorado and has arguably been Nashville’s top blueliner through two games. He and Weber should be an intimidating pair with their size and reach. Both stand 6-foot-4 and have uncommon mobility for players with their 200-plus pound frames.

“We can definitely cover a lot of ice with our wingspan,” Weber said. “Definitely two guys who are rangey and have long sticks and long reach. Hopefully it will make it a challenge for some of the top forwards.”

The opening for Jones was caused when Josi was hit near his head Friday by Colorado’s Steve Downie. If Jones and Weber play well, there may be a chance the two could stick as a duo. Still, we’ll have to see how they perform tonight first.

The only question about the two revolves around Jones. He’s a natural right defenseman and is a righthanded shot. It may be a lot to ask of him to play the left side in just his third NHL game.

In terms of Josi, he remains out and Trtoz said he hasn’t started workouts again.
Josi out with concussion

October 6th, 2013 | by JOSH COOPER, The Tennessean |  2 Comments 

--------------------------------------------------------------------------------

Share 

The Predators announced today that defenseman Roman Josi would miss time with a concussion sustained during Friday night’s game at Colorado.

This opens a major void on the left side of captain Shea Weber on the top defense pairing. Josi and Weber were supposed to crunch around 25 minutes per-game. Josi was also the third most experienced blueliner on the Predators with 102 games of NHL experience.

So who will pair with Weber? My guess is Seth Jones. The rookie was one of Nashville’s best players in the first two games.

He played a team-high 25:46 against the Avalanche and never looked tired. During the game he moved from his natural right side to the left at times to accommodate the Josi injury.

As of right now, it appears Ryan Ellis will jump into the lineup to replace Josi on Tuesday at Minnesota.
Postgame thoughts
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DENVER Below are a few thoughts after Nashville’s 3-1 loss at Colorado.

—We may see the Shea Weber/Seth Jones defense pairing earlier than we expected. Midway through the second period, Weber’s defense partner Roman Josi was knocked out of the game with an upper-body injury. If Josi is out for some time, it makes some sense to put Jones with Weber. Jones played the most minutes of all skaters Friday (25:46 total). At least through the first two games he has played like a veteran, not a 19-year-old. He doesn’t have a lot of experience on the left side — Weber is a right defenseman as is Jones — but he has such a high hockey IQ and can learn the spot rather quickly.

—The Predators need to get their offense going. Three goals in two games is not a good way to start the season. Both have been on the road where it’s generally harder to score, but Nashville still needs to find a way to finish its chances. Not having Viktor Stalberg or Filip Forsberg in the lineup hurts offensive production, but their absence shouldn’t totally hamper the offense.

—Despite Nashville’s lack of scoring, you can say it has outplayed its opponent the first two games. Coach Barry Trotz believed the Predators were the better team at St. Louis on Thursday. And they looked solid against Colorado on Friday, save for a few bounces. Though the results haven’t quite been there yet for Nashville, this team certainly looks improved from a year ago.

Preds talk Downie hit
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Update: According to ESPN’s Pierre LeBrun, the NHL has not scheduled a hearing with Downie on the hit. I’d imagine this would make Nashville a bit more upset than it was last night — when it was already ticked off at Downie.

DENVER The Predators took exception to Steve Downie’s hit midway through the second period that knocked out defenseman Roman Josi. Downie left his feet and led with his hands. Josi suffered an “upper body” injury. He will be reevaluated Sunday. Below is some of the Nashville chatter on the incident.

Paul Gaustad

“I take issue with that. He’s one of those players who looks for the crowd to cheer him on or something like that, I don’t know … it was a dumb hit and we know who did it. We play these guys several times this year.”

Barry Trotz

“If you watch the film, I think it’s pretty self-explanatory there. I think the league will handle it correctly. There will be something coming out of it I think.”

“We’re trying to get all that out of the game, launching yourself with the head shots and stuff like that. We’re trying to get that out of the league.”

Postgame thoughts
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Below are a few quick thoughts from Nashville’s 4-2 season-opening loss to the St. Louis Blues.

Seth Jones did not look out of place at all. Nashville’s 2013 first round pick showed excellent passing ability and mobility for a player his size. What I found interesting was how well Jones used his reach to distribute the puck. He was able to find teammates and squeeze the puck through the tiniest of holes.

Pekka Rinne’s hip isn’t a major problem, but until he plays a full 60 minutes, there’s probably some small level of worry. Rinne looked fine in the preseason and in practices. But the regular season is a different animal. Also, he didn’t play a full 60 minutes in the preseason. His last full game was April 23 against Calgary.

The first 10 minutes of the game felt like it was Nashville’s disastrous 2012-13 campaign all over again. The Blues scored on every Predators defensive breakdown, and there was just an overall sense of dread. But this team battled back and showed ability to get offensive chances, though they were unable to finish a lot of them. Also remember, the Predators are without two of their better offensive players: Viktor Stalberg (shoulder injury) and Filip Forsberg (lower body injury).

Trotz addresses the Roy situation
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ST. LOUIS It was a question that was joking in nature to Nashville coach Barry Trotz. When asked if he was ready to get into a tussle with new Colorado coach Patrick Roy, who got into a shouting match with Anaheim’s Bruce Boudreau last night, Trotz decided to comment on Roy’s tactics.

Per the Ducks Twitter feed, Boudreau expressed his annoyance that Roy was yelling at Anaheim players. Trotz — who has a high level of respect for Boudreau — took the Ducks coach’s side. When reading this, keep in mind the Predators play Roy’s Avalanche tomorrow in Denver.

Here is the quote:

“I can tell you this, there’s no room for coaches yelling at opposition players in this league. That’s not professional and it shouldn’t be tolerated. I’d hate to see (St. Louis Rams coach) Jeff Fisher, who is a friend of mine, yapping at some football player, and he comes over and whacks him. There’s no place for that in the game, and I don’t think it should be tolerated at all. If you want to be professional, we’re the best league in the world, we’re the classiest league in the world, and we should act that way.”

Roy, is in the Hockey Hall of Fame and arguably the greatest playoff goaltender of all time. This is his first year coaching Colorado, and is seen as somewhat of a wild card in the newly formed Central Division.

Posted In:  Team News

Preds start season back-to-back
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ST. LOUIS Greetings from St. Louis, where the Predators will start the 2013-14 NHL season Thursday at the Blues. Nashville will then play Friday at the Colorado Avalanche.

A side-note on the games: The high in St. Louis tomorrow, according to weather.com, is 88 degrees. The high in Denver on Friday is 45 degrees. Yikes.

Anyway, it should be an interesting couple of days — and a lot of the storylines revolve around defenseman Seth Jones. He will likely make his NHL debut at St. Louis. Then he will probably go head-to-head with No. 1 pick in the 2013 draft, Nathan MacKinnon on Friday. Jones was passed over by Colorado for that selection and fell to Nashville at No. 4.

Jones learned to play hockey in Colorado from Avalanche Executive Vice President of Hockey Operations Joe Sakic. And it was Sakic, along with head coach Patrick Roy, who opted for MacKinnon with the No. 1 pick.

Also, the Predators will need to look at Pekka Rinne’s workload the next two days. The netminder had hip surgery in early May and didn’t play a full contest in the preseason. Will the Predators play Rinne back-to-back? How will he do in a full 60 minute situation?

All these questions will be answered basically within a 24 hour span.

Preds finalize opening night roster
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The Predators finalized their opening night roster with the group below. Note Simon Moser was sent to Milwaukee to start the season. Also, defenseman Seth Jones and forward Filip Forsberg have officially made the team. Going into training camp there was much conjecture as to whether both would be on the squad.

Forwards (13): Gabriel Bourque, Rich Clune, Matt Cullen, Mike Fisher, Filip Forsberg, Paul Gaustad, Matt Hendricks, Patric Hornqvist, David Legwand, Eric Nystrom, Craig Smith, Nick Spaling and Colin Wilson.

Defensemen (7): Victor Bartley, Mattias Ekholm, Ryan Ellis, Seth Jones, Roman Josi, Kevin Klein and Shea Weber.

Goaltenders (2): Carter Hutton and Pekka Rinne.

Injured Reserve (1): Viktor Stalberg.

Agent: Moser signs with Predators

September 29th, 2013 | by JOSH COOPER, The Tennessean |  0 Comments 

--------------------------------------------------------------------------------

Share 

According to a tweet from Simon Moser’s agent, Georges Muller, the Swiss forward has signed a one-year entry-level contract with the Predators.

Moser, 24, was in Nashville on a professional tryout agreement, but impressed the coaching staff with his heady two-way play. Last season, Moser had 21 points in 35 games with Langau of the Swiss ‘A’ League. He had five points in 10 games with Switzerland in the World Championships in the spring.

It’s unclear how long Moser will stay with the Predators, since three forwards — Viktor Stalberg, Filip Forsberg and Patric Hornqvist — are hurt. But he does provide depth, and at a likely low cost.

The team has yet to officially announce the signing.

Nashville Predators seeing progress on power play
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Predators seek consistency on power play

Predators seek consistency on power play: New assistant coach Phil Housley, a longtime NHL defenseman, is helping the Predators re-energize their power play.
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Predators coach Barry Trotz, right, introduced former NHL defenseman Phil Housley as a new assistant coach in May. / File / Sanford Myers / The Tennessean

TODAY’S GAME

MAPLE LEAFS (3-1-0) at PREDATORS (1-2-0) 

• When: 7 p.m. 

• TV/radio: Fox TN/102.5-FM
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For the Predators on the power play there are three keys: breakouts, zone entry and shots.

This isn’t exactly a new philosophy. The goal is to possess the puck and score goals, and you can’t do either without those three components.

But new assistant coach Phil Housley, who is now in charge of Nashville’s power play, has tried to further ingrain those keys into his players.

Through three games the results have been there at times (two power-play goals Tuesday against Minnesota in a 3-2 victory) and absent at others (none in the first two games, both losses). The power play has clicked at an 18.2 percent rate so far, which ranked 16th in the NHL going into Wednesday’s games.

The Predators believe they’re making progress under Housley in all three areas, however, and are on the way to re-establishing their man-advantage prowess of two seasons ago.

“Before, we had our one breakout and we would make our adjustments in-game. Now we’re practicing different breakouts so we can throw off other teams and change in-game, which can definitely help surprise the PK,” forward Colin Wilson said. “In zone, (Housley) is making it easy and saying ‘here’s where you’re going to be’ and read and react. We basically have our setup and he’s telling us to read and react. Having that setup will help us go off it.”

Three years ago, coach Barry Trotz took over the power play from then-assistant Peter Horachek. It took about a year for the concepts to come together, but the Predators eventually developed a dynamic power-play unit.

In 2011-12, they rode a read-and-react system to the top power play in the NHL at 21.7 percent. A lot of it had to do with point men Shea Weber and Ryan Suter, who had a symbiotic blueliner relationship.

With Suter gone last season, Nashville’s man advantage dropped to 17.1 percent, good for 17th in the NHL. Personnel and injuries were factors in the decline.

Enter Housley, who had 609 power-play points in his career. He has simplified the breakouts and reinstituted what he calls a shoot-first mentality.

“We’ve added some more options and I think it kind of makes our power play more of a dual threat. We have two different things or three different things we can do and can really keep teams off guard and not be able to prepare for it,” Weber said.

“Obviously when you shoot pucks it’s going to create problems for the other team, whether it’s rebounds, goals, second chances — you want to create that problem and create second opportunities off of that.”

Housley’s NHL power play experience has helped him connect with the players on a unique level when teaching, especially young defensemen.

Said Trotz: “I can run a power play, but those little nuances, those reps Phil had all those years, he can help players like Seth Jones and Roman Josi.”

It’s still early. So it’s difficult to tell how effective Housley’s message will be over the long haul. But it’s clear he has his convictions and has at least brought a different voice to the man-advantage.

“Timing on the breakout (is important). Nobody can be ahead of the puck carrier,” Housley said. “So timing, possession on entry and we’re looking for shots.”

Reach Josh Cooper at 615-726-8917 or jcooper2@tennessean.com.
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Predators' Seth Jones has solid home debut


Predators' Seth Jones has solid home debut: Rookie defenseman gets first NHL point in Preds' 3-2 win.

Seth Jones (3) battles with Minnesota's Mikael Granlund in the second period Tuesday. 
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Seth Jones (3) battles with Minnesota's Mikael Granlund in the second period Tuesday. / Sanford Myers / The Tennessean
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As an NHL rookie, Seth Jones is experiencing a lot of firsts.

First home game. First penalty. First assist.

And first victory.

The Predators’ 3-2 win over Minnesota on Tuesday night came with a new-look roster that includes considerable young talent, most prominently Jones.

He has the look of a future star. He skates with purpose. He handles the puck in traffic. He knows how to use his 6-foot-4, 205-pound body.

Yes, there are some rough edges. But experience will take care of that. Against the Wild, he took an early penalty for high-sticking, and Minnesota scored on the resulting power play.

But barely a minute after that goal, Jones made amends with an assist on fellow rookie Filip Forsberg’s first NHL goal. With a five-on-three advantage, the play began when Jones fired a shot at goal and the puck bounced off a Minnesota player’s stick, glanced off Patric Hornqvist’s leg and onto the stick of Forsberg, who buried the shot.

“It was pretty lucky, I guess,” Jones said.

Asked whether he wanted a small piece of the puck to commemorate his first NHL point, Jones shook his head and said that puck belongs to Forsberg.

“I want one for my first goal, whenever that may come,” he said.

It’ll come — sooner rather than later. At the tender age of 19, he has the look of a star in the making. He almost seems too good to be true. He’s too big, too talented, too polished and too mature. Watching him on the ice for the Predators and talking to him in the locker room, you figure this is an illusion. At some point, you expect him to play like an NHL rookie and act like a teenager.

“The guy you talk to is the guy we see all the time,” Preds coach Barry Trotz said. “What you’re getting is what I get. That’s him. Because of that, he’s already endeared himself to the other players.

“You can fool a coach. You can fool the fans. You can fool the media. But you can’t fool the locker room. The way his teammates react to him tells you all you need to know.”

To say Jones is talented and mature beyond his years is an understatement. On Tuesday night, Jones moved up to the top defensive pairing with captain Shea Weber. Although the lineup adjustment came after Roman Josi suffered a concussion, it was just a matter of time before the phenom was paired with Weber.

“It makes your life a lot easier out there,” Jones of the pairing. “I feel pretty good about everything. I feel pretty confident.”

His obvious physical gifts are complemented by a strong work ethic. He might have been the fourth pick of the NHL draft, but he acts like an underachiever who is trying to stick in the league.

“You never know what to expect with young guys,” Trotz said. “A lot of times, there’s a sense of entitlement. They say, ‘Why can’t I be the guy?’ That’s not Seth at all. He’s humble. He just wants to become a good player. It’s absolutely refreshing.”

Jones’ emergence in the top defensive pairing reflects a team that is in transition. He is one of 10 new faces in the locker room. With that in mind, the Preds should get better as the season progresses. It’ll take time for roles to be defined and embraced.

“The idea is to keep getting better with every game,” Jones said.

You probably know the CliffsNotes of him. His father is Ronald “Popeye” Jones, a college basketball star at Murray State and an 11-year NBA journeyman. Dear old dad once scored 37 points as Murray State almost became the first No. 16 seed to knock off a No. 1 seed in the NCAA Tournament, but Michigan State survived 75-71 in overtime in that 1990 game.

When Popeye was with the Denver Nuggets, he asked Colorado Avalanche star Joe Sakic for a word of advice for his son, who was gravitating away from basketball and toward hockey. Sakic emphasized the importance of becoming a strong skater.

Watching Jones play now, it’s obvious he took the advice to heart. He is uncommonly agile on his skates for someone so big.

He arrived in the NHL to great fanfare. He recently was listed at No. 39 among the 50 most marketable athletes by SportsPro, a publication that focuses on the business of sports. Before the draft, he signed a big endorsement deal with Reebok-CCM Hockey. He is a client of Pat Brisson of Creative Artist Agency. Brisson also represents Sidney Crosby.

“Seth’s parents have done a really good job of schooling him,” Trotz said. “He’s been around professional sports all of his life. I can imagine them sitting around the supper table and his dad saying, ‘You’ve got to do this and this and this.’ Seth is a fast learner.”

He certainly looks like the real deal.

David Climer’s columns run on Wednesday, Friday, Saturday and Sunday. Reach him at 615-259-8020 or dclimer@tennessean.com.
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Nashville Predators beat Minnesota Wild 3-2


Nashville Predators beat Minnesota Wild 3-2: Eric Nystrom, Filip Forsberg and Shea Weber discuss the Predators' first win of the season.

The Predators' No. 1 pick in the draft, Seth Jones, right, was paired with Shea Weber (6) on Tuesday against the Minnesota Wild. 
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The Predators' No. 1 pick in the draft, Seth Jones, right, was paired with Shea Weber (6) on Tuesday against the Minnesota Wild. / Sanford Myers / The Tennessean

PREDATORS 3, WILD 2

JOSH COOPER’S THREE STARS 

1. Filip Forsberg, Predators, F: Scored first career goal. 

2. Ryan Suter, Wild, D: Notched an assist. Played 25:57. 

3. Eric Nystrom, Predators, F: Scored the game-winner in the win. 

SCRATCHES 

Predators: D Roman Josi, F Nick Spaling 

Wild: D Nate Prosser, F Carson McMillan, D Matt Dumba

More

Related Links

Nashville Predators' Seth Jones makes right moves on, off ice

Video highlights: Predators vs. Wild

Nashville Predators beat Minnesota Wild

Predators vs. Wild

Predators fans attend 'yellow carpet'

ADVERTISEMENT

Predators forward Filip Forsberg jumped into the boards and screamed over the din of 17,196 people at Bridgestone Arena.

It was an odd display of emotion for the soft-spoken rookie forward. But it was tough to blame Forsberg on his reaction to his first NHL goal, which he scored with 14:53 left in the first period Tuesday in Nashville’s 3-2 victory over Minnesota.

It was Forsberg’s first game of the 2013-14 season, and his parents were in town from Sweden.

“The first one is pretty big for me,” Forsberg said.

For the Predators, too. The goal by Forsberg, who was playing in his sixth career game, tied the score at 1 and got the Predators on track. The Predators scored two more goals in the period to take a commanding 3-1 lead.

“It was a good way to bounce back. They had a goal early in the period and the crowd was crazy, and it was my first one,” Forsberg said.

Nashville acquired Forsberg in an April 3 trade with Washington. He had an excellent preseason but suffered a lower-body injury and missed the first two games this season. Nashville is counting on Forsberg for some offense this year.

“He’s got those magic hands,” coach Barry Trotz said. “He’s slippery in tight spaces, and I think as he keeps growing as a player you’re going to see some of those qualities come out. He doesn’t seem to be intimidated by a whole heck of a lot.”

Nystrom converts: Predators forward Eric Nystrom scored what proved to be the game-winner on a penalty shot goal with 8:46 left in the first period.

Nystrom shot high on Minnesota’s Josh Harding for the score. Nystrom played for the Wild for one season (2010-11) but thought he wasn’t handled well by the franchise.

“That was a team I kind of had some unfortunate circumstances with, and I wasn’t particularly happy the way I got treated there,” Nystrom said. “What better way to score a game-winning goal and help the team win?”

Ellis plays well: Defenseman Ryan Ellis took the place of the injured Roman Josi (concussion) on Tuesday. Ellis played 14:46 mostly mistake-free minutes.

“It’s nice to be part of the win,” Ellis said. “The team played pretty well, and it was nice to get one there.”

Suter booed: Former Predators defenseman Ryan Suter was booed loudly by Predators fans every time he touched the puck. Suter was drafted by the Predators in 2003 and left in the summer of 2012 via free agency for Minnesota. He led all players with 25:57 of ice time.

“Any time the fans can help us out any way, we’ll take it,” Trotz said.

Spaling and Josi out: Forward Nick Spaling sat out with an upper-body injury. Trotz said Josi hadn’t started workouts yet after suffering his concussion Friday.

Nashville Predators count on Matt Cullen for boost vs. Minnesota Wild

Free-agent center has just two shots during two losses
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Predators face Cullen's former team


Predators face Cullen's former team: When the Minnesota Wild visit Bridgestone Arena for Nashville's home opener, Predators center Matt Cullen will face his former team.

Predators center Matt Cullen skates during practice Monday at Centennial Sportsplex. 
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Predators center Matt Cullen skates during practice Monday at Centennial Sportsplex. / Shelley Mays / The Tennessean

TODAY’S GAME

WILD at PREDATORS 

• When: 7 p.m. 

• TV/radio: Fox TN/102.5-FM
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Preview: Nashville Predators vs. Minnesota Wild

Nashville Predators look to replace injured Roman Josi

Nashville Predators' 0-2 record doesn't reflect improvement

Seth Jones makes NHL debut with Nashville Predators

ADVERTISEMENT

Matt Cullen has fit in so well and so quickly with the Predators that it’s difficult to tell the difference when coach Barry Trotz is talking about the player and when he’s talking about the team.

Basically, the 36-year-old center has done a good job of getting himself into position to score a couple goals, but the puck hasn’t cooperated.

The coach is counting on Cullen and the rest of the Predators (0-2-0) to get over that hump today when Cullen’s former team, the Minnesota Wild (0-0-2), visits Bridgestone Arena for Nashville’s home opener.

The Predators are coming off losses at St. Louis (4-2) and Colorado (3-1). Cullen managed to get two shots against the Blues in 16:16 minutes on the ice but none against the Avalanche when he played 18:44.

“We like Cully because he’s a very sharp player in terms of being crafty,” Trotz said. “I like his professionalism. I like his pace that he plays the game at. When I say that he has a very crafty-type game, I mean that he can look guys off pucks, he can roll off people, he can make plays in traffic.”

Cullen, who has played in 1,075 NHL games, finished last season with the Wild tied for third in assists (20) and tied for fourth in points (27). He scored the deciding goal in Minnesota’s 2-1 shootout win over Nashville on March 9.

“We just need to get going here,” Cullen said. “We need to get a couple of pucks to go in the net for us. We’ve done some pretty good things, five-on-five especially. We just haven’t been rewarded with the goals yet. It’s one of those things where we have to stay with it, be persistent, and it will come.”

Cullen said he is especially looking forward to playing the Wild after spending three seasons in his native Minnesota.

“It’s always fun when you play your old team,” he said. “I created some pretty good friendships during the time I was there and it’s where I was born and where I’m from, so it’ll add a lot to the game and be a lot of fun and exciting.”

Cullen said he has found himself being called on to do the same things for Nashville that he did for Minnesota.

“It’s pretty comparable,” he said. “I’ve played for quite awhile now, so my role is pretty well established in what I can bring to a team. Hopefully I can get that rolling here in this next little bit.”

The Predators and Wild met twice in last year’s lockout-abbreviated season. After realignment, the two teams are now together in the Central Division.

“I’m going to be asking him about the Wild,” forward Colin Wilson said. “He definitely knows the ins and the outs having been there.”

Forsberg ready: Forward Filip Forsberg (lower body) missed the first two games, but he practiced Sunday and Monday and is expected to play in the home opener.

“Unless something happens from now to game time he’ll be in there,” Trotz said.

The Predators are counting on the 19-year-old rookie to provide some offensive punch.

“Filip is very mature,” Trotz said. “You’ve got to bring your game. I really don’t think I need to hide anybody, and I say that with all honesty. I think everybody can carry their own game. In the past, I probably couldn’t say that, but the group I have up right now, I think, can all play.”

Stalberg update: Forward Viktor Stalberg (shoulder) has returned to skating, but when he will return to the lineup is still unclear.

Stalberg was injured in an exhibition game Sept. 24, and the next day the Predators said he would miss three to four weeks.

“He’s tracking really well and probably going to be quicker than we first thought,” Trotz said. “I don’t have a firm date. As guys like that get closer and their strength level and confidence level comes back, that’s for him to tell us and not for us to tell him.”

Tickets available: A limited number of tickets for the home opener were still available as of Monday afternoon, team officials said.

Reach Mike Organ at 615-259-8021 or morgan@tennessean.com.

Nashville Predators look to replace injured Roman Josi
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Predators look to replace Roman Josi

Predators look to replace Roman Josi: Defenseman Ryan Ellis and coach Barry Trotz talk about how the Predators will try to replace injured blueliner Roman Josi (concussion).
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Predators defenseman Roman Josi suffered a concussion Friday against Colorado. No date has been set for his return. / jack dempsey / AP
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ADVERTISEMENT

Wanted: a smooth-skating puck-moving defenseman to complement captain Shea Weber on the top defensive pair.

With the announcement that Roman Josi — who plays the left side with Weber — suffered a concussion during Friday’s game at Colorado, the Predators must find a way to replace his two-way skill-set.

“Injuries happen. No team goes without them for the full year,” defenseman Kevin Klein said. “We just hope he can get back and be better as soon as possible. We’ll fill in and make changes.”

Weber did not practice Sunday after deciding to take what the team called a “maintenance day,” so there were no stable defensive pairings. But an interesting possibility would be to put rookie Seth Jones with Weber.

Jones was just as good as Weber in the first two games, both losses. And though he plays the right side, he showed the ability to shift to the left after Josi’s injury. Bring up his name to management and coaches, and they gush about not just his potential, but also about his ability to play at a high level right now as a 19-year-old rookie.

“We’re going to step up in different ways,” Klein said. “Guys are going to have to do different things, and (Josi) plays in every situation. We do need guys to play a little bit out of their element at times.”

Josi’s concussion is his first officially announced by the Predators. But he had two prior upper-body injuries while playing in North America, one with the Milwaukee Admirals of the American Hockey League and one with the Predators, both during the 2011-12 season.

“You’re always worried when a guy is hurt,” coach Barry Trotz. “But at the same time it’s the next-man-up mentality you have to have.”

The next man up in this case is Ryan Ellis. A first-round pick in 2009, Ellis has had an up-and-down pro career after a record-breaking career as a junior. The offense-minded defenseman has just 17 points in 64 NHL games.

“I’ve been waiting all summer to get back at it. It’s unfortunate what happened to Josi. It’s tough, but that’s when people have to step up,” Ellis said. “Hopefully I can get in there and make a difference.”

Forsberg update: Forward Filip Forsberg (lower body) skated with the team Sunday and took contact.

The rookie, who missed the first two games, seems to be progressing well and could play in Tuesday’s home opener against Minnesota.

“I’ll try to play my type of game, shoot the puck a lot and create some scoring chances for the team,” Forsberg said. “Hopefully we can get the pucks going in because we have a good team and a lot of good goal scorers on the team.”

Gaustad on draw: Forward Paul Gaustad has shown no ill effects of offseason shoulder surgery, at least on his faceoff percentage.

He won 16 of 18 draws against the Avalanche on Friday.

“I think the shoulder has been healthy; that’s good,” Gaustad said. “I have no hesitation of going a little bit harder, so that helps

Nashville Predators' 0-2 record doesn't reflect improvement

Defense is playing tougher, but goals remain problem
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Predators center Paul Gaustad (28) is congratulated by teammates after scoring a goal against the Avalanche on Friday. The Predators have scored just three goals in an 0-2 start to the season. / AP
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Pekka sent packing in Preds' opener

Predators vs. Avalanche

ADVERTISEMENT

DENVER — There are a couple of ways to look at the Predators’ first two games.

One is the optimist’s view. Nashville didn’t play all that poorly and in some ways outplayed its two opponents — St. Louis and Colorado.

The pessimist’s view would be that a team with a bevy of offensive questions before the season  scored only three goals and is winless.

If the Predators play like they did the first two games, they’ll definitely win at a higher clip than they did during their horrible 2013 lockout-shortened season. They were feistier on the puck, had a lot of scoring chances and overall were the “hard to play against” unit that is their trademark.

But offense remains the main question. Chances don’t count on the scoreboard, and the Predators don’t have a lot of finishers — especially with forwards Filip Forsberg and Viktor Stalberg out of the lineup with injuries. Also, the more the Predators lose, the longer the sour taste from last season will linger.

Here are three takeaways from the first two games.

Seth Jones doesn’t just belong in the NHL, but he also already might be a top-pairing blueliner. Although the 19-year-old rookie was held pointless through his first two games, he showed NHL-ready ability far beyond his age. He’s probably the best passer on the team. He has uncommon mobility and instincts for a rookie.

He was rewarded with 25:46 of ice time on Friday against the Avalanche.

With Roman Josi possibly out for some time with an upper-body injury, it might not be a bad idea for Jones to take Josi’s place on Shea Weber’s left side. Although Jones is a natural right defenseman, this group has the potential to grow into an imposing pair for the next several years.

Losing Stalberg and Forsberg hurts the offense, but the Predators need more from their skill players. The hope was forward Colin Wilson would be a leader in scoring. At least through two games, Wilson, a 2008 first-round pick, has no points and just three shots on goal.

A year ago, he was almost a point-per-game player. He also hasn’t played longer than 13:26, a low number for a guy expected to produce. He had surgery on both his shoulders in the offseason. It’s unclear whether it’s bothering him or there’s some other issue.

But he’s not the only one who hasn’t produced. Gabriel Bourque, Patric Hornqvist, Craig Smith and Matt Cullen have yet to score goals, too.

Forward Paul Gaustad is probably worth his four-year, $13 million contract. He has never scored more than 12 goals in a season, but his value goes beyond goals and assists. Gaustad has won 77.8 percent of his faceoffs and has anchored the grind line with Rich Clune and Matt Hendricks.

This trio provides a tough matchup for opponents and enables Nashville to roll four lines. The trio might not show dividends through two games, but by the midpoint of the season, when teams that don’t have a four-line luxury start to get tired, the Gaustad-Clune-Hendricks line is likely to provide a boost.
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Predators center Paul Gaustad (28) is congratulated by teammates after scoring a goal against the Avalanche on Friday. The Predators have scored just three goals in an 0-2 start to the season. / AP
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DENVER — There are a couple of ways to look at the Predators’ first two games.

One is the optimist’s view. Nashville didn’t play all that poorly and in some ways outplayed its two opponents — St. Louis and Colorado.

The pessimist’s view would be that a team with a bevy of offensive questions before the season  scored only three goals and is winless.

If the Predators play like they did the first two games, they’ll definitely win at a higher clip than they did during their horrible 2013 lockout-shortened season. They were feistier on the puck, had a lot of scoring chances and overall were the “hard to play against” unit that is their trademark.

But offense remains the main question. Chances don’t count on the scoreboard, and the Predators don’t have a lot of finishers — especially with forwards Filip Forsberg and Viktor Stalberg out of the lineup with injuries. Also, the more the Predators lose, the longer the sour taste from last season will linger.

Here are three takeaways from the first two games.

Seth Jones doesn’t just belong in the NHL, but he also already might be a top-pairing blueliner. Although the 19-year-old rookie was held pointless through his first two games, he showed NHL-ready ability far beyond his age. He’s probably the best passer on the team. He has uncommon mobility and instincts for a rookie.

He was rewarded with 25:46 of ice time on Friday against the Avalanche.

With Roman Josi possibly out for some time with an upper-body injury, it might not be a bad idea for Jones to take Josi’s place on Shea Weber’s left side. Although Jones is a natural right defenseman, this group has the potential to grow into an imposing pair for the next several years.

Losing Stalberg and Forsberg hurts the offense, but the Predators need more from their skill players. The hope was forward Colin Wilson would be a leader in scoring. At least through two games, Wilson, a 2008 first-round pick, has no points and just three shots on goal.

A year ago, he was almost a point-per-game player. He also hasn’t played longer than 13:26, a low number for a guy expected to produce. He had surgery on both his shoulders in the offseason. It’s unclear whether it’s bothering him or there’s some other issue.

But he’s not the only one who hasn’t produced. Gabriel Bourque, Patric Hornqvist, Craig Smith and Matt Cullen have yet to score goals, too.

Forward Paul Gaustad is probably worth his four-year, $13 million contract. He has never scored more than 12 goals in a season, but his value goes beyond goals and assists. Gaustad has won 77.8 percent of his faceoffs and has anchored the grind line with Rich Clune and Matt Hendricks.

This trio provides a tough matchup for opponents and enables Nashville to roll four lines. The trio might not show dividends through two games, but by the midpoint of the season, when teams that don’t have a four-line luxury start to get tired, the Gaustad-Clune-Hendricks line is likely to provide a boost.

Pekka sent packing in Preds' opener

Goalie benched after Blues score three goals to win

Oct. 3, 2013   |  

4 
Comments  
  

A

 A

Predators lose 4-2 to the St. Louis Blues

Predators lose 4-2 to the St. Louis Blues: Predators lose 4-2 to the St. Louis Blues

Written by

Josh Cooper 

The Tennessean

Filed Under

Sports

Sports Nashville Predators

     Pekka Rinne

Patrik Berglund, Mike Fisher 

Zoom 

St. Louis' Patrik Berglund (21) and the Predators' Mike Fisher (12) reach for the puck during their NHL opener on Thursday. / Bill Boyce / AP
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ST. LOUIS — Predators goaltender Pekka Rinne gave a quick answer when asked how his hip felt in Nashville’s season-opening 4-2 loss to the St. Louis Blues.

“Good,” he said without much expression or tone.

A clearly dejected Rinne was chased midway through the first period after allowing three goals on six shots. Not all of the goals were his fault, but it was Rinne’s first start after offseason hip surgery, and until he plays his first full game, questions will linger about his recovery.

Rinne did not play a full preseason game, and hasn’t gone a full 60 minutes since last April. Backup goaltender Carter Hutton entered the game in relief of Rinne and stopped 21 of 22 shots on goal for Nashville (0-1-0).

St. Louis goaltender Jaroslav Halak went the whole way for the Blues (1-0-0), stopping 28 Predators shots.

When asked after the game if there was any worry about Rinne’s hip, coach Barry Trotz said the word “zero” three times. But he said he hadn’t decided if the Predators’ top netminder will start today at Colorado.

Trotz said the reason he pulled Rinne wasn’t based on performance, but instead to provide a spark for his team.

“Not all goals are blamed on Peks,” Trotz said. “Still you’re hoping to get a save to change momentum. We were hoping we could get our feet under us.”

The Blues were able to get a quick and insurmountable 3-0 lead in the first period off a few Nashville breakdowns and miscues.

Forward David Backes scored the Blues’ first goal 2:05 into the game on the power play. Nashville forward Matt Cullen had a penalty in the offensive zone.

St. Louis’ second goal came four minutes later when forward Vladimir Sobotka beat defenseman Kevin Klein wide and pushed the puck past Rinne.

A.M. #3: Buffalo

Posted Oct 10, 2013 by Shawn Mitchell | 0 comments 

Rest – four days’ worth, in the case of the Blue Jackets – can mean rust. But that’s not what first-year Buffalo coach Ron Rolston expects tonight when the Jackets play his Sabres in the First Niagara Center.

“We have to expect them to come out flying,” Rolston said. “That’s what we have to expect and I think that’s what we’ll get from them.”

The Blue Jackets, finally, found the momentum that carried them through a rousing 19-5-5 finish to last season on Saturday in a come-from-behind, 3-2 shootout win over the New York Islanders.

The question tonight, Jackets coach Todd Richards said, is if his team can find it and find it fast against the winless Sabres. Buffalo (0-3-1) is already a desperate team, right wing Jared Boll said, and the Jackets can’t afford a slow start like they had in the opener against Calgary.

“They’re a good team that’s been on the wrong end of some games but we know they’re going to come out hard,” said Boll, who will make his season debut tonight after a lower-body injury kept him out of the first two games and most of training camp.

“They want to get that win. We have to give our best effort.”

Boll will replace rookie Boone Jenner in the Jackets’ lineup. Jenner and defenseman Tim Erixon will be the healthy scratches. Defenseman Fedor Tyutin (lower body) took the morning skate but is expected to make his season debut on Saturday against visiting Boston.

The lineup

F1: Cam Atkinson-Brandon Dubinsky-Marian Gaborik

F2: Nick Foligno-Ryan Johansen-R.J. Umberger

F3: Matt Calvert-Artem Anisimov-Blake Comeau

F4: Derek MacKenzie-Mark Letestu-Jared Boll

D1: Jack Johnson-Dalton Prout

D2: Nikita Nikitin-David Savard

D3: Ryan Murray-James Wisniewski

G: Sergei Bobrovsky

Jenner struggled at times during his first two NHL games but was better on Saturday. He took the scratch in stride, noting that there is “definitely a difference” between the exhibition season in which he excelled and the regular season.

“Everyone has their full lineups in and is ready to go,” Jenner said. “It was a step up. I think I played hard in both games and it was good to get the feet wet in the regular season. It was a good experience. But I’ll look forward to watching the team tonight (from the press box) and cheering them on.”

Richards was more concerned with the third consecutive scratch of Erixon, who has not played since a 3-0 exhibition loss to Buffalo on Sept. 25.

“It’s been a while,” Richards said. “When you aren’t playing games you have to approach practices as if they’re your games. Not that you’re trying to hurt teammates or going into corners really hard, but when you’re doing drills you have to do it with intensity so that when you’re getting an opportunity you’re ready to go. But it is a concern. It’s something that we’ve talked about, when young guys miss that amount of time and how it can affect their game.”

The Jackets are carrying eight defensemen but seem unlikely to do so once defensemen once Tyutin returns. It helps to have an even number for practices, but that is a very minor benefit.

“We’re not going to carry eight for practice purposes,”  Blue Jackets general manager Jarmo Kekalainen said. “We could carry eight because we think we need eight, but we’re not carrying eight for practice purposes.

“We have to make sure somebody is not just sitting in the press box and eating popcorn rather than playing. Once you sit out for an extended period of time and don’t play – that’s not good. We saw what happened when we had eight days before our season opener and we came out flat. Part of the reason was that we hadn’t played in a while. You have to play to be able stay in this tempo that this league demands.”

Side dishes

--Center Mikhail Grigorenko will be a healthy scratch for the Sabres. The No. 12 overall pick of the 2012 draft has 1-4-5 in 29 NHL games. “Right now, he needs to pick up his urgency in his game,” Rolston said. “There hasn’t been a lot of urgency to it. At times there has been, but not consistent enough.” Johan Larsson, a healthy scratch in two of the Sabres’ first four games, will replace Grigorenko and skate on a line with Zemgus Girgensons and Brian Flynn. John Scott and Alex Sulzer will also sit tonight.

--Ryan Miller will be in net for the Sabres after missing two games because of a lower-body injury. Miller is 2-2 (2.11/.915) with one shutout in six games against Columbus. He has stopped 77 of 80 shots (.962) this season.

--Injured Jackets Cody Bass (wrist) and Nathan Horton (shoulder) made the trip with the team.

--Richards said Boll, the team’s longest-tenured player, is “the big brother” of the Jackets. “He gives everyone else confidence on the bench,” Richards said. “He allows guys to go out and play more freely. But he’s a great forechecker. For a big, strong and powerful guy, he gets around on the ice really well.”

--Tyutin said he had never before missed the start of a season because of an injury. “I’m keeping it positive,” he said. “I’m out there. I’m skating. I’m just thinking forward now. Hopefully it’s only three games, and that’s not that bad.”

--Sabres defenseman Henrik Tallinder (upper body) skated in a non-contact jersey this morning but won’t play tonight.

--The Jackets haven’t played the Sabres since Nov. 25, 2011, when Rick Nash had a pair of goals in a 5-1 win at Nationwide Arena. The Jackets are 8-5-1 against the Sabres (4-4 at Buffalo).

--Jackets left wing Matt Calvert will play in his 100th NHL game tonight.

--Shawn Mitchell

smitchell@dispatch.com

@smitchcd
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The Blue Jackets have had four days of rest and practice since last playing on Saturday. Meanwhile, the Buffalo Sabres have gone four games without a victory, one of their worst starts. There is one word to describe the Blue Jackets heading into tonight’s game: wary.

“That’s a proud team with proud players,” Blue Jackets forward Nick Foligno said yesterday. “They’re not happy right now.”

The Sabres are 0-3-1 and have just four goals this season.

“I watched their game (a 3-2 loss to Tampa Bay on Tuesday),” coach Todd Richards said. “I thought they had a chance to win but just couldn’t close it out. There’s going to be some desperation on their part. We’ve been in those shoes before, too, as far as desperation and wanting to get that first win. It’s going to be a great test for our team.”

Boll is back

Right wing Jared Boll is expected to make his season debut after missing two games because of an upper-body injury. He left practice on Monday after he was struck by a puck above his left eye.

“I’ve got a black eye and the season hasn’t even started yet,” Boll said. “I guess that’s how this season is going to go.”

Richards was excited to have Boll — one of the club’s most-effective forecheckers — back in the lineup.

“Everyone sees the toughness be brings, but it’s a lot more than that,” Richards said. “He expanded his leadership role, and he makes an impact in the room. There’s a confidence he gives the rest of his teammates when he’s in the lineup, just with his forechecking ability, his physical presence — not fighting, necessarily — but delivering a big check.”

Richards said he would decide this morning which fourth-line forward would come out of the lineup to make room for Boll. Indications in practice were that Boone Jenner would be a scratch.

Tyutin on trip

Defenseman Fedor Tyutin (upper-body injury) was expected to travel to Buffalo last night but won’t play tonight.

“We’re targeting Saturday (against Boston),” Richards said. “I talked with him on the ice. He said he felt good; he wants to play. But I don’t want to throw him into a game that I think is a little early based on the amount of practice he’s had. I’ll sacrifice one more game to know, in my mind, that he’s 100 percent.”

Slap shots

Boll, with 963 penalty minutes, is 62 short of tying Jody Shelley’s franchise record. … The Blue Jackets are 4-4-0 in their history at Buffalo, with the last victory coming on Nov. 14, 2008. … Former Blue Jackets center Sergei Fedorov, 43, reportedly has come out of retirement to play for CSKA Moscow of Russia’s Continental Hockey League. He also is the club’s general manager. … Sabres goaltender Ryan Miller, who missed two games because of a lower-body injury, returned to practice and is expected to play tonight.

aportzline@dispatch.com
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There is no leisurely drift east for the Blue Jackets, who are following last week’s season opener against former Western Conference rival Calgary with six consecutive games against Eastern Conference opponents.

The second of those six will come on Thursday night at Buffalo. Coach Todd Richards, who spent his entire NHL coaching career in the Western Conference before this season, sees no reason for a philosophical makeover in his first season in the East.

Hockey is hockey, he said. Labels — “finesse” for the East, “physical” for the West — don’t always apply.

“(Our approach) is not going to change,” Richards said. “We’ll get into certain things, the differences between a Buffalo and a Boston and how they play, but how we play is not going to change. We want to be an aggressive, forechecking team, and we want to be tough to play against.”

Skill and speed are not limited to the East, nor size and grit to the West.

“The Boston Bruins will line up across from you and do what the

St. Louis Blues do,” Richards said. “Play simple with really good structure, play really disciplined and really hard. You can go from the East to the West and find similarities.”

Winning in the Eastern Conference will not require the cracking of codes, said John Davidson, the Blue Jackets’ president of hockey operations.

More than half of the Jackets’ roster has played for Eastern Conference teams. Five have played for the New York Rangers, a new division rival.

“Our guys have been around the block,” Davidson said.

But to be a playoff team, regardless of conference, the Blue Jackets likely must score more than the 2.4 goals a game they averaged last season.

An improved power play and the additions of Marian Gaborik and Nathan Horton (when healthy), combined with an improved power play and bounce-back seasons from secondary scorers such as R.J. Umberger and Brandon Dubinsky, will do the trick, Richards said.

But the Jackets aren’t built to win games 6-5 or 5-4. The roster was not designed to stretch a defense (like Pittsburgh) or overwhelm on the rush (like Chicago).

“If we can do that, great,” Richards said. “But really, our MO is, ‘Let’s get the puck behind their defensemen and let’s forecheck. Let’s crash. Let’s bang. Let’s force turnovers, and now let’s play in their zone.’ ”

The Jackets stuck to that script in their first two games, although their execution and puck protection was lacking in a sloppy loss to Calgary.

But they were able to counter the quickness of the speedy Islanders with two clutch third-period goals on Saturday and a superb performance by goaltender Sergei Bobrovsky. They beat New York in a shootout.

“We’re playing hard and not getting caught out of position,” defenseman James Wisniewski said. “We need to keep that up.”

The once-nondescript Jackets have an identity now, Richards said, and he doesn’t plan to do anything to change it. He wants positional soundness, good goaltending, stingy defense and adequate scoring. That works, regardless of conference.

“We’ll just do what we do really well,” Richards said. “What allows us to have success? Last year, we defended really well. I really believe that if we have a defensive-minded approach … we’re going to have opportunities to score.”

smitchell@dispatch.com
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Blue Jackets coach Todd Richards is willing to do whatever it takes to get R.J. Umberger rolling again.

Umberger opened the season on the fourth line in a loss to the Calgary Flames, but on Saturday night against the New York Islanders, he moved back to his old line, but at a new position.

Umberger, primarily a left wing in recent seasons, returned to the right side of a line that included Nick Foligno and Ryan Johansen.

They combined for a third-period goal that tied the score at 2 in a 3-2 shootout victory.

Umberger did the heavy lifting. He carried the puck from behind the Jackets’ blue line, built up a head of steam as he headed up the wall, cut inside and crashed the net.

He didn’t score, but Foligno cleaned up in front as Johansen loomed above the crease. Umberger was the catalyst, and it was a fine sight, Johansen said.

“He made a couple of great plays,” Johansen said. “He set up that goal, and he set me up once in the middle, too. He really seemed comfortable there and confident with the puck.”

Umberger, Johansen and Foligno skated together for much of last season, but it was usually Foligno who occupied the right wing.

But Richards, in search of offensive chemistry after his combinations sputtered on Friday, had the veteran wings swap sides on Saturday.

“Looking back at some of the success Umby has had and based on conversations with him, it’s been him working off that right side and being able to attack the net hard as a big power forward,” Richards said. “He did exactly that on that goal. He came down the wing with lots of speed. And you have to give (Foligno) some credit, too, for working hard to get to the net.”

It was heartening for both players, neither of whom had a strong training camp. Both were displaced higher in the lineup by younger players.

“It’s more of what the other guys have done throughout training camp,” Richards said. “The Matty Calverts, the Boone Jenners — as coaches, you come in and have expectations of certain players and expectations of how you think it’s going to go, but there were guys that exceeded the expectations.”

Richards praised Umberger’s offseason work. He reported to camp noticeably leaner in an effort to get faster. Umberger is listed at 214 pounds, down from 220 last season.

But Umberger, who played on the right side for much of former coach Scott Arniel’s tenure and has also played center, still has the size and strength to fill the role of a right-sided power forward, he said.

“I really like that we switched sides,” Umberger said. “Nick is a natural left, and he played all of last season on the right. So we switched, and now it allows me to play faster on the right.

“I have more of a power move and can be a bigger guy on the right. I can protect the puck better, and I can drive to the net harder. I’m excited to be there.”

Umberger scored at least 23 goals and played all 82 games in each of his first three seasons with the Blue Jackets. He had 20 goals in 77 games in 2011-12.

He had eight goals in 48 games last season, when his 18 points tied for seventh on the team. He was on the power-play unit for only 17 seconds on Friday, although he was back in the mix (1:40) on Saturday.

“I just need to keep sharpening up,” Umberger said. “I want to get better at handling the puck. But I like the switch, and we’ll see how it goes.”

smitchell@dispatch.com
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Stars coach Lindy Ruff will probably experiment some with his lines on the road

By Mike Heika

mheika@dallasnews.com

8:43 am on October 10, 2013  | Permalink

0 

2 

0 

Lindy Ruff has a history of reading personnel and situation, and then adjusting his team and its style accordingly. As such, we’ll probably see the new Stars coach doing a little line juggling in the coming weeks.

Dallas plays five of the next six games on the road, and that means strategy changes. Ruff will have to have his line out there first and will have a tougher time getting the match-up he wants as the game goes on. So maybe he’ll adjust the lines to make sure there’s balance.

“What’s really important is all of your lines have to contribute. You’re not going to get your match-ups, you’re not going to get the people you want,” Ruff said. “But I think the way our lines are built, that we can get pretty good production from all of the lines, and still get pretty good play away from the puck.”

While the Stars worked on a lot of special teams in recent practices, they also threw out these even strength lines at times.

Jamie Benn-Tyler Seguin-Rich Peverley

Ray Whitney-Cody Eakin-Alex Chiasson

Antoine Roussel-Shawn Horcoff-Erik Cole

Ryan Garbutt-Vern Fiddler-Valeri Nichushkin

Erik Cole slid off the top line to make room for Peverley, Shawn Horcoff moved back to center (where Peverley was playing), and the bottom six was juggled quite a bit. This could change before Friday’s game in Winnipeg and again before Saturday’s game in Minnesota, but it shows that Ruff wants balance and doesn’t mind juggling.

In last Saturday’s 2-1 win over Washington, the low minute man was Fiddler at 12:06 and the high minute man among forwards was Seguin at 18:08, so there already is a blueprint for balanced play there.

Peverley also was running with the first power play unit in practice this week. It was Seguin, Benn, Peverley, Chiasson and Sergei Gonchar. The second unit was  Whitney, Horcoff, Nichushkin, Cole and Alex Goligoski.

“I think it kind of balances the size out on the lines,” Ruff said. “I think it’s a look we are going to take a peek at.”

The Stars have a lot of interesting pieces, and it will be a challenge to get them all up and running at the same time, so there are changes that can be discussed. You could even ponder whether splitting up Benn and Seguin would create a tough match-up for opposing teams on the road _ with Seguin centering Whitney and Chiasson, and Benn being centered by Peverley or Eakin. The coaching staff certainly has a lot of options in making some big decisions.

“I think on the road, we’d like to see how players play,” Ruff said, hinting his mind is open. “We haven’t played a road game for real yet. The road is different monster, and I want to see what lines are going to compete to be the better lines on the road.”

There are a couple of other interesting angles to this trip, as well. The Stars will play back-to-back and use goalie Dan Ellis in one of the games. That schedule means balance in the lines is even more important for fresh legs on the second night.

And just as intriguing is the fact all three of these games are divisional games. Winnipeg, Minnesota and Colorado are now Central Division opponents _ and, probably Central Division opponents who will all be fighting for the same spot the Stars want. If Chicago and St. Louis are indeed the class of the division, as most experts predict, that means there will be a huge battle for third place and the guaranteed playoff spot that comes with it. The best way to get third place is to take points away from the teams that are trying to grab that spot.

“It adds up to a lot more than you think,” Ruff said. “You can set the tone early and you can get a real good feel for another team.”

Stars coach Lindy Ruff: `Everybody ropes, everybody rides’ when it comes to protecting the goalie

By Mike Heika

mheika@dallasnews.com

9:54 pm on October 7, 2013  | Permalink

0 

1 

0 

15 

Oct 5, 2013; Dallas, TX, USA; Dallas Stars goalie Kari Lehtonen (32) blocks a shot on goal in the final seconds of play by Washington Capitals center Nicklas Backstrom (19) during a hockey game at American Airlines Center. The Stars won 2-1. Mandatory Credit: Jim Cowsert-USA TODAY Sports

Truth be told, Saturday’s example of a “trampled goalie” was very nebulous. When Kari Lehtonen was cross-checked in the face, there was a lot going on. One, an apparent goal was scored on the play. Two, the culprit doing the damage was skilled Washington forward Nick Backstrom. Three, the score was tied 1-1 in a game that could have swung either way.

So, asking Lindy Ruff if he was disappointed the team didn’t “stand up for their goalie” was a bit of a trap question today. But it just seemed like  a good barometer to see where the new coach’s head is at in terms of protecting his netminder, and there’s five days off to discuss all manner of philosophy before play resumes Friday in Winnipeg, so why not throw it out on a Monday afternoon?

“First and foremost, if you have to take a penalty to protect your goaltender, you take a penalty,” Ruff said matter-of-factly. “That’s really what it amounts to. Nobody takes liberties with your goaltender.”

That shouldn’t surprise anyone who knows Ruff’s history. Two seasons ago, Boston’s Milan Lucic ran over Buffalo’s Ryan Miller in a race for a puck, and that started a skirmish on the ice. However, Buffalo fans (and even some players) questioned whether Lucic was made to pay enough for his transgression at the time. Watch the video here.

Lucic received two minutes for charging, and Buffalo was not penalized for trying to stick up for Miller or fight Lucic. The Sabres didn’t score on the ensuing power play, and many felt Buffalo should have lost the power play in order to make a point.

“We spent a lot of time talking about it, and I didn’t feel we reacted well to it,” said Ruff, who was the Sabres coach at the time. “The next time we played them, we tried to clear everything up.”

Lucic had to fight Buffalo’s Paul Gaustad the next time the two teams met, so a message was sent there. Then, Miller was bowled over when he returned after missing eight games with concussion, and the Sabres were much more clear in their reaction to that play. After Nashville’s Jordin Tootoo ran over Miller, Guastad looked like he was ready to kill Tootoo, and the message was pretty clear. Check it out here.

Fast forward to Saturday, and the Lehtonen incident was not as clear cut. Watch Defending Big D’s take on it here.

Backstrom doesn’t have the history that Lucic and Tootoo have. He was trying to score a goal, and there was a lot of confusion surrounding this play. It definitely looks worse on replay than it did in real time. Plus, it was a 1-1 game, and the Stars didn’t want to add to an expected 2-1 deficit (had the goal counted) by putting the vaunted Washington power play on the ice.

So you can understand why the Stars might not have responded with anger toward Backstrom.

“There are some scrums that are accidental and there are scrums where you know guys put themselves deliberately in your goaltender’s path,” Ruff said. “It wasn’t one of those blatant things, where it looked like he went after our goaltender, so I put that one on the low end. You’ve got to weigh all of that.”

You can also say that Lehtonen responded differently than Miller. Miller swung his stick at Lucic and punched Tootoo. When a goalie shows that sort of emotion, teammates almost have to respond with a fight. Lehtonen simply threw off his blocker and showed disgust (or pain) on the play. In addition, the Stars had Alex Goligoski and Sergei Gonchar on the ice, and that seems the most passive D-pair on the team, so you would expect them to keep their calm.

However, Ruff said personnel doesn’t matter if there is a future incident where someone clearly hits a Stars goalie.

“It doesn’t matter to me who is on the ice,” Ruff said, delivering maybe the most important message of the discussion. “If someone is taking advantage of your goaltender, you all respond…all five guys respond.”

Old school? Ruff was asked.

“Old school,” he said. “Everbody ropes, everybody rides.”

Saturday’s cross-check of Kari Lehtonen was confusing on a lot of fronts _ like why isn’t it a penalty when you cross-check a goalie in the head? But if one thing comes out of the incident, it will be that the Stars have a very clear message on what to do if someone messes around with their goalie.

Coyotes provide test for Detroit Red Wings after five-day game break
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Detroit Red Wings goalie Jimmy Howard's pink-accented helmet. 
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Detroit Red Wings goalie Jimmy Howard's pink-accented helmet. / Helene St. James / DFP
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Tonight: Coyotes

Matchup: Red Wings (2-1) vs. Phoenix (1-2). 

Tip-off: 7:30, Joe Louis Arena. 

TV/radio: FSD, NHL Network (subject to blackout); WXYT-AM (1270).

Henrik Zetterberg summed up how his teammates feel: It’s going to be fun to play again.

As much as the Red Wings have enjoyed the five days between Saturday’s game at Boston and tonight’s home date against Phoenix, the Coyotes are a welcome sight.

“It’s almost like we’re starting the season over again, after three-in-four,” Zetterberg said Wednesday.

Having no game Wednesday gave Zetterberg an opportunity to celebrate his 33rd birthday. Having Monday and Tuesday off meant an opportunity to attend both Tigers playoff games at Comerica Park.

The downtime was especially good for Jordin Tootoo, who has been cleared to play after being sidelined by a bruised shoulder. He won’t crack the lineup tonight, however, as coach Mike Babcock said the only substitution he’s making is Mikael Samuelsson replacing Tomas Tatar.

Goalie Jimmy Howard used Wednesday’s practice to debut the pink-ribbon-painted helmet he’ll wear Saturday against the Flyers as part of the Wings’ participation in the NHL’s breast cancer awareness month activities. Pink items worn by players will be auctioned off later on the NHL’s website. “My way of trying to help out,” Howard said.

He’s anticipating a good test first against the Coyotes, because: “Every single time we play Phoenix,” Howard said, “it’s a very extremely well-fought game. They play their systems very well.”

The Coyotes are smarting from two straight losses that saw them outscored, 10-2. Even so, Mike Smith is considered a top goaltender, and Radim Vrbata already has three goals and four points. Young stars on the team include defenseman Oliver Ekman-Larsson and forward Mikkel Boedker.

“I’ve seen him play for Denmark a few times now,” Zetterberg said of Boedker. “He is one of their best players. He is strong, skates well, and he has an eye for the goals.”

The Wings did well to relish their break: Next week brings four games, beginning with a back-to-back series.

“It was nice to get some time with our families,” Howard said, “because it’s about to get real busy for us.”

Contact Helene St. James: hstjames@freepress.com. Follow her on Twitter @helenestjames.

Detroit Red Wings looking to be 'heavier' when they play Coyotes tonight
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Chris Osgood picks Tigers

Chris Osgood picks Tigers: FSD analyst Chris Osgood talks Detroit Red Wings hockey and Tigers baseball at Joe Louis Arena on Thursday, Oct. 10, 2013. Video by Helene St. James / DFP
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NHL: Phoenix Coyotes at Detroit Red Wings 

Zoom 

Detroit Red Wings goalie Jimmy Howard (35) makes a save on a shot by Phoenix Coyotes center Martin Hanzal . / Rick Osentoski / USA TODAY Sports

ADVERTISEMENT

Heavy's the word of the day as the Detroit Red Wings take on their fourth opponent of the season.

The Wings host the Coyotes at Joe Louis Arena tonight (7:30 p.m., FSD, NHLN).

The Wings have been off since Saturday, which has afforded an opportunity to have two good, long practices, where the emphasis has been on the right way to play.

"We feel we've played light the first three games," coach Mike Babcock said after today’s morning skate. "We've got to be way heavier."

The Coyotes, coached by Dave Tippett, ride in on a two-game losing streak during which they've surrendered 10 goals and scored just twice. But the Wings can't take them for granted, of course.

"They've got a real mobile back end," Babcock said, citing Oliver Ekman-Larsson, Keith Yandle, David Rundblad and David Schlemko, who anchor a defense that can really move the puck. Mike Smith is a 6-foot-4, 215-pound behemoth in goal, and up front, Radim Vrbata, Shane Doan and Mikkel Boedker highlight an offense that has more potential than shown so far.

"They've got a good-looking team," Babcock said. "The last two games haven't gone the way they wanted. I've coached against Tippett a long time, and he does a real good job. They're not going to be playing like that for very long."

Jimmy Howard is starting in goal. The Wings’ lineup shapes up as follows:

Forwards

Henrik Zetterberg - Pavel Datsyuk - Justin Abdelkader

Johan Franzen - Stephen Weiss - Daniel Alfredsson

Todd Bertuzzi - Joakim Andersson - Daniel Cleary

Drew Miller - Cory Emmerton - Mikael Samuelsson

Defense

Niklas Kronwall - Jonathan Ericsson

Kyle Quincey - Brendan Smith

Danny DeKeyser - Jakub Kindl

Contact Helene St. James: hstjames@freepress.com. Follow her on Twitter @helenestjames.

Mike Babcock: 'Things will work out' for Detroit Red Wings' big third line
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Wings' large line has to be better

Wings' large line has to be better: Detroit Red Wings forward Joakim Andersson discusses his line after practice on Monday, Oct. 7, 2013. Video by Helene St. James / DFP
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NHL: Detroit Red Wings at Boston Bruins 
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Detroit Red Wings center Joakim Andersson, right, and Boston Bruins center David Krejci line up for a face-off. / Joe Camporeale / USA TODAY Sports

The line is one of the biggest the Detroit Red Wings have had in recent seasons, and that's just one of the reasons the team's coach is convinced that the trio will triumph.

Three games into the season, Todd Bertuzzi, Joakim Andersson and Daniel Cleary have minuses next to their names, having been on the ice for goals against and none of their own. It is, however, only the first week of the season, and overall, Mike Babcock has liked what he has seen more often than not.

"I actually thought they were OK in Boston," Babcock said. "You're saying, are they ever going to get a point, is that what you're saying? Yeah, me, too.

"I just think, do good things, good things will happen. I'm a big believer in that. Let things evolve. I think things will work out. I think they've played pretty hard."

The Wings took today off, thanks to a schedule that had them last playing Saturday at Boston and then not until Thursday, at Joe Louis Arena, against the Phoenix Coyotes.

Andersson is determined to see the line improve, starting that night.

"I think we can do a lot better," he said. "I thought we started the first game, good game. Second game was all right. Last game was not as good as we want to be. We have to be stronger on the puck and better down low in their zone and get there more often."

As for offense, "both Bert and Clears are good players, and they're strong on the puck, so we should create some scoring chances," Andersson said.

Andersson, Cleary and Bertuzzi each stand at least 6 feet and top 200 pounds. Andersson is as tenacious as they come in the defensive zone — he's trusted to kill off 5-on-3 power plays — and Bertuzzi and Cleary both love to shoot the puck.

Play to size and skill — forecheck, grind, drive the net — and, as Babcock put it, "good things will happen to you. Bert and Clears have played on the power play most nights, too, so I mean, they've had opportunities."

The important thing is to play well on both sides of the puck. "We've got to get the offense going, that would be a good momentum changer," Cleary said. "We've got all the right components. It's important for us to provide a little offense, take a little pressure of our top six."

Contact Helene St. James: hstjames@freepress.com. Follow her on Twitter @helenestjames.

Detroit Red Wings get time to refresh, work on structure
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Detroit Red Wings defenseman Niklas Kronwall stretches at the start of practice in 2011. 
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Detroit Red Wings defenseman Niklas Kronwall stretches at the start of practice in 2011. / Julian H. Gonzalez / DFP
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The Detroit Red Wings spent about an hour at practice Monday, then worked out before an evening event with season-ticket holders.

Taking advantage of an unusually long break between games, the Wings get a day off today, which Jimmy Howard will use to take his wife, Rachel, on a date-night to the evening's Tigers-Oakland A's game.

The Wings stand at 2-1 after packing three games into four nights, with six goals scored, seven allowed, and more good work from the penalty kill than the power play. Having the opportunity to refresh and really practice translates to working on details.

"I think there's some structural things that, I mean, you could tell against Boston, when you don't do it right, it doesn't look very good," defenseman Niklas Kronwall said. "There are going to be nights when you don't have your energy on top, but if you can fall back on your structure, it's a lot easier to play.

"That's something that we're going to have to keep working on here as we move forward. If we just do what we do do, we're going to be fine."

Players are generally optimistic about that old bugaboo the power play, even though its started scoreless through eight attempts. Kronwall said that, "I thought we did a lot of good things the first two games."

Coach Mike Babcock also emphasized the value of structure, as well as being mentally tough, which extends to the need for players to trust one another. "We feel we're off to a pretty good start," he said. "We didn't like the fact we didn't stick to our structure in Boston.

"These next few days are about getting people rested, but really competing and working hard in practice."

As for the subpar offensive output so far, Johan Franzen didn't want to hear it. "We've played three games," he said. "Ask again in 40 games, maybe."

Contact Helene St. James: hstjames@freepress.com. Follow her on Twitter @helenestjames.

Helene St. James: Detroit Red Wings' scoring an all-too-familiar problem
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NHL: Detroit Red Wings at Carolina Hurricanes 

Henrik Zetterberg, center, celebrates his third-period tying goal with Pavel Datsyuk (13) Friday night at Carolina. / James Guillory-USA TODAY Sports
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Week 1 of the Red Wings season is done, with results both victorious and vexatious.

The Wings stand at 2-1 after three games in four nights, having beaten Buffalo and Carolina and lost to Boston. Five different skaters have goals, Jimmy Howard has been solid and the penalty kill has won a game.

On the other hand, the team has just six goals, and the power play has none.

Let’s review the week.

The season opener: The Sabres are not a team that’s going to do a whole lot with the puck, it would seem, but Ryan Miller made it hard on the Wings, as did their penchant for taking penalties. Miller made 32 saves, eight of them combined on Henrik Zetterberg and Johan Franzen. The penalty killers killed off some 2½ minutes of 5-on-3 among seven Buffalo power plays.

The second game: On Friday, the Wings went into Carolina, where the Hurricanes waited to celebrate their season opener. It was one of those hockey games where one team shoots a lot and gets nothing and another team barely shoots the puck and still scores. The Wings trailed 2-0 after 40 minutes — and then went out and tied it up and won in overtime, earning what Mike Babcock called a morale booster.

The third game: This one was pretty ugly for the Wings. The offense didn’t do much to test Boston’s Tuukka Rask. Defensively, the Bruins ran right through the Wings. Howard was in form. Yes, the Bruins scored four goals, but two of those were on power plays and nearly all were off turnovers or other sloppiness. This was a measurement game, with little challenge from the Wings.

Why aren’t the Wings scoring more? Zetterberg is off to a good start, with two goals. That’s also a third of the offense produced by the team. Babcock has been unhappy after every game with the lack of hardness on the puck in the offensive zone. He threw Tomas Tatar into the mix at Boston, in place of Mikael Samuelsson, but it didn’t make any difference. There is scoring potential on every line, but actual production has come just from the top line, a trend continuing from last season. Pavel Datsyuk has a goal, as has Justin Abdelkader. Stephen Weiss’ overtime marker came during four-on-four play. The only other guy to have a goal was Samuelsson, as the fourth line helped out against Buffalo.

What’s going on with the third line? Todd Bertuzzi, Joakim Andersson and Daniel Cleary make up a big, heavy line, with two wingers who love to shoot in Bertuzzi and Cleary and a very smart, very stable center in Andersson. This is a group that should dominate other third lines on many nights. It’s early, so give them time to gel and get going.

Oh, no, not the power play again: The inability to convert with the man advantage is a tired, irritating topic with the Wings. Answers generally come down to “if we knew, we’d fix it.” This was the case two seasons ago, it was the case last season, and it has segued right into this season after an 0-for-8 start. Power plays aren’t rocket science — get shots to the net, force the opposing penalty killers to move around, opening up lanes. Stop passing so much.

What’s next? The Wings will work today and Wednesday on righting some internal wrongs. They don’t play again until Thursday, against the Coyotes, a team they should beat. After that, there’s a Saturday night game at Joe Louis Arena against the Philadelphia Flyers, followed by a second shot at the Bruins next Monday in Boston.

What’s good to remember: It’s opening week of an 82-game schedule. The Wings have beaten the teams they should, and the loss came on a back-to-back against a team that hadn’t played the night before. No one should look at Saturday and come away thinking it means the Wings are toast if the teams meet in the playoffs. Zetterberg and Datsyuk and Howard are off to good starts. Weiss and Daniel Alfredsson look like they’re fitting in well. The penalty kill has done a lot of good work. If everything was in tip-top shape, the reminder today would be the same — it’s too early to tell too much.

Contact Helene St. James: hstjames@freepress.com . Follow her on Twitter @helenestjames.

Plenty to learn from Saturday's loss as Detroit Red Wings play Boston Bruins again in one week

6:50 PM, October 6, 2013   |  

4 
Comments

  

A

 A

NHL: Detroit Red Wings at Boston Bruins 

Oct 5, 2013; Boston Bruins defenseman Zdeno Chara (33) scores a goal against Detroit Red Wings goalie Jimmy Howard (35) during the third period at TD Banknorth Garden. / Joe Camporeale-USA TODAY Sports
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A week from Monday, the Detroit Red Wings play the Bruins again, in Boston, and while there are two games to be played at home first, lessons learned over this weekend should help preparations next weekend.

Having taken today off to rest up after three games in four nights, the Wings will get back to work Monday, practicing at Joe Louis Arena before in all likelihood catching some Tigers playoff action at Comerica Park.

The team was stung, 4-1, Saturday by the Bruins, so much so not one player tried to spin anything positive out of it. Coach Mike Babcock said a lot about how the Wings played — or rather didn’t play — but also said it wasn’t healthy to make an assessment after a game in which, “you didn’t play very well overall.”

Some players talked about a good first period, but only because Henrik Zetterberg’s goal overshadowed 20 minutes that otherwise saw the Wings direct just five shots on Boston’s net, while allowing 14 at Jimmy Howard. The Bruins used the whole game, pretty much, to show off. The Wings were forced into turnovers, rarely got out of their zone, and were schooled in how to play.

“Boston is maybe one of the most structured teams in the East,” defenseman Niklas Kronwall said.

Zetterberg echoed that, saying the Bruins, “play a good structure.”

The Wings pride themselves on doing the same, on every skater knowing his role. That structure is what got them three straight goals en route to a 3-2 overtime victory Friday at Carolina

Ultimately on Saturday, the Wings came away wondering how they might fare if they’d done a better job demonstrating their attention to details. It didn’t help any that they came in on legs that had played the night before.

Kronwall said after Saturday’s game that the Wings didn’t give themselves a chance, that it’d have been “a true test if we really showed something out there.” The good news is, there's only a week before another chance arises to do so.

Contact Helene St. James: hstjames@freepress.com. Follow her on Twitter @helenestjames.
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Wings' Babcock: Not much stick-to-it-ness in loss: Red Wings coach Mike Babcock on the 4-1 loss at Boston on Saturday, Oct. 5, 2013. Video by HELENE ST. JAMES, Free Press.
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NHL: Detroit Red Wings at Boston Bruins 

Zoom 

Boston Bruins left wing Jordan Caron (38) celebrates a goal on Detroit Red Wings goalie Jimmy Howard (35) during the second period at TD Banknorth Garden. / Joe Camporeale-USA TODAY Sports

At TD Garden, Boston

■ In the first period: The teams played pretty evenly until Niklas Kronwall was called for holding Loui Eriksson at 8:56, sending Boston onto a power play. The penalty killers that had looked so great against Buffalo and solid at Carolina were put on their heels within the opening seconds of the man advantage. Milan Lucic maneuvered the puck around and found Torey Krug, who ripped a slap shot past Jimmy Howard at 9:11. The Bruins kept the momentum going, buzzing around Howard while the Wings barely got near Tuukka Rask, registering just two shots after 12 minutes. Eight minutes passed before Justin Abdelkader got a deflection near Rassk. Henrik Zetterberg tied it up at 16:49, firing a shot in from the left circle after Justin Abdelkader had done the dirty work to clear space. That was only Detroit's fourth shot. They were outshot, 14-5.

In the second period: The Bruins re-established a lead 36 seconds into the period when Brad Marchand scored off a rush. Marchand skated off the ice with a little help from teammates minutes later after contact from Abdelkader knocked Marchand to the ice. Jordan Caron put Detroit into a 3-1 hole at 7:58, scoring after outworking the Wings down low. Reilly Smith, Brendan Smith’s brother, assisted on the play. Marchand was back out late in the period. The Wings got a power play at 13:45, but still fell to 0-for-7 after lackluster chances. Despite 15 shots in the period, the Wings were still outshot, 27-20 after the second

In the third period: The Wings seemed out of energy after 40 minutes, barely getting near Rask while Howard had to do acrobatics to keep his teammates in the game. Two straight penalties didn’t help spur anything offensively, and then Zdeno Chara took a pass from Krug, leaned forward and poked the puck in at 12:17 on a power play, giving Boston a 4-1 lead. The Wings had put two shots on net after 10 minutes, another one after 15 minutes. They were outshot, 37-26.

Quotable: Jimmy Howard on having Chara in front of the crease: “It’s not easy when there’s someone that’s 6-foot-9 standing in front of you. It’s something that you’ve got to figure out. It’s extremely difficult with him in front.” ... Tuukka Rask on how the Bruins played: “I thought we played a great game right from the start. We played such a good game as a team that I didn’t have to do a lot of back-door plays, no odd-man rushing. They have a lot of skill, so you just have to be on your toes all the time.”

Up next: Thursday against the Phoenix Coyotes.

'Puck hound' Tomas Tatar gets call for Red Wings against Bruins
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Wings' Babcock: Not much stick-to-it-ness in loss: Red Wings coach Mike Babcock on the 4-1 loss at Boston on Saturday, Oct. 5, 2013. Video by HELENE ST. JAMES, Free Press.
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Sep 22, 2013; Detroit Red Wings center Tomas Tatar (21) celebrates his first period goal against the Chicago Blackhawks. / Rick Osentoski-USA TODAY Sports

BOSTON — Tomas Tatar has impressed the Red Wings with his craftiness, his puck instincts, his unwavering optimism.

His offensive skill is why he got into the lineup Saturday at TD Garden, as the Wings sought to show more toughness in the offensive zone against one of the best teams in the NHL. Tatar didn’t play badly through 10 minutes, he even had a little breakaway though he pulled up short, but the Wings suffered their first loss of the season after falling, 4-1.

“Normally I don’t change a winning lineup,” coach Mike Babcock said. “I just was looking for more, and I didn't get it.”

Tatar, 22, had sat out as a healthy scratch through the first two games, but he showed in appearances last season with the Wings just what kind of potential he has got. Tatar isn’t a big guy, but he’s sneaky, hard-nosed and fearless.

“He’s one of those guys that the puck follows him around,” Johan Franzen said. “He’s not afraid to make plays, either.”

Daniel Cleary described Tatar as “a puck hound.”

Tatar delivered seven points in 18 games with Detroit last season, before being sent to the minors. He was named AHL playoff MVP after helping the Griffins to the Calder Cup last spring with 21 points in 24 games.

"Going to the Calder Cup final and winning the thing and being the leading scorer, is a real positive for him in his career,” Babcock said. “Now, obviously, now he's got to do it every day in the National Hockey League.”

Mikael Samuelsson was scratched in Tatar’s place.

Tatar made the Detroit roster out of training camp because he can’t be sent down without being exposed on waivers. More than that, though, he’s clearly ready for the NHL. He brings to mind former Wing Jiri Hudler, another undersized winger with a knack for scoring. Hudler worked his way up from grunt to top-six forward in a matter of seasons. Tatar is a better skater, and better defensively, than Hudler, and will get more chances to show he belongs in the lineup, even if that doesn’t continue right away with the next game.

“There’s going to be lots of games this season,” Tatar said. “It’s 82 games. There’s going to be lots of changes to the lineup. Just, be patient and I’m sure the chances are coming.”

Contact Helene St. James: hstjames@freepress.com. Follow her on Twitter @helenestjames.
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Detroit Red Wings center Pavel Datsyuk (13). / Associated Press
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Detroit 3, Carolina 2 (OT): Henrik Zetterberg, Stephen Weiss rally Red Wings to victory

Tonight: Bruins

Matchup: Red Wings (1-0 entering Friday) at Boston (1-0). 

Face-off: 7 p.m., TD Garden, Boston. 

TV/radio: FSD, NHL Network (subject to blackout), WXYT-AM (1270).

ADVERTISEMENT

RALEIGH, N.C. — The Detroit Red Wings have shown what a good penalty kill can do for a team, and are frustrated their power play has yet to show equal improvement.

They dropped to 0-for-6 after falling short on three attempts in Friday’s 3-2 overtime victory against the Hurricanes at PNC Arena.

“Our power play wasn’t good enough,” coach Mike Babcock said. “I really liked it in game one, I didn’t like it tonight, so we’ll make a couple of changes there. Just, not enough, period.”

That might include personnel changes; Babcock said he’d look at it on the plane to Boston. Having a popping power play against a team like the Bruins would be a boon, because “when you are playing a good defensive team, it makes it even more important,” Johan Franzen said.

The Wings’ power play has been something of a sore point for two seasons now, despite having some incredibly skilled personnel. Hopes remain that this season will see a resurgence, thanks to some new faces. Daniel Alfredsson is new to the right point, as is, really, Mikael Samuelsson, who was with the team last season but injured start to finish.

Stephen Weiss is new to the second unit, where he’s with big wingers Todd Bertuzzi and Daniel Cleary. The top forward group has Pavel Datsyuk with Henrik Zetterberg and Johan Franzen.

“You want your power play to be spot on,” Babcock said. “Obviously Alfredsson, the way he shoots the puck, really brings a dimension that way. We need Samuelsson to do the same. We need all five guys on there working hard and shooting the puck and getting pucks back.”

Of Weiss’ group, Babcock said, “I would like to see them get it to the top and just shoot the puck. We should have good retrievals and a lot of crowding at the net with those two guys.”

Niklas Kronwall and, most often, Jakub Kindl, man the left points.

“It’s a lot of skill and guys that can read off of the penalty kill and take what they give us,” Alfredsson said “My role is pretty simple - if I get a lane, I’m going to shoot the net. If you have me and Kronner shooting from the point, sooner or later, they are going to have to respect that and open things up down low.”

The Wings have gone 9-for-10 on penalty kills, including 7-for-7 in the season opener.

Contact Helene St. James: hstjames@freepress.com. Follow her on Twitter @helenestjames.

Detroit Red Wings took too many penalties: 'We've got to clean that up'
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Joakim Anderson shoots against the Buffalo Sabres' Ryan Miller. / Kirthmon F. Dozier /Detroit Free Press
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Detroit 3, Carolina 2 (OT): Henrik Zetterberg, Stephen Weiss rally Red Wings to victory

Tonight: Hurricanes

Matchup: Red Wings (1-0) at Carolina (0-0). 

Face-off: 7, PNC Arena, Raleigh, N.C. 

TV/radio: FSD, WXYT-AM (1270).

ADVERTISEMENT

As encouraging as it is to know their penalty killers are primed, the Detroit Red Wings have a goal for their upcoming games: Spend less time shorthanded.

The Wings head into Carolina tonight with a penalty kill of 100% after debuting at 7-for-7. Niklas Kronwall and Jonathan Ericsson each logged nearly 6 minutes killing penalties Wednesday while dispatching Buffalo, 2-1, and three other Wings topped 4 minutes.

The worst stretches — or finest — were after Ericsson was called for closing his hand on the puck and Cory Emmerton for shooting the puck over the glass, which set up lengthy 5-on-3s. The Sabres got just two shots on net during their total of 2:22 of two-man power plays.

“We should put these guys away right away,” Johan Franzen said Thursday. “There’s no reason giving them life — well, they didn’t get any life, but they could have gotten some.”

Other Detroit calls included goaltender interference on Daniel Cleary for bumping Ryan Miller after he had come out of his crease. The call came as the puck went into Buffalo’s net. By the end of the second period, the Wings had been shorthanded for 11:36.

“We were in the box way too much,” coach Mike Babcock said. “You know at the start of the year they’re going to call it tight. Covering the puck with the hand, shooting it out are two for sure. I thought Danny Cleary’s penalty for bumping the goalie was no goal, but no penalty. We’ve got to clean that up.”

The first 5-on-3 against the Wings, which lasted 91 seconds, came while Henrik Zetterberg was in the box, and he’s normally the go-to forward for such stretches. But Joakim Andersson looked at home getting into lanes and blocking shots.

Still, there are less strenuous ways to win games, and a better path lies through five-on-five play — or power plays.

Detroit Red Wings learning about Carolina Hurricanes - but know all about Staals
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Wings wary of Staal brothers

Wings wary of Staal brothers: Detroit Red Wings Daniel Alfredsson and Stephen Weiss sound off on Carolina's Staal situation before the game Friday, Oct, 4, 2013. Video by Helene St. James / DFP
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Carolina Hurricanes forward Jeff Skinner (53) is stopped by Detroit Red Wings goalie Jimmy Howard during the second period April 6, 2011. / MCT

ADVERTISEMENT

RALEIGH, N.C. — Years have passed since the Detroit Red Wings last played at Carolina, so tonight will need a bit of a primer.

The Wings take on the Hurricanes at PNC Arena (7 p.m., FSD), in what is the season opener for Carolina and the second game of the season for the Wings. The Wings are going with the same lineup that got them a 2-1 victory over Buffalo on Wednesday.

The Hurricanes are led by the Staal brothers, centers Eric and Jordan and goaltender Cam Ward. The defense is missing its biggest name, as Joni Pitkanen is sidelined by a broken heel.

Former Florida Panther Stephen Weiss said the key to the Staal brothers is that "you've got to work to earn your ice against them and be aware of them defensively."

The Wings haven't been here since April 6, 2011, thanks to formerly being in the Western Conference. So until there's more familiarity, there's outsourcing.

"You go through exhibition games and tendencies we know from the past, and then we go to our pro scouts, who know the players real well," coach Mike Babcock said after the morning skate. "We think we've got a pretty good handle on them. But until you've gone head-to-head, you don't really know. So you watch the morning skate and see who they're playing with and get prepared."

The Wings have Pavel Datsyuk, Henrik Zetterberg and Justin Abdelkader as their answer to Carolina's top grouping of Eric Staal centering Jiri Tlusty and Alexander Semin. "Semin is a world-class talent," Babcock said. "He can really pass the puck and shoot the puck, and he's a big body. It's a good group."

Jimmy Howard is starting in goal for Detroit. The Wings’ lineup shapes up as follows:

Forwards

Henrik Zetterberg - Pavel Datsyuk - Justin Abdelkader

Johan Franzen - Stephen Weiss - Daniel Alfredsson

Todd Bertuzzi - Joakim Andersson - Daniel Cleary

Drew Miller - Cory Emmerton - Mikael Samuelsson

Defense

Niklas Kronwall - Jonathan Ericsson

Kyle Quincey - Brendan Smith

Danny DeKeyser - Jakub Kindl

Cam Ward gets the start in goal for Carolina, with the rest of the Hurricanes’ lineup expected to be:

Forwards

Jiri Tlusty - Eric Staal - Alexander Semin

Nathan Gerbe - Jordan Staal - Patrick Dwyer

Jeff Skinner - Riley Nash - Radek Dvorak

Drayson Bowman - Brett Sutter - Elias Lindholm

Defense

Andrej Sekera - Justin Faulk

Jay Harrison - Ryan Murphy

Ron Hainsey - Brett Bellemore

Contact Helene St. James: hstjames@freepress.com. Follow her on Twitter @helenestjames.

Jeff Seidel: In opener, Red Wings show why many are optimistic

October 3, 2013   |  

15 
Comments

  

A

 A

Loading Photo Galleries ... 

Filed Under

Commentary and criticism

Jeff Seidel

     Gordie Howe

Ken Holland

Mike Babcock

Related Links

Helene St. James: Detroit Red Wings not focused on fighting debate

Patrick Roy goes nuts in NHL coaching debut (with video)

Ticker: Steve Yzerman suggests NHL give game misconducts for fighting

Transcript of chat with sports columnist Jeff Seidel

Helene St. James' Red Wings opening night observations

Detroit 2, Buffalo 1: Red Wings' early goals hold up on opening night

Red Wings 2, Sabres 1

The Red Wings celebrate their 2-1 win over the Sabres Wednesday at Joe Louis Arena. 
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The Red Wings celebrate their 2-1 win over the Sabres Wednesday at Joe Louis Arena. / Kirthmon F. Dozier/DFP
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Up they came.

Up 36 steps to the Gordie Howe entrance of Joe Louis Arena.

Red Wings fans climbed those steps Wednesday night filled with tailgate-fueled excitement and sky-high optimism. It was opening night, and I stopped 20 for a quick survey before the Wings opened their season with a 2-1 victory over Buffalo.

All but two predicted the Wings would make it, at the very least, to the Eastern Conference finals. The majority said the Red Wings are destined to end the season in the Stanley Cup finals.

Not that there is any pressure on the Wings or anything.

Needless to say, on this night when everything seemed possible and expectations were soaring, the reasons were numerous:

“The Wings are young, but have veterans,” one fan said.

“They are hungry.”

“And they are really cute,” one woman said. “They are hot.”

OK. Didn’t see that one coming.

But if you say so, we’ll trust you on that one.

New guys fill gaps

Out they came.

Less than a minute into the game, Daniel Alfredsson and Stephen Weiss hit the ice for the Wings.

They are the new guys, a big part of the reason fans have so much optimism.

Alfredsson can play on the power play, a sniper with a rocket shot, and he could solve a couple of problems for the Wings, although he couldn’t find the net on this night.

“There were nights last year when our power play was middling at best,” general manager Ken Holland said.

Holland is betting that Alfredsson can help fix it. Yes, there is a risk. Alfredsson comes to Detroit with some baggage, and most of that baggage is four decades old.

I’m not saying he’s old. He’s still a young pup in my eyes, but he’s old for somebody who makes his living on skates.

“I have been here over a month now,” Alfredsson said after the game, wearing a Tigers cap. “I feel comfortable in the locker room. It hasn’t been that different.”

Alfredsson is a former captain and will slide into a leadership role for this team.

And then there’s Weiss, who changes the Wings in another way.

After last season, Holland and coach Mike Babcock met with Henrik Zetterberg and Pavel Datsyuk.

“They said they would prefer to play together,” Holland said. “Obviously, Pav was the No. 1 centerman last year, and Z was No. 2, or they were 1A and 1B.”

So the Wings signed Weiss as the second center, trying to keep Datsyuk and Zetterberg together.

Because they are so magical together.

And in the first period, that’s what happened.

Whoosh!

Zetterberg and Datsyuk were together on the ice, and there goes Datsyuk, spinning some magic and scoring a goal to give the Wings a 2-0 lead.

Howard protects the net

In they went.

Into the penalty box.

Two times in this game, Buffalo had a 5-on-3 opportunity. But the defense held both times, and Jimmy Howard smothered the Buffalo power play.

He, too, is part of the reason there is so much optimism around this team.

Last year, there were times when Howard put this team on his back. He proved he can win the big game. And, best of all, he hasn’t hit his prime yet.

“We took a lot of penalties,” Howard said. “We are going to have to clean that up, especially early in the year.”

Even more important, they are going to have to get used to playing in the East. “These situations are new,” Howard said. “There are players out there that we aren’t used to. But you are going to get familiar with them relatively fast.”

This already feels better than last year.

Everything about last year was strange. The lockout. The short season. Playing without Nicklas Lidstrom. All the injuries.

But that experience changed this team.

Now, they have depth up front. They have a strong defense and a strong goalie. And if they can stay healthy, there is a lot to like about this team.

On it went.

The Wings celebrated this victory by turning on some music. Bruce Springsteen.

“These are better days, baby,” Springsteen sang. “Better days are shining through.”

Contact Jeff Seidel: jseidel@freepress.com . Follow him on Twitter @seideljeff.
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Red Wings center Stephen Weiss / Associated Press
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Daniel Alfredsson improved his debut history as he put on a Red Wings uniform and got to playing.

Alfredsson and Stephen Weiss were the new faces in the lineup Wednesday when the Wings opened the 2013-14 season, beating Buffalo, 2-1, at Joe Louis Arena.

The men were signed in July and have been skating with their new teammates for a month, but as Weiss put it, “now it counts.”

Alfredsson had a wide-open chance in the first period after Weiss had gone across and gotten Ryan Miller out of the way, but “I had a tough time picking up the puck, and once I did, I couldn’t get anything on it. It was unfortunate, but, I thought we played OK today and had fun out there.”

Weiss was brought in to center the second line, which for now features Alfredsson and Franzen on the wings. Alfredsson has a big right-handed shot and Franzen is a big man capable of doing damage down low. As they get more used to one another, the trio could be a great follow-up to Pavel Datsyuk’s line with Henrik Zetterberg and Justin Abdelkader.

“I think the sky’s the limit for us,” Weiss said. “To be able to play behind Pav and Z and Abby is going to be huge for us. We’ve got to make sure we take advantage of that and be dangerous offensively and support them as much as possible.”

Coach Mike Babcock tabbed Franzen as the key to the line’s success because “he’s a dominant player. ... We’ve got to get him to go every day. If he goes every day, it makes it way easier for Alfie and Weiss to do what they do.”

Babcock touched on having the trio as a second tsunami, too. “If you have 1A and 1B, versus 1 and 2, it makes it way easier for you to run your bench.”

Given how involved a center is, Weiss might need the most time to adjust to a new role. He was nothing but excited at the prospect, revealing he’d had a hard time falling asleep the night before the opener. It was the 655th game of his career, but some things never get old.

Alfredsson — at 40 the oldest player on the team — feels so much at home with his new team, he said: “When you’re on the ice, you don’t really notice it. The guys have been great in the room. I think we have very good skill on this team, but the basic message to everybody is, play within the structure.”

Alfredsson, who spent 17 seasons with Ottawa before joining Detroit, was hoping for a better outcome than when he debuted as a Senator in 1995. “It was against Buffalo,” he said. “We lost.”

Contact Helene St. James: hstjames@freepress.com . Follow her on Twitter @helenestjames.

Detroit 2, Buffalo 1: Red Wings' early goals hold up on opening night

October 3, 2013   |  

2 
Comments

  

A

 A

Loading Photo Galleries ... 

By Helene St. James 

Detroit Free Press Sports Writer 

Filed Under

Sports

Detroit Red Wings

     Joe Louis Arena

Pavel Datsyuk

Niklas Kronwall

Related Links

Helene St. James: Detroit Red Wings not focused on fighting debate

Jeff Seidel: In opener, Red Wings show why many are optimistic

Mikael Samuelsson celebrates his goal against goalie Ryan Miller with Cory Emmerton, who got an assist. 
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Mikael Samuelsson celebrates his goal against goalie Ryan Miller with Cory Emmerton, who got an assist. / KIRTMON F. DOZIER/DFP
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The Red Wings showed off their depth and their penalty killers on opening night, starting a long journey with one sure-footed step.

Two quick goals highlighted the offense while a steady conga line to the penalty box cast favorable light on defense as the Wings collected a 2-1 victory Wednesday night at Joe Louis Arena against the Buffalo Sabres.

Fourth-liner Mikael Samuelsson and first-liner Pavel Datsyuk scored first-period goals 36 seconds apart, Samuelsson on a tip and Datsyuk on a backhand from the slot. Youngster Joakim Andersson and veteran Niklas Kronwall were among the anchors who thwarted the Sabres through nearly 12 minutes of power play time over the first two periods.

■ Mobile users: Photos from the game

“Everyone here was focused, excited and ready to go,” Jimmy Howard said after facing just 20 shots. “There are a lot of areas we can work on, but it’s nice to get your first game under your belt and first win as well.”

The Sabres, now a division mate after the Wings’ move to the Eastern Conference, didn’t offer much in the way of competition. Howard’s only mishap came late in the third period, when a fumbled attempt to play the puck saw it go off Brian Flynn and straight to Zemgus Girgensons, who cut the lead in half.

“We’ve got to step on the gas there and finish off the game,” Kronwall said. “We definitely didn’t help ourselves a few times, but overall we didn’t give them too many chances. Two points are all that really matters at the end of the day.”

The biggest problem for the Wings was their penchant for the penalty box. By the time they grabbed that two-goal lead, they already could feel encouraged as their penalty killers came through after Henrik Zetterberg and Jonathan Ericsson were sent off 29 seconds apart. Ericsson is a regular penalty killer and Zetterberg a go-to guy when down two skaters, but Kronwall, Andersson and Kyle Quincey represented well, helping keep the pressure off Howard.

Special teams have been under extra focus since training camp, as the Wings seek to improve on last year’s squads. An early look at the power play wasn’t quite as impressive, as both groups failed to test Ryan Miller with a shot.

The penalty kill delivered again early in the second period when Zetterberg went off for another infraction, with Howard coming down strong on a puck as two Sabres tried to poke it in from the crease. The Wings thought they had a power play goal near the end of the stretch, but Todd Bertuzzi’s would-be first of the season was waved off because of goaltender interference by Daniel Cleary, though Miller was outside his crease.

“I actually thought our power play was real dangerous,” coach Mike Babcock said. “We didn’t score on it, but it was dangerous.”

Cory Emmerton got a penalty shot after being hauled down on a breakaway during that penalty kill, but a direct-on shot was no match for Miller’s prowess.

There wasn’t much opportunity for offense after that: Samuelsson went to the penalty box late in the second period, and Emmerton followed after shooting the puck over the glass. That left the Wings facing a 51-second stretch down by two skaters. Not a problem: Andersson, Kronwall and Ericsson were so tight the puck didn’t get near the net.

“They did a great job on both 5-on-3s,” Howard said. “They didn’t give them much. The way guys were blocking shots. It’s fun to see when you’re a goalie.”

The Wings were eager for this game, eager to get started after spending a month engaged by scrimmages and exhibition friendlies. It was a small step, but a successful one.

Contact Helene St. James: hstjames@freepress.com . Follow her on Twitter @helenestjames.
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 Daniel Alfredsson, who came to the Red Wings to win a Stanley Cup, says his biggest asset 'is being in the right place at the right time.' 

Daniel Alfredsson, who came to the Red Wings to win a Stanley Cup, says his biggest asset 'is being in the right place at the right time.' (David Guralnick / Detroit News)

Jakub Kindl’s good idea was to rush the net with about 2 minutes, 30 seconds remaining in overtime against the Hurricanes last Friday.

The change of pace in the Red Wings attack and Kindl’s take-it-to-the net approach nearly worked. When no goal resulted, the Hurricanes were quickly on the rush with the Red Wings defenseman chasing.

But, Daniel Alfredsson was waiting with keen anticipation at the blue line, at about the spot from which Kindl had begun his drive.

Quickly, Alfredsson skated backward. He kept pace in reverse with the Hurricanes’ attacking left wing through the neutral zone.

At the Red Wings blue line, Alfredsson veered sharply to his right and toward the boards. There, he took the puck.

He then started forward, beginning another foray. Alfredsson also provided the climactic thrust moments later, stalking within feet of Hurricanes goaltender Cam Ward.

His shot would have won the game had it not struck the shaft of Ward’s stick.

On the next shift, Stephen Weiss scored, giving the Red Wings their second victory of the budding season.

Alfredsson is an essential ingredient, long sought by the franchise to complement the offense of Pavel Datsyuk and Henrik Zetterberg. Even at age 40, his skills remain considerable.

It is the importance of being “Alfie.”

Healthy for a substantial portion of an 82-game schedule and the playoffs, Alfredsson’s ability could well contribute to enough scoring from the second line and power play to render the offensive falterings of the Red Wings the past couple seasons a dead issue.

“He is a great all-around player,” Zetterberg said. “He plays both sides of the ice. Obviously, he is good on the power play; he’s got a good shot.

“And he’s going to be a big part of our team.”

Reminiscent of FederovOne shift does not make a game, let alone a season. But it was a shift like something unseen for some time in Detroit: a defenseman’s skill, a defensive forward’s attention to detail, an offensive forward’s instincts and an accomplished scorer’s aptitude in the slot.

Datsyuk and Zetterberg are top-of-the-charts two-way forwards.

But that skating in reverse item, added to finishing both the defensive and offensive parts of the play? Sergei Fedorov.

Check that continually updating highlight video that got installed in your brain when you were made a Red Wings fan before birth. Who else since the man some like to boo has done that in a Detroit uniform?

Will it happen for Alfredsson every shift all year? No, if only because 40 is 40.

But the skill is already on display. And, while some question his years in Ottawa because he never won a Stanley Cup and because, like Steve Yzerman, his leadership is quiet and mostly by example, his character is, nonetheless, formidable.

Of his defenseman’s tool box, Alfredsson chuckled and said, “It’s a simple explanation.”

“I did play defense until I was 14, 15. Not that I’m great at it, but I am comfortable skating backwards,” he said, referencing his development in the hockey clubs in Sweden.

“The coach decided to put me up at center, because I was never in my own end anyway!” he said, flashing a mischievous smile of self-deprecation.

Asked to assess his skills, as he begins play in Detroit, Alfredsson was similarly unassuming.

“You know, as I consider myself as a player, I’m not really great at anything,” he said. “But I’m not bad at anything. I can shoot. I can stick-handle. I can skate.

“But I’m not the fastest. I don’t have the best shot. I’m not the best stick-handler.

“But, all around, I think my biggest asset is reading the game, anticipating what’s going to happen and, you know, being in the right place at the right time.”

Drive aliveMeanwhile, there is nothing like a player with something to prove.

In an Olympic season, united on the Red Wings roster with several future teammates for the Swedish national team, it is the Stanley Cup that gives Alfredsson incomparable motivation.

Mike Modano arrived two seasons ago, slated for the third line, looking for a second Stanley Cup and talking about how much harder the Red Wings skated during practice than the Stars.

Alfredsson plays on the second line, seeks to realize every hockey player’s lifelong dream for the first time and, save for a sore groin during camp, is up and down the ice with considerable skill and vigorous intent from the get-go.

Recall Yzerman in October 1996. Always a contender, never a champion and well-skilled even as the seasons began to ebb.

It is precisely where Alfredsson stands, except he is later to his first Cup, in his 18th year in the NHL.

“You know, I’ve been on a few teams fortunately that have been in the playoffs a lot of times,” he said of his years in Ottawa. “And I’ve been in the league a long time now, and still haven’t won.

“So, that’s what drives you. That’s what makes you come to the rink every day and push yourself and try to get better and improve.

“When you come up to this age, you’ve got to still have the drive. Otherwise, it’s a long year.”

Time will tell if Alfredsson picked the best team, for the end of his drive.

But his performance may well be noteworthy, regardless.

gregg.krupa@detroitnews.com 
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 Patrick Eaves was injured during a practice drill late in the exhibition season. 

Patrick Eaves was injured during a practice drill late in the exhibition season. (David Guralnick / Detroit News)

Detroit -- It'll get crowded among the ranks of the Red Wings forwards here pretty soon.

Patrick Eaves, recovering from a sprained knee and ankle, continues to skate daily and is getting closer to a return to playing.

Eaves is eligible to come off the long-term injured list Oct. 26 (minimum of 10 games, 24 days) and he's shooting for that day to return.

"I'll be ready when I have to come off injured reserve, for sure," said Eaves, who participated in Thursday's morning skate. "I feel good. It's getting better every day. It's fun to be back out there with the guys."

Eaves was injured during a practice drill late in the exhibition season.

During a net-front drill, Eaves found himself pinned under two defensemen behind him who were battling in front of the goalie.

Eaves got his leg trapped and rolled under another player's leg and couldn't free himself, similar to the way an offensive lineman in football might be injured.

"Pretty much the same thing," Eaves said. "I was just standing in front of the net to tip a puck and two guys were battling behind me. One guy landed on my leg. I didn't even see him, I just felt him when my leg was pinned behind him. I couldn't get him off me.

"I felt it (the sprain) right away. It was bad luck there."

Eaves said some discomfort still exists but he's confident he'll be 100 percent healthy in the next two weeks.

With Jordin Tootoo (bruised shoulder) cleared to play and Darren Helm (back) showing progress but not yet cleared to play, the Red Wings will soon confront the issue of having too many forwards.

Counting Eaves and Tootoo, that'll give the Red Wings 15 forwards (Helm remains a question mark for now) -- one over what the Red Wings would like to keep.

Going pinkThe Red Wings will host their seventh annual Breast Cancer Awareness Night Saturday when they play the Philadelphia Flyers.

Goalie Jimmy Howard will wear a specially-designed pink mask and his blocker and glove will be accented in pink to recognize breast cancer awareness month.

Howard also has ordered pink and white pads, but doubts he'll be able to break them in enough in time for Saturday's game.

"It's just my way to try and help out," Howard said. "There's been women I've known that have been (affected by the cancer) and it means a lot to do something like this."

There will be various prizes and raffles to benefit the cause throughout the game.

Ice chipsMikael Samuelsson returned to the lineup after being a healthy scratch Saturday in Boston. Tomas Tatar, who played in Samuelsson's spot against the Bruins, was a healthy scratch Thursday.

… Goalie Jonas Gustavsson (groin) has felt significantly better the last two days during practice and feels he's close to making his season debut on the active roster.

"I've been feeling great the last two days on the ice, haven't felt any soreness or anything like that," Gustavsson said. "It's just a matter of maybe a couple of days, a couple more practices in, and I should be good to go."

ted.kulfan@detnews.com

twitter.com/tkulfan
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 Joakim Andersson has a minus-3 rating while averaging 15:52 minutes of ice time through three games. 

Joakim Andersson has a minus-3 rating while averaging 15:52 minutes of ice time through three games. (David Guralnick / Detroit News)

Detroit -- Red Wings coach Mike Babcock was asked about the lack of offensive production out of his third line -- Joakim Andersson centering Daniel Cleary and Todd Bertuzzi.

Babcock, as he usually does, went straight to the matter.

"I actually thought they were OK in Boston," Babcock said about Saturday night’s game. "Are you saying, ‘Are they ever going to get a point?' Yeah, me too."

Through the first three games of this young season, none of the three players has a point. Combined, the line has a minus-8 rating, further illustrating its problems at both ends of the ice.

Babcock doesn't sound like he's about to shuffle players around just yet. He's willing to be patient, noting other players' slow starts through the years.

"Every year we get excited about Pav never scoring (the first weeks) and you look at the record book at the end of the year and he has 80 points every year,” Babcock said about Pavel Datsyuk. "Let things evolve here and it'll work out. They've played pretty hard."

The Andersson line is the biggest physically of the Red Wings' four lines and has the ability to control the puck down low. But right now, they're not in possession of the puck enough.

"I want to shoot as much as I can (but) we just have to find more opportunities to shoot the puck," Andersson said. "If we get down low, in their end, more often we're going to get chances to shoot the puck. We have to start getting in their end more.

"The last two games, it's been kind of like ping-pong, back and forth too often. That's not the game our line wants to play too much."

If the line uses its size, gets in on the forecheck and plays hard around the net, said Babcock, positive things will happen.

"Do all those things and good things will happen," Babcock said. "Bert and Cleary have played on the power play most nights, too. They've had opportunities."

Day offBabcock gave the Red Wings a day off Tuesday. They'll resume practice Wednesday -- expecting to match the intensity they showed during Monday's workout – ahead of their next game Thursday at home against the Coyotes.

Ice chipsIt's been a good start for the Red Wings' minor-league affiliate in Grand Rapids. The defending Calder Cup champion Griffins are 1-0-1 through two games last weekend, scoring an AHL-high 11 goals.

Sent to the minors because of the Red Wings’ salary-cap issues, Gustav Nyquist hasn't sulked. He leads the Griffins with four points (one goal, three assists).

ted.kulfan@detnews.com

twitter.com/tkulfan
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 Mike Babcock: 'There were lots of mental of mistakes (Saturday) you shouldn't make.' 

Mike Babcock: 'There were lots of mental of mistakes (Saturday) you shouldn't make.' (David Guralnick / Detroit News)

Detroit -- The practice was a bit longer and more intense than usual.

But with four days off between games, you'd expect coach Mike Babcock to put the Red Wings through the paces -- which he did Monday morning.

And after a disappointing 4-1 loss Saturday in Boston, there's no doubt Babcock had everyone's attention during practice.

"It's critcial we keep taking steps," Babcock said. "There were lots of mental of mistakes (Saturday) you shouldn't make. Was it mental fatigue, or was it what Boston was doing to us? I just know you can't make them (mental mistakes)."

The Wings don’t play again until Thursday at home against Phoenix.

"Even though it's early in the season, a break is a break and we'll take it," goalie Jimmy Howard said. "It's good. To start the season with three games in four nights is pretty tough. That first back-to-back game is probably the toughest of the year.

"We get a few days to re-energize ourselves, and that's good."

The Wings opened last Wednesday at home against Buffalo, then played Friday and Saturday at Carolina and Boston, respectively.

There was plenty to work on Monday and there will be in the days ahead, as well.

A bankrupt power play continues to baffle the Red Wings, who are scoreless in eight attempts.

"We need to depend on it," forward Daniel Alfredsson said. "We've done some good things but we haven't put the puck in the net and that's what it's all about.”

Backing the TigersThere was nearly as much discussion about baseball as there was hockey in the locker room. With the television set to MLB Network and plenty of players wearing Tigers gear, you could tell it was a playoff day nearby at Comerica Park.

Only problem was, it appeared few players were attending the game, as family commitments and various other factors kept them from the ballpark.

"I wish I could go," forward Johan Franzen said. "Maybe tomorrow."

That was the hope of Alfredsson, who said he doesn’t watch baseball until this time of year.

"Obviously I'm following the Tigers and it's a big game today," Alfredsson said. "I'd love to catch a game. I haven't followed baseball (as much) in Ottawa but I do watch the playoffs in any sport."

Ice chipsInjured players Patrick Eaves (sprained knee, ankle) Darren Helm (back), and Jordin Tootoo (bruised shoulder) all were on the ice for varying periods Monday.

"They're wearing gray (jerseys, usually the players not in the lineup); maybe one of these days they'll wear red and white and be available," Babcock said.

… Defenseman Jonathan Ericsson collided with forward Jordin Tootoo in practice. Ericsson left the ice before practice ended but there was no lasting issue.

… The third line of Joakim Andersson centering Daniel Cleary and Todd Bertuzzi has yet to score a point this season and is a combined minus-8.

… The normal lines were skating together Monday, meaning Tomas Tatar is likely back to being an extra.

As for the Franzen, Stephen Weiss, Alfredsson line?

"They were real good in games 1 and 2 and I didn't think they were good in game 3," Babcock said.

From The Detroit News: http://www.detroitnews.com/article/20131007/SPORTS0103/310070105#ixzz2hLqGueHR
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 Boston's Brad Marchand beats Pavel Datsyuk to the puck Saturday night. 

Boston's Brad Marchand beats Pavel Datsyuk to the puck Saturday night. (Robert F. Bukaty / Associated Press)

Boston — For the first weekend of the regular season, it was interesting to see the impact of the Red Wings’ 4-1 loss Saturday in Boston.

The Red Wings weren’t happy with the shoddy way they played.

“We’re a way better team than that,” forward Daniel Cleary said.

In a stretch of three games in four nights to open their schedule, the Red Wings won two games so all was not lost.

But they did it with an offensive attack that’s still awakening from its offseason slumber.

Six goals in three games wasn’t much, and an 0-for-8 result on the power play certainly wasn’t the improvement the Red Wings had been expecting in that department.

There’s work to do in a lot of areas. But getting a little harder to play against, particularly against a rugged team like Boston, is a particular need.

“We were on the outside too much,” said coach Mike Babcock, something he’s been disappointed with the opening week “I didn’t think we were good (Saturday), so making an assessment after a game you didn’t play very well in the overall probably’s not a healthy thing to do.

“They were better on the penalty kill and power play than us. They were harder on it, more efficient. They won more battles than we did.”

Said forward Henrik Zetterberg, who scored two goals in the three-game stretch: “They kept us outside and we couldn’t find a way to get in for rebounds and second chances.”

For all of the Red Wings’ skill, there’s always been an element of doing all the tough work around the net necessary to score tough goals and win games.

Being harder and tougher on the puck is definitely on the to-do list.

“We’re normally a pretty hard team on the inside, always driving the net and hanging on to pucks,” Cleary said. “We have to get back to establishing that. We all know our identy in terms of what we bring to the team and what our role is. Sometimes you have to take a step back and realize it and just keep the game as simple as you can.”

As far as the power play, Babcock has shifted personnel and felt the opportunities were definitely there opening night against Buffalo despite not scoring.

But the last two games, the power play has generated little pressure.

“It didn’t have much,” said Zetterberg. “In the other two games we at least created a lot of chances, but the puck hasn’t gone in. (Saturday) wasn’t good.

“(The) power play, if we get some goals there, it’ll help (the offense). Five-on-five will be tight, we know that. It’s not the first time it’s like that in this league. You have to have good special teams if you want to score goals.”

ted.kulfan@detnews.com 

twitter.com/tkulfan 
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 Boston Bruins defenseman Torey Krug, right, scores a goal as Detroit Red Wings' Jonathan Ericsson (52), and Boston Bruins' Zdeno Chara (33) screen Detroit goalie Jimmy Howard during the first period of an NHL hockey game Saturday, Oct. 5, 2013, in Boston. The Bruins won 4-1. (Robert F. Bukaty / Associated Press)1 / 8 

Boston — Bruins defenseman Torey Krug said after the morning skate Saturday his family and friends were likely going to forego the Tigers game to watch him play against the Red Wings.

“Maybe switch channels,” said Krug, a Livonia native who attended Livonia Churchill and Michigan State, and is starring on the Bruins’ blue line.

Krug, 22, was named the game’s first star, and it was difficult to argue, after he scored a power-play goal and had an assist in the Bruins’ 4-1 victory over the Red Wings.

The goal was actually Krug’s first regular-season goal. He scored four after joining the Bruins in the playoffs last season after injuries hit the Boston defense.

Considered too small (5-foot-9, 180 pounds) to be an effective NHL defenseman Krug, who skated for Belle Tire and Honeybaked as a youth player, is firmly smashing those predictions.

“Just the fact the opportunity presented itself was pretty special,” said Krug on the way he capitalized on his chance in the playoffs. “Things might not have happened if they (the Bruins) had lost to Toronto (in the first round of the playoffs), but the opportunity presented itself and the coaching staff showed confidence in me.”

Krug’s ability to get the puck on net has ignited the Bruins’ power play.

“It’s great, he’s creating a lot just by his size and the way he retrieves the puck, finding that loose puck,” Bruins forward Patrice Bergeron said. “That’s what keeps the play going.”

Krug’s family and friends were as excited as he was when NHL realignment was announced and the Bruins and Red Wings became division rivals.

“I got a few texts saying they were going to see more quite a bit more,” Krug said. “It’s going to be cool playing in that building.”

Tatar debutsForward Tomas Tatar made his regular-season debut Saturday, playing 9 minutes, 8 seconds on 16 shifts in the loss to the Bruins.

With Tatar in the lineup, Mikael Samuelsson was a healthy scratch.

“I’ve been waiting for a chance. Coach said to be ready,” said Tatar, who scored four goals in 18 games with the Red Wings last season and then starred during Grand Rapids’ run to the Calder Cup championship.

Coach Mike Babcock has always liked Tatar’s instincts offensively and his willingness to go into tough areas.

“He likes the puck, and he’s not scared of it, he goes gets it,” Babcock said. “He can score from in tight. He’s a kid going in the right direction and he brings enthusiasm.

“Obviously he has to do it every game in the NHL.”

Bruins dominate on special teamsThe Red Wings clearly lost the special teams battle against the Bruins.

Boston scored two power-play goals (on four attempts) while killing both Red Wings power-play chances.

The Red Wings are 0-for-8 on the power play this season through three games.

“It wasn’t good tonight,” said Babcock of the power play. “They were better on the penalty kill and the power play than us. They were harder on it. They were more efficient. They won way more battles than we did.

“It looked like their energy level was high and it looked like ours wasn’t.”

ted.kulfan@detnews.com 

twitter.com/tkulfan 
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Wings forward Tomas Tatar is ready for his chance to play. (Gregory Shamus / Getty Images)

Boston — Is forward Tomas Tatar in the lineup tonight against Boston?

Tatar doesn't know. Coach Mike Babcock said he doesn't know yet, although Babcock may have slipped while doing his pre-game press conference.

"He's going to get in tonight," said Babcock, while ending a thought on how young players like Tatar have to wait their turn.

Babcock later said he was still deciding whether to use Tatar, the lone Red Wings forward yet to play in this opening three-game in four-night stretch.

Tatar is staying patient, either way.

"I'm not sure if I'm in or not," said Tatar, who had four goals in 18 games with the Red Wings last season before starring for Grand Rapids during its Calder Cup championship run. "I've been waiting for a chance. Coach said to be ready tonight, he's still thinking about it.

"We'll see. I'm ready to go. If I get in, I'll try to play my best."

There would be no other changes to the Red Wings lineup.

This will be the first of four games between the two teams who generally are considered the top in the Atlantic Division.

Bruins coach Claude Julien believes the Red Wings team defense doesn’t get the credit it deserves.

"They do a really good job of defending where I think sometimes we don’t give that team enough credit," Julien said. "The reason they have the puck a lot is because they defend well. You’ll watch tonight – they always have their players above ours. And very seldom do you get outnumbered situations and you have to be willing to fight for those pucks and you have to be willing to get it by them and go after it again.

"You’re not going to get a run-and-gun type game against that team because they defend so well."

From The Detroit News: http://www.detroitnews.com/article/20131005/SPORTS0103/310050050#ixzz2hLqhACRQ
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 Mikael Samuelsson, second from right, and the Wings celebrate Samuelsson's goal against Buffalo in the season opener on Wednesday. 

Mikael Samuelsson, second from right, and the Wings celebrate Samuelsson's goal against Buffalo in the season opener on Wednesday. (David Guralnick / Detroit News)

Raleigh, N.C. — The way Mikael Samuelsson fell flat onto the ice, it couldn’t been scripted any better.

As the Red Wings were walking onto the ice at PNC Arena for their Friday morning skate, Samuelsson forgot to take off his soakers and as he stepped, fell onto the ice to the thunderous catcalls and cheers of teammates.

"Just wanted to get a laugh out of them," said Samuelsson, unconvincingly. "At least that's my story and I'm sticking to it."

There was a smile and laughter to his answer, something Samuelsson was missing last season because of numerous injuries.

The fact Samuelsson made it through training camp without any injuries, then scored the Red Wings' first goal of the season on opening night gives him optimism going forward.

"So far, so good," Samuelsson said. "But it's only one game. You need to be healthy in this game. You need to be healthy, or you have no business in this league.

"You have to play. It's a long season but it's good to be healthy.

"It feels good to be part of the team."

The Red Wings feel Samuelsson can be an asset if he stays healthy. He still has one of the hardest shots on the team, he has size and plays with a bit of an edge to his game, along with a veteran's presence, that can be of help.

But Samuelsson has to find a way to stay in the lineup.

"The reality is he didn't play last year," coach Mike Babcock said, noting Samuelsson's four games in the regular season and five in the playoffs. "He's been away for a couple of years prior to that (having left via free agency). We need him to be an impact player."

Samuelsson is in a battle for playing time with several forwards who could be forced out once Darren Helm (back) and Patrick Eaves (knee, ankle sprain) return from the long-term injured list.

"They're battling for jobs," Babcock said. "Getting off to a good start is important for those guys."

As long as he's healthy, Samuelsson feels he can earn himself a job.

"If I don't believe in myself, nobody else is," Samuelsson said. "People can say what they want, but I haven't forgotten how to play hockey. I couldn't do what I normally do last season but I had reasons (injuries). You can't contribute the way you want when you're not healthy.

"But I feel good now when I wake up in the morning and that's a good feeling."

Alfredsson a goForward Daniel Alfredsson (groin) took part in the morning skate and pronounced himself ready to play against Carolina.

Alfredsson didn't practice Thursday back in Detroit because of a tender groin.

"I feel good, ready to go," Alfredsson said.

One of the reasons the Red Wings are optimistic the power play will thrive more so than last season is because of Alfredsson's powerful shot from the point.

The Red Wings didn't convert in the season opener but opportunities were created because of Alfredsson's shot.

"He adds a dimension," Babcock said.

Olympic tryoutBabcock was up against three potential Team Canada players he could be coaching February in Russia, in Carolina goalie Cam Ward and forwards Eric and Jordan Staal.

Scouting Red Wings opponents or players on Team Canada, there isn't much difference in the two responsibilities.

"You just do your job," Babcock said. "I have to know who the other team's good players are, on any of the teams. They have a lot of good guy there (the Hurricanes). You'd have to know them whether coaching Team Canada or not."

ted.kulfan@detnews.com 

twitter.com/tkulfan 
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 The Red Wings' Drew Miller, Jonathan Ericcson, Mikael Samuelsson and Niklas Kronwall celebrate Samuelsson's first-period goal, the first Red Wings goal of the season, against the Buffalo Sabres on Wednesday, Oct. 2, 2013, at Joe Louis Arena in Detroit. The Red Wings won, 2-1. (Daniel Mears / The Detroit News)1 / 41 

Detroit — This was supposed to be a night about new faces and new places.

But this being the Red Wings, everything new was old again Wednesday night at Joe Louis Arena, where a 2-1 victory over the Buffalo Sabres in the season opener was a reminder that some things simply don’t change.

A reminder, too, that their rough-and-tumble new neighborhood has a few patsies of its own. The “rebuilding” Sabres were deemed also-rans even before they got out of the gate this season — “This is not exactly a test of mettle for the Red Wings,” NBC analyst Mike Milbury grumbled during the first intermission — and Wednesday’s display didn’t do much to dispute that notion.

Still, on a night when another sellout crowd of 20,066 officially welcomed the team’s Eastern Conference resettlement, and on a night they cheered the debuts of Daniel Alfredsson and Stephen Weiss — the Wings’ big offseason free-agent signings — it was less about what they brought and more about what they joined.

First-period goals by Pavel Datsyuk and Mikael Samuelsson provided all the scoring that was needed. Jimmy Howard stopped every shot he faced until he decided to end his own shutout bid with an inadvertent assist in the third period. And — same as it ever was, I suppose — the referees did their best to even things up, handing Buffalo seven power plays (including two 5-on-3s) in the first two periods and even waving off a good goal by Daniel Cleary for interference.

Tougher competitionThis was not a rout, but it did seem routine, didn’t it? Maybe a bit too routine for coach Mike Babcock’s liking. (“I would’ve liked to see us a little more intense,” he said.) Especially with sterner tests looming, including Saturday’s trip to Boston to face the defending East champs.

Yet as openers go, this was probably the kind of affirmation the Wings needed. The new guys had a chance to get settled, the penalty-killing units got a workout, and unlike a year ago in that shotgun start after the lockout — you remember the 6-0 shellacking at St. Louis, right? — at least the Wings aren’t playing catch-up from the start.

“You’re putting points up on the board now,” said Weiss, the 12-year NHL veteran who admitted to feeling “anxious” and “nervous” prior to his first regular-season game wearing the winged wheel. “This is the real deal now. You’re starting to count everything.”

The Wings probably weren’t counting on Samuelsson scoring right off the bat, but they’ll certainly take it after getting nothing from him in an injury-plagued return to Detroit a year ago.

Babcock admitted it was his mistake that left the Wings’ fourth line on the ice against the Sabres’ top line midway through the first period. But no matter: Hockey has a funny way of rewarding mistakes.

And so it was with Wednesday’s first goal, set up by Cory Emmerton, a player this team waived and then recalled earlier in the week — “I’d be lying if I told you there wasn’t a little extra fire there,” he said — and scored by the 36-year-old Samuelsson, a player the Wings wanted to amnesty this summer and most fans understandably want to see replaced with Tomas Tatar or Gustav Nyquist.

“If you ask me, I don’t have any doubts I can still play a pretty good game,” Samuelsson shrugged. “But it’s easy to stand in here and talk. Hopefully I’ll show it on the ice.”

Datsyuk's turn on stageDatsyuk shows it every night, of course. And a half-minute after Samuelsson scored, it was the newly-extended star’s turn, dangling and dazzling with an unassisted backhander in the slot. From there, there wasn’t much doubt, though the scoreboard didn’t seem to agree.

Which is about all you can ask for at this point. Every team has question marks in this league. But the Wings figure to have more answers than they did a year ago.

The young defensemen can only get better, though they’d better stay healthy. The power play will be markedly improved with Alfredsson’s right-hand shot firing bullets. Give him and Weiss a few weeks to get comfortable with Johan Franzen and you’ve got the 1-2 punch that was missing last season, too. As Babcock said, “If you have 1A and 1B instead of 1 and 2 it makes it way easier for you to run your bench.”

This transition to the East won’t necessarily be easy — except for the travel, of course — but this team, in it’s old tried-and-true way, certainly seems ready for a new challenge.

“I think that’s how you start every year: You never know how good you are,” said Babcock, beginning his ninth season behind the Wings’ bench — matching Scotty Bowman’s tenure in Detroit. “The speculation is we’re a better team than last year. And yet last year’s team turned out to be a pretty good team. So those things just don’t happen by accident. You’ve got to get your structure back, you’ve got to get your work ethic back, and good things gotta happen.”

But just as better teams are coming for the Wings, better things should be, too.

john.niyo@detroitnews.com 

twitter.com/JohnNiyo 
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Jonathan Ericsson: “There’s a few times where you get tripped or something like that right by the goal line. You’re coming with a lot of speed, and you can get injured.” (David Guralnick / Detroit News)

Detroit — Wednesday’s start to the regular season was also the beginning of the NHL’s new hybrid icing rule.

The rule is aimed at the elimination those breath-taking, but dangerous, races for the puck which can cause gruesome injuries.

Not surprisingly, it was the defensemen who were most in favor of the new ruling.

“This (rule) is a good thing, I’m sure,” Red Wings defenseman Jonathan Ericsson said. “There’s a few times where you get tripped or something like that right by the goal line. You’re coming with a lot of speed, and you can get injured.”

The NHL implemented the hybrid icing rule during the exhibition season with generally positive feedback. The NHL players association took part in a survey late last week and gave its thumbs-up over the weekend.

With the new rule, linesmen will blow the whistle if a defensive player is clearly winning the race for the puck at the defensive-zone faceoff dot.

“I’m glad it’s in, it’s a real good thing, a good change,” coach Mike Babcock said. “The way I look at it, as long as no one is getting hurt, it’s a good thing.”

Daniel Cleary, the Red Wings’ player representative, said he voted against the rule because it puts too much pressure on making a call on the linesman.

But Cleary admitted his was a “wishy-washy” no.

“There’s going to be some gray areas for linesmen,” Cleary said. “But it’s good for the defensemen. I’m all for no one getting hurt.”

Looking aheadMikael Samuelsson isn’t thinking about last season’s disaster.

He was limited to four games because of a litany of injuries and only had one point, an assist.

In Wednesday’s season opener, Samuelsson scored the Red Wings’ first goal in the 2-1 win over Buffalo.

“That was last year,” said Samuelsson of the disappointing shortened season. “I’ve said it before, but there were fluky injuries. I have the mind-set it’s a new year now. I have to work hard and get back to square one and work for my spot.”

Samuelsson believes he can be a contributor.

“If you ask me, I don’t have any doubts,” Samuelsson said. “I can still play a pretty good game. But it’s easy to stand here and say that. Hopefully I can show it on the ice.”

Ice chipsThe Red Wings planned to honor former player Shawn Burr with a moment of silence before the game. Burr passed away Aug. 5 at the age of 47. He had been battling blood cancer.

The Detroit Red Wings Foundation held a 50-50 raffle to benefit Burr’s foundation.

…Forward Tomas Tatar and defenseman Brian Lashoff were healthy scratches.

…Daniel Alfredsson’s presence on the power play, with one of the hardest shots in the league, is a big reason Babcock is optimistic the power play will thrive. There’s also Alfredsson’s veteran status.

“He shoots the puck hard enough and has enough seniority in the league that guys can’t say anything to him when he shoots the puck and they don’t get it back,” Babcock said.

ted.kulfan@detnews.com 

twitter.com/tkulfan 
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The offseason signing of Alfredsson, 40, after 17 seasons in Ottawa was particularly surprising. But he said the transition to the Red Wings has been smooth. (David Guralnick / Detroit News)

Detroit — Daniel Alfredsson and Stephen Weiss have been in the NHL a long time, been through many opening nights, but Wednesday night’s opener is a little special.

Wearing the Red Wings sweater for the first time, against the Buffalo Sabres (8 p.m./Fox Sports Detroit/NBCSports Network) adds further excitement.

"It was a little more tough to get to sleep," said Weiss, who'll center a line with Johan Franzen and Alfredsson. "The mind was racing and this will be a long day today waiting to get started.

"We're putting points on the board now, this is the real deal and we're starting to count everything. It's a different feeling and we're looking forward to get going."

Alfredsson and Weiss were both signed as unrestricted free agents to spur a Red Wings offensive attack that struggled to consistently score last season.

The signing of Alfredsson, 40, after 17 seasons in Ottawa was particularly surprising. But he said the transition to the Red Wings has been smooth.

"It's been good, pretty much what I expected," Alfredsson said. "It's a very professional team, pays attention to details.

"When you're on the ice you don't really notice it (switching teams). It's when you watch video in the coach's room or see highlights, and see you yourself in a different uniform, it feels different.

"But the guys have been great in the room and we're excited to get started."

From The Detroit News: http://www.detroitnews.com/article/20131002/SPORTS0103/310020080#ixzz2hLrBPth9
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The Red Wings are counting on defenseman Jakub Kindl to continue the growth he showed last season. He had four goals. (David Guralnick / Detroit News)

Detroit — In a fifth season since they played in the Stanley Cup Finals, and a second without Nicklas Lidstrom, the Red Wings will discover how well their young defensemen continue to play and whether two heralded offseason acquisitions invigorate their sporadically drooping offense.

Think the young studs on the blue line are likely to improve a season after exceeding expectations? The early careers of NHL defensemen rarely progress directly, and additional learning, also known as making mistakes, is expected.

But Danny DeKeyser, Brian Lashoff and Brendan Smith offer hope the Red Wings will have better fortune, and Jakub Kindl might have put such questions behind him.

Think Daniel Alfredsson, a future member of the Hockey Hall of Fame and the leading career scorer for the Senators, is well past his prime, and Stephen Weiss is too unknown to impress as a replacement for Valtteri Filppula?

Despite a couple of bad groins between them during camp, Alfredsson has displayed the wisdom of the ages and a clanging-hammer of a shot from the slot or point, and Weiss shows a competitiveness occasionally lacking in Filppula. And regarding Weiss, say what you will about the Panthers, but he is their career assists leader.

Barring injury, and playing in the Eastern Conference suggests an increased risk, the entire affair might well turn on the achievement of the developing defense and two recent arrivals. Because beyond them are four constants — Pavel Datsyuk, Henrik Zetterberg, Niklas Kronwall and Jimmy Howard.

Healthy, the foursome should again provide the leadership on and off the ice that drove a suddenly inexperienced team through one of the most challenging seasons in recent history, past the ominously frightful specter of not appearing in the playoffs for the first time since the first Bush presidency, to surprising success against the Ducks and Blackhawks in the playoffs.

Can they put themselves into a position in which playing in five series-deciding games in the playoffs last May, and the bitter elimination by the nearly-vanquished Blackhawks, provide the experience and motivation to launch a deeper thrust in June?

Some in Vegas make the Red Wings the sixth favorite to win the Stanley Cup.

Mike Babcock, who said they well exceeded his expectations last season, wants them among the last four teams playing — and then, take it from there.

“I think we did a great job and we improved our roster drastically, and yet, we haven’t been a final four team since 2009,” Babcock said. “So, we know we’re a work in progress and trying to get better.”

To a man, that is what the young blue liners say is the goal.

“Playing for a full season, you have to be even better, more often,” said DeKeyser, whose exhibition performance was touted by Babcock. “The big thing is just being consistent throughout the schedule every day.”

Defensive consistency soughtThe Red Wings played well defensively last season. Thanks in part to another fine season by Howard, their goals against average improved from the previous season, when they were ranked ninth at 2.44, to fifth at 2.29.

But the offensive production from the back end lagged, especially the team’s ability to move the puck consistently and the transition from defense to offense was not as often as crisp as in the past.

Meanwhile, the Red Wings were ranked 20th in goals last season, at 2.54. The previous year, they were seventh at 2.92.

The Red Wings hope the offensive efforts improve along the back end this season, while the defense remains consistent.

“Yeah, I guess we still are pretty young,” defenseman Brendan Smith said. “We’ve had a year under out belt with this crew, and I thought we made some pretty good strides.

“I just want to come in and play the exact same way. I just want to keep getting better, too.

“I hope to produce a little more offensively, and to help in that sense. But mostly just keep playing strong defensively and make sure I have to play defense first, and that will lead to offensive chances.”

As he anchored them and watched them develop, Kronwall provided a productive offensive season, considerable leadership and stoutness in the new top-two unit, with Jonathan Ericsson, whom Babcock credits with making enormous strides.

“I think we’re in a work in progress place,” Kronwall said. “I think the younger guys can take another step in their development this year.

“I think they did a great job stepping in. They got to play some big minutes already. They got a good feel for the playoffs, played into game sevens. So, they’re already very experienced at their young age and early in their career.

“I think they feel pretty comfortable, and now its just about working even harder and getting to the next level.”

As a once-young defenseman who was allowed the luxury of improving with veterans all around him, Kronwall says a key is getting the game to the point at which it is played reflexively.

“I think that the most important thing is don’t think too much out there,” he said. “Just go out and play.

“Also, don’t be too hard on yourself. I think it’s really easy to maybe have a hard game, here and there, and it’s just important to make sure that’s in the past and to look forward. Maybe you look at some video to see what you could have done differently, and learn that way.”

Making adjustmentsIf the defensemen are better, especially on offense, Ken Holland’s busy summer might provide the remaining elements of a team that can be among the last four playing.

But much of the renewed promise of the Red Wings, whom many observers are touting as resurgent this season, is focused on Alfredsson and Weiss.

At 40, Alfredsson was hampered by a sore groin during camp, and his production is not what it once was. But the sense is that unless he has bad luck with injuries, too, he is better prepared to play with the Red Wings at the sunset fo his career than Mike Modano two seasons ago.

The early difficulty is injuries and getting him on the ice with Weiss and Johan Franzen, the prospective second line.

But, Alfredsson is confident things will work out, as he pursues his first Stanley Cup after many fond hopes in Ottawa, on a roster chock full of his fellow Swedes in an Olympic year.

“I would have liked to play a couple of more,” he said of the exhibition season. “But it is what it is, and you’ve got to be smart about things, especially now when you’ve got the time.

“It’s more about playing the right way. and once we do that — we feel comfortable in our roles, in what we do — I think we should be able to come and play without having to worry about where we are all of the time.”

The concern about Alfredsson and Weiss is that despite some considerable offensive accomplishments in their careers, both must now learn the Red Wings’ system while becoming accustomed to new team mates.

For Weiss, the circumstances are even more difficult because a wrist injury that required surgery and limited his playing time to 17 games last season.

“But I’m feeling more comfortable with the systems every day, and I think the more games you get in the more comfortable you will be,” Weiss said.

“Sometimes you’re thinking a little bit too much out there, where to be, what to do in terms of the system as opposed to just playing. But that’s to be expected, coming to a new team with new players, and getting to know your new line mates as well.

Injury issuesWith Alfredsson and Franzen injured during camp and Weiss picking up a sore groin last week, establishing a routine is a dream dashed.

Injuries are a concern for any team in any sport, but for the Red Wings, it is a disquieting issue.

Their bad year for injuries last season, when they ranked third in man-games lost, came after a flock of injuries beginning in February 2012 that eventually knocked them from the top of the NHL and left them struggling at the start of the playoffs.

The Red Wings had acceptable seasons for injuries in the past, but in 2009-10, they ranked fourth in man-games missed.

In addition to the lagging development of the much-anticipated new second line, Darren Helm, the speedy center who would provide them with their four strongest lines and more depth at forward, continues his extended recovery from a back injury, along with a more recent groin problem, and begins on the long term injured list.

Last season, injuries also harried two veterans who could provide the Red Wings with a considerable offensive boost, if only because their contribution was almost entirely lacking in 2013. But Todd Bertuzzi and Mikael Samuelsson looked healthy during camp, and despite creeping age they could help provide another 20-30 goals.

Playing their gameSteering clear of injuries is at a premium for the Red Wings, especially moving into the Eastern Conference, where some believe they will be exposed to greater physicality.

Not all of the players are sold on that idea. Drew Miller and Weiss, who have played in the East, say perhaps too much is made of a difference.

“We actually always thought there were some bigger, tougher teams in the West,” Weiss said, of his former teammates in Florida.

It does stand to reason the Red Wings will experience more situations like playing the gigantic and tough captain of the Bruins, Zdeno Chara, who performed a rare feat during an exhibition two weeks ago. Chara caught Datsyuk flush with a body-check along the sideboards in open ice.

Datsyuk said he did not mind a clean check and suffered few if any ill effects. Moreover, he said, Chara is easy to spot.

But, for Datsyuk, the obvious is acknowledged with a shrug.

“When you play with big guys, of course, you recognize they can crush you,” the 35-year-old Red Wings superstar said.

But what Datsyuk’s already considerable career proves is that speed, skill and courage can trump brawn.

And while some Red Wings observers fret the bruisers in the East, those teams, especially the Bruins, worry about something new in the conference, too: The speed and skill of the Red Wings.

Time will tell.

The Red Wings approach? Under Babcock, it can be summed up in one word: Preparation.

Asked about playing in the Eastern Conference, Babcock was matter of fact.

“I talked with Paul Maclean and asked him the same question,” he said. “He says it’s more physically demanding right from the get-go as far as fighting and physicality. But he told me that he just did what he always did.

“And that’s what we’re going to do.

“We’re going to understand that might be part of it. But we’re going to get prepared.”

Sabres at Red WingsFaceoff: 7:30 tonight, Joe Louis Arena, Detroit 

TV/radio: NBCSN/97.1 

Outlook: Sabres G Ryan Miller (Michigan State) and LW Thomas Vanek (20 goals) are in the last years of their contracts and likely will be hearing trade rumors all season.
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 Mike Babcock is entering ninth season as Red Wings coach. 

Mike Babcock is entering ninth season as Red Wings coach. (David Guralnick / Detroit News)

Ted Kulfan, Gregg Krupa, John Niyo and Bob Wojnowski of The Detroit News predict how far the Wings will go this season.

Ted Kulfan: The move to the Eastern Conference won’t affect the Wings’ record much. They’ll win a lot of regular-season games, but will lose in the second round of the playoffs.

Gregg Krupa: With an improved offensive performance, the Red Wings will have a significantly better regular season and take one more step in the playoffs. The Wings best the Bruins to win the new Atlantic Division, but fall in the Eastern Conference finals.

John Niyo: The East will take some getting used to, and so will the new faces up front. I'd feel better picking the Wings to go all the way if they'd found a top-four defenseman this summer. Instead, I've got them second in their division and losing to the Penguins in the conference finals.

Bob Wojnowski: The Red Wings can ride Zetterberg, Datsyuk, Kronwall and Howard only so long before they need one of their youngsters to become an everyday star. The playoff streak continues, but the Red Wings lose in the second round to the Senators.

From The Detroit News: http://www.detroitnews.com/article/20131002/SPORTS0103/310020116#ixzz2hLrQ9Hin
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Despite continuing their status as 'a team in transition' this season, Red Wings general manager Ken Holland, shown here during a 2012 visit to DMC Children's Hospital on Michigan in Detroit, said the goals remain the same — entering the playoffs and, ultimately, winning the Stanley Cup. (John T. Greilick / Detroit News)

Detroit — Despite continuing their status as “a team in transition” this season, Red Wings general manager Ken Holland said the goals remain the same — entering the playoffs and, ultimately, winning the Stanley Cup.

“It’s such a long process,” Holland said. “I don’t think you’re worried about winning the Stanley Cup in October. Right now, we’re worried about beating Buffalo tonight.”

The Red Wings open the regular season against the Sabres at 8 p.m. at Joe Louis Arena, and Holland spoke Tuesday before the Detroit Sports Broadcasters Association at Hockeytown Café.

“Through the years, we’ve been a team in transition with lots of stars that have retired,” Holland said. “And we’re doing a great job of drafting and developing.

“Our kids stepped up and did a great job, last year. With the development of some of our kids down the stretch we were in a must-win situation probably the last four, or five, or six games. And we won our last four in a row.

“We’re a team that’s evolving.”

Scoring is a concern this year, and Holland attributed some of the power outage last season to the loss of Darren Helm, Todd Bertuzzi and Mikael Samuelsson to injury for all but a handful of games.

“Those guys are pros, and they know how to be pros,” Holland said. “And the younger guys are still learning how to be pros.”

That said, he credited Tomas Tatar, who is on the 2013 roster at the start of the season but still having difficulty cracking the starting lineup, and Gustav Nyquist, who was sent to Grand Rapids again, with good performances last season.

But this summer, Holland and his staff went hunting for more veteran talent and they hope they accomplished the overall goal of improving the offense.

“So we went out and we obviously signed Stephen Weiss and Daniel Alfredsson,” he said. “We’re hoping that with good luck with Helm and with the good moves that we made that we’ll score a little more, and that our young defensemen can play as well as they did last year, and we can have a good year.”

“But lots has to happen.”

Among those things is getting acclimated to playing in the Eastern Conference and getting the roster settled for the entire season.

Like many associated with the Red Wings, Holland is not overly concerned about the bruising reputation of the Eastern Conference, where many believe the game is more about brawn than the finesse and speed of more of the teams in the Western Conference.

Besides, there are tough, physical teams in the west, Holland said, and the Red Wings have had good luck against them.

“I don’t know if there’s many teams in the east that are any better and bigger than L.A. Kings, Anaheim Ducks and the St. Louis Blues,” Holland said before reviewing the Red Wings recent success against them.

“In a cap world, every team has some flaws. The team that has the least flaws will be the last one standing in June.”

Meanwhile, the placement of Helm and Patrick Eaves on the long term injured list merely postpones some further personnel decisions, Holland said. He has said previously that he continues to talk to other general managers about trade possibilities.

gregg.krupa@detroitnews.com 
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 Many NHL writers believe the addition of Daniel Alfredsson (left) will help the Red Wings as they move to the Eastern Conference. 

Many NHL writers believe the addition of Daniel Alfredsson (left) will help the Red Wings as they move to the Eastern Conference. (David Guralnick / Detroit News)

NHL writers weigh in on what they expect from the Red Wings this season:

Bucky Gleason, Buffalo News: The Red Wings’ move to a new division will ease travel, but it doesn’t make life much easier. There’s still enough left in their aging legs to contend for a division title but only if Jimmy Howard plays to his potential.

Pat Hickey, Montreal Gazette: The Red Wings don’t seem to mind adding another old guy and addition of Daniel Alfredsson is a plus as is the acquisition of Stephen Weiss. Boston, Detroit and Ottawa should be the teams to beat for the automatic berths in the Atlantic Division.

Chris Kuc, Chicago Tribune: Western Conference teams won’t be sad to see the Red Wings go as Detroit appears to have a Stanley Cup-caliber team and should challenge for supremacy in the East. Detroit has the experience, firepower and defensive capability to make a deep run in the playoffs. Expect the Wings to finish a close third to the Penguins and Bruins in the Eastern Conference.

Aaron Portzline, Columbus Dispatch: The move East will be a boon for the Red Wings. The big-time offensive players — (Pavel) Datsyuk and (Henrik) Zetterberg — should thrive in a conference that doesn’t defend nearly as physically as the West. Expect to see them and Boston battling for No. 1 in the Atlantic.

Jim Matheson, Edmonton Journal: Red Wings will fly high in the East and they’ll win their division with strong second-line center work from (Stephen) Weiss and one last hurrah from Alfie (Daniel Alfredsson) playing with all the other Swedes.

Joe Haggerty, Comcast SportsNet New England: While it’s been a few years since the Red Wings have been in the Cup Final and guys like Pavel Datsyuk and Henrik Zetterberg have a few more gray hairs than they used to, Detroit should still be formidable in the new Atlantic Division. The Bruins look to be the class of the group, but it’s conceivable the Wings could finish as high as second in a tight race with a young, obscenely talented Ottawa Senators group. Jimmy Howard will fit right into a goaltending-rich division, and Detroit’s style of play will actually be a much better fit with wide-open teams like Toronto, Ottawa, Montreal and Tampa Bay all around them.

Frank Seravalli, Philadelphia Daily News: The Red Wings have made the playoffs every year since playing in the West (1991, actually) and now the road just got a little easier. That’s a scary proposition for one of professional sports’ most consistent franchises. Plus, after taking the Blackhawks to seven games last year, they’ve added Daniel Alfredsson and Stephen Weiss. Jimmy Howard will bounce back after a so-so preseason.

Rob Rossi, Pittsburgh Tribune-Review: Under any other circumstances, the Red Wings’ move to the Eastern Conference would prove unquestionably beneficial. However, they are jumping into an Atlantic Division that may very well be the best in the NHL given the anticipated strength of Boston and Ottawa. Still, these are the Red Wings — a model organization — and they will be no worse than third in the Atlantic Division, and probably a nightmare first-round opponent for either Boston or Ottawa.

Michael Russo, Minneapolis Star Tribune: The Red Wings flourish in the East. After covering Stephen Weiss in Florida, I’ve got immense respect for his all-around game and we all know how good (Daniel Alfredsson) is. Most of all, Jimmy Howard’s turned me into a believer.

Damian Cristodero, St. Petersburg Times: The Red Wings have skill, are hungry and have a terrific coach. If they stay healthy, they should be a force in the East.

Mike Zeisberger, Toronto Sun: Observers might consider the greybeard Wings to be long in the tooth, but don’t count out the opportunity for Mike Babcock’s gang to be beasts of the East. No longer will Henrik Zetterberg, Pavel Datsyuk and Co. need to deal with so much gruelling travel now that they are in the Eastern Conference, where they belong. The additions of Daniel Alfredsson and Stephen Weiss should address the need for secondary scoring. A playoff berth — and potentially deep postseason run — are obtainable goals.

From The Detroit News: http://www.detroitnews.com/article/20131002/SPORTS0103/310020022#ixzz2hLrkamVZ

October 1, 2013 at 1:00 am

Red Wings primed for what the East has to dish out

Ted Kulfan 
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 With the Red Wings in the Western Conference, games against Original Six rivals like the Montreal Canadiens were few. This season's move to the Eastern Conference is expected to rekindle those battles. 

With the Red Wings in the Western Conference, games against Original Six rivals like the Montreal Canadiens were few. This season's move to the Eastern Conference is expected to rekindle those battles. (David Guralnick / Detroit News)

This is the first of a two-day preview of the Red Wings and the NHL season.

Detroit — It would be hard to find any Red Wings player, coach or even someone from the front office who doesn’t like realignment.

Same goes for Red Wings fans, and maybe even all the other teams in the Eastern Conference, which Detroit now calls home.

“Everyone’s excited about it,” said Red Wings forward Justin Abdelkader, who is excited to reestablish Original Six rivalries with the Maple Leafs, Canadiens and Bruins. “It’ll be different, something new.”

The NHL realigned after the Atlanta franchise moved to Winnipeg, and thus, its exit from Southeast Division.

Detroit and Columbus, two organizations stuck in the Western Conference, wanted to move East.

And they did, setting up a new four-division setup, with the Red Wings in the eight-team Atlantic Division and Blue Jackets in the eight-team Metropolitan Division. The West consists of the Central and Pacific divisions.

“For our fans, they get to watch the games in our time zone,” Red Wings general manager Ken Holland said. “For our players, it’s less wear and tear with the travel. You see every team in your building at least once.”

Said Red Wings goaltender Jimmy Howard: “That’ll be the best thing, just getting to sleep in my own bed most of the time.”

Different styleOne thing that’ll be interesting is how the Red Wings’ puck possession, skilled style works in the East.

Generally speaking, the East has been viewed as the more physical conference. Toronto, Buffalo, Ottawa, Tampa Bay and Boston were among the top 10 in total fights last season.

The Red Wings, however, don’t believe they need to adapt to what could be a brave, new, physical world.

“I know what we’re going to do and that’s play like we’ve always played,” Red Wings coach Mike Babcock said. “That seems to have done pretty well for us.”

That’s an emphasis on skill and speed rather than fists flying.

“We really believe in toughness,” Babcock said. “We believe that toughness is toughness on the puck. You have to have the puck. I like 12 forwards that can all skate and handle the puck and I like six defensemen that can all skate and handle the puck.”

If needed, the Red Wings do have players who can handle the physical play.

Jordin Tootoo, Todd Bertuzzi, Justin Abdelkader and Jonathan Ericsson have shown the ability to protect themselves, or teammates, if needed.

But along with physicality, there are teams in the East that can play whatever style is needed.

Boston and Pittsburgh are generally regarded as the two best teams in the East, with stars such as Sidney Crosby and Evgeni Malkin (Pittsburgh) and Patrice Bergeron and Zdeno Chara (Boston) highlighting the rosters.

Alex Ovechkin (Washington), Steven Stamkos and Martin St. Louis (Tampa Bay), John Tavares (N.Y. Islanders), Rick Nash and Henrik Lundqvist (N.Y. Rangers) and Martin Brodeur (New Jersey) are just a sampling of the premier players in the conference.

“The stuff on video, that’s all fun,” Babcock said of scouting teams in the East. “The reality is when you’re playing them head to head. That’s when you learn about them.”

SchedulingAlong with realignment — the East has two eight-team division, the West has two seven-team divisions — scheduling and the playoff format changed as well.

The Red Wings play 30 games within the Atlantic and 24 against the teams in the Metropolitan. They’ll also play 28 games — one home and away — against every team in the West.

“There are some good rivalries we’ve established against teams in the West,” Red Wings defenseman Niklas Kronwall said.

As for the playoffs ...

There still will be 16 teams, eight in each conference, but there’s a wild-card element included.

The top three teams in each division qualify automatically. From there, the remaining two spots in each conference will be filled by the next two highest-placed finishers based on regular-season points and regardless of division.

So it’s possible for one division to send five teams to the postseason.

The new alignment and playoff format will exist for a minimum of three seasons, through the 2015-16 season, at which point the league and Players Association will reassess.

Goodbye, WestThe things the Red Wings will miss most about the West?

Sunshine, most of all.

“I’m going to miss a lot of those cities,” Abdelkader said. “There are some great cities. The California trips. Going out to western Canada, those are usually good trips. Going to miss Phoenix.”

But, Abdelkader was quick to point out how great it’ll be to be closer to home.

“The travel is going to be huge,” Abdelkader said.

Especially if the Red Wings reach the playoffs.

“That’s where you really feel it,” Red Wings forward Henrik Zetterberg said. “Every few days traveling West, it can be a grind.”

New-look NHLThe league went from three division in each conference to two. The makeup: 

Eastern Conference

From The Detroit News: http://www.detroitnews.com/article/20131001/SPORTS0103/310010031#ixzz2hLrsKHps

Penalty killing woes on Anaheim Ducks' mind 
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Cam Fowler

Defenseman Cam Fowler says the Ducks are frustrated with their performance on the penalty kill so far this season. Anaheim has given up five goals in 11 penalty kill situations. (David Zalubowski / Associated Press / October 2, 2013) 

By Lance Pugmire

October 9, 2013, 4:52 p.m.

The Ducks have given up five goals in 11 penalty kill situations (29th in the NHL), and they spent quality time on the issue in practice Wednesday.

Defenseman Cam Fowler says the team is “definitely frustrated” but believes hard work is the remedy.

“It’s simple things,” Fowler said. “Getting the puck down when we need to. Getting a change to get fresh guys on ice when we can. Making sure we know our responsibilities on face-offs. We can do a better job of being aggressive when we have a chance to.”

The Ducks surrendered a power-play goal to Winnipeg Sunday but answered with two stops afterward -- cause for optimism as far as Coach Bruce Boudreau is concerned.

“We forget sometimes penalty killing can be good, and they still score a goal,” Boudreau said following practice Wednesday for Thursday night’s home opener at Honda Center Center vs. the New York Rangers at 7.

The Rangers have scored twice in 10 power-play opportunities.

“I don’t think it’s been good, but we’ve lost some face-offs, and the puck’s been in our net in five seconds," Boudreau said of his team's performance. "Tips, redirects, hitting skates make the numbers look bad, but I think we’re getting better at it.

“If we can continue on this trend, we’ll go on a little roll where we’ll kill a lot.”

Fowler, an offensive-minded defenseman, said, “when a team has possession, you have to pull yourself back a little bit and take away some lanes.

“We’ve just been caught in between a few times on that, but they’re simple things we can clean up. We all have defensive instincts to kill penalties. It’s making sure we communicate, and planning how we want to kill against certain teams, making sure we go over mistakes to correct those.”

Ducks assistant coaches Brad Lauer and Bob Woods addressed the situation at practice Wednesday and will do so again at practice Saturday before Ottawa visits.

“We know we can be better, and we’ve proved last year we can do it,” Fowler said.

Said Boudreau: “In general, our special teams have got to get better. We will keep working on it ... and hope it breaks our way.”

Schedule Challenge: The Ducks play five consecutive home games through Oct. 20 before embarking on a grueling eight-game road trip.

Boudreau said he’s pushing the team to win as many games as it can at Honda Center considering the coming grind.
For Ducks' Teemu Selanne, it's a season of goodbyes 

It's his 15th and last season with the Anaheim team. 'You look at things differently knowing it will be your last time,' he says.
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By Lance Pugmire

October 9, 2013, 10:12 p.m.

There will be so many final steps for Teemu Selanne to take this season before he retires. The Ducks' 43-year-old wing has said this season will be his last.

Thursday night's game at Honda Center against the New York Rangers will be his final home opener. It will be an opportunity to soak in the capacity crowd's adoration as the Ducks embark on their last go with legendary No. 8 beside them.

Kings see Cup as part of their future, not just their pastKings see Cup as part of their future, not just their past

NHL pluses and minuses: Teemu Selanne still loved by WinnipegNHL pluses and minuses: Teemu Selanne still loved by Winnipeg

Emerson Etem skates with team, to be activated for Ducks' home openerEmerson Etem skates with team, to be activated for Ducks' home opener

Ads by Google

"You look at things differently knowing it will be your last time," Selanne said Wednesday after practice. "You just try to enjoy it."

Now in his 15th season as a Duck, Selanne — with 675 goals and 755 assists — has created massive goodwill in Anaheim with his production and so much more.

Whether it's the humorous video he made, chucking golf clubs in the water before "deciding" to return this year, or a sincere nod to a fan watching practice at the Rinks in Anaheim, or standing outside at 1 a.m. last week signing autographs upon his return to Winnipeg, where he began his career in the NHL, there's an authentic nature to the man that has made him beloved.

"Very nice person, doesn't turn down requests," Ducks Coach Bruce Boudreau said. "He generally loves people and is passionate about the game, and everybody can tell he's passionate about the game. Those are things that are not hard to become a fan of."

Selanne called the Winnipeg treatment Sunday "unreal" and "amazing."

"I try to be nice to people, and they treat you back the same way," Selanne said. "For some reason, I've always had that. On the ice, I'm not, 'Focus, focus, focus,' only seeing the puck. I enjoy it all. I look at how people react. It's the whole package that I enjoy so much. I'm a pretty open guy."

Selanne says he hasn't experienced one regret about returning, and says he's "feeling good, no complaints," despite no goals in seven shots over two games.

He and Boudreau crafted an agreement that in 13 remaining pairs of consecutive games Selanne will play the first game and sit out the second.

"That will keep him a lot fresher," Boudreau said. "He's 43. This season is torturous with our travel before Christmas. We want him at his best."

The coach praised Selanne's "hop" and ability to create good scoring chances.

"I'm just waiting for when we get rolling again," Selanne said. "I'm excited."

Injury update

Wing Emerson Etem practiced again Wednesday, and Boudreau said there's a "good chance he's going to play." The coach said left wing Matt Beleskey and right wing Kyle Palmieri (upper body injuries) will not play, but added that Palmieri will "be ready to play Sunday" against Ottawa.

THURSDAY 

DUCKS VS. N.Y. RANGERS

When: 7.

Where: Honda Center.

On the air: TV: Prime Ticket; Radio: 830.

Record vs. Rangers (2012-13): Did not play.

Etc.: The Rangers are reeling from a 9-2 loss to San Jose in their last outing.

lance.pugmire@latimes.com
Bobby Ryan looks to reintroduce himself to Ducks fans 

It took the forward a bit of time to be recognized by fans in Ottawa, where he was traded to in July, but he won't have that problem in Anaheim, where the Senators play the Ducks on Sunday. 
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Bobby Ryan

Bobby Ryan celebrates a goal with his Ottawa Senators teammates during a preseason game against the Montreal Canadiens. (Jana Chytilova/Freestyle Photo / Getty Images / September 25, 2013) 

Emerson Etem skates with team, to be activated for Ducks' home openerEmerson Etem skates with team, to be activated for Ducks' home opener

Kings see Cup as part of their future, not just their pastKings see Cup as part of their future, not just their past

NHL pluses and minuses: Teemu Selanne still loved by WinnipegNHL pluses and minuses: Teemu Selanne still loved by Winnipeg

Ads by Google

By Lisa Dillman

October 9, 2013, 8:42 p.m.

Bobby Ryan didn't put on a mask, any sort of disguise or implement a clever way to hide his identity.

He roamed the streets of Ottawa in September and interviewed fans about ... Bobby Ryan.

Surely, the deeply knowledgeable fans in that Canadian hotbed of hockey would recognize the newly minted Senators forward.

After all, this was not some journeyman fourth-liner. Ryan happened to be a high-scoring forward who had four 30-goal seasons when he played for the Ducks. He was traded to Ottawa in July in exchange for forwards Jakob Silfverberg and Stefan Noesen and a first-round pick in next year's draft.

Bobby, who?

What was a lark became must-see video, at times hilarious and at times cringe worthy, and the clever Letterman-like spot went viral on the Internet.

Ryan's self-effacing manner combined with the funny reactions from the fans, most of whom had absolutely no idea it was Ryan asking about Ryan, made it all the rage.

"It was really fun. I know how all those people pretty much wrote me on Twitter afterward, saying how dumb they felt that they couldn't figure it out," Ryan said, smiling.

Ryan said the idea was sparked by a video produced by New York Mets pitcher Matt Harvey, who hit the streets of New York for "Late Night with Jimmy Fallon."

"It was one of those things that I wasn't sure how it would get taken or how it would turn out and the video editing was good," Ryan said. "I felt pretty comfortable. … It's tough to do, interviewing people."

Now they know who he is. Fans have been driving by his house and honking their horns, unsettling his girlfriend who was home alone when Ryan was on a trip. Help surfaced in the form of his neighbors.

"They've told people to go away," Ryan said. "Twitter patrol in Anaheim and neighborhood watch in Ottawa."

Ryan was chatting with reporters at Staples Center on Wednesday morning, a few hours before the Senators were to play the Kings. Up next is a Saturday game in San Jose before Ryan returns to Honda Center to play his former team on Sunday.

"You know, I don't know what kind of reaction I'll get," he said.

To that end, Ryan has not spent a great deal of time thinking about how he will be treated when he comes back. He is happy in Ottawa and made a point in an interview of thanking Ducks General Manager Bob Murray for sending him to a team where he could be a "good part of the core."

Senators Coach Paul MacLean said they were going after a certain type of player when Ryan became available.

"We needed this type of player that can score 30 goals and be a threat to score," MacLean said. "As it turned out, he ended up being the guy that became available and they were able to work something out. We didn't specifically target him, but we wanted a guy just like him."

Ryan, 26, was moved to right wing, where he said he had not played consistently in six years. He had been playing on a line with Milan Michalek and Jason Spezza, who is out because of a sore groin and did not play against the Kings.

Ryan was hit — well, perhaps singed — with his first bit of media/social media heat when he did not score in Ottawa's first two games, although he recorded an assist. His teammates warned him about the potential of such early scrutiny but Ryan still was surprised. Failing to score in two games hardly sparked the masses at South Coast Plaza in Orange County.

"Some of the questions you are going to get, you're just going to have to roll your eyes and bear with it," he said.

Given Ryan's history, the goals will come. At least now he is free from having to listen to trade rumors, as had been the case the last few years in Anaheim.

"I've been really excited about that," he said. "It's been really nice coming to the rink and not having to deal with the pressures that come with it. It's just the annoying questions that come with it, the ones you get every day.

"For a while there it didn't feel like there was any sense of security. It's tough to play every day with that looming, I guess, in the back of your mind."

lisa.dillman@latimes.com

Twitter: @reallisa

Copyright © 2013, Los Angeles Times
Jeff Carter deflects winner for Kings in OT 

Carter and Dustin Brown score twice for Kings, who blow a 3-0 lead before defeating Ottawa, 4-3
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Jeff Carter

Jeff Carter celebrates after scoring the game-winning goal in overtime to give the Kings a 4-3 victory over the Ottawa Senators. (Robert Gauthier / Los Angeles Times / October 9, 2013) 
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By Lisa Dillman

October 9, 2013, 10:43 p.m.

This was the definition of a bounce-back game for a long list of Kings players.

But before they could quite get to that destination, they had to survive a wobble and a bad bounce or two at the end of regulation, needing forward Jeff Carter's power-play goal just 28 seconds into overtime to secure a 4-3 victory over the persistent Ottawa Senators on Wednesday night at Staples Center.

Mike Richards' shot deflected off Carter's stick past Senators goalie Craig Anderson. Richards had told his longtime linemate to be ready in front, and Carter, who scored twice and added an assist, didn't need to be told twice.

BOX SCORE: Kings 4, Ottawa 3 (OT)

"It wasn't pretty, but we stuck with it and got the point," Carter said in his postgame TV interview. "He [Richards] made a great shot and got it through."

Kings defenseman Matt Greene was the first player to congratulate goalie Jonathan Quick after the win. Quick had denied Cory Conacher with a tough blocker save and seconds later stopped Stephane Da Costa late in regulation.

He stopped that one-two punch with about five minutes remaining. But it was the next blow that followed that sent the game into overtime. With 4:27 left, the Senators tied it at 3-3 on Milan Michalek's shot through traffic.

Former Ducks forward Bobby Ryan had pulled the Senators within one with his power-play goal at 5:58 of the third. It was his first goal as a Senator and he added an assist on the third Ottawa goal.

Quick, who gave up a baffling own goal from long range in Monday's 3-1 loss to the New York Rangers, played a controlled game against the Senators, but he didn't have a massive amount of work until the tense third period.

Carter noted that the Kings' top players need to step up and they did against the Senators. The key contributors were Anze Kopitar, captain Dustin Brown and several members of the defense corps. Brown scored twice and Kopitar had two assists. Richards also had two assists.

The Kings took a 3-0 lead in the first period on a mere nine shots — scoring twice on the power play — and held on tight as the Senators scored once in the second period and early in the third to inject doubt into the proceedings.

Brown, pointless in the first three games of the season, did a skillful job of agitating, drawing two penalties helping lead to the Kings' power-play goals. His first goal came just after he got out of the penalty box with a surge of speed down the right-wing side, beating Anderson on the far side.

It's almost a tradition for Ottawa to struggle in games at Staples Center; the only time the Senators have won here was 13 years ago.

Kings Coach Darryl Sutter made a couple of lineup adjustments, taking out center Colin Fraser and inserting a dose of energy in the form of left wing Daniel Carcillo. Carcillo, making his Kings debut, played on a line with former Philadelphia Flyers teammates Richards and Carter.

The other tweak to the roster involved a swap of defensemen. Second-year defenseman Jake Muzzin was taken out in favor of Alec Martinez, who got into his first game of the season. Muzzin was a minus-five in the first three games and Sutter was blunt about his woes after practice on Tuesday, saying: "He's struggling a lot."
Jonathan Quick's gaffe was just part of poor play by Kings in loss 

Goalie's own-goal in 3-1 defeat by New York Rangers on Monday, for which he received a lot of unwanted attention, wasn't the only negative. 'We played like beep in front of him,' Willie Mitchell says. 
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By Lisa Dillman

October 8, 2013, 4:47 p.m.

Unwelcome North American attention landed exclusively at the skates of goalie Jonathan Quick by virtue of his own-goal gaffe in the Kings' 3-1 loss to the New York Rangers on Monday.

Of course, the road to the loss was hardly a one-man show, as Kings defenseman Willie Mitchell correctly noted.

Kings 3-1 loss to New York Rangers compounded by errorKings 3-1 loss to New York Rangers compounded by error

Kings' home opener has different feel from last seasonKings' home opener has different feel from last season

Kings' forward Matt Frattin tries to get in lineKings' forward Matt Frattin tries to get in line
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"If you watch the game, how well Quickie played. We played like beep in front of him," Mitchell said. "The shift before I think he made three pad saves that were incredible."

For the record, Mitchell did use the word "beep."

And he was correct. Kings defenseman Drew Doughty suffered through one of his worst games in recent memory. Another youngster, defenseman Slava Voynov, has looked like a shadow of himself in the early going and the Rangers' second goal, by Brad Richards, went in off his stick.

Kings defenseman Jake Muzzin was a combined minus-five in the first three games and struggled again in a big way Monday despite scoring. And it appeared, based on pairings in practice Tuesday, that Muzzin could be replaced in the lineup by Alec Martinez against Ottawa on Wednesday.

Left wing Daniel Carcillo might make his Kings debut, as he practiced on a line with Mike Richards and Jeff Carter. Trevor Lewis was centering Kyle Clifford and Matt Frattin. Dwight King could be the odd man out, but Coach Darryl Sutter wasn't tipping his hand about roster changes.

But he did speak extensively about the foundering defenseman and the rash of turnovers, including Muzzin's early-season woes.

"He's struggling a lot," Sutter said. "He went through it last year as a young defenseman, there's a lot of pressure on him. He's not quite prepared for those situations, yet.

"In the playoffs last year, he was a healthy scratch, sort of going through that same thing again. You're not going to win many games if you're a guy playing significant minutes and you're a high minus player."

Just the typical learning curve of a young defenseman?

"We tried to ramp his training up this summer," said Sutter, who praised Muzzin's off-season effort. "He was a very unfit player when we got him last year. We spent a month or so; he was very fortunate being on an NHL roster just working on his fitness. It really hurt him in the playoffs, the pace of it."

After the loss to the Rangers, Sutter was asked whether he had spoken to Quick about his gaffe, the Rangers' short-handed goal, a shot from the faceoff circle from the other end.

"He [Quick] dropped his stick," Sutter said Monday. "What do you want to talk about — tell him not to drop his stick?"

Sutter jokingly said: "It's his job to stop the puck. So obviously, he didn't think he needed a stick."

The fans gave Quick a mock cheer and Quick answered by waving his glove. Mitchell, who played in some tough NHL markets in his day, offered his perspective.

"As a player, you have to expect that," he said. "I'm guessing, I would expect with our fans they were doing it as a joke because it was such a freaky play. He could try to do that 1,000 times over and it would never happen again."

KINGS VS. OTTAWA

When: 7:30.

Where: Staples Center.

On the air: TV: FS West; Radio: 1150.

Record vs. Senators (2012-13): Did not play.

Update: Center and new captain Jason Spezza, who was off the ice Monday, returned to practice as the Senators worked out in El Segundo on Tuesday afternoon. Former Ducks star Bobby Ryan, traded to the Senators in the summer, has one assist in two games. Goalie Craig Anderson is expected to start.

lisa.dillman@latimes.com

Twitter: @reallisa

Times staff writer Helene Elliott contributed to this report.
Kings 3-1 loss to New York Rangers compounded by error 

Kings goalie Jonathan Quick loses his stick and knocks the puck into his own net in the third period.
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By Lisa Dillman

October 7, 2013, 11:15 p.m.

This one evoked shades of his blunder in St. Louis last season and an earlier miscue against the Phoenix Coyotes. 

But Kings goalie Jonathan Quick's epic gaffe and own-goal against the visiting New York Rangers in the home opener at Staples Center was far more unsightly than those twin mishaps.

The best thing that could be said about Monday night's error in the Rangers' 3-1 win was that it didn't occur in the playoffs as the other two did.
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Kings fall to Jets, 5-3, and Jonathan Quick gets the hookKings fall to Jets, 5-3, and Jonathan Quick gets the hook
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GAME SUMMARY: Rangers 3, Kings 1

It happened at 4:39 of the third period and drained the energy out of the building and silenced the proceedings. With the Kings on the power play, there was a draw in the circle to the left of Rangers goalie Henrik Lundqvist.

New York center Brian Boyle won the faceoff, and Rangers defenseman Ryan McDonagh, alongside Boyle, shot the puck off the boards in the far end, and it ricocheted toward the net and a stumbling Quick, who lost his stick.

The puck went in off Quick and oh-so-slowly trickled in, even glancing in off the far post to make it 3-1.

Kids … don't try this at home.

A devastated Quick leaned on the back of the net, in apparent disbelief and anger. Kings Coach Darryl Sutter watched the replay on the large scoreboard without expression.

Quick was annoyed by questions about the play afterward.

"You guys are writing a story on that one goal?" he asked. "My stick fell out of my hand. I tried to stop it with my blocker and it hit my blocker."

Adding injury to … well, injury, the crowd gave Quick a sarcastic mock cheer when he made a stop off an ordinary dump-in shortly thereafter. For all of his lights-out athletic ability, these stick-handling adventures happen to him more often that you would expect.

Kings forward Justin Williams, asked if he was angry at fans' mock cheer, said: "Certainly. Nobody wanted to get a 4-3 win more than everyone on that bench right there, for that. But stuff like that happens within a game."

None of the Kings' woes on an error-riddled night could be blamed on the Stanley Cup-banner raising ceremony, the way they were in last season's home opener.

After all, isn't there a statute of limitations on the Stanley Cup hangover?

But the Kings were curiously flat at the start of the home opener and didn't seem to find a spark until falling behind 2-0.

The lone goal came from Kings defenseman Jake Muzzin, who cut the Rangers' lead to 2-1 at 12:11 of the second period, taking a feed from center Mike Richards' second effort.

Somehow, the Kings have fallen into a disturbing early pattern, just three games into the season. The on-switch seems to flip when they fall behind. It happened in Minnesota when they trailed 2-1 late and went on to win in a shootout, and they only seemed to regain a spark in Winnipeg when they fell behind by three goals.

Leading the Rangers on Monday was forward Brad Richards, who scored twice, set up both times by linemate, left wing Rick Nash, once in the first period and again in the second.

Kings fans will certainly remember Brad Richards. The courtship of Brad Richards dominated the summer of 2011, in which the Kings' organization dispatched a high-powered group to Toronto to woo the prized free agent.

All that was missing from the pitch from the eight-person delegation was David Beckham.

But Richards opted to stay closer to home in the East and signed with the Rangers, and after a rough go, it appears he is getting a good crack at a fresh start with new Rangers Coach Alain Vigneault.

lisa.dillman@latimes.com

Twitter: @reallisa
Kings' home opener has different feel from last season 

The Kings play host to the New York Rangers at Staples Center on Monday night. Unlike last season, they won't be raising a Stanley Cup banner at the opener. 
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Darryl Sutter 

Kings Coach Darryl Sutter isn't getting too excited about the team's home opener against the New York Rangers. (John Woods / Associated Press / October 4, 2013) 
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By Lisa Dillman

October 6, 2013, 5:40 p.m.

Once you've been to the top of the mountain, the view from base camp isn't quite as beguiling.

In other words: Nothing will quite match last season's home opener, in which the Kings raised their Stanley Cup banner. The Kings play host to the New York Rangers on Monday night in their home opener at Staples Center.

"There's always a little bit more energy in the building," Kings captain Dustin Brown said. "We definitely have to use it to our advantage. It's hard to explain it. When you win a championship — you kind of compare everything — it's not the same. I mean, home openers were a lot more exciting before we won."

Kings Coach Darryl Sutter was refreshingly honest when asked if he still gets a special charge over the opening-night ceremonies.

"No, I've seen too many of them," Sutter said.

He was talking about his long career in the NHL as a player and coach. Sutter played in 406 games in the NHL and his first full season of coaching — in Chicago — was in 1992-93.

But he could have been talking about this season. The Kings already have been the guests twice on opening nights, at Minnesota on Thursday and Winnipeg on Friday.

They split those games. Even though they lost at Winnipeg, the Kings got off to a strong first-period start despite the long delay because of opening-night festivities.

Sutter made a point of telling his players Sunday that he was pleased with their performance in back-to-back games. There are individual issues, of course, namely the existing woes at left wing. That possibly could lead to Daniel Carcillo's debut with the Kings on Monday.

Brown will help too, as he continues to find his form after missing most of training camp because of an injured hamstring.

"I felt a lot better in Winnipeg than I did in Minnesota," Brown said. "I'm sure I'll feel a lot better getting a couple of days' rest. ... I'm sure I'll be right where I need to be, just getting in games. Practices are one thing, but it's the timing of games. For me I was happy we had back-to-back."

Much to his displeasure, he still is required to wear a knee brace. He injured the knee last season in the playoffs but did not need surgery.

"If it were up to me, it would be gone tomorrow," Brown said.

Early days

The Kings are veteran enough not to be rattled or overly positive about the results of the opening games.

"Even keel, man. Even keel," said Kings defenseman Matt Greene. "That's what it is — all the time. I don't even know if I'm good at it."

Sutter had a funny riff about early excitement in certain NHL markets over winning teams.

"You know what, just go to Vegas and change it: Who's going to win the Stanley Cup?" he said. "Who hasn't lost? San Jose, Calgary … they're all the favorites now. It really has no bearing."

TONIGHT

VS. N.Y. RANGERS

When: 7:30.

Where: Staples Center.

On the air: TV: FS West; Radio: 1150.

Record vs. Rangers (2012-13): Did not play.

Etc.: Rangers captain Ryan Callahan, who had off-season shoulder surgery, is expected to make his season debut.

lisa.dillman@latimes.com

Twitter: @reallisa
Kings' forward Matt Frattin tries to get in line 

Left wing is working on fitting in with Jeff Carter and Mike Richards, who sometimes improvise on the ice.
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Matt Frattin, Jeff Carter

Kings forwards Matt Frattin (21) and Jeff Carter (77) celebrate after a goal by Carter against the Wild during a season-opening, 3-2 victory in Minnesota. (Jim Mone / Associated Press / October 3, 2013) 

Kings fall to Jets, 5-3, and Jonathan Quick gets the hookKings fall to Jets, 5-3, and Jonathan Quick gets the hook

Kings take season opener in 3-2 shootout victory over WildKings take season opener in 3-2 shootout victory over Wild

Kings expect Anze Kopitar to shake off his playoff scoring woesKings expect Anze Kopitar to shake off his playoff scoring woes
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By Lisa Dillman

October 6, 2013

WINNIPEG, Canada— 

— Kings forwards Jeff Carter and Mike Richards know their lines, take their cues from one another and usually not much goes wrong if they feel like improvising.

The rest of the cast, at times, seems a little lost.

Left wing Matt Frattin is the latest forward trying to figure out the script with Richards and Carter. In two games, Frattin has two assists, one at even strength, the other on the power play.

It's a tough assignment, but there have been moments of understanding on the two-game trip, a win and a loss. The Kings were off Saturday and their home opener is Monday.

"It's the one constant we've had in camp,"Coach Darryl Sutter said of Frattin-Carter-Richards. "So it's an adjustment, that's a hole that we've had. We feel [Frattin] can play that, play with Mike and Jeff. Quite honest, there's times where Jeff is center, Mike is left [wing] and Frattin is right."

Carter might be listed as a right wing. At times, that's in name only.

"That's where they line up," Sutter said. "Mike and Jeff interchange a lot in a game. That's probably what Matt has to learn the most is those guys play together. It's who is going to play with them."

Sutter has spent most of his time as Kings coach trying to solve the problem on the left side, looking for the right fit for Richards and Carter. He tried Dustin Penner, Dwight King and Kyle Clifford, among others.

"We've had two-, three-goal scorers play there the past two years. Dustin was a two-, three-goal scorer that was in and out of the lineup," Sutter said of Penner, who is now with the Ducks. "We've had kids in there.

"We've moved Mike over, moved Jeff to center. It's been a big hole in our lineup."

On the draw

Kings center Anze Kopitar had an assist in Thursday's season opener and scored in the shootout at Minnesota. But he had an unusually difficult night in the faceoff circle and brought it up, unprompted.

"We took a beating on the faceoff, I personally did. Big time," said Kopitar, who won only five of 19 draws. "There's always stuff you can work on."

Kopitar obviously took the issue to heart. His effectivness went from 26% in the faceoff circle at Minnesota to 62% in the Kings' 5-3 loss at Winnipeg on Friday. His ice time against the Jets, by the way, was 22 minutes 37 seconds, second to Kings defenseman Drew Doughty's 27:08.

lisa.dillman@latimes.com

Twitter: @reallisa
Kings fall to Jets, 5-3, and Jonathan Quick gets the hook 

Coach Darryl Sutter pulls his goalie in the third period with the Kings trailing, 4-1. A rally makes it close, but an empty-net goal by Winnipeg seals it.
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By Lisa Dillman

October 4, 2013, 10:31 p.m.

WINNIPEG, Canada – Reasons to pull a goalie in only his second start of the season?

Let us go over them after Winnipeg beat the Kings, 5-3, in the Jets' home opener at MTS Center on Friday night. The offensively gifted Jets have scored 10 goals in two games and Devin Setoguchi and Evander Kane combined for six points against the Kings.

Kings take season opener in 3-2 shootout victory over WildKings take season opener in 3-2 shootout victory over Wild

Kings expect Anze Kopitar to shake off his playoff scoring woesKings expect Anze Kopitar to shake off his playoff scoring woes

After labor pain, the NHL is well on its way to success  After labor pain, the NHL is well on its way to success 

Class is out as Ducks lose openerClass is out as Ducks lose opener
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Kings Coach Darryl Sutter, who is usually loath to make a goalie switch in-game, did just that in the third period, pulling starter Jonathan Quick after he gave up a goal on a wraparound by Setoguchi at 5:19 that widened the Jets' lead to 4-1.

"Three reasons to pull goalies from a coaching standpoint," Sutter said. "No. 1: momentum. No. 2: goalie's performance. No. 3: team's performance."

GAME SUMMARY: Jets 5, Kings 3

If you guessed door No. 1, you would be correct. Though Quick lacked his usual sharpness, he didn't get a lot of help in front from his teammates. For instance, Kings defenseman Jake Muzzin was a minus-three.

"I think at that stage, I'd say momentum," Sutter said.

It nearly worked. In came backup Ben Scrivens, who was acquired by the Kings in the Jonathan Bernier deal in June.

After the goalie change, Jeff Carter and Justin Williams each scored on the power play, cutting Winnipeg's lead to 4-3, and the Kings were pressing hard late for the equalizer. With Scrivens pulled for an extra attacker, the Jets scored an empty-netter, by Bryan Little, with 48 seconds remaining.

"Ultimately I think they picked up the play and they got stronger as the game wore on," Williams said. "We wilted a little bit in the second and early in the third.

"We wanted to have the same type of response we did in Minnesota. We were in the same position. But we didn't get the same result."

Said Scrivens: "Obviously it's a worst-case scenario. Once you don't start, you don't want to go in because that means you're down or there's an injury. You never wish ill will on anyone.

"Obviously it was unfortunate that I had to go in. A couple of good penalty kills and we made it close and exciting but we just couldn't find that last one."

The Kings played and won in a shootout at Minnesota on Thursday night, and Friday it looked as though they were running on fumes in the second period after a strong opening 20 minutes. They outshot the Jets, 18-7, and entered the second period tied, 1-1. Defenseman Matt Greene scored for the Kings and the dynamic, hard-hitting Kane had the Jets' goal.

Olli Jokinen, one of Sutter's favorite former players, started the surge in the second period with a rebound from the right circle at 12:54 that made it 2-1 Winnipeg. Then Setoguchi scored twice in the third — his first actually went in off Kings defenseman Robyn Regehr — and that was it for Quick.

"I didn't feel like I was fighting it," Quick said. "They get three cheesy ones and the puck is rolling. I think if you ask the shooters they didn't know where it was going. There's three right there for you, and they get one underneath me.

"I didn't hear a whistle. So I thought it was around me. I start looking around for it and it was underneath me. Obviously if you give up four goals, you've got to [get] better. We've got work to do."

Even though it's only two games, some early signs are concerning.

"We gave up seven goals in two games," Quick said. "We've got to get better than that, obviously. We start from there, clean that up. It gives our team a better chance to win."

lisa.dillman@latimes.com

Twitter: @reallisa

Copyright © 2013, Los Angeles Times
Kings expect Anze Kopitar to shake off his playoff scoring woes 

Anze Kopitar, the Kings' leading scorer the past six seasons, had just three goals in 18 playoff games in the spring. Kopitar says he plans to use the experience 'as a motivation to prepare for this season.'
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Anze Kopitar, Ryan Getzlaf

Kings center Anze Kopitar faces off against Ducks center Ryan Getzlaf during a preseason last month. (Mark J. Terrill / Associated Press / September 17, 2013) 

Kings' Willie Mitchell to make return on familiar Minnesota iceKings' Willie Mitchell to make return on familiar Minnesota ice

Kings' Dustin Brown ready for Wild, Jason PominvilleKings' Dustin Brown ready for Wild, Jason Pominville

Hall of Fame goalie Patrick Roy prepared to be rookie coachHall of Fame goalie Patrick Roy prepared to be rookie coach
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By Lisa Dillman

October 2, 2013, 4:34 p.m.

Surely, someone eventually would reveal what was wrong with center Anze Kopitar after the Kings lost in the playoffs to the Chicago Blackhawks.

Perhaps his perplexing scoring slump had to do with a recurrence of the knee injury that sidelined him at the start of the year. Or maybe it was an issue with his hand, or his shoulder, or a wrist, all areas where a player needs to be strong in order to handle the puck … something, anything to explain why the Kings' perennial leading scorer came up dry at the most important time of year.

You've heard of Mystery, Alaska? This was Mystery, L.A., and the puzzle wasn't solved until post-season when news of the injuries trickled out one by one. Yes, the Kings were beaten up. You almost needed a spreadsheet to keep track of who was going under the knife.

But a funny thing happened on the way to the MRI machine. Kopitar was not one of the many playoff injury victims. Sore, to be sure. But quite intact.

"When you look at it — the whole year — his numbers were off," Kings Coach Darryl Sutter said. "He started behind the 8-ball with the injury and missed the first game. Middle of February, March, it looked like he was playing well.

"And I think he just ran out of gas. He got us to the third round."

The Kings did a far better job than most teams in recent years as far as dealing with the Stanley Cup hangover. How they fare this season — which starts Thursday night in St. Paul against the Minnesota Wild — rests, in part, on Kopitar's shoulders.

Kopitar, who has been the Kings' leading scorer starting with the 2007-08 season, has received no shortage of advice since the playoffs ended. He said Sutter and Hall of Fame left wing Luc Robitaille, the Kings' president of business operations, pushed him to shoot more.

Additionally, he has spoken with close friend and longtime linemate, captain Dustin Brown, about how to handle being targeted by the opposition. Kopitar scored a mere three goals in 18 playoff games in the spring.

"It's a little bit different," Kopitar said. "I guess you do get circled. That's just a process you've got to go through. I've talked with Brownie enough that it's the one obstacle you have to battle through.

"Sometimes, you do and sometimes you don't. It's a matter of making sure that most of the time you do."

The topic of expectation was addressed at Kopitar's season-ending meeting with Sutter. In March, Sutter had said that Kopitar was the best all-around centerman he had coached, and even last week he noted that Kopitar was only 26.

"When you're a top player, everyone is going to have a season where if you get 60 points, they'll say you should have had 80 points," Sutter said. "Eighty, you should have had 100. You know what, it's just about winning. He's not even in his prime yet.

Kopitar, who married in the summer, had 10 goals and 42 points in 47 regular season games. The loss to the Blackhawks has been stored away but not forgotten.

"I think you have to put it behind you," he said. "It doesn't serve you any good if you're still moping about it four months later. The only thing you can do is use that as a motivation to prepare for this season."

Said Kings General Manager Dean Lombardi: "That's part of the gig. It's a different challenge than he's ever faced. He'll get through it just like he got through everything else. If you look at him, he's in the best shape he's ever been.

"The thing about Kopi that people don't realize, and he doesn't get enough credit for — he's a 200-foot player, in the [Pavel] Datsyuk mold. That's the beauty of him. He can still make major contributions to winning because he's not all one way."

Los Angeles was hardly the Pluto of the NHL before the Kings won the Stanley Cup. But center Mike Richards, who had played his entire career in Philadelphia, had no idea that Kopitar was so skilled when he arrived in Los Angeles via trade in 2011.

Richards played in the 2010 Olympics with Sidney Crosby for Team Canada. With the Flyers he had playoff battles against Alex Ovechkin of the Washington Capitals. Sutter, of course, coached Jarome Iginla in Calgary during Iginla's prime.

So it is telling that Richards and Sutter have reached into their memory banks at different times about Kopitar and put him in the conversation with the NHL's leading men.

"You watch shows on the NHL Network and top five forwards, he doesn't even get [mentioned] just because he is in L.A.," Richards said. "If he played in New York, he'd get talked about like Crosby and Ovechkin…. And he's got the knack for defense for stealing pucks like Datsyuk, stealing pucks and never being in the wrong position."

Kopitar stands to get a substantial upgrade in terms of exposure this season for multiple reasons, including playing for his native Slovenia in Sochi, Russia, at the Winter Olympic Games.

"I never even heard about him in the East," Richards said. "This year playing against every Eastern Conference team, I think it's going to be good for him and the recognition he finally deserves, and the Olympics.

"He'll finally get the spotlight he deserves."

Richards thought about the modest Kopitar, and added another thought, saying: "Not that he wants it."

lisa.dillman@latimes.com

Twitter: @reallisa
Emerson Etem skates with team, to be activated for Ducks' home opener 

The 21-year-old from Long Beach suffered a lower-leg injury in a Sept. 20 exhibition. Ducks are hopeful he fulfills his potential and brings 'the crowd to its feet at times.'
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By Lance Pugmire

October 8, 2013, 4:32 p.m.

Emerson Etem returned to skating with his Ducks teammates Tuesday morning and is prepared to be activated for the team's regular-season home opener Thursday against the New York Rangers at Honda Center.

"I'm feeling good, I'm ready.… I feel healthy, as good as I've been in a while, that's my threshold," Etem said after the Tuesday morning skate at Honda Center. "If I feel I can manage what I've got — and I can — I feel like I'm ready to play."

NHL pluses and minuses: Teemu Selanne still loved by WinnipegNHL pluses and minuses: Teemu Selanne still loved by Winnipeg

Kings see Cup as part of their future, not just their pastKings see Cup as part of their future, not just their past

Ducks capitalize on mistake to beat Jets, 3-2Ducks capitalize on mistake to beat Jets, 3-2
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Etem, 21, suffered a lower-leg injury after scoring a goal Sept. 20 in San Jose. Etem collided with San Jose's Raffi Torres.

He stayed in Anaheim as the Ducks opened the regular season with a 2-1 record against Colorado, Minnesota and Winnipeg, and a roster spot was cleared Monday when the Ducks moved center Peter Holland to minor league Norfolk (Va.).

"He looked pretty good," Ducks Coach Bruce Boudreau said of Etem after using him with center Nick Bonino and Matt Beleskey/Patrick Maroon. "It was a good idea to leave him behind and let him get all that extra work."

Boudreau won't overstate the potential of Long Beach's Etem, but it's high after he followed three regular-season goals last season with three more in the Ducks' first-round, seven-game series loss to the Detroit Red Wings.

"I'm excited he brings an element to our team … I know he's going to work really hard, absorb everything we tell him," Boudreau said. "The one thing you can't dictate is the type of numbers he's going to put up.… We're not going to measure him in terms of how many goals and assists.

"We're going to measure him on how he helps the penalty killing, how he's going to help at times we need that energy guy, the guy who can skate, get in on the forecheck and bring the crowd to its feet at times."

Etem anticipates the debut.

"I took from that playoff experience and built on it in exhibition season," Etem said. "I'm going to work past this, and keep on with the consistency."

Other ailments

Sidelined Ducks defenseman Luca Sbisa (ankle) did not skate Tuesday and said he hopes to play in the three-game homestand finale Oct. 16 against Calgary.

Sbisa said he has been impressed by how 19-year-old rookie Hampus Lindholm has performed in his absence, playing 18:41 thus far.

"He's played with a lot of confidence," Sbisa said. "Watching him carrying the puck up the ice, he's not afraid of responsibility and that shows other players and management he wants the spot."

Forward Kyle Palmieri sat out practice Tuesday after being hurt on the trip (upper-body injury).

Road review

After being smoked 6-1 in the opener at Colorado, the Ducks rallied with an overtime victory at Minnesota and a back-to-back win at Winnipeg.

Some Ducks said they "might've needed" that opening rout to find their focus.

"They've got character, they want to win, and after everybody saw film of the Colorado game, they weren't too happy with themselves with the pride they have," Boudreau said. "I didn't have to say much," after the opener, "we all knew we weren't good. But it's only one game and our record after three games last year," when the Ducks started 20-3-3, "was 2-1."

Throwback night

Viktor Fasth wore an old-school hockey mask in practice Tuesday like the one original Mighty Ducks goalie Guy Hebert used to wear, preparing for the "Throwback Night" on Sunday commemorating the franchise's first win 20 years earlier.

As many as 15 members of the first Mighty Ducks team will attend, some concession items will be priced at 93 cents, and the arena will be decorated in a 1993 theme.

"I love all of this stuff," Boudreau said. "They've done such a great job with this whole thing."

lance.pugmire@latimes.com

Twitter: @latimespugmire
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Kings see Cup as part of their future, not just their past 

The expectation of success runs deep as they play their home opener. The return of defensemen Willie Mitchell and Matt Greene, who missed most or all of last season, fuels the optimism.
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Willie Mitchell

Kings defenseman Willie Mitchell skates with the Stanley Cup in 2012. Mitchell and the Kings hope to bring another championship to Los Angeles in 2014. (Wally Skalij / Los Angeles Times / June 11, 2012) 

By Helene Elliott

October 7, 2013, 10:52 p.m.

The new video and song fell painfully flat, but the light show was nifty and the introductions brimmed with rah-rah enthusiasm before the Kings' first game at Staples Center this season.

The festivities — mercifully — were brief, but that wasn't the only difference between Monday's opener and the events the Kings staged to launch last season. This time there was no Stanley Cup banner to raise or title to defend.

"It kind of feels like we had something taken away from us last year, which angers me," winger Justin Williams said.

Helene Elliott.
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"Every team at the start of the season, whether they believe it or not, they say, 'Our goal is to win the Stanley Cup,' where it might not be realistic. But certainly here it's a belief that if we bring our best game forward, we're the best."

Five years ago, that sentiment would have been laughable. But the process that built the 2012 championship team and the moves General Manager Dean Lombardi made to keep the roster largely intact have created an expectation of success.

If it wasn't there before, "now it is and it should be," defenseman Drew Doughty said before the Kings' 3-1 loss to the New York Rangers.

"We feel like we can be the best team in the league as long as we play our game and work as hard as we can to play our systems properly. I think we have a good shot once again."

A key reason to agree is that defensemen Willie Mitchell and Matt Greene are back and playing hard minutes. Mitchell missed all of last season because of knee problems; Greene was injured in the opener and didn't return until the final four games.

Without them, the Kings did well to reach the Western Conference final, where they lost to the eventual champion Chicago Blackhawks. With Mitchell and Greene — and a better effort offensively than they had Monday — this team could be formidable.

"I think Mitchy would have been a big help going into that Chicago series last year. I think with him we would have been a lot better. Could have even defended that Cup again," Doughty said.

"And even though we're not the defending champs, we still see that Cup as just part of us, and we want to get it back."

Taking a Flyer on Berube

Coach Peter Laviolette was put on a short leash after the Philadelphia Flyers missed the playoffs last season. He ran out of slack after they started 0-3 and was replaced Monday by assistant coach Craig Berube, another bizarre move by a team now better known for its strange personnel decisions than for winning.

General Manager Paul Holmgren said he had concerns last season but wanted to give Laviolette a full training camp and beefed-up lineup. But Holmgren couldn't ignore the Flyers' ineptitude in being outscored, 9-3. Claude Giroux, Wayne Simmonds, Jakub Voracek and Scott Hartnell have no points.

"It was more about how we played. It was unacceptable," Holmgren said at a news conference in Philadelphia. "We don't look like a team at all and I felt just a gut feeling that I needed to make the decision."

Holmgren is on the short leash now, with assistant GM Ron Hextall waiting in the wings.

One happy footnote: former King Ian Laperriere will be one of Berube's assistants.

If the Flyers aren't inspired by the gritty Laperriere, they are beyond help.

Money well spent

Patrick Roy's checking account was dented by the $10,000 fine the NHL imposed for his "irresponsible" actions at the end of Colorado's 6-1 victory over the Ducks last Wednesday, but it could prove to be a good investment.

Copyright © 2013, Los Angeles Times
Roy nearly pushed over the glass that separated him from Ducks Coach Bruce Boudreau, upset that Ducks defenseman Ben Lovejoy had delivered a potentially dangerous hit on prized rookie Nathan MacKinnon.

Roy has a history of losing his temper ,but in this instance there might have been a method to his madness: His outburst got the attention of a city that had largely ignored the Avalanche the last few seasons and earned his players' respect.

"It just shows that he cares about his players a lot," MacKinnon said. "He's very passionate and he'll stand up for what he believes in and not really think about the circumstances or the criticism."
October 9, 2013 2:31 AM

Alain Vigneault & Rangers talk it out behind closed doors after blowout loss to Sharks; Rick Nash 'concerned,' has 'headache'

BY Pat Leonard

SAN JOSE –The Rangers spent a long, long time with their locker room door closed after Tuesday’s 9-2 blowout loss to the San Jose Sharks. Eventually, GM Glen Sather emerged from a side door, and later, coach Alain Vigneault met the media, dutifully answering the questions but undoubtedly red-hot over the night’s events.

“Well, definitely San Jose was on top of their game, they were on top of their execution,” Vigneault began. “The score could have been three or four to one after the first period. (It’s) tough to understand at this point how we can play so well (Monday) night and play like this tonight. We’ve got 48 hours before the next game, and we’ll come up with some answers.”

NASH EXITS WITH "HEADACHE" AS SHARKS EMBARRASS RANGERS, 9-2

 The Rangers have off on Wednesday, but Vigneault indicated that if he had a choice, he would throw his team right back on the practice ice.

“We’ve got a day off tomorrow because the rules dictate that we have to have a day off,” Vigneault said. “So we’ll regroup and get ready for Anaheim.”

STEWING OVER STUART

 The Blueshirts were incensed by Brad Stuart’s elbow to the head of Rick Nash, beginning with Brian Boyle, who told the Daily News he went after Stuart in the third period, taking roughing and unsportsmanlike conduct penalties, going after Stuart in retaliation for the Nash hit.

VIDEO: ROOKIE HERTL DAZZLES FOR SHARKS IN BLOWOUT WIN OVER RANGERS

Vigneault was direct in his assessment of the hit, which happened just down the boards from the Rangers’ bench.

“The replay I saw, his shoulder clearly hit his head, and his feet seemed to leave the ice surface. So that’s up to the league to decide,” the coach said.

 Nash said after the game that he had a “headache” from the hit. Here are the remainder of his quotes:

Nash on how he felt as night went on: “It got worse as it went on.”

Nash saying he didn’t stay out for precautionary reasons: “It just didn’t feel right.”

Nash on the hit: “I haven’t seen a replay, but he caught me right across the head, so, I guess it’s a headshot. I felt it right across here (points to the right side of his head/cheek).”

Nash on why he played the rest of the first period: “I didn’t feel it yet. Then it came later.”

Nash on whether he felt the way he did last year after the Milan Lucic hit on Feb. 12 that concussed him: “No.”

Nash on whether he’s concerned: “Anytime you get a headshot you’re concerned, to feel the way it feels. It’s not a good feeling.”

Have a question about the Blueshirts or a comment? Find Pat on Twitter at @PLeonardNYDN.

October 8, 2013 11:40 PM

NY Rangers right wing Rick Nash leaves game in San Jose due to elbow to head from Sharks defenseman Brad Stuart

BY Pat Leonard

SAN JOSE – The Rangers’ result Tuesday night was insignificant compared to the potential huge loss they suffered in the first period against the Sharks.

 Power forward Rick Nash, who had been dominant in Monday’s 3-1 win in Los Angeles, took an elbow to the back of the head from Sharks defenseman Brad Stuart on just his second shift of the game. He played the remainder of the first period, but during the first intermission, the Rangers announced Nash would not return to the game due to Stuart’s elbow to Nash’s head.

NASH MUSCLES WAY TO TWO ASSISTS IN MONDAY'S 3-1 WIN OVER KINGS

 Nash missed four games last season from Feb. 19 to Feb. 26 due to a concussion after getting smeared into the glass by Bruins forward Milan Lucic. Though Tuesday’s specific injury was not disclosed, the Rangers’ specification of when the injury occurred, combined with Nash’s being visibly shaken up on the play and his absence for the final two periods, were all symptoms of the same injury.

 Nash entered Tuesday leading the Rangers with three points, all assists, through two games.

October 8, 2013 1:16 PM

Crushed Ice: Video of Ryan McDonagh's fluky goal; Alain Vigneault gets first win with Rangers; Ryan Callahan makes season debut

BY Pat Leonard

LOS ANGELES – Alain Vigneault’s first win as Rangers head coach Monday night gave the Rangers positive reinforcement of their preparation with the new staff.

“I think that’s big for everybody in the organization. We want to get something on the board, and good for Alain,” said Brad Richards, who scored twice in the Blueshirts’ 3-1 win over the L.A. Kings at Staples Center. “We believe in what we’re doing. We’re in here doing it every day, but it never hurts to get two points on the board and get that out of the way.

“We’ve still got some work to do in all areas, but that was night and day, the difference from a week ago how we were playing to how we played tonight, with our compete level and battle level.”

McDONAGH'S DISTANCE BANK SHOT SEALS 3-1 RANGERS WIN OVER KINGS

 Vigneault was focused not on his milestone but on turning around quickly for Tuesday night’s visit to San Jose’s SAP Center (10:30 p.m. ET, MSG), the second game of a tough back-to-back in the middle of a five-game road trip out West.

“Winning is great, makes this game a lot of fun, but for us right now, we’re looking at the big picture and how we’re playing and how we’re improving,” the coach said. “It’s been hard. We played one game, then we’re off three days. We need to get in hockey mode here, and hopefully with the win tonight, we did a lot of good things, we’ll reinforce that and we’ll get ready for tomorrow, because San Jose’s a real strong team.”

TYPICAL CAPTAIN 

 Captain Ryan Callahan unsurprisingly introduced himself in his season debut with a big hit on Kings defenseman Robyn Regehr at the very beginning of his first shift.

 That trademark physicality also worked against Callahan 33 seconds into the second period, when he hit Kings center Anze Kopitar and caught the butt-end of Kopitar’s stick just below his mouth, requiring stitches and missing the rest of the period. But by then, Callahan had helped the Rangers establish a forecheck and infused more toughness and grit into New York’s game.

 He made four hits and blocked two shots in 11:16 of ice time and pushed the Rangers’ record this season with ‘C’ on the ice to 1-0-0. Vigneault was more than impressed.

“It was my first time seeing him, live in a game, being with him as his head coach, and he brings a lot to the table,” Vigneault said. “Poise with the puck, competitive nature when he doesn’t have it, finishes every check. For a player that’s not that big in size, he certainly plays a big game.”

Callahan said the Rangers had been unsatisfied with their level of physical play in Thursday’s season-opening 4-1 loss in Phoenix. He’d also been restless, watching the Coyotes loss from the press box as he sat out due to offseason shoulder surgery.

“That was something we addressed about the first game,” Callahan said. “e didn’t think we competed hard enough, especially with one on one battles. We thought we could’ve competed harder, and I thought we did that tonight, from finishing our checks to making sure we were hard on them in the defensive zone and the offensive zone.”

Richards said it was a relief that Callahan’s injury hadn’t been more severe, but he also wasn’t surprised the captain had come back for the third period.

“It didn’t look pretty,” Richards said. “But luckily his head’s OK, and he’s the type of guy that’ll get through that.”

THE KING OF KINGS

 Lundqvist stopped all 14 shots he faced in the third period as the Kings charged seeking to narrow the deficit, including a Jeff Carter breakaway and a drive by Jarret Stoll. Vigneault complimented Lundqvist’s “real strong” effort.

“I’m in the game by then, so it’s easier to make those saves, too,” Lundqvist said of protecting the late lead. “As a goalie, that’s how you build confidence. You feel like you’re there for your teammates and helping the guys to win. I was doing more good things in Phoenix but didn’t get the results, so it’s hard to be really positive about it. But now, today, with the way we played as a group, it was great to see, the way we came out of our own end with a lot of speed, the forecheck we had, we did so many good things. So I think we should be really happy about this one.”

Vigneault complimented Lundqvist’s “real strong performance” and also pinpointed defenseman Marc Staal as a standout player in the victory. Staal continued his imposing play on the blue line and behind and around the Rangers’ goal, banging forwards off pucks and cleaning up any potential mess in 20:56 of ice time.

“Marc Staal, I thought, on D played extremely well,” Vigneault said. “Real good stick, competed real hard in his one-on-one situations. So it was a good win, good to have our captain back, and now we’re going to get ready for San Jose. It’s gonna be a real tough game.”

MAC TAKES IT TO THE BANK

 One more Ryan McDonagh quote on his absurd shorthanded goal (video above) that provided much-needed insurance 4:39 into the third period, and on the Rangers’ ability to protect a lead:

“I didn’t watch it. I didn’t know what happened at all. I’m still trying to get the full story,” McDonagh said of his goal. “I’m just glad that we played well in the third and didn’t give up anything. They came hard at the end, and we withstood them. Hank made some big saves toward the end, and that’s a good sign early on, that we can go into the third with a lead and come out on top.”

FEELING RICH

 Richards, who wore this year’s Broadway Hat in the locker room, said he had a good feeling coming into Monday’s game that his strong play last Thursday would carry over.

“I think some nights you get a lot of chances and they don’t go in. Some nights you get one or two and they both go in,” Richards said. “But I think it was coming. It was bound to happen eventually. Our line had some good chances. We were buzzing for a lot of shifts, and it was good to get rewarded.”

The veteran forward, a natural center, has played two complete games despite opening the season at left wing, a relatively foreign position to him. Richards actually said Monday that he felt more comfortable on the wing to start the season in Phoenix than he’d expected to; he just hadn’t seen the results to back it up until Monday.

“It’s just good to feel good about a win and contribute that way,” Richards said. “That’s the best way to put it. You contribute and you win and you can go and feel good about it no matter what. The other night, I felt more comfortable than I thought (I would) maybe on the left wing, but we still get beat 4-1, so there’s some questions to what’s going on and there’s still a lot of work to do over there. It’s not second nature yet, so we’ll see. But when you’re playing in the offensive zone, with two guys that are creating like that, you’re gonna get some chances and set up some chances. That’s the main thing. We contributed tonight.”

NOTES AND NOTES AND NOTES AND …

-Rangers center Derek Stepan owned Kings defenseman Drew Doughty on this night. First, he forced Doughty’s first-period turnover that led to Richards’ rebound goal of a Rick Nash shot. That marked Stepan’s second assist in as many games to start the season.

 Then, late in the second period, Stepan flustered Doughty into a mishandle of the puck at the blue line of the Rangers’ defensive zone, leading to a Stepan breakaway, a Doughty hooking penalty but, somehow, no penalty shot.

 Stepan led all Rangers forwards with 19:31 of ice time.

 Vigneault said Stepan’s line “played real well tonight at both ends of the rink.”

-Nash leads the Rangers with three points in two games, all assists, after getting helpers on both of Richards’ goals Monday night.

“I felt good,” said Nash, who had hardly factored at all even-strength into Thursday’s season opener. “I always find (it helpful) to get that first (game) out of the way and kind of get your legs under you. But it was an all-around better team effort tonight.”

-New York beat the Kings in their own building despite L.A. posting a 19-4-1 record last season at Staples Center, good for the most home wins in the NHL. Tuesday’s opponent is no less efficient at home.

 The Sharks were 17-2-5 at the SAP Center last season and are 2-0-0 there so far this fall, outscoring the Vancouver Canucks and Phoenix Coyotes 8-2 in back-to-back 4-1 wins to open this season’s schedule.

-Due to Taylor Pyatt’s first-period mouth injury (stitches for a high-stick cut) and Callahan’s second-period gashed chin, the Rangers won Monday night despite playing about 35 minutes down at least one forward. The Rangers actually were down two forwards for a five-minute stretch early in the second period, when Arron Asham went to the penalty box for fighting (see video below) and Callahan was still in the locker room.

“It gets a little hectic on the bench, just because you have guys filling in everywhere,” Callahan said. “But everyone is playing the same system, so no matter who you’re playing with, that doesn’t change. Everyone just kept working and kept playing.”

-The Kings’ penalty kill was terrific Monday night, or the Rangers’ power play was awful – take your pick.

 The Rangers went 0-for-3 for the game with just one shot on goal. They had no shots on goal in their first two man advantages, which featured Brian Boyle in place of Callahan, who was getting stitched up at the time in the locker room. That net-front position was occupied in Thursday’s opener by J.T. Miller, who was subsequently sent to the AHL to save the Rangers some cap space. It didn’t matter who was at net-front, though, because the Rangers couldn’t even get set up.

 The Blueshirts’ power play is now 1-of-7 to start the season.

 On the flip side, the penalty kill went 2-for-2 against the Kings, improving to 4-for-5 overall through two games.

-Kings defenseman Jake Muzzin’s goal marked the second straight game the Rangers have surrendered a four-on-four goal. In both games, the goals were the result of defensive zone turnovers – Nash coughed the puck up in Phoenix, and Monday night Dan Girardi gave it away.

-After facing the Sharks on Tuesday, the Rangers will take their five-game road trip to Anaheim with a game against the Ducks on Thursday (10 p.m. ET, MSG) followed by Saturday’s showdown with the Blues in St. Louis (8 p.m. ET, MSG). After returning from the West Coast, the Rangers also will visit the Washington Capitals, New Jersey Devils, Philadelphia Flyers and Detroit Red Wings through the month of October before hosting the Montreal Canadiens on Oct. 28 in their Garden opener, the 10th game of their regular season.

Vigneault’s overall analysis of Monday’s win: “We saw a lot of good things tonight. I thought that we started off real well as far as moving the puck North-South and making the plays you need to make with the puck. Sometimes they’re short little passes, sometimes they’re off the glass. I felt that in the second period we made a lot of right plays. We got a lot of good scoring chances, and I really liked the way we responded after they scored. We came right back at ‘em. We were pushing the pace. Obviously we got a little bit lucky there on the third goal, but part of this game (is) you need a little bit of luck, and we got some there.”
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NY Rangers-LA Kings preview: Ryan Callahan, Arron Asham enter lineup as Blueshirts' road trip ramps up in California

BY Pat Leonard

LOS ANGELES – By the end of this week, we’ll know a lot more about who the Rangers really are.

 Monday night, the Blueshirts open a back-to-back against the Los Angeles Kings at Staples Center (10:30 p.m. ET, MSG), before flying north for Tuesday night’s visit to the San Jose Sharks at the SAP Center (10:30 p.m. ET, MSG).

RANGERS HOPE FORMER FIRST-RD PICK POULIOT CAN SHINE IN TOP SIX

The Kings (1-1-0) were 19-4-1 at home last season. The Sharks (2-0-0) were 17-2-5. The Rangers’ five-game road trip continues Thursday night in Anaheim, before concluding Saturday night in St. Louis, all part of a string of nine straight road games to open the season.

Plus, three of these first five games come against teams in their home openers: last Thursday’s 4-1 loss in Phoenix, Monday in L.A. and Thursday in Anaheim.

 It’s fair to say the odds are against the Rangers (0-1-0) getting off to a red-hot start. But they still will need to pick up points until the schedule evens out.

VIGNEAULT EXPLAINS MILLER'S DEMOTION, ASHAM'S ADDITION FOR MONDAY

 Here is Monday’s starting lineup and a few notes and quotes to prepare for you the Rangers’ second game of the regular season.

RANGERS LINEUP @ LOS ANGELES KINGS

Forwards: Brad Richards-Derek Stepan-Rick Nash, Benoit Pouliot-Derick Brassard-Mats Zuccarello, Taylor Pyatt-Brian Boyle-Ryan Callahan (season debut), Derek Dorsett-Dominic Moore-Arron Asham (season debut; he and Dorsett could play either fourth-line wing).

Defensemen: Ryan McDonagh-Dan Girardi, Marc Staal-Michael Del Zotto, John Moore-Anton Stralman

Goalies: Henrik Lundqvist (starter), Martin Biron

Healthy scratches: F Jesper Fast, D Justin Falk

Injured: Carl Hagelin (long-term injury list, out at least first 10 games, not on road trip)

FLYERS FIRE LAVIOLETTE AFTER SECOND STRAIGHT 0-3 START

THE STAT SHEET

-The Rangers list one former King on their roster, center Brian Boyle, whom Los Angeles selected 26th overall in the first round of the 2003 NHL draft. The Kings traded the Boston College product after 36 games in two seasons with L.A. to the Rangers on July 27, 2009, in exchange for a third-round pick in the 2010 draft. Boyle has played for the Rangers ever since.

-The Rangers last played the Kings exactly two years to the day, on Oct. 7, 2011, in their season opener in Stockholm, Sweden. (That game also was my regular season debut on the Rangers/NHL beat for the Daily News). The Blueshirts fell, 3-2, in overtime that night at the Ericsson Globe in the first of two games during the 2011 Compuware NHL Premiere.

-The Rangers have not played at Staples Center in almost four years. Their last game here was a 2-1 loss to the Kings on Feb. 2, 2010. Marian Gaborik scored New York’s lone goal off assists from …. wait for it … Erik Christensen and Wade Redden. (If that blast from the past knocked you off your chair, take a moment to breathe and compose yourself).

THE QUOTE SHEET

 Most of the Rangers did not skate Monday morning; there was only an optional session. But several of the Blueshirts spoke Sunday about what the team must do against L.A. and in the coming week:

Defenseman Anton Stralman on what Rangers must focus on in their own game: “We need to step it up a little bit and move together a little bit better, and doing that I think will give ourselves more opportunities and give them (fewer) opportunities. I think that’s what we have to focus on.”

Right wing Rick Nash on whether to match L.A.’s physicality or just play own game: “It’s playing your own game. You want to play your own style. You’ve just got to know they’re a big physical team that’s had success over the last few years. But for us, this early in the season, we’ve got to worry about getting our own game on track.”

Coach Alain Vigneault on knowing the West teams from his time in Vancouver: “What it does for me now is the teams that we’re playing, I know, and as far as preparing our team for what’s coming up, I’ve got a good handle on what’s coming. So that helps me, and it should help our team.”

Defenseman Marc Staal on the unusual early schedule: “You start on the road, and you take a three-day (break from games). It’s a little different. I think it’ll be good for us to get into a string of games. I think it’ll be better for us, (our) team game, getting our legs under us, getting into a pattern, feeling the rhythm of the season.”

Vigneault on what he likes about Staal on the power play: “I like his shot, and I like the fact that he’s been able to sneak into the right holes and the right areas and make opponents pay. I think with Brad (Richards) there (on the right point), you’ve got a guy that can shoot and pass, and with Marc right now, we’re giving that a look, and it’s a power play – when he’s been on it – that’s scored some goals.”

Vigneault on being patient with player evaluations: “I think right now our evaluation, our assessment of our players is really limited. We had those four (preseason) games in five nights, where we played a lot of people and different players. We’ve played one (regular season) game. We’ve had three days in between. Now, we’re gonna play four games in six nights. Now, we’re gonna get into hockey mode. I think it’s going to be real good for our group.”
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J.T. Miller assigned to AHL's Hartford Wolf Pack in surprise move as NY Rangers prepare for Ryan Callahan's return vs. LA Kings

BY Pat Leonard

LOS ANGELES - One off game, and J.T. Miller is headed back to the Hartford Wolf Pack.

 The Rangers assigned Miller to the AHL on Saturday morning, anticipating the return of captain Ryan Callahan to the lineup Monday night against the L.A. Kings. Miller struggled in Thursday night's season-opening 4-1 loss to the Phoenix Coyotes, and the Rangers believe the 20-year-old forward will benefit more from playing in the minors at the moment than he would being scratched at the NHL level.

 Saturday's move came as a surprise, though, for several reasons.

 First of all, Miller forced Alain Vigneault to put him on the roster by having a strong preseason, despite suffering a hamstring tweak early in training camp. In fact, he was the Rangers' best player on the ice in their preseason finale in Las Vegas against - of all teams - the Kings.

 Secondly, the Rangers were not required to rid themselves of an extra forward with Callahan coming off injured reserve. Due to Carl Hagelin's long-term injury status, they could have kept Miller around and remained within the NHL's 23-man roster limit.

 Thirdly, there was no indication in Friday's practice at the Toyota Center that Miller even would be the player who came out of the lineup on Monday night. The first line rushes slotted Miller with Dominic Moore and Derek Dorsett on the fourth line, as they'd played against Phoenix, and left rookie Jesper Fast as the odd man out.

 Regardless, this is a quick hook for a young player who impressed shift after shift throughout the preseason, even though he was ineffective in the season-opener, with one shot on goal, one hit, one blocked shot, two missed shots, one faceoff win in one attempt, and two penalty minutes in 11:58 of ice time. In fairness to Miller, though, his entire line was ineffective. He took 18 shifts and took Callahan's place on the first power play unit.

 Miller, the Rangers' 15th overall pick in the 2011 NHL draft, played 26 games during his rookie season last spring, posting two goals, two assists and a minus-seven rating.
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Crushed Ice: Alain Vigneault, Brad Richards, Henrik Lundqvist, Dan Girardi react to Rangers' 4-1 season-opening loss to Coyotes

BY Pat Leonard

GLENDALE, Ariz. – Many Rangers were able to pinpoint encouraging signs in their season-opening, 4-1 loss to the Phoenix Coyotes on Thursday night, despite the result.

 But the truth is, even though the Rangers fought until the end, this game got away from them. So as top-line left wing Brad Richards said, it was difficult in the immediate aftermath to glow about any positives.

“It’s tough right now to talk about that,” Richards said. “We just lost – we got beat pretty bad. So I’m sure when you calm down and reflect on a few things and see the video, we probably did some things right, for sure. But in the end, we let a game where we were tied 1-1 and we were outshooting them at that point, we let that get away pretty quickly. And that’s probably more the focus.”

Richards actually led the Rangers with four shots on goal. His lead pass to Derek Stepan in the neutral zone on the power play led to Stepan’s and Rick Nash’s assists on a Marc Staal power play goal 3:38 into the second period to tie the game, 1-1.

 Richards also was one of three Rangers, along with Benoit Pouliot and Michael Del Zotto, to fall victim to the superb play of Coyotes goalie Mike Smith (23 saves) on early scoring chances, slapping a one-timer on the power play off a Stepan cross-ice pass that Smith swallowed up.

 Those chances marked some the good signs that Richards will see on film at Friday’s practice in Los Angeles, where the Rangers will spend their next four days until Monday night’s game against the Kings (10:30 p.m., MSG). Still, there were many more issues that needed correction.

 One concern was the play of New York’s fourth line of J.T. Miller, Dominic Moore and Derek Dorsett. They struggled most of the evening, and their poor shift early in the second period led to a John Moore hooking penalty in the defensive zone, which sent the Coyotes on the pivotal power play in which Phoenix launched shot after shot and had the puck in the Rangers’ zone almost for the two minutes.

 Shortly after the expiration of the power play, Radim Vrbata scored the first of his three goals, and it changed the game – even though Henrik Lundqvist (28 saves) felt Coyotes winger Martin Hanzal should have been called for interference on that goal with 12:55 to play in the second period (see his quote below).

 Later, Vrbata scored on the power play and then completed his hat trick after a bad Nash turnover on the four-on-four.

 For the night, the Coyotes outshot the Rangers 32-24 and out-attempted the Blueshirts in shots 60-51.

We should see a different New York team in L.A., since injured captain Ryan Callahan is expected to return to the lineup. But of course, the Rangers be playing the Kings in their home opener, and L.A. already topped the host Minnesota Wild, 3-2 in a shootout, on Thursday night.

STAT OF THE NIGHT

 Nash’s fight with Hanzal 17:56 into the third period was his first fight since he took on Nick Schultz of the Wild as a member of the Columbus Blue Jackets on Jan. 23, 2010, according to hockeyfights.com.

THE QUOTE BOOK

 Here are Thursday’s postgame Rangers quotes from coach Alain Vigneault, Richards, Henrik Lundqvist, Dan Girardi and Michael Del Zotto:

Vigneault on the difference in the game: “I think there were two areas. Number one, we gave them some momentum on their power play. I thought that we didn’t do a real good job of either winning the draw and clearing the puck or getting the play that would permit us to take away some of that momentum. They had some quality chances. If you look at their second goal, yes we killed (the power play), but we were never able to get our defensemen off, and they caught us tired and they scored. And the third goal, they win the draw and a little deflection I think off Marc Staal’s stick ends up in the back of our net. So that’s one area where I believe we need to improve. The other one is we had some opportunities. We just needed to make some plays, make the right plays with the puck, give ourselves a chance on the shot and maybe on a rebound if there’s a rebound. But we missed the net or we didn’t execute quick enough to get something towards the net. So if we improve in those two areas, we’ll be in good shape.”

Vigneault on whether Rangers generated enough five-on-five chance: “I think it was hard. Both teams I think five-on-five didn’t give up a lot. They had quite a few chances on the four-on-four, and they also generated a lot of momentum, and again, like I said, on their power play I thought they generated a lot of momentum.”

Vigneault on whether he thought the Rangers got to the net well enough: “I think you’ve got to give credit where credit is due. I think a lot of our forecheck tonight as stalled or stopped from their goaltender handling the puck as well as he did, and us maybe, we’re obviously partly responsible for that also. Against a guy that tries to handle everything, you’ve got to cross-corner or soft-dump it in the corner. And we were not very efficient in that area tonight.”

Girardi on the questionable roughing call against him after hitting Mikkel Boedker: “I don’t know. I thought I just hit him. You know his back end’s over the boards and my arm goes straight through. That’s the follow through, you know? I don’t think I hit him in the head, but you know, I really have no control over that (whether the call is made).”

Girardi on factors in the loss, Rangers’ strengths and issues, and how to correct them: “I think for the most part we were good with the puck, good puck management, but there were some plays where we didn’t get pucks deep or lost a one-on-one battle and they come back and we’re hemmed in and we’re tired and they’re getting chance after chance. If we do a better job of surrounding the puck, outnumbering them and getting out as fast as we can to get on the offense, we’ll (do better) in our own end and we’ll hopefully create some more chances. And Smith made some pretty big saves, especially in the first he had a good one on Pouliot there, that three-on-one, that was a big save. And Zucc hit the post. If a puck goes in here or there, it’s a different game.”

Del Zotto on the game: “I think the best way to describe it is that we had some chances but we made a couple mistakes that cost us.”

Richards on the game: “If we keep the momentum after we score that power play goal, it might be a different game. So it’s little details that we can control. We did that to ourselves, got ourselves in that kind of trouble. We’ve got to play a lot better obviously. We did some good things to get 1-1. We just didn’t sustain it and do little things to keep that momentum.”

Richards on whether seeing Rick Nash fight can motivate a team: “Yeah. That’s a good sign. That’s something that you asked (about): What we did positive. We’ve got to come together, and that’s a good way to do it.”

Lundqvist on the second goal: “Well it was awfully tough for me to move. I was inside my crease, so it could have been a call, but they didn’t. And it was a big goal. We felt like we were back in the game and (had) played really well at that time, but that second goal really turned the game back to their favor. It was a tough one.”

Lundqvist on whether he saw defensive errors: “We had a couple breakdowns obviously, and it cost us a little bit. But they’re a good team. They came with a lot of speed, and their D-men joined the rush a lot of times and made it tough for us to control them. We had our chances, but (Smith) played well on the other side there, and I have a few things I have to work on and as a group we have to improve. We have a tough schedule here, so we just have to keep going and try to get better.”
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Rangers at Phoenix Coyotes, Game One: New York's starting lineup; Jesper 'Quickie' Fast's debut; Michael Del Zotto's opportunity

BY Pat Leonard

GLENDALE, Ariz. – Game day.

 The Rangers are hours away from opening their 2013-14 regular season against the Coyotes Thursday night (10 p.m. ET, MSG) at Jobing.com Arena. Before we dive into the pregame chatter, here is your Rangers starting lineup:

Forwards: Brad Richards-Derek Stepan-Rick Nash, Benoit Pouliot-Derick Brassard-Mats Zuccarello, Taylor Pyatt-Brian Boyle-Jesper Fast, J.T. Miller-Dominic Moore-Derek Dorsett

Defensemen: Ryan McDonagh-Dan Girardi, Marc Staal-Michael Del Zotto, John Moore-Anton Stralman

Goalies: Henrik Lundqvist (starter), Martin Biron

Healthy scratches: Arron Asham, Justin Falk

Injured: Ryan Callahan (expected back for Game 2 Monday in L.A.), Carl Hagelin (long-term injury list, out at least first 10 games)

NHL FINES AVS' ROY $10,000 FOR OUTBURST IN COACHING DEBUT

The Blueshirts enter Thursday night 35-37-14 all-time in 86 season-opening games (47.6% winning percentage; 10th in the NHL), including a 25-28-9 record in 62 openers away from the Garden.

Pouliot, 27, is making his Rangers debut, while Fast, 21, is making his NHL debut. Fast, in fact, said his family in Sweden was prepared to wake up at 4 a.m. to watch him live.

“I had a different feeling when I woke up this morning,” said Fast, nicknamed “Quickie” by head coach Alain Vigneault, who struggled pronouncing both his first and last names during training camp (It’s pronounced: YES-per FAHST).

 Even Vigneault felt the emotion of the day, preparing to coach his first regular season game with the Rangers.

“I would say I have more nerves now than obviously being seven years with the same team (in Vancouver),” Vigneault said after Thursday morning’s skate. “Like our players right now, for me or anybody from my staff, it’s the first game of the regular season, but it’s also our first game with the New York Rangers. And that for me is as big as my first game with the Habs or my first game with Vancouver after six years of not being in the league. So I’m very, very excited – and very nervous, too.”

There is emotion throughout the Rangers’ locker room.

 Dominic Moore, 33, a former Rangers draft pick, played in New York in 2003-04 and 2005-06 and then bounced around with several clubs before returning to the Blueshirts this summer. But he has not played a regular season game since April 7, 2012, due to a year away from hockey to care for his wife, Kate, who died tragically in January of a rare form of liver cancer at 32.

 Vigneault said he was encouraged by Moore’s preseason performance. The coach even shared a one-on-one conversation he’d had with the veteran center on Wednesday, on the eve of the opener.

“I met Dominic yesterday, and usually you keep those conversations between a player and a coach one-on-one, but I told him, ‘I’m extremely pleased by what I saw in training camp,” Vigneault said. “For a guy not having played a full year, with what he’s been through, he’s stepped in. His conditioning, his timing was very, very good, and as he played, the better he got. I still don’t think his game is where – and he felt the same way – where it can be. But where it is now, after not having played in a year, is very impressive.”

PLAYER TO WATCH: MICHAEL DEL ZOTTO, D-man

 Del Zotto, 23, the Rangers’ first-round pick in 2008, had both ups and downs in his first four NHL seasons – all under former coach John Tortorella. But he is a hard worker, an aggressive defender, a terrific skater and an offensive threat who could be poised to break out under Vigneault’s more wide-open, attacking system.

 Del Zotto has more freedom on the ice this season than he’s ever had. It’s just a matter of how he uses it and how quickly he picks up how to balance his skills with his defensive responsibilities.

VIDEO: LUNDQVIST'S NEW COMMERCIAL HEAD & SHOULDERS ABOVE THE REST

In the preseason, for example, it appeared that Del Zotto was feeling out when to jump into the rush and when to hang back, sometimes losing defensive position due to indecision or a misread. But that’s what the preseason is for. It sounds like he’s excited about the possibilities of the upcoming season and now is keeping himself mindful of being patient with these new freedoms, opening the year on the right side of Marc Staal on New York’s second defensive pairing.

“You can’t just be reckless,” Del Zotto told the Daily News of playing in this new system, “whether it’s joining the rush or trying to make plays through the neutral zone. You still have to use your head and know when to make them. It’s definitely they (the coaches) want us to make plays in all zones. We want to have the puck as much as possible, and we want to play with the puck. So it benefits (me) and I think all of us on the back end. We’re pretty deep with skill, and I think it’s going to benefit our style of game and hopefully help us score some more goals.”

Vigneault said Thursday that he thought Del Zotto “did well” in the preseason. “He’s got great vision as far as being able to find somebody open and then jumping up in the play,” the coach said.

 He also explained, though, that all of the defensemen have two major responsibilities: To jump ahead to create odd-man rushes when they see the opportunity, and also to make the more prudent or safer decision when the situation calls for it.

“It’s just a matter of the guys realizing a two-on-two that we can make a three-on-two, we’ve got to do it,” Vigneault said. “A three-on-three that we can make a four-on-three, we have to do it. But there are some times in a game – last minutes of periods or one-goal lead going fairly deep into the game – you’ve got to use common sense. You have to read the possession. Like is our guy (the forward with the puck), does he have good possession? You want to make it a three-on-two, but if there’s somebody (defending the forward) who has got good gap on him and good pressure, it’s probably not the high percentage or right percentage play to make. So I think as we move forwad, guys gets more comfortable, they can understand the reads a little bit better, and then it’s just the instinct. It evolves.”

RANGERS’ PREGAME QUOTE BOOK

Del Zotto on the Rangers’ plan for power play entries: “We don’t want to dump the puck unless we really have to, and I think we have multiple options of entering. The biggest thing is just support and then as far as moving it in the zone, we talked about simplifying and just getting pucks on net and trying to open up lanes. Whenever we do that first point shot, it’s usually off a rebound when the PK breaks down, and then we should be able to make plays and those pretty plays.”

Vigneault on not overmanging young players Fast and Miller: “Sometimes, some guys, they need to be left alone because of the nature of the game and the nature of their personality. And both the young guys that we have, whether it be ‘Quickie’ (Fast) or even Miller, I want our leadership guys to help those guys out. I want them to help them out with their preparation. This is a group that’s got some good, strong leaders with great qualities, and I wanted them to help us in that area.”

Vigneault on Brad Richards’ move to wing & the need for versatile players: “Players have to be able to play more than one position. I mean in Canada right now with the Olympics around the corner, you look at the list of centermen – they can’t all make the team, but they’re all gonna be on the team, so they’re all gonna play more than one position. Centermen are usually guys that can play right side, left side, center. Defensemen can play more than one position. I think it’s just an attribute a player has to have in today’s game. He’s got to able to play more than one.”

October 2, 2013 1:00 PM

Carl Hagelin confident in game shape for eventual return; previewing NY Rangers, Islanders, Devils, overall NHL season

BY Pat Leonard

Carl Hagelin will not travel with the Rangers on this five-game, season-opening road trip. He will not play in the first 10 games at least, as he continues to rehab from offseason shoulder surgery.

 But the top-six left wing told the Daily News Tuesday that he feels “fresh,” has “no pain” in his surgically repaired left shoulder even when he shoots the puck, and that he is now doing “everything except contact” to prepare to hitting the ice racing when he comes off the long-term injury list toward the end of October.

“Being in my best shape, my conditioning, it’s something I pride myself in,” said Hagelin, 25, whose speed is his greatest asset. “Right now, it feels light out there on the ice, in a way. It shouldn’t be a matter of getting into game shape (when I return) as much as just getting back into game habits.”

MEET THE 2013-14 RANGERS: A POSITION-BY-POSITION BREAKDOWN

 Conditioning, of course, isn’t just important to Hagelin; it’s the story of his athletic career.

 The Swede’s older brother Bobbie, a Calgary Flames scout who once was an elite teenage prospect in Europe, began running Carl’s workouts at the age of 16. As the Daily News wrote last February, Hagelin’s offseason conditioning propelled him to success and remained a part of his regimen into his NHL days.

 This summer, a May 31 surgery to repair a torn labrum jeopardized Hagelin’s ability to continue his annual self-improvement. But that didn’t get in his way.

 According to Carl, his brother, Bobbie, set up the Rangers winger with two trainers to help with his summer rehabilitation: One trainer, who works in Sweden’s second-highest level of hockey, ran Carl’s workouts. The second was a shoulder expert who complemented Hagelin’s workouts with stretching exercises to help protect and strengthen the injury.

NOT SUCH A 'CLEAN SLATE' FOR VIGNEAULT EARLY IN FIRST SEASON

 On Tuesday, Hagelin practiced with the team wearing a yellow, non-contact jersey. He is restless to play, but he did admit that he was prepared for the possibility of missing regular season games. The doctors explained in May that this was “a serious procedure,” so through the process they’ve agreed to “let it all heal” and not rush a comeback.

 Hagelin will first be eligible to play on Oct. 29 at Long Island, if he is ready. Patience should be the best course for both him and the Rangers in the long term. In the short term, though, his absence will put more pressure on Brad Richards and Benoit Pouliot to produce on the top-six left wings.

CONTACT? CONTACT

 Captain Ryan Callahan, who had the same offseason shoulder surgery as Hagelin, likely will return to the lineup for Game 2, Monday night in Los Angeles. Or, as coach Alain Vigneault said Tuesday: “I don’t think Ryan is that far away from stepping in.” Callahan was cleared for contact last Thursday and said Tuesday his shoulder has responded well to full practices.

 That’s why it was confusing on Tuesday in Greenburgh when Callahan wore a yellow non-contact jersey, even though he was still taking contact in practice.

NHL SEASON PREVIEW: WHAT TO WATCH FOR, AND WHO WILL WIN THE CUP

It turns out Alain Vigneault simply wanted to keep Thursday’s lines separate in blue jerseys, with Rick Nash back on the ice after missing Sunday for maintenance on his foot. But Callahan still had to answer questions about whether he’d had a set back – he didn’t – making for a few humorous exchanges.

“I was ready to be asked that question,” Callahan said with a smirk.

“It’s just since Rick was in practice today, I didn’t want to have four colors, and we can’t hit Haggy, so I just put him in it,” Vigneault said.

 The coach then smiled recalling Callahan’s reaction to wearing yellow.

“He doesn’t like it, either,” Vigneault said.

COACH CLIPS

Vigneault on moving Brad Richards to left wing: “Derek (Stepan)’s our righthanded shot, and then it’s between Brass and Richie. I know Brad’s played the wing before. But I don’t think he’s uncomfortable at all. He probably prefers to play the middle, but he’s going to play the wing to start … (How did Richards react when they talked about the move?) “I didn’t ask.”

ISLANDERS PREVIEW: TAVARES WEARS THE 'C'

Vigneault on Michael Del Zotto: “I’m going to try him with Marc (Staal), and I’m hoping that’s going to be a strong duo. I think it has a lot of dynamics. Michael I think has some real offensive potential, and you’ve got Marc, who can play both ends but, in my mind, can be real reliable defensively.”

Vigneault on whether he tinkers often with forward lines or tries to keep them stable: “I would say that I’m looking for a little bit of consistency. It’s tough in today’s game to have set lines. That doesn’t happen quite often. What you usually have is set duos and then somebody rotates with those guys depending on the opposition, what the opposition’s strengths are and what you think you need. I’m still looking for the duos, and obviously Derek (Stepan) not playing any games and missing the full part of camp, that might have set us back here a bit. But we’re going to have three days of full practice, and I don’t think Ryan (Callahan) is that far away from stepping in. So I think real soon I’ll look at some duos.”

Vigneault on what he expects of team picking up new system: “I believe this is going to be a constant progression … That’s what I expect … to get better every day.”

Vigneault on whether he’s more preparing for the Coyotes or simply preparing his Rangers: “I think it’ll be a combination of both. I’m in the process right now of watching Phoenix’s last two (preseason) games, and we’ll put something together obviously to try to counter their strengths. But at the end of the day, right now, it’s about how we play, how we need to execute, how we need to move the puck. So we’ll get out first look at it in Phoenix.”

MEET THE 2013-14 ISLES: A POSITION-BY-POSITION BREAKDOWN

WAIVING, BUT NOT GOODBYE

 Forwards Darroll Powe and Brandon Mashinter, and defenseman Stu Bickel, all cleared waivers on Monday afternoon after failing to make the Rangers’ opening day roster in Sunday’s final round of cuts.

 All three players were on waivers for 24 hours, from noon Sunday until noon Monday, which meant any of the other 29 NHL teams could have claimed them. But they will remain in the organization with the AHL affiliate Hartford Wolf Pack and will be easy call-ups if the Rangers need fresh bodies, since the league no longer requires re-entry waivers for players to return from the minors to the NHL.

PROJECTED RANGERS LINEUP THURSDAY @ PHOENIX COYOTES (10 p.m., MSG)

 This is the lineup Vigneault showed both Sunday and Tuesday in practice:

Forwards: Brad Richards-Derek Stepan-Rick Nash, Benoit Pouliot-Derick Brassard-Mats Zuccarello, J.T. Miller-Dominic Moore-Derek Dorsett, Taylor Pyatt-Brian Boyle-Jesper Fast

Defensemen: Ryan McDonagh-Dan Girardi, Marc Staal-Michael Del Zotto, John Moore-Anton Stralman

Goalies: Henrik Lundqvist (starter), Martin Biron

Healthy scratches: Arron Asham, Justin Falk

Injured: Ryan Callahan (close to returning, likely Monday in L.A.), Carl Hagelin (long-term injury list)

Power play unit No. 1: Marc Staal-Brad Richards at points, J.T. Miller-Derek Stepan, Rick Nash up front (Miller temporarily taking Ryan Callahan’s place)

Power play unit No. 2: Michael Del Zotto-Dan Girardi at points, Benoit Pouliot-Derick Brassard-Mats Zuccarello up front

Penalty-killing forwards: Stepan, Callahan, Pyatt, Boyle D. Moore, Dorsett (duos will shuffle when Callahan comes back; Tuesday D. Moore was with Dorsett, Pyatt was with Boyle, but Stepan obviously would team with someone – possibly Nash at times? – on the P.K., as well.

DEVILS PREVIEW: SCHNEIDER, BRODEUR TO TEAM UP IN NET

MORE FROM A.V.

 I crammed a lot into one story in Monday’s paper on the Rangers’ final round of cuts, so I wanted to share Vigneault’s full quotes explaining his decision on the seventh defenseman and on waiving Darroll Powe, who cleared waivers on Monday:

Vigneault on choosing Falk as the seventh defenseman: “Yeah, that was a challenging one, to tell you the truth. A player that really caught our attention during training camp was Conor Allen. I wasn’t in Traverse City (for the prospects tournament), but he didn’t really catch our staff’s attention – our scouting staff and our management staff. But as soon as he stepped on the ice with us (in camp), he was real good – good stick, moving the puck well, good percentage plays. So basically the job that we had available is that seventh spot, fighting to get into one of the top three pairs. And he’s just a young guy. He needs to play. Hartford is an hour and a half away – easy call-up if we need him.

“Stu Bickel I thought played real well, got better as camp went on. So (he) and Falk fighting for that seventh spot came down to really me being new to the organization. Management felt that Stu hadn’t played much in the last couple years. Last year was a lockout year, wasn’t able to play at the beginning and didn’t play much after in the last 48 games. So they felt he needed to play. He goes down and plays. That’s not far away if ever we need a right-handed defenseman that plays with a little bit of jam and a little bit of grit. So that’s how we came down to that final decision. Justin’s camp was alright. There’s room for improvement. He knows the situation, and he’ll battle for a spot in our regular lineup.”

 (In other words, it sounds like Vigneault wanted Bickel to start but will go with Falk for now, based on advice he took from management.)

Vigneault on waiving Darroll Powe: “I would say he did everything he could do, everything that a player is asked to do – come to camp in shape, put your best game on the ice –he did that. We just felt some of those younger players had a little bit more upside as far as talent and skill. We’re gonna start that way. On a selfish note, we’re gonna hope that Darroll clears waivers and goes to Hartford … If we need him down the road, maybe he’ll able to come up and help us.”

Of course, Powe cleared the next day, remaining with the organization.

PRACTICE SCHEDULE

 The Rangers practiced Wednesday at 11:15 a.m. in Greenburgh, working more on the power play, and then flew west to Phoenix. They will skate Thursday morning at Jobing.com arena to prepare for the night’s season-opener against the Coyotes.

SCARY SITUATION

 On the NHL’s opening night Tuesday, a frightening situation occurred when Montreal enforcer George Parros slammed his face into the ice during a fight with Toronto’s Colton Orr. Parros not only gashed his chin but couldn’t get up, needing a stretcher to remove him from the ice and take him to the hospital, where he was diagnosed with a concussion.

CUP CHAMPION BLACKHAWKS TOP CAPITALS, 5-4, IN OPENER

 Thankfully, Parros later tweeted a thank you to those wishing him well. Still, the incident once again raised the question of whether fighting even belongs in hockey anymore – it doesn’t.

 Here are a few good takes on the incident from some of Canada’s finest: Chris Johnston, Michael Grange and Bruce Arthur.
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NY Rangers final cuts: Arron Asham, Jesper Fast, J.T. Miller, Justin Falk make active roster; Chris Kreider, Darroll Powe do not

BY Pat Leonard

Arron Asham, Jesper Fast, J.T. Miller and Justin Falk are in.

 Chris Kreider, Darroll Powe, Marek Hrivik, Stu Bickel are out – at least for now.

 GM Glen Sather, head coach Alain Vigneault and the Rangers announced their final cuts prior to Sunday afternoon’s practice in Greenburgh, trimming the roster down to 24 players including 15 forwards, seven defensemen and two goaltenders.

 Fast is the dark horse to make this year’s roster out of training camp, while Kreider’s demotion is an early disappointment. Powe’s exclusion from the roster is surprising given his strong camp and preseason, though clearly the Rangers opted for a true winger and a bruiser in Asham over Powe’s flexibility in playing the center and wing positions and his strength of penalty-killing.

Miller played himself right back onto the roster, with two goals in three preseason appearances despite being sidelined early with a tweaked hamstring. Hrivik likely would have made the roster over Fast if he had been more of a threat to score. Hrivik was the most physically ready of the trio of Hrivik, Lindberg and Fast to deal with NHL defensemen, but Fast played unafraid through the preseason and proved shifty with the puck and quick on his feet.

 Falk was the frontrunner all the way to make the team as the seventh defenseman over Bickel, though Bickel had appeared to gain a slight edge late with his toughness, especially because Falk struggled so badly against the L.A. Kings in Las Vegas.

 Young Conor Allen was the best of the three defensemen competing for the seventh and final spot on the blue line, but the Rangers would prefer that he plays high early minutes in the AHL rather than sit as an NHL scratch behind a solidified top-six. He also carries a heavy salary cap hit that is not ideal for an already cap-strapped team.

 Mashinter is physical and generally was disciplined this preseason but was not going to make the roster over Asham or Powe.

 Powe, Bickel and Mashinter are eligible to be claimed off waivers by other NHL teams unless they clear at noon on Monday.

Though the roster holds 24 players as of Sunday, the Rangers must have only 23 players on their active roster by Monday’s 3 p.m. deadline.

 This almost certainly means that injured winger Carl Hagelin will be placed on long-term injury, which would remove him from the active roster temporarily and keep him ineligible for the first 10 games of the regular season.

 Injured winger Ryan Callahan is closer to returning than Hagelin, but he will not be available for Thursday’s season opener in Phoenix. So as of Sunday, it appears the Rangers will have 13 healthy forwards, seven healthy defensemen and two healthy goalies to play that game.

 I will have plenty more on these decisions later Sunday, after speaking with the fortunate Rangers and also conducting the first in-person interview of the season with recently re-signed center Derek Stepan.

 But for now, here is the 24-man roster as of Sunday which – for now -- represents YOUR New York Rangers:

RANGERS OPENING DAY ROSTER (in alphabetical order):

Forwards (15): Arron Asham, Brian Boyle, Derick Brassard, Ryan Callahan^, Derek Dorsett, Jesper Fast, Carl Hagelin*, J.T. Miller, Dominic Moore, Rick Nash, Benoit Pouliot, Taylor Pyatt, Brad Richards, Derek Stepan, Mats Zuccarello

Defensemen (seven): Michael Del Zotto, Justin Falk, Dan Girardi, Ryan McDonagh, John Moore, Marc Staal, Anton Stralman

Goalies (two): Martin Biron, Henrik Lundqvist

 ^ – Callahan could go on injured reserve, but it would only keep him ineligible for seven days

 * – Hagelin expected to go on long-term injury; would be ineligible until Oct. 29 at Islanders

Here also is what the team’s salary cap structure looks like for opening day, if Hagelin goes on LTI:

Rangers opening day roster roster If Hagelin goes on LTI 2013-14 

  FORWARDS (14) NHL cap hit 

1 Rick Nash 7,800,000 

2 Brad Richards 6,666,667 

3 Ryan Callahan 4,275,000 

4 Derick Brassard 3,200,000 

5 Derek Stepan 3,075,000 

6 Brian Boyle 1,700,000 

7 Derek Dorsett 1,633,333 

8 Taylor Pyatt 1,550,000 

9 Benoit Pouliot 1,300,000 

10 J.T. Miller 1,244,167 

11 Mats Zuccarello 1,150,000 

12 Dominic Moore 1,000,000 

13 Arron Asham 1,000,000 

14 Jesper Fast 900,000 

  DEFENSEMEN (seven)   

15 Ryan McDonagh 4,700,000 

16 Dan Girardi 3,325,000 

17 Marc Staal 3,975,000 

18 Michael Del Zotto 2,550,000 

19 Anton Stralman 1,700,000 

20 Justin Falk 975,000 

21 John Moore 965,000 

  GOALIES (two)   

22 Henrik Lundqvist 6,875,000 

23 Martin Biron 1,300,000 

  AHL cap hit (if he clears waivers)   

N/A Darroll Powe 141,667 

  LONG-TERM INJURY (one)   

Out first 10 gms Carl Hagelin 2,250,000 

  ROSTER SIZE 23 

SALARY CAP   64,300,000 

CAP PAYROLL   63,000,834 

CAP SPACE   1,299,166
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J.T. Miller shines battling for roster spot despite NY Rangers' 4-1 defeat to L.A. Kings at MGM Grand in Las Vegas

BY Pat Leonard

LAS VEGAS – Once again, it’s Miller time for the Rangers.

 At least that’s the way it looked and sounded during and after the Blueshirts’ 4-1 loss to the L.A. Kings Friday night in their preseason finale at MGM Grand Garden Arena.

 Young forward J.T. Miller, the club’s 2011 first-round pick who played 26 regular season games with the club last season, appeared to lock up one of New York’s two remaining forward roster spots with an impressive start-to-finish performance.

 Miller, 20 was the Rangers’ best player against the bruising Kings. He scored the Blueshirts’ only goal, his second in three preseason appearances, deflecting an Anton Stralman point shot in off a second assist from Oscar Lindberg 14:07 into the first period.

“I knew I wasn’t a lock on the team,” Miller said afterwards. “As a younger guy, I’ve got to earn my way. I played as hard as I could tonight. I think I did a pretty good job of it. We did a pretty good job pressuring the puck, (me), Lindy and Marek (linemates Lindberg and Marek Hrivik), and we spent most of our time in their end tonight instead of ours, which is always a good thing.”

Coach Alain Vigneault said after huddling quickly postgame with Rangers management that they have three roster decisions to make: two at forward positions and one on defense.

He couldn’t deny Miller did as much as anyone to win one of those spots, which has been impressive especially because he fell behind early in training camp, missing the first two preseason games and a few practice days with a tweaked hamstring suffered on Sept. 12.

“Yeah, I mean I thought he played real strong back-to-back games,” Vigneault said. “I thought he skated well when he had the opportunity to carry the puck and make some plays. He made some plays. When he had the opportunity to play the man, he did. So I thought that whole line, as far as youth and potential, played well.”

At the same time, while young winger Chris Kreider turned in his most physical and effective game of the preseason, Vigneault did not jump at the opportunity to praise a player who has mostly struggled through camp.

“I think he played alright,” Vigneault said. “I mean, you could see some good puck protection moments. A couple of times he used his size and his speed. He didn’t play last night, so he was a little bit fresher and we saw some good moments.”

Kreider, though, by any measure did have a good night playing on a line with Brian Boyle and another promising young winger Jesper Fast. Kreider was more physical, skating faster and creating traffic in front of the Kings’ Jonathan Quick.

“I think I’m coming along now,” Kreider said. “I think I shook off a little bit of the rust. I thought I played well and was finishing my checks. I started moving my feet a little bit better. I think I’m getting better every game.”

Kreider said coming off early ineffective performances in the preseason, he and coaches have “talked a little bit about being accountable and analyzing (my) game, and kind of focusing on chance differential – chances for versus chances against.”

He acknowledged he felt he had something to prove and fight for on Friday night but said that wasn’t any different from the way he normally approaches the game.

“I always do, though,” Kreider said. “I felt that from day one. I felt that when I was a junior at Boston College and we had incoming freshman. I’m competitive and I want to earn my spot and earn my keep … I felt pretty good. I felt pretty fresh tonight. I feel my game was coming along.”

Still, Vigneault’s lack of enthusiasm could mean Kreider starts his season in the AHL, where he likely would be joined by Fast, Lindberg and Hrivik, who have shown flashes and both played well Friday night – particularly Lindberg – but clearly could use more seasoning with the Hartford Wolf Pack.

“I thought I had to pick up my game this game, and I think I did that,” said Lindberg, who felt his line with Miller and Hrivik had “good speed.” “But still, I haven’t been playing my best hockey these couple games. We’ll see what happens, but I’m glad I had an OK game this one.”

It could be between Kreider and veteran forward Arron Asham for the final wing position, with defensemen Justin Falk and Stu Bickel likely being considered in the battle for the seventh and final place on the blue line.

 Falk had a very difficult night against the Kings, often lunging out of position or failing to keep the play in front of him.

LUNDQVIST FINALLY FINDS HIS GROOVE

 The Kings scored 15 seconds into Friday’s game and beat Lundqvist three times in the first period, including twice on the power play.

 But by the second half of the game, the Rangers goaltender was picking up the puck much better and began to look more like his all-world self, stoning Tanner Pearson on two separate breakaways and making quick decisions to deny rebounds.

“It hadn’t been great,” Lundqvist said of his difficult stretch prior to the second half of Friday’s game. “But it’s a good feeling the second half of this game I did a lot of things I was pleased with. For some reason it was easier to see the game, too. There was more structure with the way they played and the way we played. It looked more like a regular season game than a lot of these periods we’ve played lately. It’s been a lot of weird situations. But the good part, I got another game here. I know I need to play to get it going. I’ve always been like that. It’s not new for me.”

Lundqvist, in fact, insisted on playing the third period after making a big save near the end of the second on the first of Pearson’s two breakaways.

 The Rangers went just 1-5 in the preseason and were outscored 22-9, but they ended feeling better about themselves than they had earlier this week, Lundqvist first and foremost.

“I wanted to stay in,” he said. “I wanted to just get more minutes under my belt here. Like I said, I need to play to get a good feel. And when you’ve been out a long time, you don’t just snap your fingers and your game is right there. For some guys it comes fast. Not more for me. I need to play. There’s so much mentally, how you think, how you see the play and for me it takes a little bit of time. There have been parts of every game where I’ve felt really good and there’ve been parts where i just felt I’m making poor decisions. But the second part of this game felt really good. So I’m just gonna build on that.”
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Vigneault: Rangers fighting for roster spots in Las Vegas, roster cuts coming Sunday, notes on Callahan, Hagelin, Richards

BY Pat Leonard

LAS VEGAS – Alain Vigneault said Friday night at MGM Grand Garden Arena before the Rangers’ preseason finale against the L.A. Kings that he plans to make his final cuts on Sunday.

 And there are still several players fighting for roster spots during these final 60 minutes in Sin City.

 Vigneault said “three or four” forwards in Friday’s lineup are competing for two roster spots, while defensemen Justin Falk, Stu Bickel and Conor Allen are competing for the seventh spot on New York’s blue line.

“After looking at my makeup of my lines and my different possibilities, there’s probably three or four guys that are fighting for two spots,” Vigneault said. “And it’s pretty easy to say who’s done well. Without getting into (too many) specifics, (Darroll) Powe’s come into camp, and I mean he’s played real well.”

Forwards on the fringe include J.T. Miller, Chris Kreider, Arron Asham, Marek Hrivik and Jesper Fast, though Fast most likely is a player the organization prefers starts in the AHL, despite a solid preseason.

 Meanwhile, Vigneault is awaiting word from the Rangers’ trainers on the statuses of injured wingers captain Ryan Callahan and Carl Hagelin, news that will affect how many players the team can carry to open the season.

 The Rangers must file down their roster to 23 players by Monday at 3 p.m. In Vigneault’s “ideal world,” he said that would include 13 forwards, eight defensemen and two goaltenders. But unless Callahan or Hagelin is on long-term injury, both players will count against that 23-man limit, which will leave the Rangers with only 21 healthy bodies, including the two goaltenders – then it might make sense to have 14 healthy forwards and seven D.

 Callahan certainly isn’t going on long-term injury, since he already has taken contact the past two days in practice. The bigger question is how much longer Hagelin will be out.

 If he goes to long-term injury, the Rangers could add multiple forwards onto the roster who fit under Hagelin’s $2.25 million cap hit – without regard for the 23-man limit – and that could open the door for more than two open forward spots for those competing.

“Those are all things there that once we find out a little bit more about Ryan and Hags … and see how tonight unfolds … even though in my opinion my picture’s pretty clear, we’ll have a clearer picture in the next 24 hours,” Vigneault said.

 Vigneault had a very interesting answer, as well, to whether he intended to use Brian Boyle on the wing because of the number of centers on the roster. Vigneault suggested, perhaps, that other centers could move to the wing if it became necessary, depending on his available personnel.

“Or is moving Brass or Richie or somebody to the wing in the top two lines?” Vigneault said, posing the question of whether Derick Brassard or Brad Richards could slide over from their natural positions.

 Asked whether he needs to see more out of the Richards-Rick Nash duo Firday night to feel comfortable using them together in the regular season, the coach responded: “I would answer that by (saying) I need to see Derek (Stepan). I haven’t seen Derek yet, and I know he’s been one of our best young players. I’m really looking forward to seeing where he fits in. Like I thought Richie (Thursday) night played a real good game. I thought it was one of his better games since he’s been with us.”

Vigneault also pointed out how Stepan’s re-signing adds an important element to key situations for the Rangers.

“One thing that having Derek back that helps us is with the righthanded shot,” he said. “It helps us on penalty killing, for the faceoffs. It helps us on the power play – like having five lefthanders on the power play? It’s not the ideal … If you look at the best power plays in the league, they always have three of one side and two of the other so you can get one touch and one shot.”

Finally, here was Vigneault’s answer to whether he’s looking for players picking up his system or simply still evaluating individual talent:

“I’m not reinventing anything here. I really believe there’s a right way to play this game. I don’t think … nothing that I’m bringing to the forefront is new to our players in the sense that, yes there’s certain areas where I want us to be more aggressive, more assertive, more bodies, more people. But if you’re going in on the froecheck and you see your two partners ahead of you, and you go in and give yourselves up, and the other team’s got a four-on-two, I’m sure that’s something they’ve seen before.

“I think right now what I’m seeing and sensing is a willingness to try and do a little bit too much, to try and show maybe the new personnel and everybody,” Vigneault continued. “But that willingness to show how good they can be, sometimes can be – I don’t want to say counterproductive – but sometimes when you want it too much instead of playing to your strengths and playing high percentage … so I’ve seen a lot of good things and I’ve also seen those same players make mistakes saying why is he doing that? And I believe it’s because they want to do too well. And it’s just a matter of fixing a couple of things.”
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Canucks top Rangers 5-0; John Tortorella & Alain Vigneault face old clubs; Derek Stepan signs; Ryan Callahan cleared for contact

BY Pat Leonard

VANCOUVER – Round one goes to Torts.

 John Tortorella and his Canucks blanked Alain Vigneault and the Rangers, 5-0, in Thursday night’s preseason tilt at Rogers Arena, the first meeting of the two coaches who swapped benches after their firings in May.

 The Rangers outshot Vancouver, 41-20, but Vigneault pulled Henrik Lundqvist from New York’s net after he allowed five goals on 17 shots through two periods. Canucks goaltender Roberto Luongo, meanwhile, recorded the 41-save shutout, while Vancouver captain Henrik Sedin scored two goals and defenseman Alex Edler has three assists.

TORTORELLA, VIGNEAULT AND TEAMS STILL ADJUSTING FROM MAY FIRINGS

“It’s good it’s preseason,” a frustrated Lundqvist said afterwards. “That’s the only positive thing about this game, at least for me. It doesn’t really count. You just have to start over and keep working here on the details of the game. I have some work to do. I think we have some work to do as a group, too, to get some structure in our game. (We did) a lot of good things, though, offensively. We had a lot of great chances.”

The Rangers suffered their third straight loss to fall to 1-4 in the preseason, with their exhibition finale Friday night in Las Vegas against the Los Angeles Kings. Lundqvist was supposed to play the whole game Thursday, but after playing just 40 of 60 minutes, he now will start Friday against L.A.

 Vigneault nevertheless was semi-pleased, calling the performance “one of our better games” in terms of generating scoring chances and creating traffic and deflections in front of the net. Unfortunately, nothing got by Luongo.

RANGERS RE-SIGN STEPAN TO TWO-YEAR, $6.15 MILLION DEAL

 As well as the Rangers pushed the puck up ice at times, they often did so at the expense of their offense, a fact that was glaring to the team’s best player this preseason, defenseman Marc Staal.

“Obviously that’s not the way we want to play,” Staal said. “We created a lot, but we were also giving up a lot. So we have to find a little bit more balance in that part of the game, in our reads, on the forecheck and in the neutral zone. It’s something we have to work at.

“We’ve just got to work on getting on the same page and get better,” Staal continued. “Because we can’t play a game like that and expect to come out on top every night.”

The Canucks were 2-for-5 on the power play before the Rangers even earned their first man advantage, and two Vancouver goals beat Lundqvist on deflections, but there were no excuses for the Blueshirts.

 Fortunately, they received two pieces of good news earlier in the day to soften the blow of the loss: Derek Stepan re-signed with the team, and captain Ryan Callahan (shoulder) was cleared for contact, going through his first contact practice Thursday morning.

 With one preseason game remaining before next Thursday’s season opener in Phoenix, VIgneault was asked whether there are roster spots still to be won Friday night in Las Vegas.

“That’s a tough one,” he said. “There are a lot of players right now that are close, but haven’t really, I would say, shown to me that they could play at this level on a consistent basis … (But) there’s still tomorrow. There’s still gonna be a couple young guys that are gonna get a chance, but they’re going to have to do better.”
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TORONTO - Did you know the Avs have never gotten off to a 3-0 start since they moved to Denver? I was surprised to find that out too tonight, but it’s true. Even through all the glory years, those teams could never do what this current Avs team has done. 

Semyon Varlamov has a lot to do with that. He has played 180 minutes of hockey so far this season, and allowed three goals – one in each game. He won’t play Thursday in Boston, as Patrick Roy wants to give J.S. Giguere a game against the Bruins. But he’ll be back at it Saturday in Washington. Maybe he’ll shut down the Caps just like the Republicans have shut down our government. 

I thought the game tonight was looking like it would go to Jonathan Bernier, but then I put a DaterJinx on him (check my Twitter timeline from when I said the Avs wouldn’t get a goal I didn’t think, to when they got their first) and they escaped with a 2-1 win.

A few other observations:

- Cory Sarich washed up? He’s a plus-5 after three games and looked like Wayne Gretzky tonight, roofing the puck past Bernier to get the Avs on the board. I’ll have more on Sarich in Thursday’s paper.

 - I really like the way Andre Benoit is playing too. He keeps the game pretty simple, but also knows how to get shots on net. While the power play wasn’t all that great for the second straight game tonight, I think Benoit is doing a pretty good job at the point, walking the blue line and getting shots.

- The line of Paul Stastny, Gabe Landeskog and Alex Tanguay looks like it’s still trying to find great chemistry. Tanguay had three assists in the opener, but two came on the power play. I think it’ll be a good line still, but it’s not there yet.

- I thought it was a bad non-call, not getting a whistle just prior to Toronto’s only goal. But Varlamov said the goal should have counted.

- Patrick Roy was really active on the bench tonight. He didn’t bark at referees or get into it with anyone else. He just ran a very active bench and had that whistle of his going a lot. He’s so into the game, and I definitely think that keeps his players sharp and alert. How many times did we see the Avs kind of fall asleep or sit back too much with a lead the last few years, which led to bad things? Answer: a lot. I thought they played a more aggressive but still smart game after taking that 2-1 lead early in the third.

- I don’t have any video, because it costs $48,000 a minute to use your phone in Canada. 

- On to Boston now.
October 8, 2013, 12:23 pm
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Avalanche players pay close attention to head coach Patrick Roy during practice. (Helen H. Richardson, The Denver Post)

Avalanche players pay close attention to head coach Patrick Roy during practice. (Helen H. Richardson, The Denver Post)

TORONTO – No changes to the Avs lineup from the previous games, but here are the lines for your consumption anyway:

 Landeskog-Stastny-Tanguay

 O’Reilly-Duchene-Downie

 McGinn-MacKinnon-Parenteau

 McLeod-Mitchell-Bordeleau

Johnson-Hejda

 Barrie-Guenin

 Sarich-Benoit

Varlamov in net.

Scratches: Hunwick, Holden, Wilson, Giguere, Cliche.

Maple Leafs starting Jonathan Bernier in net tonight. Former Av Jay McClement may or may not play. His wife is due to give birth, maybe tonight. We’ll see.

See you tonight. I’ll probably do a live chat of the game here.
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Avalanche players pay close attention to head coach Patrick Roy during practice. (Helen H. Richardson, The Denver Post)

Avalanche players pay close attention to head coach Patrick Roy during practice. (Helen H. Richardson, The Denver Post)

The Avs spent more than half of their 30-minute practice Monday morning working on D-zone coverage. Forget using the entire sheet at Family Sports Center. The Avs had everyone in the east end and did 3-on-3 scrimmages from the tops of the circles to the end boards before using the entire zone from blue line to end boards. It was an pretty intense time, during which Matt Duchene accidentally clipped Nathan MacKinnon in the face, and I noticed there was more man-to-man coverage and defenders continually moving their feet than in the past. 

First-year coach Patrick Roy wants his defenders to attack the puck-carrier, and stay in front of their man without the puck. No more sitting back and waiting for the opponent to turn it over or shoot wide of the net. Defensemen are asked to follow their man (a forward) from the circles down. If the forward skates to the point, or visa versa, a switch is made — verbally, and loud. There is more responsibility for defensive forwards to skate and not worry about playing zone/staying on their wings. 

“It’s a little more man to man and he wants to keep guys close — don’t give time to guys. That’s what killed us last year,” veteran Avs right wing P.A. Parenteau said after the spirited practice. “You gotta close, you gotta make sure they don’t have time and space. So far, so good. There have been some breakdowns once in a while, but it’s normal. First two games using that system and sometimes guys get lost, but it’s going to improve as the season goes on. And we’re working on it a lot.”

October 7, 2013, 11:05 am
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Colorado Avalanche's Ryan O'Reilly skates during the third period of a game against the Nashville Predators at the Pepsi Center in Denver on March 30, 2013. (Hyoung Chang, The Denver Post)

Colorado Avalanche’s Ryan O’Reilly skates during the third period of a game against the Nashville Predators at the Pepsi Center in Denver on March 30, 2013. (Hyoung Chang, The Denver Post)

The Avalanche skated for about 30 minutes this morning before … it began waiting to catch a flight to Toronto. The early 9 a.m. practice was due to the scheduled noon flight, but that plane had issues and the Avs aren’t scheduled to depart DIA until 3:45 p.m.

Ryan O'Reilly's hockey stick.

Ryan O’Reilly’s hockey stick.

Here’s the practice report that’s online, which looks at defenseman Ryan Wilson’s pending return and Nathan MacKinnon’s soccer flop during practice after taking a glove off the chin from Matt Duchene. 

As promised, here’s Ryan O’Reilly’s stick blade, the same one that was used to beat the Los Angeles Kings in overtime in the preseason. The custom-made, curved toe is legal. It certainly forces Factor to pass or shoot of the heel or center of his blade, but it undoubtedly aids in wrap-around or spin-a-rama goals.

Categories: General Avs, Injuries
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Notes from Avs practice this morning: As I mentioned earlier, Gabe Landeskog is back and ready to go again. He will play Tuesday at Toronto, on his usual line with Paul Stastny and Alex Tanguay.

 Here’s the captain talking about how he felt after practice:

Landy suffered the injury in a collision with Corey Perry of the Ducks on opening night. Perry landed on top of his knee, he said, and there was soreness.

In other news: J.S. Giguere will make his first start of the season in net on Thursday in Boston. Semyon Varlamov is slated to start against the Maple Leafs Tuesday and Washington Saturday.

Ryan Wilson made it through a full practice, but won’t play Tuesday. Patrick Roy said he wants Wilson to get in better cardio shape still, and other guys on D don’t deserve to be bumped out of the lineup anyway.

Posted October 6, 2013, 11:41 am MT 
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Gabe Landeskog (Denver Post file)

Gabe Landeskog is back on the ice at practice here, with seemingly no restrictions. I mean, he’s not wearing a pumpkin non-contact jersey or anything.

Obviously, good news for the Burgundy and Blue. The boys are doing a lot of “battle” drills right now. Remember, Patrick Roy used that word in a disparaging manner the other night, believing the team didn’t work hard enough, especially on the power play.

BOSTON — Too old. Too slow. The game passed him by. Throw-in. Had to take him.

Those were some of the unflattering things said about Cory Sarich when a trade sending him from the Calgary Flames to the Avalanche was announced this summer, right before the NHL draft. He was a 35-year-old defenseman who often was a healthy scratch with one of the worst teams in the league last season. Expectations were low for the native of Saskatoon, Saskatchewan. Could he even stick with the Avs?

The answer: a resounding yes. Nobody is ready to hand him a Norris Trophy just yet, but Sarich has been the Avs' best defenseman in their 3-0 start. After Tuesday's game at Toronto — where he scored his first goal in 65 games and only 
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his 21st in 918 games overall — Sarich has a plus-5 rating.

He is averaging 18:44 of ice time for coach Patrick Roy, paired with a fellow newcomer to the Avs, Andre Benoit. He is sticking it to the Flames, whom Sarich said didn't have faith in him.

"It was just the opinion of a coach. Or coaches," said Sarich, whose Flames were coached last season and still are by former Avs bench boss Bob Hartley. "The last two years, they didn't play me for a bit and then I come back and I was — not to toot my own horn or anything — but I was a really solid defenseman for our team. It just seems that the start of every season, it gets overlooked a little bit. So it's nice to have some people putting some faith in me again."

Sarich has had a good NHL career since being drafted 27th overall by the Buffalo Sabres in 1996. He won the Stanley Cup with the Tampa Bay Lightning in 2004 and was a favorite of the coach of that team, John Tortorella. He was the NHL's reigning ironman at one time, playing 419 consecutive games, a streak that ended in 2007 because of an injury. He went on to sign a big free-agent contract with Calgary in 2007 and had some good years there, including two trips to the playoffs.

But 

Sarich missed 40 games the past two seasons because of injuries or coach's decisions. He has quickly become a favorite of his new coach.

"Very solid, very good," Roy said. "He's always been a very solid defenseman in this league. He's also a very good leader, a guy the younger guys in my dressing room can go to."

Sarich, whose brother-in-law is Nick Schultz of the Edmonton Oilers, said he took it personally when some pundits wrote him off this summer.

"I've never thought that 35 was old," he said. "Maybe other people were convinced it is, but I still feel good and still feel like I can contribute. I feel like I can help us be solid in our end and get us out of our end.

"When I get a goal like (Tuesday against the Maple Leafs), it's just a little bonus. I just have to keep continuing to work hard and keep getting used to our systems. The key for us so far has been our work ethic. That's really what's been carrying us right now, and it has to continue if we want to get to where we want to go."

Adrian Dater: adater@denverpost.com or twitter.com/adater
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COLORADO AT BOSTON 

5 p.m. Thursday, ALT; 950 AM

Spotlight on Brad Marchand: With his bent nose and crooked demeanor on the ice, Marchand is one of the NHL's agitating players. But he also has plenty of skill, having scored 18 goals in the past lockout-shortened season and 20-plus goals in the previous two seasons. He was a key player on Boston's Stanley Cup championship team in 2011 and helped the Bruins advance to the Finals again last season. His nickname is "Nose Face Killah," a play on the name of rapper Ghost Face Killah.

NOTEBOOK

Avalanche: Veteran goaltender Jean-Sebastien Giguere will make his first start of the season. Semyon Varlamov, 3-0 with a 1.00 goals-against average, is scheduled to play Saturday against the Washington Capitals, his former team. ... The Avs practiced Wednesday at Boston University. ... Defenseman Ryan Wilson, out since training camp because of a knee injury, is close to returning. But he is unlikely to play until Saturday. Defenseman Nick Holden probably will be sent back to Lake Erie once Wilson is activated. ... Rookie center Nathan MacKinnon has at least one point in all three of his NHL games.

Bruins: Boston hasn't played since beating Detroit 4-1 on Saturday. ... The Bruins' top line has been David Krejci at center, with Milan Lucic and newcomer Jarome Iginla on the wings. The top defensive pairing has been Zdeno Chara with former Avalanche player Johnny Boychuk. 

Adrian Dater, The Denver Post

TORONTO — Three games into its season, the Avalanche already has accomplished something it didn't all of last season in a 48-game lockout-shortened year: win three in a row. Tuesday night in Toronto, the Avs of 2013-14 accomplished something it has never done since moving to Denver: get out to a 3-0 start.

Hard as it is to believe for a team with two Stanley Cups on its shelf since 1995, the Avs never have gotten off to as good a start as the one they're on in the Patrick Roy Era — The Coaching Version.

The Avs took a gritty 2-1 decision from the previously unbeaten Toronto Maple Leafs at Air Canada Centre, overcoming a 1-0 deficit on goals by Cory Sarich and P.A. Parenteau. Semyon Varlamov did the rest, 

Ryan O'Reilly of the Colorado Avalanche battles against Mason Raymond of the Toronto Maple Leafs. More photos. (Claus Andersen, Getty Images)

stopping 27-of-28 shots for his third consecutive game of allowing just one goal.

"It was a great team effort," Roy said. "Penalty killing did a great job at the end. (Varlamov) has made a big commitment this year since coming into training camp, and right now what I like about his play is he's making it simple. Every time you look at him, it's making it look easy, always staying square to the shooters. That's why he's having so much success. I think it's important for his confidence to get a win on the road, because last year on the road was not as successful."

Indeed, Varlamov won only one game on the road last season, a relief effort in which he replaced an injured J.S. Giguere late in the third period. Now, he's 3-0, with a 1.00 goals-against average and save percentage over .970.

This game started turning in the Avs' direction once Sarich scored with a wrist shot over the shoulder of Maple Leafs goalie Jonathan Bernier at 16:39 of the second period to tie it. Just when it looked like it might be Bernier's night, Sarich took a puck down the right side and roofed the puck just under the crossbar. For Sarich, it was goal No. 21 in career game No. 918.

"I got lots left in me. I got a whole reserve 
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full," Sarich said with a laugh. "We had a couple of good little cycles just before that, and our forwards really kind of drew their attention; the puck's just laying there, so I was really surprised to turn the corner and not be challenged. I had a lot of time, so I could get my head up and really get a spot to shoot at."

The Avs took a 2-1 lead early in the third period on P.A. Parenteau's third goal in two games. A crossing pass to Parenteau deflected in off a skate, which withstood a video review.

"I knew I didn't kick it, but you never know," said Parenteau, when describing the wait for the ruling. "Our line (with Nathan MacKinnon and Jamie McGinn) didn't get a ton of chances, but we made something happen there. It was a good pass by McGinn."

The Avs were good in fundamental areas, such as faceoffs (60 percent) and dumping pucks in the Toronto end for fresh skaters. The only tough part of the game came when Joffrey Lupul was credited with a goal in the second, after it appeared Varlamov might have had the puck wrapped up long enough for a whistle.

But Varlamov said the goal should have counted.

Right now, however, it's one and done for Varlamov's opponents.

Adrian Dater: adater@denverpost.com or twitter.com/adater
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Avs Recap

THE POST'S THREE STARS

1. Semyon Varlamov. Avs goalie stopped 27 shots to stay unbeaten.

2. Cory Sarich. Avs defenseman scored tying goal and was plus-2.

3. Jonathan Bernier. Leafs goalie was strong in defeat.

WHAT YOU MIGHT HAVE MISSED

Former Av Claude Lemieux visited the team after the game.

UP NEXT

At Boston, Thursday at 5 p.m.

Adrian Dater, The Denver Post

Nathan MacKinnon recorded an assist on game-winning goal 

By Adrian Dater

The Denver Post
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Nathan MacKinnon (Denver Post file)

TORONTO — Nathan MacKinnon has yet to score his first goal, but he also has yet to play an official NHL game without recording a point.

MacKinnon, the Avs' 18-year-old third-line center and No. 1 overall draft pick of this year, recorded an assist on the game-winning goal in the Avalanche's 2-1 victory at Toronto on Tuesday night.

He now has four points, all assists, in three games, and is tied with P.A. Parenteau for the team scoring lead.

"I'm trying to be patient. I have two great linemates, and I think we're working hard together," MacKinnon said. "This was my first road game, and it was pretty good it was at (Air Canada Center) against the Leafs. They're a pretty popular team back home in Nova 
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Scotia."

MacKinnon helped set up Parenteau's game-winner in the third period. Unfortunately for him, he also played a part in the only goal against, after trying to clear the puck up the middle and having it intercepted at the Toronto blue line.

"I've got to make the safer play there," he said.

Footnotes. The Avs will practice Wednesday morning at Boston University's rink. ... Former Avs center Jay McClement did not play for Toronto because his wife was in labor. ... Cory Sarich is now plus-5 after three games to lead the team. ... Matt Duchene had a great night in the faceoff dot, winning 18-of-25 draws (72 percent). ... MacKinnon lost 9-of-11, however (18 percent). ... The Avs were credited with 44 hits to Toronto's 33. ... Toronto was assessed 16 giveaways by scorers, to nine for the Avs.

Avs take "hot story" to Toronto for first road game of season Tuesday

By Adrian Dater

The Denver Post

Posted:   10/08/2013 11:32:08 AM MDT | Updated:   a day ago1 comments

Avs D Erik Johnson 2013

Avs defenseman Erik Johnson: "I guess we're a hot story right now." (RJ Sangosti, Denver Post file)

TORONTO — The Avalanche, at least for the time being, is a sexy story to the out-of-town media again.

The hockey-media presence is always strong in this city, of course, being the home to the Hockey Hall of Fame and an Original Six team in the Toronto Maple Leafs. At the Avalanche's morning skate Tuesday, though, Patrick Roy and a number of players were swarmed by bright television lights and tape recorders, with reporters lined four or five deep in rows to get a few words with them.

"It's definitely a little different," Avs defenseman Erik Johnson said. "I guess we're a hot story right now."

Tuesday night will feature a battle of unbeatens when the 2-0 Avs take on the 3-0 Maple Leafs at Air Canada Centre. Semyon Varlamov will try to keep the Avs with a zero in the loss column, against Toronto goalie Jonathan Bernier.

Roy will coach his first road game of his new job, and believes his team comes in with a good frame of mind to keep the wins coming.

"It's fun to be here, in this city, for a game that should be very entertaining for the fans," Roy said. "We'll be facing a very good team and we know the importance of getting out to a good start and being ready to play."

The Avs got into Toronto on Monday night, several hours later than planned because of mechanical issues with the team plane. But there was enough time for players to get a first road meal of the season together.

"It's always fun to get out on the road that first time, for guys to hang out and maybe get to know each other a little better," Johnson said. "It's an important thing for any team. I think we've got a close-knit group of guys in here."

Avs rookie Nathan MacKinnon will play in front of his parents, while players with Toronto connections such as Matt Duchene, Gabe Landeskog and John Mitchell will have several family and friends on hand.

Adrian Dater: adater@denverpost.com or twitter.com/adater

Avalanche's Steve Downie has grit to get under opponents' skin

By Adrian Dater
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They wonder when the next explosion of temper will come. They wonder if he can keep his poise throughout the course of not just a game, but a season. They wonder if he's just a little, well, crazy.

Patrick Roy?

Some have wondered those things about the Avalanche coach, for sure. In this case, however, the talk is about right winger Steve Downie, whose ability to irritate opponents is on par with his coach's.

"Everybody is rattled by him," Roy said after a recent victory against Nashville.

The Predators not only were rattled, they were furious with him after a game when he crushed defenseman Roman Josi with a hit that Nashville coach Barry Trotz assumed would draw a suspension. It didn't, but Predators forward 

Steve Downie, known as a wild man on the ice, might have a worse temper than new coach Patrick Roy. But his teammates respect Downie for his willingness to take on anyone. (Helen H. Richardson, The Denver Post)

Paul Gaustad hinted of revenge, telling The Tennessean: "It was a dumb hit, and we know who did it. We play these guys several times this year."

These are the kinds of things that often have been said about the 26-year-old Downie, who would contend for the title in a "most hated player in the NHL" poll.

If Downie were to win such a poll, he would be just fine with it.

"It is what it is. I play on the edge," said Downie, a 5-foot-11, 191-pound right winger.

"I'm going to make that hit," he said of the play that drew him a charging penalty. "It was a borderline hit. I've just got to keep my feet on the ground and keep my elbows down and drive through with the shoulders. That's my focus. In no way am I going out there head-hunting."

Some opponents might scoff at that comment. Downie has a history of supplementary discipline, including a 20-game suspension — fifth-longest in NHL history — as a rookie with Philadelphia in 2007 for a hit on Ottawa's Dean MacAmmond. Downie was suspended for one game in 2011 while with Tampa Bay for a hit on former Pittsburgh defenseman Ben Lovejoy. Downie also was suspended 20 games as a junior player for slashing a referee.

But as much 
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enmity as Downie draws, he draws respect among his teammates for his willingness to take on anyone, no matter the size. He fought Anaheim's Ryan Getzlaf in the season opener, despite yielding several inches and many pounds. Downie has taken his share of borderline hits as well, but he accepts it as part of his job. If he is getting under the skin of the opponent, he is doing his job.

"I like to play hard, and things happen out there. That's my game, that's how I'm effective," he said. "I'm a guy who's going to play the body every time I can. I mean, if it bugs guys, it bugs guys."

Downie is more than a pain in the posterior, however. He has plenty of hockey talent, too. He scored 22 goals for Tampa Bay in 2008-09, often 

skating on a line with Steven Stamkos and Martin St. Louis. Downie scored 13 points in 20 games for the Avs after coming over in a trade for Kyle Quincey in 2012, but he suffered a shoulder injury that limited his effectiveness in the final few games. Then, in the second game last season, he suffered a torn anterior cruciate ligament that sidelined him for the season.

After a grueling rehabilitation, Downie set a goal to return by opening night and he did it with style, scoring a goal in Colorado's 6-1 victory last week.

"It wasn't fun sitting on the couch every day, watching the guys play," said Downie, who is making $2.55 million. "But the trainers did a great job and got me healthy again. There were times in my rehab that were frustrating, and when things weren't where I wanted them to be. But you just have to find a way to get through that. It's a knee injury, and it's going to have its good days and bad days, but for the most part it feels good."

Roy moved Downie from the third line to one with Matt Duchene and Ryan O'Reilly before the season.

"He's playing hard every shift, every game," Roy said. "I'm very happy with him. He has been under control. Sometimes, you want to make sure that's not going to slip away, but he really brings energy."

Said Downie: "It's great to play for Patrick. He's a fighter, and he showed the boys on opening night (with an incident with Anaheim coach Bruce Boudreau) that he's in our corner. And we've got to battle for him. If he's going to go out and put his neck on the line like that for us, then we've got to do it for him too."

Adrian Dater: adater@denverpost.com or twitter.com/adater
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Downie details

Steve Downie, right wing

• Drafted 29th by Philadelphia in 2005.

• At age 13, he lost all hearing in right ear because of rare disorder otosclerosis. He wears a hearing aid.

• Avs are 14-10 with him in lineup since he was acquired from Tampa Bay in 2012. • Played only two games in 2013 lockout-shortened season because of torn ACL.

Adrian Dater, The Denver Post
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NHL irritants

Steve Downie of the Avalanche is one of the NHL's best agitators. NHL reporter Adrian Dater analyzes five others:

Raffi Torres, San Jose Now injured, he has been suspended several times for hits that crossed the line.

Matt Cooke, Minnesota He has been involved in numerous contentious moments, some that have earned him time off without pay.

Alex Burrows, Vancouver Notorious trash talker, he made headlines in the 2011 Stanley Cup Finals for biting the finger of Boston's Milan Lucic after a scrum.

Maxim Lapierre, St. Louis He's known for big hits and a good deal of trash talk.

Cal Clutterbuck, N.Y. IslandersWith his Snidely Whiplash mustache and big mouth, he is one of the league's most despised opponents.

Avalanche must sort out defensemen when Ryan Wilson is activated

By Mike Chambers

The Denver Post

Posted:   10/08/2013 12:01:00 AM MDT | Updated:   a day ago

Defenseman Nate Guenin, above, is scheduled to play for the Avalanche on Tuesday night at Toronto but is a candidate to be sent to the minors when Ryan Wilson is activated. (Karl Gehring, The Denver Post)

Ryan Wilson is on the verge of returning to the Avalanche lineup and creating a tough decision for team executives. Wilson, a gritty fifth-year defenseman who is recovering from a preseason knee injury, is traveling with the Avs after practicing for the second consecutive day with the team Monday.

First-year coach Patrick Roy said Wilson was not expected to play Tuesday at Toronto but likely will suit up Thursday at Boston or Saturday at Washington. Given Wilson's injury history the past two seasons — he has been limited to playing in only 71-of-164 games — and the Avs' 2-0 start with journeyman Nate Guenin in the lineup, Roy is in no hurry to rush Wilson back.

The Avs are carrying eight healthy defensemen, and 
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Guenin will play against the Maple Leafs, with defensemen Matt Hunwick and Nick Holden scheduled to be scratched. Holden was pegged to replace Guenin in Friday's 3-1 victory over Nashville, but that didn't unfold after Colorado's rousing 6-1 triumph over Anaheim on opening night.

Roy said it's difficult to change the lineup during a winning streak.

"He told me to stay positive and I'll get my shot," Holden said.

When Wilson is activated from the IR, the Avs will have to send Guenin, Holden or Hunwick to the minors. Holden and Guenin are on two-way contracts, paying them $600,000 in the NHL and $150,000 (Holden) and $175,000 (Guenin) in the minor leagues, but they both must clear waivers to be assigned to Lake Erie of the American Hockey League. Hunwick, however, is on a one-way, $1.6 million contract and cleared waivers over the summer. Thus, he can be sent to Lake Erie without risk of losing him to another team.

Footnote. An accidental crosscheck by Matt Duchene to Nathan MacKinnon's face briefly interrupted the Avs' morning practice Monday, as MacKinnon flopped to the ice and Duchene went on to apologize to the 18-year old in the latter stages of the 30-minute skate.

"I got him with my glove," Duchene said. "No big deal."

It only seemed somewhat serious. Captain Gabe Landeskog, who sits next to MacKinnon in the locker room, joked that MacKinnon was a little too animated with his collapse to the ice and deserves some razzing.

--------------------------------------------------------------------------------

COLORADO AT TORONTO

5 p.m. Tuesday, ALT; 950 AM

Spotlight on Tyler Bozak: The former University of Denver standout is centering the top line for the Maple Leafs, playing between franchise forward Phil Kessel on the right side and James van Riemsdyk on the left. Kessel (University of Minnesota) and van Riemsdyk (New Hampshire) also played college hockey. Bozak, 27, joined DU as a 21-year-old undrafted NHL free agent in 2007 and signed his third NHL contract recently for five years and $21 million.

NOTEBOOK

Avalanche: Semyon Varlamov will start in goal against Toronto and also play Saturday at Washington. Jean-Sebastien Giguere will get his first start of the season Thursday at Boston. ... Captain and left wing Gabe Landeskog, who missed Friday's 3-1 victory over Nashville with a slight knee injury, practiced for the second consecutive day Monday and is deemed 100 percent.

Maple Leafs: Offseason free-agent signee David Clarkson, the former New Jersey Devils frontline player, has not played this season and practiced as the 10th or 11th forward Monday. ... Coach Randy Carlyle did not announce the starting goalie against the Avs on Monday. Jonathan Bernier has played 94 minutes and James Reimer 90, but Bernier has far better statistics.

Avs' Ryan Wilson nearing return, probable to play during 3-game trip

By Mike Chambers

The Denver Post

Posted:   10/07/2013 09:47:44 AM MDT4 comments | Updated:   3 days ago

Avs D Ryan Wilson 2011

Ryan Wilson (Karl Gehring, Denver Post file)

Avalanche defenseman Ryan Wilson completed a full practice for the second consecutive day Monday and is on the verge of coming off injured reserve, coach Patrick Roy said.

Wilson, who suffered a knee injury in the preseason, will not play at Toronto on Tuesday but will likely be in the lineup Thursday at Boston or Saturday in Washington. Given Wilson's injury history the past two seasons — he has been limited to just 71-of-164 games — and the 2-0 start with journeyman Nate Guenin in the lineup, Roy is in no hurry to rush Wilson back.

The Avs are carrying nine defensemen, including Wilson on IR, and Guenin will again play against the Maple Leafs, with blue-liners Matt Hunwick and Nick Holden scheduled to be 

scratched. Holden was pegged to replace Guenin in Friday's 3-1 victory over Nashville but that didn't unfold after Colorado's rousing 6-1 triumph over Anaheim on opening night.

Roy said it's difficult to change the lineup during a winning streak and Holden understands.

"He told me to stay positive and I'll get my shot," Holden said.

When Wilson is activated from IR, the Avs will have a tough decision to make. Holden and Guenin are on two-way contracts, paying them $600,000 in the NHL and $150,000 (Holden) and $175,000 (Guenin) in the minor leagues, but they both must clear waivers to be assigned to Lake Erie of the American Hockey League. Hunwick, however, is on a one-way $1.6 million contract and cleared waivers over the summer. Thus, he can be sent to Lake Erie without risk of losing him to another team.

Footnote. An accidental crosscheck by Matt Duchene to Nathan MacKinnon's face briefly interrupted the Avs' morning practice Monday, as MacKinnon flopped to the ice and Duchene went on to apologize to the 18-year old in the latter stages of the 30-minute skate.

"I got him with my glove," Duchene said. "No big deal."

It only seemed somewhat serious. Captain Gabe Landeskog, who sits next to MacKinnon in the locker room, said MacKinnon was a little too animated with his collapse to the ice and deserves some razzing.

There's plenty of time for that, as the team's charter flight to Toronto was changed from noon to 3:45 p.m.

MacKinnon, the No. 1 overall draft pick who has been terrific in his first two professional games, said he was slightly bleeding inside his mouth.

He lost one of his two front teeth at age 10, but not because of hockey. MacKinnon said he was pushed from behind in a snowbank and collided with a friend's head.

Mike Chambers: mchambers@denverpost.com or twitter.com/mikechambers

Quenneville looking to get everyone in early

Posted by TimS on Fri, 10/04/2013 - 12:46 

.

Ben Smith will get his chance at right wing on the third line on Saturday when the Blackhawks face the Tampa Bay Lightning at the United Center.

It figures to be a back-and-forth platoon situation most of the season between Smith and Jimmy Hayes.

"It's part of the sport, part of the job," Smith said. "You're always competing against a lot of guys. It's not going to be just training camp. As I said during camp it's going to continue well on during the year and you just have to play your best everyday and hope the opportunities keep coming."

Hawks coach Joel Quenneville would like to get all 23 of his players into a game sooner than later.

"We want to get everybody in here the next few games before we get too far into the season," Quenneville said after practice on Friday. "You've got 23 guys and over the course of a season you're going to wish you had 23 guys. It's just a matter of time before we get everybody in. They're all part of it."

With Smith getting in a game it would leave only defensemen Sheldon Brookbank and Mike Kostka and goalie Nikolai Khabibulin to play their first games.

Hawks looking to avoid a letdown

Posted by TimS on Tue, 10/01/2013 - 11:53 

.

Last season, the Blackhawks went into the Staples Center on opening day and spoiled the Kings' banner-raising ceremony by beating the then Stanley Cup champs.

The Hawks are hoping to avoid a similar letdown tonight at the United Center when they raise their banner of winning the Cup in 2013.

"Enjoy it because it's a special moment in your life, very memorable," Hawks coach Joel Quenneville said. "At the same time, when that's over and they drop the puck it's time to play for keeps. Our guys have always responded in the right way to big challenges and big games and big moments."

So what will Quenneville be thinking watching the banner being raised to the rafters?

“The great moments,” he said. “You can look back and reflect on how lucky we are to be in Chicago and part of this organization and the excitement that's around the town; the highs and lows that go through a season and how rewarding and challenging it is when you get through it and be a champion.

“You can look back on each round and get a smile on your face. The ending will probably will be the one that jumps out the most, the last 17 seconds at Boston.”

Kostka, Nordstrom best fits for Hawks

Posted by TimS on Mon, 09/30/2013 - 20:13 

.

Blackhawks coach Joel Quenneville said Mike Kostka was a better fit on defense than Ryan Stanton because "offensively he really compliments our style of play."

Kostka won the eighth job on defense over Stanton, who was waived and claimed by the Vancouver Canucks on Monday.

"He's one of those defensemen who is useful as far as both sides of the puck," Quenneville said of Kostka. "He can give us some nice offense from the back end and is versatile and can defend well. He's very handy with the puck.

"Last year for the majority of the season (in Toronto), he was playing against the other team's top lines and handled it very well."

Kostka, who appeared in 35 games for the Maple Leafs, feels the gamble that came with coming to a championship team with what appeared to be a set defense as a free agent paid off.

"Coming into it I was hoping to put my best foot forward and I think I did," Kostka said. "Of all the places I didn't think this was going to be one of them, but I'm thrilled they gave me the opportunity.

"The one thing that really was attractive here is that it's a puck moving team. They've got awesome forwards where it's basically just get them the puck and get into the play. That's the style I like to play.

"In Toronto, it was more of a defensive-minded team so it's a breath of fresh air coming here. I feel like I jell a little more with the style of play than in a shutdown role."

Swede Joakim Nordstrom also made the team as the fourth line right wing and will kill penalties with Marcus Kruger in Michael Frolik's old role.

"I think I played consistent in all the games and played good defensively and played good, smart hockey," Nordstrom said. "I don't think I was a long shot, but I knew there was an opportunity that I could make the team and I knew what I had to do."

Blues top Hawks 3-2 with 21 seconds left 

Steen blasts game-winner past Crawford off defensive mistake in closely-contested game
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Jonathan Toews after the Blackhawks' first regulation loss of the season.

By Chris Kuc, Chicago Tribune reporter

11:44 p.m. CDT, October 9, 2013

ST. LOUIS — Deadlocked in the waning seconds of regulation play in a hard-fought, highly entertaining battle against a division rival, the Blackhawks made one mistake — and it was fatal.

With three forwards deep in the Blues zone, defenseman Brent Seabrook pinched in and mere moments later the puck was in the back of the Hawks' net after the Alexander Steen had scored on a three-on-one break with 21.1 seconds remaining. The result was a 3-2 victory for the Blues Wednesday night at the Scottrade Center in the first of five meetings between the Central Division rivals.

"Brutal loss," Hawks coach Joel Quenneville said. "We have to get that game to overtime. I don't know what we were thinking about. It was one of those plays, last minute of the period you want to be out there and we'll take one (point) and maybe two. Getting none was unacceptable."

 Related
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Hawks' Olympic hopefuls under watchful eyesHawks' Olympic hopefuls under watchful eyes
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The Blues remained unbeaten at 3-0-0 as Vladimir Tarasenko and David Backes also had goals and net-minder Jaroslav Halak continued his strong start with the victory. Patrick Kane and Jonathan Toews each had a goal and an assist and Patrick Sharp added two helpers for the Hawks but it wasn't enough as Corey Crawford suffered the tough-luck loss in goal. It was the Hawks' second consecutive defeat after coughing up a two-goal lead in the third period in the shootout loss to the Lightning on Saturday night.

"It's frustrating," Toews said. "I feel like (Wednesday night) we got robbed of two points. Last game we got robbed of one point. Just from making some small mistakes late in the game. Normally that would be when we feel like we take over and get even better."

The Hawks twice rallied from deficits as the power play continued its strong play in the early going of the season with scores on both opportunities. Kane scored seven seconds into the first man advantage and Toews just 15 into the second.

It was all for naught after Steen took advantage of Seabrook's miscue, raced into the Hawks zone with only Duncan Keith back and blew the puck past Crawford.

"I had to look around at first and I heard from the bench we had a rush, but I wanted to know how much time and space we had," Steen said. "Once I get in over the blue line, the 'D' kind of pushed over to (T.J.) Oshie and it was a shot."

Said Crawford, who finished with 31 saves: "It's a tough way to lose a game. It's probably one I stop a bunch of times if that's replayed. I just have to be better."

Quenneville had no issues with Crawford's play, instead focusing on the defensive mistake at the end.

"You can't make a mistake like that," Quenneville said. "Getting nothing was a huge four-point swing. (There were) a lot of positives but one shift is what we're all upset about."

ckuc@tribune.com

Twitter @ChrisKuc

Copyright © 2013 Chicago Tribune Company, LLC

Blackhawks, Toews ready for 'first playoff game' 
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Blackhawks' Jonathan Toews talks about the rivalry with the Blues.

By Chris KucTribune reporter

1:11 p.m. CDT, October 9, 2013

ST. LOUIS -- The excitement level in St. Louis is high in anticipation of the Cardinals facing the Pittsburgh Pirates in Game 5 of the National League division series Wednesday night. 

Not far from that postseason contest, the Chicago Blackhawks and St. Louis Blues will drop the puck in what figures to a hard-hitting contest between Central Division rivals at the Scottrade Center.

"We know exactly what to expect against this team, especially in their building," Hawks captain Jonathan Toews said following the Hawks' morning skate. "We’ve kind of been joking that it’s going to be the first playoff game of the year. It’s not really a joke. It’s  going to be a tough game, a pretty physical game. They play with a lot of energy, especially early in the game so we’ll be ready to counter that and bring our best of the season so far.

 Related

Video: Blackhawks' Oduya expects 'fast start' against BluesVideo: Oduya expects 'fast start' vs. Blues

Blues could fill rivalry void for HawksBlues could fill rivalry void for Hawks

Hawks defensemen battling for playing timeHawks defensemen battling for playing time

Dazzling shot caps four-goal night for Sharks' Hertl (with video) 

"Early in the season there are some small details here and there you can keep improving on every single day," Toews added. "We’ve had lots of time to practice and rest up for this one. We should have our skating legs and lots of energy."

It will be the first meeting of the season between the teams that figure to clash at some point in the postseason due to NHL realignment. The Blues play a physical style with a flash of offense while the Hawks are all about puck possession and using their speed.

"We have a problem when we play (the Hawks)" Blues coach Ken Hitchcock said. "They just don’t give us the puck. It’s an issue. They’re the best team in the league and they stretch out your defense. Our style of play only works when we can hem them in. If we don’t hem them in then our style doesn’t work.

"When we’re chasing them they can make us look silly and when they have to defend against us we can make them look silly," Hitchcock added. "We have very good games against them but each team is built differently. They play a different game than we do. They’re really good at what they do and we’re trying to get good at what we do. I don’t think they can play the way we play and I know we can’t play the way they play. There’s a good variance in what these two teams have to offer."

Here are the likely lines and pairings for Wednesday's game:

Blackhawks

FORWARDS: Bickell--Toews--Kane; Sharp--Handzus--Hossa; Saad--Shaw--Hayes; Bollig--Kruger--Nordstrom.

DEFENSEMEN: Keith--Seabrook; Oduya--Hjalmarsson; Leddy--Brookbank.

GOALTENDER: Crawford.

Blues

FORWARDS: Steen--Backes--Oshie; Morrow--Roy--Stewart; Schwartz--Berglund--Tarasenko; Sobotka--Lapierre--Reaves.

DEFENSEMEN: Bouwmeester--Pietrangelo; Leopold--Shattenkirk; Jackman--Polak.

GOALTENDER: Halak. 

ckuc@tribune.com

Twitter @ChrisKuc
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Dazzling shot caps four-goal night for Sharks' Hertl (with video) 
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Sports Xchange

10:18 a.m. CDT, October 9, 2013

SAN JOSE, Calif. -- Tomas Hertl needed only three games to make a name for himself in the NHL.

San Jose's 19-year-old rookie from the Czech Republic scored four goals Tuesday (going between his legs for a dazzling shot on his final tally) as the Sharks ran the New York Rangers out of SAP Center in a 9-2 victory.

“You don't see that too often,” Sharks captain Joe Thornton said of Hertl's performance. “It's very, very special.”

 Related

Blues could fill rivalry void for HawksBlues could fill rivalry void for Hawks

Hawks defensemen battling for playing timeHawks defensemen battling for playing time

Hertl, who has six goals in his last two games, smiled from ear-to-ear as television cameras caught his mother fighting back tears as the building exploded in noise.

“This is a dream. It's crazy, four goals,” Hertl said. “I never in the Czech league, I never had three. And (four) in the NHL, it's crazy.”

Hertl became the youngest NHL player to score four goals in a game since March 30, 1988 (Jimmy Carson, Los Angeles Kings). He is the fourth-youngest player in NHL history to score four or more goals, according to the Elias Sports Bureau.

Hertl becomes the only player to score a total of six goals in his first three games as a Shark. His four goals tied a franchise single-game record, and he did it by logging only 11:12 of ice time. Hertl became the fourth player since 1987-88 to log less than 11:30 of ice time and score four goals in a game.

“He likes to score goals, you can tell by his celebrations,” Thornton said. “As teammates, it's fun to watch him put pucks in the back of the net.”

Hertl scored his first by tapping in a cross-ice feed from Andrew Desjardins at 9:19, a goal that gave the Sharks a 4-1 lead and chased Rangers starting goalie Henrik Lundqvist. Logan Couture greeted New York backup Marty Biron with his second goal of the season, swatting in the puck after a shot by Patrick Marleau bounced hard off the end boards at 9:39.

Hertl finished the four-goal second -- a period that featured a 23-8 advantage in shots for San Jose -- by backhanding a breakaway through Biron's legs at 12:32.

Hertl produced his third goal on the team's first power play at 9:02 of the third period, and he scored No. 4 at 12:05 with a breakaway, making an incredible between-the-legs shot.

“That's something I don't have in my bag,” Thornton said. “That was awfully pretty.”

Blackhawks, Blues a clash of contenders — and a clash in styles
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The Blackhawks and Blues are both legitimate Stanley Cup contenders this season. The similarities largely end there.

The Hawks are built on speed and skill, their puck-moving defensemen sparking their transition offense with quick, aggressive stretch passes. They stifle opponents by controlling the puck and playing keep-away.

The Blues are built on size and toughness, using their physical play to grind teams down and goad them into getting away from their style. They stifle opponents by clogging shooting and passing lanes and controlling the boards.

Considering how important their five regular-season meetings will be in the divisional standings, and how often they’ll surely see each other in the new divisional playoffs, whichever team can impose its will — and its style — will be the one who comes out on top.

“They’re really good at what they do, and we’re trying to get good at what we do,” Blues coach Ken Hitchcock said before Wednesday’s game at Scottrade Center. “I don’t think they can play the way we play, and I know we can’t play the way they play. For them to be effective, they’ve got to control the play in the O-zone. And for us to be effective, we’ve got to control the boards in the O-zone.”

The Hawks successfully managed to avoid getting sucked into the Blues’ style last season. Not counting the season finale, in which the Hawks played nearly half their AHL roster to rest their top guys, the Hawks were 3-0-1 against the Blues, including two shutout victories.

“We did a good job of that last year, especially in this building,” said Hawks captain Jonathan Toews, who spent most of last season’s games with Barrett Jackman and David Backes trying to goad him into taking a foolish penalty, or even a fight. “It’s something I’ve kind of grown used to. It won’t be anything new tonight.”

Bryan Bickell, Toews’ left wing, knows it’s up to him to clear room for Toews and Patrick Kane to play the game they need to play.

“I’ve got to get those guys the puck and get the pucks in the corner, finish my hits to open ice for them and make it harder on their defense or forwards,” Bickell said. “Our speed, our transition game are our strengths. We don’t fall into the other team’s hands. We just play our game.”

October 8, 2013 1:18 pm

Blackhawks’ Patrick Sharp expecting birth of his second daughter any day now
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Patrick Sharp can only hope his second daughter has the impeccable timing and positive effect that his first, Madelyn, did. It was on Dec. 8, 2011, that Sharp scored the game-winning goal in overtime on Long Island. When he called home, his wife, Abby, quickly trumped his big news.

“I wanted to call home and ask my wife if she saw me score, and [have her] tell me how great I was, and she said, ‘I think I’m having the baby,’” Sharp said. “Had the baby [the next day], and scored the game-winner [in overtime against San Jose] on Sunday, too. Special weekend.”

Abby is due on Monday, but Sharp said she’s “starting to feel a little funny.” The Hawks traveled to St. Louis on Tuesday afternoon for Wednesday’s game against the Blues. If Sharp’s on the ice when Abby goes into labor, she’ll call senior director of team services Tony Ommen to notify him.

Sharp said he’s hoping not to miss any games — when Madelyn was born, all he missed was a practice, “which was nice” — but that he would if had to.

“If I’m on the ice, I might as well just [finish the game and] take the charter flight home,” Sharp said. “That’ll be the quickest way home.”

Michael Kostka to make his Blackhawks debut tonight vs. Tampa Bay Lightning
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Michael Kostka has no idea how often he’ll be in the Blackhawks lineup. So every time he’s out there, he knows the margin for error is minuscule if he wants to stay out there.

“Sure, but I feel the stakes have always been kind of high,” said Kostka, who will make his Hawks debut Saturday night against the Tampa Bay Lightning. “For me, it’s always been a bit of a proving ground. I think everyone has that sense about it, but maybe with the route I’ve taken, I feel that way a little more. Especially when you have two other defensemen here who can play, it might make it feel a little more important that you go out and have a good showing.”

Kostka is in a three-way battle for playing time, as he, Michal Rozsival and Sheldon Brookbank compete for the sixth defenseman spot. It’s Rozsival’s spot, but Hawks coach Joel Quenneville has said he wants to limit the regular-season toll on the 35-year-old, meaning either Kostka or Brookbank — or both — will get plenty of chances.

Kostka, a 27-year-old blue-liner who played 35 games last season as a rookie for the Maple Leafs, caught Quenneville’s eye and earned a surprise roster spot out of training camp.

“He can play offensively, and defensively, I think he’s involved,” Quenneville said. “He’s got some speed on the back end and can join in the attack. He’s got good play recognition, he’s got a decent gap and [by giving] him a chance to get into the lineup early this season, we’ll get a better assessment.”

Kostka played on the power play in the American Hockey League and in Toronto, and might be able to shake up the Hawks’ long-suffering unit. Kostka said he was more of a shooter on the power play in the AHL, but that he’s become more of a playmaker in the NHL since “there are guys here that have better shots than I.”

“That’s a part of the game that I enjoy playing, and I feel like it’s an asset I can bring,” Kostka said. “Obviously, there’s a depth of guys who can play in that role here, so I’m not necessarily expecting to come in and get that opportunity right away.”

Kostka’s not expecting to come in and secure an every day spot right away, certainly not based on one game. He’s been in a platoon role for much of his professional career, and knows how to maintain his conditioning and timing in such a situation.

“You learn to be professional and just stay on top of it,” he said. “Practices here are so quick and sharp, it’s about as close to a game as you’re going to get without contact. So that helps, as well.

As for making his regular-season debut at the United Center, Kostka — who knows a little something about playing in front of fevered crowds from his Toronto days — is excited for the opportunity.

“This place is awesome,” he said. “The crowd is unbelievable. That’s something that you can use or can be used against you if you get too excited. I’m excited to hopefully use it in a positive way. There’s nothing better than playing in front of 22,000 screaming fans that are cheering for you and not against you.”

NOTEWORTHY: Ben Smith will make his season debut tonight, with Jimmy Hayes out of the lineup. Michal Handzus also will be in the lineup after suffering an undisclosed injury in Tuesday’s opener. Corey Crawford will start in goal for the Hawks.
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Ben Smith to make his season debut for Blackhawks on Saturday
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Ben Smith skated on the third line for the second straight day at Blackhawks practice on Friday. But as a guy who’s been fighting for a regular spot in the lineup for more than three seasons, the 25-year-old knows better than to assume anything.

“One thing I’ve learned being around here the last few years is you never really know,” Smith said. “But I’m prepared, I’m ready if that’s the case. I’m excited if the opportunity comes.”

Looks like he will get that opportunity. Hawks coach Joel Quenneville said that Smith will be in the lineup Saturday night against the Tampa Bay Lightning. That means Jimmy Hayes, one of the breakout stars of training camp, likely will be a healthy scratch.

“We want to get everybody in here early,” Quenneville said. “You’ve got 23 guys, and over the course of the season, you’ll wish you had 23 guys. Everybody usually gets in the lineup and plays, it’s just a matter of time before we get everybody in and they’re all part of it. When you’re not playing, you’ve got to keep yourself sharp and into it. But we’ve got ways of making sure that, with extra skates, [everybody is] game ready, and we know that they’re going to be useful very soon.”

Smith and Hayes sit next to each in the Hawks’ dressing room, but each player shrugged off the awkwardness.

“It’s part of the sport, part of the job,” Smith said. You’re always competing against a lot of guys, it’s not just going to be training camp. It’s going to continue well on through the year. We just have to play our best every day and hope that the opportunities keep coming.”

Said Hayes: “Nothing’s guaranteed here. We’re all fighting for the same thing.”

In other news, Michal Handzus returned to practice on Friday. He’ll be in the lineup Saturday

Blackhawks’ season opener scores record ratings for NBC Sports Network
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Jonathan Toews hoists the Stanley Cup before last night's game.Jonathan Toews hoists the Stanley Cup before last night's game.

The Blackhawks’ 2013 Stanley Cup Champion banner wasn’t the only thing that went up during Tuesday’s game. The ratings did, too.

Last night’s Capitals-Blackhawks duel on NBC Sports Network was seen by an average of 935,000 viewers, making it the most-watched season opener on cable on record, according to data available since 1993. 

It also ranks as the second-most watched regular-season game ever on NBC Sports Network, which began its NHL coverage in 2005-06. (The most-watched regular-season game was the Jan. 23, 2013 bout between the Boston Bruins and New York Rangers, when 956,000 viewers tuned in.)

Chicago scored a 7.32 rating for Tuesday’s game. That’s a record high among Chicago viewers for a regular-season NHL game on NBC Sports, which ranked as the top cable channel in the Chicago market during the match that saw the Hawks beat the Washington Capitals 6-4 at the United Center. 

Washington delivered the net’s second-highest ratings with a 2.3 followed by Buffalo (1.4), Baltimore (1.3) and Ft. Myers (1.0) to round out the top five.

The Hawks face the Tampa Bay Lightning at 7 p.m. Saturday at the United Center. That game will be shown on Comcast SportsNet Chicago.

Can Patrick Kane win a scoring title? Joel Quenneville thinks so
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Patrick Kane finished just five points behind Martin St. Louis in the scoring race last season, posting 23 goals and 32 assists in just 47 games. Hawks coach Joel Quenneville believes his star right wing is a strong candidate to bring home the Art Ross Trophy this time around.

Assuming the Blackhawks can snap out of their baffling, two-year power play slump, that is.

“Yes, he is,” Quenneville said. “Perennially, he’s up there at the top of the league. If you look back the last couple years, our power play hasn’t been as good as it could be — or should be, or is going to be. So let’s hope that it’s great this year. If our power play is great, he’ll be a big part of that. I think his numbers would be reflected near the top.”

Kane said the scoring title isn’t high on his list of priorities. At least, not on Day 1 of the regular season.

“I don’t know if you think about it right now,” Kane said. “I think it’s something that obviously you would love to do, and it would be pretty special to do. But I think right now you’re focused on getting yourself off to a good start in the season and see where it goes from there. I think everyone would love to win a scoring title.”

Kane got a chance to see one of his primary competitors for the Ross, Capitals star Alex Ovechkin, on Tuesday night, but said he doesn’t concern himself with what the other league’s stars are up to, even when they’re on the ice together.

“I don’t know if you measure yourself against them,” Kane said. “I think they’re fun to watch. If there’s a chance where on an off night, you can watch guys like [Pavel] Datsyuk or [Evgeni] Malkin, and [Sidney] Crosby’s always fun. Those are the guys I tend to watch a little bit more and that excite me, because maybe they’re left-handed, they’re similar players to myself, and [they're] guys I can always look up to and take tips from.”

Orland Park’s Connor Carrick making his NHL debut tonight against the Blackhawks
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Connor Carrick got to his locker, took off his gloves and haphazardly shoved them on the first shelf above the stall. Then he quickly took them out and hesitated, glancing over to Martin Erat’s neighboring stall to see how the 13-year veteran stored his equipment, just to make sure he was doing it right.

“Still getting used to it,” Carrick said with a sheepish grin.

The 19-year-old Orland Park native, a fifth-round pick in the 2012 draft, will be learning on the fly this year. Carrick not only made the Washington Capitals roster out of training camp, the 5-10 defenseman was in the lineup Tuesday night against his hometown Blackhawks. Heady stuff.

“It’s incredible,” Carrick said before the game. “I’m so honored to be in the lineup tonight, to be able to play where I’m going to play, with some of the guys in this room. It’s really special for me.”

Saturday’s preseason game at the United Center, in which he played more than 22 minutes, was a nice primer for what to expect in the season-opener. But he’s hardly unfamiliar with the building. He couldn’t remember the first game he attended at the UC, but he was there for Game 3 of the Western Conference final in 2010 against San Jose.

“[Dustin] Byfuglien scored the OT-winner and celebrated on one leg,” Carrick said. “I remember is clear as day. Still one of the loudest noises I’ve ever heard.”

Carrick said he managed to secure 10 tickets for friends and family, but “I don’t think that’s going to be enough.”

Carrick never played for Carl Sandburg High, moving away at age 16 to play on the U.S. National Development Team for two seasons and then the Plymouth Whalers of the Ontario Hockey League last year, where he had 12 goals and 32 assists in 68 games. He played for the Chicago Fury and Chicago Chill before that.

While Carrick’s inclusion on Adam Oates’ opening-night roster came as a surprise to many, he said he knew he had a real chance to make the team based on the feedback he was getting throughout camp.

“I spent a lot of time on the game when I was a kid,” he said. “I really love playing hockey. I love the details of it. That’s why I’m so excited to be at this level. These guys are so good, Coach Oates, coach [Calle] Johansson, they’re so demanding in their details and I kind of eat it up. I really enjoy it.”

Poor home ice conditions affecting Penguins

October 10, 2013 1:06 am

Bill Wade/Post-Gazette

The Consol Energy Center, home ice for the Pittsburgh Penguins.
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Related Media:

Penguins notebook: Letang makes some progress

By Dave Molinari / Pittsburgh Post-Gazette 

There is much for the Penguins to like about Consol Energy Center.

The facilities and amenities are first-rate. Sellout crowds are a given. They are on an 18-2 regular-season roll there, including victories in their first three games this season.

Conspicuously absent from the list is the quality of its ice.

That continues to be an issue with players, as it has been since the arena opened in 2010. A group of players, offered anonymity in exchange for candor, left no doubt about that.

"I hate [complaining] about stuff, so it's not on the top of my concerns," Player B said. "But it's unfortunate."

Nearly every player interviewed -- and a few who declined to be -- agreed that the ice-maintenance staff and the front office are receptive when informed of complaints or problems with the playing surface.

"We try to treat our players better than any other team," said David Morehouse, the team's president and chief executive officer. "We're not 'capped' on how well we treat the players, so if the players have a problem with the ice, we'll do everything we can to fix it."

There's nothing new about that. Management has been responding to players' concerns about the ice since the building opened its doors just over three years ago and summoned NHL ice guru Dan Craig as recently as a few weeks ago after receiving negative feedback from players.

"When the ice guy from the NHL gets to town, it usually gets a little bit better," Player A said.

Although complaints about the ice don't seem to make it beyond the confines of the locker room very often, they are frequent fodder for conversations inside of it. Especially at times, like the Penguins' season-opening homestand, when at least some players are particularly unhappy with it.

"Right now, at the start of the season, I think they're still searching for the right ice," Player A said earlier this week. "Obviously, they haven't found it yet."

It is not, apparently, for a lack of trying. One thing on which all concerned agree is that having the best possible ice would benefit the Penguins, whose style puts a premium on skating and skill.

"When you look at the team we have -- the skating ability and the talent level we have -- you'd think there would be more of an [emphasis] on having really good ice," Player B said.

Morehouse, smiling, made that point even more succinctly, saying, "It's not a fullback-oriented team."

Northlands Coliseum (now Rexall Place) in Edmonton set the standard for NHL ice in recent history, and the Oilers' dynasty of the 1980s fully exploited the benefits of having a superb playing surface.

A perfect storm of factors -- very cold winters, low humidity and relatively few non-hockey events -- helped to make the ice at Northlands so good, and Consol Energy Center doesn't have any of that going for it.

"It's a pretty delicate thing," Player C said. "When you think about how many people are in the building, the weather changes, the [non-hockey events] that are in and out of the building, there are a lot of things to consider."

There is no consensus on where Consol Energy Center ranks among NHL buildings -- some Penguins regard it as middle-of-the-pack, others as clearly below average -- there seems to be agreement that its current slab of ice has more of an impact on puck-handling than skating.

"You can tell when the ice [cleaning] crew gets on [during stoppages in play] and there is a foot of snow and the little girls can barely push the snow by the benches ??? it's kind of snowy and doesn't do well when you try to put a puck on it and keep it flat," Player A said.

Player B, who said Tuesday that the ice conditions for the first two home games "were some of the worst I've seen," acknowledged that multi-purpose venues such as Consol Energy Center face special challenges to making and maintaining good ice, but did not accept that those conditions make the task impossible.

"We joke around here that it shouldn't be hard, because when we skate at Southpointe and skate at town rinks that have zero budget and don't have the tools and technology that they have [at Consol Energy Center], and they all have great ice," he said. "If they can do it, there's no excuse to not have it here."

Morehouse said that, while there was much experimenting in the arena's first year to find the best possible formula and procedures for making ice, "I think we've adjusted and, for the most part, have had good ice."

Players don't share that assessment, although most appear to be confident that efforts to improve the ice will pay off eventually.

"I think they'll figure it out," Player C said. "They're very committed to making sure that they do everything they can to give us the best ice conditions.

"I think it's just a matter of time."

Dave Molinari: dmlinari@post-gazette.com and Twitter @MolinariPG.
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Penguins Notebook: Letang makes some progress

But Bylsma says defenseman not quite ready to participate in a game yet
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Penguins winger Beau Bennett unleashes a shot in the first period in the victory Tuesday against the Carolina Hurricanes that gave the Penguins a 3-0 start to the season. Now, they embark on their first road trip of the season, playing games Friday and Saturday in Florida.
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By Dave Molinari / Pittsburgh Post-Gazette 

Injured defenseman Kris Letang took a major stride Wednesday toward returning to the Penguins' lineup.

About 50 minutes worth of them, actually.

Coach Dan Bylsma said that Letang, who missed the first three games of this season because of what is believed to be a knee injury, skated for roughly that long before the team practiced at Southpointe.

He added that Letang is scheduled to accompany the Penguins to Florida for a two-game trip that begins Friday night in Sunrise, but seemed to downplay the possibility that Letang will resume playing while the Penguins are there.

"Kris needs to progress back to practice before we'd think about putting him in a game at this point in time," Bylsma said. "I don't see him just stepping back into a game situation without a team practice."

Nonetheless, Bylsma said that Letang skated "at a pretty good clip, which is a progression for him from [Tuesday]."

Bylsma said two wingers with unspecified injuries -- James Neal and Matt D'Agostini -- also skated Wednesday, although Neal was just on the ice "briefly."

D'Agostini still is a candidate to go on the Florida trip, Bylsma said, but Neal is not and continues to be classified as "week-to-week."

Wrong time for Florida trip?

One of the perks of playing in the NHL is making an occasional business trip to a warm-weather spot while winter grips Western Pennsylvania.

Going to Florida before the middle of October doesn't have the same appeal, though, especially given the conditions the Penguins will leave behind when they fly south today.

"It's been such a nice fall here," left winger Tanner Glass said. "It's been a pleasure to be around Pittsburgh.

"Honestly, it's nice when you see [Florida trips] come up in December, January, February, but, right now, it's just the first road trip of the year."

The Penguins, it should be noted, will return to Florida in late November and are expected to spend at least one extra day there after completing another two-game swing through the state.

It's time for Zatkoff

Rookie goalie Jeff Zatkoff is penciled in to make his NHL debut this weekend, although Bylsma declined to specify whether he will start Friday against the Panthers in Sunrise or Saturday versus the Lightning in Tampa.

"This would be a perfect spot for Jeff to play one of the games," he said. "That will happen in one of these two games."

Zatkoff stepped into Tomas Vokoun's job as Marc-Andre Fleury's backup after Vokoun was ruled out indefinitely by problems with a blood clot and was solid enough in training camp that he's getting a chance to show whether he can handle the No. 2 job.

"He's embraced the opportunity, and he has to prove himself," Bylsma said. "He knows the situation, with Marc-Andre starting all the games to this point ??? but he knows the opportunity is coming."

New test for Maatta

Rookie defenseman Olli Maatta, who picked up his first two NHL points in a 5-2 victory Tuesday against Carolina, has been steady and impressive through his first three games at this level.

He is averaging 15 minutes, 27 seconds of ice time while playing primarily alongside Robert Bortuzzo, and has a plus-minus rating of plus-1 to go with two assists.

Maatta figures to face a new challenge on this trip, however, because the Penguins' opponents will have the last personnel change, which greatly enhances the chances Maatta will find himself matched against offensively accomplished forwards.

"To this point in time, he hasn't gotten in a situation on the ice where there's been a poor matchup for our team," Bylsma said.

"He's played some good minutes, but we have the ability, at home, to get the change with the [stoppage in play] that, on the road, we're not going to have."

Dave Molinari: Dmolinari@Post-Gazette.com and Twitter@MolinariPG.
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Penguins weather Hurricanes, 5-2; improve to 3-0
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Penguins left winger Jussi Jokinen scores his second goal of the evening during the third period. He got a hat trick later in the period.

Penguins left winger Jussi Jokinen scores his second goal of the evening during the third period. He got a hat trick later in the period. 

Jussi Jokinen celebrates after scoring his third goal in the Penguins' 5-2 victory Tuesday night against the Carolina Hurricanes. The Penguins won their third game in a row. 

Tanner Glass (15) doesn't score very often, but he certainly knows how to enjoy it when he does, celebrating with teammates Matt Niskanen and Joe Vitale (46) in the third period of the Penguins' 5-2 victory. 

Penguins winger Beau Bennett takes a shot on goal during the first period at Consol Energy Center. 

Penguins left winger Tanner Glass fights Hurricanes defenseman Jay Harrison during the first period. 

Penguins centerman Evgeni Malkin tries to get around Carolina right wing Alexander Semin during the second period. 
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Related Media:

Empty Netters blog: Hurricanes vs. Penguins

Penguins notebook: Staal puts tough year behind him

By Dave Molinari / Pittsburgh Post-Gazette 

It is, Jussi Jokinen said, nothing personal.

Just that he enjoys playing against his former team so darned much.

Carolina presumably will be relieved to learn that, if only because it might be terrifying to contemplate what Jokinen could do to the Hurricanes if he didn't have so much affection and respect for them.

He scored three goals in the Penguins 5-2 victory Tuesday night at Consol Energy Center, giving him five in three games against the club that dispatched him to the Penguins at the trade deadline this spring.

"There's always extra motivation when you play against your former team," Jokinen said, right before noting that if shots he put off the goalpost and crossbar had gone in, he would have had a five-goal night.

Although he hasn't been here long, few would deny that the Penguins are getting their money's worth from Jokinen. Or, more to the point, getting the Hurricanes' money's worth from him, since Carolina is picking up $900,000 of his $3 million salary.

The Hurricanes agreed to take on 30 percent of his contract to make the deal happen because they were intent on clearing salary-cap space. Whether they were eager to get rid of Jokinen isn't clear, but he clearly was happy in Carolina, which undoubtedly made being traded away sting a bit.

"I'm sure that motivation is there to do well, and he definitely did that tonight," Hurricanes center Eric Staal said. "He's an opportunistic player that, in the right spots, he can score. He can produce. He showed that tonight."

Although this game carried Jokinen's signature, it created some memories for rookie defenseman Olli Maatta, too. He picked up a pair of assists, his first points in the NHL.

"It feels awesome to get that out of the way," Maatta said. "It's something really big I've always dreamed up, putting up points in the NHL."

The Penguins, who opened the 2013-14 season with a three-game homestand, will visit Florida Friday and Tampa Bay Saturday. They have won their first three games of a season for the fifth time in franchise history and the first since 1994.

"It's a great start for us, 3-0," Jokinen said. "Now, we have to go on the road and do the same thing."

Matching their performances to date won't be easy, because the Penguins have set that bar fairly high.

They not only scored first in each of their three games, but also never have trailed and have outscored opponents, 12-3.

"We're only three games into it," center Brandon Sutter said. "It's too early to say we're really happy with our start, but, so far, it's gone well."

That's largely because of improved team defense and some quality work from goalie Marc-Andre Fleury, who stopped 32 of 34 Carolina shots.

"He was solid, as usual," said Hurricanes center Jordan Staal, a former Penguin who failed to get any of his team-high six shots past Fleury. "He's a good goalie that makes it difficult to score on."

Jokinen got the only goal of the opening period as he cut toward the Carolina net and controlled a Sidney Crosby feed with his right skate before flipping a backhander past goalie Cam Ward for the Penguins' first power-play goal of the season.

Defenseman Paul Martin made it 2-0 at 1:04 of the second when he collected the rebound of a Brooks Orpik shot that slammed off the backboards and threw the puck by Ward from the inner edge of the right circle. While on his knees.

Eric Staal cut the Penguins' edge to 2-1 by deflecting a Justin Faulk shot past Fleury after Orpik had knocked him to the ice, and Nathan Gerbe of Carolina scored at 3:13 of the third to tie the score.

But Jokinen beat Ward from inside the left dot at 5:03 for what proved to be the winner and, after Tanner Glass flipped a backhander over Ward from between the crease and the right circle at 8:24, Jokinen completed his second career hat trick with a shot over Ward's glove from well above the left hash at 13:03.

"The comment after the game in the coaches' room is just the hockey sense, the hockey intelligence, is really off the charts," coach Dan Bylsma said, referring to Jokinen. "It leads into the versatility of being in different spots and doing different things."

And doing them particularly well against his former team.

Dave Molinari: Dmolinari@Post-Gazette.com and Twitter @MolinariPG.
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Marc-Andre Fleury blocks a shot as Carolina's Jordan Staal tries to get to the puck in the second period.
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By Shelly Anderson / Pittsburgh Post-Gazette 

Jordan Staal admits he was out of sorts during his first season with the Carolina Hurricanes, despite having 10 goals and 31 points in 48 games.

The big two-way center had a difficult time adjusting after being traded by his original team, the Penguins, on draft day 2012 -- also was his wedding day -- then sitting out until January because of the NHL lockout and having an abbreviated training camp with his new team.

"It was all those things, pretty mixed up," Staal said Tuesday before he and the Hurricanes played the Penguins at Consol Energy Center. "It made for a pretty tough season for myself. The blame is still on me, but it was a lot of factors."

Staal, 25, showed up a new man for his second season with Carolina.

"He's a completely different player," Hurricanes coach Kirk Muller said. "He's had an opportunity to absorb the move and everything. I think he just went home this year and trained hard. He came in lighter. He's in great shape.

"Attitude-wise, he was great as well last year; it just didn't click for him. But he just looks a lot more comfortable."

Although he had no points in two games entering Tuesday night, Staal feels good on the ice.

"I think I'm getting back to where my game fits," he said. "My approach to the game has been a little different than last year."

Muller is confident in using Staal in key roles.

"He's playing his game. He's playing a direct north game," Muller said. "He's using that big body. He's been going head-to-head with some top players already and he's still getting offensive opportunities."

Staal, 6 feet 4, isn't sure how much weight he lost over the summer, but knows he feels better.

He didn't change his training routine, per se.

"Just didn't eat so much chocolate, I guess," he said.

Adjusting to realignment

The game last night marked the first matchup of the teams as Metropolitan Division opponents, thanks to NHL realignment.

"It's a little different, but I think we'll get used to it the more we see them," Penguins center Sidney Crosby said.

Carolina is not a traditional rival, but Penguins defenseman Brooks Orpik figures realignment could lead to one.

"I think that's what the league is shooting for, with the [playoff] format that they set up where you have to come out of your division just to get to the conference final," he said. "If you are to advance, you're guaranteed to play two teams in your division."

A week into the season, Orpik isn't quite ready to track division foes with extra scrutiny, but Penguins coach Dan Bylsma is.

"I think divisional games are extremely important," Bylsma said. "I already look [at the standings] and I'm watching the schedule to see teams playing out of conference, out of division and divisional games."

Zatkoff and Hurricanes ...

Penguins backup goaltender Jeff Zatkoff and his fiancee live in Raleigh, N.C., and he has gotten to know and work out with several Hurricanes in the offseason.

He's not able to offer much of a scouting report on them, though.

"Usually I skate with them toward the end of the summer when things start kicking up. The skates aren't real serious at that point," he said. "They have a great group of guys."

Zatkoff has benefited from spending time with Carolina goaltender Cam Ward.

"Just being able to skate with Ward is nice for me, just to be able to learn from him -- same way as [with Penguins goalie Marc-Andre] Fleury," he said. "He's been around in the league. He's accomplished. They've both won a [Stanley] Cup. Anytime I get a chance to skate with those guys, it doesn't hurt."

Flyers switch shocks Bylsma

Bylsma was caught off guard by the firing of coach Peter Laviolette by the Philadelphia Flyers after their 0-3 start.

"Shocked to see it happen at this point in time," Bylsma said. "I have reached out to him."

Laviolette will be one of Bylsma's assistant coaches on the United States Olympic team that is going to Sochi for the 2014 Games.

Tip-ins

Penguins defenseman Kris Letang was eligible to come off of injured reserve Tuesday, but he was not in the lineup nor did he join the club for its game-day skate. Letang, who is believed to have a knee injury, skated earlier with winger Matt D'Agostini, who has an undisclosed injury. ... The Penguins only healthy scratch was defenseman Deryk Engelland.

Shelly Anderson: shanderson@post-gazette.com, 412-263-1721 and Twitter @pgshelly.
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Granted it's early, but the biggest difference I've noticed so far -- and it's a sight for sore eyes -- is the play in their own zone, the defensive philosophy is to collapse more in front so as to limit the chances from the slot/crease & more support with their breakouts...looks good to me so far!
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Matt Niskanen feeling right at home in role with Penguins
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Defenseman Matt Niskanen is happy to still have a role with Penguins.
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Related Media:

Shelly Anderson's Penguins chat transcript

Penguins blog: Game day skate update

By Shelly Anderson / Pittsburgh Post-Gazette 

Penguins defenseman Matt Niskanen is in a good place.

"I feel comfortable, happy that everything's going well," Niskanen said. "I put in the work to get ready for camp. Camp went well. And now it's carried over to the first couple [of games]."

It's not often you see this kind of offense/defense balance: Niskanen's three assists give him the team lead in points, he's first on the team in plus-minus rating at plus-4, and he's tied for the team lead with seven blocked shots.

He's quick to point out that "it's only two games," but that's two games more than many outside the organization believed he would play for the Penguins this season.

In the offseason, Niskanen's name got the tennis-ball treatment -- smacked back and forth constantly as perceived trade bait so the defensemen-heavy Penguins could get under the salary cap and roster limit. Instead, he is filling in for injured top defenseman Kris Letang in a pairing with strong defensive defenseman Rob Scuderi.

Letang, who has what is believed to be a knee injury, is skating but has not practiced. He is eligible to come off of injured reserve today, but it seems unlikely he will be ready to return by tonight when Carolina visits Consol Energy Center.

--------------------------------------------------------------------------------

Scouting report

•Matchup: 

Penguins vs. Carolina Hurricanes, 7:08 p.m. today, Consol Energy Center.

•TV, Radio: 

Root Sports, WXDX-FM (105.9).

•Probable goaltenders: 

Marc-Andre Fleury for Penguins; Cam Ward for Hurricanes.

•Penguins: 

Hold 7-1 scoring edge through two games. ... Are 0 for 4 on power play. ... Sidney Crosby, Chuck Kobasew and Craig Adams have each scored in both games.

•Hurricanes: 

Are 3-8 vs. Penguins over past three seasons, 0-5 at Consol Energy Center. ... Are 1 for 7 on power play. ... Former Penguin Jordan Staal has no points and is minus-1.

•Hidden stat: 

Penguins have won 19 games in a row, dating to last season, when they score at least three goals

--------------------------------------------------------------------------------

Niskanen and Scuderi -- a member of the 2009 Penguins Stanley Cup team who re-signed with them over the summer -- never had played or practiced together before Letang got hurt at the end of training camp.

Still, it took not even a nanosecond to determine who would fill in for Letang.

"At that point, I think out of all the defenseman at camp, Matt Niskanen had been the best," coach Dan Bylsma said. "He's been excellent. He's done a great job almost from day one in camp.

"So, when Kris Letang went down, I don't think there were any other options that we explored. It was going to be Matt Niskanen to go in with Rob Scuderi and form that pair."

Niskanen called Scuderi "very easy to play with," but being paired with him isn't the only reason Niskanen is so comfortable. For one thing, he's still with the Penguins.

"None of that talk was coming from the Penguins," Niskanen said of the trade debate. "It was media and fans. They love to pretend they're the GM. That's fine.

"I understood that it could happen, just with the salary-cap situation. And it still could. But I came in ready and I'm trying to help the team right now. I love being here. Every day is a privilege."

At 26, Niskanen is thriving in a Penguins system that rewards all components of his game.

As a young defenseman with Dallas, he had 26 and 35 points his first two NHL seasons, then fell to 15 points in 2009-10.

"Expectations got really high, and maybe I tried to force it a little bit," he said. "All of a sudden, your whole game is out of sync because you're worried about getting points.

"Now I'm just worried about trying to be a complete defenseman -- take what's there, play well all around and if I get points, great. In this lineup, if I play a good all-around game, then I'm probably going to get some points. Make good outlet passes, be in good position. If you have a shot, take it."

Niskanen, acquired by the Penguins in a February 2011 trade, likes his mix of responsibilities. He gets some time on the point on the power play. He can be part of a rush or other offensive surges. And he's playing sound defense -- something the whole team is emphasizing.

In addition to blocking shots, Niskanen has taken to heart a directive for defensemen to collapse more around the Penguins net. He and Scuderi have, at times, been stationed there, whisking away loose pucks and rebounds.

"I like it," he said of tweaks in the defensive scheme that date to last season and have been highly noticeable in the 2-0 start.

"It's a good team game that way. It's a five-man group defending, and then it's a five-man group moving up the ice together trying to create something, whether it be a forecheck or a rush chance. Through the first two games, it's been really solid.

"When we don't have the puck, we're not cheating as much, hoping for a chance to go on a rush. We're not always trying to hit the home-run play. We're making sure we have full control of the puck before we start heading up ice."

It's not clear how Letang's return will impact Niskanen's assignment. He's not thinking too far ahead.

"Can't wait for [Letang] to get back, but, in the meantime, I'll enjoy having more chances," Niskanen said.

NOTES -- Penguins goaltender Marc-Andre Fleury was named the NHL's No. 3 star for the first week of the season. He was 2-0, allowing just one goal with a .979 save percentage. ... Boston College and Bowling Green have been added to the lineup, along with regulars Robert Morris and Penn State, for the Three Rivers Classic college tournament, Dec. 27-28 at Consol Energy Center.

Shelly Anderson: shanderson@post-gazette.com, 412-263-1721 and Twitter @pgshelly.
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JamesinNYC: Do you think Vokoun's injury has helped Fleury in an indirect sense....no questions if he is starter and defines roll?

Shelly Anderson: That's an interesting question. Marc-Andre Fleury already was under pressure and was a big offseason target by fans. It's possible that his resolve increased knowing he did not have a veteran backup and knowing that with rookie Jeff Zatkoff as his backup he would get more starts. It's also possible that, as you suggest, the aspect of being so clearly the strong No. 1 guy again gave Fleury a renewed outlook.

jc: probably the first of many Letang questions. What are the "reports out of Montreal saying out for 2 more weeks..."?

Shelly Anderson: Don't know. I can just tell you that initially, I was assured by a well-placed source that his injury was not something serious or long-term -- which I reported. I believe this is a knee issue. By the time the team got back from West Point, Kris Letang was seen walking without any braces, wraps, etc. He is skating, and skated pretty hard yesterday. The team was off today. I would suspect that, barring a setback, he will be back at practice soon.

ferryg: What do you think the Penguins will do to address the backup goaltending situation?

Shelly Anderson: In their minds, they have addressed it. Rookie Jeff Zatkoff -- we have a story about him in today's Post-Gazette -- is going to be the backup until or unless he proves he can't handle that role. Marc-Andre Fleury will get a bigger share of starts then he would have if Tomas Vokoun were available. If this arrangement doesn't work, perhaps the Penguins would look at adding another goalie. He almost assuredly would come from outside the organization.

Guest: Will Pens burn a year on young Maatta or wait until game 9. Wondered about Maatta's teammate for 2 years in SWB , Harrington

Shelly Anderson: The Penguins might well return Olli Maatta to his junior club, the London Knights, before the first year of his entry-level contract kicks in. It seems that he will stay here at least until Kris Letang returns from injury. It's a shame that the rules don't allow Maatta to play in the AHL this season. He's ready to turn pro, and if he can't stick in the NHL all season, the AHL would have been a great alternative. Scott Harrington is going that route now, as he's with Wilkes-Barre/Scranton.

Simon: Will Pitt burn a year off Maatta's Entry level contract or wait until GM 9. What about Maatta's old teammate Harrington in SWB also from London. Reid McNeil another SWB defence is also from London....trend here me thinks.

Shelly Anderson: Looks as if your original question wasn't complete the first time you submitted it. Reid McNeill had a setback because of a concussion last season. He's not a name you hear tossed around, but that's probably only because of the depth on defense in this organization. The London Knights are a top-notch junior franchise.

Bev: What is the report about James Neal?

Shelly Anderson: There hasn't been a definitive update. It's possible he's dealing with something like a shoulder injury that he aggravated in the season opener. Coach Dan Bylsma said it looks like a matter of weeks more than a matter of days, but he has not given the "post further evaluation" update yet. Neal has been around the team, but no word on when he might start skating.

Guest: what if Letang's out for longer than the 9-game exception for Maatta?

Shelly Anderson: The Penguins will have to decide, and how Maatta plays will help determine that. There's no indication that Letang will be out long-term, though, and that's probably not the only factor in Maatta's future.

Simon: The Pens do stock top end defenders like no other team.

Shelly Anderson: Yes, but that's not necessarily a game plan. General manager Ray Shero has often said it's best to stock up on the best available assets (a word he likes to use) because they provide a team with flexibility -- those players can develop within your system or be traded for other needs.

Max: Chances of Martin replacing Disco Dan

Shelly Anderson: Not sure why anyone at this point would think that Dan Bylsma is going anywhere. He got a big vote of confidence and a contract extension, even after the sweep by Boston. So why would the Penguins put their coach in a tough situation by bringing in an assistant who is waiting in the wings and breathing down Dan's neck? I don't see that kind of creative tension as Ray Shero's m.o.

Guest: What do you think of the Pens defensive work so far? Seems better in the first two games than it was for a lot of last season. Rob Scuderi making a big difference already?

Shelly Anderson: It has been very good -- although you can't overlook the fact that their first two opponents are far from being offensive juggernauts. I will have a story in the Tuesday Post-Gazette on Matt Niskanen, and in the interview for that story we talked a lot about the emphasis on defense. Specifically, I've liked the way the defensemen are collapsing around the Penguins crease and keeping it clear of loose pucks and rebounds. Niskanen also talked about not "cheating" to try to get things going in transition. Re-signing such a solid defensive guy such as Rob Scuderi was a great move.

Matty: I feel it will be foolish for the Pens to retain Maatta. If he isnt going to get decent minutes on the big club why keep him, especially since we have capable guys down in WBS knocking at the door.

Shelly Anderson: It wouldn't be foolish if he's going to play, though. The question would be, where? Who comes out of the lineup? We'll see if the other defensemen stay healthy in the short term. If the Penguins are really enamored of Maatta and believe he will be better served in the NHL than back in juniors, they also could trade a defenseman. If I had to guess, though, I'd say Maatta will end up back in London.

Matty: Is it just me, or has Bortuzzo added a little offensive edge to his game in the off-season. He seems much more comfortable with the puck this year.

Shelly Anderson: Agreed. He hasn't lost his physical edge, and he's not going to be a high-scoring guy, but he seems to fit in better on a team where the defensemen have to be able to skate and move the puck.

Simon: Might not be the overall game plan but I see more pens scouts constantly across the OHL. They seem to be scouting the OHL more than any other NHL team from my watching them. Distance, proximity helps too with so much junior talent within driving distance and OHL has close to 30 games a week.

Shelly Anderson: Can't verify that, but it never hurts to have eyes on as many top draft-eligible players as possible.

Max: Isn't Martin known for good work with defense? Perhaps his influence on defense will be valuable getting better defense in front of Fleury. Penguins have too often been obsessed with offensive defensemen (In Max's humble opinion)

Shelly Anderson: Yes, he is. I'm not sure how much influence Jacques Martin has had, but his knowledge and background certainly can't hurt. I'm not sure I agree about them being obsessed with offensive defensemen, given players now or in recent seasons such as Brooks Orpik, Rob Scuderi, Hal Gill, Douglas Murray, Robert Bortuzzo, etc. With their talent up front, it's good to have defensemen who can join the rush and contribute offensively, but all of them need to be able to skate, defend and get the puck to the forwards in this system.

Shelly Anderson: Looks like we're about out of time. We'll be back next Monday. Please join us then. And for those so inclined, enjoy the Pirates baseball game today.
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Penguins notebook: Lemieux charity race draws Bylsma, others
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Pam Panchak/Post-Gazette

Chris Kunitz moves with the puck past the defense of the Buffalo Sabres' Brian Flynn in a 4-1 victory Saturday at Consol Energy Center. Kunitz scored on a penalty shot in the win.
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By Shelly Anderson / Pittsburgh Post-Gazette 

Dan Bylsma lined up alongside nearly 5,000 others to run in the Penguins 6.6K race Sunday morning. He wore bib No. 3,216.

The Penguins coach is a regular runner, but rarely times himself. He didn't catch his time for the race.

"I didn't see where the timer was when I was going across the line," he said. "I just heard Dan Potash [of Root Sports] yelling in my ear."

It turns out Bylsma ran the 6.6 kilometers, or 4.1 miles, in 32 minutes, 34 seconds. Penguins assistant general manager Jason Botterill finished in 34:39. Assistant coach Tony Granato ran, but he had registered as a walker so his time was not recorded.

The men's winner was Josh Simpson, 28, of Morgantown, W.Va., in 20:33. The women's winner was Erin Kling, 22, of Pittsburgh, in 25:12. Proceeds benefit the Penguins Foundation and the Mario Lemieux Foundation.

"I don't know what I expected the turnout to be, but to have around 5,000 runners and to run the race, I thought it was pretty amazing," said Bylsma, who afterward was on the ice at Consol Energy Center to run practice. "I did everything I could not to sprint out of the gate. It almost inspires me to maybe try the half marathon, but I'm not going to go too far."

Race participants and volunteers were invited into the arena to watch practice.

Kunitz's comparison

They're considered pretty much the same thing, an in-game penalty shot and a shootout attempt, both pitting one skater against a goaltender with no other players on the ice.

Chris Kunitz thinks there are a couple of differences.

The Penguins winger scored on a penalty shot Saturday in the third period of a 4-1 win against Buffalo by deking at the last second and shooting the puck off the body of Sabres goaltender Jhonas Enroth.

Kunitz was awarded the penalty shot when he got hauled down near the net on a breakaway, and that underscores one of the differences, he said. Before a shootout, while the center of the ice is being resurfaced, players are on the bench, getting a breather and a chance to double-check their sticks and skates.

"During the game, you don't have that break in between," Kunitz said. "You're a little winded because you must have been on a breakaway to get the penalty shot. So you take your time. I tried to take as much time as I could before they started it."

It could've been worse

Winger Dustin Jeffrey said he knew he had a problem with his lower teeth after he fell and hit what appeared to be the back of linemate Chuck Kobasew's skate in the win against Buffalo.

"It wasn't as bad as I first thought," Jeffrey said. "There are little chips."

Jeffrey left the game only briefly, and he participated as normal Sunday in practice. He said he will have a little dental work, getting those chipped areas smoothed out.

Common bonds

It would seem like a nice fit. Penguins goaltender Marc-Andre Fleury and new team assistant Jacques Martin are French-Canadian, and Martin is a former goalie.

Not that Martin would undermine Fleury's relationship with Mike Bales, who is in his first season as the Penguins goaltending coach, but it would seem logical that Martin and Fleury would broach their common ground.

Or maybe not.

"We've talked, but not really about the goalie position," Fleury said recently.

Fleury's previous position coach, Gilles Meloche, also was French-Canadian, and the two usually spoke their native language.

"It's just easy, comfortable," Fleury said.

Bales is not French, but Fleury's English is fine.

"We get along great," Fleury said. "The communication is great. There's not an issue there."

Fleury figures if he gets around to having a goaltending conversation with Martin, it will be to get a historical perspective.

"It might be interesting to see what it was like when he played," Fleury said.

Tip-ins

Defenseman Kris Letang, who is believed to have a knee injury, and winger Matt D'Agostini, who has an unspecified injury, skated before practice. Letang could get back to practice soon and D'Agostini is on course to return to practice next week. ... Center Sidney Crosby took a career-high 41 faceoffs Saturday. He won 24 (59 percent). "The whistles. All the whistles," he said. "It has nothing to do with having a hot hand. It was just one of those games where there were a lot of whistles, you get a lot of faceoffs and I ended up taking some. I didn't realize it was that many. There were just so many stoppages." ... The Penguins have a scheduled day off today.

Shelly Anderson: shanderson@post-gazette.com, 412-263-1721 and Twitter @pgshelly.
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Zatkoff confident he can fill Vokoun's role for Penguins
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Peter Diana/Post-Gazette

Jeff Zatkoff could be looking up at his first start this weekend when the Penguins have back-to-back games in Florida.
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Penguins notebook: Lemieux charity race draws Bylsma, others

By Shelly Anderson / Pittsburgh Post-Gazette 

Bringing in an experienced goaltender to back up Marc-Andre Fleury while Tomas Vokoun is out certainly was a viable option for the Penguins. At least a few are looking for work.

That might still be a path the team chooses, if things don't fall right.

It says something, though, that coach Dan Bylsma and general manager Ray Shero are willing, even eager, to let rookie Jeff Zatkoff get his NHL initiation under this set of circumstances.

Vokoun will be out at least through the end of the calendar year, for as long as he is on blood-thinners. That's a standard medicinal follow-up to a blood clot issue. He had a procedure to dissolve a blood clot last month.

Zatkoff's next appearance in an NHL game will be his first. A good guess as to when is a game in the coming weekend, when the Penguins have their first set of back-to-back games, at Florida and Tampa Bay.

"Anytime you get that vote of confidence shown from the coach and from the GM, that's nice," he said. "I've still got to perform.

"I know what my role is here. I know what I've got to do. I'm confident that I can come in and play well when I need to play and take care of business."

Zatkoff, 26, signed with the organization as a free agent in July 2012. In 46 games with American Hockey League affiliate Wilkes-Barre/Scranton last season, he went 26-20 with a 1.96 goals-against average and a .920 save percentage.

Bylsma, who used the word "spectacular" to describe Zatkoff's performance in training camp, got to see a lot of Zatkoff during the NHL lockout that pushed the start of last season to January.

"The thing I like about him is his battle in the net," Bylsma said Sunday after practice at Consol Energy Center. "He's strong, solid and compact for first shots, but his ability to battle on second chances -- and, in particular, east-west plays, to push across [the goal line] and be able to make that type of save -- has been really impressive.

"You see it in practice ... that explosive push and being able to make a save on what looks like a very, very good scoring chance."

Zatkoff was one of six goaltenders on the roster at the start of training camp. He was still there when that got pared to three, and moved up to the No. 2 spot after Vokoun's medical situation arose.

That means Zatkoff has spent several weeks facing NHL talent, including a few elite Penguins players.

"It's a great experience for me to skate with all those guys, some of the best in the league," he said. "To be able to see those shots on a daily basis only makes you better at reading releases."

For the past couple of weeks, Zatkoff has been one of just two goaltenders in practice, so he is facing shots in every drill, every situation.

"That's good not only from a conditioning standpoint, but it makes you a better goalie taking that caliber of shot every day," he said. "The longer you're up here, the more it's a norm. It becomes a normal shot, normal speed for you. I think I've been here long enough now that the game has kind of slowed down a little bit for me."

Zatkoff, a third-round draft pick by Los Angeles in 2006, played three years of college hockey at Miami of Ohio, spent a season in the ECHL and then the past four in the AHL.

The 6-foot-2, 179-pounder has discovered one virtue that is vital for a goalie wanting to advance in his career.

"I think you can look at our lineup and see that we have some great players," Zatkoff said. "All those guys, if you're not patient or you guess just a split-second too early, you're not stopping the puck. Patience is such a big thing as you move higher up."

The Penguins, too, seem willing to show some patience with their backup goalie spot by giving Zatkoff a shot, even if they are modifying the game plan a bit.

Bylsma had planned to have Fleury start about 60 percent of the games, which would be around 49 of the 82, with Vokoun starting the other 40 percent. Now, Fleury is expected to get a bigger share of the starts with Zatkoff as his backup.

There does not seem to be a goalie in the organization behind Zatkoff that the Penguins would be keen on bringing up anytime soon. Eric Hartzell, signed out of Quinnipiac last spring, is a promising prospect. He is with Wilkes-Barre. But he has not played a pro game at any level and was not the starter Saturday in Wilkes-Barre's season opener.

So barring a change of heart on the part of Penguins management about acquiring a goaltender outside the organization, it's Zatkoff's job to lose.

"I've seen we have back-to-backs coming up, but I'm not worried about that too much," Zatkoff said. "When my number's called to go in, especially that first game, it will be very exciting for me, but nothing's going to change. It's hockey. It's going to be the same routine I've always done."

Shelly Anderson: shanderson@post-gazette.com, 412-263-1721 and Twitter @pgshelly.
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Penguins top Sabres, 4-1, for second win in a row
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Pam Panchak/Post-Gazette

Goalie Marc-Andre Fleury blocks a shot by the Buffalo Sabres on Saturday at Consol Energy Center.

Goalie Marc-Andre Fleury blocks a shot by the Buffalo Sabres on Saturday at Consol Energy Center. 

Robert Bortuzzo controls the puck under tight defense by Buffalo's Zemgus Girgensons on Saturday. 

Brandon Sutter battles with Drew Stafford of the Buffalo Sabres on Saturday night at Consol Energy Center. 

Buffalo's Brian Flynn puts pressure on Chris Kunitz during the game Saturday at Consol Energy Center. 
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Game highlights from Empty Netters

Penguins notebook: Bennett expected to return to right wing

On the Penguins: Who can contend for the hardware?

By Dave Molinari / Pittsburgh Post-Gazette 

Chances are the Penguins won't put in a rush order for a new banner to celebrate this accomplishment.

It's not likely to take away any luster from the Stanley Cup, the conference championships and division titles they've earned in the past 18 years, either.

Nonetheless, the Penguins' 4-1 victoryx Saturday night against Buffalo at Consol Energy Center did have some historical significance: It marked the first time they have won their first two home games in a season since 1995.

"No way," goalie Marc-Andre Fleury said. "I didn't know that."

Not many people did. Or would have guessed, for that matter.

"With all the [good] teams we've had here, that's surprising," Fleury said. "Feels good, though."

It should, because the Penguins have earned their two victories with pretty solid, responsible efforts.

"There's no doubt we can improve and execute a little bit better," center Sidney Crosby said. "But I think our work ethic and our commitment to playing defense has been there, and that's allowed us to win some games."

And nearly made it possible for Fleury and his teammates to carve out another niche in the franchise record book.

For while they have not opened a season with consecutive shutouts since entering the NHL in 1967, that nearly changed Saturday.

Fleury, who recorded a 3-0 shutout against New Jersey in the opener last Thursday, looked as if he would hold the Sabres goal-less, as well, until Thomas Vanek knocked a puck out of the air and past him at 15:06 of the third period.

"It's a little bit [disappointing]," Fleury said. "I don't think I've had two straight shutouts, either, so it would have been nice to get those, but you can't be selfish."

The Sabres, who have played three times in four days, have put together a few striking numbers of their own in the first week of the season. None are positive.

Buffalo has started a season with three regulation losses in a row for the first time, has failed to convert any of 13 power plays and has manufactured a total of two -- count 'em, two -- goals in 180 minutes.

Pretty tough to win when you're averaging two-thirds of a goal per game. Almost as difficult as it is to lose when you're allowing an average of one-half per game.

But even though the Sabres didn't manufacture many shots, Fleury had to make a few quality stops, including a couple when the outcome wasn't certain.

At 4:10 of the first period, he denied Cory Hodgson on a redirection and then, with 70 seconds to go before the intermission, rejected a turning shot in front by Drew Stafford.

The Penguins played without defenseman Kris Letang and right winger James Neal, and the Sabres were missing a big name, too, as goalie Ryan Miller did not dress because of an undisclosed injury.

Whether Miller could have had an impact on the outcome is debatable, though, because Sabres goaltender Jhonas Enroth played well and made several excellent stops to prevent the Penguins, who spent much of the game in the Buffalo zone, from putting the game out of reach long before it ended.

"When we put our mind to playing in their end, you could see that we can keep them in there for long stretches, and obviously that's a good place to play," right winger Craig Adams said.

Still, Enroth could not stop them from building a two-goal advantage in the opening period.

Crosby gave the Penguins a 1-0 lead with his second goal of the season at 3:39 of the first, as he punched his own rebound past Enroth from the front lip of the crease.

At this point in his career, Crosby must enjoy seeing the Sabres even more than some of their most dedicated fans, considering he has at least one point in each of his past 15 games against them.

Chuck Kobasew deflected a Brandon Sutter shot by Enroth at 13:43 for his second goal in two games.

Enroth prevented Kobasew -- and everyone else -- from adding to the Penguins' lead until 10:09 of the third, when Chris Kunitz scored on a penalty shot to make it 3-0 and, after Vanek spoiled Fleury's shutout, Adams hit an empty net at 18:15 to give the Penguins their margin of victory.

And the 2-0 start on home ice that has eluded them for nearly two decades.

"We want to be really good here and make it tough on other teams," Crosby said. "Defensively, the way we're playing, I think we've frustrated a couple of teams here. That's what we wanted to do."

Dave Molinari: Dmolinari@Post-Gazette.com or Twitter @MolinariPG.
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Penguins top Buffalo Sabres, 4-1

By Shelly Anderson / Pittsburgh Post-Gazette 

For weeks, Beau Bennett was asked ad nauseam about switching from his natural position, right wing, to the left side, where he was expected to play for the Penguins alongside Evgeni Malkin or Brandon Sutter.

He insisted it doesn't really matter.

Now it really, really doesn't matter.

With James Neal out of the lineup for potentially an extended amount of time because of an unspecified upper-body injury, Bennett, 21, is expected to be one player, if not the main player, to fill in on Malkin's right wing. Jussi Jokinen on the left side, Malkin and Bennett was the combination primarily used on that second line Saturday night against Buffalo at Consol Energy Center.

"I've been playing left for a while now, so it's just kind of getting back in the swing of things on the right side," Bennett, a right-handed shot, said. "There's really not that much difference, especially with a smart guy like Jussi.

"When we come back in the zone, if he's on my side, I'll stay on his and whatnot. We're kind of all over the place, reading off of each other. For the most part, it's pretty much the same."

Playing with an elite, creative player such as Malkin has its challenges, regardless of which side a winger is stationed. Malkin and Neal have developed a strong rapport.

"When you see [Neal] playing on that side, they're always supporting each other no matter where it is on the ice," Bennett said. "You want to develop that chemistry, that trust, and it will only get better with time."

Bennett and Jokinen have often played on the second power-play unit and already know each others' tendencies.

"We talk quite a bit," Bennett said. "He's a smart guy. You just have to read and react to what he's doing."

There was no update on Neal, who is out on a week-to-week basis.

Letang skating again

Penguins defenseman Kris Letang skated on his own briefly before the team's game-day skate, his first time on the ice since he got what is believed to be a knee injury Sept. 27 in practice.

"I don't have an exact timetable on when he would return to practice for sure, but he's progressed real well," coach Dan Bylsma said. "I hope [his return to practice] is in the near future."

Letang is eligible to come off of injured reserve in time to play Tuesday against Carolina, but there is no indication of whether he will be ready for that game.

Winger Matt D'Agostini, who is on long-term injured reserve because of an unspecified injury, could be back to practice in less than two weeks.

"I'm looking for Matt probably about the 16th or the 18th -- we play [at Philadelphia] on the 17th," Bylsma said.

Sabres summon goalie

Around midnight Friday night, goaltender Matt Hackett was decompressing from a rough outing with the Rochester Americans, when he gave up six goals on 30 shots in an 8-1, season-opening loss to defending American Hockey League champion Grand Rapids.

"I was home, about to pass out," Hackett, 23, said.

He didn't expect his phone to ring, and especially not the call he got: The Sabres were summoning him to Pittsburgh because goalie Ryan Miller came out of a 1-0 loss to Ottawa that night with a minor injury.

"I never saw being called up after giving up six goals coming," Hackett said.

He drove from Rochester to Buffalo, and a driver brought him to Consol Energy Center in time for a Sabres optional morning skate.

"It's been a crazy night," he said after the skate.

Hackett dressed as Jhonas Enroth's backup against the Penguins. Miller reportedly had a sore groin, and coach Ron Rolston said his No. 1 goalie is expected to be back quickly.

Quick hits

The Penguins' only healthy scratch was defenseman Deryk Engelland. ... Defenseman Henrik Tallinder did not play. He was injured in the Ottawa game and could miss about a week, Rolston said. ... The Sabres are splitting their captaincy this season, with center Steve Ott wearing the "C" on the road and winger Thomas Vanek wearing it for home games.

Shelly Anderson: shanderson@post-gazette.com, 412-263-1721 and Twitter @pgshelly.
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On the Penguins: Who can contend for the hardware?
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Rebecca Droke/Post-Gazette

Marc-Andre Fleury was back in goal for the Penguins on opening night Thursday and gave thefans at Consol Energy Center reason to cheer. He shut out New Jersey, 3-0, for his 24th career shutout.
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By Dave Molinari / Pittsburgh Post-Gazette 

This game, at its heart, is really all about just one trophy.

Stands nearly three feet tall, weighs 341/2 pounds. Has a bit of a glow to it.

Over the decades, it has held everything from champagne to dog food, along with the dreams of countless players and fans.

Heck, it single-handedly has made the name Stanley cool.

But the Stanley Cup is not the NHL's only piece of hardware, as evidenced by the bounty of Art Ross trophies -- 14, at last count -- the Penguins have collected since the late 1980s.

Some individual awards, like the Calder and the Vezina, are infused with the game's heritage; others, such as the Mark Messier Leadership Award, haven't been around long enough to collect more than a thin layer of dust while resting on their recipients' mantels.

Here's a look at trophies for which Penguins players are expected to contend in 2013-14.

Hart (League MVP)

Candidates: Sidney Crosby, Evgeni Malkin.

What it will take: Expectations, as usual, are high for the Penguins, and if the team lives up to them, voters are likely to recognize the contributions of Crosby and/or Malkin, assuming they play a major role in the group's success.

Why it might not happen: There are lots of terrific talents in the league, including Jonathan Toews and Patrick Kane in Chicago, and if a high-profile player -- say, Tampa Bay's Steven Stamkos -- carries his club to a better-than-anticipated season, he would be a worthy contender for the Hart.

Early-season favorite: Crosby.

Art Ross (Scoring champion)

Candidates: Crosby, Malkin.

What it will take: For Crosby, output like he had before a broken jaw forced him to miss the final quarter of last season probably would suffice. For Malkin, matching -- or exceeding -- the kind of production he generated en route to two previous Rosses could do it.

Why it might not happen: Crosby has proven capable of doing just about everything in recent seasons -- except staying healthy. If he can pull that off, however, Malkin might be hard-pressed to match his pace.

Early-season favorite: Crosby.

Norris (Best defenseman)

Candidate: Kris Letang.

What it will take: Keeping his offensive game at its current level, or even raising it, while exorcising some of his defensive-zone flaws.

Why it might not happen: Starting the season on injured-reserve when there are so many Norris-worthy defensemen in the league doesn't bode well for his chances.

Early-season favorite: Ryan Suter (Minnesota).

Rocket Richard (Goal-scoring champion)

Candidate: Malkin.

What it will take: Malkin already has a 50-goal season to his credit and losing linemate James Neal, a darkhorse Richard possibility before an unspecified injury forced him out of the lineup indefinitely, might actually pad Malkin's total by prompting him to shoot in some situations when he might otherwise have tried to set up Neal.

Why it might not happen: Although Malkin is a accomplished goal-scorer, there are a few other guys, Alex Ovechkin of Washington and Tampa Bay's Steven Stamkos prominent among them, who generally find the net even more often than he does.

Early-season favorite: Ovechkin.

Selke (Top defensive forward)

Candidate: Pascal Dupuis.

What it will take: Something just shy of divine intervention. Not because there are any soft spots in Dupuis' defensive work, including his strong penalty-killing, but because there's a group of perennial contenders for the award, and he's not one of them. Still, people whose attention is caught by his offensive numbers might look closely enough to notice the rest of his game.

Why it might not happen: Guys generally have to be Selke-worthy for about three years before they actually win the award, and that statute of limitations still is running for Dupuis.

Early-season favorite: Patrice Bergeron (Boston).

The week ahead

Tuesday: Carolina ... The Penguins didn't see former teammate Jordan Staal until the final game of the 2013 regular season. They won't have to wait nearly that long this time.

Friday: at Florida ... Seems like a waste to travel to south Florida at a time when the weather in Western Pennsylvania still is quite pleasant.

Saturday: at Tampa Bay ... Games against the Lightning just won't be the same after the departure of its captain and franchise cornerstone, Vincent Lecavalier.
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New hybrid icing rule pain to Penguins' Glass

Hard-hitting forward dislikes change, pressure it puts on linesmen
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Tanner Glass and Jaromir Jagr fight for the puck Thursday at Consol Energy Center.
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Game insights from Empty Netters

By Shelly Anderson / Pittsburgh Post-Gazette 

If anyone was looking for a classic example of a one-on-one race that illustrates the NHL's new hybrid icing rule, they might be tempted to watch footage from the third period of the Penguins game Thursday against New Jersey.

A pass by Craig Adams in his offensive zone bypassed everyone and headed toward the corner in the far end. Linemate Tanner Glass took off in pursuit of the puck. It became a sprint between him and Devils defenseman Peter Harrold.

Previously, the two would have chased until one touched the puck. Now, it was a matter of a linesman determining which player would reach the puck first, based on their positioning at the nearest faceoff dot. Because the players were side-by-side, that made it a race to the left dot.

There was just one flaw in the presentation of the play, as Glass saw it: He gained on, then moved slightly ahead of, Harrold before the two got to the dot, yet Harrold was ruled the "winner," and the Penguins were charged with icing.

--------------------------------------------------------------------------------

Scouting report

•Matchup: 

Penguins vs. Buffalo Sabres, 7:08 p.m. today, Consol Energy Center.

•TV, Radio: 

Root Sports; WXDX-FM (105.9).

•Probable goaltenders: 

Marc-Andre Fleury for Penguins. Jhonas Enroth for Sabres.

•Penguins: 

Won season opener, 3-0, against New Jersey. ... Chris Kunitz had 1 goal, 4 points in 3 games vs. Sabres last season. ... Sidney Crosby has 12 goals, 32 points in 22 career games vs. Buffalo, Evgeni Malkin 9 goals, 31 points in 21games.

•Sabres: 

Lost, 2-1, to Detroit in opener and played Ottawa Friday. ... Were 2-1 vs. Penguins last season with 11-7 goal edge. ... Were 3-5-1 in second of back-to-back games last season, with one of the wins vs. Penguins.

•Hidden stat: 

Dating to last season, the Penguins are 16-2 in their past 18 home games.

--------------------------------------------------------------------------------

That gave the puck to New Jersey for a faceoff in the Penguins end, and Penguins coach Dan Bylsma used his only timeout to give the players on the ice a breather because they are not allowed to change after an icing. That underscored Glass' hatred of the new rule.

"There you go. Right there," Glass said Friday after the Penguins practiced at Consol Energy Center.

It was the 12th and final icing call in the Thursday game. There no doubt will be icing plays tonight when Buffalo visits Consol Energy Center.

Glass' take: Play on. Dump the hybrid icing, which was adopted just before the regular season after the NHL and the NHL Players Association voted it in. Glass was firmly on the dissenting side.

"It's a tough call for the linesman," Glass said. "He's on the other side of the ice. He doesn't have the angle to get there. The play happens fast. He's got to go from his position on the blue line down to the goal line to get a good angle on that. He doesn't have the angle.

"He sees it as a tie, but I'm clearly ahead. That's one of the reasons I voted against it. It's too much responsibility for the linesman. I don't blame the guy. He's doing his best. It's just not the right call."

Glass was told that a tie goes to the defenseman, but that didn't console him because he felt he beat Harrold to the dot. He wasn't the only one.

"Our guy got to the puck first, probably was leading at the dot, but the linesman has to make the judgment call at the dot," Bylsma said. "So be it."

The hybrid icing rule is meant to forestall injuries, perhaps major ones, that can or might happen when players chasing the puck at high speeds collide along the end boards. Glass isn't buying it.

"It annoys me. It really does," he said. "There's no reason to change it. A couple of guys got hurt. That's it. We get paid really well to play this game. You can probably count those injuries on one hand or two hands.

"I know it's a dangerous part of the game, but that's the game we play. It's a man's game. We don't need to be putting more responsibility in the linesmen's hands and making unnecessary rules to make it safe."

It's not as if Glass, a fourth-line player, is the type of guy to shy from the physical aspects, either. Grit is high on his job description.

Outside of his disgust over the icing ruling, Glass had a satisfying opener. One accomplishment apparently was getting under the skin of New Jersey's Ryane Clowe, another gritty player.

Late in the first period, Glass hit Devils defenseman Bryce Salvador in the corner -- near the boards, but not into them, a clean hit with no penalty called. That induced Clowe to confront Glass, and the two fought.

"You see a hit. Didn't know if it was clean or not," Clowe said. "I knew who it was. It was Glass, obviously. I don't usually like when guys take liberties or hit that way."

That's OK with Glass.

"Anytime I'm being physical, you're going to draw attention," he said. "I got a good hit on Salvador, and Clowe took exception. He's a good, honest player and a tougher player, too. I don't mind that at all. I think it's part of our game -- a necessary part of our game."

Glass had four hits, two blocked shots and an assist. Last season, his first with the Penguins, it took until the 41st game for him to get a point, an assist. He finished with one goal, one assist in 48 games in the lockout-shortened season.

"That's how it goes," he said. "My game doesn't change much from night to night and from year to year. Two years ago in Winnipeg, I had a point [an assist] in the second game of the season, and this year the first game of the season. It's nice to get that one early, but it's just a number, and nothing changes on my part."

Shelly Anderson: shanderson@post-gazette.com, 412-263-1721 and Twitter @pgshelly.
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October 5, 2013 12:08 am

Rebecca Droke/Post-Gazette

James Neal will leave a void on Evgeni Malkin's right side.
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New hybrid icing rule pain to Penguins' Glass

By Shelly Anderson / Pittsburgh Post-Gazette 

Throughout Penguins training camp, there was a question of whether Jussi Jokinen or Beau Bennett would earn a shot at playing on the line centered by Evgeni Malkin.

Turns out, they might both be there, at least for a chunk of the season.

James Neal, a fixture as Malkin's right winger, is dealing with an unspecified injury that has rendered his status "more week-to-week than it is day-to-day," according to coach Dan Bylsma Friday, although Bylsma prefaced that by noting that Neal needs further medical evaluation before a firm timetable can be established.

Neal, a sniper who has a 40-goal season on his resume and great rapport with Malkin, missed practice Wednesday and the game-day skate Thursday because of his injury, which, at that point, was considered minor. Neal was in the lineup for season opener, a 3-0 home win Thursday night against New Jersey, but left in the first period after aggravating the injury.

Beginning tonight, when the Penguins meet Buffalo at Consol Energy Center, Jokinen and Bennett are expected to flank Malkin, although speedy Chuck Kobasew also could see time on Malkin's right wing, and Malkin -- a former NHL scoring champion and MVP -- might be used in other combinations at times, Bylsma said.

Bylsma readily admits no one on the roster will flat-out replace Neal.

"When you think about Evgeni's line, [Neal] is a staple on the right," Bylsma said. "They go together, how they play together and what James does in support of [Malkin]. Obviously, that's not going to be there."

Neither does Bylsma want or expect Bennett or whoever plays on that line to try to replicate Neal's game.

"I don't think anybody going into that spot should be thinking about playing or doing what James does," Bylsma said. "They have to play their own game. It's going to be a different dynamic for that line and for [Malkin]."

Jokinen, 30, surpassed Bennett in the preseason competition to play on Malkin's left wing.

"Jussi, as a smart player, has a good understanding of how to play with a real skilled player," Bylsma said. "He's shown that. He's going to continue to get that opportunity."

Bennett, 21, lacks a ton of NHL experience but has skill and has added a measure of physical play this season.

"Beau's going to get an opportunity," Bylsma said. "It may be a mixture of Beau and Chuck Kobasew, who has a different element of speed."

Crosby and faceoffs

Center Sidney Crosby not only tore up the faceoff circles Thursday, winning 15 of 22 draws (68.2 percent), but he also surpassed 5,000 career faceoff wins. He is 5,011-4,648 (51.9 percent).

That wasn't something he was tracking.

"Faceoffs are important, but it's kind of always about the next one that you've got to win," he said. "I don't think it really matters about the ones you have won."

Crosby won 45.5 percent of his faceoffs as a rookie in 2005-06, although he spent a significant amount of that season as a winger on Mario Lemieux's line. For the past six seasons, he has been better than 50 percent, with a high of 55.9 percent in 2009-10. He won 54.3 percent last season.

Crosby sometimes is sent onto the ice specifically to take a faceoff and then exit, particularly in some short-handed situations. He feels strongest when he's taking a draw on his backhand.

While eclipsing 5,000 faceoff wins caught him by surprise, he zeroed in on the fact that he has taken nearly 10,000.

"I think that's the cool part, to think that I've taken that many faceoffs," he said.

Adams one up on Dupuis

There was a time when Penguins wingers Craig Adams and Pascal Dupuis had played the same number of NHL games.

"We were tied until three years ago, but I had a baby," Dupuis recalled of missing a game in the 2010-11 season. Neither has missed a game since.

So, one game after Adams played in his 800th game, Dupuis will do so tonight. He's proud of reaching that round number.

"Sure. Especially with being undrafted, 800 is pretty good," Dupuis, 34, said.

Adams celebrated No. 800 with a goal against New Jersey. It remains to be seen if Dupuis can match it.

Shelly Anderson: shanderson@post-gazette.com, 412-263-1721 and Twitter @pgshelly.
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Injury could keep Penguins right winger James Neal out for weeks
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Peter Diana/Post-Gazette

James Neal

James Neal 

James Neal brings the puck up ice in a drill on the first day of Penguins training camp earlier this year. 
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By Shelly Anderson / Pittsburgh Post-Gazette 

Penguins right winger James Neal could be out for an extended amount of time because of an injury.

Coach Dan Bylsma said today that while Neal needs more medical evaluation for a firm timetable to be set, he appears closer to being out week-to-week than day-to-day.

Neal missed practice Wednesday and the team's game-day skate Thursday because of the problem but was in the lineup that night in the season opener.

He left the game in the first period, and Bylsma said it was an aggravation of the same issue, which he did not specify.

Neal, who has a 40-goal season on his resume, will likely be replaced by Beau Bennett on a forward line with center Evgeni Malkin and left winger Jussi Jokinen.

Those three practiced together today.

Shelly Anderson: shanderson@post-gazette.com or 412-263-1721. Twitter: @pgshelly.
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Fleury shines as Penguins blank Devils in season opener, 3-0
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Marc-Andre Fleury stops a penalty shot by New Jersey's Adam Henrique in the third period.

Marc-Andre Fleury stops a penalty shot by New Jersey's Adam Henrique in the third period. 

The Penguins' Evgeni Malkin and the Devils' Peter Harrold battle for the puck in the first period. 

Amber Carlin of Mars has a Pens logo airbrushed on her cheek before the begininning of the Penguins season opener against the New Jersey Devils at Consol Energy Center. 

The Penguins' Tanner Glass and the Devils' Ryane Clowe fight during the first period. 

The Penguins' Tanner Glass battles for the puck against the Devils' Jaromir Jagr in the first period. 

Sidney Crosby shoots and scores during the first period. 
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Penguins notebook: Jagr candidly reflects on early years here

By Dave Molinari / Pittsburgh Post-Gazette 

None of this is new for Marc-Andre Fleury.

Not really.

After all, he had won 249 games before the Penguins' 3-0 victory against New Jersey in the regular-season opener Thursday night at Consol Energy Center and had recorded 23 shutouts.

But, at this juncture in his career, after losing his starting job during the Penguins' playoff run this past spring, Fleury needed a quality performance.

To start to convince the many fans who have come to doubt him.

To begin to persuade any teammates who might have wondered privately whether he still can be a difference-maker.

And, perhaps most of all, to remind himself just what he is capable of doing.

Which he did by stopping all 27 shots the Devils threw at him, including a penalty shot by Adam Henrique with less than four minutes to play in regulation.

"That was certainly a good start," Penguins coach Dan Bylsma said. "He was excellent tonight."

Especially in the third period, when the penalty-shot save on Henrique was the sequel to a behind-the-back stop he made on Travis Zajac less than four minutes earlier.

"We probably make him work harder than he needed to, especially at the end," center Sidney Crosby said.

"But those were some beauties."

Fleury's rejection of Henrique with his right-leg pad was testimony to his anticipation and reactions; the stop on Zajac reflected how fortune broke his way at times.

Zajac's shot hit the right post, bounced off Fleury's back and was dropping toward the goal line when Fleury thrust his glove behind the back -- "I just tried to reach as quick as possible back there," he said -- and had the puck settle into it.

"That's going to be ESPN top 10, for sure," Devils right winger Jaromir Jagr said. "He was lucky, he didn't even know he did it."

Fleury, who volunteered that "I've seen shutouts broken too often" by late goals of dubious pedigree, seemed visibly relieved and satisfied with how the game played out, although his words afterward were tempered.

"I'm happy to be in there and get a win," he said. "It's a long season, though.

"This one is done, and I'm looking forward to playing the next one."

Although the Penguins were ragged at times -- heck, it occasionally looked as if they hadn't played a game that counted in months -- their only major negative was that right winger James Neal left the game in the first period because of an unspecified injury that had forced him to sit out the game-day skate.

"It's more a situation [where] we didn't want to aggravate it in the first game of the season," Bylsma said.

Losing Neal for an extended period would be a major blow to the Penguins, but they were able to overcome his absence for at least one night.

They even got a goal from blue-collar winger Craig Adams, who filled Neal's spot on Evgeni Malkin's right side at times.

Adams closed out the scoring at 11:42 of the third, taking a cross-ice feed from Malkin and beating Devils goalie Cory Schneider with a wrist shot from above the right hash mark.

"I told [Neal] after the game that I know now that when you have [Malkin] passing you the puck, it's not that hard," Adams said, with a wide smile.

Adams' goal sealed the victory, but the Penguins had been in front most of the game after getting goals from Chuck Kobasew and Crosby in the opening period.

Kobasew, signed as a free agent Wednesday, scored the winner at 9:26 as he punched a Brandon Sutter rebound past Schneider, and Crosby scored from the left circle at 12:19.

And then the spotlight shifted to Fleury, who turned aside 21 shots over the final two periods and seemed to grow visibly more confident with each stop he made.

Not, his teammates insisted, that Fleury -- or anyone else -- should be questioning what he can contribute.

"For us, it doesn't really change anything," Adams said. "We have a lot of confidence in [Fleury]. We have had.

"I've had confidence in him the whole way through. I was really happy for him because he's taken a lot of heat, but we know what kind of a goalie he is.

"I have a Stanley Cup ring, probably, because of that guy. He'll always be a great goalie to me."

Dave Molinari: dmolinari@post-gazette.com. Twitter: @molinariPG.
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Jaromir Jagr battles with Tanner Glass for a puck in the first period. In a candid interview before the game, the former Penguin admitted he might have been a little self-centered early in his career here.
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Game highlights from Empty Netters

By Shelly Anderson / Pittsburgh Post-Gazette 

In a candid, introspective interview -- one punctuated by frequent smiles and laughter -- winger Jaromir Jagr admitted he might have been a tad self-centered early in his career with the Penguins.

Jagr was at Consol Energy Center for the season opener between his new team, the New Jersey Devils, and the Penguins. The Devils are considered a buttoned-down franchise, a reflection of team president and general manager Lou Lamoriello.

"I knew there were strict rules and everybody has to follow it," Jagr said after the Devils game-day skate. "I don't mind it at all. Maybe it would be different for me 15 years ago, but, right now, I agree with that.

"Whatever Lou tries to do, he wants everybody to feel important on the team, even the guys on the fourth line, the same as the players on the first line."

Perhaps Jagr, 41 and a future Hall of Famer, has grown more conservative. Or maybe he has matured.

"People think differently when they are younger," he said. "I'm not saying everybody, but I think you're more selfish when you're younger, especially if there is pressure on you and you have to produce.

"You want to be treated differently. At least, that's the way I was, I guess. Now I see I was wrong."

Jagr has been booed regularly when he plays here since he was traded away in 2001, but he seems to harbor no ill will against those fans.

"They always loved the Steelers. Now, they love the Pirates. Mario [Lemieux] brought the fans for hockey," he said. "I never really had any issues with the fans. They supported us so well over the years I was here. We made the playoffs every year, so they were more excited about the hockey here. They're crazy sports fans, and that's good."

Jagr had no reaction when asked about a change in the Penguins locker room. Sometime between the Eastern Conference final, when Jagr and the Boston Bruins swept the Penguins, and the start of this season, a picture of Jagr that was part of a ring of honor above players' lockers was covered with a picture of another former star Penguins winger, Mark Recchi.

Jagr just shrugged it off.

Brodeur defends Fleury

Penguins goaltender Marc-Andre Fleury grew up admiring Martin Brodeur, and the Devils future Hall of Fame goaltender has taken notice of Fleury's much-documented playoff struggles the past few seasons.

Brodeur, who did not start a New Jersey opener for the first time in 19 years Thursday night, believes Fleury can regain the form that he had in helping the Penguins win the 2009 Stanley Cup.

"I like the way he plays," Brodeur said. "I like his style of play and everything. I think it's always a little tough when you don't perform as well as people think you can. Your expectations ... sometimes, it snowballs on you a little bit.

"It's unfortunate. I felt for him when it happened. He's a good friend of mine. But it's part of being a goalie. Consistency is a major thing. You can be good one year, but you need to be good every year. For him, I think it's that a little bit.

"He's shown that he's able to play well. You don't make two trips to the Stanley Cup finals because you should get pulled in a playoff series. ... It's an unfortunate situation for him. He'll get back on track."

Brodeur suggested that breakdowns in the Penguins' defensive play could have hindered Fleury.

"You can tell that how he explodes out of control sometimes," Brodeur said. "That means that he doesn't know what's going on, really. That means just moving as quickly as possible and getting himself out of position.

"When he had teams that were maybe a little more tight, you don't have to make these types of saves, so it doesn't get into you. I've played on teams like that. It got chaotic. At one point, you're losing yourself in there, and it just kind of snowballs and you can't play your game.

"Maybe that's what happened to him."

NHL milestone for Adams

The fact that the game Thursday night was the 800th in the NHL for Penguins winger Craig Adams, 36, snuck up on him.

"I forgot," he said, then smiled. "It's good. I think it's something to be proud of. It takes a long time. I guess it shows that I'm pretty old."

Tip-ins

Penguins right winger James Neal was in the lineup and took his regular spot beside Evgeni Malkin. He missed the game-day skate and practice Wednesday because of an unspecified injury. ... The Penguins' healthy scratches were center Joe Vitale and defenseman Deryk Engelland. ... The game was the Penguins' 287th sellout in a row, dating to Feb. 14, 2007. ... For October, the Penguins are wearing Hockey Fights Cancer stickers on their helmets.

The Post-Gazette's Seth Rorabaugh contributed. Shelly Anderson: shanderson@post-gazette.com, 412-263-1721 and Twitter @pgshelly.
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Penguins veteran Pascal Dupuis: "He's a guy who shows up every night."
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Penguins goalie Tomas Vokoun out three months, could miss season

Penguins notebook: Devils have new lineup, but same old style

Pens In-Game LIVE: Game updates

By Dave Molinari / Pittsburgh Post-Gazette 

Pascal Dupuis isn't the only guy in his mid-30s who will play in the NHL this winter.

Fact is, he's nowhere near the oldest.

Teemu Selanne, Jaromir Jagr, Ray Whitney, Daniel Alfredsson and Martin St. Louis, among others, were born well before Dupuis. All have been productive throughout their careers, and a few can safely begin fine-tuning their Hall of Fame induction speeches when they have a little free time.

Dupuis, who is 34 and will be skating alongside Sidney Crosby and Chris Kunitz on the Penguins' top line when they open the 2013-14 season against New Jersey at 7:08 p.m. today at Consol Energy Center, likely isn't destined for that kind of professional immortality.

He does, however, have a distinction that might be more rare: His play is improving, year-by-year at a point in his career when most of his peers feel fortunate to maintain, let alone upgrade, their performance level.

"I can support that," said assistant coach Tony Granato, who works with the forwards. "Absolutely."

Even if Dupuis' coaches and co-workers didn't, his statistics do.

Long valued mostly for his responsible defensive work, Dupuis has developed into a reliable scorer, too.

He has 39 even-strength goals over the past two seasons, more than all but five NHL players. That total includes 20 in 48 games last season -- right before he added another seven in 15 playoff appearances.

That came in the wake of a 25-goal season in 2011-12 that was his first with as many as 20 since 2002-03.

All without detracting from his defensive play and penalty-killing.

"He's a guy who shows up every night," Crosby said.

It wasn't so long ago that players, especially non-goalies, of Dupuis' vintage were something of a novelty in the NHL. Not coincidentally, that was back in the days when many, if not most, players believed the best hydration came in a mug, and considered "deep-fried" to be one of the major food groups.

In recent years, however, players have recognized that nutrition and conditioning are critical to extending their tenure in a lucrative line of work, and Dupuis has made a particularly strong commitment to them.

"He's just one of those guys who knows how to take care of himself, knows what it takes to be in the best shape to give him the best chance to be successful," Granato said.

Even though Dupuis all but recoils from the suggestion that he has been improving every year -- "I think my game is still evolving, but 'getting better' is a big word," he said -- he acknowledges that he has not gotten complacent.

"I feel like I'm still learning," he said. "I'm grabbing stuff from everybody that I think are the best in the game.

"Knowing the game a little more. Knowing my game better. Knowing the league. Knowing my own limitations. Knowing what I bring. That makes you a better player."

Of course, it doesn't hurt that Crosby is the guy feeding him pucks.

"He's been getting more consistent minutes with Sid and asked to be a little bit more of a contributor offensively than he maybe was three or four or five years ago," Granato said.

True enough, but Dupuis didn't draw that duty by winning a coin toss. He got an opportunity to work there because of his exceptional skating, his defensive diligence, a sound offensive skills set and some pretty terrific intangibles.

"He's a competitive guy," Crosby said. "He's hungry, and he works hard to get his success."

Dupuis' speed is his most conspicuous asset, and Granato regards skating as the foundation of both his effectiveness and longevity.

"He's a wonderful skater," Granato said. "I think that helps. Some guys, it takes a lot more effort to get up and down the ice.

"He's a natural skater. His speed is going to stay ... for a longer time than [for] most people his age."

There will, of course, come a time when age overtakes Dupuis, no matter how well he gets around the ice now.

Very little suggests that will happen soon, and the Penguins certainly don't seem to be expecting it after giving him a four-year contract worth $3.75 million annually in the offseason.

"In our minds, he's going to have three or four or five more good years because of how he takes care of himself and how he skates," Granato said.

"And what kind of player he is."

Dave Molinari: Dmolinari@Post-Gazette.com and Twitter @MolinariPG.
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New Jersey goalie Martin Brodeur, stopping a James Neal shot last season, won't be in his accustomed spot in the goal tonight in the season opener against the Penguins.
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By Dave Molinari / Pittsburgh Post-Gazette 

New Jersey and the Penguins have shared a division for much of the time since the Devils were transplanted from Colorado more than three decades ago.

In that time, New Jersey has taken a spot among the Penguins' most familiar -- and, at times, most formidable -- rivals.

But the Devils will have a somewhat different look when they visit Consol Energy Center tonight for the Penguins' season-opener.

The face of their franchise, future Hall of Fame goaltender Martin Brodeur, will be in the building, but not in his usual spot in the crease. Cory Schneider, acquired from Vancouver in June, is scheduled to start instead.

Brodeur recently missed four days of practice after the death of his father in Montreal, and the Devils plan to use him Friday in their own home opener. Sitting him against the Penguins, however, will end Brodeur's NHL-record run of 18 consecutive opening-night starts for the same franchise.

Although Brodeur has tormented the Penguins for years, left winger Chris Kunitz said, "Both of their goalies are top-notch, No. 1 guys who can shut you down" and "it will be a tough test, no matter who it is [in goal]."

New Jersey also will be without left winger Ilya Kovalchuk, a prolific goal-scorer now playing in his native Russia.

"He's obviously a unique player, a guy who can get close to 30 minutes a night [of ice time]," Kunitz said. "Regular nights, he's [logging] 25, 26. That's unheard of, for a forward to play that much.

"He's a dynamic player, in the way he can shoot the puck and the way he saw the game."

But, even with Brodeur on the bench and Kovalchuk across the Atlantic, Sidney Crosby suggested that not everything about the Devils -- who also added Penguins alum Jaromir Jagr to their roster over the summer -- will change.

"The personnel [is different], but the way that they play has always been pretty disciplined, no matter who has been there," Crosby said. "They always believe in their system. I'm expecting a team with a lot to prove."

Neal's status uncertain

James Neal, who plays right wing on the Penguins' No. 2 line, made a brief appearance on the ice before practice Wednesday, then departed and did not return. His status for the game tonight is not known.

Coach Dan Bylsma described Neal as "day-to-day" with an unspecified injury, which he said did not happen Wednesday on the ice.

Joe Vitale, who normally centers the fourth line, filled in for Neal alongside Jussi Jokinen and Evgeni Malkin during line rushes.

Kobasew signs contract

The Penguins tweaked their opening-night roster with a series of widely anticipated personnel moves.

Winger Chuck Kobasew, who attended training camp on a pro tryout, was signed to a one-year contract worth $550,000, and winger Matt D'Agostini was placed on Long-Term Injured Reserve.

"This is a great team," Kobasew said.

"I'm just looking to be a piece of the puzzle."

Also, winger Beau Bennett was recalled from their ECHL affiliate in Wheeling -- "Their camp hasn't really started yet, so I didn't have to worry about that," Bennett said, "I just go where I'm told." -- while forward Chris Conner and defenseman Harrison Ruopp were assigned to their American Hockey League team in Wilkes-Barre.

Bennett had been sent to the Nailers and Conner and Ruopp put on the major league roster Monday in maneuvers related to the NHL salary cap.

Kobasew and Bennett were linemates at practice Wednesday, flanking Brandon Sutter on the third line.

"We've had some practices together and played in one exhibition game," Kobasew said. "We're going to try to build some chemistry. I'll try to complement the two of them. I'm a simple player.

"[Sutter] is a big-body centerman, two-way guy. He's good in his own end, and Beau definitely brings more skill to the line. I think we all bring something different and hopefully, we can mesh."

Dave Molinari: Dmolinari@post-gazette.com and Twitter @MolinariPG.
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Penguins goaltender Tomas Vokoun makes a save against the Senators in the first period.
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Profile: Penguins' Vokoun no overnight sensation

By Dave Molinari / Pittsburgh Post-Gazette 

The prognosis, at least for Tomas Vokoun, is quite encouraging.

He had a procedure recently to dissolve a blood clot in his pelvis, but has been assured by the medical professionals treating him that he can do just about anything he wants.

Except to play hockey.

For a minimum of three months, and, perhaps, as many as six.

Which means the Penguins suddenly face the challenge of playing at least a half-season, and possibly much more, without one of the NHL's better backup goaltenders.

Vokoun reinforced his reputation as a No. 1-caliber goalie when he replaced Marc-Andre Fleury four games into the Penguins' opening-round playoff series in the spring and held onto the job through the Eastern Conference final. But with him removed from the mix for no fewer than three months, and perhaps forever, Jeff Zatkoff -- whose next save in an NHL regular-season game will be his first -- takes over as Fleury's partner.

And, according to general manager Ray Shero, will be allowed to prove whether he is worthy of retaining the job. There are, Shero said Wednesday, no front-burner plans to look outside the organization for someone to replace Vokoun.

"I want to go with the goaltending we have here and see how we do," he said. "Like with anything with your hockey team, you'll evaluate as you go."

Coach Dan Bylsma offered an effusive assessment of Zatkoff's performance in training camp -- "He's been spectacular. He's worked hard. He's made some great saves" -- but acknowledged that he likely will carry a lighter workload than Vokoun would have.

"There will be a different approach, in terms of the schedule and the games for the goaltenders, based on the fact that it's Jeff Zatkoff and not Tomas Vokoun," Bylsma said. "However, in this schedule, we do have a lot of games back-to-back.

"There will be a fair amount of games for Jeff Zatkoff to play. Instead of being a 60-40 split, it might be a little bit higher, in terms of Marc playing a few more games, but Jeff's still going to be counted on to go in and play, and some of those are going to be big games for us."

Vokoun's career has been put on hold because he is scheduled to continue taking blood thinners for at least the next three months.

"During this time, he's OK to work out, he's OK to do everything except play hockey," Shero said. "We'll evaluate this as we go along, but this obviously is not a short-term situation."

If, after three months, doctors conclude the blood thinners no longer are necessary, Vokoun will have the option to resume playing. If not, he will remain on the medication -- and off the ice -- for as long as the doctors deem prudent.

"Right now, I'm not thinking about my career or playing hockey," Vokoun said. "I'm more worried about long-term health."

Vokoun said this problem, which surfaced in an on-ice workout Sept. 21 at Consol Energy Center, is not related to a similar one he experienced seven years ago while playing for Nashville. That one, he said, was traced to medical treatments he received while doctors were trying to save his life after he had been badly burned as a young child.

"Even though it looks similar, the doctors think it's not necessarily tied together, that one happened because of the other," Vokoun said.

Shero and Vokoun said doctors have determined that the source of his problem is not genetic; if it were, he would have had to retire immediately.

"The good thing for him is, he can lead an active life and do the things he does," Shero said. "We'll see where it goes, and hope for the best for him, in the short term and the long term."

Dave Molinari: dmolinari@post-gazette.com. Twitter: @MolinariPG.
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Penguins recall winger Beau Bennett before Thursday game against New Jersey
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Beau Bennett, right, is congratulated by Tyler Kennedy after scoring in a game in March.
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By Dave Molinari / Pittsburgh Post-Gazette 

The Penguins have tweaked their roster in preparation for the 2013-14 season-opener Thursday night against the New Jersey Devils at Consol Energy Center.

Winger Beau Bennett, as expected, has been recalled from their ECHL affiliate in Wheeling and forward Chris Conner and defenseman Harrison Ruopp were assigned to their American Hockey League affiliate in Wilkes-Barre.

All three had been involved in salary-cap related moves Monday.

The Penguins also have placed winger Matt D'Agostini on injured-reserve.

Read more: http://www.post-gazette.com/stories/sports/penguins/penguins-recall-winger-beau-bennett-before-thursday-game-against-new-jersey-705797/#ixzz2hJhk5YdY

Claude Giroux: My 'confidence is not there' 

Lunch Break: Hail to the chief
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Claude Giroux is second on the team with 10 shots but has no goals to show for it. (AP)

Claude Giroux was quoting Bernie Parent.

“It’s a beautiful game,” he reminded reporters Tuesday. “You need to enjoy it. It feels like I’m not enjoying it right now. You go back to the basics. Start playing a little more physical. I don’t know. I’m sure I will figure it out.”

There are numerous reasons why the Flyers have just one victory through four games so far. There are many reasons why Craig Berube replaced Peter Laviolette.

Among the most obvious is that the club’s best forwards aren’t scoring. Sean Couturier, Jakub Voracek, Scott Hartnell, Wayne Simmonds …

And the Flyers’ No. 1, franchise player -- Giroux, the team captain -- has zero points, as well.

It’s not like he’s out of shape or dogging it, either. Giroux has 10 shots, tied for second-most on the club.

The prevailing thought is that his right hand, which required surgery in August to repair severed tendons from a golfing accident, is still bothering him.

His faceoff percentage is below 50 percent (48.8) and Giroux doesn’t seem to have a lot of power on his shots. However, he says he’s fine.

“The confidence is not there,” Giroux said. “I don’t think it’s the hand -- the confidence is just not there. I will be fine. A few bad games, you always have a stretch like that during the season. Going day by day. We have a new system today and guys did a good job working it. It’s an ugly win, but we’ll take it.”

Berube says his entire team is pressing -- squeezing the stick, as they say -- for goals, and Giroux is foremost among them.

“I think he’s fine, he’s healthy,” Berube said. “I think G is trying a little bit too hard, personally. I think he gives everything he’s got out there. Sometimes it is too much. You try too hard and can’t accomplish the things you want to accomplish.”

Giroux had one shot in Tuesday’s 2-1 win over the Florida Panthers. He said teammates were emotional about playing their first game for Berube.

“Guys were excited,” Giroux said. “We’re trying not to think too much out there. Just play the game. We learned some details about the new system this morning.

“It’s going to be good. We have three days left to kind of regroup and be on the same page for Friday.”

It’s fairly obvious the entire team right now is pressing and needs to relax. The Flyers have five goals scored this season. Only Buffalo and Dallas have scored fewer, and they don’t have the kind of offensive players the Flyers do.

“The goals will come,” Giroux said emphatically. “When you play good defense, that’s your best offense. Our lines have to be better defensively. I have to be better defensively. And when you do that, you’re going to have more chances.”

Asked about invoking Parent’s famous quip, he replied, “It is a beautiful game, though. I don’t know if you think that sometimes.”

This was an ugly win, but you’ll take it?

“Exactly,” Giroux said with a smile.

Flyers Notes: Berube gets down to business 
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The Flyers beat the Florida Panthers, 2-1, in Craig Berube's coaching debut. (USA Today Images)

Craig Berube’s first full practice with his players came Wednesday at Skate Zone and he’ll get another shot Thursday to install new systems before the Flyers' next game, Friday against the Phoenix Coyotes.

Berube wants greater defensive responsibility from the forwards, closer gap space between the defense and forwards on the breakout, and more bodies and rotation in front of his net on the forecheck to prevent quick “rim out” passes from the opposition.

Essentially, the Flyers will want three men at all times moving as a triangle with the intent of getting numbers in front of the net.

It’s different from the aggressive forecheck that Peter Laviolette had with multiple forwards attacking and a left-wing lock at the point.

Berube said the emphasis on his scheme is hard work, forechecking and skating.

“It’s puck pressure, but it’s not two-man puck pressure,” he said. “You’ve got to read and react and better reloads. I thought it was really good last night [against Florida]. I thought we did a real good job there, and I thought the reloads were really good.”

"Reloads" refers to when one man moves, another rotates to cover his spot in the triangle.

“We’re looking for something, but I don’t know if I am able to tell you what we’re going to play,” said Jackub Voracek, one of 17 players still without a goal this season. “It’s obviously going to be different from before. We’re going to play smarter with the puck and everything will take care of itself.”

Added center Adam Hall, “It’s so easy for a million different scenarios to play themselves out on the ice.”

The consensus was the new systems will take a few days for everyone to get comfortable with.

“That’s an individual case by case basis,” Hall said. “How an individual receives it. Each person has a different mindset how they view things.”

This week’s practices are on-ice instruction sessions.

“The next couple days are learning practices more than just up and down the ice and getting a sweat on,” Scott Hartnell said. “You’re trying to learn a new system and get on the same page. There are still lots of questions on certain situations -- neutral zone, forcecheck, things like that -- and it’ll take a few games definitely to get answers to those. But all in all … we have to use our heads, too, to be an effective team.”

Wednesday’s practice had a lot of hard skating and cardio.

“It was intense, which was important,” Voracek said. “We don’t play for three days so the practice is a little harder. I think that is what we have to do. There was a lot of skating out there. We have to keep up.”

What Berube liked best from the 2-1 Panthers’ win is exactly what he said he wanted to see from his players going in – passion, emotion, commitment to the task.

“Effort, competitiveness, effort,” he said. “I just thought guys worked really hard. The forecheck was good. We had some looks in the offensive zone that we wanted.

“We had our triangle and stuff. We just didn’t do enough with the puck. There has to be more composure with the puck and more one-on-one competing.”

He wants them moving their feet on the ice, too. Some of the defensive breakdowns on Tuesday were the result of standing still and watching, not skating.

“Skating is one thing,” Berube said. “The other thing is the systems, trying to get out system tighter and some changes in there. We’ll try to work on that and get organized and get our D-zone coverage organized.”

Voracek, who worked on Vinny Lecavalier’s line with Brayden Schenn, is still attempting to get his cardio up. He feels he lost two weeks worth of training because of the lower back injury he suffered in preseason after being tripped into the goal post.

“It’s tough when you miss two weeks and basically can’t skate or can’t work out,” Voracek said. “But I am getting to that level where I was in training camp. When  you think about it, I only played two games over six months.

“So that game shape is a little different than practice shape. But I am getting better and better every day. I’m excited for Friday.

So the cardio drills help you?

“Of course,” Voracek replied. “That is what it is about. You got to skate. If you don’t skate, you are useless. The game is getting faster and faster every year. You have to keep up.”

New digs

The Flyers finally were able to get set up in their new dressing room, which is much smaller than their older room -- perhaps to promote team bonding.

It’s modern, shaped like an olive (or football) with dark lighting. The Flyers' illuminated logo is overhead – not on the floor.

“It’s awesome,” Hartnell said. “You walk in and, just like a new house. You feel proud to be part of an organization that spends millions and millions of dollars to make you feel more comfortable ... Everything from the ceiling to the puck [light] in the locker room, it’s pretty sweet.”

The renovations to the entire facility which affects the training room, coaches offices, equipment area etc., cost $4 million.

Flyers notch first victory in Berube's debut 
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Braydon Coburn celebrates with Zac Rinaldo after scoring in the Flyers' 2-1 win over the Panthers. (USA Today Images)

BOX SCORE

Updated: 11:30 p.m.

Sometimes you win ugly in hockey.

And when your team is 0-3, with a discombobulated power play, has fired its coach, torched itself with bad penalties, and yet somehow managed a win … well, Craig Berube will take it.

Thanks to goalie Steve Mason, who was unconscious in net (see story), the Flyers were able to overcome their own shortcomings with a gut-check 2-1 win over the Florida Panthers on Tuesday night at Wells Fargo Center for “The Chief’s” first NHL victory as a head coach.

“He played great,” Berube said of Mason’s 33 saves. “His composure in net, he looked real solid, right on top of things. Saw all the pucks. Just looked big in net.”

Mason kept the Flyers in the game, helping them erase a four-minute Panthers' power play with a couple of saves and four huge blocked shots from the penalty kill units, which were superb as well.

“It was good -- guys are getting on the same page and Mason making some big saves when we need it,” Braydon Coburn said. “We really needed him to play good. He really stuck out his head for us. That’s been a strong point for us right now.”

Clutching a 2-1 lead that last period, Jay Rosehill picked up a roughing call behind the play. A scrum broke out as Rosehill, headed to box, then turned around and darted across the ice to knock down Tomas Kopeck from behind as teammate Zac Rinaldo was surrounded by Panther jerseys.

Rosehill drew a double minor and 10-minute misconduct.

Along with that, Rinaldo and Kopecky had minors to cancel each other out, leaving the Panthers with a four-minute power play.

That could have been the game right there. Instead, the Flyers rose to the occasion.

“It’s a fine line. You don’t want to be in the box all the time, but at the same time, when he’s surrounded by four other guys, I feel a need to get in there,” Rosehill said. 

“If I had to do it over again, I might not have gone in there the same way or I would have tried to take someone with me.”

Berube, a fierce enforcer himself as player, said that turning around when you’re just about to step into the box and picking up those extra minutes were “unacceptable.”

He’s been preaching better team discipline. Yet when a newspaper columnist asked whether Rosehill would be disciplined, Berube fired back, “You want me to spank him? Get lost.”

As bad as that was, Eric Gudbranson’s five-minute boarding of Scott Hartnell later was worse, giving the Flyers a five-minute power play.

The Flyers had three quality chances from Mark Streit, Vinny Lecavalier and Brayden Schenn but no goals. In all, five shots on goalie Jacob Markstrom.

They were 0 for 5 on the power play and are just 2 for 19 on the season.

“Our penalty kill was great,” Hartnell said. “Blocking shots, defensive play … Our power play was awful again, especially our unit.

“We worked to get it into the zone, they pressured us and we were a step behind. We had some shots, but perimeter shots.”

There was a first for the Flyers on the season in this game. Not just scoring two goals, but actually having a 2-0 lead.

Panthers goalie Tim Thomas had trouble with puck caroms off the back boards on both those goals and appeared to injure his groin defending on them, as well, because he left the game after the second goal at 7:31 and never returned.

“They’re lucky goals and that happens,” Berube said.

Jakub Voracek’s shot off the left boards bounced ahead of Thomas’ reach into the slot for Schenn’s easy rebound at 4:49. He now has two goals and three points in four games.

“It’s still early,” he said. “I just want to keep on contributing and get the opportunity to play with Vinny Lecavalier and Jake Voracek right now. You have to make the most of those opportunities and that is what I am trying to do.”

The second goal saw Sean Couturier line one off the boards that had Thomas moving awkwardly. He was well out of position for the crazy carom that ended up on Braydon Coburn’s stick, making it 2-0.

Thomas removed himself from the game for Markstrom.

“Anytime you put pucks on net or shooting the puck, you know things can happen like a bounce, rebound or going off the boards,” Coburn said. “You just have to play the pucks. There is no other way about it.”

Thomas came into this game with a career 8-0 record in Philadelphia with a 1.86 goals-against average and .947 save percentage. So, this was a rather huge loss for the toothless Panthers.

The second period was all Mason with 12 saves among breakdowns with uncontested shots.

“There’s always work to be done and right now it’s a difficult game because there is new stuff being thrown our way because of the coaching change,” Mason said.

“At the same time, our own end is going to take care of itself eventually. Just a matter of keep working at it.”

His pad stop on Shawn Matthias' shorthanded breakaway that period stood out.

“He was on his game,” Matthias said.

What hurt the Flyers in the second was the same thing that harmed them in Montreal -- penalties. They took consecutive ones to wipe out whatever momentum they were generating five-on-five.

Hence, they seemed tired at period’s end when Luke Schenn blocked a shot from Aleksander Barkov, but the puck went onto Brad Boyes’ stick for an easy rebound, setting up a tense final period.

“The players are squeezing their sticks -- everybody can see that,” Berube said. “I really liked our third period. We did a lot of good things without the puck.

“And I thought we did a lot of good things with the puck ... Overall effort, I have no problem with it.”

Ugly or not.

Flyers Notes: Hartnell avoids serious injury 

Hartnell on getting win: 'It's a big relief'
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Scott Hartnell avoided serious injury after being boarded in the third period of the Flyers' 2-1 win over Florida. (USA Today Images)

It could have been a lot worse for Scott Hartnell.

This was one time when his signature “#HartnellDown” battle cry on Twitter was far more serious and nothing to joke about.

With 10 minutes left to play in Tuesday’s 2-1 Flyers win over Florida (see story), Panthers’ defenseman Erik Gudbranson ran Hartnell along the right boards.

The Flyers’ left wing fell awkwardly before crumbling to the ice, where he remained motionless for a few moments.

Gudbranson received a five-minute boarding major for the hit, and Hartnell, somehow, got up on his own power and was able to return to the ice for the Flyers’ ensuing power play.

He’s OK, he said, but he’s definitely feeling the hit.

“I was more scared than anything -- I don’t know if ‘scared’ is the right word,” Hartnell said. “But you never want to see a guy go awkwardly into the boards like that. Hasn’t happened to me in a couple years, but yeah, my shoulder’s not feeling that great, more just a little dazed or whatever.”

Schenn’s year?

Brayden Schenn’s contract expires at the end of this season. If ever there were a season for the 22-year-old to prove that he can live up to his much-talked about potential, this is it.

And so far, it seems like Schenn’s received that memo. 

Through four games, the young forward has three points -- two goals, one of which was scored in Tuesday’s win, and an assist.

Is he on his way to a breakout season?

“It’s still early,” Schenn said. “I just want to keep on contributing. Getting the opportunity to play with Vinny Lecavalier and Jake Voracek right now, you’ve got to make the most of those opportunities. That’s what I’m trying to do.”

At least by the numbers, Schenn is off to his best start. Last year, he had just two assists through his first four games and the year before, he had no points at all. In his first NHL experience in 2010-11 with the Kings, Schenn had just two assists in eight games total.

Berube’s choice

Craig Berube’s first game was a success -- a 2-1 win. It was a lot easier than Peter Laviolette’s first game as Flyers coach, which was a rather unforgettable 8-2 penalty-riddled loss to the Capitals.

Dan Carcillo took a penalty that resulted in a record nine-minute power play for the Caps, who torched the Flyers for three goals.

Now, Jay Rosehill took a four-minute double minor and received a 10-minute game misconduct in Berube’s debut that brought back memories of the Carcillo incident. The only difference is, the Flyers survived Rosehill’s.

Regarding Rosehill’s penalty, the officials gave the Flyers a choice of a four-minute, 5-on-4 penalty kill or a two-minute, 5-on-3 kill. Berube chose the 5-on-4.

“That’s kind of weird,” Berube said. “For me, I’ve never seen that before. For me, it was an obvious one -- 5-on-4. I didn’t want to kill a two-minute 5-on-3. It’s tough.”

In that situation, per the 2013-14 NHL rulebook, Table 17, Example 7, the Flyers were given the “choice to play one player short-handed for four minutes or two players short-handed for two minutes.”

The double minor for roughing was assessed as two separate minor penalties, and such results in two separate power-play opportunities. The Panthers’ power play was 0 for 5 on the game.

Machete man

That would be actor Danny Trejo, who was in attendance wearing a Flyers jersey. He’s done some films here -- “Machete” was not one of them.

Anyway, rumor was Trejo threatened to do some surgery on the Flyers if they didn’t win this one for Berube.

Trejo was accompanied by actress Alexa Vega. Both were promoting their next film, “Machete Kills,” which opens Oct. 11.

Guests

United States Army Staff SGT Paul D’Agostin, who currently serves as a Detachment SGT with the United States Army’s Striker Reserves Center in Trenton, N.J., escorted Lauren Hart on the national anthem.

Petty Officer Stanley Maculewicz is in his fifth year of service with the Navy, and just returned home from his first tour of deployment in Afghanistan.

Giroux’s Crew (Club Suite F) honored United States Army 462nd Transportation Battalion stationed out of Trenton, N.J.

Flyers' Mason raises game in win over Panthers 

Your browser does not support iframes. 

October 8, 2013, 11:15 pm

Share This Post

Cheer 

1 

Boo 

1 

Email 

Steve Mason stopped 33 shots in the Flyers' 2-1 win over the Panthers on Tuesday. (AP)

As with anything worthwhile, new Flyers coach Craig Berube’s stronger team defense won’t happen overnight.

That’s a big part of why the Florida Panthers led 6-1 in shots after the first 3:30 on Tuesday. And 25-17 after 40 minutes. And 33-21 after 50 minutes.

Goalie Steve Mason, however, is the reason the Flyers won, 2-1 (see game recap).

“Our goalie played unbelievable for us tonight,” Scott Hartnell said. “He definitely won us the game, and that’s what you need in a goaltender -- to win you some games sometimes.”

Mason, making his second consecutive start of the season and third overall, kept his team alive in what was only the second game at the Wells Fargo Center of this young season. While the Flyers led 2-0 through almost all of the second period, that score is somewhat deceptive.

The Flyers once again committed some of the same sins that led to Peter Laviolette’s firing. They were sloppy in their own zone and silent through their five power-play chances. The two early goals they did score were thanks largely to a wildly out-of-position and injured Panthers goalie Tim Thomas.

Mason, though, was stellar and consistent throughout.

Berube spouted compliments about Mason’s game as if he were listing the qualifications of a Vezina winner.

“Composure in net,” Berube said. “He looked real solid. Right on top of things. Saw all the pucks. Just solid. Just looked big in net.”

In fact, the young Flyers’ goaltender has looked sharp through each of his three starts. On Tuesday, though, he brought it to another level, and was responsible for most -- if not all -- of the Flyers’ highlight reel.

With just about a minute left to play in the first, Mason stoned Panthers center Aleksander Barkov with an acrobatic move that required him to basically do a split in mid-air.

Early in the second, Mason made up for a Kimmo Timonen fumble that led to a shorthanded breakaway attempt by Shawn Matthias, turning away the centerman.

He remained calm in the third period when a Jay Rosehill penalty resulted in four minutes of shorthanded play for the defense in front of him, which hadn’t yet had a full practice to work on Berube’s new system.

“Part of the position is coming up big at key opportunities,” Mason said. “At the end of the first period, there were a couple saves that needed to be made in order to preserve the lead, and moving forward it was something to build off. Feeling good about that right now.”

The long goal Mason did give up came with just six seconds left in the second period, the kind of marker than can sway a game’s momentum. Instead, when he returned for the final stanza, Mason never lost a step.

It was exactly what the Flyers needed in order to escape Tuesday night with their first win of the season -- as captain Claude Giroux noted, the game itself was far from a pretty one.

In total, he stopped 33 Panthers shots.

“He played great,” Braydon Coburn said. “We needed him to play really good. He definitely stood on his head for us.”

“It could have been a very different hockey game if he didn’t have the game that he had,” Brayden Schenn added.

At his introductory press conference, Berube was asked how he’d prefer to handle the Flyers’ goalie situation -- whether he likes the idea of a tandem or he’d rather have a clear No. 1.

“I think that’ll work itself out,” he said at the time, coyly. He repeated the sentiment once again after Tuesday’s win: "That will play itself out."

As for Mason, he was honored to receive the start in Berube’s coaching debut, especially since it was the first time either he or Ray Emery had played back-to-back games since the regular season kicked off. Laviolette had remained true to the every-other-game goalie system.

“Regardless of what game it is, if you’re going in there that means the coach has confidence in you,” Mason said. “To get the back-to-back starts and be able to finally get the first one out of the way is definitely nice. But at the same time, it’s just one game. We have a whole schedule. It’s something to build off of, but it’s a small thing in the big picture right now.”

Based on how Tuesday worked itself out, however, it should be difficult for Berube not to award the start in Friday’s game against the Phoenix Coyotes to Mason.

It’s far from on Mason’s mind, however. To him and to Emery, the new coach doesn’t reawaken any kind of debate on starting goaltenders.

“That’s up to Chief to decide who goes in,” he said. “I’ll never go and ask him if I’m playing. I’ll wait to hear from him.”

Despite setbacks, Giroux ready to lead Flyers 
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Claude Giroux scored 13 goals and assisted on 35 others in 2012-13 season. (USA Today Images)

Claude Giroux turned 25 last January 12. That was the day the new CBA was finally ratified between the players and the NHL.

Since the lockout ended, nothing has gone right for the Flyers and their still-fairly-new captain.

Poor start last January. A plethora of injuries. Missing the playoffs. The buyout of Giroux’s closest friend, Danny Briere.

And now the firing of Peter Laviolette after a terrible pre-season, followed by an 0-3 start.

It’s not an impressive resume for any hockey captain, let alone a young one like Giroux.

“If it doesn’t kill me, it’s going to make me stronger,” Giroux said Tuesday morning. “That is how I look at it. I am not going to back down from anything.

“Everybody loves everyone in the room. On paper, we are an unbelievable team. But I think we got to go on the ice and show it.”

Former captains Kimmo Timonen, Mark Streit and Vinny Lecavalier are there to help him. For now, Giroux seems like his own man.

“That was a tough day, yesterday,” he said. “I was with Lavy for a while. To see him leave is a little sad. It’s the business part of it and we need to understand that.

“Having Chief (Craig Berube) coming in is going to have a different mindset. We only have today to work on some stuff. Guys are pretty excited to get back on track.”

Giroux said he had not spoken to Laviolette since the firing. Flyers chairman Ed Snider and general manager Paul Holmgren were rather candid in their assessment of the club looking “disorganized” and “lost,” which is something a captain never wants to hear about this team.

“We’re the ones on the ice, doing the job and, obviously, we didn’t get the job done,” Giroux said. “We need to play more as a team on the ice. There’s no doubt off the ice we’re a team. We like each other. We need to show it on the ice.

“We need to support each other. We don’t look like a team on the ice. We don’t play. When a guy has the puck, the other guys are not working to get open for him. That is something as players that has to change. And it will change, too.

“You want to win. Winning and working hard and that was not the case to start the season, but I’m really confident that is going to change ...”

Tuesday’s morning skate was very different. Instead of 30 minutes, it lasted almost an hour. Berube had them practicing situational play for tonight’s game against Florida. He also tweaked lines and defense pairings, going back to two pairs from last season (see story).

Seemed like a cram session.

“No, it wasn’t that bad,” Giroux said. “He didn’t want put too much at us right away. We hit on the bigger pieces. It’s going to be a process to make sure everyone is on the same page.”

Berube told reporters he emphasized better team defense in his player meeting.

“Like he said too, play without the puck,” Giroux said. “Being in good position. Being where you need to be and supporting your teammates, basically. We’re playing as individuals right now and you don’t win like that. The whole team needs to be on the same page and working together.”

Three of four lines will change for the Panthers game.

The rotation on the right side of Giroux’s line this month has gone from Jakub Voracek to Brayden Schenn back to Voracek.

Under Berube, it will be Wayne Simmonds this evening.

“Same game plan, he twisted a couple things,” Giroux said. “We have a lot of smart hockey players here. Whatever adjustments we have to do, we will have to focus and get it done.

“Lavy is gone, Kato [Kevin McCarthy] is gone. Guys want to win. Guys care. Chief is a smart hockey guy. Everyone is behind him. We’re going to do everything we can to do what he wants on the ice.”

Skate Update: Flyers’ D pairings, lines shuffled 
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In his first practice as head coach, Craig Berube shuffled the Flyers' top three lines and defensive pairings. (USA Today Images)

New coach Craig Berube doesn’t believe the Flyers’ failings can be attributed to something as simple as the old coach’s message no longer getting through.

“I think there has to be more than that,” Berube said. “Going back to last year and stuff, we need to make some changes within the system and the mindset of the team.”

As such, there were some notable changes instituted at Tuesday’s morning skate -- in addition to its added length and situational practice. 

First up: the defense. Berube switched up the Flyers’ D pairings to look a whole lot more like last year’s. Kimmo Timonen and Luke Schenn were a pair; Mark Streit and Andrej Meszaros were together; Braydon Coburn and Nick Grossmann were back as a unit.

“I didn’t see much from the pairings that were going on, so I made some changes with what I thought,” Berube said.  “Coby and Grossy is a shutdown pair, and Streit and Meszaros can both move the puck real well, and I thought that Kimmo and Schenner were good last year together.”

Coburn, who had been in a pairing with Timonen more recently, is at ease with the changes.

“I feel comfortable with all the guys we have on our back end,” Coburn said. “I think we’ve got a lot of good mobility and guys that are physical guys out there too, so I think that helps.”

On offense, Berube promoted Wayne Simmonds to the top line with Claude Giroux and Scott Hartnell, and had Vinny Lecavalier with Brayden Schenn and Jake Voracek. But it was the third line of Sean Couturier, Matt Read and Max Talbot that he seemed most excited about.

“Up front, we hadn’t scored a lot of goals so I just mixed them up a little bit,” Berube said. “I’ve always liked Couturier, Read and Talbot, I’ve thought they’ve been a good line before.”

Who deserves blame?

Despite rumors and reports of friction between Peter Laviolette and his team, the Flyers were sorry to see their coach go.

Even further, they’re well aware that they likely deserve a fair share of the blame for his departure.

“A lot of the onus is on us players, too,” Scott Hartnell said. “We didn’t have a great start, preseason was bad, and our scorers haven’t been scoring. It’s unfortunate that someone has to take the fall, but we need to look in the mirrors ourselves and then realize that a big part of it was probably us.”

Coburn said the players "absolutely" feel responsible for Laviolette's firing and the team's second consecutive 0-3 start.

"I think anytime the team’s not winning, the players, we definitely feel it’s our responsibility to go out there and win the games," he said.

Tim vs. Steve

In net today for the Florida Panthers will be Tim Thomas. Suiting up against him for the home team will be Steve Mason.

Berube, unlike Laviolette, doesn’t like to confirm these things in person -- but Mason was the first goalie off the ice after the morning skate, a regular predictor of the goaltender awarded starting duties on a given night.

Mason has played well, but the matchup could be tough for the Flyers. Thomas is 8-0-0 in his career playing in Philadelphia. He has a 1.86 goals-against average in those eight games.

No nerves

Berube says he's not at all nervous for Tuesday's coaching debut. In fact, he's pretty confident players are far more nervous for their first games than he is for tonight.

"I’m all right," Berube said. "I got confidence in our team. I believe they’re good players and I believe we’ll become a good team at some point. I’m excited more than anything. Real excited."

Craig Berube draws influence from Darryl Sutter 
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Craig Berube spent the last two years of his NHL career playing for coach Darryl Sutter in Calgary. (USA Today Images)
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Revolving door of Flyers coaches 

Every athlete who eventually becomes a professional coach, no matter the sport, has been influenced by someone who preceded them and, most likely, someone who coached them.

Mike Keenan, Terry Murray, John Paddock -- even Paul Holmgren -- all coached Craig Berube somewhere along the line during his three decades in hockey.

Yet there is one coach who Berube says opened his eyes. One coach whose style, he felt, was something to emulate behind the bench: Darryl Sutter.

Berube, who turns 48 in December, spent two seasons at the end of his NHL career playing for Sutter in Calgary.

“Darryl is a very good coach,” Berube said. “I’ve known the Sutters for a long time. I grew up [in Calahoo, Alberta] not far from them. I played for Darryl at the end of my career, which wasn’t great. I began knowing that I was done.

“He was a pretty interesting guy. Tough approach to the game, but he wasn’t a yeller or screamer on the bench. He demanded the respect. He demanded you to play hard, compete every shift and be aggressive.

“I enjoyed playing for him. I wish that I had played for him when I was younger because I would have given everything I had for him.”

When Craig Berube steps behind the Flyers' bench Tuesday night in his Flyers head-coaching debut, he wants his team to feel that way about him as a head coach.

It won’t happen overnight, but that’s his aim.

“Definitely,” Berube said. “I want them to play as a team. I want them to play for each other, for their goalie, for their defensemen, for the forwards. Play together as a team, with and without the puck. That’s what I want. That’s what they need to understand.

“They need to understand that they don’t want to let their teammates down. Don’t leave your goalie hung out and dry. Play a team game all the time -- not sometimes, all of the time. Do the little things. Details. That’s how you win hockey games. That’s how you become a good team.”

Murray laid a defensive foundation down as a coach wherever he went. It was the foundation that Sutter would later build upon with Murray’s former L.A. Kings to push them to a Stanley Cup.

Berube says he’s going to backtrack from Peter Laviolette’s “attack style” to one that is more suited for the personnel at hand.

“We’re going to make some changes,” Berube said. “Every coach coaches differently. I’m going to have my own style, my own way. It doesn’t make it any better than anybody else’s. It’s just what I believe, and how I want our team to play.”

What he wants the Flyers to do is become more active on their skates when they don’t have the puck. Initiate, not react. Get the puck back, create offense off defense. Put yourself in position to defend, then force the issue for a one-on-one battle for the puck.

Defense creates turnovers, creates offense. That was the philosophy of Ken Hitchcock as well, when he coached the Flyers.

Berube also wants his players to police themselves on the ice.

“You’re only accountable to your teammates, in my opinion,” Berube said. “This guy is sitting beside you. You want to let him down? You want to play like that and let him down? It’s unacceptable.”

Philadelphia right now is in the throes of its worst sports era in a very long time. The Eagles, Phillies, Sixers and Flyers have all fired their coach/manager in the past year.

Outside of the Phillies, who won a World Series in 2008 and should have won at least one more, no team appears close to winning a championship right now.

Flyers fans are exasperated that their last championship came 38 years ago. Many of those same fans weren’t even born when the Flyers won their second Cup in 1975 against Buffalo.

“They definitely want to win here,” Berube said. “I think the fans just want hard work, and they want players that are competitive and give you everything they’ve got. That’s what the fans really look for here.

“They’ve always been like that. Everybody wants to win. It doesn’t happen all the time, but I think the fans just want hard work and competitive people, a good team game. That’s what we want.”

The Berube era begins this evening.

Craig Berube draws influence from Darryl Sutter 
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Craig Berube spent the last two years of his NHL career playing for coach Darryl Sutter in Calgary. (USA Today Images)
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Every athlete who eventually becomes a professional coach, no matter the sport, has been influenced by someone who preceded them and, most likely, someone who coached them.

Mike Keenan, Terry Murray, John Paddock -- even Paul Holmgren -- all coached Craig Berube somewhere along the line during his three decades in hockey.

Yet there is one coach who Berube says opened his eyes. One coach whose style, he felt, was something to emulate behind the bench: Darryl Sutter.

Berube, who turns 48 in December, spent two seasons at the end of his NHL career playing for Sutter in Calgary.

“Darryl is a very good coach,” Berube said. “I’ve known the Sutters for a long time. I grew up [in Calahoo, Alberta] not far from them. I played for Darryl at the end of my career, which wasn’t great. I began knowing that I was done.

“He was a pretty interesting guy. Tough approach to the game, but he wasn’t a yeller or screamer on the bench. He demanded the respect. He demanded you to play hard, compete every shift and be aggressive.

“I enjoyed playing for him. I wish that I had played for him when I was younger because I would have given everything I had for him.”

When Craig Berube steps behind the Flyers' bench Tuesday night in his Flyers head-coaching debut, he wants his team to feel that way about him as a head coach.

It won’t happen overnight, but that’s his aim.

“Definitely,” Berube said. “I want them to play as a team. I want them to play for each other, for their goalie, for their defensemen, for the forwards. Play together as a team, with and without the puck. That’s what I want. That’s what they need to understand.

“They need to understand that they don’t want to let their teammates down. Don’t leave your goalie hung out and dry. Play a team game all the time -- not sometimes, all of the time. Do the little things. Details. That’s how you win hockey games. That’s how you become a good team.”

Murray laid a defensive foundation down as a coach wherever he went. It was the foundation that Sutter would later build upon with Murray’s former L.A. Kings to push them to a Stanley Cup.

Berube says he’s going to backtrack from Peter Laviolette’s “attack style” to one that is more suited for the personnel at hand.

“We’re going to make some changes,” Berube said. “Every coach coaches differently. I’m going to have my own style, my own way. It doesn’t make it any better than anybody else’s. It’s just what I believe, and how I want our team to play.”

What he wants the Flyers to do is become more active on their skates when they don’t have the puck. Initiate, not react. Get the puck back, create offense off defense. Put yourself in position to defend, then force the issue for a one-on-one battle for the puck.

Defense creates turnovers, creates offense. That was the philosophy of Ken Hitchcock as well, when he coached the Flyers.

Berube also wants his players to police themselves on the ice.

“You’re only accountable to your teammates, in my opinion,” Berube said. “This guy is sitting beside you. You want to let him down? You want to play like that and let him down? It’s unacceptable.”

Philadelphia right now is in the throes of its worst sports era in a very long time. The Eagles, Phillies, Sixers and Flyers have all fired their coach/manager in the past year.

Outside of the Phillies, who won a World Series in 2008 and should have won at least one more, no team appears close to winning a championship right now.

Flyers fans are exasperated that their last championship came 38 years ago. Many of those same fans weren’t even born when the Flyers won their second Cup in 1975 against Buffalo.

“They definitely want to win here,” Berube said. “I think the fans just want hard work, and they want players that are competitive and give you everything they’ve got. That’s what the fans really look for here.

“They’ve always been like that. Everybody wants to win. It doesn’t happen all the time, but I think the fans just want hard work and competitive people, a good team game. That’s what we want.”

The Berube era begins this evening.
Berube, staff to emphasize accountability 

John Boruk goes one-on-one with Craig Berube
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Craig Berube talked about accountability and attitude during his first meeting with the Flyers as head coach on Monday. (AP)
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Revolving door of Flyers coaches 

As a player, Craig Berube was a fierce competitor on the ice as an energy guy and Flyers enforcer.

His new staff now includes John Paddock and Ian Laperriere, who is slightly closer in age to the Flyers’ current roster than any of their previous assistant coaches.

On Monday, after general manager Paul Holmgren addressed the players, Berube took his turn.

So what was his message to the team?

“You know what, it’s like guys need to be accountable,” Laperriere said. “You know Lavy (Peter Laviolette) lost his job because some guys didn’t do their job. That’s going to change, that’s going to need to change.

“He talked about the attitude that needs to be changed and everybody going to look forward, tomorrow’s going to be a different step forward, I guess.’’

Hal Gill, who joined the club off a tryout contract and then signed a one-year deal, said the players need to be held accountable.

“I’ve been through it as a player and it’s no fun for anybody,” Laperriere said. “I’m glad the players feel that way. The one thing they can do is play better. As a coaching staff, we’re going to make sure they do.’’

Gill played against Berube for nearly 10 years and knows him pretty well.

“He’s a hard-nosed, tough guy,” Gill said. “You know what you’re going to get. And I think we’re going to find out tomorrow.’’

Getting to know new Flyers coach Craig Berube 
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Craig Berube compiled 3,149 penalty minutes as a player, seventh-most in NHL history. (AP)
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Peter Laviolette is out and Craig Berube is in.

“Just because I’ve been in the organization for a long time doesn’t mean I’m going to do the same things other coaches are going to do,” Berube said Monday. “I’m not them. I have my own thoughts. I have my own way of how I want to coach.”

And that’s focusing on defense. Berube is a defensive-oriented coach who wants the Flyers to play sound hockey without the puck.

A good defense is a good offense (see story).

Many know Berube as the Flyers’ former assistant coach.

Let’s take a more in-depth look at his background:

• Forty-seven years old, born in Alberta, Canada.

• Played seven seasons with the Flyers in which he posted 20 goals and 34 assists for 54 points.

• He posted 1,138 penalty minutes, ninth-most in Flyers history.

• Also played for the Maple Leafs, Flames, Capitals and Islanders.

• Played 17 NHL seasons and compiled 3,149 penalty minutes, seventh-most in NHL history.

• Owns 61 goals, 98 assists and 159 points in 1,054 career regular-season games.

• Played his final season of professional hockey in 2003-04 for the Phantoms as a player/assistant coach before becoming a full-time coach.

• As head coach of the Phantoms in 2007-08, Berube led the team to a 49-29-5-3 record, a second-place finish in the East Division and an East Division Finals appearance.

• First became an assistant coach with the Phantoms in 2004 and a Flyers assistant in October of 2006 before being re-appointed as Phantoms head coach in June of 2007.

• This season marks his first head-coaching position in the NHL.

Slow-starting Flyers seeking remedy 
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In the Flyers' first three games this season under Peter Laviolette, the team scored just three goals. (AP)
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There were a lot of grim faces on the Flyers this past weekend in Montreal and Carolina after back-to-back losses.

In hockey, it’s not necessarily about the losses themselves but more about the way a team loses -- how it looks on the ice matters.

And that’s why Peter Laviolette was fired on Monday (see story). The on-ice product looked bad in training camp and wasn’t looking that much better three games into the season.

General manager Paul Holmgren brought the players into the Wells Fargo Center on Monday for a team meeting even though it was their off-day.

He did not allow any general media access to players after the meeting.

However, on Sunday night after a 2-1 loss to the Hurricanes, the Flyers talked about things gone wrong this season.

Twice in three games the Flyers had poor starts for a team that just began its season, including the Carolina game.

“They came out hard and they seemed quicker than us in the first period,” Vinny Lecavalier said after the loss. “I thought after that, in the second, we had a lot of opportunities, skating hard, playing hard. But it’s hard winning hockey games when you score one goal.”

The Flyers have just one goal in each of their three losses which is why they are 0-3.

“It’s not where we want to be, but if you look at the Toronto game, I thought we should have won,” Lecavalier said. “In Montreal, we played some good hockey. It could have gone our way but it was undisciplined a little bit.

“We fall behind. In the NHL there are a lot of tight games and that is where you need to overcome that and maybe not squeeze our sticks so much in front of the net. It’s definitely not the lack of effort.”

Under Craig Berube, the Flyers will go back into a more defensive mode where they will limit the risk of attack (see story).

That said, he will ask them to be more aggressive in going to the net with the puck instead of shooting from afar, then going for a rebound.

Lecavalier, who was brought in to replace Danny Briere and help generate lost offense, said the team needs two men on the puck going hard to the net more than it has so far.

“Definitely, two guys on that puck and bringing that puck to the net as much as you can,” he said. “When there are shots from the defense, make sure we have a screen. If the goalie sees everything, it’s a little tougher to score. Just little things we need to do more of.”

Team captain Claude Giroux said the team was uptight with its start. Now that Laviolette has been fired, they may very well become even tighter because the next moves will involve trading players.

Giroux said players were frustrated to the point in which they were making mistakes offensively by trying to do too much.

“Less is more,” he said. “We need to breath a little. We’re going to turn it around. There is no doubt in my mind.”
In taking over Flyers, Berube to focus on defense 

Boruk goes 1-on-1 with Craig Berube

Your browser does not support iframes. 

October 7, 2013, 3:45 pm

Share This Post

Cheer 

3 

Boo 

0 

Email 

On Monday, Craig Berube was named the 18th coach in Flyers history. (AP)
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It’s the same old story. In filling their suddenly vacant coaching position, the Flyers elected to reach from within and promote a current assistant and ex-player into the role.

But new Flyers coach Craig Berube would like you to know that he’s not a Peter Laviolette clone. Or a Paul Holmgren clone. Or a clone of anyone else for that matter.

“Just because I’ve been in the organization for a long time doesn’t mean I’m going to do the same things other coaches are going to do,” said Berube, who received a two-year contract, a source confirmed with CSNPhilly.com. “I’m not them. I have my own thoughts. I have my own way of how I want to coach. 

“Bringing somebody from the outside doesn’t mean you’re going to win, just because you’re bringing somebody from the outside. This organization’s been very successful for a long time.”

Berube, 48, had started his seventh year as an assistant coach in Philadelphia this season, his 17th overall with the organization. He is now the 18th head coach in Flyers history -- bypassing the “interim” tag to take over the job for the foreseeable future. The exact terms of his deal were expected to be decided upon by late Monday.

Having served alongside Laviolette for parts of five seasons, Berube certainly learned a lot from the man let go after the Flyers’ second consecutive 0-3 start (see story). But, he said, his version of the Flyers won’t look just like Laviolette’s did.

The systems will change. The emphasis will change. In looking at the Flyers’ inability to score goals, for instance, Berube isn’t primarily concerned with how the lines looked or whether the special-teams chemistry was in sync. He isn’t even immediately troubled by how the Flyers appear when they’re in control of the play. 

“First of all,” Berube said, “team defense. We need to play better without the puck. When you play good hockey without the puck. The team comes together and does the right things to get the puck back and to keep the puck out of your net. Right now, we need to stress that. We need to do a better job of it, and we need to take pride in it.”

Holmgren, the general manager, called Berube “one of the smartest hockey guys” he’s spent time with, praising the coach’s knowledge of the game and direct approach.

In examining the Flyers’ choices leading up to Monday’s coaching change, you have to believe that the organization has had him pegged as Laviolette’s successor for a while. Berube has spent time playing for and learning from a variety of coaches, from Mike Keenan to John Paddock to Darryl Sutter.

"I think Craig believes that everybody needs to play good defense, and that off that, they're going to develop good offense,” Holmgren said. “Is that different than [Laviolette]? Probably a little bit. Peter's approach was always offensive-minded. It’s not to say that [Berube] is not an offensive-minded guy either, because he is.”

In his typical straight-to-the-point style, Berube told reporters he wouldn’t be listing for them the ways in which his system will be different from Laviolette’s. But he did contend that it’s far too simple to call his coaching style defense-minded.

“It’s not so much a defense-minded approach,” he said. “We want to be an aggressive hockey team on both sides of the puck. And for me right now, I don’t see our team doing a very good job without the puck. Everybody’s going to say, we only scored three goals in three games. You want to score more goals? Do your job without the puck. 

“Put yourself in a position to defend, and you’ll get more turnovers and more opportunities the other way.”

To help Berube on the bench, he and Holmgren elected to hire Ian Laperriere as a new assistant coach and chose to keep Paddock in his position. Assistant Kevin McCarthy, an ex-Flyer but Laviolette hire, was fired Monday along with the head coach.

Berube repeatedly used the word "tough" in describing Monday, because even though he received a promotion, his trusted colleague was let go. But, he said, coaching the Flyers is a perfect fit for him.

"I’ve been a Flyer my whole life -- whether I played for other teams or not," Berube said. "So it’s a great honor. From Mr. Snider down. They’ve always looked after me. It’s a great honor."

In his first meeting with the team as its head coach Monday afternoon, Berube said he explained to players specifically what they must do in order to make the team more successful. That was the emphasis: specific issues that required immediate improvement.

“Sometimes,” Berube said, “players think they’re playing hard enough, and they’re not.”

So how’s he going to get the Flyers to play as hard as they need to, when Laviolette couldn’t?

“Demand it,” Berube said. “Accountability. Every player is accountable to his teammate. That’s basically what it boils down to. You have to be accountable to their teammates, and you have to play well.”
It wasn't his decision, but Snider supports firing 

Lunch Break: Flyers fire Laviolette
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Paul Holmgren phoned Ed Snider on Sunday night to inform him he was going to fire Peter Laviolette. (AP)

PHOTO GALLERY

Peter Laviolette through the years 

Ed Snider didn’t hide the fact that he was genuinely worried about the Flyers all through their 1-5-1 training camp.

And when the club continued to struggle in every phase of its game once the regular season began, the club chairman said his concerns proved to be valid.

Snider called this year's training camp "one of the worst" he had seen in 47 years. Their lackluster performance, according to Snider, carried over into the first three games of the season in which the Flyers went 0-3 (see story).

Late Sunday night, general manager Paul Holmgren phoned Snider to inform him he was firing coach Peter Laviolette and replacing him with Craig Berube (see story).

“I asked him a lot of questions and approved [the firing],” Snider said, emphasizing that Holmgren made the decision.

According to Elias, the firing of Laviolette is the quickest in NHL history to start a season, just three games in (see story).

“It wasn’t three games, it was training camp and a little left over from last year,” Snider said. “It’s not three losses. It’s the way they played in three losses. They looked lost.”

Holmgren and Berube, his new coach, said the Flyers players are not giving enough effort on the ice. Snider said it’s easier to fire the coach than all the players, “but we’re gonna find out,” if some players need replacing in the weeks ahead.

“The only way to find out is to make a change -– you can’t get rid of all the players,” Snider said. “This is why coaches lose their jobs and sometimes lose it because of the players. But we don’t know that until we make a change.

“Sometimes we are right and sometimes we are wrong but we think our players are better than they’ve looked.”

The Flyers offense, besides being anemic, didn’t have any kind of sustained attack. They struggled on the breakout just to get the puck up ice because the gaps between the forwards and defense was too far apart.

There was poor puck support, but again, that was something we saw even last season with different players.

Once the Flyers attained the zone, their forecheck wasn’t sustained. They couldn’t generate a cycle. Too many times they got one shot and that was it -– no follow attempts, no good scoring chances.

One-on-one competitions were too easily lost on the boards -- that just doesn’t fit the Flyers' image. The players themselves talked about that last week.

At the other end, the Flyers were very disorganized in front of their own net, allowing far too many uncontested shots and failing to challenge.

“We need to cut down on our scoring chances against, somehow,” Holmgren said. “Our goalies are under attack. And our goalies have played good in three games. They’re under siege here.

“Obviously, there are going to be breakdowns … but we need to tighten things up in all zones. And get to work. I’m not letting the players off the hook. They have to do better, too.”

Recently after games, players said the team was not on the same page in terms of a game plan. When that happens, a coach "loses" his team. In this case, there was a discord among all the players as to what they were doing on the ice.

Holmgren met with the players at 1:30 p.m. on Monday at the Wells Fargo Center.

Berube talked about wanting a team that would go the extra mile for its coach and said he intends to get that kind of effort from his players.

Did Laviolette have that?

“When you lose game like we’ve been doing –- can they work harder? Yeah,” Holmgren said. “It’s not like they’re not trying. Can they work harder, work smarter? Can you work to support each other better? There’s a whole different bunch of ways to work. It’s got to get better.”

Holmgren said firing Laviolette was “a drastic move,” but that it doesn’t necessarily imply trades are coming next. Though it seems the Flyers are in genuine need of a scoring winger.

“Not really, it’s still early in the year to be talking [trades],” Holmgren said. “We’ll see how things go.”
Why now? Timing of Laviolette's firing debatable 

Holmgren says it was a 'gut' decision to fire Laviolette
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Peter Laviolette's firing three games into the season was the shortest ever for an NHL coach. (AP)
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Peter Laviolette through the years 

The timing. That’s what everyone will focus on. That’s what everyone always focuses on.

When the Eagles fired Andy Reid, some people wondered what took so long. When the Phillies fired Charlie Manuel, some people wondered why the franchise didn’t let him finish out the season. When the Sixers parted company with Doug Collins -- well, that one probably happened right when everyone expected.

This was different. This was sudden. This was, quite literally, waking up to find out that the Flyers made major news Monday morning by pressing the ejector seat button and launching Peter Laviolette into the unemployment stratosphere (see story).

Laviolette is out after three games and three losses. According to Elias, it’s the quickest an NHL coach has ever been fired. The Flyers made history on Monday, though probably not the kind anyone will remember fondly.

“There’s no question in my mind, anybody looking at this from the outside looking in, would say that three games is totally unfair,” Flyers chairman Ed Snider said. “But, quite honestly, training camp was a disaster. I’ve been to 47 training camps and I’ve never seen one that I felt was worse.

“That’s not talking about Peter. That’s talking about our players, and it carried right on over to the first three games of the season. It’s not simply the three games you saw. There’s more to it than that. Basically, there are a lot of things I know that are private. Bottom line is, I have great respect for Peter Laviolette. I’m sorry this has happened to him. He’s a class act. He’s done a great job for us. He got us to the Stanley Cup Finals, within a game of winning the damn thing.”

General manager Paul Holmgren did some of the same -- lauded Laviolette while pushing him out and putting in Craig Berube. Holmgren said Laviolette “worked his ass off” for the Flyers while simultaneously saying that he had “concerns” about the direction of the team dating back to the end of last season.

Holmgren rattled off a number of reasons for the change, from the aforementioned training camp issues to the team’s slow start to perhaps needing a “fresh voice” and “fresh perspective.” Ultimately, Holmgren said it was a “gut feeling.” He said that several times.

The question remains: Why now? Why didn’t Holmgren’s gut bother him this much after the Flyers missed the playoffs last season? Why did his gut start making noise after just three games this season?

As Holmgren acknowledged, “0-3 is 0-3. We still got a long way to go in terms of the season. But it was more about how we played. It was unacceptable. We don’t look like a team at all.”

Maybe not, but they do look like a team that changed a coach quicker than any NHL organization ever had. Laviolette was just the second man to coach the Flyers in parts of five seasons. He was right at the top in terms of tenure, which goes a long way toward explaining the short shelf-life of that position for that franchise. Berube is the 11th coach in the last two decades.

If it seemed to you like there were points when Snider and Holmgren and the rest defended the organization against the perception that they’re constantly kicking coaches to the curb, you aren’t alone. There were some tense moments during the press conference. Afterward, Snider tried to explain why Laviolette was held responsible for players who hadn’t performed.

“Unfortunately, in the business we’re in, the only way to find out [about the players] is to make a change,” Snider said. “You can’t get rid of all the players. This is why coaches lose their jobs and sometimes lose them because of the players, but we don’t know that until we make a change. Sometimes we’re right and sometimes we’re wrong. We think our players are better than they’ve looked.”

So, someone asked Snider, you fire the coach because you can’t get rid of the players?

“Right,” Snider replied. “You show me a way to do that, we’ll be glad to do that instead.”

Coaches get fired frequently in all sports, but especially in the NHL. The timing, though. The timing is really the thing here.

Was it fair to fire Laviolette just three games into the season? Comcast-Spectacor president Peter Luukko considered the question for a moment before responding.

“I don’t know that there’s ever a good time to fire someone,” he said.
Snider: 'Nobody shined, nobody looked good' 

Snider: 'We don't need a fresh perspective'
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Ed Snider: “I thought our training camp, quite frankly, was one of the worst training camps I had ever seen." (AP)

Photo Gallery

Peter Laviolette through the years 

Peter Laviolette knew he had a short leash with the Flyers this season after the club failed to make the playoffs coming out of the lockout last year.

How short? Three games short. Three losses short.

Laviolette, who celebrated a coaching milestone last April with his 750th career game behind the bench, was fired early Monday morning after back-to-back weekend losses in Montreal and Carolina (see story).

Craig Berube, whose only previous professional head coaching experience was with the Phantoms, takes over.

Laviolette needed just 48 more games to pass Mike Keenan (320 games) for the second-most games coached with the Flyers all time. His final record was 145-98-29.

The Flyers were a mess in the preseason (1-5-1) and things didn’t look much better once the real games began this month.

“I thought our training camp, quite frankly, was one of the worst training camps I had ever seen,” club chairman Ed Snider said.

“Not talking about wins or losses. There was nothing exciting. Nobody shined. Nobody looked good. I couldn’t point to one thing as a positive and I was personally worried. Unfortunately, my worries were realized in the first three games.”

Snider said the team looked “disorganized.”

Despite adding Mark Streit to the defense, the club appeared sluggish on the breakout. Veteran goalie Ray Emery was added, but along with Steve Mason, neither could handle the defensive breakdowns in front of the net.

The Flyers seemed to lack their skating legs and energy, being out-forechecked by opponents and lacking any sustained offense in their own zone.

One-and-done shots with pucks coming back up ice seemed to mark the Flyers' “attack” in the first three games in which they were outscored, 9-3, and went 143:01 without an even-strength goal, even though the club added veteran scoring centerman Vinny Lecavalier in the offseason.

How much of Laviolette’s fall is directly tied to general manager Paul Holmgren’s moves the past two seasons is up for debate, but it’s hard to not accept the fact that the team made good offseason moves that should have shown immediate results.

“I’ve had concerns for a while, and you kind of hope things are going to turn around and I didn’t feel like we were in a position to hope any longer,” Holmgren said. “I felt like I needed to make a change.”

Laviolette’s high point during his tenure came in 2009-10 when he took over for John Stevens in early December. The Flyers dropped to 14th in the Eastern Conference and, despite having lost eight of their final 12 games, rallied on the final day of the regular season to make the playoffs.

Once the 2010 postseason began, the Flyers made a stunning run to the Stanley Cup Finals, where they lost in six games to the Chicago Blackhawks.

It was the farthest the Flyers would go during Laviolette’s tenure. And it was a factor in why the club gave him a two-year contract extension in August 2012.

Two springs ago, the club stunned Pittsburgh in the first round only to be systematically ripped apart in five games against New Jersey. The only other Flyers coaches to win at least one playoff round in three consecutive years were Fred Shero and Terry Murray.

Laviolette vastly overachieved with the club he inherited in 2009-10 but underachieved last season.

From the outset last January when the lockout ended, the Flyers were ill-prepared on defense to pose any serious threat to either Pittsburgh, Boston or the Rangers, let alone be considered a Stanley Cup contender.

The lack of mobility and skill on the back end was plainly evident, especially given that Chris Pronger wasn’t coming back from post-concussion syndrome and the club carelessly allowed Matt Carle to walk in free agency.

Holmgren attempted to snag Shea Weber and Ryan Suter in the offseason but wasted precious time waiting for a Suter response before ultimately losing out to Nashville, which matched an RFA offer sheet to Weber. When that failed, Holmgren did not have any viable backup plan.

Hence, the Flyers went into the season with Andrej Meszaros coming off Achilles' tendon surgery, and their only answers to losing Pronger and Carle were the additions of three right-handed D-men: Luke Schenn, Bruno Gervais and Kurtis Foster.

Holmgren thought right-handed shots on defense would help them of the breakout against forecheck pressure, such as that employed by the Devils. But the fact remained, the Flyers' personnel simply wasn’t talented enough to defend.

The threesome didn’t come close to equaling what Pronger and Carle brought to the ice, and the club used 13 defensemen to compensate for lost bodies that season.

To worsen the matter, both Meszaros and Braydon Coburn had very poor seasons, even when healthy.

When the season arrived, the Flyers were already wrecked with injuries and uncertainty. Soon-to-be-named team captain Claude Giroux was recovering from a neck injury sustained while playing in Germany, not to mention dual wrist surgery from the offseason.

Fellow center Danny Briere missed the first four games recovering from a chip fracture in his left wrist, also sustained while playing in Germany during the lockout. Along with Scott Hartnell, his offensive production this season sagged, though both were injured.

Young, mobile defenseman Erik Gustafsson sustained a leg fracture playing with the Phantoms and wouldn’t join the Flyers until mid-February.

Four games into the season, Zac Rinaldo (skate cut), Hartnell (left foot fracture) and Meszaros (left shoulder surgery) were all on injured reserve as the Flyers went 1-3 out of the gate.

It seemed every time an injured player came back, another left.

Meanwhile, Laviolette had to juggle lines and his defense to find chemistry without key players in the lineup.

Ironically, he had a complete healthy defense this season, but the lack of cohesion among them on the ice didn’t present itself.

The biggest fear -- a lack of scoring since Jaromir Jagr had left in free agency -- became a reality that carried on the entire way, and their five-on-five play was atrocious until the very end of the season.

Special teams began the season buried in the bottom third but eventually rose to the top third only to be thwarted by across-the-board scoring production five-on-five.

The scoring drought was one reason why the team, even when it played well, never won more than two games in succession until April, when it rattled off four in a row.

Sophomore players such as Sean Couturier, Brayden Schenn and Matt Read took steps backwards while only one young player blossomed -- Jakub Voracek. It’s entirely likely management blames the lack of development on Laviolette, but to do so again dismisses the entirety of outside influences, such as injury and personnel.

The one tangible thing Laviolette could be blamed for was his resistance to adjust his offensive attack to make up for holes on the blue line, often leading to continual odd-man rushes and alarming defensive gaffes that continually resulted in goals against.

Although Laviolette had scaled back his attack system a bit, it wasn’t nearly enough given the problems on the blue line that only worsened as last season progressed.

To make things worse, Laviolette was forced to run goalie Ilya Bryzgalov into the ground because Holmgren opted to re-sign Michael Leighton in offseason, and Leighton soon proved incapable of giving the Flyers any chance to win as a backup.

Laviolette had his supporters and detractors in the dressing room, but none disliked him more than Bryzgalov, the goalie for whom club chairman Ed Snider pushed hard in free agency a few summers ago.

On the bench, the club had what seemed to be a disproportionate number of penalties, both last year and even this fall. In Montreal this past weekend, the club committed 13 penalties.

Ironically, if you look at the Flyers' history, most of their long-term coaches lasted no more than three-plus seasons.

Ken Hitchcock coached 254 games; Pat Quinn 262; John Stevens 263; and Holmgren 264. Laviolette outlasted them all at 272.
Flyers Notes: Loss to 'Canes not on Mason 
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Steve Mason turned away 32 of the 34 shots that came his way Sunday night. (AP)

RALEIGH, N.C. -- Flyers goalie Steve Mason faced 32 shots during Sunday’s 2-1 loss to Carolina (see recap). 

He's now 0-2 this season, but suffice it to say, the last loss wasn’t his fault.

“I’m comfortable with the way I played,” Mason said. “I’m just not happy with the way games are progressing right now.”

Like pitchers without run support, he’s a goalie without goal support. The Flyers have given him two goals in as many starts.

That's not to mention that things have been sloppy in front of the net too. Yes, the Flyers were playing the second of back-to-back games, but this is early in the season and no one should be tired yet.

“It was a tough game in Montreal, and the first period we were running around a bit, but for the remainder of the game, guys were fighting hard,” Mason said. “Right now, things are not happening for us. That’s frustrating.

“With the group we have on our team, goals are going to come. Right now it’s difficult to see them struggling right now. They’re going to come around and the goals are going to come.

“We just have to be patient and keep working. The biggest thing is not to get too frustrated. Make sure come Tuesday [against Florida] we’re ready to go.”

Powerless play

The Flyers' power play is still rather powerless. They were 0 for 2 in this one and are now 2 for 14 on the season.

They had only one very good scoring chance against Carolina when Brayden Schenn fired a backhander through a screen late in the second period.

When a team can't score at even strength and the power play isn't working, it really limits how goals can come -- other than shorthanded.

Bad penalties

What is it with the Flyers crashing their own net several times already now this season -- and decking their own goalie in the process?

It happened again Sunday in the third period. Nick Grossmann viciously cross-checked Patrick Dwyer hard into Mason, knocking him roughly to the ice while dislodging the net.

The Flyers killed off the penalty, but it was totally unnecessary.

Rinaldo’s promotion

Flyers coach Peter Laviolette moved Zac Rinaldo to Sean Couturier’s line with Brayden Schenn.

Rinaldo played 14:02 but actually had more ice time than Vinny Lecavalier through two periods. Rinaldo was a hitting machine (as usual) on the ice with 10 hits.

His energy is what his teammates are lacking right now. If he were a scorer, it would have a larger impact on the club given his ice time.

“Last night [in Montreal] he didn’t get a lot of ice time because of the specialty teams,” Laviolette said.

“Yet in the six minutes he had, he was noticeable every time he was on the ice. You gotta love the way Zac plays and what he brings to the table. There’s no question, we could use more of that jam in there.”

The Flyers lead the NHL with 97 hits. Right now, they’d trade 90 of that total for some goals. 

Loose pucks

• Carolina rookie defenseman Ryan Murphy picked up his first NHL point with an assist on Jay Harrison’s goal in the first period

• The cost of renovations at Flyers Skate Zone are a staggering $4 million, although one web report had it listed as $4.5 million. Regardless, it’s hard to fathom either number when one considers the overall building itself. The Flyers' new dressing room should be ready this week

• The Flyers were credited with 46 hits. That is the most they’ve had in a game since March 10, 2012 at Toronto (48)

• So Jeff Skinner and the Staal Brothers, Eric and Jordan, have no goals thus far for Carolina. Just like some of the Flyers' big guns. Difference? The 'Canes have 3 points in the standings with a win and an overtime loss. The Flyers have nothing.
Flyers fire head coach Peter Laviolette 
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The Flyers fired coach Peter Laviolette on Monday and replaced him with Craig Berube. Laviolette replaced John Stevens during the 2009-10 season. (USA Today Images)

Photo Gallery

Peter Laviolette through the years 

Updated: 7:20 p.m.

On Sept. 13, Flyers chairman Ed Snider insisted Peter Laviolette's job was secure. What a difference three weeks makes.

On Monday, less than a week after the 2013-14 NHL season began -- and after the Flyers had played only three games -- Laviolette was fired. Longtime assistant coach Craig Berube was announced as his replacement, and received a two-year contract, a source confirmed with CSNPhilly.com.

It took all of three losses. Call them three strikes, perhaps.

“This is just a gut feeling on my part," general manager Paul Holmgren said. "Right now, we’re just not playing the way we have to play – we’re not playing the way we have to play to win in the National Hockey League, and that’s got to change. Whether it’s fresh ideas or a new voice, I’m not going to sit here and try to pinpoint that. That’s up to Craig, that’s his job. But I didn’t like the direction the team was heading and felt we needed a change."

Laviolette was under pressure at the end of last season, too, of course, leading a Flyers team that underachieved and missed the postseason for just the second time in 18 seasons. But Laviolette was kept around, Holmgren said, because the team chalked up last year's results as a fluke of the lockout-shortened season.

After making the high-profile offseason additions of Vinny Lecavalier, Mark Streit and Ray Emery, Holmgren felt Laviolette would be in a better position to succeed. That's why he remained as coach for the start of the 2013-14 campaign, although just barely.

"I liked Peter, I thought he deserved another opportunity," Holmgren said. "We made some changes in the summer that got us all excited. It was a fleeting thought. But at the end of the day, I just think, going back, I think [keeping Laviolette] was the right thing to do at the time. We started training camp, we started the year with Peter, and I just didn’t like what I was seeing."

Again, he emphasized, "It was a gut decision."

The 2013-14 season has gotten off to a very similar start to the lockout-shortened year that preceded it. For a second consecutive year -- and just the fourth time in franchise history -- the Flyers lost their first three games. They struggled in breakouts; they struggled in all elements of even-strength play; they struggled to score. Their defense, just like last season, looked out of sync.

They scored just three goals through their first three games. Key players like Claude Giroux, Jakub Voracek and Scott Hartnell all remain without any points. And it wasn't just these first three games that alerted the Flyers' brass to the team's issues. Ignoring last season, even, both Snider and Holmgren were concerned about what they saw on the ice in preseason and in training camp last month.

"From my own point of view, I’m very disappointed with the start that we’ve had, and quite frankly, I was very disappointed with the preseason that we had," Snider said. "I’m hoping for better, we always try to make the team as good as we possibly can, sometimes we’re not right, but hopefully this time it will work out on our behalf."

The Flyers elected to fire assistant coach Kevin McCarthy along with Laviolette, as well. Joining Berube on the bench will be John Paddock and Ian Laperriere. Yes, all three are "from the inside," but no, Snider insisted emphatically at Monday's press conference, the Flyers don't need a culture change.

"We haven't won a championship. We've been in the Stanley Cup Finals a lot of times, and we've been in the playoffs a lot of times, and the culture is to win," Snider bristled. "Thirty teams are trying to win the cup, and we're doing our damnedest to do it. That's our culture. That's our culture."

Snider then rebuffed a followup question about the need for a fresh perspective.

"No, we don't need a fresh perspective," he said. "We have a pretty good culture and we know who we're dealing with."

Much does need to change, of course. And that goes for the players, too. While Laviolette suffered his fate because of the Flyers' struggles, there's only so much one coach can do when the men on the ice aren't executing.

"I think Peter worked his hardest to try to get things turned around," Holmgren said. "He’s as frustrated as all of us right now. When I met with him this morning, he expressed his frustration about trying everything. He gave it all he could to get things turned around."

As outrageous as it seems, Eagles head coach Chip Kelly is now the longest-tenured coach among the Eagles, Sixers, Phillies and Flyers.
Flyers remain winless after loss to Hurricanes 
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The Flyers remained winless through three games after once more struggling to score in a 2-1 loss to the Hurricanes in Carolina. (USA Today Images)

BOX SCORE

RALEIGH, N.C. -- It’s starting to resemble last winter’s lockout-shortened season for Peter Laviolette’s Flyers.

After three games, they remain winless following Sunday’s 2-1 loss at PNC Arena to previously winless Carolina.

Kimmo Timonen says the Flyers are about to find out what their made of.

“It’s disappointing. We wanted to get off to a good start, and we’re 0-3,” said the Finnish defenseman. “That’s not good.

“There’s going to be ups and downs in the season. This is the first test for us as a group, a team. Now is not the time to blame people. There’s still 79 games left, but this is the test for us, at the same time, as a team.

“How do we come out of this? How do we start playing? We’re not happy at all. Everyone knows what happened last year

“Now we really see where we are as a team and how tight we are as a team. … If we don’t starting playing as a team, we’re going to be 0-6. Now it’s sticking together, stick with the game plan and put the work boots on.”

Looking at the Flyers' schedule last week, even a pessimist would have conceded a victory against rebuilding Carolina. But with guys squeezing their sticks into sawdust -- three goals in three losses -- there’s no margin for error. And errors are costing the Flyers dearly.

“I would say that is probably the case, and that’s what happened in the first game, as well,”  Laviolette said. “Offensively, if you are not scoring, then everything has to be perfect on the defensive side of things.” 

As bad as it was, the Flyers had their chances. Jakub Voracek, back on the top line throughout the game with Scott Hartnell and Claude Giroux, almost got a stuffer inside the right post during a late third-period power play that would have tied it, 2-2.

Then again, the Flyers were nearly out-shot by a 2-to-1 margin, 34-18. That’s not Flyer hockey.

Sloppy play at both ends of the ice in the first period hurt, too.

“Early on, I thought we were a little bit sloppy with our play and our puck movement,” Laviolette said. “Simple things that should not get turned over. Execution. It got better but still not much room offensively.”

Much of the opening period was played in the Flyers' end while the Hurricanes had numerous scoring chances on goalie Steve Mason.

“Our execution was off in general, early only on,” Laviolette said. “We talked about a couple of different things. Support on the puck being better. Puck battles were not strong enough.

“In the first period, we lost way too many puck battles – staying in the battle, positioning, heavy stick in the battle. If you don’t come up with those battles, you’re chasing them.”

The Flyers were also irresponsible with the puck, tossing blind offensive passes into the slot without skaters there, not to mention clearing pucks in their own end without looking.

Jay Harrison had the opening period’s only goal on a slapper from atop the left circle that squeezed through Mason’s pads then trickled into the net.

“That’s a stop that I should have made, and it might have been easier if I had those extra inches on my pads,” Mason said, referring to rules change mandating smaller goalie pads this season.

The period ended with Hartnell taking a pass from Giroux on right wing and putting a shot off goalie Anton Khudobin’s shoulder as the buzzer sounded.

Giroux agreed the team is pressing to score.

“Yeah, when you only score three goals in three games, guys get more frustrated and want to do more,” the Flyers' captain said. “Sometimes less is more.”

Things picked up for the Flyers in the second period when they ended their even-strength scoring drought with Luke Schenn’s drive from the left circle that deflected high to glove side of Khudobin, off the right post, and in the net to tie the game.

Since the start of the season, the Flyers had gone 143 minutes and one second without an even-strength goal.

Schenn’s goal seemed to give the Flyers some “jam” -- as coach Peter Laviolette is fond of saying -- but Schenn negated his own goal with a terrible turnover that burned Mason at 8:20 of the second.

On the breakout, and under pressure from Jeff Skinner, Schenn passed the puck from behind the goal line up the middle of the ice. It deflected off Skinner’s skate onto Radek Dvorak’s stick. Dvorak ripped an uncontested 30-footer top shelf for the game-winner.

“I saw [Sean] Couturier open in the middle and tried to make a play,” Schenn said. “I knew there was no one behind him and if I could get him that puck we’d have a clean exit out of the zone.

“Sometimes, when you try to make plays, you don’t always get the bounces you want. It went off his skate -- not like I had put it on the other guy’s tape.

“Mistakes like that become big in games when we don’t get much offense going.”

Again, no margin for error given the Flyers' lack of goal scoring.

Mason saved it from becoming 3-1 near the end of the second period with a terrific kick save on Eric Staal in which he had to go post-to-post to get his pad on the shot during a Carolina power play.

“We had a terrible start – 0-3 is not what we wanted,” said newcomer  Mark Steit. “The last two games we didn’t play well. … We have a lot of potential, but so far we have not shown it.”
Flyers-Hurricanes: 5 things you need to know 

Your browser does not support iframes. 

October 6, 2013, 10:00 am

Share This Post

Cheer 

0 

Boo 

0 

Email 

Two games, two goals. Obviously, that’s not the type of offensive start Peter Laviolette was hoping for from his club. 

Luckily for the Flyers (0-2-0), who fell to the Montreal Canadiens less than 24 hours ago (see story), the Carolina Hurricanes (0-0-1) are next up on the schedule. The orange and black have earned points in 24 of their last 27 meetings against the 'Canes. 

Puck drop for Sunday’s contest between the Flyers and Hurricanes is set for 5 p.m. at PNC Arena in Raleigh, N.C., and the game will be televised on CSN. Here are five other things you need to know:

1) Good timing

The Flyers can put Saturday’s 4-1 loss to Montreal behind them quickly, as they prepare for their first back-to-back situation of the 2013-14 season.

Through the first two games, the Flyers have fired 55 shots on goal but have beaten opposing goalies just twice -- both times on the power play.

A matchup with Carolina couldn’t have come at a better time. The Flyers have potted four or more goals in 10 of their last 16 meetings against the Hurricanes.

The Flyers also won all three games they played against Carolina in the 2013 season series, outscoring the Hurricanes by a 14-9 margin.

Matt Read (two goals, four assists) and Brayden Schenn (one goal, four assists) led the Flyers offensively against the Hurricanes last year. Wayne Simmonds added three markers and a helper of his own. 

2) Strong start

Vinny Lecavalier has arguably been the best Flyer through the first two games of the season. 

The 33-year-old has a goal, an assist, six shots, four hits and three blocked shots in his first action donning orange and black. 

Lecavalier signed a five-year, $22.5 million deal with the Flyers less than a week after being bought out by the Tampa Bay Lightning this past offseason. 

3) Struggling special teams

One of the few bright spots for the Flyers last season was their special teams play. The Flyers owned the third-best power-play percentage in the NHL (21.6 percent) and finished fifth on the penalty kill (85.9 percent). 

So far this year, those units haven’t clicked in the early going. The Flyers are just 2 for 12 on the man advantage and have allowed three goals in 11 shorthanded situations through the first two games.

The good news? The Flyers still have 80 games to play and their power-play units have been generating plenty of opportunities. Don’t panic just yet. 

4) Connections

Flyers coach Peter Laviolette coached the Hurricanes for parts of five seasons, leading Carolina to a Stanley Cup championship in 2005-06. He went 167-122-6-28 during his tenure with the 'Canes before being fired on Dec. 3, 2008. 

After being placed on waivers by the Lightning last season, Adam Hall joined the Hurricanes for a short period of time after being claimed on March 16. He appeared in six games for Carolina, but was traded back to Tampa Bay along with a seventh-round pick for Marc-Andre Bergeron on April 2. The Flyers would go on to claim Hall the next day, when the Lightning placed him on waivers for a second time in 2013.

The Hurricanes’ organization selected injured Flyers defenseman Chris Pronger with the second-overall pick at the 1993 NHL draft. He played two seasons with the Hartford Whalers before being traded to the St. Louis Blues for forward Brendan Shanahan. 

Injured Hurricanes defenseman Joni Pitkanen was drafted by the Flyers with the fourth-overall pick at the 2002 NHL draft. He played in 206 games for the Flyers over three seasons, registering 25 goals and 91 assists. 

5) This and that

• The Flyers and Hurricanes will face off four times this season. Sunday will mark the first time the two clubs will play each other within the newly-created Metropolitan Division. 

• The Hurricanes will be without forward Tuomo Ruutu (lower-body) and defensemen Tim Gleason (concussion) and Pitkanen (heel). 

• Flyers captain Claude Giroux has five goals and 10 assists in 15 career regular-season games against Carolina. 

• Hurricanes netminder Cam Ward has struggled mightily against the Flyers in his career. He has a 5-10-3 record with a 3.16 goals-against average in 19 games versus the orange and black. 

• Both Ray Emery and Steve Mason have found success against Carolina in their careers. Emery is 5-0-0 with a 0.73 goals-against average and two shutouts and Mason is 5-0-0 with a 1.80 GAA.
Flyers Notes: Where are the goals? 
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Matt Read and the Flyers are without a 5-on-5 goal two games into the season. (USA Today Images)

MONTREAL -- It’s only two games, but the gang that still can’t shoot straight doesn’t have a 5-on-5 goal this season.

What the Flyers do have are just two power-play goals -- Brayden Schenn and Vinny Lecavalier. Those two and Mark Streit have all the team's points so far -- six.

And it appears to be a carryover from preseason while also resembling last season, as well.

Where has the Flyers' scoring gone?

“We’ve had our chances,” Claude Giroux said after the Flyers' 4-1 loss to the Canadiens on Saturday (see story). “Guys are working their butts off to create chances. We’ve just got to put it in the net.”

Easier said that done. The Flyers had 23 shots on goal Saturday, 13 missed shots and 12 shots that were blocked.

“The goals will come,” Schenn said. “We can’t start worrying. The goals will come. We’ll generate chances and the goals will come.”

Too many shots are errant. There is no finish on open looks close in, either.

“I can’t think of one problem except maybe attack at more speed,” Schenn said. “Just start creating chances.”

The Flyers are in Carolina to face the Hurricanes on Sunday.

“It’s a big game for us and a quick turnaround,” Schenn said. “We got to be ready and focus on winning and forgetting about this game tonight.

“But we can’t be taking nine, 10 or 11 penalties a game. We have to be way more disciplined and way more composed. You can’t give a team 9-10 chances on the power play at night.”

It does seem that players are squeezing their sticks.

“That is something that is going to come -- the offense,” Max Talbot said. “We have the offense, we have the skills. We have great players in here. We need more shots and traffic at the net.”

Boos for Vinny 

Remember how Danny Briere used to get booed in Montreal every time he touched the puck when he played for the Flyers?

Same thing Saturday night for Lecavalier.

“I felt sorry for Vinny, but I've been that guy,” Briere said.

Lecavalier seemed unbothered. Losing two straight means more than 21,273 people booing him at Bell Centre.

“I just want to help our team win the game, that is all it is really,” Lecavalier said. “It’s always special playing in Montreal. Same thing tonight.”

Added Talbot: “You can’t take it personal.”

'Bragging rights' 

That is what Briere called this game. Even though he didn’t score a goal or even get an assist, Briere felt good after the game.

The Flyers shut him down.

“This was for bragging rights,” he said. “I got them tonight, but I know there will be other games down the road.

“I was glad when the first period was over and we were up 1-0, because the Flyers are a tough team to play when you're behind.”

Loose pucks 

Zac Rinaldo was credited with six hits in just 5:15 of ice time while playing his 100th career NHL game. … Kimmo Timonen had five blocked shots, while Nicklas Grossmann had four, as well as four hits. ... Timonen and Braydon Coburn each played 25-plus minutes. ... Jakub Voracek rejoined Scott Hartnell and Claude Giroux on the top line about 14 minutes into the second period when nothing was being generated offensively for either team.
Penalties lead to Flyers' unraveling in loss 
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The Canadiens celebrate a goal in the Flyers' 4-1 loss on Saturday. (USA Today Images)

BOX SCORE

Updated: 11:57 p.m.

MONTREAL -- Initially, it was a tight, competitive game in which every ounce of energy seemed spent on puck battles.

No matter how defensively sound you were, there was nothing tangible to see on the scoreboard that showed any kind of reward after two periods.

Goals were again nowhere to be found for the Flyers.

Yet, instead of a climatic final period at Bell Centre against the Canadiens, the entire game disintegrated inside of 12 seconds amid what would be a penalty-filled stanza that turned something positive for the Flyers into a 4-1 Canadiens rout.

Already trailing 1-0, the Flyers were dealt a crushing blow winning a neutral zone faceoff, then Wayne Simmonds falling and losing the puck.

Montreal’s Brendan Gallagher fired a shot wide of the net and the carom came off the back boards at a weird angle right onto Lars Eller’s stick for a backhander in which goalie Ray Emery didn’t have a chance.

That made it 2-0. The goal rattled the Flyers because the game fell apart immediately after.

“They came out 3-on-2 right off the hop and that shouldn’t happen,” defenseman Nick Grossmann said. “Then [the puck] bounced off the wall and bad rebound. Just bad execution off the faceoff. It shouldn’t happen.”

Added Vinny Lecavalier, who was also on the ice for that goal: “It was a big goal for them. But we were on the ice a lot and it broke our momentum from the beginning.”

Minutes later, Gallagher made it 3-0 during a two-man Habs power-play advantage.

Game over.

Lecavalier, who to that point had the Flyers' only decent power-play chances -- let alone shots -- got it back on the power play with a rebound off a Mark Streit shot, but it wasn’t enough.

So, the Flyers, who talked about the importance of getting off to a quick start this season, are 0-2 going into Sunday afternoon’s game in Carolina.

Is it too early to call Game No. 3 a “must-win" for coach Peter Laviolette’s club?

“We gotta relax a little bit; every game is important,” Max Talbot said. “[Sunday] is a big game, but it is just three games into the season. Two games played already. Let’s just focus on [Carolina].”

What impaled the Flyers in this one was 13 penalties for 32 minutes, of which seven came in the decisive third period.

“It seemed the first two periods, every time we got going 5-on-5 it lasted about two to three minutes and then the penalty killers went back on the ice,” Laviolette said. “After they scored the goal to start the third, the penalties happened and we lost our composure.

“It unraveled from there. We’re not going to win a lot of hockey games if we go to the box as much as we did tonight.”

All that penalty killing sapped the Flyers' energy to do anything even strength.

“We’re taking too many of them, losing momentum and guys don’t get into the game and I have myself to blame for taking a couple bad ones (two stick penalties),” Grossmann said.

Eight calls were obstruction or stick fouls.

Meanwhile, the Flyers power play, which was third best in the NHL last season, is just 2 for 12. Lecavalier has the club’s only power-play goal (1 for 5) while the Flyers don’t have an even-strength goal yet.

“You look at the first game, we had a lot of chances and couldn’t score,” Lecavalier said. “Tonight a lot of penalties and tough to get that flow. We lost our momentum. We want to eliminate a few [of these].

“Maybe a few weren’t great calls, but it’s part of the game. Same thing the other way. We have to stay more disciplined with stick penalties. Get more momentum and more 5-on-5 chances.”

Unlike the season opener against Toronto, the Flyers got off to a very ragged, sloppy start and had to kill off consecutive penalties, including five seconds of a Habs 5-on-3 power play.

How ironic then that Montreal’s only goal in the first period came shortly after at even strength on a nice play at the net from Rene Bourque.

Luke Schenn was caught chasing the puck behind the Flyers' net when Bourque slid a perfect pass through the goal crease to the waiting Brian Gionta for an easy tip-in past Emery at 8:10.

Schenn’s partner, Streit, was late covering in the slot on Gionta at the post.

The second period saw most of it played in the Flyers' own end and directly in front of Emery.

It's hard to say which team was worse at finding the net -- the Flyers or Canadiens? There were too many shots high or wide on both sides, and several 4-on-4 situations, as well.

Before it was over, the Flyers were back on the penalty kill with Claude Giroux making a fancy between-the-legs move on a semi-breakaway to get a shorthanded chance on Price with 65 ticks left in the period.

Hands down, that was the Flyers' best chance. How apropos they were shorthanded, too.

“At the end of two periods, it was pretty tight defensively,” Laviolette said. “I just think if we play a cleaner game, we can roll the lines a little more, keep the flow and not wear out the penalty killers, and have certain guys sitting so long on the bench.

“Eventually, if you get enough opportunities on the power play, you will score.”
Voracek not concerned with line combinations 

Flyers pleased with effort but want better results
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Jakub Voracek finished second on the Flyers in scoring last season with 46 points. (USA Today Images)

MONTREAL – When Peter Laviolette changed up his top line this week, he wanted to spread out the offense more and give the Flyers' lineup more scoring balance.

That’s why Jakub Voracek moved off Claude Giroux’s unit with Scott Hartnell down to Sean Couturier’s line with Max Talbot.

No one fully bought that was the entire reason, if only because of the obvious offensive chemistry exhibited between Giroux and Voracek last season. Both these players finished first and second in leading the Flyers in scoring with 48 and 46 points, respectively.

Part of the reason for the switch, as it turns out, was more obvious: Voracek hadn’t skated daily with the team because of a lower-back injury suffered in the final week of preseason. Voracek wasn’t quite up to the skating necessary with the top line.

Laviolette figured a move would reduce his minutes a bit, but because of the Flyers' seven power plays in their opening night loss to Toronto, Voracek still ended up with 16:36 in ice time and 7:11 of power-play time.

“He’s just coming back off that injury,” Laviolette said. “It’s a little of both. There’s a lot of success with Jake and Sean and Max when they played together a couple of years ago.

“It gives us a little more [offensive] balance. Nothing is set in stone. We’re looking at things. Like I said, the other night we generated plenty of offensive chances. We got to get it to drop.”

Voracek did take third-period shifts back with his old linemates. Tonight, he could return there for good, but on Friday, it seemed like Laviolette was going to keep him on Couturier’s line against the Canadiens.

If that’s the case, Voracek isn’t concerned.

“[Couturier] is a great player,” Voracek said. “Look at him. He’s been in the league just three years. He’s 20 years old. It’s just, the first games are always kind of rough. All the emotions, lots of waiting and the first game it’s kinda, especially, at home, a lot of expectations.

“But it’s fun [playing] with Coots and Max. I’m excited about this game, too. I’m sure we’re going to contribute.”

The one advantage to playing down on a third line, he said, was you don’t go up against the other team’s shutdown defensemen. You draw a better – easier – defensive pair.

“Claude is always going to play against the better defensemen, the shutdown defensemen,” Voracek said. “It should be an advantage for me.

“I don’t want to say I am playing against worst players, but obviously, not going against their top defensemen. I just have to take advantage of that. That is what Lavy is pointing out – spread out their lineup and try to get the offense going for all three lines.”

The Flyers' scoring woes in preseason followed them into the regular season opener – just one goal against the Maple Leafs. How about a hat trick against Montreal?

“Hat trick?” Voracek asked. “Lets’ start with a ‘W’. If I get a hat trick, that’s gravy. We get two points in a tough building, that’s [better].”
Flyers' focus in practice: Hitting the net more 
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21 Flyers shots missed the net in Wednesday's 3-1 loss to the Toronto Maple Leafs (USA Today Images)

The gang that couldn’t shoot straight.

That pretty much describes the Flyers this week, not just in their season-opening loss to Toronto, but in practice as well.

Coach Peter Laviolette isn’t impressed with 73 attempted shots when 21 of them were errant. So many of the drills in the two days that have followed the 3-1 loss emphasize shooting on net.

“I’d like to see us shooting the puck a little bit more. Even more to the point, I’d like to see us hit the net a little more,” Laviolette said. “Even in practice here. We’re firing scud missiles from the slot or coming off the rush. They’re smashing off the glass.

“If we can put it between the red bars somewhere, there might be a second opportunity or third opportunity that follows off the glass or around the corners. And now you are working on puck possession again. I’d like to see us working on hitting that net a little more than we have.”

He’ll have a chance to see whether the shooting practice and focus sessions had any impact this weekend as the Flyers play in Montreal on Saturday and then Sunday afternoon in Carolina.

It’s the first back-to-back sequence of games for the Flyers this season in what will be a relatively light month of October – 11 games, with just two back-to-backs.
NY Rangers at loss of words, still adjusting to Alain Vigneault after 9-2 loss to Sharks 

The unfamiliarity and transition can help explain why the Rangers played so well in Monday’s 3-1 win in L.A. and then regressed so drastically Tuesday. But those won’t be good enough excuses if the Blueshirts slide further Thursday in Anaheim and Saturday in St. Louis.
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Ryan McDonagh and Rangers see hats — and goals — rain down on them Tuesday night in San Jose. AP 

Marcio Jose Sanchez/AP

Rangers sit on the bench with blank stares as hats rain down on the ice from San Jose fans after a hat trick.
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ANAHEIM — Three games into an 82-game season is too early to panic, but the Rangers aren’t pretending Tuesday’s 9-2 blowout loss at San Jose’s Shark Tank didn’t rattle them.

“I mean, let’s face facts: That was not the right way to go about things,” Brian Boyle said in a monotone Tuesday night. “Lucky for us it’s game three, and we can change it. But I’m sort of at a loss for words.”

The Blueshirts (1-2-0) were at a loss for everything. Tuesday’s takeaway wasn’t about pinpointing which players had struggled. Everyone was to blame. The question was how this team will respond and, above all, defend, under first-year coach Alain Vigneault.

The Rangers are used to taskmaster John Tortorella, his no-room-for-error, one-shift-and-you’re-benched discipline, the defensive shell and strategy formed around goalie Henrik Lundqvist. Now, they are learning a new, up-tempo style on the fly and getting to know Vigneault, with an incomplete roster and several prominent players rusty due to preseason absences.

The unfamiliarity and transition can help explain why the Rangers played so well in Monday’s 3-1 win in L.A. and then regressed so drastically Tuesday. But those won’t be good enough excuses if the Blueshirts slide further Thursday in Anaheim and Saturday in St. Louis, continuing to drift without direction or confidence. The players need to pick up on Vigneault’s expectations, and their new boss needs to figure out whether he must adjust his philosophy, and if so, how.

Vigneault’s coaching style and encouragement of offense may feel foreign, even almost lenient, compared to Tortorella’s emphases; he didn’t react much on the bench Tuesday as his team hemorrhaged goals. But the players should not confuse Vigneault’s approachable personality or occasional silence as a sign he is any less demanding. That is not the case.

After Tuesday’s game, Vigneault scowled as he turned right down the hallway, prepared to speak his mind in a closed-door, locker-room meeting that left players admitting a lack of effort. Then he said the only reason the Rangers weren’t practicing on Wednesday in Anaheim was because NHL rules say so, due to this week’s heavy travel that includes back-to-back games and three games in four nights.

Undoubtedly, evaluating individual talent in split-squad preseason games, rather than having a set roster from day one, also has prevented the Rangers from developing early consistency. However, nothing excuses a team with two All-Stars and three first-round picks on its blue line, and a Vezina winner in goal, from failing to defend its own net.

NO NEWS ON NASH: The Rangers had no update on the status of RW Rick Nash , who did not play in Tuesday’s final two periods due to a “headache” from a first-period shoulder to the head from Sharks D Brad Stuart . The Blueshirts did not call up any players from the AHL, so Nash could be in the lineup Thursday, or rookie Jesper Fast could take his place.

The NHL department of player safety suspended Stuart for three games without pay Wednesday for the “illegal check to the head.”

Read more: http://www.nydailynews.com/sports/hockey/rangers/defense-rangers-article-1.1481375#ixzz2hJkmK7dh
NY Rangers captain Ryan Callahan expected back in Blueshirts lineup vs. LA Kings 

Callahan was reluctant to guarantee he’d play but acknowledged that dressing against the Kings is 'my target.' The Rangers have off on Saturday, so Callahan said he will monitor how his left shoulder takes contact in Sunday’s final practice to make sure nothing unexpected nags him. 
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New York Rangers right wing Ryan Callahan (24) during training camp at the Rangers practice facility. 

Ron Antonelli/New York Daily News 

The NY Rangers look to get a boost as captain Ryan Callahan is slated to return to the lineup.
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LOS ANGELES – The Rangers need to steer their early-season road trip onto the right track in a hurry. What better way to do that than to welcome back the Captain?

Ryan Callahan, whose offseason shoulder surgery once threatened to keep him out until the end of October, will return to the Blueshirts’ lineup for their second game of the season, Monday night in Los Angeles, barring any setback in the next few days while the team practices at the Kings’ facility in El Segundo, Calif.

“If it would have been up to him, he would have played (in Thursday’s 4-1 loss in Phoenix),” coach Alain Vigneault said after Friday afternoon’s one-hour practice at the Toyota Center. “But this gives him almost four days, two days of contact in practices. He’s ready to go. He’s cleared to play.”

Callahan was reluctant to guarantee he’d play but acknowledged that dressing against the Kings is “my target.” The Rangers have off on Saturday, so Callahan said he will monitor how his left shoulder takes contact in Sunday’s final practice to make sure nothing unexpected nags him. Once he returns, the Rangers will be closer to full strength for the rest of this five-game road trip: Monday in L.A, Tuesday in San Jose, Thursday in Anaheim and Saturday in St. Louis.

On Friday, Callahan went full steam, replacing rookie Jesper Fast on the third-line right wing alongside left wing Taylor Pyatt and center Brian Boyle. He may not be on top of his game immediately, given that the May surgery on his left shoulder required significant rest to heal. But Callahan can augment the Rangers’ efforts in areas they struggled against Phoenix, including his ability to, as Boyle said, “attack the net.”

“He brings, first of all, that physical element. He brings the lead-by-example element,” Boyle told the Daily News. “Then he gets those shots, he brings them to the net, and he gets you those second, third, fourth opportunities just because that’s how he plays – with his tenacity and everything he does. He can make things happen when it doesn’t seem like there’s a lot there. He’s going to be a huge lift for us.”

Vigneault said he intends to start Callahan on the third line, in “not as much of an offensive role” as a top-six slot, to let the captain play his way into game shape.

“He missed time, even in the summer, because he had to rest and recover,” Boyle said. “But knowing Cally, he’s going to come out and try to run through a wall. He looks great. He’s been working his butt off.”

Friday, so were the Rangers. Vigneault drilled his club specifically on their shortcomings in Thursday’s disappointing defeat to the Coyotes: defensive coverage, forward backchecking and support, forechecking, shots on net, traffic in front, four-on-four situations, and defensive draws.

“This was a tough practice,” Boyle said. “But that’s good. We practice like this, guys are in shape. We should be able to sustain up-tempo play for long periods of time.”

The practice’s defensive emphasis – combined with the six stitches on Ryan McDonagh’s chin from blocking a Radim Vrbata shot Thursday night – was a reminder that while Vigneault’s system is more open than that of former coach John Tortorella, it is not asking the Rangers to abandon any sense of responsibility in their own end.

“It’s part of my game, and it’s part of a lot of guys on our team’s games,” McDonagh said. “It’s not gonna change. It’s just not being mentioned a lot maybe by our staff or whatever, but still, it’s got to be part of our game. It’s going to save us from giving up goals, for sure.”

Prioritizing toughness, though, depends on the player. Though Vigneault approved of Rick Nash’s seventh-career fight Thursday night in defense of Derek Stepan “as far as (earning) team respect and team awareness,” the coach called for his power forward to speak more with his skill than his fists.

“I think it’s real good (he defended Stepan),” Vigneault said. “I need Rick, though, to play like Rick Nash. And he will. His work ethic and his attitude are real good. He’s trying hard, and he’s like the rest of our team. We’re gonna put it together.”

Read more: http://www.nydailynews.com/sports/hockey/rangers/rangers-captain-callahan-expected-back-kings-article-1.1477090#ixzz2hJkuNaON
Isles to Return Griffin Reinhart to WHL 

October 9th, 2013 11:09 am  

The Islanders will return Griffin Reinhart to Edmonton of the WHL, according to Arthur Staple of Newsday.

“We sent Griffin down since if he’s not getting in the lineup and getting those minutes he should go back to juniors and get that experience,” Jack Capuano said.

Kevin Schultz, Islanders Point Blank:

With Cal Clutterbuck ready to return to the roster, the Islanders had to take someone off of it to make room. Waiver exempt Matt Donovan and Brock Nelson have played well enough to keep from getting sent to Bridgeport, and the Islanders generally don’t like to try and send veterans through waivers, leaving Reinhart as the option that made the most sense.

Reinhart didn’t make the top-six defenders out of camp and might have gotten a chance to play this week had the Isles not gotten off to a hot start; Jack Capuano rarely changes the lineup after a win.

The Post spoke to Reinhart yesterday, and he doesn’t seem keen at all on the idea. Usually players will tow a line of ‘whatever coach thinks is good for me is good for me’:

“It’s a little frustrating not playing, but I’ve been in junior several years now, and I don’t think there’s too much more for me to be learned down there,” Reinhart told The Post on Tuesday morning. “So I think just practicing here — even if I was just practicing here all year, and playing a few games — I’d learn more from these guys than going back to junior.”

Whether you want to read into that or not, Reinhart seemed content with the decision in a now deleted tweet (deleted probably because he was the one breaking the news).

This is the irritating and arguably unfair nature of the NHL-CHL agreement that bars 19-year-old CHL-eligible players from playing in the AHL. It generally impacts top prospects like Reinhart, Ryan Strome before him and Nino Niederreiter before both. The players get caught between the CHL and NHL, the former a league they’ll dominate and get bored with and the latter a challenge, maybe too tough.

You won’t see Reinhart again until probably the spring when the CHL season is over and at that point it may be Bridgeport not Long Island, but the long look he got this year is certainly promising for his future.
Isles Staying Level Headed after 2-0-1 Start 

October 9th, 2013 10:30 am  

Christian Arnold, Islanders Point Blank:

UNIONDALE, N.Y — Five out six points in the opening three games is not a bad way to start the 2013-14 season, but the Islanders weren’t patting themselves on the back after downing the Coyotes 6-1 Tuesday night.

“Yeah, definitely,” Matt Donovan responded when asked if five out six points was the start his team was looking for. “To be honest we should have had that sixth point too.”

It’s a telling quote that essentially summed up how the team felt about a solid start to the year. The Isles were happy with the win, but know there is more work to be done.

“It’s three games. We have 79 more and we have a tough test coming up this weekend,” Isles captain John Tavares said. “So time to prepare and understand that it’s back to work again. There is a lot of work to be done. Nice to start this way and keep building momentum and building the way we want to play. Keep playing that style and it’s really big for us.”

Josh Bailey echoed similar comments during his chat with the media following the win.

“We’re not going to start talking about how great we’ve been,” Bailey said. “It’s been a short amount of time and we’ve made some good strides, and done some good things, but we still have a long way to go and a lot of things to improve upon.”

The Islanders have started off the previous two season with winning records after the first three games. In 2011-12, the Isles opened the year by take four of the possible six points available and last season they did the same.

The team makes its’ first trip out west to play Chicago on Friday, and Nashville on Saturday. The Islanders will spend the next few days practicing and work on making corrections before the trip to the windy city.

“We got to be hard on them as a staff.  There are some things we need to work on for sure,” Islander head coach Jack Capuano said in his post game press conference. “They had some chances tonight and we talked about a lot of it in our pre-scout and how we need to execute. There were some breakdowns, so there are some things we need to do. We have to continue to make sure we have the awareness.

“Our discipline and our decision making were just OK, but I’m starting to see us starting to play like we did in the second half of last year which is positive. But there are certain areas in our game that we need to clean up
Islanders 6, Coyotes 1: Isles down ‘Yotes For Second Win of the Year 

October 8th, 2013 10:59 pm  
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Christian Arnold, Islanders Point Blank:

UNIONDALE, N.Y. – John Tavares scored two goals and rookie Matt Donovan scored his first career NHL goal as the Islanders defeated the Phoenix Coyotes 6-1 in the third game of the year.

The win was not as lopsided as the score would indicate, but the Islanders capitalized on scoring opportunities early in the game, and picked up their play in the second period.

“The score didn’t indicate the way the game was,” Islander head coach Jack Capuano said after the game. “They have a good team… We found some sticks and we found a way to get in the back of the net. The power play was good. A key part of the game… Our guys played hard. You get rewarded for that and you do get bounces. The harder you work, the luckier you get and I thought our guys played hard.”

The Islanders took the 1-0 lead less than two minutes into the game. Peter Regin scored his first goal as an Islander at 1:29 into the game off a wrist shot that beat Phoenix goaltender Mike Smith high glove side.

Things would slow down after the goal. Neither team would make life too tough on the opposing goaltender but at the 13:36 mark the Islanders caught a break. Antoine Vermette took a hooking penalty and one second later Mike Ribeiro got called for delay of game.

On the ensuing five on three power play, John Tavares scored his first goal of the season off a feed from Frans Nielsen.

The Isles picked up the pace in the second period eventually catching another break midway through the period. Matt Donovan fired a shot from the point that looked to have been saved by Smith, but trickled through his pads and over the goal line. The goal was the first of Donovan’s NHL career.

“I was on the way back to the bench for a change and I hear everyone celebrating,” Donovan said while describing the goal. “Turned around and saw that it was in. That was pretty exciting.”

Martin Hanzel put the Coyotes on the board less than a minute after the Donovan goal to cut the Isles lead back to two.

Tavares put the Isles back in front by three at the 14:49 mark of the second period after burying a shot from inside the far side face-off circle. The Grabner-Nielsen-Colin McDonald line put on a passing display to set up McDonald for his first goal of the year to make it 5-1 Islanders.

In the third, the Islanders added one final goal to seal the win. Grabner found Bailey in front of the net, who quickly passed to Nielsen, who sent it right back to Bailey. Bailey put it easily past an out of position Thomas Greiss, who replaced Smith in net to start the third period.

“I think we just played solid throughout the night,” Donovan said. “Unlike our last game we didn’t let up. We stayed on our toes and kept them on their heels. And just kept pushing. We got some good goals and some good offensive chances from it.”

The Islanders are happy with the win and taking five of the possible six points from the opening three games, but heading into their two game road trip out west the team knows there is still plenty of challenges to come.

“I don’t think we’re satisfied or anything,” Bailey responded when asked about the successful opening weekend. “I don’t even think we’ve thought a whole lot about it. I think we expect to win now. I think tonight’s an example of that.

“You come in here guys are happy, but we’re already moving on to our next opponent.”
Video: The First NHL Goal for Matt Donovan 

October 8th, 2013 8:44 pm  

During the second period tonight, Matt Donovan fired a point shot that trickled past Coyotes netminder Mike Smith to give the Islanders a 3-1 lead. It was a power play goal and was the first of Donovan’s NHL career in his sixth NHL game. After spending last the last two years in Bridgeport, Donovan made the big club out of training camp this season. 

Donovan is from Edmond, Oklahoma and is the first player born and raised in the state of Oklahoma to score an NHL goal. Former Avalanche forward Tyler Arnason was born in Oklahoma City, but raised in Winnipeg.

The Isles currently lead 5-1 late in the second period.
Kirill Kabanov reassigned to ECHL 

October 8th, 2013 5:26 pm  

Kirill Kabanov has been reassigned to the Stockton Thunder of the ECHL, the Islanders announced.

Michael Fornabaio tweets that Kabanov was late to a team meeting.

Arthur Staple tweets that Kabanov being sent down isn’t a punishment and that the organization is trying to get him more minutes. Staple notes that Kabanov wasn’t able to lock down a top-six role with the Sound Tigers.

Kabanov tallied nine points (2 G, 7 A) in 32 games for the Sound Tigers in 2012-13. He had one goal in 2 games for the Sound Tigers this season.

He was drafted 65th-overall in the 2010 draft.

Kabanov’s entry level contract expires after next season.

14 Comments 

Game Day (3): Coyotes at Islanders, 7pm 

October 8th, 2013 2:19 pm  

 at 

 Nassau Coliseum — Uniondale, NY

TV: MSG+ Radio: 88.7, 103.9 FM

The Least You Should Know About the Coyotes… The Coyotes do, in fact, still reside in Phoenix even after all the years of relocation speculation… They beat the Rangers 4-1 in the season opener but allowed FIFTY ONE shots to the Sharks in a 4-1 loss Saturday… They added free agent Mike Ribiero as the top line center over the summer… Star defender Oliver Ekman-Larsson has been banged up but will play tonight, according to Brian Compton…

Kevin Schultz, Islanders Point Blank:

There won’t be any Cal Clutterbuck at the Coliseum tonight as the Islanders are going to go with the same lineup they iced in the season’s first two games. 

“I could probably play today,” Clutterbuck told Brian Compton of NHL.com earlier today. “But I think just in talking it over with the medical staff and the coaches, it’s just probably better that I be more prudent at this point.”

That means the team is punting the roster decision they’ll need to make until the end of the week at the earliest.

Evgeni Nabokov will be back between the pipes and Mike Smith is expected to start for Phoenix.

Unfortunately you won’t be able to see the league’s best twitter account tonight, @BizNasty2point0, as he will be serving the final game of a three-game suspension. Rusty Klesla and Derek Morris are questionable to play, depleting the Coyotes blueline a bit.

The Islanders are 31-23-12-1 all-time against the Coyotes but the teams have only met once since December of 2010. Their last meeting was a 5-1 Coyotes win on January 7, 2012 in the desert.

Projected Lineup 

Moulson-Tavares-Okposo Hamonic-MacDonald Nabokov 

Grabner-Nielsen-Bailey Hickey-Visnovsky Poulin 

Nelson-Regin-Bouchard Donovan-Strait  

Martin-Cizikas-McDonald    

Scratches: Carkner, Boulton, Reinhart
The Morning Skate: Oh Hello There, Western Conference 

October 8th, 2013 10:15 am  

Kevin Schultz, Islanders Point Blank:

After more than a year, the Islanders will finally square off against a Western Conference opponent.

westSince the 2004 Lockout, inter-conference games had been squeezed out of the schedule in favor of divisional play. In July 2005, the league decided to play eight games per season against each divisional opponent and many inter-conference games were eliminated to make room for it. Not every team would play every team from the opposing conference every season as had previously been the case.Last year during the shortened season, the inter-conference games were tossed out the window entirely.

After Lockout Part Deux we’re back to how things used to be. Each team plays every other team twice, once at home and once on the road and divisional games are back down to four per opponent.

It was almost a little weird briefly watching some hockey after the Jets game last night. The Devils were in Edmonton and the Rangers played in Los Angeles, two match ups that are very rare. It’s almost like getting used to interleague baseball, where you get these weird match ups that you don’t normally expect.

Tonight, the Islanders face their first Western Conference opponent since the end of the 2011-12 season tonight as the Coyotes come to town. Last time they squared off against a Western Conference team was in a 7-3 loss April 7th, 2012 in Columbus, to be exact.

--------------------------------------------------------------------------------

Lots of Talk About Clutterbuck

 The morning papers all wrote about Cal Clutterbuck and even the Daily News weighs in with rare practice day Islander coverage!

Edit, update: Also, let’s play spot the errors in the Daily News lede:

“The Islanders will play their second-to-last home opener at Nassau Colesium [sic] Tuesday…”

Newsday seems to think the Griffin Reinhart scenario is the most likely and also gets bonus points for being the only one to use the phrase “23-man roster.” Rather importantly, this is a roster decision first and a lineup decision second.

Capuano, of course, mum on whether Reinhart is the one to go:

“We don’t really have a timetable for Griffin,” Capuano said. “As long as he’s here, learning the pace of how we practice and what we do, we think it’s beneficial for him.”

The Post notes that Pierre-Marc Bouchard could be a candidate to sit, as he hasn’t contributed much over the first two games but warns that sitting a veteran so early is a recipe for pissing people off:

If Capuano was to be a little more bold — and also take the chance of ruffling feathers by benching a veteran this early in the season — he could sit newcomer Pierre-Marc Bouchard, who started training camp alongside John Tavares on the top line yet has played his way into a role on a third line with Peter Regin and Nelson.

“My discussions with [Bouchard] are that he needs to be a little tougher on pucks, a little stronger on pucks,” Capuano said. “He’s a guy that has good vision, good skater, is crafty, sees the ice real well. … He’s got that offensive instinct, that hopefully that’s going to break out here and we’ll see that soon.”

Needs to play a little harder, a little smarter. More Capuano hockey.
With Clutterbuck Ahead of Schedule, Isles Have Roster Decision to Make 

October 7th, 2013 11:23 am  

Kevin Schultz, Islanders Point Blank:

Forward Cal Clutterbuck is practicing with the Islanders today in a regular jersey, not one of the non-contact variety. Arthur Staple notes that the team will make a decision later today as to whether Clutterbuck can suit up tomorrow night at the Coliseum against Phoenix. This is all good news even if he doesn’t play tomorrow night, as Clutterbuck is a few weeks ahead of schedule. He’s a week or two ahead of the four-to-six week diagnosis.

Whenever Clutterbuck does return, the Islanders will be faced with a decision to open up a roster spot for him. The team currently has 23 players on the 23-man roster and Clutterbuck is #24 on injured reserve, meaning someone’s gotta go to take Clutterbuck off of IR.

Here are the most likely scenarios:

- Demote Brock Nelson to Bridgeport

 - Return Griffin Reinhart to Juniors

 - Send someone else through waivers

 - Somebody gets hurt and takes his place on IR

 EDIT: Matt Donovan is also exempt from waivers, so he could be sent down

None of these are ideal scenarios, except for maybe Reinhart who was likely going to be returned to juniors anyway.

Nelson hasn’t scored but seems to be holding his own in the NHL and it wouldn’t seem right to keep another top prospect in the AHL, especially one who led the Sound Tigers in scoring last season. It would be nice to see Reinhart in the lineup at some point, but after sitting the first two games the Islanders may be intent on giving him the Strome treatment and having his NHL stint be ‘press box only’ before sending him back to juinors. The rest of the team, save Casey Cizikas and Kevin Poulin, require waivers to get sent to Bridgeport. Obvioulsy Poulin and Cizikas are non-starters, one being a regular and the other being a goalie. It’s also hard to see any of the veterans clearing waivers or taking kindly to the move.

This is all a moot or delayed point if Clutterbuck isn’t cleared for Tuesday night or someone else gets injured. Simply switch the newly injured player to IR for Clutterbuck and you’re good to go. But no one wants to root for injury.
It's 2 games into the season, you can't just dump them after that. You are all being irrational and ridiculous. However, I would send Reinhart back to juniors and then scratch Regin. You put Brock Nelson in the middle of PMB and Clutterbuck and you got a pretty good 3rd line. Regin gets scratched. I always thought he would be one of those rotating in kind of guys, a regular scratch like Martinek last year. That's what they should do.
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Avatar

Lyle Odelein > Jared 

• 2 days ago   △ ▽ 

⚑

I like this player movement, it is exactly what I was thinking the Isles should do with the third line. In regards to Boulton and Carkner, I think the Isles should keep them. The Leafs still have Mark Fraser, Colton Orr and David Clarkson in their lineup. The Flyers have Rinaldo, Simmonds and Rosehill. Buffalo has Scott, Ott and Kaleta. They need to keep some heavies around. I'd like to see Reinhart in the lineup before the Isles make a decision on his future.
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snowdone > Jared 

• 2 days ago   △ ▽ 

⚑

Get of the head case Okposso.
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Lyle Odelein > snowdone 

• 2 days ago   △ ▽ 

⚑

Did you miss your meds today?
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Avatar

snowdone > Jared 

• 2 days ago   △ ▽ 

⚑

Get rid of the head case Okposo.
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Junior junior > snowdone 

• 2 days ago   △ ▽ 

⚑

you re the head case if you think that's the right decision.
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Ethan 

• 3 days ago   △ ▽ 

⚑

I dont see any reason why PMB or Regin are on this team...get rid of them, bring in Clutterbuck and Strome, its pretty simple and its the best possible team you could put on the ice to win now
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EJ1SINCE40 > Ethan 

• 3 days ago   △ ▽ 

⚑

Totally agree with you. Also, not sure what the love affair with Brian Strait and management is. I would like to see Reinhart in place of Strait, and Strome/Clutterbuck in.
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Ethan > EJ1SINCE40 

• 3 days ago   △ ▽ 

⚑

Idk, they say Strait is a "great guy" They also signed him long term, I don't see him being that effective though either and would absolutely love to see Reinhart, they keep drafting these great young players, play them
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Avatar

EJ1SINCE40 > Ethan 

• 3 days ago   △ ▽ 

⚑

Personally, I thought part of the team's dive in the last 5-6 games last year came as soon as Strait was,plugged back into the line up after suffering the broken leg injury.

Good spot to be in with personnel decisions, but like you said, does not help out the kids looking to make the big club, and some should be in.
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ARudy > EJ1SINCE40 

• 3 days ago   △ ▽ 

⚑

I thought Strait played a lot better before the injury than after. But in any event, he's a low-salary guy and if any of our young guys can play better I don't think management will have a problem putting him in the press box. Right now he's the best 6th defenseman we can run out there.

3 △   ▽   

•

<Reply

•

⥅Share › 

Avatar

Junior junior > Ethan 

• 2 days ago   △ ▽ 

⚑

depth wins. Injuries can destroy a season. capable and ready players to step in make for a better chance to succeed.
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ARudy > Ethan 

• 3 days ago   △ ▽ 

⚑

Regin has played hard. Can't have enough guys who play hard. But I think he'll end up being the permascratch, and Reinhart will be sent down.
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black ice > ARudy 
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All of us have been talking about the senselessness of acquiring Regin and Bouchard, because it doesn't make any sense, but think about these players too. Regin, who I'd never even heard of before. The guy has a career he wants to keep going. What is he thinking looking around at Nelson and Strome and Lee. I'll tell you exactly what he's thinking: what did they want w me? And, how's this gonna help my career?
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Junior junior > black ice 

• 2 days ago   △ ▽ 

⚑

how do you know what he's thinking?
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black ice > Junior junior 
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What would you be thinking?
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Timothy John 

• 3 days ago   △ ▽ 

⚑

So two games you want to bury and cast off our two free agent acquisitions??! after TWO games?? So what happens when we lose pmb and regin to waivers, and then we lose more guys to injuries. Then what? we scramble to fill roster spots? Listen, whether you like these guys or not, we still got 3/4 points with them in the lineup. We have depth this year, which we haven't had in a long, long time. Let's not start tossing away players.
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matt > Timothy John 
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⚑

Not to mention Regan n PMB wer apart of the teams best line in the first game. Its amazing the isles finally have the good problem of having depth n making tough decisions on who to play but people still complain 
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black ice > matt 
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That's not the point. The point is Strome should have been part of the plan this year, not Bouchard. Or Regin. The point is Snow STILL has no overall plan. No right wing for Tavares, no fast big bruising tough scoring forward, the latter seven years and counting, if not more.
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snowdone > black ice 
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⚑

Because cheap Charles won't spend a dine over the cap that he has to.
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Junior junior > black ice 
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Strome is coming. don't worry. Garth has stuck to his word by building through the draft. He has undone the damage created by Mad Mike. I cant believe im saying it, because I have been his biggest critic. But I have to look at the facts. There is a wealth of talent in the organization now. There is plenty of cap space to sign the players that excel to long term contracts. This is a balanced approach to building a successful, sustaining business model. I turned the corner on my view when Garth used the amnesty clause to buy out DP's contract. The only problem I have with the organization now is that the communication with the fans could be better. I am relieved that CW has let Barclays take over business operations as he has proven to be completely useless in marketing the islander brand. The islanders are on the rise again. Don't worry.
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chris > Junior junior 

• 2 days ago   △ ▽ 

⚑

but your never going to win with just home grown players, you need some top flight free agents also....
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chris > black ice 

• 2 days ago   △ ▽ 

⚑

yes snow does have a plan and you should already know it..The plan is NOT to spend money..thats why JT has no winger and we have no star goalie.. What do you expect from a chinamen and a goalieGM
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matt > black ice 

• 2 days ago   △ ▽ 

⚑

No overall plan? That might be the most untrue statement I have ever seen on here. So what has he done the past 5 years in this rebuild? Oh just improve the quality of depth on this team in every way possible. People complain the D is too small but he has stocked the system with talented big Dmen. People complain the team is not physical enough, so he trades for one of the best hitters in the game. Snow has a plan and he has put it into place rather effectively. Oh and Strome will be on JTs wing at some point. Its just pretty obvious they want to make sure he is 100% ready to do so and there is nothing wrong with that.
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black ice > matt 
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⚑

Seven years, one playoff (that, w a quick exit): are we talking about the same GM?

An example of my point: James Wiesnewski, and I know I spelled his name wrong. But: you trade a third-round pick for this guy. Why? Do you want him on your team? Have you scouted him? Have you done your homework? Then, a year later or less, you trade him for a second-round pick! Wow! What a genius Snow is.

BUT: what was the plan for Wiesnewski all along? To be traded for a second-round pick? Did they want the guy on the team or not? As a piece of the puzzle, or just a piece? And for how long?

No plan.
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matt > black ice 
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⚑

Are you trying to help my case with your example there? He took a small gamble in a trade for a guy who has ability but is a bit of a head case. Then the head case began to out weigh the ability. So he traded him for greater return(thats the pick they used to get Viz) So where is the negative there? Like I said below to not love the direction this team is goin atm is just foolish IMO. And if you look at what people are saying around the league they'd agree with me.
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black ice > matt 
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⚑

Disagree. This team has a lot of good talent, it has very little great talent. You don't win the Cup without great talent, ever. Snow has had A LOT to work w over the last several years, namely many high draft picks and free agency. You have to maximize what you have and Snow is and will be more known for his de Haan and Neiderreiter mismanagements than whatever it is you want to give him credit for; namely, drafting the good picks you'd expect drafting so low for so long.
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matt > black ice 
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⚑

Thats your opinion, its just not shared by me or the rest of the league. This team has a lot of good talent as you said along with great talent and there is more high end talent on the way. Such as the number one rated prospect in the AHL. Your grasping at straws if you think this team isn't heading in the right direction
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black ice > matt 
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Regin! Regin! Regin!
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chris > matt 
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⚑

the plan will not amount to anything, they will never be more then 7th or 8th in the standings
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matt > chris 

• 2 days ago   △ ▽ 

⚑

Well see about that. Past couple of years it was they will be never be a playoff team. You can't say that anymore so now its won't be higher than a 7 or 8. Maybe nexyt year it will b this team will never win more than one round in the playoffs. To not love the direction this team 

 is goin is foolish IMO 
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Ryan 

• 3 days ago   △ ▽ 

⚑

The name Boulton hasn't even been brought up yet. I'd toss him through waivers before giving up on Regin or Bouchard at this point in the season. He's going to play for what, fifteen games for 8 minutes a night? No thanks, not when we've got Martin and Hamonic providing some team backbone and a number of other physical players in the lineup.
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kevin wylie > Ryan 
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Do any of you so called hockey fans watch the news. The Flyers just gave their head coaching job to one of the toughest players ever. Do you think they are going to play wuz hockey--think not !! The Isles shouldn't dump Boulton, he plays a important role on this team. Just admit PMB and Regin were bad signings and place them on waivers.Leave Nelson alone and bring up Strome.

8 △   ▽   

•

<Reply

•

⥅Share › 

Avatar

WorstEver > kevin wylie 

• 3 days ago   △ ▽ 

⚑

Yeah.. we should follow the Flyers thinking... that'll work.

2 △   ▽   

•

<Reply

•

⥅Share › 

Avatar

kevin wylie > WorstEver 

• 3 days ago   △ ▽ 

⚑

Your comments fit your Met Head. Pathetic!!. Its not a question of copying the Flyers but you can't ignore the Isles pretty soft regular lineup. With the exception of the 4th line, Clutterbuck and Hamonic who throws their body around?So you want to put your star players in jeopardy because why?? If every team played their best players in the NHL and AHL there would only be a handful of tough guys (fighters) playing hockey. It doesn't mean you play goon hockey but you shouldn't be caught with your shorties down if the other team does.

 △   ▽   

•

<Reply

•

⥅Share › 

Avatar

WorstEver > kevin wylie 

• 3 days ago   △ ▽ 

⚑

I never said I disagreed with you, just that citing the Flyers as an example is pretty weak. They can get rid of Bouchard and Regin, but is Boulton really protecting anyone from the owner's box? You can be naive if you want, but the goon days in the nhl are pretty much over. Ask Brandon Bollig. He recently said that he needs/wants to prove he's more than just a fighter because he knows his nhl time might be up soon if not.

 △   ▽   

•

<Reply

•

⥅Share › 

Avatar

kevin wylie > WorstEver 

• 3 days ago   △ ▽ 

⚑

Is the NHL more violent than cage fighting?Look at the following for that sport--Huge.. I'm all for player safety but turning the NHL into European hockey is a huge mistake.Increase a fighting major into a 10 minute penalty but don't banish it.Let the players decide not a bunch of weasel lawyers.

 △   ▽   

•

<Reply

•

⥅Share › 

Avatar

PuckZ N PadZ > kevin wylie 

• 3 days ago   △ ▽ 

⚑

PMB and Regin appear to be poor signings. I don't think it hurt to waive either. You need to keep the toughness in Boulton. Especially with a lot of younger and sometimes smaller players. Need that flexibility of inserting an enforcer. Also Nashville is having scoring trouble offer them PMB or Regina for a pick.

2 △   ▽   

•

<Reply

•

⥅Share › 

Avatar

Since'72 > PuckZ N PadZ 

• 3 days ago   △ ▽ 

⚑

If you trade one of them you can bring up Strome. I saw him play at the Bridge yesterday. He's ready. Put him on JTs wing and leave him there.

1 △   ▽   

•

<Reply

•

⥅Share › 

Avatar

victor sforza > kevin wylie 

• 3 days ago   △ ▽ 

⚑

When I heard on ESPN a coach was canned I thought they meant tom coughlin.

 △   ▽   

•

<Reply

•

⥅Share › 

Avatar

kevin wylie > Ryan 

• 3 days ago   △ ▽ 

⚑

Point A --Hamonic not a great fighter and don't want to make that a big part of his role on this team-to valuable.Point B-- Martin a very underrated player who is very important to this team. Martin is not a true heavyweight in my opinion and shouldn't be cast into that role.Carkner,Finley and Boulton should have that role on this team.If none of these three are in lineup who for instance would give Toronto's Orr or Fraser a good bout.Answer--no Islander-period.!! Do you want to watch your team embarrassed physically--I don't.

5 △  1 ▽   

•

<Reply

•

⥅Share › 

Avatar

rm > kevin wylie 

• 3 days ago   △ ▽ 

⚑

League trend, less fights.

League rules, to "discourage fighting".

Not saying right or wrong, but a pro fighting stance, or pro fighting roster, is pissing into the wind.

1 △   ▽   

•

<Reply

•

⥅Share › 

Avatar

Isles5 > Ryan 

• 3 days ago   △ ▽ 

⚑

Exactly. Boulton is the most useless player on the team. I wouldn't think twice about waiving him.

1 △  1 ▽   

•

<Reply

•

⥅Share › 

Avatar

Ari From Long Island > Ryan 

• 3 days ago   △ ▽ 

⚑

Waiving Boulton would not make any difference. The only way to insert Clutterbuck into the lineup is to remove someone from the lineup. Boulton is not in the lineup. Waiving or demoting a defenseman also won't make room for Clutterbuck. Basically, we are only looking at the everyday forwards, which is basically everyone but Boulton. The only options I believe are demoting Nelson, or sitting Regin or Bouchard. I don't think they want to demote Nelson, nor would it be a good idea. Basically only options are to sit Regin or Bouchard.

 △   ▽   

•

<Reply

•

⥅Share › 

Avatar

Chris18 

• 3 days ago   △ ▽ 

⚑

No matter who you think should be sent down, waived, taken out back and shot, can we all just agree this is a great problem to have?

5 △   ▽   

•

<Reply

•

⥅Share › 

Avatar

jeff wall > Chris18 

• 2 days ago   △ ▽ 

⚑

I think its quite simple...reinhart goes back to juniors where he belongs for the year and Clutterbuck joins the roster. As soon as any forward or Dman doesnt perform or their battle level isnt up to cappy level then they sit because we have viable talent eager to play. Accountability! If there is an injury or 2 in the top 9 strome gets the call. Looks like Boulton wil have to wait until the end of the month to get a game..(rags, flyers pens)

2 △   ▽   

•

<Reply

•

⥅Share › 

Avatar

matt > Chris18 

• 3 days ago   △ ▽ 

⚑

YES!!!!

1 △   ▽   

•

<Reply

•

⥅Share › 

Avatar

eugene 

• 3 days ago   △ ▽ 

⚑

I can't believe we signed Regin and passed on Brunner who was available

5 △   ▽   

•

<Reply

•

⥅Share › 

Avatar

rm > eugene 

• 3 days ago   △ ▽ 

⚑

He signed a PTO, so basically everybody passed on him..

3 △   ▽   

•

<Reply

•

⥅Share › 

Avatar

Strummer's Army > eugene 

• 3 days ago   △ ▽ 

⚑

Dude, when I heard he was a FA I knew he was coming here because he is Frans best friend. Kinda like how Weight brought in all his good buddies and got them paid even though they were terrible at that stage of their careers. For that matter, Clutterbuck is partially here because he is good friends with Tavares but Clutterbuck at least brings a ton to the table and that is why Snow was confident he could sign him after trading for him.

Sound Tigers Split Opening Weekend 

October 6th, 2013 6:33 pm  

Kevin Schultz, Islanders Point Blank:

The Sound Tigers kicked off their season with back-to-back games this weekend; they hosted Wilkes-Barre on Saturday night and just finished up another home match against Norfolk this afternoon. They split the weekend, surrendering a 2-1 lead last night to lose 5-2 and winning 4-3 in a shootout today.

Ryan Strome earned three assists on the weekend. He setup Anders Lee for a pretty one-timer on Saturday night, and notched two more today on Andrey Pedan and Joey Diamond’s goals. He seems to be right at home in the American League, and Corey Pronman thinks about as much on twitter:

Strome probably should have had a goal, too. He had a nice toe-drag on the power play in this afternoon’s third period but the shot was stoned by John Gibson.

Anders Nilsson got the back-to-back work for Bridgeport, stopping a combined 52 of 60 shots that he faced for a .866 save percentage (warning: small sample size).

On Saturday night, the Sound Tigers jumped out to a 2-1 lead at home against Wilkes-Barre on goals from Lee and Kirill Kabanov, the latter being a nice one-timer from Dallas Jackson. Brett Gallant did his face punchin’ thing in the first period, and a late goal with three seconds left in the second frame would send the teams to the third tied at 2-2.

In the third, the Sound Tigers had a breakdown around midway through as they surrendered three goals in 3:17, including two in 11 seconds. Wilkes-Barre scored three unanswered to win 5-2. There was a double fight at the end of the third period too, as Chris Bruton and John Persson both squared off.  Each held their own against their opponents.

Today, Bridgeport and Norfolk combined for a wild second period that featured five goals and a fight. Joey Diamond, Andrey Pedan and Riley Wetmore all scored for Bridgeport to take a 3-2 lead into the second break. Joe Finley took exception to a hit on Ryan Strome and danced with Zach Stortini at the second intermission horn, for the pair’s second bout of the afternoon.

In the third, Norfolk would add the tying goal on a botched play from Anders Nilsson. The Sound Tigers netminder went behind his net to retrieve the puck and lost it to a Norfolk player. A mad scramble ensued as the Sound Tiger defenders got back, but Norfolk’s Devante Smith-Pelly came up with the puck and finished over a sprawling Nilsson for the tying goal, which also came shorthanded for Norfolk. The Sound Tigers would win in the shootout, with John Persson scoring the decisive goal.
Nabokov’s Netminding Solid Despite Loss to Blue Jackets 

October 6th, 2013 10:02 am  

Christian Arnold, Islanders Point Blank:

UNIONDALE, N.Y. — If there had been any concern about Evgeni Nabokov’s ability to make the big saves, they were quieted after Saturday night’s performance against Columbus.

nabokovDespite the 3-2 loss in the shootout, Nabokov had a strong performance in his second start of the year. The 38-year-old goaltender made 27 saves on 29 shots and came up big in the clutch moments. Nabokov did not face many shots in the first two periods of the game, but when the Blue Jackets did get them on net they were quality chances. All 12 shots he saw in those periods he turned away.

And even in the third period, where he allowed two goals, Nabokov battled and kept Columbus from capitalizing on several grade-A scoring chances. 

The performance was a much better start than Friday night’s game in New Jersey. It took Nabokov a bit of time to settle down in the season opener, but even then he was able to make the big saves when his team needed them the most.

“He obviously made a lot of big saves when we didn’t come out as well as we should of,” Matt Martin said following the 3-2 loss. “Both games he’s really held us in there and we have to be better in front of him.”

During his post game press conference head coach Jack Capuano noted Nabokov’s ability to turn aside the rebound chances Columbus had gotten.

“Nabby not only made the big saves but he made the second and third opportunities as well. And that kept us right where we needed to be,” Capuano said.

Going into this year goaltending, and more specifically Nabokov’s play, were a bit of a question mark. During the lockout shortened season he went 23-11-7 and his play between the pipes was a big reason the Islanders made it into the post season. But his performance dropped off in the playoffs, with Nabokov going 2-4 and posting a .842 save percentage.

Early on it seems Nabokov has found the rhythm he had in the regular season last year. Lubomir Visnovsky called him the Islanders’ best player last night.

“His last game was unreal and he saved this team,” Visnovsky said. “It’s much easier for us if your goalie is like this. He’s unreal. I’m very happy to him and for us it’s good for our team. We got a good start and he played two good games. We must be better and don’t give too much shots to Nabby.”

The Islanders success this season will, in large part, depend on the play of Nabokov in net. If the Russian netminder’s first two games are any indication things are looking up on Long Island. Saturday night’s start was not a win for Nabokov, but it was an outing that left many people feeling good.
Blue Jackets 3, Islanders 2 (SO): Isles Fall in Shootout After Losing Two-Goal Lead 

October 5th, 2013 11:41 pm  

AP || Box || Time on Ice || Highlights || Fancy Stats

Christian Arnold, Islanders Point Blank:

UNIONDALE, N.Y — The Islanders came away with a point in their home opener, but a blown 2-0 lead in the third and a shootout loss soured the mood at Nassau Coliseum.

Two unanswered goals midway through the third forced the game into overtime, and eventually the shootout, for the second night in a row.  The Isles watched as Cam Atkins buried the game winner in the fourth round of the shootout.

Things started off well for the Islanders. Through the first two periods the Islanders were a step ahead of the visiting Blue Jackets and kept them to 12 shots in the span.

The Islanders took advantage of a power play opportunity early in the second period. Lubomir Visnovsky buried a shot from the point to give the Isles a 1-0 lead during the man-advantage. Six minutes later John Tavares and Matt Moulson showed off their superior passing ability on the game’s second goal. Tavares found Moulson with a great pass to the front of the net, and Moulson put it by Sergei Bobrovsky to put New York ahead by two.

In the third things took a familiar turn for the Islanders.

 Travis Hamonic was sent to the penalty box six minutes into the period and allowed Columbus their first power play of the game. Mark Letestu took advantage of the opportunity and brought the Blue Jackets back within one.

Less than five minutes later the Blue Jackets caught a break. Nick Foligno found a way to get one by Evgeni Nabokov to tie the game at two.

Both teams traded chances through the rest of the period and in overtime, with both Nabokov and Bobrovsky making several game-saving stops. In the end wouldn’t be enough for the Isles and Atkins eventually scored in the fourth round of the shootout to win the game.

A blown third period lead is something that plagued the Islanders a bit last season and their performance in the third was not something they were happy with.

“We need to be more consistent,” Matt Martin said after the game. “We were flat in the first period. Luckily they were more flat than us and second period we came out really strong. All four lines were rolling really well and in the third we came out a little flat again.”

Martin and Nabokov — who finished the game with 27 saves — both cited the early power play goal as the turning point in the game.

“As soon the team score the goal, and it’s only a one-goal lead, so it’s kind of natural for them to keep coming,” Nabokov said. “But overall I thought we responded pretty well. They got a little bit lucky, but they worked hard for that luck. They put the puck in the net. I made the save, but it went in off our guy. It’s hockey. Things are going to happen.”

Unfortunately for the the Islanders things did happen and it will be something they’ll need to correct.

“It’s just a lesson,” Martin said. “It’s early in the year we have to take this for what it is and respond on Tuesday against Phoenix.”
Game Day (2): Blue Jackets at Islanders, 7pm 

October 5th, 2013 4:00 pm  

Columbus Blue Jackets at New York Islanders, 7pm

 Nassau Coliseum — Uniondale, NY

TV: MSG+ Radio: 88.7, 103.9 FM

The Least You Should Know About the Blue Jackets… Columbus, which used to be into the Western Conference, moves into the Metropolitan Division along with the Islanders, so you’ll see them a lot more often… Former Islanders Blake Comeau and James Wisniewski are on the roster along with a half dozen former Rangers including Marian Gaborik… In net is Vezina Winner Sergei Bobrovsky… 

Kevin Schultz, Islanders Point Blank:

The Islanders head home to the Coliseum for their second game of the season, only hours after defeating the Devils in New Jersey last night. They’ll take on the new divisional rival Columbus Blue Jackets for their first of four games against them this year.

The team has confirmed that the same lineup will be in place tonight, including starting Evgeni Nabokov on the second night of back-to-back games. Nabokov played 41 of 48 regular season games last year and all six playoff games, but only played one back-to-back during the shortened season. Maybe this is just a one-off because Nabokov is fresh from the off-season and/or because the team wants to put its best foot forward at the home opener. Hopefully this is only a one-off.

Projected Lineup 

Moulson-Tavares-Okposo Hamonic-MacDonald Nabokov 

Grabner-Nielsen-Bailey Hickey-Visnovsky Poulin 

Nelson-Regin-Bouchard Donovan-Strait  

Martin-Cizikas-McDonald    

Scratches: Carkner, Boulton, Reinhart
ISLANDERS 4, DEVILS 3 (SO): Grabner Steals the Show in Newark 

October 4th, 2013 10:04 pm  

Screen Shot 2013-10-04 at 9.55.40 PM

The BEST and WORST of Friday night…

BEST: Michael Grabner was excellent with two goals and an assist and, give or take, four breakaways.

BEST: Brock Nelson looked right at home in his NHL regular season debut.

WORST: Nelson would take a bad penalty in the third, leading to the Devils tying goal.

NEUTRAL: Evgeni Nabokov didn’t look great and was especially shaky early on but made some amazing saves in the shootout, including a special one on Patrick Elias.

AP || Box || Time on Ice || Highlights || Fancy Stats

--------------------------------------------------------------------------------

Kevin Schultz, Islanders Point Blank:

The Islanders had some trouble getting things going at times during tonight’s season opener in New Jersey, but Michael Grabner helped bail them out by creating a lot of offense on his own. Grabner factored into all three of the Isles’ (non-shootout) goals and had about four breakaways.

The teams would head to overtime locked up at three and went deep into the shootout to get a decision. Marty Brodeur and Evgeni Nabokov, neither of whom looked great for most of the night, suddenly came to form in the extra session and stopped the first 11 shooters they faced. Nabokov made a sprawling save against Patrick Elias in the third round; Nabokov fell for a fake and went down but was actually able to get back up and get his leg out to stop Elias’ attempt. Josh Bailey rung one off the post in the fourth round, but it would be Matt Moulson with a quick forehand shot to win it for the Islanders in the sixth round of the skills competition.

The game got off to a fast start with both teams flying out of the gates in the first period. The Devils would cash in first only three minutes in, as Damien Brunner knocked in a goal that Nabokov should have stopped. The puck hit Nabokov in the glove, then hit the post, came back down to the ice, and Brunner found his way around Travis Hamonic to slam it home. 

Later in the period Grabner would score his first of the game flying up the ice. It was a nifty give-and-go with Hamonic. After passing it off, Grabner flew up ice as Hamonic hit him in stride. The Devils defense was caught flat-footed and Grabner cashed in.

In the second the Isles had a rough period, getting out shot 13-7 and giving up an early goal to the Devils’ Michael Ryder. Probably one that Nabokov didn’t see, it came through a lot of traffic. But the Islanders had trouble getting much going, especially towards the end of the period as they spent most of the final five minutes hemmed into their own zone. Grabner would notch his second of the game with about six to go, getting the puck under Marty Brodeur, one the Devils goalie should have had back.

The Islanders would jump out to a one goal lead in the third, after being lucky to be tied heading into the final frame. Grabner fed Frans Nielsen down low in another give-and-go, and Nielsen potted it between Brodeur’s legs. Brodeur was weirdly out of position, as he flailed his stick out to knock the puck away from Nielsen and whiffed completely. It wasn’t a great move, and was just kind of a bizarre move from the veteran netminder.

In what was a wild back and forth third period, the Devils would get it back and tie it up at 3-3. Brock Nelson, who had played well most of the game, took a very poor hooking penalty on Steve Bernier for his first NHL penalty.

The Devils wouldn’t score on the ensuing power play, rather they would score just after it expired when Damien Brunner banged home a rebound for his second goal of the game. It was a wild final few minutes, but the teams would head to overtime and then the shootout without a resolution, where Moulson would end it in the sixth round.

The Rookies: Matt Donovan finished in the top four on the Islanders blueline in ice time, with Jack Capuano seeming to trust him in big spots including a shift with under two minutes to go in the third period. He also was used on the Islanders’ second power play unit. Donovan notched his first career point with a second assist on Nielsen’s third period goal.

Brock Nelson had a solid night — save for that costly penalty — and you can start to get an idea why the team chose him over Ryan Strome for that final forward spot. However he did play very sheltered minutes, with the fewest minutes played on the team (10:41).

Top Line: The Islanders first line of Okposo, Moulson and Tavares was relied on heavily throughout the night, with each player recording more than 20 minutes of ice time. They didn’t hit score sheet though, and Tavares specifically didn’t look his best. However the power play, which is those three plus Visnovsky and Nielsen, looked excellent especially on a man advantage halfway through the third period where they spent a full minute in the Devils zone.

Next up for the Islanders is the second half of the back-to-back tomorrow night at the Coliseum. It’ll be opening night at the Old Barn against a brand new divisonal rival, the Columbus Blue Jackets (7pm).
Game Day (1): Islanders at Devils, 7:00pm 

October 4th, 2013 12:00 pm  

Prudential Center — Newark, NJ

TV: MSG+ Radio: 88.7, 103.9 FM

The Least You Should Know About the Devils: The Devils are on the second night of a back-to-back after losing 3-0 in Pittsburgh yesterday… Marty Broduer is likely to get the start in net tonight after Corey Schnieder played last night in Pittsburgh… No more Ilya Kovalchuk for New Jersey, as he “retired” and bolted for the KHL over the summer… The Devils signed Jaromir Jagr to a one-year deal over the summer and also added Damien Brunner…

Kevin Schultz, Islanders Point Blank:

Better late than never, the Islanders will open the regular season tonight in New Jersey against the Devils. The pre-season countdown is over and it’s finally time for some hockey.

The Islanders announced this morning that the team has expanded its radio coverage a bit this season, something we noted could happen over the summer. The games will still be broadcast on WRHU 88.7, which is Hofstra’s radio station. However, the team has added simulcasting on WRCN 103.9, which is a Ronkonkoma based station, to give Suffolk county a better signal. Also, you can listen to WRHU online through Hofstra’s website.

As far as roster moves, Evgeni Nabokov will surely get the start in goal tonight. Cal Clutterbuck skated with the team yesterday for the first time since injuring his leg in Calgary. However, Clutterbuck skated in a non-contact jersey and will not be ready to play tonight. Travis Hamonic is expected to play tonight despite suffering a possible concussion on Sunday against Ottawa.

Today’s projected lineup. Scratches have been confirmed by the team.

Moulson – Tavares – Okposo

Grabner – Nielsen – Bailey

Nelson – Regin – Bouchard

Martin – Cizikas – McDonald

Hamonic – MacDonald

Hickey – Visnovsky

Donovan – Strait

Nabokov

Poulin

Scratches: Boulton, Carkner, Reinhart
The Morning Skate: Lee and Strome, Without Nelson 

October 4th, 2013 11:59 am  

Your morning round up of hockey news before the Isles opener tonight… 

In Bridgeport, they’ve narrowed the roster down to 25 players and are hoping two can have big years. Anders Lee and Ryan Strome will likely be on the team’s top line and are the team’s top two players. Mike Fornabaio notes that they’ve been on a line with Long Beach’s own Joey Diamond this week. That’s a change from last spring when they were centered by Brock Nelson, who finds himself in an Isles uniform in New Jersey. Now Strome is the center in between Lee and Diamond, showing his versatility as he had been on the wing throughout Islanders training camp:

“I’m comfortable at both. It doesn’t really matter,” Strome said. “My best game in the preseason was at center, but at the same time, I worked a lot on wing over the summer. It’s better to be versatile.”

Both players got a chance to taste the pro game last spring. Lee signed directly with the New York Islanders (which will make him a restricted free agent after this season) after his junior year at Notre Dame. He had two points in two games.

Strome joined Bridgeport and scored seven points in 10 games.

“Now it’s that next step,” Pellerin said.

“I’m going to demand a lot of them, just like I do of all my players.”

--------------------------------------------------------------------------------

In case you missed is the other night, it’s great to have Patrick Roy back in the NHL.

Roy is now the coach of the Colorado Avalanche and things got a little nuts at the end of their opening game against the Ducks. With the Avs up 6-0 late in the contest, Ben Lovejoy hit brand new first round pick Nathan MacKinnon with what appeared to be a knee-on-knee hit. Roy was not excited about this.

The Ducks would break the shutout with seven seconds to go in the game and, as happens in the NHL, both teams sent out their fourth lines for the final face off. After the game, Roy said he was only matching what the Ducks sent out, as the home team Avs get the final change. But Roy began yelling at the Ducks bench and things just kind went down hill from there. You should really just watch the video:

Roy was fined $10,000 by the NHL for his actions. It’s great to have you back, Crazy Hall of Fame Goalie.

Also of great importance, this cat doing its best Roy impression:
Breaking Bad: Is the Isles Resurgence Fact or Fluke? 

October 3rd, 2013 2:00 pm  

Kevin Schultz, Islanders Point Blank:

There’s been a lot written about the Islanders in training camp, and it’s been entirely positive. That’s for mostly good reasons and mostly deserved. The team has generally avoided serious injury to star players – sorry, Cal – unlike in past years when top players were lost for months or even the entire season during training camp. And for the Islanders specifically, last season ended on an especially high note despite the last game played ending in a loss. Plus, there are some young kids who could add to the team without necessitating the usual subtraction of other assets that are necessary for adding talented players.

But that’s really how it goes in training camp; teams can’t shoot themselves in the foot until the games actually mean something no matter how much we want to critique and dissect split squad lineups. Avoiding the injury bug – or like across town, the holdout bug – are about the only issues to really worry about.

Last year, the Islanders achieved what no one really thought they would; making the playoffs and hanging tough with one of the best teams in the league. But they struggled mightily for a good part of last season. Two months into last season’s four-month campaign no one really thought they would make the playoffs without a serious run – and then out of nowhere that run happened with an 11-1-2 record in the final 14 games.

But what if it was all too good to be true? After so many losing seasons, are we to believe that the Islanders have finally turned the corner? It was a shortened season after all with small sample sizes and less time for the cream to rise to the top. Are we so sure that last year wasn’t a fl… A fluke?

This is an Islander team that is still learning and evolving. They are all, generally, young – hell the captain is still only 23 – and are only getting their first taste of the playoffs. Surely, they are inspired by even last season’s six-game taste of playoff hockey and they’ve said as much.

A few things happened last year that the team will need to repeat, or in some cases avoid, if they wish to make it at least as far as last season.

-The team had very limited injury troubles in 2012-13, after some horrendously hurt seasons that saw them lose the most man games to injury in the league (even after accounting for the DiPietro factor). Whether the injury-free season or the injury-plagued seasons were the fluke is anyone’s guess, but in this rough and tumble sport, it’s always a matter of town before you have to pay the piper.

-Kyle Okposo and Evgeni Nabokov both had horrible starts to the season, and both finished the regular season strong. Both these players will need to put together solid, full campaigns or else the Islanders will only be on the brink of the playoff picture yet again. Nabokov is 38 and Okposo seems to be prone to slow starts, so neither’s success over the full season is guaranteed.

-Those first two points raise another question; what happens to the Islanders if Nabokov suffers from one of the two issues outlined above? Neither Kevin Poulin nor Anders Nilsson appears ready to make a push to become a full-time NHL goaltender.

-Speaking of bad starts to the season, Josh Bailey missed the first 10 games due to injury only to come back and have an excellent shortened season. Is his production a flash in the pan or is he, at age 23 (and yes, he’s still that young), figuring things out? The latter seems likely but again, we’re dealing with a small sample with which to evaluate.

These bullet points outline the major sticking point with this team; this is more or less the same group of players that qualified for the eighth playoff spot last season and they did it with a horrendous start and an excellent finish.

While the playoffs were a great experience for everyone involved and an achievement that deserves praise, given the last twenty years, let’s flash back to reality. It was still the eighth spot and a first-round exit. We’re not talking about the defending division champions here.

Sometimes, we need to take a step back and see last year for what it is; a great, two-month run that culminated in barely making the playoffs and in those playoffs a thrilling, edge-of-your seat playoff loss after years of missing the playoffs.

Success is far from guaranteed, although it is now expected as the fruits of a long and slow rebuild process have supposedly come to blossom. And that comes after what, for many teams around the league, could be considered a failure of a season.

As far as off-season transactions go, there wasn’t much to get excited about. Cal Clutterbuck is a nice addition and a good return for what could be called a bad asset but Clutterbuck not the different between eighth and a division title or long playoff run. Neither is Pierre-Marc Bouchard, who when healthy is probably an upgrade over his predecessor Brad Boyes but arguably not an upgrade over Boyes’ predecessor PA Parenteau. Shuffling the deck chairs, I believe is the phrase that describes those transactions, namely that there still isn’t a bonafide solution for John Tavares’ right wing. Peter Regin, another off-season acquisition, could be good third-line player but he’s yet to be proven in the NHL even when healthy and his barely over the minimum contract is evidence of that.

The Islanders do have good things on their side, of course. The fact that these players did have hot finishes after a poor start, that they did stay healthy, that they likely learned something from the six-game playoff experience. There are young players who are looking to make an impact and could. There are some new additions who will certainly play key roles and might make significant contributions. They have a player who, when 82 games are said and done, will probably be agreed upon as the best player in the NHL.

But the last sentence of that paragraph is really the only one that I’d be comfortable wagering any money on.

To paint this team as a playoff lock or a team that has finally turned the corner or that Player X is definitely, totally guaranteed to have a break-out year is getting ahead of everything.

There’s still much work to be done and still lots of things to prove.  Nothing should be taken for granted or assumed to be lest we forget that this year will mark the 21st anniversary of the franchise’s last playoff series victory.

It’s going to be a long season and it’s not going to be easy. Hopefully when all is said and done, we can say that yes, this team has turned the corner and the long, slow rebuild has paid off. But there’s still a long way to go.
Neither Kevin Poulin nor Anders Nilsson appears ready to make a push to become a full-time NHL goaltender."

That's the most important sentence in that whole piece. Nabi can't play 82 games. Probably not more than 50. How on earth are we going to count on 2 not-ready-for-prime-time goalies for the other 32 games? And what if Nabi gets hurt? For cryin' out loud, why does Wang think the goaltending situation is just fine (just like he did for the last 5 years counting on DP as his #1 guy)? Why haven't we pursued a goalie in the off-season, like Schneider, Thomas, Bryz or Miller or others?

The entire Islander season is hanging on by a thread, and that thread is called "goaltending". I wish and hope and pray that Poulin/Nilsson will surprise us all, but hope is not a strategy.
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I would agree that the season is hanging on our goaltending. None of us can predict how good it will be. I do believe that Nabby was a big part of the playoff run. Without him, we finish out of it. He was over worked and it showed against Pittsburgh. Poulin is going to have to play at least 1/3 of the games.

Poulin is an unproven goalie. Every NHL goalie was at one time an unproven goalie. They play in NHL games and make it or they don't. Poulin deserves a chance to show that he belongs. 

As I've said previously, Snow was an NHL goalie for 11 years. He must see something in Poulin and we're going see if his instinct is correct. I'm holding my breath along with the rest of us.
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Snow and Patrick Roy saw something in Poulin. I saw something in Poulin. He's gonna get early jitters, calm down and play well. HOW WELL? We've gotta play him to find out, but remember he's a very promising young goalie. Nabby has to just stay healthy for sixty starts this year.
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Don't get me wrong . . . I like Poulin, I think he's a very strong prospect. But how long will it be for him to "get early jitters, calm down and play well"? 5 games, 10 games, 30 games, more than 1 season? I have a feeling it's a lot more than 5 or 10 games.

I hope I'm wrong and I hope he gives us 30 - 40 good games this season, but I don't think anyone can assume that.

 △   ▽   

•

<Reply

•

⥅Share › 

Avatar

RS > PuckDaddy99 

• 7 days ago   △ ▽ 

⚑

highly doubt they havent tried to acquire one of those goalies, other than bryz maybe. devils had an offer they preferred, buffalo wants entirely too much for miller right now otherwise he would have been moved. I'm still hopeful come trade deadline time we could acquire him in a sign and trade. regardless, it is our weakest position and it needs to be upgraded soon.
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I was furious we didn't even kick the tires on Khudobin. He got less than a million to play backup in Carolina. We couldn't have given him that to be Nabby's 1A?
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Khudobin is just as unproven as any goalie in the league. He spot started a few times in a short season for Rask. He is far from proven, and I would rather see what our prospects, such as Poulin, can do in an increased amount of games. I think Poulin could be special. We'll find out soon enough.
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Khudobin has played about the same number of NHL games as Poulin and has a .021% higher save percentage. In Poulin's last 2 full AHL seasons, his Sv% was .904 and .912. Khudobin's were .919 and .920. There's no doubt that he's a readier player for this season. Poulin might be better--he is four years younger--but you have to hold your breath every time Cappy starts him for a game. Khuobin is solid, if unspectacular, and is probably just as good as a continuing-to-regress Nabby.
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because the people in the front office are mindless
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I'd take Bryz in a heartbeat over Poulin/Nilsson. He's out there right now, and probably cheap. I know he's a bit of a nutjob (many goalies are), but he's clearly an NHL-level goalie who has demonstrated strong ability (even though his last two years were disappointing).

You're probably right about Miller, but his price goes down as the season goes on as he's in his final contract year. But the price goes down for everyone, not just the Islanders. I have no doubt that some other team will outmaneuver Wang.
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I'm not so sure about Bryz; he's on the downside and Poulin/Nilsson/Koskinen are young and unproven. No one else is taking a chance on Bryz. Miller himself has something to prove as well.
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I'm not 100% sure about Bryz either. Not sure he's "on the downside" however. He had a disappointing 2012-13, but his 3 years before that were solid. So, while I'm not 100% sure about him, I'm far less sure about Poulin/Nilsson. 

And as far as "No one else is taking a chance on Bryz" . . . . no one else was taking a chance on Molson and Grabner before the Isles grabbed them.
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I thought Bryz was weak the last 2 years but I haven't seen the stats just recalling philly's displeasure (which is a nice sound). But he is a FA able to sign with anyone whereas Grabs and Molsoun were waiver pick ups and other teams never got a crack at 'em (thankfully). Buyer beware on Bryz I guess; maybe they think he's a distraction. If the Isles call him it'll be an SOS... enjoy the game tonight.
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This team is still rebuilding. But we're finally at the point where there is enough talent to be able to compete while the lower ranks get their skates wet. For this team to make the next big jump, they will need an upgrade at goalie, but they will also see the rise of the young prospects into major roles in the next two-three years. This team is not a win-now team, but a keep getting better and, realistically, have some legit talent at the NHL ranks next season. Bouchard and Regin are placeholders.
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i would'nt call making the playoffs 1 time during a 48 game lockout year a resurgence. thats a stretch.

lets see something this year before you say that
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Great article, cause it really does throw water on our faces regarding where they truly stand. It is disturbing nay a tease to know that they are so close to being real good. The things they could/should have done but didn't in the offseason distresses me more than the steps they did do: 1) their defense is not good. Other than invest in a deep prospect of future players , that will not help us now. Compounded by a 38 yr old that can no longer bail out his defensemens' gaffs (like days gone by) is truly a cause for concern. Let's face it, do you really believe the B's wouldn't have steamrolled us in the 2nd round? Even if AMAC didn't get hurt? Not only did we not bolster our d in a meaningful way, but we ignore opportunities via trade or FA to do so. Passing on Schneider may possibly bite us in the arse later in the year. As far as our forwards go, no question the role players have gotta produce. period. The time is now for JB KO, FN & MG. No excuses. We have arguably one of the best centers in the NHL & we have him on a line with one overachiever who would be on a 2nd line anywhere else (sorry folks, Moulson will not sneak up on anyone) on one side & career wash outs on the other. For goodness sakes, get him a line mate deserving of his skill set. so yes, I think we can make the playoffs, but that's thinking more with my heart than my mind. We have got to be more proactive going forward.
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okay, if you are going to use the word "nay" in a complete sentence in a public forum, that alone requires that you change out the fisherman logo for a Shakespearian actor in tights and codpiece (it would be preferable...and trust me I can't believe I just put that in writing for all to see...) :)

Secondarily, at the start of last season it was unanimous that our defense was our weakest link. So the GM went and got several waiver guys, got ridiculed here and elsewhere for it, but in the end that defense was good enough to be playoff caliber - certainly not a team strength - but playoff caliber. In fact it was the defense - and their quick puck movement out of their own zone - that led the charge during the hot streak that made the difference in their season. But it took time. And so it may be with the goalies. And like the D, it may cost the a few games.

You're right, the Bruins are a tough match up for the Isles - and everyone else as evidenced by their playoff runs and Stanley Cup. 

The bottom line is - and you know this - the isles don't have the money to pursue all the players we would like them to pursue. they just don't. Wang is not Prokhorov or Steinbrenner who can afford luxury tax and all the rest of it. He's well meaning but his attempts to develop that income and fund that kind of team went down the drain in a decade long chocolate swirly. So, while the Isles are in this current financial situation they are determined to build from within and they are committed to it. However, I strongly believe that when/if they reach a point that they feel they are "one or two players away", then they will pull the trigger on the marquee name everyone seems so intent o acquiring. For now, they think those marquee names are within their prospect pool and finances dictate that they pretty much have to be.
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your preamble was friggin hilarious. So what you are saying is go to another message board to exercise my Shakespearian vocab? haha! Forgive me for my feeble attempt to add colour to this exchange. It is hard to disagree with your assertion on money not spent. The evidence supports it. then he should sell us before we go by the wayside like the Expos of baseball. To keep up this charade that we are trying to build a Stanley Cup caliber team has then got to stop.
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Welcome back! We lost you there for a bit! You sound discouraged. After enduring so many years of frustration on and off the ice, before and after Wang, it's certainly understandable. We all have been. As far as the owner is concerned it's difficult to support his hockey decisions (sticking with Milbury, hiring Snow, firing Smith, etc.). But Snow seems to have learned on the job and pretty well; his drafting and use of the waiver wire has benefitted the team while maintaining the shoe string budget. And here we are, finally, on the cusp of being competitive. As diehards it's been a long, long time coming. If the Tampa Bays, Oaklands and the like can be competitive, so can the Islanders again. The Isles have already been the Expos (and worse) - only a few years ago. What's happening with the team now isn't so different from the teams of the mid 70's; they're young, and getting better. For the first time in ages there is positive buzz about the team's potential. And I think Wang would like to stick a championship banner up Kate Murray's #$%^%@ if you get my meaning.
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yea, was out of town for the weekend, had to tape the games before I could return to IPB. To my chagrin are smurfness on D may be our demise as it was in the playoffs. Please know that I am a pumped for the season as a truly Isle fan can. what I am fed up with is the shoe string budget is not the only reason why we cannot compete. You touched on a couple (agree with you on GS btw). It just galls me to know that the team I love has a faux owner. But let us not digress into that so soon in the season lest I draw trolls to my comments. (couldn't help myself!)
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I always look forward to an Islanders season but maybe this one as much as any in a long time because it's obvious to everyone that we're finally starting to see the fruits of the rebuild. Don't think we're winning the Cup this year, but we are set up to be competitive for a long time. I think the process could've been sped up with some shrewd trades and a free-agent signing or two, but nonetheless, this should be a fun and exciting season.
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I'm kind of puzzled about this blog's obsession for finding a "solution" at RW1. Tavares and Moulson were a hair below point-per-game players last year with Boyes. You say in the post that Bouchard is better. What exactly is the problem?
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I would wager on the upside of a bunch of guys in their early to mid 20's, over the upside of a bunch of guys in their early to mid 30's...

There is potential downside given the age and lack of experience of this roster. I believe there is an even greater upside, for the same reasons. A young team, with one round of playoff experience. Like game 1, when they got run off the rink, to all the home playoff games that they could have won.

The team finishes middle of the pack in goals allowed, and they finish top 3 in their division. Scoring, not a problem.. And they advance to round two, further then the Rangers, or Devils. Yep, last local playoff hockey columns are about the Isles...
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Very, very good post. I would only say that I don't believe 48 games is a small sample size in any sport (and I really enjoyed the shortened season). And I think the only thing that any of us know for certain is that there is more excitement now about the team's capabilities than any year in recent memory. Go get 'em lads.
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I must agree with you Bubbamac19....you certainly are knowledgeable about the Isles. Big win tonight fella's..............LETS GO ISLANDERS!!!

 △   ▽   

•

<Reply

•

⥅Share › 

Avatar

bubbamac19 > I love Phishstyx 

• 6 days ago   △ ▽ 

⚑

I'm very excited to see what they can do, Phish!
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Did you play for the Beaver Dam Allstars?
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never heard of it.
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no rink in centrepuerta
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I wish they call Jose Theodore.
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Tavares the best player in the NHL?

No.His skating will always prevent that.
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Did anyone hear how disrespectful that A$$hole Boomer " I take it in the rump ranger" Esiason was to JT yesterday? calling him boring and then comparing him to Ryan Callahan?
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Obviously the organization is convinced that one of the young goalies is stud material. They will let them battle it out and hopefully someone prevails. If this team needs to win 5-4 every night to make the playoffs then so be it.
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2013-islanders and Pittsburg pirates made the playoffs. Pretty much even cheaply run teams should squeeze into playoffs every half decade even with bad owners and unsuccessfully general managers. 
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its obvious isles have to get off to a good start if they want to be in the mix. i still say nabby is not the problem for the short term. for me, the key player for the isles this season is K.0. since he always gets off to a bad start, he has to start strong, since he is starting on the top line ( which is a mistake) he must show that he is more then just a scrub player who gets hot once in a blue moon. to finish with 10 goals for the season guarantees the isles will be out of it very early. if you think i am being too harsh on K.0., when you think about it, he has always gets a free pass every season. he has never showed that he cares only about collected his pay check, but not earning it. yes, he finished strong and he has to continue from that. anything less will make this a very long and disapointing season. everyone seems to forget that K.0. was not a mid or late round pick. he was picked 7th. in the first round. for this season to mean anything, he has to start playing like the player he was picked to be. if not, he will be considered in my book a total bust. if so, nobody can blame gath snow for this one, or even mad mike. that would go to the one month gm. former rag and isles scout. anybody remember who that was?
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Neil Smith. I wouldn't say Okposo has been given a pass for past performance; he's been demoted to lower lines and even benched for periods of time. He found a new gear last year and hopefully he continues on the upswing.
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very good. not too many remember that this was smiths draft pick. i dont think K0 deserves to start on the top line but we will see how that works out.
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umm...Kevin, doesn't a record of 11-1-2 = 14 games? ;)
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This is why I don't teach math!

3 △   ▽   

•

<Reply

•

⥅Share › 

Avatar

cop > Junior junior 

• 6 days ago   △ ▽ 

⚑

i'm glad someone caught that, they were actually 8-2-4 in their last 14
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"They have a player who, when 82 games are said and done, will probably be agreed upon as the best player in the NHL."

Wow...

Now John Tavares is a star... a franchise player who has posted improved numbers every year he's bee in the league. He's certainly among the league's best, but the unchallenged best? 

Hey, if he has that kind of year, I think the team will be more than competitive... but in the context of an article asking if the Islanders overachieved with their modest success last year, this seems like a leap. There are, as noted, lots of unanswered questions and the reality that a 48-game season isn't the same as an 82-game season... both for JT and the team he captains.

From your mouth to god's ear...
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I agree it is a bit of a stretch. However not much of one. JT is certainly among the leagues best. And he doesnt actually play with all star talent like Stamkos, CIndy and Ovechkin. This kid sees the ice....... its sublime to watch. Crazy hockey sense...kinda like Gretzky in a way.
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I agree. I don't think JT will be the unanimous choice for best player in the league at the end of the year. I still think that Crosby is by far the best player in the league. He is followed by Ovechkin, and then Stamkos. I think probably that Tavares and Stamkos can both be about equal. But it's a bit premature to say he will be better than Ovechkin, or especially Crosby.

The Morning Skate: Isles Among NHL’s Smallest, Youngest 

October 3rd, 2013 10:00 am  

Kevin Schultz, Islanders Point Blank:

Globe and Mail writer James Mirtle has compiled the physical attributes and ages of all the 23-man rosters around the league, as he does each season. This year, the Islanders rank among the shortest and youngest teams in the league. They’re also the lightest team in the league. 

With an average age of 27.1, the team is the 7th youngest in the entire NHL. An average weight of 199.3 is the lightest in the league; the only team coming in at an average under 200 pounds. And the team is 24th in height, although the average team heights across the league only vary by two inches from tallest team to shortest, which isn’t much of a difference.

The odd part about this analysis, is that the Islanders aren’t on paper a team that you would call soft. There’s Matt Martin and Cal Clutterbuck who have been the top two hit producers in the league the past few seasons and the team also carries enforcer Eric Boulton. That’s not to say they’re the toughest or most physical team in the league. I’m sure Edmonton wins that competition with the six or however many enforcers they’re carrying this week. But these size charts don’t seem to represent how physical the team plays, at least in the Islanders case.

--------------------------------------------------------------------------------

Pulock shines in debut

It’s only one game, but 2013 first round pick Ryan Pulock had a big night in his return to the WHL’s Brandon Wheat Kings. Pulock had two goals and two assists, factoring into all four of Brandon’s goals on the night. Brandon defeated Edmonton, 4-3. Edmonton is Griffin Reinhart’s WHL team.

--------------------------------------------------------------------------------

 THIS IS NOT THE NEW BROOKLYN THIRD JERSEY

There was a lot of confusion on Twitter yesterday after news broke that the Isles third jersey in Brooklyn will, after many rumors, be black and white. It mainly comes from this article from CBS Sports that ran the above photo of a black and white Isles jersey with the news of Yormark’s quotes. So it’s easy to see how that can be misleading.

It’s not a leak, it’s not a beta version, it’s simply fan art. I mean jeez, it says “concept submission” on the photo.

All that aside, Icethetics does have some cool concepts and you should give them a look. It’s really amazing that those guys didn’t get paid to make the Islanders current third jersey. I mean, they actually designed a black, blue and orange jersey that looks pretty nice.

But they’re not all so lovely. No, no, some are quite frightening. Like this one. This is what nightmares are made of. It’s the black and white fisherman jersey.

--------------------------------------------------------------------------------

Fox Sports Live Makes a Case for Your Eyeballs

It was only the first night of the hockey season but the newest entrant into the sports television world showed hockey. Twice as much of it as ESPN. From Awful Announcing, which is the media watchdog of sports blogs:

The lack of hockey on ESPN and the combative relationship between hockey fans and ESPN is nothing new. Bristol’s belief that hockey “doesn’t translate to a national discussion” opens a door for Fox Sports 1 to better serve hockey fans with their own highlight show. And given how disappointing ratings have been for the upstart network, they need all the viewers they can get.

…

It’s only one night, but Fox Sports Live had more than twice the amount of hockey highlights in comparison to SportsCenter. They also showed Jets-Oilers highlights while SportsCenter neglected to do so. Perhaps that’s an indication you’ll see more NHL games mentioned on FS Live and not just the big market, big star teams that SportsCenter is likely to focus on.

We’ll have to see how this goes once we really get into the season, but it looks promising.

--------------------------------------------------------------------------------

Also: To raise money for Hockey Fights Cancer, the Islanders are auctioning off some special jerseys. Click here to bid… Here’s the full article from Sports Business Journal on Brett Yormark… I knew something felt weird. The Islanders enter the new season without controversy or major injury for the first time in, well, a while…
Season Preview: Three Reasons the Islanders Can Overachieve in 2013-14 

October 2nd, 2013 2:30 pm  

If you take a look at season previews from the national media, the consensus outlook for the Islanders generally speaking seems to be that the team will be alright but that they won’t make the playoffs. In Islander Country, that outlook is more positive with most local writers predicting a playoff spot. While the team does have some question marks, there are some good reasons to be excited for the Islanders this season:

#1 – Infusion of youth

donovanOne of the biggest boosts that a team can get is from an unexpected source. In general, you know what the team will get out of veterans like Michael Grabner and Matt Moulson. That’s not to downplay their contributions; obviously two players that combined for 65 points last season are important. But they’re a known commodity. What can really propel a team to the next level is having new players have an impact, whether it be from a trade, free agency or prospects.

The Islanders all full of homegrown talent and three new prospects are starting the year with the big club. While Griffin Reinhart isn’t expected to stay more than nine games, Brock Nelson and Matt Donovan could give the Islanders that extra oomph to take them from a fringe playoff team to a solid one.

Maybe Donovan turns out to be a solid top-four player and Nelson scores 15 goals on the third line while killing penalties. Maybe the team gets a mid-season spark in a callup named Ryan Strome. Or, who knows, maybe Reinhart sticks as a top four defender (the least likely of the four scenarios, but possible).

wildcard

These guys are the wild card in all of this and if they have a positive impact it could significantly change the team’s fortunes.

#2 – John Tavares, duh

The Islanders will literally go as far as John Tavares takes them. This point is obvious.

What’s been amazing about Tavares over the last four seasons is that there has been a consistent improvement each year and it’s been obvious to anyone that has watched from year to year. You don’t need to be a scout to see how Tavares has gotten harder to push off the puck, smarter in his decision making and developed more of a killer shot.

Now he’s captain and it would be a surprise if it’s a role he isn’t able to handle.

Coming off a nomination for the hart trophy last year, he directly influences the fortunes of this team more than anyone else on the ice.

He was on pace for FOURTY EIGHT goals over a full 82 last year. Could this be the year we see 50? That would be overachieving, even for Tavares.

#3 – The experience of having it all finally “click” last season

This is a bit more nebulous to define than the previous two points but you can’t discount how the Islanders looked at the end of the season, even though it was only a 20-25 game run. They looked like a team where everyone had clearly defined roles, had a set goal, and everyone worked hard towards that goal on an almost nightly basis.

After years of stops and starts, season-killing losing streaks and third period meltdowns, it seemed like the Islanders started to understand how to close games out, play consistently and with energy in the push to the playoffs.

The trick this season is going to be doing it for twice as many games.

Instead of a 20-plus game hot streak over 48, the team is going to need to endure 82 games for the next 25 weeks. They know what it takes to get the job done, but can they do it with consistency and over the long haul?
THE MORNING SKATE – A-Mac Gets an ‘A’ 

October 2nd, 2013 10:04 am  

Kevin Schultz, Islanders Point Blank:

Yesterday, one of the longest tenured Islanders received the honor of having an ‘A’ on his sweater.

amacAndrew MacDonald will be one of two assistant captains for the Islanders this year, along with Kyle Okposo. It’s a well-deserved honor for an Islander that is now one of the longest tenured players on the team. Based on draft status, he’s been with the organization longer than anyone save for Frans Nielsen and just as long as Kyle Okposo.

Around the league yesterday, some other teams did some weird stuff with their captain and alternate captain assignments.

In Buffalo, there are two captains. Steve Ott is the team’s captain on the road and Thomas Vanek is the captain at home. That’s such a cop out.

But you know what’s really a cop out?

The Edmonton Oilers having six assistant captains. SIX. The last few years the Islanders have had extra assistant captains (hence the A-Mac picture on the right)… But six? Since they’re not trying to hurt anyone’s feelings up in Edmonton are they going to give everyone a little mini-Stanley Cup at the end of the year?

--------------------------------------------------------------------------------

Practice Notes

Travis Hamonic skated with the team yesterday and says he feels fine. Michael Grabner did not skate but was just feeling under the weather and should be good to go on Friday.

--------------------------------------------------------------------------------

Blog notes 

In an effort to beef up our on-site coverage this season, we’ll be trying to report from the Coliseum and other games as often as possible. This weekend, I’ll be in Newark on Friday and Christian will have coverage of the home opener Saturday and Tuesday against Phoenix.  Sometimes bloggers have to get out of their parent’s basements.

--------------------------------------------------------------------------------

It only took 20 minutes for the fighting debate to come to the forefront of the NHL season.

Last night, the NHL kicked off the season with three nationally televised matchups, the first of which was Canadiens/Leafs in Montreal. It was a fight filled affair and in the third period there was an especially scary moment when George Parros hit the ice face-first during a fight and was knocked unconscious for nearly a minute.

It was an odd fall Parros took; not the typical kind you imagine when a fighter gets knocked out. He didn’t get knocked out from a punch or fall backwards and hit is head on the ice. Parros was fighting with Colton Orr and when Orr lost his balance and fell, he had a hold of Parros’ collar. Orr went down, taking Parros with him. Parros’ hands were caught up with Orr and he had nothing to brace himself with when he hit the ice chin first.

In a year where visors became mandatory for rookies as a sort of way to curtail fighting and generally improve player safety it only figures that the first game of the year will end with a player getting stretchered off after a fight.

So now fighting is immediately brought to the forefront and the debate will rage on, with the NHL presumably sitting on its hands or making another small rule change that doesn’t really appease either side somewhere down the line.

Anyway, if you want to see the picture or the video of the fight you can click here. But be warned, it’s not fun to watch. At all.

--------------------------------------------------------------------------------

Michael Fornabaio catches up with Anders Nilsson in the CT Post about what caused him to miss so much time last season. Not totally sure, but this might be the first time Nilsson has been so candid about it:

He’d sleep 10 hours a night and still feel tired. He went through a battery of tests, and doctors couldn’t tell him much more than that he wasn’t dying.

“I feel even though I didn’t miss the whole season last year, it felt as (if) I did.”

The problems nailed him right away last year: He was scheduled to start the second night of the season but wasn’t feeling up to it, feeling run-down. He returned after a month but was shut down for about two months in February.

“My body stopped absorbing nutrients,” Nilsson said.

Several vitamin levels plummeted. He lost weight and couldn’t shake the fatigue.It took a while for doctors to figure it out, sorting through symptoms to determine that he was suffering from a gluten and dairy allergy.

“I’d never had it before,” he said.

Doctors told him the condition could be dormant in a person until environmental or diet changes trigger it — say, moving from Sweden to Connecticut.

It’s almost a little amazing that we don’t see more of this as athletes transition to new places and travel across the globe to pursue a career in the NHL.

Speaking from personal experience, I was sick almost constantly for two years after coming back from college in the south while my body adjusted.  Going from eighty degrees and shorts in March to the cold New York winter is more than just a mental transition, it can be a battle for the immune system. It’s also the same sort of reason why your grandparents go to Florida in the winter.  They avoid the tough New York winter and once they start doing that, it’s hard to stop because they’re not used to a cold climate in the winter. But of course it is different for everyone.

--------------------------------------------------------------------------------

Also: Eyes on Isles debates whether the Isles should have signed Tim Thomas or kept Evgeni Nabokov…
Season Preview: Three Weaknesses That Could Bite Isles 

October 1st, 2013 1:45 pm  

Kevin Schultz, Islanders Point Blank:

Over the next few days, we’re going to go full speed into our season preview, leading up to opening night on Friday. Today, we’ll start off with three of the main question marks that are facing the Islanders this season.

#1 — The Goaltending Issue

nabokovIf there’s one area of play that may hold the Islanders back this year, it almost certainly is goaltending; both the play of Evgeni Nabokov and backup Kevin Poulin. This situation is completely unchanged from last year, which doesn’t bode well for the team.

For a reminder, here’s where things ended up for Nabokov who played 41 of 48 regular season games:

 - 20th in the NHL in GAA (2.50)

 - 24th in save percentage (.910)

These numbers are both in the bottom third of the league, so they’re not good and Nabokov wasn’t doing the Islanders any favors. And that’s really the point; whether you think Nabokov is average, slightly above, or below average doesn’t matter. The fact is that he was not helping the Islanders in 2012-13 based on what his counterparts were doing. He also is now a year older at 38 years of age and that could further hurt his case. When a goaltender’s skills decline due to age, it’s usually not a gradual thing. One case is Dwayne Roloson who had a couple decent years on Long Island, was traded to Tampa Bay, and was out of the NHL entirely 74 games later.

Nabokov appears to be better than either of the other two goalies who were between the pipes in 2012-13. It still doesn’t mean he’s a great option.

As far as an alternative, it’s hard to say that Kevin Poulin will provide anything different or significantly better than Nabokov. He hasn’t put up the same AHL numbers since a knee injury ended his 2011-12 campaign and his NHL sample size is too small to really show anything one way or the other. The Islanders have three back-to-backs in October, so it might be good to at least give him a few games to see if there is anything there.

The goaltending will continue to be the biggest Achilles heel of the Islanders this season. That’s not to say Nabokov is not an NHL caliber goaltender, he’s better than 5-10 netminders in the league but if his skill declines suddenly or he is injured, the Islanders could be in a world of trouble. And it won’t be all sunshine and rainbows even if those worst case scenarios don’t happen.

#2 — It’s hard to really say how good the defense is

 We know that the Islanders defensive corps has come a long way from what it was two years ago when Mike Mottau, Milan Jurican and Mark Eaton patrolled it. That is to say, the Islanders have an actual, functioning NHL caliber defense now. But how good is that defense, really?

Andrew MacDonald is due a raise and is a solid NHLer but he doesn’t appear to be a top pair guy. Travis Hamonic has been a great shut down option and Lubomir Visnovsky has been a revelation and is now tasked with leading the power play. But outside of those players, what can we make of this defense? There are a lot of question marks.

There’s Thomas Hickey who is undersized and drafted too high but has been a corsi machine for the Islanders (sidebar; for a team that has apparently been using advanced statistics to evaluate its defense, it’s a surprise that he doesn’t seem valued more). And there’s Brian Strait who is a good, third pair defender but has yet to be proven as more than that. Matt Carkner who is tough but slow probably belongs in the same category as Strait. Finally there are two rookies in Matt Donovan and Griffin Reinhart. Both look promising but they are yet unproven at the NHL level.

It appears that this defense could be better than last year’s group. It’s many of the same players, save for Mark Streit. Streit’s offense will be missed and the defense will need to make up for it. However, defensively Streit had become a liability.

Last year the defense was 20th in the league in goals allowed but 10th in shots allowed. They were around the middle of the league as a unit. It’s not clear that this group is going to be better but they are also not clearly worse. Between them and the goaltending, the caliber of defense on this team is likely something we’ll know once the season really gets going.

#3 — Really? The first line right wing issue still isn’t fixed?

Before the Islanders drafted John Tavares, a number one center had been high atop the wish list for a long time. Not only is that fixed, but the Islanders found a top line left wing in Tavares’ buddy Matt Moulson. But as long as Tavares has been on the team — jeez this is his fifth NHL season — there has been an issue on his right wing.

Tavares and Moulson have been one of the best pairs in the NHL, but it would be a huge boost to the team if that pair turned into a trio with a solid right winger. In previous years the answer has been PA Parenteau and Brad Boyes, but neither have been retained or provided an elite talent. This year, it might be Pierre-Marc Bouchard, Kyle Okposo or Josh Bailey, all of whom have dabbled in the spot during training camp.

But the problem here is that this is still a problem. Maybe next year it’ll be Ryan Strome’s spot, but that’s not the present. One of the other top-level wing prospects has since been traded. It has been five years and the Islanders are still searching for someone to put on John Tavares’ right wing. Finding someone for that slot would take what has been a good and at times dominant first line and make it elite. But it does’t look like we’re there yet.
The Morning Skate: Hybrid Icing Now A Thing, Hamonic Injury 

October 1st, 2013 9:12 am  

Kevin Schultz, Islanders Point Blank:

The NHLPA has approved hybrid icing, so that weird thing they were doing to whistle the play dead is now a rule in an NHL regular season near you.

“After testing hybrid icing during the preseason games, the players participated in a survey and a majority of teams supported this rule change in an effort to make the game safer,” said Mathieu Schneider, NHLPA Special Assistant to the Executive Director, said in a statement. “We are hopeful that the implementation of the hybrid icing rule, which is a middle ground between the old rule and no-touch icing, will help minimize the incidence of Player injuries on icing plays.”

First, let’s all take a step back to realize how surprising it is to have the players vote to approve this rule, given how they’ve had push back on other safety focused rules such as visors. Different rule completely, sure, but still something that was essentially proposed for their own good by the league that was rejected for a long time by the Players Association.

So there’s more subjectivity injected into the new icing rule — full rule here if you want to read it — as referees now have to judge when players are crossing an imaginary line across the faceoff dots. That’s really what it boils down to; giving the refs more responsibility or let the players go full speed into the boards and risk doing things like what happened to Joni Pitkanen last season (spoiler: two broken heels and a possible career ended prematurely). Or, if you need visual evidence, google image search “hybrid icing” for a lovely gallery of players slamming into boards.

In all, I’d guess that no one will really notice the change in icing in a few months and it’s likely to not effect many scoring plays. How many times does a player beat out an icing and then score a goal, anyway? He’s usually got a defender glued to him, so not very many. And fans will still moan about the refs blowing icing calls — we all do that as it is anyway in regards  to who got to the puck first. Now instead of whining about how our player got to the puck first, we’ll be yelling about who won the race down the ice.

--------------------------------------------------------------------------------

It’s a shoulder! It’s a head! It’s Travis Hamonic injury speculation!

First it was a shoulder injury, then it was a possible concussion. Finally, the shoulder report was a mistake, so all 1.5 beat reporters are in agreement on “head.” Never doubt the Staple, is possibly the lesson learned here.

Anyway, more important is that Travis Hamonic now has a second concussion (ok, possible concussion like head thing since he hasn’t seen the doctor yet) in as many seasons. If you recall, which you probably don’t because lockout, he missed time last December with a concussion while he was playing for Bridgeport before the NHL season started.

I could write a lot more on this, and maybe I will later, but Hamonic potentially now has had two concussions in two years. He’s signed to a long-term seven-year deal and a concussion is a long-term injury. It’s not a cut that heals and goes away. It’s an injury that deteriorates the brain and, if repeated trauma occurs, that deterioration piles up and affects the person suffering. Just go ask the Lindros family, or here’s the Center for Disease Control (bold is mine): 

Most people with a concussion recover quickly and fully. But for some people, symptoms can last for days, weeks, or longer. In general, recovery may be slower among older adults, young children, and teens. Those who have had a concussion in the past are also at risk of having another one and may ﬁnd that it takes longer to recover if they have another concussion.

In an nutshell; the Islanders should tell Travis to take his time if this injury is in fact a concussion. And then take more time. There’s no reason to rush Hamonic back for opening night and Game One of that seven year deal. There’s at minimum another 574 games to go that are more important.

--------------------------------------------------------------------------------

Garth Snow to Newsday on the kids the team kept:

“Brock and Matt Donovan basically picked up where they left off last season. That’s why they’re still here,” Snow said. “They came in and both had great training camps and have well-earned spots on the roster.”

…

“Griffin was one of the best players on the ice for us every game he played,” Snow said. “He’s here for now. Where that leads down the road, I can’t say. We definitely like what we have.”
Ryan Strome Misses Cut for Big Club, Vets Should Have Short Leash 

September 30th, 2013 4:00 pm  

Kevin Schultz, Islanders Point Blank:

The Islanders announced their 23-man roster and three rookies made the cut: Brock Nelson, Griffin Reinhart and Matt Donovan. The former two are first-round picks from 2010 and 2012, and the latter is an AHL All-Star from last season. While those three certainly have solid pedigrees, one big name missing from the roster is 20-year-old, 2011 first round pick Ryan Strome.

The Islanders have done a complete 180-degree turn on how they develop their prospects over the last two seasons. Gone are the days of sticking Josh Bailey in the lineup fresh as an 18-year-old and Nino Niederreiter as a 19-year-old either for cap reasons or because, especially in Bailey’s case, the roster was bare. Now, they’re being increasingly patient with their prospects and holding back players who are quite likely ready for the big show. It’s a delicate balance of not handing the players a roster spot and letting them take it for granted and risking frustrating them, a prime example being Nino Niederreiter’s reaction to not being given a tryout in January.

Strome is a blue-chip prospect who has had a great development. He’s excelled in the OHL, hasn’t suffered any injury setbacks (knock on wood) and doesn’t have any off-ice issues. There’s really no reason not to give him a chance to make the NHL club. He put up 1.77 points per game in the OHL last year and now will have to wait behind the likes of free agent signees Peter Regin and Pierre-Marc Bouchard.

The Islanders never really gave him that chance to usurp them.

Throughout the preseason, Strome was paired on a line with fellow prospects Anders Lee and Brock Nelson. None of the three were locks to make the team and Nelson — who made the final cut and unlike Strome has a year of AHL experience — only got a real, clear shot at it when Cal Clutterbuck went down with an injury. Throughout the final preseason games, Nelson skated alongside Regin and Bouchard on what appears to be the team’s third line while Strome continued on a prospect line and, tellingly, didn’t skate in what was essentially an NHL lineup on Friday at the Coliseum against Nashville.

With a whole host of forwards locked up on long-term deals plus the two free agents, the Islanders forward corps was already set before training camp began. The team appeared, and still appears, set on giving Bouchard and Regin a chance to prove themselves. Both are injury prone — although Bouchard has been healthy the last couple years — and have something to prove at the NHL level.

It’s not a horrendous mistake to put Strome in the AHL. But for the Islanders the trick is to realize that if either falters, they have more than viable options in waiting. The Islanders have been reluctant to cut veterans during the season (exhibit A: Marty Reasoner), because there hasn’t been much in the talent pool to replace those vets. Hopefully now they realize that if those veterans don’t perform there are players who are more than ready to step in.
{eot}
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LOS ANGELES -- Dustin Brown could tell the Los Angeles Kings were back in good form by the long list of Ottawa Senators heading to the penalty box.

The captain and his Kings specialize in agitating and outworking the opposition -- and even after they blew a three-goal lead, they drew one more penalty to set up the winner.

Jeff Carter scored his second power-play goal on a deflection of Mike Richards' shot 28 seconds into overtime, and the Kings outlasted the Senators 4-3 on Wednesday night.

Brown scored twice during the Kings' three-goal first period, and Carter had three points in Los Angeles' sixth straight home victory over Ottawa in the past decade. After scoring just six goals in their first three games of the season, the Kings were on their game again.

"We just wanted to establish that mentality we had last year," Brown said of last season's Western Conference finalists. "Obviously, it wasn't as clean as we wanted it, but we got the job done. That's what we need from our power play, to step up at big times. The important thing is to continue to build on that."

Milan Michalek scored the tying goal with 4:27 left in regulation for the Senators. Jean-Gabriel Pageau netted his third career goal in the second period, and Bobby Ryan scored his first goal with Ottawa early in the third.

Jonathan Quick made 22 saves for the Kings. Richards and Anze Kopitar had two assists apiece.

Carter scored the winner during 4-on-3 play in the final second of Clarke MacArthur's hooking penalty from late in regulation. Richards teed up a shot that might have banked off an Ottawa stick before it was redirected by Carter in front.

"He made a great play," Carter said of his longtime teammate and roommate. "All I did was go to the net and stand there. You go to the net, put your stick on the ice, and guys in this league are going to find it. It's pretty simple. I don't do anything pretty out there."

Craig Anderson stopped 28 shots as the Senators opened a four-game Western road swing that is part of their season-opening six-game trip.

Ryan, the longtime Anaheim Ducks forward, scored during a power play early in the third period of his first game back in Southern California since he was traded north. Kings fans booed him loudly out of habit.

"I'm pretty proud of the way the guys reacted to come back and get a point on the road," Ryan said. "This is a tough building. ... My first two games, I felt like there were opportunities where I didn't capitalize. I'm glad it's over with, and now hopefully I can go get a bunch more."

Ottawa captain Jason Spezza sat out to rest a persistent groin injury, leaving his team without its top-line centre. He should return for back-to-back games in San Jose and Anaheim this weekend.

Stephane Da Costa replaced Spezza on the Sens' first line between Michalek and Ryan.

Brown got the Kings' first goal moments after he stepped out of the box from serving a penalty for interfering with Anderson, his fellow U.S. Olympic team hopeful and former teammate with the OHL's Guelph Storm.

The Senators then committed a string of penalties, and Carter scored his third goal of the season off a scramble at the moment Los Angeles' first 5-on-3 advantage ended.

Los Angeles went up 3-0 on another goal by Brown, who deflected a pass from Carter in Anderson's crease right after another two-man advantage ended.

"We can't just sit there and say, 'The officials don't like us,' or whatever," Ottawa coach Paul MacLean said. "We've got to quit taking penalties and putting our team in a bad spot out there."

Ottawa answered early in the second period when Erik Condra controlled a loose puck and fed the 20-year-old Pageau for a one-timer that trickled past Quick. Pageau, who had a memorable post-season hat trick against Montreal last May, was playing in just his 12th regular-season game.

Ryan trimmed the Kings' lead to one goal with a power-play score. Moments after Quick made a phenomenal blocker stop on a point-blank chance for Da Costa, Michalek found a loose puck amid a tangle of legs in the high slot and fired it past Quick for his first goal of the season.

NOTES: Ottawa RW Chris Neil went to the dressing room in the second period after Kings defenceman Alec Martinez accidentally chipped the puck into his face. Neil returned later in the period. ... The Kings scratched D Jake Muzzin after a poor game against the Rangers on Monday night, activating Martinez for the first time this season. LW Daniel Carcillo made his Kings debut on a line with Carter and Richards. Colin Fraser was scratched. ... Los Angeles will begin a four-game road trip at Carolina on Friday night. Ottawa doesn't have its home opener until Oct. 17.
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CALGARY -- Led by a rookie forward and a journeyman goaltender, the Calgary Flames continued their strong start to the season.

Sean Monahan had a goal and an assist and Joey MacDonald made 33 saves to lead the Calgary Flames to a 3-2 win over the Montreal Canadiens on Wednesday.

"Obviously it's a great start," said Monahan, who has scored in three straight games and is tied at five points for the team scoring lead with Jiri Hudler. "We haven't lost a game in regulation. Losing's something I don't like to do, so it's been a lot of fun. I'm getting more comfortable every day."

Calgary coach Bob Hartley praised the effort of his rookie centre, who turns 19 on Saturday.

"I sometimes pinch myself and wonder if I need to check his birth certificate, the poise he is showing for an 18-year-old kid," Hartley said. "He is having fun, he is bringing passion, he is bringing excitement and he's learning. He is a pretty special kid."

Sven Baertschi and Curtis Glencross also scored for Calgary (2-0-2). The last time the Flames recorded points in the first four games of a season was back in 2009-10 when they went 4-0-0 before going 0-2-1 in their next three games.

MacDonald started his third straight game after backstopping Calgary to a 4-3 road win over the Columbus Blue Jackets on Friday, before helping the Flames salvage a point in a 5-4 overtime loss at home to the Vancouver Canucks on Sunday.

"Tonight we stuck with it," said MacDonald, who previously played for the Boston Bruins, New York Islanders, Toronto Maple Leafs and Detroit Red Wings before the Flames claimed him off of waivers part way through last season. "It's a learning experience for the young guys to show them how important it is. They came out hard."

P.K. Subban had a goal and an assist for the Canadiens (1-2-0), who hadn't played since skating to a 4-1 win at home over the Philadelphia Flyers on Saturday.

"We weren't ready to play right from the start, including myself," Subban said. "We can continue to say it's the beginning of the season and we're just getting things going, but we've got to come out better than that.

"We knew this was a hungry team, we knew they were a young team. They had some young players in the lineup and we've got to take advantage of that. I don't think we did a good enough job."

Lars Eller, with his fourth goal and sixth point, also scored for Montreal, while Carey Price made 22 saves.

Both Calgary and Montreal finished 1 for 3 on the power play.

Despite being outshot 12-4 in the opening frame, the Flames took a 2-0 lead into the first intermission.

Monahan opened the scoring at 9:09 of the first period when he tapped a rebound into the net behind Price.

Monahan started the play with a behind-the-back pass to Lee Stempniak, who fired a shot on goal that Price stopped with his right pad. The puck bounced right to Monahan, who drove straight to the net after making the pass.

"That's always a good feeling," Monahan said. "There's nowhere else to put it than in the back of the net. I jumped all over that and I was pretty excited."

Baertschi then scored his first of the season with 1:27 remaining in the first when he tapped a cross-crease pass from Monahan behind a sprawling Price. Hudler helped set up the play by jarring the puck loose from Montreal defenceman Jarred Tinordi by virtue of a big hit behind the net.

During a Montreal man advantage in the second period, MacDonald stopped a Subban point blast before stacking his pads to prevent back-to-back shots off the stick of Andrei Markov from getting into the net behind him.

"It's just battling," MacDonald said. "You never give up on the puck. It might not be the nicest style, but you've got to stop the puck. When your team sees those saves, it kind of gives them a little momentum. I think we kind of built off that."

Then on a Calgary power play, Glencross tipped a point shot by Dennis Wideman past Price at 16:22 of the second.

Just 84 seconds later with the Calgary captain Mark Giordano in the penalty box for tripping, Subban fired a point shot into the top corner to end MacDonald's shut-out bid.

At 10:40 of the third, Eller pulled Montreal within a goal. Subban let go a shot from the point that went wide, but bounced off the boards and right onto the stick of Eller, who swatted the puck into a wide-open net.

The Canadiens pressed hard to tie up the game until Subban took a cross-checking penalty with 1:49 remaining in regulation.

"We worked so hard in the third and in the second to bring ourselves into striking distance of tying the game up," Subban said. "Right when we were about to turn the corner, you take that penalty so it really sucks."

Notes: Montreal forward Rene Bourque played in his 500th NHL game. Bourque started his career in Chicago with the Blackhawks, with whom he played 183 games before suiting up for 249 contests with the Flames and the last 68 with the Canadiens. a Hudler's next goal will be the 100th of his NHL career. a Monahan, Stempniak and Hudler have all recorded at least one point all four games the Flames have played this season.
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ST. LOUIS -- Alexander Steen got just enough on a slap shot in the closing seconds to get the puck past Corey Crawford and give the St. Louis Blues a win over the rival Chicago Blackhawks.

Steen's drive with 21.1 seconds left trickled through Crawford and lifted the Blues to a 3-2 victory against the defending Stanley Cup champions on Wednesday night.

Steen broke down the left side as part of a 3-on-1 rush. Instead of passing, he let go a shot from just inside the left circle.

"You pick a spot," Steen said. "I don't know that it's really how hard it is. It's more where you put it."

The Blackhawks (1-1-1) lost for the first time in regulation. Chicago coach Joel Quenneville was particularly upset that his team gave up an odd-man break so late in a tie game.

"You've got to get that game to overtime," Quenneville said. "You take one (point) maybe two. You don't get none. That's unacceptable.

"There was not a lot of mistakes. We played a good game. But you can't make a mistake like that."

The Blues (3-0) matched their best start to a season, also done in the 1969-70 and 1993-94 campaigns.

"Playing Chicago is always a big game," Blues goalie Jaroslav Halak said. "I think our guys came up big. We stuck to the game plan and didn't give up."

Halak, who made 26 saves, has been in net for all three wins.

"You just have to focus on every shot and try not to give up rebounds," Halak said.

Vladimir Tarasenko and David Backes also scored for St. Louis.

Patrick Kane scored for the third straight game for the Blackhawks, and Jonathan Toews had the other Chicago goal. Crawford made 31 saves.

Tarasenko gave the Blues a 1-0 lead when he beat Crawford with a wrist shot from the slot with 4:16 left in the first period.

Kane tied it with a power-play goal 1:17 later. Patrick Sharp's shot from the right circle trickled through to Kane at the left post, and he swatted the puck in.

In the second period, Backes put the Blues back in front at 8:37 when he redirected Alex Pietrangelo's shot from the right point into the net. But after Jaden Schwartz went off for hooking, Toews tied it 39 seconds later when he shoved a rebound past Halak.

NOTES: Kane's power-play goal was the first allowed by the Blues in 12 chances this season. The goal also ended Halak's shutout streak at 111 minutes, 52 seconds. ... The game featured a matchup of the two most successful coaches in Blues history. Current St. Louis coach Ken Hitchcock entered with the best winning percentage of .676 (74-32-13). Quenneville is second at .598 (307-191-95).

{eot}

Decrease Text SizeIncrease Text SizeText Size

The New York Islanders returned defenceman Griffin Reinhart to the Edmonton Oil Kings of the Western Hockey League on Wednesday.

The 19-year-old Reinhart appeared in four pre-season games with the Islanders, recording two points with a plus-2 rating. The North Vancouver, BC, native remained with the Islanders through the first three games of the regular season, but did not appear in a game.

Last season, he scored 29 points in 59 games in his third year with Edmonton and his first as team captain. Reinhart added seven points in 12 WHL playoff games, before suffering a foot injury in Game 3 of the Conference Finals that forced him to miss the remainder of the postseason.

The Islanders selected Reinhart fourth overall in the 2012 NHL Draft.
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SAN JOSE, Calif. -- Tomas Hertl is having quite a first week of his NHL career.

Hertl scored four goals, Matthew Nieto had his first NHL goal and added two assists and the San Jose Sharks beat the New York Rangers 9-2 on Tuesday night.

"I'm not even sure he realizes where he is," Sharks' coach Todd McLellan said. "He's a passionate young man and he's playing freely."

Hertl saved his best for last. Driving toward the net, the 19-year-old scored a spectacular goal.

He skated in on Martin Biron and put the puck between his legs and scored over the backup goalie's right shoulder at 12:05 of the third.

"This is a dream," said Hertl, who practices the shot daily. "This is crazy. I've never scored more than two in a game, maybe."

The outgoing Czech, who does not own a car and is too young to rent one, has made it fun for his teammates.

"That was special," Sharks' captain Joe Thornton said. "You don't see that too often. That's something I don't have in my bag. That was pretty. It's been fun to watch him."

Marc-Edouard Vlasic, Dan Boyle, Logan Couture and Justin Braun also scored for the Sharks, who won their third straight of the young season. They have outscored their opponents 17-4.

Jason Demers and Joe Pavelski each had three assists. Hertl tied the Sharks record for most goals in a game. Owen Nolan did it on Dec. 19, 1995.

"Four goals, that's an awesome night," Pavelski said. "He's moving at a high speed. It was exciting for everybody."

Brad Richards and Derek Dorsett scored for the Rangers, who were coming off a 3-1 victory over the Los Angeles Kings on Monday night.

San Jose goalkeeper Antti Niemi needed to stop 18 shots for the win while Rangers goalkeeper Henrik Lundqvist stopped 22 of 26 shots during his nearly 30 minutes on the ice. Biron took over in the net after the Sharks built a 4-1 advantage and saved 16 of 21.

The Sharks outshot the Rangers 47-20.

The nine goals were one off the franchise record.

The Rangers may have lost more than a game. Star forward Rick Nash, who entered the game with three assists, was taken off the ice after getting hit in the right jaw area by Brad Stuart, who was called for elbowing on the play, early in the first period.

"It just didn't feel right," Nash said. "I could feel it. Any time you get a head shot you're concerned. It's not a good feeling."

Rangers coach Alain Vigneault said replays showed Stuart's shoulder coming into contact with Nash's head and that "it seemed like his feet left the ice. That's for the league to decide."

Hertl also had two goals in Saturday's win over Phoenix.

Richards opened the scoring on Tuesday with his third goal of the season at 3:27 of the first. The Rangers converted their two-man advantage. The long shot was aided by Ryan Callahan, who had screened off Niemi.

"The Sharks were on top of their game," Vigneault said. "It's tough to understand, at this point, how we can play so well last night and play this way tonight.

"You think you're taking a step forward after the way we played last night and obviously we didn't take a step forward with the way we played tonight."

The Sharks answered with a short-handed goal less than a minute later, with Vlasic blasting it past Lundqvist.

Boyle gave the Sharks a 2-1 lead at 7:56 of the first period. Pavelski won a faceoff, Nieto kept it alive and Boyle made the shot.

The Sharks scored three goals within a span of 1:23 of the second period. Nieto scored his first career goal, followed by Hertl's first of the game.

"It was great to get my first goal," Nieto said. "I couldn't be happier. I'm happy for Tomas too. They were all pretty goals."

Biron was in the game for 20 seconds when Couture scored, though it was hardly a conventional goal. Patrick Marleau's shot was wide and it bounced up the board and flipped back over the net, where Couture chipped it home.

Hertl added his second goal three minutes later to make it 6-1.

Dorsett scored at 8:22 of the third period and Hertl answered with a power-play goal at 9:02 for the hat trick.

After Hertl's fourth goal, Braun closed out the scoring with a power-play goal at 15:53.

NOTES: Thornton recorded his 789th career assist, tied for 32nd on the all time list. ... Callahan played just his second game since labrum surgery sidelined him last May. ... The Rangers are on a franchise record nine-game road trip to open the season because of renovations at Madison Square Garden.
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VANCOUVER -- Cory Schneider's return to Vancouver started with a standing ovation.

It ended with his former team celebrating its third straight come-from-behind victory.

Jason Garrison scored at 2:18 of overtime Tuesday as the Canucks bounced back from a 2-0 deficit to defeat the winless New Jersey Devils 3-2 in Schneider's first game against his former team.

Schneider, who was traded to New Jersey at June's NHL draft in a deal that ended more than a year of goaltending drama involving himself and Roberto Luongo, was honoured with a video tribute just prior to the opening faceoff.

The fans at Rogers Arena saluted their former netminder with raucous applause.

"It was fun, a great environment, great atmosphere, really nice of them to show that screen at the start," said Schneider, who finished with 29 saves. "It was a nice touch, but once the puck dropped we had our hands full, they are tough to play against.

"With Louie at the other end, you have to match him save for save because he's not going to give you much."

Luongo, who finished with 21 stops, said the game didn't hold any extra meaning even though it was against his friend and former teammate.

"We got the win, so that's what matters at the end of the day. I thought we both played really good games," said Luongo, who shared a word with Schneider as the two stretched next to each other during the warmup. "Schneids kept them in it, made some big saves throughout the whole game. Somebody had to win.

"It was fun. Obviously we spent many years together so it was nice to battle it out head-to-head."

Garrison's winner, his third goal of the young season, came after he slid across the blue-line and fired a shot through traffic that beat Schneider. The puck appeared to go off Canucks centre Mike Santorelli, but the goal was still credited to the Vancouver defenceman.

Vancouver fell behind 1-0 against the Edmonton Oilers on Saturday before securing a 6-2 victory, and followed that up with a 5-4 overtime win in Calgary after spotting the Flames a 3-1 lead on Sunday.

Canucks coach John Tortorella said the fact his team has three straight come-from-behind victories bodes well moving forward.

"Early on in the season, it's good to happen that way. We'll be in these situations and hopefully was can fall back on some of the positive things that are going on," he said. "You don't want to spot them a 2-0 lead but I appreciate how (the Canucks) just stay with it.

"There was no panic on our bench. We just started playing a little bit quicker and a little bit simpler."

Daniel Sedin, with a goal and an assist, and Alexander Edler also scored for Vancouver (3-1-0).

Jaromir Jagr and Patrik Elias each had a goal and an assist for winless New Jersey (0-1-3), which was playing its second game in as many nights.

Schneider posted a 17-9-4 record with five shutouts, a 2.11 goals-against average and a .927 save percentage for Vancouver last season after supplanting Luongo as the starter under former coach Alain Vigneault.

The 27-year-old appeared to be the Canucks' goaltender of the future until he was traded to the Devils after Vancouver was unable to move Luongo and his 12-year, $64-million contract.

Schneider is now sharing the crease in New Jersey with 41-year-old future Hall of Famer Martin Brodeur, who allowed four goals on 27 shots in Monday's 5-4 shootout loss to the Oilers.

Tied 2-2 after two periods on Tuesday, the teams didn't generate much in the third until the midway mark when Luongo was forced to make saves off both Elias and Jagr.

"We had some chances, we had the lead again, so we have to stop playing bad with the lead," said Jagr. "It's not easy to get a lead in this league and we had it the last two games, 3-0 and 2-0 and we still get only two points together, so we should get more points than that."

Leading 1-0 after the first, Schneider made big stops on David Booth and Kevin Bieksa before the Devils doubled their advantage at 7:25 on a strange play. New Jersey defenceman Anton Volchenkov threw the puck into the Canucks corner, but it took a deflection off the referee and fell to Elias, who fired a shot past Luongo that went in off Vancouver right-winger Dale Weise.

The Canucks responded at 8:51 on a shot from Sedin that deflected off Volchenkov's skate and past Schneider. Vancouver then tied it up at 13:47 on Edler's first of the season. With Devils left-winger Ryane Clowe hobbling to the bench, the Canucks defenceman found a seam and tucked a shot under the crossbar off a feed from Sedin.

The fans who had given Schneider a standing ovation in the first period started to jeer their former goalie after Vancouver's second goal.

"Yeah, I'd like to think that came from a place of love but probably not," said Schneider, who regrouped to stop Jannik Hansen on a breakaway with under five minutes to go to send the teams to the locker-rooms still knotted.

New Jersey opened the scoring with 68 seconds left in the first when Elias slid a cross-ice pass to Jagr, who one-time a shot past Luongo.

With all of the pre-game hype focusing on Schneider's return to the scene of a goaltending soap opera that polarized fans in the city for more than a year, both he and Luongo stole the show early as both players made big saves before Jagr opened the scoring.

"It was fun playing against (Luongo), he's a great goalie, I have always said that," said Schneider. "I've learned a lot from him and he's been put through a lot but his resiliency and how hard he's worked through it.

"I think he deserves everything he gets. It was fun seeing him at the other end for the first time."

Notes: Tuesday's game marked the Devils' first trip to Vancouver since Nov. 1, 2010. The Canucks were victorious that night, with Luongo making 30 saves for the shutout. ... Calgary Flames president of hockey operation Brian Burke was in attendance. New Jersey visits Calgary on Friday night. ... The Canucks continue their three-game homestand with a game against San Jose Sharks on Thursday. Vancouver then hosts the Montreal Canadiens on Saturday night before heading out on a seven-game road trip.
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TORONTO -- A depleted Maple Leafs lineup was unable to keep pace with the surging Colorado Avalanche, reducing the list of NHL unbeatens by one.

P.A. Parenteau scored early in the third period to help the Avs edge Toronto 2-1 on Tuesday night. Cory Sarich also scored for Colorado (3-0-0), which is off to its best ever start. The Avalanche got another terrific start from Semyon Varlamov in net. The 25-year-old Russian has now stopped 88 of 91 shots in three games.

Tied 1-1 going into the third, Colorado went ahead at 2:30 on a two-on-one with Jamie McGinn setting up Parenteau, who may not have known too much about it as the puck deflected in off his skate past a sliding defenceman Jake Gardiner.

"Video review supported the referee's call on the ice that Jamie McGinn's shot deflected off P.A. Parenteau and entered the net in a legal fashion," the NHL said in explaining the call. "According to Rule 78.4 'if an attacking player has the puck deflect into the net, off his skate or body, in any manner, the goal shall be allowed.' Good goal Colorado."

Avs rookie Nathan MacKinnon, the 18-year-old first overall pick in the 2013 draft, got an assist -- his fourth of the young season -- on Parenteau's third goal of the season.

"It was a great team effort, great team effort," said Avs coach Patrick Roy.

Joffrey Lupul scored for a depleted Toronto (3-1-0), which charged hard during a power play midway through the third period but was unable to score.

"That was a big (penalty) kill for us," Roy said. "Guys were there for a long time, and then they sacrificed their body."

Jay McClement's absence due to his wife going into labour further stripped a Leaf lineup already missing Mark Fraser, Nikolai Kulemin and Frazer McLaren through injury and David Clarkson due to suspension.

"You're going to have to deal with adversity throughout the course of the season," said Toronto head coach Randy Carlyle. "And injuries and birth of children, family illness -- all those things roll into the things that you have to deal with. We're no different than anybody else."

Said Leafs captain Dion Phaneuf: "We gave up too many chances. Bernie (Bernier) kept us in it. It was right there for us."

While Toronto's loss column grew by one, so did the Leafs family. McClement's wife gave birth to a baby boy.

Toronto seemed off its game, reflected perhaps at the morning skate when Carlyle huddled his troops early in a bid to focus them on the task that lay ahead.

Colorado, playing an up-tempo exciting brand of hockey under Roy, outshot Toronto 33-28 including 15-7 in the second period. The Avs outhit Toronto 44-33 and won 60 per cent of faceoffs.

The game, which started as a goatending display before 19,388 at the Air Canada Centre, was the first between the two teams since October 2011 and offered Toronto fans a first NHL look at MacKinnon.

The centre from Cole Harbour, N.S., who is living with veteran goalie Jean-Sebastien Giguere and his family in Denver, is playing on the Avs' third line with McGinn and Parenteau.

He has collected a point in each of his games including two assists in his NHL debut Oct. 2 -- at the age of 18 years 31 days. That made him the youngest NHL player to collect two points in a game since Jan. 8, 1944, when Ted Kennedy registered four points for the Leafs at the age of 18 years 27 days.

MacKinnon did not look out of place, although a failed clearance from his own defensive end led to Lupul's goal.

Bernier got the nod in goal for Toronto after stopping 46 of 47 shots in one start and a relief appearance.

Both goalies were rock-solid with Bernier continuing to impress with his positioning and rebound control. Varlamov, meanwhile, had plenty of help from his defence in clearing loose pucks.

It was a free-wheeling start to the game with few stoppages and a lot of rushes. Bernier had the crowd ooohing when he showed a quick glove hand in stopping Avs captain Gabriel Landeskog five minutes in.

Varlamov returned the favour with a little over five minutes remaining in the period, sticking out a leg to deny Lupul in full flight.

Carlyle, meanwhile, tweaked his personnel by pairing Nazem Kadri with tough guy Colton Orr and Carter Ashton on the third line. The fourth line featured Troy Bodie, Trevor Smith and Jamie Devane.

The smooth-skating first period was followed by a sloppy opening to the second. But play began to open up and Toronto went ahead at 13:12 of the second when Lupul stuffed the pack past Varlamov on a scramble that ensued after a Colorado giveaway. The Avs goalie was down and seemingly had the puck underneath him but did not get a whistle and the Leafs jammed it during the ensuing melee.

Lupul, scoring his second of the season, helped his own cause by bodying MacKinnon in the corner as he tried to clear the puck. Ashton got an assist for his first NHL point.

Bodie and Colorado's Cody McCleod fought after a faceoff late in the period as Maple Leaf Sports & Entertainment CEO Tim Leiweke, Bodie's father-in-law, watched from the second row behind the Leaf bench. A late flurry by Bodie had Leiweke on his feet.

The Avs finally solved Bernier at 16:39 when Sarich beat him from an acute angle high to the short side. The Leafs goalie seemed to be expecting a pass rather than a shot.

"He made a good shot but that's definitely a save that I've got to make and it's a routine save," lamented Bernier. "That's a goal that I want to take back."

It was the 35-year-old defenceman's 21st career goal -- and his first since Jan. 10, 2012. And it snapped a stretch of 56 saves and 110 minutes 50 seconds without a goal for Bernier.

"He's given us a chance to win every time he's been in there. And been spectacular at some points," said Lupul. "We can't ask anything more of him."
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NASHVILLE -- Eric Nystrom almost felt sorry for Wild goalie Josh Harding coming off the bench to defend a penalty shot.

Almost.

Nystrom scored his first career penalty shot at 11:14 of the first period for the game-winner Tuesday night and the Nashville Predators earned their first win of the season with a 3-2 victory over the Minnesota Wild in their home opener.

"You couldn't have scripted it any better to score a goal like that, kind of dramatic fashion and ended up being the game winner against your former team," Nystrom said. "It was pretty exciting. It was fun to play here and get our first win of the season."

Nystrom spent the 2010-11 season with Minnesota and said he had some "unfortunate circumstances" with the team.

He went to Dallas and signed with Nashville this off-season. He got the penalty shot when tripped on a breakaway, sending him crashing into Wild goalie Niklas Backstrom.

The goalie left the game with a lower body injury, and the Wild said Backstrom will be evaluated Wednesday. Wild coach Mike Yeo said he hadn't talked to the trainer yet when he spoke with reporters after the game.

That left Nystrom with a couple of minutes waiting to shoot, but the Predators forward had plenty of experience shooting against replacement Josh Harding during his lone year with the Wild.

"He goes in and his first shot against is a penalty shot ice-cold, that's a tough situation for any goalie," Nystrom said. "But it felt pretty good."

Filip Forsberg and Colin Wilson also scored power-play goals 39 seconds apart in the first period as the Predators matched the goals they had totalled in losing the first two games.

Goalie Pekka Rinne made 32 saves as Nashville started a five-game homestand with the win.

"It's always nice to win the first one and try to build some confidence, some good things and keep moving forward when we're at home because we're going to be on the road quite a while," Nashville captain Shea Weber said.

Zach Parise scored a power-play goal, and Jared Spurgeon also scored for the Wild who remain winless through three games.

"We've got to find a way to win," Wild defenceman Keith Ballard said.

Now that these teams are in the Central Division after realignment, these games mean much more than just the chance to boo former Nashville defenceman Ryan Suter who went to Minnesota as a free agent in July 2012 for a 13-year, $98 million deal. A sellout crowd booed Suter every time he was on the ice yet again.

Nashville coach Barry Trotz said Suter told him he thought his old coach liked him. Trotz responded that he has no control over the fans in Section 303.

"He's playing for the enemy now," Trotz said.

The Wild went up 1-0 on a tip-in by Parise off a shot by Mikko Koivu off a cross-ice pass from Suter, taking advantage of a high-sticking penalty on rookie defenceman Seth Jones at 4:15 of the first.

But Kyle Brodziak went to the penalty box for interference against David Legwand at 4:15 followed by Koivu for tripping Jones 21 seconds later.

The Predators made the Wild pay for the 5-on-3 with Forsberg scoring his first career NHL goal at 5:07 on a snap shot from the left circle off assists from Patric Hornqvist and Jones, with the rookie getting his first point.

"He's got those magic hands," Trotz said of Forsberg. "He's slippery in tight spaces and as he keeps growing as a player I think you're going to see some of those qualities come out."

Then Wilson went high over Backstrom's stick for his first goal of the season from the right circle at 5:46 for a 2-1 lead.

Ballard tripped Nystrom on a breakaway, and the Predators forward crashed into Backstrom, pushing the goalie's right leg into the post.

A trainer walked out to Backstrom, who skated slowly to the bench before going to the locker room. Backstrom tied for the NHL lead with 24 wins last season and is Minnesota's franchise leader in wins, shutouts, shutout streak, games played, starts and minutes played.

"I give Harding credit," Yeo said. "That's a really difficult situation to come into and giving up the goal that way, and then he battled hard all game in net.

"So I give him an awful lot of credit and I give our guys credit too because it would have been easy to feel sorry for ourselves."

The Wild pulled within 3-2 when Spurgeon scored his first this season on a power play with a wrister past Rinne at 7:26, and his goal came with 1 second left on the man advantage after Forsberg went to the box for hooking.

But the Wild couldn't beat Rinne again.

Notes: The Predators are 2 for 11 with the man advantage this season. ... Nashville last scored three goals in a period April 2, 2013, against Colorado in the third period. ... Nashville went 7-1-3 last season when leading after the first period. ... Nystrom's penalty shot was the ninth in Predators' history and his first goal for Nashville. ... Koivu's assist gave him 400 career NHL points. ... Seven of the past eight games between these teams have been one-goal games. ... Harding is 1 for 2 against penalty shots in his career.
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BUFFALO, N.Y. -- Lightning coach Jon Cooper could sense the momentum start shifting in Tampa Bay's favour once Sabres forward Thomas Vanek's third-period goal was disallowed.

Less than half a minute later, Lightning forward Teddy Purcell tied the game at 2. Alex Killorn then capped the Lightning's comeback, scoring 1:50 into overtime in a 3-2 victory on Tuesday night.

"That was a big turn of events," Cooper said. "The way it played out, that was a big momentum shift for us."

Vanek concurred, and was none too happy about it either.

"I tipped it in, and the next thing I know he's waving it off and pointing at me that I got 2 minutes," Vanek said. "I just thought he was wrong, but it doesn't matter. Me yelling and screaming at him is just going to get him mad and get them more power plays."

The turn of events occurred 5:21 into the third period.

Vanek tipped in Jamie McBain's point shot, but the goal was immediately waved off by referee Jean Hebert, who called Vanek for high-sticking on Matthew Carle.

What was confusing is that Hebert had his arm up while the Sabres controlled the puck as if to indicate a delayed penalty against the Lightning.

It took 22 seconds into Vanek's penalty for Purcell to capitalize by completing a nifty three-way passing play.

Purcell was surprised by what happened.

"Actually, I thought the call was on us, too," Purcell said. "The crowd sure didn't like it. But I thought it was the turning point of the game."

Tyler Johnson also scored for the Lightning, who have yet to hold a lead in regulation. They were coming off a 3-2 shootout victory at Chicago in which the Lightning overcame a 2-0 third-period deficit.

Vanek had two assists, while McBain and Cody Hodgson had a goal and assist each for Buffalo (0-3-1).

Despite the loss, Buffalo finally generated some offence by doubling its season goal total. The Sabres also earned a point to avoid extending their franchise-worst season-opening losing streak to four games.

Buffalo had previously never opened a season losing more than two straight in regulation.

Following the game, the NHL issued an email to explain the disallowed goal. The league said, Hebert did not see Sabres forward Steve Ott touch the puck and pass it to McBain at the point. The league backed Hebert in ruling that he made the right call by disallowing the goal.

"The net result was the correct call -- no goal, penalty to Buffalo," the release said.

Killorn's goal came during a scramble in front and after Sabres goalie Jhonas Enroth stopped Valtteri Filppula's shot from in close.

Filppula then circled the net and passed the puck out front, where Killorn drove across the top of the crease and backhanded a shot into the open right side.

Cooper would prefer the Lightning get off to a better start, but he's not complaining of his team's finish.

"We don't want to play with fire every single game," Cooper said. "But they showed some resiliency and came back in two tough buildings and got us four points."

The Sabres' power play produced both goals after entering the game 0 for 13 this season, and 0 for 16 in its previous five games going back to last year. And Buffalo took its first lead of the season 11:09 into the second period when Hodgson opened the scoring.

By scoring two goals, the Sabres avoided several dubious marks. They avoided becoming only the 15th NHL team to open a season with three or fewer goals through four games. That's a group that includes the 1970-71 Sabres, who opened their inaugural season with three goals in four games.

NOTES: Sabres LW Marcus Foligno returned after missing the first three games with a shoulder injury. ... Sabres G Ryan Miller returned, serving as a backup after sitting out one game with a lower-body injury. ... With an assist on Purcell's goal, Lightning RW Martin St. Louis earned his 915th career point to move into a tie with Bobby Orr for 94th on the NHL list. ... The Lightning concluded a three-game road trip, and return home to play seven straight at home.
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UNIONDALE, N.Y. -- The New York Islanders were merely content with a lopsided victory. The Phoenix Coyotes were flat-out humiliated.

With production from all four lines, the Islanders built a big lead and carried it to a 6-1 win over the Coyotes on Tuesday night.

While New York coach Jack Capuano was pleased with his team's performance, he tempered his remarks and didn't heap too much praise on his club.

"We got some bounces. Let's not kid ourselves," Capuano said. "The score didn't indicate the way the game was."

John Tavares scored his first two goals of the season and defenceman Matt Donovan added the first of his NHL career in a rare meeting between the Islanders and Coyotes. Phoenix hadn't visited Long Island since December 2010.

Peter Regin and Tavares scored in the first period for the Islanders (2-0-1), and Donovan, Tavares and Colin McDonald connected in the second against beleaguered goalie Mike Smith to turn it into a rout.

Frans Nielsen earned the second of his three assists on the night when McDonald made it 5-1 with 2:36 left in the second.

"You get embarrassed as a professional athlete. It's unacceptable," Coyotes captain Shane Doan said. "There has to be accountability in our room. They have a really good team that moves the puck well, and we let them do it all night."

Evgeni Nabokov was the beneficiary of all the offence and made 33 saves for the win. The 38-year-old goalie has started all three games for the Islanders.

Josh Bailey had a goal and two assists, and Michael Grabner had three assists for New York, which was outshot 34-28. Regin added an assist.

"It was just a full-team effort," forward Kyle Okposo said. "We talked about the third period. We wanted to come out and play better and not give them anything. I thought we did a pretty good job."

Martin Hanzal gave the Coyotes (1-2) a brief spark when his first of the season made it 3-1. Smith stopped only 15 shots and was replaced at the start of the third period by Thomas Greiss, who made his Phoenix debut.

Bailey made it 6-1 against Greiss, off assists from Nielsen and Grabner, with 7:41 left.

"It's completely unacceptable," Coyotes coach Dave Tippett said. "We have a lot of work to do as a team. We just weren't good enough."

For the second straight game, the Islanders jumped out to a 2-0 lead and tried to protect it. They were unsuccessful in their home opener on Saturday when they allowed Columbus to get even in the third period and beat them in a shootout.

This time, the Islanders pushed their edge to 3-0 with their second power-play goal, but the Coyotes responded 43 seconds later with Hanzal's goal to cut the deficit back to two.

"A two-goal lead at home is something you'd love to have every night. It was good to take advantage of that," Tavares said. "We have confidence with the lead. It was nice to get another one and keep playing the way we want to play.

"Our third goal was a big goal. On Saturday we didn't get the third goal."

New York took control early against the Coyotes.

Phoenix defenceman Zbynek Michalek turned over the puck near the blue line, and Regin calmly skated into the left circle, with his head up. He deftly snapped a shot over the shoulder of the 6-foot-4 Smith and into the left corner just 1:49 into the game.

"Sometimes you have that feeling-out process at the start of the game, but Peter's line did a great job of getting us into it right away," Bailey said. "Having a goal within the first two minutes really boosted the guys, and after that we seemed to respond really well."

The Islanders earned the first power play with 6:24 left in the first, and the Coyotes compounded the problem on the ensuing faceoff when Antoine Vermette was whistled for delay of game when he smothered the puck in the circle.

Tavares took advantage of the two-man power play when he slam-dunked a cross-crease pass from Nielsen inside the right post. Phoenix managed to kill the remainder of Vermette's penalty, but trailed 2-0 after one period despite a 7-6 edge in shots.

Donovan pushed the lead to 3-0 at 11:47 of the second during a power play with a hard shot that Smith smothered. However, the puck trickled behind him and over the line.

"The harder you work, the luckier you get," Capuano said.

Tavares, the Islanders' new captain, notched his second with 5:11 left in the period, and McDonald made it 5-1 just 2:35 later.

NOTES: The Coyotes were without D Derek Morris, who missed the game because of an upper-body injury despite taking part in the morning skate. ... The Islanders again scratched RW Cal Clutterbuck, who is close to returning following a leg laceration sustained during the preseason. ... Phoenix is 0-2 on a five-game trip that has three Eastern stops remaining. ... Dating to last season, the Islanders had played six straight one-goal games -- including five shootouts. They went 2-1-3.
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PITTSBURGH -- Jussi Jokinen enjoyed his four-plus seasons in Carolina and understood when the rebuilding Hurricanes sent him to Pittsburgh last spring as part of a salary dump.

Imagine the damage he might have done on Tuesday night if he was angry.

Jokinen poured in three goals for his first hat trick in nearly six years and the Penguins remained unbeaten with a 5-2 win.

"There's always extra motivation when you play against your former team," Jokinen said. "I could have had five goals tonight. I hit the post and the crossbar too."

Not quite, but his hat trick was more than enough to push the Penguins to their best start since the 1994-95 team won its first seven games.

"It's so much fun," Jokinen said. "I'm just trying to enjoy every moment and work. I'm working hard in practice and games. Playing with (Evgeni Malkin) helps too, we have great chemistry."

It shows.

Less than two minutes after Carolina's Nathan Gerbe tied the game at 2-all 3:13 into the third period, Jokinen put Pittsburgh in front to stay when he streaked down the left wing, took a pass from Malkin and threaded a wrist shot over the shoulder of Carolina goaltender Cam Ward.

Ward responded with a flurry of brilliant saves during extended pressure by Pittsburgh star Sidney Crosby's line. Any momentum Ward's gymnastics provided didn't last. Seconds after belly flopping to stop Pascal Dupuis on the doorstep, Ward failed to cover a loose puck off a face-off and Tanner Glass pounced on it to make it 4-2. Jokinen then finished off the Hurricanes with his second power-play goal of the night and first hat trick since he scored four for the Dallas Stars on Nov. 16, 2007.

"Pittsburgh's a good hockey team and they're going to keep coming and they pressed and they didn't capitalize there, but they stayed with it and get that goal," Carolina coach Kirk Muller said. "We would have liked to have used it to our advantage, not theirs, so it kind of backfired unfortunately."

Paul Martin also scored for Pittsburgh, while Crosby picked up his first two assists of the season. Marc-Andre Fleury stopped 32 shots for the Penguins, who have not trailed through three games. Pittsburgh has outscored opponents 12-3 heading into a two-game road-swing through Florida starting Friday.

"I think for us the biggest thing is our defensive play," Glass said. "We're able to shut teams down and not give them too much."

Eric Staal also scored for the Hurricanes and Cam Ward made 32 saves, but Carolina crumbled in the final 15 minutes.

"Everybody needed to be stronger tonight than they were," Staal said. "We gave too much space for some of their skill players. You don't want to give time. You give time they've got players who can make plays and they did that."

The Penguins brought in Jokinen last March, hoping the talented winger would help them lift the Stanley Cup. The Hurricanes even agreed to pay $900,000 of the $3 million Jokinen is due this year just to get him out of town.

While Jokinen and Pittsburgh failed to win a championship, he showed an ability to blend in with Penguins stars Crosby and Evgeni Malkin and now has 10 goals in in 13 regular-season games since the trade.

"He's got an ability to play off players and read off them and it showed," Pittsburgh coach Dan Bylsma said. "He was excellent."

The Penguins came in 0 for 3 on the season on the power play before breaking through 14:17 into the first period. With Carolina's Jay Harrison off for tripping, Pittsburgh took the lead when Crosby tried a centring pass that deflected off Staal and right to Jokinen, who collected the puck with his skate and kicked it to his stick. His backhand shot slid past Ward and put the Penguins in front.

Pittsburgh made it 2-0 1:04 into the second when a sliding Martin took a Brooks Orpik shot off the end boards and threw it by a badly out of position Ward.

Staal sliced the lead in half with an acrobatic deflection in which he managed to get his stick on Justin Faulk's pass despite getting checked to the ice by Orpik. Carolina's surge pulled them even early in the third on Gerbe's goal but the Hurricanes couldn't sustain it.

NOTES: Penguins F James Neal missed his second straight game with an undisclosed injury. Neal aggravated a pre-existing problem during Pittsburgh's season opener against New Jersey last week. Bylsma said Neal is more "week to week" than "day to day." ... Carolina plays at Washington on Thursday in the franchise's 1,200th game since relocating from Hartford in 1997.
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PHILADELPHIA -- Grim faced, hands on his hips, Craig Berube looked like the angriest man in Philadelphia.

The coach the Flyers call "Chief" could afford to smile.

He won his debut -- and helped the Flyers avoid their first 0-4 start in franchise history.

Brayden Schenn and Braydon Coburn scored goals, and Steve Mason had 33 saves to make Berube a winner, leading the Flyers past the Florida Panthers 2-1 on Tuesday night.

Berube was on the bench a day after Peter Laviolette was fired after a 0-3 start. Laviolette dealt with rumours of his firing last season, a year in which the Flyers missed the playoffs after the lockout-shortened season.

Don't pop the bubbly for win No. 1.

"It's over," Berube said. "We're worried about tomorrow and practice."

With Berube calling the shots, the Flyers scored their season high for goals. So, there's still work ahead.

"We have to get better, we have to have more of an attack," Berube said. "I know we do have good offensive players here. It's just a matter of getting them confident."

Mason stopped all 12 shots in the first period and the first 12 of the second until Brad Boyes scored his first of the season with 6 seconds left.

Mason, who improved to 5-0 against Florida, came up big when he stopped Shawn Matthias on a short-handed breakaway early in the second.

"He just had an answer for all of our shots," Matthias said. "We have to get giddier and work on it."

Mason and Ray Emery worked as a tandem in net. Berube gave no indication if he would stick with Mason or use both.

"That's up to Chief to decide who goes in," Mason said. "You guys want to make this huge deal out of it. But Razor and I, our job is just every day, not matter who's in net, is to be the better goalie of the two playing that night. We're not going to dwell on who's starting."

Berube arrived steeped in the orange-and-black tradition, with 20 goals and 54 points over parts of seven seasons with the Flyers. He played for four other teams over a 17-year career and his 3,149 penalty minutes are seventh in NHL history.

Berube, in his seventh season coaching within the organization, was promoted to replace Laviolette. He is the 18th coach in franchise history.

His hard-nosed style quickly rubbed off on the Flyers.

"With the career he had, the type of player he was, he's not going to take anything from people," Mason said. "Guys better be working hard."

The Flyers' offence had a brief jolt of life in the first period against Tim Thomas. Thomas had been sensational in his career in Philadelphia, going 8-0 with a 1.86 goals-against average and a .947 save percentage.

He left the game with a pulled groin. He appeared to get tangled with teammate Mike Weaver in front of the net and hit the ice. Thomas bolted straight for the locker room and never returned.

Jacob Markstrom took over and stopped all 25 shots.

"It's different to come in a game like that, but what can you do," he said. "You just have to get out there and try to help out the team as best as you can."

Thomas was pulled after the second period in Saturday's 7-0 loss to St. Louis. He allowed five goals on 28 shots.

Thomas allowed two quick goals in the first against the Flyers.

Schenn punched in a rebound for his second goal of the season. Thomas was out of position after he appeared to get hurt, allowing Coburn to score his first goal of the season.

"They're lucky goals, that happens," Berube said.

The Flyers scored two goals for the first time this season. With team captain Claude Giroux without a point this season, the Flyers were outscored 9-3. Just one goal in each game.

The punchless offence is one reason Laviolette was fired just three seasons after he led them to the Stanley Cup finals. The Flyers know they have to play better.

"It was a tough day yesterday," Giroux said. "I was with Lavy for a while, and to see him leave is a little sad. But it's the business part of it. We need to understand that."

The Flyers got a brief scare in the third when forward Scott Hartnell was slow to get up after defenceman Erik Gudbranson plowed him into the boards. Hartnell needed medical attention on the ice, but skated off on his own power. Gudbranson earned a game misconduct.

Notes: There was a brief scrum in the third that saw Flyers F Jay Rosehill get hit with 4 minutes for roughing and a 10-minute misconduct. ... Chicago Blackhawks VP of hockey operations Al MacIsaac presented Emery with his 2013 Stanley Cup champions ring. Emery went 17-1 for the Blackhawks last season.
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WINNIPEG -- The Winnipeg Jets know exactly how much goaltender Ondrej Pavelec has contributed to their 2-1-0 start this season.

"Well over 50 (per cent)," coach Claude Noel said Tuesday after practice, where the Jets were looking at ways to cut down the scoring chances they've been giving away.

"We know where we are. We have mirrors ... in our locker-room that we look at. We know what's happened, we can see that and that's why we're trying to focus on details.

It's early but the Jets have been outshot 108-77 in their first three games. This isn't entirely a new sensation for the Czech-born netminder.

Last season he was second in the league in the shots he faced and the Jets have built a reputation as slow starters. For Noel, the issue of shots isn't just the big number.

"Shots are one thing, they're not always the indicator for me. There's teams that get shots. It's more shots relating to scoring chances. If the shots are 15 and you're giving up five scoring chances, that's not good."

And defenceman Mark Stuart says the cure involves a lot more than just blocking pucks in front of Pavelec. They have to stop those shots from being taken.

"We should be good positionally and good enough defensively where we're not giving up shots, that many shots where you're trying to block everything," he said.

"You should be taking away passing lanes, you should be closing on people in the slot where that guy doesn't even have an opportunity to get a shot off."

Centre Bryan Little said communication is important.

"Last couple of games we were getting badly outshot and outchanced and I think we were just kind of running around in (our) own end a bit and not communicating," he said.

"When you're giving up as many chances as we have lately, it's a big problem and you know we've been kind of fortunate to have Pavs playing as good as he has."

Another part of the problem is the first-period shot differential, which looks even worse. The Jets have been outshot 48-20 overall in the first period over three games.

"We all have to be responsible for that, not only the players," said Noel. "It's a reflection of the preparation of the room and the coaches preparing the room and the head coach preparing the room and all of us have to be accountable for that.

"It will change. We will get it squared around because it's not going to go like this."

Pavelec is also confident the team will turn things around.

"We're trying, it's not like we don't care," he said. "We're working at it. It's going to take time. We know we've got to be ready. We realize that and I'm pretty sure we're going to be way better next game."

Whether or not Pavelec will get a rest this week is another issue. With back-to-back games Thursday and Friday, Noel didn't rule out backup Al Montoya seeing some action.

"We'll just have to wait and see but that's a good question," he said.

The lockout-shortened 2012-13 season saw Pavelec play a league-high 44 games as the Jets fought for a playoff spot they missed by four points.

They play in Minnesota on Thursday night. The Wild (0-0-2) are new divisional opponents as the Jets move from the old Southeast to the Central Division.

On Friday, the Jets will play another divisional foe as the Dallas Stars (1-1-0) visit the MTS Centre.

"The division games are important because you know in your division the top three teams are going to get a bye into the playoffs," said Noel. "They're four-point games if you can get them clean."
Andrew D'Agostini's excellent adventure 


By Mike Davies, Peterborough Examiner 

 Wednesday, October 9, 2013 9:59:10 EDT PM  

Peterborough Petes' goalie Andrew D'Agostini in this file photo from October. CLIFFORD SKARSTEDT/PETERBOROUGH EXAMINER/QMI AGENCY

Peterborough Petes' goalie Andrew D'Agostini in this file photo from October. CLIFFORD SKARSTEDT/PETERBOROUGH EXAMINER/QMI AGENCY

 Bookmark and Share 

Change text size for the story

Print

Report an error 

What did you do last summer? Chances are it wasn't as interesting as what Andrew D'Agostini did.

The Peterborough Petes goalie enjoyed a once in a lifetime hockey excursion to a country not exactly renowned for pucks and skates – Australia.

One might be surprised to learn D'Agostini played in front of 21,000 people in Sydney in the deciding game of a three-game series between Canadian and American teams. It was part of a tour aimed at raising funds while promoting the Stop Concussions program, an initiative spearheaded by former NHL player Keith Primeau.

The teams, captained by NHL players Kyle Quincey and Zenon Konopka, consisted primarily of pro hockey players with D'Agostini invited to fill one of the goalie vacancies. He played in two games winning both for the Canadian group. The first two games were played before 10,000 fans in Melbourne.

“It was incredible,” said D'Agostini. “We were like super stars there. We put on a pretty good show and really enjoyed the experience.”

While there is professional hockey in Australia it's not a high level but D'Agostini was taken aback by the interest in the game.

“Tickets weren't cheap so it was incredible how many people were there,” he said. “I know they made a ton of money and raised a lot of awareness of concussions. All the players had a blast while they were there. We were all NHL super stars to them. The kids loved it. A lot of them did know about hockey and were wearing their favourite NHL jerseys. They were all loud and excited to be there.”

It was an all expense paid two-week trip during which D'Agostini had many great experiences.

“I got to go surfing for the first time in the ocean. It was tough but a lot of fun, a cool experience. I got up a couple of times but not for long. I also got tumbled and fumbled and flipped all over,” he said. “We did the Sydney Harbour Bridge where you climb to the top. They have you tied up and all secured but it was a neat experience. You could see the whole city from there. We got to see the Sydney Opera House, which was neat, and we got to a couple of Aussie Rules Football games and a couple of rugby games.”

Still, D'Agostini said the highlight for him was experiencing winning with a group of pro hockey players.

“I wanted to win and it was nice to win both my games and have a big celebration,” he said. “We won a Cup they do for every trip. It wasn't the Stanley Cup but they had a lot of fun with it and the fans enjoyed it. Playing in front of an atmosphere like that kind of gets you ready for the next level.”

D'Agostini will start in goal Thursday when the Petes host the Sudbury Wolves, 7 p.m. at the Memorial Centre, looking to snap a three-game winless streak.

mike.davies@sunmedia.ca
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Peterborough Petes' Eric Cornel (10) is tripped by Ottawa 67's Mike Vlajkov during first period OHL action on Thursday, Nov. 15, 2012 at the Memorial Centre in Peterborough. According to Petes historian Kevin Varrin, Cornel scored the 8,000th regular season goal in Petes history when he tallied the final marker in the Sept. 26 8-5 win over the Plymouth Whalers at the Memorial Centre. Clifford Skarstedt/Peterborough Examiner/QMI Agency file photo

Peterborough Petes' Eric Cornel (10) is tripped by Ottawa 67's Mike Vlajkov during first period OHL action on Thursday, Nov. 15, 2012 at the Memorial Centre in Peterborough. According to Petes historian Kevin Varrin, Cornel scored the 8,000th regular season goal in Petes history when he tallied the final marker in the Sept. 26 8-5 win over the Plymouth Whalers at the Memorial Centre. Clifford Skarstedt/Peterborough Examiner/QMI Agency file photo
According to Petes historian Kevin Varrin Eric Cornel scored the 8,000th regular season goal in Petes history when he tallied the final marker in the Sept. 26 8-5 win over the Plymouth Whalers at the Memorial Centre.

It came in the Petes 1,805th game meaning the team has averaged 4.43 goals per game over its 57-plus seasons.

PEACE OF MIND

The Petes are partnering with the local Canadian Mental Health Association Thursday when they host Sudbury Wolves to raise funds and awareness on World Mental Health Day.

Activities include a performance by the Kids on the Block puppets during the first intermission, a trivia contest where fans can win tickets to the April Wine concert at The Venue Oct. 24, CMHA merchandize giveaways and several information booths will be located throughout the arena.

Game tickets are available at a reduced price of $16 by using promo code CMHA at the box office or online. The Petes and Peterborough Memorial Centre will donate $4 from every ticket to the CMHA.

Also at the game will be local football players from Adam Scott and members of Team 55 Tackles Suicide Awareness promoting their Friday Night Lights fundraiser at the new TASSS field on Oct. 18.

The Lions are collecting pledges for each tackle they make this season. So far, they have $27 pledged for each tackle and four games into the season they've made 140 tackles and with other donations the fundraising total has surpassed the $4,000 mark. The goal is $10,000.

TROJ

Steven Trojanovic arrived in Guelph in time Friday to make his debut with the Storm after being dealt by the Petes earlier in the day for a 2015 third-round draft pick.

Trojanovic had an assist and was a +1 in a 7-1 win over the Owen Sound Attack. He was -1 the next night in a 7-2 loss to the London Knights. The Storm were in Oshawa Sunday night.

LEROUX NEARING RETURN

Peterborough minor hockey grad Paxton Leroux is nearing a return to the London Knights lineup.

Leroux suffered a separated shoulder playing for the New York Rangers rookie team in a prospects tournament. He had four fights in four games as a free agent invitee.

Leroux, an overage junior, was returned to the Knights and could be back in action in the next week, according to London Free Press reporter Ryan Pyette.

SCRATCHES

Steve Varga was back in the Petes' lineup Sunday after sitting to allow rookie blue-liner Cameron Lizotte to make his OHL debut in his hometown of Sudbury. Also back in the Petes lineup were Steve Lorentz and Josh Maguire. Scratches included Lizotte, Matt McCartney, Cody Thompson and Mitchell Webb.

*****

67's 3 Petes 2 (SO)

Petes record: 3-3-0-1

67's record: 3-4-0-0

3-stars: 1. Philippe Trudeau (O); 2. Clark Seymour (P); 3. Jacob Middleton (O)

Hardest Working Pete: Nick Ritchie

Speciality Teams: The Petes were 1/6 on the power play and Ottawa 0/5.

Next for the Petes: Host Sudbury Wolves at 7 p.m. Thursday.
OTTAWA - The Peterborough Petes did everything they wanted except win Sunday.

While they salvaged a point in their third straight loss, a 3-2 shootout defeat to the Ottawa 67’s, the Petes felt they deserved more after firing 55 shots on net, hitting three posts and having two goals disallowed.

67’s goalie Philippe Trudeau stopped 53 shots through 65 minutes and four of five in the shootout. Brendan Bell had the decisive shootout goal beating Michael Giugovaz through the five-hole on a similar play as Joseph Blandisi earlier in the shootout. Greg Betzold had a shootout goal for the Petes on a deke.

“It was a solid effort after coming up a bit short in Sudbury (a 7-4 loss Friday),” said Petes head coach Jody Hull. “There were a lot of positives and we'll keep reassuring these guys through positive reinforcement they're doing some good things.”

Eric Cornel had a goal disallowed late in overtime as he was ruled to have directed the puck into the net with his hand. Michael Clarke had one disallowed in the first period as Matej Paulovic’s pass into the slot deflected off Clarke's skate. While Clarke was in the process of stopping on his blades Hull said the OHL amended its rules this year to disallowed those types of goals.

“That's a new rule the league talked about just last week,” Hull said. “They're saying even if a guy is stopping with his feet close together sometimes he'll move his foot out so it looks like he's stopping but he's actually putting it towards the puck to help redirect it into the net. I didn't have a problem with that.”

“I think we had a pretty good game,” said Stephen Nosad. “We hit three crossbars and some bounces weren’t going our way but we battled hard. Unfortunately, we lost. We have to try and find the positives in every situation and build on it.”

Ottawa coach/GM Chris Byrne felt his club played well after getting through early penalty trouble that stalled momentum.

“We had a really strong second period,” Byrne said. “When we played five-on-five in their zone I thought we were good. Towards the end of the game I thought they put a real good push on. We had trouble winning faceoffs and getting pucks out of our zone. Our goaltender definitely made some stops and was solid. We were fortunate to win the shootout.”

Hometown boy Clark Seymour had the lone goal of the first period on a power play at 16:23 as his low shot from the blue-line snuck through a crowd.

Ottawa jumped in front with goals 18 seconds apart starting 14:22 into the second. Jacob Middleton put a shot through a crowd. The 67's pressured a turnover and Taylor Fielding followed on the play to put a shot through Giugovaz's pads at 14:40.

The Petes caught a break to tie it with 2:28 left in the second. Nosad threw a pass into the slot that deflected in off a 67’s stick.
Wolves rally in third to beat Petes 4
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SUDBURY - The Peterborough Petes learned Friday night they can’t keep relying on comebacks.

The Petes won their first two road games with comebacks and four times rallied from deficits to tie the Sudbury Wolves before succumbing 7-4 at Sudbury Arena.

Dominik Kubalik broke a 4-4 tie with his second of the night 7:24 into the third. He took a Jacob Harris drop pass and got a step on his check to rip a high shot past Andrew D’Agostini. Conor Cummins followed up with his first OHL goal 4:10 later giving Sudbury their first two-goal lead pinching into the slot to bury Nathan Pancel’s pass. Nicholas Baptiste capped a hat trick with an empty net goal.

“We played 50 minutes of good hockey then started doing things we didn’t do in the first 50 minutes,” said Petes coach Jody Hull. “It cost us some goals. Individual things guys weren’t doing in the first 50 minutes. We battled hard but it seems every time we do something wrong or make a mistake the puck ends up in the back of our net.”

Sudbury struck 23 seconds into the game as Connor Crisp followed up on his rebound centring it to Kubalik who slapped it by D'Agostini.

Four fights, three involving rookies Matt McCartney, Matt Spencer and Mitchell Webb, sparked the Petes who outshot Sudbury 16-6 in the period and tied it at 13:21. Jonatan Tanus fired a shot on goal and Michael Clarke jammed in the rebound.

The Petes were in control and on the power play when the Wolves were awarded a penalty shot as Brandon Devlin was deemed to have impeded Baptiste on a partial breakaway. Baptiste snapped a shot low blocker side. The Petes bounced back 3:13 later on a power play as Devlin teed up a rocket from the blue-line.

Sudbury countered on a power play as Baptiste, parked at the side of the net, scooped up Kevin Raine’s rebound at 12:56. Eric Cornel orchestrated another tying goal for the Petes sending a sharp angle pass into the slot where Stephen Nosad redirected the puck.

An offensive zone slashing penalty by Chase Hatcher late in the second proved costly early in the third. Pancel poked a loose puck, which fell in behind D'Agostini off a Stefan Leblanc shot, 1:14 in for a 4-3 lead. Again the Petes rallied as Nosad scored on a long shot misplayed by goalie Franky Palazzese at 5:04.

Wolves new head coach Paul Fixter says his team is still feeling its way early in the season with a 2-1-2-0 start.

“We have some weaknesses, no question about it, we’ve given up a lot of goals but with the group we have they’re willing to work and willing to pay attention. I think it’s a group we can work with and time will tell how much success we have.”

*****

Wolves 7 Petes 4

Petes record: 3-3-0-0

Wolves record: 2-1-2-0

3-stars: 1. Nicholas Baptiste (S); 2. Dominik Kubalik (S); 3. Stefan Leblanc (S)

Hardest Working Pete: Stephen Nosad

Next for the Petes: Visit Ottawa at 2 p.m. Sunday, host Sudbury at 7 p.m. Thursday.
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SUDBURY - The Petes traded overage defenceman Steven Trojanovic to the Guelph Storm on Friday in exchange for their own third-round 2015 draft pick dealt last year to acquire Francis Menard.

Trojanovic became expendable when the Pittsburgh Penguins returned Clark Seymour to the Petes on Monday giving them four overage players. OHL teams can only dress three overage players per game.

Petes GM Mike Oke said he promised the overage players he would resolve the situation quickly to avoid having someone sitting in the press box. He felt a third-round pick was fair return given other teams are not prepared this early in the season to part with better players.

“We explored that option with a couple of different scenarios but at the end of the day the players being offered up we weren't comfortable with,” Oke said.

“We got a good asset in a third round pick which we can use either for selection or to acquire another player down the road.”

The Petes are left with 24 players still requiring them to scratch four each night, a scenario the Petes don't expect to follow all season. Oke said most OHL teams are carrying extra bodies right now.

“A lot of teams are still evaluating exactly where they are with their particular rosters,” Oke said. “We continue to evaluate where we are at. After this weekend the coaches will have two more games to assess everybody and where they fit in with our team.”

Oke gave Trojanovic a head’s up Friday morning a trade was coming so he did not join the club for its trip to Sudbury.

PETES SIGN SMITH

The Petes have signed 2013 draft pick Scott Smith.

Petes GM Mike Oke announced the signing Friday after inking the goalie Thursday night. Smith was the Petes' ninth-round pick in April. It gives the Petes four signed goalies including 2012 eighth-round pick Matt Robson.

Smith, six-foot-three, 185 pounds, is playing for the Burlington major midgets.

Oke said Andrew D'Agostini and Michael Giugovaz will remain as the incumbent goalies but signing Smith adds depth.

“Scott had a good training camp and in speaking with his advisors after training camp and with the family they felt the OHL was the direction he wanted to pursue,” Oke said. “This way it allows him to clearly focus this year on getting better and preparing to one day play at the OHL level.

“It means we have goalie depth. We have two goalies here and two goalies we drafted now under contract. It doesn’t necessarily mean other goalies have in the system won't have opportunities here. The more depth you have at any position the better you are as an organization. Moving forward you’d like to create as much depth at every position you can.”

LINEUP JUGGLES

Cameron Lizotte made his OHL debut in his hometown of Sudbury on Friday. Also returning to the lineup was Anthony Stefano, who had family and friends down from Sault Ste. Marie, Matt McCartney and Mitchell Webb. Healthy scratches were defenceman Steve Varga and forwards Steve Lorentz, Josh Maguire and Cody Thompson.
Generals blow out Petes 5


By Mike Davies, Peterborough Examiner 

 Thursday, October 3, 2013 9:41:37 EDT PM
Clark Seymour did his best to inspire his team but it didn't have the impact of Scott Laughton's return.

Laughton had two goals and two assists to lift the Oshawa Generals to a convincing 7-1 defeat of the Peterborough Petes in front of 2,322 OHL fans at the Memorial Centre Thursday.

The Petes, who had a three-game winning streak snapped, have surrendered 23 goals in three home games this year. Oshawa scored five times on six power plays.

Seymour made an immediate impact upon returning from the AHL Wilkes-Barre/Scranton Penguins setting up the game's first goal at 5:30. His cross-ice pass was converted by Jonatan Tanus just as an Oshawa penalty expired. Seymour than exchanged punches in a lengthy fight with hulking Hunter Smith on the same shift. Laughton, sent back by the Philadelphia Flyers earlier in the day, tied it 1:27 later. Justice Dundas was first to a loose puck and fed Laughton who roofed it on goalie Michael Giugovaz

“Overall, it was a poor effort,” said Seymour. “We were up 1-0 and got complacent. Guys need to realize that shift-in and shift-out they need to give 100%. You can't take a shift off.”

The Generals won seven of eight against the Petes last year and after losing a number of key veterans one might have expected things to balance out. Not so in game one.

“Oshawa comes out tough. They're a very well coached team. They realize what it takes to win,” said Seymour.

Oshawa took control in the second with two power play goals and Laughton poured in three points in the third.

“It was a pretty busy day flying in this morning,” said Laughton. “It was pretty hectic and a tough day at the same time but it was nice to get a win and be with some of my best friends here.”

He didn't let the disappointment of a demotion hurt his play.

“I'm trying to stay positive, that's all I can do. Control what I can control,” he said.

Seymour felt he did his job to get his troops going.

“I felt good out there,” he said. “it was good to get myself active and drop the mitts to show my team what I can do.”

“You'd think the bench would get up after that fight,” said Petes' assistant coach Bryan Helmer. “Clark gave a couple and took a couple. Usually when your teammate is doing that everyone gets up on the bench and.”

Helmer felt his team quit after Oshawa's fourth goal.

“We have to find a way here, 23 goals allowed at home is embarrassing,” said Helmer.

Josh Sterk, with his first of two, and Smith scored in the second. Smith's goal was reviewed on video after Michael Dal Colle's shot went in off Smith's head. A Giugovaz giveaway led to Bradley Latour's goal 3:17 into the third and the rout was on. Cole Cassels had the other Oshawa goal and Dal Colle three assists.

mike.davies@sunmedia.ca

Petes’ Pieces

Former Petes' GM Jeff Twohey says he's been rejuvenated working with the Oshawa Generals.

“The city has been great, very good to me considering I spent so many years here,” said Twohey, with a chuckle, referring to his 17 years as Petes' GM and 29 years with the organization. “I have a very special relationship with the coaches. We spend a lot of time together. We hang out socially. Working with younger coaches, D.J. (Smith), Paul McFarland and Roger Hunt, has really rejuvenated me. I love their enthusiasm. We share a lot of laughs but we put a lot of hours in together and really enjoy being together.”

GENERALS GAIN

The Oshawa Generals got a big boost Thursday with the Philadelphia Flyers returning former first-round draft pick Scott Laughton back to junior. Laughton had 21 goals and 53 points in 64 games last season.

ACTON-UP

Will Acton had an assist in his NHL debut Tuesday for the Edmonton Oilers. He is the son of ex-Pete Keith Acton who is Edmonton's assistant coach. Will Acton attended Petes' training camp as a free agent several years ago but left after 48 hours to pursue a scholarship at Lake Superior State where he played four years. He played the past two seasons for the Toronto Marlies where he played under current Oilers head coach and ex-Pete Dallas Eakins.

LINE-UP CHANGES

Greg Betzold made his 2013-14 debut after missing four games with a pinched nerve in his leg. Clark Seymour also debuted after returning to the Petes Monday from the AHL. Healthy scratches for the Petes included forwards Matt McCartney, Anthony Stefano and Mitchell Webb and defencemen Steven Trojanovic and Cameron Lizotte. Lizotte will dress Friday for his hometown OHL debut in Sudbury, said Petes' coach Jody Hull.

Generals 7 Petes 1

Petes record: 3-2-0-0

Generals record: 3-2-0-0

3-stars: 1. Scott Laughton (O); 2. Cole Cassels (O); 3. Josh Sterk (O)

Hardest Working Pete: Michael Clarke

Speciality Teams: The Petes were 0/3 on the power play and Oshawa 5/6.

Next for the Petes: Visit Sudbury Wolves 7:30 p.m. Friday.
Generals "a young team": Twohey 2


By Mike Davies, Peterborough Examiner 

 Wednesday, October 2, 2013 10:09:35 EDT PM  
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Jeff Twohey wasn't planning any parade routes after the Oshawa Generals started the season with two road wins.

The Oshawa Generals GM said he knew his club was taking a step back this season after graduating many of its top players including Boone Jenner, Lucas Lessio, Tyler Biggs, Scott Sabourin and overage defencemen Matt Petgrave and Geoff Schemitsch. In addition, Scott Laughton has started the season with the NHL's Philadelphia Flyers.

“We know what we are,” said Twohey, whose club lost its next two games 5-1 to the Guelph Storm and 5-3 to the Kitchener Rangers to stand 2-2 heading into Thursday's visit to the Peterborough Memorial Centre to face the Petes. “We're a young team. We're going to have ups and downs. We play our kids. (Coach) D.J. (Smith) has done a great job early and I know he'll continue because that's our plan, to play our kids.”

Still, picking up two road wins against the Windsor Spitfires and Sarnia Sting was an encouraging start.

“It's something they can't take away from us but we weren't playing the London Knights. We were playing teams similar to ourselves,” said Twohey. “We felt good about it but certainly don't have a parade route planned.”

The Generals will rely heavily on sophomore Michael Dal Colle who is off to a quick start with four goals and seven points in four games. Josh Sterk, acquired from Kitchener, has two goals and eight points.

Twohey, who was Petes' GM for 17 years from 1993-2010, says 16 year olds, first-round pick Mitchell Vanden Sompel and second-rounder Sam Harding, will play key roles. Oshawa will also rely on veteran goalie Daniel Altshuller and overage defenceman Colin Suellentrop. Cole Cassels also adds scoring punch up front.

mike.davies@sunmedia.ca
Steven Trojanovic may be the odd man out in the Peterborough Petes overage scenario.

The return of Clark Seymour Monday from the AHL Wilkes-Barre/Scranton Penguins gives the Petes four overage players also including goalie Andrew D'Agostini and defenceman Nelson Armstrong. While OHL teams can carry four overage players until Jan. 10 they can only dress three per game.

Petes' coach Jody Hull confirmed Wednesday Seymour will be given an assistant captain's A and dress Thursday against the Oshawa Generals, along with D'Agostini and Armstrong, at the PMC.

“We have to get our six guys (on defence) who are going to be playing here playing,” said Hull. “Barring injuries that's how we approach things moving forward.”

Hull identified his top six blue-liners as Armstrong, Seymour, Connor Boland, Brandon Devlin, Matt spencer and Steve Varga. That leaves the club searching for a trading partner for Trojanovic who will remain with the Petes in the meantime.

“It's a difficult situation when you have four players who all want to play and you can only dress three,” said Petes' GM Mike Oke.

Oke is in early stages of talking to teams with openings for overage players.

“We'd like to try to find a good fit for us, the player we're moving and the team we're moving the player to,” said Oke. “It takes a bit of time to navigate through some different scenarios.”

Oke is confident he'll find a trade partner.

“There are a fair number of teams who will be in the market for adding an experienced player who can play and contribute in the OHL,” said Oke.

Among the teams with openings for overage spots are the Guelph Storm, London Knights, Mississauga Steelheads, Niagara IceDogs, Oshawa, Ottawa 67's, Saginaw Spirit, Sarnia Sting and Sault Ste. Marie Greyhounds.

Seymour said the Penguins felt another year of junior was best for his development.

“They thought it was best for me to come here and be a good leader on the team and use one more year to develop confidence and work on my game,” said Seymour. “I wasn't upset or disappointed. Everything they said to me was very positive. I'm very excited to be back with the team and all the guys. The team is off to a great start and I'm very excited to join them on the road to the playoffs.”

Trojanovic said: “It's really a situation kind of our of my hands. It's just a matter of waiting and seeing what we do. We can't keep four guys the whole season. Someone will have to end up moving and if it's me that's just the way it is. I've talked to the coaches and they've said they're exploring all options.”

Trojanovic said he's trying to handle the situation maturely.

“It's the way hockey works. It's a tough business,” he said.

NOTES: Petes' coach Jody Hull said he expects Greg Betzold to return to the lineup Thursday after missing four games with a leg injury. The Petes also visit the Sudbury Wolves Friday and Ottawa 67's Sunday afternoon.

mike.davies@sunmedia.ca
The home opener was nothing short of a disaster for the Petes. The feeling of renewed hope and optimism that comes with a new season faded early in the second period and by the 11-4 final was gone completely. Before the game, it was thought that playing the Frontenacs on opening night would be a good measuring stick for the Petes. It showed that there is still work to be done for the Petes to be considered a contender this season.

The defensive play in particular has been a concern for the Petes early on, giving up far too many scoring chances and goals as a result. There is good news on that front with the return of Clark Seymour bringing more size and physical play to the back end. Seymour alone won’t be enough though, the team as a whole needs to tighten up defensively. The good news for the Petes is that despite the terrible performance in the home opener and the leaks defensively, the team is playing strong enough offensive hockey, led by a top line of Nick Ritchie, Eric Cornel and Stephen Nosad, to overcome the weaknesses and win three straight games.

The crowds have been sparse to start the season, with fans understandably taking a wait and see approach after years of losing seasons. The upside of the weak defence and strong offence the Petes have shown to date is entertaining offensive hockey. There has been no shortage of skill on display, with 28 goals scored in the two Petes home games to date.

Despite this, the Memorial Centre has been lacking atmosphere. The arena is too quiet on Thursday nights. A lot of that comes from the empty seats. It’s hard to have the place rocking when there are so many empty chairs. In addition, the speakers are quiet and muffled — you have to strain to make out what’s being said, making it difficult to engage those who are in the arena. It’s a hockey arena, the music and announcements should be loud.

The team is using social media much better so far this year with features like “Tuesday Chooseday” where they present a poll to the fans, and reaching out to fans for input on the team’s goal song for the year. This is a wise strategy for the team — look no farther than the Toronto Blue Jays who used Twitter and the promise of a strong team to become the place to be, despite no change in their on-field results.

Ultimately what will bring the fans back is the results on the ice. It looks like this will be at least a playoff team, with the potential to be a very strong team. The return of Seymour and Greg Betzold’s return from injury will help a team with a 3-1 record already. Thursday’s game against Oshawa will be another measuring stick. The home opener showed that they don’t match up against well against Kingston, while the wins since have shown they can beat some Western Conference teams. Last season the Generals took seven of eight games from the Petes, if the team is going to show their progress is real this season, it will need to win games against their East division rivals.

Matt Campbell has been a Petes season ticket holder for 24 years. His column appears biweekly in The Examiner.
Former Peterborough Petes' centre Alan Quine has signed a three-year entry level contract with the New York Islanders.

Quine confirmed the signing on his Twitter account with the Tweet “Awesome feeling to sign my first pro contract with the @NYIslanders. Great day #Isles.”

Quine played 143 games for the Petes over three seasons before being dealt to the Belleville Bulls last season. He had 23 goals and 67 points in 54 games last season. He re-entered the NHL Entry Draft in June after going unsigned by the Detroit Red Wings and was chosen by the Islanders in the sixth-round.
Petes bounce back at home with win 


By Mike Davies, Peterborough Examiner 

 Friday, September 27, 2013 1:16:33 EDT AM  
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  Peterborough Petes' Eric Cornel, left, and teammate Nick Ritchie sandwich Plymouth Whalers' Alex Peters during first period OHL action on Thursday, Sept. 26, 2013 at the Memorial Centre in Peterborough. Clifford Skarstedt/Peterborough Examiner/QMI AGENCY

Peterborough Petes' Eric Cornel, left, and teammate Nick Ritchie sandwich Plymouth Whalers' Alex Peters during first period OHL action on Thursday, Sept. 26, 2013 at the Memorial Centre in Peterborough. Clifford Skarstedt/Peterborough Examiner/QMI AGENCY 
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8,000th regular season goal for Petes

The Peterborough Petes were determined to make it up to fans after an embarrassing home opener last week.

So even though they fell behind the Plymouth Whalers 2-0 in the first period the Petes didn't sway from their determination to make up for an 11-4 loss to the Kingston Frontenacs on Sept. 19. A six-goal second period outburst highlighted an 8-5 win over the Whalers pushing the Petes to 2-1 in the early OHL season.

“We were down but we never stopped battling,” said rookie Anthony Stefano, who picked up his second OHL goal in as many games with his first career game winner burying a rebound to give the Petes a 6-3 lead. “It was definitely a huge win for us. We wanted the two points.”

“Things may not have gone our way early on,” said Eric Cornel, who rounded out the scoring with his third goal in three games while adding two assists. “But we stuck to the game plan and started moving our feet and the goals came.

“We knew we had to respond after a performance like we had last week,” said Cornel. “We did well but we also allowed a lot of goals. We have a long way to go to get to where we want to be.”

Petes' coach Jody Hull admits the fan base may have got nervous after game one with raised expectations this year.

“I told the guys yesterday we owed it to the fans after the result we got last week,” said Hull. “It was nice to get eight goals but we got lucky on a few of them. We gave up some glorious opportunities for the other team. There are lots of things we have to work on moving forward.

“It's going to take a while. You still have to learn how to win. It's not always going to be easy but hopefully we're heading in the right direction,” said Hull.

The Petes outshot Plymouth 7-0 to start the game with Stephen Pierog hitting a post and Michael Clarke missing a glorious chance during early power plays. Those missed chances came back on them as Plymouth clicked nine seconds into a power play and went up by two 1:03 later.

Brandon Devlin got the Petes back on the board with his first of two early in the second sneaking a puck through the legs of goalie Riley Corbin. The Whalers restored the two-goal margin as Danny Vanderwiel finished Mitch Jones's pass on a four-on-one shorthanded break. Nick Ritchie, with his first of two, cut the lead by finishing Stefano's backdoor pass.

Hull acknowledged the play of winger Josh Maguire who took on tough Yannick Rathgeb, Plymouth's first scorer, in a second period fight. The Petes reeled off four straight goals after that.

“It was maybe a rallying point,” Hull said. “He also helped set up the one goal by Anthony Stefano with a simple play of just getting the puck to the net with guys going to the net and the rebound was there. Those are the types of things we've been talking about for the last three-and-a-half weeks.”

The four-goal run started with Devlin's rocket from the point on a five-on-three advantage. Pierog put the Petes in front keeping and shooting on a two-on-one. Some slick stickhandling in the slot led to Ritchie's second goal before Stefano tallied.

Carter Sandlak pulled the Whalers within 6-4 on a power play goal with 15 seconds left in the second. The Petes stole back momentum with their own shorthanded marker 7:23 into the third. Nelson Armstrong sprung Stephen Nosad on a breakaway and he beat Corbin on a forehand-backhand deke. Plymouth's Matt Mistele, with his second, and Cornel traded late goals.

The Petes outshot Plymouth 40-28 with Michael Giugovaz picking up his second straight win in goal. Andrew D'Agostini has been tabbed as starter Friday when the Petes visit the Kitchener Rangers.

mike.davies@sunmedia.ca

Petes 8 Whalers 5

Petes record: 2-1-0-0

record: 0-3-0-0

3-stars: 1. Nick Ritchie (P); 2. Brandon Devlin (P); 3. Matt Mistele (W)

Hardest Working Pete: Eric Cornel

Speciality Teams: The Petes were 2/9 on the power play with a shorthanded goal, Plymouth was 3/6 with a shorthanded tally.

Next for the Petes: The Petes visit the Kitchener Rangers 7:30 p.m. Friday (TVCogeco, Extra 90.5 FM).

Next home game: Versus the Oshawa Generals 7 p.m. Thursday at the PMC.

Petes’ Pieces

The Petes have joined the Canadian Blood Services Partner for Life (PFL) program pledging to donate 100 units of blood throughout the year.

The program encourages corporations and community organizations to give blood, plasma and platelets towards an annual group commitment.

“The relationship is a natural extension for us since we are committed to supporting our community at all levels,” said Petes' GM Mike Oke, in a press release. “Every single blood donor makes a difference. We hope more groups and organizations join us in the Partners for Life program.”

“Partners for Life organizations are especially important around long weekends when many regular donors are away or engaged in other activities. Donations from our partners help us to maintain healthy blood, platelet and plasma reserves during these periods,” says Sue Harris, community development coordinator, Canadian Blood Services. “But these groups certainly can’t do it alone, so I encourage everyone to make an appointment to give. It’s a rewarding feeling to know you make a direct difference to someone’s life.”

Petes' mascot Roger and community relations coordinator Matt D'Agostini will be at the Peterborough Blood Conor Clinic, 55 George St. N. Saturday at 10:30 a.m. The Petes encourage fans to drop in and donate in the Petes' name.

COUSINS FACEOFF

Petes rookie Steve Lorentz played his first game against cousin Zach Lorentz. Zach who played 22 games for the Petes last season, is an overager for Plymouth. Zach has played in 187 OHL games to Steve's three.

HONOURED

Plaques were presented to Petes' head coach Jody Hull and the Petes Nick Ritchie for their gold medal performance with Canada at the World Under-18 Hockey Championships last spring in Sochi, Russia. Petes' trainer Brian Miller was also recognized for helping Canada's national Jewish team take gold at the Maccabi Games in Israel in July.

The Petes also recognized three Plymouth Whalers who participated in the U18 tournament including goalie Alex Nedeljkov (USA), Yannick Rathgeb (Switzerland) and Victor Crus Rydberg (Sweden).

MISSED OPPORTUNITY

Greg Betzold was scheduled to participate in a Hockey USA NHL Prospect's Showcase game Thursday in Pittsburgh but had to missed it due to a pinched nerve in his leg.

Petes' coach Jody Hull said the team gave Betzold permission to attend the game and would have missed Thursday's encounter with Plymouth. Betzold is not expected to play Friday in Kitchener as well but is hopeful of a return next week. Plymouth goalie Alex Nedeljkov was also invited to the prospect's game which is meant to showcase top American players.

Also out for the Petes were Mitchell Webb, Matt McCartney and Cameron Lizotte.
Petes Stephen Nosad playing with renewed purpose 


By Mike Davies, Peterborough Examiner 

 Wednesday, September 25, 2013 10:05:24 EDT PM  

Peterborough Petes' Stephen Nosad and Oshawa Generals' Geoffrey Schemitsch battle for the puck during second period action at the Peterborough Memorial Centre on Tuesday, November 27, 2012. JESSICA NYZNIK/SPECIAL TO THE EXAMINER

Peterborough Petes' Stephen Nosad and Oshawa Generals' Geoffrey Schemitsch battle for the puck during second period action at the Peterborough Memorial Centre on Tuesday, November 27, 2012. JESSICA NYZNIK/SPECIAL TO THE EXAMINER
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Stephen Nosad's reality check came in June when the NHL draft was completed and his name had not been called.

It's when Nosad fully realized the impact of a sophomore season that fell well below expectations.

As a rookie in 2011-12, the Petes' second-round draft pick was among the OHL's more impressive rookies. His seven goals, 25 assists and 32 points ranked him sixth among all 1995-born players. His speed caught the eye of scouts and put him on early NHL Central Scouting rankings for the 2013 draft.

A shoulder injury early in the season set Nosad back and he never found his groove slumping to a 19-point season well below his rookie output. His -19 ranking didn't help.

“The draft was a major sign to me,” Nosad, 18, said, Wednesday as the Petes prepare to host the Plymouth Whalers 7 p.m. Thursday at the PMC. “Not getting drafted didn't feel very good. I thought, I have to come out here and work a little extra harder and do my job and maybe good things can happen again.”

So far, they have been.

The Tottenham native returned bigger and stronger, improving on all his fitness results. He emerged as one of the club's top scorers through training camp and pre-season. Two games into the season he has a goal and assist and is playing on the top line with Eric Cornel and Nick Ritchie.

“Stephen got off on the wrong foot last year,” said Petes' coach Jody Hull. “He got hurt early and, probably, lost a bit of confidence when he did come back. I think being hurt was in the back of his mind a little bit. A little tentativeness came into his game. He wasn't where people thought he would be and where we needed him to be.”

What Hull said he expected from Nosad was simple.

“I just wanted to see the Stephen Nosad we had as a 16-year-old. That's a guy who would carry the puck wide and use his speed and attack the net and be a guy who could shoot the puck,” said Hull. “He's started to do that more this year. The other area is the physicality part of it. He's a strong kid. He probably got away from that in minor hockey because he was so much faster than everyone else he probably didn't have to do that. At this level. It's a little different. When the opportunities are there you have to be physical. I've seen that in the pre-season. When you're playing on that edge you're into the games and your mind is where it needs to be.”

Nosad realizes he needed to improve his focus.

“I have to get myself in the game early,” he said. “I can't wait until the second or third period. I have to try on the first shift to make a big hit or be more physical out here. Somehow find a way to get myself in the game.”

It hasn't hurt that he's been given a first line opportunity.

“It's great for the confidence and I'm also playing with two great players,” said Nosad. “It seems like every time I go on the ice something is happening playing with those guys.”

Hull said Nosad's speed is a valuable asset on the line.

“It helps open things up for the other guys. He's in real quick on the forecheck and gets to loose pucks quick,” Hull said. “All these things which I think help make up a good line. He's a bit of the workhorse on that line and so far he's been doing a great job.”

NOTES: Greg Betzold is still recovering from a pinched nerve in his leg and is not expected to play this week, said Petes' coach Jody Hull. Hull said he's hoping Betzold can return next week... The Petes only other game this week is on the road Friday to the Kitchener Rangers. The Petes will stay in Toronto overnight and practice Saturday at the Air Canada Centre as part of a coaches' clinic being run by the Toronto Maple Leafs.

mike.davies@sunmedia.ca
Petes get first win of season in shootout 3


By Mike Davies, Peterborough Examiner 

 Sunday, September 22, 2013 4:17:32 EDT AM  

Owen Sound Attack forward Zach Nastasiuk tries to jam a puck past Peterborough Petes' goalie Michael Giugovaz in front of defencemen Connor Boland (24) and Brandon Devlin (6) in OHL action Saturday, Sept. 21 at the Harry Lumley Bayshore Community Centre. BILL WALKER, Owen Sound Sun Times/QMI Agency.

Owen Sound Attack forward Zach Nastasiuk tries to jam a puck past Peterborough Petes' goalie Michael Giugovaz in front of defencemen Connor Boland (24) and Brandon Devlin (6) in OHL action Saturday, Sept. 21 at the Harry Lumley Bayshore Community Centre. BILL WALKER, Owen Sound Sun Times/QMI Agency.
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OWEN SOUND – The Peterborough Petes are feeling a lot better now.

After an embarrassing 11-4 loss to the Kingston Frontenacs to kick off the season on home ice Thursday, the Petes rebounded in Owen Sound with a 4-3 shootout win before 3,217 fans at Harry Lumley Bayshore Community Centre Saturday.

Two players who showed a flair for shootout dramatics last season continued this year with Jonatan Tanus scoring the lone goal. Michael Giugovaz stopping all three Attack shooters.

While it was not all a work of art, the Petes needed something good to happen following their disappointing opener.

'Tonight was huge,” said Giugovaz, who added 37 saves through 65 minutes including stopping Holden Cook on a two-on-one late in regulation time. “I know it's early in the season but going down 0-2 would be really tough. We needed this game. It's a good energy booster for our young guys to keep them into it. For some of our vets it's their last year and we can't not make the playoffs again.”

Petes' coach Jody Hull said: “It helps the guys' psyche a bit to maybe say Thursday was a fluke. I'm not discrediting what Kingston did but in our own minds it just wasn't there. Especially in this building which is not an easy building to win in.”

There were costly turnovers, which Hull partially blamed on Owen Sound's lively boards, and too many penalties, the Petes killed eight of nine Attack power plays while scoring once on four advantages, but there were areas of big improvement, Hull said.

“The biggest thing is the work was there and the effort, he said. “Two things we desperately lacked Thursday. To a man everyone brought a much needed effort.”

Giugovaz has won three of four career shootouts. He pokechecked Gemil Smith and made pad saves off Zach Nastasiuk and Daniel Milne.

“(The shootout) is something I really take pride in and enjoy. It's fun to me,” said Giugovaz.

“Giggy was good,” Hull said. “He would probably want one of those goals back but at the end he made three big saves when he had to.”

Tanus beat Attack goalie Brandon Hope with a shifty deke to the forehand, a move he patented last season.

“He's got that move like (Jussi) Jokinen in the NHL,” said Hull. “It's one where you know what he's going to do every time but you never seem to stop it. He's a pretty smart player and I'm sure he's got a couple more in his back pocket he'll use eventually.”

The Petes survived shaky moments early including Eric Cornel clearing a puck that got behind Giugovaz. Cornel then got the Petes going offensively ripping Nick Ritchie's three-on-two pass from the top of the faceoff circle past Hope on a power play 7:27 into the game. It was Cornel's second goal in as many games.

The Petes first lead of the season lasted 36 seconds. Jaden Lindo sprung Smith on a breakaway with a long pass and Giugovaz only got a piece of the shot.

Cook buried a rebound on a power play 2:37 into the second to put the Attack up 2-1. The Petes responded 18 seconds later as Stephen Nosad banked a rebound past Hope.

The Petes went ahead on rookie Anthony Stefano's first OHL goal at 6:27. His wraparound went in off the back of Hope's leg. Lindo buried a goalmouth feed from Milne at 10:34 before the team's settled into 34:26 of scoreless play.

mike.davies@sunmedia.ca

Petes 4 Attack 3 (SO)

Petes record: 1-1-0-0

Attack record: 1-0-0-1

3-stars: 1. Nick Ritchie (P); 2. Jaden Lindo (O); 3. Daniel Milne (O)

Hardest Working Pete: Michael Giugovaz

Speciality Teams: The Petes were 1/4 on the power play and Owen Sound 1/9.

Next for the Petes: Host the Plymouth Whalers 7 p.m. Thursday at the PMC (TVCogeco, FM 90.5).

Petes’ Pieces

The Petes are getting a unique opportunity to practice at the Air Canada Centre on Saturday as part of the Toronto Maple Leafs Coaches Open House with Randy Carlyle.

Carlyle and Detroit Red Wings coach Mike Babcock will participate in question and answer sessions with minor hockey coaches participating in the seminar.

In the middle of the program, the Petes will practice in front of the coaches with Petes' head coach Jody Hull wearing a microphone to explain his drills to participants and the methodology behind them.

The Petes players will also take in the morning skates by the Leafs and Red Wings prior to their NHL pre-season game that night.

Hull has worked with the program coordinator in the past and was invited to bring his team because they were available. The Petes visit the Kitchener Rangers on Friday and will stay overnight in Toronto.

MCKENZIE RANKS RITCHIE SIXTH

TSN hockey analyst Bob McKenzie unveiled his top prospects ranking for the 2014 NHL draft last week and rated the Petes Nick Ritchie in a tie for sixth overall. It's a significantly higher ranking than the 20th given by TSN analyst and former Calgary Flames GM Craig Button.

McKenzie has Kootenay Ice centre Sam Reinhart and Barrie Colts defenceman Aaron Ekblad tied as his top pick. Next is Swedish forward William Nylander, Prince Albert Raiders winger Leon Draisaiti and Kingston Frontenacs Sam Bennett. He has Ritchie tied with Calgary Hitmen forward Jake Virtanan.

The TSN scouting report on Ritchie states: “Nick is a powerful player and when he is skating and driving hard, he is extremely difficult to stop. He has a nose for the net and will take the puck to the net and can score with a very good shot or in tight around net. Very good along the boards and can quickly win a puck battle and create an scoring chance. With his skating and size, he opens up lots of opportunities for his line mates. Players like him, are not common.”

VETERAN CREW

The Petes have nearly 50 years of service with their training and statistics crew.

Brian Miller is in his 12th season as head trainer, Terry Bowser and Larry Smith are in their 10th year as assistant trainers, Adam Murray is entering year 15 as a statistician and help to the training staff and Clay Bowser is in his second year as video coordinator.

LINE-UP MOVES

Petes' head coach Jody Hull made two line-up changes for Saturday's game with Cody Thompson returning from a one-game suspension and Josh Maguire playing his first game of the season. Chase Hatcher and Mitchell Webb sat out along with Cameron Lizotte and Myles McGurty. Greg Betzold remains day-to-day with a pinched nerve in his leg. Betzold, who is participating in non-contact practice, says he's feeling improvement.
PETES PIECES: Petes don't expect Clark Seymour back 7


By Mike Davies, Peterborough Examiner 

 Thursday, September 19, 2013 11:42:55 EDT PM  
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The Petes are moving ahead as though Clark Seymour will not be returning to the OHL club.

Petes GM Mike Oke said Seymour returned to Peterborough on Tuesday to pick up his truck after being assigned to the Pittsburgh Penguins AHL affiliate Wilkes-Barre Penguins training camp.

Oke said the Penguins informed the Petes Seymour will be given every opportunity to earn a spot with one of their minor league affiliates.

The Petes will start the season with goalie Andrew D’Agostini and defencemen Nelson Armstrong and Steven Trojanovic as their overage players.

NEW GOAL SONG

Petes fans have spoken.

By a landslide vote, fans have selected Fall Out Boy's My Songs Know What You Did In The Dark (Light Em Up) as the team's new goal song.

“It received 96% of the total vote and was an overwhelming fan favourite,” said Petes director of communications Burton Lee.

The song debuted at Thursday's home opener. The runner-up song was Harlem by New Politics.

NEW HOSTESS

Elisabeth Hart made her debut Thursday at the Petes Game Night Hostess.

Hart’s duties include interacting with fans during game nights, running promotions during stoppages in play and intermissions and helping all attendees enjoy a fulfilling experience, according to a Petes statement.

Hart is the midday host at Energy 99.7 in Peterborough. She has a great deal of experience in the public address and live entertainment fields through her work in radio.

“We are very excited to have Elisabeth on board,” said Petes director of communications and game night operations Burton Lee. “Her energy and enthusiasm will be a great asset as we look to improve the game night experience for fans and sponsors.”

"I’m really looking forward to having a blast with all of my fellow Petes fans,” stated Hart.

“I can’t wait to get into the Memorial Centre and make sure that everyone who comes out to the games feels like part of the action. I’m excited to create an interactive experience for everyone and hope to get every last person in the stands yelling Go Petes Go.”

SCRATCHES

Greg Betzold, with a pinched nerve in his leg, was the only one of the Petes' five scratches sidelined by injury on opening night. Cody Thompson served a one-game suspension picked up in the pre-season. Healthy scratches were Josh Maguire, Cameron Lizotte and Myles McGurty.

The Petes went with lines of Nick Ritchie-Eric Cornel-Stephen Nosad; Jonatan Tanus-Michael Clarke-Matej Paulovic; Chase Hatcher-Stephen Pierog-Matt McCartney and an all rookie trio of Anthony Stefano-Steve Lorentz-Mitchell Webb. On defence, captain Connor Boland was paired with Brandon Devlin, Nelson Armstrong with Matt Spencer and Steve Varga with Steven Trojanovic.

*****

Frontenacs 11 Petes 4

Petes record: 0-1-0-0

Frontenacs record: 1-0-0-0

3-stars: 1. Samuel Schutt (K); 2. Darcy Greenaway (K); 3. Roland McKeown (K)

Hardest Working Pete: Steve Lorentz

Speciality Teams: The Petes were 0/3 on the power play with a short-handed goal. Kingston was 4/7.

Next for the Petes: The Petes visit the Owen Sound Attack 7:30 p.m. Saturday (TVCogeco, FM 90.5)

Next home game: Versus the Plymouth Whalers at 7 p.m. Thursday at the Memorial Centre.
The Peterborough Petes will get a good measuring stick of where they stand on opening night of the OHL season Thursday.

The Petes are hosting the Kingston Frontenacs at 7 p.m. at the Memorial Centre, a team ranked ninth in the pre-season BMO CHL Top 10 rankings. Many prognosticators are picking Kingston as the team to beat in the Eastern Conference based primarily on three budding stars in Sam Bennett, Spencer Watson and Roland McKeown.

An argument could be made the trio were Kingston’s best players last season at the tender age of 16. All three are projected to be high NHL draft picks next spring.

“It’s going to be a great test for us,” said Petes head coach Jody Hull, whose club finished one point behind Kingston last season. “They’re a young team that has lots of firepower. They have some top-end 17-year-olds who are expected to go high in the NHL draft. I think it’s going to be exciting. I’m anxious to see where our team is at. I’m looking forward to the challenge.”

“It’s a great way to start off the year to see how we do against them,” said assistant captain Stephen Pierog. “We’re very confident. We’ll be playing the way Jody wants us to play.”

On paper it appears to be a match-up of contrasting styles with the Frontenacs more explosive up front and the Petes built more on a defence-first approach.

“I think we’ll match up good against them,” said assistant captain Nick Ritchie. “We’re going to have a lot of energy (Thursday) and I think we’ll do all right. They’re young and fast and pretty well rounded. We’re pretty similar and have a good, hard working team, too.”

Fans will notice some changes at the game.

Energy 97.7’s Elizabeth Hart will be the new game night hostess. The Ice Angels, introduced last year, will not be back this year with Burton Lee taking over as the new director of game night operations. Lee, hired last month, says he’ll let the hockey be the focus early on and he’ll introduce new initiatives in time.

“There won't be any immediate changes,” Lee said. “What fans will see through the course of the year is more programming added from the fan feedback we get. It's almost like a slow evolution rather than a drastic change.”

The only real plans for opening ceremonies is an address to fans by the Petes board of directors and a moment of silence for Jordan Boyd, a player for the QMJHL’s Acadie-Bathurst Titan who died at training camp last month.

The Frontenacs spoiled the Petes opening night last season when Bennett scored in overtime. Hull won’t be focusing on that with his guys.

“I don’t look at it as a revenge thing. I’m more concerned my guys are ready to go and that they play a 60-minute game and play for each other,” he said.

The coaches may not focus on it but Pierog hasn’t forgotten.

“We’re going to be thinking about that and I’m pretty sure there will be a little talk in the dressing room,” he said. “We’ll be using that as motivation.”

NOTES: Greg Betzold is not expected to play this week as he deals with a pinched nerve in his leg. He is skating on his own but not participating in practice.... The Petes visit the Owen Sound Attack on Saturday in their only other game of opening week.

mike.davies@sunmedia.ca
It’s been a pretty special seven days for Connor Boland.

The fourth-year Peterborough Petes defenceman got a pleasant surprise when the Buffalo Sabres invited him to their main training camp after he impressed them in a rookie tournament. Not bad for a player invited as a free agent after not being drafted.

Then upon his return from Buffalo, Boland was presented with the captain’s C during the club’s season ticket holders barbecue Monday.

“It’s definitely a pretty exciting week for me,” Boland said, on the eve of the Petes 2013-14 home opener Thursday against the Kingston Frontenacs. “I’m really looking forward to (Thursday) night and seeing how our team does.”

It’s hard not to cheer for Boland after seeing him battle through adversity during his first three seasons.

He didn’t play a lot as a rookie and had most of his sophomore season washed out by a shoulder injury which required surgery. Then he was sidelined last season with mononucleosis. Once he returned to the lineup, coinciding with the Petes’ second-half surge, Boland flourished.

“Those things are just bumps in the road and they’re in the past now,” Boland said. “You just have to move forward.”

His ability to keep moving forward is one of the traits which earned him the captain’s C.

“I can’t even put it into words. It’s such an honour to be the captain of an organization like Peterborough. There is just so much history here,” Boland said.

He sees a captain’s primary role as keeping good chemistry in the dressing room. It’s something Derek Mathers laid the groundwork for last season, after taking over the role Jan. 10, and Boland says he wants to follow Mathers's example.

“To make the young guys feel like they re a part of the team and there is no separation in the team of groups of older guys or younger guys or guys who go to high school or guys who go to college. Our goal is to have one big group where anyone can talk to anyone and it's an easy going environment,” he said.

“Derek really included the young guys in everything. I noticed a change in the environment. Guys were more comfortable and that's what I want to have.”

Petes coach Jody Hull says Boland is a leader by example.

“Connor is the type of guy who comes to the rink focused and ready to go whether it's practice, off-ice workouts or in games,” Hull said.

“He came back this year as probably our fittest returning guy. That showed he put in the time and effort in the summer to give himself the best possible opportunity to be successful this year. That carried over into the intrasquad games and before he left for the (Sabres) rookie camp. He was helping out the young guys and keeping guys in check. The decision was pretty easy when we talked about it.”

There has been a trend in hockey to put the C on a team's star player or marquee name but Hull thinks there are more important considerations.

“We here look at everything, not just a player’s ability. We look at the type of person they are and how they are going to be a reflection of us as coaches and how they are going to represent our organization. I think Connor has all those qualities,” he said.

Boland feels the club is poised to accomplish things he's not yet experienced in a Petes uniform after missing the playoffs three straight years.

“After Christmas last year and the run we went on, all the guys were behind Jody and everything he was saying. That’s the best I’ve seen our team in the four years I've been here and that’s our goal this year – to keep building off that.”

mike.davies@sunmedia.ca
A FAN'S PERSPECTIVE COLUMN: Returning Petes need to step up game 


Matt Campbell, A Fan's Perspective columnist

By Matt Campbell, Special to the Peterborough Examiner 

 Tuesday, September 17, 2013 9:05:50 EDT PM  

Peterborough Petes' goalie Michael Giugovaz looks up at a eye high rebound against North Bay Battalion during second period OHL exhibition action on Thursday, Sept. 12, 2013 at the Memorial Centre in Peterborough. Clifford Skarstedt/Peterborough Examiner/QMI AGENCY
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The Petes have built up solid momentum entering the 2013-14 season.

The team finished last year strong and despite missing the playoffs once again, they were a good team once Jody Hull took over coaching duties. In the preseason, they have continued their winning ways. There is reason for hope surrounding this team, but after three years of underperforming, I can’t help but be guarded in my optimism.

The team the Petes will open the season with is similar to the one that finished last season. There are a few notable additions in import pick Matej Paulovic and preseason standout Steven Lorentz up front, and top two draft picks Matt Spencer and Cameron Lizotte on the back end. For the most part though, it was a quiet offseason, meaning the hope for improvement lies in the progress of returning players.

The defence should be a strength for the Petes this season, anchored by veterans Nelson Armstrong, Brandon Devlin, new captain Connor Boland, and either Clark Seymour or Steven Trojanovic as the third overager. I also expected the defence to be a strength at the start of last season, but it became apparent quickly that wasn’t going to be the case. It should be different this time around, with a more defensively focused group, as well as the addition of former pro defenceman Bryan Helmer behind the bench.

Offensively, there isn’t a player on the roster who has scored 20 goals or posted a 40 point season in the OHL, but there are several who could do so this season. Injuries are all that have prevented Nick Ritchie from establishing himself as a star in the OHL. If he stays healthy, he has shown he can be a dominant power forward and the Petes best offensive weapon.

For support, the team will hope Greg Betzold and Jonatan Tanus build on their strong rookie seasons and Stephen Pierog continues his growth after a breakout second season. 2012 first round pick Eric Cornel and 2011 second round pick Stephen Nosad both look as if they will take big steps forward as well.

The Petes will ultimately rely mostly on scoring by committee and if there are needs to be addressed with the current roster, they are likely to be adding another offensive player to the forward group, as well as toughness to replace Derek Mathers.

In net, Andrew D’Agostini was a huge part of last season’s second-half surge and preseason games point to his strong play continuing. Having Michael Giugovaz with a year more of experience as the backup gives the Petes the luxury of two capable OHL goaltenders.

The Eastern Conference appears to be wide open this season, with the Petes as likely as any team to make a leap up the standings. It may come down to which team makes the necessary moves to bolster their lineups. With no shortage of extra draft picks to use as currency, the Petes shouldn’t be outbid.

It appears, given the lack of off-season moves, that GM Mike Oke will take his time before deciding how to build on the foundation the Petes have built. Given my own cautious optimism regarding the upcoming season, it’s tough to blame him for taking a wait and see approach.

*****

Matt Campbell has been a Petes season ticket holder for 25 years. His column will appear biweekly during the Petes 2013-14 season.

The Peterborough Petes have named their captains for the 2013-14 OHL season.

Connor Boland has been named captain and Stephen Pierog, Nelson Armstrong and Nick Ritchie named assistants.

Boland replaces Derek Mathers who is at the Philadelphia Flyers training camp and is project to start the season with a Flyers minor pro affiliate.

Boland, an 18-year-old defenceman from Whitby, is entering his fourth season with the Petes. He has played in 117 games, recording a goal and 10 assists and 71 penalty minutes. He recently returned from Buffalo where he earned an invite to the NHL Sabres main camp following a successful showing at rookie camp.

Pierog, a 19-year-old centre from Guelph, enters his third season. He has tallied 28 goals and 22 assists along with 125 penalty minutes in 128 career games. Pierog attended the Carolina Hurricanes rookie camp.

Armstrong joined the Petes last season after two seasons at NCAA Division 1 St. Lawrence University. The 19-year old offensive defenceman posted four goals and nine assists in just 25 games with the Petes last season.

Ritchie is in his third season. The 17-year old winger has scored 34 goals and added 40 assists in 103 games with the Petes. He also represented Canada at the U-18 Men’s Ice Hockey Championships in 2013, winning the gold medal.

“Connor, Nick, Stephen, and Nelson demonstrate the characteristics I have spoken about so much over the past few months — hard work, determination, and a team-first attitude,” stated GM Mike Oke in a release.

“We have set high standards and expectations for our players on and off the ice. I know that all members of the 2013-2014 Petes will support the captains, ensuring that the high standards and expectations are maintained.”

“Connor has demonstrated all of the qualities of a captain, including work ethic, a team-first attitude, and the willingness to get better every day,” added head coach Jody Hull. “Nick, Nelson, and Stephen will complement Connor very well. They are going to be an extension of the coaching staff. These young men exemplify the aforementioned characteristics to the fullest degree, and will provide our younger players with great leadership.”

The Peterborough Petes will carry some positive momentum into their home opener on Thursday.

The Petes capped off their OHL pre-season schedule with a 6-2 win over the North Bay Battalion, in Temiscaming Que., Saturday afternoon. It avenged a 2-0 home loss to North Bay Thursday.

Nick Ritchie and Matej Paulovic led the way with hat tricks apiece as the Petes completed the pre-season with a 4-2 record. They kick off the regular season against the Kingston Frontenacs 7 p.m. at the Memorial Centre.

While wins and losses don't mean much in the pre-season, Petes' head coach Jody Hull said he felt going into exhibition games it would be good for his team to have some success.

“You have to build a little bit of confidence in them and last year, how we finished, everyone was anxious to see how things would go,” said Hull, referring to the team's 18-12-0-3 finish last season. “I think it carried over a little bit into exhibition which was good. Hopefully we can continue that momentum.

“it's an exciting time of year for our guys. I think they're eager to get games going that are meaningful.”

Brandon Devlin, Steve Lorentz had two assists each with singles to Cody Thompson, Stephen Nosad, Jonatan Tanus and Nelson Armstrong. Matt D'Agostini played half the game stopping nine of 10 shots while Michael Giugovaz stopped 10 of 11.

Josh Maguire stood up for a teammate fighting Alex Henriksson after the North Bay player slashed Cameron Lizotte drawing a five-minute major penalty. Matt McCartney also dropped the gloves with Matthew Santos.

The Petes were two-for-six on the power play and killed seven of eight Battalion advantages. The Petes outshot North Bay 39-21.

“We came out of the gate really hard and were skating well considering a four-and-a-half hour bus ride,” said Hull. “it was a solid effort right from the net on out. I thought every guy played well. We stuck to the game plan and that was to get pucks deep and work. We stuck to it pretty much for the whole game.”

Petes' GM Mike Oke said he expects Connor Boland (Buffalo) and Michael Clarke (Colorado) to return from NHL camps this week. He said he doesn't expect the status of overage defenceman Clark Seymour (Pittsburgh) to be known for two to three weeks. Oke said the club has been told it's very unlikely Derek Mathers (Philadelphia) will return to the club. He's expected to turn pro.

With Seymour absent the club has 25 players on its roster and Oke didn't rule out the possibility of starting the season with 25 until the status of players at NHL camp are solidified.

Scoring for Brampton were Brandon Robinson and Calvin Gomes. Brandon O'Neill played the full game in net.

mike.davies@sunmedia.ca

PETES PIECES: Betzold now day-to-day with pinched nerve in leg 


By Mike Davies, Peterborough Examiner 

 Thursday, September 12, 2013 10:56:19 EDT PM

Greg Betzold has been diagnosed with a pinched nerve in his leg and he is now listed as day-to-day, says Petes GM Mike Oke.

Betzold suffered the injury while playing with the St. Louis Blues rookie team at a tournament in Traverse City, Mich.

Betzold was checked out by local doctors Thursday morning after tests by St. Louis doctors revealed no structural damage. Oke said it doesn’t appear serious and he’ll get some treatment from Petes trainer Brian Miller.

SUSPENDED

Cody Thompson will miss the first game of the regular season after the OHL ruled on a slewfooting penalty he took in the Petes’ first exhibition game.

Petes GM Mike Oke said suspensions are served during the regular season so Thompson was able to play through the pre-season. The league also reviewed a checking to the head major assessed to Chase Hatcher earlier in the pre-season and decided no suspension was necessary, Oke said.

CHL TOP 10

The BMO CHL Top 10, pre-season version, was released Thursday placing the OHL’s London Knights in top spot.

The rest of the rankings include: 2. Baie-Comeau Drakkar (QMJHL); 3. Portland Winterhawks (WHL); 4. Rimouski Oceanic (QMJHL); 5. Guelph Storm (OHL); 6. Prince Albert Raiders (WHL); 7. Quebec Remparts (QMJHL); 8. Edmonton Oil Kings (WHL); 9. Kingston Frontenacs (OHL); 10. Kootenay Ice (WHL).

Honourable mention went to the Barrie Colts (OHL), Gatineau Olympiques (QMJHL) and Kelowna Rocket (WHL).

LINEUP

Not dressed for the Petes on Thursday were Nick Ritchie, Greg Betzold, Tyson Baker and Myles McGurty. Also still away at NHL camps are Connor Boland (Buffalo), Michael Clarke (Colorado), Derek Mathers (Philadelphia) and Clark Seymour (Pittsburgh).

Petes head coach Jody Hull says he’s trying to use the final two pre-season games as much as preparation for the regular season as evaluation.

FLEX PACKS

Petes Flex Packs are now on sale for this season.

Flexible Ticket Packages come in 10- and 20-ticket quantities. Purchasers receive vouchers that can be used in any combination to any Petes regular season home game in the 2013-2014 season. For example, the Flex-20 can be used to bring 20 people to one game, one person to 20 games, or any other combination in between.

“We’re excited to be able to offer flex packages to our fans this season,” said Petes director of sales, marketing and advertising Aaron Garfat. “It is a great deal for anyone that loves Petes hockey or the OHL in general, but can’t commit to a full season ticket for any reason.”

Flex-20 packages are $340 and 10 packs are $180. They can be purchased by calling Garfat at 705-743-3681 ext. 227 or by e-mailing agarfat@gopetesgo.com.

mike.davies@sunmedia.ca

Greg Betzold returned from an NHL rookie tournament with a leg injury that’s got himself and doctors puzzled.

Betzold said he began feeling pain during the first game of a rookie tournament in Traverse City, Mich. While playing for the St. Louis Blues. When it continued in the second game he left the ice and did not finish the tournament.

Betzold, the Petes co-rookie of the year last season, said Blues doctors did an MRI and X-rays which revealed no obvious sign of injury. He has no recollection of taking a shot off the leg, falling or colliding with anything or anyone to injure his leg. He simply feels weakness in his feet and toes and pain when he skates.

“I can walk around. It’s just when I’m skating I can’t really stride out,” he said.

Petes GM Mike Oke said Petes doctors are exchanging notes with Blues doctors and Betzold will be examined locally Thursday. He did not practice Wednesday and will likely miss Thursday’s final home pre-season game against the North Bay Battalion 7 p.m. at the Memorial Centre.

Also returning from NHL rookie camps were Stephen Pierog (Carolina) and Matej Paulovic (Dallas) while Connor Boland was invited to the Buffalo Sabres main camp. Also at or headed to main camps are Michael Clarke (Colorado), Derek Mathers (Philadelphia) and Clark Seymour (Pittsburgh).

The Petes trimmed their roster by one player Wednesday reassigning defenceman Alex Robinson to the Kanata Stallions of the Central Canada Hockey League.

That leaves the Petes with two goalies, nine defencemen, three of which are overage candidates and the club can only keep two, and 16 forwards, excluding Mathers who is not expected back.

The Petes signed Robinson prior to last season but a broken jaw suffered in the pre-season set him back. He was returned to Kanata without playing a game for the Petes following his recovery.

“We haven’t discounted the fact Alex will play for the Petes at some point in time,” Oke said.

“Right now, we only have one player in the 1995-96 age group on defence. Alex played in three pre-season games and we think it’s important for him and his development to play and to play a lot. We know he’s going to get that opportunity in Kanata more so than he would here where it would be more of a limited role.

“We know he's going to a good situation where he’ll get good coaching from Corey Foster who is the head coach in Kanata and a former Pete. You never know what happens through the course of this year and moving forward. At some point there may be an opportunity to get Alex back up here.”

The Petes are expected to cut two to three more players after they conclude their pre-season 2 p.m. Saturday against North Bay in Temiskaming, Que. The club kicks off the regular season Sept. 19 when they host the Kingston Frontenacs.

mike.davies@sunmedia.ca

The Petes roster now sits at 31 after three more players were reassigned Thursday.

Bryan Hignett was sent back to the Lindsay Muskies prior to Thursday’s exhibition game against Belleville. Also headed to Lindsay is goalie Matt Robson after he played the full game in a 7-4 win over the Bulls.

The Petes also released Deric Boudreau who has an opportunity with a QMJHL team and he wasn’t likely to stick in Peterborough so Petes coach Jody Hull said they gave him permission to head to Quebec.

BUMPS AND BRUISES

Anthony Stefano missed Thursday’s game with a hip flexor strain and Brandon Devlin is dealing with a hamstring strain, said Petes head coach Jody Hull.

All other scratches were due to numbers including Andrew D'Agostini, Tyson Baker, Myles McGurty and Steve Trojanovic.

RITCHIE RATED

TSN hockey analyst and former NHL general manager Craig Button ranks the Petes’ Nick Ritchie 20th overall among 2014 NHL draft prospects in his inaugural edition of Craig’s List.

Button ranks Kelowna Rockets centre Sam Reinhart, son of former NHLer Paul Reinhart, as the No. 1 overall prospect followed by Barrie Colts defenceman Aaron Ekblad and Swedish forward William Nylander, son of former NHLer Michael Nylander, and Kingston Frontenacs centre Sam Bennett.

Other OHL players in the top 30 include Kingston’s Spencer Watson (13th), Oshawa’s Michael Dal Colle (14th), Plymouth’s Matt Mistele (15th), Kitchener’s Ryan MacInnis (17th), North Bay’s Blake Clarke (21st), Sault Ste. Marie’s Jared McCann (22nd) and Kingston’s Roland McKeown (23rd).

GOOD CAMP

From all accounts Josh Miller, son of Petes trainer Brian Miller, had a strong camp with the Guelph Storm last week. The former Saginaw Spirit draft pick attend Guelph’s camp with permission of the Spirit.

Miller is back with the Stratford Cullitons where he finished last season after being traded from the Lindsay Muskies. Brian Miller said he was told by Storm officials, Josh was close to making the club’s defence.

GONE CAMPING

Michael Clarke leaves Friday to attend Colorado Avalanche’s training camp making him the seventh and final Pete to depart for NHL camps.

Earlier this week, Greg Betzold (St. Louis), Connor Boland (Buffalo) and Stephen Pierog (Carolina) left to participate in a rookie tournament in Traverse City, Mich., while Clark Seymour (Pittsburg) will play in a rookie tournament in London. Matej Paulovic (Dallas) and Derek Mathers (Philadelphia) are also attending rookie camps.

mike.davies@sunmedia.ca

The Peterborough Petes are getting down to final decisions on roster spots but one thing is settled – goaltending.

The Petes reassigned two more players after practice Friday sending Mitchell Burghardt and Rylee McKinnon to the Cobourg Cougars leaving 29 players on the roster.

On Thursday, they reassigned goalie Matt Robson and forward Bryan Hignett to the Lindsay Muskies and released Deric Boudreau from his tryout agreement to allow him to pursue an opportunity in the QMJHL where he played last season.

The reassignment of Robson signals the Petes not unexpected decision to go with fifth-year veteran Andrew D'Agostini, who takes up one of three overage spots, and sophomore Michael Giugovaz in goal.

There was a school of thought among fans the Petes might consider trading a goalie to strengthen the line-up elsewhere given both have proven to be capable OHL goalies. The other theory being both would want to play a number one role and it might be hard to keep both happy.

Petes' GM Mike Oke and his staff leaned more on the side that having two good goalies creates competition which should push both to be better while providing security should one be injured.

“If we expect competition from our forwards and defencemen to be regulars in the line-up, then we should expect no different from our goalies,” said Petes' GM Mike Oke. “We expect them to compete each time they are on the ice to be named the starter for the next game.”

Oke says there are plenty of examples in junior and pro of teams carrying two goalies capable of being starters.

“Goaltending is such an important component of any team that you want to make sure that should an injury occur or there be a circumstance where one goalie isn't available you have a quality guy to put in the net. With Michael and Andrew we think we have that tandem. They're both competitive players and we look forward to them competing throughout the season to get into games,” he said.

The Petes have 10 defencemen left including three overage candidates in Nelson Armstrong, Steven Trojanovic and Clark Seymour who is with Pittsburgh Penguins rookie team at a tournament in London. The Penguins have not indicated their plans for Seymour. Also in camp are veterans Connor Boland, away with the Buffalo Sabres rookies, Brandon Devlin and Steve Varga, signed draft picks Matt Spencer and Cameron Lizotte and two others – Myles McGurty and Alex Robinson.

The Petes also have 17 forwards on the roster although Derek Mathers is unlikely to return as an overage. He is signed by the NHL's Philadelphia Flyers and appears destined to play for their minor league affiliate. The Petes are likely to start the season with 13 or 14 forwards meaning two or three players will be reassigned or traded.

Greg Betzold, Michael Clarke, Matej Paulovic and Stephen Pierog are at NHL camps and are locks for roster spots. Others who are safe include Eric Cornel, Stephen Nosad, Nick Ritchie and Jonatan Tanus while rookies Steve Lorentz, Anthony Stefano and Mitchell Webb have been committed to.

That leaves a group of five – Tyson Baker, Chase Hatcher, Josh Maguire, Matt McCartney and Cody Thompson – vying for two to three similar roles.

Oke says those decisions will play out over the final three exhibition games Tuesday in Ajax against Oshawa, Thursday at home to North Bay and Sept. 14 in Temiskaming against North Bay whose home rink is currently under construction.

“We're still evaluating through practices and exhibition games,” Oke said. “As we get closer to the end of next week things will become a little more clear as to which players will be with the team on opening night.”

mike.davies@sunmedia.ca

Spits on pace for dramatic drop in penalties 

Windsor's Ty Bilcke, left, collides with Sarnia's Davis Brown at the WFCU Centre. (TYLER BROWNBRIDGE/The Windsor Star)Windsor's Ty Bilcke, left, collides with Sarnia's Davis Brown at the WFCU Centre. (TYLER BROWNBRIDGE/The Windsor Star)
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The penalty box and the Windsor Spitfires seem to have gone hand-in-hand over the years.

An in-your-face style was the team’s trademark since joining the league playing out of Windsor Arena and not much changed when the club moved to the WFCU Centre.

But so far this season, the numbers tell a far different story.

The Spitfires head into tonight’s game against the Belleville Bulls at the WFCU Centre with the second-fewest penalty minutes of any team in the Ontario Hockey League.

“I don’t think our team identity has changed,” Spitfires head coach Bob Boughner said. “We’re just paying more attention to try and not take dumb penalties.

“We still way guys to finish their checks and stick up for their teammates, but I think less penalties are good for us.”

Guelph leads the OHL averaging 26.2 minutes per game while the Spitfires sit 19th averaging just 11.2 penalty minutes a game.

Only Sault Ste. Marie, which is averaging 10.7 minutes per game, is recording fewer minutes on average in a game.

At the club’s current pace, the Spitfires will finish with 759 minutes, which is less than half the total of the club’s 2008-09 OHL and Memorial Cup champion team, which led the league with 1,559 penalty minutes.

“We’ve only played six games and we’ve only played Plymouth once,” Spitfires defenceman Patrick Sanvido said jokingly.

0 Spits on pace for dramatic drop in penalties

Spits Ty Bilcke

The Spitfires were second in the OHL last season averaging 16.8 minutes a game and third in the league the previous season averaging 19.1 minutes a game.

“It doesn’t mean we’re any less tough or we won’t stand up for our teammates,” Spitfires third-year forward Ty Bilcke said. “I still think we’re one of the toughest teams in the league.”

Sanvido leads the Spitfires in penalty minutes with 13 in six games, which ties him for 40th in the league in penalty minutes.

Bilcke, who led the league with 221 penalty minutes two years ago, is currently tied for 110th in the league with seven penalty minutes in six games. Teammates Brady Vail, Ben Johnson, Liam Murray, Ryan Foss and Graeme Brown have yet to record a penalty this season.

“You can’t just be a one-dimensional player anymore,” said Bilcke, who is getting third-line minutes this season.

“If you want to make money in this game, you have to be able to keep up. You can’t just be a tough guy.”

Penalty problems proved costly for the Spitfires in last year’s stretch run when the club was unable to field a 20-man lineup for most of the second half of the season.

“Last year, we’d be giving up maybe eight (power plays to the opposition) and that can’t happen,” Sanvido said.

“One of the goals this year to limit the number of chances to no more than five a game.

“I you’re playing more five-on-five or you’re on the power play, guys will be fresher and stronger at the end of the game.”

Windsor has allowed the fewest power-play chances in the OHL this season with 21 in six games for an average of 3.5 a game.

That puts the club on pace for 238 for the season, which would be a decrease of 18.3 per cent from a year ago and a drop of 53 total chances from last season when the club allowed 291 opportunities.

“I think the game’s changing a bit,” Boughner said. “We still want to be a tough team to play against.

“We did make a point of setting goal for penalties taken in the game and for the most part stayed in that where we want to keep it to four or five a game.

“It’s not so much the five-minute (majors) or 10-minute (misconducts), but the two-minute (minors). We were shooting ourselves in the foot last year.”

jparker@windsorstar.com or Twitter @winstarparker

Spits notes: Warriner in alumni game, defenceman Brown sidelined 

Windsor's Graeme Brown, right, is checked by London's Remi Elie at the WFCU Centre. (DAN JANISSE/The Windsor Star)Windsor's Graeme Brown, right, is checked by London's Remi Elie at the WFCU Centre. (DAN JANISSE/The Windsor Star)
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Several former members of the Windsor Spitfires will lend a hand when the NHL Toronto Maple Leafs’ alumni team faces off against the Windsor Minor Hockey Association’s alumni team.

The two will square off at the WFCU Centre Nov. 8 at 8 p.m., in support of the Canadian Diabetes Association.

Former Spitfire turned television colour analyst Todd Warriner will play for the Maple Leafs.

Tentatively, the Toronto squad is also expected to feature Mark Laforest, Tom Fergus, Al Iafrate, Ric Nattress, Greg Hotham, Gary Leeman, Dan Daoust, Dave McLlwain, Lou Franceschetti, Mike Krushelnyski and Jack Valiquette.

The Windsor lineup will feature Spitfires president and head coach Bob Boughner along with former Spitfires Ryan Gelinas, Ryan Baldwin, Ryan Pawluk and Mark Ridout along with Jimi St. John, Todd Compeau, Andre Gervais, Chris Gignac, Rod Isbister, Dan Jancevski, Scott Lehman, Jeff Pawluk, John Riehl and Robb Serviss.

The information and ticket line for the event is 1-800-516-5810.

Injury update

 Defenceman Graeme Brown, who left Friday’s game after being hit by London’s Josh Anderson, is sidelined day-to-day with an upper body injury, but will not be in the Spitfires’ lineup for tonight’s game against Belleville as well as Friday’s game in Sarnia and Saturday’s game in Sault Ste. Marie.

Defenceman John Bowen is also day-to-day with a back injury, but will travel with the team on the road.

Second-year forward Ryan Verbeek, who has been out all season with a back injury, skated for the first time Tuesday. He’s set to see a specialist next week and the club is hopefully he’ll be cleared soon after.

“He’s getting closer,” Spitfires head coach Bob Boughner said. “There’s been steady improvement, but he has to get in game shape.”

Defenceman Adam Bateman, who injured a knee in the team’s second exhibition game, is also making slow progress.

“He’s progressing on a timetable, but it’ll take some time,” Boughner said.

Forward Chris Marchese has successful shoulder surgery last week in Toronto and will start his rehab Friday, but he remains months away from returning.

“I feel fine,” Marchese said. “I have no pain at all. I’m eager to start rehab.”

New additions

 The Belleville Bulls will have a couple new faces in the lineup tonight when the club faces the Spitfires at the WFCU Centre.

Belleville picked up forward Remi Elie from the London Knights Wednesday in exchange for overage defenceman Brady Austin.

The 18-year-old Elie, who is six-foot-one and 203 pounds, was a second-round by the Dallas Stars in this year’s NHL Draft. The 20-year-old Austin, who is six-foot-four and 225 pounds, will be joining his third OHL team in London having started his career in Erie.

With Austin out of the picture, and Daniel De Sousa dealt the day before to Saginaw, Belleville quickly looked to shore up its defence Wednesday by acquiring Mark Raycroft from the North Bay Battalion for a sixth-round pick in 2015.

The 18-year-old Raycroft, who is six-foot-two and 198 pounds, was a sixth-round pick by the Battalion in 2011.

Sportnet game

 Sportsnet will resume its Friday Night Hockey broadcasts of Canadian Hockey League games next month and the Spitfires will be featured early.

The Spitfires will be on the third broadcast of the season when the team faces the Guelph Storm on the road Nov. 22.

Game time is 7 p.m. on Sportsnet ONE, Sportsnet East and Ontario.

jparker@windsorstar.com or Twitter @winstarparker

Avalanche's Varlamov is making changes under Allaire, Roy, and they're working

Avalanche's Varlamov is making changes under Allaire, Roy, and they're working 

Toronto Maple Leafs left wing James van Riemsdyk, centre, takes a shot on Colorado Avalanche goalie Semyon Varlamov as Avalanche Cory Sarich, right, defends during first period NHL hockey action in Toronto on Tuesday, Oct. 8, 2013. Varlamov is making changes under goaltending coach Francois Allaire and coach Patrick Roy, and they're working. THE CANADIAN PRESS/Nathan Denette
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TORONTO - It has rarely been a question of talent for Semyon Varlamov.

More times than not, the athletic goaltender has been done in by injuries. Only once has he played more than 35 games in a season, so it's tough to know what the Colorado Avalanche have in him, even at the age of 25.

Perhaps they're about to find out.

Under the tutelage of new goaltending coach Francois Allaire and Hall of Fame goalie/head coach Patrick Roy, Varlamov has taken the first major steps toward a breakout season. He has stopped 88 of 91 shots in three victories and has been a huge reason why the Avalanche are 3-0 for the first time since the franchise moved to Denver.

"He's made a big commitment this year to come in ready for training camp," Roy said. "Right now what I like about his play is he looks simple. Every time you look at him it looks easy, he's always square to the shooters, he's at the right place. He plays a simple game. I think there's a reason why he has so much success. That's what Francois and himself are working a lot on."

The work hardly ever ends. Varlamov said after Tuesday's 2-1 victory over the Toronto Maple Leafs that he practises on the ice with Allaire for two hours a day.

"I've never worked like that, so in the practice I'm dying every day," Varlamov said. "That's how he works, that's his style."

For a goalie with past knee and groin issues, overworking could be a dangerous recipe. But in this case, Allaire's teaching might be exactly what Varlamov needs to avoid injuries.

According to goalie analyst Justin Goldman, Allaire has been helping Varlamov conserve his movements and flop around in the crease less. During his career to this point, Varlamov relied on his reflexes and athleticism "way too often."

"Sometimes it would bail him out, but other times it wasn't very economical, and that would cause him some problems," said Goldman, a contributor to NHL.com. "Now what I've seen in these first three games is that he looks a little bit bigger in the net, he's a little bit more calm and patient, and that's allowing him to stay centred in the goal, rely on his positioning a little bit more, let pucks come to him."

It's still early, but the stats show an improvement. Varlamov has a 1.00 goals-against average, .967 save percentage and on Tuesday picked up a road win. He didn't get one of those until April last season.

Varlamov is the Avalanche's clear No. 1 goaltender, something they hoped for when trading a first- and a second-round pick to the Washington Capitals for his rights in the summer of 2011. He started 53 games in 2011-12 and then 35 in the lockout-shortened 2013 season.

The potential exists for Varlamov to set a career high in starts if Allaire's teachings have a positive effect on his health.

"Being more economical in your movements is going to cause you to not have to make extension saves as often," Goldman said. "Varlamov is one of those goalies, he wants to stop the puck so badly, that's where you see some of that impatience, some of that hurriedness in his game. He's really explosive, he's really strong."

In addition to staying more square to shooters, Goldman said Varlamov is holding his glove at a slightly different angle. Varlamov's glove hand has improved drastically since the Pittsburgh Penguins eventually exposed it in a playoff series against the Capitals in 2009.

"It's not always about where the puck is coming from but what the shooter sees and what he aims at," Goldman said. "Varlamov, he's so quick anyways that even if his glove is a little bit turned awkwardly or it's not the most effective, he's so quick he's going to be able to grab any puck that he sees because he's just that gifted in terms of his reflexes."

Varlamov was a first-round pick in 2006 largely because he was so naturally gifted. That hasn't changed.

But when he first arrived in Colorado, the team did not have a full-time goalie coach.

"It's a complete 180-degree turn from kind of the goaltending philosophy the organization has had, at least from my experience, from the last lockout in 2004," said Goldman, who used to live in Denver. "(Allaire) just has so much experience, and his system is terrific for a goalie like Varlamov, a guy who clearly has incredible athleticism, great reflexes, just unbelievable natural talent but still needs to build the base, the foundational base of his positional game."

Goldman called that building a "work in progress," because Varlamov still isn't as economical in net as the Leafs' Jonathan Bernier. If the six-foot-two Russian manages to get there, he'll have a couple of people to thank.

"I feel like right now I have two goalie coaches: Patrick Roy and Francois Allaire," Varlamov said. "I can say I work a lot with Francois Allaire. I think he's a great goalie coach, and he's very smart. I'm so excited to have him."

Bolland adapts to glare of Leafs

Bolland adapts to glare of Leafs 

Toronto's Dave Bolland, right, is tripped by Ottawa's Jared Cowen in Toronto. The Maple Leafs host the Avs tonight (7 p.m., TSN).

Photograph by: Abelimages, Getty Images , Postmedia News
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For Dave Bolland, it is difficult to say what was more surprising: Having Don Cherry compare you to Doug Gilmour on Hockey Night In Canada or finding instant chemistry with a player who was once a hated rival.

Both are something he never would have expected. Then again, everything about coming home to play for the Toronto Maple Leafs - the team the Mimico native grew up cheering for - has been "a little out there." And yet, the transition has been seamless.

Bolland, who was acquired from the Chicago Blackhawks six days after scoring the winning goal in the Stanley Cup final, has been every bit the two-way centre the Leafs spent last season searching for.

He has provided offence, with two goals and one assist. He has provided defence, killing penalties and shutting down the other team's top line. And he has formed an unlikely relationship with former Vancouve r winger Mason Raymond, proving that rats and roadrunners can get along when they are wearing the same jersey.

"We've had some huge battles," Bolland said of Raymond, who has two goals and two assists. "I'm probably the one who's disliked in Vancouver over the past years. So with (Raymond), I think we've played pretty hard against each other.

"It's different in hockey. One day you're against each other and the next thing you know you're sitting beside him in the room and you're best friends and you're on the same line."

With David Clarkson serving a 10-game suspension and Nikolai Kulemin out two weeks with an ankle injury, Bolland and the speedy Raymond have stepped up. In three games, they have combined for four goals and seven points. And along with Joffrey Lupul, they have become a pseudo second line for the Leafs.

"We put them together in training camp and we had (Spencer) Abbott with them and I thought they were as good of a line as we had in training camp as far as what they were doing," head coach Randy Carlyle said. "Not so much from an offence standpoint, but they had the puck and they knew where one another were on the ice and they made plays.

"So that was a stroke of luck, more than anything. Have we created a Bolland and Mason Raymond partnership, as we have with (Tyler) Bozak and (Phil) Kessel? Maybe. Maybe not."

Whoever Bolland plays with this season, you can bet that Carlyle will get the most out of him. After all, he has already become Toronto's Mr. Everything, a player who gets double-shifted when the Leafs are protecting a one-goal lead and who gets a top-six role when the offence is not clicking.

"I think his defensive game is something," Clarkson said. "I think he does well in a lot of areas on the ice. I think him and Raymond have really found something together where they seem to be finding each other on the ice."

Carlyle said Bolland was a player he noticed while coaching against him in Anaheim, because he was a pain-inthe-neck pest who regularly matched up against Ryan Getzlaf and Corey Perry but could also hurt you offensively.

So, when Leafs were thinking of trading for Bolland this summer, Carlyle immediately gave the green light.

"When he has the two Stanley Cups as part of his résumé, it's pretty easy to say yes to the player," Carlyle said. "And then you're around him and you watch how professional he is and how hard he works ... he doesn't go to the back of the line. He goes to the front of the line."

By doing that, Bolland has received more ice and accolades. But he is not thinking of being the next Doug Gilmour or having his name dropped on Hockey Night in Canada. He just wants to help the team win like he did in Chicago.

"We had a lot of guys (in Chicago) who did their jobs and did the right things to win," Bolland said. "Here it could be a different thing for myself ... if it's scoring, it's scoring; if it's playing against their top lines and shutting them down, then that's it. Whatever happens on a given night, I'm going to try and help the team to win."

Knights rally past Spitfires 5-4 

London goalie Anthony Stolarz makes a save against the Spitfires at the WFCU Centre. (DAX MELMER/The Windsor Star)London goalie Anthony Stolarz makes a save against the Spitfires at the WFCU Centre. (DAX MELMER/The Windsor Star)
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LONDON – The Windsor Spitfires missed out an opportunity to make an early-season statement.

The Spitfires could not hold a two-goal lead in the third period and the two-time defending league champion London Knights rallied for a 5-4 win over the Spitfires before 9,046 at Budweiser Gardens Friday.

“That’s a good team and a rival and we have to be on our toes every time we play them,” said London’s Brett Welychka, who assisted on the game-winning goal with less than three minutes to play in the third period.

For the opening two periods, the Spitfires were full credit for a 4-2 lead against the Knights, who beat out the Spitfires to host the 2014 Memorial Cup.

“For the first two periods, we dominated,” said Spitfires defenceman Nick Ebert, who had a pair of assists. “Really, there’s no excuse for blowing a two-goal lead. Good teams win those games and close it out.”

0 Knights rally past Spitfires 5 4

Spits Slater Koekkoek

After a tentative opening few minutes to the game for both teams, the Spitfires opened the scoring as Ben Johnson tipped home a point shot for his fourth goal in two games.

London answered with goals from Matt Rupert, off a turnover, and Christian Dvorak to take a 2-1 lead, but Josh Ho-Sang redirected a centring pass from Ebert to pull Windsor even at 2-2 after 20 minutes.

“We came out a little flat and that carried over into the second period,” Welychka said.

Windsor pounded the London defence physically in the second period and held an 18-4 edge in shots while scoring the only two goals of the period.

Remy Giftopoulos got loose in the slot and scored on a Windsor power play and Patrick Sanvido’s point shot hit Brady Vail in front and went in to put the Spitfires up 4-2 after 40 minutes.

“It was such a great 40 minutes of hockey,” Spitfires head coach Bob Boughner said. “I don’t think we picked up our game in the third and we ran out of gas a bit.”

Windsor was playing back-to-back games and ran short on defence as Graeme Brown left after being hit by London’s Josh Anderson and Trevor Murphy was forced out after hurting a hand.

“I think we had some brain cramps in that third period,” Boughner said.

London had an early power play in the period that the Knights failed to convert, but started to gain some momentum.

“We’d won two in a row and we wanted that third one, but you have to make smart plays,” Ho-Sang said. “They brought the pressure and we didn’t play our game.”

Chris Tierney ripped a shot over the bloker of Windsor goalie Jordan DeKort to make it a 4-3.

After Giftopoulos took his second minor penalty of the period, the Knights tied it at 4-4 when Anderson knocked home his own rebound from the edge of the crease.

“They seemed to step up and were all over us,” Ebert said.

Windsor had a four-minute power play, after the equalizer, but generated little as the Knights held an 18-5 advantage in shots in the final period.

“I thought our power play had some flow in the early period,” Boughner said. “That four-minute power play wasn’t very good.”

London continued to press and Welychka, who was moved back to defence in the game, watched Tierney tip home his point shot for the winner with 2:33 left in regulation.

“I feel for (DeKort),” Ebert said of the Spitfires’ goalie, who had 32 saves but has lost all three starts. “He kept us in the game and held us in it. They had a lot of odd-man rushes and he kept us in.”

The Spitfires are back in action Sunday against the Niagara IceDogs at the WFCU Centre (2:05 p.m., cable 11, live blog at windsorstar.com).

jparker@windsorstar.com or Twitter @winstarparker

Leafs rookie Rielly makes team 

Toronto's Morgan Rielly skates against the Buffalo Sabres at the Air Canada Centre. (Photo by Claus Andersen/Getty Images) Toronto's Morgan Rielly skates against the Buffalo Sabres at the Air Canada Centre. (Photo by Claus Andersen/Getty Images) 
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Morgan Rielly knew he made the Toronto Maple Leafs when he arrived at Air Canada Centre on Monday morning.

“All my hockey gear was here still,” he said. “So it’s a good feeling.”

The 19-year-old defenceman impressed enough in training camp to earn a spot on the roster to start the season, along with 22-year-old winger Carter Ashton.

“We’ve stated: you’re going to have to have young players in your lineup, and we’re no different,” coach Randy Carlyle said. “And Carter Ashton has come in and made enough of an impression that he’s going to play (Tuesday) night in Montreal.”

Rielly’s status isn’t so certain.

He’s one of seven Leafs defencemen and could find himself in the press box at Bell Centre instead of on the ice against the Canadiens. But that’s all part of the process for a player whose real NHL tryout could last a while longer.

“I haven’t proved anything yet,” Rielly said. “I’m not sure what’s going to happen over the course of the next two or three weeks. I have a lot left to prove. I have a long way to go.”

The Leafs’ official roster Monday listed 11 active forwards, seven defencemen and two goaltenders, not counting the injured Frazer McLaren and the suspended David Clarkson. But Carlyle made it clear that he will dress 12 forwards and six defencemen for the season opener.

That likely means Frazer will be placed on long-term injured reserve with a broken right pinky finger that has him “still a ways away,” according to Carlyle, and that Troy Bodie will be called up to take the spot Clarkson filled during Monday’s practice.

 Ashton’s spot isn’t in question.

“I think the guy’s earned the opportunity. It’s pretty simple,” Carlyle said. “I don’t think there’s any sugar-coating or fluff involved with it: The guy’s come out, worked hard, played the game at a pace that he’s separated himself in our eyes with his work ethic and his commitment to being on the forecheck.”

Ashton is expected to play on the Leafs’ fourth line with centre Jay McClement and enforcer Colton Orr. Tyler Bozak is set to centre the first line between James van Riemsdyk and Phil Kessel, with Nazem Kadri the second line between Joffrey Lupul and Nikolai Kulemi and David Bolland the third line between Mason Raymond and most likely Bodie.

On defence, Carl Gunnarsson and captain Dion Phaneuf are expected to start together, with the other pairings being Jake Gardiner with Paul Ranger and Mark Fraser with Cody Franson.

That would mean Rielly is the odd man out, at least for the opener. But he still believes there’s a benefit in being around.

“Having a chance to play with pro hockey players is always helpful,” Rielly said. “Just to kind of be in this changing room and just kind of chat with the guys and hopefully travel with the team and whatnot will be helpful.”

But Rielly probably isn’t still in Toronto just to practice. He can play up to nine NHL games before burning a year off his entry-level contract, so there’s some time to evaluate him.

“We have a few ideas as far as what our plan is, and obviously with the nine-game scenario that we have, we have some flexibility,” Carlyle said. “But the first thing that we’re going to consider is, is the player going to help our hockey club and are we helping him by doing what we’re doing?”

Carlyle wasn’t forthcoming about the Leafs’ plans for Rielly, who could be rotated in every other game or every few games as matchups dictate it. The only other place for him to go is back to Moose Jaw of the WHL, because he’s not eligible to join the AHL’s Toronto Marlies.

But in sending John-Michael Liles, Korbinian Holzer and T.J. Brennan through waivers and to the minors, the team chose to at least give Rielly a shot.

“Dates always bring decisions,” Carlyle said. “Obviously we feel strongly that Morgan is a young kid that has shown a lot of potential and has played well in training camp.

There’s a lot of positives taking place with a young player. We just have to measure if it’s going to be productive both for him and for our hockey club for him to play in the NHL this year. It’s a difficult decision.”

Last week Carlyle called picking a starting goaltender for opening night probably the toughest decision that needed to be made. If the coach had already told James Reimer and Jonathan Bernier who was getting the nod by the time they spoke to reporters, they weren’t letting on.

“No clue,” Bernier said with a wry smile.

Reimer had a stronger pre-season with a .923 save percentage to Bernier’s .891, and is the incumbent. But Bernier is the prized off-season trade acquisition and just happened to grow up outside of Montreal.

Bernier said even he was wondering who would start, while Reimer can draw from the experience of not playing opening night last season and going on to be the starter.

“It’s just like life, you look in the big picture,” Reimer said. “You want to get that first game, but it’s definitely not the end of the world and you have to look at it over the full season.”

Reimer and Bernier will have all season to compete for the starting job in goal. For Rielly, the chance to show he belongs is a short one, but he’s happy he has it.

“Obviously I trained hard this off-season because I wanted to accomplish the goal to play here this year, so it’s pretty good feeling to know that it kind of all paid off,” he said. “But it’s just a start.”
All eyes on Hertl at Rogers Arena

All eyes on Hertl at Rogers Arena 

Tomas Hertl didn't just drop the puck between his legs Tuesday night and score, he actually put it top shelf over Martin Biron's right shoulder. Don't ask how he did it. It's pretty much impossible. (Hmmm, double-jointed?)

Photograph by: Getty , Getty
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Daniel Sedin did it as a seasoned veteran to cap a memorable hat-trick performance in the 2009-10 regular-season finale to help clinch the NHL scoring title for Henrik Sedin.

Tomas Hertl did it as a wide-eyed rookie Tuesday to cap a four-goal outburst and become an instant YouTube trick-shot sensation with more than 100,000 views within hours of sparking the San Jose Sharks to a 9-2 rout of the New York Rangers.

Purposely placing the puck between the legs and snapping a shot over a stunned stopper is usually part of the shootout circus, not a regular rush. While Daniel Sedin and Hertl have demonstrated the manoeuvring and moxy required to execute the shot, what the 19-year-old Prague native has accomplished through three games will command the spotlight Thursday at Rogers Arena. He leads the NHL with six goals in three games and is the youngest player to score four goals in a game since Jimmy Carson had four for the Los Angeles Kings on March 30, 1988.

If that isn’t enough to contemplate for the Vancouver Canucks, they haven’t beaten the Sharks in 10-straight games — the last triumph a 4-1 win at Rogers Arena on Jan. 31, 2012 — and must be wondering how they’re going to solve the well-balanced team.

And now there’s the impressionable Hertl complementing Joe Thornton and Brent Burns on the top line. Hertl doesn’t have a car and can’t rent one because he’s not 21. He idolizes countryman Jaromir Jagr and hopes to have more in common with the legendary winger than a big butt. The 17th overall selection in the 2012 draft speaks little English, but his play does the talking and the confidence he gained with Slavia Praha of the Czech Extraliga last season translated to the willingness to score that fourth goal Tuesday.

“That’s pretty amazing,” marvelled Daniel Sedin. “Such a young guy and you can see he has played with men back in Europe. He really skates well and has a bright future.”

Added Canucks winger Jannik Hansen: “You score three goals in that game already, you feel like you can walk on water. It’s still early. There’s a transition and those dark days of December, January and February will be the real test for him on long road trips. That’s where experience pays off.”

That said, Thornton pointed out what may set this Sharks team aside to finally produce a Stanley Cup championship. Despite Raffi Torres [knee surgery], Martin Havlat [shoulder surgery] and Adam Burish [lower body] being sidelined, the Sharks have experience, youth, speed and depth. They can confidently ice three rookie forwards (.20-year-old Mattew Nieto also scored Tuesday). It’s why Hertl is playing with the big boys, even with a language barrier.

“He’s learning every day,” said Thornton. “He has a booklet of English sayings and he’s trying. And he’s going to teach us some Czech.

“He’s big and strong and fits in well.”

The Canucks were strong in the first 10 minutes of their season opener in San Jose on Oct. 3. Chris Higgins drew a slashing minor and Jason Garrison wired a power-play slapshot from the high slot. The Canucks then turned the puck over, lost momentum and fell 4-1. And even though they’ve been impressive with back-to-back overtime comeback victories, playing catch-up against the 3-0-0 Sharks will be tough because they lead the league in goals with 17.

With Thornton, Joe Pavelski and Patrick Marleau down the middle and Logan Couture part of the evolving new leadership group, the re-set in San Jose is real.

“I don’t know if we’ve had this depth in my time here,” said Sharks coach Todd McLellan. “It can’t leave anybody comfortable and motivates our group early.”

Pushing the pace has pushed the Canucks to three straight wins, but sustainability will be the test. Mike Santorelli has earned the right to skate with the Sedins but in their own zone there must be better cohesiveness. The steadiness of Jason Garrison should help Dan Hamhuis better acclimate to a new system, while Kevin Bieksa plays with the improving Alex Edler.

“We have to be aggressive and eliminate the turnovers,” stressed Garrison. “You do that in the neutral zone and they come at you with a lot of speed and make you pay for it.”

Maybe John Tortorella put it best about what others would call a statement game or measuring stick.

“I don’t believe in the measuring stick,” said the Canucks coach. “It’s such a long year and so many things happen. It’s not measuring yourself up against another team — it’s what you’re doing as a club. I have not watched one other team. I don’t believe in counter-punching, I believe in inflicting and trying to play your style.”

OF NOTE — Sharks defenceman Brad Stuart has been suspended three games for an illegal check to the head of Rick Nash on Tuesday.

Monahan scores again — strengthening bid to remain in NHL — as Flames shade Habs 3-2

Monahan scores again &#8212; strengthening bid to remain in NHL &#8212; as Flames shade Habs 3-2 

Calgary Flames rookie Sean Monahan celebrates his first period goal — his third of the season in just four games — against the Montreal Canadiens at the Saddledome on Wednesday. The Flames won 3-2 to improved to 2-0-2 on the season. They will soon have to make a decision on whether or not to keep the rookie phenom past the nine-game mark.

Photograph by: Ted Rhodes , Calgary Herald
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Go ahead and try ignoring the countdown.

It’ll be impossible, though, especially after Wednesday — otherwise known as Game 4 of Calgary Flames rookie Sean Monahan’s nine-game rookie minimum National Hockey League stay.

In front of a Scotiabank Saddledome crowd littered with Bleu, Blanc, et Rouge jerseys — O-lay, O-lay, O-lay, O-lay-ing their way to the finish line — he, again, made the decision difficult after netting a goal, an assist, and finished a plus-two in a 3-2 Flames victory over the Montreal Canadiens. That makes it three goals and two assists in four games for the former Ottawa 67’s captain.

A minus-three heading in but without questions about his offensive abilities, Monahan hit the scoresheet early when he and wingers Sven Baertschi and Lee Stempniak capitalized on a Travis Moen turnover at the blueline in the first period. 

The 18-year-old (who turns 19 on Saturday) carried the puck in, spun around to his backhand, and offered the puck to Stempniak. The wise veteran passed it back to the savvy rookie who tapped it in past a confused Carey Price. 

The play also confused Stempniak — in a good way.

“I was pretty surprised by it, I was trying to get open,” Stempniak said. “Playing with someone like that, you try and keep your stick on the ice and you try to be ready for (the puck). But when he spun around and gave me the pass, I was surprised a little bit.

“The big thing for him, he’s learning. He’s going to the net and staying there. The coaches preach to us every day at practice: ‘just get to the front of the net and stop and put in the rebounds.’ He’s poised. Most guys would just slap it and put it in. It’s a good sign.”

Hartley also used Monahan for 1:03 of power play time in the third period as he saw 15:41 minutes of ice-time — which, again, raises the question of should or shouldn’t they send him back to junior?

The team brass can play him only five more games before his entry-level contract kicks in.

“The way he’s playing right now, I don’t see why we’d (send him back),” Hartley had said earlier in the day. “We have to put the 20 best players on the ice right now. I feel with my decision that he deserves to be out there and no one has indicated to me otherwise. So, everyone must agree with me.

“I’m sure everyone tells him (the nine game-mark is almost up). His agent is telling him, his parents are telling him, his friends are telling him . . . but overall the future of Sean Monahan, that’s not up to me.”

As for his team, however, the Flames had troubles putting the finishing touches on this one, much like their previous three outings — a 5-4 shootout loss to Washington, a 4-3 win over Columbus, and a 5-4 overtime loss to Vancouver.

After establishing a 3-1 lead after two periods, they were caught on their heels as the Canadiens started pressing. At the midway point of the third-frame, the red-hot Lars Eller finished off a P.K. Subban point blast that caromed off the end boards and onto his stick, pulling Montreal within one with his fourth marker in three games.

But the Flames managed to hang on.

“It was huge,” Stempniak said. “Not to say there weren’t some scary moments in this game. But to hang on, it’s big. We play so hard right now and for us to lose two of the first three games when we were in control is tough. But (Wednesday) was a good step for us.” 

Meanwhile, making his third consecutive start for the Flames, Joey MacDonald came up big in the second period when T.J. Galiardi was caught for tripping (a weak one) on Daniel Briere in the Flames’ zone 4:35 into the second period. 

Stopping Subban’s point shot, he tried to poke check the rebound away but Andrei Markov was waiting in his crease. 

MacDonald, the veteran of 124 NHL games, pulled out an old-school stacked-pad save and stayed in place to stop Markov again when he had spun around to make another attempt on his backhand.

His team helped him out, taking a 3-0 lead on a power play with 3:38 remaining in the second frame. A screening Curtis Glencross, who’d just been smoked into the boards by defenceman Francis Bouillon, tipped a Dennis Wideman point shot right through Carey Price’s legs.

But finally, the Habs put themselves on the board with 2:14 left in the second thanks to a Subban stick-side blast from the point that MacDonald had no hope in stopping. Mark Giordano had just taken a tripping penalty which was 52 seconds away from expiring.

The Flames had made it 2-0 with 1:27 remaining in the opening frame when Jiri Hudler bumped Jarred Tinordi off the puck behind Price’s net and fed Monahan who offered it to an awaiting Baertschi for the easy tap-in.

After Wednesday, MacDonald is 2-0-1, the Flames are 2-0-2 and yet to lose a game in regulation and host Martin Brodeur and the New Jersey Devils on Friday.  

And, as usual, Monahan — who’ll be tested mightily on the team’s five-game roadie through California (Game 10, technically, would be in Dallas on Oct. 24) — shrugged off the post-game attention.

“Yeah, obviously everyone is talking about the nine-games, but that’s not something I think about,” he said. “I just come to the rink every day like I want to be on this team. I just want to work hard and do whatever I can to stay here for the season.”

Kodland@calgaryherald.com

Follow on Twitter/KristenOdlandCH

October 09, 2013

Sick Bay Report

Justin Auger is feeling much better but still not cleared for on-ice workouts. Spleen still enlarged.

Mark Stevens has been cleared to play and should get in the lineup at some point this weekend.

Phil Baltisberger has finally got the full face shield off his helmet.
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Knights Trade

London picks up big, stay at home overage defenceman Brady Austin from the Belleville Bulls in exchange for forward Remi Elie.

Olli Maatta had two assists for the Pittsburgh Penguins the other night, so maybe London is worried he won't be returning. Either way, Austin makes their defence that much better for a forward who was spinning his wheels a bit in London.
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Hot Dog Or Holy Cow?

http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=2XwLs_ULR0o 
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October 05, 2013

London 7 Guelph 2

The streak ends with a thump.

Even when the game was 2-2 in the first period, London was the much better team. Didn't help that Guelph had to kill a lot of penalties with an already short bench.

Nichols allowed five goals and was replaced after two periods, but he was probably Guelph's best player.

Rough night for a lot of players, including young Kyle Locke, who was a -3, but at least Locke deserves a pass considering he has hardly seen the ice in the first four games. It's tough to throw a kid onto the ice in London when he didn't play Friday and hardly played last Sunday.

Walker said he's not sure who will start in Oshawa Sunday night.
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Bertuzzi/Finn

Have to show more restraint in those situations.

The original fight between Harpur and McDermid was pretty much looked after. Whether Finn/Bertuzzi got caught up in the emotion of the moment or not, I don't know, but there was no need for that.

Automatic two games apiece.

Finn will also receive some criticism for fighting a 16 year old in Tyler MacArthur. Yes, MacArthur is 6'4", but there's an unwritten code that older players don't fight rookies.

That being said, it's certainly not in Finn's character to do that and it was only his third fight in 3+ years. All I can think, given the heat of the moment, is that he didn't realize it was a rookie he was fighting until it was too late.
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October 04, 2013

Storm 7 Attack 1

Seven different players score for Guelph and other than a five-minute spurt at the beginning of the second period, the Storm completely controlled the game.

- With the arrival of Steve Trojanovic, Chadd Bauman was moved up to wing and responded with a goal and an assist.

- Trojanovic picked up his first point, an assist, as a member of the Storm.

- Justin Nichols was again rock solid in the Storm net.

- OHL leading goal scorer Gemel Smith was sent to the Attack dressing room halfway through the first period after he and coach Greg Ireland got into a heated discussion on the Owen Sound bench. Smith returned and played a regular shift for the final two periods.

- Matt Finn and Tyler Bertuzzi face automatic two-game suspensions for the second and third fights during the same stoppage afte a mini-brawl late in the game initiated by Kurtis MacDermid jumping Storm defenceman Ben Harpur. MacDermid got 2, 5, 10 and a game for instigating.

Scott Walker: “It’s extremely disappointing. That’s not what we’re about and that’s not the game we want to play. It’s a hard game and it gets emotional, but there was really no need for all that stuff.”

Forweb5minibrawl
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Trade

Guelph sends a 2015 third rounder to the Peterborough Petes for overage defencemen Steve Trojonavic.

Tojanovic is a 6'1", 195 pound puck moving defenceman who will eat minutes and give the Storm a pretty solid top four defencemen to go down to in close games.

Trojonavic had 10 goals, 17 assists and 48 penalty minutes last year. Was originally a third round pick of Windsor.

Not sure where this leaves the low man on the totem pole, Kyle Locke.
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October 03, 2013

Goalie Friday

Justin Nichols gets the start against Owen Sound. The rest of the weekend undecided. 
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Stevens

Marc Stevens still not practicing with his teammates. Skates on his own before and after practice.

Says he feels fine after mono, but spleen is still enlarged and until ultrasound shows it's back to normal size, won't be allowed any contact.

Was to get it checked again later this week.
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October 02, 2013

Storm Moves Up To 3rd in Country

Guelph now third in the weekly CHL rankings. London Knights drop to fourth.

Blainville-Boisbriand Armada (6-0) are ranked number one, with Prince Albert second.

October 02, 2013

Latta's NHL Debut

Congrats to Guelph Storm alumni Michael Latta on his first NHL game last night with Washington Capitals Latta had 6:04 of ice time in the loss to Chicago.

Latta joins former Guelph linemats Peter Holland and Taylor Beck in having made the big show.
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Domi's Four

The complaint about the league's discipline policies usually revolve around consistency.

Domi's WWF hit on McGinn nets him four games. Which given the severity of the incident seems about right to me. It wasn't predatory, it was retaliatory and a pre-emptive hit when he thought McGinn was about to hit him.

Don't get me wrong, it was a stupid move. Careless and dangerous. But others have been suspended a lot longer for a lot less. And the interesting thing to see will be a similar incident involving a player of less standing than Domi. 
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September 29, 2013

Guelph 6 London 3 and Domi's Hit

The intensity level inevitably goes up whenever Guelph and London plays, more so this season when the two are expected to be amongst the best in the country, coming into this game ranked #1 and #5.

Thought Guelph got better goaltending from Justin Nichols than London did from Jake Patterson and Guelph's players, overall, raised their intensity level moreso than London did.

Game might have been a little different had Max Domi stuck around, but he got tossed 15 minutes into the game for a head check on Brock McGinn. Domi was the best player on the ice for the first 15 mintues of the game.

The hit came as Domi was upset after being roughed up by McGinn second earlier. He anticipated another hit coming and it looked like he tried to throw a pre-emptive strike. Unfortunately the puck was nowhere near McGinn, he left his feet and his forearm hit McGinn in the head.

McGinn stayed down but was out there a shift later on the power play.

Here's pics of the incident.
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Vs. London

Max Domi, just returned by the Phoenix Coyotes, expected to play for London today.
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September 27, 2013

Guelph 5 Oshawa 1

Thought this one was going to get a little rough after Guelph jumped out to a 3-0 early lead.

The Generals' Hunter Smith and Justice Dundas in particular were a little rambunctious. But cooler heads prevailed and there was only one fight in the game, a first period tilt between Colin Suellentrop and Chadd Bauman.

Scott Walker did put Bauman on right wing for one shift against Smith in the first period, but nothing happened.

Smith ended up getting a 10-minute "get him out of the game so nothing bad happens" misconduct midway through the third period.

Thought Mancina was very positionally sound, great rebound control and very quiet in net. Fabbri had a three point night, McGinn two goals.

Guelph had a rough 15 minutes in the second period, but overall outskated the Generals most of the night.
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September 26, 2013

Auger Out

Justin Auger has mono. Will be out until he feels better and his spleen is not enlarged. Given nature of the illness, it could be a week or two or several weeks. Can't rush mono.

* * * *

Owen Sound Attack sign 6'7", 205 lb goaltender Jack Flinn. Waived through the Quebec league but only 17 years old.
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September 25, 2013

Walker and Harvey Go Waaay Back

Here's the story on Scott Walker's friendship with Todd Harvey. See, people are human!

http://www.guelphmercury.com/sports-story/4122605-lifetime-friendship-forges-something-deeper/
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September 21, 2013

Storm 4 Otters 3 (OT)

All-in-all, a pretty decent start considering the team hasn't been able to practice with a full squad yet this year. New linemates, new systems, new players .... it will all take a while to get the bumps out.

Justin Nichols was outstanding in his debut. Not exactly Thomas McCollum or Garret Sparks in style or stature, but he gets the job done.

Can't remember the last time I've seen the Storm give up that many breakaways.

Not sure if Zach Mitchell on the point is a permanent move of just a temporary one until Phil Baltisberger retrurns from injury.

Forweb1fog

Forweb2fabbrigoal

Forweb3jubo

Forweb4Dickinsonice

Fox

Dansk

Posted on September 21, 2013  | Permalink | Comments (1) 

September 20, 2013

McGinn Back

Brock McGinn is expected to be in the lineup Friday night, the last Storm player back from NHL camps.

* * * * *

I don't know if Jason DaSilva can be a good OHL goaltender. But I hope he gets a chance in Belleville.

What I do know is that people who know him a lot better than I do, both at the rink and away from it, said this is one classy kid. You always want good things to happen to good people.

* * * *

I don't know if Justin Nichols is the answer. But if he isn't, there's still time and resources to look at other options.

Ideally Nichols comes in and between he and Mancina provides steady goaltending. I don't think they'll have to be spectacular for Guelph to win games, and there won't be many nights they'll have to win games on their own. Just don't let in bad goals and don't cost the team games.

* * * *
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September 19, 2013

Alex Basso To London

Knights get overage defenceman Alex Basso, who the Storm was interested in.

Steep price: a second rounder and two third round picks.

Basso had refused to report to Sarnia this year.

Sep 19, 2013   |  Vote  0     0  

London calling: Who will challenge the mighty Knights?

The Storm is coming and the Spirit is willing but Memorial Cup hosts look to be setting up for a big year 

Looking for a repeat 

News services

London Knights' Max Domi lifts the Ontario Hockey League Championship trophy last season. The Knights enter this season ranked as the top team in Canada.

next play/pause pre 2/2 

ByTony Saxon  

GUELPH—Forget parity, this year everyone is chasing the London Knights. 

London should return the vast majority of a team that made it to last year's Memorial Cup and as host of this year's national championship tournament will be loading up at the trade deadline if need be. 

The Knights enter the season justifiably ranked as the No. 1 team in Canada. 

But hold on a gosh-darn minute. Western Conference titles in the Ontario Hockey League aren't won on paper and several teams will be taking a shot at the big bad Knights, including the Guelph Storm. The Saginaw Spirit will also be strong and don't rule out a big improvement from the Windsor Spitfires. 

Here's a pre-season look at how the West shapes up this year. 

1. LONDON KNIGHTS 

Last season: 105 points (1st) 

The skinny: The best team in the OHL last year added Montreal Canadiens first-round pick Michael McCarron and highly regarded 2014 National Hockey League draft prospect Christian Dvorak to an already impressive forward mix. 

On defence the team loses the ever-reliable Scott Harrington to graduation, but Olli Maata and Nikita Zadorov are monsters and the supporting cast, while not as well known, is deeper than just about any team's back end in the West. 

The only questions seem to be if Dale and Mark Hunter will be content with the goaltending of Anthony Stolarz and Jake Patterson and whether Bo Horvat, Max Domi, Maata and potential overager Alex Broadhurst return from NHL camps. If they do, the Knights look unbeatable. If they don't, they just look really, really awesome. 

Player to watch: McCarron chose the OHL over a college scholarship in the United States and big guys often take time to adjust. It will be interesting to see what role he plays in London. 

2. SAGINAW SPIRIT 

Last season: 71 points (8th) 

The skinny: The Spirit is strong up front and suspect on defence. The difference in Saginaw is it has Jake Paterson in net, who few would argue is the best goaltender in the Western Conference and quite possibly Team Canada's starting netminder for the World Junior Hockey Championships. 

The Spirit made deals in the past year that will bear fruit this season, as Cody Payne, Zach Bratina and Kristoff Kontos will play key roles up front. Eric Locke, he of 97 points a year ago, could return as an overager. 

The defence suffered a key loss in Dalton Young, who was released in the wake of criminal charges, but the team did add overage Justin Sefton from London to bolster a relatively pedestrian blueline group. 

Player to watch: Nick Moutrey. The former first-round pick saw a 34-point jump in his point total last season and the big winger could do the same this season. 

3. GUELPH STORM 

Last season: 84 points (5th) 

The skinny: A ranking based partially on the fact no other team, at least at this point, seems to be willing to step up to the plate and take a run at London. Guelph's management has already said it will. 

The Storm has a solid crew of high-end returning players and a second-year player in Robby Fabbri who appears on the verge of stardom. The team is still a few players away from being a legitimate contender, but management has said it will make the moves needed to get there. 

The biggest question is goaltending. The release of Michael Nishi left the team with Jason DaSilva and Matt Mancina, neither of whom has ever started a regular-season OHL game. The team will likely have to open a wallet full of young players and draft picks to shell out for a goaltender at the trade deadline. 

The team you see on Sept. 20 should not be the same team you see Jan. 11. Adding pieces to the puzzle will elevate the squad to legitimate contender status. 

Player to watch: Captain Matt Finn had a miserable 2012-13 campaign marred by injuries and illness. Healthy and motivated, the Maple Leafs draft pick could be one of the top two or three defencemen in the OHL. 

4. WINDSOR SPITFIRES 

Last season: 61 points (9th) 

The skinny: The Spits could be the surprise team of the year. They haven't gone out and added too many players, but a relatively young group that didn't make the playoffs last year could challenge for home-ice advantage in the post season. 

The team returns five of its top seven scorers from a year ago, led by 87-point producer Kerby Rychel, and has a veteran blueline group that could be second only to London's in Pat Sieloff, Nick Ebert and a healthy Slater Koekkoek, who is coming back from a bad shoulder injury. 

Up-and-coming Jordan DeKort takes over as the Number 1 goaltender and should benefit from a team that can keep the shot totals down. 

Player to watch: Koekkoek. The Tampa Bay Lightning first-rounder is a monster when/if healthy. 

5. PLYMOUTH WHALERS 

Last season: 93 points (2nd) 

The skinny: Plymouth traded solid players last season to take a run at the Knights. The team's forward group was decimated, with Rickard Rackell, Garrett Meurs, Stefan Noesen and Vince Trochek all graduated. Tom Wilson, Matt Mistele, Ryan Hartman and former Guelph Storm first-rounder Carter Sandlak anchor the forward crew, unless Wilson sticks with the Washington Capitals. 

The defence is led by Connor Carrick and Gianluca Curcuruto, with Alex Nedeljkovic the undisputed Number 1 in net. 

Player to watch: Nedeljkovic. He doesn't turn 18 until January. He was a huge surprise last season in net, but he'll have to prove that was no fluke with a much weaker team in front of him. 

6. ERIE OTTERS 

Last season: 47 points (10th) 

The skinny: The Otters have built up a solid and deep group of forwards over the last couple of years and first-round pick Dylan Strome and Washington Capitals first-rounder Andre Burakovsky only compliment the group. 

Oscar Dansk supplies steady and occasionally spectacular goaltending when healthy and might attract interest at the trade deadline. 

The real problem remains defence, where the steady Adam Pelech is joined by the average or the very young. 

The Otters should make the playoffs for the first time in a while and might even battle for home-ice advantage. 

Player to watch: Connor McDavid. The Next One is a player worth the price of admission. 

7. OWEN SOUND ATTACK 

Last season: 94 points (3rd) 

The skinny: The Attack lost three top defencemen from a year ago, as well as its starting goaltender. How well the Attack does depends largely on if and how quickly those thrust into bigger roles can adjust. 

While not deep up front, there are two solid lines, led by the likes of Cam Brace and Gemel Smith and potential all-star Zach Nastasiuk. 

The defence will be anchored by the underrated Chris Bigras, but after that it gets pretty thin. 

Fourth-year man Kyle Hope takes over as the starting netminder from the departed Jordan Binnington. 

Player to watch: Jaden Lindo. Physical specimen who had 22 points last season could become prototypical power forward in his draft year. 

8. KITCHENER RANGERS 

Last season: 87 points (4th) 

The skinny: The Rangers are very young, will probably trade their best player at some point and have a goaltender on his fifth team in five years. 

It's a rare rebuild mode down Highway 7 this season, which includes a new coach in Troy Smith. Radek Faksa should be a juicy offering at the trade deadline to aid in that rebuild. Faksa and Justin Bailey are A-listers, but there's a decided drop-off in proven talent and experience after that pair. 

There is some of both on the blueline, but it's not deep and the team is hoping overage goaltender Tyson Teichmann, who has only started more than 30 games once in his four-year career, can repeat his solid play in last year's playoffs for Mississauga. 

Player to watch: Marco Marcantuoni. The injury-plagued former first-round pick is entering his fourth year and has never topped 27 points. Could all that skill finally ripen? 

9. SAULT STE. MARIE GREYHOUNDS 

Last season: 78 points (6th) 

The skinny: An average Hounds team loses its top six scorers from a year ago, but there is still some quality up front, led by the exciting Sergey Tolchinsky, former first-rounder Mitch Dempsey and Jared McCann, one of last season's top rookies. 

The team also lost its top two defencemen in Ryan Sproul and Colin Miller, but Darnell Nurse should emerge as an all-star. 

Depth and scoring are big issues. Former Storm forward Patrick Watling as an overage. 

Player to watch: The enigmatic 6-foot-3, 215-pound Mitch Dempsey. Former first-round pick of Plymouth still trying to put it all together. 

10. SARNIA STING 

Last season: 75 points (7th) 

The skinny: The Sting got caught in the middle a year ago, holding on to players that perhaps should have been dealt to help with a rebuild. One of them, overager Alex Basso, has refused to report to the team. 

Former Sting star Trevor Letowski takes over behind the bench of a team with future potential, but not much left in the cupboard for this year. 

Nikolay Goldobin is one of the league's most exciting offensive players and blueliner Anthony DeAngelo is an underrated entity. 

After that the Sting has a whole lot of question marks and some good, but young potential. Import Vladislav Kodola is only 16. 

Goaltenders Knick Dawe and Brodie Barrick have only played a combined 21 OHL games, and inexperienced goaltending on a rebuilding team can be a tough situation. 

Player to watch: Basso, if only to see which OHL team picks up the reliable two-way blueliner in a trade. 

Canadian Hockey LeaguePre-Season Top 10

(1) Who will win the scoring title?

The answer to this question likely depends on who returns to the league from National Hockey League camps.

If he doesn't stick in the American Hockey League, Saginaw's Cory Locke should be a top contender. He is the top returning scorer from a year ago, when he finished fourth with 97 points. Max Domi, Kerby Rychel and Connor McDavid warrant consideration.

(2) Can anyone beat the Knights?

On paper, you would think not, but games aren't played on paper. The Knights have worries, namely who returns from the NHL. Domi, Bo Horvat, Alex Broadhurst and Olli Maatta could all return, or could all stick in the pros.

Guelph is committed to taking a run at the Knights and Saginaw will be a threat. In the East, Barrie and Belleville should have solid teams and Kingston in on the rise. But the strength this year appears to be in the Western Conference.

(3) Game 7 of the Memorial Cup. Who do you want in net?

Easy. Saginaw's Jake Paterson. But if he's hurt, I'm still a big Oscar Dansk fan.

(4) Who will be the OHL's most improved team?

The Kingston Frontenacs been quietly building a very good team, but it might be next year when they peak. The Windsor Spitfires will be much better this year and the Erie Otters seem to finally be ready to move out of the basement. Windsor might make the biggest jump.

(5) Who gets the first overall draft pick next year?

The Niagara IceDogs and Sarnia Sting should battle for that dubious honour.

(6) Who are the early favourites for coach of the year?

Kingston's Todd Gill, Saginaw's Greg Gilbert, Guelph's Scott Walker.

(7) Who will be the top new import?

Erie Otters' Austrian winger Andre Burakovsky, a first-round pick of the Washington Capitals, should sparkle on a line with Connor McDavid and Connor Brown.

(8) Who are some of the likely candidates to be wearing a different jersey by the end of the season?

Alex Basso (Sarnia), Radek Faksa (Kitchener), Matt Murray (Sault Ste. Marie), Jesse Graham (Niagara), Sean Monahan (Ottawa), Oscar Dansk (Erie).

(9) Is the day of the tough guy over?

No. But the day of the tough guy that can't do anything but fight is.

(10) Who is the league's most underrated player?

A tough question, but I love Guelph native Stephen Pierog in Peterborough. He does all the little things right — kills penalties, wins face-offs, will drop the gloves — and still scored 19 goals.

1. London Knights

2. Baie-Comeau Drakkar

3. Portland Winterhawks

4. Rimouski Oceanic

5. GUELPH STORM

6. Prince Albert Raiders

7. Quebec Remparts

8. Edmonton Oil Kings

9. Kingston Frontenacs

10. Kootenay Ice

Honourable mention: Barrie Colts, Gatineau Olympiques, Kelowna Rockets
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Storm Acquires Nichols

For a third round pick in 2015 (originally Plymouth's, acquired I believe in the Connor Carrick deal).

Nichols was a former third round pick of Sault Ste. Marie who was a tough sign. Wasn't getting much ice time behind Murray so they did the kid a favour by moving him somewhere he can hopefully play a bit more.

No other goaltending move announced.

Last year Nichols was 10-7-1-1, save percentage of 0.892 and a goals against average of 3.52.

He was originally drafted in the third round after posting a 1.42 GAA with nine shutouts for the St. Catharine's Falcons Minor Midgets. 

Posted on September 19, 2013  | Permalink | Comments (8) 

Don't Panic

First, lets make sure Nichols is coming to Guelph. It appears he is.

Second, let's see what they gave up for him. I can't see it being more than draft picks.

Third, this is by no means the goaltender they are locked into for the rest of the year. If the price was extremely high for the big names -- Murray, Altshuller, Festarini -- then this gives the Storm, in its mind, better goaltending for now and doesn't mean they still won't make a trade for a more experienced goaltender if and when the time comes.

If Nichols comes cheap, its worth the risk.

Posted on September 19, 2013  | Permalink | Comments (0) 

Justin Nichols

Rumours abound that Justin Nichols, the backup goaltender in Sault Ste. Marie last year, is on his way to Guelph.

GM Mike Kelly denies any deal has been made, but Kelly never confirms a trade until the league gives it the final rubber stamp of approval. Because technically a trade isn't complete until the league approves it.

Nichols is a smaller goalie and was out of the picture in Sault Ste. Marie, who are going with a rookie as backup to Mike Muray this year.

If it's true, I'm a little surprised Guelph would be interested in someone with so little experience. Not what I expected at all.

Posted on September 19, 2013  | Permalink | Comments (0) 

September 18, 2013

First Column of the Year

See Thursdays Mercury for four page season preview. 

 Here's my column that is part of it. 

Storm a contender in the making

 Tony Saxon

Guelph Storm fans shouldn't be judging this team based on the one that skates onto the ice Friday to open the season against the Erie Otters.

It is certainly already a good team, one that will almost assuredly finish in the top four of the Western Conference standings when it is all said and done. But just where it will finish remains a mystery because we don't yet know what this team will look like the day after the Ontario Hockey League trade deadline.

It will certainly be different than the one you see now.

Most important is that the team is committed to making moves that will allow it to contend this year. They might not do it as quickly as some would like or in a way some will like, but the fact that "wait until next year" hasn't been uttered is a positive for long-suffering fans sick of this team bowing out in the first round of the playoffs.

Everyone knows the Storm needs an experienced, proven goalie.

General manager Mike Kelly has been in touch with several teams to see who might be available and at what cost. That's his job. But every team in the league knows the situation Guelph is in and is likely asking for the moon — at least at this time.

But do you act now, or do you wait to see how your two young goaltenders perform, or do you wait and hope the asking price goes down closer to the trade deadline and the closer non-contending teams come to getting stuck with an older goalie that won't be back next year?

The team likely needs another minute-eating veteran defenceman, some size on the wings and — depending on how Robby Fabbri and Hunter Garlent perform — perhaps a No. 1 centre.

Another ingredient in the mix is that you don't know how many other teams are going to make moves to contend.

Saginaw seems to be the only team in Guelph's situation — where the time to strike is now. Pretty much everyone else in the Western Conference seems at least a year or more away from peaking.

That could be a good thing at the trade deadline, as teams with expendable players have trouble finding trading partners.

The core is there on this Storm team. It has a solid top three on defence with Matt Finn, Ben Harpur and Zac Leslie. The fourth defenceman, who right now is import Phil Baltisberger, has played in two World Junior Hockey Championships and competed in a men's professional league last year.

Up front the team can already throw out three very good, skilled and balanced lines. Although we don't yet know the line combinations, you can bet that all three will be capable of scoring. Depth is very good up front.

London is obviously the team to beat, but the size of the gap between the Knights and everyone else, in particular Guelph, might not be as big as everyone thinks. It should be even smaller by the time the trade deadline dust settles.
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Six games is only six games, but it has been long enough to get a few first impressions of the 2013-14 Sudbury Wolves.

For starters, if you've watched them play, or even just glanced at game sheets, it's clear this team can score.

The Wolves have topped five goals in all three of their wins, as well as in two overtime losses. They've only failed to do so once, in fact, in a season-opening -- and, fans must hope, isolated -- 10-3 loss to the Soo Greyhounds.

Sudbury's line of Mathew Campagna, Nathan Pancel and Nick Baptiste, which emerged as a top offensive threat last season, has picked up right where it left off, and then some.

Campagna, with one goal and 13 assists, is tied for the league lead in points at this early juncture. Not surprisingly, his linemates aren't far behind; Pancel, with nine goals and three assists, is sixth among league scorers, and Baptiste, with totals of eight and four, is seventh.

Secondary scoring has been key, especially in a win over the Barrie Colts on Sept. 27, when the newly-formed line of Jake Harris, Dominik Kubalik and Connor Crisp combined for 11 points.

As of Monday, Harris had one goal and eight assists, good for 26th in the OHL, while Kubalik had five tallies and three helpers, making him 28th, and Crisp had scored three goals and assisted on one other, good for 45th spot.

Timely offence from the blueline, whether from youngsters such as Conor Cummins and Stefan LeBlanc or veterans like Kevin Raine and Jimmy McDowell, has paced the Wolves to a 3-1-2-0 record.

With 31 goals, Sudbury trails only Eastern Conference rival Kingston.

And that's without centre Dominik Kahun, one of the team's most skilled offensive players, who's week to week with an upper-body injury.

All that offence has helped the Wolves make up for some dodgy defensive play. Even putting aside the shelling in Sault Ste. Marie, the locals haven't allowed less than three goals and have allowed four or more on three occasions.

They've been outshot 216-183 overall and penned inside their own zone for long stretches of some games.

Wolves head coach Paul Fixter has identified his team's defensive-zone coverage as one of its biggest projects this season, though he's already seeing some improvement in that regard.

Speaking of improvement, it looks like Wolves netminder Franky Palazzese is finding his form after a shaky start to the season. He was reliable in last Friday's win over Peterborough, allowing only one goal you'd call soft, and was superb in Saturday's victory in Barrie, earning accolades from Fixter and from his teammates, too.

If the Wolves' offence keeps ticking along, and Palazzese strings together some more quality starts, it will buy them time to keep working on their defensive play.

Onto other matters Wolves, thanks for all the feedback on my story about Wolves forward Connor Burgess (Burgess says boo-birds don't bug him), which ran in Saturday's Star.

Many readers seemed to appreciate that we went directly to Burgess, the son of Wolves owner Mark Burgess, and got his thoughts on being booed by fans at Sudbury Community Arena.

It's one thing for team management or coaches to voice their disapproval, or for fans to give their feedback, and deserve an opportunity to do so. But we saw more value in finding out how it affects the player himself, in putting a human face on the story.

We also felt it was important to bring some context into that story, so those unfamiliar with the situation might understand why fans would boo a 17-year-old hockey player.

Fairly or unfairly, Burgess's inclusion on the roster has caused controversy among Wolves fans, and clearly some of them disapprove.

But if you're wondering, no, I don't think booing him is the best way to voice that disapproval. He simply doesn't deserve it.

Credit to Burgess for having a good attitude about the situation, for speaking about it openly and not allowing bitterness or resentment to sidetrack him from working on his game.

No matter your opinion of his skill level, you can't for a second find fault with his work ethic.

And you know, watching him in last Friday's win over Peterborough, the kid was alright. He played a sound defensive game, made a nice play that led to a good scoring chance and even dropped the gloves for a fight, holding his own and surely winning some respect from some of those fans who might have heckled him only a few days earlier.

If he keeps putting forth an honest effort each game, he might keep winning them over.

Ben Leeson is a sports reporter at The Sudbury Star. He can be reached at 674-5271, ext. 249, or ben.leeson@sunmedia.ca.
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Sudbury Wolves goaltender Franky Palazzese keeps his eye on the puck as Barrie Colts forward Brendan Lemieux looks to make a play during OHL action at Barrie Molson Centre on Saturday. Sudbury won 6-3. QMI Agency
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Wolves outgun Petes

Burgess says boo-birds don't bug him

Confidence can be contagious.

And the more the Sudbury Wolves coaching staff shows in Stefan LeBlanc, the more the rookie defenceman shows on the ice.

LeBlanc scored his first and second OHL goals to help lift the Wolves beat the Barrie Colts 6-3 at Barrie Molson Centre on Saturday night.

Nathan Pancel notched a hat trick and Nick Baptiste a goal and three assists to give Sudbury its first road win of this young season and a 3-1-2-0 record.

Sudbury is now tied for second in the OHL's Central Division, and third in the Eastern Conference, two points behind the second-place North Bay Battalion, though North Bay does have three games in hand.

LeBlanc opened the scoring at even strength in the first period and tallied again on a power play in the second, then added an assist on one of Pancel’s markers.

“Obviously, it feels great,” said LeBlanc, 17, reached shortly after Saturday’s game. “It felt even better to go into Barrie’s barn and get the W, but yeah, it felt great.”

Sudbury’s seventh-round choice in the 2012 OHL Priority Selection, who toiled for his hometown team in the Ontario Junior Hockey League last season, LeBlanc has impressed since training camp. He recently found himself on one of the Wolves’ top pairings, alongside overager Kevin Raine.

“I feel pretty comfortable,” LeBlanc said. “The coaches are showing a lot of confidence in me right now and it’s helping my game a lot.”

He's earned it, according to Wolves head coach Paul Fixter.

“I was really happy for Stefan,” Fixter said. “He’s making me look stupid for playing him at left wing for a couple of games. He’s a heck of a competitor, he’s been very reliable for us and he’s turning heads and opening eyes. He was rewarded tonight offensively for a great effort defensively. You know, it’s defence first, and his goals were a direct result of his strong defensive play.”

The same goes for the rest of the Wolves, who played perhaps their most complete game so far this fall.

A short-handed stretch in the second, when the Colts got back in the game on goals by Michael Webster and Andreas Athanasiou, was as close as the Pack came to relinquishing its early lead.

It was a better effort overall, in Fixter’s opinion, than in Friday’s 7-4 win over the Peterborough Petes.

“This was a very good win for our club,” Fixter said. “We had a long, stern meeting before we left Sudbury and the players realized they had some deficiencies in their game on Friday, but they corrected those tonight and they found a way to win against a very good, very explosive hockey club.”

Sudbury led 4-0 before the Colts scored their back-to-back power-play markers in the second.

The Wolves responded early in the final frame on Pancel’s third of the night, restoring a three-goal cushion, before Barrie’s Aaron Ekblad put a puck past Sudbury netminder Franky Palazzese.

Barrie pressed for another one, but Palazzese couldn’t be beaten again and instead it was Baptiste putting things away with an empty-netter.

Palazzese played perhaps his best three periods so far, with several key saves among his season-high 42.

“I’m not a guy who likes to single anyone out, but Franky Palazzese played his best game of the year,” Fixter said. “When we needed him, especially on the penalty kill, he was very good.”

"It gives us so much confidence," LeBlanc added. "Having Franky to rely on, it's a great boost to our D corps."

Fixter also liked Pancel’s line with Mathew Campagna and Baptiste, who combined for 12 points.

As of Sunday night, Campagna was tied for first among OHL point-getters, with 14 in six games, while Pancel and Baptiste, with 12 each, were tied for fifth.

“They played the right way, too,” Fixter said. “They were committed to what we practised. But we got good efforts from everyone. For a while, we were rolling four lines, until we got into some penalty trouble and had to change things up a bit.

“This is a tough building to play in. I’ve coached here many times and it’s a tough building to play in, so to come in here and get a win is great for our club, to travel and get off the bus and put in a good effort in this game. The players are raising the bar.”

Since a season-opening loss to the Soo Greyhounds, the Wolves are unbeaten in regulation in five games. This weekend’s wins were their first in back-to-back games.

LeBlanc likes where things are headed.

“It’s really good,” he said. “We had a slow start, with that game in the Sault, but we have bounced back and we had a great weekend.”

The Wolves are off until Thursday, when they travel to Peterborough for a 7:05 p.m. start.

Two more road games follow, in Kingston on Friday and in Ottawa on Sunday.

WOLVES NOTES

Sudbury scratches were Jeff Corbett (illness, day to day), Nathan Cull (upper-body, week to week), Dominik Kahun (upper-body, week to week), Brody Silk (shoulder, long-term) and Austin Veleke.

LeBlanc was the second Wolf in as many games to pot his first OHL goal. Fellow defenceman Conor Cummins tallied his first against the Petes last Friday.

Sudbury centre Jacob Harris is 25th in league scoring with nine points. He and Campagna have one goal apiece and are the only players in the top 25 with less than two. Winger Dominik Kubalik is 27th in the OHL with eight points.

ben.leeson@sunmedia.ca

Twitter: @ben_leeson
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Connor Burgess is trying to let the boos roll off his back.

Burgess, a second-year forward for the Sudbury Wolves and the son of Wolves owner Mark Burgess, was the target of heckling fans both when introduced at his team's home opener two weeks ago and again while playing in a home game last week.

"Of course I hear it," said the 17-year-old local product, prior to Thursday's practice. "But I don't let it bother me. People have their opinions and that's fine, but I don't let it bother me. I just have to play my game. I know what I'm capable of."

Burgess's status with the local OHL team has been the subject of some controversy among local fans since Sudbury made him its third-round choice, 60th overall, in the 2012 OHL Priority Selection.

Some took issue with the Wolves' decision to draft him that high, especially as they traded second-and fourth-round picks to acquire an extra third-round choice.

Others believed Burgess might have OHL potential, but shouldn't make the roster as a 16-year-old.

But he did, and dressed for 28 games as a rookie, recording one assist and a minus-8 rating before suffering a season-ending knee injury in mid-January.

He won the Ivan Tennant Memorial Award, given out yearly to the top academic high school student among OHL players.

Burgess says he expected backlash upon entering the league, that some would say he only had a place on the roster because his father owned the team.

"No doubt, I definitely expected it," Burgess said. "But like I said before, I can't let it bother me.

"I know it's an easy assumption for people to make, because of that connection, but I have worked hard for this and I'm going to keep working hard. I'm going to go out there and keep playing the game I love."

When Trent Cull left his position as Sudbury's head coach in July, both he and president/general manager Blaine Smith downplayed any suggestion that his departure was prompted, at least in part, by a dispute with management over Burgess's place on the roster. But sources have told The Star Burgess's playing time, or lack thereof, was a source of disagreement between coaches and management.

Current head coach Paul Fixter was an associate head coach for the Kitchener Rangers last season and did not see Burgess play, as the youngster was hurt before the Sudbury ever faced Kitchener.

But while Fixter won't speak to what happened last season, either on the ice or behind the scenes, he had plenty to say about the boos this season.

"First and foremost, disappointment," Fixter said. "I'm extremely disappointed in the fans for booing a 17-year-old kid who made this hockey club. Make no mistake about it, he made this club. So that's disappointing for me. This is a great kid. He's the Ontario Hockey League student-athlete of the year. He's a bright young man who brings a lot to our dressing room. Those are areas of the game that people don't see. He's a great teammate, a hardworking kid and he's a 17-yearold player who's still learning the game, who works at it on a daily basis and works hard at it. Does he make mistakes? Absolutely, but so does every one of his teammates."

It was one of Burgess's mistakes, a turnover in last Friday's win over Barrie, that prompted catcalls. But though Fixter said he scolded Burgess for that turnover, he was pleased with his play overall.

"I think he has played very well," Fixter said. "He played on the third line against Barrie the other night and he did his job. He knows the game. Sometimes he gets caught out of position, because of his foot-speed, but it's not from lack of knowledge. He works at deficiencies in his game and I have a lot of time for people, for players, who work at their deficiencies, and this young man does. And trust me, every player in that room has a deficiency. Some just happen to be a little bit more noticeable than others. But he cares."

"He has played a third-line role and a fourth-line role. I can't comment on him as a 16- year-old player because I wasn't here and I never saw him play because he was injured. But that doesn't bother me. That has nothing to do with me. I have to worry about him as a 17-year-old boy and from what I've seen, he's been very good."

Fixter insisted he has no special instructions with regard to Burgess's playing time.

"He's a player on this team," Fixter said. "That's right from management. He's a player on this team, one 24th of this team.

"In terms of being dealt with as a player on this team, he's a part of the team, and name has nothing to do with it."

Burgess spent the summer in southern Ontario, where he lived at the home of teammate Mathew Campagna and joined him to take part in an intense off-season regimen under former NHLer Gary Roberts.

"I feel good," Burgess said. "I feel I'm doing what I have to do, getting pucks out of our zone, playing defensively. I don't have a lot of points, but with the role I'm playing, you've gotta be good in the Dzone, first and foremost. The first-and second-line guys are the ones who look after the scoring. For me, it's more about getting pucks out and being strong defensively."

He's grateful for his teammates' support.

"My team always has my back," Burgess said. "It's a great group and they're behind me 100%."

One of his biggest supporters is Campagna, who bristled Thursday at even the mention of the boos.

"Obviously, it's not all directed at him, but I thought it was disgusting," said Campagna, 19. "He's only 17. I've never seen a kid work harder over the summer. He stayed at my house and I tried to help him, so people might as well boo me, too."

He isn't convinced that those who booed Burgess represent a majority of Wolves fans.

"It's probably a minority," Campagna said. "The majority of people don't care about a guy on the third or fourth line who's grinding away. He's not here trying to be a goalscorer, he's just trying to help the team.

"The majority of people come here to watch hockey and don't care about the sideshow. Some are maybe booing Mark, because they don't like him or whatever, but they should probably put that aside, because (Connor) doesn't deserve that. He's a great kid."

ben.leeson@sunmedia.ca @ben_leeson

Wolves outgun Petes 11


By Ben Leeson, Sudbury Star 

 Saturday, October 5, 2013 3:05:30 EDT PM  

Image: 1 of 25

3 sec.

 Bookmark and Share 

Change text size for the story

Print

Report an error 

Related Stories

Wolves vs. Petes live blog

Burgess says boo-birds don't bug him

Wolves round up Colts on road

The Sudbury Wolves took it on the chin, literally and figuratively, but had their hands raised at the end of a tilt with the Peterborough Petes on Friday night.

Time and again, the Wolves overcame their defensive deficiencies with offensive outbursts, and despite being outshot 39-27, beat the Petes 7-4 at Sudbury Community Arena.

Nick Baptiste scored a hat trick and Dominik Kubalik a pair of goals. Conor Cummins, with his first OHL marker, and Nathan Pancel also scored for the home side, which improved to 2-1-2-0 and stayed unbeaten on home ice.

Baptiste’s hat trick was his first since joining the league in 2011-12.

“First in my three-year career, so it feels pretty good,” said Baptiste, who leads the locals with seven tallies this season. “But I’m more happy that we were able to battle back in the third.”

That has become a habit for the Woofers, who came from behind to beat Barrie last Friday then did it twice more to force overtime against Owen Sound on Saturday and Mississauga on Sunday.

Another habit has been scoring in the first minute, which Sudbury did for the third straight game on Friday.

This time it was Kubalik who did the honours, at just 0:23, converting a backhand centring feed from Connor Crisp to beat Peterborough goaltender Andrew D’Agostini on the Wolves’ first shot.

Things got physical a short time later, starting when Peterborough’s Clarke Seymour hit Sudbury's Evan de Haan up high and Crisp took exception, squaring off with the Petes blueliner for a lively tilt.

More fights followed – Kubalik against Mitchell Webb, Sudbury’s Matt Schmalz against the Peterborough’s Matthew Spencer and the Wolves’ Connor Burgess against the Petes’ Matt McCartney.

While those scraps excited fans, they forced the Wolves to change their lines, with Crisp serving a 10-minute misconduct and Kubalik getting attention in the dressing room, and seemed to halt the home team’s momentum, too.

Leading 3-2 in shots at one point, the Wolves trailed 16-6 at the end of the period.

One of those Peterborough drives, off the stick of Michael Clarke, knotted the score at 13:21.

Sudbury goaltender Franky Palazzese made the initial stop, but the rebound was poked underneath him and into the net.

The Wolves took two leads in the second, but the Petes battled back both times.

Baptiste scored his first of the game on a penalty shot at 2:36, after he was hauled down on a break by a Peterborough defender.

Baptiste cruised toward D’Agostini and fired a low shot that beat the Peterborough goaltender glove side.

The Petes’ Brandon Devlin replied with a power-play marker at 6:49.

Baptiste scored his own man-advantage marker at 12:56.

Stefan Leblanc made a good play to poke the puck to Baptiste in the slot area, and he used his long reach to sweep it past D’Agostini.

Peterborough answered once again before the frame was out, on Stephen Nosad’s goal at 13:48.

Eric Cornel made a nice cross-crease pass and Nosad had all kinds of net to shoot the tying marker.

Shots after 40 minutes were 28-17 for the Petes.

“We just put our heads down and got to work,” Baptiste said. “We realized there was 20 minutes left and we had to get those points.”

Pancel did get a point, scoring a power-play marker for another Sudbury lead at 1:14.

But Peterborough came back again, on a flukey goal by Nosad at 5:42.

Nosad threw a puck on net that fooled Palazzese and ended up behind the Sudbury netminder.

Kubalik gave Sudbury the lead for good at 7:24, taking a drop pass from Jake Harris and firing a nice shot past D’Agostini.

Then Cummins gave the Wolves a two-goal cushion, with a shot from the point, at 11:34.

Finally it was Baptiste, with his third of the contest, into an empty net at 19:46.

Sudbury visits Barrie tonight at 7:30 p.m. Baptiste hopes for a better defensive outing.

“It’s good that we can score seven goals,” he said. “But we need to realize we can’t do that every night. We’re near the bottom of the league in goals against and we have to focus on the systems and work hard like we have the last three games.

“If we take care of defence, the offence will take care of itself.”

WOLVES NOTES

Sudbury scratches were Jeff Corbett (illness), Nathan Cull (upper-body, week to week), Dominik Kahun (upper-body, week to week), Brody Silk (shoulder, long-term) and Austin Veleke.

ben.leeson@sunmedia.ca

Twitter: @ben_leeson
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No matter who his lab partners are, Jake Harris seems adept at creating chemistry.

The Sudbury Wolves forward, who often excels in a checking-line role, showed once again last weekend he's just as comfortable on a first-or second-line scoring unit.

With skilled centre Dominik Kahun injured, Harris was placed between Dominik Kubalik and Connor Crisp, and the trio combined for 11 points in a 5-3 win over the Barrie Colts at Sudbury Community Arena last Friday.

They stayed together through the weekend and helped the Wolves preserve precious points in back-to-back overtime losses in Owen Sound and Mississauga.

"Me and Kubalik played together before when Kahun left for the world juniors, so we got some experience playing together last year," said Harris, 18, prior to Thursday's practice. "And when we played together last year, as well, there was a lot of chemistry. And coming in with Crisp, he's a great player as well, so we had great chemistry together. Playing on a line with those two great players, I really enjoyed it."

None of that will surprise fans who have watched Harris since the Wolves made him their second-round pick in the 2011 OHL Priority Selection.

Not only did he play well with Kubalik last season, but also with former Sudbury star Josh Leivo, and never looked out of place.

While the likes of Leivo, or the top-line trio of Mathew Campagna, Baptiste and Pancel garnered more attention, Harris quietly posted very solid numbers with 16 goals and 14 assists in 54 games.

With one goal and five assists in four games this season, he's picking up right where he left off.

"Harris has been really good for us," Sudbury head coach Paul Fixter said. "And he has been good for us in facets of the game. He has been good five-on-five, on faceoffs, on the power play, penalty kill. He's a guy with a lot of upside, his compete level is very good and he's a real pleasure to coach. He has a bright future if he continues to work hard at it."

Harris earned a place on the roster as a 16-year-old, in part, because of his commitment to defensive hockey. And that commitment hasn't changed, he said, despite his more recent offensive opportunities.

"Whatever the team needs me to do, I'll try my best to fit in," Harris said. "One game, if they want me to be a third-line, defensive-role player on a shutdown line, I'll do that. And if they need me to produce, I'll try to do that, as well. Wherever coaches need me to play, I'll play."

It's that kind of attitude, Fixter said, that makes Harris a good leader.

"He's a guy you can use as an example to other players," Fixter said. "Because he'll play third line, first line, left wing, right wing, I think he'd even play defence if we asked him to. He's knowledgeable and he has good hockey sense and he's comfortable if you put him out there in any situation."

Whatever the situation, Harris hopes to help the Wolves win tonight, when the Peterborough Petes visit the Nickel City for a 7:30 p.m. opening faceoff.

To make that happen, he said, Sudbury needs a better defensive outing than in its OT losses to Owen Sound and Mississauga.

The Wolves have scored a respectable 18 goals, but allowed a league-worst 25, en route to posting a 1-1-2-0 record.

"We have allowed the most goals in the OHL, so the defensive approach, we need to work on that a little," Harris said. "But the offensive creativity throughout the lines is outstanding right now. Power plays, five-on-five, the goals we're getting are very creative and we're getting them in a lot of different ways."

Rookie defenceman Stefan Leblanc, who earned praise from Fixter for his play last weekend, also took some positives from his team's effort over three games.

"All in all, the weekend went pretty well," Leblanc said. "We had a great game here on Friday, beat one of the top teams, and on the road, we got down early, but we never quit. If you look at both those games, we scored with less than four seconds left. It's a good sign early that there's no quit in this team and, hopefully, that keeps going."

Fixter has liked his team's approach to practice this week.

"This is a hard-working team," Sudbury's coach said. "It's a team that cares about learning. We have done a lot of video and we're seeing fewer and fewer big mistakes. Let's face it, there will always be mistakes. It's not the number, but the magnitude, and we've definitely seen an improvement in that regard."

The Wolves head to Barrie on Saturday. Game time is 7:30 p.m.

Sudbury is fourth in the OHL's Central Division, and eighth in the Eastern Conference, and Fixter wants to start gaining ground.

"Points in October are just as big as points at the end of the year," he said. "But it always seems like you're scrambling to get that position, to catch another team or stay ahead of them at the end of the year, so these weekends are every bit as important. That's why I'm frustrated when we let points slip away, like we did last weekend."

He said neither he, nor associate coach David Matsos, will settle for mediocrity.

"I'm never one to talk about championships," Fixter said. "When I talk about setting the bar higher, I'm talking about work ethic, about competing, about passion. If we bring that to every game, then we have a chance."

WOLVES NOTES

Kahun and Nathan Cull remain week-to-week with upper-body injuries. Danny Desrochers missed part of Saturday's game and all of Sunday's with an upper-body injury of his own, but should be back in the lineup tonight. Defenceman Jeff Corbett, who missed some of Sunday's game due to illness, is day-to-day. Fixter said other players have missed practice due to illness, but hopes to have them in the lineup tonight.

LIVE BLOG

The Star's live blog will return for tonight's contest. Join us at www.thesudburystar.comat 7:15 p.m. for live updates and discussion.

Lizotte looking forward to hockey homecoming 2


By Ben Leeson, Sudbury Star 

 Friday, October 4, 2013 6:15:30 EDT AM  

 Bookmark and Share 

Change text size for the story

Print

Report an error 

Related Stories

Wolves' Harris happy to help out

Wolves vs. Petes live blog

Cameron Lizotte knows he'll be nervous, but doesn't intend to play that way.

Lizotte, a 16-year-old defenceman from Falconbridge and the Peterborough Petes' second-round draft choice earlier this year, will play his first OHL game at Sudbury Community Arena when his Petes visit the Sudbury Wolves tonight at 7:30 p.m.

"Obviously, playing in an OHL game, you're nervous," said Lizotte, reached in Peterborough earlier this week. "Especially playing at home, in front of friends and family, because you want to show well. You want to show you're from Sudbury and you can play hockey. I'm proud to be a part of that."

A good-sized, physical defenceman who's already 6- foot-2 and 195 pounds, Lizotte went to Peterborough's camp this year with the goal of making the team.

"I just played my game," Lizotte said. "I knew they picked me because of what I'm best at, so that was the game I played. I knew that if I did that and if I just stuck to my guns, they would like what they saw."

They did, apparently, and Lizotte made his OHL debut in last week's win over the Kitchener Rangers.

He's excited to return to the ice tonight.

"I have a lot of support back home and everyone wants to hear how I'm doing," Lizotte said. "So it's nice that they'll finally get to watch me play.

"Of course, the die-hard fans will be cheering for the Wolves, but maybe there will be a few more for the visiting team than normal. There might be a few Petes fans mixed in the crowd."

Peterborough's coaches and players have helped him settle into the southern Ontario city.

"I love the team and the staff," Lizotte said. "I'm learning a lot and having a lot of fun. Living away from home for the first time has been a pretty crazy experience, but it's very cool, too, and I'm looking forward to being here for a couple more years.

"This is a small town, not too different from Sudbury, and the people here love the game. There are a lot of die-hard fans here and they really make you feel important."

ben.leeson@sunmedia.ca @ben_leeson
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Anyone who writes regularly about any sports team would know, as I do, that the opportunity to find fault, be generally negative or succumb to a mob mentality is always close at hand. It's easy to fall into the trap of being perpetually nasty.

On the flip side, it's also safe and comfortable to live in the world of sunshine and lollipops, and never actually call a spade a spade.

I'd like to think that Wolf Tracks falls somewhere in the middle -- purposefully leaning a little on the positive side. People pay money to watch these games, so there has to be some integrity in what you write. Yet, we're talking about teenagers, so there is a fine line. The pen I've been given allows me to go in any direction I wish, and I'd much prefer to make someone's day rather than ruin one.

I make no apologies for that. There will be many fans waiting for something else in this space this week, but today you get my honest view of Wolves' world, based on a very small body of work. The club has played four games, three of which were on the road, and they have a record of 1-1-2.

So big deal.

It's not an amazing record, but it's not an awful one either. The fact that they managed to take four of a possible six points on the weekend is really nothing to be disappointed with.

Clearly, there is room to improve. To his credit, new coach Paul Fixter hasn't minced words publicly -- stating he needs better goaltending and defensive play. That's a conclusion that anyone who watched them play or even someone that can interpret statistics would come to rather quickly. They've allowed more goals than any team in the OHL so far, and need to remedy that to have any chance of becoming a serious contender.

The fact that forwards Dominik Kahun, Danny Desrochers and Nathan Cull have each missed a few or all of those games due to injury or suspension has had an impact. Is it an excuse for poor defensive play? No. But it is a factor.

For me, it's too soon to judge the coach on either his decisions or the team's record and too soon to be overly concerned about any other aspect, including goaltending. It's not like we're going on hype as it relates to Franky Palazzese -- we watched the kid carry a team on his back down the stretch and into Round 1 of the playoffs last season. He hasn't had a great start, but it's reasonable to assume he'll find his way.

More importantly, though, focusing only on the negatives would diminish some of the more impressive accomplishments in the early going. There are two players in particular who stand out for me for different reasons -- Mathew Campagna and Jacob Harris.

Before I explain, please note that other veterans such as Nick Baptiste, Nathan Pancel and Kevin Raine have continued to perform at a high level as expected and newcomer Connor Crisp has looked pretty good too.

But Campagna gets high marks because he has picked up right where he left off last season, leading the team offensively and establishing himself as a top pointgetter in the OHL. His one goal and nine points through the first four games saw him jump into a tie for second in the league's scoring race, and he has a plus-5 rating, so it would be difficult to single him out for any of the team's defensive struggles. This is a player who was being called out by fans just two years ago as a 17-year-old sophomore, when he didn't appear to be living up to expectations. There seems to be a lot more poise in his game this season, and a quiet confidence.

Meanwhile, Harris is a former second-round pick who continues to make the most of any opportunity he's given. The small but speedy centre was penciled in for the third line until Kahun went down to injury. The Georgetown native stepped in between two skilled NHL draft picks, Crisp and Dominik Kubalik, and didn't look out of place at all. Harris has six points in four games, with a plus-2 rating. All of this should not come as a big surprise, since he also went on a goal-scoring spree a year ago when thrown on a line with Josh Leivo -- again resulting from injury issues with other players.

You can't teach size or talent, so it's encouraging that the Wolves are confirming they have depth and a decent scoring touch, and are able to muscle their way to some late-game heroics. Late goals in Owen Sound and Mississauga to force overtime are a very good sign of determination.

Defensive-zone coverage is an area where a coach can have a significant impact. Decisions around line combinations and who to play in certain situations get lumped into that category.

In this space, we'll give Mr. Fixter some time to sort everything out inside his own blue-line. If he can, players like Campagna and Harris appear quite capable of making things happen at the other end of the rink.

Read Jeff Giffen's Wolf Tracks column every Thursdays during the OHL season.
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Wolves drop two in OT

Wolves' Harris happy to help out

It was one of those glass-half-full/ glass-half-empty kind of weekends for the Sudbury Wolves.

Following a big win over the Barrie Colts on home ice Friday, the Wolves were mercurial during their two-game swing south, suffering back-to-back overtime losses in Owen Sound and Mississauga.

On one hand, the Woofers showed they could score, potting 15 goals in three games.

On the other, they allowed just as many, which is more than any coach should be comfortable with.

On one hand, there were standout performances. With Dominik Kahun out due to an upper-body injury, Jacob Harris was placed between Connor Crisp and Dominik Kubalik, and together they combined for 11 points in the big win over Barrie.

The top scoring trio of Nathan Pancel, Mathew Campagna and Nick Baptiste stepped to the fore Saturday and Sunday, combining for 14 points in those two contests.

Kevin Raine and Jeff Corbett have looked good on defence. Among other blueliners, sophomore Evan de Haan is playing with renewed confidence and overager Jimmy McDowell, though he has had a tough shift or two, has chipped in with timely offence.

On the other hand, the Wolves' overall defensive play, from defencemen and forwards alike, has not yet reached the level of a team you'd call a contender.

Certainly, new head coach Paul Fixter sees his team's defensive-zone coverage as an area that needs addressing.

"This weekend, there was a lot of things to feel good about, but there were way too many negatives," Fixter told The Star on Sunday. "We're giving up too many goals and we're fighting back from behind. Some players are not playing as much as we'd like them to. We're having growing pains."

"We did have some other pretty good efforts from key players, but we need those from everyone," Fixter continued. "We can't just rely on certain guys. It will take all 20 to win games."

There was a time, not too long ago, that the Wolves might have been happy with four of six points, seeing it as a decent weekend for a young team.

But this is a veteran team, and one with depth, particularly after Kahun and Danny Desrochers return from their injuries, and judging by Fixter's comments, the bar has been set higher.

It's not that his successors, either Trent Cull or Mike Foligno before him, liked losing any more than Fixter does. But these Wolves have already announced, loud and proud, that they want to contend for an OHL title.

It's no surprise, even at this early point in the season, that Fixter should want to address any shortcomings.

"We're a resilient hockey club and the fact these guys will battle to the dying seconds is impressive. I have to compliment them on their work ethic in that regard, but it's a 60-minute game and we have to play just as hard in the middle. There's a learning curve that comes with that. We have a lot of work in front of us, we know that. We're giving points away right now and that hurts."

There's a lot of hockey to play. "The real OHL doesn't start until November," is how my editor once put it, and there is a lot of time to right wrongs. And if we're using the Wolves' season-opening 10-3 loss to the Soo Greyhounds as a starting point, they're headed in the right direction.

But it's clear Fixter doesn't want any coasting along the way.

Ben Leeson is a sports reporter at The Sudbury Star. He can be reached at 705-674-5271, ext. 249 or ben.leeson@sunmedia.ca.
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Wolves' Harris happy to help out

Nathan Pancel rediscovered his scoring touch over the weekend.

His team, however, was still searching for a road win after a two-game swing through southern Ontario.

Pancel scored twice in back-to-back contests and combined with linemates Mathew Campagna and Nick Baptiste for 14 points in two games, but the Sudbury Wolves dropped two straight decisions in overtime, 7-6 to the Owen Sound Attack on Saturday and 5-4 to the Mississauga Steelheads on Sunday.

Both times, Baptiste scored in the dying seconds to force OT, but the Wolves surrendered a power-play goal in the extra frame.

“It was tough,” Pancel said after Sunday's game. “The boys worked hard to get back in it and they deserve kudos for that, but it sucks we couldn't win those two in OT.

“We had a lot of guys, guys who have been in the league a week and guys who have been for four years, and to see those guys all chipping in, you have to give them a pat on the back for that. But losing is unacceptable.”

He'll get no argument there from head coach Paul Fixter, who sees a lot of work ahead if the Wolves are to fulfil their potential as a top team in the OHL.

“This weekend, there was a lot of things to feel good about, but there were way too many negatives,” said Fixter, also reached on Sunday. “We're giving up too many goals and we're fighting back from behind. Some players are not playing as much as we'd like them to. We're having growing pains.”

Sudbury finished the weekend with four of six points, after beating the Barrie Colts 5-3 in Sudbury on Friday. That gives the locals a record of 1-1-2-0, good for fourth in the OHL's Central Division and eighth in the Eastern Conference.

“We're a resilient hockey club and the fact these guys will battle to the dying seconds is impressive,” Fixter said. “I have to compliment them on their work ethic in that regard, but it's a 60-minute game and we have to play just as hard in the middle. There's a learning curve that comes with that. We have a lot of work in front of us, we know that. We're giving points away right now and that hurts.”

Connor Crisp had Sudbury's other goal on Sunday, while Campagna had a pair of assists.

Franky Palazzese made 26 saves in defeat.

Fixter thought it was a better overall effort than the Wolves had in Owen Sound, where Pancel and Baptiste scored two goals each and Jacob Harris and Ray Huether potted one apiece, but the Attack's Gemel Smith scored four of his own, including the man-advantage marker that ended the contest in overtime.

Owen Sound had 10 power plays in all, converting on two. Sudbury was 3-for-7.

“I have three thoughts on that game,” Fixter said. “We had too many penalties, too many dumb penalties. We had too many turnovers, too many that led directly two goals. And we had some goals against us that weren't very good.”

Troy Timpano made his first start as an OHL netminder on Saturday, making 28 saves.

“We need to be sound defensively and in goal and we weren't last night,” Fixter said. “We were fortunate to get a point in that game. We can't have these breakdowns and expect to win games and we can't take 10 penalties and expect to win. The problem with penalties, too, is guys don't get to play and other guys are too tired from killing penalties.

“Today was much different. We took some penalties at inopportune times, but we were much better defensively.”

Fixter sometimes avoids singling out players for praise, but couldn't help pointing to his top line of Pancel, Campagna and Baptiste as one of Sudbury's best over the weekend.

“They had two very good games,” Fixter said. “I also thought Crisp showed some real good energy and Kevin Raine was very solid. I'll forget someone, for sure, and we did have some other pretty good efforts from key players, but we need those from everyone. We can't just rely one certain guys. It will take all 20 to win games.”

Pancel, one of Sudbury's most consistent scorers during his two OHL seasons, hit the 26-goal mark last year, but tailed off badly down the stretch and didn't score in his final 10 regular-season games.

That trend seems to have been reversed, as he now has five goals in four games to start the current campaign.

“He had a great weekend,” Fixter said. “He's playing with confidence and he's playing hard, blocking shots, doing all of those things he needs to do.”

Pancel is happy to be reunited with Campagna and Baptiste. The trio appears to have recaptured the chemistry that allowed them to combine for 172 points in 2012-13.

“It didn't take too long,” Pancel said. “We have other lines playing great for us, too, and it's only going to get better. It's all uphill from here.”

WOLVES NOTES

Centre Dominik Kahun, listed as questionable last week, ended up sitting out the entire weekend with an upper-body injury. Fixter said he's now week-to-week, pending further tests.

Forward Danny Desrochers, who returned from a suspension on Saturday night, suffered a shot to the head late in the second period of that game and must now complete the league's return-to-play protocol.

Brody Silk remains out long-term following shoulder surgery.

Healthy scratches on Sunday included rookie forward Austin Veleke and sophomore blueliner Conor Cummins.

Asked why Cummins sat for the first time this season, Fixter said it was “a coach's decision.”

PETES VISIT FRIDAY

The Wolves return home to host the Peterborough Petes this Friday at 7:30 p.m. They visit the Barrie Colts the next night, also at 7:30.

ben.leeson@sunmedia.ca

Twitter: @ben_leeson
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Michael Laidley is living proof that a hockey career doesn't begin and end with the OHL draft.

Passed over in that league's selection of midget-age talent two years ago, the fleet-footed forward from Little Current nevertheless generated interested from major-junior teams, and even skated at the Soo Greyhounds' training camp last year, but bided his time in the hope of landing an NCAA offer.

That patience paid off earlier this month, when the son of Shane and Beryl Laidley made a verbal commitment to attend St. Lawrence University in Canton, N.Y., on a full scholarship, beginning in 2015-16.

"I always thought I could go the school route if I kept working hard and had the right mindset," said Laidley, 18. "But I definitely didn't think it would happen as fast as it did. I thought it might happen through the year, but not this fast."

After two strong seasons with the Sudbury Nickel Capital Wolves midgets, Laidley joined the Aurora Tigers, perennial contenders in the Ontario Junior Hockey League, for 2012-13. It only took a few exhibition games before St. Lawrence was ready to make an offer.

"I know a guy who plays for St. Lawrence, Kyle Essery, who is a senior this year and the captain, and he had nothing but good things to say about it," Laidley said. "He said he loved it there and I would, too. I got to tour the campus and it's really nice."

Canton village, a town of about 6,300, reminded him in some ways of his old stomping grounds on Manitoulin Island.

"It's a small university, about 2,300 students, and it has smaller classes, so I liked that," Laidley said. "And I liked the small-town feel. Outside of town, it's all farm country."

Men's hockey staff at St. Lawrence can't comment on players until they sign letters of intent, but it's not hard to find others in the hockey community willing to sing Laidley's praises.

Mark Seidel, a Sudburian who runs North American Central Scouting, an independent scouting service, has watched Laidley play since his minor hockey days and thinks he'll have a successful NCAA career.

"I'm very happy for him," Seidel said. "e had major-junior opportunities and could have played for the Soo or in different areas, but he decided he wanted to go the NCAA route and it paid off for him.

"He's a good student, which obviously helps, and as a player, he has great feet, he's a very good skater, he thinks the game well and he competes hard. I think he'll have a really good career and do really well at St. Lawrence. It's a good get for St. Lawrence and it really speaks a lot to how good a prospect he is that they would commit to him before the season even started in Aurora."

Laidley has since gotten off to a great start with the Tigers. The 5- foot-10, 170-pounder has two goals and one assist in five games.

"NHL guys have asked me about his pro upside and I tell them he's got a great coach in Aurora in James Richmond, he'll learn a lot there and he'll have a great career," Seidel added.

If Laidley gets homesick in Aurora, he won't have to look far for familiar faces. Adam DiBrina, a Sudbury native and a former Sudbury Wolves draft choice, is a second-year forward for the Tigers, and Jacob Bonin, another Nickel City native and Laidley's former teammate on the Nickel Caps, is also a rookie for the OJHL club.

Together, they've helped the Tigers get off to a 3-0-0-1 start.

"I think we'll do well," Laidley said. " think it's going to be a good year."
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Replay blog: Wolves defeat Colts 5-3

Wolves drop two in OT

Wolves are setting the bar high

Wolves' Harris happy to help out

There was no fog at Sudbury Community Arena Friday night, but for the Sudbury Wolves, memories of last weekend were getting hazier and hazier.

Seven days after having their season opener postponed due to fog in the rink, and six days after a disastrous 10-3 loss to the Soo Greyhounds, the Wolves made their long-awaited return to the Elgin Street Barn and thrilled 3,652 fans with a 5-3 win over the Barrie Colts.

“It was huge for us,” said forward Dominik Kubalik, who had two goals, including the game-winner, and two assists on Friday night. “We won our first game of the season, which was very important. Last Saturday, we lost 10-3, and it was a horrible game for us, but we practised a lot in the D-zone and we were pretty good this game.”

Kubalik’s linemates Connor Crisp, with two goals and one assist, and Jacob Harris, with four helpers, paced the Sudbury offence.

Mathew Campagna added an empty netter to help repay netminder Franky Palazzese for a solid 31-save performance.

Kubalik admitted he had been concerned about playing with Harris and Crisp, if only because he’s so used to lining up alongside injured centre Dominik Kahun.

“Before the game, when I heard I was playing with Crisp and Harris, I was worried because I play with Kuner all the time,” Kubalik said. “I thought, you know, first game, we’d be horrible on the ice, but it turned out great for me. We play good together.”

Aaron Ekblad, Jake Dotchin and Tyson Fawcett scored for the Colts. Daniel Gibl made 18 saves for Barrie, which led 2-1 in the second and 3-2 in the third, but couldn’t hold off the hard-charging Wolves.

“We found a way to beat a very good hockey club tonight,” Wolves head coach Paul Fixter said. “I give the guys a lot of credit for finding a way to do that.”

Barrie had Sudbury penned in its own zone for long stretches of the opening frame, outshooting the host squad 11-4 over 20 minutes.

But it was Crisp, on his team’s third shot, who opened the scoring with a highlight-reel marker at 18:26. He took a pass from Harris, deked through a Barrie defender and roofed a shot past Gibl.

Palazzese was solid at the other end, stopping a few point-blank shots by the Colts.

He was good in the second, too, and his team had its chances, but the visitors struck with a pair of power-play markers to erase the locals’ lead.

First it was Ekblad, with a big slapshot from the point that Palazzese may not have seen at 6:12, then Dotchin on a similar play at 19:24.

Barrie held a 25-14 edge in shots after 40.

Crisp’s second marker came at 4:53 of the third, when Kubalik took advantage of a bad Barrie line change to break in 2-on-1 and wire a pass to his linemate, who beat Gibl with another well-aimed shot.

Barrie struck back only 35 seconds later, however, on a close-range one-timer by Fawcett.

Sudbury pulled even once again at 11:07, when Kevin Raine blasted a point shot that Kubalik tipped past Gibl.

Kubalik scored this third of the night at 19:05, pouncing on a loose puck during a scramble to score his team-leading third goal of the season.

Fixter was impressed with the Crisp-Harris-Kubalik combo.

“They were fun to watch,” Fixter said. “They are very skilled and they had some nice chemistry, too, but they also played responsibly in the D-zone and generated their offence from defence.”

That also went for the rest of his team, who were much better defensively than in their loss last weekend.

“We held a very explosive hockey club to one 5-on-5 goal,” Fixter said. “That’s impressive.”

Barrie pulled its netminder, but Campagna put things away at 19:47.

Crisp said the Wolves made a statement with their win.

“It was only a matter of time,” he said. “We had a good week of practice, worked on our forecheck, our breakouts, our PK – that stuff can be tough to do, but it was a great week.”

He said the Wolves weren’t worried when Barrie retook the lead in the third.

“We just had a lot of confidence on the bench,” he said. “We started to click.”

Sudbury visits Owen Sound Saturday night in a 7:30 p.m. start, then Mississauga on Sunday at 2 p.m.

The Wolves return home to play Peterborough on Oct. 4.

WOLVES NOTES

Sudbury was without Danny Desrochers (suspended, eligible to return today), Nathan Cull, (suspended, eligible Sunday), Kahun (upper body, hurt at practice Tuesday) and Brody Silk (shoulder, long-term). Kyle Capobianco was listed as a game-time decision and did take warmup, but did not play.

GAME RESCHEDULED

Sudbury’s home opener against the Soo Greyhounds, originally scheduled for last Friday but called off due to fog in the arena, has been rescheduled for Dec. 10 at 7:30 p.m.

Those who purchased tickets for the home opener can redeem them for the rescheduled game, or any other regular-season contest, depending on seat availability.

ben.leeson@sunmedia.ca
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Sudbury Wolves goalie Franky Palazzese, keeps his eye on the puck during team practice on Thursday afternoon. The Wolves face the Barrie Colts tonight at the Sudbury Community Arena. GINO DONATO/THE SUDBURY STAR 

It wasn't Franky Palazzese's first rodeo, nor the first time the bull got the better of him.

The Sudbury Wolves' overage goaltender, who allowed eight goals on 28 shots in a season-opening 10-3 loss to the Soo Greyhounds last Saturday, remembers being in a similar situation as a rookie with the Kingston Frontenacs three seasons ago.

"We lost 10-3, same thing, to Erie when I was over there," Palazzese said before Thursday's practice. "And I actually happened to be in for the whole game. I wasn't taken out, for whatever reason, but it happens. I have seen it happen to NHL goalies, I have seen it happen to my goalie partner (in Kitchener), John Gibson. It happens to great goalies. Anyone can have an off night and I think collectively, as a group, we had an off night."

What matters now, Palazzese said, is what the Wolves learn from their disappointing start to the season.

"I think maybe it was a sign," Palazzese said. "That's what I'm believing in, that it was meant to happen, for a reason, and we're just going to have to move on from it. We have three games this weekend and you win those three, and that's put to rest."

The first is a visit from the Barrie Colts, tonight at 7:30 p.m.

The Wolves hit the road after that, for games in Owen Sound, Saturday at 7:30 p.m., and in Mississauga, Sunday at 2 p.m.

"The true test of our response will be on Friday against a very good hockey club, Barrie," Wolves head coach Paul Fixter said. "The guys have practised hard and they seem to understand the message we have had from the video and during practice, so we'll see how they respond.

"They were embarrassed on Saturday night, but it's not how you fall, it's how you get back up."

He called his team's defensive- zone coverage against the Soo "atrocious."

"We gave up 10 goals on 32 shots," Fixter said. "The thing is, watching the video, I can't fault our effort. Every single scoring chance they had, we had players back, but not doing anything. We made the effort to get back there, but the execution was horrendous."

But it's a mistake, he said, to interpret that lack of execution as a lack of familiarity with systems.

"That's a load of crap," Fixter said. "Defensive-zone coverage hasn't changed that much. Playing defence is about hard work and commitment. I think we overuse that word 'systems.' The game hasn't really changed that much over the years, other than the power play and the penalty kill, and yes, some teams do forecheck a bit differently, but people talk too much about systems. The system is if they have the puck, get it back, and if you have it, keep it."

He has little doubt about Palazzese's ability to bounce back.

"Franky's fine," Fixter said. "There were a few he'd like

back, for sure, and he was upset with his performance, as I would expect him to be, but when you're a 20- year-old, you have seen and been through a lot and he'll be OK."

Forward Nathan Pancel, one of Sudbury's goal scorers last Saturday, says his team has taken valuable lessons from the lopsided loss.

"Seeing video was huge," Pancel said. "After we saw that, we kind of broke down exactly what went wrong, we addressed what went wrong, we brought it to our attention and we've been working hard on it all week. It's been good, seeing what went wrong and improving on it.

"We always need to learn from the game, but we kind of have to put it past us, in a sense, and move on. We need to do what we do best and move forward together as a team, to push the boys and focus on the next win."

To beat high-powered Barrie, Pancel said, the Wolves need to keep things simple.

"We need to be responsible in the D-zone," he said. "We can't let all those shots on our goalies. We should never allow as many shots as we did against the Soo."

Fixter likes the way his veterans have taken charge.

"Your leaders have to lead and to take responsibility for the team in the room," he said. "And ours have done that this week. They have been really good. We had a good skate on Sunday, call it a bagger if you want, and our leadership group was outstanding and they have moved on the rest of the week with purpose.

"I'm looking forward to this weekend. We play three very good teams, two conference teams and it's interesting that, even though it's early, we're being tested."

WOLVES NOTES

Forward Dominik Kahun is questionable for tonight's game after suffering an upper-body injury during Tuesday's practice.

Fellow forwards Danny Desrochers and Nathan Cull are serving suspensions and can return Saturday and Sunday, respectively.

LIVE BLOG

The Star's live blog will return for tonight's contest. Join us at www.thesudburystar.com/2013/09/27/wolves-vs-colts-live-blog-at-715-pm at 7:15 p.m. for live updates and discussion.
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Just one game into the season, I really didn't want to spend a whole column discussing a lopsided loss. Three periods do not a season make.

But the more I thought about it, it became evident that the opening weekend, with a fog-out on Friday at home and the stinging 10-3 loss in Sault Ste. Marie a night later, will find a way back into numerous columns, articles as well as coffee shop or watering hole discussions throughout the course of the 2013-14 season.

If the Wolves needed a wake-up call, their rivals to the west were more than happy to oblige. And the shock of that defeat was a defining moment -- one the Wolves would like to forget, but a defining moment nonetheless.

The way I see it, there are really two paths forward. They can use it as the wake-up call I referred to and get the ship heading back in the right direction -- or allow self-doubt to take over and spiral downward rather quickly. The fact that the Eastern Conference favourites, the Barrie Colts, will provide the opposition on Friday night at the Sudbury Arena only adds to the intrigue.

New head coach Paul Fixter was pretty candid in his comments afterwards about his team's lack of effort, and noted that his players may have started to believe all the media stories that pegged them as one of the teams expected to compete with the Colts for an Eastern title. If both of those assessments are true, then the game against Barrie offers another defining moment. It's a chance to demonstrate their work ethic to the new coach, and prove the hype is warranted by re-establishing themselves as a potential contender.

One thing worth pointing out is that this type of start is not unprecedented for a Wolves team expected to succeed.

As a matter of fact, in 2006-07, when Sudbury lost to Plymouth in the OHL Final, they actually opened the season with a 10-4 loss to the then-Mississauga Ice Dogs. Yes, a couple of the Wolves' top players were still away at NHL camps, but they iced a pretty good team that night and were badly outplayed in front of 4,867 fans at the Sudbury Community Arena. The shots that night were 48-22 for Mississauga.

A week later, the Wolves pounded the St. Michael's Majors 6-0 and got back on track.

Another good example of a strong team that got off on the wrong foot was the 1999-2000 squad under head hoach/general manager Bert Templeton. That club nose-dived to an 0-5 start and was outscored 26-8 during that span. They ended up finishing the regular season with a record of 39-23-5-1 and lost to the eventual Memorial Cup champion Barrie Colts in Round 2 of the playoffs on a controversial overtime goal in Game 7.

It's proof that judging a team too early might be a mistake.

If there's any excuse worth printing in defence of Saturday's ugly defeat, it's the fact that a number of players were away at NHL training camps and arrived only days before the start of the season. The distraction of the fog-out on Friday could have been considered, too, if it wasn't for the fact they faced the same opponent both nights. It didn't seem to bother the Greyhounds in any way.

A young Wolves team made a name for itself by knocking off Brampton in Round 1 of the playoffs last season.

That chapter was closed abruptly on Saturday.

While most of the names are the same, and only a few months have passed, this is now considered an experienced group. That's how junior hockey works, and with age comes a new set of expectations.

The opening sentence in the new chapter was difficult to read and didn't make a lot of sense. But there's still time for the rest of the book to become a best-seller.

Jeff Giffen's Wolf Tracks column appears Thursdays during the OHL season.
Sudbury Wolves leadership group being tested 2


By Ben Leeson, Sudbury Star 

 Tuesday, September 24, 2013 6:32:40 EDT AM  

 Bookmark and Share 

Change text size for the story

Print

Report an error 

Related Stories

Wolves open with lopsided loss

Replay blog: Wolves defeat Colts 5-3

Mathew Campagna may be the longest-serving Sudbury Wolf, but he remembers well what it was like to be a 16-year-old rookie.

He remembers how he looked to his veteran teammates, such as then-captain Marcus Foligno, for guidance when the going got tough.

Three years later, there's a new crop of rookies who need battle-tested vets, including captain Kevin Raine and alternates Nick Baptiste, Jeff Corbett and Campagna, to lead the way.

"I'm one of the oldest guys and I know I have to play that role," Campagna said. "A lot of guys would look to Marcus and if he was going, we were going, and if he wasn't, then we wouldn't be as worried about it.

"I have to help more and be better, offensively and defensively, to help the team."

That help is needed as much as ever, too, after the Wolves opened OHL regular season with a 10-3 loss to the Soo Greyhounds.

A lights-out night for Soo scorers Jared McCann and Sergey Tolchinsky, combined with Sudbury's sloppy defensive outing and goaltending performance below what we're used to seeing from overager Franky Palazzese, made for a perfect storm as Essar Centre in Sault Ste. Marie.

Only 24 hours earlier, the Wolves' scheduled season opener was postponed due to foggy conditions inside their own rink.

All in all, a weekend the Wolves would love to write off.

There's a chance to get back on track, of course, when the Barrie Colts visit the (hopefully fog-free) Elgin Street Barn this Friday at 7:30 p.m.

Barrie, a favourite to win both the Central Division and the Eastern Conference, will provide a stern test, but that may be exactly what they the Wolves need.

It's the perfect opportunity for their new leadership group, from coaches Paul Fixter and David Matsos to players such as Raine or Campagna, to make a statement about how this team responds to adversity.

And to make that statement on home ice.

It's a long season in this league and the Wolves will surely have their share of ups and downs, whether or not they live up to all their pre-season promise. They'll surely face adversity again, but their response this week will speak volumes about how well-equipped they are to deal with that adversity.

"I've never been spanked 10-3 like that, but the towel's not being thrown in," Campagna said. "We just need to learn from it and get back to work and hopefully, we'll bounce back."

Ben Leeson is a sports reporter at The Sudbury Star. He can be reached at 705-674-5271, ext. 249 or ben.leeson@sunmedia.ca.
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Wolves fogged out in home opener

Crisp makes big impression

Wolves leadership group being tested

Replay blog: Wolves defeat Colts 5-3

Many have predicted the Sudbury Wolves will climb to new heights this season.

If they do, they'll have to start from the bottom.

Sudbury suffered a 10-3 loss to the Soo Greyhounds in the regular-season opener for both teams at Essar Centre in Sault Ste. Marie on Saturday night.

Sudbury tied the game 3-3 on Dominik Kubalik's marker at 6:44 of the second period, but the Soo exploded for five unanswered goals by the end of the frame, then added two more in the third.

Saturday's game was originally scheduled as the second in a home-and-home series with the Hounds, but instead served as the season opener after Friday's game was called due to fog inside Sudbury Community Arena.

“When you don't show up to play, you get handed your asses, and we were handed ours tonight,” said Wolves head coach Paul Fixter, reached via cellphone after Saturday's game. “Last night, the arena was foggy, and tonight, we were foggy.”

Jared McCann, with four goals, and Sergey Tolchinsky, with a goal and three assists, paced the Soo offence. Tyler Gaudet scored one goal and assisted on two others, while Dylan Staples, Jorgen Karterud, Brandon Hughes and Michael Bunting potted singles.

Andrew Fritsch, Trent Mallette and Patrick Watling tallied two assists each.

Nathan Pancel and Nick Baptiste scored Sudbury's other goals, both in the opening period. Mathew Campagna assisted on both.

Sudbury's overage netminder, Franky Palazzese, allowed eight goals on 28 shots and was replaced to start the third by rookie Troy Timpano, who allowed two goals on four shots.

Fixter refused to pin the loss on Palazzese.

“It was a tough night for him, but it's going to be a tough night when the team in front of you doesn't play defence,” Fixter said. “When you get that, you're going to get a stupid amount of goals. It's not just the fault of the goalies and I won't put it on them, but I won't let them off the hook, either.”

Campagna, too, said the whole team shares the blame for the game's outcome.

“Our defensive play was bad,” he said. “A lot of guys were not were they should be and that's why they had a lot of chances to score,” Campagna said. “A lot of guys are coming back, too, so they're getting used to the systems.

“A lot of the goals Franky had were back-door goals, stuff like that. We're not throwing in the towel, but this just shows you can't take any team lightly.”

The Wolves outshot the Hounds 8-4 in the final frame, but couldn't beat Soo starter Matt Murray. He stopped 29 shots in all.

Sudbury had many of its youngest players on the ice in the final 20 minutes.

“The good thing is this happened in Game 1 and we have 67 to go,” Fixter said.

As for his message to players after Saturday's game, Fixter said “it was pretty short.”

“I told them to wake up,” Fixter said. “I said to wake up, stop reading your press clippings and get back to work.”

And if his team did get caught believing its own hype, Fixter said, losing to the Soo should have changed that.

“I haven't all along, I told you that,” Fixter said. “And if that's a message that needed to be sent, it was sent by the Soo Greyhounds, loud and clear: We have to wake up.”

They'll have to rest up, too, for what will be a series of tough practices leading up to Friday's home game against the Barrie Colts, a 7:30 p.m. start.

“It won't be a fun week,” Fixter said.

WOLVES NOTES

Sudbury was 0-for-3 on the power play, while the Soo made good on two of three man-advantage chances.

Sudbury scratches were Danny Desrochers and Nathan Cull, both serving suspensions received last season; Austin Veleke and David Eccles, both healthy; and Brody Silk, due to a shoulder injury.

Desrochers is eligible to return to the lineup this Saturday in Owen Sound, while Cull can come back for Sunday's visit to Mississauga.

ben.leeson@sunmedia.ca

Twitter: @ben_leeson
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Connor Crisp stepped into the spotlight -and out of the crease -last season.

The Sudbury Wolves' newest forward, best known at one time for filling in as the Erie Otters' emergency goaltender, has since made his mark as a power forward in the OHL.

With 22 goals in 2012-13, he got himself drafted in June and traded to Sudbury, along with defenceman Jimmy McDowell, earlier this month.

And, quite happily, he gave himself something to talk about other than his stint in goal.

"Yeah, for sure," Crisp said with a smile. "After two years, everyone has heard that story."

When the sturdy 6-foot-4, 225-pounder from Alliston, Ont., finally arrived in the Nickel City on Monday, after attending the Montreal Canadiens' training camp, he was eager to get started.

"I was pretty excited to get here and finally get on the ice and get everything figured out," Crisp said. "I have heard a lot of good things about Sudbury and I like the direction the team is going this season, so when I got the call (that I had been traded), I was excited."

Asked what he added to his game during his breakout season that will help him during the current campaign, Crisp pointed to confidence.

"I didn't really play the year before because of my shoulder, so when I came into last year, I was kind of lacking confidence," Crisp said. "But then things really got rolling for me, I was feeling better, and the points started to come back.

"Now I feel good, both mentally and physically."

Crisp was acquired, in part, to replace some of the offence Sudbury lost when scoring star Josh Leivo was traded away last January, as well as some of the grit and goals Brody Silk was expected to provide before being lost long term to a shoulder injury.

"I hope to bring an all-around game, some toughness and some offence up front," Crisp said.

He made a few trips to Sudbury during his minor hockey days to play in tournaments, and has family in Parry Sound, less than two hours' drive down Highway 69.

"It's kind of nice because, obviously, it's closer than Erie," he said. "And it's good to be back in Canada, too. It's nice not having to cross that border all the time."

Crisp spent some time on a line with skilled imports Dominik Kahun and Dominik Kubalik during practice this week, and the trio was to play together in Friday's season opener, but that game was postponed due to fog.

Other than McDowell, it was all new faces in the dressing room, but Crisp said he felt welcome.

"It has been good," he said. "I talked to the guys and to the staff and you know, first impressions mean a lot and this has been a good one."

Head coach Paul Fixter has been just as impressed with his new forward.

"He has a presence," Fixter said. "As soon as he walks into the room, his physical size commands attention and he brings that to the ice, as well.

"He had a tremendous camp in Montreal, impressed a lot of people there. He's a hockey player, he looks like a hockey player, he's a man and everything about him is impressive. He's a tremendous young man and he had made a great first impression on us."

Many pundits have picked the Wolves to finish at least top three in the Eastern Conference, and several Sudbury players have said their goals include both the J. Ross Robertson Cup and a berth in the Memorial Cup national championship tournament.

As of this week, Crisp wasn't quite ready to talk title, though he knows the Wolves will soon see how they stack up.

"It's early in the season and there are a lot of good teams out there, in the East and in the West," Crisp said. "We'll find out."

The Wolves visit the Soo Greyhounds tonight in a 7 p.m. start.
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Wolves open with lopsided loss

Replay blog: Wolves defeat Colts 5-3

Kevin Raine's first game as captain of the Sudbury Wolves was over almost before it started.

Foggy conditions at Sudbury Community Arena on Friday night forced the Wolves and the visiting Soo Greyhounds off the ice just 1:21 into their regular-season opener and, after a delay of nearly an hour and a half, Raine heard the news he had feared – the game would be postponed.

“We came here to work,” said Raine, wearing his shirt and tie and a stern expression. “But we got sent home early and this is not the kind of job you want to be sent home early from.

“Guys had their families come in from out of town, mine came 14 hours from Dryden, Ont., to watch me play and now, they're not going to get to watch me play. I know they're disappointed and I know others are disappointed, too.”

Even two hours before game time, warm, humid conditions at the Elgin Street barn had a fog hanging over the ice and arena crews busy wiping down the glass.

The fog appeared to lift a little shortly before game time, but set in again as the building filled with fans.

A pre-game pyrotechnics show may not have helped.

“It was dangerous,” Raine said. “There was one shot in that entire (1:21) and I didn't see it, Franky (Palazzese, Sudbury's goalie) didn't see it.”

Officials weren't long calling a halt to the action and the arena crew went back to wiping things down, with little effect.

Sudbury Fire Services brought in large fans in an attempt to clear the fog, but that didn't help, either.

Finally, after a conversation with OHL commissioner David Branch, Wolves president/general manager Blaine Smith took the microphone himself and announced the game would be postponed.

Fans responded with a chorus of boos.

“Because of the high glass and the lack of airflow, the fog wasn't lifting as much as it should,” Smith said. “And if it did, it would just come back as the heat built up.

“Obviously, we're very disappointed. We were very excited to start the season, with all the hype and all the fan support here. I'd like to apologize to the fans here and the fans from the Sault who travelled here. This was the last way we wanted to start the season.

“We're disappointed with the arena, in the sense that it's not equipped to extract fog and humidity fast enough and I don't want to beat a dead horse, but we do have one of the oldest arenas in the league and this is one more example of what can go wrong.”

Smith said tickets purchased for Friday's game will be honoured for the next home game, a visit by the Barrie Colts on Sept. 27, or for any other regular-season contest, depending on seat availability.

He said the Wolves hope to make an announcement soon as to when the postponed game will be played.

Paul Fixter was to make his debut as the Sudbury's new head coach on Friday, but will have to wait until tonight, when the Wolves visit the Greyhounds in a 7 p.m. start.

“We're disappointed and the players were really looking forward to their home opener,” Fixter said. “But it was the right decision. It was dangerous out there. I could not see beyond the red line. It was the right decision by the league.”

“We still haven't lost in Sudbury, so that's the good thing,” he added with a smile. “But the players were excited. For some of them, this was their first chance to play OHL hockey.”

Few players or fans were as excited as Trudy Corbett, the mother of Wolves defenceman Jeff Corbett, who travelled from Uxbridge, Ont., to celebrate her son's 19th birthday and watch the game.

“I thought it was going to go,” she said. “My son was watching the game from Calgary, too, and we all thought it was going to go, but then it didn't and we were all so sad.”

She was already planning a trip to the Sault, however, and will be at Essar Centre for tonight's contest.

“It's Jeff's birthday today and we were making a weekend out of it,” she said. “It's just too bad we won't see the home opener.”

ben.leeson@sunmedia.ca
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Nick Baptiste swore five months ago he'd take his game to another level, for his own good and that of the Sudbury Wolves.

Now back in the Nickel City, he's confident both he and his teammates are ready to reach new heights.

"Nothing short of winning an OHL championship," said the 18-year-old right-winger, shortly before practice Thursday. "That's the motto of this season. Last season, towards the end, we made some deals to build for this season. And we made some deals this season to make sure we had the best team going forward. So I think, for us, it's nothing less than getting to the finals and winning an OHL championship."

Sudbury opens the regular season tonight, when the Soo Greyhounds visit Sudbury Community Arena for a 7:30 p.m. start.

Baptiste has enjoyed a stellar second half to 2012-13, emerging as a scoring star and a solid two-way performer for the local club. When Sudbury was eliminated from the playoffs, he joined the national under-18 team and played a key role in its world championship victory.

That helped convince the Buffalo Sabres to make him a third-round pick in the NHL Entry Draft, and he repaid them with a strong showing at the team's rookie and main training camps.

"I feel for sure I'm a better player at both ends of the ice and I'm excited to show that and contribute to the success of our team," Baptiste said.

He finally returned to the Elgin Street Barn this week, to rejoin a club many believe has a legitimate shot at the OHL title and a berth in the Memorial Cup national championship tournament.

"I'm very excited," Baptiste said.

"We have a really good group, a great new staff that has been in the league a while and we're all excited heading into the season."

That optimism is shared by Wolves head coach Paul Fixter, though his focus is on the shorter term and securing two points tonight.

After a solid pre-season and with several players back from pro camps, he's eager to see his full roster in action.

"What I want to see them do is what I know they're capable of doing," Fixter said. "We have had some pretty good players who have been away at NHL camps and our expectations for them will be very high.

"What we've shown in three exhibition games is that we have a good nucleus and now we're adding in some senior guys and we're expecting them to lead the way. We like what we've seen in terms of work ethic and guys buying into our systems and executing. What guys need to understand is now is it's for real. Everything is ramped up. The first game is just as important as games at the end of the season."

Sudbury winger Dominik Kubalik is one of those who recently returned from a pro camp, with the Los Angeles Kings.

He practised this week with centre Dominik Kahun, his linemate last year, and new left-winger Connor Crisp.

"I think we've got a better team than last year, for sure," said Kubalik, 18. "I think it's going to be alright. Hopefully we make it to the playoffs and do well and we'll see what's going to happen.

"We have to play better than last year in the defensive zone. We've been working on it a lot and hopefully everything is going to be good."

The Wolves return to the ice Saturday when they travel to the Soo for a 7 p.m. start.

CULL, DESROCHERS OUT

Sudbury's active roster stands at 24, but only 22 play-e rs will be available for tonight's game. For wards Danny Desrochers will serve two games and Nathan Cull three or suspensions they received in last year's postseason.

BLOG IS BACK

The Sudbury Star's live game-night live blog will return for Friday's season opener.
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Kevin Raine has made his mark on the Sudbury Wolves.

And the Wolves, in turn, have put their mark on the hard-hitting defenceman, in the form of a letter 'C.'

The team announced Wednesday the 20-year-old Dryden, Ont., native had been named captain for the 2013-14 OHL season.

Veterans Mathew Campagna, Jeff Corbett and Nick Baptiste were named alternates, and will wear letters when the Wolves open the regular season against the Soo Greyhounds Friday at 7:30 p.m.

“It was definitely an honour to hear I was named captain,” Raine said Thursday evening. It was something I was almost expecting, but it was really cool to hear it officially.

“I heard through the rumour mill that it might happen, to I had kind of prepared myself for it, but when I did, I couldn't help but smile.”

Raine emerged as a leader shortly after he arrived in The Nickel City last in a trade with the London Knights last January.

A depth defenceman for powerhouse London, he received more minutes and greater responsibility for a relatively young Sudbury squad, and handled both well.

That track record, and his effort this pre-season, helped make him an easy choice for captain, according to Wolves head coach Paul Fixter.

“Kevin has shown leadership for us since Day 1,” Fixter said. “He comes from a winning program in London and he exudes the kind of leadership qualities that make him a special player. It was an easy choice.”

What took a little longer, for Fixter, associate coach David Matsos and Wolves management, was deciding who would wear the team's three As.

“We had a lot of good candidates and wanted to make sure we made the right choice,” Fixter said. “There are a lot of guys who were left off the list who are part of our leadership group.

“The league only lets you have three, but if we could have six or seven, we would. There have been a lot of great leaders who don't have a letter on and we're fortunate to have some of those.”

Raine said is mentality would be the same, letter or no letter.

“It's one thing to be liked, but another to be respected, and I think I have respect in the room,” he said. “I'm not always joking around, I'm serious when I need to be, but I can be light at the same time.”

It's not only Sudbury coaches and players whom Raine has impressed these last several weeks.

Though he wasn't selected in the NHL Entry Draft, he was invited to the Toronto Maple Leafs' prospect development camp in July, then its rookie and main camps earlier this month.

He got a good, long look from Leafs brass and wasn't sent back to Sudbury until Tuesday.

“It was a lot of fun,” Raine said. “I got a taste of being a pro and I learned a lot.

“Now I know what to expect and what I learned, I hope to apply here with the Wolves.”

With Baptiste, Campagna, Dominik Kubalik and Franky Palazzese also back from camps, Sudbury has a full roster for Friday's game.

Many are picking the Wolves to finish near the top of the Eastern Conference this season, and even challenge for a championship.

“We want to get off on the right foot,” Raine said. “We want to do all the little things right and look after our defensive zone before we worry about offence. If we play a tight game defensively and keep our feet moving, the offence will come from there.”

ben.leeson@sunmedia.ca

Twitter: @ben_leeson
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Crisp great addition to Wolves

Giffen column: Young Burgess in tough spot

Thibodeau cut, Wolves down to 3 overagers

Giffen: Campagna, Harris looking good early

Taylor Dupuis was the first, but you knew he wouldn't be the last.

The 19-year old goalie from New Liskeard was traded to Sarnia this week in a move that really benefits both the Wolves and their former player. And the fact that GM Blaine Smith was able to pry a sixth-round pick out of the Sting is a compliment to Dupuis and a gift to the club he's leaving. The kid looked good enough in the pre-season to convince another team he was worthy of a shot at being a number one goalie in the OHL.

Simply put, the return of overage goalie Franky Palazzese from his tryout with the Edmonton Oilers made Dupuis expendable. There is little doubt who the king of the crease will be in Sudbury this season, and the opportunity to allow highly touted 15-year-old Troy Timpano to be Franky's understudy is far too enticing for the Wolves to pass up. Timpano will no doubt feel like he's drinking from the fire hose as he soaks up all of Palazzese's experience, but the benefits are sure to be felt in the Wolves organization for years to come.

Future, meet present.

When the Wolves chose the Pickering native in the second round, 27th overall in April, there was little doubt where he would be playing this season. Timpano has the added distinction of being the first goaltender taken in the OHL Priority Selection, which comes with the pressure of being the kid everyone else measures up to. Sounds a little like a burden, but he wouldn't be in that position if he didn't like the spotlight. It comes with the territory, and the position.

Without question, there is a slight risk in all of this. Sudbury is poised to be a contender in the Eastern Conference and a rookie backup between the pipes leaves the roster vulnerable. But there will be plenty of time to gauge that going forward, and if it becomes necessary, there are always veteran goalies available closer to the trade deadline as younger or weaker clubs enter into rebuild mode.

Besides, Dupuis has done everything right as a Wolf. He looks capable of playing more and deserves a shot to do so. That opportunity didn't exist here.

As noted, don't be surprised if there is a trickle effect throughout the roster.

With the return of overage defenceman Kevin Raine from the Maple Leafs' training camp, all available weapons are back in the fold in time for Friday's regular season and home opener against the Soo Greyhounds.

And there are actually too many solid veterans in the mix. It has been a long time since we've been able to say that. In fact, I honestly can't remember a situation like this in Sudbury. When the Wolves went to the OHL final in 2007 under Mike Foligno, there was a solid core to start the season, but nowhere near this much depth. And even dating back to the late 1990s, Bert Templeton had some big-time stars on the top two lines, but was beating the bushes to find players who could solidify his roster.

For starters, there were four 20-year-olds on the roster as of Raine's return, and you can only play three any given night. You knew Palazzese was a lock, and the veteran presence that Raine and newcomer Jimmy McDowell bring are very much needed on the blueline. So it left tough winger Chad Thibodeau as the most vulnerable, which is an absolute shame given how hard this kid played since coming over in a trade with the Greyhounds two seasons ago. Most notably, he developed his game to the point that he has become a dependable forward defensively, and was even finding a way to score and create offence in the pre-season. You'd love to keep them all, but they all want ice time. So Thibodeau was released to give him an opportunity to play elsewhere.

Despite the allure of being on a potential contender, there are some other forwards with experience who may not want to be relegated to fourth-line ice time. The possibility of second-or third-line duty somewhere else can often be a better career move. It depends on the kid and their aspirations.

The sixth-rounder for goaltender Dupuis and any other picks GM Smith might acquire in the coming weeks will be money in the bank a few months from now. If things go according to plan, the additional picks may come in handy to acquire a player or two to help take a run at a championship.

Of course, I'm getting way ahead of myself, since the real season hasn't even started yet. But fans are hoping a 3-0 exhibition record is a sign of things to come.

Jeff Giffen's Wolf Tracks column appears Thursdays during the hockey season.
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Raine returns as Wolves reduce roster

Thibodeau cut, Wolves down to 3 overagers

Much of the Sudbury Wolves' success this season depends on the impact of veterans, such as forwards Mathew Campagna, Nick Baptiste and Nathan Pancel, defencemen Kevin Raine, Jeff Corbett and Jimmy McDowell and goaltender Franky Palazzese.

But it's the contributions of younger stars, such as strapping second-year defenceman Conor Cummins, that could determine this club's depth, putting the Pack over as a true contender for the OHL championship.

"We have set the bar high coming into this year," Cummins said. "And we'll do whatever it takes to get there."

Sudbury's top draft pick in 2012, Cummins spent last season adjusting to the league, but knew he'd have an opportunity to emerge as one of his team's top rearguards in 2013- 14. So he embarked on an intense training regimen in the off-season, adding nearly 10 pounds to his 6-foot-2 frame.

"I worked hard on my skating and just getting bigger,

stronger, faster," Cummins said.

Where older forwards may have pushed him off the puck a year ago, he believes he'll be doing the pushing this season. He has already felt a difference during exhibition play.

"A big difference," Cummins said. "That's what I think I can be this season, an enforcer on the defence, and I wanted to get bigger and be able to push guys off the puck."

There's plenty of skill on the Sudbury blueline, and plenty of potential, too. The likes of Corbett, McDowell, Evan de Haan, Stefan Leblanc and Kyle Capobianco all skate well and can contribute offensively, but it's not an especially big or physical group.

When the Wolves traded away Cory Genovese earlier this month, they lost a little more size and toughness on defence.

At the moment, Raine is the only veteran known for playing a hard-hitting, defence-first style, if and when he finally returns from his NHL tryout.

That's where Cummins comes in.

If he makes good use of his big body and his big-game experience from last year, he'll be a big help to the Wolves.

Cummins played in key situations as an OHL rookie, logging even more minutes when teammates nursed injuries. And while he did have his struggles, as many

16-year-olds do, he handled the workload fairly well.

In 51 games, Cummins had three assists and was the only rookie defenceman to post a positive rating of plus-2.

He's used to playing with Raine, too, so there may be the makings of a shutdown pairing there.

It might seem like a lot to expect from a 17-year-old, but it's clear Cummins expects a lot from himself and understands how great the rewards could be.

Back in 2010-11, the Wolves relied on a pair of 17-year-old defencemen in Frank Corrado and Justin Sefton, and the two responded well, playing key roles in a second-half surge and a first-round upset of the Ottawa 67s. Both were drafted the following June.

This year, it's players such as Cummins who have a chance to make their marks.

Sudbury opens the regular season Friday, when the Soo Greyhounds visit the Nickel City in a 7:30 p.m. start.

NHL PROSPECTS RETURN

Sudbury's big-league prospects, forwards Nick Baptiste (Buffalo), Mathew Campagna (Los Angeles), Connor Crisp (Montreal) and Dominik Kubalik (Los Angeles) and goaltender Franky Palazzese (Edmonton) have been sent back to the Wolves.

Raine (Toronto) is getting a longer look at training camp.

Baptiste was a third-round pick of the Sabres, Crisp a third-round pick of the Canadiens and Kubalik a seventh-round pick of the Kings in this year's draft. Campagna, Palazzese and Raine attended camps as free agents.

Ben Leeson is a sports reporter at The Sudbury Star. Reach him at 705-674-5271, ext. 249 or ben.leeson@sunmedia.ca. Follow on Twitter: @ben_leeson.

ben.leeson@sunmedia.ca @ben_leeson
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This wasn't how Brody Silk imagined his season starting.

When his Sudbury Wolves teammates hit the ice for exhibition action Friday, the gritty left winger was at his billet's house, resting his shoulder after surgery on Wednesday.

The dislocation he suffered at the Junior Club World Cup in Russia last month was his third, and second in six months, so there was little doubt he had to go under the knife. But after so much diligent work this offseason, it was a tough pill to swallow.

"That was the most frustrating thing, because I did work so hard," Silk said. "I was looking to have a really good season and I put on a bunch of weight, but I guess that didn't end up helping much."

He said doctors have placed his return time anywhere from four to six months from now, meaning if all goes well, 18-year-old from Iroquois Falls, Ont., could return in time for the playoffs.

His focus, however, is on the shorter term.

"I'm definitely optimistic, but it's a long process and a long recovery and I know that," Silk said.

"There is a chance I can be back for the playoffs, but this surgery had to be done. It was popping out way too easy."

Silk missed much of the last two seasons due to injuries and suspensions, but was still rated by NHL Central Scouting ahead of this year's draft and appeared on independent lists as well. He was passed over in the seven-round selection, but immediately received an invitation to the Detroit Red Wings' prospect development camp in July and was to attend the Boston Bruins' rookie camp earlier this month.

Sudbury recently acquired Connor Crisp, another physical left-winger, in a trade with the Erie Otters, a move spurred in part by the loss of Silk.

Still, he'll be missed by Wolves head coach Paul Fixter.

"He's a very difficult player to replace," Fixter said. "He brings elements every coach likes, his grittiness, his compete level. He's a leader in the room and we'll miss just being able to call his name to get on the ice. He plays hard. He was going to go to the Boston Bruins' camp, so you know they saw something in him, too.

"He worked very hard over the summer, added about 15 pounds. He showed a lot of commitment over the off-season and it's too bad. But it's better, though, that this happened when it did, because at least he can salvage part of the year."

Silk appreciates the support he has received from teammates.

"They have been great," Silk said. "They've been asking how I'm doing, telling me if there's anything I need, to let them know."

It was important to him to stay in the Nickel City.

"I'll be pretty sore for a couple of weeks, but soon I hope to be back doing a few things with the team," Silk said.

"I wanted to stay part of the team. It wouldn't be much fun just staying at home and watching on the Internet."

Like many who follow the league, he believes the Wolves can do big things this season.

"They made that big trade, which should help fill a few holes," Silk said. "I'll definitely be watching and hoping for the best for the boys."

ben.leeson@sunmedia.ca
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Fans will see more of Matt Schmalz this season, partly because there's more of him to see.

The Sudbury Wolves forward packed "12 or 13 pounds" onto his 6-foot-5 frame during the summer and says the added bulk is already making a difference in game situations, such as a 5-2 exhibition win over Kitchener last Friday.

"I thought it went well," Schmalz said prior to Thursday's practice. "I feel pretty good. I trained hard over the summer and from the looks of it, it's paying off."

It's a big year for the 17-yearold skater, a first-round pick in the 2012 OHL Priority Selection who came to Sudbury in a blockbuster trade with the Kitchener Rangers last winter.

He's suiting up for a Sudbury squad expected to challenge for first place in the OHL's Eastern Conference. And if he plays a key role in the team's success, the Dunnville, Ont., native could hear his name called at the 2014 NHL Entry Draft as well.

To earn that opportunity, however, he'll need more strong outings like the one he had Friday, or the one he hopes to have tonight, when the Soo Greyhounds visit Sudbury Community Arena for more preseason play.

"It's still training camp and I'm still proving myself," Schmalz said. "I'm still trying to make the team, because no spots are guaranteed, so I'm hoping to get myself noticed and, hopefully, to get the win."

Returning skaters Nick Baptiste, Kevin Raine, Mathew Campagna, Dominik Kubalik and Connor Crisp are all bound for NHL training camps, and net-minder Franky Palazzese isn't expected back yet after attending the Edmonton Oilers' rookie camp, so new head coach Paul Fixter will ice another youthful roster in both tonight's game and Saturday's visit to Sault Ste. Marie.

"We don't anticipate anyone returning for Friday or Saturday, so everyone has two more games to show us what they got, to hopefully play their best and give themselves an opportunity to stay here when guys get back," Fixter said. "We're going to have some hard decisions to make, but we've gotta move bodies around."

Right now, however, the Wolves are down to 12 forwards and seven defencemen, including 2013 top draft choice Kyle Capobianco, who's expected to make his debut in a Wolves uniform tonight after missing Friday's contest due to injury.

Forwards Dominik Kahun and Nathan Cull dealt with minor health issues this week, but they're expected to play, as well.

Only left-winger Brody Silk remains on the injured list, and he's out long term following shoulder surgery.

Fixter liked his team's effort against Kitchener and is looking for something similar against the Soo.

"As a team, I have really been impressed with our work ethic so far," Sudbury's coach said. "We're pushing them hard in practice and they have responded well."

Goaltender Taylor Dupuis played all of Friday's game, earning praise from Fixter, while Troy Timpano served as backup. Fixter expects Mike Muzyka to see his first preseason action this weekend, possibly splitting time with Timpano.

The rest of the team will continue learning the system being put in place by Fixter and associate coach David Matsos. Schmalz, who played under Fixter in Kitchener last season, is already familiar with many of his methods.

"I love it," Schmalz said. "Paul Fixter's a great coach, I played for him in Kitchener and he helped me a lot when I was there. I know some of the drills and the systems and I know they work, too."

Updates will be posted from tonight's game via Twitter at www.twitter.com/ben_leeson.

Saturday's game is Sudbury's last of the pre-season. The Wolves will open their regular-season schedule on Sept. 20, when the Hounds visit again for the first game in a home-and-home series.

The Sudbury Star's regular game-night live blog will return for the regular season.

ben.leeson@sunmedia.ca

Twitter: @ben_leeson

Wolves players making marks at NHL training camps 


By Ben Leeson, Sudbury Star 

 Thursday, September 12, 2013 6:32:23 EDT AM  

 Bookmark and Share 

Change text size for the story

Print

Report an error 

The Sudbury Wolves will ice a relatively youthful roster again Friday, with several veterans still away at NHL training camps.

Right-winger Nick Baptiste, the Buffalo Sabres' third-round pick in this year's NHL Entry Draft, announced via Twitter late Tuesday he will skate at the Sabres' main camp.

That would surprise few who followed the 18-year-old's performance during a preseason rookie tournament in Traverse City, Mich., where Baptiste scored four goals and assisted on three others for a plus-6 rating in four games.

"Had a great experience in Traverse City, extremely excited to be back in Buffalo for @BuffaloSabres main camp!!" read Baptiste's Twitter post.

Not long afterward, it was announced that Wolves forwards Mathew Campagna, 19, and Dominik Kubalik, 18, would attend the Los Angeles Kings' main camp following impressive performances at that team's rookie camp.

Kubalik was L.A.'s seventh-round pick this year, while Campagna was invited as a free agent.

Earlier, the Toronto Maple Leafs added overage defence-man Kevin Raine, a free agent, to their main camp roster, while the Montreal Canadiens asked 19-year-old Connor Crisp, a third-round draft choice this year, to stick around.

Baptiste, Campagna, Kubalik, Raine and Crisp are all expected to miss Friday's pre-season game against the Soo Greyhounds, a 7:30 p.m. start at Sudbury Community Arena.

Overage goaltender Franky Palazzese attended the Edmonton Oilers' rookie camp as a free agent and he impressed as well, but his name was not included on a training camp roster the Oilers released Wednesday.

Left-winger Brody Silk had been invited to the Boston Bruins' rookie camp, but was sidelined with a shoulder injury during the Junior Club World Cup tournament in Russia late last month.

Look for a pre-game story in Friday's edition of The Sudbury Star and game coverage in Saturday's edition, as well as online.

Twitter updates from Friday's game will be posted at www.twitter.com/ben_leeson.

We will host our live game night blogs again during the regular season, at www.thesudburystar.com.
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Sudbury Wolves fans will have to wait just a little bit longer to lay their eyes on the newest member of the team, Connor Crisp.

Crisp netted a natural hat trick to lead the Reds to a 7-1 victory over the Whites in the final scrimmage at the Montreal Canadiens' rookie camp Monday.

That performance led to an invite to the Habs' main camp for the 19-year-old Alliston native, who the Canadiens selected in the third round of the NHL draft in June. Montreal's main training camp begins today with physicals and fitness testing at the Bell Sports Complex.

"This is my first (NHL) training camp and I wasn't sure what to expect,' Crisp told the Montreal Gazette. "I've felt more comfortable each day."

The 6-foot-3, 226-pound for-w a rd has impressed at the Canadiens' camp by using his size to his advantage.

"I scored all three goals when I was two feet from the net and that's where I score most of my goals," said Crisp. "I had a slow start, but I've got my hands back."

Wolves overage defenceman Kevin Raine also garnered an invite to the Toronto Maple Leafs' main camp after impressing at their rookie training camp and tournament.

Both players are sure to be unavailable to the Wolves when the team plays its second exhibition game of the preseason Friday when the Soo Grey-hounds visit Sudbury Community Arena at 7:30 p.m.
Sudbury Wolves showing promise 4
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It was only one game, and an exhibition game, at that, but in the 60 minutes it took for the Sudbury Wolves to beat the Kitchener Rangers 5-2 on Friday, there were some signs the hype around this team might just be justified.

With stars Franky Palazzese, Kevin Raine, Mathew Campagna, Nick Baptiste, Dominik Kubalik and Connor Crisp away at NHL training camps, younger players had plenty of ice and plenty of chances to show how much they've improved since we last saw them in blue and white.

Friday's top scoring line of Dominik Kahun, Nathan Pancel and Ray Huether is unlikely to stay together past the preseason, but nonetheless enjoyed good chemistry while supplying three of five Sudbury goals.

And how could you not like the hard-hustling, two-way game of Jacob Harris, who looked swifter and stronger than ever en route to scoring a goal of his own? His line with Nathan Cull and Chad Thibodeau did some excellent work on the forecheck to create scoring chances.

Eye-catching, as well, was the effort of Sudbury's towering 17-year-old forwards, returnee Matt Schmalz and hopeful Austin Veleke.

Schmalz, a former first-round draft choice acquired in last year's blockbuster deal with Kitchener, looked bigger and stronger and used his 6-foot-5 frame to better effect than he did as a rookie. Some knocked the Dunnville, Ont., native for lacking intensity early in his OHL career, but they couldn't have done so Friday night. His skills are still there, too, judging by the way he worked with linemate Danny Desrochers.

Veleke, who had a strong camp last year before returning to his hometown of Port Hope, Ont., seemed determined to show he belongs. Also listed at 6-foot-5 and perhaps even heavier than Schmalz, he played physical and showed some good ability with the puck.

Newly signed forward David Zeppieri got himself noticed, too, as the 16-year-old got in on a few offensive opportunities.

Sudbury's defence looked more like the unit that could start the season, missing only Raine and rookie Kyle

Capobianco, who was injured. Those who remained had a good outing, tightening up in the second and third periods to help the Wolves overcome an early deficit.

Newcomer Jimmy McDowell, who scored with a big point shot, combined with Jeff Corbett for what could prove an exciting pair.

Evan de Haan, who looks to have had another growth spurt, displayed his speed and play-making ability, notching an assist and helping create a handful of chances.

Seventeen-year-olds Conor Cummins and David Eccles, just as physically imposing as Schmalz and Veleke, played simple, yet effective games.

Cummins, last year's top draft pick, played big minutes while teammates nursed injuries last season, and that experience should benefit him greatly.

Eccles, who saw only spot duty during last year's playoffs, doesn't seem so far behind.

Rookie Stefan Leblanc continued his impressive play from training camp, skating well and moving the puck with crisp, accurate passes. He, too, is only 17, but is already showing the composure of an older rear-guard.

Sudbury netminder Taylor Dupuis had a good outing in goal, making several key saves and standing tall in the third period, when the score was only 4-2 and the Rangers were pressing hard.

Dupuis' effort earned praise from head coach Paul Fixter and, one would think, went a long way toward helping him secure a spot as Palazzese's backup.

It's a competitive camp this year for goalies, with 2012 sixth-rounder Mike Muzyka and 2013 second-round pick Troy Timpano still in the mix.

Again, it's only exhibition, and teams such as Kitchener are missing many of their top players, as well. But the big boys will be back eventually, so the current crop of hopefuls will want to take advantage of those minutes they're getting now.

Those who do could be part of something big this season.

CAMPING OUT

Nick Baptiste, the Buffalo Sabres' third-round pick in this year's NHL Entry Draft, had a huge weekend at the NHL Prospects Tournament in Traverse City, Mich. He scored his fourth goal in three games on Sunday and had both scouts and Sabres fans buzzing on Twitter.

Raine, attending the Toronto Maple Leafs' camp as a free agent, has also made his presence felt at another rookie tourney in London, Ont., laying a huge hit, video of which made the rounds on social media.

Palazzese had a strong game for the Edmonton Oilers rookie team in the final game of the YoungStars tournament Sunday. The overage netminder made 38 saves in a 5-2 loss to the Vancouver Canucks rookie squad.

EARLY NOD

The Wolves are listed third in the OHL's Eastern Conference in pre-season rankings released by The Hockey News, behind the Barrie Colts and Kingston Frontenacs.

The Belleville Bulls, who ousted the Wolves from the playoffs last year, are ranked fourth.

The Oshawa Generals, North Bay Battalion, Peterborough Petes, Ottawa 67's, Niagara Ice-Dogs and Mississauga Steelheads, in that order, round out the rankings.

Ben Leeson is a sports reporter at The Sudbury Star. He can be reached at 705-674-5271, ext. 249

ben.leeson@sunmedia.ca @ben_leeson
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Giffen: Dupuis trade benefits Wolves and player

Newly acquired forward Connor Crisp is one of those players who can do a little bit of everything.

The 19-year old Montreal Canadiens prospect is a big body at 6-foot-4 and 225 pounds, and he dropped the gloves nine times last season, so he's not afraid to mix it up. Most importantly, he scored 22 goals in 63 games for the Erie Otters, which helped him to realize his dream of being selected by an NHL team.

Heck, this kid could probably even strap on the pads and play a game in net if he needed to. And as a matter of fact -- he did just that back in March of 2012. Crisp was an injured forward sitting in the stands when Erie's starting goaltender Ramis Sadikov got bowled over early in the first period in a game against Niagara. Sadikov couldn't continue, and back-up goalie Devin Williams was already out with a head injury. The Otters were simply without any options.

Crisp got thrown into the fire and made 32 saves in his first non-road-hockey stint between the pipes. Unfortunately, Erie got smoked 13-4 by the Ice Dogs. It's one of those stories that will live on in OHL circles for years, and no doubt be a bitter-sweet but long-lasting memory for the kid from Alliston, just outside of Barrie.

The Wolves will be happy to leave the puck-stopping to Franky Palazzese this season -- but they do have big plans for Crisp as a power forward. He gives the club some size on left wing and considerably more depth grit among the top six forwards. He'll join the likes of Mathew Campagna, Nick Baptiste, Nathan Pancel, Jacob Harris and the Dominiks -- Kahun and Kubalik to give the Wolves a pretty consistent attack up front. There are certainly others who could challenge for ice time, such as the often injured Brody Silk and sophmore Matt Schmalz, who will be looking to step up and contribute consistently.

The trade with the Otters saw the Wolves pick up Crisp and overage defenceman Jimmy McDowell in exchange for defenceman Cory Genovese and a couple of draft picks. It is clearly a signal to our city from the team's General Manager, Blaine Smith, that the club is looking to improve on what turned out to be a pretty good 2012-13 season. Their first round upset of the Brampton Battalion provided some hope to Sudbury fans -- especially given that the majority of players from last season's roster are back in the fold this fall. Smith knew when he made his big deal with Kitchener at last year's trade deadline that it provided the opportunity to turn this year's club into a serious contender. It's the Rangers who will kick off the exhibition season with a visit to the Sudbury Arena on Friday night at 7:30.

While the Wolves appear deep offensively, the blueline is a little tougher to read.

McDowell is a former Otter and Oshawa General, so he brings some experience to compliment fellow overager Kevin Raine, who was very steady down the stretch last season after being acquired in a trade with the London Knights. Veteran Jeffrey Corbett was terrific when he played, but he hasn't remained healthy enough in his junior career to be considered dependable. It's unfortunate and unfair, but a fact is a fact. The blueline corps will most likely include Evan de Haan, Conor Cummins and 16- year old Kyle Capobianco -- who are all young players with considerable skill.

There are always "ifs" in junior hockey, and the Wolves have a few. But so does everyone else. On the surface, there is no Michael Sgarbossa or Marc Staal type of player on the roster that can carry a team on his back. Some might argue that goalie Franky Palazzese is that player. There's a good chance that could be true. But as good as he is, Palazzese will be starting his first full season as a No. 1 goalie in the OHL. As good as he is, he still has something to prove to his fans and himself. That stands to be a good thing for a city hungry for a title and smitten with a dynamic and exciting goalie.

If the Wolves are going to be a contender in the Eastern Conference this season, which they truly should be, this week's deal with the Otters is a message to the players that they need to be serious about fighting for ice. The additions of Crisp and McDowell doesn't constitute that of a blockbuster deal, but it gives a team that was already pretty deep the kind of depth that will be the envy of many an opponent.

I suppose having Crisp on the roster even assures that the Wolves will have a third string goalie for those long bus rides, just in case.

However, if things go according to plan, he'll be filling opposing nets with rebounds and tip-ins on a nightly basis -- not standing guard in front of his own team's cage.

-- Jeff Giffen's Wolf Tracks appears Thursdays in The Sudbury Star
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Keen to add firepower, the Sudbury Wolves bolstered their offensive arsenal as training camp concluded this week.

The Wolves announced late Tuesday night they had acquired both defenceman Jimmy McDowell, 20, and left-winger Connor Crisp, 19, from the Erie Otters in exchange for defenceman Cory Genovese, a third-round pick in the 2015 OHL Priority Selection and a fourth-round pick in the 2016 draft.

Sudbury shipped away several veterans at the trade deadline last season, becoming one of the youngest teams in the league at that point. Now, with an older returning core, a quality No. 1 netminder in Franky Palazzese, and a pair of solid additions in McDowell and Crisp, at appears the Pack is making a play for top spot in the Eastern Conference.

"We made a statement last January that we wanted to build for this year and make this team a contender for a championship," Blaine Smith, the Wolves' president and general manager, said on We d n e s d a y . "There was no hiding that with the trade we made. And now we're foll ow i n g with

this trade, which gives us more offence and a better chance to score game in and game out."

Smith was concerned by his team's lack of offence during the Junior Club World Cup in Russia last month. Sudbury was outscored 10-8 in three round-robin games, then 3-2 in the fifth-place game, finishing sixth out of eight teams.

"We wanted to address that prior to the start of the season, so we could do it without having to use one of our 30 player cards which are avail-ab le to us," Sudbury's GM said.

A pre-season shoulder injury to Brody Silk, another left-winger, also encouraged Smith to act quickly. Silk is meeting with doctors this week, but could be out for several months.

Crisp, a 6-foot-4, 225-

pounder from Alliston, Ont., was the Montreal Canadiens' thirdround pick, 71st overall, in this year's NHL Entry Draft. He

broke out for 22 goals and

36 points, while adding 139 penalty minutes, in 2012-13.

McDowell also had a career year, statistically speaking, as the 6-foot, 200-pound rear-guard from Lansing, Mich., scored 14 goals and added 19 assists -- vital offence for an Erie squad which numbered among the league's lowest-scoring teams.

Wolves head coach Paul Fixter faced Erie often in his former role as associate coach for the Kitchener Rangers, so he's familiar with both newcomers.

"Crisp is a big, strong, powerful forward who has tremendous offensive upside," Fixter said. "And obviously, as a high NHL pick, you know he's highly regarded by scouts. He's a very good player and a great addition to the team, especially with Silk going down with an injury.

"McDowell obviously has a lot of offensive upside, too. He had 14 goals last year, which is more than our defence corps from last year combined. He has a big shot and as a defensive player, he's pretty decent, too."

Fixter said it was difficult to give up Genovese, whom he called "a great player, a great teammate and a tremendous person," who provided size and toughness, but his departure means an opportunity for younger blueliners.

"We were a little bit deep on defence and that's an area where we have some good young prospects," Fixter said. "But now, they'll have to show they can play bigger minutes and a bigger role and fill that void left by a guy like Cory."

Crisp is away at Montreal's rookie camp, while McDowell arrived in the Nickel City on Wednesday and is expected to play in Sudbury's first preseason game, a visit by the Rangers on Friday at 7:30 p.m.

Adding McDowell gives the Wolves four overage candidates, including defenceman Kevin Raine and goaltender Palazzese, who are also away at NHL camps, and ha rdnosed forward/blueliner Chad Thibodeau.

OHL teams can carry up to five overagers, but dress only three at one time, until November, and cut to three in total by January.

Smith said he's in no hurry to make more changes among his OAs.

"We're always open to looking at who might be available among OAs, to upgrade our club," Smith said. "But right now, we have one of the best goalies in the league in Franky Palazzese, one of the best defencemen in Kevin Raine, one of the toughest players who can play for ward and defence in Chad Thibodeau, and now one of the best offensive defencemen in Jimmy McDowell. It's not uncommon for teams to keep four OAs and dress three for each game, and there's still a big questions as to how long Kevin and Franky will be gone, which is the case when you have two highly regarded players."

The Wolves capped training camp by announcing several cuts on Wednesday, trimming to 29 players, including their newest additions.

With Nick Baptiste, Mathew Campagna, Dominik Kubalik, Raine, Palazzese and Crisp all away at NHL camps, there are 23 players available for Friday's contest.

ZEPPIERI SIGNS

The Wolves made moves to secure their future as well, signing centreman David Zeppieri on Wednesday.

Zeppieri, Sudbury's thirdround pick in this year's draft, is the third 16-year-old signed this year, after first-rounder Kyle Capobianco and second-rounder Troy Timpano made commitments earlier this summer.

"It's the greatest feeling," said Zeppieri, a native of Brampton, Ont. "It was a bumpy ride during the summer, not knowing what was going to happen, but it means so much that they want to give me this opportunity.

"I'm very thankful to Blaine, Ken (MacKenzie, assistant GM) and the coaching staff for believing in me and giving me that opportunity."

The 6-foot-1, 170 pounder, impressed at training camp this week.

"He's a really good player," Fixter said. "He's young, but he's improving and he's a really determined kid who was able to separate himself and we believe he has huge upside.

"He played like he wanted it."

Zeppieri said he did want it, badly.

"I just wanted to come in and

earn a spot," Zeppieri said. "They called me ahead of time and let me know nothing would be given to me, that I had to earn it, so I just came in with the mindset that I wanted to play here and my goal all summer was to crack the lineup."

Smith said there were clear signs of improvement in the young centre's game.

"He was the first forward we drafted and we did not sign him over the summer, because we wanted to see how he would do when he came here and competed with the other forwards," Smith said. "We like his level of competition, his skating has improved and he has gotten bigger and stronger, too."

Zeppieri can't wait for Friday's game.

"It's our first pre-season game and it will be at home, so it will mean a lot to the boys," he said. "I have a few other rookies on my side, guys like Troy Timpano and Kyle Capobianco, who are getting to be pretty good buddies, and I hope we're all ready to play."
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Stefan Leblanc wants to play a key role for the Sudbury Wolves this season, and if his play at training camp is any kind of indicator, the young defenceman is well on his way.

Leblanc, a 17-year-old rookie the Wolves signed during the summer, showed well at the Wolves' annual Blue and White game held Tuesday morning at Sudbury Community Arena, slick rushes with the puck and smart passes his calling card for the day.

"I'll hopefully be an offensive defenceman and a power-play defenceman for this team, but we got a lot of good defence-men and I will have to earn my spot for sure," he said shortly after the annual contest came to a close.

The game ended in a 4-4 draw, a lengthy shootout held at its conclusion with every player on the ice getting a chance to show his stuff in the breakaway contest.

Rookie forward Noah Robinson, who had fans abuzz with his play through training camp, made in impression by scoring twice for Team Blue, with singles to veteran forwards Ray Huether and Jacob Harris.

Veteran forward Nathan Cull looked sharp for Team White by scoring two goals, with singles from rookie hopefuls Dylan Wettlaufer, who was also catching lots of attention from the faithful, and Tyler Peters.

In goal, 2013 second-round pick Troy Timpano made 24 saves in two periods of work for Team White, with Devon Desbatos making 11 in third period. Mike Muzyka made 19 saves in two periods for Team Blue, with Bryan Raymond handling three shots in his period of play.

Leblanc said he and his teammates are starting to get back to normal after returning from the Junior Club World Cup on the weekend.

"It feels good out there today," he said. "It was a little slow (Monday) having just got back from Russia, but today was a faster pace and a good battle and a real good game. The legs are feeling it, but it was great to be out on the Sudbury ice for the first time. We are all feeling the same way, but it was good."

A talented puck mover with a good shot, Leblanc welcomes the pressure that comes with expectations.

"It's always nice to have expectations to get that little extra drive to move forward," he said. "I'm just going to do my best every night to help the guys win, and if success comes from that, so be it.

"I think being consistent night in and night out will be the challenge," he added. "It's a long season, but I want to go out there and battle as hard as I can every night. It's a fast game out there and tough to play, but it has been what I expected and it hasn't exceeded my expectations. It's a hard game and nothing comes easy and you have to work hard every shift. The speed of the game is a factor, but playing a year of junior last year helped me get that speed up. This is obviously a step faster, but I feel I'm adjusting well so far."

Veteran winger Nathan Pancel said he's still feeling a little rough from the Russia trip, but was happy to be back on home ice.

"We're still feeling the jet lag a bit, but it's good to push it instead of sleeping all day, so it's good to be out there," he said. "The trip was nice though because to have a good hockey team you need a good bond off the ice. We have been together for a few years now and we are all friends, so it's nice to kind of have that bond off the ice. We are all there for each other no matter what and have each other's backs."

Pancel has enjoyed working with the new coaching staff in head coach Paul Fixter and assistant David Matsos.

" There is a difference between coaches, but Fixy has shown us something new each practice and what to do and we're learning every practice, so it's going to be a great year learning with them," he said.

Pancel has his sights set high for the team and personally.

"We are going to try to win a championship and a Memorial Cup," he said. "Personally, I just want to work hard and exceed my point total from last year and score some goals. I love having that role, to be the guy to score. We're all excited for the season and it's going to be a good one."

Fixter was happy to see some improvement on the ice Tuesday.

"We wanted a competitive game after seeing the game we had (Monday). We made some changes and it was good," he said. Some of the guys showed they wanted to be here and that's what we're looking for. We told guys to not blend in and separate themselves, and a few of them did."

Cuts were still in progress throughout Tuesday. However, with several players away at NHL rookie camps, Fixter may be faced with a short roster beginning today.

"The lineup will be thinner than I like it to be, but there's contracts to work out and those kinds of things," he said. "It's a little bit thinner going into the exhibition season, but the good thing is we only have one game this weekend coming up."

Much of the remainder of this week will be spent installing and instilling Fixter's game plan, "dialing in on our systems and getting the guys to buy into what we believe and getting them to break some habits or tendencies that we don't like.

"There's a lot of work to be done," he added. "I'm not overly excited about anything right at this point, I have to be honest."

Fixter is eager to see how his team stacks up in it's first exhibition game Friday when the Kitchener Rangers, the team he worked for as an assistant coach and GM for the last few seasons, come to town.

"I think it will be fun because it's Kitchener and there are some connections there with Cory (Genovese) and Matt (Schmalz) and myself, but I think these guys are just itching to play some OHL hockey," he said. "For us, it's important to get a measuring stick to see how we measure up to some of the other teams in the league."

Leblanc can't wait for Friday's contest.

"I'm looking forward to that exhibition game," he said. "It has been marked on my calendar for some time. I keep hearing about how crazy the Wolves fans get and I'm excited to see it."

Wolves notes: Wolves 2013 first-round pick Kyle Capobianco was in civvies for training camp after incurring an injury in Russia. The fleet-footed defenceman said Tuesday he is fine and expects to be back in action soon ... It has been quite the drop in fortunes for former Wolves defenceman Justin Sefton. The third overall pick from the 2009 OHL priority selection, Sefton was dealt to Saginaw from London for a conditional 15th round pick Tuesday. London receives third and sixth round picks should Sefton suit up for the Spirit. Sefton was dealt to London by the Wolves at last year's trade deadline, but fell out of favour with the Knights brass by the playoffs and saw very little action through the OHL final and Memorial Cup.
Dupuis has edge for backup job for Sudbury Wolves 
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Taylor Dupuis will likely be chosen to be the Sudbury Wolves' backup goaltender for a second season in a row, but the 19-year-old New Liskeard native isn't taking anything for granted.

After a strong second half of the season last year with the Wolves after being dealt to the Nickel City from the Kitchener Rangers, Franky Palazzese has locked down the starting role in net. However, it seems as though there is a battle in net between Dupuis, Sudbury Nickel Barons' netminder and Wolves' draftee Mike Muzyka, and Troy Timpano, the Wolves' 2013 second round selection, 27th overall, for the backup position.

No better time to vie for the position than at main training camp, which began Sunday.

"I think there's more pressure this time around," Dupuis said on Monday moments before dressing for Team White in the second scrimmage of the day at Sudbury Community Arena. "I think ever yone should have a little more pressure on themselves. Personally, yeah, I want to show coaches and the guys that I can step it up and play a big role on this team this year.

"No matter what your role is on the team, you want to prove to players and, more importantly the coaches and management, that you've had a good off-season and you've improved yourself," Dupuis added.

Knowing there's other goaltenders breathing down his neck looking to take his spot doesn't bother Dupuis one bit.

"It's on my mind," he said. "But the key is to turn that into positive motivation. With there being competition at camp, it'll push me and them to try and outplay each other and try to show the bosses what everyone can do."

In 18 games played last season, Dupuis went 5-6-1-1, with a save percentage of 0.881 and goals against average of 3.99. However, he hopes being on the ice early with the Wolves' recent trip to Russia at the Junior Club World Cup, and returning to Sudbury in time for camp only five days prior to the team's first exhibition game of the season, which takes place Friday against the Kitchener Rangers, will help the 19- year-old netminder put up positive statistics early.

"It's always cool to go overseas," Dupuis said of the team's trip to Russia, where the Wolves went 1-3. "Not everyone gets to have that experience. That's the first most important thing, is the experience. The second most important thing is bonding. We did a lot of team events, whether it was team bowling, sightseeing and even playing. We got a little chemistry going and hopefully that'll give us a head start to start the season."

He hopes he'll start the season as the Wolves' backup goaltender.

"It would mean everything (to play backup to Palazzese)," he said. "I know last year in the second half of the year we were relying on Frank (Palazzese) a lot to win us games. I want to take pressure off of him and let the coaches know we have two guys here that can help the team win."

While Dupuis is battling to retain his spot on the team, 16- year-old Connor Schmalz views the Wolves' main camp as an opportunity to separate himself from the pack so that he, in his own words, "Won't just be known as the younger brother of Matt."

"It does add pressure," said Connor, the Wolves' 11th-round selection in this year's OHL Priority Selection. "People expect me to be like my brother. It's hard, and I won't be the same exact person. It's nice in a way (being Matt's younger brother) because the guys know me because they know my brother. I have to be like my brother but play my game, too, at the same time."

And a way for right-winger Schmalz to make an impact is by not blending in, which is the message from head coach Paul Fixter.

"The message in this training camp has been, 'don't blend in,' and separate yourself from somebody else that forces us to make hard decisions. The expectations from the club is that we'll be a hard working, disciplined, committed hockey team. I know that's asking a lot, but we expect a lot."

And while the training camp experience is a new one for rookie Schmalz, it's a new yet similar experience for first year Wolves' bench boss Fixter, who, prior to joining the Wolves' coaching staff, was the associate coach and assistant general manager of the Rangers for the last five years.

"I have no nerves at all, but I'll be honest, I do get nervous twice a year: the first exhibition game of the season, for some reason, which happens to be against Kitchener this year, and the first game of the year. I've seen a lot in the game, good and bad, and I think you learn from your experiences. One of the things I did say to the team coming back (from Russia), you know, we lost more than we won, and I said to them, 'When you lose don't lose the lesson.' And I do believe there's a lesson in every loss, and if we can build from the three losses that we had, we'll be all right."

Wolves Notes: The Wolves dressed 15 players on both Team White and Team Blue, while five goaltenders also took part in the scrimmages. The Wolves open exhibition play Friday at the Sudbury Community Arena when they host the Rangers. Game time is 7:30 p.m.
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The latest news and notes from the Erie Otters:

- Dealing with the consequences: Defenseman Cory Genovese watched video of his cross check to the face of Windsor winger Ty Bilcke before OHL officials announced his five-game suspension last week. "I didn't think it looked that bad," said Genovese, who added that he was protecting himself because Bilcke "was after me all game. I knew he was coming after me," Genovese said, before the incident late in that Sept. 28 game. Bilcke, a well-known enforcer, led the league with 37 fights in the 2011-12 season and was among the leaders with 10 fights in 2012-13, which was the first season of the league's 10-fight maximum rule.

Bilcke reportedly needed 25 stitches to close a cut below his mouth. "It's really unfortunate. It wasn't my intention to injure anybody," Genovese said.

- Turning defense into offense: The Otters have allowed 30.8 shots on goal per game in their first six games after regularly topping 40 per game the past two seasons. That has sparked an offense that has scored 24 goals. The defense has been "getting pucks out of the zone quicker and moving our feet," Darren Raddysh said.

- Opening up the offense: Center Connor McDavid said opposing defenses aren't paying extra attention to him so far this season. "We've got a lot of offensive guys," said McDavid, who ranks fourth on the team with seven points in six games (2 goals, 5 assists) behind wingers Connor Brown (6 goals, 13 points), Dane Fox (5 goals, 9 points) and Andre Burakovsky (3 goals, 8 points). "(Teams) really have to pick who they want to defend."

-Much-needed opportunity: Overage center Michael Curtis arrived in Erie with a reputation for his defensive play and leadership, but he has turned a chance to play on the second line and power play into a strong offensive start to the season (four goals in six games). He credited "being given the offensive role and being expected to put up points. That's really made a big difference for me. Getting that extra bit of ice time has made a huge difference."

-- Victor Fernandes
Sarnia Sting in tough against powerful London Knights 
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Sarnia Sting head coach Trevor Letowski gives forward Daniel Nikandrov some pointers on defensive positioning during practice on Wednesday, Oct. 9. The Sting host the London Knights on Thursday, and are in for a tough test against a Knights team ranked second in the country. (SHAUN BISSON, The Observer)
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The Sarnia Sting will have their hands full on Thursday night.

The London Knights, who the number two ranked team in the CHL, roll into town to face the Sting in Sarnia's first of back to back home games.

Sarnia, 1-5-0-1 on the season, faces a daunting challenge, but one they are usually up for. Last year the two teams split the season series, winning three games apiece.

Going into the game, Sting head coach Trevor Letowski preached what he has been saying all year long, that the team has to worry about themselves first.

“We're on a bit of a losing streak here but at this point of the season, no matter what we have to play good solid hockey,” he said, adding “we have things to clean up and we're challenging our guys to be at their best.”

The Sting will need to be at that best against a Knights team that features a high-flying offense and a balanced defense. London, who hosts the 2014 Memorial Cup, bolstered their squad on Wednesday with the acquisition of overage defenceman Brady Austin from the Belleville Bulls. London sent forward Remi Elie to the Bulls in return for the defender, the second veteran player they have added to their blueline this year.

Prior to the season beginning, Sarnia sent defenceman Alex Basso to the Knights, and Basso will be making his first return to the RBC Centre since the trade.

Letowski and his staff aren't thinking about outside storylines though. They want a solid 60 minute effort from the team, regardless of the way the game is going.

“It's about process here and we're trying to get our team to compete hard consistently. I think we've shown it in spurts but we haven't been able to put 60 together,” the head coach said.

The Sting will be looking for a full game effort against the powerful Knights, with both teams missing key parts of their line up.

Max Domi will not be in action for London as he will be serving the last game of a suspension for a hit to the head of Guelph's Brock McGinn. Josh Chapman is still day-to-day for the Sting and his participation in the game is questionable.

--- --- ---

ON TAP

Sarnia Sting vs London Knights

Thursday, Oct. 10 7:05 p.m. @ RBC Centre

How they're doing:

The London Knights are hungry for their third straight J. Ross Robertson Cup and have gotten off to a good start, dropping only one game out of their first six. While the Knights are without defensive rock Olli Maata who is still with the Pittsburgh Penguins, and Max Domi who is suspended, they are still a team to be feared. The Knights have a plethora of NHL picks on their roster and are loaded at all positions.

Players to watch:

Chris Tierney

19, C, 4G, 5A, 4GP in 2013-2014

Tierney is one of the Knights' many NHL draft picks on the squad and has shown the ability to be a leader for the team early this season. He's steadily increased his point production every year in the OHL and is currently on pace for 102 points this season. While that may not continue, Tierney's value to the Knights is indisputable.

Mitchell Marner

16, C, 1G, 8A, 6GP in 2013-2014

The Knights rookie is making a name for himself early with his point production. The 16 year old is a special player and now that he has finally broken through for a goal, Sarnia needs to be wary whenever he is on the ice. London is going to be a very strong team this year, but Marner will end up being a nuisance in the side of the Sarnia Sting for years to come.
HOCKEY

Sarnia Sting aim to get back into the win column in Kitchener 


By Shaun Bisson, Sarnia Observer 
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Sarnia Sting goaltender Taylor Dupuis works on outlet passes at practice on Oct. 3. Sarnia travels to Kitchener on Friday, Oct. 4 to take on the Rangers and try to get back into the win column. (SHAUN BISSON, The Observer)
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The Sarnia Sting travel to Kitchener to take on the Rangers on Friday night hungry for a win.

“We've got to try to get a win here, we can look back on the last five and say 'coulda, shoulda, woulda,' but it's done, it's in the past and we just didn't get the points,” said Sting head coach Trevor Letowski.

The Sting have suffered a few late game losses already in this young season, and with a pair of young goalies in the net, there is a question about the readiness of the Sting netminders.

Letowski doesn't think they should be shouldering all the blame though.

“It's disappointing, but it's hockey. It's unfortunate that it's happened two games out of five, but I'm not just going to pin it on the goalie,” he said, adding “breakdowns happened and we've got veteran players out on the ice that we feel can get the job done and they just haven't been able to do it.”

The Sting are planning to start Taylor Dupuis in net on Friday night against the Rangers, and while he and Brodie Barrick have alternated games so far, Letowski said that isn't the coaching staff's intentions.

“It's not really back and forth each game. It has been for the first few but it'll be about how things are going,” he said.

The Sting will be without veteran blueliner Josh Chapman for the game on Friday night, as he suffered what trainer Mark Anderson called a severe laceration to his forearm on Wednesday night in Saginaw.

Letowski said while the cut was bad, the news on Thursday was good.

“It's day to day right now, but nothing serious as far as I know,” he said.

Chapman was cut by a skate just above his wrist on the outer part of his arm.

Despite a three game losing streak, Letowski said there are positives he's taking away from his team's play.

“We played good solid hockey (against Saginaw), enough to get points on the road but we were just short,” he said.

“But I see the progress and it's encouraging that we can go into a building like that and really be right there.”

The next step for the club will be finishing games better and harder, according to Letowski.

Puck drop at the Kitchener Memorial Auditorium is at 7:30 p.m.

ON TAP

Sarnia Sting @ Kitchener Rangers

Friday, Oct. 3 7:30 p.m. @ Kitchener Memorial Auditorium

How they're doing:

The Kitchener Rangers sit in last place in the OHL's Midwest Division through three games, but with their 2-1-0-0 record, they are two points and four spots ahead of the Sting. Kitchener is led offensively by 19 year old Dallas Stars draft pick Radek Faksa, and on the back end by overage captain Ben Fanelli.

Players to watch:

Radek Faksa

19, C, 3G 0A, 2GP in 2013-2014

Faksa drafted 13th overall by the Dallas Stars in the 2012 NHL entry draft and registered his first professional point as a member of the AHL's Texas Stars last year. Faksa is a big bodied presence who uses his size to open up space for his speed on the ice. Faksa joined the Rangers after being selected 22nd overall in the 2011 CHL import draft.

Ben Fanelli

20, D, 0G, 1A, 3GP in 2013-2014

Fanelli was recently named captain of the Rangers, and is a fan favourite both on and off the ice. A strong defensive presence, Fanelli is more of a shut down defenceman that will see a lot of time against Sarnia's top line. He is most well known for founding the organization Head Strong after suffering an almost career ending concussion in October of 2009. Head Strong brings awareness to brain injuries and raises money for brain injury victims.

shaun.bisson@sunmedia.ca

@ObserverShaun
Sarnia Sting lose to Saginaw Spirit on road in 'heartbreaker' 


By Shaun Bisson, Sarnia Observer 

 Wednesday, October 2, 2013 10:42:58 EDT PM  

Jeff King defends against Vladislav Kodola during a scrimmage (Observer file photo)
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The Sarnia Sting took to the road to face off against the Saginaw Spirit on Wednesday night.

With both teams having dropped their last two contests, it was a must-win situation for each team, and the Spirit came out on top 4-3.

A goal by Andrey Alexeev of Saginaw with just 29 seconds left in the game prevented the Sting from earning at least a point if the game went to overtime. Head coach Trevor Letowski said it was hard to lose that way.

“Another heartbreaker at the end, it's really tough,” he said, adding “we played well enough to get at least a point and just, nothing.”

The Sting were down in a 2-0 hole early after a goals by Spirit forwards Alexeev and Jimmy Lodge. However, it was a timely fight by Josh Chapman that got the team back into the game.

“It seemed to be the right time tonight when he did it. We scored a goalshortly after that and it definitely woke us up on the bench,” Letowski said.

Jordan Addesi got the Sting on the board with a penalty shot goal at 13:36 of the first, and Nick Latta tied the game up at 4:56 of the second before Saginaw took a 3-2 lead.

With just 21 seconds left in the second frame, Anthony DeAngelo scored a powerplay marker to knot things at threes going into the third.

Letowski said after the last two games that the team seemed to get tired in the third period, but that wasn't the case on Wednesday.

“We played a good third period tonight,” Letowski said, “We played pretty well against a team desperate for a win in their own building.”

The team's play didn't take away from the sting of defeat for the coach.

“It's five games and we've been in every game and it makes it tough to wake up tomorrow and see you've got two points when you feel you should have more,” he said.

The Sting return to action on Friday night when they travel to Kitchener to take on the Rangers.

Sting Notes

First star of the game went to Saginaw's Andrey Alexeev who had two goals and an assist. Sarnia's Nick Latta was second star with a goal and an assist, while Saginaw's Nick Moutrey was third star with a goal and an assist.

Brodie Barrick started for the Sting and made 29 saves on 33 shots.

Sarnia scratched Mike DiPaolo, Matteo Ciccarelli, Jeff King, and Vladislav Kodola.

Kodola was scratched due to being without his passport which was sent away to get a United States travel visa. Kodola was granted the visa and will be able to travel to all future road games in the States with the Sting.

shaun.bisson@sunmedia.ca

twitter.com/ObserverShaun
Dupuis comes up huge as Sting win in Windsor 


By Shaun Bisson, Sarnia Observer 
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Sarnia Sting forward Nick Latta scored the third goal of the team's 3-1 win against Windsor on Thursday night. He's pictured here in a game against the Guelph Storm last March. QMI AGENCY
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Taylor Dupuis was the story for the Sarnia Sting on Thursday night.

Playing in his first game in a Sting uniform, Dupuis stopped 48 of 49 shots to back stop the Sting to a 3-1 road victory over the Windsor Spitfires.

“Dupuis stood tall,” Letowski said. “He was solid from the first shoot. Looked very very comfortable in there tonight.”

The Sting jumped out to a 1-0 lead in the first period thanks to a goal by Bryan Moore, and took a 3-0 lead into the third.

Jordan Addesi, who was scratched in last weekend's home opener scored what would be the eventual game winner, at 3:11 of the second frame.

“Anytime anyone is out of the line up, you want to come back in and contribute and it was nice to see him squeak one in there,” said Letowski.

Nick Latta scored the insurance marker for the squad 6:50 into the second period.

Windsor's Slater Koekkoek cut the Sting lead to just two with less than five minutes to go, but it wouldn't be enough. The lead could have been larger for Sarnia, had they capitalized on any of their six powerplay opportunities.

The team is now zero-for-sixteen on the year on the man advantage, but Letowski said that isn't a cause for panic just yet.

“Their (penalty kill) was really good, they were really aggressive on us,” he said, adding “obviously we're not thrilled with how our powerplay is going, but we don't have to panic quite yet.”

The Sting have evened their record at 1-1 on the season, and have a chance to get another win on Friday night when they host the Erie Otters.

With Erie in town, that means only one thing. 16 year-old phenom Connor McDavid will be in town, and while the Sting don't want to game-plan around just one player, they have to be mindful of him on the ice.

“With elite players like that you have to be aware of where they are on the ice, because they're dangerous,” Letowski said. “We're not going to shadow him, but we have to play him hard and make his night as hard on him as possible.”

Anthony DeAngelo, who wasn't in the line up on Thursday night due to his participation in USA Hockey's Top Prospects game, will be back in the line up on Friday and is ready for the challenge of shutting down McDavid.

“I think me and Dunner, being partners, we can shut down anybody,” DeAngelo said.

Sarnia's game on Friday night will see a pre-game ceremony that honours long-time radio personality and Sting colour commentator Murray Vosburgh.

Sting Notes

Taylor Dupuis was named first star of the game. Nikita Korostelev had two assists and was second star, and Windsor's Slater Koekkoek was third star.

Bryan Moore added an assist to go along with his goal, and Josh Chapman also registered an assist on the night.

Scratched for the Sting were Mike DiPaolo, Alexandre Renaud, and Matteo Ciccarelli.

ON TAP

Sarnia Sting vs Erie Otters

Friday, Sept. 27 7:05 p.m. @ RBC Centre

How they're doing:

The Otters are 1-1-1 on the year, but are expected to be one of the biggest comeback stories in the OHL's Western Conference this year. Powered by 16 year-old phenom Connor McDavid and import star Andre Burakovsky, the Otters are an offensively capable team.

Players to watch:

Connor McDavid

16, C, 3GP, 0G, 2A in 2013-2014

Connor McDavid was granted exceptional status into the OHL last year and for good reason. The 16 year old scored 66 points in 63 games played, and many think that if he could get exceptional status for the NHL this year, he would be a top three draft pick. McDavid has the ability to score, but has drawn comparisons to Sidney Crosby in the sense that he can see the ice so well and has a knack for finding open teammates.

Andre Burakovsky

18, LW, 1GP, 0G, 0A in 2013-2014

The Otters lucked out when they selected Burakovsky 5th overall in this year's import draft. It was unsure if the Swedish forward would come to North America, but after being selected in the first round by the Washington Capitals in this year's NHL Entry Draft, the Otters got their man. Burakovsky was a young stand out at the Caps training camp this year and will likely be reporting to Hershey of the AHL at the end of this OHL season.

shaun.bisson@sunmedia.ca
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Sarnia Sting defenceman Anthony DeAngelo passes a puck to teammate Davis Brown during practice Tuesday. DeAngelo will not be in the Sting lineup when the team takes on the Spitfires Thursday, as he's taking part in the CCM/USA Hockey Top Prospects Game. SHAUN BISSON/THE OBSERVER/QMI AGENCY
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The Sarnia Sting are looking to get back into the win column Thursday.

The Sting will travel to Windsor to take on the Spitfires and, despite getting forward Alex Carnevale back into the lineup, star defenceman and assistant captain Anthony DeAngelo will be out.

DeAngelo, a Philadelphia native, will be flying to Pittsburgh, Pennsylvania to take part in the CCM/USA Hockey All-American Prospects game, also on Thursday.

Despite the obvious disappointment of losing an elite defenceman for a game, head coach Trevor Letowski said it's not necessarily the worst thing that could happen.

“It gives our young guys an opportunity back there so we'll see what they've got,” he said. “It's a new challenge.”

DeAngelo said he wishes he didn't have to miss time, but doesn’t deny the tremendous opportunity he's being given.

“It sucks that I have to miss a game, but it could be worth it,” he said, alluding to the chance he has to show his talent off to scouts ahead of the 2014 NHL draft.

DeAngelo will be back in the Sting lineup when Sarnia hosts the Erie Otters Friday.

Letowski said he hopes the team can take something from their loss last Friday against Oshawa and apply it to the games this weekend.

“You have to move forward and hopefully take something from that, and we'll see come this weekend,” he said.

The Sting’s powerplay against the Generals last week was lackluster, he said, noting the team addressed it during this week's practices.

“In general we still have a long ways to go, and it's just kind of a work in progress, but the guys have consistently come to work and that's important in what we're trying to do here,” Letowski said.

Another area the team needs to be better in going forward is overall defense, he said.

“We have to defend harder still, we're continuing to work on that, and I thought our puck management (last Friday) was very average at best,” he said, noting those are mental errors that teams in the OHL will capitalize on.

Letowski believes if players bring their 5-on-5 effort from the game against the Generals, and focus on tighter defensive play, and on the man-advantage, the team should fare well this weekend.

ON TAP

Sarnia Sting @ Windsor Spitfires

Thursday Sept. 26 7:05 p.m. @ WFCU Centre

How they're doing:

Windsor also suffered a one-goal loss to the Oshawa Generals last weekend, and will also be missing a stud defenceman for their matchup against the Sting. Patrick Sieloff will not be in the lineup, as it was announced Tuesday that the Calgary Flames have assigned him to the AHL’s Abbotsford Heat. The Spitfires are still dangerous though, with offensive firepower coming from Kerby Rychel, Slater Koekkoek and Josh Ho-Sang

Players to watch:

Slater Koekkoek

19, D, 42 GP, 6G, 23A in 2012-2013

Koekkoek missed time last year due to a shoulder injury, but has recovered well. The first-round draft pick of the Tampa Bay Lightning was recently re-assigned back to the Spitfires and will be looking to have a strong year after his first NHL camp. Koekkoek is expected to be one of the mainstays on Team Canada's defense for the 2014 World Junior Championships, and will see big minutes against Sarnia's top lines.

Kerby Rychel

18, LW, 1GP, 2G, 0A in 2013-2014

Another NHL first round pick, Rychel was sent down from the Columbus Blue Jackets less than 24 hours before the OHL season opener. It didn't seem to affect him however, as he was the Spits’ best player in their 4-3 loss to Oshawa. Rychel, like Koekkoek, will be in contention for the 2014 World Junior team and will constantly be a thorn in teams' sides this year. At 6'1 and 202 pounds, the offensively talented forward isn't afraid to throw the weight around either.

shaun.bisson@sunmedia.ca
Buzz is in the air one as Sarnia Sting get set to open OHL season 
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Sarnia Sting defenceman Josh Chapman looks to feed someone the puck during practice on Thursday Sept. 19. The Sting open the OHL season at home on Friday night against the Oshawa Generals with a 7:05pm puck drop. SHAUN BISSON/THE OBSERVER/QMI AGENCY
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There's a buzz in the air around the RBC Centre.

With just one day away from the opening of the 2013-2014 OHL season, management, coaches, and players are all excited to get the season under way.

“Right now there's just a big level of excitement,” head coach Trevor Letowski said, before adding “there's a lot of guys who haven't played a regular season game at this level and I'm excited for them to get that opportunity.”

Assistant general manager Mark Glavin, who has had a busy week leading up to the home opener, announced the trade of overage defenceman Alex Basso on Thursday.

“Practices have been competitive and guys are working, and we're ready to go,” he said.

Basso elected not to report to the team while awaiting a trade after being released from the Minnesota Wild's rookie camp. He was traded to the London Knights for three draft picks over the next two OHL drafts.

“In our opinion this is a real good hockey trade for both teams,” said Glavin. “They get a player they coveted and we get high end draft picks that we needed to reload the cupboard with.”

Glavin said the team wasn't in a rush to deal Basso, but felt that this was the best deal that could come their way and were more than happy to take it.

For Letowski and the coaching staff, it was one last distraction for the players to worry about ahead of the season's first game.

“It's good for everyone that that's done, and we wish him the best,” Letowski said.

Letowski said they've been pushing the players hard over the last week, and wanted to take the last day before the game a little easier in order to prevent fatigue.

The Sting open up against the Oshawa Generals, but the head coach is not worried about their opponent this early in the year.

“It's not about Oshawa tomorrow, if we execute our systems well and play hard we'll have a good chance to win the hockey game.”

While Letowski hadn't yet finalized lines for the game, players were in groups for a break out drill to start Thursday's practice. Most notable was defencemen Anthony DeAngelo and Craig Duininck taking rushes with forwards Nikita Korostelev, Nick Latta, and Bryan Moore.

Brodie Barrick was in the home net for the drill, so it is expected he will get the start.

The Sting are 5-4-1 in their last 10 home openers, and have opened eight of the last 10 seasons on home ice. Game time tomorrow night is 7:05 p.m.

shaun.bisson@sunmedia.ca

@ObserverShaun
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ON TAP:

Oshawa Generals @ Sarnia Sting

Friday Sept. 20 7:05 p.m. @ RBC Centre

How they're doing:

The Oshawa Generals finished the 2013 exhibition schedule with a 2-3-1 record. Last year's captain Boone Jenner is not expected to be back with the team this year, as he will likely play for the Columbus Blue Jackets or their AHL affiliate the Springfield Falcons. Reeling from losing veterans, the Gens may not make the playoffs this season.

PLAYERS TO WATCH:

Justice Dundas

19, LW, 57 GP, 11G, 7A in 2012-2013

Dundas is an enforcer who spent half of last season with the Sarnia Sting before being traded to Oshawa just before the trade deadline. Dundas is an experienced leader who was invited to the San Jose Sharks rookie camp earlier this year. He will bring a hard forechecking game into the RBC Centre and has the ability to hurt Sarnia on the scoreboard, and in the fighting department.

Scott Laughton

19, C, 49GP, 23G, 33A in 2012-2013

Laughton is an offensive power house and would be a threat on the first line for Oshawa. Unfortunately for them, he is sticking with the Philadelphia Flyers at training camp, leaving the team short on veteran strength down the middle.
Alex Basso dealt to London for picks 


By Shaun Bisson, Sarnia Observer 

 Thursday, September 19, 2013 1:37:17 EDT PM  
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The Sarnia Sting have traded overage defenceman Alex Basso to the London Knights for three draft picks.

Basso, who was originally acquired through a trade with Belleville during the 2011 off-season, was at home awaiting trade rather than practicing with the Sting.

Sarnia Sting president Bill Abercrombie said that the team needed the chance to stock up on draft picks, and having depth at defence, dealing Basso made sense.

“We have a group of very good young defencemen who are ready to contribute and Alex now has a chance to go play in the Memorial Cup. This is a fair deal for both teams,” Abercrombie said.

In return for Basso, the Sting received Barrie's 2nd round pick in 2015, as well as their 3rd round pick in 2014 and Kingston's 3rd round pick in 2014.

The Sting open up their OHL season at home on Friday night against the Oshawa Generals with puck drop at 7:05 p.m.
Roster finalized with season around the corner 


By Shaun Bisson, Sarnia Observer 

 Wednesday, September 18, 2013 3:56:25 EDT PM  

Trevor Letowski demonstrates systems to the Sarnia Sting during a recent practice at the RBC Centre. With the team roster set, Letowski is looking to instill a strong defensive system with his players. SHAUN BISSON/THE OBSERVER/ QMI AGENCY
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Sarnia Sting assistant coach Andy Delmore puts it bluntly.

“We are not rebuilding.”

In a year where many aren't expecting a lot out of the Sarnia Sting, the coaching staff expects excellence from its players.

“I'm not going to sit here and say we're going to finish sixth in the conference, because I don't know,” said head coach Trevor Letowski.

But, he said he's not going to let the team's youth stand as an excuse for not performing well.

Management and coaching staff selected their team based on Letowski's philosophy of being hard to play against every single night, and Letowski believes his group of forwards and defense are going to be just that.

One part of employing that 'hard to play against' style is playing defensive hockey all over the ice, Letowski said. It's an aspect of the game the coach will be preaching all year long.

“To me, if you're a good defensive team, you've got all six guys on the ice defending well,” he said.

Everyone on the team, regardless of position, will be held accountable for their defensive play, he said.

“That's an expectation that everyone will have, to play hard on the defensive side of the puck, and I don't care what the offensive stats are showing,” he said.

The Sting open their season at home Friday against the Oshawa Generals and were busy Wednesday trying to finalize their roster.

Recently the team announced overage defenceman Alex Basso has elected not to report to the Sting while the team attempts to trade him, and 19-year-old goaltender Taylor Dupuis has been acquired from the Sudbury Wolves for a 2015 sixth-round pick.

The acquisition cements the netminding tandem of Brodie Barrick and Dupuis, after the team released overage goaltender Knick Dawe.

On defence, the Sting will be led by veteran and newly named captain Craig Duininck — a former Memorial Cup champion, and a team and fan favourite.

Joining Duininck on the blueline will be assistant captain and 2014 NHL Draft-eligible Anthony DeAngelo. He is a talented offensive defenceman with the potential to go high in the entry draft's first round.

Rounding out the defenders are Josh Chapman, Tyler Hore, Connor Schlichting, Jeff King, Zachory Core and Mike DiPaolo.

Until a trade is made, Alex Basso remains on the Sting roster.

Other NHL entry draft candidates on the Sting include second-year sniper Nikolay Goldobin, who will be leaned on heavily by Sarnia's coaching staff after leading the OHL in rookie scoring last year. Brett Hargrave, Jordan Addesi, and Alexandre Renaud are other draft-eligible forwards.

The Sting have also brought in some highly touted rookies, particularly Russian-born forwards Nikita Korostelev and Vladislav Kodola. Letowski spoke highly of both throughout training camp and the team will look to them for offensive production this season.

Other Sting forwards include Noah Bushnell, Nickolas Latta, Patrick White, Davis Brown, Bryan Moore, Matteo Ciccarelli, Daniel Nikandrov, and Alex Carnevale.

As of right now the Sarnia Sting are carrying 24 players on their game roster, including two overagers as well as three players taken in last year's OHL priority draft.

Five players to watch

Brodie Barrick, #36 Goalie

2012-2013 Stats

8 GP, 3.25 SV%, .899 GAA

Letowski says, “He's a player that has a lot to prove and he's eager to do that. He wants to be an important player in this and he's had a good start to exhibition and we're looking forward to seeing him take a big step forward.”

Anthony DeAngelo, #7 Defenceman

2012-2013 Stats

62 GP, 9G, 49A

Letowski says, “He's had an outstanding training camp, to me he's grown up a lot over the summer and there's never been any questions about on ice, but he's even taken that to another level. But off the ice is what we're so happy with, he's really grown up and that's why he's got a letter.”

Brett Hargrave, #11 Right Wing

2012-2013 Stats

63 GP, 6G, 5A

Letowski says, “I think he had somewhat of a frustrating year last year and he's really shown that he's put the work in during the summer. He's playing hard right now and that's the way he needs to play and we expect a lot out of Brett.”

Nikita Korostelev, #35

2012-2013 Stats (Toronto Jr. Canadiens AAA)

13 GP, 12G 14A

Letowski says, “Up to this point he's done everything that you could ask of a young player. Anytime you score like that it's a great start, but he has a long way to go with his defensive play. Having said that, the offensive side of his game is outstanding for his age and he's going to be put in situations to score goals this year and we'll see how that goes.”

Nikolay Goldobin, #27

2012-2013 Stats

68 GP, 30G, 38A

Letowski says, “It's my job to get him to play both sides of the puck, but offensively the guy is very dynamic and a unique player. You don't see many guys like him. Very slippery, very skilled, and he's a fun guy to watch. He's got a lot of upside and this is a very important year for Goldy to lead our team offensively.”

shaun.bisson@sunmedia.ca
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Overage defenceman Alex Basso will not be returning to the Sarnia Sting.

The 20-year-old Toronto native reported to Sarnia Sting training camp on Aug. 25, before accepting an invitation to the Minnesota Wild's rookie camp. Basso took part in the camp, as well as the rookie tournament in Traverse City, Michigan before being released by the Wild.

Basso was scheduled to return to the Sting after the Wild camp concluded but instead has decided to return to Toronto.

“While we look possible trades, (Alex) has chosen to stay home and wait for the trade,” said assistant general manager Mark Glavin.

Basso, who was acquired by Sarnia in a trade with Belleville in 2011 had 44 points in 57 games for the Sting last year and served as an assistant captain.

The defenceman has a no-trade agreement in his contract with the Sting, but Glavin said Basso has not supplied them with a list of teams he would like to be traded to.

“There are teams that we are talking to, and he just felt that it was in his best interests to stay home while the process takes place,” Glavin said.

According to the Sting, there is nothing imminent on the trade front.

Basso was not immediately available for comment.
Sarnia Sting brass impressed with team heading into final exhibition games 
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Sarnia Sting rookie Vladislav Kodola practices Thursday with the team. The Sting are entering their last weekend of exhibitions games, and coaches say it's the play of young forwards that's making setting the roster so hard. SHAUN BISSON / THE OBSERVER / QMI AGENCY 
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The importance of the last round of exhibition games is not lost on Sarnia Sting head coach Trevor Letowski.

In fact, they go beyond determining the final spots for the team.

“These two games are important, not just for who's going to be here for the season, but also where we're going to slot them in for our home opener next Friday,” Letowski said.

Not on Letowski's mind however, is how the players are adapting to a different system than former head coach Jacques Beaulieu used.

“It's been nice to get some good solid practice time, it's been up-tempo, we've been doing some conditioning, and the guys have really bought in,” Letowski said.

As far as trimming the roster further, assistant general manager Mark Glavin said the team is in no rush.

“Our numbers are fine right now if we wanted to start the season tomorrow with what's here,” he said, adding the team isn’t “under the gun to make any moves before opening night.”

The excellent play of young forwards like Vladislav Kodola and Nikita Korostelev has made it difficult for the coaches to set the final roster.

“We're very happy with the young depth that we've realized that we have,” Glavin said. “Some guys have come into camp and really impressed us, and it bodes well for the future when you've got 16 and 17-year-olds that are going to get a chance to play quite a bit.”

The Sting open their last weekend of exhibition play with an away game against the Saginaw Spirit Friday, before returning home on Saturday to host the Spirit in a 7:05 tilt.

shaun.bisson@sunmedia.ca

twitter.com/ObserverShaun

ON TAP: Sarnia Sting @ Saginaw Spirit

Friday, Sept. 13 7:11pm

How they're doing:

The Saginaw Spirit have one win and one tie so far in the pre-season, despite having six players away at NHL prospect camps.

Eric Locke and Justin Kea are still away from the team, having both been invited to the Buffalo Sabres main camp. Goalie Jake Patterson has been invited to the Detroit Red Wings camp, while Nick Moutrey is at the Columbus Blue Jackets camp.

Players to watch:

Justin Sefton, D, 3g, 18a, 21pts in 2012-13

Sefton was recently acquired from the London Knights and will be looked upon to lead the Spirit on the back end this year.

He will be coming off of a trip to the Columbus Blue Jackets rookie camp and will be a force for the Spirit.

Cody Payne, F. 21g, 21a, 45 pts in 2012-13

Another veteran force for the Spirit, Payne was held fairly quiet with the Dallas Stars during the rookie tournament at Traverse City.

Payne will be looked upon to score for the Spirit this year, and having not been invited to Dallas' main camp, he will likely have a chip on his shoulder.
Sting OHL draft pick Ryan Vendramin had 99 goals in two seasons with Sault Ste. Marie 
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Ryan Vendramin is bringing a goal-scorer's touch to the Sarnia Legionnaires this season. The 18-year-old forward had 99 goals with the Sault Ste. Marie North Stars over the past two years. (Submitted photo by Anne Tigwell)
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Ryan Vendramin hesitates a moment when asked to describe his style of play.

It seems the strapping Sarnia Legionnaire forward doesn't want to toot his own horn.

"I'm a playmaker and scorer,” the 18-year-old says after a few moments. He adds quietly, “I'm not selfish.”

In fact, the Sault Ste. Marie native was nothing less than a scoring machine in 'AAA' midget hockey.

Over the past two winters, toiling with the Sault Ste. Marie North Stars, Vendramin found the back of the net a whopping 99 times in 88 regular season and playoff games.

If that wasn't impressive enough, he set up 130 other goals, giving him a phenomenal scoring pace of 2.6 points per contest.

In his first outing with the Legion crew, the Sarnia Sting OHL draft pick had a goal and an assist.

He credits at least part of his success to his passion for the game.

“I started when I was four years old, playing in the basement, and I loved it,” he said

Northern Ontario's harsh winters helped too.

“I used to go to outdoor rinks every day,” he recalled.

Mike Hall, who coached Vendramin at the midget level, describes him as a skilled player who handles the puck “very well.”

Vendramin, he said, is especially good at working the puck deep in the offensive zone and being able score when he's in close.

"He's got quick hands,” Hall said. “He can put pucks in the net other players can't.”

Vendramin, who stands 6'4 and weighs 190 pounds, also uses his size to his advantage.

“He's got incredible reach and he uses it well,” Hall said. “As far as the skill set goes, I don't think I've coached a more skilled player with the puck than Ryan.”

Legionnaire bench boss Dan Rose said Vendramin’s, “a natural goal scorer and point getter. He's also a great kid.”

Rose is confident Vendramin can make it to the next level.

“He's a really good hockey player and he's probably a little bit of a late bloomer,” he said.

When he isn't at the rink, Vendramin enjoys golfing (he won two tournament championships in Sault Ste. Marie this past summer), watching classic movies, eating corn-on-the-cob, chicken and pasta and listening to mashup music.

His favourite NHL team is the Ottawa Senators and he's an admirer of Sens star Jason Spezza.

Vendramin is not discouraged by the fact that he's playing Jr. 'B' hockey.

“The Sting sent me down here to develop,” he said, adding that's exactly what he intends to do.

Over the long haul he hopes to make it to the OHL and, after that, play pro hockey.

"I want to play as long as I can,” he said.

With files from QMI Agency
Roster spots still up in the air 
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With two weeks to go until the regular season there are still some roster spots to be filled for the Sarnia Sting.

“Some guys we’re happy with, some guys we’re not and if they continue to have quiet games, it’s going to affect them and hopefully they’re getting that message,” said Sting head coach Trevor Letowski.

The team is coming off back-to-back losses against the London Knights in their first two exhibition games, and will take on the Windsor Spitfires this weekend in more pre-season action. The first game is in Windsor on Friday night at 7 p.m. before coming back home on Saturday night to take on the Spits in a 7:05 contest.

Letowski says the team is going to benefit from having more practices heading into this series against the Spitfires, than they did against the Knights.

“We’ll have four (practices) before we play another game, which is important. The guys need to get comfortable in the systems,” he said. Despite having more time to work on these systems, Letowski doesn’t want to force anything just yet.

“At the end of the day we want the kids to play with energy, to play hard...,” Letowski said.

He is looking to evaluate players on much of the same aspects as he was looking for against London — compete level and a player’s ability to affect the game. With the team having narrowed down the roster in the last few days, the play in the upcoming games becomes increasingly more important.

Letowski is unsure of the specific numbers he wants to carry, but said “in a perfect world, we’ll have 22 or 23 at the most.” After assigning Nathan Mater, Ryan Vendramin, and Nick Sproviero to Junior B on Wednesday, the team’s roster was down to 26 players.

On Thursday, the team said rookie goaltender Justin Fazio will be signing with the Lambton Shores Predators, but would still play in Friday night’s exhibition game against Windsor.

Letowski said Fazio signing with the Junior B club was not indicative of him being released from camp, adding “he’s still here, he’s going to play tomorrow and we’ll go from there.”

According to Letowski the goaltending is still a little bit up in the air, with Brodie Barrick and Knick Dawe having a combined 21 games of OHL experience between the pipes. “They’re both good kids, they’re both workers and they just have to continue to prove they can do it at this level,” he said.

It is not just Barrick and Dawe who have the next two weeks to prove themselves. The whole team has a chance to cement their spot before the season starts.

“We’ve only played two games, there’s still four left. We’ve got lots of time to evaluate and there’s a lot up in the air,” he said.

The Sting will be without overage defenceman Alex Basso for the games this weekend while he is at the Traverse City rookie tournament with the Minnesota Wild.

shaun.bisson@sunmedia.ca

@ObserverShaun

--- --- ---

ON TAP: Sarnia Sting @ Windsor Spitfires

Friday, Sept. 6. 7:00 p.m. WFCU Centre

How they're doing:

The Spitfires have opened their preseason with a tie and a win against the Plymouth Whalers. The Spits will be missing six players who are at NHL rookie camps, while the Sting are missing Alex Basso who is at the Minnesota Wild rookie tournament.

Players to watch:

Josh Ho-Sang

17, RW (2014 NHL draft eligible) 63gp-14g-30a in 2012-13

Windsor's fifth overall pick in 2012 played well in a first line role for Windsor last year and will be looking to impress in his NHL draft year.

Ryan Verbeek

17, C (2014 NHL draft eligible) 49gp-3g-5a in 2012-13

Verbeek is a Wyoming native and the series will mark a homecoming, especially on Saturday in Sarnia for the second year forward. Verbeek is the nephew of retired NHLer, Pat Verbeek
Flu bug running through Sting camp 
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Alex Basso and Nikita Korostelev battle for the puck during practice on Aug. 29. The Sting play London in the first exhibition game of the season on Friday, Aug. 30. SHAUN BISSON/THE OBSERVER/QMI AGENCY
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Cuts made at Sting camp

The Sarnia Sting play their first exhibition game on Friday night in London, but the line up for the game isn't set yet.

That's because a handful of players have come down with flu like symptoms. Trevor Letowski was hoping to have announced the line up after practice on Thursday but said “we've got four or five guys out sick, a couple guys with nagging problems…”

One of the players not included on the injury front, was rookie forward Nikita Korostelev. On Tuesday, it was announced he had a broken foot and assistant general manager Mark Glavin said they hoped to have him back later in camp. On Thursday, Letowski said he had good news.

“He's good to go. It was just precautionary the last couple days, today he was full everything. He could play (Friday),” Letowski said.

However, just because Korostelev is in shape to play, doesn't necessarily mean he will.

Letowski's goal is to get the younger players still in camp as many exhibition games as possible to determine the team's final line up.

“We want to spread our lines out and run them over, give everybody a chance contribute,” he said. “There's a lot to play for individually. Everyone knows there's some players that are going to be here, but there are some players who we don't know what their role with the team is or if they're even going to be here at all.”

Letowski said he wants to spend the next couple of weeks evaluating the remaining players in camp before making a final decision.

“If guys continue to play well and make an impression, they'll stay longer, but for the final weekend of exhibition I'd like to be pretty close [to the final roster],” he said.

Overage defenceman Alex Basso will be playing for the Minnesota Wild in the rookie tournament in Traverse City, Michigan from Sept. 5-9, something that Mark Glavin said helps the Sting in their evaluations of other players.

“One of the bright spots of camp has been the play of the young defensemen, and when a veteran like Basso goes to an NHL camp, it gives the young guys a chance to play more in the pre-season,” he said, noting that Connor Schlicting, Jeff King, and Zach Core would benefit the most from it.

The Sting spent most of Thursday's practice running through drills before Letowski began demonstrating the defensive system the team wants to employ. “It's a bit different from last year's system so it's going to take a bit of time to get used to,” he said.

Letowski plans on helping teach those systems through off-ice meetings, as well as discussing the organization’s core values team identity and play expectations.

The Sting face off against the defending OHL champion London Knights Friday night, but Letowski isn't concerned with that at all. “They could dress everybody (from last year), they could dress nobody, I couldn't really care less because it's about evaluating our guys and whether they're willing to compete or not,” he said.

Sarnia plays its first home exhibition game on Saturday night against the same Knights at 7:05 p.m.

shaun.bisson@sunmedia.ca

@ObserverShaun
Hounds trim Kirkup from roster 
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 Bookmark and Share 

Change text size for the story

Print

Report an error 

SAULT STE. MARIE - Soo Greyhounds whittled their roster number back to 24 Wednesday, and general manager Kyle Dubas said his work isn't done yet.

The Hounds have assigned veteran centre Ryan Kirkup to the Whitby Fury, a junior A team in the Ontario Junior Hockey League.

Kirkup was scoreless having played in just one game so far this Ontario Hockey League season.

A year ago as a rookie, the 18-year-old (1995 birth year) saw action in 44 games, notching a goal and two assists.

The club's roster had grown to 25 on Tuesday following the acquisition of winger Jean Dupuy.

The 19-year-old came over from the Kingston Frontenacs.

Dupuy cost the Hounds a fifth-round draft choice in 2014 and a conditional 15th-round selection in 2016.

Asked if Kirkup remains in the Hounds future plans, Dubas said yes.

“Ryan is an incredible kid and we feel badly about this,” the GM said. “But he needs to get playing time. Because of his character, if we ever had a need, we'd consider bringing him back.”

Dubas also said he wants to get the roster down to a more manageable number, such as 23 players.

“We're trying to work our way towards that,” he said. “We don't want to have anybody sit out for an extended period of time.”

Dubas said winger Mitchell Dempsey, who missed last weekend's road trip after returning to his home in Cambridge, Ont., for family reasons, is back in town and ready to go.

The Greyhounds entertain Plymouth Friday and Windsor Saturday in 7:07 p.m. starts.

Dubas also said winger Nick Halagian is now pursuing opportunities in the Quebec Major Junior Hockey League.

The 18-year-old's agent, Todd Reynolds, recently informed Dubas of that fact.

“If he (Halagian) finds a match, we'd work out something with that team for his release,” Dubas said.

More than likely, such a deal would involve a cash transaction.

A two-year veteran with the Greyhounds, Halagian asked to be traded prior to training camp and has been waiting at his family's home in St. Catharines, Ont.

As of Wednesday, Dubas said that while he's talked with some OHL teams, he still hadn't received an offer for the six-foot-one, 199-pound winger.

Asked if there's any way in which Halagian, who notched eight goals and six assists in 61 games a season ago, would return to the Greyhounds, Dubas said: “That's unlikely.”
Murray's hot, but veteran goalie expects more 


By Peter Ruicci, Sault Star 

 Wednesday, October 9, 2013 7:24:03 EDT PM  
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SAULT STE. MARIE - There were times a year ago when Sheldon Keefe let Matt Murray have it.

“I was critical of him, hard on him,” the Soo Greyhounds head coach said of his No. 1 goaltender.

As the 2012-2013 wound down, Murray began to flounder.

He posted a 4.06 goals against average and a saves percentage of .874 in February.

March was worse.

The Thunder Bay, Ont., native was allowing goals at a 5.18 clip. His saves percentage for the month was a shaky .863.

“I told him he wasn't playing to the level we expected,” said Keefe, who'd taken over from Mike Stapleton behind the bench last Dec. 3. “There were times when we were playing well, but he was leaky.”

Keefe also spoke of trying to take Murray out of his comfort zone.

“I tried to make things uncomfortable for him,” the coach added. “I'd put Justin (Nichols) in for consecutive starts.”

Nichols, the club's No. 2 netminder, was a rookie last year.

Seeking more playing time, Nichols was recently dealt to the Guelph Storm.

“Yeah, he (Keefe) was tough on me,” Murray recalled. “I'm still a kid and I was pretty upset and angry when he said those things to me.”

Looking back, Keefe said he also believes Murray was “too easily satisfied” last season. “He was content with his play.”

Murray, who said over the summer he believes he “wore down both physically and mentally” late in the season, admitted that sitting out for consecutive games was rough.

“But that motivated me,” he remembered. “And all of those things he did helped me grow mentally.”

But while he agrees with the majority of his coach's assessment, Murray denies he was ever too satisfied with his play.

“I don't think that was the case,” he said. “I'm the type of person who's never satisfied.”

Whatever the case, Murray, a third-round pick of the Pittsburgh Penguins in the 2012 NHL Entry Draft, rebounded once the playoffs began.

He played brilliantly, matching Owen Sound's Jordan Binnington save for save in the Hounds six-game, first-round loss to the Attack.

In Game 4, he blanked the Attack for over 79 minutes as the Hounds evened the series with a 1-0 overtime win at Essar Centre.

Murray wound up posting a 2.67 g.a.a. and a .910 saves percentage over the six post-season clashes.

He signed a three-year, entry-level contract with the Penguins in early September.

And today, three weeks into the 2013-2014 Ontario Hockey League season, Murray is off to the best start of his four-year career.

After five games, he leads the league with a 2.18 g.a.a.

His saves percentage of .930 is second overall and he's helped stake the young Hounds to a 4-1-0-1 start, heading into a pair of weekend home games.

The Plymouth Whalers are here Friday and the Windsor Spitfires Saturday. Start time for both at Essar Centre is 7:07 p.m.

“He's been outstanding,” Keefe said of Murray's play to date. “We've only given up 12 goals and from my perspective, that speaks more to how well our goaltenders have played than anything else.”

Murray's backup, rookie Brandon Halverson, posted a shutout in his only start to date. The Traverse City, Mich., native blanked Belleville 4-0 last Saturday night.

“Matt looks very confident, like a veteran goalie,” Keefe continued. “He's starting to show the potential a lot of people saw in him. He has a swagger he didn't have a year ago and he's making me believe he'll be there for us all season.”

Asked if he feels he's in groove, Murray said he doesn't like using that particular word.

“That implies you don't usually play like this,” he said.

However, the 19-year-old did admit there “probably haven't been regular season stretches where I've played better. Which shows I'm moving in the right direction.”

The six-foot-four, 175-pounder spoke of how much he's learned over the previous three seasons.

Taken by the Hounds in the second round of the 2010 OHL Priority Selections draft, Murray was asked to compare himself today to the rookie who showed up here later that year as a backup to Bryce O'Hagan.

“I'm stronger physically and definitely mentally,” Murray noted. “I'm a lot calmer than I was as a 16-year-old. I'm better able to control my emotions.”

Murray also spoke of how he's better able to handle adversity. He said he's grown up mentally.

Hounds goaltending consultant Jon Elkin “is really big on working on the mental game,” Murray noted. “You have to practice your mental game and dealing with certain circumstances just as much as working on your physical game.”

Along with taking this year's Hounds on a long playoff run, Murray remains determined to force Team Canada to invite him to the squad's final tryout camp, just prior to Christmas in Calgary.

He says he's determined to play in the 2014 World Junior Hockey Championships, slated to begin Dec. 26 in Malmo, Sweden.

He feels his past experiences, including two appearances at the Penguins development camp and a trip to the team's main camp this year, have helped prepare him for future success.

Murray also represented Canada at the 2012 U-18 world championships in Brno and Znojmo, Czech Republic.

He's also been an invite the past two summers at Team Canada's Program of Excellence goaltending camp.

Asked if his fast start this season, and holding the league lead in g.a.a., means anything to him, Murray answered “No” without hesitation.

“Talk to me at the end of the year,” he added. “I feel I can get better. And if you're not progressing, you're going in the opposite direction.”
Hounds defence stingy 


By Mike Verdone, Sault Star 

 Wednesday, October 9, 2013 3:02:18 EDT AM  

Hounds coach Sheldon Keefe, at practice on Tuesday.
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SAULT STE. MARIE - The Soo Greyhounds came out of the gate much better than most pundits expected.

The Ontario Hockey League team has lost just once in regulation and once more in a shootout a little more than two weeks into the season.

And it's not just the fact that they're winning consistently in the early going of the 2013-14 campaign, it's the way they're doing it.

The Soo has given up just 12 goals in six games. That's the best in the entire 20-team league.

But there is still considerable room for improvement, says head coach Seldon Keefe.

“I really don't feel that we've played as well defensively as we need to,” Keefe said Tuesday afternoon. “We're certainly happy with the results to this point, but we've given up 12 goals against and I know right off the top of my head there's at least half of those goals that I think we could improve upon.”

The Hounds are 4-1-0-1 (wins, losses, overtime losses, shootout losses), good enough for second place in the Western Conference. They just completed their first road trip of the season on Sunday, earning four of a possible six points.

They begin a two-game homestand against conference rivals on Friday when they host the Plymouth Whalers (3-5-0-0) at Essar Centre. The Windsor Spitfires (3-3-0-0) will be at Essar Saturday. Both games are at 7:07 p.m.

“At times we've made mistakes and have been very inconsistent,” Keefe said. “But what's been very consistent is our strong goaltending ... When we have made mistakes, our goaltender has been there.”

Matt Murray has suited up for five of the Hounds' six games.

“He's been real good,” Keefe said.

Brandon Halverson has been between the pipes for one game, in which he recorded a shutout and backstopped the Soo to a 4-0 victory in Belleville against the Bulls.

Keefe says Halverson was exceptional in his first OHL start Saturday night.

“In the early stages here, goaltending has definitely been a strength,” he said.

In addition, the Soo has done a good job killing penalties, Keefe said.

“With good goaltending and strong penalty killing, right away you're going to keep the goals against down.”

But Keefe is not happy about the number of shots the Hounds have allowed, especially during last weekend's road trip. They have been outshot in four of their six games, he noted.

“Despite the fact we're keeping our goals against down, for me, we're still giving up too many shots and too many opportunities.”

Defenceman Alex Gudbranson is in his fourth OHL season. The 6-foot-2, 213 pounder said there is always room for improvement.

“It (our defence) has been good, but it hasn't been stellar,” said the Orleans, Ont., native., who came to the Soo on a trade in June, 2012.

Gudbranson agreed with Keefe that the Hounds must get better in the shots-against category. He said most of the pucks that find the net have been getting through from the point.

“Hopefully, we can learn to block them and give our goalie a little more help out there,” he said.

The defensive success the team has enjoyed is mainly due to the combination of youth and veteran players, he said.

“The youth really push us and gives us a fresh start.”

Defenceman Tyler Ganly said much of the Soo's success is a direct result of the forwards coming back to help out.

“And on top of that, Matt Murray has been outstanding,” said the 6-foot-2, 200-pound second-year player that is an alternate captain with the team this season.

Keefe says his players have played fairly disciplined hockey, which means they have stayed away from bad penalties for the most part. However, he expects the discipline to improve more and more as the season progresses.

He also believes a good defence is a good offence.

“In fact, we built a whole system around that,” said the second-year head coach.

Whether the Hounds have the puck or not, they are playing aggressively and are on the attack, he said.

“That helps us. That takes a lot of pressure off our defence.”

Two-way play by forwards “is critical,” he added.

Since the beginning of training camp, Keefe has emphasized the importance of all five players contributing on offence, and being part of every play. Players have responded well by “buying into” his system from the very beginning, he said.

“Our forwards coming back hard is a big part of that.”

Tyler Gaudet and Patrick Watling have led the forwards. The two overagers have played a lot of minutes against other teams' best players and been a big part of the penalty-killing efforts.

“Having those two guys in the lineup has really helped our cause,” Keefe said.

Many younger players are learning from the two veterans.

While Jared McCann's defensive skills are sometimes overlooked because of how well the teen plays offensively, he backchecks extremely well, Keefe said.

“He's another guy that has done a nice job despite seeing a lot of action against some great players on the opposition.”
Hounds say Dupuy brings size, tenacity 
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Kingston Frontenacs forward Jean Dupuy, at practice at the K-Rock Centre on Thursday afternoon, does whatever it takes to help the team win, says Frontenacs general manager Doug Gilmour. (Ian MacAlpine/The Whig-Standard)
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SAULT STE. MARIE - The Soo Greyhounds added more size up front and an experienced two-way winger when they acquired Jean Dupuy from the Kingston Frontenacs in a trade Tuesday.

The Hounds gave up a fifth-round pick in the 2014 OHL Priority Selection (Niagara’s), and a conditional 15th-round pick in 2016 in exchange for the 6-foot-3, 200-pound winger, who was selected by the Frontenacs in the 13th Round in 2010.

General manager Kyle Dupas said the Hounds were looking for a strong “possession type” winger who could bring speed, size and strength to the club, and also had the ability to play against the top players on opposing teams.

“After tracking Jean early in the year, we feel that he's certainly the type of player that can come in and help right off the bat,” Dubas said.

Dupuy, an Orleans, Ont., native, turned 19 on Sunday. He played the past two seasons with Kingston and three games this year. He has eight goals and eight assists in 95 career OHL games. He can play either centre or wing, Dubas said.

Dupuy attended the NHL’s Winnipeg Jets training camp earlier this year.

“Jean has been well coached in Kingston by Todd Gill. They are a little ahead of us in terms of playing a very similar style. They're excellent in transition, they play with speed and tenacity and Jean is a product of that. We feel he'll be able to come in here and do the same things with us,” said Dubas.

“This is the player that (head coach) Sheldon (Keefe) wanted as much as I did.”

The Hounds have been keeping a close eye on Dupuy for a while. His performance against the Hounds on the weekend in Kingston convinced Keefe he would be a good fit with the Soo.

Kingston had a number of injuries when the Hounds played them Sunday so Dupuy garnered a lot of ice time and played in many different situations, Keefe said.

“He was on the penalty kill, scored a big goal, got in a fight. He was really noticeable and some of our guys had a tough time playing against him. Those are the guys that jump off the page at you,” Keefe said.

And because the Frontenacs have a very “deep team,” Keefe said Dupuy has been hidden behind some very talented players.

“We think he's a nice fit to complement our group.”

Dupuy is expected to arrive in the Sault today. He will make his debut with Hounds Friday when the Soo hosts the Plymouth Whalers at the Essar Centre in a 7:07 p.m., start.
Hounds numbers to date speak of a team on the rise - RUICCI 
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SAULT STE. MARIE - Unless your last name is Dubas, Keefe, Cirella, MacLean, Oliverio or Amadio – be honest now -- chances are you didn't expect this kind of start.

But after three home games and three more on the road, the 2013-2014 Soo Greyhounds have lost just once in regulation.

With a 4-1-0-1 mark, this young team is one of the OHL's early-season surprises.

With nine points, the Hounds are second overall in the Western Conference, just a single point back of the big, bad London Knights.

Now, obviously it's way too soon to draw any definite conclusions.

But as far as starts go, this one is giving Soo fans some real hope for the rest of this season and beyond.

It's safe to say that today is the tomorrow the Greyhounds brass dreamed about yesterday.

Some numbers to consider as the Hounds prepare for a pair of weekend home games. . .

27 – Sheldon Keefe's win total since arriving here last Dec. 3.

Keefe was 23-12-1-3 over the last 14 weeks of the 2012-2013 regular season.

And so as of today, his record as an OHL head coach stands at a Craig Hartsburg-like 27-13-1-4.

What's there to say that hasn't already been said about the Brampton, Ont., native?

Not only has he put a structure in place here where there was none, Keefe and his staff have done a remarkable job of coaching up this club's young players. There are nine first-year OHLers on this roster.

2 -- Greyhounds rank among 20 OHL teams when it comes to killing penalties.

The Hounds have killed off 87.0% of their opponent's man-advantage chances. The only team to fare better so far – barely -- is Plymouth, at 87.5%.

And the Soo leads the league in fewest power-play goals allowed, with only three given up in 23 chances.

When it comes to killing penalties, this club is doing so many things right.

There's a real commitment from Hounds players to get the job done.

They're not allowing easy setups, they've got active sticks, they close passing and shooting lanes, make hard clears, win one-on one battles and block shots.

Plus, two other factors have certainly come into play.

The goaltending, led by veteran Matt Murray, has been outstanding.

And this club has taken very few minor penalties, keeping the stress on the PK units to a minimum.

2.18 -- Murray's league-leading goals against average. Toss in a .930 saves percentage, tied for second in the OHL, and you've got an outstanding start to the 19-year-old's fourth season.

With three years under his belt (and an NHL contract with the Pittsburgh Penguins in his pocket), Murray is now calm, cool, collected and confident.  In his five games to date, he's been named 1st star once and 3rd star on three separate occasions.

20 – Where the Hounds stand among OHL teams in average penalty minutes served per game.

According to my well-placed sources, that makes them the least-penalized team in the league.

The Soo has been assessed just 64 minutes over six games.

Normally, being a Lady Byng contender isn't my idea of a fellow playing winning hockey.

But think back to the days before Keefe got here. This club was notorious for its lack of discipline.

Players were seemingly not held accountable for either silly or lazy penalties, or after-the-whistle acts of stupidity.

That's no longer the case.

The Hounds are playing hard, but smart hockey. They avoid burning out their penalty-killers, while limiting the opponents power-play chances.

11 – The team-leading points totals of Jared McCann and Sergey Tolchinsky. As in the case of Keefe, what can we possibly say about these two that hasn't already been written?

The 17-year-old McCann has seven goals and four assists so far while the 18-year-old Tolchinsky has scored six times and helped set up five others.

They are this club's offensive leaders, but overage Andrew Fritsch could be on the verge of heating up.
Stefano contributing to Petes 
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Peterborough Petes forward Anthony Stefano (left) locks sticks with Kingston’s Warren Steele.
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SAULT STE. MARIE - Anthony Stefano nearly scored his first Ontario Hockey League goal the night he made his Major A debut.

But on Sept. 19, one shot hit a post and another, a one-timer from the slot, resulted in an impressive save by Kingston netminder Matt Mahalak.

However, the 17-year-old Sault Ste. Marie native didn’t have to wait long for Goal No. 1.

Two nights later, the Peterborough Petes rookie centre turned the trick in Owen Sound.

With the score tied 2-2 early in the second period, Stefano got the puck at the top of the circle but saw his lane to the net was blocked.

Instead, he skated behind the Attack goal, came out on the other side and his shot banked in off of the pads of netminder Brandon Hope.

The goal helped the Petes eventually edge the Attack 4-3 in a shootout.

As memorable as the moment was for Stefano, the presence of his parents, Claudio and Barbara Stefano, lifted it to another level.

“Especially with my parents in attendance, it was pretty special,” said the 17-year-old, who was taken by the Petes in the fifth round of the 2012 OHL Priority Selections draft. “They were really excited and I was excited, too. It was a weight lifted off of my shoulders.”

In his next game, Stefano scored once and set up another to help his team beat Plymouth 8-5.

With the Petes up 5-3 late in the second period, Stefano gobbled up a rebound that came out to the hash marks.

He fired and beat Whalers goalie Riley Corbin on the short side.

“It was definitely a pretty-good game for me,” he remembered.

However, not every moment of his rookie season has matched that kind of buzz.

A star growing up playing minor hockey here, Stefano found it difficult being a healthy scratch for last Thursday’s 7-1 home ice loss to Oshawa.

“It was definitely something I’m not used to,” said the five-foot-10, 184-pounder. “But it makes you realize how hard you have to work when you get back in there.”

Stefano said he was told by head coach Jody Hull not to be concerned about sitting out.

The Petes, with numbers to sort out on their forward lines, wanted to get others into the lineup.

Stefano returned a day later and, through six games, has produced two goals and two assists.

“I think I’ve been doing really well and making the most of my chances,” said Stefano, who led the Great North Midget League in scoring a season ago, posting totals of 36 goals and 63 assists in 33 games for the Sault North Stars.

Petes head coach Jody Hull agreed with his young player’s assessment.

“I’ve been very impressed with him,” said Hull, whose club is off to a 3-3-0-1 start. “He’s a very smart player who plays well positionally. But at this stage, it’s all about getting your feet wet and developing.”

To that end, Stefano spoke of his need to work hard and execute at both ends of the ice.

“It’ll be a process for him,” Hull continued. “He works hard, is very coachable and is getting better. But it’s baby steps now for young players.”

Asked what he projects for Stefano, Hull spoke of the “bright future” he sees ahead. “He has a nice skill level for sure. But it’s the same for all young players. When their opportunity comes, they have to take advantage of it.”

This being his draft season, Stefano is determined to do whatever is necessary to open some eyes.

His goal is to get drafted and get an opportunity to play professional hockey.

He spoke of the need to continue doing what he has been doing while striving for improvement every day.

The biggest adjustment, he added, is to know what you want to do with the puck before you ever get possession of it.

“The moment it hits your tape, you have to know what you’re going to do,” said Stefano, who credited personal trainer Mike Cowan for helping him to get bigger and stronger over the summer.

While his skating, hockey sense and skill have all been positives, Stefano said he knows he must gain patience in order to take a step up to the next level.

“Instead of always rushing to make an easy pass, I’ve got to make the best play possible,” he said.

Though the opportunity to play collegiate hockey in the United States was available, Stefano said he always dreamed about playing in the OHL.

Both Lake Superior State University in the Michigan Sault, and a Div. I school from Hockey East Stefano prefers not to name publicly, showed serious interest.

But Stefano is happy with his decision — “I’m having a blast,” he said – to play in the OHL.

Moving to Peterborough was made easier by a family of Sault natives who now live in the central Ontario city.

Gene (Chipper) Adamo grew up with Stefano’s father.

Adamo and his wife, Tracy, left the Sault for Peterborough in 1999 and have boarded Petes players for at least 12 years.

The Adamos, who have two sons, Michael and Matthew, approached Claudio Stefano at training camp and offered to be Anthony’s billet family.

“They treat me like I’m part of their family,” Anthony said. “I feel very comfortable there. They made sure from Day 1 that I was happy and it makes for one less thing to worry about.”

Asked if he’d felt homesick since leaving the Sault, Stefano said no.

“I’ve been so busy, I really haven’t had time to be homesick,” he added. “I’ve gotten really close to my teammates. I’m happy here. The organization has been first class and I really like the city, my teammates and the fans.”
Hounds lose in Kingston, win two of three on road 


By Peter Ruicci, Sault Star 

 Monday, October 7, 2013 10:32:56 EDT AM  

Kingston defenceman Matthew Watson tries to get to a rebound on Soo Greyhounds goaltender Matt Murray during the second period of Sunday's game. Kingston won 3-2. (Elliot Ferguson The Whig-Standard)
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SAULT STE. MARIE - Sunday was a day of blended and varied emotions for the top team in the Ontario Hockey League's West Division.

On one hand, the Soo Greyhounds were disappointed at coming out of Kingston empty-handed.

“We have all the tools to beat teams like that,” said Hounds captain Darnell Nurse.

The Frontenacs (6-0-0-1), the league's only team without a regulation loss, stopped the Soo 3-2 before 3,036 at the K-Rock Centre.

On the other hand, Greyhounds head coach Sheldon Keefe called Sunday's third period “our best period of the trip.” And gaining four out of six possible points on a five-day, three-game road trip, was yet another positive sign for a young club that stands 4-1-0-1 through six starts.

“Four out of six is an encouraging sign,” said Keefe, whose club secured a 4-1 win on Thursday in Ottawa and a 4-0 decision over Belleville on Saturday.

“You'd always like five or six points,” added overage winger Andrew Fritsch. “But we're obviously happy with four.”

Keefe, who gave his players today off, spoke of how his team was “outplayed for the bulk of the game,” by the Frontenacs. “But we hung around on the strength of Matt Murray's goaltending. He was again very solid.”

However being outplayed, the coach added, had more to do with the talent and work ethic of the Frontenacs than with any shortcoming his club displayed.

“They're fast, they play hard and they're structured,” Keefe said of the Frontenacs, who held a 36-33 edge in shots and took a 2-1 lead into the final period. “That's the best game we've faced from an opponent so far. That (Kingston) group has grown together as a team.”

Nurse was also impressed, saying the Frontenacs “are definitely the best team we've played so far.”

But, the veteran rearguard repeated what he'd said earlier.

“We can play with them. We just need more consistency.”

Nurse, whose power-play goal with 44 seconds left in regulation drew the Hounds to within 3-2, liked what he saw from his club at some points in the game.

“We showed what we're capable of,” he said. “But we have a lot of work to do to compete with teams like that on a nightly basis.”

Trailing 2-1, the Hounds had a chance to tie the game early in the third.

But overage netminder Matt Mahalak, formerly of the Plymouth Whalers, turned aside Hounds sniper Sergey Tolchinsky on a penalty shot.

“Right now, our record definitely shows we've been happy with what we're doing,” Mahalak told the Kingston Whig-Standard newspaper.

Keefe admitted a goal by Tolchinsky in that situation “could have changed things.”

He also spoke of his disappointment over a third period interference minor defenceman Kevin Spinozzi took at the 10:33 mark.

That led to Henri Ikonen's second goal of the game, a power-play marker at 11:49 that made it 3-1.

“That penalty, David Miller's penalty and the too-many-men penalty – those are things that can't happen against teams such as Kingston,” Keefe said.

Miller took an elbowing minor early in the third and the Greyhounds were caught with too many men on the ice midway through the opening frame.

After Ikonen had staked the home side to a 1-0 lead early in the second period, Jorgen Karterud notched his second goal of the season, on the power play, seven minutes later.

Jean Dupuy put Kingston in front to stay late in the middle stanza.

“As a whole, our team played very, very well,” said Kingston head coach Todd Gill. “The Soo is a good team. I thought we were the better team today.”

Fritsch was impressed by what he saw from Sunday's opponent.

“They play the same way as Barrie does,” the veteran winger said. “Both play with a lot of pace. They backcheck and forecheck hard. The games to start the trip, against Ottawa and Belleville, they both played slower games.”

“Through nine periods we showed lots of inconsistencies,” Keefe noted. “We showed how much room for growth there is. But the positive sign for us is that through six games, we've found ways to pick up points.”

The coach hopes to take the positives into his team's first games against division opponents this weekend.

The Plymouth Whalers are here Friday and the Windsor Spitfires come to town 24 hours later. Start time for both at Essar Centre is 7:07 p.m.

Notes: The Greyhounds played Sunday's game minus veteran wingers Mitchell Dempsey and Dylan Staples.

Dempsey has been at his home in Cambridge, Ont., for what the club says are personal reasons. He's slated to rejoin the Hounds Tuesday.

Staples was a healthy scratch Sunday for the second game in a row.
Halverson posts shutout in first OHL start 


By Peter Ruicci, Sault Star 

 Sunday, October 6, 2013 9:14:10 EDT PM  
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SAULT STE. MARIE - It takes something special for Darnell Nurse to get excited.

But on Saturday night, Nurse didn't hold back.

“That was one of the best performances I've ever seen from a rookie,” the Soo Greyhounds captain said of Brandon Halverson's effort while posting a shutout.

Playing in his first Ontario Hockey League game, the 17-year-old native of Traverse City, Mich., blanked the Belleville Bulls 4-0 before 2,572 at Yardmen Arena.

Halverson, taken by the Greyhounds in the seventh round of the 2012 OHL Priority Selections draft, made 32 saves on a night he won't soon forget.

“Oh, Wow! It's a pretty-great feeling to do this in my first game ever,” said the six-foot-four, 180-pounder. “I felt real good in warmups. I got in my zone and everything fell into place.”

Andrew Fritsch and Jared McCann paced the winners with a goal and an assist each. Sergey Tolchinsky, with a beautiful effort, and David Miller, with his first OHL goal, completed the scoring.

Brandon Hughes contributed a pair of assists.

Asked if he was nervous before the game, Halverson answered in the affirmative.

“I always get nervous before big games,” he chuckled. “But once I get these first couple of games under my belt I hope the nerves go away.”

Questioned as to how much he thought about the shutout as the third period entered the final minutes, Halverson described that time period as “nerve-wracking. I really wanted it so bad.”

“I'm thrilled for him,” said Hounds head coach Sheldon Keefe, who told the young netminder of his starting assignment during a Friday skate.

That was an off day on a three-day trip that began Thursday in Ottawa.

“He's a young kid and you never really know how it's going to go,” Keefe continued. “But he looked nothing like a young kid making his first start tonight (Saturday). He had some swagger. He was confident and he handled the puck like a pro.”

Halverson was tested early when the home team went on the power play with just over six minutes remaining in the opening period.

He called those two minutes “nuts,” when asked about killing the penalty off.

“It was shot after shot,” Halverson added.

He went on to describe his play as “steady” the rest of the way, giving credit to his teammates.

“Without them, I wouldn't have gotten the shutout,” Halverson said. “They cleared everything out and didn't let anyone walk in. There was lots of talking and lots of good communication.”

“He was unbelievable,” added Nurse. “For someone to come in and make an impact like that in their first game is unbelievable.”
Halverson backstops Hounds to victory 


By Peter Ruicci, Sault Star 

 Saturday, October 5, 2013 10:29:14 EDT PM  
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Brandon Halverson could hardly believe it.

"Oh Wow. It's a pretty-great feeling," said Halverson, who posted a shutout in his first Ontario Hockey League start Saturday.

The Soo Greyhounds rookie netminder made 32 saves as the Hounds blanked the Belleville Bulls 4-0 in Belleville.

It was the second game of a three-game trip which concludes Sunday afternoon in Kingston.

"I felt real good in warmups. I got in my zone and everything fell into place," said Halverson, a native of Traverse City, Mich.

David Miller, Jared McCann, Andrew Fritsch and Sergey Tolchinsky handled the scoring for the Soo, which improved to 4-0-0-1 on the season.

MORE TO COME
Good start for Hounds has naysayers taking note 2


By Bill Montague, Sault Star 

 Friday, October 4, 2013 10:18:02 EDT PM  

Hounds forward Jaren McCann.
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The whispers began almost as last season ended.

Oh my, said the naysayers. Where are they going to get their scoring from?

Their critics pointed to their youth and lack of size. They wondered aloud how the Soo Greyhounds would cope without scoring sensation Nick Cousins, CHL defenceman of the year Ryan Sproul and OHL captain of the year, Colin Miller.

Here we go again. Another rebuilding campaign, another season of frustration for those die-hard hockey fans in Sault Ste. Marie.

But just four games into the 2013-14 Ontario Hockey League season, the Soo Greyhounds are defying the odds and proving that despite last year’s mass exodus of players, they still have enough in the cupboards to be competitive.

They’ve proven that much by bolting out to a 3-0-0-1 start, good enough for first place in the Western Conference.

And while four games is hardly a gauge for how good this team is or can be, this kind of start is just what the doctor ordered for a young hockey club trying to build confidence and the trust of its fan base.

But perhaps more significant is the evolution of former first-round pick Jared McCann and former first-round CHL import pick Sergey Tolchinsky.

Both are blessed with the kind of skill and grit coaches drool over, but coming into the season there was reasonable concern as to whether they could fill the shoes of the now departed Cousins, who finished third in league scoring last year with 27 goals and 103 points in 64 games.

Cousins logged close to 25 minutes a game and along with Sproul and Miller, was on the ice during most key-game moments.

Now, those minutes are being occupied by McCann, Tolchinsky, Darnell Nurse and Tyler Ganly and the results have been impressive.

McCann, who is just 17, is providing the Greyhounds with the kind of offensive production few expected. He has six goals and three assists and is flourishing with the increase in ice time.

His short-handed goal during Thursday’s 4-1 road win in Ottawa illustrated the scoring touch he possesses. Racing in alone, McCann did a little stick and head fake and rifled a shot that beat 67’s goalie Philippe Trudeau, after which the puck ricocheted off the water bottle which was sitting on top of the net. McCann is now a plus-seven through four games.

Tolchinsky has been equally as dangerous. He has five goals and four assists in four games, with three of those goals coming last Saturday in a 4-3 shootout loss to the Barrie Colts.

Times will undoubtedly get tougher for these two speedy, skilled forwards, as opposing teams dedicate more of their game preparation toward stopping them. They will face some of the league’s top defencemen. They will be physically harassed in front of the net and in the corners.

But like all elite forwards, McCann and Tolchinsky will have to prove they can handle the attention. And based on their personalities, I’d say both will do just fine.

The Hounds have also received stellar goaltending by Matt Murray, who, in his fourth season, looks so much more poised and confident behind the pipes.

For the first time in his major junior career, Murray no longer has anyone lurking in the background, waiting for him to fail. As much hope as Brandon Halverson might have, the Hounds will never turn their hopes over to a 17-year-old rookie, who is still adapting to the major junior level.

Through four games, Murray has been impressive. He’s third in the league among goaltenders with a 1.96 goals-against average and a sparkling 934 save percentage.

And of course there’s the Sheldon Keefe factor. This guy, since coming to Sault Ste. Marie last season, has completely altered the attitude of this team. He has changed the country-club atmosphere and his demanding style and the systems he employs has been hugely effective.

But as with anything, the test of time will really dictate how successful this season will be. It’s early and there are still a lot of questions to be answered.

Can McCann and Tolchinsky continue at their current pace? Will Murray be able to play an entire season at this level?

And that nasty bug knows as the injury bug is one the Hounds can ill afford to be inflicted with, especially in the case of either McCann or Tolchinsky.

But for now, Sault fans can take solace in the fact that offence doesn’t appear to be a problem. Confidence is a delicate trait and to earn seven of a possible eight points to start the season, is a step in the right direction.

b.montague@sunmedia.ca

Twitter: @billmontague
Murray backstops Hounds past 67's 


By Peter Ruicci, Sault Star 

 Thursday, October 3, 2013 11:43:43 EDT PM  
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SAULT STE. MARIE - They were outshot 14-3 in the final period.

Not only that, the Soo Greyhounds were forced to kill off three minor penalties in the final 10 minutes.

But Matt Murray's outstanding netminding, a short-handed goal by Jared McCann, and a penalty-killing unit that held the Ottawa 67's off the board on four power-play chances, made sure the Hounds early lead held up Thursday.

The Soo wound up winning its first road start of the season, beating the 67's 4-1 before 1,561 at Canadian Tire Centre.

“This just showed how important Matt Murray is to this team,” said Hounds head coach Sheldon Keefe, whose club improved to 3-0-0-1 heading into an off day today.

The Greyhounds road trip continues with a Saturday night clash in Belleville, before wrapping up with a Sunday afternoon tilt in Kingston.

“Matt was solid, calm and confident,” continued Keefe, whose club held a 33-32 edge in shots. “He almost made it look easy and you could see the confidence our players gained from him. I wasn't pleased with how we played, we were sloppy with the puck. But Matt's been real solid for us since the start of the season and even more so tonight (Thursday).”

“Matt is the reason we won, 100%,” added Hounds defenceman and team captain Darnell Nurse, who contributed a pair of assists. “We didn't play well, but there are going to be games like that. Wins never come easily in this league.”

The Greyhounds went eight minutes without registering a shot on goal to start the final frame.

Meantime, trailing 3-1, the 67's came hard at Murray.

But the fourth-year netminder was more than equal to the task.

“I was busy in the third for sure,” Murray said. “A few penalties we took added to the work I got. But fortunately, we were able to hold our ground and come out with the two points.”

Murray said he felt good going into Thursday's contest.

“There were a couple of times when the pressure was heavy,” he added. “But being able to stop their momentum gave the whole team a boost.”

The visitors put the game away while killing a penalty with 3:02 left in regulation.

Patrick Watling helped create a turnover and Nurse led McCann with a saucer pass the young centre managed to control.

“I felt my best option was to shoot it,” McCann said of his breakaway opportunity. “I went up high to the glove side and it went in. We were lucky Matt Murray played well for us, but it's still a good win.”

“Our penalty-killing was real good,” Keefe noted. “We were outplayed for the second half of the game, but despite Ottawa taking it to us, we gave up very little.”

After Ottawa's Travis Konecny opened the scoring 8:39 into the opening frame, the Hounds scored twice in less than two minutes to take the lead for good.

Watling, on the power play, notched his first goal in a Greyhounds uniform at the 11:12 mark.

Andrew Fritsch scored his first of the season to make it 2-1.

Late in the second period, Tyler Gaudet came out of the corner and his shot deflected off of a 67's defender and past netminder Philippe Trudeau.

The power-play goal made it 3-1. Both McCann and Watling finished the night with a goal and an assist.

“But I thought about halfway through the second period the game began to turn,” Keefe said. “We were real sloppy and we were turning pucks over. Pucks were blowing up over our sticks.”

Asked about ice conditions, Keefe said he thought they weren't very good.

The coach was also asked what he thinks a victory on the road, when his players weren't at their best, says about the 2013-2014 Greyhounds.

“This game could have gone either way,” he said. “I think it's a positive sign we can win despite not playing well over the second half of the game.”

Keefe said his original plan was to give rookie netminder Brandon Halverson his first OHL start in Belleville on Saturday.

But he admitted he may reconsider following Murray's strong performance in Ottawa.

Notes: Third-year winger Mitchell Dempsey is not with the team on this road trip.

Dempsey has returned to his home in Cambridge, Ont., for what Keefe described as “personal reasons.”

Asked if the player's absence was in any way related to the team disciplining Dempsey, Keefe said no.

“It's a family situation and he'll rejoin the team on Tuesday in the Sault,” added general manager Kyle Dubas.

After playing in the team's first two regular season games, Dempsey, a seventh-round selection of the Boston Bruins in the 2013 NHL draft, was a healthy scratch for last Saturday's 4-3 shootout loss to the Barrie Colts.
Hounds begin three-game trip in Ottawa 


By Peter Ruicci, Sault Star 

 Wednesday, October 2, 2013 8:40:25 EDT PM  
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SAULT STE. MARIE - The first lengthy road trip of any Soo Greyhounds season is looked upon as an opportunity for players to bond.

But while Sheldon Keefe is aware of the potential benefits of spending five days together, the Hounds head coach said his players have connected without the aid of a journey to Eastern Ontario.

“I have to tell you, it's been pretty impressive how they've bonded already,” said Keefe, whose club left Wednesday for a three-game trip beginning Thursday night in Ottawa.

The Hounds also visit Belleville Saturday night and Kingston Sunday afternoon.

“There's a nice vibe around the team and that's showing on the ice,” added Keefe, whose club has yet to lose in regulation, opening the season with a 2-0-0-1 record. “There are no egos, there's no jealousy. They enjoy each others company.”

Still, said overage forward Patrick Watling, five days away from home “brings guys closer together. When you're on that bus for that long, you talk to everybody. And everyone hangs out together.”

Considered a potentially-gruelling trip for younger players not used to such tests, team captain Darnell Nurse sees this Eastern swing as a learning experience.

“A lot of guys haven't been through this before and it's good to get it over with as early in the season as possible,” the third-year defenceman said. “The first time you do it, it's probably the hardest way to play hockey. The bus trip there and back is 10-12 hours.”

As the Hounds captain, Nurse spoke of how overseeing the way in which veterans and youngsters mix, is part of his role.

“But for the first time since I've been here, that's not going to be a problem,” Nurse said.

Due to the club's experience on the road over the years, the captain also spoke of how well the Greyhounds have adjusted to a heavy travel schedule.

“We know how to do this,” he said. “And the way this organization treats us when we travel is great.”

Fresh from Sunday's 3-2 home ice win over Niagara, the 67's enter Thursday's clash with a 2-2-0-0 mark.

Keefe, who plans to give netminder Matt Murray his fourth straight start Thursday, spoke of wanting to see “more of the same” commitment to battling and competing from his club.

The Soo coach was particularly impressed with the way in which his players rallied from a 3-1 third period deficit Saturday, eventually tying the Barrie Colts 3-3 after regulation at Essar Centre.

The Colts went on to win 4-3 in a shootout.

“But we would like to see better execution in several areas,” Keefe added. “We're not handling the puck as well as I'd like to see.”

The Soo coach says he plans to give rookie netminder Brandon Halverson a start against either the Bulls or Frontenacs.

Keefe said he realizes Murray is capable of handling the entire load on this trip, but wants the 17-year-old Traverse City, Mich., native to get into a game.

“We told him at the start of the week to practise well and earn the start,” Keefe explained. “He's been steadily improving in practice and he's learning a lot.”

Halverson was recently listed as an Ontario Hockey League C Goaltender, on NHL Central Scouting's 2014 North American Ones to Watch list, heading into next summer's NHL Entry Draft.

Meantime, Keefe also said he's going to try to work some of the players who've sat out the first three games into the lineup this weekend.

Forwards David Miller and Ryan Kirkup have yet to play this season. Defenceman Colton White, the club's second-round selection in this year's draft, has been a healthy scratch for the last two games and the Hounds don't want to stunt his growth as a player.

“We want to get some guys in, but it's hard finding people to take out,” Keefe noted.
Hounds trim roster 


By Peter Ruicci, Sault Star 

 Wednesday, October 2, 2013 8:31:33 EDT PM  
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SAULT STE. MARIE - The Soo Greyhounds have whittled their roster down to 24, reassigning rookie hopeful Medric Mercier to the Northern Ontario Junior Hockey League's Soo Thunderbirds.

A 16-year-old (1996 birth year) native of Ottawa, Mercier

made his T-Birds debut Wednesday night in Sudbury.

The defenceman was taken by the Hounds in the seventh round of the 2012 Ontario Hockey League draft.

His departure leaves the Soo with seven rearguards.

“For me, personally, I really regret that Mac Clutsam and Kevin Spinozzi didn't play more last season,” Greyhounds general manager Kyle Dubas said of two of his defencemen. “I didn't want to see the same thing happen to Medric this year where he doesn't get into many games.”

With former Greyhound star Jordan Smith coaching the T-Birds “sending him (Mercier) there just made too much sense,” Dubas added. “I'm looking forward to seeing Smitty work with one of our defencemen.”

The plan is for Mercier to practise as often as possible with the Greyhounds, while playing for the Thunderbirds.

“He's definitely still in our plans,” Dubas said of the six-foot-three, 201-pounder. “If he wasn't a major part of our plans moving forward we would have let him go back to Ottawa to play junior hockey there. This way, we can keep a close eye on him.”

Meantime, Dubas said the Hounds will soon make a move with forward Nick Halagian, who remains at his St. Catharines, Ont., home after requesting a trade prior to training camp.

Dubas said Wednesday he still has not received an offer for Halagian, who notched eight goals and six assists in 61 games for the Greyhounds a season ago.

“I have talked to him and the members of our leadership group,” said Dubas, alluding to captain Darnell Nurse, the alternate captains and netminder Matt Murray. “I'll meet with our guys (coaches) and speak again with Nick before figuring out what we're going to do.”

The GM said the door for Halagian to return to the Hounds remains open – albeit slightly.

“I don't want to see an 18-year-old kid miss a year of hockey,” he added. “I'd like to get him moving along, playing hockey somewhere as soon as possible
Hounds Tolchinsky, McCann form a compelling combo 


By Peter Ruicci, Sault Star 

 Tuesday, October 1, 2013 1:13:45 EDT AM  
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SAULT STE. MARIE - Getting hit by a single punch is one thing.

But ask any boxer, it's those combination punches that do some damage.

Bang. Bang.

The Soo Greyhounds have so far turned a 1-2 punch loose on the rest of the Ontario Hockey League.

Sure, it's only been three games.

But winger Sergey Tolchinsky and centre Jared McCann are off to rocket starts with five goals each.

Tolchinsky has four assists for a total of nine points while McCann has a couple of assists for seven.

They've both been dominant players helping the Greyhounds get off to a surprising 2-0-0-1 start.

Both are among the league's top 10 scorers and both have hugely-impressive, multi-goal games to their credit.

McCann scored four times in a 10-3 win over Sudbury on opening night, and Tolchinsky clicked for three goals Saturday in a 4-3 shootout loss to Barrie.

And when needed most, in a tight 2-1 win over North Bay Friday night, the potent pair responded with a goal and an assist each.

It was McCann, off a slick feed from Tolchinsky, who snapped home the winner with just 8.7 seconds left in regulation.

Hey, in hockey you'd prefer for your big shots to take the big shots.

And McCann made this one count.

These two second-year players are showing they have the smarts and skills to be offensive leaders on a young club that's looking for people to step up.

Six of the Soo's top eight point-producers from a season ago were lost to graduation.

And at this point, the Hounds need Tolchinsky and McCann to buy time for the many newcomers the team is working into its lineup.

They're doing just that, combining to account for 10 of the team's 15 goals so far.

It's certainly no secret this city's hockey community has been captivated by the 18-year-old Tolchinsky.

The native of Moscow has a magician's hands and a dancer's feet.

He does everything quickly, from helping to create plays to finishing them himself. And Sault fans love watching him stick-handle as if the puck were on a string.

As good as he looked a year ago scoring 26 times, Tolchinsky has definitely taken strides as a player.

He says signing as a free agent with the NHL's Carolina Hurricanes has helped him relax.

“And I have more confidence now,” he added. “I'm more used to the North American game and I know what to expect from this league.”

Though not as dynamic as his older teammate, the 17-year-old McCann is fighting to be a top selection in next summer's NHL Entry Draft.

The London, Ont., native is an excellent skater whose acceleration turns heads. He generates the kind of speed from his crossovers that makes defenders shake.

And he's a smart player with a quick, dangerous, accurate shot.

McCann scored 21 times last season and, like Tolchinsky, is more mature and polished in his second OHL campaign.

He says he worked on his shot a lot over the summer and is “more confident now than a year ago. I'd say 50% of the game is confidence.”

The emergence of these two comes as little surprise to head coach Sheldon Keefe.

Before training camp began Keefe talked of the “game-breaking ability” the two possess.

“You see that skill level,” he added Saturday night, “and know they're elite offensive players who played behind elite offensive players such as Nick Cousins a season ago.”

Ah, but their apprenticeship now appears to be over.

No one can expect them to maintain this kind of scoring pace over the long haul.

But both are destined for big, big seasons.

Tolchinsky and McCann carry more than just the puck for the Greyhounds.

They carry this team's offence and the fans optimism.

And at their ages, they carry a lot of this club's hopes for the future.

p.ruicci@sunmedia.ca
Hounds feeling good despite shootout setback 
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SAULT STE. MARIE - They may have lost a hockey game Saturday, but when the Soo Greyhounds reconvene for practise Monday, they'll do so with a positive feeling.

“We were down two goals going into the third period against a good team like Barrie, with the level of experience they have,” said Hounds head coach Sheldon Keefe, whose club rallied to tie the Colts 3-3, before losing 4-3 in a shootout in front of 4,076 at Essar Centre. “Our guys showed some fight and we'll take a lot of positives out of this. There are a lot of things we need to work on, but three-quarters of that team played in last year's OHL (Ontario Hockey League) finals. And that was a big point for us.”

“You have to take the positives out of this,” added centre Tyler Gaudet, who did a strong job defensively matched against Barrie's Andreas Athanasiou, a 29-goal man a year ago who was held off the score sheet. “Teams tend to look at a shootout loss as something negative, but in this actual game we played four solid periods and came from behind.”

Now 2-0-0-1 on the young season, and in first place in the West Division, the Soo hopes to take those positive vibes into the first road trip of the 2013-2014 season.

The Greyhounds are slated to visit Ottawa Thursday, Belleville Saturday and Kingston on Sunday afternoon.

Trailing 3-1 after 40 minutes against the Colts, the Hounds Sergey Tolchinsky notched a power-play goal at the 8:40 mark of the final frame.

The 18-year-old winger then proceeded to tie the game, with his third goal of the night, seven minutes later.

“He's out to make a difference every shift,” Keefe said of Tolchinsky.

The home team had the better chances in overtime, but all three of the Colts shooters, including overage Mitchell Theoret, who clinched the victory, beat netminder Matt Murray with shots along the ice.

“It's unacceptable,” said Murray, who'd played well up to that point, turning back a number of good scoring chances. “When a game comes down to a skills competition (in a shootout), I should have been able to stop one or two of them at least.”

“It was tough for him to give up the three goals,” added Keefe, who thought Murray deserved a better fate. “He played better than that tonight. Early in the game, we gave up some quality chances and there was nothing he (Murray) could do on their two power-play goals.”

Athanasiou and Zach Hall had beaten Murray before Jared McCann, on the Hounds third shootout try, evened things at two goals each.

That set the stage for Theoret, who slipped the puck under Murray's pads.

Andrew Fritsch, with a slick move, had scored earlier for the Hounds before Colts netminder Alex Fotinos turned aside Tolchinsky.

“It's disappointing to lose,” said Tolchinsky, who has five goals in his first three games. “In the first and third periods we played really well. But in the second period we lost focus, didn't move the puck quickly and turned it over too much.”

The Colts, who were outshot 33-29 overall, scored three times in the middle stanza. Aaron Ekblad and Hall converted power-play chances before Erik Bradford's goal at the 13:32 mark increased the visitors lead to 3-1.

“I thought we took a couple of dumb penalties in the third period,” said Colts head coach Dale Hawerchuk, whose club was playing its third game in as many days. “We need to keep our composure. Our penalties killed our momentum in the third period and for sure, we're really pleased to get out with the two points.”

While the Colts converted two of four power-play chances, the Hounds scored just once on eight tries.

“We had plenty of chances early and didn't take advantage of them,” said Keefe, who gave his players Sunday off. “I was disappointed in our power play. We need to produce. That'll win you a lot of games in this league.”

Notes: The OHL has rescheduled the Hounds at Sudbury game, postponed on opening night due to fog at Sudbury Community Arena.

The game will now be played Tuesday, Dec. 10.
Hounds expect to trim roster soon 
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SAULT STE. MARIE - The return of Darnell Nurse earlier this week has helped intensify the battle for Soo Greyhounds roster spots.

Once the veteran defenceman was reassigned here by the NHL's Edmonton Oilers, the Hounds roster number swelled to 25 – 1 or 2 more than general manager Kyle Dubas wants to carry.

“We'll sit down this weekend and see where we're at,” said Dubas, speaking of a meeting he has planned for himself, head coach Sheldon Keefe and associate coach Joe Cirella. “We don't really want to stay at 25.”

Dubas said the club will discus how best to pare a roster that presently includes eight defencemen and 15 forwards.

Four players sat out last Saturday's season-opening 10-3 win over Sudbury here.

That group included defenceman Medric Mercier and forwards Ryan Kirkup, Nick Pastorious and David Miller.

All but Kirkup are first-year players.

Dubas spoke of how none of the Hounds who sat out “are high-maintenance players. They just want to work hard and get better.”

But, he added, the club would prefer to go through the season with just 23 or 24 bodies.

Asked about the status of forward Nick Halagian, who remains at his St. Catharines, Ont., home awaiting a trade, Dubas said there have been no new developments.

The GM said he's yet to receive a trade offer for the 18-year-old, who requested he be traded over the summer and wasn't here for training camp.

Keefe readies Hounds for challenging weekend 


By Peter Ruicci, Sault Star 

 Thursday, September 26, 2013 6:41:37 EDT PM  
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SAULT STE. MARIE - Keep things in perspective.

That's been the message the head coach of the Soo Greyhounds has conveyed to his players throughout the week.

The Hounds are coming off of a stunning 10-3 home ice victory over the Sudbury Wolves in their regular season opener last Saturday.

But Sheldon Keefe has wanted to make sure his charges realize not every game this season will play out the same way.

“All week we talked about the things that didn't go well for us,” said Keefe, whose club is slated to entertain the North Bay Battalion Friday and the Barrie Colts Saturday at Essar Centre.

Start time for both games is 7:07 p.m.

“There were parts of our game that were not as good as they were in the exhibition season,” Keefe added. “And while we made some nice plays, we also had a lot of puck luck last week.”

Against the Wolves, the Hounds struggled when it came to passing the puck in order to exit their zone.

They committed far too many turnovers for the coaching staff's liking.

“That wasn't very good,” Keefe said. “We didn't play well with the puck in our own zone. On our side of centre ice, we weren't very good when we had possession of the puck.”

“Keefer has had some talks with us about how this is a new weekend,” said overage centre Patrick Watling, a Sault native. “These games aren't going to be as easy as the Sudbury game. We can't go into games thinking it's going to be as easy as that.”

For what it's worth, preseason predictions by various media members had both the Battalion and Colts, a league power a year ago, ranked among the Ontario Hockey League Eastern Conference's top clubs.

“The coaches preached a lot this week that these are going to be two hard-fought games,” said overage winger Andrew Fritsch. “It's hard not to like what we did in the opener, but we have to remember it's only one game. This will be a big test for us. We're going to have to tighten up in the defensive zone and compete hard in both games.”

Keefe spoke of the Battalion's commitment to team defence and how North Bay's rearguards take very few chances with the puck.

He said there's not a lot of risk in North Bay's approach and because of that, his club must be opportunistic.

“We have to make the most of our scoring chances. They'll be at a premium,” Keefe added. “The big challenge for us will be going from a free-flowing game against the Wolves to a game with a slower pace.”

The return of captain Darnell Nurse, reassigned to the Hounds by the NHL's Edmonton Oilers earlier this week, will no doubt be critical.

Nurse's ability to both skate and pass the puck out of danger in his own zone will certainly benefit his teammates.

“He's a force in all areas of the game and he's a leader on the ice and in the locker room,” Keefe said. “And coming back, he's got a lot of motivation.”

The Hounds bench boss plans to pair Nurse with Tyler Ganly on defence tonight. Alex Gudbranson will skate alongside Kyle Jenkins and Mac Clutsam and Kevin Spinozzi will make up the third defensive pairing.

Rookie Colton White is expected to sit out tonight, joining Medric Mercier on the sidelines.

Matt Murray is expected to get his second straight start in goal and Keefe said he was still considering his options as far as combinations go on the forward lines.

Following Saturday's clash, the Soo plays three straight on the road, beginning Thursday in Ottawa.

Hounds unlikely to deal Nurse -- RUICCI COLUMN 
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SAULT STE. MARIE - Darn that Kyle Dubas.

If only he'd have left the door open a wee bit more.

If only he would have said something like “we'll have to wait and see.”

If only his comment would have been “no comment.”

The Soo Greyhounds general manager could have given the ink-stained scoundrels of the local print media fodder to write about and speculate on for the next three months.

Doesn't he realize controversy is the lifeblood of the cynical columnist?

Can't he appreciate the fun we have with the cardiac craziness that goes along with the days leading up to the OHL trade deadline?

Instead, Dubas all but snuffed out the nonstop speculation that likely would have followed Darnell Nurse right up until the early January deadline for deals.

Look, as close as he came to making the 2013-2014 Edmonton Oilers, it's now abundantly clear: Barring a very strange occurrence, this will be Nurse's final season in the OHL.

A year from now, as a 19-year-old, the talented Hamilton, Ont., native will take his rightful place on the Oilers defence.

And the Hounds will be searching for a replacement for a player – and leader – who'll be very difficult to replace.

Okay, let's be honest: They won't be able to replace him.

Once word came down of Nurse's return to the Sault, where he'll make his regular season debut Friday against North Bay at Essar Centre, Dubas was asked about his star rearguard's future.

With the odds stacked against him returning to the Hounds next season, would the general manager consider dealing Nurse for future assets before the trade deadline?

Dubas admitted such a question bothers him because it presumes his club will be a seller at the deadline.

He doesn't think the Hounds will be.

“Not a lot of media people expected a lot out of the Oakland A's or the Tampa Bay Rays, either,” said Dubas, a big baseball fan who appreciates the work it took to turn two teams with very low payrolls into playoff entries.

But what if the Greyhounds were floundering come January?

Dubas began his answer by using the expression never-say-never.

But, the GM quickly added: “In this case, it's probably as close as you could possibly get to no chance of that happening at all.”

And he brought his position further into focus when he said: “I'm a big believer in players playing their entire careers in a Greyhounds uniform.”

Dubas went on to explain how stability is something he prides himself on when discussing a young player's options with his family.

Parents are often concerned about their youngster being able to complete his junior eligibility in one city, without the fear of having to change teams.

And Dubas said his position of doing everything possible to allow veterans to finish their careers here “is a big recruiting point for us. A lot of teams say it, but not every team does it. We want to be a team that does it.”

This isn't the first time I've heard those views from Dubas.

Now Nurse has a no-trade clause in his contract.

But who knows? Maybe with the season winding down he'd relish joining a club making a serious championship run.

But it seems to me, it's a pretty-safe bet the Hounds plan to hang onto their captain.

And spoil all of the media's fun.

Amadio looks forward to homecoming 
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SAULT STE. MARIE - It was last November 16.

Sault native Michael Amadio skated for the first time at Essar Centre as a member of the Brampton Battalion.

Then a 16-year-old, he played well, garnering an assist in the Battalion's 4-3 win over the Hounds.

Yet Amadio spent a good part of his rookie season scrapping for ice time.

He often skated on the fourth line, finishing with six goals, and 13 assists in 63 games.

But the player who'll be here Friday apparently bears little resemblance to the one we remember from a season ago.

Now 17, Amadio is a little bigger, a little stronger and a lot more self-assured.

“I just think he's really matured,” said Battalion head coach and director of hockey operations Stan Butler. “Last year was a new experience for him. Now he's 17 and he's been through things before.”

“The game has slowed down a little in the sense that I'm more confident making plays,” Amadio said.

The six-foot-one, 190-pounder hopes to take that added confidence into the North Bay Battalion's (the team moved during the off-season) first meeting with the Soo Greyhounds.

Friday's Essar Centre start time is 7:07 p.m.

Not only is Amadio centering the team's second line, he's tied for the Battalion's team scoring lead with veterans Barclay Goodrow and Vincent Praplan.

All three have two goals and three assists in the club's first three games.

“I've been given the opportunity to play on the top two lines and I'm getting power-play time on the first unit,” said Amadio, who's been playing between wingers Brandon Robinson and Alex Henriksson.

“He has great offensive instincts and he works hard,” Butler added.

Not only is Amadio tied for the Battalion scoring lead, he also had the honour of scoring the first goal in North Bay Battalion franchise history.

Last Friday in Kingston, with North Bay trailing 2-0, Amadio scored early in the third period.

Amadio explained how he was in front of the Frontenacs goal while defenceman Brenden Miller controlled the puck between the hash marks and the face-off circle on the left side of the ice.

“His shot may have been going wide and I just redirected it in,” Amadio said. “It was an honour to score the franchise's first goal. All of the guys were congratulating me.”

Amadio, taken by the Battalion in the second round (36th overall) of the 2012 Ontario Hockey League Priority Selections draft, said it's something he'll long remember.

“It was one of the biggest moments in my Major A career so far,” he noted.

As much as he enjoyed living in Southern Ontario, returning to the Northern part of the province pleased Amadio.

He spoke of how playing in North Bay is closer to his home in the Sault, making it easier for family and friends to travel and watch him play.

Asked how the fans in North Bay have taken to the Battalion, Amadio said the excitement in the city is easy to see.

The toughest part for all involved, however, is the delay the Battalion face.

With renovations continuing at Memorial Gardens, North Bay's home arena, the club must play eight straight on the road prior to an Oct. 11 home opener against Peterborough.

The Battalion must also practise at the much-smaller Pete Palangio Arena.

During these strange times, Amadio said Butler has stressed to his players the importance of being mentally tough.

Despite the fact he grew up following the Hounds, Amadio said playing against his hometown team isn't too difficult.

He has fond memories of following the Greyhounds “but they're the opposition now.”

His parents, Paul and Bojana, will be in attendance Friday along with several other family members and friends.

He spoke of how he's excited to compete in front of people close to him.

This is Amadio's draft year and he realizes he must impress NHL scouts in order to be selected.

The 2014 draft is set for June 27-28 at the Wells Fargo Center in Philadelphia

The fact he must prove himself excites Amadio.

“To get drafted into the NHL would be a dream come true,” he offered. “My goal is to play in the NHL.”

And his coach believes he has the ability to do so.

“I think he has NHL potential,” Butler said. “He's a great kid who works hard and he's very coachable. I wish I had 22 more like him.”

Nurse on way back 
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SAULT STE. MARIE - Wednesday was more than just a travel day.

It was a day of mixed emotions for Soo Greyhounds defenceman Darnell Nurse.

The 18-year-old native of Hamilton Ont., was reassigned to the Hounds late Tuesday night by the NHL's Edmonton Oilers.

Though disappointed -- “Anyone who goes to NHL camp wants to stay,” he said – Nurse said he was looking forward to returning to his Ontario Hockey League team.

Nurse is expected to be in the Hounds lineup for this weekend's home games.

The Soo entertains North Bay Friday and Barrie Saturday.

“I miss the guys and I'm looking forward to seeing them,” Nurse said.

Older Hounds need to help the kids stay grounded - RUICCI 
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Related Stories

OHL opener postponed

McCann scores four in opening night win

Tuesdays with Montague

Sure, they're going to need the likes of Andrew Fritsch, Patrick Watling, Tyler Gaudet and Alex Gudbranson during a losing streak (and yes, they will experience a losing streak).

But the Soo Greyhounds really, truly need veteran leadership this week.

It's up to the Hounds older skaters to help convince their younger teammates that playing – and winning – in the OHL isn't as easy as opening night made it seem.

Saturday night was a pinch-me-I-must-be-dreaming night for the Greyhounds and their fans, who revelled in a stunning, 10-3 thrashing of the visiting Sudbury Wolves.

As the home team was scoring five times (several of the highlight-reel variety) in just over 12 minutes in the second period, a tremendous wall of sound rose up.

It was the kind that comes not just from the throat, but from the soul.

And if longtime fans were that excited, imagine how the young kids who dot the Soo roster felt?

This club is carrying 10 rookies and seven second-year players. And some of the post-game grins in the dressing room were wide enough to drive a Zamboni through.

Look, one of the biggest problems in recent seasons here has been the Hounds inability to control their emotional state.

Too often, they've gotten too high when they've won.

And too low when they've lost.

Now sure, one game does not a season make.

But some of these kids didn't need cars to get home Saturday night.

They could have left Essar Centre doing cartwheels.

Normally, Sheldon Keefe and his coaching staff would be concentrating on the positives this week, building up their charges prior to home games against North Bay on Friday and Barrie Saturday.

There's no way that's happening after Saturday's contest.

In order to try to ground their players and eliminate any trace of overconfidence, Keefe and the coaches will focus on the things the Hounds failed to do properly Saturday.

And they won't have far to look.

This club made way too many ill-advised passes, they struggled to move the puck out of their own zone and blew defensive assignments.

A few words from the vets and a review of some of their video lowlights should help dampen some of the sky-high exuberance the Hounds players are feeling.

If not, there's this to consider: Impressive starts in recent years, for a number of reasons, haven't translated into much for this franchise.

Last season, the Soo got off to a 5-1 start.

But the Hounds were just 13-14-2-0 when Mike Stapleton was fired and replaced by Keefe on Dec. 3.

Two years ago, the 2011-2012 Greyhounds opened the regular season with a 4-1 record, and wound up missing the playoffs.

One year earlier, the 2010-2011 Hounds jumped out to a 3-0 start before falling apart. They lost eight straight and sat at home during the post-season.

And the 2009-2010 Hounds actually bolted out to a 7-0 start.

Unfortunately, they proceeded to lose their next six in a row.

While they made the playoffs, that season's club won just one post-season tilt, bowing in the first round in five games to the Plymouth Whalers.

Beginning this season, these Hounds need to put more barbed wire in their mental makeup. And it's up to the experienced veterans to help make that happen.

What a stunner! Hounds whip Wolves 10-3 
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Older Hounds need to lead - RUICCI

SAULT STE. MARIE - Jared McCann admitted he closed his eyes just before scoring his fourth goal Saturday.

The Sudbury Wolves played most of the night as if they were wearing blindfolds.

Sparked by the first, four-goal performance of McCann's career, in stunning fashion the Soo Greyhounds whipped the Wolves 10-3 in the Ontario Hockey League regular season opener for both.

The Soo scored seven unanswered goals, thrilling a crowd of 4,388 at Essar Centre.

“We completely out-played them,” said McCann, whose club was to open the regular season Friday, but fog at ice level at Sudbury Community Arena forced a postponement.

“It was a disgusting display of hockey,” bemoaned Paul Fixter, the Wolves head coach. “I'm embarrassed for the organization.”

Fixter's counterpart, Hounds bench boss Sheldon Keefe, admitted he certainly wasn't anticipating an offensive explosion.

“Am I shocked? Sure,” Keefe added. “You never expect that kind of outburst.”

But that's what the Hounds delivered and the spark was lit by McCann, whose final goal was a dandy.

Working on the power play, he took his time before snapping a beautiful shot that beat Sudbury netminder Troy Timpano on the short side.

“On that fourth goal, I shut my eyes,” said the 17-year-old London, Ont., native. “I saw him (Timpano) go back (in the net), and I closed my eyes and shot.”

Asked when he opened them, McCann answered: “When I heard everyone cheer.”

The power-play marker made it 9-3 on a night when McCann said everything was going his way.

“It was there. I felt as if things were coming easily,” he said. “It was my night, for sure. And I couldn't have asked for a better night for myself and the whole team.”

McCann actually began the Hounds onslaught with the score tied 3-3 early in the second period.

Weaving his way through the slot, the second-year centre beat a pair of Wolves defenders before firing a shot past starting netminder Franky Palazzese.

Four minutes later, Tyler Gaudet burst down the left wing, eluded a defender and fed Dylan Staples who put one in on the short side to make it 5-3.

And four minutes after that, the Soo connected with the man advantage. Sergey Tolchinsky's one-timer from the face-off dot on the right side proved unstoppable for Palazzese, as the home team opened a 6-3 advantage.

In all, the Hounds finished the period with five goals in a span of 12:23.

“We created a lot of high-quality scoring chances,” said Keefe, whose club matched the Wolves total of 32 shots. “You got a nice look tonight (Saturday) at the game-breaking abilities of McCann and Tolchinsky. They did what I was hoping they'd do.”

Tolchinsky, who finished with a goal and three assists, spoke of how he and his teammates “were buzzing” in the offensive zone. “You can't explain it, but it's a great feeling.”

Greyhounds netminder Matt Murray had the perfect view of what was going on at the far end of the ice.

“Everything we touched turned to gold tonight,” he said.

Along with McCann and Tolchinsky, Gaudet also impressed for the winners, finishing with a goal and two assists.

And rookies Jorgen Karterud, Michael Bunting and Brandon Hughes all celebrated opening night by notching their first OHL goals.

Andrew Fritsch, Pat Watling and Trent Mallette contributed a pair of assists each.

“It felt so good,” gushed Karterud, who hails from Oslo, Norway, and was chosen by the Hounds in this year's Canadian Hockey League Import Draft.

Keefe also praised Murray, who was hung out to dry by his teammates on the first two Sudbury goals, before giving up a breakaway marker to Dominik Kubalik early in the second frame.

“Matt's performance could get lost on a night like this. But he settled us down with his play,” the coach said.

As pleased as the Greyhounds were with their offensive performance, play in their own end of the ice left much to be desired.

Sloppy passes, turnovers and missed assignments led Keefe to use the words “very sloppy” to describe that part of his club's game. “I don't think either team played well defensively.”

Fixter agreed.

“Friday night we tried to play in a fog. Tonight our team was foggy,” he said. “We should stop reading our press clippings. If you give Tolchinsky and McCann space they'll shove it up your ass.”

Nicholas Baptiste, Nathan Pancel had the other Sudbury goals.

As one-sided as Saturday's result was, Keefe spoke of how he warned his players to “not get carried away. We have to keep things in perspective. It's just one game and we're going to be in a battle next weekend.”

The Soo is home to North Bay Friday and Barrie Saturday.

Both are 7:07 p.m. starts.

“Sudbury is obviously a lot stronger than they showed tonight,” Gaudet said. “The next game will be a different story. We know every game from here on out won't be easy

Hounds players pumped about home opener 
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SAULT STE. MARIE - Jared McCann remembers his first home opener as if it was yesterday.

He was 16-years-old, the Soo Greyhounds first-round draft choice, a highly-touted centre who was taken fourth overall in the 2012 Ontario Hockey League Priority Selections draft.

As he skated out onto Essar Centre ice exactly one year ago tonight, the London, Ont., native remembers having “the most butterflies I've ever had in my life. I had never played in front of that big of a crowd before.”

A number of Soo rookies – 10 in all – will experience their first home opener tonight when the Hounds entertain the Sudbury Wolves.

Start time at Essar Centre is 7:07 p.m.

The same two teams were to open the regular season Friday night in the Nickel City, but the game was postponed due to fog at ice level.

“It'll be special for us,” McCann said of tonight's first home start. “You want to impress the home fans, but you also want to impress your coaches and teammates. It's a big pleasure to play in a home opener.”

Hounds netminder Matt Murray, now into his fourth OHL season, spoke of how there's a special feeling that goes along with opening night.

“During my first year here, I thought the player introductions at the start of the game were cool,” said Murray, a 19-year-old native of Thunder Bay. “The guys are excited and the crowd is excited. The intensity is elevated in every way. And you can absolutely feel more electricity in the building.”

Having experienced it a year ago, second-year defenceman Kevin Spinozzi is well aware of the unique nature of opening night.

The 17-year-old native of Kingston, Ont., spoke of how the initial home game offers Sault fans their first opportunity to see the players who'll make up the 2013-2014 Greyhounds.

Players are anxious, he admitted, but they need to keep their nervousness from affecting them.

“We want to impress the fans,” Spinozzi said. “But at the same time we want to be able to play our game. We have to stay on task.”

A year ago on this night, the Soo got an overtime goal from Brandon Alderson, his second of the evening, to defeat the Plymouth Whalers 6-5.

Overage winger Andrew Fritsch, who helped set up Alderson's winner, says he believes this year's home opener will be more meaningful for local fans.

“It's because last year we played in two playoff games at home and the fans should be that much more excited about the upcoming season,” said Fritsch, a 20-year-old from Brantford.

The 2012-2013 Hounds made the OHL playoffs for the first time in three years, eventually bowing to the Owen Sound Attack in six games in the first round of post-season play.

“We've got a lot of first-year guys on our team who're going to be amped,” Fritsch predicted. “We left on a good note last year and if that carries over, all of the guys will be that much more excited.”

Tyson Enfield, the Hounds manager of ticket sales and advanced analytics, said he believes the club should approach a sell-out for tonight's opener.

When the Essar Centre box office closed at 5 p.m. Friday, Enfield said a total of 3,837 tickets had been sold.

There are approximately 4,200 seats in the arena and capacity, with two rows of standing room patrons, is 4,925.

“On a real good walk-up day, we'll sell 600 tickets on the day of the game,” Enfield said.

A year ago, attendance for the home opener was announced as 4,095.

“We expect to greatly exceed that figure,” Enfield added.

The Essar Centre box office is open from 10 a.m. until game time today.

Tickets may also be purchased at www.essarcentre.ca and by telephone at 1-866-775-9422.

Young Hounds to finish seventh --- RUICCI COLUMN 5
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SAULT STE. MARIE - The Soo Greyhounds presently exist on the most unreliable of hockey currencies: The big fat maybe.

Maybe if the young defencemen blossom quickly?

Maybe if they aren't plagued by costly turnovers?

Maybe if Blake Speers, Michael Bunting, Jorgen Karterud and Brandon Hughes produce more than typical OHL rookie forwards?

Maybe if Sergey Tolchinsky, Jared McCann and Andrew Fritsch have huge offensive seasons?

Maybe if Mitchell Dempsey finds his way?

Maybe if Matt Murray stands on his head on a regular basis?

Maybe if Darnell Nurse makes us forget Ryan Sproul and Colin Miller?

Maybe if everybody stays healthy?

If all of those things happen, the Soo Greyhounds can be a serious Western Conference contender.

Maybe.

More likely, however, the 2013-2014 Hounds will fight for a playoff berth.

This club opens the regular season Friday in Sudbury with a whopping 10 rookies on the roster.

Another seven players are beginning their second seasons.

Besides experience, they also lack size.

Along with three overages, there are only four 19-year-olds on the club. And one of them, Karterud, has never before skated a shift in North America.

Six of the Hounds top eight scorers from a year ago have graduated. Included in that group is the OHL's third-leading point-producer, Nick Cousins, who put up 76 assists and 103 points.

Also missing are Sproul, voted Canada's best Major A defenceman a year ago, and Miller, the team's captain and a rearguard not far behind Sproul in terms of value to this organization.

Trying to minimize the absence of Miller and Sproul, both of whom scored 20 times while triggering the attack from the back end, will be this club's biggest task.

But not it's only one.

Brandon Alderson's 28 goals and 20 more from Michael Schumacher are gone.

And the often-maddening David Broll still managed to contribute 17 goals, 54 points and a plus-minus figure of plus-2.

So yes, the Soo lost a number of veteran players.

In their place, what the Greyhounds are banking on is the will, skill, drive and desire of their youth.

They're banking on head coach Sheldon Keefe's ability to take the kids and mold them into hard-working, team-first players, with the ability to execute the systems, and the determination to fight thorough whatever obstacle is in their way.

And their banking on Keefe's puck-possession style to not only boost the offence, but limit the chances the opponent gets.

A year ago, let's face it, the Greyhounds were often a train wreck of a defensive team.

Where other coaches in the past built the Hounds foundation on wood chips, Keefe intends to use reinforced concrete.

He's unyielding when it comes to his players doing what is expected of them.

And that approach, surely, will be worth some wins.

There should be little doubt this club will work hard.

By having everyone on the same page (if they aren't, they won't play), Keefe will maximize this team's talents.

And some of these kids certainly bear watching.

Hey, it's obvious what GM Kyle Dubas and Keefe are trying to do.

Having drafted well of late, they know this team's best times are a year away. And without a lot of 19-year-olds left on the roster, the plan is to give the youngsters every chance to both show what they can do this season and develop for the future.

I think they'll get better as the season goes on, but a slow start – maybe very slow – would appear likely.

That's especially true without Nurse here at the outset.

The question is, how much better will they get?

How much can Keefe get out of such an inexperienced, unproven group?

Look, London and Guelph figure to be Western Conference powers. Saginaw has Jake Paterson, likely the best netminder in the league.

Windsor has an impressive crew of older players to lean on. Erie is supposed to be better, while Mike Vellucci always finds a way to win in Plymouth.

My best guess?

The Hounds for seventh place, meaning a difficult first-round playoff matchup.

And another year in which patience will be critical for this city's loyal fans.

Better times are likely just a year away for this organization.

Unfortunately, we've all thought that many times in the past.

The last time the Greyhounds won a playoff series was in 2007-2008. And, like a lost civilization, that moment in time seems ancient now.

Hounds deal Nichols to Guelph 8


By Peter Ruicci, Sault Star 

 Thursday, September 19, 2013 5:38:16 EDT PM  
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SAULT STE. MARIE - Justin Nichols could hardly wipe the smile from his face.

As the newest member of the Guelph Storm, the former Soo Greyhounds netminder spoke Thursday of how he's “absolutely happy to have this opportunity. I don't know if I could be happier.”

Unable to satisfy Nichols request for more playing time, Hounds general manager Kyle Dubas said he felt compelled to trade away the second-year goalie.

In a deal completed Wednesday night, but not approved by the Ontario Hockey League until Thursday morning, the Hounds sent Nichols to Guelph in exchange for a third-round draft choice in 2015.

Nichols practised with his new teammates Thursday and is expected to get the start in the Storm's regular-season opener, Friday against the Erie Otters at Sleeman Centre.

“It's absolutely tough to leave the Sault,” said Nichols, an 18-year-old (1995 birth year) native of St. Catharines, Ont., who was selected by the Hounds in the third round of the 2011 OHL draft. “I had a connection there and it's sad to leave. But I needed to make this move to better my career.”

Nichols departure leaves the Soo's netminding in the hands of 19-year-old (1994 birth year) starter Matt Murray, who recently signed with the NHL's Pittsburgh Penguins, and rookie Brandon Halverson.

A Traverse City, Mich., native, the 17-year-old Halverson (1996 birth year), a six-foot-four, 180-pounder, was chosen in the seventh round of the 2012 draft.

On Wednesday night, Dubas explained how the agent both Murray and Nichols share, Rob Hooper of Octagon Sports, approached him over the summer to let the GM know both of his clients were looking for more playing time this season.

About to enter his fourth OHL campaign, Murray saw action in 53 games a year ago, while Nichols played in 24 as an OHL rookie.

“We had to do right by the kid,” Dubas said of Nichols. “That's why we're here. Obviously, one of the two (Murray or Nichols) was going to have to go. And moving ahead with Matt and Brandon Halverson is best for this program. We believe Brandon deserves the right to start developing at this level.”

Asked why he wasn't able to get more in a deal for the five-foot-11, 150-pound Nichols, who showed promise a season ago, Dubas said a third-rounder was the most he was offered.

Dubas also said he may have been able to get more for Nichols later in the season, but there were several reasons why that wouldn't have worked well.

For one thing, he noted, carrying three goalies “isn't fair to anyone.”

He also spoke of the need to ensure Nichols's studies weren't effected. By trading the player now, Dubas said Nichols, a strong student, could still enroll at the University of Guelph.

“And as much as anything,” Dubas added, “these kinds of moves are just as much about getting the player into a good situation for him. This isn't an NHL franchise where you can hold onto a guy until the market gets better. It's not fair to a kid who's been good to us.”

“I think it was very commendable for Kyle to do that,” Nichols said. “I appreciate everything he's done for me.”

Dubas, Keefe not concerned about lack of experience 


By Peter Ruicci, Sault Star 

 Wednesday, September 18, 2013 11:03:39 EDT PM  
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SAULT STE. MARIE - Having graduated six of their top eight scorers from a season ago, the head coach of the Soo Greyhounds was asked Wednesday if he was concerned about his team's offence heading into the 2013-2014 season.

The Soo begins play Friday night in Sudbury before entertaining the Wolves here one night later.

“To say I'm concerned wouldn't be the word I would use,” said Sheldon Keefe, about to begin his first full season as an Ontario Hockey League bench boss. “I'm anxious to see what kind of impact Jared McCann and Sergey Tolchinsky will have in their second seasons in the league. They can be two dynamic scorers, two game-breakers, we didn't have last year. They're different players than Nick Cousins.”

Cousins led the Hounds in scoring last season and his total of 103 points (27 goals, 76 assists) was third-best among all OHL players.

Keefe and general manager Kyle Dubas answered questions from The Sault Star following the Hounds State of The Program address held at the Roberta Bondar Pavilion.

The two began the evening by answering fans queries.

As well, one-by-one, players seated on the stage introduced themselves to those in attendance.

Asked about a goal for the season, Keefe spoke of how simply making the playoffs “doesn't excite me. Our goal goes far beyond that. Our goal is to make some noise and contend in our division.”

He also said that if the Hounds can continue to improve, which is his expectation, results will follow.

Dubas said the Soo's goal is to ice a competitive team.

He spoke of how the Western Conference features four clubs, London, Guelph, Saginaw and Erie “who, through their actions, have indicated they plan to go for it this year.”

And Windsor, Dubas continued, “has a number of high-end 1994s. They're an older team.”

With a very young roster, the Hounds plan “is to surprise people with the way we're going to play and the depth and quality of players we have.”

Along with three overage players, only four 19-year-olds (1994 birth year) dot the Soo roster.

And one of them, winger Jorgen Karterud of Oslo, Norway, is a first-year OHLer.

Keefe joined Dubas in saying he wasn't overly concerned about the Greyhounds youthful roster.

“I'm very excited to see our young players,” the coach added. “We're trying to build something here. It's easy to go around and collect older players other teams don't want. But we're trying to build something and play the right way.”

While acknowledging the challenge the Hounds face, Keefe spoke of how he believes “we're absolutely up for it.”

He went on to say the Hounds can have success this year and “every night our fans will leave the building pleased with the effort they see from our players.”

Keefe also said this year's Hounds won't be an easy team for opponents to play against.

Dubas spoke of how the majority of the Soo roster is homegrown.

And only netminder Matt Murray was drafted by the previous GM, Dave Torrie.

“The realistic goal is for us to get better every night,” Dubas said. “We want to go into the playoffs playing our best hockey at that time. We want to be a scary matchup for somebody.”

And, Dubas added, if the Hounds players totally buy into the level of conditioning, structure and style of play Keefe is implementing, “being at our best come playoff time is a realistic goal.”

Meantime, Dubas also said little is new on the Nick Halagian trade front. The veteran forward remains at his family's home in St. Catharines having requested the Hounds trade him.

“We've had no offers for him,” Dubas said.

Colton White an up and comer 


By Peter Ruicci, Sault Star 

 Wednesday, September 18, 2013 1:09:14 EDT PM  
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SAULT STE. MARIE - It doesn’t take long to realize how much fun Colton White is having while pursuing his dream.

Ask him what it’s like to be an Ontario Hockey League player and he answers with the word “awesome.”

It’s the same response the 16-year-old defenceman offers when asked about living in his new hockey home, Sault Ste. Marie.

A second-round selection (22nd overall) by the Soo Greyhounds in the 2013 Ontario Hockey League Priority Selections draft, White is one of the key players the Hounds hope to build their future with.

“He has all of the attributes we want in our defencemen,” said Greyhounds head coach Sheldon Keefe. “He can make a pass, join the rush, and he has incredible poise.”

Asked what he projects in the future for White, a six-foot, 180-pounder, Keefe didn’t hold back.

“He’s got a bright future in this league,” the coach said. “And if he keeps developing, beyond this level.”

White considers his skating ability and hockey sense to be among his strengths as a player.

The London, Ont., native realizes he needs to become more physical in his approach, while learning how to make quicker decisions with the puck.

His goal as an OHL rookie is to secure a regular role on the 2013-2014 club.

The club’s top three defencemen are returning players Darnell Nurse, Alex Gudbranson and Tyler Ganly.

The battle for the No. 4 spot is being waged by a group of five, including returning defencemen Mac Clutsam and Kevin Spinozzi, and rookies White, Kyle Jenkins and Medric Mercier.

“I’m working towards being a top four guy, but there’s a lot of competition,” White said. “I’d like to get into the top six for sure.”

A year ago, White starred for the London Knights Minor Midget AAA Gold team.

He produced seven goals and 13 assists in 27 games.

While scouting him, the Greyhounds loved the way he always seemed to play under control.

White said training camp and the exhibition season have provided tests for him, both physically and mentally.

He admitted it was an adjustment from what he’d been used to.

But the Greyhounds veterans, he added, have done their part to help him get comfortable and gain confidence.

Specifically, White spoke of overages Andrew Fritsch, Tyler Gaudet and Patrick Watling, a Sault native.

“The veterans have been a big help, showing me little tricks on the ice,” White said. “They’re teaching me to relax, play my game and have fun.”

Hughes hopes to be latest Hound to earn unexpected success - Ruicci 


By Peter Ruicci, Sault Star 

 Monday, September 16, 2013 11:12:19 EDT PM  
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SAULT STE. MARIE - There was Brad Good and Andrew Desjardins.

Then came Tyler Cuthbert.

One year later, Andrew Campbell arrived.

Beginning in 2002, the Soo Greyhounds have had a very-favourable relationship with players taken near the end of the Ontario Hockey League draft.

And I’m taking very end.

Typically, those are throw-away picks.

But one team’s dregs might just be another team’s diamonds.

Good, Desjardins, Cuthbert and Campbell were all taken in either the 13th, 14th or 15th (and last) round.

Yet all grew into solid OHLers, regulars who made big contributions to this city’s favourite hockey team.

Not only that, Desjardins has gone on to play the last three seasons in the NHL, while Campbell has spent the last five seasons in the AHL.

Brandon Hughes isn’t familiar with any of them.

But the Oakville, Ont., native has a chance to join their unconventional troop.

The Hounds rookie left-winger, taken in the 14th round in 2012, has certainly turned some heads as this team prepares to begin the 2013-2014 regular season.

He looked good in training camp and hasn’t skipped a beat through four exhibition games.

What jumps out first about Hughes, a 17-year-old (1996 birth year) is the way in which he always seems to be around the puck.

When he has it, he’s either protecting it or making a play with it.

Saturday, in the Soo’s 4-3 preseason loss to Sudbury here, Hughes, standing a shade under six feet and tipping the scales at 190 pounds, assisted on all three Greyhound goals.

He was patient with the puck and made smart decisions with it.

“I see myself as a play-maker who can produce goals,” Hughes said. “I’ve been trying to settle in and get used to the speed of the game here.”

Hey, so far, so good.

And get this: With his three assists, Hughes actually wound up leading the team in preseason scoring.

Head coach Sheldon Keefe called Hughes “a great find,” and “an incredibly smart kid who just makes plays.”

Hughes spent the 2011-2012 season with the Oakville AAA Minor Midgets.

In cases such as this, I always wonder how a kid like Hughes lasted until the 14th round?

“Oakville wasn’t a very good team and his numbers weren’t that great,” said Hounds general manager Kyle Dubas. “But every time we watched him he just stood out.”

And how was it the Soo managed to grab him and not somebody else?

“Luck,” Dubas answered. “He’s a really strong kid with deceptive speed. He has great instincts and I really like how he always has the puck.”

Hughes spent last season playing with the Oakville AAA Major Midgets and Dubas credits that organization for providing him with “a great year of development.”

Coming into training camp with the Hounds, Hughes said he felt that as a 14th-rounder, he had little to lose.

“I saw that as an opportunity and not as a disadvantage,” he added.

While he still needs work on his defensive game, as almost all young players do, Hughes has done more than just win a spot on the Soo’s roster.

He’s also won a spot in the lineup.

He and overage centre Tyler Gaudet have looked good together. It wouldn’t be a surprise to see Hughes on Gaudet’s port side in Friday’s opener in Sudbury.

And beginning that night, this 14th-rounder will commence the task of trying to join Good, Desjardins, Cuthbert and Campbell as Soo Greyhounds who bucked the odds.

Tolchinsky back

with greyhounds

Soo Greyhounds talented forward Sergey Tolchinsky returned from the Carolina Hurricanes training camp Monday and will be available to the team for their season opener Friday in Sudbury.

In other Greyhound news, the team announced Monday they have reduced their roster to 26 with the release of forwards Chris King and Deric Boudreau. The team also placed veteran Landon Schiller on waivers.

p.ruicci@sunmedia.ca

Karterud feels comfortable 


By Peter Ruicci, Sault Star 

 Wednesday, September 11, 2013 10:45:33 EDT PM  
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SAULT STE. MARIE - Look up.

Way up towards the Essar Centre roof.

There, in the South end, on either side of the board that keeps track of shots on goal, you'll see the flags of Russia and Norway displayed.

Jorgen Karterud noticed the Norwegian flag shortly after entering the arena for the first time in late August.

“That's something special to me and it meant a lot to me to see it hanging there,” said the 19-year-old (1994 birth year), the first player from Norway ever to don a Soo Greyhounds uniform. “It made me feel welcomed.”

Which is exactly what the Hounds intended.

Beginning in 2011, when Kyle Dubas took over as general manager, the Greyhounds have displayed flags representing the birth countries of their import players.

While Karterud, a native of Oslo, was chosen in the first round (35th overall) of the 2013 Canadian Hockey League Import Draft, Moscow native Sergey Tolchinsky was grabbed in the first round (12th overall) of the 2012 Import Draft.

Karterud's teammates also tried to smooth his transition to living in another country.

Rookie winger Nick Pastorious, who billets with Karterud at the home of Fiore and Laurie Giunti, introduced him to the Soo players and showed him around town.

Feeling comfortable in his new surroundings is making it easier for him to adjust to the Ontario Hockey League, Karterud said.

“I like it here and playing in Canada is a dream come true,” said Karterud, a six-foot-four, 198-pound right-winger.

With seven goals during the 2012-2013 campaign, Karterud tied for the most goals by a junior-aged forward in Norway's Get Ligaen, the top men's league in the country.

As well, with the Valerenga U20 club, Karterud had 13 goals and 21 assists in 16 regular season games and 14 goals and four assists in six playoff contests.

And three times, he's represented Norway at international tournaments.

He admits to missing his parents, Morten and Hanna, along with family and friends. But social media keeps them close.

“I'm 19-years-old now and this was the right time to play in Canada,” said Karterud, who spoke of his career goal, which is to one day play in the NHL.

Very few Norwegians have ever made it onto hockey's biggest stage.

Winger Mats Zuccarello has played parts of the last three seasons for the New York Rangers.

Between 2005-2010, defenceman Ole-Kristian Tollefson skated for the Columbus Blue Jackets and Philadelphia Flyers.

And, between 2006-2008, centre Patrick Thoresen played for the Flyers and Edmonton Oilers.

Like Karterud, all three hail from Oslo, Norway's capital city.

“Making the NHL is a big dream for a Norwegian,” Karterud said.

“He's got a high skill level, a really good shot and a nose for the net,” Hounds head coach Sheldon Keefe said of Karterud.

But the newcomer definitely has work to do, adjusting to the more-physical North American game, smaller ice surfaces, more-sophisticated systems and superior caliber of play.

Still, Keefe said he projects Karterud to be a top-six forward for his team.

“We think he definitely has those qualities, but we're going to be pretty patient with him,” the coach added. “There's a lot to learn.”

Keefe believes Karterud fits in well with his current group.

“He has size and he possesses the puck well,” Keefe said. “And he's picking up the things we're teaching him, the things we're stressing, quickly.”

Dubas also spoke of how his newest import player is adjusting much faster than many might have expected.

“He came into training camp right away and showed speed and skill,” the GM noted. “We're pretty happy. We think he's going to be a nice player for us.”

Karterud said he's working harder with the Hounds than he's ever worked before.

He also couldn't help but be impressed by the Sault's hockey atmosphere, calling it “incredible.”

Karterud said the sport “is 10-times bigger here,” than what he's used to at home. “You can't find a better place to play.”

Asked about living in a smaller city (Oslo's metropolitan population is nearly 1.5 million), Karterud said the culture here is very comparable to what he's accustomed to.

Prior to the Import Draft, he instructed his agent to let junior teams know he would gladly report to Canada. His agent informed him the Soo was interested and he spoke of how he was excited then about the prospect of playing here.

“My goal is to develop as a player and learn the North American game,” Karterud said. “I want to do whatever I can to help the team win and do well in the playoffs.”

Having previously graduated high school, while attending a sports academy in Norway, Karterud isn't enrolled in school in the Sault.

Instead, determined to focus squarely on hockey, he comes to Essar Centre early each day to work out under the watchful eye of team physiotherapist Rich Rotenberg.

His goal is to get a lot stronger, enabling him to be more effective in a physical game.

“I've taken on the challenge of playing here pretty well so far, I think,” Karterud said. “I'm feeling more comfortable every day.”

Plenty to think about as Soo Greyhound's OHL season nears 


By Peter Ruicci, Sault Star 

 Monday, September 9, 2013 7:57:37 EDT PM  
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Things rattling around in my head as the Soo Greyhounds are just 10 days away from the start of another Ontario Hockey League season. . .

• Beginning in 2011, this club appears to have had three solid drafts. And when you're talking about depth in a draft class, the last two look to have been especially productive.

Blake Speers, Colton White and Michael Bunting from the 2013 draft are players. And I think local fans are going to like what they see once Zach Senyshyn and Hayden Verbeek get here.

• Until proven otherwise, I still think this year's team is going to get bitten by its youth.

A year from now, hey, no problem. This club will benefit from the experience its young players will gain this fall and winter.

But during the upcoming 2013-2014 campaign, these Hounds are hugely inexperienced and, for the most part, unproven at this level.

They also lack size.

Unless they're highly skilled, it's pretty tough to rely on so many young players and not have to fight like hell just to make the playoffs.

To go with a youthful roster is something that can be done today in other OHL cities. But when it comes to patience among Sault fans, that currency has long ago been spent by this organization.

A lot of fans are no longer willing to endure what, the Hounds are hoping, is short-term pain for long-term gain.

• Sergey Tolchinsky, 18, and 17-year-old Jared McCann are poised to have huge seasons.

Both have game-breaking skill and figure to give the Hounds one of their most-exciting, 1-2 offensive punches in recent memory.

• I still can't understand what Nick Halagian is doing sitting at home. The only way for the St. Catharines product to get more of an opportunity is to be on the ice earning it.

Halagian, who is seeking a trade, will eventually report to an OHL team. But whether it's here with the Hounds or in some other city by virtue of a trade, he'll certainly be starting off in a less-than-ideal situation.

• The Hounds had better not be hit by a rash of injuries this season. Can you imagine the impact if Tolchinsky, McCann, Darnell Nurse or Andrew Fritsch goes down for a significant number of games?

Without veteran depth, injuries to key players might cripple this young club.

• I can't understand why so many fans I talk to want the team to trade Matt Murray and go with the younger netminders.

Sure, this club is building for the future. But for young players to grow and develop properly, they need to play on a team that's at the very least competitive.

With all of the youth in this year's lineup, strong goaltending will be paramount.

I really like what Justin Nichols shows.

But Murray, who's ready for his best season yet, will undoubtedly steal some games for this year's team.

He's proven he can take on the heavy load that comes with being a No. 1 goalie.

Nichols, though talented, has yet to be in that position.

Not only that, a vet like Murray gives his defencemen and forwards the confidence that comes with knowing mistakes won't consistently wind up in the net.

The bottom line? There is absolutely no way this team even considers moving Matt Murray.

OHL: Twin forwards are confused by their treatment by officials, but Knights brass says ‘they know better’ than to talk back

Rupert twins rapped for ripping OHL referees on ice 13


By Ryan Pyette, The London Free Press 

 Sunday, October 6, 2013 10:04:32 EDT PM  
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London Knights

The Hunters want the Rupert twins to zip their lips.

No more squawking at the refs.

“They have a reputation of being aggressive forwards, but they can’t talk,” said Mark Hunter, the London Knights GM. “It’s too much. Just leave it alone. Let Mark and Dale Hunter deal with a referee issue. We’ll talk to (OHL vice-president) Ted Baker or (league director of officiating) Conrad (Hache). That’s enough. You can’t be talking, period.

“That hurts our team and they know better.”

Matt Rupert, who had six minor penalties in two wins over Windsor and Guelph on the weekend, doesn’t sound like someone who’s crossed that bridge just yet.

“I had eight minutes in penalties (against Windsor) and I felt like I maybe deserved two of them,” the 19-year-old Grand Bend native said. “All those penalties, I feel like because (of) who I am, they were called. There’s nothing you can do and I feel like it’s been unfair.”

Matt Rupert was slapped with an unsportsmanlike-conduct penalty on top of a slashing call in the third period of a tie game against the Spitfires on Friday at Budweiser Gardens. He finished with four of the seven minor penalties handed out in the Knights’ 5-4 win.

He toned it down Saturday night in a 7-2 victory over Guelph with only two trips to the sin bin.

He wonders, at times, if there is a double-standard aimed at him and his rough-and-tumble brother Ryan. “Some refs, I feel like they call more penalties on me and Ryan than others, so I don’t know,” he said. “I feel like I’m doing the same stuff other teams do to us. They’re slashing me and they’re not getting called, so I feel like I should be able to do the same to them and I end up (in the box).

“I don’t understand, really.”

The frustration boiled over in the Windsor game when Matt Rupert thought his brother was slew-footed right in front of the net.

“They didn’t call it,” he said. “Then I come back and get a penalty. I got slashed in that game and my stick broke. They didn’t call that. I feel like we’re drawing penalties, then not getting the call.”

It’s not just Matt Rupert. Ryan is confused, too.

“It seems every year, it gets worse and worse,” the Toronto Maple Leafs draft pick said. “The calls (against them), Matt’s slash Friday wasn’t that hard, but that same penalty I’m killing, I get the stick slashed out of my hands. Sometimes, I’ll dive (to draw a call), but there wasn’t a dive there.”

Ryan doesn’t think the reputation he has developed stems back to his infamous two-handed slash on former Soo Greyhounds pest Nick Cousins two years ago. They have always answered the bell when their stickwork has gone overboard.

“I think it’s the style of play,” Ryan said. “The refs hate calling penalty-filled games and we’re the ones doing the beyond-the-edge stuff. If you notice, have we done any scrums in the benches or after the whistles lately? No, it’s all between the whistles still — but now we’re getting penalties for it.”

They are, Ryan believes, less effective players until they figure this out.

Ryan Rupert was one of the Knights best players in the playoffs last spring with 11 goals. That followed a rather unproductive regular season, in which he scored 11 times, too.

“You can’t focus on the penalties, you have to focus on winning the game,” Matt said. “You don’t change anything and don’t let the refs change the way you play.”

But change the way they talk to the refs? The Knights would like that.

Former Knights star David Bolland went through a stretch in his fourth year where he visited the box on a regular basis. He adjusted and scored 57 goals.

“David would yell, then go out and block a shot,” London assistant coach Dylan Hunter said. “That’s what you get from a character guy. They make up for it as best they can. The Ruperts know when they’ve said too much and they come out and block a shot with their faces.

“We tell our guys to not say anything to the refs. That’s the coaches’ job. You want to keep a level head out there and you’re not going to change the call.”

It’s even harder to change that than a reputation or two.
Knights roar back in the third 3
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Fewer penalties Knights’ recipe for success

Case for defence

The London Knights don’t have a captain yet.

It would be surprising if they name one before the Pittsburgh Penguins decide Olli Maatta’s fate.

So in the wake of a dreadful second period in which they were outclassed by the Windsor Spitfires, each coach stood up on his soapbox and said his piece.

Dale Hunter and Co. pointed a lost group in the right direction.

Chris Tierney sparked and finished a three-goal third-period surge for a 5-4 win before 9,046 Friday night at Budweiser Gardens.

“All of the coaches had a few words to say and we listen to them,” said Knights veteran Brett Welychka, the longtime Spitfire slayer whose point shot was tipped home by Tierney to win it with 2:33 to go. “They’re the reason why we’re such a good team but at the same time, our leaders came out and stepped up.

“We had a little talk after the second and we came out with a little fire and that’s what we need in our home barn.”

Windsor pummelled the Knights in the second, pulling ahead by two goals and outshooting them by an 18-4 margin.

The two-time defending OHL champs pulled themselves off the mat and blitzed the Spits with three goals in 11 minutes, outshooting them 18-5 down the stretch.

“After we got that first one, I thought the team started rolling and we were all over them the rest of the period,” said Tierney, whose first of two goals put Windsor on its heels.

The Knights handed the Spits a heaping helping of confidence with that cruddy second. But their depth up front is too much for most teams to overcome.

London’s best line featured rookies Christian Dvorak, who batted in his first OHL goal, and the unshakable Mitch Marner.

The Knights dressed only five defencemen, then followed their usual pattern by tossing Welychka back there on penalty kills and in crunch time.

He’s the new Tyler Ferry, with plenty more offensive punch.

“Our coaches do a good job evaluating who should be out there,” Welychka said. “Dvorak really came out and you saw his skill there and Marner’s a great player. Those young guys, they have some big shoes to fill and hopefully, they can do it.”

Welychka didn’t like his game the first two periods. He has earned the right this year to re-write his story.

“I’m usually hard on myself,” the 19-year-old Londoner said. “They put me back on D at the end and I just wanted to get a little offence from the back end and it worked. I just took a wrister on net. There was traffic, I had to get it off quick, and fortunately, it went in the back of the net (off Tierney’s stick).”

The Knights aren’t going to dominate everybody all the time. This is a good early sign they still know how to escape a stinker.

“Unfortunately, we let it slip away,” Windsor defenceman Slater Koekkoek said. “It’s a tough pill to swallow. It’s a learning experience for us. We’ve got to be better in the D-zone and make smarter plays.”

The Spits may be allowed some growing pains.

Not the Knights. Not this year.

When things aren’t going well, somebody better light a fire.

“We played solid in the first and then the second, they pretty much dominated,” Dvorak, the 17-year-old from the Chicago area, said. “We weren’t happy about that and we wanted to come out and give it to them in the third. We have four lines that can go out and dominate the game.”

Not many junior teams have that luxury. It’s not something to be taken lightly.

ryan.pyette@sunmedia.ca

--- --- ---

GAME GLANCE

Knights 5, Spitfires 4

London goals: Chris Tierney (2), Matt Rupert, Christian Dvorak, Josh Anderson

Windsor goals: Ben Johnson, Josh Ho-Sang, Remy Giftopoulos, Brady Vail

Next: The Knights face the Guelph Storm Saturday, 7 p.m. at Budweiser Gardens. The TV documentary featuring the Knights called The Quest For the Cup starts Sunday, Oct. 20 at 9 p.m. (ET) on Sportsnet 360 (formerly The Score).

Knights waiting to learn fates of blue-liners Olli Maata and Nikita Zadorov 


By Ryan Pyette, The London Free Press 

 Saturday, October 5, 2013 2:19:57 EDT PM  

London Knights forward Kyle Platzer goes airborne as he battles for the puck with Windsor Spitfires winger Ryan Moore during their OHL game at Budwesier Gardens on Friday. (CRAIG GLOVER, The London Free Press)
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Spits blitz

Miles Liberati hails from Pittsburgh.

He’s a newbie Pirates baseball fan, caught up in baseball’s playoff fever right now.

But he has always followed the Penguins.

On Thursday night, he watched the hockey team with even more interest because London Knights teammate Olli Maatta played in his first NHL game, a shutout win over New Jersey.

“It was pretty cool seeing him play for my favourite team,” Liberati said. “I’m sure Olli’s having a heck of a time playing in front of all those people. I’ve been in that rink and I heard they had 19,000 for the opener.

“It’s like almost everyone’s dream.”

The Knights’ dream is to win the Memorial Cup in May. The confidence to do it, however, remains in limbo until they learn if Maatta and fellow defenceman Nikita Zadorov, recovering from a smashed finger in Buffalo, will come back to London.

Maatta played nearly 15 minutes in his debut.

“He played the same way Olli always plays,” London assistant coach Dylan Hunter said. “He knew when to jump up and when not to. He’s smart, and I thought he did well knowing the nerves he would have playing his first NHL game.”

He might not have looked nervous on the ice, but every day he stays in the Steel City, people are biting their nails around here.

Head coach Dale Hunter is in little hurry to name a new captain to replace Pittsburgh prospect Scott Harrington. It would be a surprise if he handed out the ‘C’ before finding out Maatta’s fate.

The Knights opted to dress only five defencemen Friday night against Windsor at Budweiser Gardens, leaving Brett Welychka to chip in at both ends.

The true blue-liners appreciate his efforts.

“He’s good,” London overage defenceman Alex Basso said. “It’s good to have him back there on the penalty kill. It relieves us of a few minutes here and there.”

The Knights have been concerned about their starts lately.

The gave up the first goal against Windsor and had a horrible second period, outshot 18-4 and down two goals heading into the third.

Give teams some hope and you’re playing with fire.

“We don’t want to, by the end of the year, sacrifice the first and have to claw back into the game,” Hunter said. “It’s something we want our guys to get used to right out of the gate. By the end of the year, teams have their systems down and you give someone a lead, you’re not going to get it back.”

The Knights returned one piece of the puzzle after only one missed game. Montreal first rounder Michael McCarron, who hurt his shoulder last Sunday in Guelph, was back throwing body checks and roaring around the offensive zone.

“It’s one of those things you don’t know until you test it out (by shooting pucks),” Hunter said. “We did a lot of shots (Thursday) and it felt pretty good so he went out there (Friday morning) and it felt good again. It wasn’t serious and it’s how fast you heal and how you feel about it.”

It’s difficult to determine how to feel about the Knights right now. They’re incomplete at the moment.

The easiest thing is to lay the blame at the feet of the back end, but they’ve been chipping in, too.

The Knights had one goal by a defenceman in each of their first four games.

“If we’re providing offence, it’s always a bonus,” Basso said. ““We’re trying to produce a little bit offensively as well and each player on the blue-line has a considerable amount of skill. If we see the opportunity, we’re going to jump in the rush and bury our chances.”

They sit together in one dressing room cluster.

“We’re always talking and keeping an eye out for each other,” Basso said. “We’re growing together as a group and (assistant coach) Jeff Paul has been helping us the last two weeks preparing to play.”

More help could come soon from Pittsburgh, Buffalo or somewhere else.

But right now, none of the Knights have the luxury of waiting around to see how it’s going to play out.

Diminutive Knights rookie breaks out veteran moves 4


By Ryan Pyette, The London Free Press 

 Thursday, October 3, 2013 10:32:17 EDT PM  
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Friday Knight: Oct. 4

Last Friday, Mitch Marner had the puck on a rush into the Saginaw zone and immediately noticed 6-foot-3, 226-pound former Knights defenceman Justin Sefton coming towards him.

“I knew he was going to slide at me so I knew I had to get rid of it quick,” London’s 16-year-old rookie forward said.

Sefton hit the deck, hoping to force a green player into making a bad decision or, better yet, deflect the puck out of harm’s way.

Instead, Marner slipped the puck under the d-man’s belly to set up a Kyle Platzer goal and proved the OHL game has not overwhelmed his bountiful offensive skill and intelligence.

“I saw the hole,” the 5-foot-10, 164-pounder from Thornhill said. “I know when a defenceman slides, the stomach is a little open and I was able to get it quick enough over there. I wanted to get it to Platzer as quick as possible and knew he’d get it going if it got there.”

Marner was shut out in Owen Sound on Wednesday, the first of his four OHL games in which he didn’t record at least one point.

But he still has five assists, second in the Hunter-run Knights era only to Max Domi’s six points in his first four games as a true freshman player two years ago.

This is a stunning achievement for a player forced to stand up to one of the biggest challenges in major junior hockey this year.

Marner was the last pick, 19th overall, in the first round of the OHL draft last spring. He joined a team that has three full lines of NHL-drafted forwards and is still waiting to see if Alex Broadhurst will come back from Chicago’s farm team in Rockford.

The Knights are the Memorial Cup hosts this year and could be excused if they couldn’t find suitable ice time for a budding star, but they are, so far, giving him the chance to shine.

“It makes me feel really good that they trust me playing with great players and putting me on the power play and trusting me in different situations,” Marner said. “It’s boosting me up to play with these players and the coaching staff has been helping me out a lot with this.”

He can go across the dressing room and thank Domi and Horvat, contributors at age 16 to a Memorial Cup run to Shawinigan under GM Mark Hunter, for blazing a trail for him to follow.

Domi scored three goals in his first OHL game and was given the chance to play with veteran offensive talent right away. Horvat, who had three goals in his first four games in the league, was brought along with a little more caution but carved out a significant checking line on a highly effective kid line with Josh Anderson and Chris Tierney in 2011-12.

The Knights aren’t an organization you would say treats advanced statistics as some sort of religion the way others do in sports now, thanks in large part to the Oakland A’s and their Moneyball phenomenon.

But at one point in the last year-and-a-half, the team recognized Horvat wasn’t playing as much as he should’ve been.

The team values the points-per-minutes equation and the Rodney native had been producing more than the time on the ice he was being given. Knights assistant GM Rob Simpson said the coaching staff has a five-page report to submit after every game to the Hunters.

Head coach Dale Hunter is credited with having a knack for knowing who should be on the ice at what time. The numbers backed up increasing Horvat’s responsibility.

All the centre did was become the OHL’s playoff MVP, score the biggest goal in Knights history and be the first of his teammates drafted last summer — by the Vancouver Canucks, who traded goalie Cory Schneider to New Jersey for that right.

Marner may be that kind of rare rookie who can contribute all season. He is certainly turning himself into a player too important to trade. The points, his chemistry with players like Platzer and his play away from the puck will determine his ultimate role this season.

“It’s great knowing teammates have enjoyed playing with me,” he said. “They’ve been fantastic, getting open so I can make some passes. It’s not all me. They’re communicating and telling me where they are and I’ve been fortunate to get some through.”

ryan.pyette@sunmedia.ca

Twitter.com/RyanatLFPress

--- --- ---

NICE START

A look at how London rookie Mitch Marner’s production after four OHL games stacks up with some familiar current and former Knights stars:

Max Domi, 2011-12: 4 goals, 6 points

Mitch Marner, 2013-14: 0 goals, 5 points

John Tavares, 2005-06 (with Oshawa): 4 goals, 4 points

Bo Horvat, 2011-12: 3 goals, 3 points

Corey Perry, 2001-02: 1 goals, 2 points

Rick Nash, 2000-01: 1 goal, 3 points

Nazem Kadri, 2006-07 (with Kitchener): First point in 6th game

David Bolland, 2002-03: First point in 16th game

Bo Horvat does it all in season debut with London Knights 10


By Ryan Pyette, The London Free Press 

 Thursday, October 3, 2013 10:25:12 EDT AM  

London Knights' Chris Tierney celebrates the first goal of the game with teammates on the bench early in the first period of their OHL game against the Owen Sound Attack at the Lumley Bayshore in Owen Sound on Wednesday, October 2, 2013. (The Sun Times\JAMES MASTERS\QMI Agency).

London Knights' Chris Tierney celebrates the first goal of the game with teammates on the bench early in the first period of their OHL game against the Owen Sound Attack at the Lumley Bayshore in Owen Sound on Wednesday, October 2, 2013. (The Sun Times\JAMES MASTERS\QMI Agency).
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OWEN SOUND - Bo Horvat brings so many things to the London Knights.

One of the unexpected bonuses is levity.

When the star forward was whistled late for elbowing in an eventual 4-2 win over the Owen Sound Attack before 2,443 Wednesday night at the Bayshore, he quipped he immediately thought of suspended mate Max Domi's fate in his first OHL game back Sunday in Guelph.

“I was hoping I wasn't getting tossed or definitely if they scored (to tie it), it wouldn't have been a good start for the both of us,” the Vancouver Canucks first-rounder said. “I was pretty happy we got the win.”

Not many of London's seven straight road victories against the Attack have been a waltzes through the park.

The Knights built up a 3-0 lead, but were forced to kill 51 seconds worth of a two-man Attack advantage in the final few minutes with Horvat, their most trusted faceoff taker, in the box and goalie Anthony Stolarz in disbelief over a delay of game call against him.

The 6-foot-6 stopper was accused of kicking the net off its pegs after making a request to one of the refs to repair it. He noticed the net was coming loose easily and the holes weren't drilled all that far into the ice.

“Earlier in the period, I asked him if I could get a re-peg,” the Philadelphia Flyers prospect said, “but they would've had to bring out the drill to do it. They said don't worry about it, it'll be fine.”

Clearly, it wasn't.

The next thing Stolarz knew, Remi Elie was skating to the box in his spot and the Attack had their 10th power play of the game.

“I make a save and look over and I'm wondering what's going on,” he said. “I had no idea I had a delay of game penalty until I see No. 43 (his number) up there on the scoreboard.”

The Knights held on through stout penalty killing, allowing the Attack just one power-play goal. They triumphed with superior shot blocking, a physical approach and Horvat's ability to shut down the OHL's leading scorer Gemel Smith.

The dangerous Attack forward had nine goals in his first four games but only an assist in this meeting.

Horvat scored his first goal, swiping in the rebound of a Ryan Rupert shot off iron in the second period.

“Nice to get the first one out of the way and we'll take it from there,” the 18-year-old Rodney native said. “In Vancouver, you're playing against great, NHL players every night and that (facing the Smith challenge) kind of got me going again. It took a little bit to get used to it but after a couple of shifts, I felt good.

“I thought the whole team played well. We stayed composed and didn't get too down on ourselves (because of the penalties).”

Horvat's presence unshackled fellow centre Chris Tierney from the responsibility of taking a primarily defensive approach.

He flourished with the freedom, scoring the game's first goal and making a heads-up play on Miles Liberati's game-winner.

The Knights only have one of their five NHL first-rounders in the lineup right now, but the “Ox” contributes in a lot of different ways.

“Bo's an all-around player and you look at him top to bottom, he does everything well,” said Stolarz, who played in the bounce-filled Bayshore rink for the first time. “He's a great addition to our team. It's a shame he couldn't stay in Vancouver but we won't complain about having him back. Having him with his experience and what he brings, I think he's going to be a real veteran leader for us.”

The Knights arrived at the rink with something to prove after being knocked from first down to fourth in the Canadian Hockey League's rankings after the Guelph loss. They faced some adversity with Domi gone for four games and Montreal first-rounder Michael McCarron nursing a shoulder injury.

“It's a good bounce-back win,” Stolarz said. “We didn't want to win two in a row, especially on the road. We went out and played our game. Even though we have a couple of guys missing, we made do with what we've got and I think it was our best defensive effort of the year so far.”

The Knights believe they will be more difficult to beat as this season rolls on.

If rivals don't get to them early, they might never get them at all. 

ryan.pyette@sunmedia.ca

Twitter.com/RyanatLFPress

GAME GLANCE

Knights 4, Attack 2

London goals: Chris Tierney, Bo Horvat, Miles Liberati, Matt Rupert

Owen Sound goals: Justin Brack, Zach Nastasiuk

Next: The Knights are home to the Windsor Spitfires Friday at 7:30 p.m. at Budweiser Gardens.

Knights head north short-handed 3


By Ryan Pyette, The London Free Press 

 Tuesday, October 1, 2013 10:15:23 EDT PM  

Brett Welychka knocks down Max Domi during London Knights practice at Budweiser Gardens on Tuesday. The Knights, minus the suspended Domi, play the Attack in Owen Sound on Wednesday night. (DEREK RUTTAN, The London Free Press)
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Good thing Bo Horvat came back from Vancouver.

The London Knights head to Owen Sound on Wednesday minus suspended star scoring threat in Max Domi, injured power forward Michael McCarron and goalie Jake Patterson, who owns the Attack but had to go home to Sault Ste. Marie this week for personal reasons.

The hot start the Knights wanted in their Memorial Cup host season is in jeopardy, but veteran forward Brett Welychka thinks it’s too early to hang their heads over one tough loss against a worthy contender in the Storm.

“Obviously, there’s room for improvement,” he said. “You just shrug it off. There’s a lot of time and we’ve got to keep plugging away. Our power play is doing well and (Kyle) Platzer has a hot stick. As long as we find ways to win, it doesn’t matter (how many goals they get).

“And once we get everyone back, I think we’re going to be lethal.”

That might take awhile.

Domi was handed four games for his head check on Guelph’s Brock McGinn Sunday, an act that may have just cost himself a shot at the OHL scoring title.

In its rationale for punishing him, the league said the fresh-from-Phoenix NHL first-rounder left his feet to make contact with McGinn’s head and noted how fortunate it was there wasn’t an injury on the play.

“I’m sure everyone concerned will learn from it,” OHL vice-president Ted Baker said. “At the end of the day, the Knights and Max understand what you can and cannot do on the ice. He’s a skilled player and it’s an emotional game, but the reaction to certain situations on the ice can’t be tolerated in that fashion.”

Domi wasn’t available to comment.

McCarron, the Montreal Canadiens first-rounder, is out a week or two with a shoulder injury. Nationals overage goalies Jacob Riley will back up Anthony Stolarz in Patterson’s absence.

With defencemen Olli Maatta starting the NHL season in Pittsburgh and Nikita Zadorov nursing a finger injury in Buffalo, the Knights need Domi’s scoring stick in the lineup.

The league said it didn’t consider him a repeat offender, even though he was suspended two games last year for a cross-check on Owen Sound then-rookie Jaden Lindo.

“You’re dealing with two different situations,” Baker said. “Unfortunately, Max really put himself in that position. That’s not his normal demeanour, obviously, but it’s something that’s a concern when there’s contact to the head, especially when he left his feet to do so.”

The Knights have not started this season with familiar offensive flair. Last year, they scored eight goals three times in their first five games.

So far, London head coach Dale Hunter’s best production is coming from sophomore Platzer, the Oilers prospect, and rookie first-rounder Mitch Marner.

Welychka is third on the team in scoring, but he has been used to plug some of the holes on defence.

The Knights have to concern themselves with Owen Sound’s streaking Gemel Smith, who already has nine goals in four games.

“I don’t want to stay back there (for good), but I’ll go back there if that’s where they want me,” Welychka said. “I just go with the flow. I don’t look too much into it. I think Dale has some trust in me playing some D and whatever he wants, I guess I’ll do it.”

The Knights believe they had more than enough scoring chances to win in Guelph.

“We’ve got to shoot better, 100%,” GM Mark Hunter said. “We need to shoot better and play better overall. We’ve got to get our game in sync and I think everyone’s looking for that right now.”

The older Knights and coaches are already impressed with first-year Marner’s skill and vision. He has earned more responsibility in each game.

“He’s got an eye for the puck and he can make plays pretty well,” Welychka said. “He’s one of those guys who’s hard to knock off the puck because he’s so small.”

With Domi and McCarron out, he needs to come up big.

“When we get in that scoring area, we’ve got to get the shots on net,” the 16-year-old from Thornhill said. “We’ve got to take those opportunities. You don’t get them all the time. This week is a big one for us. We’ve got three games left and we want six points.

“It (Guelph) was one game, a learning experience, and we’re going to get back at them (Saturday) in London.”

ryan.pyette@sunmedia.ca

Twitter.com/RyanatLFPress

--- --- ---

Knightwatch

London vs. Owen Sound

When: Wednesday, 7 p.m. in Owen Sound.

The matchup: The Knights haven’t lost in Owen Sound since the 2011 playoffs. They’re riding a six-game win streak at the Bayshore. Jake Patterson has been in net for four of those victories

Max Domi could’ve saved himself a lot of aggravation Sunday in Guelph if he’d simply done the one thing he hasn’t yet done in his junior hockey career.

Drop the gloves and fight.

That would’ve been the more practical route for the London Knights star to settle his personal beef with Storm forward and Carolina draft pick Brock McGinn in the only period he has played since being returned by the Phoenix Coyotes.

Instead, Domi responded to McGinn’s body check (plus a little bit extra) by leaving his feet to deliver an ugly-looking forearm to the back of his foe’s head.

Rather than throwing a few punches and cooling off in the sin bin, Domi will sit four games — which could cost ultimately him a shot at the OHL scoring crown — for a play OHL vice-president Ted Baker said was “uncharacteristic of Max, but something that won’t be tolerated.”

After McGinn went down, Domi picked up his stick and braced himself for a Guelph response but there wasn’t much of one.

You can chalk that up, if you want, to the league’s concerted efforts to limit fisticuffs. But you could also guess the Storm players smelled a five-minute power play, expected Domi to get the boot and didn’t want to risk an instigator or roughing penalty.

Either way, McGinn was back out a shift later with the man advantage and the entire league learned Domi’s buttons can be pushed.

He will be tested in similar fashion when he returns to the lineup, over and over again until the response is different.

An early season fight, just one, would send a clear message that he won’t take any guff.

He probably wouldn’t have to do it again the rest of the season.

No one, of course, understands the weight of that decision more than Domi himself.

He’s really in a no-win situation when it comes to fighting.

He understands, because of his last name and the role his dad Tie played in the pro game, his first real OHL fight would be part of the national conversation. Some people have been waiting two years to see how far this skilled apple actually fell from the heavyweight-level tree.

Though still acknowledging fighting as part of the game, the OHL is proud that scrapping was down in the 25% range last year after measures were put in place to cut down on frequent combatants.

The last thing OHL commissioner David Branch would want to see is a fight involving a high-profile player making headlines across the country.

But no one wants these kinds of incidents, either.

The OHL was dealing with four discipline issues at the same time as Domi’s hit.

“It’s been a busy day,” Baker said.

Domi’s team, the Knights, obviously don’t want him to fight at all.

He is too valuable to them scoring and making plays. They have players in place who are supposed to react to the opponents who target him.

Two years ago, London lost its captain Jarred Tinordi for a couple of weeks after he was hurt in a fight. The team had to put the handcuffs on him after he returned.

There’s always a risk of injury in fighting but so, too, in being knocked over the way Domi was by McGinn.

Domi has been asked often about his stance on fighting the last two years. It’s the usual lead-in to discussing his dad.

Max has always mentioned trading punches isn’t a big part of his game but he realizes how difficult it must have been to do what Tie did over a long career.

The young Domi doesn’t fight but he plays with an edge.

In his rookie season, he knocked out Owen Sound’s Artur Gavrus with a controversial hit. He wasn’t suspended. Last year, he sat two games after cross-checking Attack rookie Jaden Lindo in the head.

Everyone admired Domi’s between-the-legs beauty pass to Bo Horvat at the last Memorial Cup, but he also threw the best hit of the tournament, too, on Saskatoon’s Shane McColgan.

He is a dynamic player and worth the price of admission.

But if he truly wants to take matters into his own hands, he should use his fists next time instead of the choice he made in Guelph.

There’s a pretty good chance he wouldn’t be sitting for the next week-and-a-half.

ryan.pyette@sunmedia.ca

Twitter.com/RyanatLFPress

Horvat enjoys NHL experience but Bo knows he has ‘great chances to prove myself’ in junior 6


By Steve Green, The London Free Press 

 Monday, September 30, 2013 10:43:45 EDT PM  

Bo Horvat is back with the London Knights after being cut by the Vancouver Canucks, but he’s inspired, more than sorry. (QMI Agency)

Bo Horvat is back with the London Knights after being cut by the Vancouver Canucks, but he’s inspired, more than sorry. (QMI Agency)
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Getting cut from a hockey team is always a downer, but Bo Horvat has more than a few good reasons to keep smiling.

The first-round choice by the Vancouver Canucks is back with the London Knights and he’s got nothing but positives to say about the experience and his return.

“It was awesome,” the 18-year-old said Monday night. “It’s always disappointing when you get let go, but I can’t thank the Vancouver Canucks enough for giving me the opportunity.

“I looked at it as a win-win situation for me. If I stayed, great, if not, I was coming back to something pretty good here. I get to go straight back into a Memorial Cup again and I’m going to do everything I can to make the world junior team, so I’ve got a lot of great chances to prove myself.”

By all accounts, he had a solid camp with the Canucks and he said it was an eye-opening experience.

“It’s definitely a hard league, it’s harder to create chances and it’s harder to play. But I kept getting better and better; I felt my speed was getting better and my decision-making was getting quicker,” he said. “I just have to keep working on my skating, working on the pace of the game. Up there, everything is just done at a higher speed and a higher level and you’ve got to think that much farther ahead.

“Plus you watch all these guys and how hard they work and all the preparation they put in. They come into camp in great shape and that’s what I’ve got to do next season if I want to make it and prove myself.”

Horvat said he’s been bombarded by questions about his time with the NHL club.

“Everyone is asking, ‘What it’s like, how is it different?’ ” he said.

OK, so what’s John Tortorella like?

“I think he’s a great guy and a great coach,” Horvat said of the new Canucks head coach, whose run-ins with the New York media are the stuff of YouTube legend. “He’s passionate about the game, he knows what he wants and he gets the best out of you.”

Something like a guy Horvat knows well.

“Yeah, in a lot of ways he’s a lot like Dale (Hunter),” he said. “He’s also passionate about the game and he knows what it takes to get to the next level.”

During his stint in Vancouver, he got to play against Knights teammate Max Domi, who was in the Phoenix Coyotes’ camp.

“It was a little weird seeing him in a different-coloured jersey, but we had a laugh about it,” Horvat said. “And there were no between-the-legs passes to me this time.”

Horvat will be back in the lineup when the Knights play Wednesday night in Owen Sound, but Domi may not. Assistant GM Rob Simpson said the team is still awaiting news of any possible suspension for a head-checking penalty he received in Sunday’s 6-3 loss in Guelph.

steve.green@sunmedia.ca

OHL: Offsetting the feisty’s forward ejection Sunday is news the Vancouver Canucks have sent Bo Horvat back to the Knights

Domi’s back, may be gone again 11
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Max Domi and Bo Horvat have both been returned to the London Knights by their respective NHL teams, Phoenix and Vancouver. (File photo)

 Bookmark and Share 

Change text size for the story

Print

Report an error 

Topics

London Knights

GUELPH - For the last month, Max Domi’s hockey fate rested with the Phoenix Coyotes.

Now, it’s in the hands of OHL commissioner David Branch and the league office.

The London Knights star’s celebrated return was short-lived in Sunday’s uninspiring 6-3 loss to the Guelph Storm before 3,499 Sunday at the Sleeman Centre.

The best news on the day was that the Vancouver Canucks have sent Bo Horvat back to London for this Memorial Cup season.

Domi didn’t even make it out of the first period. He was ejected for a head check while trying to get payback on Guelph forward Brock McGinn, who had knocked down Domi with a couple of shots earlier in the same shift.

The OHL reviews all major penalties and has come down hard in recent years on head hits. Replays showed Domi caught McGinn with a forearm and a glove to the back of the head.

“I didn’t really see it,” London head coach Dale Hunter said. “McGinn was trying to hit him again. Max braced himself and protected himself and then he got him. He (McGinn) pushed him down. He did the secondary thing and hit Max when he was down.

“It’s one of those things. Ref’s call.”

McGinn was back on the power play the next shift and played the rest of the game. Domi, who assisted on Brett Welychka’s opening tally, left with his team down a goal.

“I don’t think it was good but he (Domi) is a competitive guy,” Guelph head coach Scott Walker said. “Both those guys (Domi and Carolina pick McGinn) are quality pro hockey players. He (Domi) tried to reverse hit him. I understand he got hit by Brock and wanted to go back at him.”

Walker said Domi put himself in a bad spot and had to lunge for McGinn.

“If he just waits from him to come for him and hits, it’s probably a better one,” Walker said. “He just put himself in a bad spot and I’m sure it’s not going to be good for him.”

Without their best forward, the Knights couldn’t rally in the third period while still down just one goal.

London surrendered three straight to the hard-charging Storm — one each on even-strength, power play and short-handed — to lose in Guelph for the first time in seven visits dating back to March 11, 2011, when they were still an eighth-place team.

“We had the scoring chances,” Dale Hunter said. “We likely had more, but we just didn’t bury them. When that happens, you’re going to lose. We should’ve scored more goals, but you’ve got to give their goalie (Justin Nichols) credit.”

And how about his guy at the other end of the ice?

Jake Patterson allowed six goals on 35 shots and is no longer a lock to start Wednesday in Owen Sound, a rink he has historically owned.

“Jake could’ve had a better game,” Hunter said. “He wasn’t as sound as he should be, but first game, too, he hasn’t played in a bit (Anthony Stolarz started the first two wins) and it’s always tough. You’ve just got to bounce back.”

The same goes for all the Knights.

Chris Tierney thought the defending OHL champs kept giving away their momentum with untimely penalties. And when they did successfully kill one, they didn’t take advantage of the boost.

“It was frustrating,” he said. “We had a lot of good chances. Either we’re missing the net or the goalie’s making a great save. We were fine 5-on-5, fine on the power play (all three goals with the man advantage) but we spent too much time killing penalties and it hurt us.

“We have to bury our chances and stay out of the box.”

Matt Rupert didn’t think the Knights were rattled by the Domi penalty.

“You’ve got to play with the call and move forward,” he said. “They were faster than us and we didn’t come up (to speed). No excuses. We just played a bad game. We’ll learn from this, move forward and forget it.”

Rupert said, as expected, they’re going to get every opponent’s best effort because they’re the Cup hosts and two-time league champs.

“We’ve got to match their intensity and we didn’t,” he said. “Maybe first road game, the guys didn’t know what to expect, but the leaders have to step up.”

That includes Domi, depending on what happens in the next two days.

“It was the ref’s call,” Tierney said, “and the league will deal with it from there.”

The Storm appear to be a handful for London.

“We’re still not where we want to be,” Walker said. “We’re trying to fine-tune our game, too. I know we didn’t get their best and I’m hoping they didn’t get our best, either.”

No one certainly saw the Knights’ — or Domi’s best — in this one.

ryan.pyette@sunmedia.ca

Twitter.com/RyanatLFPress

--- --- ---

GAME GLANCE

Storm 6, Knights 3

Guelph goals: Scott Kosmachuk, Jason Dickinson, Hunter Garlent, Zack Mitchell, Tyler Bertuzzi, Ryan Horvat

London goals: Brett Welychka, Chris Tierney, Kyle Platzer

Next: The Knights are in Owen Sound to play the Attack Wednesday.

Domi grows game in Coyotes’ stint 3
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Domi sent back to Knight

GUELPH - Max Domi returned wearing one of his biggest lessons learned at training camp with the Phoenix Coyotes.

He had two black eyes and a nasty bump on his nose, courtesy of San Jose Sharks defenceman Scott Hannan from an early NHL exhibition encounter.

“We had a set play and I was just trying to beat him off the faceoff,” the Phoenix Coyotes first-rounder said shortly after rejoining the London Knights at the Sleeman Centre Sunday afternoon. “He kind of pulled the old veteran move on me and I didn’t expect it. He got me pretty good.”

Domi’s nose looked like it might be broken.

“I don’t know — probably,” he said with a grin. “I’ll get it checked (in London).”

Domi’s first OHL game back didn’t last long. He was kicked out late in the first period for a head check on Guelph forward Brock McGinn, retribution for a hit earlier in the shift.

The OHL will review the video of the play. If Domi has to sit out, at least it will be easier for him to follow the Knights’ fortunes than it was while in Arizona.

“I was trying to get the (live) stream (for the first two games) going but I just followed online and on Twitter,” the 18-year-old said. “I was refreshing the game summaries) all the time and a couple of guys kept saying, ‘What the hell are you doing with your phone?’ You’re getting a sunburn from your phone. I was following pretty intensely and I was pretty happy the boys got the two wins.”

Moreso, now that the Knights have followed it up with a defeat. The coaches and players, of course, are thrilled he — and Bo Horvat — will be on board this season.

They are expected to be leaders.

“He’s obviously our best player and he’s going to bring a lot of offence,” Brett Welychka said of Domi. “That’s what we need right now. Sometimes, we rely on him and sometimes, it’s better for us to see him put up the points and we feed off that.

“For him to be here, it’s huge for us.”

When the Coyotes cut Domi, he immediately hopped on a flight back to Toronto. He had to connect through Chicago, got home at 1:30 a.m. Sunday and dad Tie drove him to meet up with the Knights in Guelph.

“I wanted to be here for the game so I flew out right away,” he said. It was a pretty long day but it made the most sense.”

Domi said he returns to the OHL a much more complete and polished player.

“I feel like I’m 10 years older in just a month spending time with guys like Shane Doan, Radim Vrbata and Keith Yandle,” he said. “It’s pretty similar to London. There are a lot of veteran guys there and they’ve been through a lot. I’m trying to get better every day and I want to win a Memorial Cup.

“It’s starting here and we’ll see what happens.”

He said the Coyotes put him in situations where he had to prove to them he was a well-rounded forward.

“I’m pretty sure my first point was on the penalty kill, which is pretty unique,” he said. “I had to figure that out quick. At that level, everything is at such a high pace. With San Jose, I was playing against (Patrick) Marleau and (Logan) Couture and the next day, I was playing against the Sedins in Vancouver.

“Obviously, you have to play defence against those guys. I learned a lot and have grown as a player.”

One of the biggest thrills was facing Horvat in a game against the Canucks.

“The whole warmup, we were chuckling and laughing at each other,” he said. “This is bizarre, we’re both playing in the NHL against each other. He had a great game, a couple of assists, and it was a pretty cool experience.”

They’ll get a chance to do it again a lot this year.

The question now, after Domi’s ejection, is when it happens next.

ryan.pyette@sunmedia.ca

Twitter.com/RyanatLFPress

One guy’s back with another three guys still to go.

The Phoenix Coyotes are sending 2013 first-round pick Max Domi back to his London Knights of the Ontario Hockey League.

Domi announced the move on his twitter.

“Had an amazing experience in Phoenix!” Domi tweeted. “Learned a lot and can't thank everyone enough! So pumped to get back at it with the boys in London!”

It will be a relief for the Knights to get him back. Most people believed that he had the best chance to stick in the NHL of the four Knights still there because of his offensive skill. The Coyotes are in need of someone with lot of offence.

Domi was the 12th pick in the draft. He appeared in four preseason games. He had no goals and an assist. Domi had 39 goals and 87 points in 64 regular-season games for the Knights of last season before adding 11 goals and 32 points in 21 postseason contests.

Knights who are still with their NHL teams are Olli Maatta with the Pittsburgh Penguins, Bo Horvat with Vancouver who has already been told he’ll start the season with the Canucks and defenceman Nikita Zadorov with the Buffalo Sabres. Zadorov hurt a finger when he blocked a shot on Friday and is expected to be out two weeks.

London will be the host of the 2014 Memorial Cup, so the Knights will have an automatic berth. Now Domi will also have a shot at making Canada’s be 2014 world junior team.

Josh Anderson and Michael McCarron — playing on the same line no less — give London two guys who can pile up points and opposition bodies 


By Ryan Pyette, The London Free Press 

 Friday, September 27, 2013 11:49:29 EDT PM  
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The London Knights have always searched for that dominant power forward who can score, hit and fight.

They ran into a few — Plymouth’s Tom Wilson and Barrie’s Anthony Camara — in last year’s playoffs.

Now it looks like the defending OHL champs have two of their own in Josh Anderson and Michael McCarron.

And head coach Dale Hunter didn’t hesitate in doubling down on their devastation by putting them on the same line in London’s 6-3 win over the Saginaw Spirit before 8,943 Friday night at Budweiser Gardens.

“It’s a bonus for us to have two big power forwards and we’ll use it to our advantage,” Anderson said.

Anderson scored twice and went toe-to-toe with Saginaw defender Sean Callaghan, the strapping Strathroy boy.

McCarron, back from Montreal Canadiens camp, finally scored his first OHL goal late in the third after getting stuffed on some point-blank chances. He also scrapped with ex-Knight Justin Sefton, whose best stickwork might not have been his first-period power-play goal.

“He (stuck) me in the private area,” McCarron said. “It was the right time, the right moment, and I had to do it. I got in a little fight for the boys. They weren’t so juiced up and needed a little boost. It was really fun. I don’t know why, but it took me a a few shifts to get going, but towards the second and third, we picked up the cycle, worked their D and thought we finished strong.”

The bigger boys stood out while flanking soft-handed Chris Tierney. They finished, punched and threw the body.

What more can you ask of them?

Well, McCarron was shifted over to play left wing so Anderson could stay on the right side.

“I feel more comfortable on right but it’s not much of a difference,” the 6-foot-5 battleship said. “You’re just more on your backhand. I think I can play wherever they want and create opportunities — I think the line had three or four goals — or go to the fourth line and bang and crash and mix it up.”

Much is expected from this versatile forward crew.

More will be asked from them.

The Knights didn’t have any success early in the game killing penalties. They had guys struggling to get to the Saginaw points, weren’t blocking enough shots and have some newbie defenceman still learning the system.

They threw forward Brett Welychka back there late in a tight game and had some success while down a man.

“We don’t have Olli (Maatta) and Nikita (Zadorov) and that really hurts,” Anderson said. “Dale (Hunter) told us to help out the D and we backchecked really hard. For (Welychka) to go back there and help out on the PK, that was great.”

The Knights grabbed Anderson when he got back from Columbus Blue Jackets camp and told him to start shooting more.

Be a little more selfish when the puck’s on his stick.

“That’s the type of player he’s going to be,” London assistant coach Dylan Hunter said. “He’s a big, strong guy. He’s going to be a shooter. When he’s in a position, we want him taking that shot.”

Let Tierney be the set-up man. Allow McCarron to drive to the net and look for rebounds.

There weren’t too many extra chances with all-world goalie Jake Paterson back in the Spirit net. You watch him play and wonder why Canada thinks it has a problem producing puckstoppers.

“We worked on getting the puck high,” said Anderson, who went over Paterson’s shoulder 16 seconds after rookie d-man Santino Centorame staked the Knights to an early lead with his first OHL goal. “We remember him from the playoffs last year. A goalie like that, you’re not going to beat him low too often. Get it high and see what happens.”

The big guys ended up raising their sticks and dropping their mitts.

So did London rookie Tait Seguin, not nearly as big but just as energetic. He was booted out of the game for trying to remove Terry Trafford’s helmet during their scuffle.

The Spirit, big and fast, wanted to come in and show they’ll dictate the physical play.

Not so easy to do with London’s large lads up front.

OHL: WMU assistant coach Rob Facca’s son, Louie, is battling Duchenne muscular dystrophy

This Knights’ battle targets Duchenne’s 


By Ryan Pyette, The London Free Press 

 Friday, September 27, 2013 9:09:24 EDT PM  
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Michael McCarron chose to sign with the Montreal Canadiens and play with the London Knights over Western Michigan University this season.

But the 18-year-old still carries a reminder of the NCAA hockey team in Kalamazoo, Mich., here.

The giant NHL first-rounder continues to wear a red “No Bad Days” wristband given to him by WMU assistant coach Rob Facca, the London native and former local hockey star who recruited him for the Broncos.

It’s in honour of Louie Facca, Rob’s young son who is battling Duchenne muscular dystrophy.

“I got to know Rob Facca really well,” said McCarron, who made his Knights debut against Saginaw Friday night at Budweiser Gardens. “We’re pretty good friends now. He was a big influence on me and I love the guy.

“And Louie is truly an inspiration for a lot of people.”

McCarron isn’t alone on the Knights. London GM Mark Hunter, a long-time Facca friend, still wears his band.

The OHL champs donated the proceeds of their golf tournament this summer to the fight against Duchenne in honour of Louie Facca. McCarron said Hunter and Facca traded barbs that day about their tug-of-war over him.

“I told Mark that Mike’s going to be in our foursome,” Facca quipped. “Honestly, it’s just like it says on the bracelet — there are no bad days. At the end of the day, Mike’s a great kid and I wish nothing but the best for him. The Knights are getting a great player. He got drafted by Montreal and they did their part by signing him.”

Players who sign NHL contracts are barred from playing NCAA hockey. McCarron had to call Facca’s boss — Broncos coach Andy Murray — and tell him he was de-committing from the program.

“I told Andy, ‘Listen, I feel like this is the best situation for me, to move on,” he said. “I think the OHL is going to really move along my game. I’m not saying they wouldn’t but this is just a faster way to get to the NHL.

“I’m still going to school, taking courses. You get the best of both worlds here (in London).”

McCarron, a Macomb, Mich., native, spent two weeks in Kalamazoo and became part of the Western Michigan family.

“I will definitely follow them,” he said. “I got to know them pretty well and I still text some of them and ask how everything’s going. But I’m excited to start my OHL career and get going here.”

London and Kalamazoo will intersect a few times this year.

The Knights will face Plymouth outdoors at Comerica Park in Detroit as part of an OHL doubleheader on Dec. 29. That comes on the heels of the Great Lakes Invitational at the same park, where Western Michigan will open against Michigan before an anticipated capacity crowd.

As well, Facca and the Broncos start their preseason at home next weekend.

The first opponent on their schedule?

It’s the Western University Mustangs.

ryan.pyette@sunmedia.ca

London Knights won’t stop trying to blanket opponents 3
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A little while back, Dale Hunter was asked if he was going to change the way the London Knights played hockey.

His team is shin-pad deep in talented forwards this season. The Halifax Mooseheads and Portland Winterhawks proved in Saskatoon it’s possible to make it to the Memorial Cup final engaging in a little razzle-dazzle.

But Hunter said no, he would keep his battled-tested systems the same, the ones built on the belief that quality of scoring chances decide games and stifling an opponent’s chances is a heck of a way to improve yours.

“We might as well stick to what we know and what we’re good at,” fourth-year forward Chris Tierney said. “We won two OHL championships on that system so there’s no real reason to change it up. Even though we’re not playing that run-and-gun system, it still feels like we’re dominating the play by cycling the puck down low. I don’t think we’re a team that dumps it in and sits back waiting for that one turnover. We’re still attacking, just focused on the defensive end as well as the offensive one.”

Tierney has become the poster boy for Hunter hockey.

He believes it’s possible to score 100 points playing this way and, after years of checking-line grinding and defensive shutdown duty, has earned enough trust to give it a shot.

“As a rookie, I was playing against older guys thinking, ‘Wow, they’re so much bigger and stronger’,” the San Jose second-rounder said. “Now, I feel like I can be one of those dominant guys and outpush guys who are younger and maybe not as strong. It’s nice to be a little older now and know what it takes in this league to control the play.”

In this season where the expectations are Memorial Cup or bust, a lot of people will favour the Knights acquiring brand-name stars by shipping out some of the younger forwards who will have to scratch, claw and play good D for every scrap of ice they get this year.

But the Knights know there will be a price to pay if they do. One of those kids could turn into the next Tierney.

“They come in at 15 and 16 and they’re young,” Dale Hunter said. “Some kids develop quicker than others. Chris is one of those guys who got better and better. That’s what you want as a hockey player. Usually, if you score at one level, eventually, you always can score. We expect big things from him and he’s put in a spot where he’ll play a lot this year and be ready to go.”

Tierney was a solid minor midget point producer. There were times, in his first two-plus OHL seasons, he had to wonder if he would ever get that opportunity again.

He had a big breakthrough in the playoffs last spring, triggered in part by a double-overtime winner against Saginaw and goalie Jake Paterson, the Knights’ opponent Friday at Budweiser Gardens.

“Everyone wants to perform and be the go-to guy,” the 19-year-old Keswick native said, “and I still have those personal goals. I still feel like I want to put up as much points as possible, whether it’s that point-a-game or 80-100 range. But at the same time, we’re focused on getting team wins here. We have a bunch of guys who can score and I don’t feel anyone thinks they have to carry the team themselves.

“We’ve got enough guys who can do it.”

Each game, it’s just a matter of finding enough volunteers.

“Everyone on this team is hungry to score a goal and make the big play or block a big shot,” Tierney said, “and everyone wants to impress whoever they’re drafted by. I think that’s why we all so hard here because there are so many great players and only so much power-play time you can get and we all want to be the top guys.”

The kids entering the system learn some patience and the veterans at the end of their cycle, like Tierney, know how Hunters tick.

“Hopefully, I can have that scoring role but I value the defensive part because I know the Hunters still want that in my game,” he said. “Some nights, you’ll have guys who are hot scorers and you have to do something else that’s needed. Whatever I can do — put up points, penalty kill, shut down opponents — I’m really excited about this year and it’s going to be fun.”

ryan.pyette@sunmedia.ca

Twitter.com/RyanatLFPress

- - -

THE TIERNEY CLIMB

(A look at London Knights veteran forward Chris Tierney’s output by season)

2010-11: 47 games, 3 goals, 11 points, minus-10. Playoffs: 4 games, 1 assist.

2011-12: 65 games, 11 goals, 34 points, plus-25. Playoffs: 19 games, 5 goals, 7 points.

2012-13: 68 games, 18 goals, 57 points, plus-6. Playoffs: 21 games, 6 goals, 21 points.

London Knights trying to get it "right" 4
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Last December, Seth Griffith provided one of the defining moments of the London Knights' 24-game win streak by tipping home a Tommy Hughes point shot to beat Owen Sound with four seconds left.

It was a unique and difficult play to defend because it featured a right-handed forward getting his stick on a blast from a right-shot defenceman.

Now that Griffith is with Boston's American Hockey League affiliate in Providence and Tommy Hughes likely ending up with the New York Rangers' equivalent in Hartford, it looked like there was little chance the defending OHL champs would have that kind of play in their arsenal this season.

Until, that is, the deal last week to bring in overage defenceman Alex Basso from Sarnia was made and 6-foot-5 power forward Michael McCarron, who should be a presence around the crease, returned from Montreal on Monday.

The Hunters have long believed that hockey might needs at least some “right”.

It's a quality head coach Dale and GM Mark usually point out or discuss when they're talking about a player and where he fits into their Knights' annual jigsaw puzzle.

Was Brett Welychka on the point for power plays in the season opener against Plymouth simply because he's a trusted veteran who is also quick enough to track down a penalty killer after a Knights turnover?

Of course not. He's a right-handed shot, too, and other than Basso, the team's only two righty defencemen are Kitchener waiver claim Owen Stewart and rookie Santino Centorame.

Welychka, by the way, assisted on both of Kyle Platzer's goals against the Whalers – one on the power play and the other just as one expired.

None of the five veterans the Knights hope will return one day – Max Domi, Bo Horvat, Olli Maatta, Nikita Zadorov, Alex Broadhurst – shoot right-handed.

A scarcity of right-handers isn't exclusively a Knights concern. It's a hockey world problem.

London assistant GM Rob Simpson indicated there has been a statistic floating around for a while now that suggests three-quarters of defencemen are left-handed shots.

A quick scan of rosters shows the breakdown is not quite that steep in the OHL, although only two teams – Sarnia and North Bay – have significantly more right-handed d-men than lefties.

The Sting actually needs a few more lefty rear guards. Maybe they can use the three draft picks they received for Basso to get some.

“Alex gives us that different (right-handed) angle from the point,” Simpson said. “We weren't as dangerous last year without it.”

Do the players care about it as much as the coaches?

Strong passers like left-shot veteran Chris Tierney or rookie Mitch Marner, a righty, figures they can thread the needle to wherever the stick blade points.

“On the power play, it's kind of different,” Tierney said. “If you have a right-hander like Basso on the top, if I'm on the half-wall, I can set him up for a one-timer, where a lefty can't (shoot) that. You get McCarron and (fellow righty) Josh Anderson in the slot, if you're giving them the puck from one half-wall, it's another one-timer. A lefty couldn't. At some point, it does matter, but when you're out there, you have to make do with the players on the ice and not worry if they're left or right.”

When there's a minute left and a goal is needed, no one is harping on how someone shoots.

But Bo Horvat has said his OHL final Game 7 buzzer-beater over Barrie last spring would've been a no-doubter if he shot from the right side. Griffith, the only right-handed shot on the ice at the time, was the original target of Alex Broadhurst's pass.

Stick positioning is – and always has been – a big part of the game.

The Hunters have always understood that. Dale, incidentally, is a left shot and Mark is a righty.

You need a little bit of both to get things done, and now, the Knights are a little bit more “right” than they were a week ago.

Goalie Jacob Riley and defenceman Ryan Shipley signed as free agents 


By Steve Green, The London Free Press 

 Tuesday, September 24, 2013 10:04:02 EDT PM  

Goalie Jacob Riley keeps his eye on the puck to make a save during his previous go-round with the London Nationals, during the 2011-12 season. (File photo)
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Probably the last thing their opponents needed to hear is the fact the London Nationals have added two players with a combined six seasons of Ontario Hockey League experience.

Goalie Jacob Riley of London, who appeared in 14 games with the Nationals in the 2011-12 season, and defenceman Ryan Shipley of Ilderton, have signed as free agents. Riley joins London Knights first-rounder Liam Herbst in goal, with Nik Dampier traded to the St. Marys Lincolns for cash and future considerations.

Riley, 20, was in the OHL from 2009-12 with Brampton, Sudbury and Kingston, appearing in 51 games with a 3.75 goals-against average. Last season, he played Tier II junior A in Summerside, P.E.I., where he was 23-7-4 with a 2.37 GAA and helped backstop the Western Capitals to the national RBC Cup final game.

Shipley, 19, was a second-round pick, 41st overall, by Ottawa in the 2010 OHL draft and spent two seasons with the 67’s before being traded to the Niagara IceDogs. He was released a few days ago.

Nationals general manager Mike Borrows said Riley and Herbst should both see plenty of playing time as Herbst plays his way back into game shape after a year-plus off with injuries.

“We can’t push (Herbst),” Borrow said. “There’s a schedule that’s basically been determined by the Knights. And with Jacob coming back with the credentials he has, well, when something like that falls on your doorstep, you’ve got to jump on it.”

Ditto with Shipley.

“We couldn’t be more excited about getting Ryan,” Borrows said. “He brings veteran leadership and builds us up more on the back end. Plus he’ll be great for the young guys we have back there, guys like (Matt) Doty, (Anthony) Kotsovos and (Wade) Russell.

“He’s here because he wants to win and one of the big reasons we got him is the character and the other intangibles that come with him, not just his resume of three years in the OHL.”

Head coach Kelly Thomson sees a lot of a former National and Knight in Shipley. “He’s a Tommy Hughes clone on the back end and one of those character guys we’re always looking for,” Thomson said. “”He plays very hard, he’s smart and he’s skilled.”

Letting Dampier go wasn’t an easy decision, Borrows and Thomson said.

“It was a tough phone call to make because he’s such a great kid, but we couldn’t commit to him where he’d be the No. 1 guy,” Borrow said. “He needs to be a No. 1 somewhere where he can play 35, 40 games a year.”

The Nationals (2-3) return to action Wednesday night at the Western Fair Sports Centre against the Lambton Shores Predators (1-4-1), who are coming off their first win of the season.

steve.green@sunmedia.ca

twitter.com/SteveGatLFPress

- - -

SUTHERLAND CUP EXPANDS

The GOJHL has done away with the three-team round-robin involving the conference champions that decides the finalists for the Sutherland Cup. A fourth team has been added, making for two best-of-seven semifinals. The fourth team will be the losing conference finalist with the highest playoff winning percentage — last season, that would have been the Welland Canadians of the Golden Horseshoe Conference.

Under the new format, the “wild card” team will be the fourth seed with the other three ranked 1-2 according to playoff winning percentage. The top seed would then meet the wild card, unless they’re from the same conference. In that case, the No. 2 seed will play the wildcard, with Nos. 1 and 3 meeting in the other semifinals.

This new setup favour conferences with greater disparity among its playoff teams as it increases the likelihood of first-round sweeps, which go a long way toward boosting those percentages.

Dalla Costa: Of the four Knights still in NHL camps, defenceman Olli Maatta is probably the most prepared to make the giant leap but waterbug forward Max Domi is the most likely to stay 


By Morris Dalla Costa, The London Free Press 

 Tuesday, September 24, 2013 9:52:02 EDT PM  

Max Domi most likely to stick in NHL. (QMI Agency)
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Domi grows game in Coyotes’ stint

If this were a horse race, Max Domi would be the favourite, followed by Bo Horvat, Olli Maatta and Nikita Zadorov.

That’s how the money would fall if any betting was to be done on which London Knight player stood the best chance of sticking in the National Hockey League.

Remember, being the favourite has nothing to do with being the most prepared to play. No way. Of the four, Domi is probably No. 3 on the list of ready-to-play Knights.

But when you slosh together talent and situation, the big money should be on the Knights’ waterbug.

Three Knights players that were eligible as potential overage players, Alex Broadhurst, Seth Griffith and Scott Harrington, were sent to the American Hockey League by their NHL clubs on Tuesday.

Of the three, the one the Knights had hoped they could get back was Broadhurst.

“We still have to see,” Knights general manager Mark Hunter said. “He’s a good player but we’ll get a better idea of what’s going to happen a month from now.”

Even though the Chicago Blackhawks opted to send him to their AHL affiliate, there’s still the question of whether he’s ready to play at that level. If he isn’t, another year in junior hockey won’t hurt him.

Players who are still junior eligible can come back from the AHL until Feb. 10.

Should the Knights lose one of their Underage 4, though, it will sting considerably since deep down inside where Memorial Cup championships are dreamt about, few people believe any of the four are ready for the NHL.

“I haven’t heard a thing about them and I probably won’t,” Hunter said. “Everyone else usually hears because like McCarron (Montreal Canadiens first-round pick and Knights forward Michael McCarron), they’ll tweet it out first.”

Maatta is probably the most suited to wear an NHL uniform right now.

Reports say the 19-year-old Maatta has had a strong camp with the Penguins.

Here’s a quote from Penguins assistant coach Todd Reirden in a Pittsburgh newspaper on Maatta: “For a young player, his maturity is clear, both on and off the ice, how he carries himself.

“His build, his body is NHL-ready. His (attention to) details, for a young guy, in the game, whether it’s going back for puck retrievals or, most important, his defensive details and zone coverages, are really good. He thinks the game at a high level, as well.” That’s spot on.

But the Penguins are deep on the blue-line and have already assigned Harrington to the AHL. The Penguins know sending Maatta back to the Knights will guarantee him a lot of ice time.

There are reports that Horvat may actually start the season in Vancouver. Not because he had a great camp, but because the Canucks have several injuries up front. As strong as Horvat is, when the Canucks get healthy, he’ll be back.

The Sabres waited until the 16th pick in the first round to pick Zadorov and in five years that will be regarded as a steal . . . but not now.

Zadorov has had a strong camp with the Sabres. He’ll grow into a monster player. But in many ways, he’s like young colt that is still trying to find his legs. He’ll be back in London.

So what about Domi? Domi is the wild card in all this. The Phoenix Coyotes need something to show their fans. It’s a team without a lot of flash and Domi is by far the flashiest and highlight-prone of the four. Domi’s offensive skill is what fans love to see and that skill set allows the Coyotes to get him into areas where he can be effective, like the power play.

The Coyotes want Domi to make the team. From everything that’s been reported, Domi is getting a lot of ice time. He has been skating on the wing with Martin Hanzal and Radim Vrbata. That’s not the kind of line that’s put together just for fun. There is a method to the Coyotes’ madness.

But it would be madness to keep Domi. Now that the Coyote financial mess appears to be a little be more settled, making sure the future continues in the right direction means protecting your investment. Domi is an investment that needs to be handled correctly and that investment will pay dividends in the future.

Whether the Coyotes are patient enough to do that is the question. Even though Domi remains the best bet to stick in the NHL, don’t be betting your kid’s college fund. He shouldn’t stick all year. But if you were betting he’d be the last of the Knights Underage 4 to be still standing in the NHL, that’s a bet you’d probably win.

Michael McCarron learns how to lead the Knights from Jarred Tinordi and Brandon Prust 


By Ryan Pyette, The London Free Press 

 Monday, September 23, 2013 11:09:23 EDT PM  

Mike McCarron shows off his jersey at a press conference announcing his commitment to the London Knights hockey team at Budweiser Gardens in London on Friday July 12, 2013. (CRAIG GLOVER, The London Free Press)
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Hunter hopes to entice Habs pick

Reeling in big fish

McCarron to be Knighted

Jarred Tinordi led London's first of back-to-back OHL champion teams.

Brandon Prust was a key contributor to the 2005 Memorial Cup powerhouse.

New Knights power forward Michael McCarron just spent the last three weeks listening to everything they had to say at Montreal Canadiens training camp.

“They were giving me pointers and they were a huge help to me,” said the Habs' 18-year-old first-rounder, who returned to London Monday to start his OHL career. “They said to say hi to the Hunter boys when I got back and it's nice to be here, for sure.

“I'm so excited to get back.”

If he makes the same kind of impact those two pros did in their Knights time, he will have a special time in London.

“I'm glad to get back and start playing in real games now,” the 6-foot-5, 237-pounder from Macomb, Mich., said. “I was kind of sick of living in a hotel for about a month there.”

McCarron quickly got a taste of the Montreal hockey fishbowl. Last week, the Bell Centre was jammed for the Canadiens' red-and-white game last week.

“It was sold out for the scrimmage,” he said. “We played Buffalo the next day and it was just as packed.”

There won't be many empty seats in London, either, with a super-team in the making and a Memorial Cup at home in May. The big guy will face large expectations here, too, right away.

“He's an important guy we need. He's a good player,” Knights GM Mark Hunter said, “but every player takes a little time. Even Pat Kane didn't score as good (at first) as he did halfway through the season. It took him a month, two months, then he started to roll.”

It should take McCarron a while to adjust, too.

“I don't set too many goals, points-wise,” the United States world junior hopeful said. “I want to be hard to play against. When I first got here (to London at the end of August), it was a lot faster and I had to get used to it. I'm coming back from NHL camp and it was a big difference there. There's a lot more offensive ability and skill in the OHL and hopefully, I can show my skill, too.”

He made an instant impression by fighting in his first OHL exhibition game against Sarnia. He didn't drop the gloves while with the Canadiens.

“They told me to worry about hockey and my time will come,” he said.

He's the first of the team's five NHL first-round picks to return to London. His official opener as Knight will come on Friday at home against the Saginaw Spirit.

He missed last week's banner-raising win, but if he lives up to his hype, there will be many more victories and a couple extra banners to celebrate down the road.

ryan.pyette@sunmedia.ca

Twitter.com/RyanatLFPress

- - -

Knights notes

GM Mark Hunter said tough guy and potential overager Paxton Leroux is a couple of weeks away from returning. The 20-year-old separated his shoulder in one of four fights in four games while with the New York Rangers rookies in Traverse City, Mich. . . . Free agent overage goalie Jacob Riley, who played well in half a preseason game with the Knights, is still pursuing options. “We take a pretty strong stance on guys still in OHL camps,” said Nationals coach Kelly Thomson. “We don’t think it’s fair to call a kid who’s still with an OHL team.” . . . The NHL Central Scouting Bureau’s initial list of players to watch includes former Junior Knight Jared McCann, who scored four goals in the Soo Greyhounds’ first game this season, Londoner Spencer Watson (Kingston) and Listowel’s Roland McKeown (Kingston) on the ‘A’ group.

Goalie Herbst ready to take another big step in long journey 


By Ryan Pyette, The London Free Press 

 Monday, September 23, 2013 9:12:25 EDT PM  

Liam Herbst. (QMI Agency file photo)
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Liam Herbst has waited a year-and-a-half to play in his first junior hockey game.

The London Knights top pick in 2012 could get that much-anticipated start in net Wednesday night when the London Nationals face the Lambton Shores Predators at the Western Fair Sports Centre.

“I don’t think it’s really hit me fully yet what I’ve accomplished to get to this point,” the 17-year-old from Etobicoke said. “It’s such a long journey and I’m just used to battling every day. I always expected it would be here. I never did (give up) and I never will.

“That stubbornness,” he quipped, “I get that from my grandma.”

Herbst has been recovering from multiple surgeries to correct significant damage to his knees and hips. His condition wiped out his 2012-13 season.

Herbst was cleared to practise with the Knights this month and has been on the ice with the team throughout training camp.

“There were a lot of hard days,” he said. “You get bad news and it’s hard to find motivation when you’re surrounded by negativity. Between that and staying strong, it’s going to really help me in my career. Any adversity I face, it’s going to seem like nothing This (playing) is the easy part. From a health standpoint, it’s looking very positive, especially where it was a year ago.”

The 6-foot-3 goalie backed the Mississauga Rebels to the 2012 OHL Cup minor midget title before being drafted in the first round and then signed by the Knights on the same day head coach Dale Hunter officially announced his return from Washington.

He was tabbed back then as the team’s goalie of the future.

“He’s got to get going again,” Knights GM Mark Hunter said, “but this is not a picture you look way ahead. There’s no plan here. You’ve just got to get him in shape and we’ll go from there.

“It’s been a long time but he’s played goal his whole life. He’s got to go do his thing and stop pucks.”

Nationals head coach Kelly Thomson said he hasn’t decided if Herbst or Nik Dampier, an 18-year-old Londoner who has played all but a period-and-a-half of his team’s first five Greater Ontario Junior Hockey League games, will start.

“Liam just got to us (last) Thursday,” Thomson, the former Knight, said. “We’ll make a decision Wednesday. It’s a case of a young guy trying to get healthy from his injury and us doing whatever we can to make sure he works his way up into the OHL.

“He’s not different than anyone else on our team.”

His recovery, though, has been remarkably fast for a kid with such a worrisome set of injuries. It’s a testament to his talent that he has really only been on the ice for a couple of weeks and has shaken much rust off his game.

“He’s in the gym all the time and he wants to regain his form and get back to playing again,” Knights goaltending coach Bill Dark said. “Liam’s a very self-confident young man who believes in his abilities. When we drafted him, we certainly thought he was one of the best one or two goalies in his age group in North America but right now, everyone has to remember he’s a young goalie right out of midget who hasn’t played a game of hockey in one year.

“We’re working on his conditioning and playing games goes a long way towards that.”

The Knights say they will be patient with Herbst’s level of play this season. They will temper their expectations for now.

Thomson, who used current Knight Jake Patterson in a backup role two years ago after his recovery from mononucleosis, believes Herbst will be given a chance to compete with Dampier for the starting job with the Nats.

“Right now, we don’t have a 20-year-old starter who will take the net most games,” he said. “He’s in a position with Nik to play hockey games. We get another good young goaltender to throw between the pipes and it’s a good situation for both teams (the Knights and Nationals) to be in.

“As the season goes on, whoever wants to grab it and run with it will get that opportunity.”

Because of his injuries, Herbst never got the chance to try out and play for Ontario at the World Under-17 Hockey Challenge last year. He is eligible to be picked in the NHL draft this season but isn’t one of the goaltenders on the Central Scouting Bureau’s list of names to watch.

“He realizes there are going to be doubters when you’re battling back from such an injury,” Dark said. “He knows once he gets out there playing, he’s going to prove how good he is and people are going to want to see him. People who do their diligence are going to want to see Liam Herbst. He’s a high-end talent and real good goalie. He’s got a great combination of size, skill, athleticism and mental toughness.”

Most importantly, he has a clean bill of health. He has worked closely with Knights physiotherapist Doug Stacey to keep himself on the right track and isn’t worried about being picked in the NHL draft.

“I try not to focus on those things,” he said. “It’s nice to get those pats on the back and if I work hard, I’ll get them soon. I’m just happy to be back.”

KNIGHTWATCH: GM Mark Hunter said tough guy and potential overager Paxton Leroux is a couple of weeks away from returning. The 20-year-old separated his shoulder in one of four fights in four games while with the New York Rangers rookies in Traverse City, Mich. . . . Free agent overage goalie Jacob Riley, who played well in half a preason game with the Knights, is still pursuing his options. Thomson said the Nationals have not talked to him yet. “We take a pretty strong stance on guys still in OHL camps,” he said. “We don’t think it’s fair to call a kid who’s still with an OHL team.” . . . The NHL Central Scouting Bureau’s initial list of players to watch includes former Junior Knight Jared McCann, who scored four goals in the Soo Greyhounds’ first game this season, Londoner Spencer Watson (Kingston), Listowel’s Roland McKeown (Kingston) on the ‘A’ group while Sarnia’s Nikolai Goldobin, Anthony DeAngelo and Ottawa defenceman Jacob Middleton of Stratford are on the ‘B’ list.

ryan.pyette@sunmedia.ca

Twitter.com/RyanatLFPress

Platzer coverts new Oiler deals 3


By Ryan Pyette, The London Free Press 

 Saturday, September 21, 2013 9:25:55 EDT AM  
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Defenders dig deep

City’s teenage heroes know all about pressure

The Edmonton Oilers haven’t been bashful about handing out $42-million contracts lately.

Taylor Hall has one and Ryan Nugent-Hopkins just got one on Thursday.

No wonder Edmonton prospect Kyle Platzer was flying all over the ice in his first game back with the London Knights after Oilers training camp.

He would like to get paid like that one day ,too.

“I got to get on (Nugent-Hopkins’) level, eh?,” Platzer quipped after scoring the first two goals in London’s Memorial Cup season-launching 3-0 win over Plymouth before 9,046 Friday night at Budweiser Gardens. “He’s a great player and definitely deserves it. He’s going to be there a long time and he’s a leader for sure.”

While in Edmonton, Platzer got a close-up glimpse at Nugent-Hopkins, Hall, Jordan Eberle and Nail Yakupov at top speed. By comparison, Mike Vellucci youthful Whalers didn’t seem quite so fast.

“You watch those (young Oilers) on TV and don’t get an appreciation of how good they are,” he said. “On the ice with them, it’s a whole different level and it’s something I took back here and I’m glad it paid off. I felt quicker, sharper and saw the ice better than I did last year.”

This was the 18-year-old forward’s first two-goal game.

He opened the scoring on a first-period power play. Then he scored just after a man advantage expired.

Both went blocker-side on Plymouth net phenom Alex Nedeljkovic. Defenceman Dakota Mermis faked blocker and went backhand while down a man to round out the scoring.

“First one, that was the opening I saw and I had time to look,” Platzer said. “The second one, I didn’t want to shoot short side because there was a lot of traffic. It worked out for me.

“I hope there’s more to come. Last year, I had a different role and this year, I think I like my role so far.”

Who wouldn’t want those premium minutes?

But no one is worried about London’s forwards.

If there were any concerns, it was in the defensive end. So far, they’ve played one game, hardly know each other yet and still haven’t allowed a goal.

Anthony Stolarz kicked aside 30 shots for the third shutout of his Knights career.

Each has been at home and all memorable for different reasons.

The first was a 1-0 shootout win over Brampton last year. The second was in the playoffs against Kitchener, when the Rangers squawked about a puck they claimed crossed the line, but wasn’t reviewed.

“This one is even more special,” the 6-foot-6 Flyers prospect said with a grin. “It’s my mom (Karol’s) birthday, so it was nice to get out there and get her a shutout.”

The Stolarz elders didn’t make the trip from New Jersey to watch the opener.

“There’s only one game this weekend, so they’re waiting for a (busier) one,” he said. “They plan to come here within a month or so. The shutout’s nice, but we got the win and we’re looking to rack them up as the season goes on.”

Every goalie has those one or two big saves that have to be made to keep the goose egg alive.

Stolarz turned aside veteran Zach Lorentz on an early breakaway, then slammed the door in the third with a gorgeous pad save.

“I kind of read it well,” he said. “He (Plymouth defenceman Yannick Rathgeb) wasn’t really in a position to shoot and I just stuck out the right leg out hoping he’d shoot it on the ice and thankfully, he did.”

The Whalers didn’t take advantage of a fog that wrapped around the ice early on.

ryan.pyette@sunmedia.ca

--- --- ---

OPENING KNIGHT

Knights 3, Whalers 0

Knights goals: Kyle Platzer (2), Dakota Mermis

Shutout by Anthony Stolarz (30 saves)

Next: The Knights play the Saginaw Spirit Friday, 7:30 p.m. at Budweiser Gardens.

London Knights' defencemen strain to take up slack 


By Ryan Pyette, The London Free Press 

 Saturday, September 21, 2013 9:18:34 EDT AM  

Knights’ Chris Tierney battles for position against Francesco Vilardi of the Whalers in the first period. (MIKE HENSEN, The London Free Press)
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What a Knight

The London Knights will score. They have two veteran goalies.

The blue-line?

That was the big unknown heading into the 2013-14 season opener against Plymouth Friday night at Budweiser Gardens. The concern was magnified with Olli Maatta still in Pittsburgh and Nikita Zadorov crushing bodies for Buffalo in the NHL preseason.

Dakota Mermis watched Maatta and captain Scott Harrington, along with overager Tommy Hughes, shoulder the load to Saskatoon last season.

“Workhorses,” he said. “They were even keel throughout all the games and always playing big minutes, especially at the end of (last year).”

This current corps knows it has to earn that same respect.

Mermis, with a half-season of OHL hockey under his belt, wore one of what will be a rotation of alternate captain A’s on his sweater until everyone returns from the pros. He was on London’s top pairing with overager Alex Basso, who arrived Thursday in a trade with Sarnia.

“The chemistry happens over the course of time,” the 19-year-old Mermis said. “Since the guys are so skilled, it’ll be a lot easier transition. Obviously, Alex has only been here one day, but he’s such a good player, I think it’ll be all right. He’ll make the adjustment. It’s his fifth year in the league. ... He knows what to expect.”

Mermis knows what the Hunters and London fans expect. There are no gimmes or do-overs while the big guns are gone.

“There’s no time to wait for them,” he said. “The season starts now and we’ve got to start winning games. It’s not going to be an excuse that they’re not here. We’re not looking at that. They don’t give you anything in this league and you’ve got to earn everything.”

Aiden Jamieson played his first OHL game Friday. Santino Centorame played three last year, but this was his first one under the opening night spotlight.

ryan.pyette@sunmedia.ca

Twitter.com/RyanatLFPress

--- --- ---

OPENING KNIGHT

Knights 3, Whalers 0

Knights goals: Kyle Platzer (2), Dakota Mermis

Shutout by Anthony Stolarz (30 saves)

Next: The Knights play the Saginaw Spirit Friday, 7:30 p.m. at Budweiser Gardens.

Dalla Costa: City’s teenage heroes know all about pressure 


By Morris Dalla Costa, The London Free Press 

 Friday, September 20, 2013 10:54:19 EDT PM  

Knights celebrate their first goal as Kyle Platzer centre is congratulated by Brett Welychka and Dakota Mermis in the first period of their game against the Plymouth Whalers Friday, Sept. 20, 2013 at Budweiser Gardens (MIKE HENSEN, The London Free Press)
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What a Knight

In the perspective of real life, real world, junior hockey doesn’t create much of a blip.

That is unless you happen to live in London.

In London, the Ontario Hockey League Knights have become almost a religion.

It’s difficult to ascertain what that says about the city. We’ll leave the psychological analysis to those who can better determine why a city of more than 370,000 has adopted a group of pimply faced teenagers as the centrepiece to their city, perhaps because there isn’t much else to hang our hats on.

Don’t think for a minute the organization doesn’t recognize that. The organization and the players eat that stuff up as an endless smorgasbord of deification.

Imagine the anticipation that has built for the 2013-14 season. Not only are “the boys” favoured to win the OHL championship yet again but they already know they will be playing in the Memorial Cup in May.

Hours before the season opener against the Plymouth Whalers, the streets around the Gardens were packed with fans of all ages wearing Knights’ jerseys. There was a bustle downtown and there was a sense of relief that hockey was back in town.

The Knights are expected to win probably more so than the 2004-05 season when the team won all but seven games.

When things are going well, there’s no better place to play than London. Sellout crowds of more than 9,000 every game, media attention, the run of the city and a variety of other benefits await those who wear the Knights’ head.

But it’s also demanding. A Knights player is always in the public eye. It’s a unique situation that takes a while to get used to and success or failure for a player often depends on how he adjusts to that pressure.

These Knights are favoured not just because of their talent but because as two-time defending champion they have been able to handle the pressure. There was no greater proof of that than last season when they found ways to win in the playoffs despite blowing leads and falling behind big time.

If there is one guy who understands pressure it’s Knights’ forward Brett Welychka. He’s now a veteran player, a two-time Memorial Cup finalists and a Londoner. While it may be difficult for some Londoners to play in front of hometown fans, Welychka revels in it.

Welychka got one of the biggest ovations during the introductions prior to the Plymouth game. He threw the first big check of the season and he assisted on the first goal.

He is the kind of player the Knights will need this year. He’ll do whatever he can to win and as a veteran, he’ll be a good resource for the younger players on how to handle pressure and how to act in the room.

“It feels different from the other years,” Welychka said. “It’s kind of weird but there is a lot of pressure on us with the city and the expectations from them and the other teams looking at us as the big dogs. They’re going to come in and play us every night hard.”

Welychka says in a year like this there’s extra pressure on young players especially.

He’s right. A young player coming to London knows that even though they are going to a Memorial Cup that’s not good enough.

Management wants another OHL title and they want as many home games as possible in the playoffs because not only is it good for staying sharp but it’s good for the pocketbook.

It will take some time for everyone to feel at home especially with so many veteran players still at NHL camp.

“Guys don’t come out of their shell for a bit,” Welychka said. “I was one of them too. Once you do come out it makes for a lot more fun. Being a veteran, I’ll try to loosen them up so they don’t feel so much pressure. We want them to feel comfortable.”

In a year like this, whatever anyone can do to relieve the pressure will be a godsend

Alex Basso added to shore up London Knight's young defence 


By Ryan Pyette, The London Free Press 

 Thursday, September 19, 2013 8:37:04 EDT PM  

Defenceman Alex Basso wasted no time hitting the ice with his new team, getting in a practice Thursday afternoon after finding out in the morning he’d been traded to London.
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It's on!

Net result

Opening Knight

Alex Basso is here.

That means the London Knights will start this Memorial Cup season with one defenceman who has more than a half-season of OHL experience to his credit.

He’ll provide them with an offensive shot in the arm, too.

London GM Mark Hunter acquired the Sarnia Sting’s overage holdout a day ahead of Friday’s season opener with Plymouth at Budweiser Gardens in exchange for Barrie’s second-round pick in 2015, as well as a pair of third-rounders belonging to the Colts and Kingston in 2014.

“There was a lot of interest the last week and I found out this morning it was London and just packed up as quick as I could and drove down from Toronto,” said the 20-year-old, who went home to await a trade after attending Minnesota Wild camp.

“They (the Knights) expressed some interest in me and waited a week and it finally got done. I looked at the options with my agent and it was just finding the right spot. I think this was the best decision for me.”

He’ll finish his five-year junior career with a shot at the Memorial Cup.

“Playing against this team for the last four years, it’s a good experience coming here and being part of the organization and culture and I can’t wait to get started,” said Basso, who practised with the Knights on Thursday. “I had a great experience (in Sarnia). My first year there, we had (Nail) Yakupov and (Ryan) Spooner and a lot of guys who will go on and do big things with their career and it was good to learn with them.”

Basso, a right-handed shot, has power-play quarterback potential and has improved his numbers every year in the league, finishing with 11 goals and 49 points last season.

If he beats that this year, he will be the Knights highest-scoring defender since Steve Tarasuk’s 67 points in 2009-10. Basso started his OHL career in Belleville that same season and was acquired by former Sting GM and coach Jacques Beaulieu two summers ago.

It’s clear the Hunters, still waiting for Olli Maatta and Nikita Zadorov to return from NHL camps, didn’t want to wait any longer for veteran help at the back end.

The Knights received a third- and sixth-round pick from Saginaw for overage defenceman Justin Sefton this month. Kingston picked up former Plymouth goalie Matt Mahalak for two third rounders this summer.

ryan.pyette@sunmedia.ca

Twitter.com/RyanatLFPress

London Knights keeper riding the hot hand in goal again 3
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FRIDAY KNIGHT: Season Preview

Anthony Stolarz is ready for the marathon.

The London Knights goalie, hoping to be a big part of the United States world junior team in January and a Memorial Cup in May, believes a refined approach in net will keep him from running on fumes down the stretch.

“I’m trying to settle down my game and not be all over the place,” the big Flyers second-rounder said. “Let the play come to me and try to not be so scrambling. Staying back, I’m not using that much push going back and forth and it’s helping me stay fresh.

“It’s all about conserving energy but I still have that athleticism and I’ll still use that when necessary.”

London head coach Dale Hunter has indicated both Stolarz and Jake Patterson will be given chances to log the bulk of the crease load.

“We play a lot of games in a week (during the season) and basically, whoever plays the best will get the extra games,” Hunter said.

Last year Stolarz arrived at midseason from the University of Nebraska-Omaha and learned quicky the Hunter reward system in net.

“They’re going to go with the hot hand,” he said. “If a goalie’s winning, why change it? Look at last year. They had the 24-game win streak and both goalies (Kevin Bailie and Jake Patterson) contributed to that. When I got here, I went on a little streak and (Patterson), towards the end of the year, went on a nice streak and then in the playoffs, he won three straight against Barrie that got us an opportunity at a Memorial Cup.

“Whoever gives the team the best chance deserves the right to play.”

This season is more than likely Stolarz’ last chance to put himself in the conversation of Knights winning goalies with Michael Houser, Adam Dennis, Gene Chiarello and Steve Mason. Patterson is undrafted and should return for an overage season.

At Philly’s training camp, Stolarz looked to Mason for some tips before they shared the net in the opening preseason game against the Maple Leafs at Budweiser Gardens last Sunday.

“We talked a little bit about the Knights and the Hunters and how great of a city London is,” Stolarz said. “I was just trying to pick his brain and see what it takes to be a pro goalie and learn as much as I could. He said it’s a special experience to be in a Memorial Cup, especially in London, and hosting it should be a lot of fun. With the way the last few years have gone, we’re going to look to come out on top.”

Mason, of course, was injured after being traded from London to Kitchener five years ago and never got to play for the Rangers in their home Cup. During Philly’s stop, Knights equipment manager Chris Maton was finally able to hand over his old Knights mask he hadn’t seen since the deal.

So the game proved a thrill for both the Flyers goalie and the prospect Stolarz.

“Playing for the Flyers, it’s an organization with a rich history and a lot of fun to play my first pro game here,” Stolarz said. “Having played here last year, I felt a sense of comfort and to play in front of the home fans was a treat.”

Now, it’s up to he and Patterson to sort out who gets that chance most often.

ryan.pyette@sunmedia.ca

Twitter.com/RyanatLFPress

Overwhelming favourite London Knights ready to repel everyone’s best shot 8
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When you are that good, nothing seems to bother you.

In order to be successful a team and organization needs to have a little bit of swagger. It needs to believe that it can handle anything thrown its way.

The London Knights have all of that in abundance. It’s born from confidence that stems from the hockey club’s recent history.

The Knights don’t just talk success, they create success.

But the team will need all the swagger, chutzpah and arrogance it can muster this year. They’ll also need a little luck.

Anything less than an Ontario Hockey League championship for the London Knights should be considered a failed season.

The defending OHL champs are expected to be that good.

Some teams would do whatever possible to relieve some of that kind of pressure on their franchise. But when you can’t hide from reality, you may as well be upfront and deal with it.

Knights general manager Mark Hunter isn’t fazed in the slightest when the discussion comes around to the expected dominance of his team in the OHL this year. He says his club is “very good.” When Hunter says something like that, it can be interpreted to mean his club is very, very, very good.

Hunter doesn’t blink an eye when it’s suggested a two-game losing streak will put Knights hockey fans on suicide watch.

“That’s what we have to deal with,” Hunter said. “I believe we have a group of young men here who are mature enough to know that it doesn’t just happen, that there’s a process we have to go through to win.

“Even though they rate you where they do, you still got to go out and play and get it done on the ice and be a team that produces in key moments. They’ve proven themselves in the past but this is a new year and you are only as good as your last game.”

That last game was a loss in the Memorial Cup tournament last May. This year the Memorial Cup tournament is being held in London.

But because the Knights are heavy favourites to win again, because teams didn’t like the fact the Knights were awarded the tournament yet again and because the Knights rub teams and people the wrong way, the Knights are going to get everybody’s best shot every game. Teams will turn themselves inside out to make life as miserable as possible for the Knights.

None of this is much different, especially the not-being-liked-part, than it is every year. Facing that kind of adversity every year is something Hunter believes will help his team.

“We’ve been through it for three years,” Hunter said. “They’ve found ways to win and hopefully they will continue to do that. We’re relying on our (19-year-olds.) They’re the key to our team. The (Chris) Tierneys, (Josh) Andersons, (Matt and Ryan Rupert,) Olli Maatta . . . they know our expectations, they know what they have to do. Now it’s time to do it.”

The Knights won the 2005 Memorial Cup in London. Their focus during the regular season that year was all about going through the front door. The Knights won the OHL title while setting a slew of team and league records. It was one of the best junior teams ever put together.

With NHL teams not playing that year because of a lock out, all the best junior hockey players were left to play junior hockey.

Hunter wasn’t taking any chances either back then. He went out and made every deal possible stacking his hockey club.

If he has to, Hunter will wheel and deal again to guarantee success although he says, as per usual, he has to wait and see what he has.

There will be a few knee knocking weeks for the Knights. With a bunch of first-round draft picks like Max Domi, Bo Horvat and Nikita Zadorov in NHL camps there is the fear of losing some of those players.

“It’s hard to compare (to 2005,)” Hunter said. “I like our group (this year.) I like some of our young guys and I think they can produce right away. But you need (the NHL players) back to win games. The last two years we’ve had lots of depth. Our scoring could have come from anybody. But you need those players back to be an elite team like it was in 2005.”

If they do all come back, that Knights’ swagger would be swaggering.

London Knights aren't certain who will be in their lineup this season 3


By Ryan Pyette, The London Free Press 

 Tuesday, September 17, 2013 2:31:39 EDT PM  
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Even the top-ranked team in junior hockey starts the season with some massive question marks.

The two-time defending OHL champion London Knights don't know if they'll have flashy forward Max Domi and top centre Bo Horvat in the lineup this season. The NHL first-rounders are trying to prove they belong in the big leagues with Phoenix and Vancouver respectively.

But no matter their fate, the powerhouse Knights will return to the Memorial Cup next May at Budweiser Gardens. They won the right to host the tournament for the second time in nine years over the Barrie Colts, who lost a OHL final heartbreaker on Horvat's OHL Game 7-winning buzzer-beater last spring, and the Windsor Spitfires, who missed the playoffs after one of the biggest punishments in Canadian Hockey League history for illegal recruitment.

The Guelph Storm are poised to push the Knights for the OHL's Western Conference crown. With a second berth at the Cup up for grabs, the Eastern Conference should be a free-for-all with hungry Barrie, veteran-laden Sudbury, up-and-coming Kingston and a North Bay team back in the league for the first time in over a decade – the Battalion, formerly belonging to Brampton.

This is the first time three players granted exceptional early entry into the OHL at 15-years-old will be in the league at once. Defenceman Aaron Ekblad will try to lead Barrie back to London, Erie sophomore Connor McDavid should do great things on an improved Otters team and Mississauga Steelheads rookie defenceman Sean Day should arouse curiosity after dropping to fourth in the draft last spring.

The OHL and commissioner David Branch will be watched closely again by the hockey world for the tough justice for head shots, his quotas on fighting and the phasing out of import goalies in an effort to develop more outstanding Canadian stoppers.

The old debates will rage anew over quality of officiating, drug testing and the rewards for players in a league that continues to improve its bottom line through brand power and larger, state-of-the-art arenas.

The Niagara IceDogs will bid one final farewell to old Jack Gatecliff Arena before moving into a new St. Catharines home and historic franchises like Peterborough and Ottawa will attempt to dig themselves out from the rubble of past failures.

And in the end, one other team will join the Knights on the league's big stage in London in late May.

Whoever answers their own question marks the best, will win.

Sharing ice with pros inspires young prospect 


By Ryan Pyette, The London Free Press 

 Friday, September 13, 2013 11:00:16 EDT PM  

London Knight goaltender Jake Patterson makes a save during the first period of a preseason Ontario Hockey League game against the Plymouth Whalers at Budweiser Gardens on Friday. (DEREK RUTTAN, The London Free Press)
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Plymouth Whalers Bryce Yetman and Liam Dunda celebrate the team’s second goal beside dejected London Knights players Santino Centorame (6), Mitchell Marner (7) and goalie Jake Patterson Friday at Budweiser Gardens. (DEREK RUTTAN, The London Free Press) 

As a kid, Cam Garrow sat in the then-John Labatt Centre seats, his eyes locked on one prominent London Knights defenceman.

“I watched Danny Syvret quite a bit growing up,” the 17-year-old Lambeth native said.

A couple of weeks ago, the Knights hopeful found himself out on that same Budweiser Gardens ice with the captain of London’s 2005 Memorial Cup champs.

“He and a few of the pros were out there skating with us at practice since we had so many guys gone at (NHL) training camps,” the former Elgin-Middlesex Chiefs blue-liner said. “Just seeing those older guys walk around and getting to talk them, it was exciting. It’s the same thing when I train with Jeff Van Damme. (Los Angeles King) Drew Doughty’s there and when you see guys like that, it makes you want to work even harder.”

Garrow, who played in the Knights’ shorthanded 6-3 loss to the Plymouth Whalers before 7,734 Friday night, knows he’s not going to crack next week’s opening night lineup by trying to play like Syvret or Doughty.

The six-foot-one, 218-pounder has another ex-Knight and London native, now in the New York Rangers fold, in his sights.

“I’m hoping to be that Tommy Hughes-type defensive player,” he said. “I want to show a point shot and that good first pass. You’ve got to take care of home first at this level. It’s that first pass, get the puck out of our end and then make sure to get it in deep.”

Garrow, who spent last season with a veteran-laden St. Thomas Stars club, already has one OHL game under his belt. The Knights’ seventh-rounder in 2012 played in London’s regular-season finale in Sault Ste. Marie last March when the team was looking to rest some regulars.

Garrow’s goal right now, with the uncertainty over when Pittsburgh first-rounder Olli Maatta and Buffalo blue-chipper Nikita Zadorov will return to junior, is to start the season here.

“Especially growing up and going to watch all the first games every year, I would love to,” he said. “It would be a great experience. Since the guys are gone (to the NHL), we’re getting our time to shine and show the Hunters what we can do. I have to see how I play in these couple of games and then see where it goes from there

“It’s always been my dream to play in the OHL.”

He will be in familiar quarters on Saturday in the Knights’ rematch with the Whalers in St. Thomas.

“Maybe I’ll go back to my same stall in the dressing room,” he said with a grin. “I’m trying to make London, but I’ve kept in touch with the Stars. It’s great they’re a Knights affiliate this year.”

With St. Thomas and the London Nationals playing Friday night, the Knights were short bodies. They dressed just 16, including goaltenders, and only four familiar faces from last year.

One of the old guard — goalie Jake Patterson — surrendered five goals before Londoner and free-agent overager Jacob Riley came in midway through the second period and slammed the door.

The best news for the Knights came before the game.

Forward Matt Rupert, who had a strong NHL rookie camp in London, was released from his Toronto Maple Leafs tryout on Friday and will be back with the Knights. His twin brother Ryan, a Leafs pick, remains with the big club.

In Saginaw Friday night, former Knights defenceman Justin Sefton suited up for the Spirit in their exhibition game against the Sarnia Sting.

It means London will receive a third- and sixth-round pick in 2014, rather than a conditional 15th-rounder from the deal made last week.

The Sefton move suggested the Knights will be in the market for a veteran defenceman, but it looks like they will give a couple of the kids like Garrow, Aiden Jamieson or Santino Centorame a chance to start the season.

ryan.pyette@sunmedia.ca

Twitter.com/RyanatLFPress

--- --- ---

Whalers 6, Knights 3

Plymouth goals: Connor Chatham (2), Danny Vanderwiel, Bryce Yetman, Zachh Lorentz, Francesco Vilardi

London goals: Mark Gadzic, Brandon Li Wan Po, Remi Elie

Next: The same two teams play Saturday night at the Timken Centre in St. Thomas. Game time is 7 p.m.

London Knights minding Philadelphia Flyers' net 


By Ryan Pyette, The London Free Press 

 Friday, September 13, 2013 9:31:34 EDT PM  
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The Philadelphia Flyers’ crease has earned a lot of derisive nicknames over the years.

Black Hole. Temple of Doom. Hockey’s Bermuda Triangle.

Goalie coach Jeff Reese aims to turn the punch lines into a puck-stopping point of power.

“The first year I got here (in 2009-10) we almost won the whole thing,” the 47-year-old former London Knights netminder said of Philly’s six-game loss to Chicago in the Stanley Cup final, “and still, it (the frustration over goaltending) has taken on a life of its own here. My goal is to be part of changing that. With the guys we got this year, hopefully the three of us can work together and change that perception because it has to change.

“It’s a tough market, no question, but we’re working on that. It’s a challenge.”

The answer to one of the game’s great mysteries may have London fingerprints all over it. Ex-Knights star Steve Mason expects to battle ex-OHLer Ray Emery for the starting job and current Knights goalie Anthony Stolarz is the club’s top-ranked net prospect.

Reese said the team is still working out who will play in the NHL preseason opener against Toronto Sunday at Budweiser Gardens. The same teams also have split-squad tilts Monday in Toronto and Philadelphia.

“It would be nice to see Mase and Anthony get a chance to play back home where they started,” Reese said, “but we’ll see what happens.”

All three have the potential to be great stories.

Emery worked with Reese in that Cup run season but a serious injury cut that short.

“What Ray’s done is just incredible to come back after it looked like his career was done and the way he’s played, being a Stanley Cup champ last year, it’s awesome,” Reese said.

“And Mase came in at the end of last year and really played well for us. In my mind, he’s still a young goaltender, still just 25, and he’s played over 250 games already.

“Maybe things got a little stale in Columbus and he just needed a change.”

The Flyers hope for a Mason resurgence. They’re also buoyant about what they’ve seen from Stolarz so far in the last week.

“Anthony has been terrific in camp,” Reese said. “We had a rookie game against Washington and he played half the game and we won 1-0. He has a very bright future as long as he continues to work at it and I don’t see any reason why he won’t. His intelligence and his athleticism for his size is incredible and I’m very excited about his future.”

Mason and Stolarz have helped Reese re-establish his old ties with the Knights. He played at the old Gardens for Don Boyd from 1983-86 before embarking on his pro career with the Leafs.

He met his wife here and owned a home in the city for 10 years during his playing days.

“I know when Anthony was talking last year about (the possibility of playing in London), I told him if he had any questions about the city, I played there and if you go, you’ll love it,” Reese recalled. “We’re always going back and visiting family. I go every summer. The first time I was at the (Budweiser Gardens), it was the Memorial Cup year (2005) and I watched Gerald Coleman. It’s just a tad (different than the old Gardens) but you know what, I loved playing there.”

He keeps tabs on the Knights through Flyers assistant Craig Berube, a friend of London head coach Dale Hunter, and played golf with goalie coach Bill Dark this summer.

“I’m always in touch with Billy,” Reese said. “I wanted to make sure we’re on the same page with Anthony and not giving him too many opinions on how to play.”

Reese already has reached out to new Flyers assistant GM Ron Hextall, the former Philly goaltending great.

“I told him, ‘If you have any advice, I’d like to hear it,’ ” he said. “It’s nice to have somebody who understands the position and has played it in the position he’s in. I’m going to use him for sure, for reference.”

Together, they may be able to solve one of hockey’s long-­standing puzzles in Philly.

“One thing you have to be at that position is patient,” Reese said. “You have to give them an opportunity to develop. Mase, he’s been a No. 1 goalie for so long. You look at a guy like (Cory) Schneider (the New Jersey backup traded from Vancouver at the draft for the chance to pick Knights centre Bo Horvat). He’s probably ready and still hasn’t got (the starting job) yet. It takes time and what Mase has gone through will make him better in the future, in my opinion.”

ryan.pyette@sunmedia.ca

--- --- ---

NHL PRESEASON

Toronto versus Philadelphia

When: Sunday, 6 p.m. at Budweiser Gardens

The matchup: Exhibition opener for both the Leafs and Flyers

London Knights are top-ranked team in Canadian Hockey League 


By Ryan Pyette, The London Free Press 

 Thursday, September 12, 2013 10:52:42 EDT PM  
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The London Knights will start their Memorial Cup season as the top-ranked team in the Canadian Hockey League.

They’re going to have a fancy new NHL-style 360 LED Digital Power Ring ribbon board to enhance the senses at Budweiser Gardens.

And for the third straight season, goaltender Jake Patterson will battle for time in net while trying to side-step the injury and illness plights that have set him back in previous years.

“You can tell he used the summer to come in the best shape possible,” London goalie coach Bill Dark said. “He’s coming in feeling he’s played in the league finals (winning the final three games against Barrie) and the Memorial Cup. He’s confident he can be a very good goalie in this league.”

Patterson was acquired by London two years ago after performing well for Plymouth in the preseason against the Knights. But he missed his chance to spell league MVP Michael Houser on a regular basis after suffering from mono that first year.

Last season, he shone in the exhibition games but suffered an injury in practice and missed the first month.

“This is huge for him because the last two seasons, he got injured just as he was ready to get going,” Dark said. “He was ready to be the season-opening starter last year and he pulled that muscle in his hip. When you start the year injured, it seems like lots of times, you’re swimming upstream the rest of the way to catch up.”

Patterson knows Anthony Stolarz, the Philadelphia Flyers prospect and potential U.S. world junior goalie, wants to carry the crease load this season. But the undrafted 19-year-old from Sault Ste. Marie has a career OHL record of 24-10, including playoffs, so he’s no slouch, either.

The Knights will finish their exhibition schedule with those annual back-to-back tilts with Plymouth on Friday at Budweiser Gardens and Saturday at the Timken Centre in St. Thomas.

Patterson could start both, but the Knights have also brought in London native Jacob Riley to help out.

The 20-year-old has practised with the club this week and is an OHL free agent. He spent last year splitting time with a familiar face – former Knights goalie Kevin Bailie – with the Summerside (PEI) Western Capitals, the hosts and runners-up at the Royal Bank Cup junior A championship.

Riley remains on the Capitals protected list.

“He’s still sorting out his options,” Dark said. “He’s proven he can play in the league. He has experience (with Brampton, Kingston and Sudbury).”

As a 16-year-old, Riley shut out the Knights in Brampton. It’s his lone OHL goose egg.

In 2009, the Knights and facility manager Global Spectrum started to throw around the idea of a ribbon board for the then-John Labatt Centre. There have been electricians and arena staff working around the clock to have the Daktronics board, measuring 791 feet in circumference, up and running in time for Sunday’s NHL exhibition game between the Flyers and Leafs.

“This has been a big project and once the pricing got to the point where it made sense financially, it was kind of a race,” Gardens GM Brian Ohl said. “Originally, they said we wouldn’t have it for the start of the season but Daktronics and the staff here has done a great job making sure it’ll happen.”

The board is the first for an OHL team. The Knights and Global Spectrum are splitting the cost.

“It brings atmosphere and excitement,” London GM Mark Hunter said. “It’s a great tool from the standpoint of making fans clap and there’s a certain time you can put some advertising up there, too.

“I thought our (in-game) atmosphere really improved (last year) and it was something we needed to do. We did a better job.”

Ohl said he has been talking to the London Lightning about the possibility of using it for their basketball games this season.

“I don’t see why that won’t happen,” he said. “You see in NHL and NBA rinks, it does enhance the fans’ experience. It’s quite a striking visual.”

ryan.pyette@sunmedia.ca

Twitter.com/RyanatLFPress

Knights biggest threat may be NHL 4


By Ryan Pyette, The London Free Press 

 Tuesday, September 10, 2013 11:22:57 EDT PM  
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Domi grows game in Coyotes’ stint

The London Knights have a chance to shatter records and make history if Max Domi, Bo Horvat, Olli Maatta and Alex Broadhurst all return to junior hockey this year.

Even if one of them cracks the pro ranks this fall, this Memorial Cup season is still shaping up to be something special.

But what if two, three or — heaven forbid — all four ace their respective NHL teams’ big-boy training camps starting this week and begin pocketing paycheques by the start of October?

Then, the Knights will be in for some major roster renovations.

This could become a major headache in a hurry — the old Sam Gagner and Michael Del Zotto situations, squared. But GM Mark Hunter will not, under any circumstances, start sniffing around the big-league clubs to get a sense of their plans for his four hockey horses.

He will remain, like the rest of us, in the dark until Phoenix, Vancouver, Pittsburgh and Chicago decide to shed some light.

“I don’t want to hurt my kids’ chances if they have a chance to play there,” Hunter said. “I do not call. To me, it’s not right. That’s my personal opinion. There’s no way I call.”

Some junior hockey GMs do. It would be tempting right now to badger a bit, of course, with the pedigree of the skaters in question and the Cup stakes in play.

Coyotes head coach Dave Tippett has said Domi’s position — winger — is the easiest spot for a youngster to break into the bigs.

The Canucks find themselves under significant public pressure to showcase Horvat, the spoils of the Cory Schneider deal. The Penguins appear quite pleased with the two-way talents of Maatta and Chicago has been teaming up Broadhurst with his older brother, Terry, who already has American Hockey League and ECHL experience.

The Knights, meanwhile, are trying to drum up enough manpower to play their final two OHL preseason games against the Plymouth Whalers Friday at Budweiser Gardens and Saturday in St. Thomas.

They’re not particularly keen on starting goalie Jake Patterson both games, “but if we don’t have a choice, what else can you do,” Hunter said.

Anthony Stolarz is ready for Philadelphia Flyers training camp and could be a candidate to appear in that NHL exhibition opener against the Leafs Sunday here in London (wouldn’t it be something if he and ex-Knight Steve Mason shared the crease for Philly?).

Every NHL executive knows the Memorial Cup is in London next May and are well aware of the super-team the Knights have on paper.

But each team makes its decisions at its own pace.

The Dallas Stars, for example, already sent back London power forward Remi Elie, a second-round pick this summer, ahead of main camp. They also shipped home Guelph forward Jason Dickinson, who went 11 picks higher than Elie.

The Knights also welcomed back Dakota Mermis, who played in a rookie tournament for Columbus and becomes the first of last year’s blue-line back in the fold.

More will trickle in this week.

“If we get a few more back, we will (have enough for Friday’s game),” Mark Hunter said. “We’re still looking to get players.”

There’s even some difficulty in rooting through junior-B affiliations and relationships. The St. Thomas Stars and London Nationals square off on Friday night, too.

The Saint John Sea Dogs went through this same situation in 2011-12, shortly after winning the Memorial Cup. They sent so many players to NHL training camps, they struggled to put a team on the ice in the first few weeks.

In time, everything was sorted out and they were good enough to win the Quebec league and return to the Cup tournament in Shawinigan.

The Knights already know they’ll be at the Cup in May on home ice.

But it’ll be another month — or more — before they know which familiar faces will be along for the ride.

ryan.pyette@sunmedia.ca

--- --- ---

THE FOUR HORSES

(With NHL training camp and exhibition schedules starting, it’s wise to keep an eye on these four London Knights players and their progress with their big clubs).

Max Domi, Phoenix. He has the offensive skill and NHL know-how to make the jump. If he proves reliable defensively, why couldn’t he howl with the Coyotes? Phoenix GM Don Maloney is a former four-year Kitchener Ranger who led the team in scoring in 1977-78. His sometime linemate that season: Knights coach Dale Hunter.

Bo Horvat, Canucks. Last week, Dave Gagner left his Vancouver post as director of player development to perform the same role for the Bobby Orr Group agency. The former Knights assistant coach would’ve had Canucks GM Mike Gillis’ ear on how to bring along young prospects like man-strong Horvat. Plus, his own son, Sam Gagner, made the NHL leap at 18 years old so he understands the pros and cons of early entry to the NHL. But now that job will belong to someone else.

Olli Maatta, Pittsburgh. He’ll be the youngest defenceman there (the Pens only invited goalie Tristan Jarry from their 2013 draft class) but the Steel City likes its London blue-liners. Maatta, Scott Harrington and Reid McNeill are going camping with the club. For Maatta, it’s NHL or back to the Knights and he’ll probably have to outplay Harrington to stay in Pitt.

Alex Broadhurst, Chicago. If the lanky overage scorer is back in London this fall, he’ll be a man among boys and one of the most productive OHL forwards. Knights fans will hope the Hawks scouting staff, which includes former London assistant GM Jim McKellar, have a full enough farm-team cupboard that they can wait on Broadhurst one more year.

London Knights ship Justin Sefton to Saginaw Spirit 2


By Ryan Pyette, The London Free Press 

 Tuesday, September 3, 2013 10:10:45 EDT PM  
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London Knights

Last week, Justin Sefton sounded like a hockey player who knew his future wasn’t tied to the London Knights.

The big 20-year-old defenceman wants major minutes and added responsibility in his fifth and final OHL campaign. The Memorial Cup hosts, with NHL first rounders Olli Maatta and Nikita Zadorov expected back on the blue-line, want to keep their three overage spots flexible.

That’s how Sefton, a first-round OHL pick (fifth overall) in 2009 and a trade deadline pickup from Sudbury last January, ended up being shipped to the Saginaw Spirit on the same day he was invited to join the Columbus Blue Jackets’ rookie camp roster.

The Knights get North Bay’s third-rounder and Saginaw’s sixth-round pick in 2014 once Sefton plays one game — regular season or exhibition — for the Spirit. If the 6-foot-3, 230-pounder from Thunder Bay ends up signing a pro contract instead, Saginaw surrenders a 15th round pick in 2015.

“He was solid for us,” London GM Mark Hunter said. “He was faster and in better shape (this training camp). At the end of the day, we’re going to run with someone else and I wanted to leave my overage spot open. It gives me variety. Sefton, I could’ve kept and used him but I thought it was best for my hockey club to play the young kids (on defence) and see how they do, then fill a void when I need to.”

That’s curious coming from Hunter, winner of the past two OHL titles without using the full allowance of three 20-year-old players.

Last year the Knights dressed two — Tommy Hughes, the shutdown role Sefton aimed to fill this season — and Tyler Ferry.

In 2011-12, London finished their run with veteran rearguard Brett Cook and converted defenceman Colin Martin. They also protected Owen Sound star forward Joey Hishon, who’d been out the entire season with a concussion and had no designs of ever wearing the Hunter green.

“I don’t get all wound up about what I want to do with my overagers too early,” Hunter said. “We’ll see what happens and where it goes. We’re going to put out the best team with the best players. (In 2011-12) I wasn’t going to take time away, if I added overagers, from my (younger players). That first year, I wanted my young guys to play and hopefully still win and you know what, it worked out both ways.”

The Sefton move leaves London with Maatta, Zadorov, Dakota Mermis, Miles Liberati and rookies Santino Centorame, Aiden Jamieson and Cam Garrow left on the Knights blue line.

Tough guy Paxton Leroux, off to join the New York Rangers rookies, is the only potential overager who played in the pre-season opener against Sarnia.

Fronts stretch hot streak 


By Doug Graham, Kingston Whig-Standard 

 Sunday, October 6, 2013 11:07:44 EDT PM  

Kingston defenceman Matthew Watson tries to get to a rebound on Soo Greyhounds goaltender Matt Murray during the second period of Sunday's game. Kingston won 3-2. (Elliot Ferguson The Whig-Standard)
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The Kingston Frontenacs are the last Ontario Hockey League team without a regulation defeat thanks to the club’s torrid start.

When the Frontenacs finished a 3-2 win over the Sault Ste. Marie Greyhounds before 3,036 fans at the Rogers K-Rock Centre Sunday afternoon, it did so as the only one of the OHL’s 20 teams to not have a loss in regulation.

The Frontenacs have 13 out of 14 points from six wins and an overtime shootout loss.

“Right now our record definitely shows we’ve been happy with what we are doing,” said goaltender Matt Mahalak, who made 31 saves, including a penalty shot stop on import player Sergey Tolchinsky from Moscow at 4:23 of the third period with Kingston nursing a 2-1 lead.

Mikko Vainonen tried in vain to stop Tolchinsky by sprawling and swiping at the puck with his stick. The Greyhounds got the call, however, and Mahalak responded with the stop.

Vainonen came over to give his goaltender a tap of appreciation. However, late in the third period with Kingston up 3-1, it was Vainonen who got the good-job tap from Mahalak after two terrific shot blocks.

“I made sure I went up and gave him a tap after those two blocks. That was just an incredible effort on his part,” Mahalak said.

“That’s the kind of team we have this year. Everyone is sacrificing. Everyone is doing what ever it takes to win and it’s showing for us.”

Henri Inkonen scored twice for the Frontenacs, including what would turn out to be the game-winner on a power play at 11:49, which made it 3-1.

The Greyhounds got a power-play goal from Darnell Nurse with 44 seconds left to make it close.

“It was a solid game by us, but at the same time we can still get better. We lost too many pucks at bluelines,” said Ikonen, repeating what was obviously the “good, but” message from head coach Todd Gill after the game.

“We are ready to do whatever we need to do, block shots and less turnovers, to win,” Ikonen said.

“It is fun to see the blocks out there. We care for each other. We do what we need to do to win games. Great to see.”

While Ikonen took the shot with a double screen set in front that went past Matt Murray, he said the puck was tipped by Ryan Kujawinski.

“It doesn’t really matter who scores. It’s a team game. We’re building on that more today,” Ikonen said.

Gill termed it a very good team win by the Frontenacs without three good players — Sam Bennett, Spencer Watson and Billy Jenkins.

“As a whole our team played very, very well. Everyone had a piece of (the win),” Gill said.

“The Sault is a good team. I thought we were the better team today.”

Mahalak was impressed by what he saw in front of him.

“To have those three big guys out and facing a good team like the Sault that doesn’t give up many goals and plays a pretty tight game, to come out and put forth the effort we had was just great to see,” Mahalak said.

Gill said the third-period play of Darcy Greenaway’s line, with wingers Conor McGlynn and Corey Pawley, was impressive for him.

“I thought they were unbelievable the way they cycled the puck and kept it deep in their zone,” Gill said.

“I thought McGlynn had his best game. He wasn’t rewarded with a goal, but he can go home and be real proud of himself.”

Game notes: Sam Bennett was sitting out with what is at least a one-game suspension for his match major from Friday’s game, as the result of referee Pat Brown’s call for a slew foot on Ottawa’s Tyler Dulong. All match penalties are reviewable at the league discipline level... The Bennett line was completely undone because Spencer Watson was also missing with an hyper extension elbow injury. He said he hurt the elbow in the second period of Friday’s game when he was squeezed out along the boards. Gill said he expects Watson and Jenkins (ankle) to miss a couple weeks.

doug.graham@sunmedia.ca

Fronts use fast start to beat 67’s 2
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  Kingston Frontenacs Sam Bennett scores 10 seconds into the game against Ottawa 67's Jacob Blair during Ontario Hockey League action at the Rogers K-Rock Centre on Friday October 4 2013. Kingston scored three goals in the game's first five minutes. IAN MACALPINE/KINGSTON WHIG-STANDARD/QMI AGENCY
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Kingston Frontenacs rookie Lawson Crouse got the best of his former Elgin-Middlesex Chiefs teammate Travis Konecny of the Ottawa 67’s Friday night.

Crouse scored twice as the Frontenacs beat up on the 67’s 7-4 before 4,024 fans Friday night at the Rogers K-Rock Centre.

Konecny, who scored 53 goals as a minor midget last season and became the first overall pick by Ottawa in April’s Priority Selection, had an assist.

However, Konecny is the young star on a young team that from all appearances is going to have a trying season.

Crouse, on the other hand, is in a much better position with a Kingston team that has yet to lose in regulation six games into the Ontario Hockey League season.

He was a happy player after the victory over his ex-teammate’s squad.

“That’s kind of the bragging rights on the side,” said Crouse about the matchup against his good friend Konecny.

“We didn’t get out against each other too much but when we did it sure made it good. We were kind of giving it to each other a little bit.”

Sam Bennett also scored twice, part of a four-point game for the star sophomore. However, he won’t be around for Kingston’s next game. Bennett took a match major for a slew foot in the third period. It’s an automatic three-game suspension.

Sam Povorozniouk, Spencer Watson and Roland McKeown had Kingston’s other goals. Henri Ikonen had four assists and McKeown also had two assists to go with his goal.

“It will be a big loss for us. Benny told me he had him in a hook and when he pulled back his legs followed through,” said head coach Todd Gill, who again saw both good and not-so-good parts of his team’s play.

“I’m happy with the win in the sense of the offence. From our blue-line to their end I’m happy with our game. It is in our end doing the right things and making sure we get the pucks out.”

Kingston, playing with freshly named captain Mike Moffat wearing the ‘C’ for the first game, led 4-1 after the first period and 6-3 after two periods.

Except for a couple of gaffes while playing the puck that resulted in goals, Lucas Peressini had a decent game. He made 27 saves and two of the Ottawa goals came on the power play.

The Frontenacs flew out of the gate and Bennett’s wrist shot from the left side beat goaltender Jacob Blair just 10 seconds after the puck dropped. It was the fastest goal in the Kingston Frontenacs era of the franchise.

A furious shift by the Slater Doggett line was finished off by Crouse, who patiently backed off after being stopped on a wrap-around and went up high to beat a sprawling Blair.

The nicest of the period’s five goals came on a slick pass from Ikonen to McKeown, who had moved down low to take the feed. The sophomore defenceman scored his first of the season, making in 3-0 at the 4:07 mark.

Ottawa coach Chris Byrne called a timeout at that point, calming the situation for his flustered team.

Konecny showed some of his talent after that with a backhander in close that tested Peressini.

However, it was the Frontenacs coming back with another goal as Povorozniouk got into the first-goal-of-the-season act with a shot from the slot that Blair moved slowly on.

The only spoiler to a strong Kingston period came in the dying seconds when Peressini went behind the net to play a puck. He muffed on his attempt to move the puck along and Joseph Blandisi got it in front to Ryan Van Stalen, who put the puck past a scrambling Peressini.

The Frontenacs, after Sam Schutt was denied on a penalty shot in early in the second period, struck for two quick ones. Spencer Watson, given too much time and space, rifled in his third of the season. Twenty seconds later, it was Crouse with his second of the game.

Besides losing Bennett to the suspension, Billy Jenkins hurt his left ankle on a play where he made the check but fell into the boards in the third period.

Game notes: Moffat is the 37th captain in the 40-year franchise history. The assistant captains are Darcy Greenaway, Warren Steele and Ryan Kujawinski. Moffat said it is the first time he has ever been a captain. … Last night’s game was the first of four straight at home for Kingston. The Sault Ste. Marie Greyhounds come in Sunday afternoon for the 2 o’clock start. Next week it will be the Sudbury Wolves and the Guelph Storm.

Frontenacs 7 67’s 4

Peressini stands out 


By Doug Graham, Kingston Whig-Standard 

 Thursday, October 3, 2013 10:09:02 EDT PM  

Kingston Frontenacs rookie goalie Lucas Peressini stares down teammate Sam Bennett at practice at the Rogers K-Rock Centre on Thursday. (Ian MacAlpine/The Whig-Standard)
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When he asked for sweater No. 40, Kingston Frontenacs rookie goalie Lucas Peressini was revealing something about his character.

For one thing, the 18-year-old, who will get his second Ontario Hockey League start Friday against the Ottawa 67’s, doesn’t want to play in anonymity.

He wants to be different from other goaltenders.

“Not too many goalies wear No. 40. I tried to pick something different and I like Tuukka Rask for Boston. He wears 40, too,” said Peressini, who’s from Nobleton, Ont.

“It’s just something different, something people can recognize me by. Never mind the 30s and 33s, stay away from that.”

As different as he wants to be, there is a lot of similarity between the six-foot-two, 185-pound rookie and Kingston’s overage goaltender Matt Mahalak.

Head coach Todd Gill sees it.

“They kinda look a lot alike, don’t they?” Gill said.

“Lucas is a big guy, butterflyer, good glove hand. He’s got all the tools and so far he (has showed) he is very capable.”

Peressini, who didn’t know Mahalak, a Michigan native who played for Plymouth last season, before this season acknowledges the two have similar styles.

“Even off the ice we’re the same. Kind of quiet and keep to ourselves. On the ice it’s the same so it works well,” Peressini said.

The Mahalak and Peressini tandem has worked well for Kingston. Peressini is the heir apparent to being Kingston’s starter next season. Mahalak, two years older, said prior to Wednesday’s game the younger goaltender is good to work with.

“Lucas is a great kid,” he said. “He works hard. We’re working together, pushing each other, making each other better. He’s been awesome. It has been great getting to know him,.

“If we push each other it is going to be good for the team. We both have been playing well (and) the team is winning so it’s obviously been working.”

Gill has already stated that Peressini will be used a lot this season as preparation to be the starter next season.

“He is auditioning for next year to show us that’s he capable of being No. 1,” Gill said.

“We are very comfortable with him in the net. He’s calm, he’s big. He has played very well when he has been in there.”

“I guess it’s my start (next year) to lose and I’m here now. I know we have (Jeremy) Helvig, who is pretty good. He will be pushing me for next year,” Peressini said.

“But I feel good here. Hopefully it continues this year and I come into next year as No. 1. I still have to play good next year.”

Peressini won both of his exhibition starts and in his rookie-season debut against the Niagara IceDogs made 27 saves in a 5-1 Kingston victory.

Peressini, who was drafted by the Saginaw Spirit in 2011, was acquired in a trade that general manager Doug Gilmour made last season. Peressini got one start against the Generals in Oshawa with the likes of Boone Jenner and Lucas Lessio firing at him. He went into the game without the benefit of even a practice with the Frontenacs.

“This year I had all of training camp to get used to the speed and shots, so, yeah, it has been much easier. Oshawa was a pretty good team, too. Boone Jenner is probably the best player I have played against so far,” Peressini said.

He knows he will see another good young player with the 67’s in Travis Konecny, the 16-year-old Ottawa made the top overall pick of April’s Priority Selection.

“He’s one I’ll definitely be watching out there. I’ve seen a couple highlights of his games. He’s good. He definitely caught my eye,” said Peressini.

67’s vs. Frontenacs

What: The Ottawa 67’s (2-2) face the Kingston Frontenacs (4-0-1) Friday night.

Where: Rogers K-Rock Centre, 7 p.m.

Ex-linemates clash: First overall draft pick Travis Konecny of Ottawa and Kingston’s Lawson Crouse were linemates for the

Elgin-Middlesex Chiefs last season. Both have scored two goals.

Overtime winners: Ryan Kujawinski’s overtime winner against Belleville was the first of his OHL career. Sam Bennett and Darcy Greenaway had OT winners last year.

Coach’s call: “You can not take any team lightly in this league.

Ottawa is young but talented.”

— Kingston coach Todd Gill

Whale of an effort sinks Fronts 5


By Doug Graham, Kingston Whig-Standard 

 Sunday, September 29, 2013 8:53:16 EDT PM  

Kingston Frontenacs' Spencer Watson gets stopped by Plymouth Whalers goalie Alex Nedeljkovic in Ontario Hockey League action at the Rogers K-Rock Centre in Kingston on Sunday. Ian MacAlpine/QMI Agency
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The Kingston Frontenacs are no longer undefeated and they have Plymouth Whalers goaltender Alex Nedelikovic to blame.

The Whalers rode out the outstanding play of the 17-year-old Ohio native, who made 42 saves including two in the shootout, to wrestle two points from the Frontenacs with a 3-2 shootout victory Sunday afternoon before 2,938 fans at the Rogers K-Rock Centre.

Nedelikovic bested ex-teammate Matt Mahalak, now Kingston’s goaltender, with his performance, which earned him the game’s first-star honours. Mahalak, with 28 saves, was the second star.

The Frontenacs did pick up a point in what head coach Todd Gill thought was a pretty solid performance.

“The first star of the game deserved it in every aspect. He won the game for them,” Gill said. “We had our opportunities and he made some great saves.”

Ryan Kujawinski and Henri Ikonen scored for Kingston, which led 2-1 going into the third. The Whalers drew even at 6:11 of the third on Bryce Yetman’s goal after winger Zach Lorentz drew both Kingston defencemen, Dylan DiPerna and Loren Ulett, to him. Yetman had the open side and didn’t miss.

Whalers general manager and coach Mike Vellucci was very happy to pick up two points.

“I thought it was a really good hockey game for this early in the season. They’ve got a great hockey team, a lot of speed, very explosive offensively,” Vellucci said.

“Our goalie held us in when he had to. When Kingston had a lot of chances, he made some big saves.”

The Frontenacs had back-to-back powerplays midway through the third, but couldn’t capitalize despite generating some quality chances.

“I liked the way we moved it around. I liked the opportunities we were getting. (Plymouth) gets in the lanes and when the puck does get through, (Nedelikovic) was there for them,” Gill said.

“Give him credit. Sometimes guys are going to have a night and he had one of those nights.”

Gill said Mahalak, who lost the starting job to Nedelikovic in Plymouth last season, was good, too. He didn’t think Mahalak was edgy over playing his former team.

“He’s an older guy. Once the game started, it was just another game for him. I would have liked for us to get the two points for him,” Gill said.

The Frontenacs’ best line and a handful all game for the Whalers was that of Sam Bennett, Spencer Watson and Ikonen. Bennett, in particular, was finding his linemates in open areas.

“For that line to be successful, he has to distribute the puck a little bit. He was playing keep-away really and he was doing it,” said Gill, who had a meeting with the sophomore star at Saturday’s team meeting.

“I thought today he distributed the puck, give-and-goes. That line easily could have exploded for a bunch of goals. (Bennett) is a heck of player and (we) want to see him distribute the puck as much as score.”

The Frontenacs came into the game with the league’s top penalty killing — 90% — and got their first short-handed goal after a big-time block by Mikko Vainonen in the first 30 seconds of the kill.

Bennett and Ikonen worked their magic, with Ikonen slamming the setup pass behind goalie Nedeljkovic. The Whalers came back 31 seconds later, just after the power-play chance was over, with the equalizer from Matt Mistele. Rookie Francesco, the ex-Kingston Voyageurs forward, drew an assist. He has three points in his first five OHL games.

“He is playing great. I love Frankie. He’s a good player, very smart, very responsible defensively and he’s got skill,” Vellucci said.

“He’s young kid, but we’ve got him on our top two lines. He’s our second-line centre. If he can learn to compete on an every-day basis, (which) is what junior hockey is about, he is going to be a great player.”

Vellucci also noted the Whalers have had good luck with Kingston players in the past.

“We had Kaine Geldhart, Andrew Fournier won a championship with us. We thought we’d go back to the Kingston player.”

Games notes: Stars of the game were 1. Alex Nedeljkovic; 2. Matt Mahalak; 3. Henri Ikonen … The Sudbury Wolves had Vilardi’s OHL rights, but Plymouth acquired him in an off-season trade. He played centre between Carter Sandlak and Bryce Yetman ... The Frontenacs fell short of joining three other teams in the history of the Kingston franchise — three previous clubs had opened the season with four straight wins — the 1975-76 Canadians, the 1988-89 Raiders and the 1997-98 Frontenacs ... Billy Jenkins was a healthy scratch while Jean Dupuy, after sitting out a three-game suspension, got his first action ... Michael Moffat has been released by the Milwaukee Admirals of the AHL and will rejoin the Frontenacs. Gill said he had hoped to have Moffat back Sunday, but that the overage defenceman will be at Monday’s practice.
Frontenacs improve to 3-0 4
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Kingston Frontenacs goalie Lucas Peressini dives for the puck as Niagara IceDogs’ Jesse Graham moves in on net while Kingston’s Sam Bennett (93) and Dylan DiPerna take up position in front of the net during Friday night’s Ontario Hockey League game at the Rogers K-Rock Centre. (Michael Lea/The Whig-Standard)
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Sam Schutt is playing so well for the Kingston Frontenacs that it doesn’t seem to matter what line he lands on.

Schutt scored twice more against the Niagara IceDogs Friday night in leading the Frontenacs to their third straight win to open the Ontario Hockey League season, a 5-1 victory before 3,272 fans at the Rogers K-Rock Centre.

Schutt, with a terrific second-period effort, put Kingston ahead 4-1 and he added the only goal of the third period.

“The way it is going to work this year is that if a kid plays well he’s going to play,” said Kingston head coach Todd Gill.

“Schutt showed at the end of last year and all through training camp he can do the job. He is going to get the ice time from that.”

Schutt, who skated on a line with Lawson Crouse and Slater Doggett, said he is feeding off the finish he had to last season.

“I finished off good. I just wanted to translate that into this year. I think I’m doing (well) so far,” said Schutt, who has five goals in three games.

His second-period goal was a dandy as the speedy winger blew by defenceman Aaron Haydon and tucked the puck under Christopher Festerini.

“I saw an opening and went for it and it paid off. I tucked it home,” Schutt said.

“We have so much balance on this team. Our first line, our fourth line, we can all score goals and we can all play defence. We’ve got four solid lines that (coach Gill) can roll with.”

The Frontenacs also showed they have some goaltending balance, too, as rookie Lucas Peressini stepped in for the start and was outstanding. He made 27 saves.

“He had a great game. He robbed them of a couple of goals,” Schutt said.

Conor McGlynn gathered up the puck at the end of the game to present to Peressini.

“He’s auditioning for the No. 1 job next year so he is going to get a lot of play in over the season,” Gill said.

“If tonight was any indication he has the ability and the know-how to do it.”

Along with Schutt’s two goals, Darcy Greenaway, Lawson Crouse and Sam Bennett also scored. Crouse’s goal stood as the game winner, which gives him two in that category. The big rookie also had his first OHL scrap and won a decision over Jesse Graham.

Gill was “overall very happy” with the win but would like to see even better team play.

“I thought there was a lot of individual stuff, especially on the power play. Our talent got us the goals,” Gill said.

The Frontenacs didn’t have the puck movement Gill would like to see on the power play. On the other side, however, the team was again perfect in killing five Niagara power plays.

Although Peressini played one game last season as a callup, the game was his debut in his rookie season and on home ice.

Peressini was tested early — he stopped Sam Berg on the first shot of the game three minutes into the opening period — and turned back the seven shots he faced in the period.

Peressini made a good combination of stops on Graham and Jordan Maletta when the teams were playing 4-on-4.

Greenaway’s line remained the hot scoring line for the Frontenacs. His sixth goal of the season actually came at the end of a couple of good chances. With Festerini down and Greenaway almost out of the play toward the corner, he took a backhand swipe at the puck, which hit a Niagara player up high and bounced into the open half of the net.

The goal came a minute after Schutt blew in on a breakaway but was stymied by Festerini.

The Frontenacs took over in the second half of the opening period and forced the young Niagara defence into giveaways. Crouse was in the right spot, turning and firing at the same time to net his second of the season.

The Frontenacs got a buzzer beater to make it 3-0. The Sam Bennett line, quiet for most of the period, took advantage of a neutral zone giveaway. Bennett, using defenceman Luke Mercer as a screen, beat Festerini low to the stick side. The goal, assisted by Spencer Watson and Henri Ikonen, came at 19:59.

The Ice Dogs got their only goal early in the second on a bang-bang play around the net. Niagara’s line of Brendan Perlini, Carter Verhaeghe and Brook Hiddink got the puck moving down low. Perlini was parked on Peressini’s doorstep and got his stick down just ahead of Warren Steele to bang in his second of the season.

Schutt made his spectacular rush for his unassisted goal at 12:21.

•••

Game notes

The three stars were Schutt, Peressini and Bennett. … Jean Dupuy, serving his final game of a suspension picked up in exhibition play, was out of the Kingston lineup as was Michael Moffat, who is with the Milwaukee Admirals of the AHL. The Admirals played an exhibiton game Friday night. … The Ice Dogs have 14 players who are 17 or 16 on their roster. Four of them didn’t play Friday, including two of the four 16-year-olds selected from April’s draft. … The Frontenacs have the Plymouth Whalers coming in Sunday afternoon. Matt Mahalak will go against his old team in the 2 p.m. game. … Darcy Greenaway and Roland McKeown went into the game as the early leaders in plus/minus for the league. Greenaway was plus 7 and McKeown plus 6.

Fantastic freshman 


By Doug Graham, Kingston Whig-Standard 
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Kingston Frontenacs rookie forward Conor McGlynn watches the action at practice at the Cataraqui Community Centre on Thursday. (Ian MacAlpine/The Whig-Standard)
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Sometimes things just fit.

Certainly that has been the case for Kingston Frontenacs rookie Conor McGlynn.

Not only has opting to come to the Ontario Hockey League over attending Boston College worked out for the 18-year-old from Oakville, so, too, has playing on the wing for Darcy Greenaway and Corey Pawley.

It has pretty well been chemistry at first skate for the trio, which has had a torrid start to the season. Greenaway has five goals, McGlynn has a goal and two assists and Pawley has four helpers. They are also three of the team’s leading plus-minus players.

“We find each other and right now we are really clicking,” said the six-foot-two, 195-pound McGlynn, who is the big-body presence on a line with a pair of scooters — Greenaway and Pawley.

“They are speedy little guys and they get to the puck,” said McGlynn. “We are really communicating well out there. Darce is able to find that soft spot and the puck is just able to get to him.”

Head coach Todd Gill has had the Greenaway line together since early on in training camp. There’s been no reason for him to make a change.

“I’m really happy with them. Not only are they scoring for us but they’ve been very good defensively, too,” Gill said.

Greenaway and Pawley are both fluid skaters and while McGlynn admittedly is a step behind them, he still gets the job done, Gill said.

“He gets to where he needs to get to and that’s all I care about. He finds the scoring areas,” Gill said.

“He’s got a great set of paws on him. He is first in the scrums. He has been a big addition to our team.”

McGlynn, a highly touted prospect when he scored 25 goals, put up 49 points and 52 penalty minutes in his minor midget draft year in 2011, has heard all the whispers about his skating.

“I’ve heard people say my skating may not be all there but I definitely worked at over the summer,” he said.

“From looking back to when I got drafted (in 2011) to Kingston to now my skating has improved an incredible amount. I’m going to keep working on it but I know I can get to where I need to get.”

And about those soft hands referred to by Gill?

“They say my hands are pretty good for a big guy,” said the big winger, who was parked in front of North Bay goaltender Jake Smith and created the rebound that Greenaway was able to cash in for the game-winning goal in Kingston’s 5-2 victory over the Battalion last Friday.

“It’s good for me to work the puck down low or in the corners with my hands. Hopefully I’ll be able to put more use to them in the upcoming gams.”

Greenaway, who like McGlynn didn’t come into the OHL until he was 18, said the year McGlynn spent in the United States Hockey League playing for the Sioux City Musketeers of Iowa served the big winger well.

“Making the transition in this league is tough whereever you come from but he is doing a good job of it. He is a fun guy to play with,” Greenaway said.

“He’s a big body and likes to take the puck to the net. We’ve got a lot of chemistry going now.”

McGlynn said the season he spent in the USHL was good for him.

“It was a good stepping-stone coming into this league. It’s a bit faster here and (that) took a bit of time getting used to but I feel like I’m fitting in just fine now,” McGlynn said.

Although he was playing in the USHL to preserve his eligibility for NCAA hockey and had told Boston College of his intentions to play there, the Frontenacs were able to convince McGlynn to change those plans.

He is happy the way it has worked out.

“I am really happy with the decision I made. Looking back it was a no-brainer. I’m really happy to be here,” McGlynn said.

“Everything is working out so far. I just have to continue to work hard.”

***

Frontenacs notes: McGlynn was a highly rated forward in the 2011 draft that included Max Domi, Bo Horvat, Ryan Kujawinski and Nicholas Ritchie. The Frontenacs selected Domi, who never did report and was eventually traded to London. Mitchell Fitzmorris, the only forward Kingston had left from the 2011 draft, was traded last year to Niagara. He will be in the IceDogs lineup Friday, … Gill had 19 skaters at practices but won’t have to make a decision on who sits Friday. Forward Jean Dupuy is serving his third and final game of a suspension picked up in exhibition play.

Ice Dogs vs. Frontenacs

What: The Niagara IceDogs (0-1) play the Kingston Frontenacs (2-0) Friday night.

Where: Rogers K-Rock Centre, 7 p.m.

Rating time: The Frontenacs have made their debut at No. 7 in the CHL weekly rankings.

Versus Niagara: Kingston split four games against the IceDogs last year, winning both times at home. A year ago the Frontenacs went to 3-0 to open the season season by beating Niagara 5-4.

Score 4 United Way: The Frontenacs will be donating $5 from every walk-up ticket sold at the box office to the United Way serving Kingston Frontenac Lennox & Addington.

Up next: The Frontenacs are at home Sunday afternoon for a 2 p.m. game against the Plymouth Whalers.

Fronts welcome back Ikonen 


By Doug Graham, Kingston Whig-Standard 

 Wednesday, September 25, 2013 9:24:22 EDT PM  

Henri Ikonen, at the Frontenacs practice at the Rogers K-Rock Centre Wednesday afternoon, is back from the Tampa Bay Lightning camp. (Michael Lea/The Whig-Standard)

Henri Ikonen, at the Frontenacs practice at the Rogers K-Rock Centre Wednesday afternoon, is back from the Tampa Bay Lightning camp. (Michael Lea/The Whig-Standard)
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The Tampa Bay Lightning loved everything about Henri Ikonen.

So do the Kingston Frontenacs.

Ikonen is happy, too, both with his first NHL pro camp and to be returning to the Frontenacs for his second Ontario Hockey League season.

“I played one game. Awesome experience. I think I played pretty well. That’s the highest memory,” said the Finland native who was Kingston’s top scorer last season.

“(Tampa Bay) said just be confident and do what you do (for the Frontenacs),” added Ikonen about his exit talk with the Lightning.

Frontenacs general manager Doug Gilmour said Steve Thomas, a player development coach for Tampa, gave him a glowing report on Ikonen.

“(Thomas) more or less said they were very excited with (Ikonen). They thought he should have been drafted higher and he showed that to them at their camp,” Gilmour said.

“At the same time Henri is excited to be back (with the Frontenacs) and we’re excited to have him. We know he will be gone next year.”

Ikonen, 19, was drafted in the sixth round by the Lightning, the third of six players Tampa Bay selected.

“It was a good experience to practise and play with the pro players. A good three weeks. I think it prepared me to play with the Kingston Frontenacs this year.”

Ikonen scored 22 goals and had a team-leading 51 points in 61 games last season. The five-foot-11, 183-pound left winger also was a plus player for head coach Todd Gill.

Ikonen, Gill said, was instrumental in the development of 16-year-old linemates Sam Bennett and Spencer Watson and forming Kingston’s best unit.

Not surprisingly, Gill quickly had the trio together for practices this week.

“He’s just a good all-around player for us to have. He makes guys around him better,” Gill said.

“You saw that last year with him playing with (Bennett and Watson) and the type of success they showed. Benny and Watty were good players but I think a lot of it had to do with the fact they were playing with (Ikonen) and he settled them down.”

The Frontenacs scored 16 goals in two games without Ikonen in the lineup so his return adds to a potent offence.

However, Gill also said the defensive side of the team also gains.

“He is like adding a quality player at the deadline. He can do it all. He’s that type of player,” Gill said.

“I think we got a little richer defensively, too. He just doesn’t throw the puck away. If he has nothing he’ll roll out, protects pucks, he’ll find people coming through the middle.

“He can do a lot of things with that puck to make us a more successful team.”

Ikonen said he was happy to be back in his junior hockey home. He said the 16 goals Kingston scored in its wins over Peterborough and North Bay show the talent on the Frontenacs.

“We have a very good team this year. I’m excited for that. We have lots of talent. All four lines can play. It’s a good thing,” Ikonen said.

“We didn’t lose (many) players. All are one year older. We have a good chance to be a good team and hopefully go longer than last year.”

Gill said Ikonen impressed Tampa Bay with his game, the same style he played for Kingston last year.

“He can play a physical game. He can play a finesse game. He kills penalties, he blocks shots,” Gill said.

“He has to come back here and pick up where he left off last year and help lead this team to a very successful season. Doing that will help him in the future to make (Tampa).”

•••

Frontenacs notes: Overage defenceman Michael Moffat remains the lone player away at a pro camp. Moffat attended the Nashville Predators NHL camp and is now at the camp of the Predators top farm team, the Milwaukee Admirals, an American Hockey League team coached by Dean Evason. The Admirals have 10 defencemen at camp. Darren Keily, Frontenacs director of hockey operations, said the team has been told Moffat will be playing in the Admirals exhibition game against the Rockford IceHogs at the Kern Center Friday night before any decision is made on his position with the team. … The Frontenacs are at home Friday to the Niagara IceDogs and Sunday to the Plymouth Whalers.

Lightning-Sabres Preview

JEFF MEZYDLO (STATS Senior Writer) 20 hours ago  AP - Sports 

A lack of production has plagued the Buffalo Sabres during the worst three-game start in club history.

Sign up for Yahoo Fantasy Hockey in Partnership with NHL.com..

Eager to improve offensively, the Sabres try again for that elusive first victory Tuesday night against the visiting Tampa Bay Lightning.

After Buffalo (0-3-0) tied for 22nd with an average of 2.46 goals per game last season, it's been outscored 7-2 through the first week of 2013-14. Veteran Thomas Vanek and 19-year-old Zemgus Girgensons have scored for the Sabres, who hoped the early sledding wouldn't be this rough even with three teenagers and five rookies in the lineup.

The Sabres haven't gone this long without a win to start a season since beginning 0-5-0 with two ties in 1999-2000.

"We're going to have to figure it out real quick because these losses are piling up," forward Cody Hodgson told the Sabres' official website.

Buffalo's two goals match the inaugural 1970-71 team for the fewest over the first three games. The Sabres opened with a 2-1 victory that season, but scored once while losing the next three.

Tue, Oct 8.

.

Tampa Bay

7:30 PM EDT NBCS,TSN2 

Buffalo

..

Their 0-for-13 performance on the power play is the worst to open a season since the 1997-98 team went 0 for 16 through the first four.

Vanek scored in the third period of Saturday's 4-1 loss at Pittsburgh as the Sabres managed 21 shots, including 12 in the final 40 minutes.

"We didn't generate a lot,'' coach Ron Rolston said. "We just have to be a lot simpler than we are right now. We pass up opportunities when we do get them."

Ryan Miller has helped keep the Sabres competitive in the two games he's played, stopping 77 of 80 shots. Rolston hopes to have Miller in net after the former Vezina Trophy winner missed Saturday's loss with a lower-body injury.

Miller allowed three goals in splitting two starts last season at Tampa Bay (1-1-0), but has a 3.06 goals-against average while dropping his last two against the Lightning at home.

Buffalo outscored Tampa Bay 6-4 while winning two of three last season. Vanek has gone five straight without a goal against the Lightning, but has six assists during that span.

Tampa Bay went 0 for 5 on the power play and allowed two short-handed goals in a 3-1 loss at Boston on Thursday, but killed four of five penalties and converted its only chance with the man advantage in Saturday's 3-2 shootout win at Chicago.

The Lightning were outshot 12-0 in the first period and 39-16 for the game, but rallied from a 2-0 deficit with third-period goals from Martin St. Louis and Teddy Purcell. Valtteri Filppula added the shootout's lone score.

"I was looking for the police when we left the locker room because I thought we'd get arrested for stealing," coach Jon Cooper said. "We stole two points."

Steven Stamkos added two assists and Ben Bishop made 37 saves.

"A comeback win in this building says a lot about this team," said Bishop, who is expected to split time with Anders Lindback. "We know we have a lot to work on. We can play a lot better than that, but it's always good to get two points on the road."

Stamkos has five goals and five assists in his last 10 games versus Buffalo. St. Louis, however, has been held to one of each in his last five against the Sabres.
FOLIGNO READY, MILLER A POSSIBILITY FOR TUESDAY NIGHT

Monday, 10.07.2013 / 1:48 PM

By Chris Ryndak - Sabres.com (@chrisryndak) / BEYOND THE BOARDS 
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Marcus Foligno will return to the Buffalo Sabres lineup Tuesday night when they host the Tampa Bay Lightning and Ryan Miller may be back as well.

Foligno has yet to play this season after sustaining an upper-body injury on Sept. 22 in an exhibition game against Toronto. He was a full participant in practice at First Niagara Center on Monday.

“This is a time to really establish myself and help out the team and hopefully tomorrow’s a big game for myself and for the team,” Foligno said after practice. “We need to get it back on track here and we really can’t let games slide.”

Miller did not dress in the loss on Saturday in Pittsburgh due to a lower-body injury. He did not practice on Monday and Rolston wasn’t sure if he’ll be ready for Tuesday. His status will depend on his on-ice workouts leading up to the game.

“We’re going to see. He’s going to let us know where he’s at and we’ve got pregame skate tomorrow too,” Rolston said. “He’s close. It’s just how he’s moving out there.”

Matt Hackett served as Jhonas Enroth’s backup Saturday night on an emergency recall.

Cody Hodgson also did not skate. Rolston said he has a lower-body injury, but doesn’t expect him to miss any more time.

“Cody is just kind of day to day, basically. Today was kind of a maintenance [day] for him,” Rolston said. “He should be back in there tomorrow.”

The Sabres focused on passing drills and power-play work at practice. Buffalo is 0-for-13 with the man advantage through three games and Rolston wants to see his team get more pucks to the net. He said he liked what he saw from the power play in practice on Monday.

“It’s hockey school stuff, but we need to get better with our hands right now,” Rolston said. “A portion of our problems, even in our zone, is just making a pass and catching a pass to get out of the zone. That’s part of it and that’s why we worked on [the passing drills].”

--------------------------------------------------------------------------------

26 Thomas Vanek – 63 Tyler Ennis – 28 Zemgus Girgensons 

 82 Marcus Foligno – 25 Mikhail Grigorenko – 21 Drew Stafford 

 9 Steve Ott – 12 Kevin Porter – 65 Brian Flynn 

 22 Johan Larsson – 8 Cody McCormick – 36 Patrick Kaleta

10 Christian Ehrhoff – 3 Mark Pysyk 

 6 Mike Weber – 57 Tyler Myers 

 4 Jamie McBain – 55 Rasmus Ristolainen 

 52 Alexander Sulzer – 32 John Scott

1 Jhonas Enroth 

 31 Matt Hackett
PITTSBURGH – Ryan Miller is day-to-day with a lower body injury and will not suit up for the Buffalo Sabres’ game against Pittsburgh on Saturday.

Sabres coach Ron Rolston addressed the media prior to the game and hopes Miller will be ready by next week.

“We wanted to give him some rest today so it should just be day-to-day,” Rolston said.

Defenseman Henrik Tallinder will miss about a week with an upper-body injury, according to Rolston. He sustained the injury against the Senators on Friday.

Defenseman Jamie McBain, making his Sabre debut, will play the left side with Tyler Myers and will also see some time on the power play.

The Sabres won the season series against the Penguins last year, taking both games in Pittsburgh. Rolston said that his players might have that in the back of their minds as they look to rebound from an 0-2-0 start.

“I think the guys will have to execute very well. So I think that will be in their minds,” Rolston said. “I think they’ll draw off that. They know that they have to play really well to have success against this lineup so I’m sure they’ll be dialed in.”

The puck drops at 7 p.m.
GREAT EXPECTATIONS FOR NIAGARA & CANISIUS HOCKEY

Local Atlantic Hockey programs look to build on 2012-13 NCAA berths

Friday, 10.04.2013 / 9:00 PM / News 

By Joe Ray  - Digital Content Intern 
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The NIAGARA UNIVERSITY men’s hockey program will remember the 2012-13 season as a special one for years to come.

The PURPLE EAGLES went 23-9-5 in the regular season and earned a spot in the NCAA tournament for the second time in the past six seasons. Their postseason run ended early, however, following a 2-1 loss to North Dakota.

Still, Niagara has a large number of players returning from that team including their leading scorer, senior forward Ryan Murphy. Forwards Ryan Rashid and Patrick Diviak and defensemen Kevin Ryan and Matt Williams make up the rest of the senior class that will lead the Purple Eagles this season.

Top offensive contributors like Chris Lockner, Hugo Turcotte and Dan Kolenda are also back.

One player that is not returning is goaltender Carsen Chubak. After posting a record of 23-7-5 with a 1.91 GAA and .939 save percentage, Chubak was named the 2012-13 Atlantic Hockey Player of the Year and was also a finalist for the prestigious Hobey Baker Award.

He is now playing in the American Hockey League with the Adirondack Phantoms and the goaltending position is left in the hands of three underclassmen – sophomore Chris Paulin, and freshmen Jackson Teichroeb and Adrian Ignagni.

Coach Dave Burkholder starts his 13th season with Purple Eagles faced with a large amount of preseason national recognition. Niagara was picked to win the Atlantic Division title again in 2013-14 by the league’s coaches and they also earned a preseason berth in the national rankings as well, starting the season as the country’s 20th-ranked hockey team.

CLICK HERE FOR COMPLETE 2013-14 PURPLE EAGLES SCHEDULE

Niagara wasn’t the only local team from the area to win an NCAA Tournament though.

The CANISIUS men’s hockey team also made the national tournament. Following a 19-19-5 season, the GOLDEN GRIFFINS won the Atlantic Hockey Championship as the seventh seed, defeating Niagara in the semifinals and taking the championship game 7-2 over Mercyhurst.

But in the NCAA Tournament, Canisius drew a first-round matchup with the top team in the nation, Quinnipiac, and lost a tight game 4-3.

Like Niagara, Canisius returns many of its top players for the 2013-14 season. The Golden Griffins will boast a veteran team, as 19 of their 28 players are juniors or seniors. That leadership group will be led by senior forward Ryan Bohrer, who was chosen as the team’s captain for the upcoming season.

Also, senior goaltender Tony Capobianco and senior forward Kyle Gibbons were both named to Atlantic Hockey Preseason All-Star Team. Gibbons led the team in scoring last season with 21 goals and 22 assists in 42 games, and Capobianco led the team in net with a 2.40 GAA and a .929 save percentage.

Canisius welcomes five new players to the program this year. That group includes Josh Kielich, whose cousin Tim currently plays for the Buffalo Jr. Sabres, and Shane Conacher, younger brother of former Canisius standout and current Ottawa Senators forward Cory Conacher.

For both of these local hockey programs, the upcoming season provides an opportunity to build on last year’s success and look to move even further in postseason play.

Niagara opens their season this weekend with two games at Dwyer Arena against Clarkson University. Canisius has an exhibition match with Brock University this Sunday before opening their season against Niagara on October 12.

CLICK HERE FOR COMPLETE 2013-14 GOLDEN GRIFFINS SCHEDULE
LARSSON TO MAKE SABRES DEBUT

Friday, 10.04.2013 / 10:36 AM

By Chris Ryndak - Sabres.com (@chrisryndak) / THE MORNING SKATE 
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            Johan Larsson 

The Buffalo Sabres will take the ice at First Niagara Center for the first time this season Friday night and a few players will participate in their very first home game.

Three rookies – Zemgus Girgensons, Rasmus Ristolainen and Johan Larsson – will also be playing in their second career NHL games. The Sabres take on the Ottawa Senators at 7 p.m.

Girgensons and Ristolainen made their debuts on Wednesday in the season opener in Detroit. Larsson played one game for the Minnesota Wild last season before being acquired by the Sabres at the trade deadline. He was a healthy scratch Wednesday but with Ville Leino out with a cracked rib, he will center the second line consisting of Steve Ott and Tyler Ennis.

Larsson said after the morning skate that having that first game already under his belt will be helpful. What’s also helped is that he’s been playing center through all of the preseason.

“It’s going to be tough, but I feel confidence there. I’ve been there the whole camp and [now I] just go out there and play,” he said. “There’s always going to mistakes but I’m excited to be out there. Ennis and Ott are two good players to play with so it shouldn’t be too big of a deal.”

Ennis will move from center to right wing and through two practices, Ott likes the prospects of the new line.

“I like the combination of being responsible in our own end with him being a very responsible player and then also having scoring ability with great touch,” Ott said. “I think [Larsson] brings a very good element to our line. Obviously it moves [Ennis] over on the right side, but he’s a great winger and centerman. So you get that combination of a little bit of everything.”

--------------------------------------------------------------------------------

In the other lineup change from Wednesday, the fourth line will look a little bit different. Kevin Porter will slide into the middle and left wing John Scott will make his season debut. Cody McCormick will be a healthy scratch.

“We’re just going lineup to lineup,” Rolston said. “I think Cody McCormick’s done a good job but we want to get John in there tonight.”

The defensive pairings will remain the same with Jamie McBain serving as a healthy scratch.

--------------------------------------------------------------------------------

Ryan Miller will start against the Senators.

After the game, the Sabres will travel to Pittsburgh and with three games in four nights, it’s possible that Jhonas Enroth could start in goal against the Penguins on Saturday. Rolston said “we’ll see” when asked about Enroth getting an early game in.

“We want to get Jhonas more starts this year. As we’ve talked before, we know [Miller’s] going to have the bulk, but we have to prepare Jhonas also to get some more time in there,” he said.

--------------------------------------------------------------------------------

In anticipation of the first home game of the 2013-14 season, the Sabres are reminding fans about the limited traffic patterns surrounding First Niagara Center due to the construction of HARBORcenter. The team is also encouraging fans to arrive early for the 7 p.m. game against the Ottawa Senators. With the Party in the Plaza planned for before the game, in addition to a pregame handout for fans, early arrival will ensure an orderly entrance into the arena.

As a result of the HARBORcenter construction, vehicular traffic is limited to one lane northbound (away from arena) on Washington Street and one lane southbound (toward arena) on Main Street. While there have been and will continue to be temporary road closures, no closures are currently planned during arena events.

All normal event parking – in both the arena ramp and the surrounding surface lots – will remain open.

Fans that plan on visiting First Niagara Center while the limited traffic routes are in effect should plan on using Michigan Avenue instead of Washington Street. It is strongly suggested that fans plan ahead and leave extra time for traveling to and from the arena.

During First Niagara Center events, the Buffalo Police Department Traffic Division will control all affected intersections and will direct traffic accordingly.

--------------------------------------------------------------------------------

SABRES LINEUP

 26 Thomas Vanek – 19 Cody Hodgson – 21 Drew Stafford 

 9 Steve Ott – 22 Johan Larsson – 63 Tyler Ennis

 28 Zemgus Girgensons – 25 Mikhail Grigorenko – 65 Brian Flynn 

 32 John Scott – 12 Kevin Porter – 36 Patrick Kaleta

 10 Christian Ehrhoff – 3 Mark Pysyk 

 20 Henrik Tallinder – 57 Tyler Myers 

 6 Mike Weber – 55 Rasmus Ristolainen

30 Ryan Miller 

 1 Jhonas Enroth

Scratched: 8 Cody McCormick , 4 Jamie McBain

 Injured: 82 Marcus Foligno (upper-body strain), 23 Ville Leino (cracked rib), 78 Corey Tropp (broken jaw), 33 Joel Armia (broken hand), 61 Nikita Zadorov (lacerated finger)

--------------------------------------------------------------------------------

SENATORS LINEUP (via Senators.com) 

 9 Milan Michalek – 19 Jason Spezza – 6 Bobby Ryan 

 16 Clarke MacArthur – 7 Kyle Turris – 89 Cory Conacher

 14 Colin Greening – 44 Jean-Gabriel Pageau – 22 Erik Condra

 15 Zack Smith – 24 Stephane Da Costa – 25 Chris Neil

65 Erik Karlsson – 3 Marc Methot 

 2 Jared Cowen – 46 Patrick Wiercioch 

 4 Chris Phillips – 62 Eric Gryba

41 Craig Anderson 

 40 Robin Lehner

LEINO OUT INDEFINITELY; LARSSON TO PLAY

Thursday, 10.03.2013 / 1:56 PM

By Chris Ryndak - Sabres.com (@chrisryndak) / BEYOND THE BOARDS 
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             Johan Larsson 

What’s another rookie in the lineup?

Sabres coach Ron Rolston said after practice at First Niagara Center on Thursday that Ville Leino is out indefinitely with a cracked rib and that rookie Johan Larsson will step in to pivot the team’s second line Friday night in the home opener against Ottawa.

Leino sustained the injury early on in the team’s 2-1 loss in Detroit on Wednesday. He did not skate with the team on Thursday.

“It happened in the first period, probably about three or four shifts in,” Rolston said. “It was just sore and obviously overnight, it seized up and had it checked.”

Tyler Ennis will slide over to the wing to make room for Larsson. Steve Ott will be on the other side. Larsson was a healthy scratch against Detroit and Rolston said he’s very excited to see what the young center can do.

“He’s got a good opportunity. I like everything about him. I like his attitude, the way we works, his preparation,” Rolston said. “He’s a good detail player, but this will give him a good opportunity to play with some good players and show us what we can do.”

Larsson, acquired as part of the package from the Minnesota Wild at the 2013 NHL Trade Deadline for Jason Pominville, has played in only one NHL game. He’ll join Mikhail Grigorenko, Zemgus Girgensons, Mark Pysyk, Rasmus Ristolainen and Brian Flynn as players in the lineup with less than 30 NHL games played.

“[Larsson is] another young guy in the lineup and I think it’s a good thing because I think he’s ready and now it’s just gaining those experiences in the League like our younger players did last night,” Rolston said. “He needs to be put into game situations and get in there.”

--------------------------------------------------------------------------------

Marcus Foligno was a participant in practice for the first time since straining his upper-body in an exhibition on Sept. 22. Still wearing a red non-contact jersey, he was able to work out in some drills with the team.

He said there’s a slim chance he’ll be able to play this weekend against Ottawa on Friday and in Pittsburgh on Saturday. It’s more likely he’ll be ready by the game against the Tampa Bay Lightning on Tuesday. Rolston agreed with that assessment.

“Being able to shoot and stickhandle and kind of get power on your shot is good. Right now, I’m day-to-day. We’ll see how I feel tomorrow,” he said.

--------------------------------------------------------------------------------

Forwards: Tyler Ennis, Brian Flynn, Marcus Foligno, Zemgus Girgensons, Mikhail Grigorenko, Cody Hodgson, Patrick Kaleta, Johan Larsson, Cody McCormick, Steve Ott, Kevin Porter, John Scott, Drew Stafford, Thomas Vanek

Defensemen: Christian Ehrhoff, Jamie McBain, Tyler Myers, Mark Pysyk, Rasmus Ristolainen, Henrik Tallinder, Mike Weber

Goaltenders: Jhonas Enroth, Ryan Miller

Did Not Skate: Joel Armia (broken hand), Ville Leino (cracked rib), Corey Tropp (broken jaw), Nikita Zadorov (lacerated finger)
YOUNG SABRES READY TO START SEASON

Wednesday, 10.02.2013 / 2:39 PM

By Chris Ryndak - Sabres.com (@chrisryndak) / THE MORNING SKATE 
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DETROIT – Opening night is finally here.

The Buffalo Sabres will start their season against the Detroit Red Wings on Wednesday in the first game of the year for both teams. Faceoff is scheduled for 8 p.m. and the game can be seen nationally on NBCSN.

The match-up will mark the NHL debuts of 19-year-old forward Zemgus Girgensons and 18-year-old defenseman Rasmus Ristolainen, who is also about to embark on his first professional season in North America. Girgensons was drafted by the Sabres 14th overall in 2012. Ristolainen was Buffalo’s first selection (eighth overall) in this year’s draft.

WATCH: ZEMGUS GIRGENSONS INTERVIEW

They aren’t the only young faces in the lineup against Detroit.

Defenseman Mark Pysyk, the 2010 first-round pick (23rd overall) who played 19 games with the Sabres last season, center Mikhail Grigorenko, a veteran of 25 NHL games at 19 years old, and Brian Flynn, who played 26 games for Buffalo in his first pro season last year, will also suit up.

“We have three teenagers in our lineup tonight, so I think what really stands out for those guys is just how prepared they are in terms of every day, getting to the rink, the maturity that they have about their game and what they bring to the rink,” Sabres coach Ron Rolston said after the morning skate at Joe Louis Arena. “I’m sure there’s going to be growing pains with all those young players, but the one thing that we do know is they’re going to be prepared and they’re going to continue to prepare and they’re going to continue to get better.”

Only six players on the current roster have celebrated their 30th birthdays. Three players – Girgensons, Ristolainen and Grigorenko – have yet to turn 20. Rolston said that he will look to the veterans to show the less experienced players the way.

“They have to set the tone for our team and that starts with the work and the effort that they’re putting and just being able to help our younger players continue to develop,” Rolston said. “In situations like this, be examples for our younger guys so they know how to follow and make sure they’re getting prepared too. With a younger team, there’s a lot of onus on obviously the coaching staff, but also those veterans to really help those guys come along.”

WATCH: RASMUS RISTOLAINEN INTERVIEW

 Co-captain Thomas Vanek, who will serve as an alternate Wednesday night, said that having the season opener against a team like the Red Wings will serve as a good measuring stick for his club.

“For us, it’s a good challenge right off the bat to see where we’re at and where we need to improve,” he said.

Ryan Miller will start in goal for Buffalo. Johan Larsson, John Scott and Jamie McBain will be healthy scratches.

--------------------------------------------------------------------------------

26 Thomas Vanek – 19 Cody Hodgson – 21 Drew Stafford 

 9 Steve Ott – 63 Tyler Ennis – 23 Ville Leino 

 28 Zemgus Girgensons – 25 Mikhail Grigorenko – 65 Brian Flynn 

 12 Kevin Porter – 8 Cody McCormick – 36 Patrick Kaleta

20 Henrik Tallinder – 57 Tyler Myers 

 10 Christian Ehrhoff – 3 Mark Pysyk 

 6 Mike Weber – 55 Rasmus Ristolainen

30 Ryan Miller 1 Jhonas Enroth

Scratched: 4 Jamie McBain, 22 Johan Larsson, 32 John Scott 

 Injured: 33 Joel Armia (broken hand), 61 Nikita Zadorov, 78 Corey Tropp (broken jaw), 82 Marcus Foligno (upper-body strain)
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LOS ANGELES -- Henrik Lundqvist knows how Jonathan Quick felt after giving up an embarrassing, inexcusable goal.

Lundqvist and the New York Rangers didn't let empathy get in the way of their excitement about their first victory of the season.

Brad Richards scored two goals, Ryan McDonagh got credit for a short-handed goal on a comical mistake by Quick, and the Rangers beat the Los Angeles Kings 3-1 on Monday night for their first win under new coach Alain Vigneault.

Quick stopped 25 shots in the Kings' home opener, but the star goalie also misplayed McDonagh's harmless cleared puck from deep in the New York end early in the third period, knocking it into his own net.

"I feel for him," said Lundqvist, who made 28 saves. "It happens sometimes, but we'll take it."

Quick's first home game since his 10-year, $58 million contract extension kicked in featured maybe the most regrettable goal allowed by the Kings' Conn Smythe Trophy winner.

After Brian Boyle won a faceoff to Lundqvist's left, McDonagh quickly cleared the puck off the far boards. Quick skated to his left to play it, but his stick slipped out of his hands as he knelt, and he reached for it while the puck glanced off his right pad and ricocheted straight into his net.

"I didn't watch it go down (the ice)," McDonagh said. "I didn't know what happened at all. Still trying to get the full story. I was just kind of looking over at our bench, and guys started throwing their sticks up in the air."

The Staples Center crowd howled in disbelief, and Quick hung his head. He didn't stay down for long -- and when the Los Angeles crowd gave him a Bronx cheer when he stopped the Rangers' next dump-in shot, he waved his glove at the fans.

"You play 60 minutes and you try to stop the puck for your teammates, that's the thought process," Quick said. "Everyone gives up that goal, and it's part of the game."

Rick Nash assisted on both of Richards' goals for the Rangers (1-1), who are opening the season on a nine-game road trip. New York had three days off after losing the season opener at Phoenix.

With Madison Square Garden getting extensive renovations, New York is on the road until Oct. 28, facing all three California clubs this week. Vigneault is using the time away as a test for the Rangers.

"I really liked the way we responded after they scored," Vigneault said. "We came right back at them and we kept pushing the pace. Obviously, we got a little bit lucky on the third goal, but part of this game. You need a little bit of luck, and we got it there."

Jake Muzzin scored for the Kings (1-2), who have scored just six goals this season after splitting the first two games in the upper Midwest.

The sellout crowd didn't see much excitement from the Kings, who won their first Stanley Cup title and six playoff rounds in the past two seasons. Los Angeles reached the Western Conference finals last June before losing to eventual champion Chicago, raising expectations for this winter in a hockey town not familiar with consistent success.

"Our five-on-five play needs to improve," right wing Justin Williams said. "It's non-existent right now. Certainly we need to get dirty. We need to become whole, put our work before skill, and get dirty and greasy, bang some in and rebound."

Richards flirted with the Kings as a free agent two seasons ago before signing a nine-year, $58.5 million deal with the Rangers, but he stumbled to his worst pro season last season with just 11 goals in 46 games. New York considered buying out Richards' contract, but brought him back this fall.

Richards scored the game's first goal in the first period after a scramble created by a turnover from Kings defenceman Drew Doughty.

The Kings struggled to keep consistent possession, and Richards scored easily on a break with Nash after another turnover by Muzzin midway through the second period.

Just 1:25 later, Los Angeles answered when Mike Richards got the puck to Muzzin in the slot for a nasty wrist shot.

New York's Taylor Pyatt missed most of the first period after taking a puck to the face. Rangers captain Ryan Callahan, making his season debut after shoulder surgery, then went to the dressing room early in the second period after cutting his mouth in an open-ice collision with Anze Kopitar.

Callahan skated up to check Kopitar with a shoulder to the Slovenian centre's chest, but dropped flat to the ice when Kopitar's stick caught him in the face after the hit. He eventually returned to the lineup.

NOTES: The Rangers' road trip is their longest to open a season, breaking the record set two years ago. It matches the longest road trip in franchise history back in the 1955-56 season. ... The Rangers made their first visit to Staples Center since Feb. 2, 2010. ... Muzzin scored seven goals last season, second among rookie defencemen.
{eot}

Decrease Text SizeIncrease Text SizeText Size

EDMONTON -- The Edmonton Oilers finally flipped the switch after stumbling at the start of the NHL season.

Jordan Eberle and David Perron scored in the shootout as the Oilers rallied from a three-goal deficit for a 5-4 victory over the New Jersey Devils on Monday.

Ryan Nugent-Hopkins, Andrew Ference, Perron and Taylor Hall all scored in the third period as the Oilers (1-2-0) earned their first win of the season. The victory helped Edmonton avoid its worst start to a season since the 1995-96 campaign when it went 0-4 out of the gate.

"It's tough to explain, but I'm glad we bounced back the way we did," said Perron. "To lose the first three would have been a pretty tough way to start the year. I know everyone was pretty eager to get that first win and now we can look forward to new things and keep moving."

Ference, who was named the 14th captain in Oilers history, said the team just needed to get over the early-season jitters.

"We just want to win so bad, you see it with teams at the start of the year, if you can't get in the win column right away," he said. "You can't be out there scared to lose. There is an element of fear in every person that plays sports, but that has to be out-weighed by the desire to win and you can't be paralyzed with the fear of losing."

The first win of the season doubled as the first career NHL victory as a head coach for Dallas Eakins.

"If you lose one game, it's not hanging over your head, but I felt that they were feeling the challenge of us having lost two games and they didn't want to get it to three," said Eakins. "I just asked them to stay with it and believe in themselves and they did, they finally got rewarded for their hard work and their patience."

Jaromir Jagr, Damien Brunner, Michael Ryder and Patrik Elias scored for the Devils (0-1-2), who are just one of five teams in the NHL yet to capture their first victory of the season.

"It's a learning experience for us early in the season and we've got to be better, said Devils head coach Peter DeBoer. "I don't like leaving points on the table like that, especially after being up 3-0.

"The puck bounced right for them in the third period, and they capitalized, to their credit. It was a strange game."

Veteran Devils goalie Martin Brodeur said it is a rarity to let a game get a way like this one did.

"We dominated for most of the game and then took a tough penalty and from there it got a bit chaotic. It was a tough one," he said. "Things like what happened tonight don't happen too often. We are a veteran team and we should be able to play better under that kind of pressure. They are a good, young team, but we had them exactly where we wanted them."

New Jersey built a 3-0 lead in the first two periods before Nugent-Hopkins, making his season debut, scored after a mad scramble on a power play in front of Martin Brodeur in the Devils' net.

Nugent-Hopkins missed the first two games of the season as he recovered from shoulder surgery.

The goal spoiled Brodeur's shutout bid. There are only three teams that the veteran goalie has not recorded a shutout against in his 21-season career -- Edmonton, Nashville and San Jose.

Edmonton made it 3-2 with 9:28 into the third period as Ference scored on a point shot through traffic.

The momentum shifted firmly in Edmonton's favour as Perron plucked the puck out of a face-off in the Devils end and picked the corner for his first goal as an Oiler. He came to Edmonton in an off-season trade with St. Louis.

After tying the game up 3-3 with eight minutes to play, the Oilers took their first lead of the contest two minutes later as Ales Hemsky chipped a puck off the boards to Hall, who was alone in front and slipped the puck through Brodeur's legs.

However, the Devils were able to tie the game 4-4 with just 54 seconds left while shorthanded as Elias threw a puck on net that banked off Ference's skate and into the net with Brodeur on the bench to send the game to the eventual shootout.

New Jersey scored on the game's first shot three minutes in to the first period as Jagr brought it in himself and button-hooked into the slot before sending his first of the season past Oilers goalie Jason LaBarbera.

Brunner made it 2-0 for the Devils fives minutes later on the power play. He faked a shot at the top of the circle and then elected to shoot, putting it stick-side past LaBarbera.

Edmonton's best chance in the first came with a man advantage of its own with two minutes to play when Hemsky had an open net to shoot the puck into with Brodeur going the other way, but defender Anton Volchenkov fished it to safety.

The Devils surged ahead 3-0 at the 4:34 mark of the second period as a giveaway deep in Oilers territory led to a two-on-one with Ryder electing to shoot himself, rifling his second of the season in the top corner.

The Devils are right back at it on Tuesday night in Vancouver against the Canucks in the second game of a five-game trip. The Oilers are off until Thursday when they host the Montreal Canadiens.

Notes - The last time the Devils and Oilers played each other, New Jersey pulled out a 2-1 overtime win at Rexall Place on Jan. 11, 2012a Damien Brunner scored three of the New Jersey's first five goals this seasona With games on back-to-back nights, Brodeur was given the start for the Devils so that off-season trade acquisition Cory Schneider could get the nod against his old team, the Canucks, on Tuesdaya Nugent-Hopkins, the first overall selection in the 2011 NHL Entry Draft, made his season debut after having shoulder surgery last Aprila The Devils started their road trip with a completely healthy lineupa Edmonton had veteran forward Ryan Smyth sitting out as a healthy scratch, opting to inject recent call-up Ryan Hamilton into the lineup.
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PHILADELPHIA -- On the first day of training camp, the Philadelphia Flyers were already a mess.

By the end of the preseason, chairman Ed Snider had grave concerns about the team he founded.

"I thought our training camp, quite frankly, was one of the worst training camps I've ever seen," Snider said. "I'm not talking about wins or losses. There was nothing exciting. Nobody shined. Nobody looked good. I couldn't point to one thing that I thought was a positive.

"Unfortunately, my worries were realized."

He only needed three games to make a move.

After a winless start, the Flyers fired coach Peter Laviolette on Monday, three seasons after he led them to the Stanley Cup finals. Assistant Craig Berube, in his seventh season coaching within the organization, was promoted to replace Laviolette. He is the 18th coach in franchise history.

Despite a preseason vote of confidence from ownership, Laviolette just couldn't overcome a punchless offence, a pair of journeymen in goal and a patchwork defence to jolt the Flyers out of their funk and keep his job. He dealt with rumours of his firing last season, a year in which the Flyers missed the playoffs after the lockout shortened the campaign. It was the only season in which he failed to make the post-season in Philadelphia.

Flyers general manager Paul Holmgren tried to mould a playoff roster in the off-season, signing forward Vinny Lecavalier, defenceman Mark Streit and goaltender Ray Emery. He also jettisoned overpriced and underperforming veterans, like goaltender Ilya Bryzgalov and forward Danny Briere.

Holmgren liked his transactions. He just didn't like how Laviolette was putting the pieces together.

"I think some of the additions that we made this summer were good additions," Holmgren said. "I think there was some excitement about our team going into training camp. Right from Day 1 of training camp, I was concerned.

"But it was more about how we played, and it was unacceptable. We don't look like a team at all."

Laviolette is signed through 2014-15. He's just the second coach in Flyers history to coach parts of five seasons.

He was hired early in the 2009 season after John Stevens was fired, and led the Flyers on an improbable run to the 2010 Stanley Cup finals, where they lost to Chicago in six games.

Laviolette won the Stanley Cup coaching Carolina in 2006, and previously coached the New York Islanders. He's still set to serve as an assistant under Pittsburgh's Dan Bylsma for the United States in the 2014 Olympics in Sochi.

Snider backed his coach last month and brushed off suggestions that Laviolette was on the hot seat.

"As far as Peter is concerned, last year was an anomaly," he said in September. "He's been a very good coach for us."

Just not anymore with the Flyers. Holmgren had a "fleeting thought" of firing Laviolette after last season, but thought the coach deserved one more chance with a full training camp.

"They do need a kick in the pants," Holmgren said.

Berube had 20 goals and 54 points over parts of seven seasons with the Flyers. He played for four other teams over a 17-year career and his 3,149 penalty minutes are seventh in NHL history.

Berube will make his debut Tuesday, when the Flyers play host to Florida.

"Just because I've been in the organization a long time doesn't mean I'm going to do the same thing other coaches did," he said. "I'm not them. I have my own thoughts. I have my own way of how I want to coach."

The Flyers added former forward Ian Laperriere and former Ottawa coach John Paddock as assistants, while Kevin McCarthy, a part of Laviolette's staff, was fired.

Snider balked at the suggestion the Flyers should have looked outside the organization to find a coach. The Flyers haven't won a Stanley Cup since 1975 and lost their last six trips to the finals.

"We don't need a fresh perspective," Snider said. "We have a pretty good culture, and we know who we're dealing with."

Laviolette led the Flyers to three straight playoff appearances before last season. The Flyers went 23-22-3 and were 10th in the Eastern Conference with 49 points last year.

There was no apparent improvement this season. The Flyers lost their opener at home last week to Toronto, then lost games on consecutive days over the weekend to Montreal and Carolina. With captain Claude Giroux without a point, and forwards Sean Couturier and Brayden Schenn stagnant, they were outscored 9-3.

"I would think guys are probably pretty frustrated," Laviolette said Sunday. "Offensively, if you're not scoring, everything's got to be perfect on the defensive side of things."

The Flyers' 1-5-1 preseason record was an ominous sign that trouble was ahead.

"We all sensed it," Berube said. "We didn't play very well in the preseason. Whether you have a full lineup or not, we just didn't see the competitiveness and team-oriented play that's needed."

Snider said Holmgren still has his support even as move after move -- starting with the unexpected dismantling of the young core of the 2010 finals team -- has backfired.

"I think Paul did an excellent job over the summer with the three players he brought in," Snider said. "We had extremely high hopes for those three players and we still do. It remains to be seen if we were right or wrong."

In a bleak era in city sports, Laviolette's firing means all four Philadelphia teams have changed coaches in the last year. Eagles coach Chip Kelly, hired in January, is now the dean of Philadelphia coaches.

"It's kind of the crazy reality of what we deal with, but it's unfortunate," Kelly said. "I know Pete a little bit. He's a good guy. "
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WINNIPEG -- There was plenty of cheering from fans at MTS Centre on Sunday night, but most of it was aimed at the visiting team in Winnipeg's 3-2 loss to the Anaheim Ducks.

With Anaheim forward Teemu Selanne in the building, Jets fans voiced their appreciation for the man who began his NHL career with Winnipeg in 1992-93 by setting rookie records of 76 goals and 132 points.

The crowd gave a roaring cheer during the singing of the American national anthem when the videotron showed the 43-year-old Finnish Flash. And Selanne received a standing ovation midway through the first period when the announcer at MTS Centre noted his storied career, which Selanne has said will end after this season.

He stood up from the bench and acknowledged the cheering with a wave of his glove.

"Some ways, you felt that I was on the home team," Selanne said with a laugh.

After playing 231 games in a Jets' uniform, Selanne was traded to Anaheim in February 1996 and didn't get to move with the Jets when they relocated to Phoenix and became the Coyotes at the end of that season.

"I feel like even when I left, they have always been there after, too, so it's a good feeling," he said.

Selanne's teammate Corey Perry was the on-ice hero for Anaheim when he capitalized on a Winnipeg mistake to score the winning goal.

Jets defencemen Zach Bogosian had raced down the ice to grab a loose puck behind the net, but when he turned to clear it up the ice, he fanned on the shot and the puck went to Perry in front of the net.

The Ducks winger quickly put a high shot above goalie Ondrej Pavelec at 14:29 to the groan of fans at MTS Centre.

"If I didn't score that one, there'd be something going on," Perry said. "I wouldn't tell you what would happen, but it wouldn't have been pretty.

"It was a gift and those are the ones you have to capitalize on, especially right in front of the net with nobody around you."

Goalie Viktor Fasth made 15 saves in a win that lifted Anaheim's record to 2-1-0. Pavelec faced 33 shots for the Jets (2-1-0).

Mathieu Perreault and Andrew Cogliano also scored for Anaheim, which concluded a season-opening, three-game road trip.

Andrew Ladd had a pair of goals for Winnipeg and Blake Wheeler assisted on both of them in his 375th NHL game.

Captain Ladd wasn't blaming Bogosian for the loss.

"We didn't deserve to win, regardless of that," Ladd said. "Really the only reason we were in the game still was (Pavelec).

"Tough break. (Bogosian) slips and the puck ends up in the wrong area and in the net. It's not his fault at all. It's on everybody else in the room."

Anaheim doesn't play in Winnipeg again this season unless the teams face each other in the playoffs.

Jets coach Claude Noel was upset with his team's play, except for Pavelec's performance.

"If you look at the way we played, we didn't deserve to win the game playing that way," Noel said. "We got saved by our goalie. And realistically, our goalie has saved us in all three games (this season). He's been superb. Not average, superb."

He added Bogosian's error was a mistake that "sometimes happens."

Even though the Jets were outshot 15-6 in the first period, they held a 2-1 lead on Ladd's goals.

First he deflected Wheeler's wrist shot just 11 seconds into a power play to make it 1-0 at 9:06, but then Ducks centre Perreault tied it up a minute and 10 seconds later when he flipped in a loose puck despite Pavelec's best efforts to stop it.

Ladd got the go-ahead marker at 16:17, catching Fasth out of position. After the puck bounced off the backboards, Fasth slid to the other side of his crease, but Ladd had quickly shot the puck into the open side.

The Jets didn't get a shot on net until almost five minutes into the second period and couldn't capitalize on two power-play opportunities.

Anaheim tied it up with four seconds left in the middle period when Cogliano redirected a Dave Winnik shot.

The Jets didn't get their first shot on goal in the third period until almost seven minutes in, with Pavelec facing four shots in the same span.

Notes: Winnipeg defenceman Tobias Enstrom has four assists in his first three games a Bogosian was playing in his 300th NHL game. He was drafted by Atlanta in the first round, third overall, in the 2008 entry draft ... The Ducks will mark the 20th anniversary of their inaugural NHL game on Oct. 8. They will celebrate at their home-opener on Oct. 10.
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CALGARY -- A third-period spark required, Vancouver Canucks head coach John Tortorella shuffled his forwards and split twin forwards Henrik and Daniel Sedin onto different lines Sunday in Calgary.

The move paid dividends as the Canucks scored three goals in the period and Mike Santorelli provided the overtime winner in a 5-4 victory over the Flames.

It was the second win for Vancouver (2-1) in as many nights following a 6-2 win over the Edmonton Oilers in their home-opener Saturday.

Santorelli deflected a pass from Kevin Bieksa to score at 3:17 in overtime.

Trailing 3-1, the Canucks kicked off their third-period comeback with Daniel Sedin assisting on a Jannick Hansen goal at 5:01, followed by Henrik Sedin setting up Santorelli's first goal of the game at 9:27.

"I know the focus is on the twins, but we split up all the lines," Tortorella said. "We had six body checks and four scoring chances in two periods, so we were dead in the water. It's an easy decision to change things up."

Dale Weise put the visitors up 4-3 at 16:06, but Calgary's David Jones tied the game again with 19 seconds remaining in regulation.

Canucks backup goaltender Eddie Lack made 32 saves in the first NHL regular-season game of his career. Roberto Luongo had made 21 saves against the Oilers.

"I was nervous on the bus ride over here, but as soon as I got into my normal warmup routine and got on the ice, the guys have been really supportive, then it felt like a normal game," said Lack, a 25-year-old Swede.

"I know coming in here there was a lot of question marks about me because I haven't played a lot. It's important for me to help the team get some points here in the beginning."

Mikael Backlund, Sean Monahan and Calgary captain Mark Giordano also scored for the Flames (1-0-2). It was the second goal in three games for 18-year-old Monahan, who was selected sixth overall by Calgary in the 2013 NHL draft.

MacDonald stopped 23 shots in his second straight start after picking up the win in Calgary's 4-2 decision over Columbus on Friday.

Tortorella lauded Lack's play and that of 24-year-old defenceman Ryan Stanton, who was claimed off waivers a few days ago.

Calgary outshot Vancouver 26-14 and out-hit them 14-6 in the first two periods.

"I think the guys decided to play for Eddie," Tortorella said. "He gave them a chance to be there and still have an opportunity to win a hockey game where really, we should have been spanked.

"It's a good test for our team to win a game like that. Those are some games you're going to have to win during the year. You're not always going to be perfect and we found a way to win."

The Flames have earned four out of a possible six points in their first three games of this NHL season, but have squandered leads in two of those games.

"We kind of sat back, we turned the puck over a couple times in the third period and with a team like that, they have a lot of talent," MacDonald said. "The Sedins, that's what they thrive on, they want to get these turnovers and they usually make you pay."

With MacDonald pulled for an extra attacker, Jones sent the game into overtime by shovelling the puck in during a goal-mouth scramble at 19:41 of the third. Officials ruled the goal valid after review.

Vancouver's Brad Richardson fed Weise with a wrap-around pass to put the Canucks up 4-3 at 16:06.

Henrik Sedin pounced on a neutral zone turnover from Calgary and dished to Santorelli who beat MacDonald with a wrist shot to tie the game 3-3.

Daniel Sedin corralled a Curtis Glencross giveaway behind the goal-line and fed it to Hansen in the slot to pull the Canucks within a goal.

Monahan, from Brampton, Ont., gave Calgary a 3-1 lead at 1:47 of the third. On an odd-man rush, he gained an outside lane, feinted a pass and slipped the puck under Lack.

Backlund scored on a breakaway off a T.J. Brodie stretch pass at 11:26 of the second period. He deked Lack and shovelled a backhand by the Vancouver goaltender's outstretched pad.

Giordano scored his first goal of the season and team-leading fourth point on a long wrist shot which beat Lack top shelf at 14:32 of the first.

Booth earned his 200th career point deflecting a Jason Garrison shot from the blue-line low past MacDonald's stick at 4:47 of the first for a 1-0 Vancouver lead.

Calgary hosts the Montreal Canadiens on Wednesday. The Canucks are at home to the New Jersey Devils on Tuesday.

Notes: Singer Corb Lund sang "Blood, Sweat and Water" during the pre-game ceremony in honour of Calgarians' efforts after the June floods that destroyed the lower level of the Saddledome . . . Calgary fell to 18-15-7 in home-openers . . . Flames forwards Mike Cammalleri (wrist) and Matt Stajan (leg contusion) and defencemen Chris Breen (shoulder) were Calgary's scratches . . . Forward Alex Burrows was out of Vancouver's lineup.
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ST. PAUL, Minn. -- Minnesota Wild centre Charlie Coyle will miss three to four weeks with a sprained knee.

The Wild announced the timetable for Coyle's recovery on Sunday night. The second-year player was hurt Saturday night in the team's overtime loss to Anaheim.

Left wing Jason Zucker was recalled from Iowa of the AHL to take Coyle's place. Zucker played in 20 games last season. Both Coyle and Zucker are 21, part of the Wild's promising young core. Coyle was centring the second line, between Dany Heatley and Nino Niederreiter.

The Wild lost their first two games. They play at Nashville on Tuesday night before hosting Winnipeg on Thursday night.

Kid Line shines as Canadiens get first win of season

Canadiens 4, Flyers 1

By PAT HICKEY, The GazetteOctober 7, 2013

Story

Photos ( 28 )

Vincent Lecavalier #40 of the Philadelphia Flyers (not pictured) shoots the puck past Carey Price #31 of the Montreal Canadiens to score during the NHL game at the Bell Centre on Oct. 5, 2013 in Montreal. The Canadiens defeated the Flyers 4-1.
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Vincent Lecavalier #40 of the Philadelphia Flyers (not pictured) shoots the puck past Carey Price #31 of the Montreal Canadiens to score during the NHL game at the Bell Centre on Oct. 5, 2013 in Montreal. The Canadiens defeated the Flyers 4-1.

Photograph by: Richard Wolowicz, Getty Images

More on This Story

Mike Boone live blog replay: Habs vs. Flyers

More Canadiens coverage

In the Habs room: The Kid Line rewards coach Therrien

The skinny: The Kid Line — that’s Lars Eller and wingmen Alex Galchenyuk and Brendan Gallagher — had another big night, scoring two third-period goals as the Canadiens defeated the Philadelphia Flyers 4-1 Saturday night at the Bell Centre.

Growing up fast: Coach Michel Therrien has been bringing the kids along slowly but they have been making an argument for more ice time. Eller scored his third goal of the season at the 12-second mark of the third period to give Montreal a 2-0 cushion. Ray Emery made the save on Brendan Gallagher’s shot off the rush, but Eller went to the net and scored on a backhander off the rebound. Gallagher made it 3-0 at the five-minute mark when he tapped in a pass from Galchenyuk with the Canadiens enjoying a 5-on-3 advantage. The line combined for 11 of Montreal’s 34 shots.

Gio sticks with it: Captain Brian Gionta opened the scoring at 8:10 of the first period after Rene Bourque came from behind the net and sent a pass through the crease. Gionta’s initial shot struck Mark Streit’s skate, but Gionta connected on the rebound. Bourque added an insurance goal in the final minute with Gionta and Eller adding assists.

Return of the native: Vincent Lecavalier, the pride of Ile Bizard, was booed each time he touched the puck. That was the fans’ way of showing their disappointment that Lecavalier didn’t sign with the Canadiens after Tampa Bay bought him out this summer. “I can understand how he feels because I was that guy,” said Brière. “The fans here are great and it’s better to have them on your side.” Lecavalier provided one of the few bright spots for the Flyers when he scored a power-play goal at 9:13 of the third period to spoil Carey Price’s shutout bid. Price stopped 22 shots while Emery stopped 31. 

Brière trying too hard? Daniel Brière was probably happy to get this game out of the way. He was facing his former teammates for the first time since the Flyers bought him out and he struggled. He took two penalties, failed to get a shot on net and won only three of his 10 faceoffs.

Breaking good: The Canadiens received a break late in the first period when Price failed to handle a high shot and left a rebound in front. Matt Read put the puck in the net but the goal was disallowed because the referee lost sight of the puck when it was the crook of Price’s arm and blew the play dead.

Debut for Bournival: Shawinigan native Michael Bournival made his NHL debut after Max Pacioretty was scratched with a wrist injury. Bournival was limited to 6:08, seeing action on the on the fourth line. He had a shot, blocked a shot and won two of three faceoffs.

What’s next: The Canadiens practice in Brossard before leaving for a four-game trip to Western Canada. They play in Calgary Wednesday, Edmonton Thursday and Vancouver Saturday before wrapping up the trip in Winnipeg on Oct. 15.
Todd: It looks like Eller Time for Habs

By Jack Todd, special to THE GAZETTEOctober 6, 2013
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Canadiens forward Lars Eller takes part in a practice at the Bell Sports Complex in Brossard near Montreal Friday, October 4, 2013 as the team prepared for Saturday&#8217;s game against the Philadelphia Flyers at the Bell Centre.

Canadiens forward Lars Eller takes part in a practice at the Bell Sports Complex in Brossard near Montreal Friday, October 4, 2013 as the team prepared for Saturday’s game against the Philadelphia Flyers at the Bell Centre.
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MONTREAL — From his first shift against the Toronto Maple Leafs at the Bell Centre last week, it was obvious that something was up with Lars Eller.

Here was this tall, smooth-skating Dane, the one whose performance hadn’t quite caught up to his talent in the past, dominating from one end of the ice to the other, checking, passing, battling for pucks, scoring. If not for the colour of the uniform and the number, you might have thought you were watching Evgeni Malkin out there — another tall, strong elite player.

Was it an illusion? A one-off? Or an indication that a player whose improvement has come in steady increments so far has made a quantum leap toward the upper levels of the NHL?

After watching Eller deliver essentially the same performance against the Philadelphia Flyers Saturday night, you have to lean to the view that we are seeing the emergence of a star player who is capable of becoming that elusive big, talented offensive centre the Canadiens have been looking for at least since Vincent Damphousse held down the job.

The Canadiens begin their Canada West tour in Calgary Wednesday with two points in the bank, thanks mainly to the efforts of Eller and his linemates, Brendan Gallagher and Alex Galchenyuk, who have both picked up right where they left off last spring.

But it’s Eller’s play that has shifted into overdrive. Even during his first season with the Habs, when you watched Eller, it was all there: the speed, the intelligence, the playmaking ability. I recall a brilliant flip pass to a streaking winger 20 feet ahead, one of those plays when you mutter “whoa!” and make a mental note to watch this guy in the future — although I can’t recall the game, the date or the lucky recipient of that pass.

Until late last season, the whole with Eller always seemed less than the sum of its parts. He looked like an 80-point guy on the ice, but he was racking up a mere 17 points, then 28, then 30 during the lockout-shortened 2013 campaign.

By the time the playoffs started last spring, however, Eller might already have been the Canadiens’ best forward. That’s what made Eric Gryba’s headhunting hit on Eller in Game 1 of the Ottawa playoff series so devastating: A healthy Eller might have had a huge impact on that series. Without him, the Canadiens were simply overwhelmed by a better Ottawa team.

If you thought the Gryba hit might have made Eller gun-shy, you were wrong. He has come back stronger and tougher than ever, shedding checkers like King Kong shrugging off helicopters and driving hard to the net. Don’t let the choirboy looks deceive you: like his linemates, Gallagher and Galchenyuk, Eller is far more rugged than he looks.

Eller’s ascendance changes the entire dynamic of this team. If he can emerge as a dominating offensive centre, it alters the whole depth chart, makes it much harder for opposing coaches to game-plan for a team with more lines that can hurt you — and creates some welcome headaches for Marc Bergevin and Michel Therrien. And when Galenchyuk makes the anticipated shift to centre ice himself, this team should have one of the key ingredients you need to challenge for a Stanley Cup: strength up the middle.

It didn’t appear so at the time, but it’s now obvious that former Canadiens GM Pierre Gauthier got it right when he dealt Jaroslav Halak for Eller and tough-guy Ian Schultz, last seen with the San Francisco Bulls in the ECHL. Forget Schultz: the deal was Halak for Eller, and right now it isn’t looking too shabby for either the Blues or the Habs. St. Louis got a superior goaltender (at least when Halak is healthy) and Montreal got a centreman who is now the toast of the town.

In addition to hard work and brains, you need luck to succeed in the very tough business of the NHL. You need to have that 147th pick make a run at the Calder Trophy, you need to get it exactly right if you get to pick third overall — and if you deal a premier goaltender for a prospect, you need that prospect to become something special.

Sometimes, you also need to be lucky enough not to make a deal you were trying to make: Canadiens fans should have been cheering Vincent Lecavalier rather than booing him Saturday night, because had Bergevin signed Lecavalier, it would have cut radically into the minutes available for Eller — who at this point might already be a better player than the Flyers veteran.

Eller was drafted 13th overall back in 2007 by a St. Louis organization that was clearly thinking outside the box — drafting a Dane, of all things. He had a strong season with the Peoria Rivermen and a cup of coffee with the Blues under his belt when Gauthier took a bit of a flyer by dealing Halak for him.

Now, it would appear, young M. Eller is on the cusp of taking it to another level. Obviously, it’s only two games into the season. We’ll know more after the coming four-game western swing, more still when we’re 20 games into this season and the shakedown cruise is over.

We’ll also know more about Michael Bournival, who was more noticeable in six minutes and change on the ice than David Desharnais was in more than double the time Saturday night. Bournival showed that he can win a key faceoff, skate, hit, block shots and carry the game to his opponents, building on a strong training camp to strengthen his claim to a spot on the Canadiens roster.

All in all, despite the horrifying injury to George Parros, it has been a strong start to the season for the Canadiens, thanks in large part to a line so young, they could share one razor for an entire season.

Last season, it was P.K. Subban’s turn to soar. Off the beginning of this season, it looks like Eller Time.

October 7, 2013 · 3 Comments

Injured Pacioretty will join Habs on road trip

 . 

Posted by Brenda Branswell  

The Canadiens headed out for a four-game road trip in Western Canada after practice Monday.

Max Pacioretty, who missed Saturday’s game against the Philadelphia Flyers with an upper-body injury, will make the trip with the team. Pacioretty wore a no-contact jersey during the Monday morning practice at the team’s training facility in Brossard.

“We’ll see how he feels tomorrow. If he feels good to compete then, we’ll definitely put him in the lineup,” said coach Michel Therrien, adding that a player always has to be a in position to be able to compete.

Therrien said he expected the road trip – with stops in Calgary Wednesday, Edmonton Thursday, Vancouver Saturday and Winnipeg next Tuesday – will be good for the team.

“It’s always good for team chemistry, leaving early in the season and spending some time together off the ice,” the coach said.

Therrien confirmed that backup goaltender Peter Budaj will play during the western swing, although he didn’t say when.

Brandon Prust filled in at practice for Pacioretty on the line centred by David Desharnais with Daniel Brière.

Therrien acknowledged he expects more from that line.

“We want the competition level to rise,” the coach said.

 Lars Eller was named the NHL’s Second Star of the Week after registering three goals and two assists in the first two games of the season. Washington’s Alex Ovechkin was named the first star, while Pittsburgh goalie Marc-Andre Fleury was named the third star.

Here’s how the lines and defence pairings looked at Monday’s practice:

Bourque – Plekanec – Gionta

 Prust – Desharnais – Briere

 Galchenyuk – Eller – Gallagher

 Moen – Bournival – White

 Pacioretty

Markov – Diaz

 Gorges – Subban

 Tinordi – Bouillon

(Photo by Dave Sidaway/The Gazette)
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Habs’ Eller joins early list of NHL scoring leaders

 . 

Posted by Stu Cowan  

The last time a Canadiens player won the Art Ross Trophy was 1977-78 when Guy Lafleur won his third straight NHL scoring title with 60-72-132 totals. The last time a Canadiens player finished in the top 10 in NHL scoring was 1985-86, when Mats Naslund had 43-67-110 totals to finish eighth.

The Canadiens won the Stanley Cup in both of those seasons.

Sure, it’s VERY early in the season, but it was interesting to look at the NHL scoring leaders following Saturday’s games and see the Canadiens’ Lars Eller at No. 3 with 3-2-5 totals in two games. The only two players ahead of Eller, Washington’s Alex Ovechkin (4-2-6) and Mikhail Grabovski (3-2-5), had both played one more game than Eller.

Eller’s linemates Alex Galchenyuk (0-4-4) and Brendan Gallagher (2-1-3) are also off to good starts.

 “I’m not surprised by the way we’re playing, but I didn’t expect we’d be scoring two or three goals a game,” Eller said after Saturday’s 4-1 win over the Philadelphia Flyers at the Bell Centre. “Some games the pucks are going to go in. You can’t expect that every game, but good things are going to happen to us if we play that way.”

The Canadiens had the day off Sunday. They will practise Monday morning in Brossard before heading to Calgary for the start of a four-game road trip on Wednesday.

(Photo by John Kenney/The Gazette)
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About last night …

 . 

Posted by Mike Boone  

EGGline


Of course, it’s too early to call Lars Eller the Danish Jean Béliveau.

But on a night when Jaroslav Halak was posting a 19-save shutout for St. Louis, Eller – the Blues’ first-round draft choice in 2007 – put on a Gros Billesque display of strength down the middle in the Canadiens’ 4-1 win.

Eller scored a goal, his third of the season, and added an assist. He topped all Canadiens centres with 18:43 of ice time. This included 4:53 on the power play and 1:22 on the penalty kill.

Numbers don’t tell the full story. Eller had a so-so night in the faceoff circle (won 11, lost 10), but he was a dominant player in all three zones. Through two games, Eller and his sophomore linemates – Brendan Gallagher and Alex Galchenyuk – have scored five of the Canadiens eight goals. The EGG line has collected 12 points.

They young line is playing with confidence. And with the exception of a penalty Eller took in the opener against Toronto (during which James van Riemsdyk opened the scoring), they’re not making mistakes.

It’s fun to watch – not least because barring injury, these kids are just going to get better.

How long they’ll stay together is problematic because Galchenyuk is going to end up playing centre. So let’s enjoy it while we can – and look forward to the team bolstered by a great one-two punch at the key forward position.

Add a Norris Trophy defenceman, a goaltender who looked great (but, let’s be honest: not First Star great) against the Flyers, a power forward who scores when he’s healthy …

Hey, maybe the Canadiens have the makings of something interesting.

Eller & Associates were not the only shining stars against Philadelphia.

• P.K. Subban played 28:31 and skated circles – sometimes literally – around any Flyer who tried to forecheck him.

• Travis Moen contributed another solid physical effort – and he’s 2-0 in fights this season.

• The Tomas Plekanec line had two goals and five points. Brian Gionta opened the scoring with one of his classic sweet-hands efforts from close in. And Rene Bourque skated hard, played responsible D, notched a goal and has looked good in both games the team has played.

• Playing against the kind of big, tough team that might be expected to trouble him, Raphael Diaz played a solid, error-free 17:35. His partner, Andrei Markov, played 25:40 and contributed flashes of vintage Markov. The legs have been ravaged by injuries, but Markov still sees the ice and thinks the game as well as anyone in the league.

• The power-play has four goals through two games. The penalty kill was excellent until that Lecavalier guy cashed with Josh Gorges in the box.

• Michaël Bournival played only 6:09 but had a shot, a hit, went 2-2 on draws and didn’t do anything that might consign him to Michel Therrien’s Reserved-for-Rookies doghouse.

• Brandon Prust had a Prustian game: two shots, two hits, almost eight minutes on the PK and useful contributions to three different lines.

• Jarred Tinordi played 10:47 – four minutes less than he did against the Leafs. But he contributed a solid 6:50 on the PK and had a couple hits.

It was not a great night for former Flyer Daniel Brière – two penalties, one of which nullified a power-play, and 3-7 in the faceoff circle. His linemate, David Desharnais, was 4-7 on draws.

And, hallelujah, DD played almost five fewer minutes than the centre who is seven inches taller than he is.

It’s early in the season, but this was an important win for your Montreal Canadiens.

On Wednesday night in Calgary, they begin a a four-game road trip across western Canada. It includes an Alberta back-to-back and tough challenges in Vancouver and Winnipeg.

Heading out there winless would not be the best way to start a hockey season.

Especially when the Leafs and Bruins are undefeated.
October 4, 2013 · 423 Comments

Pacioretty, Prust back on the ice at Friday practice

 . 

Posted by Stu Cowan  

A day after missing practice in Lac Mégantic, Max Pacioretty and Brandon Prust were both back on the ice Friday in Brossard as the Canadiens prepared to face the Philadelphia Flyers Saturday night at the Bell Centre (7 p.m., CBC, RDS, TSN Radio 690).

Pacioretty, who appeared to suffer an upper-body injury during the season-opening 4-3 loss to Toronto on Tuesday, took a “therapy day” Thursday, while Prust missed practice for family reasons.

With George Parros out indefinitely after suffering a concussion in a season-opening fight with the Maple Leafs’ Colton Orr, rookie Michael Bournival and Ryan White took turns playing centre on the fourth line at Friday’s practice between Prust and Travis Moen. Coach Michel Therrien said he will decide Saturday morning which player will get the start at centre against the Flyers.

Therrien also said he met with Parros for the first time since the enforcer suffered a concussion and indicated he is doing well, but is still suffering from headaches.

For Canadiens fans who enjoyed the 24CH show last season, the first episode of the second season will air Saturday night at 6:30 on Canal D and at 10:30 on RDS.

Here’s how the lines looked at practice:

Pacioretty-Desharnais-Briere

 Bourque-Plekanec-Gionta

 Galchenyuk-Eller-Gallagher

 Prust-White-Bournival-Moen

Diaz-Markov

 Gorges-Subban

 Tinordi-Bouillon

(Photo by John Mahoney/The Gazette)
Frei: Avalanche's Ryan O'Reilly transitions from center to wing

By Terry Frei 

The Denver Post

Posted:   10/07/2013 12:01:00 AM MDT2 comments

Ryan O'Reilly is trying to adjust as he moves from center to left wing for the Avalanche this season. (John Leyba, Denver Post file)

Ryan O'Reilly has taken sticks to the face, and there undoubtedly is evidence beneath his shaggy beard. But the young Avalanche forward professes not to have emotional scars from his holdout during the lockout-shortened 2013 season.

Rather, he's more concerned with adjusting to switching from his natural position — center — to left wing on a line with Matt Duchene and Steve Downie. The move was no surprise, given that shortly after Colorado drafted Nathan MacKinnon, Patrick Roy said he envisioned O'Reilly sliding to wing and playing with Duchene. At the time, though, it also seemed possible it could wind up, at most, a short-term experiment for a new coach.

Through the exhibition season and the 
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Avalanche's 2-0 start, O'Reilly has remained at wing, and he has a goal and an assist.

"I'm lucky to be playing with those guys," O'Reilly said Sunday. "Sometimes, I think about the game in a center man's way, and I'm still learning. This requires me to be more physical now. I have to forecheck and be more aggressive. Playing center, I could sit back more, read the play and support more.

"It helps generate more offense for me. 'Dutchie' is so dangerous with the puck. It opens up a lot of room for me, and I have to find those areas and get open for him and put the puck in the net."

When the Avs play at Toronto on Tuesday night, Roy will draw considerable attention. But also on display will be the line with the pair of 22-year-olds — Duchene and O'Reilly — who both played major junior in the Ontario Hockey League, were 2009 Colorado draft choices and were complementary centers for much of their first three seasons.

O'Reilly's savvy two-way play made him a steal for the 33rd overall choice. Especially in his second season, he also seemed to have a sneaky, better-than-advertised capability as a playmaker and scorer. I'm still convinced that the best scenario for the Avalanche 

would be that O'Reilly becomes known as the top third-line, defensive-oriented center in the league. That might be possible at some point in the future, if Colorado trades Paul Stastny and is confident enough in MacKinnon to give the teenager the responsibility of moving up to center the second line. But for now, the Avalanche hopes O'Reilly can be more of a scoring threat on the wing, and that his defensive responsibility either rubs off on Duchene or compensates — or both.

"Right now, I love what I've seen so far," Roy said. "He's clicking really well with Matt. ... I think he makes 'Dutchie' a better player."

Centers-by-trade can be frustrated on the wing because they don't feel as much in control. In the first two games, O'Reilly has taken only one faceoff. Duchene has taken 33, winning 19.

"I love taking faceoffs, and that's one of the things I miss most about it," O'Reilly said. "Just starting a shift with that, it's a pressure situation and it's getting the puck back to the boys. But Dutchie been's great on faceoffs, and we usually have the puck."

The backdrop is O'Reilly's holdout, which ended after Calgary in February signed him to a two-year, $10 million offer sheet and the Avalanche matched it. The situation created some tension, including between O'Reilly and Duchene, who had accepted a two-year, $7 million "bridge" deal. Since all of that, Joe Sakic's ascension to the executive vice president of hockey operations position was followed by Colorado signing both Duchene and Gabe Landeskog to long-term extensions. O'Reilly could be a restricted free agent again next July 1.

"When you're in that situation, yeah, it's a business," O'Reilly said. "You have to protect yourself and do what's necessary because you're only going to play the game so long. ... I personally feel it worked out. It was unfortunate, but once I got back here, it's doing what I want to do and what I love to do."
Avs' Ryan Wilson nearing return, probable to play during 3-game trip

By Mike Chambers

The Denver Post

Posted:   10/07/2013 09:47:44 AM MDT | Updated:   about 2 hours ago

Avs D Ryan Wilson 2011

Ryan Wilson (Karl Gehring, Denver Post file)

Avalanche defenseman Ryan Wilson completed a full practice for the second consecutive day Monday and is on the verge of coming off injured reserve, coach Patrick Roy said.

Wilson, who suffered a knee injury in the preseason, will not play at Toronto on Tuesday but will likely be in the lineup Thursday at Boston or Saturday in Washington. Given Wilson's injury history the past two seasons — he has been limited to just 71-of-164 games — and the 2-0 start with journeyman Nate Guenin in the lineup, Roy is in no hurry to rush Wilson back.

The Avs are carrying nine defensemen, including Wilson on IR, and Guenin will again play against the Maple Leafs, with blue-liners Matt Hunwick and Nick Holden scheduled to be 

scratched. Holden was pegged to replace Guenin in Friday's 3-1 victory over Nashville but that didn't unfold after Colorado's rousing 6-1 triumph over Anaheim on opening night.

Roy said it's difficult to change the lineup during a winning streak and Holden understands.

"He told me to stay positive and I'll get my shot," Holden said.

When Wilson is activated from IR, the Avs will have a tough decision to make. Holden and Guenin are on two-way contracts, paying them $600,000 in the NHL and $150,000 (Holden) and $175,000 (Guenin) in the minor leagues, but they both must clear waivers to be assigned to Lake Erie of the American Hockey League. Hunwick, however, is on a one-way $1.6 million contract and cleared waivers over the summer. Thus, he can be sent to Lake Erie without risk of losing him to another team.

Footnote. An accidental crosscheck by Matt Duchene to Nathan MacKinnon's face briefly interrupted the Avs' morning practice Monday, as MacKinnon flopped to the ice and Duchene went on to apologize to the 18-year old in the latter stages of the 30-minute skate.

"I got him with my glove," Duchene said. "No big deal."

It only seemed somewhat serious. Captain Gabe Landeskog, who sits next to MacKinnon in the locker room, said MacKinnon was a little too animated with his collapse to the ice and deserves some razzing.

There's plenty of time for that, as the team's charter flight to Toronto was changed from noon to 3:45 p.m.

MacKinnon, the No. 1 overall draft pick who has been terrific in his first two professional games, said he was slightly bleeding inside his mouth.

He lost one of his two front teeth at age 10, but not because of hockey. MacKinnon said he was pushed from behind in a snowbank and collided with a friend's head.

Mike Chambers: mchambers@denverpost.com or twitter.com/mikechambers
Avalanche briefs: Gabe Landeskog will return Tuesday to Colorado Avalanche lineup

By Adrian Dater

The Denver Post

Posted:   10/07/2013 12:01:00 AM MDT

The undefeated Avalanche players huddle around coach Patrick Roy during practice Sunday. (Helen H. Richardson, The Denver Post)

CENTENNIAL — Avalanche captain Gabe Landeskog will return to the lineup Tuesday night at Toronto.

Landeskog missed Friday's game against Nashville with a minor knee injury after an opening-night collision with Anaheim's Corey Perry, but he participated in a full practice Sunday.

"Feels good, excited to get back," Landeskog said.

Landeskog was back on his usual line with Paul Stastny and Alex Tanguay. John Mitchell was back centering the fourth line, along with Cody McLeod and Patrick Bordeleau.

Footnotes. Defenseman Ryan Wilson (knee) skated through a full practice but probably won't return to the lineup until next week. ... Coach Patrick Roy said backup goalie J.S. Giguere will start his 
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first game of the season Thursday night at Boston, with Semyon Varlamov starting Tuesday at Toronto and Saturday at Washington. ... Center Matt Duchene said he will buy about a dozen tickets for family and friends for the game at Toronto. He is from nearby Haliburton, Ontario. Landeskog said he will buy probably more than that. ... Team executives Joe Sakic and Josh Kroenke will make the trip with the team, the first road swing of the season.
Kiszla: Avs' Nate MacKinnon looks like the real, super deal

By Mark Kiszla

The Denver Post

Posted:   10/06/2013 12:01:00 AM MDT7 comments

Nathan MacKinnon (Denver Post file)

No hockey player makes the Hall of Fame in two NHL games.

But believe this: Avalanche center Nathan MacKinnon has superstar written all over him.

Sure, MacKinnon is barely 18 years old. There will be bad nights, rough stretches and hard lessons.

MacKinnon, however, is a game changer.

He might not ever be as good as Joe Sakic or Peter Forsberg. But the long-suffering Avalanche should be in the race for a playoff berth all season long because the team was smart enough to select Mac Kinnon over Seth Jones, a defenseman with local ties, in the NHL draft.

"All I want from MacKinnon is so simple: Be himself," Avs coach Patrick Roy said. "There's going to be expectations. People will expect him to win the Calder 
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Trophy. But that's the final product. The start is: Be who you are. Don't try to be the player anybody else expects. That's easy to say, but it's tough to do."

There are 10 technical aspects of MacKinnon's game that can cause you to shake your head in wonder. But what sold me is how a teenager responded to the attempt by Anaheim's Ben Lovejoy to intimidate MacKinnon during his first NHL game.

"I saw him drop the gloves first. So I dropped mine," MacKinnon told me. "I'm not going to run my mouth in this league. I'm not going to chirp. But, in this league, I think you earn your respect with your actions."

A superstar who takes care of himself on the ice?

Reminds you a little of Forsberg, doesn't it?

Peyton Manning owns Denver in 2013.

When Manning is ready to turn in the keys to the city in three years, we know where he can drop them:

In the hands of MacKinnon.
Dater: Paul Stastny could be odd man out with Avalanche by season's end

By Adrian Dater

The Denver Post

Posted:   10/06/2013 12:01:00 AM MDT15 comments

Avalanche center Paul Stastny did not have a productive game in the season opener but had an assist in a Game 2 win over the Nashville Predators. (Karl Gehring, The Denver Post)

It may work out that the Avalanche can keep three very good centers beyond this season in Paul Stastny, Matt Duchene and Nathan MacKinnon. But most everyone believes one of them will have to be traded before too long, and odds are that player will be Stastny.

It may be an uncomfortable topic for everyone around the dressing room, but it is reality. There are only so many minutes to go around for a team's top forwards, and anyone out of the top six more often than not stays slotted in a utility role.

Right now, the Avs have a 22-year-old center in Duchene who just signed a five-year, $30 million contract extension, and an 18-year-old No. 1 draft pick in MacKinnon who could be a superstar. They have a fourth-line center, 
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John Mitchell, who probably deserves to be moved up another level.

Stastny, 27, is in the last year of his contract, which pays him $6.6 million this year, and is a potential unrestricted free agent. If the Avs sign Stastny to a new contract, that means Duchene and MacKinnon probably play fewer minutes and maybe see some of their growth stunted. If Stastny re-signs, he knows he probably is destined for fewer minutes to accommodate the younger players, and his growth is stunted as well.

If Stastny were to resign himself to being a third-line center and could be happy with that, then maybe there's still hope for him here. But he's too young and talented to accept that role. He shouldn't want to just be a third-line center.

The other part of the situation is that the Avs need help on defense, and Stastny would figure to be their best bargaining chip to get it. Some team almost certainly would give up a nice D-man or a top draft choice in a trade.

How well the Avs perform in the first two-thirds of the season is almost certain to determine what happens to Stastny. If the Avs are out of playoff contention, he becomes the perfect rental sell-off to a contender. If the Avs are in the playoff race, odds would be 

higher Stastny stays, but perhaps not too much. Maybe the Avs would feel an imported defenseman, maybe even a one-year rental, would be the missing piece to a possible strong playoff run and would use Stastny as the bargaining chip again.

The Avs got off to a great start Wednesday night against Anaheim, but for Stastny, the numbers were not great. He did not record a point in the 6-1 win and got only one shot on net. He also took two penalties, the second of which caused coach Patrick Roy to shake his head in disgust. Stastny wound up getting just 13:38 of playing time, below that of MacKinnon (15:31) and Duchene (17:50). MacKinnon wowed everyone with his talent.

The Avs probably worry just how well MacKinnon will fit into the league at such a young age. But the more he plays as he did in the season opener, the more the Avs won't feel the need to hedge their bets with a veteran such as Stastny ahead of him.

Stastny has been treated well by the Avs, and he has been a good soldier throughout lots of upheaval around him in recent years. His work ethic is beyond reproach. But business is business, and the Avs have to make a cost-benefit decision on his future.

The Avs don't have to worry about any of this right now. But the clock is ticking on a tough decision.

Adrian Dater: adater @denverpost.com or twitter.com/adater
Posted October 5, 2013, 1:01 pm MT 

Avalanche 2-0, but Patrick Roy not happy with power play (or play of Tyson Barrie)

By Adrian Dater 
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Tyson Barrie (Denver Post file)

Tyson Barrie (Denver Post file)

The only thing coach Patrick Roy said was a negative in Friday’s 3-1 win over Nashville was his team’s power play. Roy said the players did not “battle” hard enough for the puck, that Nashville won too many physical battles for it and that it must improve, “no doubt about it.”

Roy also had some criticism for the play of young Avs D-man Tyson Barrie:

“Tonight, I was not 100 percent happy with Barrie. That’s why I put Parenteau (at the point) sometimes there. Tyson needs to keep his game more simple. When he’s losing the puck at the blue line or he’s making a bad decision at the blue line, this is not what we’re looking for. I think he could be a little bit better in that area.”

Right now, Andre Benoit is the quarterback of the power play on the first unit, and I like the fact that he puts a lot of pucks on net. His slap shot isn’t overpowering, but it gets to the net and he gets rid of the puck quickly. Barrie has tended to hold on to the puck a little too long, but the kid will learn.
Avalanche's Marc-Andre Cliche plays in second NHL game, collects assist vs. Predators

By Adrian Dater

The Denver Post

Posted:   10/05/2013 12:01:00 AM MDT
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Marc-André Cliche has more than 300 games of pro hockey experience. Only one of them, however, has been in the NHL.

That number changed to two Friday night, when Cliche skated for the Avalanche, collecting an assist in its 3-1 win against the Nashville Predators at the Pepsi Center.

With Avs captain Gabe Landeskog out on a day-to-day basis with a leg injury, the Avs moved John Mitchell from fourth-line center to left wing on a line with Paul Stastny and Alex Tanguay, and Cliche took on Mitchell's former role.

"I'm pretty nervous, actually. I didn't get much sleep last night," said Cliche (pronounced "Klish") before the game. "I'm just excited to get in and get a chance to show what I can do."

Cliche was 

Blog: All Things Avs

The Denver Post's Adrian Dater and Mike Chambers post analysis, notes and more on this blog focusing on the Colorado Avalanche.

drafted 56th overall by the New York Rangers in 2005 but has spent most of his pro career in the Los Angeles Kings organization. Unfortunately for him, he spent almost all of it with the team's AHL affiliate in Manchester, N.H. 

Cliche had some good years with the Monarchs, serving as team captain the past four seasons. But the Kings never seemed to have an opening for him, save for one game he played in the 2009-10 season, against the Dallas Stars.

"I think I'm defensive-minded first, but can create chances by getting in on the forecheck," Cliche said.

Cliche, 26, likely will spend some time on the penalty-killing unit as well, coach Patrick Roy said.

Landeskog out.  Roy said Landeskog will resume skating Sunday and will travel with the team on its three-game road trip next week.

Roy said Landeskog was feeling "much better" than he did Thursday.

Footnotes. Nick Holden and Matt Hunwick were healthy scratches for the Avs. ... Defenseman Ryan Wilson (knee) remains on track to return next week. The Avs hope he'll return Saturday at Washington against the Capitals.
DeCock: The more things change for the Canes, the more they stay the same

Published: October 4, 2013  

E-mailPrint

 Related Links:

LinkRead our preview of the upcoming Carolina Hurricanes season

 Related Stories:

Red Wings spoil Hurricanes’ opener with 3-2 win in overtime

Story Photos:

CANESDET16-SP-100413-nosell-CCS   

Recent Headlines

DeCock: Khudobin debut gives Hurricanes the right kind of goalie problem 

DeCock: Wake Forest’s Grobe has old welcome for new rival 

DeCock: The more things change for the Canes, the more they stay the same 

DeCock: Tar Heels headed in wrong direction 

DeCock: Faulk quietly takes a lead role for Canes 

Sports Videos 

Deals!

$49 for 4 Weekly Private Music Lessons (Value $104) 

$49.00 Buy Now!

dealsaver  

Coupons View All 

Petersons' Consigning Design 

10% off all men's clothes

JCPenney 

$10-$20 off

Home Comfort Furniture & Mattress Center 

$100 off purchase of $999+

Search for Deals

Search local inventory, coupons and more

Powered by

Find n Save  

By Luke DeCock - staff columnist — ldecock@newsobserver.com 

RALEIGH — They were 16 seconds away – 16.4 to be exact – from the kind of season-opening win that would provide justification for everything Kirk Muller has tried to preach since arriving here.

All the Carolina Hurricanes had to do was hold a one-goal lead with the Detroit Red Wings net empty and a minute to go, and they would walk away with the win, the points and the kind of positive reinforcement that only winning can deliver.

And then the Red Wings did what the Red Wings do, putting six uber-talented skaters on the ice, and with Cam Ward down and without his stick, Henrik Zetterberg gathered up a loose puck in the slot and scored. 

The eventual overtime game-winner seemed inevitable at that point. Stephen Weiss tapped in a loose puck at the post after Ron Hainsey was unable to clear the crease.

Instead of the optimism of a new season, there was that old sinking feeling. Unable to hold a two-goal lead going into the third, the Hurricanes lost 3-2 in overtime, getting a consolation point that provided little consolation on a night when they appeared headed for a resounding, crowd-pleasing victory.

“Those are games we need to close out and win,” said Hurricanes defenseman Justin Faulk, who had a spectacular game despite the result. “It’s something to learn from.”

You’d think the Hurricanes, even with all the new faces, would have had enough blown leads to learn from, but this one particularly stung. They fought through a first period when the Red Wings had the edge and came away with the early lead, thanks to a strong opening performance by Ward and an opportunistic goal by newcomer Radek Dvorak. They dominated large swaths of the second, tacking on a power-play goal.

It was the style, the tenacity, that really distinguished those two periods from so many others over the past few years. Whatever message Kirk Muller wanted to get across in his first real training camp, it was coming through on the ice.

“In the second period, we came out and saw what kind of team we are,” said Nathan Gerbe, who also scored in his Hurricanes debut. “We’re quick, we get it in and we outwork opponents.”

The Red Wings scored early in the third to make a game of it, then piled on the pressure in the final three minutes, getting chance after chance, with first Faulk and then Ward disarming the best of them. It came down to the final faceoff, Jimmy Howard on the bench, Detroit’s six best skaters on the ice: Daniel Alfredsson, Pavel Datsyuk, Zetterberg, Niklas Kronwall, Weiss, Johan Franzen. Those trump cards did the trick.

It was reminiscent, in a way, of the game-tying goal in Game 3 of the 2002 Stanley Cup finals, when the Red Wings put six Hall of Famers on the ice for a crucial faceoff in the final minutes. Steve Yzerman to Nicklas Lidstrom to Brett Hull to three overtimes to posterity.

That’s ancient history now. The present offered reasons for optimism, a game that demonstrated the kind of reliable goaltending and opportunistic offense that will bring the Hurricanes whatever success they will have this season.

It also raised the same old questions about this team’s mental toughness – its ability not to get a lead, but to hold it. Muller still has so much work ahead of him there. 

DeCock: ldecock@newsobserver.com, @LukeDeCock, 919-829-8947

Read more here: http://www.newsobserver.com/2013/10/04/3254006/decock-the-more-things-change.html#storylink=cpy
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The Canes will rely on a core group of players this season to lead the team. Justin Faulk (left to right), Jordan Staal, Eric Staal, Cam Ward and Jeff Skinner. 
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By Chip Alexander — calexander@newsobserver.com 

There’s a sense of newness about the Carolina Hurricanes with the hockey season about to begin.

The Hurricanes open play in a new NHL division, the Metropolitan. They’re in a restructured Eastern Conference that now includes the Detroit Red Wings, whom they host Friday night in the season-opener at PNC Arena.

Several new faces are on the roster – rookie center Elias Lindholm, winger Nathan Gerbe, defensemen Andrej Sekera and Ron Hainsey, and goalie Anton Khudobin. 

The Hurricanes also will have a different appearance. Their newly styled uniforms have a neat, retro look.

But what hasn’t changed are the team’s mainstays, what Canes coach Kirk Muller likes to call the “core group.” 

Eric Staal and Cam Ward are the only holdovers from Carolina’s 2006 Stanley Cup champions. Jordan Staal also has a Cup ring, but he won his with the Pittsburgh Penguins. 

Jeff Skinner and Justin Faulk are talented young players perhaps on the brink of NHL stardom. Alexander Semin is an explosive forward, capable of making offensive plays that have fans and players alike smiling and shaking their heads. He’s also deceptively good in the defensive zone.

There’s still a lot of grit left in defenseman Tim Gleason and forward Tuomo Ruutu, although both were injured much of preseason.

A lot of money has been invested in those players – or in Faulk’s case, soon will be. Long-term commitments were made. The Hurricanes, absent from the Stanley Cup playoffs since 2009, need a return on the investment and a return to the playoffs.

“There’s always responsibility,” Jordan Staal said. “When you play in the NHL there’s responsibility and accountability. It doesn’t matter how much you make. Everyone holds himself accountable to contribute every night, whether it’s myself, Eric, ‘Wardo.’ Go through the lineup and there’s the same accountability. That’s what good teams do.”

Leadership

For Muller, a good core group is essential, and it’s about more than producing game-winning goals or making dramatic saves. It’s having a group of players he can talk to, to better gauge the heartbeat, the mood and mindset of the team.

“I think what we’d like to do this year is have a real core leadership team,” Muller said. “I think it’s important we meet every 10 games and really have a relationship of it being a two-way street with your leaders.

“It’s important that the core group know you’re open-minded to talk about anything that can make us better, whether it’s travel or practices or games, anything. I think they’re the glue for the team. There’s a strength there. The players have to have a voice.”

Before a recent practice at PNC Arena, Muller and Eric Staal took the ice together. The coach and captain slowly skated about the rink, chatting, and Staal later laughed when he said it wasn’t about the nice weather.

“Most of the time it’s about where I’m at personally or what I feel like could help us,” Staal said. “Obviously I’m a guy who has been around a long time. I think it’s good for him to talk to me and good for me to talk to him, just about the feel in the room and where we’re headed and what maybe some of the guys in the room think we can work on and get stronger at. 

“Those are good conversations because he’s trying to help us get better and I want to help us get better. It’s important for everyone to work together.”

Muller played on a Stanley Cup championship team in Montreal in 1993, and said he was in the Canadiens’ core group with Patrick Roy, Mike Keane, Guy Carbonneau and Brian Bellows. He said they often met with Habs coach Jacques Demers and that Demers would “confront us on everything.”

“But any issues we had, they were addressed and we stayed on course,” he said.

“Staying the course” is a phrase Muller likes to use. And it could be heard again early in the season, with the Canes facing a challenging October schedule.

A tough new division

Red Wings, Philadelphia Flyers, Pittsburgh Penguins, Washington Capitals – those are the first four opponents. The Canes also play the two most recent Stanley Cup champions, the Los Angeles Kings and Chicago Blackhawks, in October.

To reach the playoffs, the Hurricanes must find a way to compete in a division with the Pens, Flyers, Caps, New York Rangers, New York Islanders, New Jersey Devils and Columbus Blue Jackets. It may not take career years from all of their big guns, but it likely will take very good years.

“We need those guys to be solid, consistent,” Muller said. “They need to be on-board and believing in what we’re all about.”

Muller expects his top line of Eric Staal, Semin and Jiri Tlusty to again be one of the league’s best. He expects Jordan Staal, who turned 25 last month, to be one of the league’s most effective two-way forwards – a sentiment shared by Jordan’s big brother. 

“He looks very confident, looks very strong,” Eric Staal said. “Regardless of offensively of what he does, he’s the kind of player you win games with, just the way he plays the game and how he demands better out of the people he plays with. They have to play strong on both sides of the puck.”

That’s what Muller wants from Skinner. He’s only 21 and is capable of scoring 30 or more goals, but Skinner hasn’t yet shown Muller enough defensive intensity.

“If he can make that commitment, I think his offense just comes natural. He’s a goal-scorer,” Muller said. “I think it’s a big year for him.”

It also could be big one for Ward. The goaltender would like to make the Canadian Olympic team. He’d like to get back in the playoffs again. 

Faulk is another potential Olympian for Team USA and will be a restricted free agent after the season. He could be the next to get a long-term contract extension, and he served as an alternate captain during some preseason games with Gleason injured.

Faulk, 21, didn’t know if he should be considered a part of the “core group,” noting, “I’m still pretty young.” But Muller believes he should be one of the leaders.

“We have a core group that should stay together for a long period of time,” general manager Jim Rutherford said. “It’s important they stay healthy and play the way they’re capable of playing, and it’s important for us as a management team to continue to build around them. With this core group we can be a very good team.” 

Alexander: 919-829-8945; Twitter: @ice_chip

Read more here: http://www.newsobserver.com/2013/10/03/3251233/hurricanes-coach-muller-looking.html#storylink=cpy
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The Canes Drayson Bowman (21) and Anton Khudobin (31) defend the goal against the Flyers Matt Read (24) during the first period between the Carolina Hurricanes and Philadelphia at the PNC Arena in Raleigh, N.C. on Oct. 6, 2013. 
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By Luke DeCock - staff columnist — ldecock@newsobserver.com 

RALEIGH — The decision was made long ago to get Anton Khudobin into a game early, and it’s tough to get much earlier than the second game of the season. Having played as well in his first start as Cam Ward played in his, Khudobin gives the Carolina Hurricanes some interesting goalie decisions to make ahead.

There is no goalie controversy brewing after Sunday’s 2-1 win over the Philadelphia Flyers, merely the first partnership of equals the Hurricanes have had in net for a long time. Khudobin, largely unbothered, made a few key saves among his 17 in the kind of do-no-harm performance that only builds confidence in a backup.

Ward, who played well in Friday’s 3-2 overtime loss to the Detroit Red Wings, will surely get the start Tuesday at the Pittsburgh Penguins. After that, who knows?

One school of thought would say Ward needs the work, because he is still the No. 1 guy and the schedule has only one back-to-back in the first 10 games. The other would argue that Khudobin played well enough Sunday to deserve another shot sooner rather than later.

For a hockey coach, it’s the best kind of problem to have. Muller even laughed when asked about it.

“We said we would do it one game at a time right now,” Muller said. “We’ve got tough opponents coming up, two explosive offenses and then a back-to-back with L.A. coming back here. We really wanted to not put it on paper too early, but use both of them early on here to stay fresh and see how it evolves.”

Of all the changes the Hurricanes made this offseason – rebuilding the defense, adding veteran forward Radek Dvorak, giving roster spots to deserving young players like Brett Sutter, Riley Nash and Brett Bellemore – none has bigger potential than Khudobin, signed as a free agent after backing up Tuukka Rask for the Boston Bruins last season.

If the Hurricanes can get 20 starts out of Khudobin, and he can win half of them, it changes everything. It keeps Ward fresher and sharper, especially if the season extends into the playoffs. And if it puts a little more pressure on Ward to play well enough to stay in net, that’s all the better.

In years and coaches past, this game – at home, against the Flyers, only the Hurricanes’ second game in 10 days – would have been a lead-pipe lock for Ward to start. As would Tuesday at the Penguins. And Thursday at the Washington Capitals. And Friday at home against the Los Angeles Kings, a back-to-back, but the difficult kind where the No. 1 guy may play both games.

Under those circumstances, it’s possible the backup might not get a sniff until the second half of the Colorado-Minnesota back-to-back in the middle of the State Fair road trip on Oct. 25, 11 games into the season. It’s different with Khudobin. If anyone was surprised he got his turn so quickly, Khudobin wasn’t.

“I always expect to play and it doesn’t matter when it happens,” Khudobin said. “I just have to be ready anytime. If the coach will give me the chance, I have to be ready, no matter how early or how late.”

He’s also the first backup goalie who is realistically competing for starting time here to begin the season since, arguably, Tom Barrasso in the fall of 2001. He earned that right in the preseason and he only bolstered his case Sunday.

Muller has decisions to make going forward, but at this point, given the play of Ward and Khudobin so far, there’s no wrong answer. 

DeCock: ldecock@newsobserver.com, @LukeDeCock, 919-829-8947
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The Canes Justin Faulk (27) moves the puck up the ice during the second period of an NHL game played between the Carolina Hurricanes and the Toronto Maple Leafs at the PNC Arena in Raleigh, N.C. on Feb. 14, 2013. The Canes beat the Leafs 3-1. 
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By Luke DeCock - staff columnist — ldecock@newsobserver.com 

RALEIGH — Even before Joni Pitkanen was lost for the season, his position as the Carolina Hurricanes’ nominal No. 1 defenseman had been usurped by a shaggy-haired youngster with a perpetually busted lip only six months removed from his 21st birthday.

Justin Faulk’s meteoric rise up the depth chart in Carolina hasn’t gained much attention around the NHL, but this season that may change quickly. Not only will Faulk have a chance to make the U.S. Olympic team, but he’ll also be integral to any success the Hurricanes have.

If his career continues to blossom, Faulk is the kind of player who could end up winning the Norris Trophy someday – at the moment, a laughable assertion to anyone who hasn’t actually watched him play closely and a realistic one to anyone who has.

“If you’re in a larger market, certain players get talked about more than others. That’s just the nature of being in those areas,” Hurricanes captain Eric Staal said. “If he plays the way I know that he can and our team does well, he’ll be as well known as he needs to be, for the right reasons. For a young kid playing that position, I don’t think people realize how good he could be.”

Faulk is a rarity on two fronts: The Hurricanes develop impact defensemen about as often as Chumbawamba has a hit song and they have never had a defenseman with this much potential.

Glen Wesley was a rock in the heart of the defense for more than a decade. The Hurricanes gave up three first-round picks to get him and he played a massive role in building a foundation for the franchise here, but in the latter half of his career he never had the offensive production that inevitably fosters Norris Trophy consideration.

The Hurricanes thought they were drafting this kind of player when they took Jack Johnson with the No. 3 overall pick in 2005, but Johnson refused their entreaties to turn pro in the spring and fall of 2006 and was traded away. Now with his third organization, he has developed into a solid defenseman, but not the once-in-a-generation player he was thought capable of becoming.

Faulk lasted until the second round, 37th overall, of the 2010 draft before his first and only season at Minnesota-Duluth. He may have eluded scouts because he doesn’t stand out in the usual ways, not as a big hitter or offensive dynamo or towering figure, but that’s exactly what makes him so good.

He’s not particularly tall at 6 feet, but he’s solidly built at 215 pounds and is willing to throw his body around. He passes and sees the ice well enough to contribute on the power play and switch the game quickly from defense to offense. He has the hockey sense, skating ability and deft stickwork to defuse attacks with quiet efficiency. What he has lacked is the postseason stage to show off those attributes, something Faulk knows all too well.

“You see at the end of players’ careers, they never won anything,” Faulk said. “I’m not saying it discredits their career, but the better a team does, the better off every individual is on the team. First and foremost, make the playoffs, I think. That’s where I want to be.”

The challenge for Faulk this season is to add more of an edge to his game, to elevate his play more consistently, to take over games when the result is uncertain. He has the ability to do that more often than he does, but it’s easy to forget he’d only be heading into his senior year had he stayed in school.

Because he is that young, Faulk is also the first piece of the Hurricanes’ core for the post-Eric Staal/Cam Ward era. The other pieces have yet to fall into place. Jeff Skinner is being paid like one, but hasn’t played like it lately. Ryan Murphy and Elias Lindholm have a shot, but are far from guaranteed.

For now, Faulk is the vanguard of what the Hurricanes might be 10 years down the road. He’s also the most important piece of their defense right here, right now, right away. 

DeCock: ldecock@newsobserver.com, @LukeDeCock, 919-829-8947
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Devils' Jacob Josefson hoping to get into lineup on road trip
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Jacob Josefson is hoping to get into the Devils' lineup. (Saed Hindash/The Star-Ledger)
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EDMONTON, Alberta – Jacob Josefson is a bit baffled.

 The 22-year-old Swede was the only Devils player to appear in all six preseason games and he seemed ready to step in and finally begin to prove that he can be a productive NHL center.

 However, when the regular season opened, Josefson found himself a healthy scratch. He played in neither the opener in Pittsburgh Thursday night nor in Friday night’s home opener. 

“He’ll be getting a chance, I’m sure. Right now we’re just sorting everything out,” general manager Lou Lamoriello said. “He’s a very talented player. He can skate. Right now the depth down the middle has got him as the odd man out. Both he and (Rostislav) Olesz are in that spot.”

Coach Pete DeBoer has used Patrik Elias, Travis Zajac, Andrei Loktionov and Stephen Gionta as his four centers in the first two games. But even at left wing, where Josefson can play, there is no room with Adam Henrique having skated there against the Islanders

“You always want to be in the lineup and when the body feels good and you’re enjoying playing it’s frustrating not to be in the lineup,” Josefson said. “All I can do is work as hard as I can, stay in good shape and be ready when I get the chance.

“We have a lot of depth on this team. During the preseason I tried to make the decision hard for the coach to take me out of there. If I get in the lineup again I’m going to try and do the same.The only thing I can do is keep my head high.”

At this point, Josefson is not interested in being traded. He wants to stay with the Devils.

“Yeah, no doubt about it. I love the organization,” he said.

 He said he isn’t pondering what the team had in mind by playing him in all six exhibition games.

“Not really. I try not to read into stuff like that,” Josefson said. “I was just glad I got to play a lot of games. I wasn’t sad about that.”

\He managed to stay healthy, not an easy trick for a player who suffered a detached ligament in his thumb as a rookie, broke his clavicle and left wrist the following season and dealt with a foot injury last season.

“He’s always been given that opportunity and every time he started to get going he got hurt,” Lamoriello pointed out. “He’s had serious injuries the last few years,” Lamoriello said. “He had a great training camp. Once he gets in there and gets an opportunity, I’ll be surprised if he doesn’t make the most of it.” 

The Devils open their five-city road trip Monday night against the Oilers at Rexall Place. It is the first of back-to-back games, which gives Josefson hope of getting into the lineup.

“I want to play,” he said. “The last couple of seasons I’ve been up and down and it feels like maybe I didn’t get to show everything. You get better when you play games. That’s what I want to do.”

* * *

Goalie Cory Schneider on the Devils’ winless start: “Obviously disappointing getting one out of four points. Our effort level both nights was pretty good. Whether it was me making a couple moer saves on the first night or not being able to get that go-ahead goal and hang onto to it (against the Islanders), we all feel we can be better. We’re going to have to be.”
Devils coach Pete DeBoer saw something in Martin Brodeur before the 41-year-old goaltender strapped on his pads, emerged from the Zamboni entrance during player introductions and started his 19th consecutive home opener.

“He’s in the best shape I think he’s been in conditioning-wise and weight-wise in a long time,” DeBoer said. “He looks hungry and ready.”

Brodeur wasn’t perfect, but he came through with several vintage-type saves as the Devils picked up their first point of the new season in a 4-3 six-round shootout loss to the Islanders Friday night before a non-sellout crowd of 16,624 at Prudential Center.

“I haven’t played a game in two weeks, let alone an NHL game that counts,” said Brodeur, who made 23 saves and stopped the first five shots he faced in the shootout before Matt Moulson became the first player to score.

“So for me it was good. I enjoyed the way I played. I’d like to get one goal back. I think I made the right decision on the first goal (by Michael Grabner), but I just didn’t get lucky there and the puck slipped through my pad.”

Grabner scored two goals and assisted on one by Frans Nielsen.

“The first one I surprised him. I think he just lost the puck and it went through me,” Brodeur noted. “The second one he kind of made a seeing-eye shot through my legs. I’d like to get that one back. It’s amazing how many breakaways that guy gets. We said it before the game and he still got three or four of them.”

There was reason for optimism from the Devils, who saw Swiss winger Damien Brunner open his account with the team by scoring a pair of goals.

“It’s good when you get some goals early in the season. It gives you confidence,” Brunner said.

 Michael Ryder, another free agent signing, also scored his first goal for the Devils.

“You don’t want to wait too long and feel pressure,” Ryder said, “but it would be better if we’d come up on the winning side and got two points.”

Brunner's second goal tied the score, 3-3, at 7:34 of the third period. Seconds after a Devils power play had ended, Anton Volchenkov’s shot was tipped in front by Ryane Clowe and the puck dropped for Brunner, who lifted it over goalie Evgeni Nabokov's right pad.

The Devils needed Brodeur to send it into overtime and then the shootout.

 Grabner, looking for his hat trick, skated in alone at 9:12 of the third but was robbed by Brodeur. Then, with 6:28 left, he made a save on Pierre-Marc Bouchard, who was in the clear.

In OT, Brodeur’ big save came on John Tavares.

“That’s a big point. We have to start somewhere,” Brodeur said. “A lot of new guys. You could tell a little bit with the shuffling and in the shootout. New face after new face. It’s going to take a little bit of time. We need to give ourselves some time. I think it’s a great thing we’re going on the road. Get to know each other.

“It’s a slow process. I think everybody wants it to be a fast process but the fact is it’s a lot of new players learning a lot of different things about our system and jelling as lines and teammates. This was not a bad game whatsoever. It would’ve been a lot more fun to get two points. It didn’t happen. We’ve got to move on to the road and get some points over there.”

Although the Devils were unable to get two points, it was a memorable home opener.

“It was pretty cool. It’s a real nice arena and the fans can get loud,” Brunner said. “It was cool with the team presentation. It was definitely something special.”

Particularly when new owners Josh Harris and David Blitzer dropped the ceremonial pucks. Blitzer wore a Brodeur jersey.

“I kind of noticed that,” Brodeur said. “I have to ask for a job. I met one right after the game. They’re a class act.”

He doesn’t need to ask for a job just yet.
As road trips go, this is a monster for the Devils, who aren’t happy about short bus rides into Manhattan when there is heavy traffic at the Lincoln Tunnel.

 They will fly 8,000 miles in a span of 13 days to play games in five cities. All but the finale in Ottawa will be stops in western Canada.

 There is one game, however, that figures to be far more intriguing than the rest. That will come Tuesday night in Vancouver when Cory Schneider returns to that city and where signs point to the likelihood of him starting in goal against the Canucks and former goalie partner Roberto Luongo. 

“I’m sure it will be a pretty big deal there with what went on for the last year or two years,” said Schneider, who shared the playing time with Luongo. “It really got blown out of proportion. I’m sure they’ll be excited to welcome me back and compare and see what’s going on.

“For me, it’s a great city and a great hockey town. It was a privilege to have played there but I’ve moved on. I’m enjoying my time and teammates here.”

In five seasons, Schneider appeared in 98 games for the Canucks and went 55-26-8. Luongo played 257 games over that period and was 151-70-29.

 But a controversy developed when Luongo played poorly in the sixth and seventh games of the 2011 Stanley Cup Finals against the Bruins. Canucks GM Mike Gillis shopped Luongo during the lengthy offseason, but did not trade either goalie.

When the lockout ended last January, Schneider was the starter but was pulled on opening night. Ultimately, Schneider isn’t sure if he was the good guy or bad guy in the eyes of Canucks fans during the ongoing controversy. 

“I don’t really know how I was perceived,” Schneider said. “It just seemed that whether it was me or Roberto, people seemed to pick sides, which I never understood because we were teammates.

“We were trying to play well for the team and everyone kind of made it ‘either him or the other guy.’ Both he and I never really understood that. We generally like each other, still get along and have talked to each other up to now. We also supported each other no matter who was playing. Unfortunately not everyone saw it that way.”

Schneider was traded to the Devils on draft day-- June 30—for a first-round pick that was the ninth overall selection. Vancouver took Bo Horvat.

 Now comes Schneider’s return in a Devils sweater. 

“There’s going to be a lot of attention and coverage,” he said. “I felt I had pretty good relationship there with most of the media. I did my best to answer the questions and be accountable and upright. They were pretty fair to me. They judge you and critique you, and that’s fine.

“That’s part of the job. You have to play well. But that’s one of the things that makes it unique. It was a privilege to play in a Canadian hockey city like that where it’s kind of the big deal in town. You learn to deal with it and you can make it more fun sometimes.

“It will be interesting to be on the other side of it, but at the end of the day it’s another important hockey game for us. We need to win, so all that stuff will be short-lived and we’ll have to get down to playing hockey.”

Martin Brodeur, who said he will lean on Schneider for knowledge of Western Conference teams, admits this will be a difficult trip and will be the first indication of what can be expected of this Devils club. 

“Definitely. Western Canada, there are some good hockey teams that we’re not used to seeing,” Brodeur said. “That’s a young team in Edmonton, a new coach in Vancouver, maybe a new style of play in Winnipeg. Who knows? It will be interesting in Calgary. Last year we didn’t have to play against any of these teams, so it’s a little bit of the unknown.” 

They know what’s coming in Vancouver.

“It’ll be exciting. I have a lot of fond memories there and a lot of former teammates who are still friends of mine,” Schneider said. “It’s just another game we need to win. Whoever is in the net has to play really well because they’re a good team. You want to compare yourself to some of the elite teams in the other conference, so this will be a big game.”

* * *

The Devils did not practice today. They are flying to Edmonton this afternoon.
Although the Devils scored three goals in their home opener, they had to settle for one point in their shootout loss to the Islanders.

 "Three goals for us should mean a win,” coach Pete DeBoer said. 

Forward Patrik Elias felt the Devils took a slight step backwards, even though they were shut out Thursday night in Pittsburgh. 

“To be honest, I thought we played a better game in Pittsburgh, especially in the last two periods, than we did the whole game tonight,” Elias said. “We did some good things in the second period and some good things in the third. But, again, we gave them so many opportunities. We have to get that down.”

How did DeBoer feel?

“I probably would agree with that,” the coach said.

 He was disapointed with the defensive breakdowns and did some juggling with his defense pairings.

“I didn’t like what we were seeing. We were a little loose defensively tonight. A small byproduct of that is probably the back-to-backs a little bit. At the same time, we have enough of these back-to-backs (this was the first of 22) we have to learn to play a little bit smarter game in these situations because these are going to be critical points moving forward.

“I thought our defensive zone coverage was pretty good. Our neutral zone a little loose and sloppy. It aws pretty good in Pittsburgh, especially in the second and third. It didn’t carry into tonight. Some credit to them. They throw a lot of speed at you.”

Goalie Martin Brodeur agreed.

“A lot of good things we have to build on,” Brodeur said. “Definitely we didn’t play as tight as we’d like in our own zone but offensively we again created good chances. The last two periods in Pittsburgh were pretty good but I thought most of the game today was good. We were looser defensively than we were in Pittsburgh.”

* * *

DeBoer said he was happy to see the three goals—two from Damien Brunner and one from Michael Ryder.

“I’m sure we’re going to be able to score goals,” DeBoer said. “The guys we have and the chances we created—even in Pittsburgh when we got shut out—we were creating chances. We’re going to score some goals. We have to get some of the other parts of the ice cleaned up.” 

* * *

Jaromir Jagr, 41, played in both games of the back-to-backs.

 He had 23 shifts for 15:40 of iec time in Pittsburgh and 18 shifts for 14:30 against the Islanders. Jagr had one shot on goal in each game.

“He didn’t play in any exhibition games. He missed training camp. Tough spot to throw him into. He gave us some good shifts in overtime down the stretch,” DeBoer said.
denterre

Yesterday

Let's be honest here. Marty gave up three weak goals and flopped around all night. He did make a couple of big saves but those soft ones are backbreakers. They know Grabner always looks for breakaways and they still let it happen not once but three times. Sheer stupidity. Defensemen in general are slow and flat-footed. Other teams including Pittsburgh are playing the trap and no one says anything about it. If we do it everyone screams over it. Sad to see Urbom go because at this point he is better than most of the D we kept. Zidlicky is a major liability as usual. Larsson has to get tougher and smarter but I do like offensively that he always gets his shots through to the net. Volchenkov is a major under-achiever. Not one piece of creativity in the shootout. Every shooter shot it right into Nabakov for easy saves. There is a lot of work to do and we can't be satisfied with only 1 point. Troubling to see that Brodeur thought that was just fine.
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Yesterday

Said this multiple times. Larsson sucks. Send him to AHL. Bring up Fayne. 
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jtdevil

Yesterday

The D is is to slow, Need new blood , Zid , Larson and Sally should have been traded.  

 What do people say when you try the same thing over and over . and get the same result? Let's face ,it Marty was great in his time. It's time to try new Blood. Gelinas, Fayne 
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2 Days Ago

The defense should have been cleaned up. Letting Tallinder go was not enough. Urbom should have stayed and Volchnkov should be in Nashville.
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2 Days Ago

 if you noticed Larsson was benched for almost the entire 3rd period as his play is horrific and not improving. Urbom should have been kept but that is water over the dam now. Fayne will be in his place next game.
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2 Days Ago

Good catch on Larsson. I absolutely noticed that Larsson was mainly benched for the 3rd Period. He is not developing and gets caught flat footed over and over again. Peter Harrold clearly brings more to the table.
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Larsson is too soft. I have yet to see any grit or toughness to his game. I see Merrill and Gelina blowing by him shortly. IMO Harrold is a steal at the price we're paying him.
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2 Days Ago

The real question that needs to be asked is about Brodeurs 2 soft goals let in the net
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2 Days Ago

Three goals are enough to win and 1 shootout goal in 6 attempts against an average goaltending shouldn't be much to ask for. I was shouting to get Jussi Jokinen last year when he was available. Good player, very good shootout player and last year, the Devils struggled in that department
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2 Days Ago

I said it after game 1 and I'll say it again: gotta get Josefson in the lineup for the next game. I'd even considering sitting Jagr to make room for him. I know it's only two games, but Jagr has brought nothing to this team; I have a feeling that the injury that dogged him throughout the preseason is going to limit him all season long.
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2 Days Ago

If he doesn't play he'll never excel....also he'll never be good trade bait if other GM's can't see him play. I would rather see him on the fourth line with Bernie and Olesz.
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Yes, adding JJ and removing JJ would add youth and speed. Imagine that idea. 
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2 Days Ago

Did anybody ask him why they are so impotent in shootouts; not one of their efforts was even close?
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2 Days Ago

We need to get rid of Gionta, Harrold and Volchrnkov.  

All 3 are minor league hockey players. 
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Yesterday

It is very simple, DeBoer blew this one. Brodeur's fathers passing or not based on his past vs Pittsburgh vs Schneider never playing against the likes of Sid, Malkin, Neal and the rest was a no brainer. Plus Schneider putting up 5 periods of zeros vs Isles in pre-season should have been in net last night. Come on, better gets some points out West. Marty is flopping and looks slow again. Not liking what I am seeing here, even after 2 games. 
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I'd love to know how many of you posting these ridiculous comments are left over bandwagon fans, from the cup run a couple years back. I'm not going to get into why the Devils lost, but we are 2 games in. You are starting to remind me of Flyer fans, booeing their team on opening night.
Devils coach Pete DeBoer said goalie Martin Brodeur is ready for the team’s home opener against the Islanders.

 It will be Brodeur’s 19th consecutive home opener and the coach says he is slimmer and hungrier.

“I think he’s good. He skated this morning and he’s ready,” DeBoer said. “He’s in the best shape I think he’s been in conditioning-wise and weight-wise in a long time. He looks hungry and ready.”

DeBoer wasn’t thrilled by his team’s performance in a 3-0 loss to the Penguins.

“Any coach will tell you this time of year there are a lot of areas you want to clean up,” he said. “To put it in a little box for you: I thought we did some things very well, some areas we were good, the handful of mistakes we made they capitalized on.

“They’re that kind of team and so is the team we’re playing tonight. We have to be prepared for that. You make mistakes against teams with Malkin, Crosby, Tavares it’s going to cost you.”

DeBoer did some line tinkering in Pittsburgh and will shake things up again tonight.

“We’re going to flip some more things around today,” the coach revealed. “We kind of juggled the lines again and we’re going to keep doing that until we get some type of chemistry that we like.”

Travis Zajac won’t be skating on the same line with Jaromir Jagr.

“I thought they had some good moments together,” DeBoer said. “But we didn’t score a goal as a group. There wasn’t one combination there that really blew me away.”

Other than Brodeur instead of Cory Schneider, there will be no other lineup changes for the Devils. Jacob Josefson, Mark Fayne and Mattias Tedenby will be scratches.

The Devils will introduce their new slogan before the game: "We are Jersey."

* * *

Andy Greene will wear the second 'A' in tonight's game. Zajac said he doesn't know if it will be a strict policy where he wears the letter for road games and Greene has it for home games.

"I don't know. If I have one on in the next game (in Winnipeg), I'll tell you," Zajac said. "I don't see it as being a big deal to either of us."
Sixteen months ago Mark Fayne was one of two Devils defenseman who played in all 82 regular-season games prior to figuring prominently in the club’s run to the 2012 Stanley Cup Finals.

 Captain Bryce Salvador was the other.

 But as the Devils opened their 31st season, Fayne was the odd man out on defense. He was scratched from Thursday night’s season-opening 3-0 loss in Pittsburgh and isn’t in the lineup again for tonight’s home opener at Prudential Center.

“We’ve got seven capable D and a few more down in the minors right now. I don’t think any spots are solid,” Fayne said after a grueling morning practice with assistant coach Mike Foligno. “I think I’m going to have to earn a spot through practice and these conditioning skates and try to get back out there.

“I know that once I get in there my job is to not come out. Right now I just have to have the mindset of just getting back into a game. You can’t worry about too much or look down the line because that will just get in your head and ruin your confidence. Right now I have to think back on the Stanley Cup run and all the other good memories I’ve had playing and draw from those.”

Fayne, 26, seemed to be on the verge of a steady spot in the lineup as one of the Devils’ top defensemen. But last season he dealt with a couple of injuries while appearing in 31 of 48 games.

 The coaching staff seemed to lose a little faith in the Nashua, N.H., native.

“I got hurt at the end of last year, so I was out for the last eight games or so. I think that is what they were going off (coming into training camp). Then they made decisions off what they saw in camp. I just have to deal with it and fix it,” Fayne said.

“I think I had a solid camp, but I think everyone did. I think it was very competitive all the way to the end having (Alex) Urbom staying up and having (Eric) Gelinas and (Jon) Merrill sent down at the very end. With the number of D we had, it was very close. That’s what you want in camp. You want everbody pushing each other. I don’t think there is much separation from the top to bottom. As a team that’s what you want. As an individual it makes everybody stay on top of their game.” 

Fayne said he is “perfectly” healthy now. 

 Interestingly, the Devils kept eight defensemen after training camp. To clear enough roster space they had to put Urbom on waivers with the hope of slipping him through and sending him back to Albany (AHL).

 But the Washington Capitals claimed Urbom on Thursday. He will have a spot on coach Adam Oates’ club for at least a month.

 Fayne could have viewed the loss of Urbom as a plus for himself, but he was happier for the 22-year-old Swede.

“To be honest, I was happy for him because that means he has to stay up for a month. I don’t think he’s really had that opportunity yet of being with a team for a full month,” Fayne said. “I think that’s going to give him an opportunity to show what he has. I know Oatsie liked him back when he was here. I think it’s good he’s goingto get a legitimate 30-day trial. I’m confident he’s going to stay all year.”

The Devils will begin a five-game Canadian road trip Monday night in Edmonton. Fayne would figure to get back into the lineup at some point during the trip, with a chance to reclaim his spot as a regular.
PITTSBURGH -- Jaromir Jagr was booed by Penguins fans every time he touched the puck Thursday night at Consol Energy Center, but the big winger was cheered by his coach after making his Devils debut.

“I thought he was excellent,” Pete DeBoer said of Jagr. “He worked his butt off.”

Jagr, of course, did not play a preseason game, so this was his true debut. He skated on a line with Travis Zajac and Adam Henrique.

“I felt okay,” Jagr said. “We had the puck most of the night and tried to cycle. It’s going to get better when we get to know each other a little more. So you can do it on a quicker speed so you don’t have to think about where the guy is, you’ll know where he is.

“We just gave then too many odd-man rushes. They were just waiting for their chances, coming a hundred miles an hour through the neutral zone just waiting for any mistakes you make.

"I felt like we were getting better in the second and third periods. But you're down, 2-0, so you have to open it up a little. It's a long season. There are a lot of new pieces to this team. We have to learn to play together."

* * *

Defenseman Anton Volchenkov, who fell down along the left wing boards in the offensive zone before Pittsburgh's first goal, said he was knocked down.

"It looked like (Chris) Kunitz pushed me in the back," Volchenkov said.

Volchenkov, like Jagr, wasn't discouraged by the 3-0 loss.

"It's just the start of the season," he said. "There are still 81 to go."

* * *

Ryane Clowe, involved in a first period fight with Tanner Glass, had two cuts above his right eyebrow.

"No stitches. Just a shiner. First game, I like that," Clowe said.
PITTSBURGH — After a turbulent summer in which the Devils lost Ilya Kovalchuk and David Clarkson, the immediate concern was scoring goals.

That didn’t change on opening night as the Devils were shut out by Marc-Andre Fleury and the Pittsburgh Penguins, 3-0, Thursday night at Consol Energy Center.

It was the second time the Devils have been shut out in an opener, the first by the Flyers on Oct. 8, 2011. They were shut out four times during last season’s abbreviated 48-game schedule.

Cory Schneider, making his Devils debut in goal, suffered the loss as the Penguins scored twice in the opening period.

Still hopeful of a comeback, the Devils saw the game slip away when Craig Adams, playing in his 800th career NHL game, gave the Penguins a 3-0 lead at 11:42 of the third period. 

Tanner Glass started the breakout from his own end and it was Evgeni Malkin’s cross-ice pass that allowed Adams to beat Schneider on his glove side from just above the right circle.

When Adam Henrique was pulled down by Penguins defenseman Matt Niskanen with 3:59 remaining, he was awarded a penalty shot. Fleury made a right pad save on Henrique to preserve the shutout.

With 2:25 to go, Marek Zidlicky put a shot on net and Clowe tried to jam the rebound inside the left post. Fleury made another pad save.

Jaromir Jagr, Damien Brunner, Michael Ryder and Ryane Clowe all made their Devils debuts in the loss. 

"I know the media doesn’t give us many chances to make the playoffs but I think we can prove a lot of people wrong," Jagr said of the Devils’ chances this season.
PITTSBURGH—Over the years, Jaromir Jagr has heard stories about the Devils and general manager Lou Lamoriello’s strict rules.

 Consequently, playing for the Devils when he was young had no appeal to Jagr.

“I heard a lot of rumors about how the Devils run their organization. I knew there were strict rules everybody has to follow,” Jagr said today. “I don’t mind that at all. Maybe it would be different for me 15 years ago, but I agree with that. Whatever Lou tries to do, he wants everybody on the team to feel important.”

Jagr’s viewpoint has changed.

“I think you’re more selfish when you’re younger,” he said. “There is more pressure on you. You have to produce. You want to be treated differently. At least that’s the way I was, I guess. Now I see I was wrong.”

In his first game for the Devils, Jagr was set to skate at right wing with Travis Zajac and Adam Henrique.

 Henrique was born eight months before Jagr broke into the NHL with the Penguins in 1990. 

“It’s pretty funny,” Henrique said. “He’s a legend. Having him and Marty (Brodeur) as teammates is pretty cool. He’s a guy you talk to and try to learn as much a possible if you can because he’s been in every situation. He’s won. When he speaks, you listen. If you have questions, you ask him. I try to avoid the age thing, but I bug him once in a while about it.”

Jagr is 41.

“It’s pretty neat to have a chance to play with him. Whether this is his last year or not, to be able to be his teammate is pretty cool,” Henrique said. “It’s only my third year in the league. You try to talk to those guys and learn as much as possible from them. You can learn so many little things by just watching them and listening to them and talking to them.”

Zajac said that as a kid he watched Jagr play for the Pens. 

“Hopefully he’s not going to watch me anymore. I need help. I need big help,” Jagr joked.

 Jagr said he hopes his younger linemates don’t look to feed him the puck all the time. He joked that he’s had the puck plenty for 25 years.

“I don’t think you can just keep trying to look for one guy out there on the ice. If you do, I think it takes away from the whole line,” Henrique noted. “If the play is there, you make the play. If it’s not, you have to get pucks in and create chances for ourselves. That’s something I want to work on with my own game, getting more shot opportunities and chances. I think we just have to go out there and play. As we do that, I think the chemistry will build. Hopefully we can find that right away.”

Jagr was questioned by the Pittsburgh media about his time with the Penguins. He was asked if he’d like to see his No. 68 retired by the team.

“It’s not up to me. I’m not thinking about retirement yet,” he said. “It’s up to the organization how they feel. Lately the fans don’t really appreciate me here. I don’t know if it would be a good idea or not.”

Has he had issues with Pittsburgh fans?

“I never really had any issues with the fans. They supported us so well over the years I was here,” Jagr said. “We made the playoffs every year, so they were even more excited. They’re crazy sports fans and that’s good.”

PITTSBURGH— Over a career in which he has won 669 games, the NHL record, Devils goalie Martin Brodeur has never endured too many low points.

 But he felt for Penguins goalie Marc-Andre Fleury, who wound up struggling in the playoffs last season and lost his job to Tomas Vokoun. Worse, Fleury was asked to see a psychologist during the offseason and the Penguins brought in a new goalie coach in Mike Bales.

“Good thing they never asked me (to do) that. I could’ve been there for a long time,” Brodeur joked about a psychologist.

 As for Fleury, Brodeur said: “I like the way he plays. I like his style of play. It’s always tough when you don’t perform the way people think you can. Your expectations snowball on you a little bit.

“It’s unfortunate. I felt for him when it happened. He’s a good friend of mine, but it’s part of being a goalie. Consistency is a big thing. You can be good one year, but you need to be good every year.”

Brodeur didn’t take notes on Fleury, but he has an idea what might have happened. The goalie seemed unsure about the play in front of him.

“I haven’t really watched much, but I think you can tell by how he exploded out of control sometimes,” Brodeur explained. “That means he doesn’t really know what is going on. He’s just kind of moving as quick as possible and getting himself out of position.

“When he had teams that were maybe a little more tight, you don’t have to make those type of saves. I know. I’ve played on teams that got chaotic and at one point you lose yourself and it snowballs. You can’t play your game. Maybe that’s what happened to him.”

Brodeur said Fleury, who starts in goal tonight against Cory Schneider and the Devils, should bounce back.

“He’s shown that he’s able to play well. You don’t make two trips to the Stanley Cup Finals and then you should be pulled in the playoff series,” he said. “It worked out well for (the Penguins) because of the way Vokoun played, but it’s unfortunate for him. I hope he gets back on track.”

The new goalie coach could help Fleury.

“For me it’s not much technique. It’s more of a mental game and my approach to the game that I rely on my goalie coach. I think nobody can really teach the way I play anyway. It’s a little too late to change, too,” Brodeur joked. “Maybe at this stage (for Fleury) a new voice is good.”

As for his own mental state in seeing his streak of 18 straight opening night starts, Brodeur said he is fine.

“When I come in every season and I’m still healthy, my streak is still alive for me, even though I’m not playing tonight,” he said, adding: “It’s not my choice I’m not playing.”

Asked about what he envisions for the Devils this season, Brodeur said some added offense. 

“I think it’s a different makeup than a lot of years. We have a lot of depth that can score goals on different lines,” he said. “Before we relied a lot on the first line and a little bit on the second. That’s why we never really scored many goals. I think this year we feel we’re a little more well-rounded as far as our four lines to be able to cointribute offensively.

“Our system hasn’t changed much. We tweaked a few little things. Since Pete came, for a goalie you know what to expect.”

PITTSBURGH -- The Devils lost a top prospect today when the Washington Capitals claimed defenseman Alex Urbom off waivers.

Urbom, 22, was the Devils' third pick (73rd overall) in the 2009 entry draft.

"You make these decisions and you don't look back," general manager Lou Lamoriello said. "It's a compliment to the depth we have. No question he's a bright prospect."

The Devils activated Patrik Elias off injured reserve.

Although Lamoriello and coach Pete DeBoer said before and during training camp that several young defensemen were knocking at the door to make the team, no one did.

"It just worked out that way. A couple of veterans made it so they didn't allow the change to be made," Lamoriello explained. "But they'll (young prospects) be in there before it's over."

DeBoer said of losing Urbom: "Anytime somebody you've poured time, energy and resources into potentially moves on, that's not easy. It also bodes to the depth of the organization at that position."

* * *

Forwards Rostislav Olesz and Jacob Josefson, along with defenseman Mark Fayne, will be scratches in tonight's opener.

"It was a tough decision," DeBoer said. "I met with the four guys at the end of the pregame skate today. I think all four of those guys played well in preseason and made the decision tonight tough. I think that's a strength with this group, the depth. We're going to have to rely on all those guys at different points and maybe sooner than later."

Mattias Tedenby, on the trip, remains on non-roster IR.

Changes could be made for the home opener,

"We could. We're going to take the night (to decide) but when you have quality people like that sitting on the sidelines, it's definitely an option," DeBoer said.

* * *

Travis Zajac, centering a line with wingers Adam Henrique and Jaromir Jagr, said when he was a kid he watched Jagr play for the Penguins.

"Hopefully he's not going to watch me anymore," Jagr joked. "I need help. I need big help>'

Henrique was born four months before Jagr broke into the NHL in 1990.

"It's pretty funny. He's a legend," Henrique said. "Having him and Marty (Brodeur) as teammates is pretty cool." 
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PITTSBURGH-- The Devils will activate Patrik Elias today as they await their regular season opener against the Penguins at Consol Energy Center.

Cory Schneider will start in goal for the Devils tonight against Marc-Andre Fleury of the Penguins.

The Devils' lines in the morning skate:

Ryane Clowe-Patrik Elias-Damien Brunner

 Adam Henrique-Travis Zajac-Jaromir Jagr

 Dainius Zubrus-Andrei Loktionov-Michael Ryder

 Ryan Carter-Stephen Gionta-Steve Bernier

 Rostislav Olesz-Jacob Josefson-Mattias Tedenby

Coch Pete DeBoer called Olesz, Josefson, Mark Fayne and Tedenby over at the end of teh skate. They will be scratches.

 Tedenby, who is on non-roster injured reserve, is with the club.

PITTSBURGH – Along with Mario Lemieux, it was Jaromir Jagr who spearheaded the Pittsburgh Penguins’ two Stanley Cup championships in 1991 and ’92.

 But Jagr, who will make his Devils debut Thursday night at Consol Energy Center, knows the reception he’ll get from Pittsburgh fans.

“They’re going to boo me,” Jagr said with a smile.

 Jagr suggested that many current fans were young when he played for the Penguins and they might not even know he was a star for the team for 11 seasons before he was traded to the Washington Capitals with Frantisek Kucera for Kris Beech, Michal Sivek, Ross Lupaschuk and future considerations on July 11, 2001.

 He is being modest. Penguins fans, among the best in hockey, are well aware that Jagr won the Hart Trophy as the NHL’s Most Valuable Player in 1999 and led the league in scoring four times.

 Jagr’s days in Pittsburgh spanned more than just the championship days.

“There were different eras in Pittsburgh,” he recalled. “We had a great team, then we went through the bankruptcy, so we had 11 guys from the minors. There were different challenges in Pittsburgh. Every year was a different challenge.

“When we had a good team with talent, we wanted to win the Stanley Cup. Then, with bankruptcy, money was tight. They gave 11 guys from the minors a chance. They rose to the challenge and worked hard and we made the playoffs and went to the second round.”

Jagr, 41, acknowledged that he “played my best hockey” in Pittsburgh, but he also played for some teams that could have won. The Boston Bruins came close last spring.

Does he feel he should have won more than the two Cups he did win, particularly in Pittsburgh? 

“We had good teams, but there were a lot of good teams,” Jagr said. “There were 30 teams fighting for one Cup. Sometimes even when you have the best team there is no guarantee you’re going to win the Stanley Cup. So many great players on teams never won it.”

Jagr is no longer the dominant player he was in his Pittsburgh days, but he is still viewed as a big-time player by some.

The big winger said he is still feeling his way with the Devils, having missed all six preseason games.

“I don’t look at myself like I’m a big time player,” he said with conviction. “Any start with any team is tough for anybody. You have to learn the system. I didn’t play in any (preseason) games. Even in practices we (the Devils) play differently than most teams, so you’re kind of thinking more than playing.”

He returns with the Devils to the place where his NHL career began. Jagr has had many “homecomings” to Pittsburgh over the years and points out he’s played longer wearing other jerseys than as a Penguin. 

 Perhaps Penguins fans will realize this could be Jagr’s final NHL season. Maybe he won’t be booed as he gives the Devils whatever he has left.

“I always want to play the best I can play. I did everything to be good. Some things you cannot control, but I’m going to give my best,” he said.
PITTSBURGH — It begins with a harsh taste of what lies ahead for the Devils: An 82-date season of back-to-back games, increased travel, a compressed schedule because of the 2014 Winter Olympics and a realignment that will make it more difficult than ever to qualify for the playoffs in the Eastern Conference.

The Devils open their regular season tonight by facing the Pittsburgh Penguins at Consol Energy Center before playing their home opener against the Islanders tomorrow night at Prudential Center. It’s a lot like being awakened in the morning by a slap across the face instead of the sounds of a clock radio.

"It’s been tough the last few years to make the playoffs," veteran forward Patrik Elias said. "And I think it’s going to be even tougher this season."

Coach Pete DeBoer said the Devils, who have missed the playoffs two of the last three seasons, are ready for the challenge.

"I know what we’re dealing with. You read the prognosticators and everyone saying it’s going to be a tougher road to the playoffs," DeBoer said. "For me, it’s a tough road in this league to the playoffs every single year regardless of the division, the schedule, the number of back-to-backs or the alignment. That doesn’t change this year." 

It is the degree of difficulty that changes because of several factors:

• Realignment has brought the Detroit Red Wings and Columbus Blue Jackets, two strong teams, to the Eastern Conference.

• The Devils have 22 sets of back-to-back games this season and they face two lengthy western road trips before Thanksgiving.

• Eight of the 16 Eastern Conference teams will make the playoffs, compared to eight of 14 clubs in the West. And only the top three teams in the Metropolitan and Atlantic Divisions are guaranteed postseason spots, with the other two being decided on the best record in either division.

"We’ve typically been in a tough division and tough conference. I think they say statistically it’s more difficult in our conference than in the West to make the playoffs, so you don’t like to add any more challenges than you already have," Devils captain Bryce Salvador said. "But making the playoffs is always a challenge. It just comes down to having a great start and mounting points. I think there are going to be a lot of close games, like last year, where we need to find a way to get those points."

The Devils are now in the Metropolitan Division along with Pittsburgh, the Rangers, Philadelphia, Columbus, the Islanders, Washington and Carolina. 

"I thought our division was the toughest before. Now we have Washington and Columbus in our division," Elias noted. "With those two teams coming over, that will make it even harder."

Then there is the travel. The Devils have been spoiled in recent years. They still have bus rides to Madison Square Garden, Long Island and Philadelphia, but there are more games west of the Mississippi.

"I think the biggest thing I’ve seen is our travel has probably increased 25 percent from previous years just because of the number of games we’re playing in the Western Conference as opposed to the past," DeBoer said.

"You’ve got a condensed schedule because of the Olympics. If you look at our roster, we’re going to have a handful of guys who’ll play in the Olympics. With the back-to-backs and the increased travel, our depth is going to have to be a key." 

Having a goaltending tandem of Martin Brodeur and Cory Schneider will be vital with so many back-to-back games. 

"If you’re looking for a positive, what I like about it is we have a great 1-2 goalie combination," Salvador said. "If we’re all going to be in this situation, it’s nice that if Marty needs a rest you have a bonafide No. 1 coming in for the second game of a back-to-back. I think that’s going to be a good strength for us. Hopefully that does become a factor and something we’re able to capitalize on."

But what about the skaters, including 41-year-old Jaromir Jagr and the 37-year-old Elias?

"It’s a big thing," Jagr said. "It might be tough on some guys who play a lot, but we have four lines. I think we’ll roll four lines. Especially in back-to-backs. There were a lot of back-to-back games last year, plus traveling. But I should be fine."

DeBoer said the Devils can always utilize their minor-league team in Albany (AHL).

"I think Lou (Lamoriello) has built the team and the organization this year around having that type of depth," the coach explained. "There are some players not on our opening day roster that can come in at any point and help us for extended periods."

Elias said: "Since 2000, I haven’t seen this much depth on our team. There is a good feeling here."

As the Devils proved in 2012, anything can happen if they make the playoffs. It’s getting in that will be the trick.

"No need to say much about Detroit. You know what you’re going to get from them," Salvador said. "And Columbus has been playing strong the last couple of years. Their young guys are starting to play well and it seems like that organization is starting to climb. They fell just short last year, so you know you’re going to get a hard-working team there. I’m sure those two teams will like playing in their own time zone
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Devils coach Pete DeBoer has seen the predictions.

His team won't make the playoffs.

But DeBoer had a different view after practice today.

"I think we're capable of winning the Stanley Cup," he said. "We got into every season with that mindset. We've got a lot of guys in that room and on this team that less than 24 months ago were playing in Game 6 of a Stanley Cup Final.

"I think that's our mindset and the predictions are just more fuel for our fire."
The Devils are nearly 24 hours away from beginning their season in Pittsburgh and there's one certainty about the lineup: as The Star-Ledger's Rich Chere reported, Cory Schneider will be in goal for New Jersey, while Martin Brodeur will play on Friday. 

But what should the line combinations look like for the game against Pittsburgh?

Chere noted today that the lines in practice were:

Adam Henrique-Travis Zajac-Jaromir Jagr

 Ryane Clowe-Patrik Elias-Damien Brunner

 Dainius Zubrus-Andrei Loktionov-Michael Ryder

 Ryan Carter-Stephen Gionta-Steve Bernier

 Rotislav Olesz-Jacob Josefson-Mattias Tedenby

Obviously, that last group may not play -- Chere reported Tedenby is on injured reserve, while Josefson and Olesz were skating as "extras." But Pete DeBoer said the final decision hasn't been made on the lineup. 

Defensively, Chere reported it was Bryce Salvador-Marek Zidlicky, Andy Greene-Adam Larsson and Anton Volchenkov-Mark Fayne. 

So who should be in the lineup tomorrow night? What adjustments would you make to those lineup combinations? Head down to the comments section below and discuss
Martin Brodeur’s streak of starting 18 consecutive opening nights, an NHL record, will come to an end Thursday in Pittsburgh when Cory Schneider starts in goal against the Penguins.

Brodeur will be in net for Friday night’s home opener against the Islanders.

“I don’t know if there are any guys who did it more often than me,” Brodeur said of the 18 straight opening night starts. “I doubt somebody will (break the record). That’s kind of a tough one.

“I had a good run. We’ll keep one of the two alive, I guess, with Friday’s game.”

Brodeur said he could have started if coach Pete DeBoer had chosen him.

“Definitely. I had a few days of practice and I’m ready to go,” Brodeur said. “If I would’ve played this one you would’ve asked the same question about the home opener. I know I was not going to play both.

“I haven’t seen much action in preseason, so it’ll be nice to get a game day, be on the ice and the bench and look at the speed and different things. I think that’s going to help me out.”

DeBoer said it was an easy decision because Brodeur missed last weekend to attend the funeral of his father.

“It actually ended up being a fairly easy decision just based on the last week and a half Marty has had and what he’s dealt with,” the coach said. “There was no sense. We were able to give him the extra day with back-to-back games. It just felt like the right thing to do.

“He was gone for three or four days there. Anytime you take that type of time off this time of year you have to work your way back into it. But I thought he looked great today.”

Schneider looked great in preseason, stopping 79 of 80 shots for an 0.30 goals-against average and 98.8 save percentage.

“I’m very excited. Any time you get to open the season for your team it’s a big honor and a privilege,” Schneider said. “It’s going to be a tough one right off the bat with Pittsburgh. I’m really looking forward to it. It’s fun to be playing hockey in October rather than waiting until January, I think it was last year.”

He said he wasn’t surprised.

“Not really. I’ve always come to expect and be prepared for everything,” Schneider said. “The last few years in Vancouver starting games I didn’t think I’d start or maybe not starting games I thought I might have.”

Patrik Elias joked: "Maybe Marty will be a homer."

DeBoer said giving Brodeur the game at Prudential Center for the home opener wasn't a significant factor.

"It probably makes sense. I can tell you that wasn't the thought process. It didn't play a huge factor in it," DeBoer said. "It was more timing that we could guve him an extra day for what he's been through. We skate tomorrow morning so he'll get another day of practice."

Schneider said he still doesn't know how the work load will break down this season.

"I'm not sure how it's going to work. Marty and I are very capable goalies and I think that's a good thing to have on a team," Schneider said. "I'm sure they're going to try to utilize us both as much as they can." 

* * *

Forwards Jacob Josefson and Rostislav Olesz, along with defenseman Mark Fayne, skated as extras today. However, DeBoer said that could change in Pittsburgh.

"We're going to decide in the morning," DeBoer said. "We're still dealing with some minor things."

Mattias Tedenby is on non-roster injured reserve.

* * *

With Alex Urbom placed on waivers today, that opens a roster spot for Elias.

"All I can tell you is I feel good the last couple of practices," Elias said. "So I'm good."

* * *

 Travis Zajac is excited about the possibility of centering a line with future Hall of Famer Jaromir Jagr. Those two skated with Adam Henrique today.

"It's kind of cool," Zajac said. "He can still play at his age. He's got great hands. You see him in practice how he protects the puck. He makes the little plays. If we support each other well, I think we can create some offense. I think my job with him on the ice is going to be to try and make sure I'm close to him at all times and be ready to receive or give him the puck."

When did Zajac first see Jagr play?

"I watched him play in Pittsburgh when I was younger," he said. "I never thought I'd get the chance to play with him, so it's going to be a great experience. There's a lot to learn from him. He makes people around him better." 

* * *

Penguins goalie Marc-Andre Fleury will enters Thursday night's game looking for his 250th career NHL victory. Fleury would become the ninth active goalie to reach that milestone.

The eight active goaltenders with 250 victories:

Martin Brodeur, New Jersey 669

 Roberto Luongo, Vancouver 348

 Evgeni Nabokov, Islanders 335

 Nikolai Khabibulin, Chicago 332

 Tomas Vokoun, Pittsburgh 300

 Henrik Lundqvist, Rangers 276

 Ryan Miller, Buffalo 269

 Jean-Sebastien Giguere, Colorado 251
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The Devils placed Swedish defenseman Alex Urbom on waivers today to open a roster spot for forward Patrik Elias.

General manager Lou Lamoriello, who said Elias will play Thursday night in Pittsburgh, knows he could lose Urbom on waivers.

"We don't want to lose him, but you make decisions," Lamoriello said. "You never want to lose any players. Anytime you put someone on waivers it's difficult. It will open a roster spot for Patrik."

If Urbom clears waivers at noon Thursday, he will be assigned to Albany (AHL).

"We carried eight defensemen last year. Right now we're going to carry an extra forward," Lamoriello said. "It was either a forward or a defenseman. We certainly have depth at defense."

Urbom, 22, wore No. 33 in the preseason but was given No. 22 on Monday. He has played 14 NHL games for the Devils and has two goals with no assists and nine penalty minutes.

"Those roster decisions, I said earlier I want the 20 best guys available to us healthy to help us win tomorrow night and Friday night," coach Pete DeBoer said. "What Lou does with the rest of the roster and those decisions are his decisions to make.

"Urbie had a really good camp. I thought he's really come a long way in the last three years that I've been in the organization. He's knocking on the door." 

The 6-5, 215-pound Urbom was the Devils' third pick (73rd overall) in the 2009 entry draft. In three preseason games this year, he had one assist without a goal with seven penalty minutes.

The Devils practiced on the main rink in Prudential Center today before leaving for Pittsburgh. Former goalie coach Jacques Caron watched practice.

The Devils have seven defensemen and 14 forwards, not including Mattias Tedenby (non-roster injured reserve).

Here is the Devils' opening night roster:

No. Player Pos. Ht. Wt. Hometown

2. Marek Zidlicky D 5-11 190 Most, Czech Rep.

 5. Adam Larsson D 6-3 205 Skelleftea, Swe.

 6. Andy Greene D 5-11 190 Trenton, MI

 7. Mark Fayne D 6-3 210 Nashua, NH

 8. Dainius Zubrus RW 6-5 225 Elektrenai, Lit.

 10. Peter Harrold D 5-11 180 Kirtland Hills, OH

 11. Stephen Gionta C 5-7 185 Rochester, NY

 12. Damien Brunner RW 5-10 185 Oberlunkhofen, Swi.

 14. Adam Henrique C 6-0 195 Brantford, Ont.

 16. Jacob Josefson C 6-1 195 Stockholm, Swe.

 17. Michael Ryder RW 6-1 200 St. John’s, Nfld.

 18. Steve Bernier RW 6-3 215 Quebec City, Que.

 19. Travis Zajac C 6-3 205 Winnipeg, Man.

 20. Ryan Carter LW 6-1 205 White Bear Lake, MN

 21. Andrei Loktionov C 5-11 190 Voskresensk, Rus.

 24. Bryce Salvador (C) D 6-4 215 Brandon, Man.

 25. Rostislav Olesz LW 6-2 215 Bilovec, Czech Rep.

 26. Patrik Elias C 6-1, 195 Trebic, Czech Rep.

 28. Anton Volchenkov D 6-1 220 Moscow, Rus.

 29. Ryane Clowe LW 6-3 225 St. John’s, Nfld.

 30. Martin Brodeur G 6-2 220 Montreal, Que.

 35. Cory Schneider G 6-2 200 Marblehead, MA

 68. Jaromir Jagr RW 6-3 230 Kladno, Czech Rep.

* * *

Devils lines today:

Henrique-Zajac-Jagr

 Clowe-Elias-Brunner

 Zubrus-Loktionov-Ryder

 Carter-Gionta-Bernier

 Olesz-Josefson-Tedenby

Defensemen:

Salvador-Zidlicky

 Greene-Larsson

 Volchenkov-Harrold

 Fayne

Goalies

Martin Brodeur and Cory Schneider
Jaromir Jagr has more than just a guaranteed place in the Hockey Hall of Fame. He is already ranked among the upper echelon of stars who’ve played the game, alongside names like Wayne Gretzky, Gordie Howe, Mario Lemieux, Bobby Orr and Phil Esposito.

So why would Jagr, 41, risk tarnishing his reputation at this late stage of his career by playing too long? And why would he do it on a Devils team few believe is capable of winning a Stanley Cup, which would be his third?

"I don’t care about reputation. I play because I love the game," Jagr said Tuesday. "I know people say, ‘Finish on top.’ I don’t agree with that. I’m different. I never played the game because I wanted to be one of the greats. I play because I love this game.

"Even though I’m not what I used to be, I still love the game. I have the same love I had before. People get old. They still love their lives, but they cannot do what they used to do. Are you going to kill yourself? That’s me. I’m going to fight to the end. There are probably a lot of people who don’t agree with me, but I don’t really care.

"Why should I stop doing something that I love? Because I’m going to hurt my name? So what? Are they going to criticize me that I can’t play anymore, that I’m awful? Who cares? As long as I’m giving my best and somebody appreciates my work, I’m happy with that. I’m kind of different that way. You learn to put your ego aside."

Jagr plans to begin his 20th NHL season when the Devils face the Penguins Thursday night at Consol Energy Center in Pittsburgh.

Bothered by a groin/hip injury for most of the preseason, he did not play in any exhibition games. But he has recovered, and Devils coach Pete DeBoer has used him on the first power play unit and at right wing on a line with Travis Zajac and Adam Henrique. 

"I’m pain-free, so that’s a good sign. It’s going to be my first game, if I play," Jagr said.

He ranks eighth on the all-time NHL scoring list with 1,688 points. Lemieux is just ahead with 1,723.

Jagr is 10th all-time in goals (681) behind Lemieux (690) and 12th in assists (1,007) behind Joe Sakic (1,016).

But what can the Devils really expect from him at this stage?

"Obviously you can see, just watching him, the world-class skill and the plays he’s able to make," DeBoer said. "For me it’s just finding that balance where we allow him and afford him the opportunity to be creative at the right times, and at the same time he gets a good handle on our expectations system-wise and fitting in that way."

Jagr said he won’t set personal goals, but he senses the Devils are a better team than prognosticators have indicated.

"I don’t put any goals on myself anymore. When I was younger it was different. When I came back from Russia (after playing there from 2009-11) I kind of had a different role than before, so I changed," he said.

"For the team, I think we might surprise a lot of people. Nobody really gives us any chance. Maybe that will be an advantage for us."

Pittsburgh, of course, is where Jagr won his two Cups — in his first two NHL seasons. It is also where he learned what it takes by playing alongside Lemieux. 

"The biggest thing for me is I had a chance to learn from the best. There are not that many guys who have that opportunity to learn from the best," Jagr said. "Even though I had talent, if you don’t have a teacher you can follow, it’s not going to develop. Talent is one thing. You need somebody to show you the way. Playing with Mario was the best thing that ever happened to me.

"I had a chance to see him every day — how he practiced, how he played. Other guys from other teams saw him twice a year. I played with Mario and Gretzky. Even though they were different and had that talent, I think they were blessed."

Another legend — Martin Brodeur — is happy Jagr was signed to a one-year, $2 million contract that includes a $2 million bonus for 40 games played.

"It’s fun. It gives us such a different dimension, especially on the power play with his patience, skill, strength and size," Brodeur said. "It will be interesting to see how he’ll fit with our players. But for me, he’s a guy I’ve played against all my life. We got drafted in the same year. It’s fun to have a guy like that around. He’s going to be a presence, a guy that can change a hockey game by making one big play. Like all of us old guys, he just has to stay healthy."

DeBoer could give Jagr periodic rest, especially in back-to-back games.

"That’s going to depend on conversations with him and how he feels," the coach said. "We’ll see how that goes."

Like Brodeur, Jagr hasn’t ruled out playing beyond this season.

"A lot of players retired maybe too early," Jagr said. "They think, ‘I finished on top. What a great move.’ The heck with that.

"If I’m really going to struggle and be bad and not help the team at all, it’s a different story. If I can somehow help and somebody appreciates it, I want to be in the NHL
Realignment has changed the playoff races in the NHL. Eight teams from each of the two conferences will still make the playoffs. However, each of the four divisions will now be guaranteed a postseason spot. The final two teams in each conference will be wild cards from either division. The winner of each division will face the wild card teams, even if they are from the other division. Got it?

METROPOLITAN DIVISION

PREDICTED ORDER OF FINISH (* denote playoff teams)

 1. Penguins *

 2. Rangers ‚*

 3. Devils ‚*

 4. Blue Jackets‚ *

 5. Islanders ‚*

 6. Capitals

 7. Flyers

 8. Hurricanes

PLUS

 The Rangers needed a fresh start and they’ll get it with new coach Alain Vigneault, who has John Tortorella’s drive but not his divisiveness. Those who thought the Devils were dead after losing Ilya Kovalchuk and David Clarkson may have changed their tunes with the additions of stingy goalie Cory Schneider and skilled winger Damien Brunner.

MINUS

 Ray Emery and Steve Mason are fighting for the No. 1 goalie spot in Philly. Consequently, the Flyers will likely lose their fight for a postseason spot. The loss of Mike Ribeiro to Phoenix will be costly to the Capitals, who’ll discover the Metropolitan Division is a lot tougher than the old Southeast Division. 

POWER PLAY

 Sidney Crosby, 26, and Evgeni Malkin, 27, are in their primes. That’s just plain scary. If they stay healthy, pencil the Pens in for the conference finals. As for the division’s other superstars, Alex Ovechkin won’t be able to carry the Caps but Islanders captain John Tavares may be the player of the next decade.

ONE MORE THING

 Who’s the reigning Vezina Trophy winner? Henrik Lundqvist? Tuukka Rask? Nope, it’s 

 Sergei Bobrovsky of the Blue Jackets, a team on the rise that lost out on a playoff spot to Minnesota last season via a tie-breaker. Now they’re in the East, with less travel and higher hopes.

ATLANTIC DIVISION

PREDICTED ORDER OF FINISH (* denote playoff teams)

 1. Bruins ‚*

 2. Red Wings *‚

 3. Senators ‚*

 4. Canadiens

 5. Maple Leafs

 6. Lightning

 7. Sabres

 8. Panthers

PLUS

 When longtime Senators captain Daniel Alfredsson decided to sign with the Red Wings, it left Canada’s capital in shock. But with the addition of the dynamic Bobby Ryan, defenseman Erik Karlsson fully recovered from his lacerated Achilles tendon and goalie Craig Anderson coming off a season in which his goals-against average was 1.69, the Senators will push Boston and Detroit.

MINUS

 David Clarkson fulfilled his desire to go home to Toronto and he got big money to do so, but the former Devils winger will start the season with a 10-game suspension for leaving the bench in a preseason brawl. Brian Gionta’s Canadiens didn’t get any bigger, signing Danny Briere, and NHL purists are hoping Montreal and Toronto (two of the Original Six) don’t both miss the playoffs. 

POWER PLAY

 Nathan Horton (free agency) and Tyler Seguin (trade) are among the big names gone from last season’s Bruins roster, but no need to feel sorry for coach Claude Julien. The Bruins are still loaded with Zdeno Chara, Milan Lucic and Tuukka Rask and should win the division.

ONE MORE THING

 Among the strange happenings in the Atlantic: 1. Jarome Iginla’s decision to sign with the Bruins, the club he rejected so he could go to Pittsburgh at last season’s trade deadline. 2. Goalie Tim Thomas coming out of exile to sign with the Florida Panthers. 3. Vincent Lacavalier (bought out) no longer wearing a Lightning jersey.

CENTRAL DIVISION

PREDICTED ORDER OF FINISH (* denote playoff teams)

 1. Blackhawks *‚ 

 2. Blues *

 3. Wild *

 4. Stars *‚

 5. Predators

 6. Jets

 7. Avalanche

PLUS

 There was something lacking on a very strong Blues squad last season and coach Ken Hitchcock believes it was the tenacity he’ll get with acquisitions like Brenden Morrow and Derek Roy. For the second straight season, the Blues are being picked to challenge for the Stanley Cup. They went out in the first round last spring but figure to bounce back strong.

MINUS

 They appear to be building a future dynasty with high draft picks like Gabriel Landeskog and Nathan MacKinnon, but the Avalanche aren’t anything near being a powerhouse yet. On the way to the future, they looked to their past by hiring Patrick Roy as coach and naming Joe Sakic vice president of hockey operations. The growing pains will hurt. 

POWER PLAY

 After winning the Cup this time, the Blackhawks didn’t have to dismantle their team because of the salary cap, as they did in 2010. Jonathan Toews and Patrick Kane lead one of the deepest teams in the NHL and potentially the first team since the Red Wings (1997, 1998) to win back-to-back championships.

ONE MORE THING

 It’s time for the Wild to see a return on management’s $200 million investments from the summer of 2012 — Zach Parise and Ryan Suter. They made the playoffs last season, but the pressure is on coach Mike Yeo to make sure Minnesota stays ahead of the new-look Dallas Stars.

PACIFIC DIVISION

PREDICTED ORDER OF FINISH (* denote playoff teams)

 1. Kings ‚*

 2. Sharks *‚

 3. Ducks *

 4. Canucks *‚

 5. Oilers

 6. Coyotes

 7. Flames

PLUS

 Throw out last season. The Kings had a Stanley Cup hangover that the lockout only worsened. The depth is still there behind Dustin Brown (hamstring issues), Anze Kopitar and Drew Doughty. Goalie Jonathan Quick is looking to bounce back into top form. This will be a divisional race to the finish with the Sharks.

MINUS

 The Flames didn’t look all that impressive with Jarome Iginla and Miikka Kiprusoff on the squad. Without them, they will struggle just to remain competitive. But at least they don’t have the high expectations John Tortorella faces in Vancouver, where Roberto Luongo must handle the goaltending without Cory Schneider and the Canucks’ season could go either way. 

POWER PLAY

 Unlike the Coyotes, a franchise that keeps coming back from near oblivion and tends 

 to overachieve on the ice, the Sharks are the best team that never wins the Cup. They’re not getting any younger, so it’s time for Joe Thornton, Patrick Marleau and the rest to seize the moment. Antti Niemi is solid in net.

ONE MORE THING

 While you keep a watch on young guns Ryan Nugent-Hopkins and Taylor Hall in Edmonton, don’t miss the farewell season for Anaheim’s 43-year-old Teemu Selanne. He’s just a piece of a formidable Ducks team, but he’s a major piece of hockey history
Devils goalie Martin Brodeur holds the NHL record by starting in 18 consecutive season openers, but that streak could end this week.

 Brodeur will start either Thursday night’s season opener in Pittsburgh or Friday night’s home opener against the Islanders. But not both. 

 The 41-year-old goalie, who was in Montreal last weekend for his father’s funeral, said he should be ready Thursday night.

“Probably, but it’s going to be up to (coach Pete DeBoer),” he said. “We play back-to-backs. I’m not sure what he has in the back of his mind there. We haven’t really talked about it since I’m back as far as which game I’ll play. For sure I’m not going to play both, so it could be to give me an extra day. Who knows?”

He said practice was difficult on Monday, but he felt better today.

“It was an easier practice today. Not too many shots, but I’m feeling good,” Brodeur said.

 DeBoer will wait to name his starter. He said he hasn’t decided yet.

“No. I’m not holding out on the lineup for any advantage,” DeBoer said. “We’re going to take all the time we can just because things can change in a practice. You’re dealing with different things. Obviously what Marty has gone through and how quickly he can get back and feeling good, some minor injuries, Jagr practicing two days in a row. So there are a lot of moving parts.”

Brodeur said he doesn’t have a preference.

“It doesn’t matter one way or the other. I miss one of them,” he said. “Playing home is always fun.”

He’s also started 18 straight home openers, so one streak will end.

“It doesn’t matter. It’s not a big thing. I’m part of the lineup,” Brodeur said.

* * *

Jaromir Jagr said he is ready to play in the opener, despite not having played a preseason game.

“I’m pain-free, so that’s a good sign,” Jagr said.

“It's going to be my first game, if I play (for the Devils). It will be a little different, but that’s okay.”

* * *

DeBoer used these lines in practice:

 Ryane Clowe-Patrik Elias-Damien Brunner

 Adam Henrique-Travis Zajac-Jagr

 Dainius Zubrus-Andrei Loktionov-Michael Ryder

 Ryan Carter-Stephen Gionta-Steve Bernier

 Rostislav Olesz-Jacob Josefson Josefson-Mattias Tedenby

The defense pairings were:

 Bryce Salvador-Marek Zidlicky

 Andy Greene-Adam Larsson

 Anton Volchenkov-Peter Harrold

 Alex Urbom-Mark Fayne

“I wouldn’t read too much into them,” DeBoer said of his line and defense combinations.

 Asked if he expects the tougher travel and schedule to hurt the Devils, DeBoer said: “I don’t see that as an issue unless we get overwhelmed with injuries. I think we’re built to handle the schedule and the increased travel with the age of some of our guys. We have that kind of depth. It makes me comfortable.”
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A healthy Jaromir Jagr was moved to the line with Adam Henrique and Travis Zajac as the Devils practiced today in Newark.

Patrik Elias and Mattias Tedenby, both put on injured reserve Monday so the team could get down to the 23-player limit, skated.

Alex Urbom was given No. 22 yesterday after wearing No. 33 all preseason.

The lines:

Ryane Clowe-Patrik Elias-Damien Brunner

 Adam Henrique-Travis Zajac-Jaromir Jagr

 Dainius Zubrus-Andrei Loktionov-Michael Ryder

 Ryan Carter-Stephen Gionta-Steve Bernier

 Rostislav Olesz-Jacob Josefson-Mattias Tedenby

Defense pairings:

Bryce Salvador-Marek Zidlicky

 Andy Greene-Adam Larsson

 Alex-Urbom-Mark Fayne

 Anton Volchenkov-Peter Harrold

Goalies:

Martin Brodeur-Cory Schneider

* * *

After a short break and ice resurfacing, the Devils returned to work on the power play.

First unit: Zidlicky and Zajac on points with Elias, Ryder and Jagr up front.

Second unit: Greene and Larsson on points with Henrique, Clowe and Brunner up front.

Third unit: Zidlicky and Zajac with Loktionov, Olesz and Bernier up front.
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The Devils voted unanimously against hybrid icing.

 So how did the new rule, which was tested in preseason and did not seem very popular, get approved in a vote by the players?

“I think the threshold was just the majority. That could be 51-49 (percent),” said Devils player representative Bryce Salvador.

“I talked to players around the league and some players were for it. But most players I talked to were against it. That might just be the older guys, my peer group. The way we play here, it was a rule we didn’t want.”

The Devils, from coach Pete DeBoer to goalie Martin Brodeur, were surprised that it passed. The NHL board of governors had passed it and players sent in ballots to cast their votes.

“Surprised would be an understatement,” DeBoer said of the rule passing. “I thought it was pretty clear in exhibition that it was… um, I’m just surprised.

“I get the safety aspect of it. I do get that. My answer to that is it’s either no-touch icing or it’s touch incing. To try and find a medium, which is what we’re doing, I found there was some confusion. Whether we can get past that, I don’t know. We’ll see.”

(The new rule is at the bottom of this story) 

 Brodeur never thought it would pass with the players.

“Definitely surprised. It’s a rule that’s going to cause us some headaches. For goalies anyway because of the uncertainty of what (linesmen) do out there,” Brodeur said.

“It’s a tough judgement call for them. I know everybody in here felt it didn’t belong. I guess other teams had different views on it. I’m real surprised. It would be easier to do a touch-up icing, so at least it’s clear exactly what’s going to happen. No-touch, just automatic icing. We’re going to have to figure it out. In Montreal (in a preseason game) I just kept playing the puck because I wasn’t sure what they were calling. I might have to do that for the first few games.”

Although the NHLPA views hybrid icing as a safety measure, the Devils aren’t convinced. In a Sept. 19 preseason game against the Islanders, defenseman Marek Zidlicky was drilled by Eric Bolton. 

“Everyone thought it was icing. Zidlicky thought it was icing. He was almost going for a change and he gets blind-sided and almost gets killed because he thought it was icing and they waved it off the last second,” Salvador said. 

“That situation is a prime example of where they’re calling icing and so I reacted like it’s going to be icing. They were waiting for me to cross the hash marks. But Marty was kind of waiting for them to call it off and I guess because he went to a playing position where he put the stick like he was going to play it—he didn’t even leave his crease—they blew it off right at the last moment.”

If the goalie gets into a position of where he looks as if he might be intending to play the puck, the linseman will call off what would ordinarily be icing. 

“That’s what happened in the first game we played against the Islanders,” Brodeur pointed out. “(Bolton) hit Zid pretty hard and got a penalty. I stayed in my crease and they waved it off just because I had my stick out.

“If you really want to be safe, might as well call it like college hockey or international hockey. If they’re really worried about it, why risk it?”

Brodeur added: “It puts everybody in a bind if it’s a tough race (to the puck) and they wave it off. It’s impossible if I can’t have a little heads-up. I need to stay in my crease and I can’t have the position of a hockey player (skater). I have to be a goalie like I’m not faking to play to change the guys’ routes.”

Automatic icing might have been better than hybrid.

“I almost kind of would’ve rather had that than a judgement call,” Salvador said. “The other thing is when there is a blatant icing they’re still making you go all the way back. No one is around you, why not just blow it down? As time goes I’m sure they’ll address some of those things. I’m sure you’ll see even a hybrid of the hybrid where maybe there are just some automatic calls when everyone knows it’s icing.

“I can’t see them taking this out unless there are a bunch of blown calls, which I don’t see happening. I’m sure they’ll keep fine-tuning it.”

The players must adjust on the fly.

“The obvious (calls) are easy. It’s those indecisive ones,” defenseman Andy Greene said. “With Marty at lot of times he wants to be able to play the puck. The rule is if he comes out, even if he gets his stick ready, they might wave (icing) off. Even though he’s not coming out of his net to play the puck, but just in case they don’t blow it down. What’s the ruling on that?

“We’ll adjust and figure it out as we go along here.”

Is hybrid icing truly safer?

“Time will tell,” Salvador said. “The emphasis is on safety. If you can reduce some of those races that aren’t necessary, it’s going to be safer from that standpoint. The first little but will be an adjustment for everybody.

“We’re kind of joking a bit that now the ‘D’ finally get to hit the forwards because they’re going to be going in first. Many years of D-men going in first, it’s going to be nice to run some forwards.”

Sooner or later, a hybrid icing call is going to impact significantly on the outcome of a game.

“Whenever you add more discretionary calls and more judgement calls to the refs, because they’re jobs are so tough you’re going to have some mistakes. Like anything, the first part of the season I’m sure they’re going to work real hard to make sure there is not something that prevalent,” Salvador said.

“It would be tough if there were some points on the line and there was a missed call either way. We’ll see. I know our team wasn’t for it. I don’t know how strong the vote was. 

 I know our team was unanimously no.”

* * *

The new icing rule:

Rule 81.1 – Icing:

For the purpose of this rule, the center red line will divide the ice

 into halves. Should any player of a team, equal or superior in

 numerical strength (power-play) to the opposing team, shoot, bat or

 deflect the puck from his own half of the ice beyond the goal line of

 the opposing team, play shall be stopped. For the purpose of deflected

 pucks, this only applies when the puck was originally propelled down

 the ice by the offending team.

For the purpose of this rule, the point of last contact with the puck

 by the team in possession shall be used to determine whether icing has

 occurred or not. As such, the team in possession must “gain the line”

in order for the icing to be nullified. “Gaining the line” shall mean

 that the puck, while on the player’s stick (not the player’s skate)

 must make contact with the center red line in order to nullify a

 potential icing.

For the purpose of interpretation of the rule, there are two judgments

 required for "icing the puck". The Linesman must first determine that

 the puck will cross the goal line. Once the Linesman determines that

 the puck will cross the goal line, icing is completed upon the

 determination as to which player (attacking or defending) would first

 touch the puck. This decision by the Linesman will be made the instant

 the first player reaches the end zone face-off dots with the player's

 skate being the determining factor. Should the puck be shot down the

 ice in such a manner that it travels around the boards and/or back

 towards the end zone face-off dots, the same procedure shall be in

 effect in that the Linesman shall determine within a similar distance

 as to who will have touched the puck first.

For clarification, the determining factor is which player would first

 touch the puck, not which player would first reach the end zone

 face-off dots.

If the race for the puck is too close to determine by the time the

 first Player reaches the end zone face-off dots, icing shall be called.

The puck striking or deflecting off an official does not automatically

 nullify a potential icing.
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Doug Gilmour's patience could very well pay off in a big way this year for the Ontario Hockey League's Kingston Frontenacs.

After leading the Frontenacs back to respectability in two full seasons behind the bench as coach in 2009-10 and 2010-11, Gilmour took over as general manager in the summer of 2011. He named his former Toronto Maple Leafs teammate, Todd Gill, the new coach and vowed to rebuild an organization that hasn't advanced beyond the conference quarterfinals since 1992-93.

"[Director of hockey operations] Darren Keily and I hired a new scouting staff and we had a plan of retooling and getting rid of a lot of players and going with youth," Gilmour told NHL.com. "We would absorb our lumps and start from scratch and that's what we did."

Draft dandy of the week: Reinhart

 Sam Reinhart, the highly touted center for the Kootenay Ice in the Western Hockey League, gets the nod as NHL.com's prospect of the week to open the season. The 6-0.75, 185-pound right-handed shot is an A-rated skater on NHL Central Scouting's preliminary Players to Watch list from the WHL and has three goals and 10 points in four games to open the season. Reinhart is in his third full season with the Ice and has 68 goals and 159 points in 147 career games with the team. 

 "Sam is extremely responsible in any area of the ice," Central Scouting's B.J. MacDonald told NHL.com. "He has exceptional anticipation and is a very good opportunist; having the ability to make something out of nothing.  He can dish the puck effortlessly to both sides and have very high hockey IQ, is sneaky good and dangerous every shift." 

 Reinhart is the son of former NHL defenseman Paul Reinhart, who played 11 seasons with the Calgary Flames and Vancouver Canucks. He also has two successful hockey-playing brothers. Max Reinhart was a third round pick of the Flames in 2010 and Griffin Reinhart was selected No. 4 by the New York Islanders in 2012. 

 Reinhart's upcoming games: Friday at Calgary Hitmen; Saturday vs. Calgary Hitmen; Sunday vs. Seattle Thunderbirds. 

Favorites: 

NHL team: Calgary Flames

NHL player: Sidney Crosby 

Shootout move: "Fake shot, backhand, forehand" 

Goal celebration: "Do whatever is in the moment [not much]" 

Video game: FIFA 13 

Movie: Dodgeball 

Actor: Will Ferrell 

Website: YouTube 

Preferred music: Country 

Three people you would invite to dinner: Will Ferrell, Jimmy Fallon, Jimmy Kimmel 

Sport (other than hockey): Tennis 

Breakfast food: Crepes 

Superhero: Batman

-- Mike G. Morreale

The move has paid off in spades. Now entering his third season as GM, Gilmour's team will not only be in the hunt for a J. Ross Robertson Cup as OHL champion, but perhaps even a Memorial Cup. And if it doesn't come together this season, the future looks very promising. The Frontenacs are loaded with young talent.

"We've been patient with some guys who did not make the club their first year, and made some trades," Gilmour said. "As any GM in the Canadian Hockey League, you have to have patience and gain the knowledge with other people you speak to that you're putting the right pieces together. We don't want to get ahead of ourselves because there's always the chance of injuries and other things, but the excitement is there for sure."

Three players -- left wing Samuel Bennett, right wing Spencer Watson and defenseman Roland McKeown -- could very well be selected in the first round of the NHL Draft on June 27 in Philadelphia.

Bennett, who has three goals and six points, was selected in the first round (No. 9) of the 2012 OHL Priority Draft. He was best known as Connor McDavid's linemate for the Toronto Marlboros minor midget team. McDavid is the hockey prodigy from the Erie Otters who is the likely slam dunk choice as the first pick in the 2015 Draft.

"Sam didn't get the exposure when we got him, but we felt great to get him where we did," Gilmour said. "He plays both ends of the rink. He doesn't say much but is an extraordinary talent, so he's going to get better."

McKeown, who through five games has five assists and a plus-9 rating, was taken No. 2 in the 2012 OHL Priority Draft right after Erie's selection of McDavid. Watson has produced two goals and five points this season.

"Roland has great upside as far as his skill; he's still learning," Gilmour said. "He's very close to a first- or second-round pick. I think he'll be a first-rounder and the projection is up to those scouts; he has great skill and talent."

All three potential first-round picks were given an "A" rating on NHL Central Scouting's preliminary Players to Watch list released Sept. 23. Watson's twin brother, Matthew, is also eligible for the 2014 draft and will suit up on defense for the Frontenacs. Additionally, Gilmour acknowledged that another 2014 draft-eligible defender to keep a close eye on from Kingston is Dylan DiPerna.

DUBUQUE EYES RARE REPEAT

Winning back-to-back championships in the United States Hockey League is no easy task.

The Omaha Lancers were the last team to do it 20 years ago when they garnered the second of two straight Clark Cup trophies in 1993-94. It's something Dubuque Fighting Saints coach Matt Shaw will use to his benefit in his first season behind the bench in 2013-14.

"It's been 16 years since the NHL had a team win the Stanley Cup in back-to-back years [the Detroit Red Wings in 1997 and 1998], so it's been even more difficult in the USHL to repeat," Shaw told NHL.com. "That's something we have used, and will use [as motivation] throughout the course of the year."

The Fighting Saints captured the 2013 Clark Cup with a 3-2 overtime win against the Fargo Force in Game 3 of the championship series last May to complete their three-game sweep. Shaw, an assistant coach with the NHL's New Jersey Devils last season, is hopeful his team can pick up where it left off under the tutelage of Jim Montgomery, who is currently coaching the University of Denver.

"Our simple mantra is that we want to be a puck possession team," Shaw said. "We want to hold onto the puck and make plays and manage the puck. When we don't have the puck, we want to be a re-possession team, aggressively and quickly getting it back."

Shaw will have plenty to work with in his inaugural season with the Fighting Saints as NHL Central Scouting has identified four players as potential draft picks from Dubuque on its preliminary players to watch list that was released Sept. 23.

There is a pair of "B" rated skaters on the list. Rookie left wing Shane Eiserman (6-foot-1.5, 200-pounds), who is committed to the University of New Hampshire next fall, and center Seamus Malone (5-9.25, 165), who will attend the University of Wisconsin in the fall of 2015.

"He has physical talents you can't teach," Shaw said of Eiserman. "He's very aggressive, so it doesn't surprise me that he's viewed very highly by the scouts at this stage."

Malone, in his second year with Dubuque, has a goal and one assist with a plus-1 rating in two games.

Shaw told NHL.com that Malone actually reminds him a bit of a player he coached on the NHL's Devils last season.

"I think Seamus has very high hockey IQ and compete level; I see him having NHL potential without question," Shaw said. "I think he sees the ice extremely well, is very smart for a guy his size and his stick skills remind me of [New Jersey Devils center] Adam Henrique. We just want to encourage him to shoot more."

Two other players from the Fighting Saints earned a "C" rating on Central's preliminary list: right wing Karson Kuhlman and defenseman Blake Hillman.

TOP WHL DEFENSEMAN

It's no secret the Western Hockey League has traditionally produced many of the top defensive prospects available on the draft board each year.

What's the secret?

"It's hard to describe," NHL Central Scouting's Peter Sullivan told NHL.com. "It's been that way since I've been scouting [since 1997]. They always seem to produce the majority of better defensemen. It just works out that way. The top scorers seem to come from the OHL or QMJHL, but defense is always there from the WHL."

In 2012, five of the top 10 draft picks were defensemen from the WHL -- Ryan Murray (Blue Jackets, No. 2), Griffin Reinhart (Islanders, No. 4), Morgan Rielly (Maple Leafs, No. 5), Mathew Dumba (Wild, No. 7) and Derrick Pouliot (Penguins, No. 8). Last June, five of the nine defenders selected in the opening round starred in the WHL -- Seth Jones (Predators, No. 4), Joshua Morrissey (Jets, No. 13), Ryan Pulock (Islanders, No. 15), Mirco Mueller (Sharks, No. 18) and Shea Theodore (Ducks, No. 26).

The early candidates to head the list of top-tier defensemen from the WHL in 2013-14 could be Haydn Fleury (6-2.5, 198) of the Red Deer Rebels and Julius Honka (5-10, 167) of the Swift Current Broncos. Fleury, the Rebels' second-round pick in the 2011 bantam draft, helped Canada's Under-18 team win gold at the Memorial of Ivan Hlinka in August.

"He's got good strong mobility, great vision and has a knack for making that first good outlet pass," Central Scouting's B.J. MacDonald told NHL.com. "He's composed and calm with the puck, and has an ability of knowing when to join the rush at the right moments."

Fleury spent his first full season with the Rebels in 2012-13, connecting for four goals and 19 points in 66 games. He also sported a plus-4 rating. At the Hlinka tournament, he notched one goal in five games. He has one goal, two points and a plus-1 rating in six games for Red Deer this season.

Honka, a native of Jyväskylä, Finland, spent the 2012-13 with the JYP U-20 team and recorded four goals, 15 points and minus-4 rating in 42 games. The Broncos selected him in the first round (No. 34) of the 2013 CHL Import Draft. In four matches this season, he leads the team with seven points (six assists) and a plus-4 rating.

"Julius is a deceptive swift skater with different speeds," Sullivan said. "He has all the skill and smarts. He likes to control the speed of the play. He's not physical, but will take his man out when he has to. His overall game is puck control and he is outstanding in that area."

TOP EUROPEAN SIDELINED

Forward Kasperi Kapanen, an "A" rated prospect on NHL Central Scouting's preliminary players to watch list from Finland, is expected to return to the lineup next week after sustaining a lower-body injury on Sept. 24.

 "Kasperi is back skating with the team and should be back next week," NHL Director of European Scouting Goran Stubb told NHL.com.

 Kapanen (5-foot-11, 172 pounds) has a goal and two points in four games for KalPa in SM-liiga in 2013-14. Kapanen, who should play for Finland at the 2014 World Junior Championship in Malmo, Sweden, had eight points, including a team-leading five goals, for his country at the 2013 IIHF World Under-18 Championship.

 "Kasperi is at present the No. 1 European prospect," Stubb said. "He's a sniper who will play for Finland at the 2014 World Junior Championship. He possesses excellent vision and has great skills … he's a star in the making."

PROSPECTS ON THE RISE

Each week, 'Prospector Files' will feature three players on the rise within the scouting ranks. This week's triple threat has an American flavor after the recent completion of the second annual CCM/USA Hockey All-American Prospects Game on Sept. 26 at Consol Energy Center in Pittsburgh.

1-Jack Dougherty, USA U-18 (USHL): The big defenseman had a solid showing at the CCM/USA Hockey All-American Prospects Game on Sept. 26 at Consol Energy Center in Pittsburgh, scoring an impressive power-play goal off a rising slap shot from the left faceoff dot. He entered the season with a "B" rating on NHL Central Scouting's preliminary players to watch list from the United States Hockey League.

The Minnesota native played high school hockey at St. Thomas Academy the past two seasons before joining the National Team Development Program. He has two assists and a plus-7 rating in five appearances for the U-18 Team this season.

"Even as a high school player, he was a smart two-way player and proved to be very responsible," Central Scouting's Greg Rajanen told NHL.com. "He's also tough, can play the power play and work the point well. He's a player we're all looking forward to tracking this season."

2-Blake Weyrick, USA U-18 (USHL): The 6-foot-3, 203-pound B-rated goalie earned the victory for Team Mark Johnson at the All-American Prospects Game, making 19 saves on 21 shots. His highlight-reel glove save against C-rated prospect Tyler Sheehy off a two-on-one rush in the third period was a thing of beauty. Weyrick, who intends to reveal his college plans just before Christmas, sports a 1.33 goals-against average and .947 save percentage in three wins for the U-18 Team this season. Weyrick stopped all 25 shots faced in an 8-0 victory over the Chicago Steel on Sunday to notch the first of what could be many USHL shutouts.

3-Ryan Mantha, Sioux City Musketeers (USHL): NHL Central Scouting's David Gregory said it's impossible to miss the 6-4.5, 225-pound defenseman because "he's a mountain of a guy." He entered the season with a "B" rating on Central Scouting's preliminary Players to Watch list but may move up the charts with a solid showing over the next month. The nephew of former NHL defenseman, Moe Mantha, Ryan is in his second season with the Musketeers. He had seven points in 52 games in 2012-13 and will attend the University of North Dakota in the fall of 2014.

"As he starts using more of the assets he has, he'll be unbelievable; it's already tough to get around him," Gregory said. "He's right there to force the man wide with his stick and then ride him off to the boards. He doesn't necessarily have to hit someone every time out because he has good mobility and a heck of a shot. But in order to make that leap, he just needs to play a more consistent game and I think that will happen."

DATES TO KEEP

Oct. 3-5: Manitoba Junior Hockey League Showcase, Winnipeg, MB

Oct. 10: Boston College at Michigan, Ann Arbor, Mich.

Oct. 24-27: Beantown Fall Classic, Marlboro, Mass.

Oct. 26: Philadelphia College Hockey Faceoff (Vermont vs. Penn State), Wells Fargo Center

Oct. 28-30: Canada East selection camp (World Junior A Challenge), Oakville, Ont.

Oct. 28-20: Canada West selection camp (World Junior A Challenge), Calgary, Alta.

Nov. 4-10: 2013 World Junior A Challenge, Yarmouth, Nova Scotia

---
’Dub Weekly: Calgarian Morrissey turning heads from Winnipeg to Prince Albert

Slick defenceman returned from Jets training camp ready to shepherd Raiders as their new captain

By Jefferson Hagen, Calgary Herald September 30, 2013  
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&#8217;Dub Weekly: Calgarian Morrissey turning heads from Winnipeg to Prince Albert

Calgarian Joshua Morrissey was the 13th overall pick in June’s NHL Entry Draft by the Winnipeg Jets.

Photograph by: Bill Wippert , NHLI via Getty Images

The advice has been aplenty.

Josh Morrissey had several voices of experience telling him what to expect when he attended his first National Hockey League camp — in Winnipeg, just more than two months after the Jets made him the 13th overall pick in the draft.

“So many people have helped, but the best piece of advice probably came from (Jordan) Eberle back home in Calgary during the summer,” the smooth-skating defenceman told the Winnipeg Free Press last month. “He said, ‘Go to camp and act like you belong.’ ”

That’s just what the 18-year-old product of the Springbank Minor Hockey Association did. He got his feet wet in the Jets’ pre-season opener against Washington before logging more than 20 minutes of ice time, fifth-most on the team, in Winnipeg’s fourth exhibition contest, a 4-1 loss to the Minnesota Wild. For his efforts, he was named third star.

Later, though, on Sept. 24, to be exact, the inevitable happened. Morrissey, the greenhorn of a solid Jets blueline that includes Dustin Byfuglien, Zach Bogosian, Tobias Enstrom and Jacob Trouba, among others, was sent back to the Prince Albert Raiders.

“I was just excited to get in and get better each day and push as hard as I could,” he said. “My attitude was I wanted to make the team.

“Obviously I’m disappointed, as anyone would be, but at the same time it was a great experience to get in and play a couple games.”

Upon his return, it didn’t take long for the Raiders to name him captain; Morrissey is succeeding Mark McNeill (who has moved on to the American Hockey League) as the leader of one of the Western Hockey League’s most storied franchises.

“It feels pretty good. It’s definitely an honour to awarded the C,” said the former Calgary Royals midget and bantam product. “I’ve been working hard to be put in a position to get a captaincy.”

And he’s been learning about what it takes to lead. Not only from the Jets, but from resident mentor Dave Manson, an associate coach with the Raiders, who logged 1,215 NHL games over a 16-year career, all as a defenceman, to boot.

“He played a bit of a different game than I do, being an offensive defenceman,” said Morrissey, who already has two goals and four points in two games since returning to the WHL, on the heels of a solid 2012-13 season that saw him finish with 47 points in 70 games, including five power play tallies.

“But Dave has so much knowledge to give to me, just in terms of what it takes be a pro.

“He’s pushed me,” Morrissey added. “There’s been days where I’m tired after a road trip and maybe don’t want to hear it, but it works out for the better in the long run.”

The Raiders, who visit the Calgary Hitmen on Oct. 12 (7 p.m., Saddledome), are thought by many to be one of the teams to beat in the WHL this season. And they haven’t disappointed. After winning their first four games, the Raiders are one of three WHL squads still undefeated (Spokane — 4-0; Everett — 2-0 are the others).

“I’m excited about our team. I’m excited about our goaltenders. I’m excited about our young players,” said Morrissey, who is joined by Calgary products MacKenzie Stewart and Cole Cheveldave on a squad that also includes three others who were at NHL training camps — Mike Winther (Dallas Stars), Jayden Hart (Boston Bruins) and Chance Braid (Washington Capitals).

“It’s the best group I’ve been a part of in my time in the Dub.”

Not only will Jets brass be keeping close tabs on him, so is his family. His Calgary-based parents — mom Bev Jarvis and dad Tom Morrissey (“My dad has seen me play in every WHL rink except Brandon.”) — as well as his younger brother Jake Morrissey, a Kelowna Rockets goalie prospect, who is playing for the South Delta Hockey Academy in B.C. this season, are all keeping tabs on him.

And you can bet Hockey Canada is too; they had the rearguard as a key member on gold-medal winning Ivan Hlinka and world U18 teams, and surely have him listed as a prime candidate to make the world junior squad come December.

HITMEN NOTES . . . As of Monday, Brady Brassart remains with the American Hockey League’s Syracuse Crunch, but with NHL cuts — assuming Dana Tyrell and Mike Angelidis clear waivers — there will be 15 forwards on that squad come Tuesday. Whether or not the 20-year-old Hitmen forward sticks will be known soon; the Crunch season opens on Saturday . . The Hitmen rebounded with a statement game in their home opener on Saturday, blasting a formerly undefeated Red Deer squad 4-1 before 9,752 fans. Greg Chase scored two goals for the second straight game and appears poised for a big season with Calgary . . . Next up for the Hitmen is Wednesday in Lethbridge (7 p.m., SN960) before the club returns home for a date with Kootenay on Friday (7 p.m., Saddledome).

LEAGUE NOTES . . . Calgarian Hunter Shinkaruk was returned to the Medicine Hat Tigers on Monday after spending the full training camp with the Vancouver Canucks. The soon-to-be 19-year-old, who was the 24th overall pick in June’s NHL Entry Draft, appeared in all six of Vancouver’s pre-season games, producing two goals, an assist and was plus-1. His return is a big boost for the Tigers, which also received another recent bit of good fortune when highly-touted St. Louis Blues prospect, American D-man Tommy Vannelli, joined their ranks instead of the University of Minnesota . . . Spokane’s Mitch Holmberg has vaulted to top spot in the WHL scoring race with 14 points in four games.

jhagen@calgaryherald.com
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- See more at: http://blogs.leaderpost.com/2013/10/06/pats-pull-off-shootout-win-over-blades/#sthash.l4S7Y9dB.dpufNathan Burns was on fire Sunday night but in the end it was the Saskatoon Blades who got burned. The Regina Pats survived a career night from the Blades’ centre, who scored four goals — plus another in the shootout — but had to settle for a single point in the standings after his team’s 5-4 loss at the Brandt Centre. “Obviously a win would have been a way better career night, but I’m happy to get one point,” offered Burns, one of the few remaining veterans on a rebuilding Blades team. “On a night like that, pucks were bouncing my way. More importantly we wanted to pull out a win. We’re happy to get the point but … we really wanted the second one.” So did the Pats (2-5-0), who clawed back from an early 2-0 deficit and — as a result — were able to climb out of the Eastern Conference cellar. They entered Sunday’s game in a last-place tie with the Blades, who tied a franchise record with five straight losses to open the season before beating the Edmonton Oil Kings 5-3 on Saturday. Regina had lost three in a row, setting up Sunday’s battle of the basement. “We all knew what we needed to do; we needed a win,” said Pats right-winger Dyson Stevenson, who had a goal and two assists in front of 3,378 fans at the Brandt Centre. “If we didn’t get that win we were in last place in the league and that’s an embarrassment for the Regina Pats. (Burns) had a heck of a game. He did a really good job but we found a way to win.” Things didn’t start well for the Pats, who watched Burns score 59 seconds into the game on a long-distance slap shot that fooled goaltender Dawson MacAuley. Burns then made it 2-0 at the 6:47 mark, converting a rebound from the top of the crease. Was it too soon for the Pats to say “Here we go again?” “Maybe the players thought that; I actually didn’t feel that way,” said head coach Malcolm Cameron, whose squad was outshot 32-31. “The attitude of our team today led me to believe that it didn’t really matter what happened in the game, we were going to find a way to pull it off. We still have to find ways to get more out of some of the guys on our team. Some of our older players have to pick it up. But our leadership group being as strong as it is, I knew they were going to carry this team on their shoulders today.” It began with Stevenson, who got the Pats on the board with a determined individual effort, coming just 2:37 after Burns’ second goal. Stevenson took the puck out of the corner and drove to the net, making a nice move in front before banking his shot off goaltender Troy Trombley. Regina tied it up just 2:07 into the second when newcomer Boston Leier took a pass in the slot from Stevenson and one-timed it past Trombley. Burns made it 3-2 midway through the second with a screen shot from the right face-off circle. The Pats responded just over two minutes later, courtesy of a nice give-and-go between Chandler Stephenson and Morgan Klimchuk. Stephenson carried the puck out of his zone and into Saskatoon territory before dishing off to Klimchuk, who relayed it back to Stephenson as he drove to the net and proceeded to redirect it past Trombley. Saskatoon regained the lead 4:33 into the third period when a bouncing puck found its way onto the stick of (who else?) Burns, who calmly banged it into the open net. Not to be outdone, the Pats tied it up for a third time. Leier potted his second of the night with 6:08 left in the third, ripping another one-timer off the post and past Trombley for Regina’s third power-play goal of the night. The score remained tied through the end of the third period as well as a five-minute overtime. In the shootout, Klimchuk and Burns traded goals before Leier ended it in the third round. As first impressions go, it was an impressive one for Leier, who was making his home-ice debut after being acquired last week from the Medicine Hat Tigers. “I think I set the bar kind of high,” chuckled the 20-year-old forward, who had two goals and an assist to go with his shootout winner. “It was a good game. I have to give huge credit to the guys on the power play and the guys on my line. They worked hard all night and we got the job done.” EXTRAS: Klimchuk had two assists while Stephenson added a goal and a helper. Both extended their points streaks to six games … Rookie import Nikita Scherbak had three assists for Saskatoon … After a shaky start, MacAuley settled down to stop 28 of 32 shots, plus two of three in the shootout … The Pats’ scratches were G Teagan Sacher (hip) and D Tye Hand (illness), along with C Adam Brooks, F Braden Christoffer, F Patrick D’Amico, F Connor Gay and D Brady Reagan … The Pats went 3-for-6 on the power play. Saskatoon was 2-for-7 … Regina’s next game is Friday at the Brandt Centre against the Vancouver Giants. - See more at: http://blogs.leaderpost.com/2013/10/06/pats-pull-off-shootout-win-over-blades/#sthash.l4S7Y9dB.dpuf
The Swift Current Broncos have the Regina Pats’ number. Swift Current posted its third victory in as many tries against Regina on Friday night, earning a 6-1 decision before 1,945 WHL fans at the Credit Union i-plex. The Broncos (4-1-0) opened the season two weeks ago with a home-and-home sweep of the Pats — prevailing 7-2 in Regina and 3-2 in Swift Current. Friday’s setback was another ugly one for the struggling Pats. “We didn’t have very good focus,” said head coach Malcolm Cameron. “When we get away from our focus, our work ethic, our intensity and our teamwork, we go a little haywire. “We gave them everything. We didn’t make them earn their goals. That was the result.” It was also another short night for Pats goaltender Dawson MacAuley, who lasted just two periods in the season opener against Swift Current, surrendering five goals on 18 shots. On Friday night, he was hooked 14:09 into the first period after allowing three goals on eight shots. Jake DeBrusk, Julius Honka, Coda Gordon scored for Swift Current. Morgan Klimchuk got one back on the power play with 6:37 left in the second but Connor Sanvido replied less than five minutes later to give Swift Current a 4-1 lead after 40 minutes. Sanvido added another goal 2:40 into the third and Jay Merkley rounded out the scoring on the power play with 7:53 left. Honka, Gordon and Colby Cave each added a pair of helpers for Swift Current. Sanvido also had an assist for a three-point night and first-star honours. Broncos goalie Eetu Laurikainen stopped 25 of 26 shots. Spencer Tremblay stopped 20 of 23 in relief for the Pats, who were outshot 31-26. “We have to take a look at the mistakes we made,” added Cameron. “We’re a hockey club that when we play a structured game we’re a good team and we play hard. When we get out of our structure, like any team, you get exposed. You end up running around and taking penalties. To give up two goals as early as we did, we were on our heels and we never recovered.” EXTRAS: LW Boston Leier was held without a point in his Pats debut after being acquired Wednesday from the Medicine Hat Tigers for a second-round bantam pick in 2016. He played on Regina’s first line with Klimchuk and Chandler Stephenson … Regina went 1-for-4 on the power play. Swift Current was 2-for-5 … The Pats welcomed F Braden Christoffer and D Griffin Mumby back from shoulder injuries. Mumby was playing his first game of the season … Regina was without G Teagan Sacher (hip) and D Tye Hand (illness). The other scratches were D Chase Harrison, F Patrick D’Amico, F Connor Gay, F Austin Wagner and F Max Kammerer. - See more at: http://blogs.leaderpost.com/2013/10/05/39606/#sthash.wLeLyJ4G.dpuf
Regina, Saskatchewan – Regina Pats Senior VP and General Manager Chad Lang announced today the team has completed a trade with the Medicine Hat Tigers to acquire 20-year old forward Boston Leier in exchange for a second-round WHL bantam draft selection in 2016.

In four games this season, the Saskatoon product has two goals. Last year, he tallied 52 points (18G, 34A) while playing in all 72 regular-season games last season with Medicine Hat.

The 5-foot-11, 185-pound left winger is just two games shy of reaching the 200 games-played milestone in his fourth WHL season.  Leier also adds 30 games of playoff experience, totaling 12 points (6G, 6A) in those games.

The former third-round WHL bantam pick was invited to the Washington Capitals’ training camp this season before returning to the WHL.

With the acquisition of Leier, the Pats now have one overage player slot remaining.

- See more at: http://blogs.leaderpost.com/2013/10/02/pats-add-impact-overager/#sthash.terGMmES.dpuf
Regina Leader-Post>Blogs >Sports Sports RSS Feed

Rebels dump Pats

September 27, 2013. 10:11 pm • Section: Sports

   1  0 

Increase Font Size

Print Page

RSS Feed

Posted by: 

Greg Harder

Recent Posts From This Author

Pats pull off shootout win over BladesPosted on Oct 6, 2013

Pats-Blades previewPosted on Oct 6, 2013

Broncos stomp PatsPosted on Oct 5, 2013

Pats add impact overagerPosted on Oct 2, 2013

The Regina Pats didn’t give Taz Burman much of a workout on Friday night.

 The rookie goaltender made just 16 saves for his first WHL win as the Red Deer Rebels skated to a 4-1 decision before 5,004 fans at the Enmax Centrium.

 Red Deer improved to 3-0-0. Regina dropped to 1-3-0.

“We didn’t get enough effort top to bottom,” said Pats head coach Malcolm Cameron, whose team was coming off an impressive 6-0 win over the Edmonton Oil Kings on Wednesday. “The other night in Edmonton the goals were a product of doing the work, going to the hard areas. Tonight we were way too perimeter. You’re not going to beat a Red Deer Rebel hockey club playing that way.”

Red Deer’s Conner Bleackley opened the scoring 4:51 into the game. Chandler Stephenson replied 1:20 later but Rhyse Dieno restored the home team’s one-goal lead with 6:26 left in the opening frame.

 After a scoreless second period, the Rebels broke it open with goals by Grayson Pawlenchuk (5:34 into the final frame) and Matt Bellerive (10:25).

 The Pats had just nine shots in the final two periods and were outshot 27-17 overall.

“We did enough to hang around but we had a 5-on-3 (power play) in the second almost for a full two minutes and we did nothing with it,” said Cameron. “It was a game we still had a chance to win had we got it to 2-2 heading into the third period. But we didn’t really generate a lot of chances.”

Goaltender Dawson MacAuley took the loss for Regina in his second consecutive start after an injury to Teagan Sacher. MacAuley was coming off a 34-save shutout in Wednesday’s win over Edmonton.

“These are the things we talked about as a coaching staff and with the players heading into today’s game, that we were worried about having an emotional letdown,” added the head coach. “We wanted to change from the previous year’s Pats team when we had success and got away from our game.

“We lost so many one-goal games last season where a point here or there might have given us a chance to have a decent year. Are we going to be a team of character this year where we start winning some of these one-goal games or are we going to revert to the old Regina Pats? We sure don’t want to do that.

“We have to find a way to gut out these games.”

EXTRAS: F Dexter Bricker made his Pats debut against his old team. He played 18 games with the Rebels in 2011-12 before spending last season with the SJHL’s Nipawin Hawks … Stephenson has a goal in all three games since rejoining the Pats from the NHL’s Washington Capitals … 16-year-old prospect Nick Schneider served as the Pats’ backup for the second straight game due to Sacher’s injury (hip flexor) … Regina went 0-for-2 on the power play. Red Deer was 1-for-4 … Regina’s other scratches were F Braden Christoffer (shoulder) and D Griffin Mumby (shoulder), along with F Austin Wagner, F Rylee Zimmer, F Connor Gay and D Brady Reagan … The Pats are to conclude their Central Division swing tonight against the Kootenay Ice.

- See more at: http://blogs.leaderpost.com/2013/09/27/rebels-dump-pats/#sthash.lYNitZN6.dpuf
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James van Riemsdyk #21 of the Toronto Maple Leafs dodges a shot on goal against Craig Anderson #41 and Marc Methot #3 of the Ottawa Senators during the home opener at the Air Canada Centre October 5, 2013 in Toronto, Ontario, Canada. (Photo by Abelimages/Getty Images)
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The Senators returned home early Sunday morning, to unpack and repack before heading back out on the road.

To the legion of fans who watched the team during two wild games on the weekend, a 1-0 victory in Buffalo Friday and a 5-4 shootout loss to the Maple Leafs Saturday, this question: Is your glass half empty or half full on the Senators early days?

There is plenty of room for both optimism and doubt with this group.

First the optimism. Coming home with three of four points is solid. Nothing wrong with pulling that off every road trip. The new captain, Jason Spezza, got on the scoreboard, and the Kyle Turris line was Ottawa’s best, by far, in Toronto.

Goaltending shouldn’t be an issue. Craig Anderson was nothing short of brilliant in a 35-save shootout of the Sabres, leaving Thomas Vanek looking skyward in disbelief at the number of scoring chances snuffed out by No. 41.

And if four goals in regulation, plus two in the shootout – one of them a dubious spin, stop, spin move by Mason Raymond – seems like a lot, you had to be there. Anderson was left on his own too often, and couldn’t really be faulted on any of the Maple Leaf goals.

Now, we’re getting into the room-for-improvement area. For long stretches of both games, the Senators played looser than the straps on Patrick Lalime’s goalie pads, back in the day. Anderson faced 77 shots in two nights, not counting the shootout. Friday, the Senators and Sabres exchanged more shots in a goalless period than any two teams this side of the 1967 NHL expansion program.

You just know that head coach Paul MacLean will be preaching a tighter style of play as the Senators embark Monday on a four-game western swing with games in Los Angeles (Wednesday), San Jose (Saturday), Anaheim (Sunday) and Phoenix (Tuesday).

“We can’t keep playing that way and hope to have success,” MacLean said.

Winger Bobby Ryan, in his first two Eastern Conference games was astounded by the back and forth transition play, a dramatic shift from the Western Conference “half court” game that is predicated on tough, hard defensive play in each zone.

The line of Ryan, Spezza and Milan Michalek generated 15 shots against the Sabres and had another seven against Toronto, but were sometimes taken advantage of by the gritty Leafs. Ryan said he found himself getting “pushed outside” quite often and wants his line to get pucks deep and go to work.

“We’re all three big bodies,” Ryan said. “We should be able to hold onto the puck down there.”

With Spezza’s line the focus of Toronto’s first line of defence, Turris and his wingers, Clarke MacArthur and Cory Conacher exploited the second tier.

Turris was simply the best Senators player, sweeping up ice with the puck and creating chances almost at will. He finished with a goal and two first-assists, narrowly missing a pass that would have sent him in alone late in the frantic third period. Earlier, Conacher scored on a jam play and MacArthur put four shots on his former team, but will have to wait for his sweet-revenge goal.

Turris and MacArthur were both plus 3 on the night. Conacher was plus 2.

“It’s a building block as a line,” Turris said. “We have some chemistry and we’re coming together. We feel pretty good together.

“There’s lots of stuff we still have to work on, be a bit smarter at times. Get pucks deep. We’re moving in the right direction.”

Defensively, the Senators had to scramble as play got out of control. But as Spezza explained after the Buffalo game, because offensive chances such as 2-on-1 rushes were getting stopped by both teams, the play quickly turned around up ice for a chance the other way. On it went. Entertaining. Risky.

For the most part defenceman Jared Cowen had a strong game against the Leafs, showing better mobility than we saw during the playoffs last spring, when he returned from hip surgery.

Only Erik Karlsson played more minutes than Chris Phillips 23:43, partly due to the penalties the Senators took, which Phillips was on to help kill. Toronto’s power play finished 2-for-4, including a crucial goal late in the second period by Joffrey Lupul. That was the uh-oh moment as a 4-2 lead disappeared.

Lack of discipline goes hand in hand with casual play.

Turris says the players know they have to tighten up defensively.

“It’s two games into a long season,” he said. “We’re going to work on it and we’re going to get better. We want to spend less time in our zone, is a big thing. That will help our defence look better too by just getting out quicker.”

The same Karlsson who had Senators fans rising out of their sofas with his mad rushes and daring pinches against the Sabres, had them fretting over his occasional vulnerability in the Leaf game.

During his recovery from a torn Achilles tendon last spring, Karlsson was prone to outside speed. And while he is skating more like the Karlsson of two years ago, he did have some issues defending, including a burst by Phil Kessel that left him reaching while Kessel drove the net.

Overall, a decent start by the new-look Senators, but there were enough standby passengers to make some wonder how long it will be before Mika Zibanejad gets the call from Binghamton.

COACH MIFFED

MacLean said he sat in on an offseason coaches’ conference call in which the spinarama-style goals in a shootout or penalty shot came under attack. It was his assumption, if a player stopped his forward progress the goal could be disallowed. However, after Raymond scored following a 360-degree move on Anderson, officials told the Senators the play was OK because the puck remained in motion. MacLean wasn’t happy.

“I think it’s a very unfair play for the guy to come in and blow snow on the goaltender,” MacLean said. “To me, he came to a full stop, the puck went backwards and then forwards.

“But that’s me, I’m only a fisherman from Nova Scotia. So I don’t know nothin’ about nothin’.”

- See more at: http://www.senatorsextra.com/main/scanlan-the-good-and-bad-of-a-road-weekend#sthash.MVI74N0O.dpuf
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Mika Zibanejad #93 of the Ottawa Senators skates into the offensive zone with the puck against Mike Green #52 of the Washington Capitals on January 29, 2013 at Scotiabank Place in Ottawa, Ontario, Canada. (Photo by Andre Ringuette/NHLI via Getty Images) 

   share    

Nobody really knew what to expect from Mika Zibanejad after the Ottawa Senators made the surprising decision to demote the 20-year-old centre to the American Hockey League last week.

But if anyone was worried Zibanejad would let his circumstances get the best of his attitude, he did his part to erase those fears with an enthusiastic week of practice and a strong effort in the Binghamton Senators’ opening night win.

It’s clear that Zibanejad agrees with the many observers who believe he should be playing in the NHL, but he knows his best chance to get back there is by making the most of his current assignment.

“I feel like I have the potential to be a Top 6, go-to guy, and be able to step up when the team needs me in whatever situation — if it’s killing penalties, or scoring goals, or whatever,” Zibanejad said. “I think the message they sent me was just to compete harder, and that’s what I’m here to do, to help the team to win.”

Most people outside the organization had Zibanejad pencilled into Ottawa’s opening night roster, and he admits he may have become comfortable with that idea himself, making the city his North American home away from life in Sweden. But he says his comfort level shouldn’t be mistaken for a sense of entitlement.

“I didn’t want to take anything for granted, but I was expecting to play well (during preseason) and to start the season up in Ottawa,” said Zibanejad, noting his off-season workouts with veteran Senators forward Chris Neil. “I know the way my contract situation is — they can send me up and down however (many times) they want. I was just hoping that last season … had some meaning. But unfair or fair, I’m here right now, and I just feel like I’m ready to work and prove them wrong.”

Zibanejad was Ottawa’s fourth-leading scorer last season, with 20 points in just 42 of the lockout-shortened campaign’s 48 games. He added a goal and three assists in 10 playoff contests. But the Senators’ first-round pick from the 2011 NHL Entry Draft acknowledged that his games this preseason weren’t his best, even if he never got any indication that anyone higher up was displeased until it was too late.

“It came as a surprise for me (to be cut),” he said. “It is what it is now. I can’t go back to training camp and try to do anything differently. All I can do, and all I can affect, is right here, right now.

Zibanejad got off to a good start by coming to terms with his demotion and heeding some advice from Binghamton head coach Luke Richardson, who has been impressed by the youngster’s attitude.

“He’s been great and he’s had a smile on his face,” Richardson said. “I’m sure it’s been a challenge, hoping that he could continue on this season with what he left off with last season, but … I told him, ‘I’m not sure what they said to you in Ottawa, but the instructions that we got were just to get you playing dominant — driving the puck to the net, shooting the puck, skating, taking command on the ice,’ because he’s a big, strong player.”

Twitter.com/puckjoy

 - See more at: http://www.senatorsextra.com/main/zibanejad-taking-demotion-in-stride#sthash.Vg8HKmZT.dpuf
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The post-game report: Senators’ MacLean thought shootout move was illegal 

Toronto Maple Leafs' Mason Raymond scores the game winning shoot out goal on Ottawa Senators goaltender Craig Anderson in NHL action in Toronto on Saturday October 5, 2013. THE CANADIAN PRESS/Frank Gunn
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Senators head coach Paul MacLean was surprised to see Mason Raymond’s spin move allowed in Toronto’s shootout win over Ottawa.

“I was on a conference call at the start of the year with all the other coaches and was informed at that time that that play would be seriously reviewed and you were taking a chance it would be an illegal play and the goal would be disallowed.

So, MacLean cautioned his players. (Do any Sens do it, now that Kaspars Daugavins is gone?).

“I think it’s a very unfair play for the guy to come in and blow snow on the goaltender to me he came to a full stop, the puck went backwards and then forwards.”

And then this beauty of a quote: “But that’s me, I’m only a fisherman from Nova Scotia. So I don’t know nothin’ about nothin.’”

MacLean was pleased with the Kyle Turris line, with the centre between Cory Conacher and ex-Leaf Clarke MacArthur. And why wouldn’t he be pleased? The line had five points, including Turris’ goal and two assists.

The Turry line has been very good, we need to see more of that kind of consistent play from the rest of our group,” MacLean said.

While Jason Spezza’s line, with Bobby Ryan and Milan Michalek, were held to a combined 7 shots, compared to the 15 against Buffalo, they had their moments in the third period.

The Turris line delivered 11 shots on goal and were consistently dangerous.

NO LOSS FOR REIMER

The Senators might have chased James Reimer with four goals after a period and a half, but he managed to keep his record vs. Ottawa at 8-1-1 when his relief help, Jonathan Bernier, stoned the Sens the rest of the way.

Asked after the game if the goalie picture in Toronto is more clear now, head coach Randy Carlyle said: “It makes it easier.

ROAD POINTS

Like any coach, MacLean saw good and bad out of a narrow win in Buffalo and a narrow loss in Toronto to open the season.

MacLean: “To come out on the road and take three of a possible four points, and have a 4-2 lead in the middle of the game, yeah, we can take that out of it . . . much like (Friday) night, throw out the good with the bad.”

The loose, soft play at times in both games will keep the “fisherman” up at night before the team leaves for the west coast.

“The same issues we had in Buffalo, we had similar ones tonight. We can’t keep playing that way and hope to have success,” MacLean said, citing some lazy penalties taken.

BY THE NUMBERS

J.G. Pageau did not have a strong game, especially in the faceoff circle where he lost 10 of 12 draws. Spezza won 14 of 21, Zack Smith was 9 for 14 and Turris won 12 of 26 faceoffs.

Erik Karlsson played 27 minutes but was not the factor he was in Buffalo. He also looked vulnerable to outside speed as Phil Kessel burned him badly early in the game.

Chris Phillips saw 5:22 on the penalty kill and led both teams with hits (6).

The Leafs were two for four on the power play, including a crucial goal by Joffrey Lupul in the dying seconds of the second period to close to 4-3. Lupul had 7 shots on goal.

ANDY APPROVES

Craig Anderson didn’t see a lot wrong with Raymond’s shootout goal. Asked for his reaction, the Senators goalie said: “You say congratulations.”

Spezza said the club was told by the referee that the “puck was still moving,” and that’s why the spin move was approved.

Twitter.com/HockeyScanner

 - See more at: http://www.senatorsextra.com/main/post-game-report-maclean-thought-move-illegal#sthash.vKHxgK6h.dpuf
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Borowiecki, Stone injured in B-Sens’ opener 

Mark Stone of the Ottawa Senators looks on during training camp practice, at the Bell Sensplex, on September 13, 2013, in Ottawa, Ont. (Jana Chytilova / Ottawa Citizen) (For SPRT Section)
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BINGHAMTON, N.Y. — After losing top-line right wing Mark Stone and captain Mark Borowiecki to injuries in the first period, the Binghamton Senators salvaged the night by battling back to a 4-3 overtime victory over the Syracuse Crunch in their season opener Saturday.

Rookie defenseman Cody Ceci scored 2:13 into overtime to propel the B-Sens past the Crunch, who led 3-1 early in the third period. Mika Zibanejad tied the game 3-3 on a power-play one-timer midway through the third period. Corey Cowick and Derek Grant also scored for the B-Sens. Nathan Lawson made 32 saves.

“It was a pretty exciting game,” said Ceci, an Ottawa native and former 67′s star. “We played strong and fought back in the third, then had a good overtime … It’s four-on-four, so there’s a lot of ice. I like to jump up in the play, so I took the opportunity. I was just skating down the wall, and the guy kind of slid in desperation. I just waited him out, and then I had the whole far side, so I just put it there, and it was a pretty great feeling to score a goal like that with coming into a new team and a new town. I’m happy to be here, and it’s nice to start off like that.”

For head coach Luke Richardson, Ceci’s goal was the perfect end to a great game for the 2012 first-round draft pick.

“In training camp, I think he was a little nervous up in Ottawa, and he might not have showed quite as well as what we saw down here at the end of last season,” Richardson said. “I think by far he was our best defenseman (tonight), if not our best player out there, especially when we lost Boro and we had to play him (Ceci) quite a bit. It was fitting for him to get that goal because he has a great knack of getting up the ice. After the minutes, and the hard minutes, he played tonight, it’s not so easy to do. The ice was soft. It’s a lot of hard work out there. We’re excited to have him here. He won’t be here very long, probably, if he continues like this.”

It was also the perfect way for Richardson’s players to cap off a rally in defense of their fallen teammates.

“I think we took a step back, and tried to do it on the scoreboard more than we could have done it out there (on the ice),” said Cowick, another former 67′s standout. “You never want to see a guy go down, and a guy like Boro, he’s so heart and soul, and a guy like Stoney, who works his butt off every game — you want to do it for them. If they were out there, they would be giving it their all, so you don’t want to make it a waste. If they’re not going to play, you want to make sure you do it for them. Obviously … you want to win the game no matter what, but it gives you a little bit of added fuel.”

Stone suffered an apparent shoulder injury and was expected to be evaluated Saturday night. Borowiecki, a Kanata native, was injured on a hit by Philippe Paradis, but his injury is not believed to be serious.

“Boro just took a bit of a helmet to the head and whipped his neck back,” Richardson said. “But he seems to be OK on any kind of concussion symptoms. I think it was more just a little bit of a sore neck, so we kept him out precautionary for the rest of the game.”

Zibanejad, less than a week removed from his surprising demotion to the American Hockey League, ripped a one-timer past Crunch goalie Cedrick Desjardins to tie the game midway through the third period.

“We’re pretty lucky to have some guys down here who probably shouldn’t be here,” Cowick said. “We’re going to take advantage of them for as long as we have them.”

Cowick had cut the Crunch lead to 3-2 when he jammed Ceci’s rebound past Desjardins 6:42 into the third period, which was undeniably the B-Sens’ best of regulation.

“I think it shows that we’re creating a family mentality out there already,” Richardson said of his team’s effort in the third period. “They work for each other, they go fight out on the ice for each other, and they went right to the end. It’s easy to give up. It’s hard to work and win and come back from behind. I think they showed a lot of determination and character, and to show it this early in the season, is a huge positive for us and will go a long way this year.”

“We just made simpler plays,” Grant added. “The ice conditions weren’t the best out there. We just helped each other out with a little communication and played a little harder with a little more grit. I think we were sitting back a little early, and when we found a way to get pucks in and get pucks on the net, we had a lot of success.”

Grant found some success of his own 3:35 into the second period, tying the game 1-1 with a nifty goal off a shorthanded breakaway.

“I was able to pick the puck, and I didn’t know if someone was chasing me, so I tried to get on my horse there and was able to put it through his legs,” said Grant, who led the league with five shorthanded goals last season.

Dana Tyrell, gave the Crunch, affiliate of the Tampa Bay Lightning, a 1-0 lead early in the second period, and scored again after Grant’s goal to make it 2-1. Evan Rankin extended the Crunch lead to 3-1 with 1:02 left in the second.

The B-Sens will have the week off before traveling to Norfolk for a two-game set against the Admirals, affiliate of the Anaheim Ducks, next weekend.

 - See more at: http://www.senatorsextra.com/main/borowiecki-stone-injured-in-b-sens-opener#sthash.aQ6qa91X.dpuf
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Leafs charge back for shootout win over Sens 

Toronto Maple Leafs goalie Jonathan Bernier makes a save on Ottawa Senators' Jason Spezza, left, during third period NHL hockey action in Toronto, Saturday October 5, 2013. THE CANADIAN PRESS/Mark Blinch
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TORONTO – Ah, the Battle of Ontario.

Each chapter with its own twists and turns.

And someone going home feeling ill. This time it was the Senators after blowing a 4-2 lead and falling in the shootout, 5-4 to the Leafs.

Tyler Bozak and Mason Raymond, on a controversial spin move, scored for Toronto while Jason Spezza and Milan Michalek missed.

The shootout loss nevertheless took the shine off James Reimer’s magic against the Senators, as he was knocked out of the net. Ottawa fell to 1-0-1 and the Leafs improved to 3-0.

The Leafs finally defeated Ottawa in a home opener, in six tries. Prior to Saturday’s loss, the Leafs had a record of 0-3-0-2 in five home openers with the Senators as special guests. They two haven’t met in an ACC opener since Oct. 3, 2007, when the Senators won 4-3 in overtime.

The Leafs won three of four meetings last season but in the two previous seasons combined, the clubs each won six and lost six. The Senators carried a 4-3 lead into the third period but a goal by James Van Riemsdyk tied in the third period

“The pressure is on us,” Leafs head coach Randy Carlyle had said. “The pressure is on the home team to put on a show.”

Oddly enough, Carlyle made his Leafs debut at a home opener 37 years ago to the day, at Maple Leaf Gardens. He remembers being a wide-eyed kid from tiny Azilda, On., neary Sudbury, taking it all in. Now, here he was presiding over three rookies, Morgan Rielly, Jamie Devane and Spencer Abbot making their NHL debut in a Toronto opener. (Winger Carter Ashton was expected to play but was a late scratch in favour of tough guy Devane).

The Leafs did put on a show in the early minutes, taking a 1-0 lead on a goal by Mason Raymond, who converted a backhand pass from Dave Bolland at 4:21 of the first period.

That got fans at the ACC excited until, but only three minutes later there was a collective groan as a Kyle Turris shot from the slot leaked through James Reimer to tie the game at 1-1. Turris was the Senators best player, carrying a goal and two assists into the third period.

Turris started the play for the next goal, drifting a shot toward the Leafs net as all hell broke loose. Cody Franson had the puck, but Cory Conacher bumped the Leafs defenceman and jammed a shot past Reimer for the 2-1 Ottawa lead. The third member of the second line, Clarke MacArthur, had a ton of chances but could not find the goal he so badly wanted against his former club.

Concacher’s goal didn’t hold up, as the Leafs closed out the period with the tying goal on a power play. Nazem Kadri had nothing but net after receiving a pass from Raymond.

Remember all those goal-less minutes in Buffalo? Well, that was then.

Spezza scored his first goal as captain of the Senators to give Ottawa a 4-2 lead in the middle of the second period and knocked Reimer out of the game, in favor of Jonathan Bernier. Things were looking great for the visitors but the Leafs scored late, on a Joffrey Lupul goal with 16 seconds remaining to make the third period worth watching.

Coming into the game, Reimer downplayed his flashy

 8-1-1 career record against Ottawa , with a 1.69 goals-against and three shutouts in 10 games.

“Honestly, I don’t really have an answer for it,” Reimer said. “I think it’s just a rivalry and you get up for rivalries. Although you try to get up for every game, it just means a little more playing against an opponent like this. They’re fun games to play.”

Really, Reimer said, he’s just been along for the ride.

“Our team has played well against them, and as a goalie you reap the statistical benefit.”

Reimer recalls the game two years ago when he survived, barely, an 11-goal game with Ottawa.

“We won 6-5 (Oct. 8, 2011),” Reimer said. “It’s not like I stood on my head and really helped the team there.”

“There’s games where they’ve lit me up, too. Anything can happen on any given night, whether you’ve won 10 in a row against a team or lost 10 in a row. You take every game as a separate, single game.”

Sounded like an omen for a night that was not going to be kind to him. We wonder if Bernier just took over the right to be called the Leafs No. 1 – for this week, anyway.

Twitter.com/HockeyScanner

 - See more at: http://www.senatorsextra.com/main/game-file-leafs-laugh-last-in-shootout#sthash.y6kHsJnt.dpuf
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Clarkson came close to signing with Senators 

Toronto Maple Leafs forward David Clarkson looks on while playing against the Ottawa Senators during second period NHL pre-season hockey action in Toronto on Tuesday, Sept. 24, 2013. THE CANADIAN PRESS/Nathan Denette

   share    

TORONTO — David Clarkson is best known today as the player suspended 10 games to start the season by jumping over the boards during a fight.

But just a few months ago, Clarkson was a free agent considering becoming an Ottawa Senator.

“It was probably the hardest decision I’ve had to make in my career,” Clarkson said, saying he was impressed by Ottawa’s ownership, management and coaching.

“I liked the vibe there, but the more I thought about it, the chance to come home and be near family and friends – that was part of the decision we made.”

Clarkson grew up in Toronto and his father is such a huge Leafs fan, he had a vanity Leafs licence plate on his car long before his son joined the organization.

So, no, Clarkson doesn’t regret signing a monster contract with the Maple Leafs, but he regrets leaping over the boards to help Phil Kessel in a tussle with big John Scott of the Buffalo Sabres.

“I always explain to everyone, it was like a friend or a brother in trouble and you didn’t know what the outcome would be . . . you react and go after it.

“Unless you’ve got my skates on, it’s tough to say what you would do,” Clarkson said. “I’m not here to fight or be a sideshow, I’m here to put the puck in the net and also be a team guy and be a leader. I feel bad that I hurt the Toronto Maple Leafs.

“It sucks – not only the bag skating part of things, it sucks not being able to get out there. Especially sitting up there in the press box with you guys, as nice as it is up there, I’d rather be on the ice.”

twitter.com/HockeyScanner

 - See more at: http://www.senatorsextra.com/main/clarkson-laments-press-box-penance#sthash.M4SE6GtQ.dpuf

Observations on a 2-1 Stars win over Washington : How ’bout we do this like a normal person one time

By Mike Heika

mheika@dallasnews.com

12:41 am on October 6, 2013  | Permalink
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Dallas Stars head coach Lindy Ruff, top center, gives instructions from the bench to Shawn Horcoff (10), Trevor Daley (6), Rich Peverley (17), Vernon Fiddler (38) Stephane Robidas (3) and Erik Cole (72) as assistant coaches Curt Fraser, left rear, and James Patrick, right rear, look on in the final minutes of the third period of an NHL hockey game against the Washington Capitals, Saturday, Oct. 5, 2013, in Dallas. The Stars won 2-1. (AP Photo/Tony Gutierrez)

Cody Eastwood crafts The Game in Six Minutes once again. It really is a neat feature if you didn’t get to watch the game. Watch it here.

I’m sure you’re all tired of me comparing the Stars to a summer day, or a rose, or a bowl of cacciatore. Seriously, how many old movie references can one man throw at a hockey team?

So, today, let’s look at the Stars’ 2-1 win over Washington like a normal person. Let’s do it old school.

Observation 1: This team really needed that third period. Say what you want about the season-opener being only one game, but that game was a disaster. Dallas surrendered a 2-1 lead, allowed 15 shots in the third period and allowed 39 shots for the game. There is nothing about that performance that is positive. You cannot win on a regular basis playing hockey like that. Bottom line, Florida worked harder, played smarter and earned that 4-2 win on Thursday.

Fast forward to Saturday, and you can say all of the same things about the Stars and their 2-1 win over Washington. They worked harder, played smarter, and earned the victory. And that has to be a good feeling. Washington is a very dangerous and skilled team, and at times had the Stars on the run. But when Dallas allowed just six shots on goal in the third period and 26 for the game, it made a statement. Not only did the players confirm a lesson was learned, they confirmed that they can play the kind of hockey Lindy Ruff is demanding. It’s not easy, because everyone has to be aggressive physically, everyone has to be aggressive with speed, and everyone has to win battles.

Everyone did that Saturday, and the team won. It worked.

Observation 2. The Stars have a load of good energy forwards: Rich Peverley made his debut in a Stars uniform, and was great. His faceoffs were so-so (9-8), especially late in the game, but he’s going to be a key player in that department going forward. What was terrific was his energy, his speed and his puck sense. He just knew where he needed to be, and he played well off linemates Antoine Roussel and Ryan Garbutt. Roussel has been one of the team’s best forwards since the start of camp, and Garbutt looked very good in one of the first full games where we have been able to see him play. Garbutt was one of the keys to winning battles in the third period. Add that trio to Vern Fiddler, and Dallas has a lot of options in the bottom six that will drive the opposition mad.

Observation 3: The top line is inconsistent, but capable of impressive things. The Jamie Benn-Tyler Seguin-Erik Cole line was bad on Thursday and OK on Saturday, but it has shown glimpses of being so much more. The Seguin pass to Cole for a one-timer from the slot was a thing of beauty, and both Seguin and Benn are starting to understand their roles better.

Seguin skated 18:08, had one assist, was plus-1, had no shots on goal and went 3-9 (25 percent) on faceoffs. Benn skated 17:58, had one assist, was plus-1, and had one shot on goal. And Cole logged 17:11, had one goal, two shots on goal and two hits.

So sort of just OK.

They were the first unit on the power play and did little damage there. While officials awarded one shot on four minutes of power play time, the Stars still look like they have created almost zero scoring chances with the man advantage in two games.

But you see the makings of “something” there, and it’s just a matter of them putting that “something” together.

Observation 4: Sergei Gonchar has not been good at all in these first two games: The 39-year-old defenseman is not expected to be physical or fast, but he is expected to be calm and creative. So far, he seems out of position or unable to read the play. It’s early in the process, but it’s been a concern. His turnovers at the point on the power play have really sapped energy from the man advantage

Observation 5: Kari Lehtonen did not embellish when he was cross-checked in the face by Nick Backstrom. Lehtonen has not had a history of embellishing in Dallas. He simply was struck hard in the face by a stick. I’m not sure where that would not be considered goaltender interference….or high-sticking…or cross-checking.

Observation 6: Alex Chiasson has a knack. He gets pucks to the net, and the puck follows him around. He was a big part of the overall improvement on the second line from Game 1. Ray Whitney had five shots on goal, Chiasson three and Cody Eakin one. That line was very dangerous.

So much of being a fan is getting revved up and getting let down, and the Stars seem to do that over and over again, so I’ll try not to be too positive after the win. The Stars have a long way to go, and the key to everything going forward is consistency. They have to build one day on another if they really want to do this the old school way.

They’ve talked about making sure they practice right and prepare right and do things the right way. They’ll have a chance to do that this week with four days of practice.

And as time goes by, we’ll see if they learned anything from Saturday’s game.

Rich Peverley makes Stars debut after missing preseason and opener

By Mike Heika

mheika@dallasnews.com

11:29 pm on October 5, 2013  | Permalink
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Rich Peverley missed all of the preseason with an irregular heartbeat discovered in his precamp physical. However, he was cleared to return Friday and made his Stars debut Saturday.

Peverley is off blood thinners, but said he will have to keep up with the heart issue.

“I’ve never had it before, so it’s something new,” he said. “I felt bad before the season, so I knew there was something wrong. I feel great now, so I’ll just have to keep an eye on it, and I’ll react as necessary.”

Oilers know they have work to do

Sunday, 10.06.2013 / 8:12 PM / NHL Insider

By Derek Van Diest - NHL.com Correspondent 
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EDMONTON — Saturday night proved to be a wakeup call for the Edmonton Oilers. They still have a long way to go to compete with the League's elite.

A day after losing 6-2 to the Vancouver Canucks, Oilers coach Dallas Eakins questioned his team's compete level.

"(Saturday) night's game was an incredible thing, and part of the message that I said to the players is that they are greatly confusing me," Eakins said. "I can show them clips where we have no compete level at all, and then showed them clips where their compete level is way more than I even expect. And it's out of the same people.

"It would be like showing you a clip of me on the ice doing nothing, then three minutes later, I can show a clip of me on the ice being Superman. They're confusing me. I see they want to do it and then they're falling back."

The Oilers were dominated by the Canucks on Saturday, outshot 44-23 in the loss. Goaltender Devan Dubnyk didn't make it out of the second period, giving up five goals on 31 shots. Jason LaBarbera will get the start Monday against the New Jersey Devils.

"Maybe it's the new habits," Eakins said. "Maybe it's 'OK, we're trying' and they revert back. But as bad as it was, there was a little bit of good. It's just that those flashes of good were too few and far between. So I'm a little confused by the group, but that's part of the process here of forming new habits."

The Oilers started Saturday's game well, scoring the opening goal, but were then overrun by the Canucks. Dubnyk struggled, unable to provide the Oilers with timely saves. He's yet to impress this year as the Oilers undisputed starter, struggling in the first two games of the season.

"Our goalie made some saves, but he was hung out to dry, too," Eakins said. "You need everybody. The problem with that goaltending position is that you're totally exposed.

"It's easy to point fingers at the goalie, because it's such a vulnerable position. You're the last line of defense. But you do need saves, you need better defense, you need everything. It all works together. It's like dominos falling a lot of times."

The Oilers went into their first two games of the year without their top centers in Ryan Nugent-Hopkins and Sam Gagner.

Taylor Hall was moved from left wing to the middle in an effort to fill the void. However, Hall had a tough night against the Canucks, turning the puck over and finishing with a minus-four rating. He's minus-five through the first two games of the year.

Against the Devils, Hall will move back to the wing, playing on a line with Jordan Eberle and Nugent-Hopkins, who will make his season debut, returning from shoulder surgery.

"I was minus-five in two games, so probably not the greatest," Hall said, asked about his performance in the middle. "I thought I did some things well, my face-offs were pretty good. I feel that you can be on for goals that you don't have anything to do with, but at the end of the day, I really didn't get the job done as well as I wanted to."

While it's too early to press the panic button, the Oilers recognize they have a lot of work to do in order to snap a seven-year playoff drought.

Eakins has come in as the team's fifth coach in six years, looking to change the culture of the club. He recognizes, change is a work in progress and feels the team doesn't yet have a firm handle at where the compete level needs to be.

"You have to get detailed with it," Eakins said. "You have to show instances of what we expect in compete level to be.

"I think they're trying to find their way, where they're going to do it a new way and then they fall back to an old way. But that's OK. I didn't think we were going to come in here and flip the switch and I would say 'Do this' and they would all turn into robots. There is a muscle-memory to this, there is a process and I love a good fight. I'm steadfast that I'm not going away soon and I'll keep hammering on it until they get it."

Print   Email   

Tom Powers: Wild fail to avoid the obvious in loss to Ducks

Pioneer Press

Posted:   10/06/2013 12:01:00 AM CDT | Updated:   about 9 hours ago

If you know there's a tornado coming, why not go into the storm cellar? At the very least, why not cover your head? 

The Wild knew exactly what was coming Saturday night. We all did. The Anaheim Ducks had been humiliated in their opener, 6-1, by the Colorado Avalanche. Worse, their coach, Bruce Boudreau, was verbally assaulted by Avs coach Patrick Roy. The volatile Roy probably would have physically assaulted their rotund, little coach, too, but he couldn't break down the stanchion separating the benches -- even though he tried. 

So there was a real storm brewing. 

"We watched their practice yesterday," Wild coach Mike Yeo said. "We saw it coming. We knew they were going to start hard. They were a focused group." 

And yet 

Anaheim Ducks defenseman Sami Vatanen collides with Minnesota Wild center Zenon Konopka during the second period at the Xcel Energy Center Arena in St. Paul on October 5, 2013. (Pioneer Press: Sherri LaRose-Chiglo) 

... the Wild stumbled out of the dressing room and fell behind by two goals in the first six minutes. After that, they played as well as I've seen them play. Great pace, won all the individual battles, really controlled the play. The fans got their $50 worth, or whatever it costs to watch the Wild play these days. 

OK, maybe not $50 worth. That's a lot. But the contest was very entertaining. In today's NHL, however, a two-goal deficit usually is too much to overcome, especially for a team that generates scoring chances but not goals. So the Wild fell in overtime. That's their second straight one-point home game. They've pretty much fizzled at Xcel during the NHL's grand opening week. 

"We played a good 45, 50 minutes," defenseman Keith Ballard said. "We lost the game because we started poorly. That start just killed us." 

As the game moved along, there wasn't any question about which team was better. It wasn't even close. Had the Wild just survived those early minutes, it likely would have resulted in a rout in their favor. Yet they just sort of belly-flopped onto the ice to start the game. And I can't figure out why. Neither can Yeo, who said he wasn't very happy at the turn of events. 

"We talked about a number of things tactically before the game," he said. "The two words that were underlined were determination and preparation. We didn't have enough of either of those things." 

Why? It was Game 2 in front of a fired-up home crowd on a Saturday night. It wasn't Game 68 on a Wednesday night against Florida. So what we have here is an early-season mystery. 

"Tough start," said Jason Pominville. "I mean, you're right. We're at home and we want to come out strong. We want to establish ourselves as a tough team to play against at home. It's unfortunate that we weren't able to do that tonight right off the bat. But I think as the game went on, we played more our style and took over." 

The defeat just seemed so preventable. They knew what was coming. The Ducks' feathers were ruffled. The first few minutes were going to be critical. Yet they didn't handle it well at all. 

Yeo said the loss hurt, and I believe him because his expression appeared to indicate that he was experiencing a sharp pain. But he didn't want to dwell on it. 

"For us, personally, what I'd like to focus on tonight is that there were some positives," he said. "I thought the play of our leaders was something we should be talking about. The play of our fourth line was something we should be talking about tonight. The power play is something we should be talking about, too." 

If he means he and his coaches should be talking about that stuff, fine. If he means, like, this is what should be written in the newspaper, 

Minnesota Wild center Mikko Koivu, left, left wing Zach Parise and right wing Jason Pominville celebrate Pominville's goal during the third period as Anaheim Ducks goalie Jonas Hiller reacts at the Xcel Energy Center Arena in St. Paul on Oct. 5, 2013. (Pioneer Press: Sherri LaRose-Chiglo) 

then uh-uh. I'm more mesmerized by the lackadaisical start in the second game of the season. 

He's right that the power play was good, though. The top line and the top defense pairing were good, too. The defense pairing of Marco Scandella and Jared Spurgeon was leaky, though. And on this night, Nik Backstrom was no better than OK in goal. 

But, as everybody pointed out, it's ridiculously early. There is plenty of time to iron out these wrinkles. A couple of months from now, we probably won't remember this scruffy start. And that will be good because in these first couple of games the Wild have played just well enough to lose. 

Tom Powers can be reached at tpowers@pioneerpress.com. Before his team faced a desperate Anaheim Ducks squad on Saturday night, coach Mike Yeo went through the usual rundown with players in the locker room. 

He talked to them about tactical adjustments special for Anaheim, and about defensemen jumping into the rush. 

Then Yeo underlined two words on the whiteboard for his squad to remember: determination and preparation. The coach felt they were the keys to the Wild picking up their first win of the 2013-14 season. 

Instead, the Wild opened with a brutally sluggish first period, fell behind 2-0 in the first six minutes and never recovered in a 4-3 overtime loss at Xcel Energy Center. 

"Judging by the first period and the way we started the game, we didn't have enough of either 

Minnesota Wild center Mikko Koivu, left, left wing Zach Parise and right wing Jason Pominville celebrate Pominville's goal during the third period as Anaheim Ducks goalie Jonas Hiller reacts at the Xcel Energy Center Arena in St. Paul on Oct. 5, 2013. (Pioneer Press: Sherri LaRose-Chiglo) 

of those," Yeo said of his underlined words. 

The Wild lost for the second time in as many games this young season, the first coming Thursday in a season-opening shootout loss to the Los Angeles Kings. The Wild walked away from that one with some optimism, but they felt they gave one away on Saturday. 

"It's a completely different feeling," defenseman Keith Ballard said. "We played like s**t to start the game and that's why we lost." 

Rather than sitting atop the conference with four points after two home games, the Wild settled for a point each in games they felt they could have won. 

The team's top wingers, Zach Parise and Jason Pominville, accounted for all three goals, two of them on power plays. 

"There were some positives for sure," Yeo said. "But I would say this is not similar to L.A. I cannot sit here and say that we played the type of game, top-to-bottom, that we wanted to bring. This was different." 

Different takeaway, different feeling, same result. 

It took into the third period for the Wild to catch up from their slow start. Parise scored twice, including the game-tying goal in the third period. But neither team was able to come up with much after that until a back-and-forth overtime. Mathieu Perreault 

Anaheim Ducks defenseman Sami Vatanen collides with Minnesota Wild center Zenon Konopka during the second period at the Xcel Energy Center Arena in St. Paul on Oct. 5, 2013. (Pioneer Press: Sherri LaRose-Chiglo) 

ended it with 4.9 seconds remaining on a breakaway against vulnerable Niklas Backstrom. 

The team also lost second-line center Charlie Coyle to a lower body injury in the second period; he'll likely miss the team's next game Tuesday, Yeo said 

As well as the top line played, there were big holes in the Wild's game, starting with the second defensive pairing of Jared Spurgeon and Marco Scandella. Scandella finished a minus-4 and was the main player at fault for a Nick Bonino goal that gave the Ducks a 2-0, first-period lead. 

"I'm not going to say anything bad about anybody right now," Yeo said. "We're two games into the season. I'm not going to sit here and paint a pretty picture or anything. I'm not going to try to do that. But there 

Minnesota Wild head coach Mike Yeo talks with his team during the third period at the Xcel Energy Center Arena in St. Paul on Oct. 5, 2013. (Pioneer Press: Sherri LaRose-Chiglo) 

were positives in the game, and right now is the time to point to those, and anything that needs to get picked up will get picked up behind closed doors." 

But after the Wild let another win slip by, there wasn't much to do other than point to the slow start. 

"We knew they were going to come out strong and we didn't respond early enough and we got behind two goals," Scandella said. "I mean, we didn't start well and that didn't help our cause." 

And it didn't help the general feeling surrounding the team. After the first one, there was still plenty of optimism; after Saturday's, that optimism was replaced by frustration. 

"This one has a different feeling," Yeo said. "Hopefully we use this to start our next game similarly to what (Anaheim) did tonight." 

Follow Chad Graff at twitter.com/ChadGraff.

Toward the end of Saturday's morning skate -- the final tune-up before he makes his NHL debut -- 19-year-old Mathew Dumba was called to center ice to lead the team through stretches. 

The players wished their youngest teammate luck, and gave him a stick tap. 

Just 15 months after the Wild that started when the team chose him with the seventh overall selection in the 2012 NHL entry-level draft, Dumba was set to make his NHL debut in Saturday night's game against the Anaheim Ducks at Xcel Energy Center. 

"It's a pretty exciting day for me," Dumba said. "I just want to go out there and play my game and just have fun. I've been playing this game since I was little. I just need to relax and be myself out there." 

Dumba was in line to skate with veteran Keith Ballard, who will switch from the right side, where he played Thursday with Clayton Stoner, to the left. 

Both Dumba and Ballard enjoy jumping into the offensive rush in coach Mike Yeo's new system. They played together through training camp and said communication is key so that both defensemen don't jump into the same rush. 

"With two guys that both like to get up in the play, we've got to read off each other," Ballard said. "And we've talked about that every time we've played with each other -- just making sure it's one of us, not both of us. We have to talk and communicate to do that and make sure it's not both of us." 

Dumba's strength is as a puck-moving, offensive defenseman. He has a hard shot and skates well. 

Throughout training camp he was slotted on the blue line of the second power play unit with Jared Spurgeon. But when Dumba didn't play in the season-opener Thursday -- partly because he looked "jittery" in practice, according to Yeo -- Jonas Brodin took his spot and scored a power-play goal. 

Yeo wouldn't say whether Dumba would see any time on the power play, but stressed that Dumba earned his debut. 

"He's played really well; simple as that," Yeo said. "He's got ability. It doesn't take long to sit up there in practice and watch him in warmups and see his skating ability, see his shot. But you get him out in the game and the way he executed (in preseason), the way he defended, he deserves this opportunity." 

Before the game Saturday, Yeo called Dumba "a big part of our future." 

The Wild have nine games to decide whether Dumba will remain with the team for the rest of the season or send him back to juniors in Red Deer, Alberta. Under NHL and major junior hockey rules, he's 19-year-olds are not eligible to play in the AHL, and the Wild will have to make a decision during this short window. 

Dumba understands this season with the Wild isn't guaranteed. He was with the Wild for five games last and was a healthy scratch each time before being sent back to juniors. 

He could be back there before too long, but at least this time he's getting a chance to prove himself in a game. 

"It's all part of the process, and I know that," Dumba said. "I'm just thankful that my opportunity has come. I'm just going to go out there and work my hardest and do whatever it takes. I'm hoping it's just like any other game. I'm not going to put any extra pressure on myself." 

Conscious pangs 

Charlie Coyle told Yeo Friday that he didn't sleep after the team's shootout loss Thursday. Coyle played well for most of the game, but left Jeff Carter open in the third and Carter scored the game-tying goal to force overtime. 

"I said, 'You have to learn from it, but you have to move on too, and you have to focus on the things that you did well and just correct that stuff,' " Yeo said. "I respect that a lot about Charlie. And that's how you're going to improve -- that recognition of, 'I had a good game, but that one play ...' 

"When you recognize that, then you're quicker to correct that mistake and strong games turn into great games. He was close to a great game." 

Briefly 

Clayton Stoner was a healthy scratch Saturday against the Ducks so that Dumba could make his NHL debut. "We have a lot of quality players," Yeo said. "It's early in the season. Things have a way of sorting themselves out."

Toward the end of Saturday's morning skate -- the final tune-up before he makes his NHL debut -- 19-year-old Mathew Dumba was called to center ice to lead the team through stretches. 

The players wished their youngest teammate luck, and gave him a stick tap. 

Just 15 months after the Wild chose him with the seventh overall selection in the 2012 NHL entry-level draft, Dumba was set to make his NHL debut in Saturday night's game against the Anaheim Ducks at Xcel Energy Center. 

"It's a pretty exciting day for me," Dumba said. "I just want to go out there and play my game and just have fun. I've been playing this game since I was little. I just need to relax and be myself out there." 

Dumba was in line to skate with veteran Keith Ballard, who will switch from the right side, where he played Thursday with Clayton Stoner, to the left. 

Both Dumba and Ballard enjoy jumping into the offensive rush in coach Mike Yeo's new system. They played together through training camp and said communication is key so that both defensemen don't jump into the same rush. 

"With two guys that both like to get up in the play, we've got to read off each other," Ballard said. "And we've talked about that every time we've played with each other -- just making sure it's one of us, not both of us. We have to talk and communicate to do that and make sure it's not both of us." 

Dumba's strength is as a puck-moving, offensive defenseman. He has a hard shot and skates well. 

Throughout training camp he was slotted on the blue line of the second power play unit with Jared Spurgeon. But when Dumba didn't play in the season-opener Thursday -- partly because he looked "jittery" in practice, according to Yeo -- Jonas Brodin took his spot and scored a power-play goal. 

Yeo wouldn't say whether Dumba would see any time on the power play, but stressed that Dumba earned his debut. 

"He's played really well; simple as that," Yeo said. "He's got ability. It doesn't take long to sit up there in practice and watch him in warmups and see his skating ability, see his shot. But you get him out in the game and the way he executed (in preseason), the way he defended, he deserves this opportunity." 

Before the game Saturday, Yeo called Dumba "a big part of our future." 

The Wild have nine games to decide whether Dumba will remain with the team for the rest of the season or send him back to juniors in Red Deer, Alberta. Under NHL and major junior hockey rules, he's 19-year-olds are not eligible to play in the AHL, and the Wild will have to make a decision during this short window. 

Dumba understands this season with the Wild isn't guaranteed. He was with the Wild for five games last and was a healthy scratch each time before being sent back to juniors. 

He could be back there before too long, but at least this time he's getting a chance to prove himself in a game. 

"It's all part of the process, and I know that," Dumba said. "I'm just thankful that my opportunity has come. I'm just going to go out there and work my hardest and do whatever it takes. I'm hoping it's just like any other game. I'm not going to put any extra pressure on myself." 

Follow Chad Graff at twitter.com/ChadGraff.

Minnesota Wild need young players to take next step

By Chad Graff

cgraff@pioneerpress.com
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When Los Angeles Kings goaltender Jonathan Quick looked up after surrendering his second goal of the first period Thursday night, Jonas Brodin was huddled with Wild teammates celebrating his power-play goal. 

To Brodin's right was Jared Spurgeon, to his left Charlie Coyle and between them were Nino Niederreiter and Mikael Granlund. That's a unit of three 21-year-olds with 20-year-old Brodin and wily veteran Jared Spurgeon, 23. 

They made some head-turning plays in training camp, and at times in the Wild's first game of the season, a 3-2 shootout loss to the Kings at the Xcel Energy Center. 

Later, however, the growing pains were felt when Coyle left his man unmarked and Jeff Carter scored the tying goal late in the third period. 

The Wild played some of their young players last season and got mixed returns. Now they're going to rely on them to take the next step. 

There will be good times such as Brodin's goal, and bad ones such as when Coyle lost track of Carter. 

"That goal was a good example of that," coach Mike Yeo said. "We're close to him, but that doesn't mean that you have him (covered), and these are some of the things you have to deal with." 

All of the young players who dressed Thursday made plays. Niederreiter fed a nice pass to Brodin on the goal, and Granlund drew a late penalty. Coyle won battles along the wall to set up chances for Niederreiter. 

That foursome doesn't include defenseman Mathew Dumba, 19, a healthy scratch for the opener, and Jason Zucker, 21, who's with the AHL team in Des Moines. 

Until more consistent play comes, the Wild have to live with the occasional mistake from young players. 

"I think that's part of it," Yeo said. "I think part of it is the early season, too. I don't think that we should just accept it either. We'll show it and we'll talk about it, but it's up to us to make sure that we continue to get better and get those things out." 

Coyle, for instance, played in his first NHL game at 

VANCOUVER, CANADA - FEBRUARY 12: Mikael Granlund #64 of the Minnesota Wild waits for a face-off during their NHL game against the Vancouver Canucks at Rogers Arena February 12, 2013 in Vancouver, British Columbia, Canada. Vancouver won 2-1. (Photo by Jeff Vinnick/NHLI via Getty Images) 

center and was whistled for a faceoff violation after he used his hand to brush back a puck on a defensive zone draw. 

"It was just a stupid play," Coyle said. "I've got to know that. It was just a reaction." 

The high-priced top line of Zach Parise, Mikko Koivu and Jason Pominville can alleviate some of that inconsistency. 

"We are going to have a young team mixed with some veteran guys," Parise said. "And I don't like to put a lot of pressure on the young players by saying we expect them to do something. They have to develop at their own rate." 

The more quickly they do, the better for the Wild. 

General manager Chuck Fletcher said in the offseason that the team doesn't need all of its young players to make big contributions -- but they do need a few in order to take the next step. 

Coyle, Brodin, Granlund and Niederreiter seem the likeliest candidates to make that move. Zucker and Dumba likely will get chances, too. 

"I thought we came out really good and obviously we didn't win (Thursday), but we're happy with what we came out with," Coyle said. "I think if we keep that energy up and just stick to our system, we'll be OK." 

Follow Chad Graff at twitter.com/ChadGraff.

Upon further review, Granlund is Minnesota Wild's points leader

By Chad Graff

cgraff@pioneerpress.com

Posted:   10/04/2013 12:01:00 AM CDT | Updated:   a day ago About 12 hours after Thursday's 3-2 shootout loss to the Los Angeles Kings, Mikael Granlund became the Wild's points leader. 

As coach Mike Yeo watched video of the game, he noticed that Granlund should have been credited with an assist on Jonas Brodin's first-period goal. The Wild notified the league, which reviewed the play and gave an assist to Granlund, his second of the season opener. 

Still a loss 

Yeo said he felt his team played well Thursday night, but he was hesitant to declare it a success. 

"I don't think that we should just sit here and pat ourselves on the back too much, either," Yeo said. "The bottom line is we didn't win. We played a good game and I know if we continue to play better and continue to develop and grow every part of our game then the wins will come."

The press box elevator didn't work. The Let's Play Hockey microphone was busted. As for the Wild ... they may or may not have malfunctioned. It's complicated. 

We've seen this before. The Wild worked hard and, except for some third-period tentativeness, carried the play. They had enough scoring chances to make any team proud. Overall, the team looked, well, fine. Except it didn't win, settling instead for an overtime point in Thursday's season opener at the Xcel Energy Center. 

The Wild didn't win because -- shades of last season -- the guys did everything right except put the puck behind the goaltender. 

"If we play like that night in and night out, we're going to win a lot of hockey games," coach Mike Yeo said. 

We've heard that before, too. 

I'm not disagreeing with Yeo, but the Wild, despite all those chances, scored twice -- once off of Matt Cooke's foot. 

"We went out and we played hard," Cooke said. "We played physical. We carried the pace of play. If we play like that most nights, we're going to win games." 

One would think so. And they did play more physically than we've seen. Keith Ballard did a nice job of setting the tone there. Like Cooke, he's going to be a very good, old-school addition. So we'll see. 

In summation: Mad scrambles near the Kings net, exciting rushes, great set-ups, hard blasts from the point ... two goals. Zach Parise had eight shots but didn't score. Nobody on the Wild's top line did. 

"I thought they were really good defensively,'' Yeo said of that trio. 

To which I'd reply: Who cares? 

What to make of it all? Hey, maybe the Wild will score six against Anaheim on Saturday night. Colorado just did. It's just really interesting because you walk away thinking, boy, the Wild played a good game. Then you look at the scoreboard. Again, we've seen that before. 

But in keeping with the opening night optimism we will focus on the good. For example, there are a couple definitions of the word "toughness" when it comes to NHL players. Wild fans have been taught that toughness means taking a hit to make a play, getting right back up after getting knocked down, and paying the price to battle for position near the crease. 

Notice that the Wild are on the receiving end of all that toughness. 

Another kind of toughness is when a guy tries to take liberties and you punch him in the nose. I much prefer that brand. We haven't seen a lot of it here because the Wild are built for speed, not feistiness. That's why it was startling to see defenseman Keith Ballard in action in the very first period. 

In the early seconds he lined up arch-enemy Dustin Brown in the neutral zone and delivered a bone-rattling check. It was the type of pre-emptive hit that said. 

Los Angeles goalie Jonathan Quick covers up the puck as Minnesota right wing Nino Niederreiter tries to poke it past him in the second period. (Pioneer Press: John Autey) 

"You might want to keep your head up." 

Later in the first period, big Kyle Clifford, perhaps looking to send his own message, rammed Ballard into the back wall. It was a clear boarding penalty as Ballard went in face first. Usually, a Wild player will get to his feet, see the referee's arm in the air, and skate with some satisfaction to the bench. Not Ballard. He got up and, despite bleeding rather profusely, grabbed Clifford by the collar and gave him a good going over. 

A Baudette native, Ballard had a very active start to his Wild career. 

"I think I was just trying to get in the game a little bit," he said. "Didn't really plan on getting in a fight, but that's hockey. It happens. We were pretty solid throughout the game." 

So if you're looking for a good omen, that was one. So was the play of super pest Cooke, who jabs and hacks relentlessly behind the play. Another good omen was the play of Nino Niederreiter; he was strong on his skates and very active. 

Actually, there was just this one little bad omen: The puck still wouldn't go in the net.

Eight months ago, Nino Niederreiter was exiled to Bridgeport of the American Hockey League, chalked up by many as a bust just two years after being chosen fifth overall in the NHL draft. 

At the other end of the continent, Keith Ballard was watching plenty of Vancouver Canucks games -- too many games, he felt -- from high above the ice, a healthy scratch for about a dozen games. His contract was bought out by the Canucks at the end of the season. 

Somewhere in between, Matt Cooke was in the final year of an expiring contract in Pittsburgh. 

The three of them were the Wild's major offseason additions, Niederreiter via trade and the latter two through free agency. 

Those newcomers were among the brightest spots for the Wild on Thursday night as they opened the season with a 3-2 shootout loss to the Los Angeles Kings at the Xcel Energy Center. 

Cooke scored the Wild's first goal 64 seconds into the game, Niederreiter set up the second goal and Ballard played well in his end and sparked some energy after a first-period fight. 

"I'm excited about the opportunities we're going to have moving forward," Cooke said. 

Cooke got the scoring started when a Kyle Brodziak shot deflected off him and past Los Angeles' talented goalie, Jonathan Quick. Niederreiter set up a 2-1 Wild lead later in the first period on the power play with a nifty backhanded pass to pinching defenseman Jonas Brodin. 

But beyond that, the Wild weren't able to capitalize on a plethora of opportunities, particularly in the second period, and surrendered a Jeff Carter equalizer with 6:46 remaining in the third. 

Carter also scored the final shootout goal. 

Niederreiter and linemates Charlie Coyle and Dany Heatley had plenty of chances in the second period, when the Wild outshot the Kings 13-3. They weren't able to cash in. 

Even so, Niederreiter played like a top-six forward. He entered camp a few weeks ago trying to earn a roster spot, and on opening night, he was one of the team's best forwards. 

"I don't see any reason why he shouldn't get anything but better," coach Mike Yeo said. "It's our job to keep helping him, and obviously we have to keep getting him on the ice, but we've got to keep working with him. He's a very receptive kid. 

"He's come a long way since Day One of training camp, so that's a really encouraging sign." 

Cooke and Ballard had different roles. 

Cooke and the third line played well defensively and got pucks deep into the offensive end. Ballard wasn't on the ice for either of the Kings' goals and stood up for himself when he dropped the gloves with Colin Fraser after Fraser boarded him. 

"Both guys had strong games for us," Yeo said. "They both add a lot to our lineup. 

Los Angeles goalie Jonathan Quick (32) covers up the puck as Minnesota right wing Nino Niederreiter (22) tries to poke it past him in the second period of the season opener at the Xcel Energy Center in St. Paul, Thursday, Oct. 3, 2013. Quick would finish the game with 29 saves as the Kings beat the Wild in a shootout, 3-2. (Pioneer Press: John Autey) 

Both bring a physical presence to our team." 

They sparked the Wild and helped propel them through the first 40 minutes, in which they clearly outplayed the Kings. 

On opening night, the momentum started with the newcomers. 

"I thought there were a couple opportunities that we could've put pucks to the net and we didn't in the third," Yeo said. "But overall, it's really hard to be disappointed in the game from a performance standpoint. If we play like that night in and night out, we're going to win a lot of hockey games."

On the day Jason Pominville opened his first full season with the Wild, the 30-year-old winger signed a five-year contract extension through 2018-19. 

The deal will be worth a total of $28 million, according to a person familiar with the negotiations. 

During the team's morning skate, hours before the season opener Thursday night against the Los Angeles Kings at the Xcel Energy Center, coach Mike Yeo gathered the players on the ice to share the news. 

"There might be somebody who might be able to afford to buy you guys lunch the next couple days," Yeo told the squad. 

Pominville played in 10 regular-season and two playoff games with the Wild last season after being acquired on the April 3 trade deadline. He would have been eligible for unrestricted free agency after this season. 

"When you see a team that's heading in that direction, I mean, why wouldn't you want to be here?" Pominville said. "They rely on you to be in a position to win and play in a big role. So why wouldn't you want to be here?" 

Pominville now is part of a core of veterans -- with Mikko Koivu and 2012 free-agent pickups Zach Parise and Ryan Suter -- locked up through at least the 2017-18 season that the Wild hope will nuture a new wave of young talent. 

That was one of the first things Yeo talked about with general manager Chuck Fletcher on Thursday morning. 

"When you have a young player come into the room now, your top players are guys like Ryan Suter, Mikko Koivu, Jason Pominville, Zach Parise and Nik Backstrom -- guys that have a tremendous work ethic and are true professionals on and off the ice and are highly talented players," Fletcher said. "I think it bodes well for our organization in terms of developing that culture, developing that attitude you need to win games. Our young guys are going to have great role models and mentors to learn from." 

Before joining the Wild, Pominville captained Buffalo. In the last full NHL season (2011-12), he recorded 30 goals and 73 points for the Sabres, his original team. 

Last season, shortened by the NHL lockout, he finished with a combined 14 goals and 34 points. With the Wild, he recorded nine points in 10 games before being concussed by a Dustin Brown elbow. He missed the final two regular-season games and the first three playoff games. 

The Wild and Pominville's camp had been negotiating for about eight weeks, Fletcher estimated. Pominville didn't want talks to bleed into the season. 

"Now I can just focus on going out there and worry about playing hockey," he said. 

The Wild traded two top prospects and two high draft picks for Pominville, a lot to give up, especially for a one-year player. Signing him long term strengthens the investment and, Fletcher said, still gives the team the flexibility to sign its young players and court free agents after the season -- perhaps former Gophers center Thomas Vanek, Pominville's good friend. 

"We looked long and hard at that, and I think every team will have some challenges, but I think we had much greater challenges this past summer than what we'll have in any of the next couple summers," Fletcher said. 

Now Fletcher and Yeo can keep working on the rest of the team, with the final piece of the Koivu-Parise-Pominville first line secured for years. 

"It's great for the organization to get him signed, to acquire him, to get a player of that caliber here," Yeo said. "You see some of the players we're starting to attract, some of the young players that are coming in, it's very promising. 

"And more importantly, when you have a player like that who makes the commitment to stay with the organization, that shows, No. 1, that they believe you're going in the right direction and they want to be part of it." 

Follow Chad Graff at Twitter.com/ChadGraff.

Zach Parise and Ryan Suter spent most of the summer trying to get away from hockey. 

Their first season with the Wild was a roller coaster, starting with the joy of their matching 13-year, $98 million contracts and concluding with the disappointment of their first-round playoff loss to the Chicago Blackhawks. 

So they hid away when and where they could to decompress. On the golf course. At the lake. At home with family. 

But there was no hiding from the hurt of a season that didn't quite live up to expectations. 

Suter says he hurts every offseason he doesn't win the Stanley Cup. Neither he nor Parise ever did in their seven seasons in Nashville and New Jersey, respectively. 

"It takes awhile," Parise said. 

Almost five 

"We know what's expected of us, and we need to produce if the team will do well," Zach Parise, left, said of himself and Ryan Suter. (Pioneer Press: Ben Garvin) 

months since their early exit from the 2013 playoffs, Parise and Suter insist they have put last season behind them. Finally. 

They're ready to begin anew with the 2013-14 season opener Thursday night against the Los Angeles Kings at the Xcel Energy Center. 

Leading the Wild to the playoffs for the first time in five years last spring was nice, but it wasn't enough. They want more, starting immediately. 

"I think we're at a point where we need to be a team that consistently makes the playoffs," Parise said. 

'ALWAYS PRESSURE' 

After their first NHL season as teammates, Parise marvels at Suter's ability to seemingly never get tired, and Suter raves about Parise's preparation and knack for being in the right spot on the ice. 

Coming off a lockout-shortened 48-game season, prepping for their first full season together, neither wants to call this a make-or-break situation. It's too early for that. With several players' contracts expiring at the end of the season, the Wild figure to be a player in free agency again next summer, and that could mean bringing in more talent. 

But this team needs to start winning more -- and soon -- and everyone is looking at Parise and Suter to lead the charge. 

"We know what's expected of us, and we need to produce if the team will do well," Parise said. "That comes with everything." 

Suter finished runner-up in voting for the Norris Trophy last season, an award given to the NHL's best defenseman. He obviously had a terrific season. 

Parise compliments Suter as soon as his name is mentioned and is quick to lavish praise on linemates Mikko Koivu and Jason Pominville. But he readily points out his line's lack of production in the playoffs and need to play better, and he is particularly blunt in describing his own game. 

"I know I can be a lot better in a lot of different areas," Parise said. "That's why I'm looking forward to this season. I'm just way more comfortable with my surroundings. There's a lot of things that go into it. I worked on my game a lot this summer, on a lot of different things." 

In his first season with the Wild, he had 18 goals and 20 assists in 48 games. For a player three seasons removed from a 45-goal, 94-point season (in 82 games), he expected more. 

"He was real critical, which is funny," coach Mike Yeo said. "I think a lot of the focus ends up -- and this is not just him, this is everybody -- on sort of the very end part of the year and the playoffs, and sure it would be easy to have kind of a bad taste in our mouths, but I would still say his season was a success. He helped to get us to the playoffs for the first time in a long time, and he helped change a lot of things that we have here. 

"I don't evaluate things from a statistical standpoint as much as the players do, and I see the things that he's brought and the things that he's added. Obviously, he's had a huge impact on our group." 

So has Suter. He averaged a career-high .667 points per game last season, but his real impact is in the defensive zone, even though he's not a big-hitting defenseman and seems to avoid taking hits, too. It's a big reason why he was able to lead the league in ice time last season. And he was on the ice an average of 31 minutes, 37 seconds in the five playoff games. 

"A lot of guys run out of position and try to go for the big hit. I try not to panic," Suter said. "For me, it's more sit back and let the play come to you. (I) try to read the play and read the next play after. I try not to get too worked up. I play more (of a) body position (game). 

"Some guys make a living on going out and crushing guys. But I make a living off good, solid defensive positioning, and that's what gives me the edge to play a little more." 

CULTURE CHANGE 

Pominville was with the Buffalo Sabres when Parise and Suter signed with the Wild in July 2012, but he remembers the news, thinking that's the kind of event that changes an organization, he said. 

So when Buffalo general manager Darcy Regier asked Pominville before the 2013 trade deadline for a list of teams he would consider in a deal, he included the Wild. 

"It's the type of thing that helps the team attract more guys, as well," Pominville said of the Parise and Suter signings. "When you look at a lot of teams in the leagues that have long-term contracts to a lot of their guys, you look at L.A. ... and Chicago and Boston. They always find a way to attract players because those are the teams that usually have the best chance to win. And that's the direction of this team, so it's exciting to be a part of that." 

The Wild likely will have cap space to go after a proven player or two after this season. But a key to their success will be the continued development of several of their young players. 

After shifts last season, Parise sometimes would sit on the bench next to forward Charlie Coyle, 21, with Koivu on Coyle's other side. Suter would sit next to his playing partner Jonas Brodin, another 21-year-old rising star. 

"It was really helpful," Brodin said of Suter. "He helped with lots of things. He helped me with where to be and what to do on and off the ice." 

THEY'RE BACK 

The summer of 2012 brought Parise and Suter together, former U.S. Olympic teammates who worked together to sign on the Fourth of July in Minnesota. The fireworks seemed about to begin. 

"It just happened, and now it's over," Suter said. "I've never really sat and thought about it. I'm just excited to be here, and I think our team has done a lot of good things." 

The first season, however, was more sparklers than Roman candles. 

Parise and Suter both say they like the changes the Wild have made since the two joined the team. They are glad to have the aggressive Matt Cooke, and they can't wait to see what Pominville can do in his first full season with the team. And Coyle and Brodin might grow into stars. 

But it doesn't change the way last season ended. 

"I don't think you can be satisfied if you lose your last game," Suter said. "I've said that every year since I turned pro. I've never won the Stanley Cup. So if you don't win your last (playoff) game, how can you be satisfied? Now I'm just looking forward to the start of the season."

The Wild's top line for Thursday night's season opener against the Los Angeles Kings will feature the team's current captain, Mikko Koivu, and two players who were captains in the last full NHL season, Zach Parise (in New Jersey) and Jason Pominville (in Buffalo). 

All three have been NHL all-stars. 

That's why Wild coach Mike Yeo said all eyes will be on the top trio every time they come over the boards this season. 

"And that's what you want," Yeo said. "You talk about leaders, and we have a great deal of them, when they step on the ice, they're leading by example. You can say everything you want to say, but the bottom line is that speaks louder than anything you can say. We're just real fortunate to have them." 

With all that talent comes added pressure. 

Yeo talked throughout training camp about the need for secondary scoring. In order for the Wild to be successful, he said, the top line can't be the only unit producing. Another unit needs to take some pressure off the top group. 

"Those guys will be the first to tell you the pressure is always there," Yeo said. "Before it comes from anybody else, it comes from themselves. And that's what makes them top players. ... We can't expect one line to contribute all of our offense though. No team can be successful like that. At the same time we know that they're going to contribute and create, and they're going to lead, and that's all we can ask for." 

Pominville was able to play only a few games with Parise and Koivu last season after the Wild traded for him April 3. But since training camp opened, they've been the only line to remain intact from Day 1. 

Pominville "can't change the way Zach or myself play," Koivu said. "We can't change who we are and how we play the game. But what he brings is the whole package. With Jason, with his responsibility, he can make plays, he's very strong on the puck, and obviously the numbers tell you what he can bring offensively. He's very easy to play with. We'll rely on him in each and every zone, and as a center that's huge." 

Follow Chad Graff at twitter.com/ChadGraff.

Jared Spurgeon is only 23 years old, but he's the oldest player on the Wild's second power-play group. 

"The big vet," coach Mike Yeo called him. 

Much of the attention regarding the Wild's power play has been on the team's first unit, which features the potent top trio plus Dany Heatley and Ryan Suter. 

The second group will feature the youngest players on the roster: Charlie Coyle, 21, Nino Niederreiter, 21, Mikael Granlund, 21, Spurgeon and either Jonas Brodin, 21, or Mathew Dumba, 19. 

Despite the lack of experience, Yeo said he's pleased with the way that power play grouping has looked. 

"They've got all the elements to be good. To be really good," Yeo said. "They've got puck-moving ability, they've got hockey smarts out there, they've got guys who can shoot the puck, and big bodies around the net. So as far as I'm concerned, there's no reason why they shouldn't be a factor and a force out there on the power play." 

There have been other units in the NHL as young as the Wild's second grouping -- Yeo mentions Edmonton's young skill players -- but not many. 

"Certainly experience helps when you're going on the power play," Yeo said. "I guess that's the one thing that that group is missing. But they're out there for a reason because of some other things. There are a lot of different pieces that seem to fit there."

Wild players, most still in pads, ate cheese pizza between hugs as Pitbull's "Don't Stop the Party" played repeatedly on the locker room stereo system, the volume cranking up with each rendition. 

That was the scene five months ago at the Pepsi Center in Denver after the Wild clinched their first playoff berth in five years on the final day of the 2013 season. 

Five games later, the season came to a swift end with a first-round playoff loss in Chicago. 

The Wild have taken to calling that playoff berth the first step in their pursuit of an NHL championship. There's no exact plan to make that happen, and no expiration date. But it's clear, no matter whom you talk to in the Wild organization, that the goal is to bring the Stanley Cup to St. Paul. 

Yes, last season's playoff appearance was the first step, but the team wobbled in taking that. After losing 10 of their final 15 games over the final month of the regular season, the Wild had to win their last game to squeak into the playoffs as a No. 8 seed. The Chicago Blackhawks made quick work of them in the playoffs, winning four of five games in their first-round series. 

"The next step is putting yourself in a position to compete for the Stanley Cup," Wild defenseman Ryan Suter said. "Yeah, you can squeak into the playoffs, but we want to finish high in the rankings to get in the playoffs. And once you get in the playoffs, you have to be able to put a team together with guys playing the way they're capable of playing to have a chance. 

"And I think that's the big next step: get in the playoffs and have your team playing at the top of their game to actually, honestly have a chance to win the Stanley Cup." 

First, the Wild must develop consistency. They had stretches last season in which they played like a division champion. But there also were times when they played like they might never win a game. 

Offensively, the Wild improved from the 2011-12 season, something general manager Chuck Fletcher stressed in May at the team's postseason news conference. That was largely because of the additions of Parise (18 goals, 20 assists) and Suter (4 goals, 28 assists). Even with their two new stars, the Wild tied for 22nd in NHL scoring with an average of 2.46 goals per game. 

Coach Mike Yeo has changed his system this season, calling for defensemen to join the rush more frequently. He wants defenders to play more aggressively and is optimistic that will lead to more offense. 

"But our bread and butter still has to be that we have to be a great defensive team," Yeo said. "The challenge for us is to make sure that we keep building on to that offensive part without taking away from that defensive part. That has to be the core of our game. So now, it's how can we build on that? That will be a work in progress. There will be some games where it looks really good, there will be other games where it doesn't look really good." 

One reason the Wild were limited to taking the first step last season was lack of playoff experience. Only 10 of 23 players on the playoff roster last year had been to the playoffs. That number is up to 17 this season, almost entirely because of the team's 2013 series against the Blackhawks. 

"A lot of young guys hadn't been to the playoffs (last season), and for guys to get there, they got a taste of what it's like and saw how hard it is to actually win the Stanley Cup," Suter said. "That was a huge thing for a lot of guys." 

The Wild have had four months to contemplate their demise at the hands of the Blackhawks, and many came to the same conclusion. 

"We have to be better," captain Mikko Koivu said. "We can't just look at it and say we learned from it. We have to show it." 

Follow Chad Graff at twitter.com/ChadGraff.

Pegula, PSU proud to unveil new era of hockey

By JOHN WAWROW AP Sports Writer
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STATE COLLEGE, Pa.—After some 25 years at Penn State, Joe Battista lost count of the number of discussions and grand plans he was part of that never got off the ground regarding the Nittany Lions establishing a Division I men's ice hockey program. 

So when Terry Pegula called in 2005 to invite the Penn State associate athletic director and former men's club hockey team coach out for dinner, Battista essentially rolled his eyes. 

"I've had thousands of these phone calls over the years. And you're almost wondering, 'Is this one going to be any different?'" Battista said. "So, we went to dinner and he cut right to the chase and said, 'What it going to take?'" 

Battista threw out a number. 

$50 million. 

"(Pegula) kind of leaned back," Battista said, recalling the moment his dreams started becoming a reality. "And he said, 'I think I might be able to help with that.'" 

Eight years later—with a price tag more than double Battista's initial estimate—Pegula delivered in 2010 with what became a $102 million donation—$88 million to build the Pegula Ice Arena, and another $14 million for related costs, including scholarships. 

On Friday night, Pegula will be dropping the ceremonial first puck before Penn State's game against Army to formally usher in the Nittany Lions' first season in the newly established Big Ten Hockey Conference. 

"I think it's going to be surreal for me, because this is the culmination of a 35-year adventure that started in 1978, coming in as a freshman to play hockey at Penn State," Battista said. "For myself and a lot of other hockey enthusiasts, alums, I don't know that our feet will touch the ground." 

For Pegula, the Buffalo Sabres owner and Pennsylvania-born natural gas magnate, the night marks a culmination of his two passions: hockey and his alma mater. It was no coincidence that Pegula's first significant move after selling his energy company to Royal Dutch Shell PLC for $4.7 billion in 2010 was to fund Penn State hockey. 

"Penn State gave me the education," Pegula told The Associated Press. "And to have a hand in accomplishing Penn State going Division I is very, very satisfying for me." 

The men's team spent last year playing as an independent at college's highest level. The arena will also serve as home to the women's hockey team, a member of College Hockey America. 

Among the things Pegula's looking forward to is finally getting a chance to tour the 200,000-plus square-foot, two-rink facility. 

"To be honest with you, I haven't been to see it yet," Pegula said. "I've been on campus and meant to stop by there and see the workers and everything. But things get busy." 

Pegula shouldn't be disappointed in a building he and his wife Kim helped design. 

Fans are greeted by the "Welcome to Hockey Valley" banner hanging above the entryway leading into the intimate 5,782-seat facility. The arena features a flat metal ceiling to reflect and enhance the noise. Opposing goalies won't have it easy. They'll spend the first and third periods playing behind a steep, concrete student section that towers behind them. 

"It should be a kind of a place that can get a little noisy. The student section is designed that way," Pegula said. "I thought since we're building a hockey arena, that it should be a place the home team finds comfort in, and opposing teams are up against the stands and the atmosphere." 

The seats are colored Penn State blue, as are the carpets and walls in both the men's and women's locker rooms. There are Nittany Lions logos everywhere, including glass-encased ones cut into the middle of each locker room floor. The front of the building is covered in glass, providing a panoramic view of Happy Valley—with Mount Nittany to the south and Beaver Stadium to the north. 

That was part of Pegula's intention. 

After spending much of his life drilling holes in search of natural gas deposits, Pegula has spent the past three years focusing on above-ground projects. Aside from Penn State, Pegula has invested $172 million of his own money to build the HarborCenter hotel/hockey/entertainment complex that's going up across the street from the Sabres' arena in downtown Buffalo. 

At Penn State, Pegula has not only transformed the landscape along University Drive, but also that of college hockey. 

The Nittany Lions' jump to Division I led to the formation of a six-team Big Ten, and a reshuffling of both the Western and Central Collegiate Hockey Associations. 

That was also part of the plan for Pegula, who long desired to see Penn State compete against the likes of Michigan. He also has designs on growing hockey's popularity in the U.S. 

"I felt that I was in a position that I could make that happen for Penn State," Pegula said. "We'll see what happens from here on out. But I'm sure this will be a stepping stone for U.S. hockey to become more popular." 

Big Ten associate commissioner Jennifer Heppel said it's too early to determine what that next step might be, noting how expensive it is for schools to add programs such as hockey. When it comes to Big Ten hockey, she can't understate Pegula's influence. 

"I don't think it would have happened without him," said Heppel, who will attend Penn State's opener. "He just must be thrilled and so proud. I think congratulations are in order for him." 

It's Battista's dream to one day have more colleges form hockey programs. 

"Someday," Battista said, "wouldn't it be great to turn on the television and see Penn State play Alabama in ice hockey?" 

For now, he'll settle on looking forward to Friday, and Pegula's reaction when he finally enters the building that bears his name. 

"Terry's such a humble guy that I think he'll be more excited about the looks on other people's faces," Battista said. "That's, what I think, will jazz him."

Gophers hockey: Three Reilly brothers together again on the ice

By Eric Mueller

emueller@pioneerpress.com

Posted:   10/04/2013 12:01:00 AM CDT | Updated:   a day ago

Connor Reilly (Photo courtesy of the University of Minnesota) 
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The Reilly brothers -- all three of them -- are back together on the ice for the University of Minnesota hockey team. 

Twins Connor and Ryan Reilly are forwards for the Gophers; younger brother Mike Reilly is a defender. All three are expected to see action when Minnesota opens its season Saturday night with an exhibition game against Lethbridge. Game time is 7 p.m. at Mariucci Arena. 

Connor Reilly was expected to be a key player for Minnesota last season as a freshman out of Holy Angels, but he tore the anterior cruciate ligament in his right knee and could barely walk, much less skate, all season. Six months before that injury, he had surgery on his left knee. 

"I was pretty much off the ice for a year, so I wasn't skating, 

Ryan Reilly (Photo courtesy of the University of Minnesota) 

running or jumping for about 50 weeks and I lost a lot of muscle in my legs," he said. "I had to work literally twice as hard and put in a lot of extra work just to get even -- and then put in even more work to try to come back stronger. Honestly, I went through hell and back twice to get here." 

Think that was tough? Tougher on him was sitting in the stands watching his brothers play without him. 

Mike led all first-year Gophers players with 14 points in 2012-13, getting three goals and 11 assists in 36 games. Ryan had a goal and an assist in eight games. 

Of the three brothers from Chanhassen, Connor was considered the best of them all. Until his injury. 

"We missed him last year," Gophers coach Don Lucia said, "and it had an impact on our season because we were a little short up front." 

Connor said his knees feel good now, and he's ready for the season. 

"My left knee is as strong as it's ever felt," he said. "My right knee is feeling really strong now. I wouldn't say it's 100 percent; it's not as strong as my left knee yet, but it's close. It's getting there." 

Lucia agrees that Connor making tremendous improvements week by week and starting to look like his old self. 

"He's getting more comfortable," Lucia said. "He still has his good stick skills, he still has his hockey sense, he's got bite to his game. We need to play him to get him back to 100 percent. I think he'll be a lot more comfortable come Christmas getting his game back." 

Hockey runs deep in the Reilly family. 

Their father, Mike Reilly Sr., played at Colorado College from 1976-1978 and for the Gophers from 1979-1981. He was drafted by the Montreal Canadiens in 1977. 

The brothers' oldest sister played at Ohio State from 2006-10; their youngest sister recently committed to play for Penn State. 

But the three brothers playing together at the U is something extra special. 

"We've been (playing together) all our careers," Mike said. "So it will be pretty special to be wearing 

Mike Reilly (Photo courtesy of the University of Minnesota) 

the same jersey as (my brothers) on the same ice, especially at the University of Minnesota like this. I just can't wait for that opportunity, and it's coming soon, so I'm excited."

Minnesota Wild's Kyle Brodziak hits 'refresh button'

By Chad Graff

cgraff@pioneerpress.com

Posted:   10/04/2013 12:01:00 AM CDT | Updated:   a day ago

As much as coach Mike Yeo said Kyle Brodziak's down performance last season was a fluke due to a number of factors, there was always a hint of doubt in the back of his mind -- of everyone's mind. 

It was easy to discount last season after Brodziak entered the season sick and never recovered in a shortened season. 

But Brodziak stuck out in a good way on the first night of the 2013-14 season, impressing Yeo and the staff with his skating ability alongside new third line forwards Matt Cooke and Mikael Granlund. 

"I think it's really big because we can only say so many times, 'Let's hit the re-set button,' " Yeo said. "But we're kidding ourselves if we think that (last season) isn't in the back of our minds. For him to get off to a good start, I think that really allows him to hit that refresh button and just focus on this year now." 

Brodziak brought on offensive element Thursday night and was the main reason Cooke scored the season's first goal 64 seconds into the game, when he fired a shot toward the net that banked off Cooke and past Kings goaltender Jonathan Quick. 

But more important, in Yeo's eyes, was the way his third line center played physically and defensively. 

"He looked really confident out there winning his battles," Yeo said. "I think that he has to be physical, and he had a couple real good hits and that has to be part of his game. I liked the way he played." 

Follow Chad Graff at twitter.com/ChadGraff.

Minnesota Wild: Matt Dumba's roster spot in jeopardy
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Minnesota Wild's Matthew Dumba, left is upended as he gets tangled up with Columbus Blue Jackets' Blake Comeau in pursuit of the puck behind the net in the first period of a NHL preseason hockey game, Tuesday, Sept. 17, 2013 in St. Paul. Minn. (AP Photo/Jim Mone) 

Mathew Dumba watched from the press box Thursday night as Jonas Brodin scored a goal from the power-play spot Dumba occupied most of training camp. He watched Clayton Stoner play well in his defensive spot alongside Keith Ballard on the third defensive pairing. 

Because of that, Dumba's spot appears to be even more up in the air 

After Dumba looked "jittery," according to coach Mike Yeo, in the days leading up to the Wild's season-opening 3-2 shootout loss to the Kings, the curtain may be closing on his audition. 

The Wild have nine more games to make a decision on whether the 19-year-old defenseman keeps his place on the roster or heads back to his junior team the rest of the season. The Wild's 2012 first-round draft pick isn't eligible for the American Hockey League because of his age. 

Yeo didn't say whether Dumba would play in Saturday's home game against the Anaheim Ducks, revealing only that "we've got a pretty good idea" of what they'll do with him. 

Part of the reasoning to keep Dumba was because of the offense he provides from the blue line. But with Dumba a healthy scratch in the season opener Thursday, Brodin took his spot on the second power-play unit and produced a first-period goal off a nifty feed from Nino Niederreiter. 

"It's tough to take off a guy who is scoring goals," Yeo said of Brodin. "So if he continues to go out and do that ... I saw a lot of good things, not just from the goal he scored, but the puck movement in the zone. (But) what you do one night, what you see one night, doesn't necessarily determine what you see the next night too." 

Follow Chad Graff at twitter.com/ChadGraff.

Minnesota Wild: Mike Yeo wants to see 'pack-of-wolves mentality'
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Jake Dowell and Columbus center Cody Bass fight in the first period of a Sept. 17 exhibition game at Xcel Energy Center. (Pioneer Press: John Autey) 

DULUTH, Minn. -- Five days after Wild players failed to respond physically to David Backes' big hit on Jason Pominville in a preseason game against the St. Louis Blues, coach Mike Yeo made it clear that isn't the reaction he's looking for this season. 

"Head-on (hit) or not," Yeo said, "I definitely would like to see us respond a little more." 

The Wild have their first chance in Thursday's season opener, with Dustin Brown and the Los Angeles Kings coming to Xcel Energy Center. Brown's elbow to Pominville's face kept the Wild forward off the ice for the final two regular-season games and three playoff games because of neck soreness and a concussion. Brown was suspended two games for the hit, but referees did not call a penalty on the play during the game. 

"I'm not going to let you turn that into a story line," Yeo said. "We've got too much of a focus on the start of the season. ... I'm not going to focus on that right now." 

But Yeo isn't one to forget big hits, especially when his team doesn't respond. 

Speaking about the Backes hit, Yeo said, "Let's not for a second pretend that we've forgotten about that or that that's not a huge priority for our team." 

He said Wild players need to develop a mind-set of surrounding players targeted for big hits and respond appropriately. 

"We have to have an attitude that's a pack-of-wolves mentality that if you mess with one, we're all in there for each other," Yeo said. "Because as long as the game has existed, (standing up for teammates has been a part of it.) And when somebody does that for you, it's amazing what it does to the group. It's part of the game, protecting each other and battling for each other." 

Follow Chad Graff at twitter.com/ChadGraff.

Wild: After seven moves in 11 months, Jason Pominville feeling at home
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Jason Pominville shoots during the opening day of Minnesota Wild training camp at Ridder Arena at the University of Minnesota, Thursday, Sept. 12, 2013. (Pioneer Press: Chris Polydoroff) 

When Jason Pominville and his wife, Kim, finally settled into their new home in the Twin Cities last month, they took a moment to count -- out loud -- the moves the family had made over the past year. 

There was the annual move from their summer home in Montreal to Buffalo last fall in advance of the NHL season. Then, because of the lockout, there was the move from Buffalo to Germany so Pominville could keep playing. Then it was back to Buffalo to start the shortened season with the Sabres. Then to a hotel in Minneapolis, where the Pominvilles lived after he was traded to the Wild in April. Then back to Buffalo to clear and sell that house. Then back to the summer home in Montreal for a few weeks of relaxation. And then, finally, back to Minnesota, where they picked out a house and moved in in September. 

Seven moves in 11 months. 

After the biggest whirlwind of his pro career, Pominville is one reason the Wild are so optimistic heading into Thursday's season opener. Their prized trade-deadline acquisition is entering his first full season with the Wild, and he'll have ample opportunity to help the team take the next step. 

Pominville will play on the Wild's vaunted top line. He'll skate on the power play and the penalty kill. He'll be on the ice late to protect leads and out there late trying to overcome deficits. 

"I'm looking forward to it," he said. "But I think the most important thing was getting the family here and getting everyone here with me. It was a crazy year, but it's nice to be settled in here now." 

A NEW HOME 

Pominville said he's settled into Minnesota now. His wife, an acrobat, found a place to train, and his oldest child is enrolled in a school near their home. 

Pominville says he gets stopped by Wild fans at least once a day. Their favorite topic with him is Thomas Vanek, a former Gophers star who is Pominville's good friend from their playing days together in Buffalo. They want to know whether Vanek, who will be an unrestricted free agent next summer, is going to sign with the Wild, and what Pominville can do to help get him here. 

"It happens quite a bit," Pominville said with a laugh. 

But Pominville has more pressing contract issues of his own. He, too, will be an unrestricted free agent at the end of the 2013-14 season. 

The Wild want to secure Pominville with a new contract because they need to get more out of him after giving up a first-round draft pick in 2013 and a second-round pick in 2014 to get him. Pominville said he wants an extension because he's enjoyed his brief time in Minnesota and likes the direction the organization is headed. 

And Pominville would like the contract extension finalized before Thursday's season opener. But people with direct knowledge of the negotiations say the sides haven't agreed on terms despite weeks of negotiating. 

"Hopefully it gets done soon," Pominville said. 

A LOT OF STRENGTHS 

In April, Pominville was traded from the only NHL team he'd ever played for. The Wild paid a hefty price to get Buffalo's captain. 

There's an extra sense of pressure, he said, that comes with being acquired for such a price. But it's something he doesn't think about. 

Instead, he said, he's concentrating on his first full season with the Wild, where he will play on a line with current captain Mikko Koivu and former New Jersey captain Zach Parise. Pominville is expected to play everywhere, which is why the Wild were willing to part with so many assets to obtain him. 

"He's a really easy guy to play with," Parise said. "He can do a little of everything. And he's consistently put up good numbers in the league." 

Although his offensive numbers stick out -- he has 189 goals and 276 assists in eight NHL seasons -- Pominville is known as a two-way forward. He can play a number of roles, including special teams, and is reliable in all three zones. 

"It's hard to say what his biggest strength is because he's got a lot of them," coach Mike Yeo said. "His skill, you could argue, is his greatest strength. But I'd probably argue that his intelligence on the ice, both with and without the puck, is his greatest strength." 

For the Wild to move beyond the first round of the playoffs, their stated goal, Pominville will have to be an offensive force. 

In the spring, he scored nine points in 10 regular-season games. But with two games remaining in the season, Pominville took an elbow to the head from Kings captain Dustin Brown, suffering a concussion and whiplash. He missed the final two regular-season games and the first three playoff games; Brown was suspended two games. 

Brown's Kings come to the Xcel Energy Center on Thursday night for the season opener. 

Pominville has downplayed the reunion. Yeo said he wouldn't let it become a story. But it will be closely followed. 

"It was an unfortunate incident," Pominville said. "But it's part of the game, and there's not much you can really do there." 

LEAVING BUFFALO 

Pominville had never been traded, at any level, when the Wild came calling in the spring. He knew Buffalo was entering a rebuilding stage but didn't think much of it. How often does a captain get traded? 

But sitting at home April 3, the day of the trading deadline, he got a call from Sabres general manager Darcy Regier, who told him he had received an offer from Minnesota he couldn't turn down. 

"It was exciting to come to a team that's headed in a different direction," Pominville said. 

Moving his family -- again -- was the hardest part of being traded, he said. On the ice, his numbers indicated he found success. But his game didn't automatically translate, he said. Pominville spent years building chemistry on a line with Vanek. They always seemed to know where the other was on the ice. That's one of his favorite parts of hockey, developing a relationship with linemates. He knows things are clicking when the trio start to think similarly. 

With a new team, though, he spent time on two different lines last season trying to find chemistry with linemates. That's come easier now, he said, since the season ended. 

Pominville, Parise and Koivu formed the only line that didn't get mixed up during training camp. 

"Last year, I had to think, like, 'Oh, I've got to be here in certain situations,' " Pominville said. "Now I can just go out there and really play the game and not worry about that. It's starting to come naturally where you've learned it and seen it and talked about it and there's repetition. It's gotten better." 

It's gotten better on and off the ice, Pominville said. As his family settles in, he's finding chemistry and his role with teammates. 

"I like it here," Pominville said. "I want to be here." 

After seven moves in 11 months, he thinks he's home. 

Follow Chad Graff at twitter.com/Chadgraff.
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Minnesota Wild right wing Nino Niederreiter falls as he battles Winnipeg Jets center Patrice Cormier for the puck during a Sept. 21, 2013, exhibition game at Xcel Energy Center in St. Paul. (Pioneer Press file photo: Sherri LaRose-Chiglo) 

DULUTH, Minn. -- Nino Niederreiter took a deep breath and fixated on something in the distance. 

After a whirlwind three months that's sent him to a new NHL organization via his first trade, the most intensive training camp of his career and a position battle for the past three weeks, he's learned to work around questions like this. 

Asked about his past 12 weeks, he carefully dances around anything that could even be perceived as controversial with a long-winded answer about working hard and making the most of opportunities. 

Niederreiter has been here before. As a 19-year-old, he played in 55 NHL games. 

But after an unsuccessful start to his professional career with the New York Islanders, the 21-year-old, given a fresh start by the Wild, beat out the team's playoff hero, Jason Zucker, in training camp for the open spot at right wing on the second line. 

Zucker was sent to the AHL Sunday morning. Niederreiter will open the season as a top-6 forward. 

"Obviously, that's been my goal," Niederreiter said. "I don't want to take it for granted now. That's what I'm still working on. I want to be a top 6-forward. I know that's my game and I have to do everything it takes to stay in that role." 

Niederreiter's all too familiar with his career going the other way. 

After spending 2011-12 with the Islanders (he wasn't eligible for the AHL -- the same situation as the Wild's Mathew Dumba), Niederreiter was left with the Bridgeport Sound Tigers of the AHL for the entire 2012-13 season. 

His stats there were impressive. But he never fully recovered from his 2011-12 NHL season in which he recorded just one point in 55 games and was a minus-29, playing mostly a fourth-line role far from his game. 

His agent requested a trade in January after the Islanders didn't call him up when the lockout ended. 

In July, he got his wish. At the NHL draft, the Wild swapped a third-round pick and restricted free agent Cal Clutterbuck for Niederreiter. 

Three 

Nino Niederreiter 

months later, he beat out Zucker, among others, for a top-6 role. 

"There was a lot going on (for Niederreiter), but what impressed me is that every day he came to the rink and got a little better," Yeo said. "We said we weren't going to jump to any conclusions (early) and especially for a guy like that, all the systems were new -- new linemates, new teammates, so I thought his first game was so-so and he showed a couple things but he kept getting better every day, and that's what you're looking for." 

Niederreiter played in all six of the Wild's preseason games. He recorded one goal and should have had another when a video review showed his shot beat the goalie -- but there are no reviews in the preseason. 

The physical wear and tear of those didn't get to Niederreiter much. But playing six games in 11 days to open his season was mentally tiring. 

"The practices in between started to feel like a warm-up," he said, laughing. 

Niederreiter said he tried to make sure he was the first one on the ice and the last one off during camp. 

That earned him the trust of a coaching staff that hadn't met him until July. Enough trust, anyway, to earn top-6 minutes on the second line with fellow 21-year-old Charlie Coyle and goal scorer Dany Heatley. 

Niederreiter said he likes playing with those two. He's a 6-foot-2, 208-pound winger and likes to get to the net, where Coyle can help him and Heatley score, he said. 

"I'm very straight-line, and when I have a chance in the offensive zone, I try to get to the net," Niederreiter said. "All three of us can find the open space for each other, and if we work together and everyone pulls on the same rope, we should be a good line." 

Follow Chad Graff at twitter.com/ChadGraff.
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Minnesota Wild right wing Justin Fontaine (52) gets a shot past St. Louis Blues goalie Jaroslav Halak (41), of the Czech Republic, but it was ruled no goal during the third period of a preseason NHL hockey game in St. Paul, Minn., Wednesday, Sept. 25, 2013. The Wild defeated the Blues 3-1. (AP Photo/Ann Heisenfelt) 

DULUTH, Minn. -- Justin Fontaine is used to bus rides to and from Duluth with his hockey teammates. 

But for the first time, the former University of Minnesota-Duluth star made the trip with the Wild. A few hours after surviving the team's final cut Sunday, Fontaine and his teammates boarded a bus for some bonding in Duluth. 

"That was pretty cool coming up with them," Fontaine said of his homecoming. "I'm just excited to be with this team." 

The 25-year-old rookie doesn't have time here to meet up with friends. It's a business trip, he said. 

Fontaine and the Wild practiced at AMSOIL Arena on Monday before taking off for a round of golf. 

There was a big media turnout for the former Bulldog. 

"Coming back would be nice," Wild coach Mike Yeo said, "but the idea that you're coming back and you just survived final cuts to stay with an NHL team -- I think he has to be really excited for that." 

Fontaine will make his NHL debut Thursday night at Xcel Energy Center when the Wild open the season against the Los Angeles Kings. 

After Fontaine played on several different lines in training camp, Yeo has him slotted on the fourth line with Torrey Mitchell and Zenon Konopka. But part of the reason Fontaine made the team, Yeo said, was his versatility. 

He showed plenty of that in Duluth, putting up 164 points in 159 games with the Bulldogs. 

"If we lose a skill player, we know he can move up. We know he can create offensively," Yeo said. "It's hard to say where it's going to go, how it's going to evolve, but a lot of it is up to him." 

Follow Chad Graff at twitter.com/ChadGraff.

HERTL SCORES TWO GOALS IN SHARKS' VICTORY OVER COYOTES

SAN JOSE, Calif. -- Tomas Hertl found a reason to keep on smiling.

Hertl scored his first two NHL goals and the San Jose Sharks beat the Phoenix Coyotes 4-1 on Saturday night.

"I don't know, it's crazy and to win, I'm very happy," said the 19-year-old Hertl said.

Patrick Marleau and Logan Couture also scored for the Sharks, who were able to convert two power plays after not scoring on the man advantage against the Vancouver Canucks on Thursday.

"I think it's great, you can see how he's having fun with it and he's smiling so much," Marleau said of Hertl. "He brings a lot of energy to us and it's fun to see."

Oliver Ekman-Larsson scored for the Coyotes, who won their opener at home on Thursday.

"We stopped making plays and we couldn't get out of our own zone," Coyotes captain Shane Doan said. "Their forwards were too quick and we stopped playing hockey. We have to be better than that. We let them have the extra opportunities a lot."

Antti Niemi stopped 22 shots for the victory. Mike Smith made 47 saves for Phoenix.

"The score would have been a lot worse if he didn't play like that," Phoenix coach Dave Tippett said.

Smith allowed all three goals in the first 13 minutes before blanking the Sharks the rest of the way.

"When you give up 50 shots you're going to be hard pressed to win a game on any given night," Smith said. "I kept telling myself to make as many saves as I could because I felt we were coming back."

Hertl scored his first goal 46 seconds into the game, backhanding the puck through Smith's legs after being set up in front of the net by Marc-Edouard Vlasic.

"When you put up 50 shots you get rewarded," Vlasic said. "It's good to beat that team, they're tough."

Hertl, who had an assist in the season opener, chest-bumped the glass to celebrate before he was joined by his teammates.

The Sharks made it 2-0 at 7:23 of the first period with their first power-play goal. Hertl redirected Matt Irwin's shot past Smith. Tyler Kennedy set up the score when he won the faceoff and Brent Burns kept it alive.

"He had his number," Sharks captain Joe Thornton said. "The first one was beautiful and the second one he was in the right position. Another good game for Tomas. You know he's a world-class goaltender and you have to make your shots count."

Marleau scored his second goal of the season, also on the power play, at 12:30 of the first. Joe Pavelski's shot bounced off Smith's pad and Vlasic was in position to give Marleau an open net.

Phoenix scored at 16:47 of the second period. Ekman-Larsson picked up the puck from Zbynek Michalek in his own zone and carried it all the way, taking a quick shot from the right that glanced into the net off Niemi's right glove.

Couture added an empty-net goal in the final 25 seconds.

The Sharks have beaten Phoenix in 10 of the past 12 meetings in San Jose.

NOTES: The Coyotes, who play six of their first eight games on the road, head to the East Coast to play four games over the next week. ... Phoenix backup goalie Thomas Greiss, who played with the Sharks last year, received a warm reception from the crowd when he was shown on the big screen. ... The Sharks outshot Phoenix 18-8 in the first period.

TORONTO -- The Maple Leafs are winning sloppy so far this season.

"Coaches aren't here to cut up wins. Let's not over-analyse," Toronto coach Randy Carlyle said after a 5-4 shootout win Saturday over Ottawa in the Leafs' home opener. "We didn't play to the level we're capable of playing. It was more a hockey game, I think, we played in parts and we were sloppy throughout it but we still found a way to get two points.

"So we'll take that and move on.

Toronto (3-0-0) will likely move forward with Jonathan Bernier in goal after the former Los Angeles King was rock-solid in relief of James Reimer.

Bernier, who came on midway through the second period with Toronto down 4-2, stopped Milan Michalek -- whose shot hit the crossbar and bounced out -- and Jason Spezza in the shootout.

Mason Raymond, on an nifty turnaround backhand, and Tyler Bozak, through Craig Anderson's legs, scored in the shootout to give Toronto the win.

Carlyle had started Reimer, the incumbent, in the season opener in Montreal and then switched to Bernier the next night in Philadelphia.

Reimer got the nod against Ottawa for his 8-1-1 career record against the Senators. But on Saturday he had a difficult night with little help from his defence.

"It was a tough one," said Reimer. "I felt that I was hanging in there, making some good saves. But a couple of pucks slipped by somehow. Some bad luck maybe. But at the same time as a goaltender, you're the last line of defence so you've got to be there and you've got to find a way to keep the puck out of the net."

The Leafs were an adventure in defence with Reimer. But Bernier added instant stability and looked imperious in stopping all 15 shots he faced plus another two more in the shootout.

"There wasn't a lot of extra rebounds hanging around," Carlyle said of Bernier. "When he made the save, the puck was either in his glove or he was able to freeze it. He controlled the puck, which allowed us to box out. There wasn't so many wild scrambles around the net. Hat's off to him."

Bernier said he just wanted to "make that first save and feel the puck a little bit and get into the game." He also took time to praise Reimer, saying he had fallen victim to some unlucky bounces.

On Friday, Carlyle said his decision on who to start against Ottawa was "made a long time ago."

It's probably safe to say his decision on Tuesday's starter against Colorado was made Saturday night.

"It makes it easier," he said of the goalies' performances against the Senators.

Raymond, Nazem Kadri, Joffrey Lupul and James van Riemsdyk scored for Toronto, which combined a fluid offence with a leaky defence.

Kyle Turris, Cory Conacher, Jared Cowen and Spezza scored for the Senators (1-0-1), who got another big night in goal from Anderson, and probably deserved a better fate.

"We come on the road and get three of a possible four points, had the lead at 4-2 halfway through the game so, yeah, we can take that out of the game," said Ottawa coach Paul MacLean. "The way we played over the course of the 60 minutes, much like last night, we can take the good, throw out the bad and get on with our season."

The Senators were playing their second game in as many nights, having spoiled the Buffalo Sabres' home opener with a 1-0 win on Friday. The start of the schedule has not been kind to Ottawa, which plays its first six games away from home.

Toronto outshot Ottawa 42-36 through overtime in continuing its unlikely unbeaten start. The Leafs are doing it without the suspended David Clarkson and with injuries to Nikolai Kulemin and Mark Fraser.

Both teams had chances to win late in regulation, with the Leafs either unable to beat Anderson or find the target.

Toronto had a 42-second power play to finish overtime after Dave Bolland was hauled down by Cowen. But Toronto failed to take advantage.

The Leafs went 2-for-6 on the power play while Ottawa was 0-for-1.

The Senators got good value from their second line of Turris, Conacher and ex-Leaf Clarke MacArthur on the night. They combined for two goals and three assists and together were plus-eight.

Toronto had the first goal but Ottawa scored four of the next five before the Leafs pulled one back on each side of the second-period intermission.

Toronto cut the lead to 4-3 on a slick wrist shot by Lupul on the power play at 19:43 of the second. Van Riemsdyk then tied it up at 2:52 of the third after a speeding Phil Kessel found him with a laser-like pass at the side of the crease.

Carlyle's carefully considered goalie rotation strategy went by the boards midway through the second period when Bernier replaced Reimer with the Leafs down 4-2 after giving up two goals in 15 seconds.

Reimer had gotten the nod over Bernier by virtue of his stellar career record against the Senators: with three shutouts in 10 games, a 1.69 goals-against average and .949 save percentage. Bernier had never faced Ottawa before.

The crowd of 19,552 was chanting Bernier in the third after Sens forward Bobby Ryan toppled over the net from behind and landed on top of him.

It was also a tough regular-season debut night for Leafs rookie Morgan Rielly, who along with defensive partner Cody Franson, was on the ice for the Senators' first three goals.

For the 19-year-old Rielly, it was a bumpy, high-profile beginning -- under the Hockey Night in Canada spotlight after being a healthy scratch the first two games.

"As the game went on, he got better," said Carlyle. "We got to see more of what he's about."

He and Franson were each minus-3.

The 48th Highlanders Pipe and Drum Band kicked off the night, a Maple Leaf tradition that is old-school as they come. The rest of the opening ceremonies for the franchise's 96th home opener was decidedly more modern with fans wielding free glo-sticks and Leafs players skating onto the ice to pounding music through a giant Maple Leaf flashing their names.

Outside Air Canada Centre, fans watched on a big screen from Maple Leaf Square in a scene reminiscent of the team's playoff run against Boston last season.

The game was tied 2-2 after 20 minutes, following a loose Leafs' defensive performance that ended with Carlyle looking up at the clock and clenching his arms in front of him like he had a bad stomach ache.

VANCOUVER -- Dan Hamhuis and Jannik Hansen scored 18 seconds apart late in the first period Saturday as the Vancouver Canucks cruised to a 6-2 victory over the Edmonton Oilers.

Daniel Sedin, with a goal and an assist, Brad Richardson and Ryan Kesler also scored for the Canucks (1-1-0), who got 21 saves from Roberto Luongo in their home opener. Jason Garrison added a goal into an empty net, while Henrik Sedin picked up three assists as Vancouver rebounded from Thursday's season-opening 4-1 road loss to the San Jose Sharks in impressive fashion.

Jeff Petry and Boyd Gordon replied for Edmonton (0-2-0). Devan Dubnyk allowed five goals on 31 shots before being replaced in the second period by Jason LaBarbera. The Oilers backup finished with 12 saves.

After the teams exchanged goals in the game's first four minutes, the Canucks carried the play for the rest of the period, with Hamhuis and Hansen beating Dubnyk in quick succession late to give Vancouver a 3-1 lead after 20 minutes.

Hamhuis made it 2-1 with a shot from just inside the Edmonton blue-line that took a deflection off Petry's stick with 1:33 left.

The fans at Rogers Arena had barely sat down from celebrating that goal when Hansen, who took the spot of the injured Alexandre Burrows on Vancouver's top line, beat Dubnyk from the slot to give his team a 3-1 edge at 18:45 as Vancouver closed out the period with a 22-8 advantage on the shot clock.

The Canucks made it 4-1 on the power play at 7:21 of the second on a picture-perfect passing play. Vancouver defenceman Alexander Edler fed Henrik Sedin, who in turn found his brother Daniel with a no-look spin-o-rama pass in front of a helpless Dubnyk.

Canucks head coach John Tortorella has been implementing a new puck-pressure style and Vancouver continued its onslaught at 13:56 when Kesler ripped a shot past Dubnyk from the top of the faceoff circle. That spelled the end of the night for the Edmonton goaltender, who was replaced by LaBarbera.

The move gave the Oilers some life and Gordon made it 5-2 off an odd-man rush at 15:23 but Edmonton still trailed by three after two periods.

Edmonton, which also has a new head coach in Dallas Eakins, had a couple of good chances to cut the deficit further in the third -- including shots off the post and crossbar by defenceman Justin Schultz -- but couldn't get any closer.

Garrison then iced it with a short-handed empty-net goal at 18:16 that just dribbled over the line.

The Oilers, who were also playing their second game of the season after dropping their home opener 5-4 to the Winnipeg Jets on Tuesday, got on the board first at 1:58 of the opening period. With the teams playing 4-on-4, Petry beat Luongo five-hole from a sharp angle.

But the lead didn't last long as Richardson, who joined the Canucks as a free agent from the Los Angeles Kings in the off-season, raced in on a short-handed breakaway and beat Dubnyk between the pads for his first goal with Vancouver to tie the score 1-1 at 3:42.

Notes: Garrison also added an assist. ... Burrows is expected to miss a couple of weeks after breaking a bone in his foot blocking a shot in the loss to San Jose. ... David Booth took Hansen's spot on the second line with Kesler and Chris Higgins. ... The Oilers were without centres Sam Gagner (broken jaw) and Ryan Nugent-Hopkins (shoulder surgery). Edmonton expects to have Nugent-Hopkins back for Monday's home game against the New Jersey Devils. Canucks right-winger Zack Kassian served the fifth game of his eight-game suspension for the hit that broke Gagner's jaw.

TORONTO -- Already missing David Clarkson, the Toronto Maple Leafs will have to get through at least the next two weeks without Nikolai Kulemin, as well.

Kulemin is out with a bone chip in his ankle suffered when he blocked a shot in practice Friday.

"It's just a small bone broken in the ankle," coach Randy Carlyle said. "To say it's not a significant injury would be incorrect. It's one of those things."

The 27-year-old right-winger could have played on the injured ankle for a month because it wasn't a displaced fracture, Carlyle said, but the team and doctors decided not to talk that chance. Kulemin is wearing a walking boot to immobilize the ankle.

The Leafs called up Spencer Abbott from the AHL's Toronto Marlies to take Kulemin's spot alongside Joffrey Lupul and Nazem Kadri beginning with Saturday night's home opener against the Ottawa Senators.

"He had a strong training camp for us and when he went back to the Marlies in the two exhibition games, from their coaching staff's advice, he was clearly the best player on the ice," Carlyle said. "So in our minds, that's what we asked for: Who was the best player in the situation when we lost Kulemin and we need a player that's going to come in and play higher in our lineup than what we have here, so we've done that."

A couple of weeks ago it looked like the Leafs wouldn't have any shortage of options. Clarkson was slated to play big minutes on the right side, but the free-agent acquisition won't be available to play until Oct. 25 at the Columbus Blue Jackets after being suspended for the first 10 regular-season games for leaving the bench to enter an altercation in the pre-season.

Toronto traded Joe Colborne, who would have likely been the top option to replace Kulemin, to the Calgary Flames for a fourth-round pick. The cap-strapped Leafs would have had to put the 23-year-old through waivers and risk losing him for nothing if they kept him around but he did not remain on the NHL roster.

But those moves put the team in even more of a bind with Kulemin shelved. His spot on the penalty kill will have to be filled by committee, with Carlyle mentioning James van Riemsdyk, Dave Bolland, Mason Raymond, Carter Ashton, Troy Bodie and even Tyler Bozak as options.

"We're going to need other people to step up and fill those minutes because as far as our first penalty-killing (forward) pair it was Kulemin and (Jay) McClement, so now we have to have somebody else step into that role," the Leafs' coach said.

Kulemin had two assists in the Leafs' first two games of the season.

DALLAS -- Alex Chiasson is off to a fast start in the NHL.

Chiasson scored the tiebreaking goal at 12:07 of the second period, and Dallas defeated the Washington Capitals 2-1 on Saturday night to give Lindy Ruff his first victory as coach of the Stars.

It was the second goal this season for Chiasson, who has eight in nine career games. Still, the 23-year-old right wing said he doesn't think much about scoring goals.

"I just play my game. That's my main focus. As long as the team wins, that's all I care about," he said.

Kari Lehtonen made 25 saves for Dallas, which stopped a Capitals flurry on a power play as the game ended.

Alex Ovechkin scored in the first period for Washington. Erik Cole tied it 3:35 later.

"We had lots of chances -- lots of crossbars and posts," Ovechkin said.

Midway through the second, the Stars skated in 3-on-2 against goalie Braden Holtby. Cody Eakin took a shot and the rebound went out to Chiasson as he skated down the slot and beat Holtby.

Before joining the Stars last April, Chiasson had 36 goals in 109 games at Boston University and 14 in 66 American Hockey League games. Dallas said he became the first NHL player to score eight or more goals through his first nine games since Rob Gaudreau in 1992-93, according to the Elias Sports Bureau.

The only other active player who started as well was Anaheim's Teemu Selanne.

"He finds the right place," Ruff said. "He needs a little of that magic to rub off on the other guys."

Ovechkin's goal came on a power play 4:26 into the game when he took a pass from Mike Green in the left circle and one-timed the puck past Lehtonen.

It was the fourth goal in three games this season for Ovechkin, who entered tied with teammate Mikhail Grabovski for the NHL scoring lead.

The Capitals came in with a league-best 56 per cent success rate (5 for 9) on power plays. They were 1 for 3 against the Stars.

"I thought we did a nice job on their power play," Ruff said. "Ovechkin just did what he does. He took a shot from a tough angle and he found a hole."

About 3 1/2 minutes after that, Jamie Benn kept the puck in the Capitals end by shooting it around the boards behind the net. Tyler Seguin backhanded the puck behind him into the slot, where Cole beat Holtby.

"I thought we looked really good in our zone, breaking out the puck and in the neutral zone coming back," Chiasson said.

Seguin's assist was part of an early payoff from the July trade that brought him and centre Rich Peverley to Dallas from the Boston Bruins.

Peverley played for the first time since missing the preseason. He was diagnosed with an irregular heartbeat.

But while he wasn't skating, he was watching.

"I got to go through training camp and see (Ruff's) style. I think it fits this team well. He's a puck-possession type of coach," Peverley said.

The Stars did much better at possessing the puck than they had in their opening game against Florida on Thursday. They led 2-1 in the third period that night, but allowed 39 shots on Lehtonen and lost 4-2.

The best chance for the Capitals came when they appeared to have a goal with 12 minutes left in the second period. The puck popped up behind Lehtonen and went into the net when Nicklas Backstrom made contact with the goalie. The play was ruled no goal on review because of goaltender interference.

"I thought once the puck goes in there, you're allowed to go after it," Capitals coach Adam Oates said. And I didn't think (Backstrom) interfered with him. I think he touched the puck first and then the goalie."

In the third period, Dallas allowed only five shots on goal.

"That's part of the deal," Oates said. "You've got to try to wear them out, wait for your turn. We get a power play and you get a chance."

Washington's final power play lasted 36 seconds after Seguin was called for delay of game at 19:24.

"We really didn't sit on (the puck). We had some great zone time, and didn't do anything foolish that would lose the game," Ruff said.

NOTES: Peverley missed a chance for a power-play goal in the third period. He poked a rebound behind Holtby but off the left post. ... Capitals wing Joel Ward found himself unable to open the door of a men's room stall at the team hotel Saturday morning. He tweeted, "Stuck in the washroom ... someone help?" According to the Washington Post, teammates Karl Alzner and John Carlson found a ladder and helped Ward climb over the top of the door.

ST. PAUL, Minn. -- The Anaheim Ducks let the sting of their season-opening loss at Colorado carry into their second game at Minnesota.

And their improved play led to their first win of the season.

Anaheim scored early in the first two periods, Jonas Hiller had 30 saves and Mathieu Perreault had the game-winning goal with 4.9 seconds left in overtime and the Ducks beat the Wild 4-3 on Saturday night.

The Ducks needed nearly three full periods to score in their season-opening 6-1 loss to the Avalanche on Wednesday night.

But they needed less than two minutes to score against the Wild, and led 2-0 before the game was 6 minutes old.

"This is a team that was third overall last year, and they didn't like getting criticized and ridiculed for what happened the last game," Anaheim coach Bruce Boudreau said.

"Any headline you read was about how bad we were, so the pride took over a little bit. It was a big factor in the game."

Perreault's game-winner came at 4:55 of overtime on a 2-on-1 break with Francois Beauchemin.

He dumped the puck to a streaking Beauchemin, who gave it right back to Perreault, and the centre flipped his shot past Niklas Backstrom to give the Ducks their first win of the season.

"Nobody in that locker room was happy with the way we lost in the season opener," said Beauchemin, who also assisted on Saku Koivu's first-period goal.

"We wanted to get back to the way we can play. And even though we didn't play our best game tonight, I thought we came out pretty good."

Backstrom finished with 26 saves, and Zach Parise scored two goals for the Wild, who went to overtime for the second straight game, but again failed to pick up a win after opening the season with a shootout loss to the L.A. Kings.

Unlike the Ducks, the Wild had felt positive about their season-opening loss -- not so much on Saturday.

"Thursday night, we had a real good 55 minutes and couldn't quite finish it off," Keith Ballard said.

"Tonight we came out and we weren't ready to play. We were down 2-0 to a pretty desperate hockey team and a pretty skilled hockey team. After that we played a solid game, but you have to clean this up before these things get out of hand."

The Wild again looked good on offence, outshooting Anaheim 33-30, including a 17-8 advantage in the second period.

But similar to their loss to the Kings, their shots had a hard time finding the back of the net.

The Ducks took a 1-0 lead when Koivu redirected a pass from Beauchemin past Backstrom at the 1:40 mark.

Four minutes later, Nick Bonino added a power-play goal after picking up Corey Perry's rebound wide open in front of the net to make it 2-0.

Minnesota cut Anaheim's lead to 2-1 at 11:52 when Parise scored his first goal of the season on a backhand pass from Mikko Koivu on the power play.

The Ducks struck again quickly in the second when Jakob Silfverberg scored his second goal of the season on a nice pass from Perreault behind the net.

Despite outworking Anaheim in the second, the Wild found themselves trailing by one heading into the final period. Jason Pominville's slap shot from just above the right circle on the power play at 8:28 of the second made it 3-2.

Parise's second goal tied it at three 1:15 into the third period after Ballard intercepted a pass at the blue line and found him in front of the net. Parise initially missed on a tip, but he put back his own rebound.

"Good to battle back and get a point, but yeah, we're not real happy with this one," Wild coach Mike Yeo said.

Notes: The Ducks have beaten the Wild five consecutive times. ... Wild C Charlie Coyle left in the middle of the second period with a lower-body injury and did not return. "I don't think it's greatly serious, but I also think it'd be a stretch to see him in the lineup next week," Yeo said. ... Anaheim has four consecutive one-goal victories in St. Paul. ... Wild D Matt Dumba, 19, made his NHL debut. ... The Ducks will complete their season-opening, three-game road trip on Sunday in Winnipeg. Minnesota will next travel to Nashville to face the Predators on Tuesday.

CHICAGO -- Valtteri Filppula scored in the shootout and the Tampa Bay Lightning rallied for a 3-2 victory over the Chicago Blackhawks on Saturday night.

Ben Bishop made 37 saves in his first start this season for Tampa Bay, then denied each of Chicago's three shooters in the tiebreaker. Filppula beat Corey Crawford into the right side of the net in the first round.

Tampa Bay looked listless before Martin St. Louis and Teddy Purcell scored midway through the third period, tying it at 2. It was the first victory of the season for the Lightning, who opened with a 3-1 loss at Boston.

Patrick Kane and Brandon Saad scored in the second for Chicago, which outshot Tampa Bay 39-16 in the first game between the teams since the Lightning's 5-4 overtime victory on Nov. 4, 2011. Jonathan Toews, Kane and Marian Hossa each were unable to solve Bishop in the shootout.

The Stanley Cup champion Blackhawks were coming off a 6-4 victory over Washington in their season opener Tuesday. They set an NHL record by recording at least one point in each of their first 24 games a year ago, but they wasted an opportunity to earn two points against the Lightning.

Tampa Bay failed to register a shot on goal before Nate Thompson was stopped by Corey Crawford 1:22 into the second. It had only six shots at the end of the period, compared to 25 for the Blackhawks.

The scoreless first was the first time an NHL team had failed to register a shot on goal in a period since Edmonton on March 3 at Minnesota, according to STATS. It was the third such period for Tampa Bay in franchise history, and only the second time Chicago had pulled off the feat, including the first period of a scoreless tie against Detroit on Dec. 4, 1946.

The Blackhawks grabbed the lead when Kane jumped on a loose puck on the right side of the net and punched it in just 59 seconds into the second. Saad then made the most of a big break midway through the period.

With Tampa Bay centre Alex Killorn in the penalty box for hooking, Blackhawks defenceman Nick Leddy tried to dump the puck in behind the Lightning net. Bishop went back to get it, but it took a weird bounce off the boards and slid toward the front of the goal.

Saad came in from the left side and knocked it in before Bishop could get into position, making it 2-0 at 9:14.

The two-goal advantage looked as if it would be more than enough before Tampa Bay suddenly woke up midway through the third.

First, St. Louis beat Crawford with a backhander on a rebound with 9:52 remaining. Then, Purcell sent a wrist shot over Crawford's right shoulder for a tying power-play goal just 1:43 after Tampa Bay's first score.

After beginning with the Stanley Cup finalists from a year ago, Tampa Bay is at Buffalo on Tuesday night before beginning its home schedule on Thursday against the Panthers.

NOTES: Tampa Bay also went without a shot on goal in the second period of games against Philadelphia on Nov. 22, 1999, and Phoenix on Dec. 2, 1999. ... D Michael Kostka and F Ben Smith each made their season debut for the Blackhawks. Ds Sheldon Brookbank and Michal Rozsival and F Jimmy Hayes were scratched. ... Ds Keith Aulie and Mark Barberio and C Tom Pyatt were the scratches for Tampa Bay. ... Linesman Mark Shewchyk left the ice midway through the third period due to a leg injury that stemmed from a collision along the boards. The remaining three officials finished the game.

MONTREAL -- The young guns are hot for the Montreal Canadiens to start the NHL season.

Centre Lars Eller had a goal and an assist as his line with Brendan Gallagher and Alex Galchenyuk clicked twice in the Canadiens 4-1 victory over the Philadelphia Flyers on Saturday night.

The 24-year-old Eller has five points in Montreal's opening two games of the campaign, while Gallagher has two goals and Galchenyuk has four assists.

"I got off on the right foot," said Eller. "The whole line has been playing great. We're creating space for each other. If you create chances, the goals are going to come."

Gallagher picked up his second goal of the season and veteran Brian Gionta and his linemate Rene Bourque added goals for Montreal (1-1-0). The Eller line produced all three goals in a season-opening 4-3 loss to Toronto on Tuesday.

Vincent Lecavalier, the Montreal native who was booed each time he touched the puck, scored for Philadelphia (0-2-0), which plays again Sunday night at Carolina.

Many in the Bell Centre crowd of 21,273 were on Lecavalier's case because he passed up Montreal to sign as a free agent with the Flyers this summer. The booing didn't seem to faze him.

"I just wanted to help my team win the game," he said. "It's always special playing in Montreal and it was the same thing tonight."

Gallagher and Galchenyuk are each coming off impressive rookie seasons and have picked a good time to get hot. The team's top line is struggling with winger Max Pacioretty out with a wrist injury. Now the youngsters are getting more ice time, especially on the power play, than they got last season.

"That's our strength -- the depth of our scoring," said Gionta, who added that Eller is "a young kid who has grown. You can see how he's matured as a player."

Special teams were the big factor in a game dotted with minor penalties. Montreal went 2-for-9 with the man advantage and the Flyers were 1-for-5.

"It's tough to score when you're in the box," said Flyers forward Max Talbot. "You have to look at discipline. We'd start getting momentum and then we'd have to kill two minutes, so we have to clean that up."

Montreal had a 34-23 shot advantage.

Philadelphia, which was beaten 3-1 by Toronto in its season opener on Wednesday night, has not scored an even-strength goal in it's first two games.

Tomas Plekanec won a faceoff in the Flyers' zone and Bourque slipped a pass across the crease for Gionta to bang past Ray Emery for the opening goal 8:10 into the game.

The Flyers were victims of a quick whistle when Price lost a puck at his feet and Matt Read knocked it in, but it was ruled no goal. Coach Peter Laviolette said it was not a major factor in the game because the score was still only 1-0 going into the third period and the Flyers still had a chance to win.

"After they scored at the start of the third, we lost our composure a bit," he said. "We're not going to win a lot of hockey games if we go to the box as much as we did tonight."

Eller backhanded in the rebound of a Gallagher shot that missed the net only 12 seconds into the third frame.

A P.K. Subban shot looked to have gone in during a third-period 5-on-3 but video review found it went in the side netting. Only 18 seconds after play resumed, Subban faked a shot and passed to Galchenyuk, who slipped it to Gallagher for a 3-0 lead at the 5:00 mark.

Lecavalier was at the side of the net to lift the rebound of Mark Streit's point shot past Carey Price on a power play 9:13 into the third. Bourque added a power-play goal in the final minute.

It was Daniel Briere's first game against Philadelphia since the Flyers bought him out, but it was a quiet night for the veteran forward, other than taking two minor penalties.

Next up for the Canadiens is a western road trip to Calgary, Edmonton, Vancouver and Winnipeg beginning Wednesday.

Notes: Pacioretty, who jammed a wrist in the season opener, did not dress. Brandon Prust started in his spot on the top line and Michael Bournival made his NHL debut on the fourth unit. With George Parros out (concussion), Ryan White dressed. . . Plekanec played his 600th NHL game and defenceman Josh Gorges played his 400th, while the Flyers' Zac Rinaldo played his 100th. . . Nathan Beaulieu, called up Friday, did not dress. . . The Flyers scratched Erik Gustafsson, Kris Newbury and Hal Gill.

UNIONDALE, N.Y. -- One night after Columbus had its home opener spoiled, the Blue Jackets wrecked the New York Islanders' first night in front of their fans.

The Islanders came in with momentum Saturday after opening their season one night earlier with a shootout win at New Jersey.

With a two-goal lead in the third period, New York seemed poised for a 2-0 start as the club seeks to return to the playoffs for the second straight season.

Not so fast.

Mark Letestu and Nick Foligno netted goals 4:19 apart in the third period to erase Columbus' deficit, and Cam Atkinson scored in the fourth round of a shootout to lift the Blue Jackets to a 3-2 victory.

Sergei Bobrovsky made 28 saves through overtime and then stopped three of four shootout attempts.

"We pull for each other," Foligno said. "We played hard, the way we expect to play every night. We were rewarded for it.

"We kept pressing and wound up with a great result."

Columbus doesn't know much about blown third-period leads as the Blue Jackets have won 27 straight since January 2012 when leading after two -- including a 13-0 mark last season.

"The team was working really well together," said Bobrovsky, who sported a blue velvet and gold crown in the winning dressing room. "We have to be together to win. Tonight we did a great job of that. The hard work paid off."

The Islanders and goalie Evgeni Nabokov seemed to be in complete control before Letestu and Foligno struck. The Blue Jackets managed only 12 shots in the first two periods before turning it on in the third.

"Tonight was a full team effort, and we got the job done," Atkinson said. "Now we have to keep it going. We played Blue Jackets hockey."

New York built its lead in the second on a power-play goal by defenceman Lubomir Visnovsky and an even-strength tally by Matt Moulson. Visnovsky added an assist, and captain John Tavares had two for the Islanders.

New York, which won its season opener on Friday with a shootout win at New Jersey, got one goal in four rounds of this tiebreaker against Bobrovsky -- by Moulson, who was the only scorer one night earlier.

"We got three out of four points, but we have to be doing whatever it takes," Islanders coach Jack Capuano said. "Keep showing a willingness to compete. For the most part we did, but the guys have to learn that you have to play hard every shift."

Letestu also scored in the shootout, setting the stage for Atkinson's winner.

Both teams had chances to win in a wild overtime.

Kyle Okposo fired two hard drives during New York's power play. Columbus nearly caught the Islanders pinned up ice when Jack Johnson almost had a breakaway as he left the penalty box, however the lead pass was too far in front, and Nabokov knocked it away.

R.J. Umberger then led a Blue Jackets' 3-on-1 rush, yet his shot was also stopped by Nabokov.

"Nabby did a really good job for us," Capuano said. "He made a lot of key second and third saves."

Columbus, which lost its season opener at home on Friday to Calgary, had a 5-4 shots advantage in overtime. New York held a 30-29 edge overall.

Letestu started the rally with a power-play goal at 7:45, Columbus' first advantage of the night, and Foligno tied it from in close with 8:06 left in regulation.

Nabokov wasn't overly busy early, but looked sharp in keeping the Blue Jackets at bay until the third-period surge. The 38-year-old goalie earned the win on Friday.

"This league is so evenly matched up," Nabokov said. "It's not much difference between winning and losing."

The Islanders broke out in the second period, scoring twice including a power-play goal that ended the scoreless deadlock.

New York put pressure on Bobrovsky and nearly scored when Josh Bailey fired a drive that Bobrovsky barely knocked away with his glove. In the ensuing scrum, Artem Anisimov was whistled for hooking, giving the Islanders the first man-advantage of the game.

On the power play, Tavares moved the puck from the right circle up to Visnovsky, who was in the middle of the ice just inside the blue line. Visnovsky sent a pass left to Frans Nielsen, who quickly pushed the puck back to the defenceman for a shot that sailed through traffic and past Bobrovsky at 8:17.

The Islanders needed only 5:44 more to double their lead, this time with Tavares and Visnovsky assisting on Moulson's first traditional goal of the young season.

Tavares, the Islanders' new captain, did hard work along the right-wing boards to dig out the puck. He quickly sent a quick pass down to the crease, where Moulson skated into the puck and jammed it past Bobrovsky.

There were few prime scoring chances in the goal-less and penalty-free first period in which the Islanders held a 9-4 edge in shots.

NOTES: This was the first meeting between the teams since Columbus joined the Eastern Conference and became division rivals with New York in the newly formed Metropolitan Division. ... The Islanders were trying for their first 2-0 start since 2007. ... Letestu scored his 40th career NHL goal in 184 games. He led Columbus last season with 13 goals. ... Both teams were 1 for 2 on power plays.

ST. LOUIS -- Jaroslav Halak set a franchise record with his 17th shutout and Alex Steen scored on a penalty shot to lead the St. Louis Blues to a 7-0 win over the Florida Panthers on Saturday.

Newcomers Brenden Morrow and Derek Roy scored their first goals of the season for St. Louis, which received goals from seven different players. The Blues have outscored their opponents 11-2 with 10 different players scoring goals this season.

Vladimir Tarasenko and Jaden Schwartz also converted against Florida goalie Tim Thomas, who was pulled after the second period. He allowed five goals on 28 shots.

Halak made 19 saves and passed Glen Hall, who had 16 shutouts from 1967-1971. Halak posted his 26th career shutout and improved to 8-1 lifetime against the Panthers.

The Blues' seven-goal outburst was their largest since they won at Detroit 10-3 on March 30, 2011.

Florida, which beat Dallas 4-2 in its opener, was looking to start the season 2-0 for the first time in eight years.

Morrow and Roy were signed as free agents in the off-season to add offensive punch.

Morrow scored his 250th career goal off a pass from Roy to give St. Louis a 1-0 lead in the first period.

The Blues then broke the game open with four goals in a 6:32 span in the second period. Tarasenko scored off a pass from Schwartz, who converted from close range less than three minutes later to make it 3-0.

Steen beat Thomas on a backhand in the closing minute of the second period to record the Blues' first regular-season penalty shot goal since Patrik Berglund scored on Jan. 24, 2013, in a 3-0 win over Nashville.

Florida managed just six shots in each of the first two periods.

Vladimir Sobotka and Chris Stewart added two assists each.

Notes: St. Louis improved to 10-3-1 at home against Florida, outscoring the Panthers 40-18. ... Florida began the season with four successive road games for the first time in franchise history. ... St. Louis played host to an Eastern Conference opponent for the first time since facing Boston on Feb. 22, 2012. ...The Blues have killed off all 11 penalties this season.

BOSTON -- The Boston Bruins are having a little fun so far this season watching 6-foot-9 defenceman Zdeno Chara turn into a power forward on the power play.

Chara scored a power-play goal and helped set up Torey Krug's score with the man advantage by just standing in front of the net, leading the Bruins to a 4-1 win over the Detroit Red Wings on Saturday night.

"If you don't have a play, throw it down front to Z (Chara) and (Milan Lucic) and they'll battle," Krug said. "We have a good thing going so far. We're having fun."

Brad Marchand scored the tiebreaking goal 36 seconds into the second period and Tuukka Rask made 25 saves as the Bruins improved to 2-0.

Jordan Caron added an even-strength score for Boston, which won its season opener against Tampa Bay on Thursday.

"It's always been a basic part of my game to work hard," Chara said. "When I'm in there, I might as well enjoy it."

Henrik Zetterberg scored for the Red Wings, who are in the same division with the Bruins after the NHL realigned following last season.

Detroit's Jimmy Howard, playing his third straight game, made 33 saves. The Red Wings were playing consecutive road nights after beating Carolina 3-2 in overtime.

"It's not easy when there's somebody that's 6-foot-8 standing in front of you," Howard said. "It's something you've got to figure out and try and find a way to try and find the puck. But it's extremely difficult with him in front."

On the opening shift of the second period, Marchand broke in and fired a wrist shot that caromed into the net off the far post, pushing Boston ahead 2-1.

Caron's goal gave the Bruins a 3-1 edge midway into the second period. Reilly Smith backhanded a pass from the slot to Caron, who one-timed a shot past Howard from the top of the right faceoff circle.

Chara, playing in front of the net on the power play, collected a pass in front and looked like a polished goal scorer, shifting around Howard before tucking a shot inside the right post midway into the third. Krug collected an assist.

Krug unloaded a slap shot from the left point that gave Boston a 1-0 lead midway into the opening period. It came just 15 seconds after Niklas Kronwall was sent off for holding.

"In the second period that's something we talked about," Krug said of Chara's play in front. "I think I talked to Krej (David Krejci) about it, 'What should I do with the puck?' He said, 'Just give it to Z, he's going to win every battle."'

The Red Wings tied it late in the period when Zetterberg collected a rebound in front and slipped a shot by Rask inside the right post. The score came after a pass along the boards appeared to hit a glove on Detroit's bench and dropped to the ice. The Bruins briefly stopped while the Red Wings broke out with the puck.

Rask made a nice sliding stop on Justin Abdelkader's bid from in close a few minutes before Zetterberg's goal.

Boston outshot the Red Wings 37-26.

"They won in every statistic tonight," Howard said. "Every battle. I'm not going to make that excuse that we were tired or anything like that because I kind of think it's pathetic."

Marchand took a hard hit and was face down on the ice for a while early in the second. He was levelled when Abdelkader left his feet and blind-sided the winger. Marchand was helped to the bench, but returned later in the period.

NOTES: It was Krug's first regular season goal. He had four in his first five playoff games last spring. ... Bruins F Carl Soderberg was out with an injured ankle. ... Howard entered 3-0 with a 1.62 goals against in his career versus Boston. ... The Bruins and Red Wings meet in TD Garden again on Columbus Day. ... The Red Wings had killed off their first seven short-handed situations before Krug's goal. ... Boston F Lucic is two goals shy of 100 for his career. ... David Ortiz's second homer of the Red Sox-Rays ALDS game was shown on the Jumbotron late in the second period, drawing a huge roar from the TD Garden crowd. The final out was also shown, with a louder response. ... Boston's Smith played against his brother -- Red Wings D Brendan Smith.

PITTSBURGH -- Sidney Crosby and Chuck Kobasew each scored his second goal of the season and Marc-Andre Fleury was nearly perfect again, making 20 saves to lead the Pittsburgh Penguins over the Buffalo Sabres 4-1 on Saturday night.

Craig Adams also scored his second goal and Chris Kunitz converted a penalty shot to help the Penguins open 2-0 for the third straight season. Pittsburgh defenceman Matt Niskanen added two assists and forward Pascal Dupuis, playing in his 800th game, also had an assist.

Fleury has sparkled through two games, turning aside 47 of 48 shots. He earned his 250th career victory and 24th shutout with a 3-0 win Thursday against New Jersey.

Thomas Vanek spoiled Fleury's bid for another shutout at 15:06 of the third period.

Fleury has displayed the confidence and poise unseen last spring when he lost the starting job to Tomas Vokoun after compiling a 3.40 goals-against average during an ugly first-round playoff series against the New York Islanders.

The Penguins were disciplined defensively in front of Fleury, blocking pucks and limiting Buffalo to 14 shots through two periods, including five in the second. Fleury did his part during a late second-period power play, denying Tyler Ennis and Vanek's rebound in the slot, keeping the Penguins ahead by a pair after two periods.

The Sabres (0-3) are approaching their worst start since opening 0-5 with two ties during the 1999-2000 season.

Buffalo goalie Ryan Miller was brilliant Friday, stopping 45 shots during a 1-0 home loss to Ottawa, but he missed Saturday's game with a lower body injury. He is expected to return for the Sabres' home game Tuesday against Tampa Bay.

Backup goalie Jhonas Enroth got the call Saturday, making 31 saves. He didn't get much help from the offensively challenged Sabres, who have two goals in their first three games. Buffalo, also 0 for 13 on the power play, is experiencing growing pains, starting three teenagers and five rookies.

For the second straight game, Crosby and Kobasew staked the Penguins to a two-goal lead in the first period.

Dupuis sent a spinning backhand pass from the slot to Crosby, who smacked his own rebound past Enroth, extending his point streak to 15 games against the Sabres.

Kobasew struck 10 minutes later, deflecting Brandon Sutter's slap shot from the point under Enroth's glove.

Kunitz put it away midway through the third when he scored on a penalty shot, banking the puck off Enroth's body and into the net.

NOTES: Penguins All-Star forward James Neal is week-to-week with an upper body injury. ... Sabres D Henrik Tallinder, who sustained an upper body injury Friday against Ottawa, will miss about a week. ... D Alexander Sulzer, recalled Saturday, was scratched for the Sabres along with John Scott. D Deryk Engelland sat out for the Penguins. ... The Penguins conclude a three-game homestand Tuesday against Carolina.

Despite win Dineen tinkering with lines 

By Harvey FialkovSun Sentinel

3:32 p.m. EDT, October 5, 2013

Panthers coach Kevin Dineen generally doesn’t change his lineup after a win but despite coming off a well-balanced  4-2 season-open victory over the Dallas Stars Thursday, he’s tinkering with his third and fourth lines.

He has replaced right wing Drew Shore with a more physical Krys Barch, who will play with Jesse Winchester and center Shawn Matthias. Gomez moves up to third line with Tomas Kopecky and Scottie Upshall. Forward Joey Crabb and defenseman Matt Gilroy will be healthy scratches again.

“I’ve been given the extra healthy bodies so we’ll take advantage of it and it continues to be a work in progress to find a mix, symetry, whatever the word is we’re looking for,’’ Dineen said. “Barch is an honest guy, honest player and he can skate. We like to use our speed and he can add to us with that.’’

Barch was reaquired last week in a trade with the Devils to bring his physical prowess to a team that lacked an enforcer-type since trading George Parros to the Canadiens in the offseason.

“They’re a big team, they play heavy, the crowds are always into it. I played here a lot when I was with Dallas,’’ Barch said. “They come hard at you, they’ve got a veteran lineup; [coach] Ken Hitchcock runs a structured system so you know what you’re getting. You’re going to have to earn everything tonight.’’

As expected goalie Tim Thomas was back in net Saturday after turning aside 25 shots to earn his first victory in 17 months or since his self-imposed hiatus. My guess is that backup Jacob Markstrom will get his first start against Tampa on Thursday because it’s the first of a back-to-back with the home opener against Pittsburgh on Friday.

Right wing Brad Boyes returns to his favorite building where he notched back-to-back seasons of 43 and 33 goals in 2007-08 and 2008-09, but hasn’t topped 17 since.

The Panthers, who added five veterans in the final week of preseason, is using the season-opening, four-game, nine-day road trip as sort of a bonding experience and a get-to-know your teammate situation. So on Sunday, a day off, instead of flying to Philadelphia to prepare for Tuesday’s game against the Flyers, Dineen is taking the entire team to the St. Louis Rams-Jacksonville Jaguars game at the Edward Jones Dome, a long slap shot away from the Scottrade Center.

“It’s a great chance to spend a day together,’’ Dineen said. “We talked about going home to spend a few days but with the way the road trip’s set up and the late additons … we feel [Sunday] will be a really great day for us.

“The outcome tonight determines how much fun it will get, but there’s a lot of work to do before then.’’

Dineen joked that he’ll cheer for the hapless Jaguars because they’re a,”Florida team,’’ but, “it’s a chance to go to an NFL game, a great experience. It didn’t set up well to go see the Cardinals [playoff game on Friday], but obviously our schedule and our hockey takes priority.’’

French Canadian winger Jonathan Huberdeau follows the CFL a little, but he, his Finnish roommate Aleksander Barkov and Czech Tomas Fleischmann have never been to an NFL game.

“I didn’t know the rules but I went to a CFL game, but now I’ll see what it’s like live,’’ Fleischmann said. “We’re focusing on tonight but if we could put together a good game tonight, it will feel way better tomorrow.’’

Barch went to a Cowboys’ game when he was with the Dallas Stars from 2006-11 and defenseman Erik Gudbranson went to the Dolphins’ home-opening victory over the Falcons a few weeks ago.

Alternate captain Brian Campbell said an early-season road trip can be positive or negative, depending on the success.

“Everything gets better with winning,’’ Campbell said. “So you come closer together and work harder for each other. We stress that in camp. Some times it’s scary going on the road early but it was nice to get that first one under our belt.’’

Campbell’s a huge football and baseball fan, but he knows that a 1-3 Rams vs. 0-4 Jags’ matchup isn’t a rating’s grabber.

“They’re not two of the best, but hopefully we can beat  St. Louis tonight and let St. Louis win tomorrow,’’ he smiled.

Copyright © 2013, South Florida Sun-Sentinel
Former Panther Ray Whitney not big on Sunrise 
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By Harvey FialkovSun Sentinel

1:25 p.m. EDT, October 4, 2013

Stars veteran winger Ray Whitney, who played for the Panthers for parts of four seasons from 1997-2001, said he's impressed by their recent makeover, but not big on Sunrise as home site. 

“They brought in veteran people and it’s a lot easier to have success with veteran guys than trying to teach young guys. You’re learning curve’s a little bit longer,’’ said Whitney, 41, who scored 95 of his 376 goals with Florida. “Mr. Tallon’s done a good job in signing some good quality veterans out there.’’

Whitney believes that the Panthers new owners will only grow the sport in South Florida if the franchise starts winning on a regular basis.

“I felt the crowds were better when they played in Miami. I think Sunrise is a tough area for the building to be in,’’ Whitney said. “We had success that one year [1999-2000] in that building, but winning takes care of everything. People will follow that.

“Even the Marlins are struggling where they are in the standings; the Dolphins do well obviously and the Heat are winners, but winning takes care of everything. I hope they have success because I had a great time playing there.’’

Panthers rookie Barkov is youngest NHL player to score first goal since 1942 
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By Harvey FialkovSun Sentinel

1:25 p.m. EDT, October 4, 2013

Panthers rookie Aleksander Barkov not only scored the tying goal in the third period that ignited a three-goal outburst and 4-2 season-opening victory over the host Dallas Stars Thursday, but he made NHL history.

At 18, 31 days, Barkov became the youngest player to score his first NHL goal ssince Don Raleigh, at age 17 years, 147 days, scored for the New York Rangers in a 5-2 loss to the Maple Leafs on Nov. 21, 1943, according to Elias Sports Bureau.

He's the eighth youngest to score his first goal, and the youngest to score a goal of any kind since Ted Kennedy scored on Jan. 8, 1944, during World War II when the NHL was filled with 17 year olds.

However, Barkov, the second overall pick in June, is the youngest to do it since the expansion era began in 1967-68. He surpasses Grant Mulvey of the Blackhawks and Jordan Staal of the Penguins, by one day. They were 18 years, 32 days old when they scored their first NHL goals. Mulvey's came in a game Oct. 1974 against the Blues, while Staal scored Oct. 12, 2006 against the Rangers

Tyler Seguin on Tim Thomas quitting for year 
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By Harvey FialkovSun Sentinel

3:40 p.m. EDT, October 3, 2013

In his first two NHL seasons Tyler Seguin, the second overall draft pick of 2010, played with Panthers new goalie Tim Thomas on the Bruins, and he admitted that he was bitter when Thomas quit after the 2011-12 season.

"At the time [Thomas quit], there was a little bit of a bitter taste in our mouths, but that being said, it’s also how we won together,'' said Seguin, who in a blockbuster trade last summer was traded to the Stars along with Rich Peverley and Ryan Button for Loui Erikssson, Reilly Smith, Matt Fraser and Joe Morrow.

"We knew we had Tuukka [Rask] as an up-and-comer and he definitely proved himself. I think Timmy had personal matters, family reasons, I respect that.''

Seguin, who has 56 goals in 203 games, doesn’t believe the year off taken by the 39-year-old will mean much.

“Obviously, I have as much respect for him as a goalie because he won me a Stanley Cup,’’ said Seguin, 21. “I feel like he’s played for 30-plus years, his whole life, so a year off isn’t going to make too much difference.''

Seguin was curious about Thomas' physical condition, and when told it was excellent, he joked:

“I’ll let him rob me once if he lets me score once,'' Seguin said.

Peverley isn't playing tonight as he's still recovering from an irregular heartbeat. He's expected back for Dallas' second game.

Panthers G Clemmensen clears waivers, reports to San Antonio 
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By Harvey FialkovSun Sentinel

2:11 p.m. EDT, October 3, 2013

Panthers backup goalie Scott Clemmensen cleared waivers and will report to the Panthers’ AHL affiliate in San Antonio for a couple of rehab starts and a full week of practice.

Clemmensen, who was cleared to play on Tuesday and then made the trip with the team to Dallas, is on injured reserve, so he couldn’t play in the first week of the season anyway.

Panthers coach Kevin Dineen said that when Clemmensen completes his two-game rehab and practice in San Antonio, management will, “re-evaluate,’’ the goaltending situation. Translation: Either Clemmensen go through waivers again and remain in San Antonio collecting his NHL salary of $1.3 million, or young goalie Jacob Markstrom will be sent down and Clemmensen will come up and back up starter Tim Thomas.

Dineen reiterated his confidence in Markstrom, and GM Dale Tallon has repeatedly said he wants Markstrom to learn under Thomas, specifically mentioning Thomas’ indefatigable work ethic in practice and games.

Dineen rolled out the same four lines in morning skate at American Airlines Center that he has used in the last two days of practice at Saveology.com Iceplex.

Versteeg-Goc-Fleischmann

Huberdeau-Barkov-Boyes

Kopecky-Matthias-Winchester

Upshall-Gomez-Shore

Gudbranson-Whitney

Kulikov-Weaver

Campbell-Gilbert

Healthy scratches: Crab, Gilroy, Barch

Stars lines

Benn-Segin-Cole, Whitney-Eakin-Chiasson, Horcoff-Fiddler-Nichushkin, Roussel-Mueller-Garbutt

D-pairings: Goligoski-Gonchar, Dillon-Robidas, Benn-Daley,  Goalie: Lehtonen

In other news, the Panthers named Travis Viola, son of new owner Vincent Viola, VP of hockey operations and special projects at the BB&T Center.

Panthers have several stars in season-opening 4-2 victory over Stars 

Goc scores twice, dominates faceoffs while Weaver and Gudbranson make 10 of team's 24 blocked shots
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By Harvey Fialkov, Sun Sentinel

7:10 p.m. EDT, October 4, 2013

ST. LOUIS — 

While the youngest and oldest Panthers – goalie Tim Thomas and rookie Aleksander Barkov – deserved most of the media attention following a season-opening 4-2 victory over the Dallas Stars, coach Kevin Dineen singled out two defensemen who repeatedly used their bodies as human shields to prevent goals.

Of course, Thomas, 39, who was playing in his first game that mattered in more than 17 months, deserved the No. 1 Star post-game honor for notching 25 saves, several of the spectacular variety. However, that didn't include the 24 shots that never reached him as veteran defenseman Mike Weaver had six blocks, not to mention a battered face after he and defenseman Dmitry Kulikov stuck up for Thomas with their fists in simultaneous brawls in the first period.

 Related

•Preview: Panthers at Blues, Saturday  

•Photos: Panthers 4, Stars 2 

•Video highlights: Panthers 4, Stars 2 

Kulikov, who missed last year's opener after a contract dispute didn't allow him to practice enough, was tossed out for being involved in a secondary fight with Ryan Garbut (also ejected).

"I was shocked,'' said Kulikov, who only played 3:37. "I thought maybe 10 minute misconduct. It was good to be on the ice for whatever, better than last year. Obviously, I was disappointed and felt bad for leaving the guys with five defensemen out there.''

No block was more important to the victory when five minutes after Barkov, 18, tied it at 2-2 with a backhander through a maze of bodies in front of Stars goalie Kari Lehtonen at 10:32 in the third period to become the youngest player in 69 years to score his first NHL goal, young defenseman Erik Gudbranson saved the two points with one of his four blocks.

First, Gudbranson blocked a shot by Erik Cole that caromed to Stars rookie defenseman Brendan Dillon, who had a vacated net until the third-year blueliner threw himself in front of the shot like a war hero diving on a grenade. It struck him in his chest and doubled him over.

"My ribs hurt when I saw that shot,'' Dineen said. "That's a sign of what we're trying to establish here, you're playing for the team and there's not better example than that one. It got [Gudbranson] in the midsection and that's a long way from his heart, so he'll be all right.''

About a minute later Tomas Fleischmann raced up ice and deftly dropped a no-look pass to trailing centerman Marcel Goc, who flipped it in for the game winner. Goc, playing on the top line, added an empty-netter for the icing on the Panthers' third consecutive season-opening victory under Dineen.

It was just the second multiple-goal game of Goc's nine-year career and first since Nov. 18, 2010 when he was on the Predators.

"I don't remember the last time [I scored twice],'' Goc said after practice Friday afternoon at Scottrade Center. "Flash could've taken the shot so I thanked him. We did a lot of good things but we still got to clean up a few details in our own end and the neutral zone, and keep doing good stuff.''

Dineen was more impressed with Goc's 16-4 faceoff advantage and his part in killing off all three Stars' power plays – along with Weaver and Jesse Winchester – without giving up at shot.

"Every summer I look at it and say we're a good team if Marcel is [our third-line center] and doing his regular job, and at the end of the day he's such a versatile, cerebral player and person, he just keeps popping up into the forefront in situations,'' Dineen said.

Weaver missed much of last season with a knee injury, but he led the Panthers with 137 blocks in 2011-12 and with 132 in 2010-11, as well as leading St. Louis (127) in 2009-10. He said an inspirational speech given by new owner Vincent Viola last week really struck a chord regarding team unity and sacrifice.

"He said we travel in packs and that really hit home for the boys, so when somebody getsa shot at our goalie everybody was right there,'' Weaver said. "We have to create that atmosphere every game to not only pay attention to detail but to sacrifice your body for the team.''

"Look at the way [Gudbranson] didn't hesitate when he went down and blocked that shot that would've been a huge goal for them. It's a great start, a great finish and I thought a great team-building experience that hopefully the guys will remember and carry into game two.''

Barkov low key

Barkov, whose broken English hasn't caught up to his on-ice skill, didn't seem fazed by being the eighth youngest player to score his first goal and the youngest to score any goal since Jan. 8, 1944 when Ted Kennedy did it (according to Elias Sports Bureau).

"[It means] nothing, I'm concentrating on the next game,'' said Barkov, who was 18 year old and 31 days when he made history. "Not now, maybe after my career.''

Barkov matched his roommate, Jonathan Huberdeau, who also scored a goal in his first NHL game last year.

"Yeah, but not on my first shot,'' joked Barkov, recalling Huberdeau's feat.

Dineen was impressed with the Elias stat, but isn't ready to put Barkov into the Hall of Fame.

"That's a great stat, something to be incredibly proud of,'' Dineen said. "He didn't look out of place between him going out there establishing his game, probably playing his best game yet in a Panthers' uniform.

"Tim Thomas come in there giving us stability and the different age of the spectrum, veterans versus youth and the balance we're trying to find between those two players.

"Still there's a learning curve and we'll be patient with him. He certainly understands he's got a wonderful opportunity to play with highly skilled players. There are no guarantees in our business. He's earning his time right now.''

Barkov was a plus-1 with four shots on net, one giveaway, one blocked shot and 3-10 on faceoffs in 15:34 of ice time.

Goc scores twice, Thomas makes winning debut in Panthers opener 

Thomas makes 25 saves; Barkov scores first NHL goal in first game
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11:17 p.m. EDT, October 3, 2013

DALLAS — 

DALLAS In a night of comebacks and firsts, Panthers recently signed goalie Tim Thomas and their top draft pick Aleksander Barkov lived up to their hype.

In his first game that mattered in 17 months, Thomas was spectacular in turning aside 25 shots, while 18-year-old Barkov, the second overall pick of the 2013 draft, scored his first NHL goal in his first game to it at 9:28 of the third.

 Related

•Photos: Panthers 4, Stars 2 

•Video highlights: Panthers 4, Stars 2 

•Box score: Panthers 4, Stars 2 

But it was Marcel Goc’s game-winner off a sweet centering feed from Tomas Fleischmann with 4:55 left and then his empty-netter with 1:29 remaining that provided the happy ending to a 4-2 victory in front of 16,110 disappointing fans at American Airlines Center Thursday night.

“Our young players coming through making a difference, our veteran guys stepping up when they needed to, a guy like Mike Weaver, probably star of the game for us, blocked shots, got goaded into a situation he didn’t want to but he took care of his business.

“Our penalty kill was really strong tonight. It was a mixture of things, but a hard-fought win, that was no gimmee there, that was great stuff.

“We’re tired of talking, you know what actions are what really make a difference and tonight, actions spoke.’’

Weaver had six of Florida's 24 blocks.

Without Thomas, who had played just 1 1/2 preseason games since his last start on April 25, 2012 – a Game 7 conference quarterfinal loss to the Capitals – or defenseman Erik Gudbranson’s game-saving block on Brendan Dillon’s point-blank blast the locker room certainly wouldn’t have been as jolly.

“My ribs hurt when I saw that shot,’’ Dineen said. “That’s a sign of what we’re trying to establish here, you’re playing for the team and there’s not better example than that one. It got [Gudbranson] in the midsection and that’s a long way from his heart so he’ll be all right.’’

The Panthers, who lost twice to the undefeated Stars (5-0-2) in preseason, improved to 10-7-1-2 in season openers and 6-12-2 on the road, while Dallas didn’t earn a point in a home season opener for the first time since 1999 (11-1-3).

The Panthers, coming off a disastrous season, kicked off a franchise-record long season-opening, four-game road trip in excellent fashion and next fly to St. Louis to take on the Blues Saturday night.

It was a matchup of two rebuilt teams, although the Panthers remodeling job didn’t come until the final week of the preseason when new owner Vincent Viola’s cash helped bring five veterans to Florida, including Thomas. Viola was on hand to enjoy his first win as an owner.

In a fast-paced first period Weaver and Dmitry Kulikov got pummeled in separate brawls in defense of their new swing-yielding goalie, who was getting buzzed by a couple of swarming Stars.

Kulikov and Stars center Ryan Garbutt were ejected for getting into a secondary fight at 11:20 of the first.

“I am [proud of them] and Gudbranson laying down blocking that shot, if he doesn’t we don’t win the game,’’ Thomas said. “Everybody paid the price and if they don’t we don’t get that result tonight.

“The thrill is still there but actually right now it’s a little sweeter than before because it’s been such a long time, with a new team I think we really needed to get that win right off the bat and we did.’’

Three minutes later the Panthers fourth line, normally considered a defensive trio, clicked as Drew Shore won his individual battle for the puck in the corner. That allowed Scottie Upshall to swoop in behind the Stars’ net where he centered it for a Scott Gomez layup and a 1-0 lead at 8:59.

Gomez, 33, the Panthers’ first meaningful offseason addition, had just two goals in 39 games for the Sharks last season. He has scored double-digit goals 10 times, but none since 2009-10.

“The play was nice, it’s not the first time I’ve ever done that in 15 years,’’ Gomez said. “Team played well, it’s on the road. My linemates made the play.’’

Upshall sustained a swollen calf and will probably sit out practice Friday.

Copyright © 2013, South Florida Sun-Sentinel

Bolts need more blue-collar goals

 Photos

Ryan Malone (right) and the Lightning struggled offensively in their season opener Thursday at Boston. THE ASSOCIATED PRESS

By Erik Erlendsson | Tribune Staff 
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CHICAGO — At one point during practice at the United Center on Friday, Tampa Bay Lightning coach Jon Cooper pulled one of the power-play units to center ice to offer a polite reminder heading into tonight’s matchup with the defending Stanley Cup champion Chicago Blackhawks.

“To me, playing on the power play is a privilege and not a right,” Cooper said.

Part of the message Cooper was delivering was that not every goal has to show up on a highlight reel.

“Guys tend to try to make that low-percentage play, because maybe it looks a little better, when ultimately not many times that happens,” Cooper said. “We have to get some blue-collar goals.”

That was evident in Thursday’s season opener at Boston in which Tampa Bay finished 0-for-5 on the power play and failed to convert on two lengthy five-on-three opportunities. To rub some salt into that wound, the Bruins scored a pair of shorthanded goals in what accounted for the difference in a 3-1 loss for the Lightning.

With Tampa Bay’s offensive talent, having that two-man advantage for nearly two minutes on two occasions, the odds would seem to be stacked in the Lightning’s favor that a goal would result. Steven Stamkos, Marty St. Louis, Ryan Malone, Valtteri Filppula and Teddy Purcell are all 20-plus goal scorers and saw a majority of the ice time during the two-man advantage opportunities.

How do offensive talents such as that fail to find a way to score, even against one of the top penalty kill teams in the league, when they have two extra men on the ice?

“Let’s not dissect it after game one, we just didn’t get it done,” St. Louis said. “It’s one game we didn’t get it done. If that game was game number 38, it would be like ‘Yeah the power play didn’t get the job done.’ Well, it’s game one and the power play didn’t get the job done.”

A member of the top power-play unit was not on the ice Thursday, as defenseman Sami Salo was a surprise late scratch with an undisclosed upper-body injury. Throughout training camp, Salo worked the top point position on the 5-on-4 and 5-on-3 power plays. His last-minute absence meant adjustments had to be made that were not worked on during training camp or preseason games.

Salo remained off the ice for practice Friday. His status, as general manager Steve Yzerman described it, remains “hour-to-hour,” so Cooper shuffled in Andrej Sustr, Mark Barberio and Matt Carle to rotate through the power play drills.

A big emphasis during those drills was getting shots on net.

“It’s just simplifying things, you need to get more pucks in the dirty areas and you can’t be looking for cute plays,” Carle said. “Sami is one of those guys that is very capable and very good at teeing it up, so that’s a big loss for us. But it starts with everybody, and we all need to have that mentality of ... looking for rebounds and those dirty goals. They’re not all going to be back-door tap-ins and highlight-reel goals.”

But after one game, Lightning players concede it’s far from a reason to be overly concerned with one bad night.

“I know with the personnel that we have,” Stamkos said, “we will find a way to bounce back.”

eerlendsson@tampatrib.com
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Bolts open season with 3-1 loss in Boston
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BOSTON — Plenty of new failed to alter familiar results for the Tampa Bay Lightning on opening night.

With six rookies on the ice, a new coaching staff behind the bench, new division rivals on the opposing side and a renewed commitment to defensive play, Tampa Bay still came out on the wrong side of a result against Boston in a 3-1 loss in front of an announced sellout crowd of 17,565 at TD Garden.

The loss dropped the Lightning to 4-27-9 all-time in Boston, where Tampa Bay has lost seven consecutive games.

Valtteri Filppula scored in his Lightning debut, while Anders Lindback finished with 22 saves to take the loss.

The Bruins, defending Eastern Conference champions, got a 32-save performance from Tuukka Rask in net, while Milan Lucic had the game-winner late in the second period.

Then there were the two short-handed goals, from Patrice Bergeron and Chris Kelly (on a penalty shot), as the Lightning’s power play fizzled and failed to convert on five opportunities, including two lengthy two-man-advantage chances.

“Our power play let us down tonight, and not in a million years would I have thought the power play would be the thing to let us down tonight,’’ captain Marty St. Louis said. “They were taking away some of our go-tos and we were slow to reacting or adjusting, and that falls on the top guys’ shoulders.”

At even strength, the Lightning were even with the Bruins, if not a tick better, outshooting Boston 28-20 and not giving in to some of the momentum swings that went the Bruins’ way.

“Five-on-five, you couldn’t say one team was better than the other, both teams had their chances and I was really happy, I didn’t think we gave up too much,’’ Lightning coach Jon Cooper said. “Aside from the power play, I was really happy with the way we played.’’

The first Boston short-handed goal came 11:39 into the game, when rookie defenseman Mark Barberio left a drop pass for Filppula that was picked off by Kelly, who raced in alone. Barberio was then forced to hook Kelly, resulting in the penalty shot, which Kelly buried after putting a pump-fake move on Lindback.

Tampa Bay had a 5-on-3 power-play chance for 1:54 late in the first period, but could not convert despite four shots.

In the second, the teams exchanged even-strength goals, Filppula converting a pass from Eric Brewer to tie it at 10:32 of the second period.

Lucic gave Boston the lead back, taking a back pass from David Krejci before settling the puck and lifting a shot over Lindback with 60 seconds left in the period.

Early in the third, Tampa Bay got another two-man advantage when Zdeno Chara was called for interference two seconds into Scott Thornton’s slashing call at 2:03.

But the Lightning failed to generate a quality scoring chance before Ryan Malone negated the final 38 seconds of the advantage on an interference call at 3:38. Twenty-four seconds later, Bergeron took the puck from Richard Panik to start a 2-on-1 rush, which Bergeron finished when he wristed a shot off Lindback at 4:02.

“You don’t want your power play to go like that, we had a couple of long five-on-threes where you need to score,’’ Filppula said.

But it wasn’t all bad for Tampa Bay, which outshot the Bruins 33-25, and received good enough goaltending to have a chance.

“I saw 57 minutes of good hockey, and then about three minutes of a tough power play,’’ Cooper said. “You can go two months without giving up two short-handed goals, and here we gave up two in a game. So that’s the frustrating part because that’s the difference in the game.’’

eerlendsson@tampatrib.com
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Bolts notes: G Lindback gets opening-night start
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BOSTON — Round 1 in the Tampa Bay Lightning goaltending competition went to Anders Lindback.

Tampa Bay coach Jon Cooper chose Lindback to start in goal over Ben Bishop for Thursday’s season-opening game against Boston. In what will be a developing storyline in the early part of the season, Lindback and Bishop will share the workload until one of the two grabs hold of the position.

Lindback just happened to get the first start.

“I think both guys had times where they were exceptional in the preseason, and there were times where they were average,’’ Cooper said. “We have three games on the road, and I can’t predict who was going to play two of the three, but we’re hoping that one will play two games and one will play the other.”

Some of what factored into Cooper’s decision was the performance Lindback put in during Tamp Bay’s game at Boston on April 25, when he stopped 22 shots in a 2-0 loss.

Lindback is not focused on who gets the start, but he just wants to concentrate on how he plays when he gets the call.

“I have to play good every day, practice good everyday and play good all the time,’’ Lindback said. “It keeps pressure on me, and that’s always a good thing. But at the same time, what it comes down to is (the goaltenders) are a team, both of us want to win games and help the team. So, it’s a good thing, so I feel good about it.’’

For Bishop, sharing time is nothing new. He has done it for most of his professional career, in the minors and the NHL.

“I think it’s good you have to play well to play. It’s not given to you. You have to earn it,’’ Bishop said. “(Not starting Thursday) is not one of the things you can dwell on. It’s a long season. There are a lot of games, and there are always factors the coaches have going into games. It’s out of your control. You just go out there and play well when you get your chance to play.’’

Surprise scratch

D Sami Salo sat out the season opener as a late scratch with an undisclosed upper-body injury.

Salo, 39, has not missed any practice time in recent days and took part in Thursday’s morning skate alongside Victor Hedman, who has been his defensive partner since the start of training camp.

But when the team came out for warm-ups, Salo was not on the ice and rookie D Mark Barberio, who was scheduled to be a healthy scratch, was on the ice.

Salo has a history of injuries in his career, but he appeared in 46 of the 48 games last season. He is in the final year of a two-year contract.

Gauging start

The Lightning start the season against the two Stanley Cup finalists from last season, heading out to face defending champion Chicago on Saturday after starting against Boston. Instead of looking at it as a negative, Cooper has a different view of it.

“Those cruel schedule-makers throw the baby Bolts against the two Stanley Cup finalists on the road to open up, so I think we’ve looked at this as a great gauge to see where we are at,’’ Cooper said. “A lot of people — well, actually, everybody — has picked us out of the playoffs, and so we are just going to be that team that everybody is going to try to come and to kick around. We have other ideas. So we like being under the radar, and there is no better test for us, so we are going to embrace it going against the best.’’ 

Nuts and Bolts

Rays LHP David Price and bench coach Dave Martinez were part of a small group from the Rays in attendance. Price is scheduled to start Saturday’s Game 2 against the Red Sox in the best-of-five divisional-round series. Game 1 is this afternoon. ... D Keith Aulie and C Tom Pyatt were healthy scratches. ... C Nate Thompson will wear the “A’’ as an alternate captain for road games in the first half of the season, while D Matt Carle will hold that distinction at home. ... The Lightning had six rookies in the lineup: Richard Panik, Tyler Johnson, Ondrej Palat, Andrej Sustr, Radko Gudas and Barberio. ... The penalty shot attempt given up by Tampa Bay was the 38th all-time, and the 19th successful goal against the Lightning.

Erik Erlendsson
Goaltender questions remain as Bolts open season tonight
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More Information

SEASON OPENERS

WHO: Lightning at Boston Bruins

WHEN/WHERE: 7 p.m./TD Garden, Boston

TV/RADIO: Sun Sports/WFLA (970 AM)

INJURIES: Lightning – D Brian Lee (knee), D Matt Taormina (upper body), out; Bruins – RW Carl Soderberg (ankle), out; C David Krejci (back spasms), questionable; C Gregory Campbell (leg, facial injury), probable.

NEED TO KNOW: This is the first of four meetings between the new Atlantic Division rivals. ... Tampa Bay is 12-6-2 all-time in season openers, the second-highest points percentage (.650) all-time, behind only Quebec/Colorado (.652) entering the season. ... The Lightning have lost six consecutive regular-season games at TD Garden, with the last victory coming March 25, 2010. ... Tampa Bay is 4-26-9 all-time in Boston and 20-43-14 all-time against the Bruins. ... Tampa Bay coach Jon Cooper did not name a starting goaltender. ... C Steven Stamkos has 12 goals and 18 points in 19 career regular-season games against Boston.

By Erik Erlendsson | Tribune Staff 
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TAMPA — Recently, when the Tampa Bay Lightning hit the ice, the red-light district heats up.

With two-time Rocket Richard Trophy winner Steven Stamkos and two-time scoring champion Marty St. Louis on the same line, Tampa Bay knows how to put the puck in the net and turn on the red light behind an opposing goaltender.

But instead of being defined by their ability to score goals and having the flashing red light serve as a beacon for their success, the Lightning are known for giving goals up and being burned by the red glare that puts the spotlight squarely on Tampa Bay's net play.

In the past two seasons, Tampa Bay's 425 goals allowed were 29 more than any other team in the league. Though the blame does not fall entirely on the goaltending, Lightning general manager Steve Yzerman has attempted several times in a relatively short period time to find somebody to provide stability.

Yet, the same old questions regarding the same position are present as Tampa Bay gets set to open the 2013-14 season tonight in Boston.

“I would expect the biggest question mark for the coaching staff and for Steve Yzerman as the general manager — can Ben Bishop and Anders Lindback form a great 1-2 punch in goal?'' NBC analyst Pierre McGuire said.

Yzerman invested plenty over the past 18 months to acquire Bishop, the tallest goaltender in the league at 6-foot-7, and Lindback, who stands 6-foot-6. He traded away two second-round picks, a third-rounder, a fourth-rounder and sparkplug forward Cory Conacher in hopes one member of the tallest goaltending tandem in NHL history will stand tall.

Traditionally, two goalies vying for one net equates to poor math. Teams prefer a workhorse, a goaltender capable of playing 75 games at a high level, with a backup filling in when the starter needs a breather.

In the absence of that, however, the Lightning have opted to use two goaltenders of similar age at roughly the same stage of their development.

Neither Bishop nor Lindback has been a regular starter in the NHL. Bishop was squeezed out in St. Louis and Ottawa before landing with the Lightning last season. In Nashville, Lindback was behind Pekka Rinne — one of the league's workhorses — who appeared in 85 percent of the games.

The Lightning are banking that the internal competition for playing time between Bishop and Lindback will push both to improve, thereby improving the team.

“I know Anders and I know Ben, I know that they are both going to be competitive,'' former NHL goaltender and current analyst Darren Pang said. “They want the net, so the only thing you can control is how well you play.

“My feeling is, I think they are going to be a real good tandem and compete for that spot. And, ultimately, the guy that's playing the best is going to get the net.''

Charting the waters to get to that point, however, is not always easy for a coaching staff.

The plan to start the season, according to Lightning coach Jon Cooper, is to split the time between the two and then start to evaluate from that point. But with similar goaltenders, both in stature and style, Cooper will have a look beyond the obvious results in the win-loss column.

“You are looking at mental make-up and can they turn the page after goals, body language,'' Cooper said. “Ultimately, you're starting to pick one over the other. Naturally, winning is a big factor in that, but I think some of those intangibles will eventually push one guy past the other.

“But maybe not; maybe they just play 41 games each and both are unreal for us. That's the best scenario, and that would be great. But you would hope that one guy would push the other and one guy would take the reins.''

Former Lightning head coach Terry Crisp, who won a Stanley Cup in Calgary in 1989 and currently serves as a color commentator for Nashville, said there are potential pitfalls down the tandem path.

“You want them both playing,” Crisp said, “but if I say to (Bishop) take the next three games and Anders has got the next three, what happens if he has three shutouts in a row? Now what do I do? I gave my word to the next guy coming in, so it's a big-time balancing act for the coach. And you better be careful what you promise, because you better live up to it.''

Recent history shows teams do not have to rely on one player for regular-season success. When Chicago won the Stanley Cup in 2010 and 2013, the Blackhawks did not have a clear-cut No. 1 goaltender in the regular season. There were questions as to who would start in the postseason — in 2010 it was Antti Niemi over Cristobal Huet and last season Corey Crawford over Ray Emery.

But no matter how things shake out for Tampa Bay's net tandem, Cooper has one basic philosophy in regards to the goaltending.

“What I like to look for from our goaltenders is, 'Don't come in here and lose the game,' '' he said. “Some nights, we're going to score goals or may not need a goaltender as much. Other nights, we might have a lifeline out there and please save us.''

Too often in the past two seasons, however, leaky play in net resulted in sunk seasons.
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Meet this year's Tampa Bay Lightning, who open the season Thursday at Boston.

FORWARDS

B.J. Crombeen

No. 19

Position: Right wing

Vitals: 6-foot-2, 211 pounds

Comment: Provides physicality and energy, kills penalties

Valtteri Filppula

No. 51

Position: Center

Vitals: 6-foot-1, 193 pounds

Comment: Versatile two-way forward will be counted on as second-line center

Tyler Johnson

No. 9

Position: Center

Vitals: 5-foot-9, 181 pounds

Comment: Reigning AHL MVP has a savvy two-way style

Alex Killorn

No. 17

Position: Left wing

Vitals: 6-foot-2, 200 pounds

Comment: An immediate fit when called up last season, now gets chance in top six

Pierre-Cedric Labrie

No. 76

Position: Left wing

Vitals: 6-foot-3, 236 pounds

Comment: Physical presence on the ice keeps it loose in the locker room

Ryan Malone

No. 12

Position: Left wing

Vitals: 6-foot-4, 220 pounds

Comment: When healthy, provides power forward presence on top line

Ondrej Palat

No. 18

Position: Left wing

Vitals: 6-foot, 190 pounds

Comment: Smart, speedy and versatile winger does the little things

Richard Panik

No. 71

Position: Right wing

Vitals: 6-foot-1, 203 pounds

Comment: Size and skill combination offers high-ceiling potential

Teddy Purcell

No. 16

Position: Right wing

Vitals: 6-foot-3, 206 pounds

Comment: Still searching for consistency to maximize his high-end talent

Tom Pyatt

No. 11

Position: Center

Vitals: 5-foot-11, 190 pounds

Comment: Versatile bottom-six forward kills penalties and can chip in offensively

Marty St. Louis

No. 26

Position: Right wing

Vitals: 5-foot-8, 183 pounds

Comment: Newly named captain is coming off second career scoring title

Steven Stamkos

No. 91

Position: Center

Vitals: 6-foot-1, 194 pounds

Comment: Perhaps the best pure goal scorer in the game right now

Nate Thompson

No. 44

Position: Center

Vitals: 6-foot, 210 pounds

Comment: Strong penalty killer, energy forward who can fill in on top lines

*****

DEFENSEMEN

Keith Aulie

No. 3

Vitals: 6-foot-6, 227 pounds

Comment: Big defenseman still learning to use his size to his advantage

Mark Barberio

No. 8

Vitals: 6-foot-1, 201 pounds

Comment: Proven puck mover in minors looking to show he’s ready for NHL

Eric Brewer

No. 2

Vitals: 6-foot-4, 216 pounds

Comment: Veteran looking to bounce back from disappointing season

Matt Carle

No. 25

Vitals: 6-foot, 199 pounds

Comment: Figures to improve on slow start after signing big free-agent deal

Radko Gudas

No. 7

Vitals: 6-foot, 206 pounds

Comment: Made his mark in call-up last year; likes to deliver big hits

Victor Hedman

No. 77

Vitals: 6-foot-6, 232 pounds

Comment: Former No. 2 pick seems ready to be top-two defenseman

Sami Salo

No. 6

Vitals: 6-foot-3, 202 pounds

Comment: Veteran is a calming influence; has booming shot on power play

Andrej Sustr

No. 62

Vitals: 6-foot-8, 216 pounds

Comment: Brings more than size with good mobility and instincts

*****

GOALTENDERS

Ben Bishop

No. 30

Vitals: 6-foot-7, 209 pounds

Comment: Ready to prove he’s capable of being a consistent No. 1 netminder

Anders Lindback

No. 39

Vitals: 6-foot-6, 206 pounds

Comment: Ankle injury last season set him back, hopes to regain form

*****

FRONT OFFICE

Vice president and general manager: Steve Yzerman

Assistant general managers: Julien Brisebois, Pat Verbeek

Head coach: Jon Cooper

Assistant coaches: Rick Bowness, George Gwozdecky

Goaltending coach: Frantz Jean

Video coach: Nigel Kirwan

Strength and conditioning coach: Mark Lambert
NHL realignment puts Bolts in new Atlantic Division
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The NHL’s Southeast Division — or as some referred to it, the South Least — is no more after the league changed conference and division alignment for this season. The Eastern Conference consists of 16 teams divided into two divisions of eight teams each. 

Tampa Bay now plays in the newly formed Atlantic Division — which, by the way, has no teams from the former Atlantic Division — that includes Boston, Buffalo, Detroit, Florida, Montreal, Ottawa and Toronto.

On paper, it appears a much tougher division than the five-team Southeast, which last season included Carolina, Florida, Tampa Bay, Washington and Winnipeg.

Of the eight teams in the Atlantic, five made the playoffs last season: Boston, Detroit, Montreal, Ottawa and Toronto.

The Lightning will play each team in their division four times this season, with the exception of Florida and Detroit, which Tampa Bay will play five times.

The Metropolitan Division is comprised of Carolina, Columbus, New Jersey, the New York Islanders, the New York Rangers, Philadelphia, Pittsburgh and Washington.

Under the new playoff format, the top three teams in each division automatically qualify for the postseason, with the next two conference teams with the highest point totals qualifying as wild-card teams. That means five of eight teams from one division could reach the postseason.

The Western Conference is divided into two seven-team divisions.

The Central Division consists of Chicago, Colorado, Dallas, Minnesota, Nashville, St. Louis and Winnipeg. The Pacific Division consists of Anaheim, Calgary, Edmonton, Los Angeles, Phoenix, San Jose and Vancouver.
Lightning make choice: Captain Marty
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More Information

Previous Lightning captains

Vinny Lecavalier 2008-13

Tim Taylor 2006-08

Dave Andreychuk 2002-06

Vinny Lecavalier 1999-2001

Chris Gratton 1999-2000

Bill Houlder 1999-2000

Rob Zamuner 1998-99

Mikael Renberg 1997-98

Paul Ysebaert 1995-98

By Erik Erlendsson | Tribune Staff 
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ST. PETERSBURG — In the end, the choice was simple.

Marty St. Louis is the new Lightning captain.

The announcement was made Tuesday night during a meet-the-team function at the Mahaffey Theatre.

With Dave Andreychuk — captain of the 2004 Stanley Cup championship team — standing on the stage, Tampa Bay coach Jon Cooper called out St. Louis' name as the ninth captain in franchise history, much to delight of the fans packed into the theater, before handing St. Louis his newly minted jersey with the “C” on the chest.

“This is one of those days that I will remember forever,” St. Louis said. “It's probably the nicest accomplishment that you can have, I feel, being the captain of an NHL team. Not many people get to do that, so to get to do that is something that I will remember forever.”

Steven Stamkos will serve as one alternate captain while Matt Carle and Nate Thompson will share the role, wearing the “A” on a rotating basis home and away.

St. Louis has been with the Lightning since signing as a free agent prior to the 2000-01 season. He turned into a pillar for the team on the ice, becoming an emotional leader who helped guide the team through the highs of winning a Stanley Cup to the depths of the standings during tumultuous times.

But through it all, the 5-foot-9, two-time scoring champion — told by so many in his life he would never make it in the NHL — now owns one of the highest honors an NHL player can hold.

“I've felt throughout my career that I had some leadership qualities, and as you get older you learn about them a little more because you are put in different situations,” St. Louis said. “And people say you are born a leader, but I think you have to experience a little bit before you actually know if you can be a leader or not. But first and foremost that is setting the example and the way I play the game, I don't think that's going to be a problem for me.”

That example is something Stamkos — the likely heir apparent to the captain role — noticed since his rookie year in 2008. Through the past five years, Stamkos has looked to St. Louis as the guy who sets the tone, and he has followed that lead.

“Everyone, I think, knew what the right choice was,” Stamkos said.

“You couldn't ask for a better guy to lead this team. Marty is a guy that I have looked up to since Day One and continue to to this day. And I think anybody that comes to this organization does the same thing. So in my eyes, it was a pretty easy choice.”

But Cooper, who entered his first Lightning training camp this year, wanted to have an open mind as to who would be selected as captain. As camp went on, the choice became pretty clear, though he didn't say it was easy.

“We took the captaincy naming very seriously,” Cooper said. “Did we end up going with the front-runner? We did. But there were a lot of deserving candidates. In some of my time, the thing that sold it for me, this has been Marty's team for a little while, and if you look at some of the guys that are coming up, and it's soon to be Stammer's team at some point, I just think this is a natural progression.

“And in the end, I think Steven Stamkos would have been disappointed if we would have named him, and not that he wouldn't have wanted it, I think Marty has just done a lot of things for (Stamkos) in his career and Steven has prospered.

“In the end it was between those guys and it was a tough decision. But between all of us, at this time, it was the right one and we were united on it.”

eerlendsson@tampatrib.com

(813) 259-7835

Twitter: @erlendssonTBO
For Bolts captaincy, one difficult decision to make

 Photos

Martin St. Louis (left) and Steven Stamkos take a break during a recent Lightning practice CLIFF MCBRIDE/STAFF 

Martin St. Louis (left) and Steven Stamkos take a break during a recent Lightning practice CLIFF MCBRIDE/STAFF

Martin St. Louis (left) and Steven Stamkos take a break during a recent Lightning practice CLIFF MCBRIDE/STAFF

By Erik Erlendsson | Tribune Staff 

 Published: October 1, 2013 

TAMPA — The Lightning iced their full 23-man roster for practice on Monday, but before the regular season gets under way on Thursday in Boston, one more key spot needs to be filled — the captaincy.

Tampa Bay saw the role open this summer when Vinny Lecavalier’s contract was bought out.

The new captain and alternate captains will be announced tonight during an invitation-only event at Mahaffey Theatre in St. Petersburg.

While there are many strong leaders on the Lightning, the captaincy role comes down to two candidates: Marty St. Louis and Steven Stamkos.

“There are captains that have been quiet and captains that have been vocal,’’ Lightning coach Jon Cooper said. “But you have to have a presence, there is no doubt. So, whoever our captain turns out to be will have a presence.’’

With Lecavalier now in Philadelphia, St. Louis and Stamkos are the players most widely associated with the team. But more than being the faces of the franchise and perhaps the team’s top two players, both have many of the leadership qualities needed for the title.

“You see both of them working together, how hard they work, it’s contagious,’’ center Nate Thompson said. “They both are (vocal) when they need to be. When they both say something everyone listens, because it’s usually something pretty important and it usually goes a long way.’’

St. Louis has worn a letter on his jersey for nearly a decade as an alternate captain and is the only remaining player from the 2004 Stanley Cup team. The 38-year-old commands respect and is somebody younger players naturally look to when first stepping into the locker room.

“He’s a leader in all regards. Whether it’s leading by example or in the room being vocal, he does it all,’’ Stamkos said of St. Louis. “Some guys are just one or the other, but he does both.

“You can’t teach that — you either have it or you don’t, and Marty has that in him. He is a heart-and-soul kind of guy, and he’s been doing it in this league for a long time and he’s definitely deserving.’’

St. Louis’ experience and inspiring story — the undrafted and undersized wing is a six-time All-Star, two-time scoring champion and one-time league MVP — would seem to make him a natural for the role.

But Stamkos inspires in his own way. Tabbed a future star when he entered the league as the 2008 No. 1 overall draft pick at age 18, Stamkos understands the work required to be an elite player. He is a two-time Rocket Richard Trophy winner as the league’s top goal scorer, but he is not content just to score goals.

“I think Steven, the kind of player that he is, the way he plays the game, he plays pretty hard,’’ St. Louis said. “And Steven is a guy that can be vocal. He is developing into a pretty good leader, so on top of that he plays the game at a high level.

“I think he understands how you play in this league, how you survive and how you dominate. It’s a whole other level of hard work and he gets it.’’

Leadership in the locker room is about more than just one person, so it goes beyond the player who wears the “C’’ on his jersey and the two who wear an “A’’ as alternate captains. Leadership is about a group, a handful of players who guide the direction of the team, carry the message from the coach and make sure everybody is pulling in the same direction.

“It’s not just one guy, but one guy has to be the leader of that group as well,’’ Cooper said.

And there is a certain reverence that comes with being the captain of a hockey team.

“Hockey is the one sport where you are actually physically recognized as the leader. You are the guy that everybody looks to. You are the one that is accountable for your team, and there is just a ton of importance put on that. I don’t think in all the other sports there is anybody like the captain of the hockey team. “For me, it’s the highest honor possible.’’

NOTE: Hybrid icing will be in effect for the start of the season after it was approved by the players. The NHLPA gave the go-ahead for the change that makes icing a race to an imaginary line across the faceoff dots instead of the puck.

eerlendsson@tampatrib.com
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Twitter: @erlendssonTBO

Information from Tribune wires was used in this report.
Bolts notes: Preseason over, roster decisions next
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By Erik Erlendsson | Tribune Staff 

 Published: September 28, 2013 

SUNRISE — Tampa Bay closed the preseason looking like the team that ended last season as the Lightning lost an early lead before falling 5-3 to Florida on Saturday night in front of an announced crowd of 12,547 at BB&T Center.

Steven Stamkos, Marty St. Louis and Brett Connolly scored for Tampa Bay, which fell to 5-2 in the preseason. Anders Lindback finished with 17 saves to take the loss.

Florida G Tim Thomas saw his first full action of the preseason and made 19 saves, while Kris Versteeg had two goals and an assist for the Panthers.

The Lightning returned home after the game after spending the final six days of training camp at Germain Arena in Estero. Tampa Bay now must cut the roster from the 33 players currently in camp to 23 ahead of Monday’s roster deadline.

For head coach Jon Cooper, the final game might have left some questions unanswered while clearing up some others.

“I think some guys muddied the water a little bit more (in making roster decisions) while some other guys made it easier for us,’’ Cooper said. “But we’ve got a pretty good idea of what we are going to do and we are not going to deviate from it. Some guys played their way in and some guys played their way out. Everybody will find out (today).”

The Lightning open the regular season on Thursday in Boston.

Stamkos and Connolly scored first-period goals less than four minutes apart for a quick two-goal lead. But Brad Boyes scored at 11:33 to cut the lead in half before the first intermission.

In the second, shaky goaltending by Lindback on Scott Gomez’s wrist shot to the short side eluded Lindback 1:19 into the second for a power-play goal to tie the game. Then a Jesse Winchester wrist shot from the top of the right circle went through Lindback’s legs at 5:25 to give Florida the lead.

“By no means is it the goaltender, it’s everybody,’’ Cooper said. “The goaltender is always the one in the end you look at and say, ‘Why didn’t he stop it?’ But how did it get to that point because at some point the puck got there. So we just have to tighten that up a little bit.’’

With 3:31 left in the second, Richard Panik hit Florida’s Erik Gudbranson into the boards from behind, drawing a five-minute boarding major and giving Florida a five-minute power play.

“He turned at the last minute and I continued with my check,’’ Panik said. “I hope he’s OK.’’

The Lightning limited the Panthers to two shots during the lengthy man advantage. Then, just 32 seconds after the power play expired, St. Louis scored his second goal of the preseason to tie the game 2:02 into the third.

The Panthers regained the lead midway through the final period during a scramble around the crease, leading to a fortuitous bounce that found Versteeg alone at the top of the crease for an easy go-ahead goal at 11:22.

Versteeg added an empty-net goal with 59.5 seconds left to end the scoring.

Change of view

During the first four preseason games, assistant coach George Gwozdecky helped run the bench while Steve Thomas watched the game from the press box as the eye in the sky relaying information to the bench. But for the final three games, the two switched positions with Thomas on the bench and Gwozdecky in the press box.

“George has been behind the bench his whole career and (Thomas) was on the ice his whole career, so you have two different perspectives and it works really well,’’ Cooper said. “I like having different perspectives, George has never been on the bench for us before, so this offers two different looks and two different insights and it’s worked out. I haven’t decided if we are going to continue to do this, but so far it’s worked out well.’’

Nuts and Bolts

D J.P. Cote left the game in the second period with an undisclosed upper-body injury and did not return. He will be evaluated today. ... Stamkos left the ice briefly after landing awkwardly on his back after his first-period goal, but he did not miss a shift. ... LW Ryan Malone, who missed two days earlier in the week, is expected to be ready for Thursday’s regular-season opener. ... Syracuse won its second consecutive preseason game on Saturday, a 1-0 victory against St. John’s. Geoff Walker had the only goal. The same teams will play again today.
Blues face teams from East again
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Blues 4, Predators 2

Blues players celebrate a goal against Nashville Predator goalie Pekka Rinne (right) in the first period of the Blues' home opener at Scottrade Center on Thursday, Oct. 3, 2013. Photo by Christian Gooden, cgooden@post-dispatch.com

With the Blues’ season opener in the rearview mirror, the pomp and pageantry will be put aside tonight at Scottrade Center. But while a game against Florida won’t be the first on the club’s calendar, it will mark the return of hockey in one manner.

The Western and Eastern conferences are back battling each other again.

The Blues have not faced an East opponent in the regular season since a 3-1 victory over Tampa Bay on March 17, 2012. That’s a span of 20 months and a stretch of 73 games, including the playoffs.

The NHL lockout last season limited the league to a 48-game schedule, and when the puck finally dropped in January, there was only enough time left for intra-conference play. The first meeting between the West and East came in Game 1 of the Stanley Cup finals between Chicago and Boston, a series eventually won by the Blackhawks.

Now, following an offseason of realignment, the two conferences are ready to renew acquaintances in the regular season. In fact, teams are guaranteed to see each other twice in 2013-14, once in each other’s arena.

“To have a year off from playing them and then play everybody home and home, it changes it up a little bit,” Blues defenseman Barret Jackman said. “It’s a fresh look at the rest of the competition and the other side of the NHL.”

With 16 teams in the Eastern Conference — Detroit and Columbus have left for the East and Winnipeg has joined the West — the Blues’ 32 matchups outside their conference will be a marked increase from the 18 played each season from 2008-12. That number had dipped to just 10 from 2005-08, when the league emphasized division rivalries.

“A few years back, you were playing teams in your own division like eight times a year and it was just too much,” Blues defenseman Jay Bouwmeester said. “Then they cut it down to six and you played the other teams a little bit more. But as a player, you like playing everybody and you like going to different buildings.

“I think it’s good for fans, too. There’s marquee players on a lot of different teams all over the place, and if people don’t get to see (Pittsburgh’s) Sidney Crosby, I don’t think that’s a very good way of promoting your game. I think it’s good for everyone.”

Florida has a couple of the game’s top young talented players in forward Jonathan Huberdeau, who was the No. 3 overall pick in 2011 and rookie of the year last season, and forward Aleksander Barkov, who was the No. 2 overall pick last summer. Barkov scored in the Panthers’ 4-2 win over Dallas on Thursday.

“I know Dallas is fast but they got outskated (by Florida) and that was really surprising to me,” Blues coach Ken Hitchcock said. “Then when you look at the (Panthers’) personnel and the way they’ve built their team, their forwards are quick. They transition the puck really quickly and they’ve got speed. Controlling their speed is going to be the challenge for us.”

In recent years, the East has been considered the speedier of the two conferences, with teams playing a more free-wheeling offense. In the West, clubs are known to play a tighter-checking game with more physicality.

“It’s weird because way back, the East was big and strong and kind of wore you down and the West was the Detroits and Colorados … they were skilled and fast,” said Bouwmeester, who once played for Florida. “It’s kind of almost changed, where the East is a little bit more open and the West has all these teams that play like us and LA.”

New Blues winger Brenden Morrow noticed the difference last season when the career Western Conference player, who spent 13 seasons in Dallas, joined Pittsburgh for the stretch run.

“I didn’t play every team, but the experience I did have, it was a lot more kind of puck plays and speed … always head-manning the puck,” Morrow said. “It’s a really fast tempo and that kind of plays into this team’s hands.”

The Blues have enjoyed success against the East in recent years, posting a record of 25-6-5 in 2011-12 and 2010-11 combined. But in the last 1½ years, rosters have changed and there are new faces, including the one on the Blues’ bench.

Hitchcock acknowledged that his club might need to make adjustments when playing against the East, but not until later in the season.

“I don’t think it matters early, but if you go long stretches without playing them …” Hitchcock said. “It’s more about the tempo of the games right now.”

Perhaps also benefiting the Blues is that not all the faces are new.

Former Blues’ 40-goal scorer Brad Boyes, who played in St. Louis from 2007-11, and defenseman Mike Weaver (2008-10) will be in Florida’s lineup tonight. They stopped in front of the Blues’ locker room Friday to greet ex-teammates.

“There’s still a lot of guys that I played with here,” said Boyes, whom the Blues originally traded to Buffalo. “It’s good to chat with them. I loved it here, I had a great time and it’s always good to come back.”

Now on the other side, though, they’ll receive little love in return.

“There’s a few guys that we know,” Jackman said. “It’s going to be fun to play them hard and take two points against them.”
Blues power up in season-opening win
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Blues 4, Predators 2

Predator goalie Pekka Rinne stops a shot by Blues left wing Alexander Steen in the first period of the Blues' home opener at Scottrade Center on Thursday, Oct. 3, 2013. Photo by Christian Gooden, cgooden@post-dispatch.com

Morrow has long trek to play in first Blues game

Winger made trek from here to Canada and back again to get his visa and play first game with Blues. Read more

Sobotka shows he's ready for any role

Despite starting on the fourth line, the versatile forward scored a first-period goal in the team's season opener. Read more

Related Links

Box score: Blues 4, Predators 2

The Blues pushed back the start time for Thursday’s season opener 30 minutes. After all of the pregame festivities, it wound up being 50 minutes, as the puck finally dropped at 7:50 p.m.

The rubber then spent the first 10 minutes of the game in the Nashville net.

Showing it was beyond ready to get the 2013-14 season under way, the Blues’ offense came out of the gate strong in a 4-2 victory over the Predators in front of a less-than-capacity crowd of 18,851 at Scottrade Center.

That put the cap on a busy sports day in St. Louis, following the Cardinals’ 9-1 win over Pittsburgh in Game 1 of the NLDS.

“The Cards scored nine today,” Blues captain David Backes said. “We were trying to keep up but couldn’t do it.”

Backes, T.J. Oshie, Alexander Steen and Vladimir Sobotka scored for the Blues, who picked up two assists from Alex Pietrangelo and 28 saves from goalie Jaroslav Halak to open the season with a victory.

The Blues return to the ice Saturday to face Florida, as part of a five-game homestand to open the season.

Fans — and media — spent much of the offseason and training camp wondering whether the Blues could score goals and whom they would come from. Much has been made of the fact that the forward group doesn’t have a marquee scorer, rather a broad base of potential contributors.

The offense quickly put that question to rest with three goals in the opening 9 minutes, 45 seconds, and as advertised, the production was a balanced effort.

The adrenaline from a jazzed-up pregame presentation never paused, as Backes scored a power-play goal, and Sobotka and Oshie answered with 5-on-5 goals for a 3-0 lead.

The Blues have been spending quality time on the power play in practice and it paid off just 2:05 into the game. Only three seconds elapsed in the time it took the Blues to win a face-off, have Pietrangelo put a shot on net and Backes clean up the rebound.

Sobotka’s turn came next, after he

accepted a heads-up feed from teammate Jay Bouwmeester. Sobotka edged around Nashville defenseman Kevin Klein and beat goalie Pekka Rinne with a backhander 5:43 into the opening frame.

At that point, the Blues had a power-play goal and power-move goal. The club admitted in the preseason that many of its goals this year would be the result of hard-work and less to do with style, but Thursday’s third goal by Oshie fit the later category.

Backes fed Alexander Steen, who by making the extra pass to Oshie executed a tic-tac-toe goal for a commanding grip on the Predators. On just six shots, the Blues had their three-zip advantage and amazingly had chased Rinne from the game.

“Three quick goals and just got pulled,” Rinne said. “I was not happy with my effort.”

So was there a lot of wasted ink and breath regarding the Blues’ offensive woes entering the year?

“I guess so,” Pietrangelo said. “Tough to pick who’s going to score on this team. We score by committee, that’s what we do. We’ve done it the last three years and tonight is no different.”

The Blues’ grip on the Preds, though, would prove to be looser than it looked.

Midway through the first period, Nashville’s Nick Spaling fought off Chris Stewart and Barret Jackman behind the Blues’ net and set up teammate Mike Fisher in the slot for the Preds’ first goal, cutting their deficit to 3-1.

That was the only goal Halak allowed on 12 first-period shots against. It was his first action since April 1, when Halak left a game in Minnesota with a groin injury.

“I thought Jaro was excellent,” Blues coach Ken Hitchcock said.

The lead nearly grew for Halak, but then it shrank.

Oshie dented the post five minutes into the second period and on Nashville’s ensuing possession, David Legwand took a centering pass from Patric Hornqvist and deflected it past Halak for a 3-2 score.

“It was a good pass, I’ll give him that,” said the defender, Pietrangelo, “but one I want to have back too.”

The Predators went on the power play shortly after the goal, but the Blues’ PK erased that man-advantage and three others on a perfect night.

It was a near perfect night for the Blues’ special teams as the power played netted a second goal for a 4-2 lead with 8:44 left in the second period.

Carter Hutton, who replaced Rinne, had Stewart screening in front of him and that allowed Steen’s point shot to sneak through. Stewart admitted that he did not get a piece of the puck.

“Nope, nope ... with the video these days, I don’t think you can (claim goals) around here,” Stewart said.

The power-play unit had converted two for two at that point and finished two for four.

“I thought our special teams was excellent tonight, especially our penalty killing,” Hitchcock said.

Halak, who backstopped the Blues for stretches throughout the game, picked up his first regular-season victory since a 3-0 shutout over Edmonton on March 23.

“It feels great,” Halak said. “To be back in, play not an exhibition game and get a win in the home opener (it’s good). But it’s one game and we’ve got plenty left. We just have to worry about the next one now.”
Will Blues live up to the hype?
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The St. Louis Blues played the Calgary Flames in St. Louis, Mo.

April 1, 2011 -- Blues right wing Chris Stewart during a game between the St. Louis Blues and the Calgary Flames at the Scottrade Center in St. Louis, Mo. Chris Lee clee@post-dispatch.com

Morrow may have to sit out Blues' season opener

The newcomer has yet to acquire a work visa, which would prevent him from playing. Read more

Related Links

2013-14 Blues Season Preview

St. Louis Blues Faceoff NHL Team Jersey Pullover Hoodie

HIGHLIGHTS: Blues victorious in opener

Blues chat: Read the Jeremy Rutherford Q-&-A

Blues Talk: Fans sound off

Morning Skate: Daily Blues updates

The 2011-12 season was a year in which the Blues believed they were ready for prime time. Even the experts said so, predicting the club to fare well. But the team lasted two rounds in the NHL playoffs before bowing out to Los Angeles.

The postseason appearance was billed as a “learning experience,” and there was no doubt that it would carry them further in the future.

The 2012-13 season was their turn, but they were knocked out in the first round by LA, and again the term “learning experience” was applied.

In the eyes of many, the 2013-14 season is time to put up or shut up.

“I think yeah, for sure,” Blues winger Chris Stewart said.

The Blues open tonight hosting Nashville at 7:30, and while they can’t clinch a playoff series with a win, the players acknowledge that it’s time to set the tone for what could finally be the year they live up to expectations.

“Every team has to do it every year, but I think our opportunity here is a lot greater than most teams,” Blues defenseman Kevin Shattenkirk said. “It’s time for us to really step up now and answer the bell. It’s going to be important that we don’t let a lot of the hype get to us.”

The Hockey News has anointed the Blues as its Stanley Cup favorite this season, and recently EA Sports ran a simulated season of its NHL 14 video game, which ended with the club beating Pittsburgh in the Cup finals.

“We’re good on the computer, that’s great,” Blues captain David Backes chimed.

In other words, the software success won’t help the team lift the silver chalice.

“There’s not going to be a team that lays over because they lost to you in the EA Sports video game,” Blues defenseman Barret Jackman said. “I know many of my friends have won the Stanley Cup in a simulated season, but they haven’t done it on the ice.”

But other than not reading into the hype, what has the club learned from back-to-back playoff heartbreaks?

“A lot,” Blues center Patrik Berglund said. “Obviously we know how it feels to lose in a bad way. It’s important that you know how it feels to lose. I think that makes you want to take the extra step. I think we learned a lot about that.”

The Blues say they also understand just how difficult it is to win in May and June.

“We have learned how hard you have to play and how hard it is to finish out a series,” Shattenkirk said. “I think when we look back to two years ago, that San Jose series, really was not an indication of how hard it is to win in the playoffs. But once we ran into LA, and that’s where we really saw how hard it is to win.”

Blues coach Ken Hitchcock hoped that his team grew up after having their season end in consecutive years by the Kings, but as the club embarks on a new voyage, he believes there’s a sense of starting over.

“You go through the process again,” he said. “Everything can change in one hockey game. You could have three injuries in one hockey game and now you’re in scramble mode. I think all of that stuff ... what it does is it allows you to have a stronger focus from the start of training camp until now, which we’ve had. But I don’t think it matters until you play games and figure out what you’ve got.

“What you find out when you go through the stuff that we’ve gone through is that you can overcome it. You can find ways to win hockey games that aren’t pretty some nights. We’ve got some of that information, where we don’t need to be 100 percent every night to win. We’ve learned that if we play the right way, we’re an awful good hockey club.”

Dallas general manager Jim Nill, a longtime executive in Detroit and a former Blues player, has watched the Blues evolve for the past couple of years and says they will benefit from the experience.

“Teams have to go through a growing phase and I think St. Louis has gone through that,” Nill said. “For the last two years, everyone said, ‘Oh they’re one of the teams to beat,’ and they are, but you’ve got to go through the losing to win. I think St. Louis has gone through those bumps and they’re going to be hard to handle.”

Newcomer Brenden Morrow agreed with Nill.

“It takes some heartache for you to get that thick skin and build that character,” Morrow said. “I think the last few playoff series have done that for this team and I hope to be catching them at the right time.

“Whatever the media and coaches and fans expect and say about this team, I know as individuals, we’re the hardest on ourselves and we probably expect more than anyone else.”

Added Jackman: “There’s some anger within the dressing room about what has transpired the last couple of years. We know that time is ticking right now with the group that we have. We’re (ticked) off and we’re hungry to finally take that step towards the Stanley Cup.”

It’s time to put up or shut up.

“I just know we’ve got a chance to be a good team because we want to be a good team ... that’s what is really important for us,” Hitchcock said. “I think we’re willing to look in the mirror a lot to try to get to the next level.

“I don’t care how much you want to win. If you’re not a good team and you don’t act and behave as a good team, you’ve got no chance to win in this league. To me, it’s about Game 1, get ready to play.’’
Blues will roll with Halak in net
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Blues goalie Jaroslav Halak stops a shot by Nashville's David Legwand in the first period of the Blues' home opener against the Predators at Scottrade Center on Thursday, Oct. 3, 2013. Photo by Christian Gooden, cgooden@post-dispatch.com

Enlarge Photo

The plan entering the 2013-14 season was to give goaltender Jaroslav Halak the bulk of the starts in net. With as light as the schedule is early, the Blues will roll with Halak for the foreseeable future.

Halak will backstop the Blues again tonight when the club faces the Florida Panthers at Scottrade Center at 7 p.m.

It's possible that backup Brian Elliott may not see a start until the Blues play back-to-back games in the middle of the month. After tonight's game, the club will have three days off before hosting Chicago Wednesday and two days off between games against the New York Rangers Oct. 12 and San Jose Oct. 15.

"There's such a big break between games," Blues coach Ken Hitchcock said. "We'll go with Jaro tonight and then see how it goes...with all these breaks between games there's no reason one guy can't play to start the season. You're looking probably on back-to-backs and three (games) in four nights we're going to certainly make the move then. Brian's last two days have been the best we've ever seen from him this year, so he looks like he's ready to go."

Halak, who made 28 saves in Thursday's 4-2 win over Nashville, is 7-1 in his career against Florida with a 1.86 goals-against average and a .940 save-percentage.

"Jaro had a strong outing," Hitchcock said. "We're kind of just focused on one day at a time and seeing how Jaro feels. He played very well in Game 1 and we just want to keep going with it."

***

TONIGHT'S PROJECTED LINEUP

Forwards

Alexander Steen-David Backes-T.J. Oshie

Brenden Morrow-Derek Roy-Chris Stewart

Jaden Schwartz-Patrik Berglund-Vladimir Tarasenko

Vladimir Sobotka-Maxim Lapierre-Ryan Reaves

Defensemen

Jay Bouwmeester-Alex Pietrangelo

Jordan Leopold-Kevin Shattenkirk

Barret Jackman-Roman Polak

Goalie

Jaroslav Halak

***

FLORIDA'S PROJECTED LINEUP

Forward

Tomas Fleischmann-Marcel Goc-Kris Versteeg

Jonathan Huberdeau-Aleksander Barkov-Brad Boyes

Jesse Winchester-Scott Gomex-Tomas Kopecky

Scottie Upshall-Shawn Matthias-Krys Barch

Defensemen

Tom Gilbert-Brian Campbell

Dmitry Kulikov-Mike Weaver

Ryan Whitney-Erik Gudbranson

Goalie

Tim Thomas

***

STEEN RETURNS

Alexander Steen was back at practice today and will be in the lineup tonight. 

Steen was high-sticked by Nashville's Victor Bartley in Thursday's opener. He missed Friday's practice while visiting the dentist, where he had two new teeth inserted on the bottom row.

"It's nothing," said Steen, who wanted to talk more about his white Chuck Taylor converse shoes than his new white teeth.

*** 

MORROW'S ICE TIME

Brenden Morrow had a whirlwind day Thursday, flying back to St. Louis from Detroit, where he resolved his visa issues.

For that reason, Hitchcock monitored Morrow's ice time, which wound up at 11 minutes, 32 seconds. With a day of rest, Morrow can expect to see increased playing time tonight against Florida.

"We watched that closely, managed it," Hitchcock said. "Some days, that's what it's going to be. It's going to be 11 (minutes), it's going to be 15...some days when we're chasing games it's going to be 17. Depends how he looks too."

Hitchcock said that Morrow, who didn't sign with the Blues until a couple of weeks into camp, is quickly catching up to speed.

"He's probably 75-80 percent where he's going to be at, but getting better everyday," Hitchcock said. "Hands are catching up to the feet now."

***

EQUIPMENT INVENTORY

In last week's chat, a reader asked me a question about how much equipment players go through during the course of an 82-game regular season.

I didn't have a solid answer at the time, but I checked into it and here's what I found out:

The average skater goes through ...

• 4-5 pairs of gloves

• 2-4 pairs of skates

• 60-80 sticks

• 2 pairs of pants

The average goalie goes through...

• 3 sets of gloves

• 3 sets of pads

***

ODDS & ENDS

• Tonight's game is the Blues' first against an Eastern Conference team in the regular season since March 17, 2012. Click here for my story this morning on facing the East again. 

• The Florida Panthers will be in St. Louis for a total of four days. Some attended the Cardinals' playoff game Friday and there are plans to take in the Rams' game Sunday.

• Florida rookie Aleksander Barkov, who was the No. 2 overall pick in the NHL draft last June, made history with his goal Thursday against Dallas. He is the eighth-youngest player in NHL history to score his first NHL goal, according to Elias, and he became the youngest player (18 years, 31 days) to score in the league in 70 years.

• Blues captain David Backes has five goals in six career games against Florida. 

Jeremy is a reporter at the Post-Dispatch. Follow him on Twitter at @jprutherford.
Steen misses practice but will play Saturday
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Blues 4, Predators 2

Blues 4, Predators 2

Predator goalie Pekka Rinne stops a shot by Blues left wing Alexander Steen in the first period of the Blues' home opener at Scottrade Center on Thursday, Oct. 3, 2013. Photo by Christian Gooden, cgooden@post-dispatch.com

Enlarge Photo

Blues left winger Alexander Steen was not at practice Friday, spending the time instead at the dentist’s office.

In Thursday’s 4-2 win over Nashville, Steen was high-sticked by the Predators’ Victor Bartley in the third period, drawing a four-minute double-minor penalty.

“He’s fine,” Blues head coach Ken Hitchcock said. “He just got his tooth looked at. He’ll be back at the skate (today), ready to go.”

The Blues may lose a few teeth this season, but they don’t want to lose anyone off the line of Steen, David Backes and T.J. Oshie following Thursday’s performance.

Backes and Steen each had power-play goals, and the trio accounted for Oshie’s 5-on-5 goal. They combined for seven of the Blues’ 28 shots.

“Yeah, it was good,” Hitchcock said. “(The line) was probably better offensively than most people thought. We need a little better work without the puck, but I liked their diligence, I liked their competitiveness ... and where they were really good was both ends of the special teams. Those guys really contributed in a huge way.”

Backes, a notorious slow starter offensively, had a goal and an assist for a two-point night in the opener.

“It’s one game, and things kind of went well for us,” Backes said. “It’s not going to be perfect every night, but we have to find a way to contribute, however that is. When we’re winning games, it doesn’t matter how we score.”

lappy yapping

Most Blues fans are familiar with Maxim Lapierre’s personality on the ice.

The former Vancouver Canuck likes to talk to opposing players and fans saw that Thursday, as Lapierre literally glided along with Nashville players during stoppages in play and yapped in their ear.

“There’s an art to it,” Blues defenseman Barret Jackman said. “Some guys have it, some guys can be witty the entire game and some guys can get under your skin. You make a bad play and all of the sudden there’s a guy chirping you every time you do it. It’s a very effective tool for some guys and ‘Lappy’ is pretty (dang) good at it.”

balanced ice time

The leader in ice for the Blues on Thursday night was no surprise. Alex Pietrangelo finished with 25 minutes, 10 seconds, following by Jay Bouwmeester (23:50).

That much will be expected this season, but what may be more important to watch is the Blues’ balance of ice time throughout the rest of the roster.

Ryan Reaves was the only Blues player Thursday to finish with less than 10 minutes (8:13). The rest of the lineup played 11:32 or better, and the 11:32 belonged to Brenden Morrow, who flew back to St. Louis from Detroit on Thursday after taking care of his visa issues.

“I thought the big thing for us was we played with good energy in the third (period) because we were able to keep good balance,” Hitchcock said. “If you look, we had one player who played less than double-digit minutes, which to me is really important moving forward.”

bluenotes

Jaroslav Halak, who had 28 saves for the win Thursday, will be back in net tonight against Florida. ... The Panthers’ roster includes defenseman Ryan Whitney, who had a camp tryout with the Blues
Blues' Steen misses practice but he'll be OK
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Blues left winger Alexander Steen was not a practice Friday, spending the time instead at the dentist's office. 

In Thursday's 4-2 win over Nashville, Steen was high-sticked by the Predators' Victor Bartley in the third period, drawing a four-minute double-minor penalty.

"He's fine," Blues head coach Ken Hitchcock said. "He just got his tooth looked at. He'll be back at the skate (Saturday), ready to go."

The Blues may lose a few teeth this season, but they don't want to lose anyone off the line of Steen, David Backes and T.J. Oshie, after the group's fine performance Thursday. 

Backes and Steen each had power-play goals, but the trio also accounted for a nifty 5-on-5 goal. They accounted for seven of the Blues' 28 shots.

"Yeah, it was good," Hitchcock said. "(The line) was probably better offensively than most people thought. We need a little better work without the puck, but I liked their diligence, I liked their competitiveness... and where they were really good was both ends of the special teams. Those guys really contributed in a huge way.

Backes, a notorious slow-start offensively, had a goal and an assist, for a two-point night in the opener. 

"It's one game, and things kind of went well for us," Backes said. "It's not going to be perfect every night, but we have to find a way to contribute, however that is. When we're winning games, it doesn't matter how we score."

That was no more evident than on the line's even-strength goal. Backes fed Steen, who had a wide-open net but gave the puck to Oshie, who squeezed it into a tiny slit.

"Originally, I thought it was going to be an empty-net (for Steen)," Oshie said. "I was going to celebrate and then he slid it across. I didn't know what to do, but luckily I was able to get to the post before (Nashville goalie Pekka) Rinne.  

***

LAPPY YAPPING

Most fans are familiar with Maxim Lapierre's personality on the ice. The former Vancouver Canuck likes to yap at opposing players and we saw that Thursday night, literally gliding along with Nashville players during stoppages and talking in their ear the entire time.

"There's an art to it," Blues defenseman Barret Jackman said. "Some guys have it, some guys can be witty the entire game and some guys can get under your skin. You make a bad play and all of the sudden there's a guy chirping you every time you do it. It's a very effective tool for some guys and 'Lappy' is pretty (dang) good at it."

***

BALANCED ICE TIME

The leader in ice for the Blues Thursday night was no surprise. Alex Pietrangelo finished with 25 minutes, 10 seconds, following by Jay Bouwmeester (23:50).

Everyone knows they will be the team leaders, if healthy, so what may be more important to watch is the balance of ice time throughout the rest of the roster.

Ryan Reaves was the only Blues' player in Thursday's game to finish with less than 10 minutes, with 8:13. The rest had 11:32 or better, and the 11:32 belonged to Brenden Morrow, who had limited preseason action and flew back to St. Louis from Detroit Thursday after taking care of his visa issues.

"I thought the big thing for us was we played with good energy in the third (period) because we were able to keep good balance," Hitchcock said. "If you look, we had one player who played less than double-digit minutes, which to me is really important moving forward."

***

ODDS & ENDS

• Jaroslav Halak, who made 28 saves in Thursday's victory, will get the start again Saturday against Florida.

• The Florida Panthers arrived in St. Louis Friday and two former Blues — Brad Boyes and Mike Weaver — spent quite a bit of time chatting with ex-teammates outside the locker room.

• Brenden Morrow said today that he didn't know which Nashville player he got with his reverse hit in the second period. It turned out to be Mike Fisher, who retaliated, leading to a Blues' man-advantage and a power-play goal by Alexander Steen for a 4-2 lead.
Sobotka shows he's ready for any role

Print  

October 04, 2013 12:40 am  •  By Jeremy Rutherford jrutherford@post-dispatch.com 314-444-7135

Loading…

Blues 4, Predators 2

Blues left wing Vladimir Sobotka (left) and Predator center Craig Smith collide in the second period of the Blues' home opener at Scottrade Center on Thursday, Oct. 3, 2013. The Blues beat the Predators 4-2. Photo by Christian Gooden, cgooden@post-dispatch.com

Blues power up in season-opening win

Blues 4, Predators 2 • Team scores three early goals. Read more

Morrow has long trek to play in first Blues game

Winger made trek from here to Canada and back again to get his visa and play first game with Blues. Read more

Related Links

Blues game highlights

The availability of Brenden Morrow Thursday night meant Vladimir Sobotka was moved back to the fourth line, but that didn’t keep him off the scoreboard.

In the event that Morrow’s visa issues kept him out of the Blues’ home opener, Sobotka would have played on the second line with Derek Roy and Chris Stewart. Instead Sobotka started on a line with grinders Max Lapierre and Ryan Reaves and handed the Blues a 2-0 lead in the first period of their 4-2 win over Nashville.

“To me, I don’t know how to describe it other than he’s such an important player ... he’s just an important player,’’ Blues coach Ken Hitchcock said.

Sobotka is arguably the Blues’ most versatile player, contributing offensively, defensively and in the details of the game. He spent part of Thursday’s morning skate working on face-offs, and although Lapierre broke Sobotka’s stick on one particular practice draw, Lapierre said: “He’s really strong on face-offs.’’

“That was my old stick,” Sobotka said, laughing. “(Lapierre) is not that strong.”

In the game, Sobotka claimed seven of nine face-offs, by far the largest winning percentage on the team. Nashville won the battle in the circle 51-49 percent.

“That’s a really good face-off team and he was 7-2,’’ Hitchcock said. “He’s great on the PK, great 5 on 5 ... he’s a guy that you’ve got to watch yourself because sometimes you take him for granted.’’

FUTURE RIVALRY?

The Blues will see plenty of first-year coach Patrick Roy now that Colorado is in the Central Division.

Roy made a successful debut behind the bench Wednesday night as the Avalanche won 6-1. But Roy added to the win.

Just after the game ended, an argument between Roy and Ducks coach Bruce Boudreau ensued. A glass partition separates the benches at Pepsi Center, but Roy pushed it back multiple times and it nearly fell on Boudreau. Roy was fined $10,000 on Thursday for his antics.

“Bruce, he could have had a new middle name: Pancake,” Hitchcock said. “He could have got squished. That (partition) goes any further and Bruce has got the best weight-loss program going.

“I saw that first-hand ... that’s junior hockey. It’s got no place in our game. You can’t be pushing barriers down. It’s just got no place in our game. I’ve been involved in some of those incidents a long time ago and they are really, really scary.”

bluenotes

• Brett Hull, the leading scorer in Blues’ history, drew a loud ovation before dropping the ceremonial first puck. He was making his first public appearance since being hired last month as the vice president of business operations.

• Jaroslav Halak started Thursday’s game, joining Grant Fuhr (1995-98) as the only goalies in franchise history to start four consecutive season openers.

• F Magnus Paajarvi and F Adam Cracknell and D Ian Cole were healthy scratches.
Morrow has long trek to play in first Blues game
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Blues power up in season-opening win

Blues 4, Predators 2 • Team scores three early goals. Read more

Sobotka shows he's ready for any role

Despite starting on the fourth line, the versatile forward scored a first-period goal in the team's season opener. Read more

Related Links

HIGHLIGHTS: Blues victorious in opener

How far would Brenden Morrow go to be able to play in Thursday night’s season opener for the Blues?

How about Detroit?

Before Morrow could make his Blues’ regular-season debut on Thursday night, he had to fly to Detroit, cross over to Canada, come back into the United States and then spend a few delightful hours in U.S. customs, getting the visa he needed to be able to play professional hockey. His flight from Detroit got him back to St. Louis at 4:30 p.m., just three hours before the opening faceoff and by a little after 10 p.m., he was enjoying his first win as a Blue, 4-2 over Nashville at Scottrade Center.

“When a guy puts in that kind of effort, especially a veteran, he’s due that,” coach Ken Hitchcock said. “If you’re going to do all these things and come back on the plane from Detroit, we’ll put you in the lineup.”

“To be rewarded with a win. ... You only get the first game, opening night, once a year, and they always feel good,” Morrow said. “I’m thankful we were able to get something worked out. It was worth the wait.”

Morrow has needed visas before, but this time around was a bit more complicated. The native of Saskatchewan, Canada, didn’t sign with the Blues until Sept. 23, just 11 days ago. He’s in the process of getting a green card, which eventually will alleviate this situation, but for now, it was complicating matters. (And as you may have heard, the U.S. government isn’t operating at peak efficiency at the moment.) Also, the visa runs for the length of a player’s contract. Morrow’s previous contract had been for six years, so it had been a while since he’d gone through this whole adventure.

So on Wednesday, he flew up to Detroit. And the first thing on Thursday, he took the tunnel across to Windsor, Ontario. (Total toll charges: $9.25.)

“We popped out of the tunnel and explained to the customs agents in Canada what was going on,” Morrow said. “We did a button hook and came straight back over. We ended up having to sit in the border patrol office for a couple hours while paperwork being processed.”

And how long was he in Canada for?

“I was probably in Canada about three minutes,” he said.

Morrow missed the morning skate — Magnus Paajarvi took his place there on the line with Chris Stewart and Derek Roy and was on standby in case Morrow didn’t make it — and Hitchcock said that by “12:30-ish” they knew the paperwork was done and Morrow would be available, as long as his flight went OK.

Morrow then went out on the ice and did what the Blues signed him for. Midway though the second period, he gave a forearm shot that knocked Nashville’s Mike Fisher down but went unnoticed. A few seconds later, Fisher returned the favor, shoving Morrow to the ice in front of the Nashville goal, and this time it did get noticed. Fisher got two minutes for interference and the Blues got a power play.

Forty-nine seconds into the power play, the Blues scored, with Alexander Steen’s shot from the point trickling through the legs of Predators goalie Carter Hutton to make it 4-2, giving the Blues some badly needed separation after they had seen their 3-0 lead cut to 3-2.

“When you play on that line, sometimes you’re going to be the one who’s guilty and you take some penalties,” Morrow said. “Hopefully they’re working penalties and not lazy penalties. You get under their skin; you’re playing physical, playing hard. At that point, their guy stepped over the line a little too far and we made them pay.”

“When he got that reverse hit, I think he really started engaging the game,” Hitchcock said. “You jump off a plane — he hasn’t played very much — I think he got up to speed once he got the reverse hit. I thought as the game went on, both him and Derek got better. They’re a line for us, if we can get them to shoot more, if we can get them to really play more north-south, with that skill level, especially the things Derek can do with the puck, that can be a real effective line.”

Morrow was only with the team for its final two exhibition games, so his line is still very much a work in progress.

“It’s going to take some time,” he said. “We’re still trying to develop some chemistry with our line. We had periods in the game where we played well, were strong on pucks and funneling things at the net. Stewie and I are crashing the net, Roysie’s making the plays. Good things are happening. We need to be more consistent.”

As that line comes together, at least the Blues knew all the paperwork is in order.
Blues Bytes: Good luck to The Note
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Jason Zucker, David Backes

Jason Zucker, David Backes

Minnesota Wild left wing Jason Zucker, right, checks St. Louis Blues center David Backes off the puck during the first period of an NHL hockey game in St. Paul, Minn., Wednesday, Sept. 25, 2013. (AP Photo/Ann Heisenfelt)

Enlarge Photo
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Video: Rutherford on the Blues' season preview

 Before jumping into postseason baseball scribing I wanted to take time to wish the Blues good luck for the new NHL season, which begins tonight with Nashville at the Scottrade Center for a 7:30 p.m. faceoff.

The Blues are intriguing. They’ve been a top-five team over the span of the last two regular seasons. They’ve received considerable praise from opponents who describe the Blues as being tough and “heavy” to play against.

Some hockey people that I really respect believe the Blues would have gone a long way in the past two Stanley Cup tournaments had it not been for an unfortunate matchup with the LA Kings _ who brought a better and more hardened version of the Blues’ style into the competition. There’s some truth to that though I don’t think it gets you anywhere to bemoan matchups.

The Blues have been very good … and yet there’s the feeling that we should be getting more from them, and perhaps this will be the year.

The “young” Blues aren’t so young anymore. They’re youthful, yes. But more than a few of the core forwards have played together for several seasons now, and experience should no longer be a factor … well, check that … if anything that experience should be viewed as a plus.

Forwards David Backes, Patrik Berglund, T.J. Oshie, Alexander Steen and Chris Stewart and defensemen Alex Pietrangelo, Barret Jackman, Roman Polak and Kevin Shattenkirk have had several years to bond as teammates in the pursuit of a shared dream.

And that core has been supplemented by all sorts of attractive talent _ ranging from veteran defenseman Jay Bouwneester to the young Russian marvel, forward Vladimir Tarasenko. And the new additions including center Derek Roy. 

The Blues can put their defensemen with anyone in the NHL in terms of combining solid play, tough play, steady play, and skill. It’s about as firm and reliable as you’ll find among NHL sets of defensemen.

The forward lines probably don’t have that true No. 1 line in the classic sense, but this is a deep and versatile collection that provides coach Ken Hitchcock with appealing options.

The locker room should be better this season, now that some negative (and annoying) elements are out of there. Team captain Backes should have plenty of help in leading this group, with less pushback from malcontents.

This is Hitchcock’s first full season as coach, but he’s had two years to mentally train these players, and by now there should be no confusion over the preferred style of play or the commitment to playing it. Let’s hope we don’t hear any more talk about “buying in.” That should be a thing of the past.

Here’s what I like about the Blues:

-- Ownership’s commitment to winning. Tom Stillman has gone above and beyond any reasonable expectation for funding a Stanley Cup drive.

-- The aggressive attitude of GM Doug Armstrong; he is willing to take risks and make moves. Last season’s trade for Bouwmeester was a perfect example.

-- Hitchcock’s proven intelligence and leadership.

-- The imposing defense, led by Alex Pietrangelo.

-- The depth at forward.

-- A fine blend of established talent and emerging talent.

-- The presumed enlightenment that comes with the heartbreak and frustration of getting bounced from the playoffs.

Here’s what I wonder about the Blues:

--- Can we trust these players to display the relentless hunger that’s necessary to find the next level? When thrown into the pit with a hardcore opponent in the postseason, will the Blues grow stronger or back down?

--- Can goaltenders Jaro Halak and Brian Elliott hit their peak form in the postseason? Over the past two seasons (combined) the Blues ranked 16th among 21 teams in postseason save percentage. Halak was acquired and paid to be the postseason ace that’s been missing in goal for way too long.

--- Can the Blues cash in on the timely goals that break backs and separate the winners from the losers in the pressure-intense Stanley Cup playoffs? Over the past two postseasons (combined) the Blues have averaged two goals per game. That simply isn’t enough; they require more scoring punch at money time. Who will get it done?

-- And if that difference maker isn’t in house, can Armstrong go out and acquire one? Those forwards aren’t easy to find.

We want to trust the Blues.

As presently constructed, the Blues have enough to advance deep into the Stanley Cup playoffs. Everyone just has to be a little better, mentally stronger and more determined at crunch time.

Make it happen, boys.

I wanted to pass along this note …

As usual, our friend Brad Lee and the salty gang at St. Louis Game Time will be hawking their entertaining and informative (and spicy) hockey gazette on the streets surrounding Scottrade Center this evening. Game Time _ sold before every home game _ is part of the St. Louis hockey tradition. Please support them.

And on top of that …

Before tonight’s game _ at around 6 p.m. _ Game Time contributors and readers will be gathering near the northeast corner of 14th and Clark to remember and salute the late John Nicolay. He was Game Time’s head vendor since the publication’s launch in 2005. John died suddenly this summer at age 49. As Brad Lee said, “his corner outside the City Hall parking lot will never be the same without him.”

Nicolay’s family and friends will be there to honor his memory. So if you get to the arena early, please stop by and join the tribute and pick up a copy of Game Time. 

Enjoy the opener.

And the season. 

Thanks for reading …

Morrow resolves visa issues, suits up for Blues' opener
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Patrick Roy vs Bruce Boudreau end of game Anaheim Ducks vs Colorado Avalanche 10/2/13 NHL Hockey
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HIGHLIGHTS: Blues victorious in opener

Blues forward Brenden Morrow is in the lineup tonight for the team's season opener.

The club confirmed around 6 p.m. that Morrow had his visa issues resolved and could suit up for the team's game against Nashville.

Morrow is playing on the Blues' second line with Derek Roy and Chris Stewart. As a result of Morrow's availability, Magnus Paajarvi was scratched from the lineup.

Here's our earlier story...

Blues forward Brenden Morrow was not on the ice this morning, but that doesn't necessarily mean he will miss tonight's season opener against Nashville.

Morrow's status remains in doubt because of visa issues, but Blues coach Ken Hitchcock said Thursday that there's still a chance the left winger has the paperwork cleared up in time for the club's 7:30 face-off.

"We'll just see where Brenden's at," Hitchcock said. "He's getting his paperwork done now. So if he's back in time, he'll play. If not, Magnus (Paajarvi) will go in that hole."

Asked what the chances were of Morrow getting cleared, Hitchcock replied: "It's up to the government."

Hitchcock said Wednesday that if Morrow couldn't play, Vladimir Sobotka would assume Morrow's spot on the second line with Derek Roy and Chris Stewart and Paajarvi would be placed on the fourth line with Maxim Lapierre and Ryan Reaves.

But in Thursday's morning skate, Paajarvi skated with Roy and Stewart and Sobotka remained with Lapierre and Reaves.

The fact that Sobotka stayed put and practiced with the fourth line suggests the Blues have a pretty good feeling Morrow's dilemma will be resolved and he'll step back into his usual spot. If not, Hitchcock would probably go back to his original play with Sobotka on the second line and Paajarvi on the fourth line. 

Either way, Paajarvi is ready.

"I've been in those (playing or not playing) situations before and it's not a problem," he said.

***

TONIGHT'S PROJECTED LINEUP

Forwards

Alexander Steen-David Backes-T.J. Oshie

Brenden Morrow-Derek Roy-Chris Stewart

Jaden Schwartz-Patrik Berglund-Vladimir Tarasenko

Vladimir Sobotka-Maxim Lapierre-Ryan Reaves

Defensemen

Jay Bouwmeester-Alex Pietrangelo

Jordan Leopold-Kevin Shattenkirk

Barret Jackman-Roman Polak

Goalie

Jaroslav Halak

***

NASHVILLE'S PROJECTED LINEUP

Forwards

Nick Spaling-Matt Cullen-Eric Nystrom

Gabriel Bourque-Mike Fisher-Craig Smith

Colin Wilson-David Legwand-Patric Hornqvist

Rich Clune-Paul Gaustad-Matt Hendricks

Defensemen

Roman Josi-Shea Weber

Kevin Klein-Seth Jones

Mattias Ekholm-Ryan Ellis

Goalie

Pekka Rinne

***

FACING OFF WITH LAPPY

Towards the end of today's morning skate, new Blue Maxim Lapierre was taking face-offs against Vladimir Sobotka when a loud noise quieted the rink.

It was Sobotka's stick snapping in half.

"That was my old stick," Sobotka said, laughing. "(Lapierre) is not that strong." 

Lapierre is strong on faceoffs, though, and the Blues plan to make good use of him in the circle. He won 50.6 percent of his draws in Vancouver last season but was rarely used in the offensive zone.

"Maybe at most five times last year," Lapierre said. "I was taking pretty much all of them on my right side in my zone. It doesn't matter; I know my role and I take pride in the defensive zone." 

***

ROY MAKES DEBUT

The Blues will see plenty of Patrick Roy now that Colorado is in the Central Division and Roy is the first-year head coach of the Avalanche.

Roy made his debut behind the bench last night and it was a successful one — a 6-1 win over Anaheim. But what a scene it was.

Arguably the game's greatest goalie and of the league's emotional players, Roy has been criticized for his over-the-top antics while coaching junior hockey following the end of his career. Based on his first game in the NHL, it appears nothing may change.

In the final seconds of the game, an argument between the coaches ensued. There's a glass partition that separates the benches, but Roy pushed it back multiple times and it nearly fell on Ducks coach Bruce Boudreau. (Click on video above).

Hitchcock took issue with Roy's behavior today.

"Bruce, he could have had a new middle name: Pancake," Hitchcock said. "He could have got squished. That (partition) goes any further and Bruce has got the best weight-loss program going.

"I saw that first-hand...that's junior hockey. It's got no place in our game. You can't be pushing barriers down. It's just got no place in our game. I've been involved in some of those incidents a long time ago and they are really, really scary."

***

ODDS & ENDS

• This marks the fourth consecutive year that the Blues have opened the regular season at Scottrade Center. Three of the four times, Nashville has been the opponent.

• Jaroslav Halak will get the start in net, one year after becoming the first Blues' goalie in history to record a shutout (6-0 over Detroit) in the season opener. Halak and Grant Fuhr (1995-98) are the only two goalies in franchise history to start four consecutive season openers.

• Entering the 2013-14 season, the average age on the Blues' roster is 26.8 and the average number of games played is 358.

• Barret Jackman begins his 11th season with the Blues, making him the longest-tenured athlete in St. Louis among the city's professional sports teams.

• There are six NHL players who have posted over 650 hits and 150 points since 2009-10 and three of them could be in tonight's game. The list includes David Backes and Shea Weber, who will play tonight, and Brenden Morrow, who is questionable.

Opening night, Brett Hull dropping the ceremonial first puck, season underway ... what else could we ask for. There's going to be a lot of great storyline to follow and stuff to chat about all season long. I can't wait to go along for the ride with you. Thanks for your support ... enough babbling from me, let's get chattin'

by jrutherford  October 3 at 2:04 PM

Is there an update on Morrow? Let's Go Blues!!

by Rob Spencer  October 3 at 2:04 PM

The update is that he was not on the ice this morning. Hitch said afterwards that Morrow was taking care of his paperwork and there was still hope that he could play. The way the lines were set up this morning and with Morrow away taking care of business, my bet would be that he's in the lineup.

by jrutherford  October 3 at 2:06 PM

If MPS plays any chance it will be with Bergie?

by Bhfanjb  October 3 at 2:06 PM

No. If Paajarvi plays, I believe the Blues will move Sobotka to the 2nd line with Roy and Stewart and Paajarvi will be on the fourth line with Lapierre and Reaves. But regardless, he won't be with Berglund. Schwartz will be the LW on Berglund's line.

by jrutherford  October 3 at 2:07 PM

Did Ports have to clear waivers? If so, surprised someone didn't snag him?

by Bhfanjb  October 3 at 2:07 PM

Yes, Porter had to clear waivers and did. I was not surprised. For starters, he's cleared several times in the past. But there was even more reason to believe he wouldn't get claimed this time. At the start of the season, clubs are having their own problems getting down to 23. Everybody thinks their team is pretty good right now. Secondly, Porter has a two-year, $1.35 million one-way contract. I didn't expect anybody to take that on.

by jrutherford  October 3 at 2:09 PM

line pairings for tonight?

by mklein35  October 3 at 2:09 PM

Forwards: Steen-Backes-Oshie ... Morrow?-Roy-Stewart... Schwartz-Berglund....Sobotka-Lapierre-Reaves. D pairings: Bouwmeester-Pietrangelo....Leopold-Shattenkirk....Jackman-Polak.

by jrutherford  October 3 at 2:11 PM

In Bernie's article he mentions this little tidbit:

"The locker room should be better this season, now that some negative (and annoying) elements are out of there. Team captain Backes should have plenty of help in leading this group, with less pushback from malcontents."

Do you have any idea what he's referring to here? I don't remember hearing about any locker room problems other than the Halak/Hitchcock fight which, according to the both of them, was overblown.

by Ian  October 3 at 2:11 PM

Bernie has mentioned this in past articles. There were some players who questioned Hitch's system among other things and, as Bernie has written, it seemed to prevent the Blues from moving in the same direction together.

by jrutherford  October 3 at 2:13 PM

W

by Matt  October 3 at 2:13 PM

What is this... "Wheel of Fortune?"

by jrutherford  October 3 at 2:13 PM

Is it safe to assume that Jaro is getting the start between the pipes tonight?

by joebagadonuts  October 3 at 2:14 PM

Safer than drinking the tap water at my house.

by jrutherford  October 3 at 2:15 PM

Have the Steen contract talks started?

by daniel  October 3 at 2:15 PM

Armstrong said a few weeks ago that he reached out to Steen's agent and said the club was interested. Nothing seemed imminent at that point in time. Steen said he's open to talking, but when the season started, he wanted to focus on hockey. Army said he'd be willing to talk anytime. The bottom line is the Blues want Steen and there's no reason to believe Steen doesn't want to be in St. Louis.

by jrutherford  October 3 at 2:16 PM

Any chance Elliott gets moved to clear the way for Allen, perhaps to Pittsburgh with Vokoun out 3-6 months?

by daniel  October 3 at 2:16 PM

I'd never say never. That's not far-fetched. I think right now the Blues would like to see how things unfold, but if you wait too long, you might lose a trading partner. Does having Elliott mean more to the Blues' cause right now, or does having Allen as the Blues' backup, Binnington in Chicago and whatever they got in return for Elliott make more sense. It's a fair question.

by jrutherford  October 3 at 2:18 PM

Does Hitch seemed annoyed with Paajarvi?

by daniel  October 3 at 2:19 PM

Not at all. I know Hitch has an agenda like any coach and pumping a player in the media, even if he's not playing well, is a possibility. But Hitch has seemed genuine lately in complimenting Paajarvi's progress and he believes with some coaching he's going to be a good player.

by jrutherford  October 3 at 2:20 PM

May I buy a vowel? O.....

by Mike from St Charles  October 3 at 2:20 PM

There are two O's ... that will cost you $500. Would you like to solve the puzzle, Mike from St. Charles?

by jrutherford  October 3 at 2:21 PM

Barring any sort of setback/injury, do you think Jaro starts again Saturday and for the foreseeable future, especially with the 4-day break?

by bluenotebacker  October 3 at 2:21 PM

Hitch was asked that yesterday. He said he has no plan in place. He's going with Halak tonight and then based on the result he'll move forward from there.

by jrutherford  October 3 at 2:21 PM

What are the chances that Rattie sees NHL time this year?

by cammy118  October 3 at 2:22 PM

We could see him at some point, but I believe it would be in the event of an injury. Rattie was decent in camp, nothing flashy. Even if Rattie is playing well in Chicago and somebody in St. Louis is slumping, I can't see the Blues promoting him. He has to get more seasoned and I think it will take a season for him to get acclimated. But like I said, if there's an injury or two, the Blues' hand may be forced.

by jrutherford  October 3 at 2:24 PM

Hitch keeps saying how he think pajaarvi has done great this week in practice. Who does he take out of a lineup assuming everyone is healthy and no one is in a slump?

by Matt  October 3 at 2:24 PM

No one. If Morrow is in the lineup, and the 12 play well and stay healthy, Paarjarvi will probably be watching a string of games from the pressbox. Hitchcock doesn't like to sit guys too long, so he'd play at somepoint. But right now, Hitch has his ideal lineup and something would have to change for Paajarvi to climb in it.

by jrutherford  October 3 at 2:25 PM

Thanks for the chat as always, JR. How many times a season do players switch out their equipment? Goalies with their pads, glove, blocker & players with their gloves, skates, etc.

by @Blues_FanNation  October 3 at 2:25 PM

I'd prefer to ask a few guys before I gave a factual answer. But based on being around the locker room the last eight years, guys are different. Some will change parts of their gear multiple times a year and others have been wearing the same stuff for years. I remember Manny Legace wore the same chest protector for 8-10 years. The skates aren't often swapped out, but I also remember Paul Kariya had a routine where he had the steel on his skate changed like every six games. Not five or seven, but six. All the guys are different, though.

by jrutherford  October 3 at 2:29 PM

Does Chris Porter have to go through waivers again if Hitchcock wants him back onto the roster due to injury or performace issues on the current roster?

by Mike from St Charles  October 3 at 2:29 PM

No, he doesn't need waivers to come back up.

by jrutherford  October 3 at 2:29 PM

Crystal ball time, JR. The Blues will end the '13-14 regular season as the ____ seed in the West, and will advance how far in the playoffs?

by Mike C  October 3 at 2:30 PM

Remember, there's a new realignment this year, so it's not a situation where a team could have the second-best record in the West and be the No. 4 seed because the top team in the conference is in their division. That happened to the Blues last year, finishing behind Chicago in the division and gaining the fourth seed. There's the Central and the Pacific this season, with the top three teams from each division advancing to the playoffs, along with two wild cards. Now with that explained, I think the Blues could finish with the 2nd or 3rd best record in the West and I think they're capable of advancing to the third round.

by jrutherford  October 3 at 2:35 PM

Who do you think would be the first D call-up from Peoria if/when one is needed due to injuries? Chorney? Fairchild? One of the rooks Edmundson or Hakanpaa? The Blues seem to have basically zip in terms of NHL ready d-men after Cole. Thoughts?

by Mark  October 3 at 2:35 PM

This is definitely a trouble spot for the organization. In terms of having some NHL experience, Chorney would be the next in line. (Remember, Fairchild is out until late October after having knee surgery). The Blues really like Edmundson and Hakanpaa, who both stayed in St. Louis through a couple rounds of cuts. They have more upside than Chorney, but honestly they're not ready. I would say how they're playing when the Blues need somebody will dictate who gets the call up. But as we sit here today, I think Chorney might get the first nod.

by jrutherford  October 3 at 2:37 PM

so how do you think this anti-fighting campaign will end up now with Stevie Y and others taking up the charge in favor of it? will we see fighting gone by 2015? what do the players think about it? i can't imagine hockey without it.

by mike  October 3 at 2:38 PM

For the first time since I've been covering hockey, I think there's a legitimate chance that we could see it go eventually. When you have GMS of Yzerman's issuing anti-fighting statements, it's going to get some traction. When you have a situation like Parros' injury, that's going to help the cause. Players like fighting because it eliminates a lot of the dirty stick work and it prevents the smaller pesky guys from crossing the line, because they'd have to answer to somebody. It seems like the league is taking steps to curb it recently with the helmet removal penalty, etc. Perhaps they're trying to take it out without really taking it out. I don't see that happening. If they don't ban it, it will still be there. Now for the first time, I really could see it being taken out of the game. I don't know if that's two years, five years or 10 years, but it's moving that direction.

by jrutherford  October 3 at 2:42 PM

I don't understand the penalty for removing your helmet for a fight (which they have already failed to enforce). I'm for both participants taking it off before the fights starts, instead of guys breaking hands punching helmets and visors. I could see how it helps if you fall and hit the ice, but they typically end up coming off in the fight regardless.

by Jon  October 3 at 2:43 PM

Understand your point, but obviously if a guy falls on the ice, it's safer if he has his helmet on. Also, fighters don't want to ram their knuckles into hard plastic, so if you make them keep the helmets on, maybe everyone thinks twice. Obviously there's a loophole in the penalty, with guys being able to take each others' helmets off. That will be fixed. Like I mentioned in my last answer, I think the league is taking routes to curb fighting without actually banning it.

by jrutherford  October 3 at 2:45 PM

First Blues goal of the season goes to...?

by Trevor  October 3 at 2:45 PM

Vladimir Tarasenko.

by jrutherford  October 3 at 2:45 PM


Permalink

Have you heard anything about any upcoming bus road trips with the AHL Chicago Wolves or any road trips to Chicago in the works with the Blues? Or will the Blues again have the Steinberg skating rink viewing during a Blues road game this season? Last season we went to the bus road trip to Peoria Rivermen games. Thanks.

by Mike from St Charles  October 3 at 2:45 PM

I have not. I'm sure there will be some. I will post any information that I receive.

Visa issues may sideline Blues' Brenden Morrow
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Brenden Morrow

Brenden Morrow of the Dallas Stars attacks the goal in a 2010 game against the Blues. (AP Photo)

The Blues are likely to begin the 2013-14 season Thursday night without new left winger Brenden Morrow. 

Morrow, who was signed to a one-year contract Sept. 23, is still awaiting word on his work visa and will be unable to play in a regular-season game until the paperwork is finalized.

"I haven't heard anything yet today, so it's a bit of an issue," Morrow said after Wednesday's practice. "I haven't checked my phone since I've been off the ice (for an update), but people are working diligently on it. But I don't know if anything has been resolved yet." 

Morrow, 34, who was born in Carlyle, Saskatchewan, began the process of applying for a green card through his wife last May, a situation that remains ongoing. In the meantime, he has to apply for a working visa, but he could not file that application until signing an NHL contract.

"I don't know if (the visa holdup) has anything to do with the process of (the green card application), but my wife is a (U.S.) citizen and I started the green card application process through her at the end of May, early June, so it's been almost three-four months," Morrow said. "So I don't know if that's slowing or delaying things, or what's going on ..."

Morrow said that if need be, he'd put off the green card process and simply request the work visa for now, so that he can play Thursday, but that appears to be out of his control.

The recent shutdown of the U.S. Government may be preventing any movement on the situation. The shutdown has reportedly led to visa problems for some people, but Morrow was told that the department in control of his paperwork was not affected.

"I think we're OK," he said.  

Morrow was able to play in the Blues' preseason, but the issue prevents him from playing in the regular season.

"Obviously I'm worried," he said. "I'm going to be really disappointed if it doesn't get worked out. I've paid this government a lot of money. You'd think they'd be able to get the paperwork done. I'll be disappointed, (but) I'm still very hopeful that it's going to get done. But I don't know."

The Blues are awaiting word just like Morrow.

"He's still up in the air," Blues coach Ken Hitchcock said. "It's day to day, we'll figure it out tomorrow. If he can't go, then Magnus (Paajarvi) will go in and play. 

"It's just part of the process. All it is ... is a day-to-day injury-type thing. It's no big deal. If he's got a game or two, he's got to miss a game or two. It's not the end of the world."

Hitchcock said that in the even Morrow can't play, Vladimir Sobotka would take Morrow's spot on the second line and Paajarvi would slip into Sobotka's position on the fourth line.

Blues move start of season opener to 7:30 p.m.
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St. Louis Blues v Los Angeles Kings

Fans welcome Blues players including David Backes (42) and Jay Bouwmeester (19) as they take the ice for pregame warmups before a playoff game between the St. Louis Blues and the Los Angeles Kings on Tuesday, April 30, 2013, at the Scottrade Center in St. Louis. Photo by Chris Lee, clee@post-dispatch.com

It will be a busy sports day in St. Louis on Thursday, and for that reason the Blues have pushed back the start time of their season opener.

With the Cardinals set to play Game 1 of the NLDS at 4 p.m., the Blues moved their face-off against the Nashville Predators back 30 minutes to 7:30 p.m. to accommodate fans.

Meanwhile, the Blues' pep rally has also been moved back a half-hour to 5:30 p.m. The event will take place outside Scottrade Center and will feature music from Paint the Earth and appearances by Blues Alumni, broadcasters, Louie and Blue Crew.

The Blues are asking fans to be in their seats by 7:15 p.m. for player and staff introductions, along with a ceremonial puck-drop by new executive vice president Brett Hull.

Coach Ken Hitchcock put his team through a rigorous practice session Tuesday at Scottrade Center, seeking to boost its tempo as the season opener nears.

"I like the way we're trending," Hitchcock. "We still have another practice to get ready for, but I really like the way we're trending. We're managing the puck better. We still don't have enough speed through the neutral zone, but it's getting better and better every day. For some guys it's a big adjustment to be able to play with some type of tempo through the neutral zone.

"We're trying to get up to an area of our game where we think we can accomplish little bit more more off the rush by a little stronger with the puck and playing with more speed."

Hitchcock stuck with his recent forward lines, with David Backes centering Alex Steen and T.J. Oshie; Derek Roy working between Brenden Morrow and Chris Stewart; Patrik Berglund playing between Jaden Schwartz and Vladimir Tarasenko; and Maxim Lapierre centering Vladimir Sobotka and Ryan Reaves.

The defensive pairings remained Alex Pietrangelo with Jay Bouwmeester, Kevin Shattenkirk with Jordan Leopold and Barret Jackman with Roman Polak.

Hitchcock indicated he would rotate his alternate captains this season. "We've got six guys in the leadership group," he said. "We'll probably use five to start with and we'll see from there."

Hockey Guy: Parros injury rekindles fight debate
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Canadiens' Parros leaves on stretcher after fight

Toronto Maple Leafs right wing Colton Orr (28) kneels over Montreal Canadiens right wing George Parros (15) after Parros hit his head on the ice during their fight in the third period of an NHL hockey game on Tuesday, Oct. 1, 2013, in Montreal. (AP Photo/The Canadian Press, Ryan Remiorz)

Little by little, the NHL has lessened the role of fighting in its sport. Commissioner Gary Bettman and his minions have done plenty to marginalize that element.

(The latest rule -- an extra two minutes for removing your helmet to fight -- is at best a tiny deterrent)

But the ugly George Parros incident from the Montreal-Toronto game triggered more calls for reform. Hockey Guy's exposure to coaches like Jacques Martin, Brian Sutter, Bob Berry, Mike Keenan and Joel Quenneville reinforced the belief that the rough stuff has its place.

Former Blues defenseman Chris Pronger notes that hockey players fight. It's what they do. The idea is to win.

On the other hand, the NHL is paying more than just lip service to player safety these days. Liability concerns may help league executives take a more enlightened view on this matter.

The day of the automatic game misconduct for fighting will come in the not-so-distant future. All signs points in that direction.

As you might expect, that prospect horrifies Don Cherry.

Here is a sampling of the debate in the Twitterverse:

Tyson Nash, former Blues agitator: “Take out fighting in the game and who controls the idiots running around taking shots at star players? I was that idiot, and I thought twice.”

Rob Tychkowski, Edmonton Sun: “After we're done banning fighting, we need to get rid of slap shots. You know, after what happened to Marc Staal.”

Darren Dreger, TSN: “Would be interested in new players survey on fighting. In a players poll in 2011/12, 98% of the players were in favour of keeping fighting.”

James Mirtle, Globe and Mail: “The question 98% of players voted no to back in 2011-12 was ‘Should fighting be completely banished?’”

Michael Russo, Minneapolis Star Tribune: “Zach Parise, for one, believes you remove fighting, and players may run loose taking liberties w/ no fear of accountability.”

Chris Stewart, Blues forward:  “Hope George is ok, such a scary part of the game.”

Bruce Garrioch, Ottawa Sun: “ ‘Hockey is a game that needs fighting in it,’ says Paul MacLean.”

Darren Dreger, TSN: “While sensitive to Parros injury, Vinny Lecavalier says he would still vote in favour of keeping fighting. ‘Part of the game,’ he said.”

Nick Cotsonika, Yahoo! Sports: “I'm sick of the fighting debate. I'm more sick of scenes like last night's in Montreal.”

Adam Proteau, The Hockey News: “The telling part of dealing with homophobic, misogynistic simpletons in the fighting debate: they're all on one side of it. Guess which one?”

DJ Gallo, ESPN.com: “Would I be correct to assume that all those who like hockey fighting and think football concussions are overblown are also big MMA fans?”

Damien Cox, Toronto Star: “Cavemen insist fighting in hockey must stay. Then stand around and wonder why number of kids playing the sport is declining so alarmingly.”

Dave Hodge, TSN: “Fighting is part of hockey, and one day before George Parros suffered another concussion, so was touch icing, gone to make the game safer.”

Kevin Paul Dupont, Boston Globe: “Fighting is not part of hockey's beauty. It's a symptom of a flawed sport, failed culture.”

Jeff Marek, Sportsnet: “So I guess the Blues are dropping Ryan Reaves, Carolina Kevin Westgarth and Tampa BJ Crombeen?”

Fortunately it appears Parros wasn't seriously injured, so the debate may simmer down until the next nasty event.

AROUND THE RINKS: The defending Stanley Cup champion Blackhawks are still fun to watch. They managed to outscore the explosive Capitals on an exciting first night of NHL hockey . . . The Penguins won't have back-up goaltender Tomas Vokoun for much of the season due to his blood clotting. Luckily there are plenty of surplus goaltenders in the market, including Ilya Bryzgalov . . . No offense, but is Leafs forward Phil Kessel really a $64 million player? A nice player, yes, but another Crosby or Ovechkin, no . . . Why would the Sabres open the season with two captains? Because the Sabres will almost certain entertain trade offers for Vanek and his expiring contract at some point this season. That franchise needs to hit the restart button after failing to buy a Cup contender through mindless spending . . . Time marches on for Martin Brodeur, who is not the Opening Night goaltender for the Devils.

Hockey Guy: Blues influence spreads East
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Blues hope their power play clicks

Unit opened last season hot but finished 12th in the league. Read more

Blues notebook: No major injuries as opener nears

With just one practice left before the regular season starts, the Blues are operating at full strength. Read more

Blues put finishing touches on offense

Pairing power and creativity could be the key to squeezing more production out of the offense. Read more

The Blues won’t spend a whole lot of time in Eastern Conference cities this season, but this franchise has connections all over that side of the National Hockey League.

While Brett Hull is busy selling tickets and suites in the front office here, his old running mate, Adam Oates, will try to coach the Washington Capitals toward a deep playoff run.

Oates finally got the Capitals to embrace his offensive and defensive systems last season during his rookie season as head coach. By season's end, everybody was on the same page.

“He always comes up with something. He always sees those little details that maybe you as a player don’t always think about,” center Nicklas Backstrom told the Washington Post. “How you can get a shot off quicker, how to catch the puck — it’s always something that, when he tells you, you try it and it really works.”

If they can pick up where they left off last season – and maintain their highly productive power play – they could make a deep run next spring. Of course, the Capitals won’t have the old Southeast Division to kick around any more.

That grouping was sad last season, like the worst days of the old (Chuck) Norris Division on this side of the league. Alex Ovechkin and Co. face a much heavier lift this season.

Another Oates teammate in St. Louis, Paul MacLean, did a nice job coaching the Senators through an injury-marred campaign. With newcomer Bobby Ryan replacing the departed Daniel Alfredsson up front and cornerstone defenseman Erik Karlsson back to full strength, MacLean could have some fun this season.

Former Blue Marc Bergevin demonstrated a light touch as a team leader in St. Louis. His practical jokes kept teammates loose.

But as general manager of the Montreal Canadiens he embraces the very serious challenge of a storied franchise in an intense media environment. If goaltender Carey Price regains his old form, the Habs will be very dangerous.

St. Louis owes John Davidson tremendous gratitude for guiding this decimated franchise back on the upward track. Now he is trying to do the same in Columbus after taking over the floundering Blue Jackets operation.

Last season former Blues president of hockey operations hired his old St. Louis scouting director, Jarmo Kekalainen, as general manager. Together they plotted a daring course, acquiring mercurial scorer Marian Gaborik from the New York Rangers in a blockbuster trade.

They also signed Boston Bruins power forward Nathan Horton to a big free agent deal. Horton’s subsequent shoulder surgery delayed the impact of that move, Young players like Boone Jenner will have to pick up some of that offensive slack in the meantime.

Still, the Blue Jackets could be a handful for their new Eastern Conference rivals during the season’s second half.

St. Louisan Ben Bishop, a former Blues prospect, is finally getting his chance to earn a starting goaltender role in the NHL. The Tampa Bay Lightning acquired him from Ottawa last season to address a long-standing team need.

Steven Stamkos may be the league’s best player, but the Lightning can’t climb the conference ladder without better netminding.

AROUND THE RINKS: A lot teams made minor moves the past few days to address their salary cap concerns. The one team that got better was Florida, which added former Blues forward Brad Boyes and recent Blues camper Ryan Whitney, among others . . . After reading all those glowing reports about Jonathan Drouin, Hockey Guy was surprised to see Tampa Bay return the lad to junior hockey . . . The Stars really lit it up during the preseason. Nobody would be surprised to see Jamie Benn and Tyler Seguin rip it up this season . . . It is never to early to start wondering which pending free agents will take a whirl in the rumor mill later this season . . . The Penguins are not sure when No. 2 goaltender Tomas Vokoun will make it back from his blood-clotting issue. But the team doesn't appear interested in unsigned free agent Ilya Bryzgalov, despite reports to the contrary . . .  Rather than give the hyperactive Toronto another storyline to beat to death this season, the Maple Leafs appear to ready to extend pending UFA Phil Kessel to a big money deal . . . It seems like 50 years ago that big center Michal Handzus played for the Blues. He is still going. In fact, he will open as the No. 2 Blackhawks center . . . Yesteryear Blues draft pick Konstantin Barulin earned KHL goaltender of the week honors for Ak Bars), winning all three starts – two by shutouts . . . How bad will the Calgary Flames be this season? The top line features Matt Stajan centering Curtis Glencross and yesteryear Blues winger Lee Stempniak, Sorry, Lee, but that is not a real top line. The long and painful rebuild in Calgary is just beginning.

Sharks face challenge in Mike Smith, Todd McLellan “not a raving lunatic” and John McCarthy returns from Worcester

Posted by David Pollak on October 5th, 2013 at 12:41 pm | Categorized as Uncategorized 

SAN JOSE – If the Sharks are going to start the season 2-0, they’re going to have to beat a goalie who has pretty much owned them in recent years.

That’d be Mike Smith, of course, and that match-up is the focus of the online story just filed that you can now find here.

But beyond that, a few things from the morning skate were also worth passing along.

Like the response Todd McLellan gave when asked if coaches use the off-season to evaluate their own game and maybe make adjustments going forward.

“Once you establish yourself with a group of players, you can’t come in and be something you weren’t the year before,” McLellan said. 

“I’m not a raving lunatic when I go in there, I’m not breaking sticks over stereos or anything like that. I think if I did that once, they’d look and go ‘who is this idiot?’ It’s as simple as that. You have to be who you are. You have to live in your own skin. And once you’ve been around for a while, you’re not tricking anybody in there.”

So he’s not Colorado Avalanche Coach Patrick Roy?

Diplomatically, McLellan said all he knew about Roy was that he was 2-0 as an NHL coach. 

****John McCarthy will skate on the Sharks fourth line with Andrew Desjardins and James Sheppard on Saturday night. At 27, McCarthy has two goals and two assists in 51 games for San Jose spread over three seasons, but appeared in camp to have dropped below younger players such as Freddie Hamilton on the depth chart.

But while Hamilton made the NHL’s opening day roster, it was McCarthy who got the call-up from McLellan, who had advised him to keep his head up while being sent down.

“He said you had a good camp, don’t get down and just keep playing my game and things would work out,” McCarthy said.

Still it was disappointing.

“Yeah, you always want to make the team so it’s a little disappointing,” he said. “But you’ve got to kind of take it in stride and keep working hard. I think the biggest thing is don’t try to do too much, just play my game and that’s what I’m focused on doing.”

****That’ll be the only lineup change as Brad Stuart was deemed not yet ready for game action.

****The big-name addition to the Phoenix lineup during the off-season was Mike Ribeiro, the playmaking center whose 36 assists last abbreviated season were three more than Joe Thornton recorded and fifth best in the NHL.

“Patience with the puck,” McLellan responded when asked what Ribeiro brings. “He can hold onto it and hold onto it and make plays. He loves to hit that next layer of player entering the zone and it fits this team very well because they activate their D all the time.”
Aftermath of Justin Braun’s goal, that 0-for-7 power play — plus a Wendel Clark-Brent Burns comparison

Posted by David Pollak on October 4th, 2013 at 4:58 pm | Categorized as Hockey, NHL, Sharks, Sports 

SAN JOSE – Bringing everybody up to speed . . . 

Print edition Sharks notebook focused on Justin Braun after his game-winning goal last night. No, he wasn’t fixated on what turned out to be an 86-game drought – not after becoming half of San Jose’s top pair of shut-down defensemen. But, yes, he’s glad to be back in the goal column.

Story is a reminder that Braun played with a hand injury last season and the notebook also takes a quick look at that 0-for-7 power play. You can find it online here.

But we can go deeper on those topics and others.

****Sticking with Braun, he’s already over-achieved when you consider he was San Jose’s seventh-round pick in the 2007 draft. 

And he gives a share of the credit for his growth this year and last to the presence of hall-of-fame defenseman Larry Robinson’s arrival as a Sharks associate coach.

“Little tips he gives you day in and day out,” Braun said. “He’s a great guy to have on the bench. He’s not going to come down on you too hard, he’s going to work with you. You’re not intimidated to go talk to him. He’s very approachable, and he’ll talk you through plays and what you should have done. It’s a good relationship I think he has with all the D.”

Anything specific? Posture, of all things.

“Just getting my chest up when I get the puck,” Braun said, “so I have more vision on the ice.”

Dan Boyle ties the improvement in Braun’s game to confidence.

“There’s so many skilled players but once you kind of get that level of confidence it takes to be an elite player or really good player, the sky is the limit,” Boyle said. “I think that’s where he’s gotten better, with confidence you start to do things out there you normally don’t because you’re kind of afraid. I just think he’s going to get better and better as they put him out there more and more.”

Braun’s defense partner, Mark-Edouard Vlasic, was happy for Braun, but didn’t like the emphasis that some media – OK, it was TSN.ca – put on the drought rather than the goal.

“TSN – ‘The first goal in 19 months.’ They had to put it. They couldn’t be nice to him and say Justin Braun scores to win the game,” Vlasic said, noting that about four of those months were due to the lockout. “They’ve got to put ‘About Time.’ . . . . It’s just nice that he’s rewarded.”

****The print edition notebook also makes reference to San Jose’s problems on the power play last night. Here’s an extended version of what McLellan had to say about its 0-for-7 performance.

“The 0-for is not a good thing, yet when we looked at it today, there were some really good looks. A couple posts and that kind of stuff, but the puck still has to find its way in.

“The first unit has a good idea of where everybody’s going to be and what they’re going to do. I thought there were times they got a little too cute, to tell you the truth. They had chances to be a little more meat-and-potatoes and they weren’t and we can fix that. And they know they can fix that.”

The second unit?

“The other unit is still in that entry-level process, but they had some good looks as well and did some things. It’s disappointing to have an 0-for night with that many opportunities, but yet there were some good things that were done.”

McLellan has already said he plans to keep his first unit of Marleau-Thornton-Couture-Pavelski-Boyle together. But might there be changes in that second unit of Tomas Hertl-Tyler Kennedy-Brent Burns-Jason Demers-Matt Irwin?

“We’ll try and establish a second unit, but if we feel we have to move guys in, we definitely will,” McLellan said. 

But not right away.

“There was talk on the bench. We’re in night one and they haven’t even gotten to play through the exhibition season and maybe we should do this or do that. But, no, it was let them work through it. Give them some time. They have to get familiar with each other and understand what each other’s tendencies may be.”

****Brent Burns, it turns out, is another player being told to shoot more by Todd McLellan and the coaching staff. That tidbit emerged after Friday night’s game while we were talking with another guy getting the same instructions, Joe Thornton.

Afterward, McLellan elaborated.

“He probably has one of the best shots I’ve seen,” McLellan said of Burns before making a comparison. “I had the opportunity to play with Wendel Clark when I was playing junior. The release that Burnzie has and the power and the impact of the puck is pretty close to that so he should be using that shot, especially playing with those guys.”

When I asked about it Saturday, McLellan said he and the player who was notorious in his days with Toronto as a clutch goal-scoring tough guy were good friends back in the day. 

“Wendel Clark’s one of my best buddies,” McLellan said. “We were rookies in Saskatoon together and he had a billet that was two blocks away from our house so he basically lived at our place.

“It hasn’t been as close now over the years,” the coach added. “He’s doing his thing. But whenever we get to Toronto I catch up with him a little bit.”

Clark was notorious enough playing in the NHL from 1985-2000 that The Zambonis, a hockey-rock group of the same era, paid him tribute in one of their songs, “Wendel.”

The lyrics are all over the internet, but, alas, I couldn’t find a video. Otherwise I would have tried to create one of those newfangled hyperlinks to send you there.
⚑

Sacto--I have heard that Hertl is Czech for "Marleau". Could Patty be seeing his much younger dopelganger? Hertl is 19 and on the top line. Sounds kinda familiar!!??
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I admit I'm a Marleau critic. With that in mind, what I saw was somewhat more encouraging; much more aggressiveness - really finishing checks, aggressively getting to the front of the net AND notably getting in front of the shot. Hope he keeps his head up on those open-ice-hits.
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Hey DP, I hate nitpicking, because I am prone to lots of small errors myself, but Justin Bruan was drafted in 2007, not in 2001.

The power play will work itself out. Puck movement looked good, shots were pretty good, and even good traffic in front of Luongo. That combo of play will lead to goals. 

Bring on the Yotes! 2-0 start within the division would be sweet!

 △   ▽   

Aftermath of Sharks 4-1 win over Canucks: Praise for Hertl, Couture on the Marleau goal and McLellan’s overall assessment

Posted by David Pollak on October 3rd, 2013 at 11:26 pm | Categorized as Hockey, NHL, Sharks, Sports 

SAN JOSE — Print edition story filed on the Sharks 4-1 opening night win over Vancouver and you can find it at here

It focused, among other things, on Tomas Hertl’s first NHL game. And here’s the best line that you won’t find in the article.

“It’s not like he’s 18 years old – he’s 19 so he has a year under his belt,” Joe Thornton said seemingly serious.

18? 19? Either way, Hertl had been impressive in exhibition season play and that didn’t stop once the games mattered.

Oh, and here’s his other linemate’s assessment of what Hertl brings.

“He’s really smart. He’s big, fast, he’s great with the puck,” said Brent Burns, who was the beneficiary of the Hertl pass that set up San Jose’s first goal. “It’s always interesting when you’re talking with him. You never really know what’s going to come out of that mouth. He plays a lot older than he is. He’s a great player.”

So far, English appears to be Hertl’s biggest barrier, but it’s not for lack of trying.

****Logan Couture was the only Shark to pick up two points, assisting on both Justin Braun’s goal as well as Patrick Marleau’s. Here’s Couture’s description of his fine effort on the Marleau goal:

“I was able to strip someone, I don’t know who it was. Before I got to the puck I looked over my left shoulder, like Jumbo does. I picked that up from him. I spun and fired, Patty gave me a yell, and I was able to find his tape. He made a great shot.”

****Here’s a deeper look at what Todd McLellan had to say after the game:

“I thought the effort was good. Some of the things we worked on throughout training camp were evident throughout the game so that’s a good sign. I thought there were some cohesion with the lines which was good as well. 

“Our penalty kill other than the one goal was strong. Power play was … it’s interesting because we create a number of chances but we don’t score yet. I thought we lost a little bit of momentum because of it so that has to get a little spruced up. 

(Interrupting here: Officially, the power play was 0-for-7. No way to put lipstick on that stat.)

“Everybody found a way to contribute. I thought our goaltender was really good in the second half of the game when he needed to be. Tomorrow is another work day for us.”

****For me, too. One down, 81 to go.

The only lipstick I'll put on the power play was that they did generate shots and chances. It was really frustrating at times in prior years, where they would just pass it for 2 minutes and never get anything resembling a chance. Some of what they did during 5-on-5 (traffic in front of Luongo, e.g.) would work on the power play.
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In the past they were way more static on the PP. I thought they really moved and re-shuffled a whole lot more. I think this will really pay off against other teams. Gotta get the puck on net more though.
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What do you guys think about calling Hertl/Thornton/Burns the "Star Wars Line?" Hertl is Luke Skywalker, the kid from the farm destined for greatness; Thornton is Han Solo, the grizzled veteran with a 5 o'clock shadow and a sarcastic wit; Burns . . . well, do I even need to say it?
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It doesn't work at all. We all know that Han shot first and Jumbo would never do that.
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Nice :)
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The wookies and the rookie
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There were too many other character in Star Wars. I think you'd have to narrow that title down to the "Millenium Falcon line."
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True, but that's a bit of a mouthful. Other than Leia, those were really the 3 main characters (at least in the original trilogy). I also think just calling it "Star Wars Line" is a little more relatable to the average fan, but I'm open to whatever. I just love the analogy of the 3 characters!
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I'll vote for it if we can cast Gary Bettman as Greedo.
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No Jabba the Hut?
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Lol Well played sir!
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Too funny...

"You got some cute ears boy!"

-Deliverance
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Other than some bad passes they seem to have picked up where they left off last season. The speed is almost there and the work ethic is as well. Unfortunately, Hannan was the same as last season. He's a shadow of the player he was when he was a Shark before he came back. Let him go and bring up a hard worker and things will improve.
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What are you referring to ?!

Well if you're looking for a reaction, you got it.
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⚑

what channel was the game on last night ,dident get it on csnba whats up with that missed home opener and am really bummed,somebody please tell me what the #~#~?
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Channel 409 on dish network.
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Sharks Hockey has been on CSNCA for a few years now. 698 with DirecTV. I don't know the channels of the inferior services...
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Figures I'd post to the wrong article so...that being said:

Great win! I am feeling very good about the potential for the team last night. I really want to see where the are at as a unit around the 25-30 game mark. Keep moving forward, Sharks. Anything less than the best is a felony.
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Nice start to the season. What impressed me most was that when the Sharks got down a goal in the first, they didn't get off their game---and they came back. Then they finished STRONG! 

The last few seasons they have had problems finishing off opponents that they should beat. Last night they put their blades on the Canuck's neck, in the last half of the third, and pushed down hard. Great to see.

If this Hertl kid gains even more confidence than he already has, he could be a monster. Big, fast and skilled. He is not imtimidated at all by the physical stuff. The top line could have a helluva season.
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Let's be fair;

The 'nucks contributed a lot to the result too,

- with their penalties.
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They also inspired more confidence that they would not have a late collapse as we have seen often last season. This is due to the fact that they move the puck out of their end much more efficiently than the pre-Robinson days.
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The lines here are listed with time on ice, number of shifts, and average shift length at 5-on-5.

Our 5v5 forward lines:

S.J #48 HERTL S.J #19 THORNTON S.J #88 BURNS

5v5 9:53 18 0:32

S.J #81 KENNEDY S.J #39 COUTURE S.J #12 MARLEAU

5v5 8:22 14 0:35

S.J #83 NIETO S.J #8 PAVELSKI S.J #57 WINGELS

5v5 6:42 11 0:36

S.J #15 SHEPPARD S.J #10 DESJARDINS S.J #42 PELECH

5v5 3:23 9 0:22

Our 5v5 defense lines:

S.J #22 BOYLE S.J #52 IRWIN

5v5 14:10 19 0:44

S.J #44 VLASIC S.J #61 BRAUN

5v5 12:34 20 0:37

S.J #27 HANNAN S.J #5 DEMERS

5v5 8:35 16 0:32

Not too much line juggling overall. Usually, it's a bit of a puzzle to figure out which lines were preferred over others, but it was actually pretty easy in this one.

It's worth noting that Pickles & Braun had more total time on ice than Boyle & Irwin. Most of the discrepancy is in PK time -- Boyle & Irwin only played two shifts for 20 seconds on the PK. Both lines played on the power play. Hannan & Demers were kept to even strength for most of the time.

see more   
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TOI/Shift charts here -- http://goo.gl/7Wve84 -- if you want to see who played with who and when, etc.
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I'm actually very skeptical of the data there now actually. It lists Niemi and Luongo as on ice for 40:33.

Is that your site?
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Like what they used to have on timeonice.ca. Nice!
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Goals from the top three lines and one from the defense should make the coaching staff happy.
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I missed the last two goals. Was doing some work and paused the game (being recorded on the DVR). It was set to record one hour past the game time, but didn't do what it was programmed to do... Time for a new DVR. Otherwise I liked what I saw, minus the powerplay. Vancouver doesn't look very good...
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You can see the goal (and good hit and save) highlights on the Sharks website.
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DP, Nice...the link "inline" -- awesome. i suggest making that text bold or italic to make it stand out a little better, but, that is just me.
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It's called a hyperlink.

smh
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DP, I second how nice it is to just be able to tap the link, simple and will send more to read your articles. Thanks
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All,

See previous thread for suggestion I get colleague Curtis Pashelka to teach me that little techno-skill. That happened sometime around 11:20 PM last night.
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Congrats DP. All the off season work you have put in is evident in this first post of the season, advancing your game over last years with a hyperlink!
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McLellan fields a hot-seat question, Demers looking to reboot career as Stuart sits and how Nieto reached NHL so quickly

Posted by David Pollak on October 3rd, 2013 at 1:10 pm | Categorized as Hockey, NHL, Sharks 

SAN JOSE – Time to play for keeps.

The only snippet of news this morning was that Brad Stuart won’t be in the Sharks starting lineup tonight against the Vancouver Canucks, and that’s anything but a shocker. The veteran defenseman had been skating with his teammates, but missed the entire exhibition season with an undisclosed lower body injury suffered during the off-season.

That means San Jose’s third d-pairing will be Scott Hannan and Jason Demers.

The highlight of the morning media scrums?

Todd McLellan’s response when – before the first puck of the new season is dropped – a Vancouver reporter asked him about one publication’s report that he was on the hot seat.

The Sharks failed to reach the conference finals last spring, but did sweep the Canucks in the first round and pushed the Los Angeles Kings to seven games. Canucks coach Alain Vigneault did lose his job and there had been scuttlebutt that McLellan might have been fired if the results were reversed.

“Alain and I ran into each other at the draft and we kind of looked at each other and just smiled,” McLellan said Thursday morning. “When you get into this racket, the bullets are already flying around. It’s just whether you’re going to get hit by one.” 

McLellan also was in mid-season form when asked if he had ever shaken the glass the way rookie Colorado Coach Patrick Roy did as Wednesday night’s game against the Anaheim Ducks got ugly at the end (available footage on YouTube).

“Only when I fell into it,” the Sharks coach responded, probably more of a reference to his playing days.

****In the same circular hallway on the opposite side of the rink, Canucks Coach John Tortorella held court a few minutes later. If the session wasn’t warm and fuzzy (who expected that?), it was at least cordial.

Tortorella brushed aside the first question about his lineup by letting us know he doesn’t discuss that. Yes, he’ll tell you who the starting goalie is that night – it’s Roberto Luongo – but that’s about it. No, it’s not a strategy issue or basic indecision. It’s just a door Tortorella chooses not to open. Ever.

So is there a learning curve now that the longtime Eastern Conference coach is in the West?

“I haven’t even started. I haven’t seen the teams,” said Tortorella before deflecting credit to assistant coach Glen Gulutzen for trying to keep him up to speed. “Gully, who’s just a really good coach, has helped me so far in explaining some of the teams and personnel, what I need to learn, their tendenceies.

“Quite honestly, we’re of the philosophy that we don’t spend too much time worrying about the other team. We’re concerned about executing how we’re going to play,” Tortorella said, a response McLellan also has given over the years. “But I’m definitely going to have to learn about personnel and tendencies as we go through the year.”

****Demers is looking at this season as a chance to reboot a career that hasn’t lived up to the promise of his rookie season in 2009-10 when he scored 21 points in 51 games. Last season, he only played in 22 of the 48 games – in part because of an injury from playing in Europe, in part because other defensemen had passed him on the depth chart.

“I came into camp this year with the mentality of trying to make the team and stay on the team,” said Demers, who only had one goal and two assists in those 22 games. “I’m taking it as my first year and I have something to prove, just kind of restarting.”

****Tomas Hertl and Matt Nieto will both be playing their first NHL game. While Hertl was a heralded first-round pick, Nieto is reaching hockey’s top level after only 11 games as a pro. And he credited those 11 games in Worcester after his season at Boston University ended with speeding along his development.

“From those games, I was able to know what I needed to work on and that was strength, so this summer I put in a lot of work,” Nieto said. “This summer I had an insane training program and it’s definitely paid off so far.”

Nieto’s biggest asset might be his speed and Logan Couture suggested a race between the 20-year-old rookie and Patrick Marleau, the team’s longtime speed king. Nieto said he was willing, but wasn’t sure he’d come out on top.

Born and raised in Long Beach, Nieto did leave home at 14 to develop his hockey skills. But he said he still considers himself a California kid. His childhood hero? Paul Kariya –player whose speed made up for a lack of size.

****Here are San Jose’s lines and d-pairings for the season opener. 

Marleau-Couture-Kennedy

 Hertl-Thornton-Burns

 Wingels-Pavelski-Nieto

 Sheppard-Desjardins-Pelech

Boyle-Irwin

 Vlasic-Braun

 Hannan-Demers

And, of course, Antti Niemi in net.

Getting ready for the season opener — Couture not the youngest Shark, Boyle on Tortorella and even-strength scoring

Posted by David Pollak on October 2nd, 2013 at 4:40 pm | Categorized as Hockey, NHL, Sharks 

SAN JOSE – Online and print edition story filed, back to Working the Corners.

The slight bit of actual news today was Todd McLellan’s decision to put tough guy Matt Pelech into the opening night lineup against the Vancouver Canucks. Pelech had been parked just up Highway 101 with the San Francisco Bulls, but Freddie Hamilton was reassigned to Worcester and that meant a long plane ride.

Here’s McLellan’s explanation for the move – http://www.mercurynews.com/sharks/ci_24224236/san-jose-sharks-call-up-matt-pelech-from?IADID=Search-www.mercurynews.com-www.mercurynews.com – and you’re left with the sense Hamilton will be back sooner rather than later. Still, it means the 21-year-old must wait at least another two days for his first NHL appearance.

The print edition story for Thursday looks at the start of the season through Logan Couture. He talked about how tough it’s been to wait the past couple days while other NHL teams were playing. And he pointed out this is the first time he won’t be the youngest player on the team since he got here, four seasons ago.

Anyway, that story is now online at:

http://www.mercurynews.com/sharks/ci_24225626/san-jose-sharks-journey-an-elusive-stanley-cup

****Dan Boyle won a Stanley Cup playing for John Tortorella while both were with the Tampa Bay Lightning in 2004, and today the Sharks defenseman offered his insights into the man who now coaches the Vancouver Canucks.

“He’s definitely going to light a fire under certain people’s asses, that’s for sure,” Boyle said. “I’ve always said you need thick skin to play for him. The guys that don’t have it are probably going to fall apart, but if you have thick skin, some good things are going to come out of that. 

“He wants to win. He definitely has a different approach than most coaches. It’s well-documented. It’s in your face, it’s pretty loud and it’s definitely tough at times, but there’s no question that he wants to win.”

****In our online Sharks preview, I included the need for improved even strength scoring among the “hat trick of questions” looking for answers in the coming season. San Jose was near the bottom of the NHL last season at even strength, and that’s a problem looking for a solution.

“We have looked at areas of the game where we think 5-on-5 play can be improved on and where maybe some other teams are scoring and we addressed it in camp,” McLellan said Wednesday, citing such things as increased involvement by the defense, faceoffs and where the puck is being shot among areas discussed.

“But the biggest thing for me,” McLellan said, “is when you get your 2-on-1s and you get your 3-on-2s and those are pure scoring chances, we need to take advantage of them. We really do.

“If we’re going to improve 5-on-5 scoring,” he added, “those legitimate moments that arise, maybe only one or two times a night, we better be cashing in on them.”

****That’s it for now.

Nugent-Hopkins set to return to Oilers lineup on Monday

Centre on coming back early from surgery: 'The biggest thing is is that I&#8217;m confident with it right now. I wouldn&#8217;t come back if I wasn&#8217;t.'

By Joanne Ireland, Edmonton JournalOctober 5, 2013 10:32 AM
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Nugent-Hopkins eager to shoulder load for Oilers

Edmonton Oilers centres focused on making most of opportunities

Five pressing questions for the Edmonton Oilers at dawn of the 2013-14 NHL season

LEDUC — After his last practice as an auxiliary part, a routine Ryan Nugent-Hopkins has endured for a couple of weeks, Edmonton Oilers teammate Ryan Smyth delivered a couple of sprightly checks.

The star centre will return to the lineup on Monday when the Oilers host the New Jersey Devils at Rexall Place.

“Yeah, a couple of guys were giving it to me, just to see how it felt,” said Nugent-Hopkins, who was the centre of attention on Friday.

He travelled with the Oilers to Vancouver, where he is expected to take part in the warm-up just to get back into the routine, then he’ll prepare for the Devils’ game.

The Oilers are 0-1 after an opening-day 5-4 loss to the Winnipeg Jets. The Canucks are also 0-1.

Nugent-Hopkins last played on April 19, then had surgery four days later to repair his left shoulder. The long-range return date was Nov. 1, but he has been taking part in practices for a couple of weeks and passed the required medical inspections.

He even flew into Cleveland to see his surgeon earlier this week.

“It’s definitely a little earlier than first thought because they say five to six months, and then it’s usually closer to six. The last month is about getting your strength back and it’s there now,” said the Oilers’ 2011 No. 1 draft pick, who signed a seven-year, $42-million contract extension last month.

“It’s awesome that I only have to miss a couple of games. The biggest thing is that I’m confident with it right now. I wouldn’t come back if I wasn’t.”

Nugent-Hopkins said again on Friday that he wasn’t fast-tracking his return because Sam Gagner was knocked out of the lineup after getting hit in the face by Canucks forward Zack Kassian’s stick during a pre-season game on Sept. 21. Nugent-Hopkins said he had reported to training camp hopeful he’d be back soon.

Kassian is still serving a suspension for his careless act against Gagner and will not play against the Oilers on Saturday. Gagner, who suffered a broken jaw on the play, has started skating but will not return to practice until the fracture has set.

“It was tough seeing Gags get hurt like that and, obviously, it was a big hit to the team, but as far as I was concerned, I had to make sure I was 100 per cent ready, no matter what,” said Nugent-Hopkins. “It’s definitely a bonus I am coming back early.

“Coming into camp, I wasn’t quite sure when I’d be back because I hadn’t talked to the doctors much. And at the start of camp, my strength wasn’t quite there, so I knew I had to work on that. I got it to where it needed to be.”

Head coach Dallas Eakins has not ruled out the possibility of keeping Taylor Hall at centre, although that debate will continue through the weekend.

Hall will play between Ryan Smyth and Ales Hemsky against the Canucks while Mark Acobello centres David Perron and Nail Yakupov.

Jordan Eberle, who skated with Perron and Arcobello against the Jets, is playing with Boyd Gordon and Jesse Joensuu.

“It’s something we started talking about this morning,” Eakins said. “I’m on the tightrope either way, (but) suddenly, it’s a nice problem to have. Arcobello, I thought, had a pretty good game against Winnipeg, so it’s nice to have options when you’re missing such an important piece of your team in Sam Gagner.”

Nugent-Hopkins said last week that he didn’t want to use his injured shoulder as an excuse, but that he wasn’t playing with confidence last season and could have been much better than he was. He scored four goals and 20 assists in 40 games.

He has set the bar much higher for this campaign.

“I definitely want to make a big jump from last year,” he said. “I made some steps in my defensive game, but I definitely thought, offensively, I could have produced more.

“I’m just going to try to get involved physically (on Monday), get a shot on net ... I need to get involved in the game right away. I’ve been working on the faceoffs pretty much every day and it feels strong. That’s a good indicator right there.”
Oilers goaltender Devan Dubnyk punishes himself by feeling the sting of mistakes

Veteran NHL netminder will put Tuesday&#8217;s performance behind him before Edmonton visits the Vancouver Canucks on Saturday

By Joanne Ireland, Edmonton JournalOctober 4, 2013
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Michael Frolik of the Winnipeg Jets celebrates after scoring the winning goal on Edmonton Oilers goalie Devan Dubnyk in Tuesday&#8217;s NHL season-opener at Rexall Place on Oct. 1, 2013.
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EDMONTON - He has been referred to as the Big Easy, because Devan Dubnyk has the ability to let go of a bad goal.

Even his new head coach expects that the Edmonton Oilers goaltender won’t worry about his last bad game.

But the goalie in question admitted on Thursday, when the Oilers returned to the rink, that he didn’t completely forget about everything.

“It is one game and you do have to move on,” he said about the Oilers’ 5-4 season-opening loss, which was punctuated by turnovers and long-range goals on Tuesday.

“But, at the same time, you have to let it hurt a bit and allow yourself to be disappointed because you need to understand that those things can’t happen often, and I’ll make sure they don’t.

“Obviously, I need to be better than I was. It doesn’t get much simpler than that. I know what I have to do,” Dubnyk continued after he put in extra work with goaltending coach Frederic Chabot and had an on-ice chat with head coach Dallas Eakins.

“I’ve been in this situation before. It’s disappointing. I certainly feel like I let a lot of guys in the room down, but I know they know I’ll be there for them in the next game.”

With three days between the first game against the Winnipeg Jets and Saturday’s contest against the Canucks in Vancouver, the Oilers were pushed through the paces on Thursday. After a practice laced with competition drills and heavy on instruction about limiting turnovers, the players huffed and puffed their way through a conditioning skate.

“The magic formula is to walk away from a win or a loss. You have that night to think about it and you have your video and your lessons, but honestly, walking away from a game is the thing to do,” said captain Andrew Ference.

“It’s easier when things are very identifiable. You say here’s the good, here’s the bad. It’s a whole other thing when you walk in after a game and ask, ‘What happened.’ It’s very clear what happened and it goes back to what we talked about before the season started and during camp, how we need to strive for that black-and-white world where there’s not a whole lot of unknowns.”

The Oilers had Wednesday off, so there was no need for a tame leg-stretching session. It was a productive practice so the team will be ready for the test against the Canucks.

“In the NHL, where there’s so many games, when you get these breaks, you have to get the practices in somewhere. It’s best to do it now,” said Jesse Joensuu, who skated with Boyd Gordon and Jordan Eberle.

With Eberle moving to that line, Nail Yakupov skated with David Perron and Mark Arcobello. It was the one tweak Eakins made to his lineup.

Eakins expects a better game from his goalie on Saturday, as well as from several skaters.

“We went through the video this morning and the good outweighed the bad,” Eakins said. “You just can’t give teams games after you’ve outplayed them.”

“There were so many good things that we did,” Dubnyk said. “It’s what we gave them that cost us the game, from turnovers to long shots going in. It all imploded on us, but if you look at the game as a whole, there were a lot of good things that we did. There’s just a few things we need to eliminate to have a real good game.

“It doesn’t need to be a huge makeover.”

Oilers head coach Dallas Eakins impressed with Jesse Joensuu’s gritty performance

Newcomer scores a goal, stands up to Byfuglien

By Jim Matheson, Edmonton JournalOctober 3, 2013
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Winnipeg Jets goalie Edward Pasquale makes the save as Jesse Joensuu of the Edmonton Oilers crashes the net looking for a rebound during an NHL pre-season game on Sept. 23, 2013, at Rexall Place.
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EDMONTON - Sometimes, it’s not about making a point as much as making a statement.

Jesse Joensuu, one game into his Edmonton Oilers’ tenure, did both Tuesday against the Winnipeg Jets. He scored, but also went after the NHL’s human solar system, Dustin Byfuglien, who is somewhere between 250 and 300 pounds.

Joensuu got in Byfuglien’s face shortly after he had taken out the 180-pound Eberle and endeared himself to one and all by his show of anger on a night when the Oilers blew a 4-2 lead after doing lots of good things for 36 minutes.

“I liked his game. Bad on me, I should have got him on the ice more,” said Oilers coach Dallas Eakins. “That’s the first thing I said when I came in here (after the 5-4 loss). He played a hard, hard game for us. He was physical, he went to the net, he made plays with the puck.”

Plays with the puck was something lacking in the past from another Finnish player, Teemu Hartikainen, who left for the Kontinental Hockey League this season.

It also appeared that Joensuu was looking for a few pounds of Byfuglien’s flesh after the smackdown on Eberle, but Eakins wasn’t so sure.

“I’m not sure he went after Byfuglien for that. He feels that ice in front of the net is his and nobody else’s. Dustin is a big man and for Jesse to push him back is a great sign. I just think Jesse was around the net. Pushing Byfuglien back a few feet was impressive, though. He’s a big man,” said Eakins.

“You like that in a player. Some guys would just turn away after a whistle.”

Joensuu only played 14 minutes on a line with Boyd Gordon and Nail Yakupov, but they were quality minutes.

“The coach played me. I got on the power play. It was fun, but when it’s fun and you lose, it hurts more,” said Joensuu, who scored three goals during the pre-season.

“This loss really ticks me off,” Joensuu told Finnish scribe Jouni Nieminen. “Everything would have been fine if we’d won, but it would be stupid to settle for something like this.”

Eakins also got strong efforts out of Gordon (a goal, winning 14 of 26 faceoffs) and Ales Hemsky (goal and an assist), but they made some egregious giveaways like last year and goaltender Devan Dubnyk, who had an understated .920 save percentage while facing the fifth-most shots in the league last season, struggled.

Apart from Dubnyk’s work (five goals on 28 shots), the game and result was a micrososm of all the things that went wrong last year. The Oilers have trouble closing the deal, especially at home. They have won nine of their last 25 games at Rexall Place.

“We’re up two goals, things are rolling in our direction, but even the two goals they got were gifts. It probably should have been 4-0 at that point,” said Eakins.

“There’s no secret to this game. Turnovers end up costing you,” said new captain Andrew Ference.

Eager placed on waivers

The Oilers put winger Ben Eager on waivers, trying to save a buck on their salary cap. If he clears, Edmonton will have buried three contracts in Oklahoma City (Ryan Jones at $1.5 million, Philip Larsen at a $1.025-million cap hit and, possibly, Eager). With the new cap rules this year, $925,000 is subtracted from all one-way contracts in the minors and that number counts against the NHL team’s cap list. It adds up to about $800,000 for the three players.

The Oilers have only 20 healthy bodies (12 forwards and six defencemen), with Denis Grebeshkov (groin) on the roster but unable to play. Will the Oilers recall winger Ryan Hamilton ($600,000 NHL salary)? Possible. He was sent down just before the season started.

Eager played a robust game in the pre-season, but was scratched in the season opener against Winnipeg for tough guy Luke Gazdic. He can’t really fight because of the series of concussions he’s had and the Oilers have had concerns he doesn’t get pucks out along the wall as well as he should.

The Oilers can get away with 20 players with their next game Saturday at Vancouver against the Canucks, then two at home against the New Jersey Devils and Montreal Canadiens.

Hall takes on extra work load

Eakins played Taylor Hall for 23-1/2 minutes, about three minutes more than his average last season, with centres Ryan Nugent-Hopkins and Sam Gagner both injured.

“He can handle the minutes. At times, I looked at him to get a read on his body, to see if he was breathing hard,” said Eakins, “but he was doing all right. Everybody thinks I’m crazy when I talk about fitness levels, but I should be able to run a forward 27 or 28 minutes (a night).”

Eakins described Hall’s work as “OK.”

Fourth line effective

Eakins liked waiver pickup Luke Gazdic, who scored his first NHL goal with his mother flying in for Tuesday’s game, and linemates Mike Brown and Will Acton.

“They had limited minutes (Gazdic 4:59, Brown 5:12 and Acton 8:28), but they certainly created a stir whenever they came onto the ice. They got the goal for us, they were in on the forecheck, they flexed their muscles (Gazdic fight Chris Thorburn). I should have got them out more,” said Eakins.

Acton played more than the others (including 3:15 short-handed) in his first game. All three got a point.

ON THE BENCH: The Oilers have played 10 straight openers at home (8-1-1). The last time they started a season on the road was 2001-02 at Calgary.

jmatheson@edmontonjournal.com">jmatheson@edmontonjournal.com

Luke Gazdic’s roller-coaster ride continues with another appearance in Edmonton Oilers’ lineup

Ryan Nugent-Hopkins active participant in practice; might play as early as next week
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The Edmonton Oilers&#8217; Luke Gazdic fights Chris Thorburn of the Winnipeg Jets in Tuesday&#8217;s NHL season-opener at Rexall Place.
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The Edmonton Oilers’ Luke Gazdic fights Chris Thorburn of the Winnipeg Jets in Tuesday’s NHL season-opener at Rexall Place.
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EDMONTON - Cedar Park, Texas, is a mighty long way from the spotlight Luke Gazdic finds himself in after his NHL debut Tuesday.

Plucked off the waiver wire by the Edmonton Oilers on Monday, he not only scored on his first shift in the season-opener against the Winnipeg Jets, but also fought Chris Thorburn, further endearing himself to the home crowd.

“Once the lights came on after the anthem, I was shaking so much I didn’t even know what was going on. Getting that goal definitely calmed me down,” he said when greeted by a crowd bearing microphones and notebooks after Thursday’s practice.

Gazdic, 24, spent the last four seasons with the Texas Stars in the American Hockey League, playing the physical game that got him a look in Edmonton. He had been waived by the Dallas Stars after an impressive pre-season game against the Oilers in Oklahoma City.

The Stars have Lane MacDermid playing the tough winger role; the Oilers just lost enforcer Steve MacIntyre to a knee injury.

“It’s been a roller-coaster, that’s for sure,” Gazdic said. “I went from getting sent to the minors, thinking I was going to be there for a bit, then I get a call from (Oilers general manager) Craig MacTavish and I’m on a plane. It’s been whirlwind of emotions.”

Gazdic will play again with Will Acton and Mike Brown when the Oilers take on the Canucks in Vancouver on Saturday. Their line was still earning praise from head coach Dallas Eakins on Thursday, so much that they were featured in several forechecking clips during the morning video session.

“I thought (Gazdic) played solid. He finished checks, he never got us in any trouble, he protected the pucks down low,” said Eakins. “It was a good start for him.”

The winger’s mom flew in from Toronto for the game and his brother rolled in from Calgary, both of whom filled him in on the reaction in the building. He was oblivious to most of it, but over the last couple of days has got a sense of what it’s like to play in a hockey town.

“I’ve had some people come up to me, which is surreal. I’ve been playing in the heart of Texas for four years, where hockey is big, but nothing like it is here,” Gazdic said. “During the game, even when I scored, I didn’t realize how loud that building can get. (My mom and brother) said the roof went up when I scrapped ... I guess they set the fire alarm off. But I really wasn’t paying too much attention to it.”

Nugent-Hopkins nearing a return?

Ryan Nugent-Hopkins was anything but a spectator on Thursday when the intensity got ramped up at practice.

In fact, the young centre recovering from shoulder surgery was so active that he could be back in the lineup before Nov. 1, perhaps as early as next week.

“We’ve been trying to bring him along slowly, but he’s been active in some drills. Maybe not as active,” said Eakins.

“The other thing that happens in practice, too, is that because he’s been a part of our group every day, the other players forget. They don’t think, ‘Hey, maybe not so hard on him’. But the guys were competing pretty hard and he was right in the middle of it today.”

Eager heads to Oklahoma City

Ben Eager cleared waivers on Thursday and will be on the Oklahoma City Barons’ 27-man opening-day roster. Curtis Hamilton, who was injured through the Oilers’ training camp, is also on his way down to the American Hockey League team.

Eakins said the Eager move was as much about clearing up salary-cap room as it was about Gazdic doing enough to earn the lineup spot.

“As an organization, and I really believe in this too ... there’s no use having guys sitting in the stands,” said Eakins. “I’m not sure how that helps you. Right now, we’re going to stick with the lineup we played with and Ben will go down and stay ready.”

Ask Matty: Oilers' Devan Dubnyk in make-or-break season to prove he’s a No.1 goalie

By Jim Matheson, Edmonton JournalOctober 3, 2013
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Edmonton Oilers goalie Devan Dubnyk gives up the Winnipeg Jets&#8217; game-winning goal in an NHL season-opener on Tuesday at Rexall Place.
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Edmonton Oilers head coach wears tie in honour of mentor Roger Neilson

Jets score three unanswered goals to beat host Oilers in season-opener (with highlights)

Q: With goalie Devan Dubnyk in the last year of his contract and no young goalies in the wings, what if he departs as an unrestricted free agent in 2014? What is their Plan B? I don’t see them signing Ryan Miller or Jonas Hiller.

(Suril Shah)

A: As we’ve written continually, I believe this is a make-or-break season for Dubnyk, who will be 27 this season, nine years removed from his draft year. He has to prove, especially to general manager Craig MacTavish, that he’s a No. 1 goalie. Trying to get the Vancouver Canucks’ Cory Schneider at the NHL draft in June shows MacTavish is not the president of Dubnyk’s fan club. MacTavish likes him, don’t get me wrong, but he needs to be convinced that he should re-sign the goalie long-term as part of his core group, along with forwards Taylor Hall, Jordan Eberle and Ryan Nugent-Hopkins. Me? I like Dubnyk. I think he’s got the right stuff. He’s a stand-up six-foot-five guy. I’m pulling for him, but his work in the ssaon-opener probably didn’t endear him to the GM, who is heavy into trying to find an older European goalie to sign (a la Viktor Fasth) because his young goalies in the organization are years away and bringing over a mid-20s or even 30-year-old like Fasth (Anaheim Ducks) is a quick fix. As for NHL replacements next season if Dubnyk were to leave: I guess Buffalo’s Miller is a possibility, but he is not the goalie he was in the 2010 Olympics with Team USA. The Ducks were shopping Hiller this past summer, feeling Fasth could carry the load, and they have an incredibly talented youngster named John Gibson who could play for them next year.

Q: Whatever happened to Corey Potter?

(Philip Chin)

A: Good question. I think Corey’s gone into the witness protection program because I haven’t seen him since training camp opened three weeks ago and, suddenly, people say he has a very bad back. Potter never played one pre-season game and starts the season on injured reserve. Who knows? He could be resting on a beach somewhere after they found two herniated discs in surgery, for all we know. New head coach Dallas Eakins is voluble on many subjects, but loathe to give up information on injured players. He’s not the only coach like that, mind you. It would be OK if Potter were some raw kid, but he was on the team last season and the year before. We should have a detailed update on him.

Q: Can the Pittsburgh Penguins win another Stanley Cup with Marc-Andre Fleury in net?

(Jeff Lore)

A: Not the playoff Fleury of the last two years. The Penguins have Sidney Crosby and Evgeni Malkin up front and a solid defence with Kris Letang carrying things offensively and Brooks Orpik a fine shutdown guy, but Fleury’s game is problematic for GM Ray Shero. They have a new goalie coach, Mike Bales, with Gilles Meloche leaving, so we’ll see how they work together. Tomas Vokoun, who outplayed Fleury last spring, is out at least three months with a blood clot on his pelvis, so it’s Fleury’s show for a long while. From what I understand, the Penguins pushed hard to sign Hobey Baker winner Eric Hartzell from Quinnipiac, outbidding the Oilers a year or so ago, because they were worried about Fleury, who won a Cup in 2009.

Q: It is clear the Oilers have done nicely with their first-round draft picks because they’ve been picking first the last few years, but other than Jeff Petry (2006 second round) how have they done?

(Robert Thompson, Chicago)

A: Taylor Hall, Ryan Nugent-Hopkins and Nail Yakupov were all slam-dunk stars with the first choice, but the Oilers look to have also done well to get defenceman Oscar Klefbom No. 19 in Nugent-Hopkin’s draft year. The Oilers didn’t have a first-rounder in 2006, giving it away to the Minnesota Wild to get goalie Dwayne Roloson, so the defenceman Petry (a shutdown guy with Ladislav Smid) was their first pick that year. We’re still waiting on second-rounders Martin Marincin and Tyler Pitlick (who had a strong training camp before going back to Oklahoma City). Marincin looks like a keeper on defence. Maybe he’ll be in the NHL next season. Defenceman Brandon Davidson (2010 sixth round) has been a revelation. Anton Lander (2009 second round) has to get going or he’ll be gone. There are still lots of players in junior (Mitch Moroz, Jujhar Khaira) or just starting their pro careers (David Musil, Martin Gernat, Travis Ewanyk).

Q: Mark Messier “the greatest leader in sports history.” What have you been smoking, Jim? A better leader than Bill Russell and Michael Jordan in basketball; Tom Brady, Peyton Manning and Drew Brees in football. He may not even be the greatest leader in hockey. What were his accomplishments with the Vancouver Canucks? Some would argue that Jean Beliveau and Steve Yzerman were better leaders.

(Gary Smith)

A: OK, I left out the word “arguably” one of the greatest leaders in sports history. Brees? How many championships has he won? For that matter, how many has Peyton won, as outstanding as he is? One each, I believe. If you hadn’t included Brees, from all I’ve heard a nice man, heckuva QB, I’d have felt better about your response. Messier has six Stanley Cup rings. Beliveau absolutely was a great leader. Same with Stevie Y. Russell and Jordan? Was Jordan a great leader or just the best basketball player ever? Hey, it’s open to debate.

EDMONTON - It was, as the new captain of the retooled Edmonton Oilers so eloquently framed it, time to crack the seal.

So just what is it then that the Oilers have had under wraps since they were last seen in a regular season game? Well, for starters, they have their first loss of the season after dropping a 5-4 decision to the Winnipeg Jets at Rexall Place.

It was the Jets’ first regular-season visit to Rexall Place since March 29, 1996; the Oilers first season-opening loss since Oct. 3, 2009.

It had started with more promise. The Oilers scored on their first two power plays of the season and they outshot Winnipeg 38-28, but this is also a team that needs to work on its defensive game.

“Everybody has put in a lot of work to get here,” said Andrew Ference, the Edmonton-raised newcomer who was just as anxious to slip on the Oilers jersey as he was to see the captain’s ‘C’ stitched on it. “A lot of hours that go into everybody’s summer — prepping themselves not just for this moment but the year. This is just the start of it.

Watch our post-game chat. On mobile, go to http://scrbliv.me/230623

“This is when you crack the seal and see what you’ve got. This is when the honesty starts.”

Two minutes after the curtain opened, Luke Gazdic, who was plucked off waivers on Sunday and was playing in his first NHL game, back-handed a puck that got by Ondrej Pavelec to give the hosts a 1-0 lead. Linemate Will Acton, another NHL rookie and one of eight new Oilers in the opening day lineup, picked up an assist.

One minute later, Jets forward Mark Scheifele beat Devan Dubnyk glove side then Bryan Little with his 100th career goal, wristed in a shot to give the Jets a lead that held until the Oilers power play went to work. Free-agent addition Boyd Gordon won his faceoff then tipped in a point shot from Justin Schultz.

“We can’t stay on it too long. We have to turn the page,” said David Perron, who skated with Jordan Eberle and Mark Acrobello in his first game as an Oiler. “That’s the mentality we have to bring. Coming from St. Louis, we’d win four in a row and just keep going. It was nothing special.

“We’ll see what happens, but I like the feeling going into the season with these guys. There’s probably 29 other teams in the league that would say that, but I played on some good teams in St. Louis, and I do feel this is pretty special group in this room.”

There are also players in the room who have been around for the losing seasons given that the Oilers haven’t seen the post-season since 2005. There have been other seasons that have opened with promise and closed with regret.

“We know it’s just not going to happen for us,” said Dubnyk, who was also beaten in the third by Michael Frolik then watched the end of the game as the Oilers were pressing with an extra attacker. “We all feel confident that we have the horses in here to go out and do it but we also know from the years past that it’s not just going to happen.”

Ales Hemsky, with some vintage moves, and Jesse Joensuu, with a rebound and a new fan base after his impressive night’s work, had given the Oilers a cushion that held until Taylor Hall turned the puck over at 11:06 of the third.

Defenceman Jacob Trouba, with a long distance slap shot, set the stage for a go-ahead goal by Frolik.

jireland@edmontonjournal.com

EDMONTON - Here came the Edmonton Oilers on Tuesday night with a clean slate, and feeling the fans’ unbridled optimism about the home team that may be the most inexhaustible renewable resource in any of the NHL’s seven Canadian cities.

The 2013-14 Oilers opened against their old rival, the Winnipeg Jets, to a minimum of fanfare and hoopla and virtually no reference to their glorious past.

Oilers head coach Dallas Eakins’ buddy Simon Whitfield, the much-decorated Olympic triathlete, was in the locker-room Tuesday morning, not one of the past Oilers greats.

The likes of Wayne Gretzky, Mark Messier and Jari Kurri were as much in evidence as the images of their past exploits that Eakins ordered moved from the locker-room to the Rexall Place concourse, to be replaced with pictures of the current crop of Oilers.

The lone exception was an understated, classy and poignant video homage to the late Paul Lorieau, their longtime anthem singer who succumbed to throat cancer last summer.

The tribute reprised what many consider Lorieau’s finest moment, the night during the run to Game 7 of the 2006 Stanley Cup playoffs, when he started O Canada, then held the microphone up for the fans to finish the job.

The fans remembered and were as lusty on opening night as they had been the last time the Oilers made the playoffs, let alone made a run to the cusp of a Cup victory, only to fall to the Carolina Hurricanes at the last.

Ryan Smyth and Ales Hemsky are the only vestiges of that team, one measure of the ‘clean slate’ mentality that first-year NHL bench boss Eakins is insisting on with this version of the Oilers.

Another illustration of Eakins’ ‘fresh start’ approach was seeing both the 37-year-old Smyth and Hemsky, trade bait all off-season, flanking Taylor Hall on the first line, a converted left winger filling in with No. 1 centre Ryan Nugent-Hopkins still out rehabbing the left shoulder he had surgically repaired last season.

Hemsky ripped home a beauty of a wrist shot at 3:38 of the second period to give the Oilers a 3-2 lead and lift the fans from their seats, calling to mind the Hemsky of 2006, rather than the streaky, injury slowed winger of recent years. Hall and Smyth assisted on that one, so the unit is off to a strong start.

There were eight new faces in the Oilers lineup and four of them wasted no time getting their names on the scoresheet in the opener.

Luke Gazdic, a tough guy claimed on waivers from Dallas, opened the scoring when at 2:21 of the first period when he spaded a backhander through the legs of Jets goalie Ondrej Pavelec.

Centre Boyd Gordon, another off-season pickup, tipped in a Justin Schultz wrist shot from the point on an Oilers power play to tie the game 2-2 at 18:08 of the opening period after Jets goals by Mark Scheifele and Bryan Little had given the visitors a 2-1 lead.

Jesse Joensuu, who had a hard time expressing the thrill he would feel in his first game for the Oilers, scored a second-period goal to make the score 4-2 Oilers.

One game is hardly a large enough sample to judge whether this Oilers team will finally scratch the fans’ seven-year non-playoff itch.

You had to think most fans were hugely anxious just to get a load of the re-tooled team, perhaps starting with freshly minted team captain Andrew Ference.

Eakins, who hand-picked Ference for the role, has slightly more than 1,000 pro games on his resume as a player, while Ference amassed 120 games of NHL playoff experience. That playoff history includes three trips to the Stanley Cup final: 2004, when Ference and the Calgary Flames lost to Tampa in seven games; a Stanley Cup title in 2011 with the Boston Bruins; and a finals loss to the champion Chicago Blackhawks last season.

That and the fact Ference and Eakins share a passion for fitness may explain why Eakins chose him to be captain. The coach sure isn’t going to be able to impart much NHL playoff wisdom to the troops, that’s for sure.

This Oilers team has the ability to qualify for the playoffs, even in a tougher division with the likes of the Los Angeles Kings, the San Jose Sharks, the Anaheim Ducks and the Vancouver Canucks.

A cluster of players have to fill up their clean slate with improved play, though, starting with goaltender Devan Dubnyk, the club’s No. 1 netminder.

He got off to a slow start, failing to stop Scheifele’s power-play shot. Cut him slack. It was opening night. Dubnyk wants to demonstrate he’s an elite goaltender, though. Check back on his progress after 20 games.

He’ll have plenty of games in which to fill his clean slate, stake his claim to full-time elite status.

Same goes for others, like newcomer on defence, Anton Belov and centres Will Acton and Mark Arcobello and sniper David Perron, who is expecting to have a banner offensive year with the Oilers, free from the shackles of structure placed on him in St. Louis by head coach Ken Hitchcock.

It’s early days, obviously. But the Oilers initial scribblings on Eakins’ clean slate included a lot of positives.

jmackinnon@edmontonjournal.com

Winnipeg Jets rookie Jacob Trouba a blueliner to watch

Defenceman scores in first NHL game as Jets beat host Edmonton Oilers in season-opener

By Jim Matheson, Edmonton JournalOctober 2, 2013
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Winnipeg Jets defenceman Jacob Trouba, left, tries to escape Edmonton Oilers forward Tyler Pitlick during their NHL pre-season game Sept. 23, 2013, at Edmonton's Rexall Place. Trouba, 19, makes his NHL regular-season debut on Oct. 1 against the Oilers.
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EDMONTON - The best defenceman at the World Junior Hockey Championship in Russia last Christmas wasn’t the ballyhooed Seth Jones — it was his Team teammate Jacob Trouba, the rookie partner of Zach Bogosian on the Winnipeg Jets blue-line.

Remember this rookie. Trouba scored the his team's fourth and tying goal in the third period of the Jets' 5-4 win over the Edmonton Oilers on Tuesday night and should be on the list of Calder Trophy candidates as best first-year player in the National Hockey League come season’s end.

“In the pre-season, when we played against Minnesota, I played him against (Zach) Parise, (Mikko) Koivu and (Jason) Pominville just to see how he’d do, and he did just fine,” said Jets assistant coach Charlie Huddy, who handles the defence and who certainly isn’t hiding Trouba, who was on the team’s second defensive pairing against the Oilers Tuesday night in the 19-year-old’s NHL debut.

Trouba could be a shutdown guy with Zach Bogosian, who is starting his fifth NHL season after going No. 3 overall in 2008, but Trouba, who loves to hit, is also adventuresome offensively.

Trouba, who wears No. 8, admits that Huddy likes to talk about less being more with defencemen. Huddy would know.

When he was Paul Coffey’s defence partner here during the Oilers’ 1980s glory days, Coffey was the more and Huddy was the less, hanging back.

“Charlie is very calm in his dealings with young players,” said Jets head coach Claude Noel, who didn’t feel Huddy broke Trouba in slowly in camp.

“Jacob has played in a lot of different situations (he looks like he could be a second power-play guy at the NHL level). In some respects, as a coach, you have to show confidence in these young players (no matter the mistakes they might make).”

Huddy said he thinks Trouba could be a Brent Seabrook-type player: a fairly good NHL point-producer but also a hard body to go against.

Playing against older, big bodies at college last year for coach Red Berenson at the University of Michigan last season certainly prepared him after being a huge force against Oilers winger Nail Yakupov’s Russians at the world juniors. Again, as good as Jones — the top-rated prospect heading into June’s NHL entry draft before being taken at No. 4 by the Nashville Predators — was on the American team, Trouba seemed to make them go.

“I’ve been through a whirlwind the last couple of years” he said. “I’ve done a lot of cool things, and this is another step.”

The six-foot-three, 187-pound defenceman was being watched by 17,000 fans here and on Hockey Night in Canada on Tuesday, a far cry from when he was a youngster hunkered around the family TV at his home in Michigan watching Nick Lidstrom and his beloved Detroit Red Wings on their opening nights.

“I always counted down the days to their openers ... they were always special,” he said. “Now to be in one myself, yeah, it’s pretty exciting.”

jmatheson@edmontonjournal.com

Sam Gagner optimistic he’ll be back in Edmonton Oilers lineup in a month

Injured centre says he&#8217;s pushing doctors to OK his return to NHL action from broken jaw in four to five weeks instead of forecast six to eight

By Jim Matheson, Edmonton JournalOctober 1, 2013
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Edmonton Oilers centre Sam Gagner celebrates a goal in NHL pre-season action against the visiting Vancouver Canucks on Sept. 21, 2013. Gagner was injured later in the game and will miss the start of the regular season with a broken jaw.
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EDMONTON - Edmonton Oilers centre Sam Gagner won’t be eating solid food any time soon with one plate and six screws holding his broken jaw together, but he’s able to talk.

“I only lost four teeth ... they were able to save some,” Gagner said 10 days after taking a stick in the mouth from Vancouver Canucks forward Zack Kassian. The National Hockey League slapped Kassian with a five-game suspension as a result.

Gagner needed his jaw wired shut for just three days following surgery to make sure it set properly, so his food won’t be digested through a straw, but he has lost five pounds ­— down to 195 pounds ­— since the pre-season injury.

Gagner said Tuesday he hopes to be back in the lineup much sooner than the six to eight weeks doctors forecast for the 24-year-old’s recovery.

“I’m trying to push the doctors to see if I can be back in four or five weeks,” Gagner said. “The jaw was shattered and displaced, and when I sent the picture (via Twitter) that’s why it looked so bad, but my bite feels fine now.

“I was on painkillers when I sent it out. I just wanted everyone to know I was feeling all right, no matter what was going on with my face.”

Gagner is already working out. By the end of the week, he might be skating then ready for practise soon after.

As the weeks add up, he might feel like a caged animal. Then again, he’ll be playing with some sort of cage over his face when he gets to play a game — to guard against an errant stick or a wild elbow — like Pittsburgh Penguins captain Sidney Crosby did following his late-season return last campaign from the broken jaw he suffered after a deflected puck found his face.

“They said it takes about three months for the bone to get sticky and heal, but if it gets hit again, even with a plate, it can re-break,” Gagner said.

Kassian went to hit Gagner, missed and smacked the Oilers in the kisser.

“I thought it was a pretty reckless play,” Gagner said. “I don’t think he was trying to hit me in the face, but you have to be aware of your stick.”

Taking a stick in the mouth “actually didn’t feel as bad at the time as it could have,” Gagner said, but “there was some nerve damage at the beginning, so some of the nerve receptors were blocked off.”

“Yeah, it hurt. It was tough going through surgery, but I’m better now,” he said.

“It was a fragmented break (left of his jawline) and I was told that’s better because it’s criss-crossing and more blood gets to the area and it helps to heal better.”

ON THE BENCHOilers centre Marc Arcobello has changed his camp number from 62 to 26 ... Oilers defenceman Denis Grebeshkov (groin) skated before practice. He’s on the 22-man roster but is obviously still hurt ... No official word on how bad Steve MacIntyre (knee) is hurt, but he might need surgery ... New Oilers tough guy Luke Gazdic, whose mother managed to fly in from Ontario for her boy’s first NHL game (his dad is out of the country on business), says he’s closer to 240 pounds than the 228 he’s listed at in some publications.

Edmonton Oilers players trying to keep NHL season-opening jitters in check

For new, returning skaters alike, start of the campaign is something to grapple with

By Joanne Ireland, Edmonton JournalOctober 1, 2013
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From left, Winnipeg Jets goalie Edward Pasquale makes the save as Edmonton Oilers forward Jesse Joensuu and Jets forward Zach Bogosian battle for the rebound during pre-season action on Sept. 23, 2013, at Rexall Place. The Oilers and Jets will meet in their NHL season-opening game on Oct. 1 at the same Edmonton arena.
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Jesse Joensuu was adamant about his plans for the rest of the day. He was not, repeat not, going to turn on the television for anything other than a movie, nor was he going to flip open a newspaper to the sports section or click on any technological gadget that would be flashing news about the Edmonton Oilers’ season-opener.

His explanation for this approach to Tuesday’s game against the Winnipeg Jets?

It was simply his way of trying to lessen the impact of an impending bout of pre-game jitters.

“It’s going to come anyway, so I’m not going to throw gasoline on the fire,” Joensuu said on Monday after the team’s practice session. “It’s unbelievable what’s happened in my life that I’m wearing No. 6 and playing for the Oilers. That was my ultimate dream.

“At the same time, I can’t think about it.”

The Oilers, without their top two centres and with several new players in their lineup, including Joensuu, will make their 2013-2014 NHL debut at Rexall Place against the Jets. It’s been a long time coming for those players who were on board for last year’s disappointing finish and even for those who weren’t.

Eight pre-season games were sandwiched into a training camp that got underway on September 11.

“It’s a lot different than last year,” Oilers forward Taylor Hall said. “There’s been a big lead-up to it, and there’s a lot of time to think about things. Maybe too much.

“I’m just glad training camp is over, and now, we get into hockey. You can really get into a rhythm during the year. It’s game, practice, game, practice. That’s what we like.

“I’m excited about it.”

Even Ales Hemsky, who hasn’t played in a playoff game since 2006, said it can be easy to get caught up in the anticipation that comes with another fresh start, so he’s trying to keep everything in check.

“Our last game was a long time ago and now camp is over. We can just focus on the season,” Hemsky said. “But I do try and not think about the opener too much. We have to focus the same whether it’s Game 1 or Game 66.”

This will be the first time since March 29, 1996 that at a team from Winnipeg has played a regular season game in Edmonton. It’s also the Jets’ first road opener since the team relocated from Atlanta in 2011.

“It starts for real tomorrow,” defenceman Justin Schultz said. “We’re excited to get it going. I think everyone will have more jitters tomorrow just because it’s the opening game.”

jireland@edmontonjournal.com

John MacKinnon: Now awaits the execution of Oilers coach Dallas Eakins’ plan for success

By John MacKinnon, Edmonton JournalSeptember 30, 2013

Story

Photos ( 1 )

Despite Dallas Eakins' attempts to bring a new mentality to the Oilers, the 1980s glory days will continue to hang over the organization.
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Matheson: NHL team captaincy ‘a big responsibility’

EDMONTON - First-year head coach Dallas Eakins trots through life to his own double-time cadence, and carrying his own clean slate, which is precisely how the Oilers want it.

This being Edmonton, a sort of hockey Brigadoon where the 1980s glory days live forever, Oilers Standard Time can take over, which is understandable.

On Monday, for example, while the all-business Eakins put his club through its final full practice before Tuesday’s home opener, there were his bosses, GM Craig MacTavish and president Kevin Lowe watching from the stands, alongside Mark Messier.

It’s one thing — and an astute move at that — for Eakins to move photos of the ’80s icons out of the team’s locker-room and onto the Rexall Place concourse, to redecorate the locker-room walls with images of the players of today.

But when yesterday’s heroes often populate the halls, when two of them remain key club executives, you wonder how completely Eakins, or any head coach, can or will install a new mentality.

Messier, as Jim Matheson writes about elsewhere in this section, gave his seal of approval to the choice of veteran defenceman but first-year Oiler Andrew Ference as team captain.

On the ‘clean slate’ front, though, the 46-year-old Eakins already has won some players over, Ryan Smyth and Ales Hemsky at the head of that list.

The two veteran wingers, with left winger-turned centre Taylor Hall, arguably form the Oilers top line, making them Exhibits A and B that Eakins is true to his word about evaluating players on performance in the here and now, not on past performance or reputation.

Both Smyth and Hall had good camps and the coach rewarded them with plum assignments, at least to start things off.

“I think that was important for the guys,” said Hemsky, who was removed from the trading block not long before training camp opened. “We have a different coach, a different mentality.

“It’s like a fresh start, I feel like that.”

So, as he has said often during the training, does Smyth, which is saying something as he preps to start a full NHL season for the 18th time in his career.

“It’s pretty fun, said the 37-year-old Smyth, who skated with former Oilers’ tough guy Louie DeBrusk and speedy Todd Marchant at that first opening night, back in 1995.

Is an opening night still fun?

“Absolutely,” Smyth said. “The adrenalin gets going and the excitement is there again.

“It brings you back to how you felt as a kid again. There are a lot of kids in this room, so hopefully I can be a part of it and jump in on it.”

His coach certainly thinks so.

“I don’t know what’s gone on in the past — I did ask a few questions,” Eakins said. “It’s back to that clean slate mentality.

“Play well and you play more, that’s the way it goes. So far in camp, he’s kept the pace. He’s been a good linemate for Taylor and Hemsky.

“We’ll keep him there.”

Eakins also lives by the “who’s going” dictum during games, so the trios will change, depending on how the players are performing that night.

“But (Smyth) has been good for me, so far. He’s done everything we’ve asked. And there’s a whole bunch of guys like that.”

One player like that, and yet a little unlike the others is first-year player Anton Belov, and not because at six-foot-four, 212-pounds, the resident of Omsk, Russia is the club’s biggest defenceman.

Belov played for Avangard of Russia’s KHL for the last five seasons, taking a substantial pay cut to sign with the Oilers and test himself against the best in the NHL.

“I wait (for) this day a long time,” said the soft-spoken Belov. “And (tonight) my dream comes a little bit closer, I can touch it.

“From the first day, everybody makes me feel welcome. This is a very comfortable atmosphere, I don’t need anything.

“I think I need to work hard everyday and show to the coach that he make a good choice.”

Belov is paired with stay-at-home defenceman Nick Schultz for opening night, a shutdown unit, by all appearances. Meanwhile, offensive defenceman Justin Schultz will play with Ference, while Jeff Petry and Ladislav Smid, partners much of last season, are partners still.

Three of the six defencemen are new, and if they consistently fill up the coach’s clean slate with sound, efficient defensive-zone work, Eakins will be pleased, even with his high standards.

Even though there are eight new faces in the Oilers opening night lineup, the growth area for this team is going to be the incumbents dialing up their defensive responsibilities, buying into Eakins’ system, playing the proverbial ‘200-foot game,’ not merely relying on their elite-level skill to carry the day.

How they grade out at playing a complete game of hockey is something that will play out over the course of the season.

Tonight, as Smyth said, is about feeling like a kid again. It’s opening night.

jmackinnon@edmontonjournal.com

Twitter.com/rjmackinnon

Matheson: NHL team captaincy ‘a big responsibility’

Mark Messier says Edmonton Oilers made the right choice in naming Andrew Ference captain

By Jim Matheson, Edmonton JournalSeptember 30, 2013

Story

Photos ( 2 )

Defenceman Andrew Ference, left, celebrates a goal against the Winnipeg Jets with his Edmonton Oilers teammates on Sept. 23, 2013. Ference was named captain of the Oilers on Sept. 29.
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EDMONTON - Keep this in mind: Mark Messier, the greatest leader in sports history, didn’t become Edmonton Oilers captain until he was 27.

So to all those folks who think the Blue and Orange should have stitched the captain’s ‘C’ on Taylor Hall’s jersey because he plays like a young Messier or handed it to the cool, calm scorer Jordan Eberle instead of veteran defenceman Andrew Ference on the weekend, chill out.

The Moose says the Oilers made the right call on the older, wiser Ference.

Messier says he wasn’t prepared to be a captain at 21, like Hall, or even a few years older like Eberle.

“Was I ready? Probably not,” said Messier, who stopped by Rexall Place Monday morning with time to kill before a sports memorabilia event Thursday in Sylvan Lake. “I had some great leaders like Ron Chipperfield, a real classy guy who treated everybody beautifully, Lee Fogolin and, of course, Wayne (Gretzky) took over (he was 22 but starting his fifth NHL season).

“When you sit beside guys day in and day out, that’s how you learn, watching how they prepare, how they handle things. That’s part of growing up in the professional environment. Unless there’s a real need for it (captaincy early), I think the young guys should grow up and focus on their own games and be leaders in their own way on the team without the burden of carrying the captaincy.”

Messier became captain when Gretzky was traded to the Los Angeles Kings in 1988. But he had some outstanding teachers.

He applauded Fogolin, who had the ‘C’ before No. 99.

“Everybody respected Fogey for his preparation, his commitment, his conditioning and approach to the game. His professionalism.”

Messier has seen some very young captains thrive, though.

“It depends what you expect from a 21-year-old as a leader,” he said. “We’ve seen situations where it’s been done like with (Jonathan) Toews (with the Chicago Blackhawks). But if you’re looking for a sophisticated guy who has a lot of water under the bridge and really understands the nuances of the game and the leadership aspect, I think that’s a lot to expect from a guy.”

“For me, unless there’s a real void of leadership on the team, I’d prefer a player of that age (Hall or Eberle) have the time to find his way through the league and get a comfort level so when he’s ready to step into the captaincy, he’s more ready for the role.”

Messier played against Ference when the defenceman was with the Pittsburgh Penguins, the Calgary Flames and the Boston Bruins. He knows he’s got the right stuff.

“Being a captain in any team level isn’t to be taken lightly. It’s a big responsibility,” he said. “The players need a galvanizing figure to rally around and you are looking after 25 lives, not just one. That’s not easy. The teams that have good leadership from their captain and assistant captains will probably perform better. But having said, you don’t necessarily need a letter. Everybody has to lead in their own way, to do more.”

Here’s Messier on topics near and dear to his heart:

On whether Oilers’ team president of hockey operations and best buddy Kevin Lowe was twisting his arm while watching Oilers practice to see if he might have a hankering to make a comeback at 52 to fill a cavernous hole at centre with Ryan Nugent-Hopkins (shoulder rehab) and Sam Gagner (broken jaw) out: “One thing I do know: that ship sailed a long time ago. I feel good, but that’s a long-gone thought for me. Am I NHL ready? Uh, no.”

On whether he wants to be a coach or a general manager down the road. He was in the running for the Rangers coaching job that went to Alain Vigneault, and many have said he could replace Rangers’ GM Glen Sather some day: “I don’t have any designs on coaching now. The Rangers asked if I’d like to coach, and after talking to my family, I said yes. I thought I could fill a void that the Rangers had, but they went in a different direction, and I completely understood and respected it.”

On his current pride and joy in New York, getting rinks built in the Bronx’s huge Kingsbridge Armory so kids and adults can play hockey. It’s close to getting started: “There are only seven rinks in the whole metropolitan area. I think the national average of ice rinks is one for every 100,000 in the United States. In New York, it’s one sheet of ice for every 1.2 million people.”

jmatheson@edmontonjournal.com

Jim Matheson: Could this be Devan Dubnyk’s final shot at proving he’s a bonafide No. 1 for the Edmonton Oilers?

Starting goalie continues to have NHL naysayers heading into final year of his contract

By Jim Matheson, Edmonton JournalSeptember 30, 2013
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Edmonton Oilers goalie Devan Dubnyk blocks a shot by Dallas Stars right-wing Austin Smith in their pre-season game at neutral-site Oklahoma City on Sept. 27, 2013.
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EDMONTON - Devan Dubnyk stands tall in the net but short in the love department around the National Hockey League, in which many aren’t yet sure if he’s a true No. 1 goalie.

While there are questions about Taylor Hall moving to centre, about whether Justin Schultz can carry the mail from the back-end like he did for much of his NHL rookie season, about where newcomer David Perron fits in new head coach Dallas Eakins’ top three forward lines, the Edmonton Oilers need goalie Devan Dubnyk to prove he’s the bonafide starter.

He’s got the stats to show he’s on the way (.920 save percentage last season, just a hair out of the NHL’s top 10 .923 mark), facing the fifth most shots in the league, but the Oilers tried to trade for Vancouver’s Cory Schneider at the NHL draft and were sniffing around LA’s Jonathan Bernier, which leads you to believe upper management isn’t completely sold on Dubnyk.

He’s nine years removed from being the Oilers’ first pick in the 2004 draft, and at 27, he’s at the age where goalies start to show whether or not they’re a 60-65 game starter.

Dubnyk is on the second year of a $3.5-million-per-season deal, after which he’s an unrestricted free agent in July.

The Oilers have no hotshot in the minors, no high-end junior-aged goalie they’ve drafted. This is Dubnyk’s time.

“Mentally, I feel confident I can do it (play night after night) and play well for these guys,” he said Monday following practice at Rexall Place.

“I felt good in the pre-season, and I want to continue building.”

He wants no part of proving to the world he can play.

“I don’t think that’s a very successful way to approach it, to think that far ahead, to think of that big a picture,” he said.

Eakins says he “hates analyzing the goalies.”

“I just like goalies who stop the puck,” the first-year NHL bench boss said. “I think we have two more than capable guys (backup Jason LaBarbera) to handle the load. Dubnyk’s numbers in the past have been in the top part of the league and he’s had a good pre-season. Game on tomorrow (in the season-opener against the visiting Winnipeg Jets).

“It’s like the players. Play well, you play. If you’re struggling, you’ll have to give the net up to the other guy.”

Dubnyk knows he’s at the point where goalies step up or step back, although there’s the odd Tim Thomas who gets discovered in his 30s after wandering the goalie landscape for years. “You look at (Miikka) Kiprusoff, when he became a starter (Calgary) and (Henrik) Lundqvist (New York), when he came in,” Dubnyk said.

Kipper? Good example. He was 26 when he got his best shot in Calgary. Lundqvist was 23 when he left Sweden.

Better example: Ryan Miller. He was 25 when he cracked the Buffalo Sabres roster after three years in the minors. Or Jimmy Howard, the Detroit Red Wings starter who toiled four years in the minors before getting the starting gig in Motown at 25.

“It takes reps to get there,” Dubnyk said. “Some guys get an opportunity right away like Carey Price, who has run with it.

“I feel I’ve worked my way into the starting job here.”

Nine years with one organization before becoming the go-to guy in net is a long journey, though

“Yeah, that doesn’t happen that often, but I’m happy I’ve had a chance to grow up and get better with all the guys in here.”

“I hope down the road, people will be saying it’s been 15 or 16 years with the same organization.”

Hard to believe it was 2004 when Dubnyk went 14th overall and the Oilers got flashy centre Rob Schremp with the 25th pick.

“I remember people were mad they took me first,” said Dubnyk.

jmatheson@edmontonjournal.com

Green centres help Flames hold off Blue Jackets

By Scott Cruickshank, Calgary HeraldOctober 4, 2013
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Columbus Blue Jackets&#8217; Boone Jenner (38) battles for the puck against Calgary Flames&#8217; Kris Russell in the second period of an NHL hockey game in Columbus, Ohio, Friday, Oct. 4, 2013.Calgary won 4-3.
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Columbus Blue Jackets’ Boone Jenner (38) battles for the puck against Calgary Flames’ Kris Russell in the second period of an NHL hockey game in Columbus, Ohio, Friday, Oct. 4, 2013.Calgary won 4-3.
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Johnson: Galiardi makes amends for opening stumble

COLUMBUS, OHIO -- To answer Ben Street’s question, math is required.

But not too much of it.

Toted up, the Calgary Flames’ four centres have made 199 appearances in the National Hockey League — and that includes Friday’s ticks.

Street’s assumption about the total — “Probably not overwhelming” — turned out to be correct.

With Matt Stajan — and his 653 games’ worth of experience — unavailable because of a deep-leg contusion, the Flames had no choice but to trot out the following gents at Nationwide Arena:

* Mikael Backlund, the wise old man of the staff.

* Sean Monahan, in his second big-league skirmish.

* Joe Colborne, in his first game with new employers.

* Street.

The Columbus Blue Jackets may not have quaked. But they did lose.

The Flames, thanks in no small part to the unheralded pivots, yanked out a 4-3 victory.

In the dying minutes, coach Bob Hartley deployed during one stretch — Monahan, then Street, then Backlund, then Street.

“We did a pretty good job,” said Street. “There’s a lot of responsibility on the centre, especially in this system. We’re down low. We’re breaking pucks out. The way that team — and a lot of teams — play, they put a lot of pressure on the defencemen, so you need to be an outlet. A lot of times, you have the puck pretty low in your zone.

“As a young NHL player, it’s not exactly the most comfortable position to be in, but I thought we all did a pretty good job.”

Monahan, who turns 19 next week, is a natural place to start. After garnering his first NHL point the night before, the kid went back to work, tapping in a rebound only 147 seconds into the contest.

“A relief” is how Monahan described the goal. “Once it went in, I was pretty happy. It was a great feeling. To get it in my second game is pretty awesome. Everything is going so quickly right now. I’m taking it, I guess, one day at a time and, on the ice, one shift at a time.”

(Friday, there had been 18 shifts to take one at a time.)

In the morning, Hartley had noted that he witnessed some “junior stuff” in Monahan’s display in Washington. That, it would appear, is evaporating.

Post-game, Monahan received the firefighter’s helmet from appreciative teammates — the hat fitting a little cockeyed, given his lumpy noggin and the half-dozen stitches over his right eyebrow — and rave reviews from an admiring skipper.

“He played with confidence,” said Hartley. “He had jump in his game.”

Of course, coach’s compliments were directed into every corner of the dressing room.

T.J. Galiardi, Jiri Hudler, Curtis Glencross also scored — the latter two in the decisive third period — while Jack Johnson, Marian Gaborik and Artem Anisimov replied for the hosts.

Goalie Joey MacDonald picked up the dubya, while rearguard Dennis Wideman shouldered a Bouwmeesterian amount of ice time — 29:08.

“There’s no more divisions on the team,” said Hartley. “Everyone’s (been) warned that we’re not going to tolerate this, from the ownership down to the video coach. We preach every day that we’re going to be a team. That’s how we want to create this new chapter. This is the new edition of the Calgary Flames.”

Which, officially, includes Colborne now.

“Chills — it was a very cool experience,” the Calgary native said of his debut. “The guys were all hooting and hollering when I did it. Huge honour to wear that jersey.”

That said, Colborne certainly didn’t go overboard about his performance.

“I was thinking too much . . . I wasn’t too much help for my linemates,” said the 23-year-old, who, playing nearly 13 minutes, recorded four hits and went 2-for-10 at the dot. “Going forward now will be a lot easier.”

On this night, Hartley had no complaints — there were his four centres.

And not one of them was about to ignore a tap on the shoulder, no matter how tight the proceedings.

“A little bit trial by fire,” said Street. “We haven’t played that many games, and we’re up the middle centring some pretty good guys, against some pretty good guys. Defensively, I’m not sure what the chances-against will show, but it never felt like we got too overwhelmed.

“That’s a credit to everybody, but a lot of it can go to the centres, too.”

Johnson: Galiardi makes amends for opening stumble

New Flames forward key to victory in Columbus

By George Johnson, Calgary HeraldOctober 5, 2013
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Derek Mackenzie (24) of the Columbus Blue Jackets and T.J. Galiardi (39) of the Calgary Flames battle for control of a loose puck during the first period the Calgary&#8217;s 4-3 victory Friday night.
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COLUMBUS

No apologies necessary on this night.

Only 24 hours earlier after manning up and saying sorry, T.J. Galiardi settled an outstanding debt.

Consider it: Paid In Full.

“T.J. Galiardi, from goat to hero!” loudly chortled mishievious defenceman Shane O’Brien, showing off that winner’s confident stride as he made his way through the visiting dressing quarters at Nationwide Arena. “T.J. Galiardi, from goat to hero!”

Hey, such keen instincts to find the hot-button lead for a yarn may just make for a career in the sports-writing dodge for that O’Brien fellow one day. If he’s up to taking a massive cut in pay, that is.

But the mantra of resilience and — a commitment to short memories, moving on, bouncing back from adversity — will have to become a theme for this young Calgary Flames bunch because, as boss Bob Hartley so eloquently summed up recently:

“---- happens.”

Indeed it do. Particularly when you’re starting from scratch, attempting to forge a new identity, living with a lot of kids learning on a very unforgiving job site.

Thursday in Washington, Galiardi’s unprovoked cuff to the mask of goaltender Michal Neuvrith let the home standing Caps off the hook, a subsequent powerplay goal with him banished to solitary confinement paving the way for an eventual 5-4 SO loss at the Verizon Center.

Afterwards, he owned up to the blunder.

Friday at Nationwide, putting the stain of Washington behind him, Galiardi cashed a splendid breakaway goal, added an assist and drew the game-clinching interference penalty with 1:09 left on sheer hustle, forcing Blue Jackets’ defenceman Jack Johnson to bowl him over as the two raced for a loose puck with the Columbus net empty in favour of a sixth attacker.

That’s what’s called making amends.

“We’re going to make mistakes throughout the season, all of us,” Galiardi said afterwards. “But it’s all in how we respond. Maybe in my younger days I would’ve let something like that stick with me a little. Now, right away, I just wanted to get back out there and play, and help.

“I just wanted to respond because that’s what good pros, too.”

For the Flames, given the potentially crushing details of Thursday’s curtain-raising loss, the. After the disappointment of Washington they could’ve curled up in a fetal position.

“We’re not going to sit on success or failures,” vowed Hartley. “We’re paid to move on in this business. We’re trying to create accountability, for everyone.”

T.J. Galiardi was a model for precisely that on Friday.

“I thought he was one of our best players tonight,” praised captain Mark Giordano. “Pretty sweet finish on the goal. Take the goal out, though, and he was hard on the puck all night, hard on the forecheck, blocking shots. I thought he played great last night, too, just sometimes in hockey things happens so fast.

“Good for him. He’s a resilient guy. We’re learning that quick.

“But that has to be us a team, too. Resilient. After games, and during them, as well. Things are going to happen during games that don’t go our way and if we want to be successful we have to learn to deal with them in the right way. It’s a process. But we’ve already shown we’re willing to.”

Galiardi opened his Flames’ account with an absolute beaut to provide the visitors with their second lead, 2-1, at 7:56 of a four-goal first period. Stepping in just as Jackets’ defenceman Ryan Murray sought to slip a diagonal pass across to partner James Wisniewski, he broke away, with Wisniewski in desperate, fruitless pursuit, and left reigning Vezina Trophy winner Sergei Bobrovsky searching for his reputation on a wonderful forehand-to-backhand/stick-it-upstairs deke.

“I kinda had an idea the D-man was going to try and go D to D there. Lucky enough he gave it to me and I was able to walk in. It’s one of those moves you do in the summer all the time and then finally in a game you’ve just got to buckle down and try do something besides shoot it into his pads.

“I’m just glad it worked out.

“Honestly, I don’t care how they go in. I just want to help the team out. I think I’ve got to be more offensive for our team to be successful.’’

Success in the state of Ohio being something that’s proven elusive in recent seasons.

“It’s a tough building to play in,” agreed Galiardi. “It just shows our team isn’t going to have any excuses. We could easily have come in and said ‘Ah, you know what? Back-to-back on the road to the start the year, hard building, tough team to play against ...’ We could’ve packed it in, slowed down in the third and let them take the points.

“But how we responded just shows the kind of character we have in here. I know its early but we’re confident in our group.”

It is a confidence that will be put to trial, often, over the next few months. Be absolutely sure of that. But this start, three points out of four, against an Eastern Conference favourite and in a town, a building, against a team they’ve historically struggled to master, is cautiously encouraging.

“Another great game by the guys,” praised Giordano, who doesn’t have to warm up to his role of lettered leader. “Their barn. Their home opener. And I thought we did a really good job at the end, after they got to within one. We just stuck to our plan and saw the rest of the game out.

“That’s one of the hardest-working teams in the NHL. We knew it dating back to last year. We knew we had to match that, and exceed it. The intensity was high all night.

“So, all in all, yeah, sweet. A pretty good win for the boys.”

gjohnson@calgaryherald.com

Flames blow two three-goal leads, lose 5-4 in a shootout to Washington

Ovechkin scores twice to sink Calgary in their season opener
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Washington Capitals right winger Alex Ovechkin makes a diving shot that is stopped by Calgary Flames goalie Karri Ramo. Ovechkin had two goals and an assist as the Caps won 5-4 in a shootout.
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Washington, D.C. — It served as the ideal place for a coach’s cop-out.

To mumble something about a moral victory. About taking out positives, about finding silver linings. About his group taking manly strides — in a hostile environment, in the first appearance of the regular season.

But Bob Hartley, in the morning, had insisted that he would not take the easy way out this winter.

And, hours later, he didn’t.

“Obviously, disappointed with the result,” the Calgary Flames coach said minutes after his team — which had led by three goals midway through the contest — fell 5-4 in a shootout to the Washington Capitals in National Hockey League action Thursday at the Verizon Center. “I told the boys that it’s one thing to play in the NHL (but) there’s a different way to win in the NHL. Don’t just be glad to be in the NHL. When you have a 3-0 lead, you have to find a way to keep it.

“We not going to start, after Game 1, saying, ‘We’re young and that.’ No excuse.”

It’s certainly true that the Flames could not have ordered up a better first period.

Their new starter, Karri Ramo, was perfect, repelling all 12 pucks.

Their new winger, David Jones, scored the night’s — the season’s — first goal, with an assist going their new rookie, Sean Monahan.

Their new captain, Mark Giordano picked up two assists, on goals by Lee Stempniak and Jiri Hudler.

Their new brand of hockey — relentlessness, assertiveness — helped to chase goalie Braden Holtby.

Ahead 3-0, there had been nearly nothing to gripe about.

But even though Lance Bouma provided a fourth goal — after Connor Carrick’s breakaway conversion — the Caps’ superstar took over.

Toe-draggingly dangerous — ask Kris Russell — Alex Ovechkin crushed a couple of Flames — ask Ben Street — and bagged a couple of goals with his trademark shot — ask Ramo.

Which left the Flames nursing a one-goal lead into the third period.

They survived Matt Stajan’s slashing penalty, but T.J. Galiardi’s goaltender-interference minor — an undisciplined display — was terribly costly. Nicklas Backstrom scored on the power play — one assist going to Ovechkin — sending the night into overtime.

In the shootout, Mikhail Grabovski and, yes, Ovechkin counted. Sven Baertschi and Jiri Hudler did not.

But, post-game, Hartley had been still fuming about the third-period infractions.

Not the officiating. His own players’ conduct.

“Two absolutely unnecessary penalties, in the offensive zone, by two veterans,” said Hartley. “That can’t happen. That just can’t happen. I feel for the guys because we wasted a real good effort.”

Galiardi, front and centre in the dressing room, took responsibility for his gaffe.

He answered questions about his decision-making — “A mental lapse in front of the net . . . just got a little over-aggressive” — and noted that he’d apologized to his teammates afterward.

“You don’t want to get frustrated, you want to learn,” said Galiardi. “We’re a young team . . . but everyone’s accountable for their mistakes. We’re still learning. We’ve got to learn how to play with a lead. It’s going to come. Little points like this are costly and they’re going to add up at the end of the year.

“We’re going to learn from it. Me, personally, I will, too. And that’s all you can ask.”

Since development camp in July, through the rookie and main camps of September, and leading up to the season opener in October, the Flames — players, coaches, managers — had insisted that the 2013-14 edition of this squad would be known by its work ethic, by its persistence, by its grit.

So far, anyway.

“Guys are playing hard, guys are playing the right way,” said Giordano. “I think we showed a great effort — our first period was awesome. Our third period and overtime were good, too. We had a great chance to win that game.

“It sucks to lose that one, obviously, with the lead we had. But in the NHL, you get out to early leads, it’s never safe now because of power plays and all that sort of stuff. They made us pay.”

The Flames take their act to Columbus to face the home-opening Blue Jackets on Friday — 5 p.m., The FAN 960, Sportsnet — and the boss is expecting something a little steadier.

“Mistakes are acceptable — it’s a game of mistakes,” said Hartley. “Now let’s learn from them.”

scruickshank@calgaryherald.com

Johnson: Hard-working Flames simply got Ovechkin’d in Washington

Superstar took over game in a way few players can with two goals, an assist, 11 shots, five hits and . . . the shootout clincher
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Washington Capitals superstar Alex Ovechkin celebrates his goal in the shootout past Calgary Flames goalie Karri Ramo on Thursday night. The Caps won 5-4.
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WASHINGTON — When he’s feeling that way, in such an expansive mood, he transforms himself from mere mortal to force of nature. The power, the precision and the fury are almost organic. He’s like a jazz musician in total harmony with his horn.

On nights like Thursday, Alexander Ovechkin is his own personal running of the bulls in Pamplona.

Get the hell out of the way o r be trodden underfoot.

“He’s starting to play THAT way again,” agreed Calgary Flames’ defenceman Dennis Wideman. “ From the end of last season and now starting off this year, he’s starting to look like he did a few years ago. So strong. So fast. All he needs is one shot sometimes, and it’s going in.”

Case in point: Ovechkin’s second goal of Thursday night, released in a nano-second, up and beyond goaltender Karri Ramo’s reach to draw the Washington Capitals to within one heading into the third period. The puck on his stick, a slight whippet motion and . . . zing!

“The one off the draw?” sighed Wideman. “We actually played that well. Jiri (Hudler) got out there quick. Our wingers got out there. He just gets the puck off fast. So fast.” That you can’t react. You can’t think. You’re barely able to draw breath.

“I’m not sure,” admitted Wideman, “we even knew it was in the net until they turned the light on.”

It’s certainly no mortal to sin to lose to Alex Ovechkin in that sort form. Yes, the new-look Calgary Flames’ blew 3-0 and 4-1 leads before finally succumbing 5-4 in shootout to to Ovie and the Caps. They let two points slide down to one. But . . .

A couple of poor penalties — particularly T.J. Galidari’s ill-advised cuff to the head of a rather theatrical Michal Neuvirth that led to the game-tying strike by Caps’ crafty centreman Nicklas Backstrom with just over six minutes left to kill — undid their fine effort. Coach Bob Hartley was preaching religiously in pre-game buildup about steering clear of the box against a team that had hit for three PP goals in its opener.

The sermon obviously fell on deaf ears.

Still, there was much to draw on heading into the second end of this-back-to-back start, in Columbus on Friday.

“I think we played really well,” said Wideman. “Five-on-five we were right there with them. We battled extremely hard, as you said. The difference was our power play. Our power play was horrible. We weren’t coming together through the neutral zone. We really didn’t get anything set up. Then we had that 5-on-3 and . . . you’ve got to score.

“We score on one of those powerplays and we probably see that game out. Then we take a couple penalties and, well, that’s what Wash does. They always seems to score on the power play.”

In the shootout, neither Sven Baertsci nor Jiri Hudler could convert for the visitors, while Mikhail Grabovski and that man Ovechkin — no jaw-dropping shocker there — both had Ramo’s number.

“They work super hard,” lauded former Calgary Hitmen captain Karl Alzner. “I don’t know how they’re feeling, but they looked a bit tired. I’ve talked to a few guys on that team and they’ve had a pretty tough training camp, so I’d imagine they were tiring a little.

“That’s kind of what it seemed like.

“We looked tired in the first, they looked a little tired in the second and third.”

Even Ovechkin — the man of this moment, along with so many others over the course of his career — was mightily impressed by the Flames’ pluck.

“They played hard. They played well. I have to give them credit. They played really physical against us the first five minutes. I’ve been in this situation, when the team is rebuilding. My first year. You just have to have to patience. Of course, those guys who play so many years for them — Iginla, Kiprusoff — they miss them. They can’t help but miss them. But this — what we saw tonight — is their team now.

“Maybe they’ll have to wait. But maybe they won’t have to wait that long.”

Stunning the crowd at the Verizon Centre, the Flames roared ahead on goals from David Jones, Lee Stempniak and Jiri Hudler before the first intermission to run starting goaltender Braden Holtby to the pine. The Caps clawed one back courtesy defenceman Connor Carrick’s first career tally but Lance Bouma restored the two-goal lead.

That’s when the Great 8 went to work.

His stat line on the night doesn’t lie: 22 minutes of ice time, a game-high 11 shots on goal and five hits, along with the two snipes and a helper. Whether stopping up in the first period and leaving Mark Giordano to spin out of control, jinking past T.J. Brodie as if he weren’t even there or dropping rookie Sean Monahan to the freeze with a shuddering shoulder, he was the difference maker.

“We just keep pushing, finally get a power play and luck was on our side today,” said Ovechkin. “We don’t stop playing. We play for each other. We support each other. Even after 3-0. We came in here, nobody screamed, everything was calm. Everybody was cool.

“We just stay calm. We don’t panic. The team have character here. You saw it.

“We scored the first one, the second one, the third one and we knew with power play we always have a chance to score. The PK guys did a great job on that 5-on-3. We did a really great job out there, last two periods.

“We know we have skill (on the power play). We just have to do what Oatesy (coach Adam Oates) asks us to.”

All Oates asks of Ovechkin is be himself. Generally, that’s more than enough.

So, the opener goes to Alex the Great. As first impressions go from a Calgary standpoint, though, not shabby. Not shabby at all.

“It doesn’t seem right, Iggy and Kiprsuoff not being there,” admitted Alzner. “That is still SO strange. But I was listening to the radio a ton in Calgary over the summer, people were talking about the rebuild and all that and it was sounding like it was gonna be the worst thing ever.

“But you know what? They didn’t look that bad out there. I didn’t think so, at least. It’s a weird Flames team without those guys, yeah. But they don’t look too bad at all.

“They work hard. And as long as they work as hard as they did they’re going to surprise a lot of teams.”

George Johnson is the Herald’s sports columnist. E-mail him at gjohnson@calgaryherald.com

Follow George Johnson on Twitter/GeorgejohnsonCH

Flames notes: Hartley reacts to Patrick Roy’s tirade

Calgary head coach enjoys a healthy rivalry with Colorado bench boss
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Colorado Avalanche head coach Patrick Roy had a tirade in the team&#8217;s game against Anaheim on Wednesday.
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Washington, D.C. — Channeling his inner Kreskin, the suddenly-telepathic Bob Hartley plucked the topic, presto!, out of thin air before a question had even been formed.

“Patrick!” he bellowed, without even brandishing a Johnny Carson-Carnac The Magnificent hermetically-sealed answer-envelope as a prop.

Yes, Patrick. Patrick Roy’s NHL coaching debut Wednesday in Denver, a 6-1 dismantling of the Anaheim Ducks, ended unsurprisingly with the Hall of Fame goalie and Anaheim boss Bruce Boudreau involved in a heated spat. Roy was livid about a dangerous knee-on-knee hit by Ben Lovejoy of the Ducks on Colorado’s kid phenom Nathan MacKinnon. Boudreau was incensed by Roy’s jabbering at Anaheim players following the incident. “Bush league!” he later categorized it.

Much hollering, glass pushing and finger pointing ensued, ensuring it made all the late-night, early-morning highlight-packages — and reportedly cost Roy a fine of $10,000.

“Pretty good performance,” critiqued Hartley after the Calgary Flames’ morning skate at the Verizon Center. “I just felt sorry for that poor cameraman who probably called his insurance guy this morning and doubled his coverage. But hey, that’s Patrick. They’ll put a barrier instead of glass between the two benches now.”

The Flames and Avs collide for the first time this season Nov. 8 at the Pepsi Center, and Hartley isn’t ruling out a squabble or two between he and his Stanley Cup-winning netminder.

“We already did,” laughed Hartley. “So it would be Round 2. Since then, we became pretty tight buddies. But, hey, he’s a fiery guy and I’m a fiery guy. I protect my kids and as we saw last night, he’ll protect his kids. So you never know.”

Such an outburst didn’t really come as a shock to the hockey world. Roy’s always had a hair-trigger temper, not afraid to voice his opinions, loudly, first as a player and then a junior coach.

“I know Patrick,” said an amused Hartley. “The volcano was spitting right and left last night. I texted him (Wednesday) morning and I could feel it in his texts — the volcano was boiling.

“I woke up this morning and it was on TV and I said, ‘Here we go!’ ”

CAMMY SUPPORTING THE GROUP

Michael Cammalleri is on the road with his teammates. For that he is glad.

“It meant a lot to me that Bob (Hartley) brought me on the trip, made me part of it” said the left winger, currently sidelined with a hand injury. “We’ve talked a lot about trying to create a family here. So that’s been pretty cool — to be here even though I wasn’t going to play, engaging with the guys, sitting in on meetings, being part of the dinners. It makes you feel as part of it as you can be without getting out there with your buddies and playing hockey.”

Of course, the circumstances do not thrill him.

Watching the season opener is nobody’s idea of fun, especially for a freshly minted alternative captain.

“I would love to be playing, let’s not kid ourselves,” Cammalleri said after his daily skating/conditioning session. “The injury, it’s just one of those things that hasn’t got better.”

Frustrating?

“I try to take the word ‘frustration’ out — I don’t think it does me any good,” he replied. “I’m just trying to be engaged in what I can as far as the team right now and taking whatever enjoyment I can out of that.”

Certainly, Hartley had been glum about Cammalleri’s unavailability.

“Obviously, I’m disappointed because, from the time of the injury, I told you guys it would be a matter of days,” said Hartley. “But (crap) happens, I guess, and he’s not good. Whenever he’s good to go, he’ll be in the lineup. He’s a big part of our team. He’s a huge leader on this team. But right now, we can’t win with Cammy. The good part of this, is it opens (the door) for somebody else to step in and gain some quality ice time and prove that he can make us win in the NHL.”

It’s not the first time Cammalleri has started the season in the press box.

Before the 2010-11 campaign, a one-game suspension — for his pre-season hack on New York Islanders prospect Nino Niederreiter — kept him out of the Montreal Canadiens’ season opener.

scruickshank@calgaryherald.com

Johnson: Baertschi taking on challenge laid down by Burke

Boss&#8217; criticism not getting prospect down
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Sven Baertschi is ready for Thursday&#8217;s Flames season opener in Washington.
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WASHINGTON — Brian Burke pulls as many punches as the great Rocky Marciano used to.

And as any boxing stats freak can recite, the Brockton Blockbuster deposited 43 opponents on their backsides for the 10-count in 49 pro fights.

Well, if the bellicose Burke was trying to land a haymaker on Sven Baertschi’s psychological button with that withering assault on the kid’s competitive fire and three-zone commitment the other day — and this is someone who doesn’t do anything without calculation — he hit the mark.

Again. And again. A visceral, dazzling, frightening combination of punches, in fact.

*“All I’ve seen are flashes of brilliance. And flashes of brilliance are fine if you’re working at a university but they’re not much good to people in an NHL building.” Zing!

*“He’s got to learn there’s three zones on the ice surface in this league. I don’t see that he’s learned to play or compete in two of them.” Whap!

*“He’s gotta learn there’s a clock in this league, so many minutes in the game, and you’ve got to compete through all of them. And all I see this is a guy focusing on one area, then only sporadically.” Ka-Pow!

*“I’m not ready to quit on a young kid, not ready to throw him under bus here today. I’m not going to rip him. I think you can tell from my comments that I see big holes and a lack of commitment that’s not going to get him anywhere in my books.” Mother of mercy, check out those tire tracks!

Sven Baerteshi is, at 20, still a young man, yes. But a child? No. Not many children earn $1.4 million for seven months of playtime.

And, remember, this wasn’t some mangy rabble-rousing media mutt looking to stir the bile and get a free story on a slow day talking. This was the newly-installed President of Hockey Ops. The boss. The biggest cheese.

So after being sheltered from the waiting cameras and impatient scribblers back at home the day after Burke’s biting critique, Baertschi emerged from witness protection, far from the maddening throng, Wednesday, on the eve of the season opener at the Verizon Centre.

“I’m trying to play as good as I can,” he said, apparently unscarred, smiling as always, friendly as ever. “I know there’s some points I have to develop and some things I have to be better at. That’s why we’re here.

“Sometimes it’s good when other people tell you certain things. Maybe you don’t see it at the start but then other people see it and try to help you. It’s great to have him around and the coaching staff that we have.”

So, when Baertschi first got wind of the big man’s tirade, how did react? Did he burst a blood vessel? Topple over in disbelief? Call his agent? Or a psychiatrist, maybe?

“It’s tough,” he replied, “to explain. I mean, I’ve had coaches during my career, people during my career, that were saying certain things to me and at the start I didn’t know how to take it. That’s why I love challenges. And that’s another challenge. People want something from you, right now, and that’s a big challenge for me.

“It should be that way. You always want to be challenged to play your best game.

“I think there’s a lot of ways to take, let’s say, criticism. But I take it as a good criticism. He’s been around the league. He understands the game. He knows everything you need to know.

“So having criticism from him is a good criticism because he wants to make me better.”

The verbal pistol-whipping absorbed from Burke was, unsurprisingly, met with universal empathy from Baertschi’s peers. Most everyone in that dressing room has at one time or another found themselves the stationary target at the wrong end of that sort of firing range.

“It can be hard,” commiserated a veteran campaigner, Lee Stempniak. “I think no one’s probably put as much pressure on themselves as the player. I know Sven wants to be a difference maker and play really well.

“At times, I know from experience, sometimes the hardest thing is that you put so much pressure on yourself that it can bog you down a little bit. So I don’t think hearing it from Brian Burke adds that much more. But maybe it lights a little bit of a fire.

“He’s looked really good the last couple days in practice. I think he’s ready for a great season but you just can’t worry about those external things. You’ve got to take it a game at a time. Consistency, how you play the game . . . the results tend to follow that. As long as he’s playing well and doing things right and gaining the coach’s confidence he’ll get the ice time and he’ll get his points.”

That’s what everyone hopes for.

If in his short time in this organization, Burke detected any sense of entitlement or any grand airs in the young sniper, he ceraibly addressed them in characteristic fashion on Monday.

“I’m such a young guy,” said Baertschi 48 hours later, “and it was a dream to come up to the NHL. When I was playing two years at home I was a superstar over there. Always playing first line and everything was great. And then I came over here and it started to get a little tougher in Portland and I had to fight for a spot. Then a few years later, I’m in the NHL. It’s a dream coming true. Also with that dream there’s a lot of things I have to do and a lot of things I’ve got to be better at than other people.

“I’m not going to give up. I’m going to keep going,

“One thing is for sure: I’m really looking forward to playing (Thursday).”

If, post-eruption, there were any histrionics or pouting behind the scenes, those issues had been resolved, at least publicly, as the Flames readied for what promises to be a taxing season. As conciliatory as he was behaving the day after being let out of witness protection, Sven Baertschi had to still feel the lingering sting of those haymakers.

Just as the deliverer intended.

Brian Burke certainly doesn’t pull any punches, and in the wake of his astonishing, dazzling assault, the choice he left is clear:

Stay on the canvas, kid.

Or get up, swinging.

George Johnson is the Herald’s sports columnist. E-mail him at gjohnson@calgaryherald.com

Follow George Johnson on Twitter/GeorgejohnsonCH

Flames starter Ramo anxious for fresh start

New goalie back in NHL for first time in four years

By George Johnson, Calgary HeraldOctober 3, 2013
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Flames goalie Karri Ramo performed well enough in the preseason to earn the starting job but Thursday will be his first NHL action in four years.
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WASHINGTON — No one can diss Karri Ramo for being dead set on not starting up where he left off.

Where he left off, after all, would be back on April 9th, 2009, and a 4-2 loss. At the hands — insert irony here — of the Washington Capitals.

“Well, it’s a new start for my NHL career, I guess,” hedged the rangy Finnish puck-repeller, who Thursday relaunches his North American dream when the Calgary Flames kick off their long-delayed rebuild against Alexander Ovechkin and the 2013-2014 edition of the Caps at the Verizon Centre, “but my hockey career is just continuing.

“I don’t have to do anything different here. It’s the same game.”

Ramo’s Lightning career ended inauspiciously following that loss to Washington, mopping up the last 25 minutes and 51 seconds for a shell-shocked Mike McKenna in a 6-2 drubbing at Atlanta two nights later.

But the April 9th game represents Ramo’s final start before fleeing to the Kontinental Hockey League.

A more pleasant entry in his personal memory banks, undoubtedly, would be his first NHL start, Dec. 20th, 2007.

“It was,” recalled Ramo, “against the Maple Leafs, in Tampa Bay. We won 2-1. That was a while back. I’ve played a lot of hockey since then but I remember. Of course.”

For now, Maritimer Joey MacDonald rides the pine here and Reto Berra preps in Abbotsford while Ramo, who the Flames invested $5.8 million in over two seasons, endeavours to land the job with a solid first interview.

Sorry, but a 99-48-22 record, .923 save percentage and itsy-bitsy 2.01 GAA over three seasons in the ‘K’ isn’t going to have Alexander Ovechkin petrified with dread.

“This is going to be a good challenge for him,’’ said coach Bob Hartley of Ramo facing up to the offensively-gifted Capitals. “We talked with Karri yesterday. We talked with Mac. Obviously the discussion was different from one to the other because they’re two different cases.

“With Karri, he was in Tampa as a young guy, didn’t really know about North American hockey and about the NHL, so it was new. Now he got a taste and I think that he can really use his experience in Tampa to benefit his stay over here.

“And they’re (both) well aware that Reto Berra is a one-hour flight away from coming back so the battle is not won for no one.”

That uncertainty, the hovering threat of replacement,

“You have to play well if you want to play,” he reasoned with a well-whaddaya-expect? shrug. “Being a goalie there’s a lot of pressure. I don’t think it’s different here than anywhere else.

“It was always a goal to get back (to the NHL) at some point. It (seems) a little faster. Everything happens a little faster. You have to be ready, all the time.”

Does he expect the nerves to be ’a-jangling as the finals strains of the Star Spangled Banner fade away around 7:10 local time?

“You have certain feeling for all games,” is the reply. “But that’s what makes it fun. You’re always really excited to play. At the end of the game, it’s just a game, another day.

“You can’t be afraid of mistakes.”

The Caps may have dropped their season opener at the United Centre but a quick roster check provides plenty to be anxious about. Newbie Mikhail Grabovski rang up a hat trick, Ovechkin notched a pair of points and the PP hit for four goals. They’ll be smarting from the loss, jacked by their fans and eager to atone in the home opener.

“They have a lot of talented players,” agreed Ramo. “Always you like to see a lot of pucks but they have a really good power play so we have to make sure we stay out of the box. We can’t take stupid penalties or it’s going to be a tough night.”

Start up where he left off?

Not if Karri Ramo can help it.

Given the apple-cheeked demographics of this Flames’ group, a dependable last line of defence is not, but imperative in the. Slipshod goaltending not only loses games for young team, it crushes confidence and sets back progress to the Dark Ages.

“Obviously,” he said. “you have to stop pucks if you want to continue to play.”

So, as expected, Karri Ramo has been entrusted with Thursday.

About Friday, and beyond? That’s totally up to him.

But if he is at all antsy about the task put before him, the man was doing a good job camouflaging it on the eve of combat. Minutes after exiting the ice in the wake of Wednesday’s final pre-puck-drop full practice, he was quizzed about the differences he saw in the league between early April 2009 and early October 2013.

“Well,” replied an impish Ramo, scanning the rather cramped visiting quarters at the Verizon Centre, “the locker-rooms are nicer.”

gjohnson@calgaryherald.com

Hartley plans on Flames meritocracy

All players need to earn ice time under second-year head coach

By Scott Cruickshank, Calgary HeraldOctober 3, 2013
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Flames head coach Bob Hartley won&#8217;t be player favourites this season. Players will get ice time based on how they are performing.
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Washington, D.C. — The T-shirts, custom made, had been doled out at training camp.The slogan on the back — “Earned, Never Given” — is often hidden by shoulder pads and sweaters, but the message remains clear. And for those in need of reminding, Bob Hartley is happy to oblige.

The Calgary Flames coach wants his players focused.

But never entirely comfortable.

In advance of Thursday’s season opener against the Washington Capitals — 5 p.m., SN FAN 960, TSN — the National Hockey League club is carrying 23 players, but …

“If I have to go with the same 20 guys for 82 games … we’re going to go on merit,” Hartley said after Wednesday morning’s practice at the Verizon Center. “If you’re out of the lineup, it’s because you gave (up) your jersey. Make sure that once you’re on the bench, once you’re on the ice, you have the jersey (on) and you’re representing a very proud community, a very proud organization. Wear it with pride, because if you lose it, you don’t know when it’s going to come back.’ ”

Hartley isn’t trying to spook his players.

But he needs them to know that, on the eve of the 2013-14 season, no one’s job is secure.

“That’s the mindset we want,” said Hartley. “We’re creating a new culture over here. It has to start with the right ingredients. The right ingredients, apart from talent, are choices — choices to work, choices to commit.”

For instance, the unprecedented choice the Flames made — leaving Calgary on Tuesday, so they could get a full practice here the day before Game 1. (Normally, teams fly in the day before a contest — but no earlier.)

“It’s a special game,” explained Hartley. “Many people will say it’s one out of 82, but we wanted (to get to Washington) early. There’s the time difference. Plus, it was a pretty long flight. Plus . . . the boys were able to go and have dinner together.

“It’s a kickoff to a new season, so I thought it was the right thing to do.”

The hockey world, meanwhile, has its reservations about this group.

Many observers have pegged the Calgarians for the bottom of the Western Conference — or even of the league. In last season’s lockout-shortened campaign, the Flames — with Jarome Iginla, Alex Tanguay, Jay Bouwmeester, Miikka Kiprusoff for much of the schedule — finished 25th.

Four straight seasons, they’ve failed to qualify for the post-season.

“We’re all sick of sitting out, sitting on the sidelines, watching the playoffs,” said Curtis Glencross. “It’s time for us to be hungry. Everyone’s looking at us and not projecting us to do anything. But our goal is to prove all them wrong.

“They can think what they think. It’s not going to affect us in this room.”

Further, Glencross insisted if things go well — if the team reaches all of its goals along the way — 100 points is possible. And that would mean re-entry into the playoffs.

Few, however, see it with that degree of optimism.

Whatever, grumble the players.

“I’m not thinking about surprising other people,” said Mikael Backlund. “For ourselves, we want to find a winning culture here, again. During camp, we had a lot of fun together, did some hard, tough work together. I feel that we have a strong group. And a strong group of guys can be effective going up against teams with a just a few super-skilled guys who don’t play as a team.

“I believe in this group. We have a good thing going on here.”

But they cannot rely on talent.

Nor size. Nor toughness. Nor experience.

“Hard work — that’s what we have to hang our hat on,” Lee Stempniak said. “We know people don’t think too highly of us. We’re a younger team, we’re a different team. We’ve got to be hard to play against, relentless out there, an in-your-face type of team, and get contributions from everyone. We can’t really use youth as an excuse. We need to use that to our advantage and play with enthusiasm.

“I know, personally, I’m really excited to get started.”

And really excited, no doubt, to forget about training camp — with its long practices, with its daily off-ice chores, with its few days off.

Now, instead, they face three dates in four days — Caps’ home-opener Thursday, Columbus Blue Jackets’ home-opener Friday, their own home-opener Sunday.

“For the players, all those days you wake up on a nice, sunny morning and instead of golfing, you go to the gym and put in three or four hours of gruelling work,” said Hartley. “Then you get testing, and the bag skates. For us, I’m tired of preparing for practice. I want to prepare game plans. You ask the players and I’m certain they’re fed up with practising. Now, it’s time to play.”

scruickshank@calgaryherald.com

Flames blueliners wary of a Capital Crunch

Ovechkin will pose problem for visiting defence

By Scott Cruickshank, Calgary HeraldOctober 3, 2013
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Alex Ovechkin sprays some ice during the Capitals opener in Chicago Tuesday night. The Caps lost that game, but Ovechkin will try to get his team on track Thursday night against the Flames.
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Washington, D.C. — Occasionally, he’ll flap his gums. After all, who on the ice doesn’t?But Alex Ovechkin’s line of patter is never particularly painful.

“He talks,” said Shane O’Brien, defenceman of the Calgary Flames, “but you can’t really understand him sometimes.”

But in terms of sticks and stones?

Ovechkin will happily break your bones — and spirit.

Listed at six foot three and 230 pounds, the Washington Capitals captain can crush a player with his shoulder or crush a team with his shot.

He appears equally motivated to do both.

Through eight seasons, the battering ram winger has compiled 373 goals and 1,582 hits. (Three times he’s finished top-10 in the latter category.)

“When he decides to, he’s probably one of the better body-checkers in the game,” said Dennis Wideman, a member of the Caps in 2011-12. “He’s a big, strong guy. You’ve got to get in the trenches with him. You’re not going to be able to play him on the outside and just leave him on the outside. You’ve got to get in there and battle him because he’s going to be in there battling you.

“You’ve seen it how many times? If you hit him early in the game, he’s going to be running you the rest of the game because he wants to get back at you.”

The Flames’ chore then is to shut down No. 8 — and not get tenderized in the process.

“The most important thing is to finish the check on him,” said O’Brien, “because he’s going to finish his check on you. Especially defencemen. He’s a big boy. He likes to play that style of game.”

At 28 years of age, Ovechkin’s prime continues.

Last season, he bagged his third Hart Trophy and his third Rocket Richard Trophy.

Stationed on the right flank these days — at coach Adam Oates’ insistence (and to the NHL beat writers’ general confusion) — he appears to have rediscovered his mojo.

“You have to watch Ovie, obviously,” said Wideman. “Everyone knows he can score when he gets a good chance . . . but if you spend too much time with him, all of a sudden the other guys are going to step in and score. So you have to play him tight when he has the puck and be aware of where he is on the ice. But you can’t leave someone else open either.”

In the Caps’ season opener Tuesday — a 6-4 loss to the Stanley Cup-champion Chicago Blackhawks — Ovechkin picked up one goal, one assist, one slashing minor, two hits.

Oh, and a game-high nine shots.

“No matter how hard you play him, by the end of the night he still has eight or nine shots on net,” said Wideman. “It’s a combination of staying tight on him, trying to limit his time and how often he gets the puck. And then your goalie has to be good.”

There might be a half-dozen gents in the league that command all of a team’s defensive resources. Ovechkin provides one of those challenges.

“You get excited and you want to shut them down and not let that line have anything,” said Wideman. “They’re looking at the same thing, probably saying most of the time, ‘Well, we can light these guys up.’ It goes both ways. You look at who you’re matched up against and you’re trying to shut them down, whether it be Ovie or Sid (Crosby) or (Jonathan) Toews, (Patrick) Kane, those guys.”

No one ever expects to neutralize Ovechkin completely.

Bob Hartley, while in Atlanta, saw plenty of the big winger.

“I coached (Ilya) Kovalchuk,” said the Flames skipper. “I coached many games against Ovie. He’s one of those dynamic players. He’s so quick. Obviously, his offensive instincts are very good. His shot is definitely one of the best in the NHL. We will have to be ready. Turnovers, costly penalties, (they) will definitely be out of our game plan, that’s for sure.”

Hartley plans to deploy the defensive duo of T.J. Brodie and Mark Giordano against Ovechkin.

Then again, being on the road, the Flames coach does not have the luxury of last change.

“It takes all five guys on the ice to control Ovie,” said O’Brien. “Obviously, you want to play against the best players and see where you stack up, but he’s a handful out there.”

scruickshank@calgaryherald.com

Flames captain Giordano pumped to meet Golden Bear at centre ice

Giordano envy of pals because of Jack Nicklaus puck drop

By George Johnson, Calgary HeraldOctober 3, 2013

Story

Photos ( 1 )

Flames Mark Giordano gets to be at centre ice for ceremonial puck drops, which means he will be standing with the Golden Bear, Jack Nicklaus, on Friday night in Columbus.
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WASHINGTON - With the 2013 President’s Cup set for a Phil Mickelson 3-iron outside Columbus — Jack’s course at Muirfield Village in Dublin, Ohio — the worlds of hockey and golf are going to collide. For one puck-drop, at least.

Jack Nicklaus, the greatest player to ever don a green jacket or drag a cleat across a lushly-manicured patch of grass (Chi Chi Rodriguez called him “A legend in his spare time”), will perform the ceremonial puck drop before Friday’s Calgary Flames-Blue Jackets game at Nationwide Arena, the seasonal home opener for Columbus.

Meaning new Flames captain Mark Giordano will be in on the action.

“Oh my God, yeah,” gushes Giordano, asked if he was a Golden Bear fan. “It’ll be awesome, man. I’d forgotten about it and then I read about it again last week and got excited all over again.

“That … now that is a great experience. So cool.

“I’m a big golf nut. He may be a little out of my era but he’s … well, he’s Jack Nicklaus. I know what he’s meant to the game. All the majors he’s won. I’m sorta in the Tiger era, right? And he’s the guy Tiger’s always chasing. When you compare great golfers, they’re always compared to Jack Nicklaus.

“I just hope someone snaps a photo of it and gets it to me somehow.”

When legends the stature of the Golden Bear are concerned, even pro athletes tend to get positively schoolboyish.

“I have a couple of buddies back home in Toronto who are going to be pretty envious, let me tell you. One of them” — Darren Godeen — “is a golf pro (at Humber Valley). I’ve been playing golf with him every Saturday for the last 10, 15 years. He’s a bit older than me, so he’ll be pretty jealous.”

A mischievous grin crosses Giordano’s face.

“Which reminds me: I’ve got text him and let him know.”

MAN ON A MISSION

Operating on a line with Troy Brouwer and Brooks Laich, Mikhail Grabovski roared out of the gate as a Washington Capital, piling up four points, including the first hat-trick of his NHL career, in the Caps’ 6-4 curtain-raising loss at the United Center in Chicago on Tuesday.

Bought out of his contract by the Toronto Maple Leafs, on the eve of his wedding, no less, a clearly frustrated Grabovski signed with Washington in the off-season at one year, $3 million.

Might turn out to be a steal of a deal.

Grabovski’s opinion on current Leafs’ boss Randy Carlyle couldn’t have been more clear when he told TSN: “I play in the (explative) Russian KHL, I make lots of (explative) points and what’s going to happen? He make me (explative) play on the fourth line and he put me in the playoffs on the fourth line and third line again. I don’t feel any support from this (explative) idiot”.

In 48 games last season, he managed just 16 points.

“He’s here and a fresh start’s never a bad thing,” says Flames centreman Matt Stajan. “He’s a guy who really works hard and the way he is when something like this happens he’s going to want to prove a lot of people wrong.

“He goes after it. He’s not someone who’s content to just take a back seat. He’s got all the talent in the world. He’s fast. Plays hard. Wants the puck. He’s really learned how to be responsible from the time I was there in Toronto. I think he’s a well-rounded player now.

“Sometimes guys get labelled a certain way and sometimes not for the right reasons. That’s just the way it is. You’re never going to change it. Unfortunately, perception in the hockey world has an effect on a lot of things. As players, we can focus on that. You just gotta come to the rink, do your thing and work hard.”

Another ex-Leaf and former Grabovski teammate Lee Stempniak isn’t surprised to see the forward motivated.

“No. Not at all. It’s a few years ago now, but he’s a great skater,” Stempniak said. “That’s what you want out there: A guy who wants the puck, takes charge and isn’t afraid to make plays.

“When I was there, Ron Wilson was the coach and they got along really well. Grabbo was a go-to guy there, someone Ron really trusted. I don’t really know what happened the last year or two, with (Randy) Carlyle. I know he liked living in Toronto, had a young family. When I was there it seemed like a really good fit for him.

“Certainly sometimes a change of scenery is good for someone. It looks like it’s paid off him for him, put in more offensive situations in a more offensive-minded team.

“No one can argue about his talent.”

gjohnson@calgaryherald.com

Habs enforcer Parros released from hospital, out indefinitely with concussion
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Montreal Canadiens right wing George Parros, foreground, falls on the ice after a fight with Toronto Maple Leafs right wing Colton Orr, rear, during the third period of the NHL hockey season opening match between the Montreal Canadiens and the Toronto Maple Leafs in Montreal on Tuesday, October 1, 2013. Parros was taken out of the game in a medical stretcher.
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Video: George Parros knocked out by fall in fight

Habs get fresh start — with a poignant pause

Habs fall short in season opener

In the Habs Room: Parros may have gone down, but the team sees bright spots

MONTREAL - Montreal Canadiens enforcer George Parros was released from hospital Wednesday after being treated for a head injury suffered in a fight with Maple Leafs tough guy Colton Orr during Tuesday's season-opening loss to Toronto.

Parros was knocked unconscious early in the third period after his face slammed into the ice during the scrap. Parros spent several minutes motionless on the ice before he was taken off on a stretcher. 

"Medical update on George Parros: he was released from the hospital, suffered a concussion, will be out indefinitely," the Canadiens said Wednesday on their Twitter feed.

Parros fell hard on his chin while attempting to punch Orr, who was tugging at his jersey. It was their second fight of a physical game, which the Maple Leafs won 4-3.

It was the first game in a Montreal uniform for Parros, who joined the Canadiens last summer after one season with the Florida Panthers.

The incident reignited the debate about whether fighting should be a part of the game. Many players say yes.

"Fighting is not going anywhere in the game," Vancouver defenceman Kevin Bieksa said. "It will always be a part of the game. We'll play with a tennis ball before we take fighthing out of the game."

Jets centre Bryan Little said he has "no idea what (hockey) would look like without it."

"As far as I can remember it's been a good way for the players to kind of police the game themselves," he said at practice in Winnipeg on Wednesday.

Defenceman Zach Bogosian said much the same thing.

"If they take fighting out of the game it will be a whole different dynamic and it won't be the same," he said. "Fighting should always be in hockey, not matter what, because you'll get guys running around that play a lot tougher than they normally would. It's good, it keeps everyone honest."

Winnipeg tough guy Chris Thorburn called the Parros incident a "freak accident."

"Hopefully the results of fights going into the future aren't like that," he said.

Canucks coach John Tortorella said he's seen enough of the "staged fighting," but said that dropping the gloves will always be part of the game.

"I think we've lost ourselves a little bit in how hard the game should be played, how honest the game should be," he said. "I think when there's honest, hard-hitting action there's going to be fights, but that's when the fights should take place. I always go back to 'I think the players need to police the game.' I think we've not allowed them to police themselves. We have too many things going on other ways where we've lost a little bit of the honesty."

Parros was drafted by the Los Angeles Kings in the eighth round (No. 222 overall) of the 1999 NHL Entry Draft.

He made his debut with the Kings in 2005-06 and later played for the Colorado Avalanche and Anaheim Ducks. 

The 33-year-old native of Washington, Pa., had two points (1-1) and 57 penalty minutes in 39 games with Florida last season. He has 35 points (18-17) and 1,027 penalty minutes in 453 career NHL regular-season games.

— With files from Canadian Press reporters Scott Edmonds in Winnipeg and Joshua Clipperton in Vancouver.

Johnson: Flames embark on a rebuilding season sure to be full of growing pains

Calgary kicks off 2013-14 campaign in Washington on Thursday
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As this Dave Elston editorial cartoon depicts, the Flames are very much a work in progress.
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The worst team in Flames history, in 1997-98, looks better on paper than the current group

Rebuild architects pleased get first year of retooling off the ground

Excitement building for Monahan as 18-year-old’s NHL debut looms

Flames notes: Club quickly moves on after Baertschi blasted by the boss

Wilson: What the advanced stats say about the Calgary Flames

All he needs is a plastic yellow hard hat, a pair of spiffy overalls, a proven after-school half-hour TV time slot, some clay-mation heavy machinery and a jaunty theme song:

“Bob the (Re)Builder,

Can we fix it?

Bob the (Re)Builder,

Guess we’ll see!”

It’s here. Upon us.

The seismic shift in philosophy. An end to the procrastination. None of that achingly familiar “We’re only one player away from contending” or “the answer is in that room” nonsense.

No going back now.

So dig in. Hold your ground.

If you’re a Calgary Flames’ buff and don’t happen to have a doloromiter handy in your home, next to the Delonghi espresso machine and the 72” flat-screen 3-D, go out and buy one. A doloromiter is an instrument that measures pain threshold.

This is what we’ve been crying out for.

Not that that’ll make this any easier.

Down deep, Bob The Rebuilder knows.

“What we control,” coach Bob Hartley was saying the other day, “is what we do and our approach to the game. Our commitment to the game. The reasons why we’re in every day, whether we’re on the ice for practice or in the gym. That’s where we’re going to grow.

“I think give us good goaltending and we’ll surprise many people. And not to prove them wrong, to prove us right. That’s our goal. That’s where I’m trying to motivate those guys.

“Don’t go looking on the outside for motivation, whether it’s positive or negative. Get it right from the inside. Right from us. Prove us right. Prove ourselves right, prove Brian Burke right, prove Jay Feaster right, prove our fans right. Those guys are behind us. This community is behind us.

“Hey, let’s prove those guys right.”

The Tony Robbins/Knute Rockne spiel is all well and good, very stirring, but there remains the stark reality: Ground Zero. Scorched earth.

The playoffs, respectability, as far away, as exotic, as Tibet.

Yet this seismic shift in philosophy simply had to happen. The dismantling, could’ve, should’ve, been handled more astutely, and sooner, meted out in smaller increments. Erasing Jarome Iginla’s goals, Jay Bouwmeester’s mega-minutes, Miikka Kiprusoff’s bailout brilliance and Alex Tanguay’s peerless way with a pass from a group that has missed the playoffs four years on the trot, in what amounts to one fell swoop, is a lot to take in in one gulp.

Still, that’s the reality of the situation. And, truth to tell, they’d left themselves simply no alternative.

So what needs shoring up? Where to start? Everyone in this town is acutely aware of the flaws. “I want life and grit,” says Hartley. Which can always be interpreted as: We’re lacking on the talent side.

The goaltending is frighteningly unproven. They’re hardly big or nasty. Compared to their Pacific Division neighbours, strength down centre is sorely lacking. Anaheim, after all, has Ryan Getzlaf to count on. L.A. can throw Anze Kopitar, Mike Richards, Jeff Carter AND Jarret Stoll over the boards. Ryan Kesler and Henrik Sedin provide a pretty potent 1-2 punch in Vancouver. San Jose has Logan Couture and Joe Thornton to spearhead the attack in the Silicon Valley.

Which means Matt Stajan is going to have to play out of his skin, Mikael Backlund and new-boy Joe Colborne play up to their draft positions and 18-year-old Sean Monahan play well beyond his years. A big ask. And even then . . .

Everywhere you turn with this team it’s like watching Alex Trebek host Jeopardy. Everything seems shaped in the form of a question.

Is No. 6 overall pick Monahan ready to play pro or mightn’t he be better back in junior racking up the points, waiting for a trade to a Memorial Cup contender and readying for the World Juniors? Will Dennis Wideman and Jiri Hudler, last summer’s two expensive additions, deliver on demand? Will the veteran leadership core soldier on, set a good example, come what may? Can one of Karri Ramo, Reto Berra or Joey MacDonald provide even a pale facsimile of Kiprusoff? Will management, especially the volatile Brian Burke, hang in through the tough moments and resist the temptation to go out and add one or two retreads?

Hartley has been down this road before (and it surely wasn’t what he signed on for in the summer of 2012, you can be sure). Spend any time in the coaching dodge and a guy’s going to get stuck with a rebuild. For Bob Hartley, that was Atlanta.

“I have more leadership here,” he compares. “Maybe I don’t have the Heatleys and Kovalchuks and Kari Lehtonen coming up, first pick overalls, and stuff like this. But basically that was one of the reasons I went there. I come from a junior background, the American League and I love to teach. When I was talking with Don Waddell one of the main reasons I took the job was because of Heatley, Kovalchuk and Lehtonen.

“Our kids are not at that stage, yet. But I think the near future is very close for this organization. You look at the Sielhoffs, the Wotherspoons, the Kanzigs. Up front, the Monahans and the Baertschis and those guys. We re-stocked pretty quickly and yes we need patience, but the expectations remain the same.

“I need to be patient, but at the same time I need to make sure that not great efforts or (being) OK with losing (become commonplace), that will not go well here.

“As long as I see improvement. As long as I get the commitment from those guys. Again this morning I told them that I will not accept negative people around here. We’re writing a new chapter in this great organization and we’ll do it with good people. Good people always adjust. We might not be successful every night, but if we show improvement, if we raise our young kids the right way with great leadership coming from me, my partners, the players, we’re going to be good.

“I have no doubt in my mind.

“Are we the perfect team right now? No. But at the same time 20 guys together can achieve a lot.”

He’s a charming, convincing pitchman, our silver-tongued Bob the Rebuilder. All he needs is a plastic yellow hard hat, a pair of spiffy overalls, a proven after-school half-hour TV time slot, some clay-mation heavy machinery and a jaunty theme song.

Can he fix it?

Not without patience and backing and a lot of questions turning into answers. And not overnight. Not a chance.

So fasten your seat belts.

We’re in for a bumpy ride.

George Johnson is the Herald’s sports columnist. E-mail him at gjohnson@calgaryherald.com

Follow George Johnson on Twitter/GeorgejohnsonCH

Excitement building for Monahan as 18-year-old’s NHL debut looms

Whether or not he&#8217;ll remain here past nine-game trial remains to be seen

By KRISTEN ODLAND, Calgary HeraldOctober 1, 2013
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Calgary Flames rookie Sean Monahan is set to make his NHL debut on Thursday in Washington.
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Receiving no official word, welcome balloons, or fireworks of any kind — and not expecting any, either — Sean Monahan came to the realization on his own.

When the 2013-14 Calgary Flames lineup was announced on Monday and he hadn’t received any instructions to pack his bags, the kid was certain that his No. 23 jersey was among the 23 headed into the team’s season opener Thursday in Washington.

“I guess I just kind of figured it out because I didn’t have an exit meeting,” said Monahan, shrugging and drawing a laugh from the surrounding reporters on Tuesday who were grilling him about making the team’s final cuts. “Once I saw the roster being put up, I was on there so it was pretty exciting.”

With the team’s training staff packing furiously to catch a charter to Washington, the Flames’ sixth overall pick’s stall at the Scotiabank Saddledome was one of the busiest.

Monahan, who turns 19 on Oct. 12, politely answered the standard National Hockey League roster-cracking questions about excitement, comfort level, his living arrangements (which are, for now, a hotel room by himself).

Shane O’Brien, observing from his own stall directly across from the Flames’ rookie, smiled.

“He’s a pretty even-keeled kid,” said the Calgary blueliner and veteran of 483 games. “I’ve got to know him a little more since he’s been comfortable in camp. I can’t imagine being 18 years old and coming into an NHL camp like that. There’s gotta be a lot on his plate. He’s getting better every day.

“He’s a good kid, that’s the main thing. He wants to learn. Bob’s been trying to teach him the little things about pro hockey. He listens and has no problems with it. I think he’s going to have a bright, bright future.”

Since the Flames picked him sixth overall at the 2013 draft, Monahan’s intentions were to be where he is this week.

However given his age, he only has a nine-game maximum before his entry-level contract kicks in. Should he play a 10th, he stays for the duration of 2013-14. Otherwise, the Flames could return him back to the Ottawa 67’s of the Ontario Hockey League.

That being said, making the opening day roster was a victory in itself for Monahan.

“Obviously, it’s a good feeling,” said the Brampton, Ont. native. “It was my goal to do that. But it’s still going to be a lot of work to get past that nine-game mark.

“It’s obviously an exciting time. My parents and the rest of my family are pretty excited. But I think you have to stay focused and come in and be a pro and work hard every day. I think just staying level and working hard is the main thing right now.”

Monahan showed he’s capable of hard work through five pre-season games, scoring two goals and nabbing an assist while going 59.1 in the faceoff circle. He knows he needs to improve but his comfort level with the NHL grind grows each day.

But how will he fare over the 82-game grind?

“Every day, it’s going to get tougher and tougher,” said Flames head coach Bob Hartley. “On Thursday is going to be the first NHL game and, you guys know it, 10, 15, games into the season, the pace is going to pick up. Again, in another 10, 15 games, it’ll pick up again.

“Where will Sean Monahan be in this? I don’t know. We will do what’s best for Sean. Because, at the end of the day, what’s best for him is best for us.”

At the very least, O’Brien gave Monahan kudos for surviving Hartley’s month-long doozy of an introduction.

“He made it through the toughest camp I’ve ever been in as a pro,” he said. “I was joking with him, ‘Did you think this is what the NHL is all about?’ He laughed and smiled. For an 18-year-old kid, he probably got his eyes opened a little bit. But he made it through.

“Like I said, he’s got a bright future and he’s a good kid. Hopefully, he can mature quickly because we’re going to need him.”

kodland@calgaryherald.com
Flames notes: Club quickly moves on after Baertschi blasted by the boss

Brian Burke had bluntly said talented Swiss forward needs to work on his defence, but Hartley wants to focus on the future

By Kristen Odland, Calgary HeraldOctober 1, 2013
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Sven Baertschi laughs during a breather on the bench during Calgary Flames practice on Tuesday.
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Bob Hartley saw no need to have an intervention with Sven Baertschi over what was said Monday by Calgary Flames brass.

“We talk to every player on a daily basis,” the Flames head coach was saying on Tuesday. “It’s not because your name is in the paper that I’m going to need to go in and explain to every player what’s going on. From a coaching staff standpoint, we’re always talking to those guys. Good day, bad day, we’re explaining, we’re doing video with them, we’re talking with them, about life and expectations.

“I don’t think I need to rehash anything.”

However, the comments — made publicly to the media by Brian Burke and Jay Feaster — were still lingering in a speech bubble at the Scotiabank Saddledome as the team dashed to catch the charter headed for Washington for their National Hockey League season opener on Wednesday.

A day earlier, Burke, the president of hockey operations, pulled no punches and criticized Baertschi’s commitment and compete level in all three zones. Meanwhile Feaster, who’d met with the talented winger over the weekend, said the 20-year-old is a work in progress.

Baertschi was not made available to the media to offer his side on Tuesday but skated on a line with 2013 first-round draft pick Sean Monahan and newcomer David Jones.

Hartley was asked if he agreed with Burke and Feaster’s assessments.

“I’m here to coach a team,” he said. “I’m not here to run autopsies of what happened (Monday) or last year. We’re people that want to be positive. We want to move forward. We had talks with Sven like we had talks with Curtis Glencross and Michael Cammalleri. Everyone is the same.”

HOURS TICKING TOWARD OPENER

The countdown is on.

“One more practice (Wednesday) and we start that big marathon,” Hartley said, following Tuesday’s skate. “I’m still going to be looking at different line combinations or maybe tweaking my lineup in one or two spots.

“I think from a coaching staff standpoint, our mind is pretty well made up.”

You’d think that also includes their decision on the starting goaltending situation which is between newcomer Karri Ramo and veteran Joey MacDonald, although Hartley wouldn’t say on Tuesday.

“Obviously, everybody wants to play,” Ramo said. “We don’t know (Thursday’s starter) . . . but the season is long. Who plays the first game doesn’t really mean anything for the future. After that, you just have to keep working.

“Nothing is really given at this point. You have to earn your ice time every day and keep getting better.”

As for the rest of their lineup, they’ll have their entire 23-man roster on the trip including the injured Michael Cammalleri (who didn’t skate Tuesday).

And there are no guarantees.

“You can always improve your situation by an unbelievable practice or you can kill your situation with a bad effort,” Hartley said. “But so far, we don’t see anybody going that way.

“Obviously, performance in game 1 will dictate some of our decisions. but we feel we have confidence in our 23-men. It’s just a matter of not wanting to give up your jersey.”

WILL COLBORNE PLAY?

Hartley has not made a decision on whether or not Joe Colborne, the newest member of the Calgary Flames, will be in the lineup come Thursday.

The 23-year-old six-foot-five, 213-pound centreman from Calgary is still getting accustomed to the team’s systems having only been picked up over the weekend.

“We brought him in (Monday), we did some video, and we got him on the ice,” Hartley said. “We did some good stuff with him. Hey, he’s a big body. We don’t know much on Joe with us. All our players are three weeks ahead on Joe, plus last year.

“There are still lots of things we need to find out about Joe the person and Joe the player.”

Standing in front of his stall on Tuesday, Joe — the player and person — couldn’t wipe the smile off his face.

“The whole team is so great to me and there’s a lot of excitement around this team” he said. “I think it’s a different atmosphere than they’ve had in the past. It’s pretty easy to see that a lot of guys want to be here and want to right the ship and get us going back to where we’re successful.

“I’m excited to be a part of it.”

kodland@calgaryherald.com

Follow on Twitter/KristenOdlandCH

FLAMES LINES

Based on Tuesday’s skate, here is how the lineup is looking ahead of the Calgary Flames 2013-14 season opener:

Curtis Glencross-Matt Stajan-Lee Stempniak

T.J. Galiardi-Mikael Backlund-Jiri Hudler

Sven Baertschi-Sean Monahan-David Jones

Lance Bouma-Joe Colborne-Ben Street

Tim Jackman

Brian McGrattan

PAIRINGS

T.J. Brodie-Mark Giordano

Kris Russell-Dennis Wideman

Chris Butler-Shane O’Brien

Derek Smith-Chris Breen

GOALIES

Joey MacDonald

Karri Ramo
Rebuild architects pleased get first year of retooling off the ground

Weisbrod and Conroy are two key figures behind the scenes

By Scott Cruickshank, Calgary HeraldOctober 1, 2013
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Calgary Flames assistant GM John Weisbrod greets draft pick Matthew Deblouw at the 2012 NHL Entry Draft.
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College finished, playing career kaput, John Weisbrod was happy to be working.

Little did he know, as general manager of the Albany River Rats of the American Hockey League, his education was only beginning.

“A pure learning experience, but a great one,” recalls Weisbrod. “I was obviously a 23-year-old kid in my first job. I wasn’t adding a whole lot, but I had my ears open. I always consider it one of the most fortunate coincidences of my career — my first spot happened to be in the New Jersey Devils organization.

“You go back to that mid- to late-90s, Lou Lamoriello was the best in the business. I observed and learned a way of doing things . . . that was really pretty special.”

Weisbrod was in charge of the River Rats from 1993-97, a term which included the 1995 Calder Cup championship. The Devils, meanwhile, had been building their way to Stanley Cup crowns in 1995, 2000, 2003 (with a runner-up appearance in 2001).

Only afterward did he appreciate the value of the apprenticeship.

“Lou, particularly back then, had such a disciplined, tight-lipped, team-first mentality, with no regard for how other teams did things,” says Weisbrod. “You always felt like you were in a little bit of a cult in New Jersey — and I mean that in a good way. I parallel it now to the New England Patriots (of the National Football League). The organization always came first and Lou always did everything on principles, never based on who you were and where you fit. In my mind, it’s tough to find anyone better in the business.”

Weisbrod, before landing in Calgary two years ago, also ran the Orlando Magic of the National Basketball Association before becoming part of the hockey department of the 2011 Stanley Cup-winning Boston Bruins.

“I learned an awful lot in New Jersey. I learned an awful lot in Boston. And, in a weird way, I learned an awful lot in Orlando,” the Flames assistant manager says now. “You add some of your own thoughts and convictions . . . then you have a format.”

Which is wonderful, because his current employers — playoff-missers for four straight springs — are in dire need of a format.

This stands as an unprecedentedly fresh start in Calgary. Not only is general manager Jay Feaster finally able to utter the r-word, the best player and the best goalie in franchise history — and one of its top workhorse defenders — have vanished.

Let the rebuild begin.

“Really, I consider this Year 1 of fielding a new team,” says Weisbrod. “You start doing things the way you believe are the right way — and evaluating players on the right criteria, signing the right guys, acquiring the right guys — and even when you’ve gotten to the top of the mountain, you continue doing it the same way. When they won the Stanley Cup in Boston after climbing that mountain, they continued with the same process . . . instead of being one of these teams that catches lightning in a bottle for a year and then falls off the map.”

Although the teardown is a couple of years late, at least it’s arrived.

No one in the organizational tree-fort, however, is eager to embrace the label of ‘rebuild’ — partly because of its connotations.

“If there’s a stigma attached to it, it’s because teams that have said it — or been doing it — for seven or eight years in a row and it loses its credibility,” says Weisbrod. “The reason we don’t use the term is that we don’t want to ever accept any kind of expectation of failure. We have 23 guys that we want to compete and fight. As Bob (Hartley) always says, we want to shock the world. As soon as you sit and say, ‘Oh, we’re retooling,’ and take the pressure off yourself, then you slow down. We don’t plan on being patsies just because we’re starting our process.”

To the Flames’ credit, when July’s free-agent market had opened, they had resisted temptation, sitting on the company chequebook.

The pen, capped tight, stayed in Feaster’s pocket-protector.

“We easily could’ve gone and got two or three guys . . . but it would’ve set back our (prospects),” Craig Conroy, special assistant to the general manager, says. “Rebuild, retool . . . in the end you’re going to go with youth. You’re going to try to figure out exactly who can help here. You want to move it along. Look at Ottawa — they turned it around really quick. Edmonton’s taken a little bit longer. There’s no right or wrong. It’s how you draft, how you develop your guys, how quickly they rise to the occasion.”

Regular-season toil starts Thursday at Washington.

It concludes April 13 at Vancouver.

Things, in the days between, may not be pretty.

“We are where we are,” says Conroy. “I don’t know where anyone’s picking our guys in the fantasy pools, but, hey, that’s OK. It’s a long season. There’s going to be highs and lows. But people understand. You go around Calgary and people aren’t afraid of this or nervous. I’m not.”
The worst team in Flames history, in 1997-98, looks better on paper than the current group

Led by Brian Sutter, that Flames squad, which included Theo Fleury and Jarome Iginla, posted just 67 points

By GEORGE JOHNSON, Calgary HeraldOctober 1, 2013
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In 1997, Brian Sutter, left, was the head coach of the Calgary Flames, while Jarome Iginla was just a kid who would produce the lowest point total of his career &#8212; 32.
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The hardest year, 1997-98, at least that’s what the factbook says. A franchise-low 67 point-total that stands to this day. Only 26 wins, still a record. Forty-one losses, which remains tied for the most in single-season club annals.

The demanding, blunt, big-hearted Brian (“It’s not the size of the bull, it’s how well he’s hung!”) Sutter entered his first year as head coach back then, taking the reins from Pierre Page. Al Coates was in his third season as general manager.

Theo Fleury racked up 78 points, i ncluding 51 helpers, in ’97-98. No one knew at that time it would be his last full season as a Calgary Flame.

Defenceman Derek Morris, now up to 1,044 career regular-season games, played his first back then, and was named a rookie all-star. Rick Tabaracci and Dwayne Roloson split the goaltending duties. The core cast included Cory Stillman, Andrew Cassels, Marty McInnis, the mercurial Michael Nylander and veteran campaigner Tommy Albelin.

Wispy winger Val Bure was brought on board from Montreal late, and Jason Wiemer arrived for his first tour of Calgary duty from Tampa Bay.

Jarome Iginla’s second season pro would yield the surefire Hall of Famer’s lowest-ever point total. Only 32.

The competitive dynamics were drastically different in ’97-98. The Canadian dollar hollered at 67 cents against its U.S. counterpart. The preposterous idea of a salary-cap, a more level playing field, was something that brought tears of thigh-slappin’ hilarity to uber-rich, entitled owners south of the border.

And the Calgary Flames suffered. Did they ever.

The hardest year. Yes, in many ways.

Until now, maybe.

Given the massive re-tooling of a tired, jaded franchise, the jettisoning of longtime idols and a radical shift in philosophy, the possibility of this 2013-2014 edition finishing with less than 67 is a big pre-puck-drop talking point, whether or not GM Jay Feaster gives a whit about what the pundits and prognosticators have to say.

The Flames of back then can empathize with the lack of shine these guys are getting.

“Tough? Yeah, it was, sometimes,” recalls Sutter. “But I can tell you this: I’ve never been prouder of a bunch of guys. I loved those guys. Rico (Rich Preston) did. Jamie (Hislop) did. Chopper (Al MacNeil) did.

“The one thing we wouldn’t do is let those players off the hook. No half-hearted efforts. No feeling sorry for ourselves.

“I remember talking with Regina about sending Derek Morris back that year. Hell, we knew we were going to keep him. You believe in those guys. You play them. You trust them and they repay your trust. We always stuck up for the players but the players knew where to pay us back — when we played games.

“They called us Young Guns, but we were the most miserable bastards to play against. I used to say ‘Guys, if we’re going to lose, then the sun went down and the clock ran out. Sun’s coming up again tomorrow, we’re starting the clock again and everybody get the hell out of our way.’ If a player, especially a young player, doesn’t believe that you believe in him, how can he give you all he’s got?

“Your job as a coach is to make a player understand what he’s capable of. If you get him to that level — then that’s the fun part. Then you can push him. It’s like breaking a horse, watching the movie Seabiscuit.”

The low-dollar, no-cap era made for an unfair, tiered system competitively. Expecting the Flames to compete consistently, say, with the extravagantly-flush Detroit Red Wings was nothing less than folly.

“Back then,” Coates says, without rancour, “was a really difficult time for ownership of Canadian teams, particularly small-market teams like Calgary. I believe the dollar hovered around 70 cents.

“And nobody in the rest of the league felt sorry for you, either.

“It was the first year of our new coaching staff, under Brian Sutter’s direction. What I remember most was they were terrific, that whole group of guys, totally bought into what we were trying to accomplish as an organization, putting building blocks in place to have long-term success. They were very patient working with and playing young players, developing them.

“If it was anybody’s fault, it was mine, because I thought we could rebuild and win at the same time. And history shows that’s a really, really difficult undertaking from anybody, in any era.

“There were teams — I’m guesstimating here a little bit — that were probably at a $60 million payroll, even then. We had our own self-imposed cap that nobody complained about. It was what it was. Particularly the coaches. They kept working though it and we got there — at least really close to it — two years later, in ’99-2000.

“I think we just kind of ran out of time.”

In any rebuild, there’s always the inherent danger of once-loyal fans piling into the lifeboats, abandoning ship. It’s one thing to pledge unbending allegiance to the cause, quite another to live through the worst of it; to pony up for season’s tickets the year, say, after a sobering, but necessary, season of growth.

“Everywhere I’ve gone,” counters Fleury, on his way to the airport for a speaking engagement in London, Ont., “everybody seems excited about what’s ahead, that the organization has finally decided to go this route. Will there be some painful nights? Sure. But at the end of the day, I think if the team works hard there’s no doubt in my mind that people will stick by them

“As long as they see progress from guys like Monahan and Baertschi and the goaltending situation sorts itself out, the fans will be there. I mean, you’ve got to start . . . somewhere.”

When Coates reflects back on ’97-98, on all the seasons he had to try and rebuild a once-gloried franchise in cursed competitive environment, the conversation always seems to wind back to goaltending. Which means the fast-tracking of Karri Ramo, Reto Berra or Joey MacDonald into a dependable No. 1 is absolutely essential to this Flames’ group surprising the countless naysayers.

“You need, whether it be on a developing team or a veteran team, THAT guy,” stresses Coates. “Mike Vernon had been that guy, a difference maker, through the lead-in to the Stanley Cup and for a few years after that. Kiprsuoff became that guy after the trade from San Jose. During our time, when we needed it most with a young developing team, we didn’t have that. I mean, we had good goalies, good people. But they weren’t difference makers in terms of making the big save at the absolutely vital time.

“(J.S.) Giguere would become that difference maker, but in a different organization.

“From what I’m seeing, what I’m reading, Jay is already moving it forward in terms of the future. It’s a process. You only have to witness what’s been going on up north for the last three or four years to understand how difficult it is, even with some really, really high draft picks.

“You have to have a plan. And I think they do have a plan. It’s easy to make compromises and cut corners but you’ve got to stay with it and believe in what you’re doing.”

A plan. And an insatiable appetite to improve. Without that . . .

“There’s always,” promises Sutter, “more in the tank. The good Lord, I’m sure He doesn’t know what 100 per cent is. People used to tell me ‘You give 100 per cent.’ And I’d say ‘Go blow it out your . . .’

“I love what Bob (Hartley) is saying: They’re going to be competitive, night in and night out. Work ethic. That’s something they can control. It’s exciting. You want to see those young goalies do well. You want to see Sean Monahan do well. You want to see John Ramage do well. They’ve got to let the hockey people run it because if they do, they’ll be find. There’s some good hockey people there. I love what they’re doing.

“I’ve been through it. I know it.”

The hardest year, 1997-98, at least that’s what the factbook says. Until, maybe, this year.

“We believed back then,” says Brian Sutter (and who in their right mind would care to challenge this man on this point), “that no matter what, we were going to play hard, together. That’s how you get better. They were lean years for Calgary, sure, and people made negative connotations about us, but we just said ‘To hell with ‘em!’, went on the ice and played our hearts out.

“These guys, I’m sure, will do the exact same thing.”

gjohnson@calgaryherald.com

Follow George Johnson on Twitter/GeorgejohnsonCH
Wilson: What the advanced stats say about the Calgary Flames
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Calgary Flames forward Curtis Glencross gestures during practice on Tuesday.
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The Calgary Flames’ fall from grace last season was seemingly inevitable.

With an aging core and three straight years outside of the playoff picture, few analysts were surprised to see them finish near the bottom of the standings and finally take the first few steps toward a long-awaited rebuild.

Ironically, even though Calgary’s tumble was widely anticipated, it was also due to bad luck as much as poor roster construction.

“Luck” is often dismissed as excuse-making and superstition in sports, but it is actually a significant factor in determining outcomes. Better conceived as natural variance or “randomness,” there is a relatively easy but frequently overlooked way to track “luck” in the NHL.

A stat called PDO, which represents the sum of even-strength shooting percentage and save percentage, approximates how lucky (or unlucky) a team has been over a period of time. Both of those metrics, which track the frequency of goals-for and -against respectively, tend to regress heavily toward the mean over time in the NHL. To put it another way, goals are rare, probabilistic events in hockey. As a result, there is a large degree of natural variance in how frequently they go in (or stay out of) every team’s net. “Natural variance” in this context, meaning generally outside of the team’s control and more influenced by dumb luck.

For example, a regular, un-weighted coin will tend to land on heads 50 per cent of the time when flipped. However, sometimes the coin will land on heads multiple times consecutively as a matter of chance. Over the long run, things tend to even out at 50/50, but there will be random, extended stretches of either heads or tails in an infinite series of flips, for no reason beyond luck.

Shooting percentage and save percentage aren’t completely random like a coin flip because things like talent and coaching exert a certain amount of influence over both. Like the coin flip however, luck in the NHL tends to even out over longer periods of time, ceding the floor to skill and tactics. However, over shorter periods, variance exerts as much or more influence than talent.

To put some numbers to theory, it has been found that a club’s PDO through the 1,000 shots of the season will regress 87 per cent towards the mean (league average of 100) over the next 1,000 shots. So if Team X has a PDO of 103 (shooting percentage of 9 + save percentage of 94) through the first 1,000 shots at even strength, you can reasonably expect their PDO to drop to about 100 over the next 1,000 shots.

Back to the 2012-13 Flames. Thanks to the lockout, the regular season was only 48 games long, which meant less shots, less time and therefore more extreme, luck-influenced results. The Flames finished the year with a PDO of just 97.0, the second lowest in the league ahead of only the Florida Panthers (95.4). In fact, only three teams in the league finished with a PDO below 98.0, including Calgary, Florida and the New Jersey Devils.

Calgary’s shooting percentage was right around league average (8.9 per cent) at even strength, but they suffered through the worst puck-stopping in the NHL (88.1 per cent), which is lower than some goalies managed short-handed last season.

While it was reasonable to expect Miikka Kiprusoff to eventually give in to the ravages of time, it’s entirely unlikely that the 88.9 even-strength save percentage he managed in 24 games last year is an accurate reflection of his true abilities, even at nearly 37 years old. The only other time he put up crooked numbers like that in the NHL was as a rookie in 2002-2003 for the San Jose Sharks: Over 22 games, he gave up 65 goals against and sported a 87.9 per cent save rate. Not coincidentally, Darryl Sutter was fired as the Sharks coach after that stretch and Kipper was relegated to a third-string goalie in San Jose organization. After becoming the Flames coach and GM, Sutter would go on trade for him the very next season and the rest, as they say, is history.

In short, weird things can happen in small samples. However bad the Flames defence was in 2013-14 and however much Kiprusoff and the rest of the team’s goalies struggled, it’s almost certain that random variance played a key role in driving down the Flames’ save rate over the truncated 48-game season.

For example, a completely average save percentage at five-on-five (.920) would have saved the Flames 29 goals against last year, improving their goal differential from -32 to -3 and probably earning them another four to five wins or eight to 10 standings points. That wouldn’t have been enough for Calgary to become contenders or have them meaningfully challenge for a playoff spot (the Flames finished with 42 points, 13 outside of the post-season cut-off in the West), but it may have been enough to delay the rebuild for at least one more season.

Of course, that also would have meant another first-round pick in the mid-teens rather than the top-10, as well as no deadline selling of Jarome Iginla and Jay Bouwmeester, delaying the vitally needed rebuild.

Although the Flames probably weren’t as bad as they seemed last year, there’s no question the team was in dire need of a new direction. With four straight years outside of the playoffs, a core of expensive veterans whose best days were behind them and a lacklustre collection of prospects owing to years of poor drafting, Calgary was destined to remain mediocre or worse indefinitely without a meaningful effort to change.

Calgary’s poor luck and goaltending implosion hastened the arrival of the rebuild by convincing Jay Feaster the club was in need of a little creative destruction.

So while Calgary’s league-worst save rate was technically a symptom of a shortened season and bad luck, it could very well turn out to be a blessing in disguise.

Kent Wilson is the managing editor of FlamesNation.ca
Tortorella targets third and fourth lines after season-opening loss to Sharks

By Brad Ziemer, Vancouver SunOctober 4, 2013
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Sharks still too much for Canucks as new season opens

John Tortorella says his third and fourth lines must earn their ice time, something the Canucks coach stressed they most certainly did not do in Vancouver’s season-opening 4-1 loss in San Jose.

After a short 30-minute practice Friday at Rogers Arena, Tortorella made it clear he was not enamored with the play of his bottom-six forwards in Thursday night’s loss to the Sharks. He suggested both lines need to be much better when the Canucks play their home-opener Saturday night against the Edmonton Oilers.

“The fourth line has got to play better,” Tortorella said, later adding: “I’m not sure we had three lines going, either. (Actually) I am sure. We also need more out of our third line.”

Vancouver’s fourth line of Dale Weise, Zac Dalpe and Tom Sestito spent most of Thursday night stapled to the bench. Weise logged 4:40 of ice time, Sestito had 3:28 and Dalpe, in his Canuck debut, had a game-low 3:19.

Tortorella said there was a good reason for that: they simply didn’t play well enough.

“I want to use my whole bench, I go into every game wide open as far as who is going to play,” Tortorella said. “I am certainly going to be using my top players in certain situations, I know that. But if I’m forced to use four lines because of their play and they are making the decisions for me, I feel pretty good about that because guys are going.

“But when a fourth line takes a penalty, gives up two scoring chances and one’s a goal, it’s awful tough for me to put them on the ice. When they are not physical enough, it’s awfully tough for me to put them on the ice. They are not scoring 30 goals so they need to do the other things. I need to see that ,so they’ll get an opportunity again (Saturday) night and they’ll make the decision for me as the game goes on.”

Weise, who took a first-period penalty that stalled some the Canucks’ early momentum, knows he has to earn his ice time.

“I think everyone wants to play more and everyone thinks they can do more, but that’s what makes good hockey teams,” Weise said. “Guys have to accept their roles and do the best they can in that role. I am very comfortable playing that role whether it’s two to three minutes or 10 to 12 minutes.”

After picking apart his fourth line, Tortorella took aim at his third line of Mike Santorelli, David Booth and Brad Richardson. They each played between 12 and 14 minutes against the Sharks.

“I need our third line to give us some zone time offensively,” Tortorella said. “They had some good shifts, but again we just didn’t sustain enough and that’s what that line needs to do.”

The Canucks insisted Friday there were positives to be taken from their loss to the Sharks.

““Lots of positives,” said defenceman Kevin Bieksa. “Great start in a hostile building, I would say we had about 30 really good minutes where we controlled the pace.”

“The first 10 minutes was the best we have played in that building,” added Daniel Sedin. “Usually they come out flying, but we took it to them, I thought. We got up 1-0, made a few mistakes and they are such a good team when they get the momentum back it’s tough. They roll four lines and just come at you.”

Regaining that momentum, something the Canucks could not do against the Sharks, was a point Tortorella emphasized to his players Friday.

“The biggest problem we had . . .was when they take a little momentum away was us gathering ourselves to get it back our way,” Tortorella said. “It took us too long to do that. We had a great start, turned a couple (pucks) over and couldn’t get it back.”

Tortorella is also continuing to hammer home his shoot-from-anywhere mantra. The Canucks managed only 22 shots against the Sharks and had only five in the third period.

“I don’t think we did a good enough job, again consistently, with bad-angle shots,” Tortorella said. “I don’t think we need to look for that perfect shot. We have stressed a lot through camp here just a shooting mentality. I think our power play has bought into that, but we need to get that more consistently 5-on-5. A shot is always the best play. It may not be a goal from where you are shooting, but more often you’ll retrieve it and end up with some offensive zone time.”

Daniel Sedin, who not have a shot in Thursday’s opener, acknowledged he has to get more shots consistently on net.

“My goal is three or four shots a game, that’s where I need to be for our line to be successful,” he said.

Winger Alex Burrows, who was seen limping after Thursday night’s game, missed Friday’s practice. Tortorella said he was given a “body maintenance day.”

“We wanted to give him a day off,” Tortorella said. “He did get banged up a little bit, but I would think he is playing (Saturday). I just haven’t seen him or talked to the trainers today.”

With winger Zack Kassian serving a suspension, the Canucks have no extra forwards on their roster and may have to dress seven defencemen if Burrows can’t go.

bziemer@vancouversun.com; twitter.com/bradziemer
Canucks Notebook: Dale Weise may get meet-and-greet from new Oiler Luke Gazdic

By Elliott Pap, Vancouver SunOctober 5, 2013
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Taylor Hall of the Edmonton Oilers gets sandwiched between Dale Weise and Bo Horvat of the Vancouver Canucks during a preseason game in September.
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Rambunctious Edmonton Oiler winger Ben Eager has been waived and dispatched to the minors and the team’s new muscle, Steve MacIntyre, has a knee injury. So if the Vancouver Canucks are wondering who might be coming after them Saturday night, his name is Luke Gazdic.

“I know absolutely nothing about him,” said Canuck winger Dale Weise, a possible target after his hit to the head of Oiler star Taylor Hall during a pre-season game two weeks ago.

On the same night, Zack Kassian broke Sam Gagner’s jaw with a reckless high stick and he’ll be serving game five Saturday of an eight-game suspension. Weise was slapped with a three-game suspension that has been completed.

So Gazdic? Here is the scouting report on him: he is 24, from Toronto, listed at 6-3 and 240 pounds and routinely picks up more than 100 penalty minutes wherever he plays.

In his one and only NHL game — the Oilers’ 5-4 loss Tuesday to Winnipeg — Gazdic finished one assist short of a Gordie Howe hat trick. He scored in the first period and fought Jets’ tough guy Chris Thorburn in the second. (In an interesting twist, Gazdic was picked up on waivers Monday from Dallas after MacIntyre was hurt trying to hit him in a pre-season game three nights earlier.)

“I don’t think there are going to be any repercussions but who knows?” Weise said following practice Friday. “I think it was fair that I had to miss the rest of the pre-season and Zack got eight games. But I guess they have a new guy there trying to earn a spot so I’m sure he’ll be looking to make a name for himself. I know he had a pretty good first game and it looks like he moves a little better than MacIntyre. We’ll see what happens.”

According to Oiler head coach Dallas Eakins, his players won’t be seeking out Weise — or Kassian when he returns.

“We’re not going to look for guys who made dumb plays,” Eakins told reporters in Edmonton. “The league handled it.”

Weise, who was assessed a two-minute penalty for his hit on Hall, did fight Mike Brown after coming out of the box.

“I answered the bell,” concluded Weise.

DANNY ON MANNY: Canuck blueliner Dan Hamhuis became good buddies with Manny Malhotra when both signed with the team in the summer of 2010. They moved into the same Vancouver neighbourhood and their families became friends.

So Hamhuis was understandably pleased when Malhotra, his career in jeopardy due to his eye injury, received a 25-game American League tryout this week with the Charlotte Checkers. The Checkers are the AHL affiliate of the Carolina Hurricanes. Malhotra, of course, was shut down by Canuck GM Mike Gillis nine games into the lockout shortened season, feeling Malhotra was not safe on the ice due to his impaired vision. Malhotra was on an expiring contract and became an unrestricted free agent July 5.

“Obviously I’m really excited for Manny,” said Hamhuis. “He’s worked extremely hard over these last 7-8 months to put himself in a position when the opportunity came up. I know he was hoping to get a contract. Then he was hoping for an NHL tryout. Unfortunately both of these things fell through. You have to give him a lot of credit for his perseverance. So it’s great to see that now he’s got his foot in the door.”

TWINS CORNER SUITE: From Trevor Linden’s ‘Locker Room’ to Markus Naslund’s ‘Nazzy Suite’ and Roberto Luongo’s ‘Lui Crease Club’, Vancouver’s marquee players have sponsored a suite at Rogers Arena for various charitable or unprivileged groups. The Canucks announced Friday that Daniel and Henrik Sedin have taken the torch in what they are calling ‘Sedin Corner.’

The suite holds 14 people for a game and groups selected will receive free admission, free parking plus free food and beverage.

“We’ll have some input into who comes,” Daniel explained Friday. “We’ll find some people who are well-deserving. There are a lot of hard-working people who do a lot of things in the community that kind of go unnoticed. This gives us a chance to invite them to a game.”

QUOTABLE: “No offence to anybody watching but there are ebbs and flows in the game and there are times when you need to play and times where you don’t. We didn’t get used a lot but we better be ready when we do get used.” – New Canuck centre Zac Dalpe on playing just 3:19 in the season-opening 4-1 loss Thursday to San Jose.
SAN JOSE, Calif. — Roberto Luongo wasn't the problem. Penalties were a problem. So was consistency.

An often-brilliant 16-save performance by the starting goaltender in the opening period Thursday was overshadowed by the inability to maintain early momentum, and it was the difference as the Vancouver Canucks fell 4-1 to the San Jose Sharks in the NHL season opener for both clubs.

It was the 10th consecutive loss to their Pacific Division rival but, more important, the latest confrontation drew a sobering conclusion: Luongo can keep the Canucks in games, but he's not going to win many if the offence can't muster more than five third-period shots in trying to close a 2-1 deficit.

"I thought we had a really good start in the first 10 minutes playing the way we should," said new Canucks coach John Tortorella. "We turn a couple over after we score the [first] goal and they mounted on us there and surged and we lost the momentum. We played in spurts. Kind of a disjointed game with all the penalties.

"We have a lot to learn with tenacity and consistently being on pucks. Some good things and some teachable things. It's consistency."

For the most part, that was Luongo's calling card in returning to a crease he thought he would be vacating through a trade — especially after Cory Schneider started Game 4 here last May as the Canucks were swept aside by the Sharks in the Western Conference quarterfinal. Where Luongo's head is at is as vital as where his game is at.

Both appear fine, which is crucial.

The Canucks showed more forechecking bite, stiffness and pace, but Tortorella knows his club isn't going anywhere unless Luongo can be the difference on many nights. And when an aggressive approach meant Luongo was going to see odd-man rushes and plenty of rubber, he was razor-sharp before Brent Burns, Justin Braun, Patrick Marleau and Tommy Wingels scored to turn what could have been a memorable night for Luongo into another bitter loss.

"We knew what was going to happen being overly aggressive, and I was expecting that," said Luongo, who was screened on Braun's winning goal from the point late in the first period. "I thought I had a bead on it, but once it got to the net there were bodies and it went off the post and in. I'm not saying I let in bad goals, but when you let in four you want to be better, and four on 35 [shots] — I'm not too happy with that."

As much as the Canucks blocked 22 shots and dished out 18 hits, they couldn't muster much at even strength, and Jason Garrison's power-play slapper from the high slot to open scoring was it. Alex Burrows hit the post, David Booth had a chance at the side of the net and Henrik Sedin nearly slipped a wrist shot past Antti Niemi. The Canucks had two third-period power plays and couldn't score; Chris Higgins was robbed at the side of the net on one of his five shots.

The finish became a focus, not the effort.

"We played great for the first 10 or 12 minutes and then we started turning pucks over," said Henrik Sedin. "Once you do that against this team in this building, they're going to get their chances and they did and got the momentum back. We made too many mistakes."

There were positive developments. The Canucks killed a 5-on-3 penalty in the second period. Chris Tanev blocked two shots on one penalty-kill shift and finished with five, but there were also bad penalties and the Canucks got caught for too many men on an awkward line change. Then again, they were a perfect 8-for-8 on the penalty kill. But there were teething problems in trying to put the bite on a new system and beat what may be the best-balanced edition of the Sharks in the franchise's 22-year history.

The Canucks wouldn't even have been in it if not for Luongo's sharp start. Whether snagging hot-shots by Dan Boyle and Scott Hannan with a better glove position — not reaching or flopping — or better short-side coverage with sharp and stable post-to-post moves to rob Burns on a slapper off a cross-ice feed, there were good signs. There was no panic when Dan Hamhuis coughed up the puck and Joe Pavelski tried to beat him between the pads or when Couture took a feed from behind the net and was thwarted.

If that wasn't enough, Luongo stopped Pavelski on a shorthanded break in the third period.

"We just didn't sustain a full 20 minutes in the first period," said Garrison. "Ten losses to them — we've really got to figure it out."

© Copyright (c) The Province
SAN JOSE, Calif. – The John Tortorella era for the Vancouver Canucks started Thursday the way the Alain Vigneault era ended last May – with a loss here against the faster, deeper San Jose Sharks.

The Sharks survived some early Canuck pressure and an early deficit to score twice in the middle period and twice in the third, winning 4-1 in the teams' season-opener. The victory was San Jose's 10th straight win against Vancouver, including pre-season and playoffs, since the lockout.

Four of those Canuck losses cost Vigneault his job as Canuck coach during last spring's National Hockey League playoffs. This loss merely left Tortorella 0-1.

The Vancouver coach has changed but the difference between the Canucks and Sharks has not. Tortorella's philosophy about how the game should be played was evident, both good and bad.

“I thought we played in spurts,” Tortorella said. “We have a lot to learn as far as tenacity, as far as consistently being on a puck. There were some good things and there were some teachable things. 

“It's consistency. I see some really good things for minutes and then we're void for other minutes. That's a very important point we have to work on – the consistency of our game.”

Tortorella said Thursday morning he doesn't believe in measuring his team against others.

“Quite honestly, we're of the philosophy that we don't spend much time worrying about the other team,” he said before the morning skate. “We're concerned about executing how we're going to play.”

But the performance by the Canucks, measured against the Sharks, reinforced the work Tortorella has ahead of him, as well as the difficulty the Canucks face trying to win another regular-season pennant now that realignment has put them into the Pacific Division alongside the Sharks, Los Angeles Kings and others.

Tortorella played mostly three lines, and it was when his third line was overmatched that the Canucks surrendered the winning goal late in the second period. His top four defencemen were all over 21 minutes in ice time. Five forwards logged more than 18 minutes.

Like Tortorella said, the Canucks did play well in spurts. They were aggressive always, but so much so that they surrendered a pile of outnumbered rushes to the Sharks. San Jose's final goal came on a 2-on-0.

“We know we want to play aggressive,” defenceman Jason Garrison said. “But we need to support each other and maybe be less aggressive at times. We're definitely going to learn from our mistakes and learn to play aggressively.”

“A couple of breakdowns, a couple of goals,” centre Ryan Kesler summarized. “But it's a learning curve. We want to be aggressive; that's who we are, that's our identity. (But) we have to trust each other, be accountable for one another. We just have to be on the same page.”

The Canucks dominated territorially in the opening minutes. Tortorella double-shifted his top two lines at the start and the Canucks kept the puck in the Sharks' zone. An early, offensive-zone holding penalty against Canuck Dale Weise gave the Sharks a breather, but did little to disrupt momentum. 

When Vancouver got its first power play, Garrison made it 1-0 at 9:04 on a 40-foot one-timer under San Jose goalie Antti Niemi after Henrik and Daniel Sedin worked a give-and-go around Sharks' defenceman Justin Braun.

The Canucks' aggression created several outnumbered scoring rushes for the Sharks in the second half of the period, but Vancouver goalie Roberto Luongo was sharp. He snared Scott Hannan's slapshot on a 3-on-2, got across his net to block Brent Burns' backdoor shot and anticipated Joe Pavelski's five-hole attempt on a breakaway caused by Dan Hamhuis' dreadful turnover at the Canuck blueline.

Luongo, however, was beaten short-side on the Sharks' tying goal at 5:53 of the second period as Brent Burns had time and space to shoot from the right-wing faceoff dot after a neutral-zone turnover by Garrison.

No coach yet has found a way to win in the NHL while his team plays two men short, but Tortorella's ideology was evident in the second period when Vancouver successfully killed a two-minute, San Jose 5-on-3 that began at 8:23.

Alex Burrows and Alex Edler fearlessly blocked shots, and Luongo made big stops against Pavelski and Patrick Marleau.

The penalty kill should have boosted the Canucks, but the advantage still fueled the Sharks' momentum and at 18:07 San Jose went ahead 2-1. With Vancouver's third line and third defence pairing on the ice, San Jose pressure led to Braun's point shot sneaking through Logan Couture, whose screen of Luongo was made worse by the presence of Canuck defencman Chris Tanev.

The Sharks clinched it with goals 68 seconds apart late in the third period. Chris Higgins' turnover allowed Marleau to make it 3-1 with a quick shot from the slot at 14:39. A two-man breakaway – the Sharks' last and best of their many outnumbered attacks – ended with Tommy Wingels' 4-1 goal on a nifty reverse from Andrew Desjardins.
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In a bit of fearful symmetry from Thursday night’s games, the key components of the two biggest stories of the Canucks’ off-season all lost by three goals in their first games with their new teams. Note that I’m including Vancouver as a new team for Roberto Luongo, because he was basically off the team before Cory Schneider got traded.

Opening night for the Canucks, Devils, and Rangers all fell on Thursday, so Luongo and Tortorella made their season debuts on the same night as their counterparts in New Jersey and New York.

Canucks fans will surely be keeping a close eye on Schneider’s season after he was surprisingly traded at the 2013 entry draft. The grumbling started in the pre-season, when Schneider played shutout hockey through his first two appearances and only gave up one goal in eight periods of hockey. Luongo, meanwhile, gave up four goals in the first 13 minutes of his first pre-season appearance.

Despite his excellence in the pre-season, it was still a surprise to see Schneider get the start in the New Jersey Devils’ first game, though it was partly because of Martin Brodeur’s father, famed hockey photographer Denis Brodeur, passing away just a week before the start of the season. Peter DeBoer told reporters that he wanted to give Brodeur an extra day of rest after he missed the Devils’ final pre-season game to attend his father’s funeral.

I expected Schneider to eventually supplant Brodeur as the number one goaltender in New Jersey this season, but I didn’t expect it to happen in game one. Of course, he may not taken a firm grasp of the job, as he gave up 2 goals on his first 9 shots, eventually losing 3-0.

Canucks fans eager to feel better about the Schneider trade jumped on his rough start, a little too quickly as it turned out. Luongo also lost by three goals, getting one goal of support, but giving up 4. Anyone looking for an easy narrative after the first game (They traded the wrong/right goalie!) was sadly disappointed.

The similarities were even eerier for the coaches: both John Tortorella and Alain Vigneault lost in their debuts with their new team by identical 4-1 scores. Even more, the only goals for the Rangers and Canucks came from defencemen on the powerplay, with Marc Staal scoring for New York and Jason Garrison for Vancouver. Getting the assists on the only goal for both teams: their first line centre and left winger, Derek Stepan and Rick Nash for the Rangers, the Sedins for the Canucks.

This is a little weird, right? It’s not just me?

It could have been weirder, of course. Everything wasn’t exactly the same and the differences may provide some cold comfort for Canucks fans. After all, Luongo may have given up 4 goals, but it was on 35 shots. Schneider, on the other hand, gave up 3 goals on just 21 shots. If you want to make a judgement call after a one-game sample size, then Luongo is going to have a terrible save percentage this season, but Schneider’s is going to be even worse.

As for Vigneault’s Rangers, unlike the Canucks, they weren’t facing one of the powerhouses of the Pacific Division. They lost 4-1 to the Phoenix Coyotes, who missed the playoffs last season. I mean, losing 4-1 to any team is a disappointment but at least the Canucks lost to the San Jose Sharks.

Yep, that’s some pretty cold comfort.
SAN JOSE, Calif. — It is Game 1 of the John Tortorella era for the Vancouver Canucks.

For Todd McLellan, it’s Game 377, which gives the San Jose Sharks’ coach the fourth-longest tenure in the National Hockey League.

After the morning skate ahead of tonight’s season-opener between the teams, McLellan spoke to reporters from the same spot where last May, with the Sharks on the verge of sweeping the Canucks from the playoffs’ first round, he said his job and not Alain Vigneault’s would be in jeopardy if the scores were reversed.

Vigneault was fired and Tortorella hired, and no one can say with certainty what that will mean for a Canuck team in transition to a more aggressive style while facing one of the toughest October schedules in the NHL.

“Alain and I ran into each other at the draft and we kind of looked at each other and just smiled,” McLellan said. “When you get into this racket, the bullets are already flying around. It’s just whether or not you’re going to be hit by one.”

McLellan said he needs time to assess how the Canucks are different, and that time also is required for a coach such as Tortorella to put his stamp on a new team.

San Jose defenceman Dan Boyle, who has “a thick skin” and thus thrived under Tortorella in Tampa as coach and player won a Stanley Cup in 2004, said not everyone on the Canucks will like the stamp.

“I think it’s going to work for a lot of guys and for some it’s not,” Boyle said. “He’s not an easy man to play for but it is rewarding if you are the right type of player. Some guys are going to thrive and love it, others are going to fade away.”

Veterans Canuck defencemen Andrew Alberts and Yannick Weber have already been bypassed by waiver-claim Ryan Stanton, who will play his second-ever NHL game tonight. Winger David Booth, injured for much of his two years with the Canucks, returns to the lineup on the third line. Zac Dalpe, acquired in a Sunday trade from the Carolina Hurricanes, appears headed to the fourth-line centre spot.

Tortorella, however, wouldn’t confirm any of this. Other than naming his goalie — Roberto Luongo starts tonight — Tortorella said he won’t be answering questions about his lineup before games this season.

“If I start answering questions about the lineup, I’ll be doing it all the time,” Tortorella said. “I’m not going to. I don’t think there’s an advantage (tactically). I just don’t like talking about it. You guys will see what the lineup is anyway.”

After spending all his head coaching career in the Eastern Conference, Tortorella admits he doesn’t know much about the Sharks and other Western teams.

“Quite honestly, we’re of the philosophy that we don’t spend much time worrying about the other team,” Tortorella said. “We’re concerned about executing how we’re going to play. I’m definitely going to have to learn about personnel and tendencies as we go through the year.

“I just hope we’re aggressive (tonight). If we’re going to make mistakes, it’s going to be through the aggressive side. Not testing the waters, not being in between. We’ll chip out the mistakes as we go through. But I want those mistakes to be made by being over-aggressive.”

Including regular season, playoffs and pre-season, the Sharks are 9-0 against the Canucks in 2013.

PLAYERS TO WATCH

Sharks: Having replenished their team on the fly, becoming younger and faster last year, San Jose unveils another skilled prospect in 19-year-old LW Tomas Hertl, who starts on Joe Thornton’s first line.

Canucks: Roberto Luongo starts as the designated No. 1 goalie for the first time since the 2012 playoffs. He is 11-0-4 in his last 15 games when he faced 40 or more shots, which he may see tonight.

INJURIES

Sharks: D Brad Stuart (lower body), RW Martin Havlat (lower body), LW Raffi Torres (knee) and RW Adam Burish (upper body) are out.

Canucks: C Jordan Schroeder (foot) probably wouldn’t have made the opening-night roster. RW Zack Kassian is suspended.
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Canucks start season with something to prove
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Henrik Sedin #33 of the Vancouver Canucks checks David Rundblad #2 of the Phoenix Coyotes into the boards during the second period in NHL pre-season action on September 23, 2013 at Rogers Arena.
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VANCOUVER - The Vancouver Canucks begin a new season Thursday night feeling like they've got something to prove, not only to their demanding new head coach but to those who don’t believe they are an elite team anymore.

Suddenly, there is no shortage of skeptics when it comes to the Canucks. 

In case you hadn’t noticed, the Canucks are no longer a fashionable pick to win their division and they don’t seem to be in the conversation when the so-called experts list their Stanley Cup favourites.

Vancouver captain Henrik Sedin said he gets that.

“I think if you lose out in the first round of the playoffs you alway have something to prove and it’s no different for us,” Sedin said after Wednesday’s practice at UBC and before the Canucks chartered to San Jose for Thursday night’s season-opener against the Sharks.

Their new season is beginning where their last one crashed and burned in a four-game first-round sweep at the hands of the Sharks. It was Vancouver’s second straight first-round playoff exit and it ultimately cost former coach Alain Vigneault his job.

It is up to new coach John Tortorella to pick up the pieces and re-tool a team that in terms of personnel really hasn’t changed much.

“I’m anxious, a good anxious,” Tortorella said Wednesday. “You want to get going. I want to see what the team looks like, I want to see how they react in different situations. We’ll makes mistakes, San Jose will also. But now we’re playing for the real stuff here. I’m really looking forward to it.”

Henrik Sedin believes his teammates are motivated by the fact their stock seems to have fallen around the league. Asked how the team re-earns that elite status that appears to be slipping away, he said: “I think we have worked on it every day. It’s just about being harder to play against. That’s what we had a few years back and I think we lost a bit of that. 

“We lost that identity of just being a tough team, grinding things out, and I think that came because the expectations were always on us. It didn’t matter what we did in the regular season. Playoffs mattered and once we got to the playoffs we didn’t have that mindset where everyone knew the way to play.”

The playoffs are way off in the distance right now and Tortorella has spent the entire training camp trying to make the Canucks a tougher team to play against. 

That new coach and new system make opening night even more intriguing for the players.

“I think every player is excited to get going and show what we can do,” Daniel Sedin said Wednesday.

He feels like the Canucks are well-prepared and have responded positively to what he described as an intense camp.

“AV (Vigneault) did a good job, there’s no question about that,” Daniel said. “But I think the pace in practice so far has been something that maybe we haven’t had before in training camp, the intensity. Maybe it helps with a new coaching staff, too, and a new system. Everyone is ready for every practice and really focused so I think practices have been really good. Short but intense. You get confidence from that, knowing we have done everything in practice to put ourselves in the best position.”

Now the Canucks will get a sense of how all that practice translates into games that matter.

Vancouver really couldn’t have drawn a more difficult opening-night opponent. The Sharks have beaten the Canucks in nine straight games.

““They are a good team, they are well-coached, they have personnel right up through their lineup,” Tortorella said. “It’s a great building to play in. . .I haven’t been there that often, but I know what the building is about. So I think it’s a great situation for us to start our season.”

“It’s a different kind of rivalry,” is how defenceman Kevin Bieksa described the Sharks. “It doesn’t seem like a Chicago rivalry, where it’s super-physical and the two teams really dislike each other. It’s more just a competitive rivalry. We have had some good battles over the years, we have knocked them out of the playoffs, they have knocked us out of the playoffs. It has kind of been back and forth. It’s a good team to play your first game against with that emotion and that history and hopefully it brings out the best in us.”

Tortorella bristled when asked about his opening-night lineup, warning reporters to save their breath.

“Just so it helps you guys and we can ask other questions, I am not going to give you my lineup,” he said. “Not to be an idiot (but) because things change quickly. You guys have a pretty good idea what we have been doing here and you guys make your call.”

The team’s forward lines and defensive pairings remained the same on Wednesday, so this is how Vancouver’s forwards are expected to line up on Thursday night: the Sedins will play with Alex Burrows; Ryan Kesler will centre Chris Higgins and Jannik Hansen; Mike Santorelli will skate between Brad Richardson and David Booth; and newcomer Zac Dalpe will centre Dale Weise and Tom Sestito.

The most significant news on defence is the fact newly acquired waiver wire pickup Ryan Stanton appears to be Vancouver’s No. 6 defenceman. For the second straight day, he skated Wednesday on the third pairing with Chris Tanev.

His inclusion in the opening night lineup speaks volumes about what Tortorella thought about the work Andrew Alberts and Yannick Weber did in the pre-season. Stanton has just one NHL game on his resume.

The top two defensive pairings have Bieksa with Dan Hamhuis and Jason Garrison paired with Alex Edler.

Roberto Luongo will start his first of many games tonight.

“I am really excited,” Luongo said. “Given what has happened over the last little while, it’s nice to get a fresh start here and know that you’re the No. 1 again and just play hockey.”
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VANCOUVER - John Tortorella was in outstanding form on Tuesday, which is good news for the Vancouver Canucks because the coach is the best hope that the team's “reset” doesn't become a rerun.

As another National Hockey League season begins, the reset general manager Mike Gillis promised last spring turned out to be not so much physical as metaphysical. The Canucks have some new ideas how to play, thanks to their new coach, and that's about it.

Rising star goalie Cory Schneider is gone without a player in the Canucks' opening-night lineup to show for him. Perimeter forwards Mason Raymond and Derek Roy have been replaced by modest veteran Mike Santorelli and Carolina Hurricane castoff Zac Dalpe. Brad Richardson has replaced Max Lapierre as the abrasive fourth-line centre, and waiver pickup Ryan Stanton takes Keith Ballard's spot on defence.

The Canucks new backup goalie is untried rookie Eddie Lack, and the new starter is the old one – Roberto Luongo.

Winger David Booth, who has battled injuries since his trade from the Florida Panthers two years ago, is a wildcard – slightly less predictable than the X-factor that is Ryan Kesler's return to health.

Mostly, the Canucks are as the Canucks were, plus a fiery new coach pushing a philosophy of aggressive attacking and tenacious, all-for-one defending.

“I don't know if a coach is a reset,” Tortorella said Tuesday after the Canucks practised at Rogers Arena. “I will never put myself out in front of the team. I think we have a good nucleus here that has been successful. We're trying to add to that with maybe a little bit different style of play to add some grind into it. I think the players have been receptive, I think they've practised well. We've still got work on our pace.

“The expectations to reset this, that and the other thing, that's for you guys. We're going to take it one day at a time in the locker room and try to be better each and every day and we'll see where we go from there.”

Where they start is San Jose and an opener against a Sharks' team that has beaten the Canucks nine straight times, including pre-season, regular-season and – last May – the playoffs.

Where the Canucks end up, who knows?

With their core intact, Luongo still capable and Daniel and Henrik Sedin driven to win a Stanley Cup, the Canucks should remain a strong team, just as they were when they won the last five Northwest Division titles under former coach Alain Vigneault.

But the Canucks are now in a realigned Pacific Division, which includes among others the powerful Sharks and Los Angeles Kings.

Winning their division will be more difficult, as will be simply making the playoffs.

The question, given the lack of obvious lineup upgrades, is: Will the Canucks do any better if they make the Stanley Cup tournament?

Maybe Gillis will improve the roster before the playoffs. For now, it seems up to Tortorella to coax more from a veteran group of players who had gone stale under Vigneault, yet only two years ago won the Presidents' Trophy and nearly the Stanley Cup.

“We've got good guys,” Tortorella said. “That's one thing about our sport in general, not just our team: We have really good people in this sport, as far as players, and I think they're always trying to improve, they're always wanting to learn. My job is to get them there to maybe some areas where (they) didn't think they could get there. That's my responsibility as a coach. And get them there consistently. That's what we're looking to do. We haven't hid from it as a coaching staff; we're going to go at it hard, we're going to be direct. There will be no misunderstanding how we want them to play.

“The most intriguing thing for me. . . is the challenge. Because all you guys talk about is the Stanley Cup. Everybody I see on the street talks about the Stanley Cup. I think there's a tremendous amount of pressure. I think there's a tremendous amount of expectations. It's a tremendous challenge and I'm looking forward to the opportunity. (But) we're not going to get involved with all your expectations. We're going to take it day by day. We can't look at the big picture. We need to worry about ourselves each and every day.”

Universally, Canuck players will tell you there is a different vibe to the locker room this season with Tortorella pushing them from their comfort zone.

They can also view the lack of changes to the core group as affirmation of management's belief in them.

“Yes, or they couldn't move anyone out,” winger Alex Burrows smiled. “One of the two. I feel we're right there with the best. I feel the core is strong and can compete with any core in the league. We feel the urgency, too. I think with John, our practices and our pace, the way he addresses the group, you can tell there is urgency. Even between each other, we know it's a big year.”

Transitioning to a different system, the Canucks were understandably erratic through the pre-season. They were good a couple of nights, awful on others. Learning and growing comfortable with Tortorella's system could take weeks, but the NHL season started Tuesday night in Montreal, Chicago and Edmonton.

Nine of Vancouver's first 13 games are on the road. All four of their games against the Sharks occur in the next six weeks. The Canucks can't afford a shallow learning curve.

“I think we're going to make a few mistakes,” Danny Sedin said. “But every team is making mistakes during games. We're excited about the new system and everyone's buying into it and that's all that matters.

“It's always on the players. That's never going to change. The coach is going to prepare you well. They're NHL coaches, they're going to do a good job. But it's up to the players.”

The same ones as last season.
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VANCOUVER - Mr. Big Shot is finally going to get his shot.

And defenceman Jason Garrison promises he won’t be shy about using it.

Garrison knows exactly what his job will be on the Vancouver Canucks’ first-unit power play this season: to use that howitzer he has as a slap shot and fire the puck at the net.

“I know why I’m out there, I think they know why I’m out there,” Garrison says.

The fact Garrison was not a regular on the Canuck power play last season remains one of life’s mysteries, particularly when you consider that Vancouver struggled mightily with the man advantage. The Canucks were 22nd in the league last season on the power play.

Garrison’s teammates think his shot will be a welcome addition to the power play this season.

“I think you saw out there today, when he shoots the puck it’s either hitting the net and going in or it’s going to break someone’s foot or hurt Kes (Ryan Kesler) in front,” Vancouver captain Henrik Sedin said after Tuesday’s practice at Rogers Arena.

“His mindset has to be shot. He has got to know he is the guy. if our power play is going to be successful he is going to need to shoot it.”

Garrison and fellow defenceman Alex Edler will work the points on the first-unit power play, with Daniel and Henrik Sedin and Kesler up front.

Kesler should get danger pay. It’s his job to try and create a little chaos in front of the opposition net and that could expose him to some friendly fire courtesy of Garrison’s slapper.

“He keeps it low, I’m not worried about that,” Kesler said Tuesday. “There was one time in practice where he got it up around my chops, but usually if I see it I can react to it.

“He has control of his shot, that’s the big thing. He knows where it’s going and my job is just to take the goalie’s eyes away.”

Garrison’s shot rivals that of a recently departed Canuck defenceman.

“They have to worry about that shot, it’s not unlike Sami Salo’s shot,” Kesler said. “Teams were worried about that and Garry has the same thing. He’s a bomber back there and he’s not afraid to shoot.”

Garrison said his heavy shot came naturally to him, but he didn’t really realize how good it was until he was well into his teens. He was a forward until he was 17, when a coach with the Richmond Junior B team he was playing on decided his shot belonged on the point.

That began his career as a defenceman.

“I kind of knew I had it but I didn’t know it was as big of an asset as it has turned out to be until a coach of mine was kind of like, ‘you’ve got a big shot, let’s put you on the back end,’” he said.

Garrison has one of those shots that almost makes you cringe when he fires it and an opposition player tries to get in front of it and block it. Garrison says he’s can’t worry about potentially injuring another player.

“I definitely do not intentionally try to hurt anybody,” Garrison said. “For me, it’s just getting it to the net. The game is all about blocking shots and all the power to everybody that blocks shots, but I am alway trying to hit the back of the net and not hit anybody. Unfortunately, sometimes that happens.”

Garrison, of course, often blocks shots at the other end of the ice. He’s not sure how anxious he’d be to drop in front of one of his.

“I don’t know how I’d feel about that,” Garrison said with a smile. “ I feel for my teammates on practice days when we are practising the power play. Your one goal is to score goals and you can’t really think too much beyond that.”

Goalie Roberto Luongo has a better idea than most just how hard Garrison’s shot is.

“It’s one that can hurt other teams,” Luongo said. “Fortunately in practice he doesn’t always put all of his force into it, but we have definitely seen what he can do in games. It’s lethal, it’s just an extra weapon that we have out there to complement all the other guys out there.”

Garrison’s heavy shot is complemented by the fact that he also has a quick release. He does not waste any time getting it off.

“The key for me is just moving around and finding that lane to the net,” he said. “And guys are good nowadays, it’s not always going to be there. Sometimes you may be able to force it through, it might squeak by, but sometimes it’s going to get blocked. It’s definitely about releasing it quickly. You gain a little bit of space by shooting the puck and it creates maybe some havoc down low. No matter what, it can get defensive players running around a little bit.”

And sometimes down on the ice writhing in pain.

ICE CHIPS: The second unit power play on Tuesday consisted of Kevin Bieksa, Dan Hamhuis, Alex Burrows and Chris Higgins, with Jannik Hansen and David Booth alternating on right wing.
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VANCOUVER - So much for the start of a golden youth movement on the Vancouver Canucks, who were suddenly supposed to be the land of opportunity for talented prospects under the patient and nurturing reign of new head coach John Tortorella.

Hunter Shinkaruk, Bo Horvat and Brendan Gaunce have all been returned to their junior teams and Nicklas Jensen and Frankie Corrado are back in the American Hockey League.

Turns out Tortorella’s values aren’t so unlike previous coach Alain Vigneault’s: he has a good team that needs to win now.

There are legitimate ice time considerations for prospects, especially teenagers such as Shinkaruk, Horvat and Gaunce, whose development isn’t aided by playing only a handful of minutes per night. But if Tortorella thought these players made the Canucks better now, they’d still be in Vancouver.

Instead, they were beaten to roster spots by modest free agent Mike Santorelli, Monday waiver pickup Ryan Stanton and Sunday trade acquisition Zac Dalpe.

None of the Canucks’ best five prospects, among skaters, made the team. 

And although Dalpe, 23, and Stanton, 24, may yet represent the leading edge of a youth movement, the golden era for young players in Vancouver will have to wait until those shiny players are better or the team is worse.

THE WINNER IS: The grand-prize winner of the Canucks’ pre-season was Vancouver-born centre Santorelli, who at age 27 outplayed the glitzy prospects and will get the chance to right a National Hockey League career trajectory that has tilted downward since his 20-goal season with the Florida Panthers three years ago.

“My mindset was getting back to what made me successful,” Santorelli said last week of his training camp objective. “That’s what I wanted to come in and do. When the opportunity (to sign with the Canucks) came, it was pretty exciting. A lot of kids who grow up here dream of the chance to play in Vancouver.”

Santorelli, who grew up in Burnaby and lives in Kitsilano, signed a two-way, free-agent contract with Vancouver that included an NHL salary of $550,000 US — barely one-third of what he made the last two seasons. That the deal also included a minor-league salary, albeit a generous one at $250,000, made it possible the Canucks would view him strictly as organizational depth and send Santorelli to their farm team in Utica, N.Y.

But the former sixth-round draft pick of the Nashville Predators reported to training camp in exceptional condition, then proved again that even a modest pro with determination and a bank of NHL tradecraft can outplay illustrious teenagers who have a little more raw skill but a lot less experience.

“Mike Santorelli earned his spot on our hockey team,” assistant general manager Laurence Gilman said. “He came here on a two-way contract with nothing promised to him, then played his way on to our roster.”

HURRICANE BLOWOUT: After swinging Sunday’s trade for Dalpe, general manager Mike Gillis revealed the Canucks had been “tracking” the Carolina Hurricanes’ forward for “a couple of years.” But you have to wonder what the Canucks were offering because Dalpe eventually cost them only fringe prospect Kellan Tochkin and a fourth-round draft pick.

The real cost of the deal to the Canucks, besides the mid-round draft pick, was their willingness to remove from the Hurricanes’ payroll centre Jeremy Welsh, who leveraged college free agency two years ago into a deal that pays him a one-way salary of $1 million this season. For now, the Canucks will pay that to Welsh in the minors.

Hurricanes general manager Jim Rutherford essentially gave up on Welsh and Dalpe, a 2008 second-round draft pick who spent chunks of the last three seasons in the NHL but couldn’t secure a regular spot on a lousy Carolina team.

Dalpe has proved he can score at the minor-league level and is still young enough to get a lot better in the NHL. He will be in the Canucks’ opening-night lineup and could settle into a third-line role beside Santorelli and David Booth.

BARGAIN HUNTING: There is much for which Gillis can be criticized in the last year, especially his role in the Roberto Luongo trade fiasco and the GM’s failure to upgrade the forwards. But the Canucks’ re-signing Sunday of Jannik Hansen to a four-year, $10-million deal is a bargain and continues the organization’s pattern of convincing key players to re-commit for less than market value — considerably less in several cases.

That streak will be tested by Daniel and Henrik Sedin’s next contract, which appears to be stalled in negotiations. It’s risky to project contracts when neither side is speaking publicly, but it’s extremely unlikely the Canucks stars will have their wish of extensions finalized before the season opens.

Ideally, the Canucks would like a two- or three-year extension for the 33-year-olds at close to their current $6.1-million cap hits. But the Sedins could command much more as unrestricted free agents next summer, which is why Gillis may have to increase their pay over the next three or four years to get them re-signed.

Negotiations were launched before training camp during a clandestine dinner involving management, the twins and their agent, J.P. Barry. The sides laid out the financial landscape, as they saw it, and there is enough trust between the parties that contract talks should continue when the regular season begins.
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John Tortorella admits his fingerprints are all over recent changes at Rogers Arena that have seen doors added behind each of the players’ benches.

“When I first coached there, it’s like I am coaching in the stands,” he said Sunday. “I don’t want to take it away from the people but I have never coached on a bench where the door is wide open and you are practically coaching in the first row.”

So both benches now have a door separating the bench area from the dressing room tunnel.

“I am sure I am going to piss off a lot of people in the first row,” Tortorella said. “But I asked if we could have a door. I just think it’s proper. A lot of things go on, I think a lot of things are said that you certainly don’t want -- especially if there’s young kids -- because it is the intensity of the game, you don’t want things heard like that.

“I have just never coached in an open bench like that. It freaked me out a little bit.”

The change shouldn’t affect sight lines for fans, but they definitely won’t be able to hear some of the chatter that goes on behind the bench.

Doors had actually been built for behind each bench when Rogers Arena was constructed, but they had been storage since former coach Pat Quinn ordered them removed years ago.

LINE DANCE: Tortorella joked that he still has many lineup decisions to make before opening night.

“I’ll play the Sedins together, I know that,” he said.

For now, he also seems to like Ryan Kesler, Jannik Hansen and Chris Higgins on the second line.

“I thought his line played really well the other night,” Tortorella said of Kesler. “They played underneath the hashmarks and that’s where I’d like to see our team play more. They led the way against New York.”

Tortorella said his forward lines are generally not carved in stone. And he suggested there could be lots of movement between the third and fourth lines.

“I don’t get locked in,” he said. “It depends on situations. . .We’ll see how it goes. When some guys are going maybe they get bumped up into that third-line role and maybe some guys aren’t and they move down. It’s good to have that flexibility.”

UTICA CALLING: Forward Nicklas Jensen is day to day with a shoulder injury and general manager Mike Gillis said he will be sent to Utica once he is healthy.

“He is still here because he is getting treatment here,” Gillis said. “Nick will be assigned to Utica. He needs to go and play. If you look around there are very few 18-year-old and 19-year-old players who can play in this league and perform and almost invariably they have a step backward in the second year.”

Jensen, 20, was selected late in the first round (29th overall) in the 2011 draft. He spent most of last season with AIK in Sweden’s Elite League.

Jensen’s former Oshawa Generals teammate, Boone Jenner, has cracked the Columbus roster and is expected to start the season on the Blue Jackets’ top line with Marian Gaborik and Brandon Dubinsky.

Jenner was selected eight spots after Jensen in that 2011 draft.
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VANCOUVER - Forwards Zac Dalpe and Jeremy Welsh didn't turn into pumpkins after midnight Saturday, they turned into Vancouver Canucks' property.

Dalpe received a call at 12:30 a.m. that he had been traded from the Carolina Hurricanes while Welsh, fast asleep in his Raleigh hotel room, heard someone pounding on his door around 2 a.m.

“It was one of the guys and I thought he was in trouble initially,” Welsh recalled Monday before being re-assigned to the AHL's Utica Comets. “So I kind of rushed to the door because he said 'please, answer if you're awake!' But I didn't think it was a prank. I kind of had an intuition that something was in the works just kind of the way things had been going in Carolina. So it was obviously surprising. It was probably 10 seconds of shock and then I started thinking I was coming to Vancouver to be a part of this organization and it was thrilling.”

Dalpe was thrilled for another reason. Despite growing up in Paris, Ont. – a hotbed of Leaf Nation – he was a Canuck fan as a kid and enjoyed following the exploits of Pavel Bure, Trevor Linden and the rest of the boys from that era. Dalpe and Welsh were acquired for minor-leaguer Kellan Tochkin and a fourth-round pick in 2014.

“I remember my initial thought I got traded to the team that was my favourite team growing up,” Dalpe said Monday. “So that was pretty cool. There were a lot of emotions running through me because I had never actually been traded before. To sum it all up, I'm really, really excited to be a part of this organization.”

Dalpe, a second-round pick of the Hurricanes in 2008, isn't a first-time visitor to B.C. He played a season with the Penticton Vees in 2007-08 before heading to the NCAA and Ohio State. His younger brother Ben is on the 2013-14 Vees. 

“It was kind of weird how I ended up in Penticton,” said Dalpe, who turns 24 on Nov. 1. “I was doing a year of junior B back home and I got a scholarship to Ohio State. Penticton was one of the teams they suggested I go to before I started with them. So I came out to Penticton for a visit with my parents and it was a kind of no-brainer. I loved my year in B.C. I was kind of homesick at the start but then, when the season ended, I didn't want to go home. I fell in love with it quickly.”

Dalpe plays both centre and right wing and he may find himself auditioning for a third-line spot in the absence of the suspended Zack Kassian. He had yet to meet with the coaching staff when he spoke Monday to The Sun so was uncertain what the plans were for him. 

He is on a two-way contract but requires waivers to go to the minors. His NHL resume consists of 41 games spread over three seasons. He's scored five goals and added five assists.

“I came into pro hockey as a centreman but I've been converted to the wing so I guess I'm equally comfortable at both spots,” he said. “I haven't played centre in a little bit but I'm sure that is something I can pick up hopefully.”

Welsh, meanwhile, also plays both centre and the wing. He didn't require waivers to be sent to the Comets and was the final move the Canucks made Monday to comply with the 23-man roster limit. He appeared in six NHL games for the 'Canes and had one assist.

“I played left wing my freshman year at Union College and I played left wing probably five of the six games I've played up in the NHL,” said Welsh, 25, before he was sent to Utica. 

Welsh grew up on a farm in Bayfield, Ont., a town near Lake Huron in the southwestern part of the province. He's the youngest of three kids and they all spent plenty of time at the local arena.

“My brother played hockey and my sister was a figure skater,” he said. “Where I grew up, there was no football, no lacrosse, so everyone was into hockey mostly. I did other sports in high school like volleyball and soccer but nothing too serious. Hockey was pretty much my main sport.”

Like Dalpe, Welsh defied the odds and didn't get swept up by Leaf Nation.

“I definitely wasn't a Leafs fan,” he said, chuckling. “I didn't really have a team growing up. I liked Joe Sakic and I'm a big fan of Pavel Datsyuk.”

epap@vancouversun.com
VANCOUVER - Maybe you can't always get what you want but Jannik Hansen did Sunday.

The good Dane agreed to a great deal with the Vancouver Canucks, signing a four-year contract extension worth $10 million. Hansen still has this season remaining at $1.35 million before the new deal takes effect. Naturally, he was thrilled.

“It's exactly what I wanted,” said the energetic right winger, Vancouver's ninth-round pick (287th overall) in 2004. “I've never hidden the fact I like it here. It was something that I was hopeful they'd be willing to do – and getting it done before the season starts was big, too.”

Hansen, 27, stood to become an unrestricted free agent had he played out his current deal. Asked if he was tempted to have a huge year and take that to the open market, the native of Herlev, Denmark, was quick to respond.

“I intend to have a huge year no matter what,” quipped Hansen, whose career high is 16 goals. “The security and knowing where I'm going to be overpowers the other part of not knowing. It's obviously nice to have not only the financial security but also the security in terms of not being tossed around like you do in your earlier years where it's kind of hard to set up a (home) base.”

Hansen, a father of twin boys, has beaten long odds to become an NHL regular after his low draft selection. He arrived in North America in 2005-06 to play a season in the WHL with the Portland Winterhawks. He then spent two more seasons with the Canucks' American League farm team at the time, the Manitoba Moose.

His new contract also contains a limited no-trade clause.

“Obviously you take pride in whatever you're doing but you do have a little bit extra to prove when you're coming from a small country where we don't produce many players,” Hansen noted. “To me, it wasn't really where I was drafted, it was more if I was going to be drafted.”

The Canucks value Hansen's versatility. He can move up and down the depth chart and is a superb penalty killer. With his speed, he is able to effectively hound the puck on the forecheck. New coach John Tortorella has liked what he has seen, so far.

“He impresses me,” commented Tortorella. “He's a utility guy in my eyes. He can play power play, he can kill penalties and be used in a lot of different roles. I think he needs to understand a little bit how we play defence but he's had a good camp.”

Canuck general manager Mike Gillis has watched Hansen develop into a reliable forward and was happy to be able to lock him up. The new Hansen deal is identical to the extension Chris Higgins, a player with similar versatility, signed last April.

“Jannik is in his prime and moving in the right direction,” Gillis said. “He's a good solid player, he can move up and down your lineup and he's fast. I thought he had a good season last year in the shortened year. He's a player we got under contract under the terms we wanted. I'm very pleased for him and pleased for us.”

Gillis also noted the deal gives the team cost certainty in the NHL's salary-capped world.

“We're a cap team and we need contracts that reward the player but also ones that allow us to continue to build,” said the GM. “Jannik is a new father and he wanted some stability. He wanted to stay here and we were able to get a deal done. I think he's going to have a big season. I think he can be a 20-goal scorer if he gets the minutes. 

“His role hasn't been to score,” added Gillis, “but he's getting better and he seems to be putting up consistently better numbers each year.”
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Emphasis on toughness might hurt Habs
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MONTREAL - Grit.

That was a buzzword for the Canadiens heading into the new season. The team bulked up over the summer with the addition of George Parros and Douglas Murray (both of whom are now injured) and the Canadiens showed they won’t be pushed around as they engaged in five fights during Tuesday’s season opener against the Toronto Maple Leafs.

But Max Pacioretty, the Canadiens’ leading scorer in each of the past two seasons, says the new emphasis on toughness might have hurt the team in the 4-3 loss to the Leafs.

“I think we got away from what we do best,” Pacioretty said. “We’re a speedy group of players and we have to use our speed to create chances.”

Pacioretty said the added toughness is fine, but “we have to stay away from the after-the-whistle stuff.”

The Canadiens found themselves short-handed seven times in the Leafs game and Toronto scored once on the power play. When teams take a lot of penalties, it takes away from the rhythm of the game, but Pacioretty refused to use that as an excuse for his performance. The 24-year-old veteran holds himself to a high standard and wasn’t happy he was held off the scoresheet and was on the ice for a Toronto short-handed goal, finishing minus-2 on the night.

“Just speaking for myself, I’m not happy with the way I played,” he said.

Pacioretty did have a legitimate excuse because he left the game in the first period for some medical treatment on an upper-body injury. The one thing we can tell you is that Pacioretty played the final two periods with an injury that might have been a strain or a bruise on his hand or wrist, or any combination of the above. We do know he didn’t suffer a cut.

Pacioretty took a therapy day Thursday while his teammates travelled to Lac-Mégantic. He was back on the ice for practice Friday in Brossard, but Pacioretty and coach Michel Therrien said no decision had been made on whether he would face the Philadelphia Flyers Saturday night.

“I hope I’m ready to go,” said Pacioretty, who has a reputation for bouncing back from injuries.

But Therrien said there’s more involved than sucking it up and playing with pain.

“It’s not about being 100 per cent, it’s about being able to compete,” Therrien said. “I’ll talk with our medical people and we’ll make a decision tomorrow.”

When a reporter noted that Pacioretty has been unlucky when it comes to injuries, he offered an interesting perspective when he said luck has nothing to do with it.

“I think you make your own luck,” said Pacioretty, who went on to suggest he has to be more aware of when he puts himself in a vulnerable position.

That might be easier said than done when you’re an elite player who is being targeted by the opposition.

phickey@montrealgazette.com
MONTREAL — Daniel Brière would like to thank the National Hockey League for scheduling the first meeting between the Canadiens and Philadelphia Flyers early in the season.

And he sends out a second thank you for scheduling Saturday’s game in the Bell Centre (7 p.m., CBC, RDS, TSN Radio 690).

“(The scheduling) makes it a little bit easier on the preparation, because for me — because personally — it’s not a normal game,” said Brière, who signed with the Canadiens this summer as a free agent after spending the past six seasons with the Flyers. “You’re facing your ex-teammates. I have a lot of friends there. It’ll be a little tougher, but I really believe that playing it in Montreal makes it a little easier.”

Brière, who says he still experiences butterflies after 14 years in the National Hockey League, said the friendships he cultivated during his years in Philadelphia will be on hold for at least a few hours.

“I don’t expect any breaks from any of them,” he said. “You try to approach the game like it’s any other one but, obviously, there’s a little bit more on the line with your friends and trying to prove something among them. I’m sure little battles here and there are going to happen. On Saturday night, I face my friends, but once the puck drops they have a job to do and so do we. You have to leave the friendships behind until after the game.”

This isn’t the first time Brière has faced his former team. He moved from Phoenix to Buffalo and then to Philadelphia, and said he’s hoping the third time will be easier.

“From what I remember, those games were tough to play in,” he said. “At times, it’s tougher to focus, but I’m hoping with being a little bit more mature that experience is going to help me when the puck drops. Hopefully, everything is behind you and you can focus on your game. I can’t wait for the first period to be over. I think after the first period it’ll be a little easier to move on and the first step will be taken.”

Brière hasn’t always felt comfortable in the Bell Centre. The Canadiens courted him in 2007 when he became a free agent in Buffalo, but he decided to sign with the Flyers. He was booed on each of his subsequent visits to Montreal.

This time around, the boos will be reserved for Vincent Lecavalier, although they may not be deserved. Montreal showed some interest in Lecavalier after Tampa Bay bought him out this summer, but his failure to land in Montreal was probably more a case of the Canadiens’ reluctance to make a long-term commitment.

The Flyers signed Lecavalier after buying out the final two seasons of Brière’s contract. But the 36-year-old Brière said there are no hard feelings over the split.

“There’s no extra friction with the Flyers because of it,” he said. “They treated me with a lot of class. It’s reality. It’s part of the game. They were within their rights. On my side, it turned out really well. I get to play for my childhood team. I’m not sure it turns out so great for every player.”

Brière said he enjoyed playing in Buffalo and Philadelphia, but noted he spent a longer time in Philly and “the family’s still there.”

He was referring to his three sons, who he noted are “100 per cent Montreal Canadiens (fans) now, which is happy to see.”

Coach Michel Therrien said George Parros “is looking good,” but the forward still has headaches as the result of the concussion he suffered during a fight Tuesday in the season-opening 4-3 loss to Toronto. Ryan White and Michael Bournival both worked on the fourth line at practice Friday and Therrien said he would defer his decision until Saturday on which one will play. White is likely to get the nod because he’s a better fit against the physical Flyers.

After Saturday’s game, the Canadiens will get ready to head to Calgary for the start of a four-game Western Canada swing on Wednesday.
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LAC-MÉGANTIC — As you drive along Route 161, there are few signs of the tragic events that engulfed this town a few short months ago.

There are lineups at Walmart, shoppers push loaded carts through the parking lot of Maxi, and the drive-thru windows at Tim Horton’s and McDonald’s are busy.

Look to the right and you can catch a glimpse of the lake that lends its name to the town, and in the distance there are rolling hills topped by a cross that looks down on the town below.

The bucolic scene comes to a jarring halt at Rue Ouellette. The main street is closed to traffic as workers clear away rubble and prepare to rebuild the downtown core that was gutted in the July 6 train explosion and fire that left 47 people dead.

“We had a movie in the bus and the scenery was great with the leaves turning, but as soon as we turned the corner, the bus went silent,” Canadiens captain Brian Gionta said Thursday after the team practised at the 2-year-old Centre Sportif Mégantic.

“I knew about the explosion and saw the coverage on TV, but until you see it in person you don’t realize the extent of the devastation,” Gionta added.

It was difficult for the Canadiens to escape the damage done by the accident because the arena sits on the edge of the area destroyed by the explosion. As the Canadiens signed autographs after practice, they could hear heavy machinery at work behind fences a mere 30 yards from the front door of the arena.

David Desharnais was affected by the scene because he spends his summers nearby and is accustomed to seeing trains go through his hometown of Laurier-Station.

“When I heard about the explosion, my first thought was whether I knew someone who was here,” Desharnais said.

The visit marked the first time the Canadiens have travelled outside the Montreal area for a workout during the regular season, and team owner Geoff Molson described it as part of the team’s responsibility to the community. The Canadiens have been actively involved with the recovery process in Lac-Mégantic.

The Bell Centre was home to a benefit concert in August and the Canadiens are donating the proceeds from an open practice on Sept. 14 at the Bell Centre to the relief effort. A Canadiens spokesman said the two events raised more than $800,000.

“We also arranged for several busloads of residents to attend our preseason games, and today, we were able to bring the team to the people,” Molson aid.

Before the practice, Canadiens management met with the town council and Mayor Colette Roy-Laroche, who earned the nickname “la dame de granit” for her handling of the crisis. The 70-year-old former schoolteacher was planning to step down as mayor after three terms, but there will be no elections here next month and she will serve for another two years.

The mayor laughed when a reporter suggested she projected a motherly image and said that her work with children has helped her guide the town through the healing process. She recalled driving her two sons to minor hockey practices and she traced her allegiance to the Canadiens back to cheering for the Richard brothers, Henri and Maurice, and Jean Béliveau.

The Canadiens worked out the kinks from the 2½-hour bus ride from Brossard with a high-tempo, 40-minute practice and then put on a show for the 1,200 spectators who packed the arena. There was a shootout competition, followed by a series of giveaways as the players tossed autographed hats and pucks into the stands. Defenceman P.K. Subban presented his stick to a young fan and several other players quickly followed suit.

“We were just trying to have some fun and take people’s mind off some of the bad things,” Gionta said.

The players spent another 30 minutes after the practice sitting at tables outside the arena and signing autographs.

There were three absentees. George Parros is out indefinitely after suffering a concussion during a fight in the season opener Tuesday, while Max Pacioretty took a therapy day and Brandon Prust had the day off for what the team called family reasons. Pacioretty and Prust were banged up Tuesday, but both players finished the game and are expected in the lineup when the Canadiens play the Philadelphia Flyers Saturday at the Bell Centre (7 p.m., CBC, RDS, TSN Radio 690).
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The skinny: The Toronto Maple Leafs took advantage of defensive turnovers and used their speed to beat the Canadiens 4-3 Tuesday in the season opener for both clubs. Tyler Bozak snapped a 2-2 tie with a short-handed goal at 17:19 of the second period. Bozak had a clean breakaway when Andrei Markov failed to keep the puck in at the blue line. The Leafs scored what proved to be the winning goal after a miscue by Raphael Diaz led to a 2-on-1 break. Mason Raymond’s pass attempt was blocked by Francis Bouillon, but the puck came back to Raymond who had a gaping hole after Carey Price moved in anticipation of the pass.

Good start for Eller: Lars Eller led the offensive effort for the Canadiens as he scored two goals and assisted on the Canadiens’ other goal by Brendan Gallagher.

Specialty items: The Leafs were clear winners in the special-teams battle. James Van Riemsdyk opened the scoring with a power play goal while the Leafs were enjoying a two-man advantage at 8:01 of the opening period. Bozak’s short-handed goal followed the best scrap of the night as Travis Moen came to the defence of Brandon Prust. Moen enjoyed a clear edge over Mark Fraser, who received an extra two minutes for interfering with Prust. The Canadiens failed to score on four power play opportunities and gave up the short-handed goal. The Leafs were 1-for-6 with the extra man.

Solid effort for Reimer: The Leafs acquired Jonathan Bernier in the off-season to be their No. 1, but James Reimer showed he’s going to fight for the job as he made 34 saves for the win.

The Parros factor: The Canadiens lost their new enforcer at 2:34 of the third period when he took on Colton Orr for the second time in the game. Parros lost his balance as he wrestled with Orr and fell face-first on the ice. He appeared to lose consciousness and was cut on the right side of his face. The Canadiens’ medical staff immobilized him and he was removed from the ice on a gurney and taken to hospital for observation.

Pacioretty scare: The Canadiens received a scare in the opening period, when Max Pacioretty went to the clinic after he took a hard hit from Orr. Pacioretty, who is known for his recuperative powers, returned for the start of the second period.

Immediate dividends: The Leafs made news earlier in the day when they announced an eight-year, $64-million extension for Phil Kessel, beginning with the 2014-15 season. Kessel assisted on Van Riemsdyk’s goal and led the Leafs with five shots on goal.

What’s next: The Canadiens have a break before they entertain the Philadelphia Flyers Saturday night. On Thursday, they’ll travel to Lac Mégantic where they will practice and meet with survivors of this summer’s tragic explosion.
MONTREAL — The Canadiens lost more than a game Tuesday night as George Parros, the newly acquired enforcer, finished the evening in hospital after experiencing what coach Michel Therrien described as “bad luck.”

Parros was engaging in a his second fight of the night with Colton Orr when he lost his balance and landed face first on the ice.

“He has a concussion and he’s in the hospital,” Therrien said. “He showed a lot of character and it was just bad luck.”

The Canadiens were trailing 3-2 when Parros and Orr joined in on what started out with a main event between Jarred Tinordi and Carter Ashton. Neither of the two heavyweights had an advantage when Parros lost his balance and hit his chin on the ice.

“We’ve seen too many of those incidents in this building,” said Lars Eller, who suffered a concussion last year when he was hit by Ottawa’s Eric Gryba. “When you see something like that, you just hope that he’s okay and you think about his family. When that happens, you try to refocus but it’s hard to think about hockey.”

Parros had to be stabilized and taken taken from the ice on a gurney, but the Canadiens said he was alert when he was taken to the dressing room. He was then transported to the hospital where he was held overnight for observation. The preliminary indications are that he didn’t not reinjure his shoulder. He underwebt rotator cuff surgery in the off-season.

Parros was acquired for his fighting ability, something general manager Marc Bergevin felt was missing when the Canadiens played physical teams like Toronto, Boston, Ottawa and Philadelphia

Tinordi, Travis Moen and Brandon Prust all picked up fighting majors as the Canadiens show they weren’t going to be pushed around. The physical game wasn’t the reason or the loss.

“We showed a lot of character, but we lost because of our execution,” Therrien said. “We didn’t execute with the puck and we made mistakes in excecution without the puck.”

It was the mistakes that allowed the Leafs to take a 4-2 lead. Tyler Bozak scored a shorthanded goal late in the second period when a bouncing puck got past Andrei Markov at the blue line.

The Leafs added another goal in the third when Raphael Diaz coughed up the puck and that led to a 2-on-1 break, Mason Raymond tried to pass the puck and Carey Price moved over. It was the right play but it backfired because Francis Bouillon got his stick on the pass and it came back to Raymond. Price made 34 saves and the consensus was that he deserved a better fate.

“I think the four goals don’t tell the story, but I think we’re all going to bounce back and show what we’re about,” Eller said.

The bright spot for the Canadiens was the play of the EGG line with Eller between Alex Galchenyuk and Brendan Gallagher. They accounted for all the Montreal scoring as Eller scored twice and assisted on Gallagher’s one-timer which gave the Canadiens’ their only lead at 2-1. Galchenyuk picked up a pair of assists.

“I love playing with those guys,” Eller said. “I’m trying to play the right way and I’m getting a lot of help. I got a beautiful pass from Diaz on the first goal and Gallagher and Galchenyuk won a lot of little battles, things you may not see. It’s winning little battles at the blue line that create 2-on-1s and 3-on-1s, and we did that today.”

While Therrien praised his young lines, there was an indication that he is still determined to bring the youngsters along slowly.Eller was on the ice for 16:20 while Galchenyuk logged 13:23 and Gallagher was at 11:26. They were also victimized because the Canadiens were playing shorthanded and only Eller gets significant time on the penalty kill.
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MONTREAL - This was about a fresh start, for the Canadiens and the Toronto Maple Leafs. The first game in 82, or more, for both old rivals.

It was about an emotional opening ceremony, the home team dipping a toe into its rich history but not submerging itself in it, instead focusing a clear eye on the present and the promising future.

This was about an energetic first period of hockey, and a second period that wasn't awful to look at despite penalties that disturbed an earlier flow.

And then, in one ugly, horrifying moment two minutes and 34 seconds into the third period, hockey became irrelevant, and the Canadiens' 4-3 loss would be parenthetical to the real story.

Habs enforcer George Parros, locked in his second fight of the night with Maple Leafs fellow tough Colton Orr, lost his balance near the Montreal net and crashed to the ice unprotected, face-first, pulled down by Orr in the tangle of bodies.

Parros, the muscle the Canadiens traded for in July, lay awkwardly, his body splayed out. He didn't seem to lose consciousness, but as he was stretchered out of the Bell Centre to hospital, bloodied and glassy-eyed, the life was sucked quite completely out of the arena.

The 33-year-old was later reported to have suffered a concussion, conscious and alert and undergoing further tests.

It wasn't a punch in a fight that injured Parros. But a fight directly led to his injury, and again the debate is raging: when does the NHL ban an act whose sole purpose is to scramble an opponent's brain in the name of team toughness?

No one in the Canadiens quiet dressing room after the game was calling for the abolition of it. Not the players, not head coach Michel Therrien.

"It was just bad luck in that situation tonight," Therrien said. "You don't see those things often. He fell on his face, on his chin. I heard that he was alert when he got to the dressing room, so that's a good thing."

Said defenceman Josh Gorges: "That happens once in awhile. You never want to see it. (But) I see more players get hurt from hits, collisions and pucks than I do from fights. It's unfortunate, but I don't think saying because a player got hurt in a fight (that) now we start talking about getting fighting out.

"And I'll bet if you ask George, he'd be the first one to agree with me, too."

Parros wasn't in any condition to talk, of course, Canadiens and Maple Leafs training and medical staff having rushed to his aid when he lay motionless, his chin leaking blood.

The Canadiens have more experience than they'd like in working with stretchers at the Bell Centre, having dealt with the fractured vertebra and concussion of Max Pacioretty in March 2011 and then, during Game 1 of last May's Eastern Conference playoffs, the concussion and shattered face suffered by Lars Eller.

Canadiens forward Travis Moen fought late in the second period Tuesday with Leafs' Mark Fraser, and said that dropping the gloves "is part of the game. It happens, it's part of my role.

"It's never easy seeing a teammate, especially a guy like George, who'd do anything for a teammate, lying there," he said. "But you've just got to try to refocus and put your best foot forward and try to win the game for him."

The Parros incident drained the life out of the Bell Centre, not unlike the way the breath was sucked from the building after the grave injuries suffered by Pacioretty and Eller.

The evening had begun with great energy, the Canadiens organizing a stirring pregame ceremony to begin their 2013-14 NHL season while the Maple Leafs sat in their dressing room until the smoke cleared.

Figuratively and, from the Habs' storied, flaming torch, literally.

No one in the NHL, and arguably in sports, does ceremony better than the Canadiens. So it was that they added another chapter Tuesday, the torch arriving in the tunnel to the dressing room in the large paw of Guy Lafleur. Naturally, it was held high.

The Flower handed the torch to Daniel Brière, the native of Gatineau who was making his Canadiens debut.

From the moment that Brière agreed this summer to a two-year deal with the Habs, arriving from Philadelphia, he's not been able to put a cork in his bottle of excitement.

With the torch in his hand, Brière bathed in the deafening love that washed down to him at centre ice. And then the player-to-player hand-off began for those in uniform, ending finally with the flame in the hand of Therrien.

O Canada was sung by the crowd in French and English, all but the first bars done a cappella, setting a spine-shivered mood for a terrific, evenly played, 33-shot first period.

Montreal had an energized feel in the days and hours leading to Game 1 of 82 for these teams. In this city, the 2012-13 playoffs were too short, the summer was too long, the Habs training camp and preseason schedule had dragged on interminably.

In the past, these dramatic pregame ceremonies have sometimes killed the early push of the home team. Not this time.

These somewhat new-look Canadiens, who bowed out meekly and injured to the Ottawa Senators in May's playoffs, used their arena's voltage to full advantage in the first period, rebounding from a 1-0 deficit on lovely goals scored by Eller and Brendan Gallagher.

The line of Eller, between kids Gallagher and Alex Galcheynuk, was particularly impressive. But Therrien said it was a lack of execution that cost the Canadiens on this night, a lack of focus.

"Our character guys did the job tonight," he said. "They imposed themselves physically."

If the Canadiens at least weren't badly pushed around, Parros being pulled down and stretchered out cast a pall on what began as a celebration.

In the end, the joyful return of hockey proved to be anything but.
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MONTREAL - For many hockey fans, hope springs eternal in early October with no ugly losses or protracted slumps to shake their confidence in their team.

“When you’re a fan, you always have hope that they’ll go all the way,” said Louise Asselin, a few hours before her favourites, the Canadiens, opened the season Tuesday against the Toronto Maple Leafs.

Asselin and her husband from Repentigny were among hundreds of fans on Tuesday afternoon, taking in the street festival organized by the National Hockey League at the Place des Festivals.

Fans milled about the area around Place des Arts under a warm fall sun, listening to live music and lining up to play interactive games, like trying to shoot pucks into two open dryers stacked on top of each other.

Three bands were scheduled to perform at the event: the headline act Kings of Leon, Loco Locass and The Beaches, a Toronto-based indie rock group. It’s the third time the league has held the 2013 Molson Canadian NHL Face-Off event, with previous editions in Toronto and Winnipeg.

Some fans like Asselin had tickets to the season-opener. Others like Rick Laing and his brother Doug planned to watch a broadcast of the game on site on large video boards.

Laing, an anglophone Montrealer and lifelong Leafs fan, was sporting his blue jersey and had brought a collapsible Leafs chair.

“I liked the sweater when I was a kid. This is the first sweater I ever bought when I was a kid and I still have it,” Laing said.

With their competing Canadiens and Leafs jerseys, Habs fan Glenn Senior and his daughter Dena Kavanagh didn’t go unnoticed as they wandered through Place des Festivals.

“We have been interviewed, photographed, asked to be on a radio interview — everything,” said Kavanagh from St. John’s, NFLD.

It was Senior’s first NHL hockey game, the tickets a birthday gift from Kavanagh’s husband because she always wanted to see a game with her father.

“Toronto and Montreal, so you can’t beat that, right?,” she said.

Red jerseys also filled the landscape outside the Bell Centre. Miguel Plourde was there with four buddies for their annual trek to the season opener, each of them wearing funny wigs as part of the tradition.

Plourde wore a black, spiky punk wig “to scare Toronto fans tonight,” he joked.

“I think we’re better than last year so we should be in the playoffs next year,” Plourde said.

If you have one game to see, it’s the season-opener, said Dominique Leduc, part of the group of friends.

“It’s as intense as a playoff game because it’s the first one,” Leduc said.

“In five years, it’s practically the only game that we see each year.”

As you’d expect, boos rained down from the Bell Centre crowd for the introduction of the Leafs’ starting lineup, the loudest ones reserved for forward Phil Kessel. When they skated onto the ice before the national anthem, the crowd greeted them with more boos and, from the upper reaches of the Bell Centre, mischievous chants of ’67! — the last time the Leafs won the Stanley Cup.

The pregame ceremony stuck with last year’s torch theme, but with a different start — Habs’ legend Guy Lafleur passed the torch to Daniel Brière to thunderous applause. Brière, a Gatineau native who signed with the Canadiens this summer as a free agent, was playing his first regular season game as a Hab.

Geoff Molson, the Canadiens’ principal owner, tweeted earlier in the day, that they would ask fans to sing the national anthem. And they obliged, with a loud, bilingual version of O Canada accompanied by organist Diane Bibeau.
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MONTREAL — With respect to the storied, intense, often bloody rivalry between the Canadiens and the Toronto Maple Leafs, there is something glaringly wrong about Tuesday’s Bell Centre season opener between the two clubs.

They’re playing on Tuesday.

A school night.

A work night.

It’s terrific that this rivalry — once dynamite, then dormant — is making a spirited comeback.

But it should be in the NHL constitution that the Canadiens and Maple Leafs only face each other in Montreal on Saturdays, respecting the history of Hockey Night in Canada/La Soirée du hockey and addressing a more vital issue:

When Toronto fans come east by road or rail to cheer on their team, they should do so on Friday so they can boost this city’s economy by refreshing themselves into a stupor that night and still be in a state of shivery-legged disrepair come game time Saturday.

(It doesn’t matter so much in reverse. Most Canadiens fans at the Air Canada Centre are expat Montrealers who live in Toronto; Habs fans here don’t feel the need to pay obscene sums to ACC scalpers or to travel in order to party.)

Tuesday’s game will be the 15th time these two clubs have met to open an NHL season, dating back to 1921-22, with the Maple Leafs holding a 9-5 edge. Toronto defeated Montreal the first three times they met to begin a season, in consecutive years, outscoring their visitor 14-5.

It wasn’t until Nov. 29, 1924, the first-ever game in the beautiful new $1-million Montreal Forum, that the Habs would beat the Leafs to begin a season, the 7-1 shellacking the most lopsided score in their 14 openers.

The Canadiens were still legally tied to natural-ice Mount Royal Arena in 1924, the Forum constructed primarily for Montreal’s other team, a fledgling club that would be known as the Maroons.

But when ice was unavailable in their own barn — the word “barn” used advisedly — the Nov. 29 game was moved to the new artificial-ice arena.

The rivalry between the Canadiens and Maple Leafs — who grew out of the Toronto Arenas, then St. Pats — developed wonderfully through the decades, fuelled at first not by fan passion as much as snarkiness in the newspapers.

In their first-ever meeting, on Dec. 26, 1917 at Toronto’s Mutual rink, the only Canadian building east of Winnipeg to have artificial ice, the Arenas beat the defending Stanley Cup-champion Canadiens 7-5.

“Canadiens are the Flying Frenchmen no longer,” crowed the Toronto Mail and Empire the next morning. “A few years ago, very few teams in their third game of the season would have stopped Canadiens by superior speed and persistent backchecking. Things have changed, and with their speed gone, Canadiens are trying to win games by their grey matter.”

It was another era, to be sure. Imagine this posted in an NHL dressing room today, as Toronto boss Charles Querrie had done in his wartime 1917-18 quarters:

1. First and foremost, do not forget that I am running this club;

2. It does not require bravery to hit another man over the head with a stick. If you want to fight, go over to France.

The Arenas did neither, but they would defeat the Canadiens 10-7 in their two-game, total-goals semifinal playoff series.

That was the first of 15 times the two franchises have met in the post-season, the most recent being 35 years ago next spring. The Canadiens hold an 8-7 lead in that race, Toronto up 3-2 when the Stanley Cup was at stake in a final series.

Dopey NHL alignment and the teams skidding through respective slumps, some much longer than others, have kept them apart in the playoffs. Which is a shame, for there is nothing — truly, nothing — that would light up this country’s hockey population like a Canadiens-Maple Leafs playoff series.

It’s almost ridiculous to say, but Tuesday’s first game for both teams in an 82-game season might almost have a playoff feel, both tied atop the 30-team league.

During their seven-year, playoffs-are-a-rumour-to-us futility from 2006-12, the Maple Leafs were the butt of the NHL’s jokes, most painfully in Toronto. Where the 1940s Canadiens had their illustrious Punch Line, the Leafs for most of the past decade were a punch line.

And then came playoff fever in Toronto last season, the Leafs within 20 minutes of upsetting Boston in the Eastern quarters before imploding with a blown three-goal, third-period lead to lose and be eliminated in overtime.

They’ve moved on from that, as they should have.

David Clarkson signed on for $36.75 million over seven years, not that we’ll see him Tuesday; the Leafs marquee free-agent signing sits out his first in a 10-game suspension for jumping off a pre-season bench into a fight, the most expensive too-many-men penalty in the history of the world.

Toronto has retooled, a laughingstock no longer.

“Are we there? No. Are we closer? I think we’re closer,” Maple Leafs GM Dave Nonis has said of the potential of his club, sounding an awful lot like his Canadiens counterpart, Marc Bergevin.

The Canadiens hold the NHL record of 17 consecutive openers without a defeat, going 13-0-4 from 1963-79.

They’re currently riding a streak of zero in a row, 2-1 losers in Game 1 vs. Toronto last season, so it’s a Habs win Tuesday night and just 17 more in a row until history is made in 2030.

One last statistic for opening night:

At some point this season, Toronto will score its 2,000th goal against Montreal all-time, needing five to get there.

If they reach that milestone on Tuesday, this city will be ablaze with a firestorm about you-know-who. And the Canadiens might want to make sure they score at least six.
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The National Hockey League is back and much has changed.

Detroit returns to the Eastern Conference for the first time since the NHL placed them in the Western Conference at the start of the 1993-94 season. And Daniel Alfredsson is there with them, leaving behind the captaincy of the shoestring Senators.

Columbus has moved to the East, too, though they're largely an afterthought. The old divisions are in the dustbin. The schedule is unbalanced in ways big and small, but at least we're back to an 82-game grind, where improbabilities are more likely to be subsumed by sheer volume.

And that should make last season less of a predictor of future behaviour than most years, because in a span of 48 games luck plays a bigger role than it does over 82. The bounces of the game, the little mistakes, the injury that sidelines your best player for six weeks - all those are magnified when there's only so much road to run.

They will return with a vengeance in the playoffs, of course, because that's hockey for you.

But during an 82-game regular season, the teams that deserve to make the playoffs should get there, more or less.

The league is remarkably stable as it enters its first full season since the 2012-13 lockout. There is no looming labour stoppage, fewer ownership worries, a TV deal.

Sidney Crosby is healthy again, for now. Alex Ovechkin is an MVP again, for now. And the last six Stanley Cups have been captured by big or powerful markets - Chicago, Los Angeles, Boston, Chicago, Pittsburgh, Detroit. There won't be another lockout until 2021 or so - there will almost certainly be another one then since, from an ownership standpoint, they work - and there are new owners in New Jersey, Florida and even Phoenix.

So in the last year, commissioner Gary Bettman has actually sold the Coyotes to someone, bargained players down to 50 per cent of revenues from 57 per cent, authored a historic partnership on gay issues with You Can Play and overseen a slight reduction in the size of goalie pads. He must be pleased.

All this means, of course, there will be problems elsewhere.

The league just announced a new partnership with Advil, which is a good reminder that talk of concussions died down during the shortened season, even if the concussions themselves did not.

Thanks to Monday's adoption of hybrid icing, this was probably the first year nobody knew the rules until the day before the season began. And thanks to the new conference alignment, there is some fresh uncertainty.

"Frankly, the addition of a team, seven versus eight (in a division), those aren't the teams that are really competing for the playoffs," Bettman told the Canadian Press this week. "It's really the top five or six teams that are doing it. I don't think it's a good idea for clubs to be using this as an excuse as to whether or not they make the playoffs."

The top three teams in each of the four divisions will make the playoffs and then two wild-cards will round out the field regardless of division. And then the first couple rounds of the playoffs will be intra-divisional matchups, unless they're not.

Bettman's protestations aside, in a league whose standings are so often flattened by the three-point game, if you're in the 14-team West you have a 57 per cent chance of getting in, versus 50 per cent in the 16-team East. Good news for Edmonton, Vancouver and Winnipeg; not so good for Montreal, Ottawa and Toronto.

And it's potentially excellent news for the team that came closest to knocking out the Cup champion Blackhawks, even if it's all new to them, too.

"We could sit here and I could tell you systems-wise what Chicago's going to do, St. Louis, Nashville, Vancouver, L.A. - I can tell you what they're going to do on their power plays, penalty kills, everything like that," Detroit goaltender Jimmy Howard said this month. "But to be honest, I can't really tell you much about the Eastern Conference and what they're going to be doing."

Of course, the East doesn't know much about Detroit, either.

They will learn. Everyone will learn. The nets are shallower, which should give creative types more angles to play with and force hard-hitting defencemen to make more decisions.

Patrick Roy is back again and Martin Brodeur is about to leave (and if he hurries the Devils might even make the playoffs, somehow). Roberto Luongo is back working solo. Marc-André Fleury is, too, for the moment. And Ilya Bryzgalov has been jettisoned out into the universe.

Chicago deserved to win the Stanley Cup last season; every team that made the playoffs deserved to get in. In hockey, "deserve" is a tricky word given the way the puck can bounce. But the Blackhawks earned their way to the top and they deserved it.

Would it have happened after a longer regular season, with more chance of injury, of fatigue, of the vagaries hockey brings? Impossible to know.

But now luck will have less of a role, hot streaks will have less of an impact, the rhythms will change and flatten into the familiar.

The NHL is really back, well and true.

Settle in and buckle up.
OTTAWA — Canadiens defenceman Nathan Beaulieu attempted to make up for lost time as he faced the Ottawa Senators Wednesday night.

Beaulieu was making his first exhibition appearance and Michel Therrien gave him ample opportunity to show what he could do. Beaulieu, who suffered a shoulder injury in the first few days of training camp, played a game high 26:31 and was one of a handful of players who finished on the plus side of the plus-minus figures on a night when the Canadiens absorbed a 5-2 defeat.

The result should have been expected because, with the exception of Jason Spezza and goaltender Craig Anderson, the Senators had a veteran-packed lineup. By contrast, the Canadiens took a final look at many of the youngsters in their camp.

“Our plan all along was to use this game to look at the youngsters and what it’s going to take for them to play at the NHL pace so they know what they have to do when they go down (to Hamilton),” said Therrien, who plans to use his veterans Thursday night when the Senators visit the Bell Centre for a rematch.

Beaulieu, who was the Canadiens’ first-round draft pick in 2011, came into camp with the goal of sticking in the NHL. That appears unlikely because of the injury, but he’s hoping that he’ll get another look in the final exhibition game.

“I thought I played well,” said Beaulieu. “The result wasn’t what we wanted, but for my first game, not playing for a couple of weeks, with the intensity out there and a pretty good (Ottawa) lineup, I was pretty satisfied.”

Beaulieu said the young Canadiens settled down after Magnus Nygren gave Montreal a 1-0 lead early in the first period “but they got some goals and shut it down. They had a good squad and it was pretty intense, but I thought I adapted well.”

Beaulieu said his shoulder held up well in contact, although he felt the injury made him tentative early in the game. But he became more comfortable as the game went on.

“I took some pretty good hits and it held up better than I thought,” said Beaulieu, who was credited with a couple of hits and a blocked shot.

“Talking with management, puck moving is a big thing, moving the puck early,” said Beaulieu. “I was a fresh guy out there. I haven’t played and there are guys who have played three, four, five, even six games. I thought I moved my feet pretty well.”

Jarred Tinordi, the defenceman who is on the bubble, played nearly 20 minutes. He has appeared in all six exhibition games and he stood out with three hits and four blocked shots. It’s likely that he’ll be among the survivors when Therrien makes his next cuts Thursday morning.

Michael Bournival’s immediate future doesn’t appear as bright. He said he played his worst game of the exhibition schedule, but he may have been his own worst critic. He won nine of his 15 faceoffs and didn’t seem to be bothered by the pace.

Peter Budaj went all the way in goal and stopped 27 of 32 shots but earned praise from Therrien.

”He battled hard,” said Therrien. “We didn’t have much experience out there on defence and he had to battle all night.”

The Canadiens’ go-to line had Lars Eller between Brendan Gallagher and Alex Galchenyuk, and they managed only one shot, although Gallagher and Galchenyuk each hit a post.

“I had a run like a few years ago when I kept hitting posts but we had some chances,” said Gallagher. “In the end, we just made too many mistakes.”

phickey@montrealgazette.com
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OTTAWA — The Canadiens arrived in the nation’s capital with a bunch of youngsters hoping to make an impression, but they collectively came up short as the Ottawa Senators defeated the visitors 5-2 Wednesday night at the Canadian Tire Centre. The Senators went with a veteran lineup although Jason Spezza and goaltender Craig Anderson were scratched after experiencing tweaks of some sort.

Good start: Rookie defenceman Magnus Nygren provided the Canadiens with their only lead when he took a pass from Lars Eller and ripped a shot past Andrew Hammond at 1:54 of the first period.

High-percentage play: Ottawa was outshot 10-5 in the first period but managed to grab a 2-1 lead. Newcomers Clarke MacArthur and Bobby Ryan each scored in the period.

Piling it on: Peter Budaj stopped Milan Michalek on two shots from close range early in the second period but Michalek scored on a goalmouth scramble 17:47. The Senators added two more goals in the third period as Cory Conacher tipped Patrick Wiercioch’s shot from the blue line for a power-play goal and Mika Zibanejad scored on a rebound. Erik Karlsson, the last player to win the Norris Trophy who wasn’t named P.K. Subban, collected three assists.

Too little, too late: Raphael Diaz scored at 14:46 of the third period to complete the scoring. The Canadiens learned that hockey is a game of inches earlier in the period as Brendan Gallagher, Alex Galchenyuk and Christian Thomas each hit a post.

A question of experience, part one: Montreal defenceman Darren Dietz looked like a rookie as Ryan, the Senators’ prime off-season acquisition, went around him on a power play late in the first period and beat Budaj to give Ottawa its first lead at 2-1.

A question of experience, part two: The Canadiens’ defence corps had played a total of 99 regular-season NHL games and Raphael Diaz accounted for 82 of those. Ottawa’s Chris Phillips has played 1,073 games.

Early showers: Travis Moen and Ottawa’s Fredrik Claessen were assessed fighting majors and game misconducts for showing up late to a scrap between Ryan White and Chris Neil in the second period. Neil also received a major for a first-period fight with Nick Tarnasky. White ran his penalty total for the night to 27 minutes with a misconduct for a third-period wrestling match with Zach Kassian.

Empty seats: There were plenty of good seats available. The attendance was announced as 16,194 and few fans stayed around for the end of the game.

What’s next: The Canadiens wrap up their exhibition schedule Thursday night when the Senators are at the Bell Centre for a rematch. The Canadiens open the regular season Tuesday with a home game against the Toronto Maple Leafs.

phickey@montrealgazette.com
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&&&&& here it is, boys & girls, our long-awaited (well, since your first cup of coffee, anyway) season opener, the MMQB’s prognostication, listification and random stuffinator, aimed at helping you get all rabid about the coming hockey wars, beginning when the Canadiens host the Maple Leafs at the Bell Centre on Tuesday night.

Unlike the Bettman-shortened 2013 season, this one will roll out the full smorgasbord: An 82-game regular season complete with the Olympic Games and two months of playoff hockey. Get your eyes checked now, because they will be falling out by June.

&&&& without further ado, our season-preview Spatial Addition, beginning with:

The Top 5 Reasons Carey Price should have a great year:

5. The bounce-back. Last time Price really stank, he lost his starting job to Jaro Halak through the 2010 playoffs. He bounced back with a very strong 2010-11 season, his best in the NHL.

4. Zachary Fucale. Fucale is young, but he’s good: 33 saves for Halifax in a 2-1 win over Baie Comeau on Saturday. Ever so softly, Price has to be hearing footsteps: the situation is not unlike that with Price and José Theodore, when the more expensive and inconsistent Theodore became expendable. Price has had it way too easy with the Habs — anything that builds a fire under the self-described “full-time redneck and part-time goalie” is a good thing.

3. The goalie coach: Given what Stéphane Waite accomplished in Chicago, he’s clearly an elite goaltending coach. (Not that Roland Melanson and Pierre Groulx were not.) If nothing else, Waite’s presence removes a convenient excuse: If it’s not the coaches who are the problem, then it must be the player.

2. The Olympics: Price clearly wants to make the Canadian Olympic roster. Although he’s coming off a poor season and has yet to lead his team on a playoff run, Price seems to be on everyone’s list for Sochi, for reasons that have more to do with hype than accomplishment. If he wants to be the man in Sochi, he’ll have to sizzle from now until February.

&&&& The No. 1 reason Carey Price will have a great season? The wedding. As many a man will tell you, there’s nothing like marriage to settle a man down.

Now, the Top 5 Dates on Your Hockey Calendar:

5. Nov. 16: Alain Vigneault comes to town with the New York Rangers.

4. Oct. 24: Saku Koivu and the Anaheim Ducks visit the Bell Centre.

3. Feb. 26: The Red Wings make their first divisional visit to Montreal.

2. Feb. 23: The men’s gold-medal hockey game from Sochi — at 4 p.m. local time, 7 a.m. EST and 4 a.m. PST. Good morning, Vancouver!

&&&& The No. 1 date on your hockey calendar: March 18: Patrick Roy and the Avalanche visit the Bell Centre.

Little-noticed new player who is going to have a huge impact on the Atlantic Division: Loui Eriksson, Boston. Acquired in the deal with Dallas that made it possible for the Bruins to unload problem-child Tyler Seguin, Eriksson brings size, skill, consistency and experience to a Boston team that is already loaded.

Along with Fennis Dembo Hall-of-Namer Jarome Arthur Leigh Adekunle Tig Junior Elvis Iginla, Eriksson is going to make the Stanley Cup finalist Bruins even tougher.

Much-noticed new player who is going to have a huge impact on the Atlantic Division: Jonathan Bernier, Toronto. If Bernier is as good as everyone has been saying he is for the past five years, James Reimer is going to be his backup and the Leafs will be tough, despite their problems with meathead players and salary-cap restrictions.

Rule change that will impact the game from Day 1: The shallower nets. Danny Brière has already demonstrated how a highly skilled player can use the extra space for nifty passes, and the same goes for either side of the net. We predict the behind-the-net stuff is going to give goalies fits, far more than their smaller pads — but the puck-handling goalie who can make good use of the extra space in the trapezoid can shift the balance in his favour.

Sleeper team of the year: The New Jersey Devils. They’re supposed to be rebuilding, but with Cory Schneider sharing the load with Martin Brodeur — look out.

First GM and coach to be fired: Jay Feaster and Bob Hartley as a joint act. Not that Hartley deserves it, but he’s in a terrible position. He’s coaching a bad team and he isn’t Brian Burke’s guy. Neither is Feaster. If either man makes it to New Year’s Eve in his current position, he should swig an extra bottle of champagne.

First dumb decision from the NHL’s Department of Indiscipline: Actually, there have already been two. Five regular-season games for Zack Kassian for breaking Sam Gagner’s jaw with his stick, three pre-season games (insert joke line here) to Obnoxious Phil Kessel for attempting to chop John Scott down like a big old tree. Unload the lumber, fellas! Brendan Shanahan says it’s all good.

&&& now, our Fatal Prognostications: The Habs make the playoffs as a wild card, but ramp up the excitement by taking out the New York Rangers to make the second round of the playoffs. Detroit and Boston meet in the conference final. Boston beats the Los Angeles Kings in the Stanley Cup final. You’re welcome.

Morning skate update: Corvo, Kassian in for Sens vs. Leafs

The Battle of Ontario always has the Senators making lineup adjustments.
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Matt Kassian of the Ottawa Senators fights Frazer McLaren (R) of the Toronto Maple Leafs in Ottawa, April 20, 2013. Photo by Jean Levac/OTTAWA CITIZEN
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TORONTO – Hockey coaches are famous for sticking with a winning lineup.

Why fix what ain’t broke?

And yet the Battle of Ontario always has the Senators making adjustments based on the physical style of the Toronto Maple Leafs.

So it is that after beating the Buffalo Sabres 1-0 on Friday, the Senators made a couple of lineup changes, inserting enforcer Matt Kassian for Stephane Da Costa, despite Da Costa’s strong play in Buffalo.

Also, defenceman Eric Gryba, who struggled at times against the Sabres, is replaced by veteran Joe Corvo.

Head coach Paul MacLean said there was nothing Da Costa could have done better.

“That’s what Steph has to continue to do is make it hard for us (to take him out), and make us play him,” MacLean said. “Depending on who we play, our opponent, the lineup is going to change and he could be one of the guys who changes.

“We don’t want him to lose any confidence, but it’s now about he’s playing, it’s who we’re playing.”

As for Gryba, who was injured much of training camp, MacLean said “he didn’t skate the way we needed him to, where we feel it should be, and we want to get Joe in, too.”

Off his brilliant shutout in Buffalo, Craig Anderson returns in net for Ottawa, against James Reimer and his 8-1-1 record against the Senators.

Leafs head coach Randy Carlyle said he would have to be “crazy” not to consider Reimer’s record against the Senators when he chooses his goalies. Jonathan Bernier was brough in from Los Angeles to shore up Toronto’s goaltending, yet Reimer will be getting his second start in three games.

The Leafs are 2-0, having won on the road in Montreal and Philadelphia.

Toronto could have as many as three rookies in the lineup, with Ashton Carter, Morgan Rielly and Spencer Abbott. Abbott replaces winger Kikolai Kulemin, who chipped his ankle by blocking a shot in practice on Friday.

twitter.com/HockeyScanner

 - See more at: http://www.senatorsextra.com/main/morning-skate-corvo-kassian-in-vs-leafs#sthash.xK0Cbgz0.dpuf
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Anderson outduels Miller as Sens win opener 

Craig Anderson #41 of the Ottawa Senators makes a first period save against the Buffalo Sabres at First Niagara Center on October 4, 2013 in Buffalo, New York. (Photo by Jen Fuller/Getty Images)

   share    

BUFFALO — After waiting a week to play a game, the Senators waited most of the night to score a goal.

It was worth the wait, as Erik Karlsson’s goal in the final two minutes of the third period gave Ottawa a 1-0 victory over the Buffalo Sabres in the Senators’ first game of the season.

So much for Craig Anderson and Ryan Miller not thinking about the U.S. Olympic team.

If this was an audition for Sochi selectors, and Anderson of the Senators and Miller of the Sabres both made a strong pitch. Against the other team’s best — Jason Spezza and Bobby Ryan for Ottawa and Thomas Vanek of the Sabres — Miller and Anderson were at their best.

Vanek and Spezza each suffered heartache after being robbed of what seemed like sure goals. So spectacular were Miller and Anderson that longtime NHL coach and broadcaster Harry Neale spotted Senators goalie coach Rick Wamsley after a scoreless 40 minutes and cracked: “You must be coaching both goalies.”

After an entertaining first period, in which the Senators tested Miller 23 times, both benches were anxious to break the deadlock. No line was pushing harder than Ottawa’s top trio of Jason Spezza, Bobby Ryan and Milan Michalek, together in a regular season game for the first time.

Ryan was involved, taking a couple of minor penalties and firing shots on goal every chance he had, even from long range.

It was a strange game, a little unfamiliar to those who have been watching Sabres-Senators hockey for a long time. Maybe it had something to do with the missing persons. Namely, Lindy Ruff and Daniel Alfredsson.

This was the Sabres’ first home opener without Ruff behind the bench since 1997. And the Ron Rolston-coached Buffalo team was facing a Senators club that has had Alfredsson on the roster since the fall of 1995.

Different times. Both teams are embarking on a journey — the Sabres in the early stages of a massive rebuild and the Senators, under new captain Spezza, trying to show that learned enough from old No. 11 to carry on contending without him.

Both the Sabres and Senators were guilty of admiring the goalie show for the first 20 minutes, as Miller and Anderson took turns making routine saves, with occasional gusts to the spectacular.

Most notable was a sliding pad save by Anderson to rob Bryan Flynn, who was driving to the net with a pass from Mikhail Grigorenko, one of three teenagers in the Sabres lineup.

Anderson also stopped Buffalo captain Thomas Vanek, twice, in close.

Ottawa’s best early chance came on the game’s first power play with Tyler Ennis off for hooking. Defenceman Patrick Wiercioch cranked a slapshot off the far post.

Ottawa outshot the hosts 23-16 in the first period, with nothing to show for it.

The combined 39 shots were the most by two teams in a scoreless first period in any game since the NHL expanded from the Original Six. Yes, that long.

GAME FILE

WHY THEY WON

Patience. The virtue. The Senators survived trading chances with the Sabres and finally got the overlap they needed as Karlsson took a Clarke MacArthur pass and buried a low shot past Miller.

CHEERS

For a home-opening pre-game ceremony that didn’t suffer from self-indulgence. Quick, painless, proper, making way for a memorable goalie battle.

JEERS

To officials swallowing whistles. After calling a tight first period, referees Mike Hasenfratz and Tim Peel “let the boys play” thereafter, as clutches and grabs reduced scoring chances. Neither power play generated much when it did get down to work.

MATCH GAME

Winning the game is motivation enough, but Craig Anderson also got a kick of out trading saves all night with Miller. “When you watch the other guy at the other end make big save after big save, it just gives you a little fire under your butt to kind of return the favour.”

- See more at: http://www.senatorsextra.com/main/anderson-outduels-miller-as-sens-win-opener#sthash.h7eB5RuQ.dpuf
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MacArthur 

Bobby Ryan was slightly more subtle about it. 

But he and Clarke MacArthur agree on one thing – they wouldn’t say hello to their former head coach, Randy Carlyle, if they passed him in the hallway. 

“No,” MacArthur said from the visitors dressing room at the Air Canada Centre Saturday. “I’m going to go with no on that one.”

MacArthur, of course, played for Carlyle with the Maple Leafs last season, while Ryan had the hardline coach in Anaheim, where Carlyle directed his Ducks team to a 2007 Stanley Cup win over the Ottawa Senators. Both know the feeling of being benched, and made a healthy scratch. 

Ryan and MacArthur are both Senators now, and surely have swapped some interesting stories about playing for no-nonsense Randy. Ryan and MacArthur were both facing their former coach for the first time in a regular season game as the Battle of Ontario, 2013 version, resumed Saturday. 

“I didn’t have a relationship with him, and not many guys do,” MacArthur said, of Carlyle. 

“He runs the show there, and everyone knows that, and that’s the way it is,” MacArthur added. “It’s worked for him in the past, he’s got a Cup from that, but at the same time there’s other ways to do things, too.”

A seven-year pro, MacArthur has been with four NHL clubs – Buffalo, Atlanta, Toronto and now Ottawa – but has never had a tougher coach than Carlyle, “not to that extent,” MacArthur says. 

Carlyle might take pride in administering tough love, but there isn’t a lot of player love going back his way. 

“Some guys are good with it. Some guys are good with the criticism, but they don’t want to hear it every single shift they come off the ice,” MacArthur says. “You’re old enough to know ‘I made a mistake,’ you don’t need to hear it every five seconds.” 

“It weighs differently on different people, it was just — some long days.”

Nobody called out Carlyle than former Leaf Mikhail Grabovski, on his way out the door this summer after five seasons in Toronto. 

“I play in the [expletive] Russian KHL, I make lots of [expletive] points and what’s going to happen? He make me [expletive] play on the fourth line and he put me in the playoffs on the fourth line and third line again,” Grabovski told TSN.ca. “Yeah, I don’t score goals. I need to work more about that. I know that. But if you feel support from your coach [you'll find success]. I don’t feel any support from this [expletive] idiot.”

“He said it all right there,” MacArthur says. “He certainly didn’t have a tight lip about it. That was something to see. He was frustrated. He was a guy who had 30 goals and two years of 55 or whatever points (58 and 51) and Randy came in, it just didn’t work out, he turned him into a checker. 

“Look at him now, four points in his first game, three goals. Who was right there? I know who’s right.”

After two games with the Washington Capitals, Grabovski has five points. 

MacArthur knew he was gone from the Leafs long before his final game in Toronto. The stylish winger was livid over being made a healthy scratch for Games 2 and 3 of the Eastern Quarterfinal playoff series against the Boston Bruins last spring. MacArthur still managed to score two goals and an assist in the series. 

“It was tough the way it ended,” he says. “Getting scratched in the playoffs, that was it for me. I came back and scored some goals, did what I could for the team, but I was done here after that. The game of hockey – I wasn’t excited coming in any more. It was time to move on.” 

Signing with divisional-rival Ottawa wasn’t based on a revenge motive, MacArthur says. But no one would be happier to score against the Leafs. 

Say hello, to a revamped Battle of Ontario. 

twitter.com/HockeyScanner

 - See more at: http://www.senatorsextra.com/main/macarthur-rips-former-coach-carlyle#sthash.Ym6sBsXe.dpuf
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Anderson was happiest when the name Erik Karlsson came up.
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Repeatedly, Craig Anderson was asked about his 35-save shutout in a 1-0 goalie duel with Ryan Miller of the Sabres.

But Anderson was happiest when the name of Erik Karlsson came up.

“Karl, He’s our superstar,” Anderson said, of the 2012 Norris Trophy winner. “We love him, and you know what you’re going to get from him every night. A lot of offence, a lot of energy, and when he makes mistakes he’s quick enough to recover, as you saw when he got behind (Thomas)Vanek there (diving to sweep the puck away).

Miller was just as good as Anderson, stopping 45 of Ottawa’s 46 shots, before Karlsson beat him with a one-timer when Clarke MacArthur spotted Karlsson sneaking in from the point.

It was though the players on the ice and the spectators in the stands were witnessing Team USA’s goaltending audition.

“Yeah. And the good thing was, our guy won,” Spezza said.

“Millsy was unbelievable,” Anderson said, “and credit to him for keeping his team in it.”

Vanek alone had nine shots on Anderson, while the line of Jason Spezza, Bobby Ryan and Milan Michalek combined for 15 shots on Miller. Spezza had 7, Ryan, 5. Michalek, 3.

“When you see the guy at the other end making save after save it kind of lights a fire under your butt to kind of return the favour,” Anderson said. “It’s one of those battles you enjoy being in.”

PITCHER’S DUEL

On a different stage, they were Koufax and Gibson locked in a Hall of Fame pitching duel.

“In baseball, pitchers need run support,” Anderson said. “In hockey, goalies need goal support. Your job as a pitcher or a goalie is just to make sure your team is there at the end and give yourselves an opportunity to at least get a point.”

MacArthur joked that he figured the game was heading toward a “20-round shootout.”

“I’ve been in here more than once where you couldn’t get a goal past Miller,” said MacArthur, a former Sabre and a former Maple Leaf. “He can get in your head.”

So, he didn’t quite score the game winner, as a former Buffalo player would draw up the scenario. But it was about as satisfying.

“You have nights in here where you want to get one against your old team and that’s just as sweet to get in on one (with the assist) at the end.

ANDERSON READY

Spezza said he was “not surprised at all” that Anderson would turn in such a performance in his first game of the year.

“He’s prepared himself awfully well, he’s got a lot of confidence,” Spezza said. “He’s one of the best goalies in the game and we’re lucky to have a guy that gives us a chance to win every night.”

While Spezza and Ryan were left shaking their heads at missed chances, and zero room left by Miller, they didn’t mind their debut together.

“We just can’t get frustrated,” Spezza said. “We had scoring chances, a lot of quality scoring chances. It’s a good sign to get that many opportunities.

“Our power play was pretty sharp in the first period and as the season goes on, you hope those start going in the back of the net.”

The Senators power play was 0-for-3 and Buffalo’s 0-for-4.

KARLSSON ON ICE

Karlsson was in Norris Trophy winning form, although he gave head coach Paul MacLean fits by being caught up ice once or twice.

He played 25:59 minutes to lead all Ottawa skaters. Sabres defenceman Christian Erhoff played 27:10.

Like many, Karlsson thought regulation time might end without a goal.

“Yeah, I did for a long time. We just couldn’t find a way to put pucks in the net. Fortunately we found a way in there.

“We made some obvious mistakes but over a period of time we played really well and created chances,” Karlsson said.

And no he didn’t call for the pass from MacArthur.

“He saw me. Just waiting,” Karlsson said. “I snuck in there. I tried to put it between his legs when he moved over and it worked.”

twitter.com/HockeyScanner
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Wayne Scanlan

Hockey columnist

Hart Memorial Trophy, MVP Sidney Crosby, Penguins 

Vezina Trophy, Goaltender Jonathan Quick, Kings 

James Norris Memorial Trophy, Defenseman Erik Karlsson, Senators 

Calder Memorial Trophy, Rookie Nathan MacKinnon, Avalanche 

Frank J. Selke Trophy, Defensive forward Patrice Bergeron, Bruins 

Jack Adams Award, Coach Todd McLellan, Sharks 

Art Ross Trophy, Points scoring leader Sidney Crosby, Penguins 

Maurice Richard Trophy, Goal-scoring leader Steven Stamkos, Lightning 

Conn Smythe Trophy, MVP in Stanley Cup Playoffs Jonathan Toews, Blackhawks 

Senators’s finish in the East 3rd 

Eastern Conference Champion Boston Bruins 

Western Conference Champion Chicago Blackhawks 

Stanley Cup Champion  

--------------------------------------------------------------------------------

Ken Warren

NHL hockey writer

Hart Memorial Trophy, MVP Sidney Crosby, Penguins 

Vezina Trophy, Goaltender Jonathan Quick, Kings 

James Norris Memorial Trophy, Defenseman Erik Karlsson, Senators 

Calder Memorial Trophy, Rookie Nathan MacKinnon, Avalanche 

Frank J. Selke Trophy, Defensive forward Patrice Bergeron, Bruins 

Jack Adams Award, Coach Ken Hitchcock, Blues 

Art Ross Trophy, Points scoring leader Sidney Crosby, Penguins 

Maurice Richard Trophy, Goal-scoring leader Steven Stamkos, Lightning 

Conn Smythe Trophy, MVP in Stanley Cup Playoffs Alex Pietrangelo, Blues 

Senators’s finish in the East 3rd 

Eastern Conference Champion Boston Bruins 

Western Conference Champion St. Louis Blues 

Stanley Cup Champion  

--------------------------------------------------------------------------------

Don Campbell

Junior hockey writer

Hart Memorial Trophy, MVP Sidney Crosby, Penguins 

Vezina Trophy, Goaltender Henrik Lundqvist, Rangers 

James Norris Memorial Trophy, Defenseman P.K. Subban, Canadiens 

Calder Memorial Trophy, Rookie Nathan MacKinnon, Avalanche 

Frank J. Selke Trophy, Defensive forward Daniel Alfredsson, Red Wings 

Jack Adams Award, Coach Alain Vigneault, Rangers 

Art Ross Trophy, Points scoring leader Steven Stamkos, Lightning 

Maurice Richard Trophy, goal-scoring leader Steven Stamkos, Lightning 

Conn Smythe Trophy, MVP in Stanley Cup Playoffs Henrik Lundqvist, Rangers 

Senators’s finish in the East 2nd 

Eastern Conference Champion Toronto Maple Leafs 

Western Conference Champion San Jose Sharks 

Stanley Cup Champion  

--------------------------------------------------------------------------------

Allen Panzeri

Sports feature writer

Hart Memorial Trophy, MVP Sidney Crosby, Penguins 

Vezina Trophy, Goaltender Craig Anderson, Senators 

James Norris Memorial Trophy, Defenseman Erik Karlsson, Senators 

Calder Memorial Trophy, Rookie Nathan MacKinnon, Avalanche 

Frank J. Selke Trophy, Defensive forward Patrice Bergeron, Bruins 

Jack Adams Award, Coach Alain Vigneault, Rangers 

Art Ross Trophy, Points scoring leader Sidney Crosby, Penguins 

Maurice Richard Trophy, Goal-scoring leader Steven Stamkos, Lightning 

Conn Smythe Trophy, MVP in Stanley Cup Playoffs Tuukka Rask, Bruins 

Senators’s finish in the East 3rd 

Eastern Conference Champion Boston Bruins 

Western Conference Champion Chicago Blackhawks 

Stanley Cup Champion  

--------------------------------------------------------------------------------

Gord Holder

Amateur sports writer

Hart Memorial Trophy, MVP Sidney Crosby, Penguins 

Vezina Trophy, Goaltender Carey Price, Canadiens 

James Norris Memorial Trophy, Defenseman Alex Pietrangelo, Blues 

Calder Memorial Trophy, Rookie Nathan MacKinnon, Avalanche 

Frank J. Selke Trophy, Defensive forward Pavel Datsyuk, Red Wings 

Jack Adams Award, Coach Dallas Eakins, Oilers 

Art Ross Trophy, Points scoring leader Sidney Crosby, Penguins 

Maurice Richard Trophy, Goal-scoring leader Steven Stamkos, Lightning 

Conn Smythe Trophy, MVP in Stanley Cup Playoffs Jonathan Toews, Blackhawks 

Senators’s finish in the East 2nd 

Eastern Conference Champion Boston Bruins 

Western Conference Champion Chicago Blackhawks 

Stanley Cup Champion  

--------------------------------------------------------------------------------

James Gordon

Sports editor

Hart Memorial Trophy, MVP John Tavares, Islanders 

Vezina Trophy, Goaltender Jonathan Quick, Kings 

James Norris Memorial Trophy, Defenseman Drew Doughty, Kings 

Calder Memorial Trophy, Rookie Mark Scheifele, Jets 

Frank J. Selke Trophy, Defensive forward Ryan Callahan, Rangers 

Jack Adams Award, Coach Dallas Eakins, Oilers 

Art Ross Trophy, Points scoring leader John Tavares, Islanders 

Maurice Richard Trophy, Goal-scoring leader John Tavares, Islanders 

Conn Smythe Trophy, MVP in Stanley Cup Playoffs Jonathan Quick, Kings 

Senators’s finish in the East 2nd 

Eastern Conference Champion Ottawa Senators 

Western Conference Champion Los Angeles Kings 

Stanley Cup Champion  
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Jason Spezza. Ottawa Senators practice at the Canadian Tire Centre. ( Chris Mikula / Ottawa Citizen)

   share    

BUFFALO — Hockey people often say, “it’s a young man’s game.”

Perhaps. While the oldest team in the NHL, the New Jersey Devils, was nowhere in sight last spring, the Chicago Blackhawks, among the top-half youngest of clubs, were crowned Stanley Cup champions.

Now that 40-year-old Daniel Alfredsson has joined them, the Detroit Red Wings will be an interesting age study this year. Always a veteran group, the Wings average 29.5 years old, second behind the Devils at 30.3, based on opening day rosters. Will the elder Wings be there in June?

As for the Ottawa Senators, going young and developing in-house has practically become their mantra. Just over two years ago, the Senators opted to ship out expensive veterans like Mike Fisher, Chris Kelly and Alexei Kovalev and end their days as a cap spending team.

In the lockout-shortened 2013 season, Ottawa’s youthful vigour carried it beyond expectations to two playoff rounds.

They took pride in being the underdog, the Pesky Sens, beating teams they weren’t supposed to beat.

So, what do they do for an encore?

Head coach Paul MacLean thinks it will take some time for this group to establish its identity, although he feels it requires the same foundation of commitment and work ethic. We’ll know more when the team returns from a tough six-game road trip to open the schedule.

As the Senators head toward their season opener here against the Sabres on Friday, we do know the bar has been raised on expectations. Some who dare to make predictions have the Senators finishing high in the Atlantic Division as a serious contender in the Eastern Conference. This Ottawa team won’t be sneaking up on rivals as it might have last season when so many key players were injured, yet the group won games.

Clearly, the prognosticators agree with Senators captain Jason Spezza, who says he hopes the 2013-14 team will be a “better version of what we were last year.”

YOUTH WILL BE SERVED

With Alfredsson and Sergei Gonchar now gone, the Senators will be younger this season than last, with an average age of 27.2, down from 27.6 last season. That makes Ottawa the league’s ninth-youngest team, but certainly more savvy than the Game 1 opponent, Buffalo. The Sabres are the NHL’s youngest team (tied with Columbus) at 26.3 years of age on average.

The Sens would be even younger if 20-year-old Mika Zibanejad hadn’t been sent down to the AHL at the end of training camp in a surprising move.

“Age-wise, we’re a young group,” says Senators general manager Bryan Murray. “Experience-wise, we’re a fairly young group. The good thing about that is the kind of energy you need to be competitive most every game.”

Being competitive is one thing, contending through the regular season and into the playoffs is another. That’s a lot of weight on the young shoulders of players like Cory Conacher, Erik Karlsson, Kyle Turris, Stephane Da Costa, J. G. Pageau, Patrick Wiercioch and Jared Cowen, all in their early 20s.

“We’re a team that should be able to make another step as a group,” Spezza says. “We have some good additions. Now, it’s just putting it all together.

“That’s what you want, though, you want more pressure to succeed because it shows you’re making strides as a team — the expectations are going to be higher.”

The Senators are that much younger in their core group, now that defencemen Cowen (injured most of last season) and Wiercioch have moved into the top four defence pairings.

Ottawa’s top six forwards and top four D-men have an average age of 25.5.

And yes, the departures of Alfredsson and Gonchar factor in again.

The Senators revamped top six and their ages: Spezza (30), Bobby Ryan (26), Milan Michalek (28); Turris (24), Conacher (23), Clarke MacArthur (28).

The top four D: Karlsson (23), Marc Methot (28), Cowen (22) and Wiercioch (23).

Of course, 35-year-old Chris Phillips has to be rated a top four defenceman in certain situations, including penalty killing. On balance, though, Murray and the coaching staff feel that Wiercioch is ready to step into a role vacated by Gonchar as a top four presence, with power play duties.

Cowen-Wiercioch, if they mesh, could be a twin tower of strength for the Senators for years to come. Both are listed as 6-5, although Cowen looks taller and is 20 pounds heavier than Wiercioch (in case you haven’t seen enough numbers, the Senators are the NHL’s sixth-tallest team, averaging 73.6 inches, and ninth in weight at 205).

Murray drafted Cowen and Wiercioch in the first and second round, respectively, in 2009, and probably envisioned this day.

“They had the ability, we knew that, it was a matter of getting stronger, learning the work ethic required here and taking advantage of their ability and becoming good NHL players,” Murray says of the tandem.

“We think they’ve become good NHL players with still more to come,” Murray said. “In the next two, three years they will grow more in their game, with a chance to be very good NHL players through their whole careers.”

From the outset, the lockout season was a goofy one — a brief camp, 48 games, restricted travel and the Senators beset with injuries before the first drop of the puck. This one will be different in more ways than we can know at this point.

“We’re excited about the season starting,” MacLean said before his Senators boarded a charter flight to Buffalo. “We believe we’ve made some strides as a team but we also have to make sure we stay in contact with who we are and not try to be something we’re not.”

wscanlan@ottawacitizen.com

 Twitter.com/HockeyScanner
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BUFFALO — In the immortal words of Ernie Banks, “let’s play two.”

Banks, of course, was a ballplayer, not a hockey guy. And he was talking about a doubleheader, not back-to-back hockey games. But for the Ottawa Senators, games against the Sabres Friday and Maple Leafs on Saturday will feel like a regional doubleheader.

After waiting around all week to play their first game of 2013-14, the Senators might as well take the plunge against two division rivals.

“It gets us right into it, which is what we want,” said head coach Paul MacLean. “You don’t want to be tiptoeing around, testing the waters.”

As the NHL’s youngest team, the Sabres are not expected to contend this season, but as the Detroit Red Wings discovered in a 2-1 win, Buffalo can be problematic.

“Young teams are dangerous,” says Senators captain Jason Spezza. “Young teams are hungry — throughout the lineup they have guys that are going to work. And it’s their home opener. You know those guys are gonna be pumped up.

The Senators’ Hockey Night In Canada game on Saturday in Toronto is also a home opener. The Leafs won back-to-back road games against the Canadiens and Flyers.

SPEZZA’S KIND OF RINK

On paper, Spezza has a friendly building and opponent to begin his reign as Senators captain.

With 62 points in 49 career games with Buffalo, Spezza has more points against the Sabres than any other NHL club.

No, he’s not sure why.

“My parents drive there and they get mad at me if I don’t play well?” Spezza laughs.

“Sometimes you get a good feeling in a rink,” he adds. “I’ve had some good games, we’ve had some good historic battles, with playoffs and stuff over the years. It helps the emotion a bit I’m sure.”

Like the rest of us, Spezza remembers some high-scoring games against the Sabres in the post-Hasek era, including nights when the Spezza-Daniel Alfredsson-Dany Heatley line was in its prime.

This time around, Spezza will be trying to ignite a trio that sees him in between Bobby Ryan and Milan Michalek. They will be looking to settle into a rhythm on the road, as the Senators don’t open at home until Oct. 17.

According to the captain, the trio will be spending extra time in the video room as they look to find quick “chemistry” in five-on-five play and on the power play.

“How quickly we gel as a line will impact how we do as a team in these six games,” Spezza said of a trip that includes stops in L.A., San Jose, Anaheim and Phoenix.

ANDY FOR GAME 1

As expected, Craig Anderson starts in Buffalo. He may or may not go back-to-back.

“I’m going to wait till Saturday to make that final determination,” MacLean said. “We’re considering both right now. The No. 1 goaltender historically plays 70 games, but Robin has to play at some point in time.”

USA VS. USA

Anderson will be staring down one of his competitors for a Team USA goaltending spot in Sochi, but says he won’t be thinking about facing Ryan Miller in the Buffalo goal. There’s no added motivation because Miller is the opponent, says Anderson.

“The object is to win the game and obviously you’ve got to play well to win. If that’s the result usually you’re doing stuff right.”

wscanlan@ottawacitizen.com

Twitter.com/HockeyScanner
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At the start of training camp, Ottawa Senators defenceman Erik Karlsson raised a few eyebrows by suggesting that he didn’t feel exactly like his normal, pre-Achilles surgery self.

“It’s not what it used to be, but at the same time, it’s better than I thought it would be,” he said with surprising candour.

“I’ve been able to do the things I normally do during the summer and only time will tell. There’s a number of things that are different, but I have to get used to that. I still feel I have all the strength that I need. It’s a little bit about connection down there, but it shouldn’t be an issue.”

While the vague references to lingering issues created a mild stir among Senators faithful, there was nothing during training camp or the pre-season schedule to suggest Karlsson couldn’t re-establish himself as one of the NHL’s best — if not the best — offensive catalysts from the blueline.

At times, he carried the puck out of his own end with ease, sprinting past forecheckers, simplifying breakouts. He showed some of his old offensive magic inside opponent’s zones, both on the power play and in even strength situations.

We didn’t see many dynamic end-to-end rushes, but it’s not like Karlsson needed to showcase himself in that regard to make the team. If he can be faulted for anything, it’s for being a tad too casual in playing the puck inside his own zone, which has more to do with eye-hand timing issues than with anything related to the Achilles.

Like most established players, it’s clear the length of training camp and ultimately meaningless exhibition games wore on him. When asked about his relative health earlier this week, Karlsson said that he already talked about it enough. Pressed further, he said, “I feel great.”

We’ll take him at his word.

Now that the games are being played for real, the big question is whether Karlsson can handle the grind of playing more intense games and come close to approaching his sensational Norris Trophy winning form of 2011-12. Back then, Karlsson finished with 19 goals and 59 assists, a whopping 25 points ahead of Dustin Byfuglien and Brian Campbell in scoring among defencemen.

Karlsson, as most of us recall, was off to a similar pace last season when Matt Cooke, then with the Pittsburgh Penguins, sliced Karlsson’s Achilles with his skate while finishing a check on Feb. 13.

The typical recovery time is 6-8 months, but Karlsson returned for the final two regular season games in late April. It was a stunning recovery, but Karlsson was a shadow of his former self in the playoffs, exposed by the Penguins in the second round.

It’s now been almost eight months since the Cooke incident, but players who have had similar surgery in the past have often struggled to immediately regain their form.

The comfort for Karlsson is that he is playing with familiar defence partner Marc Methot in even strength situations. The addition of Bobby Ryan could make the power play more potent, giving Karlsson the opportunity to pile up additional points with the man advantage.

Ryan says the team’s goal should be to cash in on at least 20-22 per cent of power play opportunities. Last season, the Senators clicked at only 15.9 per cent, perhaps not surprising considering both Karlsson and Jason Spezza missed most of the season. During Karlsson’s Norris Trophy-winning season, the Senators cashed in on 18.2 per cent of their chances.

At the same time, however, there could be an adjustment period as Patrick Wiercioch jumps up to fill the void left by veteran defenceman Sergei Gonchar as the other defenceman on the first power play.

That creates additional pressure for Karlsson, but he has never shied away from taking more on-ice responsibility.

When he was at his best two seasons ago, Karlsson delivered something that no other defenceman in the NHL could match. Senators fans are keeping their fingers crossed that he can be what he used to be.

 - See more at: http://www.senatorsextra.com/main/need-for-speed#sthash.8iO0MML6.dpuf
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Head coach Paul MacLean of the Ottawa Senators gives some instructions during practice at Canadian Tire Centre, on October 01, 2013, in Ottawa, Ont. (Jana Chytilova / Ottawa Citizen).
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The Ottawa Senators have been full of surprises over the past couple of seasons.

In the first year of Paul MacLean’s tenure as head coach – the first full year of what was supposed to be a significant rebuild — the Senators stunned the hockey world by qualifying for the playoffs and taking the No. 1 seeded Rangers to the brink in Round 1.

MacLean earned a nomination for the Jack Adams Award that season.

Expectations were even higher during the lockout-shortened 2013 campaign, until an unbelievable sting of injuries to key players seemed to kill off any hope of a repeat post-season performance. Instead, Ottawa qualified and produced a first-round upset of the Montreal Canadiens.

For shepherding that beat-up squad, MacLean won the coaching trophy.

It was a nice feather in his cap, but he and the Senators are more interested in another piece of hardware, one many prognosticators say they have a legitimate shot at acquiring this season.

Sitting in his ice-level office at the Canadian Tire Centre last week, MacLean reflected on the upcoming campaign and the challenges his team will face in the coming months. Below is an edited transcript of that conversation.

Ottawa Citizen: Many people will be referring to you as the defending coach of the year over the next little while. What kind of pressure comes along with that?

Paul MacLean: I think the job has enough pressure without that adding to it. I think the biggest thing for us and our group as a coaching staff is to remain consistent in what we’ve done, and not think that we’re geniuses and get ahead of ourselves. That would be a problem for us.

OC: Shea Weber has said the reason for Barry Trotz’s longevity in Nashville is his ability to keep the message fresh. How important is it for you to mix things up as you enter your third season here?

PM: I think that’s important, to be able to do things in a number of different ways. But at the same time, I think if you treat players like people, and treat them fairly and tell them what you expect from them on a daily basis and then stick to those expectations, I think that also helps with your shelf life as a coach. But the best thing to be a coach with a long shelf life is you have good players.

OC: Some coaches say their message can only go so far, that it’s important to have a leadership group of players that will carry those instructions to the room and get the team to buy in.

PM: I think it’s vitally important to any coaching staff or any coach. Your players have to decide that what you’re talking about can work. A lot of times, the way that you want to do things sells itself, but at the same time, you still need and extension of the coaching staff (that) has to go through the players and has to go through your leadership group of the team … when the coach leaves the room, there’s always another meeting after the meeting.

OC: You suggested some things are an easy sell. What’s a hard sell for a coach?

PM: I think the hardest sell for any coach is the amount of time you have to take to practice and get things done.

But the hardest thing to do as a coach is to tell someone they’re not playing. I’ve never had an easy way to do it, or a better way to do it. I had dreams, I played in the National Hockey League and I know how great it can be and how disappointing it can be (not to play).

That’s the unfortunate part of hockey. You don’t get to play forever. Sometimes your career is long, sometimes it’s short, and that’s the importance of continuing to try to get better every day, because there might be someone coming along better than you. And it doesn’t take a long time.

OC: Two years in, what have you learned? If you could give yourself some advice back when you started, what would that be?

PM: It would be that it’s really hard. I knew it was hard, and I thought it was hard, but it’s harder. You really have to pay attention to detail.

OC: What do you mean by that?

PM: It’s harder with the level of play in the league, first of all. There are a lot of good coaches and a lot of good players and a lot of good teams, and the skill level of their teams, that’s a real hard part of it. But it’s the everyday, how much time in your day that it takes and the conversations you have to have and keeping track of what’s going on.

And part of this job is being in Canada. It’s the media commitment. That’s a daily thing too. When you’re the assistant coach, and even in Detroit, which is Hockeytown, I’d just (motions waving goodbye after work).

It’s all part of it. Not only having to deal with the media commitments, but the speaking commitments and the fans. I get lots of help coaching my team, which I appreciate, but that’s also something to get used to. When you’re here and the head coach of the Ottawa Senators, you’re on every day. As soon as you leave the house, you’re on.

For me, I went through it a little bit when I played seven years in Winnipeg, a small Canadian market. I had some experience doing it, but still, I’m not sure if you ever get used to it. But it’s also a lot of fun to talk to people and have people come up and say hello.

OC: What are some of the challenges you’re going to have to deal with this season?

PM: The first thing that concerns me the most is that we forgot, we forget, how hard we had to work to have the limited success that we had. It’s success, but it’s limited success, and if we don’t continue to work at what we do and how we do things, we’re going to fall flat on our faces.

Our biggest enemy right now isn’t Toronto, Boston, Detroit or any other team in the game, it’s ourselves. We can be our own worst enemy, thinking that we get picked to be this team, picked to be that team, and now we start getting away from how we had to do things to be successful.

OC: And you’re probably not sneaking up on anybody this year.

PM: No, there’s no sneaking up on anybody, and that’s a good thing. I think that’s a good kind of pressure to have on our team.

Twitter.com/SensReporter
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Goalie Craig Anderson chats with Robin Lehner. (JULIE OLIVER/OTTAWA CITIZEN)
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Finally, Robin Lehner is comfortable enough to have set down some firm roots in Ottawa, buying Daniel Alfredsson’s old home in west Ottawa.

 Yet after persevering through so much instability over the past three seasons, pulled this way and that on a seemingly neverending shuttle between Ottawa and Binghamton, the Ottawa Senators backup goaltender has matured considerably, learning not to get too far ahead of himself.

 Lehner hasn’t lost one iota of his intensity, but he says he’s too early in his career to be given the kind of lofty status that many have heaped upon him. ESPN.com, among others, have suggested that the Craig Anderson/Lehner combination might represent the league’s top goaltending tandem.

“Well, it was a short season last season, for one,” said Lehner, who owned an outstanding goals against average of 2.20 and a save percentage of .936 during the 2013 campaign. “I’m pretty young, unproven. There’s lots left to prove. But I do think it’s a good combination because both me and Anderson, we work very hard and he has a lot of experience and I can learn a lot from him and try to get better.”

Considering all the attention – good and bad – that Lehner has received since the Senators drafted him 46th overall in the 2009 draft, it’s rather shocking to note that he has yet to win 10 games in the NHL. His career record is 9-9-4, including a 5-3-4 mark last season.

 Lehner isn’t about to start demanding playing time. He knows he has to push Anderson to earn his starts – whether that ends up being 20 games, 30 games, or possibly more.

“I’m not used to the best scenarios and I’ve been put in tough spots before,” said Lehner, who was a big part of the awkward three-headed goaltending monster last season, which also featured Ben Bishop. “I expect to be put in tough spots again. It’s just about stopping the puck. We’ll see what I get and I’ll take what I get and try and make the best of it.”

In what is perhaps a sign of his growth, Lehner, now 22, hasn’t put a microscope on the Senators schedule, trying to figure out when and where he might play.

“Every hockey season, people say it’s a weird schedule. That’s just the way hockey is. It’s never in a routine. It’s not like football, where it’s the same every time. Especially this year, with the Olympics. You just get used to it and try to get what you get.”

- See more at: http://www.senatorsextra.com/main/lehner-tempers-top-tandem-talk-theres-lots-left-to-prove#sthash.R4ttaupy.dpuf
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Ottawa Senators' Jean-Gabriel Pageau skates the puck around Montreal Canadiens' Darren Dietz during second period pre-season NHL hockey action in Ottawa on Wednesday, Sept. 25, 2013. THE CANADIAN PRESS/Sean Kilpatrick
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Every team in the National Hockey League is facing plenty of questions as the schedule gets underway.

In Pittsburgh, they’re wondering if their star players can stay healthy for an entire season. In Toronto, there is a healthy debate over who should be the starting goaltender. And in Boston, there are doubts the Bruins still have what it takes to make ti to the Stanley Cup final for a third time in four years.

Here in Ottawa, there are several storylines swirling around the club as it heads into Friday’s opener in Buffalo. And the answers to these questions will determine whether the Senators take the next step, becoming a legitimate contender in the Eastern Conference.

1. Which Erik Karlsson will we see?

While Karlsson returned in time for the playoffs last spring, it was clear that he was merely a shadow of his former self. Prior to suffering his Achilles tendon injury, his name was included in debates about who the best player was in the league. If the 23-year-old gets back into the Norris Trophy discussion this season, the Senators will be one of the most entertaining teams to watch on a nightly basis.

2. Can Craig Anderson stay healthy?

In each of his first two full seasons with the Senators, Craig Anderson suffered a freak injury that sidelined him for extended period of time. In 2011-12, he accidentally severed a tendon in his finger while cutting frozen chicken at home. And in the lockout-shortened campaign, Anderson missed 18 games with a high-ankle sprain after he was bowled over in his crease. Anderson suited up in 71 games for the Avalanche in 2009-10 and the Senators would benefit greatly from that type of durability this season.

3. Will Spezza and Ryan find chemistry?

Ever since Dany Heatley demanded a trade in the summer of 2009, the Senators have been on a fruitless search to find Jason Spezza a sniping winger. With all due respect to the likes of Bobby Butler and Nikita Filatov, the talent level just has not been there for Spezza over the past few seasons. Could Bobby Ryan, added via trade this summer, be a 40-goal man playing with Spezza?

4. How will re-alignment affect the Senators?

The Senators are now in the rejigged Atlantic Division, which includes five clubs that qualified for the playoffs last season. Since only the top three teams are guaranteed a spot in the post-season this year, with two more wild cards to be shared with the Metropolitan Division, Ottawa will be in tight race to make the playoffs again. The Senators could be pushing for one of those wild card spots, and a plausible scenario sees them battling down to the wire with archrivals Toronto and Montreal.

5. Can Wiercioch and Cowen handle a top four minutes?

The organization opened up its wallet to two young defencemen this summer, signing Jared Cowen to a four-year, $12.4 million contract and Patrick Wiercioch to a three-year, $6 million deal. The young duo only has a combined 139 games of NHL experience, but it looks like they will start the season as Ottawa’s second defence pairing. Ottawa needs them to adapt quickly.

6. What can Paul MacLean do for an encore?

In each of his first two seasons with the Senators, Paul MacLean has been a Jack Adams award nominee — and he walked away with the trophy last season. The head coach has taken the word “rebuild” out of the Senators’ vocabulary and transformed them into a team with playoff expectations. The pressure will be on to avoid a letdown after a surprisingly successful season.

7. Is Jean-Gabriel Pageau a full-time NHLer?

Jean-Gabriel Pageau became an instant fan favourite in Ottawa after he scored a hat trick against the Canadiens in the playoffs. The 20-year-old has only nine games of regular season experience in the NHL, however. He’ll start the season centring a line with Colin Greening and Erik Condra.

8. Can the second line produce offence?

The club believes Kyle Turris can put up enough points to help ease the pressure off the top line. Turris will have two new wingers to start the season in Clarke MacArthur and Cory Conacher. Both have the potential to be 20-goal scorers, but they need to show they can deliver.

9. Could this be the final season in Ottawa for Chris Phillips?

Ottawa fans have spent the past few years wondering if they would be seeing a farewell season from Daniel Alfredsson. Now, that question shifts over to Chris Phillips, who is entering the final year of his contract with the club. The 35-year-old has been a fixture on the roster for 16 years, but with the club going younger on the blueline, it could be the final season for the dependable Phillips here.

10. Can the Senators add any pieces at the deadline?

There are some pundits who believe the Senators could challenge for the division title and become a legitimate contender this season, but the club is at the bottom five of payroll spenders. That usually doesn’t bode well for teams with Stanley Cup aspirations. Will Eugene Melnyk open his wallet at the trade deadline if Bryan Murray wants to add a key piece or two? Based on the owner’s recent comments, the answer appears to be “probably not.”

Twitter.com/ian_mendes

 - See more at: http://www.senatorsextra.com/main/mendes-10-burning-questions-for-the-senators-this-season#sthash.7WBc0def.dpuf
Spezza, Michalek and Ryan look to deliver on Pizza Line comparisons

Bobby Ryan is embracing all the hype and expectations that have been built up about the possibility of the Ottawa Senators once again owning one of the NHL’s best lines.

by Ken Warren


on October 3, 2013 

in Main


Leave a Comment 

Spezza, Michalek and Ryan look to deliver on Pizza Line comparisons 

Milan Michalek, Bobby Ryan and Jason Spezza. Ottawa Senators practice at the Bell Sensplex. (Chris Mikula / Ottawa Citizen)
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Bobby Ryan is embracing all the hype and expectations that have been built up about the possibility of the Ottawa Senators once again owning one of the NHL’s best lines.

From the increased ice time to the additional on-ice pressure to the bigger media demands, Ryan is anxious to showcase what he can do playing alongside Senators captain Jason Spezza and left winger Milan Michalek. He wants the responsibility that didn’t necessarily come to him while playing with the Anaheim Ducks, behind a cast that included Ryan Getzlaf, Corey Perry, Teemu Selanne and others.

“That’s the whole reason I was brought in,” says the talkative, engaging Ryan, who came to the Senators in the summer trade that sent Jakob Silfverberg, prospect Stefan Noesen and a first-round draft choice to Anaheim. “It’s not that I was stuck there (in Anaheim). I got opportunities. But I was hemmed in. This is a chance to come in and be one of the guys. It’s nice to be held accountable every day.”

Ryan is a proven scorer at age 26, having already topped 30 goals four times in his career. Yet if Spezza, one of the NHL’s best playmakers, and Michalek, one of the league’s fastest left wingers, can stay healthy — big ifs, to be sure — the unit could post some scary numbers.

It has the makings of the best Senators trio since the Pizza Line days of the Dany Heatley-Spezza-Daniel Alfredsson trio, which carried the club all the way to the Stanley Cup final in 2007 (against the pre-Ryan Ducks). The trio put up a combined 279 points that season before finishing in a three-way tie for the playoff scoring lead.

Ryan isn’t afraid to talk about it, claiming that if the Senators can hit at least 20-22 per cent on the power play, the sky’s the limit.

“You would like to think so,” he said. “The potential is absolutely there. (Michalek) and I got quite a few games in together. Whether it’s pre-season or not, that’s important. You just have to learn where guys like to be and how they like to approach it. I’ve certainly got a pretty good read on both of them and the plays that we’re making are starting to work a little more because we’re in the right areas.”

In a perfect world, Spezza would have played more in the exhibition schedule, and there’s justifiable concern about how his back, groin and knees will respond to the grind, which begins with back-to-back games against Buffalo and Toronto.

The good news for Senators fans on the injury front is that Michalek’s wonky knee has so far held up following the unconventional, non-surgical procedure he underwent in Germany during the summer. For all the excitement about Ryan, fans shouldn’t forget that a healthy Michalek scored 36 goals playing alongside Spezza in 2011-12.

“(The knee) feels pretty good, 100 per cent,” said Michalek. “Hopefully, if feels like that during the regular season.”

Michalek, who played countless games against Ryan when he was with the San Jose Sharks, says Ryan is much more than a goal scorer.

“He’s special. He’s got the great hands and a really good shot, a really good release and he’s a smart player, so I’m sure it’s going to be a lot of fun playing with him,” he said. “He’s making great plays, too. He sees the ice well, too. He’s a great playmaker, as well as a scorer.”

Like Ryan, Michalek is aiming high, wanting the line to be recognized as one of the NHL’s best.

“We have the expectations to be that, so we definitely want to try.”

Twitter.com/Citizenkwarren
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Sens brawlers fight for fisticuffs 

Ottawa Senators' Matt Kassian (28) fights with Toronto Maple Leafs' Frazer McLaren (38) during first period NHL hockey action in Ottawa Saturday April 20, 2013. The Leafs were hoping to see what more McLaren could do beyond fighting, but that experiment will have to wait.An MRI revealed that McLaren suffered a fractured right pinky finger at practice Sunday, according to coach Randy Carlyle. THE CANADIAN PRESS/Fred Chartrand
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Well, that didn’t take long, did it?

Less than three periods into a new NHL season, the eternal debate about fighting is front and centre yet again after Montreal Canadiens tough guy George Parros smashed his face into the ice during a bout with Colton Orr of the Toronto Maple Leafs Tuesday.

So, naturally enough, Ottawa Senators heavyweight Matt Kassian was playing defence Wednesday, claiming that dropping the gloves is, and always will be, a necessary evil to control “the rats” who would otherwise run rampant around the ice.

 He also offered some pointed words to the people he described as “the vocal minority” who will jump at every opportunity to “further their agenda” to eliminate fighting for the sport.

Kassian is nothing if not passionate — after all, it’s his job to drop the gloves.

However, it’s intriguing to note former tough guy Jim Thomson, who compiled 416 penalty minutes in 115 NHL games during his 10-year professional career — including 41 minutes in 15 games with the Senators during their first season in 1992-93 — is equally passionate about the need to eliminate fighting from hockey.

Thomson told TSN 1200 Wednesday that there’s no place in the game for fisticuffs, that there’s too much compelling evidence of long-term concussion damage, to allow it to continue. At the very least, Thomson argued, players who fight should immediately be thrown out of the game. Thomson also said he’s fine with being labelled a hypocrite, if that’s what it takes for his anti-fighting stance to be heard.

But back to Kassian, who is particularly upset about the immediate knee-jerk reaction to what happened between Parros and Orr.

“Like with anything, you really have to sit down and think about it, without making a decision on something just because something just happened,” he said. “You have to take some time to work through it before you’re all up and arms and making an evaluation on that. But obviously there are going to be people using this for their agenda, which is fine. That’s what they’re going to do and that’s their right, I guess.”

Kassian suggested the damage that Parros suffered at the tail end of the fight (his hands were tied up as he fell over Orr and had no protection as his upper body swung to the ice) could also have happened if a player had tripped over another player, or had lost his edge or had been hit in the jaw with the puck.

In the bigger picture, though, Kassian argued that allowing fighting prevents the bigger potential danger of having a free-for-all, with players wildly swinging their sticks at one another because there would be little fear of retribution.

“You would see an upswing in stick infractions with it out,” Kassian said. “You would see a lot more, I guess we call them rats in the business, taking over. We have enough of those guys already. People are going to say what they want to say and people are going to think what they want to think. If I’m being honest, the vast majority of people want (fighting) in the game. It’s just, as in a lot of things in life, the vocal minority that is making the noise and that’s what you hear then, because those are the people that are speaking up.”

Kassian also insists a solid bodycheck against an agitator doesn’t have the same impact as the threat of that player being hurt with a punch, which “holds them more accountable.”

Fellow Senators tough guy Chris Neil supports all of Kassian’s arguments. Neil claims the stick-swinging exhibition by Phil Kessel of the Toronto Maple Leafs against Buffalo Sabres heavyweight John Scott two weeks ago was “just as bad” and “you will have more incidents like that if you don’t have fighting in there.”

In the couple of years, the shift within the NHL has been for more and more teams to carry players whose chief role is to fight. The Sabres responded to being pushed around by the Boston Bruins by acquiring the 6-8 Scott. The Senators, upset at watching David Dziurzynski get punched to the ice in Toronto, and having earlier had non-traditional fighters Chris Phillips and Patrick Wiercioch drop the gloves early last season, picked up Kassian. The Canadiens, beaten up physically by the Senators in the playoffs, acquired Parros. And on and on it goes. Kassian, for one, can’t see the fighting being eliminated any time soon.

“You would have to get that sense from every single player, the coaches and all the general managers first,” he said. “When those people are the guys that start speaking up against it, then maybe I would start to go that way. I can guarantee you that if you talk to 99 per cent of the guys in the room, or 95 per cent, at least, that’s not going to be the case.

“We’ll see.”

kwarren@ottawacitizen.com
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Robin Lehner of the Ottawa Senators looks on during practice at Canadian Tire Centre, on October 01, 2013, in Ottawa, Ont. (Jana Chytilova / Ottawa Citizen)
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Ottawa Senators goaltender Robin Lehner is seething about a last-minute stick change forced upon him by the NHL.

He has accepted a two-inch reduction in the length of his pads, but he’s irate about the league’s decision to reduce his stick length to 26 inches from a 28-inch version he has used for the past five seasons. Lehner didn’t learn about the need to switch until midway through training camp, when told by an equipment representative.

“I’ve got to bend my back now, I’ve got to bend my legs more, I’ve got to change my posture and all that kind of stuff,” Lehner said following Senators practice Wednesday. “I can understand (reducing the size of) equipment, but to touch the stick … it’s like telling a player that has been shooting with their stick for their whole life … go to (Jason Spezza), take his stick and cut if off three or four inches and expect him to get his shot every time. It’s the same for us, except we’re not shooting. We just have to get comfortable in our stance. It’s tough. This is the toughest (change) for me.”

Any goaltender who is 6-6 or taller is allowed to use a 28-inch stick. Lehner, however, is 6-5, meaning he is required to use the same length of stick as a 5-11 goaltender.

“They took two inches away from me and it’s the same as what a guy who is 5-11 can have … it’s just a guessing game, it feels like. It’s a little weird.”

Lehner ordered a new batch of sticks and has yet to use them. Late in training camp, he experimented with a 26-inch stick used by Nathan Lawson, who has since been assigned to Binghamton of the American Hockey League.

Lehner is comfortable with his new pads, which were designed to give a little more space between the legs when a goaltender goes into his butterfly position. The NHL’s thinking was that it could lead to more scoring, but Lehner says netminders have adjusted.

“All the goalies recognized that the whole league would be thinking about going five hole, and goalies worked on the five hole and it made goalies aware. I don’t know, there might even be less now. Looking at the games (Tuesday), people thought maybe guys like (Chicago’s Corey) Crawford or (Toronto’s James) Reimer would have a tough time. But you know what? They looked pretty sick.”

Sick meaning good, of course.

PARROS FALL HITS HOME

When George Parros hit the ice in Montreal Tuesday, Bobby Ryan hit the off button on his TV.

“I watched most of (the game), but I turned it right off after Georgie went down,” said Ryan, who was close with Parros during their days together with the Anaheim Ducks. “I didn’t reach out. I figured I would let some time pass. I will probably shoot him a text today or tomorrow. We got an update and his wife sent us a text. We were pretty close with them in Anaheim in our years there. We know he’s doing a lot better, so we’re happy to hear that.”

STATUS QUO FOR COMBOS

If you accept the line combinations of the past two days as gospel, Matt Kassian and Eric Gryba will be the healthy scratches for the Senators when they face the Buffalo Sabres in the season opener Friday. The forward lines include Milan Michalek-Jason Spezza-Bobby Ryan, Clarke MacArthur-Kyle Turris-Cory Conacher, Zack Smith-Stephane Da Costa-Chris Neil and Colin Greening-Jean-Gabriel Pageau-Erik Condra. The Michalek-Spezza-Ryan unit is also the first power play forward unit, with MacArthur, Turris and Conacher making up the second.

Senators coach Paul MacLean suggested Wednesday that Da Costa could also see some power play time. The first pair of penalty killers appear to be Pageau and Condra.

The defence pairs are Marc Methot-Erik Karlsson, Jared Cowen-Patrick Wiercioch and Chris Phillips-Joe Corvo. Karlsson and Wiercioch are on the first power play unit.

kwarren@ottawacitizen.com
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Jason Spezza (L) talks with head coach Paul MacLean (R) of the Ottawa Senators during practice at Canadian Tire Centre, on October 01, 2013, in Ottawa, Ont. (Jana Chytilova / Ottawa Citizen) 

   share    

They weren’t the fastest set of lines ever skated at a hockey practice.

But Jason Spezza, rebounding from a training camp groin injury, made a point of leading the way Wednesday in the final skating drills of the day, stopping and starting from the blue line to the red line, then the far blueline and back.

This is Spezza’s new world, he IS the leader of the pack. Heir to Daniel Alfredsson’s throne.

After a decade in the NHL as an established point producer and the Senators’ No. 1 centre, Spezza has already experienced a lot of firsts in his career, and now this: He will skate out onto the ice in Buffalo Friday night as an NHL team captain.

It’s kind of a big deal.

“It was exciting to have the press conference and to play in exhibition games but to be a captain in the regular season means a lot more,” Spezza says. “There’s been a lot of excitement around the team and now we have to live up to those expectations.”

That stitched letter can’t weigh but a few ounces, and yet it has been known to feel like the weight of the world if a player lets the ‘C’ become a burden. Spezza, like many skilled players — like Alfredsson himself at times — has been known to try to do too much in times of trouble.

The Senators coaching staff and management will remind No. 19 that he if plays his usual game, without worrying about his new role, it will go a long way.

“I think what we have to try to avoid is having him take on too much of a burden of what’s going on around him,” said Senators head coach Paul MacLean. “Just go out and be yourself, do what you do.

“The thing about Daniel, and the good captains that I’ve been around, they still play,” MacLean said. “They don’t change the way they play because they’re the captain. They don’t change the way they act. They just continue to do things the way they’ve naturally done them.”

While Spezza would like to have had more opportunity to jell with his new winger, Bobby Ryan, Spezza’s groin injury limited him to two pre-season games with Ryan and Milan Michalek, Spezza’s more familiar linemate. They plan to hit the ground running on Friday against the Sabres.

“I think Spez, Milo and I are getting better every day,” Ryan said. “We’re starting to figure each other out more and more. The potential is absolutely there.”

As an assistant captain in recent seasons, Spezza was already adept at getting players together, socially. In his new role, he plans to “gauge the temperature of the room” a bit more, to know when it’s time to speak up.

As Alfredsson did, Spezza will lean on veterans like Chris Phillips and Chris Neil.

Of course, the captain is also the players’ link to the head coach. Interestingly, Spezza has had more face-to-face time with the coach than many other players, due to the fact MacLean has been working with Spezza to fine tune his on-ice game.

Beginning two years ago, MacLean started meeting with Spezza in the video room, trying to weed out some of the risky plays that were part of Spezza’s game while turning him into more of a two-way player. Steve Yzerman, now the general manager of the Tampa Bay Lightning, experienced a similar transformation with the Detroit Red Wings years ago.

Now, when he meets with the coach, Spezza will carry the message from the room, but also MacLean’s message back to it. They will discuss what’s working and what’s not, and discuss practice schedules. They have already had meetings as the season approaches.

Of broader concern, last year’s back and knee injuries have made Spezza’s personal health a storyline. He would like to remind us that before the 2012-13 season, where he missed all but five of 48 regular season games, he has a pretty good record of showing up on the lineup sheet. The numbers: Before 2013, in the eight Ottawa seasons in which Spezza has been a regular, he has averaged 72 games per season. In other words, he has missed about 10 games per year due to injury.

The question is — how many will he miss in 2013-14? The hope is that his back will be new and improved following the surgery earlier this year, and good old “maintenance” time is all that will be required.

“You have to take some days, even when you’re healthy, so we’re going to manage my energy, make sure I’m feeling good,” Spezza says. “And just try to make as many games as possible.”

The new captain is looking forward to getting out on the road with his teammates. As an early quirk of the schedule, the Senators play their first six games away, including a four-game western swing, and don’t open at home until Oct. 17. The boys will be hanging on the coast.

“It’s great team bonding time,” Spezza says. “Nobody has to go home to their families, and we don’t get a lot of these road trips, so we have to make the most of it.”

wscanlan@ottawacitizen.com

 Twitter.com/HockeyScanner
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Erik Karlsson (L) checks Jason Spezza (M) in front of Craig Anderson (R) of the Ottawa Senators during practice at Canadian Tire Centre, on October 01, 2013, in Ottawa, Ont. (Jana Chytilova / Ottawa Citizen) 

   share    

By the time the Ottawa Senators finally get some game action on Friday against Buffalo, the NHL season will be well under way. Meanwhile, the Senators will have had a full week of practice in preparation for opening night.

Advantage? Disadvantage? Either way, goaltender Craig Anderson says the Senators must use the workouts to get the best possible edge.

“You have to,” he said. “Other teams are going to have played a couple of games before us. They’re going to have a little bit of game experience under their belt.”

While Anderson says it’s fine to adopt a practice makes perfect approach, he recognizes that true game experiences can’t be simulated.

“It’s a read and react game, and you have to do the best you can in those situations. You can practise things 100,000 times, but they always seem to do differently in games.”

After Friday’s game in Buffalo, the Senators will be right back at it Saturday in Toronto against Toronto Maple Leafs.

 Is Anderson prepared to play both games?

“If that’s the way it comes down, that’s the way it comes down,” he said. “You earn your ice time and the ultimate decision comes down to the coaching staff.”

POWERING UP

Special teams will be a focus for the Senators during practice this week. The way it looked Tuesday, the first power-play unit will feature Milan Michalek, Jason Spezza and Bobby Ryan up front, with Patrick Wiercioch and Erik Karlsson on the points. The second unit featured forwards Clarke MacArthur, Kyle Turris and Cory Conacher, with Joe Corvo and Chris Phillips manning the point positions. … Neither Jean-Gabriel Pageau nor Erik Condra is likely to be a healthy scratch opening night because they appear to be coach Paul MacLean’s first choice for forwards while penalty killing.

kwarren@ottawacitizen.com
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Stephane Da Costa, right, battles for the puck against Matt Kassian and goalie Robin Lehner of the Ottawa Senators during practice at Canadian Tire Centre, on October 1, 2013, in Ottawa, Ont. (Jana Chytilova / Ottawa Citizen)
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One sure way to know life has changed dramatically for Stéphane Da Costa?

The native of Paris was answering questions Tuesday in his native French, as well as in English, after he completed practice at Canadian Tire Centre as part of the 22-player Ottawa Senators opening night roster.

For most of the past two seasons, Da Costa has been in Binghamton, N.Y., where, well, there wasn’t that much call for him to his French to use. 

“I’m definitely excited, but I’m not relieved yet,” said DaCosta, the 24-year-old centre who practised on a line between wingers Zack Smith and Chris Neil on Tuesday. “I’m on a two-way contract (much higher National Hockey League salary only if he remains in the NHL) and I could go down tomorrow or in two months or in two weeks, so I’ve got to try my best to stay here all year.”

Da Costa received his NHL spot the old-fashioned way: he earned it. While Mika Zibanejad lost his spot for essentially going through the motions — more on that later — Da Costa responded to the Senators’ challenge to report to training camp in better shape and with a renewed commitment to do everything it took to make the roster. From his summer workouts to his efforts in practices and in games, he turned heads of coaches and management.

While Da Costa began the 2011-12 season with the Senators, it quickly became clear he wasn’t prepared for the huge jump from Merrimack College to the NHL.

“I feel like I have more experience,” Da Costa said. “Two years ago, I came out of a 30-game season in college, and now I feel I’m a bit more experienced with the (NHL) schedule and a little more built physically.”

Senators coach Paul MacLean says there’s a night and day difference between the Da Costa of then and now. “He couldn’t even play in the league two years ago,” the coach said. “He wasn’t strong enough. He wasn’t fit enough. His game wasn’t competitive enough to play in the league.”

Now, however, MacLean says the Senators can fairly judge how high in the lineup he can play.

“He’s a player who plays with a lot of speed and tenacity,” MacLean said. “He may not be with (Milan) Michalek and (Bobby) Ryan all the time, but he should be able to create more opportunities for those guys (Smith and Neil) to have a chance to score. That’s something we’re looking for: secondary scoring up and down the lineup.”

There’s no guarantee that Da Costa will be in the lineup when the Senators open the season Friday against the Buffalo Sabres. If MacLean opts to dress heavyweight Matt Kassian to account for the likely presence of Buffalo tough guy John Scott, another forward must sit out.

The other forward lines at practice Tuesday featured Michalek-Jason Spezza-Ryan, Clarke MacArthur-Kyle Turris-Cory Conacher and Colin Greening-Jean-Gabriel Pageau-Erik Condra.

DaCosta’s presence among the group is the biggest surprise of camp. Three weeks ago, it was generally assumed Zibanejad would line up as the Senators’ third-line centre behind Spezza and Turris.

The way MacLean saw it, Zibanejad played as if he assumed he had a spot locked up, too, delivering a mediocre training camp. The Senators had reminded him of the need to pick up his game during camp.

“Last year, he was on a third line, in an important role and those two players (Da Costa and Pageau) came in and outplayed him,” the coach said. “You don’t just get the job because you’re supposed to have it. … Mika is not Jason Spezza, he’s still Mika Zibanejad, still finding his game, and players can’t just go by you and you have no response to it and have an expectation that you’re going to be on the team because you’ve played 42 (regular-season) games.

“If you’ve played 420 games, you can have a reasonable expectation that you’re on the team after a so-so, just an OK, training camp and be on the team. He was in a position to do that and the two players went by him.

“And the best guys play.”

kwarren@ottawacitizen.com

 - See more at: http://www.senatorsextra.com/main/training-camp-performance-speaks-for-stephane-da-costa#sthash.OiR1U5dC.dpuf
Scanlan: Forgotten Phillips has ‘old man strength’

Not once, but twice, Chris Phillips sends Kyle Turris crashing to the ice

by Wayne Scanlan


on October 1, 2013 

in Main


Leave a Comment 

Ottawa Senators defenceman Chris Phillips. (Photo: Chris Mikula/Ottawa Citizen)
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Not once, but twice, Chris Phillips sends Kyle Turris crashing to the ice during one-on-one practice battles.

These are net-drive drills with the forwards demanding space in the crease, and the defencemen yielding none.

Now, Turris is no slouch as a player. As the Senators No. 2 centre, Turris and his new linemates, Clarke MacArthur and Cory Conacher could cash in big time if top centre Jason Spezza can stay healthy and occupy rival checkers. But Turris is not the biggest guy, sub-200 pounds, and he knows when he’s licked, smiling as he rises to his feet the second time Phillips knocks him down.

“He’s so strong, he’s got that old man strength,” Turris says in the dressing room afterwards.

“He has so much experience, he doesn’t get out of position very often,” Turris adds. “To go up against him is a good challenge, it helps prepare me for the games.”

It’s been 16 years since Phillips arrived from Lethbridge, Alberta to play his first full season with the Senators as a fresh-faced 19-year-old, the Senators first overall pick from the 1996 draft. The wavy, dark hair we saw on draft day 1996 is a little thinner today, the cherubic face more mature, but the Big Rig still stands tall and true on the Senators blueline, even as the highly touted youth pass him on the depth chart.

These days when the top four Ottawa defencemen are listed on charts or twitter feeds, it’s like Kids’ Day at the Fair. Marc Methot, the elder, is 28. His partner, Erik Karlsson, 23, already has a Norris Trophy. Jared Cowen is 22. Patrick Wiercioch, 22.

Phillips, the longest-serving active Senator with Daniel Alfredsson gone, is 35. Only second-time-around Joe Corvo, at 36 is older, Phillips partner at the moment in the third pairing. Eric Gryba, another youngster with promise, is 25.

No one talks much any more about Phillips as the “shutdown guy,” a role he relished when he played alongside Anton Volchenkov all those years, and yet when I ask head coach Paul MacLean, point blank, if Phillips remains the best pure defender on the blue line, MacLean doesn’t hesitate.

“At this point in time, yeah.”

So, as the focus shifts to Karlsson, Methot, and the new Cowen-Wiercioch tandem, does Phillips feel like a bit of a forgotten man? He laughs out loud at the question.

“You know? What do you do – go out and play the game,” Phillips says. “I look at what my role has been the last couple of years; often, when we have injuries, playing with a guy who’s been called up to fill in and whatever. Help guys out. That’s my role.”

Meet the Big Rig, aka the main mentor on the back end. With Sergei Gonchar gone, Phillips has even more on his plate as far as guiding young defencemen.

“I accept it and I’m going to do the best job I can,” he says. “I’m past that point of worrying about what number I am, how much ice time I’m going to get and all that stuff.”

What number IS he on the depth chart? Even he can’t say.

“Once in a while, I will get tapped on to go and step on the power play when things aren’t going well,” Phillips says. “I think I’m still a big part of the penalty killing. So, sometimes I’m a 1-2 with an asterisk and then a six or a five, whatever the situation is.”

It’s been like this for years, Phillips more or less overlooked coming out of camp, only to remain a key figure defensively as the games get bigger. Arguably, no one on the Senators, with the possible exception of Chris Neil, is able to elevate more in the playoffs than Phillips. Always sound positionally, this 6-3, gentle man, is able to muster a bit of nastiness in that 220-pound frame, as needed.

Along the path to 1,073 games in the NHL, Phillips has figured out how to let the game come to him.

“The one thing I’ve really learned over the years is patience on the ice,” Phillips says. “You don’t have to run around for the big hits, that’s just my own philosophy. The object is, for me, to try and get the puck and get it going the other way.

“Lots of times you see a big hit, the puck goes by and the other team’s got the puck.”

Big year, this one for the Senators. Big year for Big Rig, who doesn’t have a contract for next season. Anyone betting against him proving his value once again?

“He’s going to play a big role even if he’s not in the top four,” MacLean says. “He’s in the top 5, the top six, he’s an important player on our team.”

And an extra coach.

“Players can learn from him, players can watch him,” MacLean says. “He can help them on the bench. He’s a real big help to us and the coaching staff, he’s still a big factor no matter where he plays.”

Plus, he has that “old man strength” going for him.

twitter.com/HockeyScanner

 - See more at: http://www.senatorsextra.com/main/scanlan-forgotten-phillips-has-old-man-strength#sthash.fCQEyS7p.dpuf
Lehner moves into Alfredsson’s old house

Daniel Alfredsson is long gone from his old house west of Ottawa, but it remains Home Swede Home.

by Ken Warren


on October 1, 2013 

in Main


Leave a Comment 

   share    

Daniel Alfredsson is long gone from his old house west of Ottawa, but it remains Home Swede Home.

Ottawa Senators goaltender Robin Lehner has bought the place from the former Senators captain and is now getting set up in his new digs.

It’s a sign that Lehner finally feels settled here.

“It’s my first Day One (in the NHL), I’ve ever been to, so it feels pretty good,” Lehner said Tuesday, after the Senators practiced with their opening day roster of 22 for the first time this season.

Lehner, 22, doesn’t want to make a big deal out of the purchase, but he acknowledges it’s a perfect spot for himself and his girlfriend, with plenty of room for his two dogs to run free.

He also says it will be a welcome landing spot for his family when they visit from Sweden.

Alfredsson, who signed as a free agent with the Detroit Red Wings in the summer, quietly put the house up for sale after he moved to Detroit with his wife, Bibbi, and four sons

 - See more at: http://www.senatorsextra.com/main/lehner-moves-into-alfredssons-old-house#sthash.tm1WIsEI.dpuf
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Jean-Gabriel Pageau of the Ottawa Senators practices drills and scrimmages in Ottawa on July 30, 2013. (Jana Chytilova/Ottawa Citizen)
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OTTAWA — For Jean-Gabriel Pageau, there was little chance that instant National Hockey League success last spring would go to his head. His idol, 14-year veteran Daniel Brière, wouldn’t let him get ahead of himself.

Brière, now playing for Montreal Canadiens, offered Pageau plenty of sage advice during the summer.

“One of the mistakes I made in my second and third year (of pro hockey) was that, when I was sent down (to the minors), I had the tendency to pout a little bit,” says Brière, a Phoenix Coyotes first-round draft choice in 1996 who needed five seasons to establish himself as a full-time NHL player. “I would think, ‘I was there last year, why can’t I stay this year?’ And that’s what I warned him against. Whatever happens, you’ve got to keep pushing. Even if you get sent down, you’ve got to show them that they made a mistake, and there are 29 other teams watching, so you never know.”

Pageau, the Ottawa Senators rookie centre who already has a playoff hat trick to his name, took those words to heart.

Just in case you weren’t paying attention during training camp, Pageau was one of the Senators’ top players. Fittingly, perhaps, he scored the team’s final goal of the pre-season in Sunday’s 4-1 loss to the New York Islanders. He also made a loud statement with his determination to shut down Toronto Maple Leafs centre Nazem Kadri early in the exhibition schedule, smashing him hard into the boards and ending up in the middle of a scuffle that ended with blood dripping down Pageau’s cheek. That came after a standout rookie tournament in London, where Pageau dominated.

If Pageau hadn’t delivered, it likely would have been him and not Mika Zibanejad, who heard the disappointing news about a demotion back to Binghamton of the American Hockey League on Monday as the Senators pared the roster to 22 players.

“Danny gave me good tips,” Pageau says. “Just to make sure I give everything I have and do all the sacrifices. I think he’s really good for that. During the summer, we played summer hockey together, and I just tried to apply his tips.”

They may be almost a generation apart and Brière is at the tail end his career while Pageau is just getting started, but the similarities go on and on.

Brière, who turns 36 on Sunday, is a supremely gifted, but undersized centre (5-10, 181 pounds) who eventually found a way to succeed against the bigger boys in the big leagues. Pageau, 20, is a two-way centre whose size (5-9, 172 pounds), hasn’t stopped him from working harder than his competition.

From the beginning, Pageau followed in Brière’s skate marks. He attended the same Gatineau high school and played for the same Gatineau Intrépide midget AAA team as Brière had before embarking on his own junior career with the Gatineau Olympiques.

While Pageau grew up watching Brière put up big numbers in Phoenix, Buffalo and Philadelphia, the two didn’t meet until Pageau was 15. Brière’s Gatineau’s contacts told him about the rising teenage star, so he invited Pageau and his uncle to Philadelphia to watch him play a Game 7 playoff game against Montreal.

“You hear about the best player in the area and he drove down to the game,” Brière says. “He came to the dressing room and I gave him a stick. And, after that, you started hearing more and more about him. From everyone around, all I kept hearing was how mature he was for his age, how dedicated he was, how serious he was in wanting to play in the NHL. When you see a kid like that, that really wants to take it to the next level, it’s great. You try to help them.

“You can tell in his attitude. He’s one of those kids that always wants more. He’s very competitive. And one thing I told him, ‘It’s one thing to get to the NHL. There are a lot of guys who get there. It’s also about moving forward, about staying there for many years.’ ”

Pageau remembers everything about that first visit. As fate would have it, Pageau made his NHL debut in Philadelphia last spring, five years after meeting his idol for the first time. The only unfortunate part of the story was that Brière was injured and didn’t play. That time, Brière came to see Pageau.

“I think that (playoff game) gave me a little push, that I really wanted to play there one day,” Pageau says. “Last year, I had my chance. Danny wasn’t playing, but he came to see me after the game and he congratulated me. It was nice of him.”

Briere understands that Pageau was driven, like himself, to prove people wrong when they suggested size would keep them from making it to the highest level of hockey.

“Even sometimes I say, if I had been 6-2 or 6-3, I’m not sure I would have been an NHL player because that was my drive, my motivation. You’ve got to find that little extra kick in your step, but it’s funny because I don’t really know how much I helped (Pageau).”

Pageau begs to differ.

“We’re both from Gatineau and we’re about the same size and he’s the kind of player I want to look like,” he says. “I would like to have the same career. He told me it’s the same every year. You need to compete and fight for your spot.”

As much as they have become friends and respect each other for what they’ve accomplished, expect the competition to be fierce if they go head-to-head when the Senators and Canadiens play.

The only time they’ve faced each other so far was in the Senators’ 2013 regular-season finale, on April 27, when Philadelphia visited Ottawa.

“I took a faceoff against him and I won it,” Briere says, with a smile. “So, that was the bragging rights for the summer. You can mention that to him.”

- See more at: http://www.senatorsextra.com/main/senators-pageau-finds-role-model-in-canadiens-briere#sthash.1bzpZzWw.dpuf
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Mika Zibanejad (L) looks to pass the puck with Nikolai Kulemin (R) closing in during the third period as the Ottawa Senators take on the Toronto Maple Leafs in pre-season NHL action at Canadian Tire Centre, September 19, 2013, in Kanata, Ontario. (Wayne Cuddington / Ottawa Citizen)
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Over so soon?

The NHL pre-season – which seemed excruciatingly long because of last year’s mini-camps – mercifully came to a close on Monday, as teams submitted the lineup they will take into battle for the 2013-14 NHL regular season.

The Senators announced a 22-man roster that does not include one of their most popular young players, 2011 first round pick Mika Zibanejad. A 23rd player, forward Jim O’Brien, will be making an NHL salary in AHL Binghamton as he has a one-way contract.

As expected, Cory Conacher won the battle for the second line wing position, although head coach Paul MacLean has never been afraid to mix up line combinations that aren’t working. So, stay tuned.

Zibanejad, who is on his entry level contract and doesn’t have to clear waivers to go down to the AHL, received a stern message that he let Stephane Da Costa and J.G. Pageau “come in and take your job,” in the words of general manager Bryan Murray. Zibanejad may have taken his spot for granted after playing 42 of Ottawa’s 48 games last season, producing 20 points, plus four more in 10 playoff games.

However, he will start this season where he started last – in Binghamton.

“We said that to him – you saw how Pageau was playing, you saw how Da Costa was playing and you didn’t step up and say, ‘I better pay attention and win my spot here.’ We felt he let that happen.”

While it’s true that Da Costa would have had to clear waivers (probably a low risk considering all the bodies available around the league in recent days), the Senators felt it was important to reward the great strides Da Costa had made.

A stylish college player at Merrimack College, Da Costa had a tough adjustment to life as a pro after signing with Ottawa as a free agent in late March, 2011. While enjoying modest success in the better parts of two seasons with Binghamton (38 points in 57 games last season), he wasn’t physically strong enough to withstand the rigors of the NHL. Now 24, he seems to have figured it out, as he survived a heavy pre-season workload, even filling in for No. 1 centre Jason Spezza as he nursed a groin injury.

“We called in Da Costa at the end of last year and said, ‘wake up,” Murray said. “If you don’t get stronger, if you don’t work harder this summer, you won’t have any future as an NHL player.”

Da Costa heeded the message.

“This guy has come in in great shape, worked hard and I think he’s been a real good performer throughout camp,” Murray said. “Likewise with Pageau.”

The GM and head coach Paul MacLean have been telling their prospects all camp that hard work would be rewarded. As Murray put it in a conference call Monday afternoon, how do you keep players like Pageau and Da Costa off the team “if we’re going to be good on our word – that is, work hard and you will get a chance.”

The 20-year-old Pageau, a fourth round pick from Gatineau, won the hearts of local fans with a hat trick against the Montreal Canadiens in a 2013 playoff game, but continues to win over the organization with his work ethic, day in and day out.

Murray wonders if the 5-9 forward wouldn’t benefit from taking a break once in a while, but resting isn’t in his makeup. Pageau has been a poster child for pushing the limits of possibility. Look for him to win faceoffs, set up wingers and kill penalties for this team.

“All I see out of him is a guy who has great respect for the opportunity and works hard every shift on the ice, ” Murray said.

The Senators sent 29 players to Binghamton, and there were no surprises outside of the Zibanejad move.

In the 30th move, Curtis Lazar returned to the WHL Edmonton Oil Kings.

Early in camp, there was thought the club might keep Lazar, their 2013 first round pick, around for a few regular season games, but when he injured his shoulder it became obvious he would rejoin his junior team as soon as camp ended.

That leaves a roster of 22 players: 13 forwards, seven defencemen, two goaltenders.

Murray said he likes his team, especially with the depth on defence and the goaltending of Craig Anderson and Robin Lehner. He hopes the Senators will score more easily than last year’s 27th most prolific team.

Speaking of scoring, new captain Jason Spezza appeared on the newly re branded TSN 1200 in Ottawa to declare himself fit and ready to start the season. Spezza said the word is out on last year’s pesky Sens.

“We understand we’re not underdogs anymore,” Spezza said. “We’ve made a name for ourselves around the league as a really hard-working team, a team that can be hard to play against and we have to make sure that stays our identity.”

After a full day off on Monday, the Senators return to the ice Tuesday at 11 a.m. They have three practice days prior to Friday’s opener in Buffalo against the Sabres. On Saturday, they visit the Maple Leafs in Toronto.

twitter.com/HockeyScanner
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Forwards

Milan Michalek – Jason Spezza – Bobby Ryan

Clarke MacArthur – Kyle Turris – Cory Conacher

Zack Smith – Stephane Da Costa – Chris Neil

Colin Greening – Jean-Gabriel Pageau – Erik Condra

Matt Kassian

Defence

Marc Methot – Erik Karlsson

Jared Cowen – Patrick Wiercioch

Chris Phillips – Joe Corvo

Eric Gryba

Goal

Craig Anderson

Robin Lehner

 - See more at: http://www.senatorsextra.com/main/the-senators-22-man-roster-minus-zibanajed#sthash.OrNRAHDW.dpuf
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In a surprise move, the Ottawa Senators are expected to assign Mika Zibanejad to Binghamton of the American Hockey League.
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Mika Zibanejad (Photo by Wayne Cuddington, The Ottawa Citizen.)
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In a surprise move, the Ottawa Senators have assigned 20-year-old forward Mika Zibanejad to Binghamton of the American Hockey League.

 Zibanejad, who appeared to have established himself as a National Hockey League regular with his play late in the 2013 season and with a decent playoff performance, was the odd man out when the Senators announced their opening day roster in a media release on Monday.

 The contract situation of other players played a role in the Senators’ decision.

 Stéphane Da Costa, who had a strong training camp, couldn’t be assigned to Binghamton without clearing waivers. The Senators were afraid that Da Costa would be picked up by another NHL team desperate for centres.

 Zibanejad, however, is still on his entry-level contract and can be sent to the AHL without having to pass through waivers.

 The Senators will go with a 22-player roster at the outset of the regular season, rather than the maximum allowed of 23, in what could be a related to the team’s payroll situation.

 Last week, Senators owner Eugene Melnyk said the team was already over budget for the season.

 The Senators open the 2013-14 schedule with a Friday at Buffalo, followed by five more contests away on the road before playing their home opener against the New Jersey Devils on Oct. 17.

 - See more at: http://www.senatorsextra.com/main/zibanejad-to-binghamton#sthash.gbaoiKdA.dpuf
Senators post-game report: It didn’t matter, and it showed

Most teams had their 23-man rosters set, with prospects and depth players waived (if necessary) and sent to the AHL or shipped back to junior.
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Senators post-game report: It didn’t matter, and it showed 

New York Islanders' Brock Nelson skates past the bench for hi-fives after scoring a second period goal against the Ottawa Senators during pre-season NHL hockey action in Ottawa on Sunday, Sept. 29, 2013. THE CANADIAN PRESS/Sean Kilpatrick
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Most teams had their 23-man rosters set, with prospects and depth players waived (if necessary) and sent to the AHL or shipped back to junior.

Some used their Sunday to make final preparations for a National Hockey League season that kicks off with three games Tuesday.

The Ottawa Senators? They spent the evening slogging through split squad games here and in Barrie, Ont., against the New York Islanders, the last hurdle at the end of a gruelling 2.5 weeks of training camp.

With the roster all but set and the rest of the league dark, these games ranked just above pointless.

And it showed. The Senators were listless here (a 4-1 loss) and there (a 5-2 loss)

Afterwards, the players were unanimous: It’s well past time to start playing for real.

Many in the announced crowd of 15,321 (scores wearing invisibility cloaks, evidently) at Canadian Tire Centre felt the same way, cutting bait after two periods with the score 4-1 in favour of the visitors.

Craig Anderson: “It is (time for the season to start). It’s been a long training camp, but at the same time we’re all professionals, we’ve got to show up and put in the work … obviously we’ve got some work to do and we’ll use this next week of practice to get ourselves ready.”

Marc Methot: “Obviously we were bad, especially in the first two, but the one upside, I thought, was we actually turned it up in the third period and played a lot better. But it’s preseason, half our squad’s missing, so you can only take so much from that.”

Bobby Ryan, when asked if the game mattered: “Yes and no. I think you want to end pre-season on a good note and feel good about yourselves and you certainly can’t after that performance.

“The only good thing is it didn’t cost us two points.

OPENING NIGHT ROSTER?

Here’s an educated guess at how it’ll look.

Michalek-Spezza-Ryan

 MacArthur-Turris-Conacher

 Smith-Pageau-Condra

 Greening-Zibanejad-Neil

Methot-Karlsson

 Cowen-Wiercioch

 Phillips-Corvo

Anderson

 Lehner

BY THE NUMBERS

28:16: Ice time for Erik Karlsson  to lead all players

5: Hits for first-round draft pick Curtis Lazar, also tops

5: Shots (and one goal) for rookie Jean-Gabriel Pageau, the cherry on top of an excellent camp

3: Practices left after an off day Monday

 - See more at: http://www.senatorsextra.com/main/senators-post-game-report-it-didnt-matter-and-it-showed#sthash.nI6RlceH.dpuf
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The pre-season that felt like it would never end finally did so on a losing note Sunday night, with both halves of a split Ottawa Senators squad dropping decisions to the New York Islanders.
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Islanders double down on Senators 

New York Islanders' Riley Wetmore blasts a first period goal past Ottawa Senators' Craig Anderson during pre-season NHL hockey action in Ottawa on Sunday, Sept. 29, 2013. THE CANADIAN PRESS/Sean Kilpatrick

   share    

The pre-season that felt like it would never end finally did so on a losing note Sunday night, with both halves of a split Ottawa Senators squad dropping decisions to the New York Islanders.

Jean-Gabriel Pageau was the lone Ottawa goal-scorer in a 4-1 loss at Canadian Tire Centre that featured a shaky 60-minute, 19-save performance from No. 1 netminder Craig Anderson.

And in Barrie, Ont., tallies by Matt Puempel and Cory Conacher weren’t enough as the John Tavares-led Isles pumped five past Ottawa backup Robin Lehner.

With eight exhibition contests and more than two weeks of training camp in the books, all that’s left for coach Paul MacLean and general manager Bryan Murray to do is chop up Ottawa’s halves and make the team whole one last time.

They have until noon Monday to get their final roster submitted to the NHL ahead of the league’s first real games on Tuesday, though Senators fans will have to wait a little bit longer to get a look at the final product — Ottawa kicks off its schedule Friday night in Buffalo.

The deliberations shouldn’t take long. 

There was only one glaring hole when training camp began — the right wing on the second line – and Cory Conacher snapped that spot up last week. The Senators will likely carry two extra forwards in the early going, with one slot reserved for tough guy Matt Kassian. Expect to see him in the lineup next Saturday at Toronto.

Diminutive centre Stephane Da Costa — who again found himself between wingers Bobby Ryan and Milan Michalek on the top line Sunday — should land the other after a stunning bounce-back performance in camp. Da Costa wasn’t even a sure bet to be retained by the organization in the summer, but worked hard during the off-season and forced his way back into the conversation.

Eric Gryba, who missed most of training camp with a nagging leg injury, played his first pre-season game Sunday as part of the Canadian Tire Centre group. He’ll be the seventh defenceman.

Fortunately, injury is something the Senators appeared to avoid in their last two pre-season contests.

It wasn’t a banner night for either goaltender, but then, they were holding fort behind squads playing like the games didn’t matter.

The lone bright spot for the Senators’ Ottawa group was a nice one-timed blast from the slot by Pageau to make it 4-1 late in the second period.

At the other end, the Islanders beat Anderson every which way.

He was left sprawling after Isles winger Kirill Kabanov undressed Ottawa defenceman Michael Sdao, skated around the net and threw a pass out front to a waiting for Riley Wetmore. Easy tap-in, 1-0.

It was mostly downhill from there.

Less than a minute later, Ryan Strome scored from the same spot on a one-timer set up by Anders Lee, who won a puck battle with Mika Zibanejad behind the net.

Ryan Pulock, with a screened power play point shot, and Brock Nelson, with a wrister on a partial break, put the game out of reach with goals in the first seven minutes of the second.

On the plus side, Anderson picked up an assist on Pageau’s goal.

Evgeni Nabokov picked up the win (and an assist of his own) for New York with two periods of light work, making way for Ken Reitter in the third. Reitter’s best save came on a Milan Michalek breakaway to keep it at 4-1 halfway through the frame.

With the losses, the Senators finished the pre-season with a 4-4 record.

Conacher’s power play goal in Barrie gave him four overall to lead all Senators, and he also wound up tied for the scoring lead with Erik Karlsson (five points).

The Barrie game brought an official end to what was supposed to be one of the more intense camp battles, one that ultimately fizzled when one player grabbed the reins early and the others quickly faded away.

Conacher — who challenged for rookie of the year honours last season before fading toward the end — was understandably excited to start the season to the right of centre Kyle Turris and left winger Clarke MacArthur on Line 2. Both players assisted on his goal Sunday.

Yet he remains acutely aware that NHL success can be fleeting.

“I’m pretty happy (but) there’s always room for improvement,” he said prior to leaving for Barrie Sunday. “Every day you can get a little better and it’s important, to be in this league, to be consistent … because there’s guys, there’s prospects in the system that can take your spot on any day.”

Speedy Mike Hoffman, one of the early contenders, cleared waivers Sunday en route to AHL Binghamton. Despite notching an assist on the Puempel goal, Mark Stone is likely headed there too.

Meanwhile, it doesn’t appear the groin strain that kept Jason Spezza out of the lineup last week will cause him to miss any regular season time.

After wheeling around the morning skate with the Barrie group, he said he felt fine.

“Barring something changing, we never really thought there would be a doubt about starting the season,” he said. “That’s kind of why we’ve been so cautious the last few days, just to make sure that was never in jeopardy.”

Now all that stands in the way of Game 1 is one last workweek of practice, and players will no doubt be itching to go by the end.

Even Jared Cowen, who missed the first six days of camp due to a contract impasse, was anxious to play for real. Pre-season was fun and all, he said, but he was looking forward to getting some reps in with the core group of players.

“This is the start of the season, so it’s a little more exciting, it’s full of possibilities and nobody knows what’s going to happen,” he said. 

“It’s time to get things rolling, because it’s been a long summer.”

Twitter.com/SensReporter

 - See more at: http://www.senatorsextra.com/main/islanders-double-down-on-senators#sthash.wgiPhm4g.dpuf
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O’Brien loses in numbers game 

Evgeni Nabokov #20 of the New York Islanders clears the puck away from Jim O'Brien #18 of the Ottawa Senators at Nassau Veterans Memorial Coliseum on March 19, 2013 in Uniondale, New York. (Photo by Mike Stobe/NHLI via Getty Images)
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A stoic Jim O’Brien said all the right things a day after getting the news that he wasn’t going to make the Ottawa Senators out of training camp.

He’d keep working hard to try and convince the organization that he can be a valuable contributor. What’s in the past is in the past. The decision was out of his hands.

But it couldn’t have been easy to take the ice at Canadian Tire Centre with the team’s main group, knowing he likely wouldn’t be joining his colleagues when they head out for a season-opening road trip next week.

O’Brien had earned a two-year, one-way deal based on his play a couple of seasons ago, and got off to a decent start in the 2013 season. On the league’s best penalty kill, only one forward (Erik Condra) averaged more shorthanded time on ice.

A former first-round draft pick (29th in 2007) by the Senators, O’Brien will be headed to AHL Binghamton next week when the Senators make their final cuts. He cleared waivers Friday with no other NHL teams deciding to take a flyer on him, which means he’ll collect his full NHL salary of $650,000 while riding the minor league busses.

“I’m a hockey player and there’s some things that I can’t control, but what I can control is how I play on the ice and how I work, so it’s my job and it’s what I’m doing,” O’Brien said Saturday.

The Senators had a tough talk with O’Brien following his first year in the system, essentially telling him to improve certain areas of his game or he wouldn’t be around long. He bounced back well the following year and appeared to have played his way back into the team’s plans, earning that one-way contract.

He didn’t bite when asked if there was a disagreement with the team over his ice time last season, which was rumoured to be one of the reasons his appearances in the lineup dwindled as the schedule went on. He’s since fallen down the depth chart behind prospects like Jean-Gabriel Pageau, Cory Conacher and others and now finds himself on the outside looking in.

“Who knows what exactly happened?” he said. “It’s just one of those things I can’t control and that’s frustrating. I believe that I’m a player and I can help this team. I know I can — I have. It’s just one of those things where it’s frustrating, but you can’t really dwell on the negatives here.”

Coach Paul MacLean said O’Brien simply got caught up in the numbers game.

“I think he’s a casualty of the Ottawa Senators doing a good job at the draft table and doing a good job of developing players,” MacLean said. “They’re players that have come after him and developed and they end up being better players. That’s what it is

 - See more at: http://www.senatorsextra.com/main/obrien-loses-in-numbers-game#sthash.oMZJqbnC.dpuf
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Jason Spezza has a “minor” groin injury that will keep him out of the team’s split-quad games against the New York Islanders Sunday night.
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Spezza will miss final pre-season game with groin injury 

Jason Spezza in warm-up as the Ottawa Senators take on the Toronto Maple Leafs in pre-season NHL action at Canadian Tire Centre, September 19, 2013, in Kanata, Ontario. (Wayne Cuddington / Ottawa Citizen) 
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Jason Spezza has a “minor” groin injury that will keep him out of the team’s split-quad games against the New York Islanders Sunday night.

The Senators’ star centre didn’t skate with the main group at practice Saturday morning, taking the ice alone afterwards to test out his progress. He also missed Wednesday night’s pre-season contest against the Montreal Canadiens, ceding his spot on the top line between Bobby Ryan and Milan Michalek to youngster Stephane Da Costa.

Spezza’s continued absence has led to speculation he might not be ready to start the regular season, but coach Paul MacLean suggested that wouldn’t be an issue.

“Jason Spezza has a minor groin injury that we are managing to get him to Oct. 4 so he can play,” MacLean said following practice at the Canadian Tire Centre. “We’re just making sure he’s ready to play the opener, which is more important than an exhibition game.”

MacLean said the captain was very close to being able to return, and would have been able to play this week had the circumstances been different. As it stands, the team doesn’t want to risk aggravating injuries when the games don’t count.

Meanwhile, Da Costa has played his way back into the organization’s good graces thanks to some hard work over the summer and a newfound willingness to follow instructions.

“Over the three years that he’s been here and (since) I’ve been here, we’ve asked him to make changes to his game to give him a chance to play at the NHL level and he’s done that,” MacLean said. “Credit to him, he’s done those those things and made those changes.

“He can play. We believe now he can play at the NHL level at any position, whether it’s a top-six role ro in the bottom six or whatever, he can come in and help our team.”

The Senators asked Da Costa to do three things: Improve both his conditioning, improve his competition level and play better defensively.

“When people are doing things you ask them to do, I think you have to acknowledge that and give them an opportunity to show you that they can do it.”

Expect Da Costa to remain between Ryan and Michalek when the Senators split into two groups for Sunday’s games — one here at the CTC, the other in Barrie, Ont. Who goes where was still being determined Saturday morning, with bartering still taking place among the players.

“We’re just trying to come up with the seniority angle to see who goes to Barrie and who gets to stay here,” MacLean said with a chuckle. “There’s a couple of things that have to be sorted out, or there have to be dinners exchanged. There could be some negotiating going on.”

Here’s how the rest of the Senators’ main group lined up Saturday:

Greening-Pageau-Neil

 MacArthur-Turris-Conacher

 Condra-Zibanejad-Smith

 Lazar-O’Brien-Kassian

Phillips-Gryba

 Methot-Karlsson

 Cowen-Wiercioch

 Borowiecki-Corvo

Gryba, who has missed much of camp while nursing a leg injury, will be back in the lineup Sunday night.
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Ottawa Senators alumni Todd White, owner Eugene Melnyk , president Cyril Leeder and Spartacat cut the ribbon for the official opening of Sens Mile on Elgin Street. (Chris Mikula / Ottawa Citizen)
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Mayor Jim Watson has never met a ribbon he wouldn’t cut.

But the ubiquitous Ottawa mayor was nowhere in sight on Elgin Street Friday when Senators owner Eugene Melnyk opened the Sens Mile, and then opened the floor to questions.

Please upgrade your browser to view HTML 5 content

Naturally, city reporters wondered if hizzoner was being snubbed, due to the hockey club’s ongoing battle with the city over a potential casino site next to Melnyk’s hockey arena in Kanata. The Senators owner was outraged over the handling of the casino file, claiming a marked card deck in favour of building one near the Rideau Carlton Raceway.

Melnyk has threatened legal action over the issue, and recently made some cutting remarks about Watson on a Toronto radio station.

But on Friday a more conciliatory Melnyk appealed to the city for co-operation to help the Senators “work through” the team’s problem generating the kind of revenues the owner says the team needs to thrive here.

“We’re now regrouping to see what we might be able to still do with the city’s co-operation,” Melnyk said. “At this point, we’re hoping for the best … all our options are open right now.”

As to whether Watson was invited to join in the Sens Mile launch, Melnyk said, “I don’t know, I don’t deal with the invitations or non-invitations.”

It was his understanding, Melnyk said, that Watson had other commitments.

Melnyk reiterated he remains committed to the hockey club, but continued to sound the alarm on the difficulty of making ends meet running an NHL club in what he termed a “price-sensitive market” like Ottawa.

“As far as the organization is concerned, again … the idea of moving the team is just not a reality. That’s not going to happen,” Melnyk said.

“But what is going to happen is, the salary cap is going to increase. The revenues of the league are going very very well, right across the board, they’ve fixed all the problem franchises, and now people are spending to the cap. We spent to the cap two years in a row and didn’t make the playoffs.”

Though only four NHL clubs have more salary cap space than Ottawa’s $8.2 million, beyond a payroll of about $57 million, Melnyk said his team is “already over budget, I just found out (Thursday).”

The owner said he is willing to spend more on player salaries, if general manager Bryan Murray came to him and said a certain player could make a difference at the trade deadline.

While Melnyk said he is not a fan of “player rentals,” he believes the Senators need to be in the top half of the spenders ultimately, and hinted that outside help is needed to improve the finances around the hockey club and arena.

“I’m not a big fan of just spending because you’ve got to spend,” Melnyk said. “But we need co-operation and help, it’s as simple as that, because we’re getting outspent by everyone else and to be competitive you have to be at least in the top half of spenders.”

To the idea of adding an equity partner, Melnyk chuckled: “I don’t get any phone calls. Those people don’t exist.

“The best thing to do is you have to turn it around, work the problem,” Melnyk said. “That’s what we have to do. It’s a price-sensitive market. We have to be able to compete and we’re doing everything we can.”

It was only a couple of years ago that Melnyk, buoyed by the payroll savings realized by moving veterans like Mike Fisher, Alex Kovalev and Chris Kelly, said on a Toronto radio station: “We don’t have to make the playoffs anymore to make money.”

Clearly, the situation changes when the franchise debt load (about $130 million) and Melnyk’s personal finances are brought into the picture. Over the past year, the hockey club has tried to develop revenues beyond the hockey club and arena concerts.

Regarding the 2013-14 edition, now marketed as the ‘Fearless’ Senators (“you can see it in the eyes of the players” Melnyk says), the owner is optimistic the team can go deep in the playoffs, but doesn’t want to jinx their chances with a prediction.

“Let them do their stuff, let them show off,” Melnyk said. “You can ask me again right after the Christmas break.”

A DAY FOR ALFIE?

Regarding the departure of Daniel Alfredsson as a free agent to Detroit, Melnyk said the former Ottawa captain will be saluted upon his return. He was asked if he could foresee Alfie’s jersey being retired.

“Potentially, sure,” Melnyk said, adding that Alfredsson will be “recognized appropriately” when he returns to Ottawa, even if he doesn’t return here to live.

Melnyk seemed to stop short of suggesting there could be a place for Alfredsson in the organization after he retires, although he left the door open a crack.

“It’s kind of tough when somebody goes down the road,” Melnyk said. “It’s like a girlfriend leaving you or something.” But added: “I don’t know. Things change all the time. Who ever thought he’d leave? You just never know.”

In one of his happier duties as club owner, Melnyk awarded a team jersey to city police as a symbol of thanks to the first responders to the scene of last week’s horrific train-bus crash near the Fallowfield train station.

Officers Wally McIlquham and Matt Caldwell received the jersey on behalf of the police department.
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Andrei Markov #79 of the Montreal Canadiens defends against Cory Conacher #89 of the Ottawa Senators during an NHL preseason game at the Bell Centre on September 26, 2013 in Montreal, Quebec, Canada. (Photo by Richard Wolowicz/Getty Images)
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The honey badger is on the verge of capturing the Ottawa Senators’ biggest training camp prize.

Nobody has declared the competition officially over yet, but Cory Conacher has the inside track on winning the coveted spot to play right wing alongside Clarke MacArthur and Kyle Turris on the club’s second line.

Conacher opened the scoring in the Senators’ 3-1 exhibition loss to the Montreal Canadiens Thursday. He also scored in Wednesday’s 5-2 win over Montreal in Ottawa and leads the Senators with three goals in the pre-season.

More than that, though, Conacher has re-established himself as a fierce battler for pucks everywhere on the ice — living up to his nickname — and has responded to the Senators’ biggest off-season demands. Conacher, who was in and out of the lineup during the playoffs due to his sporadic play, has committed himself to improving his defensive play and to better nutritional habits to deal with his diabetes.

“I’m looking to be more reliable on the ice this year,” said the 5-8, 175-pound Conacher, who was acquired from the Tampa Bay Lightning for goaltender Ben Bishop at the trade deadline last year. “Defence is a big part of this game. And it’s a big part of winning, as well. I’ve got to focus on that first. And if I am playing with Turris and MacArthur, or whoever it is, the offence will come as long as you play good defensively. It’s about being comfortable and well positioned in the defensive zone.”

Conacher suggests he’s simply “getting some good bounces” and credited MacArthur and Turris for making life easy for him in Wednesday’s game, but he also knows he can’t succeed without the chip he carries on his shoulders — shoulders which are almost always lower than those of his opponents. As soon as he starts taking shortcuts, there’s a bigger guy behind him, waiting to grab his position.

“It would be a little easier if I was 6-5 and a big guy,” he said. “But as a small guy, definitely, you always need to have your head on a swivel and be the hardest-working guy on the ice. I’ve tried to do that my whole career. I’ve never been the best player on my team. I’ve just tried to work harder than the guy beside me.”

Throughout training camp, Senators coach Paul MacLean has said earning a roster spot isn’t just about having a good game here or a good game there. Everything, from fitness tests to off-ice workouts to practice performance to game production, is included in the analysis of who is deemed the most ready to start the season in Ottawa. Conacher hasn’t disappointed.

“He has been very consistent,” said MacLean. “He did a real good job in the summer. He had a good talk with (conditioning coach) Chris Schwarz about controlling his diabetes in the proper way, with diet and exercise, and more than just a can of coke and a pump kind of thing. He has embraced that and his fitness level is good.”

GRYBA ON THE MEND

We haven’t heard much about defenceman Eric Gryba during training camp. That’s because he suffered what he calls “a freak accident” during one of the first skating sessions.

He has been officially diagnosed with a “lower body” injury.

“It just happened in a random drill, sort of like slipping on a banana peel kind of thing,” he said. “I didn’t even fall. It was just something that I kind of tweaked wrong.”

Gryba returned to practicing with the club’s non-game day players earlier in the week and he’s hoping to be cleared to play in one of the Senators’ two split-squad games Sunday against the New York Islanders — one in Ottawa and one in Barrie, Ont.

“I’m a lot stronger, a lot better now — I’m feeling like my old self,” he said. “Definitely, before going into any regular season, you would like to get some touches and get back up to speed.”

If Gryba is healthy, he’s expected to be one of seven defencemen on the roster. He would need to clear waivers in order to be assigned to Binghamton of the AHL and, considering his solid play as an injury replacement after Erik Karlsson’s Achilles injury, the Senators don’t want to risk exposing him. If he’s not ready to go, Mark Borowiecki could start the season in the NHL.

Gryba knows there are no guarantees.

“I still have a lot to prove and I still have to establish myself,” he said. “There are always young guys looking for the chance. That’s good for the team to have that competitive atmosphere and there’s always someone pushing to take your spot if you’re not ready.”

WEIRD WEEKEND

Friday was a day off for the players, but they will be back at practice Saturday and most will see game action Sunday. Forget about the idea that everyone who is shipped to Barrie will automatically be assigned to Binghamton. NHL rules require that all teams must dress at least eight veterans for every pre-season game. Monday will be a day of transition. Binghamton is scheduled to open training camp on Tuesday.

kwarren@ottawacitizen.com
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Jim O'Brien (18). Ottawa Senators practice. (Pat McGrath/Ottawa Citizen)
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Centre Jim O’Brien has cleared waivers, meaning he could return to the Binghamton Senators of the American Hockey League.

Once he lands in the minors, the Senators are still responsible for paying O’Brien his $650,000 salary, but if he’s in the American Hockey League, the contract doesn’t count against the NHL salary cap.

O’Brien, 24, originally drafted by the Senators in the first round (29th overall) of the 2007 NHL Draft, was never able to regain the spot in the lineup he lost last season. When Jason Spezza missed the majority of the 2013 season following back surgery, Binghamton call-ups Mika Zibanejad and Jean-Gabriel Pageau took advantage of the opening by establishing themselves as NHL centres.

O’Brien, meanwhile, spent the latter part of the 2013 season and the playoffs as a spectator.

Before placing O’Brien on waivers, Senators general manager Bryan Murray tried to trade him, but found no takers.

“It’s an unfortunate part of the business,” Senators coach Paul MacLean said following the Senators’ 3-1 exhibition loss to the Montreal Canadiens.

“We’ve had players come in that either project to be better or are better and that’s basically what it is. We just can’t horde everybody or keep them to ourselves. We’re hopeful he’ll get an opportunity somewhere else.”

kwarren@ottawacitizen.com

 Twitter.com/Citizenkwarren
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MONTREAL — It wasn’t a perfect outing for Craig Anderson, but all things considered, the Ottawa Senators goaltender was satisfied with his own performance in Thursday’s 3-1 loss to the Montreal Canadiens.

“I felt great,” said Anderson, who stopped 22 of 25 shots in his first full game of the pre-season. “It was a good test there. There were a couple of turnovers, where I had to move side to side laterally and I felt pretty good.”

Anderson has been careful in dealing with an undisclosed injury through the first two weeks of camp – all we know is that it’s unrelated to the high ankle sprain he suffered last season – and he’s not pushing too hard, too soon.

His goal is to be as sharp as possible for the regular season opener Oct. 4 against Buffalo and he acknowledges he’s not quite there yet.

“I felt a little rusty, but I was tested. There were some quality chances and I felt like I was kind of in position and moving quite well. I’ve got a little ways to go here, but we’ve still got another six or seven days to fine tune some things, but overall, for where I’m at right now, felt pretty good.”

Practice is one thing, Anderson says, but it’s also hard to simulate game situations.

“Finding loose pucks, fighting through traffic, it’s stuff that maybe you’re a little fatigued because you see a lot of pucks in practice and don’t have as much time to work on some individual stuff that you want to. But in a game, there’s no excuse for not being in shape. You’re only seeing 25 or 30 shots. In a practice, you’re seeing 300 or 400.”

Despite the loss, Anderson offered up plenty of praise for the young team playing in front of him Thursday.

“I’m real proud of our guys,” he said. “There are a lot of young guys who don’t have a lot of (NHL) experience and they came out here and played the system pretty well. They worked hard. We didn’t give up a whole lot of odd man rushes, other than the couple turnovers we made, and that’s just trying to make a play and you make a mistake. When you gain experience, you get a little more comfortable and you’re going to make those plays.”

Senators coach Paul MacLean echoed those comments. He was satisfied with the effort, if not the loss.

“We didn’t get the win in an exhibition game, but I thought we got some pretty good results,” MacLean said. “I thought we came in here and played pretty hard. I thought a lot of players gave a very good account of themselves.”

WRESTING WITH THE MEN IN STRIPES: If you’re wondering who the toughest linesmen in the NHL is, don’t bet against Ottawa’s Derek Nansen.

Nansen did his best Hulk Hogan impersonation in the third period Wednesday, hauling down Senators defenceman Mark Borowiecki from behind when he was about to fight the Canadiens’ Travis Moen.

Borowiecki admits he was caught off guard when he found himself on the ice, wrapped up by a guy wearing a black and white striped shirt. A second earlier, he was preparing to fight.

“I don’t want to say you black out, but you’re so focussed on going, right?,” he said. “That was a bit of a surprise when I felt that tug, but that’s the way it goes sometimes.”

Borowiecki offered a few gentle words to Nansen as he went to the penalty box, but he appreciates the officials have a tough job.

“I sort of politely said, ‘hey, maybe next time, kind of let me go there’. But you can’t fault him. He’s trying to do his job.”

Anderson quipped that few of Borowiecki’s fighting opponents get off so lightly.

“Boro is a big guy and a tough guy to take down, but I guess when you sneak up on him from behind, it’s a little easier,” he said.

 - See more at: http://www.senatorsextra.com/main/anderson-content-with-his-first-full-game-of-the-pre-season#sthash.YRwzz6f1.dpuf
Senators pare roster ahead of 3-1 loss to Canadiens

For the Ottawa Senators, it was about a little bit of rust, a lot of rest and Daniel Briere’s magic touch in Thursday’s 3-1 exhibition loss to the Montreal Canadiens.

by Ken Warren


on September 26, 2013 

in Main


Leave a Comment 

Senators pare roster ahead of 3-1 loss to Canadiens 

Ottawa Senators goalie Craig Anderson, #41, loses sight of the puck as Montreal Canadiens Alex Galchenyuks shot gets past him and team-mates Jared Cowan, #2, and Michael Sdao during preseason National Hockey League game in Montreal Thursday September 26, 2013. (John Mahoney/THE GAZETTE) 
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MONTREAL — For the Ottawa Senators, it was about a little bit of rust, a lot of rest and Daniel Briere’s magic touch in Thursday’s 3-1 exhibition loss to the Montreal Canadiens.

In the small picture of the Senators’ defeat, goaltender Craig Anderson — playing his first full game of the exhibition schedule — would probably like another crack at Tomas Plekanec’s go-ahead goal from the faceoff circle late in the second period.

It was a big-league shot, to be sure, a blast that beat Anderson high to the short side. Yet considering it came from the board-side of the faceoff dot, it was an angle that Anderson would typically cut off.

Anderson, however, had no chance on Max Pacioretty’s third period goal. Mark Stone failed to cover Pacioretty as he drove to the net, took a behind the goal-line pass from Canadiens newcomer Daniel Briere, and went high on Anderson. Briere was in a similar position to set up Alex Galchenyuk for the Canadiens’ first goal late in the first period.

The Canadiens were the better team in the third period, but the fact the Senators carried the play for large portions of the opening two periods, despite keeping so many star veteran players at home, is a compliment to the youngsters who were on the ice.

Their emergence has already forced the Senators to make moves while trying to get down to a 23-man roster for the opening of the regular season next week.

Unable to work out a trade, the Senators have placed centre Jim O’Brien on waivers, hoping that a team in desperate need of a centre will pick up his $637,000 salary. Binghamton-bound goaltender Nathan Lawson, winger Corey Cowick and defenceman Tyler Eckford were also placed on waivers, but it’s not expected they’ll be scooped up.

The O’Brien news is not a surprise. O’Brien, who was in the Senators lineup Thursday, only needed to look around him at the forwards to understand why the team can afford to let him go.

Cory Conacher, who opened the scoring here Thursday, appears to have locked up a spot. Stone and Mike Hoffman are knocking on the door to play now. Matt Puempel and Buddy Robinson are on the radar. Curtis Lazar, who is expected to be sent back to junior in the next few days, will get a shot to make the Senators next season.

Meanwhile, back home in Ottawa, centre Jean-Gabriel Pageau was no doubt feeling a little more comfortable with his status following the move with O’Brien. Stephane Da Costa was getting a night off after showcasing his offensive skills on Tuesday against Toronto and Wednesday against Montreal, while Shane Prince and Andre Petersson will likely begin the season as top scoring threats with Binghamton.

If we can take anything from the performance of the relatively inexperienced Senators lineup Thursday against the veteran-laden Canadiens, it’s that the Senators have some depth they can count on in case of injuries.

Before the game, Senators coach Paul MacLean said “we expect to be competitive” and that the organization was “looking forward to our players going there and responding to” the challenge of playing a Montreal roster which will closely resemble the opening day team.

They put up a decent fight, outshooting the Canadiens 25-18 through two periods.

The skaters to start the game told part of the story. The Senators crew of Jared Cowen, Chris Wideman, Mike Hoffman, Conacher and Mika Zibanejad have a combined 192 games of regular season NHL experience. The Canadiens’ group of Tomas Plekanec, Rene Bourque, Brian Gionta, Raphael Diaz and Andrei Markov have played a combined 2,556 games.

Considering all that, it was surprising the Senators jumped out to the early lead, when Conacher pounced on a loose puck outside the crease and put it past Canadiens goaltender Carey Price. Conacher also scored against Montreal in Wednesday’s 5-2 win at the Canadian Tire Centre.

Alex Galchenyuk tied the game with 2:18 left in the first. Plekanec beat Anderson with 1:54 left in the second to give the Canadiens the lead they never lost.

Beforehand, Anderson says he was happy to finally see a full game after two weeks of seeing practice pucks.

“You want to play, you want to get out there and kind of get into the playing situations where it’s more game-like, and a lot more situations where you have to stay mentally focused and you’re not so worried about third or fourth or fifth shots in a row in practice,” he said. “You can’t just go out there and go through the motions. You’ve got to work on your game. That’s the biggest thing in the pre-season.”

Other than the Plekanec shot, he was solid.

Twitter.com/Citizenkwarren
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Jared Cowen at Ottawa Senators practice at the Canadian Tire Centre in Ottawa. ( Chris Mikula / Ottawa Citizen)
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In the early days of training camp — feels like months ago, now — Jared Cowen was conspicuous by his absence.

Without a contract, the big defenceman missed the first, gruelling days of Ottawa Senators camp (veteran move, in hindsight), and only joined the team when it happened to be visiting Cowen’s hometown of Saskatoon for a pre-season game on Sept. 16. Cowen had agreed to a new four-year deal two days earlier.

Ten days on, Cowen, no longer the young restricted free agent falling behind by missing time, may be ahead of the game. While others are fading, tiring, getting injured in this relentless pre-season, Cowen is fresh and eager to play hockey.

Memo to NHL: Teams don’t really need to play eight exhibition games to prepare for the season. Three would be about right. Three is probably how many Cowen will get before the Senators open their season in Buffalo on Oct. 4.

“The more minutes I get, the better I feel,” Cowen said, before a group of Senators — mostly non-NHL players — boarded the train for Thursday’s game in Montreal. This was Ottawa’s fifth pre-season game, but just the second for Cowen, who played in Toronto against the Maple Leafs Tuesday.

“The biggest thing is just trying to get back into situations and being comfortable,” Cowen said. “I’ve only played one game since last year.

“I just want to get good with the puck and make better plays.”

For Cowen, adjusting to camp life and pre-season games is child’s play compared to last spring, when he had to leap on a speeding vehicle. That’s how it felt to play just seven regular season games before joining the hurly-burly of the Stanley Cup playoffs.

With just one full NHL season behind him (82 games, in 2011-12), the 6-5, 230-pound Cowen struggled to find his comfort level while returning to action from hip surgery. Today, he is in a better place, physically and mentally.

“I feel good. The hip is good,” Cowen said. “It’s not holding me back. It’s more healthy and strong and I have lots of confidence in it. It’s not really bothering me, it’s just something I’ve got to stay on maintenance-wise.”

While his conditioning was not an issue in the spring, he missed the “reps” that provide a sense of familiarity to all that is thrown at an NHL defenceman.

This is a big year for the big man. He’s pencilled in as a top four defenceman, and will likely start the season alongside Patrick Wiercioch. Cowen is 22, Wiercioch 23. Both are 6-5, western Canadian boys. They could be twin towers on Ottawa’s blueline for a long, long time.

Erik Karlsson and Marc Methot are the top pairing in a corps that also includes Chris Phillips, Eric Gryba and Joe Corvo.

“The depth we have in the back end is as good as it’s been in a long time,” Cowen says. “If we work out (Cowen-Wiercioch), that’s awesome. It’s a pretty good tandem. And we can support the other guys as well.”

KARLSSON WHEELS

While Karlsson continues to be pestered about the state of his Achilles, he was in great form against a youngish Canadiens team on Wednesday, wheeling at will. Even then, he wouldn’t say afterward that he feels as good as ever, the “old” Karlsson who won the Norris Trophy two years ago before having his foot slashed by Matt Cooke’s skate blade on Feb. 13.

Better than most, Cowen has a sense of what Karlsson is going through, while slowly getting back to normal.

“I think he looks fine,” Cowen says. “I know what it’s like to have that kind of discomfort, it’s not really hindering you that much, but it’s always in the back of your head. You just don’t feel the same way, you don’t really notice it until you feel 100 per cent again.

“It’s just an annoying thing, you can’t really put your finger on it, you just kind of get used to it. And one day you just feel good again.”

SPEZZA SKATES, SITS

Captain Jason Spezza skated on Thursday, but did not accompany the team to Montreal, still nursing a training camp injury that kept him from playing against the Canadiens Wednesday.

“I’m just dealing with a little bit of a strain, I want to make sure we take care of it so it isn’t something that lingers,” Spezza said.

Spezza insists he should be good to go for the season opener in Buffalo.

“That’s why (we’re) taking precautions now,” he said.

While Spezza and his new linemate, Bobby Ryan, have only played two pre-season games together, Spezza doesn’t think they will have a problem connecting when the real games start.

“Ideally we would have played more, but we’ve had a lot of intra-squad games as well.” Spezza said. “Truth be told, you’re not going to feel each other out until you get to the regular season games anyway, when you’re under live fire in real situations.”

Spezza will consider suiting up in Ottawa’s final pre-season game Sunday against the New York Islanders.

“If there’s any chance of straining it a little more, I’m not going to play just to play and jeopardize not being ready for the first game of the year,” he said. “But I’d like to play, so if I’m feeling good enough I’m going to play.”

wscanlan@ottawacitizen.com
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Craig Anderson kicks out the toe to stop a shot by James van Riemsdyk with defence man Marc Methot (R) in close in the 2nd period as the Ottawa Senators take on the Toronto Maple Leafs in pre-season NHL action at Canadian Tire Centre, September 19, 2013, in Kanata, Ontario. (Wayne Cuddington / Ottawa Citizen)
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Goaltender Craig Anderson is expected to play his first full game of the pre-season as the Ottawa Senators travel to the Bell Centre in the second game of the home and away series Thursday.

“You want to play, you want to get out there and kind of get into the playing situations where it’s more game like and a lot more situations where you have to stay mentally focussed and you’re not so worried about third or fourth or fifth shots in a row in practice,” said Anderson.

“It’s always a good place, a fun place, to play. They always have good crowds. It’s one of those things where you’ve got to use the energy they bring, but you’ve still got to get up for the game. You can’t just go out there and go through the motions. You’ve got to work on your game. That’s the biggest thing in the pre-season.”

The fact Anderson is playing a full game is a good sign for the Senators, considering that he has been slowed by something (he insists it’s not his ankle) through the first two weeks of training camp. Robin Lehner is also going to Montreal as the back-up, but coach Paul MacLean says the plan is for Anderson to play the entire game.

Anderson figures to have his hands (and feet) full, given that the Canadiens will dress a lineup full of experienced NHL players. The Senators lineup, on the other hand, is full of prospects bidding to do everything possible to get noticed by the coaches and management. Jason Spezza, Bobby Ryan, Milan Michalek, Kyle Turris, Clarke MacArthur, Colin Greening, Erik Condra, Chris Neil, Erik Karlsson, Marc Methot, Chris Phillips and Patrick Wiercioch are all staying at home.

The group does include Mark Stone and Mike Hoffman, part of the crew in a battle to win a roster spot out of training camp. It also includes first-round draft pick Curtis Lazar, playing his first ever exhibition game after suffering a shoulder injury on the first day of training camp.

“I’m pretty excited,” Lazar said. “I woke up and it felt like Christmas that’s for sure, just getting to the rink. I’m looking forward to it. There’s no better place to start for my first NHL pre-season action.”

The Senators might expect the Canadiens to try and establish themselves physically in front of their home crowd. The memories of the Senators eliminating Montreal in the playoffs last spring are fresh. The Canadiens, who were outmuscled by Ottawa in that five-game series, were physical in Wednesday’s 5-2 loss at the Canadian Tire Centre, when they sported a much weaker lineup than what they will display tonight.

“You figured there was going to be some heated moments,” said Anderson, when asked about the nature of the Canadiens style. “In the past, in my experience, when a team gets knocked out in the playoffs the year before, when they play them for the first time again, there’s always a little bit of animosity that’s still there from forcing the other team to go golfing at the end of the year. Tht’s not a good feelign when you’re on the other end of it.”

- See more at: http://www.senatorsextra.com/main/anderson-back-between-the-pipes-for-senators#sthash.2PZIKbf7.dpuf
Gordon ready to earn his reward
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Newly signed winger hopes play in St. John’s will help him secure a foothold in the NHL

There are one-way contracts. There are two-ways. But you might say St. John’s IceCaps’ right-winger Andrew Gordon has a one-and-a-half-way deal.

The 27-year Gordon was signed as a free agent over the summer by the Winnipeg Jets to what is officially a two-way pact. But it is unlike most such agreements, which routinely feature an AHL salary that is 10 to 20 per cent of the designated NHL pay.

© — Photo by Joe Gibbons/The Telegram 

The St. John’s IceCaps Andrew Gordon (right) is interviewed by IceCaps Play by Play Broadcaster Brian Rogers at Mile One Centre earlier this week. Gordon has 55 NHL games under his belt, but he’s spent most of the last six seasons in the AHL trying to find a permanent spot in the big league.

Gordon’s minor-league pay will be $350,000 annually, well more than half the $550,000 yearly salary that’s called for when he’s in the NHL.

Gordon is one of the early beneficiaries of limitation of re-entry waivers in the collective bargaining agreement that ended the NHL lockout in January. Under old rules, players who signed two-way deals worth more than $105,000 annually in the minors were subject to waivers when called up to the NHL. As a result, many players felt compelled to accept AHL salaries under the $105,000 mark in an effort to increase the likelihood of recall, and teams undoubtedly took advantage of those beliefs.

Like most people, Gordon is uncomfortable publicly talking about his financial standing, although he allows it is undoubtedly an important consideration. He has less problem talking about the implications that comes with the structure of his contract, which in monetary terms, tells him exactly what the Jets told him in negotiations and since.

“It showed a commitment at some level,” said Gordon. “They told me they thought I could contribute, if not right away, then sometime over the course of the season, when injuries and such happen, that they saw me as a player and a person they could bring up and find a use for, at some point.

“You hear Winnipeg is a team that rewards players who work hard, and they’re honest with guys and they are true to their word. Well, they have been ever since I joined and I think (the contract) is one way they’ve showed that.

“At the same time, when I played in Hershey (as a member of the Washington Capitals’ organization), there were lots of guys who had big two-way contracts and never saw a minute in the NHL.

“But I think it shows (the Jets) were serious about me and I know I can play at that level. It’s just a matter of finding the right opportunity.”

Gordon has played 55 big-league games, but has spent most of the last six seasons in the AHL, looking for a way to permanently puncture the force field between him and permanent NHL employment.

“I’m 27, turning 28 (in December). I’m not some first-round 21-year-old stud,” said the five-foot-11, 180-pounder from Porters Lake, N.S.

“You can’t really draw up a map for yourself and figure out exactly how you’re going to get there.

“What I’ll be doing is working hard, and enjoying the fact I have a job in pro hockey.

“If I never played another game, I know I’ve worked as hard as I could and it just wasn’t my time.”

Gordon has put up points wherever he’s played, first with the Eastern Shore Mariners minor program, then for two years with the major midget Dartmouth Subways. In his second season with Dartmouth, as 17-year-old, he was a linemate of a 15-year-old Sidney Crosby as the Subways won the silver medal at the Air Canada Cup (now Telus Cup) national midget championship.

He then went to Notre Dame College in Saskatachewan, where he was just about a point-per-game player, and spent a season as a linemate of St. John’s native Teddy Purcell, who like Crosby, remains a close friend.

“When you’re in south central Saskatchewan, you find another east coaster and chances are you’re going to become good buddies right off the bat, and we did,” said Gordon of Purcell.

“He’s a guy who took a different route to the NHL, but he’s earning every penny he’s making and I couldn’t be happier for him.”

Gordon was a seventh-round draft of Washington in 2004, the same year he began what was to be three years of American university hockey at St. Cloud (Minn.) State.

He turned pro in 2007, and after two sips and one swallow of coffee with the Capitals and a couple of Calder Cup wins with Hershey (including one during a 37-goal season in 2009-10), he signed as an unrestricted free agent with the Anaheim Ducks.

“I thought we had a good thing in Anaheim, but we had a tough start (in 2010-11) and the coaching staff (headed by Randy Carlyle) got fired. Then they brought in the guy who had cut me the previous four years (former Capitals coach Bruce Boudreau),” said Gordon.

“A good opportunity turned sour in a hurry.”

After spending last season with the Vancouver organization (and six-games worth of big-league java with Canucks), Gordon hooked on with the Jets, who were looking for organizational depth and players who could turn around the fortunes of the IceCaps, who finished out of the Calder Cup playoffs last season.

He’s been given a featured role in that effort, being put on a line with St. John’s captain Jason Jaffray and Jerome Samson, another free-agent winger with NHL experience.

“I’ve played against him too many times, so it’s finally good to play with him,” said Gordon of Jaffray. “Jerome Samson, too. I’ve been chasing him around the ice when he played in Albany and Charlotte for the last six years.

“I hope to stick around with these guys a little bit and get some chemistry going. As a line, I think we’re the same. We play simple, we play hard and we play the right way,” he added as the IceCaps prepared for Friday night’s AHL season-opener against the Providence Bruins at Mile One Centre.

For Gordon, Friday’s contest was also his first meaningful game on Newfoundland ice.

“I’ve played against teams from all over Newfoundland many times, but always in tournaments on the mainland, never here. I had never been out here to play hockey before. I’ve come over to visit friends, for different social events, but I’ve never been out to play.

“So, it’s my first business trip, as I like to say,” he said with a smile.

bmcc@thetelegram.com

Twitter @telybrendan

SIDEBAR

By Brendan McCarthy

The Telegram

It's not a question normally posed to a professional hockey player.

"Are you the guy that kissed that guy…?"

But St. John's IceCaps' communications director Dave Salter, who moonlights as a human hard drive full of hockey facts and folklore, couldn't hold back the query on meeting new IceCaps' forward Andrew Gordon.

And yes, Gordon is that guy.

On Dec. 21, 2010, while playing for the Washington Capitals against the New Jersey Devils in D.C., Gordon scored his first National Hockey League goal, taking a cross-ice feed from linemate Marcus Johansson, and sending the puck behind no less than Martin Brodeur.

Gordon then proceeded to go through the traditional skate-by, glove-tapping receiving line of congratulations from teammates, including Alexander Ovechkin, before taking a seat on the bench.

But as he settled in, Gordon planted a big smooch of appreciation on the cheek of Johansson, in a spontaneous show of appreciation that Gordon still laughs about to this day.

Gordon, who was playing in his eighth NHL game, was named the second star of the contest after also adding an assist in a 5-1 Capitals' win.

The video of the Gordon and Johansson became a sensation. Bob McKenzie tweeted about it. It was featured on Yahoo Sports Puck Daddy blog. It showed up on television shows that rarely cover hockey. But if you haven't seen it, here's the link: http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=CJpk4p5TVlo

bmcc@thetelegram.com
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IceCaps hopeful a combination of familiar and fresh faces will improve team's fortunes

Three years ago, during the 2010-11 hockey season, Binghamton, N.Y. won its first Calder Cup championship. The next season, the Senators fell all the way to bottom of the American Hockey League standings, and out of the playoffs. Last season, Bingo finished fourth in the league’s Eastern Conference.

© — Telegram file photo 

Jason Jaffray takes up position in front of the Toronto Marlies net during an AHL game last season at Mile One Centre in St. John’s. The IceCaps’ captain is back for his third season with the club and will likely be joined on a top line with newcomers Jerome Samson and Andrew Gordon, both of whom bring NHL experience.

The Providence Bruins — the team the St. John’s IceCaps will open their new season against tonight at Mile One Centre — were the class of the AHL during the 2012-13 regular season, with a league-high 105 points. The year before, Providence was on the outside looking in at the playoff dance, for the third straight year.

So IceCaps fans can some solace from the fact that in the American Hockey League, sometimes the only constant is change itself.

Gone from last year’s team are veterans Jason King (retired, now an assistant coach), Ben Maxwell (Finland), Aaron Gagnon (Sweden), Derek Meech (Russia), Jason Gregoire (Sweden), Travis Ramsey (Italy), Maxime Macenauer (in Hamilton’s AHL camp) and Ray Sawada.

The IceCaps suffered through a rough 2012-13 campaign (32-36-3-5), languishing near the bottom of the East before closing out the year 14th of 15 teams in the conference.

Why? Pick your choice of excuses, but the team’s plethora of injuries didn’t help, and neither did a lack of production from players who were supposed to score.

It’s a new season, and a relative new look for the IceCaps, who reached the Eastern Conference final in their inaugural season.

FORWARDS

The biggest area of change on the IceCaps lies in the group of forwards.

McCambridge said St. John’s hoped to get quicker and more physical with additions over the summer, and he feels the IceCaps accomplished that with Andrew Gordon, a player destined to become a team captain some day, Jerome Samson and Blair Riley.

Since training camp opened, Gordon — who’s appeared in 55 NHL games, including six with Vancouver last season — has been skating with team captain Jason Jaffray and Samson, a six-year pro who toiled for the AHL’s Charlotte Checkers the past three years, and the Albany River Rats three years prior to that.

“Andrew Gordon is a proven depth player in the NHL, a proven guy who can play games in the National league and be a top-end player in the American league. His leadership and work ethic are outstanding,” McCambridge said.

“And Jason Jaffray, well, you know what you’re getting every single practice, every single game. Jerome Samson is a straight line player who possess the speed that we want to have ... a high skill guy who is going to look at that depth role between Winnipeg and here.”

The trio of Eric O’Dell, Kael Mouillierat and Josh Lunden should produce plenty of goals and assists for St. John’s this season. O’Dell led the team last year with 29 goals and 55 points, and Mouillierat had 11 goals and 42 points in only 55 games following a callup from the ECHL. Lunden finished the 2012-13 season with five goals and four assists in his last nine games. Lunden also split 2012-13 between St. John’s and the ECHL.

A wild card could be rookie Adam Lowry, a 6-5 centre who can skate and score (45 goals, 88 points last season in the Western Hockey League).

McCambridge is particularly high on his grinders, lunchpail lines that sometimes make the difference in close games, particularly come playoff time.

“We want to have a third or fourth line that we can put out on the ice which is going to seize momentum back to our side,” he said, “through the forecheck, being physical, playing with an edge.

“Blair Riley is good two-way solid player who can play the game both ways,” he said of the former Bridgeport Sound Tiger, “and John Albert has lots of speed and plays a two-way physical game. You can put Ryan Schnell and Patrice Cormier in and out of that mix.

“It would be nice to get a full season out of Johnny Albert. Last year a writeoff for the poor guy (he was limited to 24 games because of injury). He makes players around him better, and he does that by how hard he competes every shift.”

DEFENCE

Barring some kind of shocker, chances are Zach Redmond will be the IceCaps’ leader in minutes played this season. Question is, how long will he be in St. John’s?

Redmond got the call from Winnipeg last season, and was settling in nicely with a goal and three assists in eight games. Then, during a practice on Feb. 21, Redmond was rushed to a hospital after lacerating the femoral artery and vein, just above the right knee, after getting cut by teammate Antti Miettinen’s skate.

Since turning pro two years ago out of Ferris State University, Redmond has 16 goals and 50 points in 113 AHL games.

There’s a belief among some insiders the Jets would like to see him get 20-25 games in St. John’s, and showing full recovery, before an NHL promotion.

If there’s a word to describe the IceCaps’ blueline corps, it would be youthful.

Ben Chiarot is a third-year pro, though he spent half of the 2011-12 season in the ECHL. Julian Melchiori, Will O’Neill and big Cody Sol are second-year players, with Sol splitting last season between the IceCaps and ECHL.

Brenden Kichton is a 21-year-old rookie who was the Western Hockey League’s top defenseman last season with 22 goals and 85 points.

St. John’s still has at least five other rearguards on the roster, and there’s a chance Bonavista native Adam Pardy could be reassigned to St. John’s when Grant Clitsome returns to the Jets from the DL. Pardy cleared waivers last week.

“I always believe that you learn a lot about a player in their second and third years,” McCambridge said. “Julian Melchiori is a second-year player, and we’ll learn where he is. All indications were positive last year. Ben Chiarot played the majority in the ECHL his first year, so he’s on the bubble as a second year guy.

“These are prospects on the back end that the organization is excited about, but they have to learn the pro game. There are going to be bumps along the way. But they have some real building blocks that can make them NHLers.”

GOALTENDING

One familiar face around the IceCaps’ locker room is Eddie Pasquale, who will assume the lion’s share of work between the pipes.

This will probably be Pasquale’s last season in St. John’s with Al Montoya, the backup to Andrej Pavelec in Winnipeg, slated to become a free agent next season.

“He knows his next step is to start with the Jets as a backup goaltender,” St. John’s coach Keith McCambridge said, “and as an organization, we would like to see him make that jump.”

Pasquale didn’t finish in the top 10 in any of the goalie stats last season, perhaps a reflection of the IceCaps’ 237 goals allowed, the third-highest total in the league. Pasquale, 22, finished 15-23 with a 2.79 goals against average and .907 save percentage.

“Two years ago,” McCambridge said, “he had an outstanding season, taking over No. 1 from the other two goalies (David Aebischer and Peter Mannino) down the stretch.

“Last year, there were real flashes of seeing that goaltender again. In the preseason, at Winnipeg’s camp and here, I like where his intensity is and where his competitiveness is. So yes, there is a comfort level of having Eddie Pasquale in the net.”

Backing up Pasquale will be Jussi Olkinuora. The Finnish puckstop played NCAA hockey with the University of Denver the past two seasons. The third goaltender at camp, Michael Hutchinson, who stopped pucks for Providence the past three seasons, going 13-13-3 with a 2.30 GAA last year, was optioned to the Ontario (Calif.) Reign of the ECHL on Thursday.

INTANGIBLES

The IceCaps need to make Mile One Centre a much more difficult rink in which teams visit. Last year, St. John’s was 13-19-3-3 at home. Even in their first season, when the IceCaps finished third overall in the league, the team was 20-15-3-0 at Mile One.

And while the power play has been middle of the road, at best, the penalty kill is another matter. Last season, the IceCaps had the fourth-worst PK in the league, and were 29th of 30 teams on the kill on home ice.

“We have to make this building a harder building to play in,” McCambridge said. “That’s something we’ve talked about as a coaching staff, and something we’re addressed with the players.

“In order to have success, you have to win your games at home. We were fortunate the first year when we were lights out on the road, but our home record was still not at a level that we want.”

The IceCaps play host to the Bruins in the home opener 7:30 tonight, with Game 2 of the series going 7:30 p.m. Saturday. Next weekend, the IceCaps are on the road in Hamilton and Toronto, but are back to play host to the Hershey Bears Oct. 18-19.

rshort@thetelegram.com
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Schnell has more to offer than just his fists
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IceCaps' resident enforcer is far from a one-dimensional player

Players don’t come to American Hockey League training camps to get in shape anymore. They arrive, almost to man, in tip-top condition. 

Their engines are fine tuned, the chassis are solid, their wheels balanced. The preseason amounts mostly to road testing.

© Telegram file photo 

The St. John’s IceCaps’ Ryan Schnell (left) fights the Worcester Sharks’ Jimmy Bonneau in a game at Mile One last season. Schnell says seeing the Montreal Canadiens’ George Parros injured in a fight with the Toronto Maple Leafs Colton Orr on Tuesday was a ‘scary’ sight for someone in a similar role.

So it was this fall with the St. John’s IceCaps, led by a workout demon of a captain in Jason Jaffray.

But it wasn’t Jaffray who topped the team in conditioning tests this year. And it wasn’t any of those rookies who look like they might be auditioning for the cover of Men’s Health.

Heading the list was left-winger Ryan Schnell, who arrived in St. John’s feeling A-1 not only in body, but in spirit

Schnell played 22 games for St. John’s last season after being brought up from the ECHL in mid-December. He was brought in for toughness — he had put up 125 penalty minutes in 11 games for the ECHL’s Colorado Eagles — and he ended up in seven fights for the IceCaps.

But Schnell, as those labeled hockey fighters often do, saw himself as more than a scrapper. So did IceCaps’ head coach Keith McCambridge as he prepared for the 2013-14 AHL season, which begins Friday night at Mile One Centre as St. John’s takes on the Providence Bruins.

In mid-July, St. John’s signed Schnell to an AHL deal. On the same day, they inked another tough-nosed forward in Blair Riley, and McCambridge began talking about an “energy” line featuring Riley and Schnell on the wings, with John Albert at centre.

“That’s always a confidence-booster when you see things being put together through the summer and that you might be a part of it,” said Schnell, a 23-year-old native of Cary, Illinois, northwest of Chicago.

“You never really know how things are going to go throughout training camp and how guys will fit in, or if there are injuries or what’s taking place in Winnipeg, so to be part of the plan felt good.

“I knew who (Riley) was and I’m excited we got a player like him. He’s physical and fights, but can play every game, and put up some decent points.

“Johnny’s got speed and energy, so he can do his thing and we can work the corners.”

Schnell has a pretty good understanding of what McCambridge wants from him and how he will be used.

“The fighting thing is kind of second nature to me,” said the six-three, 225-pound Schnell. “I know I can do it and fight the guys who are in this league, but it doesn’t need to be every single night. I’m not just looking to go out and get into a fight.

“I can play 10 minutes a game or whatever Keith puts me out for. I know I am reliable and can provide energy and a good strong forecheck and create plays down low.

“I believe my work ethic is there every day”

McCambridge believes it, too. He was obviously pleased with Schnell’s team-leading level of conditioning  — “especially considering how committed to fitness some of our players are” — but notes the winger’s improvement in many other areas from last season, including skating and puck-handling.

“We can’t afford to have one-dimensional players,” said McCambridge. “Players in that role have to be responsible defensively and have to be able to skate besides playing physical and keeping other players honest and being a good teammate.

“Ryan Schnell can be all of that.”

Schnell, a product of the United States national development program —  where he was teammates were the likes of Patrick Kane, James van Riemsdyk, Kevin Shattenkirk and Albert, his close friend and roommate — is happy for an opportunity to showcase more than his fists.

“If you look at the way the game is going, you can’t be one-dimensional and I don’t think I’m one-dimensional at all,” he said. “If you look at the last three, four, five years, guys who are that way are looking for jobs, because there really isn’t a job for them.

“The reality is you can never can stop trying to get better, whether its’s skating — and I think my skating has come a long way — puck-handling skills and quick-decision making.

“At the same time, I know my leash is shorter than someone like Eric O’Dell or Andrew Gordon. I know I have to make the plays when they’re there.”

bmcc@thetelegram.com

Twitter: @telybrendan

Parros’ injury a stark reminder for Schnell

Ryan Schnell is not a goon. He’s not even an enforcer, at least not in the old-time hockey sense. But he is a hockey player who fights, and fights quite a bit.

In 177 career professional games, split between the ECHL and American Hockey League, the six-foot-three, 225-pound winger for the St. John’s IceCaps has fought nearly 60 times, or an average of about once every three games.

So as he watched the Montreal Canadiens’ George Parros taken off in a stretcher after going face-first into the ice Tuesday night when he lost his balance in a scrap with the Toronto Maple Leafs’ Colton Orr, what Schnell was feeling went much deeper than it did for the average viewer.

“It’s a scary thing to see, especially since I have a similar role to him (Parros),” said the 24-year-old Schnell.

“You try not to (envision yourself in that situation). You never know exactly what will happen in a fight, but you do know anything can happen and it did in that case.

“We’re on a couple pieces of steel that are maybe an eighth of an inch thick standing on ice. There’s not much for balance out there.”

In the first game of the new NHL season, Parros suffered a concussion when he lost his footing as he attempted to throw a punch at Orr, but the Leaf slipped and the Habs’ forward went over the top of him, falling directly on his chin.

Parros, who signed with the Canadiens as a free agent in the off-season, suffered a concussion, but was released from hospital Wednesday morning. The team lists him as being out indefinitely.

“I had a similar situation once where I fell and couldn’t get my arms out in front of me quick enough to stop my fall and busted my lip open,” said Schnell.

“In those situations, you feel fortunate for your health.”

High praise for Lowry
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There aren’t many words that are used more incorrectly than “irony.”  Even the brightest people get confused with the definition.

So here’s one from Merriam Webster’s learnersdictionary.com, which lists irony as “The use of words that mean the opposite of what you really think, especially in order to be funny.”

© Photo courtesy St. John's IceCaps 

Adam Lowry

If you want an example of irony, perhaps you can consider the Twitter handle of St. John’s IceCaps’ rookie Adam Lowry, who goes by @ALowsyPlayer17.

It’s a combination of his first initial, his dressing-room nickname and his jersey number as a junior with the Western Hockey League’s Swift Current Broncos. But taken collectively, those elements create something that couldn’t be further from the truth. 

First-round picks Mark Scheifele, Jacob Trouba and Josh Morrissey may get the most ink among Winnipeg Jets prospects, but those in the know believe Lowry, with his skill, size and mental make-up, has plenty of NHL potential.

He is the furthest thing from a lousy player, no matter how you spell it.

It turns out the ALowsyPlayer moniker was originally his gamer tag when he began playing Call of Duty.

“It’s just a little play on words. We thought it was funny when we created it for xBox and it just stuck,” said the 20-year-old Lowry.

“But I’m comfortable with it.”

Comfort is something Lowry is feeling a lot of these days as he embarks on a professional hockey career. He’s coming off a solid training-camp experience with the Jets, despite being sidelined for a while because of whiplash suffered in an early scrimmage.

He received positive comments from coaches and management, outright praise in some cases by the Winnipeg media, even a suggestion he would be playing in the NHL before the end of this season.

“It’s obviously nice to hear that and know that there are expectations, not only from management. But for me at least, it’s also a matter of putting pressure on yourself, you want to perform to the best of your abilities.  Going into Winnipeg, I just wanted to make a good impression and I think I was able to do that,” said Lowry, who was Winnipeg’s third-round pick in the 2011 NHL Entry Draft.

“Coming to St. John’s, I want to continue with that.”

In a way, it’s coming back to St. John’s, because Lowry played nine games for the IceCaps at the end of the 2012-13 season after finishing up his four-year junior career, spent entirely with Swift Current, and which was topped off by his winning the WHL’s player of the year award this spring.

He had 45 goals, 43 assists, 102 penalty minutes and a plus-18 rating for the Broncos in what was his first full year as a centre after moving from left wing. And beginning Friday night against the Providence Bruins at Mile One Centre, he’ll play centre for the IceCaps, having already earned the trust of head coach Keith McCambridge in his short stint in St. John’s last season. 

“It’s something I’ve wanted to do for the last year and a bit,” said the six-foot-five, 205-pound Lowry of the move to the middle.

“It allows me to be more responsible at both ends of the rink and I feel it helps keep me more involved and be more physical. I think it really helps bring out the strengths in my game.”

Those strengths include his obvious size and strength, skating ability and skill. In fact, if not for having to deal with a bout of mononucleosis in his draft year, he might have been selected much higher.

There is also his pedigree. He is the son of Dave Lowry, who played over 1,000 NHL games with Vancouver, St. Louis, San Jose, Florida and Calgary, was an assistant coach of the Flames and is now head coach of the WHL’s Victoria Royals.

“It helped growing up around the game, especially as a young kid seeing things you wouldn’t necessarily see otherwise. It helped develop my hockey sense, to see how professionals prepare on a daily basis and the work ethic they put in,” said Lowry, who can count Jarome Iginla among his family friends.

“It certainly broadened my development.”

As for players he admired during his father’s hockey journey, one of his first was Stu Barnes from his days with Florida. But San Jose’s Patrick Marleau ended up being his favourite.

“Seeing his success, the way he’s improved over his career, coming from a rookie with the Sharks when I first saw him to what he’s still doing today, you’d like to be able follow in the footsteps of someone like that” said Lowry.

Notes

Centre Patrice Cormier and defenceman Zach Redmond, assigned to the IceCaps by Winnipeg on Monday, arrived in St. John’s Tuesday night … Rogers Television will have live broadcasts of 29 of the IceCaps’ 38 home games this season and have delayed broadcasts of the remainder. Rogers carried 20 live games last season … Lowry is not Winnipeg’s tallest forward prospect anymore as the Jets have signed six-foot-six Axel Blomqvist to an entry-level deal. Blomqvist, an 18-year old Swede who plays for the Lethbridge Hurricanes of the WHL, was undrafted in June, but attended the Jets prospects camp last month and earned an invitation to Winnipeg’s main camp. Blomqvist will remain with the Hurricanes.
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Pardy's NHL stay extended
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One man’s misery can be another man’s fortune as was illustrated by Monday’s happenings involving Winnipeg Jets’ defencemen Adam Pardy and Grant Clitsome.

Pardy, the 29-year-old from Bonavista, had cleared waivers and was bracing for an assignment to the American Hockey League’s St. John’s IceCaps.

Clitsome, meanwhile, was skating with the Jets in Banff, Alta., as they prepared for their National Hockey League season-opening game tonight against the Oilers in Edmonton, when he left the ice early with what later was described as lower body injury he had suffered in the Jets’ final preseason game.

As a result, Clitsome has been placed on the seven-day injured reserve list, retroactive to last Saturday, meaning he will be sidelined until at least Friday, when Winnipeg plays it’s home opener. It also means Pardy is staying with the Jets for the time being.

According to a tweet Monday from the Winnipeg Sun’s Ken Wiebe, Winnipeg head coach Claude Noel said there’s even a chance Pardy — who signed a one-year, one-way free agent contract worth $600,000 over the summer — could be in the Jets’ lineup tonight when they take on the Oilers. 

Besides Pardy and Clitsome, Winnipeg had six other defenceman — Dustin Byfuglien, Zach Bogosian, Tobias Enstrom, Mark Stuart, Paul Postma and rookie Jacob Trouba.

Meanwhile, the Jets did assign a rearguard to the IceCaps, sending Zach Redmond to St. John’s. 

The 25-year-old Redmond is well known to IceCaps fans as he’s played 110 games with St. John’s over the last two seasons., scoring 16 goals and adding 34 assists. He had been promoted to the Jets last season, but suffered a life-threatening laceration to his femoral artery during a practice session in early February. However, after surgery and rehab, Redmond was able to return to action with St. John’s late in the season.

Redmond is on a two-way contact and does not require waivers.

Also assigned to St. John’s Monday was centre Patrice Cormier. A 23-year-old from Cap Pele, N.B., Cormier has played 91 games in total with the IceCaps in two seasons, scoring 25 goals and adding 19 assists. He’s also appeared in 19 games for Winnipeg over that time.

Cormier, who has a two-way contract, cleared waivers at the same time as Pardy, who can be assigned to St. John’s without waivers any time in the next 30 days as long as he doesn’t play 10 or more NHL games in that period.
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If Zach O’Brien tells you he doesn’t know just quite how to feel about the latest turn in his quest for a pro hockey career, you can believe him.

You might say he’s between two coasts, figuratively and literally.

© — Photo by Keith Gosse/The Telegram 

St. John's native Zach O'Brien's pro hockey career won't be starting with the IceCaps, but instead with the Ontario, California Reign of the ECHL.

The 21-year-old centre from St. John’s was cut by the hometown IceCaps Monday, but he showed enough in his training-camp tryout with the American Hockey League team to earn a contract that will see him play with the IceCaps’ ECHL affiliate, the California-based Ontario Reign,

“Yeah, it’s a bit of both, I guess,” said O’Brien when asked the measures of disappointment and excitement he felt Monday of learning of the IceCaps’ plans for him.

“Of course, I would have like to play here, at home. At the same time, I’m very excited to get the chance to go somewhere and play a lot and keep improving my game.

“It’s a great opportunity. I know it.”

O’Brien, who totalled 97 goals and 193 points over the last two seasons with the Acadie-Bathurst Titan of the QMJHL, was one of two players assigned to the Reign by St. John’s on Monday. Winger Yasim Cisse, who had already been signed to an AHL contract, will also be heading to Ontario, a city in San Bernadino County west of Los Angeles.

O’Brien appeared in two pre-season games with the IceCaps and while the didn’t register any points, impressed enough to have the team want him to remain in the organization.

“They told me I improved a lot since the last time they saw me,” said O’Brien, who signed an amateur tryout contract with the IceCaps late in the 2011-12 season and appeared in one AHL game. at the time.

 “That was good to hear.

“They know I have a skill set and hockey sense, but I know I have things I need to work on if I want to play at this level (the AHL) and that what I intend to do (with the Reign).”

He says if there is one thing at the top of his to-do list it’s to improve his skating.

“It’s improving, but I’m not the biggest guy in the world, so I know I have to get even better, to be even faster than most players,’ said the five-foot-nine, 180-pounder.

The training camp for the Reign, who are coached by former AHLer Jason Christie, begins on Saturday.

Meanwhile, the IceCaps released seven other tryout players Monday, including goaltender Adam Brown, defenceman Zach Bell, and forwards Phillipe-Michael Devos, Patrick Kennedy, Maxime Legault, Blair MacAulay and Mike Ullrich. Most already have deals in place to play somewhere in the ECHL, although the IceCaps have expressed interest in keeping both Bell and Legault, who has three years of AHL experience, within the organization.

Bell, who was born in St. John’s and raised in Ontario, can return to the OHL’s North Bay Battalion for his overage junior year. 

“He’ll have to make a decision in his next step, but we’d like to keep him in the umbrella,” said IceCaps’ head coach Keith McCambridge about Bell. “Obviously his scholarship, his school package (available to him as a major junior player) becomes part of his decision as well.”
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When asked about his perspective when having to attend to the preseason cutting of hockey players from the roster, St. John’s IceCaps’ head coach Keith McCambridge — who spent more than a decade as a defenceman in the pro ranks, but never played in the NHL — said these days, he doesn’t hearken as much back to when he might have been on the other side of the desk, as a player listening to a coach or general manager.

© — Photo by Brendan McCarthy/The Telegram 

St. John's IceCaps Director of Hockey Operations Brad Andrews arranges flights for players cut from the team's training camp on Monday. The IceCaps open the 2013-14 regular season Friday at Mile One Centre against the Providence Bruins.

Instead, he can’t keep but think about the player as a member of a family and the wider circle of disappointment that comes with a coach performing a tough — maybe his toughest — task.

“I obviously realize they have spent their whole lives trying to get to the highest level possible and it’s not an easy day for them and it’s always the same way for myself,” said McCambridge on Monday after nine players were released or reassigned by the IceCaps (see story, this page).

“It’s not an easy conversation at all.

“I look at it moreso that I have a family. I have a son who plays hockey and is involved in sports. Those players we’re speaking to (on cutdown day) have parents who have invested heavily — and not just money — in their careers. They’re probably on the phone with them every night.

See MORE, page C2

“So it’s hard for lots of people.”

Having said that, McCambridge felt most of the exit meetings involving him, his coaching staff and IceCaps general manager Craig Heisinger were positive in that the departing players had left a positive impression during training camp.

That’s important, given that there is always the need for call-ups during the season. In 2012-13, for example, St. John’s used 46 different players. The season before, it was 48.

There are probably more moves ahead as the IceCaps prepare for their 2013-14 season-opening game Friday night at Mile One Centre against the Providence Bruins. Even with Monday’s moves, St. John’s still has a roster of 29 players, including centre Patrice Cormier and Zach Redmond, who were assigned by the Winnipeg Jets in the parent club’s final cuts.

“But we do have injured guys,” said McCambridge, listing Julian Melchiori, Travis Ehrhardt and Kris Fredheim as three defencemen who are hurting.

When asked if he had a number in mind when it came to a workable roster, McCambridge said he did, but wasn’t prepared to reveal it until he had seen how things develop over the next while.

Of the players retained Monday, all were under contract entering training camp, except for Ehrhardt and fellow defencemen Cody Lampl and Jordan Hill.

The nine players released or reassigned had all been on tryouts, except for forward Yasin Cisse.

O’Dell keeps up his forward progress
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After making an impact on the Winnipeg Jets coaching staff, Eric O’Dell now knows this 2013-14 American Hockey League campaign will be the most important season of his young career.

Syracuse Crunch defenceman Luke Witkowski (82) tries to hold up St. John’s IceCaps’ centre Eric O'Dell (14) as O’Dell turns up the ice during American Hockey League preseason action Sunday evening at Mile One Centre in St. John’s. IceCaps’ forward Kael Mouillierat (21) and Syracuse defenceman Nikita Nesterov look on. The IceCaps won the game 3-2, but the Crunch won the three-game Mary’s Cup exhibition tournament two games to one. 

— 
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The IceCaps’ scoring leader and team MVP last season arrived at Winnipeg’s training camp as a bit of an unknown, but left last week having made an impression on Jets’ head coach Claude Noel and his staff.

“I think Eric O’Dell did tremendous justice to himself at training camp,” said IceCaps general manager and Jets assistant GM Craig Heisinger Sunday, between periods of the third and final game of the Mary’s Cup exhibition series between St. John’s and the Syracuse Crunch.

“The first year, nobody was really familiar with him because it was a transition year (with the Atlanta Thrashers moving to Winnipeg), and last year was a lockout year and there was no training camp.

“So Eric was, for lack of a better term, just a name to the coaches. He had a terrific camp and he earned the coaches trust and admiration.

“Should he continue his progress in the AHL, things will move forward for him.”

They certainly moved forward last year, as the 23-year-old from Ottawa topped the IceCaps in scoring with 29 goals and 55 points.

He was the league’s player of the week for the period ending March 17 when he registered three goals and a pair of assists in two St. John’s victories.

“I thought I made a good impression in Winnipeg,” O’Dell said. “And that’s what I wanted to do — play well, and crack a roster spot.

“That didn’t happen, but I opened some eyes so now hopefully I’ll get a callup.”

Though he was held off the scoresheet, O’Dell was in fine form Sunday at Mile One Centre in the IceCaps’ 3-2 win over the Crunch.

He had a few scoring opportunities, but was foiled by Syracuse goaltender Cedric Desjardins.

Despite the loss, the Crunch won the Mary’s Cup, the third time the Tampa Bay Lightning farm team won the event (the Norfolk Admirals won in 2011, a year before the franchise transferred to Syracuse).

“It’s going to be huge,” O’Dell said of the new season, which opens Friday night at home with the Providence Bruins in for a pair of games.

“I have to play like I did last year, or even better, and I think good things will happen for me.”

The IceCaps have 36 players in camp, but coach Keith McCambridge will be paring down the roster with cuts today, probably as many as 10-12 players.

Last season, the IceCaps limped to a 32-36-3-5 record, and out of the playoffs after reaching the conference final in their first season.

“And it’s another reason I want to play hard, for me and the team,” O’Dell said. “We have to win more games, and I want to make the playoffs.

“The better your team is, the farther you go and the more people are watching. That’s our goal for this year.”

The IceCaps won Sunday’s game on newcomer Andrew Gordon’s goal at 5:08 of the third period, redirecting a pass from rookie defenceman Brendan Kichton from the point.

That came after the IceCaps coughed up a two-goal lead on goals by Nikita Nesterov and Cedric Paquette.

St. John’s had taken a 2-0 lead with Blair Riley’s first-period goal and Josh Lunden scoring in the second in his first start of the season.

Eddie Pasquale made 26 saves to register the win.

The IceCaps could receive more players today if Adam Pardy and Patrice Cormier clear waivers.

The two were placed on waivers Sunday as Winnipeg tries to get to 23 players by today.

The Jets currently have 24 players, with Zach Redmond perhaps being the easy choice for demotion given his two-way contract.

And speaking of waivers and Newfoundlanders (Pardy is from Bonavista), Luke Adam of St. John’s cleared waivers and was reassigned to the Rochester Americans Sunday.

The Amerks do not play in St. John’s this season.
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IceCaps’ GM, top official in moose-vehicle accident
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When the Manitoba Moose franchise moved to St. John’s in 2011, the people at True North Sports and Entertainment, which owns both the American Hockey League team and parent Winnipeg Jets, wanted the Moose nickname to remain in place.

However, here in Newfoundland, there was much objection to the moniker, partly because of the negative connotation that comes with the frequent — and often deadly —  moose-vehicle accidents on our province’s highways.

In the end, the team became the IceCaps.

Craig Heisinger, the IceCaps’ general manager, was provided with an unwelcome first-hand example of why there was local opposition to the Moose nickname Saturday night.

Heisinger, who is also the Jets’ assistant GM, was the lone passenger in a vehicle driven by IceCaps’ director of hockey operations Brad Andrews that struck a bull moose about 10 kilometres east of Clarenville, where the two had taken in Saturday’s AHL pre-season game between the IceCaps and Syracuse Crunch.

The two were shaken up and the large SUV they were in suffered extensive damage; the collision was such that the air bags deployed. At the same time, both Heisinger and Andrews agree the outcome could have been much worse if they had been in a smaller car.

Neither required medical attention and the two were eventually able to complete their journey to St. John’s with other IceCaps personnel who were in a trailing vehicle.

The badly-injured moose had to be put down at the scene.

“Yes, we wanted to keep the Moose nickname at the time and we were actually pretty emphatic about it,” said Heisinger Sunday morning. “I guess one of the reasons why people here didn’t want it was reinforced for me (Saturday) night.

“We were very fortunate.”

Telegin suspended by Jets for not reporting to St. John’s IceCaps
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Ivan Telegin was supposed to head east this week, but it now appears he could be heading a lot further east than first thought.

© Canadian Press file photo 

On Sunday, the Winnipeg Jets suspended the 21-year-old Russian forward for refusing to report to the American Hockey League's St. John's IceCaps.

In a statement, the Jets said Telegin’s failure to report was for “personal reasons,” but there was no further elaboration.

"He’s been suspended. That's the story. There's nothing more," said IceCaps head coach Keith McCambridge Sunday when asked if he could provide any details about the suspension or comment on reports Telegin may be headed back to Russia.

IceCaps general manager and Jets assistant GM Craig Heisinger,who is  in St. John’s, also didn’t go further than to say Telegin had been suspended.

The 21-year-old Telegin had been officially assigned to the IceCaps on Tuesday.

An excellent skater who was considered among the Jets better prospects, Telegin made his pro debut with St. John’s in 2012-13, appearing in 34 games, with three goals and four assists. However, a concussion suffered in January ended his season, then post-concussion symptoms curtailed much of his off-season training activity.

The six-foot-three, 200-pound native of Novokuznetsk, Russia, did participate in the Jets' rookie camp earlier this month and played in three NHL pre-season games for Winnipeg, registering an assist.

A fourth-round draft pick of the Atlanta Thrashers in 2010, Telegin is entering the second year of a three-year entry-level contract with the Jets, one tha that calls for an almost $700,000 annual salary in the NHL and $65,000 in the AHL.

Sunday’s happenings fueled plenty of speculation in social media that Telegin may be looking to play for a team in the Russian-based Kontinental Hockey League. However, the NHL and KHL have an understanding — although not binding — that the leagues will honour each other’s player contracts.
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IceCaps’ coach forced to do some tweaking on D
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Not that he needed it, but St. John’s IceCaps’ head coach Keith McCambridge has received an early reminder of the wisdom and verity of the old saying, “you can never have enough defencemen.”

Zack O’Brien of St. John’s, who is attending the St. John’s IceCaps’ training camp on a tryout, will play his second straight AHL exhibition game today against the Syracuse Crunch. — Photo by Keith Gosse/The Telegram

The IceCaps have 11 rearguards on their training camp roster, but that number has been whittled way by some day-to-day injuries, meaning McCambridge and his coaching staff have had to some tweaking in advance of this evening’s American Hockey League preseason game against the Syracuse Crunch at the Clarenville Events Centre (5 p.m. start).

Blueliners Kris Fredheim and Julian Melchiori did not play Thursday night at Mile One Centre as Syracuse defeated St. John’s 5-2 in the opener of the three-game Mary’s Cup tournament, and they won’t be available for today’s contest in Clarenville.

Neither will tryout defenceman Travis Ehrhardt, who was hurt in Thursday’s game.

“We’ve have to make some adjustments on the back end with some players playing back-to-back games where we didn’t really have it planned that way,” said McCambridge.

But as the third-year coach has reiterated over the last week, training camp, with its scrimmages and these exhibition games, is a chance to impress, if not for an immediate roster berth, perhaps one later in the season on a recall.

Therefore, the unavailability of others could provide more of a chance for such impression by the likes of tryout rearguards Zach Bell and Cody Lampl.

Circumstances can also generate in-game opportunity, as it did Thursday for big Cody Sol.

With Ehrhardt hurt and Will O’Neill in the penalty box serving a fighting major and minor, Sol was tasked for some work on the power play. He didn’t look that out of place, even registering a goal, coming down off the blueline to take a pass from Kael Mouillierat and beating Crunch net minder Riku Helenius.

It’s not that the 6-6 Sol would normally be a first, or even second option on the power play, but his play on the PP Thursday did demonstrate some versatility that shouldn’t hurt in his effort to earn a full-time job with the IceCaps.

The 22-year-old Sol split last season between St. John’s and the ECHL’s Colorado Eagles, and is really only a second-year pro. But he is in also the last year of his entry-level deal with the parent Winnipeg Jets.

“I’m not young to a pro training camp anymore, that’s for sure,” said Sol, who actually made his AHL debut as an 18-year-old in 2010 when he appeared in one game for the Chicago Wolves.

“But I’m not a veteran, either. Last year, I was in and out of the lineup here, up and down between here and Colorado, so I guess maybe you can say I’m in the middle, looking for a solid spot here this year.”

Any assessment about Sol will always start with his height — that’s a given — and the native of Woodstock, Ont., understands.

“You can’t teach size. Everyone would love to me the size I am. But it’s all going to be about how I use that size,” said the 240-pounder, who spent the summer skating and training in London, Ont., with the likes of Montreal Canadiens defenceman Jarred Tinordi, Habs forward Brandon Prust and Los Angeles Kings star Drew Doughty.

He also worked hard at getting in even better shape.

“I got stronger. I got leaner. I want to use that size more and I want to be smarter using it,” he said. “We have are a lot of good D-men here. I’ll have to be my best in every way.”

Notes

While three or four defenceman who played Thursday will suit up in today’s game for St. John’s, there should be more extensive changes on the IceCaps’ forward lines. Set to play his first game for the IceCaps is Andrew Gordon, who has appeared in 55 NHL games, including a half-dozen with the Vancouver Canucks last season … Among the St. John’s forwards who played Thursday and will do so again tonight: tryout centre and St. John’s native Zach O’Brien … Jussi Olkinuora will get the start in goal for St. John’s this evening, with the plan being for him to be replaced after two periods by Adam Brown … Speaking of goalies, Syracuse’s Cedrick Desjardins required stitches to close a cut suffered after he took a puck off his mask Thursday on a wicked second-period snap shot by St. John’s forward Blair Riley … The Crunch were supposed to get in some outdoor paintball Friday, but wet weather led to cancellation of those plans. They went bowling instead … The Mary’s Cup wraps up Sunday afternoon (4 p.m.) at Mile One. The pre-season contests are being broadcast on 930 CJYQ and online through the IceCaps’ website (stjohnsicecaps.com) ...
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Springfield Falcons hope high "compete level" leads to further American Hockey League success

Falcons_prac_10413.JPG

"We’re always learning. Even in practice, there’s something you learn. There’s a point to practice," Springfield Falcons coach Brad Larsen says. (Mark M. Murray / The Republican)
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SPRINGFIELD – As Brad Larsen begins his 17th season in professional hockey, the Springfield Falcons coach understands the best way to make an impression with the fans. 

Since the Falcons opened training camp in preparation for their 20th American Hockey League campaign, Larsen has outlined one main goal for his team as they look to defend their Northeast Division championship. 

“We want to be the hardest working team on the ice every night,” Larsen said at Saturday’s morning skate at the MassMutual Center prior to the season opener against the Manchester Monarchs. “That’s got to be our gauge. That’s got to be our mandate.” 

Larsen loves to talk about “compete level.” In winning a division title and a playoff series – against Saturday’s opponent – in his first season as an AHL head coach, Larsen certainly stressed the importance of that philosophy. 

One way he does it is by example. At the conclusion of Saturday’s skate, Larsen and assistant coaches Nolan Pratt and Jared Bednar went against rotating lines of players in a 3-on-3, half-ice scrimmage. 

Larsen and his cohorts laughed loudly every time they scored and left the players shaking their heads at their inability to score on the coaches. It’s a feeling Larsen wants his players to share with the opposing team on game night. 

“It’s funny what compete and effort can mask in games, say you’re a little bit off somewhere,” Larsen said. “But you can always make up with it with hard work, I believe. The high compete, high work level is what we want.” 

It’s safe to say none of the Falcons would be caught dead taking the Allen Iverson approach – “Talkin’ about practice” – to pregame preparation. 

“We’re always learning. Even in practice, there’s something you learn. There’s a point to practice,” Larsen said. “One thing we want to take pride in is our details and our execution. I’ve always said this, and I’m a firm believer that you create good habits with your practice habits.” 

Those things can be perfected on quiet Saturday mornings, hours before the puck drops. 

“Even in a warmup skate, even in a pregame skate, you want things to be crisp and done with pace and make sure it’s passed around the team,” Larsen said. 

In case the newcomers don’t get the message from the coaching staff, there are 15 players who suited up for Springfield last season who can pass it along and reinforce it. 

“Last year, the leaders in the group that we had here really took a lot of pride in that and made sure we did that,” Larsen said. “That’s not going to change. We want our identity to be solid all the way through.” 

NEST EGGS:� After Saturday’s game, the Falcons have a week off before hosting the Worcester Sharks Oct. 12. The team then embarks on a four-game road swing against Bridgeport on Oct. 13, Providence on Oct. 18 and 25 and Adirondack on Oct. 19. Springfield opens November with three consecutive home games ... The Falcons’ last five-goal period (Nov. 30, 2012), hat trick (Jonathan Marchessault, Jan. 15) and shutout (March 20) all came against the Monarchs.
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Falcons_prac_10413.JPGJake Hansen and goalie Jeremy Smith take part in Falcons practice Tuesday at the MassMutual Center in Springfield. Mark M. Murray / The Republican 

SPRINGFIELD – As the Springfield Falcons skate into their 20th anniversary season, their fans have to wonder: Is this another playoff team? 

The Birds certainly made things interesting for their MassMutual Center crowds last season. They led the American Hockey League’s Northeast Division from the first day to the last, and brought playoff hockey back to town. 

Well, it’s a long road back to the 2013-14 playoffs, and that trip begins Saturday when the Falcons host the Manchester Monarchs in a 7 p.m. start at the MassMutual Center. 

The raising of a 20th anniversary banner will be featured in pregame ceremonies. Then it will be time for coach Brad Larsen to roll out a roster that features 10 forwards and four defensemen who played important roles with last season’s 45-game winning team. 

Jonathan Marchessault, a compact winger who topped the Falcons with 21 goals and 67 points last year, leads the returnees on offense. The Falcons also can count on consistent work from veterans Ryan Craig and Andrew Joudrey, and hard-digging power forwards Spencer Machacek, Sean Collins, Jake Hansen, Trent Vogelhuber and Dalton Smith. 

Then there’s the rookie factor. Can young players such as Alex Aleardi, Broc Little, Lukas Sedlak, Peter Sakaris and Jeremy Langlois develop into winners? The coaching staff, and Springfield fans, will be watching and waiting to see. 

The offense also includes a couple of journeymen in Jack Skille, who spent the last three seasons in the NHL, and Darryl Boyce, who has played 213 AHL games. 

A late addition to the roster, 6-foot-4 Ryley Grantham, could add some sock to the forward brigade. 

Springfield’s defensive unit will count heavily on the experience of Cody Goloubef, Will Weber and Blake Parlett, all of whom performed well in the playoffs last spring. They’ll be backed by AHL veterans Patrick McNeill, Frederic St. Denis and Joe Lavin, who were signed over the summer; Finnish hockey veteran Ilari Melart; former Colgate University player Thomas Larkin and promising rookie Austin Madaisky. 

In the goaltending department, the Falcons will need Mike McKenna and Jeremy Smith to play well in a position held last season by the team’s MVP, Curtis McElhinney, now with Columbus. 

How good can this team be? Too early to tell. As Larsen said earlier this week, “I like our group. We have good leadership and some good kids, but not until after the first month will we get to know this team, and even at that, things can change day by day in hockey.” 

ICE CHIPS: Langlois, one of the Falcons’ new faces, went undrafted but attracted attention after a solid four-year performance at Quinnipiac, which reached the NCAA Frozen Four last April ... Craig, in his second tour with the Falcons, has played 458 games in the AHL and 190 in the NHL. His 20-goal output last season included 12 on the power play ... Sakaris, a rookie from Candiac, Quebec, and Chaput played for the Shawinigan Cataractes of Canadian junior hockey in 2011-12 ... Opening night will start with a cowbell giveaway to the first 2,500 fans through the door. Pat Patriot, mascot of the New England Patriots, will be in attendance to greet fans and take photographs with them. �
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 SPRINGFIELD – Hey, Springfield Falcons fans, do you remember John Moore? How about Nick Holden? Tim Erixon? David Savard? Dalton Prout? 

 For parts of last season, the Falcons had all of those players – and more – in an outstanding defensive brigade that worked with goaltender Curtis McElhinney to allow an average of 2.45 goals per game. Only Wilkes-Barre/Scranton at 2.34 and Providence at 2.41 played better defensively in the 30-team American Hockey League. 

 Well, Moore was traded last season and can now be found on the roster of the New York Rangers. Holden left Springfield’s parent organization, the Columbus Blue Jackets, for free agency during the summer. He signed with the Colorado Avalanche – and made the team out of training camp. Erixon, Savard and Prout are now with the Blue Jackets. 

 Despite those losses, the Falcons have a promising backline brigade as they prepare for their AHL opener Saturday night against the Manchester Monarchs at the MassMutual Center. 

“We have four guys – Cody Goloubef, Will Weber, Blake Parlett and Thomas Larkin – who were with us last year. They know what we’re about, and what we want done,” said coach Brad Larsen. 

 Goloubef, a fourth-year pro, played 45 games for the Falcons and 11 for the Blue Jackets last season. He was at his best in the last month, when the Falcons were trying to finish first in the Eastern Conference. 

 Weber, a former Miami of Ohio player, made great strides last season and figures to be one of Springfield’s defensive anchors. After starting the season in the ECHL, he got his chance when the NHL lockout ended and the Falcons had several players promoted to Columbus. 

“He came back (from the ECHL) and earned the trust of the coaching staff. He’s big, strong and reliable, a very physical player,” Larsen said. 

 Parlett came from the Connecticut Whale in a late-season trade. He played 17 games for the Falcons – nine of them in the playoffs – but certainly qualifies as an experienced defenseman after playing 146 games over parts of three seasons with the Whale. 

“It was nice to come to a contending team and play in the playoffs last season, but now I get a chance to be here from the beginning,” Partlett said. “I pride myself on being a two-way defenseman, and I think I can help with some of the younger D we have. They’re looking good so far, and they bring a lot of energy.” 

Larkin played only sparingly here last season after being signed out of Colgate University, but he was with the team during its stretch run and got to know Larsen’s system. 

 Also pushing for jobs on the backline are Joe Lavin, a Shrewsbury native; Austin Madaisky, Patrick McNeill, Ilari Melart and Frederic St. Denis. 

 Madaisky is an AHL rookie, highly regarded in the Columbus organization. Melart is a rookie in name only, coming to the AHL after playing five seasons of professional hockey in Finland. 

 McNeill, St. Denis and Lavin come to the Falcons with considerable experience at the AHL level. 

 McNeill played six seasons with the Hershey Bears, and was a teammate of Falcons forward Andrew Joudrey on their 2010 Calder Cup championship team. St. Denis played four seasons with Hamilton, Lavin three with Rockford in the AHL. 

“I’ll say this about our defense – we’ve got some horses back there. I think 6-4, 230, is more like the norm now in hockey. And those big guys are mobile with good puck sense. I look at the size of them, and I know I got out of the game at the right time,” Larsen said. 

ICE CHIPS:� Goaltender Mike Clemente has been assigned to Evansville of the ECHL. Rookie goalie Linus Lundin also has been taken off the roster, awaiting assignment .¤.¤. The Falcons now have 28 players in camp. That includes one newcomer, left wing Ryle Grantham, who joined the team Wednesday .¤.¤. Why did Falcons forward Jonathan Audy-Marchessault drop the “Audy” from his name. “Just wanted to shorten it up,” he said. �
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In this day and age of every National Hockey League team having scouts watching almost every league there is in hockey, very seldom does a player fly under the radar. We may have an exception in young goaltender Linus Lundin.

A few weeks prior to Springfield Falcons training camp, I received a call from Pat Tabb, who coaches the Springfield Jr. Pics. Pat was wondering if I could arrange for a tryout in one of the lower leagues for his young goalie from Sweden. At the same time, I knew we were going to need someone for a few days of our camp until Columbus made their final cuts. However, I never invite a player to camp unless I do my homework, which means speaking to a few people who have seen the player. I certainly appreciated Pat's recommendation, but I needed someone to endorse the player who was not as connected to him.

I called Rob Riley, our former coach who now scouts part-time in the New England area for Columbus. I have 100 percent trust in Rob's assessment of players (it was Rob who recommended Cam Atkinson to the Blue Jackets). When I asked Rob if Lundin would be able to give us a few days in camp without embarrassing himself or us, Rob said not only would Lundin not disappoint us, but that he thought the young goalie was potentially a good prospect.

We brought Linus in and he performed extremely well through the first week of camp and in two preseason games. We just signed him to an American Hockey League two-way contract. Once he gets some immigration issues cleared up, he will report to St. Charles in the Central Hockey League to play for Jamie Rivers. Manny Legace, a goalie consultant for Columbus, saw Linus for the first time in camp and thought he had a great deal of upside. This is a nice story - a free agent walk-on who earned himself a chance to start a career.

it does not always happen that way. I remember in 1969 when I was a rookie goaltender playing for the Springfield Kings. Our coach, Johnny Wilson, came up to me before practice and told me that a father of a local goaltender was driving him crazy. The dad was saying his son was better than either me or Bob Sneddon, the other Kings goalie. Johnny told me he was bringing the kid out to practice.

At that time we did a drill where all of the players lined up in a horse shoe format abut 30 feet from the net and blasted away in rapid fire. I went first and took the shots. The local kid then went in. I did not know that Johnny had told the players to shoot everything high. Pucks were bouncing off the kid's shoulders, just missing his head. Finally, he skated to the bench and threw his gloves and stick at his father. Basically, he surrendered. It was the last time Johnny was bothered by a father who was just a little too pushy.

It's October, which means we get an overload of sports with the Red Sox in the playoffs, the Patriots off to a great start and high school football up and running. Let's not forget about the Springfield Falcons, who are home for three games this month with opening night on Oct. 5 followed by Saturday night games on the 12th and 26th. Thanks for your support and see you at The Nest.

Bruce Landon is president and general manager of the Springfield Falcons. He can be reached by commenting on this blog or sending him an e-mail at blandon@falconsahl.com. For more information visit the team website.
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SPRINGFIELD – With Saturday’s American Hockey League opener looming ever closer for the Springfield Falcons, it’s way too early for coach Brad Larsen to know what kind of team he has. 

“I can say this: I like our group. We have good leadership and some good kids, but not until after the first month will we get to know this team, and even at that, things can change day by day in hockey,” Larsen said. 

 The practice he ran Tuesday at the MassMutual Center was totally different from those he ran last week, before the parent Columbus Blue Jackets sent him eight late cuts from their NHL training camp. 

“We worked with 60 percent of the roster last week, and now we have to backtrack so the new 40 percent can catch up on the details of our system, and the mandates that we have for each position,” Larsen said. 

 The coach’s strict attention to “the details” means he expects his team to play the same way no matter who’s in or out of the lineup. It was just that way last season, when his Falcons survived call-ups and injuries to maintain steady play from first week to last. 

 That consistency gave Springfield fans a team that won 45 games, posted 99 points and made the playoffs as Northeast Division champions. 

 The new Falcons have several returnees from the team which ousted Manchester before being swept by Syracuse in the playoffs. 

 Among them are Ryan Craig, the veteran in the room, and Sean Collins. Each played key roles on offense, especially on power plays. 

 At age 31, Craig continues his second tour with the Falcons. He played one full season and part of another as a farmhand of the Tampa Bay Lightning. Back with the Springfield club last season, he played 75 of 76 regular-season games, scored 20 goals and was rock-solid on the power play. 

 Craig most likely will be captain again. 

“We haven’t named our captain yet, but he certainly would be a good candidate,” Larsen said. 

 Craig skated with the present roster for the first time Tuesday after being one of the eight cut from Columbus over the weekend. 

“It was a good camp for me. I got into five preseason games, and I think it was a positive experience for everyone,” he said. “Of course, playing in the NHL is everybody’s goal, but I understand what the job is here, and I think all our players feel that way. We’re going to expect a lot out of each other, and we’ll all be trying to contribute to this team. Right now, we need a good week of practice before our first game.” 

Collins, a 24-year-old center, played well while in the Columbus camp. 

“I think I left my mark there, and I’ll be hoping to get more opportunities to play in the NHL,” he said. “Our team here has a core of experienced players, and we’re on a mission – to win the Calder Cup. When you play hockey, even if it’s in a summer league, you go all out to win. We got a taste of the playoffs last year, and now we want that cup for Springfield.” 

ICE CHIPS:� Collins signed in 2011 after playing four years at Cornell. He’s from Saskatoon, Saskatchewan. “A great area for hockey. Saskatchewan has produced the most NHL players, per capita, of any Canadian province,” he said with pride ... NHL opening-night rosters include 630 AHL graduates, making up more than 84 percent of the players. Of the 30 coaches, 23 coached in the AHL ... The Falcons plan a special ceremony at Saturday’s opener vs. Manchester to mark the franchise’s 20th anniversary.

Garry Brown can be reached at geeman1918@yahoo.com
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 SPRINGFIELD – Cody Bass, the folk-hero of two overtime playoff victories by the Springfield Falcons last spring, won’t be starting the new season here, or anywhere.

Instead, he will be undergoing surgery on Wednesday to repair a broken right thumb. The injury occurred in the training camp of Springfield’s parent club, the Columbus Blue Jackets.

“Cody was there, still pushing for a spot on our NHL roster, but now he’s out for a month,” said Chris MacFarland, assistant general manager of the Blue Jackets.

In his role as overseer of the Columbus operation in Springfield, MacFarland spent the weekend watching the Falcons win their two preseason games.

Bass, a 26-year-old center from Owen Sound, Ont., played only 18 games for the Falcons last season, but his late-season return from injury helped them win the American Hockey League’s Northeast Division title. In the postseason, his dramatic goals won back-to-back playoff games against Manchester in the first round.

Bass missed the bulk of last season after incurring serious injuries in an Oct. 26 victory over Portland at the MassMutual Center. With the Falcons leading 2-1, Bass made a headlong charge for the puck in the right corner in an attempt to avert an icing call which would have given Portland possession in the Springfield zone with time running out.

Bass did get to the puck in time, but paid a high physical price when he was bashed into the board by a hard-charging Portland defenseman. Coach Brad Larsen described Bass’s play as “a suicide mission” that endeared him to his teammates. Pro hockey’s proposed “hybrid” icing rule will be tried this season as a way of preventing such injuries.

Now, with Bass again forced onto the disabled list, he and Springfield fans will have to wait and see if he will be back with the Falcons come November.

Meanwhile, the Jackets have completed their training camp cuts, with several present and former Springfield players involved. The Falcons received eight players on Saturday, including their 2012-13 captain, Ryan Craig; highly-regarded forward Michael Chaput and hard-working defenseman Will Weber.

One ex-Springfield player, top prospect Boone Jenner, was so impressive in training camp that he will start the season as a wing on the Columbus first line, playing with center Brandon Dubinsky and Marian Gaborik.

Defenseman David Savard, said to be in the best shape of his career, survived the last cuts along with highly-regarded young defenseman Ryan Murray.

The new players in Springfield’s camp this week include goaltenders Jeremy Smith and Mike McKenna.

There were sent here when the Jackets were sure that their No. 2 goalie, former Springfield star Curtis McElhinney, was ready to play after overcoming a lower body injury.

“Curtis is OK, and now we’ll see how the goaltending situation plays out here in Springfield,” MacFarland said.

Youngster Linus Lundin is well regarded, but is so inexperienced that he likely will be sent out later this week. Mike Clemente’s status also will be settled at that time.

“Clemente is in the mix, but you want your fifth guy playing a lot,” said MacFarland about the Columbus goaltending corps, “so that would mean somebody going to Evansville (the team’s ECHL affiliate).”

MacFarland said his early visit here enabled him to get a good look at young players like Alex Aleardi and Jeremy Langlois, who have the potential to provide scoring punch for the Falcons; and defensemen Austin Madaisky and Thomas Larkin.

“We’re going to find out what kind of depth we have, or don’t have,” MacFarland said. “We’re going to be competitive at the NHL and AHL levels. Springfield will have some veterans, but basically a younger team than last year. We’ll have to see how these players jell. That’s the fun part of a new season.”
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SPRINGFIELD – As season-ticket holders of the Springfield Falcons hockey club milled around the MassMutual Center arena during a Saturday “fan fest,” one wore a game jersey bearing the name “Chaput.” Another wore “Goloubef.”

Very prophetic. By the time the fans left the building, both forward Michael Chaput and defenseman Cody Goloubef had been assigned to the Falcons roster by their National Hockey League parent club, the Columbus Blue Jackets.

Also assigned to the Falcons are last year’s team captain, forward Ryan Craig, along with forward Jack Skille, defensemen Ilari Melart and Will Weber and goaltenders Mike McKenna and Jeremy Smith.

The roster additions went straight to a question that had been asked by Dan Genie, a Springfield resident, during a Q and A between fans and Falcons coach Brad Larsen.

“By opening night, will your team have enough personnel for four lines, three sets of defensemen and two goaltenders?” asked Genie, a three-year season ticket-holder who played hockey at Curry College.

“He gave me a satisfactory answer, but I still came away wondering about the goaltending,” Genie said.

Well, the arrival of McKenna and Smith takes care of that. They will be in competition with Mike Clemente and Linus Lundin, who have been here since Falcons training camp began last Tuesday.

The Q and A was part of a nice little hockey celebration, which also included a spirited 45-minute 4-on-4 scrimmage by Falcons players, a raffle involving team paraphernalia and the opportunity for fans to get autographs.

Jonathan Marchessault, Dalton Smith, Trent Vogelhuber, Patrick McNeill, Andrew Joudrey and Spencer Machacek chatted with a long line of fans as they signed autographs. Team mascot Screech also penned a few.

“This fan fest is a good idea,” coach Larsen said. “It gives our fans a chance to get up close and personal with the players.”

Team broadcaster Mike Kelly, who ran the Q and A, said the fan fest enables Falcons management to give something back to people who support the team all season long.

“It kind of sets the tone for the season, and it’s going to be a special one, the 20th anniversary of the Falcons franchise in the American Hockey League,” Kelly said.

For 6-year-old Talon Piedra of Chicopee, the fan fest offered a chance to enjoy a “coloring station.” He stood there, wearing an oversize hockey shirt, as he colored a drawing of crossed hockey sticks, with a puck in between. As he applied brown to the hockey sticks, his grandfather gently reminded, “Use black for the puck.”

Talon’s grandpa is Fran Como, a Chicopee resident who has played competitive hockey for “fortysomething” years. He said he got hooked on the sport when a relative brought him to a Springfield Indians game at the Eastern States Exposition Coliseum.

Outside, fans had the opportunity to take a little tour of the bus used by the Falcons on their road trips, some of which are long and wearying.

“It gives people a chance to see what they’re missing,” said Steve Kowalczyk, the bus driver.

At a “scramble puzzle” table on the arena concourse, Don Desrosier of Springfield quickly put together a picture of former Falcons player Matt Calvert, then raised his fist in triumph. His prize was an autographed photo of former Falcons defenseman Nick Holden.

“I pretty much saw most of Springfield’s games last season. When I saw how good the team was, I made sure I kept coming back. They’ve lost some good players (Holden among them) from last season, but I think they’ll be good again,” he said.

ICE CHIPS: Larsen will be joined by his family next week. Right now, he has company – the family’s two Basset hounds. “I’m doing doggie day care,” he told the fans . . . Screech wore No. 94, in honor of the first Falcons season, which began in the fall of 1994 . . . Craig, Goloubef, Skille, McKenna and Smith were placed on waivers so they could be sent here. Falcons management expects them to clear and be ready to skate by Wednesday . . . The Falcons play one more exhibition game, set for 2 p.m. Sunday against the Hartford Wolf Pack at the International Skating Center in Simsbury, Conn. . . . The Falcons won their first exhibition, 7-0, Friday over Hartford at home. “A preseason game, but it’s always nice to win,” said club president/general manager Bruce Landon . . . The Falcons open their regular AHL schedule on Saturday (Oct. 5) at home.

Garry Brown can be reached at geeman1918@yahoo.com
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falcons_practice_92813.JPGMembers of the Springfield Falcons watch coach Brad Larsen diagram instructions during practice Tuesday at the MassMutual Center in Springfield. Don Treeger / The Republican 

By NATE OWEN�

The Springfield Falcons end their brief two-game preseason schedule with a game Sunday against the Hartford Wolf Pack, but their roster situation got a little clearer Saturday afternoon. 

Forwards Michael Chaput, Ryan Craig and Jack Skille; defenseman Cody Goloubef, Ilari Melart and Will Weber; and goalies Mike McKenna and Jeremy Smith were all cut by Columbus Saturday. 

Chaput, Craig, Weber and Goloubef played for Springfield last season. Skille was a first-round pick by Chicago in 2005, and has 178 games of NHL experience, while McKenna and Smith will likely replace Curtis McElhinney in net. Melart comes to North America after five years in Finland. 

There was some question if McElhinney, who will back up Sergei Bobrovsky in Columbus, would be ready for the Blue Jackets’ opener, but he told the Columbus Dispatch he was good to go. 

Craig, Skille, Goloubef, McKenna and Smith all must clear waivers in order to make it to Springfield. The Falcons will know by noon on Monday if they did. 

The addition of Weber and Melart should give the Falcons another strong defensive corps entering the year. The team signed a pair of AHL veterans in Frederic St. Denis and Patrick McNeill this offseason, and will have a full season of Blake Parlett, who played nine games down the stretch after being acquired by Columbus in the Marian Gaborik deal with the New York Rangers. 

“It was good to start the year here,” Parlett said. “You come in last year, you’re the new guy, you’ve got to learn all the systems, and last year going in for a playoff race it was tough to learn the systems. This year, starting fresh, I know some guys, which is nice.” 

It’s also the second year as head coach for Brad Larsen, who was an assistant for two seasons under former head coach Rob Riley. 

“Last year was unique with the lockout and having a full team and having to manage numbers that way,” Larsen said. “I think the biggest thing is that I know my staff really well. Plus, we’ve got a lot of returning guys up front, which helps.” 

In addition to putting together a roster, the preseason is also a time to test potential rule changes, as hybrid icing has been used during both the NHL and AHL preseasons. 

The rule was in effect for part of the AHL season last year, but was dropped when the NHL lockout ended in January. It’s designed to help eliminate some of the injuries that occur when two players crash into the boards – or each other – chasing the puck. 

Count Larsen as one of the supporters of the rule, which gives the linesman the discretion to blow the whistle once the puck goes over the defensive-zone faceoff dot, unless it’s clear the forward is winning the race. A tie between the forward and the defenseman will still result in icing. 

“You’ve got to protect these players,” Larsen said, adding that he thought last year’s experiment went well. “You take out the red line and you create so much speed through the neutral zone. I just think it was a recipe for disaster as far as how big these guys are and how fast they skate.”
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The coach of the Springfield Falcons says the second time around is not necessarily easier.

 "Last year with the NHL lockout, we had a full squad right away, with 40-some-odd bodies and two full teams. This is a more normal hockey year,'' said Brad Larsen, whose team gave fans a spirited scrimmage Saturday.

 "We are not exactly sure what we'll have, but that will create opportunities. We'll fill in the holes.''

 Last year's Falcons did not win the Calder Cup, but they were the American Hockey League's best story. After spending most of the last decade at the lower end of the standings, they ran away with the Northeast Division title.

 After ousting Manchester in the Calder Cup's first round, the Falcons were swept by Syracuse. The abrupt and unexpected ending was more about the Crunch's sensational play than Springfield's own mistakes. 

 Five months later, Larsen sees a silver lining to the painful disappointment of that series. 

 "We had played well with a lead all year, but when you're trailing 2-0 in every game, that's tough. We couldn't get past that, but we learned from it,'' he said.

 Larsen expects a healthy core of returning players. The parent Columbus Blue Jackets have to declare their own 23-man roster Monday, less than a week before the Falcons' Saturday night's opener against Manchester at home.

 For the first time since Y2K, the Falcons face a new challenge: raised expectations. At last, this team can build on success, not try creating it from scratch. 

 "We expect a lot of our leadership guys back, and all of them expect more,'' Larsen said.

 No AHL coach did a better job last year than Larsen, whose first head coaching assignment came during the NHL lockout year. That meant a full preseason camp and a better reservoir of players for Springfield, but also for every other AHL team.

 When the lockout ended in midseason, the Blue Jackets gobbled up much of the talent. Injuries drained the Falcons even more. 

 It was widely assumed that once the NHL season resumed, the Falcons would crash-land. Yet they kept on winning until the playoffs, when they ran into the Syracuse buzzsaw. 

 Much of the Crunch's roster had played on the previous year's Calder Cup champions at Norfolk. Syracuse wound up losing the Cup finals to Grand Rapids. 

 That Springfield was even in the Calder Cup discussion was major progress, but nothing Larsen treats as the final step. In Saturday's question-answer session with fans, he was asked about goals for 2013-14. 

 In his typically positive but honest way, the 36-year-old coach indicated that was hard to say in September, before his roster is sorted out. But he likes what he sees. 

 Springfield's 7-0 preseason win over Hartford Friday was not about the score but the level of work ethic.

 "It was a pleasant surprise. The ability to play within a structure on the third day was encouraging,'' Larsen said.

 "The effort and the willingness to compete have to be there. The players seem to be processing all that..'

 Over the course of a season, an average AHL team will use between 35 and 50 players. Last year, Larsen was able to implement a one-size-fits all system that rolled with the roster changes and turned early-season benchwarmers into late-season contributors.

 In one week of practice, Larsen feels a good deal has been accomplished. Some of his better players have already been shuttled between the Falcons' and Blue Jackets' camps, but he is confident his final roster will contain four-line depth, reliable defense and sufficient talent in goal.

 Will it add up to Springfield's first Calder Cup in 23 years, and its first under the Falcons banner? After last season's run, such optimism is no longer out of line.

 The journey begins Saturday night at the MassMutual Center.

 "We learned from from last year's ending,'' said Larsen, a second-year head coach who is ready for his first normal, non-lockout season.

 "We want to pick up where we left off. Now the players know they will have to elevate their game at playoff time. That's good.''
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SAGINAW, MI — On Friday, Oct. 4 the Saginaw Spirit announced Eric Locke was coming back to the team.

And the standout scorer, and new Saginaw Captain, wasted no time making an impact.

Locke registered three assists, mere hours after returning to the Saginaw Spirit who poured on four goals in the third period to down rival Plymouth 5-2 at The Dow Event Center.

Saginaw jumped out to a 1-0 lead in the first period when Locke and Nathan Glass assisted on Jimmy Lodge’s second goal of the season, but the Whalers responded with a pair of goals from Zach Lorentz and Ryan Hartman in the second period to take a 2-1 lead.

Whatever adjustments the Spirit made heading into the third period worked rather well as Sean Callaghan, Glass and Terry Trafford all beat Alex Nedeljkovic in the first eight minutes of the period to take the lead and secure the win.

Justin Kea added a late empty netter for his first goal of the season.

Jake Paterson had 27 saves for the Spirit who outshot their opponents for the second straight game. Saginaw is now 3-3-0-0 when he’s between the pipes.

Justin Sefton, Glass, Locke, Trafford, Kontos, Zach Bratina, Lodge and Jacob Ringuette all recorded assists for Saginaw.

The Spirit, who improved to 3-4-0-0, face the Whalers in a rematch on Saturday in Plymouth.

Cory Butzin covers sports for MLive/Saginaw News. Email him at cbutzin1@mlive.com or follow him on Twitter.
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SAGINAW, MI — If leadership has been a question for the Saginaw Spirit, it has been answered.

The Spirit announced that veteran forward and leading scorer Eric Locke has been returned to the club by the Buffalo Sabres and their AHL affiliate Rochester Americans.

Upon his return to Saginaw, the organization announced that he’ll receive the captaincy for the 2013-14 season. Justin Kea and Kristoff Kontos will serve as the assistant captains.

“As an organization, we are looking for players who epitomize what we are about,” said Spirit coach Greg Gilbert in a written statement. “We believe in high compete levels, work ethic, commitment and sacrifice for the team. We felt that these three young men exemplify these values and what we stand for.”

Locke was selected by the Sabres in the 7th round of the 2013 NHL Draft after a career year that saw the 5-foot-9, 182-pounder score 44 goals and 97 points, which was No. 4 in the Ontario Hockey League. It was also the second highest scoring total in Saginaw Spirit history. Locke had a 17-game point streak last year.

Kea, a fellow Buffalo prospect, will return to his role as assistant captain after serving in the role for the second half of last year. Kontos is in his first season with the Spirit. He came to Saginaw in a trade with Mississauga during the offseason.

Saginaw hosts rival Plymouth at The Dow Event Center on Friday, Oct. 4 before hitting the road for a 5-game trip.

Cory Butzin covers sports for MLive/Saginaw News. Email him at cbutzin1@mlive.com or follow him on Twitter.
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SAGINAW, MI — Saginaw improved to 2-1 at The Dow Event Center on Wednesday, Oct. with a 4-3 win over Sarnia, but the Spirit aren’t out of the woods yet.

They’ve gone 0-3 on the road through the first two weeks of the season, and Saginaw’s going to be staying in a lot of hotels in the coming weeks.

The Spirit host rival Plymouth on Friday, Oct. 4, but then they hit the road for a 5-game road trip that makes stops at Plymouth, Mississauga, Erie, Oshawa and Sarnia before returning to Saginaw on Saturday, Oct. 19.

Saginaw needs to learn how to win on the road if it wants to avoid falling into a big hole this early in the season.

Standings

Saginaw’s win over Sarnia moved the Spirit into a tie with Plymouth for second place in the West Division, one point behind leader Sault Ste. Marie.

Every team in the Midwest is within a game of each other with London and Guelph’s six points leading the way, followed by Erie and Owen Sound at five points. Kitchener’s in last place with four points.

Kingston remains without a loss in regulation through five games as the Frontenacs have gone 4-0-0-1 to lead the East and the OHL with nine points, while North Bay’s eight points hold a one-game lead over Barrie and Mississauga.

Spirit Spotlight

Plymouth Whalers at Saginaw Spirit

Puck Drops: 7:11 p.m., Friday

Record: Saginaw 2-4-0-0, Plymouth 2-3-0-0

Notes: Saginaw’s win over Sarnia moved the Spirit into a tie for second place in the West Division with Plymouth. Fresh off receiving a first-round draft grade from Central Scouting Services, Whalers goalie Alex Nedeljkovic has put together a dominating first week two weeks of the season. He’s third in the OHL with a 2.21 GAA and was named the Goalie of the Week.

Saginaw Spirit at Plymouth Whalers

Puck Drops: 7:05 p.m., Saturday

Record: Plymouth 2-3-0-0

Notes: The Spirit’s leading scorer Cody Payne returns to Plymouth for the first time since being dealt to Saginaw in the offseason.

Saginaw Spirit at Mississauga Steelheads

Puck Drops: 7:30 p.m., Friday

Record: Mississauga 3-1-0-0 

Notes: The Steelheads have won two straight games and are led by Trevor Carrick, Dylan Smoskowitz and Bryson Cianfrone with four goals apiece. 

Spirit Leaders

Goals: Cody Payne 6, four players with 2

Assists: Kristoff Kontos 4

Points: Payne 7, Moutrey 5, Kristoff 5

Plus-minus: Andrey Alexeev +4, Payne +3

Penalty minutes: Sean Callaghan 19, Justin Sefton 13, Kea 13

PP goals: Payne 2, Sefton 2

Goaltending: Jake Paterson (2-3-0-0, 3.80, .916), Nikita Serebryakov (0-1-0-1, 3.03, .909)

Cory Butzin covers sports for MLive/Saginaw News. Email him at cbutzin1@mlive.com or follow him on Twitter.
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SAGINAW, MI — The Saginaw Spirit aren’t quite where they want to be.

But Wednesday was a good step.

Saginaw hosted Sarnia on Oct. 2 and battled its consistency demons in the second period, but the Spirit leaned on their grit, determination and a goal by Andrey Alexeev with 29 seconds left to get off the losing skid with a 4-3 win.

“He’s starting to learn he’s got to pick it up,” Spirit coach Greg Gilbert said of Alexeev. “He’s got to play more intense. He’s got to play a quicker game and a smarter game. He’s starting to do that, and he’s starting to have some success.

“He’s a pretty crafty little player. He’s pretty smart, and he showed that tonight.”

The Spirit improved to 2-4-0-0 with four points and they moved into a tie with Plymouth for second place in the West Division, while Sarnia fell to 1-4-0-0 with two points.

For the third straight game, Saginaw jumped out to a 2-0 lead, and for a third straight time they were pressed to keep it.

Alexeev also got the Spirit on the board first with an early goal that was added to when Jimmy Lodge led a 3-on-1 rush eight minutes into the first period and lifted a shot over Brodie Barrick’s shoulder for his first goal of the season.

But defensive lapses brought Sarnia back.

Miscommunication and missed assignments gave Jordan Addesi a penalty shot midway through the first and he beat Jake Paterson to get the Sting on the board at 2-1.

“The game is not difficult,” Gilbert said. “The puck’s important, but so is your responsibility. It’s just as important as knowing where the puck is. The first thing every defenseman is taught is he needs to learn how to count. If there’s four ahead of you, there’s one behind you. That’s what happened tonight.”

Nickolas Latta tied it up for Sarnia five minutes into the second period, but Nick Moutrey responded for Saginaw 10 minutes later to make it 3-2.

An Anthony DeAngelo goal on the power play tied it 3-3 going into the third period.

The Spirit picked up the pace and generated several scoring chances, but they didn’t break through until Alexeev’s game winner.

Alexeev had two goals and an assist to finish plus-3, while Moutrey was plus-2 with a goal and an assist.

Paterson and Barrick both made 29 saves in goal.

Cory Butzin covers sports for MLive/Saginaw News. Email him at cbutzin1@mlive.com or follow him on Twitter.
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SAGINAW, MI — Adding some experience and skill was of the utmost important for the Saginaw Spirit during the offseason.

They got all of that and more in Cody Payne.

The Florida native came to the Spirit from Plymouth in a trade at the beginning of June, and he began rewarding Saginaw in the preseason with his veteran leadership and in the season opener with a pair of goals against Eastern Conference champion Barrie.

He has added to his goal total in each of Saginaw’s first four games, bringing his total to six goals that is tied for second most in the Ontario Hockey League.

“I’m just playing my game,” Payne said. “I’ve been on the end of really nice plays and been playing with really good linemates.”

Payne has been paired with Nick Moutrey, Andrey Alexeev and Justin Kea at times during the first full week of the season, and he’s been effective with all of them.

“He drives to the net for one thing,” Spirit coach Greg Gilbert said. “He’s not afraid to go to the paint, and you’re not going to score many goals away from it.”

Payne's goal-scoring ability has really flourished in the last year.

An original OHL selection by Oshawa, the 19-year old only had three goals and 12 assists through 60 games with the Generals. However, a trade to Plymouth ignited the 6-foot-2, 200-pound wing.

He had three goals and 11 assists in his first season with the Whalers, but he broke onto the scene last year with 24 goals and 21 assists while finishing plus-16 in Plymouth’s run to the Western Conference finals.

Payne’s performance through the first week of the season has been one of the few bright spots for the 1-4 Spirit, though it’s also turned out to be an example for some of Saginaw’s younger skaters.

“If they can’t see the success he’s having, they shouldn’t be playing hockey if they can’t recognize that,” Gilbert said. “It’s all about the willingness to do it. To score goals now, you have to be willing to take slashes, go to the tough areas, as well as the pretty ones. It’s all a matter of the individual himself making that decision.”

Payne made the decision to do what it takes to be successful and it has paid off.

His calm demeanor and self-assured style impressed the Boston Bruins who selected him in the 2012 NHL Draft, and it has impressed the Dallas Stars who secured his rights in a trade that sent Jaromir Jagr to the Bruins.

It also impressed the Spirit who like Payne’s regular season success and his experience in 26 career playoff games.

“I made it pretty far last year and the year before,” Payne said. “I’ve seen what it takes to win, and I’ve seen what it takes to go deep into the playoffs. It’s part of the reason why they brought me in to help a team out like that. Experience counts down the line and it even counts now when you’re trying to get two points.”

Cory Butzin covers sports for MLive/Saginaw News. Email him at cbutzin1@mlive.com or follow him on Twitter.

By  Cory Butzin | cbutzin1@mlive.com   

Follow on Twitter 

on September 26, 2013 at 2:14 PM, updated September 26, 2013 at 3:42 PM 

0 

Pinterest 

Email 

SAGINAW, MI — Four players joined the Saginaw Spirit through offseason trades, and they haven’t taken long to make an impact.

Through three games, the additions have accounted for 7 of 8 goals that Saginaw has scored in the first week of the season.

Cody Payne is tied for the Ontario Hockey League lead with five goals, while Kristoff Kontos and Justin Sefton also have scored.

“They’re real big,” Saginaw coach Greg Gilbert said. “Cody’s going to be a guy that’s going to score some goals, and Kris is more of a playmaker type guy, but when they make an immediate impact, that’s what we’re looking for.

“Now we’re looking at the rest of our guys here who know how we play and aren’t doing it that concern us.”

Jacob Ringuette is the only Saginaw Spirit player from last year who has scored a goal through the first three games of the season.

Saginaw is without captain Garret Ross, who has moved on to the Chicago Blackhawks, and Eric Locke, who was assigned to the AHL by the Buffalo Sabres, who accounted for 88 combined goals and 99 assists.

The Spirit’s returning leading scorers Jimmy Lodge, Justin Kea and Nick Moutrey have yet to score a goal while combining for five assists.

Standings

Saginaw and Sault Ste. Marie are the first two teams in the West to record a win early in the season, and the duo sit atop the division with two points apiece.

Owen Sound and Erie hold a one-point lead on Guelph, Kitchener and London in the Midwest with three points.

Kingston and Oshawa have four points apiece to lead the East, and North Bay’s four points lead the Central.

Spirit Spotlight

Saginaw Spirit at London Knights

Puck Drops: 7:30 p.m., Friday

Record: Saginaw 1-2-0-0, London 1-0-0-0

Notes: 

North Bay Battalion at Saginaw Spirit

Puck Drops: 7:11 p.m., Saturday

Record: North Bay 2-1-0-0

Notes: 

Sarnia Sting at Saginaw Spirit

Puck Drops: 7:11 p.m., Wednesday

Record: Sarnia 0-1-0-0 

Notes: 

Spirit Leaders

Goals: Cody Payne 5

Assists: Justin Kea 2, Nick Moutrey 2

Points: Payne 5, Kea 2, Moutrey 2, Kristoff Kontos 2, Justin Sefton 2

Plus-minus: Jeremiah Addison +1, Mitchell Stephens +1, Sean Callaghan +1, Brandon Lindberg +1

Penalty minutes: Sean Callaghan 10, Justin Kea 8

PP goals: Payne 1, Sefton 1, Jacob Ringuette 1

Goaltending: Jake Paterson (1-2-0-0, 3.33, .929)

By  Cory Butzin | cbutzin1@mlive.com   
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SAGINAW, MI — It has been a long offseason for hockey-starved Saginaw Spirit fans, but the long wait is over.

Saginaw kicked its season off last week with a pair of road games against Barrie and Kitchener, and now the Spirit look to open their home schedule.

The Spirit welcome their fans back to The Dow Event Center for the 2013-14 season on Wednesday, Sept. 25, against the Erie Otters.

Here are five things to keep an eye on for the season opener and throughout the season.

The goalie’s a gamer

Jake Paterson has become the most well-known Spirit player over the last two years. Not only is he the starting goalie, but he was selected by the Detroit Red Wings in the 2012 NHL Draft.

Paterson struggled at times with consistency last year with a bad defense in front of him, but the 1994-born netminder is widely regarded as one of the best goalies in the Ontario Hockey league.

He has had dominant performances with Red Wings prospects, leading them to a tournament title against other NHL prospects in Traverse City, earning a spot on team Canada for the World Junior Hockey Championships last year as the No. 3 goalie. Multiple sources have said he has a shot at becoming the No. 1 goalie for Canada this year. 

Tools of the trade

General manager Jim Paliafito began wheeling and dealing shortly after the end of last season, bringing Cody Payne, Kristoff Kontos and Sean Callaghan to Saginaw in a series of trades. And he brought in defenseman Justin Sefton in during training camp.

The group wasted no time making an impact with five goals and two assists through the first two games. Payne’s four goals are tied for second in the Ontario Hockey League. Meanwhile, Callaghan and Kontos made an immediate impact with their leadership and have been named assistant captains.

The group has brought size and experience to the Spirit, and Payne and Kontos need to produce in order to ease the loss of 44-goal scorer Garret Ross.

Who is the scorer?

The Buffalo Sabres announced that Spirit forward Eric Locke was going to be assigned to the Rochester Americans of the American Hockey League from their training camp. Locke could still return to Saginaw, but if he doesn't, the Spirit will need to make up for the loss of his 44 goals and 53 assists from last year, which was fourth best in the league.

The Spirit also lost captain Garret Ross who aged out. He moves on to the Chicago Blackhawks’ affiliate Rockford IceHogs of the AHL after accounting for 44 goals and 46 assists.

The two players combined for 88 goals and 99 assists.

It’ll take a collective effort from Jimmy Lodge, Zach Bratina, Jeremiah Addison, Dylon Sadowy, Payne and rookie Mitchell Stephens to make up for that loss in production.

They ate their Wheaties

Size was an issue for the Spirit last season. The opposition was able to pound on Saginaw and wear the Spirit down. 

But trades and the draft appear to have remedied the situation.

Saginaw now boasts 20 players 6 feet or taller and eight who top 200 pounds. Callaghan is the biggest at 6 feet 4 inches, 220 pounds. Payne is 6 feet 2 inches, 200 pounds and Kontos comes in at 6 feet 2 inches, 214-pounds. Rookie defenseman Ryan Orban and Michael Holmes are 6 feet 2 inches and 6 feet 3 inches, respectively.

NHL flavor

The NHL liked what they saw from Saginaw players last year as three were selected in June’s draft.

Lodge was selected in the third round by the Winnipeg Jets, and Nick Moutrey was picked by the Columbus Blue Jackets in the fourth round. Locke was then taken by the Sabres in the seventh round.

Payne was drafted by the Boston Bruins, but his rights were sent to the Dallas Stars in a trade that sent Jaromir Jagr to Boston.

Combined with Paterson, who is a Red Wings prospect, and Justin Kea, who was drafted by Buffalo in 2012, and the Spirit had six NHL prospects on the roster. That was trimmed a bit when Locke was sent to the AHL, however, Sefton has garnered NHL interest on the back end.

Sefton was drafted by the San Jose Sharks in the third round of the 2011 NHL Draft, however, the Sharks didn’t sign him, and he was invited to attend the NHL Prospects Tournament with the Columbus Blue Jackets in early September.

If Locke returns, Saginaw could dress seven NHL prospects.

Cory Butzin covers sports for MLive/Saginaw News. Email him at cbutzin1@mlive.com or follow him on Twitter.
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SAGINAW, MI — The 2013-14 Ontario Hockey League season just began, but two Saginaw Spirit players just got a big boost heading into their offseason.

The Central Scouting Services came out with its first rankings for the 2014 NHL Draft, and the scouts liked what they saw from Brandon Prophet and Nikita Serebryakov.

Both players were named to the Players to Watch list and given a ‘B’ class designation.

They are joined on the list by Erie goalie and Saginaw native Devin Williams who was given a ‘C’ designation.

Prophet was drafted by the Spirit in the second round of the 2012 OHL Priority Selection, and the 6-foot-2, 196-pounder immediately stepped into a big role for Saginaw.

He had three goals and eight assists in 54 games for the Spirit during his rookie season that included representing his home province of Ontario in the World Under-17 Hockey Challenge last year.

Serebryakov went 6-11-1-1 with a 4.19 goals-against average and a .876 save percentage as a rookie last year after coming to Saginaw in the 2012 CHL Import Draft. 

He had a top-notch showing for Russia in the Under-17 World Hockey Classic prior to joining the Spirit.

Williams was selected by the Otters in the 2011 OHL Priority Selection, and he’s gone 10-21-1-3 with a 4.44 GAA and .891 save percentage in parts of two seasons with Erie.

All three are 1995-born players and have three more years of OHL eligibility counting this season.

Cory Butzin covers sports for MLive/Saginaw News. Email him at cbutzin1@mlive.com or follow him on Twitter.
OKC Barons: Jitters get the best of Barons on opening night

Barons play better in the final two periods, but Charlotte comes away with 3-2 victory.

 By Michael Baldwin   Published: October 4, 2013  

Oklahoma City Barons coach Todd Nelson said it's not unusual for young players to have jitters during their first game of the season, especially if it's their first Triple-A game in the American Hockey League.

Photo - The Barons' Philip Larsen, left, skates with the puck as Charlotte's Jared Staal defends during Friday's game at Cox Convention Center. October 4, 2013: The Oklahoma City Barons play the Charlotte Checkers in an American Hockey League game at the Cox Convention Center in Oklahoma City. PHOTO BY STEVEN CHRISTY, OKLAHOMA CITY BARONS

The Barons' Philip Larsen, left, skates with the puck as Charlotte's Jared Staal defends during Friday's game at Cox Convention Center. October 4, 2013: The Oklahoma City Barons play the Charlotte Checkers in an American Hockey League game at the Cox Convention Center in Oklahoma City. PHOTO BY STEVEN CHRISTY, OKLAHOMA CITY BARONS

Such was the case for the Barons in their season opener Friday night at the Cox Convention Center. The Barons dug an early hole, rallied to tie the game early in the third period but lost 3-2 to the Charlotte Checkers.

The Barons got a couple of bad bounces to fall behind 2-0 in the first period but also were outshot 15-6 in the opening period.

“Our puck management wasn't very good. We had a lot of turnovers in that first period,” Nelson said. “Anytime you do that you end up playing in your zone a lot and that's what happened.”

The Barons dominated the final two periods, outshooting the Checkers 18-5 in the middle period. They tied it on Philip Larsen's power play goal just under seven minutes into the third period, but Charlotte retook the lead on Brody Sutter's goal with 5:16 to play.

“After the first intermission we started to take control of the game, and the third (period) we kept on coming,” Nelson said. “We got the big power play goal to tie it. It was going good. All of a sudden we took a penalty, and I think that killed the momentum a little bit even though we killed off the penalty.”

Veteran Ryan Jones, who has played 282 games in the NHL the past five years, scored OKC's first goal on a nice pass from Ryan Martindale.

“The first period is about what I expected,” Jones said. “There's always a team that seems to have that edge the first period for whatever reason and they get a bounce to get some excitement early on. And there's a team that takes a while to get going. We were the team that took a while to get going.

“After that first period I thought we played exceptionally well the past two periods. It was night and day the two hockey periods. There's no doubt if we can put 60 minutes together like we did the last 40 minutes we'll win a lot of hockey games for sure.”

Goaltender Richard Bachman, the Dallas' Stars backup goaltender the past two seasons, allowed a goal on the first shot he faced 49 seconds into the game. Charlotte also scored with just over eight minutes left in the first period.

“We got down 2-0, and both goals went off a stick and a body,” Nelson said. “We just had some unfortunate bounces. I thought Richard played an excellent hockey game. He bailed us out on a few point-blank opportunities and some partial breakaways. I thought Richard played a great game.

“Those were a couple of bad bounces. They seem to even out over the course of a season. I'm sure we'll get bounces like that. All in all I was happy with the way the guys responded after the first period. There were a lot of positives to take out of this game.”

Defenseman Taylor Fedun was in the same situation a year ago as several players on the Barons roster that were making their AHL debuts Friday night.

“We looked like two different teams the first period and the final two periods,” Fedun said. “We were tenacious after pucks and were more conscious on what to do after we worked so hard to get the puck on our sticks. We really had some success.

“We had a lot of great chances. Their goalie (Justin Peters) made some really key saves. Sometimes that's just the way the game goes. We have all the potential. I know there are a lot of new names and new faces, but we definitely have all the pieces to the puzzle to get rolling and do some pretty good things.”

By Michael Baldwin   Published: October 4, 2013  

ANOTHER SEASON OPENING LOSS

Oklahoma City coach Todd Nelson has led the Barons to three consecutive playoff appearances and back-to-back trips to the Western Conference finals, but he's 0-4 in season openers in OKC following a 3-2 loss to Charlotte on Friday night at the Cox Convention Center.

“Why should we start this season any different than the previous three years?” Nelson quipped. “The thing with that is we have to respond (Saturday) night.”

BARONS GOAL WAVED OFF

Trailing 2-0 after one period, the Barons scored a goal in the opening moments of the second period, but it was waved off when veteran Ryan Jones was called for goaltender interference.

“It's one of those things where there was contact,” Nelson said. “I'll have to take a look at it on film. I'm kind of 50-50 on that rule anyway. Every coach tells their guys to drive hard to the net. He was doing the right thing. There's no way any player going that fast can stop on a dime.”

Jones, who has played in 282 NHL games the past five seasons, said it's a difficult situation for everyone involved, including the officials.

“The puck came out, and I was trying to play the rebound to the net,” Jones said. “I was snowplowing to the top of the crease and the D came in and finished me off. I think Newton has a (gravity) law for something like that. I have to fall somewhere.”

EDMONTON RECALLS RYAN HAMILTON

Hours before the Barons opened the 2013-14 season, Edmonton recalled forward Ryan Hamilton, who flew out to join the Oilers in Vancouver. The last-second roster transaction forced Nelson to make last-minute line changes.

Nelson moved Jones up to the No. 2 line with Matthew Ford and Ryan Martindale. Jones scored the Barons' first goal of the season off a nice pass from Martindale. Nicolas Tremblay and Kale Kessy filled Jones' spot on the No. 3 line with C.J. Stretch and Tyler Pitlick.

OIL SPILLS ...

Forward Ben Eager, who was cut by Edmonton earlier in the week and cleared waivers, was expected to arrive in Oklahoma City this weekend. If Eager is in OKC, he'll play in Saturday's game. ... For the second consecutive year, the Barons are giving away a new vehicle at every Saturday home game. ... The Barons had a crowd of 3,008 for the opener.

BY MIKE BALDWIN

How the New York Islanders' Matt Donovan became the first Oklahoma product in the NHL

Sunday, the New York Islanders defenseman will become the first Oklahoma product to make an NHL opening day roster. Matt's father, Larry, grew up in the Boston area but migrated to Oklahoma to attend college.

 By Michael Baldwin  Modified: October 3, 2013 at 8:00 pm • 
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photo - New York Islanders defenseman Matt Donovan, right,celebrates after shooting the puck past Nashville Predators goalie Pekka Rinne to score in the second period of a preseason NHL hockey game Friday, Sept. 27, 2013, in Uniondale, N.Y. (AP Photo/Kathy Kmonicek) New York Islanders defenseman Matt Donovan, right,celebrates after shooting the puck past Nashville Predators goalie Pekka Rinne to score in the second period of a preseason NHL hockey game Friday, Sept. 27, 2013, in Uniondale, N.Y. (AP Photo/Kathy Kmonicek)

Matt Donovan two years ago became the first player born, raised and trained in Oklahoma to play in the National Hockey League.

Donovan played in three games with the New York Islanders during the 2010-11 season. This time, Donovan could stick all season with the Islanders as he adds another first to his resume, the first Oklahoma product to make an NHL opening day roster.

“Coming from Oklahoma, no one expects it,” Donovan said in a telephone interview with The Oklahoman. “Being from Oklahoma, I never got recognition like a first-round pick would. I never really had the spotlight on me so I've had to work that much harder. To make it really means a lot to me.”

Matt's father, Larry, grew up in the Boston area but migrated to Oklahoma to attend college. Larry is a former Oklahoma City Blazer who for years has run ice rinks in the OKC area. He's also been involved with the OU's hockey club since its inception 11 years ago.

What does it mean for Larry to see his son become the first Oklahoman to make an NHL opening day roster?

“It's an incredible feeling,” Larry said. “It probably won't sink in until we watch that first game. For any athlete, fulfilling your dream, playing at the highest level, is pretty awesome.”

The Islanders open the season Friday night at New Jersey. Matt Donovan, 23, not only made the roster but is projected to play a key role. Donovan will quarterback the Islanders' second power-play unit.

“Matt Donovan is offensive; it's as simple as that,” Islanders coach Jack Capuano said on the team's website. “We lost Mark Streit. He obviously was a guy who could run the power play. Matt plays the way I want the D to play in my system as far as being the fourth man in the attack.”

Spending last season with the Bridgeport Sound Tigers, the Islanders' Triple-A team, Donovan's 48 points tied Barons star Justin Schultz for the AHL defenseman scoring title. The previous season, Donovan was fourth among AHL defensemen with 45 points.

Motivated that he failed to get a call-up last season, Donovan has worked diligently the past year on improving his all-around game.

“I've always been able to put up numbers, but last year I proved I also can play well defensively,” Donovan said. “That's what the coaches were putting in my brain.”

Donovan has enjoyed success at every level. He grew up in Oklahoma City's youth hockey program. But at age 15, a freshman at Edmond North, Donovan needed stiffer competition. He played one season of midget hockey in Dallas, two years of junior hockey in Cedar Rapids.

A fourth-round draft pick while he was in Iowa, Donovan played on USA's gold medal team at the 2010 world junior championships. It's the same tournament Edmonton Oilers star Ryan Nugent-Hopkins took a hiatus from the Barons last year to play for Team Canada.

After playing two years at the University of Denver, earning NCAA All-America honors, Donovan made his pro debut two years ago with Bridgeport Sound. Last year, he played in the AHL All-Star Game. Because of his offensive skills, he could be an impact blue-liner.

“Scoring is something I've always taken pride in,” Donovan said. “It's having a right mind for the game, knowing when to jump up in the play five-on-five or handling the puck on the power play. I feel I see the ice well that creates scoring chances for myself and my teammates.”

So how did his father, a Boston kid, end up in Oklahoma?

After meeting some “country boys” from McAlester and Broken Bow in an exchange program at his high school in the Boston area, Larry Donovan decided to give Oklahoma a look-see. He liked it.

In 1981, Larry enrolled at East Central, where he met his wife, Kathryn. The Donovans moved to Edmond. Twenty-three years ago they had a son who is now on an NHL roster.

“He always tells people he's from Oklahoma,” Larry said. “He's very proud about being the first.”

The OKC junior hockey program had around 100 kids, ages five through high school, when Donovan was growing up. It's increased to between 400 and 500 kids but still has much room to grow.

Every summer Donovan holds a camp for kids. Does he feel hockey can make a major leap in Oklahoma City similar to Dallas, where youth hockey has exploded the past two decades?

“I would like to think so,” Donovan said. “I'm hoping that's something I'm helping with. I hope when kids and parents read my story they realize there are other sports they can make it. I want kids from Oklahoma to set their goals high where someday we have more Oklahoma kids make it to the NHL.”

Hockey fans are always are surprised when they hear Donovan's background.

“I still get it to this day. When someone asks where I'm from, I tell them Oklahoma,” Donovan said. “They say, ‘What? I didn't even know they played hockey in Oklahoma.' It's been that way my whole life. I've tried to prove people wrong that a kid from Oklahoma could make it to the NHL.”

Oklahoma City Barons breakdown: A look at the team's forwards

Mike Baldwin analyzes the Barons' forwards, including Linus Omark, Anton Lander and Derek Nesbitt.

 By Michael Baldwin   Published: October 3, 2013  

Position analysis: A mixture of veterans and young players. Linus Omark, Anton Lander and Derek Nesbitt start the season on the No. 1 line. Ryan Hamilton, Matthew Ford and Ryan Martindale form the No. 2 line. Ryan Jones, C.J. Stretch and Tyler Pitlick start on the No. 3 line. Ben Eager cleared waivers and will join the Barons this weekend. Omark is the headliner but could rejoin Edmonton at some point. It's a pivotal season for several young players who have had a small taste of the NHL.

No. 7 RYAN MARTINDALE

Age: 21

Size: 6-foot-3, 202

Hometown: Oshawa, ON (Canada)

2012-13 (OKC, AHL; Stockton, ECHL): This is a big year for Martindale, who scored only 14 points in 41 games with the Barons. Martindale, though, will have more opportunities on the No. 2 line.

No. 9 TYLER PITLICK

Age: 21

Size: 6-foot-2, 195

Hometown: Minneapolis

2012-13 (OKC, AHL): Much like with Martindale, it's a big year for Pitlick, who scored only 10 points, three goals, in 44 games with the Barons.

No. 10 CURTIS HAMILTON

Age: 20

Size: 6-foot-2, 206

Hometown: Kelowna, BC (Canada)

2012-13 (OKC, AHL): A key season for Hamilton, who scored only nine points in 61 games with the Barons and is currently rehabbing a knee injury.

No. 11 MATTHEW FORD

Age: 28

Size: 6-foot-1, 207

Hometown: West Hills, CA.

2012-13 (Adirondack, Springfield, AHL): A Triple-A veteran, Ford has scored 155 points in 274 AHL games the past five seasons.

No. 12 RYAN HAMILTON

Age: 28

Size: 6-foot-2, 219

Hometown: Oshawa, ON (Canada)

2012-13 (Toronto, NHL; Toronto, AHL): An AHL veteran, Hamilton played in 10 games with the Maple Leafs last season and will provide a veteran presence on the No. 2 line.

No. 13 TRAVIS EWANYK

Age: 20

Size: 6-foot-2, 192

Hometown: St. Albert, AB (Canada)

2012-13 (Edmonton, WHL): Trying to make a move within the organization after scoring 23 points in 58 games with the Oil Kings in the WHL.

No. 16 ANTON LANDER

Age: 22

Size: 6-foot, 194

Hometown: Sundsvall, Sweden

2012-13 (Edmonton, NHL; OKC, AHL): The center on the Barons' No. 1 line, Lander was one of Edmonton's final cuts. Lander scored 20 points in 47 games with the Barons, one point in 11 games with Edmonton.

No. 17 DEREK NESBITT

Age: 31

Size: 6-foot, 185

Hometown: Edmondville, ON (Canada)

2012-13 (Edmonton, NHL; OKC, AHL): A veteran with a ton of AHL experience, Nesbitt will be on the No. 1 line.

No. 18 ANDREW MILLER

Age: 25

Size: 5-foot-10, 180

Hometown: Bloomfield Hills, Mich.

2012-13 (Yale): A key member on Yale's NCAA title team (41 points in 37 games), Miller makes his pro debut with the Barons.

No. 19 AUSTIN FYTEN

Age: 22

Size: 6-foot-2, 200

Hometown: Sundre, AB (Canada)

2012-13 (Idaho, ECHL): A candidate to be sent down to Double-A once the Barons trim a couple of forwards but Fyten can make an early impression after a productive season in the ECHL.

No. 20 C.J. STRETCH

Age: 24

Size: 5-foot-11, 195

Hometown: Irvine, Calif.

2012-13 (Ontario, ECHL; OKC, AHL): Stretch, a free agent signee last season who was a key contributor during the Barons' playoff run, will be the center on the No. 3 line. Stretch scored 70 points in 77 games, including eight points in 17 games with OKC during the regular season.

No. 22 KALE KESSY

Age: 20

Size: 6-foot-3, 202

Hometown: KShaunavon, SK (Canada)

2012-13 (Medicine Hat, Vancouver, WHL): Another candidate that could be sent to Double-A, Kessy scored 43 points in 60 games last season in the WHL.

No. 23 LINUS OMARK

Age: 26

Size: 5-foot-10, 187

Hometown: Overtornea, Sweden

2012-13 (EV Zug, Switzerland): A member of the Barons in 2010-11 and 2011-12, Omark returns to North America to be the top threat on the No. 1 line. Omark has played in 65 NHL games and scored 47 points in 46 games during his two seasons in OKC.

No. 25 ERICK LIZON

Age: 27

Size: 6-foot-4, 225

Hometown: Kitchener, ON (Canada)

2012-13 (Wichita, CHL; OKC, AHL): A tough guy with muscle, Lizon scored only five points in 47 games last season with 105 penalty minutes.

No. 28 RYAN JONES

Age: 29

Size: 6-foot-1, 208

Hometown: Chatman, ON (Canada)

2012-13 (Edmonton, NHL): Jones appeared in 27 games with the Oilers last season and will be on the No. 3 line in an attempt to return to the NHL. Jones has scored 94 points in 282 career NHL games over the past five seasons.

No. 36 PHILLIP LARSEN

Age: 23

Size: 6-foot, 182

Hometown: Esbjerg, Denmark

2012-13 (Lukko Rauma, Finland; Dallas NHL): A young player with upside has bounced between the AHL and NHL the past four seasons. He's scored 19 points in 95 career NHL games.

No. 37 NICHOLAS TREMBLAY

Age: 25

Size: 6-foot, 189

Hometown: Candiac, PQ (Canada)

2012-13 (Bakersfield, ECHL; Providence AHL): A candidate to be sent to Bakersfield, Tremblay scored 29 points in 34 games in Double-A and Triple-A last season.

No. N/A BEN EAGER

Age: 29

Size: 6-foot-2, 236

Hometown: Ottawa, ON (Canada)

2012-13 (Edmonton, NHL; OKC, AHL): Tough guy cleared waivers on Friday and will join the Barons this weekend. A first-round pick 11 years ago, Eager has scored 84 points and accumulated 873 penalty minutes in 400 career NHL games.

Oklahoma City Barons breakdown: A look at the team's defensemen

Mike Baldwin analyzes the Barons' defensemen, including Taylor Fedun, Martin Marincin and Brandon Davidson.

 By Michael Baldwin   Published: October 3, 2013  

Position analysis: A young but talented group of blue-liners, this unit will excel at moving the puck forward to create rushes into the offensive zone. Many of the eight defensemen in OKC are battling to see who joins the Oilers in Edmonton in the next year or two. Taylor Fedun, Martin Marincin and Brandon Davidson played key roles for the Barons last year during a playoff run to Game 7 of the Western Conference finals. The Oilers really like Klefbom, 20, who played in Sweden's pro league last season. David Musil and Martin Gernat also are talented 20-year-old blue-liners with a chance to someday play in the NHL. Joey Leach has some upside. Brad Hunt provides some experience.

No. 3 BRANDON DAVIDSON

Age: 22

Size: 6-foot-1, 202

Hometown: Lethbridge, AB (Canada)

2012-13 (OKC, AHL; Stockton, ECHL): Sidelined for three months last season while undergoing treatments for testicular cancer, Davidson was a rock down the stretch and the playoffs. He scored 17 points in 37 games.

No. 6 DAVID MUSIL

Age: 20

Size: 6-foot-3, 196

Hometown: Calgary, AB (Canada)

2012-13 (Vancouver, Edmonton, WHL): A star in the WHL last season (31 points in 62 games), Musil skipping Double-A is a sign of his potential.

No. 8 OSCAR KLEFBOM

Age: 20

Size: 6-foot-3, 204

Hometown: Karlstad, Sweden

2012-13 (Farjestads, Sweden): A first-round draft pick in 2011, the 19th overall selection, Klefbom is one of the Oilers' top prospects. One key is how quickly he adapts from European hockey to more physical play and smaller rinks in the AHL.

No. 21 MARTIN MARINCIN

Age: 21

Size: 6-foot-4, 188

Hometown: Kosice, Slovakia

2012-13 (OKC, AHL): A second-round pick in 2010, Marincin posted one of the top plus/minus ratings in the AHL last season (plus-20) to move onto Edmonton's radar.

No. 24 JOEY LEACH

Age: 21

Size: 6-foot-4, 200

Hometown: Wadena, SK (Canada)

2012-13 (Kootenay, WHL): Leach played in one game late last season with the Barons after a standout season in the WHL (34 points in 64 games).

No. 27 TAYLOR FEDUN

Age: 25

Size: 6-foot-1, 210

Hometown: Edmonton, AB (Canada)

2012-13 (OKC, AHL): The Princeton graduate got off to a slow start his rookie season, when he was only a year removed from a horrific broken leg. But in the final three months, Fedun showed why he's close to the NHL. He was third among OKC defensemen with 27 points.

No. 29 BRAD HUNT

Age: 25

Size: 5-foot-9, 174

Hometown: Maple Ridge, AB (Canada)

2012-13 (Chicago, AHL): On a young team, Hunt is a veteran, although he's just 15 months away from playing at Bemidji State University. Hunt scored 33 points in 65 games last season with the Chicago Wolves.

No. 40 MARTIN GERNAT

Age: 20

Size: 6-foot-5, 187

Hometown: Kosice, Slovakia

2012-13 (Edmonton, WHL): A big, young defenseman, Gernat can still add some pounds/muscle to a good frame. Gernat (pronounced grrr-nat) could take a big step moving up Edmonton's organizational depth chart with a solid season in OKC.

Oklahoma City Barons breakdown: A look at the team's goaltenders

Mike Baldwin analyzes the Barons' goaltenders, Richard Bachman and Olivier Roy.

 By Michael Baldwin   Published: October 3, 2013  

Position analysis: Goaltending should be a strength, especially when Richard Bachman is in net. Bachman has spent the past two seasons in the NHL and was one of the AHL's top goalies three years ago with the Texas Stars. Olivier Roy, the Barons' backup last season, must show more consistency or Roy could be replaced by Ty Rimmer who starts the season in Double-A.

No. 30 RICHARD BACHMAN

Age: 26

Size: 5-foot-10, 176

Hometown: Salt Lake City

2012-13 (Dallas, NHL): Kari Lehtonen's backup the past two seasons, Bachman joins a new organization for the first time since he was a fourth-round pick in 2006. Bachman was 14-10-1 with a 2.94 GAA and .901 save percentage his two seasons with Dallas.

No. 31 OLIVIER ROY

Age: 22

Size: 6-foot-0, 180

Hometown: Amqui, PQ (Canada)

2012-13 (OKC, AHL; Stockton, ECHL): It's a big year for Roy, who could get passed by the two Double-A goalies in the system if he doesn't take his game to the next level. But Roy's overall stats last year with the Barons (9-9-1, 2.77 GAA, .902 saves percentage) were solid.

Barons goaltender Richard Bachman sees huge opportunity in Oklahoma City

After two seasons as the Dallas Stars' backup goalie, Richard Bachman will see plenty of playing time in OKC this season.

 By Michael Baldwin   Published: October 3, 2013  

Most players who have spent the past two seasons in the NHL would be bummed to return to the American Hockey League.

Richard Bachman, the Oklahoma City Barons' No. 1 goaltender, views it as an opportunity.

Photo - Goaltender Richard Bachman, goalie with Dallas Stars past two years, will be the Barons' No. 1 goalie this year. Photo taken Wednesday, Oct. 2, 2013. Photo by Jim Beckel, The Oklahoman.

Goaltender Richard Bachman, goalie with Dallas Stars past two years, will be the Barons' No. 1 goalie this year. Photo taken Wednesday, Oct. 2, 2013. Photo by Jim Beckel, The Oklahoman.

A huge opportunity.

After being the Dallas Stars' backup goalie for the past two years, Bachman will be in net when the Barons open the 2013-14 season against the Charlotte Checkers on Friday night at the Cox Convention Center. Two two teams meet again Saturday night.

For the past two years, OKC hockey fans were spoiled by Yann Danis, who led the Barons to back-to-back trips to the Western Conference finals. Danis was the 2012 AHL Goaltender of the Year.

“We replaced one great goaltender with another great goaltender,” said Barons general manager Bill Scott. “We're in good shape in net. Richard has won at the AHL and NHL levels. You have to have good goaltending and he'll be very good for us.”

One could argue the Barons upgraded with Bachman, who was 14-10-1 with a 2.94 goals against average backing up Kari Lehtonen the past two seasons in Dallas. Three years ago, Bachman was 28-19-5 with a 2.20 GAA and .927 saves percentage for the Texas Stars.

“We saw him firsthand that year he played in Texas,” said Barons coach Todd Nelson. “He played very well against us. He's a lot like Yann except he's a lot younger.”

Bachman, 26, is one of three NHL-tested goalies in the Edmonton Oilers system. Devan Dubnyk, 27, enters his third season as Edmonton's No. 1 goaltender. The Oilers signed Phoenix Coyotes backup Jason LaBarbera, a 33-year-old career backup, to a one-year $1 million deal.

Some believe Bachman is a better fit for Edmonton. But in pro sports, contracts often take precedence. LaBarbera signed a one-way deal. Bachman signed a two-way contract — $650,000 if he's in the NHL, $225,000 if he plays all season with the Barons.

So why is Bachman excited?

All three goalies are free agents after the season. Dubnyk must prove he's an upper-tier goalie, or the Oilers might go in a different direction next season. Bachman feels he's competing for Edmonton's backup job even if he has to wait until the 2014-15 season.

Bachman had limited NHL options. A key variable in his decision was Edmonton is a team on the rise.

“They're poised to be really good real soon,” Bachman said. “I know they're preaching they're done rebuilding, they want to win now. To be part of something like that could be something special.”

One advantage to playing in Triple-A is getting more ice time. Bachman started 13 games last season for Dallas during the strike-shortened season and made 18 starts the previous season.

A fourth-round pick by Dallas in 2006, Bachman has spent the past four seasons in the Stars' organization but he hasn't made more than 35 starts since he was in net 55 games in the AHL three years ago.

“Everyone's goal is to be in the NHL but I feel I'm still developing. The best way to do that is go play,” Bachman said. “In the NHL I might get a game every three weeks. Here I can get into a rhythm. I'm excited about that.”

The Barons essentially are replacing Danis with a younger version of Danis. Both are around 5-foot-10, undersized in an era in which some goaltenders are 6-foot-6.

“Bigger goalies can compensate by just getting their bodies across (the crease),” Nelson said. “Smaller goalies have to be much more efficient. Even if they're quick, going side-to-side it's more of a challenge because they're smaller.”

Bachman is a Salt Lake City native who grew up in Denver.

Bachman, who has a twin brother living in Moore, is happy to be with Oklahoma City, viewed as one of the top places to play in the 30-team AHL because of Bricktown living accommodations, good facilities and highly competitive teams.

“This is a top-notch organization,” Bachman said. “They treat the guys very well. It's a great city. No question Oklahoma City being Edmonton's Triple-A affiliate factored into my decision.”

The safe play for the Oilers was to stash Bachman in Triple-A and go with LaBarbera. When Bachman fell into their lap it allowed Danis, 32, to sign with Philadelphia where he will play for the Flyers' Triple-A team in Adirondack.

One factor in Bachman's favor long-term is Edmonton has committed $18 million a year to Jordan Eberle, Taylor Hall and Ryan Nugent-Hopkins through 2017-18. Sometime this season, the Oilers will likely pay big bucks to re-sign defenseman Justin Schultz, a restricted free agent.

“When you're a free agent you really never know what might happen,” Bachman said. “Sometimes opportunities suddenly present themselves whether it's performance based or an injury on contracts. Your goal is to be ready if they need you.

“I wanted to put myself in a spot I could succeed. That's why this is a great opportunity. Not only is Edmonton on its way up, Oklahoma City always is one of the best AHL teams which helps you get better and look better. I'm really looking forward to getting the season started.”

OKC Barons: Defense will be the Barons' strong point

A talented group of defenseman and veteran goaltender Richard Bachman should be a winning formula.

 By Michael Baldwin   Published: September 30, 2013  

Bolstered by some of the Edmonton Oilers' top young stars, the Oklahoma City Barons were an offensive juggernaut during the NHL lockout last season. But the offensive firepower didn't make a huge impact on the standings.

The Barons scored 111 goals in 34 games when Jordan Eberle, Justin Schultz, Taylor Hall and Ryan Nugent-Hopkins were in OKC. The Pittsburgh Penguins, averaging 3.38 goals per game, were the only NHL team to average more goals than the Fab Four-led Barons (3.26).

But because the Barons also allowed 101 goals the first three months, Oklahoma City was in eighth place in the Western Conference standings when the NHL lockout ended.

Surprisingly, the Barons were the American Hockey League's hottest team after Eberle, Schultz and Co. returned to the NHL.

Oklahoma City was 18-12-4 during the NHL lockout, 22-13-7 the final three months.

It was a reminder the best formula for winning hockey games is good goaltending and solid defense.

Taylor Fedun, Brandon Davidson and Martin Marincin, three young defensemen that played key roles in the Barons' run to the Western Conference finals, return for the 2013-14 season, which begins Friday and Saturday at the Cox Convention Center against the Charlotte Checkers.

OKC's defense also features Oscar Klefbom, a 20-year-old first-round pick that might join the Oilers at some point this season; Joey Leach, 21, who posted an astonishing plus-96 rating in five WHL seasons; and Brad Hunt, 25, who played the past two seasons with the AHL Chicago Wolves.

“I think our defensive corps is going to be our strong point,” Davidson said. “We have some young guys coming in but very talented young guys like Oscar Klefbom who played well over in Europe.”

Fedun, Davidson, Marincin and Klefbom all played well in Edmonton's training camp.

“There will be a massive battle down there in Oklahoma City,” said Edmonton coach Dallas Eakins. “We want them to be good teammates and work together, but they're all competing to be the first person out of (coach) Todd Nelson's lips if we need someone.”

Fedun played well his rookie season with the Barons after overcoming a broken leg his first year out of Princeton. Davidson played well after overcoming testicular cancer during the season. Marincin posted one of the AHL's top plus/minus ratings.

“They're all progressing, but there's a big difference between an NHL defenseman and an American League defenseman,” Eakins said. “I'm new to this organization, but talking to people who saw them play, they said their improvement has been great. We need them all to continue to improve.

“This is a salary cap era. If one of those guys can unseat someone it only makes sense to bring him in to create cap space. It's in those guys' hands. They were good in camp, but it was a small sample size. Now their job is to get it done over a longer period of time.”

With offensive weapons such as Mark Arcobello, Jonathan Cheechoo, Josh Green and others playing elsewhere, the Barons early in the season will rely on their defense and Richard Bachman, the Dallas Stars backup goaltender the past two seasons.

“I think our defense has come a long way, especially since early last season,” Davidson said. “With this defense, hopefully we can get off to a good start and take it from there.”

By Michael Baldwin   Published: September 30, 2013  

The Oklahoma City Barons have assigned goaltenders Tyler Bunz and Ty Rimmer to the Bakersfield Condors in ECHL. That means Olivier Roy will be the Barons backup goalie behind Richard Bachman, the Dallas Stars backup goaltender the past two seasons.

Roy, 22, was Yann Danis' backup part of last season. Roy went 9-9-1 with a 2.77 goals against average with the Barons. Bunz, 21, spent last season in Double-A.

Rimmer, 24, broke a 24-year-old Lethbridge record for saves in a season (2,106) last year in the Western Junior Hockey League, going 24-30-10 with a 3.19 GAA and .912 saves percentage.

Dallas Stars shut out Edmonton Oilers at Cox Center

 By Michael Baldwin   Published: September 27, 2013  

The Edmonton Oilers approached Friday night's preseason finale at the Cox Convention Center as a dress rehearsal for Tuesday night's season opener. The Stars sat many of their top-line players after playing Thursday night in Dallas.

So what happened? The Stars' “B” team notched a 4-0 win in front of 8,841 fans even though the Oilers played No. 1 goaltender Devan Dubnyk and the Stars went with backup Dan Ellis.

“In a lot of areas they out-battled us,” said Oilers forward Jordan Eberle. “I don't think our structure was 100 percent there. This is definitely a wake-up call as far as what we need to do before Tuesday.”

The Oilers open the regular season Tuesday night at home against Winnipeg.

Austin Smith, Luke Gazdic, Vernon Fiddler and Brett Ritchie scored goals for the Stars, who outshot the Oilers 29-20.

STINKY DIAPERS

Edmonton entered Friday's game with the NHL's best preseason record, but the finale was a clunker.

“I have a couple of assistant coaches that want to climb the walls,” said Edmonton coach Dallas Eakins. “All I said is it was good that this happened. It's good to let our team know that our diapers do stink. That's not going to happen again.

“I let our players know that was their free pass. If this was Oct. 1 (the season opener) I would have shortened that bench down really fast. Guys who weren't doing what was being asked of them would be on the bench.”

YOUNG STARS SHOW VETERANS OKC

Four young Oilers played last season in Oklahoma City during the NHL lockout. In addition to making community appearances while in OKC the past three days, Taylor Hall, Justin Schultz, Ryan Nugent-Hopkins and Eberle showed veteran teammates Bricktown.

“We hit some old spots,” Hall said. “We didn't have our bikes like we did when we were here. But it was neat to come back. It's weird when you never think you'll be back in a place and sure enough you're back. We had a lot of fun while we were here. It was great to see everyone again.”

SPLIT CROWD

Over the years, the Stars have been the most popular team in the Oklahoma City area due to the proximity to Dallas. But with the Oklahoma City Barons being Edmonton's Triple-A affiliate, the Oilers were the home team. There were Stars jerseys throughout the crowd. “Stars” was chanted during the national anthem, a sure indicator of Dallas hockey fans. There were loud cheers following all four Stars goals. The Oilers had more fans, but it was hard to discern since they never scored.

OIL SPILLS

Down 3-0, Eakins said he pulled Dubnyk with over seven minutes left to try to spark a rally. The Stars, though, scored an empty-net goal with 7:26 remaining that sent some fans to the exits. ... While their NHL parent team was using their home arena for a preseason game, the Barons played the first of two preseason games Friday night in Austin. The Barons open the season Oct. 4-5 at home against the Charlotte Checkers. ... Veteran forward Ryan Jones has cleared waivers and will open the season with the Barons. Jones, who played in 195 games with Edmonton the past three years, signed a $1.5 million one-year deal with the Oilers but was beat out by Jesse Joensuu and Ryan Hamilton. Tough man Steve MacIntyre, who the Oilers signed last week, left Friday's game with a sprained knee and did not return. ... The Barons give away a new vehicle at every Saturday home game. They made an exception for the NHL Showcase. Amy Hard won the first new vehicle of the season, a Dodge Charger. ... The first 2,000 adults and 1,000 kids 12-and-under received vouchers for a Barons replica practice jersey. The jerseys were planned to be given away at Friday's game but weren't available due to a shipping delay.
Oklahoma City Barons' all-time leading scorer Mark Arcobello finally getting shot at steady NHL minutes

At age 25, the all-time leading scorer in Barons history finally is getting an opportunity to play steady NHL minutes.

 By Michael Baldwin   Published: September 27, 2013  

Nothing against Oklahoma City Barons fans, but American Hockey League All-Star center Mark Arcobello hopes Friday night's NHL preseason game is his final time to play on the Cox Convention Center ice.

At age 25, the all-time leading scorer in Barons history finally is getting an opportunity to play steady NHL minutes.

A “bubble” candidate to make Edmonton's roster entering training camp, Arcobello played well in preseason. In Friday's NHL Showcase, a Dallas Stars 4-0 win over the Edmonton Oilers in front of 8,841 fans, Arcobello was on a line with Jordan Eberle and Finland winger Jesse Joensuu.

“My only focus right now is that first game (Tuesday night) of the regular season,” Arcobello said. “I'm hungry. I've been waiting for this chance for a while. I'm going to make the most of it.”

It could be an extended “tryout” for Acrobello.

Edmonton's No. 1 center Ryan Nugent-Hopkins will miss a month recovering from offseason shoulder surgery. Oilers No. 2 center Sam Gagner might be sidelined two months with a broken jaw. To help fill the void, Taylor Hall has moved to center on the No. 1 line.

“It's unfortunate what happened to Gags but it's an opportunity for me,” Arcobello said. “Hopefully I take advantage of it.”

The all-time leader in points and goals in the Barons' three-year history in OKC, Arcobello finished the preseason second on the Oilers roster in shots (13). He was third in scoring with four points in six games.

“I was on the same line with Arco when Nuge went to the world (juniors) last year around Christmas,” Eberle said. “A lot of times we actually did a lot better with Arco. ... It's great to see him get a shot.”

The Yale product from Milford, Conn., gained invaluable experience playing with Eberle, Hall, Nugent-Hopkins and Justin Schultz, who played in Oklahoma City during the NHL lockout.

“That definitely helped me to gain experience with those guys,” Arcobello said. “In (training) camp I knew exactly what to expect. It also helped knowing some guys in the locker room.”

With Nugent-Hopkins and Gagner sidelined, Arcobello suddenly becomes a spotlight player for the Oilers, who are trying to end a seven-year playoff drought, the longest in the NHL.

“Those guys are great players but this team still has a lot of firepower,” Arcobello said. “I'm just trying to chip in whenever I can and do my part.”

Arcobello finished third in the AHL in scoring last season (68 points) to help lead the Barons to the Western Conference finals for the second consecutive season. He had the last-second, game-winning assist in the AHL All-Star game. Three years ago he was the MVP of the ECHL All-Star Game.

The knock on Arcobello is he's too small (5-foot-9, 165 pounds) to withstand the rigors of an 82-game season, night after night exchanging blows with NHL defensemen 30 to 40 pounds heavier.

During pregame starting lineup introductions Friday night, Arcobello was dwarfed by Joensuu, his 6-foot-4 linemate, and Schultz, a 6-foot-2 defenseman.

Eberle, 5-foot-10, 175, heard some of the same concerns during his junior days. Eberle evolved into a first-round pick who has scored 156 points in 195 NHL games and could play for Team Canada in next year's Winter Olympics.

“I've been through that,” Eberle said. “All throughout my career I heard, ‘He's too small. He's never going to make it to the bigs.' It motivated me. I'm sure it motivates Arco, too. He's proven he's a really good player.”

Arcobello wasn't even drafted. He signed a two-year, entry-level contract with Edmonton in 2011 after scoring 116 points his four seasons at Yale.

As a pro, Arcobello's impact was felt from the get-go. After being named an All-Star at Double-A Stockton, Arcobello the past 2 1/2 seasons has scored 133 points, including 83 assists, with the Barons.

Arcobello made his NHL debut last season. He appeared in one game with the Oilers before being sent back to Oklahoma City.

This time Arcobello should stay much longer, but he knows he must prove himself in October or he could end up back with the Barons.

“Oklahoma City is a great place to play. I love this city. I've enjoyed my time here,” Arcobello said. “No one knows what may happen going forward but hopefully I can stay up in the NHL. I have confidence I can play at that level. I just have to go do it.”
By Michael Baldwin  Modified: September 26, 2013 at 10:00 pm • 
Published: September 25, 2013  

When four of the Edmonton Oilers top young players opened the 2012-13 season in Oklahoma City during the lockout, they were touted as some of the best future stars in the National Hockey League.

ESPN agrees.

Jordan Eberle, Taylor Hall, Ryan Nugent-Hopkins and Justin Schultz return to OKC for an NHL preseason game Friday night at the Cox Convention Center when the Oilers play the Dallas Stars.

The Oilers will practice Thursday at the Cox Center from 12:30-2:30 p.m., which is open to the public.

“It will be a lot of fun to go back and have some time to see some of the places we went to all the time last year when were in Oklahoma City,” Eberle said. “We all have some good memories there.”

Earlier this week, ESPN ranked the top 25 players in the NHL under the age of 25.

Edmonton was the only team with more than two players on the list. The Oilers had four.

Hall was ranked No. 5, Eberle No. 12 and Nugent-Hopkins No. 17.

The other Oiler to make the list was Sam Gagner, who was ranked No. 25 but will be sidelined early in the season after suffering a broken jaw in a preseason game. Nugent-Hopkins, who underwent offseason shoulder surgery, also will start the year on injured reserve.

Hall, 22, was the No. 1 overall pick in the 2010 draft. Only Patrick Kane (230 points) and Alex Ovechkin (198) have scored more points from the wing from age 19 through 21 than Hall (145). Due to injuries, Hall is moving to center, a position he played in juniors.

Eberle, 23, has scored 156 points in 195 NHL games. He put on a show during his three-month stint in OKC. Eberle scored 51 points, including 25 goals, in only 34 games with the Barons. Eberle was so dominant that he remained the AHL scoring leader for six more weeks after the NHL lockout ended.

Schultz, 23, dazzled in OKC. The rookie from Wisconsin University was on pace to shatter every league scoring record for a defenseman. Despite playing only 45 percent of the season, Schultz was named the AHL Defenseman of the Year, the first time in the league's 55-year history a rookie won the award.

Nugent-Hopkins, 20, played in only 19 games with the Barons, joining Canada's national team for the World Juniors during the holidays. Nugent-Hopkins has scored 76 points in 102 NHL games.

Speaking of international competition, Eberle and Hall both are viable candidates to play for Team Canada in the 2014 Winter Olympics next season.

First-year Edmonton coach Dallas Eakins told Oilers website writer Chris Westcott that the preseason game Friday night in OKC is beneficial as both a tuneup for the Oilers' season opener on Tuesday and an opportunity to showcase the team in the Triple-A affiliate's home arena.

“It's good on a number of levels,” Eakins said. “First and foremost, to go down and support the ownership group that runs that team, to have the big team come in is good for the fan base to see some NHL players and guys that have come through the organization.”
OKC Barons/Edmonton Oilers: Justin Schultz looking forward to OKC return

The Oilers will play the Dallas Stars on Friday night at the Cox Convention Center in an NHL preseason finale for both teams.

 By Michael Baldwin   Published: September 26, 2013  
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At Barons training camp last October, former Edmonton Oilers general manager Steve Tambellini cautioned it might take a little time for rookie defenseman Justin Schultz to adjust to professional hockey following a three-year college career at Wisconsin.

Turned out, American Hockey League opponents had difficulty adjusting to Schultz, an offensive defenseman who quarterbacked a potent power play.

The Oilers will play the Dallas Stars on Friday night at the Cox Convention Center in an NHL preseason finale for both teams.

“I'm looking forward to it,” Schultz said. “We can go back to some of the places we hung out. It was a lot of fun on and off the ice in Oklahoma City.”

It's always fun when you fill up a stat sheet.

On pace to shatter every scoring record for a defenseman in the AHL's 55-year history, Schultz was named the AHL Defenseman of the Year. It was the first time in league history a rookie won the Eddie Shore Trophy.

Schultz won the award even though he played in only 45 percent of the games. He joined the Oilers in early January after the lockout ended.

“That surprised me since I missed more than half the season,” Schultz said. “I felt honored to get an award like that. I owe a lot to my teammates. They scored a ton of goals.”

Schultz did his share of scoring. Named the AHL Player of the Month in October, the AHL Rookie of the Month in November, Schultz scored 18 goals and added 30 assists.

Accumulating 48 points in 34 games are insane stats for a defenseman.

Schultz was so dominant that when the NHL lockout ended he was second in the AHL in scoring behind Barons and Oilers teammate Jordan Eberle. Schultz tied for the AHL defensemen scoring title with Bridgeport's Matt Donovan, the Edmond native, even though Donovan played twice as many games (75).

Schultz excelled as the point man on an elite power play unit.

“It's safe to say he took the league by storm,” said Barons coach Todd Nelson. “He scored the game-winner the second game and never looked back. His scoring pace for a defenseman in this league was unmatched.”

Tambellini's cautionary warning did apply to the NHL, at least the final two months.

Starting his pro career in Oklahoma City at age 22, Schultz played 76 pro games last year, nearly double the number of games he played at Wisconsin.

Statistical trends revealed the 6-foot-2, 190-pound blue liner hit the wall. That's not uncommon for rookies. The final two months, his production dropped off.

“I didn't feel like I was worn down, but looking back it was a lot longer season than I was used to,” Schultz said. “But that will benefit me. I worked out to get stronger. This season I know what to expect.”

Despite the late-season fade, Schultz led all AHL rookie defensemen in goals (eight), assists (19) and points (27). He was just the seventh Oiler in 30 seasons to be named to the NHL All-Rookie team.

Schultz can hold his own on the defensive end, too.

“One thing that sort of goes unnoticed is his defense,” Nelson said. “His outlet passes are exceptional.”

Most hockey analysts believe Edmonton is close to becoming a perennial playoff team. USA Today asked 29 of the NHL's top players to choose one team that will rise to become a powerhouse the next three seasons. The Oilers received 16 votes. No other team accumulated more than five.

Can the Oilers end an eight-year playoff drought?

“We've got a lot of talent on this team,” Schultz said. “We're excited about the future. If we keep working hard we can be right in the thick of (the playoff chase).”
By Michael Baldwin   Published: September 25, 2013  

ARCOBELLO MAKES OILERS ROSTER

Center Mark Arcobello, an AHL All-Star last season with the Oklahoma City Barons, has made the Edmonton Oilers roster. With centers Ryan Nugent-Hopkins (offseason shoulder surgery) and Sam Gagner (broken jaw) sidelined, Arcobello will have an opportunity to make an impression early in the season.

Photo - AHL HOCKEY PLAYOFFS: Oklahoma City's Mark Arcobello (26) gets the puck past Texas' Kevin Connauton (4) during the conference semifinal hockey game between the Oklahoma City Barons and the Texas Stars at the Cox Convention Center on Wednesday, May 15, 2013 in Oklahoma City, Okla. Photo by Chris Landsberger, The Oklahoman

AHL HOCKEY PLAYOFFS: Oklahoma City's Mark Arcobello (26) gets the puck past Texas' Kevin Connauton (4) during the conference semifinal hockey game between the Oklahoma City Barons and the Texas Stars at the Cox Convention Center on Wednesday, May 15, 2013 in Oklahoma City, Okla. Photo by Chris Landsberger, The Oklahoman

Scoring four points in five preseason games, Arcobello will open the season on the Oilers' No. 2 or No. 3 line. Last season with the Barons, Arcobello finished third in the AHL with 68 points, including 46 assists.

FEDUN, PITLICK, LANDER SENT TO OKC

After Edmonton's preseason game win Tuesday night over the New York Rangers, the Oilers sent three players to OKC — defenseman Taylor Fedun and forwards Tyler Pitlick and Anton Lander, although Fedun must clear waivers to officially join the Barons.

Fedun had an impressive training camp, logging four assists in three games. Combined with strong overall play, Fedun probably is the top candidate to be recalled if one of Edmonton's seven defensemen is sidelined.

Pitlick had a strong camp but must provide more offense. Pitlick scored only three goals and 10 points in 44 games with the Barons but should have more opportunities on one of OKC's top two lines. Lander scored 20 points, including nine goals, in 47 games last season with the Barons.

OIL SPILLS ...

With only 24 healthy bodies, the Oilers have only one more cut to make, a winger. ... Linus Omark, 26, has cleared waivers and will headline the Barons' No. 1 line. Omark appeared in 46 games with the Barons and played in 65 games with Edmonton in 2010-11 and 2011-12 but played last season in the Swiss pro league. ... The Oilers have won four consecutive preseason games. Edmonton is 5-1-1 heading into Friday night's preseason finale in OKC. ... Darnell Nurse, an 18-year-old defenseman, is the nephew of former Eagles quarterback Donovan McNabb. Nurse turned heads in Edmonton's training camp and almost made Edmonton's roster. Nurse was sent back to juniors but could reappear with the Barons or Oilers late this season.
OKC Barons sign goaltender Ty Rimmer

By Mike Baldwin |  Published: Tue, Sep 24, 2013  

The Oklahoma City Barons signed goaltender Ty Rimmer to an American Hockey League contract on Tuesday. It might be more than a training camp transaction. The Barons' No. 1 goalie will be Richard Bachman, a 26-year-old NHL veteran who started 32 games with the Dallas Stars the past two years. But the backup spot could be up for grabs. Olivier Roy, 22, was Yann Danis' backup last season. Roy went 9-9-1 with a solid 2.77 goals-against average, but Roy was inconsistent in the Edmonton Oilers' training camp. Tyler Bunz, Edmonton's top goalie in Double-A last season, might get a shot at age 21. Rimmer, 24, is a dark horse candidate but made a strong impression in training camp. Rimmer broke a 24-year-old Lethbridge record for saves in a season (2,106) last year in the Western Hockey League. In 65 games with the Hurricanes, Rimmer was 24-30-10 with a 3.19 GAA and a .912 saves percentage.

Asked after Monday's practice who has an edge for the backup job, Barons coach Todd Nelson quipped: “Whoever stops shots.”
Look for lots of turnover on Barons' roster

 By Michael Baldwin  Modified: September 23, 2013 at 6:00 pm • 
Published: September 23, 2013  

When the Edmonton Oilers' top young stars played in Oklahoma City last year during the NHL lockout, it forced players such as 2011-12 American Hockey League All-Star Philippe Cornet to start the season in Double-A.

“Last year was unique,” said Barons coach Todd Nelson. “You just don't see work stoppages where three first-round picks and a coveted free agent that all 30 NHL teams wanted come down to play in the AHL. That will never happen again.”

The Barons open training camp Monday morning at the Cox Convention Center. Many of the players at Monday's first practice eventually will be cut or reassigned to Double-A affiliate Bakersfield (Calif.) in the ECHL. Some of the Barons top players will be players cut later this week by the Edmonton Oilers.

“There's been quite a bit of turnover. We'll be very young, but I think we'll have a really good hockey team,” Nelson said. “Competition (for roster spots) will be really good. Watching some of Edmonton's preseason games, a lot of guys are playing well. Some of them eventually will be here.”

Here's what the Barons roster might look like when they open the 2013-14 season at home Oct. 4-5 against Charlotte:

Forwards: If Edmonton cuts Linus Omark, the former Baron would highlight OKC's No. 1 line. Other players in Edmonton's camp that might be cut include Barons veterans Ben Eager, Mark Arcobello, Anton Lander, Tyler Pitlick or Curtis Hamilton.

Others on the Edmonton bubble include 28-year-old NHL veteran Mike Brown; former Toronto Maple Leaf Will Acton and AHL veteran Matt Ford.

The Oilers like Jesse Joensuu, a 25-year-old center from Finland, but he might need some AHL seasoning. Among players currently on the Barons roster, Andrew Miller scored the overtime game-winning goal for Yale in last year's NCAA championship game.

Ryan Martindale and C.J. Stretch, return from last year's team that reached the Western Conference finals. Derek Nesbitt and Cameron Abney have a good shot to stick. Kale Kessy, 20, is an intriguing prospect who could start the season in OKC or Bakersfield. Austin Fyten, 22, also is fighting for a roster spot. Travis Ewanyk, 20, is also in the mix.

Defensemen: A couple of OKC's top defensemen are still on Edmonton's roster. Taylor Fedun, who proved last year with the Barons he's overcome a horrific broken leg he suffered two years ago, is on the bubble. Other defensemen the Oilers might cut include Corey Potter and Antov Belov, a highly regarded prospect from Russia.

On Sunday, the Oilers reassigned three defensemen, including AHL veteran Brad Hunt and Oscar Klefbom, a first-round pick out of Sweden in 2011. Another Edmonton cut on Sunday was Martin Marincin, who posted one of the AHL's top plus/minus ratings (+20) last season with the Barons.

Already with the Barons, Brandon Davidson returns. Martin Gernat, 20, is one of the Oilers' top prospects. Joey Leach, 21, might stick or start with Double-A Bakersfield.

Goalies: The Barons' No. 1 goalie will be Richard Bachman, a 26-year-old NHL veteran who started 32 games with the Dallas Stars the past two years. Bachman signed a contract worth $225,000 if he plays in OKC, $650,000 if he's promoted to the NHL.

Bachman was cut by Edmonton but must clear waivers to officially join the Barons. Tyler Bunz might have more upside, but Olivier Roy most likely returns as the Barons' backup.
Edmonton Oilers' Jordan Eberle fondly recalls his Oklahoma City Barons days

Edmonton's young star returns to OKC on Friday for preseason finale against Dallas.

 By Michael Baldwin   Published: September 21, 2013  
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Fifty-two seconds into the final period of a Barons win last December, fans threw hats onto the ice after Jordan Eberle scored his third goal of the night to record his first professional hat trick. Playing in Oklahoma City during the NHL lockout, Eberle chipped in an assist that night and scored another goal, an empty-netter.

Eberle's four-goal game a week before Christmas was the highlight of his remarkable run in the American Hockey League.

The Edmonton Oilers' talented 23-year-old right winger was so dominant he still owned the league scoring lead six weeks later despite rejoining the Oilers in early January.

Eberle and the other young stars who played in Oklahoma City last year return to the Cox Convention Center on Friday night when the Edmonton Oilers face the Dallas Stars in both teams' NHL preseason finale.

“I'm excited,” Eberle said. “We were there four months. I met a lot of people we'll get to see. We also can show some of the Edmonton guys things we've talked about, where we lived, things we did. Those were some good memories.”

Scoring 51 points in 34 games, Eberle finished among the league leaders in goals (25) despite playing only 40 percent of the AHL season.

“Jordan is a very special player in the NHL who is highly skilled. He has a knack of scoring goals,” said Barons coach Todd Nelson. “People in Oklahoma City need to realize a player like that will never play here again. It was a unique season, an unbelievable player who played at this level.”

In a combined 82 games with the Barons and Oilers, Eberle compiled 88 points, including 41 goals.

What stood out those three months the young stars played in OKC was the Barons' power play was exceptional, a weapon Edmonton's young core transferred to the NHL.

“I'm still a young guy. Just getting a chance to continue to develop my all-around play gave me a lot of confidence,” Eberle said. “Taking three or four months off would have been the worst thing for us.”

The time in Oklahoma City turned out to be a fun four-month adventure, a nice change of pace. When Eberle, Ryan Nugent-Hopkins, Taylor Hall and Justin Schultz talked about mid-60s days in November and December, they smiled, knowing it was a stark contrast to snowy, chilly forecasts back in Edmonton. One perk to playing in OKC was golf season was extended.

Eberle is a scratch golfer. He and his buddies played numerous rounds, many at nearby Lincoln Park, before it finally got too cold a few weeks before the lockout ended.

But the primary benefit to playing in OKC was Eberle and company laced up their skates while frustrated NHL veterans listened to rhetoric from the players' union and NHL Commissioner Gary Bettman. At one point Eberle was convinced he might play all season with the Barons.

“Oklahoma City was the best option,” Eberle said. “It's good hockey. It was good we all got to play together. All of us got to work on our games. It was a great steppingstone to get to play together.”

Already possessing superior puck-handling skills, Eberle worked on finer points in the AHL, which promoted itself as the best hockey in North America during the lockout.

“I had played in the American League before so I knew what to expect,” Eberle said. “It's a tough league. There are a lot of guys that have played in the NHL. I knew it wouldn't be easy, but knew it would be easier coming in with Taylor and Nuge.”

Eberle and his Edmonton pals made it look easy, especially on the power play.

Rookie defenseman Justin Schultz made a smashing pro debut, racking up eye-popping stats as the power-play quarterback. While in OKC, the Barons' power play scored 39 goals in 34 games.

Eberle, 23, is the veteran on the Oilers' talented, but still extremely young, No. 1 line. Hall, 21, and Nugent-Hopkins, 20, are younger than juniors and seniors in college but already have played a combined 273 NHL games.

Hall and Nugent-Hopkins were No. 1 overall picks. Schultz, a defenseman, was worthy of a high pick after he used a loophole to sign with the Oilers following a three-year career at the University of Wisconsin.

Getting a year or two head start on his linemates, Eberle, the 22nd overall selection in the 2008 draft, has been the most consistent of the young stars. Labeled “too small” in his junior days, Eberle, at 5-foot-10 and 180 pounds, has played big since turning pro.

Eberle represented Edmonton in the 2012 All-Star Game. He's a viable candidate to play for Team Canada in next year's Winter Olympics. Last summer he signed a $36 million, six-year extension.

“He's got good habits,” hockey guru Billy Moores told the Edmonton Journal. “You would be surprised how many kids when they shoot the puck don't get squared around. You watch Jordan Eberle or Nugent-Hopkins and they don't do that. That's how they get second and third shots.”

The Oilers made slight progress last season, but the shortened 48-game season overall was as a disappointment. Edmonton management's offseason goal was to upgrade its overall depth, a glaring deficiency last season.

Can the Oilers can end a seven-year playoff drought?

USA Today surveyed 29 of the NHL's top players. They were asked to choose one team that will rise to become a powerhouse the next three seasons. The Oilers received 16 votes. No other team accumulated more than five.

“We're trying to put that rebuild tag aside,” Eberle said. “At some point, you have to step up and start winning. We've had a good training camp. I'm looking forward to this year, building off what we've done in the past.”

Part of that past was four months spent in OKC.

Eberle, Nugent-Hopkins, Schultz and Hall all purchased bicycles last year during training camp. Week after week they pedaled around Bricktown to eat dinner, catch a movie or attend a Thunder game.

“I had never been to an NBA game before,” Eberle said. “The fans in Oklahoma are so passionate about that team. The atmosphere was incredible. It was a lot of fun to experience that.”

The Oilers hope to emulate the Thunder's blueprint. They're a young team that hopes to evolve into a viable Stanley Cup contender.

“Every time someone brings up Oklahoma City we have some good laughs,” Eberle said. “We had a young team where guys liked hanging out together. It was good times.”
Sabres' John Scott would be fine with banning fighting in NHL -- staged fights, that is

October 4, 2013 - 1:40 PM

By John Vogl

John Scott says no to fights every game. He thinks they're stupid, and he'd be fine if they were outlawed.

Staged fights, that is.

"The staged fighting, the fights that don’t really mean anything, I can do without those," the Sabres' enforcer told The News today. "I know I’ve been in a few of those in my career, but there’s a time and place for every fight. Sometimes they don’t really matter. I can see where the league is coming from and the fans are coming from."

Fighting has once again become a hotly debated topic around the NHL after bad injuries to the Sabres' Corey Tropp and Montreal's George Parros. Hockey legends such as Steve Yzerman and Scotty Bowman have said it's time for fighting to go.

Scott agrees with only part of it and says heat-of-the-moment battles still have a place. 

Continue reading... 

Larsson a center of attention for tonight's home opener

October 4, 2013 - 12:02 PM

Johan 

Johan Larsson on the bench during his only previous NHL game, playing for Minnesota against Detroit on Feb. 17. (Getty Images)

 By Mike Harrington 

Much of training camp and the buildup to the season opener in Detroit was spent on the debuts of first-round draft picks Rasmus Ristolainen and Zemgus Girgensons. Tonight's home opener against the Ottawa Senators will mark the Buffalo debut of 21-year-old center Johan Larsson, another player the Sabres have high hopes for as a future building block.

With Ville Leino injured and Tyler Ennis shifted to wing, Larsson will take the ice as Buffalo's No. 2 center tonight between Ennis and Steve Ott.

"I'm really excited to go out and play," Larsson said today. "Camp was pretty good for me and that helped me build the confidence to do some work. they are two good players but they just told me to go out there and play my style and that's what I want to do.

Larsson, of course, was acquired from Minnesota last year as part of the Jason Pominville trade that also brought Matt Hackett and, as it turned out, Nikita Zadorov. His career will be closely watched as a main guy acquired in the deal for a captain.

"They really wanted me I think," Larsson said. "They told me to go out and play my style. That's the only thing I have to do. It's a great group of guys here to help me out. [Henrik] Tallinder helps me out. He's from Sweden too. You just go out, have fun." 

Continue reading... 

Glimpse of what to expect during Sabres' pregame

October 4, 2013 - 10:38 AM

Photo

By John Vogl

The Sabres have souped up their pregame ceremonies, starting with tonight's home opener against Ottawa. Here's a look at the new video screens, which are in all four corners.

The Vancouver Canucks use the screens, as this video shows. You can skip to about the 1:45 mark to see them in action.

Lather/rinse/repeat: Injured Leino out indefinitely, Larsson to play in home opener

October 3, 2013 - 2:16 PM

By Mike Harrington

Ville Leino wasn't on the ice for Sabres practice today in First Niagara Center and media antennas understandably went up. A couple players said they didn't know anything (sometimes that's true) but coach Ron Rolston then confirmed suspicions: Leino is injured again and will not play in Friday's home opener against Ottawa.

And, in fact, the cracked rib Leino suffered in the first period Wednesday in Detroit is going to keep him out indefinitely.

"It happened in the first period, probably about 3-4 shifts in," Rolston said. "It was just sore and it seized up overnight and we had it checked."

Leino played 12:36 in the game, registering no shots on goal. He was even on the ice inside the final two minutes so there were no obvious signs of injury. So for those scoring at home, that means Leino has now played nine games since the end of the 2011-12 season; he was limited to eight last year due to hip and lung injuries. 

The Leino injury means Johan Larsson will move into the lineup at center, likely with Tyler Ennis and Steve Ott. Ennis will go back to the wing. Larsson played one game for Minnesota last year and will make his Sabres debut in the home opener.

"He's going to get a good opportunity,' Rolston said. "I like everything about him. His attitude, the way he works, preparation. He's a good detail player. This will give him a good opportunity to play with some good players and show us what he can do. It's a good thing. He's ready."

After Wednesday's 0-for-7 clunker on the power play, the special teams got plenty of attention at today's practice.

"I thought we played slow on the power play," Rolston said. "I think at times I think we have to pass it in the net. We just played slow, didn't move it quick enough and once we got it out top we didn't get things down there."

Said Ennis: "We had golden opportunities there with 5-on-3 with clean ice. Those have to go in."

In other news, Marcus Foligno skated in a non-contact role and said he's targeting Tuesday's visit by Tampa Bay for his return. Zemgus Girgensons confirmed his parents had travel issues coming from Latvia and arrived in Detroit well after Wednesday's game ended, missing his first NHL goal. They were driving to Buffalo today so they could attend Friday's game.

Click below to hear Rolston's session with reporters, which opens with a salute to the Bills and includes plenty of talk about the power play Meltdown in Motown.
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Ron Rolston

Roby retiring from Sabres broadcasts after season, Brad May joining crew

October 3, 2013 - 11:28 AM

By Mike Harrington

The Sabres started a major transition on their broadcasts over the summer with the announcement that Dan Dunleavy will be replacing Rick Jeanneret in 2016. More big on-air news came today with the word that longtime analyst Mike Robitaille will be retiring after the season and former Sabres forward Brad May will join the crew this year on a limited basis before moving into Robitaille's slot in a full-time role next year.

"It’s never an easy decision to walk away from doing something that you love,” Robitaille, 65, said in a statement. “Hockey and the Sabres have been a major part of my life for the better part of 33 years and I felt now was a good time for me to step away. Many things factored into my decision, one being that the health effects from my car accident a few years back have become more of a struggle to work through. More importantly, however, is my desire to have more quality time to spend with my family.”

Robitaille, a former Buffalo defenseman who spent four of his nine NHL seasons with the Sabres, was hired in 1980 to join the Sabres radio/TV crews. He has served multiple roles and one of his most well-known was as the original host of "Hockey Hotline", the popular Empire Sports Network postgame show that reached its zenith in the late 90s and early 2000s when Robitaille was teamed with Brian Blessing. 

"Roby epitomizes hockey in Buffalo and he’s treated the fans here to more than three decades of his incredible knowledge and passion for the game,” said Sabres President Ted Black. “His insight and humor will be missed on our broadcasts next season but he will certainly be around our Sabres family for years to come. It will be special to see Roby pass the torch to Brad, who brings a similar players’ perspective to his analysis, and have another great Sabres player behind the microphone.”

May, a former Sabres first-round draft pick, will work approximately 25 road games and some home games.  He will continue to work this season for Rogers Sportsnet in Toronto, where has been an analyst for three seasons. 

“It’s very exciting to see my career come full circle,” May said. “I was drafted by the Sabres 23 years ago and now I’ll have the opportunity to come back to Buffalo to start another chapter of my hockey life and my broadcasting career. My goal is to bring my experiences as a player to the broadcasts and help fans get another perspective on the game. I was honored to have been offered this job and I’m happy to be back in Buffalo.”

May won the Stanley Cup with Anaheim in 2007 and, of course, scored one of the most famous goals in Sabres history in 1993. Do we need to explain? Nope. Do we ever need an excuse to post this video? Nope.

Sabres' postgame audio: Rolston on loss, Girgensons on first NHL goal

October 2, 2013 - 11:43 PM

By John Vogl

DETROIT -- Ron Rolston wasn't happy with the Sabres' unwillingness to shoot during their 2-1 loss to Detroit. Zemgus Girgensons was thrilled to be able to score in his NHL debut.

Hear them both here.

Ron Rolston
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Zemgus Girgensons
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Vote for the three stars

October 2, 2013 - 10:36 PM

Red Wings 2, Sabres 1 

 Pavel Datsyuk 

 Henrik Zetterberg 

 Mikael Samuelsson 

 Niklas Kronwall 

 Rasmus Ristolainen 

 Zemgus Girgensons 

View Results 

poll by twiigs.com 

Sabres Live: Pregame chat at 7:45 p.m., then in-game updates from Sabres at Red Wings

October 2, 2013 - 7:10 PM

<a href="http://www.coveritlive.com/mobile.php?option=com_mobile&task=viewaltcast&altcast_code=fcac5a0a71" >Sabres Live: Sabres at Red Wings</a> 

Sabres' Rolston returns to The Joe, this time as coach instead of fan

October 2, 2013 - 2:57 PM

By John Vogl

DETROIT -- The Red Wings moved to Joe Louis Arena in 1979-80. Ron Rolston was there.

"The first year it opened up we had season tickets, my family did in ’80," the Sabres' coach said today. "It’s obviously one of those special moments to be able to represent Buffalo Sabres, obviously the organization, but being in Joe Louis Arena and open up here. It’ll be a good night."

Tonight's game against the Red Wings will be Rolston's debut in his home rink. The Michigan native grew up an hour away in Flint and played often in Detroit. Now he wants to beat the Red Wings.

"We’re playing a team tonight that’s obviously one of the best in the league," Rolston said. "They’re fast, so we’re going to have to make sure that we control things that we can but also make sure that we’re moving our feet to be ready for the pace."

To read an in-depth profile on Rolston as he begins his first full season as head coach, click here.

Sabres' Girgensons, Ristolainen eager for NHL debuts

October 2, 2013 - 12:44 PM

By John Vogl

DETROIT -- Rasmus Ristolainen and Zemgus Girgensons were surprisingly calm Tuesday night. Ristolainen slept for 11 hours, while Girgensons said he had his best night of shut-eye in a long time.

The nerves are kicking in today, though.

Ristolainen and Girgensons will make their NHL debuts tonight when the Sabres visit the Detroit Red Wings. The uncommon poise possessed by the teenagers helped them make Buffalo's opening-night roster, but even the most mature player gets nervous for a first game.

"It should be a good one, I hope," Girgensons said this afternoon in Joe Louis Arena. "I just want to help the team, don’t mess up. Everyone’s probably nervous in their first game, not let that go in the head and just keep doing what I’ve been doing.

"The rush is going to be so high that you don’t need to do anything else to get motivated for the game. I’ve just got to go out there and do my thing."

Ristolainen has one goal for his debut.

"I hope we get that first win," he said. "That would be nice."

Girgensons will skate at left wing along with center Mikhail Grigorenko and right wing Brian Flynn. The other lines are Thomas Vanek-Cody Hodgson-Drew Stafford, Steve Ott-Tyler Ennis-Ville Leino, and Kevin Porter-Cody McCormick-Patrick Kaleta.

Ristolainen's defense partner will be Mike Weber. Christian Ehrhoff-Mark Pysyk and Henrik Tallinder-Tyler Myers make up the other pairs.

Ryan Miller will start in goal.

Red Wings' Alfredsson, Weiss ready get started with new team

October 2, 2013 - 11:27 AM

By John Vogl

DETROIT -- The Red Wings were busy this offseason, kicking off free agency by signing big-name forwards Daniel Alfredsson and Stephen Weiss. The duo is ready to debut tonight against the Sabres.

"I’m a little disappointed the game’s at 8," Weiss said this morning in Joe Louis Arena. "I’ve got a little bit more time to wait than usual. I’m just really excited. Can’t wait to get it going."

The 40-year-old Alfredsson, who's in his 18th season, will play his first game for someone other than the Ottawa Senators.

"It’s just been a process here of getting used to everything, the guys, the room, playing my first exhibition game at home here last week," said the notorious Sabres tormentor, who has 84 points in 89 career games against Buffalo. "I can’t say I’ve felt any different. It feels like you’re part of the team. Obviously, this being a great organization, it’s a lot of fun to be here.

"It’s been pretty much what I expected. They’re very professional, pay attention to details. I think we have very good skill on this team, but the basic message for everybody is if you play within the structure, we have a good foundation, our skill is going to show at the end of the night. That’s kind of the theme."

Pominville on Sabres' dual captaincy: 'I think it's weird'

October 1, 2013 - 3:32 PM

Pommer 

Jason Pominville comes back to Buffalo with the Wild on Oct. 14 (Getty Images). 

 By Mike Harrington

Former Sabres captain Jason Pominville had his role filled today by Steve Ott and Thomas Vanek, who will share the 'C' in Buffalo much like Daniel Briere and Chris Drury did from 2005-07. Pominville, of course, was on those teams and things seemed to work pretty well.

But he doesn't seem sold on the Sabres' lastest foray into a shared captaincy.

"I think it’s weird," Pominville told the Minneapolis Star-Tribune today. "They’ve done [the rotating thing] in the past. I don’t know if it’s their way of doing it. It just feels a little weird to have a couple guys. Usually you want that one guy.”

Pominville will come back to Buffalo with the Wild on Oct. 14. He continues to talk to Minnesota about a contract extension and is reportedly seeking a deal of more than $5 million per season. The Wild are being cautious. They have big contracts to pay and are expected to be major players in the Vanek sweepstakes next summer, given the fact he lives in suburban Minneapolis and was a former star at the University of Minnesota. Pominville said he'd rather not talk during the season.

"I don’t really want to have that distraction, so hopefully it can get done," he said. "If not, there's still a lot of time.

The Wild's Web site also has a story on Pominville, who delves into details of trade deadline day and says of Minnesota: 'It's starting to feel like home.'

(Updated w/audio) Vanek, Ott to share captaincy, Ehrhoff named alternate

October 1, 2013 - 12:19 PM

CaptainsBy Mike Harrington 

The Sabres threw a surprise into their captaincy announcement today, naming wingers Thomas Vanek and Steve Ott as co-captains and defenseman Christian Ehrhoff as the alternate captain.

Vanek will wear the 'C' for home games and Ott will wear it for road contests. For games they are not the captain, Vanek and Ott will join Ehrhoff as an alternate.

The announcement by coach Ron Rolston makes Vanek and Ott the 17th and 18th permanent captains in franchise history. They take over the captaincy from Jason Pominville, who was named in October, 2011 and held the role until he was traded to Minnesota at the trade deadline in April.

"We just thought both guys represented what we wanted," Rolston said. "Nothing more, nothing less than that. It's all about the influence they have on the team. Those guys are big influences on the team. We thought that was the way to go."

The Sabres, of course, had co-captains during their glory run from 2005-07 as Daniel Briere and Chris Drury shared the 'C' and generally alternated games.

Ott, 31, joined the team in July, 2012, after a trade with the Dallas Stars for longtime center Derek Roy.  Ott had nine goals, 15 assists and 93 penalty minutes while playing all 48 games for the Sabres last year, his first in Buffalo after spending the previous nine in Dallas.

"It's a tremendous honor, the ultimate honor to wear the C for this team," said Ott.

Vanek, 29, was Buffalo's first-round pick, the fifth overall, in 2003 out of the University of Minnesota. His selection came after he was named Most Outstanding Player of the Frozen Four held at then-HSBC Arena. He spent the 2004-05 season in Rochester and has been a fixture in the Buffalo lineup since.

"Obviously it means a lot to be representing this great organization with Steve and Christian," said Vanek. "It's an honor but as I've told the guys, this letter doesn't mean much if we don't do anything as a group."

Vanek had 20 goals and 21 assists in 38 games last year of the lockout-shortened season. He is a two-game 40-goal scorer, with a career high of 43 goals in the 2006-07 season. Vanek has 250 goals and 488 points in 585 career games for Buffalo. He ranks sixth in franchise history in goals and should pass both Craig Ramsay (252) and Danny Gare (267) this season. Vanek is 10th in points and a 70-point season would push him into the franchise's top five in that category as well.

Continue reading... 

Poll: Who should be the Sabres' captain?

September 30, 2013 - 4:00 PM

By John Vogl

Just two days away from the start of the NHL season, the Sabres don't have a captain. Coach Ron Rolston is expected to name one Tuesday.

"We have a lot of guys that could be in that situation for us," Rolston said today. "We’re looking for guys who are respected in the room, set examples in the room, especially with a younger team; guys who can hold those young guys in terms of their attention and help those young guys, can help them develop but also make those guys accountable.

"For us, it’s all about making sure they’re setting the standard for those younger players and the team, for that matter. That’s what we’ll be looking for."

So, who do you think fits that role for the Sabres?

J.P. Cote and Joey Mormina named as alternates for the Syracuse Crunch
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Joey Mormina, left, has typically been a pain to the Syracuse Crunch, such as when he fought the Crunch's P.C. Labrie last year. But the 6-foot-6 defenseman signed with Tampa Bay in the off-season, and on Friday he was named one the of Syracuse's alternate captains. Ellen M. Blalock/The Post-Standard 

Now that he's wearing a Syracuse Crunch jersey, defenseman Joey Mormina is a good guy in the Syracuse Crunch locker room.

Good enough, even, to wear an 'A' on his jersey for the team this season.

Mormina and J.P. Cote were announced as Syracuse alternate captains on Friday. Mike Angelidis will be the Syracuse captain for the second straight year.

Cote was an alternate for Syracuse last season. Mormina replaces Mark Barberio, a Crunch alternate last year who made the Lightning this season. 

Last year, Mormina, 31, was the captain of Wilkes-Barre/Scranton. As such, he was a frequent nemesis of the Crunch. The 6-foot-6 bruiser was at the top of the Most Wanted list when the Penguins met the Crunch in the Eastern Conference Finals, and, in the eyes of the Crunch fans, kept busy with alternate turns of diving and delivering cheap shots.

Mormina topped Tampa Bay's free agent wish list in the off-season, and with the swipe of a pen all was forgiven.

"I like what he brings to the table,'' said Crunch coach Rob Zettler. "Joey, he's a good voice. He's got great experience. He's been around before.''

Mormina steps in from the outside to assume a leadership position on team where such roles are more than just a title. Tampa Bay's ability to craft exactly the right chemistry on its AHL affiliate won it a Calder Cup in Norfolk two seasons ago and was vital in Syracuse's run to the AHL finals last year.

"I feel like I know a lot of the guys already,'' Mormina said. "I'm a pretty vocal guy. That's how I am.''
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 Preseasons are a time of second chances, and forwards Drew Olson and Maxime Langelier-Parent cashed in on theirs Friday by signing AHL pacts with the Syracuse Crunch.

Both had been skating here on tryout contracts.

Langelier-Parent, 25, skated at Syracuse's training camp last year but at the time was also battling back and hip injuries. He managed just three games with Florida of the ECHL before shutting it down to get two surgeries.

"I'm feeling great. I've been skating for a good month now,'' Langelier-Parent said. "It's improving every day. It was a tough year last year. It's about time I started playing some hockey.''

Olson, 23, was a teammate of current Syracuse Crunch forward J.T. Brown at Minnesota-Duluth and won a NCAA tournament title at the school in 2011. He was a Columbus Blue Jackets draft pick but never played for that organization, instead getting five games with Peoria of the AHL last season.

Columbus traded him to Tampa Bay last summer, and the Lightning coverted him from a defenseman to a forward. Olson had played up front only a handful of times in his career before the trade.

"It's actually going pretty well so far,'' Olson said of the position move. "It's been a good transition. There are a lot of guys helping me out. There's still a learning curve. But I have good linemates (Tanner Richard and Philippe Paradis) who can help me out.''

Tampa Bay assistant general manager Julien BriseBois said Olson impressed the Lightning during training camp and has fit right in ever since.

"I think he made a pretty good impression, and then he never disappointed us,'' BriseBois said. "Every day he shows and delivers. He skates well, he's strong, he's smart. He fits our DNA. We want to be strong and hard to play against.''
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 Just 108 days after the Grand Rapids Griffins defeated the Syracuse Crunch to win the AHL's Calder Cup, a new season begins tonight.

 The league's 78th campaign faces off with five games, including the beginning of the Griffins' title defense as they visit Rochester.

The league has prepared a primer of tidbits you need to know as the action begins:

30 FOR 30 

With 30 active franchises again in 2013-14, the AHL remains the top development league for all 30 National Hockey League clubs. 

The AHL has two new entries this season as the Iowa Wild (top affiliate of the NHL's Minnesota Wild) and Utica Comets (Vancouver Canucks) begin play. Des Moines had previously been home to AHL teams from 2005-09, while Utica was an AHL member from 1987-93. 

There is one other affiliation change this season, as the Chicago Wolves begin the franchise's 20th season (13th in the AHL) as the new top affiliate of the St. Louis Blues. 

The AHL's alignment underwent a small change also, with Abbotsford moving to the renamed West Division, Iowa being placed in the Midwest Division and Utica being slotted in the North Division. 

AHL teams play a 76-game schedule, 38 home and 38 away. The regular season is scheduled to end on Sunday, Apr. 20. 

CONTINUED DEVELOPMENT 

 In 2012-13, more than 87 percent of all NHL players were graduates of the American Hockey League. Twenty-one NHL teams were led in scoring by an AHL alumnus, and 27 former AHL goaltenders led their NHL team in victories. 

There were 271 former first- and second-round NHL draft picks who skated in the AHL last year, and 346 players saw action in both the AHL and the NHL last season alone, including Edmonton Oilers defenseman Justin Schultz, who was named to the 2012-13 all-rookie team in both leagues. 

As the 2013-14 NHL season began earlier this week, there were 630 AHL graduates on the opening-night rosters of the NHL's 30 clubs. 

 INTERNATIONAL FLAVOR 

The season will have some international twists, beginning with the Rochester Americans' participation in the prestigious Spengler Cup tournament, Dec. 26-31. The Amerks will take a 12-day break from their regular-season schedule to represent the league at the annual event in Davos, Switzerland. 

This is only the second time that an AHL club has been invited to take part in the Spengler Cup, which began in 1923; the Amerks skated to a third-place finish in 1996. 

The 2014 AHL All-Star Classic will also be an international affair, as the AHL marks the 20th anniversary of the event with a two-day competition between a team of AHL All-Stars and FÃƒÂ¤rjestad BK, one of the top franchises in the Swedish Hockey League. The event will take place Feb. 11-12 at Mile One Centre in St. John's, N.L. 

CROWD PLEASERS 

 The AHL's 30 teams will be looking to build on what was an impressive 2012-13 season at the gate. An average of 5,710 fans per game attended AHL contests last year, the third-highest mark in AHL history. 

The Hershey Bears were the AHL's attendance leaders for the seventh season in a row, averaging 10,046 fans per game, while the St. John's IceCaps played to full houses every night at Mile One Centre and enter the 2013-14 season having sold out every one of their 84 regular-season and playoff games through their first two years of existence. 

Five of the 20 largest crowds ever to see an AHL game were achieved last season, thanks to the support of hockey fans in Philadelphia, Buffalo, Toronto, Montreal and Washington. An outdoor game at Hersheypark Stadium drew the largest crowd in Bears franchise history (17,311), and there are two more outdoor games on the AHL schedule for 2013-14: Rochester will host Lake Erie at Frontier Field on Dec. 13, and Grand Rapids and Toronto will face off at Comerica Park in Detroit on Dec. 30. 

COACH CLASS 

There are six new bosses behind AHL benches as the 2013-14 season gets underway, but only two - Toronto's Steve Spott and Utica's Travis Green - are making their AHL head coaching debuts. 

John Anderson, who ranks 13th in AHL history with 306 career wins, returns to Chicago, where he led the Wolves to Calder Cup championships in 2002 and 2008. Kurt Kleinendorst, a Calder Cup champion with Binghamton in 2011, is back to lead the first-year Iowa Wild.

Mike Haviland, the Louis A.R. Pieri Award winner as the AHL's outstanding coach in 2007, is the new head coach of the Hershey Bears. And Peter Horachek takes over the San Antonio Rampage, returning to the AHL after 10 years as an NHL assistant coach in Nashville. 

Roy Sommer of the Worcester Sharks is poised to make history this season; as he enters his 16th year as head coach of San Jose's AHL affiliate, Sommer has coached 1,192 AHL games - 64 shy of Frank Mathers' all-time league record. 

Former Clarkson coach Mark Morris begins his eighth season at the helm of the Manchester Monarchs with 290 career AHL victories; only 16 coaches in league history have reached 300. 

RULES OF ORDER 

The AHL Board of Governors has approved the following changes to the league's Rule Book for 2013-14: 

Ã¢Â€Â¢ Approved goal frames have been modified such that the bottom depth of the frame is moved from 44" to 40" and the side radius is reduced from 20" to 18". The total width of the bottom of the frame is changed from 96" to 88". There is no change to the opening of the goal frame. 

Ã¢Â€Â¢ Rule 11 ("Goalkeeper's Equipment") includes a change in the formula used to determine the allowable size of a goalkeeper's leg pads. 

Ã¢Â€Â¢ Rule 46.6 ("Fighting") says that a player removing his (or his opponent's) helmet prior to engaging in a fight shall be assessed a minor penalty for unsportsmanlike conduct. 

Ã¢Â€Â¢ Rule 82.1 ("Icing") now states that on a potential icing play, at the instant the first player in pursuit of the puck reaches the end-zone faceoff dots, the linesman will determine which player would be the first to reach the puck and either whistle or wave off the icing infraction at that point. In addition, the "attainable pass" language from Rule 82.5 has been deleted; the officials are to wave off icing only if the player touches the puck. 

The entire AHL Rule Book is available for viewing on theahl.com. 

SOCIALLY ACCEPTED 

 The AHL's presence in social media has continued to grow in the past year, and the league's official Facebook page and Twitter feed remain great sources for breaking AHL news, special offers and behind-the-scenes insights. Heading into opening weekend, the AHL has nearly 60,000 "likes" on its Facebook page (fb.com/theahl) and over 40,000 followers of its official Twitter account, @TheAHL. 

The AHL's digital properties are anchored by the league's official website, theahl.com. A mobile version of the site is also available for easy use on smartphones, and an official AHL app is available for free for iPhone, Android and BlackBerry devices. 

The AHL Internet Network, which also includes all 30 team sites, received more than 138 million page views last season.

Radko Gudas is used to dropping his gloves in defense of his physical play with the Syracuse Crunch, and that habit is carrying over to the Tampa Bay Lightning.

Gudas leveled Boston great Jarome Iginla with a perfectly clean hit in the teams' season opener Thursday night. But future hall of famers like Iginla doesn't appreciate up-and-comers such as Gudas trying to make a name for themselves at their expense, so Iginla popped up and went after the blueliner.

Iginla earned the decision with several clean blows, but with the way Gudas plays he'll get many more chances to sharpen his fisticuff skills during his career.

That is, unless an introspective movement backed in part by Gudas' boss, Tampa Bay general manager Steve Yzerman, gains more traction.

In the wake of the George Parros-Colton Orr tussle, a brawl that ended with Parros getting yanked down and smashing into the ice face first, the fighting/no fighting debate has popped up earlier than usual this season.

The Hockey News' Adam Proteau recently wrote a column in which Yzerman laid out the issue facing the NHL in the wake of always growing concern about player safety.

"We penalize and suspend players for making contact with the head while checking, in an effort to reduce head injuries, yet we still allow fighting," Yzerman told the Proteau. "We're stuck in the middle and need to decide what kind of sport do we want to be. Either anything goes and we accept the consequences, or take the next step and eliminate fighting."

 Which way will that sentiment tip? Hard to say, although the sport certainly doesn't want to go back to the "Slap Shot'' days. Yzerman's farm team doesn't back down - Syracuse was second in the AHL with 102 majors last year.

Crunch defenseman J.P. Cote, who has been known to drop the gloves every now and then, is in favor of keeping fighting as part of the game.

"It's been part of the game for a long time. I really believe guys would take advantage, not be honest players, if there weren't guys like Parros and (Syracuse's Eric) Neilson,'' Cote said. "If you put yourself out there (fighting), you have a chance to get hurt. But these guys know that. I think there's a place for fighting.''
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Syracuse Crunch defenseman J.P. Cote is a nice guy, one of the nicest to ever wear the team's sweater.

The important thing to note about this scouting report, though, is how little sentiment counts in hockey. Cote got four games with Tampa Bay in the preseason - the most he's ever earned in a single NHL camp - and not one minute was a career thank you for his personality.

The extended trial came, Cote believes, because the Lightning still has faith in him as a depth player. Cote has played in eight career NHL games, all with Montreal in 2005-06.

"I'm just glad I was able to gain some points in the system,'' said Cote, 31. "(Tampa Bay) coach Jon Cooper told me I could play at this level. Hopefully they will put a little more confidence to me when it comes to call-ups.

"I'm dedicated to what I do here, but now I have something to look forward to. I couldn't really ask for more. Playing with those players is a blast.''

There was a small toll for that ride, though. Cote suffered an upper-body injury in his final preseason game, and will be out at least through this weekend's season-opener at Binghamton.

"It hurts when I sleep. But day after day, every time I wake up, I feel better about it,'' he said. "It's a little frustrating. I just have to use this time to get stronger. I crave some hockey.''

Cote wore an 'A' for Syracuse last year and likely will again this season, although the letters haven't been officially announced. Cote delivered a message to captain Mike Angelidis about that decision.

"I told Ange I want his C,'' Cote joked. "We'll see what happens. He's a fearless leader, that's for sure.''
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 There are hundreds of professional games of defensive experience anchored behind the Syracuse Crunch bench.

Unfortunately for the team, most of those belong to men who now wear suits - head coach Rob Zettler and assistant Trent Cull.

The Crunch heads into its season opener Saturday at Binghamton with far more potential than production on the blueline. Of the seven healthy defensemen, only Joey Mormina and Dmitry Korobov have been AHL regulars.

Veterans Matt Taormina and J.P. Cote are out with unspecified ailments. Taormina skated with a red jersey Thursday but Zettler said he isn't coming back by Saturday.

The team is even thinner in its zone than expected because rookie Andrej Sustr is starting the season with Tampa Bay. The 6-foot-9 Sustr played far beyond his years in a trial with the Crunch during last year's postseason.

The losses hurt most in the transition game. With all-star Mark Barberio making Tampa Bay, Taormina is the team's most experienced playmaking defenseman. Sustr, too, was a danger on the power play point with his heavy shot.

Zettler said rookie defensemen Artem Sergeev and Nikita Nesterov have earned chances to quarterback the man-up units now. Zettler also said he might go with four forwards on the power play as well.

"They show potential,'' Zettler said of Sergeev and Nesterov. "They show a lot of poise with the puck.''

Nesterov was a fifth-round pick in 2011 while Sergeev was signed as a free agent.

Defenseman Luke Witkowski will be another playmaker with an early showcase. Witkowski, a sixth-round pick by Tampa Bay in 2008, posted two goals and eight assists for Western Michigan last season. He was pointless in three games with the Crunch.

"When I have my opportunities to be offensive, I will (be). I like to go up the ice,'' Witkowski said. "I think the toughest thing to learn (in the pros) is moving the puck quickly. I'm right there. I played played big minutes in college. It's not going to be a different role than I played in college.''
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Syracuse Crunch owner Howard Dolgon recently asked Tampa Bay assistant general manager Julien BriseBois how good he thinks the Crunch will be in 2013-14.

BriseBois, the man most responsible for assembling the Crunch roster, said the immediate goal is to at least be better than seven other teams in the 15-team Eastern Conference. Since eight teams from the conference qualify for the playoffs, that effort would again send the Crunch to the postseason.

That ambition sounds modest after the Lightning crafted a Calder Cup finals team in Syracuse in 2012-13, the first year of affiliation between the franchises. But considering that the Crunch has missed the playoffs eight times in its 19-season history, Dolgon was happy beginning with that objective and going from there.

"That's a clear message,'' Dolgon said. "It's something that not every partner will say. They might say, oh, we want to get our players developed. It's clearly important to Tampa to make the playoffs.''

Heading into the Crunch's 20th anniversary season — and its second paired with the Lightning — that assurance is as comforting as the early fall sounds of sharpening skates and pucks crashing into the War Memorial boards during practice. Not to get too greedy or anything, but when Syracuse fell two wins shy of a Calder Cup in June the fans' sting was at least partially soothed by the hope that this new generation of Crunch hockey might offer similar fun every year.

"We want our standards to be high,'' BriseBois said. "We want our expectations to be high. I think setting the bar high is the first step toward doing some interesting things, like winning, like developing players for the NHL, like developing coaches for the NHL.''

While fortunes change in the blink of a wrist shot in minor league hockey, Dolgon and the Crunch appear to have clearly hitched their skates to an upwardly mobile ownership and management group in Tampa Bay.

Jeff Vinik purchased the team in 2010, and quickly hired hockey legend Steve Yzerman as his general manager. Yzerman, in turn, brought aboard BriseBois. In the three minor league seasons since then, Lightning prospects twice made the playoffs in Norfolk (winning the Calder Cup in 2010-11) and then reached the AHL finals last year.

"They set high standards for our group,'' BriseBois said of his bosses. "They make it easy for the rest of us to follow their lead. People who can't follow their standards probably won't stick around.''

The tone is set by BriseBois, a likely soon-to-be NHL GM who tracks down every potential winning edge like a bloodhound.

Last year, when the Crunch was finishing up expansion of the players' complex in the basement of the War Memorial, BriseBois was more hands-on than the workers themselves. He eyed the smallest details on his walkthroughs, suggesting materials to use, proper ways to craft improvements and even the order in which the rooms should be mapped out.

He is big on team-bonding, so for the past three years he's shipped his AHL prospects to St. John's, Newfoundland, for a preseason tournament to help his players focus on each other at the start of the year. He wants them to get a whiff of the NHL carrot, so the Crunch will play two regular-season games in NHL arenas this season (Montreal's Bell Center, Washington's Verizon Center).

2012-07-12-dl-crunch5.JPGThe partnership between Tampa Bay Lightning vice president and general manager Steve Yzerman (left), Crunch owner Howard Dolgon (center) and Tampa Bay assistant GM Julien BriseBois produced a trip to the Calder Cup Finals in 2013.David Lassman | dlassman@syracuse.com 

Most AHL teams start their games at 7 p.m., but before this season Syracuse dropped the puck for weekend games at 7:30 p.m. BriseBois felt the 30-minute shortchanging of time was a disadvantage for the Crunch when it played an away game after a home game, so he successfully lobbied Dolgon to move home faceoffs to the earlier start this year.

"Most of the time there is a right way to do things,'' BriseBois said. "If you do things the right way, you are going to get positive results. When you are wrong, you add that to your experience and the next time you try to do better.''

Yes, every detail counts. BriseBois could have just clicked Dolgon an email thanking him for last year and expressing how fun it was to work together. But anyone can do that. Instead, BriseBois sent Dolgon a long, hand-written letter sharing those sentiments.

"Listen, I like that we made the move (from Anaheim to Tampa Bay),'' Dolgon said. "I like the people we are working with, their philosophies. When I saw it in action, I liked them even more. Having worked with them for a year, it's just better.''

It's hard to feel otherwise when Dolgon and the fans look at the bottom line, which is the product on the ice. Tampa Bay has produced the AHL's last two MVPs, Cory Conacher in 2011-12 and Tyler Johnson last year.

Those players are just drops in the Lightning's prospect pipeline, however, a rich farm system that has been lauded by evaluators as among the handful of best in the NHL. 

And here's the topper for Syracuse — Yzerman and BriseBois prefer that most of their best young players skate in the AHL first, increasing the odds that their affiliate will be both entertaining and successful.

But if the original blueprint needs some refiguring, BriseBois is bold and decisive when it comes to tinkering. Last season, he struck season-changing trades for goalie Cedrick Desjardins and forwards Dan Sexton and Philippe Paradis.

"I know how badly he wants to win,'' Dolgon said of BriseBois. "He's a very proud guy. He's a very competitive guy.''

In other words a guy just like Dolgon, one whom the owner could see kicking off a Tampa Bay-Syracuse relationship that could still be humming along after 20 more seasons of Crunch hockey have gone into the record books.

"I don't think that would be a bad thing, would it?'' Dolgon said.
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Brett Connolly put Syracuse in his rear view mirror a couple of days after his Crunch lost to Grand Rapids in Game 6 of the Calder Cup Finals in June.

If he thought he was leaving the team and city behind him for good, well, that's a topic best addressed by diplomacy these days.

"There is no guarantees in hockey,'' Connolly offered as a sidestep Wednesday afternoon.

While Connolly might have understand that before, he definitely grasps that concept now. That road out of Syracuse in June has circled back now, leading him to the Cicero Twin Rinks for the team's first practice of the season Wednesday.

Connolly, a third-year pro, takes the ice as much a detective as anything else. He's search for those minute degrees of improvement in his game, ones that put together will allow him to climb back to Tampa Bay.

He figured he slammed shut the AHL door behind him as late as Saturday night. Connolly, Tampa Bay's No. 6 overall pick in 2010, posted four goals in five exhibition games for the Lightning in the preseason and looked every bit of a top-9 forward.

But Sunday morning, a phone call beckoned him to a meeting with Tampa Bay general manager Steve Yzerman. Yzerman broke the news that Connolly had been temporarily squeezed out from the Lightning's roster.

Connolly said it was the first time he had been cut from a team he honestly figured to make.

Syracuse Crunch First PracticeThe Syracuse Crunch held their first practice for the 2013 2014 season on Wednesday, October 2, 2013 at the Cicero Twin Rinks. Video by Stephen D. Cannerelli | scannerelli@syracuse.com

"Obviously, I'm disappointed I'm not up there,'' Connolly said. "The first day (after the senddown) was tough. Just to play well at training camp and be sent down, it hurts a little more. It's all behind me. I'm moving on.''

 Connolly earned second-team all-AHL honors last year and produced 31 goals and 32 assists. No doubt, too, he led the league in patience.

Connolly broke in as a rookie with the Lightning two seasons ago and played 68 games. Last year, Tampa Bay sent him down to the Crunch with instructions to take over as a featured player on a championship-caliber team.

Connolly more than complied, often stating that he understood the Lightning's developmental plan for him. But this year, with former Syracuse forwards Tyler Johnson, Richard Panik and Ondrej Palat all winning spots up top, Tampa Bay saw little use in keeping Connolly around just to play five minutes a game as a fourth-line forward.

"It's a difficult situation,'' Connolly said. "I want to be there. I know I'm going to be there. Hopefully, I'm up there soon.

"I think last year I was ready. But this year I know I'm ready to make the jump. There's more to it than who is the best player. It's a business. It's tough to swallow. But I'm looking forward to getting the season going.''

With the loss of the Panik-Johnson-Palat line, Connolly knows his immediate task in Syracuse is to mark up the scoresheet by hitting the back of the net and making it easier for others to do the same. Wednesday, he practiced on what would be a top line that includes Vladdy Namestnikov and Nikita Kucherov.

"Obviously, for me, it's creating offense,'' Connolly said of his biggest job here.

But Connolly, to his credit, looks at the three forwards advanced ahead of him and sees slightly more well-rounded players. Panik is an agitating beast, a power forward who makes opponents mad with his scoring and furious with his borderline physical play.

Palat and Johnson are also scoring machines, but they were also perhaps the AHL's best penalty kill tandem last season. Connolly knows if he can earn and then come through on those man-down minutes for as long as he's in Syracuse this year, his next argument that he's a full-time NHLer would be almost impossible to ignore. 

 "That's what I expect of myself. I want to get to that,'' he said of PK time."It's not just scoring. It's being a good teammate. It's another learning experience.''

By  Lindsay Kramer | lkramer@syracuse.com   
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Maybe the next time Syracuse Crunch defenseman Matt Taormina tries to make an NHL roster, he'd be safer just sending in his resume.

When the NHL lockout ended last season, Taormina got an invitation to Tampa Bay's abbreviated training camp. Taormina immediately hurt his back, a bad injury that he fought through during the rest of the season with the Crunch.

This preseason, Taormina was knocking on the Lightning's door again. But in an exhibition against Nashville he incurred an unspecified ailment (not related to his back) and had to go on the IR. His timetable for a return is uncertain, but he's doubtful for Saturday's season-opener at Binghamton.

"I don't know. I just think right now, training camp seems to be my Achilles Heel,'' Taormina said. "I can go a full year and be healthy. It (the injuries) just happen in a weird way. I have to think right now it's just bad luck.''

Taormina, 26, was coming off a 2012-13 postseason with a Crunch that created a good coming attraction for this year. Normally a reliable offensive defenseman, he sawed off his game and honed a grittier edge on his attitude as the team reached the Calder Cup Finals.

Taormina said he started picking up on the importance of dogged play in his own zone while a member of the New Jersey organization from 2009-12. Absorbing the selfless attitude demanded by former Syracuse head coach Jon Cooper and then watching it displayed by his Crunch teammates last year re-enforced the value of defensive awareness.

"It was definitely a better stretch than I've ever played,'' Taormina said of the playoffs. "You know what Coop wants, what you have to do to stay in the lineup,'' he said. "Then you see what other guys are doing. I felt like I needed to step up. Watching these guys sacrifice makes other guys want to do it. I needed to focus more on my game defensively. You definitely see, and admire, what these guys do, and try to round out your game.''

When Taormina returns, he will be the one trying to model that approach on the Crunch. Defensemen Radko Gudas and Mark Barberio made the Lightning, and veteran Syracuse blueliner J.P. Cote starts the season injured. That underscores the importance of Taormina's coach-on-the-ice role in Syracuse's zone.

"We lost a lot of experience. We're all just going to help each other out,'' Taormina said. "We're all just trying to get better. We're competing for jobs, but, leadership-wise, you have to help with what we're doing here in Syracuse.''

By  Lindsay Kramer | lkramer@syracuse.com   
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If it seems like half of the Syracuse Crunch's roster from last season is now in Tampa Bay, that's not too much of an exaggeration.

Many AHL fan bases share that same sentiment as yet again the developmental league is doing its job.

According to figures released by the AHL on Tuesday, 630 league graduates dot NHL opening-day rosters making up more than 84 percent of the current NHL player pool.

Many of last year's notable AHL players have now made the jump to the NHL. That includes four members of the 2013 Calder Cup champion Grand Rapids Griffins who will begin the year on the parent Detroit Red Wings' active roster: Joakim Andersson, Danny DeKeyser, Brian Lashoff and playoff MVP Tomas Tatar. One of the teams that Tatar left in his wake was the Crunch, whom the Griffins defeated in the Calder Cup Finals.

Tyler Johnson, who won the Les Cunningham Award as the AHL's most valuable player last season, will open the 2013-14 campaign on the Tampa Bay Lightning's roster alongside several former Syracuse teammates, among them Richard Panik, Ondrej Palat, Mark Barberio and Radko Gudas. 

Chris Brown, who led all AHL rookies with 29 goals for the Portland Pirates last year, starts the 2013-14 season with the Phoenix Coyotes, as does 2013 AHL all-rookie defenseman Sami Vatanen (Anaheim Ducks) and second team AHL all-star goaltender Curtis McElhinney (Columbus Blue Jackets). 

Among the NHL stars who developed their skills in the AHL are goaltender Corey Crawford of the 2013 Stanley Cup champion Chicago Blackhawks; reigning Norris Trophy winner P.K. Subban of the Montreal Canadiens; 2012-13 NHL scoring champion Martin St. Louis of the Tampa Bay Lightning; 2013 first team NHL all-stars Chris Kunitz of the Pittsburgh Penguins and Ryan Suter of the Minnesota Wild; and former AHL all-stars such as Zach Parise, Dustin Brown, Jason Spezza, Zdeno Chara, Cory Schneider, Jimmy Howard and Bobby Ryan. 

There are 23 former AHL head coaches running NHL benches to start 2012-13, among them eight former Calder Cup winners. That includes the Lightning's Jon Cooper, who won a Calder Cup in Norfolk in 2011-12 and coached the Crunch last season until getting the call from Tampa Bay.

Last season, more than 800 AHL alumni played in the NHL, including 346 who skated in both leagues last year alone. Twenty-one AHL graduates led their NHL teams in scoring in 2012-13, and 27 AHL goaltending alumni paced their NHL clubs in victories

syracuse.com: 

Julien BriseBois will be here at 1 p.m. to answer your questions. You can start asking questions now. 

Tuesday October 1, 2013 12:38  

Lindsay Kramer: 

Hello everyone. We're just about ready to go. 

Tuesday October 1, 2013 1:00  

JULIEN BRISEBOIS: 

Good afternoon to everyone. I am excited to be taking your questions as the start of what we expect will be a very interesting season for the Crunch nears. Let's start... 

Tuesday October 1, 2013 1:00  

Guest:  

Offensively, I think we're strong upfront. Concern is over the defensive corps and goaltending. Do you think that our younger players can withstand the pressure of a long season?  

Tuesday October 1, 2013 1:02  

JULIEN BRISEBOIS: 

To Guest 12:51, Our D corps will include veteran players such as JP Coté, Matt Taormina, Joey Mormina and Dmitry Korobov. They will provide quality minutes and stability to our defense as our younger D-men get comfortable playing in the AHL. That being said, Artem Sergeev, Luke WItkowski and Nikita Nesterov will be rookies this season but all have great skill sets and did well during our three pre-season games last week. We expect them all to be strong contributors to the Crunch this season. 

Tuesday October 1, 2013 1:05  

Guest:  

Aside from working hard, was Johnson, Panik, and Palat kept up with TBL so we could have 3 full lines of scoring with chemistry, rather than slotting new players in that don't play as much as that trio?  

Tuesday October 1, 2013 1:05  

JULIEN BRISEBOIS: 

Guest 12:56, Palat, Johnson and Panik all made the Lightning roster based on their individual merit. They have had success in the AHL the past two seasons, they did well when called upon to play in the NHL last spring and they had very strong showings during pre-season games this fall. They will start the season as a line because they complement each other very well and have developed great chemistry over the past two seasons. They are on the team because we believe they are among the best 13 forwards to help us win games. 

Tuesday October 1, 2013 1:09  

Steve:  

Is Labrie being the odd forward out this season? Or will it be crombeen?  

Tuesday October 1, 2013 1:09  

JULIEN BRISEBOIS: 

Hi Steve. Thanks for the question. Decisions on healthy scratches will be made on a game-to-game basis. It will depend on how our players are doing and which team we will be playing. Those decisions will be left to head coach Jon Cooper. 

Tuesday October 1, 2013 1:10  

JULIEN BRISEBOIS: 

Thanks for the question Bryan. The divisions are what they are. There is no point in worrying about any disadvantage at this point. The NHL did a pretty good job scheduling our games in a way to limit this disadvantage and our job is to go out and win. 

Tuesday October 1, 2013 1:13  

Bryan:  

The new NHL alignment has Tampa and Florida in the Atlantic Division with all the other teams relatively close in the Northeast. Any concerns over a travel disadvantage?  

Tuesday October 1, 2013 1:13  

Johnny Fonts:  

Andrej Sustr is playing with the Lightning, which sort of goes against the development plan the Bolts have used in the recent past. How ready has he proved to be, and is there a chance he'll be sent back to Syracuse?  

Tuesday October 1, 2013 1:14  

Johnny Fonts:  

Will the organization be supplying players to the Brampton Beast of the CHL?  

Tuesday October 1, 2013 1:14  

JULIEN BRISEBOIS: 

Johnny Fonts, Andrej is starting the season in Tampa because he earned a roster spot with his play. He has improved a lot in his short period of time with us and his development curve reminds me of Alex Killorn's last season. Some players need less time adjusting to the pro game and the NHL pace then others. At this juncture, we do not have any players scheduled to be assigned to the Beast but that is subject to change. 

Tuesday October 1, 2013 1:16  

Scott:  

How important is the preseason trip to NFLD?  

Tuesday October 1, 2013 1:16  

JULIEN BRISEBOIS: 

Scott, I am a strong believer in the pre-season trip, whether it be in St-John's or elsewhere. It provides the coaches and players a great opportunity to get to know each other and to build team chemistry. We can also get our work done regarding conditioning and system play without any outside distractions. At the end of the day, we do these trips because I believe they act as a catalyst to team success. 

Tuesday October 1, 2013 1:18  

Dave F:  

Are there any plans to help a suddenly depleted defensive unit in Syracuse? Sustr making TB, combined with Cote/Taormina being injured leaves them at the very least 2 D-men short of what you'd have projected preseason  

Tuesday October 1, 2013 1:19  

JULIEN BRISEBOIS: 

Dave F., injuries and call-ups are why depth is so important at the AHL level. With those players out of the lineup to start the season, other defensemen will be given the opportunity to step up and show us what they can do. I understand that our rookies on the D corps are not known entities to most of our Crunch fans, but they are very good young players and they are ready to contribute out of the gate. 

Tuesday October 1, 2013 1:21  

Mike:  

After a year of being affiliated with Syracuse, are you happy with how things are going?  

Tuesday October 1, 2013 1:21  

JULIEN BRISEBOIS: 

Mike, we are very happy with our affiliation. Syracuse has provided us with great fan support and I know we can count on strong crowds all season long, starting with our first home game on Saturday October 12. Howard Dolgon is a tremendous partner and his staff is as good as any in pro sports. 

Tuesday October 1, 2013 1:24  

Dave:  

It looks like Hershey and Wilkes-barre are loaded and even Adirondak got much stronger. If our boys start slipping in the standings will there be moves made to strengthen the roster? I love the team it just looks a tad young for this division  

Tuesday October 1, 2013 1:25  

JULIEN BRISEBOIS: 

Dave, I notice you have been paying attention to our competition! We are going to be a young team this year but we will be skilled, fast, gritty and tough to play against. We have great veterans to help our first year players adjust to the pro game and I expect us to be competitive. 

Tuesday October 1, 2013 1:29  

Opal6341:  

Hi, Julien. Would Tampa ever consider having three goalies on the Crunch this season - Riku, Ceddy, and Kristers Gudlevskis? From what I've heard, Gudlevskis might only benefit from the ECHL for so long.  

Tuesday October 1, 2013 1:29  

JULIEN BRISEBOIS: 

Opal6341, the use of the goaltenders will depend on their play and on what is best for the team. At this time, having Cedrick and Riku in Syracuse and Kristers in Florida is what makes the most sense in order for all of them to play as much as possible and continue to improve. 

Tuesday October 1, 2013 1:31  

Dave F:  

With Syracuse having a smaller ice surface than your typical AHL/NHL arena, do you think these preseason trips to St Johns, as well as training camp basically being in Tampa this year, as opposed to home games/practice, could be having a negative effect on the team's play at home? The record difference between home/away last year was interesting to say the least  

Tuesday October 1, 2013 1:32  

JULIEN BRISEBOIS: 

Dave F., I don't believe that the size fo the rink at the War Memorial had anything to do with the difference in our home and away records last season. I believe that difference was circumstantial. 

Tuesday October 1, 2013 1:33  

Rich Loeschner:  

Will Drouin every be apart of the Crunch? Or will he completely skip the Crunch and go to Tampa. I understand he can't this year because of age, correct?  

Tuesday October 1, 2013 1:34  

JULIEN BRISEBOIS: 

Rich, Jonathan is not eligible to play for the Crunch this season until his junior club's season is over. Therefore, if the Crunch play longer than Jonathan's junior club, he could be assigned to Syracuse to finish the year. 

Tuesday October 1, 2013 1:35  

Sec 8 King:  

Julien How would you compare your relationship with Syracuse compared to Norfolk and do you see extending the affiliation?  

Tuesday October 1, 2013 1:36  

JULIEN BRISEBOIS: 

Sec 8 King, both affiliations are similar in that our players benefited from great fan support and strong local ownership. The biggest difference, and the only reason we ever considered leaving Norfolk, is the travel. Being based in Syracuse cuts our travel time significantly which allows our players to spend more quality time with our coaches trying to improve their game. At this point, I see no reason why we would leave Syracuse.We still have a few years left on our agreement. 

Tuesday October 1, 2013 1:39  

Gary:  

I was a huge fan of JT Wyman. What went into the decision of letting him go. Good. Luck this season and looking forward to another long season  

Tuesday October 1, 2013 1:40  

JULIEN BRISEBOIS: 

Gary, I am also a huge fan of JT Wyman's. I would have liked to have him stay within our organization but sometimes things simply don't work out. 

Tuesday October 1, 2013 1:42  

Scott:  

I remember there being issues with the ice at the War Memorial last year. Is there any improvment this year? and how big of concern to the organization is that?  

Tuesday October 1, 2013 1:42  

JULIEN BRISEBOIS: 

Scott, we are always looking for ways to improve our operations and we did spend considerable time and energy looking at ways to improve the ice last season. With the help of a consultant and the great work of the staff at the War Memorial, the quality of the ice improved dramatically as the season wore on. If we come across other ideas to make the ice even better, we will certainly look into ways of implementing them but I believe our current process is as good as it gets in the AHL. 

Tuesday October 1, 2013 1:45  

Thomas:  

Julien, how much time do you plan to spend in Syracuse this year? Is it difficult splitting your attention between the Crunch and Lightning?  

Tuesday October 1, 2013 1:46  

JULIEN BRISEBOIS: 

Thomas, I expect that I will see about half of the Crunch's games live and about half of the Lightning's games live. When I can't make it to a Crunch game, I usually watch it the next day using the AHL Gamecenter. 

Tuesday October 1, 2013 1:48  

Lindsay Kramer: 

The NHL has adopted hybrid icing this season, and the AHL will use it too. What is your opinion of the rule? 

Tuesday October 1, 2013 1:49  

JULIEN BRISEBOIS: 

Lindsay, I like the use of the hybrid icing. I believe we have a responsibility to our players to look after their safety. The hybrid icing is safer and it doesn't take anything away from the game. 

Tuesday October 1, 2013 1:51  

Hocknsox:  

Julien, Love the affiliation with Tampa! Do you think this years team has what it takes to go on a LONG playoff run like last season? With the Jackets there was a pattern of make the playoffs one year and not make them the next...Last year was a fun ride and we want to go again!  

Tuesday October 1, 2013 1:51  

JULIEN BRISEBOIS: 

Hocknsox, our expectation is for the Crunch to be competitive every year and we build the team with that in mind. Right now, our focus is on having a good start to the regular season and qualifying for the playoffs. After that, anything is possible. 

Tuesday October 1, 2013 1:53  

JULIEN BRISEBOIS: 

Thanks to all of your for taking the time to write in questions. I always enjoy getting a better understanding of what is on the minds of Crunch fans. I look forward to seeing you at the War Memorial throughout the season. 

Tuesday October 1, 2013 1:54  

Lindsay Kramer: 

Julien is always very generous with his time even when he is busy, and we appreciate that. Crunch practice begins tomorrow, 11 a.m., Cicero Twin Rinks. Follow all the updates at Syracuse.com, @pscrunchhockey and The Post-Standard. Thanks for reading. 

By  Lindsay Kramer | lkramer@syracuse.com   
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on October 01, 2013 at 9:13 AM, updated October 01, 2013 at 12:24 PM 
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 For now, there are just questions.

Thousands and thousands of them across the hockey landscape.

The NHL season starts tonight and the AHL follows suit on Friday. There are lots of new things to wonder about, and the answers won't start emerging for months.

But when it comes to the young players in the Tampa Bay system, the Bolt Prospects website can give you a heads up with a few calculated projections. It has compiled a list of 10 things to watch for the organization's prospects this season.

For instance, what can you expect from the Syracuse defensive trio of Dmitry Korobov. Artem Sergeev and Nikita Nesterov?

 Korobov, who was a bit of a quiet wallflower last season as a rookie, will be put in the interesting position of being a mentor for the two rookies this year. The Belarussian is a veteran of the KHL and plays a solid two-way game with a bit of seek-and-destroy physicality sprinkled in. His footwork may mean his upside is the most limited of the three, but he'll be the rock Sergeev and Nesterov need to lean on in their maiden campaigns in North American pro hockey.

Sergeev is a mobile power play specialist who has already showed decent progress in the preseason. As a free agent signee/bonus pick player, Sergeev could make an impact as an effective minute eater for Syracuse because his skating is so good. 

Nesterov is the bigger project of the three, needing to work on his upper body strength and his footwork. But, the two-way defender has a lot of support within the Lightning organization. They think he's the cat's pajamas after helping to anchor Russia's junior squad for several seasons against the best junior hockey teams in the world. This is the start of seeing if Nesterov's ceiling is as high as the Lightning's scouts think it is.

And why does the Tampa Bay-based website envy people who live in Syracuse this winter? Check out question No. 7 to find out.

Lots more good stuff like this on the site. Make it a regular stop on your Internet surfing this season.
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The Syracuse Crunch got a jolt of experience when three veterans cleared NHL waivers and on Monday, although one of them won't be able to help the team for awhile.

 Captain Mike Angelidis, defenseman Matt Taormina and forward Dana Tyrell all went unclaimed by the noon Monday deadline, freeing Tampa Bay to ship them to the Crunch. Angelidis and Tyrell were assigned here, but Taormina could not be because he was hurt in Lightning camp last week.

Lightning assistant general manager Julien BriseBois said he has no timetable for Taormina's return, and said he will rehab in Syracuse. BriseBois said the injury is not related to the back ailment that slowed Taormina last year.

Taormina's injury means the Crunch will be down two regular defensemen heading into Saturday's opener at Binghamton. J.P. Cote was hurt playing for Tampa Bay in an exhibition game Saturday. BriseBois said his injury is not major.

Angelidis contributed 11 goals and 13 assists for Syracuse last season, while Taormina went 4-20. Tyrell skated in 15 games for Syracuse, tossing in five goals and three helpers.

In other Crunch news on Monday, forward Brady Brassart was released from his tryout contract.

Syracuse opens practice here at 11 a.m. Wednesday at the Cicero Twin Rinks.

Surge by Syracuse Crunch's Top Gun line squeezes out Brett Connolly, for now
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Follow on Twitter 

on September 30, 2013 at 10:47 AM 

Email 

A large part of the Syracuse Crunch's success last year sprouted from the typical tightness of winning groups, and forwards Tyler Johnson, Ondrej Palat, Richard Panik and Brett Connolly fit right into that mold.

But when NHL jobs are on the line, it's every man for himself. And it seems the efforts of those first three cost Connolly the chance to start this season with Tampa Bay, even though Connolly had a great camp.

That's the reasoning that Lightning GM Steve Yzerman gave the Tampa Tribune, explaining that the Crunch's Top Gun line of Johnson, Palat and Panik had played well enough as a group to earn the role as Tampa Bay's third line for now. If Connolly had stuck up top it would have been as a fourth-liner, a role that would do him no good developmentally.

"They are more ready, in our opinion,'' Yzerman told the paper. "I believe there is a process to this whole thing, and our intention is to keep Richard, Tyler and Ondrej. They have played two years in the American Hockey League, they have been very good players in the American Hockey League, elite players, and it's time to move them into the NHL. They had good training camps, as well.''

Yzerman also had some interesting reasoning for keeping Syracuse defensemen Mark Barberio and Andrej Sustr with the big club,

"It's time to see (Barberio) in the NHL. He has put in a lot of time and been a very good player for us and been very patient,'' Yzerman said. "It's important now that he get some playing time.

"And we just feel with Andrej, he has played well, he's a big guy and he was very good in the playoffs for Syracuse. He makes us a better team for the time being, and we'll see how he does from here.''

By  Lindsay Kramer | lkramer@syracuse.com   
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Tampa Bay sent Syracuse Crunch blueliner J.P. Cote to the Syracuse Crunch on Sunday, but when he makes his 2013-14 debut for the team is unclear.

Cote suffered an unspecified ailment in Tampa Bay's final preseason game against Florida on Saturday. Lightning assistant general manager Julien BriseBois said Cote will be out at least through Saturday, when the Crunch opens its season at Binghamton.

BriseBois also said the injury is "nothing major.'' The Crunch escaped the Mary Brown Cup tournament in St. John's, Newfoundland, in good health and BriseBois said every expected player but Cote should take the ice when Syracuse opens its 2013-14 training camp here Wednesday at the Cicero Twin Rinks.

"I think we have good depth at every position,'' BriseBois said. "We have a good combination of skill and grit, youth and experience. Overall, I think we have a pretty balanced team. I expect us to be competitive. It will be interesting to see how it comes together.''
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The Tampa Bay Lightning have reduced their roster by 10 players, with eight of the moves sending players to the Syracuse Crunch.

The Lightning's active roster stands at 23 players, with 13 forwards, eight defensemen and two goaltenders. Defensemen Mattias Ohlund and Brian Lee will begin the season on the injured reserve list. 

Here are Sunday's assignments.

 Mike Angelidis, Syracuse Crunch

 J.T. Brown, Syracuse Crunch

 Brett Connolly, Syracuse Crunch 

 J.P. Cote, Syracuse Crunch 

 Jonathan Drouin, Halifax Mooseheads (QMJHL)

 Kristers Gudlevskis, Florida Everblades (ECHL)

 Dmitry Korobov, Syracuse Crunch 

 Nikita Kucherov, Syracuse Crunch 

 Matt Taormina, Syracuse Crunch 

 Dana Tyrell, Syracuse Crunch 

Angelidis, Taormina and Tyrell will first have to clear NHL waivers. They would clear at noon Monday.

The announcement also means that the Syracuse Crunch's Top Gun line of last season, Richard Panik, Tyler Johnson and Ondrej Palat, will all start the season in Tampa Bay.

By  Lindsay Kramer | lkramer@syracuse.com   

Follow on Twitter 

on September 27, 2013 at 4:00 PM 

Email 

The Syracuse Crunch line of Richard Panik, Tyler Johnson and Ondrej Palat may be earning a package promotion to the Tampa Bay Lightning.

That's an emerging consensus after the trio, which helped carry Syracuse to the Calder Cup Finals, is continuing to click in Tampa Bay's preseason.

"Our styles just seem to fit each other,'' Johnson told the Tampa Tribune. "We are all creative, we like to play with speed and we add a little different thing from each one of us to help out the line. We just have that chemistry. We have a friendship on and off the ice; I think that goes a long way.''

Lightning superstar Steve Stamkos endorses the trio.

The trio is expected to skate together again in Tampa Bay's final exhibition game of the preseason, Saturday against Florida. Here's the projected lineup for that game:

Drouin - Stamkos - St. Louis

 Killorn - Filppula - Purcell

 Palat - Johnson - Panik

 Brown - Connolly - Kucherov

Hedman - Salo

 Carle - Gudas

 Cote - Sustr

 Barberio

Lindback

 Bishop
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 It's getting close to decision time for the Tampa Bay Lightning.

The team needs to get down to the 23-man limit by 3 p.m. Monday. But Tampa Bay general manager Steve Yzerman told the Tampa Tribune that the decision will likely be made by Sunday.

"All the guys competing for jobs have played pretty well, and as far as separation -- marginally maybe ... in a good way,'' Yzerman told the paper. "I think they've all played pretty well and we have been generally please with all the young guys fighting for a spot.''

Tampa Bay meets Florida in an exhibition game tonight. According to the paper, here is the Lightning lineup.

Forward line: Drouin-Connolly-Marty St. Louis; Ryan Malone-Pyatt-Nikita Kucherov; Palat-Johnson-Panik; Pierre-Cedric Labrie-Nate Thompson-B.J. Crombeen

Defense: Eric Brewer-Mark Barberio; Keith Aulie-Dmitry Korobov; J.P. Cote; Matt Taormina

Goaltenders: Ben Bishop, Kristers Gudlevskis
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 Mark Barberio's climb toward the NHL has been steady and purposeful, one he hopes culminates in a full-time job with the Tampa Bay Lightning this season.

Two seasons ago, Barberio, a sixth-round pick by Tampa Bay in 2008, was the AHL's defenseman of the year for Norfolk. Last year, he was a second-team AHL performer for the Syracuse Crunch.

Now, he finds himself in the position of having very little left to prove in the AHL yet so much to show before he can unpack his bags in the NHL.

"I'm just approaching it the way I always have," Barberio told NHL.com. "I just want to put my best foot forward, play my best hockey, and then it's up to the coaches to decide whether I deserve to stay.

"I'll just have to find a way to become consistent in this league. Things happen faster here. When you get the puck you've got to know right away what you're doing with it. But there's always a change of pace when you move up. It's about adjusting your game."

Barberio has one big edge in his challenge this preseason - a familiarity with Tampa Bay head coach Jon Cooper. Cooper has coached him for almost three seasons in the AHL.

"He's been with me for three years and I know what he can do," Cooper said. "Now he's just got to show everybody else what he can do. Can he keep up to the [NHL] speed? Can he think the game a little quicker, because the hockey IQ at this level is very high?"

Barberio will have another chance to impress the bosses tonight when Tampa Bay visits Nashville for a preseason contest.

Here is the Lightning lineup:

Drouin - Stamkos - Purcell

 Kucherov - Filppula - Connolly

 Labrie - Thompson - Crombeen

 Tyrell - Pyatt - Brown

Hedman - Salo

 Brewer - Sustr

 Korobov - Barberio

Lindback

 Bishop
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The start of the Syracuse Crunch's preseason in St. John's Tuesday could be the beginning or the end for a handful of players trying to make the team or earn spots as depth players.

Three players are in camp on AHL tryout contracts. They are forwards Brady Brassart, Drew Olson and Maxime Langelier-Parent.

"Individually, they are fighting for contracts. They are also fighting for my trust,'' said Syracuse coach Rob Zettler.

Brassart put up solid numbers for Calgary of the WHL last season, posting 35 goals and 43 assists.

"He made some skilled plays in rookie camp,'' Zettler said. "And he's starting to feel more confident. And he's a really good kid.''

Olson finished his career at Minnesota-Duluth last season. He was a teammate of Crunch forward J.T. Brown at that school for two seasons. Olson is making a position switch from defense to forward.

"He is a kind of guy, I had no idea what to expect,'' Zettler said. "He played his way into St. John's. He works really hard, he's a good penalty killer and he's got some jump.''

Langelier-Parent skated in Syracuse Crunch camp last year but didn't play for the team. Zettler said he was injured in rookie camp this season but is healthy enough to play again and said his fitness level is "off the charts.''

One or more of these players could emerge as a swing player between the Crunch and ECHL Florida, a role filled by forward Alex Hutchings and defenseman Charles Landry last season.

"Some of these guys we're still looking at,'' Zettler said. "This is critical for a couple of guys.''
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The Tampa Bay Lightning have started the preseason 4-0, a roll that the organization hopes portends regular-season success.

Syracuse Crunch coach Rob Zettler wants to keep that same momentum steaming in St. John's this week.

The Crunch is heading to The Rock for the three-game Mary Brown Cup tournament, with games scheduled for Thursday, Saturday and Sunday. The games don't count, but score will be kept.

As such, Zettler wants his players to take seriously what the scoreboards reflect. 

"Part of developing is winning hockey games,'' Zettler said. "If you can do that, guys feel better about themselves. I want to get off to a good start in Syracuse. That doesn't start Oct. 4 (in the season opener). That starts Thursday for us.''

The Lightning organization has a track record of using St. John's as a powerful springboard. Two years ago, Norfolk won the tournament and then the Calder Cup. Last year, the Crunch took the trophy in St. John's and reached the Calder Cup Finals.

The Crunch will arrive in St. John's tonight and practice on Tuesday and Wednesday. Zettler said the team also plans on working in a little paint ball competition.

When asked which Syracuse players stood out the most in Tampa Bay's camp, Zettler pointed to forwards Vladdy Namestnikov and Cedric Paquette and defenseman Artem Sergeev.

"My focus is to have up-tempo practices and a lot of teaching as far as how we play,'' Zettler said of his team's brief camp in St. John's. "They (new players) have heard a lot of it, just some of the principles I want to keep driving home so they can do it in their sleep.''

Syracuse will leave St. John's on Sept. 30. The next day will be an off-day to allow players to settle into Syracuse, and the first full practice in the War Memorial will be Oct. 2, likely at 11 a.m.

Syracuse Crunch defenseman Andrej Sustr quickly closing in on a big future

sustr.jpg

Syracuse Crunch defenseman Andrej Sustr has already skated in two exhibition games for Tampa Bay this preseason. (Scott Schild | SSchild@syracuse.com)
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Syracuse Crunch rookie defenseman Andrej Sustr is a large man whose game could rapidly be approaching his physical stature.

Sustr, signed by Tampa Bay at the conclusion of his college season at the University of Nebraska-Omaha last year, stands 6-foot-8. But an even more indicative sign of his large potential was the way he slid right into a Crunch lineup loaded with good defensemen for the playoffs last season.

"He got a lot better as the playoffs went on, looked a lot more confident with the puck, made confident plays,'' Syracuse coach Rob Zettler told the Tampa Tribune. "There was a point -- and we had a lot of defensemen down there and a lot of good players, and we were wondering who we would put in -- and it just got to the point where we couldn't take him out. And the best thing about him is, for a big guy, he's pretty mobile, he's got a long reach and gets his stick on a lot of pucks, so that's important.''

Sustr is now in his first NHL training camp, with the Lightning. It might be a long shot for him to stick up there right now, but, then again, he does have a very long reach.

I'm just trying to do my best, be aware of what I'm supposed to do and play the system the right way, the way the coaches want,'' Sustr said. "I think my game is improving as I learn the system more and more. ... I just want to improve, whether I'm going to play here or in Syracuse. I just have to keep improving, and that's what I'm here for and building into a full-time NHL player.''

By  Lindsay Kramer | lkramer@syracuse.com   
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The Syracuse Crunch will start the season well-stocked at the sport's most important position.

Veteran goalies Cedrick Desjardins and Riku Helenius both cleared NHL waivers Sunday and will join the team in time for its trip to St. John's, Newfoundland, for the three-game preseason Mary Brown Cup tournament. The Crunch's first roster of the season will leave for The Rock on Monday and practice Tuesday.

Helenius and Desjardins comprised the Crunch's goalie rotation for the second half of the 2012-13 regular season. Desjardins, acquired in a midseason trade, dominated in Syracuse's run to the Calder Cup finals, going 13-5 with a 2.30 goals-against average and a .908 save percentage.

The Lightning re-signed Desjardins to a two-way free-agent deal last summer. Helenius is in the second season of a two-year deal, which turns one-way this season. According to capgeek.com. he will make $650,000 regardless of where he plays this season.

Forward Geoff Walker, signed as a free agent in the off-season, went on NHL waivers at noon Sunday and would clear at noon Monday.
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What's the magic number in Tampa Bay this season?

400.

Tampa Bay was the only team to allow at least 400 goals combined the past two seasons — 425 to be exact.

Head coach Jon Cooper, starting his first full season with the team, notices these things, of course. And while good defense is a team effort, he's put his forwards on alert that it will be a big part of their job to help dramatically reduce that number.

"We're not just talking about (Steven) Stamkos and (Marty) St. Louis," Cooper said. "We're talking about the (Ryan) Malones, the (Alex) Killorns, (Teddy) Purcells. It's not like these guys can't play D. They've all done it. They've all got pretty good habits. It's just the point of all five guys (on the ice) doing it together."
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If Syracuse Crunch center Vladdy Namestnikov has bolstered his body and confidence to match his already top-level skills, his stay in the AHL this season could be abbreviated.

The second-year prospect showed some spectacular coming attractions as a rookie for Syracuse last season, chipping in with seven goals and 14 assists in 44 games.

Now, he tells the Tampa Tribune that he starting to gain more self-confidence.  

"I think confidence is the biggest difference for me from the first camp,'' Namestnikov said 

Tampa Bay coach Jon Cooper, who started last season as the Syracuse Crunch coach, had a close-up view of the progression of Namestnikov's game over the course of 2012-13..

"Vladdy went from potential healthy scratch (at the start of the season) to a guy that was hurt, to a top-six forward, and he did that all in one year,'' Cooper said. "So that's a really, really good sign of a prospect to see somebody do that.

"Regardless of what happens here, whether he makes the Tampa Bay Lightning or he has to go back and get more seasoned in Syracuse, there is just bright signs ahead for him, because you can tell the way he has developed himself in his first year pro.''
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Season opener Saturday

Ian Clark's On Hockey: Monarchs' edge is youthful experience
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 Monarchs' defenseman Jeff Schultz stands by teammate Sean Backman during practice at St. Anselm College on Thursday. (DAVID LANE/UNION LEADER)  

MANCHESTER MONARCHS head coach Mark Morris has some pleasant surprises on his roster. 

Manchester, which opens the AHL season at Springfield Saturday at 7 p.m., will have its entire top scoring line back as well as a veteran NHL defenseman to help with a young roster.

The Los Angeles Kings sent Tyler Toffoli, Tanner Pearson and Linden Vey to Manchester last week, along with Jeff Schultz.

The trio up front did not appear destined for Manchester. Toffoli had a strong playoff run with L.A. last year while Pearson made a strong case for himself in camp last month.

“Obviously, it’s an infusion of talent and experience that is welcome,” Morris said. “At the same time, we realize how close they are to making the Kings lineup. We’ll pick up where we left off with them and continue their development.”

Vey was the Monarchs’ leading scorer last season with 22 goals and 45 assists for 67 points in 74 games. He played with Toffoli (28-23-51 in 58 games) and Pearson (19-28-47 in 64 games) when all three were in the lineup at the same time.

Manchester also has second-leading scorer Brandon Kozun (26-30-56 in 74 games) back. 

Other players to watch up front include Scott Sabourin, rookie Maxim Kitsyn and Sean Backman as well as returning hands such as Andy Andreoff, Jordan Weal, Hunter Bishop, Brian O’Neill and Robbie Czarnik.

Back at the blue line, Schultz, 27, brings 399 games of NHL know-how to town. According to Morris, the 6-foot-6 Schultz arrived with the right attitude. 

“Jeff is a class act. He wasted no time arriving in Manchester. Most guys would have taken their time, but he showed up ready to work,” Morris said. “I’m sure he’s anxious to get back to the NHL, but he said he’d do what he needs to do to help out and be a mentor.”

Schultz will add to a defensive corps that has a strong foundation in Andrew Campbell, Andrew Bodnarchuk, Nick Deslauriers and Vincent LoVerde. 

Rookies Colin Miller, Alex Roach and highly touted prospect Derek Forbort will all be vying for playing time.

In goal, Martin Jones is the clear starter while the job of backup is still being worked out. German import Mathias Neiderberger and J.F. Berube are battling and Morris indicated a decision would need to be made soon.

Manchester’s mix of returning contributors and intriguing newcomers looks like a mixture that should produce winning results. 

“I think everyone is excited to be back in the routine and competing again,” Morris said. “These guys, with another year of experience under their belt, I’m sure we’ll start to see them reap the rewards as a team.”

iclark@unionleader.com
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Kings prospect Linden Vey's day seems to be coming
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By LISA DILLMAN

Los Angeles Times 

 Los Angeles Kings right wing Linden Vey (57) is shown during the second period of a Sept. 17 exhibition game against the Anaheim Ducks at Honda Center. (Jayne Kamin-Oncea-USA TODAY Sports) 

LOS ANGELES - With one small gesture, Los Angeles Kings defenseman Jake Muzzin may have done the best job of assessing center Linden Vey's hockey-playing qualities.

Location, location, location.

"His skill is right up there with any of these guys," Muzzin said, waving toward a section of the team's dressing room in El Segundo.

Rest assured, Muzzin wasn't directing his arm at the mucker-and-grinder section. It was more like the Justin Williams-Jarret Stoll-Anze Kopitar wing.

The fascination of the latter stages of training camp is the speculation and anxiety amid the final cuts. Rosters are limited to 23 players. On Wednesday, the Kings whittled their number to 29, sending defenseman Derek Forbort and center Nick Shore to their American Hockey League affiliate in Manchester.

This means that Vey and his highly touted linemates, wingers Tanner Pearson and Tyler Toffoli, are still in camp with two preseason games remaining. The trio combined for 69 goals in Manchester last season, and the thought of the line's connecting in the NHL is wildly intriguing.

For now, hold that thought.

The NHL contracts in camp - as well as the salary-cap considerations - suggest the kids will start the season in Manchester, barring a major surprise, and the words "youth movement" aren't traditionally associated with Kings Coach Darryl Sutter.

Also, Kings General Manager Dean Lombardi bristles at the suggestion of hyping the youngsters. He takes almost a fatherly position. In fact, early in Lombardi's tenure, he was protective of former Kings goalie Jonathan Bernier, sending the then-19-year-old back to his junior team early on when the Kings were flailing in 2007.

Although the Kings 2013 have almost nothing in common with the Kings 2007, Lombardi's core beliefs have not changed.

Team executives think Vey will make his NHL debut at some point this season. Toffoli appeared in 10 games with the Kings last season and 12 more in the playoffs, and Pearson made his NHL debut in the second round of the playoffs, playing in one game.

Lombardi, via e-mail, made a baseball comparison earlier in camp when he was talking about the potential upside of Pearson-Vey-Toffoli.

"That whole line is like when (Ron) Cey, (Bill) Russell, (Davey) Lopes and (Steve) Garvey were all in the minors together," Lombardi said of the storied Dodgers infielders.

Said Muzzin: "I remember last year playing with them and sometimes it was, 'Wow.' They just know something that other teams didn't know. Once they got the system down, they had a feel for each other."

Vey, who turned 22 in July, said the hope is that they can make the squad "one by one." Drafted in the fourth round in 2009, he has had plenty of meetings with Lombardi.

"Obviously, there's been some good ones and some bad ones over the last couple of years," Vey said. "I know my first camp I didn't come in the greatest of fitness. He sat me down and said, 'Hey, this is the way things are going to go.'"

Vey turned it around, and a source of recent inspiration has been his 26-year-old brother, Shaun, who once played junior hockey for Tri-Cities in the Western Hockey League. The brothers played one game against each other when Linden, then 16, was just starting to make his name with Medicine Hat.

Now working for an agricultural company in Saskatchewan in Canada, Shaun received a diagnosis of testicular cancer in February but got a clean bill of health in the summer. "We grew up together and I learned a lot from him," Linden said.

Said Shaun by phone: "He's somebody I've leaned on and he's leaned on me. Having him to follow in hockey helped me keep my mind off things. We're four years apart, but we've been best friends for years."

Linden, apparently, is his own toughest critic.

"He's usually pretty honest about how he is playing," Shaun said. "If anything, he's a little bit hard on himself at times. If he tells me he's played OK, I think he played good. If he says he played bad, he probably didn't play as bad as he thinks."
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Two worth watching tonight

By Dave Boehler, Special to the Journal Sentinel
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Those heading to the exhibition game tonight at 7 between Rockford and Milwaukee at MSOE's Kern Center will get a first peek at two former second-round draft picks by Nashville.

Forwards Colton Sissons (2012) and Mikka Salomaki (2011) will be worth keeping an eye on. Sissons played in the Western Hockey League last season and Salomaki competed in Finland.

Milwaukee coach Dean Evason has watched them in the recent development, rookie and training camps.

"Neither one of them has dropped off," Evason said. "They're here obviously to gain experience early to make the step to the NHL. We're expecting really, a lot, from both of those players to play in our top six. For us to have success, they have to. They deserve it the way they play the game, so both will be counted on."
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Admirals begin practice one week after fishing outing

By Dave Boehler, Special to the Journal Sentinel


Sept. 25, 2013  

The Milwaukee Admirals began practice Wednesday at the Kern Center, and 16 of the 27 players were on the team at some point last season.

So coach Dean Evason isn't going to make any drastic changes to how he runs practice as he enters his second season at the helm.

"I think the players established last year the work ethic and fortunately we've got 16 guys back," Evason said. "Not only in the games but in the practices. So not a lot has changed as far as our work ethic and our demand as a coaching staff. The young people we brought in, the rookies, you'll see they work as hard as the guys did last year. There's a few tweaks system-wise that we made, but our work ethic has stayed the same."

With so many returning players, bonding isn't a pressing issue. But it didn't hurt when several of the Admirals spent Oct. 18 fishing with their parent Nashville Predators.

"I think team bonding is huge on any level," Milwaukee's Kevin Henderson said. "Because there are some new faces that come in and you don't really know the guy. Obviously there's a lot of returning faces on this team so we all know each other pretty well. For the new guys, it's huge for them to get to know each other and kind of open up a little bit more than they would."

A number of Admirals were in Florida for three games as part of training camp when Nashville veterans captained 17 boats near Fort Myers.

Sure, it was about how many fish were caught. But bonding was first and foremost.

"Especially the way they split it up," Milwaukee's Mike Liambas said. "You're on a boat with some guys that maybe you wouldn't be on a boat with if you just chose your own groups. So you're kind of forced to learn about other people in a way that you might not have. It's good to bond with other guys. Any team outing is good."

Henderson and teammate Mike Moffit were in the winning boat captained by Nashville's Mike Fisher. Henderson says he caught as many as 13 fish. Other teammates caught a nasty sunburn, which wasn't fun when it was time for another preseason game.

"With the jersey on and all the stuff, when you're sweating it didn't feel too good at all," Henderson said.

Milwaukee's Scott Ford didn't feel good, but it wasn't because too much sun.

"He was kind of excited (after the event) because his boat caught one fish," Liambas said. "But he got skunked, and then he was pretty upset when he heard some boat caught 35-40 fish. And he didn't even catch one fish all day."

It could have been worse. About 2 minutes after the team boarded the bus to return to their hotel, a torrential downpour began.

"Our bus had to turn around and pick up some guys," Liambas said. "When they came on the bus, you would think they just came out of the ocean. They were just drenched."

Milwaukee opens its exhibition schedule with a game against Rockford at 7 p.m. Friday at the Kern Center.

Follow me on Twitter or ‘like’ my Facebook page
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Admirals prepare for new season
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The Milwaukee Admirals began practice Wednesday at the Kern Center, and 16 of the 27 players were on the team at some point last season.

So coach Dean Evason isn't going to make any drastic changes to how he runs practice as he enters his second season.

"I think the players established last year the work ethic and fortunately we've got 16 guys back," Evason said. "Not only in the games but in the practices. So not a lot has changed as far as our work ethic and our demand as a coaching staff. The young people we brought in, the rookies, you'll see they work as hard as the guys did last year. There's a few tweaks system-wise that we made, but our work ethic has stayed the same."

With so many returning players, bonding isn't a pressing issue. But it didn't hurt when several of the Admirals spent Oct. 18 fishing with their parent Nashville Predators.

"I think team bonding is huge on any level," Milwaukee's Kevin Henderson said. "Because there are some new faces that come in and you don't really know the guy. Obviously there's a lot of returning faces on this team so we all know each other pretty well. For the new guys, it's huge for them to get to know each other and kind of open up a little bit more than they would."

Some Admirals were in Florida for three games as part of training camp when Nashville veterans captained 17 boats near Fort Myers.

Sure, it was about how many fish were caught. But bonding was first and foremost.

"Especially the way they split it up," Milwaukee's Mike Liambas said. "You're on a boat with some guys that maybe you wouldn't be on a boat with if you just chose your own groups. So you're kind of forced to learn about other people in a way that you might not have. It's good to bond with other guys. Any team outing is good."

Henderson and teammate Mike Moffit were in the winning boat captained by Nashville's Mike Fisher. Henderson says he caught as many as 13 fish. Other teammates caught a nasty sunburn, which wasn't fun when it was time for another preseason game.

"With the jersey on and all the stuff, when you're sweating it didn't feel too good at all," Henderson said.

Milwaukee's Scott Ford didn't feel good, but it wasn't because of too much sun.

"He was kind of excited (after the event) because his boat caught one fish," Liambas said. "But he got skunked, and then he was pretty upset when he heard some boat caught 35-40 fish. And he didn't even catch one fish all day."

It could have been worse. About 2 minutes after the team boarded the bus to return to its hotel, a torrential downpour began.

"Our bus had to turn around and pick up some guys," Liambas said. "When they came on the bus, you would think they just came out of the ocean. They were just drenched."

Milwaukee opens its exhibition schedule against Rockford at 7 p.m. Friday at the Kern Center.

Read more from Journal Sentinel: http://www.jsonline.com/sports/hockey/admirals-prepare-for-new-season-b99106710z1-225276882.html#ixzz2goUvYojL 
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Admirals' veterans embrace roles as player-leaders

Posted to: Admirals Norfolk Sports 

Veteran player Nolan Yonkman looks for an assist in front of the goal during the Admirals' practice Wednesday, Oct. 2, 2013.<span class='credit'> (Stephen M. Katz | The Virginian-Pilot)</span>

Zach Stortini races back to the bench for a new stick during the Admirals' practice Wednesday, Oct. 2, 2013.<span class='credit'> (Stephen M. Katz | The Virginian-Pilot)</span>

Chris Wagner during the Admirals' practice Wednesday, Oct. 2, 2013.<span class='credit'> (Stephen M. Katz | The Virginian-Pilot)</span>

Veteran player Garret Exelby slaps the puck down during the Admirals' practice Wednesday, Oct. 2, 2013.<span class='credit'> (Stephen M. Katz | The Virginian-Pilot)</span>

Veteran player Nolan Yonkman looks for an assist in front of the goal during the Admirals' practice Wednesday, Oct. 2, 2013. &lt;span class='credit'&gt;(Stephen M. Katz | The Virginian-Pilot)&lt;/span&gt;

1 of 4 photos: 

Veteran player Nolan Yonkman looks for an assist in front of the goal during the Admirals' practice Wednesday, Oct. 2, 2013. (Stephen M. Katz | The Virginian-Pilot)
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the openers

On the road Saturday at Hartford, 7 p.m.

At home Oct. 11 vs. Binghamton, 7:30 p.m.

By Jim Hodges
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NORFOLK

Once a hockey coach leaves the locker room, the captain and his cadre take over.

And things can get personal.

“Let’s face it: The coaches can only say so much,” said Norfolk Admirals coach Trent Yawney, whose team opens the 2013-14 season Saturday in Hartford. Coaches “can have all the meetings they want, but it’s usually the meeting after the meeting that’s the most important one.”

Hockey is the most captain-centric of professional sports because on good teams, players police themselves.

The role of the player-leader goes well beyond taking a ceremonial faceoff. The captain and other team leaders run that second meeting, boldly calling teammates out for a lack of effort or repeated mistakes.

The guys demanding accountability are the first to look in a mirror.

“I think a good leader understands himself and the group,” said Nolan Yonkman, 32, who is in his first season with the Anaheim organization and his 13th as a professional. “In leading, you hold yourself accountable, and in doing so, you set an example for them to hold themselves accountable.”

At 6-foot-6, 253 pounds, Yonkman is the biggest Admiral, and has captained AHL teams for the past five seasons – two at Milwaukee and three in San Antonio.

He spent Wednesday, his first day at Scope after being the last defenseman cut by the Ducks, working with three young Admirals on a passing drill at the end of practice.

Across the ice, Zack Stortini, a ninth-year pro, taught two others the rudiments of protecting themselves in a fight.

“With the role I play and the experience I have, I guess I bring some leadership on and off the ice,” said Stortini, who was among a group singled out by Yawney as showing initiative as a leader.

“I lead by example, through hard work and playing the game the right way. Whatever the guys need, I’m here for them. I think that’s part of being a good leader.”

Players have to know their leader is honest. Teammates can pick up a lack of sincerity with the speed of a slapshot.

“I think the No. 1 rule is you don’t try to be anyone but yourself,” said defenseman Garnet Exelby, 32, an alternate captain last season at Providence after serving as captain in Rockford and Grand Rapids. “And No. 2 is you can’t hold anybody accountable for anything that you don’t hold yourself to.”

Yonkman, Stortini and Exelby are the most experienced of the Admirals, each with extensive time in the NHL. John Kurtz, Mat Clark and second-year pro Chris Wagner also are among the potential leaders. The club goes into Saturday’s opener with no one wearing the captain’s “C,” but with three players wearing the alternates’ “A.” Sunday at Bridgeport, the “A” may be on different sweaters.

“We’ll switch it around a little,” Yawney said. “I think those (leaders) will emerge.”

It’s a departure from last season, when defenseman Nate Guinen was given the “C” in training camp after wearing it a year earlier. Yawney hopes the leaders’ emergence will guide the Admirals to a different season than a year ago, when they started 4-0, then went 2-10 in November, slipping into a funk that led to a finish just outside the playoffs.

“Winning masks a lot of stink,” Yawney said of that start. “You can win early and think you’ve got it all figured out, and the next thing you know, as we found out, it hits you and it takes a long time to recover.”

And sometimes you don’t recover at all.

“After the first month, we had a good slap,” Yawney said. “That’s where our leadership’s going to have to come in this year. They have to understand that, last year when we were barking as coaches, and they were thinking of us as grumpy old men, that we were trying to get a message across. We saw our team getting a little sick and we knew we had to do something about it quickly.”

That’s when the meeting after the meeting comes into play.

“How do you handle success?” Yonkman said. “You never let your highs get too high and lows too low. You have to keep your goal in mind. The season is not a weekend. The season is a long grind. You need to peak at the right times, and you need a good start to give yourself a good chance. If you don’t, you have to use that adversity to change some things around.”

The player who emerges with the “C” won’t be the only leader. Yawney will rely on a group to deal with issues behind the dressing-room door. That will be especially important with an Admirals team that will rely on first- and second-year pros for most of its scoring.

“It’s their room,” said Yawney. “I don’t like interfering in there. The leadership’s got to come from within, not from the coach. If it’s always coming from the coach, it’s too weak.”

Whoever leads, the messages will be clear. Don’t make the same mistake twice. And the slogan on the T-shirts each player will wear: “Teamwork Makes the Dream Work.”

The dream is playing in the NHL – and making this season’s playoffs.

“If we’re doing well as a team, the chances of everyone finding individual success increases,” Exelby said. “That’s a big thing to remind guys, especially when it gets tough and guys want to start doing everything on their own, looking out for themselves.”

Leadership can be its own reward.

“I welcome the challenge,” said Yonkman. “It keeps me passionate for the game. I want to play to win. I’m passionate about success. I’m passionate about seeing young players developing.”

Admirals report | Young team gets enforcers
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NORFOLK 

John Kurtz is back in town.

The rough-and-tumble left wing, who had three goals and eight points - along with 17 fights - last season for Norfolk, was in the last group cut by the Anaheim Ducks. Sent down with him were defenseman Nolan Yonkman and forwards Richard Rackell and Brad Staubitz.

When you're that close to playing in the NHL, coming back to the AHL can be hard. But not for Kurtz, who was not drafted by an NHL team and, at 24, appreciated finally making his first NHL camp. It's only one step between AHL Norfolk and NHL Anaheim, but until you've had a chance to take that step, the distance seems vast.

After being sent down to Elmira of the ECHL the previous two seasons, the step to Norfolk seemed long enough.

"The experiences of Elmira and the East Coast league, and working my way to the American league and getting to the NHL for some exhibition games - I've learned a lot at every level," he said. "I'm making strides forward, and I know while I'm here in Norfolk, I have to bust my (tail) to get there. It's a nice feeling. It just makes you that much more hungry."

Apparently. He had four exhibition game appearances with the Ducks, and two included fights.

IN THIS CORNER...

Kurtz will have experienced company in the protection business, with winger Zack Stortini around. At 6 feet 4, 220 pounds, Stortini, a nine-year pro, has Kurtz by 30 pounds.

Stortini had 27 fights for Hamilton last season and has had as many as 25 in a season in 2008-09 with Edmonton. He played four seasons with the Oilers and one with Nashville.

"I guess I'm one of the tough guys at both the NHL and AHL level," he said.

... and over here

Kurtz and Stortini will have an ally in Staubitz, who also knows how to drop gloves.

Just to show how small hockey's world can be, Staubitz, while playing for San Jose in the 2009-10 season, had 18 fights - including one against Stortini and another against Garnet Exelby, then playing for Toronto, now a teammate in Norfolk.

Goalie tandem

Expect Frederik Andersen and John Gibson to share time in goal, because Anaheim wants the competition. Andersen proved himself in the AHL last season, winning a duel with Igor Bobkov.

Gibson, a second-round draft pick from Pittsburgh, stood out for the gold medal-winning U.S. team in the World Junior Championship and then beat Finland in the World Championships.

"I haven't been told anything as of yet," Admirals coach Trent Yawney said of instructions from the Ducks on how to play the two.

Just call me ...

The new goalie coach introduced himself as "Sudsie." That's because nobody has been able to pronounce Sudarshan Maharaj's name.

The Ducks signed Maharaj as a goalie consultant after he spent eight seasons with the New York Islanders. He will be in Norfolk often, working with Anaheim's top two goalie prospects. Maharaj's path to hockey wasn't exactly a straight and narrow one. For one thing, he's from Trinidad. Not much hockey there.

Maharaj moved to Toronto at 6 and learned hockey, in part because there you have to learn hockey. He played professionally in Sweden.

Admirals return, with last year's fizzle in mind
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The players, including Max Friberg, center, listen to coach Trent Yawney during the Admirals' first practice of the season at Scope on Tuesday, Sept. 24, 2013. <span class='credit'> (Stephen M. Katz | The Virginian-Pilot)</span>

Goalie John Gibson tries to fend off two players during the Admirals' first practice of the season at Scope on Tuesday, Sept. 24, 2013. <span class='credit'> (Stephen M. Katz | The Virginian-Pilot)</span>

Chris Wagner looks for the puck during the Admirals' first practice of the season at Scope on Tuesday, Sept. 24, 2013. <span class='credit'> (Stephen M. Katz | The Virginian-Pilot)</span>

Mat Clark tries to elude Steven Whitney during the Admirals' first practice of the season at Scope on Tuesday, Sept. 24, 2013.<span class='credit'> (Stephen M. Katz | The Virginian-Pilot)</span>

John Mitchell blocks the view of the goalie during the Admirals' first practice of the season at Scope on Tuesday, Sept. 24, 2013.<span class='credit'> (Stephen M. Katz | The Virginian-Pilot)</span>

Head coach Trent Yawney during the Admirals' first practice of the season at Scope on Tuesday, Sept. 24, 2013.<span class='credit'> (Stephen M. Katz | The Virginian-Pilot)</span>

Zach Stortini attacks the puck during the Admirals' first practice of the season at Scope on Tuesday, Sept. 24, 2013. <span class='credit'> (Stephen M. Katz | The Virginian-Pilot)</span>
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By Jim Hodges


Virginian-Pilot correspondent

© September 25, 2013


NORFOLK

The word went out on the eve of the Norfolk Admirals' first practice Tuesday - plenty of work lay ahead, and not all of it would be physical.

It's the same word that went out the day after they finished last season by losing four straight and lost a spot in the AHL playoffs.

"I don't think we were tough enough mentally last season," coach Trent Yawney said after skating with 27 players. "We let it slip away, and I think a lot of the reason was mental.

"I'll accept some of the responsibility for that. Maybe I didn't push that enough early, and I don't want that to happen again."

Mental toughness is part of a message that will be repeated next week when the rest of the Admirals get to town. Their parent club, Anaheim, still has 34 players, and nine or so of them will be ticketed for Virginia.

Of those at Scope Tuesday, only three Admirals who saw significant time in Norfolk last season - forwards Chris Wagner and John Mitchell and defenseman Mat Clark - practiced. They were joined by players such as defenseman Kevin Gagne and forwards Max Friberg, Steve Whitney and Charles Sarault, who had games with the Admirals at the end of last season.

"I'm feeling old," cracked Wagner, all of 22. He added that he understands that his single season with Norfolk will mean that some of the new players will look to him for advice in things like finding a place to live.

"Even some of the guys who were only here for 10 games or so last year, guys like Whit, Sarault, Friberg and those guys, will be looking," Wagner said.

Clark, at 22 a four-year pro, agreed.

"I've never thought of myself as an older guy," he said. "I look around now and see the younger guys and realize the kids being drafted now (were born in 1995). It's humbling to realize how old I'm getting."

Some veteran additions, defenseman Alex Grant and forward Zach Stortini, got their first look at Scope in an Admirals sweater.

Only one goalie who figures to be on the club this season, John Gibson, was there.

The Ducks are still working goalies Frederik Andersen and Igor Bobkov, in addition to the regulars in Anaheim, Jonas Hiller and Viktor Fasth.

"Gibson needs the work," Yawney said. "We only have two exhibition games, so he'll get a taste there."

Both games are against Charlotte - Friday in Charlotte and Saturday at Scope.

Some of the roster gaps, for now, are filled with players in search of a spot to play and at least five members of the ECHL Utah Grizzlies, Anaheim's newest affiliate.

Injury woes in Anaheim could delay some likely Admirals from getting to Norfolk. Playing time has been found for Hampus Lindholm, Garnet Exelby and Nolan Yonkman while several Ducks heal.

"I think Hampus still needs some seasoning," said Yawney, "but guys like Exelby and Yonkman have been around for a while, and they're getting opportunities to get in some of these games and show their stuff. And they're taking full advantage of it. It's a neat thing to see."

Exelby and Yonkman, both 32, are defenders. Both have been captains of AHL teams.

For now, leadership will be provided by Wagner, Mitchell and Clark, along with Stortini, who logged 241 penalty minutes with Hamilton last season, and who spent some time at the end of practice showing a couple of players how to grab a sweater in a fight.

That's physical toughness. Mental toughness is something else.

"Physical toughness, you can see it," Mitchell said. "You can go in the weight room and see yourself getting bigger. Mental toughness, it's a harder attribute to see and to judge if it's improving."

Yawney's theory, and his lesson Tuesday, is that you can see it in the final minutes of games.

Admirals rookies seek spots. Getting looks comes 1st.
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ANAHEIM, Calif.

From Row X of Section 205 in Honda Center, Bruce Boudreau looked down at callow youth knocking summertime cobwebs off their skates and trying to get his attention.

Few, if any, at this rookie camp will impress him enough to play in the NHL next month.

"From a contract standpoint, guys on one-way contracts, there isn't a lot of room" with the Anaheim Ducks, said Boudreau, the Ducks' coach. Most Ducks are on NHL contracts.

Some of the rookies in front of him have two-way deals that pay one salary to play in the AHL and a much higher amount - generally about five or six times as much - if they make the NHL. Others will head back to junior hockey in a couple of weeks.

"But if a guy comes in and stands out, you have to take a look at him," no matter what kind of contract the player has, Boudreau added.

It's the message he gave the 28 Ducks rookies who were here for a few days of workouts and two exhibition games against their counterparts with the Los Angeles Kings. The Anaheim veterans joining those rookies Thursday when the regular training camp opens got the same word: Don't get complacent.

"Once the big guys show up, it changes things," said Trent Yawney, the Admirals coach who led the rookies through their work in Anaheim and will see many of them when he opens camp Sept. 24 at Scope in preparation for the AHL season.

"This (rookie) camp is to try to get them grounded, get them feeling good about themselves. As training camp rolls along, a crescendo builds."

It can be overwhelming.

"When the Teemu Selannes and Ryan Getzlafs get here, that sets the bar the young players have to meet to get into the NHL," said Bob Ferguson, the Admirals' assistant general manager and chief liaison with the Ducks. "The young players need to see what it takes to not only play in the NHL, but to win in the NHL."

It's a high bar.

"I'm excited to see what it's like, to go up against guys who play regularly in the NHL," said forward Steve Whitney, who played eight games with the Admirals after being signed as a free agent following his senior season at Boston College. Whitney, 5 foot 7 and 165 pounds, scored Monday in a 3-2 loss to the Los Angeles rookies.

He will find it more of a challenge to compete with Getzlaf, the Ducks' 6-4, 221-pound captain.

"It's kind of a mix between nerves and excitement, I think," Whitney acknowledged after thinking about what was ahead.

Most know they will start the season in Norfolk, though they say they are playing for an NHL spot.

"With one season (in Norfolk), I am much more prepared for camp," said defenseman Hampus Lindholm, the sixth overall pick in the 2012 draft, forecast as part of the Ducks' future.

How far into the future?

"If I get a chance, I'm going to take it and make the most of it now," said Lindholm, 19, who was slowed much of last season by two concussions. "I'd like to stay up here. I know that you have to show the coaches that you deserve a spot, and I'm trying to do that."

So is goalie John Gibson, who just turned 20 and burnished his resume last season by leading the U.S. team to the World Junior Championships gold medal, then played two periods of a final-weekend game with the Admirals at Syracuse before beating Finland 4-1 for bronze medal-winning Team USA in the World Championships.

With Ducks goalie Jonas Hiller in the final season of $4.5 million-a-year contract, a job in net could open up in the near future, and Gibson - along with three other goalies - has his eye on it.

"This is my third camp and I know a lot of these guys," said Gibson, who gave up all three Kings goals in 12 shots on Monday. "You never know what's going to happen. That's why you have camp, to see where you fit. You have to make the most of your opportunities."

It's the same approach Frederik Andersen is taking. He led the Admirals down the stretch last season before returning to his native Denmark for a brief respite. He spent the summer working out in Anaheim for the first time.

"Every year it starts over," said Andersen, who surrendered two goals in 27 shots in two periods in a 6-1 loss against the Kings rookies on Saturday. He turned the net over to Igor Bobkov, who gave up four goals in the final period, then recovered to shut out Los Angeles in the final period Monday.

"There are some really good goalies here, and we'll just have to see how it plays out," Andersen said. "There's only one net and two spots here (in Anaheim) and two spots there (in Norfolk). You just want be the best you can be, and everything will fall into place."

Penguins goaltending picture still developing

 October 02. 2013 1:01AM

By Tom Venesky - tvenesky@civitasmedia.com 
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Veteran goaltender Andy Chiodo was released by the Penguins on Monday.
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When the Wilkes-Barre/Scranton Penguins opened training camp on Sept. 21, the goaltending situation was a big question mark.

Last year’s starting netminder Jeff Zatkoff has remained in Pittsburgh and offseason free agent acquisition Peter Mannino is sidelined with an injury, leaving Wilkes-Barre/Scranton with rookie Eric Hartzell and tryout Andy Chiodo in net.

Three days later veteran Jeff Drouin-Deslauriers was signed to a tryout agreement, giving head coach John Hynes three options to choose from - two veterans in Chiodo and Deslauriers and a rookie in Hartzell.

Now, as Saturday’s season opener draws near, the Penguins goaltending situation is starting to take shape.

Somewhat.

Chiodo was released on Monday, Mannino is still sidelined and Zatkoff remains with Pittsburgh, leaving Hynes with Hartzell and Deslauriers for the time-being.

But, as Hynes said after Tuesday’s practice, nothing is set in stone.

“We want to let the goaltending situation continue to play out,” he said.

The wild card right now is Mannino. The 29-year-old has spent the last five seasons mainly in the AHL and has six NHL games to his credit. If he does get healthy enough to return by the season opener, it’s likely he will bump either Hartzell or Deslauriers from one of the two netminding spots.

Hynes said Mannino continues to show improvement and could be ready for Saturday. If he isn’t, that leaves the Penguins with Hartzell and Deslauriers.

“We do feel comfortable with that situation if Peter isn’t ready,” Hynes said.

While the goaltending picture has become a bit clearer with Chiodo’s release, Hynes isn’t ready to anoint a starter just yet.

“We’ll probably let them know the day before the game,” he said.

NOTES

• Chris Conner, who was placed on waivers by Pittsburgh on Monday, will join Wilkes-Barre/Scranton today, Hynes said. Conner had two stints with Wilkes-Barre/Scranton in 2009-10 and 2010-11, posting 22 goals and 64 points in 70 games.

• F Andrew Ebbett and D Simon Despres - both of whom were reassigned by Pittsburgh on Monday - will also join the Penguins on the ice today. Ebbett split last season between Chicago in the AHL and the Vancouver Canucks. He has 191 games of NHL experience. Despres finished last season in Pittsburgh, appearing in 33 games with the big club.

“You’re getting NHL-caliber players and, most importantly with them, it’s the type of buy-in, attitude and work ethic they bring that we’re excited about,” Hynes said.

• With three days left before the season opener, the Penguins roster is just about set. Hynes said there may be a couple of moves until then, but not many.

Ebbett, Despres assigned to WBS

 October 01. 2013 12:00AM

By Tom Venesky - tvenesky@civitasmedia.com 
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The Pittsburgh reassigned forward Andrew Ebbett and defenseman Simon Despres to Wilkes-Barre/Scranton on Monday, while the AHL club loaned forwards Chris Minella and Denver Manderson to the Wheeling Nailers of the ECHL.

Pittsburgh also reassigned forward Beau Bennett to Wheeling in move that was likely procedural, and sent defenseman Derrick Pouliot to his junior team in the Western Hockey League. Pittsburgh also recalled defenseman Harrison Ruopp from Wilkes-Barre/Scranton.

Manderson tallied a goal and an assist in three preseason games, while Minella also dressed in three contests for the Penguins.

Also on Monday, Wilkes-Barre/Scranton released from their try-out agreements: forwards Kyle Fletcher, Chaz Johnson, Patrick McGrath, Carter Rowney, C.J. Severyn, Cody Sylvester and Scott Zurevinksi; defensemen Barry Goers, Mike Ratchuk, Clark Seymour and Alex Velischek and goaltender Andy Chiodo.

The Penguins active roster currently stands at 27 players: 15 forwards, nine defensemen and three goaltenders.

The Wilkes-Barre/Scranton Penguins open the 2013-14 regular season in Bridgeport against the Sound Tigers on Saturday, Oct. 5 at 7 p.m.

Hartzell happy with heavy workload

 September 30. 2013 12:09AM

By Tom Venesky - tvenesky@civitasmedia.com 
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Wilkes-Barre/Scranton Penguin Dominik Uher and Hershey's Mike Banwell fight at the end of the first period of play Sunday at Mohegan Sun Arena.

Penguins forward Jayson Megna take a shot on Hershey goalie Brandon Anderson as Mike Banwell defends during Sunday's preseason game at Mohegan Sun Arena.
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WILKES-BARRE TWP. — Eric Hartzell did something that he didn’t have a chance to do since his college days.

The rookie netminder played a full game, manning the net for all three periods of the Wilkes-Barre/Scranton Penguins 2-1 win over the Hershey Bears on Sunday.

Hartzell, 24, stopped 20 of the 21 shots he faced, including a flurry in the waning seconds to preserve the win.

“It was fun to end the game like that,” he said. “But just to be able to get that full professional preseason game under my belt is nice.”

Last season, Hartzell wrapped up his college career at Quinnipiac University, where he started all but one of his team’s games over the last three seasons. In his first experience as a pro with the Penguins, Hartzell played half a game twice before getting the full three periods on Sunday. On the preseason, he’s made 45 saves on 49 shots.

So far, one of the toughest adjustments to the pro game for Hartzell has been not playing all three periods every night.

“The first game in Rochester, they came at us hard in the first period and had 16 shots and two goals. That’s one of the games you wish you could play the whole night because, after that, you feel you can stop anything,” Hartzell said. “When you get yanked after one period it really doesn’t reflect how you played.”

Nor does playing all three periods of the last exhibition game necessarily mean that Hartzell has an edge in the Penguins’ goaltending competition for the starting job.

Head coach John Hynes said Hartzell, who out of Andy Chiodo and Jeff Drouin-Deslauriers was the only netminder to play a full preseason game, got the chance in order to gain experience.

Still, Hynes liked what he saw from his young netminder.

“He played well tonight. He was tested and came up large there at the end,” Hynes said. “He got better as the training camp has gone on.”

Now, Hartzell will get back to work in practice and hope he sticks as the Penguins begin to trim the roster.

And after spending the last three years as the number one guy for his college team, Hartzell will continue to adjust to being a rookie again, even though his play in net suggests otherwise.

“Coach Hynes and Billy (Guerin) gave me a talk about what I have to do to not only be the good rookie but to continue to succeed and grow. They really helped to put me in my place,” Hartzell said. “Not that I had a big head or anything. They were making sure that I knew I was a rookie again.”

And what comes with that job?

“It’s fun to pick up pucks. I didn’t do it for the last three years,” Hartzell said.

Notes

- With Sunday’s 2-1 win over Hershey, the Penguins wrap up the preseason with a 2-1-1 record. Nick Drazenovic scored on a first period power play and D Philip Samuelsson added a nice goal in the third period for the game-winner. Carrying the puck toward the net, Samuelsson acted like he was going to skate around the back but abruptly stopped and tucked the puck behind Hershey netminder Riley Gill for the score.

“There’s plenty more to come,” Samuelsson joked after the game. But in all seriousness, showing an offensive side to his game is a goal Samuelsson has set for himself this year.

“It kind of shows my game has progressed. I don’t want to be labeled as a one-dimensional defenseman,” he said. “I have some offensive upside. The more comfortable I get, the more plays I’ll be able to make.”

- Hynes said roster cuts will be made today, but he hasn’t decided how many players will go.

- Sunday’s game featured plenty of offensive chances and 21 shots from the Penguins, but Hynes said scoring is an area where his team can improve. In four preseason games the Penguins scored seven goals. “I think our team game can get better offensively. That’s an area we have to grow in this week before we get into the regular season (Oct. 5).”

- F Bobby Farnham, D Brian Dumoulin, D Harrison Ruopp and G Peter Mannino have battled injuries and didn’t play a preseason game. As far as who could be ready for the start of the regular season, Hynes said Farnham should be able to go, Dumoulin and Mannino were possible and Ruopp won’t be ready.

Deslauriers a stable presence for Pens

 September 29. 2013 2:43AM

By Tom Venesky - tvenesky@civitasmedia.com 
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HERSHEY — After bouncing around between the AHL and the ECHL last season and suiting up for four different teams, goaltender Jeff Drouin-Deslauriers is hoping for some stability in his second stint with the Wilkes-Barre/Scranton Penguins.

“As a hockey player you want stability, but it’s a word that doesn’t seem very common for many of us,” Deslauriers said following Saturday’s 6-1 loss to the Hershey Bears.

Still, Deslauriers has brought plenty of stability to the Penguins preseason in the two games he played. On Friday, he stopped all six shots he faced during while in net for the second half against the Rochester Americans. Against the Bears on Saturday, Deslauriers stopped 21-of-23 shots in a period-and-a-half, including some highlight reel saves.

His biggest saves on the night came in the third period when he stopped a one-timer from T.J. Syner in front and a wrister from Chay Genoway who was alone at the post.

Deslauriers attributed his success in net to the Penguins system.

“I know where the shots are going to come from and what we will allow and what we’re not going to give up,” he said. “I had a couple breakdowns that you have to address, but that’s part of the game. I have to take the good and bring it for the next time I get that call.”

When and where that will be isn’t known, as Deslauriers is in camp on a tryout basis. Still, for a player who has bounced around between so many teams over the last few years, Deslauriers does have the advantage of being in familiar territory. He played in 40 games for Wilkes-Barre/Scranton in 2006-07 and was very familiar with what to expect with playing a game in Hershey, where more than 4,400 fans turned out for an exhibition game.

“Wilkes-Barre and Hershey have a long history and you never come here on a vacation. It’s going to be a tough, gritty game,” he said. “I won here before and I know I can win here again.”

And Deslauriers hopes it will be as a member of the Penguins.

Notes

• Despite the lopsided scored, head coach John Hynes saw plenty of positives in Saturday’s 6-1 loss to the Bears.

“It was a good test for our team and there’s really a lot of positives,” he said. “It wasn’t the best team game overall, but there were a lot of good performances.”

• Adam Payerl scored the lone goal for the Penguins in the first period. Former Penguin David Marshall had two goals and two assists for the Bears.

• Saturday’s game featured plenty of rough stuff. Chris Minella dropped the gloves with Hershey’s David Marshall in a spirited second period scrap. Later, Peter Merth and Brandon Segal dropped the gloves but never got going. In the third period rookie Cody Sylvester, who scored the game-winning overtime goal for the Penguins on Friday, dropped the gloves with Garrett Mitchell and held his own. Later in the game Scott Zurevinski fought Hershey’s Patrick Wellar.

• Andy Chiodo started the first half of Saturday’s game and allowed four goals on 13 shots.

• The Penguins wrap up the preseason tonight at 5:05 p.m. as they host Hershey at the Mohegun Sun Arena. Hynes said forward Tom Kuhnhackl and defenseman Brian Dumoulin could make their first appearances of the preseason. D Harrison Ruopp and LW Bobby Farnham won’t play, he said.

• Hynes will have to choose from four goaltenders as far as who gets playing time tonight. In addition to Eric Hartzell, Chiodo and Deslauriers, netminder Peter Mannino is ready to join the mix. Mannino has been out with an injury all of training camp but Hynes said he is ready to return and could see action tonight.

McGrath gets noticed in Pens debut

 September 28. 2013 12:24AM

By Tom Venesky - tvenesky@civitasmedia.com 
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Following the Wilkes-Barre/Scranton Penguins 2-1 overtime win over the Rochester Americans in Friday’s exhibition game, Patrick McGrath found himself in a familiar place: in the trainer’s room getting some work done.

“It’s become a routine,” McGrath said, referring to his time in the Quebec Major Junior Hockey League where he led in fighting majors last season.

But there was one thing about the night that wasn’t routine for McGrath. The Shavertown native became the first locally-born player to suit up for the hometown Penguins.

For McGrath, 20, the chance to play for the team he grew up watching was a dream come true.

“It was a pretty surreal feeling during warmups. But after that it was time to play the game,” he said.

For McGrath, that meant showing what he could do with his gloves off. Just five minutes into the game he fought Rochester’s Frederick Roy in a spirited fight that culminated with a McGrath uppercut that popped his opponent’s helmet into the air.

“That was a pretty good shot,” McGrath said.

Later in the period he fought Johnny McGuire in a bout that ended in a draw.

Later in the game McGrath showed what he could do with his gloves on when he created a scoring chance.

With two fights and an offensive chance on the night, McGrath felt he had played his game.

“I did the best I could and did exactly what got me here,” he said.

That’s what head coach John Hynes noticed, and he liked what he saw from McGrath.

“This is what he does. He’s a real tough kid and he made a reputation for himself in the Quebec League,” Hynes said. “He’s a guy with a lot of will and a lot of heart, and he’s good at what he does.”

And best of all, McGrath did it in the arena where he grew up watching the Penguins play, and he did it in front of a large group of family and friends.

“I think everybody in my family was here. It was an awesome experience,” McGrath said.

NOTES

• After failing to score a goal all game, the Penguins waited until the very end to find the back of the net in dramatic fashion. With Rochester on the penalty kill and Carter Rowney on the ice as the Penguins’ extra attacker, the power play unit set up shop deep in the Americans’ end.

Brian Gibbons made a nice pass across the crease to Peter Ratchuk, who was wide open at the corner of the net and one-timed the puck home. The goal came with 2.7 seconds left in the third period and forced a 1-1 tie into overtime. During the overtime, Penguins’ rookie netminder Eric Hartzell stopped Eric Locke on a breakaway.

On the next rush up the ice, Cody Sylvester teamed up with Brendan Mikkelson on a two-on-one into the offensive zone. Sylvester gained the puck in front and shot into the back of the net before crashing into Rochester goaltender Matt Hackett. The referee originally waived off the goal and sent Sylvester to the box, but after conferring with his linesmen reversed the call.

“I was confident it went in before I hit the goalie,” Sylvester said.

• Jeff Deslauriers started in net and stopped all six shots he faced before being replaced by Hartzell midway through the second period.

• Pierre-Luc Letourneau-Leblond dropped the gloves for the first time in the preseason, matching up against Rochester winger Johnny McGuire late in the first period. Leblond further demonstrated his value as the team’s new enforcer when he wrapped up Rochester’s Colton Gillies after he went after Philip Samuelsson in front of the benches.

“Pierre did his job to a T. He played really well, he had a fight and when Samuelsson had a big hit on a guy and the guy was going to jump him, he was right there,” Hynes said. “He wasn’t out of control but he did a nice job of keeping things under control”

• The Penguins travel to Hershey to take on the Bears before wrapping up the exhibition season at home on Sunday.

• Tom Kostopoulos wore the C on Friday while Zach Sill and Samuelsson wore the A.

The letter people 10/3

October 3rd, 2013

0 Comments

In the easiest decision in the history of decisions, Tom Kostopoulos was named captain of the WBS Penguins on Thursday. Zach Sill and Brendan Mikkelson will be alternate captains.

There have been years where the captain decision has been a difficult one that has been put off for a bit while the team formed its identity. No need for that this year. Kostopoulos is the consummate lead-by-example captain. He’s still one of the last guys off the ice at the end of practice at age 34. He’d still run through a wall if it would help his team win.

A quote from Brian Gibbons probably sums it up best: “He’s the type of guy you want to be like, both at the rink and away from the rink.”

Sill is the player who has been with the team the longest, 259 games now, and he too plays a hard-working style of game. Mikkelson is a smart guy who is the far-and-away veteran leader on a young D corps despite the fact that he’s only 26. There are a ton of other guys who could wear A’s, but these two are fairly easy picks.

The list of captains remains at 18, since already Kostopoulos held the position during his first stint with the team. So here it is, the annual appearance of Steve Leach on the blog:

99-00: Tyler Wright, Steve Leach, John Slaney

 00-01: John Slaney, Sven Butenschon

 01-02: Jason MacDonald

 02-03: Tom Kostopoulos

 03-04: Tom Kostopoulos, Patrick Boileau, Kris Beech

 04-05: Alain Nasreddine, Rob Scuderi

 05-06: Alain Nasreddine

 06-07: Alain Nasreddine, Micki DuPont

 07-08: Nathan Smith, Dennis Bonvie

 08-09: Dave Gove, Connor James

 09-10: Wyatt Smith

 10-11: Ryan Craig

 11-12: Ryan Craig

 12-13: Joey Mormina

 13-14: Tom Kostopoulos

After the jump, I’ll do a where-are-they-now with those 18 captains. Before that, though, one bit of news today.

In addition to signing Jeff Drouin-Deslauriers and Mike Carman to 25-game PTOs, the Penguins also announced the signing of rookies Cody Sylvester and Carter Rowney to AHL deals. I thought those two guys, along with J-S Dea, were the forwards who stood out during the development camp and rookie tournament process. Sylvester is a quick, feisty center with a nose for the net. Rowney is a right-handed shot with power-forward potential. I could definitely see them in the WBS lineup before the year is over.

Check out the Kostopoulos coverage in the paper and online tomorrow. It includes a neat little Q-and-A type of thing I put together, 10 things he has learned in his 15-year pro career.

Bye for now,

jb

Read more…
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Lineup picture clearing up 10/2

October 2nd, 2013

2 Comments

All the dust has settled on Pittsburgh’s cap-compliance roster maneuvering, so the WBS Penguins practiced Wednesday morning at Coal Street with something resembling their opening-night roster on the ice.

“It was nice to have everybody together and kind of see, for the first time really, what it looks like with all the pieces in the same place,” coach John Hynes said.

That only applies to transactions, however. Not injuries.

Zach Sill had the day off today for maintenance. He’s expected to be back on the ice tomorrow. Bobby Farnham, Brian Dumoulin and Peter Mannino are “close” to returning, Hynes said, but of the three, only Farnham might play in the season opener Saturday in Bridgeport.

As far as transactions go, Simon Despres, Andrew Ebbett and Chris Conner were on the ice at Coal Street this morning.

Ebbett and Conner have been victims of the last cut of NHL training camp before. Ebbett said it’s still disappointing, but experience helps a player mentally deal with the situation.

Despres’ case is a little different. On one hand, he has done a lot of good things in the NHL and was only sent down because Pittsburgh needed to be cap compliant and the only two players they could have sent down without waivers were Despres and Beau Bennett. On the other hand, he struggled in limited action in the Stanley Cup playoffs last spring and didn’t have a great training camp.

It seems clear from watching Dan Bylsma’s press briefing yesterday and talking to Despres today that the move was related to both business and performance. Reading Despres’ comments about the situation tomorrow online and in the paper. To sum up, he’s disappointed but is vowing to improve his consistency.

I’ll also have a “charticle” — half chart, half article — on rookie goalie Eric Hartzell in tomorrow’s paper. Some interesting little tidbits in there about his and his family’s sports background, his playing style and what he needs to learn to be, as Hynes put it, a good pro. Not sure it will make it online, due to the graphical nature of it.

As far as the training camp tryouts go, Jeff Drouin-Deslauriers and Mike Carman signed 25-game PTOs, so they’re good to go for the time being.

I’ll post line combinations and D pairs from practice today after the jump, but due to injuries and the fact that all players don’t yet have numbers on their helmets, I cannot vouch for its accuracy or whether it will look anything like Saturday’s lineup.

OK, now to get to work on that charticle. By for now,

jb

Read more…
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Exhibition: WBS 2, Hershey 1 9/29

September 29th, 2013

7 Comments

The WBS Penguins wrapped up their exhibition season with a 2-1 win over Hershey this evening.

Nick Drazenovic scored on a 5-on-3 in the first period. Hershey’s Ryan Stoa tipped in a Julien Brouillette shot in the second to tie it. Philip Samuelsson joined a rush and banked in a backhand pass from below the goal line off the skates of goalie Riley Gill for the game winner in the third period. Rookie Eric Hartzell played the whole game, stopping 20-of-21 shots, including a Hershey flurry at the buzzer.

The Penguins used a lineup, especially at forward, that looked at least somewhat similar to the one they’ll use Saturday in Bridgeport. Line combinations were:

Kuhnhackl-Drazenovic-Payerl

 Gibbons-Megna-Thompson

 Zolnierczyk-Sill-Kostopoulos

 Uher-Carman-Leblond

Andrew Ebbett and Chris Conner are on waivers. If they’re not claimed, they’ll knock two out of that 12. Bobby Farnham is out with a minor injury. Coach John Hynes said he should be ready by Saturday. If he’s healthy, he probably knocks one more out, though not for sure.

So the question is, what two or three do you knock out? It’s not an easy decision. It’s easy to say Carman, because he’s a tryout, but he’s a real smart, steady guy. Then you’ve got all the sophomores — Kuhnhackl, Payerl, Megna and Uher — and I’m sure Pittsburgh would prefer they play. Let me know what you think in the comments.

Then there’s the goalie situation. Hartzell looked very solid today, but I still can’t get a feel for where he is on his development curve. Is he ready to be a No. 1 guy in the AHL? How about a No. 2? Would he be better served playing a ton in Wheeling?

You can’t really expect Jeff Drouin-Deslauriers or Andy Chiodo to accept an assignment to the ECHL, so if you want to keep them around, you probably need to keep them on the AHL roster.

Then Peter Mannino will be back in a matter of days, and Pittsburgh reportedly has shown interest in Ilya Bryzgalov, and the whole thing is hard to get a handle on.

Wheeling’s regular-season opener isn’t until Oct. 18. Maybe the best idea is to kick the can down the road for a while and see if things don’t clear up on their own.

A round of cuts is expected tomorrow, but given the ECHL timeline, it’s hard to know whether there will be a lot of cuts or just a few.

Meanwhile, I’ll be out of town for the next two days. (No, not headed to PNC Park. Good guess, though. Visiting my dad, who just had surgery.) Look for the next blog update Wednesday. In the meantime, feel free to fill up the comments. Between picking two or three forwards to scratch, filling the fifth and sixth spots on D and the goaltending situation, there’s plenty to opine about.

Bye for now,

jb
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Exhibition: Hershey 6, WBS 1 9/28

September 28th, 2013

0 Comments

As the preseason enters its homestretch — the final exhibition game is tomorrow at home — I think the most interesting position battles in WBS camp are on defense and in goal.

Up front, there isn’t a ton of wiggle room. In Tom Kostopoulos, Brian Gibbons, Nick Drazenovic, Paul Thompson, Harry Zolnierczyk, Zach Sill and Pierre-Luc Letourneau-Leblond, you’ve got seven forwards with multiple AHL seasons under their belts. If Andrew Ebbett and Chris Conner come down, that’s nine. Add in five second-year pros who played important roles in Wilkes-Barre last year — Jayson Megna, Adam Payerl, Bobby Farnham, Dominik Uher and Tom Kuhnhackl — and you’ve got 14.

Some of those 14 are banged up, so there is probably room for a couple of impressive tryouts — Mike Carman and Cody Sylvester spring to mind — but they’re not going to be thrown into key roles immediately on opening night.

Defense is another story.

It looks like Brian Dumoulin, Brendan Mikkelson, Philip Samuelsson and Scott Harrington are the top four. There was talk of Simon Despres coming down earlier in camp, but with Kris Letang battling an injury, that seems less likely these days.

That means two spots in the opening-night lineup will probably go to a group of bubble players that includes Peter Merth, Reid McNeill, Nick D’Agostino, Clark Seymour, Harrison Ruopp and crew.

D’Agostino is a good prospect coming off a solid career at Cornell and he brings a puck-moving element the other candidates don’t. McNeill looked a little rough in NHL camp, but he’s been rounding into form in the last week and has a couple things going for him: He’s 6-4 and he had some solid playoff games last spring. Seymour has good size and physicality and gets his right-handed shot through from the point. I thought he looked excellent in NHL camp. Ruopp has battled an injury in camp, but by reputation, he has the most snarl of the group.

And then there’s Merth. Nothing fancy about Merth, but he’s been really, really solid in limited duty with the Penguins the last two seasons. And whether it’s a coincidence or not, WBS is 14-5 all-time with Merth in the lineup. He makes the little, physical plays that help teams win. If I had to rank the candidates for the open D spots, I would put Merth first.

He wore an alternate captain’s A tonight, which indicates the coaching staff views him as a leader of the young defensemen. That can’t hurt his case.

The goaltending picture is even harder to get a handle on.

Peter Mannino has been injured in camp, but coach John Hynes said tonight that he might be good to go for tomorrow’s exhibition finale. (He also said Dumoulin and Kuhnhackl might play tomorrow, but Farnham and Ruopp won’t). Mannino has a solid AHL resume, is coming off a good year in Manchester and has an AHL contract in his pocket. The only question that remains is when he’ll be 100 percent.

It’s what to do with the other goalie spot that is perplexing. Do you want rookie Eric Hartzell to split time with Mannino in the AHL or do you want him getting more work in Wheeling while Jeff Drouin-Deslauriers or Andy Chiodo fills the second WBS slot? It’s an age-old question really, one I don’t have an answer for.

Regardless, all of those defensemen and goaltenders were in the firing line tonight.

Hershey dressed a lineup that looks similar to the one they’ll use on opening night and recorded a 6-1 victory, slinging the puck around pretty good. Ex-Penguins winger David Marshall did the most damage, posting two goals, two assists and a fighting major.

Chiodo started and stopped 9-of-13 shots. Deslauriers came on in relief and stopped 20-of-22. Deslauriers has the best numbers of the three goalies who have played for WBS in the preseason so far, but making a decision like this based on exhibition save percentage seems a little silly.

Whatever criteria they use, Hynes and company no longer have a ton of time to figure it all out. Opening night is now officially less than a week away.

Bye for now,

jb
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Pirates have time to work on a few things

By Paul Betit pbetit@pressherald.com

Staff Writer 

LEWISTON - Pirates Coach Ray Edwards didn't sound discouraged Monday by his team's losses in two exhibition games against the Manchester Monarchs over the weekend.

PIRATES' OPENER 

WHO: Pirates vs. Manchester Monarchs

WHEN: 7 p.m., Oct. 9

WHERE: Androscoggin Bank Colisee, Lewiston

The Monarchs, who are owned by the Los Angeles Kings, won 5-2 Saturday afternoon at the MHG Ice Centre in Saco and completed the sweep with a 3-0 win Sunday afternoon at Sullivan Arena at St. Anselm College in Manchester, N.H.

"When you look at the lineups you put in both games, you had a handful of guys who are going to be here in each game," Edwards said. "You didn't have close to your full lineup, so you really can't read anything into that."

But the two exhibition games did reveal two major areas of concern -- defense and special teams.

"We've got a really young defense," Edwards said. "This is a good league, and we're going to have to do a good job of coaching those defensemen up."

Currently, Brandon Gormley and Mathieu Brodeur are the only defensemen on the roster who played regularly last season. Mark Louis also played defense last season, but he is being converted to a forward.

"We've got a young back end, and we're going to have coach them and make them better," Edwards said.

Despite numerous opportunities, the Pirates didn't score on the power play in the two games.

"We didn't get a whole lot done on the power play, but we haven't worked on it," Edwards said. "On Sunday, we had a couple of five-on-threes and we had a couple of five-on-threes on Saturday. If we scored in those situations early, it could have changed the game."

The Pirates open the regular season Oct. 9 against the Monarchs at the Androscoggin Bank Colisee.

"We've got a lot of other elements in our game to input, so there is still a lot of work to be done," Edwards said.

The Pirates had planned to play 13 home games at the Colisee while the $34 million renovation of the Cumberland County Civic Center was completed.

Last Thursday, Pirates managing owner Brian Petrovek announced the team will play its entire 38-game home schedule in Lewiston because of a stalemate in lease negotiations with the Cumberland County Civic Center's trustees.

Edwards was at the Colisee Monday afternoon with his staff to assemble a list of improvements that needed to be made to the team's area in the 55-year-old arena.

"We're up here because we've got to get this locker room, weight room, equipment room and medical room up to a standard," he said.

Last season, the Pirates played six games at the Colisee.

"For six games it's one thing, but for 38 games it's got to be better," Edwards said.

Without specifying what needed to be done, Edwards said the team owners seem willing to make the improvements.

"The Pirates' ownership has been great," he said. "They've said, 'Whatever you need done, we'll do."

The Pirates reduced the number of players in their training camp to 28.

Rookie centers Philipe Halley and Josh Currie, defenseman Justin Weller and former Northeastern University goalie Chris Rawlings were assigned to the Gwinnett Gladiators, the ECHL affiliate of NHL parent Phoenix Coyotes.

Paul Betit can be contacted at 791-6424 or at:

pbetit@pressherald.com

Twitter: PaulBetitPPH
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In Pirates' breakaway, both sides move on

Now that the hockey team is calling Lewiston 'home,' civic center and Portland official don't expect to 'see (them) coming back.'

By Eric Russell erussell@pressherald.com

Staff Writer 

PORTLAND – Community leaders and trustees of the Cumberland County Civic Center said Friday that they believe the Portland Pirates have played their last hockey game in the city.

click image to enlarge

A welder works on the exterior of the Cumberland County Civic Center on Friday. The Portland Pirates’ departure leaves the civic center without an anchor tenant. 
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Portland Pirates CEO Brian Petrovek said Friday he doesn’t know whether his team will ever come back to Portland, where it played for 20 years. 
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"We have not talked about moving on as a board, but my sense is that it has likely already happened," said Gary Plummer, one of nine trustees on the civic center's board. "I don't see the Pirates coming back."

Godfrey Wood, who co-owned the team in the mid-1990s, added, "It would seem that bridge has been burned."

The American Hockey League team said Thursday that it will play its 2013-14 home games in Lewiston. The announcement capped months of acrimonious lease negotiations between the trustees and Pirates owner Brian Petrovek over distribution of revenue from the team's home games.

Petrovek said Thursday that Lewiston is now "home" for the Pirates. He said Friday that he doesn't know whether his team will ever come back to the city where it played for 20 years.

Also Friday, the Pirates withdrew their request for a preliminary court injunction to force the civic center to allow them to play 25 games in Portland this season, after the ongoing $34 million renovation of the arena is complete.

Even before Thursday's announcement, the Pirates were scheduled to play home games in Lewiston until January, because of the renovation.

The team's lawsuit seeking to force the civic center to abide by the outline of a lease deal that was announced in April remains active, but its decision not to seek the injunction makes it likely that the lawsuit won't go to trial for months.

The Pirates' move leaves the civic center without an anchor tenant.

In the short term, the civic center's trustees and staff will work to fill the 25 dates over the next six months that are now vacant because of the move.

Those dates could be filled by other events, such as concerts, but there is no guarantee, particularly with the renovation continuing.

"I'm not sure 'confident' is the right word," Plummer said, "but I think people are optimistic that we can fill enough dates to keep it viable."

The civic center could eventually host another hockey team, or survive without one.

"I think the civic center would be fine without an anchor tenant," said Bill Diamond, a former trustee. "But there might be other interested hockey teams out there."

Hockey has not been a big moneymaker for the civic center in recent years, but it guaranteed that the arena was at least partially filled 38 days a year, and more when the Pirates reached the playoffs.

That has been a boon to the business community, particularly restaurants and hotels near the civic center.

"The biggest thing we can do is pull together as a community to make sure we're economically whole," said Chris Hall, CEO of the Portland Regional Chamber.

Right now, Petrovek has exclusive rights to operate an AHL franchise in Portland. Under the league's rules, no other AHL team can come in unless Petrovek sells or moves the team at least 50 miles from Portland.

Lewiston is about 35 miles from Portland.

With the Pirates in Lewiston, the civic center could seek a hockey tenant from a league below the AHL, which is hockey's top minor league.

The ECHL, formerly known as the East Coast Hockey League, is a minor league based in New Jersey. Twenty-five of its 30 teams have affiliations with teams in the National Hockey League.

There also are junior hockey leagues, in the U.S. and Canada. Lewiston had a Quebec Major Junior Hockey League team -- the Maineiacs -- for eight years before the team folded in 2011 after losing money for years.
Continued from page 1)
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"I think there could be some viability in bringing another hockey team here. It's a terrific market," said Wood, the former Pirates co-owner.

Plummer, the trustee, said he's not sure that this is the best time to attract another hockey tenant but the civic center must at least keep that option open.

Since the Cumberland County Civic Center opened in 1977, it has been home to a minor league hockey team for every year but one.

For the first 15 years, it hosted the Maine Mariners, who were affiliated with the Philadelphia Flyers, then the New Jersey Devils and finally the Boston Bruins. The Mariners moved to Providence in 1992 and became the Providence Bruins. That team still exists.

After one year without a team, the civic center brought in the Pirates.

Diamond, who was on the board of trustees at the time, said no one had any doubt that another hockey team would come. This time, he's less sure but still optimistic.

Plummer, who was a Cumberland County commissioner during that bridge year in the early '90s, said there was nervousness in the community when the Mariners left.

"We all thought, 'What are we going to do to make up that revenue?' But as it turns out, we did just fine," he said.

Most of the dates left vacant in 1992-93 were filled by concerts and other events. Plummer acknowledged that it might be harder to bring concerts to Portland today than it was 20 years ago.

The civic center hosted 46 concerts in its first full year, but over the years it has lost concert dates because of its relatively small size. More modern facilities in other areas have created competition for the civic center.

In 2005, the civic center booked 20 concerts. By 2009, the number dropped to 11. And in 2012, there were only four.

With just over 6,700 fixed seats, the civic center is the state's largest arena.

The Cross Insurance Center, which opened this year in Bangor, has 5,800 fixed seats and a capacity of more than 8,000 for concerts. The Cross Insurance Center, which cost Bangor about $65 million, does not have an anchor tenant but its construction was paid for with revenue from the nearby Hollywood Casino.

The civic center's renovation was undertaken largely to make the venue more amenable to its anchor tenant and to hockey fans.

An economic analysis done in 2010, the year before the referendum in which voters approved the renovation, concluded that the civic center had to "fundamentally protect the current event schedule and optimally expand the event schedule."

It also advised the civic center to create new revenue streams.

In July, the civic center hired Front Row Marketing Services, a division of Philadelphia-based Comcast Corp., to market the naming rights, corporate sponsorships and premium seating for the renovated arena.

Front Row was the sales arm of the Pirates and also represents the Cross Insurance Center in Bangor -- it helped secure naming rights for that facility for $3 million.

It's unclear whether the Pirates' move will affect Front Row's ability to market the civic center. A representative from Front Row did not return calls for comment Friday.

Diamond said he has already heard from many people who think the civic center was treated badly by Pirates' owners.

"They said the renovations were needed or they would leave," Diamond said. "So we make renovations and they left anyway."

As the civic center looks to bring in other revenue to stem any losses, there could be ways to cut expenses.

Plummer said he plans to float the idea of not maintaining the ice for the foreseeable future, which would save cooling costs.
By  Pete Krupsky   

on October 01, 2013 at 3:30 PM, updated October 01, 2013 at 3:37 PM 
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Wisniewski_CBJ_2.jpgPlymouth Whalers alum James WisniewskiColumbus Blue Jackets 

PLYMOUTH - While the Plymouth Whalers are at practice this week in preparation for games Thursday at Windsor, Friday at Saginaw and at home at Compuware Arena Saturday against Saginaw, the 2013-14 National Hockey League season starts on Tuesday.

16 Plymouth Whalers alumni have been named to various NHL opening night rosters. The Whalers include:

Gregory Campbell (Boston); Brett Bellemore (Carolina); John Mitchell (Colorado); Jared Boll and James Wisniewski (Columbus); Tyler Seguin (Dallas), Stephen Weiss (Detroit); Justin Williams (Los Angeles); David Legwand (Nashville); JT Miller (NY Rangers); James Neal (Pittsburgh); Tom Sestito (Vancouver); Connor Carrick, Michal Neuvirth and Tom Wilson (Washington); Chris Thorburn (Winnipeg).

Wilson and Carrick are surprises for some, but both played well over Washington's training camp and won jobs. John Feinstein of the Washington Post writes:

"The teenagers in question are Tom Wilson and Connor Carrick. Wilson won’t turn 20 until March and Carrick is a few weeks younger. Both were draft picks in 2012 — Wilson in the first round, Carrick in the fifth.

Wilson came into camp with a solid chance to make the team; Carrick didn’t. Both played too well for (Washington GM) George McPhee and (Head Coach) Adam Oates to keep them out of the lineup. The only question with Wilson was whether the Caps wanted to keep him in Washington to play limited minutes in the NHL or lots of minutes back in the Ontario Hockey League. Carrick has been the surprise of camp."

See the rest of the story.

The blog, The Russian Machine Never Breaks, covers all things Washington Capitals and spent a lot of time with Wilson and Carrick during training camp. Scroll around the blog to see.

Meanwhile, several other Plymouth alums are starting the season in the American Hockey League, including Rickard Rakell and Stefan Noesen (Norfolk); Vince Trocheck (San Antonio); Chris Terry, Beau Schmitz, Michal Jordan and Justin Peters (Charlotte); Garrett Meurs and Mitchell Heard (Lake Erie); Jamie Devane (Toronto); Tim Sestito and Scott Wedgewood (Albany); Tyler Brown (Adirondack).

AHL teams are finishing up training camp and start the 2013-14 season on Friday. We'll have a complete list of Plymouth alums in the AHL soon.
By  Pete Krupsky   

on September 16, 2013 at 3:24 PM, updated September 16, 2013 at 3:28 PM 
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ST. THOMAS, ON - It's never a bad thing to work on good habits. Establish good habits and wins usually follow.

A young Plymouth Whalers team did just that and were rewarded with a 5-1 win over the London in a game played last Saturday before 1,000 enthusiastic fans at Timken Community Centre in St. Thomas, ON.

The Whalers - who beat London, 6-3 in London on Friday - finish the preseason 2-1-1.

Plymouth received excellent goaltending in the game from Riley Corbin and Zach Bowman. Corbin stopped 16 shots he faced before being replaced by Bowman mid-way through the game.

Bryce Yetman (in photo) led the Plymouth attack with a pair of goals, his second and third in two games against London over the weekend. Zach Lorentz added a shorthanded goal, his team-leading fifth of the preseason. Francesco Vilardi added a power play goal in the third period, his third of the preseason and second marker of the weekend. Danny Vanderwiel also scored for Plymouth.

The Whalers got off to a good start, scoring at 0:48 of the first period when Yetman scored his second goal in two games, potting home a low rebound through traffic after London goaltender Jake Patterson stopped Francesco Vilardi's shot from the hashmarks.

Plymouth goaltender Riley Corbin stopped all 14 shots in faced in the first period. He was sharp on stops on Christian Dvorak midway through the period, Remi Elie and Owen MacDonald later on and Matt Fuller with about 2:30 left in the period.

Corbin continued his good work early in the second period, sliding to his left to deny Dvorak at the right post on a shorthanded attempt. He stopped all 16 shots he faced before being replaced by Bowman.

Yetman scored again at 7:15 of the second period to give Plymouth a 2-0 lead, taking the puck in the high slot in the London zone and snapping the shot, top-shelf, over Patterson's glove.

Zach Lorentz continued his effective play for the Whalers in preseason, scoring a shorthanded goal at 11:32 of the second period to give Plymouth a 3-0 lead. Lorentz took Spencer Lee's pass and was all alone from neutral territory into the London zone. Lorentz roofed a backhand, top shelf, to the right side of the London goal. 

Lorentz leads Plymouth with five goals in the preseason.

Vilardi scored at 8:17 of the third period to give the Whalers a 4-0 lead on the power play, scoring with a low shot, left circle through the legs of London backup goaltender Jacob Riley.

Dvorak scored for London at 11:51 of the period to cut the Plymouth lead to 4-1, cashing in with an excellent individual effort. He worked away from Whaler defenders and threaded the shot, just outside the blue ice, past Bowman.

Vanderwiel gave Plymouth a 5-1 lead, taking a pass from Matt Mistle and scoring with a low shot from the left hashmark at 13:27.

Plymouth outshot London, 36-25.

Plymouth scratches included Alex Nedeljkovic, Nick Malysa, Alex King, Tom Wilson (Washington), Connor Carrick (Washington), Ryan Hartman (Chicago) and Carter Sandlak (Minnesota).

The Whalers open the 2013-14 regular season next Friday in London, with the home opener next Saturday at 7:05 pm at Compuware Arena against the Erie Otters.
Corey Cowick

NUMBER: 23

BIO: 24 years old, 6-foot-3, 211 pounds

INSIDE INFO: One of the team’s best penalty killers, Cowick displayed some offensive prowess last season as he took on a bigger role following the end of the NHL lockout. He split the previous two seasons between Elmira of the ECHL and Binghamton but earned a full-time role, scoring a career-high 16 goals and 35 points in 72 games.

Jakub Culek

NUMBER: 41

BIO: 21, 6-3, 200

INSIDE INFO: Culek went scoreless and compiled 10 minutes in penalties in his three games with Binghamton last season following an injury-plagued season in juniors. Ottawa’s third-round pick in 2010 has good size but is still developing his offensive game — he scored 24 goals in 119 games over his previous three seasons in juniors.

David Dziurzynski

NUMBER: 22

BIO: 23, 6-3, 214

INSIDE INFO: Entering his fourth full season with Binghamton, “Dizzy” got his first taste of the NHL last season, scoring two goals in 12 games with Ottawa despite sustaining a concussion in a game against the New York Islanders. Dziurzynski has 19 goals, 68 points and 259 penalty minutes in 191 career games with the B-Sens, while helping deliver a Calder Cup to the city in 2011.

Derek Grant

NUMBER: 57

BIO: 23, 6-3, 203

INSIDE INFO: Grant scored a league-high five shorthanded goals last season for the B-Sens, and showed a knack for generating scoring chances on the penalty kill as he developed into one of the better penalty killers in the league. He earned a five-game call-up to Ottawa last season and finished the season with a team-high 19 goals for the B-Sens.

Wacey Hamilton

NUMBER: 36

BIO: 23, 5-11, 185

INSIDE INFO: Hamilton was limited to 38 games in his second full season of professional hockey after missing the first 35 games of the season with an injury. A center known for his defense more than his offense, Hamilton is a quality penalty killer and bottom-six forward. He is in the final season of a three-year deal signed with Ottawa in 2011 as an undrafted free agent.
B-Sens Season Preview: Ceci is one to watch on defense
BINGHAMTON — The Binghamton Senators’ young defense this season is infused by a highly-touted prospect that played in six games for the team last season.

Cody Ceci, 19, was the No. 15 pick in the 2012 National Hockey League Entry Draft and is thought of as the top defenseman in the Ottawa Senators developmental system. As he begins his first full season in the American Hockey League, Ceci knows he is expected to play well immediately.

“It is good pressure,” Ceci said. “It is just going to push me harder and make me want to make the jump as fast as I can … when I’m ready, I’m sure they would like to add me to the lineup.”

Ceci, 6-foot-3 and 215 pounds, is stepping into the lineup for second-year coach Luke Richardson, who has paired him with three-year AHL veteran and captain Mark Borowiecki. Borowiecki is excited to play with Ceci, who he developed a chemistry with during training camp.

“He’s a pretty dynamic guy with the puck,” Borowiecki said. “He’s good at jumping into the play and makes good offensive reads. I think with a young guy like that, it’s just about getting adjusted to the everyday pace of pro hockey. It’s maybe a little more (relaxed) in juniors sometimes. Every game in pro hockey is hard. There are no nights off.”

In juniors with the Owen Sound Attack last year, Ceci scored 24 points in 27 games after playing four years as a youth with the Ottawa 67’s.

“I just want to work towards getting an opportunity to get called up to the NHL,” Ceci said. “It’s everyone’s goal here to play in the NHL. I’m going to do everything I can to make that jump as quick as possible and do all the little things they tell me.”

An Ottawa native, Ceci is most concerned with off-ice life since he has never lived on his own for a long period of time before. For now, he will live with Chris Wideman and Shane Prince in Binghamton.

Ceci comes into a defensive core that returns Fredrik Claesson, Tyler Eckford, Ben Blood, Danny New, Michael Sdao, Wideman and Borowiecki. Outside of Eckford, who is returning for his sixth AHL season, no defenseman is older than 24 years old.

“At the start of this year we are going to be a lot younger than we were at the start of last year,” Wideman said. “Not having Andre Benoit and Eric Gryba is a little bit different, but we have young guys and guys who played a full year last year in the American League.”

Richardson believes in Ceci’s ability both as an attacker and in his own zone and expects him to make an impact.

“Offensively I think he really knows how to join the rush, move the puck and shoot the puck,” Richardson said. “…I hope he feels comfortable coming down here having that experience at the end of last year to help him get off to a good start and start his journey to have a great year.”
Four sent to ECHL

The Binghamton Senators sent four players to the Elmira Jackals of the ECHL on Thursday as the American Hockey League team prepares for the opener Saturday night against Syracuse. 

Forwards Ludwig Karlsson and Danny Hobbs, defenseman Danny New and goalie Scott Greenham will start the season in Elmira. Ludwig was signed by the Ottawa Senators this summer after his sophomore season at Northeastern University. Hobbs is a former draft pick of the New York Rangers who played 53 games (9-22-31) for Greenville of the ECHL last year. Greenham appeared in five career AHL games, including one with Binghamton last season. He also played 36 games in the ECHL last season in Bakersfield. 

New split last season between Elmira (2-9-11 in 21 games) and Binghamton (2-5-7 in 33).
Mike Haviland, Hershey Bears eager to begin 2013-14 season against Adirondack Phantoms

Hershey Bears name new head coach

Mike Haviland is scheduled to make his regular-season debut as head coach of the Hershey Bears Saturday night when the Adirondack Phantoms visit Giant Center. Mark Pynes | mpynes@pennlive.com 
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For Mike Haviland, the NHL season started fittingly Tuesday night when the Chicago Blackhawks hosted the Washington Capitals.

Chicago is his old organization. Washington is his new organization.

Stirring pregame ceremonies, in which the Blackhawks raised their 2012-13 Stanley Cup banner, were followed by an action-packed game won by Chicago. 

“To see them raise their second banner, a lot of those guys I coached, obviously you're proud of them and you're happy for them,” Haviland said. “Then to watch the game and be on the other side working for the Caps now. I thought it was a great pace.”

And a good way to get the juices flowing as a prelude to Haviland's regular-season debut as head coach of the Hershey Bears, which happens Saturday night when the Adirondack Phantoms visit Giant Center to open the 2013-14 campaign.

It will mark Haviland's first time on an AHL bench as a head coach in a game that counts since May 13, 2008, when his Rockford IceHogs lost 4-1 to the Chicago Wolves in Game 7 of a second-round playoff series.

“I really am excited,” Haviland said. “I'm excited to see this group. I'm excited to see what we've got. In the last two weeks here, what we've put in and what they've taken out of it, it's time.

“All the talking and all the hype, we're getting close to where we've got to put up now. We've got to show it. And I know they will.”

Hershey Bears F Peter LeBlanc on anticipation for 2013-14 seasonThe Hershey Bears are poised to open the 2013-14 regular season Saturday night when the Adirondack Phantoms visit Giant Center. Forward Peter LeBlanc (0-8-8) led the Bears in scoring in last season's first-round series against the Providence Bruins. 

It also will be the first game that counts for the Bears since their season-ending, Game 5 loss to the Providence Bruins in the first round last season.

Centerman Peter LeBlanc (0-8-8) led the Bears in scoring in that series and is looking to carry momentum into 2013-14.

“When I came here last year, I was given an opportunity to put up some points,” LeBlanc said. “I felt my season kind of took off when I got here. I'm kind of hoping I continue on the same road at the start of the season this year.”

A spotlight has been on Hershey's offseason free agent acquisitions and an infusion of promising prospects.

But there is an important subset on the roster of players who were acquired via trade last season who are back this season. LeBlanc, Casey Wellman, Nicolas Deschamps, Chay Genoway, Michael Latta, Joel Rechlicz and 2013-14 team captain Dane Byers comprise that group.

“With all the guys that came in last year, we got to know how each other plays and what each other's strengths and weaknesses are,” LeBlanc said. “I think coming into this season, we already have a little bit of chemistry. So I think it's going to take off.”

Haviland said Friday that he was still deliberating over whether Philipp Grubauer or David Leggio will start in goal for the opener.

Third-year pro Grubauer, who began 2012-13 with Reading (ECHL) because of Braden Holtby's NHL lockout assignment to Hershey, enters this season without the unpredictability that confronted him last season.

“I kind of know where I'm going to be this year,” Grubauer said. “But coming into this year, we've got new coaches. We've got almost a whole new group. There are not many guys left from last year. So I think everybody has to work really hard every day and make sure they play good and prove themselves.

“I think everybody is hungry for the first game. Everybody wants to make a statement in front of the home crowd and we have to win the game.”

Haviland continues to applaud the way his new squad has come together during the preseason.

“When they get on the ice, everything is serious,” he said. “In here [in the locker room] is fun, which is great. They're together. But when they go out there, it's business. That's the type team that you really like.”

NOTEBOOK

Haviland said he plans to implement a team shootout competition he calls “yard sale.” Every player who successfully converts gets to throw his stick, helmet and gloves on the ice. The player who loses has to collect all the gear. “That's a lot of stuff to pick up,” Haviland said. In the coach's view, it is a fun way to work on an important component of the game. “A lot of points up for grabs in that shootout,” Haviland said. “We need to know who's good at it, who's not good at it. It's something that is an art.”
Hershey Bears 2013-14 preview: 10 things to watch this season

Goal Cage diagonal 10-3-13

The new goal cages that will be used in the AHL this season have arrived at Giant Center. Tim Leone | tleone@pennlive.com 
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Ten things to watch during the 2013-14 Hershey Bears season:

1. Mike Haviland. For the first time since 2009-10, the Bears have a new head coach. Haviland is joined by new assistant coach Ryan Mougenel.

2. Utica and Iowa. The Utica Comets (the franchise used to be the Peoria Rivermen) and the Iowa Wild (the relocated Houston Aeros) begin operations.

3. Western Conference changes. The Abbotsford Heat moved to the renamed West Division (formerly the South Division), Utica was placed in the North Division and Iowa was placed in the Midwest Division.

4. NHL venues. The Bears are scheduled to play the Adirondack Phantoms on Feb. 1 at Wells Fargo Center, home of the Philadelphia Flyers, and the Syracuse Crunch on Feb. 23 at Verizon Center, home of the Washington Capitals.

5. Hybrid no-touch icing. Tried on an experimental basis last season, it has been adopted for the full season to mirror the NHL's adoption of hybrid no-touch icing.

6. Frozen Frontier. The Lake Erie Monsters are scheduled to play the host Rochester Americans in an outdoor game on Dec. 13 at Frontier Field, baseball home of the International League's Rochester Red Wings. In addition, the Grand Rapids Griffins will play the Toronto Marlies on Dec. 30 at Detroit's Comerica Park.

7. Goalie equipment. A complicated formula is being applied on an individual basis, but in broad strokes goalie leg pads will be reduced about 2 inches in height.

8. Hall of Fame. The second class of the Hershey Bears Hockey Club Hall of Fame is scheduled to be inducted on Dec. 1 when the Providence Bruins visit Giant Center.

Goal cage side view 10-3-13Side view of the new goal cage. Tim Leone | tleone@pennlive.com

9. Goal cage. The depth of the goal cage base is being reduced from 44 inches to 40 inches to provide more room behind the net. In addition, the spatial area on top of the net is being reduced. Goal mouth dimensions remain the same. The new cages will be utilized as they become available.

10. Attendance. The Bears, bolstered by the Capital BlueCross AHL Outdoor Classic at Hersheypark Stadium, set a club record for attendance average in 2012-13 (10,046). Can they hit five figures again?
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After claiming defenseman Alexander Urbom off waivers from the New Jersey Devils on Thursday, the Washington Capitals reassigned centerman Michael Latta to the Hershey Bears.

Latta, who made Washington's season-opening roster, played nine regular-season games for Hershey last season after being acquired in a late-season trade from the Nashville Predators.

“Obviously, he makes us deeper up front,” Bears head coach Mike Haviland said. “He's a player that I really liked in Washington. He obviously plays with an edge, plays an in-your-face type of game.

“Other coaches I talked to over the summer when I got this job in the American Hockey League loved him. They said, 'You're going to love this kid, this is your type of player.'”

Latta's addition increases Hershey's roster to 31. Forward Josh Brittain is injured, so there are 30 healthy players.

The Bears, scheduled to open the regular season Saturday when the Adirondack Phantoms visit Giant Center, are slated to play just one game in each of the first two weekends of the season. Haviland said the team plans to carry 31 through this weekend.

“We'll make some decisions as Washington plays games, as we play games,” Haviland said. “It starts to work itself out. Right now, we only play two games in two weeks. We'll readdress it next week.”

Haviland said an announcement on Hershey's captain may come Friday.

“We're going to make a decision probably tomorrow on that,” Haviland said.
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Martin St. Pierre, one of the AHL's premier forwards in the 21st century, last played for Mike Haviland more than five years ago.

When Haviland was named head coach of the Hershey Bears in June, St. Pierre quickly saluted the move on Twitter, expressing joy for his former mentor and lauding Hershey and Washington Capitals management for making an excellent hire.

“That's how strong I feel about the guy,” said St. Pierre, who will play for the Hamilton Bulldogs this season. “Hershey's lucky to have him.

“I haven't talked to him in a long time, but I know that I can pick up the phone and talk to him and feel like we saw each other yesterday. He's that type of guy. He's definitely someone you want to look up to as a man and in the hockey world.”

Caps winger Troy Brouwer, who played for Haviland in the AHL and NHL, was a positive job reference when Caps GM George McPhee sought internal input.

“I just said that out of all the coaches I had, he probably had one of the biggest impacts on my hockey career since I was probably a little kid in my development,” Brouwer said. “Havy really treated me well.

“He gave me a great opportunity when I was playing in Norfolk to be able to make the move to the NHL. He believed in me. And so with that, I've got to help him out as much as possible.”

Martin St. Pierre 2009Hershey Bears goalie Michal Neuvirth makes a save on Providence's Martin St. Pierre during third-period action of the Calder Cup playoffs at Giant Center Saturday, May 16, 2009. CHRIS KNIGHT, The Patriot-News 

In 2013-14, Haviland, 46, gets to establish fresh bonds of loyalty as he takes over in Hershey, the latest destination in a pro coaching odyssey that has made stops in Trenton, N.J., Atlantic City, Norfolk, Va., Rockford, Ill., and Chicago.

In print, the resume features ECHL Kelly Cup championships in Atlantic City (2002-03) and Trenton (2004-05), a 50-win season and AHL outstanding coach honors in Norfolk (2006-07), playoff appearances in all seven of his seasons as a head coach and a Stanley Cup as an assistant coach with the Chicago Blackhawks (2009-10).

In spirit, as evidenced by St. Pierre and Brouwer, the resume resonates with the power of positive testimony for a coach whose style is to empathize and deliver the honestly he desired as a player while demanding excellence.

“It's the atmosphere and the culture you create as a coach,” Haviland said. “I'm a positive guy. I like to teach. I like to communicate. I like to talk to my guys and let them know where they stand and what I expect out of them.

“I think when your players leave and they won and they enjoyed playing for you and you got the best out of them, it's a win-win for everybody.”

The third U.S.-born coach in Bears history (Mike Eaves and Jay Leach are the others) joins a franchise where win-win is a must. Eleven Calder Cup banners in Giant Center hang as tradition and challenge.

Hershey's last three coaches – every coach since the Washington affiliation began in 2005-06 – has won a Calder Cup. And Bruce Boudreau (2005-06), Bob Woods (2008-09) and Mark French (2009-10) each did it in their first full season at the helm.

The halogen smile. The pugnacious bench demeanor. The coach-player rapport. The Jersey accent.

That is the personal formula Haviland will apply to a promising on-paper roster in a bid for Hershey's 12th Calder Cup.

“One of his famous sayings is, 'Call a spade a spade,'” said Rockford IceHogs head coach Ted Dent, who served as Haviland's assistant in the AHL and ECHL. “When you're doing well, he'll tell you. When you're not doing well and he needs more, he'll tell you, as well.

“He's a great teacher. He's great at in-game adjustments. He's one of the best I've seen. He's a competitor. He wants to win and he makes sure he gets the most out of players.”

HOCKEY FAMILY

Hershey Bears vs Wilkes-Barre/Scranton PenguinsHead coach Mike Haviland, left, and assistant coach Ryan Mougenel will lead the 2013-14 Hershey Bears. Paul Chaplin | pchaplin@pennlive.com

Haviland, born in Manhattan and reared in Middletown, N.J., comes from a pioneering Garden State hockey family.

His father, George Sr., played roller hockey and ice hockey, has been a top leader in state youth hockey for decades and has a youth championship – the George Haviland Cup – named in his honor. Older brother George Jr. and younger brother Richard both are longtime New Jersey youth coaches, and George Jr. also owns rinks.

“And a mom,” Haviland said, “that probably knew more about hockey than all of us.”

Margaret Haviland watched her middle son leave home to play Tier 2 junior hockey in Oakville, Ontario, at 15 in 1982. It was rare for a U.S. kid to make such a move at the time.

Haviland lived with a billet family and wore a figurative red-white-blue target on his back as the lone American in the league. Practices were a constant and often literal scrap for every inch of ice, but through four years he ultimately earned his stripes as captain.

“A big eye-opener for me,” Haviland said, “on how the game should be played and was going to get played.”

Such an eye-opener that he initially thought he'd made a mistake and called George Sr. to ask to come home.

“My dad said, 'No, we made a commitment and you're staying,'” Haviland recalled. “And he hung up the phone. A little tough love. Certainly, it was the best thing for me.”

An opportunity to play at Cornell fell through late, so Haviland ended up at Elmira College and earned All-America status in a powerhouse Division II program that played before crowds of 5,000 in the hometown of Heisman Trophy winner Ernie Davis and the burial place of Mark Twain. 

Brian McCutcheon, who would go on to coach Cornell, the Rochester Americans and serve as an assistant with the Buffalo Sabres, was his first head coach and he finished under Glenn Thomaris.

The lanky 6-3 winger produced 27-24-51 in 23 games in 1989-90.

“I could defend myself,” Haviland said. “I didn't just go look for it. I played the game hard, but I also was a scorer.”

After his senior year, Haviland had a two-week camp tryout with the Boston Bruins, signed with the Hartford Whalers and played four games for the AHL's Binghamton Whalers in 1989-90 before discovering he was actually eligible for a supplemental NHL draft.

The New Jersey Devils took Haviland in the first round (15th overall), but there would be no storybook rise to his home state NHL team. The rest of his pro playing career, ended by a right shoulder injury, consisted of 16 ECHL games with Richmond and Winston-Salem in 1990-91.

Always a student of the game – Haviland said he used to intently study Don Maloney when his family attended New York Rangers games at Madison Square Garden – the young retired player returned to Elmira College to finish a marketing degree and begin his coaching career under Thomaris.

After three years at Elmira, though, Haviland took a brief detour out of the game. He became a route salesman for Sunshine Biscuit, Inc., hawking cookies and Cheez-Its, but that lasted about 18 months until he turned in the company car.

He realized he was a hockey guy whose passion could only be satisfied by the game. He was a hockey coach who set a goal to someday rise to become an NHL head coach.

“I believe,” Haviland said, “anybody can do anything.”

ECHL ENTREPRENEUR

Troy Brouwer 10-1-13Washington Capitals right winger Troy Brouwer (20) checks Chicago Blackhawks defenseman Brent Seabrook into the boards during the first period of an NHL hockey game Tuesday, Oct. 1, 2013, in Chicago. (AP Photo/Nam Y. Huh) 

The ECHL is an entrepreneurial league for coaches. They wear numerous hats: coaching, player recruitment, immigration issues, marketing.

After two seasons as an assistant in Trenton, first under former Caps head coach and current Providence Bruins head coach Bruce Cassidy and then under current Abbotsford Heat head coach Troy Ward, Haviland got his first head coaching shot with Atlantic City.

“You do everything,” Haviland said. “That league prepares you as a coach because you have to be prepared. If you're not, you're not going to win down there.”

He won the Kelly Cup his second season and repeated the feat two years later after moving back to Trenton as head coach. Winning ECHL titles in two places was an especially telling affirmation of his coaching ability and launched Haviland into the AHL as Norfolk's head coach in 2005-06.

“He wears his emotions on his sleeve,” said Trenton, Norfolk and Rockford assistant Dent, who had training camp stints with the Bears in the 1990s when he played for the ECHL's Johnstown Chiefs. “The players always know where he's at and what he's thinking, and he'll tell you. In rough stretches, when you hit the bottoming point, then he bursts. There's been a lot of times that would be a spark that turned things around.”

St. Pierre's first full pro season was with Norfolk in 2005-06. Focusing on offense and not an all-around game, the rookie made a stupid first-period play that cost an early-season goal.

He sat on the bench for the second and third periods. It was some George Sr.-style tough love.

“He was definitely sending a message to me and to the other guys that it doesn't matter who you are on the team,” St. Pierre said. “If you don't want to listen to what he is portraying for a system and take care of the defensive zone, then you're going to sit on the bench. The next day, I remember coming to the rink and he was the first one to greet me at the door and say, 'Let's go talk in the office.' He just sat me down and he went over everything.

“He's proven a point. The next day, he wants you to correct it and not make it happen. I went on to have a great season, a great second half from there. We joked about that the last time I saw him.”

Haviland's Norfolk years from 2005-07 featured strong regular seasons that ended in first-round playoff exits. Boudreau's Bears swept Norfolk in 2005-06.

“Him and Bruce Boudreau used to just scream at each other on the benches when Bruce was in Hershey,” Brouwer recalled. “Those were always pretty entertaining.”

In 2007-08, Chicago switched its AHL affiliate from Norfolk to Rockford. In a situation that was a smaller-scale version of the Cleveland Browns relocating to Baltimore to become the Ravens, Haviland and his team moved to Illinois.

The season began with a road-heavy schedule and a home building that was still under renovation. That team won 44 games and lost a seven-game, second-round war to eventual Calder Cup champion Chicago.

“We had to roll with the punches, form a team, get the guys on the same page and start to win some hockey games,” Dent said. “We ended up having a really good group that year.”

WILL POWER

Martin St. Pierre 2005-06Hershey Bears winger Graham Mink, left, is checked by Norfolk's Martin St. Pierre during a 2005-06 game at Giant Center. MICHAEL FERNANDEZ, The Patriot-News 

A personal reckoning came for the onetime svelte power forward in August of 2009 before his second season as an assistant coach with the Blackhawks. There had been years of long bus rides, bad diet habits, no workouts. 

Haviland stepped on a scale. It read 302 pounds.

“I hit a number I thought I'd never hit in my life,” he said.

“I never thought of myself as that person who would hit 300. I always thought it would be somebody else. It would never be me. So it was a little reality for me.”

A training regime and healthy diet plan ensued. As the Blackhawks grew into NHL champions during the 2009-10 season, Haviland shrunk by 65 pounds on the way to eventually losing 100.

“Everybody who's close to him, we're all very proud that he was able to do what he did and put his mind to it,” Dent said.

“I remember talking to him about it. It was all about his eating habits and he started to exercise. The combination of those two things really turned it around and he was able to turn it around and lose a lot of weight. Then he had to go and buy a whole new wardrobe, which was a good thing.”

Haviland also has succeeded at the greater long-term challenge of keeping off the weight. He keeps old pictures and old suits as a reminder and said he currently runs in the 203-205 range.

“It just snowballed on me and got out of control,” Haviland said. “I'm a driven guy. When I put my mind to something, I can tune it out.”

In Chicago, Haviland found profound hockey nourishment when he landed in the orbit of coaching legend Scotty Bowman, the Blackhawks' senior advisor for hockey operations whose son, Stan, is the club's general manager. He cites Bowman, Thomaris, Ward and Blackhawks head coach Joel Quenneville as seminal coaching influences.

During the summer, Bowman personally approached McPhee to commend him on the selection of Haviland as Hershey's coach.

“I've become very close to Scotty and talk to Scotty on a regular basis,” Haviland said. “You always look up to the winningest coach, I believe, in all sports. He's somebody I lean on, rely on.

“I was fortunate to work with him all those years and become friendly with him. To gain his respect in the hockey world, I think, is irreplaceable.”

Those Chicago years ended following the 2011-12 season, when Haviland exited after Quenneville shook up his staff.

Haviland interviewed for Washington's head coaching job in the summer of 2012 before landing back in Norfolk as associate coach with head coach Trent Yawney. The positive residue of that Washington process led to his Hershey hiring a year later.

BENCH SWITCH

Jeff Taffe 13-14Jeff Taffe Hershey Bears Photo

In the wake of Haviland's jousts on the visiting bench during his head coaching tenure in Norfolk, there is irony in him setting up shop on the home bench at Giant Center.

Las Vegas doesn't put out an over-under number on predicted bench minors for an AHL head coach. If it did, Haviland's might be set around two for 2013-14.

“I'm trying to calm down in my older age,” Haviland joked. 

“I'm a fiery guy. I always have been. My players are going to know I care about them. I'm going to back my players.”

There is a switch that clicks when Haviland hits the bench, going from off-ice voluble to in-game warrior.

“I can be the nicest guy in the world off the ice,” Haviland said. “When we're behind that bench, it's business.”

The very early returns in Hershey have been positive. 

Said Bears President-GM Doug Yingst: “I like how he's a dominating force.”

Said veteran Bears centerman Jeff Taffe: “I like how he says you can't take anything for granted. I think he instilled that right away. … He brings a great attitude. He's smiling. He wants to get to know you. I think that goes a long way with guys.”

It is a pattern that would be familiar to St. Pierre.

“I've seen him develop relationships with players, especially me, that it kind of correlates into the on-ice,” St. Pierre said. “You respect him as a coach. You know the door's always open as far as going to sit down and talk about ups and downs or whatever is on your mind that day. Then again, he's the type of coach that you want to go on the ice and win hockey games.

“I just turned 30 and I still apply what I learned from him about hockey and the [pro] lifestyle.”

As much winning as he has already done, Haviland knows there must be more. The NHL head coaches club is a tough one to crack for aspirants who don't have an NHL playing pedigree.

“Hopefully, he succeeds down there,” Brouwer said. “I know he would love to be able to come back to the NHL one day. I hope good things for him.”

The regular season and the playoffs offer the gauntlet of a tricky new puck sales route in Hershey.

Haviland said he views himself sort of like a business owner whose office is a 10,500-seat arena. Treat your employees right, hold everybody accountable to the same standards regardless of roster status, and they'll treat you right and won't cut corners.

To accomplish that, a coach must know his players, know when it's time to give them a kick, know when it's time to lay back and give them them a day off.

Haviland's mastery of that human calculus has landed him in the best coaching job outside of the NHL. 

“I'm very fortunate – and I know that -- to be where I am in the game,” he said.

How tweet it is.
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Brandon Segal, already an owner of one Calder Cup ring, had an on-ice perch for the revolution when he won his second with the Norfolk Admirals in 2011-12.

A team led by rookies, not just effectively supplemented by them, blew away the AHL in the second half of the regular season and the playoffs.

Rookies Cory Conacher, Tyler Johnson and Richard Panik ranked among Norfolk's top five leading scorers. Leading scorer Conacher won league MVP honors.

“When guys come in with a great mindset and focus on the task at hand, it's unbelievable,” said winger Segal, who will play for the Hershey Bears in 2013-14. “That's exactly what you're talking about with Norfolk.

“We had a couple unbelievable rookies in Cory Conacher and Tyler Johnson who were awesome for us. It just goes to show with what they're doing right now in the NHL. It's nice to see guys kind of jump in and contribute that much.”

There was a time in the AHL when teams could win the Calder Cup based almost solely on veteran production. That time has passed.

In today's AHL, first-year prospects have become critical.

That Norfolk corps, relocated to Syracuse last season, appeared to be on an unstoppable roll to repeat in 2012-13. But the Crunch were derailed in the Calder Cup Finals by a Grand Rapids Griffins team in which four of the top seven playoff scorers were rookies, and rookie Petr Mrazek was in goal.

Philipp GrubauerHershey Bears goalie Philipp Grubauer, shown playing against the Providence Bruins in the 2012-13 Calder Cup playoffs, went 15-9-2 in the AHL last season. Paul Chaplin | pchaplin@pennlive.com 

“Usually, when I first came in, it was kind of a learning game,” said Segal, 30. “But now guys are thrown into the mix and it's about buying in and making it happen when you get the chance.

“Those [Norfolk] guys, thrown into the situation, they accepted it and did very well. I'm not saying everyone can do that, but there's certain guys who can come in and make an impact like that.”

Bears head coach Mike Haviland attributes the youth rise to the NHL's salary cap era having a trickle-down effect on the AHL.

The importance of scouting and drafting -- and the focus put on it -- have increased as teams seek to find players who can deliver high organizational returns before they become eligible to be high-priced free agents. 

“I think the drafting now and your scouting department is huge,” Haviland said. “That's my opinion. I think that every team has to build from within.”

Bears President-GM Doug Yingst said the increasing sophistication and caliber of youth, junior and college hockey also is playing a role in making players more prepared to have a quick impact when they make the jump to the pro ranks. 

“I think the biggest change has been the pace of the game [at those levels],” said Yingst, who coaches the highly successful Hershey Jr. Bears peewee team.

“You call them pace pushers [when they get to the AHL]. You need the pace pushers. And the pace pushers also make the veterans work harder.”

Rookies arrive with energy and an idealism not yet jaded by the realities of pro life.

“I think you're going to see a faster paced team in Hershey this year than we had last year." -- Doug Yingst 

“The young guys bring that speed, that pace,” veteran Bears forward Jamie Johnson said. “They're young. They feel good all the time. Sometimes you can get a little tired at times, so it's nice to have that young feeling, make us feel younger.”

After a veteran-laden Chicago Wolves team (with rookie goalie Ondrej Pavelic) won the Calder Cup in 2007-08, Hershey's 2008-09 Calder Cup team presaged Norfolk's later detonation.

Though no rookies were in the top seven in team playoff scoring, rookie Karl Alzner and junior eligible John Carlson were key blue line members, rookies Mathieu Perreault, Oskar Osala and Francois Bouchard formed a potent fourth line, and goalie Michal Neuvirth was playoff MVP.

Michal Cajkovsky 8-13-13Defenseman Michal Cajkovsky participated in July's Washington Capitals development camp at Kettler Capitals Iceplex in Arlington, Va. Tim Leone | tleone@pennlive.com

Since the 2009-10 Calder Cup run, the impact of Washington Capitals prospects in Hershey has declined (and the Bears haven't won a playoff series).

The Capitals placed a reputable No. 11 out of 30 NHL teams in the 2013 Hockey Prospectus organizational prospect rankings. But topflight prospects like Evgeny Kuznetsov and Filip Forsberg (now traded) remained overseas and haven't been available for Hershey duty in recent seasons.

In 2013-14, a prospect upgrade appears to be at hand.

“I think you're going to see a faster paced team in Hershey this year than we had last year,” Yingst said. “I think we have the young kids that are going to push the pace of the game.”

Nate Schmidt, who finished last season with Hershey after signing out of the University of Minnesota, and Patrick Wey are roster rookies. Philipp Grubauer, Cameron Schilling and Stan Galiev, all heading into their second full AHL season, will continue to develop. 

In addition, rookies Nathan Walker and Michal Cajkovsky, both signed to AHL contracts with Hershey, aren't technically Caps prospects. But they have generated excitement with the potential they flashed at Caps rookie and NHL camps.

Plus, Caps rookie defenseman Connor Carrick might ultimately end up reassigned to Hershey. And 2013 first-rounder Andre Burakovsky, playing in Erie (OHL), eventually will be able to join Hershey as a high-profile junior eligible.

“Obviously, they're going to be here for a reason,” veteran Bears centerman Jeff Taffe said. “They need to play a lot. I think Havy and those guys are going to do a good job in inserting them where they need to succeed.

“Obviously, they bring high-end skill to this team, too, which everybody needs. As long as they're willing to work hard every day, I think they're going to get a lot of opportunities and playing time.”

Of course, vets aren't passe.

They are still much needed for their talent, leadership and experience. They serve as examples of how to be a professional for prospects making a significant transition in their lives and careers.

“You have to surround your vets and your young guys with the right mix of young and old,” Johnson said. “That is the only way you can win.

“You need your veterans. It's very important. You need your young prospects. It is a developmental league, but these kids will never develop if you're not a winning team. That's the best way to develop.”
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At 6-3, 231 pounds, Patrick Wellar stands out in a crowd.

The Hershey Bears defenseman knows he stands out for an additional reason in 2013-14.

Wellar is the lone player remaining from the 2009-10 Calder Cup roster, which marks Hershey's last AHL championship.

“It's amazing how fast time flies,” Wellar said. “I remember being that 25-year-old with Bryan Helmer on my right and all those good people that we had.

“To be the last guy from that team is something I have a lot of pride in. I'm just hoping to keep it going. Hopefully, we can build some more memories here this year.”

Wellar is a towering touchstone, but this season truly marks the dawn of a new era for the Bears.

Fueled by three Calder Cups since the beginning of the Washington Capitals affiliation in 2005-06, Hershey has enjoyed roster and coaching continuity unusual in the high-turnover AHL. But after a third straight first-round playoff exit in 2012-13, fundamental change has hit Giant Center.

New head coach Mike Haviland, replacing Mark French, No. 5 in all-time Hershey coaching wins (180), is the first Bears head coach to come from outside the organization since the start of the Caps affiliation.

An aggressive offseason landed an impressive crop of new free agents in David Leggio, David Kolomatis, Tyson Strachan, Jamie Johnson, Tyler Ruegsegger, Brandon Segal, Matt Watkins and Derek Whitmore.

More than 40 percent of the opening 2013-14 roster will include faces who didn't play in Hershey last season.
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“I'm friends of a lot of guys that aren't here this year,” said centerman Jeff Taffe, Hershey's MVP last season. “At the same time, we didn't get the job done last year and things needed to change. It's nothing personal to the people that aren't here anymore, but I think we've got a good thing going now.

“There's no excuses anymore. I think it got a little lax. You don't want to say that you kind of look back and say, 'Well, we won this many Calder Cups and be happy with it.' No, everybody wants to keep winning. But I think it got to the point last year after a quick exit in the playoffs where you've got to really step back and say, 'Hey, we're not as good as we used to be and things need to change.'”

Faster. Tougher. Deeper. More balanced. Better at home.

That sums up what the Bears and President-GM Doug Yingst hope they've accomplished with the makeover.

Julien Brouillette 12-13Julien BrouilletteHERSHEY BEARS

“Sometimes you get caught up in a routine,” defenseman Julien Brouillette said. “To get out of it sometimes is not necessarily a bad idea.

“We've got a good mix. I think we're strong on every position, deep at every position. Goalies, D, forwards. A good mix of forwards from first-line guys to third-line guys. I think we're deep enough.”

The depth starts in goal with Leggio and Philipp Grubauer. Counting Grubauer's ECHL time with Reading, Grubauer (34) and Leggio (38) combined for 72 wins last season.

On defense, Strachan, Tomas Kundratek and Dmitry Orlov didn't make the Caps season-opening roster, giving the blue line a best-case boost from a Hershey perspective.

The forward corps, filled with players with 20-goal seasons on their resumes, holds the potential of having the four-line scoring ability that was a hallmark of the 2008-09 and 2009-10 Calder Cup teams.

“We had an older team last year,” Taffe said. “A lot of guys played a lot of minutes.

“I think we've got enough skill this year to spread the wealth a little bit more.”

All the change has put a greater onus on preseason team melding that will continue into the early stages of the regular season. The Bears are scheduled to play just six games in October, which could serve as a virtual extended training camp.

“I think they did a great job getting the coach that they got for the team that we have,” Whitmore said. “He's been a winner everywhere he's been at all the levels.

“The players that have been brought in for this year, it's very early to tell how everyone's going to mesh on the ice as a team. I think we're going to have a really sound team this year. I think it's going to be a lot of fun.”

"We will have a winning culture around here. There will be a little bit of a swagger." -- Mike Haviland

Haviland said he likes the chemistry and camaraderie he has seen so far.

Though Haviland's previous AHL experience has come in the Chicago Blackhawks and Anaheim Ducks organizations, he voices a philosophy similar to what Caps GM George McPhee has enunciated for years.

“We're in this business to win,” Haviland said. “We have to develop guys for the NHL, but my theory always was that you can win and develop. And winning is developing. I want to send guys to Washington, with [assistant coach] Ryan [Mougenel] and Doug, that know how to win.

“We will have a winning culture around here. There will be a little bit of a swagger. I think you have to have that. I know you do.”

Expectations are high for the Bears. The calendar says October, but there are dreams of June.

Said Taffe: “The aspirations are to win. That's what it comes down to. Everybody who was going to sign here this summer obviously has to talk to Doug. If he doesn't hear you say that you want to come and be a winner, I don't think he's going to be signing you.”

Said Haviland: “We want to win the Cup. We're going to talk about it. Certainly, there's a long journey. We want to be the last team standing.”

Wellar, of course, has already made the journey to the grail in Hershey.

“I think we're going to be a really exciting team,” he said. “I think we have good character. I like our grit to go along with our top-end skill.

“I think we have a really good chance, like every year. Obviously, on paper we're always top-notch, but now it's time to really do it.”
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Dmitry Orlov entered Washington Capitals training camp hoping to regain the NHL toehold he had in 2011-12 when he played 60 games.

Instead, the defenseman was reassigned to the Hershey Bears on Sunday. Bears head coach Mike Haviland applauded Orlov's attitude when he rejoined the club for practice Tuesday at Giant Center.

“I thought he practiced well today,” Haviland said. “I liked his energy. He's a skilled guy. His mindset was perfect. Like anybody, upset about coming down, but I think he took it in stride. He knows that he needs to separate things and move forward.”

NOTEBOOK

Hulking 6-5, 215-pound winger John Mitchell, acquired Sunday in the trade that sent Caps centerman Mathieu Perreault to the Anaheim Ducks, practiced with the Bears for the first time. Haviland worked with Mitchell in 2012-13 as associate coach of the Norfolk Admirals. “He's a big, big guy that gets around pretty well,” Haviland said. “He's got a really deceiving shot. He was a real good penalty killer for us down there. He was one of our top three penalty killers and we were in the top five in the league. He's a guy that could play the power forward role and has to play that to be successful at this level. That's the one thing that Mitch and I talked about last year is consistency and doing it every night. Again, it just adds to more depth here.”

The Bears currently have 30 players on their roster. They tend to open seasons in the 25-28 range. Haviland said there might be one or two more cuts before the regular season opens on Saturday. “We've talked about carrying five lines here to start the season and some extra D,” Haviland said. “I actually like that. I think there's some competition for them to see guys here and have that competition early on and to know that somebody is here that could take your job. I think we have that and it's healthy competition.”

Jeff Taffe 12-13Jeff TaffeHERSHEY BEARS

Nathan Walker, 19, practiced on a top line with Jeff Taffe, 32, and Jamie Johnson, 31. Haviland said he likes the chemistry he's seen from Taffe and Johnson, who were linemates in Rochester in 2009-10. “I'm a pairs guy [in line combinations],” Haviland said. “I like to have pairs. And if we can find that third guy that fits in we certainly will. We've got some pairs that we like and we're going to try to move things around as the week goes along here and come up with some good combinations. That's always a work in progress.” Walker reduced the line's average age to 27.3. “He's fitting in pretty well,” Haviland said. “He's got a lot of energy and he's a pretty smart little player. They made some nice little plays on some of the drills we did out there.”

The AHL formally adopted the use of hybrid no-touch icing for 2013-14 in the wake of its adoption by the NHL. It was tried on an experimental basis in the AHL last season.
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With a fresh wave of Washington Capitals reassignments in the fold Tuesday, Mike Haviland got his first full-roster look at the 2013-14 Hershey Bears.

The head coach liked what he saw during a high-tempo practice at Giant Center.

“I think we had pace,” Haviland said. “The ice got a little snowy at the end and we slowed down a little bit. But I like our compete level.

“I think we're going to push each other because of the level that's here. That's a good thing to have. We want to compete in practice and we want to have us at the highest level.”

New Caps reassigns Dane Byers, Dmitry Orlov, Michal Cajkovsky, Tyson Strachan and Joel Rechlicz were on the ice with the Bears. New trade acquisition John Mitchell also practiced.

Twenty-nine of the 30 players still on the roster practiced. Josh Brittain (arm) is sidelined by an injury.

“I think they understand what we have here and what needs to happen,” Haviland said. “And it has to happen in practice.

“We have to have a level. Our practices need to be high energy with a good pace and compete. I think that's going to carry over to the game. That's what we want here.”

Hershey Bears F Joel Rechlicz on memorable training camp with Washington Capitals, which included shootout scoreTough-guy winger Joel Rechlicz, who cleared NHL waivers on Monday, practiced with the Hershey Bears on Tuesday at Giant Center. Rechlicz had a memorable training camp with the Washington Capitals, scoring a shootout game-winner against the Philadelphia Flyers and fighting Boston Bruins forward Milan Lucic. Byers, a late-season acquisition from the Edmonton Oilers organization in 2012-13 who is on an AHL contract in 2013-14, had a lengthy stay in Washington's training camp.

“I wasn't sure what to expect going into it,” Byers said. “They gave me a great opportunity to play with some great players during the games. I felt great. Just coming into here feeling good is a nice booster.

“It was nice to come into camp and be able to prove myself, just take advantage of that in showing what I can do in all situations of the game.”

Byers figures to be one of the players under consideration for Hershey's captaincy. The winger previously has served as captain of the Springfield Falcons and the Connecticut Whale/Hartford Wolf Pack.

“Obviously, it would be an honor,” Byers said. “But I think we have a ton of leaders in that room, leaders that have won. No matter what happens there, I'll always consider myself a leader in that aspect. I'll just let the pieces kind of fall into place there.”

Haviland said he is still assessing captain options.

“I'm still trying to get to know guys,” he said. “I don't want to rush into something. That's a big thing. I think there's some guys we have in mind, for sure. We've narrowed it down. But I want to make sure before we put that 'C' on somebody that it's the right person, it's the person that deserves it.

“We've got a lot of guys that I think could be and have worn them in other organizations at this level. Again, that's another good problem to have.”

Rechlicz had a memorable training camp with the Caps.

The tough-guy winger scored a game-winning shootout goal against Philadelphia Flyers goalie Ray Emery during an exhibition game. He also had an epic fight with Boston Bruins forward Milan Lucic.

Rechlicz said Caps training camp was a confidence-boosting experience for him in which he learned a lot from Washington head coach Adam Oates.

“Obviously, I have a physical role and fighting's obviously part of it,” Rechlicz said. “But, hey, this day and age you've got to be able to play hockey. You've just got to keep working. I'm looking to build on that and just round out my game.

“Oatsie's another great coach and I learned a hell of a lot from him with the time I was there. He's one of the best players who've ever played the game. He's the best passer of all time. I learned a lot from him in regards to playing. He really helped me out a lot up there and I really thank him for that.”

Boston broadcaster Jack Edwards gave a comedically pro-Lucic play-by-play description of the fight with Rechlicz.

“It was a heck of a fight and I have nothing but respect for all the guys who I drop the gloves with,” Rechlicz said.

“It's not even worth my time commenting on that. Like I said, I have nothing but respect for Milan Lucic.”

Preseason game 1: Devils 3, Phantoms 2 

By Diana C. Nearhos

Third period: Devils 3, Phantoms 2 

The Phantoms made it through 2:01 of five-on-three play and another 29 seconds of five-on-four play but they let Albany break through.

At that point, Pesonen scored his second goal of the night, beating Heeter glove-side, and the Phantoms were looking at a 3-1 deficit with 19:22 to play.

Akeson brought them within a goal about six minutes later, but the damage was done. Not even two power plays and numerous opportunities made the difference.

The Phantoms played most of the remaining 13:36 in the offensive zone, but could not get the goal they needed to tie the game up again.

Petr Straka came close as he flung a loose puck toward the net. McGinn, Holmstrom and Flanagan all had chances on the power play, but no one could get it done.

Second period: Devils 2, Phantoms 1 

The second period got chippy. It started with Maxim Lamarche and Steven Delisle both wanting a piece of Mike Hoeffel about 1:40 into the frame. 

Then Helgeson and Doug Clarkson dropped the gloves about two minutes later. Kris Newbury and David Wohlberg got into a shoving match, but it didn't go anywhere.

Ben Thompson gave the Devils the lead again as he tipped the puck past Heeter.

The Phantoms went on a parade to the penalty box at the end of the period, taking four minors in a span of 4:20. First, Delisle took a holding penalty. The Phantoms killed that one off and then things got ugly. Mark Alt was called for holding and 37 seconds later, Ben Holmstrom headed off for interference. Twenty-five seconds after that, Manning was called for boarding.

The Phantoms' first five-on-three shift featured two defensemen and a forward: Cullen Eddy, Manning and Rob Bordson. After that, it was two forwards and a defenseman: Akeson, McGinn, Lamarche then Newbury, Bordson, Eddy.

They survived the onslaught without allowing another goal.

First period: Phantoms 1, Devils 1 

The Phantoms and Devils combined for one shot in the first seven minutes of play. The shot was Albany's.

The Devils struck first as Harri Pesonen streaked down the ice and beat Cal Heeter at 7:42.

Brandon Manning tied it up with a one-timer from Jason Akeson on a power play at 9:32. Seth Helgeson took two minutes for concealing the puck.

Tye McGinn had a good chance with 19 seconds left, but was tripped up by Eric Gelinas. The Phantoms couldn't do anything with the first 19 seconds of the power play.

Pre-game: 

The Phantoms open their preseason against the team with which they ended last season: Albany. 

After three season of the Phantoms dominating the series, Albany had the upper hand last year, winning eight of the 12 games. 

Adirondack is not playing any of its tryout players - those from the ECHL or solely on tryouts with the Phantoms. Oliver Lauridsen and Michael Raffl, who were sent down by the Flyers yesterday, are not in the lineup either. 

Matt Konan, who took the ice for the first time this morning as he works his way back from a strained oblique, is also out, as is Marcel Noebels who has an unknown injury.

Forward lines: 

McGinn-Newbury-Akeson

Bordson-Holmstrom-Straka

Brown-Flanagan-Alderson

Mangene-Clarkson-FitzGerald

Defensive pairings: 

Manning-Delisle

Eddy-Alt

Hostetter-Lamarche

Starting goalie: Heeter

Scratches: Konan, Lauridsen, Noebels, Cousins, A.Johnston, Mathers, Danis, Asselin, J.Johnston, Baldwin, Rizk, Cornell, Nemec
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The newcomers: AHL tryouts 

By Diana C. Nearhos

Mark Nemec and Mike Cornell have played together for the past four years at the University of Maine. Now, they are trying out for the same team. This time, however, only one may make it. 

There are already eight defensemen under contract, though some of those could end up in the ECHL and one (Zack FitzGerald) spent much of last season as a forward.

Nemec was invited to the Flyers' rookie camp and then to their training camp. He said that really helped him adjust to the pro game.

"Obviously being on the ice with some top tier ice really boosts your confidence," he said. "You just feel good out there."

Nemec describes himself as a defensive defenseman. He said he tries to "keep it simple, kill penalties, get up to the forwards, play hard, tough to play against down low."

Nemec and Cornell agreed that one of the biggest differences between the professional and college games is more control and composure.

"It's just more controlled," Cornell said. "I thought college was pretty chaotic. It's just run and gun and guys are trying to kill each other. Your first two lines are really skilled."

Cornell sees this as a great opportunity to learn and develop as a player. He's learning more about how to position himself and play a tighter game.

"Obviously I'm not a big guy, but I like to use my skating to defend," said the 5-foot-11, 190-pound Cornell. "I like to play gritty. I try to just make a good quick pass up and stay in my own end.

"I'm not big enough to be a true defensive defensemen and I'm not puck happy, so I just try to be good on both ends of the puck."

Cornell trained with some former Phantoms in the off season and said that gave him an idea of what to expect coming into training camp. 

When it comes down to it, there are more defensemen in camp than there are spots on the roster.

"I'd be lying if I said I didn't realize that we have a lot of right shot defensemen here and there's a lot of good defensemen and we're all bying for the same spots," Cornell said. "It's kinda let the best man win. It will be long week of battling and hopefully things go OK."

September 24, 2013 5:15 pm(0)  

Wellwood can't commit to timetable, skating at 60 percent. 

By Diana C. Nearhos

The recovery from mostly-severed Achilles tendon is not exactly predictable. Eric Wellwood didn't just severe 70 percent of his Achilles, but also severed two other tendons and most of the artery.

Judging by his comments to The Windsor Star, Wellwood is still figuring out what his expectations should be.

A month ago, Flyers general manager Paul Holmgren said Wellwood was still on pace for a target return date of January.

In a blog posted Sept. 16, Wellwood declined to put a timetable on his return and said, "if I come back as a player."

According to the post, Wellwood is walking without a limp. There was some concern if or when he would be able to walk normally again. Wellwood said he has skated "seven or eight times, but it hurts a lot." He said he's at 60 percent "and that's not terrible."

The terms "if" and "not terribly" and not that encouraging, but given the severity of the injury, that's not surprising.

In the meantime, Wellwood is working with his former junior team as a mentor/coach and "enjoying every minute of it." He said the experience might help him "if I come back as a player."
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Newbury looks to make most of new opportunity 

By Diana C. Nearhos

The NHL and the AHL are very different leagues, so it makes sense that a player's skill set would fit each one differently.

For Kris Newbury, however, the difference is greater than many. 

In the AHL, Newbury is known for his scoring touch - something the Phantoms have been lacking. In the NHL, Newbury is known for his physicality and fists - something the Flyers like to see.

The 10-year veteran is hoping that makes this a good landing place for the new chance he has been looking for. Newbury said he had asked for a trade "a while ago."

"Just wanted a change of scenery," Newbury said. "Sometimes you feel like you're getting lost in that system. I felt like a new start might kick start me."

Newbury said he wants to stick to his physical style of play at the AHL level as well, but he can also have more of a scoring impact.

"I put a lot of pressure on myself when I'm doing at the American League level to lead by example and to work hard and to help our hockey team," Newbury said. "For sure, I'm going to be counted on for scoring some goals and setting up some plays.

"It's two different roles but obviously I've been doing this for long enough to know what my role is in whichever league I am in."

September 24, 2013 1:17 am(0)  

Phantoms announce training camp roster 

by Diana C. Nearhos

The Phantoms will have 32 players when training camp opens Monday. The Flyers previously assigned 24 players to the Phantoms and have added goaltender Yann Danis and forwards Ben Holmstrom and Kris Newbury.

Danis spent the last two years of his 10-year career in the Oilers organization, much of it with Oklahoma City. He will be the third goalie at camp, in addition to Cal Heeter and Carsen Chubak. Danis and Heeter will likely compete for the starting role with the Phantoms.

Newbury comes to the Phantoms from the Rangers' organization, where he spent most of the last four years with Connecticut/Hartford (whatever we're calling them on a given year). He is a scoring threat in the AHL, though known more for his fists in the NHL.

Holmstrom is returning from his second ACL reconstruction on his right knee. At the end of last season, he said he could possibly have pushed to get back for the last couple of games, but saw more value in giving it more time to heal.

In addition, defensemen Mark Nemec and Mike Cornell will be on AHL tryout contracts. 

Both Nemec and Cornell finished their careers at the University of Maine last year, where they played with Matt Mangene for the three previous years.

Nemec scored four points, two goals and two assists, in 38 games with Maine and one assist in six games with Orlando (ECHL). Cornell scored 10 points, three goals and seven assists, in 38 games with Maine and three assists in six games with Florida (ECHL).

The Phantoms will also have six players in camp on ECHL contracts with Greenville, their ECHL affiliate this season. Forward Guillaume Asselin comes from the QMJHL, where he scored 27 goals and 43 assists with the Chicoutimi Sagueneens. Forward Jordie Johnston scores 22 goals and 23 assists in 56 games with Greenville last season. Forward Jean-Michel Rizk scored 19 goals and 15 assists in 66 games with Fort Wayne (ECHL). Defenseman Lee Baldwin scored four goals and 16 assists in 59 games with Greenville.

Complete training camp roster:

Forwards: Jason Akeson, Brandon Alderson, Guillaume Asselin, Rob Bordson, Tyler Brown, Nick Cousins Doug Clarkson, Zack FitzGerald, Kyle Flanagan, Ben Holmstrom, Andrew Johnston, Jordie Johnston, Matt Mangene Derek Mathers, Tye McGinn, Kris Newbury, Marcel Noebels, Jean-Michel Rizk, Petr Straka

Defensemen: Mark Alt, Lee Baldwin, Mike Cornell, Steven Delisle, Cullen Eddy, Tyler Hostetter, Matt Konan, Maxim Lamarche, Brandon Manning, Mark Nemec

Goaltenders: Carsen Chubak, Yann Danis, Cal Heeter

September 22, 2013 4:30 pm(0)  

UPDATED: Phantoms play a secret game 

By Diana C. Nearhos

[Updated with comments from head coach Terry Murray]

The Phantoms, as Flyers, played the Devils Thursday in a game neither organization has said anything about.

The good news is the Phantoms/Flyers won, 4-2. The weird news is neither organization publicized the game, which took place on the practice ice at the Prudential Center in Newark nor did they post anything on their websites after the game.

General manager Paul Holmgren declined to comment when asked about the game. 

[UPDATED: Murray said "it's still NHL training camp time" and "call it what you want but it was an official game with AHL officials." I think that means a real game as opposed to a half-speed scrimmage like during the lockout. The fact that Danis played when he is still a Flyer and that the game is not on either team's roster likely means it was not an official game that would be tallied in preseason records.]

It was probably an unofficial scrimmage, but it's still odd that no one from either team publicized anything. 

The Bergen County Record New Jersey Devils writer Tom Guilitti wrote about the scrimmage from the Devils' side. 

Now, down to the game.

It was Phantoms players and coaches, including Yann Danis, who was on waivers at the time and cleared on Friday but has not been assigned to the Phantoms, wearing Flyers jerseys. Ben Holmstrom and Kris Newbury, who were in the same position waiver-wise, did not play.

The Phantoms won 4-2, over a Devils team that certainly had its number last season.

Adirondack scored in spurts - two goals in the first 7:03 and then another two in 1:21 in the third period.

"The first 15 minutes was good stuff," Murray said. "There was a lot of energy. Things got away from us in the middle but we came back and got it together again."

Those were two things the Phantoms struggled with last season - starting strong and coming back, so that's a good sign even if it is early.

Nick Cousins scored unassisted to get the Phantoms started. Mark Alt then scored on a power play, assisted by Brandon Manning, to give them a 2-0 lead.

The Devils tied it up courtesy of Joe Whitney, who was a thorn in the Phantoms' side all last season, and Mike Hoeffel.

Derek Mathers gave Adirondack the lead once again on a goal assisted by Andrew Johnston. Cullen Eddy gave the Phantoms an insurance goal, assisted by Tye McGinn, 1:21 later. 

Yann Danis played in the whole game in net and made 27 saves on 29 shots. 

The game featured three fights: Mathers/Harry Young, Manning/Chris McKelvie and newcomer Steven Delisle/Raman Hrabarenka.

In all, Murray said the game gave him an idea of where the Phantoms stand. He said there were "some good individual efforts" and "they showed hard work" but did not elaborate.

September 20, 2013 1:32 pm(0)  

Flyers send 24 to Phantoms 

By Diana C. Nearhos

The Flyers announced cuts to their training camp roster on Wednesday. They assigned 24 players to Phantoms training camp. 

The biggest surprise is probably that Chris ValdeVelde is still with the Flyers. The center does have 38 NHL games under his belt, all with the Oilers, but he is currently on an AHL contract with the Phantoms.

Now that they have loaned a few players (Samuel Morin, Tyrell Goulbourne and Taylor Leier) to their juniors teams, however, the Flyers do have a few contracts and could sign ValdeVelde.

Of last season's non-lockout Phantoms, only Ben Holmstrom, Oliver Lauridsen and Erik Gustafsson remain with the Flyers.

It looked like Lauridsen was going to be a victim of numbers as the Flyers loaded up on defensemen. He still might be as this is not the final roster.

Holmstrom has only played seven games in the NHL and may not be around when the Flyers make their final roster cuts. He does have to clear waivers to return to the AHL.

Kris Newbury, who the Flyers received from the Rangers in return for Danny Syvret, is still with Philadelphia for now, but may also change. He is another who needs to clear waivers to be sent down.

That neither Tye McGinn nor Jason Akeson is sticking around is a little surprising. Neither was likely to make the team, but it would have made sense for the Flyers to keep them around to play/practice with the big club.

The Phantoms will likely be joined in camp by a few others on either AHL contracts or try out contracts.

The Phantoms will begin camp at the Civic Center Monday.

Players assigned to Phantoms training camp by Flyers:

Forwards: Brandon Alderson, Jason Akeson, Rob Bordson, Tyler Brown, Doug Clarkson, Nick Cousins, Kyle Flanagan, Andrew Johnston, Matt Mangene, Derek Mathers, Tye McGinn, Marcel Noebels, Petr Straka, Zack Fitzgerald

Defensemen: Mark Alt, Steve Delisle, Cullen Eddy, Tyler Hostetter, Matt Konan, Maxim Lamarche, Brandon Manning, Mark Nemec

Goalies: Carsen Chubak, Cal Heeter

September 18, 2013 6:35 pm(0)  

Phantoms sign Clarkson, VandeVelde 

By Diana C. Nearhos

The Phantoms announced that they signed two forwards Friday morning: Chris VandeVelde and Doug Clarkson.

VandeVelde spent the past three seasons playing in Edmonton's organization. The 6-foot-2, 190-pound center played 57 games with Oklahoma City last season, scoring seven goals and 13 assists. He also played 11 games with the Oilers, but did not record a point.

The 26-year-old will join former Baron teammate Yann Danis on the Phantoms.

Clarkson spent his first professional season in the ECHL, first with Toledo and then with Trenton.

He played 25 games with Toledo and scored four goals and four assists. Clarkson, 6-foot-5, 242 pounds,  was then traded to Trenton where he played five games without scoring.

September 13, 2013 10:14 am(0)  

Flyers announce training camp roster 

By Diana C. Nearhos

The Flyers announced their final training camp roster and it is, unsurprisingly, full of Phantoms. 

There are, however, a few surprises. Zack FitzGerald has been invited to camp. FitzGerald has played eight years in the AHL and has not played a NHL game. 

In addition to FitzGerald, Rob Bordson, Steven Delisle and Carsen Chubak are on AHL contracts and were invited to training camp. Eric Wellwood was also, but his situation is a little different as he is only on an AHL contract because he is still recovering from his Achilles injury and cannot play yet.

Cullen Eddy, the only Phantom on a NHL contract who has not played in the NHL and was not invited to rookie camp was invited to training camp.

Four players who did not play above the ECHL last season were invited: Doug Clarkson, Tyler Hostetter, Mark Nemec and Todd Orlando. 

The full training camp roster is below, with players who spent time with the Phantoms last season in bold and those coming from juniors or college in italics.

A-Devils send four to Elmira as opening-day roster set

Friday, October 4, 2013 by:Pete Dougherty, Staff writer  
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Email

Print
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The Albany Devils announced today that goaltender Maxime Clermont, defenseman Raman Hrabarenka and Harry Young, and forward Riley Boychuk have been reassigned to ECHL Elmira, and forward Ben Thomson was released from his tryout agreement and returned to his junior team.

Maxime Clermont, 21, was 0-0-1 with a 0.92 goals-against average in one game last season for Albany and 20-13-5, 3.24 GAA in 41 games for Elmira.

Hrabarenka, 21, had a goal and four assists along with 18 penalty minutes last season for the A-Devils.

Harry Young, 23, went scoreless in four games last season for Albany and had one assist and 57 penalty minutes in 37 games for ECHL teams Kalamazoo and Trenton.

Boychuk, 22, acquired in the trade that sent veteran defenseman Hendrik Tallinder to Buffalo, had eight goals and nine assists in 41 games last season for Fort Worth of the Central Hockey League.

Thomson, 20, had 15 goals and 17 assists in 67 games last season for Kitchner of the Ontario Hockey League.

The opening-day roster:

•Goaltenders (2): Keith Kinkaid, Scott Wedgewood

•Defensemen (7): Seth Helgeson, Jon Merrill, Brandon Burlon, Eric Gelinas, Dan Kelly, Corbin McPherson, Reece Scarlett

•Forwards (14): Joe Whitney, Rod Pelley, Kelly Zajac, Tim Sestito, Reid Boucher, Harri Pesonen, Chris McKelvie, Scott Timmins, Stefan Matteau, Mike Sislo, Cam Janssen, David Wohlberg, Darcy Zajac, Mike Hoeffel

Boucher could be spark for Devils' offense

Forward wants 'to be looked at as a scorer at this level'

By Pete Dougherty

Published 11:44 pm, Saturday, September 21, 2013 
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Cops probe murder, suicide in Saratoga Springs

State: No cheating in Travers

Firefighters help deliver baby in Schenectady

Cops: Five arrested in drug bust

Lansingburgh

Many of the 20 players who participated Saturday at the opening of Albany Devils training camp won't be around when the American Hockey League season begins in two weeks.

The parent New Jersey Devils still have 38 players in camp, so some of those who practiced at the Knickerbacker Recreational Facility are getting a chance to impress the Albany coaches.

One skater who shouldn't have to impress is rookie forward Reid Boucher, looked upon as a potential source of scoring on a team that has lacked it the past three seasons.

Boucher, 20, got a taste of the AHL in the spring. After finishing his juniors season with an Ontario Hockey League-high 62 goals, he was assigned to the A-Devils and contributed a goal and two assists in his first game.

"We know he can shoot the puck," Albany coach Rick Kowalsky said. "He's going to be a guy, even though he's young, that we're certainly going to look to score. Now it's just finding some chemistry or finding someone who can get him the puck."

Although he was among the first batch of players summoned to Albany, Boucher was given a good look at New Jersey's camp. He appeared in two exhibition games, averaging more than 12 minutes of ice time — about one-third of it on the power play.

"It was nice to get my feet wet up there in NHL preseason games," Boucher said. "I had a lot of fun with it. I know what I have to do to get back up there now."

"I don't think he's that one-dimensional where he's just a shooter," Kowalsky said. "He's made some plays. He sent (Mike) Sislo in a breakaway against the Rangers, made a heck of a play."

Boucher, a native of Lansing, Mich., got into 11 AHL games at the end of the season, contributing three goals and two assists. 

The Devils have been in the bottom third of the AHL in goals each of their three seasons in Albany. When a player arrives with a 62-goal season on his resume, no matter what the level, it catches your attention.

"I'd like to be looked at as a scorer at this level," said Boucher, who added a few pounds of muscle over the summer. "I'm going to work as hard as I can to try to produce."

"He's looked more mature," Kowalsky said. "He's looked physically better, taking a step in the right direction in that regard from last year. There's a lot to be excited about from this kid."

pdougherty@timesunion.com • 518-454-5416 • @Pete_Dougherty

Depth could mean goals for Albany Devils

By Pete Dougherty

Published 10:30 pm, Sunday, September 15, 2013 
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Albany Devils? Harri Pesonen, left, fights for the puck with Rob Bordson of the Adirondack Phantoms, #8, Sunday evening April 21, 2013, at the Times Union Center in Albany, N.Y. (Will Waldron/Times Union) Photo: Will Waldron / 00021748J 

Albany Devils? Harri Pesonen, left, fights for the puck with Rob Bordson of the Adirondack Phantoms, #8, Sunday evening April 21, 2013, at the Times Union Center in Albany, N.Y. (Will Waldron/Times Union) 
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Cops probe murder, suicide in Saratoga Springs

State: No cheating in Travers

Firefighters help deliver baby in Schenectady

Cops: Five arrested in drug bust

Newark, N.J.

Some forward thinking in the off-season has the New Jersey Devils boasting in training camp about their depth up front.

Will that trickle down to help their American Hockey League affiliate in Albany, which has been goal-challenged the past several seasons?

The A-Devils can only hope so after two of last season's top three scorers — on a team ranked 23rd among 30 AHL franchises in goals — fled for Europe.

"There's a lot of depth," New Jersey coach Peter DeBoer said. "There's a lot of NHL players in our minds, and there's going to be some great competition to see who separates themselves for jobs."

Those who don't land NHL jobs could give the AHL Devils, who have finished in the lower third of the league in goals scored in all three seasons in Albany, a boost. The A-Devils also need to replace forwards Matt Anderson (Russia) and Steve Zalewski (Finland).

The organization signed two veteran AHL free agents in Rod Pelley (Norfolk) and Rostislav Olesz (Rockford). Newcomers Jaromir Jagr (Bruins) and Ryane Clowe (Rangers) will occupy two roster positions in New Jersey.

Even if Pelley, 30, and Olesz, 29, make the big club, a couple of the Devils' youngsters — perhaps Mattias Tedenby or Jacob Josefson (although both are on one-way contracts), or maybe Stefan Matteau or Harri Pesonen — could visit Albany for awhile.

Albany general manager Chris Lamoriello said: "Knowing that we're going to have second- and third-year players with the organization with added experience is putting ourselves in good position and putting our players in good position for a very competitive camp."

The Devils also re-signed veteran minor leaguer Tim Sestito, 29, and gave Darcy Zajac, 26, his first AHL contract.

"Being in the American League so long, it's hard to say," Sestito said when asked about the forward depth. "A couple of years we went into seasons thinking maybe we would have been better or worse. There's so much turnover, so it's hard to say until you get the season going. Especially with some of the young guys who came up last year, they injected some life into us. The guys who return we're all pretty excited about."

Joe Whitney, Albany's scoring leader the past two seasons, was rewarded with his first NHL contract. He likely will lead a group of familiar faces returning to Albany.

"I worked hard over the last couple of years to earn it," said Whitney, 26, who was undrafted out of Boston College. "Nothing changes in my mind-set. I'm going to continue to work until I'm here (in the NHL)."

Chris McKelvie, 27, likely headed to Albany for his second season, said each new season brings a period of adjustment.

"I've been playing professionally for a few years now," he said, "and it's something you have to take with the territory. You can't really worry about things you can't control. No matter who comes in, you have to earn your spot on the team."

Devils defensemen sense opportunity

Summer trade leaves an NHL spot available for a young New Jersey player

By Pete Dougherty

Published 9:08 pm, Friday, September 13, 2013 

 1 of 4 .

View: Larger | Hide 

.Devils #33, Alexander Urbom, left, and Adirondack Phantoms' #13 Garrett Roe during Saturday's game at the Times Union Center in Albany Jan. 28, 2012. (John Carl D'Annibale / Times Union) Photo: John Carl D'Annibale / 10015984D 

Devils #33, Alexander Urbom, left, and Adirondack Phantoms' #13 Garrett Roe during Saturday's game at the Times Union Center in Albany Jan. 28, 2012. (John Carl D'Annibale / Times Union) 

Adirondack's #38 Jason Akeson, at right, gets past Devils' #24 Eric Gelinas during Saturday's game at the Times Union Center in Albany Jan. 28, 2012. (John Carl D'Annibale / Times Union) Photo: John Carl D'Annibale / 10015984D

Adirondack's #38 Jason Akeson, at right, gets past Devils' #24 Eric Gelinas during Saturday's game at the Times Union Center in Albany Jan. 28, 2012. (John Carl D'Annibale / Times Union) Photo: John Carl D'Annibale / 10015984D

NEWARK, NY - SEPTEMBER 15: Eric Gelinas of the New Jersey Devils poses for his official headshot for the 2011-2012 season on September 15, 2011 at the Prudential Center in Newark, New Jersey. (Photo by Bruce Bennett/NHLI via Getty Images) Photo: Bruce Bennett / 2011 NHLI
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Cops probe murder, suicide in Saratoga Springs

State: No cheating in Travers

Firefighters help deliver baby in Schenectady

Cops: Five arrested in drug bust

Newark, N.J.

The New Jersey Devils felt secure enough in their stable of young defensemen over the summer to trade veteran Henrik Tallinder to the Buffalo Sabres.

Now it is up to one of the players who honed his craft in Albany to seize the opportunity and earn himself an NHL job.

Of the 58 players who reported to Devils camp this past week, 18 are defensemen. Seven are veterans who spent most of last season in New Jersey: Marek Zidlicky, Adam Larsson, Andy Greene, Mark Fayne, Peter Harrold, Bryce Salvador and Anton Volchenkov.

The Devils likely will keep eight in the NHL, especially if they use Harrold, as they have in the past, occasionally at forward.

"Everybody is very aware of the competition in camp," Devils coach Peter DeBoer said. "I don't think you have to remind them of that, and, if you do, then that's their problem, not ours."

The defensemen who are best-positioned to make the jump are Alexander Urbom and Eric Gelinas.

Urbom, 23, was New Jersey's third-round draft pick in 2009. A 6-foot-5, 215-pounder, he has spent most of his three pro seasons with the Albany Devils, though he has sprinkled in 14 career NHL games.

"I've been here for three years now in this organization," Urbom said. "The coaches have seen me more and hopefully I'm a better player. I think I'm a better player than I was three years ago."

Gelinas, 22, was taken in the second round of the same draft, 19 spots ahead of Urbom. At 6-4 and 210 pounds, Gelinas is an offensive force who has produced 59 points in 132 games over two seasons in Albany.

"My mind set is to stay here," said Gelinas, who got into one NHL game last season. "I proved that I can play here, and all I want to do is play my best here and try to convince them that it's going to be me here."

What likely will determine whether Urbom or Gelinas or another young defenseman will make the jump is consistency and playing a two-way game.

More specifically, Urbom, given his size, needs to show more physicality. Gelinas hopes to get his defensive game to the level of his offense.

"There's opportunity," Albany general manager Chris Lamoriello said. "It's really upon the player to tell us where he belongs and what he's ready for."

pdougherty@timesunion.com • 518-454-5416 • @Pete_Dougherty

Canes ready to start the season

By Chip Alexander

calexander@newsobserver.com
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Get the latest Canes news, photos and scores

Read more Hurricanes news on our Canes Now blog

More NHL news

RALEIGH Carolina Hurricanes forward Jeff Skinner was cooling down Thursday, having put in the final practice of training camp. 

“Seems like camp has been pretty long,” he said. “I think everybody is ready to go.”

Had Skinner said it loud enough, it’s possible every head in the locker room would have nodded.

Many NHL teams already have gotten the new season started. That includes the Detroit Red Wings, who will be at PNC Arena on Friday for the Canes’ opener.

The Red Wings edged the Buffalo Sabres 2-1 Wednesday in Detroit, denying the Sabres on seven power plays. It was a strong showing in the Wings’ first game as a member of the Eastern Conference.

By the time the puck drops at PNC Arena, 26 teams will have played at least one game. Canes coach Kirk Muller hopes that doesn’t cause players to be overanxious.

“You want them to have that nice, nervous energy,” Muller said. “You want to make sure you do it in a smart way. That’s the trick for an opening home game.

“We’ve got a good opponent coming in and I think the key is just go out and play. We’ve just got to relax and have fun. … Just go out, get a shot, get a hit, simplify.”

The training camp was Muller’s first as an NHL head coach. He took over as coach when Paul Maurice was fired in November 2011 and was forced to do everything on the fly. Then came the NHL lockout last year. When it ended, there was only time for a couple days of training camp and the games began.

This year, Muller finally could instruct, install systems, evaluate players, slowly reduce the roster, try different combinations and play six exhibition games. Then, as he put it, he could fine-tune everything in the days leading up to the opener.

“We’ve had enough time to cover everything,” he said. 

On Thursday, special teams were a focus. Muller again tried rookie forward Elias Lindholm on a power-play unit with Eric Staal, Alexander Semin, Jiri Tlusty and Ryan Murphy, saying he liked the look of Lindholm and his right-hand shot in the slot.

Muller used Staal at the point, saying, “He seems to be a little more involved and has the puck a little more back there, shooting and playmaking.”

A second power-play unit had Jordan Staal, Skinner and Nathan Gerbe working with defensemen Justin Faulk and Jay Harrison at the points.

“Two different combinations, two different looks,” Muller said. “It’s experimental. It’s the one area we spent the least (time) that we wanted to work on because of personnel.”

The Canes’ top line from last season – Eric Staal, Semin and Tlusty – will stay intact, given the good production and chemistry it had last season. Jordan Staal will center Gerbe and Patrick Dwyer, and Riley Nash will center the third line with Skinner and Radek Dvorak on the wings.

Muller had four forwards alternating on the fourth line Thursday – Lindholm, Drayson Bowman, Brett Sutter and Kevin Westgarth.

Muller said the Canes likely will dress six defensemen. During Thursday’s practice, Faulk was paired with Andrej Sekera, Harrison with Murphy and Ron Hainsey with Brett Bellemore. Mike Komisarek also is available on the back end.

Defenseman Tim Gleason remains out with a concussion and will be sidelined indefinitely. But forward Tuomo Ruutu, coming off a knee injury suffered in a preseason game, skated on his own Wednesday and Thursday and general manager Jim Rutherford said Ruutu might rejoin practice in another week.

Looking at the Canes’ probable lineup against the Wings, nine players will be 25 or younger. Lindholm, 18, is the youngest and Dvorak the oldest at 36.

“When you miss the playoffs the year before, it makes for a long summer of working out, skating, training,” Komisarek said. “You just want to start competing and playing, especially when (NHL) games started on Tuesday and we don’t start ‘til Friday. We’ve been chomping at the bit.” 

Read more here: http://www.charlotteobserver.com/2013/10/03/4362596/canes-ready-to-start-the-season.html#storylink=cpy

Hurricanes coach Muller looking for team that's solid to the core

By Chip Alexander

calexander@newsobserver.com
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The Canes will rely on a core group of players this season to lead the team. Justin Faulk (left to right), Jordan Staal, Eric Staal, Cam Ward and Jeff Skinner. 
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There’s a sense of newness about the Carolina Hurricanes with the hockey season about to begin.

The Hurricanes open play in a new NHL division, the Metropolitan. They’re in a restructured Eastern Conference that now includes the Detroit Red Wings, whom they host Friday night in the season-opener at PNC Arena.

Several new faces are on the roster – rookie center Elias Lindholm, winger Nathan Gerbe, defensemen Andrej Sekera and Ron Hainsey, and goalie Anton Khudobin. 

The Hurricanes also will have a different appearance. Their newly styled uniforms have a neat, retro look.

But what hasn’t changed are the team’s mainstays, what Canes coach Kirk Muller likes to call the “core group.” 

Eric Staal and Cam Ward are the only holdovers from Carolina’s 2006 Stanley Cup champions. Jordan Staal also has a Cup ring, but he won his with the Pittsburgh Penguins. 

Jeff Skinner and Justin Faulk are talented young players perhaps on the brink of NHL stardom. Alexander Semin is an explosive forward, capable of making offensive plays that have fans and players alike smiling and shaking their heads. He’s also deceptively good in the defensive zone.

There’s still a lot of grit left in defenseman Tim Gleason and forward Tuomo Ruutu, although both were injured much of preseason.

A lot of money has been invested in those players – or in Faulk’s case, soon will be. Long-term commitments were made. The Hurricanes, absent from the Stanley Cup playoffs since 2009, need a return on the investment and a return to the playoffs.

“There’s always responsibility,” Jordan Staal said. “When you play in the NHL there’s responsibility and accountability. It doesn’t matter how much you make. Everyone holds himself accountable to contribute every night, whether it’s myself, Eric, ‘Wardo.’ Go through the lineup and there’s the same accountability. That’s what good teams do.”

Leadership

For Muller, a good core group is essential, and it’s about more than producing game-winning goals or making dramatic saves. It’s having a group of players he can talk to, to better gauge the heartbeat, the mood and mindset of the team.

“I think what we’d like to do this year is have a real core leadership team,” Muller said. “I think it’s important we meet every 10 games and really have a relationship of it being a two-way street with your leaders.

“It’s important that the core group know you’re open-minded to talk about anything that can make us better, whether it’s travel or practices or games, anything. I think they’re the glue for the team. There’s a strength there. The players have to have a voice.”

Before a recent practice at PNC Arena, Muller and Eric Staal took the ice together. The coach and captain slowly skated about the rink, chatting, and Staal later laughed when he said it wasn’t about the nice weather.

“Most of the time it’s about where I’m at personally or what I feel like could help us,” Staal said. “Obviously I’m a guy who has been around a long time. I think it’s good for him to talk to me and good for me to talk to him, just about the feel in the room and where we’re headed and what maybe some of the guys in the room think we can work on and get stronger at. 

“Those are good conversations because he’s trying to help us get better and I want to help us get better. It’s important for everyone to work together.”

Muller played on a Stanley Cup championship team in Montreal in 1993, and said he was in the Canadiens’ core group with Patrick Roy, Mike Keane, Guy Carbonneau and Brian Bellows. He said they often met with Habs coach Jacques Demers and that Demers would “confront us on everything.”

“But any issues we had, they were addressed and we stayed on course,” he said.

“Staying the course” is a phrase Muller likes to use. And it could be heard again early in the season, with the Canes facing a challenging October schedule.

A tough new division

Red Wings, Philadelphia Flyers, Pittsburgh Penguins, Washington Capitals – those are the first four opponents. The Canes also play the two most recent Stanley Cup champions, the Los Angeles Kings and Chicago Blackhawks, in October.

To reach the playoffs, the Hurricanes must find a way to compete in a division with the Pens, Flyers, Caps, New York Rangers, New York Islanders, New Jersey Devils and Columbus Blue Jackets. It may not take career years from all of their big guns, but it likely will take very good years.

“We need those guys to be solid, consistent,” Muller said. “They need to be on-board and believing in what we’re all about.”

Muller expects his top line of Eric Staal, Semin and Jiri Tlusty to again be one of the league’s best. He expects Jordan Staal, who turned 25 last month, to be one of the league’s most effective two-way forwards – a sentiment shared by Jordan’s big brother. 

“He looks very confident, looks very strong,” Eric Staal said. “Regardless of offensively of what he does, he’s the kind of player you win games with, just the way he plays the game and how he demands better out of the people he plays with. They have to play strong on both sides of the puck.”

That’s what Muller wants from Skinner. He’s only 21 and is capable of scoring 30 or more goals, but Skinner hasn’t yet shown Muller enough defensive intensity.

“If he can make that commitment, I think his offense just comes natural. He’s a goal-scorer,” Muller said. “I think it’s a big year for him.”

It also could be big one for Ward. The goaltender would like to make the Canadian Olympic team. He’d like to get back in the playoffs again. 

Faulk is another potential Olympian for Team USA and will be a restricted free agent after the season. He could be the next to get a long-term contract extension, and he served as an alternate captain during some preseason games with Gleason injured.

Faulk, 21, didn’t know if he should be considered a part of the “core group,” noting, “I’m still pretty young.” But Muller believes he should be one of the leaders.

“We have a core group that should stay together for a long period of time,” general manager Jim Rutherford said. “It’s important they stay healthy and play the way they’re capable of playing, and it’s important for us as a management team to continue to build around them. With this core group we can be a very good team.” 

Read more here: http://www.charlotteobserver.com/2013/10/03/4362865/hurricanes-coach-muller-looking.html#storylink=cpy

Dvorak, Gerbe are able to play on with new team
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The Canes Nathan Gerbe (14) fires the puck back against the Sabres Henrik Tallinder (20) and Tyler Myers (57) during the third period of an NHL preseason game played between the Carolina Hurricanes and the Buffalo Sabres at the PNC Arena in Raleigh, N.C. on Sept. 27, 2013. The Canes beat the Sabres 1-0. 
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Radek Dvorak had played more than 1,200 games in the NHL, but wanted more.

Nathan Gerbe, feeling abandoned by his old team, was looking to start over with a new one.

Both forwards came to the Carolina Hurricanes’ training camp hoping to secure a roster spot. Both were more or less long shots, knowing some things probably needed to fall right for it to happen.

All Dvorak and Gerbe could do was play their best, make themselves valuable and see if it was enough. In the end, it was.

Dvorak attended training camp on a professional tryout but earned a one-year contract. It would have been easy to call it a career and retire to his home in Florida, but he never considered it.

“No, no, no. I only look forward,” he said, smiling. “I think I can still play good hockey. I feel great, physically and mentally, and full of energy.”

Dvorak’s career began in the fall of 1995, when he was 18 and playing for the Florida Panthers. Eighteen years later, he still has the good hands and fluid moves on the ice, joking that he “feels 25 again” playing on a team with such young forwards as Jeff Skinner and Elias Lindholm.

“I still love the game and have passion for the game,” he said. “And I still haven’t won the Cup.”

Dvorak has twice played in the Stanley Cup Finals. The first came his rookie year, when the Panthers lost to the Colorado Avalanche. His second would come with the Edmonton Oilers, 10 years later.

Dvorak was on the Oilers team that took the Hurricanes to a seventh game in the 2006 Finals, with the Cup on the line. After the Oilers won the fifth and sixth games to tie the series, Dvorak said, “I thought we would win for sure.”

But the Canes, with rookie Cam Ward in net, won the decisive game 3-1. The Cup belonged to Carolina.

“It was a heartbreaking loss but that’s the way hockey goes sometimes,” Dvorak said. “That’s the beauty of hockey.”

To look at Dvorak and Gerbe, the two have little in common. Again, the beauty of hockey.

Dvorak is 36, a native of the Czech Republic. He has the classic look of a skilled European-born forward, with a 6-foot-2, 195-pound frame and is light on his skates.

Gerbe? At 5-5, he’s shortest player in the league. He’s 26, a Michigan native, a former star and NCAA champion at Boston College.

Gerbe was drafted by the Buffalo Sabres and played almost 200 games for them. But with a year left on his contract, he was bought out by the Sabres after last season.

Suddenly a free agent, Gerbe agreed to a one-year, two-way contract with the Canes – “two-way” meaning he could be paid a lot less if assigned to the Charlotte Checkers of the AHL, provided he pass through waivers.

“That’s part of the game,” Gerbe said. “For myself, coming off a lot of injuries, I had a lot of faith in myself. I said this year I would just play for the opportunity. I didn’t care what the contract says; I would play for the opportunity.”

Gerbe missed some time early in camp after the death of his brother-in-law in a traffic accident in Michigan, but seemingly returned with added resolve and was one of the Canes’ best forwards in the preseason. 

Gerbe scored goals. He killed penalties. He hustled defensively. He made himself valuable.

“We came in open-minded about giving him an opportunity,” Muller said. “It’s safe to say he has taken advantage of it.”

Late in preseason, Gerbe was placed on Jordan Staal’s line opposite Patrick Dwyer. It clicked. Everything fell into place.

“They’re both very responsible, hard-working guys,” Gerbe said. “I just want to be the player I know I can be, just help out offensively, create energy for the team and bring a physical aspect to the game.”

Muller once was Dvorak’s teammate with the Panthers. All these years later, from a coach’s perspective, he believes Dvorak still is effective and can be a calming presence on the ice.

“We were looking for a veteran, an experienced guy, a penalty killer, and he’s come in and done a good job in those areas,” Muller said.

Dvorak recalls being helped along by veterans such as the Panthers’ Rob Niedermayer and Scott Mellanby when he broke into the league as a kid with the Panthers. Now, he’s trying to do the same.

No one can say how the season will play out for Dvorak and Gerbe. Dvorak is, after all, 36. Gerbe has had back issues in the past.

But the opportunity still remains. That’s all they wanted. 

Read more here: http://www.charlotteobserver.com/2013/10/03/4362473/dvorak-gerbe-are-able-to-play.html#storylink=cpy
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Carolina Hurricanes' Radek Dvorak (18), of the Czech Republic, dives for the puck during the second period of an NHL preseason hockey game against the Buffalo Sabres, Friday, Sept. 27, 2013, in Raleigh, N.C. 
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Read more Hurricanes news on our Canes Now blog

More NHL news

RALEIGH Radek Dvorak came to the Carolina Hurricanes training camp this year on a professional tryout, looking for a job at age 36.

The veteran forward has one. The Canes announced Wednesday that Dvorak signed a one-year deal that will pay him $600,000 on the NHL level or $125,000 on the American Hockey League level, with a guarantee of at least $250,000 for the 2013-14 season.

“It’s tough. Nothing is for free,” Dvorak said during camp. “Everyone is competing. It doesn’t matter if you’re 18 or 36, you’re fighting for a spot on the team and it’s intense.”

Injuries to forwards Tuomo Ruutu, Alexander Semin, Jeff Skinner and Elias Lindholm during training camp gave Dvorak added opportunity to play and perform. The Czech Republic native played just nine games in the NHL last season with the Anaheim Ducks, spending part of the year with HC Davos of the Swiss league.

“He played hard, played smart and showed he wanted a contract over here,” said Canes forward Jiri Tlusty, who also hails from the Czech Republic. “He deserves it.”

Dvorak was drafted 10th overall by the Florida Panthers in the 1995 NHL entry draft and later played for six other NHL teams. He was a member of the 2006 Edmonton Oilers, who lost in seven games to the Hurricanes in the Stanley Cup Final. 

Canes general manager Jim Rutherford noted Dvorak’s experience and versatility after the signing. Dvorak has appeared in 1,200 regular-season games, ranking him eighth among active NHL players in games played, and has 223 career goals and 358 assists.

Dvorak has represented the Czech Republic in several international competitions, including the 2002 Winter Games. 

Alexander: 919-829-8945; Twitter: @ice_chip

Read more here: http://www.charlotteobserver.com/2013/10/02/4360083/canes-sign-radek-dvorak.html#storylink=cpy
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Carolinia Hurricanes team owner Peter Karmanos beams after the All-Star Game announcement in April 2010. Years of development went into making a successful bid to play host to the league's VIPs. 
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 Hurricanes sign Radek Dvorak

 DeCock: Hockey diplomacy was Tripp Tracy's only hope to rescue brother

RALEIGH The Greater Raleigh Sports Council filled the PNC Arena restaurant Wednesday for its annual “We Love the Hurricanes” luncheon.

On Friday, the arena will be packed as the Carolina Hurricanes open the 2013-2014 season hockey against the Detroit Red Wings. 

“I’m very optimistic about this year,” team owner Peter Karmanos Jr. said.

In an interview this week, Karmanos talked about this year’s team and its chances in the NHL’s new Metropolitan Division. He talked of the financial resources being used to make it competitive, saying, “We’re not a budget team. We’re a cap team.”

That is, a team willing to spend close to the NHL’s salary cap.

But Karmanos also discussed the future of the franchise. He is, after all, 70 years old. And recent developments involving him have led to questions about his plans for the franchise.

September proved to be a contentious month for Karmanos. Early in the month he fired his son, Jason, as executive vice president and assistant general manager of the Hurricanes. Jason Karmanos had been with the team for 15 years, helping the Canes win the 2006 Stanley Cup. 

This week, it was learned Peter Karmanos had been fired as a consultant by Compuware, the Detroit-based software company he co-founded. Karmanos, already retired as Compuware’s CEO, had a six-year, $600,000-a-year contract as a consultant terminated for making comments critical of company management, the Detroit News reported.

Karmanos said neither development would affect the running or direction of the hockey franchise, or result in a possible sale.

“If I were to sell the team, I’m sure whoever bought it would keep it there,” he said. “The league is resolute in not moving franchises, not after what they went through in Phoenix. Besides, Raleigh is too good a market and it’s growing like crazy.

“But the team is not for sale. As long as I’m breathing I will run the team and try to win another Stanley Cup.”

Karmanos has brought in new investors in recent years but said he still owns 75 percent of the franchise. He said he may look to add a few new investment groups but added, “There’s not a pressing need for investors. We accomplished what we wanted to.”

Jason Karmanos’ dismissal was called a “family matter” by his father on Sept. 8, and Peter Karmanos declined to comment further on it. Jason Karmanos called it a “personal disagreement,” saying it was not related to his job performance with the team.

Peter Karmanos left the door slightly cracked regarding Jason Karmanos possibly returning to the Hurricanes at some point and maintaining the family involvement with the team.

“I don’t know. Time will tell,” Peter Karmanos said.

Jason Karmanos, contacted Wednesday night, was not sure if that would occur. 

“I believe the franchise is entering a very critical period of time, and that is why I was particularly frustrated to be removed from the team last month,” he said via email. “I have not spoken to my dad since the day he fired me, and on that day he made it very clear he did not want me working for his team.

“I have no idea who would own the team if something should happen to my dad. That is something our family has never discussed.”

Jason Karmanos’ duties included helping oversee the day-to-day operations of the team as well as contract negotiations and player movement. He also monitored the hockey operations of the Hurricanes’ minor-league affiliates.

Hurricanes president and general manager Jim Rutherford said this week that Jason Karmanos’ responsibilities were split among Ron Francis, vice president of hockey operations; Mike Amendola, executive vice president and chief financial officer; Brian Tatum, vice president of team operations; and Darren Yorke, video scout and hockey operations assistant.

“They’re more than capable of picking up those duties,” Rutherford said.

Karmanos said the franchise financially “looks fine” despite the Canes not reaching the playoffs the past four years. Rutherford said the club’s season-ticket totals dropped by about 1,000 from last year, citing increased ticket prices as the chief cause of the decline. He said he was pleased with corporate sales and said suite sales were the same as last year.

“We need to sell more,” he said. “If we play well, people will come.”

The Hurricanes have a 10-year agreement with Fox Sports Carolina that has increased franchise revenue. For the first time since the team moved to the state in 1997, all 82 regular-season games will be televised.

Of his departure from Compuware, Peter Karmanos said it was not upsetting or bittersweet.

“Not really, because I really wanted to retire 10 years ago,” he said. “But I felt a responsibility to the people there. We were going through the dot.com bubble situation and a large amount of business went away. But I’ve been trying to get out of there since.

“It’s been 40 years. I’m 70. It doesn’t have the same effect as it would have at, say, 58. If anything it’s been 10 years longer than I expected. And I won’t be blamed if it goes in the tank.”

Karmanos said he planned to be in Raleigh more often, but a family move from the Detroit area to North Carolina might be too disruptive at this time.

“I do plan to work full-time and have more of a presence in Raleigh,” he said.

Harvey Schmitt, president and CEO of the Greater Raleigh Chamber of Commerce, attended the luncheon Wednesday at PNC Arena. He called Karmanos an “individual totally dedicated to hockey excellence” who continually expressed confidence in the market and its support of the franchise.

And if something should happen to Karmanos? 

“I think his legacy will succeed him,” Schmitt said. “The team and the sport have found a place in the culture of our market. It’s a rallying point for the community (and) I think the community will rally behind it, however the franchise changes over time.” 

Read more here: http://www.charlotteobserver.com/2013/10/02/4360481/karmanos-plans-to-keep-on-running.html#storylink=cpy

DeCock: Bellemore’s time may be coming soon

By Luke DeCock - staff columnist

ldecock@newsobserver.com

Posted: Wednesday, Sep. 18, 2013

 COLUMNISTS » 

Luke DeCock

Luke DeCock  

Luke has worked for The News & Observer since 2000. He covered the Carolina Hurricanes and the NHL before becoming a sports columnist in August 2008. A native of Evanston, Ill., he graduated from the University of Pennsylvania.

 - (919) 829-8947

 - E-mail Luke

 - @LukeDeCock on Twitter

RALEIGH If Brett Bellemore was of a certain mind, he might take many of the Carolina Hurricanes’ offseason moves as statements of a lack of confidence in him.

First, they traded for Andrej Sekera. Then they signed Mike Komisarek. And when Joni Pitkanen was declared out for the season, they went out and grabbed Ron Hainsey. It was all designed to bolster a blue line that looked decidedly shaky last season, but it had the secondary effect of keeping Bellemore eighth on the depth chart.

It was no reflection on Bellemore, who may yet be worthy of a bigger role before the season is out.

At 25, the 6-foot-4, 225-pound defenseman is just starting to come into his own. The eight NHL games he played last season are far more than would have been expected of a sixth-round draft pick. And Bellemore showed Wednesday night in the Hurricanes’ preseason opener against the Columbus Blue Jackets, a 5-4 loss, that he can be counted upon when needed.

That’s something Jeff Daniels, Bellemore’s coach for the past four seasons in the AHL, figured out a while back.

“He’s gotten stronger and a little more confident with the puck,” Daniels said. “He’s always had that long reach and good hockey sense defensively. He’s learning to use his body more. Some stuff just takes time.”

The less the Hurricanes are relying on Bellemore, and to a lesser extent Ryan Murphy in the seventh slot, the better off they’ll be. Bellemore may not be ready for a regular role yet, but he’s an option, either as the last man on the NHL roster or as a top-pairing defenseman in Charlotte: big, strong, willing to be physical.

If he continues to hone his overall game, there may be a bigger role for him here, and he offered hints of that Wednesday.

On a night when the defensive coverage was less than stellar in front of Cam Ward, Bellemore stood out for his effectiveness ahead of some of his more veteran teammates. At one point, he even directed Jeff Skinner into proper defensive position.

Bellemore also stands out because he has a chance to be the first NHL defenseman developed through the Hurricanes’ system in more than a decade. Justin Faulk didn’t need any seasoning in the minors, and Murphy won’t get much either. Bellemore has taken time to make it this far, and the question now is whether he can make the next step.

“You have to watch him for an extended period of time to appreciate him,” Daniels said. “He may not look pretty out there, but at the end of the night he gets it done.”

In many ways, he’s the opposite of his fellow rookie Murphy, in size, skill, style and opportunity.

Murphy, the 5-11, 185-pound first-round pick is an offensive dynamo whose raw talent makes up for his lack of stature. Since he was taken 12th overall in 2011, the Hurricanes have given Murphy every opportunity, calling him up from his junior team for a four-game stint last winter, making him the subject of an in-house documentary this summer.

Bellemore has none of that skill, but you can’t teach size, either. He has been given nothing. He was sent back to play an extra year of junior hockey. He spent four long seasons in the AHL before getting his first sniff at the NHL. (Only Nicolas Blanchard has a longer tenure with the Hurricanes’ AHL affiliate.) Whatever opportunities Bellemore is getting now, he has earned.

For some players, it just takes a little longer – both to figure it out and to be properly appreciated. 

DeCock: ldecock@newsobserver.com, @LukeDeCock, 919-829-8947

Read more here: http://www.charlotteobserver.com/2013/09/18/4324393/decock-bellemores-time-may-be.html#storylink=cpy
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In a bit of fearful symmetry from Thursday night’s games, the key components of the two biggest stories of the Canucks’ off-season all lost by three goals in their first games with their new teams. Note that I’m including Vancouver as a new team for Roberto Luongo, because he was basically off the team before Cory Schneider got traded.

Opening night for the Canucks, Devils, and Rangers all fell on Thursday, so Luongo and Tortorella made their season debuts on the same night as their counterparts in New Jersey and New York.

Canucks fans will surely be keeping a close eye on Schneider’s season after he was surprisingly traded at the 2013 entry draft. The grumbling started in the pre-season, when Schneider played shutout hockey through his first two appearances and only gave up one goal in eight periods of hockey. Luongo, meanwhile, gave up four goals in the first 13 minutes of his first pre-season appearance.

Despite his excellence in the pre-season, it was still a surprise to see Schneider get the start in the New Jersey Devils’ first game, though it was partly because of Martin Brodeur’s father, famed hockey photographer Denis Brodeur, passing away just a week before the start of the season. Peter DeBoer told reporters that he wanted to give Brodeur an extra day of rest after he missed the Devils’ final pre-season game to attend his father’s funeral.

I expected Schneider to eventually supplant Brodeur as the number one goaltender in New Jersey this season, but I didn’t expect it to happen in game one. Of course, he may not taken a firm grasp of the job, as he gave up 2 goals on his first 9 shots, eventually losing 3-0.

Canucks fans eager to feel better about the Schneider trade jumped on his rough start, a little too quickly as it turned out. Luongo also lost by three goals, getting one goal of support, but giving up 4. Anyone looking for an easy narrative after the first game (They traded the wrong/right goalie!) was sadly disappointed.

The similarities were even eerier for the coaches: both John Tortorella and Alain Vigneault lost in their debuts with their new team by identical 4-1 scores. Even more, the only goals for the Rangers and Canucks came from defencemen on the powerplay, with Marc Staal scoring for New York and Jason Garrison for Vancouver. Getting the assists on the only goal for both teams: their first line centre and left winger, Derek Stepan and Rick Nash for the Rangers, the Sedins for the Canucks.

This is a little weird, right? It’s not just me?

It could have been weirder, of course. Everything wasn’t exactly the same and the differences may provide some cold comfort for Canucks fans. After all, Luongo may have given up 4 goals, but it was on 35 shots. Schneider, on the other hand, gave up 3 goals on just 21 shots. If you want to make a judgement call after a one-game sample size, then Luongo is going to have a terrible save percentage this season, but Schneider’s is going to be even worse.

As for Vigneault’s Rangers, unlike the Canucks, they weren’t facing one of the powerhouses of the Pacific Division. They lost 4-1 to the Phoenix Coyotes, who missed the playoffs last season. I mean, losing 4-1 to any team is a disappointment but at least the Canucks lost to the San Jose Sharks.

Yep, that’s some pretty cold comfort.

I Watched This Game: Canucks at San Jose Sharks, October 3, 2013
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When the first game of the regular season is a loss, it’s tempting to keep talking about the process, individual performances, and positive signs like it’s still the pre-season. After all, it’s a long season with plenty of time for the Canucks to adjust to a new system and for the roster to evolve into its final form. Like a Pokemon, it takes a lot of battles, a trade, or…uh, an elemental stone. Okay, the metaphor breaks down a little.

In any case, I say forget being level-headed. This is the first game in months where the result actually matters. I say we revel in this loss. Let it hurt. Get upset. Allow the loss to get under your skin and piss you off. You can wait until tomorrow to realize that it’s just one game out of 82. For now, let this game matter, because games that matter are way more fun than games that don’t matter.

This game? The one that mattered? I watched this game.

Canucks 1 – 4 Sharks

◦It seemed a little cruel for the NHL to schedule the Canucks’ season opener in the same arena in which they so painfully ended last season. TSN certainly was intent on reminding Canucks fans about it at every opportunity, which would have been fine if the Canucks hadn’t been intent on reminding Canucks fans about it as well. The Canucks had more turnovers and giveaways than a charity bake sale.

◦Things didn’t start out too badly. On a first period powerplay, the Sedins showed that the rumours of the death of magic have been greatly exaggerated, pulling some Wizardous Sedinery on an unsuspecting Justin Braun. After muttering “Bored now,” the Sedins turned Braun inside-out (thankfully not literally) with some quick passes, before Daniel set up Jason Garrison for a devastating one-timer from the top of the slot.

◦Meanwhile, Roberto Luongo was stunning in the first period, making 16 saves to ensure the Canucks had the lead going into the first intermission. His best save came after Hamhuis fanned on a pass in his own end on the powerplay, giving Joe Pavelski a breakaway from the blueline in. Luongo shut down Pavelski like he was displaying the blue screen of death.

◦For anyone who thought that the talk of putting the Sedins on the penalty kill was just that — talk — the Sedins each played just short of 3 minutes shorthanded and looked pretty good doing it. The Canucks killed off 7-of-7 powerplays, including a full two-minute-long 5-on-3, though the Sharks did have 11 shots with the man advantage. Chris Tanev played a large part, playing 5:12 shorthanded and blocking 5 shots. If he wasn’t too busy limping and wincing in pain, he would have given the Sharks the Dikembe Mutumbo finger wag on his way back to the bench.

◦Speaking of blocked shots, Alex Burrows saved a goal with one in the first period, albeit inadvertently. After crashing into his own net, he turned to find the puck while lying in the crease and took a Brent Burns wristshot off the visor. I can only hope that on Fox Sports One, Jay Onrait narrated the highlight with his popular catch phrase, “That’s using your face!” We miss you, Jay.

◦There were three big problems for the Canucks in this game: the turnovers, the forwards outside the top two lines, and way too many penalties. The latter kept the Canucks from establishing any sort of rhythm at five-on-five, where they played reasonably well, aside from the aforementioned turnovers and bottom six forwards. Despite being out-scored 4-0 at even-strength, the Canucks were about even with the Sharks in shot attempts, even when the score was close.

◦The Canucks just gave the Sharks too many quality chances, whether off odd-man rushes or bad giveaways. On the first Sharks goal, it was Garrison getting caught at his own blue line before Brent Burns sniped the top corner coming down the wing. On the second, Brad Richardson failed to clear the puck out when he had an opportunity, leading to a Justin Braun wristshot sneaking past a screened Luongo. The third goal came courtesy of a Chris Higgins giveaway in his own zone. On the fourth, it was Hamhuis with the turnover at the Sharks blue line, as his point shot got blocked, sparking a 2-on-0 breakaway for Tommy Wingels and Andrew Desjardins.

◦All four Sharks goals came off turnovers, meaning the main issue for the Canucks was puck management. Don’t get excited Mike Gillis haters, I said puck management.

◦While I can’t say that new acquisition Zac Dalpe didn’t see a lot of ice in this game, because I’m assuming that his eyes work and he saw the ice all game, he didn’t spend a lot of time on the ice. He had the lowest ice time in the game, playing just 3:19. That’s right, he had less ice time than Tom Sestito. On the plus side, he did have two shots, more than Alex Burrows, who saw all three of his shot attempts miss the net. That’s likely why David Booth ended up on the top line with the Sedins in the third period.

◦Finally, it’s time to make a snap judgement based on limited information from a small sample size: the Canucks’ third line is a tire fire that will never be fixed and will only bring Canucks’ fans tears and heartache. No third-line centre will ever ease this pain. Not Brad Richardson, not Mike Santorelli, not Jordan Schroeder, not even if they trade for the best available centre at the trade deadline — even he will be a disaster. Everything is horrible forever. Even chocolate cookies taste like dust. All is darkness. Darkness is all. Ph’nglui mglw’nafh Cthulhu R’lyeh wgah’nagl fhtagn.

◦Hey! Hockey’s back! Wooooooooooooo!
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Alex Burrows will start Game 1 where he’s started so many games in the past: alongside the Sedins. Now, normally, this wouldn’t be all that notable. After all, it’s his usual spot. But John Tortorella entered training camp with a plan to get him off the Sedin line.

Makes sense when you think about it. Burrows’ deployment there was, after all, Alain Vigneault’s big innovation. If you’re angling to exact some kind of major change to the look of your lineup, especially after Mike Gillis opted to keep it mostly the same, roster-wise, then anointing a new third Sedin is definitely one way to make your mark.

But in the end, Tortorella appears to have discovered what Alain Vigneault realized shortly after the pairing came together: Alex Burrows is basically the Sedins’ soulmate.

That’s not to say he’s the perfect linemate, although I’d say he’s pretty close. Burrows may not be right-handed, long thought to be a deal-breaker for the third Sedin. And he’s not really a tough guy, although he’s not above biting fingers, pulling hair, and spearing groins, so he’d definitely intimidate me, since I prefer my fingers, hair and groin unbit, unyanked and unspeared, respectively. But he works incredibly well with the twins. He knows where to go, which isn’t always to the goalmouth — sometimes you have to help them dig it out and maintain possession along the wall before you head out front. He can pass like them when the occasion calls for it. And he’s fabulously manic in front, which leaves him open for split-second passes.

But none of that is why Burrows is back with the twins. It’s mainly because, no matter what you do, the universe will find a way to put them back together. Zack Kassian blew his chance to steal the best job in the building — a job that was essentially being handed to him — when he broke Sam Gagner’s jaw. Regardless of what you think of Kassian’s intent on that play, the end result was a freak injury. Kassian deserves his suspension, but perhaps we should also point a finger at the universe’s determination to reunite the Sedins and Alex Burrows.

It’s like a Final Destination movie. Challenge inevitability, and it will rise up against you. It will come for you. There may be carnage and casualties. It will be your fault.

All in all, Tortorella’s lucky Kassian’s out, otherwise the universe might have come for him instead. If he knows what’s good for him, he’ll keep the Sedins and Burrows together even after Kassian returns.
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The neutral zone drop-pass on the powerplay was used to perfection in Vancouver all through the 2010-11 season, and Vancouver fans loved it — right up until the Boston Bruins figured out how to defend it. After that, it was seen as symptomatic of everything that was wrong with the Canucks’ powerplay, and many assumed that the coaching staff cull — and the dismissal of Newell Brown, who introduced the club to the tactic — would spell the merciful end of it in Vancouver.

Nope. Despite Brown’s move to Glendale, the drop-pass remained a regular sight on the Canucks’ powerplay in the preseason, mainly because, despite all the griping, it works.

Consider the drop pass like the Sedins’ slap-pass: an innovation that worked so well in Vancouver that other coaching staffs, including the incoming one, realized they should be doing it too. So long as you don’t overrely on or telegraph it, which is where the Canucks occasionally got into trouble, it’s the ideal approach. The moment the teams stand up at the blueline, you leave the puck for a trailer, who skates onto it with added speed and more time to find the weak spot in their Red Rover-esque wall. There will be many, many more drop-passes this season, and most of the time, they’ll be the right course of action.

But while that aspect of the powerplay remains unchanged, this year’s coaching staff did make one big adjustment: Jason Garrison will finally get his shot, which means the first unit powerplay will too.

The previous regime’s reluctance to use Garrison and his Death Cannon on the powerplay remains one of the biggest head-scratchers in their tenure. The powerplay struggled all year; it was basically the Canucks’ biggest issue.

And yet, despite calls from all corners to let Garrison unload from the blueline — a move that would have given the unit another serious weapon, not to mention freed Alex Edler up to do more facilitating and less one-timing — Alain Vigneault and Newell Brown stubbornly refused. You could argue that it helped cost them their jobs.

Why were they so willing to die on that hill? Were they worried about Garrison hurting one of their own?

Crazy as it sounds, I actually think they were. With Garrison practicing on the top unit Tuesday, (a strong indication that he’d be there Thursday), Henrik Sedin was asked explained what he’ll bring to the unit. He did so with a dash of classic Swedish humour that seemed, to me, rooted in the old regime’s original concern that he’d hurt a teammate.

“You saw it today,” he said after practice. “When he [Garrison] shoots the puck it’s either at the net and going in, or you’re going to break someone’s foot, or you’re going to hurt Kes in front.”

Funny guy. Granted, a hurt Ryan Kesler would be unfortunate. His injury issues over the past two seasons have paralleled the team’s troubles. You can see how a coaching staff would get a little protective of him, not to mention the Sedins, who also run the risk of getting hit when they’re hovering around Jason Garrison’s intended target.

Fortunately, John Tortorella is less concerned about hurting his players. Seems to me the man relishes his own guys getting hit with pucks. It borders a fetish. He claims a Sedin getting hit with a puck will make everyone on the bench 10-feet tall — we suspect it’s just him.

There will be downsides to having a sadist behind the bench. But the upside is that we’ll finally, mercifully, get to see Jason Garrison on the first unit powerplay.

How Andrew Alberts lost his job to a guy with one career NHL game
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The Canucks left a lot of fans scratching their heads when they claimed Ryan Stanton off waivers from the Chicago Blackhawks on Monday. The move squeezed Hunter Shinkaruk out of the roster, forcing the club to send him back to the WHL, dismaying many excited fans and belying Mike Gillis’s indication that this year’s team would see an injection of youth. Furthermore, it flew in the face of John Tortorella’s announced intention to start the season with only seven defencemen.

Stanton certainly didn’t look like an NHLer, and his career NHL game totals — one — did little to convince us otherwise. We wondered if Mike Gillis had worked himself into a somnambulistic stupor over a busy weekend. It really didn’t make a lot of sense to give this guy the precious 23rd roster spot.

But as it turns out, he didn’t get the 23rd roster spot. Andrew Alberts did (or maybe Tom Sestito). At Wednesday’s practice, Stanton was skating on the third pairing with Chris Tanev, an indication that he’ll be there on Thursday’s opening night while Alberts and Yannick Weber get scratched like they just adopted kittens.

Iain MacIntyre thinks so too:

In other words: suit up, Alberts. Like with an actual suit. Because you’re not playing.

I don’t really consider this is a knock on Yannick Weber. As a right-handed defenceman, he was never going to play with Chris Tanev, another righty, unless the blueline was really decimated by injuries. The Weber signing appeared, to me, to be a reaction to the Canucks being the Leftorium of defences last year. I expect him to draw in if one of Bieksa or Tanev can’t go, unless the injury appears long-term, in which case we’ll likely see Frank Corrado leapfrog him on the depth chart.

But Alberts was supposed to be the third pairing lefty, and now it would appear that the Canucks feel Ryan Stanton is the better option. Clearly, they paid attention this preseason.

Alberts played in four of the six preseason games: both losses versus the Sharks, the embarrassing 5-2 loss in Edmonton, and the 6-1 rout of the Phoenix Coyotes at home. He took a minor penalty in every single game, including a momentum-killing double minor in the 3-2 loss to San Jose less than a minute after Hunter Shinkaruk had tied the game, and a roughing penalty the next time out versus San Jose that led to Logan Couture’s back-breaking fourth goal of the night a minute before the end of the second.

And, despite spending time in the penalty box in every game — seventeen minutes, to be exact, he still managed to be on the ice for eight goals against. Eight.

Let’s take a look at a few.

In Alberts’ first game, he’s on the ice for John McCarthy’s go-ahead goal with under three minutes to go in the second, a terrible time to give up a goal. Watch McCarthy blow by him like he’s bolted to the ice and retrieve the puck cleanly on his own dump-in. Keep an eye out for Alberts doing basically nothing helpful after.

Then recall that it was Alberts’ penalty that allowed the Sharks to retake the lead after Shinkaruk tied it up coming out of the intermission. One could argue that he cost the Canucks this game. Fortunately, it was a contest that didn’t matter, but we’ll assume that noted bad loser John Tortorella didn’t just shrug it off.

Amazingly, the second time out versus San Jose, Alberts was even more damaging, on the ice for every goal against, save the aforementioned Logan Couture goal that was scored when he was in the penalty box.

On the first goal, he lost a puck he should have controlled in the corner to start the scoring play:

On the Sharks’ second, they’re in the zone because Alberts was beaten at his own blueline and gave up a partial breakaway to Tyler Kennedy:

He didn’t recover very well either, going out of his way to make a lame, redundant hit along the boards and leaving his partner with no one to pass to. Hence, that brutal turnover.

And finally, he is directly, embarrassingly at fault on the fourth goal. After the Canucks win the draw back to him, he fails to skate onto the puck in time. His lack of acceleration gives the Sharks time to reach the puck first and poke it past him. A second later, it’s in the net.

Slower than the Wi-Fi in the cafe where I’m writing this post. Get it together, cafe.

All in all, it was a terrible training camp, and the best way to illustrate how bad it was is this: after that performance, Alberts was such a liability that the Canucks decided they’d rather take their chances on a guy with one NHL game.

Cut-down Days

September 30, 2013  

The Rangers announced what was billed as their opening day roster Sunday, sending seven players to the Wolf Pack to get down to 24 on the NHL roster.

Darroll Powe (Mike Stobe/Getty Images)

Darroll Powe (Mike Stobe/Getty Images)

There were a couple of mild surprises on the list of last cuts, including Chris Kreider, the former Ranger first-round draft pick, who was a regular for the big club during much of its playoff run last spring; Stu Bickel, mostly a Ranger since Christmastime two seasons ago; and Darroll Powe, who has been in the NHL since very early in the 2008-09 season.  On the other hand, Kreider has had problems with consistency since turning pro, Bickel was the odd man out on the Ranger defense at the end of last year and Powe and Arron Asham were waived by the Rangers at the beginning of the NHL free agency period in July.  So none of those assignments is a complete stunner.

Those seven arrivals from New York ballooned the Wolf Pack roster to 38 players, necessitating a housecleaning at the AHL level, and the Wolf Pack in turn trimmed 14 players from its list this evening.  A significant indication of the Pack’s depth is the fact that highly-regarded, NHL-contracted rookies Michael St. Croix, a fourth-round Ranger pick in 2011, and Josh Nicholls were among the players reassigned to ECHL Greenville, and defenseman Sam Klassen, a top-pair blueliner for the Whale for much of last season, was released outright.

Brodie Dupont’s quest to earn a spot with the Wolf Pack remains alive, as he is one of two unsigned players, with Shawn O’Donnell being the other, still in the Pack fold.  It will be interesting to see whether the organization offers Dupont an AHL contract or if starting the season on a PTO (Pro Tryout) ends up being his only option.  Not sure Dupont would be interested in taking a PTO, but we’ll see.

Three goalies, Cam Talbot, Jason Missiaen and Scott Stajcer, remain on the roster, but Stajcer is rehabbing an injury and has yet to play.  Right now the club is carrying two extra forwards and one extra D-man, which I suspect is about where the organization wants it to be to start the season.  Among the 24 players currently on the Rangers’ roster are Ryan Callahan and Carl Hagelin, both of whom are recovering from shoulder surgery and whose immediate availability for duty is questionable.  Once both of those guys are ready to play, it would seem that at least one more move would be necessary for the parent club.

Sound Tigers have high hopes for Strome-Lee duo

Michael Fornabaio
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BRIDGEPORT -- They've been playing together for about a month now, so maybe Ryan Strome and Anders Lee will begin the AHL season with a little chemistry.

They're two of the New York Islanders' top prospects, and for the time being, they're two-thirds of what could be the Bridgeport Sound Tigers' top forward line to open the season.

"It's good that we both have the same goal: We want to be in the NHL," said Strome, 20, from near Toronto.

They've played mostly with fellow rookie Joey Diamond this week. During the Islanders' training camp, they were usually with Brock Nelson, last year's Sound Tigers' leading scorer, who stuck with the Islanders to begin this year.

"With Strome, he's got great offensive instincts," Bridgeport coach Scott Pellerin said. "He sees the ice very well. He's really improved his compete level, his strength on the puck.

"Anders, his skating is improved. His strength on the puck is tremendous. ... It's going to come down to making quick plays and being consistent in his game." 

Lee, 23, from Minnesota, has played on the wing; that strength comes from a 6-foot-3, 225-pound frame.

Strome starts the season at center, where he has usually played on the way up; Pellerin hopes playing the middle will help him develop as a pro in the defensive zone. Strome played on the wing during the Islanders' training camp and in a short Sound Tigers stint last year.

"I'm comfortable at both. It doesn't really matter," Strome said. "My best game in the preseason was at center, but at the same time, I worked a lot on wing over the summer. It's better to be versatile." 

Both players got a chance to taste the pro game last spring. Lee signed directly with the New York Islanders (which will make him a restricted free agent after this season) after his junior year at Notre Dame. He had two points in two games.

Strome joined Bridgeport and scored seven points in 10 games.

"Now it's that next step," Pellerin said.

"I'm going to demand a lot of them, just like I do of all my players." 

The AHL season opens Friday with five games. Bridgeport's year begins with home games Saturday night against Wilkes-Barre/Scranton and Sunday afternoon against Norfolk.

"I'm looking forward to playing that first game, getting games in," Lee said, "learning the systems of the whole organization and finding my niche on this team." 

The team released forwards Sean Wiles and Brayden Irwin from their tryouts on the last day of camp. The roster includes 14 forwards, nine defensemen and two goalies.

mfornabaio@ctpost.com; http://twitter.com/fornabaioctp; http://blog.connpost.com/fornabaio

Youthful Sound Tigers give it that old college try

Michael Fornabaio
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.Sound Tiger Joey Diamond looks to deflect a shot in front of Albany goalie Keith Kincaid during the second period of their AHL hockey matchup at the Webster Bank Arena in Bridgeport, Conn. on Sunday, March 24, 2013. At left is Albany defenseman Alexander Urbom. Photo: Brian A. Pounds / Connecticut Post 

Sound Tiger Joey Diamond looks to deflect a shot in front of Albany goalie Keith Kincaid during the second period of their AHL hockey matchup at the Webster Bank Arena in Bridgeport, Conn. on Sunday, March 24, 2013. At left is Albany defenseman Alexander Urbom. Photo: Brian A. Pounds | Buy This Photo 

Bridgeport Sound Tigers v. Albany Devils AHL hockey at the Webster Bank Arena in Bridgeport, Conn. on Sunday, March 24, 2013. Sound Tiger Joey Diamond. Photo: Brian A. Pounds / Connecticut Post

NEWARK, NJ - SEPTEMBER 19: Anders Lee #27 (r) of the New York Islanders scores a powerplay goal at 3:31 of the first period against the New Jersey Devils at the Prudential Center on September 19, 2013 in Newark, New Jersey. Photo: Bruce Bennett, Getty Images / 2013 Getty Images

NEWARK, NJ - SEPTEMBER 19: Scott Mayfield #42 of the New York Islanders checks Michael Ryder #17 of the New Jersey Devils into the boards at the Prudential Center on September 19, 2013 in Newark, New Jersey. Photo: Bruce Bennett, Getty Images / 2013 Getty Images

Sound Tigers Riley Wetmore, 21, scores in the first period in a game against the Portland Pirates at the Webster Bank Arena in Bridgeport, Conn., on Sunday, April 21, 2013. Photo: BK Angeletti, B.K. Angeletti / Connecticut Post freelance B.K. Angeletti
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More Information

2013-14 BRIDGEPORT 

SOUND TIGERS ROSTER

No. Name Pos Age Ht. Wt.

2 Mike Dalhuisen D 24 6-2 230

3 Andrey Pedan D 20 6-4 207

5 Mike Keenan D 24 6-0 190

9 Anders Lee RW 23 6-2 225

10 Scott Mayfield D 20 6-4 209

12 Calvin de Haan D 22 6-1 187

15 Marc Cantin D 22 6-1 204

16 ChrisBruton RW 26 5-10 190

17 Greg Miller C 24 5-11 193

18 Ryan Strome C 20 6-1 188

19 Riley Wetmore C 24 6-0 195

21 Dallas Jackson D 24 6-2 200

22 Alan Quine C 20 5-11 190

23 John Persson LW 21 6-2 209

24 Sean Wiles RW 26 6-3 203

26 Mike Halmo F 22 5-10 197

27 Aaron Ness D 23 5-10 182

28 Johan Sundstrom C 21 6-3 201

35 Kenny Reiter G 26 5-11 170

39 Joey Diamond LW 24 5-7 175

44 Brett Gallant LW 24 6-0 190

45 Anders Nilsson G 23 6-5 227

49 Justin Johnson RW 32 5-11 225

52 Joe Finley D 26 6-8 245

58 Brayden Irwin RW 26 6-5 223

72 Jason Clark F 21 6-2 204

77 Kirill Kabanov RW 21 6-2 192

Head coach: Scott Pellerin

Assistant coaches: Eric Boguniecki, Doug Holewa

Athletic trainer: David Stickney

Equipment manager: Leni DiCostanzo  
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Healthy Thompson sparks Shelton offensive machine

BRIDGEPORT -- For four years playing hockey at Cornell, Greg Miller was a regular for the Big Red, playing 27, 34, 35, 33 games in each season.

Now he's a pro, signed with the Bridgeport Sound Tigers. And when he looks at the schedule, he sees that Game 35 is in January. And there are 41 games to go after that.

It's a transition.

"The pace, also, those are the two things -- not that I have doubts," Miller said after Wednesday's practice at the Wonderland of Ice.

Seven of the 27 players in Bridgeport's camp were preparing for college classes last year at this time as well as preparing for the college season.

"The pace of play would be, probably, similar," said Bridgeport coach Scott Pellerin, who faced the same adjustment when he turned pro out of the University of Maine. "It's more games. The battle level, the conditioning level and the overall game are a little bit of an adjustment." 

Four of the seven got a taste of it last spring, signing amateur tryouts after finishing their college seasons, and a fifth, Anders Lee, got two NHL games with the New York Islanders. None got more than Joey Diamond, who played 10 games and earned an AHL contract.

"The game in the `A' is a lot faster than college," Diamond said. "Also positioning. You don't want to get yourself caught out of position, or they're going to capitalize on your mistake." 

One possible benefit for the college players: They're a little older than some other rookies.

Scott Mayfield left Denver after his sophomore year, so he's the youngest of the bunch at 20. That's comparable to a player coming out of junior hockey, like fellow rookies Ryan Strome, Alan Quine and Andrey Pedan.

But five of the other six are 24 years old; Anders Lee is 23.

"I'm sure it can help a little bit," Diamond said, "the development of going to college for four years, making the transition to the pro game from being well-developed in college." 

Eight other Sound Tigers, Pellerin and assistant coaches Eric Boguniecki and Doug Holewa all played college hockey.

"We're learning from the other guys, the veteran guys, picking their brains," Miller said. "You can learn from everybody." 

Regardless, Pellerin said he's satisfied with the maturity of the whole team, young or not.

"Whether they've come from junior or college," Pellerin said, "I'm happy with our hockey IQ." 

KID TICKETS: The Sound Tigers announced that children 12 and under will be admitted free to Sunday's game against Norfolk.

mfornabaio@ctpost.com; http://twitter.com/fornabaioctp; http://blog.connpost.com/fornabaio
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Healthy Thompson sparks Shelton offensive machine

FORWARDS: There's depth and talent but -- this'll be a trend -- they're young. Top prospect Ryan Strome begins the year in the AHL after last year's leading scorer Brock Nelson got the call to stick with the New York Islanders; he's playing center at the moment. Rookie Anders Lee signed last spring out of Notre Dame and has been Strome's linemate in camp. Second-year pros Johan Sundstrom and John Persson are the team's top two returning scorers. Chris Bruton, a young-veteran pro, is among those joining the mix with a few rookies with potential and toughness in players like Brett Gallant and newcomer Justin Johnson.

DEFENSE: Four rookies move in to replace a couple of departed veterans and graduated AHL all-star Matt Donovan; the corps is deeper than it has been in the past, and there's good size (especially with the addition of 6-foot-8, 245-pound Joe Finley, who spent the second half of last season with the Islanders). It's a big year for third-year pros Aaron Ness (who has more NHL and AHL games, 167, than anyone else on the roster) and Calvin de Haan (whose shoulders have short-circuited his first two seasons).

GOALIES: It's Anders Nilsson's year to show what he's got, after his first two pro seasons were curtailed by a late-season sprained ankle in Year 1 and a gluten/dairy-allergy problem that limited him to 21 games last year. He has shown the potential to be a steady goalie when he's healthy. Kenny Reiter posted the best numbers of any Bridgeport goalie; he got no offensive support and is still looking for his first AHL win. It'll come. If needed, 2012 NCAA champion Parker Milner is waiting in Stockton.

OVERALL: Youth. (Look, we said it was a trend.) The 27 players in camp this week average 72 games of professional experience, or not quite a season. A lot of the tools are here. But it's hard to win in the AHL without veterans. Possible, yes, but it's hard. Health and continued progress could make it a good year.

-- MICHAEL FORNABAIO

Five questions for the Sound Tigers
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Five questions

1) How do the kids do?

The modern AHL is a development league, and there'll be a lot of development going on here. The Sound Tigers have no AHL veterans (players with over 260 games played at this level or above) and 12 AHL rookies out of 27 players in camp. They're talented, but their adaptation to the pro game will go a long way toward determining what kind of season this is.

2) Who's scoring?

The Sound Tigers' top four scorers, combining for 73 of the team's 216 goals last year, are gone. Bridgeport has a couple of top-line rookies, so a lot of offense could come from the kids. Still, this roster has only one player who has scored 30 points in an AHL season (Johan Sundstrom, 32 last year), one with a 15-goal season in the AHL (John Persson, 17 last year), only one with a 20-goal season at any level (Sean Wiles, who scored 26 for Las Vegas of the ECHL last year and one more for Bridgeport, in camp on a tryout).

3) How's the health?

So much of health in hockey comes down to luck. Kirill Kabanov gets his wrist cut horribly by a skate in Game 4 last year; he never gets on track when he comes back. Calvin de Haan has an innocent battle in front of the net in Game 3; his shoulder dislocates and he misses the rest of the year. Anders Nilsson, whose first season ended with a fluky sprained ankle, misses most of his second with a food allergy that leaves him fatigued all year until they figure it out. Those right there are three players who could be keys to a successful year for Bridgeport or move up to the Islanders -- if they're healthy.

4) What does an ECHL affiliate mean?

For a few years, the Islanders didn't sign lots of AHL depth, relying on tryouts to fill in the gaps and going without an ECHL affiliate for the past two seasons. This year, though, it has promised four players to the Stockton (Calif.) Thunder, and it sent five players there to start the season. Though tryouts are still a possible solution after any injuries or call-ups, at least Bridgeport has some of its own talent ready to go at a phone call (and, sometimes, a cross-country flight, but that's never stopped them before).

5) What does the future hold off-ice?

An AHL team is expected to be the primary tenant of a renovated Nassau Coliseum in three years. Sound Tigers management has issued the requisite denials that it'll be them. The lease at Webster Bank Arena requires a team here through 2021, so it'll be an interesting few seasons. The team made some jumps in attendance the past few years and continues to make changes in the building, with a new pub/restaurant and a new lighting system debuting for concerts last week.

-- MICHAEL FORNABAIO

Having shaken mystery illness, Nilsson feeling better than ever

Michael Fornabaio

Updated 12:37 am, Wednesday, October 2, 2013 

  0

inShare. 

Comments (0)  

 Larger | Smaller  

Printable Version  

Email This   

Font 

Other Sports

 Click to View RSS Feed  

McKnight welcomed at Phelps School after leaving St. Joseph

High school roundup: Barlow boys soccer team remains undefeated

Healthy Thompson sparks Shelton offensive machine

BRIDGEPORT -- He'd sleep 10 hours a night and still feel tired. He went through a battery of tests, and doctors couldn't tell him much more than that he wasn't dying.

Not knowing and not feeling much better made for a long 2012-13 season for Anders Nilsson, but the Bridgeport Sound Tigers goalie is back healthy and hoping for a big year.

"I just feel excited to start the season," Nilsson said after Tuesday's practice at the Wonderland of Ice, the team's first in Bridgeport after training camp on Long Island.

"I feel even though I didn't miss the whole season last year, it felt as (if) I did." 

The problems nailed him right away last year: He was scheduled to start the second night of the season but wasn't feeling up to it, feeling run-down. He returned after a month but was shut down for about two months in February.

"My body stopped absorbing nutrients," Nilsson said. 

Several vitamin levels plummeted. He lost weight and couldn't shake the fatigue.

It took a while for doctors to figure it out, sorting through symptoms to determine that he was suffering from a gluten and dairy allergy.

"I'd never had it before," he said. 

Doctors told him the condition could be dormant in a person until environmental or diet changes trigger it -- say, moving from Sweden to Connecticut.

But he came back with two good starts to end last season for Bridgeport, finishing with an .899 save percentage overall in 21 games, then got called up to practice with the New York Islanders during their first-round playoff series against Pittsburgh.

Nilsson spent a couple of different weeks over the summer working out in Bridgeport with Steve Valiquette, the former Sound Tiger and current Sound Tigers goaltending coach. He skated with his hometown team before returning to the United States at the end of August.

"I tried to be on the ice more than usual in the summer to catch up," Nilsson said. "I feel all the work in the summer, it's starting to (pay off). I feel back to 100 percent. I feel better than I've felt in pretty much ever." 

Goaltending could be a strength for Bridgeport. A healthy Nilsson is an NHL prospect. Kenny Reiter, on an AHL contract again in his second pro season, posted the Sound Tigers' best percentage numbers but got little support and didn't win.

"We have confidence in (Nilsson) to do the job, and Kenny, too," Bridgeport coach Scott Pellerin said.

Nilsson and Reiter manned the nets at Wonderland on Tuesday with 16 forwards and nine defensemen in between. Bridgeport begins the season Saturday and Sunday at home at Webster Bank Arena.

Forward Brock Nelson and defenseman Matt Donovan, who finished last season in Bridgeport, made the Islanders' opening-day roster. Also sticking in the NHL, with Edmonton: Milford's Mark Arcobello, a former Fairfield Prep and Yale standout, who was an AHL all-star last year with Oklahoma City.

mfornabaio@ctpost.com; http://twitter.com/fornabaioctp
Maccabiah hockey a bit off the wall for Rosen
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SYOSSET, N.Y. -- Ben Rosen grew up about a mile and a half away from Iceworks here in Nassau County. He skated here growing up and was back for Bridgeport Sound Tigers training camp last week.

In July, he got to play hockey in a much different environment. Rosen, 24, was part of the United States' silver medalists at the Maccabiah Games in Israel.

A great experience, he said, but a bit surreal as well.

The rink is in Metula, in the north of Israel, just over the border from Lebanon and Syria. Metula is just about 50 miles from Damascus.

"Especially now with what's going on there, it's crazy to think I was just there and could see Syria," said Rosen, who was assigned on Saturday to the Sound Tigers' new ECHL affiliate in Stockton, Calif.

"Security was always with us." The team got to see much of the country, visiting Jerusalem, seeing the Old City and the Western Wall, going to Tel Aviv, seeing the Dead Sea.

It was a nice cap to a hockey year that began with his senior season at Boston University. After that, the centerman signed a tryout with Bridgeport and played one game.

He also took part in the New York Islanders' development camp just before leaving for Israel.

"Obviouly his work ethic" stood out, Sound Tigers coach Scott Pellerin said. "He's been well-coached at BU. You know what you're going to see. He's hard-working. He plays his position very well. He's versatile." Rosen went to Boston University as a defenseman. Before his junior year, with the team in need, he moved to center.

Rosen said he knows he wouldn't step into the Sound Tigers' lineup as a top-six forward; he's got to win faceoffs, play a smart positional game and be reliable.

"If they need me on left wing, right wing, center, defense or in goal, I'm ready to play," Rosen said.

Rosen, on an AHL contract, was one of nine players the Sound Tigers sent to Stockton on Saturday. Two tryouts remain in camp, forwards Sean Wiles (who played three games for Bridgeport in the spring) and Brayden Irwin.

The Islanders sent defensemen Marc Cantin and Andrey Pedan and forward Jason Clark to the Sound Tigers, along with AHL-contract players Mike Dalhuisen, Dallas Jackson, Mike Keenan and Greg Miller.

Bridgeport's camp will likely remain on Long Island while ice is laid at Webster Bank Arena in preparation for the Oct. 5 opener against Wilkes-Barre/Scranton. 

The Islanders have to cut down to 23 active players by Monday; they have 43 in camp now plus one more on injured reserve.

Alan Quine, the Islanders' sixth-round draft pick this summer, signed an entry-level contract. At 20, he's eligible to be sent to Bridgeport.

mfornabaio@ctpost.com; http://twitter.com/fornabaioctp; http://blog.connpost.com/fornabaio
Friday, October 4, 2013 by:Michael Fornabaio
 

Comments

Email

Print

Share on Facebook1

Warm outside. Cold inside. Fog settles in after practice

The Boston Garden lives.

Brett Gallant got back on the ice today, and we’ll see how he feels tomorrow, but otherwise things were pretty much as they were yesterday, with the obvious absence of Sean Wiles and Brayden Irwin, released from tryouts. “Looking at the way they practiced and played in Long Island at my camp, I thought they were two players I was very impressed with,” Scott Pellerin said. “They came to camp here, and they fit in well. Looking at the start of the season, the number of games I have, we thought it’d be best to get them playing at the start of the season.”

Pellerin also conceded that nine defensemen is “a lot. We’re going to have some tough decisions.” A lot can happen in a couple of days in this league, especially, it seems, on defense, so speculating on who might go where and when is a futile exercise. But Pellerin did say it’ll be nice to have Stockton as a place where they can get guys playing; he’s had good communication with Rich Kromm and is looking forward to that relationship. “Last year we were a little handcuffed,” Pellerin said. “Whether they like it or not, guys have to play to get better. You can practice, and that’s one part, but you have to play games. You have to learn the pro game. That league’s a great league.”

Here’s Stockton’s camp roster. Hoping to do some occasional looks at the Thunder over the course of the year. 

Edit: Speaking of whom: Corey Trivino, Islanders draft pick, signed with the Thunder today.

No decision yet on captains. 

Speaking of veteran leadership: Introducing Cap’n Trevor Smith of the Toronto Marlies. Brock Nelson and Matt Donovan are reportedly in tonight for the Big Club. Jack Hillen is going to need surgery. 
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BST 25-man roster, ’cause it’s baseball playoff time 
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The only cuts today cleared out the only two tryouts on the Bridgeport roster, forwards Sean Wiles and Brayden Irwin. Wiles goes back to Reading; Irwin goes back to Stockton. Two big guys that earned their way out of the first week of camp, but got to think it’s a numbers game for guys on PTOs. 

That leaves 14 forwards (manageable), nine defensemen (high) and two goalies (good number) to begin getting paid tomorrow. They’re all under contract (18 NHL, seven AHL). 

Also, as I forgot to mention this morning after seeing the back of his helmet, Greg Miller is now in No. 14.

…

Captain Kostopoulos leads in the Penguins on Saturday. Meanwhile, veteran centerman Manny Malhotra signs a PTO with Charlotte. 

Mimeographs made their appearance in the comments yesterday; they don’t appear here, but that was fun nevertheless. (Didn’t recognize No. 11. Have heard about but don’t recall seeing Nos. 4, 8 and 10. Still have Nos. 1 and 3.)
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Two days left 
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Season-opening rosters are due to the AHL this afternoon. There’s no roster limit, but at the same time, 25 skaters is a lot to carry. Scott Pellerin said they’ll talk and make final decisions back at Harbor Yard; he wouldn’t say whether or not they had decided to make any moves. 

They actually had only 24 skaters this morning at the Wonderland of Ice: Brett Gallant got a maintenance day, Pellerin said. “Yesterday, he wasn’t feeling well, not 100 percent. We thought the best thing for him was to take a day off.” In his absence, Jason Clark was with Greg Miller and Alan Quine; Brayden Irwin, Sean Wiles and Justin Johnson skated together. 

To correct myself, tonight’s the season-ticketholder meet-and-greet, not the Booster Club’s. Mea culpa. Booster Club does some good things, anyway. 

They should be back at the big barn tomorrow, and then Year 13 begins Saturday. 

More later if warranted.
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Three days to go, tweaks continue 
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Evaluation continues, as Scott Pellerin said yesterday; a few tweaks to the lines today as they looked at different looks and combinations. Most prominently, Joey Diamond and Chris Bruton swapped places, and Jason Clark centered Brett Gallant and Justin Johnson. Defense pairs looked relatively similar. Decisions to be made on captains.

They’d planned to be back at Harbor Yard tomorrow, but sounds as if they’ll give the ice another day to set and get back there Friday. Apparently the Booster Club meet-and-greet is there tomorrow night; sign up and get greetin’ if you’d like. 

And RIP, Tom Clancy.

Categories: RIP 

First point for Arcobello 
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Tuned into the free Center Ice preview tonight to watch a little Mark Arcobello in Edmonton’s game against Winnipeg. The real show has been Jesse Joensuu: Remember how Jesse would have those shifts where it looked as if it had clicked in his mind that he was huge and could play that way, and he’d be dominant? He’s playing that way fairly regularly tonight. 

But that helped Arcobello: Joensuu banged a power-play rebound home in the crease to extend the Oilers’ lead to 4-2 in the second period. Arcobello had the second assist (Jordan Eberle hit a post and got a second whack in between) for his first NHL point. It’s his second NHL game. 

Arcobello, you may remember, had a big year for Oklahoma City last year, right into the playoffs. 

Categories: Alumni watch, Southern CT: Taking over hockey one player at a time 

Back in town / social media programming notes 
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Two days at Wonderland begin with one good skate and a chance to try to pick out numbers from helmets (and match a face to a name once in a while): 

39 Diamond-28 Sundstrom-23 Persson

 9 Lee-18 Strome-16 Bruton

 26 Halmo-19 Wetmore-77 Kabanov

 17 Miller-22 Quine-72 Clark

 44 Gallant/24 Wiles/49 Johnson/58 Irwin

The odd-number-of-defensemen circumstance strikes again; here’s one run-through when they paired (and similar ones reappeared at other times): 

27 Ness-10 Mayfield

 52 Finley-21 Jackson

 3 Pedan-12 de Haan

 15 Cantin-2 Dalhuisen

 5 Keenan

45 Nilsson

 35 Reiter

A day to kind of reinforce some things about the systems, Scott Pellerin said; to him, they seemed to be getting it and were asking some good questions. 

A lot of bodies, for starters, everywhere except in goal. Does everyone make it to the weekend? “We’ll go day-to-day,” Pellerin said. There will be some competition. 

Eric Boguniecki, who as we mentioned back in minicamp had the other hip replaced, was back on the ice for just the second day. Surely he’ll be ready for the PTO soon. 

Elsewhere, didn’t mention it yesterday, but Bruno Gervais was sent down to Adirondack. Edit: Today, Mark Divver reports that Providence is sending Scott Campbell and New Canaan’s Jack Downing to South Carolina.

…..

Programming note: Partying like it’s 2009 here, I’ve set up a couple of different ways, using that newfangled social media in two different places, to fire out links for you to new blog posts and to stories that hit our BST-news RSS feed.

You can pretend to like this blog on TheFacebook at facebook.com/bstsoundinoff, or follow posts on Twitter @BSTSoundinOff. Our main account, emfriend me here on Facebook. (I’m not terribly active there, but still.) As always, I’ll be overtweeting pretty much everything @fornabaioctp. And if you’re stuck like me in the ’90s, the email link still works.

(Thanks for the idea to Jonathan Bombulie… though it took me like two years to follow through.)

Categories: Alumni watch, More boring than usual, Southern CT: Taking over hockey one player at a time 

Icing hybridized 
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As we noted last week, the AHL was going to follow suit with whatever the NHL decided about icing. The NHL voted to go with hybrid icing (no-touch, but it can be waved off if the attacking player will clearly win the race by the dots) today. The AHL followed suit. 
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Isles cut to 23 

 Monday, September 30, 2013 by:Michael Fornabaio
 

Comments

Email

Print

Share on Facebook1

Nothing stunning in what the Islanders did today to get to 23. Matt Donovan and Brock Nelson stick, as does Griffin Reinhart, at least for the moment. They kept 13-8-2, sending down Joe Finley along with most of the cast that you pretty much figured were on the way. If Nelson and Donovan were in, with Cal Clutterbuck out, there was really only one spot available to Reinhart, Finley, Radek Martinek, Ryan Strome, Anders Lee… heck, to just about anyone. It went to Reinhart. 

So the roster that will likely practice tomorrow in Bridgeport, NHL contracts in normal font, AHL contracts in italics, PTOs in bold: 

F (16)–Chris Bruton, Jason Clark, Joey Diamond, Brett Gallant, Mike Halmo, Brayden Irwin, Justin Johnson, Kirill Kabanov, Anders Lee, Greg Miller, John Persson, Alan Quine, Ryan Strome, Johan Sundstrom, Riley Wetmore, Sean Wiles

 D (9)–Marc Cantin, Mike Dalhuisen, Calvin de Haan, Joe Finley, Dallas Jackson, Mike Keenan, Scott Mayfield, Aaron Ness, Andrey Pedan

 G (2)–Anders Nilsson, Kenny Reiter

Five contract guys assigned to Stockton: F Rosen, F Larson, F/D Gagnon, D Escobedo, G Milner. 

There’s a wild card in that Travis Hamonic left last night’s game, and Arthur Staple reports he’ll be evaluated later on. 

But hey, welcome to hockey season. Everybody’s shift-to-shift from here on out. Anybody’s a phone call away. Enough shifts, and we mean anybody.

….

Wade MacLeod, whose February in Springfield included that scary on-ice collapse against Adirondack and a benign brain tumor, has signed with the Toronto Marlies. Jean Bourbeau returns to Elmira.

….

Sitting in the queue here for about a week, so to get it out of the file: Jim Henson 1961 animated short that’s at once nothing like what you’d think Henson would do and completely like what you think Henson would do. 

Categories: 'Round the League, Alumni watch, Transactions
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Bob McKenzie first reported this morning that Joe Finley is on waivers. If he clears, he’s eligible to be sent to Bridgeport. Finley has been practicing with that Syosset/don’t-call-it-Bridgeport group. This seems to point in a direction, but of course final decisions aren’t due until tomorrow afternoon. The Islanders play their last Grapefruit-League split-squad games tonight in Ontario, and as far as we know Finley’s on one of those trips. 

If he does wind up here, as contracts stand*, Finley, a fifth-year pro, would be the most-experienced pro defenseman on the Sound Tigers… barely. He has played 172 pro regular-season and playoff games. Of those waiver-exempt, Aaron Ness has played 170, and Dallas Jackson has played 169. Only counting NHL/AHL games, though, Finley is at 125; all of Ness’ 170 are at that level. If Matt Donovan (159) is gone, though, Finley would rank second in that count among all potential** Sound Tigers. Justin Johnson has played 317 pro games, 108 in the AHL. Chris Bruton has played 107 AHL games. And they’re the only others with over 100 combined AHL/NHL games on Bridgeport’s likely roster. 

So, yeah, this team’ll be young. 

 *-Obviously leaving out Radek Martinek, who’s on an NHL tryout and had that reportedly minor injury early in the week.

 **-And here assuming Casey Cizikas isn’t being sent down.
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First cuts ’13/Quine signs (updated) 
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Basically the only two people who survived that mini-Sound Tigers camp this week were two tryouts. Sean Wiles and Brayden Irwin remain on their PTOs; the rest of the cast is headed for California. 

Assigned to Stockton were Mathieu Coderre-Gagnon, Ben Rosen, Nick Larson, Sean Escobedo and Parker Milner. Released from their tryouts and sent back there: Nathan Deck, Ryan Hayes, Shawn Morton-Boutin and Landon Oslanski. 

Sent down today from the Big Club: Jason Clark, Andrey Pedan, Marc Cantin, as well as AHL-contract guys Greg Miller, Mike Dalhuisen, Dallas Jackson and Mike Keenan. 

The Bridgeport roster, then, is four forwards, five defensemen and no goalies. That is, um, likely to change before next Saturday’s opener. If I count correctly, that leaves the Islanders’ camp roster at 44, including the injured Cal Clutterbuck: 26 forwards, 14 defensemen, four goalies. Presumably no coincidence: They’ve got two games tomorrow so need 36 skaters and four goalies. Edit: The Islanders just announced Clutterbuck’s on injured reserve.

Edit2, 6:30: The Islanders also announced they’ve signed Ryan Pulock to his entry-level contract. Edit3, 7: Arthur Staple first reports that they’ve also signed Alan Quine to his ELC. Unlike Pulock (or Griffin Reinhart for that matter), Quine is eligible to be assigned to Bridgeport.

Meanwhile, appears Nathan McIver survived one round of Hamilton cuts, though Chad Wiseman did not. 
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Two points for Nelson 
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Been good knowing you, kid? We’ll know for sure Monday, but a performance like that isn’t going to hurt. The Big Club has another split-squad day Sunday, and then the roster has to be down to 23 by Monday afternoon. 

A point and a plus night for Victor Bartley, too. Believe the only Islander he played with is Matt Martin (Andrew MacDonald was up when Bartley was playing; Bartley was hurt when MacDonald came back). 
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Portland Pirates of Lewiston 
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It won’t affect Bridgeport’s schedule, but the Portland Pirates’ lease drama has extended long enough that they announced today they’ll play the whole season in Lewiston. 

They’re keeping the name and, though some changes to the schedule were necessary, Bridgeport’s second visit to the Pirates remains Jan. 24. The Sound Tigers were already scheduled to be in Lewiston on New Year’s Eve, one of the Pirates’ last games (at the time) in Lewiston while renovations to the Cumberland County Civic Center finished up.

The presser is ongoing as I’m typing; follow Chris Roy on Twitter, and see his Maine Hockey Journal and the Press-Herald for more and for background on the dispute with the arena trustees.
Panthers' Barkov youngest NHL scorer since 1942

Friday, 10.04.2013 / 11:01 AM / NHL Insider

By Adam Kimelman - NHL.com Deputy Managing Editor
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It's always a special moment for a player when he scores his first NHL goal. But for the Florida Panthers' Aleksander Barkov, his goal made a bit of history.

The second pick of the 2013 NHL Draft, Barkov's goal in the third period of the Panthers' 4-2 win at the Dallas Stars on Thursday made him, at age 18 years, 31 days, the youngest player to score in a game in more than 70 years.

According to the Elias Sports Bureau, Barkov is the youngest player to score his first goal since Jackie Schmidt of the Boston Bruins at age 18 years, 11 days, scored for the Boston Bruins in a 7-6 defeat of the Toronto Maple Leafs on Nov. 22, 1942.

Aleksander Barkov

Aleksander Barkov

Center - FLA

G: 1 | A: 0 | P: 1

 SOG: 4 | +/-: 1

 Not only was Barkov's goal historic, it also was important. The Panthers were trailing 2-1 when Barkov won a faceoff on the left side of the Stars' zone and then went to the front of the net. He took a pass from the side of the net from Jonathan Huberdeau and pushed a quick shot on net that Dallas goalie Kari Lehtonen stopped. Defenseman Tom Gilbert drove to the net to bang at the rebound, and the puck bounced off Lehtonen's pads in front to Barkov, who spun to get the puck on his forehand and scored through a pile of bodies in the crease at 10:32 to tie the game. 

The Panthers scored the next two goals to win the game, and after finishing with the fewest points in the League last season, they start 2013-14 with a 1-0-0 record. Barkov finished the game with four shots on goal, a plus-1 rating and one blocked shot in 15:34 of ice time.

Barkov also is the youngest player to score his first goal in the post-1967 expansion era. He was one day younger than Grant Mulvey of the Chicago Blackhawks and Jordan Staal of the Pittsburgh Penguins, who were 18 years, 32 days old when they scored their first NHL goals. Mulvey's came in a game Oct. 1974 against the St. Louis Blues, while Staal scored Oct. 12, 2006 against the New York Rangers.

---

YOUNGEST PLAYERS AT TIME SCORED FIRST NHL GOAL 

Yrs Days Date Score Scorer and Team 

16 350 11/24/1942 BOS 5 vs CHI 5 Bep Guidolin, Boston 

17 147 11/21/1943 NYR 2 vs TOR 5 Don Raleigh, NY Rangers 

17 173 11/22/1942 TOR 6 at BOS 7 Jack Hamilton, Toronto 

17 207 10/31/1943 TOR 4 at CHI 1 Ross Johnstone, Toronto 

17 222 11/24/1942 BOS 5 vs CHI 5 Don Gallinger, Boston 

17 322 10/30/1943 TOR 5 vs. NYR 2 Ted Kennedy, Toronto 

18 11 11/22/1942 BOS 7 vs TOR 6 Jackie Schmidt, Boston 

18 31 10/03/2013 FLA 4 at DAL 2 Aleksander Barkov, Florida 

18 32 10/19/1974 CHI 3 at STL 1 Grant Mulvey, Chicago 

18 32 10/12/2006 PIT 6 at NYR 5 Jordan Staal, Pittsburgh 

YOUNGEST GOAL-SCORERS IN NHL EXPANSION ERA (1967-68 TO PRESENT) 

Yrs Days Date Score Scorer and Team 

18 31 10/03/2013 FLA 4 at DAL 2 Aleksander Barkov, Florida 

18 32 10/19/1974 CHI 3 at STL 1 Grant Mulvey, Chicago 

18 32 10/12/2006 PIT 6 at NYR 5 Jordan Staal, Pittsburgh 

18 34 10/19/1997 SJ 3 at PHX 5 Patrick Marleau, San Jose 

18 35 10/03/2010 NYI 1 at WSH 2 Nino Niederreiter, NY Islanders 

18 37 10/08/1982 MIN 3 vs DET 3 Brian Bellows, Minnesota
Barrie falls to Sudbury, but rebounds in Sault Ste. Marie 
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The Barrie Colts went into their northern weekend road trip undefeated, but came out with the first loss of the young season.

On Friday night in Sudbury, Barrie squandered a 3-2 lead early in the third period as the Wolves scored three unanswered goals in the last nine minutes of the game en route to a 5-3 victory at Sudbury Community Arena.

Alliston native Connor Crisp scored against Colts starter Daniel Gibl late in the first period to stake the Wolves to a 1-0 lead.

It was Gibl's OHL start, after the big Slovakian was selected by the Colts in the CHL Import Draft this past summer. The 17-year-old was taken with the 47th overall pick and should become the last European goalie to play in the league after the Canadian Hockey League changed its import draft rules to prevent teams from selecting goalies.

The Colts scored twice in the second period to take a 2-1 lead.

Barrie captain Aaron Ekblad scored his first goal of the season, on the power play and assisted by Mitchell Theoret and Zach Hall, six minutes into the middle frame.

With 36 seconds left in the second period, defenceman Jake Dotchin scored his of the season on another Colts man-advantage.

Five minutes into the third, Crisp scored his second of the game, but Colts forward Tyson Fawcett put Barrie ahead again just 35 seconds later, with rookie Kevin Labanc and Brendan Lemieux assisting.

From there, though, it was all Wolves.

Crisp picked up his third point of the night with an assist on Dominik Kubalik's first of two goals in the third period. Kubalik scored again with 55 seconds left in the game to give the Wolves a late lead with the eventual game-winner.

Sudbury's Mathew Campagna scored into an empty net with 13 seconds left to make the final 5-3 and spoil Gibl's OHL debut.

Gibl finished the night making 18 saves on just 22 shots.

Several Colts finished the game in Sudbury with poor plus/minus ratings, including Theoret (minus-5), Andreas Athanasiou (minus-4), Hall (minus-4) and Ekblad (minus-3). Crisp, meanwhile, was a plus-4 for Sudbury.

Crisp also added an assist in Sudbury's 7-6 loss to the Attack on Saturday night in Owen Sound.

Wolves head coach Paul Fixter said his top line of Campagna, Nathan Pancel and Nicholas Baptiste was one of Sudbury's best over the weekend.

“They had two very good games,” Fixter said. “I also thought Crisp showed some real good energy and Kevin Raine was very solid. I'll forget someone, for sure, and we did have some other pretty good efforts from key players, but we need those from everyone. We can't just rely one certain guys. It will take all 20 to win games.”

The Colts rebounded on Saturday night with a 4-3 shootout win against the Soo Greyhounds at the Essar Centre.

Greyhounds winger Sergey Tolchinsky opened the scoring in the first period, but the Colts scored three unanswered goals in the second period to take a 3-1 lead into the third period.

Second-period goal scorers were Ekblad on the power play from Fawcett and Hall, Hall on the power play from Theoret and Fawcett, and Erik Bradford from Labanc and Dylan Corson.

Tolchinsky scored twice in the third period to complete the hat trick, including a power-play marker nine minutes into the frame and then the tying goal with four minutes left.

“I thought we took a couple of dumb penalties in the third period,” said Colts head coach Dale Hawerchuk, whose club was playing its third game in as many days. “We need to keep our composure. Our penalties killed our momentum in the third period and for sure, we're really pleased to get out with the two points.”

Following a scoreless overtime, the game went to a shootout.

Athanasiou, Hall and Theoret all scored for Barrie in the shootout. For Sudbury, Andrew Fritsch and Jared McCann both found the back of the net, but ironically, it was Tolchinsky, who had the hot stick all night, who failed to score in the shootout.

Colts goalie Alex Fotinos turned aside 30 of 33 shots he faced to remain undefeated on the season at 3-0, despite a 3.89 goals-against average and a .876 save percentage.

“We were down two goals going into the third period against a good team like Barrie, with the level of experience they have,” said Greyhounds head coach Sheldon Keefe “Our guys showed some fight and we'll take a lot of positives out of this. There are a lot of things we need to work on, but three-quarters of that team played in last year's OHL finals. And that was a big point for us.”

The Colts are in Mississauga to face the Steelheads on Friday night, followed by a rematch against the Sudbury Wolves on Saturday night at the Barrie Molson Centre.

barrie.sports@sunmedia.ca

Lemieux and Theoret each score twice as Barrie beats Owen Sound, 7-5 
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Owen Sound Attack forward Zach Nastasiuk, a Barrie native, has the puck roll off his stick against Barrie Colts netminder Alex Fotinos during OHL action Thursday night at the Barrie Molson Centre. ZACH MACPHERSON PHOTO

Owen Sound Attack forward Zach Nastasiuk, a Barrie native, has the puck roll off his stick against Barrie Colts netminder Alex Fotinos during OHL action Thursday night at the Barrie Molson Centre. ZACH MACPHERSON PHOTO
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Barrie Colts netminder Alex Fotinos bumps gloves with captain Aaron Ekblad after the Colts tied up the game midway through the second period against the Owen Sound Attack, Thursday night at the Barrie Molson Centre. ZACH MACPHERSON PHOTO 

Power-play goals weren't in short supply during Thursday night's OHL game between the Barrie Colts and the Owen Sound Attack at the Barrie Molson Centre.

Both sides scored three times on the man-advantage, but it was Barrie that came out on top with a 7-5 win to remain undefeated (2-0) on the season, while Owen Sound falls to 1-1-1.

During a ceremony prior to the game, several former Barrie Colts 'AAA' players were honoured, including Attack teammates Zach Nastasiuk, a Barrie native, and defenceman Chris Bigras, who hails from Elmvale.

The Attack lineup on Thursday also featured rookie defenceman Tyler MacArthur, another Barrie Colts 'AAA' alumnus. The Collingwood native was drafted by Owen Sound in the second round (37th overall) of last spring's OHL Priority Selection.

Both Nastasiuk and Bigras heard their names called at the NHL Entry Draft this past summer. Nastasiuk was selected by the Detroit Red Wings (48th overall), while Bigras was taken by the Colorado Avalanche (32nd overall).

In Thursday's game, Barrie forward Mitchell Theoret opened the scoring seven minutes into the first period with a power-play goal. His second goal of the season was assisted by Zach Hall and Jake Dotchin.

The Attack responded five minutes later when winger Daniel Milne potted his second goal of the season. Gilbert Gabor and Bigras picked up assists on the goal.

Bigras put the Attack up 2-1 with a power-play marker, his first goal of the season, with three minutes left in the opening frame. Jaden Lindo and Kurtis Gabriel were credited with the assists.

Theoret knotted the game at 2-2 just 53 seconds into the middle frame with his third of the season, with Hall and Andreas Athanasiou assisting.

With eight minutes left in the second, Barrie's Dylan Corson and Dotchin were assessed two-minute penalties just 22 seconds apart. Although Barrie was able to kill off Corson's penalty, Owen Sound forward Jeffrey Gilligan gave the Attack a 3-2 lead by scoring on a goalmouth scramble. Lindo and Milne picked up assists on the power-play goal.

Barrie forward Tyson Fawcett tied the game again 1:13 into the third period on another power-play. Athanasiou and Aaron Ekblad earned the assists.

However, the Attack reclaimed the lead again just two minutes later with a power-play goal of their own when Gemel Smith scored his fifth goal of the season, assisted by Thomas Schmeitsch and Bigras.

But the Colts pretty much took over from there.

Five minutes into the third, Colts forward Brendan Lemieux potted his first goal of the season to tie the game once again. The goal was assisted by Fawcett and rookie Andrew Mangiapane with his first OHL point.

Less than a minute later, Barrie's Josh MacDonald scored his third goal of the season, with C.J. Garcia and goalie Alex Fotinos picking up assists.

Three minutes after that, Colts defenceman Jonathan Laser notched his first of the year, with MacDonald and Corson earning assists, to make it 6-4.

Lemieux made it 7-4 for the home side with the Colts' third power-play goal of the game with Owen Sound's Gabor in the penalty box serving a five-minute major for checking from behind. Forward Erik Bradford and Ekblad had the assists.

Owen Sound's Ethan Szypula scored with 46 seconds left in the game, but that was as close as the Attack would come.

The Attack started goaltender Jack Flinn in net and he stopped 33 of 40 shots in his OHL debut. The 17-year-old Halifax native was picked up on waivers from the Quebec League, where he played in 18 games last season with the expansion Sherbrooke Phoenix, posting a 1-13-2 record.

Fotinos, in his second consecutive start between the pipes, turned aside 19 of 24 shots he faced to improve to 2-0 on the season.

In their first road trip of the season, the Colts are in Sudbury on Friday night to meet the Wolves and will then face the Soo Greyhounds on Saturday night up in Sault Ste. Marie.

Barrie's next home game is Saturday, Oct. 5 when the Wolves come to town.

barrie.news@sunmedia.ca

Rugged winger expected to get top-six minutes in his draft year 


By Stephen Sweet, Special to QMI Agency 

 Wednesday, September 25, 2013 7:36:43 EDT PM  

The apple doesn't fall too far from the tree as Barrie Colts forward Brendan Lemieux — son of former NHL agitator Claude Lemieux — has some choice words for Saginaw Spirit forward Dylan Sadowy during the Colts' regular-season home opener at the Barrie Molson Centre last week. ZACH MACPHERSON PHOTO

The apple doesn't fall too far from the tree as Barrie Colts forward Brendan Lemieux — son of former NHL agitator Claude Lemieux — has some choice words for Saginaw Spirit forward Dylan Sadowy during the Colts' regular-season home opener at the Barrie Molson Centre last week. ZACH MACPHERSON PHOTO
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Brendan Lemieux has steadily improved since joining the Barrie Colts last year.

They're hoping that he continues on that incline this season.

Lemieux went from a guy that the Colts were hopeful would sign in a couple of years to one that's expected to see top-six minutes as a draft-eligible forward.

"Yeah, (getting that role) definitely helps my confidence," said Lemieux, who had verbally committed to the University of North Dakota before backing out last fall to sign with the Colts. "It's always good to feel that you're being recognized as a player and it definitely helped.

"I was blessed to be recognized and us as a team, we're blessed to be in the situation that we are in."

Lemieux had some up and down moments in his first season in Barrie, but he has spent a lot of time working to try and improve his game, especially around the net, where he missed some close opportunities in the post-season.

"We had not too long of a summer, but I definitely spent a lot of time in the gym training and on the ice, on all sorts of things," Lemieux said. "I worked on a lot of stuff in tight and down low (near the goal).

"I just put a lot of time and energy into getting proper rest and making sure I eat well to get ready for this season, because it's going to be a big season."

Lemieux's summer was about as short as it could be, finishing up with the Colts in May before starting training camp for the Ivan Hlinka under-18 tournament in July, an event that saw the rugged winger win a gold medal with Team Canada.

"Playing at the under-18's was awesome and playing with (Aaron) Ekblad was amazing," Lemieux said. "It's an experience we'll never forget and it was also awesome to represent Canada.

"It was a great time."

Lemieux took a number of things from his under-18 experience, including how to play within the lines.

"Yeah, definitely (you want) to keep your composure and make sure you're staying (even), that Hockey Canada type of game, where they really want discipline," Lemieux said. "I'm going to have to bring a bit of that kind of style to my game here.

"It's the new way the game is changing, with the new rules around fighting and all."

With the way the OHL looks these days, Lemieux knows that, if he can get a little faster, he could become a dominant player.

"Quickness is a huge thing," Lemieux said. "In this league, (instead of) seeing bigger guys, it's more smaller, quick ones. It's whoever can move.

"Especially for the big guys, if you can move, you can really be a force in this league with younger and smaller guys."

Now early in his second year in the league, Lemieux feels that he's better prepared to face what comes ahead.

"Experience is everything in this league," Lemieux said. "You always see a lot of older guys putting up better numbers than younger guys and there's a reason for that.

"It's not because the older guys are skating faster or shooting harder, (but because) they know the game a bit better, they know the guys and they know what it's like to play at this level," Lemieux added. "So knowing a bit more is going to help."

He'll use that knowledge in a top-six role now, and Lemieux relishes that opportunity.

"I'm a competitor and I want to play as high as I can, so I look to this year as another opportunity to improve myself as a player, but most importantly, to help my team," Lemieux said.

"We want to win a Memorial Cup and that's what we're going to try to do this year."

barrie.sports@sunmedia.ca

Barrie's Athanasiou, Theoret notch three points apiece while rookie Kreis scores first OHL goal 
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In his first game as captain of the Barrie Colts, defenceman Aaron Ekblad had an assist and was a plus-2 as the Colts defeated the Saginaw Spirit, 7-4, in their home opener at the Barrie Molson Centre on Thursday night. ZACH MACPHERSON PHOTO
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The Barrie Colts opened the 2013-14 campaign with a 7-4 win over the Saginaw Spirit on Thursday night at the Barrie Molson Centre.

Colts forward Mitchell Theoret scored the team's first goal of the season. The power-play marker, assisted by captain Aaron Ekblad and defenceman Alex Yuill, came four minutes into the opening frame.

Saginaw responded with a power-play goal of their own, off the stick of Cody Payne, at the 8:31 mark of the first period. Assists went to Penetanguishene native Kristoff Kontos and Justin Sefton.

Colts rookie Matt Kreis scored his first career OHL goal in the final minute of the first period. The unassisted power-play goal put the Colts up 2-1 with 47 seconds left in the period.

Payne knotted the game at 2-2 at the 8:59 mark of the second, but 19 seconds later Barrie's Josh MacDonald restored the Colts' lead. Defenceman Jake Dotchin picked up the assist on MacDonald's goal.

With seven minutes left in the second, Barrie speedster Andreas Athanasiou scored shorthanded to give the Colts a two-goal lead. Theoret was credited with the assist.

But with just two seconds left in the middle frame, Saginaw's Jacob Ringuette made it 4-3 on the man advantage with Colts forward Zach Hall in the penalty box for hooking.

Sefton tied the game at 4-4 on the power play about five minutes into the third period, but MacDonald scored his second goal of the night to put the Colts back on top. Kreis and Dylan Corson assisted on MacDonald's goal eight minutes into the third period.

With a minute and a half left in the game, Athanasiou put the Colts up 6-4 with his second goal of the night. Theoret and Hall assisted on the goal.

Barrie's Erik Bradford scored into an empty net with five seconds left to make the final 7-4. Athanasiou and Corson assisted on the goal.

Athanasiou (2G, 1A) and Theoret (1G, 2A) both finished the night with three points, while MacDonald (2G), Kreis (1G, 1A) and Corson (2A) had two points apiece.

Barrie goaltender Alex Fotinos stopped 34 of 38 shots, while Saginaw's Jake Paterson turned aside 35 of 41 shots directed his way.

The Colts are now off for a week. They face the Owen Sound Attack next Thursday at the Barrie Molson Centre.

barrie.sports@sunmedia.ca

Barrie starts season against Saginaw Thursday at home 
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Barrie Colts forward Brendan Lemieux knows the team will have plenty of experience with several players returning from last year's squad that went to Game 7 of the OHL final. MARK WANZEL PHOTO
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Thanks to last season’s long playoff run, Brendan Lemieux didn’t get to spend as much time in the pool this summer back home in Arizona.

Still, that’s more than OK for the Barrie Colts winger.

Actually, after falling just short to the London Knights in Game 7 of the OHL championship, Lemieux is hoping this next off-season is even shorter.

“We had a great run last year and we’ve just got to finish the job this year,” said the second-year winger, who along with his teammates will open the OHL regular season Thursday night against the Saginaw Spirit at the Barrie Molson Centre.

Backed by top NHL prospect Aaron Ekblad on the blue-line and plenty of returning firepower up front in the likes of Zach Hall, Andreas Athanasiou and Mitchell Theoret, the Colts believe they have enough to contend again this season.

“We’re that close. We definitely have that (playoff) experience coming in,” said Lemieux, who is one of 16 returnees from a Colts club that finished second in the Eastern Conference and lost Game 7 to the Knights with less than one second remaining.

“We have some moving parts with older guys leaving and new guys coming in,” Lemieux added. “We lost a lot with (Mark) Scheifele, Anthony Camara and Ryan O’Connor and others leaving, but we gained with our young guys like (first-round pick) Matthew Kreis, Josh Carrick and all our guys maturing from that run last year.

“It should be beneficial in the playoffs, especially. We’re just looking forward to another chance to finish the job.”

While teams such as Sudbury, North Bay and Kingston are hoping to have something to say about who finishes on top, several OHL pundits expect the Colts will be right there when it comes to taking another at a conference title.

The Hockey News power rankings for the coming season had Barrie second to only London overall.

“The Eastern Conference is wide open and there’s lots of good hockey teams,” said Barrie general manager Jason Ford. “The returning guys went through a lot last year and that’s great experience for the guys. I think that bodes well and goes a long way.

“There’s lots of guys in our lineup that are hungry. ... They learned a lot from Scheifele and Camara and these types of guys of what they need to do and what it takes to be successful," added the GM. "I feel pretty good about the kids on this team. Obviously, we’ve got to play the games and see what happens.”

That confidence also comes from a solid group of returning players who appear ready to stepping into bigger roles this season.

Up front, much more will be expected offensively from the likes of Josh MacDonald, Erik Bradford, Justin Scott and Lemieux, who along with Ekblad is fresh off leading Canada’s under-18 team this summer to a gold medal at the Ivan Hlinka memorial tournament in Europe.

“There’s nothing parallel to the experience you get playing deep in the playoffs,” said Lemieux, who is likely to be a high pick in next summer's NHL Entry Draft. “Going into this year, it’s a feeling of a little more confidence.

“Confidence in your game. Confidence that you know guys are going to perform and you know yourself you were able to perform last year, and maybe get a little more of a chance to step up this year. It’s exciting.”

After a perfect 5-0 record in the pre-season games, the Colts are champing at the bit to get the real games started.

“We’ll have a tough opening game against Saginaw,” Ford said. “They’re a team with a lot of returning players and they’ve made some deals over the summer, so it’ll be a good first test for us at home, a place where we played really good last year.

“We’re excited about it. You go through preseason and it doesn’t mean much, but it gives you a little confidence going (into the season). The kids are raring to go.”

Lemieux knows it’s a long season, but he believes coming out of the gate quickly would go a long way in helping build that confidence, especially for a talented group of rookies that he’s excited about.

“It’s just mental focus for the guys,” said the Phoenix native. “We’re going to have to make sure we’re strapped in and we’re ready to get going. I think we will be.

“We’ve got guys coming back from (NHL) camps and they’re going to be hungry, and I know the rest of the guys are hungry and ready to play," Lemieux added. "We’ve got a hardworking group. I think we’re going to be a tight knit group again and really stay focused throughout the year.”

barrie.sports@sunmedia.ca

FIVE PLAYERS TO WATCH

1. AARON EKBLAD: Listed second overall in several NHL pre-draft rankings, he appears ready to take game to a whole new level. Incredible considering just how good he was last year.

2. CONNOR MCDAVID: Erie’s dynamic centre is expected to be first overall in the 2015 NHL draft. Don’t miss watching him live. Take a long drive if you have to. Trust me, he’s worth it.

3. FRANKY PALAZZESE: Sudbury is thinking conference title and a big reason for that is their overage goaltender. Could be OHL’s top goalie.

4. SEAN DAY: First exceptional-status player not selected first overall should be plenty motivated. Mississauga’s fourth overall pick is elite skater who is often compared to Oilers great D Paul Coffey. 

5. ZACH HALL: Passed over twice in NHL draft, a charged up Hall should be plenty motivated just back from an invite to Vancouver camp. Should be among OHL’s top scorers.

GENE'S CONFERENCE PREDICTIONS

Eastern Conference

1. Barrie

2. Kingston

3. Sudbury

4. North Bay

5. Belleville

6. Oshawa

7. Peterborough

8. Mississauga

9. Niagara

10. Ottawa

Western Conference

1. London

2. Plymouth

3. Guelph

4. Saginaw

5. Owen Sound

6. Sault Ste. Marie

7. Kitchener

8. Erie

9. Windsor

10. Sarnia

Ryan Pyette breaks it all down, team-by-team 


By Ryan Pyette, The London Free Press 

 Wednesday, September 18, 2013 4:10:24 EDT PM  
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Topics

London Knights

Even the topranked team in junior hockey starts the season with some massive question marks.

The two-time defending OHL champion London Knights don't know if they'll have flashy forward Max Domi and top centre Bo Horvat in the lineup this season. The NHL first-rounders are trying to prove they belong in the big leagues with Phoenix and Vancouver respectively.

But no matter their fate, the powerhouse Knights will return to the Memorial Cup in May at Budweiser Gardens. They won the right to host the tournament for the second time in nine years over the Barrie Colts, who lost an OHL final heartbreaker on Horvat's OHL Game 7-winning buzzer-beater in the spring, and the Windsor Spitfires, who missed the playoffs after one of the biggest punishments in Canadian Hockey League history for illegal recruitment.

The Guelph Storm are poised to push the Knights for the OHL's Western Conference crown. With a second berth at the Cup up for grabs, the Eastern Conference should be a free-for-all with hungry Barrie, veteranladen Sudbury, up-and-coming Kingston and a North Bay team back in the league for the first time in over a decade - the Battalion, formerly belonging to Brampton.

This is the first time three players granted exceptional early entry into the OHL at 15 years old will be in the league at once. Defenceman Aaron Ekblad will try to lead Barrie back to London, Erie sophomore Connor McDavid should do great things on an improved Otters team and Mississauga Steelheads rookie defenceman Sean Day should arouse curiosity after dropping to fourth in the draft last spring.

The OHL and commissioner David Branch will be watched closely again by the hockey world for the tough justice for head shots, his quotas on fighting and the phasing-out of import goalies in an effort to develop more outstanding Canadian stoppers.

The old debates will rage anew over quality of officiating, drug testing and the rewards for players in a league that continues to improve its bottom line through brand power and larger, state-of-the-art arenas.

The Niagara IceDogs will bid one final farewell to old Jack Gatecliff Arena before moving into a new St. Catharines home and historic franchises like Peterborough and Ottawa will attempt to dig themselves out from the rubble of past failures.

And in the end, one other team will join the Knights on the league's big stage in London in May. Whoever answers their own question marks the best, will win.

- - -

BY THE NUMBERS 

3 London will become first OHL franchise since Sault Ste. Marie (1991-93) to play in three straight Memorial Cup tournaments in May at Budweiser Gardens. The Greyhounds won on their third crack, on home ice, in '93. The Knights are hoping for history repeating.

4 The draft spot where the Mississauga Steelheads picked defenceman Sean Day, the first player granted exceptional status who didn't go No. 1. Every previous skater handed early entry has turned into a star. Day will be linked with the three drafted ahead of him - Ottawa's Travis Konecny, Erie's Dylan Strome and Peterborough's Matt Spencer.

12 The number of years since North Bay last had an OHL team. The former Brampton Battalion play their first regular-season home game at North Bay's Memorial Gardens on Oct. 11 vs. Peterborough after opening with nine games on the road.

13 The OHL's total number of 100-point scorers over the last five seasons since a whopping eight in 2007-08. Defensive awareness is in everybody's heads these days.

72 Goals former exceptional player John Tavares scored as a 16-year-old with the Oshawa Generals in 2006-07. Unlikely Erie's Connor McDavid can get there, but Tavares' 134 points at that same age might be within reach.

- - -

WESTERN CONFERENCE

LONDON KNIGHTS

Last year: 50-13-2-3, 105 points; first overall (2nd straight year)

Head coach: Dale Hunter

Top guns: 2014 Memorial Cup hosts should trot out five NHL first rounders for a power play: Max Domi (PHX), Bo Horvat (VAN), Michael McCarron (MTL), Olli Maatta (PIT), Nikita Zadorov (BUF). An incredible 17 players got a look in NHL camps this year.

The challenge: Cue the paranoia. Domi and Horvat could stick in the big leagues. Injuries could overwhelm. Battle fatigue from two straight Memorial Cup trips could bite. Their back end could stumble.

Bright side: Strong veteran leadership counters loss of captain Scott Harrington and trigger man Seth Griffith. Bulk of crew part of last year’s 24-game win streak. Goalies Anthony Stolarz (PHI) and Jake Patterson have been through this before.

Prediction: They shouldn’t lose more than 10 games.

SAGINAW SPIRIT

Last year: 32-29-4-3, 71 points; eighth in conference

Head coach: Greg Gilbert

Top guns: Jimmy Lodge (WPG) and Justin Kea (BUF) both have 35-goal potential.

The challenge: They don’t know if overage gunner Eric Locke (44 goals) will come back from Buffalo Sabres. They’ve already said goodbye to another 44-goal guy, Garret Ross.

Bright side: Goalie Jake Paterson (DET) poised to be back on the Canadian world junior team this season — and the best in this league.

Prediction: They’ve lost to OHL champ London last two years. Maybe third time’s the charm.

GUELPH STORM

Last year: 39-23-2-4, 84 points; fifth in conference

Head coach: Scott Walker

Top guns: Scott Kosmachuk (WPG) scored 35 times last year and Brock McGinn (CAR) added 28. Captain Matt Finn (TOR) anchors D corps that includes giant Ben Harpur (OTT).

The challenge: Garret Sparks (TOR) is pushing for a Marlies job so there’s no experience in net. If Jason DaSilva or rookie Matt Mancina don’t own the crease, the Storm will have to deal for a capable veteran.

Bright side: Second-year F Robby Fabbri ready to take a giant leap and the Storm still expect big things from Hunter Garlent, who suffered the sophomore jinx.

Prediction: Hoping for shades of 2004 and stun London in the third round.

WINDSOR SPITFIRES

Last year: 26-33-3-6, 61 points; missed playoffs

Head coach: Bob Boughner

Top guns: GM’s son Kerby Rychel (CLB) has 81 goals over past two seasons and top pick Ryan Moore has a ton of skill.

The challenge: From 2009-11, the Spits won 41 playoff games. They’ve won zero since then. The team’s core group, now veterans, haven’t delivered results.

Bright side: Injuries to back end prevented true potential. Patrick Sieloff (CGY) and Slater Koekkoek (TB) are a solid one-two punch to protect starting goalie Jordan DeKort.

Prediction: If not a bounce-back year, let the fire sale begin.

ERIE OTTERS

Last year: 19-40-4-5, 47 points; missed playoffs

Head coach: Kris Knoblauch

Top guns: A first line of Connor McDavid, Connor Brown and Swedish import Andre Burakovsky (WSH) could be as good as any in the league.

The challenge: They’ve got a pretty good net tandem with Oscar Dansk (CLB) and Devin Williams. Now, if the Adam Pelech-led defence limits the shot counts on a regular basis, they’ll surrender way less than the 300-goal avalanches of yesteryear.

Bright side: McDavid (25-41-66) and Co. are going to score and don’t sleep on a strong second line led by overager Dane Fox (19 goals in 37 games last year).

Prediction: If they shrug off usual slow start, they’ll challenge for a Top Four spot.

PLYMOUTH WHALERS

Last year: 42-17-5-4, 93 points; won West division

Head coach: Mike Vellucci (reigning OHL coach of the year)

Top guns: No one’s going to make up for Vincent Trocheck’s production (59 points in 28 games with in Whaler garb), but third-year F Matthew Mistele is on the right track. He had 34 goals last year and will be a solid NHL draft pick next summer.

The challenge: Tom Wilson is the best power forward in the league, a talent Washington might want to keep for itself in the NHL.

Bright side: Alex Nedeljkovic went 19-4 down the stretch in net last year, then won two playoff rounds – and he’s still just 17.

Prediction: Not as good as last year, but they never bottom out.

SOO GREYHOUNDS

Last year: 36-26-3-3, 78 points; sixth in conference

Head coach: Sheldon Keefe, first full season after stirring turnaround

Top guns: Jared McCann had 21 goals as a rookie and clear of concussion issues. Darnell Nurse (EDM) should run the show from the back end.

The challenge: Outgoing Nick Cousins (PHI) had 39 more points than any other forward on the team last season (27-76-103). Overager Andrew Fritsch (52 points) and Sergey Tolchinsky (51 points) must make up that gap.

Bright side: Goalie Matt Murray (PIT) has the experience to be a top-end goaltender.

Prediction: No matter how the numbers crunch, they’ll settle in seventh.

OWEN SOUND ATTACK

Last year: 44-18-1-5, 94 points; second-highest point total in conference

Head coach: Greg Ireland

Top guns: Cameron Brace can improve on 35 goals and he’ll get help from Gemel Smith (DAL) and Zach Nastasiuk (DET).

The challenge: OHL goalie of the year Jordan Binnington (STL) is gone and Brandon Hope needs to step up without d-men Cody Ceci (OTT) or Nathan Chiarlitti in front of him.

Bright side: It’s never easy to come into the Bayshore and leave with two points. They’ll be tough at home.

Prediction: Competitive division again. Strength of schedule will be second to none.

KITCHENER RANGERS

Last year: 39-20-1-8, 87 points; fourth in conference

Head coach: Troy Smith. takes over from new Marlies coach Steve Spott

Top guns: Justin Bailey (BUF) can be a dominant force. He just has to put up the numbers to prove it. Czech Radek Faksa (DAL) had a write-off second season with just nine goals.

The challenge: Nuts and bolts of a first-string power play — Ryan Murphy, Frankie Corrado, Matt Puempel, Josh Leivo and Tobias Rieder — just walked out the door. Oh, yeah, and John Gibson, the No. 1 goalie in junior hockey is gone, too.

Bright side: They’ve got a blast from their past — Al MacInnis’ son, Ryan — in the fold.

Prediction: Overage goalie Tyson Teichmann, now with his fifth OHL team, will keep them in games.

SARNIA STING

Last year: 35-28-1-4, 75 points; seventh in conference

Head coach: Trevor Letowski, replaces Jacques Beaulieu, who was fired after two seasons

Top guns: Nikolay Goldobin was the OHL’s top rookie scorer (30-38-68) last year and Nikita Korostelev, the former Toronto Junior Canadien, could be that guy this year. That would be nice without Charles Sarault (108 points) and Reid Boucher (62 goals) anymore.

The challenge: Find some stability. With Letowski and assistant Andy Delmore on board, the Ciccarellis could finally have their long-term solution behind the bench.

Bright side: Alex Basso, who has asked for a trade, and Anthony DeAngelo would look good on any blue-line. They will be coveted by contenders.

Prediction: Not this time.

- - -

EASTERN CONFERENCE

BARRIE COLTS

Last year: 44-20-2-2, 92 points; won Central Division

Head coach: Dale Hawerchuk

Top guns: Zach Hall and Mitchell Theoret returning gives the Colts two of the better overage forwards in the league. Speedy Andreas Athanasiou (DET) could break the 40-goal barrier.

The challenge: No more Mark Scheifele, Anthony Camara, captain Ryan O’Connor and goalie Mathias Niederberger.

Bright side: Bitter taste from last-second OHL final loss and Memorial Cup host snub will make them ravenous to return to London in May.

Prediction: With Aaron Ekblad as D anchor, they’re contenders again.

KINGSTON FRONTENACS

Last year: 27-35-3-3, 60 points; seventh in conference

Head coach: Todd Gill

Top guns: The super-talented 1996s (birthdate) — Roland McKeown, Spencer Watson, Sam Bennett, Dylan DiPerna — are ready to break out. But they still need steady production from Ryan Kujawinski (17 goals last year) and Henri Ikonen (team-best 51 points).

The challenge: They’re banking on overage G Matt Mahalak, who was displaced as Plymouth starter by 17-year-old Alex Nedeljkovic. He needs to be the backbone of a better defence, which includes Watson’s twin brother, Matthew.

Bright side: This crew is going to challenge for a much-awaited league title. If they’re ahead of schedule this year, they might be in the mix for a couple of them.

Prediction: Doug Gilmour’s crew compelling to watch again.

SUDBURY WOLVES

Last year: 29-27-5-7, 70 points; fifth in conference

Head coach: Paul Fixter, over from Kitchener to replace Trent Cull

Top guns: They return their top three 20-goal scorers – Mathew Campagna, Nathan Pancel, Nick Baptiste.

The challenge: History. The franchise hasn’t won 40 games since 1994-95.

Bright side: Overager Franky Palazzese had to leave Kitchener for a shot at No. 1 crease job. Hard-hitting D Kevin Raine finally gets top role after logjam in London.

Prediction: They have some bite this time.

NORTH BAY BATTALION

Last year: 34-25-3-6, 77 points; fourth in conference

Head coach: Stan Butler

Top guns: Overager Barclay Goodrow can improve on 38-goal, 52-point season. Blake Clark had 19 goals as a rookie last year.

The challenge: Hard to replace G Matej Machovsky, who will play in the Czech Republic this season, but the blue-line is stout — Dylan Blujus (TB), Marcus McIvor, Brendan Miller and Zach Bell.

Bright side: Will get crowd boost with move north, but they still went 21-10-1-2 in close-to-empty Bunker last year in Brampton.

Prediction: Fun first year back in North Bay.

BELLEVILLE BULLS

Last year: 44-16-5-3, 96 points; first in conference

Head coach: George Burnett

Top guns: Captain Brendan Gaunce would be a top junior player — if he comes back from the Canucks. Defenceman Jordan Subban (VAN) had 47 points last season.

The challenge: Half of last year’s top squad ready to move on. Bit players have to become big contributors this season.

Bright side: Goalie Charlie Graham had a 2.59 GAA and .922 save percentage. Not quite Malcolm Subban, but pretty close to the future Bruin.

Prediction: They won’t fall as far as some might think.

PETERBOROUGH PETES

Last year: 26-35-3-4, 59 points; missed playoffs

Head coach: Jody Hull

Top guns: Nick Ritchie (18-17-35) missed a third of last season because of injury. Former top pick Eric Cornel should score more and Windsor pick-up Michael Clarke has some top-line skills.

The challenge: They haven’t played a playoff game in the last three years. For this franchise, that’s shocking.

Bright side: They finished strong last year and there are a number of teams in rebuild mode. Missing the playoffs not an option.

Prediction: They’re taking baby steps to get back to old glory.

MISSISSAUGA STEELHEADS

Last year: 26-34-0-8, 60 points; eighth in conference

Head coach: James Boyd

Top guns: Overager Dylan Smoskowitz buried 33 goals last year. Top pick Sean Day, a swift-skating defenceman, was granted exceptional early entry into the OHL this spring.

The challenge: The Steelheads lost eight shootout games last year (tied with Kitchener). Third-year goalie Spencer Martin (COL) should be able to fix that number.

Bright side: They’re the kings of the GTA junior-hockey market with the Battalion’s departure.

Prediction: All eyes will be on Day.

NIAGARA ICEDOGS

Last year: 30-34-2-2, 64 points; sixth in conference

Head coach: Marty Williamson

Top guns: Maple Leafs prospect Carter Verhaeghe (18 goals) and Brendan Perlini (7 goals in 27 games) will draw top-notch minutes. Anthony DiFruscia (14-16-30) led ’Dogs rookies in scoring.

The challenge: Their top three point-getters — Ryan Strome, Brett Ritchie, Steven Shipley — have graduated.

Bright side: Last call at ancient Jack Gatecliff Arena with Meridian Centre set to open in 2014-15.

Prediction: Rebuild sets up team for bright future in new digs.

OSHAWA GENERALS

Last year: 42-22-1-3, 88 points; third in conference

Head coach: DJ Smith

Top guns: Philly prospect Scott Laughton (23-33-66) had seven playoff goals in seven games last spring. Michael Dal Colle (15 goals in rookie season) will get premium minutes with 45-goal man Boone Jenner gone.

The challenge: They’re a pretty youthful group and their top players will be targeted by contenders for trades.

Bright side: They have 36-game winner Daniel Altshuller (CAR) in net.

Prediction: With GM Jeff Twohey and Smith on board, this season is a blip.

OTTAWA 67’S

Last year: 16-46-0-6, 38 points; missed playoffs

Head coach: Chris Byrne

Top guns: F Travis Konecny was the OHL’s first overall pick and will make his mark early. He has Dante Salituro (14-26-40) and Joseph Blandisi (26 points in 26 games) to help shoulder the scoring load.

The challenge: It’ll be difficult to replace Sean Monahan and his 31 goals if the NHL’s sixth-overall pick cracks the Calgary Flames this year.

Bright side: The kids can learn and grow without the pressure of expectations.

Prediction: It will be a struggle again.

Third-year player entering his draft year 


By Stephen Sweet, Special to QMI Agency 

 Wednesday, September 18, 2013 3:56:44 EDT PM  
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He may not be old enough to vote, but Aaron Ekblad will be the Barrie Colts representative on the ice.

Ekblad was named captain of the Colts during a brief meeting before practice on Wednesday afternoon at the Barrie Molson Centre.

The Belle River, Ont., native takes over the captaincy from Ryan O'Connor, who signed to play with Switzerland's HC Davos in the spring.

"He's a leader on and off the ice," said Colts head coach Dale Hawerchuk. "We've got a lot of good leaders here, so it was a tough decision.

"I felt like he was the guy to lead us."

Zach Hall, Erik Bradford and Tyson Fawcett were named alternate captains. 

Ekblad joins Daniel Tkaczuk as the only 17-year-olds to be named captain of the Colts.

Ekblad was selected first overall by Barrie in the 2011 OHL Priority Selection Draft as an exceptional-rule player and entered the league at 15 years of age.

He won the Emms Family Award in 2011-12 as the rookie of the year after putting up 29 points while playing significant minutes.

Ekblad continued to produce in 2012-13, finishing the regular season as one of the top defencemen on the team at a plus-29 and notching 34 points in 54 games, along with 17 more in 22 post-season contests.

He was also named captain of Canada's gold medal-winning under-18 squad at the Ivan Hlinka tournament this past summer.

Ekblad is also entering his draft-eligible season and is projected to go within the top three picks by multiple sources.

"It's his third year, he plays offence, he plays defence, he plays all situations," Hawerchuk said. "He's such a competitor and that competitive nature, you hope that rubs off on everybody."

The newly appointed captain and his Colts will open their season on Thursday night at home against the Saginaw Spirit.

barrie.sports@sunmedia.ca

twitter.com/stephen_sweet

Barrie Colts undefeated in exhibition play; OHL season starts Thursday 
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Barrie Colts forward Tyson Fawcett keeps an eye on the play during first-period Ontario Hockey League action, Thursday at the Barrie Molson Centre. MARK WANZEL PHOTO
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Five games, five wins.

The Barrie Colts finished their pre-season schedule with a perfect 5-0-0 record, with regular-season play to begin Thursday night when the Saginaw Spirit visits the Barrie Molson Centre (BMC).

In their final exhibition game on Saturday night at the BMC, the Colts skated to a 6-1 win over the Guelph Storm, who are listed as the fifth-best team in the Canadian Hockey League according to pre-season rankings. The Colts received only an honourable mention in the rankings.

Looking to avoid repeating their slow start from the night before in Guelph, Barrie rookie Andrew Mangiapane put the Colts on the board just 41 seconds into the game with his third goal of the pre-season.

Midway through the first period, Barrie native Tyson Fawcett put the Colts up 2-0 with a one-timer. Rookie Kevin Labanc scored on the power play and Wasaga Beach's Cody Brown banged in a loose puck to stake the Colts to a 4-0 lead after the first period.

Goalie Alex Fotinos was perfect through two periods, and was replaced between the pipes by Slovakian import pick Daniel Gibl to start the third period.

Fawcett scored on the power play in the third period to make it 5-0, but Swiss forward Pius Suter put the Storm on the scoreboard just 35 seconds later.

Colts forward Brendan Lemieux soon potted a shorthanded goal, with Fawcett picking up an assist to complete a four-point night.

On Friday night, the Colts were in Guelph to take on the Storm at the Sleeman Centre and the road team left town with a 5-2 victory under their belts.

Colts goalie Mackenzie Blackwood, the team's fifth-round pick from 2012, made several key saves in the opening minutes of the game, but Guelph was the first team to score, with just over a minute left in the first period.

The Storm's Suter added a shorthanded marker following an offensive-zone turnover to put Guelph up 2-0.

The Colts came to life midway through the second period when rookie Cordell James popped home a rebound in front of net. Just 41 seconds later, rookie defenceman Josh Carrick scored his first goal of the pre-season with a nice shot from the blue-line to even the score at 2-2.

During a third-period power play, Labanc scored his second goal of the pre-season to give the Colts the lead. Fawcett put the Colts up 4-2 when he went top shelf from the slot.

Barrie's Dylan Corson put the game on ice with an empty-netter to make it 5-2.

Fawcett finished the pair of weekend games with five points (2G, 3A), followed by Brown (1G, 3A) and Carrick (1G, 3A) with four points apiece over the two games.

barrie.sports@sunmedia.ca

Forwards Scheifele, Camara and Beyers have all moved on from Barrie Colts 
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Barrie Colts forward Erik Bradford moves up ice against the Owen Sound Attack during a recent pre-season contest at the Barrie Molson Centre. Bradford is one of several Colts forwards expected to provide more offence this season. Several players from last season’s squad have moved on or turned pro, including Mark Scheifele, Anthony Camara and Steven Beyers. IAN MCINROY BARRIE EXAMINER
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The Barrie Colts will certainly miss the offensive punch forwards Mark Scheifele, Anthony Camara and Steven Beyers provided last season.

Together, the trio combined for 91 goals and 208 points last year.

Still, the Colts brass doesn’t believe offensive production will be a problem this season.

The club feels pretty good with a returning core up front led by leading scorer Zach Hall, Andreas Athanasiou and Mitchell Theoret, not to mention the expected boost in scoring expected from Josh MacDonald, Brendan Lemieux and Erik Bradford, who are all set to receive bigger roles this season.

“Obviously, we’re losing some pretty established players, guys that are going to play in the NHL,” Colts general manager Jason Ford said. “Even at the end of last year when some of those guys were injured (or suspended), the Athanasious, Bradfords and Theorets stepped up and did very well.

“Now they’re going to have bigger roles this year and they’re going to have the opportunity to put up the numbers,” the GM added.

The offensive attack has been pretty productive for Barrie since Dale Hawerchuk stepped behind the bench four years ago.

Hawerchuk’s coaching style allows for a little more creativity and that was clear last season when the Barrie’s 245 markers led all Eastern Conference teams.

“Since Dale has been here, goals have never been a problem,” Ford said. “Even in his first year, when we were rebuilding, we were middle of the pack in goals scored.”

The Colts are especially excited about a new wave of forwards coming, beginning with the four signed rookies they’ll have on the roster when they open the 2013-14 OHL season at home next Thursday against the Saginaw Spirit.

First-round pick Matt Kreis, Kevin Labanc, Cordell James and Andrew Mangiapane have all been impressive in training camp.

None more so than Kreis.

The speedy 15th-overall selection took off from the opening day of camp and hasn’t slowed down, posting an impressive four goals and three assists in Barrie’s three exhibition wins.  

“His strength, it’s obvious, is his skating,” Ford said of Kreis. “His compete level is very good. He lives and breathes hockey. In my time here, I don’t think I’ve seen a 16-year-old come in here and win the (fitness) run. He’s a real determined kid.

“He’s grown since we started seeing him in his draft year. He’s had a real good (exhibition season), so it’s nice to see.”

Like Kreis, Labanc was all but assured a spot with the club after the native of Staten Island, N.Y., gave up a scholarship commitment to the University of Notre Dame to sign with the Colts.

Still, the five-foot-11, 185-pound right winger, who was selected in the sixth round of the 2011 OHL Priority Selection, has had an outstanding camp and has shown he could be a top six forward with the club down the road.

“He’s just got better and better,” Ford said of the 17-year-old winger, who felt coming to the OHL would be best for his development and improving his stock heading into next summer’s NHL Entry Draft in Philadelphia. 

Labanc’s tenacity has helped him earn a goal and three assists in exhibition play.

The Colts hosted the Guelph Storm on Thursday night in exhibition play, and then travel to the Royal City on Saturday night for the final exhibition game of the pre-season against the Storm.

“I think the work we’ve put in to (Labanc) the last couple of years is going to pay off and he’s going to be a player that is going to be here for two or three years,” Ford added. “He’s a competitive kid. He’s on pucks and makes it tough for the opposition, so we’re really excited to see how he’s going to turn out here this year.”

Another rookie who has improved throughout camp is James. While he had a fairly quiet start, perhaps battling some early jitters, the six-foot-one, 190-pound forward is strong at both ends and eventually earned a contract from the club with his play since.

“He’s never been the high end goal scorer,” Ford said of the fifth-round pick in 2011. “Last year, his numbers were pretty good in Stoney Creek, but he takes good routes. He’s a smart player.

“We looked at the size for him as well,” the GM added. “He’s got the big frame and he’s only 17 years old right now, so the next couple of years, as he gets stronger, he’ll be that much better.”

The biggest surprise in training camp was easily Mangiapane, a five-foot-10, 160-pound free-agent invitee who initially caught the attention of the Colts in his 2011 draft year.

“He’s a guy during his draft year we liked,” Ford said. “He was skilled and he played for a weaker GTHL team (Toronto Junior Canadiens). He was five-foot-five in his draft year, so it’s a little more difficult for guys that size to be drafted.”

Mangiapane basically earned a spot on the club in Day 2, Ford said. He clearly stood out in team scrimmages, using his speed, tenacity and smarts to impress the coaching staff.

Mangiapane scored twice in Barrie’s 4-2 exhibition win over the Erie Otters.

“He came up here wanting to give his all, not expecting much,” Ford explained. “His plan was to go back and play for the Junior ‘A’ Canadiens in the Provincial Junior League, but the kid was too good. We couldn’t let him go. We’re glad to get him signed.

“He’s a great kid. A hard working kid and he’s only going to get better here over time.”

Two young prospects the Colts were ready to sign early in camp, but decided on holding off on a commitment to Barrie were 2012 prospects Roy Radke and Matt McLeod.

The Colts are especially high on Radke, a bruising six-foot-two, 180-pound right winger and native of St. Charles, Ill., who was drafted in the 12th round. 

McLeod, a sixth-round selection, is a speedy, dynamic centre who stood out during scrimmages and decided to return to the Toronto Lakeshore of the Ontario Junior ‘A’ Hockey League.

“They were two (1996 birth dates) who we thought were good enough to make our team,” Ford said. “They just decided to play with other teams this year.”

 Drew Worrad, a centre taken by the Colts in the fifth round of the 2013 draft, also made a big impression and is expected to be earn a spot in the lineup next season.

“They’re kind of waiting in the wings,” Ford said of Radke and McLeod. “Hopefully we get them for next year.”

With rugged winger Devon Rymarchuk expected to be out for some time with a hand injury, that could open a spot up front for Mitchell Klie or former Barrie Colts midget Cray Roberge.

The other battle that remains up front is for the last overage spot. With Hall and Theoret expected to return from their respective NHL camps, the last  spot will go to one of Tyson Fawcett or Cody Brown.

With Hall (Vancouver), Theoret (Winnipeg) and Athanasiou (Detroit) away at NHL camps, it has allowed Hawerchuk to play his young forward prospects on specialty teams and key situations and perhaps find out just how far along they are.

“I think some of these younger guys have already shown that they have confidence,” Ford said. They’re ready to go and they’re just licking their chops for more ice time.”

barrie.sports@sunmedia.ca

Colts' strong suit this season will be on the back end 
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Barrie Colts defenceman Jonathan Laser battles Nevin Guy of the Ottawa 67’s last season at Scotiabank Place in the nation’s capital. The Colts host the Guelph Storm tonight at the Barrie Molson Centre in Ontario Hockey League exhibition play. Puck drop is scheduled for 7:30 p.m. QMI AGENCY FILES
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Defenceman Jonathan Laser arrived at Barrie Colts training camp this season and saw lots of familiar faces next to him on the blue-line.

For Laser and the Colts, that should mean a real good thing heading into the start of the regular season next week. 

Barrie has six returnees from a blue-line that played a big role in helping the club reach the OHL final last season and come within a whisker of winning it all.

Only one Eastern Conference team (Belleville) gave up fewer goals than the 185 Barrie did last season. Actually, in the OHL only Owen Sound, Belleville and London were scored on fewer times than the Colts.

“We have a pretty strong group coming back. We have our core,” said Laser, who lines up alongside top NHL prospect Aaron Ekblad on the Colts top defensive pairing. “I’m looking forward to this year. Every year guys move in and out, but we have a good core coming back and I’m excited about this season.”

Returnees also include Tampa Bay Lightning prospect Jake Dotchin, who has lost more than 20 pounds and is in the best shape of his junior career, former first-round pick Alex Yuill, Michael Webster and C.J. Garcia.

“It’s not like it’s an older defence, either,” Colts general manager Jason Ford said. “We’ll see what happens with Ekblad (in the NHL draft) and see where he ends up, but we could have all (of them) back next year.

“We’re pretty happy with how some of these kids have come along,” the GM added.

With former captain Ryan O’Connor and veteran Alex Lepkowski both signing pro deals, the reality coming into camp was that only one or two spots, if the Colts elect to go with eight back on the point, were open.

Rookie Josh Carrick, who made quite the impression during a summer prospects skate, has followed that up with an impressive training camp and was signed by the club, locking down one of those spots.

“He started a little bit slow maybe the first day, but I think the year in Stouffville (Junior ‘A’) and the opportunity to play a lot there really helped him,” Ford said of Carrick, who has three older brothers who have all played in the OHL. “He’s a great skater and he’s pretty poised with the puck.

“He’s a young kid and has some learning to do and some filling out to do, but he’s a character kid and he showed that in the second day of camp where he was willing to stick up for teammates. He really showed that he wanted to be here.”

The battle for the remaining spot on the Colts blue-line is down to former Erie Otter Liam Maaskant and Jayme Forslund.

The rugged, six-foot-four, 214-pound Maaskant got into 12 games last season after he was picked up in mid-October from Erie, but was eventually sent down.  

“Maaskant played in the league a little and then he had to go the hard way and play Junior ‘B’ last year,” Ford said of the 19-year-old. “He’s making a good case (to stay).

“He’s shown he wants to be here and he’s taken a little bit of a leadership role as well.”

Forslund, a ninth-round pick in 2011, is another hulking body, who came into his third camp with the Colts this season.

“He’s pretty focused and determined to make the Colts,” Ford said of Forslund. “We’ll just have to see how exhibition goes here. There’s some really tough decisions to be made here (as the pre-season winds down).”

Ford is also quick to point out the depth on the blue-line in the Colts’ system.  

Young prospects such as Rocky Kaura, Tristan Whynot and Kody Gagnon got a taste at camp this season and could be pushing for spots next season.

Topping that list was 2013 fourth-round selection Kaura.

Listed at six-foot-one and 190 pounds, Kaura has all the makings of a physical, stay-at-home defender.

“He was one of the strongest ’97 (birthdates) in camp,” Ford said. “Him and Gagnon were right there in the fitness tests. Rocky’s just a battler. He was very close, but he’s 16 years old so we just figured he’d be better served developing for a year and then we’ll see what happens next year.”

One young defenceman who has had an impressive camp and is expected to contribute this season and take that next step in his game is Garcia.

The 17-year-old, who was a third-round selection in 2012 (48th overall), got into just 22 games last season and even in those he played sparingly.

Yet, Garcia served notice early by arriving to camp in great shape and he’s shown a great deal of confidence in his game, especially in his willingness to support the rush.

“He’s come in with a lot of confidence. He’s a second year player now,” Ford said. “It was tough after Christmas last year. He was in and out of the lineup, but with a 16-year-old kid that’s part of the development process. He’s gotten stronger and he’s actually lost a bit of weight.

“He’s leaner and stronger. He’s always been a strong skater. He has a lot of talent and we’re expecting some big things this year,” the GM said.

Laser knows what it’s like coming into the second season when you’re expected to take your game to that next level.

After missing most of his rookie year with a broken ankle, Laser delivered in a big way last season, developing into one of the Colts’ top shutdown defenders.

For he and the five other returnees on the point, last season’s success will only make that returning core stronger.

“It was a long playoff run, but it was a good experience for everybody,” Laser said. “Anytime you can go deep in the playoffs, it’s fun. You were kind of running off of adrenalin there at the end, but it was a good experience for everyone, and it’s good to get those situations under your belt.”

After all, isn’t the saying familiarity breeds success?

Laser and the Colts certainly hope that’s the case this season.

Gene Pereira covers the Barrie Colts for the Barrie Examiner.

Strapping D-man enters third season with Barrie Colts 


By Gene Pereira, Special to QMI Agency 
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Barrie Colts defenceman Aaron Ekblad says he has come to training camp in the best shape of his life. MARK WANZEL PHOTO
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Aaron Ekblad drove to the net hard, but just as the Barrie Colts defenceman got there he was suddenly hauled down.

He looked at the referee standing behind the net, but the official’s arm never went up.

There was no call.

A disgusted Ekblad picked himself up and began to skate to get back in the play, but not before giving the official an earful for what he thought was a sure penalty.

That kind of intensity on the ice is far from a surprise from the third-year Colts blue-liner.

The topper? It came during the first day of scrimmages at Colts training camp.

Ekblad hates to lose. Never mind a game or shift, he can’t stand it when he doesn’t win a battle for a loose puck.

Word is he was none too impressed with himself when first-round pick Matt Kreis edged him for the fastest time in the fitness testing race on the opening day of camp.

This is a huge year for Ekblad, the second player ever granted ‘exceptional status’ by the Ontario Hockey League.

The first-overall pick in the 2011 OHL Priority Selection, he could repeat the feat at the 2014 NHL Entry Draft next June in Philadelphia.

While most early prospect rankings have Kootenay centre Sam Reinhart (son of former NHLer Paul Reinhart) and Swedish forward Willie Nylander ranked ahead of Ekblad, it wouldn’t be a major surprise if the Belle River native found his way to the top of the draft.

“My mind is not completely on that,” the 17-year-old said of the possibility of going first overall. “Of course, (the NHL draft) is something that is going to be looming over my head the whole year, but it’s important that I focus on being a leader on the ice and working as hard as I can.

“I know at that time I’ll have put myself in the best possible position,” added the six-foot-four, 213-pound defenceman. “Where I get drafted isn’t so much the worry. I’m just excited to be there and, again, I’ll put myself in the best possible position.”

Ekblad continues to improve his game in leaps and bounds.

Right from the first time he stepped on the Barrie Molson Centre ice, Ekblad has been a force on the Colts blue-line.

As a 15-year-old rookie, he was not only one half of the club’s top pairing on the blue-line, with veteran Reid McNeill, he also saw major minutes killing penalties, played some on the power play and when the game was on the line, he was out there.

Ekblad was the easy choice that season to be named the OHL’s rookie of the year.

Last season, he was easily among the best defenders in the game and was one of the major reasons the Colts went to the last second of Game 7 of the OHL final against London.

This year?

Well, just consider Ekblad says he’s in the best shape of his life after a rigorous summer of working out.

Yeah, sounds like Barrie fans are in for a treat.

“It’s the biggest jump I’ve ever had,” Ekblad said of his conditioning. “In the years before (this one), I was a little chubbier ... (and) I wasn’t as fast as I am now. Obviously, that comes with age and maturity as well.

“You realize this is probably one of the biggest years of my life, the biggest jump I needed to make, so I’ve got to be ready over the next couple of years: Do the little things, get better in the gym and get better on the ice.”

The Colts have had some great talent on the blue-line over the years. From Martin Skoula to Erik Reitz and Jeremy Swanson to Alex Pietrangelo, all were among the best OHL defencemen during their junior careers.

Pietrangelo is one of the NHL’s rising stars and was even invited to Canada’s Olympic team summer orientation camp recently. And few would be surprised if he represented Canada at the upcoming 2014 Winter Olympic Games in Sochi, Russia.

So yeah, he’s kind of a big deal.

Dare I say, Ekblad may even be better.

Still, it helps the young star that he has plenty of people who’ve been in his shoes and know the importance of staying grounded.

Ekblad belongs to the Bobby Orr group, a guy who knows a thing or too about big expectations and playing defence.

Behind his bench with the Colts, Ekblad has another Hockey Hall of Famer in head coach Dale Hawerchuk.

Winnipeg Jets prospect and former Colts star Mark Scheifele often spoke of how great it was to have Hawerchuk to lean on, to offer advice during a draft year that can easily spin out of control with all the hype.

And just like Hawerchuk was there for Scheifele, he’ll be there for Ekblad.

“We will as the season goes on,” Hawerchuk said of offering advice to his star defender. “Right away, I notice he’s trying to do too much, which a lot of guys do the first few days of camp. Once they learn that the puck moves quicker than they move, they figure that out pretty quick again because you get rocked a couple of times.”

As Ekblad has matured and grown confidence, he’s taken his offensive game to a new level. During last season’s Eastern Conference final against Belleville, it was often Ekblad leading the rush or scoring a big goal when the Colts needed it most.

His shot is a pure rocket from the point and with Ryan O’Connor off to the pro game, Ekblad will take over the role of quarterback on the Colts’ power play this season.

Still, Ekblad prides himself on his play in his own end. The responsibility to first and foremost keep the puck out of his net.

“I wouldn’t say I play a flashy game at all,” he said. “I try to keep it simple as much as possible and confidence is huge. I’m just trying to bring a little more to the table.”

Ekblad is also looking to be a leader. He was named captain of Canada’s under-18 squad at the Ivan Hlinka Memorial tournament last month and helped lead them to a gold medal.

With O’Connor gone, Ekblad says he’d be honoured to sport the ‘C’ and carry that leadership role. “It’s something I’m shooting for, for sure,” he said.

Hawerchuk hasn’t named a captain yet, but he doesn’t deny that Ekblad’s name is in the mix.

“For sure, he’ll get consideration,” the coach said. “He’s a solid citizen, so he definitely has that in his makeup.”

Ekblad says he’s not a huge talker and instead he prefers to lead by example. Sporting the captaincy for Canada gave him the confidence he can do the same for Barrie if given that responsibility.

Even if he isn’t named captain, which it says here would be a surprise, Ekblad plans on providing leadership in anyway it’s needed.

“Being a captain there (at the Hlinka tournament) is going to help me be a leader here,” Ekblad said. “Winning that medal is a huge confidence booster coming into this camp. I heard a lot of good things about myself from the players I played with, so I’m excited to come in here and get the season going.”

For all his intensity, Ekblad is loved by his teammates. It’s kind hard not to, says his defensive partner Jonathan Laser.

“I love playing with him,” Laser said. “I got to play with him last year and he’s a special player and a treat to play with.

“This year is a big year for him,” Laser added. “He got so much better over last year and I see the same improvement over this summer. He’s so good and he just continues to get better.”

Something fans don’t know about Ekblad, Laser says, is his sense of humour.

“He’s a little bit like a goofball,” Laser said with a laugh. “He looks like he’s 16 years old, but he acts like he’s four years old.”

Keeping that sense of humour and regular grin on his face will be important for Ekblad. He’s experienced the hype machine and the expectations when he came into the OHL, but that will go to a new level as the season goes on and the NHL draft nears.

Seldom has Ekblad lost focus. For all his teammates playful insistence that he’s a goofball, anyone who is met him knows Ekblad is mature beyond his years, both on and off the ice.

He appears more ready than ever to take on all the expectations and pressure that will be heaped upon his young shoulders.

Of course, this is a huge year for Ekblad. But for reasons more than just the NHL draft.

Talk to him and it’s not long before he brings up the crushing Game 7 loss to London. He and his teammates came that close to winning a championship and playing in the Memorial Cup.

The Colts are expected to be among the top teams in the Eastern Conference again this season and what better way to head into an NHL draft than leading your junior team to a championship season.

A winning year could, of course, not only benefit Ekblad in the NHL draft, but help teammates such as Brendan Lemieux or Erik Bradford, or help overagers Zach Hall and Mitchell Theoret land pro contracts.

“Of course, (NHL managers) want winners,” Ekblad said. “Our team, if we win this year, obviously that will increase my stock and the stock of other guys on the team.

“The way to do that is to win hockey games.”

And that starts in training camp.

Even if it means letting an official know about a missed penalty call in a scrimmage.

Gene Pereira covers the Barrie Colts for the Barrie Examiner.

Carrick, Mangiapane and James commit to Barrie Colts 


 Tuesday, September 10, 2013 5:45:09 EDT PM  

Barrie Colts' defenceman Josh Carrick guards Owen Sound Attack's Jeffrey Gilligan closely during OHL pre-season action on Sunday, Sept, 1 at the Lumley Bayshore in Owen Sound. The Colts soundly defeated the Attack 7-3.
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The Barrie Colts have inked three prospects to Ontario Hockey League player agreements.

Josh Carrick, Andrew Mangiapane and Cordell James have all committed to the team.

Carrick, a defenceman, was drafted by the Colts in the 2012 in the seventh round (142nd overall). He played last season with the Stouffville Spirit Junior 'A' team where he had one goal and six assists in 51 games.

"Josh showed poise with the puck throughout camp," said Colts general manager Jason Ford. "He is a competitive kid that skates very well and continues to display a willingness to become involved in the physical play."

Carrick was chosen to play for Canada East last year in the Canadian Junior Hockey League's Top Prospects game in Yarmouth, N.S.

The Colts have also signed Mangiapane, a free-agent forward and Bolton native. The speedy winger played last season with the Toronto Junior Canadians midget 'AAA' team. In 24 games, he picked up 17 goals and added 10 assists.

Ford called 17-year-old Mangiapane "one of the most pleasant surprises at camp."

"He is tenacious on pucks and had very good stick skills," the GM added. "He is a hard-working kid that loves the game and brings the energy level up every time he steps on the ice."

Mangiapane is listed at five-foot-10 and 160 pounds.

The Colts have also inked James, their fifth-round pick in 2012. He played last season with the Stoney Creek Warriers of the Greater Ontario Junior Hockey League where he scored 12 goals and notched 20 assists in 49 games.

"Cordell benefitted from plenty of ice time and a strong year with the Stoney Creek Junior 'B' Warriors," Ford said. "He has good size, skates well and is very responsible and a smart player. He is a very coachable and competitive kid that has gone the right way since his draft year."

The Hamilton native, who stands six-foot-one and tips the scales at 192 pounds, is expected to play a key role with the Colts this season and for years to come.

The Colts are in Guelph on Friday night to take on the Storm and then the tables will be turned the following night when Guelph travels to Barrie for the Colts’ final exhibition game of the pre-season.

The Colts (3-0) remain undefeated in exhibition play following 7-3 and 6-4 wins over the Owen Sound Attack and a 4-2 victory over the Erie Otters.

First-round pick Matt Kreis had led the way offensively with four goals in the pre-season, followed by Brendan Lemieux (3G). Tyson Fawcett, Zach Hall, Mangiapane and Liam Maaskany all have two goals.

Barrie opens its regular-season schedule on Thursday, Sept. 19 when the Saginaw Spirit come to town.

barrie.sports@sunmedia.ca

Barrie takes Owen Sound Attack 6-4 in pre-season contest 
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Owen Sound Attack goalie Brandon Hope keeps his eye on the puck along with Barrie Colts left winger Andreas Athanasiou (#22) during a pre-season contest at the Barrie Molson Centre Monday night. The Colts were down 1-0 at the end of the first period but roared back, scoring an empty net goal with 33 seconds left in the third period. Barrie is now 2-0 in their OHL pre-season. IAN MCINROY/BARRIE EXAMINER/QMI AGENCY
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Barrie Colts centre Erik Bradford (#18) moves up ice against the Owen Sound Attack during a pre-season contest at the Barrie Molson Centre Monday night. The Colts took their second straight from Owen Sound with a 6-4 win, including an empty net goal with 33 seconds left in the third period. IAN MCINROY/BARRIE EXAMINER/QMI AGENCY 

The Barrie Colts returned to home ice on Labour Day for the first time since the 2013 OHL playoffs. They came out victorious defeating Owen Sound for the second straight night 6 – 4 in front of 3475 in attendance.

The Colts are now 2-0-0 in pre-season action.

Just under five minutes into the game, the Colts found themselves with a 5 on 3 man advantage but could not capitalize despite some quality scoring chances. Owen Sound would strike first on their own power play opportunity when a point shot found its way home past a screened Alex Fotinos. Attack defenceman Thomas Schemitsch scored the goal.

Late in the first period netminder Alex Fotinos would keep this game within one as he stretched across the crease to make a great toe save. Barrie outshot the Attack 13-7 in the opening frame.

After killing off a 5 on 3 to begin the second period, the Colts would tie the game up at 1-1. At 4:39 forward Matthew Kreis picked up his 4th goal of the pre-season after a strong fore-check. The goal was unassisted.

Barrie began to take control of the game in the second scoring three more times. First Brendan Lemieux found the back of the net when he tucked home a loose puck behind goalie Brandon Hope for the power play marker. Andreas Athanasiou would notch his own power play goal just two minutes later when he one-timed the puck home at the side of the net. Winger Kevin Labanc assisted on both goals.

Zach Hall scored his first of the pre-season to put his team ahead 4-1 but the Attack bounced back scoring twice before the end of the second period. Daniel Milne and Jaden Lindo scored for Owen Sound to bring the game with reach heading into the final frame.

The parade to the penalty box continued in the final twenty minutes and it proved costly for the Attack. Brendan Lemieux picked up his second of the game on the power play with a nice wrist shot that beat goaltender Aaron Taylor to give his team the 5-3 edge.

Owen Sound would pull back within one late in the game, but Colts’ forward Zach Hall would seal the victory with an empty netter.

Aaron Ekblad, Kevin Labanc, Zach Hall, Brendan Lemieux and Andreas Athanasiou all registered two points in the 6-4 win. Goaltenders Alex Fotinos and Mackenzie Blackwood split the net making a combined 21 saves on the night.

The Barrie Colts will look to stay perfect (2-0-0) in pre-season play this Friday, Sept. 6, when the Erie Otters head north of the border. Phenom Connor McDavid will make his first appearance at the Barrie Molson Centre to take on Aaron Ekblad and the Colts. Game time is 7:30 p.m.

For more, visit www.barriecolts.com.

Barrie Colts winger turns heads with shootout moves 


By Stephen Sweet, Special to QMI Agency 

 Friday, August 30, 2013 6:15:11 EDT PM  

Forward Kevin Labanc was drafted by the Barrie Colts in the sixth round (103rd overall) in the 2011 Ontario Hockey League Priority Selection. The 17-year-old is a tenacious winger who has a nose for the net. MARK WANZEL PHOTO
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Kevin Labanc has already gotten attention on YouTube thanks to his shootout moves.

Now, he’s hoping a move to the Barrie Colts will get him noticed by National Hockey League scouts as well.

The Staten Island, N.Y., native signed with Barrie this year after having aged out of the American National Team Development Program (U18 NTDP) to improve his game.

“I was going to be playing the USHL (United States Hockey League) for another year and I felt like the competition here in the OHL is going to be a little better,” Labanc said. “My goal is obviously to play in the NHL and for me to accomplish that goal, I feel like this is the best route to go.”

Labanc is a late 1995-born player who was taken by Barrie in the sixth round of the OHL Priority Selection Draft and had initially committed to the University of Notre Dame.

But instead of playing his draft-eligible season for the USHL’s Muskegon Lumberjacks, who had acquired his rights, he signed with the Colts and has been going through his first week of an OHL training camp.

“It’s been a great experience,” Labanc said. “Everybody here is competing to play on the team and everyone’s been nice and all.”

Labanc, who had 21 points last year for a program that played against USHL and NCAA opponents, wasn’t a well-known entity coming in.

“He’s a guy that we didn’t know much about,” said Colts assistant coach Todd Miller. “He came from the U.S. Development Program, which is a pretty big program to be in.

“He’s really excited about coming to the OHL and getting his dreams going,” Miller added.

Labanc watched a couple of his former teammates in Connor Chatham (Plymouth) and Michael McCarron (London) sign with OHL clubs and wanted to get in on it as well.

“If they can do it, why can’t I? It’ll be pretty sweet to play against them, too,” Labanc said.

Miller sees Labanc as a top-nine forward who can contribute for the Colts right away.

“He could be anywhere from the second to third line, I’d imagine, with some power-play time,” Miller said. “I think that’s why we got him here.”

Miller was well aware of Labanc’s shootout goal on YouTube, which, through four different videos, has close to 50,000 views.

“He’s got some really good skill and if anyone’s seen videos on him, you can see those shootout skills,” Miller said. “He’s got quite the hands, so he may become valuable for us in the shootout this year.

“People don’t realize how important shootouts are.”

Labanc has prided himself on the stylish and successful one-on-one move.

“Yeah,” said Labanc with a laugh. “I’ve been working on that for a while so I kind of have an idea of what I’m doing.

“I’ve got a video on YouTube so it’s pretty nice to have that up, and hopefully, I can have another one this year.”

He’ll be looking to improve his goal totals in regular game action this year.

“I just (have to) be finishing on the opportunities I get in a game,” Labanc said. “I want to score goals and make plays and do the best I can to help the team. Give me an opportunity and I’ll do the best that I can.”

Miller has already seen a few things in the first week of training camp that he likes in Labanc.

“Just the way he gets open and how hard he is on pucks and how physical he can be,” Miller said of the winger who always seemed to be going to the corner or to the front of the net. “(The OHL) is a different step for him and you see the tools are all there.

“So now, it’s up to us coaching him and getting him onto our systems and he’ll be fine.”

Having spoke to Colts head coach Dale Hawerchuk on the phone before arriving, Labanc got an idea of what was expected of him.

“He’s all about the work ethic and compete level, and he wants a player that will push through whatever’s in his way to win the game and compete,” Labanc said. “That fits me and that’s the player I want to be.”

It’s also the reason why he has a much more important goal for this season than just a YouTube video.

“I want to do the best I can for my team,” Labanc said. “I want to make it as far as we can, and hopefully, we can make it to the Memorial Cup.”

Third-year Barrie Colts goaltender looking to rebound from tough 2012-13 season 


By Gene Pereira, Special to QMI Agency 

 Thursday, August 29, 2013 6:35:30 EDT PM  

Barrie Colts goaltender Alex Fotinos is in the spotlight at training camp, with last season’s No. 1 netminder Mathias Niederberger having turned pro following his overage season. However, Colts management insist Fotinos won’t be simply given the starter’s job. MARK WANZEL PHOTO
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After two years of playing second fiddle to Mathias Niederberger in the Barrie Colts crease, opportunity is clearly knocking for Alex Fotinos at this year’s training camp.

With the German import having moved on to the professional level, the starting role is open and the truth is the Colts would love nothing more than to see their third-year goaltender grab it.

Fotinos showed flashes of brilliance during his rookie season two years ago when he filled in for an injured Niederberger just after Christmas and an excited Colts brass believed they had their goaltender of the future.

Yet those expectations were somewhat tempered last season when Fotinos, the team’s 2011 second-round pick, got into just 19 games last season playing behind Niederberger. He had his share of struggles, posting a .897 save percentage.

“It was a tough year for Alex last year, for sure. It was his (NHL) draft year and the eagerness (was there) to have a lot of starts, especially after the fine rookie season he had,” said Colts goaltending coach and newly named assistant coach Mike Rosati. “The reality was that Berger was so good last year.

“It was tough to find opportunities to give Alex a chance.”

One thing was certain, the Colts weren’t about to just hand Fotinos the No. 1 role this season. That was made even clearer when the club selected Slovakian goaltender Daniel Gibl in this year’s Canadian Hockey League Import Draft.

Add in other top prospects such as Mackenzie Blackwood and 2013 seventh-round selection Kevin Labelle and the Colts find themselves with a fairly healthy competitive battle between the pipes.

All this, says Rosati, wasn’t lost on Fotinos.

“He and I talked this summer and I think his mindset coming into this camp was, OK, this is my chance and I want that net,” Rosati said. “I wanted the net last year and (Niederberger) owned it, and now it’s my net to own.

“Anybody else that wants to take the crease away from me better be ready for a battle for it.”

Fotinos is confident that being pushed by the likes of Gibl and Blackwood will only help him.

“No spot is secure,” the 18-year-old Toronto native said after a morning scrimmage. “Every goalie here is fighting for that starting role. Nobody wants to be a backup. Blackwood is younger than me and has less experience in the league and same with Daniel, but both goalies are very talented and both want that starting job.

“Right now, I’m just trying as hard as they are to keep my spot,” Fotinos added.

Fotinos says he has worked hard over the summer ensuring he’d be in top shape coming into camp and show the club that he can handle the big work load expected of a starting goaltender.

Working with a trainer, Fotinos focused on his stamina. He wants his teammates to feel the same confidence in him that they had with Niederberger in goal, especially come playoff time. 

Both Gibl and Blackwood were sharp on the opening day of scrimmages and Fotinos knows he’s going to have to set himself apart from them. 

“It’s the nature of the position,” he said of the competition. “It doesn’t matter whether you’re a third-year guy or a first-year guy, at the end of the day whoever stops the most pucks, whoever is better on the ice, is going to get the most games.

“As for myself, I can only focus on what I can do and not worry about anyone else,” he added. “I just have to do the best I can to be that starting goalie.”

That Fotinos has the edge on the starting job shouldn’t be a surprise says Dale Hawerchuk, but neither should the fact that the Colts head coach wasn’t willing to just hand him the job.

Competition gets tougher with every step up you take in this game and it’s something that Fotinos should have experienced firsthand when he attended the Los Angeles Kings’ development camp earlier this summer.

“They’ve got maybe one of the best in the business in Jonathan Quick, but behind him are a lot of guys that are really good and that competition part....you’ve got to get used to it,” Hawerchuk said. “You’ve got to relish it a little bit.

“It’ll make you play better.”

After the disappointment of being passed over in June’s NHL Entry Draft, getting a taste of that next level at the Kings camp was a great motivator for Fotinos coming into camp here.

“It was a great learning experience,” he said of the Kings camp. “I saw what it would take to get to the next level and see how they live. L.A. is a beautiful city and just how they (the Kings organization) treat their players, you want it. You want it so badly.

“It’s a great goal for you to set all year and the rest of my career I’m going to be striving to get there,” Fotinos added.

The Colts had seven goalies coming into this year’s camp, but most eyes were on Gibl at the beginning of the on-ice sessions at the Barrie Molson Centre on Tuesday.

Barrie hit it big on the import goalie front with Niederberger. And while it’s not fair to put those same expectations on Gibl, the young Slovakian puck-stopper hasn’t disappointed early on.

He even showed some of those Niederberger-like quick reflexes in the early scrimmages.

“He’s got those quick, strong legs and a powerful bottom half, which is a huge advantage,” Rosati said. “We saw that with (Niederberger) here the last couple of years.

“I’m sure there’ll be an adjustment period he’ll have to go through at some point,” he added. “Just like Berger had to go through his first year here with the North American game, the traffic and shorter end boards, and things like that.

“First look, I love the power he has. His east-west mobility is solid. He battles and competes for his sight lines and those are huge qualities to have when you’re in that position for sure.”

Blackwood didn’t give up any ground in the crease battle, either, early on, despite admitting he’s been nervous.

“You try to be as calm as you can, but sometimes you can’t help it with a big, crucial camp like this for me,” said the 2012 fifth-round selection. 

Blackwood says he learned a lot from Niederberger while practising with the club at the end of last season during their run to the OHL final.

Having a six-foot-four, 204-pound frame paired with fairly quick reflexes make him an intriguing prospect and should make the Colts’ decision in the crease all that much tougher.

“(Blackwood) is hungry and he and I worked quite a bit this summer,” Rosati said. “Coming into camp, he’s got the size and his speed is there as well. It’s not often you get that combination of size and speed and he’s got those qualities.

“He’s still young. He has to add some poise to his game, but I think once all those elements come together he’ll be a solid keeper in this league for sure.”

Blackwood knows a goaltending job is within his reach and, like Fotinos, he doesn’t want to let the opportunity go without showing his best.

“You’ve just got to go out there and do whatever you can and lay it all on the line,” Blackwood said.

barrie.sports@sunmedia.ca

Barrie Colts rookie Matt Kreis turns heads in fitness testing 


By Stephen Sweet, Special to QMI Agency 
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Matt Kreis, right, the Barrie Colts’ top pick in the OHL Priority Selection, scrimmages with the team during Day 2 of training camp, Tuesday. Following fitness testing and dryland training on Monday, players were finally able to hit the ice on Tuesday. MARK WANZEL PHOTO
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One day into the on-ice sessions at Barrie Colts training camp and there are lots of fresh new faces.

But the only one that’s expected to be a lock to make the team is rookie Matt Kreis.

The first-round draft pick, taken 15th overall in the 2013 OHL Priority Selection draft, has already given the coaching staff plenty to look forward to.

“His skating ability and the way he sees the ice is something you can’t teach,” said Colts assistant coach Todd Miller. “He has the power and strength (in his skating) at that age.”

He also runs pretty well, edging out defenceman Aaron Ekblad for the fastest time in the fitness testing race.

“Seeing him come first in the run, going neck and neck with Ekblad, they’re special players,” Miller said. “We’re glad to have (Kreis) here and we feel that he’s going to bring a lot to the table for years to come here.”

Kreis has now had a couple of scrimmages under his belt, going up against veterans, some of whom are four years his senior.

“It’s been really good playing with the Colts guys,” Kreis said. “It’s faster and a good experience.”

Seeing much of his time on a unit with Andreas Athanasiou and Erik Bradford, Kreis has been going full speed ahead just to keep up with the quick winger.

“(Athanasiou is) just unbelievably fast,” Kreis said. “It’s hard to keep up with him out there.”

The veteran has been guiding Kreis along between shifts as well.

“AA has been telling me stuff on the bench, giving me tips, so it’s been really good,” Kreis said. “It’s really special.

“It’s making me feel like I’m already a part of the team.”

Though Kreis may not see time with those guys again this year, the fact that he’s able to go at that speed makes him a good fit in Barrie’s system in the coach’s eyes.

“Tremendously,” Miller said. “You see him out there with AA, working with him, seeing that burst of speed.

“He’s still got a lot to work on, but at the end of the day, when you’ve got a kid with that kind of exceptional speed and skill, he’s going to write his own ticket one day,” Miller said.

When Kreis stepped out onto the ice on Tuesday morning, it was a little intimidating.

“The first game I was a little nervous, but the second game, I started getting a better feel for the puck,” Kreis said.

He hadn’t initially anticipated the jump from minor midget to an OHL training camp.

“Just the compete level, the speed, everything’s just kind of a level up,” Kreis said. “It’s kind of really fast and big.”

That sometimes involves plays reaching a stage which wouldn’t have happened in minor hockey.

“There are situations where he gives up the puck and doesn’t expect for it to wind up back on his stick and it does,” Miller said. “At minor midget, you don’t get it back.

“But at this level, you’re giving and going and you get to those holes, and you have to keep your stick on the ice and always be prepared to get a shot off or make a play,” Miller added. “That’s something, over time, that all of the young players that come into our league have to work at.”

The assistant coach sees a few things that Kreis will have to improve at, but he says he isn’t too concerned about it.

“Just using other guys on the ice (as well as) his defensive-zone coverage is something he’ll have to work on, as well as beating bigger and stronger guys,” Miller said.

“But he makes up for that a lot with his speed and his ability to get to those places.”

While Kreis is enjoying the training camp experience, he’s looking ahead to next week to accomplish another dream.

“I’m really excited to get into my first game and see what that’s like,” Kreis said. “I’ve always wanted to play in an OHL game.”

barrie.sports@sunmedia.ca

twitter.com/stephen_sweet

Resilient Bulls battle back, but lose in O.T. 


By Paul Svoboda, The Intelligencer 

 Wednesday, October 2, 2013 10:34:17 EDT PM  

Belleville Bulls forward Luke Cairns on the attack during OHL action Wednesday night against the Kingston Frontenacs at Yardmen Arena. (Brice McVicar/The Intelligencer)
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The Belleville Bulls probably deserved a better fate, but they'll take the point.

Bulls dropped a 4-3 O.T. decision to the arch-rival Kingston Frontenacs Wednesday night at Yardmen Arena before a midweek crowd of 2,101.

Considering Bulls were down 1-0 barely a minute into the game and outshot 17-4 at one point in the first period, the O.T. point was well-deserved.

Off-season acquisition Luke Cairns (trade from Erie) scored his second goal as a Bull, sophomores Aaron Berisha and Niki Petti each notched their first goals of the season for Belleville and 2013 first-round draft pick, defenceman Justin Lemcke, picked up two assists.

Kingston's Ryan Kujawinski, a New Jersey Devils NHL draft pick, potted a rebound from the side of the Belleville net with just 20 seconds to go in the five-minute O.T. to lift the visitors. Former Wellington Dukes forward Darcy Greenaway, with his seventh goal of the young season, Sam Bennett and Spencer Watson scored the earlier Kingston goals.

Bulls looked shaky at the start of the game and Kingston took advantage, with Bennett pushing the puck under the pads of Belleville starter Charlie Graham at 1:01 of Period 1, unassisted, after a Bulls turnover.

Shots were 17-4 for Kingston at one point in the period, but Bulls refused to panic, Graham recovered and Belleville was back in the game. In fact, with a bit of luck, Bulls could've taken a lead into the first intermission after Petti, then overage defenceman Brady Austin, both pinged pucks off the crossbar behind Kingston netminder Matt Mahalak.

Bulls tied the tilt early in Period 2 when Cairns went roof from the left side of the Kingston net, on a Bulls power play, at 1:09. Team captain Brendan Gaunce and defenceman Jordan Subban supplied assists.

Graham made a huge glove save on Greenaway just seconds later, but Kingston got through to regain the lead at 7:32 with the Belleville goalie down and out and Fronts swarming the net before Watson scored.

Bulls battled back again, though, when Berisha scored from Lemcke at 10:52, but 26 seconds later Kingston took the lead once more on Greenaway's seventh of the season.

Duplicating their second-period script, Bulls tied it early in the third when Petti, as the trailer on the play, deposited a rebound from Berisha and Lemcke at 1:59.

That score, 3-3, stood until O.T.

In the extra frame, Bulls killed off the remainder of a late third-period penalty, featuring some outstanding work by Adam Bignell, Gaunce, Lemcke and Graham.

A shootout looked imminent with time winding down, but Kujawinski had other ideas.

Kingston improves to 4-0-1 while Bulls are now 1-2-2.

BULLETS

• Final shots favoured Kingston, 47-42, including 6-0 in the O.T.

• Bulls won the special teams battle, going 1-for-5 on the PP while Kingston was 0-for-7.

• Three stars were: 1. MAHALAK; 2. LEMCKE; 3. WATSON.

• Bulls visit Oshawa Friday at 7:35 p.m., then host the Soo Saturday at 7:05 p.m.

• Rookie forward ADAM LAISHRAM is the Bulls SCHOLASTIC PLAYER OF THE MONTH for September.

• OA forward SCOTT SIMMONDS (shoulder) was a scratch for Belleville.
Bulls vs. Kingston: Not your same old Frontenacs 


By Paul Svoboda, The Intelligencer 

 Tuesday, October 1, 2013 10:00:50 EDT PM  
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Roles are reversed as the Belleville Bulls host the arch-rival Kingston Frontenacs Wednesday night at Yardmen Arena. Game time is 7:05 p.m.

Last year, Bulls captured the regular-season Eastern Conference crown with 96 points. Kingston finished 36 points behind in seventh.

This season, to nobody's surprise, the Frontenacs — led by Hockey Hall of Famer GM and former Tier II Jr. A Bull, Doug Gilmour, and head coach Todd Gill, an ex-Toronto Maple Leafs defenceman — are among the top-rated contenders in the OHL. Kingston's outstanding crop of skilled young players, seasoned with some experienced campaigners, has emerged as a force — finally — in the OHL.

It's been a long time since hardcore Limestone City hockey fans have been able to cheer for a bona fide winner — Kingston last won a division pennant in 1995 and a playoff series in '98 — but this year their patience should be rewarded. Fronts are for real.

The Bulls?

They've lost several elite performers from last year's conference playoff finalists and almost 100 goals. There are plenty of new faces in the lineup and it's safe to use the “R” word — as in, rebuild.

That said, however, the recent return of team captain Brendan Gaunce from the Vancouver Canucks camp is a huge boost. Last year's 33-goal scorer makes Bulls instantly more competitive, although a deep playoff run is highly unlikely.

Fronts opened the 2013-14 season with three straight wins before dropping a 3-2 O.T. shootout decision to Plymouth last Sunday at the K-Rock Centre. Kingston is seventh in the most recent CHL Top-10, released this week.

Bulls are coming off a thrilling, last-second 4-3 home-ice win Saturday over Niagara, recovering from a blown 3-0 lead and capped by a Garrett Hooey winner at 19:47 of the final frame.

Bulls visit the Oshawa Generals Friday at 7:35 p.m., then entertain the Soo Greyhounds Saturday at 7:05 p.m.

• GAME PREVIEW

Tonight: Bulls vs. Kingston

Game time: 7:05 p.m.

Who's hot: Hooey, including his first career OHL hat trick Saturday, leads Bulls with five goals in four games. Kingston OA Darcy Greenaway, a former Wellington Duke, has six goals in four games.

Big D: Buffalo Sabres prospect Brady Austin paces the Belleville blueline with 1-4-5 scoring totals in four games. Nineteen-year-old OHL rookie, Loren Ulett (5-11, 200), played Jr. A in Trenton last season and drew rave reviews at Kingston's training camp.

Puck stops here: Jason DaSilva, 18, acquired via trade from Guelph, was a winner in his Belleville debut with 28 saves Saturday. Kingston's Matt Mahalak has a 2.59 GAA and .919 SP in three games.

Need to know: Bulls rookie and CHL import draft pick, David Tomasek, has four points in four games (2-2). Kingston has three players rated among “A” skaters in Central Scouting's preliminary list for the 2014 NHL draft: forwards Sam Bennett and Spencer Watson, plus D-man Roland McKeown.

BULLETS

• Bulls grad, forward ALAN QUINE, inked a three-year entry-level contract with the NEW YORK ISLANDERS last weekend and has been assigned to their AHL farm club in Bridgeport, CT.

• Bulls overage forward, SCOTT SIMMONDS, has three goals in three games, all on the power play. Last season, he scored a career-high six goals in 66 games. He sat out Saturday with a bum shoulder.

• October is CHILD ABUSE PREVENTION MONTH and the Bulls are asking fans to wear purple to Wednesday's game.

AROUND THE OHL

• Owen Sound's GEMEL SMITH is the OHL PLAYER OF THE WEEK. The 19-year-old Toronto native and fourth-round NHL draft pick (Dallas Stars) enjoyed a career-high five-point night in an O.T. win over Sudbury and finished the week with 5-1-6 scoring totals and a plus-1 rating in two games.

• The Vancouver Canucks have reassigned forward BO HORVAT, 18, to the LONDON KNIGHTS. Horvat, who was nabbed ninth overall in the 2013 NHL draft by Vancouver, had 33 goals and 61 points in 67 games for London last season.
Bulls vet nets hat to dump Dogs 


By Paul Svoboda, The Intelligencer 

 Sunday, September 29, 2013 12:31:46 EDT PM  
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  Belleville Bulls' Garrett Hooey (24) scores his first goal of the first period, out of his first OHL hat-trick, in OHL action against Niagara IceDogs at Yardmen Arena in Belleville, Ont. Saturday, Sept. 28, 2013. JEROME LESSARD/The Intelligencer/QMI Agency 
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Garrett Hooey's first career OHL hat trick could hardly have come at a better time.

The 19-year-old Belleville Bulls veteran completed his three-goal performance with just 13 seconds to go in the game, lifting the Brahmas to their first win of the new OHL season — a thrilling 4-3 decision over the pesky Niagara Ice Dogs before a crowd of 2,078 Saturday night at Yardmen Arena.

Asked when he scored his last hat trick, Hooey smirked.

“Tyke? Minor midget?” he said.

The scrappy forward positioned himself squarely in front of Niagara netminder Chris Festarini on a late Belleville power play, then deposited a five-hole rebound that barely trickled past the line to break a 3-3 deadlock and save the Bulls from home-ice embarrassment. Belleville led 3-0 after the first frame, then watched Niagara battle back to tie the tilt in Period 3.

“We had a terrific start and kept pushing to get to three, then we got a little complacent when it was 3-0,” said Bulls GM-coach George Burnett. “You have to give full marks to Niagara, though, for sticking with it and chipping away. And we expected that. They're a hard-working team.

“But to find a way to win at the end is a credit to our guys.”

Zero-and-three and with just one point to start the season following a 4-3 O.T. shootout loss Friday night in Mississauga, the Bulls came out gangbusters Saturday night, firing nine shots on Festarini before Niagara had even one, and leading 2-0 before the game was three minutes old.

Off-season acquisition Luke Cairns (trade from Erie) got the ball rolling just 15 seconds in when he converted a 2-on-1 with Brady Austin; then Hooey, on a power play, roofed a Cairns rebound for a 2-0 Belleville lead at 2:18. Czech import David Tomasek also assisted.

Bulls took a 3-0 lead to the first intermission after Hooey's second of the night — a five-hole backhander, alone in front of the Niagara net — with team captain Brendan Gaunce and sophomore defenceman Daniel DeSousa assisting.

The second stanza started off with a bang when Bulls 2013 first-round OHL draft pick, rangy rearguard Justin Lemcke, KO'd fellow freshman Cody Caron in a full-on fight at 4:55. However, it was clear the Ice Dogs — 5-1 losers in Kingston Friday — had found their legs and Festarini had recovered too.

Dogs broke the goose egg at 13:46 when Brendan Perlini sent a rising wrister over the shoulder of Bulls backup Jason DaSilva — making his first start since being acquired from Guelph last week — from the left dot at 13:46.

That set the stage for an exciting third period and fans got their money's worth. Niagara continued its comeback with consecutive power play tallies to wipe out Belleville's 3-0 lead. First Perlini scored on a rebound at 1:11; then, Toronto Maple Leafs NHL draft pick Carter Verhaeghe went top-shelf on DaSilva at 11:54 on the second half of a four-minute power play.

Bulls looked like they might regain the lead with five minutes to go when Gaunce, just back Friday from the Vancouver Canucks main NHL camp, ripped a short-side shot from close in that Festarini stopped with his blocker.

Then, with 1:36 to go, the visitors were nabbed for too many men on the ice, sending former Belleville forward Mack Lemmon to the box and putting Bulls into position to win in dramatic fashion. Which, thanks to Hooey, they did.

That said, Hooey refused to take the lion's share of credit for the win. He said playing on a dynamic line with Cairns and Gaunce led to his success.

“I was pretty happy to be on Brendan's line with Luke,” said Hooey. “I can't put into context how much Brendan does for us. He's a great leader. The best leader in the league, in my opinion.”

Opening the 2013-14 campaign with three straight losses, Bulls were eager to snap the losing skid with their first win on home ice, said Hooey.

“It's always important to win and we came close Friday, but we pushed through tonight,” he said. “We had a little more jump and being on home ice helped a lot.”

As for his first-ever league hat trick, Hooey wasn't about to say he's arrived as a bona fide OHL scorer. However, after tallying a career-high 11 times in 2012-13, he hopes to contribute much more on a regular basis this year as Bulls enter a rebuilding phase minus almost 100 goals from last season's Eastern Conference finalists.

“It's great to celebrate a win and a monumental game for me,” he said. “But tomorrow is another day. My dad always tells me the guys who score goals, score them every night.”

Hooey, who had a solo goal in Friday's loss, may or may not be that guy, but Burnett believes he's ready to give it a shot.

“Garrett's 19 and this is his fourth time around the loop,” said Burnett. “He did a nice job battling in front of the net and winning loose pucks.”

Burnett hoped Saturday's stirring win might provide an early-season spark for the Bulls.

“We've been in all four game so far this season but we've got to find ways to win the close ones,” he said. “Tonight, the guys did a great job on that late power play.”

Bulls are back in action Wednesday when they host the arch-rival Kingston Frontenacs at 7:05 p.m. at Yardmen Arena.

BULLETS

• Final shots favoured Bulls, 41-31; Belleville was 3-for-7 on the PP; Niagara went 2-for-5.

• Three stars were: 1 HOOEY; 2. PERLINI; 3. CAIRNS (one goal, two assists).

• Belleville's power play was ranked second in the OHL heading into Saturday's game while the penalty kill was 19th. That's almost a complete reversal from last season when the PP was often a source of frustration while the PK was at the top of the heap.

• Bulls graduate, forward ALAN QUINE, inked a three-year entry-level deal with the NEW YORK ISLANDERS Saturday.

• Overage forward SCOTT SIMMONDS (shoulder) was a scratch Saturday.
Bulls go fishin: Seek first win of season Friday vs. Steelheads 


By Paul Svoboda, The Intelligencer 

 Thursday, September 26, 2013 8:34:57 EDT PM  

CHL import draft pick, David Tomasek, scored in each of his first two games as a Belleville Bull. (Aaron Bell/OHL Images)
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According to The Hockey News, the Belleville Bulls couldn't ask for a better bounce-back weekend schedule.

Bulls, 0-and-2 to start the 2013-14 OHL regular season, return to action Friday night in Mississauga and Saturday night at home to Niagara. The Steelheads (1-1) and Ice Dogs (0-0-1) were ranked last and second-last, respectively, in THN's recent OHL Power Rankings.

Bulls came in, rather generously, at No. 8. Until they get team captain Brendan Gaunce (Vancouver) and/or overage Alan Quine (New York Islanders) back from NHL camps, a top-10 ranking seems a bit of a stretch.

With Gaunce and Quine still away, combined with graduations and the loss of Daniil Zharkov to the KHL, Bulls have lost more than 100 goals from last year's Eastern Conference finalists lineup. Last weekend, Bulls scored a total of five times in two games; a 5-4 loss at Ottawa followed by a 4-1 loss to North Bay in the home opener.

“We can't wait for that,” said Bulls GM-coach George Burnett, referring to the possible return of Gaunce and/or Quine. “There are so many things that are uncertain right now for a lot of teams.”

The good news is that CHL import draft pick, David Tomasek, seems to be handy around the net. He leads Belleville with two goals.

Until the status of Gaunce and/or Quine is known, Bulls need veterans, sophomores and rookies alike to step up and contribute to the attack.

“We're up by two in Ottawa with 10 minutes to go and then things happen and it hurt us,” said Burnett. “The next night, we tripled our scoring chances but we only get one. Still, I see a lot of positives in those two games. It tells me we're doing some good things to create chances.”

Defensively, with Charlie Graham the unquestioned No. 1 in goal as Malcolm Subban turns pro in the Boston Bruins organization, Burnett said his veteran blueline — led by OAs Brady Austin and Jake Worrad, plus veteran Adam Bignell — must mind its own end first, before jumping up into the attack.

“Sometimes it's better for them to be part of the rush, rather than leading it,” said Burnett. “All of them have good offensive instincts. But the big thing is not getting caught. Against Ottawa, we just had too many odd-man situations and that was a big factor.

“We need Charlie to be a difference-maker and our veteran D too. But we're not asking them to do it alone.”

• Friday: Bulls at Mississauga

Game time: 7:30 p.m.

(Live radio broadcast on CJBQ 800 AM.)

Who's hot: Tomasek, for the Bulls, with two goals and three points in his first two Major Junior games; newly-acquired Bryson Cianfrone has three goals in two games for Missy.

Big D: Getting 6-4, 225-pound OA Brady Austin back from Buffalo is already paying dividends for the Bulls. The Bobcaygeon native has 1-2-3 scoring totals after two games. Carolina draft pick Trevor Carrick has 2-1-3 totals for the Steelheads.

Puck stops here: It wasn't the start Charlie Graham was envisioning as the new No. 1 in Belleville. But he needs some help. Bulls must cut down on enemy shots and chances. Mississauga boasts veteran stopper Spencer Martin.

Need to know: Bulls allowed the second-fewest goals (167) in the OHL last season; Mississauga scored the fewest goals (179) in the league.

• Saturday: Bulls vs. Niagara

Game time: 7:05 p.m.

The Dogs haven't played since a season-opening 6-5 O.T. loss to Mississauga last Thursday. They open a three-game eastern road trip Friday night in Kingston.

Four Niagara players — LW Brendan Perlini, D Aaron Haydon, G Brent Moran and C Alex Protapovich — appear on the Central Scouting preliminary rankings list for the 2014 NHL draft. Perlini, Haydon and Moran on the B list; Protapovich on the C list.

BULLETS

• BIGNELL wore the captain's C during the pre-season exhibition schedule, in the absence of GAUNCE, but nobody was designated skipper in Games 1 and 2 of the regular season. Burnett was non-committal about whether or not that would change in the near future. “We may see something or we may not,” he said. “We have good veteran leadership whether it's shared or not.”

• Burnett had words of praise for TOMASEK and also said three-year OHL veteran forward, LUKE CAIRNS, acquired for OA MICHAEL CURTIS from Erie during the off-season, looks ready to contribute to the offence, even though he did not score last weekend.
Bulls blow leads in opening weekend losses 
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A winless pre-season stretched into opening weekend for the Belleville Bulls, who suffered back-to-back losses to open the new OHL campaign.

Saturday's home opener, played before a crowd of 2,866 at Yardmen Arena, was an opportunity to bounce back for both the Bulls and the relocated North Bay (formerly Brampton) Battalion, but it was the visitors who left town with a 4-1 win following a loss in Kingston Friday night.

Twenty-four hours earlier, before more than 12,000 at the Canadian Tire Centre in Ottawa, the Bulls blew a three-goal lead en route to a 5-4 opening-night loss to the hometown 67's — the youngest team in the OHL.

• North Bay 4, Bulls 1

On Saturday, Bulls took a 1-0 first-period lead on a goal by Czech import David Tomasek — his second of the season — then watched the Bats scored four times unanswered to steal the win. Overage Brady Austin and veteran Garrett Hooey assisted on the lone Belleville marker.

Vincent Praplan led North Bay with a goal and two assists for first-star honours while Mike Amadio had a goal and a helper. Jamie Lewis and Alex Henriksson rounded out the Battalion scoring while Barclay Goodrow picked up two assists.

Bulls were outshot 39-35 with Charlie Graham taking the loss in goal for Belleville.

Overage forward Scott Simmonds said Bulls failed to make life more difficult for North Bay netminder Brendan O'Neill as a typically smothering Battalion D kept Belleville attackers to the outside most of the night.

“It starts with the little things,” said Simmonds. “It's only two games and the goals will come once we get to those dirty areas. Guys will recognize where the goals are scored from in this league, and not just the young guys.”

Simmonds, who had a stint as a free agent at the Pittsburgh Penguins rookie camp, said Bulls can't use the absence of team captain Brendan Gaunce (Vancouver Canucks) or overage forward Alan Quine (New York Islanders) as an excuse for losing. Especially since there's no guarantee either player will return to Belleville for the 2013-14 OHL stanza.

“We're not expecting those guys back and we're hoping for the best for them,” said Simmonds. “Team chemistry is still coming.”

Sophomore forward Chad Heffernan, who nursed a sore shoulder through Belleville's 0-and-5 pre-season, agreed. With several newcomers and rookies in a retooled lineup, he said Bulls still need to gel.

“We're still trying to find that chemistry,” said Heffernan.

As for his shoulder woes, Heffernan said he's healthy and eager to contribute.

“It feels pretty good,” he said. “I'm working out and doing extra skating and we're looking forward to a big season here.”

Bulls opened the scoring Saturday at 16:33 of Period 1, on the power play, when Tomasek went five-hole on O'Neill from Austin and Hooey.

North Bay, however, wasted little time tying the tilt when an uncovered Amadio scored on a rebound off the backboards at 4:59 of the second period on a Battalion PP. The visitors went ahead for good about 10 minutes later when Lewis, trailing the play, deposited a rebound past Graham at 14:18.

North Bay insurance arrived in the form of third-period markers by Praplan, on a rising wrister from the left circle at 7:36 (power play), and Henriksson from the right dot at 17:34 after a Bulls defensive zone turnover.

Bats converted two of five power plays; Bulls were 1-for-4. Three stars were: 1. Praplan; 2. Amadio; 3. Tomasek.

BULLETS ... A first-period dust-up featured Belleville's ADAM BIGNELL vs. North Bay's MATT MacLEOD ... Bulls raised their 2012-13 EAST DIVISION CHAMPIONSHIP banner prior to the opening faceoff.

• 67's 5, Bulls 4

As reported in Saturday's Intelligencer by Aedan Helmer of the Ottawa Sun, 67's rookie forward Travis Konecny — the No. 1 pick from the 2013 OHL draft — was arguably the best player on the ice Friday night at the CTC as the hometown team wiped out a three-goal deficit to beat the Bulls.

Konecny earned two assists, including a helper on the first of three unanswered third-period Ottawa goals.

Austin, Simmonds, Tomasek and Hooey scored for the Bulls. Graham took the loss in net.

• Weekend wrap

The good news: As advertised, Tomasek, Belleville's lone pick from the 2013 CHL import draft, has a nose for the net, scoring his first two OHL goals.

The bad news: A blown two-goal lead in Ottawa Friday and failure to put enough pressure on North Bay in the attacking zone Saturday, especially in front of the Battalion net.

• Update

Bulls acquired 18-year-old backup goalie Jason DaSilva from the Guelph Storm prior to Friday's regular season opener in Ottawa. Bulls surrendered a seventh-round pick in the 2016 OHL draft. DaSilva, a native of Milton, split last season between the Storm and their Jr. B Guelph Hurricanes affiliate. The move means Braydon Banitsiotis would be reassigned.

• On deck

Belleville is back in action Friday in Mississauga where they'll face former Bull, James Boyd, and his Steelheads, featuring 2013 special status draft pick, D-man Sean Day. Game time is 7:30 p.m. with live radio broadcast on CJBQ 800 AM.

Saturday, Bulls entertain the Niagara Ice Dogs at 7:05 p.m. at Yardmen Arena.
Belleville Bulls 2013-14 preview 2
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George Burnett marks his 10th season behind the Belleville Bulls bench in 2013-14. (Aaron Bell/OHL Images)
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The rebuilding Belleville Bulls are expected to take a step back this season, but hopefully it's not a full flight of stairs.

Even if team captain Brendan Gaunce (Vancouver Canucks) and overage forward Alan Quine (New York Islanders) return from their respective NHL camps, Bulls will need to replace 75 goals lost from last year's OHL Eastern Conference finalists.

That means a handful of veteran returnees, sophomores, rookies and newcomers must pitch in to find some offence. It could mean a 'goals-by-committee' approach.

Bulls are unlikely to contend for the conference crown this season, but neither should they be bottom-feeders. A middle-of-the-pack finish is probably realistic.

Bulls open the 2013-14 regular season Friday in Ottawa; home opener is Saturday vs. North Bay.

Here's a look at this year's team with input from the longtime radio voice of the Bulls, Jack Miller:

GOALTENDING

Even-keeled Charlie Graham steps in as the deserving No. 1 with OHL All-Star Malcolm Subban turning pro. Graham posted excellent numbers in 25 games last season and has been preparing for this moment for the past three seasons. He'll be a workhorse and can keep Bulls in games while they figure out where the goals will come from.

Out: Malcolm Subban.

In: Backup Braydon Banitsiotis.

Miller says: “Graham backstopped Belleville to its first win in Owen Sound in a decade and became the first 17-year-old goalie in Bulls history to post three shutouts — all on the road.”

DEFENCE

Top-10 OHL scoring D-man Jordan Subban, who tallied 15 times last season, will be jumping up into the attack again, especially with the dearth of high-scoring forwards currently in the lineup. The Belleville blueline should be solid with overages Brady Austin and Jake Worrad back, along with veteran Adam Bignell and sophomore Daniel DeSousa, although the OA situation could change if Quine returns.

Out: Stephen Silas, Jake Cardwell.

In: Rookies Justin Lemcke, Brody Morris, Justin Bean.

Miller says: “Austin, Subban, Bignell and Worrad give Belleville a solid top-4. First-round pick Lemcke was impressive in the pre-season.”

FORWARDS

Bulls took a major hit with graduating forwards, who took a lot of goals with them. Of the returning forwards currently on the roster, Garrett Hooey (11) and Aaron Berisha (10) are the leading goal-getters from last season. With more ice time and responsibility, they'll be expected to up those numbers.

Other returnees are OA Scott Simmonds, Michael Cramarossa, Chad Heffernan and Niki Petti.

Out: Tyler Graovac, Michael Cramarossa, Daniil Zharkov, Austin Brassard, Carter Sandlak, Michael Curtis.

In: Luke Cairns (trade Erie), Jake Marchment (trade North Bay); rookies Andrew Ming, Adam Laishram, Jake Bricknell; import pick David Tomasek.

Miller says: “If Gaunce and Quine return from pro camps, Bulls should have a potent first line. If not, there are question marks as to who will score the goals.”

COACHING

Veteran bench boss George Burnett marks his 10th anniversary season in Belleville. There'll be a drop-off this year, but don't expect Burnett to stand still and allow it to become a free-fall. He's a shrewd wheeler-dealer and can be counted on to fill some holes that might become visible as the season unfolds. Expect the Bulls to stick to Burnett's conservative defensive style — one of the stingiest systems in the OHL — until the offence gets sorted out.

Miller says: “Burnett leads all active OHL coaches with 559 wins; led Bulls to the conference finals in four of the last seven years.”

OUTLOOK

Have to agree with London Free Press sports reporter Ryan Pyette in his recent OHL preview: “Bulls won't fall as far as some might think.” Agreed.

Miller says: “With Gaunce and Quine, Bulls are competitive among the top-8 in the conference. If not — with 11 players 17 and under — it'll be fair to call this a rebuilding season.”

THREE PLAYERS TO WATCH

• Charlie Graham, G

The Toronto native is eager to prove he can fill the big goal pads left behind by Malcolm Subban.

• Jordan Subban, D

Even minus last year's strong supporting cast up front, expect the fleet-footed D-man to remain a major offensive threat from the blueline.

• David Tomasek, F

Belleville's CHL import pick from the Czech Republic spent three years in Michigan preparing for his Major Junior debut.

NEED TO KNOW

• In the absence of Brendan Gaunce, fourth-year defenceman Adam Bignell wore the captain's C during the pre-season. His father, Greg, is a former Bulls captain.

AROUND THE LEAGUE

• Kingston, that's right, Kingston, could be the class of the East after years in the dark. Out west, to nobody's surprise, London is the favourite. Looking for a darkhorse? Check out the Guelph Storm. “Stacked up front and on D,” says Miller. “Only question mark is in goal.”
Return of Austin, Subban bolsters Belleville blueline 3


By Paul Svoboda, The Intelligencer 

 Wednesday, September 18, 2013 12:42:07 EDT PM  

 Bookmark and Share 

Change text size for the story

Print

Report an error 

Brady Austin is doing the Buffalo shuffle.

Bulls GM-coach George Burnett confirmed Wednesday that the burly native of Bobcaygeon (6-4, 225) will return to Belleville for his overage season on the Bulls blueline after attending the Buffalo Sabres NHL training camp. Austin rejoins fellow Bulls rearguard Jordan Subban (Vancouver Canucks), who returned to Belleville earlier this week.

With three rookie defencemen on the current roster — Justin Lemcke, Brody Morris and Justin Bean — the return of Austin and Subban restores equal amounts of skill, muscle and much-needed experience, said Burnett.

“Both of those guys had positive reports from their respective NHL camps in terms of their development and where they're at,” said the Bulls boss. “This is a big season for them. It's a boost to our blueline and every area of our game, and makes us tougher to play against.”

• Austin, 20, who was acquired in 2011 from the Erie Otters, scored an OHL career-high eight goals for the Bulls in 64 regular season games last year and was a plus-16. He was chosen by Buffalo in the seventh round of the 2012 NHL draft.

• Subban was nabbed by Vancouver in Round 4 of this year's big-league talent lottery after tripling his rookie OHL goal total from five to 15 last season, and tacking on 36 assists for 51 points — sixth among all league defenders. In 68 regular season games, Subban was a plus-22.

Bulls are still awaiting news on the potential return of OA forward Alan Quine from the New York Islanders NHL training camp, while 19-year-old team captain Brendan Gaunce (Vancouver) also remains with his big-league team.

Bulls open the new season Friday at Ottawa, then host the North Bay Battalion in Belleville's home opener Saturday at 7:05 p.m. at Yardmen Arena.
Abbotsford Heat season preview: 2013-14 will be a trial by fire for talented young squad

By Dan Kinvig - Abbotsford News

 Published: October 03, 2013 4:00 AM 

Updated: October 03, 2013 8:46 AM     

The Abbotsford Heat are embarking on the 2013-14 American Hockey League regular season with what will surely be one of the league's youngest teams, and local fans could be forgiven if they felt they'd seen this movie before.

Back in 2010-11, the franchise's second season in Abbotsford, the Heat went with an extremely youthful roster under then-coach Jim Playfair. The team managed to stay in the playoff race until the final week of the regular season, but they finished dead last in AHL goal-scoring as youngsters being counted on to produce – remember Bryan Cameron? – didn't.

This season, peach fuzz is once again predominant at the Abbotsford Entertainment and Sports Centre, but there's a greater sense of optimism. The NHL parent Calgary Flames are rebuilding, and the consensus is, the quality of prospects in Abbotsford this fall is far higher than in 2010-11.

"This is a much deeper group, for sure," said Heat head coach Troy Ward, who was an assistant under Playfair in 2010-11. "This is good as we've felt with our young players."

FORWARDS

The burning question facing the Heat this season is, who's going to put the puck in the net?

Over the summer, the team waved goodbye to their franchise leaders in goals (Krys Kolanos) and assists/points (Ben Walter), and they were not replaced by similarly seasoned players with track records of point production in pro hockey.

It's worth noting, though, that even with the likes of Walter and Kolanos in the lineup last season, the Heat still struggled to score – their 171 goals ranked 29th out of 30 AHL teams. So there's really not a lot of downside in seeing what the youngsters are capable of.

"This is definitely a different group than a year ago, and I think our scoring, hopefully early, will be by committee," Ward said. "We might have four lines who can score."

At Tuesday's practice, the Heat's de facto top line featured centre Max Reinhart flanked by speedsters Paul Byron and Roman Horak (pictured right).

All three have offensive ability. But none of them, during their tenures with the Heat, have proven to be the type of bellwether scorers who can carry a team offensively over the course of a season.

Horak, for instance, was white-hot out the gate last fall, scoring 10 goals in the Heat's first nine games, but he mustered just six more over the next 50 games.

The third-year pro from the Czech Republic is still just 22 years old, but he's cognizant that on this young squad, he'll be looked upon as one of the key catalysts.

"I've got to produce – I've got to bring something more than I brought last year," he acknowledged.

"To be consistent, you've just got to bring it every night. It's not just my problem – there are a bunch of guys who one game they're awesome, and the second game you can't even see if they're on the ice.

"It's something you learn with age and experience, and obviously this is my third year – the last year of my entry-level contract – and I need to show what I can do. If it's here or in Calgary, I'm going to bring it every night and be my best."

There's a large group of forwards heading into the first full pro seasons – including Corban Knight, Michael Ferland, Josh Jooris, Ben Hanowski and Markus Granlund (currently injured) – and it will be fascinating to see which of them take advantage of the opportunities they will surely be presented with.

"I'm hoping we get some good, timely goals out of the young group, and that we get some consistency out of the Byrons and Horaks and (Carter) Banckses," Ward said.

DEFENCE

The Heat's defensive corps – potentially the team's greatest strength – is an intriguing mix of experience and potential.

As for the former, Mark Cundari and newcomer Chad Billins have proven to be proficient point-producers at the AHL level, while Abbotsford native Dean Arsene (who is on a 25-game professional tryout contract) supplies a nice blend of grit and leadership – the 33-year-old has captained four previous AHL clubs.

Additionally, Chris Breen, the Heat's all-time leader in games played (204), will further bolster the blueline brigade when he returns from shoulder surgery.

But how the Heat fare on the back end will ultimately rest on how quickly a trio of prized rookies – Patrick Sieloff, Tyler Wotherspoon and John Ramage – adjust to the pro game.

"Our job is to make sure these three young kids play all the time . . . and they will," Ward said.

"It's a good group by committee, but we're young. When the live bullets fly, there's going to be some mistakes by the bottom three.

"I would like our D-corps a little bit more if we had Breen. If I can throw Breen out there with Billins . . . it lessens the load on everybody else. We're missing that big, stable guy. If it's not Chris Breen, it's got to be somebody else. If it's Dean Arsene, it's Dean Arsene."

Sieloff, who lasted in Calgary Flames training camp until the bitter end, will be one of the youngest players in the AHL at age 19.

"I've got to just keep playing like I was playing up in camp with the Flames – just have that 'no friends' mentality (on the ice) and come in every day to get better," he said. "Hopefully in the end it pays off."

GOALTENDING

The Heat's crease situation is unique in that both their goalies are Europeans trying to really establish themselves on this side of the pond for the first time.

Reto Berra, a 26-year-old from Switzerland whose rights were obtained by the Flames last spring in the Jay Bouwmeester trade, was regarded as one of the top goalies in the Swiss-A league last season, when he posted a 3.01 goals against average and a .906 save percentage with Biel.

Joni Ortio, a 22-year-old Finn, struggled during an abbreviated stint with the Heat in 2011-12, but is coming off a terrific 2012-13 campaign with HIFK Helsinki in the SM-liiga, Finland's top pro league.

Berra, who lasted until the final day of Flames training camp before being assigned to the Heat, will get the start in the season opener on Friday vs. the Lake Erie Monsters in Cleveland.

Ward noted that with the organization's goalie depth chart still very much a work in progress, there's plenty for Berra and Ortio to compete for.

"We'll go with Berra on Friday, and then we'll see," he said. "I'd like to get both goalies in this weekend."

NEWS AND NOTES

• As has been their pattern the previous two seasons under Ward, the Heat will enter the season without a captain in order to give the team time to get acquainted and allow leaders to emerge. Three players – Bancks, Byron and Greg Nemisz – will wear A's on their jerseys this weekend.

"I think we'll go through a road weekend and a home weekend, and then maybe look at the voting (on captains) after that," Ward said.

• The Heat's injured list to start the season includes three players: Granlund, Steve Begin and Zach McKelvie. All three have lower-body injuries, and McKelvie is the closest to returning to game action. Begin, a 35-year-old centre signed in late August to add some veteran leadership, is "a long way" from returning, Ward said.

• The Heat's road games on Friday (4:30 p.m. Pacific time) and Saturday (3 p.m. Pacific) vs. Lake Erie can be heard on CIVL 101.7 FM and teamradio.ca. The first home games at the AESC are next weekend, when the Milwaukee Admirals visit for a two-game set (Oct. 11-12, 7 p.m. both nights).

Heat make final cuts, assign three to ECHL's Aces

By Dan Kinvig - Abbotsford News

 Published: October 02, 2013 10:00 AM 

Updated: October 02, 2013 11:45 AM     

The Abbotsford Heat made their final round of preseason cuts on Wednesday, assigning three players to the ECHL's Alaska Aces.

Goalie Laurent Brossoit, defenceman Kane Lafranchise and forward Peter Sivak were sent to the Heat's new ECHL affiliate.

Brossoit is the lone player in that group on a two-way NHL/AHL contract, but he was squeezed out of the Heat crease when the Calgary Flames sent Reto Berra to Abbotsford on Monday. Berra and Joni Ortio will comprise the Heat goaltending duo, while Brossoit – a 20-year-old rookie pro from Surrey – will benefit from the opportunity to play regularly with the Aces.

Lafranchise is a three-year veteran of the Aces who suited up for 10 AHL games last season – nine with the Oklahoma City Barons, and one with the Houston Areos.

Sivak, a 31-year-old Czech winger, is heading into just his second season in North America after 12 pro seasons in the Czech Republic and Slovakia. He excelled in the Heat's lone exhibition game vs. the Utica Comets on Sept. 22, notching a goal and an assist on a line with Brett Olson and Ben Hanowski.

Wednesday's cuts mean that defenceman Dean Arsene and forward Brett Lyon have both stuck with the Heat out of training camp. Arsene, a 33-year-old Abbotsford native, is on a 25-game professional tryout contract, and he returned to practice this week after suffering a head injury in the exhibition game against Utica.

Lyon distinguished himself vs. the Comets by dropping the gloves three times. The Grand Forks, B.C. native is in his second full pro season – he amassed five goals, five assists and 218 penalty minutes in 57 ECHL games last season with the Orlando Solar Bears and the Bakersfield Condors.

The Heat are carrying 17 forwards, eight defencemen and two goalies into their first regular season games this weekend (Oct. 4-5 at the Lake Erie Monsters), though it's worth noting that three forwards (Steve Begin, Markus Granlund and Zach McKelvie) are currently injured.

Horak, Berra headline group of players assigned to Heat

By Staff Writer - Abbotsford News

 Published: September 30, 2013 12:00 PM 
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The Abbotsford Heat received one last preseason infusion of personnel from the Calgary Flames on Monday, as the NHL parent club reassigned four players.

Forwards Roman Horak and Blair Jones, defenceman Patrick Sieloff and goalie Reto Berra were shipped to the Heat.

The two forwards are both familiar faces to local fans. Horak, heading into his third full season as a pro, spent parts of the last two campaigns in Abbotsford. The versatile Czech got off to a terrific start in 2012-13, racking up 10 goals in his first nine games with the Heat, but his offensive production tailed off and he finished the season with 16 goals and 14 assists in 59 AHL contests. He also got into 20 NHL games with the Flames, posting two goals and five assists.

Jones was sent down to Abbotsford midway through last season, and posted three goals and four assists in 21 AHL games.

Sieloff, a second-round draft choice by the Flames in 2012, is entering his first pro campaign. The 19-year-old blueliner, known as a big open-ice hitter, notched three goals, eight assists and 85 penalty minutes in 45 games with the OHL's Windsor Spitfires last season. He was also a member of the U.S. gold medal-winning team at the World Junior Championship.

Berra, a 6'4" goalie from Switzerland whose rights were acquired from the St. Louis Blues in the Jay Bouwmeester trade last spring, is making his debut in North America. He was regarded as one of the top keepers in the Swiss-A league last season, posting a 3.01 goals against average and a .906 save percentage.

The moves leave the Heat with 31 players in camp, and more cuts will be coming between today and Wednesday, when the team departs for its regular season opener vs. the Lake Erie Monsters in Cleveland.

Heat assign five players to ECHL

By Dan Kinvig - Abbotsford News
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The Abbotsford Heat trimmed their roster on Sunday, assigning five players to the ECHL.

Four are ticketed for the Alaska Aces, the Heat's new ECHL affiliate: forwards Andy Taranto and Jordan Kremyr, and defencemen James Martin and Zach Davies. Blueliner Art Bidlevskii has been assigned to the Bakersfield Condors.

Martin is the highest-profile name among the demoted players, due to the fact that he's the only one on a two-way NHL/AHL contract. It's not entirely a surprise he didn't make the cut in Abbotsford, though – he spent the bulk of 2012-13 in the ECHL, and the Heat should have a great deal of depth on the blueline this season.

With the cuts, the Heat still have 27 players in camp, with more expected to be assigned Monday – forwards Ben Street and Blair Jones and defenceman Derek Smith were reportedly placed on waivers by the Calgary Flames today.

Head coach Troy Ward had hoped to cut down closer to his final roster on Sunday, but noted the "trickle-down effect" of players arriving from Calgary has been slower this year.

"If you can have a good week down here with your guys (prior to the start of the regular season), you can really establish your pace and tempo," he said. "But we'll just have to be patient through that process."

Ward said there's a chance the Heat could trim the roster further following Monday's practice, but he's leaning towards keeping everybody around until Wednesday, when the team hits the road to Cleveland for its regular season opener vs. the Lake Erie Monsters.

Heat the latest stop in shared hockey journey for Wotherspoon, Brossoit

By Dan Kinvig - Abbotsford News
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Tyler Wotherspoon and Laurent Brossoit's hockey careers, to this point, have been scripted like a buddy movie.

Not even Mel Gibson and Danny Glover in their Lethal Weapon heyday were as closely linked as these two.

Born 13 days apart in March of 1993 in Surrey, Wotherspoon and Brossoit first got acquainted as second-year atom teammates in the Cloverdale Minor Hockey Association. Turned out, their houses were just five minutes apart, and they quickly became good friends.

Junior hockey pried them apart for a couple years, but they ended up facing each other in the Western Hockey League finals twice – Brossoit's Edmonton Oil Kings winning in 2012, and Wotherspoon's Portland Winterhawks gaining a measure of revenge in 2013.

In the meantime, they were both drafted by the Calgary Flames in 2011 – defenceman Wotherspoon in the second round, goalie Brossoit in the sixth – and they were nearly teammates on Canada's World Junior squad last season (Wotherspoon made it, while Brossoit was a late cut).

On Thursday, they shared the same sheet of ice once again at Abbotsford Heat training camp, and both believe they're better for having the other around as they embark on the first season of their pro careers.

"It's rare," Wotherspoon said, reflecting on the hockey-based kinship between the two.

"It's special for us to go through this awesome career together. It's sometimes hard for guys when you don't know anyone, and you're kind of feeling your way around.

"But when you go into these situations with a guy you grew up with and one of your best friends, it makes everything a lot more comfortable, and it's made this process a lot more fun for both of us. We've loved every part of it."

"We're fortunate to have that," echoed Brossoit, who posted absurdly stingy numbers with the Oil Kings last season – a 2.25 goals against average and .917 save percentage, to go with a 33-8-6 record.

"It's been cool, and we've been enjoying it. And we're going to keep enjoying it."

While Wotherspoon, given his extended stay at Flames training camp and the general lack of veteran depth on the Abbotsford blueline, is considered a lock to stick with the Heat, the goaltending situation is a little more cloudy.

Brossoit is one of two goalies in Abbotsford at the moment, along with Joni Ortio, which would be the end of the story if not for the fact that there are still three keepers in Calgary's camp – Karri Ramo, Joey MacDonald and Reto Berra. The Flames have made it clear they won't be keeping all three, so one of them will likely land in Abby prior to the start of the NHL regular season.

Heat head coach Troy Ward said he's not certain at this point how the organization plans to handle its goaltending depth – the third goalie has yet to arrive in Abby, after all – but it's not hard to envision either Ortio or Brossoit being shipped northward for a stint with the ECHL's Alaska Aces.

For now, Wotherspoon and Brossoit are both planning to live at home in Surrey with their families, making them the rare pro hockey players who will get to eat their moms' home cooking on a regular basis.

"I haven't had that in four years," Brossoit enthused. "It's probably a 25-minute drive (to Abbotsford), maybe 30 minutes. We'll be carpooling . . . It's awesome."

CUTS COMING SUNDAY

The Heat added three more forwards to their training camp mix on Thursday, as Max Reinhart, Michael Ferland and Corban Knight were sent down by the Calgary Flames.

Reinhart and Ferland both had stints with the Heat last season, while Knight is a rookie pro out of the University of North Dakota.

Their reassignments bring the Heat's camp roster to 31 players – 19 forwards, 10 defencemen and two goalies – with more cuts still to come from Calgary.

Ward will hold two more days of practice before thinning out the herd with cuts on Sunday.

"We're in a typical minor-league state," the Heat bench boss said. "I could cut players tomorrow if I wanted to, but I just think in fairness to the whole tryout thing . . . I just made the determination that I'd keep everybody around until Sunday and make our cuts then, and then start fresh."

ARSENE STILL SIDELINED

Abbotsford native Dean Arsene, in Heat camp on a professional tryout contract, hasn't practiced this week after sustaining head injuries during Sunday's exhibition game vs. the Utica Comets.

Arsene went straight to the dressing room after absorbing a hit from Utica forward Darren Archibald late in the second period. He received stitches to close a gash on his face, and Ward confirmed Thursday that he also sustained a concussion.

"He's got to go through a week's protocol," he explained.

Flames assign veteran Begin, five youngsters to Heat

By Staff Writer - Abbotsford News
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The Abbotsford Heat received a second wave of players from the Calgary Flames on Wednesday, with veteran centre Steve Begin the outlier among an otherwise youthful group.

Begin, 35, has 524 NHL games to his name, accrued over the past 16 seasons with the Flames, Montreal Canadiens, Dallas Stars, Boston Bruins and Nashville Predators. He signed an AHL deal with the Heat in late August.

Defenceman Chad Billins, a sophomore pro, was also sent to the Heat. He was signed as a free agent this summer after helping the Grand Rapids Griffins, the Detroit Red Wings' AHL affiliate, win the Calder Cup last season.

The other four players reassigned Wednesday – forwards Markus Granlund and Josh Jooris, and defencemen John Ramage and Tyler Wotherspoon – are all first-year pros.

Granlund, a 20-year-old centre from Finland who was picked by the Flames in the second round of the 2011 draft, was a teammate of Heat goalie Joni Ortio's last season at HIFK Helsinki, where he posted 10 goals and 20 assists in 50 games.

Jooris was signed as a free agent out of the NCAA's Union College, where he managed 12 goals and 16 assists in 39 games last season.

Ramage and Wotherspoon both participated in the 2013 World Junior Championships – Ramage winning a gold medal with the United States, and Wotherspoon wearing Canadian colours.

Ramage, whose father Rob won a Stanley Cup with the Flames in 1989, was a fourth-round selection by Calgary in 2010. Last season he wrapped up a four-year career with the University of Wisconsin Badgers.

Wotherspoon, a second-round pick by the Flames in 2011, helped the WHL's Portland Winterhawks to a runner-up finish at the Memorial Cup last season.

Olson's line sets the pace as Heat blast Canucks affiliate in preseason tilt

By Dan Kinvig - Abbotsford News
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In the Darwinian world of the AHL preseason, Brett Olson knows what it takes to succeed.

One year ago, the 26-year-old forward parlayed a training camp tryout into a contract with the Abbotsford Heat.

Coming into his second pro campaign this fall, he's taking nothing for granted, as evidenced by his terrific performance on Sunday evening as the Heat thumped the Utica Comets 5-2 in their lone exhibition game at the Abbotsford Entertainment and Sports Centre.

Olson's line, which featured Ben Hanowski on the right wing and Peter Sivak on the left, was dominant throughout and had a hand in all five of the home team's goals.

"Last year coming into camp, it was something where I had to earn my spot, and you kind of learn from that experience to compete day in and day out," Olson said afterward, reflecting on his preseason approach.

"Then you know that every year you go into it, there's a chance that you might not be able to stick around if somebody takes your spot. There's a lot of new guys competing – there's a fresh new group from junior and a fresh new group from college every year that's looking for a place to play. So it's very competitive."

Olson got the Heat off on the right foot against the Vancouver Canucks' new AHL affiliate – just 1:34 into the first period, he pounced on the rebound off an initial shot by Hanowski and chipped the puck past Comets goalie Joacim Eriksson.

Sivak made it 2-0 midway through the frame, knocking in his own rebound, and Hanowski bulged the twine on the power play three minutes later, hammering home a slap shot from the hashmarks.

Sivak set up the Heat's fourth goal, spotting defenceman Dean Arsene sneaking in from the point at 9:28 of the second, and Hanowski rounded out the scoring with 39 seconds left in the third, into an empty net.

All told, the Sivek-Olson-Hanowski trio combined for eight points.

"I thought that they complimented each other well," Heat head coach Troy Ward said. "Their chemistry I thought was driven a little bit by Olson in the middle because he's kind of the vet down here. He understood the game and the pace, and I thought he did a good job with his two wingers."

SOLID GOALTENDING

Joni Ortio and Laurent Brossoit split the goaltending duties for the Heat, with Ortio getting the start and Brossoit replacing him at 9:28 of the second period.

Their stat lines ended up looking remarkably similar – Ortio stopped eight of nine shots, while Brossoit turned aside seven of eight.

Both had their moments. Ortio was at his best in the opening minute, as the Comets generated a couple off good looks at him early. Brossoit had the save of the night just after he entered the game, going right to left and extending his pad to deny Zach Hamill of a sure goal.

ROLLER-COASTER EVENING FOR ARSENE

Abbotsford native Dean Arsene, in Heat camp on a tryout, had his night cut short on a scary-looking play.

Late in the second period, Comets forward Darren Archibald pasted him into the boards in the neutral zone – an absolutely titanic check which sent the 33-year-old blueliner to the locker room. He did not return.

Until that point, Arsene had been having a tremendous night – in addition to his goal, he had a first-period fight with Utica tough guy Mitch Elliot, who had decked Heat centre David Eddy.

Ward said Arsene received several stitches to close a facial laceration, likely caused by his own helmet as he hit the boards. The Heat bench boss was optimistic that the defenceman didn't sustain a concussion, but that had yet to be determined.

"He looks like the guy on Jaws – he's got a bandage around his head and all that right now," Ward said. "Tough break for him, but I thought he worked extremely hard, I thought he was doing great. It's just unfortunate but hopefully like the vet he is, I'm sure he'll bounce back quickly."

FIGHT NIGHT

The fists were flying on Sunday night – there were seven fights in all, and three players (Utica's Elliot and Jesse Mychan, and Abby's Brett Lyon) were ejected for being involved in three apiece.

"We stood up for each other and that was really encouraging," Ward said. "When you've got a young group of kids that are feeling their way through, I like how they stuck together."

TOCHKIN MAKES HIMSELF AT HOME

The Comets' goals came from Alex Biega (on a five-on-three power play at 17:35 of the first) and Kellan Tochkin (at 18:24 of the second).

Tochkin, an Abbotsford native, made the most of the opportunity to play in his hometown, earning third star honours. His goal came after he'd finished serving a minor penalty – upon stepping out of the box, he was sprung on a breakaway by Archibald and made no mistake, flicking a glove-side wrist shot past Brossoit.

"I don't know where I'm going to be (playing) this year, so it's pretty special to have mom and dad be able to watch me in the town that I grew up in," the 22-year-old forward said. "I had some friends out there too, and some family members. It was a lot of fun."

Tochkin, who signed with the Canucks as a free agent in 2009 after leading all WHL rookies in scoring with the Everett Silvertips, spent the 2012-13 season with the MIssouri Mavericks of the Central Hockey League where he posted 44 points (15 goals and 29 assists) in 56 games.

He's heading into the last season of his entry-level deal with the Canucks, and as such, is focused on earning a spot with the Comets.

"I think tonight was a step in the right direction for me, coming from the Central league last year," he said.

"I think there's more (for me) to give, and I just have to show them that."

Confident, consistent Ortio ready to challenge for Heat's No. 1 goalie job

By Dan Kinvig - Abbotsford News
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The Joni Ortio who hit the ice for the first practice of Abbotsford Heat training camp on Friday morning is far different from the player that local fans might remember from his first two abbreviated stints with the team.

Just ask him.

"I'm a lot better goalie, that's for sure," asserted the 22-year-old Finn, who had a tough go of it in Abbotsford in 2011-12 but is coming off a terrific season in the SM-liiga, Finland's top pro league.

"Last year gave me a lot of confidence. I didn't have any slumps during the year – I was able to be pretty consistent."

Consistency, or lack thereof, was the root of Ortio's struggle in his first crack at establishing himself on this side of the pond, and his AHL stats to this point (a 1-5 record, a 3.36 goals against average and an .876 save percentage) aren't pretty.

But in fairness, it's a tiny sample size, which was part of the issue – he didn't have much opportunity to get into a groove. It could also be argued that the circumstances surrounding the games he did get into were less than ideal.

After joining the Heat late in the 2010-11 campaign, Ortio's debut came in the regular season finale vs. the Toronto Marlies, after the team had been eliminated from playoff contention. He was essentially hung out to dry in a 6-0 loss which saw Toronto go 4-for-4 on the power play.

In 2011-12, Ortio was set to serve as Leland Irving's backup in Abbotsford, but he struggled at the Young Stars prospects tournament in Penticton and never seemed to earn the trust of Heat head coach Troy Ward.

He made just nine appearances over four months in Abbotsford, and only two of those were starts as Ward rode more experienced goalies in Irving (at the start of the season) and then Danny Taylor (after Irving was recalled by the Flames following an injury to Henrik Karlsson). In late January, Ortio returned to TPS Turku, his hometown team, in search of more playing time.

"That pretty much saved my year," recalled Ortio, who admitted it was "frustrating as hell" to see game action so infrequently.

"You can only develop to a certain point by just practicing. You've got to get into games, and that's exactly what I got when I got home."

Indeed, after getting into 14 games with Turku to close out the 2012 campaign, Ortio moved over to HIFK Helsinki in 2012-13 and established himself as a solid No. 1 keeper. He saw action in 54 of the team's 60 regular season games, posting a 23-20-9 record, a 2.42 goals against average and a .917 save percentage, and backstopped the club to the second round of the SM-liiga playoffs.

His strong performance wasn't lost on the Flames, and this past spring, general manager Jay Feaster pronounced him ready to compete for the No. 1 job in Abbotsford.

He got off to a sensational start at the Young Stars tournament earlier this month – against the Vancouver Canucks, he stopped 39 of 40 shots as the Flames won 4-1.

Ward felt it was "critical" for Ortio to get off on the right foot, and noted the youngster's much-improved consistency throughout Flames training camp.

"I thought in the past, he was inconsistent," Ward explained. "He'd have a real good practice, and then he'd have a not-so-good practice.

"I think he's just more mature, and with that maturity, he's much more consistent," he added. "He hasn't had the peaks and valleys (this fall). He's been more of a flat line for me. Never special – well, you could call the Vancouver game special – but never worse than good."

Ortio attributed much of his early success to the confidence gained during his workhorse season in Helsinki. Beyond that, he's more comfortable this time around with the on-ice and off-ice transition to North America.

"You kind of don't know what to expect the first time," said Ortio, a sixth-round draft pick by the Flames in 2009 who served as Finland's starting goalie at two World Junior Championship tournaments. "A big part of your energy goes toward that – just learning new things.

"Compared to this year, I knew what the deal is and what was going to happen, and I didn't have to focus my energy on that. I can focus that on the ice."

ICE CHIPS:

• Ward said he's not yet sure how he'll divide the playing time between Ortio and rookie pro Laurent Brossoit, the other goalie in training camp, when the Heat host the Utica Comets in an exhibition game on Sunday (7 p.m., Abbotsford Entertainment and Sports Centre). He'll make the decision in consultation with Clint Malarchuk and Jordan Sigalet, goalie coaches for the Flames and Heat, respectively.

• To this point of training camp, Ward has enjoyed the youthful makeup of the Heat roster.

"For the most part, we had good energy," he said. "Guys are a little bit more willing to do what I think they need to do, versus if you're a Ben Walter or a Krys Kolanos, it's more like, 'I'll ease myself into this.' They're eager and they're hungry."

Defenceman Arsene aims to stay at home, lands tryout with Heat

By Dan Kinvig - Abbotsford News
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Dean Arsene is hoping to take one of hockey's quintessential roles, that of the stay-at-home defenceman, to a new, more literal level this season.

The term has always fit the 33-year-old like a well-worn hockey glove – he's carved out an admirable pro career by doing the dirty work in the defensive zone, sacrificing personal glory for the good of the team.

But after plying his trade in nine different cities in the ECHL, AHL and NHL over the past 12 years, the Abbotsford Minor Hockey product's main priority heading into free agency this past summer was simply to play in his hometown.

"I'm kind of getting toward the end of my career, and my agent and I just decided to focus on playing here," Arsene said Friday, following the Abbotsford Heat's first official training camp practice. "This is really the only place I wanted to play."

Arsene's road to Heat camp wasn't necessarily straightforward, despite the fact that he's quietly built a resumé as one of the more decorated AHLers of the past decade. He won Calder Cups in 2006 and 2009 with the Hershey Bears, and has served as captain for four franchises: Hershey, the Springfield Falcons, the Peoria Rivermen and the Portland Pirates.

Arsene spent the 2012-13 season with the St. John's IceCaps, and at the conclusion of the campaign, he approached Heat head coach Troy Ward about the possibility of a homecoming.

"He said, 'Hey, my wife and kids live here, and I'd really like to play in Abby,'" Ward recounted.

But with the NHL parent Calgary Flames in rebuilding mode and making plans to assimilate a bumper crop of rookie pros at the AHL level, Arsene had to wait to see if there would be a fit for him in Abbotsford.

He waited, in fact, until Wednesday – just two days before the Heat training camp opened – when he got a call from Craig Conroy, the Flames' special assistant to the GM, offering a pro tryout contract.

"This isn't a business where we just reward hometown people . . . that's not the way the world works in professional hockey," Ward noted. "But because of Dean's past, his character, his leadership . . . he just represents everything you'd want.

"He's a guy who wants to live and breathe the colours and represent the city, and that's a win-win. We'll see what happens with the whole thing, but right now, he's getting an opportunity, and I'm happy for him."

It's not hard to see that the Heat could use someone of Arsene's ilk. Steve Begin, a 35-year-old centre who has 524 NHL games under his belt, was signed late last month to provide some veteran seasoning on an otherwise youthful roster, but he was injured during Flames training camp and Ward doesn't know when he'll be available.

Regardless of Begin's status, Arsene knows the Heat have a need for solid, exemplary veterans. His game, by his own description, "isn't fancy by any stretch of the imagination" – he's never mustered more than three goals in a season at the AHL level, but he's eclipsed the 100-penalty-minute plateau six times.

"With the young crew here, I'm just trying to bring a veteran presence and help teach the young guys," said Arsene, who suited up for 13 NHL games with the Edmonton Oilers in 2009-10.

"I keep it simple, play hard, try to do the little things right, and lead by example. I'm trying to do that from Day 1 and turn the tryout into a contract.

"Ever since the team came into Abbotsford, I always wanted to play here . . . it would be a dream."

ICE CHIPS:

• Ward had no additional information on Begin's status.

"If I don't see the whites of his eyes, I don't (worry about injury details)," he said. "We expect him to be here if he's healthy, I just don't know when he'll be healthy."

• Heat training camp resumes on Saturday with a 10 a.m. practice at the Abbotsford Entertainment and Sports Centre, and is open to the public. The team plays its lone exhibition game Sunday, when the Utica Comets – the Vancouver Canucks' affiliate – come to town for a 7 p.m. tilt.

New-look Heat set to host Canucks farm team on Sunday

By Dan Kinvig - Abbotsford News
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We're still several weeks away from finding out precisely what the Abbotsford Heat's season-opening roster will look like, but the prevalence of peach fuzz is sure to be a defining trait.

With the NHL parent Calgary Flames undergoing an epic tear-it-to-the-ground roster renovation, having traded away veteran stars like Jarome Iginla and Jay Bouwmeester in exchange for prospects and draft picks, Abbotsford becomes ground zero for the rebuild.

The composition of the AHL club will trend toward the youthful end of the spectrum this season – wizened elders like Ben Walter, Quintin Laing, Krys Kolanos and Joe Callahan have departed since the end of the Heat's playoff-less 2012-13 campaign, making room for rookie pros like Markus Granlund, Ben Hanowski and Tyler Wotherspoon to fill their skates (providing they don't crack the Flames roster out of training camp).

Heat head coach Troy Ward and new assistant coach Robbie Ftorek are charged with shepherding the youngsters obtained by the organization into NHL-ready contributors, ideally sooner rather than later.

"We're trying to elevate the status of the whole organization in a fast-paced way," Ward acknowledged in a phone interview with The News on Tuesday. "As much as you're patient and you're teaching, you've got to be disciplined and you've got to be hard (on the players) at times. We've got to get a lot out of the young people.

"We'll be extremely young, which is good . . . we'll maybe only have one or two, or maybe someday three, vets. That's significantly different for our fans in Abby. But it's exciting as a coach."

On Wednesday, the Flames are slated to make their first cuts and assign a wave of players to Abbotsford. Players will be traveling on Wednesday and Thursday, with the first on-ice training camp session set for 10 a.m. Friday at the Abbotsford Entertainment and Sports Centre (AESC). Practices are open to the public.

The first opportunity to take a gander at the new-look Heat in a game situation comes this Sunday, when they host the Utica Comets – the Vancouver Canucks' freshly minted AHL affiliate – in an exhibition tilt (7 p.m., AESC).

It's the first time since 2010-11 that the Heat will face an AHL opponent in the preseason, owing to their far-flung location relative to the rest of the league.

"We have some tryout guys coming in because we have a new affiliation with Alaska (the ECHL's Aces), so we'll take a look at some guys," Ward said, looking ahead to the exhibition game. "But 95 per cent of our players are going to be coming from Calgary."

Ward helmed the Flames' prospect squad at the Young Stars tournament in Penticton earlier this month, and transitioned from there into the NHL club's training camp. Asked who among the youngsters has impressed him in the early going, he declined to delve into specifics.

"To be honest with you, I don't know if there's really one guy," he said. "I think everybody's having a little blip of the screen, so to speak. They're all doing OK.

"The reason I say that is, now we've got to figure out the whole emotional toll of being cut (on Wednesday) . . . That's a real hard time. It's a little bit of a work in progress."

Ex-Heat forward Howse has contract terminated by Flames

By Staff Writer - Abbotsford News
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Former Abbotsford Heat forward Ryan Howse had his contract terminated by the Calgary Flames last week.

Howse, a prolific goal-scorer with the WHL's Chilliwack Bruins during his junior days, was a third-round draft choice by the Flames in 2009. But the Prince George native never really found traction at the AHL level after turning pro in 2011.

Howse began his rookie year with a month-long stint on the sideline to address fitness and nutrition issues, and he responded well to the discipline, returning to post nine points (six goals, three assists) in 39 games largely in a bottom-six role.

Last season, with the Heat boasting unprecedented depth in the forward corps during the NHL lockout, he began the campaign with the ECHL's Utah Grizzlies and only ended up getting into 20 games with Abbotsford, mustering just one assist in 20 games.

Howse did not report for rookie camp earlier this month, indicating to the Flames that he'd lost his passion for hockey. He cleared unconditional waivers on Sept. 11, and the team terminated his contract.

"He had gone through Craig Conroy (Flames special assistant to the general manager) actually and had indicated that he wasn't sure that he wanted to play," Calgary GM Jay Feaster stated in a press release. "Craig talked to him and tried to convince him that his heart should be in it.

"As he said, 'Are you sure you want me to go to Jay? Because if I tell Jay this is what you're thinking, then it's kind of in the stream and kind of out of your control.' And he said, 'Yeah, I don't want to play. My heart's not in it.'"

Flames, Heat prospects excel at NHL Young Stars tourney

By Staff Writer - Abbotsford News
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Future members of the Abbotsford Heat were in Penticton last weekend, winning two of three games with the Calgary Flames prospects squad at the Young Stars tournament.

The Flames opened the tourney with a 5-2 triumph over the Edmonton Oilers last Thursday behind a pair of goals from rookie pro Markus Granlund and singles from Heat alum Max Reinhart and 2013 first-round draftees Sean Monahan and Emile Poirier. Goalie Laurent Brossoit, another rookie pro who will be battling for playing time in Abbotsford this season, stopped 17 of 19 shots in the win.

Joni Ortio, a netminder who began the 2011-12 season with Abbotsford before returning home to play in Finland, was the story in the Flames prospects' 4-1 win over the Vancouver Canucks on Friday. Ortio made 40 saves, while Monahan, Dylan Smoskiwitz, John Ramage and Eric Roy scored the Flames' goals.

The Flames contingent wrapped up the tourney with a 3-2 loss to the San Jose Sharks on Sunday. Surrey native Brossoit made 31 saves, while Granlund and Corban Knight accounted for the Calgary goals.

The prospects squad returned to Calgary for an exhibition vs. the University of Calgary Dinos on Monday prior to the opening of Flames training camp. Michael Ferland, who began last season with the Heat before heading back to the Western Hockey League, set the pace with two goals, while Smoskiwitz, Sven Baertschi, Ben Hanowski and Zach Davies also tallied.

 AHL ALL-STAR GAME TO FEATURE SWEDISH SQUAD

Former Heat goalie Danny Taylor, who signed with Färjestad BK of the Swedish Elite League in May, will be making a return to North America somewhat sooner than expected.

The AHL unveiled a new format for its all-star game on Tuesday. The contest, to be staged in St. John's, Nfld. on Feb. 12 and preceded by a skills competition the day before, will feature a squad of AHL all-stars facing off against Färjestad. It will be televised nationally on Sportsnet, and will mark the first time a team from Sweden's top league will compete in North America.
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North American players

International players

Player

Team

Position

Height

Weight

QUEBEC MAJOR JUNIOR HOCKEY LEAGUE 

A SKATERS 

Ivan Barbashev Moncton LW 6'1 185 

B SKATERS 

Nicolas Aube-Kubel Val-d'Or RW 5'11 187 

Daniel Audette Sherbrooke LW 5'8 177 

Clark Bishop Cape Breton C 5'11.5 183 

Nikolaj Ehlers Halifax LW 5'11.5 162 

Nikita Lyamkin Chicoutimi D 6'4 175 

Julien Nantel Rouyn-Noranda RW 6'0 193 

Alexis Pepin Charlottetown LW 6'2 229 

C SKATERS 

Nikolas Brouillard Drummondville D 5'10.5 158 

Jonathan Deschamps Sherbrooke D 6'2 205 

Vaclav Karabacek Gatineau RW 5'11.75 182 

Cody Donaghey Quebec D 6'0.5 184 

Olivier Leblanc Saint John D 5'11.5 157 

Raphael Maheux Quebec D 6'1 212 

Daniel Moynhan Halifax LW 6'0.25 180 

Carl Neill Sherbrooke D 6'0.5 215 

Francis Perron Rouyn-Noranda C 5'11.5 166 

Brandon Shea Quebec C 6'1 212 

Juraj Siska Saint John C 6'2 194 

Jacob Sweeney Moncton D 6'4 218 

B GOALTENDERS 

Mason McDonald Acadie-Bathurst G 6'4 177 

C GOALTENDERS 

Julio Billia Chicoutimi G 5'10.5 164 

Storm Phaneuf Shawinigan G 6'2 208 

Steven Veilleux Victoriaville G 6'0.5 202 

WESTERN HOCKEY LEAGUE 

A SKATERS 

Chase De Leo Portland C 5'9 177 

Leon Draisaitl Prince Albert C 6'1.75 208 

Haydn Fleury Red Deer D 6'2.5 198 

Julius Honka Swift Current D 5'10 167 

Brycen Martin Swift Current D 6'1.75 184 

Sam Reinhart Kootenay C 6'0.75 185 

Jake Virtanen Calgary RW 6'0.75 208 

B SKATERS 

Conner Bleackley Red Deere RW 6'0.5 192 

Jayce Hawryluk Brandon C 5'10.25 186 

Joseph Hicketts Victoria D 5'7.25 180 

Waltteri Hopponen Everett LW 6'1.25 187 

Ivan Nikolishin Everett C 5'8.25 158 

Nelson Nogier Saskatoon D 6'2.25 191 

Brayden Point Moose Jaw C 5'9.5 160 

C SKATERS 

Tomas Andrlik Prince Albert D 5'11.25 182 

Rourke Chartier Kelowna C 5'10.5 173 

Reid Duke Lethbridge C 5'11.5 189 

Tanner Faith Kootenay D 6'3.25 211 

Radel Fazleyev Calgary C 6'0.75 176 

Justin Gutierrez Tri-City LW 6'3.75 184 

Joshua Hanson Portland D 6'3.25 207 

Edson Harlacher Kamloops D 6'2 187 

Jared Hauf Seattle D 6'4.75 212 

Keegan Iverson Portland C/RW 6'0.75 219 

Spenser Jensen Medicine Hat D 6'4 191 

Justin Marreck Tri-City LW 6'3 190 

Dysin Mayo Edmonton D 5'11.75 181 

Tyler Sandhu Everett C 5'10 162 

Colin Shirley Kootenay LW 6'1.5 180 

Alexei Sleptsov Moose Jaw D 5'11.5 160 

Ty Stanton Medicine Hat D 6'3.75 179 

Dominic Turgeon Portland C 6'1.75 198 

Taylor Vickerman Tri-City LW 5'11.25 194 

C GOALTENDERS 

Payton Lee Vancouver G 6'0.25 176 

Austin Lotz Everett G 6'0 188 

ONTARIO HOCKEY LEAGUE 

A SKATERS 

Samuel Bennett Kingston LW 6'0.25 178 

Blake Clarke North Bay LW 6'1 197 

Michael Dal Colle Oshawa C/LW 6'1.5 179 

Aaron Ekblad Barrie D 6'3.5 216 

Joshua Ho Sang Windsor C/LW 5'11 166 

Jared McCann Sault Ste. Marie C/LW 6'0.25 179 

Roland McKeown Kingston D 6'0.75 197 

Matt Mistele Plymouth LW 6'2 190 

Nicholas Ritchie Peteborough LW 6'2.25 231 

Spencer Watson Kingston RW 5'9.5 166 

B SKATERS 

Connor Chatham Plymouth RW 6'2 224 

Anthony DeAngelo Sarnia D 5'10.75 175 

Robert Fabbri Guelph C 5'10 166 

Nikolai Goldobin Sarnia RW 5'11.5 178 

Aaron Haydon Niagara D 6'2.75 197 

Kevin Labanc Barrie LW 5'10.5 186 

Brendan Lemieux Barrie RW 6'0 206 

Ryan MacInnis Kitchener C 6'3.5 185 

Jacob Middleton Ottawa D 6'2.75 208 

Brendan Perlini Niagara LW 6'2.5 205 

Alex Peters Plymouth D 6'3.25 207 

Brandon Prophet Saginaw D 6'2 202 

Brandon Robinson North Bay LW 6'2.75 200 

C SKATERS 

Phil Baltisberger Guelph D 6'0.5 212 

Greg Betzold Peterborough C/LW 6'1.5 195 

Damian Bourne Mississauga LW 6'4 218 

Joshua Burnside Mississauga LW 5'11.5 183 

Josh Carrick Barrie D 5'10.5 169 

Kyle Jenkins Sault Ste. Marie D 6'0 160 

Jaden Lindo Owen Sound RW 6'1 201 

Alex Lintuniemi Ottawa D 6'3 231 

Nicholas Magyar Kitchener RW 6'1.75 194 

Alexander Protapovich Niagara C 6'2 186 

Yannick Rathgeb Plymouth D 6'0.5 189 

Damir Sharipzyanov Owen Sound D 6'1.25 192 

Pius Suter Guelph C/LW 5'10.5 153 

Ryan Verbeek Windsor C/LW 5'11.5 190 

Nikita Yazkov Windsor LW 6'1 187 

A GOALTENDERS 

Alex Nedeljkovic Plymouth G 6'0 184 

B GOALTENDERS 

Brent Moran Niagara G 6'3.5 186 

Nikita Serebryakov Saginaw G 5'11.25 170 

C GOALTENDERS 

Michael Giugovaz Peterborough G 6'0 166 

Brandon Halverson Sault Ste. Marie G 6'3.75 181 

Matthew Mancini Guelph G 6'2.25 178 

Devin Williams Erie G 5'11.75 165 

UNITED STATES HOCKEY LEAGUE 

A SKATERS 

Dylan Larkin USA U-18 C 6'0.75 190 

Sonny Milano USA U-18 LW 5'11.5 183 

Nick Schmaltz Green Bay C 5'11.5 172 

B SKATERS 

Anders Bjork USA U-18 LW 5'11.75 182 

Ryan Collins USA U-18 D 6'5 202 

Lawton Courtnall Waterloo LW 5'11 172 

Jack Dougherty USA U-18 D 6'1 186 

Shane Eiserman Dubuque LW 6'1.5 200 

Jack Glover USA U-18 D 6'3.25 190 

Ryan Hitchcock USA U-18 LW 5'10 170 

Josh Jacobs Indiana D 6'1.75 193 

Jonathan MacLeod USA U-18 D 6'1.5 200 

Seamus Malone Dubuque C 5'9.25 165 

Ryan Mantha Sioux City D 6'4.5 225 

Cody Milan Sioux Falls C 6'0.75 178 

Austin Poganski Tri-City RW 6'1.25 198 

Alex Tuch USA U-18 RW 6'3.5 213 

Chris Wilkie Tri-City C 5'10.5 183 

C SKATERS 

Anthony Angello Omaha C 6'3.75 190 

Louis Belpedio USA U-18 D 5'10.5 193 

Nathan Billitier USA U-18 D 5'11 180 

Michael Eyssimont Fargo C 5'10.75 175 

Jared Fiegl USA U-18 LW 6'1 206 

Mark Friedman Waterloo D 5'10.5 185 

Shane Gersich USA U-18 C/LW 5'11 175 

Blake Hillman Dubuque D 6'1 170 

Dakota Joshua Sioux Falls C 6'1.5 182 

Karson Kuhlman Dubuque RW 5'10 175 

Maxim Letunov Youngstown C 6'2.25 155 

Connor McDonald Chicago D 6'0.25 168 

Drew Melanson Omaha LW 5'10.75 170 

Mason Morelli Fargo LW 5'11.25 185 

Janik Moser Muskegon D 5'10.5 187 

Dylan Pavelek USA U-18 RW 5'10.5 190 

Neal Pionk Sioux City D 5'11 170 

Jacob Pritchard Indiana LW 5'11.75 178 

Kiefer Sherwood Youngstown C/RW 5'11.25 180 

Nolan Stevens USA U-18 LW 6'2.75 183 

Luke Stork Youngstown C 5'11.5 180 

Ryan Tait Omaha C/RW 5'9 176 

Peter Tischke Chicago D 6'1.0 193 

Hunter Warner Waterloo D 6'2.25 202 

Joe Wegwerth USA U-18 RW 6'3 230 

B GOALTENDERS 

Hayden Lavigne Tri-City G 6'2.75 182 

Edwin Minney USA U-18 G 6'4.25 191 

Blake Weyrick USA U-18 G 6'3 203 

C GOALTENDERS 

Cameron Hackett Green Bay G 6'0.75 208 

Jason Pawloski Indiana G 6'0.25 184 

NCAA 

EAST COAST ATHLETIC CONFERENCE 

C SKATERS 

Clint Lewis Cornell D 6'2.5 200 

Parker Reno Rensselear D 6'1 193 

HOCKEY EAST 

A GOALTENDERS 

Thatcher Demko Boston College G 6'4 182 

WESTERN COLLEGIATE HOCKEY ASSOCIATION 

C SKATERS 

Brendan Harms Bemidji State RW 5'11.5 174 

BIG TEN CONFERENCE 

C SKATERS 

Evan Allen U of Michigan C 5'10 200 

Alex Kile U of Michigan LW 5'11.25 190 

CANADIAN JUNIOR HOCKEY LEAGUES 

ALBERTA JUNIOR HOCKEY LEAGUE 

B SKATERS 

Tanner MacMaster Camrose C 5'9.25 156 

C SKATERS 

Rhett Gardner Okotoks C 6'1 174 

Brandon Hickey Spruce Grove D 6'2 180 

BRITISH COLUMBIA HOCKEY LEAGUE 

B SKATERS 

Jack Ramsey Penticton RW 6'1.5 172 

C SKATERS 

Demico Hannoun Vernon C 6'0 185 

Luke Ripley Powell River D 6'3.75 195 

C GOALTENDERS 

Hunter Miska Penticton G 6'0.25 180 

CENTRAL CANADIAN HOCKEY LEAGUE 

C SKATERS 

Brett Garvey Brockville D 5'11 174 

Kelly Summers Carleton Place D 6'1 195 

ONTARIO JUNIOR HOCKEY LEAGUE 

B SKATERS 

Jake Evans St. Michaels C 6'0 174 

C SKATERS 

Jared Walsh St. Michaels D 5'9.75 174 

U.S. JUNIOR HOCKEY LEAGUES 

NORTH AMERICAN HOCKEY LEAGUE 

C SKATERS 

Kristofers Bindulis Soo Eagles D 6'1 168 

Parker Tuomie Wenatchie RW 5'7.75 175 

Logan Vonruden Minnesota Magicians D 6'2 187 

B GOALTENDERS 

Chase Perry Wenatchee G 6'3 185 

C GOALTENDERS 

Drew Vogler Topeka G 6'0.5 200 

UNITED STATES PREMIER HOCKEY LEAGUE - PREMIER DIVISION 

C SKATERS 

Brendan Robbins Islanders IHC RW 6'0.75 180 

Beau Starrett South Shore LW 6'4 190 

James Winkler Portland Jr. Pirates RW 6'2.5 194 

U.S. HIGH SCHOOL EAST 

HIGH-CT 

C SKATERS 

Will Brophy Westminster D 6'3.5 193 

James Gobetz Salisbury D 6'2 188 

Mike Lee The Gunnery D 5'11.25 165 

Evan Smith Salisbury LW 6'0 190 

Mitchell Smith Salisbury LW 5'11 182 

C GOALTENDERS 

Joseph Lissak Taft School G 6'1.5 203 

Sam Tucker Choate-Rosemary G 6'1.25 177 

HIGH-MA 

B SKATERS 

Ryan Donato Dexter School C/LW 6'0.25 174 

Miles Gendron Rivers Academy D 6'1.5 173 

C SKATERS 

John-Claude Brassard Nobles D 5'10 180 

Robert Carpenter Austin Prep C 5'10 183 

William Feeney Dexter School D 6'1.75 202 

Michael Turner Cushing Academy LW 6'1.5 208 

C GOALTENDERS 

Robert McGovern Thayer Academy G 6'4 245 

HIGH-NH 

C SKATERS 

Tyler Bird Kimball Union RW 6'1.5 202 

Joey Dudek Kimball Union C 5'11.25 178 

Dominic Franco Kimball Union RW 6'2.75 183 

HIGH-NJ 

C SKATERS 

Chad Otterman Delbarton LW 6'2.5 192 

U.S. HIGH SCHOOL WEST 

HIGH-MN 

B SKATERS 

Dylan Malmquist Edina High C 5'10.25 171 

Luc Snuggerud Eden Prairie D 6'0.25 180 

Steven Spinner Eden Prairie C 5'11.5 196 

Alexander Falconer Shattuck-St. Mary's Prep C 6'1.5 170 

Tyler Nanne Edina D 5'10 174 

Alex Rodriguez Shattuck-St. Mary's Prep LW/RW 5'11.25 176 

Tyler Sheehy Burnsville RW 5'9 180 

Mitchell Slattery Hill-Murray LW 5'11.5 185 

C SKATERS 

Chase Phelps Shattuck-St. Mary's Prep LW 6'0.25 178 

Nick Wolff Eagan D 6'3.5 200 

HIGH-WI 

B SKATERS 

Matthew Berkovitz Ashwaubenon D 6'1 180 

C SKATERS 

Chuck Bennis Eau Claire Memorial D 6'2.25 205 

Charley Graaskamp Eau Claire Memorial C/RW 6'0.75 176 

Cooper Watson Appleton North D 6'2.25 172 

Michael Wilson Fond Du Loc LW 5'11.75 175 

U.S. MIDGET AAA WEST 

C GOALTENDERS 

Sean Cleary Lake Forest Academy G 6'2.25 185 

Jake Kielly Victory Honda U-18 G 6'2.25 184 

Player

Team

Position

Height

Weight

FINLAND 

A SKATERS 

Kasper Kapanen Kalpa RW 5'11 172 

C SKATERS 

Joose Antonen JYP LW/RW 6'1.5 183 

Juuso Ikonen Blues LW/RW 5'9 169 

Aleksi Mustonen Jokerit C 5'9 161 

C GOALTENDERS 

Ville Husso HIFK G 6'2 192 

FINLAND-JR 

B SKATERS 

Juho Lammikko Assat Jr. RW 6'1.5 189 

C SKATERS 

Markus Haapanen HPK Jr. D 5'10 176 

Manu Honkanen TPS Jr. LW 5'11 180 

Joona Jaaskelainen Saipa Jr. RW 5'9.25 161 

Antti Kalapudas Karpat Jr. C 6'0 161 

Antti Kauppinen Tappara Jr. LW 5'11 176 

Miro Keskitalo Jokerit Jr. D 6'2 176 

Joel Kiviranta Jokerit Jr. RW 5'10 167 

Teemu Lamsa TPS Jr. C 6'3.25 200 

Atte Makinen Jokerit Jr. LW 5'9.75 167 

Miro Makinen Jokerit Jr. C 5'10.5 163 

Atte Makinen Tappara Jr. D 6'3 206 

Jere Rouhiainen Tappara Jr. D 6'0.5 165 

Eetu Sopanen Pelicans Jr. D 6'5 222 

Joni Tuulola HPK Jr. D 6'1.5 180 

Ville Vainola Pelicans Jr. D 6'0 174 

B GOALTENDERS 

Kaapo Kahkonen Blues Jr. G 6'1.5 209 

C GOALTENDERS 

Mikael Saari Ilves Jr. G 6'1.25 178 

RUSSIA 

B SKATERS 

Vladimir Tkachyov Omsk LW 5'9 146 

C SKATERS 

Nikita Tryamkin Yekaterinburg D 6'7 228 

RUSSIA JR. 

B SKATERS 

Vladislav Gavrikov Yaroslavl 2 D 6'2 198 

Vladislav Kamenev Magnitogorsk 2 LW 6'2 176 

Arkhip Nekolenko Spartak 2 LW 6'2 176 

Alexander Sharov CSKA2 LW 6'1.5 189 

Evgeni Voronkov CSKA2 D 6'1 191 

C SKATERS 

Nikita Cherepanov Yaroslavl 2 D 6'1 178 

Nikolai Demidov Spartak 2 D 6'0 187 

Nikolai Denisenko Yaroslavl 2 RW 6'0 176 

Ivan Igumnov MVD Balashikha 2 RW 5'9 163 

Artur Lauta Omsk 2 RW 5'11 169 

Dmitry Lebedev Yekaterinburg 2 D 6'5 176 

Mark Marin Kazan 2 D 6'1 187 

Edward Nasybulin Kazan 2 D 5'9 147 

Roman Nikolayev MVD Balashikha 2 RW 6'0 209 

Yegor Ogiyenko CSKA 2 D 5'11 180 

Denis Orlovich'Grudkov SKA St. Petersburg 2 LW 6'0 174 

Ivan Silayev CSKA 2 RW 5'9 176 

Ilya Skvortsov Yaroslavl 2 LW 5'11 191 

Andrei Svetlakov CSKA 2 RW 6'0 191 

Yegor Tsvetkov Yaroslavl 2 D 5'11 178 

Pavel Zhdakin MVD Balashikha 2 LW 6'1 176 

Nikita Zhuldikov Chelyabinsk 2 D 6'3 196 

Artyom Zub Khabarovsk 2 D 6'1 179 

B GOALTENDERS 

Igor Shesterkin Spartak 2 G 6'0 183 

C GOALTENDERS 

Sergei Korobov SKA St. Petersburg 2 G 6'3 202 

Vyacheslav Novitsky Omsk 2 G 6'0 175 

Ivan Starostin Novokuznetsk 2 G 5'11 156 

SWEDEN 

A SKATERS 

Jakub Vrana Linkoping C 5'11 185 

B SKATERS 

Lucas Wallmark Luluea C 5'10.5 175 

SWEDEN-2 

A SKATERS 

William Nylander Rogle C/RW 5'11 169 

David Pastrnak Sodertalje RW 6'0 167 

SWEDEN-JR. 

A SKATERS 

Adrian Kempe Modo Jr. LW 6'1.5 187 

B SKATERS 

Sebastian Aho Skelleftea Jr. D 5'9.25 165 

Kevin Fiala HV 71 Jr. LW 5'10 180 

August Gunnarsson Farjestad Jr. RW 6'0 176 

Emil Johansson HV 71 Jr. D 5'11.75 194 

Anton Karlsson Frolunda Jr. RW 6'1.25 187 

Oskar Lindblom Brynas Jr. LW 6'1.25 191 

Daniel Muzito Bagenda Modo Jr. LW 6'1 198 

Adam Ollas Mattsson Djurgarden Jr. D 6'4 209 

Lawrence Pilut HV 71 Jr. D 5'11.75 165 

C SKATERS 

Julius Bergman Frolunda Jr. D 6'1 187 

Victor Ejdsell Farjestad Jr. LW 6'4 180 

Lukas Ekestahl Jonsson Modo Jr. D 5'11 161 

Kevin Elgestal Frolunda Jr. RW 6'1 176 

Andreas Englund Djurgarden Jr. D 6'3.25 189 

Pierre Engvall Frolunda Jr. LW 6'3.5 191 

Erik Flood Modo Jr. D 5'11.5 165 

Gustav Forsling Linkoping Jr. D 5'11.25 176 

Axel Holmstrom Skelleftea Jr. RW 6'0 198 

Filip Karlsson Rogle Jr. C 5'10.5 167 

William Lagesson Frolunda Jr. D 6'2 196 

Mattias Norstebo Brynas Jr. D 5'11 176 

Anton Ohman Skelleftea Jr. D 5'10 172 

Markus Pettersson Skelleftea Jr. D 6'4 167 

Martin Ronnild Brynas Jr. C 6'0 185 

Henrik Tornqvist Linkoping Jr. RW 6'1 165 

Lukas Vopelka Orebro Jr. RW 6'0.5 180 

B GOALTENDERS 

Jesper Eriksson Skelleftea Jr. G 5'11 183 

Jonas Johansson Brynas Jr. G 6'3.75 196 

Linus Soderstrom Djurgarden Jr. G 6'3.5 187 

CZREP-JR. 

B SKATERS 

Ondrej Kase Chomutov Jr. RW 5'11 165 

Filip Pyrochta Liberec Jr. D 6'0 176 

C SKATERS 

Roman Cermak Jihlava Jr. D 5'11 165 

Pavel Jenys Brno Jr. C 6'1.5 192 

Jakub Kotala ML Boleslav Jr. LW 6'1.75 183 

Dominik Masin Slavia Jr. D 6'2 189 

C GOALTENDERS 

Vitek Vanecek Liberec Jr. G 6'0.75 180 

SLOVAKIA-JR. 

C SKATERS 

Marco Halama Bratislava Jr. C 5'8 153 

Christian Jaros Kosice Jr. D 6'3 201 

SWITZERLAND 

C SKATERS 

Luca Fazzini Lugano LW 5'9 185 

SWITZERLAND-2 

C SKATERS 

Fabian Heldner Visp D 6'4 209 

Silvio Schmutz Thurgau D 6'2 194 

SWITZERLAND-JR. 

C SKATERS 

Patrick Brandli Zug Jr. C 6'0 181 

Luca Hischier Bern Jr. C 6'1 189 

Fabio Hogger Kloten Jr. C 6'0 169 

Simon Kindschi Davos Jr. D 6'3.25 216 

Cedric Maurer Zug Jr. D 5'11 157 

Andy Ritz Langnau Jr. C 5'10 168 

Noah Rod Geneve Jr. RW 6'0 188 

Noele Trisconi Ambri Jr. LW 5'7 150 

C GOALTENDERS 

Gauthier Descloux Geneve Jr. G 5'10.5 162 

Gilles Senn Davos Jr. G 6'4 190 

DENMARK 

C SKATERS 

Mikkel Aagaard Frederikshavn LW 5'11 150 

Markus Jensen Herning C 5'11 168 

Anders Krogsgaard Esbjerg D 5'10 168 

Mathias Lassen Rodovre D 6'0 176 

DENMARK-2 

C GOALTENDERS 

Thomas Lillie Vojens G 5'11 172 

GERMANY 

C SKATERS 

Tim Bender EHC Munchen D 5'11.5 176 

C GOALTENDERS 

Kevin Reich EHC Munchen G 6'1.25 198 

GERMANY-2 

Fabio Wagner Landshut Cann. D 6'0 187 

GERMANY-JR. 

C SKATERS 

Stefan Loibl Landshut Jr. RW 6'0.5 173 

Leonhard Niederberger Koln Jr. LW 6'0 156 

Fabio Pfohl Koln Jr. RW 6'0 187 

C GOALTENDERS 

Florian Proske Mannheim Jr. G 5'10.5 156 

Hannibal Weitzmann Rosenheim Jr. G 5'11 194 

Wednesday, October 2, 2013

Game #5 - Edmonton at Wheat Kings (October 2, 2013) 

Goaltenders

35. Curtis Honey

 33. Jordan Papirny

Defencemen

3. Nick Walters - 2. Ryan Pulock

 7. Eric Roy - 9. Rene Hunter

 11. Taylor Green - 5. Colton Waltz

Forwards

 17. John Quenneville - 20. Chad Robinson - 22. Braylon Shmyr

 13. Rihards Bukarts - 23. Tim McGauley - 18. Richard Nejezchleb

19. Taylor Cooper - 28. Quintin Lisoway - 24. Jens Meilleur

 15. Jack Palmer - 26. Ryley Lindgren - 8. Jayce Hawryluk

Notes

 - Brandon scratches tonight are all healthy: D Riley Van Horne, D Kord Pankewicz, D Dominic Thom, F Tyler Coulter, F Brett Kitt and F Jesse Gabrielle.

 - F Richard Nejezchleb takes a three-game goal-scoring streak into tonight's contest (3 G, 2 A)...D Eric Roy is on a four-game point streak (1 G, 7 A)...F Rihards Bukarts is on a three-game point streak (2 G, 2 A).

 - The Wheat Kings have lost seven straight regular season games to the Oil Kings and 11 in a row if you include Edmonton's sweep of Brandon in the second round of the 2012 WHL playoffs.  Brandon last win over the Oil Kings was October 29, 2011.

 - Newly acquired Reid Petryk will not play for the Oil Kings tonight.  Petryk, 20, was acquired from the Everett Silvertips on Tuesday for a third round pick in the 2014 WHL Bantam Draft and a sixth round pick in 2015.

 - Tyler Santos makes his first career WHL start in goal for the Oil Kings.  The 19-year old spent last season with Bonnyville in the AJHL.  He mopped up in the third period of Edmonton's 6-0 loss to Regina on September 25th.

 - After four straight home games to open the season, this is Edmonton's first road game of the year and first of a three-game road trip in the East Division.  The Oil Kings will visit Prince Albert on Friday and Saskatoon on Saturday to close things out.
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Nejezchleb Off to Hot Start 

Richard Nejezchleb (in green) has goals in all three

 games he's played this season 

   It's been a good start to the season for Brandon Wheat Kings' import Richard Nejezchleb.

   The 19-year old has goals in all three games he's played, and leads all Brandon forwards in scoring with three goals and five points.

   "Last year, it took me quite a bit of time to adjust here but, now, I know the guys, I know the rinks and I've adjusted to the smaller ice," said Nejezchleb after Tuesday's practice, "I like the Canadian style of hockey...it's way better than last year."

   The 6-foot-2, 210 pound Czech Republic import has been playing on a line with Latvian Rihards Bukarts and Saskatchewan product Tim McGauley so far this season.

   It's a interesting combination considering their roots, but Nejezchleb says communication hasn't been an issue.

   "Bukarts is doing pretty good for his first year and Tim was my linemate for a good part of last season," said Nejezchleb, "I think we have some good chemistry going on."

   Brandon opens a five-game home stand Wednesday night as they entertain the Edmonton Oil Kings (7:00 p.m., Westman Communications Group Place).

   The Wheat Kings will be trying to nip a two-game losing streak, although one could argue the team deserved a better fate their last time out -- a 4-2 loss in Prince Albert on Saturday night.

   "Good teams don't lose back-to-back.  I thought we performed well on Saturday, we probably deserved points," said assistant coach David Anning Tuesday, "It didn't happen for us and now it's up to us to get back on track here, especially on home ice playing a quality hockey club.

   The return of captain Ryan Pulock meant the Wheat Kings had their first full squad practice of the season on Tuesday, with the club not reporting any injuries heading into Wednesday's matchup against Edmonton.

   Meanwhile, the Oil Kings could have a new face in their lineup for the contest in Brandon.

   Edmonton acquired 20-year old forward Reid Petryk from the Everett Silvertips on Tuesday for a third round pick in the 2014 Bantam Draft and a sixth round selection in 2015.

   Petryk had 16 goals and 40 points in 70 games with the Silvertips last season and was pointless in the only game he played this year.

﻿

Ryan Pulock will make his season debut for the

 Wheat Kings on Wednesday night 

Chaff...The Oil Kings practised in front of 150 kids at the Riverdale Community Centre in Rivers on Tuesday and held an autograph session.  Edmonton head coach Derek Laxdal has held a hockey camp in Rivers the past two summers...on Sunday, Wheat Kings' captain Ryan Pulock and Edmonton captain Curtis Lazar went head-to-head in an NHL pre-season game, with Pulock's Islanders beating Lazar's Senators 4-1.  The two will make their season debuts for their respective WHL teams on Wednesday.

﻿﻿

 at 8:07 AM  0 comments       

Tuesday, October 1, 2013

Pulock Back with Wheat Kings 

Ryan Pulock reacts shortly after scoring a goal

 in the Isles' NHL pre-season game Sunday 

   Ryan Pulock is back in Brandon.

   The Wheat Kings' captain was returned to the team by the NHL's New York Islanders on Monday after spending close to a month with the team that selected him 15th overall in the 2013 NHL Draft.

   "I think they were pretty happy with me.  I feel pretty confident with what I did there over the past month or so," said Pulock after landing at the Winnipeg airport late Monday afternoon, "They told me it was a tough decision for them to make, to send me back, which is kind of what I want to hear.  My job was to go there and try and make the team and I think I did pretty good at that."

   Pulock played in four pre-season games with New York, scoring one goal, one point, having a -2 rating and averaging 17 minutes and 16 seconds of icetime.

   His performance convinced the Islanders to sign the Grandview, Manitoba product to a three-year, entry-level contract this past weekend.

   "Obviously, I'm happy.  They must have some trust in me to sign me to that deal," said Pulock, "They must think I have a chance at having a future there.  That's exciting and I'm definitely happy to get that deal done."

   According to www.capgeek.com, Pulock's deal including a signing bonus of $277,500 plus base salaries of the rookie maximum base salary of $925,000 plus up to $500,000 in performance bonuses.

   Pulock is expected to practice with the Wheat Kings on Tuesday and be in Brandon's lineup for the first time this season on Wednesday night when the Wheat Kings open a five-game home stand by hosting the Edmonton Oil Kings.

   The 6-foot-1, 218 pounder feels he can take what he learned in the NHL for the last month and apply it to his 2013-2014 season with the Wheat Kings.

   "I think it's going to help me a lot.  I think I learned a lot, learned a lot about how much it takes, how hard you have to work every single day to get better," said Pulock, "If I can bring that back to Brandon and do those little things I learned and keep working on the little things, I can improve my game a ton."

   Pulock has 41 goals and 147 points in 196 career WHL games with Brandon and 

Chaff...others returned to the WHL by NHL teams Monday included D Derrick Pouliot (Portland), F Curtis Lazar (Edmonton) and F Hunter Shinkaruk (Medicine Hat)...former Wheat King Scott Glennie was designated as an injured non-roster player by the Dallas Stars Monday after injuring his knee in the pre-season...ex Wheat King Jordin Tootoo was played on the seven-day injured reserve by the Detroit Red Wings...Ottawa assigned former Wheat Kings' captain Mark Stone to their AHL affiliate in Binghamton...Florida loaned former Wheat King Colby Robak to the AHL's San Antonio Rampage...former Wheat King Travis Hamonic is reportedly being treated for a concussion and may missed the New York Islanders season opener later this week....Boissevain product Meyer Nell, 16, has joined the Red Deer Rebels for their swing through the East Division.  Nell was a fifth round pick of Red Deer in the 2012 WHL Bantam Draft.
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Sunday, September 29, 2013

Raiders Complete Sweep of Wheat Kings 

Richard Nejezchleb had a goal and an assist for the Wheat Kings

 on Saturday night 

  Dylan Busenius’ goal with just under four minutes left in the third period lifted the Prince Albert Raiders to a 4-2 victory over the Brandon Wheat Kings on Saturday night.

  Busenius’ shot from just inside the blue line on the right-wing boards deflected off a pair of Wheat Kings’ players and past Brandon goaltender Jordan Papirny, who had a solid first start of the regular season with 27 saves.

  “I thought he made some real good saves.  The save at the start of the second was as good a save as you’re ever going to see,” said Brandon GM/Coach Kelly McCrimmon on CKLQ’s post-game show, “He was solid.  We expected that we would be, and he was.”

  Richard Nejezchleb scored 4:23 into the first period as the Wheat Kings got off to a much better start than they did in Friday’s 8-6 loss to the Raiders, a game that saw Brandon surrender four first period goals.

  Craig Leverton tied the game for Prince Albert in the final minute of the first period, with Rihards Bukarts of the Wheat Kings and Leon Draisaitl of the Raiders exchanging second period goals to send the teams to the third all even.

  The game had an intensity level to it that isn’t normally seen at this stage of the regular season.

  “I thought it was a real good hockey game.  Both teams played really well, disciplined, really good game,” said McCrimmon, “I really thought that our team responded very well, and the disappointing part was not taking points out of the game because, certainly, our effort was good enough.”

  Nejezchleb and Bukarts both finished with a goal and an assist each for Brandon, who’s record fell to 2-2-0-0 with the back-to-back loss in Prince Albert.

  The next action for the Wheat Kings is Wednesday when they open a five-game home stand by hosting the Edmonton Oil Kings (7:00 p.m., Westman Communications Group Place).

Ryan Pulock signed an ELC with the NY Islanders Saturday 

  Earlier on Saturday, the New York Islanders announced that they had signed Wheat Kings’ captain Ryan Pulock to a three-year, entry-level contract.

  Pulock was the Islanders first round pick, 15th overall, in the 2013 NHL Draft.

  “Ryan’s done a lot of work over the years, he’s put himself in a perfect spot. He’s put the time in, he’s an elite player, an elite defenceman in the Western Hockey League and the contract is well deserved,” said Brandon assistant coach David Anning prior to Saturday’s contest, “He’ll be an excellent pro whenever that opportunity presents itself, whether it’s this year or beyond.”

  The contract doesn’t necessarily change a lot about whether or not Pulock spends the 2013-2014 campaign with the Wheat Kings, but was something the Islanders needed to do if they intended on keeping him around to start the NHL season.

  We’ll likely find out more about the Islanders’ intention when NHL teams submit their 23-player rosters to the league for salary cap purposes on Monday.

Chaff...Brandon product Carson Perreaux scored an empty-net goal for the Raiders, his fourth of the season...Killarney product Reid Gow was named captain of the WHL’s Spokane Chiefs on Saturday.
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Saturday, September 28, 2013

Game #4 - Brandon at Prince Albert (September 28, 2013) 

Goaltenders

33. Jordan Papirny

 35. Curtis Honey

Defencemen

9. Rene Hunter - 7. Eric Roy

 3. Nick Walters - 5. Colton Waltz

 11. Taylor Green - 10. Kord Pankewicz 

Forwards

17. John Quenneville - 20. Chad Robinson - 8. Jayce Hawryluk

 19. Taylor Cooper - 28. Quintin Lisoway - 24. Jens Meilleur

 13. Rihards Bukarts - 23. Tim McGauley - 18. Richard Nejezchleb

 21. Tyler Coulter - 26. Ryley Lindgren - 15. Jack Palmer

Notes

 - News late this afternoon that Wheat Kings' captain Ryan Pulock had signed a three-year, entry-level contract with the New York Islanders.  Pulock was the Islanders' first round pick (15th overall) in the 2013 NHL Draft.  Terms weren't announced although based on other signings of 2013 first round picks this year, signing bonus was probably in the $275,000 - $300,000 range with a base salary of $925,000 - $950,000.

 - Pulock's signing probably doesn't change a lot about his status with the Islanders for this season, although it was something they needed to do in order to keep him on the roster once the regular season starts.  I still expect Pulock to be returned to the Wheat Kings before the NHL season starts, possibly as early as Sunday night or Monday.  That's when NHL teams have to submit their 23-player rosters for salary cap purposes.

 - Brandon scratches tonight are Pulock (NY Islanders), D Riley Van Horne (healthy), F Jesse Gabrielle (healthy), F Braylon Shmyr (healthy) F Brett Kitt (healthy) and D Dominic Thom (healthy).  F Tyler Coulter will make his season debut for the Wheat Kings tonight.

 - Caught up with Brandon product Carson Perreaux prior to tonight's game to talk about last night's hat-trick.  That interview on our 880, CKLQ pre-game show.  Neat thing, though, is that Carson's parents are in Prince Albert this weekend and were on hand to see him notch his first career WHL hat-trick.  Carson said he gave his dad the game puck after last night's contest.

 - After this weekend doubleheader in Prince Albert, Brandon heads home for five straight at WCGP starting with Wednesday's game against the Edmonton Oil Kings.
Saturday, September 28, 2013

Wheat Kings Can't Complete Comeback 

Brandon product Carson Perreaux scored his first career

 WHL hat-trick for the Raiders on Friday night 

  The Prince Albert Raiders jumped out to a 4-0 first period lead and went on to an 8-6 victory over the Brandon Wheat Kings on Friday night.

  “So often on the road, those first ten minutes you have to weather that stretch and get your through that point of the game and get your feet underneath you,” said Brandon GM/Coach Kelly McCrimmon on CKLQ’s post-game show, “I just didn’t think we did a good job there at all.”

  Brandon product Carson Perreaux had his first career WHL hat-trick plus an assist for the Raiders, who improved their East Division record to 3-0-0-0.

   Eric Roy had a goal and two assists for the Wheat Kings while Tim McGauley and Richard Nejezchleb added a goal and an assist each.

  Brandon recovered from 4-0 and 6-1 deficits to make it a one-goal game in the third period thanks in part to a power-play that produced three goals on nine opportunities.

  “We had better puck movement, and we moved the puck early as opposed to carrying the puck,” said McCrimmon, whose team went 0-for-7 on the power-play in their first two contests, “I thought we made some good plays, we scored some real nice goals on the power-play which were important in getting us back into the game.”

  Rihards Bukarts, with his first career WHL goal, John Quenneville and Jack Palmer scored the other goals for Brandon while Curtis Honey stopped 37 shots in going the distance in the Wheat Kings’ net.

  Brandon will visit Prince Albert again on Saturday night (7:30 p.m., 880 CKLQ).

Nick Walters (foreground) surprisingly returned

 to Brandon's lineup on Friday night 

  Brandon welcomed defencemen Nick Walters, Taylor Green and Rene Hunter back to their lineup for Friday’s contest.

  The most surprising of the trio was Walters, who was expected to miss the first two months of the regular season because of a hand injury that was believed to need surgery.

  “Second opinion is what changed for Nick, which is good news for Nick and good news for us.  He was originally diagnosed in St. Louis as requiring surgery, but the surgeons in Winnipeg that saw Nick didn’t think that was necessary,” said McCrimmon prior to Friday’s game, “He had a real good week of practice, there were no issues at all so he basically got clearance to play.”

  Green had missed the last two games of the pre-season and first two games of the regular season because of an upper body injury and was playing his first regular season game with Brandon since being acquired from Seattle in August.

  Hunter, meanwhile, missed one game after suffered a head injury in Brandon’s season opener in Moose Jaw last Friday.

Chaff...Virden product Landon Peel notched his first career WHL goal in his 57th career WHL game Friday, helping Kootenay to a 4-3 shootout win over the Lethbridge Hurricanes.  The win was the 210th Ryan McGill behind the Kootenay bench, establishing a new franchise record for the Ice.
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Friday, September 27, 2013

Game #3 - Wheat Kings at Prince Albert (September 27, 2013) 

Goaltenders

35. Curtis Honey

 33. Jordan Papirny

Defencemen

10. Kord Pankewicz - 7. Eric Roy

 3. Nick Walters - 5. Colton Waltz

 11. Taylor Green - 9. Rene Hunter

Forwards

19. Taylor Cooper - 28. Quintin Lisoway - 24. Jens Meilleur

 17. John Quenneville - 20. Chad Robinson - 8. Jayce Hawryluk

 13. Rihards Bukarts - 23. Tim McGauley - 18. Richard Nejezchleb

 22. Braylon Shmyr - 26. Ryley Lindgren - 15. Jack Palmer

Notes

 - Brandon scratches tonight are D Ryan Pulock (NY Islanders), D Riley Van Horne (healthy), D Dominic Thom (healthy), F Jesse Gabrielle (healthy), F Brett Kitt (healthy) and F Tyler Coulter(healthy), although Coulter did take warmup.

 - Nick Walters being in the lineup comes as a bit of a surprise considered the Wheat Kings announced a couple of weeks ago that he was going to be out indefinitely with a hand injury.  I asked Brandon GM/Coach Kelly McCrimmon what changed, and basically it was a second opinion from a doctor in Winnipeg who did not think surgery was necessary.  More on that coming up in our pre-game show on 880, CKLQ tonight.

 - It's the first time the Wheat Kings will face their former head coach Cory Clouston, who is now the bench boss of the Raiders.  I think it's really a non-factor for the players.  Only four of them played for Clouston in 2011-2012, five if you include Tim McGauley (who played 14 games that season).  One of those (Pulock) isn't here and Eric Roy, Jens Meilleur and Curtis Honey are the others.

 - Brandon product Carson Perreaux was pointless in two games to open the season but Raiders' PBP man Drew Wilson told me he's settled in nicely on an 'energy-line' with centre Shane Danyluk and newcomer Craig Leverton.
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Thursday, September 26, 2013

Wheat Kings Anxious for Early Season Test 

Tim McGauley 

   The Brandon Wheat Kings open a weekend doubleheader in Prince Albert on Friday night.

   The Raiders are one of the early season favourites in the Western Hockey League's Eastern Conference, and were #3 in this week's Canadian Hockey League rankings.

   "It's going to be a real good challenge for us, we're just going to go up there and give it everything we've got," said Brandon centre Tim McGauley after practice on Thursday, "We're 2-and-0 right now to start the season off so this is going to be a really good step to see where we're at in this league."

   Both teams are 2-and-0 to start the season, but most prognosticators have vastly different expectations for the two teams for the 2013-2014 campaign.

   Prince Albert is considered by most to be the clear-cut favourite for the East Division title and be one of the top contenders for the Eastern Conference title while the Wheat Kings are coming off a non-playoff year and are generally viewed as a team that'll be in a battle for a playoff spot.

   "This is going to be a real challenge for us, and it's going to be real fun for us too to know where we're at in this league," added McGauley, "We can't wait to get out there and play these guys."

   The Wheat Kings could get a number of players back from their injury list for the twinbill at Art Hauser Centre.

   Taylor Green (upper body), Rene Hunter (upper body) and Nick Walters (upper body) all practiced without restrictions on Thursday and one, two or all three could be in the lineup this weekend.

   Meanwhile, Wheat Kings' GM and Coach Kelly McCrimmon will have a little personal business to take care of prior to Friday's game in Prince Albert as his older brother Brad will posthumously be inducted into the Raiders' Wall of Honour.

﻿﻿﻿﻿

Brad McCrimmon was a member

 of the PA Raiders from 1974-1976 

   Brad McCrimmon played for the Raiders for two seasons from 1974 to 1976, helping Prince Albert win the first of nine straight Saskatchewan Junior Hockey League titles in 1975-76 and being named the SJHL's Top Defenceman.

   He would go on to play three seasons with the Wheat Kings (1976 to 1979) and 18 seasons in the National Hockey League.

   "It's a nice honour for Brad, and I know our family is really pleased that the Raiders have made the decision to recognize him," said Kelly McCrimmon this week, "Brad played in Prince Albert when they were coached by Terry Simpson.  At that time, they were a member of the Saskatchewan Junior Hockey League and in Junior A hockey circles, the Raiders were one of the top franchises in the country."

   Brad McCrimmon tragically lost his life along with 43 other staff members, players and flight crew when a plane carrying the KHL's Lokomotiv Yaroslavl crashed just after takeoff on September 7, 2011.

   By the way, I also produced a video preview for the weekend and posted it on the 880 CKLQ YouTube Channel. 
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Wednesday, September 25, 2013

Singing the Blues' Praises 

Jens Meilleur 

   The Brandon Wheat Kings' version of the Blue Man Group was very effective on the opening weekend of the Western Hockey League regular season.

   Taylor Cooper, Jens Meilleur and Quintin Lisoway -- who wear blue jerseys in practice -- combined for five goals, eight points and a very impressive +14 rating in the home-and-home sweep of the Moose Jaw Warriors on Friday and Saturday.

   It's that last stat that Meilleur is most proud of.

   "That's what we're going for.  We're trying to be plus players out there.  It all starts in the D Zone," said Meilleur after Tuesday's practice, "If we play good D, we stay structured and the offence is going to come."

   Meilleur had one goal, three points and a +5 rating himself, giving him a great start to the season for the second straight year.

   In 2012-2013, the Elie, Manitoba product had three goals and six points in the first four games of the season, ultimately finishing the year with 11 goals and 23 points in 64 contests.

   "I have to be more consistent this year, that's what I'm looking to do," said the 20-year old, "It starts by playing simple hockey every game, playing in the D zone and taking care of my zone so then I can go and play in the fun zone."

   Brandon's 2-and-0 record to start the season is something positive, but most fans are taking a wait-and-see approach with a team that jumped out to a 4-and-0 start a year ago before limping to a 24-40-4-4 finish.

   However, Meilleur says there's a different feel about the team this September.

   "I think everyone is starting to buy in, and that's the key to our success.  If they're going to play the structure that Kelly (GM/Coach McCrimmon) is teaching us every day, then things will work out for us," said Meilleur, "He doesn't tell us what to do for nothing, the systems we're going to play are going to work for us."

   Brandon is prepping for a weekend doubleheader against the East Division favourites, the Prince Albert Raiders, this Friday and Saturday at the Art Hauser Centre.

Chaff...Wheat Kings' captain Ryan Pulock remains with the NHL's New York Islanders.  However, the Grandview product wasn't one of the five rookies practicing with the team's veteran players at Nassau Coliseum Tuesday, which might be an indication that the Isles are preparing to send the blueliner back to Brandon.  Pulock was part of the 'other half' of the Isles' roster that practiced at Iceworks.  The Isles will likely keep Pulock through Sunday, when the team plays a pair of split-squad pre-season games against the Ottawa Senators.
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Monday, September 23, 2013

Campbell Sent Back to Midget 

Duncan Campbell 

   The Brandon Wheat Kings reduced their roster to 26 players Monday evening, assigned 17-year old forward Duncan Campbell to the Brandon AAA Midget Wheat Kings.

   Campbell went pointless in two pre-season games for the Wheat Kings but did not see any action on the opening weekend of the Western Hockey League regular season.

   Campbell's departure and the assignment of 15-year old defenceman 

 Kale Clague to the AMHL's Lloydminster Bobcats on Sunday leaves the Wheat Kings with 26 players on their roster -- 15 forwards, nine defencemen and two goaltenders.

   That includes blueliner Ryan Pulock, who remains with the NHL's New York Islanders.

   Meanwhile, the Wheat Kings were without D Rene Hunter at practice on Monday as he continues to recover from a suspected head injury sustained in Brandon's season opener in Moose Jaw on Friday.

   D Taylor Green (upper body) and D Nick Walters (hand) both practiced Monday in no-contact jerseys.

Monday, September 23, 2013

Hawryluk on NHL Watch List 

Jayce Hawryluk 

   NHL Central Scouting has released their 'North American Ones to Watch' list for the 2014 NHL Draft, and one member of the Brandon Wheat Kings has NHL scouts taking notice.

   Jayce Hawryluk was among the seven WHL B Skaters listed, with seven WHL A Skaters listed including Kootenay's Sam Reinhart, who's in contention to be the first overall pick.

   Red Deer's Hayden Fleury, Swift Current's Brycen Martin and Julius Honka, Portland's Chase De Leo, Prince Albert's Leon Draisaitl and Calgary's Jake Virtanen are the other A 

 Skaters.

   Hawryluk registered one assist in two games during Brandon's opening weekend after scoring 18 goals and 43 points in 61 games last season.

Sunday, September 22, 2013

Clague Headed Home 

Kale Clague 

  It appears Kale Clague's tenure with the Brandon Wheat Kings has come to an end.

  Clague indicated via twitter on Sunday morning that he's heading home to Lloydminster, where he's expected to play with the Alberta Midget Hockey League's Bobcats this season.

﻿

  Clague went pointless and had an even plus/minus rating in the Wheat Kings' season-opening sweep of a home-and-home series with the Moose Jaw Warriors after scoring two goals and five points in four pre-season games with Brandon.

  The 15-year old, who was the sixth overall pick in the 2013 Bantam Draft, didn't look out of place.  Looking forward to seeing him on a full-time basis in 2014-2015.

  Clague's departure would leave the Wheat Kings with 27 players on their roster -- 16 forwards, nine defencemen and two goaltenders.

  One of those nine blueliners is captain Ryan Pulock, who remains with the NHL's New York Islanders.
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Honey of a Start for Wheat Kings 

Curtis Honey stopped 76 of 80 shots in helping Brandon sweep

 Moose Jaw in their season-opening home-and-home series 

   The Brandon Wheat Kings completed a sweep of their season-opening home-and-home series with the Moose Jaw Warriors Saturday night with a 3-1 victory.

   Taylor Cooper followed up his opening night hat-trick by opening the scoring late in the first period while John Quenneville and Chad Robinson also scored for Brandon.

   Goaltender Curtis Honey also played a big role in Saturday's victory, making 40 saves including 21 in the third period.

   Honey said on CKLQ's post-game show that it didn't feel like a game where he faced 40-plus shots.

   "I think that's just part of Moose Jaw putting pucks on the net from the points there," said Honey, "We kept the shots to the outside, and I think we had some really high quality scoring chances."

   Honey came within three minutes and 43 seconds of recording his second career shutout, surrending a power-play goal to Moose Jaw's Brayden Point late in the third period.

   Eric Roy added three assists for the Wheat Kings as Brandon opens a season with a 2-and-0 record for the fifth time in the last seven years.

   "You want to have a good start and for me and for the team, it's big, it just gives us that confidence" added Honey, "It a real good taste of what it's like to win in this league so some of the younger guys.  I think it'll be key moving forward."

   The Wheat Kings are idle until next Friday, when they open a weekend doubleheader in Prince Albert.
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Saturday, September 21, 2013

Game #2 - Moose Jaw at Wheat Kings (September 21, 2013) 

Goaltenders

35. Curtis Honey

 33. Jordan Papirny

Defencemen

10. Kord Pankewicz - 7. Eric Roy

 5. Colton Waltz - 32. Kale Clague

 34. Dominic Thom - 6. Riley Van Horne

Forwards

17. John Quenneville - 20. Chad Robinson - 13. Rihards Bukarts

 15. Jack Palmer - 23. Tim McGauley - 8. Jayce Hawryluk

 19. Taylor Cooper - 28. Quintin Lisoway - 24. Jens Meilleur

 27. Brett Kitt - 26. Ryley Lindgren - 12. Jesse Gabrielle

Notes

 - Rene Hunter (possible concussion), who was injured in the first period of Friday's game in Moose Jaw, is out of the Wheat Kings' lineup tonight while second-year import Richard Nejezchleb (illness) will also sit tonight.

 - Other Brandon scratches are D Ryan Pulock (NY Islanders), D Nick Walters (knuckle), D Taylor Green (upper body), F Tyler Coulter (healthy), F Braylon Shmyr (healthy) and F Duncan Campbell (healthy).

 - In addition to Ryley Lindgren notching his first career WHL goal Friday, there were a couple of other firsts on Friday night.  Dominic Thom picked up his first career point, an assist, and Braylon Shmyr recorded his first career WHL assist.  Shmyr scored in his only appearance with the Wheat Kings last season.

 - The Wheat Kings have won their home opener in 12 of the last 13 years.  The only exception was a 4-3 setback to the Warriors in 2011-2012.  That came after Brandon had opened that season with a win in Moose Jaw.

 - Expect the usual pre-game players introductions and festivities tonight.  I haven't been informed of when the expected puck drop might be, but I would think it's safe to assume around 7:40 p.m. 
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Cooper's Hat-Trick Paces Wheat Kings 

Taylor Cooper had a hat-trick for Brandon in their

 season opener Friday in Moose Jaw 

   Taylor Cooper's hat-trick carried the Brandon Wheat Kings to a 6-3 victory over the Moose Jaw Warriors Friday night in their opening game of the Western Hockey League regular season.

   Cooper, Mr. Opening Night, scored the first goal of the Wheat Kings' regular season for the second straight year and then added the game-winning and insurance goals for his first career WHL hat-trick.

   The 18-year old Cooper scored nine goals as a rookie in 2012-2013 and Brandon GM/Coach Kelly McCrimmon felt his skating ability will allow him to score even more this year.

   "Part of it for Taylor is realizing that he needs to use it, and he pulled away from people tonight and that's what allowed him to get each of his goals, first and foremost, was speed," said McCrimmon on CKLQ's post-game show, "And then, great shots.  They were goal-scorers' goals, every one of them were real good plays."

   Jens Meilleur had a goal and two assists for the Wheat Kings while Ryley Lindgren notched his first career goal and Richard Nejezchleb added an empty-net goal for Brandon.

   Curtis Honey had a solid night in the Wheat Kings' net, stopping 36 shots including all nine he faced in the third period.

   "Probably had the fewest shots on goal in the third period relative to the first or second, but I thought he made his best saves in the third period," said McCrimmon, "He made some really good stops where he was aggressive and he was out.  When you win on the road, you're going to need some saves from the goalie somewhere along the line."

   The win came at a bit of a price for the Wheat Kings as fourth-yaer defenceman Rene Hunter left the game in the first period with an apparent head injury.

   His status for Brandon's home opener against the Warriors on Saturday night is uncertain.

Chaff...the Dallas Stars announced Friday that former Brandon Wheat Kings Scott Glennie will be sidelined 4-to-6 weeks with a knee injury. Glennie sustained the injury in Dallas' pre-season game Wednesday against Florida.

Friday, September 20, 2013

Game #1 - Brandon at Moose Jaw (September 20, 2013) 

Goaltenders

35. Curtis Honey

 33. Jordan Papirny

Defencemen

7. Eric Roy - 9. Rene Hunter

 5. Colton Waltz - 32. Kale Clague

 10. Kord Pankewicz - 34. Dominic Thom

Forwards

17. John Quenneville - 20. Chad Robinson - 18. Richard Nejezchleb

 13. Rihards Bukarts - 23. Tim McGauley - 8. Jayce Hawryluk

 19. Taylor Cooper - 28. Quintin Lisoway - 24. Jens Meilleur

 22. Braylon Shmyr - 26. Ryley Lindgren - 15. Jack Palmer

Notes

 - Brandon scratches on opening night are D Ryan Pulock (still with NY Islanders), D Nick Walters (knuckle), D Taylor Green (upper body), D Riley Van Horne (healthy), F Jesse Gabrielle (healthy), F Tyler Coulter (healthy), F Duncan Campbell (healthy) and F Brett Kitt (healthy).

 - The Wheat Kings open their regular season on the road for the third time in five years.  The club beat Moose Jaw 4-1 in the first ever regular season game on Mosaic Place two years ago (to open the 2011-12 campaign) and lost in Prince Albert 6-1 to open the 2009-2010 campaign.  That loss to the Raiders is the only one for Brandon on opening night in the last 13 years.

 - Six first-year players will be in Brandon's lineup for tonight's contest but only three will be making the WHL regular season debuts in import forward Rihards Bukarts, 15-year old Kale Clague and 17-year old blueliner Dominic Thom.  Braylon Shmyr, Ryley Lindgren and Jordan Papirny all played with the Wheat Kings at some point a year ago.

 - Made the comment on twitter earlier today that it marks a first for me tonight.  It's the first time a Wheat Kings' player will be the son of a former WHLer who played in the league while I was also broadcasting games.  That, of course, is Kale Clague.  Dad Jason was a goaltender with Regina and Red Deer from 1991 to 1994.  Brandon GM/Coach Kelly McCrimmon also said it's the first time he's had a 15-year old in the lineup on opening night. 
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Waltz Earning Respect, Icetime 

Colton Waltz 

   The Brandon Wheat Kings expect Colton Waltz to be a key part of their blueline this season.

   Waltz is entering his second full season with Brandon and, although not officially announced by the team, will be wearing an alternate captain's 'A' on his jersey during the regular season opener Friday night in Moose Jaw.

   "All the guys, we all get along in the room and everyone listens to each other so I don't think it's hard for anyone do that," said Waltz, "I like to lead by example.  I like to also be a bit vocal in the room and get the guys going when we do to but mostly it's leading by example and doing the right things."

   Waltz is quickly emerging as a potential shutdown defenceman, a role the 18-year old product of Vermillion, Alberta says he enjoys.

   "I want to be a physical d-man with lots of defensive responsibilities," said Waltz after practice on Thursday, "I also want to be a leader and show these young guys the ropes and get us back into the win column."

   The 6-foot-1, 187 pound Waltz will be leaned on heavily this weekend as the Wheat Kings open their season with a home-and-home series against Moose Jaw.

   Brandon is minus three returnees on the blueline, with Ryan Pulock still with the NHL's New York Islanders and Taylor Green and Nick Walters out indefinitely with injuries.

   He also has the extra motivation of being part of a Wheat Kings' team that experienced a down year in 2012-2013.

   "There's a huge opportunity ahead of us to show people what we can do," said Waltz, "Last year, we didn't have a strong season and we're looking to make up for that this year."

   Waltz is expected to be paired with 15-year old Kale Clague when Brandon opens the WHL regular season Friday night in Moose Jaw (7:40 p.m., 880 CKLQ).

Chaff...Wheat Kings' captain Ryan Pulock saw 18:23 of icetime in the New York Islanders 5-3 win over the New Jersey Devils in NHL pre-season action Thursday night.  Pulock had one shot, a minor penalty and finished minus-one in his second game of the pre-season.  The Grandview product is expected to be returned to the Wheat Kings next week...former Wheat King Geordie Maguire scored both goals for Regina in the WHL's season opener on Thursday.  The Pats fell 7-2 to the visiting Swift Current Broncos.

  at 11:48 AM  0 comments       

Thursday, September 19, 2013

Roy Set for Season Opener 

Eric Roy is ready for the Wheat Kings' season

 opener on Friday in Moose Jaw 

   Eric Roy was back at practice for the Brandon Wheat Kings on Thursday afternoon after the 19-year old defenceman was sent back to Brandon by the NHL's Calgary Flames on Wednesday.

   Roy missed a chunk of the Flames' training camp because of an abdominal strain buy said after Thursday's practice that he's been cleared to play.

   "Everything's good.  I got cleared by the doctor on Tuesday. They said I could play and I get sent home Wednesday.  I'm just looking forward to starting the season with the Wheat Kings," said Roy, "You want to get off on the right start.  Being at NHL camp was a great experience.  I definitely learned from it and I'm bringing that back to junior."

   Roy's return leaves only captain Ryan Pulock still away at an NHL camp and helps stabilize a Brandon defence core struck by injury along with Pulock's absence.

   19-year old Nick Walters is out for 6-to-8 weeks after he undergoes surgery on a knuckle on his right hand and Taylor Green is out for two weeks with an upper body ailment.

   "Just consistency.  I watched a couple of pre-season games, getting hard back for pucks, working hard every day," said Roy when asked what he learned the most at NHL camp, "Just learning from the older guys, the veterans.  Mark Giordano really taught me well, and I just learned from them."

   Pulock, by the way, will play his second pre-season game on Thursday night when the Islanders visit the New Jersey Devils.

   He was just over 17 minutes of icetime in his pre-season debut Tuesday, a 5-3 loss by the Islanders in Calgary.

Chaff...if and when he returns, Pulock will become the first player to captain the Wheat Kings in back-to-back years since Tim Konsorada in 2003-2004 and 2004-2005...Brandon has yet to announce their alternate captains for this season, but expect that announcement sometime Friday.  Roy, 20-year old forwards Chad Robinson and Jens Meilleur and second-year defenceman Colton Waltz are good bets to fill those roles.
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Lisoway Wants to Contribute at Both Ends 

Quintin Lisoway 

   A return to the playoffs for the Brandon Wheat Kings won't just hinge on doing the 'big things' better than they did in 2012-2013, but a lot of 'little things' as well.

   It's been well documented, including by myself, about the Wheat Kings lack of scoring, defensive woes and specialty teams play last season that, ultimately, caused the team to miss the playoffs for the first time in 13 years.

   But there were a lot of things within games the team also strugged with, one of which was faceoffs.

   The team's lack of prowness in the faceoff circle was particularly prominent on special teams, where the team consistently wasted the first 15-20 seconds of every power-play because they had to chase the puck back into their own end because they couldn't win the faceoff in the offensive zone or, conversely, get stuck in their own zone on the penalty-kill for the same reason.

   Second-year Wheat Kings' centre Quintin Lisoway is one of those that paid attention to that fact, and spent part of the off-season trying to improve that area of his game.

   "Definitely something that I worked on over the summer.  I've really been taking pride in my faceoffs...I know it's an important part of the game," said Lisoway after practice on Wednesday, "It's a key thing if you be put out there in the final minute and get that draw because it's key for us to get the puck out of our zone."

   It's interesting to talk to Lisoway about some of the finer points of playing and contributing in the Western Hockey League.

   A big-time scorer during his minor hockey career, Lisoway scored twice and had five points in 38 games with the Wheat Kings last season.

   The 5-foot-10, 190 pound Neepawa product has found putting the puck in the net much more difficult at the WHL level, but feels his game is much more rounded.

   "I think it's every kids dream to put points up on the board.  I just feel confident going into this year, having one year under my belt," said Lisoway, "I feel I can help the team out offensively but, if not, I feel my defensive play has really picked up and I feel I can fill that role with the Wheat Kings."

   Lisoway is also member of the penalty-kill unit -- a unit that finished dead-last in the WHL last season with a kill rate of just 71.7 per cent.

   He says that's also an area they'll need to be much better in this year.

   Brandon opens the regular season by visiting Moose Jaw on Friday night before hosting the Warriors in their home opener on Saturday (7:30 p.m., Westman Communications Group Place).

Chaff...something new this year is the players will be wearing #'s on the front of their helmets as well as the back, giving fans the opportunity to better identify the players.  It was a move the NHL adopted last year, and the WHL followed suit this year...Moose Jaw and Regina exchanged forwards Wednesday, with the Warriors sending Carter Hansen, 18, to the Pats for Jack Rodewald, 19, and a conditional pick in the 2016 Bantam Draft...the Seattle Thunderbirds claimed F Erik Benoit, 20, off waivers from the Saskatoon Blades on Wednesday.

As seen on Jens Meilleur here, fans will be able to identify players better

 this year thanks to #'s on the front of their helmets! 
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Wednesday, September 18, 2013

Roy Headed Back to Brandon 

Eric Roy 

   Eric Roy is on his way back to the Brandon Wheat Kings.

   The 19-year old defenceman tweeted Wednesday morning that he was on his way back to Brandon.

  Great experience here in Calgary, sucks I was injured, can't wait to be back. Back to Brandon to start the season with the boys!

   Roy has spent the past two weeks in camp with the Calgary Flames, although he missed a chunk of their training camp with an abdominal wall strain.

   Roy was a fifth round pick of the Flames in the 2013 NHL Draft.

   The Wheat Kings open the regular season Friday in Moose Jaw before hosting the Warriors in their home opener on Saturday night.

   Roy's return leaves only captain Ryan Pulock as Wheat Kings' players away at NHL Camps.

   Pulock made his NHL pre-season debut Tuesday night, playing 17:05 in the New York Islanders 5-3 loss in Calgary.

   He was the Islanders first round pick, 15th overall, in the 2013 NHL Draft.

Wednesday, September 18, 2013

Gabrielle Anxious for Season Opener 

     video

Chaff...F Jayce Hawryluk is back practicing with the Wheat Kings this week after missing 10 days with a shoulder injury...Wheat Kings' captain Ryan Pulock made his NHL pre-season debut last night, seeing 17:05 of icetime in the New York Islanders 5-3 loss in Calgary.  Pulock, the Islanders first round pick in the 2013 NHL Draft, had one hit, one shot and two blocked shots in the contest.  Meanwhile, former Wheat Kings' co-captain Matt Calvert isn't seeing any pre-season action for the Columbus Blue Jackets this week.  He's day-to-day with a groin injury. 
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Monday, September 16, 2013

Wheat Kings' Walters Out Indefinitely 

Nick Walters 

   The Brandon Wheat Kings will be without defenceman Nick Walters for at least the first two months of the Western Hockey League regular season.

   Walters is slated to go under the knife to repair damage to a knuckle on his right hand, with recovery and rehabilitation time after surgery expected to be six-to-eight weeks.

   "It's not the best timing for me, and it's not the best situation but no time is a good time for an injury," said Walters, "I'm just focused now and getting me surgery, getting my rehab done and getting back as soon as I can."

   Walters says he's had problems with the knuckle for quite some time but aggravated the injury while playing with St. Louis at the Traverse City Prospects Tournament earlier this month.

   "Over time, just from playing and the type of game I play -- physical, sometimes I fight, sometime I'm in the corner and I bang my hand up against the wall, stuff like that," said Walters, "Just over time, the wear and tear finally did it in.  Right now, it's the worst it's been in a long time."

   Walters had nine assists and a -15 rating in 29 games with the Wheat Kings after being acquired at the January 10th trade deadline from Everett, a deal that also saw Brandon acquire the rights to forward Taylor Sanheim while sending blueliner Ayrton Nikkel and a conditional sixth round pick in the 2015 Bantam draft to the Silvertips.

   "The doctor told me to not even try (playing through it) because the more I bump it, the worse it gets," added Walters, "I'd rather stay away now for a little bit than do it really good and have permanent damage.  I want to play it safe and be back as soon as I can."

   Walters isn't the only Brandon defenceman nursing an injury.

   Taylor Green missed both pre-season games on the weekend with an upper body injury and is expected to miss at least two weeks while Eric Roy skated at the Calgary Flames' training camp Sunday after missing a week of action with an abdominal wall strain.

   Additionally, captain Ryan Pulock is still in camp with the New York Islanders and is expected to make his NHL pre-season debut on Tuesday night in Regina, when the Islanders play the Calgary Flames at the Brandt Centre. 
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Papirny Settling Into Wheat Kings' Goaltending Spot 

Jordan Papirny 

   One position that's been settled for a while for the Brandon Wheat Kings is in goal.

   Since Corbin Boes was traded to Lethbridge at the WHL Bantam Draft on May 2nd, it's been a given that third-year man Curtis Honey and rookie Jordan Papirny would be the Wheat Kings' goaltending duo this season.

   "Being narrowed down to me and Curtis here, it takes a bit of a load off your back but it also gives us a chance to settle in and get a routine down, which I think is really," said Papirny over the weekend, "Especially for practice habits as well, you're not switching off between three or four goalies so that's something I really valued."

   Papirny is coming off a 45 save effort in Saturday's pre-season victory in Regina, and finished the pre-season with a 3.53 goals against average and .907 save percentage.

   The Edmonton product was the playoff MVP in the Alberta Midget Hockey League last season, leading the SSAC Athletics to the league final while recording a 1.61 goals against average, .946 save percentage and four shutouts in 14 playoff games.

   He wasn't too shabby in the regular season either, finishing with a 2.59 GAA and .915 SPCT in 22 contests.

   Papirny was one of Brandon's first round picks in the 2011 Bantam Draft and could have played with the Wheat Kings last year but the 6-foot-0, 170 pound admits now that another season at the AAA Midget level served him well.

   "I wasn't ready  last year and I can sit there and point out specific things but, at the end of the day, I didn't have the confidence, and I knew that," said Papirny, "I think this year is completely different.  I know I can be a goalie in this league, I know I can be a top goalie in this league, I know I can be a top goalie on this team and I think that's the best mindset to have."

   Papirny is also looking forward to working more closely with Wheat Kings' goaltending coach Brent Zelenewich.

   While he talked with Zelenewich periodically last season, Papirny feels when there's an area he needs to work on, it's nice to have someone knowledgable around to help him along the way.

   Brandon is gearing up for the start of the WHL regular season.

   They'll visit Moose Jaw on Friday night before hosting the Warriors in their home opener on Saturday (7:30 p.m., Westman Communications Group Place).

Chaff...Wheat Kings' defenceman Eric Roy was back skating at Calgary Flames' training camp on Sunday.  Roy had been sidelined for nearly a week with an abdominal wall strain...former Wheat Kings' captain Mark Stone saw 13:22 of ice-time for Ottawa in the Senators 3-1 pre-season win over the Jets in Winnipeg on Sunday night...other NHL pre-season action Sunday included former Wheat King Ryan Reaves scoring in St. Louis' 6-5 shootout win over Dallas and former Wheat King Rob Klinkhammer scoring a goal in Phoenix's 5-1 win over Los Angeles. 
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Sunday, September 15, 2013

Wheat Kings' Roster Reduced to 28 

Taylor Sanheim (left) and Jordan Bochinski were assigned

 to MJHL teams by the Wheat Kings on Sunday 

  The Brandon Wheat Kings reduced their roster to 28 players on Sunday by releasing 17-year old forwards Taylor Sanheim and Jordan Bochinski.

  Sanheim, a product of Elkhorn, Manitoba, had one goal and one point in three pre-season games with Brandon this month while Winnipeg product Bochinski did not see any action in the pre-season.

  Sanheim was assigned to the Manitoba Junior Hockey League's Winkler Flyers while Bochinski will join the MJHL's Steinbach Pistons.

  In fact, Bochinski played for the Pistons in pre-season action on Saturday night.

  "Both players were part of a deep group of forwards at this age group," said Wheat Kings' GM/Coach Kelly McCrimmon in a release posted on the club's website, "We knew all along there would be difficult decisions getting our roster numbers down."

  The moves leave the Wheat Kings with 16 forwards, ten defencemen and two goaltenders on their roster including 15-year old blueliner Kale Clague, who is ineligible to play in the WHL on a full-time basis this season.

  Brandon opens the WHL regular season Friday when they visit Moose Jaw, and then the club will host the Warriors on their home opener on Saturday. 
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Papirny's 45 Saves lead Wheat Kings to Win 

Jordan Papirny stopped 45 shots in 

 the Wheat Kings' net on Saturday 

   The Brandon Wheat Kings closed out their Western Hockey League pre-season schedule Saturday with a 6-3 victory over the Regina Pats.

   Kale Clague had a goal and two assists to pace the Wheat Kings offensively, with all three of those points coming on Brandon power-play chances.

   The 15-year old Clague, who is ineligible to play in the WHL on a full-time basis this season, finishes the pre-season with two goals and five points in four games.

   "He is so good on the offensive blueline.  He made just great plays.  The goal he scored, he doesn't just drop his head and pound it, he's looking, he places the puck," said Brandon GM/Coach Kelly McCrimmon on CKLQ's post-game show, "He just a tremendous talent on the blueline, and that offensvie blueline is where he does his best work."

   Jordan Papirny stopped 45 shots in the Wheat Kings' net while John Quenneville, Richard Nejezchleb and Ryley Lindgren all had a goal and an assist each for Brandon.

   Jens Meilleur and Jack Palmer, into an empty-net, also scored for the Wheat Kings, who finish the pre-season with a 3-1-0-0 record.

   "I think guys should feel good about having a 3-and-1 pre-season record but, at the same time, you can't overlook the work we have to do because there's a lot of areas we've got to get better," said McCrimmon, "We did accomplish some things through the pre-season portion of the schedule and now we'll regroup and get focused on the week ahead."

   The Wheat Kings will open the WHL regular season Friday by visiting Moose Jaw before hosting the Warriors in their home opener next Saturday.

Chaff...Rihards Bukarts had an assist Saturday and finishes the pre-season as the Wheat Kings' top scorer with two goals and seven points in four games...the Wheat Kings had gone 1-3-0-0 in the pre-season in each of the last two seasons...among the referees for Saturday's contest was Chris Schlenker, who had a four-year career in the WHL with Regina and Prince Albert from 2001 to 2005.

Saturday, September 14, 2013

Pre-Season Game #4 - Brandon at Regina (September 14, 2013) 

Goaltenders

33. Jordan Papirny

 35. Curtis Honey

Defencemen

10. Kord Pankewicz - 9. Rene Hunter

 5. Colton Waltz - 32. Kale Clague

 34. Dominic Thom - 6. Riley Van Horne

Forwards

19. Taylor Cooper - 28. Quintin Lisoway - 24. Jens Meilleur

 25. Duncan Campbell - 17. John Quenneville - 15. Jack Palmer

 13. Rihards Bukarts - 23. Tim McGauley - 18. Richard Nejezchleb

 27. Brett Kitt - 26. Ryley Lindgren - 29. Taylor Sanheim

Notes

 - The Wheat Kings bring a 2-1-0-0 record into Regina for their final pre-season game while the Pats are 1-2-0-1, with all four of their games being 4-3 contests including Friday's shootout loss to the Wheat Kings in Brandon.

 - Brandon's defence core remain the same today, but there are quite a few changes up front with Cooper, Meilleur, Lindgren and Sanheim drawing into the lineup today.  Coulter, Robinson, Shmyr and Gabrielle are out.  Other Brandon scratches today include Jordan Bochinski, who hasn't seen any action in the pre-season. 
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Friday, September 13, 2013

Wheat Kings Edge Pats in Shootout 

Rihards Bukarts had a goal and an assist Friday, giving him

 six points in three pre-season games. 

   Chad Robinson notched the shootout winner as the Brandon Wheat Kings beat the Regina Pats 4-3 in Western Hockey League pre-season action Friday night.

   John Quenneville sent the game to extra time by scoring the game-tying goal on a 5-on-3 power-play with 7:35 left in the third period.

   It was a sloppy, scrambly game that featured a combined 17 power-play chances and 20 minor penalties, only two of which were coincidental.

   "I thought it was really sloppy for long stretches, and the penalties made it really hard to get people in the game, you had guys that were sitting for extended periods.  The game did not allow us to get any pace or tempo, and we didn't help ourselves in too many situations," said Brandon GM/Coach Kelly McCrimmon on CKLQ's post-game show, "From an evaluation standpoint, it wasn't as good a game for us to be in as last weekend's were."

   Curtis Honey stopped 24 shots in regulation and overtime and four of six attempts in the shootout, put was victimized twice by former teammate Geordie Maguire.

   The ex Wheat King scored a goal on a penalty shot 3:05 into the third period that gave the Pats a 3-2 lead and also scored one of Regina's two goals in the shootout.

﻿﻿

  "I think tonight, as a group, we did a good job of keeping the shots to the outside," said Honey, "I think we just really competed hard until the hard and we were able to tie it up at the end there."

   Latvian import Rihards Bukarts continued to impress for the Wheat Kings, scoring a first period power-play goal and setting up Tim McGauley for another goal with the man advantage in the second period.

Former Wheat King Geordie Maguire scored on a penalty

 shot in the third period Friday 

   Bukarts has six points in three pre-season games for the Wheat Kings.

﻿

  "He's made some great plays off the rush.  In the zone, he finds seams," said McCrimmon, "He has good vision to find teammates...he looks like a guy that is going to really be a good offensive player for our team."

   The victory improved Brandon's pre-season record to 2-1-0-0 and while it is, of course, the pre-season, Honey feels the wins are important for a team that experienced victory just 24 times last year.

   "I think it's really important to get a taste of what it feels like...nobody likes losing," said Honey, "We've just started fresh this year, last year is in the past and we're ready to rock."

   The Wheat Kings finish their pre-season schedule Saturday afternoon when they visit the Pats in Regina (4:30 p.m., 880 CKLQ). 
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Pre-Season Game #3 - Regina at Wheat Kings (September 13, 2013) 

Yes, that's Braylon Shmyr wearing #22 tonight 

Goaltenders

35. Curtis Honey

 33. Jordan Papirny

Defencemen

10. Kord Pankewicz - 9. Rene Hunter

 5. Colton Waltz - 32. Kale Clague

 34. Dominic Thom - 6. Riley Van Horne

Forwards

25. Duncan Campbell - 20. Chad Robinson - 15. Jack Palmer

﻿﻿12. Jesse Gabrielle - 17. John Quenneville - 22. Braylon Shmr

 13. Rihards Bukarts - 23. Tim McGauley - 18. Richard Nejezchleb

 27. Brett Kitt - 28. Quintin Lisoway - 21. Tyler Coulter

Notes

 - News from NHL Camps.  The St. Louis Blues have assigned defenceman Nick Walters back to the Brandon Wheat Kings.  He should arrive back in Brandon this weekend.  Eric Roy hasn't been skating at the Calgary Flames' training camp because of an abdominal wall strain.  Ryan Pulock remains at the New York Islanders camp.

 - Wheat Kings' prospects Nolan Patrick, Tanner Kaspick, Ty Lewis, Dylan Thiessen and Linden McCorrister were among the 22 players named to Team Manitoba for the Western Canadian Under-16 Challenge Cup.  That group are five of the 13 forwards named to the team.  The Challenge Cup takes place in Calgary from October 31st to November 3rd.

 - Among those in the lineup for the Regina Pats tonight are former Wheat King Geordie Maguire and Russell product Rylee Zimmer.  Maguire is sporting a scar above his left eye from a cut that occurred during training camp.  I had a chance to talk to Zimmer prior to the game, and will have that interview on the CKLQ pre-game show tonight.

 - Fun little note. This is Braylon Shmyr's third pre-season game, and he'll wear his third different number.  Last Friday, we wore #13. Sunday in Moose Jaw, it was #14 and, tonight, it's #22.

﻿
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Thom Pushing for Roster Spot 

Dominic Thom 

   The Brandon Wheat Kings continue their pre-season schedule Friday night as they host the Regina Pats (7:30 p.m., Westman Communications Group Place).

   Among the players will looking to earn a full-time roster spot is 17-year old defenceman Dominic Thom, who is one of only two rookie blueliners remaining with the Wheat Kings.

   Overall, Brandon has ten defencemen on their pre-season roster but Ryan Pulock, Eric Roy and Nick Walters are away at NHL camps and 15-year old Kale Clague is ineligible to play full-time in the WHL this season.

   That means Thom and fellow rookie Riley Van Horne will likely get a long look this weekend.

   "It's going to be a competition for a job back there, especially with those three guys coming back," said the 6-foot-2 1/2, 186 pound Thom, "I just have to go out there and do everything that I can to make it stand out to them and to show them that I'm not a defensive liability."

   Thom had an assist and was +1 in his pre-season appearance a week ago and also played one pre-season game with Brandon last September before being re-assigned.

   The Calgary product feels he's improved a lot in the last 12 months.

   "I think just my quickness of play, and my skating definitely.  I've been working with Scott Atkinson (Edge School for Athletes) over the summer in Calgary and he's worked with me pretty much for my whole life, and we really got my feet going," said Thom, "It's making that quick play because, here, you don't really have the time if you don't have the puck."

   Overall, the Wheat Kings have 30 players remaining on their pre-season roster including 18 forwards.

   Richard Nejezchleb is expected to see his first action of the pre-season this weekend after attending the Pittsburgh Penguins rookie camp and playing in a Prospects Tournament in London, Ontario earlier this month.

   Jayce Hawryluk is nursing a shoulder injury and hasn't practiced this week, meaning he's probably out for the weekend.

Chaff...the Canadian Hockey League released its pre-season Top Ten rankings Thursday with four WHL teams making the grade.  Portland was third, Prince Albert fourth, Edmonton ninth and Kootenay tenth.
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Thursday, September 12, 2013

Quenneville Looking for Offensive Leap 

John Quenneville 

   John Quenneville is aiming to take a big leap forward in his second season with the Brandon Wheat Kings.

   Quenneville notched eight goals and 19 points in 47 games during his rookie season on a team that averaged just 2.6 goals per game in 2012-2013.

   "I've always been an offensive player, and I think my second year in the league is a good chance for me to step up and really help the team in that aspect," said Quenneville earlier this week, "I'm more comfortable with everything now and I'm ready to really contribute as a Brandon Wheat King."

   The 6-foot-1, 186 pound Quenneville is one of several second-year players the Wheat Kings expect, and need, to dramatically improve their offensive production in order to improve their goal total from the 186 the team scored a year ago.

   The Edmonton, Alberta product knows it'll be a team effort as well.

   "I think it's all team.  We have to go to the net, we have to have more pace to our game," said Quenneville, "The more pace we have to our game, the more chances we're going to get in the offensive zone.  We have a lot of good offensive players and we're going to score goals."

   For Quenneville himself, part of the commitment to becoming more of an offensive force was improving his conditioning.

   The 17-year old was tops on the team in VO2 and Aerobic Power testing prior to training camp this year.

   "I really worked hard in the off-season, and cardio was one thing I really focused on a lot and the hard work paid off," said Quenenville, who also appears stronger than he did a year ago, "I think with strength, it's also just confidence in my game.  I'm just stronger out there and more assertive in my plays."

   Quenneville notched an assist in his pre-season debut Sunday in Moose Jaw.

   The Wheat Kings resume their pre-season schedule by hosting the Regina Pats on Friday (7:30 p.m, Westman Communications Group Place).

Chaff...former Wheat King Tyler Yaworski has signed with the Central Hockey League's Quad City Mallards.  The 21-year old is also scheduled to go to camp with the American Hockey League's Iowa Wild...the Calgary Hitmen shipped D Peter Kosterman, 20, to the Prince George Cougars Wednesday in exchange for a fourth round pick in 2014 and a sixth round selection in 2015.

Tuesday, September 10, 2013

Pankewicz 'D'ialing in on Blueline 

Kord Pankewicz 

   Kord Pankewicz is entering his second season with the Brandon Wheat Kings but, in a lot of ways, he's still a rookie.

   The 17-year old Pankewicz spent the first half of his first season with the Wheat Kings last year playing forward, before switching to defence for the final two months of the season.

   That forced the 5-foot-11, 202 pound product of Drayton Valley, Alberta to learn how to play defence in the WHL on the fly.

   Knowing he'd be starting this year on the blueline meant an entire off-season preparing for it.

   "It was a lot easier.  I worked on my backwards skating a lot more and all the positioning play, instead of a forward," said Pankewicz, "Last season, it was just a mid-season, learn in practice kind of thing."

   "I think going back for pucks was one of them.  Last year was a little more intimidating," added Pankewicz, "I think I got stronger over the off-season so that helps be out a lot and just skating.  I think skating was the biggest thing."

   Pankewicz could have a glass half full to start the 2013-2014 season.

   While he knows he'll be patrolling the blueline, he is also one of seven returning defencemen the Wheat Kings currently have on their pre-season roster, which means he'll still be in a battle for icetime.

   The good news is that with the likes of Ryan Pulock, Eric Roy and Nick Walters on the roster (all of whom are away at NHL camps), he's got plenty of experienced guys to learn from.

   "That helped a lot last year too.  Making the change, and it helps again this year as well.  Having those guys that have played in the league and, potentially, could play in the NHL."

   Pankewicz scored a goal in Brandon's 6-4 pre-season victory in Moose Jaw on Sunday, which was a bit of a milestone goal for him.

   It was his first goal in the Western Hockey League after playing 52 pre-season and regular season games in his rookie season without scoring one.

   Pankewicz and the Wheat Kings will resume their pre-season schedule Friday by hosting the Regina Pats (7:30 p.m., Westman Communications Group Place).

Chaff...F Richard Nejezchleb was practicing with the Wheat Kings on Tuesday after playing with the Pittsburgh Penguins at a Prospect Tournament in London, Ontario over the weekend....second-year forward Jayce Hawryluk sat out practice for the second straight day on Tuesday with a minor shoulder ailment.
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Monday, September 9, 2013

Wheat Kings Send Young Trio to AAA Midget 

Nolan Patrick was among the players assigned

 to the AAA Midget ranks by the Wheat Kings

 on Monday 

   The Brandon Wheat Kings' pre-season roster was reduced to 30 on Monday.

   The club announced that 15-year old forwards Nolan Patrick and Tanner Kaspick and 16-year old defenceman Mark Matsuba have been sent to the AAA Midget ranks

   Patrick will play the 2013-2014 season with the Winnipeg Thrashers, Kaspick will play with the Brandon AAA Midget Wheat Kings and Matsuba is expected to play with St. Albert Sports Raiders of the Alberta Midget Hockey League.

   The Wheat Kings now have 18 forwards, 10 defencemen and two goaltenders on their pre-season roster including Ryan Pulock, Nick Walters and Eric Roy.

   The trio of defencemen will attend NHL training camps this week, Pulock with the New York Islanders, Walters with the St. Louis Blues and Roy with the Calgary Flames.

   Meanwhile, the Pittsburgh Penguins did not return forward Richard Nejezchleb after he played with the team at a prospects tournament in London, Ontario over the weekend.

   Nejezchleb is expected to be back with the Wheat Kings on Tuesday. 
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Sunday, September 8, 2013

Wheat Kings Even Pre-Season Record 

Kale Clague scored a first period power-play goal for

 Brandon on Sunday afternoon 

  The Brandon Wheat Kings jumped out to a 3-0 first period lead and went on to a 6-4 victory over the Moose Jaw Warriors in Western Hockey League pre-season action Sunday.

  Jesse Gabrielle opened the scoring just 1:14 into the first period and helped set up Kord Pankewicz for the second goal of the game just past the eight minute park.

  Kale Clague added a power-play goal for the Wheat Kings in the opening 20 minutes.

  “We had a good start to the game which, on the road, helps you get your feet under you,” said Brandon GM/Coach Kelly McCrimmon on CKLQ’s post-game show, “I thought, for a lot of the night, we did things pretty well.  Our game was probably more consistent tonight than it was on Friday, which we were expecting with it being our second game.”

  Gabrielle, Taylor Cooper and Jack Palmer had a goal and an assist each for the Wheat Kings with Chad Robinson also scoring for Brandon.

  Brandon held a 5-1 lead before Moose Jaw rallied with a goal late in the second and two in the first eight minutes of the third period, but the Wheat Kings dug in their heals and held a one-goal lead for almost 12 minutes before Palmer solidified the win with an empty-net goal.

  “In that situation, our guys did a pretty good job in protecting the lead,” said McCrimmon, “A lot of those players, that’ s a new responsibility for them so it was good to see them in those situations.”

  Curtis Honey went the distance in the Wheat Kings’ net and finished with 31 saves.

  Todd Fiddler had a hat-trick for the Warriors while Sam Fioretti also scored for Moose Jaw.

  The victory leaves the Wheat Kings with a 1-1-0-0 pre-season record, having fallen 4-3 to the Warriors in Brandon on Friday night.

   “All of our players got equal ice-time, pretty much, throughout the two games. We were encouraged that our second game was better than our first and I was encouraged that we had a lot more structure in our second game than we had in our first,” added McCrimmon, “It was perfect because when we kept the game simple tonight and played with structure, the way that we want to, we were in control of the game.  When we got away from those things...we got in trouble.”

  Brandon’s next pre-season action is Friday when they host the Regina Pats (7:30 p.m., Westman Communications Group Place).

  at 7:15 PM  0 comments       

Pre-Season Game #2 - Brandon at Moose Jaw (September 8, 2013) 

Forwards

14. Braylon Shmyr - 20. Chad Robinson - 15. Jack Palmer

 19. Taylor Cooper - 28. Quintin Lisoway - 21. Tyler Coulter

 29. Taylor Sanheim - 25. Nolan Patrick - 26. Ryley Lindgren

 12. Jesse Gabrielle - 17. John Quenneville - 13. Rihards Bukarts

Defence

10. Kord Pankewicz - 9. Rene Hunter

 11. Taylor Green - 32. Kale Clague

 3. Mark Matsuba - 5. Colton Waltz

Goaltenders

35. Curtis Honey

 33. Jordan Papirny

Notes:

 - only one Wheat King make this pre-season debut today, and that's 16-year old defenceman Mark Matsuba.  He was Brandon's fourth round pick in the 2012 WHL Bantam Draft.

 - after dressing 13 first-year players on Friday night, the Wheat Kings will have nine in their lineup today.  Among them are 1998-born Nolan Patrick and Kale Clague, who aren't eligible to play in the WHL on a full-time basis until next season.

 - Curtis Honey starts in goal for the Wheat Kings and is expected to go the distance in the Brandon net.
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Friday, September 6, 2013

Wheat Kings Drop Pre-Season Opener 

Nolan Patrick scored Brandon's first goal on Friday night 

   The Brandon Wheat Kings opened their Western Hockey League pre-season schedule Friday night with a 4-3 loss to the Moose Jaw Warriors.

   Nolan Patrick, Ryley Lindgren and Taylor Sanheim did the scoring for the Wheat Kings, who trailed 1-0 and 4-1 at the period breaks.

   "I thought the second period was a little sloppy but when we got to the third period, the boys figured out what to do," said Patrick on CKLQ's post-game show, "Get the puck on this goalie and things showed on the scoreboard.  We didn't get all the back like we wanted to, but I thought we weren't too bad in the third."

   The Wheat Kings outshot the Warriors 15-5 over the final 20 minutes and 38-27 overall, with rookie Jordan Papirny going the distance in the Brandon net and stopping 23 shots.

   "It was a good chance to look at a lot of players.  It was a competitive game, with our guys coming back in the third, it made a real good opportunity to see players in those situations," said Brandon GM/Coach Kelly McCrimmon, who's team dressed 13 first-year players for the contest, "Given the fact it was close and it was competitive, it was a good chance to watch our guys."

   Patrick was one of three 1998-born players to make their unofficial Wheat Kings' debuts Friday night, joining fellow 2013 draft picks Kale Clague and Tanner Kaspick.

   "I felt I did pretty good today," said Patrick, "Just move forward from here and keep playing my game."

   Torrin White had a goal and two assists to pace Moose Jaw's offence with Bryson Gore, Kirk Johnson and Josh Uhrich also scoring for the Warriors.

   The teams will meet again on Sunday afternoon in Moose Jaw (2:30 p.m., 880 CKLQ).

Chaff...the Warriors dressed Oakbank, Manitoba product Brett Howden, the fifth overall pick in the 2013 Bantam Draft...Brandon product Tyson Verhelt stopped all 12 shots he faced in 31 minutes of action, helping Spokane beat 5-1 at the Tri-City pre-season tournament.

Friday, September 6, 2013

Pre-Season Game #1 - Moose Jaw at Brandon (September 6, 2013) 

Forwards

 21. Tyler Coulter - 23. Tim McGauley - 24. Jens Meilleur

 27. Brett Kitt - 25. Nolan Patrick - 8. Jayce Hawryluk

 12. Jesse Gabrielle - 26. Ryley Lindgren - 14. Rihard Bukarts

 29. Taylor Sanheim - 22. Tanner Kaspick - 13. Braylon Shmyr

Defence

 11. Taylor Green - 32. Kale Clague

 10. Kord Pankewicz - 5. Colton Waltz

 34. Dominic Thom - 6. Riley Van Horne

Goaltenders

 33. Jordan Papirny

 35. Curtis Honey

Notes:

 - As expected, 15-year olds Nolan Patrick, Kale Clague and Tanner Kaspick are all in the Wheat Kings' lineup for tonight's game.  Moose Jaw is also dressing Oakbank, Manitoba product Brett Howden, who was the fifth overall pick in the 2013 Bantam Draft.

 - Jordan Papirny is expected to play the entire game tonight.  The Wheat Kings have the luxury of being down to two netminders before the pre-season starts and GM/Coach Kelly McCrimmon told me before the game that they expect Papirny and Honey to each play two full games in the pre-season, one at home and one on the road.

 - 16-year old Dakota Boutin has left the Wheat Kings and returned to play for the Moose Jaw Generals of the Saskatchewan Midget AAA Hockey League. Brandon's third round pick in the 2012 Bantam Draft had eight goals and 19 points in 38 games with the Generals last season.  The team is hosting the Telus Cup National Midget Championship next April.

 - Boutin's departure leaves the Wheat Kings with 33 players on their pre-season roster (20 forwards, 11 defencemen and 2 goaltenders). 
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'98-Born Prospects Set to Play Friday 

Tanner Kaspick 

   Wheat Kings' fans will get a good look at the future of the team when Brandon hosts the Moose Jaw Warriors to open their Western Hockey League pre-season schedule on Friday night (7:30 p.m., Westman Communications Group Place).

   15-year olds Nolan Patrick, Kale Clague and Tanner Kaspick will all make their unofficial Wheat Kings' debuts in Friday's contest.

   "Watching them play growing up, I've always been a big fan so it'll be a huge honour to wear that jersey in a real game," said Kaspick Thursday, before finding out he was going to be in the lineup, "If I get that opportunity, there'll be a lot of nerves but mostly excitement and, hopefully, I just have a good opening game."

   The trio were Brandon's first three picks in the 2013 Bantam Draft and are not eligible to play in the WHL on a full-time basis until next season.

   It's unusual for the Wheat Kings to keep 15-year old players past the end of training camp but the club made an exception for the talented threesome this year.

   Kaspick feels that being involved in the team practices this week was another step in learning what it'll take to play next season.

   "You really get a feel for the pace of the game and what it takes to play at this level," said Kaspick, "This is the next level I want to be playing at so seeing what it takes to get here is a huge help, and it's a big learning experience."

   Meanwhile, only 20 of the club's 30 players still in camp (an additional four are away at NHL camps) will get a chance to play in Friday's pre-season opener.

   The pre-season is still largely about evaluation but coming off a non-playoff year means the Wheat Kings will also want to set the tone for what's to come this season.

Wheat Kings' GM/Coach Kelly McCrimmon goes over

 some teaching points during practice Thursday 

   "When you're coming off a year where things to go as well as you would like, we want to try and address a lot of areas of our team play," said Brandon GM/Coach Kelly McCrimmon on Thursday, "The most important thing, still, is evaluation.  You're looking for the next stage of evaluation for your first-year players and you're always evaluating your returning players to see what kind of progress they're making, how much their roles can be expanded as they having another year in the league."

   Although Brandon's full lineup isn't known at this point, you can expect one that is largely laden with rookies.

   Of the 30 players in camp, 17 are first-year players.

   By the way, we'll be broadcasting tonight's pre-season contest on 880, CKLQ.

   You can listen online here.

Chaff...the Young Stars NHL prospects tournament got underway in Penticton, B.C. Thursday.  Former Wheat King Michael Ferland had an assist as the Calgary Flames' rookies downed their Edmonton counterparts 5-2.  Wheat Kings' defenceman Eric Roy is part of the Flames' team but did not play on Thursday.  Wheat Kings' D Nick Walters and Brandonite Joel Edmundson were on the St. Louis blueline in the Blues' 5-2 loss to the Dallas Stars in the Prospects Tournament in Traverse City, Michigan Thursday.  Killarney's Reid Gow is also with the Blues but didn't.  And in London, Ontario, Wheat Kings' forward Richard Nejezchleb and his Pittsburgh Penguins' teammates lost 4-1 to the Ottawa Senators.  Former Wheat Kings' captain Mark Stone is playing with the Sens at that tournament. 
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Thursday, September 5, 2013

McGauley Hoping to Build on Rookie Campaign 

Tim McGauley 

   Tim McGauley is hoping for bigger things in his second full season with the Brandon Wheat Kings.

   McGauley tied for the team scoring lead during his rookie season in 2012-2013, scoring 17 goals and 45 points in 66 games.

   The 18-year old was particularly strong in the second half of the season, scoring six goals and 28 points in 32 games after the January 10th trade deadline.

   "At the end of last season, I was just a lot more confident in myself.  This year, I'm going to be even more confident that I was last year," said McGauley after practice on Wednesday, "I know the guys a lot more and I believe we're going to come together as a group a lot quicker this year.  This year, it's just confience.  I'm a lot more comfortable in the league and I think I've proved to myself that I can play here."

   McGauley will be one of the players counted on to make strides in his offensive game as the Wheat Kings try to improve on the 189 goals they scored last season.

   It was the first time in the franchise's WHL history that they had scored fewer than 200 goals in a single season.

   "First goal is to get to the playoffs," said the 6-foot-0, 182 pound McGauley, "After last season, it was a little upsetting not to make the playoff so this year, our number one goal is to make the playoffs and that's what we really need to focus on."

   Additionally, the Wheat Kings surrendered the most goals (284) they had in more than two decades, so there's a lot of improvement needed at both ends of the ice.

   Improvement in both areas will enhance the Wheat Kings' chances of improving by the 15-20 points likely necessary to garner a playoff spot this season.

   McGauley is one of 27 players currently on the Wheat Kings' pre-season roster than have one of fewer seasons of experience in the WHL and the Wilcox, Saskatchewan product is looking forward to growing with his young teammates.

   "It's going to be really nice because we have a lot of great young players coming up.  Even the '98's we got this year are really skilled players and it's really exciting for the future," said McGauley, "The only place we can go is up from here.  These young guys are real good and it's going to be fun playing with them in the future."

   The Wheat Kings open their pre-season schedule Friday when they host the Moose Jaw Warriors (7:30 p.m., Westman Communications Group Place).

Chaff...the WHL's Board of Governors officially approved the sale of the Saskatoon Blades from the Brodsky family to Edmonton-based auto dealer Mike Priestner on Wednesday.  Priestner is the father of former Wheat Kings' goaltender James Priestner...former Wheat King David Toews signed with the ECHL's Reading Royals on Wednesday...ex Wheat King Jakub Sindl has signed a one-year extension with Fassa in the Italian League...Thursday is 'Season Ticket Pick-up Day' from 10 a.m. - 6 p.m. in the parking lot at the Keystone Centre.

  at 8:17 AM  0 comments       

Blades' Sale Official 

  The Western Hockey League's board of governors have green lit the sale of the Saskatoon Blades by unanimous vote.

   Edmonton-based auto dealer Mike Priestner has bought the franchise from the Brodsky family though the purchase price was not revealed.

   Priestner is the father of former Brandon Wheat Kings' goaltender James Priestner.

   "Given his highly successful career in the automotive industry, we are confident Mike Priestner is capable of meeting our expectations as the new owner of the Saskatoon Blades franchise," said WHL Commissioner Ron Robison in a media release. "Mike is committed to doing whatever is necessary to maintain the storied tradition of the Blades in the Saskatoon community."

   The Brodsky family have owned the franchise since 1976.

   The Blades are the longest standing WHL member club in the 48 year history of the League.
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Wednesday, September 4, 2013

Matsuba Accomplishes Step One 

Mark Matsuba 

   Practicing on Tuesday was step one for Brandon Wheat Kings' prospect Mark Matsuba.

   Matsuba is one of 17 rookies remaining on the club's pre-season roster, and the only 16-year old defenceman.

   "It's really exciting, actually.  I worked hard all summer and I guess it paid off," said Matsuba after practice on Tuesday, " Coming into this week, I'm hoping to leave a good impression on the coachs for next year, and take it from there."

   Matsuba was a fourth round pick of Brandon in the 2012 Bantam Draft.

   The 5-foot-11, 180 pound product of Spruce Grove, Alberta had three goals and nine points in 26 games with the St. Albert Flyers of the Alberta Minor Midget Hockey League last season.

   "I guess I'm kind of a role player," said Matsuba, "I can be offensive sometimes, I guess, and a defensive presence."

   The next step for Matsuba will be to see action in the Western Hockey League pre-season, which could happen as early as this weekend.

   "That'll be a really good learning experience, if I do make it that far," said Matsuba, "I'll be just like a sponge, soaking everything in, so."

   Three of the 11 defenceman on Brandon's pre-season roster are away at NHL Camps this week (Ryan Pulock, Eric Roy and Nick Walters), meaning there's a good chance Matsuba will see some action.

   The Wheat Kings' first pre-season game is Friday against Moose Jaw (7:30 p.m., Westman Communications Group Place).

Wednesday, September 4, 2013

Family Comes First for Swyripa 

Jason Swyripa is headed to Brandon University (File Photo) 

   Family comes first for Jason Swyripa, and that's why he made the decision to walk away from the Brandon Wheat Kings last month.

   The 20-year old told me last week that a family issues that will require him to travel back-and-forth to Calgary frequenetly was the reason he chose to activate his WHL scholarship and end his Western Hockey League career

   "It was kind of a decision I had to make with my family in regards to being back-and-forth between home and here," said Swyripa, "Over the course of the summer, things kind of piled up on each other and aafter a long summer of training, had a talk with the family and made the decision together."

   Swyripa was a second round pick of Brandon in the 2008 Bantam Draft and spent three seasons with the Wheat Kings from 2010 to 2013.

   I asked him what he'll miss most about being a Wheat King.

   "Just being with the guys, day-in and day-out.  You really develop a lot of friendships in the room and with people that come to watch the Wheat Kings and who cheer for the Wheat Kings," said Swyripa, "A lot of things that kind of build on one another that you will always remember."

   Swyripa intends to follow in his family footsteps and study Geology at Brandon University, adding the program at BU was more in tune to his needs than that offered at the University of Calgary.

   "After moving here when I was that young, I realized that it felt like home and I felt that this was where I wanted to be," said Swyripa, "I love the town, I love how friendly the people are.  I love everything about it and being a smaller town, you get to know quite a few people and I've made connections here that will last a lifetime."

   In 200 career games as a Wheat King, Swyripa scored 25 goals and 61 points while accumulating 114 minutes in penalties.
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Tuesday, September 3, 2013

Walters One of Four Headed to NHL Camps 

Nick Walters is headed to St. Louis' Rookie Camp (File Photo) 

   Four members of the Brandon Wheat Kings are headed to National Hockey League camps this week including defenceman Nick Walters.

   Walters was a fourth round pick of St. Louis in the 2012 NHL Draft but didn't get a chance to participate in camp last fall because of the NHL lockout.

   "I'm exciting and nervous, but I think they're happy nerves and excited nerves," said Walters after Sunday's intrasquad game, "I'm just going to go down there, do the best I can, work as hard as I can, play my game and whatever happens is meant to be."

   Walters got a taste of pro life last spring, spending some time with the Blues' American Hockey League affiliate (at that time, Peoria) and even suiting up for a single contest.

   The 19-year old St. Albert, Alberta product says he found the experience very educational.

   "You have to do what you're there to do.  You got drafted for a certain reason ...certain attributes in your game," said the 6-foot-2, 202 pound Walters, "Guys like me, I'm probably not going to play in the NHL as a power-play specialist or anything like that.  I'm there to be a shutdown guy, kill penalties and block shots.  You have to know and understand that."

   Walters will spend the next couple of days in St. Louis before he and other Blues' prospects head to Traverse City for the annual rookie tournament.

   Walters will eventually return to Brandon and is expected to be a key component for a veteran-laden Wheat Kings' blueline.

   Acquired from Everett at the January 10th trade deadine last season, Walters is looking forward to starting the year in the Wheat City.

   "You know more of the guys, you know them on a more personal level and now that I'm a little older in this league, you have to be a leader," said Walters, "It starts with the older guys down.  I'm excited for the new start with the team, I think we're going to be a much better team than we were last year and that's a demand that us older guys have to have."

   Walters had nine assists and a -15 rating in 29 games after joining the Wheat Kings and finished 2012-2013 with one goal, 19 points and a -34 rating in 64 games between the Silvertips and Brandon.

   In addition to Walters, Ryan Pulock is headed to the New York Islanders Rooke Camp; Eric Roy is off to the Calgary Flames' Rookie Camp and Richard Nejezchleb is participating in the Pittsburgh Penguins' Rookie Camp.

Sunday, September 1, 2013

WK's Intrasquad a Blowout 

﻿

Elkhorn's Taylor Sanheim had two goals in Sunday's intrasquad game 

  Plenty of goals in the Brandon Wheat Kings' intrasquad game Sunday, with Team Black trouncing Team White 12-4 in a game that was pretty much a blow out right from the outset.

   Jayce Hawryluk and Taylor Sanheim had a pair of goals each for Team Black while Chad Robinson had a goal and three assists and Jack Palmer chipped in with a goal and two helpers.

   "I couldn't get on the scoresheet for a couple of games but I did tonight and it was good," said Sanheim afterward, "I just stuck to me game, tried to figure it out and just keep on playing how I played.  I got here because I played my game and, hopefully, I can just keep on doing that."

   Sanheim's rights were acquired by the Wheat Kings from the Everett Silvertips as part of a deal on January 10 that also saw Brandon get 19-year old blueliner Nick Walters fwhile sending Ayrton Nikkel and a conditional sixth round pick in 2015 to the Silvertips.

   Sanheim, who's twin brother Travis is still on the pre-season roster of the WHL's Calgary Hitmen, had 27 goals and 52 points with the Yellowhead Chiefs last season and finished in a tie for eighth in league scoring in the Manitoba AAA Midget Hockey League.

   Brett Kitt, Conner Lukan, Ty Lewis, Taylor Cooper, Dakota Boutin and Quintin Lisoway also scored for Team Black on Sunday's intrasquad game while Rihard Bukarts had a goal and two assists for Team White with Ryley Lindgren, Aaron Kellogg and Jens Meilleur also scoring.

   There was no official shots on goal announced during Sunday's game but I had Jordan Papirny stopping 22 of 23 shots and Logan Thompson stopped 14 of 17 shots for Team Black while Curtis Honey allowed six goals on 21 shots and Evan Robert allowed six on 17 shots for Team White.

﻿﻿

Kale Clague (#10 Black) 

   Sunday's game also featured Brandon's top four picks in the 2013 Bantam Draft, Nolan Patrick, Kale Clague, Tanner Kaspick and Ty Lewis, none of whom are eligible to play in the WHL on a full-time basis this season.

   "I just wanted to get a name out for myself and show how I compete and what I have to bring to the table and also just to show what I have for next year," said the 5-foot-11, 180 pound Clague, "Go back into Midget AAA this season and have a great year and come back with the right attitude like the '97's that are here this year."

   Clague is expected to spend the 2013-2014 season with the Lloydminster Bobcats of the AMHL.

   "Just go back and make other players in that league play up to the level that I've been playing and not drop down to the pace there," said Clague, "Just play a high tempo game and keep making smart, simple plays."

   The Wheat Kings will now prepare for their first pre-season game, which will be on Friday night when they host the Moose Jaw Warriors (7:30 p.m., Westman Communications Group Place). 
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Friday, August 30, 2013

Green Tough to Miss 

Taylor Green 

   The newest member of the Brandon Wheat Kings wasn't hard to spot during the first day of the club's main training camp on Friday.

   6-foot-7, 220 pound defenceman Taylor Green stepped on the ice for the first time as a member of the team on Friday after being acquired from the Seattle Thunderbirds earlier this month for a conditional fifth round pick in the 2014 Bantam Draft.

   Green is one of seven blueliners with at least one season of WHL experience on the Wheat Kings' roster, but his acquisition was just as much about what he can do the next two seasons as he can this year.

   If nothing changes in Brandon's defence core, the Wheat Kings expected to graduate four defencemen after the 2013-2014 season (Ryan Pulock, Eric Roy, Nick Walters and Rene Hunter).

   "I think when you're in an organization for a while, you get trapped into a role," said Green after Friday morning's scrimmage, "Seattle was great, I have nothing bad to say about them, but it's a new opportunity here.  We're going to have a lot of guys leaving next year so there'll be a bigger role next year, and this year too.  Hopefully, I can kind of start fresh and carve out a new role for myself."

   Green is just starting to get to know his new teammates, the Wheat Kings' organization and the city of Brandon but did speak with former Wheat Kings and fellow Port Coquitlam, British Columbia product Nick Buonassissi after the trade and said Buonassissi had a lot of good things to say.

   "I think it definitely takes a year to get used to the speed of the league, how you have to prepare every game, the work ethic and all the stuff," said Green, "I'm definitely ready, hopefully bring some experience to the blueline this year and some size.  I think I learned a lot last year and I'm ready to have a better year this year."

   Size-wise, there's no doubt Green becomes the biggest member of the Wheat Kings and that, automatically, creates the expectation of a player that will punish opponents physically.

   "I've been working on that.  I wasn't a super-physical player in Bantam but at my size, you have to be," said Green, "I've been working on it and working on it.  I think I was pretty physical today and I think I'm ready to bring that to the season as well."

   Originally a second round pick (26th overall) in the 2010 Bantam Draft, Green had two goals, seven points, 53 penalty minutes and a minus-24 rating in his rookie season with Seattle in 2012-2013.

Chaff...in Friday night's scrimmage, Taylor Cooper had a hat-trick to lead Team White to a 5-3 victory over Team Gold...Saturday's schedule includes a scrimmage at 9:30 a.m. and a 'practice' intrasquad game at 6 p.m....Brandon product Tyson Verhelst saw his first action of the pre-season Friday, stopping 21 of 23 shots in Spokane's 6-1 loss to Portland. Verhelst was a third round pick of the Chiefs in the 2012 WHL Bantam Draft.
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Robert Hoping to Play Way into Goaltending Conversation 

Evan Robert 

   The Brandon Wheat Kings' goaltending picture looks cut and dried for this season, but Evan Robert is hoping to at least give the club cause for pause.

   Robert (pronounced row-bear) was listed in the Wheat Kings in October of last year after attending the club's 2012 training camp as an undrafted free agent.

   Last season, Robert had a 2.12 goals against average and .905 save percentage in 29 games with Shattuck St. Mary's U16 team last season

   "We had a great year, but it didn't turn out the way we wanted to in the national tournament," said the 5-foot-11, 160 pound Robert, "We went there with high expectations, we wanted to win it, we were working hard and we felt like were ready but we just couldn't seem to put the pieces together."

   Robert is rarity at Wheat Kings' camp -- a Minnesotan trying to make it in the Western Hockey League.

   In fact, Brandon hasn't had a Minnesota product on their roster since Bryan Nathe left college and joined the Wheat Kings midway through the 2002-2003 season.

   The 16-year old has family ties to Montreal and was actually been in Florida before moving to Minnedosa at the age of four and taking up the game, something he says he was drawn too quickly.

   "I've done my research, and I've narrowed it down to the CHL and the Western Hockey League being the best possible road for me to go as far as playing hockey and trying to get to the next level," said Robert, "I want to play with the Wheat Kings as soon as possible, I'm going to keep working hard until I can crack the roster."

   Robert is one of six goaltenders remaining for the main portion of the Wheat Kings' training camp, joining Brandon's expected 2013-2014 duo of Curtis Honey and Jordan Papirny along with fellow 16-year old Logan Thompson and 15-year old Josh Dechaine and Curtis Meger.

   "I think the Rookie Camp wasn't as fast or as hard as Main Camp.  There's some real good players out here, hard shots and great plays," said Robert, "I definitely have to keep my head up and keep playing my game and keep chugging away."

   The Wheat Kings' main camp opened Friday morning with Team Black scoring a 7-6 overtime victory over Team Gold.

   Ryan Pulock had the overtime winner for Team Black with Brett Kitt notching a hat-trick.

   Tim McGauley had three goals for Team Gold in the contest, which also included a scrap between second-year forwards John Quenneville and Jayce Hawryluk.

   The Wheat Kings' training camp continues Friday night with another scrimmage (6:30 p.m., Westman Communications Group Place). 
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Patrick Impressing at Wheat Kings' Camp 

Nolan Patrick in action Thursday at Wheat Kings' Rookie Camp 

  An impressive performance for Nolan Patrick to close out the Brandon Wheat Kings' Rookie Camp Thursday night.

  The fourth overall pick in the 2013 Bantam Draft had three goals and an assist, but his Tean Black dropped a 6-5 decision to Team White in a Prospects' Intrasquad game.

   Brett Kitt got the overtime winner for Team White.

   Patrick is one of 53 players that will begin Wheat Kings' Main Camp Friday, and the 15-year old Winnipeg product is looking forward to the challenge of competing against Brandon's returning players.

   "It's going to be really good to see how I can compete against those vets from last year," said Patrick on Thursday night, "It's going to be a faster pace so I'll have to move the puck quicker.  Hopefully, things go well."

   The son of former Wheat King Steve Patrick and nephew of former NHL defenceman James Patrick, Nolan won't be eligible to play in the WHL on a full-time basis until next season.

   He admits he's getting plenty of advice from his dad and uncle.

   "They're calling me every day, giving me tips on my game," said the 6-foot-2, 175 pound Patrick, "Before I came here, he was giving me tips on what to do and not to worry about other things, just play me game."

   Patrick has already signed his standard WHL player agreement with the Wheat Kings, leaving little doubt where he wants to play and what he wants to accomplish.

   "I thought I was ready, my parents thought it was the right decision so I'm looking forward to being a Wheat King," said Patrick, "I'm really happy, my dad went here so I'm trying to follow in his footsteps.  I'm really proud to sign here."

   The Wheat Kings couldn't be happier to have him in the fold either, especially when you consider the draft day maneuvering the club pulled off to secure his rights.

   Brandon dealt forward Geordie Maguire and a third round pick to the Regina Pats, who had the second overall selection, for draft day considerations.

   That was the price the Wheat Kings' paid in order for the Pats not to take Patrick with their pick.

Wheat Kings' Training Camp Schedule for Friday

 Team White practice, 8 a.m.

Black vs. Gold scrimmage, 10:30 a.m.

Team Black practice, 5 p.m.

White vs. Gold scrimmage, 6:30 p.m.

Chaff...among the players that aren't at Wheat Kings' training camp this week is Tyrel Seaman.  Seaman had spent the past three seasons with the Wheat Kings but had both the 2011-2012 and 2012-2013 campaigns cut short because of concussion issues.  The 19-year old appears to be moving beyond his hockey career.  Listed prospets Wade Allison, Dallas Starodub, Brendan Harms, Rhett Gardner, Ryan Lindgren and Joey Anderson are also not attending.  Harms, Gardner, Lindgren and Anderson have all committed to U.S. College programs...former Brandon Wheat Kings' goaltender Corbin Boes won't be on the ice when the Lethbridge Hurricanes opening training camp today.  Boes had off-season surgery on his right hand and needs another 2-3 weeks to heal.  The 20-year old Boes was dealt to the 'Canes at the WHL Bantam Draft on May 2nd...the sale of the WHL's Saskatoon Blades to Edmonton-based auto dealer Mike Priestner may not be as cut and dried as it appeared.  Reports are a second group that includes former NHLers Rhett Warrener and Kelly Chase have matched Priestner's nine million dollar offer to purchase the team.  The sale still has to be approved by the WHL's Board of Governors, with the board to meet in Calgary on Wednesday. 
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Thursday, August 29, 2013

Bochinski Hoping to Happy Ending to Underdog Story 

Jordan Bochinski 

   Jordan Bochinski might be an underdog, but he's an undergog with championship pedigree.

   The 17-year old Winnipeg product attempting to become the latest in a long line of Wheat Kings' success stories in finding undrafted talent.

   Bochinski was listed by the Wheat Kings and attended training camp a year ago before being sent back to the AAA Midget ranks for more seasoning.

   That's when things got even more interested for Bochinski, as he was cut by the Winnipeg Thrashers before the start of the MMHL season.

   However, he got a second chance with the Winnipeg Wild and made the most of it, scoring 23 goals and 45 points in 44 regular season games and adding five goals and ten points in ten playoff games in helping the Wild claim the MMHL title.

   "The kind of gave me a little bit of motivation, coming into Wheat Kings' camp too," said Bochinski after Thursday's morning scrimmage at Wheat Kings' training camp, "Being undrafted and coming here as an underdog, I want to prove people wrong again.  I just want to keep working hard and I think the best will happen."

   Bochinski's 2012-2013 campaign concluded with the rare championship double in late April, joining the MJHL's Steinbach Pistons during the playoffs and being with the team on their run to capturing the Turnbull Cup.

   Although he didn't see any game action with the Pistons in the playoffs, Bochinski still feels the experience was worthwhile.

   "It was just amazing, I can't even put it into words.  Going from a championship team with the Wild to a championship team in Steinbach, you're around a lot of winners and you find out what it takes to win," said Bochinski, "If I'm lucky enough to be here this season, that's what I hope to bring to the table."

   There's the rub for Bochinski, who not only has to prove himself at the Western Hockey League level, but is also competing at the forward position that the Wheat Kings are deep in prospects.

   Among them are fellow 1996-born Manitobans Tyler Coulter, Brett Kitt, Ryley Lindgren and Taylor Sanheim, not to mention the 1997-born prospects like Braylon Shmyr, Jesse Gabrielle and Dakota Boutin.

   "I think I'm ready.  I've had a long summer of working out and training.  I'm kind of getting to the point now where I'm getting to be a bit older, and it's crunch time and I have to bear down," said Bochinski, "I think I'm for sure ready, I don't think I could be in better shape right now so I think this is the year for me."

   Thursday morning's action at Rookie Camp saw Tristen Elder get the shootout winner as Team Black beat Team White 4-3.

   Jesse Gabrielle scored twice and Kirklan Lycar had the other for the Team Black in regulation while Taylor Sanheim, Dawson Waddell and Ty Lewis scored for Team White.

   Rookie Camp concludes with the Young Guns Intrasquad Game on Thursday night (6:00 p.m., Westman Communications Group Place).

Top 10 American prospects to watch for 2014 NHL draft

Kevin Allen, USA TODAY Sports 1:32 p.m. EDT September 27, 2013

2013-9-27-ryan-macinnis-prospect

(Photo: Shaun Botterill Getty Images)

Story Highlights

Roughly 25 U.S. players are projected in the first 70 to 80 picks

Clarke scored 19 goals last season in OHL

NHL Central Scouting has designated Clarke an 'A' prospect

SHARE 144 CONNECT 12 TWEETCOMMENTEMAILMORE

Highly-regarded 2014 NHL draft prospect Blake Clarke boasts a sizzling shot, and somewhere in St. Louis there is a tortured garage to prove it.

"I have a net set up in the garage at home and I've been shooting a couple of hundred pucks a day since I was 9 or 10," said Clarke, 17, who plays for the North Bay Battalion in the Ontario Hockey League.

He admits that the back wall of the garage was heavily damaged by his practice habits. There were casualties before the family added a tarp to catch his errant drives.

"Our dining room is right behind it," Clarke said. "(A shot) went through the wall and hit the china cabinet and broke some stuff. My dad was not happy."

The work and damage seemingly has paid off because NHL Central Scouting has designated Clarke as an 'A' prospect for the June draft. The early projections have Clarke landing somewhere in the middle of the first round. He's 6-2 and scored 19 goals last season as a first-year OHL player.

This is expected to be a good draft for U.S. players, with roughly 25 Americans showing the potential to go in the first 70 to 80 picks.

Here are others on USA TODAY Sports top 10 American-born forwards and defensemen to watch: 

2. Center Nick Schmaltz (Green Bay, United States Hockey League): The Wisconsin native and North Dakota recruit is a slick, offensive catalyst with the potential to be a No 1 or No. 2 center at the NHL level.

"He's a high-end talent," said Jim Johansson, who oversees the U.S. national teams. "He's as pure of an offensive guy as we have had in a while. He has good offensive instincts and puck awareness. And his hands are lightning quick."

He is the brother of 2012 St. Louis Blues first-round draft pick Jordan Schmaltz.

3. Center Dylan Larkin (U.S. National Under-18): Johannson says the best description of Larkin "is that he just looks like a pro."

The University of Michigan recruit is viewed as a very good all-around player. Central Scouting has him rated as an 'A' prospect.

"What you saw last year was a guy willing to play in the heavy areas, the demanding areas, but he was not quite ready," said former Calgary Flames general manager Craig Button, now a draft expert for TSN of Canada. "Now this year, not only is he ready, but he's assertive. He's able to control and dominate in those areas."

4. Left wing Sonny Milano (U.S. National Under-18): A Notre Dame recruit, Milano has taken a giant leap in his development this season. He's another 'A' prospect.

"All of the good things he was doing last year, he's doing at a much higher pace this year," Johannson said. "That makes him even more dangerous."

He can rip across the ice like a lightning strike. "He's a flashy player, and if you get caught flat-footed against him you are done for," said his teammate Larkin.

5. Center Ryan MacInnis (Kitchener, OHL): He is the son of Hall of Fame defenseman Al MacInnis, an executive with the St. Louis Blues.

The young MacInnis is a thin 6-4, two-way center who is just beginning to explore the physical side of his game. He's a 'B' prospect who could be an 'A' by the end of the season.

"He's a big, lanky kid," said Clarke, who was MacInnis' teammate for many years in St. Louis. "Good skater. Good hands. The one thing that stands out for me is his vision. He's a great playmaker. And in a center, that's what you look for. I think a 6-4 center who is good defensively, can skate and passes well is pretty rare."

6. Defenseman Jack Glover (U.S. National Under-18): Red Line Report, an independent scouting newsletter, had Glover rated mid-way through the first round in its September report.

He's 6-3 and he has committed to play at the University of Minnesota. Larkin says Glover is one of the hardest workers on the national team.

 7. Defenseman Jack Dougherty (U.S. National Under-18). Central Scouting has him rated as a 'B' player, but there's a consensus he has the potential to climb into the first round. He's 6-3, and versatile enough to play in all situations.

He scored a goal in the U.S. All-American Prospects Game in Pittsburgh on Thursday night with a nice shot into the corner of the net.

 8. Center Chase De Leo (Portland, Western Hockey League): A California native, De Leo has been labeled an 'A' prospect by Central Scouting. He's already played two seasons in the WHL, and last season produced 18 goals and 38 assists for 56 points in 71 games. 

Scouts like his skill level. His primary issue will be that he is not very big by NHL standards at 5-9, 177 pounds. He's started the WHL season strong, scoring three goals in his first three games.

9. Defenseman Josh Jacobs (Indiana, USHL): A Michigan State recruit, Jacobs (6-2) is an offensive style defenseman who is expected to benefit by playing for coach Jeff Brown, a former NHL defenseman.

"(Jacobs) is such a good and free skater," Button said. "Sometimes with young defensemen, skating helps get them out of trouble. But what I see now with him he is using his skating to command the game."

10. Center Ryan Donato (Dexter High School (Mass.): He is the son of former NHL player Ted Donato. Their playing styles are different, but it's clear to scouts that he has inherited his father's ability to think the game.

"His dad was a really smart player and he is smart," Button said. "… He has poise and hockey sense. He has the mentality to make plays. He just needs to learn to do things quicker, at a higher pace, as all young players. But I like his head. He's always looking to make a play."
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Bruins preseason prospects rankings: 20-11

By Kirk Luedeke

 Yale sophomore Rob O'Gara came in 12th in Kirk Luedeke's preseason ranking of the B's prospects. (Photo: Dave Arnold/New England Hockey Journal)

The New England Hockey Journal’s Boston Bruins prospects review continues with the second in a three-part series ranking the organization’s future hopefuls.

 The comprehensive list is a subjective assessment of players under 25 and with minimal NHL and AHL experience. The scouting reports and profiles are based on live viewings and film study of all 36 players evaluated, along with the feedback and input from NHL scouting and front office sources and other contacts in the hockey community.

Forward Matt Fraser, an undrafted free agent who was acquired from the Dallas Stars as part of the Tyler Seguin deal, just missed the top-10. Although a dangerous scorer at the AHL level, he has been unable to translate his wicked shot and nose for the net in limited NHL action. Watch for him to become a fan favorite in Providence, and he could get a longer look in Boston soon.  Defenseman David Warsofsky (Marshfield, Mass.) may not have ideal height to play the position, but he brings the speed and offensive skills to contribute if the B’s need him in a pinch. The former BU standout has been unable to break into the crowded defense picture in Boston, but he’ll play an important role in Providence this season.

Several of the players featured from 11-20 have the potential to crack the top-10 by mid-season, but are ranked a little lower because of their longer-term timelines. Ryan Fitzgerald (North Reading, Mass.) plays a similar type of game to current B’s star David Krejci and will showcase his talent at Boston College this season along with several other high-profile prospects in another impressive freshman class. Yale sophomore Rob O’Gara was arguably the most impressive player at Boston’s summer development camp, and brings size, mobility and smarts to the mix. Still several years away from turning pro, he’s a diamond-in-the-rough find for the B’s in the fifth round of the 2011 NHL draft out of Milton Academy.

The prospect series will conclude this week with the New England Hockey Journal’s top-10 prospects list for the Boston Bruins. Dougie Hamilton, Torey Krug and Jordan Caron will not be featured in this roundup, however Reilly Smith will be ranked out of a desire to familiarize fans with his talent and projection.       

NEHJ 2013 Boston Bruins preseason prospect rankings: 11-20

Rank/Name/Position/2012-13 Club

11. Matt Fraser, LW, Texas Stars (AHL)

Upside: Minor league scorer with a 6-foot-2 frame and a wicked release brings a Bruins-type lunch pail mentality to the rink every day. Fraser is an instinctive, driven winger who exploits seams in defenses and finds ways to produce when the game is on the line. Versatile; can play either the left or right side.

Downside: Average skater; has not elevated his offense in the NHL when he has less time, space to work with.  Has a sluggish first few steps and still addressing his play in all zones to maximize effectiveness on the lower lines.

Outlook: Has second-line, 25-30 goal upside at the NHL level at his peak, but has to prove that he can find the back of the net when defenders close on him so much faster in the big show than in the minors. For now, he makes a skilled Providence forward group even more dangerous, with 70 goals in two AHL seasons.

12. Rob O’Gara, D, Yale University (ECAC)

Upside: At 6-foot-3, the Yale sophomore is a smart, effective defensive presence with quickness and fluid footwork. O’Gara plays an well-rounded, consistent game: he’s the kind of defenseman you win with, and championships at the prep and NCAA attest to that.

Downside: Still pretty raw with a lot of growing and maturing ahead. Offensive potential is still a mystery, as he played things conservatively as a Yale freshman. If he can increase his production, his prospect value will also soar.

Outlook: A sure top-10 prospect if he was a little closer to the NHL than he is, O’Gara’s stock is not dropping, but is reflected in some of the newer, higher-upside prospects who joined the B’s in the offseason.  Watch for O’Gara to assert himself as one of the best young defenders in the NCAA this season and continue to elevate his standing within the organization.

13.  Brian Ferlin, RW, Cornell University (ECAC)

Upside: 6-foot-2, 215-pound Floridian has added strength and mass to his frame, and is primed for a breakout offensive campaign as a Cornell junior. Ferlin is an outstanding athlete who can skate and shoot to great effect, but his improvement in all zones is the real story with this intriguing power forward.

Downside: The B’s are waiting for Ferlin to exhibit the consistent offense that could see him break into a top-nine role in the NHL. He does honest work along the boards and establishes body position in the slot, but won’t ever be much of an intimidating, physical presence.

Outlook: The B’s are quietly bullish on the last pick of the 2011 draft’s fourth round. Ferlin is a natural talent who has established himself as a legitimate NHL prospect despite coming from a non-traditional hockey background in Jacksonville.

14. Matt Grzelcyk (Charlestown, Mass.), D, Boston University Terriers (HEA)

Upside: Blazing fast wheels and highly skilled; the former Belmont Hill and Team USA star wasted no time establishing himself as an impact player at BU a year ago. His hockey sense is elite, and he’s better defensively than gets credit for.

Downside: Beyond the obvious physical limitations associated with a 5-foot-9 frame, Grzelcyk is a long-term option for the B’s. Needs to ensure he’s in peak physical condition and on track to take the next step as a sophomore.

Outlook: It’s growing increasingly difficult to be a prospect in Boston’s system these days especially on defense, but with plenty of time to stay at BU and improve his core strength, gain experience- this Townie could one day make a splash with the team he dreamed of skating for.

15. Anthony Camara, LW, Barrie Colts (OHL)

Upside: Grinding, agitating winger has an NHL-caliber shot and the ability to score goals through gritty work around the net.  Camara plays a Bruins-style of game as a heavy-hitting middleweight who can provide offense.

Downside:  With questionable hockey sense and creativity, Camara’s offensive success has been tied to higher-end linemates. Although a big hitter who never misses a chance to finish a check, he is not all that effective a fighter, so fans should not expect him to develop into a legitimate enforcer type in the NHL.

Outlook: With a deep, experienced roster of players who have experienced the NHL, Camara should spend the entire season in the AHL figuring out the system and how to get the most from his abilities. He’s a prototypical Bruins winger who crashes the net and plays a rugged up-and-down game, but he may be more of a Jeff Odgers-style contributor than a top power forward in the Milan Lucic mold.

16.  Seth Griffith, RW, London Knights (OHL)

Upside: Elite vision and a sniper’s touch make the London Knights product a wild card to develop into a top-six NHL winger some day. Thinks the game at a high level and has a natural nose for the net both as a setup man and finisher.

Downside: Griffith lacks ideal size (5-foot-10) and speed for the NHL. He is not a top defensive player and needs to round out his game before he is ready for the highest level.

Outlook: A productive and savvy scorer with the London Knights, Griffith has managed to put up big numbers at every level despite not having the skating and frame that NHL teams covet.  He is a coin flip to have a seamless transition to the AHL or be challenged to have a significant impact. However, regardless of how successful Griffith is in his rookie pro campaign, he’s got a lengthy developmental path ahead before he can challenge for a job on Boston’s deep forward corps.

17. Ryan Fitzgerald (North Reading, Mass.), C, Valley Jr. Warriors (EJHL)

Upside: Creative center has a natural feel for the game that few others possess. Can do a little bit of everything, including score goals and kill penalties; will likely be a star player that Jerry York (Watertown, Mass.) can use in all situations at Boston College.

Downside: Like Griffith, Fitzgerald does not possess ideal size (5-foot-10, 170) or speed, though he does compensate with shifty elusiveness.

Outlook: You hear about draft steals every year, but getting Fitzgerald at the end of the fourth round means that there is no pressure on him to develop in his hometown team’s system. He has solid NHL potential, but it is a tad early to try and project what kind of role he might play before he establishes himself in the NCAA.

18. David Warsofsky (Marshfield, Mass.), D, Providence Bruins (AHL)

Upside: A speedy and skilled defender who has won titles in the NCAA and the World Jr. Championship, Warsofsky also plays with a chip on his shoulder. As an effective puck-mover and power play specialist he’s on the verge of putting up big numbers in Providence and could see time as a call-up to Boston this season.

Downside: His lack of size (5-foot-10) is an issue, and he doesn’t quite have Krug’s wheels and offensive creativity.

Outlook: The B’s traded fan favorite Vladimir Sobotka for the South Shore native at the 2010 draft. . Although Warsofsky is skilled and determined, he’s subjectively behind Krug and Grzelcyk in the pecking order and may have to find another landing spot if he can’t make his mark in Boston this season.

19. Craig Cunningham, RW, Providence Bruins (AHL)

Upside: Opportunistic forward finished second on the team in goals (25) to Jamie Tardif. More quick and elusive than blazing fast, the 2010 fourth-rounder has a natural nose for the net as an effective two-way forward who can play in all situations.

Downside: Another small forward in the system; could stand to get stronger on the puck and improve the grit factor in his game.

Outlook: The Bruins drafted the former junior teammate of Milan Lucic more for his versatility and character than anything else. He brings the kind of attributes that the team values for the lower lines and special teams units.

20. Carter Camper, C, Providence Bruins (AHL)

Upside: Tenacious little (5-foot-9) pivot has been a point producer and impact performer at every level with his soft hands and great head for the game.

Downside: Small, plus lacks separation speed and quick burst.

Outlook: The former Miami University captain finds himself at a crowded position for jobs with the big team. A key cog for Providence this season, there isn’t a lot of wiggle room for Camper to see action in Boston unless the forwards get hit with a rash of injuries. The Ohio native and undrafted free agent in the final year of his deal could be a nice trade chip for the Bruins if they want to give him a change of scenery.

Twitter: @kluedeke29

Email: feedback@hockeyjournal.com
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Things falling into place for Bruins prospect Fallstrom

By Kirk Luedeke

Bruins prospect Alexander Fallstrom has shown plenty of promise since the Bruins acquired him in the Chuck Kobasew-Alexander Kokhlachev trade of 2011. (Getty Images)

CORAL SPRINGS, Fla. – He’s probably the best forward prospect who is under the radar at present, but forward Alexander Fallstrom just keeps getting better in his quest to earn a spot with the Boston Bruins.

Originally a fourth-round pick of the Minnesota Wild in 2009 after a terrific season with famed prep school Shattuck St. Mary’s in Faribault, Minn., Fallstrom came to the B’s just a few months later as part of the October trade that sent Chuck Kobasew to the Land of 10,000 Lakes in exchange for the Harvard freshman and a second-round pick (Alexander Khokhlachev) in 2011.

“Just to try and build on what I learned during my time in Providence last season,” Fallstrom said when asked about his mental approach to attending Boston’s main camp this week. “It was a great experience; I learned a lot and got a lot of good feedback from Coach Cassidy and from Don Sweeney, so I’m just going to keep working on what they’re talking about and carry that into the upcoming season.” 

Back in July, when the B’s convened their annual prospects development camp, GM Peter Chiarelli talked about the club’s new dynamic and what it meant for the competitive atmosphere at camp. 

“I like the fact that we have guys that are pushing to play, maybe a couple of guys here, a couple of guys we got in trades, a couple of guys we’ve got in Providence,” Chiarelli said. “(Competition) breathes new life into everybody. I think in this year we’re going to have a bit of challenge in that respect because we played so long into the summer and it will be good that there will be some young guys coming into the lineup and breathing new life and new enthusiasm into the team.” 

Fast forward to September and one can only wonder if Fallstrom, who turns 23 on Sep. 15, was one of those Providence players Chiarelli alluded to, but if his solid performance in Florida is any indication, the smart and hard-working winger could be positioned to be a surprise candidate for the third line that no one is really talking about. 

For the Stockholm native who spent the last four years in Cambridge while skating for his GM’s alma mater, the familiarity with Boston is an added bonus as he heads into camp with the mindset that he can make the big team. And if the NHL is not in the cards for him just yet, Fallstrom enjoyed his brief time in Providence last spring for the end of the regular season, and looks forward to a return engagement to build on his early pro success. 

“It’s nice, it’s nice being close to the city that I’ve lived in for the past four years,” he said. “I love Boston, I love Cambridge, so it’s nice not to have to move too far.” 

Fallstrom’s best offensive output came in his junior season with the Crimson, when he potted 13 goals and 25 points in 28 NCAA games, but he showed a surprisingly deft goal scorer’s touch in limited AHL action last April, tallying four goals in 10 games.  Although offense is not what is going to get Fallstrom to the NHL, his overall game just might do the trick. 

“I’d say I’m kind of a power forward,” he said. “I like to play fast and tough. I think I have a pretty good shot and pretty good skill.” 

That skill came out in the second rookie game against Florida, when Fallstrom took part in the five-player shootout at the end of the game, putting on a dynamic series of dekes before tucking the puck into the open cage past a befuddled Rob Madore. Fallstrom then drove the net hard and scored a gritty goal off the rebound in the final contest against Nashville, a 2-2 tie. 

“I thought Fallstrom had a much better game against Florida than he did yesterday (against Tampa Bay),” said Providence head coach Bruce Cassidy. “He’s a strong kid who can play an effective two-way game.” 

Having picked up a few steps from when Boston acquired him, the 6-foot-2, 205-pound right wing may not win many popularity contests when it comes to who is most recognized Bruins prospect, but his own hockey idols may give an indication of what style of player he wants to be for his team.

“(I like) a lot of Swedes, especially Daniel Alfredsson, Mats Sundin,” said Fallstrom when asked who he looks up to and tries to pattern his own game after. “And ‘the Mule’, Johan Franzen of the Red Wings, is a big idol of mine.” 

If his talent and penchant for playing a rugged, but effective defensive game is any indication, Fallstrom might one day follow in one of his favorite player’s footsteps and achieve his own NHL dream.

Twitter: @kluedeke29

Iverson wins MVP at prospects game

Thursday, 09.26.2013 / 11:17 PM / Prospects

By Wes Crosby - NHL.com Correspondent
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PITTSBURGH -- Keegan Iverson's two points earned him Player of the Game honors in Team Mark Johnson's 5-2 win over Team Joe Mullen in the 2013 CCM/USA Hockey All-American Top Prospects Game at Consol Energy Center on Thursday night.

Iverson, who plays for the Western Hockey League's Portland Winterhawks, broke a 1-1 tie 6:57 into the third period. Dylan Larkin, who like Iverson finished with a goal and an assist, whipped the puck on the net from the blue line, forcing Alex Nedeljkovic to make a pad save. Iverson grabbed the rebound and slid the puck into the back of the net.

"It's a great experience," Iverson said. "Coming in, I was a little nervous. I didn't know what to expect, but it's a great experience to be here and get Player of the Game."

The 16-year-old forward from St. Louis Park, Minn., showcased impressive chemistry with Larkin throughout the game and set up Larkin's goal early in the second period. Iverson forced Josh Jacobs into a turnover by pressuring him between the faceoff circles in Team Mullen's zone. He won possession of the puck and tapped a perfect pass onto Larkin's stick in front of the net for the opening goal.

Mark Johnson, coach of Team Johnson and the University of Wisconsin women's ice hockey team, said he was surprised with Iverson and Larkin's ability to find chemistry throughout the game, an asset he thought his entire roster shared.

"They played really well as a group," Johnson said. "It's fun as a scouting standpoint or even a coaching standpoint to watch kids when they're not used to playing with different players or different groups. All of a sudden something happens out there and [they gain] chemistry. It's nice to see."

Johnson praised Iverson's play, but noted that there were several players on his team that were worthy of Player of the Game consideration.

"They're only going to pick one and certainly he has a memory now," Johnson said. "He walks away with a trophy and it's something he'll have for the rest of his life as he looks back on his young career. It's a pretty good opportunity and a special night for him.

"But I think they could have probably played a couple of other guys too who played well for us."

Joe Mullen, coach of Team Mullen and an assistant with the Philadelphia Flyers, agreed with Iverson being named Player of the Game, but noted Larkin also had also had a case.

"He's a good solid player," Mullen said. "I thought that line played really well. I thought Larkin played really well and it was just a really solid line out there. They really produced for him."

Iverson's day didn't start as brightly as it ended. His skate went out from under him at Team Johnson's morning skate, sending him hard into the boards. Iverson said the fall left his confidence a bit shaken entering the game, but he was able to perform up to his own expectations.

"My nerves set in at morning skate when I took a nasty fall. I was wondering how the game was going to go," Iverson said. "But I think I did pretty well. I was really happy with the way I played and it was a great performance.

"I'm really proud of myself."

SENS' CONACHER, PAGEAU, DA COSTA ENJOYING THE MOMENTHE CANADIAN PRESSOTTAWA -- The Ottawa Senators' three smallest players made the biggest impact in training camp and were rewarded for their efforts with roster spots.

The trio of Cory Conacher, Jean-Gabriel Pageau and Stephane Da Costa took advantage of a day off Monday to enjoy the news before returning their focus to the hard work that lies ahead.

Da Costa's performance was perhaps the biggest surprise. The 24-year-old centre seemed to fall out of favour with the Senators last season and was told to commit to his summer training regimen and be willing to make some adjustments.

He took the advice and spent the summer in Poland training with his older brother Teddy, who is currently playing in Finland.

"I knew what they were saying and I took it seriously," said Da Costa. "I'm not the biggest player physically so I knew I had to work on that and I tried to focus on my defensive play."

While he spent much of the pre-season centring the team's top line as Jason Spezza recovered from a mild groin sprain, Da Costa found himself on a line between Zack Smith and Chris Neil at Tuesday's practice.

"He's a player that plays with speed and some tenacity and he's got good skill level," said head coach Paul MacLean. "He was good in the faceoff circle so we expect him to do the same things. The expectation is that he'll continue to play well and should be able to create more opportunities for those guys to maybe have an opportunity to score."

Conacher had been one of four players being considered to play on the left wing on the second line with Clarke MacArthur and Kyle Turris, but he was easily the most consistent of all.

The trio seemed to generate some early chemistry.

"They're two guys who are pretty easy to play with," said Conacher. "I just want to try and create space for them because they're two guys who are really good with the puck. As long as I'm being a little bit of a pest in the (offensive) zone that will create a little bit more room for them."

At five foot eight, Conacher is the Senators' smallest player and he's also diabetic, but he won't let his size or his illness define his career. He refuses to allow anything to be used as an excuse should his play begin to slide.

"There's so much competition so you can't be too comfortable," said Conacher. "I have to show that I'm willing to get better every day and it starts off by the things I eat and how I track my diabetes.

"I think I worked a lot this summer to be more focused and more reliable on the ice to allow the coach to put me on the ice with two minutes left in the game rather than sit me on the bench."

After an impressive start to his pro career last season -- which featured a playoff hat trick -- many wondered if Jean-Gabriel Pageau would be able to thrive under the high expectations.

Pageau, 20, participated in the team's summer development camp and was strong at the rookie tournament. He earned regular praise from MacLean through the pre-season.

"It's a great feeling (to be here)," said Pageau. "But even today I don't want to take anything for granted. I know there's always players pushing to come back here, but I'm ready to do all the sacrifices to stay with the big team."

As the team's youngest player, Pageau isn't afraid to take advice from his older and more experienced teammates. He also believes last year's experience allowed him to come into camp with more confidence.

"It helped me be more comfortable both on and off the ice," admitted Pageau. "I think when you're more comfortable you can play your real game. You don't have to think between every play you can just go and play like you can play."

While all three players will face different challenges, the one thing the Senators will be looking for is a consistent effort.

"As young players the hardest thing to find in the league is consistency," said MacLean. "At some point and time someone or all three could struggle with that, but at this point they've been probably the most consistent players from the start of training camp to the end of training camp and as a result they're here to start the season."

Notes: Spezza has been sidelined by a mild groin sprain was able to take part in a full practice Tuesday and believes progress has been made. "It seemed to hold up pretty good," said Spezza. "I got through a whole practice and it felt pretty good. There was some hard skating." Spezza doesn't anticipate any more setbacks and is looking forward to Ottawa's season opener at Buffalo on Friday.
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NHL ANNOUNCES OPENING-DAY ROSTERS FOR 2013-14 SEASON

     NEW YORK (October 1, 2013) -- Following are NHL club rosters, as of Noon, Eastern time today. Some players who recently have agreed to terms with their respective clubs but whose contracts had not yet been approved by the League are not included. The 2013-14 regular season begins tonight with three games.

 Anaheim Ducks

 Bryan Allen, Francois Beauchemin, Matt Beleskey, Nick Bonino, Andrew Cogliano, Viktor Fasth, Mark Fistric, Cam Fowler, Ryan Getzlaf, Jonas Hiller, Peter Holland, Saku Koivu, Hampus Lindholm, Ben Lovejoy, Patrick Maroon, Kyle Palmieri, Dustin Penner, Mathieu Perreault, Corey Perry, Teemu Selanne, Devante Smith-Pelly, Sami Vatanen, Daniel Winnik.

 Injured: Emerson Etem, Andrew O'Brien, Luca Sbisa, Jakob Silfverberg, Sheldon Souray.

 Boston Bruins

 Matt Bartkowski, Patrice Bergeron, Johnny Boychuk, Gregory Campbell, Jordan Caron, Zdeno Chara, Loui Eriksson, Dougie Hamilton, Jarome Iginla, Chad Johnson, Chris Kelly, David Krejci, Torey Krug, Milan Lucic, Brad Marchand, Adam McQuaid, Kevan Miller, Daniel Paille, Tuukka Rask, Dennis Seidenberg, Reilly Smith, Shawn Thornton.

 Injured: Bobby Robins, Marc Savard, Carl Soderberg.

 Buffalo Sabres

 Christian Ehrhoff, Tyler Ennis, Jhonas Enroth, Brian Flynn, Zemgus Girgensons, Mikhail Grigorenko, Cody Hodgson, Patrick Kaleta, Johan Larsson, Ville Leino, Jamie McBain, Cody McCormick, Ryan Miller, Tyler Myers, Steve Ott, Kevin Porter, Mark Pysyk, Rasmus Ristolainen, John Scott, Drew Stafford, Henrik Tallinder, Thomas Vanek, Mike Weber.

 Injured: Joel Armia, Marcus Foligno, Tim Schaller, Corey Tropp, Nikita Zadorov.

 Calgary Flames

 Mikael Backlund, Sven Baertschi, Lance Bouma, T.J. Brodie, Chris Butler, Joe Colborne, T.J. Galiardi, Mark Giordano, Curtis Glencross, Jiri Hudler, Tim Jackman, David Jones, Joey MacDonald, Brian McGrattan, Sean Monahan, Shane O'Brien, Karri Ramo, Kris Russell, Derek Smith, Matt Stajan, Lee Stempniak, Ben Street, Dennis Wideman.

 Injured: Christopher Breen, Mike Cammalleri.

 Carolina Hurricanes

 Brett Bellemore, Drayson Bowman, Matt Corrente, Patrick Dwyer, Justin Faulk, Nathan Gerbe, Tim Gleason, Ron Hainsey, Jay Harrison, Anton Khudobin, Mike Komisarek, Elias Lindholm, Riley Nash, Andrej Sekera, Alexander Semin, Jeff Skinner, Eric Staal, Jordan Staal, Brett Sutter, Jiri Tlusty, Cam Ward, Kevin Westgarth.

 Injured: Joni Pitkanen, Tuomo Ruutu.

 Chicago Blackhawks

 Bryan Bickell, Brandon Bollig, Sheldon Brookbank, Corey Crawford, Michal Handzus, Jimmy Hayes, Niklas Hjalmarsson, Marian Hossa, Patrick Kane, Duncan Keith, Nikolai Khabibulin, Michael Kostka, Marcus Kruger, Nick Leddy, Joakim Nordstrom, Johnny Oduya, Michal Rozsival, Brandon Saad, Brent Seabrook, Patrick Sharp, Andrew Shaw, Ben Smith, Jonathan Toews.

 Injured: None.

 Colorado Avalanche

 Tyson Barrie, Andre Benoit, Patrick Bordeleau, Marc-Andre Cliche, Steve Downie, Matt Duchene, Jean-Sebastien Giguere, Nate Guenin, Jan Hejda, Nick Holden, Matt Hunwick, Erik Johnson, Gabriel Landeskog, Nathan MacKinnon, Jamie McGinn, Cody McLeod, John Mitchell, Ryan O'Reilly, PA Parenteau, Cory Sarich, Paul Stastny, Alex Tanguay, Semyon Varlamov.

 Injured: David Van Der Gulik, Ryan Wilson.

 Columbus Blue Jackets

 Artem Anisimov, Cam Atkinson, Sergei Bobrovsky, Jared Boll, Matt Calvert, Blake Comeau, Brandon Dubinsky, Tim Erixon, Nick Foligno, Marian Gaborik, Boone Jenner, Ryan Johansen, Jack Johnson, Mark Letestu, Derek MacKenzie, Curtis McElhinney, Ryan Murray, Nikita Nikitin, Dalton Prout, David Savard, Fedor Tyutin, R.J. Umberger, James Wisniewski.

 Injured: Cody Bass, Oliver Gabriel, Nathan Horton.

 Dallas Stars

 Jamie Benn, Jordie Benn, Alex Chiasson, Erik Cole, Kevin Connauton, Trevor Daley, Brenden Dillon, Cody Eakin, Dan Ellis, Vernon Fiddler, Ryan Garbutt, Alex Goligoski, Sergei Gonchar, Shawn Horcoff, Kari Lehtonen, Lane MacDermid, Chris Mueller, Valeri Nichushkin, Stephane Robidas, Antoine Roussel, Tyler Seguin, Ray Whitney.

 Injured: Scott Glennie, Rich Peverley, Aaron Rome.

 Detroit Red Wings

 Justin Abdelkader, Daniel Alfredsson, Joakim Andersson, Todd Bertuzzi, Daniel Cleary, Jared Coreau, Pavel Datsyuk, Danny DeKeyser, Cory Emmerton, Jonathan Ericsson, Johan Franzen, Jimmy Howard, Jakub Kindl, Niklas Kronwall, Brian Lashoff, Drew Miller, Xavier Ouellet, Kyle Quincey, Mikael Samuelsson, Brendan Smith, Tomas Tatar, Stephen Weiss, Henrik Zetterberg.

 Injured: Willem Coetzee, Patrick Eaves, Landon Ferraro, Jonas Gustavsson, Darren Helm, Nick Jensen, Jordin Tootoo.

 Edmonton Oilers

 Will Acton, Mark Arcobello, Anton Belov, Mike Brown, Devan Dubnyk, Ben Eager, Jordan Eberle, Andrew Ference, Luke Gazdic, Boyd Gordon, Denis Grebeshkov, Taylor Hall, Ales Hemsky, Jesse Joensuu, Jason LaBarbera, David Perron, Jeff Petry, Justin Schultz, Nick Schultz, Ladislav Smid, Ryan Smyth, Nail Yakupov.

 Injured: Sam Gagner, Curtis Hamilton, Steve MacIntyre, Ryan Nugent-Hopkins, Corey Potter.

 Florida Panthers

 Krys Barch, Aleksander Barkov, Brad Boyes, Brian Campbell, Joey Crabb, Tomas Fleischmann, Tom Gilbert, Matt Gilroy, Marcel Goc, Scott Gomez, Erik Gudbranson, Jonathan Huberdeau, Tomas Kopecky, Dmitry Kulikov, Jacob Markstrom, Shawn Matthias, Drew Shore, Tim Thomas, Scottie Upshall, Kris Versteeg, Mike Weaver, Jesse Winchester.

 Injured: Sean Bergenheim, Nick Bjugstad, Scott Clemmensen, Ed Jovanovski, Steve Pinizzotto.

 Los Angeles Kings

 Dustin Brown, Dan Carcillo, Jeff Carter, Kyle Clifford, Drew Doughty, Keaton Ellerby, Colin Fraser, Matt Frattin, Matt Greene, Dwight King, Anze Kopitar, Trevor Lewis, Alec Martinez, Willie Mitchell, Jake Muzzin, Jordan Nolan, Jonathan Quick, Robyn Regehr, Mike Richards, Ben Scrivens, Jarret Stoll, Slava Voynov, Justin Williams.

 Injured: None.

 Minnesota Wild

 Niklas Backstrom, Keith Ballard, Jonas Brodin, Kyle Brodziak, Matt Cooke, Charlie Coyle, Matt Dumba, Justin Fontaine, Mikael Granlund, Josh Harding, Dany Heatley, Mikko Koivu, Zenon Konopka, Torrey Mitchell, Nino Niederreiter, Zach Parise, Jason Pominville, Nate Prosser, Marco Scandella, Jared Spurgeon, Clayton Stoner, Ryan Suter.

 Injured: Michael Rupp.

 Montreal Canadiens

 Francis Bouillon, Michael Bournival, Rene Bourque, Daniel Briere, Peter Budaj, David Desharnais, Raphael Diaz, Lars Eller, Alex Galchenyuk, Brendan Gallagher, Brian Gionta, Josh Gorges, Andrei Markov, Travis Moen, Max Pacioretty, George Parros, Tomas Plekanec, Carey Price, Brandon Prust, P.K. Subban, Jarred Tinordi, Ryan White.

 Injured: Davis Drewiske, Alexei Emelin, Douglas Murray, Steve Quailer, Christian Thomas.

 Nashville Predators

 Victor Bartley, Gabriel Bourque, Rich Clune, Matt Cullen, Mattias Ekholm, Ryan Ellis, Mike Fisher, Filip Forsberg, Paul Gaustad, Matt Hendricks, Patric Hornqvist, Carter Hutton, Seth Jones, Roman Josi, Kevin Klein, David Legwand, Eric Nystrom, Pekka Rinne, Craig Smith, Nick Spaling, Shea Weber, Colin Wilson.

 Injured: Viktor Stalberg.

 New Jersey Devils

 Steve Bernier, Martin Brodeur, Damien Brunner, Ryan Carter, Ryane Clowe, Mark Fayne, Stephen Gionta, Andy Greene, Peter Harrold, Adam Henrique, Jaromir Jagr, Jacob Josefson, Adam Larsson, Andrei Loktionov, Rostislav Olesz, Michael Ryder, Bryce Salvador, Cory Schneider, Alexander Urbom, Anton Volchenkov, Travis Zajac, Marek Zidlicky, Dainius Zubrus.

 Injured: Patrik Elias, Mattias Tedenby.

 New York Islanders

 Josh Bailey, Pierre-Marc Bouchard, Eric Boulton, Matt Carkner, Casey Cizikas, Matt Donovan, Michael Grabner, Travis Hamonic, Thomas Hickey, Andrew MacDonald, Matt Martin, Colin McDonald, Matt Moulson, Evgeni Nabokov, Brock Nelson, Frans Nielsen, Kyle Okposo, Kevin Poulin, Peter Regin, Griffin Reinhart, Brian Strait, John Tavares, Lubomir Visnovsky.

 Injured: Cal Clutterbuck.

 New York Rangers

 Arron Asham, Martin Biron, Brian Boyle, Derick Brassard, Michael Del Zotto, Derek Dorsett, Justin Falk, Jesper Fast, Dan Girardi, Henrik Lundqvist, Ryan McDonagh, J.T. Miller, Dominic Moore, John Moore, Rick Nash, Benoit Pouliot, Taylor Pyatt, Brad Richards, Marc Staal, Derek Stepan, Anton Stralman, Mats Zuccarello.

 Injured: Ryan Callahan, Carl Hagelin.

 Ottawa Senators

 Craig Anderson, Cory Conacher, Erik Condra, Joe Corvo, Jared Cowen, Stephane Da Costa, Colin Greening, Eric Gryba, Erik Karlsson, Matt Kassian, Robin Lehner, Clarke MacArthur, Marc Methot, Milan Michalek, Chris Neil, Jean-Gabriel Pageau, Chris Phillips, Bobby Ryan, Zack Smith, Jason Spezza, Kyle Turris, Patrick Wiercioch.

 Injured: None.

 Philadelphia Flyers

 Braydon Coburn, Sean Couturier, Ray Emery, Claude Giroux, Nicklas Grossmann, Erik Gustafsson, Adam Hall, Scott Hartnell, Scott Laughton, Vincent Lecavalier, Steve Mason, Andrej Meszaros, Matt Read, Zac Rinaldo, Jay Rosehill, Brayden Schenn, Luke Schenn, Wayne Simmonds, Mark Streit, Maxime Talbot, Kimmo Timonen, Jakub Voracek.

 Injured: Marc-Andre Bourdon, Chris Pronger.

 Phoenix Coyotes

 Paul Bissonnette, Mikkel Boedker, Chris Brown, Kyle Chipchura, Shane Doan, Oliver Ekman-Larsson, Thomas Greiss, Martin Hanzal, Rob Klinkhammer, Lauri Korpikoski, Lucas Lessio, Zbynek Michalek, Derek Morris, David Moss, Mike Ribeiro, David Rundblad, David Schlemko, Mike Smith, Michael Stone, Chris Summers, Antoine Vermette, Radim Vrbata, Keith Yandle.

 Injured: Rostislav Klesla.

 Pittsburgh Penguins

 Craig Adams, Robert Bortuzzo, Chris Conner, Sidney Crosby, Matt D'Agostini, Pascal Dupuis, Deryk Engelland, Marc-Andre Fleury, Tanner Glass, Dustin Jeffrey, Jussi Jokinen, Chris Kunitz, Olli Maatta, Evgeni Malkin, Paul Martin, James Neal, Matt Niskanen, Brooks Orpik, Harrison Ruopp, Rob Scuderi, Brandon Sutter, Joe Vitale, Jeff Zatkoff.

 Injured: Kris Letang, Tomas Vokoun.

 St. Louis Blues

 David Backes, Patrik Berglund, Jay Bouwmeester, Ian Cole, Adam Cracknell, Brian Elliott, Jaroslav Halak, Barret Jackman, Maxim Lapierre, Jordan Leopold, T.J. Oshie, Magnus Paajarvi, Alex Pietrangelo, Roman Polak, Ryan Reaves, Derek Roy, Jaden Schwartz, Kevin Shattenkirk, Vladimir Sobotka, Alex Steen, Chris Stewart, Vladimir Tarasenko.

 Injured: None.

 Non-Roster: Brenden Morrow (pending immigration clearance)

 San Jose Sharks

 Dan Boyle, Justin Braun, Adam Burish, Brent Burns, Logan Couture, Jason Demers, Andrew Desjardins, Freddie Hamilton, Scott Hannan, Martin Havlat, Tomas Hertl, Matt Irwin, Tyler Kennedy, Patrick Marleau, Antti Niemi, Matthew Nieto, Joe Pavelski, James Sheppard, Alex Stalock, Brad Stuart, Joe Thornton, Marc-Edouard Vlasic, Tommy Wingels.

 Injured: Raffi Torres.

 Tampa Bay Lightning

 Keith Aulie, Mark Barberio, Ben Bishop, Eric Brewer, Matt Carle, Brett Connolly, B.J. Crombeen, Valtteri Filppula, Radko Gudas, Victor Hedman, Tyler Johnson, Alex Killorn, Pierre-Cedric Labrie, Anders Lindback, Ryan Malone, Richard Panik, Teddy Purcell, Tom Pyatt, Sami Salo, Martin St. Louis, Steven Stamkos, Andrej Sustr, Nate Thompson.

 Injured: Brian Lee, Mattias Ohlund, Matt Taormina.

 Toronto Maple Leafs

 Carter Ashton, Jonathan Bernier, Troy Bodie, Dave Bolland, Tyler Bozak, David Clarkson, Cody Franson, Mark Fraser, Jake Gardiner, Carl Gunnarsson, Nazem Kadri, Phil Kessel, Nikolai Kulemin, Joffrey Lupul, Jay McClement, Colton Orr, Dion Phaneuf, Paul Ranger, Mason Raymond, James Reimer, Morgan Rielly, James Van Riemsdyk

 Injured: Frazer McLaren, Kenny Ryan.

 Vancouver Canucks

 Andrew Alberts, Kevin Bieksa, David Booth, Alex Burrows, Zac Dalpe, Alexander Edler, Jason Garrison, Dan Hamhuis, Jannik Hansen, Chris Higgins, Zack Kassian, Ryan Kesler, Eddie Lack, Roberto Luongo, Brad Richardson, Mike Santorelli, Daniel Sedin, Henrik Sedin, Tom Sestito, Ryan Stanton, Chris Tanev, Yannick Weber, Dale Weise.

 Injured: Jeremie Blain, Nicklas Jensen, Jordan Schroeder.

 Washington Capitals

 Karl Alzner, Nicklas Backstrom, Jay Beagle, Troy Brouwer, John Carlson, Connor Carrick, Jason Chimera, Martin Erat, John Erskine, Eric Fehr, Mikhail Grabovski, Mike Green, Jack Hillen, Braden Holtby, Marcus Johansson, Brooks Laich, Michael Latta, Michal Neuvirth, Steve Oleksy, Alex Ovechkin, Aaron Volpatti, Joel Ward, Tom Wilson.

 Injured: None.

 Winnipeg Jets

 Zach Bogosian, Dustin Byfuglien, Tobias Enstrom, Michael Frolik, Matt Halischuk, Olli Jokinen, Evander Kane, Andrew Ladd, Bryan Little, Al Montoya, Adam Pardy, Ondrej Pavelec, Anthony Peluso, Paul Postma, Mark Scheifele, Devin Setoguchi, Jim Slater, Mark Stuart, Eric Tangradi, Chris Thorburn, Jacob Trouba, Blake Wheeler, James Wright.

 Injured: Grant Clitsome.
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Evander Kane will be on Winnipeg’s second line tonight with Devin Setoguchi and rookie centre Mark Scheifele. 
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EDMONTON — Clean slates and new beginnings are the themes for tonight’s NHL season-opener for two teams that missed the Stanley Cup playoffs last spring.

The Winnipeg Jets, now in their new home in the Western Conference, face off against the Edmonton Oilers at 9 p.m. CT at Rexall Place.

The Jets were four points off the playoff mark last April, with 51 in 48 games. Edmonton finished with 45 points and missed by 10.

After their shabby 1-4-3 pre-season, the Jets said after this morning’s skate they're raring to go.

"It hasn’t been that bad," said centre Bryan Little. "We’d like to have done a little better in exhibition but it’s over now and it’s a clean slate. I think everyone’s a bit tired of practising and playing exhibition games. I think we’re ready for the real thing now. I think everyone’s real excited."

The Jets’ franchise, including its Atlanta years, has only made the playoffs one time.

"It’s a long summer but I’ve had five or six of them so I really want to change that this year," Little said. "It sucks being at home, being bored, doing nothing, watching other guys play in the playoffs.

"Hopefully this summer coming up is a lot shorter. That would be nice."

Left-winger Evander Kane, coming off a 17-goal performance in the shortened season, said the Jets are more than eager for 2013-14.

"The first game of the season, everybody’s really excited about it," Kane said. "For us, it’s a year we want to make a statement throughout the league and to ourselves and it all starts tonight."

Kane will be on Winnipeg’s second line tonight with Devin Setoguchi and rookie centre Mark Scheifele.

"I feel the best I’ve ever felt," Scheifele, who has started the previous two seasons with the Jets before being returned to junior, said this morning. "I feel confident, I feel strong. The past few years maybe I felt a little intimidated a little and this I feel like I fit with any guy in the league, skate with anyone. I can’t wait to get it started."

Tonight also marks the first game for former Winnipeg Jets defenceman and Manitoba Moose captain Dallas Eakins as Oilers head coach.

Eakins said this morning he wasn’t too caught up in the event, not like he was when he made his NHL playing debut for the Jets in 1992-93.

"I think I was trembling when I played my first NHL game," he said. "I’m much more at ease now than I was then.

"I haven’t thought much about it. I think you get so busy that you’re into it. I’m just so excited to get going, to get playing, see where we’re at."

The Jets and Oilers played one game in Winnipeg in the 2011-12 season, and not at all in the lockout year. Tonight’s game marks the first visit by a Jets team to Edmonton since March, 1996.
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EDMONTON -- Health became an unexpected side issue for the Winnipeg Jets in their final full day of preparation for the 2013-14 NHL season.

While blueliner Dustin Byfuglien returned to full participation Monday after missing a day on the ice, his possible new partner, Grant Clitsome didn't make it through Monday's workout in Banff.

Clitsome, who missed some time last week with an unspecified injury, was put on the injured-reserve list by the Jets retroactive to last week.

There were clues that might leave rookie Jacob Trouba in for the promotion to Byfuglien's partner, at least for tonight's opener in Edmonton against the Oilers.

"I guess it switches so much in a game, you can't really think about it," said Byfuglien, who had crashed, legs-first, into the boards late in Friday's exhibition loss in Saskatoon. "You just go out there and everyone knows the job they need to do and should be doing.

"You worry about your job and you can't worry about what other people have to do... and you'll be fine."

Defenceman Zach Bogosian, who had also missed some time last week, was declared ready to go for tonight's game. He'll also likely start with a new partner on the blueline, Toby Enstrom.

Finished with the weekend of activity in Banff and getting ready to board the team's bus (and later jet) to Edmonton, Byfuglien said there's only one feeling within the team.

"To get a win," he declared. "We're here to win. That's the bottom line. Whichever way we figure out how to do it is how we've had to do it. We're not going to be a pretty team to watch but we're going to get it done. Simple and easy, just work on being consistent."

A lot of talk has centred on the team being harder to play against as it debuts in its new home in the NHL's Western Conference.

"I think we have to use our speed and size," Byfuglien said, answering the question "how?" "When you're battling for a puck, you want them to think, 'Oh man, I'm sick of battling against these guys.' You want to make it tough, doesn't matter where it is, where they're going to have to work for what they get."

Monday's roster moves, after defenceman Adam Pardy and centre Patrice Cormier cleared waivers, looked like they'd be straightforward.

Defenceman Zach Redmond, likely because he's on a two-way contract, was moved to the AHL's St. John's IceCaps, but then the Jets decided to keep Pardy on the roster while Clitsome is out for the short term.

The roster matters took some of the focus off the daily inspections of the Jets' new players (Devin Setoguchi, Michael Frolik and Matt Halischuk) and young players (Jacob Trouba, Mark Scheifele).

GM Kevin Cheveldayoff, who has assembled the most expensive version of his team in three years -- within a couple million of the $64.3-million cap -- was touting them Monday, along with the happy-to-be-forgotten circumstances of 12 months ago.

"Having a regular training camp is something we had the benefit of going through," Cheveldayoff said in Banff. "You have the opportunity to fully evaluate the roster positions. And this is excitement because last year at this time we were sitting here scratching our heads as to what was going to happen.

"Now it's full steam ahead. It's an exciting time to see a couple of new players we've acquired. It's an exciting time to see some young players getting some opportunities. But it's a day-by-day league and it starts (today)."

JETCETERA: The Jets dropped season-openers in both 2011 and early 2013. Appreciation for Trouba has grown through camp. "He made huge strides from (pre-season) Game 1 to Game 2 and I thought he has really played quite well through the rest of training camp," said coach Claude Noel. "He's been pretty much a bright light for us." ... The team's opening-night roster is officially seven names different from last year -- gone are Nik Antropov, Ron Hainsey, Alex Burmistrov, Kyle Wellwood, Alexei Ponikarovsky, Redmond and Clitsome. In are Pardy, Trouba, Setoguchi, Frolik, Halischuk, Eric Tangradi and Bogosian.

Johnson: Brian Burke offers his usual blunt, entertaining assessments on eve of NHL season

As usual, Flames president of hockey operations has plenty to say, including some tough love for Sven Baertschi

By GEORGE JOHNSON, Calgary HeraldOctober 1, 2013
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Calgary Flames president of hockey operations Brian Burke speaks to the media at the Scotiabank Saddledome on Monday.
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Poor Jay Feaster. Toughest job in hockey. No, not being anchor guy on the rope trying to pull a moribund franchise out of the muck. Not that. Hardly.

You try coming on an hour and 15 minutes after Brian Burke.

Imagine following the Beatles on Sullivan. Or Sinatra at the Sands.

Burke has always favoured hockey gloves, not kid gloves. And in his first public access since after the day he was hired as the Calgary Flames’ VP of Hockey Operations back on Sept. 5th, put in charge of the salvage crew down at the Scotiabank Saddledome, he didn’t disappoint. The man, as we’re all aware, has never been a Tiny Tim/tiptoe-through-the-tulips kinda guy.

“First off,” he began, top shirt-button characteristically open and tie oh-so-slightly askew, “I’m not sure so many people have been assembled to hear so little content that I’m going to give you.”

That confession, followed by 19 minutes of absolute gold. In 24-carat bars. Stacks of ’em. Crates of ’em. Ingots of glib entertainment. Ingots of unfiltered candour.

And, characteristically, ingots of honesty. Blunt, withering honesty.

Starting with the Swiss Mr., Sven Baertschi.

“That I don’t know. That I don’t know,” replied Burke, unblinking, when asked what kind of potential he saw in the 20-year-old darling.

“I’m not sure.

“I will tell you I watched him his draft year because we had a player there (in Portland), Brad Ross that I had drafted in Toronto. (Baertschi) is a gifted kid who left home at an early age to make point, to get to a better hockey level. All I’ve seen are flashes of brilliance.

“And flashes of brilliance are fine if you’re working at a university, but they’re not much good to people in an NHL building. He’s got to learn there’s three zones on the ice surface in this league. I don’t see that he’s learned to play or compete in two of them. He’s gotta learn there’s a clock in this league, so many minutes in the game, and you’ve got to compete through all of them. And I see this is a guy focusing on one area, then only sporadically.

“So I don’t know what we have.

“I’m not ready to quit on a young kid, not ready to throw him under bus here today. I’m not going to rip him. I think you can tell from my comments that I see big holes and a lack of commitment that’s not going to get him anywhere in my books.

“But I’ve seen kids at that age, with those holes, turn into players.”

There was a welcome absence of hyperbole, of inflated value, to this rare bit of Burke. For instance, he equated Joe Colborne, his Sunday acquisition, to David Steckel (!), a defensive specialist. Not to Joe Thornton, the easy comparable that people around here — including Joe Colborne — want to hear. No overt tire-pumping allowed.

“A new and improved” David Steckel, the man said. Just the facts, m’am.

The Flames, he also admitted, are still too wee, particularly in the beefy Pacific Division. How true. Claimed he couldn’t make informed comments on a lot of players because he hasn’t seen enough of them. Admitted to not being the most patient person on planet earth but that in this scenario, like it or not, that is what’s being paid to be.

Above all, on Monday Brian Burke used his pulpit to preach an unshakable truth in his personal doctrine: All mollycoddling in this organization, any and all sense of entitlement, is at an end.

Sven Baertschi, for one, is hereby on alert.

“This,” he said, softening momentarily, “is the hardest-working group at camp in all the years I’ve been in the business. Predictions about the season? I don’t make those. We’re going to do it this way: We’re going to do the best we can and see where it goes. But from my perspective this is a transition that had to take place and is well underway.”

Burke has been MIA around the team in spots lately due to prior commitments back east (and will head over to the Middle East to visit with Canadian soldiers in 10 days or so). He’s bought a house here and takes possession in roughly two weeks. Even bought a pickup truck (“You can identify it, it’s the only one in Calgary that doesn’t have any stone chips in the windshield”).

He says he feels grateful to be here, but won’t soft-sell the task set before him, Feaster, assistant GM John Weisbord, assistant to the GM Craig Conroy and head coach Bob Hartley.

“As Jay has said, repeatedly: We were a cap team with star players that did not have success. We are in a different mode going forward. We are below the cap. I think Jay’s done an able job of clearing it. We have $13 million, roughly, in cap room — I guess. Joe (Colborne) would eat up some of that, so $12 million. We are poised to add to this group if we see the value in doing it. We have been given authorization by ownership to spend to the cap. So that’s not an issue.

“The issue is value. We have not seen an addition that makes sense from a value perspective. Not from a budget perspective, a cost perspective. Just a value perspective. Nor are we going to add just to add. We think we owe our season ticket-holders and our sponsors that. Not to waste money.”

They’re barely into the process, Burke’s only been on the job a month, and already folks hereabouts are wondering how long it might take to get this run-aground boat off the rocks and out into the open sea again.

“People,” sighed the boss, “always ask for a time frame. They ask: How do you measure success? It’s a fair question. I’m not jumping on the question or ducking the question. I think the problem is I can’t stand when I see guys do this in other sports or in our sport, where a guy stands up and says ‘This process is going to take five years.’ Because basically then I’m asking you guys to give me five years. I’ve never understood that. And I’d never bite on it if I were a reporter. ‘What kind of BS is that? Five years?’ We have cap space, we have contract room, we have the ability for Jay to improve the team. And Jay, to his credit, has created that.

“Ask me today how long it’ll take, what is success, I don’t know because I don’t know what we’ll be able to do.

“I think the fans can live with this if they see a plan in place and they see that is absolutely, rigidly adhered to. Not someone saying ‘Well, here we’ll do this one day.’ We’ll stick with the kids.”

For the first month of his reign, Brian Burke has been a man of his word. Incommunicado. Retreated into the shadows. His presence, rarely seen, still managing to pervade the entire enterprise.

On Monday, he emerged briefly from the self-imposed exile and, bless him, left his audience thirsting for more.

“If you’re a colourful guy,” he sighed, “people say ‘Oh, there’s Brian Burke again, jumping in front of a camera.’ I’ve never called anyone in this room for an interview.

“Part of it is because I try to say things in a colourful way and make your job easier. So you get a GM and a guy’ll say ‘How did your team play?’ And the GM’ll say ‘I don’t think we were very good tonight.’

“Whereas I’ll say ‘Tonight we couldn’t knock a sick goat off a stump.’

“Which one do you think is gettin’ on the air?”

George Johnson is the Herald’s sports columnist. E-mail him at gjohnson@calgaryherald.com

Follow George Johnson on Twitter/GeorgejohnsonCH

First-round pick Sean Monahan earns right to start season with Flames (with video)

By Scott Cruickshank, Calgary HeraldSeptember 30, 2013
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Sean Monahan puts on his jersey after being selected number six over all in the first round by the Calgary Flames during the 2013 NHL Draft at the Prudential Center on June 30, 2013 in Newark, New Jersey.
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Rookie Sean Monahan makes opening day Flames roster

NHL realignment solves some issues but isn't perfect

Johnson: Colborne realizes a ‘dream come true’ after being traded to his hometown Flames

Hartley, Galiardi ecstatic that Colborne is coming aboard

From the moment he was drafted, Sean Monahan planned to make the Calgary Flames.

So far, so good, for the young man.

Monahan — who turns 19 on Oct. 12 — is part of the team’s 23-man roster heading into its season-opening bid Thursday in Washington.

“Sean has earned the right to be with us,” general manager Jay Feaster said Monday afternoon at the Scotiabank Saddledome. “We will continue to monitor Sean’s progress on a daily basis. We’ll see how he stacks up, how the games come to him, what kind of ice time he gets. Then we’ll make a decision that we believe to be in the best interests of both Sean Monahan’s continued development and also in the best interests of the Calgary Flames organization.”

The Flames have nine games — nine games, that is, in which he appears — to make up their minds. If he’s found wanting, back to the Ontario Hockey League he’ll scamper.

Should the six-foot-two centreman skate in a 10th National Hockey League date, he is here for the duration.

“I don’t think he has to play a lot or play a big role or play every game right away,” said Feaster, who nabbed Monahan sixth overall at the draft. “One of the nice parts about the nine-game audition is we decide when those nine games will take place. They don’t have to be the first nine. They could be spread over the course of three months if we decided we wanted to do it (that way).”

To pare his crew to the league maximum by Monday’s deadline, Feaster had been busy:

* sending four players — goalie Reto Berra, 19-year-old defenceman Patrick Sieloff, centres Roman Horak and Blair Jones — to the Abbotsford Heat of the American Hockey League.

* placing winger (and alternate captain) Michael Cammalleri on the injury-reserve list with, reportedly, a hand injury. Cammalleri’s IR status is retroactive to the date of the injury, Sept. 14, and he can be activated as soon as the Flames medical staff clears him for action.

* declaring Chris Breen, recovering from shoulder surgery, a non-roster player.

All that’s left for the Flames?

To play the games.

“We just concluded an outstanding training camp,” said Feaster. “I’ve been in pro hockey now for over 20 years at the American league and NHL level, and I can say that I’ve never experienced a camp like this one, in terms of the energy, the emotion, the passion, the competition, and the sense of purpose that our players — veterans and youngsters — brought to this camp. We expect to be known by our work ethic. It doesn’t matter how many times we get knocked down. What matters is how many times we get back up and continue to move ahead. We expect our team to display grit and tenacity. We expect our guys to stick together on and off the ice. And we expect the whole to be greater than the sum of its parts.

“We believe the strength is in the pack.”

Many, however, are also expecting the Flames to challenge for the franchise-low in points.

The 1997-98 version cobbled together 67 points.

Could this group fall short of that?

“Losing, while it does and will happen, it is never acceptable to us,” said Feaster. “That’s the approach we intend to take. We intend to prepare and plan and execute to win. We will have no excuses. That’s the way we’re going to do things this year.”

Starting, as it turns out, with Karri Ramo in net.

Coach Bob Hartley himself had referred to the goaltending issue as the hottest in camp.

Ramo, 27, prevailed.

The edge over Berra? “Just the fact that he’s played in the National Hockey League before,” Feaster said of Ramo, who went 11-21-10 with the Tampa Bay Lightning. “I really do believe (the difference between he and Berra) is razor-thin. We talked to (goalie coach) Clint Malarchuk . . . and he’s very, very bullish on Reto. But right now . . . Karri gets to carry that ball.”

And since the squad didn’t want to lose backup Joey MacDonald on waivers, Berra had to scram.

“We believe he has outstanding talent,” said Feaster. “We’re convinced that he’ll be a No. 1 goaltender in the National Hockey League in short order.”

scruickshank@calgaryherald.com

Feaster feels pressure has become too great, too quick for Baertschi

Flames GM admits he wishes the star was never called up from Portland in 2012

By Scot t Cruickshank, Calgary HeraldOctober 1, 2013
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Sven Baertschi is sticking with the Calgary Flames ... for now, but his defensive zone play will have to improve significantly for him to hold onto a spot in the NHL.
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An hour after Brian Burke paddled Sven Baertschi, Jay Feaster made a startling admission.

The Calgary Flames general manager acknowledged that, if he could do it over again, he would not have recalled, on an emergency basis, Baertschi from the Portland Winterhawks in March 2012.

Feaster, in hindsight, says that he would’ve gone with 17 skaters instead, that he would rather not have had the kid score three times in five games.

“Sven’s performance at that time? It just created such sky-high expectations,” Feaster said Monday. “(In a do-over) I wouldn’t have brought him in because then we don’t create the same kind of expectations — internally, externally, and even for himself. I think that experience . . . you start to believe, ‘I come in with a cape on, with an ‘S’ on my chest instead of a Flaming C.’ We still love him, but there’s a lot of work to be done, for him and us.

“I thought at the end of (last) season, when he was very focused — Bob (Hartley) had created a very tight working plan for him as far as his day-to-day preparation — and he recorded points in seven straight games. In fact, he was the only rookie . . . to record points in seven straight games.

“We still feel he’s a top-end prospect.”

But this year — at rookie camp, at main camp — the young left-winger had struggled mightily. Perhaps only Michael Cammalleri’s injury spared him another trip to Abbotsford.

Burke, president of hockey operations, had not pulled punches earlier when asked about the Flames’ first-round pick from 2011.

“All I’ve seen so far are flashes of brilliance . . . (which) are fine if you’re working in a university, but they’re not much good to people in an NHL building,” he said. “There are three zones on the ice surface in this league. I don’t see that he’s learned to compete in two of them. He’s got to learn there’s a clock in this league and there’s so many minutes in a game and you have to compete through all of them. I see this as a guy right now who’s focusing on one area — and, even then, sporadically.

“So I don’t know what we have. I’m not ready to quit on the young kid. I’m not ready to throw him under the bus and rip him, but I think you can tell from my comments that I see big holes and a lack of commitment that’s not going to get him anywhere in my books.”

Okey dokey.

Burke did point out that Baertschi is green — he turns 21 on Saturday — and far from a writeoff.

Feaster agreed.

“Sven is still very much a work in progress,” Feaster said. “There are times when you watch Sven and say, ‘Boy, that’s so exciting,’ and you smile with anticipation about what could be. And then there are other times — and I think Brian’s right — when you look in the other two zones and you say, ‘Oh boy, we need to work on that.’ He’s still trying to figure out how to be a good pro, how to prepare every day.

“I met with Sven over the weekend and I told him, ‘We’re going to help you. You need to trust us. You need to do the things the coaches are asking you to do. But we’re going to get through this together.’ ”

scruickshank@calgaryherald.com

Flames notes: Monahan draws praise from the boss; plan for Colborne laid out

Burke&#8217;s blueprint doesn&#8217;t usually include keeping raw drafted rookies in the NHL

By Scott Cruickshank, Calgary HeraldOctober 1, 2013
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Flames centre Sean Monahan has a fan in Brian Burke, who normally doesn&#8217;t raw drafted rookies in the lineup.
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Brian Burke likes — really likes — Sean Monahan.

But the Calgary Flames president of hockey operations takes no credit for adding the teenager to the organization. Monahan, drafted sixth overall at the National Hockey League draft, was general manager Jay Feaster’s selection.

So far, though, Burke is impressed by what he’s seen — to the point that he’ll bend personal policy and permit the kid, if he deserves it, to stick in the NHL.

“I’ve been a guy who’s always sent guys back to junior after their draft year,” Burke said Monday. “Look at my record on it — it’s pretty clear. Bobby Ryan. Nazem Kadri. I think this kid is going to make it a real difficult decision for Jay as far as whether he goes back or not.”

The Flames’ current 23-man roster includes the teenager, who can appear in up to nine NHL games and remain eligible to return to the Ottawa 67’s of the Ontario Hockey League.

“The reason I always sent players back is because my coach would never guarantee he’d give them enough minutes of situational ice time for them to get better,” said Burke. “Morgan Rielly last year . . . he goes back (to Moose Jaw of the Western Hockey League) and plays 28, 30, 31 minutes some nights, first(-team) power play, P.K. He’s getting an incubator to learn in all different manpower situations, on every inch of the ice surface, that he’s not going to get if he stays with the Toronto Maple Leafs and plays seven or eight minutes.

“The challenge to Bob (Hartley) is going to be, ‘If you guarantee Jay that the kid is going to play so many minutes, he can stay.’ If not, going back to the CHL . . . it has almost never hurt a player. They say players are bored when they go back, players get bad habits when they go back. Sometimes they do, but that’s our player-development guy’s job — that Ronnie Sutter’s job — to make sure that doesn’t happen.”

Burke sees value in both scenarios — Monahan staying here as a teen or Monahan dominating the OHL.

“I think they are two good outcomes,” said Burke. “I think Sean’s going to dictate which one, with his play early . . . whether he can justify the minutes of situational ice time that we would need to keep him here.”

PLAN FOR COLBORNE

Joe Colborne, according to Burke, is not “a black and blue” player.

But he is six foot five and 23 years old. His former general manager explained exactly where Colborne sits in his career.

“So far, Joe Colborne, with several years of pro hockey under his belt, has not been able to crack the lineup as a top-six forward,” said Burke. “It’s our plan, given his size and skating ability and hockey IQ, that he could turn into a pretty special bottom-six forward . . . especially with Bob Hartley teaching him.”

No one has to guess at the blue print for the Colborne, who’ll wear No. 8 for the locals.

Burke willingly provided it.

“A player in a similar circumstance was (six-foot-five pivot) David Steckel,” he said. “He was drafted as an offensive player in the (2001) first round by the L.A. Kings. When they realized he wasn’t going to get there as an offensive player, they made him a defensive player. And he was a pretty special defensive player for a number of years.

“I think Joe is David Steckel in terms of his hockey IQ. Joe’s a very intelligent kid. And he’s bigger and stronger and skates better than David Steckel. Can we make him into a new and improved David Steckel? I think so. That’s the plan.

“Joe is going to undergo a religious conversion and turn what is a struggling career into one that could be a dozen years in this league.”

scruickshank@calgaryherald.com

Hartley, Galiardi ecstatic that Colborne is coming aboard

Head coach, fellow Calgarian appreciate the passion for the Flames

By Scott Cruickshank, Calgary HeraldSeptember 29, 2013
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Calgary Flames forward T.J. Galiardi and the the New York Islanders&#8217; Kevin Poulin stretch for the puck during a preseason game earlier this month.
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Bob Hartley, listening on the phone, had been struck by deja vu.

The Calgary Flames coach remembers enjoying his chat with T.J. Galiardi the day the young man was acquired. Saturday’s late-night conversation with Joe Colborne rang a bell. Loudly.

“It was like I was on my voicemail and I was playing a recording,” Hartley said Sunday morning at the Scotiabank Saddledome. “It was great . . . when the first thing a guy tells you (is), ‘I’m so excited to be in Calgary.’ That’s easy to say. But when you feel it? Here’s a young man that comes to Calgary, proud to wear the Flaming C.

“That’s what I want to see. I want to see a guy coming in running. If he was walking backwards, I’d be scared. But he’s coming in flying. So I think good things will happen for him and for us.”

Colborne, like Galiardi, is a Calgary kid.

Each cost the Flames a fourth-round pick — the 2014 selection to Toronto for Colborne, the 2015 selection to San Jose for Galiardi.

Small surprise, the forwards are friends.

“Yeah, it’s great to have another Calgary guy here,” said Galiardi. “And on the ice, he’s such a big talented player. I think he’s going to help us a lot. Like anyone, when you get your confidence, you’re going to be at your best. I’m looking forward to having him as a teammate.”

Landing Colborne, six foot five and 215 pounds, had been on the minds of the Flames for a while.

Which makes sense — he is, after all, a centreman, and quite large.

“We watched many, many DVDs because, a few days ago, (the Flames brass) asked us what we thought,” said Hartley. “Since he’s a local guy, some of the people on our staff knew him — a great guy. He’s so excited coming to Calgary. To play and to perform and to score goals, that’s the main thing that a coach, a fan, wants.”

Colborne has one tally and five helpers in 16 appearances in the NHL. In the American Hockey League, he collected 125 points in 211 matches.

“We’re bringing in a big guy, still a very young player,” said Hartley. “Lots of upside. I love his size. We want to get bigger, we want to get faster. I’m real anxious to sit with him and work with him.”

Colborne is playing on a one-year (one-way) deal that pays him $600,000. Next summer, he becomes a restricted free agent.

“The American Hockey League is the best development league in the world,” Hartley said. “There’s lots of young players working their game, maturing their game, learning about themselves, in that league. Sometimes they just need an open door. He was getting a good opportunity with the Leafs. He played (Saturday) night — I was watching the game when Jay called me — and picked up two assists.”

A first-round pick in 2008 — 16th overall, sandwiched between Erik Karlsson and Jake Gardiner — Colborne is still seeking NHL security.

He’s gone from Boston to Toronto (with first- and second-round picks in exchange for Tomas Kaberle).

And now from Toronto to his home town.

“I think he fits our needs very well,” Hartley. “His playmaking abilities for a big player . . . he’s very smart. You can tell that he has good hockey sense. Like any other young player, there’s stuff . . . we’re going to do some video with him. We’re going to work before and after practice, during practice. It’s our job to make him better.”

scruickshank@calgaryherald.com

Flames notes: Roster reshaping continues ahead of Monday afternoon’s deadline

Calgary sends Street, Jones and Smith to the waiver wire

By Scott Cruickshank, Calgary HeraldSeptember 30, 2013
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Blair Jones, seen battling Ottawa&#8217;s Kyle Turris in an exhibition game earlier this month, was waived by the Flames on Sunday.
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Despite being heaved onto the National Hockey League’s waiver wire, Ben Street and Blair Jones and Derek Smith still had work to do Sunday.

For starters, a lengthy, detail-oriented practice. So out they went.

The team declined to make them available to reporters, but the morning’s chores could not have been easy for the trio.

“It’s like any other job — it’s not always sunny out there,” said Calgary Flames coach Bob Hartley, whose employers, by 3 p.m. on Monday, must submit their 23-man roster to the NHL. “For some, there’s going to be a couple of tough hours coming up. Those kids at eight, 12, 16 years old had one goal — to play in the NHL. Whether you fly in from Europe to come and play over here or you’re next door in Calgary, you dream to play in the NHL.

“But it’s your job to regroup, bite the bullet, and say, ‘OK, I’m a pro. I’m going to roll up my sleeves.’ Some are very frustrated. Others, they’re very sad, but they understand.

“No one who is here right now has been a disappointment. And that’s what makes it tough.”

With Joe Colborne’s arrival, the Flames have 29 men in camp — three goalies, nine defenders and 17 forwards, including 18-year-old Sean Monahan.

(General manager Jay Feaster pointed out that Colborne’s arrival will not affect the fate of Monahan. “At the this point in time, the acquisition of Joe doesn’t do anything to change Sean’s status.”)

Should the three veterans clear waivers, the Flames would be able to assign them, unhindered, to the Abbotsford Heat of the American Hockey League. And while the league’s transaction ticker sometimes has the feel of a fantasy draft — guys being shuttled here and there — Hartley insists no moves are ever taken lightly.

“It’s tough, it’s tough,” said Hartley. “I never feel good when you sit down to make those decisions. The first cuts? They’re never fun, but most of them, for the most part, are easy.”

But the final half-dozen or so?

“This is not easy,” Hartley said. “We have so many players that kind of bring the same game. Off the ice, they’re true, young gentlemen. It’s tough. In the next hours, we’re going to be telling some players, ‘Hey, it’s not (going to happen) for now.’ Maybe it’s for next week. Maybe it’s for two weeks. Maybe it’s in two months. Maybe it’s in two years. We don’t know.

“This is not a fun time. That’s the dirty part of being a coach. You’re so excited for the first game, then the home-opener. But, at the same time, those last cuts are real tough.”

STARTER DETERMINED

Hartley, by the way, has determined the identity of his starting goalie for Thursday’s season opener in Washington.

But the coach ain’t telling.

“Because he doesn’t know (yet),” said Hartley. “I’ll keep this a surprise.”

In the stable are Karri Ramo, Reto Berra, Joey MacDonald.

CAMMY MIA

Once again, Michael Cammalleri (hand) was nowhere to be seen.

The Flames, with a recovery day slated for Monday, have only two more practices scheduled before Thursday’s season opener, which puts Cammalleri’s participation in question.

Is he on track?

“It depends on how wide you see the track,” replied Hartley. “I don’t know. A week ago I was very optimistic — I’m a very positive guy — but right now I don’t know.”

BACKLUND FIT

Mikael Backlund, declared the fittest player in Flames camp, did nothing differently in the off-season.

In fact, he works with the same trainer in Sweden every summer. (That chap also helps the Sedins.) Had there been extensive fitness testing before last season’s lockout-shortened schedule, Backlund figures he would have fared very well.

“Last year was the biggest jump that I’ve made,” the 24-year-old said. “I’ve worked really hard for a lot of years. To be No. 1 now is something I’m really proud of.”

But, as the centreman emphasized, workouts aren’t geared to make him the big hero on testing day.

“Everything we do is to be a better skater,” said Backlund. “Every drill I do is to be a better hockey skater.”

In his early days with the Flames, motivation had been provided for him.

“Sutter was all over me that I wasn’t fit enough.”

Sutter? Darryl or Brent?

“Both,” chuckled the six-foot, 196-pounder.

The rest of the best-conditioned veterans were (in order) Zach McKelvie, Ben Street, Michael Cammalleri, Mark Giordano.

Tops among rookies had been Tyler Elson, Zach Davies, Corban Knight, Sven Baertschi, Josh Jooris.
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Gabe Landeskog, the Avalanche captain, wiser now at age 20
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Avs captain Gabriel Landeskog enjoyed a strong preseason, with seven points in four games. (Karl Gehring, The Denver Post)

He is the veteran sage captain of the Avalanche, only still not legally allowed to buy a beer. Gabe Landeskog enters his third season with the Avs feeling like it's his 20th.

"Time flies," said the Swedish left winger, the NHL's rookie of the year in 2012. "It feels like a million things have happened already."

At just 20 years old, a lot more figures to happen in Landeskog's career. He enters his third season intent on overcoming an uneven sophomore season, one during which the Avs finished last in the Western Conference and he missed significant time with a concussion.

Landeskog said he's wiser after the tumult of last season. Though he maintained he hasn't changed his overall physical style after taking a huge hit while his head was down, leading to the concussion, he knows he has to be more aware on the ice. In his rookie season, he also took a huge hit with his head down, from Edmonton's Andy Sutton.

"I like to think I (haven't) changed. But if you've been in that situation, it's easy to change automatically," Landeskog said. "It's easy to adapt to certain things without thinking about it, whether it's staying out of certain areas, or going to the middle of the ice.

" But I think for me, just knowing what players are on the ice, what players you're matched up against and being aware of your surroundings — for every player it's a fine line between knowing what's coming and not being scared out there, because if you skate around being scared out there, it's going to hit you in the wrong way."

Landeskog had a very good preseason, capping it with two goals Saturday night in the Avs' 3-2 win over the Los Angeles Kings in Las Vegas. He had three goals and four points in four games, skating mostly on a line with Paul Stastny and Alex Tanguay. Before last season, he became the youngest captain in NHL history, at 19, which raised eyebrows among some who might have felt that's far too young for anyone to get a "C" 

Blog: All Things Avs

The Denver Post's Adrian Dater and Mike Chambers post analysis, notes and more on this blog focusing on the Colorado Avalanche.

on his sweater.

Some may still believe that, but first-year Avs coach Patrick Roy isn't one of them.

"I've been very impressed with him so far, very impressed," Roy said. "He scored a goal the other night against Dallas that made it 4-1 (for Dallas) and it showed 'We ain't gonna give up this year', and that was awesome. He's showing a great example for us."

Landeskog is still learning about the captain thing. He's trying to be more of a leader by example than getting in everyone's face. But he isn't shy about speaking up either.

"With every game you play, you feel a little more comfortable with the 'C' on your jersey," he said. "But for me, it's just about being myself. I feel like guys will respect you a little more every day and listen to you a little more when you do. I just want to feel like we're on the same page, talking to a lot of guys about things and not trying to make too many decisions on my own. Ultimately, some decisions are going to be mine, but I talk to (J.S. Giguere) and (Paul) Stastny and other (veteran) guys. I'm on the right track, but I've still got a lot to learn."

Landeskog said the atmosphere in the Avalanche dressing room is livelier this season than a year ago. On Sunday, after practice, the room hummed with chatter, with players sitting and talking about the game.

"The feel of the room, it's hard to explain when you're not in there every day; but coming to the rink now, everyone is so happy and so excited," said Landeskog, who signed a seven-year, $39 million extension that kicks in next season. "Everyone is working for each other. Everyone is buying into the systems and we're really excited. Even the training staff, the coaching staff, we're all having a lot of fun and cracking jokes on the ice. But when it's go time, it's go time."

Go time is the season opener Wednesday night against the Anaheim Ducks at the Pepsi Center.

"We'll be ready," Landeskog said.

Footnote.

Three players were pared off the Avalanche's training camp roster Sunday, leaving 24, one over the opening-night limit. But with defenseman Ryan Wilson going on the injured reserve list, retroactive to Sept. 15, there will be no other cuts before Wednesday's opening night. The Avs sent forwards Brad Malone, Guillaume Despiens and goalie Sami Aittokallio to Lake Erie of the AHL.
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"The feel of the room, it's hard to explain when you're not in there every day; but coming to the rink now, everyone is so happy and so excited," said Landeskog, who signed a seven-year, $39 million extension that kicks in next season. "Everyone is working for each other. Everyone is buying into the systems and we're really excited. Even the training staff, the coaching staff, we're all having a lot of fun and cracking jokes on the ice. But when it's go time, it's go time."

Go time is the season opener Wednesday night against the Anaheim Ducks at the Pepsi Center.

"We'll be ready," Landeskog said.

Footnote.

Three players were pared off the Avalanche's training camp roster Sunday, leaving 24, one over the opening-night limit. But with defenseman Ryan Wilson going on the injured reserve list, retroactive to Sept. 15, there will be no other cuts before Wednesday's opening night. The Avs sent forwards Brad Malone, Guillaume Despiens and goalie Sami Aittokallio to Lake Erie of the AHL.

Is it too soon for success for the Colorado Avalanche?

By Adrian Dater 

The Denver Post
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Avalanche goalie Semyon Varlamov remains a question mark entering the season. But there's no question he now has plenty of help, with the coaching addition of Patrick Roy and Francois Allaire. (Chris Carlson, The Associated Press)

Adam Foote, who spent eight years winning hockey games with Patrick Roy but losing battles for the remote control as his roommate on the road, was asked recently what he thought of Roy being back with the Avalanche as head coach.

"What I've told a lot of people, and what makes a lot of people who know him feel real good, is he didn't have to come here at all," said Foote, who was recruited by Roy and another member of the team's "Mount Rushmore," executive vice president Joe Sakic, to serve as a part-time defensive coach. "He has a sweet situation in Quebec (as a junior team owner and coach). But he chose to start his NHL coaching career right here."

Roy has always thrived on a challenge. Turning the Avalanche back into the 
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kind of team it was when he played here is his biggest challenge yet. The Avs had the 29th-best record in the NHL last season and have missed the playoffs in four of the past five years.

Despite an offseason of wholesale change behind the bench and in the front office, the roster remained somewhat stable. Seventeen of the 23 players who formed the general core of the roster are back. One of the newcomers, though, is the No. 1 pick of this year's NHL draft, center Nathan MacKinnon.

But the same question to MacKinnon may apply to Roy and in turn to the whole organization: Is it all just a little too soon to expect real success? Here's a breakdown of how things look as the season approaches:

Offense

A compelling argument can be made that the Avs have as much talent and depth at center as most teams in the NHL. The question is, can Matt Duchene, Paul Stastny and MacKinnon all have big years together? Stastny, in the final year of his contract, faces a lot of pressure to produce points, especially playing on a line with the Calder Trophy winner of two years ago, captain Gabe Landeskog.

The pressure will be mutual, because Landeskog had a troubled sophomore season. If Ryan O'Reilly and P.A. Parenteau can put points up consistently from the wings and MacKinnon has a good rookie season, these guys could be tough to stop. As much praise as the Avs get for all of their young offensive talent, however, they were only 26th in the league in goals per game last season (2.38). It's time for that young talent to start producing.

One contributing factor to the poor offense was that the Avs got only four goals from defensemen, and it's hard to see a lot changing there.

Defense

At 3.12 goals per game allowed, the Avs ranked 27th in the league. So what did the overhaul of the defense over the summer look like? Not much. The Avs added two relatively spare-part D-men in Andre Benoit and Cory Sarich.

While the expected return of Ryan Wilson to healthy status will help, most people who predict the Avs will still struggle point to the defensive corps as the big reason.

If the back end could contribute a lot of offense, some of their shortcomings wouldn't be exposed as much.

Erik Johnson remains the blue-liner with the most expected of him. Roy has tried to get him to forget about his past buildup as a former No. 1 overall draft pick, but fans and the media are usually only too happy to remind him when his play dips.

Special teams

One of the most amazing stats from last season: The Avs had the best penalty-killing performance in the NHL at home (91.3 percent) and the worst on the road (69.2), for an overall 20th ranking. The power play, at 15 percent, was 24th.

In both areas, the Avs seem to lack a leader who gets things done. But Roy has worked extensively on improving the power play, stressing shorter, quicker passing and a tightening closure toward the net from all five players. It's hard to see how the PP won't improve as long as this team remains healthy.

Goaltending

The one player who can take any mediocre team into the playoffs remains the goalie, and in Semyon Varlamov, the Avs still have an unproven commodity.

He had an up-and-down preseason, much like his last couple of regular seasons in Colorado. The pressure will be on the young Russian, who is in the final year of his contract. With Roy and imported goalie guru Francois Allaire lending him instruction, Varlamov has as much help as any goalie could want.

Joe Sakic promises renewed work ethic from Colorado Avalanche

By Adrian Dater

 The Denver Post

Posted:   09/29/2013 12:01:00 AM MDT4 comments

In this May 28, 2013 file photo, Colorado Avalanche coach Patrick Roy, left, and Joe Sakic, pose together at a news conference in Denver. (AP file photo)

Joe Sakic knows a lot of the old faithful in the Avalanche fan base broke up with the team in recent years and not just because it lost a lot, but how it lost. He wants to win those old fans back, along with lots of new ones. He knows it won't just be about winning games for that to happen — but how.

In short, Sakic knows there was the perception among fans that the organization just didn't care enough anymore, that there was a disconnect between the messages given to fans off the ice and what was seen on it.

Sakic, the Avs' new executive director of hockey operations, wants everyone to know at least one thing: They care.

"We may not always play well, but our guys will always leave it all out on the ice. They're 
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going to do whatever it takes to try to win that game," said Sakic, a Hall of Fame former captain who retired in 2009. "We want everybody in the community back and excited about what we do, the way it once was. The biggest thing is consistency; we've shown flashes in the past, but now we've got to make it our jobs, every day."

Sakic had great talent as a player, but he became a Hall of Famer through relentless mental and physical dedication to his craft. He didn't take opponents lightly.

While Sakic didn't say it directly, he strongly hinted that kind of attitude might have crept into the locker room in recent years.

"Perfect example: playing well against good teams and then not perceiving others as top teams, and then having setbacks. It's about consistency," Sakic said. "We want fans to know when they pay to come to the rink that our guys are going to show. You've got to put in your time and work your butt off."

The Avs entered Saturday night's preseason finale against the Los Angeles Kings in Las Vegas with a 2-3-0 record, and most hockey pundits have them finishing in the lower half of the Western Conference again. But Sakic said he has been satisfied so far with the attitude he's seen from players, led by first-year coach and fellow Hall of Famer Patrick Roy. 

"The atmosphere has been good. Guys are working hard in practice, and going over new systems. We've been happy with what we've seen," Sakic said.

Roy, whose team opens the regular season Wednesday night at home against Anaheim, said: "Overall, I've liked how our guys have worked. That is (the minimum) that I can ask."

Sakic said he has not been surprised that nobody has worked any harder than Roy.

"He's a worker and he always was. You don't become the best goalie ever — and I'm biased, but I'm saying he is — by not being that way," Sakic said. "And he's always wanting to learn new things, and I think he's getting guys to think that way too. He's always been a passionate guy, but he's there early every day and he's always prepared."

Sakic also knows, though, that Avs fans have heard sunny proclamations before. He knows many of the old fans are still in the "prove it to me" stage.

"We know that, and we're going to do whatever it takes to get things back to the way we want," Sakic said. "We want it as much as the fans, trust me."
Cory Sarich expecting to rejuvenate career with Avalanche

By Adrian Dater
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Colorado Avalanche center John Mitchell (7) and Dallas Stars center Cody Eakin (20) compete for control of a loose puck in the first period of a preseason NHL hockey game on Thursday, Sept. 26, 2013, in Dallas. (AP Photo/Tony Gutierrez)

Colorado Avalanche center John Mitchell (7) and Dallas Stars center Cody Eakin (20) compete for control of a loose puck in the first period of a preseason NHL hockey game on Thursday, Sept. 26, 2013, in Dallas. (AP Photo/Tony Gutierrez)

Dallas Stars center Shawn Horcoff (10) disrupts Colorado Avalanche center Nathan MacKinnon, right, as MacKinnon moves the puck upice in the first period of a preseason NHL hockey game on Thursday, Sept. 26, 2013, in Dallas. (AP Photo/Tony Gutierrez)

Dallas Stars' Valeri Nichushkin (43), of Russia, is sent flying after scoring a goal against Colorado Avalanche goalie Semyon Varlamov (1), also of Russia, as Matt Hunwick, left rear, Nick Holden (2) and John Mitchell (7) watch in the third period of a preseason NHL hockey game on Thursday, Sept. 26, 2013, in Dallas. The Stars won 5-1. (AP Photo/Tony Gutierrez)

Dallas Stars center Shawn Horcoff (10) competes for control of the puck against Colorado Avalanche right wing Marc-Andre Cliche, right, in the first period of an NHL hockey preseason game on Thursday, Sept. 26, 2013, in Dallas. (AP Photo/Tony Gutierrez)

Dallas Stars right wing Erik Cole (72) attempts to gain control of a loose puck as Colorado Avalanche defenseman Nick Holden (2) pressures during the third period of a preseason NHL hockey game on Thursday, Sept. 26, 2013, in Dallas. The Stars won 5-1. (AP Photo/Tony Gutierrez)

‹›

The story probably will go one of two ways for Cory Sarich: 1) the old guy who had nothing left, whose stop with the Avalanche was the last, brief one of a long career, or 2) the old guy everybody wrote off too soon.

Sarich believes it will be the latter. But nobody is expecting miracles here. Sarich is 35 and coming off a season in which he was sometimes scratched from the lineup of one of the NHL's worst teams. He is projected by first-year Avs coach Patrick Roy to be one of the bottom-three pairings on defense, his probable partner being another 35-year-old, Jan Hejda.

If Sarich can come close to what he's usually done in a career that started with the Buffalo Sabres in 1998 — play a respectable, stay-at-home 

Avalanche defenseman Cory Sarich checks the Ducks' Brad Staubitz during an exhibition game Sept. 22 in Anaheim, Calif. (Jeff Gross, Getty Images)

type of defense — all involved will be happy.

"It's nice to be here and get a fresh chance," said Sarich. "If I can get my game going the way I know I can, I think it will really help the club."

A veteran of 915 NHL games, Sarich was a top-four defender on the Stanley Cup-winning Tampa Bay Lightning in 2004. He didn't miss a game for the Lightning from 2003-07, at one point becoming the NHL's reigning ironman for consecutive games played. In 2007, he signed a five-year contract with the Calgary Flames and helped them get to the playoffs his first two seasons with the team.

But beginning with the 2011-12 season, Sarich's ice time diminished; he occasionally was a healthy scratch. He was reduced to watching games in street clothes. In the lockout-shortened 2013 season, Sarich played 28 games and had a minus-8 rating, his first minus campaign in six seasons.

During the summer, the Flames traded Sarich and Alex Tanguay to the Avs for David Jones and Shane O'Brien. Sarich is entering the final year of a contract that is paying $2 million. He isn't thinking beyond getting off to a good start with the Avs and letting the rest take care of itself.

"It'll be so important to our young team to get 
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off to a good start, to get that confidence going early," Sarich said. "For me, it's about providing some stability."

Sarich said when he's playing well, "you usually don't see me on video."

"I can chip in a bit offensively," he said, "where I think I've always considered myself a pretty good passer and get the puck out and get it through the neutral zone. But there's nothing flashy for me. For me to be effective, I have to be physical. For me to stay in the lineup, I just have to bring that consistent physical presence."

Adrian Dater: adater@denverpost.com or twitter.com/adater

Nathan MacKinnon "back ready to go" for Avs; Stefan Elliott demoted

By Adrian Dater
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Avs F Nathan MacKinnon 2013

Nathan MacKinnon (John Leyba, Denver Post file)

Nathan MacKinnon was back on skates Wednesday at the Pepsi Center, a participant in a roughly 90-minute Avalanche practice before the team boarded a charter to Dallas to begin a two-game preseason road trip that will finish in that hockey capital of the world, Las Vegas.

MacKinnon is "100 percent again," he said, after missing some time with a hip-flexor injury.

"It was a minor thing for sure, but it was kind of a gradual thing that was going on through camp. This was my first training camp, and I was a little tight before (his first preseason) game, and after the first period it just kind of flamed up a little bit," MacKinnon said. "But I'm back ready to go, and excited to get my first road game."

MacKinnon will be in the Avs' lineup Thursday night at American Airlines Arena when they play the Dallas Stars. The Avs will conclude their preseason with a Saturday night game at the MGM Grand Garden Arena against the Los Angeles Kings.

MacKinnon is a hard skater, with a long stride. Is he worried about hip and/or groin issues becoming a recurring problem?

"I've grown a lot the last couple years. I used to be really small. So, I'm pretty tight still," MacKinnon said. "But I've been working a lot off the ice to get my hips and groins looser. Obviously, with my stride, it can be pretty long, so I definitely have to work on keeping my flexibility. But I think I think I'll be OK. I think I'll have a healthy career for sure."

Elliott demoted. The Avs on Wednesday sent defenseman Stefan Elliott to Lake Erie of the AHL, brining the training-camp roster down to 27 players. The team must cut four more players by opening night of the regular season.

"It was a tough decision, but at the same time, we think he needs to play," Avs coach Patrick Roy said. "He needs to play a lot of minutes. He needs to be a No. 1 guy over there. Here, he could have been (a seventh) D-man, and I thought that would not be good for his development."

Adrian Dater: adater@denverpost.com or twitter.com/adater
Avalanche players battling for final spots on regular-season roster

By Mike Chambers
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Colorado wing Gabriel Landeskog (92) found an opening past Dallas goaltender Kari Lehtonen (32) for a goal in the second period. The Colorado Avalanche hosted the Dallas Stars at the Pepsi Center Tuesday night, September 24, 2013. Photo By Karl Gehring/The Denver Post

Colorado wing Gabriel Landeskog (92) found an opening past Dallas goaltender Kari Lehtonen (32) for a goal in the second period. The Colorado Avalanche hosted the Dallas Stars at the Pepsi Center Tuesday night, September 24, 2013. Photo By Karl Gehring/The Denver Post

Colorado goaltender J.S. Giguere (35) tried to slow down Dallas center Colton Sceviour (22) behind his net in the second period Photo By Karl Gehring/The Denver Post

Dallas defenseman Alex Goligoski (33) gave a shove to Colorado center Paul Stastny (26) in front of goalie Kari Lehtonen (32) in the first period. Photo By Karl Gehring/The Denver Post

Colorado coach Patrick Roy yelled as the team got back on defense in the first period. Photo By Karl Gehring/The Denver Post

Gabriel Landeskog (92) and John Mitchell (7) celebrated after the Swedish wing found the back of the net in the second period. Photo By Karl Gehring/The Denver Post
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In the third consecutive preseason game during which prized rookie Nathan MacKinnon was scratched because of a hip flexor injury, Brad Malone and Guillaume Desbiens clanged first-period shots off posts and Marc-Andre Cliche had plenty of opportunities on a scoring line as the battle for the final Avalanche opening-night roster spots played out at the Pepsi Center on Tuesday night.

Malone centered the fourth line against the Dallas Stars and scored his second goal of the preseason, giving him a team-best-tying two goals in three games. Desbiens played left wing with veterans John Mitchell and P.A. Parenteau, and Cliche played right wing with Paul Stastny and Gabe Landeskog.

Dallas won 5-3, scoring four consecutive times to 

Colorado captain Gabe Landeskog, right, scores the Avalanche's first goal in the second period Tuesday night. It came on the power play. More photos. (Karl Gehring, The Denver Post)

break a scoreless tie within the first 10 minutes of the second period on goalie Jean-Sebastien Giguere. Landeskog had Colorado's first goal, and Stastny made it 4-3 late in the third.

The Avs, who earlier Tuesday reassigned center Paul Carey to Lake Erie of the American Hockey League and 18-year-old defenseman Chris Bigras back to his junior team, have 15 forwards on the roster, and they'll cut at least one, maybe two — depending on how many defensemen they keep.

Teams go with 14 forwards/seven defensemen or 13 forwards/eight defensemen, plus two goalies, to make up the 23-man roster.

First-year coach Patrick Roy previously said MacKinnon, the No. 1 overall draft pick in June, will stick with the Avs this season, and his absence has been precautionary. Roy expects the 18-year-old to play in the final two preseason games: Thursday at Dallas and Saturday against the Los Angeles Kings in Las Vegas.

Opening night is Oct. 2 at home against the Anaheim Ducks.

Cliche might have the best chance at being the 13th forward, given his one-way contract ($537,500) and right-handed shot. The Avs are a little thin at right wing. But Malone is having a great preseason in his third pro season.

Colorado 
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has six defensemen on NHL contracts, plus Nick Holden, Nate Guenin, Stefan Elliott and Tyson Barrie on two-way deals that pay far less in the minor leagues. Barrie has the best chance to stick with the Avs for opening night, and if the team keeps eight defensemen, one of the others come into play.

Elliott did not play Tuesday, but he did in the previous three games.

Young goalie Sami Aittokallio played the second period against Dallas. He is destined to be sent to Lake Erie, with Giguere and starter Semyon Varlamov assured of sticking if healthy.

Mike Chambers: chambers@denverpost.com or twitter: MChambersDP
September 30, 2013, 6:55 pm

Hybrid icing approved for NHL season. What it means
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The NHLPA approved hybrid icing today, something that was long overdue in my opinion.

I’ll give you the letter of the law definition of what it means, then explain what it means in a one-sentence of common-man English:

Rule 81.1 – Icing: For the purpose of this rule, the center red line will divide the ice into halves. Should any player of a team, equal or superior in numerical strength (power-play) to the opposing team, shoot, bat or deflect the puck from his own half of the ice beyond the goal line of the opposing team, play shall be stopped. For the purpose of deflected pucks, this only applies when the puck was originally propelled down the ice by the offending team.

For the purpose of this rule, the point of last contact with the puck by the team in possession shall be used to determine whether icing has occurred or not. As such, the team in possession must “gain the line” in order for the icing to be nullified. “Gaining the line” shall mean that the puck, while on the player’s stick (not the player’s skate) must make contact with the center red line in order to nullify a potential icing.

For the purpose of interpretation of the rule, there are two judgments required for “icing the puck”. The Linesman must first determine that the puck will cross the goal line. Once the Linesman determines that the puck will cross the goal line, icing is completed upon the determination as to which player (attacking or defending) would first touch the puck. This decision by the Linesman will be made the instant the first player reaches the end zone face-off dots with the player’s skate being the determining factor. Should the puck be shot down the ice in such a manner that it travels around the boards and/or back towards the end zone face-off dots, the same procedure shall be in effect in that the Linesman shall determine within a similar distance as to who will have touched the puck first.”

For clarification, the determining factor is which player would first touch the puck, not which player would first reach the end zone face-off dots.

If the race for the puck is too close to determine by the time the first Player reaches the end zone face-off dots, icing shall be called.

The puck striking or deflecting off an official does not automatically nullify a potential icing.

What it means: Actually, it’s pretty clear what it means from all those words, but to sum up anyway: if the puck is going to be a clear icing, the lineseman can just blow the whistle now well before it actually crosses the goal line – assuming he feels the defensive player is well ahead of the offensive player. No more having to actually wait for it to cross the goal line, then the offensive forechecker getting some cheap shot in after the whistle.

If the players are “tied” going to the end line on a potential icing? Then the whistle blows too, and the defensive player wins, with (hopefully) both players letting up before they actually make contact with each other.

The overall bottom line: the linesmen will have to use more judgment than they have in the past, watching the puck itself more, instead of just who touches it first.
Posted September 30, 2013, 8:27 am MT 

Why the Avs aren’t making any trades right now
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Over the weekend, there was chatter about the Avs maybe being in the market for a defenseman, maybe with a team like Philadelphia, which is cap-strapped and desperate to move one of their expensive D-men thanks to Paul Holmgren’s continued bumbling management of the salary cap.

John Mitchell was mentioned as a possible target for Philly, who could use a versatile and cap-friendly forward. The Avs this year will probably always be interested in at least hearing what another team has to offer in the way of D-men. So, while I am confident those teams at least talked about a possible deal, nothing came of it and on Sunday coach/executive VP of hockey ops Patrick Roy spelled out why there won’t be any trades – at least for a little while.

The Avs have plenty of cap room – about $10.6 million. They could easily take on a $3-4 million player, even two. But Roy said it’s better to see what this team can do first before looking elsewhere.

“We’re happy with our roster. We’re happy with the signing of (depth D-men) Nate Guenin and (Nick) Holden,” Roy said. “Holden has been very impressive. Same thing for Guenin. They’re going to start the year with us. When (Ryan) Wilson comes back, we’ll make a decision. But as of right now, we don’t have to make a decision. They’re steady, they’re consistent in their game and been great guys to add to our roster.

“Right now, the problem in the NHL is there are a lot of teams that are close to the cap. They’re trying to unload the player that basically no one wants. That’s no help for us. We need to go for the players that we think will play a role. And quite frankly, I like my four lines, with (Marc-Andre) Cliche as the fifth guy. I’m very comfortable. I don’t mind our D. We’re not going to replace our D with D that we don’t think are going to make our team better. We’ve been working with them for the last two weeks. Let’s keep working with this group, let’s see where we’re going to go. I feel like I owe it to this group to start the year and then we’ll see about any moves.”

- – - – -

Ryan Wilson did skate on Sunday, on his own with a knee brace. Roy said the Avs are targeting the fifth game of the season, Oct. 12 in Washington, for his return.

- – - – -

The Avs are off today, playing in a team charity golf tournament. Back to practice Tuesday.
September 29, 2013, 10:19 pm
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Here’s another installment of my podcast, the mini-version. Ten minutes with Avalanche captain Gabe (he prefers that to Gabriel) Landeskog. 

landy mug

I thought it was a good chat, made better by shorter, to-the-point questions by myself (no rambling), but more so because Landy is a good interview. 

He talks about how training camp went for him and the team, what it’s like to play for Patrick Roy, his thoughts on his game entering his third season and how much his new roommate on the road, Nathan MacKinnon, loves to listen to rap in his room.

Click on the player below to give a listen. You have two ways to listen, on the player below or on iTunes – which has the advantage of you being able to click the “subscribe” button and have every podcast that I ever do be automatically downloaded to your device, free of charge, when they happen. The more people subscribe, the more of these I’ll do. We’re starting to get some good traction with it all, so thanks a lot.

We had a combined 14,000 listens to just our last two podcasts alone. So I’m thinking some sponsor out there might even be interested in getting involved with this. Let me know! 
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Avalanche make three cuts, final roster set*

By Adrian Dater 

The Denver Post 

Adrian Dater

Comments (34)

Print Print 

The Avs have sent forwards Brad Malone, Guillaume Desbiens and goalie Sami Aittokallio back to Lake Erie. That brought the training-camp roster down to 24, one over the limit. But the true number is 23 for the time being, as Ryan Wilson has been put on the injured reserve list, retroactive to Sept. 15.

I am hearing Wilson will be out another 7-10 days with his knee injury, so that means D-men Nate Guenin and Nick Holden have made the opening-night roster. When Wilson comes back, someone is going to have to go. It doesn’t necessarily have to be one of those two either (maybe Matt Hunwick back to the minors, assuming he clears waivers?).

We’ll see, but that’s the roster for now. Marc-Andre Cliche is the 13th forward on the team right now.

More later…
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Postgame Avs-Kings: a win for the Avs in preseason finale

By Adrian Dater 

The Denver Post 

Adrian Dater

Comments (9)

Print Print 

David Cleveland, AP

David Cleveland, AP

The Avalanche closed out the preseason tonight in Las Vegas with a 3-2 victory over the Los Angeles Kings.

Gabe Landeskog had two goals and Ryan O’Reilly one to give the Avs a 3-3 record in the preseason. Defenseman Andre Benoit had two assists. I think the Avs have found a new quarterback for the power play in Benoit. He “walks” the blue line pretty well and gets rid of the puck in a hurry. One thing Patrick Roy has been harping on his team all training camp: move the puck quickly on the power play. Short, quick passes and quick decisions on a shot. No standing around with the puck too long. Benoit fits that M.O. well.

I think the biggest storyline from this game was how well Nathan MacKinnon played. Although he didn’t get a point, he was outstanding, creating scoring chances throughout. His speed was just too much for Kings defenders to handle, and he drew a penalty in the game with one burst. 

The Kings took a 2-0 lead by early in the second period on a 5-on-3 power-play, on penalties to Cody McLeod and Patrick Bordeleau. But after that, they dominated the game thoroughly.

Final cuts will probably be announced no later than Monday. 

One thing though: Ryan Wilson is probably going to be out another 7-10 days with his knee injury. So, he’ll probably be placed on the injured reserve list and one of the young hopeful D-men should stick around for that long at least.

The Avs will practice Sunday morning at Family Sports Center. They’ll take Monday off, with a team golf tournament happening. Tuesday they’ll be at practice and Wednesday night the puck drops on the regular season at the Pepsi Center against Anaheim.
I'll talk some Avs here with y'all. Avs are playing the Kings in Vegas right now, no score late in first period. Join me with your comments on this new chat software

by Adrian Dater September 28 at 10:32 PM

Avs offense has yet to get going in preseason. The games will start counting Wednesday

by Adrian Dater September 28 at 10:35 PM

Who's looking impressive so far?

by Avs boy September 28 at 10:36 PM

MacKinnon hasn't been bad. Good chance or two

by Adrian Dater September 28 at 10:36 PM

This defense really scares me.

by Go Avs September 28 at 10:36 PM

Do you happen to have a lineup for each team?

by SiouxAviator September 28 at 10:36 PM

Thanks for hosting AD...did you ever hear any more about the Avs-Flyers trade rumors?

by Brandon September 28 at 10:36 PM

Are you in Vegas?

by Adastra57 September 28 at 10:37 PM

I am not in Vegas, but I am on top of the action!

by Adrian Dater September 28 at 10:37 PM

Not much new on any Avs trade rumors. I think Monday is the day we MIGHT see something. But nothing could happen

by Adrian Dater September 28 at 10:38 PM

Does anyone know of a place to listen to game while in Canada? I can't find a feed!

by Adastra57 September 28 at 10:38 PM

No video, No radio (canada), no nothing. Thanks for doin this!

by Clainer September 28 at 10:38 PM

How's giggy looking?

by Avs boy September 28 at 10:38 PM

Jiggy has looked good so far. Avs on the PK now though, 3:25 left in first, scoreless. Bordy to the box

by Adrian Dater September 28 at 10:38 PM

Uh oh, 5-on-3 for Kings. Avs never win this game

by Adrian Dater September 28 at 10:39 PM

This defence has too many question marks

by Neil September 28 at 10:39 PM

The D is a worry, obviously

by Adrian Dater September 28 at 10:39 PM

Why didn't they keep Bigras?

by Chris September 28 at 10:39 PM

Thanks for the answer AD, do you know how long the Avs have been "kicking tires" on a defenseman?

by Brandon September 28 at 10:39 PM

Is Johnson paired up with Benoit again?

by Adastra57 September 28 at 10:39 PM

STASTNY FOR TIMMONEN! Might as well get it started early, right?

by SiouxAviator September 28 at 10:40 PM

1-0 Kings, two seconds into 5-on-3, Mike Richards

by Adrian Dater September 28 at 10:40 PM

Would a Barrie/Johnson pairing be better than the current 1st pairing?

by WishfulTicketHolder September 28 at 10:40 PM

How's it going people?

by Bodie September 28 at 10:40 PM

Dam

by Avs boy September 28 at 10:40 PM

Avs need to stay out of the box. All i've heard this season is Avs on PK

by Clainer September 28 at 10:40 PM

Avs PK is another major worry still

by Adrian Dater September 28 at 10:40 PM

Avs have taken way too many penalties in preseason

by Adrian Dater September 28 at 10:40 PM

I meant a Wilson/Johnson pairing.

by WishfulTicketHolder September 28 at 10:41 PM

Seems like a lot of early penalties as well

by Bodie September 28 at 10:41 PM

Doughty given credit for goal now

by Adrian Dater September 28 at 10:41 PM

Hey People

by Marc Stephen Parsons September 28 at 10:41 PM

Nope, now Richards gets goal back

by Adrian Dater September 28 at 10:41 PM

A Johnson/Wilson pairing on any competitive hockey team is a 2nd pairing, not top. Just sayin.

by SiouxAviator September 28 at 10:41 PM

Why does everyone think Wilson is so bad?

by Bodie September 28 at 10:42 PM

Well Mr. Just Sayin....unfortunately it's a relevant question.

by WishfulTicketHolder September 28 at 10:42 PM

Why didn't they keep Bigras up?

by Chris September 28 at 10:42 PM

We don't. He just cant stay healthy

by Clainer September 28 at 10:42 PM

Bring in Miller?

by Avs boy September 28 at 10:43 PM

Not sure this link will work, but give it a try: link to radio feed: player.streamtheworld.com

by Adrian Dater September 28 at 10:43 PM

Ryan Miller?

by Bodie September 28 at 10:43 PM

Man i cannot wait for the regular season to actually see the games

by Marc Stephen Parsons September 28 at 10:43 PM

Yeah

by Avs boy September 28 at 10:43 PM

Avs Cannot stay out of the box

by Marc Stephen Parsons September 28 at 10:43 PM

Doesnt work for canadians Dater
September 26, 2013, 9:17 pm

Postgame Avs-Stars: bad night in Dallas

By Adrian Dater 
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Tough night for the visiting Avalanche tonight at American Airlines Arena against Lindy Ruff and the Dallas Stars. Stars win easy, 5-1. Jamie McGinn gets the only goal for the Avs, while Semyon Varlamov allowed five goals on 24 shots.

Erik Johnson and Andre Benoit, paired together, were a minus-2 each, but Johnson at least had an assist, had four shots on net and blocked six shots. Nathan MacKinnon had a rough first game back after his hip-flexor injury, getting no points, one shot, -2 and winning only four-of-12 faceoffs.

The Avs allowed 10 goals in their two games against Dallas, both losses. But as I’ve always said about this time of year: good thing the games don’t count. They obviously will soon though, and the boys will have to pull their socks up a lot better than they did tonight if they don’t want another losing season to unfold.

But I almost never take what happens in a preseason game seriously, and you shouldn’t either. First off, 98-percent of the players don’t give a rat’s ass about anything that happens. They just don’t want to get hurt. And second…what I just said. 

We’ve known all along this won’t turn around overnight, that there are still big question marks with this team, especially in keeping pucks out of their net. Patrick Roy will figure it out at some point though. When? That answer still needs to be finalized.

Here is the official boxscore of the game.

Categories: General Avs

 September 26, 2013, 8:12 pm

Cory Sarich on playing for John Tortorella and, now, Patrick Roy

By Adrian Dater 
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Avalanche defenseman Cory Sarich, right, talks with left winger Cody McLeod during practice Sept. 9. (John Leyba, Denver Post file)

Avalanche defenseman Cory Sarich, right, talks with left winger Cody McLeod during practice Sept. 9. (John Leyba, Denver Post file)

Story in the paper tomorrow is on Cory Sarich, hoping for a second wind to his career with the Burgundy and Blue. Talking with him the other day, I asked how he’d compare playing for Patrick Roy (to this point anyway) with playing for a few years under John Tortorella in Tampa Bay. First, he talks about what it’s been like under Roy:

sarich

“Patrick is very passionate about his coaching, and that’s a great thing. That can only translate in him wanting to help us, and you can see it already. He’s been very fair, he’s worked us hard and he’s worked to give us a little bit of rest here and there. I feel like everything he’s brought up in video and worked with us a a team has been right on. It’s the little things that make you better, and it’s been the little details that they’ve been harping on, and I think that needs to continue.”

On any comparisons with Tortorella, considered one of the most intense coaches alive:

“You know what you’re going to get with coaches like that, but I think there’s a tipping point. There has to be a good balance. My first few years with John, I thought he was unbelievable. He knew exactly when to push our buttons. He was a freak for details, which was exactly what our young team needed, and it helped us transition into being a good team. But I think it got a little frustrating for him toward the end with his time in Tampa. Just like it does with players, sometimes it grows to get old. But what I’ve seen from Patrick so far, he has a great balance.”

Categories: General Avs
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These are Patrick Roy’s projected top-six defensive pairings *as of now
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Karl Gehring, The Denver Post

Karl Gehring, The Denver Post

Coach Roy listed his top-six defensive pairings as of now after practice this morning. Roy also disclosed that he will keep 13 forwards and eight defensemen on the regular roster when the season starts Wednesday.

Roy said the pairings, again as of now, subject to change possibly are:

 Andre Benoit-Erik Johnson

 Ryan Wilson-Tyson Barrie

 Jan Hejda-Corey Sarich

Of course, Ryan Wilson (knee) is not back on skates yet, so that leaves an opening for someone to take his place. But assuming everyone is healthy by opening night or soon after, that is the D lineup Roy sees. Right now, Nate Guenin and Nick Holden have to be considered two of the biggest surprises of training camp. Both have a little NHL experience. Both are big, rugged guys, though Holden had a very good offensive season last year with Columbus’ AHL farm club, Springfield (73 9-30 39).

Including Wilson, the Avs have nine defensemen left on the camp roster. So, the reality is there are two one job open jobs among three guys – Guenin, Holden and Matt Hunwick. We’ll see who wins the battle. The next two preseason games will determine it.
Posted September 24, 2013, 10:31 pm MT 

Nathan MacKinnon scheduled to return to the lineup Thursday; Brad Malone and Nick Holden could be keepers

By Mike Chambers 

The Denver Post 
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Nathan Mackinnon (Denver Post file)

Nathan Mackinnon (Denver Post file)

Avalanche coach Patrick Roy said Nathan MacKinnon, who missed his third consecutive preseason game tonight, has been skating the past two days and is expected to play in Thursday’s rematch with the Stars in Dallas. The Avs lost 5-3 to the Stars at the Pepsi Center tonight in another solid performance by center Brad Malone and defenseman Nick Holden, who are among those on the 23-man opening-night bubble. The roster is currently at 28. 

Here’s Roy talking about MacKinnon and tonight’s effort (the Avs had a great first period, outshooting the Stars 10-1 and clanging two or three shots off iron): 

Roy, who is living up to his promise of telling it like it is, said Malone, Holden and defenseman Nate Guenin will play in the final two preseason games, including Saturday against the Los Angeles Kings at Las Vegas. We expect forward Marc-Andre Cliche to stick around until the final cuts, too, as Roy this morning told reporters he considers the recent waiver-wire pickup as his 13th forward.

Malone, 24, is in good position to make the opening-night roster if the Avs keep 14 forwards, and Holden has a chance to make it if the Avs keep eight D. It seems Holden is ahead of Stefan Elliott, who also is on a one-way contract, and perhaps Matt Hunwick, who cleared waivers in the summer, so he could make it if the Avs keep seven on the back end. But that hasn’t come from team personnel, just me speculating. 

Guenin and forward Guillaume Desbiens might be on the wrong side of the bubble, and we know goalie Sami Aittokallio will be reassigned if Jean-Sebastien Giguere and Semyon Varlamov are healthy. 

Here’s Roy on Holden, 26, who signed with the Avs as a free agent in the summer after six years in the Columbus Blue Jackets organization (seven NHL games): “Holden is a very pleasant surprise. When we looked at the free agent (period) we were looking for someone that could be a great call up but right now he’s not playing like a call up. He’s playing really, really well.”

About Malone, who scored his second goal of the preseason tonight, Roy said: “I really believe he’s bringing his game to another level … We’re going to give him two more games and we’ll see after. Right now he deserves it.”

Malone is playing with a lot more confidence than his two previous seasons with the Avs. “Yeah, it’s confidence but also just more comfortable,” he said. “I tried to have a big summer and wanted to come in prepared, work hard and have things go your way.”

Holden is a smart 6-foot-4 skater who seems to play the game with ease. “I really have no opinion (on making the team) at all, but I’ve been getting opportunities to play in all situations, which is nice,” he said. “With a new organization, I just wanted to show them the type of player that I am and I deserve the opportunity. I try to keep it simple and just do the little things.”
Closing in on opening night and raising the question: Will this be last hurrah for Thornton, Marleau, Boyle?

Posted by David Pollak on October 1st, 2013 at 6:16 pm | Categorized as Hockey, NHL, Sharks, Sports 

SAN JOSE – Spent the day away from the rink, hammering out material for our Sharks preview at the Merc’s web site. 

Curtis Pashelka covered the skate this morning and he’s posted the news online that Adam Burish is still not skating and extremely unlikely – my words – to be anywhere near the ice when the Sharks face Vancouver on Thursday night. Brad Stuart has been practicing and could be in the lineup even though he missed every exhibition game with Todd McLellan saying it would be a game day decision.

The centerpiece of our Sharks preview for Wednesday’s paper is a look at how the Sharks are viewing the fact that Joe Thornton, Patrick Marleau and Dan Boyle all have their contracts expiring at the end of this season. And the possibility that this is indeed a potential “last hurrah” for the three players who have been the most high profile and highly paid Sharks for the past five years (cumulatively).

Suffice to say here that the players all say they want to come back and, though he didn’t say much for the story, General Manager Doug Wilson left the impression he’s good with that, too.

Read the story at http://www.mercurynews.com/sharks/ci_24217293/san-jose-sharks-enter-2013-14-season-team, then come back and we’ll talk a little more.

The story does take a pretty direct – and very obvious – position that they don’t re-sign unless it’s at a cost below what they’re making now. And the question becomes how much less will do it.

Now, of course, between now and June 30, players and the GM can change their minds. But let’s say they don’t. What the story doesn’t do is speculate where the salary cap will be and how hard it would be to make three significant contracts work.

But, hey, let’s just play around with a few numbers here, knowing full well they may have nothing to do with reality.

Most reports expect the cup to go up from its current $64.3 million next year, but not all of them. And if you look at capgeek.com – a generally reliable source on such matters – you’ll see that the Sharks have committed $46.76 million to 16 players for 2014-15.

If the cap doesn’t go up, that would leave $17.5 million to sign seven more players. That wouldn’t be enough to sign just the three guys in question at their current salary. Yes, I know you’re thinking the Sharks could create cap space with a Marty Havlat buyout, and while it’s true, it’s also getting way ahead of the game.

Boyle’s agent, George Bazos, recognizes that the Sharks have evolved over the past five years, that Wilson had other players getting the long-term, high-end contracts. He recognizes that a hometown discount might apply, but that the discount comes off the prevailing market price. You already saw all that in the story, right?

 When I talked to Boyle early in training camp, he wasn’t buying the “last hurrah” angle. And he sounded as if he hoped he wouldn’t have to be answering questions about his contract or his age all season. In a perfect world, he’d have a new contract now.

That didn’t happen.

Bazos said he also had talked about the situation with Boyle recently.

“He wants to put it in the back of his mind and get off to a good start. I think he had a good pre-season and he knows what he needs to do,” said Bazos of Boyle, who had three goals in his three games. “Dan is ready to have a great season and what happens happens.”

****Joe Thornton is represented by his brother, John. We played telephone tag over the past 48 hours, but never connected. Next time.

****The story also mentions that, for now at least, Patrick Marleau is dealing directly with Wilson. That’s because Marleau’s agent, the highly respected Don Baizley, died this summer. Marleau was among the many NHL players who went to Winnipeg for the memorial service.

****The “last hurrah” story is just part of our Sharks preview coverage now available at the paper’s web site. We’ve picked key can’t-miss dates on the home schedule, spelled out the lines and defense pairings, look at where the most recent crop of ex-Sharks have landed and more. Head to http://www.mercurynews.com/sharks and go from there.

****Cutting it short at this point to head to a retirement gathering for longtime Merc editor and columnist Charlie McCollum who’s pulling the plug on a long career. With any luck, you remember him as the paper’s TV critic and he’s been contributing to a wide range of our entertainment coverage over the past few years.
Sharks not handing out a third ‘A’ to replace that worn by departed Clowe — and those Eastern rankings

Posted by David Pollak on September 30th, 2013 at 8:35 pm | Categorized as Uncategorized 

SAN JOSE — Since 2010, the Sharks have gone with three assistant captains — Dan Boyle full-time while Patrick Marleau and Ryane Clowe split the duties. Joe Thornton, of course, has worn the ‘C.’

The Clowe trade created the opportunity for Todd McLellan to elevate another player to the more visible part of the team’s leadership group, and there had been speculation that the ‘A’ would go to Logan Couture or Joe Pavelski.

But McLellan has decided against adding another assistant captain, and will stick with Boyle and Marleau in that role.

“I think our (leadership) group is too large to leave somebody out right now,” McLellan said Monday, “so we’re going to have them just contribute without the letter on.”

I had talked with Couture earlier in training camp about the possibility of getting an ‘A’ and he played down the importance of it.

“A letter on your jersey doesn’t really mean much to me,” Couture said. “You look around this room, we’ve got guys that don’t have letters who have played in this league awhile. They’ve seen a lot and they’re leaders on this team. You don’t need a letter on your jersey to be a leader on this team, you know that.

“If it happens, it happens,” he continued. “I’m just trying to do the same things I did last year and get better as a player.”

****Now it’s official. Here’s the roster the Sharks will start the season with Thursday night against the Vancouver Canucks. Both Raffi Torres and Marty Havlat are starting the season on injured reserve, but at this point only Torres is going on the long-term list. That can always change.

FORWARDS (13) – Brent Burns, Adam Burish, Logan Couture, Andrew Desjardins, Freddie Hamilton, Tomas Hertl, Tyler Kennedy, Patrick Marleau, Matt Nieto, Joe Pavelski, James Sheppard, Joe Thornton, Tommy Wingels.

DEFENSEMEN (7) – Dan Boyle, Justin Braun, Jason Demers, Scott Hannan, Matt Irwin, Brad Stuart, Marc-Edouard Vlasic.

GOALIES (2)– Antti Niemi, Alex Stalock.

INJURED RESERVE – Raffi Torres, Marty Havlat.

****As promised earlier, here are Curtis Pashelka’s picks for the Eastern Conference. (See previous postings for my picks in the West):

EASTERN CONFERENCE

ATLANTIC DIVISION

1. Boston Bruins — The Bruins, who lost the Stanley Cup finals to the Chicago Blackhawks in stunning fashion in Game 6, got a bit younger in the offseason as experienced players — Andrew Ference and Jaromir Jagr — left via free agency in the offseason and Tyler Seguin and Rich Peverley were dealt to the Dallas Stars for Loui Eriksson and three prospects. Boston did sign Jarome Iginla as a free agent to bolster the offense, but will have a relatively young defense with Torey Krug and Dougie Hamilton (Freddie’s youger brother) expected to play large roles. The forwards corps is led by Patrice Bergeron, Brad Marchand, Milan Lucic and David Krejci. That said, goaltender Tuukka Rask will need to show the Bruins didn’t make a big mistake when they signed him to an eight-year contract extension.

2. Montreal Canadiens — Hockey’s most decorated franchise had a big improvement in the lockout-shortened 2013 season, as the Canadiens overhauled their operations and went from missing the playoffs to finishing second in the now-defunct Northwest Division. Now Montreal, which lost to Ottawa in five games in the first round, is hoping a few more tweaks can take it to the next level, as the Canadiens brought in Daniel Briere and big bodies George Parros and former Shark Douglas Murray. Still, any success Montreal enjoys will come from its returning corps, which includes Norris Trophy winner PK Subban, and forwards Max Pacioretty, Tomas Plekanec, Brian Gionta and Andrei Markov. Although the Canadiens are not favored to win the division title, they should still safely make the playoffs.

3. Detroit Red Wings — The Red Wings move to the Eastern Conference, renewing regional rivalries and drastically cutting down their travel. But that doesn’t necessarily mean Detroit, which squeaked into the Western conference playoffs in the spring, has an easy path to the postseason. The division already has several playoff-caliber teams and Valtteri Filppula, Damien Brunner and Dan Cleary are all gone. The Red Wings bolstered their second line with the addition of Daniel Alfredsson and Stephen Weiss to go with Johan Franzen. But the first line of Pavel Datsyuk, Henrik Zetterberg and Justin Abdelkader, and goalie Jimmy Howard, will need to have a strong year to get the Red Wings back to the conference finals.

** 4. Toronto Maple Leafs — The Leafs are coming off a bittersweet season in which they made the playoffs again after years of disappointment, but lost in the first round to Boston in a Game 7 they should have won. Toronto aims to take another step forward this season as Dave Bolland was acquired at the draft and David Clarkson was signed to a seven-year deal. Jonathan Bernier was acquired from Los Angeles to challenge James Reimer for the starting goaltender’s job. If the Leafs’ young players like Nazem Kadri can continue to develop, they should again be in the playoffs.

5. Ottawa Senators — Few teams went through as much upheaval in the offseason as the Senators, who lost captain Daniel Alfredsson to Detroit in free agency and traded for Bobby Ryan in a massive deal with Anaheim. Clarke MacArthur was also signed from Toronto to boost an offense that ranked 27th in the NHL in goals scored. The big question for Ottawa will be if it can stay healthy, as Jason Spezza, Erik Karlsson, Milan Michalek and Craig Anderson all missed significant time last season. Thanks to its defense, though, which was bolstered by the addition of Joe Corvo from Dallas, the Senators should be in the mix for a playoff spot this season.

6. Tampa Bay Lightning — Despite handing a compliance buyout to Vincent Lecavalier, Tampa Bay does appear to have enough offensive firepower to once again be one of the highest-scoring teams in the league. It appears third-overall draft pick Jonathan Drouin will play alongside Steven Stamkos and Martin St. Louis, and the signing of Valtteri Filppula gives the Lightning some depth down the middle. The questions for Tampa Bay will be on the defensive side. Victor Hedman and Sami Salo form a nice top pairing, but Ben Bishop still remains a question mark in goal.

7. Florida Panthers — The Panthers finished with the worst record in the NHL last season and might need another year or two to get back into the playoff picture. Florida does have a tantalizing amount of young talent, led by Calder Trophy-winning winger Jonathan Huberdeau and 2013 first round selection Aleksander Barkov, and some veteran leadership with Tomas Fleischmann, Brian Campbell and Scott Gomez. Although the signing of Tim Thomas could stabilize the goaltending situation, the Panthers need some more time to let their young players develop. They will surprise some teams, but chances are they won’t be consistent enough to threaten for a playoff spot.

8. Buffalo Sabres — The Sabres are going through a rebuilding phase and appear headed for another playoff-less spring. Veterans Jason Pominville, Jordan Leopold and Robyn Regehr were all dealt last season and UFAs-to-be Ryan Miller and Thomas Vanek could be the next ones to go. Coach Ron Rolston had the interim tag removed from his title in the summer, and could be a good choice to shepherd Buffalo through its growing pains. Buffalo’s special teams were awful last season, as the power play ranked 29th out of 30 teams and the penalty kill was 26th. In the meantime, look for Vanek, Cory Hodgson, Drew Stafford to lead the offense and Christian Ehrhoff and Tyler Myers to lead the defensive corps.

METROPOLITAN DIVISION

1. Pittsburgh Penguins — The Penguins went into an offseason with some unknowns, but came out of it having resigned Evgeni Malkin, Kris Letang and Chris Kunitz. Those players, along with Sidney Crosby, should make Pittsburgh the team to beat in the Metropolitan Division. The Penguins’ goaltending situation, though, is a little unsettled. Tomas Vokoun is out indefinitely with a blood clot in his pelvis, so the onus is on Marc-Andre Fleury to regain the form that he showed in 2009 when Pittsburgh won the Cup. If he struggles, Pittsburgh’s other option is Jeff Zatkoff, who has no NHL experience.

2. Washington Capitals — Clearly, the Capitals need Alex Ovechkin to be a productive player if they hope to challenge for the division title. Because after a slow start last season, Ovechkin caught fire, finished with 56 points, led Washington to the playoffs and won the Hart Trophy. Washington lost Mike Ribeiro to free agency, but picked up Mikhail Grabovski for the second line. Defensively, Mike Green showed his value last season when he was healthy, and if goalie Braden Holtby can recapture the form he showed last season, the Capitals will challenge for the division crown.

3. New York Rangers — After his coaching style wore thin in the dressing room and with the team’s upper management, John Tortorella was shown the door and replaced by the more level-headed Alain Vigneault. The style of the former Canucks coach should rejuvenate Brad Richards, keep Rick Nash and Derek Stepan as offensive forces, and serve young players well. Having a healthy Marc Staal will make a big difference, and goalie Henrik Lundqvist is well-established as one of the best in the league. If New York stays healthy, a division title isn’t out of the question.

** 4. New York Islanders — The Islanders have stockpiled high draft choices for years and some of that talent started to mature last season, when New York made the playoffs for the first time since 2007. Along with John Tavares, who had 28 goals in 2013 and was a nominee for the Hart Trophy, Matt Moulson, Michael Grabner and Kyle Okposo all became legitimate scorers. The defensive corps is also young, but does have Andrew MacDonald and Lubomir Visnovsky to lean on for experience. Goalie Evgeni Nabakov isn’t getting any younger at 38, and as Sharks fans know, he has a ceiling in terms of playoff success. But if he can have another strong season, the Islanders may be in the playoffs back to back years for the first time since 2003 and 2004.

5. Columbus Blue Jackets — Few people pegged the Blue Jackets to contend for a playoff spot at the start of the lockout-shortened 2013 season. But thanks to the efforts of Vezina Trophy winning goalie Sergei Bobrovsky, Columbus finished strong and nearly made the postseason. The Blue Jackets need Bobrovsky to display that same magic touch to contend for a playoff spot this year, although they should be improved on offense with Marian Gaborik feeling more comfortable in his surroundings and the addition of Nathan Horton from Boston. Gaborik, Brandon Dubinsky and Artem Anisimov form a solid top line, but can Columbus’ other forwards continue to contribute?

6. Philadelphia Flyers — Although they signed Vincent Lecavalier and Mark Streit, the Flyers may benefit most by who they don’t have anymore — Ilya Bryzgalov. The enigmatic goalie could not live up to the expectations of his massive contract and the last seven years of his deal was bought out by the team. Leadership and goal-scoring aren’t problems in Philadelphia, as Claude Giroux is a legitimate MVP candidate and Scott Hartnell should bounce back from an injury-shortened 2013 season. If young players such as Brayden Schenn and Sean Couturier continue to grow, and Ray Emery and Steve Mason provide some consistent goaltending, the Flyers could surprise some people.

7. Carolina Hurricanes — The Hurricanes should again have one of the better offenses in the Eastern Conference and Eric and Jordan Staal, Jeff Skinner and Jiri Tlusty. The question for Carolina will be in net, as it looks for Cam Ward to regain the form he showed at the start of last season before he went down with a knee injury — torpedoing the Hurricanes’ hopes for a playoff spot. If Alex Semin shows up on a regular basis to boost the power play, Ward stays healthy and some newcomers are able to contribute, Carolina could be a sleeper team in its new division.

8. New Jersey Devils — It certainly doesn’t appear as if the Devils will challenge for a playoff spot this season — not after Ilya Kovalchuk retired (and signed with SKA St. Petersburg of the KHL) and David Clarkson signed with Toronto. The bulk of New Jersey’s offense will come from the top line of Patrik Elias, Travis Zajac and the ageless Jaromir Jagr, who, along with Michael Ryder, was signed to make up for the absence of Kovalchuk. Former Shark Ryane Clowe will add needed toughness and New Jersey does have insurance in net, as Cory Schneider was acquired from Vancouver to spell Martin Brodeur and eventually take his spot as the No. 1 goalie. They’ll need to be stellar for the Devils, because the goal-scoring could be in short supply. 

****The rankings are part of the Merc’s NHL Preview package on the paper’s web site. Head to the Sharks page and follow the links from there.

Hertl, Nieto and Hamilton all could be playing first NHL game Thursday night — and one guy’s view of West

Posted by David Pollak on September 30th, 2013 at 1:41 pm | Categorized as Uncategorized 

SAN JOSE — We expected to have the official Sharks roster by now, but that hasn’t happened yet.

Still, it’s been awhile so here goes:

The Sharks are likely to have their first teen-ager in their opening night lineup since Marc-Edouard Vlasic’s rookie season in 2005.

Nineteen-year-old Tomas Hertl made the cut and should be starting Oct. 3 on a line with Joe Thornton and Brent Burns. 

But Hertl is only one of the three players who will be playing in their first NHL game as the Sharks have kept Matt Nieto (21) and Freddie Hamilton (20) in San Jose as well.

While Hertl was forecast to make the team, Nieto and Hamilton have benefited from injuries to Raffi Torres and Adam Burish. Still, they leapfrogged over several players who have been in the organization much longer.

And Alex Stalock won the back-up goalie position.

More later.

****It’s that time of the year and the boss wanted us to offer up the annual NHL power rankings. We divided them up by divisions this year because of the new playoff format. Mine for the West are below and @CurtisPashelka is handling the East. Will put his up on a later posting.

Here they are, take your shots:

WESTERN CONFERENCE

Under the new NHL format, the top three teams in each division qualify for the playoffs, plus two wild card teams indicated here by an asterisk.

PACIFIC DIVISION

1. Los Angeles Kings – Maybe the Sharks should have won that second-round playoff series and are the better team. But with Raffi Torres about to miss half the season or more, it’s hard to pick San Jose ahead of the Kings going forward. The Sharks only scored 10 goals in seven games against Jonathan Quick and until there’s evidence that’s changed, Los Angeles is still the Pacific team to beat. An improving Slava Voynov gives the Drew Doughty-led defense a little more offensive pop and the already strong forward corps led by Anze Kopitar, Mike Richards and Jeff Carter gets a little nastier with the arrival of Daniel Carcillo. 

2. San Jose Sharks – The knee injury to Torres makes the Sharks vulnerable if it taps into any lingering self-doubt after their playoff loss to the Kings. But GM Doug Wilson’s “refresh and reset” roster should still be able to execute Coach Todd McLellan’s high-energy, high-speed approach, and San Jose should still be a tough foe on most nights. Much will also depend on how the rookies come through as Tomas Hertl, Matt Nieto and Freddie Hamilton could all be in the opening night lineup. One area that should not be a concern is goal, where Antti Niemi has proven to be reliable and, at times, stellar. 

3. Anaheim Ducks – Another team with a split personality, the Ducks stormed out of the gate and won the Pacific last season despite finishing 8-9-2 down the stretch. Secured with eight-year contract extensions, Ryan Getzlaf and Corey Perry still spearhead the offense and, now 43, Teemu Selanne is back for one more farewell tour. The biggest change? Motivated by salary cap economics, GM Bob Murray sent Bobby Ryan to Ottawa for promising and less expensive Jakob Silfverberg, 22. Defenseman Francois Beauchemin should again get the most minutes on the blue line. In goal, like last year, Jonas Hiller and Viktor Fasth should each see plenty of pucks.

**4. Edmonton Oilers – One of these seasons, the Oilers will live up to the promise of the likes of Taylor Hall, Jordan Eberle and Ryan Nugent-Hopkins at forward and Justin Schulz on defense. Thanks to realignment it might be this one. With Detroit and Columbus parked in the East (yes, the Blue Jackets are good now), the playoff path in the West is a little easier. New GM Craig MacTavish added some useful experience by bringing in forward David Perron and d-man Andrew Ferrence to help new coach Dallas Eakins try to get the most of the young talent. Devin Dubnyk provides decent enough netminding.

5. Vancouver Canucks – Acerbic coach John Tortorella has quite the challenge ahead. Goalie Roberto Luongo’s monster contract made him un-tradeable so Vancouver had no choice but to deal Cory Schneider instead. Nobody, including Luongo, saw that coming. Swept by the Sharks in the playoffs, the Canucks looked exposed and vulnerable. The Sedins did not work their magic and even Ryan Kesler and Alexandre Burrows weren’t up to their usual standard of annoyance. The only off-season addition to a mediocre defense was Yanick Weber. Realignment did the Canucks no favor either, scuttling the softer Northwest Division they had dominated for five seasons and throwing the California teams in their path.

6. Phoenix Coyotes – The most important development here is the fact the NHL found a buyer for the Coyotes and a new lease with suburban Glendale that puts relocation on the back burner, not the front one where it’s been for three seasons now. The team’s biggest asset continues to be Coach Dave Tippett, who will be reunited from their Dallas days with Mike Ribeiro, the biggest off-season pickup (four-year, $22 million). Second biggest asset? Goalie Mike Smith, edging out longtime captain Shane Doan and highly regarded defenseman Oliver Ekman-Larsson. Tippett’s teams are always in the playoff hunt, but the competition could be too stiff for Phoenix.

7. Calgary Flames – No Miika Kiprusoff in goal (retired). No Jarome Iginla at right wing (traded at deadline). And a city recovering from floods that dumped water and mud into the Saddledome’s lower bowl. Poor Calgary, and, on the ice at least, that’s not likely to change. The Flames’ lineup has recognizable names up front – Mike Cammalleri, Lee Stempniak, Jiri Hudler – but all are about one line too high in the depth chart. In goal, the Flames go from Kiprusoff to another Finn, Karri Ramo, who has had success in the KHL, but middling to poor stats in 48 previous NHL games. That four-year playoff drought is about to reach five.

CENTRAL DIVISION

1. Chicago Blackhawks – When the Blackhawks won the Stanley Cup in 2010, you knew they had to dismantle their lineup for cap purposes and you could see them sliding down the standings. Not this time. Yes, solid role players such as Dave Bolland, Viktor Stalberg and Mikhal Frolik are gone, but Chicago has the depth to fill in behind them. Goalie Corey Crawford now has Nikolai Khabibulin as his back-up, but that’s about the only new face in the locker room. And the team’s core including Jonathan Toews, Patrick Kane, Duncan Keith and Brent Seabrook must have learned something from whatever cup hangover they had to deal with last time. 

2. St. Louis Blues – If any Central team will make things interesting for the Blackhawks, it’s their longtime rivals in St. Louis. The Blues may drop off slightly on offense with Magnus Paajarvi and Derek Roy replacing David Perron and Andy McDonald, but there’s still plenty of potential goals coming from Chris Stewart and Patrik Berglund. And the addition of veteran Brenden Morrow in training camp was a big plus. Meanwhile, their imposing defense led by Alex Pietrangelo, Jay Bouwmeester and Kevin Shattenkirk is back in full. And the only problem in goal, presuming everyone’s healthy, is which one of three capable netminders to play – Brian Elliott, Jaroslav Halak or Jake Allen. 

3. Minnesota Wild – The pricey free agent signings of Zach Parise and Ryan Suter in 2012 paid only minimal dividends last season as the Wild squeaked into the playoffs, only to face Chicago in a first-round series that ended in five games. A full season with Jason Pominville in the lineup and the growth of onetime Sharks prospect Charlie Coyle should get the Wild to the post-season again. Gone is the NHL’s hit-leader, Cal Clutterbuck, and in his place reformed bad-boy Matt Cooke. Also departing as the Wild dealt with the drop in salary cap was Devon Setoguchi, who was dealt to Winnipeg for a second-round draft pick. 

**4. Dallas Stars – New general manager, new coach and as many as five new faces in the starting lineup. Guess they draw line at that fifth year without a playoff appearance in Big D. But the new names at the top – GM Jim Null from Detroit and longtime Buffalo Coach Lindy Ruff – have the proper pedigree. The acquisition of Tyler Seguin from Boston was a calculated risk with a big upside. Picking up Shawn Horcoff and Rich Peverely were safe, but smart moves – though the addition of Sergei Gonchar seems more questionable. All in all, the Stars appear to be more competitive and could find themselves back in the post-season.

5. Colorado Avalanche — The Avalanche are taking the “back to the future” route as they hope to avoid a fourth straight season out of the playoffs. Former All-Star Joe Sakic is now the executive vice-president of hockey operations. Legendary goalie Patrick Roy is his new coach. On the ice, former Avalanche forward Alex Tanguay returns, but the biggest addition could be Nathan MacKinnon, the first player taken overall in the 2013 NHL draft. Colorado still has significant talent including players such as Matt Duchene, P.A. Parenteau and Gabriel Landeskog. But Sakic and Roy may need more than one season to get things back on track.

6. Nashville Predators – Nashville missed the playoffs for the first time in six seasons and still lacks a formidable offensive attack. But maybe offense isn’t as important when you’ve got Pekka Rinne in net again. And the defense, which took a hit when Ryan Suter bailed for Minnesota a year ago, just may have another future all-star in rookie Seth Jones – the 6-foot-4, 205-pound son of former NBA star Popeye Jones. How big an impact Jones can have at 18, however, remains to be seen. Never rule out a team coached by Barry Trotz and Nashville could easily be in the hunt for a playoff spot. But it seems like a stretch 

7. Winnipeg Jets – The road to the playoffs isn’t any easier for the Jets, but at least it makes more sense geographically as it doesn’t go through the defunct Southeast. The Jets have hovered just over .500 their first two season back in Winnipeg – good, but on the golf course (if the snow had melted) when the post-season began. Winnipeg did poach two players from its new division rivals in acquiring Mikhal Frolic from Chicago and Devin Setoguchi from Minnesota, but otherwise stuck with the players that have gotten them this far. Evander Kane, Andrew Ladd and Blake Wheeler provide the bulk of the goals and big Dustin Byfuglien anchors the defense.

Anaheim Ducks make 5 moves to finalize opening-night roster; Rakell, Staubitz head to minors

By  Associated Press,   Published: September 30 

ANAHEIM, Calif. — The Anaheim Ducks have finalized their opening-night roster by sending five players to the minors.

The defending Pacific Division champions made the moves Monday after practice.

Anaheim sent right wing Brad Staubitz, center Richard Rakell, left wing John Kurtz and defenseman Nolan Yonkman to its AHL affiliate in Norfolk. Goalie Igor Bobkov went to an ECHL affiliate in Utah.

The Ducks will begin the season with four players on injured reserve: left wing Emerson Etem, new right wing Jakob Silfverberg and defensemen Luca Sbisa and Sheldon Souray.

Etem was hurt in a preseason collision last Saturday, while Silfverberg has been sidelined with an undisclosed injury since last week. Sbisa’s sprained ankle is expected to heal by next week, but Souray is out indefinitely after surgery for a torn ligament in his wrist.

Copyright 2013 The Associated Press. All rights reserved. This material may not be published, broadcast, rewritten or redistributed.

Kings' Dustin Brown acknowledges 'rust' but says his knee is 'solid' 

Kings captain, who injured his hamstring and is coming back from knee injury, says he mishandled a couple of plays in first exhibition game. Coach isn't making promises Brown will play in opener. 
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Dustin Brown

Kings captain Dustin Brown still might have some catching up to do when the team plays in its season opener Thursday. (Robert Gauthier / Los Angeles Times / May 10, 2013) 

NHL adopts hybrid icing rule in interest of player safetyNHL adopts hybrid icing rule in interest of player safety

Kings part ways with goalie Mathieu GaronKings part ways with goalie Mathieu Garon

Kings waive Jeff Schultz, send three players to ManchesterKings waive Jeff Schultz, send three players to Manchester

Ducks get Mathieu Perreault from CapitalsDucks get Mathieu Perreault from Capitals
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By Lance Pugmire

September 30, 2013, 5:09 p.m.

Kings captain Dustin Brown said Monday he was still working to "chip some of the rust off" after playing his first exhibition game Saturday and working hard through a morning practice.

"My conditioning, the physical part is OK," said Brown, who sustained an injured hamstring at the start of training camp. "It was the little puck plays, a couple plays where I mishandled it or didn't make a touch pass I can make nine times out of 10. … I've missed training camp and it shows.

"That's why I wanted to play at least one game, and with three good days to push myself in practice, I'll have skated for seven, eight good days before the first game. My knee's solid, my hamstring feels fine."

Brown was slowed at the end of last season by a knee injury that now requires a brace — something the player who despises even tape on his body is working to find comfort with.

"We're working to get a brace that's more customized," Brown said. "I've got to get used to it. With an injury like this, I've got to protect myself."

Although Brown expects to play in the Kings' opener Thursday at Minnesota — perhaps on a third line with Jarret Stoll and Trevor Lewis — Kings Coach Darryl Sutter isn't making promises.

"If we played tomorrow, he'd be a very rusty player," Sutter said. "It's not who you are or what you did, it's where you are now. This is not Hollywood."

Kings set roster

The Kings got defenseman Jeff Schultz back after putting him on waivers a day earlier. He was then sent to minor league Manchester (N.H.) as the Kings set their regular-season roster at 23 players.

The Kings moved young right wing Tyler Toffoli, center Linden Vey and left wing Tanner Pearson to Manchester a day earlier. Sutter said each had pushed veterans to play better in camp and can expect to be back with the Kings this season.

"These kids are all awesome players," Sutter said. "Just 'cause the veteran players are playing … those are the rules, the process. It wasn't like anyone here beat anyone out. They're all coming off good years in the American league and they have things they have to get more work in."

Sutter said Ben Scrivens beat out veteran Mathieu Garon for the backup goalie spot because he "got better as camp went on."

Welcome back

Kings defenseman Willie Mitchell, who endured two knee surgeries last season, expects to play in a regular-season game Thursday for the first time in 15 months. But he couldn't get to the finish line without some more discomfort from a puck that hit him in the ankle in the third period Saturday.

"There's a lot of things you miss about the game of hockey," Mitchell concluded, "but this isn't one of them."

Ducks set roster

Hampus Lindholm, the 19-year-old first-round pick of the Ducks in 2012, made the team's final roster as it prepares for Wednesday's regular-season opener at Colorado.

Lindholm impressed Ducks coaches with his skill and effort, and he scored three exhibition-season goals.

Right wing Devante Smith-Pelly and center Peter Holland also made the team, though forwards Emerson Etem and Jakob Silfverberg and defenseman Luca Sbisa are expected to return from injuries in October. Defenseman Sheldon Souray is expected out for the first two months.

The Ducks moved five players to the minor leagues, including right wing Brad Staubitz, who played 15 games with the team last season, and 6-foot-6 defenseman Nolan Yonkman, who came to the Ducks after seven games with Florida last season.

The team also put left wing and center Richard Rakell on the American Hockey League's Norfolk (Va.) roster, and put goalie Igor Bobkov at Utah.

Murphy, Terry sent to Checkers

Submitted by chipalexander on 09/30/2013 - 15:24 

Bookmark and Share

Tags: Canes Now

The Carolina Hurricanes on Monday assigned defenseman Ryan Murphy and forward Chris Terry to the Charlotte Checkers (AHL).

Terry was placed on NHL waivers Sunday but cleared waivers Monday at noon.

With the assignment of Murphy, the Canes finalized their season-opening roster. Forward Radek Dvorak, who attended training camp on a professional tryout, is not on the roster.

NHL teams had until 5 p.m. Monday to submit their rosters to the league.

Read more here: http://blogs.newsobserver.com/canes/murphy-terry-sent-to-checkers#storylink=cpy
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Canes' Gleason out indefinitely with concussion

Canes turn in roster; Gleason out with concussion

Published: September 30, 2013 Updated 5 hours ago 

By Chip Alexander — calexander@newsobserver.com 

RALEIGH — The Carolina Hurricanes, like many NHL teams, turned in their season-opening roster Monday to the league.

But that could be a formality. The Canes don't open the season until Friday, when they host the Detroit Red Wings at PNC Arena, and things could change by then.

"What the roster is today may not be what it for opening night," general manager Jim Rutherford said Monday.

One player who won't be in the lineup is defenseman Tim Gleason. Canes coach Kirk Muller said Monday that Gleason has been sidelined with a concussion suffered in a preseason game last week in Montreal.

The Canes on Monday assigned defenseman Ryan Murphy and forward Chris Terry to the Charlotte Checkers of the AHL. Terry was placed on waivers Sunday but cleared waivers Monday at noon.

But Murphy could be back with the Canes by Friday. It's all a part of the machinations of dealing with the league's new collective bargaining agreement and its salary-cap limitations, and also apparently ties in with Joni Pitkanen's season-ending heel injury.

Pitkanen could be placed on long term injured reserve on Tuesday. That will provide some financial relief and other wiggle room.

"It's complex," Rutherford said. 

It's possible, Rutherford said, that the Hurricanes could offer a contract to veteran forward Radek Dvorak, who came to training camp on a professional tryout. Rutherford said there is interest, that the two sides are talking and a decision could be reached Tuesday.

"My feedback is I thought he performed very well," Muller said of Dvorak, 36. "It's a matter of (management) sorting everything out to see if there's a fit and a match and we can make it work."

Injuries remain a concern. In the preseason game Sept. 21 in Montreal, Gleason played the first period — engaging the Canadiens' Jarred Tinordi in a fight — but did not return after the opening period. He's out indefinitely.

"We'll go through the protocol and when the time is right we'll get him back in action," Muller said.

Forward Jeff Skinner, who missed the final two preseason games with a lower-body injury, returned to practice Monday. Rutherford said the Canes had their "fingers crossed" that forwards Alexander Semin and Elias Lindholm would be available Friday for the Red Wings.

Lindholm, the Canes' first-round draft pick this season, played in the first preseason game but has since been slowed by a hand injury, as has Semin. Both skated Monday.

"There's still a chance you could see them in action opening night but we need to get them in some practices prior to that," Muller said.

Forward Tuomo Ruutu continues to recover from a lower-body injury. Muller is not sure when Ruutu will return.

The Canes players are eager to drop the puck and play. Enough preseason work; it's time for the real season.

"Now it's about putting it together and performing," Canes captain Eric Staal said

Read more here: http://www.newsobserver.com/2013/09/30/3243490/canes-turn-in-roster-gleason-out.html#storylink=cpyhttp://blogs.newsobserver.com/canes/canes-deal-dalpe-welsh-for-tochkin — The Canes made an interesting personnel move early Sunday morning, obtaining forward Kellan Tochkin and a fourth-round selection in the 2014 NHL Draft from the Vancouver Canucks in exchange for forwards Zac Dalpe and Jeremy Welsh.

Tochkin, 22, had 15 goals and 29 assists, plus 61 penalty minutes, in 56 games with the Missouri Mavericks of the Central Hockey League (CHL) in 2012-13. 

The Canes also waived forward Chris Terry at noon Sunday with the purpose of sending him to Charlotte of the AHL. If Terry clears Monday at noon, he will join the Checkers.

Originally signed by Vancouver as an undrafted free agent on July 27, 2009, the 5-10, 176-pound Tochkin played four seasons in the Western Hockey League (WHL) with Everett, Medicine Hat and Prince Albert prior to turning professional, totaling 243 points in 253 career WHL games. 

A native of Abbotsford, B.C., Tochkin led all WHL rookies in scoring in 2008-09 with 74 points (20 goals, 54 assists) in 72 games. 

Welsh was signed as a free agent out of Union College and had an NHL contract this year guaranteeing him $1 million. 

Read more here: http://www.newsobserver.com/2013/09/29/3239165/canes-deal-dalpe-welsh-for-tochkin.html#storylink=cpy

Roster for Penguins opener not etched in stone yet

October 1, 2013 12:19 am
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By Shelly Anderson / Pittsburgh Post-Gazette 

The word is Wheeling is nice this time of year, but Beau Bennett might not hang around long enough to notice.

The Penguins assigned the promising winger to Wheeling of the ECHL Monday, likely the most prominent move they made in advance of a 5 p.m. NHL deadline when teams had to be in compliance with a 23-man roster limit and the $64.3 million salary cap.

It is believed that Bennett's "demotion" is temporary, simply a paper move to be in compliance, and that he will be recalled in conjunction with at least one other move in time for him to be in the lineup Thursday when the Penguins open the 2013-14 season against New Jersey at Consol Energy Center. Bennett is the team's only forward who does not need to be exposed to waivers to be sent to the minors.

The team made a similar move in 2010 with Eric Tangradi, who was recalled after less than 24 hours in Wheeling. Being sent to Wheeling, only about an hour's drive from Pittsburgh, makes more geographic sense for essentially a procedural move than assigning a player to Wilkes-Barre/Scranton of the higher-level American Hockey League.

Bennett, 21, is slated to play left wing on either the second forward line, centered by Evgeni Malkin, or the third line, centered by Brandon Sutter.

Penguins general manager Ray Shero wasn't available to talk about the team's roster moves, but Sunday he hinted at a temporary move or two when he said that the roster for the opener might look different than the one submitted Monday.

In addition to the Bennett assignment, defenseman Kris Letang and goaltender Tomas Vokoun were placed on injured reserve 

.

Letang got what is believed to be a knee or lower leg injury Friday in practice, and initial indications were that it was not serious or long term. Letang will miss the season opener, but, if the IR designation is retroactive to Friday, he would be eligible to come off IR before the home game Saturday against Buffalo.

Vokoun has been out since Sept. 21, when he had a procedure to dissolve a blood clot in his pelvis. He has been cleared for light workouts, according to his agent, Allan Walsh, but it has not been determined how long he might be out. If the Penguins feel he will miss at least 10 games and 24 days, he could be switched to long-term injured reserve, which would give them some salary-cap relief.

With Letang out, the Penguins recalled Harrison Ruopp from Wilkes-Barre. Ruopp, a stay-at-home defenseman, who missed most of the preseason because of injury.

In something of a surprise, the Penguins reassigned defenseman Simon Despres, a 2009 first-round draft pick, to Wilkes-Barre. Despres does not need to clear waivers for such moves, but it's unclear whether the Penguins plan to clear a roster spot and recall him before the opener.

Despres, 22, has played in 51 games and another six playoff games with the Penguins over the past two seasons.

The Penguins had two defensemen in training camp who were 2012 first-round draft picks. Derrick Pouliot was returned to his junior team, the Portland Winterhawks, but Olli Maatta remained on the NHL roster. Maatta could stay with the Penguins for up to nine games before being returned to his junior team, the London Knights, or he could stick in the NHL the full season. He and Pouliot are not eligible to play in the AHL this season.

Forwards Andrew Ebbett and Chris Conner were placed on waivers Sunday. They were not claimed by noon Monday. Ebbett, like Despres, was assigned to Wilkes-Barre/Scranton of the American Hockey League, but Conner remained with the Penguins.

Winger Chuck Kobasew, who drew a lot of praise from coach Dan Bylsma while on a professional tryout during training camp, is not among the 23 players on the roster. He can continue to practice with the team if both sides agree to continue his tryout, but the Penguins would have to sign and make room for him before he could play.

Here is the 23-man roster, which includes 13 forwards, eight defensemen and two goaltenders:

Forwards -- Craig Adams, Conner, Sidney Crosby, Matt D'Agostini, Pascal Dupuis, Tanner Glass 

, Dustin Jeffrey, Jussi Jokinen, Chris Kunitz, Malkin, James Neal, Sutter, Joe Vitale. Defensemen -- Robert Bortuzzo, Deryk Engelland, Maatta, Paul Martin, Matt Niskanen, Brooks Orpik, Ruopp, Rob Scuderi. Goaltenders -- Marc-Andre Fleury, Jeff Zatkoff.

Shelly Anderson: shanderson@post-gazette.com, 412-263-1721 and Twitter @pgshelly.

Read more: http://www.post-gazette.com/stories/sports/penguins/roster-for-penguins-opener-not-etched-in-stone-yet-705658/#ixzz2gRX7FUM6
Penguins make moves before roster deadline

September 30, 2013 5:06 pm

Peter Dian /Post-Gazette
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By Shelly Anderson / Pittsburgh Post-Gazette 

The Penguins made several roster moves in advance of a 5 p.m. NHL deadline under which their 23-man roster must be set.

The most eye-catching move was sending winger Beau Bennett to Wheeling of the ECHL. That is most likely a procedural move to make the roster compliant with NHL rules, and Bennett likely will return shortly. General manager Ray Shero on Sunday hinted that something like that might happen, saying the roster that is submitted today might not change before Thursday's season opener against New Jersey at Consol Energy Center.

Defenseman Kris Letang was placed on injured reserve. He suffered what is believed to be a knee or lower leg injury Friday in practice, and initial indications were that it was not serious or long-term. Letang will miss Thursday's season opener, but if the IR designation is retroactive to Friday, he would be eligible to come off of IR before Saturday's home game against Buffalo.

Also placed in IR was goaltender Tomas Vokoun, who has been ruled out for the opener because of a blood clot problem.

Defenseman Derrick Pouliot, a first-round draft pick in 2012, was returned to his junior club, the Portland Winterhawks.

The Penguins also sent defenseman Simon Despres and winger Andrew Ebbett to Wilkes-Barre/Scranton of the American Hockey League. Ebbett cleared waivers, and Despres does not need to clear waivers for such an assignment.

Winger Chris Conner also cleared waivers but remains on the roster.

Shelly Anderson: shanderson@post-gazette.com.
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Read more: http://www.post-gazette.com/stories/sports/penguins/penguins-make-moves-before-roster-deadline-705552/#ixzz2gRXDo0JY

By Shelly Anderson / Pittsburgh Post-Gazette 

A quick way to think about the NHL realignment that kicks in this season might go like this: The gang's all here.

The league has, in many instances, kept rivalries intact. That's certainly the case for the Penguins, who remain in the same division as Philadelphia, New Jersey and New York teams the Islanders 

 and Rangers.

But now under the league's new two-conference, four-division format, the Penguins are in a division that also includes Washington, Carolina and Columbus, which moved from the Western Conference to the East.

The Penguins have faced Columbus just 14 times since 2000-01.

"The way things are done now, it will create some new rivalries, but we'll also have the old ones," Penguins winger Pascal Dupuis said.

The Penguins, who open the season Thursday against New Jersey at Consol Energy Center, are no longer in the Atlantic Division. That name is now for teams that previously made up most of the Northeast, a name no longer used. The Western divisions are the Central and the Pacific.

The Penguins now reside in the Metropolitan Division, a moniker that has drawn some guffaws, even ridicule, but not universally.

"I couldn't care less about the name," Dupuis said. "I'll look at the standings. I don't think I'll look at whatever the division or conference is called. It's the teams that I'm facing [most often] that affect me."

Although every team will play in each of the other 29 cities at least once under realignment, divisions take on deeper importance in terms of playoff berths. The Penguins will face their division foes four or five times each.

Most recently, the top eight teams in each conference qualified for the postseason, with the three division winners in each conference earning the respective top three seeds.

Now, the top three teams in each division qualify, plus the next two best records in the conference. That wild-card setup could mean as many as five teams or as few as three teams could reach the postseason from a division.

"That stuff seems pretty normal," Penguins defenseman Rob Scuderi said. "It's a new spin on it because of the new divisions. Ultimately, it's still the top eight teams, the way I see it."

Scuderi also likes the fact that fans in each city will get to see each team at least once. That hasn't always been the case.

"I think that every team should play every other team," he said. "I think it makes it more balanced. I know it makes the travel a little more difficult, but I do think it's the right thing to do."

Penguins winger Craig Adams agreed -- to a point.

"It's great for the fans to be able to see every team," he said. "What that's going to do with travel, we'll see. [The schedule makers] assured us they were going to try to be a little bit more conscious of the scheduling."

That, Adams said, included bundling games on the West Coast so that there would only be one or two such trips. The Penguins, though, will make one trip to Western Canada and two to California.

"It would be nice to bang those games out all at once, but I understand that building availability is what it is, things like that," Adams said.

Another point of contention among some players is the unbalanced nature of the conferences.

Detroit, like Columbus, moved from the West to the East, and Winnipeg moved to the West. That leaves two eight-team divisions in the East and two seven-team divisions in the West.

That means there are fewer teams in the West competing for the same number of playoff spots.

"The conferences still seem a little weird to me, the numbers being off balance," Scuderi said. "It seems a little odd, but I'm sure that they have their reasons for it."

Adams was less diplomatic.

"The only thing I really have a problem with is the playoff format," he said. "This is a league where you can make a good career out of your playoff reputation, and if half the guys don't have the same chance to play in playoff games, then that can affect guys' careers in the long term. A lot of guys are still riding off of what they did in one good playoffs.

"I don't think the players really view it as something that can be a long-term solution. How can you have that inequity every year?"

Perhaps the NHL won't. Speculation is that the league might be leaving room for expansion by two teams to 32, which could lead to an equal number of teams in each division and conference.

"You would think so," Adams said. "I hope there's some sort of a plan. I don't think it's tenable in the long term as it is."

Shelly Anderson: shanderson@post-gazette.com, 412-263-1721 and Twitter @pgshelly.


First Published September 30, 2013 12:41 am 
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Penguins notebook: Trades not in salary-cap scenarios
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By Shelly Anderson / Pittsburgh Post-Gazette 

WEST POINT, N.Y. -- The Penguins made their first personnel moves Sunday leading to a deadline today by placing forwards Chris Conner and Andrew Ebbett on waivers.

If the two players are not claimed by noon today, they are expected to be assigned to Wilkes-Barre/Scranton of the American Hockey League.

That still leaves the Penguins with decisions. They must get their roster down to 23 players and get under the $64.3 million salary cap by 5 p.m. today.

Without Conner and Ebbett but counting injured players and winger Chuck Kobasew, who attended training camp on a pro tryout, the roster stood at 26 and they were at least $1 million over the cap.

After the Penguins' final practice at the U.S. Military Academy, where they spent the weekend, general manager Ray Shero said he does not have to make a trade to be compliant and that, as of Sunday afternoon, he had no trade in the works.

One of the factors could be injuries.

Goaltender Tomas Vokoun is out indefinitely because of a blood clot issue. Defenseman Kris Letang has what is believed to be a knee injury that will be further evaluated after the team returns home today. Initial indications are that it is not serious. Winger Matt D'Agostini 

, who was vying for a spot on the third line, has an undisclosed injury but is skating on his own.

"We have a plan in place," Shero said. "Our plan a few days ago might change because of injury."

Shero planned to get input from the coaching staff before making final decisions.

Coach Dan Bylsma said some players pushing for just a couple of open spots at forward or on defense had a strong training camp and made the decisions more difficult.

Holding back?

Defensemen Olli Maatta and Derrick Pouliot, Penguins first-round draft picks in 2012 who are both 19, could be held back this season because of a rule that favors Canadian junior hockey clubs.

Shero said the Penguins will make a decision on the two today.

Because they won't be 20 before Dec. 31, Maatta and Pouliot are not eligible to play in the AHL this season. That means unless they can make the Penguins roster and stick in the NHL, they won't be able to turn pro full time and will have no option but to return to their junior clubs for a fourth full season.

That would be a boon for those junior teams, each of which advanced to the Memorial Cup tournament last season, but not necessarily a fast-track option for the two players. They would miss out on a chance to play with and against older, pro players at Wilkes-Barre/Scranton, the Penguins AHL affiliate, which employs the same systems as the Penguins.

Each already has been a star in junior, Maatta with the London Knights of the Ontario Hockey League and Pouliot with the Portland Winterhawks of the Western Hockey League.

Both players were careful not to criticize the rule that would keep them from joining Wilkes-Barre should they not survive the Penguins' final cuts.

"I'm trying my best to make the team here," Maatta said. "If it doesn't happen, I'm in a good spot in London."

"It's the rule," Pouliot said. "You work your hardest. If you get sent back, you'll have to develop in junior a little more."

Maatta could have avoided this situation had he stayed to play in his native Finland. He would have been exempt from the rule that excludes him from the AHL this season. He's not second-guessing that.

"I wouldn't change anything right now," he said. "I'm really happy I went to London when I was 16."

Appreciating sacrifice

Jussi Jokinen is Finnish, but the Penguins winger still appreciates the time the Penguins spent this weekend at the U.S. Military Academy.

"I have a huge appreciation for what these guys do in Iraq and the other places," Jokinen said. "Every player appreciates that. To be able to come here and have conversations and see what these guys go through, it's pretty impressive."

The Penguins arrived Friday. In addition to three practices at Tate Rink, they had meals and did other activities, including simulated battles and a hike.

"Being an American, you are very thankful for what these guys do and the service they provide for us," winger Beau Bennett said. "It's nice to come here and see their lifestyle and grow closer as a team.

"You don't really realize what these guys go through on a daily basis, and then you get here and it is a sacrifice that they're making for us to be able live the lives we do. Being able to be here and thank them is great."

The team is scheduled to have breakfast with a group of cadets today before returning to Pittsburgh.

Tip ins

Bylsma declined to say whether Bennett or Jokinen would open the season at left wing with center Evgeni Malkin and right winger James Neal, but said both probably will continue to get time at that second-line spot. ... Bylsma said he plans to attend the Pirates' wild-card playoff game Tuesday at PNC Park. He said the Penguins have plans to show support for the Pirates but declined to reveal them.

Shelly Anderson: shanderson@post-gazette.com, 412-263-1721 and Twitter @pgshelly.
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Four seasons later, Penguins' 2009 ring still sits alone
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Pascal Dupuis celebrates a goal with Chris Kunitz and Sidney Crosby against the Islanders in the playoffs last season.
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Penguins notebook: Prognosis uncertain for Letang injury

By Dave Molinari / Pittsburgh Post-Gazette 

The Penguins, of course, never said anything of the sort. Not publicly, anyway.

That would have been too brash. Too brazen. Too far out of character.

Doesn't mean they didn't think about it, though.

And they probably should have.

There's no question plenty of people outside the organization did.

Indeed, when the core of their team -- guys like Sidney Crosby and Evgeni Malkin, Brooks Orpik and Marc-Andre Fleury -- came together in the middle of the last decade, the most popular question about the Penguins was not whether they could win a Stanley Cup, but whether one hand would be enough to contain all the rings they'd have a chance to earn.

Not because they'd be competing against inferior talent, but because the combination of bad hockey (which yielded lots of high draft choices) and terrific luck (which led to them getting Crosby's rights in the 2005 draft lottery) had allowed them to assemble a group of almost unbounded potential.

That promise began to be realized in the spring of 2008, when the Penguins surged to the Stanley Cup final. A year later, they won a best-of-seven rematch with Detroit, and the party started.

Went on for quite a while, too. But eventually, the celebration stopped. And there hasn't been another since.

The primary reasons have varied -- sensational goaltending by Montreal's Jaroslav Halak in 2010, losing Crosby and Malkin to major injuries a year later, a total meltdown versus Philadelphia in 2012 and a sudden inability to score against Boston this past spring -- but the bottom line hasn't.

Despite being a fixture on the short list of serious Cup contenders for years, the Penguins have just one title to show for it as they prepare for the 2013-14 season.

Winning even one championship, of course, is an epic accomplishment, a feat of which most NHL players can only dream.

" 'Disappointed' is a strong word," Crosby said. "Would I rather be Chicago and have two? Yeah. But I'd [also] rather have more than two. I think a lot of guys would want one, as well."

Still, the bar of achievement for this team, whose lineup is laced with so many elite talents, is set far higher than for most franchises.

Ray Shero replaced Craig Patrick as general manager in 2006 and recognized even before accepting the job that the foundation of a perennial contender looked to be in place, with the likes of Crosby, Malkin, Fleury and Orpik already on the depth chart.

"I know there were always expectations, but these guys were 19, 20 years old when I came in," he said.

He noted that the Penguins reached the Cup final, then won a Cup, faster than many observers had anticipated, but also that they also have seen how an apparent title run can be derailed quickly.

Shero pointed to 2010-11, when the Penguins steamrolled the league through December, only to lose Crosby and Malkin to season-ending injuries.

"Things were clicking on all cylinders and then Sid got hurt and [Malkin] got hurt," Shero said. "It doesn't take much to turn the tide that way."

Fleury, who made a Cup-saving stop in the waning seconds of Game 7 against Detroit in 2009 but has had a run of sub-par playoff showings in recent years, said the young core players that year didn't really appreciate how difficult it can be to win championships at this level.

"In your mind, you're like, 'Oh, we can do this again,' " he said. "When we were going through those times, a lot of veterans were reminding us that this doesn't happen a lot. 'Make sure you do everything you can now, because this is our chance.' "

Shero cited the six-game loss to Philadelphia during Round 1 in 2012 as the most exasperating, simply because of "the way we played," but was quick to add that, "I have to be more concerned about looking forward than behind."

The same is true of his players, who insist they are focused on opportunities to come, not how many seasons they have invested in futile pursuit of Cups so far.

"I didn't really look at our age five years ago when we won -- we were all pretty young -- so I'm not going to start looking at our age now," Crosby said.

Smiling, he looked directly at 34-year-old linemate Pascal Dupuis, who was sitting a few feet away, and added, "I probably won't look at our age in seven years, when we're all still here except for [Dupuis]."

Dupuis yelped in mock protest, but Crosby's point was obvious: The Penguins aren't concerned that the window of opportunity for their core group to win championships will slam shut anytime soon.

"I don't think [Kris Letang] would have signed here for eight years or that I would have signed for 12 or [Malkin] for eight if we didn't believe that (they still had the potential to win Cups)," Crosby said.

"I think we're all big believers. We know it's not easy, but that's what we want."

That sentiment is echoed by Shero, the guy who decided the franchise's interests were best-served by negotiating those long-term deals with the likes of Crosby, Malkin and Letang.

"Are they capable of winning?" he said "The good news is, they're in the prime of their careers. It's not like these guys are 34 or 35. It's certainly right there for them, in terms of being a competitive team that should be pretty good. But a lot of things go into it, so we'll see where it goes."

Next up

Monday: Realignment: What will it look like and what will it mean.

Tuesday: A capsule look around the league by Dave Molinari. Also: A first look at the Penguins' roster moves as they get down to the NHL roster limit of 23 as well as the salary-cap ceiling of $64.3 million.

Wednesday: A position-by-position breakdown of the roster with which the Penguins will open the season.

Thursday: Opening night.

Dave Molinari: Dmolinari@Post-Gazette.com or Twitter @MolinariPG
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"I don't really have any indication of whether that's a short-term or extended [injury] ..." -- coach Dan Bylsma on the injury to Kris Letang.
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By Shelly Anderson / Pittsburgh Post-Gazette 

WEST POINT, N.Y. -- With less than a week until they open the season, the Penguins have lost defenseman Kris Letang for an undetermined length of time.

Letang got what is believed to be a knee or lower-leg injury Friday in practice. The Penguins don't expect to learn the severity of it until after they return home Monday from a weekend of practice and team-bonding activities at the U.S. Military Academy.

"I don't really have any indication of whether that's a short-term or extended [injury] or what the extent to that would be," coach Dan Bylsma said Saturday. "We're going to wait to see when we get back to Pittsburgh."

Letang, 26, did not practice Saturday and won't again today.

He was a finalist last season for the Norris Trophy, which goes to the top defenseman in the NHL, after averaging more than a point a game. He is the quarterback of the team's top power-play unit and is slated to skate on a top pairing with Rob Scuderi.

The Penguins open the 2013-14 season Thursday against New Jersey at Consol Energy Center.

Orpik back on the ice

Defenseman Brooks Orpik returned to practice, which was a rigorous one at Tate Rink in West Point. He had been out because of an undisclosed injury since he missed the third period of the preseason finale Wednesday.

"He participated at a full go ... and looked pretty good out there," Bylsma said.

Winger Matt D'Agostini, who has an unspecified injury, skated in full gear near the end of practice. Bylsma said D'Agostini will skate again today.

Derrick Pouliot practiced and Olli Maatta did not -- the opposite of Friday's session -- as the Penguins limit the number of defensemen to a workable eight per practice.

Passing the torch-carrying

Washington star winger Alex Ovechkin had to work at it, including getting permission from the Capitals, but he was allowed to pull off a quick trip to Olympia, Greece, where today he will be the first Russian to carry the Olympic torch on its relay to Sochi for the 2014 Winter Games.

That's just two days before Washington opens its season in Chicago.

Penguins center Sidney Crosby understands.

"That's a once-in-a-lifetime opportunity," Crosby said. "I think anybody would do whatever they could to make that work."

The torch is relayed from its home in Greece to the site of each Olympics, where it burns for the duration of the Games.

Just as Ovechkin will be a torchbearer for an Olympics in his native country, Crosby ran a leg of the torch relay leading up to the 2010 games in Vancouver. And while Ovechkin wasn't able to swing a trip to hometown Moscow during the NHL season to run with the torch, Crosby was able to work in a side trip Nov. 19, 2009, in-season, to carry the torch in Halifax. That's the large city closest to his hometown of Cole Harbour, Nova Scotia.

"It's nice he's going to be able to do that," Crosby said of Ovechkin, his on-ice rival for years.

"I can relate. I'm really glad I was able to do it. It was pretty special, especially being at home where you spent so much time. You go through that place now, and that's where you carried the torch."

Crosby's memories of that evening go beyond the 300 meters he slowly jogged while holding the torch high as thousands of people cheered him on.

"The coolest thing was meeting all the people who were carrying that torch," he said. "Everybody came from every different place, all walks of life. It was amazing to see that for however long they carried that torch, that was a pretty proud moment for them, seeing the excitement.

"Sharing that with everyone was probably one of the coolest things when I look back. We all took a bus together to different checkpoints where we passed the torch. You got to meet everyone, hear where they're from, seeing what an experience that was for them."

Crosby, who is expected to again play for Team Canada, went on in 2010 to score the overtime goal against the United States that gave Canada the gold medal. Russia will find out in February whether Ovechkin can pull off anything similar. Penguins center Evgeni Malkin also is expected to play for Russia.

Shelly Anderson: shanderson@post-gazette.com, 412-263-1721 and Twitter @pgshelly.


First Published September 29, 2013 12:00 am 

Read more: http://www.post-gazette.com/stories/sports/penguins/penguins-notebook-prognosis-uncertain-for-letang-injury-705331/#ixzz2gRXZwwCg

Penguins notebook: Vokoun not pondering retirement, agent says

September 28, 2013 12:18 am

Jonathan Daniel/Getty Images

Tomas Vokoun makes a save in an exhibition game Sept. 19 against the Blackhawks' Patrick Kane in Chicago. Vokoun, who is recovering from a procedure to dissolve a blood clot, said he intends to return to hockey.
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By Shelly Anderson / Pittsburgh Post-Gazette 

WEST POINT, N.Y. -- Penguins goaltender Tomas Vokoun spent some time Thursday at Consol Energy Center and, according to his agent, will begin light workouts next week.

That's a far more upbeat update than one that appeared in an online Czech report Friday, one that -- according to a Google translation -- quoted Vokoun as saying he was concerned last weekend about surviving a blood clot problem and might be forced to retire from hockey.

"He is emphatic in saying that he fully intends on coming back and has not contemplated ending his career," Vokoun's agent, Allan Walsh, said by email.

Vokoun did not travel with the team to the U.S. Military Academy for practices and team-bonding exercises Friday, today and Sunday.

Last Saturday, Vokoun, 37, was pulled from practice because of swelling in his leg and taken to a hospital. He underwent a procedure to dissolve a blood clot in his pelvis.

Walsh said the report, in Czech newspaper MF Dnes, "was not entirely accurate" and that "whenever anyone has a blood clot discovered and needs an emergency procedure to remove it, one feels 'lucky' to be alive."

Penguins coach Dan Bylsma agreed that anyone who faced such a medical situation would be concerned and, in fact, Bylsma himself felt that way.

"Speaking for myself and only myself, when Tomas left the ice and I heard he was on the way to the hospital, you get concerned for a lot of reasons," Bylsma said. "You go through different emotions when you hear he's going to be going through surgery.

"Those are things I thought, I felt when he left the ice and what he went through that day.

"But the other [report] is speculation as far as I know at this point."

Vokoun was released from the hospital earlier in the week. He has been ruled out for Thursday's season opener against New Jersey at Consol Energy Center, and apparently there has been no other determination about his status.

"We don't really have anything else on him," Bylsma said. "We're still in the time period where we're evaluating from his surgeries and some of the tests and what he's going through right now."

It is believed that whether, and for how long, Vokoun will be on blood thinners will in part determine how long he will be out.

Three sit out

Defensemen Brooks Orpik and Derrick Pouliot and winger Matt D'Agostini did not practice, although D'Agostini (undisclosed injury) skated in warmups.

Orpik, who missed the third period of Thursday's preseason finale at Detroit, is on the trip but remains day to day because of an undisclosed injury, Bylsma said.

Pouliot was simply a victim of numbers. With just one practice group now, the club wants to keep its number of defensemen to a manageable eight, and Pouliot was the odd man out.

Tip-ins

Defenseman Paul Martin returned and practiced after a short leave to return home to Minnesota for personal reasons. ... Winger Harry Zolnierczyk cleared waivers, meaning he can report to Wilkes-Barre/Scranton of the American Hockey League. ... A crowd of approximately 200 watched practice, which was open to the public. ... The Penguins will practice at 10 a.m. today and Sunday, with both sessions also open to the public.

For more on the Penguins, read the Pens Plus blog with Dave Molinari and Shelly Anderson at www.post-gazette.com/plus. Shelly Anderson: shanderson@post-gazette.com and Twitter @pgshelly.
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Islanders announce 23-man roster 

September 30th, 2013 3:22 pm  

The Islanders have officially announced their 23-man roster for the 2013-14 season.

Forwards

-Josh Bailey

-Pierre-Marc Bouchard

-Eric Boulton

-Casey Cizikas

-Michael Grabner

-Matt Martin

-Colin McDonald

-Matt Moulson

-Brock Nelson

-Frans Nielsen

-Kyle Okposo

-Peter Regin

-John Tavares

Defensemen

-Matt Carkner

-Matt Donovan

-Travis Hamonic

-Thomas Hickey

-Andrew MacDonald

-Griffin Reinhart

-Brian Strait

-Lubomir Visnovsky

Goalies

-Evgeni Nabokov

-Kevin Poulin

Injured Reserve

-Cal Clutterbuck

Joe Finley cleared waivers and was assigned to Bridgeport.
The Morning Skate: Rosters Coming, But Strome or Reinhart Likely Only Decision 

September 30th, 2013 9:51 am  

Kevin Schultz, Islanders Point Blank:

Rosters are due by today at 5pm, meaning we’ll know for sure what 23 players the Islanders will be suiting up on Friday night. It looks like the final cut is going to be either Ryan Strome or Griffin Reinhart.

Throughout the preseason, we’ve been writing that the Islanders have 20 players that require waivers — so they’re unlikely to go — plus Casey Cizikas and Kevin Poulin, likely leaving only one slot for a prospect to take. With the injury to Cal Clutterbuck, that opens up another roster spot, which will likely go to Brock Nelson. And with the Islanders waiving Joe Finley that opens up yet another spot, likely to go to either Reinhart or Strome. Can you believe that?We’ve crossed into a point where the Islanders are not grabbing players off the waiver wire, they’re putting players on it.

If I had to guess, it’ll be Reinhart earning the extra spot allowing the Islanders as much as a nine-game look at the young defender. If they don’t feel he’s ready to hold a spot on the team, they can send him down and call up Strome or activate Clutterbuck. It’s a bit more flexible that way than just sending Reinhart back automatically, but that’s certainly a possibility.

One more wrench in the plans could be Travis Hamonic, possibly hurt last night in Barrie. If Hamonic is in doubt for Friday, that could mean both Reinhart and Strome (or Anders Lee?) stay up with the big club. We’ll likley know more about Hamonic today.

Here’s my projection of the Islanders final 23-man roster, and to simplify things, we’ll asssume Hamonic is alright:

 Moulson – Tavares – Bailey

 Grabner – Nielsen – Okposo

 Bouchard – Regin – Nelson

 Martin – Cizikas – McDonald

 Boulton

Hamonic – MacDonald

 Visnovsky – Hickey

 Donovan – Strait

 Reinhart – Carkner

Nabokov

 Poulin

--------------------------------------------------------------------------------

 Around the league, the regular season kicks off tomorrow with three games. Toronto is in Montreal, Winnipeg is in Edmonton and the Capitals head to Chicago, in a game that will be broadcast on NBCSN.

Edmonton Oilers name defenceman Andrew Ference captain

Native Edmontonian 14th player to wear the 'C' in franchise's NHL history

By Jim Matheson, Edmonton JournalSeptember 29, 2013
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Edmonton Oilers defenceman Andrew Ference speaks with local media at Servus Place in St. Albert on July 16, 2013, for the first time since signing a contract with the team earlier this month.
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Nugent-Hopkins eager to shoulder load for Oilers

Oilers regular season rehearsal ends on sour note

Changes a-plenty in the Edmonton Oilers lineup

John MacKinnon: Can Dallas Eakins guide change in direction?

EDMONTON - When Andrew Ference was in elementary school in 1990 and making a few bucks shovelling the snow off neighbour Petr Klima’s driveway, he might have been wearing an Edmonton Oilers jersey minus a captain’s ‘C’ stitched on the front.

It does now 20-some years later.

“When I had the Oilers jersey back then, I don’t even think it had a name on the back. My parents picked a generic one,” Ference said after the team he signed a four-year free-agent deal with in July as a free agent named him the 14th captain in the franchise’s NHL history late Saturday.

Ference is no generic NHLer, however. The native Edmontonian, who grew up worshipping the Oilers, has long been a hard-to-play-against player, with lots of fire in his furnace, a leader, not a follower, a firm voice. 

“My first exposure to an NHL dressing room came from Petr,” Ference said of his ex-neighbour Klima, who was a member of the Oilers’ 1990 Stanley Cup-winning squad. “Seeing Mess (Mark Messier) tell dirty jokes and to be bugging guys for sticks and to see the camaraderie in the room and how the guys ribbed one another and how they carried themselves, that was quite an experience for a young guy ... To come back to my hometown and pull on this jersey, letter or not, I know how fortunate I am to have had this path.”

Ference is a former Cup champion himself, a member of the 2011 Boston Bruins team that won the league championship. He’s been to the finals a couple of other times, too, including last season’s Bruins loss to the Chicago Blackhawks and 2004’s final as a member of the Calgary Flames, who went seven games against the winning Tampa Bay Lightning. 

Head coach Dallas Eakins decided on Ference, 34, over, say, young guns Taylor Hall or Jordan Eberle, who served as alternates to captain Shawn Horcoff last season. 

Hall and Eberle both have captaincy written all over them, it just wasn’t their time today. 

Eakins announced the new Oilers’ captain at a gathering of players, wives, significant others, coaches, training staff and management at owner Daryl Katz’s house Saturday night.

“He’s everything you look for ... you start rattling off words like compete, honest, commitment — his young man has everything you want in a leader,” Eakins said. “But the biggest thing is he can unite an organization.

“He’s the most important man in this organization because he has to unite the players. He’s the captain. They are all in there with a common goal (winning) and he has to include them all, push them in the right direction, inspire them. He has a lot of different jobs.”

Hall plays the game like Messier played it, but without the meanness. He’s all-out, all-the-time, passion personified, and his best buddy Eberle is the cool, calm, collected voice of reason who scores the big goals. But they bowed to Ference.

“It’s the right move for us,” Hall said. “He’s got a lot of experience in winning, being in the finals and winning a Cup. We don’t have a lot of that in this group, especially with the young players. 

“He’s comfortable with who he is and that’s a good sign of a leader. We’ve all taken to him.”

Eakins said he will rotate four to six alternate captains this season.

Along with Hall, Eberle and Nick Schultz, who all sported an ‘A’ last season, alternates will probably include Ryan Smyth, Sam Gagner and defenceman Ladislav Smid, too. 

In Eakins’s eyes, he has “far too many guys in the room who are held in high esteem” to keep the alternate designations with just a couple of players.

There are plenty of leaders to go around, but Ference was his man. For all of the above, also winning an NHL championship in the past.

“He’s the right guy for this team to carry that letter,” Eakins said. “There are lots of captains who haven’t won (Stanley Cup) but it doesn’t hurt to be on the ice for that big party at the end if the year.”

jmatheson@edmontonjournal.com
Nugent-Hopkins eager to shoulder load for Oilers

By Joanne Ireland, Edmonton JournalSeptember 29, 2013
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Ryan Nugent-Hopkins&#8217; timeline to return to the Edmonton Oilers lineup hasn&#8217;t changed with the injury to teammate Sam Gagner.
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Oilers regular season rehearsal ends on sour note

Changes a-plenty in the Edmonton Oilers lineup

John MacKinnon: Can Dallas Eakins guide change in direction?

Oklahoma City, Okla. – When Sam Gagner was forced to undergo surgery to repair a broken jaw — an unnecessary, unfortunate turn of events caused by the stick-wielding Zack Kassian of the Vancouver Canucks — Ryan Nugent-Hopkins did not alter his timeline.

He will continue to practise with the team and he’ll put in the necessary off-ice work to further strengthen his surgically repaired shoulder, but he said he cannot speed anything up at this point.

“Obviously, with Sam out, it’s tough for sure, but I don’t think I can change anything,” said Nugent-Hopkins.

“I want to play as soon as I can (so) it is tough for me to sit, especially when something like that happens, but I just have to be patient because I know in the long run that it will pay off.”

When Nugent-Hopkins had the surgery, the Oilers had pegged Nov. 1 as a possible return date. The centre said he’s not sure how firm that date is now.

“It will depend on the next couple of weeks. If I’m back sooner (than that), that would be awesome for me. I can’t wait to get back playing.”

Taylor Hall, who underwent surgery a year earlier than his teammate, said the shoulder will never be perfect but that it will be immeasurably better.

“If you work hard at it, and I know he has, it’s going to be fine. He has done really well. He’s definitely further along than I was at the same point. Hopefully we can see him back soon — but at the right time,” said Hall, who’s filling in at centre until Nugent-Hopkins returns.

“Mine was always popping in and out. Same for Nuge. Having to take faceoffs all the time with that shoulder probably wasn’t easy. He’s going to be a lot better for (the surgery).

“It’s a confidence thing too. When you go into a battle with a bad shoulder you just don’t have that same level of compete you’re going to have with a new shoulder.”

Nugent-Hopkins said he’s certainly aware now of much stronger the shoulder is since the surgery. “I just had no confidence,” he said. “I don’t want to make excuses, I could have played better overall, but it didn’t help.”

CAMP FINALLY CLOSES

Over the last three weeks, with an abundance of players in Edmonton’s training camp, defenceman Ladislav Smid said there were teammates he hadn’t even played with until Friday’s contest at the Cox Convention Center, the home of the Oilers’ American Hockey League affiliate.

“I know I haven’t seen some of these guys for weeks so it was nice to share the same ice,” said Smid. “It was a really good camp. It was hard, there was lots of conditioning, but more importantly, we worked in some systems. That’s going to get us through the season and hopefully put us into a playoff spot.”

“I haven’t seen a lot of these guys on the ice either,” said winger Ryan Smyth, who again skated with Hall and Ales Hemsky, a line that has stayed intact throughout the pre-season. “It’s nice to get the numbers down, so you can get a sense of where you’re going to fit.”

David Perron, who was to go out for a test run with Nail Yakupov and Boyd Gordon so coach Dallas Eakins could look at the trio before the opener, was a late scratch (under the weather). Ryan Hamilton drew in instead.

“It’s been good to finally come together as a team,” said defenceman Nick Schultz. “It’s always exciting to get back for training camp, then as the season starts, it’s a whole new feel, a new intensity. It’s different.

“It’s good to get to the starting point.”

MAKING LINEUP HASN’T HIT ACTON YET

Following the last of the roster moves, Will Acton found himself holding on to a spot in the Oilers lineup, rather than a ticket to Oklahoma City. Yet there he sat, hours before Edmonton’s final pre-season game, still talking about the audition process.

“To be honest, it hasn’t sunk in yet,” he said.

“I do think I had good approach coming into camp. I just wanted to show that I was improving and catching up to the calibre, that I was finding a way to have an impact.

“That’s been my approach the last four, five years, and that’s what I’m going to have to do through the season. Obviously, I’m happy to be here and the games are going to start counting, but my focus and mindset isn’t going to change.

“That’s probably why it hasn’t hit me quite yet.”

Given that Acton hadn’t even played an NHL pre-season game until this fall, perhaps none of this should come as a surprise. He made it this far because he was too stubborn to quit. Acton, who was undrafted, wasn’t blessed with the natural skill set of his father Keith, but did get his foot in the door when he landed a tryout with the Toronto Marlies after graduating from Lake Superior State with a degree in finance and economics.

Playing under Dallas Eakins in Toronto obviously didn’t hurt his camp in Edmonton. The new head coach knows Acton’s game and for the centre, there was a familiarity with the systems and the drills.

Acton, 26, secured the fourth-line centre spot, at the expense of Anton Lander, who will again start the season with the Oklahoma City Barons but knows he will have to continue to improve his work in the faceoff circle.

Who better to continue schooling him than Keith Acton, the former NHL centre who returned to the Oilers this off-season as an associate coach?

“In the past, it’s been a way for me to contribute and help the team. Hopefully, I can continue to do that,” said Will Acton.

“If you lose a draw in the minors you could usually escape without any harm. Here, if you lose a draw clean in your end, they’re getting a pretty good chance on net. That’s almost guaranteed. The stakes are a lot higher.

“When I was in minor hockey, (dad) could make it to one game a week or so and after the game, he was always pulling me in to the garage. We’d have two sticks and we’d be going at it. He’d show me techniques or whatever it was that day.

“He’s left a big fingerprint on my game, (plus) he knows my tendencies, he knows me better than anybody, so he’s been able to help me a lot.”

No matter the resources, Acton still had to get through camp, which meant all the mental gymnastics that entails.

“I’m a pretty nervous person by nature, and pretty hard on myself, but at the same time when you reach this level you realize that part of a pro is being able to handle the pressure,” he said. “You have to be comfortable in the chaos.

“Obviously, you realize there are jobs on the line and that the stakes are high, but I realized in order to play my best, I had to have my mindset focused on the details. Even as we go here, if I’m still part of the equation, the games get bigger and bigger so that’s a good frame of mind to have.”

jireland@edmontonjournal.com
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September 27, 2013: The Edmonton Oilers play the Dallas Stars in the NHL Showcase preseason game at the Cox Convention Center in Oklahoma City.
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Cult of Hockey: Fourth-line NHL units can be looked at for offence

Changes a-plenty in the Edmonton Oilers lineup

Five pressing questions for the Edmonton Oilers at dawn of the 2013-14 NHL season

John MacKinnon: Can Dallas Eakins guide change in direction?

OKLAHOMA CITY — After a final round of roster cuts and four straight pre-season wins, the Edmonton Oilers rolled into Oklahoma City for their opening day rehearsal.

Turns out, there’s some work to be done between now and Oct. 1.

Against a Dallas Stars lineup stocked with depth players, many of whom are on their way to the American Hockey League this weekend, the Oilers were soundly defeated 4-0.

They closed out the pre-season with a record of 5-2-1.

“That’s not going to happen again,” said Oilers head coach Dallas Eakins. “I let the players know that is their free pass. If that was Oct. 1, I would have shortened that bench down fast.

“(But) sometimes it’s good that you get a good kick in the butt leading into the season.”

The Oilers should have rolled over the Stars given the disparity in the two lineups. Edmonton sent out a group that will look a lot like the team that makes its debut in Rexall Place next week against the Winnipeg Jets while the Stars sent out their first-choice roster one night earlier in Dallas.

Before a crowd of 8,841, the underdog Stars struck first, with a bad angle shot from Austin Smith that eluded Devan Dubnyk midway through the first period.

He atoned for that early in the second with a pad save on Antoine Roussel but had no defence for Luke Gazdic’s wrist shot on a three-on-one.

Vernon Fiddler, on Dubnyk’s doorstep, batted in a puck midway through the third.

In an attempt to spark something, Eakins pulled Dubnyk and sent out an extra attacker with eight minutes left on the clock.

Brett Ritchie shovelled in an empty-net goal to ratchet the Stars lead to 4-0.

“We couldn’t get any shots five-on-five, and it was 3-0. What’s the difference if it’s 4-0? If you can get a goal you can usually put them on their heels,” said Eakins, who pegged his goaltender’s game as average at best.

“That first goal can’t go in. He knows that. He’s a competitive kid.”

Dubnyk wasn’t going to put much stock into the end result. Instead, he said it was the end of the pre-season and that it wasn’t a big deal.

“I’m not too concerned about it. We’ll be fine,” said Dubnyk, who faced 28 shots.

Stars goaltender Dan Ellis made 20 saves for the shutout.

“For some reason, we didn’t want to shoot the puck, put pucks on nets,” said Eakins. “A good lesson for our team.

“I have a couple of assistant coaches in there that are about to climb the wall with anger. All I said was that, ‘Hey, it’s good that it happened. It’s good to let our team know that our diapers do stink.

“That’s not going to happen again.”

Taylor Hall, and his linemates Ales Hemsky and Ryan Smyth, were on the ice for three of the goals.

“We left a lot on the table, especially against a roster that didn’t have their regular guys. They battled really hard. They played well against us, give them props for that,” said Hall. “But I thought we created a lot of problems on our own.

“The ice wasn’t the greatest but you just have to try to get pucks to the net and keep things simple. We didn’t do that. The good news is that the next game means a lot. It’s going to be a relief to get into the (regular-season) mindset.

“As soon as that puck drops everything is going to matter.”

Oil drops — Steve MacIntyre, whom the Oilers picked up on waivers earlier this week, didn’t even make it to the second intermission. He went to lay a hit and ended up hobbling off the ice with a knee injury. He’ll be evaluated in Edmonton ... David Perron, who was to go out for a test run with Nail Yakupov and Boyd Gordon, was a late scratch (illness). Ryan Hamilton drew in instead.
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Forward Ryan Hamilton is pegged for fourth-line duty with the Edmonton Oilers to start the 2013-14 NHL season.
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Changes a-plenty in the Edmonton Oilers lineup

Five pressing questions for the Edmonton Oilers at dawn of the 2013-14 NHL season

John MacKinnon: Can Dallas Eakins guide change in direction?

What’s in an NHL list? Matty gives his top 50 players and more

EDMONTON - The Edmonton Oilers have smartly addressed a major depth issue on the team’s defence but have failed to address a second big issue at centre.

That’s certainly what the vast majority of Oilers fans believe heading into the new season. In an online poll at The Cult of Hockey this week, when fans were asked if the Oilers needed to bring in another depth centre, 82 per cent of them voted yes.

The level of fan anxiety is high around the team’s fourth line, mainly because it’s made up of either American Hockey League types (Will Acton, Ryan Hamilton, Ben Eager) or players known more for their punching than their playing (Steve MacIntyre and Mike Brown).

The worry is understandable. Last year, there was an ongoing, corrosive depth problem at centre, especially after Shawn Horcoff was injured at the start of the year and Ryan Nugent-Hopkins was injured at the end. Adequate replacements were never found.

The same issues came up on defence. The good news is that Anton Belov, the Oilers signing from the KHL, looks like he can be a more than adequate depth defenceman. In fact, based on his pre-season play (a small window in which to judge), Belov looks like he might well be a top-four defencemen with the Oilers. He plays the game with skill and confidence, as well as with a bit of a hard edge.

The team also has two smaller, skilled defencemen, Phil Larsen and Taylor Fedun (Fedun’s now in Oklahoma City) and two more marginal vets, Corey Potter and Denis Grebeshkov, along with veteran stalwart Nick Schultz, from which to fashion a solid bottom pairing.

At centre, there’s some good news in that Mark Arcobello looks like he can be a strong enough replacement for injured Sam Gagner on the second line, at least in the short term. Arcobello played strong two-way hockey at the AHL level in the Calder Cup playoffs last year. He’s got an excellent shot and can pass the puck, but is small and a bit slow by NHL standards. In Oklahoma City, however, when Ryan Nugent-Hopkins travelled to Russia to play for Team Canada at the World Junior Championships last December, Arcobello did a credible job replacing him on the top line with Taylor Hall and Jordan Eberle.

But on the fourth line, Will Acton, 26, looks much like players such as Anton Lander and Chris Vande Velde, who struggled filling in at centre for the Oilers last season.

In the past two seasons, Acton has played 136 regular season AHL games and scored 15 goals with 20 assists for 35 points. That is 0.26 points per game.

In that same time, Lander played 61 AHL games with 10 goals and 15 assists for 25 points, 0.41 points per game.

Vande Velde played 125 games with 14 goals and 29 assists for 43 points, 0.34 points per game.

In other words, Acton’s attacking play is inferior to what we’d expect from Lander or Vande Velde. Perhaps his defence will make up for that somewhat, but having him on the fourth lines looks like a reach.

If there is any consolation here, it is that as bad as the Oilers fourth line unit of Eric Belanger, Lennart Petrell and Ryan Jones was last season, some NHL teams still did well with fourth lines that were just about as weak.

When you look at the eight Western Conference teams that made the NHL playoffs last season, three of them had fourth lines that produced significantly more points than the Oilers ineffective trio, but the five other fourth lines had similar or worse production than the Oilers fourth line.

For example, Boston’s fourth line of Daniel Paille, Shawn Thornton and Gregory Campbell played a combined 139 games and put up 39 points, 0.27 points per game between them.

That’s better than the Oilers unit of Belanger, Jones and Petrell, which played 88 games and had 19 points between them, 0.22 per game.

But Chicago’s unit of Micheal Frolik, Marcus Kruger and Dan Carcillo was about the same as Edmonton’s unit, 0.23 points per game, and the fourth lines in Montreal, Pittsburgh, Los Angeles and Vancouver provided fewer points per game than the Edmonton fourth line.

Oilers fans can hope then that even with a deficient fourth line, the team has the overall talent to find its way into the playoffs.

David Staples writes for the Journal’s Cult of Hockey blog. Find him on Twitter: @dstaples 

or by email at dstaples@edmontonjournal.com
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Can Dallas Eakins guide change in direction?

EDMONTON - After missing the playoffs for the seventh straight season, the Edmonton Oilers again made significant cvhanges, starting with the dismissal of general manager Steve Tambellini and continuing with all the off-season roster moves.

All that change, of course, begs a few questions:

1. Dallas Eakins is not only heading into his first season as a head coach in the NHL after four seasons behind the bench of the AHL’s Toronto Marlies, he is the Oilers’ fifth coach in six seasons. Continuity has not been a strong suit of this club.

Will this be a solid hire? Is he the man for the job?

He does have more experience to draw on, with the team’s hiring of associate coach Keith Acton, and the early reports from the players are favourable. They liked the way he ran the bench and, perhaps more importantly, the succinct messages they were receiving. That’s essential.

“He’s very vocal,” Taylor Hall said. “He’s not a guy who leaves you confused as to where you’re at on the team or on the ice.

“He’s very up front and I like that. I don’t want to have to guess out there. I don’t want to have to play mind games.”

2. The Oilers were already thin down the middle, but now they’re starting the season without Ryan Nugent-Hopkins, who is being held back to ensure his surgically repaired shoulder is ready, and Sam Gagner, who suffered a broken jaw when Vancouver Canucks forward Zack Kassian walloped him in the face with his stick during a pre-season game.

Can the team rely on American Hockey Leaguers such as Mark Arcobello until their starters are back?

Taylor Hall will start the season in the middle (he was being auditioned there before Gagner underwent surgery) while free agent acquisition Boyd Gordon will now play a more prominent role.

“You need your team to go through adversity — maybe not right away like this with our two guys (out) — but adversity offers opportunity,” head coach Dallas Eakins said.

There’s also the lingering question about Nugent-Hopkins. Will he, like Hall did before him, step back in and play his game immediately? It is one of the reasons why the Oilers did not send out Nugent-Hopkins for any pre-season games and could very well wait until Nov. 1 to unleash him. They do not want to hurry him back.

3. Unable to move Ales Hemsky in the off-season, the veteran winger and general manager Craig MacTavish stood side-by-side at a pre-training camp news conference and talked about moving forward. Hemsky said he’d do whatever he could to help the team; MacTavish said he obviously valued the winger more than his peers.

So what will Hemsky bring to the table?

He looked good in camp and sounded like a player who is committed to the cause — an attitude that suggests he’s more apt to maintain if the team is winning. He’s also in the last year of his contract, so unrestricted free agency beckons. There’s more incentive, at least during the early days of the season. Hemsky wants to get back to the Olympics with the Czech Republic team. The rosters have to be set by Dec. 31.

4. When the season opens on Oct. 1, half the starting defensive corps will be new. Only Ladislav Smid, Justin Schultz and Nick Schultz will be back in the mix.

It was certainly one of the areas where general manager Craig MacTavish focused his off-season attentions. He wanted depth and competition, particularly for the fifth, sixth and seventh spots.

Will the defence be any better?

There are certainly more puck-movers on the back end, along with some speed, but the Oilers didn’t add a hard-hitting defensive defenceman — someone like Andy Sutton (who retired last season) or Mark Fistric (who wasn’t re-signed).

5. Will the Oilers finally end their playoff drought?

The Oilers should contend this season. They pulled themselves into eighth spot last April, only to hit another losing skid, so if that brief taste of a playoff race did indeed leave the returnees hungry, it will show in the standings.

Eakins has also made a concerted effort to let the players have some ownership of the team. He refurbished the locker room, removing shades of the past in order to focus on today’s players, and he has removed the youth crutch.

“That’s the first thing I asked when I came in: do not refer to this as a young team anymore. We’re not a young team. We’re a team,” Eakins said.

“When you call a team a young team, you immediately alienate a bunch of guys and you make it about certain people and we’re not going to do that here.”

jireland@edmontonjournal.com
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Five pressing questions for the Edmonton Oilers at dawn of the 2013-14 NHL season

MacKinnon: Can Dallas Eakins guide change in direction?

A look at the personnel changes in the Edmonton Oilers organization heading into the 2013-14 NHL season.

WHO’S IN

GM Craig MacTavish

Moved into the general manager’s chair after one year as the Oilers’ senior vice-president of hockey operations, a role now being filled by Scott Howson. MacTavish, Howson and president Kevin Lowe, had worked together, in different roles, from 2000 through 2007.

Head coach Dallas Eakins

Quickly went from potential associate coach to rookie head man during a June interview with the Oilers brass. Eakins, 46, moves to the NHL after four seasons as the head coach of the Toronto Marlies. He is also the fifth coach hired in the last six years.

Associate coach Keith Acton

Brings ample experience to the coaches’ quarters, having spent 10 seasons with the Toronto Maple Leafs and last season with the Columbus Blue Jackets.

D Andrew Ference

Was reeled in when free agency opened on July 5. Got a four-year deal worth $3.25-million a season. Is 34 but a tireless workout fanatic who is hard to play against and playoff tested.

F David Perron

A first round pick of the St. Louis Blues in 2007, Perron, 25, has had two 20-goal seasons. Acquired in trade for Magnus Paajarvi, he looked impressive in training camp. Could do well in new system on a new team.

C Boyd Gordon

Feisty centre got a three-year free agent deal. Good in the faceoff circle, which is essential for the Oilers, who no longer have Shawn Horcoff to lean on.C Will ActonFree-agent signing who played for Eakins in with the AHL Toronto Marlies. The NHL rookie is the son of the new associate coach, who once also played for the Oilers.

F Ryan Hamilton

Another former Marlies forward who was signed as a free agent. Brings some size and grit to the bottom six.F Jesse JoensuuSigned to play a more consistent, physical two-way game than the one the Oilers got from Lennart Petrell and Teemu Hartikainen. Could be a real find if he picks up where he left off in the pre-season.

F Linus Omark

The YouTube sensation is back in the organization after a year in Switzerland. The Oilers had retained Omark’s rights during his sabbatical, but he still didn’t make the cut. Starts the season in the AHL.

D Anton Belov

Is making his NHL debut this season after honing his game in the Kontinental Hockey League. At 27, he has experience in addition to size and a good shot, but he still needs to adjust to the smaller ice surface and the quicker game.

D Denis Grebeshkov

After three years in the KHL, he returns not only to the NHL but to the Oilers, having played 190 games for Edmonton in his first go-round. Could be an asset given his puck handling skills. If he can limit his turnovers, he will make the back end better.

D Philip Larsen

Arrived along with a seventh-round pick in the 2016 draft in the Horcoff trade and proceeded to turn some heads with his speed and offensive savvy. Might not just be a trade throw-in.

D Darnell Nurse

The NHL is still a year or two away for Nurse, but there’s no doubt the Oilers drafted well when they selected the Sault Ste. Marie Greyhounds-trained blueliner seventh overall. Needs to put on a little more muscle to play his physical brand of hockey but has lots of game.

G Jason LaBarbera

Spent the past four seasons playing back up for the Phoenix Coyotes after which he spent his off-seasons working out with Devan Dubnyk. The two will work together now in the Oilers net. LaBarbera played just 68 games for the Coyotes. In fact, the last time he had ample work was in 2007-2008, when he played 45 games for the Los Angeles Kings.

WHO’S OUT

General manager Steve Tambellini

Was relieved of his duties weeks before the 2012-2013 season drew to a close. He still has one year remaining on his contract.

Head coach Ralph Krueger

Looked to be secure, even with management shuffle, then new GM Craig MacTavish started interviewing associate head coach candidates. Krueger was fired in June. He has two years left on his contract.

Captain Shawn Horcoff

Traded to the Dallas Stars on the eve of free agency, ending a 13-year stay in the organization. There were two years left on his contract, so as a result of the move, the team freed up $5.5-million in cap space for this season and the next.

F Magnus Paajarvi

Dealt to the St. Louis Blues along with a second-round selection in 2014 for David Perron.

D Ryan Whitney

Made it clear at the end of the lockout shortened 2012-2013 season his time in Edmonton was over. Still doesn’t have a contract.

C Eric Belanger

Oilers bought out remaining year on his $1.75-million deal. Signed with Yekaterinburg Automobilist in the KHL but retired following seven games in the Russian league.

F Lennart Petrell

Was not re-signed. Landed a contract in the Swiss National League.

D Mark Fistric

The Oilers didn’t re-sign him. Got a one-year deal from the Anaheim Ducks after Sheldon Souray tore a ligament in his wrist in an off-ice workout.

F Teemu Hartikainen

Opted to sign with Ufa Salavat Yulayev in the KHL rather than take two-way contract offer from Edmonton. The Oilers retained his NHL rights.

D Theo Peckham

Drafted by the Oilers in 2006, his tenure ended unceremoniously this summer when the team elected not to offer him a qualifying offer. Had to take a two-way deal with an NHL base of $575,000, which is significantly less than the $1.075-million he earned in his last year with Oilers.

F Darcy Hordichuk

Closed out last season with the Oklahoma City Barons in the AHL. An unrestricted free agent, he remains unsigned.

C Jerred Smithson

A 2013 trade deadline pick, Smithson played 10 games and didn’t make enough of an impression to earn an extended stay. The free agent has not signed anywhere.

G Nikolai Khabibulin

Returned to Chicago Blackhawks as an unrestricted free agent. Signed a one-year deal worth $2 million.
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Edmonton Oilers' Anton Belov (77), Justin Schultz (19), Taylor Hall (4) and Ales Hemsky (83) celebrate a goal against the New York Rangers during first period NHL pre-season hockey action in Edmonton, Alta., on Tuesday September 24, 2013.
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Jones vows he’ll battle back to Edmonton

Five pressing questions for the Edmonton Oilers at dawn of the 2013-14 NHL season

OKLAHOMA CITY — When Taylor Hall packed up his belongings and bid Oklahoma City adieu, he never anticipated there would be a return engagement.

He, along with Edmonton Oilers teammates Justin Schultz, Jordan Eberle and Ryan Nugent-Hopkins, had spent the NHL lockout with the Barons, a stay that ended soon enough for the league to squeeze in a 48-game season.

“It’s weird when you leave a place and you never ever think you’ll be back. Sure enough, we’re back. It’s kind of cool,” Hall said Thursday after a practice at the AHL Barons’ home rink.

The Oilers will close out their pre-season at the Cox Convention Center on Friday against the Dallas Stars.

“We’ve been going to the same restaurants and skating on the same ice we did,” he added. “We had a lot of fun here but at the same time, it was weird not having another league to go up to. I always had it in the back of my head that the NHL was going to start up again, so I know I didn’t enjoy it as much as I could have.”

A total of 8,200 tickets had been sold in advance of the game, so there were expectations that the crowd count could exceed 9,200 by the time the puck dropped. That’s big in this part of the world, where college football and the NBA’s Oklahoma Thunder rule.

The Oilers also made a point of reaching out to the community Friday with a school visit as well as an appearance at a Chamber of Commerce function.

Of equal import, it was a chance for the players to start bonding. Coach Dallas Eakins said if he had had his way, he would have spent all of camp sequestered away.

“It’s good on a number of levels,” said Eakins. “First and foremost, it’s a chance to support the ownership group that runs that team. I (also) think it’s a great reminder to our NHL players to not forget how hard these guys are working in the environment that they’re in. It’s not like walking into an NHL rink or an NHL dressing room.”

Nugent-Hopkins, who did make the trip but won’t play, was among the players who made the school visit before the afternoon practice. Unlike in Edmonton, where the players are constantly hounded for autographs — often by seekers looking to turn a profit — he said there was something much more organic about their experience on Thursday.

“They don’t know much about hockey, they haven’t been around it like we have been in Canada, but they had so many questions and they wanted to get autographs even though they had no idea who we were,” said Nugent-Hopkins.

“It was a good experience for us. They were genuine and just excited about having a professional athlete in there talking to them.

“It’s kind of cool to be back just for a game,” he added. “We’ve seen some of the guys we played with last year and also it’s a chance to walk around town again, show some of the guys who haven’t been here before, a little bit about it.

“I don’t think (the AHL) gets the credit it deserves. Coming down from the NHL last year, it wasn’t that big a step down. Everybody is fighting for a job here.”

jireland@edmontonjournal.com
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Edmonton Oilers Ryan Jones and New York Rangers Ryan McDonagh and goalie #43 Martin Biron during NHL pre-season action at Rexall Place in Edmonton, September 24, 2013.
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Young Oilers relish return to AHL roots in Oklahoma City

Ryan Jones clears waivers, Oilers reassign winger to minors

OKLAHOMA CITY — In the end, neither the freshly signed one-way contract nor the past performances were enough to keep Ryan Jones on the Edmonton Oilers’ opening day roster.

It didn’t earn him an opportunity with one of the other 29 teams, either, so early next week, he’ll report to the Oklahoma City Barons to try to work his way back to the NHL.

“That’s all I really can do. I’m not going to go down there and pout and bring down the guys who are there. I want to be a good team guy, a good leader, but at the same time, I’m going to do my damnedest to get back to the NHL,” said Jones, who cleared waivers Thursday morning.

“I’m playing for 30 teams now.”

Wingers Jesse Joensuu and Ryan Hamilton made their cases at training camp, while Jones didn’t do enough. He took another hit when the Oilers, despite to bring an enforcer into the mix, claimed Steve MacIntyre off the waiver wire, inflating the number of forwards in camp.

Jones said he was going to take a few days to take care off some necessary matters, then make his way down to Oklahoma to get acclimatized and settled with the Oilers’ American Hockey League affiliate.

Claimed off waivers in 2010, Jones played 195 games for the Oilers, including the 27 he suited up for last season after returning from an eye injury. It was not his best season but the Oilers, banking on the fact he could go back to being that versatile player who had put up 33 points in 2011-2012 and 18 goals the year before that, re-signed Jones this off-season for $1.5 million.

Head coach Dallas Eakins said he expects to see Jones back in the NHL, framing the move as a chance for the veteran to get his game back, rather than an outright dismissal.

“I didn’t think Ryan had a horrible camp. This young man has missed a lot of hockey, he’s coming off a big time injury,” said Eakins. “I think it takes some time to get your game back and get comfortable on the ice. I fully expect Ryan Jones to play games for us this season. And it could be sooner rather than later. That’s going to be up to him and his play.

“That was part of the decision making process. He wasn’t quite up to speed.”

The Oilers close out their pre-season Friday here against the Dallas Stars and the lineup on the ice is going to bear a striking resemblance to the lineup on opening day.

Devan Dubnyk will go the distance in net, Taylor Hall will centre Ryan Smyth and Ales Hemsky once again, Nail Yakupov will play with Boyd Gordon and David Perron while Joensuu, who will also get some power play time, will line up with Mark Arcobello and Jordan Eberle.

MacIntyre will see action in the pre-season game, but might not be in the starting 12 on Oct. 1. Ben Eager and Hamilton were the extra forwards on Friday. Eager closed out last season with the Barons, but did enough in the AHL to earn another chance with the Oilers.

Hamilton, who captained the Toronto Marlies under Eakins, has played 12 NHL games.

“I tried not to be get caught up in the numbers game,” said Hamilton. “You just have to focus on what you can do. That’s what my mindset was, and is, going to be.

“That’s the way the game is. You have to keep performing, keep proving yourself. Once you get a taste of (the NHL), you have to hang on to it and not let go.”

Following a long practice session at the Cox Convention Center on Thursday afternoon — one of the first real teaching sessions for Eakins and his staff — the head coach said it was good to finally get the numbers down to the point where they can zero in on line combinations and the power play.

The coaching staff will now put into practice the ideas they’ve been kicking around for their man advantage situations.

“(The players) are ready to get going. They want the season to start and so do we,” added Eakins. “We get one more game to try a few different things, then it will be all business.”

“It’s been a long training camp,” said Hall. “Now we know we have one more game to prep, then it’s show time.”

jireland@edmontonjournal.com

Twitter.com/jirelandEJ

Perron’s scoring touch powers Oilers offence

Former St. Louis Blues forward scores five goals and an assist in four pre-season games

By Joanne Ireland, Edmonton JournalSeptember 25, 2013
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Edmonton Oilers David Perron and New York Rangers Ryan McDonagh in front of goalie Martin Biron during NHL pre-season action at Rexall Place in Edmonton, Sept. 24, 2013.
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Oilers send top pick Darnell Nurse back to junior

MacKinnon: Smyth, Hemsky making most of fresh start with Oilers

Oilers beat Jets, looking at in-house solutions at centre — for now

MacKinnon: Oilers sending their own necessary message

EDMONTON - Dallas Eakins is not one of those coaches who subscribes to the philosophy that a team should retreat into a defensive stance to protect a lead.

He wants the Edmonton Oilers to protect a lead by attacking and scoring goals — a bonus for David Perron, the winger is equipped with the hands of a goal scorer.

In four pre-season games with the Oilers, he’s put away a team-high five goals and registered one assist. He scored his fourth and fifth goals in Tuesday’s 5-3 win over the New York Rangers, skating alongside Mark Arcobello and Jordan Eberle.

“It’s a new challenge. Completely different style of hockey — one that I really enjoy playing in,” Perron said from his new quarters in the Oilers locker room. He arrived in Edmonton this summer by a way of a trade with the St. Louis Blues, a deal that saw Magnus Paajarvi depart for the U.S. Mid-west.

“The biggest thing is that between the periods, whether it’s 4-1 or 4-2, it doesn’t matter, he wants us to keep playing the exact same way,” Perron continued. “I can play both games (offensively and defensively) but the way I came up, was by playing offence and it is fun to play hockey that way — in my opinion.

“I do think when you’re having fun, you really do push yourself that extra 10 per cent, and I do want to be a factor every night.”

For the previous six seasons, Perron, 25, was tied to the Blues defensive style of play that is favoured by coach Ken Hitchcock. He registered two 20-goal seasons and put away 10 in last season’s lockout shortened campaign.

But the Blues needed to clear up some cap room and they deemed Perron expendable so the Oilers sent Paajarvi to St. Louis, along with a second-round draft pick.

Perron, a 2007 first round pick for St. Louis (26th overall) has three years remaining on a $15.25 million contract. Paajarvi, selected by Edmonton 10th overall in 2009, is still trying to find his footing on a team that is now carrying 13 forwards with one-way contracts.

He’s been playing left wing with Patrik Berglund and Vladimir Tarasenko but St. Louis has also added Brenden Morrow to the mix so someone is going to be flipped to another team or assigned to Peoria. Hitchcock said Paajarvi will be a complimentary two-way player but there are still some aspects of his game that need work.

As for Perron, he is quick to caution that it is the pre-season but also admitted that he’d rather find his scoring touch now as opposed to later — largely because he is making a new start on a new team.

“I’m just getting back to form. Hopefully it carries over to the season,” he said. “I just have to keep working.

“When you’re coming into a new team, it’s nice to show management what you can do after they’ve brought you in. Secondly, it gives you that personal confidence when you go into the regular season rather than have it go to other way.

“I do think it’s the way that I play that’s giving me success. I’m really working hard and playing with Eberle I don’t even have to think about scoring. He’ll end up finding you. Same with Arcobello.”

Eakins began tracking Perron’s career when he was the director of player development for the Toronto Maple Leafs. He watched the winger at the Memorial Cup, at the behest of the Leafs brass, he then saw him jump from the QMJHL to the NHL after just one year of major junior, and now he is watching him settle into a role with the Oilers.

“That puck follows him around. That’s the first thing,” said Eakins. “The second thing is that he can score goals in a number of ways, whether it’s a light touch or ripping it. We have a few guys on our team who have great hands. That’s the thing. On some teams, they have to generate chance after chance after chance and eventually they score.

“We have guys with hands like (Perron) so you better not give us one or two (opportunities) because there’s a good chance they’re going into the net.”

The Oilers close out the pre-season Friday night against the Dallas Stars, in a game that will be played in Oklahoma City, home of the Oilers AHL affiliate. The Barons did get more additions when another round of cuts was made after the Rangers game.

Defenceman Taylor Fedun and forwards Tyler Pitlick and Anton Lander were re-assigned while defenceman Darnell Nurse was sent back to the Sault Ste. Marie Greyhounds.

On Wednesday morning, the Oilers also put Ryan Jones on waivers. If he isn’t picked up, he’ll head to Oklahoma City as well.

With the numbers pared significantly, Eakins will likely look at his defensive pairings and offensive trios against the Stars. Perron could continue to play with Eberle or he could get bumped up to play with Hall and Hemsky in place of Ryan Smyth.

“He’s an offensive guy, a big guy, and any time you add those two things together, it’s dangerous,” said Eberle. “We just seem to have a connection right now.”

jireland@edmontonjournal.com

On Twitter: @jirelandEJ

Oilers send top pick Darnell Nurse back to junior

By Jim Matheson, Edmonton JournalSeptember 25, 2013

Story

Photos ( 1 )

Edmonton Oilers Darnell Nurse playing against the New York Rangers during NHL pre-season action at Rexall Place in Edmonton, September 24, 2013.
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Audio: Edmonton Oilers send defensive prospect Darnell Nurse back to major junior hockey

MacKinnon: Smyth, Hemsky making most of fresh start with Oilers

EDMONTON - Good night Nurse.

Edmonton Oilers defenceman Darnell Nurse, who surprisingly saw action in four exhibition games when many thought he’d only get one or two as the team’s 2013 first-round draft pick, was sent back to his junior team in Sault Ste. Marie after the Oilers’ 5-3 pre-season win over the New York Rangers on Tuesday night.

Nurse played almost 20 minutes and had an assist on Jordan Eberle’s goal, going plus 2 in what turned out to be his last pre-season game. But he was a victim of the numbers game. He’s just 18 and the Oilers, who are only going to carry seven defenceman, don’t see him in their top six and don’t want him being a spectator when he could be playing 30 minutes a night in the Soo.

Still, Nurse was clearly stung by the news.

“If anyone thinks it feels good to get cut, they’re lying to you. It sucks, there’s nothing good about it,” said Nurse, the seventh overall pick in the 2013 draft, who was released along with fellow blueliner Taylor Fedun — who had a terrific camp but has a two-way contract.

Also getting the bad news were centre Anton Lander and winger Tyler Pitlick, neither of whom have to clear waivers, with Pitlick surprising the coaching staff with his enthusiastic work.

“The Oilers think this is best for my development and I’m going to go back and dominate my league and hopefully, play in the world juniors,” said Nurse, who felt he’d show lots from his tool box — his toughness, his ability to move the puck, his willingness to take on attacking players. 

Nurse didn’t seem awestruck at all but the Oilers, in line with the time-honoured tradition of NHL clubs, usually send their first-rounders back to junior if they can’t guarantee they’ll be regulars in the toughest league in the world. Nurse needs to be more ice savvy and admitted before being told he was cut that “I made some dumb reads out there” in the Rangers game. 

That being said, Nurse was as good as advertised at the draft. He could be another Jason Smith with more offensive upside and that would be huge for the Oilers, who need more sandpaper on defence.

Nurse said he had never been cut from a team before, but didn’t think he left anything on the table in his pre-season. 

“I gave everything I had and if anyone told me I’d have been around this long, everyone would have laughed,” said Nurse. “There were lots of people who didn’t think I’d have been here at this point.”

He fought the puck a bit against the Rangers on Tuesday night but, on the whole, showed more than a few flashes that indicate he will be a very good NHLer. 

“I came in as a prepared as I could,” he said. “I was fuelled by the fact that so many people said I wasn’t good enough to keep up at this level. I proved a few people wrong, but I still have a lot of room to grow as a player and as a person.”

Nurse joked earlier in the day that “every day you come to the rink, you just hope your stuff is still in your stall.” But it won’t be Thursday when the Oilers practise in Oklahoma City in advance of a Friday game against the Dallas Stars.

“It’s a learning experience,” he said. “Like I said, it sucks, but I’ll be all right in the end.”

“This is a first (not making the grade), but it’s a bitter taste of reality. I’ll go back and I have a team to lead (in Sault Ste. Marie) and they’re counting on me a lot.”

The Oilers are counting on centre Sam Gagner, too, but general manager Craig MacTavish told TSN in an interview he would be out two months after surgery Tuesday to repair a broken jaw. 

Without Gagner and Ryan Nugent-Hopkins (shoulder rehab), the Oilers still rolled over the Rangers. David Perron got his fourth and fifth goals of pre-season, Ben Eager scored short-handed and Taylor Hall, now the No. 1 centre, got the other one as the Oilers ran their pre-season record to 5-1-1.

Nurse was philosophical Tuesday morning about his chances. 

“No competitor comes into camp to get cut … you come into camp to make as good an impression as you can. I’m trying to enjoy this whole process and no matter what, I’m 18 years old,” he said.

We forget that. He’s a teenager, born in 1995, one year after Oilers veteran Ryan Smyth was drafted.

“I thought he struggled (against New York) in our zone in the third period, but I think he had a good game,” said head man Dallas Eakins, who loved Nurse’s work but has to get down to more manageable numbers with only one pre-season game left.

Opposing players were chirping Nurse throughout pre-season, firing off trash talk, a sign of respect. They knew he was. “I grew up in a sports family (his dad, Richard, was a receiver in the CFL and his uncle Donovan McNabb was a star NFL quarterback) and they always said people will try to intimidate you, but that’s good. They said you will be challenged. You have to stand up for yourself,” said Nurse.

There’s no problem there. Nurse truly looks like he could be a Jason Smith type, somebody who arrives at every puck carrier in ill humour. He just has to fill out. He’s packing 193 pounds on a six-foot-three frame now.

Nurse was a sponge throughout camp, picking up pointers wherever he could. 

“That’s one of the best things about coming to camps like this. I can sit back and absorb as much as I can, on the ice and in the room. I ask a lot of questions about strategy,” said Nurse.

Eakins didn’t t necessarily buy the cliché that kids can’t sit at the NHL level, not if they have junior eligibility left — or at least he said that Tuesday morning.

“I’m not much for time-honoured theories. I just like to make the right call,” said Eakins. “You have to be careful with the young players. I don’t think it’s that big a deal to be out of the lineup (in the NHL) every once in a while and have protected minutes, but sitting for long periods or getting a few minutes (a night) doesn’t make sense.”

“And there are things going on off the ice. We have to think about where he fits in, can we develop his leadership role better if we send him back to junior? There’s so many things that go into this thought process.”

Edmonton Oilers place winger Linus Omark on waivers

Team had signed Swedish highlight reel to two-way contract in off-season

Edmonton JournalSeptember 24, 2013
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Linus Omark of the Edmonton Oilers, is chased by Markus Granlund of the Calgary Flames at Rexall Place in Edmonton.
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Linus Omark rejoins Edmonton Oilers in attempt to get back to NHL

Matheson: 10 questions before Edmonton Oilers training camp

Oilers beat Jets, looking at in-house solutions at centre — for now

Gagner injury creates huge void for Oilers

EDMONTON - Linus Omark is on his way to Oklahoma City -- that is, if another NHL doesn't claim him first.

The Edmonton Oilers placed the forward on waivers Monday with the purpose of reassigning him to their AHL farm club in OKC. He'll remain on the waiver wire for 24 hours before heading to Oklahoma, unless another team picks him up.

Omark signed a one-year, two-way contract with the Oilers in late August, returning to the club who drafted him in 2007 and for whom he scored 30 points in 65 NHL games. 

“I want to give this another chance,” he said upon signing with the Oilers last month. “My dream is to play in the NHL.”

Omark spent the 2012-13 season with Zug, eventually leading the Swiss Elite League with a total of 69 points in 48 games.

The 26-year-old Swede garnered plenty of attention for his shootout moves. 

The trouble was he couldn’t crack the Oilers' top two forward lines once he came to North America following four seasons in the Swedish Elite League, playing for the Oilers and the Barons in 2010-11 and '11-12.

When defenceman Anton Belov was asked if he thought he might have to hone his North American game on the farm in Oklahoma City the first day he walked into Edmonton Oilers’ camp, he shrugged.

“Yes, maybe, but only for a short time,” he said last week, joining camp late due to problems attaining a visa.

Judging by his play in his first two pre-season games, Belov might only be visiting OKC with the rest of the Oilers to play the Dallas Stars Friday night. He looks too good to be an AHL player, at least off  his small sampling, and admittedly against somewhat less than full NHL rosters (Vancouver and Winnipeg).

Belov was good against the Vancouver Canucks on Saturday and even better on Monday in the 2-1 pre-season win over the visiting Winnipeg Jets.

The 27-year-old Russian played 22-1/2 minutes, assisted on Will Acton’s goal and generally played a strong, confident game, like a guy who’s been in the NHL five years not five minutes.

Belov does have a two-way contract ($950,000 NHL, $75,000 AHL) which makes it easier to send him down than, say, countryman Denis Grebeshkov, who has a one-way, $1.5-million deal as a fellow free-agent signee.

But Belov has looked better than Grebeshkov so far, albeit in a small sample size for Eakins and the other coaches (Grebeshkov has much more NHL experience). Still, Oilers general manager Craig MacTavish looks justified to have signed the Russian world championship player Belov.

“I thought he was awesome tonight,” Oilers goalie Devan Dubnyk said. “He’s big, strong and made solid plays. He made a real nice one on the goal (Acton). Biggest adjustment for a guy coming over from there is the change in ice (surface), but he looks good. He’s not flying around taking huge risks to make plays. He made some heads-up passes and one ended up in the back of the net.”

“He’s not going to go end-to-end but you really only need one guy like that on a back-end and I think Justin Schultz might be that guy for us,” Dubnyk said. “And (Philip) Larsen can really move too. Those two guys might be good on the power play. Belov can definitely shoot too. I certainly know that.”

***

Edmonton Oilers goalie jason LaBarbera makes a save during preseason action against the vancouver Canucks on Sept. 21, 2013. LaBarbera will likely start against the New York Rangers on Tuesday, Sept. 24, in the Oilers' final pre-season game at home.
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Edmonton Oilers goalie Jason LaBarbera makes a save during preseason action against the Vancouver Canucks on Sept. 21, 2013. LaBarbera will likely start against the New York Rangers on Tuesday, Sept. 24, in the Oilers’ final pre-season game at home.

Dubnyk gave up a strange goal to Chris Thorburn in the first-period (bad angle) but was outstanding the rest of the way.

He’ll likely watch Jason LaBarbera against the Rangers on Tuesday and get the full game in OKCity Friday.

“I was set for the shot, it hit a stick and the shot was going far-corner. I followed it with my blocker and hit my knob (stick) and went in,” said Dubnyk, who has seen action in 2-1/2 pre-season games thus far this month.

“Obviously, it doesn’t look like a good goal, but I wouldn’t have played it any differently.  I’m happy to let it go in pre-season, and hopefully, I don’t get that bad luck when it counts.”

Oilers goalie coach Fred Chabot has worked a long while with Dubnyk in camp.

“Lots of plays around the net, pushing, stopping, simplifying everything, something we’ve been doing for three years but now we’re at the point we can hone down on certain things. I feel really good where I am in the net,” said Dubnyk, who faces a cross-roads season as he tries to emphatically become a No. 1 goalie. He was solid last year (.920 save percentage, just out of the top 10) facing the second most shots. Now,  he has to win over a new coach Dallas Eakins and a new GM Craig MacTavish.

**

Edmonton Oilers Ryan Smyth, left, and Taylor Hall practise face-offs during training camp in Sherwood Park, Alta., on Sept. 12, 2013. 

Edmonton Oilers forwards Ryan Smyth, left, and Taylor Hall practise face-offs during training camp in Sherwood Park on Sept. 12, 2013. Expect Hall to centre a line with Smyth and Ales Hemsky in pre-season action against the New York Rangers on Tuesday, Sept. 24.

The Oilers didn’t dress the No. 1 camp line of Taylor Hall, Ales Hemsky and Ryan Smyth against the Jets, but they’ll almost surely play against the Rangers. Boyd Gordon, Nail Yakupov and Linus Omark (a line against the Jets) might sit.  Jordan Eberle and David Perron could draw back in as part of the top six forwards, too, after sitting Monday. On defence, Jeff Petry, Grebeshkov, Darnell Nurse and Schultz, who watched Monday, might play.

Jesse Joensuu (three goals), Yakupov, Ryan Hamilton, Mark Arcobello (three points), Ryan Jones, Will Acton and Mike Brown have played in four exhibition games.

John MacKinnon: Can Dallas Eakins guide change in direction?

New Edmonton Oilers head coach is being allowed to mould the team &#8216;his way&#8217; &#8212; and, hopefully, up the NHL standings

By John MacKinnon, Edmonton JournalSeptember 27, 2013
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Edmonton Oilers head coach Dallas Eakins talks to his players during pre-season play against the New York Rangers at Rexall Place on Tuesday.
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Five pressing questions for the Edmonton Oilers at dawn of the 2013-14 NHL season

Changes a-plenty in the Edmonton Oilers lineup

EDMONTON - Ever since Malcolm Gladwell published the book Blink, you want to trust your first instinct, don’t you? Trot out theories on the fly, as it were. Go with your gut.

Well, here was the theory that leaped to mind back in June when Edmonton Oilers general manager Craig MacTavish introduced the 46-year-old Dallas Eakins as the club’s new head coach: MacTavish had hired his clone, recruited a surrogate, found a like-minded hockey man prepared to go all-in with the once-great Oilers and lift them back to their rightful place in the hockey world.

Like most ready-made theories of mine, it’s not entirely a crock.

In a recent interview, MacTavish said: “I really appreciated his perspective from the first discussion we had about hockey.”

The two men share similar beliefs on the way “we like the game played,” MacTavish said.

The Oilers are loaded with skill, enough skill to win, what with Taylor Hall, Jordan Eberle, Nail Yakupov, Ales Hemsky, Ryan Nugent-Hopkins, Sam Gagner, Justin Schultz and others. The growth — the victories, the points — will come as the skill matures and as the team pays attention to the sort of detail hockey men like MacTavish and Eakins obsess about: defensive-zone coverage; efficient breakouts; shot blocking; puck retrieval, on and on.

So, the men agree on much, in terms of strategy.

But Eakins is not MacTavish’s mini-me, nor would the GM want him to be. Au contraire.

“I had it in my head when we hired Dallas that I was going to completely let him do it his way,” MacTavish said. “Our ways had to be challenged based on the results over the last number of years.

“I wanted a fresh set of eyes on all things. I didn’t want him coming in with my preconceived impression of guys’ limitations. He’s using guys in different situations than I would have used them in.”

For example, for much of the pre-season, Eakins used Taylor Hall at centre between a 37-year-old Ryan Smyth and Ales Hemsky, who spent most of the off-season on the trading block.

Eakins lauded the work the line has produced, and they appreciated the confidence he has shown in them.

“Absolutely,” Smyth said. “Everybody’s got a clean slate.

“He’s a very knowledgeable coach. He wanted to come in here and show what he’s got and we as players have to deliver what we have. He has given me an opportunity.”

How has the first-year NHL coach struck the veteran Smyth so far?

“Confident, he brings in the competitive spirit,” Smyth said. “It rubs off.

“He has a presence in the locker-room. He has a demeanour of a winning attitude and that’s a great credit to him. He’s doing (his job) in the way he thinks it should be. It sort of backtracks to when MacTavish had the reins as coach — high tempo, dictate the pace.”

See? Not entirely a crock.

And yet. MacTavish and Eakins took very different pathways to becoming an NHL coach. MacTavish, a savvy two-way centre, played 1,093 NHL games, was a key part of four Stanley Cup-winning teams, including three in Edmonton.

Eakins, a journeyman defenceman, played 1,002 games as a pro, including 120 in the NHL. His golden era, as it were, was a 23-game hitch he did with the 1997-98 Florida Panthers, the most games he played in the 11 NHL season fragments listed on his resume.

When he was introduced to the local media back in June, Eakins listed Roger Neilson and Paul Maurice as his key role models as coaches, but also cited learning from all those games in Moncton, Cincinnati, Worcester and Springfield, Mass., Binghamton, N.Y., New Haven, Conn., St. John’s, Nfld., on and on.

“I think the best way to put this is, go look where I played,” Eakins said. “I played in about 800 different cities, and a lot of times, I was a healthy scratch, especially at the NHL level.

“I wasn’t just sitting upstairs, eating popcorn. I was taking notes. So, it benefits a guy like me to have played for Pat Quinn; to have played for Mike Keenan; to the coaches that rubbed off on me at the American Hockey League level; Dave Farrish; Ron Wilson.

“Go down the list. It’s every one of them.”

Eakins watched, made notes, recognized what works and what doesn’t in a variety of situations.

“He’s a hybrid, a modern-day coach,” said Oilers winger Ryan Hamilton, who played for Eakins with the Toronto Marlies. “Obviously, he’s great with systems, details, X’s and O’s, video, stuff like that.

“But he’s really good at understanding how to get to players. Not all players can be coached the same way. You have to find ways to motivate them and get the best out of players. I think he does a great job in that.

“Also, he’s very knowledgeable when it comes to health, rest, fitness. He knows when to push guys to the limit and when to back off so they can get their rest and be at their maximum.”

Eakins’ vaunted focus on fitness has been put into practice right away with the Oilers, with Nugent-Hopkins out until November and Sam Gagner expected to be out for two months after suffering a broken jaw in a pre-season game against the Vancouver Canucks.

The result for a player like Hall, for example, is pulling more ice time as the top-line centre but also playing on the penalty kill. Great players want more ice time, so it’s perhaps not surprising that Hall has taken to Eakins, as the new coach has gone about installing his way of doing things.

“Dallas runs a good bench,” Hall said. “I like the philosophy and the systems that he’s put forward, I think everyone has been really open ...

“You see it all the time in the games already, how we’re playing the way he wants us to play, and that’s a great thing to see.”

Eakins emphasizes pushing the pace, puck possession and an organized, team approach to puck retrieval when the Oilers don’t have it. Structure, in other words, but only up to a point.

“He’s probably not as structured as you would think,” Hall said. “There’s some leeway.

“At the end of the day, you’ve got to make plays, and I think he realizes that. He gives us, I think, a good system to play with. I think the biggest thing is, we just want to get the puck back. We have a lot of skill in this room. The hardest thing in hockey is to get the puck and keep the puck. That’s what we want to do every night.”

Eakins wants them to do that by playing the same way, night after night, by executing his plan to get the puck back and going on the attack.

“Everything we do, whether it be our defensive zone (coverage) or neutral-zone forecheck or (offensive zone) forecheck, it’s all about getting the puck back as quickly as possible. It’s not about containing or waiting for them to come to you. It’s about jumping on them and forcing them to give the puck back so we can have it and make plays with it.”

Eakins wants the Oilers to be a five-man unit in retrieving the puck, just as they should be cohesive on the power play, for example.

“He’s building habits in us and he’s demanding in those habits. As a player, you want to go out there and make plays and be creative.

“But your habits are what kind of bring you to another level, whether it be stopping on a puck, or getting to the net or backchecking through the middle, those habits that build up throughout a game and help you win hockey games, he’s really big on that.”

Eakins was also big on redecorating the Oilers locker-room, respectfully de-emphasizing the icons from the 1980s glory years, but certainly making clear the room belongs to the current team. This amounted to moving some photos and memorabilia out of the locker-room and into the concourse for the fans’ benefit, installing images of the current players.

“The Edmonton Oilers is a storied franchise, and they’ve had a lot of success in the past, it’s something we want to emulate,” Gagner said, who certainly buys into Eakins’ locker-room redo. “At the same time, we want to be our own group in here.

“We’re not going to be Wayne Gretzky and Jari Kurri and Kevin Lowe and so on and so forth. For us, it’s about being the group we are in here.”

It’s a group that has quickly taken to the focused, all-business approach that Eakins radiates.

“He’s a hard guy,” MacTavish said. “There are not a lot of grey areas with Dallas, from what I’ve seen so far.

“He’s a driven guy, very demanding of the players, but he’s able to develop a bond with players such that they want to play for him.”

Gagner, who is now playing for his fifth coach as he enters his seventh NHL season, believes the structure and ‘non-negotiable’ components of Eakins coaching regime are welcome additions for a talented team that is tired of losing.

“In training camp, we’ve done a lot of systems where it’s this is what we’re doing and there’s no way around it, this is how we’re going to win as a team.

“That’s kind of the way you want it. There’s not three, four or five options to our system, this is the (defensive) system, this is how we’re doing it. As a player, that’s what you want. You want it to be cut and dried, you want to know what is expected of you.”

Eakins’ clear expectations for his players arrive at a time when the public’s expectations are also rising.

“I’ve got to be careful,” MacTavish said. “At this time of year, everybody’s really optimistic.”

We’ll know soon enough how much optimism was appropriate. An NHL season goes by in a blink.

jmackinnon@edmontonjournal.com

MacKinnon: Smyth, Hemsky making most of fresh start with Oilers
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MacKinnon: Oilers sending their own necessary message

Oilers beat Jets, looking at in-house solutions at centre — for now

Gregor: Oilers hoping ‘swarm’ can improve numbers game

EDMONTON - Training camp is all about opportunity and fresh starts, a dynamic the Oilers’ current top line exemplifies in every way.

Taylor Hall, the top left winger on the club — some would say in the NHL last season — is giving centre a try, with Ryan Nugent-Hopkins unavailable until November while he rehabs his surgically repaired left shoulder.

Ryan Smyth, whose sterling career as a corner man, leader and effective presence on the lip of the crease appeared to be slowing to bittersweet crawl the last season and a half, is on Hall’s left side, a rejuvenated first-line winger at 37 years of age.

Smyth had just two goals in the truncated 48-game 2012-13 season and logged minimal power play time. The last two seasons, Smyth described his ice time as being about “different minutes,” many of those spent in a more defensive role, often on the third line.

To Hall’s right skates Ales Hemsky, he of the silky smooth stride and magical moves, who was on the trading block during the off-season. At least, he was until Oilers GM Craig MacTavish announced a week before training camp that Hemsky, a 11-year veteran, was off the market, once again an Oilers in good standing.

The whispers were that Hemsky was off the market because he was an unwanted commodity around the league, so far had his star slid in recent years, many of them pockmarked with injuries.

And how has the trio been handling their new-old roles so far?

On Tuesday, head coach Dallas Eakins declared it the best line in training camp so far.

“All three of those guys have played extremely well for me,” Eakins said.

As for those wondering whether Smyth might slide down to the second or third line so young Nail Yakupov could be installed on the first line, you can forget that, at least for now.

“I get that question a lot about Smytty and I just don’t understand it,” Eakins said. “I’m certainly not going to push down a guy who’s had a great training camp.”

Smyth is grateful he had a clean slate available to him from Eakins this training camp.

“Obviously, he’s given me an opportunity to play with some very highly skilled guys,” Smyth said. “I’ve played with Hemmer (Hemsky) before, so I’ve got a good sense of where he is on the ice.

“I haven’t played a whole lot with Hallsy (Hall), maybe a few games here and there. It’s sure nice. We’ve been buzzing and we just want to continue that. Hopefully, it lasts.”

True to form, the line put the Oilers on the scoresheet in the first period Tuesday night after Marc Staal had staked the New York Rangers to a 1-0 lead with a beauty of a wrist shot from the point at 7:42.

A little more than five minutes later, Hemsky dug the puck out to the point to defenceman Justin Schultz, whose hard pass hit the tape of Hall’s stick, deflecting it past Martin Biron in the Rangers net.

The whole time, Smyth was in his office on the front edge of the crease, distracting the goalie. It was a textbook sort of goal for the line, each man playing his role to perfection, an excellent illustration of what Eakins was talking about.

“I’ve liked that line, think it’s been our best line in training camp,” Eakins said. “You have Taylor and Hemsky, who have great speed, which covers Smytty off a little bit.

“I’m not sure there’s a better guy on our team on the wall than Smyth, so he’s able to get pucks out. And there may not be a better guy on our team who’s willing to go the net, so Hall and Hemsky can do a lot of the cycle game.”

Skill sets that mesh well, in other words, at least so far. Of course, Eakins has plenty of options, with off-season acquisition David Perron, who scored a pair Tuesday night, Yakupov, Eberle and — when they’re healthy — Nugent-Hopkins and Sam Gagner, out for two months with a broken jaw.

“This isn’t about top six and bottom six (forwards),” Eakins said. “I’d rather take the top six and put them vertical and have basically three lines (so) that the other team goes, ‘Which one am I going to check tonight?’ ”

On Tuesday night, Eakins had Hall, Smyth and Hemsky on one unit, with Mark Arcobello between Perron and Eberle, both making things happen.

Perron scored twice, giving him five for the pre-season and six points. A goal and two assists lifted Eberle to a team-leading eight points for the pre-season.

Oh, and Smyth picked up an assist on Ben Eager’s first goal of the pre-season while the Oilers were on the penalty kill at 11:51 of the second period.

The Oilers now are 5-1-1 in the pre-season, including four straight victories, which Smyth suggested is more meaningful than many would suppose.

“People may not say it means a lot, but to us I think it does,” Smyth said. “With all the changes that has gone on, with the (new) coaches and the player movement that has happened in this locker-room, you want to establish yourself with this coach and with each other.

“We’re not a young team anymore, we’re a team that has experience and we’ve got some talent. It’s a matter of putting the product on the ice and so far we’re delivering.”

jmackinnon@edmontonjournal.com

On Twitter: @rjmackinnon

Check out my blog, Sweat Sox

Check out the Edmonton Journal's Facebook page

Bruins Waive Nick Johnson; Caron, Smith Round Out 23-Man Roster
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BOSTON, MA - When the Bruins hit the ice on Sunday morning at TD Garden, they were down to their 23-man roster.

Nick Johnson was placed on waivers by the club for purpose of assignment to Providence, leaving 13 forwards, eight defensemen and two goaltenders currently with the club.

On Saturday following the final preseason trip to Winnipeg and Saskatoon, the B's had released Matt Fraser, Matt Lindblad, Ryan Spooner and Niklas Svedberg.

Reilly Smith looks poised for the third line role alongside Chris Kelly and a healthy Carl Soderberg (he's currently day to day after sustaining an injury during the game in Saskatoon when he hit a rut in the ice).

Matt Bartkowski, Dougie Hamilton, Torey Krug and Kevan Miller round out the B's back end, along with the veterans, heading into the regular season.

But decisions still need to be made for the 20-player lineup we'll see for the home opener against Tampa Bay on October 3. And Head Coach Claude Julien has some time to mull those over, including the three days the team is spending in Vermont for a team-building trip.

"We’re going to Stowe right now, we’re going to do things and then by the time we get back, on Wednesday, we should more or less have an idea what we want to do here with our lineup," Julien said of his process.

Whatever decisions he makes, though, the B's have showcased depth heading into the season.

"Obviously we’re happy with what [the roster] looks like. I think we’re also happy that we’ve got some players that you may see here again, that made a good enough impression and that showed that they’re capable of playing with us," said Julien.

"For some, it’s just a matter of getting a little bit more experience and working on a few things so that’s just a matter of time."

"Other guys, it’s just a matter of numbers; being easy call-ups. There are some guys with experience that we can certainly rely on if need be."

"There’s no doubt knowing that guys can step in and do a good job here is refreshing for us," he added, of being comfortable with the range of call-ups now available in Providence, when injuries arise.

Johnson Primed to Be Back

One of those players is Nick Johnson.

"It’s not an easy conversation, no doubt," said Julien, of Johnson being released. "I think it’s one of those things that those kinds of players understand."

"He’s a real quality person, and in his mind he says, 'I’m going to keep working hard because I have a feeling I’m going to be back here this year'.” So there’s confidence in his voice and determination and that’s what you want to hear."

"I know he’s disappointed and you would hope he’s disappointed, but at the same time he seemed to have the right attitude to work his way back here."

Caron the 13th Forward

With Johnson being placed on waivers, it also means that Jordan Caron wasn't, and will get his chance as the 13th forward with the team to start 2013-14.

Depending on Soderberg's status, he could even have a chance to play in the home opener.

"The last couple of games, I thought there was a little bit more urgency in his game, in doing the things we talked about," Julien said of Caron, who capped of his camp with a goal in the 5-0 win over the Jets.

"His whole camp was what we know about Jordan; reliable and doing the things he has to do. But we asked him to do a little bit more."

"So, not just because he scored a goal, but he had some chances and we used him on the penalty kill and different areas. He seemed to generate a little bit more, but that has to continue."

"He’s 23 years old, he’s still a young player, and he’s a player that an organization doesn’t want to give up on too early. So we feel as coaches that we can help him improve and we’re going to work with him to make him improve in those areas."

Polishing Spoons

While players like Caron still remain with the team, others will continue their development in Providence like Ryan Spooner.

The centerman showed Julien and the B's brass that he worked on the areas they wanted him to, "as far as being a little bit more determined to take pucks away and then getting in there and then coming out with a puck."

"He’s got to go there [to Providence] and show us that he’s going to continue to do that on a regular basis."

"You see those kinds of things for a while and then the old spots on the leopard show up again. So, we have got to make sure it's engrained in him."

"Once he does that and it becomes second nature, he’ll be that much better and he’ll definitely be an NHL player so, he will play. Sometimes you hear me say certain things about certain guys. He’ll play in the NHL. He’s got a lot of talent. He’s just got to polish his game a bit."

Smith Earns Spot on Third Line

"The third line looks how I envisioned it. It's nice to see that there's a little bit of chemistry there, with Soderberg and Smith, and Kells," General Manager Peter Chiarelli said this past Friday night from Saskatoon.

Smith is looking forward to keeping it that way.

"You always want to extend your game. Playing with Kells and Söderberg, it’s great, they’re two really talented players and they help me a lot. So it’s a competitive atmosphere and I just like to be part of it," said the winger.

"They gave me an opportunity to play with those guys and just be able to give me a good look at it. So just grateful for that opportunity, and try to not screw it up."

"It's probably the easiest thing, to just lay back and act like the hard part is over," said Smith of cracking the roster. "But it’s the exact opposite. Just making this team, it was a big challenge, but sticking with it is a whole different story."

Chad Johnson Backing up Rask

In 2012-13, Julien was comfortable with the tandem of Tuukka Rask and Anton Khudobin, with the backup sharing some of the load between the pipes.

He sees that same approach happening with Rask and Chad Johnson. It's a fluid process.

"I say that every year. I’m not a coach that kind of says, 'Okay, you have so many games.' And, like I do with the team, I also look at my goaltenders," said Julien.

"Sometimes [Tuukka] looks like he’s fresh and other times he may look tired and I’d rather make that decision then, than look too far ahead."

"And that’s not to say that during that week I say, 'Well maybe we can use him for these games and we’ll use the other goaltender for those ones.' I do those things but I don’t necessarily stick to them as if it’s carved in stone. So I like to make decisions based on what I see and feel and what I think is right."
Krejci, Söderberg Day to Day
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BostonBruins.com - On Sunday morning, there were only two Bruins missing from the ice, after Nick Johnson was placed on waivers by the club for purpose of assignment to Providence.

Twenty-one players practiced, but David Krejci and Carl Söderberg were absent. Both were termed "day to day" by Head Coach Claude Julien following the skate.

"To be honest with you, Krech, I think might be better," said Julien.

"With Carl - not sure yet. Because of the injury suffered when he hit a rut the other night, it’s still up in the air as far as the seriousness of it. So we had first deemed it minor; now it’s questionable." 

Krejci left Friday's morning skate early in Saskatoon, due to back spasms and did not play against the Winnipeg Jets in the final preseason game. Coach had said it was "nothing serious" and the centerman isn't expected out for too long.

Söderberg scored 26 seconds into Friday's game to get the B's on the board first in the eventual 5-0 shutout of the Jets. He sustained his injury towards the second half of the third period.

With the pair gone from the ice, the lines from practice are below. The Merlot Liners were rotating in Krejci's spot between Milan Lucic and Jarome Iginla.

Practice Lines/Pairings

Milan Lucic-Jarome Iginla 

 Brad Marchand-Patrice Bergeron-Loui Eriksson

 Jordan Caron-Chris Kelly-Reilly Smith

 Daniel Paille-Gregory Campbell-Shawn Thornton

 Zdeno Chara-Dougie Hamilton

 Dennis Seidenberg-Johnny Boychuk

 Torey Krug-Adam McQuaid

 Matt Bartkowski-Kevan Miller

 Tuukka Rask, Chad Johnson
B's Make Roster Cuts, Get Down to 24-Man Roster

Saturday, 09.28.2013 / 11:52 AM
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BostonBruins.com - On Friday night in Saskatoon, the Bruins capped off their preseason with a 5-0 shutout of the Winnipeg Jets and a 6-1 record.

With the final tune-up, it also brought the inevitable: roster cuts.

On Saturday morning, Bruins General Manager Peter Chiarelli announced that forwards Matt Fraser, Matt Lindblad and Ryan Spooner have been released from camp, along with goaltender Niklas Svedberg.

Chiarelli talked with the players on the plane heading back to Boston. All will join the Providence Bruins training camp currently underway.

The "Opening Night Roster" needs to be submitted to the league on October 1, and Chiarelli told a small gathering of reporters in Saskatoon on Friday night that Boston will probably carry 23 players (the league limit), consisting of 13 forwards, eight defensemen and two goaltenders.

That leaves one more forward - Jordan Caron or Nick Johnson - being tabbed as the "13th forward." Both would need to clear waivers to go to Providence.

"Versatility, first and foremost," said Chiarelli, on what he and his staff are looking for from the B's final forward, the healthy scratch who keeps himself game-ready in case he gets the call.

"It's a tough decision because there's three or four guys who had good camps. I know there are two guys who you've been focusing on, Johnson and Caron, and I think they both played well."

"Both defensive responsibility, they both have that size, they both have that experience; one guy has more than the other. Style of play is a little bit different, so that's tough. That player doesn't play often, but with injuries, may have to get in there."

Both Caron and Johnson potted goals in the B's 5-0 win over the Jets, not making the decision any easier for Chiarelli, Julien and the B's brass.

"I think, as you grow up as a player in your career, they're always watching, right? So it's kind of hard to remove yourself from that completely, but you have to learn over the years to be able to put it aside," said Johnson, after potting his [fifth] goal of the preseason in the 5-0 win over Winnipeg, with roster decisions looming.

"So, just try to do that, and play, and whatever happens, happens."

Svedberg to Providence

The backup battle between Niklas Svedberg and Chad Johnson during the preseason was neck and neck.

'Would it be better for Svedberg's development to get more games in the AHL versus 20 or so with Boston?' a reporter asked Chiarelli Friday night in Saskatoon, before the B's announced that the netminder was released from camp on Saturday morning.

"Generally speaking, yeah, at his age," Chiarelli said of the 24-year-old. "He probably wouldn't like to hear that. Both of them want to play."

Svedberg didn't require waivers to go to Providence; Johnson would have.

It was a discussion Chiarelli had with his staff, weighing the options.

"Chad needs waivers; Nik doesn't," the GM said on Friday night. "They both had strong camps. Just on a per minute played basis, Nik played better, but Chad played well, that game in Detroit he played well. So it gives me a comfort they played well over the course of camp. That means we have some depth there."

Keeping Eight Defenseman

With only eight blueliners currently on Boston's roster, it looks like the back end will stick for now. Included with the veterans are Matt Bartkowski, Dougie Hamilton, Torey Krug and Kevan Miller.

"He's a strong, physical D-man. He's physically mature, he can handle guys, he can close well, so he played well," said the GM, of Miller's play.

Third Line Meshing

Reilly Smith has all but cemented himself - for now - on the third line with Carl Soderberg and Chris Kelly.

"The third line looks how I envisioned it. It's nice to see that there's a little bit of chemistry there, with Soderberg and Smith, and Kells," said Chiarelli.

Spooner Staying Patient

Ryan Spooner impressed at the B's camp, making his case to stay with the big club. But the depth at center with David Krejci, Patrice Bergeron, Chris Kelly and Gregory Campbell doesn't leave much room at his natural position, where the Bruins think he operates best.

The crafty centerman showed his vision - and his top-six potential.

"Spooner played well," Chiarelli said, after the 5-0 win in which the center had to fill in alongside Milan Lucic and Jarome Iginla with Krejci staying out due to back spasms ("nothing serious").

"Tonight was more average than he had been playing; he was matching up against better lines tonight. He had a real good year last year, he had an average playoff. So it was good to see."

"I expected more of him in Florida at the rookie tournament but he had a real good camp here. So he’s one that, with his pedigree I would have expected it, but it was nice to see it after what I saw in the playoffs and the rookie tournament."

"Obviously coming into camp, my goal was to make the team," Spooner said in Winnipeg on Thursday, when I asked him about his view on the tough situation, knowing the B's depth at his position.

"But at the end of the day, if it doesn't happen obviously I think I played well enough to at least get the chance to come up here if something happens. But, that being said, I have to go back down and work on things they want me to."

For Spooner, that will be his consistent all-around game - to keep improving his puck pursuit and battling to go along with his already high-end offensive talents.

Fluid Roster; Getting Cap Compliant

The Bruins are currently over the cap by about $1.7 million. They'll need to get under the cap by October 1, when the opening night rosters are submitted by the NHL teams.

"Again, roster's fluid. Just because we start with a roster on October 1, we have some machinations to do with the LTI," said Chiarelli.

Meaning, there is some paperwork to be done before putting Savard on long-term injured reserve (his cap hit is about $4 million), and we could see a different roster on September 30 or October 1, than we do on October 3 for the home opener against Tampa Bay.

"There's going to be a couple of those, yeah," said Chiarelli, of the 'paper transactions,' that could possibly include Dougie Hamilton briefly being sent to Providence. Don't be alarmed; the GM intends to have eight D to start the season, though things could always change.

"That's why I say, what you see on the 30th or the 1st may not be what you see on the third, but it will be pretty darn close."

Lindblad, Fraser Primed for Call-Up Duties 

Every player at this level wants to be in the NHL. Both Matt Lindblad and Matt Fraser, cut today from Boston's camp and joining the Providence Bruins' camp, are not out of place skating alongside NHL players, but are faced with the depth of the Bruins' roster. 

 Still younger in their careers - Lindblad entering his first year pro, and Fraser entering his third year of professional hockey - one can see how consistent playing time with Providence could benefit their development. 

 Fraser, new to Boston's system, will learn much with P-Bruins Head Coach Bruce Cassidy and crew, and Lindblad will hone his already solid all-around game. The only crutch is that those of us in Boston won't get to watch it unfold.

 When Boston faces injuries, as so often happens with every team throughout the course of an 82-game season, they'll get the call.

 "I’m impressed with I guess his hockey sense. He’s smart and he’s a calm individual and he is 23 years old, he’s not coming in here as a 19 year old so there’s a maturity level there that’s helped him along the way too," Julien said of Lindblad, after the first few weeks of training camp. "But I think I’ve been impressed on how he reads the play and he’s always seemed to be in the right position."

 "Whether he’s here or he’s not, this guy will play in the NHL. He’s too good of a player; he’s too smart of a player not to play in this league so we’re having a close look. Maybe he doesn’t stay but at least we feel comfortable with him maybe being a call up. So this is where we have to look at some of those guys." 

 "At the end of the day you might say, 'well, he might benefit more from playing some more pro games and playing more often.'"

Chiarelli Pleased with Depth

There is never too much stock in preseason records, but the Bruins impressed Chiarelli throughout training camp, especially with the depth the GM anticipates heading into the regular season.

 "Yeah, generally," said the GM, of being happy with what he saw. "When we made the trade with Dallas, we knew we were, besides Loui, getting a couple of good players [in Smith and Fraser]. We knew that depth would be better."

 "You know, I talked about Spoons in a little bit of a lull there in the playoffs and rookie tournament. I knew that would come around, he's a good player. But yeah, I'm happy. You know, even before tonight, with the D that we cut. There were some good D in there. Trotman had a good camp."

 "So yeah, depth is good."
5-0 Shutout of Jets Caps off Bruins' Preseason

Saturday, 09.28.2013 / 2:45 AM
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SASKATOON, SASKATCHEWAN - With a 5-0 shutout of the Winnipeg Jets on Friday night at Credit Union Centre, the Bruins head into the regular season with a clean slate, but with the confidence of a 6-1 record.

While there isn't too much stock put in preseason games, the record is at least a confidence boost heading into the regular season, which kicks off for the B's on October 3 at TD Garden against the Tampa Bay Lightning.

"But it's nice. Our team has obviously responded in these preseason games; I think, overall, we've played decent," said Head Coach Claude Julien following the win.

Carl Soderberg opened the scoring just 26 seconds into the first period to begin a fairly dominant night for the Bruins, banging in a rebound from Reilly Smith's shot off the crossbar. It marked Soderberg's third goal of the preseason.

"He's a big body, he's a big strong player and really gets in the right spots a lot," said Julien. "And you look at the goals he scored, he's right in there in front of the net. All of his goals are about going to the net and finding those loose pucks, so he's done a good job."

Johnny Boychuk added his blast from the right point and just inside the blueline off a bank pass from Milan Lucic in the corner at 5:46 into the first period for a swift 2-0 lead.

Ryan Spooner earned the second assist, following work with Lucic behind the goal, before cycling and crossing path with Jarome Iginla.

With both Jordan Caron and Nick Johnson in the lineup and competing for spots on the roster, they didn't make the B's decision any easier. Both combined for two goals, skating with Gregory Campbell as their centerman.

Caron's came with 7:08 left in the second period, banging a rebound into a near-empty net after Jets' netminder Al Montoya was found out of position after an initial stop.

Johnson make it 4-0 at 7:44 into the third, ringing a blast off the crossbar and in from just above the high slot. Boychuk and Matt Bartkowski earned the assists, with the trio stacked a crossed the top of the blueline.

"I thought they played well and even as a line, they did a good job," said Julien, of the Caron and Johnson playing on Gregory Campbell's wings for the night. Their forechecking was strong, and led two Caron's goal.

"When there's a battle going on like that you like to see those guys respond the way the did."

Patrice Bergeron capped the 5-0 win with 2:41 to go in the final frame, as he and Loui Eriksson had a give-and-go before No. 37 snapped it inside the left post from the bottom of the right circle.

Brad Marchand also earned an assist, making it the first time the trio combined for the stat line together. For a line that has a strong forecheck, but has been a touch off with offensively timing, it was a great sign.

Tuukka, Team Tuned Up

After nearly three weeks of preseason and training camp, these Bruins look just about in tune for the regular season, including Tuukka Rask.

There had been some question if he would start, given the backup battle behind him, but he played the full 60, and looked sharp.

"Well, it doesn't really matter; as long as you just try to feel good out there. It doesn't matter if you're playing 40 or 60, but it's always good to play the game, get the win," said the netminder following the shutout, in which he made 20 saves.

"It was nice to see that he got more than 12 shots; that's what he wanted in a situation like that where he gets some shots and he gets some game situations, and that's what he got," said Julien. "He seemed very poised; he made a couple big saves, of course that save where it looked like a sure goal."

That would be when the Bruins had a 3-0 lead, and James Wright sent a cross-ice pass to Olli Jokinen off a 2-on-1 rush. Rask quickly slid left to right, making a terrific stop.

"So, he seems to be in top form."

"It's the last preseason game and you want to go in feeling good as a team and have good habits," the always smiling Jarome Iginla said following the win. "I think we did that. I think a lot of guys played hard and did a lot of good things."

"We had a good PK. Tuukks was great in net, some huge stops. Bergy's line was really, you know, you name the lines, Smitty [Reilly Smith] had a great game, Kells. So if guys go in feeling good, that's the goal and doing a lot of things."

"And now, we just want to get started."
Final Tune-up vs Jets: Krejci Questionable; Spooner Could See Time on Top Line

Friday, 09.27.2013 / 3:47 PM
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SASKATOON, SASKATCHEWAN - One game remains on the preseason schedule for the Bruins, as they prepare to suit up for the second game of their back-to-back against the Winnipeg Jets tonight in Saskatoon at the Credit Union Centre.

Game time is set for 9:00 p.m. ET (7:00 p.m. local).

The match-up offers one final look for Head Coach Claude Julien and his staff, and one last go-round before the restless Bruins get into regular season action.

Originally, Julien would have liked to ice his full regular season lineup in the final preseason game, but tough decisions still linger, so it will just be "close" to that lineup tonight.

"We knew we would have hard decisions right from the get-go," Julien told reporters following the morning skate. "I don’t know if they’re harder, but there’s guys that have gotten into the mix that maybe we didn’t anticipate being in the mix. But the hard decisions I’ve anticipated all along."

The backup role, for one, behind Tuukka Rask, has been a stiff preseason competition between Niklas Svedberg and Chad Johnson.

Coach had originally planned for Rask to be in tonight. As of this morning, he's still "probably" the netminder getting the start.

It's not an easy decision, as Julien has to weigh getting Rask ready, while also giving Svedberg and Johnson their opportunities to impress further. Johnson would require waivers to be sent to Providence.

Krejci Questionable

David Krejci left the skate early because of back spasms and is questionable for tonight. In his place, if he can't go, we'll likely see Ryan Spooner centering Milan Lucic and Jarome Iginla.

While there may be some nerves there for Spooner, we've seen a much more comfortable player throughout camp and the preseason, so I'd expect him to fit in with the wingers easily. He's cemented himself as the first centerman call-up, having needed to fill in for Krejci or a top-six forward in the past.

"Obviously coming into camp, my goal was to make the team but at the end of the day, if it doesn't happen obviously I think I played well enough to at least get the chance to come up here if something happens," Spooner told me following the 3-2 overtime win Thursday night in Winnipeg, in which he notched a goal and an assist, and was 64-percent on the faceoff dot.

He's proven himself throughout camp, and patience now may be the toughest part.

"I think the writing's on the wall with that, I haven't played the wing here yet. I think they want to keep me at the center position, and I've played that my entire life, so I don't mind waiting. Whenever they think that I'm ready, I'll be ready to go."

Last Preseason Looks

With Chris Kelly and Carl Soderberg having the night off Thursday against the Jets, both hit the ice this morning for pregame skate. After playing last night, Reilly Smith did not hit the ice, suggesting he'll be in the lineup tonight in back-to-back games.

With the performance of that line in their two games against Detroit and Washington, it wouldn't surprise me to see the trio back together tonight, showcasing the possible third line to kick off the 2013-14 regular season.

Brad Marchand, Patrice Bergeron, Loui Eriksson, Jordan Caron, Gregory Campbell and Nick Johnson also stayed off the ice this morning, and are likely in the lineup tonight.

Julien confirmed Daniel Paille and Shawn Thornton had the night off, with tough decisions forthcoming on Jordan Caron and Nick Johnson. Caron would need to clear waivers before being sent down to Providence; Johnson would not.

"We’re going to have [Nick] Johnson and we’re going to have Caron on the line there with Campbell," said Julien. "Those two guys we have to make decisions on; other guys we have a pretty clear indication and, again, that doesn’t mean they’re not going to be on, but we know exactly what we get from the role players."

 Matt Fraser and Matt Lindblad both skated this morning after playing last night in Winnipeg. Ryan Spooner would have likely joined them in not playing tonight, since he's proven to Julien and the B's brass what he can do. Krejci's questionable status is what would change that.

As far as defensemen, Julien said Dennis Seidenberg will not be suiting up tonight. It looks like the trio of Matt Bartkowski, Dougie Hamilton and Torey Krug will all get their final preseason action to help earn a spot for October 3.

Projected Lineup

Milan Lucic-David Krejci/Ryan Spooner-Jarome Iginla

 Brad Marchand-Patrice Bergeron-Loui Eriksson

 Carl Soderberg-Chris Kelly-Reilly Smith

 Jordan Caron-Gregory Campbell-Nick Johnson

 D: Zdeno Chara, Johnny Boychuk, Adam McQuaid, Matt Bartkowski, Dougie Hamilton, Torey Krug

 G: Tuukka Rask, Chad Johnson/Niklas Svedberg
Vermont Offers Chance to Get Closer Off the Ice

Monday, 09.30.2013 / 10:31 AM
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VERMONT - These Bruins know each other well.

Still, while players who were once "new faces" in August are new no longer, there can never be enough time spent together for this group.

So, here we are, in Vermont, as the veterans and rookies alike take a couple of days away from Boston to get to know one another before the 2013-14 regular season kicks off on Thursday at TD Garden against the Tampa Bay Lightning.

We've seen chemistry starting to form on the ice, with Milan Lucic, David Krejci and Jarome Iginla; with Loui Eriksson joining new linemates Patrice Bergeron and Brad Marchand; with the new-look third line having the addition of Reilly Smith.

"I think we have a pretty good idea of what we're getting," Head Coach Claude Julien had said, at the start of training camp in mid-September.

"It's not a matter of getting to know them hockey-wise, it's a matter of getting to know them personally."

And that's exactly what this "team-building," as its often labeled, will provide: a chance for the coaches and Bruins to simply, get to know each other off the ice.

"I think you need some time, some weeks in front of you to really feel like you’re clicking and you’re in full gear," Patrice Bergeron said, following Sunday's practice at TD Garden before traveling to Vermont.

"I think it’s great," he added, of the team-building trip. "It’s been great over the past years and this year is no different. We do have some new guys here and just try to make them feel comfortable and part of the team and I think these two or three days gives us the chance to do that."

"I think it helps," agreed Milan Lucic. "It seems like every time we come back from it, the team gets a little bit closer, especially with some new faces in the locker room here."

"It’s an opportunity to hang out with guys in a different setting away from the rink and talk about other things other than hockey. So, it’s something, an opportunity for us to create that team chemistry and that team bond and try to make it stronger because it’s been a big part of our success throughout these last couple of years."

Now a contender every season, the Bruins' core understands how important that off-ice chemistry can be.

"I think it’s always important to make them feel like they are [part of the team] right away so that’s why I think we do that early. It’s always been very successful the way we’ve been doing it," said Bergeron.

"It’s enjoyable as well so I think it’s important to do and like I said, we do have a lot of core guys that keep coming back but we have some new guys and it’s important that they feel good right away."

Captain Zdeno Chara has always been one to not label any player on the team a "rookie." Everyone is the same for him - everyone is a Bruin.

Bergeron sees that mentality translating into their success - or, at the very least, potential for success.

"I think we’re still a great team and have a lot of potential," he said. "It’s a long season like we all know and we have to make sure we do the right thing. It’s so cliché but it’s still the same thing again, you have to start all the way back down the mountain and climb our way back up so that’s the way we have to look at it."

"Don’t look too far ahead, but I think we have a great team; now, we have to do the job on the ice."

So, for the 2013-14 Bruins, it all start in the mountains of Vermont. Now, they just need to figure out their way to the top.
Spooner Keeps Making His Case

Friday, 09.27.2013 / 12:22 PM
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BostonBruins.com - Ryan Spooner is well aware that the Bruins are deep at center.

"I think the writing's on the wall with that, I haven't played the wing here yet. I think they want to keep me at the center position," Spooner said following his fifth preseason game Thursday night, in which he helped the B's to a 3-2 overtime win with his tying goal and then slick feed to Loui Eriksson for the winner.

"And I've played that my entire life, so I don't mind waiting. Whenever they think that I'm ready, I'll be ready to go."

With Spooner making a strong case for himself to stay with the big club, based on play alone this preseason and marked improvement to his all-around game, patience may now be the toughest part.

"Well, he's been good, he's opened some eyes there's no doubt about that," Head Coach Claude Julien told reporters following the win.

"His skating, playmaking ability…there's still some areas where we keep talking to him about improving but he's certainly one of the guys that's got himself in the mix and certainly deserves some consideration once we make that final decision."

That improvement, as Julien notes, comes from Spooner battling stronger along the boards, in the corners, and increasing his puck pursuit. The offense and speedster skating has always been there for Spooner; it's been about making himself tougher to play against.

It's an attribute crafty centerman David Krejci always demonstrates with ease. One would think on first glance at his vision and soft hands on the ice, that he wouldn't be as much of a battler on the ice and in front of the net. But, he is.

Spooner appears to be on the same trajectory.

"I'd say probably my two camps before this, I didn't really play my game. I was, I guess, kind of nervous to make plays, kind of hesitant," said Spooner. "But now, I know that in order to try and play, [I have to do] what I'm best at - and that's just kind of skating and trying to make plays - so that's what I'm trying to do."

Making plays is the easy part for the centerman, however that may happen.

For his tying goal, Spooner protected the puck behind the goal, before sending a half-wall feed to Matt Bartkowski, who danced his way along the blueline and hit Spooner skating backwards towards the point. A quick shot towards the goal, with Matt Fraser providing the screen.

"Yeah, kind of a lucky shot, I just kind of threw it on net. I was actually going to change after that and it found a way in, so that was good," said Spooner.

How does the saying go? 'You create your own luck…'

On the OT-winner, he first blocked a Dustin Bfyuglien shot in the Bruins' zone. It caromed off his leg to Dennis Seidenberg, who quickly sent it right back while taking a hit.

As Spooner streaked down the right side, with Eriksson in stride directly to his left, he stickhandled, eyed the shot, and quickly decided to find a brief seam under the Jets' defender's stick, sending a backhand feed through the hash marks.

Eriksson quickly kicked the pass (they will always tell you, there's no such thing as a 'bad pass' in circumstances like that) to his stick and roofed it under the crossbar behind Ondrej Pavelec.

"He's playing really well. I think he's gaining some confidence from every game and that's great to see from a guy like him," said Patrice Bergeron.

"I think he's got loads of talents and you know, he's using it right now," the alternate captain added. "He feels good on the ice, you can tell he's got the confidence and he makes things happen."

Spooner added a goal and an assist Thursday night to his two assists through the first four preseason games. He finished the night at 64-percent on the faceoff dot, going 3-for-4 against Olli Jokinen.

"He has to get better in that area. Again, you’re going up a level here so it’s expected that those guys," Julien had said pregame, of Spooner's preseason struggles on the dot. "He’s a pretty decent face-off man from what I hear."

"So it’s one of the things that you can keep working on day in day out and get better at that, but that’s an area where he’s working on right now and knows that he has to get better."

It looks like Spooner learns pretty quickly.

"Obviously coming into camp, my goal was to make the team but at the end of the day, if it doesn't happen obviously I think I played well enough to at least get the chance to come up here if something happens," he said.

Coach would agree.
B's Lose Specials Teams Battle, But Come Out on Winning Side in Winnipeg

Friday, 09.27.2013 / 12:05 AM
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WINNIPEG, MB - Loui Eriksson turned the tide of the scoresheet on Thursday night in Winnipeg, roofing the overtime-winner to give the Bruins a 3-2 win over the Jets at MTS Centre.

The stat sheet could have read 0-for-5 on the power play, and 3-for-5 on the penalty kill, in a special teams battle won by the home team.

But when a puck caromed off Ryan Spooner's skate, something began to happen. Dennis Seidenberg quickly sent the puck to the center already in stride down the right side, with a streaking Eriksson on his left, creating the 2-on-1 rush.

Spooner waited, waited, faked the shot with his eyes, and sent a feed through the hash marks to Eriksson, who kicked it to his stick and whipped it top shelf under the cross bar behind Ondrej Pavelec for technically his first goal in game action in the spoked-B. Horn sounds. Game over.

"It was a great shot and great play by Spoons also to feed him the puck there, so it was a really good shift by them on the 4-on-4 and they got rewarded with a nice goal," remarked an impressed Bergeron following the game from the visiting team locker room.

"Not necessarily a pretty game on our end as far as a full game but we found a way to win and some of the guys that need to produce, produced," Head Coach Claude Julien told reporters.

In a see-saw game, the Bruins' dominant first period somewhat faltered off until a strong push in the third.

Patrice Bergeron got the B's on the board first, with a don't-think-twice snap shot from the slot after textbook Brad Marchand battling along the boards, drawing defenders.

'Biggest goal of your career?' a reporter jested postgame.

"Yeah, it was nice to get one behind the goalie, and it was a pretty good pass by Marchy," remarked Bergeron.

Of course, albeit in the preseason, the goal felt pretty good for the alternate captain following his summer recovery.

"I feel good, I feel fine and I feel pretty strong on the puck as well, so things are going well," he said, of taking that into the regular season.

Bergeron gave the Bruins an early 1-0 lead, but two power-play goals from the Jets put them ahead early in the third.

But there was Spooner, "making things happen" as he threw a seeing-eye shot on goal from the high slot, with Matt Fraser camped out in front. Just 2:01 after the Jets' tally, we had another tie.

"They got us back in the game and a great play as far as Spoons just moving into the point and a great screen in front by Fraser," said Julien. "Those are the kind of things we talked about after the second period."

"I thought we didn't play a straight-line game; I thought we were zig-zagging a lot and nothing was happening and finally, when we started driving the net and staying in front and causing some havoc, we started getting some production."

"Kind of a lucky shot, I just kind of threw it on net," said Spooner, who tends to create that luck on his own. "I was actually going to change after that and it found a way in, so that was good."

Good, as in, it set the B's up for an overtime, in which the young centerman, once again, found a way to make something happen.

"He's playing really well. I think he's gaining some confidence from every game and that's great to see from a guy like him," said Bergeron.

"I think he's got loads of talents and you know, he's using it right now. He feels good on the ice, you can tell he's got, like I said, the confidence and he makes things happen."

Svedberg Shines Under Pressure

In a game where the Bruins allowed two power-play goals, Niklas Svedberg's most notable saves actually came on the penalty kill. Despite letting in those two goals, he showcased his quick movement in the crease, making 26 saves in the win.

"I thought he played well. Had a lot of traffic in front of him tonight," assessed Julien. "They created a lot and he was able to stop the pucks with those kinds of screens so I thought he was solid."

"It's always good to come up with some big saves," said Svedberg. "Guys were blocking shots and helping me out, so you want to come up with some big saves - and that's my job - so it's always fun to have the chance to make big saves."

"You try to show your best game. Had two goals here; so could have had zero, but I think it was good, to get a full game and get the win."

Tuukka Time in Saskatoon?

Svedberg remains in competition with Chad Johnson for the backup role behind Tuukka Rask on opening night. The pair of netminders isn't making it any easier on Julien and his staff.

So much so that, although Julien had looked to possibly ice his roster on Friday night in Saskatoon against the Jets with Rask in goal, he may have to make another decision.

"Right now there's a possibility [that Rask could play]," Coach said following the win. "We'll see. I could make a decision tomorrow."

"We had anticipated Tuukka playing that game but we may, after some discussions there, we might have to make a different choice."

Marchand-Bergeron-Eriksson Still Meshing

With Bergeron's line still working towards finding chemistry, the defensive game is there, but there's still searching to be spot-on with offensive timing.

The bang-bang Marchand to Bergeron goal is an easy example of the chemistry that pair has formed through the years. Now, it will take time for Eriksson to slide in. The politeness among each other may soon where off as well.

"A lot of East-West and criss-crossing and nothing much came out of it, so they're going to have to learn as a line there to be a little bit more straightforward in order to make things happen," said Julien, who sees his team play best when they play a North-South game and create chances off the rush.

"That's how you open up lanes and make plays, but they seemed a little out of sync and trying to get too cute."

Bergeron had predicted his line to be great on the forecheck; that's already easily apparent, with Eriksson helping create plenty of turnovers to add to Marchand and Bergeron's solid two-way game.

"I think we're causing a lot of turnovers on the forecheck and I think every practices and games obviously helps, to adjust and feel one another on the ice," said Bergeron, who knows the timing will come. "It just keeps improving."
Pregame in Winnipeg: Players Get Their Final Chances to Impress

Thursday, 09.26.2013 / 2:03 PM
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WINNIPEG, MB - When those in the spoked-B hit the ice for their pregame skate on Thursday morning at the MTS Centre, the players represented those in tonight's lineup against the Jets. The game is set for 7:30 p.m. ET (6:30 local) and is being aired on NHL Network in the U.S. (TSN in Canada).

With Patrice Bergeron's line and the Merlot Line in the lineup, the second and third lines are full of the forwards competing for a spot on the opening night roster.

On the blueline, Matt Bartkowski, Torey Krug, Dougie Hamilton and Kevan Miller are all in the lineup as they compete for their own chance to make the lineup for the start of 2013-14.

"It's good that you have those tough decisions," said Bruins Head Coach Claude Julien, following the team's morning skate. "Who isn't here will likely end up in Providence and you run into injuries and so we need those guys to be able to step into our lineup and play."

"And when you see them enough and feel confident in them, and know that they were that close to making it, it certainly gives you some comfort as a coach, knowing you've got some depth down there you can rely on."

The final two preseason games against the Jets, first in Winnipeg on Thursday night, and then in Saskatoon, Saskatchewan on Friday night, serve as the final opportunities for the players vying for spots to prove themselves, and serve to make the decisions for Julien and his staff more complicated than they already are.

"There’s two games left and I think for a lot of those guys it's going to be, and I go back to what I said yesterday, we have some tough decisions to make and a lot of pros and cons and going to have to weigh those after these next two games," said Julien.

It's a situation Johnny Boychuk knows well, having competed his way on to Boston's roster from Providence years ago.

"It's tough because you want to do whatever you can to make the team and at the same time, you don't want to make any mistakes," said the defenseman. "So, it's, like, you've got to play really good hockey. You have to play really good hockey all of the time but it's kind of like you're fighting. You have to be ready for anything, and you have to put everything out there."

"You can't overthink the game; you just have to keep doing the same thing that got you here and you know, just keeping it simple is sometimes best."

---

Projected Lineup

Brad Marchand-Patrice Bergeron-Loui Eriksson

 Matt Fraser-Ryan Spooner-Nick Johnson

 Jordan Caron-Matt Lindblad-Reilly Smith

 Daniel Paille-Gregory Campbell-Shawn Thornton

 D: Dennis Seidenberg, Adam McQuaid, Matt Bartkowksi, Dougie Hamilton, Torey Krug and Kevan Miller

 Starting Goalie: Niklas Svedberg

 Backup: Chad Johnson 

---

Caron Getting Chances

One Bruin in tonight's lineup who is already playing his fifth game is Jordan Caron.

"I think he’s one of those guys that’s in the running," said Julien. "The thing with Jordan is he’s very reliable, both ends of the ice. He’s a big body, strong along the puck."

"Right now I guess the thing that you’re looking for is what can he bring besides that part of the game. He’s pretty good at that part of it, a little bit of production a little bit of offensive chances; we’re encouraging him to take pucks to the net, stuff like that. So we’re going to take a good look at him."

"This year, he’s a guy that needs waivers so there’s going to be some decisions to make and we’re giving him all the chances we can, we’re giving him a lot of games."

Vets Tuning Up

The preseason doesn't just serve as a chance for younger players to acclimate themselves to the organization and their Bruins' teammates, or even just as an evaluation tool.

While most veterans like Dennis Seidenberg will tell you that they could start playing right away, a long training camp gives them every opportunity to nail down the details of their own games.

Most of the B's seasoned players have suited up in three games, and will have at least four under their belts by the time the home opener on October 3 arrives.

"There are some vets that have had maybe four games, some that are probably only going to get three so it’s important that every game that they’ve played, they’ve used it as a tune up and trying to find their game and make sure it’s where it should be when the season starts," said Julien.

"So I don’t think the approach should be any different [than the players competing for spots]; they know the season’s getting closer so they’re probably going to be a little bit more focused on that. But you’d like to hope that they’re preparing every game the same way and that’s to make sure that they’re ready when that puck drops on October 3rd for us."

The Captain's Calming Influence

Captain Zdeno Chara has only played two preseason games heading into Friday night in Saskatoon, where he's likely in the lineup, as Julien looks to ice his team by then.

When it comes to Big Zee, though, he's always ready.

"I prepare for every game same way, doesn’t matter if it’s preseason game or regular season game or playoffs, I try to be ready when I play and do my best," Zee told me earlier in training camp, when he had yet to suit up in a preseason game yet, as the coaches opted to use the games to evaluate young players.

So, whether it's Day 1 of training camp, or Day 15, the Bruins understand where their mindset needs to be.

"Everybody has got to do whatever he can to get himself ready for the opening game, and season," said Chara, following a skate on Thursday in Winnipeg with those not in the lineup.

"The biggest thing is that this team is always competing, and playing hard," he added. "Mistakes - they will always happen, nobody's perfect. But as long you're working hard and compete every shift and every game, I think you should be fine."

As much as everyone is expected to compete, right now, a lot of players on the B's roster on competing with one another, and not just the opponent.

"As much as I can talk to some of the players - I'm more than happy to do that - but they seem really relaxed and they seem comfortable fighting for those open spots. But if someone needs to be calmed down, I would probably do it, but it's also good that they show emotions and their willingness to be really trying to earn that spot."
Söderberg-Kelly-Smith Sticking... For Now

Wednesday, 09.25.2013 / 7:19 PM
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BostonBruins.com - For the first time during training camp, besides a split-squad scrimmage, the Bruins were all joined together in one practice on Wednesday morning before traveling to Winnipeg for their final two preseason games against the Jets.

With 17 skaters on the ice, the first sets of line rushes saw the usual David Krejci and Patrice Bergeron lines, along with the Merlot Line.

For the third line, we saw Reilly Smith once again on the right wing, with Chris Kelly and Carl Soderberg.

The newcomer to the B's organization this summer has been getting the look on that line for the past two games, first in a 2-0 win in Detroit, and then in the 3-2 overtime win over the Capitals at TD Garden, where he assisted on Kelly's game-winner.

"It's been good so far; we've definitely gotten a little lucky on a couple of chances, especially Kells the other night on the OT winner," he said, before heading on the road to Winnipeg.

Smith always has the aura about him that he's just happy to be here, no matter how it turns out come opening night.

"You know, Kells and Carl are really good players, they work well together and so I'm just trying to help out when I can and if I can give them a little bit more space, then that's all the better."

A player with jam, grit and an ability to not shy away from the "dirty areas," he's also been labeled by General Manager Peter Chiarelli as "silky smooth." If the line sticks for the start of the regular season, the B's GM will be looking for the winger to also add some scoring - something he expects Soderberg can bring to the line as well.

"I think we play good together. I mean, I've played with the same [type] players - hardworkers - who protect the puck well and both Reilly and I can score and Kells, of course. But he’s more defensively a good player."

Kelly has always been a defense-first player, protecting his own zone and letting the offense come as a result. With Soderberg and whoever slots in on the right wing, whether it's Smith or another forward, their roles will help add scoring punch to the defensively-sound line.

While the trio is starting to mesh well on the ice, they're also getting to know each other better off the ice, and a road trip before the start of the season will only help.

"Absolutely, hanging out with the guys off the ice, it's one of those things that makes the biggest difference, because you know you're with each other a lot at the rink," said Smith. "And it just adds to it when you're hanging out off the ice and getting to know each other."

Third Line Swap

While Smith has complemented Kelly and Soderberg well, Coach Julien and the B's brass will want to due their due diligence with the other forwards still in the mix as opening night draws closer. That includes possibly putting Soderberg back at center, where he started camp. He's just as comfortable on the wing, but considering he played at center predominantly in Sweden, Julien wants to exercise all of his options during the final two preseason games.

That due diligence may also include slotting in other forwards in on the third line.

 Besides Smith, newcomers Matt Fraser, Nick Johnson, Ryan Spooner, Jordan Caron and Matt Lindblad are still with Boston.

"I think we could swap guys in," Julien said of his third line. "We could leave them [Soderberg, Kelly and Smith] like that and see how much more we can get out of them. I think it’s a matter of balancing that."

"We really have to make sure that we give the other guys a good look too to be able to make that decision."

"There are other guys, the [Jordan] Carons could fit on that line, the [Matt] Frasers could fit on that line. There’s other guys – [Nick] Johnson who’s had a pretty good camp, so those are the guys I'm talking about in order to assess their play and that’s where we’re at right now."

"We were looking at players and some of those players also can be thirteenth forwards, could play on the fourth line or could play in areas where there’s injuries," Julien added.

"We’re obviously going to have an extra forward with us this year like we do every year. So you've got to be able to know that those guys can fit in to those kind of lines when needed."

Option for 14th Forward?

With the depth the Bruins have at forward right now, would they entertain the idea of having a 14th forward stay with the club?

Besides the depth already in Providence, the B's acquired Smith and Fraser over the summer in the deal with Dallas, signed Nick Johnson as a free agent, and inked Matt Lindblad as a college free agent back in the spring out of Dartmouth College.

"That’s actually a great question for Peter [Chiarelli]," remarked Julien, on the possibility of a 14th forward on the 23-player roster to start the season.

"You're right there, off the bat. Because it boils down to money and it boils down to cap, it boils down to a lot of things. So you're always going to hear coaches say it’s a healthy competition to have some extra guys. But at the same time, there’s there other part that you have to respect."
Svedberg to Get His Start Between the Pipes Thursday vs Jets
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BostonBruins.com - With Tuukka Rask, Chad Johnson and Malcolm Subban already getting their chance to start a preseason game between the pipes, Thursday night in Winnipeg against the Jets will be Niklas Svedberg's turn.

"He’s getting a full game [Thursday]," Bruins Head Coach Claude Julien told media following the team's skate at TD Garden on Wednesday, before making the trip north of the border.

"And that means that we still have to look at him closely and decide which one of the two we’re going to start with."

The other goalie in question, of course, is Chad Johnson. The netminder made a case for himself in the 2-0 shutout of Detroit, stopping all 18 shots he faced, though he received ample help from his skaters in front of him (nothing new for the B's solid defensive system) and one game isn't necessarily the deciding factor for Julien and the B's brass on who will remain with the club as the backup to start 2013-14.

Johnson has proven his game over the years to be strong at the AHL level and with his 10 NHL games of experience suiting up for the Phoenix Coyotes and the New York Rangers (he has a 1.97 goals-against average and .929 save percentage in those games), but would say he still has much to prove.

Now, Svedberg will get his chance, albeit in only one game as a starter, to further establish himself during camp with Boston after being named the AHL Goalie of the Year last season in Providence, putting up a 2.17 goals-against average and 37-8-2 record.

 In Svedberg's spoked-B debut, playing half the game in the B's 3-2 shootout win over the Caps in Baltimore (Rask played the first half), he stopped 12 of 13 shots through regulation and overtime. He followed that up with six saves in the shootout, as Carter Camper got the B's the win in the eighth round.

"I'm looking forward to it; it's going to be fun," said Svedberg, of getting his first start of the preseason. "It's going to be good to get a full game with this team."

"Obviously there's two spots so there's some competition, but the biggest thing for me is to just focus on my game and myself, and try to make the best out of my situation. If I make the best out of what I can do; it's up to me to play my best game here, and then we'll see after that."

It's true for skaters, but even more so for goaltenders: game situations are more telling than practices.

"To be honest with you I don’t put too much value in those practices," said Julien, of evaluating netminder like Svedberg during camp. "I said it before, there’s guys that get lit up in practice but you can’t get a puck by them in the game and vice-versa."

"So, to me, it’s evaluating guys in game situations; as long as he has good work ethic in practice and has a good attitude, I’m good with that but at the end of the day, it’s what you do in game situations."

"So this is the opportunity, we’re going to have to see him [Thursday]."

Unlike forwards and defensemen at camp, who often get the opportunity for at least four or five games to make an impression, goalies have to make the most of the limited time they get between the pipes.

"A little bit more this year because we were talking about four guys here," agreed Julien. "Malcolm had played really well in Montreal and he’s a first round pick and you wanted to see where he’s at, so we felt that they all deserved at least a game."

"And talking to Tuukka, he was good with just a few full games, it was a long year last year and he feels pretty good in nets and he had that first part of the Baltimore game as well."

"So I think overall we were able to make it work and it might be tougher for them, but it doesn’t make it any easier on us either having to evaluate them that quickly."

Svedberg acknowledged the difficult nature of the situation, but knows that it's not something to dwell on.

"That's the way it is. You have to try to take advantage of your chances you get so that's the way it is every level," said Svedberg. "You're going to get a few chances to begin with, and you've got to try to make the best of it."
Off To Winnipeg, with Final Two Preseason Games on Tap
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BOSTON, MA - The Bruins hit the ice at TD Garden on Wednesday morning before heading north of the border to face the Jets on Thursday (September 26) in Winnipeg and on Friday (September 27) in Saskatoon, Saskatchewan.

Besides Sunday's split-squad scrimmage, it marked the first time all B's were on the ice together during training camp.

"Absolutely it's a lot different, pretty much the whole camp we've playing with half the team so it's good to see everyone out there, be able to play with new guys and nice to have a couple more bodies on the ice, get a little more rest in because it's been a tough camp so far," said Reilly Smith following the roughly hour-long skate.

And having the group together for the first time, means more team time on the road.

"It’s fun, I’m excited to get on the plane with the guys and hangout all together and it’s always good bonding time when we’re out on the road, especially with this group of guys," smiled defenseman Torey Krug. "It’s such a brotherly atmosphere. It’s a lot of fun."

With only two more preseason games before final decisions have to be made for the 23-man opening night roster, players like Krug are eyeing one of those spots.

"Very comfortable but not comfortable to the point where I’m not understanding there’s a job to be had," said the blueliner, of where his mindset is at, about two weeks into training camp.

"I have to make sure I go out there every day and earn my spot. Nothing is going to be given to me or to anyone else here. You have to come everyday with the competition and really go to work and that’s what I try to do."

As the progression during camp continues, these final days before the home opener on October 3 against Tampa Bay won't only be a last look at players competing for spots.

"We always want to fine tune more things - make sure that you’re ready to go for the regular season," said Krug. "Just sharpen up on those skills and you know, system-wise we’ve got to make sure we’re ready to go and we’re all in understanding of what our roles are, what our jobs are from the defensive zone on out.

"There’s definitely a lot of fine-tuning to be had."

"It’s a little bit of both, to be honest with you," said Julien, on which he'd be focusing on more, the evaluation of players or sharpening his team's game.

I want to be as close as I can to my lineup on Friday  - Claude Julien

"We’re trying to fine tune our game but at the same time we have to continue to evaluate those last few players that we’re looking at right now and [Thursday's] game will mean a lot. Again, I want to be as close as I can to my lineup on Friday but that doesn’t mean it’s going to happen."

"We may have to look at some guys again in order to make that final decision so that could be a possibility too, but we’ll try and get as close as we can to it."

For those young players fighting for spots and veterans alike, there's much to take away from camp, even if they're anxious for the season to get underway.

"There's a lot of kids here fighting for jobs and us as veterans have to be just as prepared and just as professional in the way we act and play on the ice, too," said Gregory Campbell, who is also using the time to re-acclimate himself to the ice following his return from injury.

"So there's a lot of things to shake our during the course of these two weeks."

"It is long, and there's long hours and long days that we put in, but preparation is what makes success happen, so that's what we're trying to accomplish."

---

Practice Lines 9/25

Milan Lucic-David Krejci-Jarome Iginla

 Brad Marchand-Patrice Bergeron-Loui Eriksson

 Carl Söderberg-Chris Kelly-Reilly Smith

 Daniel Paille-Gregory Campbell-Shawn Thornton

 Matt Fraser-Matt Lindblad-Nick Johnson

 Ryan Spooner-Jordan Caron

 D: Zdeno Chara, Dougie Hamilton, Dennis Seidenberg, Adam McQuaid, Johnny Boychuk, Matt Bartkowski, Torey Krug, Kevan Miller

 G: Tuukka Rask, Niklas Svedberg, Chad Johnson

Tough Decisions Ahead for Julien and Staff

Wednesday, 09.25.2013 / 9:17 AM
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BOSTON, MA - When the Bruins' home opener on October 3 comes around, Head Coach Claude Julien will have submitted his 23-player opening night roster to the league.

And if the trend during training camp continues, the decisions the B's bench boss and management have to make to get down to that magic number won't get any easier.

"I think it’ll come right down until the end to make those last few calls," Julien told reporters recently. "Because what we’ve got right now, we’ve got a lot of discussions on certain players."

Those discussions are likely revolving around the competition among those looking to crack the third line, or earn a spot on the blueline, with a slew of newcomers and young player impressing throughout camp.

"There’s quite a few guys in the mix. That’s some of the stuff I alluded to [this week] by saying we’re going to have some tough decisions to make at the end," Julien said following the B's 3-2 overtime win over the Washington Capitals on September 23 at TD Garden.

"And there’s no doubt those decisions will be made as a group; upper management, coaches involved, because everybody’s going to have an opinion and going to have to weigh pros and cons and everything else that goes with it."

Julien has always embraced the tough lineup decisions - especially when it's reflective of the depth in the organization. We saw it during the playoffs, with an emergence of young defensemen like Dougie Hamilton, Torey Krug and Matt Bartkowski proving themselves at an elite level.

Now, he'll be faced with the difficult process yet again - though, it will likely remain fluid at the beginning of the season.

In their four preseason games, forwards like Ryan Spooner, Nick Johnson and Reilly Smith have all been making strong cases for themselves, along with Carl Soderberg. Jordan Caron, Matt Fraser and Matt Lindblad also remain in the mix of those fighting for a spot.

The third line style involves "a little bit of everything," as Julien and Chris Kelly would say, blending grit, scoring and a strong two-way game.

For General Manager Peter Chiarelli, the biggest common denominator for a player who's in that mix is "hockey IQ."

Chemistry with Soderberg, Kelly Helping Smith's Case

The line of Chris Kelly centering Carl Soderberg and Reilly Smith strung together two strong preseason showings, against Detroit and Washington. It's earned them the chance - for the time being - to remain together.

With Kelly the mainstay on the third line, and Soderberg combining his strong puck recovery game and the ability to score, it seems as if the only question among the two forwards is who is playing center on the third line, and who is moving to the wing (well, unless Ryan Spooner has something to say about it).

Chiarelli has noticed "prototypical winger traits" in Soderberg's game, like the ability to stretch the D wide and use his strength to play a power forward type of game.

Soderberg also brings his potential for the power play to the B's roster, being able to take pucks hard to the net, serve as a big-body presence down low and be a playmaker.

Smith has helped complement those two with his grit, strong two-way play and "jam," as Julien calls it.

When the winger came into camp, he wasn't considered a "dark horse," having played 37 NHL games with Dallas last season in a bottom-six role.

"I liked that line; they created some stuff again. So, yeah, absolutely I think you’re seeing we’re giving Smith the look on that line," Julien said following the B's 3-2 overtime win over the Caps on September 23. Smith earned the assist on Kelly's OT-winner.

"When we started, we wanted to have a real good look at him and see how he would fit there. And obviously those other guys will be battling to see if they can entertain that position as well. Whether it’s the 13th forward or whether it’s for call-up reasons, I’ve got two games here to play with those situations."

Spooner Battling for Spot

"I think Spoons sees what’s in front of him but what he has to do is control what he can control and that’s his game," said Julien, of centerman Ryan Spooner, who is entering his second year pro, after leading the P-Bruins in scoring in 2012-13 (17-40=57 totals in 59 games).

Spooner has been showcasing his NHL speed and has become a "more involved" player, adding stronger battling and puck pursuit to his high-end offensive game. He hasn't found the back of the net yet this preseason, but has put up two assists.

"You’ve seen teams make room for players when they feel it’s deemed and that they can," added Julien. "So he has to do the best he can here and impress us to a point where he makes us make a tough decision. Right now, that’s what he’s doing and he has to keep doing that."

"Obviously any kind words are good for the confidence and it’s good that he’s taken notice, the things I’ve improved on," Spooner said, of his Coach's positive remarks. "I worked out in the summertime to make sure that I was prepared…and just being strong, practicing a couple of times a week. Just to see that my hard work paid off is good."

The B's prefer Spooner down the middle in his centerman role because of his dynamic game, but if he keeps performing well and proving he can play a consistent two-way game, he may force their hand to try him on the wing, or entertain moving the versatile Chris Kelly to the wing.

Spooner is obviously open to the idea.

"Definitely [would] take some time for me to adjust," he said, on switching to the wing. "But I’ll do what they want me to do and I’ll do whatever they ask."

Newcomer Johnson Opening Eyes

Since the first preseason game in Montreal, Nick Johnson has established that he has an NHL shot.

Albeit not in the regular season, but his three goals on seven shots (plus multiple scoring chances) through four games showed he has a scoring touch. And his instinct to stick up for Adam McQuaid during 'fight night' against the Caps brought out a nod from the Captain.

"Outstanding job by him, a lot of character, that’s exactly what the identity of this team is," Zdeno Chara said of Johnson. "His approach and his reaction to protect his teammate was outstanding, good for us and great for him."

"He’s in the mix. That much I can tell you; he’s in the mix," Julien said following the OT win over the Caps, who gave the forward credit for the mismatched fight. "It's not how many you win; it's how many you show up for."

With 104 NHL games that included a full season with the Minnesota Wild in 2011-12 (he put up eight goals and 18 assists for 26 points), the 27-year-old is the most experienced forward at the NHL level "in the mix."

Described as a smart and efficient player with strong skating by Chiarelli, Johnson has progressed throughout camp but just sticking to his game.

"You go out there, play, have fun, try to get involved with the team, get to know the guys.  It’s exciting, it’s a lot at stake," he said. "It’s just a fun process. You can’t think about it too much, you just go play right?"

"Every day you’ve got to hard. Every day could be your last, so that’s the way it is and if you can, embrace that for the season."

Caron, Fraser, Lindblad Still in the Mix

The B's have made a number of cuts throughout camp, in addition to those above, fourth year pro Jordan Caron, newcomer Matt Fraser and signed college free agent Matt Lindblad still remain with the big club.

"We’re watching Jordan as well," said Julien, when asked if Caron was still in the mix. "I think you’ve seen him on the power play in front of the net certain games; he’s killed a little bit for us. We need to see his improvement as well. We have to be able to assess him properly and give him the proper chance."

"But there’s no doubt he’s been with us for more years than some of those other guys so you have an idea of what you’ve got but you still have to give him that opportunity and give him that chance to earn himself a spot."

"I think by next week he’ll be one of the guys that we’re going to be talking about whether he stays or goes."

Caron's gritty style shows his ability to battle hard in front of the net and the corners, and help cause turnovers.

"We know what kind of player he is; he just has to go out there and do that," said Julien.

"I’m ready. It’s my fourth year now, and I’m really, really excited for this year coming up," said Caron. "There’s more room on the lineup than the last few years so I want to put my foot down and take the room that there is."

Matt Fraser has moved around lines a bit during camp, first playing with Carl Soderberg and Craig Cunningham, then in game action with Soderberg and Nick Johnson. Next, he played on the wing with Johnson and Ryan Spooner, and in his most recent game, with Spooner and Caron.

While he hasn't had the same consistency at camp as Smith, Fraser has showcased his quick NHL release on a number of occasions; he just has yet to find the back of the net.

"Matt Fraser is known as a real high-end, skilled player and you can see he has really good skills, shoots the puck well, and so does Smith," Julien said earlier in camp.

"Smith’s got more grit to his game, but also goes hard to the net and can shoot the puck well also. So both of those guys I think are great acquisitions."

Matt Lindblad has elevated his game from rookie camp to Boston's camp, and got his chance centering Merlot wingers Daniel Paille and Shawn Thornton against the Caps at TD Garden. He can play on the wing or at his natural center, with a work ethic that could put him on the trajectory for being an "energy guy" and in a Chris Kelly type of role one day.

The first year pro, after finishing up his career at Dartmouth College, brings a high compete level and has started to prove that he can be a viable call-up during the season.

Battle for B's Blueline

While the competition remains heated among the forwards for opening night, the battle on the back end is just as strong.

The blueline battle, though, isn't really full of any surprises.

Three established young defensemen in Dougie Hamilton, Torey Krug and Matt Bartkowski have all proven themselves at the NHL level, even with limited experience; now, it's about consistency moving forward into the regular season.

With Zdeno Chara, Johnny Boychuk, Dennis Seidenberg and Adam McQuaid all locks, it still remains to be seen who will grab the final two spots.

Early on in camp, Chiarelli also pinpointed Kevan Miller and Zach Trotman as standouts in the "newcomer category." Trotman was released from Boston's main camp and joined the P-Bruins but Miller still remains with the big club. With a "tough to play against" stay-at-home style, Miller could end up staying with Boston as a depth defenseman.

While no spot is guaranteed, the greater body of work from the trio of Hamilton, Krug and Bartkowski puts them ahead in the running. And all bring a burst of puck-moving offense to the B's game.

Krug's power play finesse will help his case.

"He’s got good mobility, he sees the ice well and he finds his players pretty good and he shoots the puck well too. He’s certainly one of those guys that I think is going to improve our power play this year and also when you look at him, the way he moves," Julien has said.

Hamilton brings his own offensive mind to the B's man-advantage with his ability to get shots through and proved during the 2012-13 regular season that he can serve as a top-four D-man, having been paired mostly with Chara and Seidenberg.

With Krug and Bartkowski showing confidence and consistency, some might suggest the 20-year-old would do well with time in Providence.

"My goal is to have him in the NHL," said GM Peter Chiarelli.

Making his own case for a full-time roster spot, Bartkowski came into camp, following his postseason showing, in great shape and with an NHL pro's outlook.

"The way things went for him last year with us, finishing up the season with us, he’s coming in with a lot of confidence. I think right now it’s basically his job to lose, as far as being here with our hockey club," said Julien. "He took it seriously enough to come in the best shape ever and right now the confidence that he’s gained throughout the last part of last year playing with us has certainly helped him."

But the crux of the situation still remains, that, right now (barring likely injury call-ups throughout the season), there are three defensemen for two spots.

As such, Julien will remain cautious in his assessment, knowing that they've all proven themselves.

"He’s in a situation now where, as you know, we got at least three young guys that are going to be battling for a regular spot in the lineup and I certainly wouldn’t say he’s going to be in, or out."

----

Whenever Julien has to go through the difficult decision-making process, he and the B's brass know that it's not the end-all, be-all. They'll see all of these players with Boston at some point throughout the season, and it's up to them to embrace their opportunities, as they've done at camp so far.

"It’s pretty exciting because, to me, it just gives us that much more depth of players you know that can play," he said.

"So it’s up to them now to stick and to make their spot. Obviously there is a lot of competition there, but it's pretty exciting because there are going to be a lot of options and a lot of tough decisions when the time comes to make those."

B's Make Three Transactions
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Boston, MA - Boston Bruins General Manager Peter Chiarelli announced today, September 23, the following three transactions: Craig Cunningham and David Warsofsky have been assigned to Providence and Mike Moore will be placed on waivers for the purpose of assignment to Providence.

Chara, Seidenberg Bring the Offense in Fight-Filled 3-2 OT Win over Caps

Monday, 09.23.2013 / 11:24 PM
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BOSTON, MA - Those in attendance at TD Garden got a fight night on Monday in the Bruins' 3-2 overtime preseason win over the Washington Capitals, with four bouts of dropping the gloves fueled by skaters trying to make their clubs' opening night rosters.

Included in that mix was an extended hammering, featuring the bruiser himself, Milan Lucic.

Chris Kelly potted the game-winner, 3:39 into OT, firing the puck into a near-empty net after a shot from Matt Bartkowski deflected right to him, and igniting an already energized game for the crowd.

But the Boston faithful also got to see the Bruins' newly re-worked - and still experimental - power play in effect, with Zdeno Chara trolling the front of the net. The movement resulted in two goals from the Captain on the man-advantage, one with his 6-foot-9 frame parked in front, and another on a rocket from the right circle, as he maneuvered his way down from the point.

Dennis Seidenberg assisted on both, the first Zee goal a tip off No. 44's bomb from the left point, and the second after a passing play with Milan Lucic set up Chara's second, off a 5-on-3.

Albeit in preseason, with penalty kills not necessarily always in their regular season form, it can't be ignored that the new cycling has given the Bruins nine power-play goals (out of 15 total tallies) in five preseason games.

"I think it's big advantage," Seidenberg said postgame, with no pun intended. "I mean, if you look at him, he takes away so much vision from the goalie. It takes every goalie every effort just to look around him. It should leave a big part of the net open, if you're smart about creating shooting lanes and just getting pucks to the net."

"And even on rebounds, he's so strong on the stick and for the most part, he wins the puck battles."

"No matter where it is, I like to compete in those areas," Chara said of the gritty area he likes to control down low and create havoc. "However the coaching staff decides to use me, I’m fine with that. Right now we are trying different looks on the power play."

"Well, obviously it’s been pretty good for us in the preseason, the power play, I think we just need to stay sharp and keep working on it in practice," added Lucic. "Who I think the best thing is our puck movement is a lot better, I think there’s confidence in making those good passes and guys are shooting the puck when they have the opportunity as well."

Seidenberg has shown flashes of his offense, but he doesn't necessarily consider himself one to jump into the play as much as, say, Matt Bartkowski, Dougie Hamilton and Torey Krug.

"The coaches always want us to join and support the rush, but you see all the young guys, Krug jumping up and you want to keep up and show what you can do as well," said the veteran blueliner, more known for his logged minutes, heavy hits and corner battles, and shot-blocking that comes to the forefront during the postseason.

"For whatever reason, it's working right now, so we just need to do it in the regular season as well."

And maybe the 'young guys' are rubbing off on him?

"Yeah, I mean, you always look around and see what the young guys are doing better, or what you can do better," smiled Seidenberg. "And obviously, those guys are very skilled offensively and you want to do the same. You can always work on it."

Fight Night at TD Garden

Preseason games always features players on both benches vying for spots on their teams' opening night roster. Which means, it usually brings out fights, showing the "team-mentality" intangible, that a player is willing to do whatever it takes.

 At 9:46 into the first period, blueliner Kevan Miller dropped the gloves with Aaron Volpatti. While Volpatti got in most of the punches, Miller earned the takedown along the boards.

Next up, Joel Rechlicz challenged Milan Lucic to a bout just six minutes later that lasted more than 40 seconds, with streams of punches being hammered upon one another.

 "I was hoping he was going to go down," Lucic smirked in the locker room postgame. 

 "But [he’s a] big tough kid. I guess, great fight - I’m sure you guys enjoyed it. It’s always nice to get into one, just because it’s been the offseason and not getting into a fight and then having one like that – there’s probably no better way to get back into it."

 "Guys at this point are trying to do whatever they can to make the team and that’s pretty much it."

 "Obviously, there’s a lot of cons to fighting in the preseason. You don’t want to break a hand or get a concussion or anything like that from fighting in the preseason. The pros are you’re showing that no matter what the situation is and no matter what the game is, you’re going to stick up for yourself and your teammates."

 Coach Julien probably said it best postgame.

 "Hockey’s hockey," he remarked, on the preseason fighting. "I know you don’t necessarily like seeing that, but guys are used to playing the game a certain way and preseason is about fine tuning yourself and it was what it was."

 "And I’ll tell you what, that guy had a steel jaw because he wasn’t going down and Looch kept throwing some pretty good punches. It was a fight for men, and people who enjoy that kind of hockey certainly got their money’s worth just on that one alone."

 Rechlicz decided he wasn't done taking on B's just yet, engaging Johnny Boychuk after the blueline stepped up on a Caps D-man (who didn't really miss a beat). Boychuk isn't usually one to drop the gloves (it was he first tussle since 2011-12), but his toughness is never questioned. After Rechlicz went at him, the pair sparred briefly near the Capitals' bench at 7:42 into the second.

Adam McQuaid and Nick Johnson were up next to drop the gloves, almost in simultaneous fashion, with Dane Byers and Michal Cajkovski, to round out three periods of fights.

 "McQuaid just hit [Byers] pretty good and the other guy [Cajkovski] didn’t like it, and it just kind of worked out with McQuaid trying to fight him. When McQuaid was on the ground [after Byers pushed him from behind], I didn’t like that so - just doing what you do right? You protect Quaider when he’s on the ground."

 "I didn’t get the best hold on the guy, he was a little bigger than me, but I’ve fought guys before so it was alright, he didn’t really get me too bad."

 It didn't matter what the end result of the fight had been.

 "Outstanding job by him, a lot of character, that’s exactly what the identity of this team is," said Captain Zee. "His approach and his reaction to protect his teammate was outstanding, good for us and great for him."

Rask to Play Full Game in Saskatoon

Besides the fights and the close end score, the game itself was pretty lopsided, with the B's 38 shots on Braden Holtby and Tuukka Rask only facing 14 shots between the pipes.

He didn't see much pressure, so he'll be looking forward to get another full game in Saskatoon on September 28 against the Winnipeg Jets, in the B's final preseason game.

 "I’m not going to hide that fact that he’s going to play the last game; we have a week before the season starts after that game so it’s important for him to play that game in Saskatoon," said Julien.

 "That’s why you practice too right?" Rask said of the slow night around his crease. "Every game is different, as always. Sometimes you don’t get any shots and today was probably one of the worst-case scenarios for a goalie who likes shots. But it was still a game and you've got to learn how to live with that situation."

 "I feel good out there," he added. Despite only seeing the 14 shots on Monday night, and half a game against the Capitals during the preseason game in Baltimore, Rask is ready.

 "I don’t feel like I have to do a lot of extra stuff. But it’s just being sharp and getting some practice in and, maybe, one good game."

Spooner Battling for Spot on B's Roster

Monday, 09.23.2013 / 5:54 PM
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BostonBruins.com - You can watch Ryan Spooner during practice or in a game. No matter the situation, you'll always notice his speed and slick hands.

If you were sitting above the TD Garden ice during a training camp practice, you would watch him quarterback a power-play unit from the half wall and see the way he weaved in and out of the right faceoff circle, stickhandling, with his head up, quickly registering all of his options, as his other four teammates moved their feet down low, up top, in front of the net. You would see a hint of David Krejci.

Spooner, after all, was the forward recalled from Providence during the 2012-13 season - in his first year pro - on an emergency basis, when Krejci was deemed day-to-day. He suited up on March 19, in Krejci's spot alongside Milan Lucic and Nathan Horton, and impressed Bruins Head Coach Claude Julien enough that he played two nights later, with Rich Peverley as a healthy scratch.

The center had made his NHL debut about a month prior, on February 6, 2013, taking his first-ever NHL shift on the power play, having been called up to the big club with Brad Marchand, Shawn Thornton and Daniel Paille out with injuries.

It appears that Spooner is impressing the B's bench boss yet again.

Twelve days and three preseason games into Boston's training camp, he has been showing why he's established himself as the first centerman to get the call to the big club, in line behind David Krejci, Patrice Bergeron, Chris Kelly and Gregory Campbell. 

(Writer's Note: This story was written before the B's fourth presason game against the Capitals, an eventual 3-2 overtime win in which Spooner followed up with another strong performance, showcasing his NHL speed and firing four shots on goal.)

"He has had a really good camp, and obviously the last three games, in my mind anyway, have been really good," Julien recently told media of Spooner, prior to him playing in his fourth preseason game.

Juilen has been impressed with his improvement, NHL-caliber skating, and ability to be more involved in the play. But, as there's always much discussion of a forward playing center or on the wing, Coach feels Spooner's game is much better suited in the middle.

With Chris Kelly's centerman presence on the third line, and Carl Soderberg making a case that he should have a spot there as well (he had two goals in his first three games to start the 2013-14 preseason), along with wingers Reilly Smith and Nick Johnson, among others, it seems as if Spooner might not be reaching that full-time role yet.

But, things can change.

"Guys, don’t be surprised that we have to make a tough decision down the road," Julien told media. "That tough decision doesn’t necessarily mean sending [Ryan] down; it could be something else."

"We certainly haven’t written that off because he’s played that well. The thing with Ryan now is the ability to sustain that kind of a game, and that’s what he’s got to continue to show."

"That's why I work so hard in the summertime, to be at this point and right now," Spooner said on September 22, of having his sights set on making the Boston roster. "I think I'm playing pretty good. I just have to keep doing that and hopefully things will work out for me."

And he's well aware of that depth down the middle; he's just not worrying about it.

"Since my first year here, they've had pretty much had all of their centerman spots locked up, so I mean, for me, it's just to come in here and make a good impression," said Spooner. "And if I do get sent back down, make sure I'm the first guy getting called up, and make sure that I'm ready for that."

He experienced the two recalls last season and has admitted to his nerves maybe getting the best of him the first time around.

 Now, that has disappeared.

"For the first time since I've been here, I actually feel comfortable on the ice," he said, of coming into training camp for 2013-14. "I'm not really nervous to make plays, just kind of doing things that I do best and if I do that, it's definitely going to help me out."

"I haven't felt nervous on the ice, so I've been able to use my speed, and when I'm able to do that, I can kind of draw some penalties here and there, and get some scoring chances off of that too."

He drew at least two penalties on September 21 in Detroit, one of which saw him streak to the net with that speed, and draw the penalty that led to a Carl Soderberg power-play goal, sealing the 2-0 preseason win.

In 2012-13 with Providence, the B's 2010 draft pick (45th overall) made the transition to the pro game, leading the P-Bruins in scoring with 17-40=57 totals in 59 games. But offense has always come easy to the crafty centerman.

"I think the one area that Ryan has had to improve is his involvement in those areas where you’ve got to battle for pucks – getting in there and battling, or, if he doesn’t have it, the pursuit, and everything else," Julien said, of the growth he's seen from Spooner.

"We’ve really stayed on top of him as far as that’s concerned, to help him through, because everything else is there.  We talked about his speed, his skating ability, his play-making ability, he’s got all those tools to play in this league, and there’s a part of his game that needs to improve, and that’s what’s made him a better player in the last three or so games, that you’re starting to see that."

"So it’s important for him to continue to do those things, and that’s where his involvement from the beginning to now, you’re seeing a different player, because that part of the game is being added to the qualities that he already had."

As a result of those improvements, Spooner has never felt more comfortable in his all-around game.

"When you get into trouble with things, and you try to sit back and just try to not make any mistakes, right? Sometimes, you're going to make mistakes and you've got to go out there - and just play the game that I'm best at

Pregame vs Caps: Battle for Roster Spots Heating Up; Rask Likely to Play Full 60

Monday, 09.23.2013 / 12:18 PM
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BOSTON, MA - We're four games into the preseason, with the fifth on tap tonight at TD Garden, as the Bruins host the Washington Capitals at 7 p.m. (ET).

In preparation, the group of B's playing tonight hit the ice for a morning skate, with the second group of skaters following up with a tough hour-long session.

The last time out against the Caps, the Bruins took the 3-2 shootout win at Baltimore Arena, thanks to Carter Camper's goal in the eighth round of the shootout, and goals from Chris Kelly and Justin Florek.

The B's will be icing a more veteran lineup this time around, especially on the back end, with Zdeno Chara, Johnny Boychuk, Dennis Seidenberg and Adam McQuaid all in the lineup, joined by Matt Bartkowski and Kevan Miller (the pair served as a solid pairing in Providence last season).

The Bruins' lineup will once again feature a host of young forwards vying for spots on the opening night roster with Boston. Four B's in the group are already playing in their fourth game, including Nick Johnson - whose three goals are tied with Iginla for first on the team in scoring - Jordan Caron, Ryan Spooner and Carl Söderberg.

The Caps will be icing a lineup without Alexander Ovechkin, and one that will feature a young group of blueliners.

But, this time of year, a record (even though the B's are 3-1) is not important, and match-ups don't necessarily matter, as we saw when the lineups were mismatched against Detroit at TD Garden (an 8-2 loss the result).

"Well that’s just it - I’m not worried about our record in preseason; I’m worried about the evaluation part," Julien said following the team's pregame skate Monday. "And that’s why you have to see some of those guys that are fighting for jobs and that are trying to make an impression and you give them the opportunity."

"We’ve got some guys that we know are here, and you just want to fine-tune those guys and that’s what we’re doing with a lot of our stable veterans. Right now it’s about having a closer look at these guys and in order to do that you have to give them their chance and they need to play those games in order for us to get a good read on them and for them being able to say they got an opportunity."

"It keeps everyone fresh knowing there’s jobs on the line," said Daniel Paille of the energy of the young competitors. "So I think you get the best out of everyone when they play and it’s definitely a good trend to have for every player to bring."

In addition to the young forwards skating tonight, the Milan Lucic-David Krejc-Jarome Iginla line will get another showing at TD Garden, and Loui Eriksson will have to wait for his home debut.

"I watched the game against Detroit here, you see it's a lot of fans here, a really cool building to play in and I didn't play that game but it was just good for me, sitting up there, watching and the game and see all of the fans cheering," said Eriksson of the Garden experience.

"I'm really looking forward to that," he eagerly added, awaiting the October 3 home opener. "It's been a long summer; [I'll have to] wait until the next game in the regular season, will be much more fun to do that." 

--------------------------------------------------------------------------------

Projected Lines

Milan Lucic-David Krejci-Jarome Iginla

 Jordan Caron-Ryan Spooner-Nick Johnson

 Carl Söderberg-Chris Kelly-Reilly Smith

 Daniel Paille-Matt Lindblad-Shawn Thornton

 D: Zdeno Chara, Johnny Boychuk, Dennis Seidenberg, Adam McQuaid, Matt Bartkowski, Kevan Miller

 G: Tuukka Rask, Niklas Svedberg 

Julien said on Sunday that his goal was to get every goaltender a full game between the pipes, but didn't specify Monday night's starter. Tuukka Rask was the first off the ice at morning skate, indicating that he can be expected to start tonight and get his full 60.

--------------------------------------------------------------------------------

Soderberg-Kelly-Smith Forming Chemistry

Chris Kelly and Reilly Smith have been skating together throughout much of training camp. Julien added Carl Soderberg into the mix on the left wing for Saturday night's game in Detroit, and the forward notched two goals (one on the power play), and the trio will get to skate together again vs Washington.

"A little bit of everything," Julien said, of what he thinks the line brings. "I think Carl [Söderberg] being able to adjust from center to the wing, and Kells [Chris Kelly] is skating much better and [Reilly] Smith is a guy that’s got some grit we have to have a good look at, and he’s played most of the season last year in Dallas so we’re just trying to assess what that could look like."

"So I didn’t mind - obviously that line they scored that goal five on five and Carl scored the power play goal - so that line did its job and I thought at both ends of the ice they were good."

Julien said he'll likely be slotting in Soderberg at center for the two games after tonight, following the experiment with him on the wing. He likes what he's seen so far, but wants to exercise all options for evaluation.

"You have to find out not only whether he can play the wing but also how you feel about him when he’s in the middle if there’s some injuries and you have to move guys around this is the time to work or find out about these things."

Scrimmage Time, More Cuts Made, Roster Decisions "Right Down to the End" for Julien

Sunday, 09.22.2013 / 3:00 PM
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BOSTON, MA - On Sunday afternoon, the Bruins had come off a 2-0 win in Detroit in their fourth preseason game, and Head Coach Claude Julien decided that, in the midst of a long, tiring training camp, his team needed an competitive split-squad scrimmage.

It energized the group, three fourths of which had played in Saturday night's victory over the Red Wings. It was the first time both camp groups had been mixed together on the ice, something indicative of the fact that we're only 11 days away from the B's season opener at TD Garden.

"I think it’ll come right down until the end to make those last few calls because what we’ve got right now, we’ve got a lot of discussions on certain players," Julien told media at TD Garden following the scrimmage.

"We’re getting closer and closer to bringing our roster to what we need it to be. But like I’ve said, we’ve got three games here, we’ve kept enough players to look at those players we need to evaluate for those last spots."

"But the guys that aren’t going to be here, at least we'll have a good idea of what they can bring to us when call-up time comes around during the season. It’s a good opportunity for everybody here, whether it’s guys that are not going to be here and get a chance to play a little bit more and become call-ups or even guys that we need to continue to assess and see where they fit on our hockey club."

There were a few players absent from the scrimmage, and it was soon announced after by GM Peter Chiarelli that the Bruins had released goalie Malcolm Subban from Boston's camp, along with defenseman Zach Trotman and forwards Carter Camper and Justin Florek. All four will join Providence's training camp, which officially kicks off on Monday.

Scrimmage Time: Gold Defeats Black 4-1

As training camp grows longer, and the group gets into the grind, Julien and his coaching staff thought the scrimmage would give their squad a little added life.

"I think we were all a little bit surprised but they keep us on our toes, which is nice. And I thought it went well," said center Chris Kelly, who played in Saturday night's 2-0 win over Detroit.

The scrimmage was two, 25-minute periods, with referees/officials on the ice, and there were plenty of power plays and 4-on-4 action, working on all aspects of the game in a different setting.

"I don’t know about you guys, I find this camp has been pretty long," Julien said, as he spoke with reporters following the scrimmage. Coach remained up in the stands with GM Peter Chairelli, watching his players, as his assistants ran the benches.

"You get to the point where you worked on all the parts of your game that you want to work on, and the best way to get better at it is by putting yourself in game situations, so I thought today’s scrimmage would be good for that reason."

The B's certainly enjoyed it, with the white jerseys (labeled the "Gold Team") coming out on top, 4-1.

Jarome Iginla scored for Gold on the power play from the bottom of the left circle (he loves that spot, eh?), firing in a rebound after David Krejci's shot from the high slot (of course, made possible by Torey Krug walking down into the corner, drawing the D with him, before feeding No. 46).

Gregory Campbell, Jordan Caron and Zdeno Chara all added goals as well, with Big Zee's coming on a one-timer, as Krug penetrated the left side and hit the Captain with a feed in the high slot.

"It's a long camp, especially compared to last year," said newcomer this season, winger Nick Johnson, who has put himself on the radar of B's fans and media so far this camp, with three goals in his three preseason games.

"Good, clean competition; everyone was playing quick, fast, not too many hits or anything," he added, of the spirited scrimmage. "Well, other than Chara," he laughed. Big Zee gave Reilly Smith a little taste of his force when he decided to check the young winger into his opposing team's bench.

"Other than that, it was just good to try to do things out there; it's fun when you play against your friends."

Loui Eriksson scored the only goal for the squad in black jerseys, whipping in a shot from the slot.

"He’s a smart player; when you look at him you look at a guy who’s very reliable, and I think that’s where I see Loui, and I think the more comfortable he’s going to be, the more you’re going to see him produce and help," said Julien, of Eriksson getting comfortable with the B's and his new linemates, Patrice Bergeron and Brad Marchand.

"You saw that goal today, that line scored; I think it’s the kind of goals more from that line."

Carl Söderberg also continued his scoring touch, adding a shootout goal at the end of the scrimmage to his two tallies in Saturday night's win.

"Oh yeah, Carl, the Big Swede is hot," joked Kelly, who was his centerman in the victory. "It's good, it's good to see Carl feeling confident, feeling good, and hopefully that continues."

White/Gold Team Lineup

Black Team Lineup

Next Game: Capitals @ Bruins at TD Garden 9/23

The Bruins host the Washington Capitals in their next preseason game on Monday, September 23, at TD Garden. The game will be broadcast locally on NESN, and on NHL Network, along with radio via 98.5 The Sports Hub. On Twitter, @NHLBruins will have live updates.

Boston is 3-1 this preseason and last took a 3-2 shootout win from the Capitals in the "Baltimore Hockey Classic" on September 17.

Niklas Svedberg earned the win, playing the second half of the game and the shootout between the pipes, with Tuukka Rask having playing the first half.

One of those two netminders will be playing a full game in goal on Monday against the Caps.

"Every goaltender is getting a chance to play a full game here," confirmed Julien.

B's Make Four Roster Transactions

Sunday, 09.22.2013 / 1:40 PM / News 
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BOSTON, MA - Bruins General Manager Peter Chiarelli announced today, September 22, the following four players have been released from the Boston Bruins training camp and will join the Providence Bruins training camp: Carter Camper, Justin Florek, Malcolm Subban, Zach Trotman.

Chad Johnson Proving He's Ready for Consistent NHL Backup Role

Sunday, 09.22.2013 / 10:48 AM

By Caryn Switaj - BostonBruins.com / Bruins Blog 
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BostonBruins.com - Goaltender Chad Johnson didn't have the best showing in Montreal, in the Bruins' first preseason game. He let in three goals off eight shots, splitting the game with Malcolm Subban in an eventual 6-3 B's win.

But that didn't stop him from following up his next outing, a full-60 between the pipes in Detroit, with a 2-0 shutout, stopping all 18 shots he faced from the Red Wings in the process.

"Half a game doesn't make a career, right? Either way. So he had a chance to redeem himself here," B's Head Coach Claude Julien said following the victory.

"Although we played well in front of him, there was a lot of tough shots, a lot of traffic, a lot of screens….he played well, he made the saves that he had to make and he was much better."

"Felt pretty good. It was a better game to get settled into. Obviously it was only the second exhibition game so there's still some adjusting, looking at the game," Johnson told a handful of reporters after his shutout, his first - albeit in preseason - in the spoked-B. "But it was a good turnout in the end."

Prior to the game, Johnson said said he was focusing on having a "short memory," one of the best assets for a goaltender.

That short memory may prove true after both losses and wins, but the netminder was pleased with the sharper performance.

"For the most part, for myself, I already know that I can play," he said. "So it's not really proving to myself that I can do it; I think it's proving to even you guys and proving to the organization that I can compete at this level."

"Obviously, the first game wasn't very good but again, it's exhibition. The real test is always in the season. Obviously I didn't play well in Montreal and played well [Saturday night] but again, you know, they know what I can do. So I think these exhibition games are just building blocks for the season."

The netminder has 10 games of NHL experience with the Phoenix Coyotes and New York Rangers (where his teammates called him 'Ocho'), through which he earned a 1.97 goals-against average and .929 save percentage. Having spent four seasons in the AHL, with 170 games played and a .909 save percentage, Johnson is eager to prove himself with Boston.

"I don't think I've established myself at all as an NHL goalie," Johnson had been pretty quick and honest to say a few weeks ago, when he first arrived to Boston for training camp. "I think it takes quite a few years to do that, and I think you always have to prove yourself, even if you've been in this league for five or 10 years, it doesn't really matter, so for me, this is definitely my opportunity to get my foot in the door and I hope to take advantage of it."

"Getting an opportunity to be in the league and come in and actually compete for a back-up spot, and for me, it was just an advantage being part of a contending team," he had added, of his choice to sign as a free agent with Boston back on July 5. "

"I think every player in this league wants to be part of a winning team and have the chance to be there at the end, and this is it right here."

After one and a half preseason games suiting up with Boston, Johnson knows there's still a ways to go, but he's not shying away from the fact that there's competition for the backup role behind Tuukka Rask, with 2012-13 AHL Goalie of the Year Niklas Svedberg also vying for the spot with the big club.

"I think I just want to prepare for the season. I think if you focus too much on just the competing part, you start worrying about what he's doing and you forget about what you'r supposed to do yourself," said Johnson. "So, again, for me, it's just having good exhibition games, working on my fundamentals in the game, and my focus."

"And obviously, I want to have good outings and show well but for myself, I know what I can do in the regular season and again, it's just the building block of the exhibition to the season."

Söderberg Scores Twice, as Bruins Pick Up Preseason Win in Detroit

Sunday, 09.22.2013 / 12:04 AM
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DETROIT, MI - It only took Carl Söderberg a minute and 45 seconds to pot his first two goals wearing the spoked-B, giving the the Bruins all they need to take a 2-0 win from the Detroit Red Wings at Joe Louis Arena on Saturday night.

The game-winner came with 1:04 left in the second period. When his centerman for the night, Chris Kelly, pounced on a puck between the bluelines and sent it into the zone, Söderberg drove towards the net. A lucky bounce off the end boards (the ones at 'The Joe' known to be more active than other arenas) landed right on his tape at the left circle.

A simple fire into the near-empty net behind Wings' netminder Jonas Gustavsson gave him his first in Black & Gold.

Söderberg's next tally came just 41 seconds into the third, on the man-advantage, as he manned the "net walk" position in front. Loui Eriksson sent a feed from the half wall up to Dennis Seidenberg at the point, who blasted one on goal. With Patrice Bergeron also camped at the top of the crease, Söderberg banged home the rebound.

And, combined with Chad Johnson's 18 stops at the other end in the shutout, it was all the Bruins needed.

"Yeah, that's the way I scored a lot in Sweden last year, good on the rebounds and in front of the net," Söderberg remarked to reporters, as he sat in Detroit's visiting team locker room following the win. "So, felt good to score, too."

 Having Soderberg in the "net walk" position on the power play, in front of the opposing goaltender, is something B's Head Coach Claude Julien has been experimenting with during training camp and the preseason games. It's a part of his game he showcases whenever he's on the ice.

"That’s one thing, goal line, he can be really good at taking pucks to the net he can also be a good big net front presence but he can also make plays from down low as well," Julien said earlier in camp. "He’s a pretty good playmaker. That’s the one thing that he can do and he’s not afraid to go to the front of the net either."

Söderberg was playing the wing in Detroit, with Kelly as his center and Reilly Smith as his right winger. A natural center, he's been in that position all throughout training camp and in his first two preseason games prior to Saturday night in Detroit. Though, he was mostly slotted in on the wing when he played his two postseason - and six regular season - games with Boston last season.

The gritty line played well together. The ended the night a combined plus-3, with six shots. Kelly logged 15:26 in ice time, earned the assist on Söderberg's first tally, registered a takeaway and was nearly 50 percent on the faceoff dot. Smith started the night firing two shots on goal, and giving the B's an early spark.

All three are technically "competing" for spots on the opening night roster, though Kelly is a mainstay and Söderberg is primed for a third-line role, which requires dependability, with a gritty, defensive game first, and the ability to add secondary scoring.

"It was good. They seemed to be pretty reliable as a line," said Julien, of the first time the three forwards skated together in a game. "And so, it's again, just to look at them as a threesome and get some other looks here as we move forward, I liked that line."

The ongoing decision-making process led to Julien and the B's brass getting a look at Söderberg on the wing Saturday night; and the experiment paid off.

"He got a power play goal and again, he's known for his scoring, and I think we need some scoring from the wings, so it was an opportunity to see him there again," said Julien.

"We used him there a little bit last year, but he's come in, in better shape, more confident and everything else so it was an opportunity to put that line together and see what they can do."

"Maybe right now he’s the guy we collectively see on the wing," B's General Manager Peter Chiarelli had said of the Sweden native, a few days into training camp and prior to the games kicking off. "I see the way that he’s beaten D in practice going wide, big, strong on the puck. That’s, for me, a prototypical winger trait. So he’s got the power forward traits to his game so, we’ll see how these next games progress with him."

Söderberg came into training camp stronger and leaner, shedding about seven to eight pounds, showcasing a quicker step, while still being that "heavy player" who can recover and protect the puck well. He carried that into his game against the Wings.

"Yeah, I felt very comfortable from the start today," he said, of his winger role in the 2-0 win. "Kells did a really good job as a centerman, as always. and I just fit in there on the left wing, and I felt comfortable."

Smith has a gritty component to his game that matches Kelly and Söderberg, a "jam" as Julien would call it, to make things happen at both ends of the ice. While nothing is "set in stone" heading into the regular season, it was a great opportunity for the three forwards to mesh, and help the B's come out on the winning end.

"I love playing with them," he smiled. "I love to play hockey, so I just want to have some fun here and work as hard as I can and we'll see."

"Playing on the third line with Kells and Smith, our role first is to play solid defense and not having any goals against, so we played a good game and had some scoring chances as well, so it was a good game."

Patrice Bergeron Glad to "Get That First One Out of the Way"

Saturday, 09.21.2013 / 11:05 PM
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DETROIT, MI - As the Bruins skated off the ice at Joe Louis Arena on Saturday night, the scoreboard read 2-0, thanks to Carl Söderberg's first two goals wearing the spoked-B.

But another highlight of the win was the fact that Patrice Bergeron was one of those B's skating off the ice following a postgame huddle in celebration that gave Boston a 3-1 preseason record.

The alternate captain played in his first game back from the injuries he sustained during the Stanley Cup Final - broken rib, torn cartilage, collapsed lung, separated - all which caused him to take a forced 4-5 week rest before even beginning his offseason training.

"Felt pretty good and feeling good now, too, so good to get that first one out of the way and now I can move forward," Bergeron told a handful of reporters, as he stood in the visiting locker room in Detroit.

Bergeron finished with 16:05 in ice time, including 1:43 on the power play, 59 seconds helping the B's kill their three penalties, and taking 19 shifts in the process.

Early in the first period, he made his presence felt, sending an errant elbow towards Detroit defenseman Brendan Smith (Reilly's brother), with the pair squaring up and going helmet to helmet.

It caused Bergeron to be sent to the penalty box for his team's first two PIM of the night, but it came following battling along the boards and in the corner.

He didn't shy away from battling in front of the net, either, crashing the crease on the man-advantage early in the third period, helping cause the havoc that led to Söderberg's second score.

"It was more the corners and battles in front, trying to reach out for pucks and stuff like that," the centerman said, of what he felt his biggest test would be in game action.

"Faceoffs, I've done a couple in practice with the other centers and felt good, so I wasn't necessarily worried about it, so it was more of the battles."

Bergeron was 62 percent on the faceoff dot, winning 13 of his 21 draws. He had an 80-percent winning percentage in the offensive zone. Only Detroit's top-line center Stephen Weiss took more faceoffs (24).

"Actually, felt pretty good," he said, of not being affected in the faceoff circle. Bergeron had to limit his core work in the summer, as the area around his rib healed. There seems to be no rust there, as he continues to work with the training staff to build that strength.

"Overall, I felt good, pretty happy with it."

It also felt good for Bergeron to be finally playing in game situations with his new right winger, Loui Eriksson.

"He’s obviously a very smart player and I don’t need to talk about the chemistry with Marchy because we’ve had that for quite a while now," remarked Bergeron, of his trio, whom the center has predicted will "do great things" on the forecheck.

"I thought the three of us on the forecheck were really good and caused some turnovers. We just need to, I guess finish the plays. I hit the crossbar on one of the plays and a couple other plays in front, the puck was loose but we just couldn’t get it, but still I thought our battle around the net was pretty good."

The line combined for four shots (and a crossbar). Marchand easily looked more comfortable with his usual pivot, and Eriksson was able "to be seen a little bit more," as Coach Julien put it.

The winger was certainly seen when he had a takeaway in the right corner behind the Wings' net during the second period, and immediately ziplined a cross-ice pass to Johnny Boychuk at the point.

"Bergy makes a big difference, he brings something to the line he's with and we got a better idea of that line," said Julien, who made sure to acknowledge that it wasn't just that trio's compete level - that it was a great effort from everyone on the ice in the win.

"Overall, I mean, it’s the first game but we have to keep improving and keep communicating," Bergeron said of the chemistry with his line moving forward. "And things will keep getting better."

And he'll likely be glad to field reporter questions about that development in the future.

But just how happy is he that he doesn't have to answer injury questions anymore?

"It's great," he gave a slight smile. "Obviously, it's in the past. I can move forward and look forward."

Pregame vs Detroit: Bergeron In, Competition Heating Up 

Saturday, 09.21.2013 / 2:01 PM
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BOSTON, MA - The Bruins hit the ice at TD Garden Saturday morning for a pregame practice, before the travel group heads to Detroit for the 7:00 p.m. (ET) match-up with the Red Wings at Joe Louis Arena.

(The game is not being broadcast locally in the Boston market. Live stats and updates will be available via Twitter @NHLBruins ^CS.)

Patrice Bergeron is set to play in his first preseason game of 2013-14.

"It was not an issue of him not being able to take [contact]; it was an issue of him getting through the little bit he had left," B's Head Coach Claude Julien told reporters Saturday morning before heading to Detroit, of what was holding Bergeron back.

From the first day of training camp, the centerman was involved in all the drills, including battling and contact.

"You know, he kept saying 'I’m 95% ready.' Well, I think the 5% was probably his mind making sure he really felt good and he could take hits and everything else."

"He’s at that stage now where he feels he’s ready to play. We did the same thing with Gregory [Campbell]; both those guys at the beginning of camp, we seemed to be looking at them maybe playing the last few games before the season started but they’re ahead of schedule and our medical staff doesn’t feel any need to hold them back."

"He might not be in game condition but that’s why we have those exhibition games," Julien added (and Bergeron would agree that getting into games is the best next step in his recovery).

"In practice, he looks good, he’s skating, shooting the puck well and everything else. It’s a matter now of him finding his game in the game itself and with his teammates."

Those teammates are looking forward to helping him do just that.

"I’m sure it was a busy summer for him, not only did he get married, but he also had to heal up from last year and he looks good out there," said fellow center and alternate captain, Chris Kelly.

"And I’m sure he’s anxious to get going."

--------------------------------------------------------------------------------

Projected Lines

Marchand-Bergeron-Eriksson

 Johnson-Spooner-Fraser

 Smith-Kelly-Söderberg

 Caron-Campbell-Lindblad   

 On D, Dennis Seidenberg and Dougie Hamilton will likely be paired together. The other four rotated throughout morning skate: Torey Krug, Johnny Boychuk, Kevan Miller and Mike Moore.

 Starter: Chad Johnson 

 Backup: Niklas Svedberg

--------------------------------------------------------------------------------

Marchand-Bergeron-Eriksson

Coach Julien admitted it was tough to assess Brad Marchand and Loui Eriksson's games in Baltimore against the Washington Capitals without Bergeron making the trip and centering the wingers. Marchand said he does feel a little bit lost out there without his usual pivot. The difficult ice conditions didn't help.

Now, Julien is looking forward to finally seeing the trio in action.

"Just to kind of let them play and kind of find that chemistry," Julien said, of what he'll be watching for tonight.

"If there’s anything I’ve kind of told them, at times, I found them trying to over-pass, always trying to make that extra pass, and they have to get over that."

"I think they’re all trying to be nice to each other right now but at the same time, they want to get a feel of each other so I get that part of it."

"They have to be efficient and when it’s time to shoot they have to shoot. And that chemistry will come with playing games."

Correcting Mistakes vs Detroit

It's tough to call it a "rematch," as both squads will be icing fairly different lineups than the Wings' 8-2 win over the Bruins on Thursday night at TD Garden.

But, still, it serves as an opportunity to put the learning from the 8-2 stinger to good use.

"I think execution needs to be better," said Chris Kelly. "They’re a good hockey team regardless of who’s in their lineup; they have an extremely deep team. I think just managing the puck a little better and mingling and just being in a better position throughout the course of the game will definitely help."

Torey Krug, one of the B's who played on Thursday against Detroit, knows exactly what needs to be improved for the second go-round.

"I think one thing we really look at is our compete level, especially from a defensive side of the puck, closing down on gaps early, taking away their time and space," said the blueliner. "I think we were a little hesitant. We let them do too much with the puck and they had way too much time to do things with the puck. It all stems from compete level and that’s one thing that coach kind of mentioned to the guys on the ice [in practice Friday] and we concentrated on."

Embracing Competition

This is the first game we'll see all of the players frequently being mentioned in the heated competition for the "bottom six" on opening night.

"I think good competition is what we want and you try to talk to them and give them some advice, and go out there and play their game," said Kelly.

"They’re all good players and they all bring different aspects of the game so it should be exciting for them."

"It kind of gives you an indication - we’re really looking at those guys and making sure we have a clear read on what they can bring to our hockey club," said Julien.

"As we get closer to the end, we’re going to have to start making decisions so it’s important that we have all those guys in there and give them a chance to showcase what they can bring to our hockey club."

"You want to give them that opportunity because they’ve earned it and they deserve it and for our sake, we need to make the right decisions. And the only way to make the right decisions is by watching them play more."

Johnson Between the Pipes

Chad Johnson is expected to play his first full game tonight between the pipes. His first half-game outing in Montreal saw him let in three goals on eight shots (B's ended up winning 6-3), so he's been looking forward to another opportunity since that night.

"Absolutely; this is what training camp is for," said Julien, of giving Johnson the chance. "As much as Malcolm was really good in Montreal, he was actually not bad, he had some weak goals the other night but that’s what happens in camp."

"So just because he may not have been at his best in Montreal doesn’t mean he’s not going to be really good tonight. So we have to have a look at those guys as well because we’ll have a decision to make when it comes to our backup."

"Obviously there’s a young goaltender that probably needs to play, we know that, but there’s two other guys there that are really battling hard to earn that second spot."

Homecoming for Krug

Tonight at The Joe marks Torey Krug's first time ever playing in his 'hometown.' The Michigan native is from Livonia, about 20 minutes outside Detroit.

Boston will see Detroit much more throughout the season, now that the Red Wings have switched to the Eastern Conference and are joining the B's in the new Atlantic Division.

"I’m looking forward to it; it’s going to be great," said Krug. "They’ve always had a great hockey team since I was born; grew up watching them win Stanley Cups. They’re a great hockey team that people can use as a gauge to see where they’re at."

"We are similar in that we expect to win the Stanley Cup every year and I think they do too. That’s what makes both organizations great. So it’s definitely going to be a good rivalry and I’m looking forward to being a part of it."
Bruins Make Next Round of Camp Cuts
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Bruins General Manager Peter Chiarelli announced the next round of cuts from Boston's training camp on Friday afternoon, releasing the following nine players:

FORWARDS: Anthony Camara, Alex Fallstrom, Rob Flick, Seth Griffith, Alexander Khokhlachev, Jared Knight

DEFENSEMEN: Chris Casto, Tommy Cross, Joe Morrow

All nine players will join the Providence Bruins training camp, which begins on Monday in North Smithfield, Rhode Island. They join six other players who were first cut from Boston's main camp on Wednesday, September 18. Included in that group was Scott Campbell, Jack Downing, Steven Spinell and Ben Youds (all invites to Boston's training camp), along with Tyler Randell and netminder Adam Morrison.

 Campbell, Spinell, Youds, Randell, Griffith and Morrison did not get into any preseason games before being released. GM Peter Chairelli expressed that it was tough not to give them that opporunity, though they were able to evaluate them during practices. 

 A total of 15 players have now been cut from the initial 51-player camp roster. The B's have played in three of their seven preseason games, with the next one slated for Saturday, September 21, in Detroit.  

 "We’re not there yet, where we're close to our whole team," Head Coach Claude Julien said on Friday, acknowledging that another round of players were going to be released, but also stressing that the club will still be putting a mix of veterans and young players in their preseason lineups. 

 "We’ve still got to look at some players, but there are a little bit more [veterans] going in all of the time and so that’s what it's going to be for [Saturday]."

 Here's the group of 36 players who still remain with the big club (22 forwards, 11 defensemen, 4 goalies): 

FORWARDS: Patrice Bergeron, Gregory Campbell, Carter Camper, Jordan Caron, Craig Cunningham, Loui Eriksson, Justin Florek, Matt Fraser, Jarome Iginla, Nick Johnson, Chris Kelly, David Krejci, Matt Lindblad, Milan Lucic, Brad Marchand, Daniel Paille, Bobby Robins, Reilly Smith, Carl Söderberg, Ryan Spooner, Shawn Thornton

DEFENSEMEN: Johnny Boychuk, Matt Bartkowski, Zdeno Chara, Dougie Hamilton, Torey Krug, Adam McQuaid, Kevan Miller, Mike Moore, Dennis Seidenberg, Zach Trotman, David Warsofsky

GOALTENDERS: Chad Johnson, Tuukka Rask, Malcolm Subban, Niklas Svedberg

Preseason Evalutation Tool

Bruins GM Peter Chiarelli and his management team meet with the players before they're released. For the past week, the B's brass has evaluted them during physical testing, practices and games, and they use that as a development tool down the road, assessing the organization's depth.

 "We have to look at players and kind of see who’s ready for this level, and who’s close to it anyways, and there’s going to be some injuries, there’s going to be some call-ups, so you look at some of these players," said Julien.

 "And not only that, but during the season, sometimes you make trades and you’ve got to bring some guys up and there’s all kinds of things that can happen."

 "You saw this year with the cap issues. We had to move some guys and we got some guys back but it’s still opened some spots for others. You’ve got to make sure you have a good read on all of you’re players in your organization, who are deserving of being looked at and ready with the experience and what they’ve accomplished."
Patrice Bergeron to Play in Detroit Saturday
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BOSTON, MA - There will be a welcome addition to the Bruins' lineup for Saturday's night match-up in Detroit against the Red Wings, with Patrice Bergeron expected to play in his first preseason game of 2013-14.

"Yeah, Bergy’s going to play tomorrow," B's Head Coach Claude Julien confirmed to reporters following Friday's practice sessions at TD Garden. "Who’s got the tweets going?" he jested.

Bergeron's return to game action has been much anticipated ever since he stood with media in the locker room after the Cup Final and gave out a laundry list of injuries he played through that included a broken rib, torn cartilage, collapsed lung and separated shoulder.

With Boston's training camp split into two groups, Bergeron's crew has already played in one preseason game, when they faced the Washington Capitals at Baltimore Arena on Tuesday night. The centerman did not make the trip, as a precaution.

Both Bergeron and Gregory Campbell spent extra time testing each other with 1-on-1 battling on Tuesday. Talking with the training staff about managing any pain was the next step before being ready to play. He didn't want to push it too fast.

"Playing games is always the answer you need and that’s the only way you can feel better, feel more comfortable - in your game shape," Bergeron said after his battling drills with Campbell.

"The game is always the last and final answer; you need some games to feel better."

Campbell returned to game action on Thursday night at TD Garden. Now, Bergeron will get his chance in Detroit.

The centerman will also get the opportunity to play alongside right winger Loui Eriksson for the first time in game action. The trio of Bergeron, Eriksson and Brad Marchand has been on a line together throughout all of training camp; they're looking forward to finally getting into game situations.

"It's getting better and better every day, it feels like," Eriksson said of playing with Bergeron and Marchand. "We need some games and that's when you get a good feeling of where you're at and you learn to play with each other, too, but it's been good so far."

"He's a really good player to play with," he added, of getting a chance to have Bergeron as his centerman. "It's going to be nice to get some games with him too, and see what we can do out there. That's how we work on things."

Without Bergeron in the lineup on Tuesday (Alexander Khohklachev slotted in at center), it was tough to assess the line, with just Marchand and Eriksson, though the pair is certainly forming chemistry among each other as well.

"Yeah, it’s definitely a lot different. He’s such a big asset to our team and sometimes when he’s not out there with me a I do feel a little lost," admitted Marchand, of his pivot.

"I’m so used to playing with him. But you realize all the little things he does on the ice that makes him such a good player. You definitely miss him every second he’s not out there."
Campbell Moving Forward as He Returns to Game Action
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BostonBruins.com - If we want to label a "bright spot" in the 8-2 loss to Detroit in the B's third preseason game on Thursday night at TD Garden, it was the return of Gregory Campbell, playing in his first game since breaking his right leg on June 5 during the Eastern Conference Final.

Campbell, who hardly feels discomfort near his right ankle now, with screws and a plate inserted during the surgery, and a new pair of skates to ease the pain, has said the mental aspect is now the hardest to overcome.

That, the next step was just moving forward and playing. He got that opportunity Thursday night and, as expected, when he hit the ice for his first shift of the game, the 16,000-plus on hand gave him a cheer of acknowledgment.

"Of course, I'm extremely appreciative of the support from the fans," Campbell said following the game, of the reaction.

"I want to play hard for them and for the city and the organization and their a passionate group, they know their hockey, so it was very nice to hear that."

Captain Zdeno Chara had been anxious for his teammate's return as well.

“Obviously a tough end of the playoffs for him - we all missed him, he’s such a great teammate," Zee told me before the game. "He recovered so well and he worked so hard to be back so he wouldn’t have to miss any games or time from the beginning of the season, and he did a tremendous job to be able to be in great shape. He’s such an important part for our team; it’s hard to replace guys like that.”

Campbell logged 12:17 in ice time in his first game back, including 3:49 on the penalty kill. He registered two shots on goal in the outing, was credited with a takeaway and won 55-percent of his draws.

"He’s fine. I think he skated well [Thursday night]," said Bruins Head Coach Claude Julien. "It’s his first game back and obviously get the cob webs out of the way and, unfortunately, it wasn’t the best outing for our team to come back but he was fine, he felt good, and I thought he skated well."

"Well, you like to be on the winning side of things, of course," said Campbell. "But, you know, as far as my body goes, I felt pretty good. I was far from perfect but I think there's a foundation there to build on and I didn't necessarily feel out of place."

"It's been a long couple of months, so just very grateful to be back out on the ice."

 And now, Campbell is looking forward to moving on into the season, and putting the injury behind him - even if he is appreciative of all the support.

 "Definitely well-deserving with what he was doing, but you know him," Paille told me, of his teammate and good friend. "He just wants to kind of leave it be and play the game, so hopefully [the attention] doesn't go too long for him so he can just focus on playing."
Bruins: We Left Malcolm Out to Dry
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BOSTON, MA - Following Boston's 8-2 preseason loss to the Detroit Red Wings at TD Garden on Thursday night, a slew of Bruins around the room were feeling like they left Malcolm Subban out "high and dry."

Eight goals off 28 shots against the 19-year-old, who was starting his first game between the pipes in the spoked-B. The young netminder had stopped all 12 shots he faced in Montreal in Monday night's 6-3 win over the Habs.

He admitted he didn't face too much pressure in that game; he got that tonight, and not just in the form of four shots each from Henrik Zetterberg and Justin Abdelkader. Subban stayed in the entire game, powering through a tough outing.

"We didn’t help him out, that’s for sure and you can’t blame him for tonight’s loss," Captain Zdeno Chara was pretty quick to say postgame in the B's locker room.

"We made some mistakes out there and you have to expect that, but as far as the coaching staff, the demands that they have on us as players are pretty simple and they want us to compete," said Gregory Campbell, playing in his first game since breaking his leg on June 5 during the Eastern Conference Final.

"Malcolm, he made some good saves tonight. He's a young kid and that's a really good team over there with some young players and I think the onus is on us to help him out a little bit more."

"It's a tough atmosphere; they had a pretty good lineup dressed and a lot of power plays, and he made some good saves," added Campbell. "He made a lot of good first saves and he competed til the end. I know that I'm sure he's disappointed but us players have to do a lot better job in front of him and support him."

"He's a young kid, a competitive kid, and extremely talented so, I look at ourselves and what we could have done better to help him out."

The B's skaters felt they could have had better positioning, less hesitation and more urgency to their game. When the Bruins were passive for even a second, the Wings took advantage, jumping out to a 4-0 lead and scoring a majority of their goals from banging at rebounds in front, two on the power play and one breakaway from Datsyuk to cap it off.

"We were just a little hesitant reacting to what they were doing, passing, or tight gaps or anything like that and they’re pretty good with the puck so they move it quickly, so if we’re hesitant getting to our spots they capitalize on it," said blueliner Matt Bartkowski, whose offensive-minded setup on Jarome Iginla's third goal of the preseason was obviously overshadowed by the wide-open loss.

"Just identifying your guy and then picking him up and playing him hard; we’ve just got to bare down on those guys. You can’t fault [Malcolm] for anything tonight," added Bartkowski. "If it was his first game or his 50th, it really doesn’t matter. We left him out to dry."

With just about a week gone in training game and four preseason games on tap, the varied lineups from game to game serve as an evaluation tool for coaches. And sometimes, the lineups don't necessarily match up.

Boston and Detroit both boasted their tops lines, with Milan Lucic, David Krejci and Jarome Iginla for the Bruins, and Henrik Zetterberg playing with Pavel Datsyuk and Justin Abdelkader.

Besides Campbell, Chara, Daniel Paille and Adam McQuaid, there weren't other "vets" on the B's squad.

"This is preseason and with all those things we saw tonight we chose to put that lineup together and obviously the lineups, and even talking to Mike Babcock there after the game, it wasn’t that great for him either because the lineups weren’t the same," B's Head Coach Claude Julien told reporters following the game.

"You [want to] look at the experienced players versus the experienced players. But he has to do what he has to do and we have to do what we have to do. We have to see some players, we have to be able to evaluate, make some decisions."

"So it’s okay, these games don’t count. When the season starts, that’s when you start worrying about these kind of games," added Julien. "But, right now, we have to see players and we’re going to continue to do that and that’s the way we evaluate around here."

Even if the situations and opponents vary from game to game during the preseason, the B's still hold themselves to a much better effort than the one displayed Thursday night.

"There was just too much hesitation in our game and not enough excitement and the competing level was not there," said Chara. "We ended up being out of position and just forcing plays."

"And as a veteran player, no matter if it's a preseason game or a regular season game, I think that standard has to be a bit higher," added Campbell.

"Having said that, it was the third game as a team and there's plenty to build on."

Subban Fights Through It

It was 4-0 after the first, but Coach Julien only felt Subban had let in one "bad goal," the fourth one, which happened with an extremely tired five-man unit in front of him that had been on for an extended shift. Danny DeKeyser found his way down through the left faceoff circle, and cut in near the goal line, throwing an off-angle shot towards Subban that beat the netimder short side, between his right arm and the post.

It was only 4-1 after the second, after Iginla scored his third of the preseason. The Red Wings then broke it open in the third, scoring four goals, including three in about a 1:30 span. Nick Johnson also scored his third in two preseason games (a nifty deke to the backhand, top shelf), but the B's saw this one get away from them. 

"We’ve talked to him already. I think it was a decision that was made after the second period; he had only given up one bad goal at that point. I thought the fourth goal was one that he could have had. And after that, the fifth and probably the seventh one are three of the goals, the seventh one he gave up with about six minutes left," said Julien, of his decision making.

"So, although he had given up a bad goal in the second, we wanted him to fight through it."

"This is a good learning thing for a goaltender to see this is what he’s going to be facing, he has to fight through those situations but at the same time, by the time I would have pulled him out with six minutes left I didn’t think it was necessarily the right time to put a real cold goaltender in that’s due to play the next game and get him injured," Coach added of his likely plan to put Chad Johnson in on Saturday in Detroit.

"So it was one of those nights that, unfortunately, I think our guys in front of him certainly left him out to dry a little bit. I thought we made some real bad mistakes. Even some of those goals in screens and tip-ins and loose pucks around the net, and a breakaway on that last goal. So it’s easy to point the finger at him but, if anything, I think we all have to take the blame for that and that’s for leaving him out to dry."

For the young netminder, the "learning experience" will mean that his expectations will only be higher of himself, and a platform to raise his game.

"He competes; he works hard at practice and he’s got a lot of quickness in obviously his arms and legs," said Chara, of what he's noticed development-wise from Subban during training camp. (His quick reflexes were pretty apparent on numerous occasions throughout the game.)

"They’re a good team and it can only get better from here," said Subban. "I’m not looking at it that way, I’m looking at it in a positive way. It’s probably a good thing now I can be more focused, obviously and start the game better."

"I've got to be better the next opportunity I get."

Takeaways

Preseason games are for working through the kinks. They're also an evaluation tool, with 46 players still at the B's camp.

 "I think you got a pretty good idea of who can play against teams like that and guys that aren’t quite ready yet," said Coach Julien, of his takeaways from the night. "At the same time, I didn’t think we played extremely well tonight. We were far from that. Our execution certainly wasn’t the way it has been the first two games. So it was a rough night for us tonight and goals kept mounting up and eventually you kind of get pushed out of the game." 

- Nick Johnson in the Running: Along with Jarome Iginla scoring his third goal of the preseason (after Matt Bartkowski showcased his skating ability and knack for jumping up into the play), winger Nick Johnson also scored his third in two games.

 "We’re always looking for depth players - again, there’s some spots open and right now he’s created a good battle for some of those open spots," said Julien, of Johnson.

 GM Peter Chiarelli noted this week that Johnson is "definitely in the mix" for that spot, along with a slew of other forwards vying for the opening night spot.

 "He’s scored a couple of goals; [scored two] in Montreal, he’s got another one tonight, two goals in three games. Not bad for a guy that came in that not too many people knew about."

- Torey Krug Drops the Gloves: It may only be the preseason, but who doesn't love a good droppin of the gloves? I had spoken to Torey Krug recently about the physicality of his usual D partner, Adam McQuaid, and joked that maybe that could rub off on him a bit.

 The blueliner's grit came out, when late in the second period, he likely decided with his team trailing 4-1, he needed to help give them a spark heading into the final frame. The defenseman got in Dave McIntyre's face, the gloves come off and a few punches were thrown near the boards, with Krug landed the heavier blows and earning the takedown.

 It brought out a hefty "Kruuuuuug" chant from the 16,000+ on hand at TD Garden, and sounded much louder than his first-ever chant during the postseason, that started when he notched his fourth playoff goal in five games. Guess that's what dropping the gloves does around here...
Campbell, Chara in Lineup vs Wings; Subban to Start in Goal
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BOSTON, MA - It's gameday again at TD Garden, with the Bruins set to host the Detroit Red Wings in their third preseason game (their first in the confines of home) at 7:00 p.m. ET. While only the preseason, it's the first meeting between the two teams since Detroit joined the Eastern Conference for the start of 2013-14. The Wings will now become a divisional opponent for the B's, joining them in the NHL's new Atlantic Division. 

The B's held two practices Thursday morning, with the group set to play tonight on the ice first. Gregory Campbell was on the ice, and will be playing in his first game since suffering his broken right leg on June 5 during the Eastern Conference Final. He said Wednesday the next step for him was just move forward and start playing.

 He'll be getting that opportunity tonight, likely back with his usual Merlot left winger, Daniel Paille.

 "Soupy’s a go. Feels good, feels ready," Bruins Head Coach Claude Julien confirmed following practice. "Our trainers told me yesterday; just before I left they came in and said, 'Listen, if you want to use him tomorrow, he’s a go.' So that’s what we’re going to do; give him a chance to play."

Soupy’s a go. Feels good, feels ready. - Claude Julien

 Zdeno Chara will also see his first preseason action of 2013-14 tonight against Detroit and their top line of Pavel Datsyuk, Henrik Zetterberg and Justin Abdelkader. He stayed back in Boston for the first two games in Montreal and then Baltimore against the Capitals - "Coach's decision" to give prospects the opportunity to play.

 Zee will also have a front-row view of the Milan Lucic-David Krejci-Jarome Iginla line in action tonight.

 "It seems like, really, since the beginning of training camp, they know each other's role on that line and they seem to be finding each other pretty good," said Chara. "So I'm excited to be playing with them." 

 Here are the likely lines and defensive pairings for tonight, per morning skate.

Projected Lines/Pairings vs Detroit

Milan Lucic-David Krejci-Jarome Iginla

 Matt Fraser-Carl Söderberg-Nick Johnson

 Rob Flick-Ryan Spooner-Jordan Caron

 Daniel Paille-Gregory Campbell-Craig Cunningham

 Zdeno Chara-Dougie Hamilton

 Matt Bartkowski-Zach Trotman

 Torey Krug-Adam Mcquaid

Starter: Malcolm Subban

Backup: Chad Johnson

Subban to Start

Julien said Malcolm Subban will get to play the whole game tonight against Detroit, a first for Subban in an NHL setting wearing the spoked-B.

 "I thought he made some real sound saves in that Montreal game where he had all the reasons in the world to be extremely nervous – playing in Montreal, in that building, against his brother," said Julien of the netminder, who stopped all shots he faced, though he was under too much pressure. 

 "And yet he seemed poised and calm and in control so, again, he’s earned the right to play a whole game so we’re going to give him that."  

Campbell Gets to Play

"I think as I play, I'll get more comfortable, even mentally...just kind of overcoming that and feeling good enough to play. So it's time for me now just to move forward and play," Gregory Campbell said following Wednesday's practice at TD Garden, in an interview with media that one reporter would later joke to Head Coach Claude Julien that the centerman was campaigning to get in the lineup.

Campbell isn't the only one excited he'll be playing; his left winger Daniel Paille is anticpating his teammate's return to the ice as well.

"Having Soupy back tonight, this early in the preseason, we're all happy to have him and anxious to see him come in the lineup," said Paille, following morning skate. "I know he's definitely waiting for it. He's waited a few months to get to this point and play tonight and I'm sure he's going to enjoy every opportunity."

 A standing ovation is expected, given the overwhelming attention he got during the Final and throughout the offseason. 

 "I would think so, given the fact that everyone embraced it while he was hurt. Definitely well-deserving with what he was doing. But, you know him," Paille smiled. "He just wants to kind of leave it be and play the game, so hopefully it doesn't go too long for him so he can just focus on playing."

 The Captain is also looking forward to having an integral part of the team back on the ice healthy. 

 "Obviously a tough end of the playoffs for him - we all missed him, he's such a great teammate," Chara told me. "He recovered so well and he worked so hard to be back so he wouldn't have to miss any games or time from the beginning of the season, and he did a tremendous job to be able to be in great shape."

 "He's such an important part for our team; it's hard to replace guys like that."

Iginla's First Garden Crowd  

Jarome Iginla sniped two goals in his first game in the spoked-B; now he'll have the chance to have a good showing in front of the Boston faithful at TD Garden.

I want to play well here and pump up the crowd. - Jarome Iginla

 "Once you get into the game there it’s competitive, you want to play well, you want to win. You want to keep working on things and getting better," said Iginla. "It’s my first time playing here at home, so preseason or not, it’ll be special and something that you get used to. I want to play well here and pump up the crowd and be a part of a strong home team and it’s a new experience for me too, so I’m looking forward to it."  

Injury Update

Bobby Robins has been missing from practice the past two days. Julien divulged Thursday that he sustained a knee injury Tuesday night in Baltimore, playing against the Washington Capitals.

 "Right now, from what I know, is we’re probably looking at at least two weeks," said Julien.

 Near the end of the game, Julien thinks he may have taken a hit, and came right off the ice. Robins played another shift afterwards since the leg was still warm, but soon stiffened up.

Red Wings Outlook

The Bruins will be facing the Wings' top line with Pavel Datsyuk centering Henrik Zetterberg and Justin Abdelkader. Stephen Weiss and Daniel Cleary are also both listed on the lineup for Detroit, along with heavy hitter Niklas Kronwall and blueliner Jonathan Ericsson. Neither Johan Franzen or Daniel Alfredsson traveled with Detroit today to Boston, as they're both sidelined with injuries.

 Jimmy Howard and Tom McCollum are the goaltenders for the Wings, and I'd expect to maybe see the usual starter, Howard, between the pipes first.

Broadcast Info

Tonight's game will be streamed on BostonBruinsTV in the Boston market (due to broadcast restrictions, it is limited to the Boston market only), with the call of Bob Beers and Dave Goucher on 98.5 The Sports Hub.
Eriksson's Debut in the Spoked-B
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BostonBruins.com - Just as Jarome Iginla made his anticipated debut in the spoked-B on Monday night at the Bell Centre in Montreal, Loui Eriksson suited up in Black & Gold for the first time in game action on Tuesday against the Washington Capitals.

There was some added pressure for Eriksson, with Iginla potting his first two goals as a Bruin against the Habs.

"It’s definitely going to be nice to get the first game going, just get into game shape and I think that’s good to have some games before the season starts," Eriksson said prior to the match-up against the Caps in Baltimore for the second annual "Baltimore Hockey Classic."

"Two different players, but definitely a little more pressure on him now that Iggy went and scored a couple of goals," Eriksson's new left winger, Brad Marchand had teased. "So it’ll be fun, we’re excited to play tonight and get used to one another out there."

Truth is, despite the B's scraping out a 3-2 shootout win over the Caps, it was a much different game to assess than the night before.

For starters, Patrice Bergeron is not yet fully ready for game action (though it's more of a precaution and he's expected to suit up at some point during the preseason), so he did not travel and, thus, was not Eriksson's centerman.

Alexander Khokhlachev did a fine job, and nearly hit Eriksson with a cross-ice pass through the hash marks off a 2-on-1 rush, but we all know that Bergeron makes a difference - a huge difference.

"Bergy didn’t play last night [Tuesday], obviously, but they're the same way a little bit," Bruins General Manager Peter Chiarelli said on Wednesday of Eriksson joining the centerman's line as his new right winger.

"Different personnel, but they’re looking for each other and sometimes that gets to become overpassing, but it’s a good thing to start off with chemistry and Loui’s - I mean, you’ve seen him now in enough practices, you see how he takes care of details with and without the puck. He’s a good fit for that line."

It's been easy to see the chemistry forming with both Eriksson joining Bergeron's line, and Iginla meshing with David Krejci and Milan Lucic. Bergeron has said his line will "do great things on the forecheck" and create offense for themselves. Eriksson's two-way play will certainly be a factor in that.

Without being able to see that last night with Eriksson, Bergeron and Marchand all together, it was tougher to "judge" the performance.

"I thought that Eriksson and Marchand, for me yesterday, was hard to assess because Bergy makes a big difference on that line," Julien said following the team's practices on Wednesday at TD Garden.

"They didn’t have that Bergy presence out there and I thought Marchy was a little bit all over the place but when Bergy’s out there, he probably settles him into playing his position, and I don’t know if he was trying to compensate."

"When I say it’s hard to assess…I thought Marchy was all over the ice yesterday trying to do a lot and so sometimes that throws your linemates off, too."

Another factor in Tuesday night's exhibition game was the rink conditions, with the match-up not being played at an NHL arena. You wouldn't hear it from the players, who have played in all kinds of varied conditions and rinks throughout their careers, and know it's the same atmosphere for both teams. But it slowed down the play a bit, and caused players to sometimes take an extra second to settle down the puck.

"It was a lot tougher to assess players [Tuesday] because of that," admitted Julien. "It was just kind of "get rid of the puck" because they were bouncing and just to get it out so you didn’t get yourself in trouble."

"So we weren’t able to make as many plays as we normally would and that was the same thing for Washington. They had some good skill in their lineup but, same thing, they couldn’t do too much because the ice condition. So it was unfortunate that way that it made it tougher, but we were still able to evaluate our players."

And one aspect of Eriksson's game that easily stands out, no matter the conditions, is his natural attention to details - just like Bergeron.

"What I liked about Loui is that, like you said, attention to detail," said Julien. "He comes back in his own end, he knows where he has to go, he knows what he has to do, has the puck under pressure."

"So he made some good plays and that line is only going to get better once they get the chemistry and when they get a guy like Bergy up the middle."

"I didn’t mind his game…I saw the things that I needed to see."

Like the rest of you, I'll be anticipating the game when Bergeron can get back into the lineup (he's getting close) and we can "assess" the new trio at game speed, and the two-way game that will unfold.

And I'm pretty positive we'll enjoy what we see.
First Cuts Made; Observations from First Two Preseason Games
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BOSTON, MA - The Bruins made their first cuts from training camp on Wednesday, trimming a 51-player group down to 45.

Invites to Boston's camp - Scott Campbell, Jack Downing, Steven Spinell and Ben Youds - are on AHL contracts and will be joining the Providence Bruins training camp which begins Monday, September 23. Winger Tyler Randell and goaltender Adam Morrison, on entry-level level deals with Boston, were assigned to Providence and will also be taking part in the P-Bruins camp.

Of that group, only Downing saw game action, playing on a line with Carter Camper and Jared Knight in Tuesday night's 3-2 shootout win over the Washington Capitals in Baltimore.

Many teams around the league had been making cuts earlier in camp, but they had also started with larger rosters than the B's. Still, it was beneficial for General Manager Peter Chiarelli to see two preseason games before he even started making cuts.

"The first couple games allowed us to see some of those players that maybe we wouldn’t have if we had games starting a little later on or if they were more spaced. So it’s a bit of a development piece too, to have those players get into games," Chiarelli said, a few hours prior to those first six cuts being announced. "And there may be a couple guys that won’t get in to games that we’ll end up having to cut and it would have been nice to get them into games."

"So these games, the early games, they're evaluation, but also there’s a bit of a development piece to them."

The experience served as NHL preseason debuts for a number of younger camp attendees like Anthony Camara and Malcolm Subban, and allowed players vying for spots on the big club to showcase their work ethic and battle level.

First Two Preseason Games: GM & Coach Observations

- Conditioning Level: Peter Chiarelli said this year's physical testing prior to camp is the best he's seen since he's been with Boston (2006-07) and that's translated into the first two games, both wins, a 6-3 victory in Montreal, followed by Tuesday night's 3-2 shootout win over the Caps. The B's GM said he's like the team's execution, speed and tempo out of the gate, a result of that high level of conditioning. "I"m happy with where we are right now," he said.

- Standouts: Niklas Svedberg between the pipes, stopping 12 of 13 shots Tuesday night vs Washington, one of them coming on Alexander Ovechkin in close…Torey Krug and Matt Bartkowskiand their play in Montreal, controlling the play with their offensive minds from the blueline…Reilly Smith's "nifty plays" in Tuesday night's game. "I liked his battled, he's a smart-headed player," said Chiarelli…Carl Soderberg coming into camp in terrific condition, with a quicker first few strides, and taking the puck hard to to the net.

- Center vs. Wing: "I hope that we can slot him in there whether it’s center or wing but it’s still to be determined," Chiarelli said of having Carl Soderberg on the third line. It's also still to be determined whether Soderberg would play center or the wing, with Chris Kelly at his center position. Chiarelli has liked what he's seen from Soderberg, though, in terms of the way he can shoot the puck and beat D going wide, "a prototypical winger trait."

- Johnson in the Mix: Chiarelli didn't discount Nick Johnson from the mix for the big club's roster. He garnered attention for his two goals in the preseason win over Montreal. The GM liked the skating part of his game. "The common denominator is hockey IQ, when you hear me talking about all of these guys, that applies to him too."

- Smith, Fraser Still Impressing: After impressing Julien with his gritty play during camp, Smith translated that into game action against the Caps, playing on a line with Chris Kelly and Jordan Caron, who both played their hard-nosed game as well. Matt Fraser showed his quick release against Montreal, and Julien likes labeling him a "highly skill player."

- Depth Moving Forward: With the players competing for spots, it's obvious only a couple will make it onto the 23-man roster Boston must submit for their opening night roster. Several players from the B's training camp will not make the final cut, but will be heavily relied upon moving forward, either as injuries arise during the season, or with young talent being added to the roster in coming years.

"I like our depth, because depth for me means that we’re going to have to make some tough decisions there at the end," said Julien, of cuts that will need to be made, especially a slew of players worthy of that third line spot.

"There’s going to be guys that are probably be going to Providence that could easily play here - it’s just that you can only keep 23 on your roster."

As camp continues on and the camp roster dwindles down, Julien, Chiarelli, and the B's brass will be able to gain a clearer picture of how the roster will form. Game action is the best evaluation tool, and luckily for the B's, five more preseason games still await.
Bruins Make Six Transactions
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BOSTON, MA - Boston Bruins General Manager Peter Chiarelli announced today, September 18, the following transactions:

Scott Campbell, Jack Downing, Steven Spinell and Ben Youds will join the Providence Bruins training camp.

Tyler Randell and Adam Morrison have been assigned to Providence and will join the Providence Bruins training camp.
Training Camp Day 7: Paille Absent, Preseason Game vs Detroit on Tap
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On the seventh day of Training Camp, two groups of B's hit the ice for practices, with the group that didn't play Tuesday night in Baltimore getting in their session first. ^CS

 Training Camp roster with numbers can be downloaded by clicking here.

10:30 AM - Good morning from TD Garden! Two practices set for the B's today, with the group that did not play in Tuesday night's 3-2 shootout win over the Washington Capitals hitting the ice first. 

 In case you weren't able to following on Twitter @NHLBruins with last night's action, here's a run-down:

VIDEO: Bruins Beat: B's Scrape Out 3-2 Shootout Win - http://bbru.in/19dwBoH

STORY: Svedberg Stands Tall in Preseason Debut - http://bbru.in/17JooJH

STORY: Bobby "Buzz Saw" Robins Brings the Energy in 3-2 Win over Caps - http://bbru.in/1f49fqq

11:00 - The group including Zdeno Chara, along with the line of Milan Lucic, David Krejci and Jarome Iginla hits the ice. 

 Daniel Paille is the only player mising from his group. No word yet on why he was absent but he did play in Monday night's game in Montreal, on a line with Shawn Thornton and Alex Fallstrom (Gregory Campbell hung back, as he's still getting himself to 100 percent following his broken leg in June).

 With no Paille, only 22 of the 23 skaters that have been in this group for the past week at camp took to the ice. 

 Nick Johnson slots into Paille's place. Rob Flick moved up to take first rushes with Anthony Camara and Ryan Spooner.

--------------------------------------------------------------------------------

Lines/Pairings

Lucic-Krejci-Iginla

 Fraser-Soderberg-Cunningham

 Johnson-Campbell-Thornton

 Spooner-Flick-Camara

 Fallstrom, Randell

 Chara-Trotman

 Krug-McQuaid

 Bartkowski-Miller

 Cross-Youds

 Johnson, Subban, Morrison

Note: Besides the "top six," we saw Johnson, Campbell, Thornton, Spooner, Flick, Camara, Fallstrom and Randell all rotating with each other on lines during drills.

--------------------------------------------------------------------------------

-- The Krug-McQuaid Blend: Torey Krug and Adam McQuaid have been paired together all throughout camp, an extension of the pair's time together in the postseason. Coach would say don't read to much into pairings as far as anything set in stone heading into the season, but the duo just works well together. 

Here's a feature on them with a different look at "chemistry" - http://bbru.in/1blUuzg 

--------------------------------------------------------------------------------

11:41 - 2-on-2 battling drills in full force. Gregory Campbell not shying away, at all. He and Patrice Bergeron stayed on the ice for over an hour on Tuesday, battling 1-on-1 with each other and trying to work themselves back into game-ready mode, as they recover from their respective injuries suffered during the Stanley Cup playoffs.

12:00 - Zdeno Chara leads the center-ice stretch, but majority of the group doesn't leave the ice for another 10 minutes or so, going through extra shooting practice and doing battling drills at center ice, with the nets placed on either side of the spoked-B.

--------------------------------------------------------------------------------

 12:45 PM  - The second group - that played Tuesday night in Baltimore - hits the ice for their session. Bobby Robins is the only one from the group not on the ice. Pictured above, Matt Lindblad, Reilly Smith and Joe Morrow all made their debuts (albeit in preseason action) in the spoked-B last night against the Capitals.

 Patrice Bergeron did not travel to the game against Washington as he, like Campbell, is still being cautious in his recovery, though he is expected to see preseason game action at some point soon.

 During practice, the alternate captain is back centering Brad Marchand and Loui Eriksson (Alexander Khokhlachev had the honors Tuesday night vs the Caps, with Bergeron not making the trip).

--------------------------------------------------------------------------------

Lines/Pairings

Marchand-Bergeron-Eriksson

 Caron-Kelly-Smith

 Lindblad-Camper-Griffith

 Florek-Khokhlachev-Knight

 Downing-Campbell

 Seidenberg-Hamilton

 Warsofsky-Boychuk

 Morrow-Casto

 Moore-Spinnel

 Rask, Svedberg

Svedberg Solid Between the Pipes in Preseason Debut
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BostonBruins.com - Tuesday night's preseason game in Baltimore resulted in a 3-2 shootout win over the Washington Capitals for the Black & Gold.

Tuukka Rask and Niklas Svedberg split the time between the pipes, each only allowing a goal.

In Svedberg's spoked-B debut (no preseason action due to the lockout prior to his first pro season with Providence in 2012-13), albeit in exhibition, he stopped 12 of 13 shots in the second half of regulation and into the five-minute 4-on-4 overtime. He followed that up wit six saves in the shootout, as Carter Camper got the B's the win in the eighth round.

Svedberg stoned Alex Ovechkin in close near the end of overtime, settling down the Caps fans who grew louder as 'Ovi' raced up ice.

Last season's AHL Goalie of the Year looked poised between the pipes, tracking the puck through traffic - like with a left kick save on a power-play drive from Mike Green in the high slot halfway through the third period - and standing tall in the shootout.

He also made a stop on a Nathan Walker penalty shot late in the second, after the Caps forward had been thrown into the back of his net with the puck.

"It was good, he was solid. He made some good saves," said Bruins Head Coach Claude Julien, of the effort.

The lone goal that Svedberg let through came off a laser from Casey Wellman with 1:11 to play in the second. Justin Florek followed it up just 27 seconds later to make it 2-1, before Chris Kelly tied the game, eventually sending in to the shootout.

"I think he got surprised as anyone else on that goal [by Wellman], that guy just turned around and shot it quickly, it was a quick release and I don’t know if he was screened, couldn’t see from the bench but it was a real good shot," added Julien.

"And yet he stood up and shined through the shootout."

"So, he was really good tonight, I liked his outing."

 Julien recently said during training camp that he's comfortable with the competition for the back-up role behind Rask, with Svedberg, Chad Johnson and even Malcolm Subban in the mix at camp.

 "I think if he’s ready, he’s ready," said Coach Julien, of Svedberg making the jump to the NHL level. "It’s as simple as that."

 "If we feel he’s ready to be a backup, here we’ll make him a backup here and there’s some guys you could send down for conditioning when it comes to goaltenders and you can work that out so, not an issue."

 "I think if he earns a job, I have no issues with him being here even if he’s got one year in American League. He’s had a great year last year and if we feel he’s ready, then he'll make that jump."

Watch the full shootout below…

Bobby "Buzz Saw" Robins Brings Energy in Preseason Win over Caps

Wednesday, 09.18.2013 / 12:07 AM
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BALTIMORE, MD - It wasn't quite the same atmosphere as the Bell Centre Monday night (or what we'll see Thursday night at TD Garden when the Detroit Red Wings come to Boston), but the B's second preseason game ended in a 3-2 shootout win over the Washington Capitals in the second annual "Baltimore Hockey Classic" at Baltimore Arena.

"Yeah it was a tough night…pucks were bouncing everywhere, both teams didn’t seem to get any momentum going there," Bruins Head Coach Claude Julien said following the game. "So it wasn’t the prettiest, it wasn’t as entertaining as you would probably like it to be, but at the end of the night it went into overtime and turned into a shootout and we found a way to win."

Justin Florek and Chris Kelly each tallied a goal, with Kelly's tying it up in the third, and Carter Camper scored in the eighth round of the shootout, as the Bruins came back from being down 2-0.

The Capitals got on the board first with 2:42 to go in the opening frame, as Tom Wilson tipped in a shot up under the crossbar behind Tuukka Rask. It was the only goal Rask let in, making 14 saves on 15 shots and getting a few "Tuuuuuk" chants from the Black & Gold fans in attendance.

Rask split the time between the pipes with Niklas Svedberg, who swapped time in goal halfway through the game and stopped 12 of 13 shots in regulation and the five-minute overtime. Svedberg remained in goal for the full shootout.

In the second, the pace slowed down with players on both sides taking an extra second or two to settle down the puck with the varied ice conditions, but the squads still competed well and battled through it. With four minutes left in the second period, a pane of glass broke and fell onto the ice after B's blueliner Chris Casto and Alex Ovechkin went into the corner boards.

After an intermission to attend to the glass and clear the ice, play resumed with the final four minutes of the middle frame, followed immediately by the third period.

Casey Wellman fired in a laser past Svedberg to give Washington a 2-0 lead with 1:11 to go in the second, but it was Bobby "Buzz Saw" Robins and his high energy that helped turn the tide for the B's.

 ("'Buzz saw' is just mucking hard, and hitting guys, and being physical, that’s more of his type of thing," a linemate in Providence once said of Robins.)

Robins Brings the Fight

"It was a comeback win, also, down by a couple of goals. Bobby [helped get us] on the board and got us going," said Julien. "And obviously, his enthusiasm for the game showed tonight and we kind of needed that to wake us up."

Just 27 seconds after the Caps' score, it was Robins grinding away and linemate Justin Florek punching in the greasy goal from in front with 44.3 left in the period, to make it 2-1 heading to the third.

"Definitely, that’s kind of our role as a line is to get some energy and contribute when we can and it just so happened today that we were mucking and grinding and got the puck to the net and we were poking away and it slipped in," said Robins, who played on a "grind line" in Providence with Florek last season.

"So anything we can do to help the team, it feels good and winning makes everybody happy, so it was awesome."

But Robins didn't just help grind away and get the B's on the board late in the second; his energy came out right in the first period.

The "tough guy" has racked up 316 penalty minutes with the P-Bruins in 2012-13 and 150 in 2011-12 after he was signed by the AHL team midway through the season. He got his first NHL contract since the 2006-07 season (with Ottawa) when the B's signed him to a one-year, two-way deal on July 5.

So it came as no surprise when he dropped the gloves with Dane Byers just 6:44 into the opening frame. He had tussled with the Caps' own "tough guy" in the opening minutes. Byers instigated the fight, and Robins gladly took part, with a few heavy punches being thrown near the faceoff circle to the left of Washington netminder Braden Holtby.

"It was a quick one," smiled the always affable Robins. "Dane Byers is a worthy competitor and he battles and fights. We’ve battled against each other before and I figured we’d run into each other at some point and he came in and grabbed me."

"It was just a quick one, I wish it would have lasted a little longer but everybody came out safe and sound - and nobody’s feelings were hurt - so it was a positive for everybody."

Robins' energy never let up, factoring into the B's first on the night, and carrying his enthusiasm until the Black & Gold were hopping off the bench to huddle together for a quick postgame celebration, with helmet taps and gloved fist bumps.

"He’s an energy guy, he’s a guy that comes in and will bring some life to your hockey club. And I thought even watching him last year there was a lot of times that they came out, not flat, but they weren’t coming out as hard as they could have and all of the sudden he put some life into the game and would turn the tide around," said Julien, of Robins.

"For a guy who’s been around for a long time, he really gets excited about playing and it shows. Nothing bothered him tonight, he was going back and forth with Ovechkin and he didn’t care who he was he was going to do his job no matter who the player was."

"So it’s kind of funny to watch but at the same time, you gain respect for a guy like that who’s willing to do his job and not get intimidated or doesn’t care who the other guy is."

The 31-year-old, who spent nearly seven seasons jumping from the AHL to the ECHL to overseas, following a four-year career at U-Mass Lowell, was just trying to blend in with his teammates, while trying to muck it up with those in red.

"Right into the mix. It felt really good out there just to be battling with my team and my linemates," said Robins. "We were just doing our thing and buzzing around in the forecheck and finishing the body, getting the puck to the net, and fortunately we were able to poke one in and turn the momentum and got the win in the end."

"So it was awesome and felt great out there."

Kelly Drives One Home

With the B's trailing 2-1, and with 12:06 showing on the clock in the third period, Chris Kelly drilled a laser from the right circle just as a Bruins power play ended. Joe Morrow and Johnny Boychuk's work along the blueline to help settle the puck helped overload the left side, and setting Kelly up for the shooting lane.

Kelly had been centering a line with Jordan Caron and newcomer Reilly Smith all night (just as he has throughout training camp), with Smith assisting on his goal, along with D-man Chris Casto.

"I thought it was a good first game. Especially for everyone in here; it’s been a while since we played," the centerman said postgame. "I thought the first period there was pretty scrambly but that was to be expected; everyone was excited to move their feet. But as the game went on it was a little more controlled and I thought we played much better in the last two periods."

And it may just be the preseason, but anytime you find the back of the net (and nearly score the winning goal in the shootout before being stopped by the crossbar), that certainly builds confidence moving forward.

"It was a real nice goal, a top shelf goal, a great one-timer," said Coach Julien, of his alternate captain's drive. "And then even in the shootout, right under the cross bar, we’re talking about inches and he would have had the game-winner there. So I thought he was good tonight, not just because he scored and the shootout opportunity, but also I thought he played a real solid game."

"The kind of game you expect your third line centerman to play. He was hard to play against, he was on the puck and very reliable."
A Look Back at Bruins-Habs; Projected Lineup vs Caps
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BostonBruins.com - Ready to do this all over again? The second group of Bruins practiced at 10:00 a.m. before traveling to Baltimore to face off against the Washington Capitals in what is being pegged as the "Baltimore Hockey Classic."

Game time is 7:00 p.m. ET at Baltimore Arena and you can follow live updates on Twitter @NHLBruins, as the game is not being broadcast locally on TV or radio (the game will be broadcast in the Washington, D.C. area on CSN).

Projected Lineup vs Caps

Brad Marchand-Alexander Khokhlachev-Loui Eriksson

 Jordan Caron-Chris Kelly-Reilly Smith

 Jack Downing-Carter Camper-Jared Knight

 Justin Florek-Matt Lindblad-Bobby Robins

 Dennis Seidenberg-Dougie Hamilton

 David Warsofsky-Johnny Boychuk

 Joe Morrow-Chris Casto

 Tuukka Rask, Niklas Svedberg 

Bergeron Stays Back

Similar to the caution exercised with keeping Gregory Campbell back in Boston on Monday, as he continues to get to 100 percent in his recovery, Patrice Bergeron did not make the trip with his group, either.

Bergeron joined Campbell and a host of players that included Zdeno Chara on the ice at Ristuccia Arena for a skate after the travel group got in their pregame session.

"I’m just going to have to talk with the trainers and see when it is a good fit for me," said Bergeron. "But so far I’m feeling good in practices, and I feel like I’m getting my touch back."

In his place, Alexander Khokhlachev will slide in as the centerman alongside Marchand and Eriksson, serving as a great opportunity for the 20-year-old to see his first action in the spoked-B.

"We moved him up there because he’s a good offensive player and you know, as you say, making adjustments to our line with Bergeron being out."

"He’s a skilled player, he works hard and he’s got a great opportunity here to play with some real good players so if I were him, I’d takeadvantage of that."

Bruins vs Habs Rewind

Monday night, the first group of Bruins to play in preseason action earned a 6-3 win over the Montreal Canadiens in the always raucous atmosphere of the Bell Centre, with two goals each from Jarome Iginla and Nick Johnson, and one each from David Krejci and Zach Trotman. The big story of the night was the B's going 4-for-6 on the power play, though as Head Coach Claude Julien noted, it's only the preseason. Still, Julien liked his team's puck movement and how they found the seams, so it was a boost of confidence for the B's oft-talked about man-advantage.

We also saw the line of Milan Lucic, David Krejci and Jarome Iginla in game action for the first time, and the result was a natural fit for "Iggy," who scored twice on feeds from Lucic.

"He shot the puck well, he was solid along the walls and made some good plays," Julien said following the game. "So it seemed like a seamless transition [from Horton to Iginla] to be honest with you. Tonight, they looked really good. So hopefully they continue to work on their game and their chemistry and continue to get better."

"It's a good start for him but at the same time I thought our young team played well," added Julien. "A lot of things that we worked on in those first four days you could see paid dividends because everybody seemed to be on the same page and knew what to do and our guys went out there and played hard."

Julien also liked his team's transition game in Monday night's win and the play of Malcolm Subban in his spoked-B debut. Though he only faced 12 shots, Coach said he seemed poised and in control of every save he made.

While only one group of B's played on Monday, the other got to take in the action, and look forward to their turn on Tuesday night.

"I thought everyone looked really good, you kind of sit there wishing you were playing so I think it will be good to get out there tonight and start playing again," said Dougie Hamilton, who looks forward to mirroring the effort with his squad tonight (though he's not so sure he'll be notching four power-play goals like that group).

"Just get used to the game again and speed and try to keep it simple. it's not the best hockey, just try to keep it simple and have fun."

Your Turn, Loui

With Jarome Iginla potting his first two in Black & Gold against the Habs, Loui Eriksson's on deck as he makes his debut in the spoked-B tonight.

"It’s definitely going to be nice to get the first game going, just get into game shape and I think that’s good to have some games before the season starts," said Eriksson. "I’m looking forward to it."

"Two different players, but definitely a little more pressure on him now that Iggy went and scored a couple of games," smiled Eriksson's left winger, Brad Marchand. "So it’ll be fun, we’re excited to play tonight and get used to one another out there."

"We’ll see how it goes tonight," laughed Eriksson, who enjoyed taking in Iginla's debut. "But two goals, that was good for him and it was nice for them to win."

Eriksson and his squad will be expecting the same of themselves tonight.

Caps Outlook

The Caps will be icing a team with plenty of vets in their lineup Tuesday night, including captain Alex Ovechkin and alternate captains Nicklas Backstrom and Mike Green, with goaltender Braden Holtby and forwards Troy Brouwer and Marcus Johansson also in the lineup.
Stars assign Nilstorp, Sceviour, Morin to Texas Stars (AHL)

By Mike Heika

mheika@dallasnews.com

2:40 pm on September 29, 2013  | Permalink

0 

4 

0 

Dallas Stars goalie Cristopher Nilstorp (41) watches as the puck skims just outside the goal post during a shot attempt by the St. Louis Blues at the American Airlines Center in Dallas, Texas, on January 26, 2013. (Stan Olszewski/The Dallas Morning News)

Here is the news release:

DALLAS STARS ASSIGN THREE PLAYERS TO TEXAS STARS

Forward Luke Gazdic Claimed By Edmonton

FRISCO, Texas - Dallas Stars General Manager Jim Nill announced today that goaltender Cristopher Nilstorp and forwards Travis Morin and Colton Sceviour have been assigned to the Texas Stars, Dallas’ development affiliate in the American Hockey League (AHL). In addition, forward Luke Gazdic was claimed off waivers by the Edmonton Oilers. The Stars roster now stands at 25 players, including two goaltenders, eight defensemen and 15 forwards.

Stars roster appears to be taking shape as Thursday season-opener nears

By Mike Heika

mheika@dallasnews.com

1:32 pm on September 29, 2013  | Permalink
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FRISCO _ The Stars on Sunday ran a practice lineup that was a little shuffled, but could be the one you see on opening night Thursday against the Florida Panthers at American Airlines Center.

Here’s what Lindy Ruff and his coaches had out there:

Jamie Benn-Tyler Seguin-Erik Cole

Ray Whitney-Cody Eakin-Alex Chiasson

Shawn Horcoff-Vern Fiddler-Valeri Nichushkin

Antoine Roussel-Chris Mueller-Ryan Garbutt

(Lane MacDermid and Rich Peverley were extra forwards)

Alex Goligoski-Sergei Gonchar

Brenden Dillon-Stephane Robidas

Kevin Connauton-Jordie Benn

(Trevor Daley was the extra defenseman)

Kari Lehtonen

Dan Ellis

Trevor Daley (upper body injury) skated and looked good, so he could bump either Connauton or Jordie Benn out if he returns in time for the season opener. Daley said he feels he will be ready.

“I think I’m going the right way,” Daley said. “I feel good, and what do we have three more days, four more days? That’s a long time.”

Chris Mueller is a foreign name to a lot of fans, but he was signed in the off-season to provide strong depth and a strong AHL presence. He has a two-way contract that pays him $600,000 in the NHL and $300,000 in the AHL. That’s a very solid contract at the AHL level, and it shows the respect he has in the league.

Mueller, 27, is a right-handed forward who can play all three forward spots. His ability to slide in as the fourth line center allows the Stars to push Vernon Fiddler up to third line center, and that’s something the coaching staff wanted to take a look at after Fiddler had a very good pre-season.

“He’s played very well, and I’d like to get him a few more minutes,” Ruff said. “He’s the type of guy who is really hard to play against, and I like to bump him up and play (Shawn Horcoff) a little on the wing. That’s something we’re going to try.”

Rich Peverley has missed all of the pre-season after getting treatment for an irregular heartbeat, but has been in non-contact practices. The odds are he won’t be able to play the season-opener, but he could be ready for Saturday’s game against Washington. That means the whole Mueller experiment might last only one game. Still, it’s the lineup the Stars feel is their best right now.

The Stars lost Luke Gazdic on waivers to Edmonton Sunday, but don’t seem to have to put anyone else on waivers. Aaron Rome (hip), Scott Glennie (knee) and Peverley will go on IR Monday, and that will leave the Stars with 22 players.

Tough AHL winger Luke Gazdic picked up on waivers by Edmonton Oilers

By Mike Heika

mheika@dallasnews.com

1:08 pm on September 29, 2013  | Permalink
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AHL tough guy and fan favorite Luke Gazdic was picked up on waivers by the Edmonton Oilers Sunday.

It’s a tough day for fans of the Texas Stars, but a good day for Gazdic. Several players are getting sent through waivers right now as teams try to get down to 23 players before Monday’s roster deadline. Most slip right through, because another team has to put you on their NHL roster and keep you there. That keeps you from poaching other team’s depth. It also means that players like the waiver situation, because it gives you another chance to get to the NHL.

Gazdic’s path is blocked right now by the Stars’ having tough winger Lane MacDermid in place, and the need for more versatility on the fourth line. Plus, it’s not like Gazdic hasn’t been sent through waivers before. The Stars knew this was a risk, and it was actually a perfect storm of circumstances that allowed Gazdic to be taken. The Oilers lost tough guy Steve MacIntyre to injury, and Gazdic had a great game Friday in the pre-season against the Oilers.

So, there was opportunity and exposure there.

“They watched him and they need that element, and they liked him,” said Stars GM Jim Nill. “It’s good for him. That’s how the system is supposed to work.”

Gazdic, 24, was a sixth round pick of the Stars in 2007. He played the past four seasons with the Texas Stars and has yet to make his NHL debut.

Examining the few who are new to Blackhawks 
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PROBABLE LINES

Left wing Center Right wing 

Bryan Bickell Jonathan Toews Patrick Kane

Patrick Sharp Michal Handzus Marian Hossa

Brandon Saad Andrew Shaw Jimmy Hayes/Ben Smith

Brandon Bollig Marcus Kruger Joakim Nordstrom

Probable defensive pairings

Duncan Keith Brent Seabrook

Niklas Hjalmarsson Johnny Oduya

Nick Leddy Michal Rozsival/Michael Kostka/


Sheldon Brookbank
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Three years ago, the Blackhawks opened their Stanley Cup defense with a roster that was half full of new names. This year, the Hawks return mostly intact. But with the final cuts now in the books — Brandon Pirri and Jeremy Morin were sent to Rockford late Saturday night, and Ryan Stanton was put on waivers Sunday — there are still five new faces in the dressing room.

While Nikolai Khabibulin — not exactly a new face after spending four seasons in Chicago — has a clearly defined job as the backup goaltender, the four others are still fighting for ice time, if no longer for jobs. No matter how it shakes out, all four will be asked to play key, if not exactly starring, roles.

Here’s a look at the new guys and what to expect from them this season:

Jimmy Hayes, winger

At 6-6, 221 pounds, Hayes is the prototypical power forward, though his skating has always been a question mark. He came into camp looking quicker and shiftier than ever, posting four goals and two assists during scrimmages and adding two assists in the preseason. In 41 career NHL games, he has six goals and seven assists, but he came into his own last season in Rockford with 25 goals and 20 assists in 67 games. He’ll likely find himself on the right wing on the third line, trying to fill Bryan Bickell’s old role as the physical force and net-front presence for that unit.

Joakim Nordstrom, 

center/winger

Nordstom wasn’t even in the conversation when training camp opened, but the 21-year-old Swede found an easy chemistry with countryman Marcus Kruger on the penalty-killing unit, and coach Joel Quenneville noticed. Nordstrom has only played 11 games in North America — with Rockford at the end of last season — and he only scored eight goals in 101 career games in the Swedish Hockey League. But the 2010 third-rounder won’t be asked to light the lamp or log heavy minutes. He’s the new Michael Frolik, a fourth-line right wing who’ll play 8-12 minutes a night and join Kruger on the top penalty-killing unit to ease the burden on Jonathan Toews and Marian Hossa.

Ben Smith, winger

The only ‘‘new’’ guy with his name on the Stanley Cup — he filled in for Hossa in Game 3 of the Final — Smith is practically a veteran with four years of college hockey, three years of the American Hockey League and 28 NHL games (including eight playoff games) under his belt. It took longer than most expected for him to reach this point, especially after he scored three goals in a seven-game series against the Vancouver Canucks in 2011, but his versatility — he scored 27 goals with Rockford last year but also has been killing penalties for three seasons — and tenacious style should make him a valuable role player. He’ll have to battle with Hayes and perhaps Brandon Bollig for playing time on the third or fourth line. 

Michael Kostka, defense

After four seasons at UMass and four-plus in the AHL, Kostka caught Quenneville’s eye as an out-of-nowhere regular for the Toronto Maple Leafs last year. He had eight assists in 35 games. Even with all seven Hawks defensemen back, Kostka impressed Quenne-ville enough to keep an eighth blue-liner. As a right-handed shot — Duncan Keith, Niklas Hjalmarsson, Johnny Oduya and Nick Leddy are all lefties — he offers versatility, and he was seeing some power-play time the last week of practices. With veteran Michal Rozsival likely to platoon again to conserve his health and energy, Kostka could see plenty of action if he can bump Brookbank for the seventh defenseman spot.

Email: mlazerus@suntimes.com

Twitter: @MarkLazerus

Marian Hossa’s back is back in business 
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Hawks winger Marian Hosslooks up linesman after he was called for offsides third period. The Chicago Blackhawks defeated Detroit Red 

Hawks winger Marian Hossa looks up at the linesman after he was called for offsides in the third period. The Chicago Blackhawks defeated the Detroit Red Wings 2-1 Sunday January 27, 2013 at the United Center. | Tom Cruze~Sun-Times 

Updated: September 28, 2013 2:14AM

Marian Hossa took a few purposeful strides down the ice, reined in a cross-ice pass from Michal Handzus and slipped a slick little shot past Nikolai Khabibulin. Hossa hadn’t practiced in nearly two weeks. Yet he hadn’t missed a beat.

“[Handzus] and I were talking how funny it is — he hasn’t practiced with the team, he puts his gear on a couple weeks later and there’s no rust at all,” linemate Patrick Sharp said. “He just steps out and is ready to go.”

If only it really were that easy. Hossa’s all-world hands, vision, talent and hockey IQ are always there, always ready. But his body is another matter. And closing in on his 35th birthday, with a nerve issue in his back that seems destined to linger, it likely will be for the rest of his career.

“Rest of my life,” he sheepishly corrected.

So there’ll be extra time in the trainer’s room. Extra time stretching. Extra time on the massage table after games. And, yes, maybe an extra injection or two in his back, like he had over the summer to avoid surgery on his back after the affected nerve caused his foot to occasionally go numb during the Stanley Cup Final.

It’s getting hard to make it look so easy.

“I definitely know I have to come a little bit early and do extra stuff to warm up,” said Hossa, who won’t play in Saturday’s preseason finale against Washington but is still expecting to play in the season-opener on Tuesday. “But I think at my age, lots of guys do that. Before that, I just came and just played, I didn’t have to do much. Now I have to come a little bit early, and that’s a normal thing.”

Of course, entering his 15th season, Hossa really doesn’t need all that much practice. Coach Joel Quenneville’s priority is to keep Hossa — as well as 35-year-old Michal Rozsival and the 36-year-old Handzus, both of whom have been dealing with their own injuries during the summer and in camp — rested and healthy. That’s going to mean skipping practices here and there, limiting ice time when warranted, and even holding them out of games from time to time.

Everyone wants to play every game — Hossa has played at least 78 of 82 games eight times, including 81 as recently as 2011-12 — but the Hawks are playing a long game here. Being ready come spring is what matters most.

“Whether it’s the frequency of games, or back-to-back games, or it’s ice time, we’ll consider a lot,” Quenneville said. “Practices, for sure — as a team, as well.”

Hossa admitted he would have liked to have gotten into some preseason games. He opened camp at Notre Dame saying he wanted to take a few hits to see how he’d hold up, then found himself sidelined just a few days later. But as Sharp said, Hossa’s not a guy who really needs all that much work. When he’s healthy, he’s always in midseason form.

After all, Hossa played in 40 of 48 games last season, posting 17 goals and 14 assists with a sparkling plus-20 rating. He played in 22 of 23 playoff games, tallying seven goals and nine assists. And he did all that without a preseason thanks to the lockout, while coming off a major injury (a severe concussion), no less.

“We did it last year,” a grinning Hossa said. “It worked pretty well.”

NOTE: The opening-night roster is coming into focus. On Thursday, Joel Quenneville suggested that Michael Kostka had the inside track on Ryan Stanton for the eighth defenseman spot. On Friday, he sounded like he had settled on unheralded rookie Joakim Nordstrom for Michael Frolik’s old fourth-line/penalty-killing role. Quenneville said nothing was set in stone and that Saturday’s game could still play into the decisions, but the safe bet is that Kostka, Nordstrom, Jimmy Hayes and Ben Smith will make the team.

Email: mlazerus@suntimes.com

Steady center Michal Handzus finds himself back on second line 
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When Michal Handzus signed a one-year, $1 million contract with the Blackhawks this summer, he harbored no illusions that he was going to continue to play every day, let alone in a top-six role.

Handzus had a memorable and surprising run as the Hawks’ second-line center in the Stanley Cup playoffs in the spring, but it was made clear to him that his role this season would be a modest one, with limited minutes and plenty of healthy scratches likely in his future.

So Handzus knew what he was getting into. At least, he thought he did.

It turns out he’ll be picking up right where he left off, skating between Patrick Sharp and Marian Hossa in the season opener Tuesday against the Washington Capitals at the United Center. Brandon Saad didn’t work out as a center and Brandon Pirri failed to seize the open spot in camp, so coach Joel Quenneville is going back to the reliable Handzus. 

And now that he has his old role back, Handzus doesn’t want to give it up.

‘‘If I get that chance the first game, I have to grab it and go with it,’’ Handzus, 36, said as he enters his 15th NHL season. ‘‘It’s all about the performance on the ice. If you play well, they’re going to keep you there.’’

Handzus was a trade-deadline acquisition last season, one that was met with shrugs from some fans and with outrage from those who thought the Hawks needed to make a bigger splash to plug the hole in the middle on the second line. Handzus had fallen out of the lineup with the San Jose Sharks and had only one goal and one 

assist all season to that point. But he soon took Dave Bolland’s 

second-line role and ran with it, posting three goals and eight 

assists during the Hawks’ run to the Cup. He proved to be a reliable presence who made up for his lack of speed with his playmaking ability and sound defense.

While Hossa joked that his and Handzus’ primary role playing with Sharp is to ‘‘try not to slow him down,’’ they developed a nice chemistry together during the playoffs. 

‘‘I really like playing with those guys,’’ Sharp said. ‘‘When [Hand-

zus] came in for the playoffs, I thought we played well together. He does so many little things away from the puck that allow me to 

focus on putting the puck in the net, and we kind of like it that way.’’ 

The Cup run meant as much to Handzus, who had been chasing the trophy for 14 years, as anyone. The image of the normally stoic Handzus tightly hugging the Cup in the locker room after Game 6 in Boston with a look of delirious joy on his face is one of the iconic 

images of the postgame celebration. But Handzus thinks he has plenty left in the tank and returned to the Hawks to go after another title, no matter what role he plays. 

‘‘It was awesome last year,’’ he said. ‘‘It was a lot of fun. It was what you always wanted to do. But it’s a new year. When you taste it once, you want to get it one more time.’’ 

Email: mlazerus@suntimes.com

Twitter: @MarkLazerus

Kostka, Stanton — friends and rivals — battle for Blackhawks’ last defenseman spot 
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Blackhawks' Ryan Stant(inset) Michael Kostka. 

Blackhawks' Ryan Stanton (inset) and Michael Kostka. 
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When he’s out on the ice, Michael Kostka isn’t wondering if one bad pass, one wrong stride or one lost opponent is going to be the one that costs him a spot in the NHL this season. He’s not constantly looking over his shoulder to see if Joel Quenneville’s glare has found him. He’s not sweating every little detail. He’s just out there playing hockey.

But when he’s sitting around the hotel with nothing to keep his mind occupied? That’s a different story.

“I’ve gotten to a point where I feel I can relax out there and just play my game,” Kostka said. “If anything, I’m more stressed when I have free time, and you’re sitting there, and you’ve got friends texting you, ‘Are you [on the team]?’ Man, shut up! I don’t know! I’m trying not to think about that right now!”

There are only four days left before the Blackhawks open the 2013-14 season against Washington on Tuesday night, and the final roster likely will be set shortly after Saturday night’s preseason finale against the same Capitals.

And while five forwards are jockeying for three spots, on defense, it’s a one-on-one matchup. Joel Quenneville said he will be keeping an eighth defenseman out of camp, so it’s Kostka, the veteran, against Ryan Stanton, the rookie. One of those two will be a member of the Chicago Blackhawks on Tuesday. One of them will be a Rockford IceHog.

And time is running out for each to make their case.

“Definitely, you get a little nervous when you go to the rink,” said Stanton, a Black Ace during the Hawks’ run to the Stanley Cup last spring. “But you can’t think too much about it. If you’re worried about if you’re going to get cut today, or who’s going to make it, that’s just going to affect your play.”

Making things even more uncomfortable is the fact that Kostka and Stanton have become fast friends this camp. After all, a couple of weeks ago, there were about 30 players at the team hotel downtown. Kostka and Stanton now are among just a handful left. On Wednesday night, they were out for dinner together at Prosecco. On Thursday morning, they were fighting for their careers against each other at Johnny’s IceHouse West.

Same thing goes for the forwards trying to crack the roster — Jimmy Hayes, Ben Smith, Jeremy Morin, Brandon Pirri and Joakim Nordstrom. Stanton lived with Hayes, Morin and Pirri last year in Rockford, and has roomed with Morin and Pirri his whole professional career.

“It’s kind of crazy it all came down to us being on the bubble right now,” Stanton said. “It’s cool to be in it together.”

Cool, yes. And maybe a little awkward.

“In a way, you’re pulling for each other, but you’re pulling against each other,” Kostka said. “It’s a strange dynamic. No one’s out to get anyone. You’re all in the same boat, and you understand how tough and stressful the time can be.”

Both Kostka and Stanton have had their difficulties locking down the spot. Kostka has really only had one preseason game so far in which to audition. He was injured on a boarding penalty barely two minutes into the preseason opener against Detroit, then was an emergency fill-in at forward in Detroit on Sunday. Monday at Pittsburgh was his first full game as a defenseman — he had an assist, but took two penalties. Stanton, meanwhile, has been up-and-down in the preseason, starting off well enough but taking a minus-3 at Washington on Friday. 

Quenneville hinted Thursday that he’s leaning toward the 27-year-old Kostka, thanks to the 35 games he played last year as a rookie for the Toronto Maple Leafs.

“Kostka had a lot of NHL games last year,” Quenneville said. “So sometimes you might be going a little bit [more] on their history than what we’ve seen now. That sometimes goes into the equation when you know that all things being equal, you have other things to measure.”

But Quenneville also insisted he didn’t yet know what his opening-night roster will look like, and that Kostka definitely will play Saturday, because the coaching staff hasn’t had a chance to really evaluate him much. Stanton likely will be out there, too.

The ramifications could be huge for both of them. But the trick is to impress, not to stress.

“They’re going to choose who they want,” Kostka said. “You can think [about it] all day basically, but the thinking isn’t going to be what changes it. It’s going to be what you do. Just try to focus on your actions and do your best to put those thoughts out of your head.”

Inside the Blackhawks - September 30, 2013 1:11 pm
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When Michael Kostka’s agent, Hinsdale-based Justin Duberman, started pushing for Kostka to sign with the Blackhawks over the summer, the 27-year-old defenseman was skeptical. He was enamored with the Hawks’ puck-moving style of play and the quality of the organization, but he could also count. The Hawks had all seven defensemen coming back from a Stanley Cup-winning team, and several touted young blue-liners trying to crack the lineup.

“Initially, I was thinking, ‘There’s no way; it just doesn’t seem to add up,’” Kostka said.

But Kostka, a rookie for the Toronto Maple Leafs last year, liked what he heard from the Hawks management. More importantly, he believed it.

“They really did give me a good feel,” Kostka said. “And I felt like they were pretty candid with me, which I appreciated, because it’s always tough to try to weed through what people are telling you and what they actually mean. So I’m thankful for them holding up their end, that if I were to come in and put my best foot forward, there was potentially an opportunity.”

Kostka is one of two surprises to make the team out of camp. While Jimmy Hayes and Ben Smith seemed to have spots sewn up early, Kostka and forward Joakim Nordstrom essentially came out of nowhere to make the team. For Nordstrom, it became official after Saturday’s preseason finale, when Jeremy Morin and Brandon Pirri were sent down to Rockford. For Kostka, it became official on Sunday when Ryan Stanton was put on waivers (he was claimed by the Vancouver Canucks on Monday).

“I was thrilled,” Kostka said. “It was a big goal of mine. I knew I wasn’t guaranteed anything coming into it. I knew I was going to have to put my best foot forward and I feel I did.”

Both Kostka and coach Joel Quenneville said his offensive skills are a good fit for the Hawks, whose team game is largely predicated on defensemen making quick and accurate breakout passes to the team’s arsenal of talented forwards.

“The one thing that really was attractive here, it’s a puck-moving team that’s got awesome forwards — just basically get them the puck and get into the play and that’s the stye of play that I like to play,” Kostka said. “It’s a bit of an adjustment with how things were in Toronto, a little more defensive-minded team. And so it’s a breath of fresh air coming in. I feel like I jell a little more with this style of play than maybe that shutdown role that I had in Toronto.”

Nordstrom, who’ll be playing the Michael Frolik role as a fourth-line right wing who kills penalties, was an even longer shot — a 21-year-old with just 11 AHL games under his belt competing against the AHL’s leading scorer, Pirri, among others. Quenneville said he wasn’t really “on the radar” entering camp. But Nordstrom never felt the odds were stacked too high against him, and said his consistency, defense and commitment to “good, smart hockey” won him the job.

“I knew there was an opportunity that I could make the team,” he said. “I knew what I had to do.”

And Nordstrom knows what he has to do to stay, too. The hard part isn’t over.

“This is where it all begins,” he said. “Hard work brought me here, but hard work is going to make me stay on the team, and keep developing, and help the team win hockey games and trophies.”

As for Stanton, a Black Ace last spring, Quenneville expressed disappointment that the Canucks claimed the 24-year-old. But with eight defensemen on the roster, and other prospects — such as Adam Clendening and Dylan Olsen — in the pipeline, there wasn’t a clear path to the NHL for Stanton.

“We liked the depth he gave us; he played well for us,” Quenneville said. “It’s good for him to actually get the chance, he’s going to play at this level right off the bat [in Vancouver]. We wish him well. You certainly can always use extra defensemen in your organization and he definitely gave us some good depth.”

NOTEWORTHY: Marian Hossa, Michal Handzus and Corey Crawford are all expected to play in Tuesday night’s season-opener against the Capitals. Hossa and Handzus missed the entire preseason, while Crawford skipped Saturday’s game with lower-body stiffness.

Blackhawks’ power play needs more shots 
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Yes. Naturally. Duh.

Of course, the Blackhawks would like to improve their power-play percentage. Nobody was happy with a unit that scored just 16.6 percent of the time in the regular season, or 11.4 percent of the time in the playoffs. It’s an ongoing source of frustration how the Hawks — despite all their offensive talent — can’t seem to even fire the puck on goal, or hold the offensive zone, or even properly set up their power play. And the 1-for-23 performance in the preseason — albeit with patchwork rosters loaded with minor-leaguers — isn’t exactly what coach Joel Quenneville was looking for.

But here’s the thing:

“Obviously our power play wasn’t that good last year,” Duncan Keith said, “and we still were able to win the Stanley Cup.”

Hard to argue with that. So while the Hawks spent a good portion of Wednesday’s practice working on the power play, and will continue to do so up until Tuesday’s season opener against the Washington Capitals, they’re not exactly panicking about it. While fans already are in midseason form, yelling “SHOOOOOT!” every time the Hawks get the puck at the point, the team sees it as something to work on, not something to sweat.

“It isn’t the be all, end all,” Keith said. “But at the same time, there’s definitely a lot of room to improve there. It’s something we talk about, and just keeping it simple is the way to go.”

That was a common phrase — “keep it simple” — during the Hawks’ power-play struggles last year, particularly in the postseason. But the Hawks had difficulty making simple entries into the zone, simple retrievals in the corner, and simple shots from the point for simple deflections in front of the net. Whether the Hawks were being too cute with the puck, too hesitant, or trying too hard to make a play that would break the slump, nothing was working. And so far in the preseason, it’s been more of the same.

After an 0-for-6 effort against the Penguins last Thursday, Quenne­ville wondered aloud, “We score 5-on-5 by shooting the puck, why can’t we shoot the puck 5-on-4?” On Wednesday, Quenneville said he wants his point men to shoot even if a lane isn’t there, even if it means shooting off target and looking for a deflection. He wants Bryan Bickell and Andrew Shaw to camp out in front of the net, and he doesn’t want his players to feel like “everybody’s got to touch it first.”

In other words, “SHOOOOOT.”

“Whether it’s Nick Leddy, whether it’s Duncs, whether it’s [Brent Seabrook], whether it’s [Patrick Sharp], the guys at the top, let’s direct more pucks at the net,” Quenne­ville said. “We have the personnel where we should be more productive and consistent.”

And while the Hawks — and the Kings and Bruins before them — have shown that a strong power play isn’t a prerequisite for a championship, they also know they can do better than 11.4 percent.

“It’s definitely an area that needs to be better,” Patrick Kane said. “I think we all know that.”
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Unheralded Joakim Nordstrom could be on the verge of making the Blackhawks’ opening-night roster.

“He’s had a good camp,” coach Joel Quenneville said. “I like his speed. For a young guy, he’s got good instincts on both sides of the puck. He’s really progressed from where he was about a year ago. He looks like he’s made a big jump.”

The Hawks are looking for someone to replace Michael Frolik as Marcus Kruger’s penalty-killing partner. Nordstrom, a third-round pick in the 2010 draft, killed penalties in the Swedish Elite League for two years before joining Rockford late last season. Nordstrom has played seven short-handed minutes in four preseason games and was on the ice for two power-play goals. But Nordstrom and Kruger, both Swedes, have an easy rapport, which Quenneville has noticed.

“I hang out a lot with [Kruger], and he helps me a lot, so he’s easy to play with,” Nordstrom said.

At Wednesday’s practice, Nordstrom found himself on the fourth line with Brandon Bollig and Kruger. With Marian Hossa (upper body) still out (Quenneville now hopes he’ll return Thursday), Jimmy Hayes was on the second line and Ben Smith the third line. Brandon Pirri and Jeremy Morin were on the extra fifth line.

Quenneville reiterated that he likely will keep eight defensemen, so Ryan Stanton or Mike Kostka will make the team. With Hayes and Smith seeming like locks, that leaves one roster spot for Morin, Pirri and Nordstrom to fight over.

Pressure’s on Bryan Bickell, the Blackhawks’ $16 million man 
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Pittsburgh Penguins' Deryk Engelland, left, and Chicago Blackhawks' Bryan Bickell battle as they wait for the puck during the second period of an NHL preseason hockey game in Chicago, Thursday, Sept. 19, 2013. (AP Photo/Nam Y. Huh) 
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It wasn’t the biggest fish Blackhawks winger Bryan Bickell had caught, but as he learned last spring, it’s all about timing. And that 5-pound largemouth bass was just about perfect for Bickell’s boating companion late last month: the Stanley Cup. 

‘‘Put a bigger fish in the Cup this year,’’ Bickell said. ‘‘I was happy about that. It was a good day.’’

There have been a lot of good days for Bickell recently. The 27-year-old entered the playoffs last spring as a relatively anonymous third-line left wing. He entered this camp as a playoff hero, the left wing on one of the best lines in hockey and a $16 million man, thanks to his new four-year contract. It would be quite a fish tale if it weren’t true. 

‘‘It was an amazing run and something I’ll never forget,’’ Bickell said. ‘‘But now it’s time to look forward to this year.’’

And now it’s time for him to prove the playoffs weren’t a fluke. Time to prove he’s worth that big contract. Time to prove he’s worthy of a spot alongside Jonathan Toews and Patrick Kane.

For years, it was about potential and promise with Bickell. Now, it’s about expectations and demands.

‘‘Bicks played great in the playoffs; he’s one of our key parts of our lineup now,’’ Kane said. ‘‘And I think he’s got to know that going into this season. . . . He’s got to do what he did in the playoffs. That’s what’s expected of him now.’’ 

Bickell welcomes the challenge. And if he’s feeling the weight of his contract and the expectations placed on his shoulders, he’s not showing it. If anything, he seems excited to get a chance to play a full season on a scoring line for the first time in his career.

He scored 17 goals in his first full season (2010-11) but slipped to nine the next season. He had a respectable nine in the 48-game regular season last year, then blew up for nine goals and eight assists in the playoffs, proving to be a menace in front of the net and clearing space for Toews and Kane to snap out of their personal scoring slumps.

‘‘I need to have that same mind-set I had in the playoffs all year,’’ Bickell said. ‘‘I felt I was focused and really learned what I needed to do to be the player I want to be. I feel if I bring that focus and my best game — or something close to it — every night, I’ll be playing good hockey. I just need to do that.’’ 

He also needs to do what he does best: crash the net. While he has one of the best, heaviest wrist shots on the team, most of his goals in the playoffs came on the doorstep. He scored the tying goal with 1:16 left in the deci-

sive Game 6 of the Stanley Cup Final against the Boston Bruins by planting himself at the top of the crease and jabbing home a perfect pass from Toews.

Based on the two goals he scored Monday in Pittsburgh — batting one puck in out of midair and deflecting another one in — he still has the right idea. And while Bickell, Kane and coach Joel 

Quenneville declined to attach a number to the expectations on Bickell, none demurred at the idea that a 30-goal season is the loose target. 

‘‘Saw a lot of goals like that [during camp] at Notre Dame, [too], and that’s where Bick’s got to earn his keep,’’ Quenneville said. ’’He’s playing with a couple of guys that should be able to get him the puck, too. We expect Bick’s production to be better than it’s been.’’

Email: mlazerus@suntimes.com
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PITTSBURGH — Brandon Pirri believes his time is now — that he’s NHL-ready, that he can be the Blackhawks’ answer at second-line center, that his record in Rockford speaks for itself. So he’s not worried that the lower-body injury that kept him out of the preseason until Monday night has left him with too deep a hole to climb out of and staring at another season opener in the minors.

“I’ve been here three years,” Pirri said before tallying an assist against the Penguins. “I think they know what I can do.”

He’s right. And the Hawks are still plenty high on the 22-year-old who led the AHL in scoring last season and has seven NHL games under his belt. But the Hawks also know what Michal Handzus can do.

And all Handzus did was play a major role in winning the Stanley Cup. 

So when the Hawks open the season next Tuesday against the Capitals, Handzus — who, like Pirri, has been dealing with a minor lower-body injury throughout camp — is likely to be back between Patrick Sharp and Marian Hossa on the second line, regardless of whether he even plays in the preseason finale Saturday.

“We’re hopeful that’s going to be the case,” coach Joel Quenneville said. “Good chance.”

It’s not how this camp was supposed to go. Back in July, Quenneville said Handzus would start the season as a role player, likely shuttling in and out of the lineup on the fourth line. The initial hope was that Pirri, whom general manager Stan Bowman repeatedly mentioned as next in line after trading away Dave Bolland and Michael Frolik to free up roster spots, would step into that role. Then Quenneville gave winger Brandon Saad a look at center to open camp.

But Pirri got hurt, and the Saad experiment didn’t pan out. That leaves Handzus as the best — and safest — bet. At the very least, he’s keeping the spot warm until Pirri can take it from him.

Quenneville said Monday that there were five players competing for three spots. With Jimmy Hayes and Ben Smith seeming like locks at this point, that leaves three guys competing for one spot — and Quenneville said he’s not opposed to keeping an eighth defenseman instead of an extra forward. He wouldn’t say if Pirri was still in the mix after missing so much time.

“We don’t expect him out there flying around like he would be if he was in top game shape,” Quenneville said. “[But] I don’t know if anything’s inevitable. Sometimes things change quickly.”

Pirri’s going to do his best this week to change Quenneville’s mind. He has been skating with Handzus and four other Hawks who’ve been held out of games and practices. And even in the wake of Sunday’s official end of the Saad experiment, it has been a friendly battle.

“As a younger guy, you don’t want to talk too much trash,” Pirri said with a smile. “But it’s healthy competition throughout this organization, and everybody wants to win. . . . There are a lot of guys trying to make this hockey club. I’m just excited for the opportunity [Monday night], and I just have to make the most of it.”

Email: mlazerus@suntimes.com

Bickell scores first power-play goal of preseason in 3-2 shootout loss 

 By MARK LAZERUS Staff Reporter September 23, 2013 9:36PM 

0 

0 

Share 

2 

Pittsburgh Penguins' Pascal Dupuis (9) tries control puck between Chicago Blackhawks' BrandPirri (37) Bryan Bickell (29) first period an NHL 

Pittsburgh Penguins' Pascal Dupuis (9) tries to control the puck between Chicago Blackhawks' Brandon Pirri (37) and Bryan Bickell (29) in the first period of an NHL preseason hockey game on Monday, Sept. 23, 2013, in Pittsburgh. (AP Photo/Keith Srakocic) 
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PITTSBURGH — In an actual hockey game, the Blackhawks’ rookies and roster hopefuls had a lot more to play for than the Penguins’ stars, and it showed. In a shootout, though, pure talent usually wins.

James Neal and Sidney Crosby scored in the shootout to give the Penguins a comeback 3-2 victory over a game Hawks squad devoid of most of its stars.

Without Jonathan Toews, Patrick Kane, Patrick Sharp, Marian Hossa and Brandon Saad, among others, the Hawks hung with a team with Crosby, Evgeni Malkin, Chris Kunitz and Neal, among others. Bryan Bickell scored shorthanded and on a power play (the Hawks’ first power play goal in 23 chances this preseason) to give the Hawks a 2-0 lead, but Kris Letang scored twice to send the game to overtime.

Nikolai Khabibulin made 31 saves as the Hawks fell to 3-0-2 in the preseason. He wasn’t surprised that the Hawks’ B-team gave the Penguins all they could handle.

“It seems that way in exhibition games,” Khabibulin said. “Whenever you have a younger lineup, and maybe guys have a little bit more to prove, that’s just the way it goes.”

Brandon Pirri, fighting for a roster spot after missing the first four preseason games, had an assist in a strong game.

“It’s exciting playing against the best players,” he said. “Us young guys, we wanted to make the most of the opportunity. We’re all fighting for jobs here.”

The Hawks got similar strong efforts from patchwork lineups in road victories against the Capitals and Red Wings.

“You look at the Washington and Detroit games, we didn’t have our best lineups in there, but those are the types of lineups that come in and work hard and play with a purpose,” Hawks coach Joel Quenneville said.

Cut-down day

The Hawks trimmed their roster by 10 on Monday. Among those sent to Rockford were forwards Mark McNeill and Garret Ross, and defensemen Dylan Olsen, Viktor Svedberg and Adam Clendening. Teuvo Teravainen was officially assigned to Finland, and 2013 first-rounder and Chicago native Ryan Hartman was assigned to the Ontario Hockey League.

While cut-down day can be hard on the players, Quenneville — who went through it himself as a rookie in 1978 — said it’s an opportunity to not only tell players what they need to work on to reach the NHL, but also to praise the progress they’ve made. Quenneville tells each player individually that he’s been cut.

“Earlier on [in my career] it might have been a little more challenging; now I don’t mind it at all,” he said. “A lot of the cuts, it’s positive. Talking to Svedberg earlier today, it was a positive situation where you’re talking about how well he played, how he’s come a long way in a short amount of time.

“Some guys are crushed and some guys are upset, but it’s a tough business. You’ve got to learn, you’ve got to be a good pro about it. Find a way to either prove us wrong, or prove that eventually you’re going to find a way to get there.”

Quenneville expects to make more cuts on Tuesday, and likely will have his opening-day roster close to set by the preseason finale on Saturday against Washington.

Injury update

Andrew Shaw (lower body) again skated on Monday, and might play Saturday. Quenneville still hopes Marian Hossa (upper body) will be back on the ice Wednesday.

Blackhawks’ Brandon Saad back at wing vs. Wings 
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DETROIT — Brandon Saad has all the tools to play center in the NHL. He’s a big body, he’s strong on the puck, he’s savvy beyond his years and he’s defensively sound. At just 20 years old, and with a long-standing hole in the middle of the Blackhawks’ second line, Saad was an intriguing possibility.

Except for one thing.

“I’m a born winger,” he said.

And so coach Joel Quenneville put an end — for now, at least — to the Saad experiment, moving him back to his natural spot at left wing for Sunday’s 4-3 preseason victory over the Detroit Red Wings. And Saad, who made a game effort to handle the sudden and surprising transition to center, was clearly pleased about it.

While Saad said he felt significantly more comfortable Thursday night against Pittsburgh than he did last Tuesday against Detroit, he clearly was most comfortable at his natural position. He also won only 9 of 38 faceoffs in the two games.

“All I know is, I can play wing,” Saad said.

Saad actually found himself in his old spot on the top line, skating with Jonathan Toews and Ben Smith. But that was largely because Bryan Bickell, who made the trip, was a last-minute scratch with an equipment issue — or what Quenneville called a “lower wardrobe malfunction.” Defenseman Michael Kostka, expecting to sit out a third straight game after dealing with neck stiffness (but no concussion) from being boarded by Detroit’s Teemu Pulkkinen last Tuesday, actually played forward as a result for the first time in his career.

“I was just going to take warmup, then something came up, and they needed me,” Kostka said. “So I had to learn quickly.”

Saad can relate. Quenneville didn’t tell him he’d be playing center until camp opened and was a little surprised to find out he had never played the position before. Quenneville said it was “something we could still go to at any time,” but he said Saad will be back on the wing for the time being.

Saad likely will play on the third line, where he spent most of the playoffs.

“He’s playing on your top two [lines], then all of a sudden if he plays on your third line, that line is a very dangerous line offensively,” Quenneville said.

So the Hawks’ roster is slowly coming into focus. The top line of Bickell, Toews and Patrick Kane remains unchanged. And the third line likely will be Saad, Andrew Shaw and perhaps Jimmy Hayes, the breakout star of training camp.

With Brandon Bollig and Smith making strong cases for spots on the fourth line, that leaves only — what else? — second-line center, between Patrick Sharp and Marian Hossa, up for grabs.

Quenneville said that Michal Handzus — who has been skating on his own all camp but has yet to play a game as he recovers from major wrist and knee injuries — is the likeliest option to return to the spot he held in the playoffs. Quenneville said before camp that Handzus was going to play a smaller role this season, but at this point, he’s the Hawks’ best option.

Brandon Pirri, the AHL’s leading scorer last season, is another candidate. But he has missed the entire preseason with a lower-body injury, hurting his chances of coming out of camp with the job.

“He’s still here,” Quenneville said. “We’re going to get to see him play [Sunday at Pittsburgh], so we’ll get a better assessment there.”

NOTEs: Michal Rozsival (lower body) made his preseason debut and logged a team-high 25:43 of ice time. 

† Michael Kostka said Teemu Pulkkinen called to apologize the night of the hit. Pulkkinen was suspended for four preseason games.

† Byron Froese scored twice, Michigan native Garret Ross scored and Joakim Nordstrom added a pretty steal-and-goal for the Hawks. Corey Crawford made 30 saves.

Quenneville singled out 6-7 defenseman Viktor Svedberg as a highlight.
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DETROIT — It wasn’t too long ago that there would have been a role in the NHL for Brandon Bollig, Professional Guy Who Punches People. Just about every roster in the league used to have a spot for someone whose hands were solely for throwing haymakers, not for stickhandling, shooting and passing. 

‘‘Enforcer’’ was the preferred nomenclature, but ‘‘goon’’ was more apt.

But while fighting seems destined always to have a place in hockey, there’s too much skill, too much talent and too much depth in the league to waste a roster spot on a clumsy oaf who’s there only to 

extract vigilante justice on the ice or liven up a dull game.

‘‘That one-dimensional tough guy, that role is almost evaporating from our game,’’ Blackhawks coach Joel Quenneville said. ‘‘You’ve got to be able to play. And you’ve got to be able to play against good 

players.’’

Bollig knows this. He also knows the Hawks are loaded at forward, with elite players at the NHL level, well-regarded young guys ready to break through and highly touted prospects on the way up.

‘‘The fighting and the physical stuff got me into the league, but what’s going to make me stick and get me more ice time is expanding my role and expanding my responsibilities,’’ Bollig said. ‘‘What’s going 

to get me there is the penalty kill and playing better defensively and popping a couple of goals in.’’

Based on Bollig’s history — he never has scored in 43 regular-

season games, with one playoff tally to his credit — ‘‘a couple of goals’’ would be asking a lot. But based on his training camp so far, it’s selling himself short.

Bollig first scored during scrimmaging at Notre Dame on Sept. 13, prompting him to go on Twitter and write, ‘‘Was highly confused as to why I scored in the scrimmage today. Then I realized [it’s] Friday the 13th.’’

But the joke quickly became a trend. In an intrasquad scrimmage Monday at the United Center, he tore into a one-timer from the high slot, scoring against Nikolai Khabi-

bulin. On Thursday, he scored the tying goal in the third period against the Pittsburgh Penguins, sending the game to overtime. And Friday against the Washington Capitals, he kept up his torrid pace by scoring on another booming shot from the left circle.

At some point, it’s no longer a fluke.

‘‘I thought, obviously, that he’d have more production than he had last year,’’ Quenneville said. ‘‘But he had a lot of decent looks around the net. He’s got a great shot, he’s got decent hands, he has decent awareness offen-

sively to see plays and make plays. The finish wasn’t there. Defensively, we’re comfortable with him. And offensively, that should come out a little bit more.’’

Of course, it’s unreasonable to expect Bollig to be a goal-a-game guy. But in the fight for ice time at the bottom of the lineup, it’s all about expanding your skill set and showing your versatility. As a rookie two seasons ago, Bollig was mainly a fighter, racking up 10 bouts in 23 games. Last season, he showed solid improvement in his defensive awareness, proving to be a reliable, physical, responsible fourth-line winger. This preseason, he’s showing he can kill penalties, too.

As for the goals? He surely will take them. But he can’t promise to keep up his stunning early pace.

‘‘I’m not here to do that, but it’s an added bonus if you score goals here and there,’’ Bollig said. “The game is changing. You definitely have to be able to play and get around the ice and bang bodies and stuff like that. I don’t think fighting will ever go away from the game completely, and I’m happy to do the fighting part of it. But I also want to work on everything else that helps you increase your ice time. I just want to be out there more.’’
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WASHINGTON — Jonathan Toews, the unquestioned leader of the two-time Stanley Cup champion Blackhawks, the NHL’s consummate captain and the best two-way player in the world, made his preseason debut Friday night at the Verizon Center.

He was introduced as “Jonathan Toes.”

Yes, Toes.

OK, so maybe there is a higher ceiling for Toews, another level of notoriety and respect to be achieved. For all he’s done, he’s not yet Sidney Crosby, the face of the NHL, who skated against the Hawks on Thursday. And he’s not yet Alex Ovechkin, a three-time Hart Trophy winner, who skated against them on Friday. Those guys have more trophies, more endorsements and more instant recognition. They’re far and away the two biggest stars in the NHL.

But as the captain of two Stanley Cup teams — the only trophy that matters in the end — perhaps no player in the NHL has the resume to match Toews. The question is, what’s next?

With his career’s worth of accomplishment and his grizzled veteran’s gravitas, it’s easy to forget that Toews is merely 25 years old and just entering his prime — a decade or more of elite hockey still ahead of him. And after stepping back from the game and staying off the ice for the entire offseason — short as it was — Toews had plenty of time to think about what he wants now.

The short answer? More.

“A lot of people ask you, ‘What’s next?’” said Toews, who said before scoring the lone shootout goal in Friday’s 5-4 win against the Capitals that the strained hip flexor that kept him out of the first week of camp is no longer an issue. “ ‘You’ve had the chance to win the Stanley Cup, [so] what motivates you coming off a season like that?’ I think as a player, you always want to get better. And personally, on a selfish level, you always want to better the way you contribute to your team.”

Yes, selfish by Toews’ standards is doing more to help the team. It’s why his coaches love him, his teammates respect him and his fans revere him.

But Toews is still a competitor, and he acknowledged that a Hart Trophy could be in his future. He was fourth in the voting behind Ovechkin last season after posting 23 goals and 25 assists in 47 games, while winning the Selke Trophy as the league’s top defensive forward. And he’s not so consumed with his team-first mentality to deny he wants it. It’s just not his priority, merely a byproduct.

“I like to consider myself able to compete with the best players in the league and push myself to get to that level,” he said. “At the same time, with team success, individual success always seems to follow. I didn’t score a lot of points compared to the top scorers in the league last year and somehow I was in the Hart Trophy talk, and I think that says something right there. I’ll focus on what makes me a good player and keep improving that way and maybe someday that will be a reality.”

Hawks coach Joel Quenneville, who has coached the likes of Patrick Roy, Joe Sakic, Peter Forsberg, Chris Pronger and Al MacInnis, said Toews is right up there with the best he’s ever seen.

“Who knows what [his] resume is going to took like at the end of it, but it’s already pretty special today,” Quenneville said. “And it could be as good as it gets.”

Does that mean Toews is a future Hall of Famer?

“He’s definitely heading in the right direction,” Quenneville said.

For now, though, it’s not about individual honors, or career milestones, or even chasing a third Cup. For now, it’s about getting back into game shape after a taxing championship run, after a summer of “quiet time” and reflection, and after eight days of missed practices. It’s about working on timing and chemistry, on preparing physically and mentally for the long season ahead.

The rest, Toews believes — the recognition, the honors, the championships — will take care of itself. After all, he’s only 25. He’s just getting started.

“We don’t care about the little things, all the individual achievements on the side,” Toews said. “It’s about that legacy. It’s about what our team and our franchise means to the city of Chicago after what we’ve accomplished in the last four years. We want to keep that success going and I don’t think the hunger is going to go anywhere. We want to make winning a habit.”
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Chicago Blackhawks defenseman Dylan Olsen (34) celebrates his goal with teammate Nick Leddy (8) during the first period an NHL preseason hockey game against the Washington Capitals, Friday, Sept. 20, 2013, in Washington. (AP Photo/Nick Wass) 
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WASHINGTON — Antti Raanta’s first NHL game didn’t start the way he would have liked. But he’ll gladly take the finish.

Raanta gave up a goal just 83 seconds into the game but stopped Jason Chimera, Alex Ovechkin and Nicklas Backstrom in the shootout as the Blackhawks beat the Washington Capitals 5-4 on Friday night at Verizon Center.

“Of course, I didn’t want to let four goals [in], but I think I learned a lot in this game and know what it’s going to take to get to the NHL, and what you have to do in games,” Raanta said. “So it was a good learning [experience], and hopefully I’ll get some games soon.”

Jonathan Toews, returning from a strained hip flexor that had sidelined him all camp, scored the lone goal in the shootout. Other than Toews, the only Hawks regulars who made the trip were Marcus Kruger, Brandon Bollig, Nick Leddy and Sheldon Brookbank.

Dylan Olsen, Jeremy Morin, Brad Winchester and Bollig scored for the Hawks. It was Bollig’s second goal in as many nights, and his third of the preseason, counting the intrasquad scrimmage Monday night.

“It’s nice that they’re going in,” said Bollig, who has never scored in a regular-season game. “I’d definitely like it to keep going in the regular season.”

Raanta, a highly touted Finnish goalie who’ll be headed to Rockford soon, made 26 saves in what is scheduled to be his only preseason appearance.

“I thought we played a good game,” Hawks coach Joel Quenneville said. “Coming in here with a lineup that might have [made it] look like we were against it, we found a way to get something out of it.”

For Raanta, who struggled at times during camp while adjusting to the smaller North American rinks, as well as different pads and different defensemen in front of him, it was a valuable experience.

“Everything is new, but it’s getting better all the time,” he said. “Maybe a week or two still, and it’s going to be perfect.”

NOTES: Mike Kostka, who was injured in the preseason opener when he was boarded by Detroit’s Teemu Pulkkinen, skated back in Chicago on Friday and might play either Sunday in Detroit or Monday in Pittsburgh.

◆ Brandon Pirri (lower-body injury) also skated, but Quenneville said he likely won’t be ready by Sunday.

◆ Andrew Shaw (lower body) is questionable for Sunday.
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Had this whole hockey thing not panned out, Drew LeBlanc would’ve been in a math classroom somewhere on Thursday, standing in front of a couple dozen kids, teaching.

Instead, LeBlanc was at the United Center, skating in front of 20,000 people, learning.

The 2013 Hobey Baker Award winner as college hockey’s top player is learning that NHL hockey is a few steps faster than it was at St. Cloud State. He’s learning that you don’t get the type of feedback and hands-on coaching in the NHL that you do in college. He’s learning the mental and physical day-to-day demands of being a professional athlete.

And he’s learning that, even at 24, even after a terrific college career that had teams across the league pursuing him, even after a “whirlwind” two-week stint with the Blackhawks last spring, that he might not be ready for the rigors of the NHL just yet.

“Probably not,” he said after a thoughtful pause, clearly having yet to learn the professional athlete’s art of not telling the unvarnished truth in interviews. “I think it’s a process. The game definitely happens a lot faster at this level, and they say after the preseason, it picks up another half a step. So it’s tough to tell until you get thrown into the fire. I guess we’ll find out as the season goes on.”

That’s not to say LeBlanc already has his ticket punched for Rockford. With Brandon Pirri injured and only Jimmy Hayes really seizing the moment, he’s still in the hunt for the three or four roster spots that are up for grabs at training camp. And he’d be more than happy to keep learning on the fly.

“I think I’d stay if they let me,” he said with a smile.

Coach Joel Quenneville said LeBlanc has “gotten better each and every day,” posting two assists and acquitting himself well at center, always a position of need for the Hawks. But Quenneville acknowledged how difficult the transition is from playing Bemidji State and Michigan Tech to playing the Detroit Red Wings and Pittsburgh Penguins.

“He’s right,” Quenneville said. “Whether you’re coming out of junior or European hockey, the NHL is as good a league as you’re ever going to see. Guys are smarter, they’re stronger, their instincts are in the right place, and you’ve got to make sure you’re well-prepared.”

LeBlanc wasn’t nearly prepared for his NHL debut last April in Edmonton, when, with nothing on the line, Quenneville rewarded the hardworking recent signing with a stint at center between Patrick Sharp and Patrick Kane. He played again in the season finale when Quenneville rested half his regulars. The math-education major didn’t sweat his stat line — no points, minus-3 — and instead just enjoyed the ride.

But after signing a two-year contract worth $575,000 a year (just above the league minimum) over the summer, and with roster spots open and attainable, it’s less about fun and more about business.

And LeBlanc’s business right now is to keep working, and to keep learning, so he can convince Quenneville — and himself — that he’s ready for the NHL right now.

“I’m not sure yet,” LeBlanc said of his ideal role. “The coaches and management will decide what’s best for me. And whatever they tell me to do, I’ll take it and run with it.”
Blackhawks’ power play struggles in shootout loss to Penguins 
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It’s only the preseason, but the Blackhawks’ power play appears to be in midseason form. 

The Blackhawks erased a two-goal deficit to force overtime, but lost in a shootout 4-3 to the Pittsburgh Penguins in a preseason game Thursday night at the United Center. The Hawks had plenty of bright spots, but went a glaring 0-for-6 on the power play for the second straight game.

It’s a familiar problem for the Hawks, one of the lone weak spots during their run to the Stanley Cup last season. The Hawks were without Jonathan Toews (lower-body injury), Marian Hossa (upper body), Duncan Keith (healthy) and Brent Seabrook (healthy), among others, but Joel Quenneville wasn’t using that as an excuse.

“They had a lot of pieces missing, too,” he said. “Our power play had two A-plus looks, Kaner had two great chances. But no production. Can’t be happy with it. We score 5-on-5 by shooting the puck. Why can’t we shoot the puck 5-on-4?”

Other than that, there was plenty to like for Quenneville. Patrick Sharp and Ben Smith each scored for the second time in as many games, and Brandon Bollig continued his strong training camp with the game-tying goal with 6:53 left in the third period, swatting in a rebound past Tomas Vokoun during a goalmouth scrum. 

Smith’s goal came shorthanded, after he picked the pocket of Pittsburgh’s Derrick Pouliot. Smith is the leading candidate to replace Michael Frolik on the Hawks’ top penalty-killing unit, and Quenneville said it was his best game yet.

“It feels good,” Smith said. “[But] it’s one game. One game’s not going to make this team. So as I said Tuesday (after a 2-0 win over Detroit), it’s a step forward.”

Pouliot, Joe Vitale and Sidney Crosby — in his first game at the United Center since Jan. 13, 2006, his rookie season — scored for the Penguins. Nikolai Khabibulin made 27 saves for the Hawks.

NOTEWORTHY: Toews, who’s been nursing a lower-body injury since the first day of camp, will make his preseason debut Friday night at Washington. … Nineteen-year-old Teuvo Teravainen, who’s been dazzling at times in Toews’ spot between Bryan Bickell and Patrick Kane, said he’s returning to Finland on Friday. He’ll play the season for Jokerit in the SM-Liiga, but said he believes he’ll be able to make the Hawks roster next fall, and wouldn’t rule out returning in the spring after the Finnish season ends. He called his camp experience “awesome.” … Kane, Teravainen and Drew LeBlanc all failed to score in the shootout. Beau Bennett scored for Pittsburgh, while Khabibulin stopped Crosby.
Hossa to miss four exhibitions; Toews will play Friday 
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Marian Hossa came into camp feeling healthy after he was plagued with back problems during the Stanley Cup Final. But after he aggravated an upper-body injury, Blackhawks coach Joel Quenneville said Hossa would miss at least four exhibitions, starting with Thursday night’s game against the Penguins.

Hossa dealt with a nerve issue in his back during the Final (he missed Game 3) but looked spry during three days of scrimmaging at Notre Dame last week.

He had two goals and an assist in those scrimmages but hasn’t seen the ice since.

“He was skating pretty good,” Quenneville said. “We liked the way he was playing and moving. But this is where we’re at.”

Quenneville said he was comfortable that the injury wasn’t serious and that Hossa could return for the preseason finale next Saturday.

“We feel he’ll be back and he’ll be fine [for the Oct. 1 opener],” he said.

Pulkkinen suspended

Detroit’s Teemu Pulkkinen was suspended for four preseason games for boarding defenseman Mike Kostka on Tuesday. Kostka was in street clothes on Thursday, but Quenneville said he’s OK and deemed him day-to-day.

Toews update

Jonathan Toews (lower-body injury), who hasn’t played in any scrimmages or games this camp, will make his preseason debut Friday night at Washington.

◆ Brandon Pirri (lower body) left the morning skate early. Quenneville said his health will be a factor in whether he makes the team out of camp, but added, “He’s still in the mix.” 

Hawks fall in shootout

Patrick Sharp and Ben Smith (short-handed) scored for the second time in as many games, and Brandon Bollig tied it with 6:53 left as the Hawks lost 4-3 in a shootout to the Penguins. 

Sidney Crosby gave Pittsburgh a 3-1 lead in the second period in his first appearance at the United Center since Jan. 13, 2006, his rookie year. Nikolai Khabibulin made 27 saves. The Hawks were 0-for-6 on the power play for the second straight game.
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Brookbank among several vying for role as 7th defenseman 
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Don’t cry for Sheldon Brookbank, the odd man out for all but one game of the Blackhawks’ run through the playoffs last spring. After all, he’s a Stanley Cup champion.

“The way I looked at it, I was the seventh defenseman on the best team in the world,” Brookbank said. “There are worse things. You could be a top-four defenseman on the worst team in the league.”

Don’t get Brookbank wrong. He would have loved to have played every game of the playoffs, as Michal Rozsival did, or even to have continued his regular-season platoon with Rozsival. As coach Joel Quenneville repeatedly pointed out throughout the season and the playoffs, Brookbank probably deserved to be an everyday player, even though he admitted “it wasn’t my best year as a player in this league.”

But, on arguably the top defense in the league, spots are hard to come by. Brookbank was a key contributor during the regular season and a veteran presence in the locker room and practices throughout the playoffs. And while his job likely is secure for another year — he’s got a year left on his contract at $1.3 million, and he adds an enforcer element that the rest of the defensive corps does not — he knows there are several guys who would love nothing more than to leave camp as the seventh defenseman on the best team in the world.

“This is my seventh year now in the NHL, and every year there’s competition,” Brookbank said. “You don’t take anything for granted. You still have to earn your spot and make the team out of camp.”

On the other side of the equation are guys like Ryan Stanton, Theo Peckham, Mike Kostka and Adam Clendening, who all possibly could have NHL jobs next month if they were in shallower organizations.

Stanton was a black ace during the playoffs, called up after his third — and best — full season in Rockford. He had 25 points in 73 games and was a plus-16. Understandably, the Hawks are very high on Stanton, and at 24, he’s more than paid his dues. But he knows there’s simply not a lot of room for upward mobility in the Hawks organization.

“It’s obviously a bit [frustrating], but they’re all good D-men and I’ve got nothing against any of them,” Stanton said. “And you can’t be mad at management for signing back a D-corps like that, one that just won you the Stanley Cup. I just need to keep my head down and try my hardest, and try to make some decisions hard on them.”

While Stanton and Clendening try to break into the NHL for good, Peckham and Kostka are trying to stay there. Peckham — a big-hitting enforcer-type — has spent part of each of the last seven seasons with the Edmonton Oilers but played just four games last year. Kostka (injured Tuesday night when he was boarded by Detroit’s Teemu Pulkkinen, who faces an in-person hearing with the league and a likely suspension for the hit) appeared in 35 games with the Toronto Maple Leafs last season.

Signing with the Hawks didn’t help their chances, but the opportunity to tryout for one of the top teams in the league was hard to pass up.

“Last year was a pretty disappointing year for me, and I just want to show that I belong,” said Peckham, 25. “I think I can play at this level.”

Of course, the level isn’t the problem. It’s the team. Quenneville loves to talk about “organizational depth” and clearly believes in the old hockey axiom that you can never have too many defensemen. So Stanton and Peckham and a host of other intriguing blue-liners will spend the week auditioning for one of the most coveted understudy roles in hockey. And Brookbank will be doing everything he can to keep it.

“We like tough decisions,” Quenneville said. “It’s a good problem to have.”
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Blackhawks’ Bickell is Hayes’ goal model 
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The big bruiser with the surprisingly deft playmaking ability — the perfect power-forward prototype if he could just put it all together — wasn’t a complete stranger to the NHL. He’d had his cups of coffee, his promising stints. But approaching his mid-20s — an old guy by prospect standards — he had to watch from the locker room as the clock hit triple-zero and his teammates won the Stanley Cup, along for the ride as a Black Ace, but not on the ice as a Blackhawk.

That was Bryan Bickell in 2010.

That was Jimmy Hayes in 2013.

Since then, Bickell has gone on to become a part of the revamped Hawks “core,” a Stanley Cup champion and playoff hero in his own right and a top-line forward with a new four-year, $16 million contract. That’s good for Hayes for two reasons — Bickell’s new role is a potential glimpse into his future, and Bickell’s old role is up for grabs.

The Hawks are in search of a third-line wing, a physical, responsible presence who still can produce. Hayes, a 6-6, 221-pound 23-year-old, is the leading candidate. 

“That’s the role I’m going to try to fill,” Hayes said. “He did pretty well with it. He was a great role model to watch, a big, powerful guy, and I want to play similar to him.”

Hayes — who won a national championship at Boston College in 2010 a couple of months before the Hawks won the Stanley Cup — played 31 games with the big club in 2011-12, scoring five goals, and 10 games last season, scoring once. But he had a breakout season at Rockford last year with 25 goals and 20 assists in 67 games and is having a stellar training camp — standing out at Notre Dame not just because of his size, but because of his play. He tied for the team lead with three goals and two assists in four short scrimmages and looked quicker and shiftier than the more plodding player he was in years past. He even scored the first goal of Monday night’s full scrimmage, crashing the net and smacking home a slick Patrick Sharp pass.

Hayes credited a rigorous offseason training program. He focused on his fitness and conditioning level, as well as his skating. Coach Joel Quenneville — who holds Hayes’ fate in his hands — has noticed.

“Jimmy Hayes had a real good week,” Quenneville said. “He was one player that really stepped up and showed us that he wants to make our hockey team. He worked at a different level in the offseason, he prepared himself to be in much better shape, and you can notice his quickness and his drive out there.”

Hayes is a tantalizing piece. He’s big enough to be a physical force and an imposing net-front presence — two of the few traits the Hawks don’t have in spades. The key for Hayes, as it was for Bickell, is to use his rare combination of size and hands, along with his improved skating ability, effectively and consistently. It took Bickell a few up-and-down years before it all clicked in the playoffs last spring. Hayes hopes to follow the same path, only more quickly.

“I have to learn to be consistent and play hard every night,” Hayes said. “Being a Black Ace last year, watching Bickell and seeing how he plays like a big guy, I’ve got to put that into my game and bring it every night.”
Several Blackhawks in running to fill Michael Frolik’s spot on PK 
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SOUTH BEND, Ind. — Sure, Ben Smith wants to be a top-line guy. Of course, Jeremy Morin would love to skate alongside Jonathan Toews. Naturally, Brandon Pirri thinks of himself as a scorer.

But Smith has been in Rockford for a little more than three seasons and is older than Patrick Kane. Morin has been in Rockford three years, too. So has Pirri. They were born six days apart — a year and a half before Brandon Saad. Jimmy Hayes and Drew LeBlanc are each 24, having paid their dues in the minors and in college, respectively.

So they’re not picky.

‘‘I would embrace any role that I would get on the big squad,’’ Smith said.

‘‘I would do whatever they asked me to do,’’ LeBlanc said.

‘‘Whatever they want from me, I’m ready,’’ Morin said.

That’s what coach Joel Quenneville likes to hear because one of the very few holes he has to fill — and one of the most important — isn’t exactly the most glamorous one. The Hawks are looking for the next Michael Frolik, a guy who can play limited minutes on the fourth line and become a penalty-killing specialist. That means forgoing personal glory a bit. Frolik, a former first-round pick and two-time 20-goal scorer, always liked to call himself an ‘‘offensive-minded player,’’ but he reinvented himself last season as a tenacious penalty-killer, sacrificing his stats and his body by focusing on defense and blocking shots.

Nine-time Stanley Cup-winning coach Scotty Bowman, a senior adviser for the Hawks, said the job Frolik and Marcus Kruger did on the kill — the Hawks were third in the league with a sparkling 87.2 percent success rate — was one of the biggest reasons they won the Cup. Not only did it help offset a dismal power play, but it eased the burden on Toews and Marian Hossa, saving them a few minutes of ice time a game and keeping them fresher late in games.

Quenneville said he hoped the next Frolik would come from the handful of Rockford guys expected to make the team. Smith, a scrappy sort and a veteran penalty-killer in the minors, might have the inside track.

‘‘I’ve been trying to show I can block shots over the last couple of days,’’ Smith said. ‘‘Any role, obviously, I’d take on this team. But that’s something I’d for sure take pride in if called upon.’’

Morin got his first taste of killing penalties last season in Rockford and might be another front-runner. Quenneville even mentioned Saad, who saw some time on the kill late last season, though it might defeat the purpose of keeping top guys fresh if he earns the second-line center spot. Hayes, a physical presence at 6-6, is more likely to get Bryan Bickell’s old spot on the third line, but he said he’d be more than willing to take on the penalty-killing role if it was offered.

Regardless of who gets it, he’ll have to work hard to keep it. Because any role is a treasured role, and there will be a handful of other guys waiting in the wings, more than happy to find a permanent home — any home — in the lineup. 

‘‘It’s a good opportunity for all of us,’’ said Morin, who scored twice in the opening scrimmage in the Hawks’ last day Sunday at Notre Dame. ‘‘A lot of us have put our time in down in Rockford, and there are some spots open, including that one. Obviously, we’re friends and roommates, but it’s a business, and we’re all trying to earn a spot.’’

Email: mlazerus@suntimes.com

Twitter: @MarkLazerus
Top prospect Teravainen remains patient with Blackhawks 

 BY MARK LAZERUS Staff Reporter September 15, 2013 7:10PM 

0 

0 

Share 

3 

Hawks top pick Teuvo Teravainen is flanked by general manager Stan Bowman (left) director amateur scouting Mark Kelley. | Bruce 

Hawks top pick Teuvo Teravainen is flanked by general manager Stan Bowman (left) and director of amateur scouting Mark Kelley. | Bruce Bennett~Getty Images 

Related Stories

 ◾ Several Blackhawks in running to fill Michael Frolik’s spot on PK  

Updated: September 17, 2013 1:38AM

SOUTH BEND, Ind. — Teuvo Teravainen thinks he has the skills to play in the NHL right now. So does Patrick Kane. So does Joel Quenneville. But with a roster loaded with scorers, the Blackhawks can afford to be patient.

So despite the flashes of dazzling brilliance the 19-year-old Finn has shown at training camp, Teravainen is headed back home for another year of seasoning. Quenneville said Sunday that Teravainen will play in the first two or three preseason games this week, but will then be shipped back to Jokerit.

“I think we’re going to send him back and he’ll play over there, but it’s nice knowing we have a real nice piece coming,” Quenneville said on the final day of the Hawks’ stay at Notre Dame. “I just think he could turn out to be a real special player, and being patient with him is definitely the right thing to do.”

Without any top-six forward spots available, Teravainen — the 18th pick in the 2012 draft — knows he will benefit more from being a top-line center in the Finnish Elite League than a role player in Chicago.

“I feel good and I think I maybe can play here,” Teravainen said. “But I think I need to get stronger and go back to Finland and get big minutes there.”

With Jonathan Toews and Brandon Pirri both sitting out Sunday’s scrimmages with injuries that Quenneville described as “not serious,” Teravainen played on the Hawks’ top line with Kane and Bryan Bickell and scored his second goal of camp. He also had two assists during the three days of scrimmaging.

“You can tell his talent level is sky-high,” said Kane, who went straight to the NHL at age 18 as a top overall pick. “I had fun playing with him. … I think he’s going to be a good one down the road.”

Heading home

The Hawks raved about the facilities and atmosphere at Notre Dame’s Compton Family Ice Arena, which hosted five days of camp while the United Center was booked. But they were excited to be heading home to the United Center for Monday night’s training camp festival, which features a full, 60-minute intrasquad scrimmage. The game is sold out.

Including the scrimmage, the Hawks play six games in eight days. So the camp portion of the preseason is essentially over.

“It’s good to play the games and get into it and start getting in that game atmosphere, and try to get in game shape for the season,” Kane said.

Quenneville said that Toews (lower-body injury) will not play in the scrimmage, but that he’ll skate beforehand. There won’t be any cuts before the scrimmage, but with 56 players in camp not everyone will dress.

“I wouldn’t read into who doesn’t play and who does play,” he said.

Leading the way

After three days of scrimmaging at Notre Dame, Patrick Sharp (three goals, two assist) and Jimmy Hayes (three goals, two assists) were the Hawks’ leading scorers. Teravainen (two goals, two assist) was next. Patrick Kane had three goals, and Jeremy Morin, 2013 first-rounder Ryan Hartman, Maxim Shalunov, and Terry Broadhurst each scored twice. Bryan Bickell and Brad Winchester each had three assists.

Among the six goalies, all of whom played 100 minutes, Nikolai Khabibulin led the way, only giving up three goals. Corey Crawford and Antti Raanta gave up seven each.
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SOUTH BEND, Ind. — Teuvo Teravainen was a winger last year. He’ll be a center this year. But it really doesn’t matter.

“I just need the puck,” Teravainen said.

And once he gets it, you can see why. The undersized, unassuming Finn plays big and loud on the ice, drawing comparisons to Patrick Kane with his dazzling offensive ability. The Hawks’ first-round pick in 2012 (18th overall) is almost certainly headed back to Finland for another year of seasoning. But just two days into training camp, the 5-11, 165-pounder showed just why the Hawks are so high on him.

“I liked him,” coach Joel Quenneville said Friday after Teravainen scored on a penalty shot during the first day of scrimmages at Notre Dame. “He wants the puck in the middle of the ice, and you notice him. Playing with him, you’ve got to be sharp and ready because the puck’s going to be on your stick quicker than you think. . . . The quickness with his hands is special.”

Teravainen had 13 goals and 18 assists in 44 games last year for Jokerit in Finland, even after playing half the season against many locked-out NHL players. He also had five goals and seven assists in six games at the World Juniors.

Kane went up against Teravainen, 19, in the first scrimmage of the day and was impressed.

“I hear there’s a lot of similarities [with me] . . . everything I hear is really good things about him,” Kane said. “So he’s a guy you can look forward to playing with in the future and being part of our team. Even though he’s a young kid and probably hasn’t matured as much as he can, he’s got a lot of skill and a lot of talent.”

Quenneville said there’s no set plan for Teravainen, but the most tantalizing prospect in the Hawks’ system likely will have to wait another year to get his shot.

“I’ll just go play big minutes in Finland with Jokerit and get stronger,” he said. “Get better every day, and I think maybe next year I’m ready.”
After winning a Stanley Cup at 21, Hawks all-scar center Andrew Shaw knows he can’t let up 
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SOUTH BEND, Ind. — The latest permanent adjustment to Andrew Shaw’s face is about an inch long — a thin, horizontal pink line under his right eye.

That’s where a puck — fired by Boston’s Shawn Thornton in Game 6 of the Stanley Cup Final — tore into Shaw’s flesh and left him sprawled on the ice for several minutes. It left a small but nasty wound that even a quick stitching couldn’t hold together

The Blackhawks’ irascible center spent the game wiping the blood off with a towel, then spent the postgame celebration wiping the blood on his teammates’ bright white jerseys, one giddy hug at a time.

But good things tend to come from Shaw’s pain. The stitches that closed the cut sold for $6,500 at auction, a total that was then tripled by the V Foundation, raising $19,500 for cancer research, a cause near to Shaw’s heart; his mom is a cancer survivor.

Shaw said it was a cool idea but hopes that the next piece of memorabilia he auctions off will be something simpler. Maybe an autograph or a stick.

“Hopefully, not something off my face,” Shaw said. “My face had enough.”

Indeed, Shaw’s latest scar has plenty of company. But those facial fixtures are emblematic of the way Shaw plays — always trying to leave an indelible mark, toughness and tenacity trumping raw talent.

So even though Shaw had nine goals in the regular season and five in the playoffs — including his famous “I love shin pads!” moment when he deflected Michal Rozsival’s shot past Boston’s Tuukka Rask in the third overtime of Game 1 of the Final — he knows exactly the style of play that got him to the NHL as a twice-undrafted player and will keep him there for years to come.

“It’s something I’ve done my entire career,” Shaw said of his irritant role. “I’ve got to keep doing it. If I don’t, if I get away from that game, I’m not as effective. The coaches are always making sure that I know that. I’ve got to go out there every shift and play like it’s my last.”

The trick is keeping that desperation after winning the Stanley Cup at 21. The guy’s so young, he spent his time on Thursday night visiting dorms and beating Notre Dame students at video games.

But Shaw insists he knows how fortunate he is and doesn’t take such success for granted. The sight of veterans Jamal Mayers, Michal Handzus and Rozsival hoisting the Stanley Cup for the first time in their 30s — and the joy and relief in their faces — has stuck with Shaw.

“It ain’t easy,” he said. “It’s the hardest trophy to win. You can go your whole career and not win it. . . . It just shows you’ve got to keep competing [because] the chance may never come around again.”

Coach Joel Quenneville raved about Shaw’s intangible qualities but said he still has plenty of offensive upside. Shaw again could be used as a net-front presence on the power play — despite his 5-10, 180-pound frame — and he showed last season that he can be productive, even on the checking line, when skating with talented teammates.

But he lost Bryan Bickell (moved to the top line) and Viktor Stalberg (signed with Nashville) as his linemates and will have to break in two new ones — possibly a couple of the younger guys coming up from Rockford who are trying to crack the roster.

They can surely learn something from Shaw, who always seems to be trying to prove himself — even if that means digging in the corners, goading opponents into penalties, picking fights with guys a foot taller (remember Hal Gill?) and, yes, blocking shots by any means necessary.

“I don’t think any spot’s secure,” Shaw said. “So I’ve still got to work and compete and just do what I do there.”
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SOUTH BEND, Ind. — With a packed house in attendance, Saturday’s scrimmages had a decidedly more energetic feel than the first two days of Blackhawks training camp. Then Duncan Keith really turned up the intensity.

As time wound down in the second scrimmage, Keith and Ben Smith were battling for position in front of Corey Crawford. The battle quickly escalated into a full-blown fight, with Keith pummeling Smith in the crease. Neither player, fortunately, was injured. And neither could really explain the fight.

“It happens,” Smith said. “We’re competitors. We’re out there to compete and work hard. For me, I’m trying to win a spot here, so it’s just one of those things, part of the game. … I figured I’d get on the scoresheet somehow today.”

Said Keith: “I’m just a competitive person. That’s the way I play the game.”

Keith, who’s only had one fight in the previous three seasons, played coy about the surprising scrap. When a reporter pointed out how rare it was to see him fight, Keith deadpanned: “You don’t watch me. I fight off the ice sometimes, but nobody cares about that. I’d get into lots of fights when I was younger. Me and my buddies used to get into fights all the time, but nobody cared about that.”

Then he paused.

“Good one, right?” he said.

Smith isn’t much of a fighter, either, but actually broke his hand in a fight with Rockford last January, just as Hawks training camp was about to open, possibly costing him a chance to make the team.

“I haven’t talked to Duncan yet, but I’m sure we’ll laugh it off later,” Smith said. “It’ll be interesting [Sunday], we play them again. I’m sure we’ll be battling it out a little bit on the boards.”

Hawks coach Joel Quenneville, who has been watching the scrimmages from the press box at Compton Family Ice Arena, said he missed the fight because he was downstairs putting on his skates for the post-scrimmage practice session. But he didn’t seem to mind.

“I heard about it,” he said. “Things like that happen, could be in practice or a scrimmage. I’ve seen more fights than just one in a camp in the past. Some days you see several. It’s all part of it.”

Saad at center

Brandon Saad’s second day of scrimmaging as a center went better than his first. Though he still finds himself sometimes gravitating to the left side, or getting ahead of the play, he felt more comfortable Saturday after going over some position work with the coaching staff.

“With the wing, you’re usually more ahead of the play,” he said. “You kind of have to slow yourself down and think a little bit more, because it’s a new experience for me. Like I said, I’m feeling better each day.”

Saad struggled with his faceoffs, and acknowledged that’s something he has to work on.

“But that’s something you CAN work on to improve,” he said.

Quenneville was happy with Saad’s progress.

“He looks all right,” Quenneville said. “He seems like he has the puck, [and the] play recognition’s there. Defensively, that’s continued to be a work in progress, but I like him there right how.”

Toews update

Jonathan Toews missed his second straight day of scrimmages, and likely will ski Sunday’s sessions, too. But Quenneville said he’s doing “much better” with his lower-body injury, and that the team is just being extra cautious with its captain.

“He wanted to skate [Saturday], but we’ll make sure we’re more than ready with him,” Quenneville said.

Camp update

Among the players who stood out in Saturday’s scrimmages were former first-round pick Kyle Beach (three points) and big winger Jimmy Hayes (one goal). Quenneville said the 6-6, 221-pound Hayes has shown been more consistently taking advantage of his size and skating ability, and is “enhancing his chance” of making the team. Quenneville also said he hoped that Beach — who hasn’t yet cracked the NHL despite being the 11th pick in the 2008 draft — could push himself to be a possible midseason call-up. Quenneville also had praise for 2013 first-round pick Ryan Hartman, who had a goal, and 2012 first-round pick Teuvo Teravainen, who continues to show off his offensive skills.

Martin Brodeur rejoins Devils after attending father's funeral

Martin-Brodeur-SaedHindash.JPG

Martin Brodeur played in two of the Devils' six preseason games. (Saed Hindash/The Star-Ledger)
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Goalie Martin Brodeur, who attended the funeral of his father over the weekend, rejoined the Devils on the ice today for practice at AmeriHealth Paviliion.

Although he believes he'll be ready emotionally to play in Thursday night's opener in Pittsburgh, Brodeur said the weekend without practicing set him back physically.

"Emotionally I think I'll be alright," he said. "It was a tough three or four days I spent in Canada. Physically, we'll see. Practice was a little hard on me. We'll see for Thursday and what the coach says."

Brodeur did not give the eulogy for his father. That was done by Brodeur's nephew.

"I'm pretty strong, but I'm not that strong," Brodeur said.

He joked that he spent the weekend in Montreal looking at a lot of family photos.

"For some reason we have a lot of family photos," he chuckled, alluding to his photographer dad.

Brodeur played in two of the Devils' six preseason games, going 0-2 with an 4.24 goals-against average.

Patrik Elias returned to practice and said he felt fine. Elias said he'll be ready for the opener.

"The injury is gone," he said. "I'll be fine."

 The Devils must have their opening night 23-man roster submitted to the NHL by 5 p.m. today.

Cam Janssen, who cleared waivers, was the only player that did not practice. He will be assigned to Albany (AHL).

"I'm not worried about toughness," coach Pete DeBoer said. "The people we have here play a hard game."

With a full squad, this is how coach Pete DeBoer broke down his two power play units:

First unit-- Marek Zidlicky and Travis Zajac on the points with Ryane Clowe, Patrik Elias and Jaromir Jagr up front.

Second unit-- Andy Greene and Adam Larsson/Peter Harrold on the points with Adam Henrique, Michael Ryder and Damien Brunner up front.

I asked Jagr if he thought he could help the Devils in shootouts, an area in which they struggled last season.

"When i was pretty good on the shootouts there was no shootouts in the league. That was 20 years ago," Jagr said with a laugh.

"Let's hope we're going to beat everybody in regulation time."

He said he "doesn't mind" being used on shootouts but thinks younger goalies have an edge on him in shootouts.

Lines today:

Ryane Clowe-Patrik Elias-Damien Brunner

 Rostislav Olesz-Travis Zajac-Dainius Zubrus

 Adam Henrique-Andrei Loktionov-Michael Ryder

 Ryan-Carter-Stephen Gionta-Steve Bernier

 Mattias Tedenby-Jacob Josefson-Jaromir Jagr

Defense pairings:

Bryce Salvador-Marek Zidlicky

 Andy Greene-Adam Larsson

 Alex Urbom-Mark Fayne

 Anton Volchenkov-Peter Harrold

Goalies:

Martin Brodeur, Cory Schneider

Devils put Cam Janssen on waivers; Dainius Zubrus calls team 'well-packed'

Cam-Janssen-Hindash.JPG

The Devils put Cam Janssen on waivers today. (Saed Hindash/The Star-Ledger)
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During a three-year span between 2008 and 2010, Dainius Zubrus felt the Devils had several squads that could have made a serious run at the Stanley Cup.

 For various reasons, it never happened.

“To be honest, out of the six years I’ve been here, there were definitely years I thought we were there. We had some good teams,” Zubrus recalled. “Unfortunately I think those years we lost in the first round.”

Now, with so many people writing the Devils off this season, Zubrus senses something special building. It is a different team without Ilya Kovalchuk, not to mention the departure of Zach Parise two summers ago, but there is a sense that this Devils squad could be overachievers.

 Legitimate Cup contenders, Zubrus predicted.

“I think we’re very well-packed. I think we’re a very good team,” he said. “I do believe we’re better than last year. The year we went to the Finals a couple of years ago I thought we were definitely a good team, but now we’re a little different.”

Most important, he said, is the goaltending tandem of Martin Brodeur and Cory Schneider.

“For us to win, obviously everybody needs to play at their best. That’s an easy answer, but it’s true. Everybody has to do their jobs,” Zubrus said. “With the goaltending we see right now—Marty being Marty and Schneids coming in—starting from them on out, I think we have a very good lineup. When we play our pace and our hockey, I think we match against anybody very well.”

That lineup will be finalized by 3 p.m. Monday when the Devils submit their 23-man roster.

 Right winger Cam Janssen was placed on waivers today. If he clears at noon Monday, he can be sent to Albany. That would leave two more cuts, with goalie Keith Kinkaid having been assigned to the AHL club yesterday.

 The team has eight defensemen right now, including rookie Alex Urbom. There are 16 forwards, including Jannssen.

Urbom, Stephen Gionta and Adam Larsson all have two-way contracts. Only Larsson would not be required to clear waivers.
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It has been a cautious preseason for Devils forward Patrik Elias, who played in only two of the team’s six exhibition games while periodically sitting out practices to rest a sore groin.

 But now the 37-year-old Elias isn’t sure he’ll be able to play in Thursday night’s regular season opener in Pittsburgh because of a different, unspecified injury.

“I guess we’ll see after the weekend. We have a day off tomorrow, so that’s a couple days of rest again,” said Elias, who sat out today’s practice but worked out off-ice. “It depends on how I feel on the ice again Monday or Tuesday, whenever I’m ready to practice again.”

Elias was in good spirits and joked that he is nursing a “mysterious” injury.

“My groin is fine,” he said. “I was a little sore after the Philly game, so I’m just being cautious,” Elias said.

General manager Lou Lamoriello said of the injury: “Nothing to be alarmed about.”

Lamoriello trimmed his roster to 26 players today when he assigned goalie Keith Kinkaid to Albany (AHL) and traded winger Krys Barch to the Florida Panthers along with their seventh pick in the 2015 entry draft for minor league center Scott Timmins and Florida’s sixth pick in 2014.

The Devils had previously acquired the seventh-round pick in 2015 from the St. Louis Blues in last season’s trade for Matt D’Agostini.

 Barch, the 6-1, 220-pound enforcer, played 22 games for the Devils last season and had no points with 44 penalty minutes. He had signed with the Devils as a free agent in July of 2012 after playing 41 games for the Panthers in 2011-12.

 Lamoriello, who must make three more cuts to get his roster down to 23 by 3 p.m. Monday, said the trade does not necessarily mean fighting winger Cam Janssen will make the team.

“There are no decisions on anything. We’re not concerned about toughness with our team right now,” Lamoriello said.

 Lamoriello said the Barch trade was made partially because of “what we see in camp and for our roster.”

Jaromir Jagr, who skated in today’s first session, did not take part in the power play drills afterwards.

“I just wanted to be careful,” Jagr explained.

 The 41-year-old right wing, who skated with Dainius Zubrus and Andrei Loktionov, had been sidelined for most of camp with a hip/groin issue. He said he wouldn’t classify today as a setback. 

 Timmins, 24, is 5-11, 191 pounds centerman who had been playing for the San Antonio Rampage (AHL). In 24 career NHL games with the Panthers (five last season) he had one goal and no assists with 12 penalty minutes.

The Hamilton, Ont., native was drafted in the sixth round (165th overall) by the Panthers in the 2009 entry draft.
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Devils forward Patrik Elias did not practice today at AmeriHealth Pavilion while goalie Martin Brodeur remained with his family following the death of his father.

The Devils traded winger Krys Barch and their seventh-round pick in the 2015 entry draft to the Florida Panthers for a sixth-round draft pick in 2014 and minor league center Scott Timmins

The Devils had previously acquired the seventh round pick from St. Louis.

Timmins, 24, is 5-11, 191 pounds. In 24 NHL games with the Panthers (five last season) he had one goal and no assists. He's from Hamilton, Ont.

After a first session, the ice was resurfaced and the team came back out to work on the power play. Interestingly, Jaromir Jagr did not come back out for the power play session.

"Jagr is resting," GM Lou Lamoriello said. "He went the first half of the scrimmage."

The lines:

Ryane Clowe-Travis Zajac-Damien Brunner

 Dainius Zubrus-Andrei Loktionov-Jaromir Jagr

 Rostislav Olesz-Adam Henrique-Michael Ryder

 Ryan Carter-Stephen Gionta-Steve Bernier

 Mattias Tedenby/Krys Barch-Jacob Josefson-Cam Janssen

Defense pairings:

Bryce Salvador-Marek Zidlicky

 Andy Greene-Adam Larsson

 Anton Volchenkov-Peter Harrold

 Alex Urbom-Mark Fayne

Goalies:

Cory Schneider-Keith Kinkaid
Krys Barch stood in front of his locker, smiling. He had two black eyes, from fighting three times in one game last week, and a chipped tooth. His handshake, like a bear trap, strengthened with each passing second.

He had just been talking about the fight in Toronto last week, which resulted in a 10-game suspension for ex-Devil David Clarkson, when he was asked whether there was still room for enforcers, him and those like him, in the NHL.

"It’s something when you need it, you need it," Barch replied. "And when you don’t, you wish you had it."

The Devils say there is still a need for it. Barch and fellow pugilist Cam Janssen are battling to make the final cut when the regular season begins. But they’re doing so at a time when fighting seems to be falling leaguewide and muscle must come with skill and grace.

During the 2008-09 season, Anaheim led the league with 82 fighting majors. Two years ago, in the last full season, the Rangers did so with just 65.

And as Barch will tell you, no longer are enforcers on the ice for 45 seconds a night, just to swill around with their counterpart on the other team. Now they must be able to play seven or eight minutes a night.

For Pete DeBoer, the question doesn’t need much time to be answered.

"Absolutely," the Devils coach said. "It’s still a part of the game and it will be, if and when they take fighting out. Everybody needs those guys that will hold the other guys accountable if they try to take liberties. And those two guys are good at what they do."

Ryan Carter says the formula is fairly simple.

"I think as long as there’s one in the game, there’s a need for them," he said. 

"For the most part they’re the most honest, physical players out there. It seems like they go by a code and it’s rarely broken. The odd time it is broken, you need someone who can go handle it."

But there is no working around the fact that enforcers these days must be more skilled. They must be able to skate and make plays and be more than fighters deployed at the appropriate time.

"I think the guys we have in those roles are," DeBoer said.

"They’re good at their job because you can put them on the ice and they can still play that role."

• Pete DeBoer will let Martin Brodeur take the time he needs to return to the team. Brodeur returned home Thursday. His father, Denis, died in Montreal.

"He’s got to do what he’s got to do, however long that takes," DeBoer said. "We’ll come up with a plan when he gets back."

• DeBoer has not determined who will get Ilya Kovalchuk’s old role in the captaincy hierarchy and take over the "A" on his uniform. He said the coaching staff will discuss it at a later date.

"That hasn’t been on the to-do list but it will be before the season starts," the head coach said.

• Ryan Carter practiced yesterday and said the injury that prevented him from playing Thursday night is "coming around."

He would not, however, reveal what the injury is.
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 Pete DeBoer will let Martin Brodeur take the time he needs to return to the team. Brodeur returned home Thursday. His father, Denis, passed away in Montreal.

"He’s got to do what he’s got to do, however long that takes," DeBoer said. "We’ll come with a plan when he gets back."

The Devils haven't ruled out the possibility that Cory Schneider could start the season opener Oct. 3.

Schneider sat out practice today, along with Patrik Elias, Dainius Zubrus, and Steve Bernier. DeBoer said it was for maintenance. 

With Brodeur and Schneider out of practice, goaltender coach Chris Terreri was one of two goaltenders in net. Terreri is a former NHL goaltender and played the majority of his career for the Devils.

"It’s not an easy task at 8:30 in the morning the night after a game to throw your 48 year old goaltender coach in the net," DeBoer said.

* * * 

DeBoer has not yet determined who will get Ilya Kovalchuk's old role in the captaincy hierarchy and take over the 'A' on their uniform. He said that the coaching staff will discuss it at a later date.

"That hasn’t been on the to-do list but it will be before the season starts," the coach said.

* * *
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 Jaromir Jagr knocked on wood. And he did it again.

"I’m OK," he said.

The right winger did not play in any of the Devils preseason games and the regular season opener Thursday slowly approaches.

But the Devils have seen enough from Jagr so far to know that they like what he can provide them.

"He looks good. He’s looking better every day," coach Pete DeBoer said. "You can see what he’s going to add. He’s definitely going to be an asset for us on the power play."

 * * * 

Ryan Carter did not play Thursday due to "a minor nagging injury," DeBoer said.

Carter said today that the injury is "coming around." He practiced today and will wait to see how it responds.

He would not, however, reveal what the injury is. But Carter gave this answer to whether it would preclude him from playing if he had to in a regular season game.

"I don’t really know the answer to it," he said. "I’d like to think I’m tough enough to play through, but we’ll see."

Devils' Ryane Clowe shows he can set up goals as well as score them

Ryane-Clowe-Nicklas-Grossman-Saed.JPG

Devils winger Ryane Clowe battles Nicklas Grossmann of the Flyers. (Saed Hindash/The Star-Ledger)
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Who knew Devils winger Ryane Clowe was such a slick a play maker?

 The big winger, signed as a free agent this summer, has impressed his teammates with his passing, including a perfect center pass that led to a Damien Brunner goal tonight against the Flyers.

“Zaj and Clowe made two really nice passes. I just went hard to the net and put my stick on the ice,” Brunner said of his first goal for the Devils.

 Coach Pete DeBoer said it shouldn’t be surprising that Clowe has the ability to create chances.

“In San Jose he always played with good players. If you’re going to play on the wing with Joe Thornton or Patrick Marleau, you have to be able to make a play,” DeBoer pointed out. “For a big man he can do that. That’s why he’s good on the power play.”

The Clowe-Travis Zajac-Brunner line looks like a winner, but DeBoer isn’t sure he’s going to keep it together.

“I don’t know yet. We’re trying different combinations,” DeBoer said. “It’s going to depend on who we can get back healthy and who we have available to us over the next 4-5 days.”

That sounds like Jaromir Jagr might figure into the mix, not to mention the fact that Patrik Elias (a scratch tonight for maintenance) has played exceptionally well alongside Brunner.

 The Devils, who lost winger David Clarkson in the offseason, like what they see in Clowe.

“He’s a good player,” Zajac said. “Big, strong. He’s got really good hands and he really can make plays. He does a lot of things well. Just the way he plays he’s going to fit in well in our system.” 

The feeling is mutual.

“Trav is great to play with,” Clowe said. “He’s just so smart. He’s always in the right position supporting you. I like the way we’re playing. I like the style we play here—very aggressive, in-your-face. I’m enjoying it. I know it’s preseason but we had close to a full lineup tonight and we did what we had to do.”

Clowe also spoke highly on Brunner.

“Probably his strongest asset is his speed. He creates a lot of speed through the middle of the ice,” Clowe said. “Even on that goal when Trav gave it to me, I didn’t realize Bruns got behind him so quick. That’s his speed that beat the D-man back door. He’s very creative.”

After missing some time in camp with a lower body injury he suffered Sept. 16 against the Rangers, Clowe is pleased he has quickly found his form.

“When I got injured that first shift I was actually a little worried,” he admitted. “With the injury I just had to rest. For two or three days I wasn’t doing much. When I decided I could play I was kind of nervous.

“I have to say the last couple of games I felt really good. My legs felt really good and I’m moving my feet, all stuff I have to do as a big guy. I definitely feel I’m ready, probably the best I’ve felt in a while on the ice.”
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With Martin Brodeur in Montreal following the death of his 82-year-old father, Denis, Devils coach Pete DeBoer hasn’t ruled out the possibility of starting Cory Schneider in the regular-season opener in Pittsburgh Oct. 3. 

“I’m going to see how Marty feels and what his obligations are over the next few days and go from there,” DeBoer said after tonight’s 4-1 preseason win over the Flyers at Prudential Center.

 Schneider, who allowed one goal in 200 minutes during the preseason, stopped 79 of the 80 shots he faced. The only goal he allowed was a power play goal in Philadelphia Tuesday night.

 But Schneider said he hasn’t been told he will replace Brodeur as the starting goalie against the Penguins.

“I don’t know. We haven’t gotten that far,” he said. “It was just for today. We’ll see what happens going forward.”

DeBoer, whose club finished the preseason 4-2-0, said family matters over the last few days undoubtedly impacted Brodeur.

“I think it has to,” the coach said. “He’s a consumate pro. He handles everything on the face of it very well, but I think something like that has to affect you.”

DeBoer said the Devils knew what they were getting when they traded with Vancouver for Schneider.

“We knew he was a world-class goaltender when we traded for him,” DeBoer said. “His numbers in the preseason are obviously outstanding. I don’t know if I would’ve predicted that, but I think he’s come as advertised. We knew he was very good and he is.”

Virtually unbeatable in the preseason.

“The results kind of say one thing but I think personally there were some things I could’ve done better,” Schneider insisted. “Handling the puck, some rebound stuff I could’ve cleaned up. I felt a little better tonight catching pucks and making sure they stayed with me instead of spitting them back out in dangerous areas.”

He was unaffected by stepping in for Brodeur, a change in the team’s plans.

“It was fine. They told me yesterday so I was able to prepare yesterday in practice and today in the morning skate,” Schneider said. “I’m kind of used to jumping in on shirt notice, having split a lot of games the last few years.”

Devils teammate Damien Brunner, who played for the Detroit Red Wings last season, recalled facing the Canucks with Schneider in goal.

“We only played one game against him. The other two (Roberto) Luongo was in the net,” Brunner remembered, “but the game we played against him almost cost us the playoffs. We got one point out of that game and if we had lost that point we would’ve been out of the playoffs.

“It’s easy to remember. We had to finish with nine points out of 10, so that one point was in the shootout against Cory. And I missed against him.” 

Brunner said Schneider gives the entire Devils squad a lift. 

“It’s obviously easy when you have good goaltending every night. It makes you feel comfortable on the ice,” Brunner explained. “When you make a mistake you know teher is someone in the net to stop some pucks. When you have good goaltending, the energy is there.”
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If Devils coach Pete DeBoer were choosing his opening night roster, Stephen Gionta would be on it.

 But with five cuts to make before the 23-man roster is set by 3 p.m. Monday, there could be non-hockey factors that make Gionta vulnerable to being sent to Albany (AHL), such as the fact that he is on a two-way contract this season.

“When it comes down to deciding the roster and those spots, there are a lot of factors that go into that at Lou’s level that I don’t deal with,” DeBoer said of general manager Lou Lamoriello. “For me, Gionta is a key piece of our team.”

When Gionta signed a two-year contract on June 29, 2012, it was for a one-way NHL deal in 2012-13 at $525,000 and a two-way deal for this season with a $600,000 NHL salary.

“I haven’t thought about it at all,” Gionta said today. “It hasn’t changed the way I’m going to play or approach the game or anything like that. It’s a contract. That’s all it is. I’m part of the organization and hopefully I’m here in Jersey and have showed I belong here.

“I feel pretty good about the way I’ve played. It’s one game at a time.”

Gionta, who turns 30 on Oct. 9, said he doesn’t think the next few days will be stressful.

“I try not to think about it,” he said. “You just go out and do what you can. Whatever happens happens. Some things are out of your control and this is one of those. You go out, make an impression and you hope you’ve showed them that you belong here. If you didn’t, you regroup and move on.” 

He has certainly been an asset to the team over the past two seasons, beginning with his sensational performance in the 2012 playoffs centering a line with Ryan Carter and Steve Bernier.

“You always have to prove yourself. Those seasons are in the past,” Gionta pointed out. “It’s what you can do to help the team this year. When it’s all said and done, hopefully I’ve made a good case for myself.” 

DeBoer has been reluctant to use the Carter-Gionta-Bernier line much.

“There were a lot of times last year we didn’t play together,” Gionta noted. “You have to adapt to whoever you’re playing with. You have to build chemistry with everyone you play with and show you’re versatile and can play anywhere in the lineup.”

Gionta’s mindset remains unchanged.

“The same as it is every game. You go out there. You’re always fighting for a spot on the team. It doesn’t matter what time of the year it is, training camp or middle of the season. Playoffs you’re fighting for ice time and fighting for a spot,” he said. “It makes for fun competition because you always have someone pushing you. So you never get too comfortable.”

That is undoubtedly the case these last few days of training camp.

* * *

DeBoer said the game against the Flyers isn’t a do-or-die situation for any player.

“I think this isn’t about one game. It’s about the body of work in the entire camp,” DeBoer explained. “For me, I’m at the point now where I’m spending a lot of time looking at our team game and systems and chemistry between guys. Obviously in the back of your mind we still have some decisions to make, but a lot of my focus is on those areas.”

What would he like to see tonight?

“I want to see us work at our system,” he said. “Our identity is going to be that we’re a hard team to play against because we move as a five-man unit in all three zones. We have to keep inching towards that.”

* * *

Travis Zajac has been used on the point during Devils power plays, but DeBoer said he’s not sure if it will carry into the regular season beginning Thursday night in Pittsburgh.

“We’re still feeling that out,” the coach said. “He had a little history there a few years ago playing back there. It’s the same things you like about Trav up front—he’s got composure, he doesn’t have a very high panic threshhold, he takes his time, he sees the ice, he has good hockey sense. Those are the things that are attractive to us with him back there.”
San Jose Sharks' power play hits on all cylinders in 6-5 win over Anaheim

By Joseph D'Hippolito, Correspondent

Posted:   09/28/2013 09:41:53 PM PDT | Updated:   a day ago

ANAHEIM -- In their final preseason game Saturday night, the Sharks learned their power play can produce quickly even without Joe Thornton and Brent Burns.

Three rapid power-play goals at the Honda Center enabled the Sharks to beat the Anaheim Ducks 6-5 and finish preseason play with four victories in six games.

"Jumbo (Thornton) and Brent both play huge parts in it," Sharks coach Todd McLellan said about the power play. "But we feel comfortable that we have people who can step in and fill that role, maybe not to the same extent."

With Thornton and Burns not dressed for the game, McLellan devised two power-play units. One containing Jason Demers, Tommy Wingels, Matt Nieto, Tyler Kennedy and Matt Irwin broke a 2-2 tie in the first period.

Anaheim's Ben Lovejoy went to the penalty box for boarding at 17:24. Seven seconds later, Demers converted Nieto's pass to put the Sharks ahead 3-2. Nieto emerged from a jam at the left-wing boards to make the pass.

"He's been a very, very nice surprise," McLellan said of Nieto. "He makes us faster and for a small man, he does not get knocked off pucks. He's willing to take a hit. That skating ability is something we need."

In the second period, after extending their lead to 4-2, the Sharks scored while holding a two-man advantage. The Ducks' Ryan Getzlaf joined Matt Beleskey in the penalty box at 5:15. Dan Boyle 16 seconds later.

Anaheim drew within 5-4 after scoring twice during a 14-second span in the third period. But 13 seconds after the Ducks' Devante Smith-Pelly drew a penalty, Boyle scored his second power-play goal of the night.

Freddie Hamilton, who played on the second power-play unit, also attracted praise from McLellan.

"Freddie played a good two-way game," he said. "He has come a long way in his one year as a pro. He's very reliable defensively, and you don't see that in a lot of 20-year olds."

Goalie Antti Niemi made 13 saves while playing all 60 minutes. Patrick Marleau and Joe Pavelski each had a goal and an assist, while Wingels amassed three assists.

The Sharks' scratches included forward Tomas Hertl, who scored three preseason goals. Also not dressed were forward Anthony Stewart, who was invited to camp, and defensemen Taylor Doherty and Matt Tenneyson.
San Jose Sharks' 2-1 loss to Phoenix offers promise, questions

By Craig Morgan
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GLENDALE, Ariz. -- If the Sharks were looking for definitive answers in the battle for the club's final roster spots, they'll have to wait another day. 

Friday night's 2-1 loss to the Phoenix Coyotes in the preseason's second-to-last game offered some promise, some problems and more questions.

"It was a good night for us to evaluate players because it was a tight game, not a lot of space," coach Todd McLellan said. "Early on we established an attacking game, but as the game wore on we got away from that and became a more passive team. We don't have to play that way and we shouldn't play that way."

In the competition to fill injured forward Raffi Torres' role, neither Matt Nieto nor Freddie Hamilton managed a point. General manager Doug Wilson said the plan is to give both players, as well as Tomas Hertl, James Sheppard and Andrew Desjardins, a chance at more ice time before exploring trades or free agents.

Torres' energy and edge may be hard to replace, but Nieto had a big hit, three shots and a strong rush to end the first period. He was also caught deep when Radim Vrbata broke in alone and faked goalie Alex Stalock to his knees before taking the puck around the net and banking a wraparound off Stalock's pad with 38.2 seconds left in the second period.

Hamilton registered a pair of hits, but he made a few mistakes, including failing to get the puck in deep in the first period. His soft chip was intercepted, creating a chance the other way. 

Stalock was sharp in his second preseason game, turning aside point-blank chances from David Moss, Vrbata and a partial breakaway by Rob Klinkhammer. Stalock and Harri Sateri are battling for the backup spot.

"He stood tall and made the first save," McLellan said. "Our defense did a pretty good job of clearing the second chances away." 

With rosters whittled down, Friday's game looked more like a regular-season game with tight checking and limited scoring chances.

The Sharks' lone goal came off some nice work by Bracken Kearns. He won the battle for the puck down low, then fed the puck around the net to Shepherd. Kearns went to the net and took a return feed from Shepherd before slipping the puck past goalie Thomas Greiss to tie it at 1-1.

Phoenix got the game-winner on a late power-play goal from Oliver Ekman-Larsson.
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Rookie forward Boone Jenner did more in training camp than make the Blue Jackets roster. The 20-year-old earned a spot on the No. 1 line.

In announcing eight roster cuts yesterday, coach Todd Richards also said that Jenner will open the season on a line with center Brandon Dubinsky and right wing Marian Gaborik.

The Blue Jackets play the Calgary Flames on Friday at Nationwide Arena.

“Based on what they were able to do and how they were able to play as a group, I would be foolish to try and experiment with (Jenner) now somewhere else,” Richards said, “just because they worked so well together.”

The eight players cut were forwards Michael Chaput, Ryan Craig and Jack Skille, defensemen Cody Goloubef, Ilari Melart and Will Weber, and goaltenders Mike McKenna and Jeremy Smith.

Craig, Skille, Goloubef, McKenna and Smith were placed on waivers. If they aren’t claimed by another NHL club by noon today, they will be assigned to minor-league Springfield.

Chaput, Melart and Weber were assigned directly to Springfield.

In addition to Jenner, rookie defenseman Ryan Murray — the No. 2 overall pick in 2012 — made the Blue Jackets.

“You never fully expect the young players who haven’t played in the league to come in and make the team,” general manager Jarmo Kekalainen said. “But they both earned the right, and it has nothing to do with draft status or anything else. It was based purely on merit.”

The Blue Jackets have 11 healthy forwards: Artem Anisimov, Cam Atkinson, Matt Calvert, Blake Comeau, Brandon Dubinsky, Nick Foligno, Marian Gaborik, Ryan Johansen, Mark Letestu, R.J. Umberger and Jenner.

They have four injured forwards: Cody Bass (broken thumb), Jared Boll (undisclosed upper body), Nathan Horton (shoulder) and Derek MacKenzie (lower body). However, Kekalainen said MacKenzie and, he hopes, Boll will be ready by Friday.

The Blue Jackets kept eight defensemen: Tim Erixon, Jack Johnson, Nikita Nikitin, Dalton Prout, David Savard, Fedor Tyutin, James Wisniewski and Murray.

Curtis McElhinney, who has recovered from a groin injury, will be the backup to goaltender Sergei Bobrovsky.

aportzline@dispatch.com
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The Blue Jackets reduced their roster to 23 players on Saturday, sparing them any last-minute shuffling before the NHL deadline of 5 p.m. today.

The five players who were placed on waivers — forwards Ryan Craig and Jack Skille, defenseman Cody Goloubef and goaltenders Jeremy Smith and Mike McKenna — all went unclaimed yesterday and were assigned to minor-league Springfield.

The Blue Jackets, off yesterday, return to practice this morning as a ramp-up to Friday’s season opener against the Calgary Flames at Nationwide Arena.

“We can do some scrimmages, we can do some 5-on-5 drills, some defensive-zone coverages … try to create a little battle, simulate as best we can game-like situations,” coach Todd Richards said.

One reason the Blue Jackets kept eight defensemen — both Tim Erixon and David Savard survived the final cuts — is so they would have four defensive pairs for practice/scrimmages.

“We have to make sure we keep our focus,” Richards said. “When we get to Friday’s game, it will have been eight days since our last exhibition game. That’s a lot of time.

“A big part of what we do in practice will be geared toward making sure we don’t lose our edge.”

One can suspect there also will be lots of power-play work. A drag for the Blue Jackets last season, the man-advantage was not much of an advantage in the preseason, either. They were 4 of 34 (11.8 percent) in eight games.

“It needs some work,” Richards said after the final exhibition game on Thursday. “There are some things we need to get squared away.”

This week also will be spent trying to get several players over bumps and bruises from training camp.

The biggest question mark is forward Jared Boll, who has missed the past week with an undisclosed upper-body injury. He said over the weekend that he was hoping to play in the opener.

Forward Marian Gaborik, who is in Europe to attend his grandmother’s funeral, is expected back on Tuesday, Richards said.

Otherwise, forwards Artem Anisimov (lower body), Cam Atkinson (lower body), Matt Calvert (lower body) and Derek MacKenzie (upper body), defenseman Nikita Nikitin (ankle, illness), and backup goaltender Curtis McElhinney (lower body) are expected to practice today.

Richards said Saturday’s final cuts were difficult, both in deciding whom to cut and in delivering the news.

“It’s hard sitting in that chair,” he said. “These guys want to be here, want to be NHL players. I’ve been on both sides of the desk, and it’s not easy on either side.”
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Last season, Artem Anisimov, right, often skated on the Blue Jackets’ top line with Marian Gaborik. 

Right wing Marian Gaborik, acquired in a head-turning trade on deadline day last season, is expected to shoulder the heaviest scoring load for the Blue Jackets.

Gaborik has totaled 40 goals in three of his previous 12 NHL seasons. Centering his line will be as important a task as any Blue Jackets forward might tackle this season. Who will play next to him? Coach Todd Richards has six days to make his choice.

“It’s not that I’m undecided,” Richards said. “It’s just trying to figure out the right combination, the right balance for your team.”

The choice heading into and through the early days of training camp was Artem Anisimov, who played with Gaborik for three seasons with the New York Rangers.

Anisimov, 25, spent much of last season on a line with Matt Calvert and Cam Atkinson, but he often skated on the No. 1 line with top scorer Vinny Prospal and Gaborik after the latter was acquired in a trade with the Rangers on April 3. Prospal was not re-signed. The remaining partners might be broken up.

Anisimov had a nondescript exhibition season, scoring one goal on six shots in five games. He had no assists and won just 1 of 5 faceoffs in two periods against Carolina on Thursday night in the exhibition finale.

Anisimov did not play the third period against the Hurricanes because of what Richards called lower-body soreness, although he emphasized that the issue was not believed to be serious.

Meanwhile, Brandon Dubinsky (one goal, six assists and a plus-6 rating in five games) and Mark Letestu (two goals, one assist and plus-1 in five games) have stood out.

“I’m not saying Artie is or isn’t (a No. 1 center), but who’s to argue against Dubinsky and what he’s done or Ryan Johansen and what he’s capable of doing or Letestu and what he did last season (13 goals, 14 assists and a plus-7 rating in 46 games). To me, all those guys are capable.”

Richards is not keen on ranking his lines. To him, having an interchangeable collection of forwards is part of his team’s identity. Anisimov agrees. He said this version of the Blue Jackets is the most versatile team he has played for.

“Every time we play, there are going to be changes some way,” Anisimov said. “It’s going to be a lot of switching people around. We just need to find the best way to score goals.”

Anisimov said he has set personal goals for the season, though he declined to disclose them. Playing on a checking line likely is not among them, but he said he will do what is asked.

“It’s not only statistics,” said Anisimov, who had 11 goals and seven assists and was a special-teams regular in 35 games last season. “It’s everything. It’s just how I’m going to play.”

Which is?

“You’re going to see,” Anisimov said. “I don’t like to talk about (the big) picture. It’s just go and do it, and that’s it.”

Richards is waiting.

“I know what Artie can bring,” he said. “I know there is a lot more to Artie. I think some guys are navigating this training camp. Artie has a lot more to give. I know come Friday (in the opener against Calgary), his game is going to elevate, and it’s going to be to the level that I think he expects it to be at and we expect it to be at.”
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Jannik Hansen gets 'exactly' what he wanted from Canucks

By Elliott Pap, Vancouver SunSeptember 29, 2013
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It has been a busy weekend for the Vancouver Canucks, who late Saturday night pulled off a trade with the Carolina Hurricanes and on Sunday announced a four-year contract extension for winger Jannik Hansen.
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VANCOUVER - Maybe you can't always get what you want but Jannik Hansen did Sunday.

The good Dane agreed to a great deal with the Vancouver Canucks, signing a four-year contract extension worth $10 million. Hansen still has this season remaining at $1.35 million before the new deal takes effect. Naturally, he was thrilled.

“It's exactly what I wanted,” said the energetic right winger, Vancouver's ninth-round pick (287th overall) in 2004. “I've never hidden the fact I like it here. It was something that I was hopeful they'd be willing to do – and getting it done before the season starts was big, too.”

Hansen, 27, stood to become an unrestricted free agent had he played out his current deal. Asked if he was tempted to have a huge year and take that to the open market, the native of Herlev, Denmark, was quick to respond.

“I intend to have a huge year no matter what,” quipped Hansen, whose career high is 16 goals. “The security and knowing where I'm going to be overpowers the other part of not knowing. It's obviously nice to have not only the financial security but also the security in terms of not being tossed around like you do in your earlier years where it's kind of hard to set up a (home) base.”

Hansen, a father of twin boys, has beaten long odds to become an NHL regular after his low draft selection. He arrived in North America in 2005-06 to play a season in the WHL with the Portland Winterhawks. He then spent two more seasons with the Canucks' American League farm team at the time, the Manitoba Moose.

His new contract also contains a limited no-trade clause.

“Obviously you take pride in whatever you're doing but you do have a little bit extra to prove when you're coming from a small country where we don't produce many players,” Hansen noted. “To me, it wasn't really where I was drafted, it was more if I was going to be drafted.”

The Canucks value Hansen's versatility. He can move up and down the depth chart and is a superb penalty killer. With his speed, he is able to effectively hound the puck on the forecheck. New coach John Tortorella has liked what he has seen, so far.

“He impresses me,” commented Tortorella. “He's a utility guy in my eyes. He can play power play, he can kill penalties and be used in a lot of different roles. I think he needs to understand a little bit how we play defence but he's had a good camp.”

Canuck general manager Mike Gillis has watched Hansen develop into a reliable forward and was happy to be able to lock him up. The new Hansen deal is identical to the extension Chris Higgins, a player with similar versatility, signed last April.

“Jannik is in his prime and moving in the right direction,” Gillis said. “He's a good solid player, he can move up and down your lineup and he's fast. I thought he had a good season last year in the shortened year. He's a player we got under contract under the terms we wanted. I'm very pleased for him and pleased for us.”

Gillis also noted the deal gives the team cost certainty in the NHL's salary-capped world.

“We're a cap team and we need contracts that reward the player but also ones that allow us to continue to build,” said the GM. “Jannik is a new father and he wanted some stability. He wanted to stay here and we were able to get a deal done. I think he's going to have a big season. I think he can be a 20-goal scorer if he gets the minutes. 

“His role hasn't been to score,” added Gillis, “but he's getting better and he seems to be putting up consistently better numbers each year.”

epap@vancouversun.com
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Canucks Notebook: Tortorella opts for a little more privacy behind the bench
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Vancouver Canucks head coach John Tortorella, centre, is seen during the first period of NHL pre-season hockey action against the New York Rangers in Vancouver on Thursday, Sept 26, 2013.
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John Tortorella admits his fingerprints are all over recent changes at Rogers Arena that have seen doors added behind each of the players’ benches.

“When I first coached there, it’s like I am coaching in the stands,” he said Sunday. “I don’t want to take it away from the people but I have never coached on a bench where the door is wide open and you are practically coaching in the first row.”

So both benches now have a door separating the bench area from the dressing room tunnel.

“I am sure I am going to piss off a lot of people in the first row,” Tortorella said. “But I asked if we could have a door. I just think it’s proper. A lot of things go on, I think a lot of things are said that you certainly don’t want -- especially if there’s young kids -- because it is the intensity of the game, you don’t want things heard like that.

“I have just never coached in an open bench like that. It freaked me out a little bit.”

The change shouldn’t affect sight lines for fans, but they definitely won’t be able to hear some of the chatter that goes on behind the bench.

Doors had actually been built for behind each bench when Rogers Arena was constructed, but they had been storage since former coach Pat Quinn ordered them removed years ago.

LINE DANCE: Tortorella joked that he still has many lineup decisions to make before opening night.

“I’ll play the Sedins together, I know that,” he said.

For now, he also seems to like Ryan Kesler, Jannik Hansen and Chris Higgins on the second line.

“I thought his line played really well the other night,” Tortorella said of Kesler. “They played underneath the hashmarks and that’s where I’d like to see our team play more. They led the way against New York.”

Tortorella said his forward lines are generally not carved in stone. And he suggested there could be lots of movement between the third and fourth lines.

“I don’t get locked in,” he said. “It depends on situations. . .We’ll see how it goes. When some guys are going maybe they get bumped up into that third-line role and maybe some guys aren’t and they move down. It’s good to have that flexibility.”

UTICA CALLING: Forward Nicklas Jensen is day to day with a shoulder injury and general manager Mike Gillis said he will be sent to Utica once he is healthy.

“He is still here because he is getting treatment here,” Gillis said. “Nick will be assigned to Utica. He needs to go and play. If you look around there are very few 18-year-old and 19-year-old players who can play in this league and perform and almost invariably they have a step backward in the second year.”

Jensen, 20, was selected late in the first round (29th overall) in the 2011 draft. He spent most of last season with AIK in Sweden’s Elite League.

Jensen’s former Oshawa Generals teammate, Boone Jenner, has cracked the Columbus roster and is expected to start the season on the Blue Jackets’ top line with Marian Gaborik and Brandon Dubinsky.

Jenner was selected eight spots after Jensen in that 2011 draft.
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Carolina castoffs mean end of the line for Horvat, possibly Shinkaruk
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Bo Horvat of the Vancouver Canucks tries to make a move to break free from Adam Burrish of the San Jose Sharks during the first period of Monday's National Hockey League pre-season game at Rogers Arena in Vancouver.
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A couple of Hurricanes swept one 18-year-old out of the Vancouver Canucks dressing room on Sunday and another figures to soon be following.

The Canucks made a deal late Saturday with the Carolina Hurricanes, acquiring forwards Zac Dalpe and Jeremy Welsh for prospect Kellan Tochkin and a fourth-round draft pick.

By Sunday morning, Bo Horvat was on his way back to his junior team in London, Ont., and fellow first-rounder Hunter Shinkaruk figures to soon get his ticket to Medicine Hat.

Shinkaruk practised Sunday on a line with Mike Santorelli and David Booth but may just be keeping a spot warm for Dalpe, who is the player the Canucks targeted in this deal.

You didn’t have to read too far between the lines of Vancouver coach John Tortorella’s comments Sunday to figure that Shinkaruk’s days are numbered.

“I want to do what’s best for a kid’s development,” Tortorella said after the team’s practice at Rogers Arena. “With Hunter, Bo. . . in the stands, practising, maybe playing eight or nine minutes, that isn’t the proper thing for an 18-year-old kid.

“I worry about the speed of the game, I worry about the strength of the game. I see it today when we are doing some battle drills with Hunter. He is trying like hell, but he is 18. I really liked both their camps, but we also have to be aware of the process and what’s best for them and us in the long run.”

Dalpe has played both wing and centre as a pro, but the Canucks like him in the middle.

“Zac Dalpe is a player we have been tracking for a couple of years,” Vancouver general manager Gillis said Sunday. “They have a lot of strength at centre ice in Carolina. Their first pick this year was another centre iceman so he hasn’t had much of an opportunity because of the depth they had.”

Dalpe, who is listed at 6-foot-1,195 pounds, was selected in the second round (45th overall) of the 2008 draft by Carolina. He has played 41 NHL games, registering five goals and 10 points. Dalpe spent most of the past two seasons with the Charlotte Checkers of the American Hockey League. Last season the 23-year-old had 21 goals and 42 points in 54 games with the Checkers.

Welsh, 25, is 6-foot-3 and 200 pounds and has just six games of NHL experience.

“Welsh is a young guy we tried to sign out of college,” Gillis said. “Again, he is a big centre iceman who plays hard. We see upside with him. This was a move to add to our organization in terms of depth, to create more size, and create opportunity.”

Tortorella acknowledged he knows little about Dalpe and nothing about Welsh.

“Haven’t seen him play much,” Tortorella said of Dalpe. “I played a lot against Carolina in the East and he was in and out of the lineup there. I hear talking to some people who have dealt with him, he’s a great kid, and has played really well in the American Hockey League. So we are anxious to get him here and see where he goes.”

The question Canuck fans will be asking is if a couple of Carolina castoffs can make this team better. Hurricanes general manger Jim Rutherford said Sunday neither player was able to crack his team’s roster.

“It seems like every year in camp someone takes his (Dalpe’s) job,” Rutherford told the Raleigh News-Observer. “This year, (Nathan) Gerbe has come in and played well."

Rutherford also said Brett Sutter beat out Welsh for a job.

Welsh has a one-way contract with a cap hit of $850,000 this season. Dalpe is on a two-way deal that pays him $550,000 at the NHL level and $125,000 in the minors.

Dalpe would require waivers to be sent the minors, while Welsh would not. Welsh’s salary would not count against the Canucks’ salary cap if he was sent down to Utica.

Shinkaruk said he’s trying not to pay attention to what is going on around him.

“I am just trying to enjoy every day,” Shinkaruk said. “Today again was another practice that I got to put on this logo and this gear and that is what I am trying to enjoy. I am trying not to look too far ahead.”

The Canucks must declare their 23-man roster on Monday and Shinkaruk figures to be on it only if the Canucks immediately dispatch Welsh to Utica. That seems doubtful.

ICE CHIPS: Tochkin, who the Canucks signed as a free agent out of junior, was clearly not in their plans. The 22-year-old Abbotsford native was not invited to Vancouver’s prospect or main camp this season and played last season in the CHL.
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It has been a busy weekend for the Vancouver Canucks, who late Saturday night pulled off a trade with the Carolina Hurricanes and on Sunday announced a four-year contract extension for winger Jannik Hansen.
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It has been a busy weekend for the Vancouver Canucks, who late Saturday night pulled off a trade with the Carolina Hurricanes and on Sunday announced a four-year contract extension for winger Jannik Hansen.

Hansen received the same four-year, $10-million deal fellow winger Chris Higgins signed with the team this past spring.

“Jannik is in his prime, he is moving in the right direction, he’s a good solid player,” Gillis said Sunday at Rogers Arena. “He kills penalties, he can move up and down your lineup, he’s fast. I thought he had a good season last year in a shortened year and he is a player we have got under contract for the terms that we wanted.”

Late Saturday, Gillis sent prospect Kellan Tochkin to the Hurricanes in exchange for centres Zac Dalpe and Jeremy Welsh.

Gillis said Dalpe, 23, is a player the Canucks have been following for some time. Dalpe, who is listed at 6-foot-1, 195 pounds, was selected in the second round, 45th overall, in the 2008 draft by Carolina.

“Zac Dalpe is a player we have been tracking for a couple of years,” Gillis said. “They have a lot of strength at centre ice in Carolina. Their first pick this year was another centre iceman so he hasn’t had much of an opportunity because of the depth they had.”

Welsh, 25, is 6-foot-3 and 200 pounds and has just six games of NHL experience.

“Welsh is a young guy we tried to sign out of college,” Gillis said. “Again, he is a big centre iceman who plays hard. We see upside with him. This was a move to add to our organization in terms of depth, to create more size, and create opportunity.”

Welsh has a one-way contract with a cap hit of $850,000 this season. Dalpe is on a two-way deal that pays him $550,000 at the NHL level and $125,000 in the minors.

Dalpe would require waivers to be sent the minors, while Welsh would not.

Dalpe has spent most of the past two seasons with the Charlotte Checkers of the American Hockey league. Last season he had 21 goals and 42 points in 54 games with the Checkers.

The trade likely means the Canucks will send youngsters Bo Horvat and Hunter Shinkaruk back to their respective junior teams.

“The kids are still here, but we will be making a decision on both of them in the next 24 hours," Gillis said.

Team have to set their opening-night 23-man rosters by Monday.

Horvat was not on the ice for Sunday’s practice, while Shinkaruk skated on a line with David Booth and Mike Santorelli. 
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The Canucks' Mike Santorelli scores in the third period against the Phoenix Coyotes in pre-season play at Rogers Arena in Vancouver.
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While Mike Santorelli has done everything to earn a third-line centre job, the Vancouver Canucks made a trade with the Carolina Hurricanes late Saturday to acquire Zac Dalpe, 23, and Jeremy Welsh, 25, who can both play the middle. The Canucks parted with forward Kellan Tochkin and a fourth-round 2014 pick in the deal and believe the added depth could have immediate and future impact.

Welsh is on a one-way contract that pays $850,000 and Dalpe is on a two-way that pays $550,000 in the NHL and $125,000 in the minors. The buzz is that the younger Dalpe, with 41 games of NHL experience, might be a better fit down the middle or at wing for the Canucks, who must declare their 23-man playing roster by Monday.

That meant Bo Horvat, who didn’t practise Sunday, was returned to junior. Fellow 2013 first-round draft pick Hunter Shinkaruk was also expected to be sent down.

Dalpe had a goal in 10 games with the Hurricanes last season and 21 goals and 42 points in 54 AHL games. Welsh had one assist in five games with the Hurricanes last season and 14 goals and 26 goals in 69 AHL games. But Dalpe has played 41 NHL games and Welsh just six.

“Zac is a player we’ve been tracking for a couple of years and they (Hurricanes) have a lot of strength at centre ice and their first pick this year was another centre and he hasn’t had much of an opportunity,” Canucks GM Mike Gillis said of Dalpe, a 6-foot-1,195 pound Paris, Ont. native. “Welsh is a young guy we tried to sign out of college (Ohio State) and he’s a big centre (6-foot-3, 220 pounds) who plays hard and we see upside in him.”

Gillis agreed Santorelli has played well and earned a roster spot, even though Tortorella hasn’t settled yet on a third-line centre because he’s willing to flip players from wing to the middle.

OF NOTE — Nicklas Jensen (upper body) remains in Vancouver for treatment and is listed as day-to-day, but will eventually be assigned to Utica (AHL).

Hansen happy with security

Canucks forward signs four-year, $10-million extension
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Versatile Vancouver Canucks forward Jannik Hansen was locked up by the team on Sunday, signing a four-year, $10-million US contact extension.
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Botchford: Canucks’ lack of depth the only reason Horvat and Shinkaruk still around

Jannik Hansen’s versatility was rewarded Sunday when the Vancouver Canucks announced the winger has signed a four-year, $10-million US contract extension. He would have become an unrestricted free agent next summer and is on the final year of a deal that pays $1.35 million.

Hansen, 27, also gets a limited no-trade clause as the Canucks lock up another veteran. Chris Higgins signed the same extension last season and in both cases the club knows what it has.

When Hansen’s wife, Karen, gave birth to twin boys Lucas and Daniel — born early at 29 weeks on March 3 in Vancouver — the winger was able to be at the hospital and still catch the team’s snow-delayed charter to Calgary.

The sleep-deprived Dane then scored in a 4-2 loss to the Flames. Quite the journey for a ninth-round draft pick who had 10 goals and 27 points in 47 games in the lockout-shortened season.

“You have a little extra to prove when you come from a small country where we don’t produce as many players,” said Hansen, who skated on a practice line Sunday with Ryan Kesler and Higgins. “The versatility is how I got into the league in the first place — to do a little bit of everything — and it made me stick around when other players got sent down. It’s probably why I’m here today.

“It (contract) is exactly what I wanted. I’ve never hidden that I like it here and I enjoy coming to the rink with a smile and it makes it easier on the sour days. It’s something I was hopeful they’d be willing to do and getting it done before the season was big, too. It was easy. It took a couple of days and it was done. The security overpowers not knowing where you’re going to be (as a UFA).”

John Tortorella didn’t know much about Hansen when the new coach arrived in Vancouver, but the quick study has left a lasting impression. He can play on the top line with Henrik and Daniel Sedin, take on a second-line role or be the third-line mainstay.

“He needs to understand a bit how we play defence, but has impressed me because I can use him in a lot of different spots,” said Tortorella.

It’s a prudent signing by general manager Mike Gillis, who’s still trying to extend the Sedins’ expiring deals. The salary cap is expected to rise next season and so will salary expectations. In Hansen, the Canucks get a good player at a good price.

“Jannik is in his prime and moving in the right direction and is a good, solid player who can kill penalties and can move up and down the lineup,” said Gillis. “He’s putting up better numbers and we feel he could be a 20-goal scorer.”

The nameplate over Bo Horvat’s stall was missing Sunday, just like the promising young Vancouver Canucks centre who didn’t practise and sent back to the London Knights of the OHL. And while Hunter Shinkaruk, the other impressive first round draft pick was saying all the right things about sticking the NHL club, the clock is ticking on his expected departure to Medicine Hat Tigers of the WHL.

Even though Shinkaruk had two goals and six shots in two preseason games, while Horvat had two assists in six outings.

“I want to do what’s best for a kid’s development,” said Canucks coach John Tortorella. “Whether it’s Hunter or Bo, I don’t know of in the stands and practising and maybe playing eight or nine minutes. I don’t know if that’s the proper thing for an 18-year-old kid. I worry about the speed and strength of the game. We do battle drills with Hunter. He tries like hell, but he’s 18. I really like their camps and we have to be aware of process and what’s best for them in the long run.”

Translation? Thanks for coming, kid. Have a great year in the The Dub.

After all, when the Canucks made a trade late Saturday and acquired forwards Zac Dalpe and Jeremy Welsh from the Carolina Hurricanes in exchange for Kellan Tochkin and a 2014 fourth-round pick, it made figuring out the 23-man roster tougher. It has to be submitted Monday and the Canucks are expected to have a veteran presence when they open the regular season Thursday in San Jose. That could mean Mike Santorelli centring a third line and Brad Richardson the fourth. It could mean Dalpe playing third-line wing with David Booth and Welsh watching with an expected roster breakdown of 14 forwards, seven defencemen and two goalies. The suspended Zack Kassian counts on the roster.

“Being 18 and trying for an NHL team is something I dreamed of and still being here is pretty cool,” Shinkaruk said after practice. “I’ve been lucky that the older guys have helped me out a lot. But obviously, when they bring in two players (trade) you think about it a bit. I feel very comfortable with the effort I’ve given and there are no regrets. I’ve been around some of the best players in the world and learned a lot from them.

“If I stay here or go back to junior, I’m a better player a better person.”

OF NOTE — Alex Burrows practised on the top line Sunday while Ryan Kesler centres Chris Higgins and Jannik Hansen.
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Vancouver Canucks Alex Edler and Chris Tanev battle New York Rangers Taylor Pyatt and Brad Richards in front of Roberto Luongo in pre-season NHL game on September 26, 2013, at Rogers Arena.
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When Alex Edler last played a significant game for the Vancouver Canucks, he was nowhere near the form of which he is capable and there was talk the team should move him before the no-trade clause on his shiny new $5 million U.S. per season contract kicked in.

There was no trade, the Canucks instead opting to change the coaching staff and thus the message getting into Edler’s ear. No longer is Rick Bowness the man giving him help in terms of what’s expected and what he might do to better his own performance — as well as that of the team’s, but rather Mike Sullivan, head coach John Tortorella’s right hand man who accompanied him here from New York.

And while not a great deal can be told from the pre-season, early indications are that Edler is welcoming the new guy and his play has shown considerable buoyancy particularly in the areas of his aggression without the puck and jumping into the rush consistently when the team does have possession.

“It’s early but I like what he’s saying and the way he coaches,” says Edler. “There’s probably difference between he and Bones, but I don’t know if I can point out any out right now, we’re still in the pre-season. There’s still a lot of things we need to work on personally and as a team, our play in our end especially, and I know we’ll be getting into the new things a lot better than what we have been so far.

“I always want to be physical and my body feels really good right now. I trained the same as I always do but I had a better summer this time, it was different from the year before because I had no issues to deal with physically. I had the whole summer to train.”

While Sullivan knows to some degree the high levels of play Edler can reach, he hasn’t been terribly familiar with him given they’ve been in the eastern conference. And last year, at least, nobody had to pay much attention to what went on in the other conference and hence, most of them didn’t. When they knew they were going to be coaching here they went to look at tapes, but of course you have to go back to the 2011 final in the series against Boston to see the best of Edler who is still just 27 years of age.

“I’ve been pleasantly surprised with how good he is, he’s been a force in the games so far both offensively and defensively,” says Sullivan. “The one thing I do know we’re trying to emphasize with him is just trying to keep him active in the rush. He skates so well, he’s got such a great shot, he makes an outlet pass as well as anyone, and so we really want him to be active in getting into the offence and being the fourth man in the attack. I think it will help us as a team in a lot of ways, just presenting that four-man look a lot of times will help us keep the puck in the entries. And it also puts him in a good position to defend as he gets his gaps and skates so well. We try to emphasize that with all our guys but him especially because he can be such a force.”

Right now Sullivan is just trying to develop a relationship and given Edler is so quiet, it’s likely to be tough to get feedback about what he’s feeling or what he feels is best for himself. That relationship will be crucial and an excellent test of not only Sullivan’s seemingly significant personal skills but in his ability to read his players and discern the best way to help them. In the past when Edler has had a couple of bad games in a row, it tends to snowball, and the last regime wasn’t able to arrest the downward spiral.

“I think that will come as we develop a relationship on a personal level, and get to know all of our players better than we do now,” says Sullivan. “That will help us to help all the guys, not just Alex. We’ve dealt with guys who are their own worst enemies before of course and there are different ways you can try to help them but first you have to get to know them and that’s what we’re working on now.”

tgallgher@theprovince.com
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St. Louis Blues v Colorado Avalanche

Blues right wing Adam Cracknell (79) tries to score in an April game against Colorado. (Photo by Chris Lee, clee@post-dispatch.com)

Bernie: Is this the year for the Blues?

The one thing missing in the Blues' storied history is a Stanley Cup. Read more

Blues ready to 'play for keeps'

After going 3-2-1 in the preseason, the club opens the 2013-14 regular season Thursday at home against Nashville. Read more
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Blues Talk: Fans sound off

Adam Cracknell is 28 years old. He’s played 347 games in the American Hockey League. He’s played 92 games in the East Coast Hockey League. This weekend, he survived the Blues’ final cut.

Asked Sunday what it will be like to be on an NHL opening-night roster, Cracknell replied: “I’ll tell you when I get there.”

Only four days are left before the lineup becomes official Thursday, when the Blues host Nashville in the season opener, but as Cracknell witnessed Saturday, the NHL can be cruel.

The Blues needed to trim one player to be compliant with the NHL’s 23-man maximum roster before today’s deadline and they did so by placing forward Chris Porter on waivers. He cleared and was assigned to the club’s AHL affiliate in Chicago.

In April, Porter signed a two-year, $1.35 million contract extension with the Blues, and with it being a one-way deal the left winger was all but guaranteed a spot in St. Louis — it turned out to be a big but.

“You do feel bad for Chris,” Cracknell said. “Me and Chris, we’ve played together going on our fifth year now. We know what kind of hard work we’ve put in to get here. You never know what their decision was, maybe it was a different plan than they thought.

“That’s what makes this team so good, tough to make. That’s part of the game and unfortunately, and with some guys, that happens. But he’s a guy that’s never going to quit, never will and never has. Unfortunately it was a numbers game.”

MORE: BLUES SEASON PREVIEW

The Blues had the day off Saturday and it was unknown when the club would make its roster move. Cracknell took advantage of the break by attending the Cardinals’ game at Busch Stadium.

In the afternoon, he tweeted: “Day off. No complaints here,” and the message was accompanied by a picture of the field from his seat down the left-field line.

At the time, Cracknell was on edge, but not because of the score between the Cards and Cubs. With a simple phone call from his agent, he could have been spending his last day in St. Louis. After leaving the stadium, he learned he had made the roster via Twitter, as word had circulated that Porter, not Cracknell, had been the one placed on waivers.

“I honestly didn’t find out until after the ballgame,” Cracknell said. “It was just nice to have the day off, watching some baseball. Then it got a little bit better.”

The Blues chose to keep Cracknell, in part, because the club has a logjam of players at left wing, Porter’s best position. But while Cracknell is viewed as a more versatile center and right winger, one doesn’t make an NHL roster without considerable talent regardless. And the ninth-round draft pick, who was brought into the organization in 2009 by former Peoria general manager Kevin McDonald and ex-head coach Davis Payne, has attractive attributes.

For starters, Cracknell has paid his dues.

“He’s put the work in,” Blues captain David Backes said. “He’s gone from the East Coast League to the AHL and got a few sniffs and done very well with his time up. He’s earned it.”

He can shoot well and he has a good feel for the game.

“He’s got a very good wrist shot, I think underrated,” Blues forward Alexander Steen said. “He is in the right places at the right time.”

And he’s composed. “His ability not to panic when he’s being checked,” Blues coach Ken Hitchcock said. “He has a lot of qualities. He’s a guy that stayed with it. He made himself a good player. (But) when you have composure with the puck, the coaching staff trusts you.”

Cracknell proved himself at the AHL level, netting 75 goals and 175 points, but in each of the last four years his only offer from the Blues was a one-year, two-way contract. Following a brief but solid playoff performance last year, he earned a one-year, one-way extension for $600,000.

Cracknell called the situation “huge,” but he acknowledged that “anything can change throughout the season. You can’t take your foot off the gas at all. You have to keep showing them why you want to be part of this team, what got me here.”

He’s not even on the opening-night roster yet.

On Sunday, more clubs put quality players on waivers, and Hitchcock admitted that several names were appealing.

“I saw 10 teams let go of NHL players,” he said. “It’s just the depth of the league. It’s what happens when younger players are ahead of the curve. Every team’s got five, six, seven younger guys under 25 who are good players who eat up minutes. So it exposes that 26- to 32-year-old group.”

It’s a group that includes Porter, 29.

“He’s doing OK, as good as somebody can be doing after that situation,” said Blues forward T.J. Oshie, Porter’s close friend. “It’s hard for him. He had plans here, a place here and his wife is on her way here. He’s probably pretty frustrated, but he’s going to be up here, he’s going to be up somewhere, he’s going to keep working until he is.”

Cracknell hasn’t spoken with Porter yet.

“We’ve all been in that position … it stings a lot,” he said. “I know I’ll talk to him eventually. It’s something that as a player, you feel for a guy and you just give a guy his space. ... It could have been any of us.”
Bernie: Is this the year for the Blues?
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It’s time to ask the perennial question, one that has taunted and haunted multiple generations of Blues teams and fans: Is this “The Year” when dreams finally come true?

Welcome to the 47th season of Blues hockey. As always, we go into the new campaign with hopes and expectations that are balanced by the heavy weight of historical frustration.

Eighteen Hockey Hall of Fame players have worn The Note including Brett Hull, Bernie Federko, Al MacInnis, Brendan Shanahan, Adam Oates, Doug Gilmour, Wayne Gretzky, Doug Harvey, Jacques Plante and Glenn Hall.

The Blues have been coached by Hall of Famers Scotty Bowman, Al Arbour and Emile Francis. Hall of Famers Lynn Patrick and Cliff Fletcher have worked in the Blues’ executive wing.

MORE BLUES SEASON PREVIEW STORIES

It is a franchise that’s qualified for the playoffs 37 times in 46 seasons. Since the Blues came into existence in 1967, only six NHL teams have competed in more postseason games than St. Louis.

The Blues have employed an impressive roll call of award winners, goal-scoring champions and All-Stars.

There’s only one thing missing.

And you don’t need me to tell you what that is.

The star-crossed Blues franchise is still in search of its first Stanley Cup. Like it or not, the 2013-2014 Blues carry the burden of unfulfilled promise into the new season.

The failures of the past hang over a Blues team that must escape history to make history. These Blues aren’t responsible for all of the postseasons that ended in disappointment and bitterness. But they live with the tradition.

Having to live with ghosts isn’t entirely fair, but when you sign on with the Blues it’s an unavoidable part of the deal. And there’s only one way to put all of this karma to rest.

“We can’t control the past,” said GM Doug Armstrong, the Blues’ president of hockey operations. “But we can control the future.”

The current Blues’ nucleus has a share of postseason missteps. They are not protected from the scrutiny. They’ve had a chance to make the past go away, only to go home early after venturing into the postseason.

Over the past two seasons, only Pittsburgh (180), Chicago (178) and Vancouver (170) have amassed more points in the standings than St. Louis (169.) And only Pittsburgh (87) and Chicago (81) have won more games than the Blues (78.)

We’ve experienced these cycles before — too many times.

The Blues made the playoffs for 25 consecutive years, 1980 through 2004. Over that quarter-century the Blues were tied for fifth in regular season wins, only to get bounced by the end of the second round 23 times.

The five teams ahead or tied with the Blues over those 25 regular seasons — Montreal, Boston, Philadelphia, Edmonton and Detroit — combined to win 10 Stanley Cups and lost Cup finals nine other times.

More recently, coach Joel Quenneville’s Blues teams had a superb six-season run from 1997-1998 through 2003-2004, highlighted by two 100-point seasons, and three more of 98 or 99 points. But those Blues were eliminated twice in the first round and three times in the second round and reached only one conference final.

It isn’t easy being a Blues fan.

But the loyalty — and the dream — won’t die.

The new season always inspires optimism. The Blues couldn’t get past the hardcore, stubborn Los Angeles Kings in the last two postseasons. They’ve built scar tissue. And they believe it will make them stronger this time around.

“After losing to the Kings the first time, we thought we gained a level of hardness,” Armstrong said. “But we didn’t gain as much as we needed to. The Kings showed us what it takes. When there was another level of play that they needed to reach, they did it.

“We’re still pushing. We learned we have to push harder. There’s a glass ceiling that must be shattered if we want to break through. Our players understand that.”

How will things be different this time around?

The defense is deeper and more stable. Owner Tom Stillman reinvested in late-season acquisitions Jay Bouwmeester and Jordan Leopold by signing them to multiyear contracts.

Amstrong added saltiness to the roster with hard-shell forwards Maxim Lapierre and Brenden Morrow. The GM added speed and goal-scoring punch at center ice by signing Derek Roy.

Goaltenders Jaroslav Halak and Brian Elliott are playing for new contracts and are being pressed by young Jake Allen.

The team figures to benefit from its first full training camp under coach Ken Hitchcock.

There’s legitimate competition for forward-line ice time.

Youngsters Jaden Schwartz and Vladimir Tarasenko should take a jump in their second full NHL seasons.

The internal leadership should be stronger.

One would expect to see more mental toughness, maturity and consistency from a core group of players that’s grown up in a Blues uniform.

It’s time for T.J. Oshie, Patrik Berglund, David Backes and Chris Stewart to make a difference all of the time — instead of some of the time.

“There’s a limited window to compete for a Stanley Cup,” Armstrong said. “The opportunities don’t last forever. We’ve been committed to this group. Now is the time for putting our best foot forward.”

Stillman has done his part, funding a payroll that’s the ninth-highest in the NHL at $64.7 million, according to CapGeek.com. Stillman and partners have financial limitations but are outspending the financial monoliths in Toronto, Montreal, Chicago and New York (Rangers.) That’s pretty amazing.

Stillman rewarded defenseman Alex Pietrangelo with a seven-year, $45.5 million contract. He locked in Petro’s defensive partner, Bouwmeester, to a five-year deal worth $27 million.

It’s up to the players now.

Their mission is both simple and formidable.

Blues players can continue to be a part of the sad, maddening history of postseason failure. Or they can change it and set this franchise free.

Is this “The Year” — or will it end in defeat and depression like every previous season of Blues hockey?

Blues ready to 'play for keeps'
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Cracknell survives Blues' final cut

After 'paying his dues,' versatile forward finished strong last season.  Read more

Training camp concluded with Friday’s win over Minnesota, and after taking a day off, the Blues officially began preparations Sunday for the 2013-14 regular season.

With its roster finally trimmed to 23, the club broke the day into two practices and focused on the finer details as it gets set to host Nashville on Thursday night at Scottrade Center.

”We’re getting at that stage where all the rhetoric from preseason is over,” Blues coach Ken Hitchcock said. “I think that’s what all of us are looking at, getting a chance to play.

”Today was one of those long necessary days, working on some of the X’s and O’s and then we’ll really crank up the tempo. There’s a special focus with all the details you’re trying to put in place for the start of the season.”

The Blues iced the forward combinations and defensive pairings in Sunday’s practice that are expected to open the season.

The lines consisted of Alexander Steen, David Backes and T.J. Oshie; Brenden Morrow, Derek Roy and Chris Stewart; Jaden Schwartz, Patrik Berglund and Vladimir Tarasenko; and Vladimir Sobotka, Maxim Lapierre and Ryan Reaves.

The blue line pairs featured Jay Bouwmeester and Alex Pietrangelo; Jordan Leopold and Kevin Shattenkirk; and Barret Jackman and Roman Polak. The starting goalie will be Jaroslav Halak.

After going 3-2-1 in the preseason and spending three weeks beating up each other, the Blues are ready to take out their aggression on the Predators.

”We’ve played enough of these games that are really not for two points, and beat the crap out of each other for too many days,” Blues captain David Backes said, “so it will be nice to play for keeps against a Nashville team we’ve got a lot of history with and a rivalry that seems to grow every year.”

meeting the blues

The Blues hosted their season-ticket holders Sunday at Scottrade Center, drawing a crowd of 2,000.

The afternoon included watching practice, a 45-minute Q&A with Blues personnel and an autograph session.

The question period featured Hitchcock, Blues general manager Doug Armstrong, vice president of business operations Brett Hull and radio analyst Kelly Chase.

At one point during the 45-minute session, a man in the crowd asked who — a coach or a player — addresses someone who commits a “dumb” penalty.

Hull jumped in and answered: “In the locker room, we have a saying, which is, ‘You can’t fix stupid.’”

allen tosses shutout

Blues goalie prospect Jake Allen made a good first impression with the Chicago Wolves.

One day after being assigned to the club’s American Hockey League affiliate, Allen stopped all 27 shots he faced in a 3-0 shutout over Milwaukee in the preseason finale.

Chicago opens the regular season Friday against San Antonio.

The Blues made a move to get down to the NHL maximum 23 players Saturday, placing forward Chris Porter on waivers.

Teams now have 24 hours to put in a claim for Porter. If he's not picked up, the left winger will be assigned to the Chicago Wolves, the Blues' American Hockey League affiliate.

The move would make the Blues compliant with the league's roster limitations by Monday's deadline.

Porter, who has 10 goals and 24 points in 127 games with the Blues, was part of the productive "CPR" line last season. Prior to that, since his signing as a free agent in 2007, he's been a hard-working, dependable and versatile forward for the club. 

But the offseason signing of Maxim Lapierre and the recent addition of Brenden Morrow created a log-jam at forward, and with Morrow, particularly on left wing.

“From a players’ standpoint, it’s frustrating," Porter said this week. "It’s a little discouraging, but at the same time I understand that they’re veteran guys and they’ve played at the highest level. You understand what they’re doing, but at the same time, you feel like you’ve done enough to show that you belong here.”

The final cut needed to be a forward, as 15 remained on the roster and the Blues were set to carry 14. 

After adding Morrow, the club had 13 forwards with one-way contracts and two more — Jaden Schwartz and Vladimir Tarasenko — who have two-way contracts but are locks to make the opening-night roster.

Also, the Blues had as many as six players who play left wing: Alexander Steen, Brenden Morrow, Jaden Schwartz, Vladimir Sobotka, Magnus Paajarvi and Porter.

Porter and Adam Cracknell can play either side on wing and center. But based on Saturday's move, it's apparent that the club views Porter's best position is left wing and that Cracknell has the edge at center and right wing.

So with the team needing to clear one player from the roster, Porter became the odd-man out.

Any team in the Blues' position, after reaching its final decision, would have tried to make a trade, so it's assumed that general manager Doug Armstrong panned the league for a taker. Without one, the only option was to place Porter on waivers.

Waivers are nothing new to Porter. A nine-round pick by Chicago in 2003, he signed with the Blues as a free-agent in 2007. Over the last seven years, he has signed four two-way agreements with the Blues, meaning he was paid a minor-league salary when assigned to Peoria. In that span, he was sent to the minors 10 times.

But it appeared that Porter had finally caught on in the NHL, after inking his first-ever one-way, NHL contract last April — a two-year, $1.35 million deal. 

"It's rewarding for sure," Porter said at the time. "Nothing has ever come easy for a lot of guys. My situation, getting sent down, never looked at it as a bad thing. I went down, worked extremely hard to get back here, and to be rewarded with a contract, I'm extremely excited."

But six months later, the excitement has turned to disappointment.
NHL scout's take on the Blues’ top nine forwards

Print Email 

September 29, 2013 12:05 am  •  By Jeremy Rutherford jrutherford@post-dispatch.com 314-444-7135

0

St. Louis Blues v Detroit Red Wings

St. Louis Blues v Detroit Red Wings

Blues right wing Valdimir Tarasenko celebrates teammate Chris Stewart's first period goal during a game between the St. Louis Blues and the Detroit Red Wings on Saturday, Jan. 19, 2013, at the Scottrade Center in St. Louis. Tarasenko also scored a goal in the first period. Photo by Chris Lee, clee@post-dispatch.com
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An anonymous NHL scout gives his take on the Blues' offense:

ALEXANDER STEEN

“When anybody talks about Alex Steen, they probably talk about his intelligence first. He’s a guy that is trusted. He’s a guy you can have on the ice in any situation. That sounds like an easy thing to say, but really coaches don’t feel that way about offense-only guys. They feel that way about guys like Steen. He’s a smart, real good player … excellent player.”

DAVID BACKES

“I’d probably be lying if I didn’t say that he’s one of my favorite guys to watch and somebody I don’t want playing against my team. He sets the bar for his team. He’s a worker first and foremost, but he backs it up with some skill. He competes everywhere. You want to talk about big size down the middle, this is the guy you want. I think 30 teams would choose him in their top five centers.”

T.J. OSHIE

“Any fan that watches him would probably say the same thing. He’s like a water-bug out there. He brings real energy. He’s not afraid. Some guys would maybe use his size as a crutch and he never does. He’s actually pretty strong for his size. Sometimes he might have a short fuse. Sometimes he’s prone to taking dumb penalties, but they’re penalties because he cares. He’s a competitor.”

JADEN SCHWARTZ

“Very smart, a very smart guy. To me, he’s a little bit different of a small player than T.J. (Oshie). T.J. seems to be in the traffic and Schwartz stays a little bit outside the traffic. I don’t think there’s fear in him, but I think he just releases from those areas. But he’s got an unbelievable shot. His release is outstanding. I think he’s got a real good read for the game, and he’s a real intelligent kid. ”

DEREK ROY

“Some people think he’s past his good years. His first couple of years, he was real good. He caught guys by surprise. Being another smaller guy, I think the game wore him down a bit and he seems to have lost a little of the jump that he had. That’s probably why he’s bounced around a little bit.”

CHRIS STEWART

“The guy looks like a vending machine, like he’s massive. I think most of his offense is what you consider dirty hockey, nine feet in front of the net. You’re not going to win trying to wrestle him. I think he can be prone to taking time off during the game. Like if you start the game 0-60 (miles per hour), Stewart might be 0-30, then back to 20, then up to 40, then back to 15 and up to 50. I don’t know if his compete level is the same as Backes.”

MAGNUS PAAJARVI

“Paajarvi, that’s an interesting one. He’s a skilled guy, real high skilled, who I don’t think has hit his ceiling yet. He’s one of those guys that you’re just waiting to see more, and maybe getting out of Edmonton, where there was so many young guys, maybe now being surrounded by veterans instead of peers, he might explode. He’s a pretty talented kid.”

PATRIK BERGLUND

“You look at him and he’s huge. He’s a powerful guy. I don’t think he’s the quickest guy in the world, which might hurt him. You’re scared of him more on special teams. He’s got a real good, smart stick. Consistency is a fair knock. He has the luxury of playing behind Backes and sometimes he might rely on Backes. You see that on other teams. Some guys take a little bit of a pause because they know they have the other guy.”

VLADIMIR TARASENKO

“He’s a guy who doesn’t always play a Russian game. He’s not pure offense. He’s not pure one-on-one. He has those skills, but I think he’s buying into Ken (Hitchcock’s) system. He’s a threat to score all the time, but he’s giving up chances to try to go score by buying in. Ken is teaching him some defense and usually when you’re strong defensively, you’re going to get more chances offensively. He makes crowds stand up, gets fans out of their seat with his dangling and his shot.”
The Blues have trimmed down their defense to seven Friday, releasing veteran Ryan Whitney from his professional tryout with the club.

Whitney, 30, played in three preseason games with the Blues. He had no points and an even plus-minus rating.

The Blues host the Minnesota Wild tonight in their final exhibition game. Whitney was not scheduled to be in the lineup, as the team is expected to suit up the same top-six defensemen that will be on the ice on opening night Oct. 3.

Whitney, a veteran of 400-plus NHL games, wasn't overwhelming in camp, but he potentially provided the Blues with depth on defense, something they need.

But there were other factors, specifically the number of contracts on the blueline and the fact that the club is nearing the salary cap. The Blues have seven defensemen on one-way contracts and the team is approximately $850,000 under the cap ceiling, according to www.capgeek.com.

Whitney said earlier in camp that he was not interested in a two-way contract that would have allowed the Blues to send him to Chicago and pay him a minor-league salary.

So unless there's another move, Ian Cole will be the Blues' seventh defenseman. Cole has had what many would term a so-so camp, although Blues coach Ken Hitchcock has been complimentary at times, saying that Wednesday's game in Minnesota was his best.

It's possible that the Blues gauged the trade market with Cole and either found no takers or didn't like the return, prompting them to move forward with Cole and release Whitney.

The Blues' roster now sits at 24 and must be down to 23 by Monday.

***

TONIGHT'S LINEUP

Forwards

 Alexander Steen-David Backes-T.J. Oshie

Brenden Morrow-Derek Roy-Chris Stewart

Jaden Schwartz-Patrik Berglund-Vladimir Tarasenko

Magnus Paajarvi-Maxim Lapierre-Adam Cracknell

Extras: Vladimir Sobotka, Ryan Reaves, Chris Porter

Defensemen

Jay Bouwmeester-Alex Pietrangelo

Jordan Leopold-Kevin Shattenkirk

Barret Jackman-Roman Polak

Extras: Ian Cole

Goalies

Jaroslav Halak

Brian Elliott

***

POWER PLAY

The Blues spent a significant amount of practice time today working on their power play, including their 5-on-3 unit

The club is 3 for 21 (14.3 percent) with a 5-on-4 man-advantage in the preseason.

"We've done a lot of structured work," Hitchcock said. "I would like to see execution. I think sometimes you're afraid to shoot the puck. We sometimes make execution plays that are not what you want to see. We're getting there...

"I don't know how to describe it, but sometimes when you're not playing against full pressure, sometimes you make plays that you know you can't do in a game. I think we've been guilty of overpassing. Once we get into a routine next week, I think we're just going to be hammering the puck. We're going to be shooting the puck a lot more."

Hitchcock has prepared three power-play units for the regular season. They have consisted of David Backes, Patrik Berglund, T.J. Oshie, Alex Pietrangelo and Jay Bouwmeester in one group, Vladimir Tarasenko, Derek Roy, Chris Stewart, Kevin Shattenkirk and Alex Steen in another and Jaden Schwartz, Brenden Morrow and Vladimir Sobotka/Magnus Paarjarvi in the last. 

***

LOCKER BUDDIES

T.J. Oshie and Patrik Berglund finally have enough seniority on the Blues' roster that they were able to relocate to new stalls in the team's locker room. They are now side-by-side and have their own two-man bench at one end of the room.

"Now we can have our own privacy," Oshie said. "We were talking about putting a 'positivity' circle in white tape around us, so no negativity can get into this bench."

***

BOUWMEESTER'S BIRTHDAY

Blues defenseman Jay Bouwmeester reached a "milestone" last year, participating in his first NHL playoff action. On Friday, he reached another milestone, turning 30 years old.

"I got haircut yesterday, so I feel younger," Bouwmeester said, qualifying as his longest sentence of the preseason.

Hitchcock, who is double Bouwmeester's age at 60, was asked if the defenseman is now an old man.

"I don't know about being an old man, but he's got young legs, I'll tell you that," Hitchcock said. "He beats everybody up the ice. He beats the guy that gets the puck from the (opposing) defenseman. He's the one guy in the league that can make the pass and be the guy that receives it on the attack. Legs carry a long time."

***

ODDS & ENDS

• Jaroslav Halak is expected to play the entire game tonight against Minnesota.

• Tonight marks the Blues' debut of forward Brenden Morrow. He'll play on a line with Derek Roy, who was his teammate in Dallas last year. They did not play on the same line together, or did they? "He’d probably have a better memory," Morrow said. "I don’t know if he’s had as many hits to the head as me, but I don’t know if played a shift together."

• The Blues have 15 forwards left in camp and the final cut will come from that group. Hitch was asked Friday if the fourth-line forwards were making it a difficult decision with their play and his answer was telling. "No..." Hitchcock said bluntly. "It's been easier than I thought. I would have liked (the decision) to be more difficult, but it's not been there."
30 in 15: Ducks Look to Fly Higher

Sunday, 09.29.2013 / 2:51 PM / News 

0 

0 

0 

Email 

Comment

Print

By NHL.com

NHL.com continues its preview of the 2013-14 season, which will include in-depth looks at all 30 teams throughout September. 

Having won the Stanley Cup in 2007, watching his Anaheim Ducks lose to the Detroit Red Wings in the first round of the 2013 Stanley Cup Playoffs certainly wasn't the ideal situation for general manager Bob Murray.

However, he was able to find positives in a season that saw the team return to the postseason after a one-season hiatus, and win its first division title since the 2007 Cup season.

"Our younger players, while it would have been nice to have another round, got some really quality playoff time and played very, very well for us," Murray told NHL.com. "That's a giant plus for us, that they were there and they got to experience playing a great team like the Detroit Red Wings.

"I don't look at any negatives from that -- except we lost."

This season the team will do its best to eliminate any negatives.

FORWARD

 Two-thirds of the Ducks' big line returns intact, as Ryan Getzlaf will be in the middle of the first line with Corey Perry at right wing.

Perry was solid last season with 15 goals and 36 points in 44 games, and after a rough 2011-12, Getzlaf bounced back with a team-high 49 points in 44 games.

"The year I struggled I had my first child, I was newly married and all the other stuff that I dealt with away from the rink. I think that was a part of it," Getzlaf said of a 2011-12 season in which he scored a career-low 11 goals. "And I was a new captain at that point, and you're dealing with all the stuff you have to learn. That season, me and my wife had to learn how to have a child and [me] be away. I felt a lot of times that I was guilty of being away from my family and not seeing a lot of my son's initial stuff. I remember the first time he walked, I watched it on my phone."

Murray also believed Getzlaf learned to handle his role as captain better.

"Being the captain, I think sometimes he overthinks it a little bit," Murray said. "Last year he didn't overthink at all."

While the forward ranks are stocked with talent beyond the big two, the biggest question is who fills the top-line left-wing spot left vacant by the trade of Bobby Ryan to the Ottawa Senators.

There are plenty of options for coach Bruce Boudreau, but the leading candidate could be someone with a history with the Ducks' top duo.

Dustin Penner, who returned to the team this summer as a free agent, will get the first shot to play on the top line. During the 2007 Cup run, Penner, Perry and Getzlaf formed the Ducks' most productive line, combining for 16 of the team's 58 goals.

"They enjoyed playing together," Murray said. "You don't know if the chemistry will still be there or not. There's been lots of guys moving in and out of that spot over the years. Dustin has done just as well as anyone else has there, probably better, because that line was very good in the Stanley Cup Playoffs that year. That's definitely in Bruce's and my mind."

If the Penner experiment doesn't work, other options for that spot could be Kyle Palmieri, speedy 2010 first-round pick Emerson Etem and Jakob Silfverberg, part of the return from Ottawa in the Ryan trade.

If Penner gets the coveted spot alongside Getzlaf and Perry, the Ducks could have a second line of 20-somethings Nick Bonino and Silfverberg with 43-year-old right wing Teemu Selanne, who announced last month he would return for a 21st and final NHL season. 

Selanne certainly hasn't slowed with age, as his 12 goals last season were fourth on the team, his 25 points ranked fifth and he played 46 of 48 games.

"He can still skate like the wind," Getzlaf told NHL.com. "It's pretty incredible. He can rejuvenate himself from last season and be back in form."

Saku Koivu also signed on for one more season. He'll center the third line, flanked potentially by Andrew Cogliano and Palmieri. Cogliano had a strong season, with 13 goals, 23 points and a personal-best plus-14 rating.

Competing for the fourth-line center spot likely will be a pair of first-round picks, Peter Holland (2009) and Rickard Rakell (2011), each of whom got some time to showcase themselves last season.

DEFENSEMEN

 It will be a bit of a patchwork at the start, with Sheldon Souray out possibly until January, Francois Beauchemin working his way back from knee surgery and Luca Sbisa recovering from a sprained ankle sustained during the preseason.

That puts pressure on Cam Fowler, 21, to rediscover the form from his rookie season, when he had 10 goals and 40 points in 76 games. He had 11 points and a minus-4 rating in 37 games last season.

"I don't want to put pressure that yes, Cam, you have to be the guy this year. But ... it's his fourth year. I think that he's no longer a rookie," Boudreau told the Orange County Register. "You can only hope that, if the last 10 games of the season and the playoffs are an indication of whether he's ready to be going, then I would think that he's a guy that we're really counting on to step up and be the guy that we think Cam can be."

Fowler understands this is a big season for him.

"I've certainly had my ups and downs," he told the Orange County Register. "I'm a fourth-year player now. It doesn't matter about my age. I have experience in this League and I need to go out there and prove it."

Fowler won't be alone in leading the defense. Ben Lovejoy had 10 assists, a plus-6 rating and averaged more than 18 minutes per game in 32 games after being acquired in a trade with the Pittsburgh Penguins. That performance earned him a three-year contract this summer.

Bryan Allen and Sbisa, who could be available for the season-opener Oct. 2 at the Colorado Avalanche, could form a second pair.

Hampus Lindholm, the sixth pick of the 2012 NHL Draft, has had an outstanding preseason, with three goals in five games, and could earn a full-time roster spot. He spent last season with the Ducks' American Hockey League team in Norfolk, and had 11 points and a plus-5 rating despite sustaining a pair of concussions that limited him to 44 games.

Also competing for a roster spot are Mark Fistric and Sami Vatanen, who made his NHL debut last season.

GOALTENDING

 The Ducks will go with the same formula they used so successfully last season, with Jonas Hiller and Viktor Fasth splitting time. Fasth had a dazzling start to his NHL career, winning his first eight decisions and filling in admirably while Hiller worked through injuries early in the season. He finished the season 15-6-2 with a 2.18 goals-against average, .921 save percentage and four shutouts in 25 games.

Hiller came on strong late when Fasth started to fizzle, going 7-2-3 in March and then playing strong in the Stanley Cup Playoffs with a 2.46 goals-against average and one shutout in seven games against the Red Wings.

"I love the way our goaltending was last year," Murray said. "They picked each other up. When one would be banged up, the other guy would carry the ball for a while. They get along very well. I think we have good goaltending and we have good young goaltending coming."

The good young goaltending Murray referred to is John Gibson. The 20-year-old will start his professional career this season in the AHL, but likely won't need much seasoning. He backstopped the United States to the gold medal at the 2013 IIHF World Junior Championship, winning the tournament's MVP and best goalkeeper award. He followed that by playing five games for the U.S. at the 2013 IIHF World Championship, winning three games, including a five-round shootout to win the bronze-medal game. 
30 in 15: Three Key Questions Heading into 2013-14 Season
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Training camp for the Ducks has involved figuring out if Dustin Penner can slot in on the first line in place of the departed Bobby Ryan. 

By NHL.com

NHL.com continues its preview of the 2013-14 season, which will include in-depth looks at all 30 teams throughout September.  

The Anaheim Ducks made sure last season that their 13th place finish in the Western Conference in 2011-12 was just a bump in the road, as they rode a 7-1-1 start to a Pacific Division title and a second-place finish in the Western Conference.

However, the season didn't have the ending anyone wanted, as they lost in the Western Conference Quarterfinals to the seventh-seeded Detroit Red Wings, losing in Game 7 at Honda Center.

The Ducks opted to bring back most of last season's roster, including future Hall of Famer Teemu Selanne, who will play one final season.

However, there are questions the Ducks must answer to make sure they're able to sustain the same level of play that got them so high in the standings last season.

1. Will a return to Anaheim rejuvenate Dustin Penner? -- The last time Penner played a meaningful game in an Anaheim Ducks sweater, it ended with him carrying the Stanley Cup. That was more than six years ago, but the hope is a return to a familiar spot -- including a chance to rejoin Ryan Getzlaf and Corey Perry on a line -- can bring back the old Penner.

"I talked to Pens [Penner] a lot before we signed him," Getzlaf told NHL.com. "That was a big part of signing him, making sure that Pens was motivated to play and get back to proving he was the player that he was. … I think he'll be able to come back to Anaheim and settle into where he's a little more comfortable. He's got a house and all that other stuff is behind him."

The hope is Penner can slide into the top-line left-wing spot left vacant when Bobby Ryan was traded to the Ottawa Senators this summer.

"He'll never have a greater opportunity to play with players of the caliber of Ryan and Corey," Ducks coach Bruce Boudreau told ESPN.com. "It's all up to him. We want it to work, but in the end, he's going to have to be the one that produces and shows that he deserves to be on that line."

If Penner doesn't work there, Boudreau will have other options, among them Kyle Palmieri, who started a game on the top line during the Stanley Cup Playoffs last season; Emerson Etem, who played up and down the lineup and is a natural left wing; and Jakob Silfverberg, who came back from Ottawa in the Ryan trade.

"It's going to be a hell of a dogfight in our training camp to see who comes out playing," Ducks general manager Bob Murray told NHL.com.

Francois Beauchemin
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2. What does the team do on defense? -- The early part of training camp has not been kind to the Ducks. Already missing Francois Beauchemin while he recovers from surgery to repair a torn anterior cruciate ligament in his right knee, the team has lost Sheldon Souray for 3-5 months with a torn ligament in his right wrist and Luca Sbisa for at least two weeks due to a sprained ankle.

The hope is Sbisa can return for the season opener, Oct. 2 at the Colorado Avalanche, but Souray certainly won't be there, and Beauchemin is questionable. The latter two veterans were the team's biggest offensive producers from the blue line last season, and were plus-19 each.

That puts extra pressure on 21-year-old Cam Fowler, entering his fourth season and looking to get back to the level he reached as a rookie, when he had 10 goals and 40 points in 76 games.

He's also starting a five-year contract that will pay him $4 million per season.

"I've had kind of a grace period," Fowler told the Orange County Register. "I've certainly had my ups and downs. I'm a fourth-year player now. It doesn't matter about my age. I have experience in this League and I need to go out there and prove it."

Ben Lovejoy, Sami Vatanen and Mark Fistric also will have big roles, and Sbisa and Beauchemin could be on the ice Oct. 2. However, it's likely the defense's performance will follow Fowler's lead.

"I don't want to put pressure that yes, Cam, you have to be the guy this year," coach Bruce Boudreau told the Orange County Register. "But … it's his fourth year. I think that he's no longer a rookie. He's played about 150, 160 games in the NHL now. I think he's comfortable. His body is starting to grow into a man's body right now. You can only hope that if the last 10 games of the season and the playoffs are an indication of whether he's ready to be going, then I would think that he's a guy that we're really counting highly on to step up and be the guy that we think Cam can be. And the guy he thinks he can be."

3. Will there be a Stanley Cup Playoffs hangover? -- The Ducks took a 3-2 series lead against the Red Wings, but lost in overtime in Game 6 (after rallying from a 3-1 deficit to force overtime), and then lost in Game 7 at home.

However, Ducks general manager Bob Murray said he only had positives to take out of the experience. Because of that, he's not worried about any negative carryover from last season creeping into the team's thought process for the 2013-14 season.

"I think we got beat by a team that had been injured all year long but was getting healthy and was a very veteran, experienced playoff team," Murray told NHL.com. "I looked at it as some of our younger players, while it would have been nice to have another round, got some really quality playoff time and our younger players played very, very well for us. That's a giant plus for us, that they were there and they got to experience playing a great team like the Detroit Red Wings. I don't look at any negatives form that -- except we lost."

Getzlaf said he hopes his teammates use the loss as anger and motivation.

"I think it's a combination of both," he told NHL.com. "I've been in some situations where I've lost some big games and I think I've learned a lot from those and I'm hoping guys that haven't been there, that haven't lost that Game 7 before, can take the same things out of it to motivate themselves."
30 in 15: Injuries Could Help Vatanen Earn a Roster Spot
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By NHL.com

NHL.com continues its preview of the 2013-14 season, which will include in-depth looks at all 30 teams throughout September.  

One man's injury is another man's opportunity.

For Anaheim Ducks defenseman Sami Vatanen, a rash of injuries to the team's defensemen has given him an opportunity to earn a full-time NHL roster spot.

Sheldon Souray is out until December or even January following surgery for a torn ligament in his wrist. Francois Beauchemin, while skating, is only four months removed from reconstructive knee surgery and is questionable to start the season, and Luca Sbisa is hoping to recover from a sprained ankle in time for the season opener Oct. 2 at the Colorado Avalanche.

That leaves multiple openings, and Vatanen could slide into one of them. The 2009 fourth-round pick (No. 106) made a nice initial impression last season, playing three games in February, then returning for five more at the end of the regular season, during which time he scored two goals. He also had nine goals and 45 points in 62 games with the Ducks' American Hockey League team, the Norfolk Admirals, in his first season of North American hockey.

"He played really good for us at the end of last year, and we like him a lot," Ducks coach Bruce Boudreau said.

Producing offense never has been a problem for the 22-year-old, who had 14 goals and 42 points in 2011-12 playing with JYP in SM-liiga, Finland's top professional league. The next step is for Vatanen to become more reliable in the defensive end.

He was a plus-3 in limited NHL ice time last season, and is a plus-1 (with one goal) in four preseason games.

"He just has to gain experience and know when to do it [jump into the attack] and know when to not do it," Boudreau told the Orange County Register. "I don't think he's risky as far as play in his own zone. He's smart. He makes the good play.

"Where he's risky is stepping up in the neutral zone or stepping up at the blue line. That's where he gets to be risky. So we would like to take that out of the equation."

The 5-foot-10, 180-pounder has dealt with his own bumps and bruises during training camp, but remains hopeful that he'll be in Colorado when the season starts.

"My plan is to play [in the NHL]," Vatanen told the Orange County Register. "Not in Norfolk or anything like that. There's so many good guys here, so you've got to push it to the limits and do what you got to do.

"I do my best and we will see what happens. No pressure or anything. Just enjoy the time that you’re here."

30 in 15: Ducks Plan to Replace Ryan with Depth
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 ANAHEIM, Calif. – When Kyle Palmieri was beginning his offseason routine on the East Coast this summer, he received a phone call from Anaheim Ducks equipment manager Doug "Sluggo" Shearer. 

Shearer asked Palmieri if he wanted to change from the jersey No. 51 he had worn since he arrived in Anaheim. Palmieri chose his old No. 21 and didn't think much of it until he was asked about it later.

"People make a bigger deal out of it than it is," Palmieri joked.

Palmieri referred to those who see the symbolism, because Anaheim typically gives a young player a lower number when it feels that player is established - Bobby Ryan started out wearing No. 54 with the Ducks.

The next step is now for Palmieri and Anaheim's other young forwards to build off the offensive balance it achieved last season, especially after the trade of 30-goal scorer Ryan to the Ottawa Senators.

Anaheim used to be a top-heavy offensive club with Ryan Getzlaf, Corey Perry, Teemu Selanne and Ryan, who accounted for 57 percent of its goals in 2010-11 and 51 percent in 2011-12. Last season that number dipped to 39 percent as players like Palmieri, Emerson Etem and Nick Bonino began to bloom.

"That's the key," Andrew Cogliano said. "You take the load off guys like Getzlaf and Perry. You get some deep scoring, and it changes the dynamic of the team. I think we have a good balance of speed, and obviously big bodies. I think we need to push the pace but also have guys that are big and go to the net."

Palmieri, Etem and Bonino all had a breakthrough in the Stanley Cup Playoffs with three goals each. Palmieri has an NHL-level shot and projects as a 20-goal scorer. Etem is a scary-fast wing who can kill penalties and turn harmless looking plays into breakaways. Bonino's season was hindered by injury but he asserted himself late and showed he has the capability to fill the second-line center spot.

Anaheim coach Bruce Boudreau, who was known for video-game like offense with the Washington Capitals, has a lot of clay to mold, although it's been hard to tell in camp as the Ducks have been hit with injuries.

"When you have four lines that can score, you're usually a pretty good team, in my history, anyway," Boudreau said. "We want to get to that point again. We haven't scored very much in preseason, and we certainly would like to have a couple more opportunities to score goals."

A lot will depend on Jakob Silfverberg, the major piece from the Ryan trade who looked sharp in the early portion of camp before a lower-body injury kept him off the ice. The 22-year-old is expected to play left wing on the second line with Bonino and Teemu Selanne.

Boudreau is quite unfamiliar with Silfverberg but the early glimpses have him thinking positively.

"I think we've got a good idea that he's a very responsible player," Boudreau said. "He's got a tremendous shot. He's going to be a real useful guy at all ends of the ice."

Palmieri will likely start out with Getzlaf and Perry on the top line. The Ducks can boast intimidating speed on the third line with Etem and Cogliano on the wings beside center Koivu. Dustin Penner, who was demoted from the top line less than a week into camp, is an X-factor but can still be plugged into any line. Peter Holland, Patrick Maroon, Rickard Rakell, Matt Beleskey and Devante Smith-Pelly are also in the mix.

After being moved around two seasons ago, Cogliano found an identity on a line with Koivu and Daniel Winnik. He finished with 13 goals even though he didn't play on the power play.

"Whenever you're moving positions and playing different positions every game, it's really tough to find a balance and find what you're supposed to do out there," Cogliano said. "But I felt last year Bruce gave me a role and gave me a chance to find a specific thing to do every night. I was just able to focus on playing the right way. When I did that, the offense came."

Anaheim needs it come in a big way as it enters the season banged up. Etem has a lower-body injury in addition to Silfverberg. Defensemen Sheldon Souray, Francois Beauchemin and Luca Sbisa are all recovering from injury or surgery.

Former 50-goal scorer Perry looks for a bounce-back year himself and knows how valuable balance is to Anaheim in the post-Ryan era.

"Losing Bobby – somebody has to fill that void," Perry said. "There's 30 goals that, not just one person, but collectively we have to do. There's a lot of talent in this room that can do it. We have no doubt that somebody in here is going to be able to step up and fill that void."

30 in 15: Getzlaf Grows Into Captaincy, Results Follow
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NHL.com continues its preview of the 2013-14 season, which will include in-depth looks at all 30 teams throughout September.  

It's been quite the rollercoaster ride for Ryan Getzlaf the past two seasons.

In 2011-12 he slumped to a career-low 11 goals and totaled 57 points, the fewest he's scored in a full NHL season. He also had a minus-11 rating and the Ducks fired coach Randy Carlyle, the only NHL coach Getzlaf had played for, while plummeting to 13th in the Western Conference standings.

With low expectations heading into the 2012-13 season, Getzlaf looked a new man -- actually, more like the player fans were used to seeing. His 15 goals tied linemate Corey Perry for the team lead, his 49 points were tops on the club and 10th in the League, he led the Ducks with 34 assists and his plus-14 rating topped the team's forwards. While he scored just four power-play goals, his three shorthanded goals led the team and set a personal best.

Getzlaf's numbers last season are more indicative of a player who has averaged slightly less than a point per game during his eight-season NHL career (521 points in 566 games) and has a career plus-81 rating.

So who was the imposter in the No. 15 jersey in 2011-12?

Getzlaf was physically healthy that season, playing all 82 games, but emotionally was a different story.

"The year I struggled I had my first child," he told NHL.com. "I was newly married and all the other stuff that I dealt with away from the rink and I think that was a part of it. And I was a new captain at that point, and you're dealing with all the stuff you have to learn."

Part of the education for Getzlaf was balancing his professional life with his family life.

"That season me and my wife had to learn how to have a child and [me] be away," he said. "I felt a lot of times that I was guilty of being away from my family and not seeing a lot of my son's initial stuff. I remember the first time he walked I watched it on my phone. It was the things that I had to learn to deal with and know that what I was doing was just as important as what she's doing at home."

While learning about the work/family balance, Getzlaf also said he still was growing into his role as captain. He was given the captaincy after Scott Niedermayer retired in 2010, and said that while he's learned a lot from watching Niedermayer, he's still developing his own style of leadership.

Ryan Getzlaf
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"It's been a learning curve," he said. "I obviously followed one of the best captains in the game in Scott Niedermayer. He taught me a lot of things, when to keep your mouth shut and when to talk, those kinds of things. Scotty had a little different way of leading than I do. But I think when it comes to being a captain, you have to learn to deal with the off-ice stuff but put that aside when it's time to go on the ice. I feel like I've learned a lot in the last couple years on developing those relationships with the guys and them having that trust in me."

Ducks general manager Bob Murray also noticed a change in Getzlaf, and it definitely was a change for the better.

"Being the captain, I think sometimes he overthinks it a little bit," Murray told NHL.com. "Last year he didn't overthink at all. … He's growing with being that captain."

That growth helped the Ducks rocket out of the starting blocks, maintain a strong pace through most of the season, and finish atop the Pacific Division and second in the Western Conference.

The way the season ended, a Game 7 loss at home to the Detroit Red Wings in the first round, put a blemish on things. However, Getzlaf said he hopes some of his younger teammates take the sour ending as extra motivation for this season.

"I expect our team to try and outplay what we did last season," he said. "That's always the goal for our group, to get to the Stanley Cup Final, and that's no different going into this season. We have to be aware that there are a few more teams that are aware that we could be a contender. Last year we went in as a dark horse and no one expected much of us, so I think we surprised a lot of teams at the start of the year and that's not going to be the case this season."
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"Everything is in my hands right now. I'm going to control the way I play and how I react [tonight]" -- Patrick Maroon

By Kyle Shohara

 AnaheimDucks.com  

With final roster cuts looming, tonight’s preseason finale against the San Jose Sharks at Honda Center serves as a last chance to make an impression for several Ducks.

“I just need to go in there and play as hard as I can, and get noticed out here,” said Patrick Maroon after the morning skate. “It’s the last preseason game and it’s time for them to make cuts here. I just have to play the best I can and hopefully get noticed.”

Maroon is getting an extended look in the preseason, as tonight marks his fifth game of Anaheim’s seven preseason contests. Through four games, Maroon has three assists and has been a physical presence throughout training camp and preseason. “I just need to do the things I do,” he said. “Get pucks out, get pucks in, and keep playing the way I’m playing.”

A few weeks ago, Maroon said he treats every practice as a real game, and with this being the final game of the preseason, the intensity will reach new heights. But that doesn’t mean the big forward isn’t nervous heading into tonight’s game.

“There are a lot of nerves,” he said. “You don’t know what’s going to happen. But, I control that. Everything is in my hands right now. I’m going to control the way I play and how I react [tonight]. I just have to be prepared and be ready.”

Young forward Devante Smith-Pelly is also fighting for a roster spot, and the former second-round draft pick said he’s sticking to his game plan.

“Last chance to show what you got,” he said. “It’s a big game for a lot of the younger guys. I try not to really put too much pressure on myself. Just go play how I’ve been playing. Just continue to try and help the team out.”

Like Maroon, Smith-Pelly’s gotten an extended look, as tonight serves as his sixth game of the preseason. He enters tonight with two points (1g/1a) through six games.

Smith-Pelly said he has no nerves entering tonight’s preseason finale. “Not at all,” he said. “I think I’ve been doing pretty well. Just going to try and continue playing like I have been.”

Detroit Red Wings send down Gustav Nyquist to balance budget, roster

12:29 PM, September 30, 2013   |  

6 
Comments

Faced with balancing their budget by this afternoon, the Detroit Red Wings took the option of sending forward Gustav Nyquist to the minors.

General manager Ken Holland said goaltender Petr Mrazek also was sent down, though that was expected.

Holland also said forward Darren Helm will be put on long term injured reserve. Helm makes $2.125 million, and Nyquist makes $950,000, enough to trim the roughly $3 million the Wings needed to come in under $64.3 million by 3 p.m.

Forward Cory Emmerton cleared waivers after being placed there Sunday, clearing the way for him to be sent to the minors. Emmerton might stay in Detroit, however, depending on what happens with Patrick Eaves. He has a sprained knee and might end up going on LTIR, too.

Either way, That clears the three rosters spots the Wings needed to be compliant.

Nyquist was the only forward who could be sent down without being exposed on waivers. It's not ideal — Nyquist clearly belongs in the NHL — but it also isn't permanent.

Contact Helene St. James: hstjames@freepress.com. Follow her on Twitter @helenestjames.

Slow healing by Foligno means Sabres' roster is set; Sulzer clears waivers

September 30, 2013 - 12:32 PM

By John Vogl

Marcus Foligno is still hurt. Johan Larsson, Brian Flynn and Zemgus Girgensons have made the Sabres because of that.

Buffalo coach Ron Rolston held out hope last week that Foligno's injured shoulder would heal in time for the season opener. However, the big winger was unable to practice again today, and Rolston said Foligno won't be ready for Wednesday's game in Detroit.

That leaves the Sabres with 23 healthy players -- the exact number for the NHL's roster limit, which must be reached by 5 this afternoon. Since the Sabres are already there, Rolston said they don't have to and won't make another move. He said everyone who was at practice today will be back in First Niagara Center on Tuesday.

Flynn, Girgensons and Larsson were the most likely candidates to head to Rochester at the roster deadline because they don't require waivers to be sent to the minors. But with injuries up front to Foligno, Corey Tropp (jaw) and Joel Armia (hand), all three will stick around. Rookie Nikita Zadorov (finger) will join the hurt trio on injured reserve, then return to his junior team when healthy.

The Sabres will enter the season with 14 forwards, seven defensemen and two goaltenders. The logjam at forward leaves uncertainty as to who will be the 20 players to dress against the Red Wings.

The Sabres did limited line work today, but the first four units were as follows:

Thomas Vanek-Cody Hodgson-Drew Stafford

Steve Ott-Tyler Ennis-Ville Leino

Zemgus Girgensons-Mikhail Grigorenko-Brian Flynn

Kevin Porter-Cody McCormick-Patrick Kaleta.

Larsson and John Scott served as the extras.

The top three defense pairs featured Christian Ehrhoff and Mark Pysyk, Henrik Tallinder and Tyler Myers, and Mike Weber and Rasmus Ristolainen, with Jamie McBain rotating in as the extra.

Defenseman Alexander Sulzer, who was waived Sunday, was not claimed by another team and is expected to report to the Amerks.

The Sabres have yet to select a captain. To hear Rolston talk about what type of player he wants to wear the "C," click the audio file below.
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Links: The News' NHL Preview section, featuring profile on Sabres' Rolston, is now online

September 29, 2013 - 8:34 PM

By John Vogl

The annual NHL Preview section came out on newsstands today, and tonight it's online. Here are the stories and links (though by all means grab an actual paper to see the design work by Vince Chiaramonte and Andrea Zagata):

*Ron Rolston has reached the pinnacle. He’s set to begin his first full season with the Buffalo Sabres, one of only 30 men lucky enough to be called an NHL head coach.

“Getting this opportunity to coach here has been a dream,” Rolston said. “Most people try to aspire to get to the very top of the profession, and this is the best in the world.”

Here's my in-depth look at how Rolston became the man and coach he is today.

*In the team preview, I examine how the Sabres hope newfound camaraderie will be enough to overcome their shortcomings.

*The 2013-14 season marks the start of new divisions, a new schedule matrix and a new playoff format for the NHL. For the Sabres, Mike Harrington writes, it means much more travel and a decidedly tougher road to end their postseason drought.

*Boston, Chicago, Pittsburgh and Los Angeles are Bucky Gleason's choices to win their divisions as he previews the Atlantic, Metropolitan, Central and Pacific.

*Harrington explains that Steve Ott never shuts up as he tries to get opponents off their game, and he battles them with a competitive will he got from his parents.

*Gleason says weary fans are left with little hope, so they might as well appreciate Ryan Miller and Thomas Vanek with their careers with the Sabres entering their final stages -- because who knows where the franchise is going.

*While Sabres fans have been warned by management they will likely endure some suffering this season, the Amerks may have the right balance of prospects and veteran depth to win a playoff series for the first time since 2005, as Miguel Rodriguez explains.

*New Sabres broadcaster Dan Dunleavy will spend three seasons working with and learning from an NHL announcing legend, Rick Jeanneret, before stepping behind the microphone full time, as Greg Connors writes.

*For the first time since 1997-98, every team will visit the other 29 cities as part of a home-and-away series. So fans can pack a bag and pick a city when the Sabres hit the road. Here’s my advice on what to see and eat before watching the Sabres put on their visiting uniforms.

*The Sabres have a new third jersey on the way, so Harrington takes a look back at the team’s uniform history.

Sabres place Sulzer on waivers, hope to send D-man to Amerks; Adam clears

September 29, 2013 - 12:28 PM

By John Vogl

The Sabres have waived defenseman Alexander Sulzer, a move necessary for the team to send him to Rochester.

Sulzer played 17 games for the Sabres last year before suffering a season-ending knee injury. Buffalo re-signed the 29-year-old to a one-year, $725,000 contract. If he clears waivers, Sulzer and his complete salary will patrol the blue line in Rochester.

The move leaves the Sabres with eight defensemen, including injured Nikita Zadorov, who is expected to be sent to his junior team when healthy. The seven blue-liners who will start the season in Buffalo are Christian Ehrhoff, Tyler Myers, Mike Weber, Henrik Tallinder, Mark Pysyk, Rasmus Ristolainen and newcomer Jamie McBain.

Sulzer was the only waiver move made today by the Sabres, who needed to waive any veterans today in order to have them off the roster by the Monday afternoon deadline.

Luke Adam, who was waived Saturday, was not claimed and will report to the Amerks.

The Sabres have 27 players on the roster, including forwards Corey Tropp (jaw) and Joel Armia (hand), who will be placed on injured reserve along with Zadorov. That makes 24, so they need to send at least one more player to the Amerks to get to the roster limit of 23 by 3 p.m. Monday.

Forwards Brian Flynn, Zemgus Girgensons and Johan Larsson do not need waivers to be sent to Rochester.

Coming Sunday: Great reads on Rolston, Ott and travel highlight the 2013-14 NHL Preview Section

September 28, 2013 - 6:38 PM

RRcoverBy Mike Harrington

Be sure to pick up Sunday's editions of The Buffalo News to read our annual NHL Preview Section, chock-full of great reads, sharp photography and eye-popping graphics from The News' award-winning design department.

The cover story by John Vogl is a fascinating look inside the mind and hockey background of The Professor, Sabres coach Ron Rolston. He has graduated from the ranks of U.S. colleges and the National Development Team program to get his first full-time gig in the NHL and be the Sabres' first new coach since Lindy Ruff took over 1997. 

The story features the insight of several Rolston contemporaries topped by Notre Dame coach Jeff Jackson, who gave Rolston his first coaching job as an assistant at Lake Superior State.

"It's like getting a doctorate, basically, working under Jeff and learning about the game," Rolston said. "I was very fortunate because a lot of people don't get that mentorship right away. I was able to right off the bat learn from the best and then have a good foundation moving forward."

My main assignment was a feature on Sabres agitator Steve Ott, a mouth that roars and never stops while he drives opponents crazy. Said teammate Patrick Kaleta of Ott: "It would be funny to see what his Google searches are, that's for sure."

One thing I wasn't able to get into the story was how Ott spent his summer -- as a crew member for his father, Butch, who is a decorated power-boat racer.

"It's nerve-wracking for me. That's my dad out there," Ott told me last week. "I know he's highly competitive and he's going to go to the max, to the edge to win. His mindset is where I got my mindset from. There's only one way. For him, he's got his own boat race going. It's win or swim. He's either flipping or going for a win. To watch him sometimes barrel roll or flip that boat going 100 mph, things get pretty nerve-wracking. I never want to see him banged up."

Also in the section, Vogl provides an incredible travelogue with restaurant and sight-seeing recommendations in every NHL city and I take a look back at the wild history of the Sabres uniforms. There's also Vogl's reasons for optimism and pessimism on the Sabres and full capsules of every NHL team.

Be sure to pick it up. Only in Sunday's Buffalo News.

Zadorov out two weeks, Ristolainen makes roster, Adam off to Rochester (pending waivers)

September 28, 2013 - 1:51 PM

By Mike Harrington

The Sabres wrapped up their final practice of the preseason Saturday afternoon in First Niagara Center and coach Ron Rolston firmed up several items with reporters during his daily briefing. Here's a quick rundown:

Nikita Zadorov: The 18-year-old defenseman, who just signed his entry-level contract on Wednesday, is going to be out for about two weeks after needing stitches to repair what Rolston called a "smashed" finger tip on his left hand. Zadorov suffered the injury blocking a shot on the penalty kill Friday night in Carolina. Rather than sending Zadorov back to junior, the Sabres could simply keep him here skating for the two weeks on injured reserve and not have him count against the 23-man roster limit.

The roster: The Sabres will take Sunday off and then open their preparations for Wednesday's opener in Detroit on Monday morning. The final 23-man roster doesn't have to be set until Monday at 3 p.m. but Rolston said the team has more meetings set for later today, so the bet here is the opening night lineup could be at practice Monday.

Rasmus Ristolainen: Zero surprise when Rolston said he's going to be on the team. He's been a top-six defender since day one of camp and Rolston said he was the team's best defenseman Friday night.

Luke Adam: The fall of the former second-round pick and NHL All-Star Rookie participant continued as he was put on waivers with the intent of sending him to Rochester.

The captaincy: Rolston said he will name a captain prior to the Detroit game. The most likely candidates remain Thomas Vanek or Steve Ott, although a case could instead be made for a player on a longterm contract like Christian Ehrhoff or Cody Hodgson.

Marcus Foligno: He has a shoulder strain and did not practice today but Rolston said he is fully expecting to have him in the lineup Wednesday.

Click below to hear Rolston's session with the media today where he talks about the lineup, the preseason, his solid goaltending and the importance of improvement on the special teams.
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Ron Rolston

Take your pick: Who should survive Sabres' final cuts and avoid demotion to Amerks?

September 27, 2013 - 7:38 AM

By John Vogl

The Sabres enter their final preseason game in Carolina tonight with several roster spots open. There could be one starting job on defense, two or more up front and several depth spots.

“Evaluation is still going on with some spots,” coach Ron Rolston said. “From where we’re at, there will be some tough choices we have to make. I think that’s what we want. We want guys to compete for those spots.”

As we point out in today's story, it's reasonable to assume that 17 players have roster spots locked up. (You can say that Drew Stafford hasn't wowed anyone in preseason after a terrible year, but the $4 million forward was still wearing an "A" during games and won't be demoted to Rochester.)

So who will go to the Amerks? More importantly, who will stay in Buffalo? Have your say below.

Which forwards should start the season in Buffalo? 

Luke Adam

  7% 

Brian Flynn

  27% 

Zemgus Girgensons

  87% 

Johan Larsson

  73% 

Cody McCormick

  27% 

Kevin Porter

  19% 

Closed

Total Votes: 871 

poll by twiigs.com 

Which defenseman should start for the Sabres? 

Jamie McBain

  9% 

Rasmus Ristolainen

  79% 

Alexander Sulzer

  10% 

Closed

Total Votes: 794 

poll by twiigs.com 

Sabres' Armia sidelined indefinitely with broken hand

September 26, 2013 - 12:45 PM

By John Vogl

The Sabres' Joel Armia, one of the former first-round picks competing for a roster spot, has a broken hand and is out indefinitely.

The right winger took a slash during Wednesday's 3-0 victory over Columbus and was unable to finish the game. X-rays revealed the break, coach Ron Rolston said today. It hasn't been determined whether Armia will need surgery or if the injury will heal on its own.

Continue reading... 

Postgame video: Rolston on the collaring of the Jackets

September 25, 2013 - 10:49 PM

Ron Rolston's postgame press conference (MSG/Sabres.com)

By Mike Harrington

Click above to see Ron Rolston's postgame press conference from Wednesday's 3-0 win over Columbus in First Niagara Center. Rolston discusses Joel Armia's uncertain status after suffering a hand injury, the play of Mikhail Grigorenko, and the success of the team's penalty killers in combination with goaltender Jhonas Enroth.

The Sabres killed off all seven Columbus power plays and are 25 for 27 in the preseason -- including 16 for 16 at home.

Here's a weird stat: They haven't lost a preseason home game in regulation since Sept. 21, 2007 -- going 9-0-3 in their last 12 exhibitions downtown.

Live: Blue Jackets at Sabres; pregame chat at 6:30 p.m., followed by in-game updates at 7

September 25, 2013 - 5:30 PM

<a href="http://www.coveritlive.com/mobile.php?option=com_mobile&task=viewaltcast&altcast_code=36806cd6a1" >Live: Blue Jackets at Sabres</a> 

With audio: Rolston says Tropp out 5-6 weeks with broken jaw, NHL fine for Scott-Kessel incident is 'because it was John'

September 25, 2013 - 12:36 PM

By Mike Harrington

The Buffalo Sabres move on tonight with the preseason home finale against Columbus in First Niagara Center (it's the only MSG telecast of the preseason). But the talk of the dressing room after today's morning skate was still back on Sunday's chaos in Toronto and the league's decision Tuesday to fine coach Ron Rolston for "player selection and player conduct."

Before commenting on his fine, which is believed to be $10,000, Rolston announced that winger Corey Tropp suffered a broken jaw in his fight with Jamie Devane that was the precursor to the big brawl. Tropp, who also suffered a mild concussion, will be out 5-6 weeks.

Prior to the next faceoff, John Scott initiated a fight against Leafs winger Phil Kessel and a full line brawl erupted featuring goalies Ryan Miller and Jonathan Bernier. Rolston was clearly fined for Scott's actions and tried to be diplomatic toward league officials Wednesday.

"It's part of what they do," Rolston said. "They have to make a decision on what's best for the league. Those are things we can't control so we do what is handed down and go from there.  It's because it was John. It's just more reputation but he had played the whole game, played well and was playing a good game for us. He had an assist on the first goal. He's worked hard on his game to play hockey too. But I think obviously reputation is a big part of that."

"I was pretty surprised. I didn't expect that," Scott said. "I was a little shocked by it. ... It was strange because I was already on the ice and we had first change. I think it's foreign territory as far as player selection and coaches getting fined. " 

Continue reading... 

Hear from Leafs' Clarkson, read more on the brawl

September 25, 2013 - 10:17 AM

David Clarkson meets the media in Toronto Tuesday night.

By Mike Harrington

The Sabres' morning skate for tonight's game against Columbus begins at 10:30 so we'll hear from Ron Rolston and the players shortly before noon. According to the roster sheet, the scratches tonight are Jamie McBain, Kevin Porter, Nakita Zadorov, Brian Flynn, Luke Adam, and the injured Corey Tropp.

Click above for David Clarkson's press conference following last night's game in Toronto, where he accpeted his 10-game suspension for leaving the bench and offered his thoughts on his heart overriding his head when he saw John Scott engaging teammate Phil Kessel.

Click here for our story on the Ron Rolston fine/Phil Kessel suspension. The word out there is Rolston got banged $10,000, the same as Randy Carlyle got in his automatic fine for Clarkson leaving the bench. 

Veteran Toronto Star columnist Damien Cox, a big proponent of Rolston getting fined, got his wish Tuesday and offers his thoughts here.  In the Toronto Sun, Steve Simmons said the league got the penalties right as well.   Bucky Gleason says there are many to blame.

In non-brawl reports, click here to read my story today on Mark Pysyk, who seems a lock to make the Sabres defense. 

Rolston fined by NHL; Kessel suspended for 3 preseason games

September 24, 2013 - 5:13 PM

By Mike Harrington

A couple rulings have come down from the NHL late Tuesday afternoon in the wake of Sunday's brawl in Toronto: Sabres coach Ron Rolston has been fined an undisclosed amount for "player selection and team conduct" and Leafs winger Phil Kessel has been fined for the remaining three games of the preseason for his slashes at Sabres enforcer John Scott (see Brendan Shanahan's video explanation above)

Clearly, the league is slapping a rookie head coach on the wrist for putting Scott on the ice to initiate the melee that featured goaltenders Ryan Miller and Jonathan Bernier. Fair enough on first glance.

But oops, it wasn't in the final five minutes of a game, Scott was already on the ice and had played 8 1/2 minutes to that point with the Sabres down forwards due to injury. And Leafs coach Randy Carlyle had the last change anyway. This wasn't like Lindy Ruff throwing Adam Mair, Patrick Kaleta and Andrew Peters on the ice against Ottawa's skill line in 2007 in response to Chris Drury's injury.

Sets an awfully dangerous precedent for teams. What constitutes a fine for "player selection" now?

And as for team conduct, which team had a player suspended 10 games for leaving the bench?

The Kessel suspension seems about right given Scott's initiation. It's a little surprising Kessel won't miss any regular season games but the Leafs were hit hard by David Clarkson's braincramp. Still, if you're only going to get suspended for the preseason, it's not much of a deterrent.

More from Scott and the hockey world on the big brawl

September 24, 2013 - 12:59 PM

By Mike Harrington

Be sure to read today's story on the reaction to the Leafs-Sabres brawl, featuring the first public comments from Sabres tough guy John Scott. The Sabres are off today while Leafs forward David Clarkson, who got a 10-game suspension for leaving the bench, did not speak to Toronto reporters for the second straight day. Might want to get it over with, big guy. 

(Clarkson can't possibly be pondering an appeal, right? On what grounds? The video is the video. It's clear as day.)

10:30 p.m. update: Clarkson spoke to reporters after the Leafs' game against Ottawa and said he will not be appealing.

One of the things that didn't make my long story was Scott's thought on the Leafs not sending out a tough guy like wannabe-enforcer Troy Bodie against him rather than Phil Kessel (Toronto brawler Colton Orr was injured and not playing).

What if it had been Bodie and not the stick-wielding Kessel?

"It would have been done with," Scott said. "There wouldn't have been any brawl, the goalies wouldn't have fought, there wouldn't be any suspensions. It would have been two tough guys fighting it out like it's supposed to be done. It would have been done a lot different."

More reactions:

---Shortly after midnight Sunday, Ryan Miller tweeted,  "Well... that escalated quickly. #oldtimehockey #eddieshore". It has been retweeted or favorited nearly 9,000 times as of noon today.

---Tweet from former Sabres agitator Matt Barnaby: "I would fight Scott and lose but... he also could not have made my bantam team."

---Ottawa goalie Robin Lehner to Senators reporters: "Their heavyweight went after their star. And then Kessel went Star Wars on him. It was pretty good entertainment." 

---Leafs alum Mikhail Grabovski to the Washington Post on Kessel's act: "He looked like a musketeer."

---Former NHL tough guy Jody Shelley, now a Blue Jackets broadcaster/ambassador, to the Columbus Dispatch: "I didn't mind the brawl. What I really didn't like was the fight before it where [Jamie Devane] drove [Corey] Tropp's head into the ice. The rest was whatever. The way the first fight ended, that really bothered me."

NHL makes Clarkson's 10-game suspension official, hands five-game ban to ex-Sabre Kassian

September 23, 2013 - 8:30 PM

By Mike Harrington

Some quick news Monday night from the NHL Department of Player Safety:

---David Clarkson of the Leafs has officially been handed a 10-game suspension for (foolishly) leaving the bench to join Sunday night's Sabres-Leafs scrum. That costs him more than $269,000 and keeps him out of the lineup until Toronto's 11th game, which is Oct. 25 against Columbus.

---There is no word on any penalty yet to Leafs winger Phil Kessel for his stick chops at John Scott. That one is going to require a hearing in the next day or two but Kessel did get a match penalty so should get at least one game.

---Vancouver winger Zack Kassian, the former Sabres No. 1 draft pick, has earned a five-game suspension and will also miss the final three preseason games for the reckless use of his stick. Kassian broke the jaw of Edmonton's Sam Gagner Saturday night in Rexall Place. Here's Brendan Shanahan's video explanation:

(Audio now included) Scott on the Throwdown in TO: 'I would have went after whoever they put lined up next to me'

September 23, 2013 - 4:30 PM

By Mike Harrington

What should have been a routine September Monday in Sabres training camp turned into a bit of media circus this afternoon as reporters and camera crews from Toronto showed up at First Niagara Center to get the day-after thoughts about Sunday night's brawl with the Leafs in the Air Canada Centre.

The star of the show was Sabres enforcer John Scott, who was unavailable to the media Sunday. The 6-foot-8 Scott stood tall in front of his locker and calmly answered every question he got Monday, pointing out that he was not targeting Leafs star Phil Kessel. In the wake of Jamie Devane's beatdown of Corey Tropp a few seconds earlier, the Sabres were not going to be picky.

"I said, 'Phil I think we're going to have to go here, just to let you know,' " Scott said. "I would have went after who ever they put lined up next to me. I don't know what their coach had in mine. I wasn't trying to hurt him. I was just trying to send a message."

Scott and the Sabres were surprised Leafs coach Randy Carlyle -- who had the last line change -- opted for a scoring line in that situation rather than tough guy Troy Bodie. Did Scott break hockey's unwritten code that an enforcer shouldn't engage a star?

"Hey, I'd be pissed off if someone went after my star guy too," Scott said. "It's one of those things. Their coach didn't have to put Kessel out with me. 

Scott said his legs are surprised from the stick swings Kessel took against him and that he was surprised by the reaction from the Leafs star. 

Continue reading... 

Day-after thoughts on the crazy tussle in Toronto

September 23, 2013 - 10:35 AM

By Mike Harrington

The Sabres don't practice until 11:45 today. So that means it's going to be early this afternoon before we get any injury updates or hear from any of them with any second-day thoughts on last night's third-period festivities in Toronto that are the talk of the hockey world today.

Be sure to see John Vogl's post from last night with the complete penalty list. I'm told it was updated multiple times all the way to around 1 a.m.

Sportsnet's Chris Johnston points out that David Clarkson's likely 10-game suspension for charging off the bench is going to hurt the Leafs on the ice -- and put them in a big salary cap pickle as well. Suspended players still count against the cap, with Clarkson and Phil Kessel likely both doing some time.

Damien Cox of the Toronto Star blames Ron Rolston for the whole thing. I was not there and a key point I missed that Cox missed also was that Rolston did not send John Scott on to the ice for a pound of flesh. Scott was already out there for the fight between Corey Tropp and Jamie Devane. 

Greg Wyshynski of Yahoo! has a good Q&A here about the particulars of the punch-up.

From watching the video, here are my quick thoughts:

John Scott: He was going to extract his pound of flesh. Bad optics doing it against a top Leafs guy however. Still, it's not unlike Adam Mair and Andrew Peters going after Jason Spezza and the boys from Ottawa in that infamous dustup in 2007 after Chris Drury had been KO'd. People in Toronto want Scott suspended but he did nothing to earn a ban. He instigated a fight, got penalized for it and that was that. You want to argue Scott can't play and doesn't belong in the league, that's a different argument. He should get nothing from Brendan Shanahan for this one.

Leafs coach Randy Carlyle: He was one of the biggest dopes in all of this. He had the last change. After seeing Tropp in distress being taken off the ice and seeing Scott remain on, he sends out his scorers thinking it would diffuse things? How does he line up Phil Kessel -- Phil Kessel! -- next to John Scott? 

Kessel: What was he thinking? He obviously wasn't. You're not a fighter and you have a 6-8, 270-pound guy coming at you, just back away. No one will think less of you. Use your stick like Paul Bunyan and you get a match penalty and perhaps a 2-3 game suspension. And it wasn't one love-tap either. It was three. Plus a spear later on in the melee. 

This GIF is making the rounds today. Pretty funny. Stick as lightsaber.

Kessel-lightsaber

Ron Rolston: No issues. The Sabres can't be happy about seeing what happened with Tropp. He has to like the way his players were all in. Even Ryan Miller. 

David Clarkson: Here's the biggest dope. He didn't need to come off the bench. The Leafs on the ice had Scott contained. So now the biggest contract in franchise history starts with 10 games on the sidelines? That's crazy. And as Johnston wrote (link above), what do they do about money now in terms of Cody Franson or Mason Raymond? A veteran player should have known better.

Video link: Sabres-Leafs have full-scale donnybrook, including fight by Miller

September 22, 2013 - 10:04 PM

By John Vogl

The hatred in the Sabres-Leafs rivalry reached another level tonight with a 12-player brawl that featured Ryan Miller fighting with Toronto goaltender Jonathan Bernier and Leafs forward Phil Kessel trying to chop down big John Scott with his stick after the Sabres' enforcer tried to fight him.

Here's the penalty list for the third-period chaos:

10:01 TOR J. Devane  Fighting  - 5 min against  C. Tropp 

10:01 BUF C. Tropp  Fighting  - 5 min against  J. Devane 

10:01 TOR A. MacWilliam  Fighting  - 5 min against  M. Zigomanis 

10:01 TOR T. Bozak  Fighting  - 5 min against  C. Ruhwedel 

10:01 TOR J. Bernier  Fighting  - 5 min against  R. Miller 

10:01 TOR T. Brennan  Fighting  - 5 min against  D. Bagnall 

10:01 BUF B. Flynn  Fighting  - 5 min against  C. Ashton 

10:01 BUF M. Zigomanis  Fighting  - 5 min against  A. MacWilliam 

10:01 BUF C. Ruhwedel  Fighting  - 5 min against  T. Bozak 

10:01 BUF J. Scott  Fighting  - 5 min against  D. Clarkson 

10:01 BUF R. Miller  Fighting  - 5 min against  J. Bernier 

10:01 TOR D. Clarkson  Leaving players/penalty bench  - 10 min 

10:01 BUF D. Bagnall  Fighting  - 5 min against  T. Brennan 

10:01 TOR C. Ashton  Fighting  - 5 min against  D. Bagnall 

10:01 BUF J. Scott served by M. Grigorenko  Instigator  - 2 min against  P. Kessel 

10:01 TOR J. Bernier  Goalie leave crease  - 2 min against  R. Miller 

10:01 BUF R. Miller  Goalie leave crease  - 2 min 

10:01 BUF J. Scott  Misconduct  - 10 min 

10:01 BUF J. Scott  Game misconduct  - 10 min against  P. Kessel 

10:01 TOR C. Ashton  Misconduct  - 10 min 

10:01 TOR T. Bozak  Misconduct  - 10 min 

10:01 TOR T. Brennan  Misconduct  - 10 min 

10:01 TOR A. MacWilliam  Misconduct  - 10 min 

10:01 TOR J. Bernier  Game misconduct  - 10 min 

10:01 BUF D. Bagnall  Misconduct  - 10 min 

10:01 BUF M. Zigomanis  Misconduct  - 10 min 

10:01 BUF B. Flynn  Misconduct  - 10 min 

10:01 BUF R. Miller  Game misconduct  - 10 min against  J. Bernier 

10:01 BUF C. Ruhwedel  Misconduct  - 10 min 

10:01 TOR P. Kessel  Match penalty  - 10 min against  J. Scott 

Sabres' Girgensons, Kaleta miss practice with hand injuries, Rolston says they'll be fine

September 22, 2013 - 12:29 PM

By John Vogl

Hand injuries kept Sabres forwards Zemgus Girgensons and Patrick Kaleta off the ice today, but Sabres coach Ron Rolston doesn't expect either player to miss much time.

Girgensons was unable to take part in the shootout portion of the Sabres' 3-2 loss to Toronto on Saturday night.

"He's fine," Rolston said today in First Niagara Center. "There's just swelling right now."

Kaleta, who was a history of hand injuries, needed ice following a fight with Troy Bodie with two minutes left in regulation.

"He's just a little dinged up from the game, nothing major," Rolston said.

The Sabres play the Leafs again tonight, this time in Air Canada Center. Buffalo did not do any work with forward lines and defensive pairs during today's morning skate, but the lineup is as follows:

Forwards -- Cody McCormick, Cody Hodgson, Marcus Foligno, Kevin Porter, Mike Zigomanis, John Scott, Luke Adam, Brian Flynn, Corey Tropp, Joel Armia, Mikhail Grigorenko and Johan Larsson.

Defense -- Jamie McBain, Chad Ruhwedel, Tyler Myers, Brayden McNabb, Nikita Zadorov and Drew Bagnall. Rasmus Ristolainen will travel with the team but will only play if there is a late scratch.

Goaltenders -- Ryan Miller, Matt Hackett.

To hear Rolston's news conference, click the audio file below.

00:00

08:28

Sabres assign five to Rochester, release Gillies

September 21, 2013 - 5:31 PM

By John Vogl

Sabres coach Ron Rolston said this morning he planned to trim the roster after this weekend's games. Buffalo got a jump on the transactions this afternoon.

The Sabres have sent Dan Catenacci, Jerome Gauthier-Leduc, Tim Schaller, Phil Varone and Jamie Tardif to Rochester. Tardif will join the Amerks if he clears waivers.

The Sabres have also released forward Colton Gillies from his tryout contract. The former first-round pick by Minnesota showed little in the Sabres' last preseason game.

Buffalo's roster still features 20 forwards, 12 defensemen and three goaltenders. The team must get down to a maximum of 23 players for opening night.

Live: Maple Leafs at Sabres; pregame chat at 6:30 p.m., followed by in-game updates at 7

September 21, 2013 - 5:30 PM

<a href="http://www.coveritlive.com/mobile.php?option=com_mobile&task=viewaltcast&altcast_code=1b17c0c07e" >Live: Maple Leafs at Sabres</a> 

Sabres cancel Blue and Gold carpet event because of rain; lineup set

September 21, 2013 - 10:48 AM

By John Vogl

The Sabres' grand entrance to their game tonight has been washed out.

The players were scheduled to arrive at First Niagara Center at 4:30 this afternoon and greet fans alongside a Blue and Gold carpet prior to facing the Toronto Maple Leafs. The festivities, which were set to include music and concessions, have been canceled due to rain.

The Leafs and Sabres will faceoff at 7 p.m.

The Sabres' lineup will be:

Forwards

Marcus Foligno-Tyler Ennis-Drew Stafford

Steve Ott-Mikhail Grigorenko-Ville Leino

Zemgus Girgensons-Kevin Porter-Brian Flynn

Matt Ellis-Cody McCormick-Patrick Kaleta

Defense

Christian Ehrhoff-Mark Pysyk

Mike Weber-Jamie McBain

Alexander Sulzer-Rasmus Ristolainen

Goalies

Jhonas Enroth

Matt Hackett

Jets' version of 'Breaking Bad'

Formula for making pure Kane could combine sniper with Scheifele, Setoguchi

By: Tim Campbell 

Posted: 09/30/2013 1:00 AM | Comments: 1  | Last Modified: 6:25 AM | Updates
BANFF, Alta. -- This is not rocket science, though you could describe it as tricky it its own way, hockey's version of getting the chemistry just right.

Welcome to the Winnipeg Jets' $64-million question for 2013-14 -- just how can we optimize Evander Kane?

The visual evidence on this matter has been all over the map in the pre-season. The Jets struggled (1-4-3 in eight games) and Kane appeared with all kinds of fellow forwards. But in what is the closest to a decision yet, the 22-year-old shooter landed on a line with rookie centre Mark Scheifele and new right-winger Devin Setoguchi on Sunday at the Fenlands Banff Recreation Centre, as many suspected he would.

Strange, then, that the vibe on Sunday was far from confident. It was almost as if everyone connected to this decision was walking around on eggshells.

Just give a listen.

Question to Kane, who scored 17 goals in the shortened season in 2013, and 30 goals in the full year before that: "This is real today; do you feel that this might be a more permanent spot for you?"

Kane: "A little bit. But not really to be honest with you. I've played with all different line combinations in the pre-season; nobody consistently. I'm with them today and who knows how we're going to start on the game. I don't really know what's going on in terms of the lines. All I can control is whoever I'm playing with, try to do my best and make things work.

"I don't know. It's interesting. We'll see what happens. We have a lot of options. I'm not the coach. He has to make those decisions and come to those conclusions."

Kane was asked if coach Claude Noel asks him about that.

"I mean, no, not really. It's up to him. Like I said, I'm not the coach and he makes the decisions and he has his own thoughts. I just go out there, put on my equipment and try to help the team win. Whoever I'm playing with, I'm more than willing to work with."

Do you tell him what you like or don't, Kane was asked.

"Yeah, it's weird. Sometimes you have a couple of games with a line and suddenly things switch and you don't know why. Not even an injury. Sometimes it just switches. There's nothing you can do about it. And sometimes when things are going poorly, they stay the same. You'd think maybe we could change some things up (then). Hopefully we can get off to a good start, whoever I'm playing with and kind of build from there."

Whoever I'm playing with? That sounds purposely generic, like Kane has maybe been burned a few times by hoping too hard and he now just wants to detach himself until there's more reason to get excited.

Noel took the questions on this Sunday and he, too, sounded less than all-in.

"Look at Evander, he's had shuffling right-wingers and had different things happen over the course of a couple of years," Noel said. "You'd like to get him more stability there if you can... I have given it a fair amount of thought and those things are going to have to play themselves out.

"One thing about Evander, he's managed to have excellent numbers with the fact he's struggled trying to find stability -- he hasn't struggled, we have struggled to get him stable, permanent players there. He has managed to play well and to score and do some really good things.

"That's a plus. For us, we're just trying to see if we can stabilize his situation a little bit, if we can create something there, if something can get done there just to help him out. Who's that going to be? Time will tell."

Time will tell? Talk about non-committal.

To start last season, Kane lined up with Olli Jokinen and Kyle Wellwood.

Now, with Scheifele in the middle today, you can at least see why he might be a little apprehensive -- it's a big assignment and he's an NHL rookie at 20.

"If I'm going to play with them, I'm going to work my hardest," Scheifele said after Sunday's practice, obviously taking nothing for granted. Still, remember that he just practised 90 minutes with them and said "if."

"Regardless of who I play with, I'm going to do that, but I think us three have a bit of chemistry and in practice we're able to find each other whenever we play together, and so if we're together, hopefully we'll be able to have a good game and be reliable, too," Scheifele said.

At least the rookie volunteered some confident thoughts, so maybe it really will be up to him to turn the tide on these choices, from uncertain to great call.

"They're both unbelievable shooters," Scheifele said. "And they're fast and they make good plays. They're smart players. I think we all match well. We all can kind of do it all. We all battle and we all shoot the puck and pass it. It's just a matter of working our hardest, continue to gel and get better each and every day."

tim.campbell@freepress.mb.ca

BANFF, Alta. -- Two decisions are made and now there's one to go for the Winnipeg Jets to get to the NHL-mandated 23-man maximum roster to start the season.

Defenceman Adam Pardy and centre Patrice Cormier were placed on waivers Sunday and if they clear, they're likely on the way to the AHL's St. John's IceCaps.

Both were at the Fenlands Banff Recreation Centre on Sunday but did not practise with the Jets.

By this afternoon's 2 p.m. CT deadline, all NHL teams must comply with the maximum roster and the league's $64.3-million salary cap.

If defenceman Dustin Byfuglien isn't ready to go for Tuesday's opener in Edmonton, it could complicate things.

Byfuglien went sliding into the boards legs-first late in Friday's exhibition loss to Boston. The team said he was OK but after trying to skate for about 10 minutes on Sunday, Byfuglien had had enough.

"He's day-to-day," coach Claude Noel said after the 90-minute workout. "Precautionary measures. We're being intelligent on that part. We expect him to be a player, yes."

Noel meant for Tuesday, but more will be known when the Jets practise here again this morning before departing for Edmonton.

On a more certain note Sunday, both nicked-up defencemen Grant Clitsome and Zach Bogosian were on the ice and able to practise. Noel said he believes both will be a go for Tuesday.

Sunday's skate, before 100 or so curious locals, was intense but upbeat.

"I thought practice was good today," the coach said. "At the high altitude (about 4,600 feet) you can see it's fairly tough on the players. I thought it was a crisp practice and we did some conditioning and a fair amount of battle.

"It was a hard-working day today, which it needed to be."

That might have been a reference to either Friday's 5-0 exhibition loss to Boston or the entire pre-season, at 1-4-3. Regardless, it's a fresh page and Noel insisted this mini-retreat in Banff is not like cramming for exams.

"Not it's not that," he said. "We're just trying to do some things that get us focused on the things we're looking for.

Switch time

Bogosian confirmed what's been seen several times during the pre-season, that the Jets' top two defence pairings are going to try a switch.

He's moving to play with Toby Enstrom, while Enstrom's old partner Dustin Byfuglien will pair with Grant Clitsome.

"I've played with Toby for six years... we've kind of played off an on over the course of the last six years," Bogosian said Sunday. "I remember when I first came in the league he was really easy to play with.

"I'm really looking forward to it. That being said, injuries happen and guys are in and out of the lineup and you kind of get used to just playing your game and realizing we're all professionals. We all have to do our own job and help each other out."

Why is this a good match, Bogosian was asked?

"I like to shoot the puck and Toby likes to pass," he smiled. "He's a very good, very smart player, very underrated in my opinion and in a lot of guys' opinions. And he's a smooth skater and I think our skating will do well against other lines that are good skaters.

"He's very, very intelligent out there. You can tell by his decision-making. I'm looking forward to it."

Bogosian said there are no concerns about his season-ending concussion symptoms from last spring nor the minor issues that have kept him from a game or two this September.

"I feel good," he said. "This was something minor; you want to make sure you're good for the regular season.

"No need to be stupid in pre-season. If it was my decision, I'd want to play every single game. I'm just trying to make sure I'm good to go."

tim.campbell@freepress.mb.ca
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Jets ready for 2013/14 flight: Taking a look at the lineup

What we should expect from each player

By: Tim Campbell 

Posted: 09/30/2013 1:00 AM | Comments: 0

BANFF, Alta. -- The Winnipeg Jets have given some appearance of dithering as they bring a revamped lineup to Game 1 of the 2013-14 NHL season.

A rocky, uneven pre-season didn't help. It took all the way to Sunday's practice to inch towards apparent decisions, but the starting point for Year No. 3 in Winnipeg is a little clearer.

In a major play towards finding secondary scoring -- which beyond Evander Kane's contributions was one of the team's major weaknesses -- the Jets have arrived at rookie centre Mark Scheifele between Kane and new right-winger Devin Setoguchi.

Their chemistry and contributions in support of Bryan Little, Andrew Ladd and Blake Wheeler will be key.

But if not Scheifele and company, then somebody. Odds are this week's choices are not permanent, simply because they rarely are anywhere in the NHL when it comes to lines and pairings.

Here's a closer examination of the pieces the Jets will start with on Tuesday night:

tim.campbell@freepress.mb.ca

FORWARDS

16 Andrew Ladd

What's done: Has only won two Stanley Cups. Enters fourth season as captain of this team. 2013's 18 goals and 46 points -- leading the team in points for the second time in three seasons -- was a leadership performance in spades. For those of you who like math, those numbers translate to 30 goals and 78 points in an 82-game campaign.

To-do list: To expect Ladd to do even more seems almost unfair, maybe unrealistic, yet somebody's going to have to pull this team higher and into the playoffs if that's their true goal.

18 Bryan Little

What's done: Seven goals and 25 points in the shortened season, Little's fifth as a full-time NHLer, seemed just a little off. Nevertheless, given that he's not the biggest body on the ice and that he and his mates attracted serious checking attention last season, there's more plus than minus here.

To-do list: One of the best aspects of Little's 2013 was his plus-eight on a team with many minuses and he needs that trend can continue.

26 Blake Wheeler

What's done: Has become widely regarded as an NHL power forward, more due to his speed than sheer strength. Wheeler, who led the team with 19 goals last season, has become a force that many opponents have difficulty handling on many nights.

To-do list: Wheeler's pro-rated points total would have been a career-best 70 last season and you'd expect this to be higher in 2013-14 if the Jets are going to be a post-season qualifier.

9 Evander Kane

What's done: Hampered by a variety of ailments and a fair level of attention from opponents in 2013, he managed to score 17 goals, third-most on the team. Kane also seemed to go up a level in terms of trust from his coach and most teammates, a signal of ongoing maturity.

To-do list: Finding a permanent set of linemates, or at least one constant partner, which is often more important, will be key. The opportunity would appear to be present for the 22-year-old Vancouverite this time around. The Jets, and many around the NHL, expect Kane to blossom even further when some chemistry takes effect.

55 Mark Scheifele

What's done: Steady progress for two years in the Canadian Hockey League and at the World Junior, plus a stint in the playoffs last spring with the AHL's St. John's IceCaps, have all enhanced the young centre's base game. His training camp has been steady, less flashy, which could be a sign of a maturing player.

To-do list: More than offence, which seems to be a gift with Scheifele, the rookie must earn the trust of his coach. This is the path to everything else, including a better match of linemates, more power-play time, more points and more confidence.

40 Devin Setoguchi

What's done: He's an upgrade at right wing behind Wheeler, and his level seems to be in the 20-plus goals range. Setoguchi had 13 in the shortened season with Minnesota, but the 26-year-old has bounced between 31 and 19 in his career.

To-do list: The consensus of Jets watchers seem to think he'll wind up long-term with Kane on the other flank. Production from Setoguchi in the first 30 games will be important.

17 James Wright

What's done: Two goals, five points in the shortened season wasn't a whole lot but Wright is clearly a waiver claim that has been worth it. He's an excellent skater and helped the Jets' penalty killing on a steady improvement last season.

To-do list: Important year for Wright to establish himself as an NHL regular and based on training camp, it looks like he'll begin in a third-line role. That will require a bit more offence.

12 Olli Jokinen

What's done: Jokinen would mostly like to forget the lockout-shortened season, but you can't erase the past. His production sagged (7 goals, 14 points) and his plus-minus team-worst minus-19. We'll soon find out if the lockout was to blame.

To-do list: The Jets paid up for the free agent in the summer of 2012 so there are some makeup contributions in order. One of coach Claude Noel's biggest puzzles to solve this season is to find the right slot for him.

67 Michael Frolik

What's done: Fresh off a Cup ring in Chicago, the 25-year-old didn't have a big regular-season contribution on wildly talented team, but when step-ups are required in the playoffs, he was a factor with the same number of points, 10, in the post-season. Reached 20-goal plateau twice with Florida.

To-do list: Catalyst or follower? The Jets are in big need of more of the first but it remains to be seen if that's Frolik's strong suit.

27 Eric Tangradi

What's done: Acquired as a castoff of the Pittsburgh Penguins, Tangradi brought some size to smallish lineup last season. He produced just one goal and four points, but generally didn't receive an abundance of opportunity. You can never fault his enthusiasm.

To-do list: In Tangradi's case, he must be more committed defensively as a fourth-line skater.

19 Jim Slater

What's done: Slater's been the reliable centre who found himself pushed higher in the depth chart in the past, resulting in his career-best 13 goals in the first season in Winnipeg. His 2013 was cut short by a hand injury so his return to full-time play this year will be welcome, considering he is looked to as a key faceoff man.

To-do list: He now looks to be penned in to centre the fourth line. The likelihood of "chip-in" contributions from that unit is higher with him.

22 Chris Thorburn

What's done: Has more than proven to be an honest player and a great teammate, with toughness and size NHL teams require. Found his icetime declining as last season wore on.

To-do list: That icetime issue leads to something new to prove, and that's reliability. However he will do it, Thorburn must find a way to be an asset to the cause of defensive improvements.

14 Anthony Peluso

What's done: Another waiver claim by the Jets, Peluso got into his first five NHL games last season before injuring his hand in a fight. The fisticuffs are what has created the attention.

To-do list: It's the most monumental of tasks, a tough guy proving he can play more than two or three shifts a game. There's some raw material here and the Jets are trying to figure out how to work with it.

15 Matt Halischuk

What's done: Halischuk is not an imposing individual but more importantly, he's been exposed to two franchises that have done defence right in the past, New Jersey and Nashville. It's the kind of thinking the Jets must adopt.

To-do list: Has a personal high of 15 goals but it's his attitude and his energy that figure to help the Jets more with their defensive Rubiks Cube.

DEFENCE

39 Toby Enstrom

What's done: Enstrom's 2013 was cut in half by injuries, severely diluting his effectiveness at four goals, 15 points and minus-eight. Also lost 20 games to injury the first season in Winnipeg. A proven skater and puck-mover who can quarterback a power play.

To-do list: His dynamic skating and puck-moving abilities are weapons that need to hurt other teams and keep them wondering and worrying. The jury remains out as for durability.

44 Zach Bogosian

What's done: He was a horse when healthy last season, averaging more than 23 minutes per game, but lost 15 games to injury. FYI, the Jets had their big three defencemen, Bogosian, Enstrom and Byfuglien, together for less than nine full games last season. Plays physical, skates well above average and makes plays.

To-do list: Health, again, is paramount. Also high on the list is getting it right with his new partner. Bogosian can do the heavy lifting, now his progress to being considered a true elite defenceman will come with consistency and discipline.

24 Grant Clitsome

What's done: The Jets have liked him since claiming him from waivers in 2012, so much so that they rewarded him with a three-year deal worth $6.2 million. He has proven versatile and heady enough and contributed 16 points in the shortened season

To-do list: Clitsome is the kind of players essential on a team -- not everybody can make the big coin but everyone must contribute. The Jets think enough of him that they will start with him as Byfuglien's partner, so a level of smarts is going to be important.

33 Dustin Byfuglien

What's done: Byfuglien is rarely not noticeable, for many reasons. On the positive side, he gets his points -- second in the NHL for defencemen to only Ottawa's Erik Karlsson over the last two seasons. Has been a minus player four seasons in a row, though it might be considered splitting hairs over last season's minus-1, considering his team-leading 24-plus minutes per game of icetime.

To-do list: Jets coaches have made Byfuglien realize less risky is better, but it needs to go farther. The hope is that Byfuglien's obvious improvement in conditioning at camp and the Olympic carrot that's in front of him will get him on the right track for bigger positive impact.

5 Mark Stuart

What's done: Plenty of shots blocked and bodies belted; what's not to like about Mark Stuart? Because of Jets injuries, he has been unavoidably overused at times, but whatever limp or tape-job he's got, you'll never hear him complain.

To-do list: Stuart will need to keep banging with the move to the Western Conference, all the while in something of a mentorship role, at least early, with rookie Jacob Trouba.

3 Jacob Trouba

What's done: One year of college (NCAA) hockey and a gold medal at the world junior yielded a team MVP award at Michigan as a freshman, first-team CCHA all-star and top defenceman at the world junior. Pretty good basis on which to turn pro.

To-do list: Trouba will be getting a lot of scrutiny and advice. Main ideas for the 19-year-old will be to a little less of a swashbuckler (either for the big hit or big play) than he was in college/junior and when he hits the wall this season (and he will), it won't be too disruptive or injurious to his confidence or his health.

4 Paul Postma

What's done: Has excelled at the AHL level and the Jets have been rewarded with their steady faith in the 24-year-old with the big shot. In 34 games last season he had four goals and averaged 15 minutes of ice.

To-do list: Slow and steady will win the race, so incremental improvement will keep Postma on track to more ice and more responsibility.

25 Zach Redmond

What's done: As a rookie in 2013, had eight more-than-decent games before suffering the grave skate cut on his leg. He was active and playing in the AHL before the season was over, making it a double feel-good story -- both for his recovery and his game on-ice attitude before and after the accident.

To-do list: There appears to be no lingering effects to the accident but all signs point to Redmond being asked to re-prove his level. It could mean a demotion to the AHL but few believe that will last long.

GOALTENDERS

31 Ondrej Pavelec

What's done: Yes, the stats can lie, so Winnipeg's defensive troubles can't all be on him. But his numbers are somewhat consistent and last year, from 44 starts and a mark of 21-20-3, his GAA (2.80) and save percentage (.905) are consistent with his past, keeping him in the lower echelon of No. 1 goalies in the NHL.

To-do list: The numbers simply have to improve. Pavelec, in addition to more saves, needs to reduce the number of cheesy goals that seem to get by him.

35 Al Montoya

What's done: With the Jets, appeared in just seven games last season, with a record of 3-1. Had a couple of exceptional performances but didn't get much of a chance to show his level.

To-do list: If it's the Jets' goal to be a better defensive team, that should translate into more trust in playing Montoya. Importantly, he seems to have the right mentality to be a successful back-up, so more of that please.
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BANFF, Alta. — The Winnipeg Jets were back on the ice this morning for a practice at the Fenlands Banff Recreation Centre.

Today's regular skate, after a day off the ice for other team-building activities, took place without defenceman Dustin Byfuglien. The team said Saturday that Byfuglien was fine after spilling into the boards late in Friday's exhibition game in Saskatoon, so today's move could just be extra rest.

The team also practised without defenceman Adam Pardy and forward Patrice Cormier, who have been placed on waivers according to several reports. The pair is still here but not practising. Their status will be updated after Monday's waiver hour (noon ET) passes.

Today, Jets coach Claude Noel also showed some line combinations that could be in effect for Tuesday's regular-season opener in Edmonton, but there are never any guarantees or permanence in this department.

Beyond the team's top unit of Bryan Little with Andrew Ladd and Blake Wheeler, we saw Mark Scheiefele between Evander Kane and Devin Setoguchi, Olli Jokinen between James Wright and Michael Frolik and Jim Slater between Eric Tangradi and Chris Thorburn. Matt Halischuk and Anthony Peluso wore different-coloured jerseys (green) for practice today and were extra forwards.

Winnipeg finished its pre-season schedule with a record of 1-4-3.

tim.campbell@freepress.mb.ca

BANFF, Alta. — Prospect forward Ivan Telegin has been suspended by the Winnipeg Jets for not reporting to their AHL farm team in St. John's, NL, the NHL team confirmed this morning.

The 21-year-old winger, who has two years remaining on his entry-level NHL contract, told a teammate on social media he was heading back to Russia, his home country.

Telegin had been assigned to the AHL team early last week.

The Jets issued a brief comment this morning through their communications department that said: "The Winnipeg Jets have suspended Ivan Telegin for failure to report to the St. John's IceCaps due to personal reasons."

Telegin suffered through a concussion and post-concussion symptoms for much of last season, dragging into the spring and summer. The speedy forward managed just 34 games for the IceCaps as a pro rookie. He had reported to the Jets camp for the rookie tournament in Penticton, B.C., earlier this month and had played in three exhibition games for the Jets this month, recording one assist.

tim.campbell@freepress.mb.ca

Scheifele, Trouba sure as death, taxes

Prepare to be amazed if either fails to make team

By: Tim CampbellBANFF, Alta. -- Will they or won't they?

The official verdict is all but announced and won't surprise anybody, but Mark Scheifele and Jacob Trouba will give the Winnipeg Jets a bona fide rookie look for the 2013-14 NHL season that begins Tuesday for the Jets in Edmonton.

The duo remains part of the group of 26 that is assembled in mini-retreat mode in Banff, a roster that will be soon trimmed to 23 to meet NHL rules.

Jets head coach Claude Noel was asked Saturday what's on the minds of so many fans -- what have you got in store for first-round draft picks Scheifele (2011) and Trouba (2012)?

He chuckled, because he gets this question quite a lot, and more or less deferred apart from one clue.

"We have to kind of wait for that. I have a vision to where they are going to be and to play and we'll just have to wait until that plays out," Noel said.

"I have to say that I have liked both. They bring some good things to our group and they certainly look like they can play here."

Scheifele finished the pre-season with a goal and an assist in six games, and minus-three. Friday, he played with a couple of different lines, but did get a spell with Evander Kane and Devin Setoguchi.

Trouba also played six exhibition games, had three assists and was plus-two.

After another solid game Thursday, on Friday he was minus-two in an effort that largely matched his team -- weak. He was the main culprit on Boston's first goal in the game's first minute, making a lame and soft clear of the puck away from his net right to the top of the slot, a play that was hammered back into the Jets' net.

-- -- --

The final roster reduction must come before mid-afternoon Monday, when the NHL requires each team to be at a maximum 23 players and be at or under the prescribed $64.3-million salary cap.

The Jets must re-assign three players by that time.

"It won't be today or probably tomorrow either," Noel said Saturday. "We'll keep the group. I've got to meet with (GM Kevin Cheveldayoff) and talk about some different things."

The coach said last week that under normal circumstances, he prefers to go with seven defencemen and 14 (or two extra) forwards but he didn't make any promises.

-- -- --

What exactly is the team doing in Banff?

All the details weren't being shared with reporters, but some things were known.

The club is hoping to have the players spend as much time together as a group as possible, instead of off by themselves or in smaller groups or cliques, with the goal getting to know one another better.

Golf was on tap Saturday afternoon, despite the grey, cool weather. In the morning, the players were seen outdoors at the grounds of the Banff Springs Hotel.

Noel called that: "Some introductory stuff, just building some trust with each other, trying to build confidence in each other.

"We have some activities, quite a bit of humour in some of the stuff," he said. "A lot of blindfolded stuff so it put people in some uncomfortable situations where you have to trust certain teammates... It's all good."

-- -- --

On the injury front, Noel said Saturday that defenceman Dustin Byfuglien was fine after spilling legs-first into the boards late in Friday's loss.

Byfuglien left that game at the point, but was seen after it was over walking around under his own power.

"He's good today," the coach said.

Defencemen Grant Clitsome and Zach Bogosian, with the team here, both have unspecified injuries and are day-to-day. Bogosian isn't too bad, Noel said, and both could well be available for Tuesday's opener.

tim.campbell@freepress.mb.ca

BANFF, Alta. — They’re going to keep their group at 26 players for a day or two longer, Winnipeg Jets coach Claude Noel said Saturday afternoon.

The NHL team, having completed its eight-game pre-season schedule at 1-4-3, has decided to make this mountain resort town its home until late Monday, when it will move north to Edmonton in time for Tuesday’s season opener.

The league requires each team to set a roster of a maximum of 23 players and be compliant under the $64.3-million salary cap by Monday afternoon.

"It (the reduction) won’t be today or probably tomorrow either," Noel said. "We’ll keep the group. I’ve got to meet with Chevy (GM Kevin Cheveldayoff) and talk about some different things and we have some different things we have to deal with."

The Jets have a variety of activities planned while they are here, including practices on Sunday and Monday. Today, the players were seen outdoors for some team-building time and this afternoon, they were off to try to some golf at the internationally acclaimed Stanley Thompson-designed Banff Springs Hotel Golf Course, despite it being a grey, chilly day of about nine degrees.

Noel also said today that defenceman Dustin Byfuglien, who crashed into the boards legs-first late in Friday’s 5-0 loss to Boston in Saskatoon, was fine.

Byfuglien was seen walking under his own power after that game.

tim.campbell@freepress.mb.ca

Rockie end to pre-season

Jets head for the hills after being throttled 5-0 by Beantowners

By: Tim Campbell 
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BANFF, Alta. -- Maybe the fresh, mountain air will clear their heads.

Maybe the recent appearance of fresh snow atop the peaks surrounding this resort town in the Rockies will bring their mood to hockey season.
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Maybe just having what amounts to a mulligan will make the Winnipeg Jets realize their disappointing pre-season at 1-4-3 isn't who they really are.

Some or all of the above may have brightened the mood of the team's coach, Claude Noel, who met briefly to update reporters in the middle of an activity-packed Saturday.

The night before in Saskatoon, not long after the Jets were blanked 5-0 by the Boston Bruins, the coach was in a dark mood and barely holding back his disappointment.

"I've watched some of the video but it's been busy with the travel, getting in here late and doing some of the team-building stuff," Noel said Saturday, he and his team settled here until Monday, when it will move on to Edmonton ahead of Tuesday's NHL season-opener against the Oilers.

"I have been able to remove (Friday's) game especially... we're going to be taking some clips off there that we can learn from and gather ourselves around but we will be moving forward.

"The exhibition game and the whole schedule was kind of all over the place, very busy for us. So we have to look ahead to playing Edmonton. That's the biggest focus for us."

The Jets will practise here today and Monday and while priorities like better checking, a harder game and reducing goals against will be evident, Noel professes to have moved on from Friday, even though it appeared the team is already trying his patience.

"(I'm) frustrated for the fact you would have liked to have had a better record ending the pre-season," he said. "The pre-season works in different ways. You'd like to use it as a building block for both individuals and the team to get started.

"Were we able to do that? To some degree (but), with the amount of games we played we didn't have a lot of our lineup in those games.

"What I found myself doing a lot of the time was making sure we were healthy for the start of the season. But I was frustrated for the overall performance. I thought we had some good play from some good players but not enough good players. Some people that need to push the envelope did those things but some of our key guys, you wanted to see them perform better.

"But you play a last game, players are cautious about getting injured and a lot of different factors. Coaches feel one way, players feel another when you deal with pre-season.

"You try to bring those things together and you have to keep a balance. Today's a new day for me and I'm keeping that balance. We've got to move forward."

Balance would have been key for Saturday afternoon's test of the acclaimed Stanley Thompson-designed golf course at the Banff Springs Hotel.

But beyond there, too, of course.

"Towards the end (of the pre-season) I thought we did some things better," Noel said. "I could see the response to some of the video teaching we had done.

"What you don't like is some of the goals we gave up in the games. At this juncture, I don't think you can sit here and dwell on the negative. You have to try to take the positive and then try to build from there.

"We have a couple of practices to do that and our focus has to be Edmonton and the start of that game."

Veteran defenceman Mark Stuart was as disappointed as his coach late Friday after the Saskatoon beatdown, but held up the Bruins as a club that could teach the Jets something.

"They're a successful team for a reason," Stuart said. "They come at you hard. They have a lot of talent over there, good goaltending. But we're completely capable of bringing that hard game back at them and we didn't really match their work ethic. You kind of saw that.

"I just know one thing. From our record, it is pre-season but you want to win and it's very disappointing to come out with only one win in eight pre-season games. It's not where we wanted to be. But we're going to keep working here. We'll have some good practices here this weekend and get ready for Edmonton."

tim.campbell@freepress.mb.ca
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SASKATOON — Never mind the team-building and socializing the Winnipeg Jets are planning this weekend for their pre-season mini-retreat under the mountains in Banff, Alta.

The call went out Friday night for some mirrors.

"I can’t say that I really enjoyed it, really, the last couple of games with our team," said Jets coach Claude Noel after his team was waxed, 5-0, by the Boston Bruins at Credit Union Centre, completing a 1-4-3 pre-season. "You know you’re playing Boston, that you’ve got a challenge.

"We started off on the first shift tonight and it’s in our net. We made some mistakes they jumped on but it wasn’t about that. For us, our players have to look in the mirror on how we’re going to have to prepare ourselves for the regular season.

"And we’ve got a lot of work to do, let’s put it that way."

The Jets lost Thursday at home in overtime to Boston, and now have three preparation days before Tuesday’s Game No. 1 of the NHL regular season in Edmonton.

Olli says...

"As a player you want to use the pre-season for preparation... you want to feel confident going into the season and I don’t think that’s the case for us right now," said Jets centre Olli Jokinen. "We have to find a way to get better and get our heads into the next three days.

"I personally think that you try to care of what’s in front of you, fix that first and then start worrying about pointing fingers and looking for excuses. I think we all in this room feel like there has to be another level for all of us.

"Once we all do that then the team’s going to get better."

An announced crowd of 12,497 fans paid between $54 and $104 for the privilege of watching this tune-up.

"It’s disappointing," said Jets defenceman Mark Stuart. "We wanted to finish on a good note and have some positive feeling going to the first game. We didn’t get it."

Buff is fine

Jets defenceman Dustin Byfuglien went crashing, somewhat softly but awkwardly, into the end boards with 6:50 left in the blowout and had to be helped off the ice.

That was his last shift, but he was seen after the game walking under his own power without much difficulty.

A bad page

The Jets do have a bit of history in Saskatoon.

Jets 1.0 held training camp here in the late 1980s and the team played two neutral-site games here in 1992-93 when the NHL was doing that sort of thing, winning games over Hartford (8-7) and Ottawa (8-2),

Friday, more than 20 years later, there wasn’t much neutral about Friday’s outcome.

"Some of the stuff you’d think we’d be better at... if we could zone in on those areas before Tuesday, get some of that cleaned up, that’ll put us in a really good spot," said Jets winger Blake Wheeler.

"I think we still have things to work on. We’re getting better in areas but we still aren’t on the same page. We’re having breakdowns and you play teams like Boston and it’s in your net."

Boston Better

The Bruins, who went 6-1 in the pre-season with their double score against the Jets, beefed up their lineup for Friday’s contest, adding captain Zdeno Chara, Johnny Boychuk, Jarome Iginla and Milan Lucic, all of whom did not play in Winnipeg on Thursday.

The Bruins are ramping up just like all of their rivals, but they looked far more polished than the Jets in the two contests this week. It’s not that surprising, given that Boston was two wins from gaining another Stanley Cup in June.

"They were ready to play both games, didn’t matter who was in the lineup," Jokinen said. "They’ve been there."

tim.campbell@freepress.mb.ca

Call it part myth, part reality. And until the Winnipeg Jets start playing games for real in their new neighbourhood and the hard evidence starts piling up, it will remain a little of both.

Still, the general consensus as the Jets open their third campaign in Winnipeg is it's tougher hockey out there in the National Hockey League's Western Conference. The players are bigger and grittier and their new opponents employ more defensively sound systems that make for harder, heavier, nastier games.

So there's this warning, one the Jets have only heard a gabillion times since the league shuffled up divisions and relocated them:

If they are not ready for the long, dirty battle for playoff spots that will stretch from October to April, they will get squished by Western squads who regularly roll over opponents like tanks plowing through a field of daisies.

"It's like comparing apples and oranges," said veteran Olli Jokinen, who has played for teams in both conferences over a pro career that dates back to 1998. "There's a lot of low-scoring games and the teams are well organized and well coached. That's not taking anything away from the teams in the Eastern Conference, but it's a different style."

"I've played in both conferences and I would say the West is a little bit tighter," added Michael Frolik, who has split his career with Florida and Chicago before arriving in Winnipeg. "Every team is hard to play against -- I'm not saying the East is not -- it's just tighter.

"You don't see the 6-1 scores in the West very often, they're always 2-1 or 3-2, and it carries over into the playoffs."

Now, all of this isn't to say this defence-first, old-school approach doesn't exist in the East -- hello Boston Bruins, New York Rangers, New Jersey Devils -- but it does pose some interesting questions/concerns as the Jets attempt to become a harder team to play against and slice that gaudy number that is their goals against.

The Jets surrendered an average of 2.94 goals per game last season, 25th in the NHL, and have not finished in the top half of the NHL since 2006-07 (15th) when they qualified for the playoffs for the only time in franchise history. (Ironically, their goals-against average that season was 2.94).

Their goal differential of minus-16 was 23rd best in the NHL; the power play was ranked 30th, the penalty kill was 24th.

And if those numbers don't dramatically improve this season, the reality is the Jets will be nothing more than fresh meat for the carnivores out West.

"If you look at the league last year, most of the high goal scorers are in the East," said Devin Setoguchi, who has spent his entire career out West with San Jose and Minnesota. "I'm not saying the West is better defensively, I just think the games are different there. You're not getting those track-meet games and it comes down to one-goal games a lot of the times. That's the difference... one play, one puck not getting out that is in the back of the net. That's what Claude (Noel) has been preaching to us and it's something we need to buckle down on."

The Jets have had trouble in the past playing in those -- as Noel refers to them -- "heavier" games. But if there are more of those nights when their mix of size and skill is blending perfectly, this could be an effective club that could push for a playoff spot.

Consider, too, that the Jets are hardly tiny. Their current roster averages 6-2, 207.4 pounds.

Now it's about the buy-in to Noel's message: The attention to detail defensively, to getting in the hard areas in front of the enemy net and clogging the shooting lanes in front of their own.

In short, if it's true that imitation is the sincerest form of flattery, then it's time the Jets start playing a lot more like the folks in their new neighbourhood.

"Everybody asks how are we going to compete in the Western Conference," said Jokinen. "To me it's more about how we feel here in the room and how we're going to play. We shouldn't lose our focus... everybody says we're in a tougher division this year than last year.

"We believe we're a better team than we were last year and, at the same time, it's more about how we're going to play as a team and how we buy into our system. The focus has to be on what we do and the things we can control, not so much about what other teams are doing."

ed.tait@freepress.mb.ca Twitter: @WFPEdTait

GO WEST, JETS

Free Press hockey writer Ed Tait looks at some of the key components and numbers in the Jets' move to the Western Conference:

THE MOVE

The NHL's first major realignment since 1998 sees the Jets move to the West with Detroit and Columbus shifting East. As well, all 30 teams will play in all 30 cities at least once during the regular season.

The shuffle will feature two eight-team divisions in the East -- the Atlantic and Metropolitan -- and two seven-team divisions in the West -- the Central and Pacific.

The Jets are in the Central with Chicago, Colorado, Dallas, Minnesota, Nashville and St. Louis.

The playoff format will still see eight teams qualify in both conferences, increasing the odds in the 14-team West. The top three clubs in each division will comprise the first 12 teams in the playoffs with the remaining four spots filled by the next two highest-placed finishers.

Applying last year's totals to this new format and divisions, the Jets -- with 51 points -- would have finished fourth in the Central behind Chicago (77), St. Louis (60) and Minnesota (55) and tied for ninth in the conference with Phoenix.

3 KEY FACTS ABOUT THE WEST

1. Eight of the top 11 defensive teams in the NHL last season came from the West, although Detroit (fifth) and Columbus (ninth) have shifted East.

2013 GOALS AGAINST PER GAME

1. Chicago - 2.02

2. Ottawa - 2.08

3. Boston - 2.21

4. N.Y. Rangers - 2.25

5. Detroit - 2.29

6. San Jose - 2.33

7. Los Angeles - 2.38

8. St. Louis - 2.38

9. Columbus - 2.40

10. Vancouver - 2.40

25. WINNIPEG - 2.94

2. The MTS Centre is a tough place to play? Think again. The top three home records last season were all owned by Western Conference teams: Los Angeles, Chicago and San Jose.

2013 HOME RECORDS

1. Los Angeles - 19-4-1

2. Chicago - 18-3-3

3. San Jose - 17-2-5

4. Pittsburgh - 18-6-0

5. Boston - 16-5-3

6. New York Rangers - 16-6-2

7. Anaheim - 16-7-1

8. Vancouver - 15-6-3

9. Ottawa - 15-6-3

10. Columbus - 14-5-5

21. WINNIPEG - 13-10-1

3. Defence first or goal-challenged? The top four scorers in the NHL last season -- Martin St. Louis (61 points), Steven Stamkos (57), Sidney Crosby and Alex Ovechkin (56) -- all came from Eastern Conference teams.

Just as an FYI: Andrew Ladd's 46 points last season would have been good enough for him to lead 10 Western Conference teams in scoring: Calgary, Colorado, Dallas, L.A., Minnesota, Nashville, Phoenix, San Jose, St. Louis and Vancouver.

GOALS PER GAME

1. Pittsburgh - 3.38

2. Chicago - 3.10

3. Tampa - 3.06

4. Montreal - 3.04

5. Washington - 3.04

6. Toronto - 3.02

7. New York Islanders - 2.81

8. Anaheim - 2.79

9. Philadelphia - 2.75

10. Los Angeles - 2.73

16. WINNIPEG - 2.62

THE TRAVEL ISSUE

In the last full NHL season, 2011-12, the Jets played only three of 41 road games -- in Nashville, Minnesota and Chicago -- in their time zone. This year that total is 11, all with their new division mates in Minny (2), Nashville (2), Dallas (2), St. Louis (3) and Chicago (2). (Colorado is in the Mountain time zone).

In 2011-12 the Jets travelled 44,627 miles, 10th most in the NHL. Of the clubs that travelled more only one -- Florida -- was based in the East.

In 2013-14 the Jets will actually travel more -- 46,477 (courtesy: ontheforecheck.com) -- than in previous years but, along with San Jose and Colorado, have the fewest number of games on back-to-back nights with 10.
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Paul Holmgren has until 5 p.m. on Monday to submit the Flyers' roster. (AP)

Sunday came and went with the Flyers still undecided about their roster and still over the NHL salary cap.

General manager Paul Holmgren said he hasn’t figured out just yet what becomes of Adam Hall and Bruno Gervais now that they cleared waivers.

“Without giving away any details, secrets, we’ll know [on Monday],” Holmgren said. “Nothing needs to be finalized from our standpoint till 5 p.m. tomorrow.

“That’s when I’ll make everyone aware of what we’re doing. I’m not trying to be secretive, but we’re still juggling things. I’m trying to decide what’s best.”

A decision on Hal Gill (tryout) is also pending on Monday.

The season begins Wednesday for the Flyers when the Toronto Maple Leafs -- minus David Clarkson (10-game suspension) -- visit the Wells Fargo Center.

The Flyers have been trying to orchestrate a trade to lose significant salary cap dollars on defense but so far have not succeeded.

“We’ll figure out a way to be cap compliant,” Holmgren said. “That’s part of the job. You talk all the time with other teams. I don’t foresee doing anything that way [trade].”

He said the club will likely carry either 13 or 14 forwards. If it’s 13, they will carry eight defensemen.

Regardless of how it breaks down between forwards and defense, the Flyers will still carry the maximum 23 players.

Voracek update

Right winger Jakub Voracek, who is believed to have a bruised lower back, began practice Sunday but did not finish.

Holmgren said that was by design.

“That was the plan going in,” he said. “I believe he was out there 35-40 minutes then take him off the ice and hold him back a little bit. He’s doing fine. I have no doubt in saying he will be a player on Wednesday.”
After ugly preseason, Flyers must get act together 

Laviolette: 'I want to make sure we leave camp healthy'
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Peter Laviolette and the Flyers went 1-5-1 in the preseason. (AP)

You could see the anger etched on Peter Laviolette’s face. He chose his words carefully.

“We still got work to do,” the Flyers' coach said after Friday’s 6-3 loss to the Capitals that closed out an ugly 1-5-1 preseason.

“Certainly, you wish you had won more games than you did. The real games start Wednesday. There are some good things we saw and some things we need to work on.

“Some players look on top of their game and some seem to have a little bit to go. We’ll get there. We have three good practices coming up this week. We will be ready.”

The general manager, Paul Holmgren, didn’t mince his words, when he arrived minutes later and he wasn’t smiling.

“I don’t like the record or the way we played some nights,” Holmgren said. “We got to move on now. It’s obvious now, it’s got to be better. We’ve got some work we got to do and clean up some things as we prepare for the regular season.

“Nothing we can do about it now. I am obviously not happy. I don’t even know what our record is. We had five losses. That is not good and it has to be better. Players understand that. They got work to do now.”

If last January’s start to the lockout-shortened season looked bad, so did this. The difference is, these games don’t count and the Flyers had some built-in excuses.

Of the seven games, only two saw them with a lineup that they’ll put on the ice Wednesday against Toronto. In both those games -- against New Jersey and at Washington -- the Flyers lost.

Hindsight is 50/50, but you can make a case that having 60-plus players on the roster to start camp was a mistake in that it didn’t allow enough time to get a real lineup in place for more games to shed rust.

Also, a flu bug hit the club in Lake Placid, then worked its way through the dressing room the entire past week with players vomiting on the bench, Holmgren said.

Those are all rational excuses, but now the preseason is over and the Flyers need to get their act together.

A report from the Denver Post said the club was trying to move a defenseman -- Andrej Meszaros perhaps? -- for fourth-line center John Mitchell, who played left wing most of last season. If the Flyers deal, the object is two-fold: strengthen their wings, lose salary on defense.

Laviolette’s club didn’t score enough goals in camp -- 15 in seven games. Their defense between the dots was a mess, start to finish. Their overall team defensive schemes saw too many gaps, too much open ice.

“We got to go over video and look to improve our [defensive] system and our execution and anticipation of where we are on the ice,” said forward Adam Hall, who was waived by the Flyers on Saturday afternoon.

“That goes into building chemistry and is not something that ends when preseason is over or at the All Star Game. It goes all the way through the playoffs.”

The Flyers' defense in front of their net was so poor, it was hard to get an accurate read on goalies Ray Emery and Steve Mason. Mason didn’t look like the dominant goalie he was last spring and Emery didn’t look like the guy who went 17-1.

Again, it’s early and there was chaos in front of them, but it’s still a concern.

“It’s part of getting used to each other and the system we are going to play,” Emery said. “Even by making mistakes, you are learning what not to do. It’s trial and error kind of things … we’re just getting kinks out.”

Said Mason on Thursday night after losing in New Jersey, “We shouldn’t be happy. This is second to the last of preseason games and we need to be better.”

A number of players said the team needs to take their 1-5-1 record to heart and be embarrassed by it.

“Hopefully, we get it out of the way and guys get a little pissed off about this record and start playing better this Wednesday,” said team captain Claude Giroux, who played in just two games recovering from his right hand surgery in August.

Added Scott Hartnell, “Guys have to get amped up. I’m not saying it’s a switch you can turn on, but guys have to amp it up.”

The Flyers likely would have had Sunday off under better circumstances. Now they’ll have three days of intense practices to get ready for the season opener against Toronto.

Hartnell said he felt the one tangible that lacked in preseason was the Flyers' ability to win little battles and it carried over on the ice.

“In all the games, look at little battles along the boards, not in front of the net,” he said. “Just the little ones that make them have the puck more than us.

“If you look at our team. Puck-moving defensemen, the skill we have on our forward lines. We need the puck to be successful and when we don’t win the battles, and protect it and things like that, you will be chasing puck around all night.”

Much like last season, the Flyers had poor starts, dominant second periods and tepid third periods. That, too, needs to change in a hurry to playing a 60-minute consistent game.

The general feeling is that if the Flyers tighten up defensively, things will fall into place. While the power play wasn’t explosive, puck movement was good. The penalty-kill units were superb and actually led the NHL in the preseason at over 90 percent.

Yet there remains a ton of work to do to make this team presentable for prime time.

“Sometimes, it’s the lineup, but we have got to tighten up for sure all over the ice,” Holmgren said. “This is where you get down to your team and start working on these things. ... We have to get better.”

Quickly, too

Adam Hall, Bruno Gervais clear waivers 

Holmgren on Flyers' recent roster moves
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The good news for the Flyers is that valuable centerman Adam Hall and reserve defenseman Bruno Gervais both cleared waivers on Sunday.

They also practiced with the Flyers.

Now general manager Paul Holmgren has to decide what to do with them. Given the Flyers' salary cap issues, it’s pretty much a certainty they will be assigned to the Phantoms -- at least, temporarily.

Hall, a fourth-line center who fights, kills penalties and is an excellent defensive faceoff specialist, could come back to the Flyers once the season begins if the club irons out its cap issues.

“Coming into camp you try to have the mindset that no matter what, you are doing everything every day to impress management and coaches and teammates,” Hall said. “With that mindset, that’s what you stick to.”

Hall said he still hoping he’ll be on the roster this week.

“We’re in a competitive business and every guy in the league is the same way,” he said. “You want to prove every day you belong on the team.”

Gervais likely won’t be so lucky given the Flyers' remains overstocked with defensemen -- nine with Hal Gill.

Adding to this, Gill, who was on a tryout, is still here and practiced with the team. The Flyers would like to trade a defenseman -- very likely Andrej Meszaros given his $4 million cap hit -- then sign Gill as their seventh man.

It makes more sense to have an older, lower-salaried veteran sitting as an extra defenseman than a young player who needs ice time.

Rosters must be turned into the NHL by 5 p.m. on Monday.

Among the interesting names on waivers were ex-Flyer and current New York Ranger forward Darroll Powe and Los Angeles defenseman Jeff Schultz.

Flyers waive Gervais & Hall; loan VandeVelde 

September 28, 2013, 3:15 pm

Share This Post

Cheer 

1 

Boo 

2 

Email 

Bruno Gervais, left, and Adam Hall, right, were both waived by the Flyers on Saturday. (AP)

Updated: 4:50 p.m.

Flyers general manager Paul Holmgren said he was going to make some roster decisions on Saturday.

He did.

Hours after sending Chris VandeVelde to the Phantoms, the Flyers placed defenseman Bruno Gervais and versatile winger Adam Hall on waivers.

No surprise at Gervais, whose days were numbered given the number of defensemen in camp and the fact his equipment wasn’t even in the dressing room earlier this week.

But Hall, who was an excellent defensive faceoff specialist -- arguably the best of the club -- and a penalty killer, not to mention offered size at center (6-foot-3), was a shock.

He had two fights Friday night in Washington, too.

While Gervais likely clears waivers, there’s a chance someone might take Hall, whose $600,000 salary cap hit is a bargain.

What these moves mean, however, is that the Flyers are making a full commitment to 19-year-old center prospect Scott Laughton.

Holmgren and Flyers coach Peter Laviolette lauded Laughton’s performance at New Jersey and Washington during the final two preseason games, even though Laughton was pretty hard on himself, saying he failed to show the club what was necessary to stick around.

Apparently, he showed the Flyers just enough.

Laughton can remain with the Flyers for nine games because of his junior eligibility and then the club has to make a decision to either keep him or return him to Oshawa. If Laughton remains, his NHL contract would kick in immediately.

Saturday’s moves clearly indicate now that he will remain with the Flyers all season.

Meanwhile, Hal Gill said on Saturday that his meeting with Holmgren will now take place on Sunday. Gill finished the preseason on a tryout contract.

Holmgren made it clear on Friday night that he would like to find a spot for the 38-year-old defenseman, but still had not solved his dilemma of too many defensemen.

The Denver Post reported the Flyers were trying to move a defenseman -- likely Andrej Meszaros -- and the Avs were reportedly offering left wing/center John Mitchell. The Avs have about $10 million in cap space so Meszaros’ $4 million salary would work for them.

Cap-wise the Flyers would pick up nearly $3 million (Mitchell’s cap hit is $1.1 million) if such a deal took place, plus, they would have money left over to offer Gill a contract as their seventh defenseman.

Whether any of this happens remains to be seen.

The salary cap

Today’s moves means the Flyers are about $600,000 and change over the salary cap. Once the club places Marc-Andre Bourdon on LTIR, they will be under the cap. For purposes of cap calculations, we have already included Laughton’s hit of $1.1 million into our figures for this story.

Loose pucks

The Flyers will practice Sunday at noon at Skate Zone in Voorhees. … For now, it appears Zac Rinaldo has escaped the wrath of Khan, err, Brendan Shanahan, and won’t be punished for his hit on Mikhail Grabovski. The hit drew a five-minute major for elbowing and a game misconduct penalty in Friday’s exhibition against the Capitals.

VandeVelde goes from unknown to probable Flyer 

Laviolette: 'I want to make sure we leave camp healthy'
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Chris VandeVelde signed a minor-league deal with the Flyers in September. (USA Today Images)

WASHINGTON -- From the get-go, Chris VandeVelde slipped into the Flyers' training camp under the radar, signing a minor-league deal in early September.

No one knew much about him. No one gave him much of a chance. No one thought he’d last this long, either.

Well, VandeVelde has.

In fact, unless another bomb drops from the Flyers' front office, the 26-year-old has won the vacant spot at left wing over Austrian Michael Raffl and Phantom/Flyer Tye McGinn (see story).

Raffl was sent to the Phantoms on Friday afternoon; McGinn went back after Thursday’s loss in New Jersey.

“I did kind of sign late and it was an AHL deal,” VandeVelde said before the Flyers' preseason-finale loss on Friday (see story). “Not a lot of guys knew about me coming into camp. I just came into camp with a positive attitude, work hard every day and open some eyes. I think I have done that so far.

“Just being on an AHL contract, to make it this far is something in itself. There are still cuts to be made. Just go out and try to have a better game than [Thursday] night [in New Jersey].”

General manager Paul Holmgren said VandeVelde’s one advantage over Raffl, who has played his entire career in Europe, was North American experience -- 38 games in the NHL with Edmonton; 194 in the AHL.

You can thank Flyers assistant GM Ron Hextall for the “discovery” here. VandeVelde played college hockey with Hextall’s son, Brett, at North Dakota.

VandeVelde kept in touch with Hextall over the summer, seeking a contract once his deal with the Oilers expired.

Now he’s here and will likely make the final roster cut this weekend over 19-year-old center Scott Laughton, who has junior eligibility and figures to go back to Oshawa.

In this camp, VandeVelde has played mostly wing but played center with Edmonton.

“I played center more [in my career],” he said. “I will do anything to stay up here. Whatever they need.”

Laughton centered him and Adam Hall.

All this said, VandeVelde logged just 6:00 in ice time on Friday while Laughton had 10:35, competing on the power play and penalty kill.

Laviolette said he thought Laughton played well in his final two games even though Laughton said that was not the case in either contest.

Either way, it still looks like Laughton will get a full nine games before a final decision is made.

Holmgren talks roster moves, what's to come 

Laviolette: 'I want to make sure we leave camp healthy'
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WASHINGTON -- Preseason hockey ended for the Flyers on Friday night with an exhibition game against the Capitals that only serves as a tune-up for next week’s regular-season start.

The bigger news was the Flyers' roster.

Austrian winger Michael Raffl, who appeared to have a spot all but locked up at left wing, was sent to the Phantoms along with defenseman Oliver Lauridsen.

By process of elimination, that left Chris VandeVelde as the sole survivor at left wing with Tye McGinn going back to the Phantoms early Friday morning following Thursday’s loss in New Jersey.

The Flyers still have 14 forwards in camp, including 19-year-old Scott Laughton, who the organization feels has to play center, whereas VandeVelde has played both center and wing.

The 25-year-old Raffl was trying to make the jump from Europe to North America without a year on the smaller ice at the AHL level. He nearly succeeded.

“He played four of our games and I thought he did something good in each of those games, but we want to get him more experience on the smaller ice down there where he can play more minutes,” general manager Paul Holmgren said of Raffl. “Kind of learn the North American game.”

VandeVelde has a minor-league deal. He will likely be offered a two-way contract, Holmgren said. The Flyers have 48 pro contracts and a couple of “slide” contracts, as well. Fifty is the limit.

The wild card, once again, is Laughton.

“Yes, a lot depends on what happens with Scott,” Holmgren said. “He has the little 'J' [junior eligibility] beside his name unless he plays X-number of games. We kept our options open with Chris. He’s played pretty good for us.

“The difference there is Chris is a North American player and has played three years pro and NHL games. For purposes of sending Michael down, it’s important to get him playing more minutes down there.”

Laughton can stick around for nine NHL games before going back to junior or the clock starts ticking on his NHL contract.

Ideally, the Flyers would prefer to place Laughton with the Phantoms, but they can’t because of age restrictions.

“We want to be extra careful,” Holmgren said. “It’s good that he is still here. I thought he was one of our better guys [Thursday] night and it was hard to find a guy who played good.”

Laughton and VandeVelde both played Friday night in the Flyers' preseason finale against the Caps.

Holmgren said he is having difficulty deciding on whether to keep 13 or 14 forwards.

As part of this decision, there remains the question on defense -- carry seven or eight?

Holmgren admitted he’d like to sign Hal Gill, who is on a tryout. Both men are slated to meet Saturday morning. Holmgren said he is considering asking Gill to sign a minor-league deal.

The 38-year-old Gill would be a better option as a seventh defenseman rather than asking a younger player, who needs playing time, to sit in the press box as an extra. The Flyers don’t like doing that.

“He doesn’t get beat,” Holmgren said of Gill. “You could argue that he is slow, but he’s been the same player for probably the last 10 years. Maybe the game has gotten a little faster.

“Having him at camp has been a real pleasure. He is full of life. For an older guy who played as many games as he has, he provides enthusiasm. He’s a good pro. I love having him around.”

Complicating this is the fact that the Flyers have seven regulars on defense right now with Andrej Meszaros and Erik Gustafsson vying for the final spot among the top six. 

Holmgren said he would not put Gustafsson through waivers for the purposes of sending him to the Phantoms for fear of losing him.

NHL rosters have to be submitted by 5 p.m. on Monday. Holmgren said he would like to make some roster decisions by late Friday.

Holmgren: Gagne not in Flyers' plans

Free agent forward Simon Gagne said late Friday that he had not heard from the Flyers. Holmgren said, at this point, Gagne no longer figures in any plans for the Flyers, regardless of what happens with their current roster.

Holmgren after preseason: 'Got to be better' 
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Brayden Schenn (left) fights Tom Wilson in the Flyers' preseason loss to the Capitals on Friday. (USA Today Images)

BOX SCORE

WASHINGTON -- OK, the preseason is over and so are the games.

So how did Flyers look? They lost. Again. This time it was 6-3 at the Verizon Center to the Washington Capitals.

Their 1-5-1 preseason record means absolutely nothing. Yet it also invites concern.

“I don’t like the record or the way we played some nights,” general manager Paul Holmgren said. “We got to move on now. It’s obvious now it’s got to be better. We've got some work we got to do and clean up some things for the regular season.”

In fairness to coach Peter Laviolette, we need to point out that of the Flyers’ seven exhibition games:

• Four games saw them with a split roster

• One game was a “B” roster minus eight regulars

• Two games they had a full NHL roster but were missing key players in Luke Schenn (first game against New Jersey) and Jakub Voracek (final game).

That said, the Flyers came into this game absolutely goal-starved in the preseason with 12 goals scored and 18 against. They finished with just 15 goals scored from 15 different players.

“I wouldn’t get too worried about it,” Matt Read said. “I think we have a lot of scoring power on our team. Maybe it hasn’t clicked yet.”

They trailed 3-0 in the second period against the Caps, then scored three unanswered goals in four minutes, 45 seconds from Claude Giroux, Scott Hartnell and Wayne Simmonds to tie it.

Washington scored three times in the third period to win it.

Defensively, the Flyers looked out of sync and out of position the entire preseason -- too many uncontested goals between the dots.

Also, their third periods, much like last season, lacked comeback ability.

Lopsided fight

Brayden Schenn, trying to ignite something in the first period after the Flyers fell behind 2-0, got dusted in a lopsided fight against a much larger opponent, Tom Wilson.

The potentially bad news is that Schenn took several shots to the head -- his helmet came off.

There were five fights in the game -- two involving Adam Hall.

No Voracek 

Voracek, whose lower back (left side) has presumably been ailing him since going into the goal post against New Jersey this week, did not play.

He was supposed to play and that also raises a mini-alarm bell. Fortunately for the Flyers, the season does not open until Wednesday against Toronto.

Penalty killing 

The Flyers came into this final preseason game No. 1 in the NHL in penalty killing, having killed off 25 of 26 power plays (96.2 percent efficiency).

Washington scored a power-play goal from Alex Ovechkin in the first period. That was actually a five-minute power play because of a Zac Rinaldo major for elbowing.

Rinaldo ejected 

Rinaldo drew a game misconduct in the first period because of an elbow to Caps center Mikhail Grabovski that drew blood from his mouth. Grabovski was in a vulnerable position on the back boards.

Rinaldo appeared to get him with his shoulder, although he appeared to leave both his feet to deliver the hit. Normally, that would hurt his case with Lord of Discipline, Brendan Shanahan.

Except ... Grabovski never left the game and had no injury, which is always a factor in supplemental discipline.

Sources said the league has already looked at the Rinaldo hit and didn’t see an elbow, which would imply Rinaldo will escape any additional punishment.

Holmgren said he had not heard anything from the league.

When Ovechkin loudly objected to Rinaldo on the ice, the latter told him to, "Shut the [expletive] up."

It's important to point out Aaron Volpatti hit Flyer defenseman Nick Grossmann in the head with an elbow that same period without a penalty.

Drouin, Connolly among Bolts casualties
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More Information

Lightning roster

Forwards (13): B.J. Crombeen, Valtteri Filppula, Tyler Johnson, Alex Killorn, Pierre-Cedric Labrie, Ryan Malone, Ondrej Palat, Richard Panik, Teddy Purcell, Tom Pyatt, Marty St. Louis, Steven Stamkos, Nate Thompson

Defensemen (8): Keith Aulie, Mark Barberio, Eric Brewer, Matt Carle, Radko Gudas, Victor Hedman, Sami Salo, Andrej Sustr

Goaltenders (2): Ben Bishop, Anders Lindback

By Erik Erlendsson | Tribune Staff 

 Published: September 30, 2013 

TAMPA — The Tampa Bay Lightning roster decisions ultimately came down to keeping the older of the young players.

Tampa Bay made final training camp cuts Sunday, sending No. 3 overall pick Jonathan Drouin back to his junior team and former sixth overall pick Brett Connolly down to Syracuse of the American Hockey League.

Tampa Bay also reassigned forwards J.T. Brown and Nikita Kucherov, along with defensemen Dmitry Korobov and J.P. Cote to Syracuse. Goaltender Kristers Gudlevskis was assigned to Florida in the East Coast Hockey League.

In addition, forwards Dana Tyrell and Mike Angelidis and defenseman Matt Taormina were placed on waivers for the purpose of reassigning them to Syracuse if they clear by noon today.

Final rosters are due to the league by 3 p.m., but Tampa Bay has 13 forwards, eight defensemen and two goaltenders.

In sending Drouin back, general manager Steve Yzerman said the team is ensured he will continue to play top minutes in Halifax and likely will be part of Canada’s World Junior team while continuing to develop.

“We felt if Jonathan isn’t going to get the ice time (in Tampa) we want him to based on what we’ve seen to date, then we prefer him playing in junior and getting a ton of ice time,’’ Yzerman said. “He’ll be a year older and a year more mature and physically developed and be in a better position to make our team and play significant minutes next year.

“Again, with our young guys I want them playing a lot of minutes. I don’t want them sitting in the stands. I don’t want them playing in the fourth-line role with us.’’

That was a big part of the decision to send Connolly, who led the team with four goals in preseason play, back to Syracuse while retaining top prospects Tyler Johnson, Richard Panik and Ondrej Palat.

That trio, which has comprised the top line for the Lightning’s top minor-league affiliate the past two seasons, likely will fill the third line when the season opens Thursday in Boston.

“They are more ready, in our opinion,’’ Yzerman said. “I believe there is a process to this whole thing, and our intention is to keep Richard, Tyler and Ondrej. They have played two years in the American Hockey League, they have been very good players in the American Hockey League, elite players, and it’s time to move them into the NHL. They had good training camps, as well.’’

That didn’t make the sting any less for Connolly, who did everything the team has asked of him in the past year and developed into a promising prospect.

“I’ve never really been cut like this. It kind of hit me out of left field a little bit,’’ Connolly said. “I thought I played well enough for them not to really be able to send me down, but it’s out of my control.

“I’m happy with the way I played. I know I’m a good player, and I won’t worry about that one bit.’’

Tampa Bay also opted to retain defensemen Mark Barberio, who would have to clear waivers to be sent to Syracuse, and 6-foot-8 Andrej Sustr, the prized college free agent signed out of Nebraska-Omaha at the end of last season who performed well in the postseason with Syracuse last season.

“It’s time to see (Barberio) in the NHL. He has put in a lot of time and been a very good player for us and been very patient,’’ Yzerman said. “It’s important now that he get some playing time.

“And we just feel with Andrej, he has played well, he’s a big guy and he was very good in the playoffs for Syracuse. He makes us a better team for the time being, and we’ll see how he does from here.’’
Bolts notes: Preseason over, roster decisions next

 Photos

Panthers center Brad Boyes (22) and right wing Kris Versteeg (32) fight with Lightning center Tyler Johnson (9) and defenseman Victor Hedman (77) in the second period Saturday night. THE ASSOCIATED PRESS 

Panthers center Brad Boyes (22) and right wing Kris Versteeg (32) fight with Lightning center Tyler Johnson (9) and defenseman Victor Hedman (77) in the second period Saturday night. THE ASSOCIATED PRESS

Panthers center Brad Boyes (22) and right wing Kris Versteeg (32) fight with Lightning center Tyler Johnson (9) and defenseman Victor Hedman (77) in the second period Saturday night. THE ASSOCIATED PRESS

By Erik Erlendsson | Tribune Staff 

 Published: September 28, 2013 

SUNRISE — Tampa Bay closed the preseason looking like the team that ended last season as the Lightning lost an early lead before falling 5-3 to Florida on Saturday night in front of an announced crowd of 12,547 at BB&T Center.

Steven Stamkos, Marty St. Louis and Brett Connolly scored for Tampa Bay, which fell to 5-2 in the preseason. Anders Lindback finished with 17 saves to take the loss.

Florida G Tim Thomas saw his first full action of the preseason and made 19 saves, while Kris Versteeg had two goals and an assist for the Panthers.

The Lightning returned home after the game after spending the final six days of training camp at Germain Arena in Estero. Tampa Bay now must cut the roster from the 33 players currently in camp to 23 ahead of Monday’s roster deadline.

For head coach Jon Cooper, the final game might have left some questions unanswered while clearing up some others.

“I think some guys muddied the water a little bit more (in making roster decisions) while some other guys made it easier for us,’’ Cooper said. “But we’ve got a pretty good idea of what we are going to do and we are not going to deviate from it. Some guys played their way in and some guys played their way out. Everybody will find out (today).”

The Lightning open the regular season on Thursday in Boston.

Stamkos and Connolly scored first-period goals less than four minutes apart for a quick two-goal lead. But Brad Boyes scored at 11:33 to cut the lead in half before the first intermission.

In the second, shaky goaltending by Lindback on Scott Gomez’s wrist shot to the short side eluded Lindback 1:19 into the second for a power-play goal to tie the game. Then a Jesse Winchester wrist shot from the top of the right circle went through Lindback’s legs at 5:25 to give Florida the lead.

“By no means is it the goaltender, it’s everybody,’’ Cooper said. “The goaltender is always the one in the end you look at and say, ‘Why didn’t he stop it?’ But how did it get to that point because at some point the puck got there. So we just have to tighten that up a little bit.’’

With 3:31 left in the second, Richard Panik hit Florida’s Erik Gudbranson into the boards from behind, drawing a five-minute boarding major and giving Florida a five-minute power play.

“He turned at the last minute and I continued with my check,’’ Panik said. “I hope he’s OK.’’

The Lightning limited the Panthers to two shots during the lengthy man advantage. Then, just 32 seconds after the power play expired, St. Louis scored his second goal of the preseason to tie the game 2:02 into the third.

The Panthers regained the lead midway through the final period during a scramble around the crease, leading to a fortuitous bounce that found Versteeg alone at the top of the crease for an easy go-ahead goal at 11:22.

Versteeg added an empty-net goal with 59.5 seconds left to end the scoring.

Change of view

During the first four preseason games, assistant coach George Gwozdecky helped run the bench while Steve Thomas watched the game from the press box as the eye in the sky relaying information to the bench. But for the final three games, the two switched positions with Thomas on the bench and Gwozdecky in the press box.

“George has been behind the bench his whole career and (Thomas) was on the ice his whole career, so you have two different perspectives and it works really well,’’ Cooper said. “I like having different perspectives, George has never been on the bench for us before, so this offers two different looks and two different insights and it’s worked out. I haven’t decided if we are going to continue to do this, but so far it’s worked out well.’’

Nuts and Bolts

D J.P. Cote left the game in the second period with an undisclosed upper-body injury and did not return. He will be evaluated today. ... Stamkos left the ice briefly after landing awkwardly on his back after his first-period goal, but he did not miss a shift. ... LW Ryan Malone, who missed two days earlier in the week, is expected to be ready for Thursday’s regular-season opener. ... Syracuse won its second consecutive preseason game on Saturday, a 1-0 victory against St. John’s. Geoff Walker had the only goal. The same teams will play again today.
Bolts looking to build off preseason success
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SUNRISE — The hockey preseason often offers little insight as to how a team will perform during the regular season.

Veterans use the exhibition games to regain timing and game speed. Rookies use them to try to make an impression. Coaches use the preseason to evaluate players in all kinds of situations and determine who will remain when final roster decisions are made.

There is virtually no way to correlate preseason success into winning games when they start to count.

But it doesn’t mean meaningless games have no meaning.

The Lightning played seven exhibition games this preseason, and they won five.

Coming from behind by three goals once, winning a pair of shootouts and rallying from down two before notching an overtime victory. Tampa Bay found different ways to win, and did so never really fielding a lineup on the ice that resembles what the opening-night lineup will be on Thursday in Boston.

“That (getting a taste of success) is something to build on,” Lightning head coach Jon Cooper said. “You sit here and see the guys on the bench talk about what our one-goal games were last year, and that was a big contention for us coming into the preseason, you have to learn to win one-goal games.’’

As the preseason progressed, Tampa Bay found a way and started to rack up victories, including four in four consecutive days in three different cities. Of the five wins, four came by one goal with the only loss coming in a 2-1 setback at Nashville.

“I know I’ll wake up in the morning and we’ll have zero points (in the standings) but we are not an established group that has been together for 10 or 12 years, and those teams probably treat the preseason a little differently than we are,” Cooper said.

“But in saying that, you look at our lineup and we are playing a lot of teams that a majority of the players in their lineup will be their starting lineup. We (didn’t) field one.”

Yet, despite fielding a young lineup most nights and being outplayed by some teams in stretches, whatever lineup played found ways to win. Whether it was the result of Richard Panik scoring a third-period, short-handed goal on Thursday to tie Florida before Nikita Kucherov won the game in overtime, Adam Erne notching two goals as well as a shootout-clinching goal, or Jonathan Drouin securing another victory with a successful shootout attempt, it all results in building a foundation of success and learning how to make it happen.

It also has offered the opportunity for a player such as Drouin — a highly touted draft pick expected to start the season with the Lightning — going up against a near-full opposing lineup in order to see the NHL pace, understand what it takes to get up to that speed and also get a feel for some of the in-your-face style of play he will see during games in the regular season.

“You are going to play those real lineups in real games, and the past two it’s been pretty much the same. So it’s fun to get the chance to see what it will be like if I make the team,” Drouin said. “It was great to see the pace on the ice and everything that was going on.”

Now the Lightning have to find a way to keep building on some of that success and carry it over to the regular season when the full lineup is on the ice together for the first time next week.

“Winning games in the preseason, for us — and I’m sure a lot of people will say it’s just preseason and they are peaking too early or whatever they might say — I’m not believing that,’’ Cooper said. “We want to win all the games. We can’t predict what will happen in the regular season, but we want to build that mentality now.’’

eerlendsson@tampatrib.com
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Bolts face choice regarding top draft-pick Drouin
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ESTERO — To keep or not to keep, that is the question the Lightning face regarding top pick Jonathan Drouin.

As Tampa Bay heads into the final preseason game Saturday against Florida at BB&T Center, the roster is on the verge of being finalized. But it’s not there yet.

Competition has been close among forwards vying for spots and several things factor into the decision of whether to keep Drouin with the team or send him back to Halifax in the Quebec Major Junior Hockey League.

If Drouin, the third overall pick in the 2013 draft, is sent back to his junior club, he must remain there for the entire season. Tampa Bay does not have to make that decision until Drouin plays in his ninth game for the Lightning. But if he appears in 10 games, the clock on his entry-level contract will begin, allowing Drouin to be a restricted free agent after three years.

“Playing in (junior) leagues, it’s good hockey it really is,’’ Lightning general manager Steve Yzerman said. “It’s not the end of the world if a player has to go back, but we certainly want to give him every opportunity before making that because it is final.

“Mostly, we want him playing. And if he’s not going to play regular (in the NHL), I want him playing. I don’t really have a timetable on it’s because we do have the luxury ...to stagger their games and delay it for as long as you really want. So, it’s not like we are under a time crunch or anything.’’

Drouin will get another chance to showcase his game in the preseason finale, playing on the top line with Steven Stamkos and Marty St. Louis. It’s been a steady progression for the 18-year-old, who started training camp in lower-line role and learned the defensive side of the game at center. Eventually, he moved back to the wing and joined the top line, playing with Stamkos in Tuesday’s game in Nashville and with St. Louis on Thursday against Florida.

“You definitely want to seem him improve, and I think (Thursday) was probably the best game he has played with us,’’ Lightning head coach Jon Cooper said. “And it’s baby steps. He’s 18 and he’s just trying to get his feel and, as any 18-year-old, he’s trying to survive.

“He’s done a pretty good job. (Thursday) he kept up with the pace. He wanted the puck on his stick, he made plays and and made errors like anybody else. But it’s much more gratifying to see that he’s improving every day instead of getting worse every day, so that’s a good sign.’’

Drouin has been in camp for more than three weeks, since reporting for rookie camp on Sept. 4. In that time he has become more comfortable with his game on the ice, more familiar with his surroundings and more confident as he goes about his business at the rink.

“Every day it’s been about getting better and better,’’ Drouin said. “I think I’m getting into it. The second preseason game was better than the first preseason game. As practices go on, I think I’m getting into the swing of the team and the game at the NHL, so it’s the good part that it didn’t take that long. I’m pretty happy with that.’’

Though Drouin has yet to register a goal in game action, he scored in a shootout and set up Stamkos for a late goal in Nashville. His game is not being judged by his offensive production, but by his steady progression, which ultimately will be the determining factor on whether he stays this season or returns to junior.

What the Lightning have to determine is where his game will be one or two months into the season and whether he would be better off in the NHL or being a top guy in junior.

“He looks more comfortable here than he did in the rookie tournament games, and that’s a good sign that he is slowly catching up to the game,’’ Cooper said. “But it’s going to take time with him. I just think, take where he was drafted out of the picture and just let the player develop and let’s see how he develops over time.’’
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Filling the final vacancies in Maple Leafs’ solid lineup  
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The Toronto Maple Leafs took a great step forward last season, finally becoming a playoff team, but that does not breed much familiarity with head coach Randy Carlyle.

When the Leafs open the regular season Tuesday in Montreal against the Canadiens, there could be as many as seven new faces in the lineup, depending on just who wins the three remaining open spots at forward. Carlyle declined to give any hints on Friday on who has a leg up on the vacancies, saying he would use the Leafs’ final two preseason games – a home-and-home set with the Detroit Red Wings that finishes Saturday at the Air Canada Centre – to make his final decisions.
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Toronto Maple Leafs right winger Phil Kessel reacts near the end of the Leafs loss to the Boston Bruins in NHL action in Toronto on Saturday February 2, 2013.   
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The Phil Kessel contract question

However, it is clear where Carlyle is headed with the defencemen, even if he chided reporters who asked him to confirm the obvious: Veteran John-Michael Liles is headed for NHL waivers and then the AHL Toronto Marlies farm team if no one wants the three years left on his contract at $3.875-million (U.S.) a year.

Since Liles, 33, played in just two preseason games thus far and was not expected to play Friday in Detroit, it is clear he does not figure in Carlyle’s plans. He becomes a casualty of the salary cap, as the signing of defenceman Cody Franson requires some ruthless roster trimming from general manager David Nonis.

“You guys do a lot of talking about who is and who isn’t. We try to ignore what you have to say,” Carlyle said when Liles’s name came up. But the coach finished his admonishment of the media by giving a broad hint of Liles’s fate: “We think that people have separated themselves, both positively and negatively.”

The result should mean a stronger Leafs defence this season, assuming a couple of things fall into place.

The most important one is the continued improvement of Jake Gardiner. He played his way into Carlyle’s good books in last spring’s playoff series against the Boston Bruins, but has had an uneven training camp.

Paul Ranger, 29, is also an unknown quantity on the defence. He was a solid defenceman for the Tampa Bay Lightning and then left the NHL in 2009 for personal reasons. Ranger played well for the Marlies last season, and if he can resume where he left off in the NHL, it represents a solid upgrade at the position for the Maple Leafs.

Another potential jump in quality comes in goal, where Jonathan Bernier was obtained from the Los Angeles Kings and handed James Reimer’s job as the No. 1 goaltender. Bernier, 25, has long been touted as a potential star by hockey executives and scouts and was sprung from the shadow of Jonathan Quick to prove it. Reimer still regards the top job as his, and will provide the new fellow a powerful incentive to prove himself.

Gone from last season’s forward lines are Mikhail Grabovski, Clarke MacArthur, Matt Frattin and Leo Komarov. But the Leafs will still be a team that can score, with James van Riemsdyk and Phil Kessel anchoring the top line and a step up expected from centre Nazem Kadri and a healthy Joffrey Lupul.

Once newcomer David

Clarkson returns from his 10-game suspension on Oct. 25, he should bring a dose of grit and scoring to Kadri’s second line. In the meantime, another new face, Mason Raymond, hopes to prove the Vancouver Canucks should have kept him.

The questions surround the third and fourth lines, as five players are chasing three openings. Dave Bolland has the third-line centre’s job but no one has nailed down a job on the wings and the broken finger suffered by Frazer McLaren means there’s a spot on the fourth line open. Joe Colborne, Trevor Smith, Troy Brodie, Carter Ashton and Jamie Devane are in the mix for those jobs – but here is where the salary cap plays a big role. Ashton, 22, has the largest salary of the group at $1.04-million, followed by Devane at $700,000. Since Ashton is also the only one who does not have to clear NHL waivers to be sent to the Marlies, he had better hope he scores a couple of hat tricks this weekend.

The Leafs also should be better on special teams, as their offensive firepower will continue to fuel the power play. With Bolland signing on from the Chicago Blackhawks, the penalty killers should show more improvement.
Mirtle: Liles looking like Leafs’ odd-man out  
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He is the latest in a line of Toronto Maple Leafs defencemen who have found themselves on the outside looking in.

First Jeff Finger and his $3.5-million contract were sent to the minors, where he suffered a concussion after 54 games and his hockey career ended, at age 32.

Then Mike Komisarek and his $4.5-million cap hit were banished to the Toronto Marlies last season, albeit briefly.
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Toronto Maple Leafs right winger Phil Kessel reacts near the end of the Leafs loss to the Boston Bruins in NHL action in Toronto on Saturday February 2, 2013.   
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And now John-Michael Liles – the oldest member of a young Leafs squad and a player who has spent just five games in the AHL in his career – appears to be in the organization’s crosshairs.

With the Leafs cap situation ultra-tight and several members of management talking about carrying a bare bones, 20-man roster, there doesn’t appear to be any room for Liles’s $3.875-million deal.

He has been in the lineup in just two of seven preseason games to date and has skated in recent practises without a regular partner.

Even though Liles has three years remaining on his contract and the Leafs will get only $925,000 in cap relief by sending him to the Marlies – barring a last minute trade or roster move – he is expected to be placed on waivers by Sunday’s deadline.

Given his salary, lack of minutes played in recent years and the tough cap situation around the league, it’s unlikely he would be claimed.

“We make our decisions based upon how we feel,” Leafs coach Randy Carlyle said Friday afternoon, offering a non-answer to a question regarding Liles being in tough to make the team. “I think the feelings that are inside the management and the coaches office should be left there.

“We make decisions that we think are in the best interests of our group. And then we can be fairly/unfairly criticized for what decision we make. That’s what life in pro sports is about. We’re about winning hockey games. We know there’s tough decisions coming. We think that some people have separated themselves, both positively and negatively, and we’ll make a decision. When we decide, you guys [in the media] will be the first to know.”

With Cody Franson back in the fold, the Leafs now have 10 defencemen in camp. Dion Phaneuf, Carl Gunnarsson, Franson, Jake Gardiner and Paul Ranger aren’t going anywhere, while Korbinian Holzer and T.J. Brennan are expected to fill roles with the Marlies should they clear waivers.

That leaves Mark Fraser, Liles and top prospect Morgan Rielly vying for the final one or two spots on the blueline, depending on if the Leafs can clear enough cap room to carry seven defencemen to start the season in Montreal on Tuesday.

Liles has been a pretty productive NHLer over his career, with 296 points in the first 556 games of his NHL career as a small and speedy, offence-first defenceman.

But the four-year, $15.5-million extension that former GM Brian Burke signed him to in January, 2012, while Liles was in the midst of recovering from a concussion has turned into an unmovable anchor.

Liles ran into trouble right when he returned to the ice from that injury, as he wasn’t the same player that had put up 21 points in his first 33 games as a Leaf. And, despite averaging 44 points per 82 games to that point in his career, he has never been able to produce to that level since.

With a smaller role and some games spent as a healthy scratch, Liles has just 17 points in his last 65 regular season games, by far his lowest sustained stretch of production in his career.

Making matters worse, he’s also ill-matched to Carlyle’s style of hockey, which values big men like Fraser who can hit and fight far more than small, finesse types.

On Friday as the team packed up the Air Canada Centre dressing room to fly to Detroit for that night’s preseason game, Liles attempted to put a brave face on his situation despite being left behind in Toronto with a group of young players.

Carlyle, meanwhile, noted his roster that night would be the strongest he has dressed to date, hinting many of the players involved would be playing on opening night.

“It’s obviously a good thing to have when you have a lot of guys fighting for spots,” Liles said. “It shows the depth of the team.”

Part of the reason Burke gave Liles such a large extension was that he believed so strongly in his leadership abilities, as the 32-year-old from Indiana is well known for his work in the community and with the organization’s younger players.

Now, however, with Burke gone and a new regime feeling less tied to previous mistakes, it’s that generous contract that may force him out of the NHL.

“I’ve had a couple opportunities to get out there and play,” Liles said when asked if he was given enough chance to show he should make the team. “Like I said, it’s a lot of guys fighting for very few spots.

“You go out there, do what you can do, and ultimately it’s up to the front office and not up to you. That’s all you can do.”
By: Mark Zwolinski Sports reporter,  Published on Sun Sep 29 2013 

Explore This Story

1 Photo 

0 Comments 

Save to Mystar

Share on Facebook

inShare.0 

Reddit this!

Republish 

Morgan Rielly may not be the only young gun poised to start the season with the Maple Leafs.

Carter Ashton also might make it for opening night, now that the Leafs have adjusted their roster to meet the NHL submission deadline and reduced their payroll to meet the lowered salary-cap ceiling for this season.

Rielly emerged as the big story out of camp — a 19-year-old defenceman who stole the show from veterans like John-Michael Liles and Korbinian Holzer, both of whom were placed on waivers Sunday.

But the Leafs also placed enforcer forward Frazer McLaren on injured reserve (broken finger), which appears to have opened a roster spot for Ashton.

The Leafs also traded centre Joe Colborne to the Flames late Saturday night after coming to a crossroads with the big-bodied, likeable Calgary native, who never quite clicked in Toronto. Colborne will now get a positive change of scenery and a chance to make the roster of his hometown NHL team.

.
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It all came together during a complicated day of waiver moves, a trade and injury assignments, as the Leafs readied their roster for submission to the NHL by Monday’s 5 p.m. deadline (nothing is official until then). The club opens the season Tuesday in Montreal, and is likely to start the campaign with 11 skaters, seven defencemen and two goalies.

The 11 forwards for now are Joffrey Lupul, Tyler Bozak, Phil Kessel, Nazem Kadri, James van Riemsdyk, Nik Kulemin, Dave Bolland, Mason Raymond, Colton Orr, Jay McClement, and Ashton.

The club would have started the season with 13 forwards, but McLaren will be off the radar for at least 24 days while on injured reserve, and the suspended David Clarkson will miss the first 10 games of the season.

The seven defencemen include Dion Phaneuf, Carl Gunnarsson, Cody Franson, Mark Fraser, Jake Gardiner, Paul Ranger and Rielly.

Rielly and Ashton emerged from among a solid group of young guns in camp that included Troy Bodie, Jamie Devane, David Broll, Andrew MacWilliam and Stuart Percy. Virtually all of those players, and the other young prospects in camp, made solid impressions, and it wouldn’t be a stretch for some to be called up during the season as injury fills.

But Rielly and Ashton stood out the most. Rielly seemed almost destined to make the Leafs, especially with Liles caught in a bad-news year in which his age (32) and high salary combined to make him a convenient candidate for waivers as the Leafs tried to reduce their cap to the $64.3 million limit, the lowest in the life of the new CBA.

But the youngster also showed poise and NHL-level skating, making himself a very tough choice for the Leafs to overlook.

Ashton “opened eyes” from the moment he slashed McLaren and broke his finger during an intrasquad scrimmage early in camp. The big winger, who has never quite utilized his size and skill to their full potential, Ashton now appears poised to remain with the team, at least until McLaren returns.

“Each opportunity to get with these exhibition games, I think I improved each game. . . . I got more used to the speed of the game,” Ashton said after Friday’s pre-season game in Detroit.

“I tried to be as physical as I could and do little things to find success. Whether it’s taking pucks to the net, forechecking, being defensively sound, I want to take advantage of each opportunity.”

Rielly led all Leafs in ice time in the final tune-up game Saturday, as management took one long, last look at him before making their decision. While the roster has not been submitted yet, it appears Rielly will remain in Toronto for at least nine games, the limit before the clock starts ticking on the first year of his entry-level contract.

That contract doesn’t appear to be a big concern for the Leafs, regardless of their cap issues. There’s a belief Rielly will remain in Toronto all season, play about 40 or 50 games, practise and gain valuable NHL experience.

He will be loaned to the Team Canada for the world junior championships, and would be gone from the second week in December to early January.

Rielly’s presence spelled the end for Liles. Rather than pay Liles the $11.25 million over three years remaining on his contract, it was easier to place him on waivers and realize a savings on the cap.

The Leafs save $925,000 with Liles in the minors, but with new deals for Kadri, Franson and Raymond, the likelihood of Liles surviving on the Leafs’ NHL roster was drastically reduced.

Toronto now has just under $125,000 of cap space available, with 22 players on the NHL roster.

Liles, meanwhile, handled himself with class throughout the entire camp, with the threat of being placed on waivers mounting daily.

“There hasn’t been a camp in my NHL career where your position is set in stone,” Liles said after the Leafs won their final pre-season game, 3-1 over the visiting Red Wings on Saturday night.

“It just makes it even tougher when you’ve got kids pushing you. We’ve got some great young blue-liners in this organization and they should be proud of the game they’ve had.”

In addition to Liles and Holzer, the Leafs also waived T.J. Brennan, Trevor Smith, Bodie and goalie Drew MacIntyre. Other NHL teams have 24 hours to claim waived players. Liles and the five other waived players are expected to report to the Marlies if they are not claimed.

Colborne, meanwhile, was traded late Saturday for draft picks; he figured to be no better than a fifth centre, and the Leafs made the move in an effort to gain at least picks for him, rather than place him on waivers where he would almost certainly be claimed, with no return for the Leafs.
Morgan Rielly makes the Maple Leafs’ cut, for now  
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Morgan Rielly can’t be sure until 5 p.m. Monday when NHL teams have to submit their final rosters, but it looks like the 19-year-old defenceman will start the season as a Toronto Maple Leaf.

With the decision to put veteran defenceman John-Michael Liles, 33, on waivers Sunday along with five other players, it appears the Leafs decided to keep Rielly at least for the nine NHL games allowed a teenaged player before he has to stay for good or go back to junior hockey. The Leafs also could put forward Frazer McLaren (broken pinky) on the long-term injury list on Monday, which would allow them to carry 12 active forwards along with seven defencemen.
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Toronto Maple Leafs right winger Phil Kessel reacts near the end of the Leafs loss to the Boston Bruins in NHL action in Toronto on Saturday February 2, 2013.   
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It appears they will go with a 22-man roster, one under the NHL limit, which will get them just under the NHL’s $64.3-million salary cap (all currency U.S.), according to capgeek.com. If McLaren goes on the long-term injured list, the Leafs will be allowed to exceed the cap, which should allow for the addition of a 12th active forward.

Rielly will be one of two rookies on the team when the Leafs open the 2013-14 season Tuesday in Montreal against the Canadiens. Also making the cut was winger Carter Ashton, who will probably play beside centre Dave Bolland on the third line. It appears the open spot on the fourth line will go to either Troy Brodie or Trevor Smith once they clear NHL waivers Monday. Both have cap-friendly salaries of $600,000 or less.

All of the above players could be in for a change, however. With prize free-agent acquisition David Clarkson suspended for the first 10 games, Leafs general manager David Nonis and head coach Randy Carlyle will have some roster decisions to make when he makes his Leafs debut Oct. 25.

Rookie centre Joe Colborne lost his fight for a job in Toronto when he was traded to his hometown Calgary Flames on Saturday night for a conditional fourth-round pick. A first-round draft pick by the Boston Bruins in 2008, the six-foot-five, 215-pound Colborne played his way from prospect to suspect with his inconsistent play in a few stints with the Leafs plus this training camp.

Since Colborne is a skill player who does not like a physical game, he had to win a job among the top-six forwards if he was to stick with the Leafs. Carlyle likes his bottom six forwards to play a hard-hitting game, something that never appeared to interest Colborne.

With Liles on waivers and Colborne shipped out, almost all of the assets received in the Tomas Kaberle trade are gone. Former Leafs GM Brian Burke received Colborne, a first-round pick in the 2011 NHL entry draft and a second-round pick in 2012 for Kaberle. Burke traded the second-round pick to the Colorado Avalanche. The first-round pick was used to move higher in the draft to get forward Tyler Biggs, who is with the Leafs’ Toronto Marlies farm team.

Also on waivers with Liles, Bodie and Smith are goaltender Drew MacIntyre and defencemen Korbinian Holzer and T.J. Brennan. All of them will be sent to the Marlies if no other NHL team claims them.
Sports
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Recently signed Stepan joins Rangers camp

By Brett Cyrgalis

September 29, 2013 | 8:06pm

The Rangers roster began to take full shape on Sunday, and for the first time since training camp opened, that roster included Derek Stepan.

The presumptive first-line center took part in a practice that lasted more than an hour days after signing his two-year, $6.15 million deal. He centered a line with Brad Richards on the left — yes, that Brad Richards, who won a Conn Smythe trophy as a center — and Ryan Callahan on the right — yes, that Ryan Callahan, who still is recovering from offseason shoulder surgery but had been cleared for contact on Thursday.

“It’s been awhile, to be back in the swing of things was something I was very happy with,” said Stepan, whose Rangers will open the season Thursday against the Coyotes in Phoenix, part of a season-opening nine-game road trip. “My biggest objective is just to get back and be ready for Thursday.”

Stepan returned to a team that is quite different than it was during the latter part of the preseason, which finished on Friday night in Las Vegas. For one, Richards is playing on the wing for the first time in a long time. Coming off the worst season of his career, when he almost had his contract bought out by the team, Richards is willing to do anything to gain some traction early.

“Hopefully we can get something going,” Richards said. “If it works, it means we’re staying, and if we’re staying, it means it’s working. And vise versa.”

Callahan ruled himself out for Game 1, as he still has to wait and see how his shoulder reacts to contact, a timetable that new coach Alain Vigneault said could be between seven and 14 days. Taking that wing spot on the top line will be Rick Nash, who sat out Sunday’s practice to rest after taking a shot in the foot during the team’s 4-1 loss to the Kings in Vegas.

So Vigneault has a bit of a stockpile of centers, and the result was Richards on the wing — for now.

“With Derek coming back, at the end of the day that gives us five NHL centermen,” said Vigneault, who also has Derick Brassard, Brian Boyle and Dominic Moore up the middle. “That’s probably something, moving forward here, that we’re going to use one of those guys on the wing. I think Brad is comfortable at any position. He’s an experienced player, a player that just wants to come in and contribute.”

Sunday was also the day Vigneault and general manager Glen Sather reduced the roster to 24 players [15 forwards, seven defensemen, two goalies], most notably sending Chris Kreider back to AHL Hartford where they hope he can play big minutes and improve.

“I thought Chris had a good camp, but at the end of the day, when we made the assessments who should stay here in what role, we came to the conclusion that he’s a real young player and he needs to play,” Vigneault said. “As much as I believe he’s real close and he probably could play at our level right now, he needs to play big minutes and good minutes and I felt with our group right now I wasn’t going to be able to give him those minutes.”

Forward J.T. Miller stayed on the team, as did young wing Jesper Fast, while the seventh defenseman spot was given to Justin Falk. So now some days of practice lie ahead before this group — including Stepan — heads out west to see what they’re made of.

“I know I have the support of the guys on the team and the coaching staff so I’m not too worried about proving anything to anyone in here,” Stepan said. “I’m just doing my best to get ready.”

Goalie Henrik Lundqvist said there was “no news” concerning the negotiations for his contract extension, which he previously stated he wanted done before the start of the season.

“You can get back to me,” he said. “We’ll have discussions before we leave for Phoenix.”

Minnesota Wild make final roster cuts

By Chad Graff

cgraff@pioneerpress.com

Posted:   09/29/2013 12:01:00 AM CDT

Updated:   09/29/2013 10:18:50 PM CDT The Wild on Sunday took their final step -- the toughest -- in determining their opening-day roster. 

The team assigned Jason Zucker and Jake Dowell (who recently cleared waivers) to the Iowa Wild of the American Hockey League, trimming the roster for Thursday's season opener against the Los Angeles Kings at the Xcel Energy Center. 

That means, barring injury, Mikael Granlund, Charlie Coyle, Justin Fontaine and Nino Niederreiter are the young forwards who will make the team. 

In recent days, there were indications that Zucker would be the final cut. After scoring the Wild's game-winning goal in overtime of their only playoff win last season, Zucker didn't stand out in camp and missed four days because of a groin injury. 

"It really comes down to we're not prepared to put him on the fourth line right now, and we're not prepared to have him be a healthy scratch," coach Mike Yeo said. "What you saw on the ice today was us gearing up for Game 1, and we're really not focused on anything beyond that." 

That's because the team's lines could be fluid not just entering the season, but throughout it. 

Having versatile young players such as Granlund, Zucker, Fontaine, Niederreiter and Coyle gives Yeo a variety of options. 

If Niederreiter, slotted to open the season on the second line, struggles, Yeo can move Granlund, Fontaine or Zucker to fill his spot. 

"We won't be afraid to change the lineup if we win," Yeo said. "We won't be afraid to change the lineup if we lose, because we've got moving parts. Because we've got guys that are capable of playing different positions and guys that are capable of pushing. So I think that's going to be interesting following the story line of that as things go on. Again, we don't know what it's going to look like in Game 5. We know what it will look like in Game 1." 

But the Game 1 lineup is different from what was expected at the start of camp. Only the top line of Zach Parise, Mikko Koivu and Jason Pominville has remained intact. 

Dany Heatley will play on the second line with Coyle and Niederreiter, another 21-year-old whom the team acquired at the draft for Cal Clutterbuck and a third-round pick. 

Zucker and Niederreiter had competed for the second-line forward role throughout camp. 

"He earned it, as far as I'm concerned, in the games that he played," Yeo said of Niederreiter. "We like what he can add to the (Coyle-Heatley line). Playing against a team like L.A. (Thursday), we've got a bigger body. You've got a guy that can shoot, a guy that can skate, a guy that can handle the puck. He played like a top-six forward in training camp, and we're giving him that opportunity up there." 

Granlund is slated to open the season on the third line, with Fontaine joining the fourth line. 

Fourth-line mainstay Mike Rupp is still out with a knee injury. The Wild placed him on injured reserve to open the season, leaving them with 22 active players, one fewer than the league maximum. 

With only 12 healthy forwards on the roster, it appears Minnesota won't have a healthy scratch to open the season. 

"It doesn't help anybody to sit around and not play," Yeo said. "So it's just a matter of Iowa is close and they're playing the same game, the same system, so let's just concentrate on the group that we're going in with. So to have anybody up here who's not going to play and just sit around and be an extra, it doesn't help the guys that are in the lineup." 

Mathew Dumba, the team's youngest player at 19, made the final cut. The defenseman from Canada isn't eligible to play in the AHL, though, so the Wild have nine games to decide whether he stays for the rest of the season or is sent back to juniors. 

Yeo said there's a "good chance" Dumba will make his NHL debut Thursday. 

"That would be exciting," Dumba said. "Of course, there'd be some nerves -- my first NHL game and the season opener. That would be exciting." 

Yeo met with Zucker early Sunday to tell him he was being sent down to Iowa. Because it might not be long before the Wild need him back. 

"Just make sure you're on top of your game because we don't know when it's going to be," Yeo said he told Zucker. "We know that he's there, and to be perfectly honest, I like the idea that everybody on our team knows that he's there. It shouldn't be too difficult to make sure that you're ready to go, knowing that there's a guy like that waiting in the wings." 

Follow Chad Graff at twitter.com/ChadGraff.

Panthers abandon youth movement and feel good after preseason finale 

Last-minute additions such as Thomas and Boyes, as well as new ownership, injects enthusiasm into dressing room
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By Harvey Fialkov, Sun Sentinel

9:29 p.m. EDT, September 29, 2013

SUNRISE — — 

So much for the youth movement.

Despite all the preseason hype about several of the Panthers' top prospects competing for jobs when training camp began on Sept. 11, two weeks later it looks like only their 2013 top draft pick Aleksander Barkov, 18, and second-year forward Drew Shore, 22, will make their first opening-night roster in Dallas on Thursday.

Young prospects such as Nick Bjugstad (concussion), Alexander Petrovic, Quinton Howden and Vincent Trocheck will gain much-needed experience in the AHL playing for the San Antonio Rampage. They continued their 30-something movement on Sunday by placing defenseman Colby Robak, 23, on waivers, and then signing veteran defenseman Ryan Whitney, 30, to a one-year deal worth $900,000, according to TSN.

They also placed veteran forward Joey Crabb on waivers. The 6-foot-3 Whitney was the fifth overall draft pick in 2002 by Pittsburgh, but after recording 259 points in 474 games for three teams in seven seasons he was unable to obtain a contract in St. Louis where he was on a professional tryout. He gives the Panthers 22 healthy bodies before Monday's maximum 23-man rosters are due.

Thanks to an infusion of revenue unleashed by new owner Vincent Viola, General Manager Dale Tallon's financial restraints were unlocked in time for him to land established veterans such as four-time All-Star goalie Tim Thomas, offensive-minded forward Brad Boyes and defenseman Tom Gilbert, as well as enforcer-type Kris Barch in the final week of the preseason.

"We felt like we've accomplished things coaching-wise, I think there's areas that we still have to tidy up and keep working on," Panthers coach Kevin Dineen said of the 3-1-3 preseason. "But most importantly for me, with Vinny Viola coming in, and [co-owner] Doug Cifu, just overall with our players in general, I like the vibe in the locker room, the tempo, the tenor.

"We're all speaking the same language and understand when things weren't going well, it wasn't going to be one individual; it was a team effort that would make a difference."

NHL preseasons are for shaping rosters, fine-tuning systems and building chemistry between linemates and defensive pairings. It's also about restoring confidence to surgically repaired players, such as Calder Trophy-winner Jonathan Huberdeau and Kris Versteeg, who are coming off hip and ACL repairs, respectively.

Huberdeau scored two power-play goals in his first game on Thursday, and Versteeg potted a pair in Saturday's come-from-behind 5-3 victory over the Lightning.

"That's what preseason is for, try to get your legs back, get your confidence back and timing … to get chemistry together with the guys,'' Versteeg said. "Hopefully, that got accomplished. You work for so hard, so long to have those euphoric flow of feelings, it was exciting to feel that again. That's why we play.''

For the 39-year-old Thomas, who played his first complete game in 17 months Saturday after playing 1 1/2 periods Thursday, the preseason was long enough to affirm his decision to return.

"We're looking to become a team, to get confidence in each other, confidence that we can win the game when we're up in the third period,'' said Thomas, who allowed three goals on 22 shots Saturday. "The way things worked out, we got to prove even more than that.''

Of course, losing two shootouts is a familiar refrain. However, Huberdeau and Barkov, two of Dineen's projected shootout specialists, didn't play those games. 

Copyright © 2013, South Florida Sun-Sentinel
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SEASON ON THE HORIZON: Panthers Take Day Off, Back on Monday ... Robak, Crabb on Waivers 

TWITTER: @GeorgeRichards

Training camp ended for the Florida Panthers as soon as the team skated off the ice Saturday night in celebrating a 5-3 exhibition victory over visiting Tampa Bay.

When the team reports to practice Monday morning in Coral Springs, opening night becomes the lone focus.

Florida opens its 2013-14 season Thursday night against the host Dallas Stars. 

"We felt like we accomplished things coaching-wise but there are areas we need to tidy up and keep working on,'' coach Kevin Dineen said.

With the introduction of new owners and the addition of a few new players in camp, Dineen says he "likes the vibe" around his team.

"I like the tempo, the tenor of our group,'' Dineen said. "We're all speaking the same language. We understand when things weren't going well, it wasn't one man, but it's a team effort.''

The Panthers still have some work before heading to Texas. On Sunday, the Panthers took another step in finalizing their roster by placing winger Joey Crabb and defenseman Colby Robak on waivers.

"We've had to make some tough decisions and we're going to continue to have to make them,'' Dineen said. "I believe we have some quality options and some hungry players banging on the door when they aren't in there.''

With plenty of money under the salary cap, general manager Dale Tallon could put in a claim or two and perhaps grab a couple players cut loose by other teams because of their particular cap concerns. It won't be known if Florida picked up any players off waivers until Monday afternoon.

The Panthers are expected to put five players on the injured list before the season begins. Goalie Scott Clemmensen will be one of those players and will likely start the year off in the minor leagues on a rehab assignment.

Dineen wouldn't say who his starter is right now, although it's expected veteran Tim Thomas gets the call Thursday night in Dallas.

"Tim has really established himself with our team and our organization within a short period of time,'' Dineen said. "[Thomas] is a good guy and a real solid player for us right now. He's a great option for us on Thursday night.''

-- Dineen said he liked what he saw in rookie Aleksander Barkov "in spurts" during training camp. The 18-year-old appears to be Florida's second-line center pivoting veterans Brad Boyes and Kris Versteeg.

"He's a young guy who needs more consistency to his game,'' Dineen said of the 2013 second-overall pick in the NHL draft.

"There's no doubt he's talented. The pace and level of the game is something he's continuing to adjust to. He'll be fine. But it's a real quick learning curve at this level. He's a good kid. His heart is in the right place and he really cares.''

-- The Panthers will return to practice Monday at 10:30 a.m. The workout, located at the Iceplex in Coral Springs, is free and open to the public.
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September 28, 2013

PANTHERS NOTEBOOK: Cats Win Preseason Finale 5-3 over Tampa Bay 

TWITTER: @GeorgeRichards

Tom Gilbert, 30, was in the lineup for Saturday's preseason finale against Tampa Bay and was paired up with Brian Campbell. 

Florida will likely start the season with seven defenseman, although captain Ed Jovanovski isn't expected to be one of them. 

Although he's been at every practice of training camp, it doesn't appear that Jovanovski's surgically repaired hip will allow him to be on the opening night roster. 

"He's still rehabbing and is getting better every day,'' Tallon said. "It's a matter of when he feels he can contribute and get into the physicality of the game. It's good to see him out there. He's getting closer. The next three, four weeks, he should be good to go.''

-- Sean Bergenheim took part in Saturday's morning skate but is still a few weeks away after having multiple abdominal surgeries last year.

-- The Panthers will take Sunday off before returning to practice Monday. The team will practice in Coral Springs Monday through Wednesday before leaving for Dallas. The Panthers' season opener is Thursday night against the host Stars. 

SATURDAY'S GAME

Panthers 5, Lightning 3: Florida got a pair of goals (one into an empty net) from Kris Versteeg in the second half of the third to snap a four-game winless streak.

Erik Gudbranson and Marcel Goc both left the game in the the second period with various upper-body injuries. Dineen said both would be fine and that had this been a regular season game, they would have returned. 

Thomas gave up three goals on 22 shots as he played his first complete game of the preseason. Florida went 3-1-3 in the preseason.

"It's a preseason game but it was important,'' said Thomas, who is expected to be Florida's opening night starter. "They are a division rival; there are some new guys on this team and we're looking to become a team, get some confidence to win a game when we're up in the third. We won not only with the lead, but came back after giving up one. I liked what I saw in front of me.''
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PANTHERS MAKING MOVES: Gilbert, Boyes Signed; Barch Acquired 

TWITTER: @GeorgeRichards

Dale Tallon has made up for a slow summer in a hurry.

After the financial handcuffs were taken off with new owner Vinnie Viola in place, Tallon has been busy the past few days. On Saturday, Tallon announced the signings of forward Brad Boyes and defenseman Tom Gilbert to one-year deals.

Not long after, the Panthers reacquired forward Krys Barch in a deal with the Devils. Florida got Barch, who left here after the 2011-12 season as a free agent, and a seventh round pick. New Jersey got forward Scott Timmins and a sixth round pick. 

"We're trying to do the best we can in a short period of time before the season starts,'' said Tallon, who signed goalie Tim Thomas on Thursday. "We're trying to peck away at this thing, get better every day.''

Signing Boyes and Gilbert for the season wasn't much of a surprise as both players looked solid during their training camp tryouts. 

Boyes, who had 10 goals and 25 assists with the Islanders last year, said he didn't want to look too far ahead with the Panthers and had yet to begin looking for housing in South Florida. 

"It's nice. There's a definite sense of relief,'' Boyes said before scoring Florida's first goal in Saturday's final preseason game against Tampa Bay.

"Now I can do all the other things to get organized, bring the family down here. I have a few days to sort some things out before the season starts.'' 

Yet by coach Kevin Dineen pairing Boyes -- a veteran winger who has 407 points in 606 NHL games -- with Kris Versteeg and Aleksander Barkov it was apparent he would be sticking around.

"He's a scorer and he has to play with skill players, complimentary guys,'' Tallon said. "Obviously we didn't score very much last year. We need guys who can put the puck in the net and make plays. He's one of those guys who can do that.''

Said Barkov: "I like him. He's very friendly and is a good player. I like playing with him and Versteeg.''

The Barch deal did come as a bit of a surprise although the Panthers did look like they needed to get a little tougher. 

Barch came to the Panthers on Dec. 11, 2011, in a deal with Dallas and ended up scoring two goals with three assists in 41 games as Florida won the Southeast Division title.

While Barch wanted to re-up with the Panthers in 2012, things didn't work out and he moved on to the Devils. Barch, 33, played in 22 games with no points for the Devils last year. 

"He's a hard-nosed guy who is cut from the mold of being all about the team,'' Dineen said. "He was only here a short time, but he was effective. He can skate, is an aggressive guy on the forecheck and knows his role as a teammate. I'm excited to get him back.''

Barch, who has recorded 99 NHL fights, is expected to find minutes on Florida's fourth line and may have knocked Jessie Winchester or Drew Shore to the minors. 

"When he was here, he played a good role for us and kept people honest,'' Versteeg said. "He can score goals, I remember his breakaway goal against Ottawa. So he's not just a tough guy. He can play out there and use his fists as well.''

Florida currently has 28 players on the active roster and has to be down to at least 23 by Monday afternoon. The Panthers are expected to place five players on the injured list to start the season so Winchester and Shore could stick initially.
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September 27, 2013

PANTHERS NOTEBOOK: Final Preseason Game Looms as Roster Is Finalized 

TWITTER: @GeorgeRichards

Preseason games are nothing but meaningless exhibitions, right?

Panthers coach Kevin Dineen seems to think otherwise.

When asked what he was looking to get out of Saturday's preseason finale against the visiting Lightning at BB&T Center, Dineen's focus was clear.

"I'm looking for a win,'' said Dineen, whose team has dropped its past four preseason games -- including two straight in overtime to the Lightning.

"I've liked some snapshots in every single game but I was really disappointed in that game [Thursday]. We played well, had some good moments. But there are differences between just going out there and working toward the regular season and finding that winning mentality. That's something we're going to demand. That was a winnable game and we didn't do it. We want to finish strong.''

As in the NFL, the final preseason game is one last shot for a number of players on the bubble to show they belong on the opening day roster. Unlike in football, a good number of starters will play the entirety of Saturday's game.

As far as roster battles go, a few spots have already been lost. On Friday, the Panthers sent forward Quinton Howden to their AHL affiliate in San Antonio and placed forward Bobby Butler on waivers. If Butler passes through, as expected, he will be assigned to San Antonio as well.

With the moves, Florida now has 27 players on its roster with at least four moves to be made by next week. The Panthers are expected to place defenseman Ed Jovanovski, goalie Scott Clemmensen, center Nick Bjugstad and winger Sean Bergenheim on the injured list -- meaning theoretically Florida's 23-man roster is set.

Only there will be plenty of players coming across the waiver wire in the coming days and the Panthers may do a little shopping over the weekend.

"We're going to take a look and see what's available,'' general manager Dale Tallon said. "We're going to pursue whatever is out there that will make us a better team. I'm looking everywhere. We want to get better.''

-- Goalie Tim Thomas said he felt good after playing 30-plus minutes on Thursday night in Estero. Thomas gave up one goal on 10 shots against the Lightning. It was Thomas' first game action since a Boston playoff loss to Washington on April 25, 2012.

Thomas is expected to play Saturday as well.

-- Forward Brad Boyes, Thomas' one-time teammate in Boston, said he hopes to have a deal with the team done in the coming days. Tallon said something would likely be completed by the weekend.

Boyes, who has 407 points in 606 NHL games, is in camp on a try out.

SATURDAY: LIGHTNING AT PANTHERS

When, where: 7 p.m.; BB&T Center, Sunrise

Radio: WQAM-560

The game: The Panthers and Lightning meet for the third time in a week with Tampa Bay winning the first two in overtime. Florida is 2-1-3 in the preseason; the Lightning has won five of six.
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TAKING OVER IN SUNRISE: Vinnie Viola Purchases Florida Panthers 

TWITTER: @GeorgeRichards

Vincent Viola said he met with the NHL commissioner for lunch a few weeks ago to discuss buying one of Gary Bettman's hockey teams. The Florida Panthers, Bettman said, were a perfect fit.

Viola's pursuit of the Panthers didn't take long as he was introduced as the new owner of the franchise at a press conference at the BB&T Center in Sunrise on Friday morning. 

Bettman, who flew in from Los Angeles after his outdoor game press conference at Dodger Stadium on Thursday, said Viola's purchase of the team would put to rest any talk of the Panthers leaving South Florida "forever." 

The Panthers have a lease with Broward County through 2028 although the team's struggles on and off the ice over the past decade-plus has led to talk the Panthers could be on the move. That, Bettman said, was never the case.

"The rumor and speculation about the franchise has been overdone,'' Bettman said. "The fact is, Vinnie comes in with an energy and an excitement and a commitment of resources. He wants to take this club to another level.

"This is great news for the fans of the Florida Panthers. People should not be worried about the future of the Panthers being anywhere but here in South Florida. People should be focused on the commitment to winning.''

Viola, 57, is a native of Brooklyn and a graduate of West Point. There was a color guard presenting colors before the introductory press conference with Viola singing the Star-Spangled Banner loudly from the dais. It didn't take Viola long to snap an Army pin onto his new Panthers jersey.

The chairman and CEO of Virtu Financial, Viola said he and his family will soon take up residence in South Florida. He and his family -- which include wife Teresa and sons John, Michael and Travis -- have long vacationed in the area.

Viola's three sons are all hockey fans and will be active within the franchise.

"We are very blessed and understand the stewardship of ownership of a sports franchise,'' Viola said. "We don't really own anything. The players' sweat, sacrificing their health in later years to provide the right feeling for the fans. It's about the players and the fans and our service to those respective groups will determine our success.

"We are firmly committed to South Florida. My wife has commanded we move here, so we are moving here.''

The $230 million pricetag includes everything under the Florida Panthers umbrella including: The NHL team; the operating agreement with the Broward County-owned BB&T Center; the three-sheet Iceplex in Coral Springs; and the rights to develop nine acres surrounding the arena.

Michael Yormark, who was promoted to CEO of the organization, continues to work in trying to land a "destination" casino on the arena land. The team had previously announced a partnership with Boyd Gaming to work on expanding gambling in Florida.

Viola wouldn't go into specifics about the future development of the arena land saying he was going to concentrate on making the hockey team more successful on the ice.

"We're all about hockey and are very singularly focused people,'' Viola said. "That's what we're about, the Florida Panthers. We will do everything we can and we will win here. We're excited about that.''

General manager Dale Tallon and coach Kevin Dineen both spoke of how having Viola willing to spend money on the Panthers made their jobs a little easier. Florida's management team is expected to remain in place at least for now.

Dineen and the rest of his coaching staff are signed through the end of this season.

"It's a great day for us,'' Dineen said. "[Viola] was able to go in and talk to our players and I think he made an immediate impact. It's a real positive. It's a new day and there's a lot of excitement around the franchise.''

The affects of the new ownership has already been felt.

On Thursday, the Panthers signed goalie Tim Thomas to a one-year deal with a base salary of $2.5 million after not spending much money during the summer as the team was up for sale. Florida is also expected to sign Brad Boyes and Tom Gilbert to new contracts in the coming days.

Viola said Friday that he was committed to give the Panthers "the resources needed to win the Stanley Cup.'' That brought a smile to Tallon's face.

"I believe in what he believes in,'' said Tallon, the architect of Chicago's 2010 championship team.

"He's committed to putting a winning team out there on the ice. That's all I can ask for. We're going to get terrific commitment from him and that's exciting. The fact I can go to them and say 'this is what we need, what are your thoughts?' is important. That's the support we need to fix whatever we need fixed.''

The Panthers were controlled by Cliff Viner and a multitude of minor partners including local heavyweights H. Wayne Huizenga, Alan Cohen, Mike Maroone and Jordan Zimmerman. They were all bought out by Viola.

Viola owns a majority of the franchise now, with only longtime business partner Douglas Cifu joining him. Cifu is the new Vice President and alternate governor of the Panthers.

"He has an aura about him,'' said Thomas, who joined a handful of teammates at Friday's press conference. "He breeds confidence. He's a leader and I'm very happy to be coming into the organization as he is. It's awesome. It's one of the things I'm excited about. I'm excited about the whole direction of what's going on around here.'

PANTHERS OWNERSHIP

H. Wayne Huizenga was awarded an NHL expansion team on Dec. 10, 1992 for $50 million. The team, which played at Miami Arena from 1993-98, has changed hands a few times with Huizenga holding onto a small piece of the team throughout.

Huizenga, along with the rest of Florida's ownership team, was bought out by Vinnie Viola on Friday.

On June 5, 2001, a group of eight investors -- led by Alan Cohen -- purchases the team from Huizenga's Boca Resorts. Cohen would control the team until 2009 when Cliff Viner and Stu Siegel become co-managing partners of the team.

On July 23, 2010, Viner becomes the sole managing partner of the team -- a role he holds until selling the team to Viola. 

Read more here: http://miamiherald.typepad.com/flapanthers/#storylink=cpy

Helene St. James: Maturation of young players, summer additions create expectations for Detroit Red Wings
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Anticipation pulses about the Red Wings, reflecting ahead on a season jammed with excitement and challenge.

The doldrums that can blot the long march through 82 games is interrupted over the year ahead first by the Winter Classic on New Year’s Day, and then by the Winter Olympics in February. The Wings will host the former and attend the latter in droves. March features a night to remember cherishing former captain Nicklas Lidstrom, as his No. 5 joins the history hanging from the rafters at Joe Louis Arena.

April heralds the arrival of the playoffs, the Wings’ raison d’étre. They have made it there 22 straight seasons, and the reason they advanced last season is behind the renewed optimism.

And just a bit of apprehension.

“Potential,” coach Mike Babcock said, “is like a dirty word. The expectations for this team are higher than last year, and that depends on our back end, without any question.”

■ More: 2013-14 Red Wings preview coverage!

When the Wings began the lockout-shortened 2013 season in January, they did so with a defense unlike one they had seen in two decades: With no Lidstrom, the seven-time Norris trophy winner regarded as one of the best defensemen ever to play. On top of that, workhorse Brad Stuart was gone. If ever there was doubt about making the playoffs, this was it.

Then Jakub Kindl emerged, displaying new-found confidence. Brendan Smith settled in. Danny DeKeyser joined the effort after finishing up at Western Michigan. Brian Lashoff came up from the minors and proved valuable. A defense that had relied for years on guys mostly in their 30s was suddenly nourished by a bunch of 20-somethings.

“It just goes to show if you’re determined and you play together and you play hard, anything can happen,” Babcock said. “Now we’ve got to get that same determination back and that same structure back and that same work ethic back. It doesn't carry over from year to year. You’ve got to re-establish it.”

DeKeyser, 23, is upbeat about avoiding the so-called sophomore slump. He likes the idea of playing much more often than in college, where “having a week off, for Friday games, I would feel like it was too long of a layoff. I like playing every other day. I feel like it’s better for me.”

At 32, Niklas Kronwall is the oldest on defense, the only one past 30, even. Partner Jonathan Ericsson is 29, and together they as the top pairing, tasked with containing opposing superstars and playing in all situations. Smith and Kyle Quincey form a second pairing at its best when keeping it simple, and Kindl and DeKeyser provide another pairing that can help get the puck into the hands of the forwards.

That forward corps grew over the summer with the additions of Daniel Alfredsson and Stephen Weiss, who should help boost secondary scoring and, in Alfredsson’s case, inject a needed shot into a far too fruitless power play.

Weiss was brought in to be the second-line center that at long last will allow Henrik Zetterberg and Pavel Datsyuk to start together and stay together, a combination that gives opponents fits. Weiss and Alfredsson and Johan Franzen could be a nice follow-up and benefit from playing against secondary defenders as teams will use their best against Datsyuk and company.

There’s enormous depth up front, in fact: Daniel Cleary, another big, heavy body who was one of the team’s best performers in the playoffs; Gustav Nyquist, a finesse winger who can pull off sneaky moves; Joakim Andersson, whose defensive responsibility makes him a standout third-line center; Tomas Tatar, a faster, tougher incarnation of Jiri Hudler; Todd Bertuzzi, big and steady and still in possession of a pair of hands that can score and punch; Justin Abdelkader, who has worked his way up to playing with Datsyuk; the list goes on. There is plenty to infuse all four lines with offense.

“We needed more secondary scoring, and with the additions that we’ve made and with the growth of our young players, we think we can score a little more,” general manager Ken Holland said.

In goal, Jimmy Howard returns after a season that saw him carry the team many nights, get rewarded with six-year job security via a new contract and gain a stronghold as a contender for the U.S. Olympic team. When the Wings needed to win the last week of the season to make the playoffs, Howard delivered two shutouts the last four games. The only uncertainty in goal is at backup, where Jonas Gustavsson begins his second season hurt again, after a first season marked by injury and ineffectiveness. The bright spot is that Petr Mrazek, 21, seems able to fill in if needed.

“It looks to me like we’ve got some young kids that are ready to help, which is positive,” Babcock said. “Our back end should be better than last year. Our goaltending should be better than last year. So when you go through it, we should be a better team, but I’ve been in this a long time — should, could — you’ve got to go out and do it. I feel the same way every year at this time: Not scared to death, but close.”

This is a transition year for the Wings, geographically. After years of wishing and wanting, realignment has put Detroit in the Eastern Conference. Red-eye treks will be replaced by one-hour trips.

“That’s going to be huge,” Howard said. “Getting home at like 12:30-1 at night, it’s going to be good. It’ll allow us to be a lot more energized down the stretch.”

To Zetterberg, the move East “makes it seem like we are home a lot more, just from looking at the schedule.”

Franzen estimates that “we’ll know at Christmas, maybe, see how different it feels with shorter travel.”

The biggest adjustment, Cleary said, “is that we don’t know the East well at all. But I believe strongly in this team and how we’re built. I think we’ve got a great opportunity in front of us. With the experience that some of the young players gained last year, it’s only going to make us better.”

The Wings finished 2013 after two playoff rounds, the fourth straight year they had fallen short after making it to the finals in 2008, the last time they won the Stanley Cup, followed by the heartbreak finale in 2009. It all ended in late May a few minutes into overtime of Game 7 in Chicago, and while the loss stung, the overall experience galvanized.

“I think last year coming in, it was a little bit more negative than it’s been before,” Zetterberg said. “But now it feels like we are on the right way. It’s a positive feeling again.”

Contact Helene St. James: hstjames@freepress.com. Follow her on Twitter @helenestjames.

Under pressure to be salary cap compliant by Monday afternoon, the Red Wings put Cory Emmerton on waivers today.

That will soon be followed by putting Darren Helm on long term injured reserve, which bumps off his salary cap hit of $2.125 million. The Wings need to clear about $3 million to come in at the $64.3-million maximum set for this season.

One issue that could arise, though, is in goal. Jonas Gustavsson is dealing with a sore groin, and if he won’t be ready by Wednesday, when the Wings open against Buffalo, the team would have to make cap space to bring in Petr Mrazek. Gustavsson, with a salary of $1.5 million, can be placed on injured reserve, but unless it’s long term, that only creates a roster spot, not salary space. Mrazek’s cap hit is $790,000.

Emmerton could be attractive as a pickup for another team. He’s 25, serviceable as a fourth-line center and penalty killer, and makes just over $500,000. If he isn’t picked up by noon Monday, he’ll be assigned to Grand Rapids.

“We like Cory, he’s done a nice job, but someone has got to go on waivers,” general manager Ken Holland said today. “We feel with the way Luke Glendening and Riley Sheahan have played, if we need, one of them can get the job done short-term.”

Joakim Andersson helped make the decision by coming in last season and doing a bang-up job centering the third line. Putting Emmerton on waivers also indicates that sending down Gustav Nyquist, who doesn’t need waivers, will be a last resort.

LTIR requires a minimum stay of 24 days or 10 games. Holland said “we believe Helm will be back in three weeks,” though that may be optimistic. Helm missed all exhibition season with a sore groin, after missing last season with a sore back that still bothers him. Helm has played just one game the last 18 months, and whenever he does return, will need need time before he’s back at full speed.

The other dominoes center on Patrick Eaves and Jordin Tootoo, who has been bothered by a bruised shoulder is considered close. Eaves has a sprained knee, so he and his $1.2 million cap hit are likely to end up on LTIR, too.

Contact Helene St. James: hstjames@freepress.com . Follow her on Twitter @helenestjames.
The Red Wings have roster decisions to make by Monday, but there's nothing to debate about Joakim Andersson: He’s a great fit as a third-line center.

Andersson plays well without the puck, which is why the coaching staff trusts him to have the puck. He plays well with any wingers, be they young such as Gustav Nyquist or veterans like Todd Bertuzzi and Daniel Cleary.

“Andy’s done a real good job for us,” coach Mike Babcock said Saturday, the day after Andersson scored to lift the Wings past Toronto, 5-2, at Joe Louis Arena. “He’s a good, big player, knows how to play. He’s earned everything he’s gotten. We don’t have as good a finish or as good a run in the playoffs last year without Andy. He’s come back quicker and stronger and really, really fit, so good for him.”

Andersson, 24, joined the Wings a few weeks into last season, more than capably filling the hole created by what ended up being a season-long injury for Darren Helm. There still is no timetable for when Helm may play.

Andersson took advantage, earning a larger role and now returning as a regular.

“If you can do things without the puck, you buy yourself time to start doing stuff with the puck,” Babcock said. “If you can’t do anything without the puck, though, we start getting nervous and when we get nervous, you don’t get on the ice. So, to me, it’s a real comfort thing for sure, with young players.”

Given the likelihood he’ll have a couple of scoring-capable wingers, Andersson is excited at the prospect of more puck time. “I want to be involved as much as I can offensively,” he said. “I want to do as much as I can with myself. It gives you confidence when you get your minutes out there on the ice, so I'm happy with that.”

The Wings need to trim three forwards and $2.7 million. One possibility is to place Helm and Patrick Eaves on long-term injured reserve, and start Nyquist in the minors.

■ NOTES: Stephen Weiss (groin) and Danny DeKeyser (knee) both expect to be ready to play Wednesday, when the Wings open the season.

Niklas Kronwall was at a bachelor party just outside Stockholm, and he was informed and he was sober and he was still in disbelief.

The day was Friday, July 5, and even after having received insider information thanks to phone calls with Henrik Zetterberg, who had been in contact with a rogue Swede, Kronwall was incredulous.

Daniel Alfredsson was going to be a teammate. There it was, in texts, and on Twitter. And Kronwall’s night just got better.

■ More: 2013-14 Red Wings preview coverage!

“I wasn’t drunk at that point,” Kronwall said, laughing. “Knowing what day it was, I had my phone with me and I kept checking the updates. I had talked to Hank and he’d said that he’d talked to Alfie. But I never thought twice about it, because, what are the odds?”

The odds seemed long because Alfredsson had spent his entire 17-season NHL career with Ottawa. They were shortened because Alfredsson, at age 40, decided he wanted a better shot at winning a first Stanley Cup, and so he looked around and judged the best contender.

The pin landed on Detroit.

“I looked at a few things,” Alfredsson said. “There were a few teams that were interested and I had some discussions with the family. We had been in one place so long, and loved the team, loved the city.

“It was about a new challenge, both on and off the ice.”

Alfredsson talked to Zetterberg and to coach Mike Babcock and to general manager Ken Holland. One by one, they sold him on the program. He ended up signing for one year and $3.5 million, with $2 million in bonuses.

“It was looking at the team, the tradition this organization has, the history it has, the way they play,” Alfredsson said. “I like their style. And then also family-wise, I heard a lot of good things about the suburbs of Detroit, good schools, good sports programs for kids. All of those were factors that affected the decision to make such a tough choice for me.”

Alfredsson has that same humility and professionalism that defined Nicklas Lidstrom for 20 seasons.

On a personal level, Alfredsson brings with him the same urgency teammates sensed surrounding Dallas Drake in 2007, when he came to Detroit, hungry for a championship, and out of time. That story had a happy ending, with the 2008 Stanley Cup parade, and maybe Alfredsson can have a similar impact emotionally.

“Seeing his drive motivates the other guys even more,” Kronwall said. “Seeing how badly he wants it, I think it pushes everything to the next level.”

In turn, joining a team in which numerous guys know how much it takes to win the Stanley Cup — among them, Zetterberg, Kronwall, Pavel Datsyuk — appealed to Alfredsson.

“Knowing that this team has a lot of guys that have been there before, that know the grind and have lifted the Cup, I think that is very valuable come playoff time,” he said.

Zetterberg and Datsyuk were key factors in Alfredsson’s decision, offering an opportunity to shine as a secondary scorer after years of holding the lantern aloft.

“I had a big role in Ottawa, I was the captain for the long time,” Alfredsson said. “Here, they have a veteran leadership group that has been learning from the best before them. They’ve been around a lot of the best players in the world for a long time. I come in, and I’m not ‘the guy.’ I’m at the end of my career, and this is a great opportunity for me to try something different and challenging.”

Contact Helene St. James: hstjames@freepress.com. Follow her on Twitter @helenestjames.

Johan Franzen kept an eye on his center in the face-off circle as usual, because as a winger, Franzen was on support duty. Not much was needed.

The few times Franzen suited up next to newcomer Stephen Weiss during exhibition games hinted at just how much of an impact Weiss might have. In one game, the Wings were playing Boston, and Weiss was on the draw against Patrice Bergeron.

“Weisser was head-to-head with one of the best guys in the league,” Franzen said, “and I didn’t see him lose many against him. That’s going to be helpful.”

■ More: 2013-14 Red Wings preview coverage!

Hopes were high that Weiss will be helpful in so many ways when he was signed to a five-year, $24.5-million deal in July. First and foremost, though, is the idea that he can serve as a second-line center. Having a guy lock down that role would enable the Wings to keep together Pavel Datsyuk and Henrik Zetterberg, a wish long on hope and short on actualization.

Weiss would seem a great fit: He has been a center his whole career, he has untapped offensive potential and he’s hungry for a Stanley Cup after spending the first part of his career in the anonymity of Florida. At 30 years old, he jumped at the chance to come back to Michigan, where he used to be a superstar for the Plymouth Whalers, so much so he was the Panthers’ fourth overall pick in the 2001 draft.

“We think he’s going to help us,” general manager Ken Holland said. “He’s a centerman, he’s a veteran, he’s got experience.”

Weiss replaces Valtteri Filppula, who fell short of expectations and who only really thrived after he was moved to the wing. The two could have waved to one another in the air: As Filppula flew south to join Tampa Bay, Weiss flew to Detroit.

“The first few years you want to do well personally to try to stick around, and make sure that you have a job,” Weiss said. “Then after you establish yourself, you want to win a Stanley Cup. Unfortunately we weren’t able to do that in Florida, and having the opportunity to be a free agent this summer, to come here, was a big thrill.

“I like the history of winning here. I’m familiar with the area from playing junior here. I like the coaching staff. Playing with Pavel and Henrik, getting to watch those guys every day, I hope to learn from them and try to better myself as a player.”

Coach Mike Babcock has Weiss penciled in to play between fellow newcomer Daniel Alfredsson and Franzen. The line would feature a left-shooting goal scorer, a center with a history of 30-40 assists per season, and a right-shooting goal scorer. Weiss, in short, is a promising addition.

“He’s got a lot of good seasons behind him putting up points,” Franzen said. “He’s a good passer, and he reads the plays out there really well. Hopefully, we can start finding each other. He’s a really skilled guy, and I’m looking forward to playing with him.”

The Wings need secondary scoring. Weiss, in the second act of his career, might have just the right timing.

Contact Helene St. James: hstjames@freepress.com. Follow her on Twitter @helenestjames. The Detroit Red Wings prefer to showcase their toughness with gloves on, not off. That isn’t about to change.

A little weekend exhibition excursion against the Toronto Maple Leafs offered an opportunity for the Wings to renew acquaintances with an opponent now in the same division after years in separate conferences. The Wings’ move to the East has focused greatly on how much more amenable travel will be, but Friday’s game at Joe Louis Arena also prompted talk about toughness.

The Leafs finished last season with an NHL-high 44 fighting majors. The Wings were second from the bottom, with 14. Boston, another new division rival, had 32; Ottawa, Buffalo and Montreal each had at least 25.

This doesn't faze the Wings. They won Friday, 5-2, and while David Clarkson and Jonathan Ericsson dropped gloves in the third period, what they did was hardly fight.

■ Mobile users: Photos from the game

“I know what we’re going to do, we’re going to play the way we always play,” coach Mike Babcock said. “It seems to have done pretty well for us.”

General manager Ken Holland doesn’t believe it prudent to use a roster spot on an enforcer, a guy who usually only has that one dimension. The Wings do have guys who’ll fight — most notably Todd Bertuzzi, Justin Abdelkader and Jordin Tootoo. Tootoo, currently sidelined by a bruised shoulder, found himself a healthy scratch last year down the stretch and into the playoffs.

Part of the Red Wings’ thinking: if they don’t have an enforcer in the lineup, opponents might not dress one either, because who is he going to fight? Secondly — and much of exhibition season has been spent working on power plays for this reason — is that if liberties are taken against stars, the Wings would rather have the man advantage, and use that as punishment.

“We really believe in toughness and we believe toughness is toughness on the puck,” Babcock said. “To me, you’ve got to have the puck. I like 12 forwards that can all skate and handle the puck, and I like six D who can all skate and handle the puck.”

The power play hasn’t been very intimidating the past two seasons, which is partly why the Red Wings jumped at adding Daniel Alfredsson, who has a big right-handed shot. If the power play can reach a regular rate of effectiveness, the Wings would, as Babcock said, “encourage all the penalties the other team takes.”

■ DK DOWN: Defenseman Danny DeKeyser hasn’t skated since hurting a knee Wednesday, but he said that’s just precautionary and he expects to be ready to play when the regular season begins next Wednesday.

Contact Helene St. James: hstjames@freepress.com . Follow her on Twitter @helenestjames.

September 29, 2013 at 1:00 am

Red Wings put Cory Emmerton on waivers; they're still three over roster limit

From The Detroit News: http://www.detroitnews.com/article/20130929/SPORTS0103/309290022#ixzz2gMao4w13
Detroit — The task of getting down to the 23-man regular-season roster has begun for the Red Wings.

The team put forward Cory Emmerton on waivers Sunday. If Emmerton goes unclaimed by another team by noon today, he will be assigned to Grand Rapids and his $533,000 salary would come off the team’s salary cap.

“In order to get cap compliant, this is a move we had to make,” general manager Ken Holland said. “It’s a salary-cap world.”

The Red Wings need to turn in their season-opening roster by 5 p.m. today.

Emmerton, 25, played in all 48 games last season, scoring five goals and three assists with a minus-1 rating.

A second-round draft pick in 2006, Emmerton mainly played on the fourth line the past two seasons.

The play of Joakim Andersson last season, along with the rapid development of Riley Sheahan and Luke Glendening in Grand Rapids and during this exhibition season, made Emmerton expendable.

Forwards Mitch Callahan, Calle Jarnkrok, Tomas Jurco and Teemu Pulkinnen, and defensemen Adam Almquist, Xavier Ouellet and Ryan Sproul and goalie Jared Coreau were all assigned to Grand Rapids.

Holland said Helm will be put on long-term injured reserve (minimum 10 games and 24 days) to begin the season.

Helm was limited to one game last season with back problems (slight tear in disk) and was further slowed this training camp with a groin pull, although Helm began participating in team drills last week.

But Helm has yet to be cleared for contact and a return doesn’t appear imminent.

Holland said decisions on several other players will be determined Monday.

Goalie Jonas Gustavsson (groin) and forwards Patrick Eaves (sprained knee, ankle) and Jordin Tootoo have been out the latter part of the exhibition season.

Riley Sheahan and Luke Glendening were reassigned to Grand Rapids Sunday, trimming the roster to 27. But one or the other could be brought back depending on how severe are the injuries to Eaves and Tootoo.

Eaves and Gustavsson will be put on either long- or short-term (seven days, but no salary cap relief), while Tootoo would more likely be put on short-term, if needed.

“We’ll see where they’re at,” Holland said. “These all are steps in getting down to our roster and being cap compliant.”

If Gustavsson ($1.5 million salary cap) or Eaves ($1.2 million) go on the short-term list, not providing salary cap relief, it could force the Red Wings to temporarily send forward Gustav Nyquist down to Grand Rapids.

Nyquist wouldn’t be exposed to waivers and his $950,000 salary would be wiped off the salary cap.

This is how the roster looks like right now:

Current roster

Forwards 

Justin Abdelkader, Daniel Alfredsson, Pavel Datsyuk, Gustav Nyquist, Patrick Eaves, Joakim Andersson, Drew Miller, Tomas Tatar, Jordin Tootoo, Mikael Samuelsson, Henrik Zetterberg, Darren Helm, Todd Bertuzzi, Daniel Cleary, Stephen Weiss, Johan Franzen. 

Injured list: Helm, Eaves, and possibly Tootoo, will be put on injured lists. 

Andersson, who has had a very good exhibition season, will be the third-line center. 

A key question mark heading into the season is the lack of chemistry to this point for the projected second line of Weiss centering Franzen and Alfredsson. 

Franzen (hip flexor), Alfressson (groin) and Weiss (groin) had nagging injuries which limited the line to play two full periods together. 

Abdelkader carried over his fine play from late last regular season and the playoffs into this training camp. 

Playing with Zetterberg and Datsyuk, Abdelkader seems to have found his niche of doing the dirty work and being a net-front presence for the two skilled players. 

Defense 

Brendan Smith, Jakub Kindl, Brian Lashoff, Kyle Quincey, Jonathan Ericsson, Niklas Kronwall, Danny DeKeyser 

Most look at the forwards and the lengthy list of available personnel on the NHL and Grand Rapids rosters and believe that position is the deepest in the organization. But you can make a strong argument for the defense, especially looking at the young players who will be wearing Griffins sweaters, some of whom impressed greatly this exhibition season. 

Coach Mike Babcock consistently praised the performances of Adam Almquist, Xavier Ouellet, Ryan Sproul, and Alexei Marchenko during the month of September. 

“Ouellet and Sproul look like they’ll be ready for prime time pretty soon,” Babcock said. “We have good depth in those spots (defense).” 

Goaltending 

Jimmy Howard, Petr Mrazek 

Injured list: Jonas Gustavsson 

Howard appears primed for an outstanding season. The motivation of making the US. Olympic roster is strong, and with a deep pool of U.S. goaltenders, Howard will need to get off to a good start. 

With Gustavsson unable to play early, Mrazek will get a chance to show he’s getting ready for regular NHL work. After taking Grand Rapids to the Calder Cup championship he will definitely get games.

From The Detroit News: http://www.detroitnews.com/article/20130929/SPORTS0103/309290022#ixzz2gMasz8sO

Detroit — Better to be safe, at this point of the schedule, so Red Wings forward Stephen Weiss was just that.

When his groin started acting up during Friday's exhibition victory over Toronto, the trainers and Weiss decided to rest the third period.

By Saturday morning, Weiss was glad he did, certain he will be ready for Wednesday's season opener against Buffalo.

"It was more of a maintenance thing," said Weiss, who didn't skate Saturday morning in Detroit but expects to be ready for Monday's practice. "Let it (the groin) settle down a bit and take a couple of days (off) here and get back after it Monday.

The Wings flew to Toronto later Saturday for a game against the Maple Leafs.

"There was something going on (in the groin area) and I figured just be smart for once and let it settle down a bit, so be ready for Wednesday."

The line of Weiss centering Johan Franzen and Daniel Alfredsson was together for two periods Friday, its first time together all exhibition season other than intrasquad scrimmages before Weiss was forced out.

"We had some chances, moved the puck and created some offense," Weiss said. "For the first time together it was a good start. We just need to build on it.

"There's not much you can do about it. Alfie was out for a while (groin injury), and Mule was out for a while (hip flexor), but like I've said before, it's three guys who've been around a little bit and we'll make it work.

"It was important to at least feel some sort of good things happening (Friday), and it gave us confidence moving forward."

Franzen likes what he has seen from his new linemate, signed as unrestricted free agent in July.

"He plays with a big heart, and he's a hard nosed player," Franzen said. "He's really eager to learn how we play and really working hard on that. It's good to see."

Getting ready for real games

Saturday night's game in Toronto is the last of exhibition season.

The Red Wings have been hit with nagging injuries, like most teams around the league, and there are areas they'd still like to improve on.

But it's like this every season.

"We're a work in progress," coach Mike Babcock said. "You're concerned, are you going to be good enough? I feel the same way every year."

Babcock liked what he saw from the power play Friday with Alfredsson in the lineup (he scored one of the Wings' three power play goals).

"I'd like to see the power play be dangerous, with Alfredsson on it, it was really important," Babcock said.

Ice chips

Defenseman Danny DeKeyser (knee) skated Saturday and said he'll be ready for Wednesday's opener.

"Oh yeah, I feel good," said DeKeyser, who didn't play Friday and was scheduled to be held out of Saturday’s game.

…The Red Wings need to turn in their 23-man roster by Monday at 3 p.m. Forwards Darren Helm (back), Patrick Eaves (sprained knee, ankle) and Jordin Tootoo (bruised shoulder) and goalie Jonas Gustavsson (groin), appear to be candidates to start the season on the injured list.

ted.kulfan@detnews.com 

twitter.com/tkulfan 

From The Detroit News: http://www.detroitnews.com/article/20130928/SPORTS0103/309280050#ixzz2gMbIVJ9p

Defenseman Danny DeKeysermissed Friday’s game because of a twisted knee but is certain he’ll be ready for Wednesday’s regular-season opener.

“I am,” said DeKeyser, as to whether he’ll be in the season opener. “I feel good. I kind of twisted it (the knee) a little in the last game. It was a little sore. I just want to make sure it’s 100 percent before I go out there again.

“It’s just precautionary.”

DeKeyser expects to take part in the morning skate today but likely won’t be making the trip to play the Maple Leafs in Toronto tonight.

Being careful

The likelihood of forward Jordin Tootoo (bruised shoulder) starting the regular season could be shrinking.

Tootoo skated with players who weren’t on the active roster Friday.

“We’ll reassess it tomorrow and go from there,” Tootoo said. “It feels good but shoulder injuries and the way I play, I want to make sure it’s 100 percent and not 85 or 90.

“I want to be mentally comfortable and go from there.”

Tootoo was injured on his second shift Sept. 19 against Boston.

“I kept playing through it and didn’t realize the severity of it until the next day,” Tootoo said. “I just want to make sure I get it fixed.

“I’ve had this before (to his right shoulder) and it took almost three years to heal.”

Rivalry renewing

Eventually most everyone agrees the Red Wings and Maple Leafs will restore their storied, bitter rivalry as Atlantic Division rivals.

But most players, and Babcock, feel it’s going to take a playoff series between the teams to truly get the emotion going.

“Rivalries are made in the playoffs,” Babcock said.

ted.kulfan@detnews.com 

twitter.com/tkulfan 

From The Detroit News: http://www.detroitnews.com/article/20130927/SPORTS0103/309270131#ixzz2gMbOwOuG

Detroit — Playing with considerable more intent on offense, the Red Wings beat the Maple Leafs 5-2, Friday, as newly acquired forward Daniel Alfredsson scored his first goal of the exhibition season and assisted on another.

But just as soon as the Wings skated with their proposed new second line — Alfredsson, Stephen Weiss and Johan Franzen — for the first time in the exhibition season, Weiss went down with an apparent groin injury in the second period and did not return.

Coach Mike Babcock expressed concern Weiss, the all-time leader in assists for the Panthers, suffered a setback in his quest to improve the Red Wings’ offense this season after a decline in scoring in 2013.

Alfredsson, who displayed the booming, right-handed slap shot and brisk wrist shot that helped make him the all-time leading scorer of the Senators, converted a bit of a give-and-go with Henrik Zetterberg in the third periods before firing the puck past Leafs goaltender, Jonathan Bernier, at 5:57, to put the Wings up, 4-2.

Pavel Datsyuk assisted, one of two for him on the night.

“It was good,” Alfredsson said of the play of the second line for the two periods. “I thought we got better and better as the game went on, and we created some good chances.

“I had some really good looks where I didn’t bury it. But, you know, it feels real good when you have the puck, and playing on the offensive side more give you more energy.

“I thought we had fun out there,”

The Wings also got goals from Joakim Andersson, Luke Glendenning, Franzen and Zetterberg.

They outshot the Maple Leafs 27-14 through two periods, 19-6 in the second period.

It was the most offense they generated since an 8-2 drubbing of the Bruins Sept. 19 in Boston.

But while Alfredsson (groin) and Franzen (hip flexor) returned from injuries and looked good, the Wings must now await Weiss’s return before they can hope to consolidate their improved performance.

Alfredsson also severely tested Bernier, acquired from the Kings in the offseason, on at least two other occasions, with Bernier barely equal to the tasks.

“I thought those guys did a pretty good job here tonight,” Babcock said of his second line. “Weiss was real competitive and made some good plays and, obviously, Alfredsson was real smart. We know that.

“And I thought Mule worked real hard,” Babcock said of Franzen. “So we had a good line tonight.

“It’s kind of a sign of hopefully what is to come a little bit.”

Babcock has said one clear advantage of having Alfredsson instead of Damien Brunner, who played well for some stretches for the Red Wings last season, is Alfredsson has a terrific shot from the stationary position, whether from the point or the slot.

“He’s got an absolute bomb,” Babcock said.

The Wings have one more exhibition game, at 7 p.m. Saturday in Toronto, before opening the season Wednesday against the Sabres at Joe Louis Arena.

After Friday’s game, the Wings called up eight players from Grand Rapids, an indication less than the regular NHL roster will skate against the Leafs on Saturday.

Of Weiss, Babcock said, “No, I’m hoping not,” when asked if the newly acquired forward would miss about two weeks, often the usual time for a groin injury, this early in the year.

“Obviously, we yanked him right away, as soon as he got sore. That would be a setback for him, obviously. As a guy who comes new, it’s always nice to get off to a good start.

“But he’s going to be a good teammate and a good fit.”

The Red Wings outshot Toronto 37-19 overall in front of a boisterous crowd, with lots of Maple Leafs jerseys worn by fans in Joe Louis Arena.

gkrupa@detroitnews.com 

From The Detroit News: http://www.detroitnews.com/article/20130927/SPORTS0103/309270128#ixzz2gMbVdz2o

CANUCKS POWER TO CONVINCING WIN OVER COYOTES THE CANADIAN PRESS

9/24/2013 2:30:50 AM

VANCOUVER -- Bo Horvat didn't know whether he was going to play, but he still made the most of his chance.

Horvat, Vancouver's first draft choice this year (ninth overall) recorded two assists for his first points of the NHL pre-season Monday night as the Vancouver Canucks beat the Phoenix Coyotes 6-1.

He got into the lineup as a result of suspensions to wingers Zack Kassian and Dale Weise.

"I wasn't sure what was going to happen or if I was going to get in, but I'm glad I did," he said.

Horvat, who is trying to make a case for himself as a third or fourth-line centre, assisted on Vancouver's final two goals in the third period and finished plus-two on the night.

The 18-year-old and fellow top 2013 draft pick Hunter Shinkaruk (24th overall) set up Mike Santorelli's second goal in two consecutive games by putting the puck on the net before the veteran backhanded home a rebound. Then Horvat set up Tom Sestito to close out the scoring.

"You definitely feel more comfortable with every single game, and you build up confidence to play ... and make more plays," said Horvat. "I'm kind of getting used to (the NHL level) now."

In addition to supplying points, he won 8-of-10 draws. Such results will help him as he tries to stick in the NHL instead of going back to his London Knights junior squad in the Ontario Hockey League.

"I felt that things were going my way a little bit more in the face-off dot," he said. "I got my timing right and I tried to figure guys out."

Demanding Canucks coach John Tortorella liked what he saw of Horvat -- at times.

"He played well in the second half of the game," said Tortorella. "He has a lot to learn about the game and momentums of games, as he should. But you can see what's there."

Yannick Weber and Jannik Hanson both scored a goal and added an assist as the Canucks posted their first pre-season win in four outings.

Hansen's first-period power-play goal, which put the Canucks up 2-0, proved to be the winner. Weber, who turned 25 on Monday, put the Canucks ahead 3-1 with a slapshot from the point at the 11-minute mark of the second period.

The Morges, Switzerland native, who signed as a free agent in July after five seasons with the Montreal Canadiens organization, now has four points in three exhibition games. Known for offensive prowess with the Habs before they let him go, he was glad to contribute as the Canucks, featuring mostly veterans, controlled play throughout the game.

"I think we have a good group (of young right-handed defencemen) that's fighting for spots," said Weber. "For me, it's just important to play my game and show them what I can do, especially after last season."

Tortorella liked what he saw of the rearguard.

"Webs has had his ups and downs, played better tonight," said Tortorella. "I think Webs being surrounded a little bit more with National Hockey Leaguers has helped him tonight. I thought he played well."

Tortorella was also impressed with Santorelli, a 27-year-old Vancouver native who is trying to crack the Canucks lineup after splitting last season with Florida and Winnipeg.

"Santorelli's played well from day one," said Tortorella. "He's making a pretty good case for himself."

Chris Higgins and Jason Garrison also scored for the Canucks.

Martin Hanzal replied for the Coyotes.

Canucks goaltender Roberto Luongo picked up his first win of the pre-season as he played the full 60 minutes, recording 21 saves while rarely tested. Luongo saw his first action since allowing four goals in the first 12:24 in a 4-1 home loss to Edmonton last week.

"I felt good," said Luongo. "Like I said before camp even started, I'm not worried about results right now. It's more of a process."

Notes: Kassian was suspended Monday for the rest of the pre-season and the first five games of the regular season for a high-sticking incident against Edmonton centre Sam Gagner on Saturday. Gagner suffered a broken jaw on the play and is out indefinitely. ... Fellow Canuck winger Weise was suspended for the rest of the pre-season for a hit to the head on Taylor Hall in the same game. ... Canucks 2012 top pick Brendan Gaunce also got into the game because of the suspensions. ... Phoenix captain Shane Doan and centre Mike Ribeiro were among Coyote regulars who sat out. ... Vancouver's Daniel and Henrik Sedin were used as penalty-killers. ... Former Vancouver Giants star Gilbert Brule is getting a chance at a second stint with the Coyotes. Brule, the sixth overall pick by Columbus in 2006, is on a professional tryout with Phoenix, where he spent 33 games in the 2011-12 season following a trade from Edmonton. He toiled in Switzerland for 14 games last season. ... Vancouver's David Booth remained sidelined with a groin injury that he suffered Saturday in the morning skate prior to the game against Edmonton. Booth was slated to make his return in that game from an ankle injury that had kept him out since March. But the groin injury kept him off the ice.

Phoenix Coyotes sending 2013 first-round pick Max Domi back to London Knights. 


By Morris Dalla Costa, The London Free Press 

 Saturday, September 28, 2013 10:18:49 EDT PM
One guy’s back with another three guys still to go.

The Phoenix Coyotes are sending 2013 first-round pick Max Domi back to his London Knights of the Ontario Hockey League.

Domi announced the move on his twitter.

“Had an amazing experience in Phoenix!” Domi tweeted. “Learned a lot and can't thank everyone enough! So pumped to get back at it with the boys in London!”

It will be a relief for the Knights to get him back. Most people believed that he had the best chance to stick in the NHL of the four Knights still there because of his offensive skill. The Coyotes are in need of someone with lot of offence.

Domi was the 12th pick in the draft. He appeared in four preseason games. He had no goals and an assist. Domi had 39 goals and 87 points in 64 regular-season games for the Knights of last season before adding 11 goals and 32 points in 21 postseason contests.

Knights who are still with their NHL teams are Olli Maatta with the Pittsburgh Penguins, Bo Horvat with Vancouver who has already been told he’ll start the season with the Canucks and defenceman Nikita Zadorov with the Buffalo Sabres. Zadorov hurt a finger when he blocked a shot on Friday and is expected to be out two weeks.

London will be the host of the 2014 Memorial Cup, so the Knights will have an automatic berth. Now Domi will also have a shot at making Canada’s be 2014 world junior team.
Canes 1, Sabres 0 (preseason)

Submitted by chipalexander on 09/27/2013 - 18:38 

Bookmark and Share

Tags: Canes Now

RALEIGH -- For the Carolina Hurricanes, the preliminaries are all but over. 

The Canes played their final preseason game Friday at PNC Arena, Buffalo Sabres 1-0 to close the preseason with three straight victories after losing the first three.

Canes coach Kirk Muller said he would take the first three or four preseason games to make personnel evaluations, then determine what areas of their game needed to "fine-tuned" before the Oct. 4 season-opener against the Detroit Red Wings. 

After six preseason games, the Canes' penalty-killing appears to be a strength and much improved. 

The power play? It still needs work, even with forwards Alexander Semin, Jeff Skinner and Tuomo Ruutu out with injuries.

Cam Ward was back in net Friday, going back-to-back. Ward had 25 saves and was sharp Thursday in the 2-1 road win at Columbus, but didn't see nearly as much work against a Sabres lineup that had six rookies.

Pat Dwyer's shorthanded goal early in the second period gave the Canes a 1-0 lead. After some good stickwork by Jordan Staal in the Canes' zone, Dwyer streaked down the left wing with the puck. Dwyer caught Sabres goalie Ryan Miller leaning toward the post and ripped a shot glove-side for the goal with 17:21 left in the second.

The Canes, the quicker, more aggressive team, had a 22-7 shooting edge after two periods, keeping Miller on the move. The Canes had 17 shots to Buffalo's four in a scoreless first period.

Nathan Gerbe, who scored twice Thursday in the 2-1 win at Columbus, had four of the Canes' shots in the period. Gerbe again was the most active Canes forward, zipping around the offensive zone against his former team.

Ward was virtually untested until the final four minutes of the first period. Ward stopped a wraparound attempt after leaving the crease to play the puck, then another stop on a shot from the left circle.

The Canes had more jump, quicker sticks and better anticipation than the Sabres in the first period, in all three zones, but couldn't find a way to get the puck past Miller.

The Sabres had an early power play after Kevin Westgarth was called for holding, but the Canes easily killed it off. Carolina came into the game 23-of-25 on the penalty kill in their first five preseason games while the Sabres were 1-for-22 on the power play.

Carolina also had a first-period power play as the Sabres' Kevin Porter was penalized for kneeing at 11:44. The Canes had three shots but Miller made the saves.

With 5:49 left in the first, Jordan Staal had an open look from the left circle and rifled a shot that Miller stopped. The Staal line, with Gerbe and Dwyer, was Carolina's best at Columbus and continues to build some chemistry and cohesiveness.

The Sabres went on the power play early in the second after Thomas Vanek made a strong move to the net, forcing a hooking penalty on Canes defenseman Ryan Murphy. But the Canes struck on Dwyer's goal.

Injuries remain a lingering concern for the Hurricanes. Muller indicated Semin and Skinner could return soon -- the Canes have an off-day Saturday -- but Ruutu's lower-body injury appears to be more serious. 

The Canes also must make a decision on forward Elias Lindholm, their first-round draft pick this year. Lindholm has played just one preseason game and has missed practice time because of a hand injury. 

Read more here: http://blogs.newsobserver.com/canes/sabres-canes-preseason#storylink=cpy
Stars wrap up pre-season with 4-0 win over Edmonton to go 5-0-2

By Mike Heika

mheika@dallasnews.com

1:06 am on September 28, 2013  | Permalink
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Colorado Avalanche goalie Semyon Varlamov (1) deflects a shot attempt by Dallas Stars center Tyler Seguin (91) in the third period of NHL Hockey action at the American Airlines Center in Dallas, Texas on Thursday, September 26, 2013. (Brad Loper/The Dallas Morning News)

Check out video highlights from The Edmonton Oilers website on Dallas’ 4-0 win over the Oilers in Oklahoma City Friday. They did not keep full NHL stats, but the Stars received goals from Austin Smith, Luke Gazdic, Vern Fiddler and Brett Ritchie. Dan Ellis had 20 saves in recording the shutout.

The bad thing about winning in the pre-season is it doesn’t mean anything.

The great thing about winning in the pre-season is that it’s a lot better than losing.

The Stars capped off a tidy little pre-season Friday with a 4-0 win over Edmonton in Oklahoma City. It was a fantastic game from a group that will be defined mostly as role players and reserves, with Dallas holding a 29-20 edge in shots on goal, controlling the game early and frustrating an Oilers lineup that featured most of the best players.

Dallas finishes the exhibition slate with a 5-0-2 record. Only Boston is better at 6-1-0. The Stars outscored the opposition 28-16. They won games in Colorado, San Antonio and Oklahoma City. They played their two best games at the end. Those are all good things.

If you look down the final run of stats, there’s a lot to like.

_ Tyler Seguin led the team in scoring with a goal and six assists. That’s seven points in five games, and is indicative of how quickly he is going to be able to roll up points as a No. 1 center. He reminds you of a quicker version of Brad Richards at times, and Richards posted one of the highest scoring seasons in Dallas history with 91 points in 2009-10. That’s a ridiculous total to throw out there as an expectation for Seguin, 21, but it’s worth a discussion at the end of pre-season. Bottom line, he fits in the system, he will get plenty of power play time, and the Stars appear to have the ability to score goals. As much as there is focus on Jamie Benn being named captain, and the close watch on 18-year-old phenom Valeri Nichushkin, Seguin is the most important acquisition for Jim Nill. Fantasy players should take note of his performance.

_ Both Nichushkin and Alex Chiasson seem ready to help with the offense. Each had three goals in the pre-season, and each looked really good at times. Each also was inconsistent in his ability to score, as would be expected of two rookies. Nichushkin’s energy level (both high and low) was visible to fans pretty much every game. He started with a huge surge early in his two-goal, nine-shot game against St. Louis, he dipped in the middle, and he came back with a second wind in the final two games. He needs this down time before Thursday’s opener to recharge. He very much wants to be here and very much will do whatever the coaches ask him to. But his body is only going to let him do so much in his first year of the physical, grinding, marathon that is an NHL season, and the coaches are going to have to read that. Chiasson seems ready for the spotlight at age 22. He is a lanky, well-conditioned player, and he might only get better as the season goes on. He finished with five points (3 goals, 2 assists) in five games.

_ Jamie Benn is a goal-scoring winger. His history says he can be among the best in the league. He was in junior hockey. He was in the AHL. Now we get a chance to see if he can be a top scorer in the NHL after his move from center to left wing. Benn finished the pre-season with four goals in five games and had 19 shots on goal (that’s a pace for more than 300 in an 82-game season). He’s a fit with Seguin. The decision to use Benn and Seguin as penalty-killers will pay off later. There could be some hiccups early on, but they will force the opposing power play to take not of their speed. I probably make too big a deal out of it, but his second-period leadership surge in Denver (where he helped push the Stars to a four-goal period and a 17-7 advantage in shots on goal) is a glimpse of what he can be for this team.

_ The goaltending looks solid. There were plenty of uneven team performances in the pre-season, and the Stars officially were square in shots for to shots against at 199-199. That meant the goaltending was under fire at times. Both Kari Lehtonen and Dan Ellis were excellent in their warm-up games. Lehtonen played 213 minutes, went 2-0-1 and posted a 1.97 GAA and a .931 save percentage. Ellis was even better in his 150 minutes. He had a 2-0-0 record with a 1.20 GAA and .950 save percentage. That can all unravel in one game, but it’s clear both have worked hard over the summer and are ready to start the season. Lehtonen is so quietly consistent, we forget that he probably has made the last three years look better than they really were.

_ I’m still not sure how to read the defense as a group. Alex Goligoski finished with a great game on Thursday, and looked good with Sergei Gonchar as his partner. Brenden Dillon looks like just a solid veteran defenseman at age 22. Jamie Oleksiak looks very close to being ready to make the step up, and Kevin Connauton also impressed in his time on the ice. Trevor Daley’s upper body injury is the mystery for the group. If he’s healthy and ready to start the season, he can help anchor the third pair (or even move up and play beside Dillon), and things will probably look better. If the he is bothered long-term and the Stars will have a rotation of Connauton, Oleksiak and Jordie Benn in early, the defense still could be a question mark. Defensemen have a tough job, because their mistakes stand out, but there were several moments in the pre-season when you still were very concerned for this group as a whole.

_ The Stars appear to have legitimate depth scoring. Whether that’s Antoine Roussel powering to the net, Vern Fiddler chipping in a goal or Colton Sceviour adding some pop as a call-up from the minors, the Stars do seem to have solid depth in the organization. Friday’s hard-working win over Edmonton’s top lineup was an indication that the Texas Stars should be pretty good, and that the Dallas Stars have some help in case of injuries. Jim Nill talks all the time about depth, and he’s serious in believing that having those players at the ready is necessary to get the extra points you need to make the playoffs. The Stars could very much be in a tough race to finish seventh or eighth in the West, and Nill wants to cover all his bases and be sure to pick up those extra points whenever possible. Friday’s game was a nice display of what the Stars have.

Bottom line, this team fattened up in pre-season on some NHL squads that have struggled of late. The Panthers were the worst team in hockey last year. The Avalanche still is trying to rebuild and has a new coaching staff. The Blues found a way to walk out of its two games with four points _ a concern from too many close games the Stars lost last season. Even the Oilers still have some flaws, despite a 5-2-1 pre-season mark.

The Stars actually get to wade into the regular season schedule with just two games in the first eight days and five in the first 14, so we could still be unsure of their direction even two weeks from now. But, as a fan, it’s nice to be unsure with some big wins and nice stats behind you rather than a losing record and a lot of questions.

That’s what you can take out of the pre-season right now.

Stars look at final pre-season game as important opportunity to view depth players

By Mike Heika

mheika@dallasnews.com

1:31 pm on September 27, 2013  | Permalink
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It’s easy to say the Stars are using a throw-away lineup on Friday night when they play the Edmonton Oilers at Oklahoma City in the final pre-season game.

Dallas played its opening night lineup Thursday at home in a 5-1 win over Colorado, and will force only seven players to show up for the second night of back-to-backs. Just looking at the lineup reveals few familiar names.

Lane MacDermid-Cody Eakin-Valeri Nichushkin

Ryan Garbutt-Vernon Fiddler-Brett Ritchie

Antoine Roussel-Chris Mueller-Colton Sceviour

Luke Gazdic-Travis Morin-Austin Smith

Kevin Connauton-Jamie Oleksiak

Brenden Dillon-Maxime Fortunus

Patrik Nemeth-Jyrki Jokipakka

Dan Ellis is expected to play the full game in net.

Not quite as thrilling as Thursday, right?

But if you look deeper, any one of these players could find himself in the NHL lineup this season. Oleksiak is a heartbeat away and could start the season with the Stars. Many have Connauton written in pencil ahead of Jordie Benn. Ritchie and Jokipakka are future NHLers in their first pro season. Mueller and Sceviour have looked great in pre-season and are still in the discussion to be among the final 23 players.

It’s a sturdy group, and one that displays the depth the organization believes it has.

“It’s an opportunity for guys to play in roles they might not normally get into,” said coach Lindy Ruff. “Some guys who don’t get special teams play will get to play special teams tonight.”

The game also is unique in that Ruff still is trying to learn the organization. Maxime Fortunus is one of the most dependable players on the AHL roster and often is one of the first people considered for call-up when an NHL defenseman is hurt. Ruff can garner a lot from watching him play in a game.

“In my case, I want to take a longer look at a lot of guys, because I’m not familiar with a lot of players,” Ruff said. “Next year, I’ll have a much better idea of the players we have, and we’ll probably do things differently.”

Garbutt talks about game misconduct: Ryan Garbutt is expected to be in the lineup tonight after getting a five-minute major and game misconduct for interference on Thursday. The rare call on a fairly new penalty came after Garbutt hit Colorado’s Tyson Barrie in the neutral zone just after a shift change.

“I came off the bench, took a few strides and saw the guy coming at me and we just sort of collided at center ice,” Garbutt said. “I think it might have been a little late, but it was definitely accidental. I was trying to get out of the way.”

The game misconduct will count against Garbutt’s career slate, and depending on if he gets more and if he gets them in the same category, he could be suspended in the future for accumulation of game misconducts. But he said he doesn’t believe it will impact how he plays.

“You definitely want to learn from it and not do it again,” he said. “I’m not out to take anybody’s head off, so I’ll try to avoid any more game misconducts the rest of the year.”

Hall, Roussel could meet again: One of Antoine Roussel’s favorite targets last season during the lockout was Taylor Hall. Roussel was an agitator for Texas of the AHL, Hall a scorer for Oklahoma City. Roussel so infuriated Hall that the two even had a fight.

So could that relationship be sparked tonight when Dallas and Edmonton meet in pre-season action in OKC? It will be worth watching.

You can get Edmonton updates

Stars take 5-1 win over Colorado to move to 4-0-2 in pre-season

By Mike Heika

mheika@dallasnews.com

11:29 pm on September 26, 2013  | Permalink
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The Stars beat Colorado 5-1 at AAC Tuesday. Cody Eastwood strings together some fantastic highlights for you here via the magic of videotape (it’s probably actually digital or something, but he makes it feel like videotape). Stick around until the end, because Valeri Nichushkin’s goal is worth it.

If Thursday’s game was a dress rehearsal, the Stars looked pretty good.

Dallas outshot Colorado 8-1 in the first period, eventually took a 4-0 lead and then cruised home with a 5-1 victory. The Stars had a loaded lineup with all of its top players in place and threw out these lines.

Jamie Benn-Tyler Seguin-Erik Cole

Ray Whitney-Cody Eakin-Alex Chiasson

Antoine Roussel-Shawn Horcoff-Valeri Nichushkin

Lane MacDermid-Vernon Fiddler-Ryan Garbutt

Alex Goligoski-Sergei Gonchar

Brenden Dillon-Stephane Robidas

Jordie Benn-Jamie Oleksiak

The lines were juggled after Ryan Garbutt received a game misconduct in the first period. Garbutt made a late hit on Colorado’s Tyson Barrie and received a rare five-minute major for interference. However, the top six chemistry that coach Lindy Ruff was looking for seemed pretty clear.

Cole played well with Seguin and Benn. He scored a goal on a slick move around a defenseman followed by a nice wrister and finished with four shots on goal in 16:03. Seguin had two assists and four shots on goal in 20:04, and Benn had no points and one shot on goal in 18:40. Seguin now has a goal and six assists in five pre-season games.

The second line tallied two goals, as Alex Chiasson scored both. The rookie forward looked good on the right wing and did a lot of his damage in front of the net. Whitney finished with two assists. Eakin had no points, but had three shots on goal and went 9-5 (64 percent) in the faceoff circle.

Garbutt was ejected after 3:40 in ice time and Lane MacDermid played 5:11, so the quartet of Vern Fiddler, Antoine Roussel, Valeri Nichushkin and Shawn Horcoff shuffled a lot. Horcoff and Fiddler combined to go 10-10 in the faceoff circle, and the Stars as a team were 26-25.

Nichushkin had another highlight reel goal late in the game. The big winger powered down the right side and made a tremendous move at the net to stuff in his third goal of the preseason. He has looked tired at times in recent game, but that goal was a reminder of his potential.

Alex Goligoski had a goal and two assists in 21:51 of ice time. He and Sergei Gonchar each finished plus-3 and that pairing looked good. Goligoski has had an up-and-down camp, but he was solid on Thursday.

*They did not have a replay of the Garbutt hit, so we’re not sure how late or how intense it was. The Stars will likely have the league take a look at it to see if it was worthy of a major penalty.

*Dallas plays against Edmonton at Oklahoma City Friday. Dan Ellis will likely get the entire game in net, while you will likely see players like Colton Sceviour, Kevin Connauton, Jyrki Jokipakka, Patrik Nemeth, Chris Mueller, Travis Morin, Matej Stransky and some holdover veterans from Thursday’s game.

He said it: Stars’ quotes following 5-1 win over Colorado

By Mike Heika

mheika@dallasnews.com

10:57 pm on September 26, 2013  | Permalink
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Courtesy of the Stars’ PR Staff:

Stars Head Coach Lindy Ruff:

On Erik Cole and Alex Chiasson’s play in tonight’s game:

“Both guys were good. Erik probably gave us his best game of the preseason and Chiasson was close behind it so it was nice to see. I thought Erik really skated well and was probably in on four or five good opportunities.”

On the team’s defense tonight:

“We gave up a dozen or so shots on penalty killing, but 5-on-5 I thought we did a pretty nice job. There were a couple of kills and a couple of shifts where we got caught and we just stayed inside and weathered the storm, but other than that it was a good showing.”

On Kari Lehtonen’s play tonight:

“He made a couple big saves at the right time. There wasn’t a lot of action and you worry about a goaltender that doesn’t get a lot of action. He was there when we needed him.”

On using this game as an evaluation for the season ahead:

“I think they got a good handle of how we want to play and you know that’s important – we’ve got a big week ahead of us. So tonight was a good game to look at and take film from and just hammer home the small areas of the game.”

Stars forward Alex Chiasson:

On how the team played tonight:

“I think just the way we started compared to last game. I think were outshooting them in the first 10-1 and that’s good. I think we came out pretty quick. We looked pretty good in their defensive zone and I think that was one of the keys tonight. Overall it was a great effort, Kari [Lehtonen] played outstanding and I’m looking forward to next weekend”

On his goals tonight:

“I think most of my goals come from [in front of the net], that’s where I’m comfortable. If you don’t go in front of the net, you won’t get scoring chances. For me, really, it’s just to go [in front of the net]. There are other guys on the team that are good shooters and good passers, and if I go there I can usually get the chances throughout the game.”

Avalanche forward Matt Duchene:

On what the team can take away from the game tonight: 

“It was a sloppy game on our part, they made it tough on us. We weren’t sharp enough tonight. We’re learning new systems right now, and I think at times we’ve got to be diligent there, but you also can’t forget to play the rest of the game too. I think our offense suffered a little bit tonight just from that. Once we got the puck, we did not have the killer instinct, that attack mode going, and I think that will be something we need to work on.”

On playing the Stars in back-to-back games: 

“They had a full line up tonight, and they are going to be a good team, and they are in our division, and we got to have a good record against them simple as that. So obviously, we dropped two preseason [games], but they don’t really mean anything. We’ve got to be ready for them once the season starts.”

Stars should bring lineup that’s pretty close to `opening night’ Thursday vs. Colorado

By Mike Heika

mheika@dallasnews.com

12:50 pm on September 26, 2013  | Permalink
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There still is a week left before the season opener Oct. 3 vs. Florida, and the Stars still have to play their final exhibition game Friday vs. Edmonton in Oklahoma City, but there should be a real regular season feel to the lineup Dallas uses tonight vs. Colorado in pre-season action at American Airlines Center

The 3-0-2 Stars will likely go with something that looks like this:

Jamie Benn-Tyler Seguin-Erik Cole

Ray Whitney-Cody Eakin-Alex Chiasson

Antoine Roussel-Shawn Horcoff-Valeri Nichushkin

Lane MacDermid-Vernon Fiddler-Ryan Garbutt

Sergei Gonchar-Alex Goligoski

Brenden Dillon-Stephane Robidas

Jordie Benn-Jamie Oleksiak

Kari Lehtonen is expected to go the entire game in goal with Dan Ellis as his back-up.

Now, there is a chance that Trevor Daley (upper body), who skated Thursday, could be ready to come back in and that Jamie Oleksiak will start the season in the AHL. There’s also the chance that a player like Colton Sceviour continues to impress on Friday in Oklahoma City and that he finds a way to get in the season opener.

But, there’s also a good chance this is your team.

Rich Peverley  (irregular heartbeat) is expected to return after the first game, and that would likely mean some shuffling with the forwards, so this all might be a frustrating exercise anyway as we’re looking at something different by the Washington game. But, hey, it’s pre-season and you’re hockey fans, so you probably enjoy a frustrating exercise.

Stars coach Lindy Ruff is looking for more consistency from his team.

“I’d like to see us tighten up some of our plays,” Ruff said of the team’s sloppy ending to a 5-3 win over Colorado on Tuesday in Denver. “I think in pre-season, you try to make an impression, you take some chances, and we gave up some opportunities as a team I don’t want to see us giving up when we are leading.”

As for the players still trying to make an impression:

“From an evaluating standpoint, whether it is tonight or tomorrow night, they’re really good games to seat the players where you think they are going to be on the depth chart _ whether you think they need more games or ice time, being here and playing a little bit vs. being in Austin and playing a lot and developing quicker,” Ruff said. “These two games will be good for looking at that.”

The Stars also will have their only pre-season radio broadcast. Ralph and Razor will get their warm-up broadcast on The Ticket (1310AM). Pre-game show starts at 7 p.m. Newcomer Josh Bogorad and Bruce Levine will handle both pre-game and post-game duties on the radio this season.
Panthers sign Boyes, Gilbert; reacquire Barch and down Lightning 5-3 in preseason finale 

Versteeg pots two goals in third period as goalie Tim Thomas plays first complete game in 17 months
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By Harvey Fialkov, Sun Sentinel

10:16 p.m. EDT, September 28, 2013

SUNRISE — 

Veteran winger Brad Boyes was relieved that he wouldn't have to Skype his 2-year-old daughter Taylor or his pregnant wife, Elissa, back home in Toronto for too much longer after he signed a one-year deal with the Panthers Saturday morning, thus ending a limbo-like status that he's never experienced before.

Several hours later Boyes celebrated his contract with his second goal of the preseason off a sweet feed from Kris Versteeg to help the Panther down the Lightning 5-3 at the BB&T Center. Versteeg added the game-winner and an empty-netter in the third period for his first goals since returning from anterior cruciate ligament surgery in March.

Panthers forward Marcel Goc took a puck to the face and defenseman Erik Gudbranson sustained an upper-body injury after being rammed into the boards by Lightning's Richard Panik in the second period. Neither returned, but coach Kevin Dineen said Gudbranson was,"banging on his door,'' to return, and Goc was kept out as a precaution.

Panthers goalie Tim Thomas played his first complete game in 17 months, and gave up one softie (19 saves), however, Jesse Winchester and Scott Gomez added goals to help Florida snap its four-game losing streak and end the preseason at 3-1-3. The Panthers will meet Tampa Bay (5-2) for real on Oct. 10 in the Lightning's home-opener.

"[Thomas] just gives us a level of confidence,'' Dineen said.

In addition to Boyes, the Panthers solidified their tentative 23-man opening-night roster by signing veteran defenseman Tom Gilbert, who like Boyes was invited to training camp on a professional tryout, and by bringing back enforcer-type forward Krys Barch in a trade with the Devils.

"I haven't seen my daughter in several weeks, now she's speaking more with a little attitude and she'd give the phone a kiss or a hug,'' Boyes said. "There's that definite sense of relief.''

Both Boyes, and Gilbert, 30, a seven-year NHLer with Edmonton and Minnesota, will receive an estimated $1 million. The Panthers will inherit Barch's $750,000 salary after shipping center Scott Timmins with a 2014 sixth-round draft pick to New Jersey, who gave Florida its 2015 seventh-round selection.

"Boyes and [Patrice] Bergeron were bright spots on the team that year; they had breakout years,'' said Thomas, who played with Boyes in Boston in 2006-07. "He's got the natural scoring touch. If he gets in the right spot with the right amount of time he's going to score more often than not.''

The Panthers have been missing that fourth-line toughie since trading George Parros to Montreal last summer. Barch, 33, played 41 games for Florida in the 2011-12 season and notched five points with 91 PIMs, incuding 12 fights.

"He was a big piece of our team a few years ago, especially we didn't have the toughest team,'' Versteeg said. "He keeps other teams pretty honest and … he's not just a tough guy, he can be a pest out there and cause a ruckus.''

Barch has had 100 fights during his seven-year career, according to Hockeyfights.com.

Bergenheim skates

For the first time this preseason forward Sean Bergenheim skated with the team during morning skate Saturday, albeit in a non-contact yellow jersey.

Dineen said that Bergenheim, who is slowly recovering from surgeries on his hip and abdomen, is improving, but still, "has a ways to go.'' …

Veteran forward Bobby Butler cleared waivers and will report to San Antonio.
Panthers sign Boyes, Gilbert, bring back enforcer Barch 
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Pittsburgh Penguins vs. New Jersey Devils 

Pittsburgh Penguins defenseman Deryk Engelland and New Jersey Devils right wing Krys Barch (R) fight in the first period of their NHL hockey game in Newark, New Jersey, February 9, 2013. (RAY STUBBLEBINE, REUTERS / February 9, 2013) 

By Harvey FialkovSun Sentinel

12:33 p.m. EDT, September 28, 2013

Veteran winger Brad Boyes was relieved that he wouldn’t have to Skype his 2-year-old daughter Taylor or his pregnant wife, Elissa, back home in Toronto for too much longer after he signed a one-year deal with the Panthers Saturday, thus ending a limbo-like status that he’s never experienced before.

On the morning before their preseason finale against the Tampa Bay Lightning, the Panthers also solidified their tentative 23-man opening-night roster by signing veteran defenseman Tom Gilbert, who like Boyes was invited to training camp on a professional tryout offer (PTO), and by bringing back enforcer-type forward Krys Barch in a trade with the New Jersey Devils.

“I haven’t seen my daughter in several weeks, now she’s speaking more with a little attitude and she’d give the phone a kiss or a hug,’’ said Boyes, 31, who has 168 goals in 606 games, and shifted from the right to the left side to play on a line with Kris Versteeg and rookie center Aleksander Barkov.

“There’s that definite sense of relief, now I can get that stuff organized and having then come down here to try to get settled. … I don’t know if I ever have [tried out] even in junior I had a contract, to [either] go back to minor hockey or stay.’’

Both Boyes, and Gilbert, 30, a seven-year veteran with Edmonton and Minnesota, will receive an estimated $1 million, according to TSN. The Panthers will inherit Barch’s $750,000 price tag after shipping center Scott Timmins with a 2014 sixth-round draft pick to New Jersey, who also surrendered its 2015 seventh-round selection.

“Boyes and [Patrice] Bergeron were bright spots on the team that year; they had breakout years,’’ said Panthers goale Tim Thomas, who played with Boyes on the Bruins in 2006-07. “He’s got the natural scoring touch. If he gets in the right spot with the right amount of time he’s going to score more often than not.’’

Timmins, 24, a sixth-round Panthers’ pick in 2009, has one goal in 14 NHL games in parts of two seasons with Florida. Timmins rejoins Devils coach Pete DeBoer, who he played for in Florida and in juniors (Kitchener). He was arrested last season in a bizarre incident in San Antonio, and charged with criminal tresspass for allegedly wandering into a house he didn’t own after a night of drinking with his Rampage teammates.

The Panthers have been missing that fourth-line toughie since trading George Parros to Montreal last summer. Barch, 33, played 41 games for the Panthers in the 2011-12 season in which they snapped their 10-season playoff drought. He notched five points with 91 penalty minutes, incuding 12 fights.

“He was a big piece of our team a few  years ago, especially we didn’t have the toughest team,’’ Versteeg said. ‘He keeps other teams pretty honest and … he’s not just a tough guy, he can be a pest out there, cause a ruckus and use his fists.’’

Barch, who already has three fights this preseason, has had 100 fights during his seven-year career, according to Hockeyfights.com. He had 44 penalty minutes and no points in just 22 games for the Devils last season.

“Toughness and character and a good dressing-room presence,’’ Panthers coach Kevin Dineen said of Barch. “He’s a hard-nosed guy, cut from the mold of being all about the team. He can skate, is aggressive on the forecheck and understands his role as a teammate.’’

Boyes notched 76 goals over two seasons for St. Louis (2007-09), and had 12 power-play assists for the Islanders last season. Gilbert, who notched the primary assists on both of Jonathan Huberdeau’s power-play goals in Thursday’s 3-2 overtime loss to Tampa Bay, is comfortable at the point with the extra skater alongside Brian Campbell.

“We got a good handle on what he brings on the upside and maybe on the limitation side as well,’’ Dineen said of Boyes . “It’s a good solid signing for us and a good reflection of our big news yesterday with [Vincent Viola and Douglas Cifu] taking control of the team.’’

Bergenheim joins morning skate

For the first time this preseason oft-injured forward Sean Bergenheim skated with the team during morning skate Saturday, albeit in a non-contact yellow jersey.

Dineen said that Bergenheim, who is slowly recovering from surgeries on his hip and abdomen last March, is improving, but still, “has a ways to go.’’

“I got to get him up to speed on things we’re working on as a group,’’ Dineen said. “It was good to have him out there with the whole group. We’re excited, but that isn’t anytime in the near future.’’ …

Veteran forward Bobby Butler cleared waivers and will report to San Antonio, Florida’s AHL affiliate. …

Thomas is starting and expected to play the entire game tonight.

Panthers draw inspiration from new owner, new goalie and returning pieces 

Three critical players to team's success: Thomas, Versteeg and Huberdeau made successful returns
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By Harvey Fialkov, Sun Sentinel

6:38 p.m. EDT, September 27, 2013

SUNRISE — 

In a whirlwind span of 15 hours the Panthers gained instant stability with the introduction of a determined, owner with deep pockets, the preseason return of two of their top scoring forwards and the solid debut of a two-time Vezina Trophy-winning goaltender.

About 30 minutes after dapper new owner Vincent Viola was introduced in a news conference held in posh Club Red in the BB&T Center on Friday morning, he went to the Panthers locker room where he delivered a fiery speech depicting his personal journey of success.

No one was more impressed than newly signed goalie Tim Thomas, who despite not playing in a game in 17 months, stopped nine of 10 shots in 1 1/2 periods in Thursday's 3-2 overtime loss to the Lightning in Estero's Germain Arena.

"[Viola] has an aura about him. He breeds confidence from my perspective,'' said Thomas, 39, whose one-year incentive-laden deal starting at $2.5 million was approved by the league just two hours before game time. "He's a leader and I'm very happy to be coming into the organization the same time he is. … I'm excited about the whole direction of everything that's going on here.''

Kris Versteeg, who had 54 points to help the Panthers snap their 10-season playoff drought in 2011-12, but just four points in 10 games last season before sustaining a torn anterior cruciate ligament, returned to the ice for the first time in six months.

"Obviously, it's a little sore, that just comes with the territory. I was excited with how I felt throughout the entire game,'' Versteeg said. "I had my mobility, too, so that was the biggest part.''

Versteeg is also pumped by the addition of a Stanley Cup champion goalie in net and an owner who will allow General Manager Dale Tallon to pay for top-tier talent, something he wasn't allowed to do this past summer with the budget basically frozen.

"He told a story today that was inspirational, about how he came from nothing and made himself into who he is today, a pretty successful person,'' Versteeg said of Viola. "It definitely gives all the players a little more bounce in their step when he talks about taking care of everyone and doing it the right way.''

Jonathan Huberdeau, 20, who seems to have a flair for the dramatic, began his second season with two power-play goals in his first game back after recovering from hip surgery.

"It felt really good; I was anxious in my first game in five months but it went pretty well and I want to build on that,'' said Huberdeau, who had a goal and two assists in his first NHL game.

Both coach Kevin Dineen and Tallon were all smiles while listening to Viola talk about supplying the needed "resources to accomplish your mission.''

"It's a great day for us, my job just got easier,'' said Dineen, who along with team president Michael Yormark and Tallon visited Viola in New York. "His expectations are extremely high, and he expects an honest day's work.''

Roster pared

The Panthers sent goalie Michael Houser and forward Quinton Howden to San Antonio. They also placed forward Bobby Butler on waivers.

The roster contains 22 healthy bodies, including forward Brad Boyes and defenseman Tom Gilbert, veterans on performance tryouts who Tallon indicated would be signed this weekend.

It appears that versatile fourth-line forward Jesse Winchester will make the opening-night roster, however, Tallon said he's still searching for depth on the blue line and for, "whatever makes us better,'' when Monday's waiver list comes out. …

Dineen didn't commit to starting Thomas in Saturday night's preseason finale against the Lightning at home.

WES GILBERTSON, QMI Agency

Sep 29, 2013 

, Last Updated:  1:14 AM ET

Joe Colborne is headed home.

The Flames acquired the Calgary-raised centre from the Toronto Maple Leafs late Saturday in exchange for a fourth-round pick in the 2014 NHL Entry Draft.

The 23-year-old has just 16 NHL outings on his resume but was highly recommended by former Maple Leafs GM Brian Burke, who just joined the Flames as president of hockey operations.

“With the opportunity to speak with Brian Burke and learn about Joe's hockey sense and character from someone who had him as a player and knows him so well, it became clear to us that this is the type of young, big centre we need,” said Flames GM Jay Feaster in a statement. “He fits in very well with our rebuild and provides size up the middle which we believe is critical going forward.

“The fact that he is from Calgary is an added bonus. We look forward to welcoming him to the Flames family.”

At 6-foot-5 and 213 lb., Colborne immediately becomes the Flames' biggest centre.

He had 14 goals and 42 points in 65 skates for the AHL's Toronto Marlies last season and was held off the scoresheet in five appearances with the Leafs.

Colborne has one goal and five assists in 16 NHL games.

He'll earn US$600,000 this season.
Canucks pick up Zac Dalpe and Jeremy Welsh from the Carolina Hurricanes

Deal exchanges Kellan Tochkin and fourth round 2014 entry draft pick

By Tracey Tufnail, Vancouver SunSeptember 29, 2013 1:01 AM
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Photos ( 1 )

Carolina Hurricanes' Zac Dalpe (22) and Ottawa Senators' Erik Karlsson (65), of Sweden, fall to the ice while chasing the puck during the second period of an NHL hockey game in Raleigh, N.C., Friday, Feb. 1, 2013. Dalpe was picked up by the Canucks Saturday.

Carolina Hurricanes' Zac Dalpe (22) and Ottawa Senators' Erik Karlsson (65), of Sweden, fall to the ice while chasing the puck during the second period of an NHL hockey game in Raleigh, N.C., Friday, Feb. 1, 2013. Dalpe was picked up by the Canucks Saturday.
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More on This Story

Canucks first-round draft picks through the years

New dad Weise times suspension well

Either Shinkaruk, Horvat could get starting nod

Now for the real season to begin

The Vancouver Canucks have acquired right wing Zac Dalpe and centre Jeremy Welsh from the Carolina Hurricanes in exchange for Kellan Tochkin and the fourth round pick in the 2014 NHL Entry Draft, general manager Mike Gillis announced late Saturday.

Dalpe, 23, split the 2012-13 season between the Hurricanes and Charlotte Checkers of the AHL. With Carolina, the 6’1”, 195-pound right winger posted three points (1-2-3) in ten games played. He also recorded 42 points (21-21-42) and 12 penalty minutes in 54 games with Charlotte. The Paris, Ontario native has played in 41 NHL games, registering 10 career points (5-5-10).

Welsh, 25, played in five games, recording one assist with the Carolina Hurricanes in 2012.13. He also appeared in 69 games, collecting 26 points 14-12-26, with Charlotte last season. The 6’3”, 210-pound Bayfield, Ontario native has played in six career NHL games.
Either Shinkaruk or Horvat likely to get call on opening night

By Brad Ziemer, Vancouver SunSeptember 27, 2013
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Hunter Shinkaruk celebrates after scoring a goal against the San Jose Sharks during the third period of NHL Pre-Season action at Rogers Arena.

Hunter Shinkaruk celebrates after scoring a goal against the San Jose Sharks during the third period of NHL Pre-Season action at Rogers Arena.
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Canucks first-round draft picks through the years

Canucks crush Rangers 5-0 to spoil Vigneault's return to Vancouver

Canucks Game Day: David Booth’s back for Rangers’ visit (with video)

Kassian to get another look with Sedin twins on Monday

Canucks Game Day: Zack Kassian, Dale Weise suspended, won't face Coyotes

Just three months ago, they were two nervous 18-year-old kids sitting in the stands at the Prudential Center in Newark, N.J., wondering when their names would get called at the NHL draft.

On Friday afternoon at Rogers Arena, Hunter Shinkaruk and Bo Horvat had other thoughts racing through their heads. 

As hard as each is trying not to look too far ahead, they can’t help but wonder if they could possibly be in the lineup next Thursday night in San Jose when the Vancouver Canucks open their National Hockey League regular season.

Chances are, one of them will be.

Barring a trade or waiver wire pickup, there appears to be an open spot -- albeit likely only a temporary one given Zack Kassian’s five-game suspension -- for a forward on opening night. Either Shinkaruk or Horvat figures to get it.

In Friday’s practice, Shinkaruk skated on the third line with Mike Santorelli and David Booth. Horvat centered the fourth line with Dale Weise and Tom Sestito. Centre Brad Richardson, who was given a maintenance day Friday to deal with body soreness, figures to be in the opening night lineup so that likely leaves room for only one of the kids.

Shinkaruk is trying not to think about it.

“I haven’t let my mind go too far that way,” he said, before smiling and acknowledging that yes, he had been dreaming what some would call the Impossible Dream. “This whole time I have just been trying to take it day by day. When I came to the rink today my goal was to have the best practice I could and again try to prove that I can play here because every practice and every time I am on the ice there’s an evaluation going on. So I am trying not to look too far ahead, but I’d be lying if I said I hadn’t talked to my buddies and my dad about that. It would be pretty cool.”

The thought of playing opening night has crossed Horvat’s mind, too.

“You try and not look too far ahead,” Horvat said. “It would be a bonus for me to be in the starting lineup on Thursday against the Sharks. . . I just have to keep working hard and hopefully they see something in me and put me in the lineup.”

Head coach John Tortorella isn’t committing to anything at this point. Following Friday’s practice, Tortorella praised both Horvat and Shinkaruk but said next week’s opening-night lineup is far from set.

“They are the ones that are still standing as far as the kids,” he said. “I just felt they have done more than some of the others. I think all the kids had good camps, it was a really good experience. We’ll keep these two and where they sit as we keep on going I don’t know. We have to be really careful about keeping players around and practising. They need to play. So we’ll make our decisions as we keep on going here.”

Shinkaruk and Horvat have been linked since both were taken in the first round of this summer’s draft. Horvat was taken with the ninth overall selection the Canucks received when they traded goalie Cory Schneider to the New Jersey Devils. Shinkaruk was selected 24th overall.

Both played all six pre-season games. Shinkaruk has scored 86 goals the past two seasons with the WHL’s Medicine Hat Tigers and showed flashes of his offensive flair in the pre-season when he scored two goals and added an assist.

Horvat contributed a pair of assists in his six-game audition.

Horvat and Shinkaruk share the same agent and met for the first time when they both attended the 2012 draft to soak up the atmosphere. The two teenagers have leaned on one another during training camp and become friends.

“I think we are the only guys left in the hotel now,” Shinkaruk said. “We are eating breakfasts together, getting cabs everywhere. We’re really good friends. He’s a great kid and I’m lucky to go through this process with someone like that. I think we have made it easier for each other just to have fun. We are both 18-year-olds and we’re just trying to enjoy this whole experience.”

“It definitely helps to have a younger guy in the room with me going through everything,” added Horvat, who has spent the past two years with the OHL’s London Knights. “It’s good to have someone that you are close with and can hang around with. It’s been awesome to have him around.”

From the very day he was hired, Tortorella has repeatedly said he hopes one or more of the kids makes the team. But he has also stressed that young players will stay here only if they can play regularly and contribute.

A few eyebrows were raised after Thursday night’s pre-season finale when 20-year-old defenceman Frank Corrado was shipped to Utica after he scored one goal and set up another in Vancouver’s 5-0 win over the New York Rangers.

Tortorella was not anxious to discuss the possibility of one or both of Shinkaruk and Horvat playing on opening night.

“I don’t know what the lineup is going to be,” he said. “It depends on health, it depends on a lot of things. We are still trying to make decisions there.”

But Tortorella added that he is not worried about playing 18-year-olds in games that really matter.

““I have never worried about draft picks’ age,” he said. “I never read too much into that. if they can play, they’ll play If we think they can help us we’ll give them an opportunity.”

That is all Shinkaruk and Horvat are hoping for.

““It’s exciting,” Shinkaruk said. “Coming into camp I didn’t really know what to expect. Obviously, trying to make an NHL team is something at 18 or at any age is really tough. Coming in I just wanted to do my best every day and try to become a better player. The fact that I am still here is pretty exciting. It’s unbelievable when I see my name on the roster and I get to skate out and play a game. I haven’t really taken that for granted and I am just trying to enjoy this whole experience. Hopefully it lasts for a while.”

bziemer@vancouversun.com; twitter.com/bradziemer
Vancouver Canuck grinder Dale Weise never planned to be a suspended hockey player and a first-time father all in the same week but that's the way his world unfolded. 

Last Saturday, he delivered a shot to the head of Edmonton Oiler star Taylor Hall and Monday received a three-game suspension from the NHL, all games to be served during the pre-season.

On Tuesday evening, his girlfriend Lauren Raban starting having contractions and by 2 a.m. Wednesday they were on the way to hospital. Later that afternoon, Hunter Weise was born, weighing in at seven pounds, nine ounces.

Had he not been suspended, Dale would most likely have been with the team in San Jose when the contractions began and sitting helplessly on the plane home when it was time for Lauren to head for hospital.

“You know what? It was perfect timing being suspended, absolutely perfect timing,” Weise said Friday following practice at Rogers Arena. “Everything happens for a reason. If I had been playing in San Jose, I would have been a little late getting her to the hospital. So I'm glad I was there. It was an amazing experience. Seeing your own baby is just the wildest experience. I can't put it into words.”

Hunter came home Thursday night and dad Dale went back to work Friday morning, his three-game suspension all served. 

“I'm fresh and ready to go,” said Weise, who will likely skate on the Canucks' fourth line in next Thursday's season opener against the Sharks. “I can't wait to play. I don't think missing the three games has hurt me at all. I know the systems and, what some people don't understand, is that when you're not playing, you're not sitting in the press box eating popcorn. I'm at the rink in the morning doing an extra skate, I'm working out at night and I'm working out after the game. We really push the guys who don't play to stay in game shape.”

Weise, 25, sensed he would be suspended when he hit Hall high. He received only a two-minute penalty and, when he emerged from the penalty box, was immediately challenged by Oiler ruffian Mike Brown. Hall wasn't hurt on the play,

“I kind of figured the suspension was going to be what it was,” Weise said. “Obviously it wasn't deliberate but it was a head shot and we're trying to get those out of the game.”

Weise wasn't certain whether he would be forced to answer the bell again when the Canucks and Oilers meet Oct. 5 in Game 2 of the regular season. He answered Brown's challenge and, in the past, that has usually been enough.

“It's tough to say whether I'll face more retribution,” Weise shrugged. “I was challenged and I fought but I don't know if there is really a code anymore. I knew it was a head shot, I knew it was on Taylor Hall, one of their big guys, and I knew they weren't happy about it. I expected to answer the bell for that and I did. If they feel I need to face a little more retribution, that's fine with me.”

In the meantime, Weise can share new-dad stories with defenceman Andrew Alberts, whose son Jackson was born Sept. 17. Jackson weighed in at seven pounds, three ounces.

“It's pretty cool to say you're a dad,” commented Alberts.

TORTS TALK: New Canuck coach John Tortorella had Weise when both were with the New York Rangers so he is aware of his Weise's ability and place on the depth chart. Zack Kassian is another matter. The latter missed the final three pre-season games and will sit for five more during the regular season after breaking the jaw of Oiler centre Sam Gagner with a reckless high stick.

“I know what we have there in Dale,” said the coach. “That doesn't bother me. It bothers me more with Kass because I'm putting Kass in a different role than he's been in and I've tried to give him an opportunity there. He's going to miss more games but it is what it is.”

FRANKLY SPEAKING: The dispatching Thursday night of defenceman Frank Corrado to the American League's Utica Comets was a surprise to some, especially those who felt Corrado was at least No. 6 on the Canucks blue line, ahead of Yannick Weber and Alberts. Not so, explained Tortorella.

“No, no,” replied Torts when asked if Corrado, 20, was in the top six. “That certainly isn't a negative on Frank. We have our own farm team in Utica and we direct the minutes down there and we felt we needed to get Frankie down playing right away.”

Tortorella has settled on his top five – Dan Hamhuis, Kevin Bieksa, Jason Garrison, Alex Edler and Chris Tanev – with Weber and Alberts to battle it out for the final opening-night spot. Weber likely has the edge based on his offensive potential. 

Edler, meanwhile, has caught the eye of Torts.

“He's had a really good camp and tried to make a difference every time he's played,” said the coach. “I love his aggressiveness. I didn't realize how aggressive he was as far as closing people out. He's very good at getting his shot through, which is very important whether it's a wrist shot or the bomb that he has for a slapshot. So he's been very impressive to me.”

SHOOTING GALLERY: After 45 minutes of drills Friday, the Canucks followed it up with a lengthy shootout session. This, apparently, will be a staple of the Tortorella regime.

“I think shootouts are huge in where you sit at the end of the year so we're going to practise it,” Tortorella said. “We did it today in more of a game situation where they come out and do the ice. You do it becaise those points are so crucial as you come into March and April. That was our first day doing it and we'll continue to do it.”

For the record, Alex Burrows and David Booth were Friday's most successful shooters.

QUOTABLE: “It's just soreness. He's played a lot. I gave him the day off and, yup, he'll be back at practice Sunday.” – Tortorella on the absence Friday of Brad Richardson.

epap@vancouversun.com
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The score was 5-0, and Alain Vigneault’s New York Rangers wore the zero in his return to Vancouver with his new team, and yet he was upbeat and encouraged, because that’s who he is. 

He’s the guy who looked at the big screen in Rogers Arena before Thursday’s game, saw his own face up there as the Vancouver Canucks flashed the message “Thanks for seven great years,” heard the smattering of applause -- nothing like the greeting he’d have received if the crowd hadn’t still been in the concourse, overpaying for beer -- and shrugged it off later with: “It’s time to turn the page now.”

The score was 5-0 and John Tortorella’s Canucks scored those five against the club that fired him four months ago, but he wasn’t noticeably grateful. 

“Nah. No,” he said, “I’m (past) it.”

He didn’t think the Canucks played particularly well. You don’t get the feeling that “A win is a win is a win” is ever going to be Coach Torts’s motto. 

The score was 5-0, and in most places, the words “lopsided” or “convincing” or “resounding” would be attached to the game story, but when it was over Thursday night, neither coach would admit to paying attention to the numbers on the scoreboard.

Appearances, evidently, were deceiving. Appearances often are, during the National Hockey League’s exhibition season which (none too soon) has nearly, mercifully, run its course.

It’s the time of year when every result has an asterisk because of who didn’t suit up, and every game program ought to be entitled Caveat Emptor ... when regulars sit, and kids think they have a chance to make it if they play well, only to learn that the salary cap picked the team before they got here ... when grand conclusions are leapt to, most of them at least premature and possibly erroneous, about comebacks and breakthroughs and journeyman fourth-liners who look as though they’ve finally found a home at 28, right up until they get the plane ticket and thanks for coming.

The score was 5-0, and Roberto Luongo was responsible for the zero, but he sounded a cautionary note when someone wondered if he was encouraged by the shutout, considering his history of miserable Octobers.

“I mean, it’s definitely a step in the right direction, you want to keep building off that,” said the Canucks’ goaltender. “That being said ... I’ve had some great pre-seasons before and it doesn’t mean it’s going to translate automatically into a great start (to the regular season).”

Henrik Sedin scored twice on his 33rd birthday -- Daniel’s, too, of course -- but he said it was of no special significance. 

“No, no, no,” said the elder twin. “I’ve stopped celebrating birthdays.”

Reminded by us ever-helpful media at every opportunity that their best days are behind them, the Sedins may be forgiven for approaching their first training camp under Tortorella with a sizeable bur under their backsides.

It’s that way, in fact, for all the Canucks, who worked their way up to elite status among NHL clubs, lost Game 7 of the 2011 Stanley Cup final, then were bounced from the first round of playoffs the last two seasons and quickly were consigned to the has-been/never-were heap.

They didn’t look like has-beens Thursday, but how much was real, and how much illusion?

“I think you’re going to see some signs. It’s just nice to see the way we play. We ARE more aggressive, we turn more pucks over, I think we’re not seeing those 10-12 minutes in our own end where they’re all over us,” said Henrik. 

For a pre-season game, Thursday’s seemed to carry greater meaning somehow, possibly because of the Vigneault-Tortorella switcheroo and the fascination with what successes or failures each may have with the other’s club.

But partly, also, because it had been nearly 18 months since Vancouver fans had seen an actual Eastern team, live and in person.

Considering all that the Canucks accomplished on this auspicious occasion, playing pretty close to their ‘A’ lineup, you’d have thought they might have been a little more excited about the score.

After all, they looked terrific on the power play, chased the great Henrik Lundqvist from the Ranger net after 40 minutes, got a cool, composed 39-save shutout from Luongo, had the chronically MIA David Booth back in uniform (and his speed was still there), gave Tortorella the gift of fleeting revenge even if he didn’t want it ...

And what did it all mean? Hardly anything? A little bit of something?

Well, they beat Phoenix 6-1 at home on Monday night, then promptly lost 5-0 in San Jose on Tuesday. With the 5-0 win Thursday, their work week went as follows: 

Home 16, Visitors 1.

No wonder coaches don’t put too much stock in pre-season games.

“I don’t care about the results, I care about the play,” said Tortorella, asked if he took both the big wins and the big loss with the same-sized grain of salt, given that it’s the pre-season.

“And really, the regular season .. result is obviously a very important thing, winning and losing, but as a coach, you better understand how your team played, because you can win some games and play god-awful, and you can lose some games and play really well -- because of the game of the goaltender. Goaltending is such an important part, it skews how you play. 

“I thought Louie was really good. I think things could have been different if he didn’t play the way he played.”

The power play, such a staple of the Canucks’ game when they were riding high as Canada’s finest hockey club, has hit the skids at important times the last three playoff seasons, so watching it flicker to life now is not yet cause for elation.

“It’s felt good every time we’ve stepped on the ice. I think we have the jump back, where we feel something’s going to happen every time we’re on there,” said Henrik.

“It’s still a work in progress, though. It’s a lot of new things, for a lot of guys, but I think we showed against these guys, and against Phoenix, that when we get up close to where we want to be, we’re a good team.”

So the confidence is back, Henrik?

“Oh, I don’t know,” said the captain, speaking for players and fans everywhere. “We’ll see when the regular season starts.”

ccole@vancouversun.com
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There have been some big changes for the Canucks this offseason, but the one that could have the most impact is realignment, which brought an unfortunate end to the crack den that was the Northwest Division and threw the Canucks into the far more functional and together Pacific Division. Bummer.

But let’s not dwell on what’s lost. Let’s look to the future and meet some of our new divisional buddies! We’ve invited a stable of Pacific Division bloggers to preview the Canucks season, the new division, or their own teams for us here at Pass it to Bulis, and over the next week, we’ll be sharing the results with you. (Warning: most of them chose to roast us, which is probably what we would have done.) Next up: the hilarious LA Kings blog The Royal Half.

by The Royal Half

The Vancouver Canucks have returned to the Division they once called home and as a Los Angeles Kings fan, I for one, am glad to have them back. Now, a lot has changed since 1998 when the Canucks were last part of the Pacific Division with all of these teams:

For instance… this has happened since the Canucks last played in the Pacific:

And this as well:

Oh, and who could forget this:

And of course, this:

And this isn’t really Pacific Division related… but I wanted to give Canucks fans everywhere a reminder that this also has occurred over the past 15 years:

But let’s be honest… who really wants to dwell on the past, right? Well, besides Canucks fans and the organization itself. No, The Royal Half is here to talk about this present-day Vancouver Canucks team that will compete in a Division with the Los Angeles Kings, Anaheim Ducks, San Jose Sharks, Phoenix Coyotes, Edmonton Oilers and Calgary Flames.

DEFENSE

Led by 32 year-old Kevin Bieksa and 30 year-old Dan Hamhuis, the Canucks defense was strong last season, giving up only the 11th most goals in the NHL. But in the playoffs, their defense broke down and gave up 15 goals in just 4 games.

This season, the Canucks defense has a decent top 4 returning in Bieksa, Hamhuis, Alex Edler, and Jason Garrison… but lacks the depth defenseman that a team like the Los Angeles Kings have. In addition to depth, there is one important thing that this current Vancouver Canucks defense is missing…

… a veteran defenseman with a Stanley Cup.

FORWARDS

Last season, only the Colorado Avalanche scored fewer goals than the Canucks in the Northwest Division. This means that both the Edmonton Oilers and the Calgary Flames scored more goals than the Canucks.

The Sedin Twins are two of the most exciting players in all of hockey, even though their production has been declining over the past few years. Ryan Kesler is 29 years old and coming off a season filled with injuries. Zack Kassian has struggled to find balance at the NHL level, in both his play and with his stick. David Booth had 1 goal last year and Chris Higgins… well Chris Higgins does have amazing abs… so he gets a pass.

Much like their defense, a big concern for the Canucks offense heading into this season is their lack of depth. Thankfully, the Canucks made one bold move over the summer that can only help their struggling offense.

A Stanley Cup Winning forward with 16 points in his last 99 games!

GOALTENDER

Over the summer, the Vancouver Canucks GM, Mike Gillis, tried to replicate his fellow GM Dean Lombardi by trading away his team’s backup goaltender. And even though Gillis was unable to match the 2 roster players, 3rd Round Draft Pick and $500,000 in cap relief that Lombardi was able to get for his backup goaltender… I think we all know that anytime a Bo is listed the Top 10, he’ll most certainly have a impactful and long-lasting career, right? RIGHT?!?

Right.

So with the last Vancouver Canucks goaltender to win a NHL Playoff game shipped off to New Jersey, the attention turns to Roberto Luongo to lead the Canucks in this new Pacific Division. Luongo didn’t really play enough last season to be able to predict what he’ll do in this full NHL season. But with 40 wins in his last 75 games and the total support of his home crowd… Luongo has all the natural ability to keep the Canucks competing in this difficult division. Oh… well, except one…

…the ability to win a Stanley Cup.

COACH

After 4 straight seasons of 45+ wins (and 26 in the shortened season) the Vancouver Canucks management decided it was time to go a different direction and instead bring in a Head Coach that is a proven winner. So they fired a coach that led the Canucks to at least the 2nd Round in 4 out of 7 seasons and hired a coach that hasn’t made it out of the 1st Round in 6 out of of the past 8 seasons.

But who cares about actual stats when it comes to winning… because #NARRATIVE!

Anyone who won the Stanley Cup pre-2004 Lockout has totally been able to do it again, right?

Right.

Now, plenty has been said about the Vancouver Canucks move from the Northwest into the Pacific Division this season. I just hope that Canucks fans truly realize how tough this division is. The LA Kings have made it to the Western Conference finals the last two seasons. The Anaheim Ducks have a high-powered offense that led them to the top of the Pacific last season. The San Jose Sharks are a perennial contender. The Phoenix Coyotes are a well-coached, tough defensive team. The Edmonton Oilers are a young team on the rise.

And the Calgary Flames… well… there’s always gotta be one kid in the classroom that the other students make fun of, right?

Well, except for the the fact that the Flames have won the Cup and the Canucks haven’t.

Even without the Northwest Division around for the Canucks to beat up on… this Vancouver team is probably strong enough to grab the 3rd playoff spot in the brand new Pacific Division. But you never can tell, I mean… I’ve been wrong about the Canucks before!
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Armia staying in NHL for now — because of injury

Posted by Kevin Oklobzija • September 26, 2013 • 2:31 pm 

The Rochester Americans roster for opening night took another hit on Wednesday when rookie winger Joel Armia suffered a broken (left) hand during a preseason game with the Buffalo Sabres.

No timetable for his return was given by the team on Wednesday. John Vogl of The Buffalo News said no decision has been made on surgery (the break could heal on its own).

Armia eventually will be with the Amerks, and his skill will be an asset as the Finnish right winger adjusts to the North American game. For now, however, others will have a chance to play a more significant role. That includes rookie center Eric Locke; another vacancy on the forward lines means he quite likely will be offered a contract.

Locke, a seventh-round draft pick in 2013, came to camp unsigned. He could return to the Ontario Hockey League to play an overage season with Saginaw but it now appears he’ll stick with the Amerks.

Corey Tropp’s broken jaw (from the fight in Toronto on Sunday) already had cost the Amerks a forward. With Tropp out, someone targeted for reassignment will now stick in Buffalo.

Locke scored the overtime goal in Wednesday’s 3-2 preseason victory over the Wilkes-Barre/Scranton Penguins, converting a goal-mouth pass from fellow rookie Dan Catenacci.

NHL teams must be cap-compliant and at the 23-man roster by Monday, so final reassignments from the Sabres will likely come on Saturday or Sunday. A guess at which forwards come down: Luke Adam, Brian Flynn and Zemgus Girgensons.

* * * * * * *

Last spring the Amerks bonded through the culture they called #Merk$, going so far as to have caps and T-shirts printed.

When goalie Matt Hackett started a revival of #Merk$ on Twitter Wednesday, now-departed tough-guy winger Nick Tarnasky replied, “no such a thing.”

Tarnasky seemed to be implying that he owns the naming rights.

Not a chance, defenseman Matt MacKenzie said this morning, while wearing his #Merk$ cap.

“We’ll keep it alive,” he said.

* * * * * * *

Winning a preseason game isn’t really that important — and yet it is.

We all know that there aren’t any league standings, the statistics don’t count and losing coaches and players don’t throw post-game tantrums.

Yet it never hurts to win, which the Amerks did against the Penguins.

“That’s a habit, a culture we’re trying to have around here,” Amerks coach Chadd Cassidy said following the game.

Said captain Matt Ellis: “At this stage of the game you’re creating a foundation, you’re adding building blocks.”

* * * * * * *

Johnny McGuire had a first-period fight on Wednesday with Christiaan Minella, the first of what will quite likely be many scraps for the rookie winger.

The Amerks don’t have a heavyweight presence and they definitely need one. Tarnasky, now with the Hamilton Bulldogs, was a valuable deterrent last season. Opposing tough-guys rarely did stupid things or played the intimidation game on Amerks skill players because there was a price to pay.

This year? Who knows what will happen. Jamie Devane, the guy who broke Tropp’s jaw, will be with the Toronto Marlies. The Syracuse Crunch have Eric Neilson.

While McGuire (6-foot-1, 205 pounds) is just a rookie he’s apparently quite willing to scrap.

“I thought he did a good job establishing what he wants to be at this level,” Cassidy said after Wednesday’s game.
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Gillies skating with Amerks means contract is on way

Posted by Kevin Oklobzija • September 25, 2013 • 12:06 pm 

An update at 1:58 p.m.: Signing is now official. Amerks announce Gillies has signed an AHL contract.

Original post:

On Tuesday Buffalo Sabres assistant general manager Kevin Devine said they wanted to get Colton Gillies signed so the strong-skating winger could start the season with the Rochester Americans.

That apparently has happened — or will very, very soon.

Gillies skated with the Amerks this morning during their tune-up for tonight’s 7:05 AHL preseason game at Bill Gray’s Iceplex against the Wilkes-Barre/Scranton Penguins. He then came off the ice just as the non-playing group began their skate to take a phone call, presumably from his agent.

When he finished the call, I asked, “You gonna be here?”

Gillies reply: “Oh, yeah.”

A first-round pick (16th overall) of the Minnesota Wild in 2007, the fifth-year forward was in camp with the Sabres on a tryout and played in two preseason games. He was “released” on Saturday but the Sabres had every intention of signing him. Gillies just needed to weigh his options, as well.

He won’t score 30 goals but he can skate very well for a guy 6-foot-3, 215 pounds. Several scouts said that if he realizes he can make a very good living playing the on-the-puck, forecheck-hard, grind-it-out game, then he’ll end up back in the NHL.

Here’s a link to our story on Gillies from last week (when he was still in Buffalo):

http://www.democratandchronicle.com/apps/pbcs.dll/article?AID=2013309190085&nclick_check=1

* * * * * * *

Nathan Lieuwen and Connor Knapp will be the goalies in uniform for the Amerks tonight.

Coach Chadd Cassidy also will use almost all of his regular forwards and defensemen (granted, four or five forwards still must come down from the Sabres).

* * * * * * *

Winger Jamie Tardif has been out of action with a lower body injury but Cassidy said he was much improved today. Tardif won’t play tonight but could return to practice Thursday.

* * * * * * *

The Sabres announced this morning that winger Corey Tropp has a broken jaw (from his fight in Sunday’s game against Toronto). He will miss up to six weeks, so that means one extra forward will be sticking with Buffalo instead of coming to the Amerks.

* * * * * * *

Forward Mike Zigomanis will wear No. 12 with the Amerks.

That’s certainly a sign Kevin Porter isn’t expected to come back down. Teams usually don’t give away numbers worn by bubble players.
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Amerks’ leadership core on the way from Sabres

Posted by Kevin Oklobzija • September 23, 2013 • 1:39 pm 

The Rochester Americans opened training camp today and about the time they were coming off the ice, they were getting more players from the parent Buffalo Sabres.

Namely, their leadership core and three of their top four defensemen.

Defensemen Brayden McNabb, Chad Ruhwedel and Drew Bagnall, goalie Matt Hackett and forwards Mike Zigomanis and Matt Ellis were reassigned by the Sabres. Bagnall and Ellis must clear waivers (noon Tuesday). Winger Jamie Tardif has cleared waivers but did not practice Monday because of a lower body injury (not believed to be serious).

Bagnall, Ellis and Zigomanis will be prime-time players but they also bring a combined 29 years of pro experience (Zigomanis 12 years, Ellis 11 and Bagnall 6).

“We have great veteran leadership,” coach Chadd Cassidy said. “They bring a lot of experience to the table and it’s something I thought we really lacked in the past, guys that have been there, have been at the NHL level and played a lot of games.” Tardif, who has played seven pro seasons, is also part of the leadership core.

* * * * * * *

Third-year center Phil Varone didn’t get a very long look from the Sabres in camp –as in no preseason games. Thus, he knows where he stands and said he needs to have “a huge season.”

As a rookie in 2011-12, Varone scored 11 goals, 41 assists and 52 points in 76 games, but was nearly a point-a-game player over the final have of the season. He also finished plus-17.

Last season, he was pushed down the depth chart during the NHL lockout when Cody Hodgson and Kevin Porter were with the Amerks and then never really re-emerged (11-24-35 in 62 games, minus-3).

“I need to bounce back from last year,” he said.

* * * * * * *

Three goalies — Connor Knapp, Andrey Makarov and Nathan Lieuwen — continue to compete for one backup spot with the Amerks. There are only two preseason games (Wednesday at MCC vs. Wilkes-Barre/Scranton and then at WB/S on Friday), so there isn’t a great deal of game-time opportunity to make an impact.

Thus, every practice is critical, Knapp said. The coaches on the ice, and whatever hockey-department personnel may be in the stands, are taking notes.

“You have to bring it every day,” Knapp said. “There’s plenty of opportunity to prove yourself.”
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Training camp reassignments to Amerks have begun

Posted by Kevin Oklobzija • September 20, 2013 • 2:44 pm 

The battle between goalies to determine who backs up Matt Hackett with the Rochester Americans will continue at Blue Cross Arena at the War Memorial on Monday when the American Hockey League portion of training camp begins.

Goalies Connor Knapp, Nathan Lieuwen and Andrey Makarov were among 13 players assigned to the Amerks today. Knapp and Lieuwen split time in Rochester as rookies last season, backing up David Leggio, and now Makarov joins the depth chart.

They’ll continue their auditions with the first on-ice practice session, tentatively set for 10 a.m. on Monday. With three goalies and 10 skaters, I’m not sure what can be accomplished, unless there are a whole lot of invitees.

Also reassigned today by the Sabres: forwards Colin Jacobs, Eric Locke, Johnny McGuire, Jon Parker, Kevin Sundher, Shawn Szydlowski and Frederick Roy; and defensemen Alex Lepkowski and Matt MacKenzie. Defenseman Nick Crawford will come down when he clears waivers.

There very likely will be the first wave of bubble players sent to the Amerks on Monday (to hit the ice here Tuesday). The Amerks play their two AHL preseason games next week (both against the Wilkes-Barre/Scranton Penguins): at the Bill Gray’s rink at 7 p.m. on Wednesday and at Wilkes-Barre at 7 p.m. Friday.

View comments or make a comment on this post

Now that Tom George has retired, he should work again

Posted by Kevin Oklobzija • September 13, 2013 • 1:43 pm 

One of the most recognizable voices on the Rochester airwaves is signing off today.

Tom George, who has been heard on area radio stations for 45 years, is retiring. Starting Monday, someone else will be telling you about some vehicular calamity and what highways you should avoid at rush hour.

George had already done one of these retirement things, however. Following the 1996-97 season, he turned off his rink-side microphone at the War Memorial for the final time.

An iconic voice for nearly two decades at the downtown hockey arena, the late night games followed by an early wake-up became a burden on common sense.

“I was getting up at 3:45 in the morning (for his radio gig) and it started to become too much,” he said.

A native of Warsaw and 1964 graduate of Caledonia-Mumford Central High School, George was the public address voice of Amerks hockey for 18 seasons. He saw three Calder Cup championship teams, though only once did he have the honors of announcing the champions.

Mike Keenan’s 1983 team clinched the Cup in Portland, Maine. John Van Boxmeer’s 1987 title team won in Sherbrooke, Quebec. Only John Tortorella’s 1996 team celebrated with the Cup on home ice.

“Just the thrill of being that close to the action is something I’ll never forget,” he said. “My adrenaline would go up every time I went (to the scorer’s table/announcer’s box).”

Through the years, he sometimes rented an apartment to players. Val James, the tough-guy winger from the early 1980s, was one tenant. “One summer he couldn’t pay rent so I said, ‘Well, help me paint my house.’ ” Deal.

George, 67, admits he did become a bit too involved in one game, and had some sort of emotional exchange with an opposing player. The player had been ejected, and in making the announcement, he gleefully bellowed over the P.A. system, “And a take-a-shower game misconduct.”

“The referee,” George recalled today, “didn’t like that and came over to tell me.”

There was the night he didn’t agree with the 3 stars and, upon announcing the first selection, emphatically declared, “as chosen by those in the press box.” (For the record, despite not having one measly assist, Jeff Parker was awesome that night and was a no-doubt-about-it first star.)

Without question, he was the best P.A. announcer in franchise history — far, far better than a whole lot of people doing P.A. in the NHL (or other pro sports). A booming voice, the perfect inflection and an ability to rev up the crowd when he announced a goal, penalty, or “one minute remaining.”

Whether it was saying “Jody Gage,” “The Metter” or “Gates Orlando,” he added excitement to a usually frenzied atmosphere.

My question now is: Since he won’t be getting up at 3:45 a.m. anymore, why not come back downtown for Amerk games?
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AHL goes off the board to spice up All-Star event

Posted by Kevin Oklobzija • September 10, 2013 • 4:02 pm 

Considering how stale — or worse — every All-Star “game” has gotten over the past decade, it’s nice to see the American Hockey League trying to spice up their event.

The NFL’s Pro Bowl is a total joke. The NHL All-Star Game has become mindlessly boring, and the AHL game isn’t any better. The NBA event is unwatchable (which, I guess, makes it the regular season).

So rather than having another no-contact, 60-minute exhibition of pond hockey at the AHL All-Star Classic, the league’s best players will face off against Farjestad BK of the Swedish Elite League.

The game is Feb. 12 in St. John’s, Newfoundland (about 2,700 miles from Karlstad, Sweden, compared to about 1,200 to Rochester) and will be played during the NHL’s Olympic break. This provides a TV window, and the game also will be played before the Olympic action in Sochi, Russia, cranks up.

I like it. It has potential.

When the AHL revived the All-Star Game, back in 1995, the first few games were actually entertaining. Players from Canadian-based teams faced off against U.S.-based teams the first two years. In 1997, it was Canadian-born players against the world (AHL players born anywhere but Canada) and that was probably the best game of the 19 in Dave Andrews’ term as president.

Rob Murray of the Springfield Falcons threw a check — a real, bona fide body check — and it was game on. Final: 3-2 World All-Stars in a shootout, with Rochester Americans sniper Craig Charron scoring a shootout goal for the ages.

But in the years that followed, the intensity dropped significantly — to virtually zero in recent years — and regardless of the monetary incentive to win, the mid-season showcase had lost its luster.

Playing a team from a European league at least has potential to get guys a little excited to play. There might be an us-against-them, out-hockey-is-better-than-yours approach. Maybe not, but at least the potential does exist.

Farjestad has won the Swedish title four times in the past 12 season: 2002, 2006, 2009, 2011. Last season, former Amerk Alexander Salak was the Farjestad goalie (he’s playing in the KHL now).

There will be fewer players honored (the AHL only needs to fill one roster), so, in theory, the very best will play. Of course, some players may be lost to the Olympics (Amerks center Zemgus Girgensons, for example) but finding 25 players won’t be hard.

I have not seen details as far as roster size, or if each team will be represented in the skills competition the night before.
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Former Amerk Barry Smith dies at 58

Posted by Kevin Oklobzija • September 7, 2013 • 9:32 pm 

The Rochester Americans alumni lost a family member today.

Barry Smith, who played 4 1/2 seasons from 1975-76 through 1979-80, died on Saturday of an apparent heart attack in Tennessee, where he has made his home for two decades.

He was 58.

Following his retirement as a player, Smith coached the Rochester Jr. Amerks in the late 1980s and into the 1990s before moving up to coach the Knoxville Cherokees of the East Coast Hockey League in 1992-93.

Smith made his mark with the Amerks not as a goal-scorer but for his hustle, desire and defensive play.

“I will say he was one of the hardest-working and best penalty killers in the history of the Amerks,” said Ray Maluta, his former Amerks’ teammate, said this evening. “He was a fantastic penalty killer and the consummate team player, no question about it.”

That grit and hunger to win drew the admiration of then-Boston Bruins coach Don Cherry. He played 19 games as a rookie with the Bruins in 1975-76 (scoring one goal).  Four years later, Cherry was coaching the NHL’s Colorado Rockies and acquired Smith at mid-season in 1979-80.

“Grapes (Cherry’s nickname) loved him because of his work ethic,” Maluta said.

In 1975, Smith was chosen in the second round of the NHL draft by the Bruins (32nd overall), and in the third round of the WHA’s Edmonton Oilers (36th overall). A native of Surrey, B.C., he signed with the Bruins.

Current Buffalo Sabres equipment manager Dave Williams was hired by Smith to be Knoxville’s equipment manager early in the 1995-96 season. The person who previously held the job quit and Smith sent out an APB amongst his players.

“He said, ‘Does anybody know an equipment guy?’ ” Williams said.

Chris Fess, a former star at Aquinas, was playing for Knoxville at the time and recommended Williams, who was at SUNY-Plattsburgh when Fess played there.

“Barry called me and offered me the job,” Williams said.

Smith coached Knoxville from ’92-93 until late in the ’96-97 season, when he was fired and replaced by Jack Capuano (now coach of the New York Islanders).

View comments or make a comment on this post

If it’s not Bears, who cares who Amerks play at Frontier

Posted by Kevin Oklobzija • August 13, 2013 • 5:25 pm 

Does it really matter who the Rochester Americans play in their outdoor game?

Really, if they can’t play the Hershey Bears — who are the New York Yankees/Montreal Canadiens of the American Hockey League – then what difference does it make who sits in the opponent’s bench?

Absolutely none.

Which is why, for the general population, the Amerks vs. the Lake Erie Monsters in the the Dec. 13 game works just fine. Puck drop is scheduled for 7:05 p.m. and the first outdoor game in franchise history kicks off a 10-day festival of hockey at Frontier Field. The official name: Frozen Frontier presented by Rochester Area Honda Dealers.

There was essentially one major factor in determining the opponent: the team needed to be based in a nearby city, just in case rain, heat or an extreme snowfall force postponement. You can’t rip apart the AHL schedule or another team’s calendar in order to reschedule the game.

Are the Amerks and Monsters fierce rivals? No. Do fans flock to the War Memorial box office when Lake Erie comes to town? Hardly. If you’re using an A-to-F scale to grade marquee value, the Monsters are about a C, maybe a C- (but getting better at least).

But it won’t matter one iota for this game. Every available ticket will sell, because this will be a community celebration of hockey. There will be fans buying their first hockey ticket. There will be season-ticket holders buying extra seats for friends and relatives making a trip back to Rochester just for the weekend. Companies will buy blocks of tickets — and then during the following week rent the ice for their own corporate outing.

The Amerks could play the Toledo Walleye (love that name) or the Rapid City Rush and Frontier Field will be sold out, grassy knolls and all.

Rivalries are about intensity on the ice and excitement in the stands. For your Friday-night-in-November or Wednesday-night-in-March regular season game, a history of on-ice feuding or playoff battles always fuels the fire.

A considerable percentage of season-ticket holders will say they deserved in the outdoor extravaganza to see the Amerks play the Bears, Syracuse Crunch, Binghamton Senators, Chicago Wolves or even the Toronto Marlies. (Nothing against the Hamilton Bulldogs, but that’s a rivalry that just won’t pick up momentum in Rochester, despite previous playoff meetings and 10 regular-season games every year since Jody Gage retired.)

I get that. For them, the opponent matters. But for 10,000 others that will buy tickets, the opponent doesn’t matter. You don’t need Syracuse or Binghamton in order for the Frozen Frontier kickoff game to be special. There will automatically be on-ice intensity and in-the-stands excitement simply because of the grandeur and splendor of the event.

Here’s the link to the story with the details on events and ticket prices:

http://www.democratandchronicle.com/article/20130813/SPORTS02/308130030/Amerks-Rochester-outdoor-hockey-Frontier-Field
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Tardif’s signing bolsters Amerks even more

Posted by Kevin Oklobzija • August 5, 2013 • 3:27 pm 

With today’s addition of right winger Jamie Tardif, what would appear to be a very solid Rochester Americans’ lineup grew even stronger.

And thus, there’s a bit of a Back to the Future feeling.

The parent Buffalo Sabres signed some big-time free agents for the Amerks this summer: Left winger Matt Ellis was brought back, center/winger Mike Zigomanis was lured away from the Toronto Marlies, defenseman Drew Bagnall brings toughness, smarts and leadership to the blue line, and now Tardif, a 30-goal scorer last season with the Providence Bruins.

“We decided to narrow down what we signed and go with quality,” said Kevin Devine, Buffalo’s director of amateur scouting who oversees Amerks’ on-ice operations. “They’re all highly thought of by a lot of people in hockey.”

Surround them with top-rated prospects such as Joel Armia, Zemgus Girgensons, Dan Catenacci, Rasmus Ristolainen and Johan Larsson, and on-the-cusp returnees like Brayden McNabb and Corey Tropp, and the Amerks should actually be good enough to make a playoff run.

Rochester is long overdue for springtime hockey; the Amerks haven’t won a playoff series since Round 1 in 2004-05.

This is what summers were always like for Amerks fans. High-quality free agents were signed to bolster the lineup and provide some semblance of season-long stability, regardless of what prospects were called up to Buffalo.

The Sabres did this under the Knox family through the 1980s and into the early 1990s and the Amerks reaped the benefits with Cups in 1983 and 1987, and trips to the finals in 1984, ’90, ’91 and ’93. The practice regained traction in 1995-96 at the urging (and with the financial support of) Steve Donner’s ownership group. A Calder Cup in ’96 and trips to the finals in 1999 and 2000 followed.

And then, of course, the partnership between Donner’s group and the Sabres grew ugly, disintegrated and the Amerks spiraled toward extinction. The Sabres left, and so did the fans. Rehash, rehash.

But when the Sabres took their AHL operations to Portland, they didn’t embrace the “sign big-name, star-power AHL free agents” philosophy. Instead, they signed solid veterans, guys that weren’t targeted for top-line, top-unit roles but instead would be leaders and also play complementary roles alongside the prospects.

Here’s the key free-agent signings the past five seasons:

2008-09

Mathieu Darche

Colin Fretter

Colin Murphy

Kyle Rank

Jimmy Bonneau

2009-10

Kyle Wanvig

Jeff Cowan

Cody McCormick

Brad Larsen

2010-11

Mark Parrish

Colin Stuart

Dennis McCauley and Tim Conboy.

When Buffalo bought the Amerks before the 2011-12 season, they signed the following veterans:

Paul Szczechura

Michael Ryan

and also resigned Derek Whitmore

Last summer:

Kevin Porter

Mark Mancari

Nick Tarnasky

Sabres general manager Darcy Regier, and Devine, promised significant signings for the Amerks for the upcoming season. They delivered.

Tardif, 28, also is a solid example of what happens when you keep working. He turned pro in 2006-07 and finally had a chance to play his first NHL games this past season with the Boston Bruins (2 games, no points). He scored 30-15-45 in 62 AHL games for Providence and had 7-4-11 in 12 playoff games.

Just four AHLers scored more regular-season goals in 2012-13: Tyler Johnson (37), Matt Fraser (33) and Brett Connolly (31) and Chad Kolarik (31).

What’s left: The team has no “designated” tough-guy with Tarnasky’s departure for Montreal/Hamilton. Devine said today that “a couple offers were made” to players that would fill that role, but so far neither player accepted.

They aren’t rushing or panicking. The role can often be filled in during camp (see Trevor Gillis from 2009-10 as proof). Also, it doesn’t appear to be a major priority, though it’s hard to imagine any parent team wanting so many good, young prospects to not have a sense of protection.

Devine said the organization will use the rookie tournament in Traverse City, Mich., and training camp to determine whether Logan Nelson (5th round in 2012) and Eric Locke (7th in 2013) will be offered entry-level contracts or if they will go back to play an overage season in junior.

The too-much/too-soon signings of Riley Boychuk and Shawn Szydlowski in September 2012 has, if nothing else, perhaps made them a little more cautious when it comes to relying on unproven kids out of junior.

“We maybe jumped the gun a little bit there and maybe learned a lesson,” Devine admitted. “But by the time we see them (Nelson and Locke) in Traverse City and camp, we’ll have a pretty good read on them.”

Most importantly, however: The top-notch free agents that were signed will ensure the Amerks aren’t relying on fringe prospects and/or diamonds in the rough.
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Thanks to NHL contract, Ristolainen can be an Amerk

Posted by Kevin Oklobzija • July 13, 2013 • 11:47 am 

Just a quick bit of news from world of rookie first-round draft picks:

Defenseman Rasmus Ristolainen is eligible to play for the Rochester Americans, should he not earn a roster spot with the parent Buffalo Sabres during training camp.

The clarification comes this morning from Sabres assistant general manager Kevin Devine, and is presumably due to the NHL contract that the 18-year-old Ristolainen signed on Friday night.

When development camp began on Wednesday, Ristolainen said that would be required to return to his team in his native Finland if he didn’t earn a job with the Sabres. He said without hesitation that he would be bound by his Finnish contract.

However, as a first-round draft pick, and apparently through terms negotiated in his NHL deal, the Sabres can assign Ristolainen to the Amerks if they so desire.

There would be a chance they’d allow him to return to Finland, just as they did with winger Joel Armia. It’s highly unlikely that would happen, however, considering that they believe he’s very close to NHL ready.

Ristolainen’s ability to play in the Finnish Elite League at age 17 probably is proof of that, so having him in Rochester, playing the North American game, against on-the-rise (and former) NHLers makes much more sense from a development standpoint.

And before the Sabres announced the contract signing, general manager Darcy Regier said that “closer to Buffalo is better.”

Ristolainen is 6-foot-4, 207 pounds. Scouting reports going into the draft said he was already able to play against men.

Playing for the Amerks last season was extremely beneficial for Latvian-born forward Zemgus Girgensons, the 14th overall selection in the 2012 draft.

Armia, their first-round pick from 2011, signed his contract last year but he was assigned back to Finland. That was all part of the arrangement made during contract negotiations. He will, however, either be in Buffalo or Rochester this season.

Alex Aleardi scores four to lead Springfield Falcons over Hartford Wolf Pack, 7-0 

Print 

The Republican Sports Desk By  The Republican Sports Desk   

on September 27, 2013 at 10:13 PM, updated September 27, 2013 at 10:20 PM 

Email 

alex_falcons_92713.JPGAlex Aleardi, bearing down on goal during practice Tuesday at the MassMutual Center in Springfield, scored four times Friday night against Hartford. Don Treeger / The Republican 

By NATE OWEN

Â�SPRINGFIELD – Alex Aleardi got into three games for the Springfield Falcons last year. If Friday’s preseason opener is any indication, there’s a good chance he’ll play a lot more this season. 

Aleardi scored four goals to help the Falcons to a 7-0 win over Hartford Friday night at the MassMutual Center. Jake Hansen scored twice for Springfield, while Jeremy Langlois added a goal in his first professional game. Goalies Mike Clemente and Linus Lundin combined on the shutout for the Falcons. 

“You score four goals, it doesn’t matter when that happens, it’s not an easy thing to do,” Falcons coach Brad Larsen said. “He just sniffs the puck really well around the net.” 

The four goals by Aleardi came with Springfield missing a number of key players, as Ryan Craig, Michael Chaput, Will Weber and David Savard are still with parent Columbus. 

Regulars Jonathan Marchessault and Sean Collins were on the roster but didn’t dress against the renamed Wolf Pack, who ditched the Connecticut Whale brand in favor of the franchise’s original logo. 

Larsen said it’s likely the pair would dress Sunday in the Falcons’ final preseason game. 

Aleardi got the scoring started in the first when he jumped on a Wolf Pack turnover 

 and snapped a shot past Cam Talbot to make it 1-0 at 16:24. His second came off a rebound of Patrick McNeill’s shot from the point at 4:02 in the second period. Jake Hansen put Springfield up 3-0 later in the frame. 

Springfield took a 4-0 lead at 11:31 of the second when Little threaded a pass to a crashing Aleardi, who put the puck past Talbot for the hat trick. 

Hansen, Langlois and Aleardi each added a third-period goal. Hansen beat Talbot short side, while Langlois and Aleardi scored on the power play. 

“There wasn’t really anybody tonight that I didn’t like as far as their compete level,” Larsen said. 

The game also gave a pair of the Falcons’ young goalies a chance to play. Clemente drew the start after playing for Springfield two years ago, while it was the professional debut for Lundin. 

“They made the saves they had to and we tried to talk to them a lot and help them out,” defenseman Blake Parlett said. 

Springfield concludes its preseason Sunday at 2 p.m. in Simsbury, Conn., against the Wolf Pack. 

NOTES:Â� The American Hockey League is once again experimenting with hybrid icing after using it for part of last season ... Springfield managed just two shots in the first period ... Former University of Massachusetts defenseman Mike Marcou was listed on the Wolf Pack roster, but he didn’t dress.
By NATE OWEN�

SPRINGFIELD – There will be some changes to this year’s Springfield Falcons, but a number of key players from last season’s Northeast Division championship team were on the roster for Friday night’s preseason opener against the Hartford Wolf Pack. 

Forwards Jonathan Marchessault, Sean Collins, Andrew Joudrey, Dalton Smith and Jake Hansen all return after contributing to the Falcons’ franchise-tying 45 wins last season. Also back are forward Spencer Machacek and defenseman Blake Parlett, who joined Springfield during last year’s stretch run. 

Marchessault has fewer letters on the back of his jersey, as he dropped the “Audy” from his last name. 

The most notable absence for the Falcons is goaltender Curtis McElhinney, who signed an NHL deal with Springfield’s parent club Columbus after setting virtually every major franchise goaltending record last season. 

While McElhinney isn’t likely to return, there’s a good chance someone from the group including forwards Ryan Craig and Michael Chaput, and defensemen Will Weber and David Savard, will be in Springfield at some point this season. 

Craig served as last year’s captain and was a productive on the power play for Springfield, while Chaput had 32 points in his rookie season. Weber and Savard were key members of the Falcons’ defense. 

If Craig does return to Springfield, it’s likely he’ll move up the Falcons’ career leaderboards in several categories. The veteran forward is tied for first in power-play goals (29), tied for fourth in game-winning goals (10), and alone in sixth place with 59 overall goals. 

Springfield’s opponent in Friday’s preseason opener not only has a changed name for this season, but a number of new faces as well. After being known as the Connecticut Whale since 2010, the franchise is reverting back to its original name, which it had brandished ever since coming to Hartford in 1997. 

Last season ended in disappointment for the Whale, who missed the playoffs after making the postseason the previous three years. Gone are forwards Kris Newbury and Brandon Segal, the team’s two leading scorers from a year ago. 

In their place are a number of newcomers, including rookie forward Sean Ambrosie, who led the University of Connecticut in scoring last season, and former University of Massachusetts defenseman Mike Marcou, who split last year between San Antonio and Greenville. Marcou played in Amherst from 2008-12. 

Hartford also has goalie Jeff Malcolm, who led Yale to a 4-0 win over Quinnipiac in last April’s NCAA title game. Two current Falcons, forward Jeremy Langlois and defenseman Loren Barron, participated in that game for the runner-up Bobcats. 

The Falcons will travel to Hartford Sunday at 2 p.m. for their second and final preseason game.
Springfield Falcons looking to fill big skates at goalie

mikeclemente.JPG

Goalie Mike Clemente makes a save during practice this week. (Republican staff photo by Don Treeger)
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Springfield Falcons

Alex Aleardi scores four to lead Springfield Falcons over Hartford Wolf Pack, 7-0 

Springfield Falcons welcome back many familiar faces for preseason opener 

Springfield Falcons looking to fill big skates at goalie

Ex-Springfield Falcons player Wade MacLeod back on the ice with Toronto Maple Leafs after February collapse� 

Spencer Machacek an old hand at Springfield Falcons training camp
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SPRINGFIELD – Goaltender Curtis McElhinney played 49 games and 2,926 minutes for the Springfield Falcons last season. He helped them to 29 of their 45 victories, including nine shutouts – a Springfield pro hockey record. 

 That’s a lot to replace, and with McElhinney now with their parent Columbus Blue Jackets, the Falcons have less than two weeks to find their goaltender for opening night of the 2013-14 American Hockey League season (Oct. 5 at home). 

 At this point, the Columbus/Springfield connection has four candidates for the job. Two of them – Mike Clemente and rookie Linus Lundin – are with the Falcons now, practicing at the MassMutual Center as part of a 22-man training camp. The other two – Jeremy Smith and Mike McKenna – are still in the Columbus camp. 

 Clemente and Lundin will get playing time in exhibition games on Friday night at home against the Hartford Wolfpack (7 p.m. start), and Sunday afternoon in Hartford. 

 By next week, Smith and McKenna could be among the players who will be sent to the Falcons when the Columbus makes final cuts prior to the start of its National Hockey League season. 

 McElhinney sustained an injury in his last exhibition start for the Jackets. If he’s not ready to serve his role as backup to Vezina Trophy winner Sergei Bobrovsky, either Smith or McKenna would stay with the Jackets. 

 They both have considerable AHL experience. McKenna, 30, has spent six years in the league, and has played on Springfield ice with both Albany and Lowell. Last season, with Peoria, he posted a 2.24 GAA. Smith, 24, had three solid seasons with Milwaukee of the AHL. In 2010-11, he led the team with 31 victories. 

 As Springfield’s goaltending scenario continues to play out, an old favorite of Falcons fans has a key role in it. That’s Manny Legace, who now serves as goaltending consultant for the Falcons. Legace had an 18-year pro career, including two tours with the Falcons. 

“I spent two weeks in the Columbus camp with two veteran guys (Smith and McKenna) and now I’m here with the two younger guys (Clemente and Lundin). They’re all easy to work with, willing to learn,” Legace said. 

 With the Falcons in 1995-96, Legace won the Baz Bastien Trophy as the AHL’s top goaltender, then went on to play 365 games in the NHL, winning a Stanley Cup with the Detroit Red Wings in 2001-02. At the urgent request of Falcons president/general manager Bruce Landon, Legace returned to the Falcons in 2012 at the age of 38 to shore up an injury-riddled goaltending corps. He played 35 games with a 2.71 goals-against average. 

 He served as a part-time goaltending consultant last season, and had something to do with McElhinney’s return to top form. This season, the Jackets hired him full-time to work with their goaltenders in Springfield, and with their ECHL affiliate in Knoxville. He’ll also be checking on top prospect Oscar Dansk in Canadian junior hockey, and Columbus draftee Martin Ouellette at the University of Maine. 

“I’ll be all over the map, but that will include 10 days a month with this Springfield club,” he said. 

 Right now, he’s enjoying his work with Clemente, who played college hockey at Brown University, and Lundin, a 21-year-old from Stockholm, Sweden. Clemente turned pro in March 2012 and played six games for the Falcons. 

“I played with Mike when I came back here, and I loved him as a teammate. Lundin? He’s has a lot of potential, moves very well,” Legace said. 

 Lundin played the last two seasons with the Springfield Pics in the New England Junior Hockey League. Now, he’s getting used to the pro game. 

“I’m learning day by day. And I like Manny Legace a lot. He’s told me some things that really help,” Lundin said. 

Garry
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9.24.13 | Springfield - Republican staff photo by Don Treeger- The Springfield Falcons held their first practice of the 2013 season on the ice at the MassMutual Center. Here, the team gathers to watch coach Brad Larsen diagram what he wants them to do. 

Don Treeger, Republican staff photographer
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SPRINGFIELD – “Big Mac” is back, skating on MassMutual Center ice and adding a veteran presence to a Springfield Falcons team still in its formative stage. 

 The “Big Mac” in question is Spencer Machacek, a 195-pound power forward whose late arrival in March helped the Falcons in their drive to a division title and playoff berth in the American Hockey League. 

 He played most of the season with the St. John’s IceCaps, until a March 10 trade put him in a Falcons uniform with 18 games remaining in the regular season. The parent Columbus Blue Jackets got him in a deal for Tomas Kubalik, and he proved to be a big help down the stretch with his hard-nosed style. 

 Machacek, who turns 25 Oct. 14, brings experience to a Falcons training camp which officially got under way Tuesday morning with a full-scale practice. He’s already a veteran of 359 AHL games over five seasons. 

 He spent eight days in NHL camp with the Blue Jackets before getting the call to report to Springfield. 

“It’s always tough when you get sent down, but now that I’m here, I just have to regroup. There’s no time for pouting, because you have to get ramped up and be ready to play,” he said. 

 The Falcons, as currently constituted, have 23 players in camp. Coach Brad Larsen and assistants Jared Bednar and Nolan Pratt will get a good look at all of them over the course of exhibition games Friday night at home and Sunday night at Hartford. 

“I look upon these games as being important, because they’re a way of getting you into the right mode with some real contact. It’s a good way to get in stride,” Machacek said.

Springfield Falcons Hold First Practice of 2013 SeasonIt's hockey time again in Springfield as the Falcons take the ice at the MassMutual Center to prepare for the 2013 season. 

Larsen admits exhibition games sometimes can have their ragged edges, but he sees them as important from both the coaching and player points of view. 

“They’re a good indicator of how guys are doing, and a good chance for them to make an impression and show they can play,” he said. “Of course, the big picture is that we need to get this team ready for opening night in the American Hockey League.” 

For the Falcons, that’s Oct. 5, at home against the Manchester Monarchs. 

“We had a good practice this morning,” Larsen said. “Back on the ice and skating – that’s always good. We just have to concentrate on getting the guys to keep pushing and be ready to go.” 

ICE CHIPS:� Machacek believes the Falcons’ upbeat 2012-13 season will mean something to this new edition. “We set a good standard, and now we can build on that,” he said ... The Blue Jackets lost a 2-1 shootout against Minnesota on Monday, but Larsen said the parent club made great strides last season, and that will also carry over. “Coach Todd Richards and his staff are doing an excellent job, and the team has created an identity for themselves. Now they’re known as a tenacious team that is hard to play against. That’s the way we want this (Springfield) team to be – hard to play and never giving up” ... Defenseman Dalton Prout and winger Matt Calvert, both former Falcons, have recovered from injuries. They rejoined the Blue Jackets for Monday’s exhibition ... Curtis McElhinney, who will be the No. 2 Columbus goaltender, has been slowed by an injury. Whether his physical condition will impact the goaltending situation with the Falcons remains to be seen.�

Garry Brown can be reached at geeman1918@yahoo.com
Today marks the beginning of my 45th training camp, either as a player or in management, and much has changed over that time. However, the one thing that remains constant is the opportunity the camp provides for players to showcase their ability in hopes of either making the team or in some cases showing the coach they deserve a chance to take on a larger role. 

Due to contracts and players who are tabbed as prospects, only a couple of spots are up for grabs, which is pretty much the norm these days in the American Hockey League. However, we always hope one or two of the free agents will do something special in the short time they have to open the eyes of the coaching staff. Again this season we will be working with Evansville in the ECHL; it is important for the players who could end up being sent down to impress enough that they will merit a call-up during the season. We know first-hand how important depth is during the grind of the regular season. We look at the success we had last year, when a player like Trent Vogelhuber came up and impressed everyone with his speed and overall sound play. Trent earned himself another contract and an invitation to the camp in Columbus. 

I normally don't comment on individuals who are attending our camp, but I am looking forward to watching goaltender Mike Clemente. Mike came to our camp last year and we ended up sending him to Missouri in the CHL, where he could play a lot of games. He quickly earned the respect of his coach, Scott Hillman, and the players for his great work ethic and attitude as well as his stellar play between the pipes. This earned Mike an AHL contract as he continues to work on his development. 

All eyes will also be on Broc Little, who was a real offensive player during his years at Yale University. He opted to go to Sweden, where for the past two years he led his team in scoring, including last year in the Elite League. He will get a great chance to prove he is ready for the AHL and to provide offensive spark.

Most of the players will have seen some time at camp in Columbus, so it is important the free agents who are just attending our camp come in top condition. They have very little time to get ready before the preseason games get under way (the Falcons open the preseason at 7 p.m. Friday against the Hartford Wolf Pack at the MassMutual Center. There is a short window of time to make an impression, but we always hope that one or two players can make the decisions very tough as to who stays and who goes. 

Thanks for your support and we look forward to seeing you at The Nest.

Bruce Landon is president and general manager of the Springfield Falcons. He can be reached by commenting on this blog or sending him an e-mail at blandon@falconsahl.com. For more information visit the team website.
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SPRINGFIELD – Believe Springfield Falcons coach Brad Larsen when he says, “Nobody wants to be here.” 

He’s talking about the 23 players who will report to him Tuesday morning for the first session of preseason camp at the MassMutual Center. 

 While “nobody wants to be here” might be considered a negative view of the American Hockey League scene in Springfield, Larsen actually is glad his players feel that way. 

“They all want to be up there, in the National Hockey League, and that’s the way they should feel,” Larsen said. “The fact that they are here, instead of there, means they have work to do and things to prove. There are some bruised egos here, players who were cut from NHL camp, but they simply have to put their dreams on hold and get to work. It’s a long season, and each player has a chance to prove himself worthy of a shot at the NHL.” 

There will be more of those “bruised egos” once the training camp of Springfield’s parent Columbus Blue Jackets comes to a close. The Jackets have two more preseason games. After that, more cuts will be made, and they’ll wind up with the Falcons. That’s bad news for the players who will be involved, but good news for fans of Springfield hockey. From the looks of the talent on hand here and the talent still in Columbus camp, the Falcons should wind up with a solid, deep roster. 

“I know how they feel,” Falcons president/general manager Bruce Landon said. “It’s been the same way for the 45 years I’ve been around pro hockey. Players want to be in the NHL, but they have to prove that they deserve to be there.” 

Larsen, a 12-year pro who played 294 games in the NHL, knows all about the dreams of young players. 

“At that age, we all feel we’re ready for the NHL,” he said. “I know I felt that way, but after I went around the block a couple of times, I could look back and realize that I wasn’t even close to being ready.” 

Larsen and assistants Nolan Pratt and Jared Bednar worked with prospects at a tournament in Traverse City, Mich., earlier this month, then joined the Blue Jackets camp when it opened Sept. 11. 

“We had the chance to see a lot of the young guys, and a lot of guys who were with us last year,” Larsen said. “We already have a good core group here, and there’ll be some other decisions being made over the next four or five days.” 

The Falcons will make their first public appearance Friday, when they host the Hartford Wolf Pack (no more Connecticut Whale) in an exhibition game. The teams also meet Sunday night in Hartford. 

 The players here now will be active in the exhibition games. Larsen doesn’t expect any more roster moves until after the weekend. 

 The 17 players pared from the Columbus camp last week include eight who had considerable impact for the Falcons last year – a season which resulted in a Northeast Division title and a playoff berth. 

 The veterans are Andrew Joudrey, Sean Collins, Jake Hansen, Spencer Machacek, Jonathan Marchessault (he has dropped the “Audy” portion of his name), Dalton Smith, Trent Vogelhuber and Blake Parlett. In addition, the roster includes three who played briefly here last season – Alex Aleardi, Thomas Larkin and Austin Madaisky. 

 Still on the bubble in Blue Jackets camp are seven who played key roles in Springfield last season – Ryan Craig, Cody Bass, Michael Chaput, Boone Jenner, Cody Goloubef, David Savard and Will Weber. 

ICE CHIPS:� Some players took part in a light skate Monday, while others were occupied with physical examinations ... Larsen saw Curtis McElhinney, his star goaltender of last season, play one exhibition game for the Jackets. “He looked good,” the coach said ... Larsen said young players must learn the reality of the NHL. “Those teams have to win, so they can’t put trust in a player who makes mistakes. At that level, you have to be good, and be good every day, every shift. And players need to learn that they’ve got to be good enough to take someone’s job” ... After the exhibition weekend, the Falcons will have five days to get ready for their season opener, Oct. 5 against Manchester at the MassMutual Center.

Garry Brown can be reached at geeman1918@yahoo.com
SPRINGFIELD – The Springfield Falcons announced Thursday the assignment of 17 players from the Columbus Blue Jackets, the team’s NHL affiliate. 

 The following 17 players have been assigned to the Falcons: forwards Alex Aleardi, Sean Collins, Jake Hansen, Andrew Joudrey, Jeremy Langlois, Broc Little, Spencer Machacek, Jonathan Audy-Marchessault, Lukas Sedlak, Dalton Smith and Trent Vogelhuber; and defensemen Thomas Larkin, Joe Lavin, Austin Madaisky, Patrick McNeill, Blake Parlett and Frederic St. Denis. Machacek, McNeill, and St. Denis were placed on waivers by Columbus for the purpose of being assigned to Springfield. 

 They will join a group of additional players who did not participate in Columbus’ training camp at the Falcons’ main camp when it begins Tuesday at 10 a.m. at the MassMutual Center. The players include forwards Matt Bissonnette, Peter Sakaris and Ryan Flanigan, defenseman Loren Barron, and goaltenders Mike Clemente and Linus Lundin. Players report Sunday and Monday. 

 Single-game tickets to the Falcons’ home preseason game on Sept. 27 and regular-season contests go on sale at Ticketmaster.com on Saturday at 10 a.m. The Falcons open the regular season at 7 p.m. Oct. 5 against the Manchester Monarchs at the MassMutual Center.
SPRINGFIELD – Professional hockey will be back in town this weekend. 

Players seeking jobs with the Springfield Falcons will report to the MassMutual Center on Sunday. Those that need physicals will be examined Monday, and Camp Falcons will open Tuesday morning. 

Head coach Brad Larsen and assistants Jared Bednar and Nolan Pratt will be back to run the camp and prepare the team for preseason exhibition games Sept. 27 at home against Hartford, and Sept. 29 on the road against the same foe. 

The American Hockey League’s regular season will start Oct. 5. The Falcons play one of the home openers, facing the Manchester Monarchs. 

“We expect around 23 players to be in town by this weekend, but that number could change, depending on any cuts that might be made by our parent club,” said Falcons president/general manager Bruce Landon. 

Springfield’s parent Columbus Blue Jackets have been in camp since Sept. 11. Several players with Falcons backgrounds have excelled, both in practice and in exhibition games. 

Cam Atkinson, the former Boston College star, likely will be part of the Jackets’ No. 2 line with Brandon Dubinsky and Nathan Horton, the former Boston Bruin who signed as a free agent during the offseason. 

Ex-Falcon Ryan Johansen has been centering the third Columbus line, with R.J Umberger and Mark Letestu. Another former Falcon, Matt Calvert, has been playing on the fourth line with Derek MacKenzie and Blake Comeau. 

Atkinson and Johansen both scored Tuesday night in a 3-1 split-squad exhibition victory on the road against the Minnesota Wild. 

On defense, three ex-Falcons – Cody Goloubef, Tim Erixon and David Savard – are in competition for two available spots on the NHL roster, with rookie Ryan Murray and Ilari Melart the other candidates. 

Dalton Prout, who played for the Falcons in each of the last two seasons, likely will be with the Jackets on defense unless his recovery time from injury keeps him sidelined when the season opens. 

The Jackets have been taking a good look at Boone Jenner, a top prospect who played well in the playoffs for the Falcons last spring. Jenner logged 20:38 minutes of ice time and earned the game’s third star in a 3-1 split-squad exhibition loss at home to Buffalo on Tuesday night. 

THE COLUMBUS KID: Forward Trent Vogelhuber became the first Columbus native to play in an NHL game when he skated for the Jackets in a 5-4 exhibition victory over Pittsburgh. He was born in Columbus, grew up in nearby Dublin, Ohio, and played at Miami of Ohio before going pro. 

Vogelhuber played well for the Falcons last season, and really came on strong in their playoff games. 

FAN FEST: The Falcons will start the celebration of their 20th AHL season with a “Fan Fest” for their ticket-package holders and corporate partners. It’s scheduled for Saturday, Sept. 28, from noon to 3 p.m. at the MassMutual Center. Activities will include an intrasquad scrimmage, followed by a question-and-answer session with head coach Larsen. 

Player autographs, a merchandise clearance sale and family-fun events will be available on the arena concourse. 

ICE CHIPS: Although Atkinson has played some first-line shifts in training camp, the open wing spot on that line most likely will go to Nick Foligno, skating with Artem Anisimov and Marian Gaborik. Foligno would replace 38-year-old Vinny Prospal, a free agent who was not invited back by the Jackets ... Matt Hackett tended goal for Buffalo in the exhibition game. He’s the nephew of Jeff Hackett, who won the Jack Butterfield Trophy as MVP of the playoffs in 1990, when the Springfield Indians won the Calder Cup ... Curtis McElhinney, the goaltender who helped the Falcons win AHL Northeast last season, made his second preseason start Wednesday night at Carolina. In his first game, McElhinney played the first two periods against Pittsburgh. He allowed a goal in the first 47 seconds, but settled down to stop 24 of the next 25 shots as the Jackets won 5-4.
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OK, it’s time for a recount. 

 It was said in this space the other day that the Columbus Blue Jackets training camp roster includes 11 players who had been with their American Hockey League affiliate, the Springfield Falcons. 

 Not quite. Somehow, Ye Olde Scrivener missed an entire second page of the Columbus roster. Upon further review, we find that the Jackets camp actually includes 25 players who have been part of Springfield rosters over the last two seasons. 

 Some of them – forwards Cam Atkinson, Matt Calvert and Ryan Johansen, defensemen Tim Erixon and Dalton Prout – played much of last season with the Jackets and undoubtedly will be with them when the new campaign starts. Goaltender Curtis McElhinney – Springfield’s MVP last season – also seems likely to make the NHL roster as a backup to Sergei Bobrovsky. 

 That leaves a lot of other talent to be assessed before Columbus brass decides which players will be kept and which will be sent to Springfield. 

 Whatever the decisions, it appears the Falcons will go into the season with a solid core of experienced players. 

 The Springfield portion of training camp will start Sept. 22. Some of the players who take part in that camp eventually will give way to cuts from Columbus. 

 The Falcons will play exhibitions against the Hartford Wolfpack Sept. 27 at home, Sept. 29 at Hartford. Springfield’s American Hockey League schedule begins Oct. 5 against visiting Manchester. 

ANOTHER deVILLIER: For the second time, the Joe Salvon Memorial Golf Tournament committee will award a scholarship to a member of the deVillier family. 

 The 2011 award went to Delina deVillier, now a junior soccer player at Elms College. The 2013 award goes to her sister, Alexa, now a freshman at Springfield College. 

 After Joe Salvon died in 2009, family members and friends decided to have a yearly golf tournament in his memory. The tourney highlight is the awarding of a scholarship to a student-athlete at Cathedral High School, where Salvon played football in the ’50s. 

 The first, awarded in 2010, went to Tristan Fenton, a three-sport athlete who went on to Westfield State University. The 2012 award went to Jordan Monts, now a sophomore basketball player at Regis College. 

 The 2013 Salvon tourney will be played Sept. 27 at both Franconia and Twin Hills. An awards dinner will follow at Twin Hills. 

 The tournament committee is led by Bill Kingston, a former Cathedral quarterback and lifelong friend of the Salvon family. 

“Joe was the best kind of teammate, because you always knew you could rely on him. He was that way in sports, and that way for the rest of his life,” Kingston said. 

BEST BET for the weekend:� Emotional Kitten, in the Garden City Stakes at Belmont.
By  Garry Brown   

on September 02, 2013 at 9:47 PM 

Email 

Seven players who skated with the Springfield Falcons last season will be part of a National Hockey League Prospect Tournament at Centre Ice Arena in Traverse City, Mich. The tourney opens Thursday and runs through Monday. 

 This prelude to the start of NHL training camps features prospects from eight organizations, including Springfield’s parent club, the Columbus Blue Jackets. Buffalo, Carolina, Dallas, Detroit, Minnesota, the New York Rangers and St. Louis will also be involved. 

 The teams will play four games each, with Saturday reserved for practice only. 

 Springfield players from the 2012-13 American Hockey League season who will be on the 24-man Columbus prospects roster are forwards Boone Jenner, Michael Chaput, Dalton Smith, Jake Hansen and Alex Aleardi; and defensemen Austin Madaisky and Thomas Larkin. 

 Chaput and Smith played a full season with the Falcons as rookies. Chaput played in 73 of 76 games. Smith saw action in 67. 

 Jenner played only five regular-season games for the Falcons after the conclusion of his junior season with the Oshawa Generals. In the playoffs, he gave an outstanding performance, with two goals and three assists in eight games. 

 Larkin, Madaisky and Aleardi all played only briefly for the Falcons near the end of the regular season. Aleardi got into only three games, but he did contribute a game-winning goal. 

 The roster also includes forward Lukas Sedlak, who spent the last two weeks of last season with the Falcons but did not dress for a game. Another forward on the prospects roster, Oliver Gabriel, took part in Falcons preseason camp at the MassMutual Center last September, then was sent to Evansville of the ECHL. 

 The Springfield staff – coach Brad Larsen and assistants Jared Bednar and Nolan Pratt – will run the Columbus team in the prospects tourney. 

 The regular NHL training camp for the Blue Jackets will open Sept. 11. It is expected the Springfield portion of camp will open Sept. 22. 

NO PROUT:� Defenseman Dalton Prout will miss the opening of Columbus training camp, and may miss all of it. He underwent surgery Aug. 15 to repair an abdominal tear, and figures to be out until late September or early October. 

 Prout played 40 games for the Falcons last season before his recall March 1. He played 28 games for the Jackets during their hot run which left them just short of a playoff berth. 

 Prout returned to the Falcons after the NHL season, taking part in six playoff games. 

OLYMPIC PREVIEW:� Columbus coach Todd Richards spent last week at an orientation camp for Team USA. He’ll be one of the assistant coaches in the 2014 Olympic tournament. 

 In 1990-91, Richards played 70 games and scored 10 goals as a defenseman on the last Springfield team to win a Calder Cup. Over three seasons with the Indians, he played 192 games. �
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Not that he needed it, but St. John’s IceCaps’ head coach Keith McCambridge has received an early reminder of the wisdom and verity of the old saying, “you can never have enough defencemen.”

Zack O’Brien of St. John’s, who is attending the St. John’s IceCaps’ training camp on a tryout, will play his second straight AHL exhibition game today against the Syracuse Crunch. — Photo by Keith Gosse/The Telegram

The IceCaps have 11 rearguards on their training camp roster, but that number has been whittled way by some day-to-day injuries, meaning McCambridge and his coaching staff have had to some tweaking in advance of this evening’s American Hockey League preseason game against the Syracuse Crunch at the Clarenville Events Centre (5 p.m. start).

Blueliners Kris Fredheim and Julian Melchiori did not play Thursday night at Mile One Centre as Syracuse defeated St. John’s 5-2 in the opener of the three-game Mary’s Cup tournament, and they won’t be available for today’s contest in Clarenville.

Neither will tryout defenceman Travis Ehrhardt, who was hurt in Thursday’s game.

“We’ve have to make some adjustments on the back end with some players playing back-to-back games where we didn’t really have it planned that way,” said McCambridge.

But as the third-year coach has reiterated over the last week, training camp, with its scrimmages and these exhibition games, is a chance to impress, if not for an immediate roster berth, perhaps one later in the season on a recall.

Therefore, the unavailability of others could provide more of a chance for such impression by the likes of tryout rearguards Zach Bell and Cody Lampl.

Circumstances can also generate in-game opportunity, as it did Thursday for big Cody Sol.

With Ehrhardt hurt and Will O’Neill in the penalty box serving a fighting major and minor, Sol was tasked for some work on the power play. He didn’t look that out of place, even registering a goal, coming down off the blueline to take a pass from Kael Mouillierat and beating Crunch net minder Riku Helenius.

It’s not that the 6-6 Sol would normally be a first, or even second option on the power play, but his play on the PP Thursday did demonstrate some versatility that shouldn’t hurt in his effort to earn a full-time job with the IceCaps.

The 22-year-old Sol split last season between St. John’s and the ECHL’s Colorado Eagles, and is really only a second-year pro. But he is in also the last year of his entry-level deal with the parent Winnipeg Jets.

“I’m not young to a pro training camp anymore, that’s for sure,” said Sol, who actually made his AHL debut as an 18-year-old in 2010 when he appeared in one game for the Chicago Wolves.

“But I’m not a veteran, either. Last year, I was in and out of the lineup here, up and down between here and Colorado, so I guess maybe you can say I’m in the middle, looking for a solid spot here this year.”

Any assessment about Sol will always start with his height — that’s a given — and the native of Woodstock, Ont., understands.

“You can’t teach size. Everyone would love to me the size I am. But it’s all going to be about how I use that size,” said the 240-pounder, who spent the summer skating and training in London, Ont., with the likes of Montreal Canadiens defenceman Jarred Tinordi, Habs forward Brandon Prust and Los Angeles Kings star Drew Doughty.

He also worked hard at getting in even better shape.

“I got stronger. I got leaner. I want to use that size more and I want to be smarter using it,” he said. “We have are a lot of good D-men here. I’ll have to be my best in every way.”

Notes

While three or four defenceman who played Thursday will suit up in today’s game for St. John’s, there should be more extensive changes on the IceCaps’ forward lines. Set to play his first game for the IceCaps is Andrew Gordon, who has appeared in 55 NHL games, including a half-dozen with the Vancouver Canucks last season … Among the St. John’s forwards who played Thursday and will do so again tonight: tryout centre and St. John’s native Zach O’Brien … Jussi Olkinuora will get the start in goal for St. John’s this evening, with the plan being for him to be replaced after two periods by Adam Brown … Speaking of goalies, Syracuse’s Cedrick Desjardins required stitches to close a cut suffered after he took a puck off his mask Thursday on a wicked second-period snap shot by St. John’s forward Blair Riley … The Crunch were supposed to get in some outdoor paintball Friday, but wet weather led to cancellation of those plans. They went bowling instead … The Mary’s Cup wraps up Sunday afternoon (4 p.m.) at Mile One. The pre-season contests are being broadcast on 930 CJYQ and online through the IceCaps’ website (stjohnsicecaps.com) ...
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Published on September 27, 2013

The St. John's IceCaps' Philip-Michael Devos skates down the ice with the puck during the first game of the Mary's Cup American Hockey League exhibition game series Thursday night at Mile One Centre. — Photo by Amy Fitzpatrick/Special to the Telegram.

He was a three-year-captain of a Quebec Major Junior Hockey League team who scored 47 goals and 114 points in 2010-11, his last season of junior, winning the Jean Beliveau Trophy as the Q’s top scorer and earning a nod as a finalist for the league’s MVP award.

He won a Calder Cup ring with the Norfolk Admirals a couple of years ago and went to the American Hockey League final with the Syracuse Crunch this past spring.

As far as pros go, he may be a bit below the size median, but he’s known as a strong two-way centre and industrious penalty-killer, one who has posted an overall plus-31 rating in his two season in the AHL.

He has a reputation as a good guy, one who won the Frank Selke Trophy as the QMJHL’s most sportsmanlike player and the CHL Sportsman of the Year award in 2011.

He doesn’t qualify as an AHL veteran, so he wouldn’t count towards those game-day lineup quotas.

He’s also in St. John’s looking for work.

If it means anything, Phillip-Michael Devos is not alone. The 23-year-old from Sorel, Que, is one of four players with recent credentials as AHL regulars who are in the St. John’s IceCaps’ training camp on try-outs and among 11 tryout players in all.

Defenceman Jordan Hill has put in nearly 100 AHL games with Manitoba, Manchester and Bridgeport and is a former captain of the OHL’s Sarnia Sting; Maxime Legault is a good-sized forward and one-time Buffalo draft pick who spent the last three years with Sabres’ farm teams in Portland and Rochester; and rearguard Travis Ehrhardt, who has seen action in 135 AHL games with the Grand Rapids Griffins, is back from Finland, where he played in that country’s elite league last season.

Like Devos, all are known as hard workers and solid citizens. None of them have a contract.

Part of the reason behind their conditions, even though it may be a degree or two removed from their situations — is the forced frugality of the National Hockey League’s salary cap system, even more so this year with the cap going down. Big budget teams that used to sign players without worrying about total payroll are now paying attention to the ledger. By osmosis, that accountancy has spread to other areas within the pro ranks.

“You’re seeing that across the board in pro hockey,” said IceCaps’ head coach Keith McCambridge. “In the National League over the summer, you were seeing guys that a few years ago you might have expected to get one-way contracts, having to take two-way deals. It’s trickled down here. Players you might have expected to have already been signed, are looking for deals.”

Perhaps McCambridge and the rest of the IceCaps assessors are counting on these veteran tryouts to uncork any frustration with strong training-camp showings.

But Devos for one will be doing that on the ice. He prefers not to talk about chips and shoulders.

“That’s the business side of hockey, “ he said. “You might want to, but you can not ask yourself questions about what’s wrong or why this happened. You can’t keep wondering ‘Should I have done this or not done that.’

“This is my situation and all the questions and wondering doesn’t change it, so I am just focusing on today, trying to get better, trying to make this team.

“There are a lot of hockey players, a lot of talented players out there looking for work. I know that, but like I said, I’m just focusing on myself and what I can control, which is what I do on the ice and how I train off the ice.”

The five-foot-11, 185-pound Devos played five seasons in the QMJHL, mostly with the Victoriaville, where he was a long-time teammate of Norris Point’s Brandon Hynes. He scored 93 points in his last full season with the Tigres and followed up with his league-leading performance as an overager during a season that saw him traded from Victoriaville to the Gatineau Olympiques. He had 29 points in 24 playoff games for Gatineau that spring, helping the Olympiques all the way to the league.

But for all his scoring prowess as a junior, it’s his defensive game of which he is most proud.

“I hate to get scored on. That’s the worst thing that can happen to me. It makes me go nuts,” he said.

Devos suited up for the IceCaps Thursday night as they opened the Mary’s Cup pre-season tournament against the Crunch at Mile One Centre. For Devos, even though he’s new to the IceCaps, he’s a veteran of AHL exhibition games in Newfoundland, having played here for the Admirals and Crunch the last two autumns when Tampa Bay’s farm teams held their training camps here.

And those didn’t amount to his first hockey trips to St. John’s. Those came when he was with Victoriaville and the Tigres visited Mile One Centre for QMJHL games against the Fog Devils.

“I remember we didn’t have a whole lot of success. I remember one time we came in and I think we lost 5-1 in the first game and 6-0 in the second. It’s tough for teams to come here on the road. It’s a little further then they usually have to travel and the home team should take advantage of that,”  said Devos, perhaps thinking about what it might be like to be on the St. John’s side of those matchups on a more permanent basis.
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The Syracuse Crunch got three unanswered, unassisted goals in the third period to defeat ithe St. John's IceCaps 5-2 in Game 1 of the three-game Mary's Cup American Hockey League exhibition series Thursday night at Mile One Centre.

Tanner Richard, Cedric Paquette, with his second of the night, and Vladimir Namestnikov had the goals in the final frame for the defending Eastern Conference champion Crunch, who like the IceCaps, were playing their first contest of the preseason.

Richard's goal at 8:16 of the third — the game-winner — came on a turnover by St. John's forward Jerome Samson, who saw his pass gobbled up by the Syracuse rookie, who then raced into the St. John's end ahead of defenceman Brenden Kichton and beat IceCaps' goalie Michael Hutchinson with a well-placed shot to the glove side. Paquette's second also came on a St. John's turnover, this time by Carl Klingberg and on the IceCaps' side of the centre line. Namestnikov's tally came into an empty net, a gift of a different sort since the Crunch centre gained the puck after St. John's defenceman Will O'Neill, the last man back, had to discard a broken stick and in doing so gave up the puck.

Mike Witkowski had the other goal for the Crunch, the AHL farm team of the Tampa Bay Lightning, while Cody Sol, on a second-period power play, and Kael Moullierat, in the waning seconds of the middle frame, scored for St. John's.

IceCaps fans hoping for a team that will be an improvement on the one that finished last in the Atlantic a Division in 2012-13 should note that the preseason is what it is, with more sorting out than demonstration of the sort of team that will play in the regular season. They might like that the IceCaps outshot the Crunch 34-25, although much of that was built on a second period when St. John's outshot the visitors 17-6 and got its only two goals. But while the second period was the IceCaps' best, even that assessment came with qualification since the Crunch also got two markers — from Paquette and Witkowski — out of a half-dozen shots in the frame.

Hutchinson went the distance in the net for St. John's. Cedrick Desjardins started between the pipes for Syracuse before giving way to Riku Helenius midway through the second. Helenius gave up both St. John's goals but got the win.

Centre Zach O'Brien of St. John's was in the starting lineup for the IceCaps and had the first shot on goal of the game and three overall. Aso starting for the home side was defenceman Zach Bell, who grew up in Ontario, but was born in St. John's and has many relatives here.

Official attendance tonight was 4,391 meaning Mile One was just over two-thirds full.

There were two fights in the second period, the first featuring O'Neill getting the best of Namestikov, the second involving St. John's captain Jason Jaffray and Syracuse blueliner Joey Mormina.

The IceCaps' lineup Thursday included number of players who were with St. John's, either full-time or part-time, last season: forwards Jaffray, Adam Lowry, Mouillierat, Carl Klingberg, Ryan Schnell and John Albert; defencemen O'Neill and Sol; and goalie Jussi Olkinuora, who did not play.

Newcomers who were dressed were forwards Samson, Kyle McKinnon, Blair Riley, Phillip-Michael Devos, Maxime Legault and O'Brien; defencemen Cody Lampl, Travis Ehrhardt, Kichton and Bell; and Hutchinson in goal.

Devos, O'Brien and Legault, who constituted one forward line for St. John's, along with Lampl, Ehrhardt and Bell, are all in camp on tryouts.

St. John's head coach Keith McCambridge says that all players in camp — there are 37 on the roster — should see action in the Mary's Cup competition barring injuries.

Game 2 of the tourney is Saturday (5 p.m.) at the Clarenville Events Centre, while it wraps up Sunday afternoon (4 p.m.) at Mile One. All games are being carried on 930 CJYQ and online through the IceCaps' website (stjohnsicecaps.com).

Notes

Thursday's Molson Canadian three stars: 1. Cedric Paquette, Syr. 2. Kael Mouillierat, SJs, 3. Tanner Richard, Syr. … IceCaps' broadcaster Brian Rogers' choice as the Mary Brown's hardest-working player: new forward Blair Riley … Jerome Samson and Adam Lowry, on a line with captain Jason Jaffray, both finished minus-three, although all three players were on the ice for the empty-netter … No St. John's player finished with a plus rating … They may be the Portland Pirates, but the AHL team will not be playing in Portland, Me., this season. Due to an unresolved legal dispute with the Cumberland County Civic Center in Portland, the Pirates have announced they will play all their home and playoff games this season at the Androscoggin Bank Colisee in Lewiiston, Me. The decision means the date of at least one of the IceCaps' road games will be changed … Today is the last day that IceCaps season-ticket holder can reserve their seats for the AHL All-Star Classic, to be held at Mile One Centre Feb. 11 to 12. They can do so by contacting the Mile One Centre box office …
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Lampl stands out at camp
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With so many newcomers at the St. John’s IceCaps’ training camp this week, even IceCaps’ staffers have found the need for a cheat sheet that matches up names and jersey numbers.

But once you’ve seen defenceman Cody Lampl, there is no need for further identification assistance. Because even though we’re still almost a week and a half away from the start of the American Hockey League regular season, Lampl is in full playoff mode, at least in the visual sense.

© — Photo by Keith Gosse/The Telegram 

As a result of sporting a healthy playoff-style beard, Cody Lampl is one of the most easily identifiable players on the ice at the St. John's IceCaps' training camp this week.

You see, Lampl has a beard. And it’s not the “haven’t-shaved-in-two-weeks” type. It’s epic. It’s mountain-man quality, which is appropriate since Lampl is from Ketchum, Idaho, situated hard by Bald Mountain, location of the main ski area of the world-renowned Sun Valley Resort. It’s also where the world’s first chair-lifts were installed more than 75 years ago, something Lampl can tell you all about since it was the subject of his thesis as a history major.

“Every season since I was in college,” said Lampl, explaining his late-September look. “I’m from a mountain town and that’s what we did every winter. My dad’s always had a big beard.

“But it’s not just us. Pretty much every man in town who can grow a beard has one and I’ve kept up the tradition, no matter where I’ve been.”

It’s a tradition Lampl has kept going for eight years, the first four while he attended and played hockey for Colorado College, the remainder as a pro, mostly in the ECHL, with the Idaho Steelheads in his native state, the Utah Grizzlies (where the nickname had a double meaning in his case) and last season, the Toledo Walleye.

Once the 27-year-old Lampl starts growing the beard, it doesn’t get touched until the end of the hockey season.

“Yeah, it gets really long, but it’s not problematic. In fact, it makes things hurt less when you get hit in the face,” he said of its cushioning advantage.

He does acknowledge that nowadays, what with the popularity of the TV show Duck Dynasty, he’s hearing more and more snickery references to hirsute Robinsons like Jase and Si.

See NOT THE FIRST, page C2

“And of course there was Wilson (major league relief pitcher Brian Wilson), who came along and made it his thing, but we’ve been doing it longer,” he said.

“It’s not much of a big deal where I live. It’s the norm.”

Wherever he’s played, Lampl has been very much of a fan favourite. Nicknamed, as you mighty expect, “the Lamp” (he has a tattoo on his neck of an old fashioned street lamp, with stylized ‘”L” at the bottom), he played in 64 games with Toledo in 2012-13, with six goals, eight assists, 127 penalty minutes and team-high plus-20 rating.

At 5-foot-11 and 185 pounds, Lampl’s not big, but he’s solid (think fire hydrant a la Soggy Bottom Boy) and his resume, which includes 322 penalty minutes in 216 ECHL games, shows him to be the sort of gritty, hard-hitting, tough-nosedsort of player the IceCaps are looking to add to their organizational pool.

Lampl, who is on a tryout at camp, would not be the first native of Ketchum on the IceCaps should he play here. That would be forward Joey Sides, who appeared in a half-dozen games with St. John’s last season.

“He’s been one of my best friends,” said Lampl of Sides, who might be his teammate this year, since they both have contracts with Toledo.

“I’ve known him since third grade at Ernest Hemingway Elementary.”

That school was named after the famous author (and beard-wearer), who came to live in Ketchum in the late 1950s.

“It kind of puts a damper on things that he shot himself there (Hemingway committed suicide in 1961),” said Lampl. “But he always wanted to be in the most serene place he could find and we’re glad he found that to be Ketchum.”

Hemingway wasn’t the only one. From Gary Cooper to Tom Hanks, many notables have come to live full- or part-time in the town of about 3,000.

“Adam West, the original Batman, he’s there,” said Lampl. “(Hotel magnate) Steve Winn, too. I went to school with the Willis kids, Bruce and Demi’s kids. It’s nice for them because no one’s star-struck out there.

“They can come and be anonymous.”

And even hide behind a beard if they are so inclined.
More Jets landing in St. John's
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The Winnipeg Jets trimmed their training camp roster by five more players Tuesday, sending four forwards to the American Hockey League’s St. John’s IceCaps and returning junior-aged defenceman Josh Morrissey, Winnipeg’s 2013 first-round draft pick, to the Prince Albert Raiders of the Western Hockey League.
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St. John’s IceCaps training camp attendees listen to instructions from head coach Keith McCambridge (far left) at Mile One Centre in St. John’s on Monday. The IceCaps have 36 players in camp this week, but that number will likely grow as more players are cut from the Winnipeg Jets camp. 

The four sent to St. John’s include centre Eric O’Dell, the IceCaps’ leading scorer last season, promising young centre Adam Lowry, winger Ivan Telegin and veteran Andrew Gordon, who must clear waivers before the assignment is official.

The move leaves 27 players on Winnipeg’s training camp list. The Jets must get down to a 23-man roster before the NHL season starts Monday. It would appear they will need to cut one goalie, one or two defencemen, and one or two forwards before then.

Players who were with the IcCaps at the end of last season but remain in Winnipeg’s camp include centre Patrice Cormier, defenceman Zach Redmond and goalie Eddie Pasquale.

Meanwhile, the IceCaps have 36 players in training camp, including 25 who are under some sort of contract (NHL or AHL). Final cuts for St. John’s are expected at the conclusion of the Mary’s Cup pre-season tournament Sunday. The IceCaps are facing the Syracuse Crunch in the tourney, which involves games at Mile One Centre in St. John’s on Thursday night, the Clarenville Events Centre Saturday afternoon and Mile One on Sunday afternoon.

Here’s a rundown of which players are where after Tuesday’s moves.

The 36 players who have been assigned to the St. John’s IceCaps as of Tuesday afternoon:

Notes: * — tryouts; Andrew Gordon must clear waivers before he can officially report to St. John’s

Goaltenders (3)

Adam Brown*, Michael Hutchinson, Jussi Olkinuora,

Defenceman (11)

Zach Bell*, Ben Chiarot, Patrick Cullity, Travis Erhardt*, Kris Fredheim, Jordan Hill*, Brenden Kichton, Juilan Melichiori, Cody Lampl*, Cody Sol, Will O’Neill

Forwards (22)

John Albert, Austen Brassard, Yann Cisse, Phillip-Michael Devos*, Andrew Gordon, Jason Jaffray, Patrick Kennedy*, Carl Klingberg, Adam Lowry, Maxime Legault*, J.C. Lipon, Josh Lunden, Blair MacAulay*, Kyle MacKinnon, Kael Mouillierat, Zach O’Brien*, Eric O’Dell, Blair Riley, Jerome Samson, Ryan Schnell, Ivan Telegin, Mike Ullrich*

The 27 players remaining in the Winnipeg Jets camp as of Tuesday afternoon. (NHL teams must get down to a roster of 23 by Oct. 1):

Note: * — two-way contract

Goalies (3)

Al Montoya, Eddie Pasquale*, Ondrej Pavelec

Defenceman (9)

Zach Bogosian, Dustin Byfuglien, Grant Clitsome, Toby Enstrom, Adam Pardy, Paul Postma, Zach Redmond*, Mark Stuart, Jacob Trouba

Forwards (15)

Patrice Cormier*, Michael Frolik, Matt Halischuk*, Olli Jokinen, Evander Kane, Andrew Ladd, Bryan Little, Anthony Peluso, Mark Scheifele*, Devin Setoguchi, Jim Slater, Eric Tangradi, Chris Thorburn, Blake Wheeler, James Wright
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King has no retirement regrets on first day as assistant coach
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St. John’s IceCaps’ video coach Ian Andersen took the picture with his iPhone.

“For the fridge, in case he wanted it,” explained Andersen as he tilted the phone to display the shot, which showed Jason King all decked out in his coach’s garb, ready to leave the office he and Andersen share with Mark Morrison and to head out onto the ice at Mile One Centre and a new stage in his new working life.

© — Photo by Rhonda Hayward/The Telegram  

New St. John’s IceCaps assistant coach Jason King (rear) looks on during the first day of training camp at Mile One Centre on Monday. King retired from playing over the summer.

St. John’s IceCaps’ video coach Ian Andersen took the picture with his iPhone.

“For the fridge, in case he wanted it,” explained Andersen as he tilted the phone to display the shot, which showed Jason King all decked out in his coach’s garb, ready to leave the office he and Andersen share with Mark Morrison and to head out onto the ice at Mile One Centre and a new stage in his new working life.

There was a little bit of a youngster embarking on his first day of school in the picture. A very small bit.

Otherwise — and new uniform aside —  Jason King, the IceCaps’ rookie assistant coach, looked every bit like Jason King, the IceCaps’ veteran player, very much in control of himself.

Still there were a few tingles, imperceptible to those watching, felt only by the man himself.

“The whole thing has been really exciting, but especially now that training camp has started,” said King after the IceCaps’ first practice at Mile One Monday afternoon.

“You can evaluate. You can see things developing on the ice from a different perspective. It’s new on this side of it and that’s exciting.”

When asked if there ever was a moment when he forgot himself, when he felt an urge — born of nearly two decades of habit — to jump into the rush with other forwards in a drill, King shook his head.

“No actually, I really didn’t,” he answered, before referring to his summertime decision to retire from playing after a 2012-13 American Hockey League season that saw him limited to nine games because of concussion problems.

“You know when it’s time, when it’s over. I’ve come to that realization and I accept it and I feel great doing this right now.”

Notes: The parent Winnipeg Jets assigned five more players to the IceCaps Monday, sending goaltender Michael Hutchinson, defencemen Ben Chiarot and Julian Melchiori, and forwards Jerome Samson and Carl Klingberg. Samson has to clear waivers before he can officially report to St. John’s … The moves mean there are 32 players on each of the IceCaps’ and Jets’ training camp rosters. In St. John’s, there are three goalies, 11 defencemen and 18 forwards. Those remaining with Winnipeg include goalie Eddie Pasquale, defenceman Zach Redmond and forwards Eric O’Dell, Patrice Cormier and Adam Lowry, who all finished the 2012-13 regular season with the IceCaps … The Syracuse Crunch, who will play the IceCaps in a three-game exhibition series, the Mary’s Cup, beginning Thursday, start their training camp at Mile One this afternoon … The new assistant coach for the Crunch is former St. John’s Maple Leafs’ defenceman Trent Cull. And on the Crunch’s training-camp roster is tryout forward Maxime Langelier-Parent, who spent half the 2005-06 QMJHL season with the St. John’s Fog Devils … The IceCaps will be split into two practice groups today, with separate practice sessions and a scrimmage in between … Tickets are still available through the Mile One box office for the first game of the Mary’s Cup Thursday night at Mile One. The price per ticket is $17.93 ($15, plus taxes and surcharge)…
IceCaps training camp set to get underway
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The Winnipeg Jets still have about a dozen cuts to make to get down to their 23-man limit before the 2013-14 National Hockey League season begins a week from now, and those cuts will likely make up about half the roster of the American Hockey League’s St. John’s IceCaps.

However, that doesn’t mean there won’t be a sufficient amount of players on hand as the IceCaps open up their third training camp today at Mile One Centre.

© File photo 

The Winnipeg Jets still have about a dozen cuts to make to get down to their 23-man limit before the 2013-14 National Hockey League season begins a week from now, and those cuts will likely make up about half the roster of the American Hockey League’s St. John’s IceCaps.

However, that doesn’t mean there won’t be a sufficient amount of players on hand as the IceCaps open up their third training camp today at Mile One Centre.

As of Sunday, there were 27 players — two goalies, nine defencemen and 16 forwards — expected to be on the ice today in St. John’s. Some are known quantities for IceCaps fans, but there are a whole lot of newcomers.

Here’s a rundown of who will be working out under the eyes of St. John’s head coach Keith McCambridge, assistant coaches Mark Morrison, Ian Anderson and Jason King, and goalie coach Dusty Imoo:

Goaltenders (2)

Jussi Olkinuora, who turned pro with the Jets last spring after leaving the University of Denver, has a two-way NHL deal with the Jets.

Adam Brown, who turned pro with the IceCaps’ 2012-13 ECHL affiliate, the Colorado Eagles, after a solid Western Hockey League career with the Kelowna Rockets, is here on a tryout.

Still in Winnipeg’s camp are Eddie Pasquale and Michael Hutchinson.

Defenceman (9)

Will O’Neill and big Cody Sol are back as is Patrick Cullity, who finished up with St. John’s last season.

Sol has an NHL deal, while O’Neill and Cullity are on AHL contracts, as is newcomer Kris Fredheim, who played with the AHL’s Houston Aeros the last three seasons and had a brief stint in the NHL with the Minnesota Wild a couple of years ago.

The only rearguards currently on the roster who are first-year pros are tryout Zach Bell, who spent the last four years with the North Bay (prior to that, Brampton) Battalion of the Ontario Hockey League, and Brenden Kichton, on an entry-level contract.

Kichton was drafted by the Jets in June after being named the Western Hockey League’s defenceman of the year.

On professional tryouts are Cody Lampl, who played mostly in the ECHL the last three seasons; Travis Erhardt, who was in Finland in 2012-13 after a few years with the AHL’s Grand Rapids Griffins, and Jordan Hill, who has seen AHL time in each of the last three seasons with the Manchester Monarchs and Bridgeport Sound Tigers.

Forwards (16)

Centres and wingers already in town include familiar faces in captain Jason Jaffray, John Albert, Josh Lunden, Kael Mouillierat and Ryan Schnell. They’re all signed to AHL deals, except for Albert, who has a two-way NHL contract.

Other forwards on the training-camp roster with minor-league contracts include three who played elsewhere in the AHL last season: centre Kyle MacKinnon (Providence) and right-wingers Blair Riley (Bridgeport) and Maxime Legault (Rochester).

Rookie forwards with contracts include J.C. Lipon and Austen Brassard, Jets’ draft picks who have entry-level NHL deals, along with six-foot-three Yasin Cisse, a pick of the Atlanta Thrashers in 2010, the year before the franchise moved to Winnipeg. Cisse has an AHL contract.

Forwards in camp on tryouts include St. John’s native Zach O’Brien, who totalled 193 points over the last two seasons in the QMJHL; Blair MacAulay, out of the University of Manitoba and a two-time CIS West MVP; Mike Ullrich, a 6-2 centre who averaged better than a point a game in the ECHL last season; Cornell product Patrick Kennedy, who also played in the ECHL in 2012-13; and Phillip-Michael Devos, who spent the last two seasons in the AHL.

We’re not sure how many players Devos will know among the IceCaps who will hit the ice for their first formal practice today, but he’s bound to be more than a familiar with quite of few on the Syracuse Crunch, who will provide the opposition for St. John’s in the three-game Mary’s Cup competition, beginning later this week.

Last season, Devos played 70 games for the Crunch, who rolled all the way to Calder Cup final last spring before losing to Grand Rapids.

The Crunch will also be holding their training camp at Mile One, beginning Tuesday. It’s the third straight year Tampa Bay’s farm team has visited Newfoundland for the pre-season.

Notes: The Mary’s Cup tournament begins with a game Thursday night at Mile One, continues with a contest at the Clarenville Events Centre Saturday afternoon and finishes up Sunday afternoon at Mile One … The Crunch are expected to bring 20 players to St. John’s, including goalies Cedrick Desjardins and Riku Helenius; defenceman Charles Landry, Daniel Milan, Joey Mormina, Nikita Nesterov, Artem Sergeev and Luke Witkowski; and forwards Brady Brassart, Danick Gautheir, Maxime Langelier-Parent, Vladimir Namestnikov, Carl Nielsen, Eric Neilson, Drew Olson, Philippe Paradis, Cedic Paquette, Evan Rankin, Tanner Richard and Geoff Walker … The Syracuse head coach is Rob Zettler, who took over after Jon Cooper was promoted to become the Lightning’s bench boss midway through last season … Veteran defenceman Dean Arsene, who spent last season with the IceCaps, has been given a tryout with the AHL’s Abbotsford Heat. The 33-year-old Arsene is from Abbotsford and operates an organic blackberry farm in the area … Defenceman James Melindy of Goulds has been assigned to the AHL’s Portland Pirates by the Phoenix Coyotes. Melindy, a third-round pick of the Coyotes in 2012, signed an entry-level deal with Phoenix over the summer ...
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Time in Pittsburgh helps Megna

 September 26. 2013 12:26AM

By Tom Venesky - tvenesky@civitasmedia.com 
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Penguins open preseason in Rochester on Wednesday. Page 4B
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Jayson Megna has the same goal this season as he had last year, only it’s a little more clearer.

Even though he was a rookie last season, Megna’s goal, like any player in the AHL, was to make the NHL. With Pittsburgh’s depth at forward, Megna never got to suit up for the parent club, but it’s clear he has caught their attention.

The 23-year-old had an impressive rookie tournament in the offseason and replicated that performance during his time in Pittsburgh’s training camp. He survived the first round of cuts before being reassigned on Sunday, and after having spent a few weeks around the NHL club, Megna has a better idea of what he’s after.

“They play the game at the highest level in the world, so when you get a little taste of that it ups your own game,” Megna said. “It was a great experience up there and I’m definitely coming in with a little more confidence.”

And ready to work.

Last season, Megna showed flashes of his offensive prowess and also struggled at times as he transitioned from from college into the pro game. He finished the season registering five goals and 12 points in 56 games.

Now, with a year of pro experience plus the time in Pittsburgh’s training camp, Megna is ready to improve on last year’s numbers.

“I know I still have to prove myself before I get a chance, work on the little things,” he said. “Continue to use my speed, work on my shot and focus on the things I learned up there. It all translates and hopefully it will give me a better shot to go back there.”

NOTEBOOK

The Penguins lost 3-2 in overtime to the Rochester Americans in Wednesday’s preseason opener. Denver Manderson scored for the Penguins in the first period and Paul Thompson added a power play goal later in the game. In net, Eric Hartzell stopped 14-of-16 shots, while Andy Chiodo stopped 15-of-16 in relief. Wilkes-Barre/Scranton went 1-for-2 on the power play and 4-of-6 on the penalty kill.

Wilkes-Barre/Scranton will host the Rochester Americans in exhibition action on Friday, Sept. 27 at 7:05 p.m. and the Hershey Bears on Sunday, Sept. 29 at 5:05 p.m.
Chiodo has much to offer

 September 24. 2013 2:51AM

By Tom Venesky - tvenesky@civitasmedia.com 
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The Edmonton Oilers claimed Steve MacIntyre off waivers on Monday after he was sent down by Pittsburgh.

After spending years playing in Europe, Andy Chiodo is glad to be back in North America with the organization that gave him his start.
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The Edmonton Oilers claimed Steve MacIntyre off waivers on Monday after he was sent down by Pittsburgh.
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After spending years playing in Europe, Andy Chiodo is glad to be back in North America with the organization that gave him his start.

The Edmonton Oilers claimed Steve MacIntyre off waivers on Monday after he was sent down by Pittsburgh.
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When Andy Chiodo walked into the Ice Rink at Coal Street for the start of training camp this week, he realized how much he had missed playing hockey in North America.

After spending the first three years of his pro career with the Pittsburgh organization, Chiodo has spent seven of the last eight seasons playing in Europe, including the last three in Austria.

Now, the 30-year-old netminder is back as an invitee to Wilkes-Barre/Scranton’s training camp, and he’s not only glad to be back with the organization, but in North America as well.

“You always think about it when you’re over there. There are pros and cons to both places, but taking a look at the facility here, the coaching staff, fan support and quality of play, this is professional. There’s nothing better than North American hockey, and you appreciate it more and more as you get older.”

Chiodo had an eventful run with the Penguins during his first three seasons as a pro. In 2003-04 he was the starting netminder as the team made it to the Calder Cup Final. He also saw eight games of NHL action that year with Pittsburgh. He split the next two seasons between Wilkes-Barre/Scranton and Wheeling, but along the way became a fan favorite.

Now, seven years later, Chiodo is back and no longer is he the young netminder fresh out of juniors. Chiodo admits he’s a different player today.

“This will be my 11th season and I have a lot of perspective at this point. You can’t help but learn every single year and I have a lot to offer,” he said.

That experience, in addition to his play, is what makes Chiodo appealing to Penguins head coach John Hynes. With fellow veteran goaltender Peter Mannino injured and last year’s starter Jeff Zatkoff up in Pittsburgh, Hynes is left with Chiodo and rookie Eric Hartzell.

“Having Andy come in is important because he has a proven track record and is a consummate professional,” Hynes said. “He’s had a good pro career and played in a lot of important games. Now he’s the veteran guy that can really help Eric.”

Chiodo is glad to help and looks forward to using his experience to help Hartzell make the transition into the pro game.

“I’ve been around for a long time and it’s nice to be able to pass that on to a young kid coming in,” he said. “You take pride in helping the young guys and it’s not always an easy transition for them to make.”

But it is an easy transition for Chiodo to return to the North American game, thanks in large part to the fact that he’s coming back to the organization that gave him his start.

The return to Wilkes-Barre has also taught Chiodo another hockey lesson — the importance of leaving a team on good terms.

“This hockey world is a small world and when a team knows they can rely on you, if there’s an opportunity down the road they might call upon you again,” he said. “The way you conduct yourself as a player really plays a big role later in your career.”

Notes

• The Penguins lost tough guy Steve MacIntyre on Monday when he was claimed on waivers by Edmonton after being sent down by Pittsburgh a day earlier. MacIntyre spent the last two seasons with the Pittsburgh organization — much of it with Wilkes-Barre/Scranton.

“It’s great for Steve. He’s a guy that’s put in a lot of time with our organization,” Hynes said. “He’s got the hardest job in hockey and he’s done a great job for us. He’s earned the opportunity. It’s disappointing for us, but I wish him the best.”

• With MacIntyre gone, the Penguins still have plenty of toughness on the roster thanks to the offseason addition of Pierre-Luc Letourneau-Leblond.

“The fact that we have one of the tougher guys in the game in Pierre is nice, along with the other depth we have,” Hynes said.

The Penguins also have tough guys Patrick McGrath and Chaz Johnson on the training camp roster.

• In addition to Letourneau-Leblond, Pittsburgh also sent down forwards Jayson Megna, Nick Drazenovic and Adam Payerl and defensemen Scott Harrington, Philip Samuelsson and Brendan Mikkelson. Hynes expects them to participate in today’s practice, which will likely be split into two groups.

• Of those players remaining in Pittsburgh for an extended look are Bobby Farnham and Zach Sill. Hynes was pleased to see two players who have never played an NHL game catch the attention of the parent club.

“Sill is going into his fifth year in our organization and has played 259 AHL games. It’s great to see how he’s matured as a player and off the ice. He’s making a real statement for himself,” Hynes said.

Farnham began last season in the ECHL and worked his way up to Wilkes-Barre/Scranton, where he posted 274 penalty minutes in 65 games.

“He’s done it through sheer work ethic and determination,” Hynes said. “It’s nice to see.”

• Monday’s practice featured the first scrimmage of training camp. The Black team defeated the White squad 1-0 thanks to a Brian Gibbons penalty shot goal. Hynes was happy with the play of Chiodo and Hartzell in net, along with the entire pace of the scrimmage.

“The guys really implemented things we had worked on, they were playing physical and they were engaged,” he said.

• Johnson continued to display his physical side in camp throwing several big hits during the scrimmage.

“He’s the type of player that really affects the other team with his intensity level and he’s got a reputation of being a tough player to play against,” Hynes said.

Perhaps the biggest hit of the scrimmage, however, belonged to Back Mountain native Patrick McGrath, who crushed Paul Thompson into the boards behind the net.

Goaltender injuries causing ripple effect

 September 23. 2013 12:30AM

By Tom Venesky - tvenesky@civitasmedia.com 

--------------------------------------------------------------------------------

Wilkes-Barre/Scranton goaltender Eric Hartzell is preparing for his first full professional season after leading Quinnipiac to the Frozen Four last season.
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WILKES-BARRE — On Saturday afternoon, as the first day of Wilkes-Barre/Scranton Penguins training camp came to an end, head coach John Hynes spoke about the importance of having depth at the goaltender position.

“The chain effect is more dramatic than any other position,” he said.

Later in the day, Hynes’ words would ring true as Pittsburgh goaltender Tomas Vokoun left the practice ice and underwent a procedure to dissolve a blood clot in his pelvis. Vokoun is out indefinitely, leaving Pittsburgh with Marc-Andre Fleury and Jeff Zatkoff, last year’s starter with Wilkes-Barre/Scranton.

Adding to the ripple effect is goaltender Peter Mannino’s status. He is still considered day-to-day with an injury. And just like that, only two days into Wilkes-Barre/Scranton’s training camp, the goaltending position could undergo some major changes.

“Right now it’s a two-pronged effect because Mannino is day-to-day and, as of right now, Zatkoff is going to get a good opportunity to become the number two in Pittsburgh with Vokoun out,” Hynes said. “We, as an organization, have two goalies out.”

But there’s more. Hynes added that the team may look at bringing a third goaltender to go along with veteran Andy Chiodo and rookie Eric Hartzell. With a pair of preseason games coming up this week, Hynes said things are going to pick up and it would be nice to have a third goaltender to help carry the load in practice.

“It seems fine now, but there may be an influx of players coming down Monday, Tuesday or Wednesday, and then we get into games,” he said.

With Vokoun and Mannino both sidelined, the opportunities for Chiodo and Hartzell undoubtedly improve.

Chiodo, 30, is entering his 11th professional season and his second stint with the Penguins. He was the starter in net when the Penguins went to the Calder Cup Final in 2004 and spent the last three seasons in Europe.

Hartzell, 24, was signed by the Penguins over the summer after completing four seasons of college hockey. Earlier this year, he was named the USA Hockey College Player of the Year after leading Quinnipiac to the Frozen Four.

As of now, both players represent Wilkes-Barre/Scranton’s goaltending tandem, with Chiodo being the seasoned veteran and Hartzell the top prospect.

But that could change with another injury or someone getting healthy again.

“It’s difficult when you have injuries because there’s only two (goaltenders) per team,” Hynes said. “It really affects the depth in your organization and it’s a rapid, trickle effect more than any other positions.”

Chiodo and Hartzell are both ready for any extra opportunities that may come their way.

“You don’t want anyone to go through what Vokoun is going through,” Chiodo said. “The main thing, in professional hockey, is things happen every day. All we can do is be prepared. Over my years, I’ve seen so many situations where guys have injuries and as a player you just try to be prepared every day.”

Hartzell is taking a similar approach.

“Wherever I am is where my focus is. Right now, my mind is in Wilkes-Barre until otherwise,” he said. “But this is why practice is so important. It’s your opportunity to get better every day and if I’m called upon, I’ll be ready to go.”

Notes

- Hynes said he may hold an intra-squad practice today as players continue to battle for a spot in the organization. With the first exhibition game coming up on Wednesday in Rochester, Hynes said the expected influx of players from Pittsburgh will mean that not everyone will get penciled in for a preseason game. That’s why practices and scrimmages are important, he said.

“When you’re in a training camp setting, you’re going against guys you are going to play with. But you’re also fighting for a spot and to make a name for yourself,” Hynes said. “Not everyone is guaranteed a game, and when it gets to competitive situations in practice or a scrimmage, that may be their only opportunity.”

- Sunday’s practice featured plenty of intensity, highlighted by Clark Seymour and Chaz Johnson exchanging big hits during two-on-two drills. Johnson is a nine-year pro known for his physical play, and Hynes was happy to see him establish the intensity during practice.

“Anytime a guy does that in the drills or a practice, it always raises the competitive level,” Hynes said. “You have to be ready to go. Anytime you have guys practice at that intensity level, it always raises everyone else’s game.”

- Hartzell spent some time with Pittsburgh as their third goaltender during the postseason and also was with the big club for the start of this year’s training camp. Although he has yet to play a professional game, Hartzell said the experience with Pittsburgh helped prepare him for the big day.

“Those guys are just so good up there and it really helped my game. You have to be patient and not overreact against them,” he said. “They’re just so good at what they do that it helps you read plays and stay patient. I wouldn’t trade that experience for the world.”

- Despite the uncertainty surrounding the goaltender position throughout the organization, Hynes said Mannino won’t be rushed back. “Even though it seems like there’s a good opportunity, it’s more important for him to be ready for the regular season,” Hynes said.

McGrath ready to fight for spot
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Penguins forward Patrick McGrath, a Lake-Lehman graduate, approaches the goal during training camp at Coal Street on Saturday morning.
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Patrick McGrath skated onto the ice at Coal Street for the first day of Wilkes-Barre/Scranton Penguins training camp hoping to eventually make a bit of history.

McGrath, who grew up in the Back Mountain, hopes to become the first player who was born and trained in the area to skate for the Penguins. It’s a goal that the 20-year-old Lake-Lehman graduate set years ago.

Now, with Saturday’s start of training camp, McGrath’s goal is as attainable as ever.

“It was a pretty special feeling. I grew up here watching (the Penguins),” he said. “Guys like Tom Kostopoulos and Andy Chiodo — those were guys I looked up to and I’m just trying to follow their footsteps.”

Kostopoulos and Chiodo are also in camp, so McGrath is getting an opportunity to skate with some of his childhood heroes.

But he isn’t treating his invite to training camp as simply a goodwill gesture. McGrath, who is a physical winger with a penchant for dropping the gloves, has been paying his dues to get to this level. He spent the last two seasons in the Quebec Major Junior Hockey League, where he was tops last season with 29 fighting majors.

And in the offseason, McGrath has trained religiously with Penguins trainer Joe Lorincz and even worked with Dennis Bonvie to hone his fighting skills.

His approach to becoming a pro is much like to his approach on the ice.

“An in-your-face style of play. Just relentless and do whatever it takes to help my team win,” McGrath said.

McGrath’s hockey path began when his brother got him into the sport and he started playing for the Pocono Pirates before heading to Canada in 2011.

And on Saturday, McGrath found himself skating on the ice with some of the very Penguin players he grew up watching.

He didn’t hesitate to let them know about it, either.

“He was telling me he watched me play when he was a kid,” Kostopoulos said. “So he was making me feel a little old.

“But it’s really neat to have a kid who grew up in Wilkes-Barre in this dressing room.”

In order for McGrath to remain in the Penguins dressing room for the long-term, head coach John Hynes said he has to be able to play to his strengths.

“The number one thing for a player in his position is you want to play to your strengths. Whatever got you here you want to be able to show,” Hynes said.

While opportunities to fight in training camp are slim, McGrath’s best chance to show of his skills would be in a game situation. He’s hoping to play in an exhibition game with the Penguins — preferably one at home, but McGrath isn’t being picky.

He’s also willing to play in the ECHL with Wheeling if that’s what it takes to eventually earn a spot with the Penguins.

“I started out in the Q two years ago and they sent me down to the Maritime league. It didn’t discourage me,” McGrath said. “I had to climb from the bottom up and I came back to the Q and played every game, except for the ones I got suspended for.”

Notes

• Hynes was pleased with how the first day of camp went, especially with how well the players picked up on drills. “More often than not things were going right,” he said.

• Goaltender Peter Mannino, who signed a deal with the Penguins over the summer, didn’t practice due to an injury. Hynes said Mannino is skating and is considered day-to-day. In the meantime, former Penguin netminder Andy Chiodo has been invited to camp. Hynes said Chiodo was brought in as a result of Mannino missing time, but the opportunity may be greater.

“He (Chiodo) is here because he has good experience and we also want to give him a look,” Hynes said.

• Kostopoulos, who was signed to an AHL deal, participated in his first Wilkes-Barre/Scranton camp since 2003. With 630 games of NHL experience under his belt, Kostopoulos is being viewed as a veteran leader for the young guys — a role he is fine with.

“That will be a big part of my role here this year — help the younger guys move along. When I was young in this organization a lot of older guys helped me through,” Kostopoulos said. “My first year Tyler Wright took me under his wing and taught me a lot. He was a great guy for me to look up to. Then Dennis Bonvie, John Slaney, Chris Kelleher — that whole group. That’s the good thing about this organization, they keep quality people around to help the young guys.”

• The Penguins will practice again today at the Ice Rink at Coal Street from 10 a.m. to noon.

Pittsburgh sends players to Wilkes-Barre/Scranton
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The Wilkes-Barre/Scranton Penguins received it’s first group of players from Pittsburgh on Tuesday. The parent club sent down forwards Paul Thompson, Tom Kostopoulos, Brian Gibbons and Dominik Uher, and defensemen Clark Seymour, Reid McNeill and Nick D’Agostino as Wilkes-Barre/Scranton’s training camp prepares to begin within the next several days.

Thompson, Gibbons and Uher were regulars on last season’s roster. Thompson, 24, set career highs with 20 goals, 29 points and 84 penalty minutes last season while Gibbons contributed eight points in 15 playoff games. Uher was a rookie last year, playing on the third and fourth lines, and totaled 61 penalty minutes in 53 games.

Kostopoulos had a brief stint with the team, signing a tryout offer and appearing in 17 games last season before signing with the New Jersey Devils. McNeill appeared in three regular season games and 12 playoff contests and is entering his rookie season in the AHL.

Seymour, 20, spent the last four seasons in juniors, and D’Agostino is turning pro after wrapping up a four-year career in the college ranks with Cornell University.

Pittsburgh also signed forward Jean-Sebastien Dea to a three-year entry-level contract.

The contract will begin when Dea turns pro. Dea, 19, had an impressive rookie tournament that earned him an invite to Pittsburgh’s training camp, where he scored a goal in a intrasquad scrimmage game.

The 5-foot-11, 176-pound Dea has played the past two seasons with the Rouyn-Roranda Huskies of the Quebec Major Junior Hockey League (QMJHL). Last year he finished 11th in the league with 85 points (45G-40A) in 68 regular-season games.

Pittsburgh also re-assigned 11 players on Tuesday. Dea, goaltenders Matt Murray and Tristan Jarry and forward Matia Marcantuoni were sent back to their respective junior teams.

Opportunity knocks for Zolnierczyk

 September 15. 2013 11:55PM

By Tom Venesky - tvenesky@civitasmedia.com 
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Harry Zolnierczyk celebrates after scoring a goal for the Philadelphia Flyers against the Chicago Blackhawks in 2012. Zolnierczyk joined the Penguins organization in the offseason and hopes for an opportunity with Pittsburgh this season.
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Coming to a team loaded with big-name goal scorers and point producers, there’s plenty of opportunity for a player like Harry Zolnierczyk.

Zolnierzcyk was acquired by Pittsburgh in the offseason in a trade for defenseman Alex Grant. He split last season between Norfolk and Adirondack in the AHL, and the Philadelphia Flyers. Soon after the trade, Pittsburgh signed the 25-year-old Zolnierczyk to a one-year, two-way contract.

Coming to a team like Pittsburgh that is loaded with offensive talent, Zolnierczyk sees plenty of opportunity for players who like to bang, agitate and play physical on one of the bottom two lines.

“Your top two lines here are arguably the six best players in the league,” he said. “For guys like myself — agitators, bangers and fighters, they’re needed to kind of complete the team.

“I know there’s an opportunity for me here in the bottom six, and ultimately I’m looking to take one of those spots.”

Last season, Zolnierczyk posted 68 penalty minutes in 61 AHL games and a whopping 36 PIMs in seven games with the Flyers. A physical third or fourth line player is a role that Zolnierczyk enjoys and he has no qualms about playing a little bit chippy.

“Love it. I wouldn’t change it for anything,” he said.

But in Pittsburgh’s training camp, it can be tough for a physical player to show his physical side without hurting a teammate.

That’s why Zolnierczyk is eager to see some action in at least one of Pittsburgh’s six exhibition games.

“You have your practices and scrimmages and I still try to take the body as much as I can, but when the puck drops for an exhibition game, that’s when things really matter,” he said.

Prior to joining the Pittsburgh organization, Zolnierczyk spent the first three seasons of his pro career with the Philadelphia organization. He appeared in 44 games with the Flyers, posting three goals and 71 penalty minutes.

Late in the season, Philadelphia traded Zolnierczyk to Anaheim, marking his first time with a new organization. It was a trying time for Zolnierczyk, who was hoping for an NHL shot with his new club.

“It was a little bit frustrating because the trade came and I was sent down (to Norfolk) the same day,” he said. “To not get an opportunity to prove yourself with the big club was disappointing.

“But I was extremely happy about the trade to Pittsburgh this summer. I’ve heard great things about this organization and it’s a great fit for a player such as myself.”

A place where there may be a place on the NHL roster for Zolnierczyk’s physical style, and a chance to regain the stability he had during his time with Philadelphia.

“You build your resume when you’re with an organization and that sticks with you,” Zolnierczyk said. “But this is a fresh start here and I’m looking forward to building a reputation and making it stick.”

Payerl getting noticed in NHL camp

Second-year pro making most of his opportunity

 September 14. 2013 11:36PM

By Tom Venesky - tvenesky@civitasmedia.com 

--------------------------------------------------------------------------------

Pittsburgh Penguins Derrick Pouliot (51) checks Chuck Kobasew (12) during training camp Thursday in Pittsburgh.
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Adam Payerl spent the first few days of Pittsburgh’s training camp skating with the likes of Evgeni Malkin and James Neal. He scrimmaged against stars such as Sidney Crosby and Chris Kunitz.

Most importantly, Payerl took advantage of an opportunity he didn’t have last season and got noticed.

Throughout the first days of camp, Payerl’s name has been mentioned as one of the young players who impressed. Last season he didn’t have a chance to impress the Pittsburgh brass in an NHL training camp after the lockout wiped out the opportunity.

Payerl is glad to have that chance this year.

“During the lockout we had Pittsburgh management in Wilkes-Barre watching us, but it’s definitely different when they’re seeing you practice and going head-to-head with the NHL guys,” Payerl said. “This is where your opportunity is to make a lasting impression. When you’re playing against these experienced NHL guys, you want to battle them in the corners and show you can compete.”

Payerl, 22, is entering his second pro season. Last year he played in 44 games with Wilkes-Barre/Scranton, posting three goals and 10 points while playing a power forward style. As the season wore on and even into the playoffs, Payerl’s game continued to improve. In the postseason he had two goals and opened some eyes to the point where may have a shot at one of Pittsburgh’s bottom six forward positions.

Whether that happens out of training camp or with a call-up later in the season, Payerl is happy to have opened some eyes.

“It’s an exciting feeling to know that they’re watching you,” Payerl said.

Wilkes-Barre/Scranton head coach John Hynes said Payerl’s approach in the early days of training camp has been the right one.

“It’s good to see the younger prospects such as Adam play a certain way in the AHL, come here to camp and they’re able to transfer that,” Hynes said. “He’s played to his identity.”

Even if that identity is one of a physical, punishing player who is hard to play against.

Payerl knows that he has to tame the hard hits a bit in training camp, but it doesn’t mean he has to stray from his game.

“At times you have to be aware of who you’re playing against. You don’t want to be bearing down and hit a big name player like (Sidney) Crosby,” Payerl said. “But you still try to be physical and win your one-on-one battles.”

And what better place to do it than in an NHL camp against some of the top players in the world.

“Coming here, it’s surreal at first,” Payerl said. “The first time you’re star-struck, but you have to put that away really quickly and focus on hockey.”

Around the room

• Last year’s Wilkes-Barre/Scranton rookies aren’t the only ones excited to once again have the opportunity to come to an NHL camp. Hynes is thankful for the opportunity again also.

“The way they do it here is exceptional. For coaches, it’s always good to come in and implement things together as a group. As it filters down it helps you get off to a good start and keeps everybody at all levels of the organization on the same page,” he said.

• NHL training camp is not only a great way for young players to establish themselves on the ice, but it’s also an opportunity to make an impression elsewhere. “The big thing is Dan Bylsma and his staff get to work with these guys, see them in meetings and around the room,” Hynes said. “That’s a great chance to leave a positive impression.”

• Veteran forward Chuck Kobasew, who is in camp on a tryout, brings an element that the Penguinsalready have plenty of - postseason experience. But Kobasew says postseason experience is something a team can never have enough of, and in his case a particular Stanley Cup run almost 10 years ago still drives him today.

Kobasew was a member of the 2004 Calgary Flames, who came into the postseason as the sixth seed in the Western Conference and made a run that culminated in a Game 7 loss to Tampa Bay in the Finals. For Kobasew, coming within a game of winning the Stanley Cup is of little consolation.

“Being so close, it stinks,” he said. “I don’t think you ever get over it unless you win. That feeling will never go away. It was a grueling run and it taught me a lot, but at the end of the day if you don’t win it it’s tougCrosby gives rookies a welcome to camp
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Sidney Crosby can relate to what players such as Bobby Farnham and Dominik Uher are going through as they begin their first NHL training camp this week in Pittsburgh.

Both players were rookies last season and the lockout robbed them off a chance to experience their first NHL training camp. Now that they are both in Pittsburgh participating in camp with NHL stars, it’s like a whole new world.

That’s why it helps to have a little encouragement from veterans such as Crosby.

“You’re not nervous anymore. When the older guys come up to you, you kind of calm down and settle into things,” Uher said. “That means a lot to us.”

Crosby said even though the first days of training camp are extremely busy, he always tries to make some time for the new guys. Even if it’s just a brief introduction or a short chat in the locker room, Crosby knows it helps.

“We’ve all been in that position of coming into camp for the first time and there were certain guys that helped us out,” he said. “It’s something we all can relate to and I had guys do the same thing for me.

“Guys coming in are eager and want to learn, and if you spend some time with them that makes a big difference.”

Veteran defenseman Rob Scuderi came to his first NHL training camp with Pittsburgh more than 10 years ago. Although it would take a few seasons with Wilkes-Barre/Scranton before Scuderi would become a full-time NHL player, he remembers what it’s like to attend camp for the first time.

Scuderi also knows how important it is when a veteran takes a young player under his wing.

“I’ve been on the other side of it where I show up to a training camp and I know I have no chance of making the team. You respect the fact that guys who have been in the NHL for 10 years still come up and say hi and give you some time,” he said. “I remember guys doing that for me and it’s something you try to pass on.”

Scuderi remembers veterans such as Mike Eastwood and Alexei Morozov taking the time to show him the ropes in the early stages of his career.

Now, Scuderi enjoys the fact that he can do the same for this year’s first-timers.

“You just try to be a decent player and a nice person,” he said.

After he spent four years playing in college, Joe Vitale came to his first NHL camp in 2009 as he began his rookie season with the Pittsburgh organization. He came into camp wide-eyed at all the NHL talent that surrounded him, but Vitale quickly felt welcome thanks to some attention from Pittsburgh’s top star.

“Crosby knew my name and asked how my summer went. I was a rookie and he didn’t need to pull me aside and chat with me, but he did,” Vitale said. “You look at the caliber of guys here and the fact they did that for me is something you try to pay forward.”

Crosby was glad to hear that Vitale remembered that first meeting years ago and is happy to see him doing the same thing for today’s first-time camp participants.

That’s what’s happening now to players like Uher and Farnham. During Friday’s scrimmage, veteran Tanner Glass gave Farnham a pat with his stick after he nearly connected on a wrist shot.

For Farnham — a player who began last season in Hamilton’s training camp without a contract — the small gesture meant a lot.

“All the veteran guys have been great to us and it definitely helps ease the transition into an NHL training camp,” he said. “You can learn a lot from the guys who have been here before.”

Around the room

• Jayson Megna has been practicing with Group B in training camp. It’s a list stockpiled with NHL talent such as Crosby, Scuderi, Chris Kunitz and Pascal Dupuis. “Sid and that whole line are on a whole other level. It’s pretty incredible getting to watch them,” Megna said. “I’m glad I’m not playing against them or my plus-minus would not be looking so hot right now.”

• Goaltender Jeff Zatkoff said he won’t be affected by the new rule change shortening the length of leg pads for the upcoming season. Zatkoff said he didn’t wear over-sized pads to begin with so the change won’t be an issue. As far as if the shorter leg pads will result in more five-hole goals, Zatkoff said, “We’ll see. I think there’s ways around it they haven’t fixed yet. Guys could go for bigger knee pads.”

• As Beau Bennett prepares to enter his first full NHL season, he has already entrenched himself with his Pittsburgh Penguin teammates. During Friday’s scrimmage he skated on a line with Evgeni Malkin and James Neal, and in the locker room Bennett has formed a bond with Vitale. The two have locker stalls next to each other and last season they shared the same row on the airplane while flying to road games.

“We shadow each other. With being young and still trying to find your way in this league, there can be some down days,” Vitale said. “We have each other’s backs.”

Bennet said the friendship grew last season when both he and Vitale bounced in and out of the lineup. They supported each other during the trying time, he said, and Vitale has also impressed him off the ice as well.

“He’s such a good guy with how he treats everyone away from the rink. He has a family, he’s a dad and he’s someone to look up to,” Bennett said. “If I can be half the man as he is, I’d be happy.”

• During Friday’s scrimmage, the Black team defeated the White squad 4-1. Kris Letang had two goals while Sidney Crosby and Pascal Dupuis had the other tallies. Tryout Jean-Sebastien Dea scored for the White team.h.”
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Masuk defeats Bunnell to improve to 3-0

Jason Sonski: Stratford's Schaivone knows business of putting on a race

UConn's Smallwood, Buffalo's Mack grab the spotlight

SYOSSET, N.Y. -- Yes, Calvin de Haan says, it was as innocent as it looked.

A battle in the defensive zone and a shove to a Wilkes-Barre/Scranton player, late in the Bridgeport Sound Tigers' third game of the 2012-13 season, left de Haan with a dislocated left shoulder and a season that ended before it began.

Surgically repaired again, de Haan, 22, is ready for his third professional season.

"I rehabbed for six months last year. I felt great," de Haan said. "Now, I've got to stay healthy. I've got to control what I can control." 

Shoulder injuries cut short his second-to-last season of junior hockey, after the New York Islanders traded up to take him 12th overall in the 2009 draft, and limited him to 57 games in his rookie year, when he played on Bridgeport's top defense pair.

He was set to be one of the Sound Tigers' top defensemen again last year.

"He makes good decisions," Sound Tigers coach Scott Pellerin said. 

"We want him to make decisions quicker, the good first pass. We want him to simplify his game, to be more efficient, more consistent, make those plays every shift." 

When the Islanders split their training camp into two groups Tuesday, de Haan landed in Syosset while most of the NHL regulars remained in Uniondale, at Nassau Coliseum.

If that means he's headed to Bridgeport -- the Islanders haven't made anything official yet, swapped a couple of guys between the groups Wednesday, and have two preseason games in Ontario on Sunday after one at home on Friday -- he still takes some confidence from what the Islanders did last spring.

When the Sound Tigers' season ended and the Islanders called up several players from Bridgeport for their playoff series against Pittsburgh, de Haan was part of that practice squad.

"I didn't expect that after missing the full year," de Haan said. "It shows they still care." 

The group practicing in Syosset includes Joe Finley, who played last year's lockout-shortened season with the Islanders after being claimed off waivers, and Radek Martinek (on a tryout), whose first NHL season was over a decade ago.

Otherwise, the most-experienced defensemen are third-year pros Aaron Ness and de Haan.

Feeling healthy, de Haan tried to train harder and focus his diet more this summer than ever before. He said it helped him add five pounds of muscle.

"He's got to continue to get those reps, that playing time," Pellerin said. "He's competing. He's playing the systems really well. For him, he just has to continue to get games in." 

That's something de Haan will be glad to do.

"I'm glad to be playing hockey." 

mfornabaio@ctpost.com; http://twitter.com/fornabaioctp; http://blog.connpost.com/fornabaio

After lost season, Kabanov hopes to break through

Michael Fornabaio

Updated 12:42 am, Wednesday, September 25, 2013 

.

Sound Tigers #77 Kirill Kabanov, during hockey action against Springfield at the Webster Bank Arena in Bridgeport, Conn. on Tuesday February 12, 2013. Photo: Christian Abraham / Connecticut Post 
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Masuk defeats Bunnell to improve to 3-0

Jason Sonski: Stratford's Schaivone knows business of putting on a race

UConn's Smallwood, Buffalo's Mack grab the spotlight

SYOSSET, N.Y. -- He took a skate blade to the wrist after three games and a few shifts, and Kirill Kabanov never really got his rookie season going once he came back in the new year.

This year isn't exactly a fresh start, Kabanov said Tuesday at Iceworks at New York Islanders training camp, but he couldn't quite put his finger on what to call it, either.

He just knows what he wants to do when he begins the season, most likely, with the Bridgeport Sound Tigers on Oct. 5.

"I need to earn my spot on the team, my spot on the power play," Kabanov said, "my spot to be able to play 20 minutes a game, not just 9-12.

"I need to earn the coaches' respect. Most important, I need to be a leader." 

How does he plan to do that?

"I need to score goals," Kabanov said. "I need to help the team, score goals on the power play, make nice moves, make sure my game is on the right page." 

Kabanov, 21, showed flashes of the skill that made him a prospect. It wasn't there every night, and injuries and illness slowed him all year, beginning with the accidental spill in Worcester on Oct. 26. The gash to his left wrist required emergency surgery and kept him out until late January.

He finished with just two goals and seven assists in 32 games for Bridgeport. He went home disappointed, but he says he returned mentally ready for a big year.

He also got help physically over the summer as well: Kabanov and defenseman Andrey Pedan went to a camp with former NHL standout Gary Roberts.

"It was pretty cool," Kabanov said. "I spent a good summer in Toronto; I came there the 21st of May. ¦ I didn't do anything other than prepare for the season." 

The camp included NHL standouts like Tampa Bay's Steven Stamkos and Pittsburgh's James Neal; their group included prospects like Winnipeg's Mark Schiefele.

"It was a great group of guys, a great experience, getting stronger, better," Pedan said.

Kabanov and Pedan were part of a group of 25 players in Islanders camp who skated at Syosset; another group of 26, including most of the NHL regulars (except Joe Finley and Radek Martinek, the latter of whom is on a tryout contract), went at Nassau Coliseum.

Sound Tigers coach Scott Pellerin, who ran practice in Syosset on Tuesday, paused at one point to point out what he called a good Kabanov question about stick positioning.

"Kabby's made some strides," Pellerin said.

"Kabby's not afraid to ask the right questions. He wants to get better. He wants to learn." 

Another group of 11 players skated at Iceworks after the first group. That was the first official practice of Sound Tigers training camp. That group includes six tryouts and five players on AHL contracts.

mfornabaio@ctpost.com; http://twitter.com/fornabaioctp; http://blog.connpost.com/fornabaio
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Been good knowing you, kid? We’ll know for sure Monday, but a performance like that isn’t going to hurt. The Big Club has another split-squad day Sunday, and then the roster has to be down to 23 by Monday afternoon. 

A point and a plus night for Victor Bartley, too. Believe the only Islander he played with is Matt Martin (Andrew MacDonald was up when Bartley was playing; Bartley was hurt when MacDonald came back). 

Categories: Alumni watch, Nelson 
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It won’t affect Bridgeport’s schedule, but the Portland Pirates’ lease drama has extended long enough that they announced today they’ll play the whole season in Lewiston. 

They’re keeping the name and, though some changes to the schedule were necessary, Bridgeport’s second visit to the Pirates remains Jan. 24. The Sound Tigers were already scheduled to be in Lewiston on New Year’s Eve, one of the Pirates’ last games (at the time) in Lewiston while renovations to the Cumberland County Civic Center finished up.

The presser is ongoing as I’m typing; follow Chris Roy on Twitter, and see his Maine Hockey Journal and the Press-Herald for more and for background on the dispute with the arena trustees. 

Edit: Aw. RIP, Denis Brodeur.

Categories: 'Round the League, Just business, RIP 

Day 2: Tweaks 
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“R: Lemelin, Luxmore. L: Briggs, Wahl.” –(tentative) partial blogposts from Oct. 5. 

Arrived to these forward lines:

 Halmo-Quine-Clark

 Persson-Sundstrom-Kabanov

 Diamond-Miller-Wetmore

 Gallant-Keenan-Johnson

Chris Bruton and Anders Lee were over at the Coliseum, while Johan Sundstrom came back here. That left 11 forwards and 11 defensemen. Mike Keenan got the call today to play up front, just to keep things a little more even. Scott Pellerin said someone else will do it tomorrow if necessary.

“I’d really never done it before,” Keenan said. “I’ll do what I can, play the position well, keep it simple.” 

Coincidentally, after only a few minutes of practice, Radek Martinek went inside with what Scott Pellerin said was more precautionary than anything, something mild (but he didn’t disclose what). That left nine defensemen, so they were back to mixing and matching. 

Things progress, though. Have heard a lot of talk the past two days about talking, communication, as Pellerin talked about yesterday. 

The second group, same as it was yesterday, is on right now. We’re back home for the rest of the week, but then hopefully not long after they’ll be up there, too.

Categories: Campin' out 

Rules Changes ’14 
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Tip of cap to Jason Iacona, who caught that the new rule book has made its appearance. Here are the changes I caught in a side-by-side comparison: 

–Diagrams: The AHL’s regulation net, like the NHL’s, is four inches shallower. 

–Rule 9.6 is now “Helmets,” broken out from 9.5 (protective equipment) into its own section. Helmets and visors must now be worn during warmup. Because of that section addition, the paragraph that used to end the bigger 9.5 (referee required to instruct players to replace or non-spec equipment, with progressive penalties for repeat violations) is moved up to the new 9.5. So “dangerous equipment” is now 9.7 instead of 9.6. 

9.5 is the rule under which NHL players have been penalized for tucking their sweater under their pads. The AHL’s enforcement standard should match the NHL’s. 

–11.2: Shortened leg pads for goalies, with initial clearinghouse checks and spot checks. 

–46.6: Helmets, in fighting: Removing one’s helmet before a fight results in a two-minute unsportsmanlike minor.

 That addition moves every other section number up one.

–46.11: Instigator: completely redrawn. Criteria now include: “distance traveled; gloves off first; first punch thrown; menacing attitude or posture; verbal instigation or threats; conduct in retaliation to a prior game (or season) incident; obvious retribution for a previous incident in the game or season.” 

–Rule 48: Changes along the lines of the NHL; Elliotte Friedman did an extensive bit on it earlier this month. 

–79.5: Last year’s video-replay rule said the referee “shall not consult with the goal judge”; now it says he “shall not be required to consult with the goal judge.” It has always been the referee’s final decision, anyway. 

–82.1: Restores touch-up icing. Last year’s rulebook had the hybrid rule (a no-touch whistle when the players reached the dots if it wasn’t clear the attacking player would touch the puck first), which the AHL used during the lockout. The NHL (and AHL, not that we’d know around here) has tried out hybrid icing in the preseason this year but hasn’t made a final decision whether to use it. Presumably the AHL will use whatever the NHL uses.

–82.5: Removes the “receivable pass” exception; those missed-connections will again be called icing. 

Categories: Rulebook 

Day 1, Group 2 
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Computer’s in midseason form.

Don’t Call It Bridgeport. But there was something resembling Bridgeport on the ice together in Syosset this morning while a different group went at Nassau Coliseum. 

Forward lines:

 Halmo-Quine-Kabanov

 Gallant-Clark-Johnson

 Diamond-Miller-Lee

 Persson-Wetmore-Bruton

Defensemen, not necessarily in pairs (not least because there was still an odd number and they changed up) but an I-think-I-saw-them-this-way-once kind of thing: 

Finley-Martinek

 de Haan-Dalhuisen

 Cantin-Jackson

 Ness-Mayfield

 Pedan-Pulock

 Keenan

Saw a bit of Keenan on the right, too, I thought, and maybe de Haan. Hit traffic and was kind of scrambly to get down who was who.

And in goal, Nilsson/Reiter.

Probably the most notable that stayed up with the main group (16 forwards including Clutterbuck, eight defensemen, two goalies) were Ryan Strome, Johan Sundstrom and Brock Nelson up front and Matt Donovan on defense. Obviously most notable in the Iceworks group were Joe Finley and Radek Martinek. 

They stress that this is just a second group of New York Islanders camp. They had the NHL crest and TV numbers on the front of the helmets and everything, and there are NHL preseason games this weekend to come. If they switched things up on the margins, hey, things are possible. 

The later group, on the other hand, was the official on-ice start of Bridgeport Sound Tigers training camp. Six forwards (Mathieu Coderre-Gagnon is skating up front, and a late addition was another Stockton-contract forward, Ryan Hayes) and four defensemen, plus goalie Parker Milner, went through about an hour of skill-development drills. 

“It was really good, especially with the smaller group here, to evaluate individual skills,” Scott Pellerin said. “We talked about communication, calling for the puck, laying all the foundation for the Sound Tigers. Bernie (Cassell) did a great job setting up the development process of the skills they have.”

It’s a young group, even with the NHL defensemen tacked on. 

“I like the team,” Andrey Pedan said. “It’s a tighter group of guys. It’s more of a team.”

….

Post on rules changes a little later. They’re few in number, though a couple are of note. 

Speaking of which, really, I only had one question today. And Brett Gallant wanted to stress that he didn’t go out there for that second fight, when he and Krys Barch took each other’s helmets off to avoid the extra minors, looking to make a joke or a statement or anything. 

“I wasn’t trying to make a mockery of the NHL,” Gallant said. “They put rules in place to keep players safe. (Barch) doesn’t have to wear a visor. I’ve got to wear a visor. I know what it’s like to hit a visor. You can really cut your hands up. I wanted a fair fight.” Barch obliged and away they went. 

Got a couple of features (maybe more) coming during the week, but more tomorrow for sure. 

Categories: Campin' out, Gallant 

Camp, Day 0 (again): Five tryouts 
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The Islanders haven’t yet disclosed how (or if) they’ll split their group for the next few days, but we’ve at least got the names of Bridgeport’s tryouts: 

RW Brayden Irwin. Stockton contract. Has two NHL games and 66 AHL games to his credit. Went to the 2009 Frozen Four with Vermont, so he probably practiced at Wonderland once.

RW Sean Wiles. Reading contract. Played three solid games here last spring before going back to Las Vegas, where he had a good second pro season.

D Shawn Morton-Boutin. Stockton contract; played 69 games there last year in his second pro season. Righty shot.

D Nathan Deck. Stockton contract. Played 33 games for Oklahoma City last year in his second pro season.

D Landon Oslanski. Stockton contract; a rookie, though he played six playoff games for the Thunder after his junior season ended. Another righty shot. 

The Sound Tigers have four other players on AHL contracts who weren’t in Islanders camp, plus one who was just sent to Bridgeport today: 

D Sean Escobedo. Teammate of Ben Rosen’s at BU. From Bayside.

D Mathieu Coderre-Gagnon. Finished last year with Fort Wayne.

F Nick Larson. Recently signed out of Notre Dame; five-game Peoria amateur tryout last year.

F Ben Rosen. Came to Bridgeport on an ATO last year out of BU.

G Parker Milner. NCAA champion with BC in 2012. Rookie pro. Released from Islanders tryout today. 

As mentioned along the way the past few days, the guys who weren’t in NHL camp reported today and are expected on the ice Tuesday. And as mentioned above, who’ll be where when then is still TBA. 

Seven other AHL-contract players were in Islanders camp and remain on their roster, and pardon the alphabetical lack of annotation: F’s Justin Johnson, Greg Miller and Riley Wetmore; D’s Mike Dalhuisen, Dallas Jackson and Mike Keenan; and G Kenny Reiter. Unsigned draft pick Alan Quine is junior-eligible but could play in Bridgeport, but we’ve heard nothing either way (not that we’ve been poking; vacation). The Big Club has another Grapefruit-League split-squad evening Saturday, so truly proper assignments may not come for a while, but if I’ve counted right they’ve got 51 in camp (including the injured Cal Clutterbuck). 

Elsewhere, because there weren’t enough people with ties to Bridgeport and the Islanders in camp with St. John’s, they’ve given Wiles’ erstwhile linemate, Jordan Hill, a tryout. Mike Russo says Jon Landry may be in the Minnesota exhibition lineup tonight. And Steve MacIntyre goes to Edmonton off waivers. 

Categories: 'Round the League, Alumni watch, Campin' out 
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So now it sounds as if they’ll release their camp roster Monday, which is when they report. Anyway. In the meantime, there is hockey violence to tide us over. 

Mildly locally newsy bit from the afternoon: Longtime Manchester Monarchs captain Marc-Andre Cliche was claimed off waivers by Colorado. 

Categories: 'Round the League, Campin' out 

Tryouts coming 
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We’re expecting a full Bridgeport camp roster Sunday; they’ll report Monday and be on the ice Tuesday. Hope to sneak down there for a day or two during the week. A couple of names, mostly from Stockton, trickled out here and there but one intriguing name popped loose Friday: Sean Wiles is expected in camp with Bridgeport. You may remember him from last spring; he came up from Las Vegas and had a very effective weekend. 

Elsewhere, Trevor Frischmon is reunited with (captain) Jeremy Colliton for Mora in Sweden. (H/T: Magnus Larsson)

Penalty avoidance 101 
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Three fights for Brett Gallant (including one in which he and Krys Barch took off each other’s helmets to avoid the new penalty) and a goal for line-with-nickname-to-come-if-necessary in the Islanders’ preseason win in New Jersey. A fight for Mike Dalhuisen, and Joey Diamond fought Stephen Gionta at the end of the game, too, after being nailed for attempted spearing*. Pretty sure the Islanders only got to eight “veterans” for this one because Ryan Pulock counts, but they got the job done against Marty Brodeur (for 40 minutes) et al. 

Edit: Bridgeport announced its promotional schedule Friday morning, and the Islanders announced what Arthur had yesterday, that Cal Clutterbuck is out 4-6 weeks with a skate laceration to his leg.

It now sounds as if the Sound Tigers will begin their camp, including whatever Stockton types as they may try out, on Long Island next week. We’ll see what we’re able to make. 

Meanwhile Nathan McIver is going to camp with Hamilton. Mikko Koskinen is going to Siberia (hat tip: Elite Prospects). And talk about your throwback Thursdays: Former Future Sound Tiger turned Sound Tigers killer Andy Chiodo… 

… ah, sorry, just made you lose your lunch. He’s back with Wilkes-Barre/Scranton, in fact, on a tryout. 

And RIP, Ken Norton Sr. and Hiroshi Yamauchi.

*-Sideshow Bob, op. cit.

Categories: Alumni watch  , Campin' out  , Dalhuisen  , Diamond  , Former Futures | More
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Thanks to a faithful correspondent who noticed that the Sound Tigers’ schedule now lists Cool Fun 101 on Dec. 10, still a Tuesday. It had been set for Nov. 5. The change isn’t listed elsewhere but appears to have the approvals needed.

Had they just put it one week later, they could’ve celebrated the 10th anniversary of Cool Fun on the 10th anniversary of Cool Fun. (That “no four-in-fives” rule gets in the way.)

Categories: Ppd. 
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 Monday, September 16, 2013 by:Michael Fornabaio
 

Comments(3)

Email

Print

Share on Facebook0

One of the people I’d been trading voicemails with was Scott Pellerin, and we finally caught up with each other Saturday afternoon*. Got to ask him about a few of the things I’d wondered from way afar. “Rookie camp went well,” he said. “I was very happy with the effort, the attention to detail of the players. After that, it’s been good to have an NHL camp. … They’re doing very well.”

Right-side D? He hasn’t gotten that far yet; he has thought about it, but he isn’t tipping his hand, in deference to the fact that some of those thought-about players could make the NHL. But there’s a quirk in the group: With 11 defensemen, there haven’t been set pairs, so guys have played with different guys, some on different sides. “That’s been a positive for me, to see the different combinations,” Pellerin said. 

Persson-Sundstrom-Kabanov: “I’ve been very happy with the way they’ve been moving the puck and communicating,” Pellerin said. “It’s a dynamic group.” He’s liked all the units so far, he said, liked the execution. They’re a big group (29 men), they’re right after the first group: The ice isn’t always perfect, but they’ve handled that well, Pellerin said. “The guys have been communicating, playing the systems, doing things the right way,” Pellerin said. 

Also, in taking notes, it struck me — nope, doesn’t take me long — that Strome-Nelson-Lee, if it’s together for any length, lends itself to some variety of “Live From New York” nickname. “Three Wild and Crazy Guys.” Bah. There’s time. We’ll work on it. 

A couple of thoughts, at any rate. Hopefully we’ll have a chance to track them all down in about a week. 

….

Completely unrelated: Awesome.

*-Yeah, that whole “laying low” thing; sorry I didn’t get it up until now. Back to that. At least with the delay I can note Arthur’s tweet that tomorrow’s preseason game in Calgary will stream on the Flames’ website.

Categories: Campin' out, Television 
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Lines! Who doesn’t like lines? Lines! (Yes, that’s most of what I could get off Twitter. Been trading voicemails with people around football games and soccer previews. Fun.) 

Strome-Nelson-Lee

 Kabanov-Sundstrom-Persson

 Halmo-Quine-Clark

 Diamond-Miller-Bruton

 Gallant-Wetmore-Johnson

Looks mostly like what they had been running at rookie camp. The top line’s intriguing if they all stick around. We saw a little of that Kabanov-Sundstrom-Persson line, with the wingers on their own sides, last year. The wingers played together a bit, actually, with at least three different guys in between. I don’t remember Kabanov playing on the left, and Persson played mostly on the left. Which kind of makes me wonder if maybe they are on their own sides, but anyway. Will try to track that down along the way. It’s far from the biggest deal in the world, anyway.

I’ve not seen defense pairs. There are 11 guys in that group, two of whom (Reinhart, Pulock) likely can’t play here. As is traditional, of the nine, they’re lefty shots aside from Mayfield. Interested to see who plays the right side. They had the vets on the right last year: Wishart, Landry, McIver almost every night after Hamonic went back up. Jackson did it a bit last year; Keenan, too at the end. Cantin maybe once; Donovan did it playing with him. I’ve got a vague recollection of Ness playing a bit there, but not much. 

A little training-camp scrap at practice. (Unofficially and from far away, we hear the college boy gets the decision.) Meanwhile, Riley Wetmore had better protection today than the president. 

The preseason games start next week, including that split-squad trip to the Canadian prairies, so a bunch of these guys could get a crack at it. 

….

Meanwhile. Will be laying low for the next little bit, but not going anywhere, so if anything crazy happens, leave me out of it I could be nearby. There is a Bridgeport camp beginning Sept. 23; the Larson release this morning reiterated that. Where that will be has suddenly become unclear. Either way, once they start, not quite two weeks will remain until Season 13. 

Categories: Campin' out

Rangers Bounce Back with First Preseason Win

September 18, 2013  

The parent New York Rangers evened their preseason record at 1-1 Tuesday night with a 3-2 road win at Philadelphia.

The Rangers played a radically different lineup from that which dropped a 2-1 decision at New Jersey in the exhibition opener Monday evening.  Only three players, Dominic Moore, Darroll Powe and Danny Syvret, who dressed Monday also played Tuesday.

A pair of veterans, Derick Brassard and Benoit Pouliot, made the biggest impact, Pouliot with the game-winning goal at 5:30 of the third period and Brassard with a goal and an assist, but a couple of other individuals in the “hopeful” category also made their presences felt.

Defenseman Conor Allen, a rookie free agent signee out of U. Mass-Amherst who got into one game with the Whale last season on an ATO, played 20:27 in his first Ranger appearance, and had an assist and was +2.  Andrew Yogan also had an assist in 10:29 of ice time, and winger Michael Kantor, also wearing a Ranger uniform for the first time, played 11:12 and had a game-high six hits, twice as many as the next most-active player in that category, Powe.

Speaking of Powe, who, along with Arron Asham, was waived by the Rangers July 4, he played 11:38 and scored on a deflection of a Yogan pass with 34 seconds left in the second period.  Jesper Fast skated 14:15, including 4:25 of power play time, and fellow Swedish import Oscar Lindberg, the Ranger prospect team’s scoring star at the Traverse City tournament, played 15:16 and had two shots on goal.  Dylan McIlrath played 11:31 and had an assist on Pouliot’s game-winner, but also was on the ice for two goals-against and committed a turnover that led to a Sean Couturier goal that tied the score at two early in the third period.

Micheal Haley logged 13:24 of ice time, and blocked a shot and had two hits, and Syvret was -1, with one shot on goal and a block, in 15:31 of ice.  Cam Talbot once again played half the game in net, as he did Monday,  and stopped 10 out of 12 shots, after the Flyers managed only six shots on Martin Biron, all of which he stopped, in the first 31:22.

Ex-Wolf Pack Kris Newbury, now with the Flyers, pressures Dylan McIlrath during Tuesday's NHL preseason game at the Wells Fargo Center in Philadelphia. (Photo by Bruce Bennett/Getty Images)

Ex-Wolf Pack Kris Newbury, now with the Flyers, pressures Dylan McIlrath during Tuesday’s NHL preseason game at the Wells Fargo Center in Philadelphia. (Photo by Bruce Bennett/Getty Images)

There were no fights in the game, which is surprising for a Ranger-Philly preseason tilt, but a familiar face was stirring the pot somewhat on the other side, as Kris Newbury, who split the last three-plus seasons between the Rangers and the Wolf Pack/Whale before being traded to the Flyers for Syvret this summer, picked up a double minor for roughing in a second-period get-together with Derek Dorsett.

After the back-to-back opening to their preseason, the Rangers are now off until Monday, when they start their western trip with a visit to Calgary.  The rest of the exhibition slate will see Alain Vigneault’s crew travel to Edmonton, Vancouver and Las Vegas (where they will wrap up the preseason next Friday), before the Blueshirts open regular-season play October 3 in Phoenix.

Posted in Uncategorized | 1 Comment »

Rangers Fall to Devils in Preseason Opener

September 16, 2013  

The Ranger organization saw its first game action of the 2013 preseason Monday night, as the Rangers fell to the New Jersey Devils by a score of 2-1 at the Prudential Center in Newark, in the preseason opener for both teams.

The lone New York goal was scored by Dominic Moore, who skated in 148 games with the Wolf Pack during the 2003-04 and 2004-05 seasons and re-signed with the Rangers this summer after six seasons away from the organization.  The assists on the goal went to Danny Kristo and Marek Hrivik, two young forwards who are battling to find their way on to the big club’s roster.

Marek Hrivik

Marek Hrivik

Among other individuals on the Ranger/Wolf Pack “bubble”, defenseman Danny Syvret played 14:39 and was even with one shot on goal; Brandon Mashinter saw 7:17 of ice, had two hits and fought Devil tough guy Cam Janssen; Stu Bickel, who the Rangers weren’t sure was going to be able to play because of a sore back, logged 20:35 of ice and had a hit and blocked a shot; Justin Falk was -1 but had two hits and two blocks in 14:30 of playing time; and Aaron Johnson was -1 with one shot in 18:58 of ice.

Cam Talbot played the second half of the game, after Henrik Lundqvist started, and allowed one goal on 12 shots.

Also of note, Shawn O’Donnell, a tryout camp invite out of St. Mary’s University in Nova Scotia who survived the first round of Ranger cuts, got 12:06 of ice time and was -1 with one blocked shot.

The Rangers are right back in preseason action Tuesday night in Philadelphia at 7:00.

Posted in Uncategorized | 1 Comment »

Offensive Depth will be Key for Pack in ’13-‘14

September 3, 2013  

With the Traverse City NHL Prospects Tournament, the unofficial opening of the NHL training camp season, set to begin this week, the Rangers and Wolf Pack have largely completed their organizational roster and now will begin the process of shuffling the pieces around.

The Pack have some holes to fill, with the top seven scorers from last year all gone from the organization.  Kris Newbury (trade to Philadelphia), Brandon Segal (Washington/Hershey), Logan Pyett (KHL), Christian Thomas (trade to Montreal), Mike Vernace (Germany), Nick Palmieri (Germany) and Benn Ferriero (Vancouver) have all moved on.  The Rangers have upgraded their defensive depth, however, which is a real positive, and let’s face it, having missed the playoffs last season for only the second time in franchise history, the Wolf Pack had no appetite to stand pat.

I put Ken Gernander on the spot last week, asking him who he was targeting to replace the offense provided last year by Newbury, Segal & Co., and he expressed optimism that the scoring would be more diversified than it was in 2012-13.

Ken Gernander

Ken Gernander

“In large part it might be by committee,” he responded.  “I’m a little bit reluctant to make a specific pick for someone who may create offense for us this year, given that we hope some of these guys are pushing for NHL jobs this fall, first and foremost.  And then when our team is assigned here and we take a long look at who we have, I think our offense may be a little more spread out than it has been in past years, but I think that we’re comfortable in that it’s competent from top to bottom.  Everybody can generate and participate in the offensive portion of things.”

It will be very interesting to see what the Pack’s top-six forward group looks like to start the season, with the situation complicated by the fact that stalwart Ranger wingers Ryan Callahan and Carl Hagelin are both slated to miss the start of the season while rehabbing shoulder injuries.  Fellow veterans Arron Asham and Darroll Powe were both waived this summer for salary cap space reasons and may end up as part of the Pack’s forward nucleus, but also may be needed to fill the Callahan/Hagelin void early on.

If you assume Derek Stepan, Derick Brassard, Rick Nash, Benoit Pouliot, Brad Richards, Mats Zuccarello, Taylor Pyatt, Dominic Moore, Derek Dorsett and Brian Boyle as sure bets to start the season with the Rangers, and then throw in Chris Kreider, that’s 11 forwards.  Powe and Asham would make 13, and I would imagine that J.T. Miller and Danny Kristo (acquired from the Habs in exchange for Thomas) would be given long looks as well.

The parent club starts its season with a week-long, four-game West Coast swing, and then plays its fifth game in St. Louis before returning east, so they will probably carry a bigger roster than normal.  I would be surprised to see them keep more than 14 forwards, though, so it seems likely that at least one name from the above group would start the year in the AHL, and a couple more would have to come down once Callahan and Hagelin are ready to play.

Oscar Lindberg and Jesper Fast are a pair of Swedish imports who figure to be playing on this side of the pond this year, and are thought to be guys who will push for NHL spots and would be impact players if they end up with the Wolf Pack.  Hopefully Marek Hrivik is healthy, as he should be at worst a top-six guy in the AHL if he is physically sound, and holdovers Micheal Haley and Brandon Mashinter also should be in the NHL/top six AHL conversation.  Other names I see as in the mix for the Wolf Pack are the likes of (in no particular order) Ryan Bourque, Andrew Yogan, Kyle Jean, Josh Nicholls, Michael Kantor, Chris St. Croix, Andrew Carroll, Jason Wilson and Andrew Rowe.

“I think there’s a couple of guys that could be pushing for NHL jobs,” Gernander said, “and we’re going to have some young guys that come in with good offensive numbers, and have some offensive prowess, that it might take them to find their sea legs but I think should be able to be offensive contributors.  That would be their calling card or their strong point coming in, and they’re just not real familiar with the people here because they’re coming from Junior or college hockey.  But I think they’ll, in a short amount of time, be competent offensive contributors.”

There is always the possibility that a youngster might come in and blow away expectations, becoming a star player in the AHL and a premier NHL prospect after not being one of the ballyhooed names coming into training camp.  An example of that would be Cory Conacher, who won AHL Rookie of the Year honors, and a Calder Cup, with Norfolk two seasons ago, after being signed to an AHL contract out of Canisius College.

“I think there are going to be a lot of players that spend some time with the NHL club, given that they’re going to be on that western swing and they can’t just pull up guys for a day or two here or there,” Gernander said.  “That being said, we’ve got several invites (free-agent tryout players) coming in that’ll be at our camp, and it’ll be a good opportunity to show themselves.  And we hope that we can find a diamond in the rough, much like a Jonathan Audy-Marchessault, Kelsey Tessier joined us that way, I think Danny Girardi was an AHL invite, so the possibility exists, and oftentimes it pays off in a big way for us.”

Through the Rangers’ yearly summertime prospect camps, Gernander has gotten previous glimpses of many of the young players who will be battling to make an impression in the upcoming Traverse City tournament and Ranger training camp.  He is reserving judgment, however, on whether these youngsters will be able to make a quick transition to the pro game.

“You don’t want to put the cart before the horse,” the Wolf Pack head man said.  “We have to see how things play out.  Everybody develops at a different level, and it’s fun to go to the development camp and see what some of the skills or attributes they possess might be, but how that translates into a heated battle at the AHL level remains to be seen.”

On defense, the NHL top four of Dan Girardi, Ryan McDonagh, Marc Staal (assuming he is healthy) and Michael Del Zotto seems pretty well set, and I would think that Anton Stralman is pretty much a lock for a Ranger spot as well.  That leaves one spot in the top six, and I’m sure that John Moore, Justin Falk, Stu Bickel, Aaron Johnson, Danny Syvret and Dylan McIlrath all feel like they have a shot to lay claim to that slot.

I can’t see the Rangers not taking at least one extra D-man out west, and they may keep seven for the whole year, but even if you take two out of Moore/Falk/Bickel/Johnson/Syvret/McIlrath, that still leaves the Wolf Pack with a darned good top four on the blueline.  Brendon Nash, an AHL signee this summer, has a resume indicating that he is of top six AHL caliber, and the organization also has under contract blueliners Tommy Hughes (NHL), Samuel Noreau (NHL), Connor Allen (NHL), Charlie Dodero (AHL) and Mike Marcou (AHL).

Brendon Nash (Francois Lacasse/NHLI via Getty Images)

Brendon Nash (Francois Lacasse/NHLI via Getty Images)

In goal, Cam Talbot is back for a fourth season in the organization, and it will be interesting to see if Yale product Jeff Malcolm can push Jason Missiaen for the second spot in Hartford, after Malcolm had such a stellar senior season with the Elis.  Scott Stajcer remains in the organization, but is injured.

UTICA — 

Darren Archibald finds himself in Utica, working on his National Hockey League dream as a member of the new Utica Comets.

A 6-foot-3, 212-pound left wing from Newmarket, Ontario, he spent most of last season with the Chicago Wolves. If he is disappointed in being sent down to the American Hockey League again by the Vancouver Canucks, he isn’t moping about it.

“Back to the drawing board,” said an upbeat Archibald on Wednesday after his first day of practice at the newly-painted Utica Memorial Auditorium “There obviously are things to improve on.”

Archibald split the last two seasons between Kalamazoo of the East Coast Hockey League and the Wolves, Vancouver’s previous AHL affiliate. He scored 12 goals, added 10 assists and was plus-3 in 55 games for Chicago last season. He got on the score sheet in the Comets’ 5-2 exhibition loss to the Abbotsford Heat on Sunday in British Columbia, assisting on Kellan Tochkin’s second period score.

That gives him a little jump on achieving his goal, one shared by everyone else on the team.

“Play well and get up to the big team,” he said.

Archibald and more than two dozen other players were at the Aud as head coach Travis Green led the Comets through their first practice on their home ice. Green, who scored 193 goals in a 16-year NHL career and won a Western Hockey League championship with the Portland Winterhawks in his first season as a head coach last winter, expects a few more players to be added to the roster shortly. The squad will be whittled down to 22 to 24 by the time the Comets open the regular season Oct. 11 at Rochester.

Wednesday wasn’t the first time Green has been in the Aud. He was with the Capital District Islanders for three seasons when Utica’s previous AHL team, the Devils, were in the league. He remembers the difficult-to-forget foghorn voice of Devils’ coach Tommy McVie, and he remembers the fans very well, too.

“It was an intimidating building to come into,” he said.

And, of course, he hopes it will be the same during the Comets’ inaugural season. But there is work to do before that begins.

Green said he isn’t judging anything by the loss to Abbotsford. He liked the work of some of his players, but thought it was a pretty sloppy game overall.

“But it’s not an indication of what our team is going to look like,” he said.

What it will look like is what Green and assistant coaches Paul Jerrard and Nolan Baumgartner, both former pro defensemen, will be working on.

“I’m pleased with the effort,” Green said after the first of two split squad practices Wednesday. “Some spots are taken on the team. That’s just the way it is. Some are open. But the best players will play.”

The Comets play at the Hershey Bears on Friday, and will play the Adirondack Phantoms on Sunday at Kennedy Arena in Rome.

Follow @OD_Pitarresi on Twitter or call him at 792-5032.

Read more: http://www.uticaod.com/news/x914328439/Archibald-Comets-begin-work-at-Utica-Aud#ixzz2gCQYbEiK

Admirals return, with last year's fizzle in mind

Posted to: Admirals Norfolk Sports

By Jim Hodges


Virginian-Pilot correspondent

© September 25, 2013


NORFOLK

The word went out on the eve of the Norfolk Admirals' first practice Tuesday - plenty of work lay ahead, and not all of it would be physical.

It's the same word that went out the day after they finished last season by losing four straight and lost a spot in the AHL playoffs.

"I don't think we were tough enough mentally last season," coach Trent Yawney said after skating with 27 players. "We let it slip away, and I think a lot of the reason was mental.

"I'll accept some of the responsibility for that. Maybe I didn't push that enough early, and I don't want that to happen again."

Mental toughness is part of a message that will be repeated next week when the rest of the Admirals get to town. Their parent club, Anaheim, still has 34 players, and nine or so of them will be ticketed for Virginia.

Of those at Scope Tuesday, only three Admirals who saw significant time in Norfolk last season - forwards Chris Wagner and John Mitchell and defenseman Mat Clark - practiced. They were joined by players such as defenseman Kevin Gagne and forwards Max Friberg, Steve Whitney and Charles Sarault, who had games with the Admirals at the end of last season.

"I'm feeling old," cracked Wagner, all of 22. He added that he understands that his single season with Norfolk will mean that some of the new players will look to him for advice in things like finding a place to live.

"Even some of the guys who were only here for 10 games or so last year, guys like Whit, Sarault, Friberg and those guys, will be looking," Wagner said.

Clark, at 22 a four-year pro, agreed.

"I've never thought of myself as an older guy," he said. "I look around now and see the younger guys and realize the kids being drafted now (were born in 1995). It's humbling to realize how old I'm getting."

Some veteran additions, defenseman Alex Grant and forward Zach Stortini, got their first look at Scope in an Admirals sweater.

Only one goalie who figures to be on the club this season, John Gibson, was there.

The Ducks are still working goalies Frederik Andersen and Igor Bobkov, in addition to the regulars in Anaheim, Jonas Hiller and Viktor Fasth.

"Gibson needs the work," Yawney said. "We only have two exhibition games, so he'll get a taste there."

Both games are against Charlotte - Friday in Charlotte and Saturday at Scope.

Some of the roster gaps, for now, are filled with players in search of a spot to play and at least five members of the ECHL Utah Grizzlies, Anaheim's newest affiliate.

Injury woes in Anaheim could delay some likely Admirals from getting to Norfolk. Playing time has been found for Hampus Lindholm, Garnet Exelby and Nolan Yonkman while several Ducks heal.

"I think Hampus still needs some seasoning," said Yawney, "but guys like Exelby and Yonkman have been around for a while, and they're getting opportunities to get in some of these games and show their stuff. And they're taking full advantage of it. It's a neat thing to see."

Exelby and Yonkman, both 32, are defenders. Both have been captains of AHL teams.

For now, leadership will be provided by Wagner, Mitchell and Clark, along with Stortini, who logged 241 penalty minutes with Hamilton last season, and who spent some time at the end of practice showing a couple of players how to grab a sweater in a fight.

That's physical toughness. Mental toughness is something else.

"Physical toughness, you can see it," Mitchell said. "You can go in the weight room and see yourself getting bigger. Mental toughness, it's a harder attribute to see and to judge if it's improving."

Yawney's theory, and his lesson Tuesday, is that you can see it in the final minutes of games.

By Jim Hodges


Virginian-Pilot correspondent

© September 11, 2013


ANAHEIM, Calif.

From Row X of Section 205 in Honda Center, Bruce Boudreau looked down at callow youth knocking summertime cobwebs off their skates and trying to get his attention.

Few, if any, at this rookie camp will impress him enough to play in the NHL next month.

"From a contract standpoint, guys on one-way contracts, there isn't a lot of room" with the Anaheim Ducks, said Boudreau, the Ducks' coach. Most Ducks are on NHL contracts.

Some of the rookies in front of him have two-way deals that pay one salary to play in the AHL and a much higher amount - generally about five or six times as much - if they make the NHL. Others will head back to junior hockey in a couple of weeks.

"But if a guy comes in and stands out, you have to take a look at him," no matter what kind of contract the player has, Boudreau added.

It's the message he gave the 28 Ducks rookies who were here for a few days of workouts and two exhibition games against their counterparts with the Los Angeles Kings. The Anaheim veterans joining those rookies Thursday when the regular training camp opens got the same word: Don't get complacent.

"Once the big guys show up, it changes things," said Trent Yawney, the Admirals coach who led the rookies through their work in Anaheim and will see many of them when he opens camp Sept. 24 at Scope in preparation for the AHL season.

"This (rookie) camp is to try to get them grounded, get them feeling good about themselves. As training camp rolls along, a crescendo builds."

It can be overwhelming.

"When the Teemu Selannes and Ryan Getzlafs get here, that sets the bar the young players have to meet to get into the NHL," said Bob Ferguson, the Admirals' assistant general manager and chief liaison with the Ducks. "The young players need to see what it takes to not only play in the NHL, but to win in the NHL."

It's a high bar.

"I'm excited to see what it's like, to go up against guys who play regularly in the NHL," said forward Steve Whitney, who played eight games with the Admirals after being signed as a free agent following his senior season at Boston College. Whitney, 5 foot 7 and 165 pounds, scored Monday in a 3-2 loss to the Los Angeles rookies.

He will find it more of a challenge to compete with Getzlaf, the Ducks' 6-4, 221-pound captain.

"It's kind of a mix between nerves and excitement, I think," Whitney acknowledged after thinking about what was ahead.

Most know they will start the season in Norfolk, though they say they are playing for an NHL spot.

"With one season (in Norfolk), I am much more prepared for camp," said defenseman Hampus Lindholm, the sixth overall pick in the 2012 draft, forecast as part of the Ducks' future.

How far into the future?

"If I get a chance, I'm going to take it and make the most of it now," said Lindholm, 19, who was slowed much of last season by two concussions. "I'd like to stay up here. I know that you have to show the coaches that you deserve a spot, and I'm trying to do that."

So is goalie John Gibson, who just turned 20 and burnished his resume last season by leading the U.S. team to the World Junior Championships gold medal, then played two periods of a final-weekend game with the Admirals at Syracuse before beating Finland 4-1 for bronze medal-winning Team USA in the World Championships.

With Ducks goalie Jonas Hiller in the final season of $4.5 million-a-year contract, a job in net could open up in the near future, and Gibson - along with three other goalies - has his eye on it.

"This is my third camp and I know a lot of these guys," said Gibson, who gave up all three Kings goals in 12 shots on Monday. "You never know what's going to happen. That's why you have camp, to see where you fit. You have to make the most of your opportunities."

It's the same approach Frederik Andersen is taking. He led the Admirals down the stretch last season before returning to his native Denmark for a brief respite. He spent the summer working out in Anaheim for the first time.

"Every year it starts over," said Andersen, who surrendered two goals in 27 shots in two periods in a 6-1 loss against the Kings rookies on Saturday. He turned the net over to Igor Bobkov, who gave up four goals in the final period, then recovered to shut out Los Angeles in the final period Monday.

"There are some really good goalies here, and we'll just have to see how it plays out," Andersen said. "There's only one net and two spots here (in Anaheim) and two spots there (in Norfolk). You just want be the best you can be, and everything will fall into place."
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Pirates make an impression in exhibition opener

With a roster mostly of rookies and free agents, Portland wins 4-0 against the University of New Brunswick, Canada's reigning college champion.

By Paul Betit pbetit@pressherald.com

Staff Writer 

SACO - The Portland Pirates opened their exhibition season Wednesday afternoon at the MHG Ice Centre with a lineup filled with rookies and free agents trying to make a good impression.

click image to enlarge

Tobias Rieder of the Pirates skates with the puck while being checked by Marc-Antoine Desnoyers of the University of New Brunswick in Wednesday’s exhibition at Saco. 

Shawn Patrick Ouellette/Staff Photographer 
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Ian Schultz of the Pirates takes a spill after being tripped by Jordan Murray of the University of New Brunswick in Wednesday’s exhibition game in Saco. The Pirates won, 4-0. 

Shawn Patrick Ouellette/Staff Photographer 
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PIRATES' EXHIBITION SCHEDULE

SATURDAY: Pirates vs. Manchester Monarchs, 12:30 p.m. at MHG Ice Centre, Saco

SUNDAY: Pirates vs. Manchester Monarchs, 3 p.m. at Sullivan Arena, St. Anselm College, Manchester, N.H.

The Pirates won 4-0 against the University of New Brunswick, Canada's reigning college champion, and Coach Ray Edwards, who watched the game from an office above the ice, liked what he saw.

"I was impressed with some of the young guys who are fighting for a job," he said. "Those kids are interesting. You can never have too much depth in your organization. It's good for us to get a chance to see those guys."

Portland's lineup of 18 skaters and two goalies included six players who played regularly for the Pirates last season.

"So many things can happen, and you want to get a good look at them," Edwards said. "In practice, you don't get to see that. You've got to see them in a game environment."

With 31 players in camp, and perhaps three or four more players expected to be assigned by the NHL parent Phoenix Coyotes during the next few days, Wednesday may be the only time a lot of the invitees to the training camp get a chance to play with the Pirates in the preseason.

"We've got only two exhibition games (left) so obviously we'll start to piece our group together a little bit," Edwards said. "We don't play opening weekend, so it puts a lot of emphasis on those games just to get a sense who might be good to play with each other, some line combinations, see how our structure looks."

The Pirates are scheduled to play two exhibition games against the Manchester Monarchs this weekend. They are scheduled to open the regular season Oct. 12 against the Providence Bruins at the Androscoggin Bank Colisee in Lewiston.

The thinning of the Portland roster could start Thursday.

"Just from the standpoint of being efficient, we need to get to one group," Edwards said. "You can't practice with 30 (players) in one group. We'll have to make some decisions over the next day or two. We'll probably be shrinking the group here in the morning."

It was the second consecutive season the Pirates played UNB in a exhibition game.

"The great thing about UNB is they work really hard and they're structured," Edwards said. "It's a good test because they've been playing and you have to be on your game, or you'll get beat."

The Varsity Reds, Canada's national collegiate champion in four of the past seven seasons, began practices three weeks ago.

"It's a terrific challenge for our team," UNB Coach Gardiner MacDougall said.

"A lot of the players that we have have an opportunity on the pro level to be somewhere between the ECHL and the American Hockey League. This gives them a test of where they are at right now."

Next week, the Reds, who swept a pair of exhibition games from the University of Windsor last weekend, will head west to play exhibitions against the University of Denver, Colorado College and the Air Force Academy.

In Wednesday's game, Philippe Halley opened the scoring seven minutes into the second period. Kyle Hagel, Brenden Walker and Josh Currie scored third-period goals. None of those forwards played for the Pirates last season.

Goalie Louis Domingue, who did play two games for the Pirates last season, stopped 23 shots to post the shutout.

Freshman goalie Charles Lavigne made 27 saves for UNB.

Staff Writer Paul Betit can be contacted at 791-6424 or at:

pbetit@pressherald.com

Twitter: PaulBetitPPH
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Pirates open camp: Positions for plundering

A mix of rookies, free agents and Phoenix Coyote cuts begins vying for jobs in the AHL.

By Paul Betit pbetit@pressherald.com

Staff Writer 

SACO — The Portland Pirates got right down to business Monday morning as the AHL team opened its training camp at the MHG Ice Centre.
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Mathieu Brodeur listens attentively as Coach Ray Edwards describes a drill during the Portland Pirates’ first day of training camp at the MHG Ice Centre in Saco. Brodeur, a third-round Phoenix Coyotes’ draft pick in 2008, is about to start his third season as a Pirate. 

Gabe Souza/Staff Photographer 
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Nothing like the start of training camp to get Ray Edwards focused on short- and long-term goals for the team he’s coached since the 2011-2012 season. 

Gabe Souza/Staff Photographer 
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PIRATES' EXHIBITION SCHEDULE

WEDNESDAY: Pirates vs. University of New Brunswick, 1 p.m. at MHG Ice Centre, Saco

SATURDAY: Pirates vs. Manchester Monarchs, 12:30 p.m. at MHG Ice Centre, Saco

SUNDAY: Pirates vs. Manchester Monarchs, 3 p.m. at Sullivan Arena, St. Anselm College, Manchester, N.H.

"It's time to get to work," said Coach Ray Edwards after he and his staff put 23 players through their paces during two grueling 45-minute training sessions at the Pirates' new practice facility at the OA Performance Center.

"For the guys who haven't been to rookie camp or main camp (in Phoenix), it's tough," Edwards said. "The other guys have been going for three weeks, and they're in top physical shape, so it will take some of the other guys a few days to get up to speed."

Participants in the initial training session included 10 players who suited up for the Pirates last season at some point and a mix of free-agent veterans and rookies.

Four more holdovers from last season's squad are expected to join the workouts Tuesday.

As many as six players from NHL parent Phoenix Coyotes' training camp could be assigned to the Pirates during the next week or 10 days.

"(The Coyotes) have to get to 23 (players) sometime next week, and they have 31 players up there now," Edwards said.

Some of the players at Monday's training session said they benefitted from spending nearly three weeks in Arizona at the Coyotes' rookie and main training camps.

"You're up there, and ... every practice is grueling physically and mentally," said Jordan Martinook, a center in his second season with the Pirates.

"When you come down here you already have your legs, and you kind of got one step over the guys for whom this is their first skate."

"It's pretty much the same style of camp that Phoenix ran," said Mark Louis, making the transition from defense to right wing in his third season with the Pirates.

"We're already used to it, and we know what to expect."

It is the first professional training camp for Justin Currie, a rookie center who played junior hockey for the Charlottetown Islanders on his native Prince Edward Island the past four seniors.

"It's hard to go out there and get bagged," Currie said, "but it's part of training camp. I worked hard all summer, so I felt I was in pretty good shape, but it still was tough."

Kirill Tulupov, a 6-4, 230-pound defenseman, spent the offseason training in Minnesota after spending most of last season playing in the Kontinental Hockey League in his native Russia.

"I had a serious summer of training to bring myself to a new level regarding skill, conditioning and everything I could imagine," said Tupulov, who played in the AHL for the Oklahoma City Barons during the 2011-12 season.

"The first day was interesting. It's never possible during summer camps to get to this work ethic because everybody is pushing to the limit."

Ian Schultz, a 6-2, 216-pound right wing who spent three seasons in the Hamilton Bulldogs, spent the past month skating with the Calgary Hitmen, his junior team.

"I was on the ice every day, and I made sure I stayed sharp and on the ball," he said. "I feel great, and I look forward to the opportunity here."

All of the team's training sessions are open to the public. Admission is free.

Staff Writer Paul Betit can be contacted at 791-6424 or at pbetit@pressherald.com

Twitter: PaulBetitPPH
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Plenty of prospects vying to be Pirates

Separate groups are sent down from Phoenix and up from Gwinnett with AHL jobs on the line.

By Paul Betit pbetit@pressherald.com

Staff Writer 

Portland Pirates Coach Ray Edwards expects as many as 24 players will be on the ice Monday morning when the AHL team opens its training camp at the OA Performance Center in Saco.

PIRATES' EXHIBITION SCHEDULE

WEDNESDAY: Pirates vs. University of New Brunswick, 1 p.m. at MHG Ice Centre, Saco

SATURDAY: Pirates vs. Manchester Monarchs, 12:30 p.m. at MHG Ice Centre

SUNDAY: Pirates vs. Manchester Monarchs, 3 p.m. at Sullivan Arena, St. Anselm College, Manchester, N.H.

During the past week, the NHL parent Phoenix Coyotes assigned 21 players to the Pirates from their preseason training in Glendale, Ariz.. Another group of players from the Gwinnett Gladiators, the Coyotes' ECHL affiliate, also are expected to attend the AHL team's preseason camp.

"We've got eight to 10 guys who are either on American (Hockey) League deals in Gwinnett or they're invitees from other places," Edwards said.

As of Sunday night, 31 players remained in the Coyotes' training camp. The NHL team must reduce its roster to 23 players by Oct. 3, when it opens the season at home against the New York Rangers.

"At some point, Phoenix will trim its roster," Edwards said. "It's just a matter of at what point and which players."

So far, 13 players who suited up last season for the Pirates have been reassigned to the team: forwards Darian Dziurzynski, Brett Hextall, Philip Lane, Mark Louis, Jordan Martinook, Brendan Shinnimin and Ethan Werek, defensemen Mathieu Brodeur, Brandon Gormley and James Melindy, and goalies Louis Domingue, Mike Lee and Mark Visentin.

The Pirates are scheduled to play an exhibition game Wednesday against the University of New Brunswick in the MHG Ice Centre, part of the OA complex.

"The first game against UNB is a perfect chance to see some of these young players who have been brought in from Gwinnett or other (ECHL) teams," Edwards said.

"They're free agents looking for an opportunity. Even if we can't use them right off, what happens is we're able to put them on a depth chart. If we need players down the road, we can access that depth."

This weekend, the Pirates are scheduled to play two preseason games against the Manchester Monarchs.

The Pirates are scheduled to open the season Oct. 12 against the Providence Bruins at the Androscoggin Bank Colisee in Lewiston. Because of ongoing renovation work at the Cumberland County Civic Center, the Pirates are scheduled to play their first 13 home games of the regular season at the Lewiston arena.

The MHG Ice Centre will serve as the Pirates' practice facility for the entire season.

"We will be will be training there every day," Edwards said. "The Pirates' ownership has built a coaches' office, a new locker room, a lounge and a medical room. It's going to be a nice setup for our guys."

Edwards said the ice surface at the facility has been widened to accommodate the training needs of the AHL team.

"It's a huge investment, but we needed to have a large enough ice surface to practice every day," he said.

Paul Betit can be contacted at 791-6424 or at:

pbetit@pressherald.com

Twitter: PaulBetitPPH
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Players bound for Portland after Phoenix cuts

By Paul Betit pbetit@pressherald.com

Staff Writer 

GLENDALE, ARIZ. - The Phoenix Coyotes trimmed their roster and split their squad to play preseason exhibition games late Sunday night in California and Arizona.
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Eight players were cut from the training camp roster prior to the split-squad games against the Los Angeles Kings at the Staples Center and against the Anaheim Ducks at Jobing.com Arena.

Four players -- forwards Kyle Hagel, Keven Veilleux and Brenden Walker and defenseman Greg Coburn -- were assigned to the Portland Pirates, who are entering their third season as the American Hockey League affiliate of the Coyotes.

The Coyotes also assigned forwards Laurent Dauphin and Yan-Pavel Laplante, defenseman Justin Hache and goaltender Brendan Burke to their respective junior teams.

Portland Coach Ray Edwards and assistant coaches John Slaney and Mike Minard worked behind the bench for the preseason exhibition against the Kings in Los Angeles. Phoenix General Manager Don Maloney, assistant coach Sean Burke and director of development Dave King also made the trip to Southern California.

The 26-man squad that traveled to California included 16 players who suited up the Pirates at some point during last season.

"All of these players are trying find a way to make the team and impress somehow, and our job is help them," Edwards said. "Just because the head coach won't be there doesn't mean these guys won't be evaluated by him."

Phoenix Coach Dave Tippett will travel to California Monday to coach the road team against the Anaheim Ducks.

Edwards and his staff are scheduled to return to Maine Tuesday.

Portland Pirates equipment manager John Krause will make the return trip on Thursday following an intra-squad scrimmage Wednesday night at Jobing.com Arena.

The Pirates are scheduled to open their camp next Monday at the MHG Center in Saco.

RIGHT WING Jordan Szwarz was the only player who spent all of last season with the Pirates assigned to play in the exhibition against the Kings Sunday night at Jobing.com Arena.

Szwarz played on a checking line with center Brandon McMillan, who played two games for the Pirates last season following a trade with Anaheim, and left wing Paul Bissonnette, a veteran of four seasons with the Coyotes.

"If we can keep the puck out of our net that's a job well done," said Szwarz, noting he and his linemates mainly focus on the defensive aspect of the game.

Despite missing the last month of the season because of a shoulder injury, Szwarz collected 11 goals and 22 assists in 60 games with Portland.

"I'm probably a defensive-minded forward at first, but I like to chip in on the offensive side as well," Szwarz said.

RIGHT WING Henrik Samuelsson knows his way around the Jobing.com Arena.

"I can remember him when he was this high," said security guard Bob Sharp Mack, extending one arm waist-high to show how tall Samuelsson was when he was hanging around the NHL team's locker room.

Samuelsson, selected by the Coyotes during the first round of the 2012 NHL entry draft, is the 19-year-old son of former NHL defenseman Ulf Samuelsson, who served as an associate coach of the Coyotes for five seasons.

It is the first NHL training camp for the 6-foot-2, 211-pound Samuelsson, who spent the last 11/2 seasons with the junior Edmonton Oil Kings in the Western Hockey League.

Previously, he played for Modo in the Swedish Hockey League, the U.S. National Team Development Program and the Phoenix Junior Coyotes.

Samuelsson spent a half-season playing in Sweden's top professional league on a team coached by his father, who is now an assistant coach of the New York Rangers.

"I went to Sweden to be with my family," said the younger Samuelsson. "I played for a half-season there and then I went to the WHL because we felt my style of play fit in better in that league.

Paul Betit can be contacted at 791-6424 or at:
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Coyotes ready for game action

Phoenix's training camp kicks into high gear with two exhibition games Sunday and two more Monday.

By Paul Betit pbetit@pressherald.com

Staff Writer 

GLENDALE, Ariz. - After two days of drills, the Phoenix Coyotes got down to business on Saturday.

More than 40 of the 58 players at training camp participated in an intrasquad scrimmage at Jobing.com Arena in Glendale, Ariz.

The Coyotes, who are entering their third season as the NHL parent of the Portland Pirates, will play split-squad exhibition games the next two nights against the Los Angeles Kings and Anaheim Ducks.

"It's going to be interesting playing against another team instead of our guys," said forward Jordan Martinook, a rookie with the Portland Pirates last season."

One group of Coyotes, including five forward lines, will travel to California to play Sunday night against the Kings and Monday against the Ducks. Another group will play those two teams at home at the same time.

"When you get doubleheaders like this, it gives lots of players an opportunity to be seen," Coyotes Coach Dave Tippett said. "It's a great opportunity to show what they can do."

Tippett liked what he saw in Saturday's scrimmage.

"There was obviously some good intensity, some good hitting," he said. "A lot of blocked shots. A couple of good goals. It was a good game."

Most of Phoenix's top players did not scrimmage,

"You've got young players who are pushing to get noticed," Tippett said. "You've got veteran players working hard to get in shape. It was a good scrimmage."

Tippett and the rest of the Coyotes' coaching staff observed while Pirates assistant coaches John Slaney and Mike Minard served as head coaches behind the benches.

The scrimmage, which consisted of two 30-minute periods with running time, ended in a 2-2 tie.

Martinook, who had nine goals and 10 assists for the Pirates last season, scored a short-handed goal. Former Pirates Tim Kennedy and Rob Klinkhammer and veteran Phoenix defenseman Derek Morris also scored.

Mark Louis, who is making the move to right wing after playing defense in his first two seasons with the Pirates, got into a brief encounter with Phoenix tough guy Paul Bissonette. Both players pulled their punches during the shoving match, which ended with Louis pulling Bissonette to the ice.

"He had his job to do, I had my job to do," Louis said.

RIGHT WING Jordan Szwarz has fully recovered from a shoulder injury that kept him out of the Pirates' lineup for the final month of last season.

"I got it surgically repaired and stuck to a good rehab program over the summer," he said. "Right now, I feel the healthiest I've been in awhile."

It's the first NHL training camp for Szwarz, who had 11 goals and 22 assists in 60 games with the Pirates last season. In 2011, a back injury kept him out of the training camp. Last fall, no NHL camps were held because of the player lockout.

ROOKIE FORWARD Lucas Lessio, who injured his right foot Tuesday during the final day of rookie camp, was on the ice for practice Saturday morning for the first time since the Coyotes' main training camp opened Thursday

"He skated pretty well today," Tippett said, "and he's going to come in with the mind-set he may play tomorrow."

DEFENSEMAN OLIVER EKMAN-LARSSON, who signed a six-year, $33 million contract in April, skated for the first time in practice Saturday morning.

Visa problems kept him in his native Sweden until Friday.

"He had his tail between his legs a little bit," Tippett joked, "but he got out and had a good workout."

Ekman-Larsson said he had to wait five weeks to obtain a new passport.

"I don't want to talk about it anymore," he said. "I'm real excited to be here."

Paul Betit can be contacted at 791-6424 or at:
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Pirates' Louis adapting to new position

Mark Louis, a defenseman last season, hopes to put his size to good use as a power forward.

By Paul Betit pbetit@pressherald.com

Staff Writer 

GLENDALE, Ariz. - Mark Louis traded in his stiff defenseman's stick for a more flexible forward's stick Friday during the second day of the Phoenix Coyotes' training camp at Jobing.com Arena.

click image to enlarge
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It was the next step in Louis' transformation from a heavy-hitting defenseman to a heavy-hitting right wing.

It's the continuation of an experiment that started last spring near the end of his first full season with the Portland Pirates, who are entering their third season as the AHL affiliate of the Coyotes.

"We tried to use him a little bit at forward at the end of last year and he did well," said Brad Treliving, Phoenix's assistant general manager. "He's a big guy, he can skate, he can get in on the forecheck. He brings a different element up front so we're going to take a look at him there."

Signed as a free agent in 2012 out of St. Francis Xavier University in Nova Scotia, Louis agreed to a two-year AHL contract after last season.

"He's a guy we really like," Portland Coach Ray Edwards said. "He's got a lot of raw ability there and we've got to find a way to use it."

The position change could give Louis a better chance to play in the NHL.

"We've got pretty good depth at the blue line with our young players," Edwards said. "What we don't have are big tough forwards."

The 6-foot-4, 230-pound Louis has embraced the move.

"I'm all for it," he said. "It's something I've wanted to do in the back of my mind for a long time, but I've always been groomed as a defenseman."

Louis registered three assists and logged 111 penalty minutes during his first full season with Portland.

Louis alternated with Portland forwards Jordan Martinook, Darian Dziurzynski and Phil Lane in practicing breakouts during Friday's 90-minute practice session.

"There have been guys around me who have been giving me good pointers," Louis said. "They help me out with questions that I have or they will see something that I'm doing, something I need to correct."

Louis said his experience as a defenseman should help his transformation.

"It's a learning transition but at the same time it's kind of seamless," he said. "You already know what the D-man's thinking. You can find those pockets of ice because you know where the puck's going to go. The big difference is there is a lot more skating. You've got to get to those open spots."

NOTES: The Coyotes are scheduled to play their first intrasquad scrimmage at 11:30 a.m Sunday. On Sunday, they'll play split-squad games against the Los Angeles Kings at Jobing.com Arena and the Staples Center in Los Angeles.  Rookie forward Lucas Lessio will still limping around with a protective boot placed on his right foot.
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Coyotes Camp Notebook: Kennedy hoping to fit in with Phoenix plans

By Paul Betit pbetit@pressherald.com

Staff Writer 

GLENDALE, Ariz. - All left wing Tim Kennedy was looking for is another chance to play in the NHL when he signed a one-year contract with the Phoenix Coyotes this summer.

"This is the first summer I was able to look and see where I wanted to go," he said.

Kennedy, who has played in the Buffalo, New York Rangers, Florida and San Jose organizations since turning pro five years ago, believes the Phoenix Coyotes are the best fit at this stage of his career.

"I think they've given me the best opportunity to make the team out of camp," he said. "That's all I was asking for was an opportunity."

If he doesn't make the Coyotes out of training camp, Kennedy, 27, said he wouldn't mind playing in the AHL for the Pirates.

"It also helps that their farm team is in Maine," he said. "I spent a season there and I'm very comfortable with the surroundings. It's not the same coaching staff or organization, but me and my wife loved the town when we were there."

During the 2008-09 season, Kennedy scored 18 goals and collected 49 assists as a rookie with the Pirates.

"Right now we're not thinking about Maine," he said. "We're thinking about staying up here the whole year. If things don't work out as planned, at least I'll be going somewhere where I know I'll be comfortable."

GOALIE CHRIS RAWLINGS was not invited to attend the Coyotes' main training camp. The former Northeastern University netminder, who stopped 19 of 20 shots while playing 40 minutes in one game for the Pirates last season following the end of his college career, participated in the Coyotes' four-day rookie camp. He's expected to participate in the Pirates' training camp, which starts Sept. 23 at the MHG Center in Saco.

A FOOT INJURY kept rookie forward Lucas Lessio, who scored a goal and had an assist in five games with the Pirates last season, from practicing Thursday. "He still had the boot on today but he felt pretty good," Coach Dave Tippett said. "I think he's going to try to skate (Friday)."

VISA PROBLEMS delayed the arrival of defenseman Oliver Ekman-Larsson from Sweden. Larsson, who spent the first half of the last season with the Pirates, is due to arrive Friday.
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It's all business in camp Coyote

Personal competition is stressed as the NHL team starts the preseason with prospects from the Pirates.

By Paul Betit pbetit@pressherald.com

Staff Writer 

GLENDALE, Ariz. - If fans wanted to see a lot of plays worthy of a highlight reel on the opening of the Phoenix Coyotes' training camp, they came to the wrong place.

Dave Tippett

click image to enlarge

Phoenix Coach Dave Tippett diagrams a play during the Coyotes’ first day of training camp in Glendale, Ariz. The Coyotes look to rebound after a disappointing season. 
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The Coyotes, entering their third season as the NHL parent of the Portland Pirates, got right down to the grind of playing professional hockey in their first practice sessions at Jobing.com Arena on Thursday morning.

"The first couple of days are some hard practices to get ourselves back into the grind mindset and get away from summer hockey," said Coach Dave Tippett, who had guided the Coyotes to three consecutive playoff appearances before falling short last season. "Today (was) dealing with a lot of structure without the puck and competitive levels without the puck."

The players spent much of the practice sessions at one end of the ice engaged in one-against-one drills.

"What we're trying to do today is to make sure there's some competitiveness in it," Tippett said during a press conference midway through the practice session. "You will see that all of the drills are one-on-one stuff and three-on-three competitive stuff. The thing that they don't get in summer skates is real hard one-on-one competition."

The players at the camp -- six goalies, 16 defensemen and 35 forwards -- have been divided in three groups. Each group spent 90 minutes on the ice doing drills Thursday.

"The names are not (drawn) out of the hat," Tippett said. "There's a method to the madness."

Each group consisted of Phoenix veterans, young AHL players and future prospects.

"You've got to have balance of veterans and young players with each group," Tippett said. "I expect the veterans to lead the way in intensity and how we practice, and young players can learn from that."

While Tippett and his staff were on the ice running the practice sessions, the Portland coaching staff sat in the stands.

"We're observing the coaches and evaluating the players," Portland Coach Ray Edwards said. "We want to see how things are introduced and taught to the players, so we can do it in the same way in Portland."

More than 30 players at Thursday's practice participated in a four-day rookie camp that ended Tuesday. Despite the grinding nature of the training sessions, some of those players noticed an up-tick in the speed and intensity level.

"Today was definitely a step up, that's for sure," said goalie Mike Lee, who played 16 games for the Pirates. "The big guys were here and everything is happening a little faster out there. It's good to get in a good workout. I just got to make adjustments and get up to speed."

Because of the player lockout, the Coyotes didn't hold training camp last season.

"I think there's a little more excitement," said defenseman Michael Stone, who signed a three-year contract with the Coyotes last June, spending half of the AHL season with the Pirates. "There seems to be more jump, and everybody is anxious to get going."
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Prospective Coyotes break ice

Among the 36 players in Phoenix's rookie camp are 17 who played in Portland last season.

By Paul Betit pbetit@pressherald.com

Staff Writer 

The younger players will get a four-day jump on the veterans Saturday when the Phoenix Coyotes open their rookie training camp in Glendale, Ariz.

HAPPY CAMPERS

Phoenix Coyotes rookie camp roster:

• Goalies: Brendan Burke, Louis Dominque*, Mark Langhamer, Mike Lee*, Chris Rawlings, Mark Visentin*

• Defensemen: Mathieu Brodeur*, Mathieu Brisebois, Nathan Chiarlitti, Greg Coburn, Brandon Gormley*, Justin Hache, Mark Louis*, James Melindy*, Connor Murphy, Daine Todd, Justin Weller

• Forwards: Adam Antoniak, Chris Brown*, Taylor Burke, Laurent Dauphin, Max Domi, Darian Dziurzynski*, Brett Hextall*, Philip Lane*, Yan-Daniel LaPlante, Lucas Lessio*, Jordan Martinook*, Andy Miele*, Tobias Rieder, Henrik Samuelsson, Brendan Shinniman*, Jordan Szwarz*, Kevin Veilleux, Brenden Walker, Ethan Werek*

* Played for Portland Pirates during 2012-13 season

The Coyotes, entering their third season as NHL parent of the Portland Pirates, will open their main training camp Wednesday with medical examinations and fitness testing.

Not all of the 36 players assigned to Phoenix's rookie camp are first-year pros; 17 of them logged time with the Pirates last season.

"The biggest reason to get the young guys there early is to put them through the paces to get ready for main camp," said Portland Coach Ray Edwards, in Arizona. "It gives them a couple of days to get used to the hotel, to get on the ice and get used to their surroundings, and everything else."

The rookie camp will include first-round draft choices Max Domi (2013), Henrik Samuelsson (2012), Connor Murphy (2011), Brandon Gormley (2010) and Mark Visentin (2010). In addition, top prospects, including Chris Brown, Lucas Lessio and 2011 Hobey Baker award winner Andy Miele, will participate.

It is unusual for a player like Miele, who is entering his third professional season, to be included on a rookie camp roster.

"He asked to come to the rookie camp to get himself ready to go," Edwards said.

Most of the players who will participate during the four-day training session also attended the Coyotes' development camp held in July.

"The one reason we have development camp is just to check up on how the training's going," Edwards said. "If there were areas at that point during the summer that needed to be tweaked, that's when we say 'hey, let's get going here.' "

The rookie camp will enable the Coyotes' coaching staff to gauge each player's progress during the past two months.

"Some guys maybe needed to get their body fat down or some guys needed to get a little stronger or some guys needed to get a little faster," Edwards said. "Whatever it was, we'll be able to take a look when we get to camp."

The first full on-ice practice session at the Coyotes' main camp will be Thursday.

The Pirates open camp Sept. 23 at the MHG Center in Saco.
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Exhibition: WBS 2, Rochester 1 (OT) 9/27

September 27th, 2013

0 Comments

After a 118-day offseason, the WBS Penguins were back on Mohegan Sun Arena ice Friday night, beating Rochester 2-1 in overtime.

Mike Ratchuk finished off a Brian Gibbons pass from the right faceoff circle with 2.7 seconds left in the third period to tie the score 1-1 and Cody Sylvester scored on a 2-on-2 with Brendan Mikkelson to give the Penguins the win.

Referee T.J. Luxmore originally waved off the overtime goal and was set to call Sylvester for goaltender interference. There’s no replay in AHL exhibition games, but the linesmen watched the overhead video board and saw Sylvester scored a full second or two before making contact with goalie Matt Hackett. They conferenced with Luxmore and he awarded the goal.

Lake-Lehman grad Patrick McGrath was the story, however, becoming the first locally born and trained player to appear in an exhibition game for the Penguins. He made his presence known too, fighting on two of his first four shifts.

An encounter with Rochester’s Frederick Roy was particularly memorable. McGrath ate some punches to get into good position, then hit an uppercut that sent Roy’s helmet high into the air. Jason Iacona posted the following clip to You Tube:

I thought coach John Hynes’ comments after the game summed things up pretty well, so here are some excerpts:

Overall impressions: “The ending was really well deserved. I thought, throughout the game, a lot of guys played real well. he really liked the style of game we played and the performances we got from the lineup.”

On whether low-scoring games might be the norm this season, given the construction of the roster: “We feel like, over the course of time, you can get team offense. We do get very good players that can score, but they have to be able to do more than just score. You want to be able to have guys that can play multiple roles and can play a fairly complete game.”

On toughness: “Patrick came in and this is what he does. He’s a real tough kid. He made a reputation for himself in the Quebec League and for him to do what he did tonight sends a message. He’s a guy with a lot of will and a lot of heart and he’s good at what he does. If you look at a guy like (PL3), he did his job to a T. He played really well in general, he had a fight, and then when Samuelsson had a big hit on a guy and he was going to jump him, he was right there. He wasn’t out of control, but he did a nice job keeping things under control.”

On the lineup tomorrow and Sunday: “There’s a lot of real good players here, whether they’re American League regulars or guys coming here. It’s pretty deep. As the weekend goes on, it may not necessarily be our lineup, but we’re going to try to give everyone the right reps in the right situations.”

On the goaltending situation: “No, it’s not (clearer). Tonight, I thought both guys played well. Not a ton of work, but both guys did a good job. We’ll see two different guys in there tomorrow and kind of let it play out through the weekend and then maybe even the first week of the season.” (Hynes added that Peter Mannino won’t play this weekend.)

More tomorrow from Hershey. Bye for now,

jb
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Next-to-last cuts 9/26

September 26th, 2013

3 Comments

Pittsburgh cut its training camp roster to 29 today, sending down Harry Zolnierczyk, Zach Sill and Brian Dumoulin. Zolnierczyk needs to clear waivers before playing for WBS.

The opening-night roster picture, then, is starting to come into focus a little better.

Up front, Pittsburgh has 15 healthy forwards with Matt D’Agostini out with a lower-body injury. Ten of those spots are locked in (Kunitz, Crosby, Dupuis, Jokinen, Malkin, Neal, Bennett, Sutter, Glass, Adams). I don’t think they’ll waive Dustin Jeffrey or Joe Vitale, so that’s 12. What’s left is three players — Chuck Kobasew, Andrew Ebbett and Chris Conner — for one spot. Given his vast NHL experience, Kobasew, one would figure, has the inside track.

When D’Agostini comes back — and I haven’t seen any reports that indicate he’ll be out very long — things could get interesting, but I suspect they’ll cross that bridge when they get to the water.

On defense, barring a trade, seven guys are locks (Orpik, Martin, Scuderi, Letang, Niskanen, Bortuzzo, Engelland).The only remaining question is this: What to do with Simon Despres?

It’s a pretty complicated situation. If Despres hasn’t beaten out Robert Bortuzzo for a spot in the top six — and I don’t think he has — he could be looking at some significant time in the press box. That prompts the age-old question of whether he’d be better served playing in Wilkes-Barre or sitting in Pittsburgh.

In the past, Despres has played a different game in the AHL and NHL. When he’s down, he carries the puck more, tries to make more plays and lets his immense talent take over. When he’s up, he plays a simpler game. I’m not sure more time in the minors would benefit him, quite frankly, but that might not even matter.

I mean, even if Pittsburgh wanted to keep Despres on the roster, could they afford to? They were reportedly about $1 million over the cap at the start of training camp. Does the long-term absence of Tomas Vokoun due to a blood clot change that enough to fit in Despres and a potential Kobasew contract? I don’t know.

I’ve included updated depth charts, as I see them, after the jump. Check them out if you’re so inclined.

Meanwhile, at Coal Street, WBS had the day off today in the middle of a stretch of four exhibition games in five days. Tomorrow, in the paper and online, I’ll have a short story setting the stage for the weekend, pointing out a few things to watch for if you head to the arena Friday night for a game against Rochester or Sunday evening for a game against Hershey.

In Sunday’s paper, in addition to coverage of Friday’s game, I’m planning a feature on Brendan Mikkelson. He’s a pretty talented guy who got lost in the shuffle a bit in the Tampa Bay organization last year. Plus, at 26, he looks like the veteran leader on what’s shaping up to be a talented-but-very-young WBS D corps.

More after the game tomorrow. Depth charts after the jump. Bye for now,

jb

Read more…
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Exhibition: Rochester 3, WBS 2 (OT) 9/25

September 25th, 2013

6 Comments

A few notes after a sports writer’s worst nightmare tonight, an exhibition game that goes to overtime:

– Eric Locke scored 2:53 into overtime to give Rochester a 3-2 overtime win at Bill Gray’s Regional Iceplex in Brighton, N.Y.

– Andy Chiodo played his first game in a Penguins uniform since 2006, stopped 15-of-16 shots. Rookie Eric Hartzell started and stopped 14-of-16 shots.

– The two goals Hartzell gave up, to Phil Varone and Chad Ruhwedel, came on the power play. The Penguins were called for four minor penalties in the first period, three on rookie Cody Sylvester, and the Amerks connected twice.

– Denver Manderson scored on a 2-on-1 for the Penguins to make it 1-1 in the first period. Paul Thompson scored on the power play to make it 2-2 in the second.

– Brian Gibbons wore a C for the Penguins. Thompson wore an A.

– Chaz Johnson assisted on Manderson’s goal and earned a fighting major. Christiaan Minella also played a physical game and picked up a fighting major.

– Shavertown’s Patrick McGrath was scratched after taking warm-ups. Hopefully that means he’ll play in the first home game of the preseason Friday night against Rochester.

– A very inexperienced lineup for the Penguins. Players in the lineup with WBS experience were Gibbons, Thompson, Minella, Dominik Uher, Reid McNeill and Chiodo. Players left home included Nick Drazenovic, Jayson Megna, Tom Kostopoulos, Adam Payerl, Tom Kuhnhackl, Bobby Farnham, Pierre-Luc Letourneau-Leblond, Scott Harrington, Brendan Mikkelson, Philip Samuelsson and Peter Merth.

– Meanwhile, in Detroit, Pittsburgh had its final exhibition game, a “dress rehearsal,” if you will, and won 5-1. The Red Wings didn’t dress their top lineup, so the final score isn’t the interesting part. The interesting part is who dressed and who didn’t.

Up front, Matt D’Agostini (injured), Joe Vitale, Harry Zolnierczyk, Zach Sill, Andrew Ebbett and Chris Conner were the scratches. Chuck Kobasew and Dustin Jeffrey were in the lineup. On defense, Paul Martin (personal), Brian Dumoulin (injured), Simon Despres, Olli Maatta and Derrick Pouliot were scratched.

Vitale and Despres are on the bubble? Kobasew has a good shot at a contract? How does the salary cap play into these decisions? Those are the kind of things you can speculate about with less than a week left before the NHL roster has to be set.

More tomorrow. Bye for now,

jb

More Sharing ServicesShare|Share on facebookShare on twitterShare on emailShare on print

Author: jbombulie
Categories: Uncategorized
Tags: 


WBS camp — day four 9/24

September 24th, 2013

2 Comments

Lots of news from WBS camp the last couple of days:

– The season hasn’t even started and the Penguins already have a couple of goaltending injuries to contend with. Tomas Vokoun is out indefinitely in Pittsburgh and Peter Mannino is day to day in Wilkes-Barre. The Penguins needed some depth, then, so they brought in Jeff Drouin-Deslauriers, who, along with Eric Hartzell and Andy Chiodo, was on the ice today at Coal Street.

– According to reports, Jeff Zatkoff looked pretty good in a 3-2 exhibition win over Chicago last night. Is he ready to be Marc-Andre Fleury’s backup for the duration of Vokoun’s absence? I think so. He’s coming off four straight solid AHL seasons, which is a testament to his consistency. The only thing missing from his minor-league resume is a successful playoff run, but you can worry about that in April. For now, he’s solid.

– Talked to Deslauriers for about 10 minutes after practice. He’s in good spirits and is excited to compete in camp. There seems to be a sentiment that his game fell off a cliff the last two years and I don’t think that’s accurate. He wasn’t good for Syracuse in 2011-12, but other than that, there were extenuating circumstances. Like last year, he didn’t belong in the ECHL. He got sent there because Anaheim wanted two young Europeans to play in Norfolk. Look at Deslauriers’ last four AHL appearances. He stopped 89-of-92 shots.

– Even if Mannino isn’t back for the opener, I think WBS is perfectly fine in goal. Hartzell is coming off a first-team All-American season at Quinnipiac and Chiodo and Deslauriers have tons of experience. John Hynes could start any of those three Oct. 5 in Bridgeport and feel perfectly fine with it.

– How awesome would it be if Chiodo started that game in the building where his legend was born?

– The Penguins had an intrasquad scrimmage today and it went scoreless into a shootout. It’s just a scrimmage but it plays into what this team looks like on paper — much more defense than offense.

– One thing I noticed about the scrimmage was that it was more physical than they have been in years past. Guys like Pierre-Luc Letourneau-Leblond, Patrick McGrath, Adam Payerl and Clark Seymour were throwing their weight around. It made me realize how much toughness there is on the training camp roster. Those four guys plus Tom Kostopoulos, Bobby Farnham, Dominik Uher, Chaz Johnson, Scott Zurevinski, Harrison Ruopp, Reid McNeill, Peter Merth and Dustin Stevenson (who is out with a lower-body injury) can all handle themselves well when games get ugly. We’ve seen Paul Thompson and Philip Samuelsson (and Chiodo, for that matter) mix it up from time to time too. Zach Sill and Harry Zolnierczyk remain in Pittsburgh. A very tough organizational depth chart.

– That could make tomorrow’s exhibition opener at Rochester interesting, as those games tend to get a little rowdy. Hynes didn’t release a full lineup today, but he said Hartzell and Chiodo will split goaltending duties. I suspect the more veteran players in camp won’t make the trip.

– Props to Nick Hunter, who suggested in the comments on Aug. 21, the day Leblond was signed, that Steve MacIntyre would get claimed on waivers. It makes sense that he was, given Edmonton’s need for someone to look after their young skill players, especially in the wake of some of them being targeted by Vancouver lately. The WBS heavyweight job is in good hands with Leblond as well. It’s a win-win.

– Tom Kuhnhackl and Harrison Ruopp, who have been banged up in camp, are healthy enough to be sent down, so they were on Tuesday. Pittsburgh still needs to trim nine players from its roster before opening night (though some of that trimming could theoretically be done via the injured list). The WBS camp roster is up to 34.

– Finally, the Pittsburgh Pirates are in the playoffs. I just wanted to blog that because this blog has been around since Nov. 14, 2005 and I’ve never been able to blog it before.

More after the exhibition opener tomorrow night.

Bye for now,

jb
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WBS camp — day one 9/21

September 21st, 2013

5 Comments

Some notes from the first day of WBS training camp at Coal Street:

– Starting the morning off, Andy Chiodo got a nice ovation from the couple dozen fans who were at the rink as he took the ice, bringing a smile to his face.

– Goalie Peter Mannino is skating on his own but not practicing due to a minor injury. Coach John Hynes said he’s basically day to day.  With Marc-Andre Fleury, Tomas Vokoun and Jeff Zatkoff in Pittsburgh and Mannino, Chiodo and Eric Hartzell in Wilkes-Barre, goalie depth is definitely a strength for the Penguins organization right now.

– Defenseman Dustin Stevenson left practice with a lower-body injury of some kind. Anton Zlobin, who is coming off shoulder surgery, is skating in a red no-contact jersey. He won’t technically be added to the roster until he’s healthy.

– Of the unheralded or unsigned guys, the one who jumped out to me was probably forward Jack MacLellan. He’s a second-year pro out of Brown who was with the Nashville organization last year. Seems like a real straight-ahead, hard-working energy kind of guy.

– Shavertown’s Patrick McGrath stood out too in this sense: He is really powerfully built. At 5-10, he’ll run into plenty of guys taller than him, but few sturdier. He was the center of attention today, from a media perspective, and understandably so, being the first locally born and trained player to attend camp with the Penguins. Exhibition games start Wednesday, and a bunch of players could be sent down from Pittsburgh by then, but I hope McGrath gets into an exhibition game, preferably at home. I know he’ll do everything in his power to make an impression. It would be exciting to watch.

– Speaking of players coming down from Pittsburgh, by my count, you’re looking at 11 or 12 forwards and five or six defensemen who still have to be sent down. In other words, there won’t be too many players who were on the ice at Coal Street this morning in the WBS opening night lineup. That’s par for the course every year in AHL camp, however. Many of these players are fighting not for an opening-night roster spot but for a better position in the call-up line, and that’s obviously something worth fighting for.

– Tomorrow, online and in the paper, look out for a feature on McGrath and a notebook with some comments from Hynes on a variety of topics. The timing is bad, but I have two long-scheduled days off Sunday and Monday, so the next blog update probably won’t be until Tuesday. In the meantime, I’ll have two stories that should be interesting, one on two of the more intriguing undrafted rookie forwards in camp — Cody Sylvester and Carter Rowney — and one on Mike Carman, the ex-Hershey center who played for Hynes in the national team development program when he was in high school.

Bye for now,

jb
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WBS training camp roster 9/19

September 19th, 2013

0 Comments

Pretty interesting list of 25 players on the roster for WBS training camp, which opens Saturday morning at Coal Street.

The headliner is Andy Chiodo, back in North America after a successful three-year stay in Austria. It’s hard to believe, since his star turn in the AHL was almost 10 years ago, but Chiodo is only 30. I’m not sure where exactly he fits into the Penguins depth chart, but if he comes in and plays well, you’d have to think there will be some options open for him.

Another headliner is Patrick McGrath, who is trying to become the first locally born and trained player to appear in a game for the Penguins. There have been plenty of players with local ties in camp over the years, mainly Wyoming Seminary guys, but McGrath is the real deal, a Lake-Lehman graduate. He led all of Canadian major junior hockey with 29 fighting majors last year, so you know he’ll make an impression if he gets an exhibition game.

Here’s a look at the rest of the roster, with position, height, weight and age. At forward, some of the positions are guesses, since they’re just listed as forwards:

MIKE CARMAN C 6–0 196 25 Minnesota grad has been a dependable bottom-six center in the AHL the last three seasons for Hershey and Lake Erie. 

KYLE FLETCHER LW 6–1 203 24 Holy Cross grad did five-game ATO with Wheeling at the end of last season 

BRIAN GIBBONS LW/C 5–8 170 25  

CHAZ JOHNSON RW 6–2 225 29 Aggressive winger can score in ECHL, fights heavyweights and has played for six AHL teams, including Binghamton. 

TOM KOSTOPOULOS RW 6–0 197 34  

JACK MACLELLAN C 5–11 189 25 Brown teammate of Bobby Farnham, Harry Zolnierczyk. Played 35 AHL games with Milwaukee last year. 

DENVER MANDERSON C 5–10 175 24 Playmaking center making comeback after missing last year with injury 

PATRICK MCGRATH RW 5–10 200 20 Shavertown native who led QMJHL in fighting majors last year 

CHRISTIAAN MINELLA RW 6–2 210 28  

CARTER ROWNEY RW 6–2 208 23 Undrafted power forward out of University of North Dakota. Showed promise in development camp. 

C.J. SEVERYN LW 6–1 185 24 Pittsburgh native, Ohio State grad had big year for Orlando in the ECHL last season (22 goals, 108 PIMs) 

CODY SYLVESTER C 5–11 191 21 Captain, 40-goal scorer for Calgary Hitmen last year 

PAUL THOMPSON RW 6–1 198 24  

DOMINIK UHER LW/C 6–1 199 20  

SCOTT ZUREVINSKI LW 6–3 210 25 Power forward had 12 goals in 49 games with Wheeling last year 

NICK D’AGOSTINO D 6–2 197 23 Puck-moving rookie from Cornell 

BARRY GOERS D 5–9 175 27 Offensive defenseman who played 38 AHL games with Lake Erie over last two seasons 

REID MCNEILL D 6–4 204 21  

PETER MERTH D 6–3 225 26  

MIKE RATCHUK D 5–10 174 25 Offensive defenseman has played for six AHL teams. Peter’s brother. 

CLARK SEYMOUR D 6–4 202 20 Pittsburgh’s fifth-round pick in 2012. A sturdy right-handed D. 

DUSTIN STEVENSON D 6–5 215 24 Physical defenseman won Kelly Cup with Reading last year 

ALEX VELISCHEK D 6–0 200 22 Pittsburgh’s fifth-round pick in 2009 out of Providence. Played three games with Wheeling last year. 

ANDY CHIODO G 5–10 198 30 One-time WBS cult hero back in North America after some European success 

PETER MANNINO G 6–1 195 29 Veteran on AHL deal coming off solid season with Manchester 
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First Cuts 9/17

September 17th, 2013

8 Comments

Just a quick update, as Pittsburgh made its first round of cuts today, sending seven players to WBS and four back to juniors.

Tom Kostopoulos, Brian Gibbons, Paul Thompson, Dominik Uher, Reid McNeill, Nick D’Agostino and Clark Seymour were assigned to AHL camp, which begins this weekend. J-S Dea, Matia Marcantuoni, Tristan Jarry and Matt Murray were returned to juniors.

Dea got a three-year entry-level deal before he was cut, so he’ll be Penguins property next fall when he turns pro. Dea is a small, shifty center who scored 45 goals in 68 games for Rouyn-Noranda last year and impressed at the rookie tournament in London. With a thin prospect pool at forward, Dea is precisely the kind of player the Penguins have to beat the bushes to find.

As for the WBS assignments, Gibbons and Thompson were sent down while Tom Kuhnhackl, Jayson Megna and Adam Payerl remain in Pittsburgh. I think you can probably read something into that as far as who stands where on the organizational depth chart.

Forty-four players remain on the NHL camp roster, so plenty of cuts are still on the way.

jb
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The Kobasew Situation 9/16

September 16th, 2013

1 Comment

Scoring two goals in the first exhibition game probably ranks somewhere near having good table manners and not ending sentences with a preposition on the list of attributes that will earn a roster hopeful a spot on an NHL team coming out of training camp.

But Chuck Kobasew did score two goals for Pittsburgh last night and it does get you thinking. Isn’t Kobasew a Dan Bylsma kind of guy? He’s experienced. He’s an excellent skater. He can play center or wing. Kind of describes Richard Park, who made the team a few years back, doesn’t it?

The big question isn’t whether Bylsma would like to have Kobasew on his roster. It’s how can he shoehorn the guy on there?

The roster situation in Pittsburgh, to sum up if you haven’t been playing close attention, can be summarized in one sentence fragment: Twenty-one players on one-ways plus Simon Despres and Beau Bennett, about $1 million over the cap.

Assuming that one of the top eight defensemen is trimmed from the roster by some means or another to satisfy the cap situation, a forward would have to go to make room for Kobasew. So who could it be?

I’ll consider the top eight — Kunitz-Crosby-Dupuis, Bennett-Malkin-Neal, Jokinen-Sutter — off limits. So that leaves Matt D’Agostini, Tanner Glass, Joe Vitale, Craig Adams and Dustin Jeffrey.

I can’t imagine the Penguins signed D’Agostini to a one-way contract a month or so ago to send him to the minors. Craig Adams isn’t going anywhere. Some might suggest Tanner Glass, but there are complications there. For one thing, he makes $1.1 million, so if he were to be waived, not claimed and sent down, a portion of his salary would remain on Pittsburgh’s cap as dead money. Plus, Pittsburgh is lacking grit up front and Glass is gritty. I’d rule him out. Joe Vitale is similarly gritty, and at a cap-friendly salary of $575K, it’s hard to see him going anywhere.

So that leaves Jeffrey. Two years ago, he was still getting back from knee surgery. Last year, he didn’t really find a spot in the lineup and was a healthy scratch for half the season. Add that up and he hasn’t been an impact player in the NHL for two full years. Sounds like a waiver candidate to me.

However, Jeffrey also scored in Columbus, looked pretty good on the first three days of camp, has a strong AHL and junior pedigree and is a versatile player. I mean, it’s not like he doesn’t have  redeeming qualities. He has quite a few.

And that’s to say nothing of about a dozen other guys who could stake a claim to that final roster spot, from Chris Conner to Harry Zolnierczyk.

The path of least resistance is to keep the 12 one-way forwards plus Bennett, send Kobasew on his way and send the rest to WBS. I just wonder if that’s what is going to happen.

– Two injury notes from the Columbus game. According to reports out of Pittsburgh, Brian Dumoulin is out about a week with an upper-body injury and Bobby Farnham is out with a lower-body injury and will be evaluated by doctors. Both those guys have been having pretty good camps.

– Mike Carman tweeted today that he’s on his way to Wilkes-Barre, presumably for training camp, which would be a solid addition to the WBS roster. He’s a fourth-year pro out of the University of Minnesota (and national team development program) who hasn’t been a big scorer, but has been a lineup regular for Lake Erie and Hershey the last three seasons. From what I remember, a good faceoff guy and a good skater.

Bye for now,

jb
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NHL camp — Day three 9/14

September 14th, 2013

1 Comment

More stream of consciousness blogging from the third intrasquad scrimmage of Pittsburgh Penguins camp this morning:

– I wrote about this in the story that went online and in the paper today. It’s easy to see how Dustin Jeffrey makes the team in Pittsburgh. He can play center or wing on all four lines. But it’s hard to see what kind of role he fills on a regular basis. Does he beat out Jussi Jokinen or Matt D’Agostini for a third-line spot? (Those are his two linemates in this scrimmage. Regular third-line center Brandon Sutter seems to be with LW Brian Gibbons and RW Chuck Kobasew.) Does he beat out Joe Vitale for the fourth-line center job? I don’t know if I can see it.

– D’Agostini just scored on a nifty little backhand move.

– Harry Zolnierczyk and Bobby Farnham have both played up some contact in this scrimmage, tumbling to the ice. Gotta practice drawing calls too.

– Robert Bortuzzo tripped Chris Conner, so they did one of those chase penalty shot deals. Bortuzzo caught Conner and knocked the puck away. Assuming Conner was unaware of the rules, because while Bortuzzo has looked quick in camp so far, catching Conner on a breakaway seems a bit out of the realm of possibility.

– Stop the presses. Derrick Pouliot just made the nicest play of all three scrimmages to date, corraling a puck in the high slot and making a spinning backhand pass to Jussi Jokinen for a one-time snipe from the right circle.

– Dominik Uher and Reid McNeill with some post-whistle pushing and shoving. Good to see some competitiveness in a scrimmage like this.

– He’s not a big-name prospect or anything, but I think Clark Seymour is an interesting player, a big, rangy, right-handed unsigned fifth-round draft pick. Getting shots through from the point in this scrimmage. If you think about it, he might have more pressure on him than anyone else in camp because he’s playing for a job. So are J.S. Dea and Kobasew, technically, but Dea is only 19 and can go back to juniors and Kobasew has 500 NHL games and 100 NHL goals to his credit. If things don’t work out here, he could find an AHL job in about a second if he’s so inclined.

– Marc-Andre Fleury looked sharp and didn’t give up a goal in his half of the scrimmage. Goals-against average on Sept. 14 means next to nothing, of course, but after his tough day in the first intrasquad scrimmage Thursday, he probably welcomed a clean 15 minutes.

– Tristan Jarry stops James Neal on a 2-on-1 with Beau Bennett. Had to be a highlight for that kid.

– Pouliot scored a goal. He’s the No. 1 star of this scrimmage, for sure. Of all the top defense prospects, I get the impression management is most excited about Olli Maatta because he’s big and can play a two-way game, but Pouliot, to me, has the highest upside. He has star potential.

– No one has fought for ice in front of the opposing goal more or more effectively in this scrimmage than Zolnierczyk.

– If you had Bobby Farnham in the first-boarding-call-of-training-camp pool, you win. Hit on Pouliot, who seems OK. Farnham apologized. Jeff Zatkoff stopped the Pouliot penalty shot.

– Nick Drazenovic is bigger than I remembered him being for Springfield. More of a power-forward kind of guy.

EDIT: Add Tom Kuhnhackl and John Hynes to the list of interviews from this week. I’m hoping to catch Pierre-Luc Letourneau-Leblond after this practice session and then hit the road back to Wilkes-Barre. AHL camp opens at Coal Street next weekend, with the first on-ice practices tentatively scheduled for Saturday.

I’ll have plenty of content in the meantime, with stories planned on Zach Sill, Kuhnhackl, Chris Conner, Bobby Farnham and Harry Zolnierczyk and Brian Dumoulin in the next week, so stay tuned. Also, I’ll have some observations and whatnot from Pittsburgh’s first two exhibition games. The season is in full swing as far as the blog goes.

Bye for now,

jb
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NHL camp — Day two 9/13

September 13th, 2013

Comments Off

Something a little different today: Stream of consciousness blogging while watching Pittsburgh’s intrasquad scrimmage:

– Kris Letang scored the scrimmage’s first goal with an assist to Rob Scuderi. They were playing with the Kunitz-Crosby-Dupuis line. If Scuderi played with those four guys every shift, how many points would he have in a season? 40? 50?

– Letang is going to LOVE playing with Scuderi. They already call Scuderi “The Piece.” They should start calling him “Bounty,” because he cleans up messes so well.

– Bobby Farnham just plastered Clark Seymour with a hit as Seymour handled a puck at the point. There’s sort of an unwritten guideline for how physical players should be during these scrimmages. Farnham gets my vote for player most likely to forget where he is for a moment and cross that line.

– Simon Despres with an awkward hit on Sidney Crosby at the blue line. That’s probably a hit to skip in a scrimmage like this.

– Crosby is fine. He just scored a goal, in fact.

– Jayson Megna wearing No. 59, doing Robert Dome proud.

– Aside from the Glass-Vitale-Adams fourth line, Pittsburgh’s lineup lacks sandpaper. That’s an opportunity for Robert Bortuzzo, who looks like he bulked up a bit — in a good way — in the offseason. Also, it could present an opportunity for gritty WBS players to get called up later on down the road. I’m thinking of guys like Zach Sill, Farnham, Adam Payerl and a few others.

– I know Tom Kostopoulos signed an AHL deal with the intention of helping the young forwards develop in a mentor role, but sandpaper is his game.  I can’t shake the idea that his NHL days might not be over just yet.

– Dejan Kovacevic had a column in the Pittsburgh Tribune-Review today about how nothing is really going to matter much for Pittsburgh until the playoffs. Jeff Zatkoff is in the same boat. You know he’s going to have a good regular season because A) he always does and B) WBS has good defensive coaching and good defensive players. But Zatkoff still has to prove he can backstop a playoff run.

– Kuhnhackl-Ebbett-Payerl is an interesting line. Ebbett has lots of NHL experience and he’s dressing in the NHL locker room, so it’s clear the organization thinks of him as a major-league caliber of player. The fact that he’s centering the organization’s top two homegrown offensive winger prospects is probably another vote of confidence from the brass. Let a veteran playmaker like Ebbett help get the kids going early in camp.

– @jreeders: J.S. Dea is too young for the AHL this year. He’ll be headed back to juniors. The Chuck Kobasew situation strikes me as an NHL-roster-or-bust type of deal, but I don’t know that for sure. I’ll ask around next time I get the chance.

– As I typed that, Dea scored a goal. It was the first goal the stacked Group B lineup has given up in two scrimmages. Dea is small but quick. He darts into open areas in the offensive zone.

– Letang with his second goal of the scrimmage. A snipe from the left circle. Then Dupuis with the empty netter. 4-1 Group B.

– There were a couple of hybrid icing calls in this scrimmage. No one seemed to notice much.

EDIT: Talked to Dustin Jeffrey, Harry Zolnierczyk, Bobby Farnham, Jayson Megna, Jeff Zatkoff, Simon Despres and Steve MacIntyre today, so, yeah, stay tuned for much, much more Penguins coverage over the next week or so. Two interesting notes:

– Farnham and Zolnierczyk often played on the same line at Brown. Zach Sill overheard that conversation and volunteered to center them if they’re ever reunited in Penguins colors. Imagine having to play against those three.

– Talked to Zatkoff about the changes to goalie pads. As it turns out, the pads he was using before were already legal. Zatkoff said he thinks goalies will make adjustments, whether to their knee pads or two their style of play, and there won’t be an epidemic of five-hole goals this season.

Bye for now,

jb
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Updates: Bruins at Jets

Link|Comments (0)Posted by Amalie Benjamin September 26, 2013 08:17 PM


By Amalie Benjamin, Globe Staff

WINNIPEG, Manitoba -- Some thoughts from Winnipeg as the Bruins take on the Jets in the first game of a back-to-back.

Third period, 2-2 We're headed to overtime here in Winnipeg after a period that saw both sides score. Matt Bartkowski was beaten to a loose puck by Devin Setoguchi and the winger got it past Svedberg for the score. Ryan Spooner got the goal for the Bruins, deserved after how well he's played this preseason. It was his first of the preseason, as he scored on a shot from the point.

Svedberg has continued to be quite impressive in this game, as he tries to beat out Chad Johnson for the backup spot.

Second period, 1-1 Some excellent work by Niklas Svedberg to hold the Jets to one goal at the end of the second period. With the Bruins on the PK, Svedberg was forced into save after save, each of them difficult, to keep the score tied. The shots are now at 22-17 with the Jets in front.

The Bruins took a strange too many men on the ice penalty. Patrice Bergeron was about to step through the door to the bench -- with his replacement on the ice -- when the puck came right to him. He gave it a whack, putting the Bruins on the PK. 

First period, 1-1 The Bruins got on the board first, as Brad Marchand made a sweet spin move to get around the defense and sent the puck to Patrice Bergeron. The center scored his first goal of the preseason to put the Bruins up.

The Jets got their goal on a power play, by Devin Setoguchi off a rebound. The penalty was on Dougie Hamilton, his second of the period. 

Hamilton came out smoking in this game, seemingly faster and more intense than we've seen him so far in the preseason. He had a nice chance with Bergeron midway through the period, though they weren't able to make good on it. But he went downhill from there, taking those two penalties, one of which ended in a Winnipeg score. The first half of the period was good for him. The second half, less so.

Boston goalie Niklas Svedberg has allowed one goal on nine shots as he makes his case to be Tuukka Rask's backup. Chad Johnson seems to be the favorite at this point, but this is Svedberg's chance to show what he's got.

NHL season simulation predicts Blues will win Stanley Cup

Link|Comments (2)Posted by Matt Pepin, Boston.com Staff September 26, 2013 05:11 PM
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By Matt Pepin, Boston.com Staff

EA Sports has run its annual simulation of the hockey season using its NHL '14 video game, and the St. Louis Blues emerged as the Stanley Cup champions.

It also calls for a Bruins-Penguins rematch in the Eastern Conference Finals, although this time it's the Penguins who will advance, EA Sports says. The Bruins defeated the Penguins 4-0 in last season's conference finals.

The Blackhawks will lose to the Blues in the Western Conference Finals, the simulator says.

Bruins goalie Tuukka Rask gets the nod as the Vezina Trophy winner as the NHL's best goalie. The simulation resulted in Rask picking up 41 wins.

Other predicted awards:

Conn Smythe Trophy: Alex Pietrangelo (STL)

Hart Memorial Trophy: Sidney Crosby (PIT)

Art Ross Trophy: Sidney Crosby (PIT)

James Norris Memorial Trophy: Duncan Keith (CHI)

Maurice “Rocket” Richard Trophy: Steven Stamkos (TBL)

Vezina Trophy: Tuukka Rask (BOS)

Frank J. Selke Trophy: Jonathan Toews (CHI)

Lady Byng Memorial Trophy: Pavel Datsyuk (DET)

Calder Memorial Trophy: Jonathan Drouin (TBL)

Ted Lindsay: Sidney Crosby(PIT)

Notes from the morning skate

Link|Comments (0)Posted by Amalie Benjamin September 26, 2013 02:27 PM


By Amalie Benjamin, Globe Staff

WINNIPEG – Welcome to Winnipeg, where the Bruins will take on the Jets in the first of a back-to-back. The team flies after the game to Saskatoon, Saskatchewan, where they'll play their final home preseason game. (Yes, home game.) 

The top line of Milan Lucic-David Krejci-Jarome Iginla will sit this one out, along with Zdeno Chara, Chris Kelly, and Carl Soderberg. That should give the coaching staff a chance to take perhaps a final look at some of the young players vying for spots on the roster. There are still a few decisions to make for the B's in advance of the regular season, which starts a week from today.

One person who is still getting a good look is Jordan Caron, who came into camp as a favorite to make the third line, but who looks now like he's trying to hang on to the last forward spot. 

"He's one of those guys that's in the running," coach Claude Julien said. "The one thing with Jordan, he's very reliable on both ends of the ice. He's a big body. He's strong on the puck.

"Right now, the thing that you're looking for is what can he bring besides that part of the game. He's pretty good at that part of it, and a little bit of production and a little bit of offensive, I guess, chances. We've encouraged him to take pucks to the net, stuff like that. We're going to have a good look at him."

The Bruins take on the Jets at 7:30 p.m. Eastern, with the game on the NHL Network.

Bruins close to final roster

Link|Comments (21)Posted by Fluto Shinzawa, Globe Staff September 25, 2013 12:36 PM


By Fluto Shinzawa, Globe Staff

The Bruins have completed practice at TD Garden and are traveling to Winnipeg this afternoon. They will play the Jets in Winnipeg tomorrow. The rematch is Friday in Saskatoon. 

The Bruins’ opening night roster is most likely set. Here is the lineup from today’s practice:

Milan Lucic-David Krejci-Jarome Iginla

 Brad Marchand-Patrice Bergeron-Loui Eriksson

 Carl Soderberg-Chris Kelly-Reilly Smith

 Daniel Paille-Gregory Campbell-Shawn Thornton

 Matt Fraser-Matt Lindblad-Nick Johnson

 Ryan Spooner-Jordan Caron

Zdeno Chara-Johnny Boychuk

 Dennis Seidenberg-Dougie Hamilton

 Torey Krug-Adam McQuaid

 Matt Bartkowski-Kevan Miller

Tuukka Rask

 Chad Johnson

 Niklas Svedberg

* The third line, which had two openings before camp, appears locked up. Carl Soderberg and Reilly Smith will be Chris Kelly’s wings. Soderberg could see time on the No. 2 power-play unit. Smith could see some penalty-killing shifts like Rich Peverley did in previous seasons.

* Matt Bartkowski projects to be the No. 7 defenseman. Bartkowski and Torey Krug have been very good in camp. Krug’s power-play touch, however, gives him the edge over Bartkowski. Krug will be the quarterback on the No. 1 unit.

* Chad Johnson is the likely backup goalie. 

* The final fight is for the spare forward position. Nick Johnson and Jordan Caron are the two likely finalists. Both would require waivers to be assigned to Providence. Matt Fraser, Matt Lindblad, and Ryan Spooner are on their entry-level deals.

live 

Bruins vs. Capitals

Link|Comments (3)Posted by Amalie Benjamin September 23, 2013 07:43 PM


Some thoughts, as the Bruins take on the Capitals in their fourth preseason game.

Second period, 1-1 Looks like the Bruins could have something on the power play after struggling for the last five or so years. The B's scored their goal on the PP, on a Dennis Seidenberg shot from the point that was redirected by Zdeno Chara. Chara was camped in front of the net as he has been throughout the preseason. There's an indication that it could work.

The Capitals scored their goal on just their third shot of the game, with Connor Carrick connecting on a slap shot. The Bruins are still leading in that department, with a 23-6 advantage. 

First period, 0-0 So far we've seen highlights come from two young guys, Ryan Spooner and Nick Johnson. Spooner, blocked in Boston by David Krejci and Patrice Bergeron, came out skating with his usual speed. He can definitely create chances. Johnson has continued his strong play in the preseason. The forward has three goals in the preseason and had a near miss tonight on the fourth.

Couple of fights, with Milan Lucic taking on Joel Rechlicz in the main event. (Kevan Miller and Aaron Volpatti on the undercard.) Rechlicz took some serious punches from Lucic, but remained upright with his helmet eventually flying off. I'd score that one Lucic, no question. Of course, Lucic probably shouldn't be risking injury in the preseason, but that's another matter entirely.

Tuukka Rask stood strong, not allowing a goal by the Capitals in the first 20 minutes. Of course, he wasn't tested much, facing only two shots in the period. Shots are 9-2, Bruins.

Notes from Bruins' morning skate

Link|Comments (0)Posted by Amalie Benjamin September 23, 2013 12:06 PM


By Amalie Benjamin, Globe Staff

The Bruins were back on the ice this morning at TD Garden for what was likely their final double session of training camp. The team is down to 31 players (32 including the injured Bobby Robins) and is scheduled for only one practice tomorrow before heading to Winnipeg and Saskatoon later in the week.

Here are the expected lines for tonight's exhibition game against Washington:

Lucic-Krejci-Iginla

 Caron-Spooner- Johnson

 Soderberg-Kelly-Smith

 Paille-Lindblad-Thornton

Defensemen: 

 Chara, Boychuk, Seidenberg, McQuaid, Bartkowski, Miller

Goalies:

 Tuukka Rask

 Niklas Svedberg

Bruins assign four to Providence

Link|Comments (2)Posted by Fluto Shinzawa, Globe Staff September 22, 2013 02:07 PM


By Fluto Shinzawa, Globe Staff

The Bruins have assigned Malcolm Subban, Zach Trotman, Carter Camper, and Justin Florek to their AHL affiliate in Providence. 

They have 32 players in camp, including injured forward Bobby Robins (knee).

The remaining players participated in a scrimmage today. The White team beat the Black Team, 4-1. Jarome Iginla, Daniel Paille, Jordan Caron, and Zdeno Chara scored for White. Loui Eriksson scored Black’s only goal. 

The goalies rotated between the teams. Here are the rosters:

White:

Milan Lucic-David Krejci-Jarome Iginla

 Jordan Caron-Ryan Spooner-Nick Johnson

 Daniel Paille-Gregory Campbell-Shawn Thornton

Zdeno Chara-Kevan Miller

 Torey Krug-Adam McQuaid

 David Warsofsky

Black: 

Brad Marchand-Patrice Bergeron-Loui Eriksson

 Carl Soderberg-Chris Kelly-Reilly Smith

 Matt Lindblad-Craig Cunningham-Matt Fraser

Dennis Seidenberg-Dougie Hamilton

 Matt Bartkowski-Johnny Boychuk

 Mike Moore

* Zdeno Chara took his power-play shifts in front of the net. Torey Krug and David Krejci were the point men. Iginla and Milan Lucic were down low.

* Carl Soderberg and Brad Marchand alternated PP shifts on the second unit. So did Dennis Seidenberg and Johnny Boychuk. The three regulars: Eriksson, Patrice Bergeron, and Dougie Hamilton. 

* Ryan Spooner played with pace. Coach Claude Julien noted Spooner remains in the picture for a varsity spot. The Bruins project Spooner as a full-time center. Spooner is not displacing Krejci or Bergeron. Chris Kelly and Gregory Campbell could be at risk if the Bruins believe Spooner is ready.

* The Bruins will host Washington on Monday at TD Garden. NESN will carry the game.

Updates: Boston at Red Wings
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Detroit -- Some observations from the Bruins' preseason game at Detroit's Joe Louis Arena.

Second period: The Soderberg-Kelly-Smith line continues to do good work tonight. Soderberg nabbed his first goal of the preseason on a Kelly shot that missed the net and bounced straight from the end boards back to him. Soderberg put the puck past Jonas Gustavsson for the first goal of the game, making it 1-0. The Swede has been playing center so far in camp and the preseason, so this is the first chance we've had to see him on the wing. 

The two games with the Red Wings certainly have been chippy. It'll be interesting to see if that's just a function of guys trying to win jobs and prove their toughness in the preseason or whether it'll bloom into a rivalry now that the Wings are in the Bruins' division. The latest scuffle involved Brad Marchand and Brendan Smith. 

Chad Johnson continues to stand tall, with his best save so far on a hard-charging Gustav Nyquist. The Red Wings have been unsuccessful on each of their 11 shots on net. The Bruins have 13.

First period: Tonight marks the first game for Patrice Bergeron this season, and his line is showing the lack of time together in games. They haven't had the flow that they should develop as times goes on. Bergeron took a penalty for elbowing Brendan Smith during a Bruins' power play, and has one shot on net. 

In fact, the best line so far tonight has been the group that could end up as the third line. Carl Soderberg, Chris Kelly, and Reilly Smith are skating together for the first time this preseason, and they've generated more chances than any other line, with four combined shots (two for Smith, one for Kelly, one for Soderberg). The Bruins as a team have six. 

Another good sign for the Bruins has been the play of goalie Chad Johnson. Johnson was very shaky against the Canadiens on Monday, but has mostly played well through the first period. He has turned away all six of the Red Wings shots. Johnson is battling with Niklas Svedberg for the backup goaltender spot behind Tuukka Rask.

Mike Moore got into it with Todd Bertuzzi, with the Bruins defenseman eventually being flipped by the Red Wing. Score that one for Bertuzzi. It's the third fight in two games against the Red Wings -- Torey Krug and Matt Fraser had the others. 

Julien: Bergeron will play Saturday
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By Anthony Gulizia, Globe correspondent 

For the first time in the preseason, Bruins forward Patrice Bergeron will play Saturday night against the Detroit Red Wings, according to coach Claude Julien.

The decision was announced after Friday's practice at TD Garden. Bergeron, who has spent the offseason recovering from a myriad of injuries, practiced, but did not play in any of the first three games of the preseason.

In last year's Stanley Cup Final against Chicago, Bergeron suffered a punctured lung, a separated shoulder, a broken rib and torn rib cartilage. 

Loui Eriksson, who was acquired from Dallas when the team traded Tyler Seguin, is looking forward to getting the opportunity to log game action with his new linemate. 

"He's been a really good player to play with," Eriksson said of Bergeron. "And it's going to be nice to get some games with him too to see what we can do out there. That’s how we work on things." 

live 

Red Wings beat Bruins, 8-2
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Some thoughts from the Bruins-Red Wings tonight at TD Garden:

Game over, 8-2 Not a lot of good stuff coming out of this game. It was sloppy at points, with some unimpressive play in the defensive zone. Don't think anyone will be winning a job based off of tonight's game. 

But there was some nice work by the top line of Lucic-Krejci-Iginla, continuing the chemistry that they showed in Montreal on Monday. The special teams play, meanwhile, was lacking both on the PP and PK.

Nick Johnson and Iginla each nabbed their third goal of the preseason in this one, with Johnson's a backhand top-shelf beauty.

Malcolm Subban allowed eight goals, though not all of them were his fault. Still, a tough night for the 19 year old who will likely be spending the season in Providence.

2nd period over, 4-1 Red Wings: The Bruins got their first chance on the power play with Zdeno Chara in tonight in the second period. They didn't make much of it, but it was interesting to see Chara down low on both a 5-on-4 and a 5-on-3 for the B's. 

Malcolm Subban has allowed four goals, but they weren't all his fault. There's been some sloppy defensive play in front of him that hasn't help. The fourth goal, by Danny DeKeyser, was a soft goal, though,

Jarome Iginla got yet another preseason goal, nabbing a full-strength redirect for his third in two games. Matt Bartkowski sent a nice pass in toward Iginla, who was in the goalmouth, with Iginla sending it past Jimmy Howard. 

1st period over, 2-0 Red Wings: Gregory Campbell got a nice cheer from the crowd when he got on the ice for the first time since breaking his leg in the Eastern Conference Finals against the Penguins. 

The Bruins allowed a power play goal to Justin Abdelkader at 5:01 of the first. Malcolm Subban made the initial stop on a shot by Abdelkader with a kick save, but allowed the Red Wing to put back his own rebound. Assists went to Jakub Kindl and Pavel Datsyuk. Dougie Hamilton had a bit of a defensive slip on the play. He's still in a battle with Matt Bartkowski and Torey Krug for playing time, but it seems that GM Peter Chiarelli wants Hamilton with the NHL club this season.

They allowed a second PP goal at 16:07, with David McIntyre knocking in a rebound. PP not so kind to the B's tonight.

There were a couple of nice chances on goal by the Bruins, one by the makeshift Merlot line (Thornton's out tonight) and one by the first line, which was so dynamic in the game in Montreal last week.

Gregory Campbell will play tonight
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By Amalie Benjamin, Globe Staff

Gregory Campbell will play tonight against the Red Wings at the Garden in the Bruins' first home preseason game, coach Claude Julien confirmed. 

"He's a go," Julien said. "Feels good. Feels ready."

Campbell skated this morning with the first group. He said on Wednesday he felt he was ready to play on Thursday. 

"I think as I play, I’ll get more comfortable,” Campbell said on Wednesday. “The mental challenge is a big one too, just trying to overcome that. I’m feeling good enough to play. It’s time for me now to move forward and just play.”

Campbell, who broke his leg in the Eastern Conference finals in June, will be without linemate Shawn Thornton, who is not on the roster for tonight's game. Zdeno Chara is on the roster, meaning the defenseman will get his first action of the preseason. That leaves Patrice Bergeron as the only regular on the Bruins not to see game action so far. He could play as early as Saturday, though that's not yet assured.

Jarome Iginla will also get a chance to skate in front of the Garden crowd. It will be his first opportunity as a member of the Bruins.

“I’m looking forward to it,” Iginla said. “It’s preseason, I don’t think it’s the same charge as far as atmosphere as it would be the regular season game opening, but still looking forward to it. Once you get into the game there, it’s competitive. You want to play well. You want to win. You want to keep working on things and getting better. First time playing here at home, so preseason or not it’ll be special.”

Interesting note on the goaltending situation: Malcolm Subban, who played well against the Canadiens on Monday, will play the entire game in goal tonight, Julien said.

The line combinations from this morning's skate:

Lucic-Krejci-Iginla

 Fraser-Soderberg-Johnson

 Paille-Campbell-Cunningham

 Flick-Spooner-Caron

Chara-Hamilton

 Bartkowski-Trotman

 Krug-McQuaid

Malcolm Subban
Iverson wins MVP at prospects game

Thursday, 09.26.2013 / 11:17 PM / Prospects

By Wes Crosby - NHL.com Correspondent
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PITTSBURGH -- Keegan Iverson's two points earned him Player of the Game honors in Team Mark Johnson's 5-2 win over Team Joe Mullen in the 2013 CCM/USA Hockey All-American Top Prospects Game at Consol Energy Center on Thursday night.

Iverson, who plays for the Western Hockey League's Portland Winterhawks, broke a 1-1 tie 6:57 into the third period. Dylan Larkin, who like Iverson finished with a goal and an assist, whipped the puck on the net from the blue line, forcing Alex Nedeljkovic to make a pad save. Iverson grabbed the rebound and slid the puck into the back of the net.

"It's a great experience," Iverson said. "Coming in, I was a little nervous. I didn't know what to expect, but it's a great experience to be here and get Player of the Game."

The 16-year-old forward from St. Louis Park, Minn., showcased impressive chemistry with Larkin throughout the game and set up Larkin's goal early in the second period. Iverson forced Josh Jacobs into a turnover by pressuring him between the faceoff circles in Team Mullen's zone. He won possession of the puck and tapped a perfect pass onto Larkin's stick in front of the net for the opening goal.

Mark Johnson, coach of Team Johnson and the University of Wisconsin women's ice hockey team, said he was surprised with Iverson and Larkin's ability to find chemistry throughout the game, an asset he thought his entire roster shared.

"They played really well as a group," Johnson said. "It's fun as a scouting standpoint or even a coaching standpoint to watch kids when they're not used to playing with different players or different groups. All of a sudden something happens out there and [they gain] chemistry. It's nice to see."

Johnson praised Iverson's play, but noted that there were several players on his team that were worthy of Player of the Game consideration.

"They're only going to pick one and certainly he has a memory now," Johnson said. "He walks away with a trophy and it's something he'll have for the rest of his life as he looks back on his young career. It's a pretty good opportunity and a special night for him.

"But I think they could have probably played a couple of other guys too who played well for us."

Joe Mullen, coach of Team Mullen and an assistant with the Philadelphia Flyers, agreed with Iverson being named Player of the Game, but noted Larkin also had also had a case.

"He's a good solid player," Mullen said. "I thought that line played really well. I thought Larkin played really well and it was just a really solid line out there. They really produced for him."

Iverson's day didn't start as brightly as it ended. His skate went out from under him at Team Johnson's morning skate, sending him hard into the boards. Iverson said the fall left his confidence a bit shaken entering the game, but he was able to perform up to his own expectations.

"My nerves set in at morning skate when I took a nasty fall. I was wondering how the game was going to go," Iverson said. "But I think I did pretty well. I was really happy with the way I played and it was a great performance.

"I'm really proud of myself."

BALTIMORE — One day after Chad Johnson struggled — allowing three goals on eight shots to the Canadiens — Niklas Svedberg stood tall against Alex Ovechkin and the Capitals, earning a 3-2 shootout victory at 1st Mariner Arena.

Svedberg made his most notable save against Ovechkin, stoning the Washington star with about a minute to go in overtime. He had six saves in the shootout, which the Bruins won, 3-2, on a goal by Carter Camper in the eighth round.

“[Svedberg] was solid,” coach Claude Julien said. “He made some good saves. I think he got as surprised as anybody else on that goal [by Casey Wellman]. That guy just turned around and shot it quickly – it was a quick release – I don’t know if he was screened.

“Yet, he stood up and shined through the shootout. So he was really good tonight. I liked his outing.”

Svedberg, who had a 2.17 goals against average and .925 save percentage with Providence, is battling Johnson to be Tuukka Rask’s backup this season. Julien said earlier in the week that the team would keep the best goaltender, possibly sacrificing everyday play in Providence for Svedberg. 

“I think if he’s ready, he’s ready,” Julien had said. “It’s as simple as that.”

Rask started the game, allowing a goal to Tom Wilson at 17:18 of the first period.
September 27, 2013 at 1:00 am

Red Wings say recent slump doesn't reveal much

Gregg Krupa 

The Detroit News
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 Red Wings forward Gustav Nyquist (14) tries to keep the puck away from Penguins forwards Pascal Dupuis, left, and Jussi Jokinen in the first period Wednesday at Joe Louis Arena in Detroit. 

Red Wings forward Gustav Nyquist (14) tries to keep the puck away from Penguins forwards Pascal Dupuis, left, and Jussi Jokinen in the first period Wednesday at Joe Louis Arena in Detroit. (David Guralnick / Detroit News)

Detroit — The Red Wings do not look good. Coaches and players, to a man, will be the first to tell you.

They have not looked good in a week, since beating the Bruins, 8-2, when they played so well it stirred some expectations among some fans.

Are they concerned? No way.

Their perceptions and assertions, as of Thursday, can be wrapped up succinctly: Do not read much into anything, yet. These are exhibitions, with their mixed NHL and AHL lineups, some players playing only for the evaluation of their ability and to gain experience before being sent down, and some injured players held out when they probably would be playing.

“When you play eight exhibition games, your lineup is spread out, big time,” Red Wings coach Mike Babcock said. “You have to just try to keep guys alive.

“And, obviously, we dressed a pretty good lineup that night in Boston. It’s just that that happened while a few guys got dinged, so we had to move guys around.

“Pittsburgh came here with an NHL team and they wanted to play an NHL team, and they got here — and maybe they got something out of it — but they would have got a lot more out of it, if they played an NHL team,” he said, referring to the lineups the Penguins and Red Wings skated Wednesday in an ugly 5-1 loss for the Wings.

“And, so, I don’t know what to do about that. We could play two less exhibition games and we can have more guys in the lineup, or we can do what we’ve done. And that’s the way it is.”

Johan Franzen added a bit of a different perspective: Exhibitions are not supposed to be easy, so do not expect immediate success.

Asked if he read much into the lack of offense, Franzen said, “Nothing.”

“Me, personally, I’d probably rather have a bad one,” the forward said. “You don’t want to come into a season and think things are going to go easy. I want to come in an feel like it’s a little bit uphill, and you’ve got to dig down to get things going.

“I think that’s a better mind-set to have coming into the season. So I don’t mind having it a little rough, in the preseason.”

Getting betterWith two exhibitions remaining against the Maple Leafs, at home Friday and in Toronto on Saturday, the Red Wings are starting to get appreciably more healthy.

Jakub Kindl (hip flexor) is about ready to return, and Jonathan Ericsson (lower body) might be back as soon as tonight.

Danny DeKeyser banged a knee against the Penguins on Wednesday, but Babcock said it is unlikely to be serious.

Justin Abdelkader said the two stitches he took in a finger in his left hand suffered during a fight Wednesday will not keep him out of the lineup. He practiced Thursday.

Brendan Smith took a nasty tumble when he was wedged against the end boards during practice. He continued to practice and afterward said, “I’m all right.”

Jordan Tootoo (bruised shoulder), Patrick Eaves (sprained ankle, MCL) and Jonas Gustavsson (groin) remain out.

Line itemDaniel Alfredsson says he is about ready to return, and that means the Red Wings new, highly-anticipated second line of Stephen Weiss, Alfredsson and Franzen may finally get on the ice together.

“It’s pretty good,” Alfredsson, 40, said of his groin. “I felt pretty good after practice the other day, but it wasn’t really as good the next day as I was hoping.”

Missing the Penguins game was precautionary, Alfredsson said.

“Good skate today,” he said Thursday after practice. “It felt good. Come in tomorrow morning, skate and I’ll go from there. But I’m hopeful about playing tomorrow.”

Weiss, Alfredsson and Franzen agreed a game or two playing together would be beneficial.

Ready for their close upThe HBO camera crews started showing up for that network’s “24-7” series leading up to the Winter Classic on New Year’s Day.

Players like Jimmy Howard and Smith said they are interested to see the reaction of their teammates and others in the organization to having their lives recorded and broadcast on such an intimate basis.

Howard said he thought Pavel Datsyuk, whose humor and wit are often on display especially when he is “with the guys,” might steal the show and surprise a lot of viewers with his outgoing, Russian-accented playfulness.

Babcock allowed that he is not necessarily looking forward to the production work and hopes “someone else will be the first star.” But he said he understands some viewers, including members of his family, have enjoyed the previous seasons of the HBO production and that it is a good way to promote and market the game.

gregg.krupa@detroitnews.com 

From The Detroit News: http://www.detroitnews.com/article/20130927/SPORTS0103/309270028#ixzz2g6TPyyXv
Detroit -- The Red Wings could have Daniel Alfredsson, Jonathan Ericsson and Jakub Kindl back in the lineup against the Maple Leafs Friday.

And Justin Abdelkader will remain there, saying that that two stitches he took in a finger after a fight do not warrant him sitting.

"It's pretty good," Daniel Alfredsson said Thursday of his status. "I felt pretty good after the practice the other day, but it wasn't really as good the next day as I was hoping.

"So , precautionary, and good skate today. I felt good, and come in tomorrow morning and skate tomorrow morning and go from there. but I'm comfortable playing tomorrow.'

Kindl says his hip flexor is healed and that the training staff was properly cautious about it, during the preseason. That suggests he might have returned to the lineup earlier, if it was the regular season.

Danny DeKeyser and Brendan Smith were two new injury worries Thursday for the Red Wings.

Mike Babcock said DeKeyser "bumped his knee" in a play Wednesday against Pittsburgh.

"I don't think it's very serious, but we'll see," Babcock said.

Smith said he was just fine after he was driven into the end boards during a drill, remained on the ice for a moment and then flexed his leg considerably, before returning immediately to the drill.

"They're all, ‘We'll see,’” Babcock said about their playing status. "If we were playing a regular-season game, I assume they're playing. But we'll see what happens."

Babcock and the several of the players spoke about a stretch of poorly-played games, since the Red Wings trounced the Bruins 8-2 one week ago. None were overly concerned, and most chalked it up to the general preseason experience and the fact that lineups can be so uneven, from game to game.

"When you play eight exhibition games, your lineup is spread out, big time," Babcock said. "You have to just try to keep guys alive.

"And, obviously, we dressed a pretty good lineup that night in Boston. It's just that that happened while a few guys got dinged, so we had to move guys around.

"PIttsburgh came here with an NHL team and they wanted to play an NHL team -- and maybe they got something out of it -- but they would have got a lot more out of it, if they played an NHL team," he said, referring to the two lineups the Penguins and Red Wings skated, Wednesday, in an ugly 5-1 loss.

"And, so, I don't know what to do about that. We could play two less exhibition games and we can have more guys in the lineup, or we can do what we've done. And that's the way it is."

From The Detroit News: http://www.detroitnews.com/article/20130926/SPORTS0103/309260125#ixzz2g6UPEjKP
Petr Mrazek retains his and Red Wings' confidence despite failing to stop Penguins
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 A shot by Pittsburgh's Chris Kunitz flies past Detroit goalie Petr Mrazek for a goal in the second period during preseason action between the Red Wings and Penguins at Joe Louis Arena in Detroit, September 25, 2013. The Red Wings fell to the Penguins 5-1. (David Guralnick / The Detroit News)1 / 33 

Detroit — Petr Mrazek made a big splash in the 2012 World Junior Championship in Canada with scintillating save after save, carrying the Czech Republic on his back through the qualifying rounds, including during a spectacular 52-save peformance to defeat the United States, 5-2.

But at the start of last NHL season, the Red Wings sent the brash, confident young goaltender not to Grand Rapids, their AHL affiliate, but to the Toledo Walleye of the ECHL.

Mrazek could have pouted.

Instead, he won.

It is among the reasons the Red Wings think they may have a budding star who will eventually back up Jimmy Howard, push him, a bit, and then make his own way in the NHL.

“When you see him come in through the training camp and through the conditioning and development camps in the summer, you get to know his personality and how unflappable he is,” Wings goaltending coach Jim Bedard said. “He’s really focused and he seems to be on the same wavelength all of the time, and he’s a very positive kid.

“But one thing I noticed is that he got sent to Toledo at the start of last year, and he didn’t take that as being a demotion of any sort.

“I think he was there about three or four games and then he moved up to Grand Rapids. And I always tell people, he won his first game and he won his last game.

“And I was at both of them, and it was amazing.”

Mrazek a winnerThe first win inured his Griffins’ teammates to the thought that Mrazek could backstop them.

The last win clinched the Calder Cup, the AHL championship, for the first time in the history of the franchise.

On Wednesday, amid a series of defensive breakdowns by the Red Wings, some giveaways and little offense, Mrazek seemed to do what he could, but the Wings lost 5-1 to the Penguins.

This time, Mrazek could not quite carry his team.

But his performance did little to discourage the thought that someday he will.

When Mike Babcock talks about goalies, he sounds an awful lot like Jim Leyland talking about pitching: Who knows what the heck they do or how they get it done, leave that to their coaches. Just as long as they get it done.

So, what does Babcock like about Mrazek?

“Well, that he wins. That’s it.”

The sum of Mrazek’s winning and Jonas Gustavsson’s latest injury is a big chance, now, for Mrazek to show he belongs in the NHL.

And, in the long run, with Mrazek, 21, and Howard, 29, it sets up a number of possibilities for the Red Wings, including the fact that they just might be set in goal for a long time to come.

“I would love to step up and be better every year, and be ready for the NHL,” Mrazek said, of his expectations. “But we will see what happens.”

When he boasted to the media last season that he is never, ever nervous, let alone scared, Mrazek seemed a bit impetuous.

He now sounds more soberly confident.

“I know I (will) probably go down to the AHL when Gus will be healthy,” Mrazek said. “It’s important for me to play lots of games this year.”

Expression unchangedBedard knows the other Griffins can not wait to have him back.

“Just to be in the place where he put the team on his back and they trusted him,” Bedard said. “They knew what they were going to get on a night-in, night-out basis, and it was a great way to start a pro career.

“He’s a very unique personality, where he doesn’t come off as being cocky but he comes off as being very confident. And he just seems to go, and go, and go. And if something happens that is not favorable, he just pushes it off.”

On a tough night, he displayed fortitude.

As reporters gathered at his stall, Mrazek moved away to toss his sweaty socks in the laundry bin.

His mentor watched.

Eying the media and the young goalie, Howard joked, “Hey, where you going? You’ve got to sit here and take this.”

Mrazek’s expression said it all. It was unchanging.

He knew he needed to talk about a five-goal game. The reminder was unnecessary. But big brothers are like that sometimes.

“It wasn’t an easy night,” he said. “I felt good before the game, and during the game.

“I tried, but I didn’t stop (the puck). Nothing we can do about it right now,” he said, while vowing to study the video.

“But I have to stop more, next time.”

From The Detroit News: http://www.detroitnews.com/article/20130926/SPORTS0103/309260054#ixzz2g6UTQvj5
September 25, 2013 at 5:55 pm

Red Wings' Zetterberg, Datsyuk, Kronwall will skip game vs. Penguins
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 Niklas Kronwall and the Wings play back-to-back games against Toronto on Friday and Saturday. 

Niklas Kronwall and the Wings play back-to-back games against Toronto on Friday and Saturday. (David Guralnick / Detroit News)

Detroit -- Coach Mike Babcock's dream of playing a lineup close to what he'd use in the regular season continues to be just that -- a dream.

The Red Wings will not have forward Daniel Alfredsson (groin) and defenseman Jonathan Ericsson (back contusion) for Wednesday night's exhibition game against Pittsburgh at Joe Louis Arena. Forward Riley Sheahan and defenseman Xavier Ouellet have been recalled from Grand Rapids to fill out the lineup.

Babcock will not play Henrik Zetterberg, Pavel Datsyuk and Niklas Kronwall against the Penguins -- they all took part in Wednesday’s morning skate -- but will play them Friday against Toronto, avoiding the need for the three veterans to play three games in four nights.

This will be a great opportunity for younger Red Wings fighting for roster spots to impress Babcock and the front office.

"I want to watch guys compete," Babcock said. "Let's compete and do what you're supposed to do, focus on details and continue to get better."

Ericsson said his injury is “nothing serious.”

"I’m not going to play today but it's nothing to worry about," Ericsson added.

Alfredsson has been limited to one game during the exhibition season because of the nagging groin injury.

Justin Abdelkader will replace Alfredsson on a line with Stephen Weiss and Johan Franzen. Sheahan will center Daniel Cleary and Todd Bertuzzi.

Helm skatesNobody is getting carried away. The Red Wings have heard about progress on Darren Helm before, only to be disappointed a little later.

But Helm's ability to take part in Wednesday's morning skate was certainly a positive note, after tackling back problems for the last nine months and groin issues for the last couple of weeks.

Helm missed training camp in Traverse City with a groin injury and is still bothered by the back, but there is progress on both ends.

"I'd say I feel quite a bit better," said Helm, who likely won't start the regular season and hasn't been cleared for contact. "I've had a pretty good mental state the last couple of months just knowing I'm going to get better at some point. It's just a long process I have to deal with and it's coming to an end."

Helm wasn't skating anywhere close to 100 percent. But simply being on the ice again for the first time this season with teammates was special for Helm.

"It's always nice to be out there, just to feel better about myself and have a better attitude and keep positive," Helm said.

Ice chipsThe crew for HBO's 24/7 documentary is expected to be at Joe Louis Arena Friday taping the Red Wings’ game against Toronto in preparation for the actual programs to be aired in December leading up to the Winter Classic.

… Defenseman Jakub Kindl (hip flexor) took part in the morning skate but didn't play Wednesday. It's possible Kindl could play this weekend.

… Forward Jordin Tootoo (shoulder) is expected to miss the last three exhibition games.

ted.kulfan@detnews.com

twitter.com/tkulfan

From The Detroit News: http://www.detroitnews.com/article/20130925/SPORTS0103/309250094#ixzz2g6Ui3F8w
Flames will lean on a No. 1 line of Curtis Glencross, Lee Stempniak and Matt Stajan

Head coach Bob Hartley has told trio he&#8217;s counting on their leadership

By Scott Cruickshank, Calgary HeraldSeptember 27, 2013
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Defencemen Derek Smith, left, and Shane O&#8217;Brien help Calgary&#8217;s No. 1 line &#8212; Matt Stajan, Curtis Glencross and Lee Stempniak &#8212; celebrate a goal during a preseason game against the New York Rangers last Monday.

Defencemen Derek Smith, left, and Shane O’Brien help Calgary’s No. 1 line — Matt Stajan, Curtis Glencross and Lee Stempniak — celebrate a goal during a preseason game against the New York Rangers last Monday.

Photograph by: Colleen De Neve, Calgary Herald

More on This Story

Flames chop four, but a few ‘difficult decisions’ loom before Monday’s deadline

Flood effort fuels Calgary Flames in their bid to be a playoff team

The Calgary Flames’ top line need not assume nor guess. No mind-reading is necessary.

The three forwards have been informed, in no uncertain terms by their supervisor, that their performance is critical. Success will be a reflection of their contributions.

“I told them that, in a big way, they need to be a mirror of our hockey club,” says coach Bob Hartley. “Every morning you look in the mirrors so that the mirror makes you look good. And those guys will be our mirror.”

Thanks to the sharp-pencilled blokes at Leftwinglock.com, we know that this particular threesome — left-winger Curtis Glencross, centreman Matt Stajan, right-winger Lee Stempniak — had been Hartley’s favourite combination last season. (Second-most popular, by the way? Alex Tanguay, Michael Cammal leri, Jarome Iginla.)

And, as the Flames tip-toe towards the start of the 2013-14 campaign, Hartley has no plans to disrupt his No. 1 line. So, at least for now, they stay together.

“They are three great pros,” continues Hartley. “They are three guys that bring an interesting twist to our team because they can play pretty well defensively. And they can score some goals. That’s the kind of leadership we’re going to need from them. If those guys lead our team up front, I think we’re going to be in a good position.”

On a revamped roster seeking an identity, Glencross and Stempniak are 30 years old. Stajan turns 30 in December. Their roles have been duly upgraded from secondary to primary.

Not that this comes as news to the gentlemen.

“Being three veteran guys, we have to be that line — Bob’s made that no secret to us,” says Stajan. “If we play the right way — and do things the right way — usually that will go throughout the lineup. Especially the young guys, they feed off that — they see the way we want to play.”

It is a well-travelled trio.

Stajan has been affiliated with two NHL organizations; Glencross, four; Stempniak, four. So shouldering the yoke of responsibility isn’t anything to shun at this point.

“You want to be a difference-maker every time you go on the ice,” says Stempniak. “If the coaches look at you as someone they can count on in any situation — a line that they trust — it’s a huge vote of confidence. At the same time, we need to keep going out there and never be satisfied. Keep getting better. Keep playing better.

“We all play hard and try to do things right.”

All three have the ability to generate offence.

Glencross scored 26 times (in 67 dates in 2011-12). Stajan picked up 57 points (in 2009-10). Stempniak scored 27 times (in 2006-07) and co-led the Flames last winger with 32 points.

Stempniak figures the key to the unit’s efficiency is the well-roundedness of its members.

“A little bit of everything,” he says. “I don’t know if we really excel at one thing, but we’re all pretty smart players and we all skate pretty well. And, when the opportunity’s there, we try to make plays. We read off each other. We talk a lot off the ice, between periods, even between shifts, about what we’re seeing, how to adapt, how to adjust.”

But in a Pacific Division featuring scads of high-end talent — lines centred by the likes of Ryan Getzlaf, Joe Thornton, Logan Couture, Mike Richards, Anze Kopitar, Ryan Kesler, Henrik Sedin — Stajan & Co. will find themselves in a shutdown role, too.

“Basically, you just have to play,” Stempniak says of their defensive mindset. “We’re three of the older forwards . . . and last year we played some important minutes against other teams’ top lines and still produced. That’s something we want to continue. We have to play well on both sides of the puck.

“At the same time, it’s going to be scoring by committee on our team. That’s something we all want to do — we want to contribute and just make a difference every night.”

Of the three, Glencross’s upside is the most intriguing.

One of the fastest skaters in the NHL, armed with one of the hardest slapshots on the squad, the surly winger could certainly reach 30 goals, 60 points.

“Glenny probably has one more gear in his game,” says Hartley. “It’s up to us to bring it out of him. All of his game — the understanding, the consistency, point production. For him, Stempy and Staje, we can find a few more pages to their books.”
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Down at the Scotiabank Saddledome this very moment, decisions are being made over the 2013-14 Calgary Flames roster.

On Thursday, four more prospects — forwards Michael Ferland, Max Reinhart, and Corban Knight and defenceman Keegan Kanzig — were shipped off for further development. To the team’s American Hockey League affiliate, the Abbotsford Heat, went Ferland, Reinhart, and Knight while Kanzig, enjoying an extended stay as an 18-year-old 2013 draft pick, was sent back to his Western Hockey League team, the Victoria Royals.

“These have been very, very difficult decisions,” said Flames general manager Jay Feaster. “As we said to the players as we’ve been meeting with them, even the moves we made (Wednesday).

“It’s not a case of us being unhappy with their camps or the way they came in performed. It’s just for the first time in a long time, we have some real good prospects. We have some real good young players pushing.”

However, there are more discussions to be had — and big ones.

For instance, the team’s three-way goaltending predicament between Karri Ramo, Joey MacDonald, and Reto Berra.

Who stays and who goes?

“We’ll sit and talk about it and make the decision to keep the two goalies that we think will give us the best opportunity to win off the bat,” Feaster said. “The reality of it is . . . neither Ramo or Berra requires waivers to go down if we were to send them to the American Hockey League. Joey MacDonald does require waivers to be assigned or loaned. All of that goes into it. How they played in the pre-season games, how they practised.

“Again, who gives us the best chance to win when they start the season.”

Sharing time during the pre-season, the hard facts were evident in Ramo’s sparkling stats (2-0-0 with a 2.84 goals against average and 0.897 save percentage in 148:15 minutes of ice time). MacDonald, a longtime journeyman NHL veteran, was 1-1 with a 2.64 GAA and 0.875 save percentage in 91:03 while Berra, the greenest of them all, was 1-1-1 with a 3.00 GAA and 0.892 save percentage in 159:45.

According to Feaster, he was happy with how each handled the situation staring at each of them every day.

“I don’t think either one of them have allowed the press clippings or the stories effect how they play,” he said. “I’m pleased with the professionalism from all three of them. “Again, we’ll have a tough decision ahead of us.”

With five more cuts to be made before the National Hockey League deadline of 5 p.m. ET on Sept. 30, the Flames will evaluate the remaining players — including the goalies — and make their final decisions Monday.

The Flames are now down to 28 — the breakdown being three goalies, nine defencemen, and 16 forwards. Feaster said on Thursday that they’ll open the season on Oct. 3 at Washington with 14 forwards, seven defencemen and two goalies.

Still remaining in camp and trying to stick on the opening day roster are prospects, including sixth overall pick Sean Monahan who could stick around for the rookie-minimum nine games before his entry-level contract kicks in.

“He’s put himself in a good spot right now,” Feaster said. “He’s a young man who is going to make mistakes, but he has such very good hockey sense. He’s trained to be a professional. He continues to be in the mix . . . we’ll continue to monitor him in the next few days and make a decision on Monday.”

Forwards Sven Baertschi, Roman Horak, Lance Bouma, Ben Street, and recently-signed defenceman Patrick Sieloff also remain in the mix.

Feaster said the status of injured forward Jiri Hudler (lower body) won’t impact their decision (Hudler skated on Wednesday). The team is also hopeful they’ll have Michael Cammalleri (hand) for the season opener, but he is currently day-to-day.

As for Thursday’s departed players, Feaster indicated he wants to see further development.

In Knight’s case, the former University of North Dakota centreman was given a No. 10 early in the proceedings — a sign of the expectations on his shoulders.

And through five exhibition games, Knight produced. Including Wednesday’s game-tying goal, he had two goals and two assists and was a plus-3, not to mention a 53.8 per cent efficiency in the faceoff circle.

But with an influx of centremen and this being his first professional camp, the High River native was re-assigned to Abbotsford to work on the consistency in his game.

“We were thrilled with Corban and the camp he had,” Feaster said. “There’s no doubt in our minds that he’s going to play in the National Hockey League . . . as we explained to him, we want him to go down . . . and make sure he’s winning those one-on-one battles in all three zones, being hard on the puck and being consistently hard to play against.”

As for six-foot-seven, 240-pound Kanzig, who impressed at his first professional camp by showing up with seven per cent body fat, he had earned an extended stay with the organization before being sent back to the Victoria Royals of the Western Hockey League.

“This is a young man we think the sky is the limit for,” Feaster said. “He’s experienced being around the pace, the tempo. We told him to take all of that back to junior and work at that pace and continue to improve his game.

“Then, next summer, he comes into training camp with the mindset he’s going to make this hockey team . . . I think (the extended stay) was time well spent for Keegan.”

Feaster also gave glowing reviews to Reinhart and Ferland, particularly the latter who had trimmed down ahead of the fall rookie camp and has appeared to have gotten his professional hockey career on track.

“Full marks to these kids,” Feaster said. “In the past, we haven’t had these tough decisions here. They’ve all been pretty cut and dry . . . it’s not going to be easy to get down to 14 forwards, so a credit to all of those guys.”

Like all of the recent Flames’ cuts, Feaster said they’ll be watching their progress.

“We have some guys right now that we feel are a little bit ahead,” he said. “We have some other guys we still feel we want to take a look at here in the next couple of practices.

“Doesn’t matter who the last person cut out of camp is. What matters is who is playing well and who is working hard and doing what we’ve asked of them when we need to recall somebody.”
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It's right there in black and white in the National Hockey League's coaches' handbook:

Don't gush too early and too much about rookies until the real bullets start flying.

And so it was late Thursday -- not long after the Boston Bruins' 3-2 overtime victory over the Winnipeg Jets -- when Claude Noel clamped down hard on his tongue while offering, then tempering, his praise of young defenceman Jacob Trouba.

"For a 19-year-old player I think he makes good decisions, he plays hard, he plays a lot of minutes and makes a lot of good decisions," said the Jets' boss. "There's some good stability in his game."

Asked if he had done enough to earn a spot as one of the team's top six defencemen, Noel added:

"That will be determined, but it's hard to believe... well, it's hard to say. For me, he looks good right now."

Actually, "good" doesn't begin to describe Trouba's play, particularly over the past two games. He was arguably the best of the Jets again Thursday -- goalie Ondrej Pavelec was pretty darn steady, too -- in racking up 23 minutes and 28 seconds of ice time and blocking two shots. There were some miscues, as he did finish minus-1 and was charged with two giveaways, but he played a lot of minutes in a variety of situations and looked comfortable.

"I still made a lot of mistakes out there," said Trouba. "I'm just trying to get better every game and put everything towards what I'm doing out there. I'm just trying to work hard to make this team and whatever they decide, they decide."

Trust us, the decision has been made: he's a keeper and if his improvement over the course of the pre-season is a harbinger of things to come, he's going to get more minutes in more situations as this year unfolds.

Afterward Trouba offered this when quizzed about the best piece of advice he received heading into camp -- and his answer is indicative of how level-headed his is both on and off the ice:

"Just have fun and enjoy it," said Trouba. "This is what I've worked for my whole life, to get to this point. You've got a pretty good opportunity here, so just have fun with it.

"It's just a game. It's hockey. I've played it my whole life having fun."

But don't misinterpret that as a laissez-faire approach to the game. Far from it. Trouba has a competitive edge that is evident in every puck battle and a notorious nasty streak that has to really reveal itself -- yet.

"I think I'm pretty hard on myself," said Trouba. "But (a mistake) is not the end of the world. There's a lot of (more important) things going in the world than a hockey game. I'm just trying to enjoy what I'm doing and take advantage of this opportunity."

ed.tait@freepress.mb.ca Twitter: @WFPEdTait
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And it looks bright with young Trouba and Scheifele
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They've got some work to do on the results but some nights more than others -- and Thursday was one of those nights -- it's easy to see why NHL pre-season games are both good and necessary.

The Winnipeg Jets gave up a 2-1 third-period lead and lost 3-2 in overtime to the Boston Bruins at the MTS Centre, but front and centre for the home team was another glimpse into the future.

Prominent in mostly good ways were Jets centre Mark Scheifele and defenceman Jacob Trouba, the rookies who symbolize real change and real hope.

Trouba was named a game star for his 23 minutes 28 seconds of play and Scheifele gave the Jets a third-period go-ahead goal, his first of the pre-season.

"I thought that the guys that had a lot to prove tonight really showed that they tried to impress," Jets coach Claude Noel said later, meaning the rookies plus a few other players in battles for roster spots.

On Scheifele and his bid to be the team's second- or third-line centre this season, you can tell the coach is growing a little warmer.

"A little trouble early in the game, I thought," Noel said. "But I thought he played a lot better as the game went on.

"The goal was a relief for Mark, a big play at a key time for us. And he was better on faceoffs in the second and third and that was an area of concern for us."

Still, the Jets lost again in the exhibition round, now 1-3-3 in their seven outings, with the final one coming tonight against the Bruins in Saskatoon.

A different mark

Scheifele has been less flashy in this training camp than when he piled up points as a fresh draftee two Septembers ago.

And that's a good thing, if you see what matters.

"It's not about the points," he said after the game and his first goal in five pre-season games. "It's about being reliable defensively, winning faceoffs. It's about the team play. It's not about individual stats or about any of that.

"It's about helping the team win and doing the simple things. That's been my focus. I haven't focused on the points at all. That comes from playing a hard, simple game. It's about doing the simple things and working my hardest."

Scheifele's faceoff tally improved as the night went on, from two wins out of seven in the first to a final of seven out of 13.

And the chemistry with Thursday linemates Devin Setoguchi and James Wright was developing.

"Whoever I'm out with, I try to talk and pick their brain and see what kind of tendencies they have," Scheifele said.

Setoguchi, who also had his first goal of the pre-season, said he sees some progress with Scheifele.

"It's tough to tell," Setoguchi began. "I think he's doing a great job. Obviously he's got poise with the puck and he makes the right plays and he scored a big goal tonight.

"Still, it amps up when you get to the regular season but obviously he's been playing good."

Lead lost

After Scheifele put away his power-play goal, a fine hustle off the right wing to retrieve and deposit a dumped-in rebound off the backboard, the Bruins were back even in two minutes.

Ryan Spooner's point shot found the back of the net when the Scheifele line got pinned and then Loui Eriksson buried the winner in the extra period, converting a two-on-one.

The result didn't sit well with some on the home side.

"It's nice to get a goal obviously, but the main thing is to get the win," Setoguchi said, frowning.

Decisions, decisions

The team's fourth-line combination still isn't clear, but the likes of centre Patrice Cormier, wingers Anthony Peluso and Chris Thorburn in particular helped themselves with their efforts.

"We'll see where it all shakes out, but I think they helped themselves," Noel said.

tim.campbell@freepress.mb.ca
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Youngsters will make team; only question is how good will they be?
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Mark SCHEIFELE and Jacob Trouba have made the Winnipeg Jets.

It was plainly clear Thursday night the new kids on the block are among this team's top 23 players. They belong. How high they can climb and how quickly is the next question.
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Trouba's game and personality appear ready for the pressure and responsibility of playing defence in the NHL.

Scheifele needs to play with talented wingers. Maybe he could flourish on the third line and round out his game slowly, but why not find out if he can run a little quicker? He's done as much as anyone to earn the second-line centre spot. Give it to him and see if he can keep it.

Management's mindset is no secret. Trouba and Scheifele are the future and what's best for them as young players will take precedence.

Jets management has proven they are patient and GM Kevin Cheveldayoff has dropped the, "you can't rush or force development," maxim on us repeatedly.

The players will determine their own course, Cheveldayoff will just take care of the travel arrangements.

It was roundly accepted these two first-round picks would have to play their way out of jobs with the Jets this season and that has not happened. They'll be in the lineup opening night.

Trouba has steadily gotten better and is easily in the team's top-six defencemen right now. Some might argue he's pushing for work in the top-four.

Watching Trouba and determining what he needs going forward will be fairly straightforward.

He'll either continue to look comfortable and hold his place or he won't. Coach Claude Noel will trust him and keep putting him in the lineup or he won't.

If the latter occurs that will be Cheveldayoff's signal to step in and give the 19-year-old some seasoning in St. John's. The Jets have other defencemen that can play in the NHL. Trouba isn't a must-have for Noel. But right now he's taken the decision out of the coach's hands.

Scheifele has not been as loud a performer in the pre-season. But he was as good as anyone else in a Jets jersey on Thursday night and showed high-end skill on a tidy third-period goal.

Scheifele and his development will be more complex. The Jets don't have the same luxury at centre ice as they do on the blue-line. They're not good or deep enough down the middle for Scheifele to play anywhere but in Winnipeg.

The Jets must decide whether it's best to play him on the second line with Evander Kane and Devin Setoguchi or on the third between Matt Halischuk and Michael Frolik.

This decision will have a number of contributing factors, including the fate of Olli Jokinen.

The Jets must determine if Jokinen can still contribute and how best to position him to succeed.

Should they cede the second-line spot to Jokinen in the hopes of his game gaining momentum? Or can they take some pressure off him and see if he can find his game under the cooler lights of the third line?

Both those questions can also be posed with Scheifele, and considering he's going to be wearing a Jets jersey long after Jokinen has shuffled off stage, perhaps those answers should be considered more pertinent.

Scheifele's game comes alive when he's paired with skilled players. There appears to be some natural chemistry between him, Kane and Setoguchi. Why fight it? Why overthink it?

Noel will have to trust Scheifele but this kid has shown he wants to be a complete player.

Maybe there will be some lumps early on but last I checked the Jets weren't yet a contender. They can afford to give a young player some time to sand off the rough edges.

Cheveldayoff is right when he says you can't rush development. But the opposite is true as well. You can't slow it down.

Throw them in the deep end. My bet is they'll swim.

gary.lawless@freepress.mb.ca Twitter: @garylawless
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Mark Scheifele goes hard into the boards during the first period of Thursday night's pre-season game against the Boston Bruins at the MTS Centre. 
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They’ve got some work to do on the results but some nights more than others — and Thursday was one of those nights — it’s easy to see why NHL pre-season games are both good and necessary.

The Winnipeg Jets gave up a 2-1 third-period lead and lost 3-2 in overtime to the Boston Bruins at the MTS Centre, but front and centre for the home team was another glimpse into the future.

Prominent in mostly good ways were Jets centre Mark Scheifele and defenceman Jacob Trouba, the rookies who symbolize real change and real hope.

Trouba was named a game star for his 23 minutes 28 seconds of play and Scheifele gave the Jets a third-period go-ahead goal, his first of the pre-season.

"I thought that the guys that had a lot to prove tonight really showed that they tried to impress," Jets coach Claude Noel said later, meaning the rookies plus a few other players in battles for roster spots.

On Scheifele and his bid to be the team’s second- or third-line centre this season, you can tell the coach is growing a little warmer.

"A little trouble early in the game, I thought," Noel said. "But I thought he played a lot better as the game went on.

"The goal was a relief for Mark, a big play at a key time for us. And he was better on faceoffs in the second and third and that was an area of concern for us."

Still, the Jets lost again in the exhibition round, now 1-3-3 in their seven outings, with the final one coming tonight against the Bruins in Saskatoon.

A different mark

Scheifele has been less flashy in this training camp than when he piled up points as a fresh draftee two Septembers ago.

And that’s a good thing, if you see what matters.

"It’s not about the points," he said after the game and his first goal in five pre-season games. "It’s about being reliable defensively, winning faceoffs. It’s about the team play. It’s not about individual stats or about any of that.

"It’s about helping the team win and doing the simple things. That’s been my focus. I haven’t focused on the points at all. That comes from playing a hard, simple game. It’s about doing the simple things and working my hardest."

Scheifele’s faceoff tally improved as the night went on, from two wins out of seven in the first to a final of seven out of 13.

And the chemistry with Thursday linemates Devin Setoguchi and James Wright was developing.

"Whoever I’m out with, I try to talk and pick their brain and see what kind of tendencies they have," Scheifele said.

Setoguchi, who also had his first goal of the pre-season, said he sees some progress with Scheifele.

"It’s tough to tell," Setoguchi began. "I think he’s doing a great job. Obviously he’s got poise with the puck and he makes the right plays and he scored a big goal tonight.

"Still, it amps up when you get to the regular season but obviously he’s been playing good."

Lead lost

After Scheifele put away his power-play goal, a fine hustle off the right wing to retrieve and deposit a dumped-in rebound off the backboard, the Bruins were back even in two minutes.

Ryan Spooner’s point shot found the back of the net when the Scheifele line got pinned and then Loui Eriksson buried the winner in the extra period, converting a two-on-one.

The result didn’t sit well with some on the home side.

"It’s nice to get a goal obviously, but the main thing is to get the win," Setoguchi said, frowning.

Decisions, decisions

The team’s fourth-line combination still isn’t clear, but the likes of centre Patrice Cormier, wingers Anthony Peluso and Chris Thorburn in particular helped themselves with their efforts.

"We’ll see where it all shakes out, but I think they helped themselves," Noel said.

tim.campbell@freepress.mb.ca
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Toughness a factor in determining final roster
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Jets coach Claude Noel has to get his roster down to 21 skaters by Monday. 
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With only a whiff of a hint, and an uncertain one at that, of what he might do in the coming few days, Winnipeg Jets head coach Claude Noel did have one phrase to sum up his game plan for the next few days.

For the team's final two pre-season games, both against the Boston Bruins and starting tonight at the MTS Centre, Noel has to make a lineup and a roster-determining strategy out of: "different agendas I have to put together."

For tonight at home and Friday night in Saskatoon, Noel has one eye firmly focused on the first game that counts, next Tuesday's Game 1 of the NHL regular season in Edmonton.

But he's also got some unresolved battles within the lineup. The team has 24 skaters remaining in training camp, and there is only room for 21 of them on the roster that must be submitted and approved by the NHL on Monday afternoon.

The majority of spots are set but the list of names will have something do with the preference to keep eight defencemen or seven, and 14 forwards or 13, where the combination obviously must equal 21.

"It really depends but a lot of times you go with two extra forwards and seven defencemen," the coach said, asked what his past preference has been. "That's kind of the way you go but it really depends on who the players are and what you've got and what your needs are.

"I know I'm not giving you clear-cut answers but they're not clear-cut right now."

He said some of the final decisions will be made on the basis of how much toughness -- or not -- the Jets prefer.

As for tonight, much was unclear, including the availability of defenceman Zach Bogosian, who left Monday's pre-season game in Edmonton. He did not skate on Wednesday.

"He's day-to-day," Noel said. "Is he a player Thursday? We're not sure yet."

The Jets were able to get their workout down to one group on Wednesday for a first time, that helpful in itself, Noel said.

"The problem you get part-way through camp is that your numbers are too big for one group and too small for two groups and it's kind of in between," he said. "I felt today was better from a managing standpoint. A lot better for the players, too."

Having the bulk of the projected team together for the final two exhibition games seems like a priority, though not set in stone.

"We'd like to try to first of all try to win the game and try to get as many of our players as we can into the game," Noel said. "Providing there are no health issues. We'd try to field a good lineup for both games.

"The players haven't played together that much. We'd like to see them together a little bit more."

Togetherness came up more than once during Wednesday's work day.

During practice, the coach barked seriously at his charges about communicating, and that will also be one of the priorities when the team heads for a mini-retreat in Banff for two-plus days after the brief stop in Saskatoon.

"There are things in Banff, we're doing, for example, to try to elevate that communication," he said. "There are a couple of objectives. We're not going to Banff for the sake of going to Banff. We're going there because it's close to Edmonton and it fits in the schedule.

"Building team cohesion is certainly one of them so we have some plans there to try to get our team, our group closer in some fashion so we can help them through the process of finding a way to win.

"It's a nice place, we want to get together and do some things and there's a lot of activity we have there for a purpose."

tim.campbell@freepress.mb.ca
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Little, Ladd and Wheeler tuning up for another productive campaign
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How much more of a tune-up do Bryan Little and wingers Andrew Ladd and Blake Wheeler need before the new NHL season begins Tuesday in Edmonton?  
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They carried the mail to most corners of their 48-game season in 2013, emerging with more first-line characteristics than ever before.

So how much more of a tune-up do Bryan Little and wingers Andrew Ladd and Blake Wheeler need before the new NHL season begins Tuesday in Edmonton?

The Jets have two games left on their eight-game pre-season schedule, tonight at the MTS Centre against the Boston Bruins and again against the B's Friday in Saskatoon?

So does the Jets' top line need both games? One? None?

Jets coach Claude Noel wasn't giving away any lineup choices after Wednesday's practice but there were opinions on the matter inside the dressing room.

"I think I'd probably rather play one," said Ladd, noting that the trio has been in three of the six exhibition games so far. "I liked the fact that our line, after not being very good the game before, was a lot better in Minny (last Saturday). So we're heading in the right direction, which is good, and another one like that and we'll be ready."

But it's not just as easy as that, the captain said.

"Now we don't have as many guys," he said, noting the roster is down to 24 skaters. "At least now we can focus on this group and getting everything ready, intact for the regular season."

Wheeler said last week he's ready to play at all times; it's that simple.

And Little on Wednesday wasn't far from that.

"Honestly, it doesn't matter," the centre said. "I'd be happy playing one. I'd be happy playing both. Last year we didn't play any; we just jumped right into it.

"I'll do what I'm told and try to make the best of it. I still think our line could do better, so maybe two would help more."

Last season, the trio, though not together 100 per cent of the time, combined for 44 goals and 119 points in the 48 games.

It was easily the most productive group iced by the Jets, so their readiness will be essential, though certainly not at the cost of overlooking everyone else.

"If it was my call, just one game's enough," Jets No. 1 goalie Ondrej Pavelec said, asked what his decision would be on the top line were it his to make. "We've played enough games already. That would be my call.

"But I would ask them how they feel. They're big guys; they know what it takes to be ready for the season."

Among others also trying to find their timing and some chemistry, left-winger Evander Kane said he wasn't going to wade into the possibilities about others.

"I can't really speak for other people," Kane said.

In his own case, looking to find a newer, more consistent groove, Kane said he is looking forward to these games against the Bruins.

"I'd like to play tomorrow and we'll see how I feel in terms of my body," he offered on Wednesday. "I'd like to play both. Don't want to sit in the stands. Never want to get used to that. There's a long enough break from the last exhibition game to Tuesday. We'll be fine.

"And a lot of us have been in separate groups (during training camp), so it'll be good to be together."

tim.campbell@freepress.mb.ca
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Pasquale gone, rest try to keep from dwelling on cuts to come
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Jets goalie Eddie Pasquale makes the save as Zach Bogosian and Edmonton Oilers' Jesse Joensuu battle for the rebound in their pre-season contest Monday. 
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In the "no surprise here" file, the Jets sent netminder Eddie Pasquale back to the St. John's IceCaps on Wednesday.

Pasquale, 22, impressed many with his steady performance in net against the Edmonton Oilers on Monday, where he stopped 21 of 23 shots in the 2-1 loss. The IceCaps regular will join fellow goalies Jussi Olkinuora and Michael Hutchinson to battle for action on the Rock.

-- -- --

Jets coach Claude Noel had some, ahem, firm words for his squad during practice at the MTS Centre Wednesday, telling them sharply to call out to each other more during play. The players certainly piped up more during defensive drills after that, calling to each other as they fought for the puck.

"We're expecting more from our players in communicating. We've talked about it now for quite some time," Noel said afterward. "I think it's really hard to defend unless you take control and try to identify who you have and what you have in situations. The only way to do that is through communication."

The players weren't surprised to see the intensity ramped up at this point in camp, especially after a rare day off and with only two pre-season games left. "We were a bit sloppy today, and he was letting us know that it wasn't good enough," centre Bryan Little said. "It's just trying to get us ready and everyone focused for the season."

-- -- --

The Jets finally fit into one practice group and a single dressing room Wednesday after five players were released the day before. Until now, most of the younger players had a room of their own; now, guys such as Mark Scheifele get to put on their skates with the rest of their teammates. That makes it feel like "more of a team rather than a training camp," blue-liner Zach Redmond said.

Winger James Wright agreed. "It's been a bit of a cluster with the back-and-forth," he said. "It felt like if you weren't playing with the same guys, you wouldn't be seeing them for a while. So it's better this way... seeing everyone out on the ice at the same time, minus one guy (injured defender Zach Bogosian) was nice."

-- -- --

The Jets would appear to have just three more decisions to go. At forward, taking that as good news but not saying much, is centre Patrice Cormier. "I only wanted to stay healthy, first of all; that was my main goal, and I've been able to take care of my body to stay healthy," said Cormier, who has one goal in four pre-season appearances.

Cormier, with 40 career NHL games, including 10 last season for the Jets, might be an underdog to make the season-opening cut, but he said he makes no assumptions about anything right now. And nobody's saying much.

"Everybody knows there's 15 forwards left. We can all do the math, so right now is the worst time to be over-thinking things."

-- -- --

Gritty winger Chris Thorburn is usually a pretty gung-ho guy, but he put on a serious face for the cameras Wednesday as the topic turned to the battles in camp. Thorburn, who scored the Jets' lone goal in Monday night's 2-1 loss to the Oilers, said he doesn't tune in to media buzz about who might make the cut... even as some pundits wonder if Thorburn's job could be up for grabs. "It's always competitive... "I just try and keep it simple and hope everything works out."

-- -- --

Blue-liner Zach Redmond, who seemed to fit right in with the Jets until his scary skate cut last season, is one of the defencemen now battling to stay with the club. He's trying not to think too much about that part, he said. "There's not much I can do, except for on the ice and in practice, and I'm doing my best there," he said.

-- -- --

Maple Leafs star Phil Kessel was handed a three-game suspension this week for hacking at Buffalo Sabres goon John Scott after the 6-8 enforcer threatened to jump him. What would Jets skill forward Bryan Little do in the same situation? "I can't say I would have done the same thing," Little said. "But I probably wouldn't have wanted to fight Scott, that's for sure... It happened really quick. I wouldn't have thought him lining up next to me, he would jump me like (Scott did to Kessel)."

melissa.martin@freepress.mb.ca tim.campbell@freepress.mb.ca
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James Wright is not afraid of getting his hands dirty in an effort to impress upon Jets brass that he is an NHL-calibre player. 
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A curious fact, near the end of this Jets training camp: Of all the players who have laced up skates, only two have played more than four games.

To wit: James Wright and Anthony Peluso, both plucked off of waivers last season, have figured into five of the squad's six pre-season tilts thus far. That's more than any prospect, or any star, but after practice on Wednesday coach Claude Noel offered few details.

"Some of it's experience," he said. "Some things come up, if you've got injuries at certain positions... those are things behind the scenes. So there's different factors."

“

'I want to contribute to this team where they see fit. But I see myself as trying to push to be in the top nine forwards'

-- James Wright

Whatever thoughts skate through the coach's mind, Wright must keep his focused on just one: every minute is an opportunity, and this pre-season he's had many. He started last season playing about eight minutes a game, then shot up to 15 near the middle of the shortened campaign. But in Edmonton on Monday, he played for 19 minutes and 12 seconds; in Minnesota two days before that, he played for over 20 minutes, just a hair more than Andrew Ladd.

That's about as much time as he played in his summer beer hockey league back in Saskatoon, Wright chuckled after practice on Wednesday, but here in the NHL pre-season it weighs heavier on the legs.

"I think so, there's a little bit of a change," he said, pulling off sock tape. "I'm sure it will wind down here... but it's been good."

It's made better by who is sharing that time. Last season, Wright got his start taking mostly defensive assignments, and later slid up to play with Olli Jokinen. In camp now he's slotted next to Mark Scheifele, and the winger nodded emphatically when asked about the prospect's creativity.

"Mark's a pretty special talent," Wright said of the guy who's fed him some pretty passes. "You can see he's got that flash of really high-end offence."

Between the two, each has something a little different to prove. Scheifele is coming out of a dominant OHL season, one where he rolled right over so many of teenaged opponents en route to the OHL's playoff scoring lead. The Jets want to see him lock his game down defensively, now that he's playing against men. Wright, on the other hand, is in a contract year, and eager to show he can be in a secondary scoring conversation.

"I want to contribute to this team where they see fit," he said. "But I see myself as trying to push to be in the top nine forwards. I have to be responsible defensively, that's kind of been my forte, but to add that extra spark offensively is going to be a good help to the team."

Wright was frank about his personal checklist to that end: the plan, he said, is to get open, get his hands dirty, score some greasy ones. And why not? There are no added points for style in this league. Besides, this is a guy who doesn't mind joking that some of his beer-league teammates are "better snipers than me."

No doubt, there are places that Wright will need to improve as he makes a case about where he should play, including closing the gap between the number of shots that go for and against the Jets when he is on the ice, a spot where his numbers lagged. But he is also just 23 with only 87 NHL games under his belt, barely more than a full season, a player in progress still. And if there are minutes, then there is a way to go along with the will.

"I've been getting opportunities," Wright said. "If I stop getting opportunities, I guess that's when I'll start to worry."

melissa.martin@freepress.mb.ca
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News and notes as the Caps prepare for the final two games of their exhibition schedule – Friday night at home against the Flyers and Saturday night in Chicago against the Blackhawks:

Kundratek clears: Defenseman Tomas Kundratek went unclaimed on NHL waivers and has been assigned to the AHL Hershey Bears. Kundratek has two years remaining on a contract that pays him $550,000 at the NHL level and $65,000 at the AHL level.

“He’s gotta survive this hiccup and play good down there and wait his turn again,” Capitals coach Adam Oates said. “His skating is one of his best attributes, but the NHL is fast.

“When he was here he didn’t rely on that, he just played. When he goes down there, he gets a little cocky with his skating and tries to do too much, thinking he’s invincible and you put yourself out of position. He has to stay within the boundaries of the system.”

With Kundratek in Hershey the Caps continue to carry four extra defensemen and there is a growing possibility that Tyson Strachan my find his way onto the opening night roster as a seventh defenseman, ahead of Dmitry Orlov and Connor Carrick.

Strachan, 28, played in 38 games for the Florida Panthers last season, recording four assists and 40 penalty minutes. He was signed to a one-year, two-way contract by the Caps, carrying a cap hit of $550,000 and an AHL salary of $225,000.

Strachan has a right-handed shot and stands 6-foot-3, 205 pounds.

Brooks Laich update: Laich [tightness in left hip] refrained from skating for the second straight day on Thursday and will not play against Philadelphia on Friday night.

“He could have maybe skated today, but he talked to me and said, ‘Give me one more day,’” Oates said. “And I said, ‘No problem.’”

Oates said Laich might play in Chicago but sees Tuesday night’s opener as a “legitimate” goal.

Babe watch: Caps center Nicklas Backstrom is awaiting the birth of his first child. His girlfriend has a due date of Oct. 6. “It could be any day or any week,” he said. “I’m more excited than nervous.”

The Capitals have games scheduled for Oct. 1 [in Chicago], Oct. 3 [home vs. Calgary] and Oct. 5 [in Dallas] before a four-day break that has them back at VerizonCenter on Oct. 10.

Oates said attending the birth of a child is a decision he leaves up to his players. Late last season defenseman Jack Hillen missed the birth of his second child, a son named Knox, because the Caps had a game in Florida.

“I don’t want [Backstrom’s girlfriend] calling me, so yeah,” Oates said. “It’s another situation where our team should be able to survive it. If it was the last game of the season and we needed to win that game, I would hope he would change his mind. We need him.”

Told he would probably still get a phone call from an expectant mother looking for her husband, Oates quipped, “I’ll take that call.”  
After it was announced on Thursday that Alex Ovechkin would become the first Russian torch bearer for the 2014 Winter Olympics, Adam Oates was asked if he understands just how much Ovechkin means to his country.

"I guess I do,” said Oates, who visited Ovechkin in Moscow this summer. “When I was over there, the president called him. [Barack] Obama doesn't call me too often."

Last month, Ovechkin was invited to participate in the torch lighting that will take place on Sunday in Olympia, Greece.

With the Caps opening their 2013-14 season two nights later in Chicago, there was obvious concern about how their 28-year-old captain would be able to get from Washington to Olympia and back in less than 48 hours.

Here’s a rough itinerary:

Ovechkin will play in Friday night’s 7 p.m. preseason game against the Philadelphia Flyers at Verizon Center and immediately following the game he’ll be whisked to Washington Dulles International Airport, along with his IMG agent, David Abrutyn, Caps senior director of communications Sergey Kocharov and digital content producer James Heuser.

The Ovechkin contingent will take a private jet from Dulles to Kalamata International Airport in Greece, a nine-hour flight that requires a stop to refuel.

There is a seven-hour time difference in Greece, which means if Ovechkin’s plane lands in Greece sometime around at 10 a.m. Eastern time, it will be about 5 p.m. in Greece.

Ovechkin plans to spend one night in Greece, participate in the Olympic torch run on Sunday, then return back to D.C., leaving about 3 p.m. local time, with a projected arrival at Dulles of 9:17 p.m. on Sunday.

It is unclear who will be picking up the tab for the weekend trip, which is believed to carry a price tag in the six-figure range, but Ovechkin thanked Coca-Cola, Sochi 2014 and the Capitals for making his dream a reality. Ovechkin shot an Olympic commercial for Coca-Cola over the summer.

“I'm pretty happy and very excited,” Ovechkin said after practice on Thursday. “I've been that way since I get the news that they invite me.

“It's pretty hard to do that because of the schedule and that kind of stuff, try to find a plane. My agent did a great job working on it. It's very big for me to be the first guy.

“I’m proud to be a Russian guy and it means a lot for my country and for me and my people.”

Ovechkin said it is “huge” for him to represent his country in the 2014 Winter Games, which will be held in Sochi, Russia.  His mother, Tatyana, won Olympic gold medals in women’s basketball in the 1976 Games in Montreal and the 1980 Games in Moscow.

“You can ask any guy who's been in the Olympics,” he said. “It's an unbelievable time. My mom was an Olympic champion in Moscow back in the day and she told me it was unbelievable stuff. Everybody was very excited, people were happy.”

Capitals center Nicklas Backstrom said he and his teammates are happy for Ovechkin and want him to go to Greece, even if it means a tired captain for the Caps’ season opener. The Caps have the day off on Sunday and will hit the ice for their final practice before the regular season on Monday.

“It’s an honor for him and it’s probably a once-in-a-lifetime experience, especially with the Olympic Games being in Russia,” Backstrom said. “He knows how to handle those long trips by now. He’ll be fine.”

Oates agreed.

“He might have a little jet lag, but big picture, we let our players play in the Olympics for a reason,” Oates said. “It's obviously a unique thing and it's very risky, but we let him do it, so globally for hockey, it's a great thing. It really is, and our team's got to survive that just like you've got to survive everything else."

Oates said he’s gained an appreciation for European players that he never had as a player in the 1990s.

"Early in my career, I didn't,” he said. “Being a Canadian kid growing up, all you think about is the NHL and at first, you didn't quite understand the European players' views on it.

“But as you get older, you kind of understand it more. It's obviously huge for his country, and there's a huge responsibility for them, even though they're over here, their country's obviously very important. And as you get older, you do understand that."

Hendricks has 'emotional' return to D.C. 

September 25, 2013, 11:15 pm
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How much of an impression did Matt Hendricks leave on the Capitals in the three years he played here?

Enough to spend an entire night fist-pumping, wise-cracking, hand shaking and body slamming his former teammates.

After playing his first game against the Caps since signing with the Predators on July 5, Hendricks was literally the last player on the team bus out of the VerizonCenter parking lot, stopping to share hugs and a few laughs with everyone from the Capitals’ training and equipment staff to security personnel at the arena.

“It was fun to see all the guys,” Hendricks said after the Capitals’ 4-1 win Wednesday night. “But when the game starts there’s all these emotions.

“One of my best buddies is [Caps defenseman] Karl Alzner. I know it’s preseason, but the puck’s dumped in his corner. Do I want to run him? It’s kind of my job, so I gotta do it. But you think about it.”

So what did Hendricks do? He yelled, “Heads up” before plowing Alzner into the boards. Not once or twice, but three times.

“It’s second nature for me,” Hendricks said. “You gotta be a pro and you’ve got to do what you’re paid to do.”

“That’s Hendy,” Alzner said. “Everybody loves him.”

After the game, Capitals captain Alex Ovechkin was one of the first Capitals to meet with Hendricks in the hallway that separates the two locker rooms.

“It feel kind of weird,” Ovechkin said. “I skate by the bench and see his face joking around. I talk to him before the game on the ice. He was a great player here, a great teammate and we have good relationship.

“He have good relationship with everybody. Of course we miss him, but it’s a business and we wish him good luck out there. I hope he’s gonna do well.”

Nashville general manager David Poile drafted Hendricks 131st overall in the 2000 draft and saw him develop into a solid fourth-line center capable of killing penalties and protecting his teammates.

“We wish we would have signed him back then,” he said. “The character, the leadership, the passion, the love for the game he brings is important because this is a pretty young club and it’s the right time for him to come to us. He gives us a lot of intangibles.”

Hendricks and the Predators will spent the next two days practicing at the NavalAcademy hockey rink in Annapolis, where they will also participate in military-style team building exercises before catching an Orioles game at Camden Yards.

He said he has nothing but good wishes for his former team, at least until the Caps and Predators meet again Dec. 7 in Washington.

“I really enjoyed my time here and it’s the people, the good friends, that I’ll miss the most,” he said. “But I’ll tell you what, [the Caps] played good. They’re a good-looking team right now.”

Instant analysis: Caps 4, Predators 1 
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Instant Analysis of the Capitals’ 4-1 preseason win over the Nashville Predators Wednesday night in front of a sparse crowd at Verizon Center:

Game in a nutshell: After two games at center, Eric Fehr enjoyed his first game back on the right side, scoring a pair of goals on assists from Mikhail Grabovski in the Caps’ first regulation game of the preseason. Nicklas Backstrom and Alex Ovechkin added goals, Grabovski finished with three assists and Michal Neuvirth stopped 33-of-34 shots for the win.

Nice start: The Caps are now 3-0-3 in the preseason. They’ve scored 20 goals and have allowed 18.

Opening night blue line?: The Caps went with what is likely to be their starting six on the blue line against the Preds. From left to right, Karl Alzner played with Mike Green, John Erskine played with John Carlson, and Jack Hillen was paired with Steve Oleksy. With Tomas Kundratek in waiver limbo until 3 p.m. on Thursday, the race for the seventh defenseman appears to be down to Dmitry Orlov and Connor Carrick.

Power play units: The Caps have not yet played their full lineup, but we saw a glimpse into their power play units. On the first unit, Mike Green played the point, Alex Ovechkin set up in the left circle, Troy Brouwer played in the slot and Nicklas Backstrom and Mikhail Grabovsky took turns quarterbacking between the right halfwall and the right side of the net. The second unit had John Carlson at the point, Jack Hillen in the left faceoff circle, Jay Beagle in the slot and Marty Erat and Marcus Johansson trading off between the right halfwall and the right side of the net.

Killers: Adam Oates split his penalty killing between his veterans and AHL prospects. Dane Byers, Eric Fehr, Steve Oleksy and Karl Alzner were on one unit, while Michael Latta, Jason Chimera, John Erskine and John Carlson played together on a second unit.

First a chipmunk, then…: Predators center Mike Fisher doesn’t drop the gloves that often, so it was strange to see him fight Steve Oleksy in the second period. Fisher proved he’s got quick hands this summer when he cornered a chipmunk behind a toilet and paid the price.

Beagle fights: It wasn’t much of a bout with Rich Clune, but Jay Beagle recorded his first fighting major since Oct. 13, 2011 when he was decked by Arron Asham in Pittsburgh and missed half the season with a concussion. Beagle came out of his first fight well.  

Look ahead: The Caps will practice at Kettler on Thursday. They’ll play their final home preseason game Friday night against the Flyers, then head to Chicago for their final exhibition contest Saturday night. They are expected to get the day off on Sunday in preparation for Tuesday night’s opener in Chicago against the Hawks.

It’s a quieter Capitals locker room these days, now that Matt Hendricks has moved on.

No more barks of “Atta boy, Beags!”

No more loud references to his teammates being "Wagons," as in "Circle the wagons."

No more heroic races to the trainer’s room for stitches so he can get back to the ice without anyone noticing he left.

In a perfect world Hendricks, 32, probably would have been happy to retire as a member of the Capitals.

Tonight, he’ll play against them for the first time since signing a four-year, $7.4 million contract with the Nashville Predators on July 5.

“I’m definitely happy for him,” said Capitals forward Eric Fehr, who played parts of two seasons with Hendricks. “He put in a lot of time and worked really hard to get to this league.

“He got a good deal and hopefully he enjoys his new team. Guys like him, who are such character players and work so hard every day, they’re fun to have around.”

After five seasons toiling in the American Hockey League, Hendricks signed a free agent contract with the Caps in 2010 and established himself as an everyday NHL player under Bruce Boudreau.

He was one of the Caps’ toughest players and best penalty killers under Dale Hunter but saw his ice time diminish under Adam Oates last season. The Capitals set their salary limit for Hendricks and when he decided he could make more on the open market, he became a free agent and was rewarded with a four-year deal with the Predators that pays him $1.85 million a season.

“We would have loved to keep him around, but maybe he played so well he deserved a little more,” Fehr said.

Troy Brouwer agreed, saying he’s looking forward to catching up with Hendricks tonight at Verizon Center.

“It’s always nice to see an old teammate, especially a good guy like Hendy, who gave a lot to this hockey club over the years,” Brouwer said. “He was very well liked. He’s got that loud personality, but a real friendly guy who’d do anything for you. Guys miss him around here, but guys realize it’s a business.”

For more on Hendricks and his relationship with Caps center Jay Beagle, take a look at these CSN features by Jill Sorenson.

Pre-game notes:  Caps left wing Brooks Laich sat out practice Wednesday with tightness in his left hip flexor but is still aiming to be in the lineup Monday night in Chicago. After abandoning the Eric Fehr-at-center experiment, Adam Oates will try Marty Erat there tonight with Jason Chimera on his left and Fehr on his right.  Filip Forsberg, the 19-year-old prospect traded from the Caps for Erat, has a lower body injury and will not play tonight.  He is expected to make the Predators' opening night roster. ... Adam Oates said that while he may watch the Blackhawks' Stanley Cup banner raising ceremony on Oct. 1, he think his players would be better served "chillin'" in the locker room during the 30-minute pre-game ceremony.  
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While a lot was made of coach Alain Vigneault's return to Rogers Arena on Thursday, he wasn't the only one to drop in for a visit with the Canucks. Vancouver Canucks' Sedin twins give linesman Brad Lazarowich a boost after he was knocked into the players' bench by New York Rangers' Dan Girardi (and others) during National Hockey League pre-season action in Vancouver.
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The pre-game hype was all about the two coaches, John Tortorella and Alain Vigneault.

But the game was all about some of the Vancouver Canucks’ top players, who were the difference in an impressive 5-0 win at Rogers Arena on Thursday.

Captain Henrik Sedin scored two goals, defenceman Alex Edler added three assists and goaltender Roberto Luongo was perfect in Vancouver’s pre-season finale.

The National Hockey League games that matter don’t start for another week, but the Canucks took a big step toward proving to themselves, their fans and their new coach that they may be ready.

The play of Luongo was perhaps the most positive sign. After surrendering four first-period goals in his initial pre-season appearance, Luongo has been sublime in his final two games.

He was terrific in Monday’s 6-1 win over the Phoenix Coyotes and on Thursday he stopped all 41 Ranger shots.

“It’s definitely a step in the right direction,” Luongo said. “You want to keep building off of that. That being said, it doesn’t really mean that it’s going to translate automatically to a great start. I’ve had some great pre-seasons before and sometimes it doesn’t translate.”

Luongo seemed to be anticipating every move New York’s forwards were making and seeing every shot.

“I was and the ones I didn’t see found a way to hit me,” he said. “You take those nights when you feel you are a little bit lucky, but at the same time are seeing the puck.”

Late in the first period he slid across his crease to stop Derek Brassard, who had been fed a cross-ice pass from Benoit Pouliot. It was a difficult save, but Luongo made it look routine.

He made another big save late in the second. stopping Taylor Pyatt’s attempt to tip a Michael Del Zotto pass by him. In the third, Luongo made a huge glove save on a shot off the rush by John Moore.

“He came up big for us,” Henrik Sedin said of Luongo. “This game was a not a 5-0 game. It was closer than that. They easily could have been up early on.”

After the game, the Canucks made three roster moves, sending defenceman Frank Corrado and winger Zach Hamill to their American Hockey League affiliate in Utica, N.Y., and returning forward Brendan Gaunce back to his junior team in Belleville, Ont.

“Gaunce had a good camp but I think the tempo and pace of his game need to improve,” Tortorella said.

“Frankie had a goal and assist and we just sent him to Utica,” Tortorella said. “He played much better tonight. I thought his camp started off really well and then in the middle point he looked like he just lost a little bit of confidence. He has to go play. We’re not going to keep a young guy here to be a sixth or seventh guy and play eight or nine minutes.”

All the buzz before the game was about Tortorella and Vigneault, who swapped teams in the off-season. The Canucks paid a brief and not a particularly well-timed tribute to their former coach just before the opening faceoff.

Vigneault was shown on the scoreboard video screen with the words “Welcome back Coach V. Thanks for seven great years.”

There was polite applause from the fans. Unfortunately, many of them had not yet made it to their seats.

“It was real nice for (fans) to applaud when they showed my little face on the camera,” Vigneault said. “But, like I said this morning, we’ve got to turn the page now.”

The Canucks now must try to build upon Thursday’s game in practice over the next few days. They open the regular season next Thursday in San Jose against the Sharks.

Vancouver was outshot 17-8 in the first period but emerged with a 2-0 lead. Henrik Sedin knocked in a rebound off an Edler shot on a Vancouver power play at the 7:39 mark. It helped that Ryan Kesler and Kevin Bieksa fell into Ranger goalie Henrik Lundqvist’s lap just before Henrik flipped the puck into the net. Lundqvist protested but the goal stood.

Corrado put a knuckleball from the right point past Lundqvist at 14:49 to make it 2-0. Jannik Hansen did some nice dirty work along the boards before getting the puck to Corrado.

Vancouver added three more unanswered goals in the second period. Henrik got his second of the night at the 1:12 mark when he beat Lundqvist on a rebound off an Alex Burrows redirect of an Edler point shot.

Edler also set up Vancouver’s fourth goal at 16:34 when Kesler tipped his point shot past Lundqvist. Rookie Hunter Shinkaruk made it 5-0 at 19:16 when his wrist shot from the left circle deflected off Ranger defenceman Dan Girardi before beating Lundqvist up high.

Lundqvist was replaced by Martin Biron after the second period. He gave up five goals on just 17 shots.

“Start to finish, it was just a game where the puck didn’t bounce our way,” Lundqvist said. “It was definitely a tough game to play. It’s good that it’s pre-season; that’s the only positive thing about this game.”

ICE CHIPS: Daniel and Henrik Sedin celebrated their 33rd birthdays Thursday ... Bieksa decisioned New York forward Derek Dorsett in a third-period fight.

Vancouver Canucks' defenceman Frank Corrado knocks New York Rangers' winger Mats Zuccarello into the boards during Thursday's National Hockey League pre-season game at Rogers Arena in Vancouver. The Canucks won 5-0.

Vancouver Canucks' defenceman Frank Corrado knocks New York Rangers' winger Mats Zuccarello into the boards during Thursday's National Hockey League pre-season game at Rogers Arena in Vancouver. The Canucks won 5-0.
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Frankie Corrado went out with a bang. And an assist.

The Vancouver Canucks sent the promising 20-year-old defenceman to their farm team in Utica, N.Y., despite an impressive performance in his final National Hockey League pre-season game.

Corrado had a goal and assist and was plus-two in the Canucks' 5-0 win Thursday night against the New York Rangers. He clearly is among the team's top eight defencemen. But Canuck coach John Tortorella explained that at Corrado's age, he needs to play more minutes than he can get right now in Vancouver.

"I thought his camp started off really well and then in the middle point he looked like he just lost a little bit of confidence," Tortorella said. "He has to go play. We're not going to keep a young guy here to be a sixth or seventh guy and play eight or nine minutes. He can go down there (Comets) and play 25, 30 and hopefully we'll revisit where he is at Thanksgiving or Christmas."

Presumably, the American coach was referring to U.S. Thanksgiving in late November.

As a rookie, Corrado doesn't require waivers to shuttle between the NHL and American Hockey League, which is likely part of the reason the Canucks chose to re-assign him rather than Yannick Weber or Andrew Alberts. Typically, the Canucks have carried eight defencemen. But the team have had few as portable as Corrado.

Vancouver also returned 19-year-old forward Brendan Gaunce to his Belleville junior team in the Ontario Hockey League, and dispatched depth centre Zach Hamill to Utica.

VANCOUVER — While Alain Vigneault returning to Vancouver was the main event Thursday, the sideshow was former Ranger coach John Tortorella meeting up with the travelling New York media, among them his chief tormentor Larry Brooks.

All went well. There was no hostility, Tortorella was patient with every question and handshakes followed the 12-minute session, even with Brooks.

“I’ve said right along I loved working there,” Tortorella replied when asked if Thursday’s game was special in any way. “Did I want to leave? No. I was told to leave and I left. It’s part of the game and I’m knee-deep into here in Vancouver. I’m trying to get this team ready to play. So that’s where we’re at.”

Tortorella was the Rangers’ head coach for 4½ seasons, winning 171 regular-season games and three playoff rounds. He made some friends and some enemies along the way. He wouldn’t bite when asked if there was any resentment to his firing.

“I’m not going to get into that,” he said.

“I know you’re going to dig at me but I’m not going to go back to what happened. It happened and I wish them the best. I’m into it here. As I said, and this will be the last time I talk about it, when you lose your job — and it doesn’t matter if you lose your job or not — you reassess what went wrong and what went right. You’re always trying to become a better coach and work on some of your weaknesses. So, yeah, I am trying to be a better coach in this situation here.”

Tortorella made certain to compliment Vigneault on his work in Vancouver, which was, of course, outstanding. The Canucks won six divisional titles, six playoff rounds and two Presidents’ Trophies in AV’s seven seasons. Individually, Vigneault captured a coach of year award and his players won Hart, Art Ross, Selke, Jennings and Ted Lindsay trophies.

“I don’t know what Alain’s systems were but I know he did a hell of a job here,” said Tortorella. “This was a very successful team. I think there are a number of things we’re doing that Alain did. Now we’ve both changed teams and he’s going to do something different there.

“I have my philosophies on certain situations and I’m going to try to teach that. Again, I don’t want to put any negative tone toward Alain and what he’s done with this team. I just don’t agree with doing that, although I think some people want to see that. There were a lot of good things when I came here.”

The new Canucks coach admitted he is still coming to grips with the onerous travel schedule facing West Coast teams, something he never had to deal with in New York. The Rangers could take their own cars to games on Long Island and New Jersey and most of their other road games within the Eastern Conference were short-haul flights.

San Jose, which is a 135-minute flight from Vancouver, is the Canucks’ third-shortest trip after Calgary and Edmonton.

“The travel is insane compared to what’s in New York,” Tortorella noted.

SICK BAY WATCH: The sight of Canucks centre Jordan Schroeder on crutches and with a “moon boot” covering his left foot told all that was needed. According to Tortorella, Schroeder will miss at least three weeks.

The diminutive forward, who was competing for the third-line centre position, was injured in his first pre-season appearance Saturday in Edmonton when hit on the ankle blocking a shot. Schroeder had off-season shoulder surgery and was ahead of schedule in his rehab.

“It’s tough luck for him coming back from the shoulder and, bang, right away he’s hurt in the first game,” Tortorella commented.

BOOTH REVIEW: Oft-injured winger David Booth was to return to the Canucks lineup Thursday, five nights after he was supposed to make his pre-season debut in Edmonton. Booth pulled up lame in the Saturday morning skate (groin) and yanked himself from the game. He went through a rigorous 50-60 minute skate on Wednesday, his second time back on ice since the Saturday setback, and received the green light.

Last season, he suffered a groin injury during fitness testing following the lockout and missed the first 14 games of the abbreviated campaign.

“It wasn’t a major thing (Saturday) but with the past I’ve had, I didn’t want to risk playing in a pre-season game and have something bad happen,” Booth explained. “For me, that was a really hard decision. Trust me, I wanted to play in that game. I think I’ve learned from past experiences that sometimes I push myself, and if I had done that on Saturday, I had a feeling I would be missing a lot more time than just the week I did.”

QUOTABLE: “This is pre-season. Don’t get carried away there.” — Tortorella on his willingness to share his lineup decisions with reporters.

epap@vancouversun.com

VANCOUVER — There was playoff-like buzz for a Vancouver hockey game in September, which was even stranger — and rarer — than hockey in June.

The New York media fully mobilized, plying new Vancouver Canuck coach John Tortorella with questions, most of which he answered more thoroughly and amiably than during his taut final days in Gotham. And Vancouver reporters were even more plentiful than usual, asking nearly all the questions of New York Ranger coach Alain Vigneault.

“Obviously it’s a good storyline – the two coaches switching teams,” Rangers’ defenceman Ryan McDonagh said after the morning skates.

Obviously.

“It’s a pretty unique situation,” Canuck blue-liner Kevin Bieksa agreed.

“I’m sure I’ll still hear (Alain) yelling and still think that he’s yelling at me.”

Vigneault insisted that nobody goes to National Hockey League games to see the coaches. But a lot of people came Thursday morning to hear them speak — two coaches deemed expendable by their teams, then vital by each other’s former club.

The Rangers and Canucks managed to do the unthinkable, making a pre-season game on a brilliant autumn day seem important.

The trade of Vigneault for Tortorella, albeit unofficial, is the greatest transaction the Rangers and Canucks have constructed since the Mario Marois-Jere Gillis blockbuster in 1980.

Even on opposite oceans and in opposite conferences, the Rangers and Canucks will be measured against one another all season — not for the achievement of their players but as evidence of each coach’s effectiveness.

“Strange would be a word that I could use right now,” Vigneault said when asked in the morning how it felt to be back at Rogers Arena. “Coming in here this morning and saying hi to the staff that I worked with for a long time, it was a little special.

“I’ve been able to talk to almost everybody that I’ve worked with and been able to thank them for everything they’ve done. And now, as much as this might be strange, you’ve got to turn the page and move on. And maybe getting this out of the way right now in exhibition is a good thing.”

It was a great day for Vigneault, except for the hockey game. The Rangers were out-goaltended and thumped 5-0 by the Canucks.

The pre-season contest was planned even before New York general manager Glen Sather hired Vigneault on June 21, one month after Canuck GM Mike Gillis fired him. Four days later, Gillis hired Tortorella.

For coaches genetically predisposed to obsessing about their team and the next game only, September and the pre-season was an excellent time for a forced march down memory lane.

Vigneault, relaxed and still laughing at himself before the game, was genuine and engaging as always. He had the pleasure of answering questions in both French and English, and told a funny story about navigating Manhattan by car and somehow turning a short commute home from Madison Square Garden to the Upper West Side into an excursion through New Jersey.

“Forty-five minutes later, I was home,” he laughed.

He told about taking his grown daughters, Andreane and Janie, shopping in SoHo, and how he will never do it again. He has taken the subway, like most New Yorkers, and put as many miles on his car in two weeks in New York as he did in six months in Vancouver because the Rangers’ practice facility is outside the city.

He reiterated that he is as proud of the growth and maturation of Canuck players under his watch as the 313 wins he amassed during seven seasons in Vancouver.

“To see where those guys are as human beings, as parents, as responsible adults for me is probably the thing I cherish the most,” he said.

And Vigneault wouldn’t be Vigneault if he didn’t say something accidentally funny, like how he “hooked up” with Canuck assistant general manager Lorne Henning Thursday night in Vancouver after taking his Rangers’ coaching staff to dinner at Joe Fortes, which has long been known for that kind of thing.

It was like nothing had changed for Vigneault. But then you noticed he was speaking in front of a Rangers’ backdrop and were reminded that everything has.

If Vigneault ever wins a Stanley Cup, he’ll have a helluva resume. The 52-year-old, winner of one Jack Adams Award and two Presidents’ Trophies, coached the Montreal Canadiens, then the Canucks, now the New York Rangers. That’s a glamorous hat trick.

Interestingly, he said coaching in Canada was like coaching the New York Yankees — if New York had the Yankees alone. No Mets, Knicks, Nets, Jets, Giants and Rangers. In Vancouver Vigneault was known everywhere. In New York, they know him at the rink. And that makes coaching easier.

The Canucks had gone stale and Gillis, failing to significantly alter or upgrade the lineup, decided to change coaches. That change may prove to be better for Vigneault than the Canucks. Ask us in the spring, when it is warm again and the Stanley Cup playoffs are on.

“How can you blame one person for playoff-round exits?” Bieksa said when asked about Vigneault’s firing. “How can you blame the coach; we’re out there playing? I think it’s the nature of the business. The nature of the business is sometimes you need a change. He had a long tenure here, a successful career. It was up to Mike to make the tough decision and maybe he thought a new voice was needed, just a fresh start. Much like the Rangers did the same thing.

“He taught us to play like an elite team. Alain was responsible for that. Now maybe it’s time for a new era, and Torts to come in and get us over the hump. That’s what we’re hoping.”

Keep your fingers crossed.

VANCOUVER — Coaches John Tortorella and Alain Vigneault trading places may have been the focal point of today's morning skate at Rogers Arena, but the biggest news from a Vancouver Canucks playing standpoint is the return to action of David Booth.

The oft-injured forward has been cleared to play and will be in the lineup tonight against the New York Rangers (7 p.m., TSN, Team 1040).

“Unless something happens between now and game time,” Booth quipped after making it through the morning skate in one piece.

Booth, who is coming off major ankle surgery, hasn't played since last March 16. He was scheduled to be in the lineup Saturday in Edmonton but pulled out with a sore groin. He has skated twice since then, including almost an hour on Wednesday, and is craving some game action. Tonight is Vancouver's last pre-season game. The Canucks open the regular season Oct. 3 in San Jose.

“I think you just have to jump in there,” said Booth. “I have to get some games in. If I can get through this game and then have a good week of practice, I don't see why I can't be ready to go on Oct. 3. I haven't played since March so it's going to be frustrating and I know that. It's going to take some time to get your timing back, your balance, your coordination, seeing the ice and just getting on your edges. That only comes with time.”

Tortorella, needless to say, is anxious to see Booth play. The Detroit native projects to skate on the Canucks' second line if he can remain upright.

"I am dying to see David Booth in game action,” said Torts. “I haven't see him since he stuffed some goals in on us when he was in Florida. He is a really good player who makes us a better team.”

In other Canucks lineup notes tonight, rookies Bo Horvat and Hunter Shinkaruk will play and Brendan Gaunce likely won't. Frank Corrado and Yannick Weber are pencilled in among the defencemen. Kevin Bieksa, who didn't suit up in the 5-0 loss Tuesday in San Jose, will return to the lineup but Jason Garrison will not. Zach Hamill and Andrew Alberts are not scheduled to play.

For Horvat, 18, it is a final opportunity to prove he can play at this level and at least start the season on the big club with Jordan Schroeder injured and Zack Kassian suspended.

“I am just trying to think that whatever happens, happens,” Horvat said. “Hopefully they notice the little things that I do are good enough to make the team.”

Horvat has collected two assists in the five pre-season games in which he has played. He was excellent on faceoffs Tuesday vs. Phoenix (8-for-10) but only 3-for-11 against the Sharks.

“That was a huge eye opener for me,” said Horvat. “They were unbelievable in the circle with their quickness and their strength.”

Tonight's goaltending matchup will see Roberto Luongo face Henrik Lundqvist. Notable Rangers expected to be in their lineup include forwards Rick Nash and Brad Richards and defencemen Dan Girardi and Ryan McDonough.

Vigneault, meanwhile, admitted it was different walking into Rogers Arena this morning.

“It is strange,” he said. “Strange would be a word I could use coming in this morning and saying 'hi' to all the staff I worked with for a long time. It was a little special.”

ICE CHIPS: The Rangers are 1-3-0 in the pre-season while the Canucks are 1-4-0 ... Jordan Schroeder is on crutches and wearing a 'moon boot' on his left ankle, which was hurt blocking a shot Saturday night in Edmonton. He is expected to miss at least three weeks. “It is tough luck for him,” said Tortorella ... Daniel Sedin is without a point in the pre-season after three games.

VANCOUVER — After seven years behind the Vancouver Canucks' bench, Alain Vigneault will be behind another team's bench Thursday night at Rogers Arena (7 p.m., TSN, Team 1040).

The most successful coach in Canucks history is now running the New York Rangers, John Tortorella’s old team, in a bizarre switch of roles no one could have forecast.

Maybe it’s a good thing the reunion is taking place in the pre-season where points don’t matter. All of the current Canucks enjoyed their greatest success under Vigneault, none more so than Alex Burrows, the undrafted ECHL refugee who turned into a National Hockey League star and $4.5 million-a-year player.

“Obviously Alain has been a big part of my career,” Burrows said. “He is one of the guys who really didn’t tell me any stories. He just told me how it was.”

Burrows and Vigneault had some history before they were reunited on the 2006-07 Canucks. AV was his coach with the Manitoba Moose the season before and it was Vigneault, among others in Winnipeg, who recommended the Canucks sign Burrows to an NHL contract and give him an opportunity.

Burrows was eventually summoned on Jan. 2, 2006, and stuck with the big club. Later that spring, coach Marc Crawford was fired and replaced by Vigneault. Burrows appeared in 81 games in 2006-07 and scored just three times. He was told by AV he was on the verge of being cut.

“It was Alain’s first year, my second year, and he basically told me at the end of the year that I wasn’t good enough and I was s--- all year pretty much,” Burrows recalled. “He told me that I better start working out hard in the summer because there were no guarantees for me to come back and play on the team. It was almost a wake-up call and, afterwards, he was the one that really believed in me.”

Burrows responded with a 12-goal, 31-point season and was on his way. The following year, Vigneault played a mid-game hunch during a Feb. 10 outing in St. Louis and moved Burrows up to the first line alongside the Sedin twins. It was one of Vigneault’s most inspired decisions as Canuck coach. Burrows and the twins clicked almost immediately and became one of the NHL’s most potent lines.

“We had a lot of success with Alain and we did a lot of good things,” Burrows said. “Obviously we didn’t get the ultimate prize like everybody wanted, but we came close. I think Alain meant a lot to the organization with his winning record. He always treated everyone the right way. He was good for me and he was good for a lot of the players in this locker-room.”

Burrows doesn’t plan to flick any snow at his old boss during tonight’s pre-season game but won’t hesitate to engage in a little chit-chat in a Rogers Arena hallway should the two meet.

“For sure, I’ll try to catch up with him and see how he’s doing,” Burrows added. “But, at the same time, we have to forget him and his system when we play the Rangers. We’re going to try to beat him as much as he’ll try to beat us.”

Like Burrows, Henrik Sedin also blossomed under Vigneault. He won a Hart Trophy, an Art Ross Trophy, was appointed captain in 2010, led the team to a pair of Presidents’ Trophies and to within one game of the Stanley Cup in 2011.

Henrik and brother Daniel were just second-line players under Crawford.

“It’s going to be special, for sure, to see AV on Thursday,” Henrik said.

“If you have a coach for seven years and enjoyed a lot of successful years, it’s always special. We were with him a lot, every day, for seven years. When he came in, he made us his first line. He trusted us and believed in us and, as a player, that’s all you can ask for.”

Henrik doesn’t think it will be particularly weird to see Vigneault behind the visitors’ bench.

“No, it won’t be,” he said. “It’s hockey and there are players always moving around and there are coaches moving around, too. That’s part of the game.”

The Rangers, who had ice booked Wednesday at Rogers Arena but opted not to use it, are in the midst of a stretch of four games in five nights. The day off meant no formal media availability with Vigneault until Thursday morning’s skate.

Vigneault, however, did speak to Sportsnet.ca columnist Mark Spector in Edmonton Tuesday, telling Spector: “I really didn’t get an opportunity to thank a lot of the people who were with me for seven years (in Vancouver), so I’m looking forward to that.

“When I got released, I wasn’t in Vancouver. I came back to pack a couple of weeks after, but didn’t see a lot of people because it wasn’t hockey time. It’s going to give me a chance to thank everybody.”

After they meet the Canucks, the Rangers will finish their pre-season schedule Friday in Las Vegas against the Los Angeles Kings.

The Rangers, and Vigneault, will be back in Vancouver for a regular season game on April 1. The Canucks and Tortorella are in Manhattan on Nov. 30.

Even though he was up early Wednesday morning, helping to raise money for the Vancouver Sun’s Raise-A-Reader initiative, Zack Kassian was neither grouchy or upset at the comments from Canuck head coach John Tortorella the previous night.

Tortorella, talking pre-game in San Jose, noted that Kassian’s eight-game suspension would allow the coaching staff to work on his fitness. “It gives us a chance to really nail him as far as conditioning and he will get nailed,” Tortorella declared.

Kassian said he is ready for it. “Yeah, definitely,” he responded. “Obviously when you’re out for three or three and a half weeks, you have to stay on top of the physical side because a lot can happen in three weeks. It’s a great opportunity for me to get in even better shape and come back flying.”

Kassian, 22, is eligble to return Oct. 12 against the Montreal Canadiens. Thursday’s final pre-season game against the New York Rangers will be the third Kassian has missed. His careless high stick last Saturday in Edmonton, although not intentional, broke the jaw of Oiler centre Sam Gagner. The latter is expected to be out two months.

“I respect the league’s decision,” Kassian said, shrugging. “All I can control now is working on and off the ice and coming back without missing a beat.”

epap@vancouversun.com
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When the hockey world last saw Dave Bolland, he was standing beside a fallen Tuukka Rask  after potting the goal that would win the Stanley Cup for the Chicago Blackhawks.

Leaf Nation got another good look at Bolland on Thursday night, standing beside a fallen Ottawa goalie and potting the goal that would give Toronto its second exhibition win in three tries.

Different pressure, same Bolland: go to the net and never give up on the puck.

“That’s what Bolland is,” said Leafs coach Randy Carlyle. “There’s not a lot of flash and dash with Dave Bolland. He plays in straight lines. He’s hard on the faceoffs. He’s hard to play against. He’s smart. He can make plays. That’s what we’re asking him to do. For the better part of the games he’s played in, he’s done that for us.”

Photos View galleryDave Bolland (front) protects the puck from Mark Fraser at Friday's Leaf practice at the MasterCard Centre.zoom

The Leafs are hoping for great things from Bolland, acquired over the summer to bolster the checking line. Bolland brings a champion’s pedigree — he won the Cup twice in Chicago — and a veteran’s philosophy, one he can pass on to younger players.

“When I was growing up and coming through, the older guys taught the younger guys,” said Bolland. “It’s always nice to help the younger guys out, ask questions and give them advice any way you can, on the ice or off the ice. 

“You’re a team here. You want to build on that. You want to get to being a team as quickly as you can and be close to each other. That’s when you win.”

The Leafs’ third line has been almost completely rebuilt. By the looks of things, Nikolai Kulemin will be the only holdover. Bolland will be the centre and ex-Vancouver Canuck Mason Raymond— a speedster who has two goals and an assist in two games on a professional tryout — could very well catch on as the other winger.

“We battled hard against each other in Chicago-Vancouver playoff series,” Bolland said of Raymond. “He’s got great speed and a great stick. He’s one of those guys who can help out on the penalty killing.”

Raymond got a look-see on the top line with Tyler Bozak and Phil Kessel at practice on Friday, a sure sign the Leafs are serious about signing the free agent. His speed and hockey smarts make him an ideal third-line winger who can on occasion play in the top six.

“(Bozak and Kessel) are highly-skilled guys,” said Raymond. “You’ve got to make most of your opportunities. I believe I can play in roles like that if need be.”

Raymond, who scored 25 goals for the Canucks in 2009-10, suffered a broken back in the 2011 Cup final but made a full recovery. The knock on him has been inconsistency. 

“I’m a believer that if you play good hockey, good things will happen for you,” said Raymond. “Obviously it’s getting closer to opening day. It’s getting better. There are adjustments, things to change, systems to get used to, (new) guys to play . . . I guess I’m happy with the process.”

Many NHL veterans are without contracts with teams operating under a lower salary cap this season. As far as Raymond knows, there have been no talks between his agent and the Leafs.

“Money is secondary to me right now,” said Raymond. “For me it’s about playing well. The rest of the things will fall into place and take care of themselves. Sure, it’s motivation, no doubt. You’re playing for your life out here, but there’s only so much you can control.”

The final cuts are still at least a week away and there are no guarantees, but Raymond has won over Bolland.

“These days with the cap going down, it’s not easy to sign guys,” Bolland said of Raymond. “For him to come in on a PTO (professional tryout) and to make his way on here and play hard, it’s great by him.”

Bolland thinks the Leafs are destined for great things this year.

“We have a team that can go all the way,” said Bolland. “We have the talent. We have the toughness. We have the goaltending as well.” 
Practice was already underway when Cody Franson stepped onto the ice for the first time at training camp on Thursday. As he did, the players started banging their sticks against the ice. Nazem Kadri skated up and gave his teammate a playful bodycheck into the boards.

Toronto Maple Leafs’ Phil Kessel after slashing suspension: ‘The second slash … it was probably uncalled for’

.

All the while, Franson could not help smiling.

The Toronto Maple Leafs defenceman, who had sat out for the first two weeks of training camp while negotiating a new contract, was finally back after signing a one-year deal worth US$2-million late on Wednesday night.

“I’m glad it’s done,” Franson said. “It’s a process nobody really wants to go through and fortunately we were able to find some common ground and get it done before the regular season started. I’m actually going to get in two exhibition games, so that’s a big plus.”

Related

Toronto Maple Leafs, Cody Franson contract saga ends with one-year deal

Toronto Maple Leafs will get by without suspended David Clarkson: GM Dave Nonis

.

To get Franson signed, both sides have to give in a little. The Leafs gave up term, agreeing to a one-year deal that will likely make Franson richer at this time next year. And Franson gave up on salary, hoping that another productive season will make him richer in the long run.

But all that is a problem for next year. The Leafs achieved the difficult task of re-signing Franson and Nazem Kadri for less than US$5-million combined and should be able to start the season without major cap implications.

“Right now we’re very excited to have Cody signed,” said Leafs vice-president and assistant general manager Claude Loiselle. “It’s been a long process and I think both sides gave in and we finally got a deal done.”

Morgan Rielly is another decision that’s looming. And that’s something that will play out obviously. Not necessarily tomorrow, not the next day

.

Loiselle said the Leafs, who are about US$1-million over the cap with 24 players signed, will likely create space by dropping two players to the minors. Still, the team must carry David Clarkson, who is serving a 10-game suspension, and possibly Frazer McLaren, who is out with a fractured finger.

Franson’s signing also means Morgan Rielly will probably not land a spot on the team. At practice on Thursday, Dion Phaneuf was paired with Carl Gunnarsson, Jake Gardiner was paired with Paul Ranger, and Franson was paired with Mark Fraser. That left John-Michael Liles and Rielly as the odd men out.

Up front, it looks like Tyler Bozak will start with Phil Kessel and James van Riemsdyk; Nikolai Kulemin will fill in for Clarkson and play alongside Nazem Kadri and Joffrey Lupul; David Bolland will play with Mason Raymond and Troy Bodie; and the fourth line should have Jay McClement between Carter Ashton and Colton Orr.

.

Carlyle said Franson would probably play in Toronto’s final two exhibition games — Friday and Saturday against Detroit — and said final roster decisions would be made afterward.

“Obviously, we have two more games to make those decisions,” Carlyle said. “Those are the ones that we talked about being the tough ones.

“Morgan Rielly is another decision that’s looming. And that’s something that will play out obviously. Not necessarily tomorrow, not the next day. We have 10 games and that takes it to the 25th of October … and we have that time frame to make that decision on Morgan.”
What happens next? McLellan talks about Sharks going forward this season without Raffi Torres

Posted by David Pollak on September 26th, 2013 at 1:12 pm | Categorized as Hockey, NHL, Sharks, Sports 

SAN JOSE — Tomorrow’s print edition story will look at life without Raffi Torres for the Sharks, who may not be getting him into the lineup until after the Olympic break in February (see previous posting).

Here’s an edited transcript of Todd McLellan holding court on the topic.

Q: Is the bigger loss maybe the intangibles Torres brings than the scoring?

TM: “That’s a real accurate assessment. I don’t know if Raffi is going to score 30 goals in a season. We sure would like him to. But we do know he’s going to finish 30 checks, he’s going to play hard, he’s going to compete for his teammates.

“He’s going to do all those things that we saw for a short period last year. Unfortunately it’s going to be a short period this year. There’s nothing we can do about it. we want to support him now and make sure he gets everything he needs to recover. When it’s time, he’ll be back playing.”

Q: Can you talk about what happens next, who takes his place on a line?

TM: “We’re doing that with all our lines right now. It’s not just with Raffi missing.

“You know the old cliché coaches will always say, that this creates opportunity for somebody else? Well, it does.

“If we’re looking at the timing of it, if you’re going to pick a time, this may be a better time for it to happen because we have had some of our younger players with us now going on three weeks. It’s a lot different than them arriving via an airplane from Worcester in January.”

Q: So how big a wrench does this throw into your plans?

TM: “We saw the impact that he had on Series One against Vancouver and then the lack of impact when he wasn’t in the lineup against LA. It’s a big hole to fill. But there will be 29 other teams this year that go through it. they’re going to lose key people and they’re going to find ways to recover. We want to be ahead of the curve and do a better job than they do.”

Q: Are you still giving Matt Nieto a hard look for a roster spot?

TM: “We’re giving him a real, good long look. He has some assets that we believe can help our team. His speed, he has the ability to hold onto the puck and make plays. For a small man, he’s never on the ice. A lot of big guys have taken runs at him and he’s been able to maintain his balance. He’s got a great center of gravity. He protects pucks well, he’s been coachable. I find that he fits in the locker room.

“Those are all real positives for him. The only real question is is he ready and is he ready full-time. This weekend will be important for him.”

Q: Would you say the same about Freddie Hamilton?

TM: “Yep. His tool kit is a little bit different. Freddie’s a bigger player, perhaps a little more responsible defensively than Matt is and has a little more pro experience. But other than that they both fit our team right now. They both have battled hard to be here to this point. They both will get an opportunity to battle this weekend and we’ll see where this ends up.

Q: Is it a good thing of a bad thing if someone in the room feels they now have to be the new Raffi?

TM: “That would be a great thing. But you have to play within your skill set. You can’t wander outside and be something you’re not. As soon as you do that, you’re going to end up in trouble. You’re not going to have success.

“If you’re biggest asset is your legs and you can skate, then use them. It still means you can make body contact. It still means you can win battles. If it’s your mind, you better be using it to put yourself in the right spot.

“Raffi’s assets are his tenacity – he’s hard, he’s hard to play against – and we have players in there that can match that.”
⚑

I think 3 or 4 months is very optimistic. Hopefully, he can be ready for the playoffs a la Ryane Clowe several seasons back.

I do like the limited looks I've had at our young talent. I expected Hertl to impress, but am very pleasantly surprised at Nieto. Also, I really liked Matt Tennyson in his brief stint last year.

Can't wait for the home opener.

1 △   ▽   
Torres undergoes surgery to repair torn ACL; no return date set, but it’ll be months

Posted by David Pollak on September 26th, 2013 at 11:37 am | Categorized as Hockey, NHL, Sharks, Sports 

Here’s a quick cut-and-paste of the quickly filed online story after the news that Raffi Torres underwent surgery to repair his torn ACL. Per usual, the Sharks weren’t giving an estimate as to how long he will be out of action, but we’re talking at least three months and maybe more.

SAN JOSE – Sharks forward Raffi Torres underwent surgery to repair the torn ACL in his right knee Thursday morning, taking a player who helped San Jose turn its season around last spring out of the lineup for months.

General Manager Doug Wilson would not offer an estimate as to how many games Torres would miss, saying only lthat he was expected back sometime this season. But recovery from the procedure he underwent usually takes from three to five months.

That could push Torres’s return until after the NHL’s break for the 2014 Winter Olympics in mid-February.

“We want him back 100 percent and this procedure will get him back 100 percent,” Wilson said, noting Torres went “into this procedure extremely healthy and extremely fit.”

Team surgeon Dr. Arthur Ting performed the ACL repair in his Fremont offices.

For now, Wilson said, the plan is to give players in the Sharks organization a chance to fill the void created by Torres before turning to trades or free agents. Prospects Tomas Hertl, Matt Nieto and Freddie Hamilton have all impressed the coaching staff in the exhibition season, and Wilson noted that fourth liners such as James Sheppard and Andrew Desjardins could also push for more ice time.

Torres damaged his knee at 6:34 of the second period in the Sept. 20 exhibition game against the Anaheim Ducks when he collided with forward Emerson Etem. It was considered a freak accident as Etem had extended his leg behind him to avoid going offsides. 

Torres was acquired from the Phoenix Coyotes at the NHL trade deadline and had two goals and six points in 11 games with San Jose before the playoffs, where his overtime goal beat the Vancouver Canucks in Game 2 of the first round.

Even more than his scoring, Torres’s high-energy style of play had an impact on the team and seemed to be contagious. And his series-long suspension for an illegal hit on Los Angeles Kings center Jarret Stoll proved costly as the Sharks were eliminated in seven games.
Bolts trio just clicks as line
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From left, Ondrej Palat, Richard Panik and Tyler Johnson have excelled when they play on the same line. “They can do some pretty special things,” Lightning coach Jon Cooper said. 
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By Erik Erlendsson | Tribune Staff 

 Published: September 27, 2013 

ESTERO — Heading into training camp, the Lightning roster held only a few vacancy signs for forwards.

Might three spots actually be taken by one line?

During the past two seasons, the line of Ondrej Palat, Tyler Johnson and Richard Panik helped carry the Lightning’s affiliate in the American Hockey League to consecutive Calder Cup championship appearances, including a win in 2012.

That success led to all three receiving their first NHL experience last season, with all three scoring their first goals.

The question now: Can the trio continue the chemistry and remain successful in the NHL?

“They play well together, they understand one another, they are good defensively, so it just seems like kind of a simple transition here,’’ Lightning general manager Steve Yzerman said. “They are all good players and (coach Jon Cooper) will ultimately decide where guys play, but we know we have three guys who have good chemistry and work well at both ends of the rink. I think they will do that at the NHL level, as well.’’

Last season, Johnson was the MVP of the AHL after leading the league with 37 goals, while Palat was the top scorer in the playoffs with 26 points in 18 games. Panik, despite a 25-game call-up to the Lightning, finished third on the AHL Syracuse Crunch with 22 goals in 55 games.

The three comprise one unit despite coming from different backgrounds. Panik was a skilled second-round pick in 2009, Palat an over-age late-round pick in 2011 and Johnson an undrafted free agent from Spokane, Wash. For whatever reason, the three just work well together.

“Our styles just seem to fit each other,’’ Johnson said. “We are all creative, we like to play with speed and we add a little different thing from each one of us to help out the line. We just have that chemistry. We have a friendship on and off the ice; I think that goes a long way.’’

Cooper first put the line together midway through the 2011-12 season in Norfolk, but at the start of training camp this year the three were not in the same group, with Palat working on a different line.

But starting with the second scrimmage session, Cooper reunited the line and it has been together since. It has played in three preseason games, including Thursday’s game against Florida at Germain Arena. Since being put back together, it’s been business as usual for the trio, which has combined for four goals and seven points after Johnson scored and Palat got an assist Thursday.

“You split them up and they are good hockey players and they still do well,” Cooper said. “But when they are together, there is just something about them and some sort of magic kicks in. They can do some pretty special things.’’

It was not exactly an overnight sensation.

Panik and Palat were healthy scratches for much of the first half of the 2011-12 season and played up and down the lineup when they got on the ice. But by halfway through the season, all three were regulars in the lineup and as a line.

Soon afterward, the AHL team went on a record 28-game win streak.

“Gradually you get a feel for your team, who can fit together,’’ Cooper said. “Coincidentally, it was not too long before the streak happened that that group was put together.’’

eerlendson@tampatrib.com

(813) 259-7835

Twitter: @erlendssonTBO
Lightning Notebook: Kucherov’s OT goal completes rally against Panthers

Published: September 26, 2013 

ESTERO — For the third time in six preseason games, the Lightning went to overtime and found a way to win.

Nikita Kucherov scored the winning goal with 55 seconds left in overtime Thursday night to give Tampa Bay a 3-2 victory against Florida in front of an announced crowd of 3,451 at Germain Arena.

Tyler Johnson had a goal and an assist, Richard Panik had a short-handed goal and Ben Bishop stopped 26 shots as Tampa Bay improved to 5-1 in preseason play.

The Lightning fell behind by two goals on a pair of power-play markers by Jonathan Huberdeau, but they battled back with Johnson’s power-play goal 8:32 into the second period and Panik’s short-handed tally 6:30 into the third.

Though the Lightning have yet to field a full lineup for any preseason game, they have found ways to win games even when they have been outplayed.

“We want to see who we have and who can contribute, and we are getting it from everybody, so it’s been fun to watch,” Lightning coach Jon Cooper said. “But this is the preseason and it gives us a chance to see what we have, and we like what we see. But let’s be honest, we’ve come on the positive side a lot in these games but you can make the argument we didn’t outplay these teams. ... We’ve got a lot of work to do. We’ve gotten some timely goaltending and timely goals when we’ve needed it, and you need good players to do that. But we still have to play much better.”

No Malone

Ryan Malone said he took Wednesday off for a maintenance day; the team called it an upper-body injury. Either way, Malone sat out Thursday’s game despite being on the game list the day before, and remains listed by the team as being day-to-day with an upper-body injury.

Cooper said Malone, who did not skate with the non-playing group Thursday, was being held out as a precaution.

“He’s in no jeopardy in my eyes of missing regular-season games,” Cooper said. “Now, it’s not the regular season so it’s a much different level of concern, but as of now I’m not concerned.”

Malone played more than 20 minutes and registered seven shots on goal in Saturday’s victory against Florida, and Cooper said the situation did not arise from that game. Malone did practice with the team Monday.

J.T. Brown took Malone’s spot in the lineup.

Simulation

The annual EA Sports season simulation results, using NHL ’14, were released Thursday and the Lightning finished in sixth place in the newly formed Atlantic Division and 13th overall in the Eastern Conference, outside of the playoffs. According to the simulation, Boston will win the Atlantic followed by Detroit, Montreal and Toronto.

The video game does predict some hardware for the Lightning, however, as Steven Stamkos is predicted to win his third Rocket Richard Trophy with a league-leading 64 goals and finish second in league scoring with 102 points. Rookie LW Jonathan Drouin is the predicted winner of the Calder Trophy as the league’s top rookie, though no point totals were given.

RW Marty St. Louis, despite only 69 games played, finished tied for seventh in league scoring with 86 points.

Nuts and Bolts

Syracuse opened its preseason Thursday with a 5-2 victory at St. John’s in the first of three games against the Ice Caps. ... St. Louis, Nate Thompson and Eric Brewer wore the A as alternate captains. ... Brett Connolly played at center on the top line. ... G Tim Thomas made his Panthers debut, stopping nine of 10 shots in just more than a period and a half of action.

Erik Erlendsson
Blues want more out of left winger Paajarvi
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St. Louis Blues left wing Magnus Paajarvi (56) of Sweden is caught in the net against Dallas Stars goalie Dan Ellis (30) during the first period of an NHL pre-season hockey game Sunday, Sept. 15, 2013, in Dallas. (AP Photo/LM Otero)

Enlarge Photo

The Blues haven’t even wrapped up training camp and already the critics are questioning the departure of David Perron to Edmonton and bringing Magnus Paajarvi and a second-round draft pick to St. Louis.

The reason, in part, is because Perron sits with five goals and one assist in four games with the Oilers. And on Thursday, Paajarvi was taken off a line with Patrik Berglund and Vladimir Tarasenko and relegated as an “extra” forward in practice.

“I don’t know what the plan is (with Paajarvi),” Hitchcock said. “All I know is he’s getting better every day. I think you give him time with us and he’s going to be a real good player. That’s how I look at it.”

Hitchcock acknowledged that he could envision the Blues opening the season with the top nine forwards who were on the practice ice Thursday, with Brenden Morrow on the No. 2 line with Derek Roy and Chris Stewart and Jaden Schwartz dropping down to the No. 3 line with Berglund and Tarasenko.

That would be disappointing to Paajarvi, though he said, “I don’t take too much out of it. Of course, I want to be playing with the top guys but it’s up to the coach. There’s really not too much to say about it.”

The Blues knew that they were giving up a potential goal scorer in Perron, who had 21 goals in 57 games in 2011-12. They believed they were getting a confident and tenacious winger when the deal was made.

“He’s played opposite of what we thought, and today at practice was the first time we saw the player that we traded for,” Hitchcock said. “What I mean by that is his ability to make plays on the rush, his abilities to make plays on the cycle, his offensive instincts were way better than what we thought they were.

“What we saw in the last 20 games in Edmonton was a high level of tenacity and something you can build on. He hasn’t shown that here. He’s shown at times like he’s overwhelmed, but he’s showing more offensive ability than we thought — ever.”

Hitchcock said early in camp that Paajarvi, Berglund and Tarasenko were the Blues’ best line. But in three games, Paajarvi has no points on eight shots, and as a group, the line has no points on 21 shots. (Berglund had a 4-on-4 overtime goal in a 3-2 win over Dallas).

“I felt like we’ve been playing really well together,” Paajarvi said. “I felt like there is some chemistry there. We’ve had so many scoring opportunities in the games, (but) we haven’t executed and that could be a reason (for the change).”

Hitchcock said that it has more to do with Paajarvi’s ability to create turnovers.

“He needs to continue to work to get up to speed from a checking standpoint, so that he has a bigger impact in the game,” Hitchcock said. “He uses his speed with the puck really well. Where we need him to use his speed more is separating people from the puck.”

Berglund, a fellow Swede, agreed.

“He’s got such good speed, but like ‘Hitch’ is saying, he needs to adjust and start playing that game that we play here,” Berglund said. “It’s not always very pretty, but we’re doing a good job at it and that’s obviously something that he needs to buy in on.”

Paajarvi admitted that the Blues’ coaching staff has conveyed that to him.

“That’s one of the first things they said,” Paajarvi said. “Use my speed to catch players off-guard and get the puck for teammates and myself. That’s what I’m trying to do. I know I can do it. I’ve done it a little bit and I know I can do it better for sure.”

Hitchcock liked the way Paajarvi responded Thursday.

“If the way he practiced is the level he can play at, he’s going to be an effective player for us because he was on the puck, hard on the puck, using his speed as a checking mechanism, which is what we saw in Edmonton,” Hitchcock said. “If that’s what he is, then that’s really good stuff.

“(Thursday), when it got down to crunch time, and he could see numbers, there’s 15 forwards here … he went at it. He does things on the rush that you just can’t teach ... he buys time for other people to get included in the rush.”

The Blues are on the verge of a difficult decision, trimming one forward before Monday’s deadline to get to 23 players. Paajarvi, who signed a two-year, $2.4 million contract this offseason, would need to clear NHL waivers to be assigned to Chicago.

“It goes so fast in this game, on and off the ice …” Paajarvi said. “Mentally you kind of have to be consistent and mentally you have to be in the right spot because if you get too high and too low, it’s not going to end up well.”

Said Berglund: “Magnus has to stick in there and play hard and show that he wants a spot on this team.”

Jake Allen’s time in training camp with the Blues ran out Thursday, when the goalie was one of seven cuts made by the club.

Dmitrij Jaskin, Ty Rattie, Sergey Andronov, Keith Aucoin, Jani Hakanpaa and Joel Edmundson were also assigned to the Blues’ American Hockey League affiliate in Chicago.

Allen left with a record of 2-0, albeit with a 3.31 goals-against average and an .887 save-percentage.

”He’s had a heck of a camp, he’s played very well, but we’ve got two guys (Jaroslav Halak and Brian Elliott) who we want to get started with and see where it goes,” Blues coach Ken Hitchcock said. “Our feeling here was if he’s not going to play games here and he’s got three exhibition games to play (in Chicago), why not keep playing?”

Jaskin was also impressive with two goals and one assist in three games.

“He’s a good player,” Hitchcock said. “He’s going to be like (Vladimir) Tarasenko was last year, you know there’s going to be some ups and downs.”

Defenseman Ryan Whitney’s tryout with the Blues continues. Both Whitney and Ian Cole were both in the lineup Wednesday night, after which Hitchcock was asked who played better.

“(Whitney) is still on the team,” Hitchcock replied succinctly. “Cole’s best game was yesterday.”

﻿defensive changes

Hitchcock said earlier in camp that he preferred to have one defenseman in each pairing who could transition the puck, and that’s why he paired Barret Jackman with Kevin Shattenkirk and Jordan Leopold with Roman Polak.

Then on Thursday, the pairs were changed back to Leopold with Shattenkirk and Jackman with Polak, the way the finished 2012-13.

”We don’t know,” Leopold said. “I’ve been with a few different guys in training camp. I don’t think you can put any validity into it.”

Hitchcock said after practice not to put any validity into anything when it comes to the defensive pairings — not even Alex Pietrangelo playing with Jay Bouwmeester.

”Don’t go to the bank on anything,” Hitchcock said, “other than there’s four left defensemen and three right defensemen.”

﻿sobotka sits

Vladimir Sobotka missed Thursday’s practice with a stiff neck. In Wednesday’s game in Minnesota, the left winger went head-first into the offensive post and left the game briefly. The injury doesn’t appear to be serious, but Hitchcock said, “I’ve got to wait and see how he feels (Friday).”

bluenotes

EA Sports ran a simulation of the 2013-14 NHL season and the Blues beat Pittsburgh in the Stanley Cup finals in six games. ... Goaltender Jaroslav Halak will get the start in net tonight against the Minnesota Wild.

Hockey Guy: Perron makes quick impact for Oilers
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New York Rangers' Dan Girardi (5) dodges a check from Edmonton Oilers' David Perron (57) during the first period of an NHL hockey preseason game, Tuesday, Sept. 24, 2013, in Edmonton, Alberta. (AP Photo/The Canadian Press, Jason Franson)

Enlarge Photo

Newcomer Magnus Paajarvi is beginning to stir coach Ken Hitchcock’s imagination. The rangy young winger offers a unique size/speed/skill package.

But he remains a work in progress. Given the impressive depth this team has at forward, it may be some time before he makes a significant impact for the Blues.

Meanwhile, David Perron, the player the Blues traded to acquire Paajarvi, has put on a dazzling display during Edmonton’s preseason.

Perron has five goals and an assist in four preseason games, developing nice chemistry with new teammate Jordan Eberle. David could be a key October player for the Oilers while skilled forwards Ryan Nugent-Hopkins (shoulder surgery) and Sam Gagner (broken jaw) work their way back from injuries.

Although Perron can’t fill their void at center, he will add playmaking ability to the team’s even-strength and power-play mix. Eakins likes teaming with him with Eberle but he may also consider him for the Taylor Hall/Ales Hemsky line.

(Hall, one of the league's most explosive talents on the wing, is playing center on an interim basis.)

Fans should not get too caught up in a one-for-one comparison between Perron and Paajarvi. The Blues realized major salary cap savings in that deal, which allowed the team to lock in Alex Pietrangtelo and also add Brenden Morrow on a one-year deal.

When you look at the roster shift as a one-for-two deal – Perron for Paajarvi and Morrow – it seems a whole lot more appealing. Morrow could be a major contributor on this team, adding offense, toughness and leadership.

But back to Perron. Old No. 57 is having a predictably good time playing with other skilled guys in Edmonton’s go-go attack.

“It’s a new challenge. Completely different style of hockey — one that I really enjoy playing in,” Perron told the Edmonton Journal.

Oilers coach Dallas Eakins wants his team moving forward as much as possible, staying on the attack.

“The biggest thing is that between the periods, whether it’s 4-1 or 4-2, it doesn’t matter, he wants us to keep playing the exact same way,” Perron told the Journal. “I can play both games but the way I came up, was by playing offense and it is fun to play hockey that way — in my opinion.

“I do think when you’re having fun, you really do push yourself that extra 10 per cent, and I do want to be a factor every night.”

Perron isn’t the biggest or fastest player in the league. But he has quick feet, quick hands, excellent offensive instincts and tenacity on the puck.

Many Blues fans became frustrated by what Perron didn’t do for the Blues. He never became a consistent and durable impact scorer.

Edmonton is glad to have him for who he is: another skilled guy who can fit in with the incumbent skilled guys, adding some new elements.

“That puck follows him around. That’s the first thing,” Eakins told the Journal. “The second thing is that he can score goals in a number of ways, whether it’s a light touch or ripping it. We have a few guys on our team who have great hands. That’s the thing. On some teams, they have to generate chance after chance after chance and eventually they score.”

The Perron trade is shaping up as a win-win deal in the classic sense. Both teams got better after this trade.

AROUND THE RINKS: The Blues aren't the only team lacking salary cap flexibility right now. Some interesting names will hit the waiver wire this weekend as teams strive to become cap compliant. Agents and media types will be on red alert . . . Derek Stepan didn't have much leverage with the Rangers, especially with Brad Richards looks like a No. 1 center again. So he finally signed his two-year RFA deal . . . Also coming out of the cold was Cody Franson, who finally got a deal done in Toronto . . . When you size up the Western Conference, it is pretty hard not to rank Chicago and Los Angeles as the top two teams. And don't forget about San Jose, one of the steadiest franchises in the league. But it will be a while before Raffi Torres agitates anybody this season. This injury is a significant blow . . . . . . As it turns out, Senators winger Bobby Ryan had a way more interesting childhood than most everybody. Sounds like somebody need to make a movie about that.

ST. PAUL, Minn. • Jaroslav Halak and Brian Elliott each came out on the losing end of their first preseason games last week.

When the Blues goalies traveled to Minnesota on Wednesday for their second appearance each, coach Ken Hitchcock said that he wanted to see his netminders stop the puck. But considering their limited action, he was more concerned about their mind-set and communicating with their teammates.

“What I need to see is if they’re up to speed, the thinking part is up to speed,” Hitchcock said before the game.

The Blues won’t be pleased with the lack of progress from Halak and Elliott, who each played half the game. Halak had a puck bounce over him and into the net and Elliott misplayed a puck that turned into a wraparound goal, as the Blues fell to the Wild 3-1.

Halak stopped the shot by Minnesota’s Matt Cooke, but the puck popped over his shoulder and he may have helped nudge it in.

Before the game, Halak said, “It’s going to get better. As the training camp goes on and practices go on, you will get better.”

Halak allowed the one goal on 13 shots before being relieved in the second period.

Elliott gave up two goals on 10 shots, and his handling of the puck on the Wild’s third goal was suspect.

“You want to get better as it goes along,” Elliott said before the game. “It’s more of a feeling than results. You want the results when it really counts, but you’ve got to get that feeling first.”

The Blues have only one more preseason game left, on Friday against Minnesota, and Halak is expected to get the start. That will give him 2½ games, and Elliott will finish with 1½.

Hitchcock didn’t play Halak and Elliott more in preseason because the Blues dressed lineups laden with minor-league and junior players.

“We wanted both guys in at the end here against good lineups,” Hitchcock said. “My view, these guys, under methodical practice situations, they’ve looked great. And we hope that trends into the games.”

SCHWARTZ IS STRONG

Jaden Schwartz scored his team-leading third goal of the preseason Wednesday against the Wild.

Schwartz netted a short-handed goal in the third period for the Blues’ only goal of the game. It was another hard slap shot by the left winger, beating goaltender Niklas Backstrom.

Hitchcock said Schwartz has “been our best player. I can put him anywhere he wants. Whoever he plays with, he makes better. He’s not one of those guys you question. ... We’ll find a really significant role for him.”

By the sounds of Blues coach Ken Hitchcock, tonight's preseason game against the Minnesota Wild will be big for Jaroslav Halak and Brian Elliott.

Halak will get the start and Elliott will replace him midway, and the Blues will be looking for their two projected opening-day goalies to produce.

Hitchcock said earlier in camp that Halak and Elliott were solid in practice, but each has had his struggles in their only preseason appearance.

Halak absorbed a 4-3 loss to Tampa Bay last Friday, allowing four goals on 23 shots. Elliott also fell 4-3 to Tampa Bay in a shootout, allowing three goals on 27 shots after the Blues led 3-0 in the game.

Meanwhile, Jake Allen had his own problems early in his first preseason action against Dallas, surrendering five goals on 38 shots, but the Blues rallied for a 6-5 shootout win. Then on Saturday, Allen was sensational in a 3-2 overtime win over the Stars, making 22 of 24 stops.

Asked Tuesday if there was any separation between the goalies, Hitchcock replied: "If you're talking all three, no. It's a nice problem to have, but it's a problem. Jake Allen made a great account of himself the last game.

"I think the next two games will tell us a lot where Brian and Jaro are at. We're hoping they're trending forward. They've had great practices and we think they're both getting ready, but we want to see that, too. ... Jake's not going away quietly."

There's no reason to over-analyze the preseason. The Blues are certainly eager to see how Halak's strong offseason will translate on the ice. But Allen is making things interesting. 

 ***

Tonight’s lineup

Forwards

Alexander Steen-David Backes-T.J. Oshie

Jaden Schwartz-Vladimir Sobotka-Dmitrij Jaskin

Magnus Paajarvi-Patrik Berglund-Vladmir Tarasenko

Chris Porter-Maxim Lapierre-Ryan Reaves

Defensemen

Jay Bouwmeester-Alex Pietrangelo

Barret Jackman-Kevin Shattenkirk

Ryan Whitney-Ian Cole

Goalies

Jaroslav Halak

Brian Elliott

***

 SCHWARTZ IS STRONG

Left winger Jaden Schwartz will play his third preseason game tonight against Minnesota.

Schwartz has two goals, scoring in the 4-3 shootout loss against Tampa Bay in Orlanda, and then again in Saturday's 3-2 overtime win over Dallas.

Schwartz is expected to play on a line with Derek Roy and Chris Stewart when the regular season starts but tonight he'll be with Vladimir Sobotka and Dmitrij Jaskin.

"He's been our best player," Hitchcock said. "I can put him anywhere he wants. Whoever he plays with, he makes better.

"He's not one of those guys you question. We'll find a significant role for him because we're going to need him on the ice a lot. We'll find a really significant role for him."

Jeremy is a reporter at the Post-Dispatch. Follow him on Twitter at @jprutherford.

ST. PAUL, Minn. • Like many Blues, Ryan Reaves uses the preseason as a tune-up. But while his teammates rely on the exhibitions to build up their endurance, Reaves is working on his trash-talking.

“Get the mouth running and having a little fun out there,” Reaves said. “I get a little rusty, although me and my brother, we keep it up in the summer a lot … we like going back and forth. So that never leaves me, but it’s nice to get a little practice in.”

Reaves may not have had the opportunities he would have liked Wednesday, when the Blues lost 3-1 to the Minnesota Wild.

The players vying for positions on the Blues’ fourth line will have to do more than talk a good game after the summer acquisition of Max Lapierre and the recent addition of Brenden Morrow, who may see time on the line. The group was already deep with Reaves, Vladimir Sobotka, Adam Cracknell and Chris Porter.

“This is the first year where arguably there’s going to be guys sitting out every night that are capable of playing and contributing,” Porter said.

The line of Reaves, Porter and Cracknell believed they had shown their worth toward the end of last season, especially in the Blues’ playoff series against Los Angeles.

In fact, the club signed both Porter and Cracknell to one-way NHL contracts, the first of their careers. Porter inked a two-year, $1.35 million extension and Cracknell came back on a one-year, $600,000 deal. Reaves had another year remaining on his contract at $600,000.

It appeared that the “CPR” line, as it was affectionately called, had life in St. Louis. But then the club signed Lapierre to a two-year, $2.2 million contract and on Monday, the team inked Morrow to a one-year, $1.5 million deal.

“Cracks, Reaver and I had a great playoff, provided a lot of spark,” Porter said. “They brought in some veteran guys and now our spots are no longer guaranteed, so we’ll do whatever we can to solidify them and continue to prove that we belong.

“From a players’ standpoint, it’s frustrating. It’s a little discouraging, but at the same time I understand that they’re veteran guys and they’ve played at the highest level. You understand what they’re doing, but at the same time, you feel like you’ve done enough to show that you belong here.”

But from a management standpoint, the Blues have added depth that will probably be needed over the course of the 82-game schedule.

“I think we’re lucky we have so much depth,” Lapierre said. “At the end of the day, it’s a long season, plus the playoffs, it’s really long.”

The Blues have bolstered themselves with players who have a variety of strong suits.

“I would consider myself more of an agitator and Reaver is obviously a heavyweight and the other guys work just so hard,” Lapierre said. “You need different kinds of players. This is what makes the line good.”

Like the Blues do in keeping other pairs together — David Backes and Alexander Steen, Derek Roy and Chris Stewart, Patrik Berglund and Vladimir Tarasenko — the club likes the idea of teaming up Reaves and Lapierre.

“I think we complement each other well,” Reaves said. “He likes playing physical and getting dirty every once in a while. I think I need a player like that to help me out with that kind of game and kind of play my style, so we can work well.”

The group has good versatility, too, with Sobotka, Lapierre, Porter and Cracknell all able to play center and wing, while Reaves can play either wing.

But the Blues won’t be able to keep them all.

With the signing of Morrow, the club now has 15 players who are either on one-way contracts, or in the case of Jaden Schwartz and Vladmir Tarasenko, players who have two-way contracts but are locks to make the team.

At least one of the “regulars” will be on the move, whether it be via trade or assignment. But Blues coach Ken Hitchcock said not to assume the decision will be between the two lowest-paid players in Porter and Cracknell.

“It’s more than that,” Hitchcock said. “It’s not two guys. It depends on how we mold our team. It depends on how Brenden looks. It depends on what we want to see from our team. Do we want to play with speed? Do we want to play with more grit. That’s why these two (preseason) games are important.”

After Friday’s exhibition finale, the Blues must trim their roster to 23 players on Monday.

“I think everybody that’s in this camp right now deserves to be here,” Reaves said. “Everybody has worked hard to get here and it’s going to be tough to see what happens in the end.”

Blues move Paajarvi out of the mix at forward
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Magnus Paajarvi

ST. LOUIS, MO - SEPTEMBER 12: Magnus Paajarvi of the St. Louis Blues poses for his official headshot for the 2013-2014 season on September 12, 2013 at the Scottrade Center in St. Louis, Missouri. (Photo by Mark Buckner/NHLI via Getty Images) *** Local Caption *** Magnus Paajarvi

Enlarge Photo

Before Wednesday's game in Minnesota, Blues coach Ken Hitchcock was asked about the immediate future of forward Magnus Paajarvi.

"I don't know what the plan is there," Hitchcock said. "All I know is he's getting better everyday."

A day later, Paajarvi, who was acquired in the trade for David Perron, lost his spot on the Blues' third line with Patrik Berglund and Vladimir Tarasenko. In Thursday's practice, he was without a home, skating as one of two extra forwards.

“I don’t take too much out of it," Paajarvi said. "Of course, I want to be playing with the top guys but I mean it’s up to the coach. There’s really not too much to say about it.”

The line was arguably the Blues' best early in training camp and even after Wednesday's game in Minnesota, in which the club lost 3-1 to the Wild, Paajarvi felt like the chemistry was continuing to build.

“I felt like we’ve been playing really well together," said Paajarvi, who has no goals in three preseason appearances. "We’ve had so many scoring opportunities in the games, (but) we haven’t executed and that could be a reason (he's no longer on the line)."

Hitchcock said that Paajarvi has played "opposite" of what the team expected when they acquired him. 

"What I mean by that," Hitchcock said, "is his ability to make plays on the rush, his abilities to make plays on the cycle, his offensive instincts were way better than what we thought they were. What we saw in the last 20 games in Edmonton was a high level of tenacity and something you can build on. He hasn't shown that here. He's shown at times like he's overwhelmed, but he's showing more offensive ability than we thought ... ever."

Hitchcock said that he saw a different player in Paajarvi Thursday.

"Today at practice was the first time we saw the player that we traded for," Hitchcock said. "Today when it got down to crunch time and he could see numbers, there's 15 forwards here ... he went at it. He was the guy we thought we traded for today."

Hitchcock said he could envision the Blues' opening the regular season with the same top-nine that skated today. Here they are.... 

***

TODAY'S LINEUP

Forwards

Alexander Steen-David Backes-T.J. Oshie

Brenden Morrow-Derek Roy-Chris Stewart

Jaden Schwartz-Patrik Berglund-Vladimir Tarasenko

Chris Porter-Maxim Lapierre-Ryan Reaves

Extras: Magnus Paajarvi, Adam Cracknell, Vladimir Sobotka (did not skate)

Defensemen

Jay Bouwmeester-Alex Pietrangelo

Jordan Leopold-Kevin Shattenkirk

Barret Jackman-Roman Polak

Extras: Ian Cole, Ryan Whitney

Goalie

Jaroslav Halak

Brian Elliott

***

DEFENSIVE CHANGES

In Thursday's practice, Hitchcock switched his defensive pairings again. After saying that he wanted a blueliner who could transition the puck in each of his three pairs, Jordan Leopold was back with Kevin Shattenkirk today and Barret Jackman returned with Roman Polak. 

"We don't know," Leopold said. "I've been with a few different guys in training camp. I don't think you can put any validity into it."

Hitchcock, in fact, said after practice not to put any validity into anything when it comes to the defensive pairings — not even Alex Pietrangelo playing with Jay Bouwmeester when the regular season begins.

"Don't go to the bank on anything other than there's four left defensemen and three right defensemen," Hitchcock said. "We are looking and we're not just looking at one or two pairs, we're looking at all three pairs. Don't go to the bank on anything cast in stone on that back line right now because quite frankly, the two guys that have played the best so far of any of the defensemen ... Petro's been at a level above everybody, way above everybody. But the best two guys that have played really good hockey have been Leopold and Polak. Don't go to the bank on it's going to be Bouw and Petro and this and that. Don't go to the bank on that yet."

Hitchcock indicated that the reason for the shuffling could be tied into the Blues' first stretch of regular-season opponents, meaning he would determine the pairs based on the matchups.  

***

SOBOTKA SITS

Vladimir Sobotka has had a tough preseason. First he was whacked in the head in Orlando on a hit by Tampa Bay's Adam Erne, leaving the game in the first period. On Wednesday in Minnesota, he went into the post head-first and left the game briefly.

Sobotka didn't practice Thursday because of a sore neck. The injury doesn't appear to be serious, but Hitchcock said, "I've got to wait and see how he feels tomorrow."

***

ODDS & ENDS

• Hitchcock was asked point blank Thursday who's playing better out of Ryan Whitney and Ian Cole. "(Whitney) is still on the team," he replied. "Cole's best game was yesterday."

• Of the players who were cut today, Hitchcock said he wouldn't hesitate to bring forward Dmitrij Jaskinback to the NHL at some point. He also said of goalie Jake Allen, "he's had a helluva camp, he's played very well, but we've got two guys here (Jaroslav Halak and Brian Elliott) who we want to get started with and see where it goes."

• EA Sports conducted a simulation run to the Stanley Cup and the Blues came out on top, beating Pittsburgh in six games to capture Lord Stanley's trophy. 

• Former Blue David Perron is tearing it up in Edmonton in the preseason, writes Jeff Gordon in his "Hockey Guy" column.

• New Blue Brenden Morrow will make his debut Friday night against Minnesota.

Coyotes' last big roster decision all about Domi

CRAIG MORGAN  |

  Published: Thursday, September 26, 2013, 6:41pm

There's no room for big heads in Tippett's world 

Coyotes coach Dave Tippett prefers to measure his impact by results, not rewards. 

GLENDALE, Ariz. -- The Coyotes' roster is nearly complete, but the big question for general manager Don Maloney, coach Dave Tippett and their staffs remains: What to do with top pick Max Domi?

"It's almost a day-by-day discussion," Maloney said. "To his credit, he's really made the decision difficult."

The Coyotes reduced their roster to 25 on Thursday by reassigning forwards Andy Miele and Jordan Szwarz to Portland of the AHL, while releasing forward Gilbert Brulé from his pro tryout agreement. 

If defenseman Rusty Klesla (concussion) begins the season on injured reserve, which is likely, the Coyotes will need to make one more roster move to get down to the requisite 23 players by the Sept. 30 (2 p.m.) deadline. Players on IR do not count against the 23-man roster.

With Klesla out, Maloney said the Coyotes will keep eight defenseman on the opening-day roster, which means both David Rundblad and Chris Summers will stick until Klesla returns, with Oliver Ekman-Larsson, Zbynek Michalek, Keith Yandle, Derek Morris, David Schlemko and Michael Stone holding down the other six spots.

The forward lines are nearly set. For now, Mike Ribeiro will center the first line between wings Shane Doan and Mikkel Boedker, while it appears Antoine Vermette will center the third line between Lauri Korpikoski and David Moss and Kyle Chipchura will center the fourth line between Rob Klinkhammer and Chris Brown, who has impressed the coaches enough with his versatility and maturity to lock down a roster spot. Suspended enforcer Paul Bissonnette is the final forward.

What is still up in the air is whether the Coyotes keep Domi or Lucas Lessio. If Lessio stays, it's likely that he will play left wing on the third line, with Korpikoski moving up to the second line, although the players are somewhat interchangeable on the left side. 

"From Day 1 in camp, Lucas has willed himself onto our roster with hard work," Maloney said. "We've been waiting to see a drop-off and we haven’t seen one, so he's probably the most pleasant surprise in camp."

Lessio's tenacity has been his calling card in the preseason and in camp. 

"He's going to the hard areas, and he's physically strong enough to compete, but it's not just that," Maloney said. "We always knew he had great energy and a willingness to work, but when he gets the puck, he's making good decisions with it."  

Maloney said Lessio could play on any of the four lines, but if Domi stays, it would have to be among the top six forwards, likely on the second line with center Martin Hanzal and right wing Radim Vrbata.

"He needs to be in offensive situations with offensive players, and he needs to get enough ice time to warrant being here," Maloney said. "He's not a guy who is going to sit around on the third or fourth line."

Domi's style is probably the best fit alongside Vrbata, who scored 35 goals when he played with playmaking wing Ray Whitney two seasons ago.

"He adds a dynamic skill element, similar to when we talk about Ribeiro," Tippett said of Domi. "He's got the ability to help players around him be better players."

But Tippett acknowledged that structure, reading opponents and reading game situations are all areas where Domi is inexperienced, which has led the Coyotes to continue their evaluation.

"Attention to detail is huge, and Tip obviously has a game plan," Domi said. "It's tougher to follow earlier on in training camp and the preseason, but as you get more comfortable and used to everyone around you and get the chemistry going, then you start buying into the whole thing."

Tippett said he does not envision Domi remaining on a lengthy tryout (he can play up to nine games before his NHL contract kicks in), but it is possible that Domi could stick beyond the season opener to give the Coyotes more time to decide before returning him to juniors with London of the OHL.

Making matters more difficult for Phoenix is the logjam on defense. When Klesla returns, the Coyotes will have nine NHL defenseman on one-way contracts. In order to return one of them to Portland, they would first have to expose that player to waivers and risk losing him to another team.

Maloney acknowledged that dilemma and added that the Coyotes also are hoping to find ice time this season for defensive prospects Brandon Gormley and Connor Murphy.

All of that depth raises the possibility of a trade, and Maloney said Thursday that the team is exploring that avenue. Any deal would likely require a top-six forward in return, which would likely mean another year in juniors for Domi.

"It may take a bigger deal, to be honest with you, because nobody is handing out top-tier players," Maloney said. "We haven't found what we need yet. That could change in a hurry, but at least we like our other options. We don't feel like we’re forcing something into our lineup at all."

Follow Craig Morgan on Twitter

Coyotes introduce tailgating for all weekend games

FOX SPORTS ARIZONA  |

  Published: Wednesday, September 25, 2013, 2:28pm

GLENDALE, Ariz. -- Phoenix Coyotes President and CEO Anthony LeBlanc announced today that the Coyotes will be introducing tailgating at Jobing.com Arena for all weekend home games during the 2013-14 Coyotes regular season.

Tailgating on Jobing.com Arena parking lots (A, B, G, J, K and Y) will begin with the Coyotes first weekend regular season home game on Saturday, Oct. 19, when the Coyotes take on the Detroit Red Wings. Game time is 6 p.m., with lots opening at 2 p.m. In total, the Coyotes will have 17 tailgating experiences during the regular season.

"We are excited to introduce tailgating prior to all Coyotes weekend home games this season," said LeBlanc. "We are very fortunate to live in a city that has such great weather during the hockey season so we are encouraging fans to come early to our weekend games and enjoy the great atmosphere outside Jobing.com Arena. We are continually looking for new ways to enhance the game experience for our fans."

A complete list of Coyotes games when tailgating is permitted on Jobing.com Arena parking lots is listed below:

Coyotes 2013-14 Tailgating Schedule 

-- Saturday, Oct. 19 versus Detroit Red Wings (6 p.m. start)

-- Saturday, Oct. 26 versus Edmonton Oilers (1 p.m. start)

-- Saturday, Nov. 9 versus Washington Capitals (6 p.m. start)

-- Saturday, Nov. 16 versus Tampa Bay Lightning (6 p.m. start)

-- Saturday, Nov. 23 versus Anaheim Ducks (6 p.m. start)

-- Saturday, Nov. 30 versus Chicago Blackhawks (6 p.m. start)

-- Saturday, Dec. 14 versus Carolina Hurricanes (6 p.m. start)

-- Saturday, Jan. 4 versus Philadelphia Flyers (6 p.m. start)

-- Saturday, Jan. 11 versus Anaheim Ducks (6 p.m. start)

-- Saturday, Jan. 18 versus New Jersey Devils (6 p.m. start)

-- Saturday, Feb. 1 versus Pittsburgh Penguins (6 p.m. start)

-- Sunday, Mar. 2 versus St. Louis Blues (6 p.m. start)

-- Saturday, Mar. 15 versus Calgary Flames (7 p.m. start)

-- Saturday, Mar. 22 versus Boston Bruins (6 p.m. start)

-- Saturday, Mar. 29 versus Minnesota Wild (6 p.m. start)

-- Saturday, Apr. 12 versus San Jose Sharks (6 p.m. start)

-- Sunday, Apr. 13 versus Dallas Stars (6 p.m. start)

A complete list of guidelines for tailgating at Jobing.com Arena to allow for a great experience both inside and outside the venue are listed below.

-- Tailgating is only allowed in the following parking lots for Jobing.com Arena Events: Lot A, Lot B, Lot G, Lot J, Lot K and Lot Y. Some of these lots may be restricted to permit parking only depending on the event.

-- Tailgating is not allowed in any Westgate Parking Lots.

-- Parking lots open up 4 hours prior to the event.

-- Tailgating in the parking lots must be limited to the area directly in front of or behind the vehicle. Tailgating in empty stalls is prohibited. Tailgating equipment, such as chairs, tents, propane/natural gas grills and other items, cannot block drive aisles for vehicles or sidewalks for guests.

-- Fans are permitted to bring up to a 10' by 10' shade tent. Tents that are used in the parking areas must not block drive aisles for vehicles or sidewalks for guests. They are not allowed to take up an extra space.

-- Natural gas or propane grills are permitted. Charcoal grills are not permitted.

-- Glass containers are not permitted in any parking areas.

-- Please remember to throw away any trash to assist in keeping the area safe of trip hazards or debris.

-- Any violation of these policies can result in revocation of parking rights and removal of the parking lot. Guidelines are subject to change at any time without notice.

There's no room for big heads in Tippett's world

CRAIG MORGAN  |

  Published: Tuesday, September 24, 2013, 5:09pm

Tippett's faith in Ribeiro can't be overlooked 

Dave Tippett's belief in Mike Ribeiro was major factor in Coyotes pursuing, landing free-agent center. 

10 questions as the Coyotes open training camp 

With ownership issues resolved, Coyotes have no more excuses but plenty of questions as camp opens. 

Nolan hit underscores need for more regulation  

NHL player safety chief Shanahan ruled Nolan's high hit on Klesla legal, but should it be? 

Ted Santiago doesn't have a safe in his office. He may need one once word leaks out about the priceless item sitting on his desk.

"I went ahead and had a Dave Tippett bobblehead created in recognition for all that he's meant to this franchise in such hard times," said Santiago, the Coyotes vice president of marketing. "He's beloved by our fans and embraced by our fans, so I figured we'd hit a home run with that as a giveaway at a game this season."   

Unfortunately for Santiago, there will be no giveaway. When Coyotes vice president of communications Rich Nairn approached Tippett about the idea, he got a classic response from the coach.

"He said, 'Once you do every player on the roster and Don Maloney and Nairn, too, then I'll consider it,' " Santiago said, laughing. "It's really too bad. It's the best one I've ever seen."

Maybe a groundswell of fan support will force the Coyotes to reconsider. Maybe new owners George Gosbee and Anthony LeBlanc will announce a Tippett bobblehead night just to say thanks. But if you’re expecting Tippett's stamp of approval on an act of self-promotion or self-absorption, you haven't been paying much attention to this club the past four years.

Tippett's work ethic, analytical approach, ability to relate to players and ability to squeeze every drop of potential out of his lineup have earned him plenty of accolades in his four-season Phoenix tenure, including the Jack Adams Award in 2010 as the NHL's best coach.

And he certainly doesn’t shy away from community appearances if it can help others or the franchise. But when the idea of promoting himself is floated, whether through bobbleheads or the team's recently released new ad campaign in which he is conspicuously absent, his response is always the same.

"It should be about the players," Tippett says in a tone that preempts follow-up questions. "It’s always about the players."

There are plenty of pro sports executives, coaches and players who talk about humility and selflessness, but there are few who actually walk that talk, and only a handful that do so without effort because it is such a fundamental part of their personality.

That's Dave Tippett at his core: Do the job with every tool at your disposal and every drop of effort in your well. And let the result, not the reward, drive you.

"All you have to do is look at the body of work since he's been here to know what kind of coach he is," LeBlanc said. 

LeBlanc heard enough about Tippett from Coyotes and NHL players and executives to know that re-signing him was Priority No. 1 when IceArizona took over the team. And he had seen enough miracles from Tippett and the cash-strapped Coyotes to know that a deal in line with the five-year, $10 million contract Alain Vigneault signed in New York was warranted.

But it was only after he had been around the team consistently for the past month that LeBlanc really understood why the Valley's core hockey people are so gaga about their spotlight-avoiding coach.

"Just as a man, he's this wonderful, genuine, funny guy -- a high integrity guy," LeBlanc said. "He's the kind of person you like to be associated with."

Tippett admits he is excited about the franchise's prospects now that it has owners and a reasonable amount of money to spend on payroll. 

He is also grateful for the unanimous support he gets from those owners, GM Maloney, his staff, his players and the fan base.

"It’s an honor to be put in that position," said Tippett, noting the freedom he has been given to implement his own philosophies, and the input he is afforded on personnel decisions. 

"That being said, I hope we're not satisfied," he said. "We've been telling people 'give us a chance' for four years. Well, now we have a chance. What are we going to do about it?"

With that, Tippett recites the mantra the players have heard throughout training camp -- the one fans will hear repeated as the season approaches and begins.

"There needs to be a new attitude around here -- not a new identity; we want to keep that hard working, pack mentality. But it's up to us to do things right," said Tippett, who took over the Coyotes coaching duties exactly four years ago.

"The ownership wants us to be an organization that does things right. Don and his staff want to be that way. The coaching staff wants to be that way. Shane Doan wants the players to play like a top organization and our community wants to be proud of the organization because they've stood by us through all the tough times."

Which explains why Tippett has little time to ponder bobbleheads.

"If you’re honest in your assessment of what you’re doing, and honest in your commitment to winning, usually you get a chance to win," he said. "But again, it's up to us. It’s not just about are we going to be here or can we have some success with limited resources now. There’s pressure to win now because there are no excuses. And it's pressure on everybody, including me."

Follow Craig Morgan on Twitter
Coyotes' Bissonnette to appeal suspension

CRAIG MORGAN  |

  Published: Wednesday, September 18, 2013, 4:00pm

Coyotes forward Paul Bissonnette will appeal his 10-game suspension for leaving the bench on an illegal line change during an altercation in Sunday’s preseason game at Jobing.com Arena against the Los Angeles Kings, his agent, Mark Guy confirmed.

In the first period of Sunday’s game, Kings center Jordan Nolan dropped Coyotes defenseman Rusty Klesla with an open-ice hit. Klesla was taken off the ice on a stretcher with his head and neck immobilized. Nolan was not penalized, fined or suspended for the play. After Nolan and Coyotes center Martin Hanzal exited the penalty box for coincidental roughing minors, Hanzal elbowed Nolan and an altercation ensued.

Bissonnette came off the bench before teammate Max Domi arrived at the bench, to join the altercation, although he was barely a part of it. He was given a game misconduct for leaving the bench, which triggers an automatic 10-game suspension.

The appeal process was changed under the new collective bargaining agreement. Commissioner Gary Bettman will hear the appeal first, but players who have been suspended six or more games have the option to appeal that decision to a neutral arbitrator.

If the suspension stands, Bissonnette will begin serving the suspension when the regular season begins. He would forfeit $37,820.51 in salary. Coincidentally, he would be eligible to return to the lineup Oct. 24 when the Coyotes are in Los Angeles to play the Kings.

Bissonnette can still play in preseason games.

NHL spokesperson John Dellapina said one of the points of the illegal line change rule is to prohibit teams from creating an artificial manpower advantage during an altercation. That's why it doesn't matter how aggressive Bissonnette was upon arriving at the scrum -- simply by being there he creates an odd-man situation that could free up a teammate to do damage. 

In the video NHL has, Domi clearly is in the middle of the scrum when Bissonnette arrives. If one were changing for the other, somebody should have been on the bench, Dellapina explained.

Follow Craig Morgan on Twitter

Coyotes' Klesla leaves ice on stretcher after big hit

CRAIG MORGAN  |

  Published: Sunday, September 15, 2013, 8:40pm

GLENDALE, Ariz. -- Phoenix Coyotes defenseman Rusty Klesla left the ice on a stretcher after absorbing a big open-ice hit from the Los Angeles Kings' Jordan Nolan at 9:44 of the first period of the teams' preseason opener Sunday at Jobing.com Arena.

Coyotes assistant general manager Brad Treliving said the issue appeared to be with Klesla's neck. Klesla was examined at the arena before being taken to a nearby hospital for evaluation. He was alert but still immobilized. Klesla was later diagnosed with a concussion and whiplash and was resting at home on Monday.

A replay of the hit showed Nolan clearly making first contact with Klesla's head under the chin and leaving his feet on the follow-through. The hit could be grounds for suspension under Rule 48. The only mitigating factor was that Klesla was skating with his head down (a possibly vulnerable position), but the angle of his head does not appear to change before the hit is made. 

"Seemed to me like our guy got hit in the head and their player left his feet, but that's not for me to diagnose," said Coyotes coach Dave Tippett, noting that Klesla "got his bell rung pretty good."

Klesla fell to the ice and his leg twitched for a moment before he lay motionless. With the team's medical staff attending to him, Klesla was strapped to a stretcher with his head and neck immobilized and taken off the ice. As he left, he raised his left hand to tell the crowd he was OK and was greeted with cheers. 

"Obviously, we think there's a finish high, a finish off the ice," captain Shane Doan said, recalling the hit former teammate Raffi Torres put on Chicago Blackhawks start Marian Hossa in the 2012 playoffs that earned Torres a 25-game suspension that was later reduced to 21. 

"As we've been witness to," Doan said of leaving the ice on a hit, "that's usually not very good."

Nolan and Coyotes center Martin Hanzal earned roughing penalties for a scuffle after the play, and Coyotes enforcer Paul Bissonnette left the bench to fight Nolan immediately after the 24-year-old forward left the penalty box. That move could cost Bissonette a lengthy suspension, depending on the league's determination.

NHL spokesperson Jon Dellapina said Nolan's hit is already under review by the league, which is part of the normal process since the league has a coordinator (game-watcher) assigned to every game.

"The review process begins moments after any hit that is even potentially problematic," Dellapina wrote in an email. "Unless and until a hit is deemed unworthy of supplemental discipline, the members of the Department of Player Safety keep reviewing it and discussing -- right up to and through any potential hearing."

In general, the department hopes to conduct a hearing before a player's next game, but prefers to take its time when it can. LA plays Anaheim on Tuesday in Anaheim. If a hearing needs to be in person (potentially 6 games or more), a player can be suspended pending the hearing. 

Nolan was fined last season for a cross-check on Henrik Sedin, but he has no suspension history. That is generally a factor if/when the league decides to mete out suspensions.

When asked about the play, Kings coach Darryl Sutter said: "It was a good hit."

Here's what Nolan told lakingsinsider.com about the hit: "I thought it was clean. He was skating through the middle of his ice and I was just focusing on his chest, and I feel like I hit him square in the chest."

Follow Craig Morgan on Twitter
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Penguins' trip to West Point to emphasize team-building

By Dave Molinari / Pittsburgh Post-Gazette 

The Penguins are getting closer to setting their roster for the start of the regular season.

They trimmed it to 29 Thursday by assigning forwards Harry Zolnierczyk and Zach Sill and defenseman Brian Dumoulin to their American Hockey League affiliate in Wilkes-Barre.

General manager Ray Shero and his staff must have it down to 23 by Monday.

Zolnierczyk is on waivers and must clear them at noon today before he can join the Baby Penguins.

The 29 remaining players include 16 forwards, 10 defensemen and 3 goalies, one of whom is Tomas Vokoun.

He is out indefinitely after a procedure Saturday to remove a blood clot from his pelvis.

Coach Dan Bylsma has confirmed Vokoun will not be ready to play when the Penguins open the regular season Thursday against New Jersey at Consol Energy Center. The Penguins can seek long-term injury relief for his salary if Vokoun will miss more than 10 games and 24 days.

Two of the 10 defensemen still in camp are highly regarded prospects Derrick Pouliot and Olli Maatta, both of whom have junior eligibility remaining.

The Penguins also must comply with the NHL's salary-cap ceiling of $64.3 million, which likely will involve making a trade and/or assigning at least one player with a one-way contract to Wilkes-Barre.

The first $925,000 of a player's contract does not count against the parent team's cap total if he is sent to the minors.

Preseason wrap-up

The Penguins won their final two exhibition games to finish the preseason with a 3-2-1 record.

They scored 20 goals and allowed the same total, their power play converted 6 of 27 chances (22.2 percent) and their penaty-killers gave up five goals in 28 short-handed situations (82.1 percent).

Here are their leaders in individual categories:

• Games -- Chuck Kobasew and Dustin Jeffrey, 5.

• Goals -- Jussi Jokinen, 4.

• Assists -- Evgeni Malkin, 5.

• Points -- Chris Kunitz and Malkin, 5.

• Penalty minutes -- Robert Bortuzzo, 14.

• Shots -- James Neal, 21.

• Plus/minus -- Rob Scuderi, plus-4.

• Goals-against average -- Marc-Andre Fleury, 2.64.

• Save percentage -- Jeff Zatkoff, .889. (Eric Hartzell stopped all four shots he faced but played just 20 minutes).

Dave Molinari: Dmolinari@Post-Gazette.com or Twitter @MolinariPG.
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Top American draft prospects take to the ice at Consol
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Ryan Bliss, left, defends against Shane Gersich in the second period of the USA Hockey prospects game Thursday at Consol Energy Center.
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By Nick Veronica / Pittsburgh Post-Gazette 

In the big scheme of things, it was one game out of several seasons worth of viewings that will make up a player's draft stock in June.

They played only against other Americans and couldn't have logged more than 20 minutes of ice time each.

But with scouts from every NHL team at Consol Energy Center Thursday, the All-American Prospects Game was a perfect opportunity for the 40 best draft-eligible, American-born players to show something -- anything -- that could separate them from the crowd.

Dylan Larkin, 17, who currently plays with the U.S. National Under-18 team, did that in the second period, scoring the game's first goal off a turnover in the slot, with an assist going to Keegan Iverson.

Larkin, of Waterford, Mich., capped his night by adding an assist in the third period. He kept the puck in at the blue line and threw it on net, with Iverson of WHL's Portland Winterhawks there to put the rebound past goalie Alex Nedeljkovic, who stopped 13 of 16 shots. Iverson was named player of the game as Team (Mark) Johnson beat Team (Joe) Mullen, 5-2.

"Larkin played good," Johnson said. "He's certainly a player that stuck out to me tonight. Just his ability to see the ice, read plays -- he looks like he's got a great vision for the game and understanding. Then you put the tool set together and you've got a pretty good player."

Larkin, though, has already been on teams' radars as one of the top American centers in the 2014 draft, likely competing with Nick Schmaltz of the USHL's Green Bay Gamblers for that title.

But Larkin and Schmaltz, who also helped lead Johnson's team to the win, have taken different approaches to their careers. Schmaltz said Thursday that he was offered a spot on the U.S. Development Team Larkin is on, but turned it down.

Despite the respect the U.S. team has steadily earned, Schmaltz believed his development was best served playing in the USHL.

"I got offered a spot -- obviously, it's a great program -- but I didn't think it fit my game as well as Green Bay," Schmaltz said. "Just in Green Bay, the style of play is more offensive, more do-what-you-want. If you're a playmaker, go make plays.

"Obviously the national program, they're going to let you do that, too, but they're more defensive-minded -- and that's great, too, because I need to work on my defensive game -- but I just thought Green bay was a better fit for me. ... I want to showcase my offensive ability and I thought Green Bay gave me that the best."

Schmaltz added an assist on his team's third goal, scored by Sonny Milano of the U.S. U18 Team, with the other assist going to Alex Tuch. Chase De Leo added a fourth goal from Ryan Hitchcock and Kevin Labanc, and Shane Eiserman finished the game off with an empty-netter.

Jack Dougherty, a defenseman also of the U.S. U18 Team, scored a power-play goal for Team Mullen early in the third period with assists from Tony DeAngelo and Ryan Donato and a screen from Tyler Sheehy. Joe Wegwerth scored the other goal, finishing another pass from Donato.

Goaltender Thatcher Demko, among the top goaltenders eligible for the draft, kept a clean sheet in his period-and-a-half but was hardly tested, making six saves for Team Johnson. His teammate Blake Weyrick made a few flashy stops but was beaten twice on 21 shots. Ed Minney stopped 16 of 17 shots he faced for Team Mullen.

Nick Veronica: nveronica@post-gazette.com and Twitter @NickVeronica.
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By Dave Molinari / Pittsburgh Post-Gazette 

The psychological wounds inflicted by the loss to Boston in the Eastern Conference final were still fresh and raw when Penguins defenseman Brooks Orpik had his exit interview a few days later.

He is one of the team's most respected veteran leaders, and the stunning ejection from the chase for the Stanley Cup meant there were plenty of issues to discuss.

Nonetheless, Orpik recalls that in his meeting he mentioned to general manager Ray Shero that the team might benefit from a trip this fall to the U.S. Military Academy, something the Penguins had done before the 2006-07 and 2007-08 seasons.

"I'm not sure I thought he was even paying attention, after the way we lost, or that he really cared about that at that point, but I guess it didn't fall on deaf ears," Orpik said. "I don't know if he had that in the works, or if other guys mentioned it."

Just what role, if any, Orpik's suggestion played in management's decision to return to West Point this fall -- the Penguins are to travel there today and return Monday -- isn't clear, but Shero said having so much time between the preseason finale Wednesday in Detroit and the regular-season opener Thursday presented an obvious opportunity for a little team-building.

"That looked to be a good time to go somewhere," Shero said, adding that "we looked at different venues" before settling on a return trip to West Point.

While going there is nothing new for the franchise, it is for most of the current players. Sidney Crosby noted that only five players -- Evgeni Malkin, Marc-Andre Fleury, Rob Scuderi, Orpik and himself -- on the current roster were there in the fall of 2007.

The Penguins will conduct on-ice workouts today, Saturday and Sunday, and will take part in unspecified team-building and leadership-oriented events.

Although details of the plans are at least as well-guarded as most military secrets, the Penguins apparently have less-strenuous activities scheduled than those on previous visits.

Participants on past trips went through at least one physically demanding exercise, much of it conducted after nightfall on the next-to-last day of the visit, that obviously made a lasting impression.

"You're in the middle of the woods from about 6 o'clock until midnight, and you're doing everything from pushing a Humvee that had four guys in it up a hill, to running through swamps with water almost up to your necks," Orpik said.

"It actually was [fun]."

Fun? Perhaps. Draining? Absolutely.

"We were supposed to skate that last day," Orpik said. "And that wound up getting canceled because no one could get out of bed, they were so sore."

Even Crosby, whose offseason training regimen is grueling, volunteered that "it was pretty tough."

Shero clearly agreed and concluded it wouldn't be prudent to have his players exert themselves that way so close to the start of the season.

"It was a different time in training camp [on previous trips]," he said. "We had a lot more players. It was kind of in the middle of training camp, or near the beginning.

"We're down to one group of players on the ice. We won't be pushing any Hummers or anything like that.

He also noted that the players' itineraries will not be as crowded as they were in 2006 and 2007, when their days were booked almost solid.

"There will be some downtime, knowing that we're a week out from playing our first game," Shero said.

Even though Orpik was a leading proponent of returning to West Point, not all of his memories from the previous trips are pleasant.

"The first one was real fun, because I did the whole thing thinking I had a bruised hand, but actually I had a broken hand," he said.

"As soon as we got back, I had surgery."

Although some players grumbled -- privately and quietly -- about going to West Point because they would have preferred to adhere to more conventional means of preparing for the season, Orpik contends that simply spending time in a different setting is beneficial.

"If you just stay [in Pittsburgh] for three weeks ... you just get into that routine, kind of get stale with it," he said. "Anything where you change it up, do something a little different, it keeps guys' minds fresh."

More important, he believes there is a link between the time the Penguins spent at West Point in 2006 and 2007 and what transpired in the months that followed.

"I thought most of the guys really enjoyed it," Orpik said. "It's something I thought had a lot to do with the success we had later in the year."

Dave Molinari: Dmolinari@Post-Gazette.com and Twitter @MolinariPG.
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Detroit Red Wings goalie Petr Mrazek stops a shot as Penguins left winger James Neal goes after the a rebound in the first period Wednesday night.
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By Shelly Anderson / Pittsburgh Post-Gazette 

DETROIT -- The Penguins, with a lineup close to what they might use when the season opens, dominated a watered-down Detroit lineup in a 5-1 preseason win Wednesday night at Joe Louis Arena.

They finished their preseason schedule 3-2-1.

Chris Kunitz had two goals for the Penguins. Jussi Jokinen, Craig Adams and Pascal Dupuis each had one. Sidney Crosby 

 and Evgeni Malkin each had two assists.

One point of concern is defenseman Brooks Orpik, who did not play in the third period. He collided with fellow Penguins defenseman Deryk Engelland and Red Wings winger 

Drew Miller just before Miller scored in the second period. There was no immediate update on Orpik's status.

Goaltender Marc-Andre Fleury stopped 16 of 17 Red Wings shots and had an assist.

Competition helps Maatta

The Penguins might have the finest collection of young defensemen in the NHL.

That's terrific for the coaches and management, who have no shortage of blue-line assets with which to work, but it seems like it could be discouraging for high-quality prospects who will have to outdo elite competition to advance in the organization.

That doesn't seem to bother 19-year-old Olli Maatta, however.

"It's awesome," he said. "It's a lot of competition, and that drives a player to practice harder, work harder. It's healthy competition, especially for the junior guys here.

"On the ice, we're competing against each other, but, off the ice, we're buddies. That's awesome. I think it's good for everybody."

Veteran Paul Martin, who broke into the league with New Jersey, said he benefited from breaking in with an organization that had a bounty of outstanding defensemen, and that getting additional seasoning can have long-term benefits for young players.

"When I came up in Jersey, there were [Scott] Niedermayer and [Scott] Stevens and [Brian 

] Rafalski, and you learn from them and you see what separates them from everybody else," Martin said. "Eventually, your time will come.

"At 18 or 19, as a [defenseman playing] in the league is pretty rare. In a couple of years, especially in an organization like this that has a great coaching staff and system, ideally that would be the way to go, as opposed to playing games on a team that maybe wasn't as successful, or an in organization where you rely more on doing it for yourself rather than other people helping you out."

Vokoun out of hospital

Goaltender Tomas Vokoun is out of the hospital, coach Dan Bylsma said, but no timetable for his return has been set. Vokoun had a procedure Saturday to dissolve a blood clot in his pelvis.

Shelly Anderson: shanderson@post-gazette.com, 412-263-1721 and Twitter @pgshelly.
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DETROIT -- Right winger Pascal Dupuis was eyeing his regular center, Sidney Crosby, in the Penguins locker room one day this week. There was a twinkle in those eyes.

"He's a ... relatively ... young veteran," Dupuis said of Crosby. "He looks 30, but I think he's 20- ... 6? If you look at his number, he was born in '87. It gives it away."

Crosby, who famously wears his birth year as his uniform number, shot back, "It took [Dupuis] a while to get that. He's a late bloomer."

Dupuis shrugged.

"Some guys are late bloomers; some guys are silver spooners," he jabbed.

And so went another exchange among linemates who get a lot of attention for meshing well in games -- Crosby, a playmaker and scorer of the highest order; Dupuis with his speed and veteran savvy; and Chris Kunitz, who blends skill with physical play and fearlessly patrols the front of the net.

The three also have an interesting relationship off of the ice -- one that is laced with equal amounts of repartee and respect.

Dupuis brings humor and non-stop commentary. Crosby is the humble NHL star. Those two clash the most, in a lively but good-natured way. And what of the third member of what could arguably be the top forward line in the league?

"He's Switzerland," Crosby said of Kunitz. "He's neutral.

"He seems like he'll pick [Dupuis'] side one time and he'll pick my side the next time. Me and [Dupuis] just kind of go back and forth. He kind of just picks a side. He seems to stay out of it until he wants to get involved."

Dupuis wanted a piece of that explanation.

"What side are you on usually?" he asked Crosby.

"The opposite of yours," Crosby said.

"Exactly," Dupuis replied. "And, if you ask anybody, I'm more on the positive side of it. [Kunitz] is neutral. [Crosby] is the negative side of it."

Crosby just hung his head and laughed.

The three can afford some levity, and not just in training camp. They combined for 57 goals, 146 points last season, which was shortened by nearly half because of a lockout.

Kunitz had two goals and an assist, Dupuis had a goal and Crosby two assists Wednesday in a 5-1 preseason win against the Detroit Red Wings at Joe Louis Arena.

Kunitz readily admitted he's the quiet one, but he appreciates the way the three get along. They are part of a group of players who usually go out to dinner on the road the night before games.

"I think that's part of the chemistry of building a team," Kunitz said. "If you're happy and having fun, guys usually have more success.

"I think everybody knows [Dupuis] has that fun character, an outgoing locker-room kind of guy. Me and Sid are a little more reserved in that area. Outside of the rink, we get along really well."

Because of that, they have found ways to defuse any conflicts during games, which sometimes arise simply because it's not always easy to play with such an elite player as Crosby, the first overall draft pick in the 2005 draft.

"I won't take criticism as well as probably [Kunitz] will if something comes my way," Dupuis said.

"[Crosby] knows if I don't see him out there, it's not because I don't want to see him; it's because I really did not see him.

"If he comes back to the bench, I'm like 'Sid,' and he's, like, 'Duper, you didn't see me that play?' I'll look at him and, with the eye contact, he knows. I try my best out there. Sometimes, I just don't see him. The [elite] way he sees things, he thinks everybody sees them the same way."

All is well when they get off of the ice and start the litany of inside jokes.

"I always pretend like I don't know how old he is and say he's pretty fast for 36, and he always corrects me," Crosby said.

Kunitz, who turns 34 today, and Dupuis, 34, are each married with children.

Kunitz's two sometimes hang out with Dupuis' four, such as for trick or treating. Crosby is unmarried.

"Our personalities are not the same," Dupuis said.

"We're at different spots in our life away from the rink. But we all respect each other. We respect the work ethic.

"He plays with two never-drafted guys. We respect where each other is coming from."

So does Crosby show up for Sunday dinner or offer to baby-sit for his linemates so they can have date nights with their wives?

Certainly not with Dupuis, thanks to Crosby's deep superstitions.

"I have a black cat, so he won't come over," Dupuis said. "It's been a year and a half, he hasn't been over. I have two [large] Bernese mountain dogs and he was over, but just a little darker looking cat and he hasn't been."

Dupuis, who for three seasons roomed with Crosby on the road, believes it's important that away from the rink the players draw Crosby -- normally something of a hockey head -- into conversations about other things.

"He needs that," Dupuis said. "You can't think hockey 24/7. You'll go crazy.

"You'll overthink everything. You'll get tired. And you miss out on so much stuff that you can enjoy in life."

Shelly Anderson: shanderson@post-gazette.com, 412-263-1721 and Twitter @pgshelly.
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Competition in training camp points to the depth of an organization, but it also leads to roster confusion only days before the season starts.

So the lineup the Coyotes debut tonight in their preseason finale against the San Jose Sharks easily could be different than the one they use next Thursday to open their season against the New York Rangers.

“There are some issues there that we’re still working through,” coach Dave Tippett said.

The Coyotes inched a little closer to a 23-man roster Thursday when they assigned forwards Andy Miele and Jordan Szwarz to their American Hockey League affiliate. They also released center Gilbert Brule from his professional tryout.

That puts the camp roster at 25, but it’s possible the Coyotes only need to make one more cut.

Defenseman Rusty Klesla hasn’t been able to do much since he suffered a concussion and whiplash from an open-ice hit in the first preseason game Sept. 15 against the Los Angeles Kings.

“He had a bike ride (Thursday),” Tippett said. “I think (Friday) he goes the next step to a little more exertion, so he’s moving in the right direction.”

Klesla could start the season on injured reserve and if he does, he moves off the active roster. But the Coyotes still have to decide how many extra forwards vs. defensemen they keep.

Winger Paul Bissonnette, who is appealing his 10-game suspension for coming off the bench in an illegal line change during an altercation against the Kings, would be unavailable if the suspension stands but he still counts toward the 23-man roster, which has to be submitted to the league Monday.

“Obviously if there’s an appeal process, that’s got to happen pretty quickly,” Tippett said.

What’s especially slowing the decision-making process is the emergence of wingers Max Domi and Lucas Lessio. Both are still very much in contention for a spot, as is winger Chris Brown.

“There are young players that come in and get it right away,” Tippett said. “And there are some it takes a little longer. We’ll continue to monitor and see where it goes.”

New smile

Defenseman Zbynek Michalek is sporting the trademark toothless hockey grin after three of his front teeth were knocked out after he took a puck to the mouth in the first preseason game.

“Tough start, but it is what it is,” he said. “It’s part of the game and it’s behind me now, and I don’t have any issues right now.”

Michalek plans to wait until the season is over to seek permanent replacements.

“Once I heal, I will probably get those flippers so my kids aren’t afraid of me at home,” he said.

Tuck it out

Starting this season, the jersey tuck made famous by Wayne Gretzky is no longer allowed.

The rule, which prohibits tucking a jersey into the pants so that the top part of the pant padding is exposed and the jersey number is obstructed, is actually already in the rulebook but is now finally being enforced.

Players will first receive a warning from the referee. A second offense will result in a two-minute penalty.

“You only feel it when you get on the bench, and all the guys are untucking their jerseys to put it back in place so you don’t get a penalty,” winger Mikkel Boedker said. “It’s a little annoying rule, but it’s there for a reason and we’ve just got to follow it.”
Laughton does little to stand out in Flyers' loss 

Laviolette: 'I want to make sure we leave camp healthy'
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September 26, 2013, 9:45 pm
NEWARK, N.J. -- He’s been between Scott Hartnell and Matt Read.

Between Tye McGinn and Read.

Between Jay Rosehill and Adam Hall.

Thursday night at Prudential Center against the Devils, Flyer prospect Scott Laughton played between Michael Raffl and Read.

Coach Peter Laviolette used a skeleton lineup minus eight players who will be on the final roster, including Claude Giroux and Jakub Voracek.

The Devils won against the Flyers' “B” group (missing eight regulars), 4-1. That said, scoring has been a huge concern in preseason -- 11 goals in six games -- as we head into the real games next week.

It’s down to the nitty-gritty now as to whether Laughton can somehow squeeze onto the roster. And, if so, can he play up and down the lineup, because there really is no permanent spot for him.

“It’s definitely in the back of your mind. You are always thinking about it and it’s in the back of your mind, what’s going to be the end result,” Laughton said of trying to make the roster. “I try to stay positive.”

Last season, the Oakville (Canada) native lasted five games then was sent back to his junior club in Oshawa. Unless something shakes out or the club is willing to carry 14 forwards, Laughton seems headed back again.

Laviolette moved Laughton to a better line in this game with skill players. Raffl himself is looking to make the club at left wing, and to this point, has a spot on the final roster.

“I played pretty big minutes my first two preseason games and wasn’t too happy with them,” Laughton said. “I wasn’t moving my feet in London, Ont., especially. The game in Toronto, my second and third period were better. I moved my feet, I was more physical.

“I’m in game mode now. I’ve got my legs under me. This will be a big challenge for me and I hope I respond under pressure.”

He didn't.

Laughton played 15:42, had no official shots, two missed shots and one hit. He needed to have some kind of impact on the game and he didn’t, even though he played on the second power play and on the penalty kill.

After the game, Laviolette -- without referring to any player specifically -- said he was very disappointed in players, who are supposed to be fighting for job, failing to make a difference.

“Guys you were looking to respond needed to respond better," he said. "That’s what I don’t get. We’re in a training camp, an evaluation period and a process for guys to put their cards on the table and I was disappointed in that tonight.”

“You hit the post early and get confidence early,” Laughton said, referring to the first period. “New Jersey is a hard team to play against. Their defense, they shut you down. It’s a tough game.

“I need more. We lose 4-1 and I was second line centerman, at least tonight. You got to show more at this type of level here. It’s tough.

“I’m trying to make the team and this is my shot. You can practice as much as you want ... At the end of the day, it comes down to games. It’s not much coming into this building and losing like that.” 

Laviolette wanted to evaluate Laughton throughout camp with different players before the hockey staff makes its final cuts.

“It’s important to see him in different roles, different lines,” Laviolette said. “This situation, it would have a different look than other nights.” 

There’s a school of thought that says sending Laughton back is not going to advance his game “if” he is dominating other junior players in the OHL.

The flip side of that is that it does him even less good sitting around as a healthy scratch or playing shallow minutes in a fourth-line role. Then again, Sean Couturier did that two years ago, and he was 18 when he made the Flyers' roster, though he played 14 minutes a game.

Laviolette doesn’t agree that Laughton can’t benefit from going back to Oshawa if that’s the final decision.

“I’m sure there are guys who have gone back and matured physically,” Laviolette said. “They’ve gained confidence and have had a positive year. So I’m not sure I buy that … I don’t think his season would be busted.

“I think there is room for improvement in both scenarios. Again, don’t read into my comments, one way or another.

“I think there is a case to be made for sending a kid back … developing physically, mentally and maturing and to excel on the ice and be an elite player in that league.

“I think there is [another] case to be made to move it [forward] and practice at this level and play at this level and work your way into a role like Sean Couturier did. There is a case to be made both ways.”

Laughton made the decision process “tough” on the Flyers last year and he’s done the same thing in this camp, as well. Alas, there remains too many centers.

Laughton said it was “huge” playing those five games and getting his lips wet to the NHL last winter after the lockout ended.

One nagging question is this: Does Laughton have to play center? The Flyers' hockey staff says “yes” because he is a natural centerman.

If this weren’t the case in which the Flyers could move Laughton around like they do with Max Talbot, then the decision to keep him is much easier.

“It’s a tough question,” Laughton admitted. “I played center all my life. That’s my main position. But a bunch of guys have moved positions in their career.

“I’m open to anything. Open to do whatever I can to make this hockey team and whatever that position is, I’m willing to do.”

Flyers' prospect Morin injures hand in Canada 
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Samuel Morin, the Flyers' top defensive prospect, will miss up to two weeks after being injured this week in Canada.

According to Flyers general manager Paul Holmgren, Morin suffered a hand injury for Rimouski Oceanic, his junior team, in his last game. Holmgren did not give specifics.

Morin was sent back to his junior club last week before the Flyers left for Lake Placid for team bonding.

The 18-year-old defenseman was the No. 11 pick overall in last summer’s NHL draft.

Last week, Morin agreed to a three-year, entry-level deal worth $4.275 million.

Ray Emery played a game. Then Steve Mason did. Then Emery played in another.

It’s finally Mason’s turn again tonight against the New Jersey Devils at the Prudential Center. As far as he’s concerned, it’s about time.

Mason -- like Emery -- is content with the Flyers’ strict one-on, one-off preseason rotation, but definitely wants to spend more time in net before the team’s Oct. 2 opener.

“I think the same goes for anybody,” Mason said. “Whether it’s goalie, defense or forwards, you want to play as much as you can to make sure that, come puck drop on opening night, everything feels good.”

So far, Mason says, everything does feel good. While his in-game performances haven’t been perfect, Mason remains encouraged by how things have gone for him so far this September. 

“Right now in practice, I feel really, really strong,” he said. “It’s just a matter of carrying that into the games. I’ve only played one and a half games right now, so I’ll utilize my next start and make sure that if I can get into another one as well, that I’ll make the most of it.”

The Flyers’ exhibition games have played out exactly as expected, with the team’s two netminders splitting time as close to 50-50 as is possible. Emery had the last start, a 2-1 loss Tuesday to the Devils at the Wells Fargo Center.

The Flyers’ goalie tandem, of course, has received plenty of attention through training camp. The team’s goalie strategy this season is arguably the NHL’s most radical (and certainly its least expensive), especially considering what their situation in net looked like this time last year.

“People are making such a big deal out of it,” Mason said. “Razor (Emery) and I are both competitive guys, we both want to play, and only one can play at a time. Regardless of who’s in the net, we want to be supportive of one another and for the team.

"If Razor wins his next start, it’s great, it’s good for our team. If I win my next, it’s great. We’re not going to put any negative spin on it. It’s nice having two guys that are hungry to play.”

What has been a challenge for Mason, though, is getting accustomed to the Flyers’ current defense. When he came to the team last spring, its blue line was in bad shape. The Flyers went through 13 D-men in just 48 games in 2013, with Mason never having had a chance to play behind some key members of the defense while learning how to play with some who likely won't suit up in orange and black at all this season.

There's been a definite learning curve for him this preseason.

“You find that in the first couple games of preseason that you’re playing with guys that you’ve never played with before,” he said. “And trying to figure that out -- it’s such a short period of time. … Because when I did get here last year, key guys were out with injuries. So now that they’re all back and healthy, we really have to make sure that we’re taking advantage of this time.”

The Flyers enter this season with no clear-cut No. 1 goalie, the first time in years the position has been free for the taking. For Mason, and for Emery too, that helps feed the already-present competition. But plenty of analysts, still, lack faith in the Flyers' setup.

And like the team's current goalie rotation, that, too, is OK with Mason.

“Everybody’s entitled to their opinion,” he said. “I’m not sure where they’re having Razor and myself ranked, but if it’s a low position, it would be a great feeling when you get to prove them wrong.”

Tags: 

Steve Mason, Ray Emery, Philadelphia Flyers, peter Laviolette   

E-mail Sarah Baicker at sbaicker@comcastsportsnet.com.

Both Wayne Simmonds and Jakub Voracek were at the Wells Fargo Center Wednesday afternoon, but only one of them participated in practice.

Simmonds, who had been battling the flu since the Flyers’ trip to Lake Placid, N.Y., last week, took part in the full hour-long session. In fact, it was the second consecutive day the right winger was on the ice – he skated before Tuesday’s 2-1 loss to the New Jersey Devils, too.

Coach Peter Laviolette said he looked like his old self, despite having lost a few pounds while fighting the illness.

“He looked great," coach Peter Laviolette said. “He was loose, he was popping around the ice, he had great snap on his stick and was jumping around on his skates, so he looked good to me.”

The Flyers have only two preseason games remaining before their Oct. 2 regular-season opener. Simmonds will, at a minimum, play in Thursday’s game against the Devils in Newark, N.J.

He’s ready to return.

“I’m fine,” Simmonds said. “Had a good practice yesterday before the game, too.  I was good yesterday, just coming back off the flu. But I feel healthy, feel strong and ready to go.”

Voracek, however, is another story. The Flyers’ top-line right wing sustained an upper-body injury during the second period of Tuesday’s loss (see story), and didn’t practice Wednesday. According to general manager Paul Holmgren, the injury was "nothing serious," and Voracek is day to day. Voracek won't play in Thursday's game against the Devils.

He declined to speak to the media, but through Flyers’ PR, Voracek said he was “status quo.”

Walking around the hallway by the Flyers’ locker room on Wednesday, Voracek walked fine and didn’t appear to have any visible bandages.

“I saw him today,” Laviolette said. “He looked good. A smile on his face.”
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Training camp is winding down to a precious two games for the Flyers to sort things out.

They will end exhibition play this week with Thursday’s game in New York, then Friday’s finale in Washington.

Preseason is about working on systems, personnel, special teams and getting your goalies ready. It’s not necessarily about winning games. So far, the Flyers have not had a game with their entire roster, either.

After five exhibition games, the Flyers have scored just 11 goals, given up 14 and have a 1-3-1 record.

General manager Paul Holmgren doesn’t feel the team is far off. He still must decide whether to carry 13 or 14 forwards; whether Michael Raffl makes the final cut; and whether Scott Laughton stays on the roster or goes back to his junior team, the Oshawa Generals.

One more thing. Does Erik Gustafsson or Andrej Meszaros get the last of the top six spots on defense? Holmgren has already admitted he may carry eight defensemen at season’s start.

The Laughton decision likely will come first because it doesn’t involve waivers or a trade.

“At the end of the day, we will do what is best for the organization and best for Scott,” Holmgren said, recalling the 19-year-old’s time here last season before being sent back to Oshawa.

At this point, Laughton is simply going to dominate for the Generals. Yet unless he is playing center on a nightly basis, it doesn’t make sense to have sit as a healthy scratch, either. He needs games.

“Whether he is ready or not, we have a couple more days to think about it,” Holmgren said.

Decisions on defense are just as challenging because of the numbers – 10 (including Hal Gill).

“I’m encouraged by the health,” Holmgren said. “All our defensemen are healthy. We have good depth. They have all played good. Are there tough decisions? Absolutely. At the end of the day, we have good depth and if [we] remain healthy we will be OK.”

It remains unlikely Bruno Gervais stays or that Gill is offered a contract. If the Flyers, however, were to move a defenseman in a trade, it’s entirely possible the club would carry a veteran like Gill as an extra player.

At least one body has to go and possibly two.

“All those things will be decided when we need to make decisions,” Holmgren said.

So where does this team stand?

“We’re reasonably healthy still,” Holmgren said. “We’ve got a couple of guys with the flu from Lake Placid. We don’t have anything serious injury wise.

“Obviously, you’d like to have a better record in some of these games. [Tuesday] we got a taste of what it’s going to be like once we get to the games for real. It’s all about competition and one-on-one battles and stuff like that. For the most part, we played a pretty good game [against New Jersey].”

The Flyers have Claude Giroux back, but they have lost Jakub Voracek to an apparent lower back injury, and Wayne Simmonds missed the 2-1 loss to the Devils with the flu. Simmonds rejoined practice on Wednesday.

“Claude’s first game … it’s good to get him back in the lineup,” Holmgren said. “He is obviously our catalyst and the guy who makes the team go. I think we’re OK.

“We’ve got two games left. One of the two games we will play most of our team and try to get Luke Schenn and Wayne and [Zac] Rinaldo back in the lineup for Friday. Then we’ll be ready to go.”

How does he feel about the club right now?

“I feel good,” Holmgren replied. “It’s going to be hard. The league is a tough league.”

Even tougher with realignment and a stacked Metropolitan Division that is far more competitive than the old Altantic.

Eight clubs make the playoffs from each conference, but the major difference is there are 16 teams in the East and only 14 in the West. So the odds favor teams out west for a playoff spot.

Kimmo Timonen, the defensive captain of this club even though the title doesn’t exist in reality, said things still need to settle in.

“We’ve still got some guys out of the lineup,” Timonen said. “There’s still a couple games left and we need those games.

“That’s why it’s called preseason – you try different stuff, different power play units, different forwards  together. Different guys and that kind of stuff. I’m sure the next two games we’ll pare down and start playing lines together.”
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Claude Giroux told a fib.

Smiling as he spoke to the media after Tuesday’s 2-1 preseason loss to the Devils, the Flyers’ captain admitted he had every intention of playing, even if he misled some into thinking he was postponing his preseason debut a few more days.

“I didn’t want to tell you guys,” said Giroux, who has been recovering from right hand surgery to repair torn tendons.

“A week ago, I went to see the doctor. That was the game plan -- to play tonight. Everything was going well. It went a little better than we thought, so it’s good to see.”

There were no restrictions placed on Giroux in terms of ice time or taking faceoffs. In fact, Giroux won 9 of 11 draws during the loss.

“Did I?” Giroux asked. “I think the stat guy was nice to me. Obviously, when you get your wingers to help you win the faceoff, usually 75 percent of the time it’s even and the wingers, whoever wins the battle [wins the draw].” 

He said faceoffs were probably the biggest challenge with his hand.

“Just going back to the battles and we had one or two practices on the ice with battles while the whole game is about winning battles,” he said. “I got to work on that here. I’m not worried.”

Neither is coach Peter Laviolette.

“I didn’t see any issues with him in terms of puck battles or faceoffs, nothing like that,” Laviolette said, adding that Giroux needs to get back into the speed of the game and get his timing down with his linemates.

Laviolette said he had not noticed anything that Giroux was incapable of doing in training camp. Giroux said Monday there were still some things he wasn’t totally comfortable with on the ice.

On Tuesday, he said he meant that ... for real.

“I didn’t play hockey for three weeks,” he said. “It’s just a habit, playing hockey and making a quick pass. It’s gonna get there, but a game like tonight will help a lot.”

Giroux worked with his usual linemates -- Scott Hartnell and Jakub Voracek. His timing was understandably off, but that has to be expected. For example, he missed a pass to Voracek for what would have been a quality scoring chance in the opening period.

His shot seems fine. He drilled the crossbar during a Flyers' power play in the second period so hard, the net moved. That’s as good a positive as you can ask for in wondering about his hand strength.

Wired

Rookie Scott Laughton was wired for Tuesday’s game on The Comcast Network. He was also very vocal on the ice and said he felt it was necessary to allow his linemates, Jay Rosehill and Adam Hall, know where he was at all times.

Laughton is in a battle to earn a spot on the roster at center -- not wing.

Loose pucks

Wayne Simmonds, who missed practice time in Lake Placid with the flu, did not play Tuesday. ... Defenseman Bruno Gervais’ stall was empty. It had just a nameplate, but no equipment. General manager Paul Holmgren said there was nothing to read into. The Flyers need to move at least one defenseman and another player by next week to get under the cap. ... Holmgren also said the club may carry just 13 forwards and if so, it might carry eight defensemen. But it just as easily could be 14 forwards and seven defenders, he added.
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Morning skate update: Anderson between pipes for Senators, Lazar to play

Goaltender Craig Anderson is expected to play his first full game of the pre-season as the Ottawa Senators travel to the Bell Centre in the second game of the home and away series Thursday.
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Morning skate update: Anderson between pipes for Senators, Lazar to play 

Craig Anderson kicks out the toe to stop a shot by James van Riemsdyk with defence man Marc Methot (R) in close in the 2nd period as the Ottawa Senators take on the Toronto Maple Leafs in pre-season NHL action at Canadian Tire Centre, September 19, 2013, in Kanata, Ontario. (Wayne Cuddington / Ottawa Citizen)
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Goaltender Craig Anderson is expected to play his first full game of the pre-season as the Ottawa Senators travel to the Bell Centre in the second game of the home and away series Thursday.

“You want to play, you want to get out there and kind of get into the playing situations where it’s more game like and a lot more situations where you have to stay mentally focussed and you’re not so worried about third or fourth or fifth shots in a row in practice,” said Anderson.

“It’s always a good place, a fun place, to play. They always have good crowds. It’s one of those things where you’ve got to use the energy they bring, but you’ve still got to get up for the game. You can’t just go out there and go through the motions. You’ve got to work on your game. That’s the biggest thing in the pre-season.”

The fact Anderson is playing a full game is a good sign for the Senators, considering that he has been slowed by something (he insists it’s not his ankle) through the first two weeks of training camp. Robin Lehner is also going to Montreal as the back-up, but coach Paul MacLean says the plan is for Anderson to play the entire game.

Anderson figures to have his hands (and feet) full, given that the Canadiens will dress a lineup full of experienced NHL players. The Senators lineup, on the other hand, is full of prospects bidding to do everything possible to get noticed by the coaches and management. Jason Spezza, Bobby Ryan, Milan Michalek, Kyle Turris, Clarke MacArthur, Colin Greening, Erik Condra, Chris Neil, Erik Karlsson, Marc Methot, Chris Phillips and Patrick Wiercioch are all staying at home.

The group does include Mark Stone and Mike Hoffman, part of the crew in a battle to win a roster spot out of training camp. It also includes first-round draft pick Curtis Lazar, playing his first ever exhibition game after suffering a shoulder injury on the first day of training camp.

“I’m pretty excited,” Lazar said. “I woke up and it felt like Christmas that’s for sure, just getting to the rink. I’m looking forward to it. There’s no better place to start for my first NHL pre-season action.”

The Senators might expect the Canadiens to try and establish themselves physically in front of their home crowd. The memories of the Senators eliminating Montreal in the playoffs last spring are fresh. The Canadiens, who were outmuscled by Ottawa in that five-game series, were physical in Wednesday’s 5-2 loss at the Canadian Tire Centre, when they sported a much weaker lineup than what they will display tonight.

“You figured there was going to be some heated moments,” said Anderson, when asked about the nature of the Canadiens style. “In the past, in my experience, when a team gets knocked out in the playoffs the year before, when they play them for the first time again, there’s always a little bit of animosity that’s still there from forcing the other team to go golfing at the end of the year. Tht’s not a good feelign when you’re on the other end of it.”
Post-game report: start the season before everyone is hurt

The regular season cannot start soon enough for the Senators.
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The regular season cannot start soon enough for the Ottawa Senators, who watched a handful of players march to the trainer’s room during a 5-2 pre-season win over the Montreal Canadiens.

Erik Karlsson, Patrick Wiercioch, Bobby Ryan and Erik Condra all left the game at one point or another. Ryan sat out the entire third period as a precaution for a shoulder “stinger” and Karlsson said he is also fine.

Head coach Paul MacLean noted that all’s well that ends well.

“The list seemed to be pretty long, but it seems everybody’s going to be alright, and nobody has anything that’s going to be long-term, mostly precautionary,” MacLean said. “You take people out to make sure nothing else happens.”

On Ryan, MacLean said:

“the fact he came back is good, and when he did come back he still had a little bit of discomfort and it was 4-1, so let’s err on the side of caution. Oct. 4 is more important.

“Everybody is fine, we just have to get them some rest,” MacLean said.

 BUSY TRAINER’S ROOM

“iT’S a little busy back there,” Ryan said, after emerging from the trainer’s room. “It was one of those games. The room is crowded right now, that’s for sure.”

Ryan was stung in a second period hit by Greg Pateryn, but said no malice was intended.

“I don’t know if the one guy was setting a pick on me or what, but there was a little bit of a collision, for sure.”

Ryan had another shift, but then stayed in the room for the third period.

Karlsson said he also left the game with about five minutes remaining “just as a precaution, nothing serious. Nothing serious. I was a little bit tired and didn’t need to play any more minutes.”

Whatever was bothering Karlsson had nothing to do with his achilles injury, he said.

HAMMOND SUMMONED

 MacLean said expected goalie starter Nathan Lawson “tightened up” during the warmup and was kept out. You guessed it. As a precaution.

The coach was impressed with how emergency starter Andrew Hammond “came back and battled” after giving up a goal on the Habs first shot. It was Hammond’s first appearance in an NHL game.

“We were impressed with him, with the way that he played,” MacLean said.

Hammond, 25 out of Bowling Green University, said he found out he was going to play with “about one minute left in the warmup.

“Something came up, and I try to be a good pro, so you get yourself ready for the game.

“I got ready in the warmup as if I was starting, and it paid off.

“The first shot really got me into it,” Hammond smiled. “Obviously as a kid you dream about your first game, and you don’t think about the first one going in. You kind of take a deep breath and settle in there.”

DECISION NO CLOSER

 While Cory Conacher did himself a huge favour with a goal and an assist, Stephane Da Costa also had another strong game. So, as the coach noted, the candidates for the final top six position continue to make the call a tough one.

“Stephane Da Costa had another good game,” MacLean said.

“All the guys from the tryout list acquited themselves pretty good again. The decision is getting closer and it’s not getting easier.”

Conacher played alongside Kyle Turris and Clarke MacArthur, Ottawa’s best line on the night.

“I felt pretty comfortable with those guys,” Conacher said. “They know how to help me out when I’m in trouble and know how to find me as well.

twitter.com/hockeyScanner
Scanlan: Sens beat Habs, but keeping stars healthy would be a real victory

If the purpose of an NHL training camp is to give prospects a look and get veterans ready, there is an overreaching goal.
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Scanlan: Sens beat Habs, but keeping stars healthy would be a real victory 

Bobby Ryan (M) of the Ottawa Senators celebrates his goal with Milan Michalek (L) and Stephane Da Costa against the Montreal Canadiens during first period of NHL action at Canadian Tire Centre in Ottawa, September 25, 2013. Photo by Jean Levac/OTTAWA CITIZEN
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If the purpose of an NHL training camp is to give prospects a look and get veterans ready, there is an overreaching goal.

Keep the stars of the team from getting maimed or suspended.

While the Ottawa Senators have nicely avoided running afoul of the NHL lawmakers, red flags went up all over the national capital region when it was announced that centre Jason Spezza and goaltender Craig Anderson were being pulled from the starting lineup for precautionary reasons against the visiting Montreal Canadiens.

Minus the lead singer (Spezza) and the drummer (Anderson), the rest of the band were in key to the tune of a 5-2 win over the Canadiens in Wednesday’s pre-season game at the Canadian Tire Centre.

Fans of both teams got to see something — some of the young Canadiens impressed with their speed, and for the home side, new scoring winger Bobby Ryan delivered the kind of highlight goal that creates surges at ticket windows.

After pulling a drag move on Darren Dietz that left No. 84 lurching at air, Ryan pulled the puck back and whipped a low shot past Peter Budaj to give the Senators a 2-1 lead late in the first period. The power play goal came as a relief to a struggling unit, even if it is the pre-season.

Not so pleasing was the sight of Ryan hunched over in pain after a collision with Montreal defenceman Greg Pateryn behind the Habs net in the second period. Ryan went to the dressing room, returned to action, but then sat out the entire third period as a precaution.

Ryan’s replacement on the top line, Mika Zibanejad, scored in the third period, with the game well in hand.

The teams had traded goals early in the first period. Defenceman Magnus Nygren opened the scoring for Montreal on a high slap shot, but the Senators got it back on a goal by Clarke MacArthur, snapping a shot past Budaj after getting a great pass from Cory Conacher.

Stephane Da Costa, fresh off a strong outing in Toronto the night before, took Spezza’s place on the first line with wingers Ryan and Milan Michalek. Whether he is auditioning for work elsewhere, or bidding for a remote possibility of employment in Ottawa, Da Costa had another strong game, picking up an assist on a Michalek goal that extended the Senators’ lead to 3-1 late in the second period.

Michalek, pouncing on a loose puck amid a scramble, lifted a shot over Budaj’s shoulder. Cory Conacher also scored a power-play goal in the third.

Erik Karlsson was a factor throughout and contributed three assists.

Raphael Diaz scored the other goal for the Canadiens, on a long point shot with Andrew Hammond screened.

For fans wondering about playoff series spillover, the game featured several fights that might speak to the rivalry, or might have more to do with two teams getting antsy for the regular season to start.

Hammond had a strong night in goal for Ottawa (24 saves on 26 shots), a bonus appearance as he was the team’s third choice to start. Anderson, the Senators’ No. 1 goalie, was detained for an undisclosed nagging injury, and then Nathan Lawson was hurt during the pre-game warm-up.

‘CAMP ISSUES’

Senators head coach Paul MacLean said the absence of Spezza and Anderson from Wednesday’s game was due to minor “camp issues” that likely would not have kept either player out of the lineup in the regular season.

Spezza missed most of last season due to back surgery, then had his return to action delayed because of a knee injury during rehabilitation. So, there is always concern when the Senators’ new captain misses a scheduled game.

“I’m just dealing with a little, minor training camp thing,” Spezza said. “Just making sure that I’m rested. I’m not going to play games unless everything’s feeling good.”

Spezza said the issue is not related to his back, but stems from the grind of training camp, “one of those things when you have a lot of days at camp, that catches up to you a little bit.”

Spezza said he would skate on Thursday and “see how it goes,” but is unlikely to travel to Montreal for Thursday’s return date with the Habs.

MOM CALLING

Anderson, who was supposed to start two games this week, also suffered a major injury last season, a high ankle sprain, but says this latest problem has nothing to do with his ankle.

“You guys can stop reporting about my ankle,” Anderson said, after he and Spezza skated with a practice group. “My mother called the other day, ‘how’s your ankle?’ Just to kind of put everything to bed, the ankle’s fine.

“This is just basic training camp — you get pushed through the ringer a few times, things start to get sore, you just want to make sure you don’t take it too far.”

Anderson won’t speculate on when he can see action again. After Thursday’s game, the Senators only have Sunday’s split-squad matches with the New York Islanders left in their pre-season schedule.

“Ideally, you want to get in a couple of games and feel good,” said Anderson.

“Whether that’s one game or two games, nobody really knows at this point.”

Anderson played two periods against the Maple Leafs on Sept. 19 and appeared to tweak something toward the end of the second period.

The plan was for Anderson and Lehner to both play two full games this week, but now the club moves to Plan B — getting Anderson at least one game.

wscanlan@ottawacitizen.com
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With time ticking down, time to see who’s still in the running

Ottawa Senators defenceman Marc Methot has plenty of sympathy for the prospects who are caught in a whirlwind of pressures, distractions and contract intangibles as they bid to make the team out of training camp.
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With time ticking down, time to see who’s still in the running 

Toronto Maple Leafs' Mark Fraser tries to reach for a puck as Ottawa Senators' Stephane Da Costa skates towards the net during first period NHL hockey action in Toronto on Saturday, February 16, 2013.THE CANADIAN PRESS/Chris Young
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Ottawa Senators defenceman Marc Methot has plenty of sympathy for the prospects who are caught in a whirlwind of pressures, distractions and contract intangibles as they bid to make the team out of training camp.

It wasn’t so long ago that Methot was in the same skates as the current Senators “bubble” boys like Mark Stone, Mike Hoffman, Cory Conacher, Stephane Da Costa, Andre Petersson, Cody Ceci and Mark Borowiecki. They’re all desperately trying to piece together the big picture, while also aiming to showcase themselves to make the NHL.

Publicly, they usually offer up standard clichés along the lines of “only controlling what I can control”, but Methot says it’s impossible to put blinders on to all the other noise.

“I don’t think you can,” said Methot, who spent three seasons in the AHL before establishing himself as an NHL regular with the Columbus Blue Jackets in 2008-09. “I think the more passionate you are about the game, the more it’s going to hit home. You’re going to have more anxiety, you’ll be more stressed out, just because you care so much about the game and you take it so seriously. And you’ve got family. You’ve got so many outside pressures that people don’t realize, that are hanging over you and bugging you.

“You read into everything. You can’t just brush it off. You can tell the guys to relax, you can tell them to be confident, but it comes down to them.”

After Wednesday’s game against Montreal, only three exhibition games remain — including a pair of split-squad games Sunday — for the hopefuls to audition for the precious few spots remaining on the roster.

It won’t be easy for the Senators to get down to 23 players, but the internal competition is a good thing, according to Senators coach Paul MacLean. “Who continues to compete, who plays consistently and handles different situations (well) … and all of those scenarios go into who we decide makes the team,” he said.

So with time ticking down, it’s time to take a look at who is still in the running, what factors work for and against individual prospects, and what the 23-man roster might look like when the Senators open the season Oct. 4 against the Buffalo Sabres.

FORWARDS

First, let’s take care of the guarantees. Jason Spezza, Milan Michalek, Bobby Ryan, Clarke MacArthur, Kyle Turris, Colin Greening, Zack Smith, Chris Neil, Erik Condra, Mika Zibanejad and Matt Kassian — the necessary heavyweight — are sure bets.

Assuming the Senators carry 14 forwards, that leaves three spots for a group which includes Jean-Gabriel Pageau, Jim O’Brien, Stone, Conacher, Hoffman, Da Costa and Andre Petersson.

Conacher, O’Brien, Hoffman and Da Costa have an advantage in the sense that they must clear waivers if the Senators choose to send them to Binghamton of the AHL, meaning every other NHL team could pick them up without giving up a player or draft pick in return. Conacher would be a sure bet to be snapped up (he was in the running for the Calder Trophy as rookie of the year before tailing off late last season) and the Senators also gave up goaltender Ben Bishop to acquire him, meaning he’s probably safe.

It says here that Pageau has done more than enough to hold on to the spot he earned for himself with his impressive two-way playoff performance and by his determination, commitment and consistency ever since. Just the same, if the Senators are really stuck, they do have the option to send him to Binghamton without risk of losing him.

So, barring injury and a surprise demotion of Pageau, that leaves one precious spot available.

Petersson has followed up a great rookie camp with a good training camp, but because he doesn’t need waivers and is limited to playing on an offensive line, he’s likely headed to Binghamton. O’Brien, who scored Tuesday against Toronto, would appear to be the victim of being surrounded by too many centres and will likely be placed on waivers.

That leaves Hoffman, Da Costa and Stone. Stone is waiver-exempt, which means if all things were equal, he would be the odd man out. Yet he has best scoring touch of the three, which could make him a good fit on a line with MacArthur and Turris. If he has a strong showing over the final few exhibition games, he’s definitely in the running.

Hoffman has the best speed of the three, but to date, he has played in only one pre-season game, seeing limited time to showcase himself.

In contrast, Da Costa, who took centre stage while playing between Michalek and Ryan Wednesday, has already played four pre-season games. It was a showcase moment for Da Costa, one way or another.

General manager Bryan Murray would like to find a team (Calgary, Edmonton, anyone?) willing to give up a decent draft pick for Da Costa, but as of Wednesday, nothing was imminent. In fact, Murray said one team was asking if he wanted another forward.

We do know that’s not going to happen.

DEFENCE

It’s a little simpler to figure out the blueline. Erik Karlsson, Methot, Jared Cowen, Patrick Wiercioch, Chris Phillips and Joe Corvo all have guaranteed NHL contracts. Eric Gryba is on a two-way deal, but if he’s sent back to Binghamton, he would have to clear waivers. The Senators aren’t going to take the chance at losing him. That’s seven and eight is too many.

For Borowiecki to get a crack at the team out of training camp, one of the club’s physical defencemen — Methot, Cowen, Phillips or Gryba — would need to be injured. The one unknown is when Gryba will be able to return from the lower body injury which has kept him from playing in the pre-season.

Meanwhile, Ceci, an offensive-minded defencemen, could be recalled if Karlsson, Wiercioch or Corvo get injured.

Twitter.com/Citizenkwarren
Senators update: No Spezza, no Anderson against Montreal Wednesday

Yes, it’s the first time the Ottawa Senators and Montreal Canadiens have met since last spring’s playoff series, but let’s not get too carried away thinking Wednesday’s exhibition game between the clubs is going to carry extra intensity because of the rivalry.
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Yes, it’s the first time the Ottawa Senators and Montreal Canadiens have met since last spring’s playoff series, but let’s not get too carried away thinking Wednesday’s exhibition game between the clubs is going to carry extra intensity because of the rivalry.

First off, the Canadiens are sending a rather pedestrian lineup, featuring only 10 veteran players. Peter Budaj is also expected to play the entire game in the Canadiens net.

Meanwhile, the Senators are taking an extremely cautious approach with their own bumps and bruises, opting not to play goaltender Craig Anderson or number one centre Jason Spezza. Nathan Lawson is expected to tend the net for the Senators, while Stephane Da Costa has inherited the choice assignment of playing centre between Milan Michalek and Bobby Ryan.

Senators coach Paul MacLean said that Spezza and Anderson are suffering “general training camp issues and we’re just making sure we’re managing it.”

Spezza had back surgery and played in only five games last season and his absence Wednesday raises alarm bells that not all is well.  Whatever is ailing Spezza — Spezza insists it’s not his back – it wasn’t enough to keep him from taking part in practice with the club’s non-game day players Wednesday morning.

“Could he play? Yes,” said MacLean.

Anderson also skated with the non-game day group, but insists his ailment is unrelated to last season’s ankle injury.

“You guys can stop reporting about my ankle,” he said after practice Wednesday.

 “It’s just small soreness and we’re just trying to be smart about it,” the coach said. “We’ve got back to back games (the clubs will play again Thursday at Montreal’s Bell Centre) and he has an opportunity to play (Thursday) and then another game (Sunday against the New York Islanders).”

Other combinations to look forward to Wednesday night include:

–Cory Conacher receving another audition on right wing with left winger Clarke MacArthur and centre Kyle Turris

–Mika Zibanejed centering a unit with Colin Greening on his left and Erik Condra on the right side

–Centre Jean-Gabriel Pageau figures to get a little extra room to move, with wingers Matt Kassian and Chris Neil serving as his bookends on another line

–The defence pairing of Erik Karlsson and Marc Methot will be back together, while Chris Phillips and Joe Corvo will be paired together in what could be a preview of a regular season blueline partnership.
The post-game report: O’Brien gets rewarded for following game plan

Jim O’Brien is in a tough fight to hold on to his spot with the Ottawa Senators, but he’s not changing his attitude or his style on the ice.
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TORONTO — Jim O’Brien is in a tough fight to hold on to his spot with the Ottawa Senators, but he’s not changing his attitude or his style on the ice.

The way he sees it, if you do the right things – in his case, a straight away banging game which involves being a nuisance around opponents nets — you’ll eventually be rewarded.

“They’ve told me how they want me to play and that’s how I’m going to get out there,” said O’Brien, who broke a 1-1 tie early in the third period in Tuesday’s 3-2 exhibition win over the Toronto Maple Leafs at Air Canada Centre.

The puck actually didn’t hit his stick at all. The cross-crease pass from Corey Cowick banked off his skate and past Maple Leafs goaltender James Reimer.

In O’Brien’s mind, it’s as pretty as any goal.

“We talk about playing in our structure and playing the right way, pass, pass, stop at the net,” he said. “It might look like lucky bounces, but those are things we practice all the time. Getting to the net. It’s about repetition and habits. It’s something every day we talk about. You go there, you stop and good things happen. That’s a good example of it.”

At this point, the most likely scenario for O’Brien is that he’s not on the club’s 23-man roster when training camp breaks. Yet in order to assign him to Binghamton of the American Hockey League, O’Brien must clear waivers first, making him available to the NHL’s other 29 teams.

WHAT THEY SAID, WHAT THEY DID: “For me, it’s his maturity and his fitness level. He’s stronger, which makes him quicker. He’s determined, he has a great skill level and a mind for game. In the defensive zone, he won a couple of huge puck battles, which is something he didn’t do two years ago,” Senators coach Paul MacLean, describing Stephane Da Costa, who once again came up empty on the scoresheet, despite his three shots on goal and his several set-ups for Andre Petersson.
The Morning Skate: Your Daily Dose of Line Shuffling 

September 26th, 2013 10:00 am  

Kevin Schultz, Islanders Point Blank:

We’re almost a week away from the opening of the regular season for the Islanders and the roster seems to be taking shape. On Wednesday, Chris Bruton was brought up for a look with the NHL group and Johan Sundstrom was flipped back to the Bridgeport group in Syosset. Anders Lee was also up, filling in Kyle Okposo’s spot. We’ll surely see some more tweaks and moves as the Islanders are likely to not be making any official cuts until after the split-squad game on Sunday.

baileyOn the first line, Josh Bailey has been flipped into the spot previously occupied by Pierre-Marc Bouchard. Maybe it’s trying different things out, but it could be an early sign that perhaps Bouchard isn’t quite what the team is looking for in the top line role but of course it’s still a bit early to tell.

For Bailey, he flips from left wing where he has had success over to the other side of the ice entirely. But Bailey did have success with Tavares last year in the playoffs, when Capuano blew up the lineup card after a dismal Game One.

Newsday had a bit more context from practice yesterday: 

After a lackluster Game 1, Jack Capuano put Bailey with Tavares and Brad Boyes and put Matt Moulson with Frans Nielsen and Kyle Okposo.

The jarring shift helped the Isles get moving and make that series competitive. It also allowed Bailey some history on which to fall back for stretches like this week, when Capuano shuffled his training camp lines and moved Bailey to the right side with Tavares and Moulson and moved Michael Grabner into the left-wing spot with Nielsen and Okposo.

“It gives you that added confidence that you’ve played together before,” Bailey said. “I thought we played well in the playoffs, created lots of chances — would’ve liked to put couple more in the back of the net. But all in all, I think it went pretty well.”

--------------------------------------------------------------------------------

In Syosset with the Bridgeport group, Mike Fornabaio profiled Calvin de Haan who seems to be in line to be the first defender when callups are needed. Like Kabanov yesterday, de Haan is returning from his own sort-of freak injury last season. He hurt a shoulder in a really innocuous looking play early last season.

It’s always tough when a career goes off course due to injuries the way de Haan’s has, and he sounds like he’s grinning and bearing it, making the best of a very trying situation:

Feeling healthy, de Haan tried to train harder and focus his diet more this summer than ever before. He said it helped him add five pounds of muscle.

“He’s got to continue to get those reps, that playing time,” Pellerin said. “He’s competing. He’s playing the systems really well. For him, he just has to continue to get games in.”

That’s something de Haan will be glad to do.

“I’m glad to be playing hockey.”

The clock is ticking on de Haan, whom the Islanders invested a lot in to draft and is at the end of his entry level contract this summer.

--------------------------------------------------------------------------------

 Over at Eyes on Isles, they weigh in on the speculation du jour, which is Derek Stepan’s Rangers hold out and the possibilities of an offer sheet.

I have to agree with the title, “A Derek Stepan Offer Sheet Won’t Happen.” It’s a low-probability move for any team in the NHL and it’s certainly not the way the Islanders have operated under Garth Snow (Milbury on the other hand would have already signed him to an offer sheet and traded him). While Stepan could fit into the pay scale, the Islanders don’t seem like the type to rock the boat but rather stick to their plan and mind their business regardless of what is going on around them.

However, I do have to respectfully disagree with the following:

Bringing in Derek Stepan will put an immediate stop to what [Ryan Strome and Brock Nelson] have been working for, and could potentially leave them with a sour taste in their mouths. As we’ve seen in the past, Islanders management believes in the system they have created and know what they have in many of the young stars working their way to the top. Believing in your homegrown talent rather than your rival’s talent is an approach the Islanders look to maintain.Offer sheeting a member of your number one rival is never a good idea.

Although it wouldn’t be any form of “cheap shot” per say, it’s a territory you don’t want to step foot in. Sure, the Rangers are riddled by the salary cap, but that doesn’t mean they would immediately forget about the Isles taking one of their star players and moving him 25 miles east. With guys like Casey Cizikas and Anders Lee coming up on restricted free agency themselves next year, the Rangers could very well pull a similar move and yank the Isles youngsters right from under them.

Offer sheeting a member of your number one rival is never a good idea, unless it makes your team better.

Adding Stepan doesn’t put a stop to what Strome and Nelson are doing, it only bolsters the core of forwards that the Islanders have. Both of those players have played and are playing the wing and could be largely unaffected by the move. Not only that but as it looks right now Peter Regin is the Islanders third line center. Regin is an unproven commodity who has only had one season in the NHL with more than 20 points and is 27 years old. Wouldn’t the team be better off with Stepan in that hole, or Nielsen there with Stepan in the two slot?

When it comes to retaliation, if the Rangers want to “retaliate” by going after Casey Cizikas, I’ll make that trade any day. With all due respect to Cizikas who is a nice young player with a good head on his shoulders, even his best possible upside as an NHL player is nothing close to the point per game pace Stepan had last season with the Rangers at only 23 years old.

But anyway, it won’t happen because offer sheets are a useful tool that most teams don’t like to find useful.
The Morning Skate: Better Late Than Never Highlights 

September 25th, 2013 11:00 am  

Highlights from Sunday’s game in Nashville finally have made their way onto the internet, despite not being broadcast anywhere, because everything makes its way onto the internet these days.

You can check them out here if you’re interested, but in a 2-0 preseason shutout there’s really not a lot of so-called highlights to go around. However, we have gif’ed the pertinent points for you. First up, here’s Matt Carkner just beating the hell out of a Predator who got too close in the crease.

 And this next one, this is really quite something from Joe Finley. I’m just going to leave it here:

--------------------------------------------------------------------------------

 While teammates Johan Sundstrom, Matt Donovan and Brock Nelson get long looks with the Big Club this week, Kirill Kabanov is at Sound Tigers camp. He took a severe cut to the arm early last season as a point of adversity and something that has set back his development an unknown quantity. The CT Post profiled him yesterday:

“I need to earn the coaches’ respect. Most important, I need to be a leader.”

How does he plan to do that?

“I need to score goals,” Kabanov said. “I need to help the team, score goals on the power play, make nice moves, make sure my game is on the right page.”

Kabanov, 21, showed flashes of the skill that made him a prospect. It wasn’t there every night, and injuries and illness slowed him all year, beginning with the accidental spill in Worcester on Oct. 26. The gash to his left wrist required emergency surgery and kept him out until late January.

He finished with just two goals and seven assists in 32 games for Bridgeport. He went home disappointed, but he says he returned mentally ready for a big year.

 To his credit, he’s doing and saying all the right things after a tough year and not being where he likely wants to be after training camp.

--------------------------------------------------------------------------------

 Kyle Okposo put up only four goals last year, but CBS says that he’s due for a bounce back year because he’s way more talented than four-goals-talented and because shooting percentage:

A little more important than just saying he has to be better, though, is the fact that he shot a staggeringly low shooting percentage. Putting shots on net wasn’t a problem but scoring them was as he hit on just 4.0 percent of his shots. That was 5.5 percentage points below his career average (which was certainly brought down by the past season’s mark) and almost 12 whole percentage points behind his shooting percentage the year before. The 15.8 percent mark he put up that season was a bit too high but there is a happy medium in there.

--------------------------------------------------------------------------------

 In case you missed it, here’s Glen Sather going nuclear on Derek Stepan who still has yet to sign a contract and is holding out of training camp:

“I don’t think he is a big enough fool to think that he will sit out the year and it will do any good. He is in a gap contract and every one of our players has signed a gap contract.

“You look at the football players who are making minimum wage, they get paid after they go through that time. I find it frustrating that some teams are in a hurry to sign these guys to big contracts. I think it’s because the owners or managers panic and it’s unfortunate that he has listened to his agent and decided [to do] that.”

He’s trying to scare his player into signing, which I’m not sure will work if that player has already made the decision to skip camp. But there’s not much else Sather can do unless he decides to give in. There’s still time for that offer sheet, Isles.

--------------------------------------------------------------------------------

 On Twitter, Parker Milner shows off the design for his new Sound Tigers helmet. Can we conclude from this that the Sound Tigers will be carrying three goalies this year? No way, but Milner is at least planning not to get shipped off to Stockton (ECHL team, not the prison in Sons of Anarchy). 
Kyle Okposo Day-to-Day with Eye Injury 

September 25th, 2013 10:19 am  

Kyle Okposo is not practicing with the team today, citing the eye injury he suffered on Saturday against New Jersey. Okposo needed stitches to repair a cut above his eye, but as of Saturday night there was no indication of any damage to the eye itself.

Anders Lee is practicing with the NHL group of Isles in Okposo’s place.

26 Players Part of Isles’ NHL Practice Group 

September 24th, 2013 10:03 am  

The Islanders have divided training camp into two groups today; an ‘NHL’ group practicing at the Coliseum and an ‘AHL’ group practicing at IceWorks. According to Arthur Staple, here is how the NHL group shakes out:

Forwards (15):

 Moulson, Tavares, Bouchard, Bailey, Nielsen, Okposo, Grabner, Regin, Martin, Cizikas, McDonald, Boulton, Strome, Nelson and Sundstrom. 

Defenders (8):

 Hamonic, Visnovsky, Hickey, Strait, MacDonald, Donovan, Reinhart and Carkner. 

Goalies (2):

 Nabokov and Poulin

Injured (1):

 Clutterbuck

The Islanders will have to cut the roster down to 23 players for opening night. Clutterbuck could be placed on injured reserve, not taking up a roster spot, which would mean that 24 of the above names would be on the roster. Things could still change, but it looks like of the five young players at the Coliseum today at least three of them could be in New Jersey on opening night.

Also it’s worth noting that Joe Finley, who has an NHL contract and would require waivers to head to Bridgeport, is practicing with the AHL group. Other notables left out: Radek Martinek, Anders Lee, Anders Nilsson and Calvin de Haan. 

And here are the forward lines:

 Moulson – Tavares – Bailey

 Grabner – Nielsen – Okposo

 Regin – Nelson – Bouchard

 Boulton – Sundstrom – Strome

And defensive pairs, with Ham/Mac apparently back together:

 MacDonald – Hamonic

 Hickey – Visnovsky

 Donovan – Strait

 Reinhart – Carkner

I would prefer to see Strome start in the Bridge. Stuffing him on the 4th line with limited playing time will not help his progress.
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⚑

I thought they said that Strome would only be a fit in the top 6, otherwise, he would go to Bridgeport. It seems that Nelson is a sure thing
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⚑

Rangers GM Glen Sather went near-nuclear on his RFA holdout, Derek Stepan. I've never wanted the Isles to offer sheet him more than I do now, after Sather's interview broadcast on MSG:

"I don't think Derek is going to let this thing linger that long," Sather said in an interview on MSG Network during the Rangers' preseason game against theCalgary Flames on Monday night. "I don't think he is a big enough fool to think that he will sit out the year and it will do any good. He is in a gap contract and every one of our players has signed a gap contract.

"You look at the football players who are making minimum wage, they get paid after they go through that time. I find it frustrating that some teams are in a hurry to sign these guys to big contracts. I think it's because the owners or managers panic and it's unfortunate that he has listened to his agent and decided [to do] that."

7 △   ▽   

•

<Reply

•

⥅Share › 

Avatar

rm > ivo 

• 2 days ago   △ ▽ 

⚑

hey glen.. 

This team would struggle to score vs Uniondale high school, and I am the second line center, and one of your leading scorers. You miss managed the cap, overpaid for big name, under producing UFA's(Richards, Brad) and now your stuck.

Thats Ryan O'Reilly calling me, i gotta go. His gap contract was an offer sheet that paid him $10 million over two years. He signed it last season. Tell Hank i said hello, i miss him, and good luck getting his deal next season. I'd imagine the Pens will be calling day one. Cap management Glen, cap management.. 

DS

i imagine that would be the response of the young forward..
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⚑

I'd rather be testing the cap ceiling every year vs. the cap floor every year. I guess some of us want the fresh bread off the delivery truck and others are happy with the 5 day old bread on the sales rack.Isles will NEVER break through with the lowest payroll in the NHL.I guess being eliminated in the first round and being blown out in two games equates to some people as a huge victory. I guess as a senior Isles fan I will never get use to the total mediocrity so many seem to accept.Until Wang is gone we will not compete for the Stanley Cup, we will be happy to get last seed in the playoffs.Don't set your goals to high you may fall off and get hurt.
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⚑

your post ignores two facts:

the fact the team loses money with payroll at the cap floor.

it is impossible for the team to generate a profit while playing at NVMC, no matter their position concerning the cap floor.

or, as you like to write_ enjoy your fresh bread, but your gonna have to steal it. because you can not afford to pay for it.

i think your position is admirable, and i agree with it. but it ignores reality concerning finance.
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⚑

Do you realize not ONE of our draft picks from 2010-2013 has made the big club.We are not talking about low draft picks!,thanks to the teams weak performance over the past several years. After last years nice run late in the season the team wasn't able to sign one top free agent. I truly feel the Isles will struggle in this very tough Metro division this year.
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⚑

Your position is that Strome, Nelson, Reinhart and Pullock lack talent, because they did not make the team? Nino is now Cal Clutterbuck.

 Reinhart, and Pullock can't pay in the AHL, they are too young. Strome is finally able to play in the AHL this fall, he was too young last year. Nelson had a very strong season, his first in the AHL. These players are teenagers, aside from Nelson, who is pretty much NHL ready.

 What free agent, to fill what weakness? There were no top pair defenders to be signed. The net minders were: 

 a 40 years old, 1 season away from hockey- he got a camp tryout- from the Panthers. 

 Flyers " Mr Universe" doesn't have a job. 

Scoring wasn't a problem last season, and the GRIT issue was solved by trading a disgruntled prospect( who made the NHL as a teenager, and had 1 goal in 66 NHL games) for the second leading "hitter" in the NHL-Clutterbuck, who was then locked up long term on the cheap.

 If there is no good move, why make a bad one just to make a move? 

 The Isles may struggle-it depends on the goaltending. Snow must like what he has in net. JT is a big fan of Nabby in the press, must be a reason.
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⚑

So we screwed with the leading goal scorer on Bridgeport last January,not even inviting him to camp so that Marty Reasoner(1 goal in 92 games)could play.The Devils stole a top notch goaltender this past draft and JT certainly isn't going to voice his true feeling about any player including Nabby. What captain in this league would ever do that.When they say the D has to support Nabby better you have to be smart enough to decipher.If Strome,Nelson or Lee were held back because we added a true top talent thats fine.Signing Regin and Bouchard has just delayed their acclamation from the AHL to the NHL.Lee is 23yo and Nelson turns 22 next month.Strome is twice the talent Bailey was at his age.
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⚑

NINO went out and demand a trade. Well, his request was honored. Also, Nino is a wing- not a center, and reasoner sat, and sat a whole lot last season. Nino, wasn't what we'd call having grit- which the team needed. Clutterbuck is grit. 

The Isles offered up on the goaltender-and there wasn't a deal to be made with the Canucks. He is also an unrestricted free agent in two years, and neither Poulin(17 NHL starts) nor Nilson (0 NHL games) has had a real chance. It is kinda weak to write-we threw away Nino without giving him a fair chance, and your ready to throw way these two guys without giving them a fair chance.

Why would JT lie? And why does his opinion have to be negative? " whatever Garth decides to do- it is out of my hands". JT didn't say that. He didn't duck the question, his response was in favor of bringing Nabby back. Do you have special insight into JT? 

How does signing either Regin($750k) or Bouchard($2 million)

at 1 year, block the prospects development? 

They can't be traded? What if the prospects aren't ready. What if somebody gets..hurt? Bouchard plays the wing, and center. Regin, a center by trade, can play wing.

These guys are cheap, effective players that can be sat, traded, or watching from the box- if the prospects are ready. And the prospects aren't ready. Somebody has to play those spots.

One year deals Kevin. 

Call them place holders, disposable heroes, whatever.

One year deals.

see more   
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⚑

Your comment just doesn't sit that well with me. The Winnipeg Jets had one of the lowest payrolls in he league last season, and this season signed several players to extensions, raising them to 17th highest payroll in the league at 63,201,357. Just because they raised their salary substantially this season doesn't mean they will make the playoffs. Tavares will get a handsome raise when his contract is up, as will others which in turn will raise the team payroll. To me, it's about results on the ice. The Islanders will compete for the Stanley Cup with Wang as the owner.
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Agree with payroll vs success.

 The Leafs were the biggest spenders, and they haven't won since the early days of the Vietnam war. The Vietnam war!

The Rangers were also huge spenders, and they have won once in 70 years (Marty-we need to speak about that goal).

 Having big money permits you sign your high end, home grown talent long term. Or spend $5+ million on David Clarkson for 7 years.
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Please come back at the end of the season and defend this comment. If you think Wang will be rolling in gold at Barclays, I guess we will see. Most NHL teams lose money for accounting purposes each year. The Isles have one of the top paying TV/Cable contracts in the league.If Wang is losing big money every year and he's this great businessman why does he retain ownership. I know--He loves us.lol.
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3 years til Brooklyn. He probably would have been better off selling the team, and watching it move somewhere West of here. He doesn't love us- he is a stubborn bastard who loses tens of millions each year on a hockey team. Guy has been getting punched in the wallet for 10 years, and still comes back for more punching. He must really like the game.

 △   ▽   
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⥅Share › 

Avatar

ivo > rm 

• 2 days ago   △ ▽ 

⚑

LOL!

 △   ▽   
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⥅Share › 

Avatar

rm > ivo 

• 2 days ago   △ ▽ 

⚑

i'd actually be pissed if i was Stepan. Why teams aren't tossing offer sheets at $4 million per season at him?

Second line centers, second line centers of his ability, don't come around more often..

compare him to the guys the Wings signed from the Panthers, and the cost.. 

ITS A JOKE. 

I'd take issue with our GM on this point( wow, rm is taking a shot at Garth-hell yes..). offer Stepan 5 years at $20 million. You kick your rival in the balls with a skate blade, and solve a huge problem for this team for the next 5 years. 

Can you imagine JT, Stepan, Nelson down the middle for 5 years. It would cost a first and a third..

The rangers would come back at us? Given our relative cap positions, bring it glen.

2 △   ▽   
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⥅Share › 

Avatar

victor sforza > rm 

• 2 days ago   △ ▽ 

⚑

wang/snow don't have the balls to do it.IMO.it would be great but would stepan want to be a no.2 center getting fewer minutes than he does now?? 

 △   ▽   
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Avatar

ivo > rm 

• 2 days ago   △ ▽ 

⚑

WOW! Center power!

 △   ▽   
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⥅Share › 

Avatar

Since'72 > ivo 

• 2 days ago   △ ▽ 

⚑

I simply do not understand why someone does not offer sheet this guy. Sure it costs you a 1st and a 3rd rounder. Sure it is kind of a declaration of war on the NYR, but if they wanted to sign the guy, they could have it done already! If they are really just $500k apart, this is a dangerous game to play. If they really don't have cap room above their offer, then perhaps signing this particular player and trading someone else to get you under the cap would be in order. It would really serve them right to have some team put the screws to them an make him an offer that the Rangers, for cap reasons, simply could not match! I cannot see him sitting out this season.

1 △   ▽   

•

<Reply

•

⥅Share › 

Avatar

ivo > Since'72 

• 2 days ago   △ ▽ 

⚑

Totally worth losing a 1st and a 3rd rounder!

4 △   ▽   
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⥅Share › 

Avatar

rm > Since'72 

• 2 days ago   △ ▽ 

⚑

you compete everywhere, all the time. Mismanaging your salary cap should bring pain and suffering from your opposition. The Flyers do it all the time. Yet they trade with teams all the time, sign free agents, and haven't had issues with teams hitting them back. Do they look black balled?

Having Dolan as a friend is nice. Finishing higher then Dolan, or wearing a ring on your finger the next time you see him, is MUCH nicer.

Wearing an Isles jersey with Stepan on the back..PRICELESS

2 △   ▽   
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⥅Share › 

Avatar

Nics21 > Since'72 

• 2 days ago   △ ▽ 

⚑

Yes a 1st and 3rd rounder in what is considered a weak draft.
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Sumo Goalie > ivo 

• 2 days ago   △ ▽ 

⚑

So effectively Sather said that a village somewhere is missing it's idiot?
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ivo > Sumo Goalie 

• 2 days ago   △ ▽ 

⚑

exactly.
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Avatar

MarioCT 

• 2 days ago   △ ▽ 

⚑

Where is Martin and McDonald and Cizikas?
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fan since '77 > MarioCT 

• 2 days ago   △ ▽ 

⚑

They're at the NHL camp, but for some reason they're not listed as a forward line at the top of this page.

The lines were Tweeted by the Isles: https://twitter.com/NYIslander...
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Avatar

Jeff Roland 

• 2 days ago   △ ▽ 

⚑

yawn, all this preseason roster masterbation is taken way too seriously. there is one opening until clutterbuck comes back and it will probably be filled by a waiver pickup

and btw nino has been the best foward in his camp and jesse joensuu was first star last night for his team. !guaranteed those 2 guys combine for 30-35 nhl goals this year
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Avatar

dzruggie > Jeff Roland 

• 2 days ago   △ ▽ 

⚑

Joensuu is in the NHL???
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Avatar

Phillyo > dzruggie 

• 2 days ago   △ ▽ 

⚑

Yes, like Nino, JJ never really got an honest shot. Always put in a checking/grinding role without players to compliment his skill set. I will not be surprised that they both turn our to be competent NHL'ers
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joeyblueyes 

• 2 days ago   △ ▽ 

⚑

THE ISLANDERS WILL BE PLAY OFF BOUND
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Michael 

• 2 days ago   △ ▽ 

⚑

This is exactly what this franchise needs competition to make it onto the roster. And fans debating
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Avatar

victor sforza 

• 2 days ago   △ ▽ 

⚑

The devils stole Damien brunner/and with stepan out there I say why not make him an offer?? Don't be scared of rangers big payroll. In two years we'll have the increased revenues to keep strome if the rangers try to poach him. Cmon Garth.
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Avatar

robert 

• 2 days ago   △ ▽ 

⚑

i said yesterday that if any kids made the team, it was important not to ruin their progress like was the case with nino who btw is having a fantastic camp and has just about made the team. how great would he have looked on the top line. what a shame. anyway, strome is on the 4th. line with boulton and reinhart is skating with carkner. what a joke. can cappy and snow do anything more to ruin these kids career?
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Avatar

markp  

• 2 days ago   △ ▽ 

⚑

If PMB is not going to play on the first 2 lines, may be worth exposing him to waivers
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Guest > markp  

• 2 days ago   △ ▽ 

⚑

They had Boyes off the top line to start last season, too. They might be taking a similar approach.
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ivo > markp  

• 2 days ago   △ ▽ 

⚑

PMB I hope is not another reasoner!
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dzruggie > ivo 

• 2 days ago   △ ▽ 

⚑

agreed
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Avatar

Phillyo 

• 2 days ago   △ ▽ 

⚑

where's colin M? Think you got PMB to play with JT. Wouldn't mind seeing the following:

JB JT PMB

MM BN KO

MG FN RS

MM CC CM

Put Moulson on the PP. sorry, but it has become apparent that Moulson is no secret now, away from slot he is arguably a liabilty. He is most deadly n the PP with JT. But I think JB is a better 2 way player, sees the ice extremely well & would work great with JT.

You acan alternate Cal clutterbuck on the 3rd line for ryan. during physical games that warrants protection for JT, switch him up to JT's line for PMB

.

 △   ▽   

•

<Reply

•

⥅Share › 

Avatar

dzruggie > Phillyo 

• 2 days ago   △ ▽ 

⚑

So giving Strome a shot means playing with on the 5th line with 5th line or AHL players - why bother. Same with Reinhart, let's see of this kid is a top D so play him on the 4th pair.
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Avatar

Phillyo > dzruggie 

• 2 days ago   △ ▽ 

⚑

I get that. I think if they pulled a nino & placed rs on a line that could not ever generate offense, I would agree. It is my contention that playing with FN & MG will garner three benefits: 1) the trade off between JT & FN as your center is less than the opposing d line he'd face (hope that made sense) to 'make rookie mistakes'. 2) Take a little pressure off of him, the need to perform with JT & the microscope is comes with may be a bit too much for him. we all know that he is a top 6. In due time no?. 3) If he is all that they say, I bet he makes MG & FN that much better. So now we would have scoring threats throughout the lines. We'd be, arguably Penguin -deep as far as scoring! Granted, if they sent him down I would be good with that. but putting him with FN & Grabs I think would help in his development as well.
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Avatar

dzruggie > Phillyo 

• 2 days ago   △ ▽ 

⚑

I hear you but for me he is a center but if Nelson is a lock there is no way RS is centering - at least this year. For me ultimately that would make Frans expendable.
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Phillyo > dzruggie 

• 2 days ago   △ ▽ 

⚑

Agreed
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Avatar

starz31 

• 2 days ago   △ ▽ 

⚑

So, probably send one d-man and one forward down? Should be interesting. Reinhart would have to go back to juniors, so that adds a little wrinkle.

I haven't been around much the past week but how have the young players looked? Specifically the five prospects.

 △   ▽   

The Predators signed Viktor Stalberg to help ignite their almost annually sagging offense, but they’ll have to wait a couple of weeks into the regular season to see his contributions.

The forward suffered an AC sprain in his right shoulder during Tuesday’s exhibition game against Tampa Bay and is expected to miss three to four weeks, the team announced on Wednesday.

At the moment it’s unclear who will replace Stalberg on the top line. But no matter whom it is, the Predators are going to have a little more trouble putting the puck in the net — at least at the start of the season, which begins Oct. 3 at St. Louis.

“There’s opportunity for other guys, other guys who may be on the cusp, other guys who can take advantage of the opportunity Viktor has opened up with the injury,” coach Barry Trotz said. “The good thing is we have some forwards of quality who can come in there and play.”

Trotz listed Taylor Beck, Craig Smith and Nick Spaling as possibilities for Stalberg’s role. Beck and Smith are more offensive-type players — the 6-foot-2 Beck uses his size and hands to create, while Smith uses his speed and one-on-one moves — and Spaling is more of a stabilizing, two-way-type player.

“Really they’re just battling away for it,” Trotz said.

The injury to Stalberg takes away a 30-goal threat, however. The Predators signed the speedy winger from the Blackhawks to a four-year, $12 million contract in July with the intent of playing him in most big offensive situations.

Stalberg was hurt five minutes into Tuesday’s game when Tampa Bay’s Dmitry Koroborv checked him. On Wednesday he said he never had a problem with his right shoulder, nor has he ever missed an extended amount of time with injuries.

Capitals beat Predators: The Predators stayed winless on the road in the preseason, losing 4-1 to the Capitals at the Verizon Center on Wednesday.

Forward Partric Hornqvist played just 8:46 and left the game with a lower-body injury. Backup goaltender Carter Hutton made 26 saves on 30 shots. Gabriel Bourque scored Nashville’s only goal. Rookie defenseman Seth Jones logged 24:14 of ice-time.

Forsberg out: Trotz said he likely would keep 19-year-old rookie forward Filip Forsberg (lower body) out for the rest of the preseason, but expected him to be ready for the opener. Forsberg skated Wednesday at Bridgestone Arena.

In the Navy: The Predators will hold practice and team-building activities today at the U.S. Naval Academy in Annapolis, Md.

Said Trotz: “It is a really neat area, and I’m a big proponent of the military in terms of the service they bring to our country and what they bring around the world.”

Final cuts: Trotz said he expected the final cuts after the preseason finale on Friday. The roster is at 27 players. 
Canes adjusting to injuries to key players

Submitted by chipalexander on 09/25/2013 - 15:09 

Bookmark and Share

Tags: Canes Now

With the Oct. 4 season opener fast approaching, it's time for the Canes to start putting together line combinations and defensive pairs that will hold.

The problem: defenseman Tim Gleason and forwards Alex Semin, Tuomo Ruutu and Elias Lindholm are all injured and Canes coach Kirk Muller not sure when they will return.

The four players all missed practice again Wednesday at PNC Arena. Semin and Lindholm skated before practice, but Muller said all four remain "day to day" and that he could not say if they would be available for the opener against the Detroit Red Wings.

The Canes play at Columbus on Thursday in their fifth preseason game, then host the Buffalo Sabres on Friday in their final exhibition game. Muller said the final roster cut likely would wait until after the two games, given the key injuries.

"It's an opportunity for people," Muller said. "The next two games will tell its tale. It's what it is. If we don't have these guys for opening night, other guys have to jump in and grab the opportunity and say. 'This is what I'm looking for.' And we have to adjust to that as far as special teams."

In Wednesday's practice, Eric Staal had Jiri Tlusty and Chris Terry as his wingers. Jordan Staal centered Pat Dwyer and Nathan Gerbe, Riley Nash centered Jeff Skinner and Radek Dvorak, and Brett Sutter was at center with Drayson Bowman and Kevin Westgarth. Zac Dalpe and Jeremy Welsh were the extra forwards.

Defensively, Justin Faulk was with Andrej Sekera, Jay Harrison with Brett Bellemore, Ron Hainsey with Ryan Murphy and Mike Komisarek with Matt Corrente.

The Canes drafted Lindholm fifth overall this year with the idea the Swede might be capable of playing in the NHL at 18 and centering a line. A shoulder injury and some conditioning issues have set him back -- he played only in the first preseason game.

"With the amount of time (he's) missed, we have to evaluate whether he can jump in at this level," Muller said.

Riley Nash has played well at third-line center, Muller said. That gives Muller the option of using Lindholm on the wing.

Dvorak is in camp on a professional tryout, but the veteran from the Czech Republic may be able to win a roster spot and earn a contract, Muller said.

"I thought in the games he brings consistency," Muller said. "He's a true pro. He brings a calmness to the group. We've got a lot of young guys in that bottom six (forwards). Radek is predictable. He does the right thing. He's smart."

As far as Dvorak earning a contract, Muller said he "certainly hasn't done anything to rule himself out. He's stayed in the hunt here. We'll see how all the things fall into place."

Read more here: http://blogs.newsobserver.com/canes/canes-adjusting-to-injuries-to-key-players#storylink=cpy
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By Luke DeCock - staff columnist — ldecock@newsobserver.com 

RALEIGH — It’s always a dangerous exercise to read too much into preseason results in the NHL, with teams pursuing different objectives and fielding varied lineups. That’s particularly true of the Carolina Hurricanes so far.

The three losses to open the preseason were as deceiving as they were disturbing. The win that followed was encouraging, but equally deceiving. These final two games – at the Columbus Blue Jackets on Thursday and at PNC Arena against the Buffalo Sabres on Friday – will tell the tale.

Even by the standards of a franchise known for starting slowly, this preseason hasn’t exactly gone smoothly for the Hurricanes. The first two games were so-so. The third was a complete disaster. The fourth showed a promising turn in the right direction.

“Perspective is everything,” Hurricanes defenseman Jay Harrison said. “With the exception of the one, there were some positives in the three games and some things that require attention.”

Part of the damage is self-inflicted in pursuit of a larger goal. In his first actual training camp with the Hurricanes, coach Kirk Muller has placed a heavy emphasis on systems and strategy, teaching the team how he wants it to play from its own net out. By that standard, they have just now reached the other net. Wednesday was the first day the Hurricanes really spent any time on the power play.

“Now, it’s almost like fine-tuning,” Muller said. “We’ve covered the majority of everything.”

Because of that focus, as opposed to skating and sharpness and the other aspects of training camp that are becoming a priority now, it’s difficult to put too much stock in the Hurricanes’ preseason results so far. And that’s not the only reason.

The Hurricanes gave extra playing time to young players early and paid the price on the ice. They used a more veteran lineup against a younger Montreal group on Saturday, and came away with their first win in their fourth game in four days.

They’re not alone, of course. Everyone is mixing and matching in the early games. All that you can really tell, from a Carolina perspective, is that the fringe players competing for jobs on the Hurricanes aren’t as good as the fringe players competing for jobs elsewhere.

Only Drayson Bowman has made a really strong case at forward, which is particularly disappointing given the lineup spots open. It also could be very costly – Jeremy Welsh and Justin Peters are making a combined $1.55 million on one-way contracts, money that could be spent on a veteran addition but would instead be burned in Charlotte. (Peters is already there.) The Hurricanes were also counting on first-round pick Elias Lindholm to contribute, but he has only raised questions about his durability.

The Hurricanes also had several important players with considerable rust to shake off. Mike Komisarek has played 56 competitive games in 24 months and looks the part. Thanks to the lockout and his knee injury, Cam Ward played only 17 games last season. He’s not back to his old form yet, either. Tuomo Ruutu’s hip remains an ongoing concern.

While they may continue to play their way back into shape, for the rest of the team, the other excuses are gone now. Four games into the preseason, it’s time for the veterans to play like veterans and the youngsters to play like they want to play in the NHL. There are jobs open for people like Riley Nash and Bowman and Welsh, not to mention Radek Dvorak, who is fighting for a contract at age 36.

It’s time. If it was tough to read too much into the first four preseason games, these final two will offer the best sense yet of what kind of team the Hurricanes will be this year. 

DeCock: ldecock@newsobserver.com, @LukeDeCock, 919-829-8947

Read more here: http://www.newsobserver.com/2013/09/25/3227858/decock-for-hurricanes-now-it-gets.html#storylink=cpy
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By LISA DILLMAN — Los Angeles Times 

LOS ANGELES — LOS ANGELES-With one small gesture, Los Angeles Kings defenseman Jake Muzzin may have done the best job of assessing center Linden Vey's hockey-playing qualities.

Location, location, location.

"His skill is right up there with any of these guys," Muzzin said, waving toward a section of the team's dressing room in El Segundo.

Rest assured, Muzzin wasn't directing his arm at the mucker-and-grinder section. It was more like the Justin Williams-Jarret Stoll-Anze Kopitar wing.

The fascination of the latter stages of training camp is the speculation and anxiety amid the final cuts. Rosters are limited to 23 players. On Wednesday, the Kings whittled their number to 29, sending defenseman Derek Forbort and center Nick Shore to their American Hockey League affiliate in Manchester, N.H.

This means that Vey and his highly touted linemates, wingers Tanner Pearson and Tyler Toffoli, are still in camp with two preseason games remaining. The trio combined for 69 goals in Manchester last season, and the thought of the line's connecting in the NHL is wildly intriguing.

For now, hold that thought.

The NHL contracts in camp-as well as the salary-cap considerations-suggest the kids will start the season in Manchester, barring a major surprise, and the words "youth movement" aren't traditionally associated with Kings Coach Darryl Sutter.

Also, Kings General Manager Dean Lombardi bristles at the suggestion of hyping the youngsters. He takes almost a fatherly position. In fact, early in Lombardi's tenure he was protective of former Kings goalie Jonathan Bernier, sending the then-19-year-old back to his junior team early on when the Kings were flailing in 2007.

Although the Kings 2013 have almost nothing in common with the Kings 2007, Lombardi's core beliefs have not changed.

Team executives think Vey will make his NHL debut at some point this season. Toffoli appeared in 10 games with the Kings last season and 12 more in the playoffs, and Pearson made his NHL debut in the second round of the playoffs, playing in one game.

Lombardi, via e-mail, made a baseball comparison earlier in camp when he was talking about the potential upside of Pearson-Vey-Toffoli.

"That whole line is like when (Ron) Cey, (Bill) Russell, (Davey) Lopes and (Steve) Garvey were all in the minors together," Lombardi said of the storied Dodgers infielders.

Said Muzzin: "I remember last year playing with them and sometimes it was, 'Wow.' They just know something that other teams didn't know. Once they got the system down, they had a feel for each other."

Vey, who turned 22 in July, said the hope is that they can make the squad "one by one." Drafted in the fourth round in 2009, he has had plenty of meetings with Lombardi.

"Obviously, there's been some good ones and some bad ones over the last couple of years," Vey said. "I know my first camp I didn't come in the greatest of fitness. He sat me down and said, 'Hey, this is the way things are going to go.'"

Vey turned it around, and a source of recent inspiration has been his 26-year-old brother, Shaun, who once played junior hockey for Tri-Cities in the Western Hockey League. The brothers played one game against each other when Linden, then 16, was just starting to make his name with Medicine Hat.

Now working for an agricultural company in Saskatchewan in Canada, Shaun received a diagnosis of testicular cancer in February but got a clean bill of health in the summer. "We grew up together and I learned a lot from him," Linden said.

Said Shaun by phone: "He's somebody I've leaned on and he's leaned on me. Having him to follow in hockey helped me keep my mind off things. We're four years apart, but we've been best friends for years."

Linden, apparently, is his own toughest critic.

"He's usually pretty honest about how he is playing," Shaun said. "If anything, he's a little bit hard on himself at times. If he tells me he's played OK, I think he played good. If he says he played bad, he probably didn't play as bad as he thinks." 

Read more here: http://www.newsobserver.com/2013/09/26/3228649/kings-prospect-linden-veys-day.html#storylink=cpy

Canes' body language positive after a win

Submitted by chipalexander on 09/23/2013 - 11:40 
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Maybe it was winning a preseason game, maybe it was being back home or having a day off, or maybe it was a pending tee time on a sunny day, but the Canes had a spirited practice Monday morning at PNC Arena.

The Canes took the ice at 8:30 a.m., getting in a one-hour practice before leaving for Prestonwood Country Club and the annual Kids 'N Community Foundation golf outing. It ended with shootout shots that had the added "pressure" of the team not scoring skating the width of the rink and back -- or the goalie giving up a goal having to skate to the blue line.

Alex Semin, Tim Gleason and Elias Lindholm all missed the workout with upper-body injuries, and Tuomo Ruutu with a lower-body injury. Canes coach Kirk Muller said none of the injuries are believed to be serious, although all four players likely will miss more practice time (Lindholm did a conditioning skate after practice.)

After three straight losses to open the preseason, the Canes topped Montreal 3-1 on Saturday. Anton Khudobin had 41 saves and the Canes were solid all-around, killing off eight Montreal power plays.

"I think we're right on course," Muller said Monday. "You always want to win but the thing we knew before was that with four games in four days the priority was to give everyone an opportunity to play. I think we did that. We obviously made some moves to cut down (the roster) after the four games and tighten it up around here. 

"I think stage one of camp was pretty successful. The guys worked hard and competed. Some guys' stock went up and for some guys it went in the other direction."

The Canes put six players on waivers Sunday with the purpose of assigning them to the Charlotte Checkers (AHL). That trimmed the roster to 28 players.

Defenseman Matt Corrente is still in camp fighting for a roster spot. Corrente took a puck in the nose Monday that left him bloodied, but hurried out of the treatment room so he would not miss the late-practice shootout.

"He could have called it a day if he wanted," Muller said. "That's what I like."

With four players out with injuries, Eric Staal centered a line with Jiri Tlusty and Radek Dvorak; Jordan Staal with Nathan Gerbe and Pat Dwyer; Riley Nash with Jeff Skinner and Drayson Bowman; and Jeremy Welsh with Brett Sutter and Kevin Westgarth. Zac Dalpe and Chris Terry also were used with different line combos.

On defense, it was Justin Faulk-Andrej Sekera, Ron Hainsey-Ryan Murphy, Jay Harrison-Brett Bellemore, and Mike Komisarek-Corrente.

"Now we want to really fine-tune details of our game," Muller said of the final two weeks of practice. "In Montreal we gave up eight scoring chances against, five on five. That was a really good example of stuff that we've been focusing on so far. That part we'll continue to do every day but fine-tune it. We really need to focus now on special teams. Really get into the power play and P.K."

Read more here: http://blogs.newsobserver.com/canes/canes-body-language-positive-after-a-win#storylink=cpy

Canes top Habs 3-1 for first preseason win

Submitted by chipalexander on 09/21/2013 - 21:58 
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If Canes coach Kirk Muller was edgy about losing the first three preseason games, he didn't admit to it Saturday.

The Canes topped the Montreal Canadiens 3-1 at the Bell Centre, getting a big game in net from Anton Khudobin, some strong penalty killing and just enough offense. Drayson Bowman, Jeff Skinner and Nathan Gerbe scored, Eric Staal had two assists and the Canes played with an edge.

That was a complete reversal from Friday's game in Quebec, when the Habs rolled to a 6-0 rout. But Muller made a few lineup tweaks -- forward Alex Semin missed the game with a hand injury -- and the Canes never trailed. 

"I was really pleased with our effort tonight, but we went a little different (in preseason)," Muller said. "Our focus in the first four games, because it's our first camp as a coaching staff, (and) our first priority was to judge our personnel. So we haven't spent as much time on our systems as opposed to playing a lot of the younger guys, a lot of the guys in our system (and) evaluating. "

Khudobin was named the game's first star after making 41 saves, allowing the only goal late in the game to Michael Bournival on a deflection. The Habs fired 18 shots at Khudobin in the third period.

"We obviously were excited to bring him into our organization," Muller said. "He's a real competitor. He's been a great addition."

Canes defenseman Tim Gleason did not play after the first period because of an upper-body injury. With Matt Corrente playing a physical game -- and spending a lot of time in the penalty box -- the Canes had to rely on Jay Harrison, Ryan Murphy, Ron Hainsey and Brett Bellemore a lot, loading up their minutes.

Leading 3-0 after two, the Canes killed off a long 5-on-3 power play by the Habs early in the third period. Harrison and Corrente both were in the box and Gleason out, leaving the Canes with three D-men for the penalty kill.

Bowman scored off a pass from Eric Staal, Skinner off a two-on-one rush with Riley Nash and Gerbe on a power-play wrister. 

The Canes outhit the Habs 34-24 in the game, with Tuomo Ruutu registering six hits and Eric and Jared Staal four each. 

The Canes will have Sunday off, then put in an early practice Monday at 8 a.m. They next play Thursday in Columbus against the Blue Jackets, then at home Friday against Buffalo in the final preseason game.

"We'll fine-tune this week," Muller said. "We've got seven or eight practices to work on our systems and two games to put our team together, so we're on target with what we wanted to achieve at the start of camp."

Read more here: http://blogs.newsobserver.com/canes/canes-top-habs-3-1-for-first-preseason-win#storylink=cpy

Six players clear waivers, go to Checkers

Submitted by chipalexander on 09/23/2013 - 12:39 
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The six players placed on waivers Sunday by the Carolina Hurricanes all cleared waivers Monday and will report to the Charlotte Checkers (AHL).

Placed on waivers were: forwards Zach Boychuk, Aaron Palushaj, Nicolas Blanchard, and Jared Staal; defenseman Michal Jordan, and goalie Justin Peters. 

Read more here: http://blogs.newsobserver.com/canes/six-players-clear-waivers-go-to-checkers#storylink=cpy

Defenseman Matt Corrente among Canes fighting to avoid roster cut
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The Canes Matt Corrente fires the puck as the Carolina Hurricanes work out at Raleigh Center Ice on Sept. 6, 2013. 
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By Chip Alexander — calexander@newsobserver.com 

RALEIGH — Matt Corrente took a puck to the bridge of the nose Monday during the Carolina Hurricanes’ practice, leaving a bloody gash.

Corrente was taken to the treatment room at PNC Arena immediately, but not for long. The team still was on the ice, preparing to take shootout shots. The defenseman got a quick repair and popped back out.

“They wanted to stitch me up, but practice was almost over and I asked if I could go finish it up before heading to the doctor,” Corrente said, smiling. “They put some Vaseline on it to stop the bleeding. A cut on my nose isn’t going to stop me from skating or whatever I need to do to play the game.”

When trying to make an NHL roster, that’s the approach. The Hurricanes have trimmed their training camp roster to 28 players, and soon it will be decision time on who stays with the big team to start the season and who goes down to the Charlotte Checkers of the American Hockey League.

Corrente, 25, was signed as a free agent during July on a two-way contract with no guarantees. But he still is in camp, battling for a spot.

“Coming into camp there’s great competition,” he said. “It hasn’t changed. Everyone wants to make the team and everyone wants to play in the NHL. That’s all I want in my life, so I’m not going to stop until I get there.”

Corrente isn’t the only one. Defenseman Brett Bellemore wants a roster spot, not a ride to Charlotte. Zac Dalpe, Brett Sutter and Jeremy Welsh are among the forwards competing for spots. 

“You can’t let up at all because they’re always watching, always critiquing,” Bellemore said of the coaching staff and management. “For myself I want to push myself to get better and be able to stay on this team.”

Corrente filled up one part of the game sheet Saturday during a 3-1 victory over the Montreal Canadiens at the Bell Centre. His number was called often by the referees – five penalties in all for the Missisauga, Ontario, native.

Roughing, fighting major, roughing, interference, interference … Corrente was in the penalty box a lot.

“I play with a lot of aggression,” he said. “It got a little out of hand on Saturday. I feel a couple of calls could have gone either way, (but) I feel good with my physical play.”

For Corrente, it marked two fights in two nights. Friday, he traded blows with Canadiens tough guy Brandon Prust during a 6-0 loss to Montreal.

“I’ve always been a physical, feisty guy,” Corrente said. “Stick up for my teammates, that kind of thing. If someone needs a hand, I’ll be there for sure.”

Corrente got a hand Monday from his teammates when he quickly returned to the ice after the puck to the face. And coach Kirk Muller took notice.

“That’s the kind of guys we want to bring in,” Muller said. “He’s played hard since Day1. He’s gotten two (preseason) games to prove something. He went out, he played hard, he fought.

“He got cut today in practice and comes right back out. He could have just called it a day, if he wanted. That’s what I like.”

Muller noted Corrente also has played some wing during his career. That could add to his potential value on the roster.

Corrente was a first-round pick of the New Jersey Devils and the 30th overall selection in the 2006 NHL Entry Draft. He played 12 games for the Devils during the 2009-10 season, then 22 the next, before spending the past two seasons with the Albany Devils of the AHL, missing much of last season with a shoulder injury.

The Canes will play their final two exhibitions Thursday at Columbus and Friday at home against the Buffalo Sabres. For players such as Corrente, it’s the time when the stomach starts to churn and the pressure builds leading up to the final roster cuts of camp.

“You can’t let it get in your head because that’s going to throw you off your game,” Corrente said. “Just go out and do what you do every time you get a chance on the ice.”

Note: The six players placed on NHL waivers Sunday by the Canes all cleared waivers and were assigned to the Checkers. They were forwards Zach Boychuk, Aaron Palushaj, Nicolas Blanchard, and Jared Staal; defenseman Michal Jordan, and goaltender Justin Peters. 

Read more here: http://www.newsobserver.com/2013/09/23/3222704/defenseman-matt-corrente-among.html#storylink=cpy

Johnson: Will one-time poster boy prospect Sven Baertschi make Flames after middling pre-season?

Swiss star showing some frustrations as he&#8217;s gone from sure thing to being on the roster bubble

By GEORGE JOHNSON, Calgary HeraldSeptember 26, 2013 9:23 AM

Auditions are over. The show opens out-of-town next Thursday at the Verizon Centre in D.C. Curtain goes up at 5 p.m. MT

Will Sven Baertschi be part of the 23-man cast?

“Whatever happens, happens,” he replied Wednesday, post-game. “If they decide to send me down, if they decide to keep me, it’s up to them.

“I can’t influence it.

“I think I got some good opportunities here and there, but it is what it is.”

Not so very long ago, he was the poster-boy for a bright, bold, technicolour future.

Now he’s a game-time decision to start this season with the big club.

In what amounted to a very important evening for Baertschi’s immediate future here, the final pre-season tilt before coaches and management huddle in the war room to set a course of action, it wasn’t if he did anything wrong, exactly.

He just didn’t . . . set Times Square ablaze.

And training camp for the non-certainties, the exhibition games in particular, is all about standing out. About getting noticed. About going above and beyond.

Sven Baertschi is, make no mistake, a creative player on a team in dire need of them. The Flames have been waiting for him to give them a compelling reason to make the issue moot.

“The thing was,” he said following the 3-2 OT loss to the Phoenix Coyotes, “I was trying to play as well as I can and things weren’t going well. So it kinda sucks if you come after a sh---y season like last year and it just doesn’t work out.

“For me, there were a lot of good things out there tonight. One shift to Gally and you saw what happened. I got scoring chances and stuff. For me, focusing on myself, not on what outside people think, is what’s important.”

He’s only 20. We tend to forget that. Yet this, it must be said, represents an extremely delicate moment in the development of Sven Baertschi. Those pockets of potential, that stirring introduction to this city in a three-goal, five-game debut two years ago, the strong finish after being demoted last season, have only whetted people’s appetite for more.

Could be the expectations are unrealistic, and he’s taking them more to heart than he lets on.

Baertschi, usually the most talkative, personable guy you’d ever went to meet, bristled slightly when asked if he felt this camp had been a struggle.

“No. Not at all. You can’t tell if it’s a struggle, especially from outside. I feel good. I feel comfortable. But you can always improve, right? I played sick against Edmonton. That was my best game so far this pre-season. Playing with (Jiri) Hudler and (T.J.) Galiardi was exciting. I was happy. I couldn’t really keep it up on the same level but at the same time I was still making plays, still performing, three nice assists three games in a row.

“I take that as a positive thing.”

By shipping Sven Baertschi to Abbotsford now, do the Flames run the risk of breaking him, crushing his self-esteem altogether, or at least pushing it back? And even if so, should it matter anyway? Mental resilience is a key component of becoming a trustworthy pro, and dealing with setbacks, with adversity, is part of growing up in the game.

“We told all the guys at the development camp,” said boss Bob Hartley when asked about the Sven. “We said ‘No one here is guaranteed a spot on this team.’ He was in that room.”

Translation: Play dictates placement.

Could be Baertschi be too comfortable? Hard to believe of a guy who has only 25 regular-season games to offer as collateral but maybe he feels he’s past the point of having to prove himself at this level. And if so, he’s dead wrong.

He not have felt he belonged at the summer development camp and then the pre-training camp prospects gathering in Penticton, but the team wanted him there for a reason. And they do pay his wages.

Might his confidence be frayed? That’s certainly possible. And, as mentioned earlier, the projections for his future are been so bright, so blinding.

It’s a tricky situation.

“He’s putting a lot of pressure on himself,” said assistant to the general manager Craig Conroy. “We’ve talked to Sven, told him ‘Hey, do what you do. Have fun. Smile.’ For a while there, at the Penticton tournament he seemed . . . he just wasn’t in a good place. He didn’t seem to be enjoying himself. The weight of the world seemed to be on his shoulders.

“When he’s at his best, he’s playing with speed, moving his feet, making plays. At the beginning of camp, I felt like he was standing around a little bit, watching. But people have piled a ton of pressure on Sven, saying he’s going to be this and that, he’s going to be the next Jarome.

“It takes time. This is a league for men. And he’s just starting out.

“With Bob, it’s going be getting in the forecheck. You can’t just come in, swing your stick and hope you get it. You’ve got to get in, use your body and take pucks away. I think he understands that and he’s trying to do it but he’s gotta play, too. He’s got to skate, shoot the puck. In the defensive zone, a little more aware of where his point, where the puck’s coming and a little more battle.

“But he’s working hard, working with the coaches and he wants to do it. So while you don’t want to put too much pressure on him, you want to see him getting better game in and game out.”

With the injured Hudler and Michael Cammalleri, both port-siders, expected back for Ovie and Co. on Thursday where does No. 47 slot in? Curtis Glencross also a spot cemented on the left side. Then there’s Bouwma, whose four goals and feistiness in pre-season, to consider and perhaps even a relocated Mikael Backlund.

Auditions are over. The show opens next week.

Will Sven Baertschi be part of the cast?

“It’s not an issue for me,” he said Wednesday night. “I’ve been through it last year. It’s something I don’t bring home. It has nothing to do with my private life.

“I can’t do anything more about it now. It’s over. We’ll wait and see.”

Won’t be long now.

George Johnson is the Herald’s sports columnist. E-mail him at gjohnson@calgaryherald.com

Follow George Johnson on Twitter/GeorgejohnsonCH

Berra puts himself in the conversation to stay with Flames, but Phoenix scores 3-2 OT pre-season win

Entering club&#8217;s final exhibition game, Karri Ramo was the clubhouse leader in goalie battle

By SCOTT CRUICKSHANK, Calgary HeraldSeptember 26, 2013Reto Berra goes into every game with a specific goal.

Since the netminder declines to make it public, there’s no telling if he reached his target Wednesday.

He did not get the shutout.

He did not stop three of 25 shots.

Not that Berra was bad. He wasn’t. In fact, he stopped Jordan Szwarz on a breakaway and robbed Mikkel Boedker in the dying minutes of regulation time to get the night into overtime.

But Karri Ramo — whose final test was Monday’s 4-1 triumph over the New York Rangers — had been considered by many to be the clubhouse leader in the race for the Calgary Flames’ top goaltending position.

Berra’s handiwork at least allowed him to stay in the conversation.

“I’m happy because I gave everything I had,” said the 26-year-old. “I think I did pretty good. I think I can play in this league. I’m happy. It’s not my decision what’s going on. I’d just like to relax (Thursday, a day off for the team). Overall, it was a good game.

“Too bad about that last goal.”

Yes, that. Zbynek Michalek’s overtime scorcher lifted the Phoenix Coyotes to a 3-2 triumph in National Hockey League pre-season action at the Scotiabank Saddledome.

“He was good,” said coach Bob Hartley. “He got beat by some unbelievable shots. I felt that he was square. He gave us the big save on the breakaway. I’m pretty pleased with him.”

The Calgarians, who finish the pre-season 4-2-1, should also credit the kids for getting them into an extra period.

Down 2-0 midway through the third, Lance Bouma (with his fourth goal in four exhibition contests) and Corban Knight tallied less than two minutes apart.

No dummies, the youngsters would have realized that this was the final period of their last live-action audition at the Saddledome.

“Hopefully, it helps,” said Bouma. “I have to try and chip in offensively when I can. To be able to have some success that way is nice. We’ve just got to keep going and keep playing hard. It feels good, especially missing all of last year (with a knee injury). It’s nice to come in and be able to have some success.

“(Making the team) is still always in the back of your mind. We’ll see.” 

By Monday, NHL clubs must declare their 23-man rosters.

Thursday, the Flames figure to lop off another half-dozen bodies.

In the forefront of the decisions is netminding, meaning all eyes had been on the Swiss netminder, who stopped the five shots he faced in the opening 20 minutes.

Only 11 ticks into second frame, Matt Stajan was dinged for hooking Martin Hanzal. Which set the stage for Berra, who, with his stick, repelled a low drive from Radim Vrbata, then poke-checked away a goalmouth pass for David Rundblad.

But, seconds later, he had no answer for Shane Doan.

Oliver Ekman-Larsson’s point shot was twice tipped — once by a defender, then by the Phoenix captain — before it fluttered between Berra’s pads.

Late in the second period, Mike Ribeiro swung into Calgary territory. Ever shifty, the Coyotes centre went clockwise around the Flames’ net, pulling Berra way out of the position. The goalkeeper hopped back into his crease, just in time to have Ekman-Larsson’s hard shot whistle over his shoulder.

Post-game, Berra huddled at his dressing-room stall with backup Joey MacDonald and goalie coach Clint Malarchuk. He told reporters later that he’s learning lots from everyone, including even his counterpart, Mike Smith.

“When you see how this other guy handles the puck,” said Berra, chuckling, “there’s a lot of work to do. I’m still going to work every day. It doesn’t matter where I am.”

Hartley, meanwhile, raved about his boys’ effort to come back from a two-goal deficit.

He pointed out that in the opening weekend of the pre-season — those split-squad games against the Edmonton Oilers — the Flames had gamely rallied twice.

Now Wednesday’s late-game push.

“They deserve lots of credit,” said the coach. “Those are good signs. Those are signs of character, signs of conditioning, of being relentless. Those are all things that we want to get accomplished here. That’s part of the new culture. We want to make sure that establish those priorities right from the start.

“It won’t be perfect every day. But with hard work and the commitment, I think we can surprise lots of people.”

scruickshank@calgaryherald.com

Matt Stajan, a day into main camp, had been running through the challenges of becoming an effective centreman in the National Hockey League.

The first priority, according to Stajan, is figuring out how to support the puck — and your teammates — all over the ice, something that takes hard work and brains.

Now, two weeks later, with Calgary Flames’ tryouts winding down, one wannabe pivot appears to already have a grasp of that concept.

“Watching him play, he does the little things that go unnoticed by the usual fan or a lot of people in the media,” Stajan said of hotshot rookie Sean Monahan. “But if you’re on his wing, you notice he makes these little plays that open up space . . . that’s something you don’t really learn. Either you have it or you don’t.

“He’s going to play for a lot of years in this league and be effective, just because of that. And he’s only going to get better. He’s making big steps already. The city of Calgary should be excited to have this guy. He’s got a great sense of the game.

“I’ve got nothing but good things to say about him.”

Coach Bob Hartley has also taken a shine to Monahan — who turns 19 on Oct. 12 — but he declined to tip his hand regarding the boy’s immediate future.

Does he return to the Ottawa 67’s? Does he get his nine games at the NHL level before being sent back to the Ontario Hockey League?

Or does Monahan stay with the Flames all winter?

“He’s been a good story,” said Hartley. “That’s the way it should be. We picked him sixth (overall at the draft). He met our expectations. But once we sit with all the coaching staff and management to decide on our final lineup, we have to make sure we do what’s best for all of our players, not worrying about their age. And at the same time, do what’s best for this team.”

That, insists the skipper, is the hard part.

“Dealing with young players, if we feel that you can be in the top 20 players and play on a regular basis, (that’s) one situation,” said Hartley. “But is it better to keep a young kid as our 21st, 22nd, 23rd player and not play him? That’s something that we will have to look at. I’m not a big fan of this.”

SIX MORE CUTS MADE

The Flames shuttled six players Wednesday to the Abbotsford Heat.

Bound for the American Hockey League are defencemen Chad Billins, John Ramage, Tyler Wotherspoon; forwards Steve Begin, Markus Granlund and Josh Jooris.

Remaining in camp are 32 players — three goalies, 10 defencemen, 19 forwards.

More re-assignments are expected Thursday. NHL teams have till Monday to declare their 23-man rosters.

Hartley, like many in the organization, has a soft spot for Begin, a gung-ho 35-year-old on an AHL contract who, because of hip issues, could never get going in camp.

“Obviously, he’s very frustrated,” said Hartley, “because he finished as one of the top guys in the fitness tests. And you know Beige is a real pro. He takes care of himself, he takes care of all the young players. He’s a great teammate. Obviously, it has been very disappointing not having him on the ice with us. But there’s not much we can do.”

FINES DON’T CHANGE STYLES

Hartley declined to comment on the fine, reportedly $10,000, assessed to Buffalo Sabres’ skipper Ron Rolston for “player selection and team conduct.”

Then the Flames coach was asked if the punishment — essentially for putting heavyweight John Scott on the ice in the third period against the home-ice Toronto Maple Leafs — would affect the way he runs his own bench.

“You know what? We coach to win games,” said Hartley. “Those (NHL disciplinarians) are here to protect the players, to make sure the rules are applied. If us, the coaches, or the players cross the line, they’ll remind us.

“I got fined before and it didn’t change my way of coaching.”

To save him from himself, the Calgary Flames do not plan to dress Patrick Sieloff.

Cleared for action despite a broken cheekbone, Sieloff will observe the team’s final date of the National Hockey League pre-season Wednesday.

Because the Flames know — if Sieloff, an agitating blue-liner, participates, he’ll get socked in the noggin.

“With his style of play,” coach Bob Hartley said with a wink, “he makes friends very quickly. He has that knack.”

No doubt, Sieloff is considered a special commodity in these parts. Something worth preserving.

The organization has no player, at any level, at any position, that approaches the game like Sieloff. Not only is he abrasive, he’s six-foot-one and 212 pounds.

“Oh, I love Sieler,” said Hartley. “Tough customer. He’s not even at the top of his game because he’s a 19-year-old kid. So, physically, he has a lot more to grow, a lot more to learn. Maturity-wise, he’s a 30-year-old guy right now. But once he learns about the game, this guy is going to be a beast. He will not be fun to play against.

“It’s just a matter of grooming him the right way. He comes to work every day. This guy, to slow down or stop, it’s not part of his vocabulary. Eager to learn. Fun to work with. You talk to him and his eyes are wide open. He grabs everything you tell him.”

Given the rave reviews, it should come as no surprise to hear that the Flames are turning the kid pro.

Right now.

Because Sieloff was not drafted out of the Canadian Hockey League — he had been part of the U.S. developmental program when the Flames made him a second-round selection in 2012 — he does not need to return to the OHL Windsor Spitfires, for whom he had skated last season. The American Hockey League is an approved destination for the teenager.

Still, Sieloff’s fate had hardly been a no-brainer for Flames brass.

“That topic has been discussed and debated more within the organization . . . than anything else we have going,” said general manager Jay Feaster. “We’ve talked to Brian (Burke, president of hockey operations). I’ve met with John Weisbrod. We’ve met with the coaching staff. We’ve met with the coaching staff in Abbotsford. We’ve really dissected this in trying to determine what’s in the best interest of Patrick Sieloff and what’s in the best interest of the Calgary Flames.”

Their conclusion? Come October, Sieloff’s three-year entry-level contract kicks in.

“I just wanted to come here and push for a spot,” said the Ann Arbor, Mich., native. “They kind of turned the tide a little bit — in a good way — and said, ‘You’re ready for pro.’ It was, ‘Wow — my first step in pro.’ You watch these guys — these guys are animals. But I’m another one of them.”

His junior days are over, unless he takes another spin with the defending-champion U.S. entry at the world under-20 tourney.

“That helps me personally,” Sieloff said of that possibility. “To get a chance to maybe go back and win another gold would be nice. To represent your country is huge.”

Sieloff, in the coming days, can be assigned to Abbotsford, although Feaster didn’t rule out the kid cracking the Flames’ roster.

“We think he is closer to playing (here) than not playing,” said Feaster. “He’s still part of the mix here, still part of the process that we’re going through, as part of who’s going to be on that opening-night roster. He’s closer to being ready to play (in the NHL), but if we send him back to junior, we eliminate that option.”

Rehabbing an abdomen/groin injury late last season, Sieloff spent a month in Calgary. So he had a chance to be around the big club, around the workouts, around the facilities.

All of which gives the lad a head-start now.

“I took a lot (out of) last year with these guys,” said Sieloff. “I picked up some stuff around the room with the older guys. Watching their video, seeing how they go about stuff. It’s something that I can honestly say helped me so much (to get me) where I am today, mentally and physically.

“Every day, I come here like I’m on the bubble — I know I’m on the bubble — and put in the work, play my game.”

scruickshank@calgaryherald.com

He’s all in. His cards are now face-up on the green felt. And has himself, it must be said, a pretty damn good hand.

“You know, it’s not my job to think about that,” replied Karri Ramo, a bit uncomfortably, asked if he felt even the slightest bit closer to the Calgary Flames’ No. 1 goaltending job. “That’s for the coaching and management to think about.

“I have to make everything I can, on and off the ice, so that they will choose me.”

Ramo and the Scotiabank Saddledome regulars made their first formal introductions on Monday. They seemed to hit it off well.

“Always,” he said, “home is home, you know? You always want to perform.

“This is the first of many, hopefully.”

In his final major dress rehearsal before a decision is made on the Flames’ three-pronged — Ramo, Reto Berra and Joey MacDonald — post-Miikka Kiprusoff goaltending conundrum, with Swiss challenger Berra due up for his last meaningful pitch against the Phoenix Coyotes on Wednesday, the 27-year-old Finn flashed his credentials. He was strong in a 27-save 4-1 conquest of the New York Rangers, outduelling perennial Vezina Trophy finalist King Henrik Lundqvist in the process.

That’s back-to-back dandies for the former KHL star. When he needed them most. And professional sports is, more than anything, a performance-on-demand business.

“He did a great job for us,”’ lauded Flames’ goaltending guru Clint Malarchuk. “And in doing so he did a great job for himself, making his statement. I think he should be very happy about that. Quickness. That’s what’s most impressive. He’s quick. You can’t teach quickness. He’s got a good read on plays, too. But most of all . . . quickness.

“We want these decisions to be difficult. We’ve had three guys make it tough on us. Post-Kipper, you want three guys playing well, making a case for themselves, saying ‘I’m here now.’

“In that way it’s been good. Really good. Somebody’s going to be going down saying to himself ‘But holy crap, I did a good job.’ And he’ll be right.”

Ramo was hardly what could be described as “under siege” through 20 minutes Monday. The Rangers, perhaps still wistfully basking in the natural splendours of their training visit to Banff, could hardly be accused of storming the bastille. Six shots. Wristers, the lot of them, from 16, 26, 35, 46, 51 and — wait for it — 87 feet away.

Most wouldn’t have broken a water balloon.

A final goaltending audition without shots? That’s like a make-or-break Broadway musical casting call minus the benefit of an orchestra backing.

“I think everybody’s the same,” said Ramo, “all the goalies, they like to see the puck. It’s a lot easier to be in the game when you have 30-plus shots instead of 15 shots. A lot easier to make the big saves.

“It’s a mental thing. You have to keep yourself ready all the time, keep yourself on your toes. When you don’t see pucks, it’s easy to get kind of relaxed. You’re not sweating, you’re not warm at all. So it’s kind of hard.”

Fortunately, the Rangers awoke from their slumber after the first intermission and Ramo snapped to attention, opening a sharp 15-save second period by spitting back a Brandon Mashinter pellet via his left pad. In short order, two more solid stops off Ranger D-man John Moore. In the third, with the outcome still hanging in the balance, Ranger defenceman Michael Del Zotto, speeding down the right flank, spotted Mashinter sneaking in undetected behind a wave of traffic for a clear shot, and Ramo again stood tall.

A bit of good fortune followed the Finn, too, which is never a bad thing. A shocking second-period Curtis Glencross giveaway feet from his own net was rung off the crossbar by the larcenous Rick Nash.

But clearly, from Minute 21 on with the increasing workload, Karri Ramo had found his groove.

“If you’re comfortable, if you think you’re on top of your game, you’re pretty much done. There’s always room to improve. And you always have to be not totally satisfied. You always, always have to push yourself.

“I like to move and I have to find the puck a little better. Like on the goal, I lost the puck a little bit, there in the traffic. I have to find it quicker.”

Calgary blueliner Shane O’Brien remembers a younger, pre-Russia Ramo endeavouring to break into the NHL with the Tampa Bay Lightning and sees a different, more assured puck-stopped now.

“Back then, he was just a young kid trying to find his way,” said O’Brien. “But definitely since he went over there and had some success in the KHL, I can definitely tell that he’s more mature. He works hard. He wants to be a No. 1 goalie in this league, he puts the work in and so far he’s looked good. He’s going to battle every night and that’s all you can ask from your goalie.

“Obviously what Kipper did here over his career will never be forgotten. But we’re turning the page here with some fresh faces and the goalies have all come in and played well.”

Late Monday, Ramo had submitted all the exhibits in his defence. And has, it must be said, made a compelling case for the jury to consider.

“It’s a good thing,” he admitted, “that it went well. And now I have to come back to work tomorrow.”

Over to you, Reto Berra.

George Johnson is the Herald’s sports columnist. E-mail him at gjohnson@calgaryherald.com

Follow George Johnson on Twitter/GeorgejohnsonCH

With Monday being one of the Calgary Flames’ two remaining National Hockey League pre-season games, technically it was supposed to be the rookie show.

But, sprinkled all over the game stats in a 4-1 victory over the New York Rangers at the Scotiabank Saddledome, were the team’s veterans. 

And that, for one, did not surprise Matt Stajan. 

Because as much as fans want to expect the world from fresh faces like Sean Monahan and Co., the reality may be much different especially in the early goings of the 2013-14 campaign.

“You know what? The young guys have done a great job,” he raved following the effort. “A lot of these guys haven’t played pro hockey or at this level. For people to expect them and come in and light up the lamp every night, that’s just not going to happen. 

“But they’re doing the little things right. And that’s where you start from. You get into good habits as a young player, keep building, get your confidence, and get stronger — then, good things start coming.” The good things seemed to come all night for the home side and especially Stajan who made it 3-1 in the third period off a Curtis Glencross feed behind the net. 

Glencross, too, had set the tone by opening the scoring in the first period and had dropped the gloves with Rangers defenceman John Moore immediately after Stajan’s marker. 

Dennis Wideman chipped in by cushioning Calgary’s lead in the second period with his fourth in three pre-season games. Newcomer Kris Russell recorded six blocked shots while Mikael Backlund, who is expected to be one of the Flames’ top pivots, was effective in the faceoff circle, winning 12 of 16 draws.

Setting the example, of course, was the intent all evening.

“It’s contagious,” Stajan said. “The young guys see that. You have to be a sponge and that’s what I hope the young guys are doing with us vets. 

“The quicker they learn — and we’re seeing it here — the better our team is going to be.”

On this night, the Flames’ sponges included players like forwards Sean Monahan, Michael Ferland, Max Reinhart, Corban Knight, and older prospects like Roman Horak and Lance Bouma.

And Bouma, well, he seemed the most absorbent of them all.

Motivated to impress after a blown knee sidelined him in Abbotsford last season, he was noticeable — especially after getting his face smashed into the glass by Rangers’ forward Stu Bickel in the first period and standing up for himself with a fight. He also bagged an empty-netter in the third period.

“I came in and did what I wanted to do,” said Bouma. “I thought I had a good start to the game . . . but I feel good. I’m the kind of guy that has to play like that, bring energy to the team.

“(Monday) I thought I did that.”

Another opening day roster prospect was Monahan who was testing his faceoff stats against some of the Rangers’ best and was given a pile of power play time.  

But even though it wasn’t his most productive outing since being drafted by the Flames sixth overall this summer, his two-goal performance in Regina last week against the New York Islanders is still fresh — and his work ethic is apparent every day.

“Monahan’s done a great job,” Stajan said. “They do the little things right and last game, he was rewarded. It’s not going to happen every night.

“It’s the same with the veterans — some games you get rewarded, some games you don’t. You just want to get in the habit of doing the right things out there and playing the right way. That’s the mentality we want.”

Meanwhile, bubble forward Roman Horak was skating like his job depended on it — because, well, it did. The third-year Flames forward had his chances especially on a fine second-period sequence when he was robbed by New York netminder Henrik Lundqvist.

As for the Flames’ corner, Karri Ramo was making his bid in the three-way battle to be the team’s starting goalie.

And, much like last week’s 4-2 win over the New York Islanders in split-squad action in Regina, Ramo showed exactly what the Flames needed to see from him.

Playing the entire game, the two-time KHL all-star faced a ton of traffic in the second period and was even better in the third. 

At the halfway mark of the final 20 minutes — and the Flames attempting to preserve a one-goal lead — Ramo kicked out left pad on New York’s Oscar Lindberg, followed immediately by a glove-save when Taylor Pyatt tried to score on the rebound. His best sequence of the night.

Of the 16 shots he faced in the busy second frame, Ramo was only beat by one — and no surprise that it’d be Rangers’ star defenceman Marc Staal who expertly capitalized on a Calgary defensive breakdown. 

Now, it’s Reto Berra’s move. He’ll get the start on Wednesday against the visiting Phoenix Coyotes.

“The evaluation process keeps going on,” said head coach Bob Hartley. “(Ramo) is working hard like Mac (Joey MacDonald) and Reto but obviously (Ramo) gave us a very good game.

“I felt we skated really well, we blocked lots of shots, we created quite a bit offensively. We did some very good things, I’m impressed. We have work to do, just like the 29 other teams.”

ICE CHIPS: Hartley said injured forwards Michael Cammalleri (hand) and Jiri Hudler (lower body) would be doubtful for Wednesday but hopes they’ll be in their NHL season opener Oct. 3 against the Washington Capitals. 

kodland@calgaryherald.com

Follow on Twitter/KristenOdlandCH

On a line with T.J. Galiardi is centre Sean Monahan and Max Reinhart.

On a line with Mikael Backlund is Michael Ferland and Corban Knight.

And, on a line with Brian McGrattan is Roman Horak and Lance Bouma.

Which, of course, is good news if your last name is Monahan, Reinhart, Ferland, Knight, Horak, or Bouma — all of whom are trying to push for an opening-day roster spot.

Because, drawing into tonight’s NHL-calibre lineup versus the New York Rangers means one more chance.

“I’m sure before the game starts, I’ll be nervous,” Ferland was saying Sunday following a skate at WinSport arenas. “You usually get nervous before these kind of games. I think I’ll have a few butterflies.

“Obviously, there’s only a few more games to show the coaching staff why you should be here. I just want to go into (Monday) with confidence.”

Reinhart, too, is in the same boat as Ferland — one of the game group skaters who’ll try impressing on Monday, and one of the remaining prospects still standing after the Flames brass re-assigned 19 players to the Abbotsford Heat which began its American Hockey League camp on Saturday.

“I don’t think it’s as high paced as the regular season, so I think it’s a good way of getting games in and I can prove to the coaching staff that I can raise my game and even more for the regular season,” Reinhart said. “I think I’ve skated pretty well.

“I’ve showed my game and proved that I want to jump into one of the spots open on the team.”

But that doesn’t make the next few days any easier as the prospects continue to go under the microscope, monitored every moment by the coaching staff.

The next round of cuts are around the corner as the 38 players remaining will be whittled down to 23 before the Flames’ season opener on Oct. 3 against the Washington Capitals.

As for the players not in Monday’s lineup, there is still Wednesday against the Phoenix Coyotes. For a wild card like forward Josh Jooris, the resident feel-good story who signed as a free-agent after the summer prospects camp, it’s about showing his willingness, even though the outcome is completely out of his control.

“You don’t read into it,” said Jooris who drew into the lineup in last week’s two game tour through Saskatchewan. “It’s obviously the coaches’ decision. It’s their call and we have a bunch of players and they want to get a look at everyone. I’m just sticking to it and keep moving forward and, hopefully, get ready for Wednesday.”

Fully understanding the scenario, Galiardi knows what his young linemates will be going through in tonight’s game, even though it’s a only a pre-season contest.

“It seems like there are a lot of guys fighting for one or two spots,” said the forward who signed a one-year deal with the Flames when he was acquired in the off-season. “You’ve gotta make an impression. This is their chance. When it gets down to the nitty gritty and the final cuts, one mistake can cost you. Guys are going to be going 100 per cent, I know it’s still exhibition.”

As for Galiardi, he’s the utility player — a winger, if head coach Bob Hartley wants him to be a winger, or centre, if Hartley wants him to be a centre.

“Bob has made it clear to me, depending on how the young guys play, that’s where I’ll play,” Galiardi said. “If one of them plays really well and he’s a left winger, I’ll play centre. I think even to this point, they’re not even sure what they’re going to do.

“These last two games are very important for them.”

But for Horak actually these last two games are crucial. Seeing the young talent around him, the Czech native understands time is ticking.

“It’s my third year, right? I have to make the team right now,” said the 22-year-old centreman who has split the last two professional seasons between the Flames and the Abbotsford Heat.

“If I don’t ... it’s one of my last shots. Basically, I’m going to do whatever it takes. I see there’s a spot at centre and we have a lot of young guys and there are a lot of great players.

“I’m going to do my best and we’ll see.”

Horak, another bubble forward, has 81 games in the NHL since joining the Flames ahead of the 2011-12 season. Monday is his third pre-season contest after playing in Edmonton and at home against the New York Islanders last week.

And, simply put, he doesn’t want to get left behind.

“It’s hard to make the NHL,” he said. “Basically, if you don’t make it in the first three or four years, it’s going to be really hard to get back. I know this is one of my last shots and I’m going to do whatever it takes.”

Pre-season lineup vs. the New York Rangers

Monday, 7 p.m., Scotiabank Saddledome

FORWARDS

Curtis Glencross-Matt Stajan-Lee Stempniak

T.J. Galiardi-Sean Monahan-Max Reinhart

Michael Ferland-Mikael Backlund-Corban Knight

Lance Bouma-Roman Horak-Brian McGrattan

DEFENCE

Kris Russell-Dennis Wideman

Mark Giordano-T.J. Brodie

Derek Smith-Shane O’Brien

GOALIES

Karri Ramo

Joey MacDonald
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It’s the way of their world — the student eventually becomes the teacher.

And, suddenly, Brian McGrattan is the teacher.

Over the weekend, the Calgary Flames’ resident tough guy was consulted by Keegan Kanzig, the Victoria Royals’ resident tough guy and a roster hopeful only months after being drafted on what it’s like to toss punches in the National Hockey League.

A smart idea considering McGrattan has a deep resume and, well, loves his job.

“I’ve seen a couple of his fights before and he has quite the reputation,” said Kanzig, chuckling, following Sunday afternoon’s skate at WinSport arena. “That’s why I approached him and I want to learn from the best. I’m focusing on every part of my game, making sure I’m good defensively and that I make a good first pass and contributing how I can all over the ice.

“But fighting is part of the game and it’s something I’ll have to do, so I want to be good at it.”

So, at Calgary’s WinSport, there they were — master and pupil.

Really, a sight to behold considering McGrattan, all six-foot-four and 234-pounds of him, was instructing the 18-year-old kid from Athabasca who towers over him at six-foot-six and 248 pounds.

“He’s bigger than me and I’m bigger than most guys I fight,” McGrattan was saying, his own face in mid-season form with stitches under his eye and a fading bruise from a pair of pre-season tilts in Saskatoon and Regina. “I just showed him some techniques with being a bigger guy with balance and spots to grab. What you do when you get in trouble. More or less just some techniques I like to do. Where to punch. How to punch. Because at the pro level, it’s a bit different. In junior, guys are just kind of going at it as hard as they can.

“But, in the American league and at the NHL level, guys just wait you out for that one spot to crack you with one.”

You can’t argue with a guy who once had 39 (!) fights in the American Hockey League and had his most productive season (14 NHL bouts in 34 games) with the Flames in 2009-10. But he, too, was like Kanzig once.

When McGrattan first started playing pro, he picked the brain of Dennis Bonvie — the most penalized player in professional hockey history with 4,804 career penalty minutes, 311 of those in 92 NHL games and most of the others in the minors.

In fact, with the Hamilton Bulldogs in 1997, Bonvie once established a single-season AHL record with 522 penalty minutes (a mark which McGrattan later eclipsed with 551 playing for the Binghamton Senators during the 2004-05 season).

“One of the toughest guys to ever play in the American league,” McGrattan was saying. “I played with him my rookie year. He did the same thing I did to (Kanzig). He showed me the ropes the whole year and taught me some things to do.”

Kanzig, who still could be sent back for his 19-year-old year in the Western Hockey League, doesn’t know how many more days he has with the rebuilding NHL club and there’s no telling when his first NHL fight will come. But regardless, he said he wants to be ready.

“Grats was saying there are guys (at the NHL-level) that are a little more systematic and know what they’re doing,” said Kanzig, Calgary’s 67th overall pick from June’s draft who has logged 21 tussles in the WHL. “So, he was just preparing me for that.

“It’s just something that happens during a game. If something comes up and it needs to be done, that’s kind of when I step up and do it. But I just want to prepare myself by getting tips and making sure I know what to do when it does happen.”

Seeing the potential the kid has — already, he’s dropped the gloves twice in Penticton and sailed through the Flames’ first round of re-assignments — McGrattan is more than happy to help.

“That’s huge being 18 and surviving your first cut,” said the 32-year-old who, along with 33-year-old veteran goalie Joey MacDonald are the two oldest players in the dressing room. “Just goes to show he has the drive and wants to be here. Obviously, the organization sees big things for him. With his size and strength, he’s miles ahead of a lot of other guys his age.

“If he works on his game and conditioning, I don’t see why he can be in the NHL in two or three years.”

BRIEFS HEAD HERE

Flames head coach Bob Hartley dubbed Karri Ramo as Monday’s starter against the New York Rangers (backed up by Joey MacDonald) and said Reto Berra will likely start on Wednesday against the Phoenix Coyotes.

“They’re all in the same boat right now,” said Hartley. “I can’t say one is ahead of the other. It’s a three-man battle. We know what we can get from Mac so that’s why Karri is in this game.

“Still don’t know (the Flames’ No. 1). Every day we’re taking notes and they’ll have to prove themselves on a daily basis.”

Hartley said Monday’s lineup will also be more reflective of what’s to come when their regular season kicks off Oct. 3 in Washington.

“They’re in a final exam period,” he said. “Now, it’s going to start to look like NHL games. There are some kids that are on the bubble, (Max) Reinhart, (Michael) Ferland. They better study all night because (Monday) is a big exam.”

kodland@calgaryherald.com
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They didn’t have Pavel Datsyuk or Henrik Zetterberg, but coach Mike Babcock didn’t care.

He wanted the Red Wings to shoot the puck. Or, at the least, handle the puck.

He said it Wednesday morning after the team’s morning skate and he said it again after they mustered a paltry 17 shots in a 5-1 loss to the Penguins.

“You gotta have the puck more than we did if you’re going to have any fun out there, I can tell you that,” Babcock said. “Today we just didn’t have the puck.”

They didn’t, and the offense-less Wings dropped to 2-4 in the exhibition season.

“They made us look bad,” Babcock said. “They had it, we chased it the whole game and we were never on offense. They were better than us.”

The loss marked the fourth game this exhibition season they have been outshot, and the scoreboard now reads “Opponents 161, Wings 134” for the season.

But the game might not have been the only loss of the night.

As time wound down, forward Justin Abdelkader fought with Pittsburgh’s Robert Bortuzzo.

Abdelkader left the ice shaking his hand and didn’t leave the trainer’s room after the game. Wings’ media relations said he suffered a cut to his left hand and stitches were likely.

“It seems like every game,” Babcock lamented, that a Wings’ player succumbs to injury.

Pittsburgh scored two goals in the first, two in the second and another in the third against backup goalie Petr Mrazek.

The lone Wings’ tally came near the midway point of the second period, halfway between the blue and red lines, when Drew Miller chipped a goal past a diving Marc-Andre Fleury.

Miller’s goal was his first of the exhibition season.

But while the game doesn’t count in the standings, the experience Detroit’s youngsters were able to get against the Penguins’ top guns does.

Defensemen Brendan Smith and Danny DeKeyser each logged more than 20 minutes of ice time.

Babcock said DeKeyser played strong on the back end.

Defenseman Adam Almquist, who skated 19 shifts and took a penalty in the second period, talked of the game being a confidence builder of sorts.

“You always learn,” he said. “It’s always a good experience when you’re playing the best in the world and such good players. You can get a little more confidence when you play guys like that next time.”

Contact Anthony Fenech: afenech@freepress.com . Follow him on Twitter @anthonyfenech.

And now, for your bi-weekly Darren Helm update.

He feels a lot better, feels pretty good. And the Wings forward feels better about himself when he’s on the ice, skating with his teammates like he was on this morning for the first time this year.

“It gives me a better attitude, keeps me positive,” he said. “But I think my mental state has been pretty good the last couple of months knowing that I’ll get better at some point. Just a big long process that I have to deal with and I feel that’s coming to an end.”

How soon, he wouldn’t say.

But when asked if he could play within the week, Helm said, “Never say never. But you can say very unlikely.”

Helm, 26, is nursing back and groin injuries.

“I’m still working on the groin,” he said. “I wasn’t going 100% out there, I was going pretty good but it’s still something we have to monitor and keep an eye on.”

As far as his back, Helm said he didn’t really push it very hard, but that he did feel “quite a bit better” than the past couple of weeks.

Coach Mike Babcock called the news “obviously” encouraging and while there have been no talks about when Helm will start participating in contact drills, he thinks it’s probably around the corner.

So after a year-plus of lost time — Helm played one game last season — today’s morning skate was a win.

“It’s always nice to be out there,” he said. “It’s just part of who I am.”

Contact Anthony Fenech: afenech@freepress.com . Follow him on Twitter @anthonyfenech.

Daniel Alfredsson will not make his Joe Louis Arena debut as a Detroit Red Wing tonight.

Alfredsson remains out with a sore groin, coach Mike Babcock said after today’s morning skate. The forward did not skate with the team.

Alfredsson, 40, signed a one-year deal with the Wings in the off-season and has played in one exhibition this preseason.

Also out for tonight’s exhibition against the Pittsburgh Penguins are defensemen Jonathan Ericsson and Jakub Kindl (lower body injuries) and forwards Pavel Datsyuk and Henrik Zetterberg (healthy scratches).

Babcock said Ericsson has a thigh contusion.

When asked whether it was serious, Babcock said: "I don’t know. You get in there day-to-day — and I’ve been here a long time — they get in there, they have a hard time getting out."

Posed with the same question, Ericsson laughed it off and said, "It’s nothing serious."

Coming up from Grand Rapids tonight is forward Riley Sheahan and defenseman Xavier Ouellet.

Sheahan will play on a line between Daniel Cleary and Todd Bertuzzi, Babcock said, while Ouellet will pair with Danny DeKeyser on defense.

Babcock said newcomer Stephen Weiss will play with Johan Franzen and Justin Abdelkader on the team’s second line.

He is anticipating a full roster on Pittsburgh’s end, saying, "That’s really good for us."

"I want to watch guys compete," he said. "We have to make decisions, we have three games left, let’s compete, let’s do what we’re supposed to do and let’s focus on our details and continue to get better as a team.

"We haven’t scored any goals with the exception of one game. We don’t shoot the puck; we’re averaging 23 shots a game. We gotta shoot the puck, we gotta get to the net."

Helm udpate: Forward Darren Helm skated with teammates for the first time this season and said he felt good.

"I feel a lot better," Helm said. "Good progress."

He is nursing back and groin injuries and said to "never say never" about playing this week. "But you can say very unlikely,” he added.

Contact Anthony Fenech: afenech@freepress.com. Follow him on Twitter @anthonyfenech.

Red Wings defenseman Adam Almquist making big impression
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Defenseman Adam Almquist continues to make a good impression. He’ll be heading to Grand Rapids soon, but the 22-year-old Swede is trying to make the most of his time with the Red Wings.

It could lead to more chances down the road. Almquist (5-feet-11, 173 pounds) scored two power-play goals in a 4-1 win over the Penguins in Pittsburgh last week.

“It was a lucky night,” Almquist said. “Good passes. Luckily it went in.”

The Wings host the Penguins tonight at Joe Louis Arena.

As the end of camp nears, Almquist isn’t letting himself think about the possibility of staying. “Just take it day by day,” he said. “Work hard and see what happens.”

Almquist played his first full season with the Grand Rapids Griffins in the American Hockey League after three seasons with HV71 in Sweden. He had 10 goals and 21 assists in 68 regular-season games. He chipped in three goals and seven assists in 21 playoff games, helping the Griffins win the Calder Cup.

“He’s talented,” Wings coach Mike Babcock said. “Moves the puck. He’s an undersized guy, but his skill set and his hockey sense are so good that he might be able to play. He’s going to have a huge winter, then a great summer next summer, then see what happens. But he looks to me, his mind and his athleticism are NHL. His body is small.”

Babcock said he wouldn’t have predicted that Almquist would still be in camp.

“That’s the great thing about life ... you actually get to make an impression,” Babcock said. “He’s done that. He’s come to camp, and he’s got his name up in the dressing room.”

Contact George Sipple: gsipple@freepress.com. Follow him on Twitter @georgesipple.

It could be weeks before Detroit Red Wings goaltender Jonas Gustavsson returns from a sore groin.

That creates an opportunity for 21-year-old Petr Mrazek, who led the Grand Rapids Griffins to the Calder Cup title in the American Hockey League last season, to start the season with the Red Wings as Jimmy Howard’s backup.

“It’s a break, but you earn the right to get the break,” said Red Wings coach Mike Babcock. “As a rookie he won the Calder Cup. He gets a chance. Do good with what you get and see what happens.”

What does Babcock like about Mrazek?

“He wins,” Babcock said. “That’s it.

“He’s gotta get stronger. As he gets stronger he’ll have better rebound control. He’ll have better push. Those things are all part of his growing up. More time in pro hockey you settle down. But I think he’s a real competitor and has a bright future.”

Goaltending coach Jim Bedard says Mrazek has a “very unique personality. He doesn’t come off as cocky, but he does come off as being very confident.”

“He’s got what you can’t teach and that’s a heck of a lot of talent and the right mix of confidence and swagger and he enjoys playing the game. Him and Howie both. They challenge each other in the drills and at the end they give each other high fives.”

Babcock said Mrazek will play Wednesday when the Wings host the Penguins. Howard will play on Friday when the Wings host the Maple Leafs.

“I think it’s a great opportunity and I’m very excited,” Mrazek said of the chance to start out in Detroit. “I know I will probably go down to AHL when Gus will be healthy.”

Gustavsson didn’t practice Tuesday and wasn’t sure when he would be back on the ice.

“That’s the tough part to know exactly how long it’s going to take,” Gustavsson said. “That’s why I can’t give you a number of days or a week. I’m just going to be positive and do everything I can to make it heal as quick as possible.”

PRACTICE UPDATES: Daniel Alfredsson, who has been out a week with a sore groin, practiced today.

“I felt good,” Alfredsson said. “It was a good pace. Let’s see how I feel later today and tomorrow and go from there.”

Babcock said he expected Alfredsson to be in the lineup Wednesday.

“No one told me he isn’t so I assume he’s going to play,” Babcock said. “He’s gotta play eventually here. I’d like to play him tomorrow and then again Friday, I guess, and get going from there.”

It’s important for the second line — Johan Franzen, Alfredsson and Daniel Cleary — to jell quickly.

“Obviously they gotta get to work and get playing,” Babcock said. “That’s what training camp is for. You gotta get feeling good and be going at a high level and if you do that you got a much better chance of starting on time.”

Babcock said he told all the defensemen to be ready to play Wednesday and he’ll see who is available. Jakub Kindl (hip flexor) practiced Tuesday. Babcock said he told Kindl, 26, only players 40 and over can miss a whole week of training camp.

Contact George Sipple: gsipple@freepress.com. Follow him on Twitter @georgesipple.

The Detroit Red Wings are one week from a budget crunch, forced to cut spending in the name of compliance.

The Wings calculate themselves as being $2.7 million over the $64.3-million maximum teams are allowed to spend for the 2013-14 season. They also have an excess of forwards, where 17 are vying for 14 spots. The Wings plan to use the rest of the 23-man roster on two goaltenders and seven defensemen.

Teams have to be compliant on Sept. 30, a day before the season begins. The Wings open at home against Buffalo on Oct. 2.

Ironically, a slew of injuries could help the Wings solve their problems, at least temporarily. Several players are nursing injuries that could turn serious enough to warrant being placed on long-term injured reserve, which requires a player to miss at least 10 games or 24 days. In essence, a player on LTIR counts against a team's cap, but the cap increases (without penalty). He does not count against the roster limit.

The Wings’ candidates for LTIR are Darren Helm, Patrick Eaves, Jordin Tootoo and Jonas Gustavsson.

Helm hasn't taken part in regular training camp because of a pulled groin, and he remains a question mark after being sidelined last season by a sore back. Eaves suffered a sprained MCL and ankle last week in practice and isn't likely to be back for at least four weeks. Tootoo hasn't played since bruising a shoulder last Thursday and is out at least through the end of this week.

Gustavsson left Saturday's game with a sore groin. Test results are pending, but groins rarely take fewer than two weeks to heal, and usually longer for a goaltender — and usually even longer for one with a history of groin problems such as Gustavsson.

Helm has a cap hit of $2.125 million, Eaves is at $1.2 million, Tootoo at $1.9 million and Gustavsson at $1.5 million. A combination of two or three of those would be enough for the Wings to come in under budget, and all four would leave enough room for goalie Petr Mrazek to be on the roster as the backup to Jimmy Howard.

Forward Gustav Nyquist and defenseman Danny DeKeyser are the only players who can be sent to the minors without being exposed on waivers. DeKeyser is too important to the defense to think that will happen, and Nyquist clearly belongs on the big club, too.

Until he has a better handle on the status of the injured players — likely later this week — general manager Ken Holland isn't making any decisions.

"I'm waiting to get a feel for how long some of these people are out," Holland said. "Maybe injuries sort some of these problems out, short term. I've had the odd conversation with other general managers, but we don't really know where we're at. I'm waiting till I know more specifics."

Contact Helene St. James: hstjames@freepress.com. Follow her on Twitter @helenestjames.

The Detroit Red Wings are using today as an off day, which, for some players, meant tests and others meant rest.

Forward Jordin Tootoo, for example, is out through the exhibition season after sustaining a shoulder injury Thursday at Boston, general manager Ken Holland told the Free Press.

Backup goalie Jonas Gustavsson is dealing with a sore groin, and the team hopes to have a better handle on where he stands after getting results from an MRI exam.

Forwards Darren Helm (groin, back) and Patrick Eaves (MCL, ankle) are also ailing.

Forward Daniel Alfredsson, who hasn't played in a week because of a tender groin, plans to practice Tuesday and, if all goes well, will play Wednesday night, when the Wings host the Pittsburgh Penguins.

Two exhibitions remain after that, with a home game Friday against the Toronto Maple Leafs and a date Saturday against the Leafs in Toronto.

Contact Helene St. James: hstjames@freepress.com. Follow her on Twitter @helenestjames.

Johan Franzen said he hoped to finally skate with new teammates Daniel Alfredsson and Stephen Weiss on Wednesday when the Detroit Red Wings face Pittsburgh.

The three could play together on the team’s second line, with Daniel Cleary being in the mix, if coach Mike Babcock sees potential in the line.

Injuries have kept the three from playing together.

They didn’t play together in Sunday’s 4-3 exhibition loss to Chicago at Joe Louis Arena. All three were listed as scratches for the game.

Alfredsson, a winger, and Weiss, a center, were both acquired in July. Alfredsson had been slowed by a groin injury while Weiss played in Saturday’s exhibition loss to Boston. Franzen was back from a hip flexor on Saturday.

“It should be good, we need a few games before the season starts,” said Franzen of the possible lineup. “Get to know each other and get one or two games in. Hopefully, Wednesday we’ll get to play together and hopefully have a good one. I think it’s good for new guys to get used to the system we play.”

The Wings fell behind 4-1 and pushed across two goals in the third period, one coming from Jonathan Ericsson on a six-on-five Wings advantage.

“That was a positive, but catch-up hockey is losing hockey,” Babcock said. “We have to come out, get the lead and close games out. That’s how you win hockey games. We sent some guys down, now we’re going to have some NHL practices this week. I didn’t like that we gifted so many goals. To me it was uncalled for.”

Shutout in two of their previous three exhibition games, the Wings got on the board first when center Tomas Tatar, with an assist from Gustav Nyquist (three on the night), scored his first of two goals at the 7:29 mark for a 1-0 lead.

“I’m trying to be quick in the O-zone so I can do some damage out there,” Tatar said. “I’m trying. Everybody knows there are a lot of forwards on this team and I’m doing the best I can.”

Chicago dominated the rest of the period, getting unassisted goals from Byron Froese and Joakim Nordstrom to lead 2-1 after one.

“I think we came out and had a good start,” Henrik Zetterberg said. “The first seven to 10 minutes we played good. Then they got the equalizer.”

Garrett Ross had an unassisted goal in the third and Froese added his second goal of the game for Chicago.

“We haven’t scored enough goals as a team,” Babcock said. “Going into that third period we had scored one goal in two games. We have to get harder at the net and heavier on the puck.”

Contact Perry A. Farrell: 313-222-2555 or pafarrell@freepress.com.

Older and wiser at 26, Darren Helm said he’d err on the side of caution as he attempts to get back on the ice after back and groin injuries.

“It’s more of my groin right now,” said the veteran center after participating in a Sunday morning skate with teammates.

“Today was the first time I was actually out there with a few guys. We were just doing some goalie drills, so it was nice to be out there with some of the guys. I’ve skated a few times by myself; off to the side doing laps and doing boring stuff. I’m feeling better and headed in the right direction.”

Helm said there is no timetable for his return.

“It’s going to be a while,” he said. “It’s a process. With my back I’ve learned to take it very slowly and don’t put any dates on anything, and just kind of take it a day at a time. I’m not getting too excited. I’m just trying to stay even keel and get this thing back and healthy as quick as I can. I think I’ve kind of grown into error on the side of caution. Before I was able to push through some injuries, but with the last injury I had it has made me more cautious.”

■ CUT-DOWNS: The Red Wings assigned 17 players to Grand Rapids, leaving 38 on the active roster. The team needs to get down to 23 by opening night.

Notables on the reassignment list were left winger Tomas Jurco, right winger Martin Frk, center Calle Jarnkrok, goalie Cam Lanigan and defenseman Ryan Sproul. Other players trimmed from the roster were Andrej Nestrasil, Trevor Parkes, Mitch Callahan, Marek Tvrdon, David McIntyre, Jeff Hoggan, Gleason Fournier, Brennan Evans, Max Nicastro, Xavier Ouellet, Richard Nedomlel and Tom McCollom.

With goalie Jonas Gustavsson hurting his groin on Saturday, Petr Mrazek is still on the roster, but he said he didn’t expect to play on Sunday.

Contact Perry A. Farrell: 313-222-2555 or pafarrell@freepress.com.

Jonas Gustavsson is starting another season with a groin injury.

He played well for 40 minutes in Saturday’s 2-0 loss to the Bruins at Joe Louis Arena, showing promise in what was his first start at home since signing more than a year ago. But Gustavsson suffered a pulled groin on the play that saw Carl Soderberg score with a minute left in the second period, and so the Wings are back at Square 1 with Gustavsson: Wondering when he’ll play again.

“He hurt his groin,” coach Mike Babcock said. “I thought he played well until he hurt his groin.”

Groins never take less than two weeks, and that’s usually for a skater. A goaltender, who needs immediate short-range mobility, easily takes much longer.

“We say day-to-day, and then in seven to 10 days, we start talking about him playing in two weeks,” Babcock said.

It is an incredibly frustrating situation for Gustavsson and the Wings. After the morning skate, at which point Babcock planned to play Gustavsson all three periods, Babcock said Gustavsson needs to show that “you can give your team a chance to win. That’s what he gets paid for, that’s what he’s got to do. He’s got to build himself some confidence.

“The idea is, you know you can put him in, and he can win the game. Not that you’re shying away from him. So back-to-backs, you can go to him.”

The Wings have their first back-to-back in two weeks, in the opening week of the regular season. If Gustavsson isn’t ready — which seems the likely scenario — the Wings’ option is to put Gustavsson on long-term injured reserve, because they need the salary-cap room to open a spot for Petr Mrazek.

In his first season after signing a two-year, $3-million contract with Detroit, a groin injury limited Gustavsson to three appearances, only one a start, through February, and then he fumbled his next two starts. Gustavsson played in seven games last season, but only one was at the Joe: March 31, when he relieved Jimmy Howard in a 7-1 loss to Chicago. Gustavsson finished 2-2-1 with an .879 save percentage and 2.92 goals-against average.

Contact Helene St. James: hstjames@freepress.com . Follow her on Twitter @helenestjames.

At Joe Louis Arena

What happened: Detroit’s inability to convert its power play chances helped Chicago prevail. With the new alignment, the only time the Wings (2-3-0) could face longtime rival Chicago (3-0-1) in a playoffs series would be the Stanley Cup Finals. The game was minus stars on both sides in the Wings' 4-3 loss. 

First period: A day after being shut out by Boston, the Wings were on the offensive in the first period, but weren’t able to score early despite keeping play in the Chicago end. Luis-Marc Aubry missed a chance to score at the 13:59 mark when the puck slid across the goal crease. Justin Abdelkader missed an early opportunity before Tomas Tatar lit the light at the 7:29 mark on an assist from Gustav Nyquist as the puck went past the left shoulder of goalie Corey Crawford. Chicago’s Byron Froese responded with an unassisted goal at 9:18 to tie the game at 1-1. 

Second period: Blackhawks center Brad Mills took a two-minute penalty for charging at 3:12, giving the Wings another power play chance. Nordstrom stole the puck near center ice and nearly had a short-handed goal, but Jimmy Howard made the save. Detroit was unable to convert as the team continued to press the action offensively. 

Third period: Ross stayed out of the penalty box long enough to score at the 2:29 mark of the third period on an unassisted goal to give the winners a 3-1 lead. Froese scored his second goal of the game at 3:25 of the third, with assists to Brent Seabrook and Mike Kostka, to extend the lead to 4-1. Howard was replaced by Jared Coreau after the goal. Tatar finally converted a power play opportunity at 12:58 with assists from Nyquist and Adam Almquist. 

Overheard: “There is a lot more space back there. It makes it easier for us to handle the puck and make plays,’’ Henrik Zetterberg said, on the NHL taking eight inches off the back of the net. 

What’s next: The Wings face Pittsburgh on Wednesday. 

Contact Perry A. Farrell: 313-222-2555 or pafarrell@freepress.com

At Joe Louis Arena

IN THE FIRST PERIOD: The Red Wings got an opportunity to work on their penalty kill when Landon Ferraro was penalized for holding at 7:20. But a minor scuffle broke out between Brendan Smith and Patrice Bergeron, leading to an elbowing call on Bergeron that offset the Bruins’ power play after 19 seconds. Defenseman Ryan Sproul got a nice shot on net during the four-on-four, and Joakim Andersson tested Chad Johnson off a rush. Todd Bertuzzi and Mike Moore went off for fighting at 12:36. Jonas Gustavsson made six saves, including a quick stick stop on Moore.

IN THE SECOND PERIOD: Xavier Ouellet was penalized for holding at 1:58, putting the Wings on another penalty kill. Drew Miller and Cory Emmerton took one shift, and Stephen Weiss and Johan Franzen also worked as a pair. The Bruins didn’t get any shots on goal. The Wings got their first power play after Dennis Seidenberg went off for hooking Gustav Nyquist after Nyquist tried to convert on a turnover. The 2 minutes didn’t yield much, but then the Red Wings didn’t have their top offensive group in the game. The Wings fell behind with 1:04 left when Carl Soderberg took advantage of a fluke bounce to find an open net. Emmerton was penalized 9 seconds later, giving the Bruins a third power play. Gustavsson had 12 saves after 40 minutes, leaving with a sore groin.

IN THE THIRD PERIOD: Petr Mrazek took over in goal. The Red Wings started with 1:05 left in a penalty to Emmerton, a regular part of the penalty-kill group. Soderberg scored at 41 seconds, finishing Seidenberg’s shot to make it 2-0. The Wings went on a power play with 3:33 left, but their offense had stalled by then.

QUOTABLE: Coach Mike Babcock, on the Bruins: “I thought they did lots of good things. Their power play got it going in the end. That got it to two. I didn’t think we were good enough.” ... Gustav Nyquist: “We’ve got to score, that’s what counts. I don’t think we got on them as hard as we should have tonight at home. We’ve got to be more ready and spend more time in their zone.”

UP NEXT: 5 p.m. today against the Chicago Blackhawks. Red Wings slated to play include Pavel Datsyuk, Henrik Zetterberg and Jimmy Howard.

Contact Helene St. James: hstjames@freepress.com. Follow her on Twitter http://www.twitter.com/helenestjames"

When this renewed Red Wings-Bruins rivalry starts with meaning next month, there’s reason to think it’ll be a barnburner.

Scuffles and a fight and decently spirited competition marked Saturday night’s exhibition at Joe Louis Arena, which saw the Bruins win, 2-0, two nights after the Wings used their top line to rout the Bruins in Boston.

The big negative for the Wings was that after four exhibition games, the only line scoring is Pavel Datsyuk’s. Stephen Weiss played between Johan Franzen and Daniel Cleary on Saturday. An earlier injury to Franzen and a current sore groin for Daniel Alfredsson have thrown a wrench in assembling a second line with any chemistry.

“We’ve got to find a way to bang a few in,” Weiss said. “If you don’t score any goals, it’s tough to win in this league.”

The Bruins, smarting after losing, 8-2, at home, brought along Patrice Bergeron, Loui Eriksson and Brad Marchand. Carl Soderberg scored late in the second period when he took advantage of a fluke bounce and again on a power play early in the third period.

Detroit’s best line was Joakim Andersson with wingers Gustav Nyquist and Todd Bertuzzi, a group that showed spark and spunk but, even so, wasn’t able to convert.

“It’s frustrating because that’s two games in a row for our unit that we haven’t scored,” Bertuzzi said. “I thought we had multiple chances to put the puck in the net.”

Bertuzzi called it fun to play with Nyquist and Andersson, saying “they’re two kids that are high-energy. They’re not afraid to hold onto the puck and make plays. I think Nyquist’s speed is underrated — he’s a fast kid, he can break loose.”

The bottom line, though, showed no goals from basically the same group that was similarly blanked in Chicago last Tuesday.

“Most of this lineup, two nights, we haven’t scored a goal,” coach Mike Babcock said. “We don’t move the puck very good from the back, so it’s kind of a grind-fest out there.

“We turned the puck over a ton. We weren’t very good.”

The Original Six foes, separated for years by different conferences, meet again in two weeks in Boston on Oct. 5, and again 10 days after that, also in Boston.

Bertuzzi got some love from Wings fans Saturday after schooling defenseman Mike Moore in a fight, part of a night full of scrums and skirmishes that bodes well for a rivalry refreshed by relocating both teams to the same division.

“They’ve been to the finals past in the last three years,” Bertuzzi said. “They’re a heck of a hockey team. When they come to play, they play hard, so we’ve got to be more prepared every time we play them.”

A couple of Detroit Red Wings are extra excited about tonight's game at Joe Louis Arena, never mind that it's only exhibition.

Goaltender Jonas Gustavsson is looking at what will be his first start at the Joe, coming more than a year after he signed and coming after he played only in relief at home last season. Newcomer Stephen Weiss, meanwhile, is thrilled about playing at a place he's loved since he was a kid and rarely saw during his years with the Florida Panthers.

"It's always special to play here," Weiss said after the morning skate. "To do it with a Red Wings jersey on is going to be pretty special. I'm really looking forward to it. Got the butterflies going this morning when I woke up."

Gustavsson saw action in seven games last season, but only one of them was at the Joe: March 31, when he relieved Jimmy Howard in a 7-1 loss to Chicago that was kind to no one in a Wings uniform.

The game was a snapshot of Gustavsson's season though, which saw him go from sick bay to the sidelines. An early groin injury delayed him until mid-February, and then he pretty much rolled out one subpar performance after another, finishing 2-2-1 with a .879 save percentage and 2.92 goals-against average. He never played after that March 31 game.

Now a new season beckons, with it, hope for a better second go-around with Detroit. The Wings signed Gustavsson, 28, to two years and $3 million in the summer of 2012, and the organization wants to see him earn that income.

Coach Mike Babcock has described what Gustavsson must do as "grab his chunk of the cheese," or "get his piece of the pie" - either way, hunger games lie ahead if Gustavsson doesn't show up from the start.

Gustavsson knows this.

"This is my first start at home, so Im looking forward to this," he said. "Last season, I got injured right away, and you never want that, especially when you're new and you've always got to prove yourself to coach and teammates and fans.

"I didn't really have a chance to do that at the start of the year when I was injured, and then I didn't play that much. But that is behind me. You just move forward."

Other Wings scheduled to play tonight include Johan Franzen and Daniel Cleary, who are tagged as Weiss' wingers.The early roster also features forwards Todd Bertuzzi, Joakim Andersson, Gustav Nyquist, Tomas Jurco and Calle Jarnkrok, plus defensemen Danny DeKeyser, Brendan Smith and Xavier Ouellet.

Boston's group includes Patrice Bergeron, Loui Eriksson, Brad Marchand and Johnny Boychuk.

Contact Helene St. James: hstjames@freepress.com. Follow her on Twitter @helenestjames.

Detroit Red Wings general manager Ken Holland said today that forward Patrick Eaves likely will miss 2-4 weeks.

“He’s got a slight ankle sprain and he’s got an MCL sprain,” Holland said. “We need to ... see how he feels. The ankle is going to heal quicker than the MCL sprain.”

Holland said both injuries are on Eaves’ left side.

Eaves fell during practice Thursday at Joe Louis Arena and had to be helped off the ice by several teammates. He did not speak to the media today but was seen on crutches.

Holland deemed the team’s other injuries, to defensemen Jakub Kindl (hip flexor) and forwards Johan Franzen (hip flexor) and Daniel Alfredsson (groin), as minor.

Alfredsson and Franzen skated today while Kindl received treatment. Kindl and Alfredsson likely will miss the exhibitions Saturday and Sunday, Holland said. Franzen told reporters that he planned to play against the Boston Bruins in the Wings’ first home game of the preseason on Saturday.

Kindl suffered a hip flexor injury during Thursday’s 8-2 win in Boston. He said the injury occurred late in the second period, when he was behind the net.

“I was going to go get the puck,” Kindl said. “The puck was coming around the boards, and I just kind of tried to push and it’s probably when it happened.”

Kindl said he started to feel it during his next shift.

“I probably prefer to take two days off,” Kindl said. “We’ll see. Hopefully, it feels better tomorrow. It’s nothing major. It was a good call getting off the ice yesterday after two periods.”

Holland said the team is being cautious.

“This time of the year, why run the risk of injuring it further?” Holland said.

Ownership transfer? The NHL’s Board of Governors will meet Monday in New York. Darren Dreger of tsn.ca reported that among the matters up for discussion are “the latest of the Ilitch family’s ownership transfer in Detroit.”

“In accordance with NHL bylaws, the Board of Governors commonly vote to approve routine estate planning activities of all NHL teams,” Wings spokesman John Hahn said today. “Mike and Marian Ilitch continue to own and maintain complete control of the Detroit Red Wings.”

Beantown beatdown: Asked for his thoughts on the Wings’ 8-2 win in Boston, Wings coach Mike Babcock said: “We had way more of a lineup dressed than they did. That wasn’t our intention; that’s just the way it worked out. In saying that, I thought we were able to play fast and execute with the puck. Our good players were really good.”

Helm update: Forward Darren Helm (groin/back) skated alone before the first of the two groups practiced today.

Contact George Sipple: gsipple@freepress.com. Follow him on Twitter @georgesipple.

Thursday’s first Red Wings practice ended with Johan Franzen declaring himself too hurt to play, and the second was interrupted when Patrick Eaves had to be helped off after a fall.

Injuries are to training camp as they are to the rest of the NHL season: A regularity. Eaves appeared to suffer to worst pain yet, as he fell during a battle near the net and was shouldered off by teammates while Eaves appeared to be clutching his left knee or leg. General manager Ken Holland said he wouldn’t know the results of Eaves’ evaluation until today or Saturday.

Eaves wasn’t part of the group scheduled to play in the evening’s exhibition game at Boston. Franzen was, but he said his hip flexor was too sore so, at the earliest, he may play this weekend. Daniel Alfredsson, designated to play right wing opposite Franzen, is day-to-day with a tender groin, Holland said.

That, then, has scuttled now two straight attempts by coach Mike Babcock to see a line of Alfredsson, Franzen and Stephen Weiss. “They don’t play, I don’t know what I’m supposed to do about that,” Babcock said.

For the Bruins game, Babcock planned to start Weiss with Daniel Cleary and Tomas Tatar.

Darren Helm, who spent last season sidelined by back pain, has been sidelined since training camp began by a pulled groin.

The Wings have to trim three players and clear $2.4 million in salary cap space before the end of the month in order to be compliant. Should either Helm ($2.125 million salary) or Eaves ($1.2 million salary) end up on long-term injured reserve, that would provide some relief.

The excess of players is entirely among forwards, where 17 players are vying for 14 spots.

Contact Helene St. James: hstjames@freepress.com. Follow her on Twitter @helenestjames.

Jakub Kindl sauntered into his summer, then swaggered back to the Red Wings.

Kindl is a terrific example of how an NHL defenseman usually develops: Slowly. He has been in the Wings’ system since he was drafted in the first round in 2005. He finished up playing juniors, percolated in Grand Rapids for a few years and, in Detroit, was tucked way behind some notable luminaries.

Finally an opportunity appeared, and the result is Kindl version 2.0 — a confident, physical third-pair guy who is a big part of the penalty kill and who helps add puck mobility on the back end.

“I came a long way, I’m not going to lie, we all know that,” Kindl said Thursday. “But I feel very confident. I’m very excited.”

Kindl was pulled from Thursday’s 8-2 victory at Boston after the second period because of a sore hip flexor, but general manager Ken Holland told the Free Press, “It’s nothing serious.”

Unlike in years past, Kindl isn’t wondering where he’ll fit: He’s a regular partner for newcomer Danny DeKeyser. Coach Mike Babcock doesn’t want Kindl overly confident, which is why when asked about Kindl, Babcock said, “in the 100-mile journey, he just finished Lap 5. How’s that?

“He’s not worried about getting cut, probably, but he’s worried about how much he’s going to get to play. To me, each year there is something to battle for and compete for. The more you prepare and the harder you work and the more attention to detail paid, the bigger chunk of the pie you get.”

Kindl played 41 games last season, sidelined early on by injury, but then took transformative strides. It helped that there was room — last summer saw Nicklas Lidstrom and Brad Stuart depart, one year after Brian Rafalski quit.

“Every time I was coming here,” Kindl said, “I was sitting next to Rafalski or Nick or Chris Chelios. Now those guys are gone, and we are completely different on the back end.”

Even with a meager defense last season, Kindl, 26, was a bubble player as late as January.

“I wasn’t sure I was going to be on the team,” Kindl said. “Then we had injuries, and I had opportunity. It finally paid off. I always believe myself I’m a good player, but I never really got the opportunity until last year. It felt great.”

Jonathan Ericsson, a defenseman who had growing pains a few years ago, explained why defensemen often take longer.

“If you’re a forward,” he said, “it’s a little bit more forgiving if you make a mistake, it’s not going to end up in your own net. But if you’re doing it as the last man out there, it’s probably going to end up in your own net and you’re going to look really silly.”

Kindl looked so good in the playoffs, he ended up leading Wings defensemen with five points and a plus-four rating. And so as disappointing as it was to lose in the second round, the exit meeting a few days later with Babcock and general manager Ken Holland made Kindl’s heart soar.

“It was the first time such a meeting was positive, after eight years,” Kindl said, smiling. “Usually, Babs is pretty straight on me. Usually it’s go home, work hard.

“This time, he told me to go home, enjoy the summer. You came a long way, kid.”

Contact Helene St. James:hstjames@freepress.com. Follow her on Twitter @helenestjames.

The Detroit Red Wings are awaiting word on forward Patrick Eaves after he took a bad spill during today’s practice at Joe Louis Arena. He had to be helped off by several teammates.

Eaves — who appeared to be clutching his left knee or leg — was taken to a hospital for testing. General manager Ken Holland told the Free Press that he won't know the results "for a day or two."

Eaves, 29, has had a tough go of it the past few years. He suffered a severe concussion in November 2011 that sidelined him the rest of the season. He wasn't cleared to play until just before the lockout-shortened season 2013 got under way and ended up playing 34 games.

Eaves, whose salary cap hit is $1.2 million, is among the handful of forwards vying for a regular rotation minutes. The Wings are going through the exhibition season carrying 17 viable forwards, with room for 14.

Eaves was not scheduled to play tonight at Boston.

Contact Helene St. James: hstjames@freepress.com. Follow her on Twitter @helenestjames.

Being a lower-salaried middle man has its advantages.

The Wings have to trim three players between now and the end of the month to get down to 23, and the excess is entirely up front, where 17 are vying for jobs. Another opportunity to stand out comes tonight, when the Wings play at Boston. Johan Franzen — not a bubble player, of course — will decide after the morning skate whether to play, after missing Tuesday’s game in Chicago because of a sore hip flexor.

The vulnerable forwards number around a half-dozen, but Cory Emmerton’s assets are playing center and a cap hit that’s a reasonable $533,000.

Emmerton, 25, emerged as a serviceable fourth-line pivot last season, when he ended up playing all 48 games as Darren Helm was unable to return from a sore back. Playing around 10 minutes per game, Emmerton got to work on his face-offs and helped out killing penalties.

“The biggest thing was definitely getting on the penalty kill,” Emmerton said. “You know when you’re on a special teams, you’re in the game more. Nowadays penalties are such an important part that if you’re not playing on the power play or penalty kill, you’ll be sitting for a long time, and it’s hard to play like that. So last year was good, just to be out there in important situations, and it helped me a lot.”

Helm’s status still hangs in the air — he has been sidelined since camp began because of a groin injury — so once again, Emmerton is in demand.

“I’ve got an opportunity to show that I’ve grown some more from last season to now,” Emmerton said. “It’s going to be how I play, still. There’s still lots of forwards and they’ll take the best forwards when it comes down to it, so you just have to play well in the preseason.”

Coach Mike Babcock lauded Emmerton for becoming a better player, especially defensively and as a penalty killer, saying, “that’s why we have so much depth — because a guy like this is getting better and better.”

Contact Helene St. James: hstjames@freepress.com . Follow her on Twitter @helenestjames.

Columnist Jeff Seidel will answer your questions about all things Detroit sports in a live chat at 11 a.m. Friday at freep.com/sports. Submit early questions here.

The Plymouth Whalers will be young this season, but coach and general manager Mike Vellucci expects them to be competitive.

The Whalers open the season Friday night at London, then host the Erie Otters at 7:05 p.m. Saturday at Compuware Arena.

Free Press sports writer George Sipple spoke to Vellucci about some of the key returning players and some of the newcomers:

On replacing four forwards from last season — Garrett Meurs, Stefan Noesen, Vincent Trocheck and Rickard Rakell — who combined to score 104 goals and 221 points: “Obviously it’s going to be hard to replace those guys. But I’ve made a lot of moves this summer that I don’t think people realize are big moves. We have Matt Mistele, who was our leading goal scorer last year, and it’s his draft year. I picked up Connor Chatham. We drafted him and he finally signed with us. We’ve got Victor Crus Rydberg, a Swedish player that was a fifth-round pick by the Islanders. We’ve got Ryan Hartman coming back. I picked up (Carter) Sandlak. You’ve got Zach Lorentz (back), possibly Tom Wilson and we picked up (Francesco) Vilardi. I feel we have some really good forwards.”

On when or if he expects three players currently in NHL camps — Tom Wilson, Ryan Hartman and Connor Carrick — to return to the Whalers: “I’m pretty sure Hartman will be returning, because Chicago is stacked. With Wilson, I feel Washington is going to give him an opportunity, and Carrick the same thing. My job is to get them to the NHL. If they go this year, that’s great for them. If they come back we’ll just help them develop some more.”

On expectations for forward Carter Sandlak, who set or tied career highs last season with nine goals, 14 assists, 23 points and 98 penalty minutes for Belleville in the OHL: “I feel in our system and our environment he’s going to score more. He’s got good hands. He’s got offensive instincts. Belleville played more of a defensive style, a little more trap. We’re a lot more aggressive and the West is a little more open than the East. He may not score a lot of pretty goals, but he’s going to score goals by being in the paint, being in the crease area and banging in some big rebounds. We’re going to put him in the top six and expect him to score.”

On goaltender Alex Nedeljkovic (19-2-1-1, 2.28 GAA) carrying the load this season after splitting time last season: “We definitely know he’s a really good goalie. He had great composure last year. Obviously there’s going to be a little more pressure on him because this is his draft year. He’s going to be playing the bulk of the games. I think he’s going to do great this year.”

On expectations for new forward Victor Crus Rydberg, a Swedish native who was selected in the fifth round of the NHL draft by the Islanders in June: “I think he’s a great playmaker. A smart, intelligent center. He plays a North American style.”

On the impact of 17-year-old forward Connor Chatham, who originally committed to play college hockey at Denver: “He’s 6-2, 220-pounds. Just a big power forward. Skates pretty well. Had 18 goals in the USHL as a younger guy. He’s rated as a first-rounder in the NHL draft. I expect big things from him.”

On biggest concern heading into the season: “We start with 15 out of 20 games on the road. With a young team, it’s going to take a while for us to mold the team together. My teams have always gotten better as the year goes on. That’s something we pride ourselves in.

“We’re going to be a young team. That’s the key. I love it. They’re easy to coach because they all want to get better and all have something to prove. They’re sponges. I really enjoy those kind of teams.”

On facing Erie center Connor McDavid in the home opener on Saturday: “We’re going against, I would say, the best player in the league, even though he’s still not draft eligible for the NHL. I’ve seen Sidney Crosby play junior hockey and I’ve seen this kid. This kid is every bit as good. It’ll be a great opportunity for fans in our area to see a future NHL star.

“I think he’s as automatic as I’ve ever seen. He’s the real deal. He plays a complete game. He’s the total package.”

Contact George Sipple: gsipple@freepress.com . Follow him on Twitter @georgesipple.

Detroit Red Wings forward Teemu Pulkkinen will have to go before the NHL's Department of Player Safety on Thursday in New York after a boarding penalty during Tuesday's game at Chicago.

Pulkkinen was penalized two minutes into the first period at United Center after a hit on Chicago defenseman Michael Kostka. Pulkkinen faces suspension that can exceed five games. Pulkkinen, 21, finished last season with the Griffins and is slated to play there again this season, so he won't burn any NHL suspension until a time he is called up by the Wings.

Contact Helene St. James: hstjames@freepress.com. Follow her on Twitter @helenestjames.

Mikael Samuelsson has a decade-long NHL résumé and a shot that’s blistering. That might not be enough to get him regular minutes with the Red Wings.

At 36 and coming off a season that was one long stay in the sick bay, Samuelsson is having to show why he should be among the 14 forwards left at the end of the month when the Wings must trim their roster by three.

“We’ve got kids knocking on the door,” coach Mike Babcock said. “So now we have real NHL players that can’t play here.”

Tomas Tatar and Gustav Nyquist are in the “kids” group, but it isn’t just the young set: Samuelsson, who notched a power-play assist in Monday’s 4-1 exhibition victory at Pittsburgh, is battling for minutes with fellow veterans Todd Bertuzzi, Patrick Eaves and Jordin Tootoo as the team is flush with wingers.

“As an organization, it’s great for them,” Samuelsson said. “The pressure is on right away. If you can’t handle it, you shouldn’t be here. It’s fun, too — you’ve got to look at it that way.

“For me, I have to earn a spot.”

Samuelsson is eager to forget the first half of 2013. He went through the lockout-shortened season segueing from one injury to another, culminating in a low point in Nashville when, just as he was returning from one injury, he was hit by a shot during the morning skate and suffered a broken finger.

He played only four games, plus five in the playoffs.

“I didn’t play my best last year,” Samuelsson said, “but it had its reasons. What are you going to do if you’re injured?”

Had Samuelsson been fully healthy by July, the Wings would have looked at buying out the last year of his contract, which would have knocked $3 million off their salary cap. Now he’s at camp, competing for a job.

“There will be changes you don’t expect,” Samuelsson said. “Just work your butt off and see where it takes you. There are lots of forwards, you have to perform. Nothing is written in stone.”
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NY Rangers and Derek Stepan: Scenario for how to fit Stepan under New York's cap, explanation of long-term injury exception

BY Pat Leonard

VANCOUVER – Glen Sather meant every word he said Monday night, criticizing restricted free agent Derek Stepan and his agent, Matt Oates, for Stepan’s preseason holdout and showing no signs of budging in their contract negotiations.

 But realize that behind all this rhetoric and public pressuring, assistant GM Jeff Gorton has crunched the numbers of all possible scenarios, which means he must have realized by now the obvious:

 The Rangers have the money.

LEONARD: THURSDAY NIGHT NO ORDINARY GAME FOR TORTS

 They don’t enough to give Stepan whatever he wants. And if the Rangers compromise above the $3 million per year mark, they won’t have much flexibility – if any at all – under the $64.3 million NHL salary cap ceiling. But that simply means a trade is likely down the road to free some cash.

 In the short term, they can pay Stepan. It’s just about how they want to get there.

 Now I’m no cap expert like Gorton, and around these parts, really, who is? But I figure since the Rangers and Stepan can’t agree themselves, I might as well pitch in with one hypothetical scenario for how they could resolve this situation.

 So, let’s start with some basic facts that will define this process:

 1.       The Rangers must submit their 23-man, opening day roster by 3 p.m. on Monday. The roster must fit under the NHL’s $64.3 million salary cap, which decreased in the first season of this new collective bargaining agreement. This is a major reason why so many teams don’t have much extra dough. In the Rangers’ case, retaining Brad Richards’ $6.7 million cap hit is another reason.

 2.       The NHL regular season opens the next day, Tuesday, Oct. 1. At that time, teams can use the NHL’s long-term injury exception to replace certain injured players and spend slightly over the cap temporarily to fill out their roster short-term (I’ll explain below).

 3.       The Rangers play their first game on Oct. 3, which is next Thursday, in Phoenix.

 Stepan reportedly is seeking a two-year, $7 million contract ($3.5 million per season), while the Rangers reportedly are unwilling to go further than two years, $6 million ($3 million per season).

 So what we are going to do here is compromise and pay the man two years, $6.5 million, (or $3.25 per year).

 Let’s do it:

BREAKING IT DOWN

 At first glance, the long-term injury exception seems like the Rangers’ best opportunity to free money in the early season to pay Stepan. So let’s look into that a bit further, and see how it works:

-The long-term injury (LTI) exception can be used on a player deemed unfit to play in the next 10 regular season games and the next 24 calendar days. Wingers Ryan Callahan ($4.275 million cap hit) and Carl Hagelin ($2.25 million) both could be candidates, in theory, due to offseason shoulder surgeries that could sideline them for as long as the entire month of October.

-If a Rangers player goes on LTI, his cap hit still counts against the team’s salary cap. BUT, the Rangers can spend over the $64.3 million cap to replace him temporarily, to a sum of THE TEAM’S EXISTING CAP plus THE INJURED PLAYER’S SALARY.

 So in other words, if the Rangers’ payroll were $62 million with Callahan and they put him on LTI, the team would be able to spend up to $66.275 million while Callahan was ineligible (or $62 million plus Callahan’s cap hit of $4.275).

-There is an important qualifier, however: The replacement player’s salary and bonuses may not exceed those of the player on LTI. So if Hagelin were the player to go on LTI, his replacement would not be able to make more than $2.25 million.

 So what does this mean? Well, it means that if Stepan is not signed by Tuesday, putting Hagelin on LTI would not save the Rangers the money they needed to sign Stepan, because Stepan would be have to be paid more at $3.2 million than Hagelin, violating the LTI rule. (Still with me?)

Conclusion: If Stepan is not signed by the time rosters are set on Monday at 3 p.m. – and if the Rangers wish to use the LTI exception to free money to sign Stepan afterward – they must place Callahan on LTI. That would keep the captain ineligible for 10 regular season games and 24 calendar days, but it would mean the Rangers could spend up to his $4.275 million salary in temporary replacement.

 Now here is the biggest problem with this conclusion: Callahan is a bit ahead of Hagelin in his rehab. LTI would make Callahan ineligible until Oct. 29, but my humble opinion is he will be ready to return much sooner than that, say Oct. 19 at the Devils, perhaps.

 Hagelin is not shooting on net at full strength yet, so if someone does go on LTI, I think it only can be him.

 So what does this mean?

It means that the Rangers’ only real way to take advantage of the LTI exception, provided Callahan will be back sooner, is to first sign Stepan and then place Hagelin on LTI to have an extra $2.25 million to play with in replacement player(s).

 Let’s look at a chart of what that might look like. This is just one hypothetical scenario for what the Rangers’ roster as of Monday at 3 p.m. to fit them under the $64.3 million cap ceiling:

OPENING DAY   2013-14 

SEPT. 30, 3PM FORWARDS (14) Cap hit 

1 Chris Kreider 1,325,000 

2 Brad Richards 6,666,667 

3 Rick Nash 7,800,000 

4 Benoit Pouliot 1,300,000 

5 Derick Brassard 3,200,000 

6 Mats Zuccarello 1,150,000 

7 Derek Dorsett 1,633,333 

8 Derek Stepan 3,250,000 

9 Brian Boyle 1,700,000 

10 Taylor Pyatt 1,550,000 

11 Dominic Moore 1,000,000 

12 Marek Hrivik 650,000 

13 Ryan Callahan 4,275,000 

14 Carl Hagelin 2,250,000 

  DEFENSEMEN (7)   

1 Ryan McDonagh 4,700,000 

2 Dan Girardi 3,325,000 

3 Marc Staal 3,975,000 

4 Michael Del Zotto 2,550,000 

5 Anton Stralman 1,700,000 

6 John Moore 965,000 

7 Justin Falk 975,000 

  GOALIES (2)   

1 Henrik Lundqvist 6,875,000 

2 Martin Biron 1,300,000 

  AHL (if placed on waivers) 

1 Darroll Powe 141,667 

2 Arron Asham 75,000 

With Step ROSTER SIZE 23 

SALARY CAP   64,300,000 

CAP PAYROLL   64,115,000 

CAP SPACE   185,000 

 Now, having fit under the cap ceiling, the following day, the Rangers could option Hagelin to LTI status, giving them an extra $2.25 million to spend on replacements. Those players wouldn’t count against the 23-man active roster limit.

 And there you go: Stepan fits in, and the Rangers are able to add extra forwards for the early season while Callahan remains out and Hagelin stays out longer-term to save the club some cash.

 I actually do think Vigneault likes Darroll Powe and Arron Asham, particularly Powe on the penalty kill, and both players have impressed in the preseason. But it also could be a showcase for other teams looking to add depth once rosters are finalized, as both players earn about $1 million per year in the NHL.

 I hope your head’s not spinning after reading this as much as mine was after writing it.

Have a question about the Blueshirts or a comment? Find Pat on Twitter at @PLeonardNYDN.
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Alain Vigneault may trim NY Rangers roster down following 5-3 loss to Edmonton Oilers to see core group vs. Canucks, Kings

BY Pat Leonard

VANCOUVER – It sounds like Alain Vigneault has seen enough of his young individual talent in split-squad preseason games and is anxious to see the real thing – something closer to the full team he intends to field for the regular season opener on Oct. 3.

 Vigneault told reporters Tuesday night after the Rangers’ 5-3 preseason loss in Edmonton that he would speak with GM Glen Sather on the way to Vancouver to determine whether they may make cuts now, rather than at the end of this four-game trip as originally planned.

“I’m liking a lot of the things that I’m seeing, but at the same time, when you watch the games, some players are falling behind a little bit as far as the pace and the step of the NHL,” Vigneault told reporters at Rexall Place. “So there is a chance that we might decide to accelerate the process of getting down on numbers … We had said we were going to keep everybody for the entire trip, but there is a chance here that we might decide otherwise.”

So on Wednesday or Thursday, expect the Rangers to announce another round of cuts from their 39-man active roster.

 As I wrote Monday, expect that group to include forwards Michael Kantor and Andrew Yogan, as well as defenseman Dylan McIlrath and Danny Syvret, none of whom played in Calgary or Edmonton the past two nights. That would bring the Rangers to 35.

 More players likely will be included, and after Tuesday’s loss, that probably will include at least one skater from the Marek Hrivik-Oscar Lindberg-Danny Kristo line that was a minus-7 combined against the Oilers.

 For second straight night, for example, Kristo, a skilled player who caught Vigneault’s eye in camp, lost coverage in front of the Rangers’ net that led to a goal. That’s just an example of the type of issue Vigneault will use to decide that a skilled young player nevertheless will benefit from starting the season in the AHL.

 Some positives from Tuesday’s game:

-Defenseman Marc Staal scored for a second straight game, opening scoring 7:42 into the first period with a wrister from the blue line off a Mats Zuccarello assist from behind the net. Staal is showing impressive signs that he has recovered fully from last season’s frightening eye injury.

-Young center J.T. Miller had not played before Tuesday due to a tweaked hamstring early in training camp. He scored the Rangers’ second goal and showed chemistry with wingers Chris Kreider and Arron Asham, who both assisted on Miller’s goal, an assist off an Asham rebound 2:10 into the second period. Kreider struggled early with two penalties, including an interference infraction which led to Taylor Hall’s game-tying goal just after the power play ended 12:47 in.

 Just like Monday night, the Rangers gave up several goals in front of their own net, which some believe can be blamed on the Rangers learning a new system under Vigneault. Defenseman Dan Girardi, however, told MSG’s John Giannone after the game that it’s not so different that players can blame the system – basically, they are coverage breakdowns that need to be corrected.

 Girardi scored the Rangers’ second power play goal of the preseason 16:19 into the third period off assists from Ryan McDonagh and Benoit Pouliot to pull the final score to 5-3. Unfortunately, Edmonton’s David Perron scored of his two goals on the power play – the first power play goal allowed by the Rangers this preseason. Hall, as I mentioned, scored his just after a power play expired. And Edmonton’s Ben Eager scored after a failed Rangers 5-on-3.

 By the way, even though Eager scores on the play, watch the highlight of his goal and look at how quickly Rangers defenseman Conor Allen skates back to make it a 2-1. Impressive.

Have a question about the Blueshirts or a comment? Find Pat on Twitter at @PLeonardNYDN

VANCOUVER, British Columbia — The NHL’s presentation of Trading Places: Behind the Benches debuts Thursday night, with Alain Vigneault’s Rangers hooking up with John Tortorella’s Canucks.

But while this unique matchup will attract a disproportionate amount of attention across the continent, the Blueshirts have way too much unfinished business to complete in this preseason to be concerned with proving a point to anyone on the other side.

And Vigneault has way too many decisions remaining to be concerned with the guys wearing the home uniform whom he coached the previous seven years.

The fact of the matter is the Rangers have looked pretty lousy, going 1-3 through their first four exhibition matches. They’ve been at least as disjointed as one would expect operating under this senseless training camp schedule filled with travel and back-to-back games, the final set of which concludes with a match in Las Vegas against the Kings on Friday.

The impasse with Derek Stepan is reaching the point of danger. Already without Ryan Callahan and Carl Hagelin for at least the first few weeks of the season, the Blueshirts could open without what in essence was last year’s first line, and without readily identifiable candidates to replace their combined contribution of 44 goals and 55 assists.

Beyond that, Callahan and Stepan formed the Rangers’ top penalty-kill unit last season while Hagelin — who returned to New York on Wednesday to continue his rehab rather than remain with the club for the remainder of the trip — was sixth in shorthanded ice time among forwards.

The Blueshirts need more from Brad Richards and Rick Nash, who have seemed as out of sorts as a pair in two preseason matches as they did most of last year. Chris Kreider needs to show more in order to lock down a roster spot, though the winger was more involved on a line with J.T. Miller and Aaron Asham in Edmonton on Tuesday than he had been in two previous matches skating with Richards and Nash.

There were nine cuts on Wednesday — Danny Kristo, whom the Rangers believed over the summer would have a legitimate shot at starting the season as a top-six forward, was the most notable casualty—but the tough decisions lay ahead for Vigneault, general manager Glen Sather and the front office before the opening roster is submitted to the NHL at 3 p.m. Monday.

Miller played formidably enough against the Oilers in his first game of the preseason to merit strong consideration. Marek Hrivik and Jesper Fast are still competing for spots up front, but so is Darroll Powe, and if Powe should stick that could place Taylor Pyatt in jeopardy. Or Powe could bump Kreider to the Wolf Pack if Miller sticks.

Vigneault has said that his perfect world opening roster would include eight defensemen. The cap squeeze plus the abundance of moving parts up front — and the escalating uncertainty regarding Stepan — makes it unlikely the Blueshirts will open with more than one blue-line spare.

Justin Falk, Connor Allen and Stu Bickel are the candidates for the seventh spot following Wednesday’s expected demotions of Dylan McIlrath and Aaron Johnson, but the best (defense)man may not win the competition to start the season as a Ranger if the team believes it’s more important for Allen to develop by playing big minutes in Hartford than have him sitting out as an NHL extra.

The Blueshirts have much work to be done in order to be ready for the Oct. 3 opener in Phoenix. Measuring Vigneault against Tortorella isn’t very high on the agenda.

Goaltender Cam Talbot; defensemen Danny Syvret and Tommy Hughes; and forwards Micheal Haley, Andrew Yogan and Michael Kantor were also assigned to AHL Wolf Pack as the Rangers trimmed the roster to 30 players with at least seven more cuts to come by Monday.

VANCOUVER — And then there were 30.

Rangers coach Alain Vigneault veered off script Wednesday afternoon and trimmed his roster by nine down to 30 players for the team’sRangers’ final remaining preseason games Thursday night in Vancouver and Friday night in Las Vegas against the L.A. Kings.

Vigneault originally planned to evaluate the larger group through the full preseason, focused more on individual development than on game results. But following consecutive losses in Calgary and Edmonton by combined scores of 9-4, Vigneault decided it was time to see something closer to the product he intends to put on the ice Oct. 3 in Phoenix to open the season.

RELATED: LEONARD: RANGERS-CANUCKS NO ORDINARY GAME FOR TORTS

The Rangers will have to cut down to 23 players by Monday at 3 p.m.

“I’m liking a lot of the things that I’m seeing, but at the same time, when you watch the games, some players are falling behind a little bit as far as the pace and the step of the NHL,” Vigneault told reporters in Edmonton Tuesday night.

The Rangers assigned nine players to the AHL’s Hartford Wolf Pack: goalie Cam Talbot, defensemen Tommy Hughes, Aaron Johnson, Dylan McIlrath and Danny Syvret, and forwards Micheal Haley, Michael Kantor, Danny Kristo and Andrew Yogan.

RELATED: BACKING UP LUNDQVIST A FULL-TIME JOB FOR BIRON

Danny Kristo impresses early in the preseason, but eventually falls out of favor with Vigneault. 

Bruce Bennett/Getty Images 

Danny Kristo impresses early in the preseason, but eventually falls out of favor with Vigneault. 

Kristo, a creative winger who caught Vigneault’s eye early in camp, was one of the players who fell behind the pace. In consecutive games Monday and Tuesday, he lost coverage in front of the Rangers’ net, leading to an opponent’s goal.

Plenty of young players have held on, though, with no one flying more under the radar than defenseman Conor Allen, a former standout at UMass-Amherst signed as a free agent on March 29. Allen (6-1, 210) has the size and speed to play at the NHL level and is now competing with Stu Bickel and Justin Falk for either one or two remaining defensive roster spots, depending on whether Vigneault keeps seven or eight defensemen.

Young forwards Marek Hrivik, Oscar Lindberg and Jesper Fast also survived the latest round of cuts.

RELATED: LEONARD: VIGGY AND RANGERS OUT OF STEP

The group of 30 does not include unsigned restricted free agent Derek Stepan. There have been no developments in the negotiations since GM Glen Sather took aim at Stepan’s agent on Monday in an MSG interview for holding up the process.

TORTS DAY 

John Tortorella gets to tell his side of the Ranger story Thursday at 1:30 EDT, when the Canucks’ morning skate will be followed by Tortorella’s first appearance with the New York media since his firing in May.

Follow @PLeonardNYDN for the latest on Torts Thursday afternoon.

Read more: http://www.nydailynews.com/sports/hockey/rangers/vigneault-cuts-rangers-roster-30-article-1.1467500#ixzz2g01rQ8wK

Panthers' Versteeg rebuilt, reinvigorated 

Forward returns six months after knee surgery; found inspiration, direction in comebacks of athletes such as Adrian Peterson
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By Craig Davis, Sun Sentinel

6:28 p.m. EDT, September 25, 2013

CORAL SPRINGS— 

After all the pain, sweat and soul searching, the moment of truth for Kris Versteeg came when the bodies began banging.

There was contact, and the Florida Panthers forward found himself on the ice again.

"You think, am I going to be able to get back up?" he said Wednesday about that first crucial test during training camp. "Once you get that first hit out of the way, you realize, I can get up again and keep going."

The next vital step comes Thursday, just over six months after going down with a torn ACL in his right knee from a collision with Tampa Bay's Radko Gudas when Versteeg returns to game action in an exhibition against the Lightning at Estero.

That is a quick comeback from reconstruction to the rigors of the NHL. It has become the norm in the process of rebuilding the modern athlete.

Versteeg, a key member on the wing of the Panthers' No.1 line two seasons ago, said he found inspiration as well as guidance in the experiences of a variety of athletes who returned to All-Star form from similar injuries, including Adrian Peterson, Tom Brady and Evgeni Malkin.

It also brought an epiphany.

"When you look at all these sports and guys who have done this, I think they looked at rededicating themselves to their craft," Versteeg said. "After you've put in all the time in rehab you're excited to play, and I think that's why guys come back and generally play pretty well.

"I'm definitely never going to take the game for granted again. You should be excited about pulling that jersey on every day because it sucks sitting up in the stands watching everyone else play."

Versteeg watched Peterson's online video about his comeback and rehab. He talked to hockey friends who have been through it, such as former Panther Marco Sturm. He got serious about nutrition and altered his diet with the aid of his mom's cooking in Lethbridge, Alberta.

Ultimately, it is a lonely, painstaking process that begins virtually from the moment the anesthetic wears off.

After the first three weeks of constant pain and little sleep following surgery, Versteeg didn't foresee himself ready to begin the season. The summer brought progress.

Once he got to South Florida and discovered he could keep up with teammates, Versteeg was confident he'd play in next week's opener after all.

For him, playing again is the easy part.

"I've had three different surgeries in the last three years and they were all a piece of cake compared to this one. It's not a lot of fun," he said, adding that the mental barrier is the final plateau.

"Trusting that training and trusting the rehab and trusting the surgeon that he did the right job, and basically going out there and not worrying about it after that. For myself, I'm too stubborn to worry about it. I'm just going to go out and play."

It's a pivotal moment for the Panthers, too, as Versteeg's lost season was also theirs. The right wing, second in goals (23) and third in points (54) when they won the Southeast Division title in 2011-12, played only 10 games in the subsequent lockout-shorted season.

Versteeg was just finding his stride after groin and rib injuries when the knock to the knee put him down and out. He contributed only four points while the Panthers finished last in the NHL.

"I'm pretty excited to go out there and play again," he said. "Not only for myself, but for my family and all the people who put the hard work into me."

Panthers coach Kevin Dineen has no doubt Versteeg, 27, will be as good as he was pre-injury, if not better, having a similarly rebuilt knee of his own.

"It means a lot to have him back with the enthusiasm and his talent and all the positives that he has brought to training camp," Dineen said.

Roster moves

The Panthers placed veteran defenseman Mike Mottau on waivers and sent young center Vincent Trocheck to San Antonio for more seasoning, reducing the roster to 28. …

Dineen said he will decide after the morning skate if veteran goalie Tim Thomas will see his first game action.

Huberdeau ready to start second season 
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Jonathan Huberdeau and Mike Santorelli 

Florida Panthers Jonathan Huberdeau and Mike Santorelli battle Ottawa Senators Daniel Alfredsson for the puck during the first period (Michael Laughlin, Sun Sentinel / January 24, 2013) 

By Harvey FialkovSun Sentinel

5:57 p.m. EDT, September 24, 2013

CORAL SPRINGS— 

It won’t be easy to top a rookie season in which Panthers forward Jonathan Huberdeau scored on his first shot in his first NHL game.

He then went on to become the first Calder Trophy winner in franchise history. But he will certainly try and his second season unoffically starts Thursday night in Estero against the Tampa Bay Lightning.

“In every way,’’ Huberdeau said he hopes to improve. “I had a good season but I’ve got to be more consistent. I had a really good start but after I went down a little bit and came on at the end.’’

Huberdeau, 20, did go through one tough stretch at midseason when he had just one goal in17 games. Of course, the modest, soft-spoken French Canadian would never admit that he played all season with a damaged hip that required surgery in April. That’s why he has missed the first five preseason games.

Panthers General Manager Dale Tallon finally admitted Huberdeau injured the hip while playing for Canada in the World Junior Championships in January. Still, Huberdeau played all 48 games and scored 14 goals with 17 assists to tie for the rookie scoring lead. He added a few highlight-reel goals with a league-leading two penalty-shot tallies, while converting 2-of-4 in shootouts.

 “We want more of the same,’’ Tallon said. “He’ll be stronger, fitter and pain-free. I expect bigger and better from him. He’ll have some hiccups as well over 82 games. Even veteran players have hiccups, ups and downs in an 82-game season.’’

Panthers veteran defenseman Brian Campbell, who isn’t prone to hyperbole or effusive praising of teammates, was duly impressed by Huberdeau.

“He’s a great player and obviously he exceeded my expectations,’’ Campbell said. “He’s a great person off the ice which is a great quality you like to see in a young kid coming up. He wants to improve and get better so you love seeing that.

“It’s going to be tougher now; another step. He’s going to face the number one d-pairings all the time probably. It’s going to be a good challenge. At times last year he faced those guys and he succeeded. It’s going to be a bit of a grind, but you got to stay even-keeled.

“We’re going to rely on him heavily. Instead of last year coming in and not knowing what to expect. We truly need him to be a force for our team.’’

The lanky 6-foot-1 Huberdeau was 171 pounds when he was tabbed by Tallon as the overall No. 3 draft pick in 2011, and he’s now a solid 190 pounds after an offseason of hip rehabilitation and strength training. His teammates are excited about the prospects of pairing Huberdeau on a line with 18-year-old rookie center Aleksander Barkov.

Huberdeau said losing did weigh on him as he’s used to playing for dominant teams during his junior years with the Saint John’s Sea Dogs of the QMJHL where he was on two Memorial Cup championship teams.

“It was bittersweet,’’ he said. “You don’t like it. There are no excuses but with all the injuries we had it gave young guys a chance to get better. We were a young team last year and we’re probably still a young team this year, but it was hard to lose a lot of games, hard on the confidence.

“This year we won’t let that happen. We want to be beter. We’re just going to regroup as a team and start to win games.’’

Jesse Winchester pushing for Panthers' roster spot 

Veteran center's chances improve with injury to Pinizzotto; Versteeg cleared to play
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By Harvey Fialkov, Sun Sentinel

5:03 p.m. EDT, September 24, 2013

CORAL SPRINGS The Panthers opening-night 23-man roster continued to take shape Tuesday with the unfortunate news that forward Steve Pinizzotto sustained a hip injury that will sideline him for at least a month. 

Pinizzotto, 29, who only has 12 games of NHL experience, was believed to be battling veteran center Jesse Winchester for a defensive, penalty-killing role on the fourth line, before getting hurt in last Wednesday's preseason loss to Dallas.

His absence sets the roster at 30, including the expected signings of all three veterans who are on professional tryout offers: goalie Tim Thomas, defenseman Tom Gilbert and forward Brad Boyes.

However, defenseman Ed Jovanovski (hip), forward Sean Bergenheim (lower body) and possibly goalie Scott Clemmensen (knee) may all begin the season either on injured reserve or rehab duty in San Antonio, so suddenly only four more personnel moves are needed by Monday when the rosters are due in at the league office.

"[Pinizzotto] was in the mix," Panthers coach Kevin Dineen said after practice Tuesday morning at Saveology.com Iceplex. "That's an area we identified as an issue we want to make sure we're on top of, looking for a guy like that who plays the game extremely hard.

"[Winchester] is a two-way player, a really cerebral player who has done a really good job of establishing himself, making an impression on the coaching staff."

Winchester, 29, a natural center, played four full seasons for the Ottawa Senators but is on an AHL contract for now. His career was derailed by a concussion after taking a hit from Sabres' Paul Gaustad on Dec. 21, 2011.

He was unable to land an NHL job after the lockout and went to play three games in the elite Finnish SM-Liga, before getting a call from the Panthers. With the center slots basically filled by Shawn Matthias, Marcel Goc, Aleksander Barkov and Scott Gomez, Winchester has seamlessly slid over to the wing, as has second-year forward Drew Shore.

"I'll play whatever position except for goalie," joked Winchester, who has 11 goals and 41 assists, while winning nearly 55 percent of his faceoffs in 233 career games. "I'm here busting my butt to earn a spot. I'm a hard-working, two-way player who will do whatever I can to help the team win."

Panthers forward Kris Versteeg, who will make his preseason debut on Thursday in Estero along with forward Jonathan Huberdeau after both have been cleared to play games by team doctors, is a Winchester fan.

"He's a piece we've been missing here, guys like Marco Sturm, veteran guys you can trust on any given night in any given situation," Versteeg said.

New owners coming

The Panthers ownership change is nearly complete, as sources have confirmed that there will be a press conference at the BB&T Center on Friday.

A Sun Sentinel source has confirmed that the principal owner will be New York businessman Vincent Viola, the CEO of Virtu Financial, along with his COO, Douglas Cifu, as per 640-AM host Andy Slater.

Winchester lauds Barkov

Panthers top pick Aleksander Barkov, who will play Thursday after a one-game absence with shoulder tenderness, played against Winchester in Finland.

"He's fabulous, you can tell he's a special talent, doing things at 17 I wish I could do," Winchester said.

However, when Winchester asked Barkov, now 18, who won the game and the faceoffs, he smiled: "We were on 10-game point streak and they ended it. He [won the faceoffs]."

Copyright © 2013, South Florida Sun-Sentinel

Versteeg ready and Thomas may play 
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By Harvey FialkovSun Sentinel

1:55 p.m. EDT, September 25, 2013

It's quite possible that three veterans who are critical to the Panthers' success this season may all be making their preseason debuts Thursday night in Estero against the Lightning.

Forwards Kris Versteeg and Jonathan Huberdeau are definitely playing, while two-time Vezina Trophy winning goalie Tim Thomas will be a morning-skate decision by coach Kevin Dineen.

Thomas' availablility most likely hinges on whether he and his agent Markus Lehto agree to the Panthers' contract offer. It seems destined that Thomas will be the Panthers opening-night starting goalie and Jacob Markstrom his backup.

Thomas, 39, hasn't played in 17 months, so a few preseason games under his belt certainly would go a long way in getting the rust off. The Panthers also play the Lightning at home on Saturday night in the preseason finale.

Versteeg’s remarkable six-month comeback from major ACL surgery last March begins Thursday. Versteeg, who chopped off his long golden locks, told me that he studied videos and researched the ACL comebacks of Vikings running back Adrian Peterson, Evgeni Malkin, Tomas Kopecky, Scottie Upshall and Robert Griffin 111, and that he has recommitted his life to hockey because he missed it so much.

“I’ve talked to a lot of guys who have had it done like Kopecky and Upshall, you just trust their opinion, more so you got to trust  your doctor, trust your surgeon what he did to you is going to make you better first, and understand that and go through your physical therapy,’’ Versteeg said. “The staff here in Florida did a tremendous job with me the first two months, then I went home (to Lethrbridge) and worked with a guy named Tim back home and my own trainer and they got me to where I am today.

“Even my mom cooking for me every day, changed my diet, stuff likethat, there’s so many people who played a part in helping me get back to where I need to be that it’s overlooked. It’s definitely a lot of commitment. I’m excited to what I can do this year.’’

Calder Trophy winner Jonathan Huberdeau will also make his preseason debut, so it’ll be interesting to see Huberdeau and his rookie roommate Aleksander Barkov on the ice together. It certainly instantly bolsters their shootout chances.

The Panthers placed veteran defenseman Mike Mottau on waivers and sent young center Vincent Trocheck to San Antonio for more seasoning.

Then there were 28, meaning five more personnel moves need to be made by Monday. My educated guess is that center Nick Bjugstad (concussion), defenseman Ed Jovanovski, goalie Scott Clemmensen (knee) and forward Sean Bergenheim (core) will begin the season on IR, meaing just one more move is necessary.

Dineen said earlier this week that Trocheck has made their decision very difficult. He had three assists in four preseason games. Trocheck, last year’s leading goal scorer in the OHL, has an excellent chance of making his NHL debut at some point this season when injuries hit. With Brad Boyes (PTO) expected to sign, that would mean Quinton Howden, Jesse Winchester and Bobby Butler are fighting for the two last forward spots. Winchester looks like a lock.

If Mottau clears waivers he will be assigned to San Antonio. His exit paves the way for Matt Gilroy to land one of the seven defensive jobs. My projected seven are: Brian Campbell, Mike Weaver, Erik Gudbranson, Dmitry Kulikov, Colby Robak, Tom Gilbert (once they sign him) and Gilroy.
Panthers new owners introduced Friday; Pinzziotto injured 
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By Harvey FialkovSun Sentinel

1:31 p.m. EDT, September 24, 2013

The Panthers will introduce their new owners in a press conference on Friday at the BB&T Center according to multiple sources.

A Sun Sentinel source has confirmed that the principal owner will be New York businessman Vincent Viola, the CEO of Virtu Financial, along with his COO, Douglas Cifu, as per 640-AM host Andy Slater.

Pinizzotto injured; Winchester may stick 

One player's loss can be another player's gain and in the case of Jesse Winchester that's what may have happened as Panthers coach Kevin Dineen announced that feisty forward Steve Pinizzotto sustained a serious hip injury and is out for at least three weeks.

Pinizzotto and Winchester, both on AHL deals with NHL experience who have battled injuries, were probably fighting for one roster spot. Winchester, 29, played five seasons for Ottawa before a serious concussion derailed his career in 2011-12. He spent some time in Finland during the lockout where he locked horns with Panthers top pick Aleksander Barkov.

Kris Versteeg, who played against Winchester, raved about his two-way play, saying he's the type of player in the Marco Sturm mold who the Panthers missed last season. Dineen also praised Winchester.

Pinizzotto, 29, a physical fourth-line center, sustained the injury against the Stars last week in Dallas. He of course will receive NHL money while he's recovering from the injury.

Dineen was glad to see a pretty healthy team at practice Tuesday morning, which included Versteeg, Jonathan Huberdeau and Barkov - all who are expected to play Thursday in Estero against the Lightning.

Backup goalie Scott Clemmensen practiced before the team practice. Dineen hasn't ruled Tim Thomas out from playing Thursday. With the probability of Clemmensen, Ed Jovanovski, Sean Bergenheim and Nick Bjugstad all beginning the season on IR or on rehab assignments, the roster is basically at 27. That includes PTO players, Thomas, forward Brad Boyes and defenseman Tom Gilbert, who are all expected to be signed this week and be on the roster opening night.

So that leaves four more roster moves would need to be done before the roster is due on Monday afternoon.
Avalanche players battling for final spots on regular-season roster

By Mike Chambers

The Denver Post

Posted:   09/25/2013 12:01:00 AM MDT

Updated:   09/25/2013 12:27:09 AM MDT
In the third consecutive preseason game during which prized rookie Nathan MacKinnon was scratched because of a hip flexor injury, Brad Malone and Guillaume Desbiens clanged first-period shots off posts and Marc-Andre Cliche had plenty of opportunities on a scoring line as the battle for the final Avalanche opening-night roster spots played out at the Pepsi Center on Tuesday night.

Malone centered the fourth line against the Dallas Stars and scored his second goal of the preseason, giving him a team-best-tying two goals in three games. Desbiens played left wing with veterans John Mitchell and P.A. Parenteau, and Cliche played right wing with Paul Stastny and Gabe Landeskog.

Dallas won 5-3, scoring four consecutive times to 

Colorado captain Gabe Landeskog, right, scores the Avalanche's first goal in the second period Tuesday night. It came on the power play. More photos. (Karl Gehring, The Denver Post)

break a scoreless tie within the first 10 minutes of the second period on goalie Jean-Sebastien Giguere. Landeskog had Colorado's first goal, and Stastny made it 4-3 late in the third.

The Avs, who earlier Tuesday reassigned center Paul Carey to Lake Erie of the American Hockey League and 18-year-old defenseman Chris Bigras back to his junior team, have 15 forwards on the roster, and they'll cut at least one, maybe two — depending on how many defensemen they keep.

Teams go with 14 forwards/seven defensemen or 13 forwards/eight defensemen, plus two goalies, to make up the 23-man roster.

First-year coach Patrick Roy previously said MacKinnon, the No. 1 overall draft pick in June, will stick with the Avs this season, and his absence has been precautionary. Roy expects the 18-year-old to play in the final two preseason games: Thursday at Dallas and Saturday against the Los Angeles Kings in Las Vegas.

Opening night is Oct. 2 at home against the Anaheim Ducks.

Cliche might have the best chance at being the 13th forward, given his one-way contract ($537,500) and right-handed shot. The Avs are a little thin at right wing. But Malone is having a great preseason in his third pro season.

Colorado 

Blog: All Things Avs

The Denver Post's Adrian Dater and Mike Chambers post analysis, notes and more on this blog focusing on the Colorado Avalanche.

has six defensemen on NHL contracts, plus Nick Holden, Nate Guenin, Stefan Elliott and Tyson Barrie on two-way deals that pay far less in the minor leagues. Barrie has the best chance to stick with the Avs for opening night, and if the team keeps eight defensemen, one of the others come into play.

Elliott did not play Tuesday, but he did in the previous three games.

Young goalie Sami Aittokallio played the second period against Dallas. He is destined to be sent to Lake Erie, with Giguere and starter Semyon Varlamov assured of sticking if healthy.

Mike Chambers: chambers@denverpost.com or twitter: MChambersDP

Nathan MacKinnon was back on skates Wednesday at the Pepsi Center, a participant in a roughly 90-minute Avalanche practice before the team boarded a charter to Dallas to begin a two-game preseason road trip that will finish in that hockey capital of the world, Las Vegas.

MacKinnon is "100 percent again," he said, after missing some time with a hip-flexor injury.

"It was a minor thing for sure, but it was kind of a gradual thing that was going on through camp. This was my first training camp, and I was a little tight before (his first preseason) game, and after the first period it just kind of flamed up a little bit," MacKinnon said. "But I'm back ready to go, and excited to get my first road game."

MacKinnon will be in the Avs' lineup Thursday night at American Airlines Arena when they play the Dallas Stars. The Avs will conclude their preseason with a Saturday night game at the MGM Grand Garden Arena against the Los Angeles Kings.

MacKinnon is a hard skater, with a long stride. Is he worried about hip and/or groin issues becoming a recurring problem?

"I've grown a lot the last couple years. I used to be really small. So, I'm pretty tight still," MacKinnon said. "But I've been working a lot off the ice to get my hips and groins looser. Obviously, with my stride, it can be pretty long, so I definitely have to work on keeping my flexibility. But I think I think I'll be OK. I think I'll have a healthy career for sure."

Elliott demoted. The Avs on Wednesday sent defenseman Stefan Elliott to Lake Erie of the AHL, brining the training-camp roster down to 27 players. The team must cut four more players by opening night of the regular season.

"It was a tough decision, but at the same time, we think he needs to play," Avs coach Patrick Roy said. "He needs to play a lot of minutes. He needs to be a No. 1 guy over there. Here, he could have been (a seventh) D-man, and I thought that would not be good for his development."

Coach Roy listed his top-six defensive pairings as of now after practice this morning. Roy also disclosed that he will keep 13 forwards and eight defensemen on the regular roster when the season starts Wednesday.

Roy said the pairings, again as of now, subject to change possibly are:

 Andre Benoit-Erik Johnson

 Ryan Wilson-Tyson Barrie

 Jan Hejda-Corey Sarich

Of course, Ryan Wilson (knee) is not back on skates yet, so that leaves an opening for someone to take his place. But assuming everyone is healthy by opening night or soon after, that is the D lineup Roy sees. Right now, Nate Guenin and Nick Holden have to be considered two of the biggest surprises of training camp. Both have a little NHL experience. Both are big, rugged guys, though Holden had a very good offensive season last year with Columbus’ AHL farm club, Springfield (73 9-30 39).

Including Wilson, the Avs have nine defensemen left on the camp roster. So, the reality is there is one job open among three guys – Guenin, Holden and Matt Hunwick. We’ll see who wins the battle. The next two preseason games will determine it.

Handzus getting another shot at center
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CHICAGO -- Chicago Blackhawks coach Joel Quenneville has known throughout training camp what he has in Michal Handzus as a second-line center. 

Handzus showed during the team’s Stanley Cup run last season he could be reliable and produce in that role. He had three goals, eight assists and a plus-7 rating in 23 playoff games. 

But heading into this season, Quenneville was open to experimenting with Brandon Saad in that spot to keep him a top-6 forward, and also to giving Brandon Pirri, who led the AHL in scoring last season, a shot there. After two weeks of training camp, the Saad experiment failed and Pirri missed four preseason games due to injury. 

And now, Quenneville is again turning to Handzus to be the Blackhawks’ second-line center. 

Handzus centered the second line alongside wingers Patrick Sharp and Jimmy Hayes during practice at Johnny’s IceHouse West on Wednesday. Hayes is expected to be replaced by Marian Hossa on the second line when Hossa is healthy again. 

“He did such a good job for us last year in all of those big games,” Quenneville said of Handzus on Wednesday. “One thing about Handzus is he can make plays, he can see plays. Both sides of the puck, his instincts are in the right spot. I think he quietly went about his business when he came here, and his production was almost a point in every other game, [which] in the role that he had was a very high number. [He] could take faceoffs, big body, very useful.” 

Handzus was pleased to hear Quenneville has confidence in him, but the 36-year-old has been around the league too long to get too comfortable. 

“Obviously, you want it for sure,” Handzus said on Wednesday. “You’re playing with great players, and you’re playing in an offensive role. But you got to prove it you can play there. It doesn’t matter what happened last year. You got to prove it this year. If I get a chance, I got to grab it and go with it.” 

Handzus credited his teammates for making him look good on the second line last season. But he also understands what he’s supposed to do in that role. 

“I played with great players,” Handzus said. “Either [Patrick Kane] or [Sharp, Hossa,] they’re good players. Just get them the puck. A lot of times it wasn’t about me, but about them playing great. Try to help them as much as I can, give them the puck, make room for them and play defensively. That’s how I approach it. I obviously think I create a little bit.” 

Handzus did practice on Wednesday, but he has missed all five of the preseason games as he continues to recover from two offseason surgeries. He played with a broken wrist and a torn MCL during the Stanley Cup finals. 

Handzus was unsure whether he'd play in the final preseason game on Saturday, but he said he felt good. 

“Short summer, just trying to get as much work as you can,” Handzus said. “We played a lot of games in the playoffs, so we just decided to go slow [in the preseason.]”
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CHICAGO -- The Chicago Blackhawks have cut their roster to 26 players after assigning forward Brad Winchester and defenseman Theo Peckham to the Rockford IceHogs of the AHL on Wednesday. 

Blackhawks coach Joel Quenneville recently said he plans to keep 23 players for the season opener. He said Wednesday he likely will keep eight defensemen on the roster and is unsure when the final cuts will happen. 

The final three spots are assumed to be between forwards Jeremy Morin, Joakim Nordstrom and Brandon Pirri and defensemen Michael Kostka and Ryan Stanton. Two roster spots are expected to go to forwards and one to a defenseman. 

Forwards Ben Smith and Jimmy Hayes appear to have earned spots on the team after productive training camps. Hayes skated with the second line and Smith was with the third line during practice at Johnny’s IceHouse West on Wednesday. 

The Blackhawks’ roster now includes 15 forwards, nine defensemen and two goaltenders. 

The Blackhawks will have their final preseason game on Saturday and their season opener is Tuesday.
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CHICAGO -- Chicago Blackhawks forward Marian Hossa is expected to return to the ice Thursday after sitting out practice Wednesday because of an upper-body injury, Blackhawks coach Joel Quenneville said. 

Hossa has not played in any of the Blackhawks’ five preseason games. Quenneville said on Sept. 19 that Hossa had aggravated an injury and would miss the team’s last four preseason games. Hossa could still play in the team’s final preseason game Saturday. The Blackhawks’ season opener is on Oct. 1. 

“He’s likely to get on the ice [Thursday],” Quenneville said after practice at Johnny’s IceHouse West on Wednesday. “He’s feeling better every day, so we like the progress. He’s excited about getting on the ice.” 

Blackhawks forwards Andrew Shaw and Michal Handzus participated in Wednesday's practice. Neither has played in the preseason. 

Hossa suffered a back injury during the Stanley Cup finals last season. He said one of the discs in his back was shooting into his nerves and he couldn't feel his right foot. He was scratched from Game 3 of the Stanley Cup finals and returned for the remainder of the series, but he wasn’t as effective in the final three games. Hossa said surgery was a possibility after the season, but he was able to avoid it. 

Hossa said on Sept. 12 that his back was feeling better. He played in three days of scrimmages at Notre Dame but hasn’t played since Sept. 15. 

Blackhawks general manager Stan Bowman said last week he wasn’t concerned that Hossa’s injury would be a lingering problem. 

“I think injuries are part of the game,” Bowman said. “Marian’s been a very durable player over the years. Things come up now and then, but I’m not worried long term for that.” 

Hossa has dealt with a variety of injuries since joining the Blackhawks in 2009. He had lower-body injuries in the 2009-10 and 2010-11 seasons, suffered a severe head injury during the 2012 playoffs and missed time with upper- and lower-body injuries last season. 

Hossa had 17 goals and 14 assists in 40 regular-season games and seven goals and nine assists in 22 playoff games last season.
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The Chicago Blackhawks continued to trim their roster Tuesday, making eight more cuts. 

Forwards Drew LeBlanc, Terry Broadhurst, Phillip Danault, Byron Froese and Kyle Beach and goaltender Antti Raanta were assigned to the Rockford IceHogs of the AHL. 

Forwards Brad Mills and Maxim Shalunov were released from training camp, and both will report to the IceHogs’ training camp. Mills is on an AHL contract and Shalunov is on a tryout agreement. 

The Blackhawks’ active roster now includes 28 players. Blackhawks coach Joel Quenneville recently said he expected to keep 23 players. 

The Blackhawks will play their final preseason game Saturday before the season opener Oct. 1.
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The Chicago Blackhawks announced 10 more cuts to their roster on Monday. 

Forwards Mark McNeil, Garret Ross and Alex Broadhurst, defensemen Dylan Olsen, Klas Dahlbeck and Adam Clendening and goaltender Kent Simpson were assigned to the Rockford IceHogs of the AHL. Forward Teuvo Teravainen was assigned to Jokerit of the SM-liiga in Finland, and forward Ryan Hartman was assigned to the Plymouth Whalers of the OHL. 

Defenseman Viktor Svedberg was also released from training camp. He is under contract with the IceHogs and will report to their camp. 

The Blackhawks have 36 players on their active roster, including 23 forwards, 10 defensemen and three goaltenders. 

The Blackhawks will have two more preseason games before opening the regular season on Oct. 1.

Teravainen leaves Hawks wanting more

September, 20, 2013 
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CHICAGO -- Sick, filthy, great and fantastic were among the words used on Twitter to describe a certain Chicago Blackhawks player’s stick-handling skills on Thursday. 

Can you guess who? 

The answer isn’t Patrick Kane. Teuvo Teravainen was the one lighting up Twitter with a handful of moves normally only seen from Kane. 

But just as the Blackhawks and their fans were getting excited by a taste of the 19-year-old Teravainen’s skills, he’s leaving them. 

Teravainen is scheduled to board a plane on Friday and head home to Finland. His stay with the Blackhawks was always planned to last just the start of training camp and two preseason games. He’ll spend this season with Jokerit in Finland’s SM-liiga and could be back to Chicago as early as April. If not this season, Teravainen is expected to be a full-time Blackhawk next season. 

Whenever Teravainen does return, he’ll have plenty of people happy to greet him again. 

“The exciting thing is just seeing what the potential for him is,” Blackhawks general manager Stan Bowman said on Thursday. “He just turned 19 a week or so ago. He’s got a bright future, so we’re excited.” 

Blackhawks coach Joel Quenneville didn’t hold back on testing Teravainen throughout the past few weeks. He used Teravainen to replace Jonathan Toews, who was injured, at center on the top line alongside Patrick Kane and Bryan Bickell. Teravainen played with and against top players. 

Teravainen displayed an all-around game during the stint. He created scoring chances for himself and others by skating into open space and using speed and stick-handling skills. He also showed he sees the ice well and found open teammates He was also defensive minded and had five takeaways in the two games. He had a rough night on faceoffs on Tuesday losing 9-of-15, but he bounced back and won 9-of-16 on Thursday. He even beat Pittsburgh Penguins center Sidney Crosby for the opening faceoff on Thursday. 

Quenneville came away impressed by Teravainen. 

“I thought he had some really good stretches in games,” Quenneville said after Thursday’s game. “The consistency is something, putting it all together, it’s going to be fun watching him grow. I think offensively he’s as smooth as can be. Defensively, he’s got a real good mindset of keeping himself in the play in all zones. You would expect him to just keep getting better, bigger and stronger and more effective. I liked what I saw in his camp.” 

Teravainen's agent, Markus Lehto, has seen Teravainen play as much as nearly anyone and thought Teravainen held his own against NHL players, but there was definitely room for improvement. Lehto believed going back to Finland now would help Teravainen in those needed areas. 

“He's experiencing those things where he needs to get better, stronger,” said Lehto, who is based in Chicago. “Just watching him on faceoffs, he knows himself. He’s mad at himself because he’s losing way too many faceoffs. He knows where to get better. 

“Then the adjustment, I’m not [saying] is going to be easier, but it will be a little different [when he returns to Chicago.] When you’ve been here, you know the guys, you know the coaches, you know the system, so I think this has been really, really good for Teuvo. He can really benefit from this and move forward, and it’s really a life experience.” 

Teravainen described his time with the Blackhawks nearly the same. 

“I think it’s a big experience for me,” Teravainen said. “I have grown a little bit now. I think I’m ready next year.” 

The Blackhawks will be ready for him then, too.

A day after Linus Omark was placed on waivers by the Edmonton Oilers (he seems to have cleared, by the way) another polarizing figure finds himself in the same uncomfortable position.

Ryan Jones is no stranger to the waiver wire, having arrived in Edmonton by that same mechanism is the spring of 2010. He went on to play 195 games wearing the Oil Drop, scoring 42 goals while providing energy and penalty killing in the bottom six.

Jones has been the subject of fierce debate in the Oilogosphere. He was beloved by many fans for his “everyman” approachability, his joy of playing the game, his greasy goals, and his flow. He was also reviled in some quarters for poor underlying numbers,  iffy positional play, and his tendency to hit the ice multiple times per game. Where some saw a character player, others saw a caricature of a player.

After scoring 35 goals in his first two seasons in Edmonton — by far the most productive bottom sixer on the squad — the worm turned for Jones when he suffered an eye injury while training during the lockout last season. Jones missed time, and when he returned he lost his scoring touch (just 2 goals in 27 games) and apparently, his confidence. Unfortunately, those issues seemed to carry over to the current preseason, when his game lacked its usual zest and he did little to turn heads.

Alas, Jones is hardly the first Oiler who saw his career go south after suffering an eye injury, although hopefully with the grandfathering in of mandatory visors, he will be the last.  Al Hamilton, Brett Callighen, and Ethan Moreau all come to mind as guys who never regained their full game after suffering some sort of eye trauma, while Ryan McGill’s career was abruptly ended in the same fashion.

While Jones dates back to the Steve Tambellini era, he was re-signed to a one-year, $1.5 MM extension by Craig MacTavish this past summer. Assuming he clears waivers, the Oilers will have to carry a little over a third of that as a cap hit. On the other hand, the winger may attract some interest from another club, just as he once did from the Oilers. He’s an experienced utility player and penalty killer with size and a little pop in his bat from deep in the batting order. Mind you, those were the same attributes that should have won him a job with the Oilers this season.

With Jones’ departure, be it to OKC or elsewhere in the NHL, the Oilers have already reduced their roster to the 23 healthy bodies one would expect to see on the final roster. With some salary tied up on injured reserve, there may yet be cap issues that force a smaller roster. It’s also possible that Oilers may make another waiver pick-up of their own, especially at the trouble spot of centre.
Michael Haley and Danny Kristo. Marek Hrivik and Oscar Lindberg. Conor Allen and Tommy Hughes. Call them the New York Strangers.

Such was the line-up that took to the ice at Rexall Place on Tuesday night, a rather tatterdemalion crew for what Edmonton Oilers and their fans hoped would be a preseason test against “NHL competition”. Even ten days into the exhibition sked, rosters are a long way from set, and the opposition looked more like the Connecticut Whale than the New York Rangers at times.

Of course, Oilers fans also saw a few AHLers on their own team, three of whom were sent packing to Oklahoma City immediately following the game and three others who survived those cuts despite their line spending the night in chase mode.

All in all, it was a fairly desultory affair in which the puck spent lots of time in Edmonton territory but the puck kept going into the other net. After giving up an early stinker, Oilers connected for three drop-dead-gorgeous deflections, two of them by David Perron, to take a 3-1 lead. The teams traded goals thereafter, with the game winner coming from the unlikeliest of sources — a shorthanded goal by Ben Eager. The final was 5-3, Oilers.

#1 Jason LaBarbera – I’m pretty sure he’d tell you it wasn’t his best night, at least I sure hope it wasn’t. I wasn’t real thrilled with any of the Rangers goals — a long wrister, a greasy rebound, a screened shot that found a hole — and there were two other “I’ve fallen and I can’t get up” sequences which were frankly quite alarming. Throw in a puckhandling gaffe which nearly cost an embarrassing goal in the dying seconds of the first, and you have the makings of a night that could have been disastrous but turned out, with a couple breaks and lots of goal support, to be adequate. I didn’t hate every aspect of his game by any means, he made some nice stops, but it was no work of art in the eyes of this old goalie.

#2 Jeff Petry — Made three bad plays in rapid succession behind his own blueline — a fumbled puck, a bad pass off the side of the net, a lost battle behind it — and even quicker than that the puck was in the back of Oilers’ net. Made up for that by earning an assist on Edmonton’s lone powerplay goal, firing a good low shot that was tipped home by Perron. Otherwise played a calm, low event game, mostly with Fedun. Team high 21:43 TOI.

#4 Taylor Hall – Looks very comfortable at centre. I was particularly impressed with his play behind his own blueline, indeed behind his own goal line when appropriate. Eakins spoke approvingly of Hall’s performance at the position, and with reason. Also scored Oilers first goal on a perfect deflection to the top corner that left Rangers netminder Marty Biron no chance whatsoever. Tied Eberle for the team lead with 3 shots.

#14 Jordan Eberle — 1 goal, 2 assists, 3 shots, +2. Ho hum. Clearly the man is overpaid.

#19 Justin Schultz – A great assist on the first goal, as his seeing eye shot-pass found Hall’s tape for the deflection. Dazzled both a Rangers penalty killer and this observer with a wonderful sequence of shifts and fakes and dangles as he tried to open up a passing lane from centre point. This guy is a handful.

#28 Ryan Jones – Seems to be blowing an ever bigger bubble from one game to the next. His spot on the final roster is not assured. Doesn’t seem very confident with the puck, such as the time he turned a routine breakout pass into an icing and an own-zone draw for his tired line.

#36 Philip Larsen – The little Dane has got game, and showed it a few times against Rangers. On the tying goal he won a crucial battle to gain possession way down in his own zone, but by the time Hall tipped it home two other Oilers had contributed and Larsen was left off the scoreboard. Later made a wonderful one touch stretch pass that sent Eberle in alone for a breakaway that failed. Very mobile defender, and will compete for puck possession in all three zones.

#41 Will Acton – I guess the organization saw enough from Acton in other games to make the decision on Lander, because he sure didn’t show much in this one. His line with Hamilton and Eager got absolutely owned, both by eye and by the shot count maintained by Michael Parkatti of Boys on the Bus.  That line generated exactly one attempted shot all night, with Acton posting the worst Corsi of any Oiler at a dreadful +1/-13. He fared OK on the faceoff dot, 14/23=61%, but the play consistently went south thereafter. Was one of several culprits on the second Rangers goal when the whole Oiler swarm skated right past the puck, and ended his night a deserved -1. Did contribute to the PK with over 4 minutes ice time (1 GA).

#48 Ryan Hamilton – Back before camp even opened I opined that Hamilton and Acton would have a leg up in securing the trust of their coach. Sure enough, when the Oil found themselves in a 3v5 situation in the second, Eakins put both former Marlies out there with a single defenceman (Petry). They managed to get the job done.

#51 Anton Lander – He actually had a better game than Acton, but a less impressive two weeks.

#55 Ben Eager – Scored the game winner when he emerged from the penalty box (serving a too-many-men penalty, not one of his own) to take Smyth’s pass, walk in and blast a slapshot that went post-goalie-in. Officially a shortie, since the Oil were two men short initially. At evens, however, his line was very ineffectual. Eager’s weak puck handling and defensive zone coverage was a significant part of the issue.

#57 David Perron – Two more goals for the summer’s big trade catch, lifting his total to an impressive 5 in the preseason. Both were inch-perfect deflections of low shots which he expertly directed just under the crossbar. I particvularly liked a hustle play in his own end, when Perron dived to the ice to tip a loose puck out of a dangerous spot, then scrambled quickly back to his feet to resume his defensive position. One needless penalty, but a whole lot more good than bad, as we’re quickly becoming accustomed.

#62 Mark Arcobello – Helped his cause with another strong performance. Very creative player who made a number of lovely dishes, notably a soft aerial pass that found Perron’s stick for the tip in. Also fed Eberle and Larsen on nifty plays that easily could have worked. Costs of doing business on this night included a bad penalty, a tendency to overhandle the puck a couple of times, and a less than towering defensive zone presence. More good than bad overall, though, and his 2 assists likely helped him nail down a spot in the top nine if not top six depending on how things shake out.

#68 Tyler Pitlick – Earned one more look with his good performance on Monday, but it was a briefer one at around 10:00 TOI, including 0:00 on both special teams — a very different role than he had Monday. He didn’t impose himself on the game in quite the same way, but had an OK game that included a team high 3 hits. (Did I mention it wasn’t the most intense game?)

#74 Darnell Nurse – Wonderful skater showed his chops in one third period burst where he surged up-ice to join the rush, then when the play went south raced back into position, had to stop and stretch to receive his partner’s hard clearing pass, and stopped dead in his tracks with the puck on his blade, in total control of the situation, poised (dare I say?) for the next pass. Also had a terrific sequence where he appeared to be trapped in the (well-named) trapezoid, only to do a quick reverse spin and deft clearance pass behind the net and out the other wing. Had a fine emergency shot block with LaBarbera down and out. Made a terrific offensive zone rush and backhand pass to Eberle that resulted in the clinching, 5-2 goal. Later screened LaBarbera by doing the flamingo on the 5-3 goal, but so it is with young players. Nurse’s ratio of plus plays to mistakes was impressive indeed for a teenage d-man.

#77 Anton Belov – Impressed this observer with his mobility and his instincts. Has a real strong sense of how to position himself relative to the opponent and/or the puck to put his big frame to greatest advantage. Still learning the North American game, but appears to be a player, perhaps a significant one.

#81 Taylor Fedun – Another understated but mostly effective game from the Princeton grad, which included a couple of minutes of solid penalty killing.

rsz hemsky Mark Arcobello, Will Acton nail down roster spots as Edmonton Oilers top Rangers 5 3 #83 Ales Hemsky – Left the game for a time after throwing a mis-timed hit while killing a penalty, which surely goes against some of the stereotypes. Wound up with the best Corsi differential on the team (+4), with his linemates being the only other plus players. Earned an assist on Hall’s goal by finding an open Schultz on the point, and that +1 stood up for the rest of the night.

#94 Ryan Smyth – As was the case two years ago, appears to be benefitting from camp and thriving in his new role with Hall and Hemsky. Did a nice job causing traffic on Hall’s goal, and made a nice defensive play and heads-up chip to Eager for the game winner. Worth noting that he was out there in a 3-on-5 situation in the first place, and to come out of that with a plus was a nice bonus.

Just after Edmonton Oilers had dispatched New York Rangers 5-3 at Rexall Place on Tuesday night, the club announced it had also dispatched four players to destinations elsewhere. 2013 first round draft choice Darnell Nurse has been returned to Sault Ste. Marie Greyhounds of the OHL, while minor league veterans Anton Lander, Tyler Pitlick, and Taylor Fedun have been reassigned to the AHL’s Oklahoma City Barons. All four are expected to be key players in their now-crystallized roles.

Darnell Nurse turned a lot of heads at camp, and hung around a whole lot longer than most observers expected. Indeed, he outlasted all but the nine veteran pros (eight with NHL experience, plus 27-year-old Anton Belov) who have been slotted into the projected depth chart for weeks. He watched the departures a number of excellent prospects, all of them older than Nurse and some of high draft pedigree: Oscar Klefbom, Martin Marincin, and David Musil were all top 50 draft picks in 2010 or ’11 and were already sent down several days ago. Nurse meanwhile put up a string of impressive performances right through Tuesday night’s game that had tongues wagging about a 9-game regular season trial … or more.

My take is that this is the right decision for this player, made at the exact right time. While the team — including the other cuts! — heads to OKC for one last tune-up game against the Stars, Nurse can turn his attention back to the OHL, a league which he hopes to “dominate”. If his play continues at anything close to the level he showed in Edmonton this last week, that seems a realistic goal indeed. Nurse also has aspirations for playing at the World Juniors this year. It’s not an easy team to make as an 18-year-old, but then again Nurse could say that about his NHL team. He gave it a great shot and leaves optimism in his wake.

This 1972-vintage Oilers fan hasn’t been this encouraged about an 18-year-old defenceman in the system since, well, ever. Kevin Lowe 20 was years old when drafted in 1979, Paul Coffey 19 a year later. Those two — believe it or not, the first two defencemen ever drafted by the NHL Oilers — remain the last two rearguards to show as much promise at their first training camp as Darnell Nurse did this year. The draft age changed to 18 immediately thereafter, but in the intervening decades Oilers have always taken d-men around pick #20 or so, moreover they haven’t always chosen well.

Nurse displayed his #7 pedigree with his raw athletic prowess, but further impressed with his read-and-react recognition of game situations and his innate ability to get the better of one-on-one battles. I know that projecting young d-men is a mug’s game, but if Darnell Nurse isn’t an NHLer, I’ll ingest every electron of this opinion piece.

OKC bound

Taylor Fedun impressed with a strong camp and creditable performances in his three games. Besides scoring four (!) assists he demonstrated economical puck movement and generally excellent positional play. Given the timing of the various cuts, coupled with the fact that Nurse is now beyond reach until his season in the Soo comes to an end, it seems likely that Fedun is the #1 call-up option should the Oil run into further injury issues on the blue. They already have Corey Potter and Denis Grebeshkov out of action and likely to start the season on IR, leaving just seven healthy bodies, the minimum number Craig MacTavish will want to carry on his 23-man roster. Once games are played in OKC that pecking order may change as the likes of Klefbom, Marincin, and Brad Hunt make their own cases, but from this distance Fedun had a better camp than any of those guys and should keep his luggage packed for short notice recall.

Tyler Pitlick also had an encouraging camp. Fully healthy for a change, he demonstrated terrific all-way skating ability, infusing speed, enthusiasm, and physical play into each game he played. He had a very strong showing against the Jets on Monday and a decent follow-up, albeit in a lesser role, vs. the Rangers on Tuesday. His challenge now is to keep that enthusiasm after the demotion. Every reason he should (finally) get a full shot at a top six role in the minors, where “soon” would be a heckuva time to rediscover his scoring touch at the professional level. As a winger, he may have a longer wait for an NHL opportunity to open up, but this month he has upped his stock as a possible fit somewhere down the road.

Anton Lander was always mentioned as one of those guys who was “in the mix” for a job at pivot, but he was unable to seize the day despite the absence of the top two centres on the club. Lander’s play struck me as vanilla; he did a lot of little things right, but not very many big things. His 67 games of NHL experience notwithstanding, he was beaten out by a pair of older minor league vets, college grads Mark Arcobello and Will Acton. Both now seem assured of a spot on the final 23, and indeed in the opening night line-up. Lander meanwhile faces the challenge of earning top-line minutes in OKC and applying/further developing his two-way game to dominate at that level.

Implications

Fedun, Pitlick and Lander all have one year to run on their contracts (entry-level in the case of the two forwards), so all three need to make a strong impression in OKC in the coming weeks and months where they should prove to be core players. The good news is there’s no NHL lockout to put the bite into their ice time and opportunity, as happened to all three in 2012-13.

Nurse, meanwhile, will see his three-year ELC “slide” for at least one year. He will still be underage a year from now, but I for one expect him to be very close to NHL-ready by then, especially if he can put on a little muscle mass in the interim. Until then, we’ll be tracking his performance in the Soo with great interest.

All four assigned players appeared in Tuesday night’s game against the Rangers. We’ll have a report on their performance along with that of the other Oilers in a separate post.

With the departures, Oilers roster has now been reduced to just 24 healthy bodies. Until others return to health, the team appears to be set in goal (2), defence (7), and centre (4 including Taylor Hall). The remaining battle is at wing, where there are currently 11 active candidates; when the music stops there’ll be chairs enough for 10 of them.

For all the hoopla about the return of Linus Omark to Edmonton, early returns have been underwhelming. After three relatively unimpressive pre-season games, the Oilers today placed Omark on waivers for purposes of reassigning him to Oklahoma City.

For the next 24 hours, however, the gifted dangler will, uhh, dangle on the waiver wire, a free gift available to any NHL team looking to add skill and offensive flair. Omark showed plenty of that in 2010-11 when he scored 27 points in his first 51 NHL games. Perhaps some club will see that upside and roll the dice on the flamboyant Swede.

Safe to say they won’t be encouraged to do so based on his play in preseason. I watched all three of Omark’s games and posted the following comments about his performance:

Sep 14 vs. Calgary – Struggled in his own zone, and was burned on both the second and fourth Flames goals when on both occasions he tried but failed to take away either the pass to, or the shot from, his man on the point. Had one impressive sequence of puck control where he deliberately stepped on the puck and dragged it along the end wall for ten or more seconds. Made a nice move on the shootout but couldn’t quite lift the puck over Reto Berra, who impressed in the Flames’ net.

Sep 16 at Winnipeg – Far too quiet for most of the night as most of his offensive zone forays amounted to nothing. Just one shot attempt, a feeble dribbler from the side boards that had no chance. Took an unnecessary hooking penalty which led to the Jets’ first goal, and later was whistled for a coinncidental diving penalty which cancelled a possible powerplay. He did, however, make a wonderful play on the second Oilers goal, winning two board battles, the second from his knees to spring the puck loose. Was eventually, and correctly, awarded with an assist on the play.

Sep 23 vs Winnipeg – Needed a big game and didn’t deliver. Victim of circumstance a time or two, but he seemed to be chasing the play a lot, and when he did get a chance to lead the rush the moves weren’t succeeding. Did his best work along the boards, with some subtle but positive moves of the puck. The play died with him a few times, though. Got crushed with a powerful check that laid him low for a few seconds. Was lucky not to take a needless tripping penalty in the last two minutes.

While we’ve been saving our grading of players for when the games start for real, his play in those games would likely score in the 3-4 out of 10 range, nowhere near enough to make a splash. If the offence isn’t there, Omark doesn’t bring much to the table — he’s no defensive whiz, doesn’t kill penalties, isn’t an overly physical player, and unfortunately is a full-time winger with no history at centre. He can be strong on the puck but that by itself doesn’t earn a spot.

The final straw came last night, when Omark was given an opportunity on what amounted to the first line, with Boyd Gordon and Nail Yakupov. They produced nothing offensively; while Omark was on the ice at even strength, the Oilers attempted just one shot on goal, while the Jets had 11 shot attempts.

In exposing him to waivers, the Oilers are fulfilling a promise/obligation to give Omark a back-door opportunity at an NHL job with another team. At this juncture, however, it seems likely he’ll wind up in OKC, a nice break for the fans there since this a fun player to watch. He’ll need to bring his game, and perhaps his level of conditioning, to a higher level in order to become a realistic recall option later in the season.

In other waiver news, former Oilers Theo Peckham and Brad Winchester have been waived by Chicago Blackhawks.

It was “put up or shut up” time for several of the candidates for the bottom end of the Edmonton Oilers roster on Monday night. With most of Edmonton’s top players  — Taylor Hall, Jordan Eberle, Sam Gagner, Ryan Nugent-Hopkins, David Perron, Jeff Petry, Justin Schultz — out of the line-up for various reasons, the competition for roster spots was on open display, and it seems to be pretty intense. A number of players made positive impressions “who needed to” (in the words of Dallas Eakins) , and at minimum earned another look-see.

Collectively, the group ground out a 2-1 regulation win over the visiting Winnipeg Jets. Leading the way was the trio of Jesse Joensuu, Mark Arcobello, and Tyler Pitlick, who in their second game as a line demonstrated decent chemistry and produced excellent results. Joensuu tipped home Pitlick’s goalmouth pass for his third of the pre-season to kick-start a two-goal second period that powered the win. Will Acton later scored the winner, another deflection off a feed from impressive defender Anton Belov.

Here are individual impressions from tonight’s game as seen on an occasionally-jittery Internet feed:

#5 Ladi Smid – Business as usual as he ramps up for the season. Got cranked by Jets behemoth Adam Lowry in the early going, but was solid in the defensive zone throughout.

#6 Jesse Joensuu – Perhaps the most pleasant surprise of training camp, Joensuu is a flat-out lock to make the team. No doubt there are a few warts there if one looks hard enough, but he has shown lots of good things in every game to date, including an offensive flair complete with scoring touch. His lugging of the puck at speed and/or under pressure is especially impressive, as the big Finn was responsible for a number of zone exits and entries all on his own, often both on the same rush. Effective on the cycle game as well, grinding pucks deep in the zone.

#13 Mike Brown – Played an OK game when he didn’t have the puck, which with this player means most of the time. Struggled to clear it a time or two, including getting dispossessed by Evander Kane for a dangerous scoring chance. But played some effective defence, landing several nice hits along the way. Took Kane to the penalty box with him on a third period trade-off.

#15 Nick Schultz – Got caught on the wrong side of the rulebook a couple times by a vigilant pair of officials, who nabbed him for holding and hooking. Old pro likely gets away with borderline stuff like that most nights. Looked slow on one open-ice race. Had an excellent final minute, twice denying the Jets entry into the Oilers zone and clearing the puck deep.

#21 Andrew Ference – Quietly led the team in ice time at 23:28. He was a magnet for Winnipeg checkers, who were running him all night. Ference was on the receiving end of four hits, but also drew no fewer than three Jets penalties in the process. Played well with Belov, and frankly gives the impression he could pair up with anyone, and on either side.

#23 Linus Omark – Needed a big game and didn’t deliver. Victim of circumstance a time or two, but he seemed to be chasing the play a lot, and when he did get a chance to lead the rush the moves weren’t succeeding. Did his best work along the boards, with some subtle but positive moves of the puck. The play died with him a few times, though. Got crushed with a powerful check that laid him low for a few seconds. Was lucky not to take a needless tripping penalty in the last two minutes.

#27 Boyd Gordon – Dominated in the circle, winning 12/18=67% of his draws, including 7/10 in the defensive zone. By far led Oilers forwards with 29 shifts, even as they averaged just 30 seconds apiece as he was used in a FOGO (face off, get off) role quite a bit. Had 12 shifts under 20 seconds in length, with several of those on the penalty kill. Oilers may need to clone this guy given the dire circumstances down the middle.

#28 Ryan Jones – He’s in deep at this point, as his game seems slow to come around. Contributed nothing offensively in this one, as none of his four shot attempts even reached the net, and his primary linemates, Hamilton and Lander, didn’t get a shot either. Did his best work on the penalty kill.

#36 Philip Larsen – Mobile but slight defender had a strong game rushing and supporting the puck, and had some decent efforts in his defensive zone as well. Made a terrific play on Joensuu’s goal, gaining the zone with an aggressive attack off a neutral zone faceoff, then winning a puck battle that set up Pitlick for the telling pass. Also blocked 5 shots, 3 more than the other defenders who all tied for second with 2 blocks each.

#40 Devan Dubnyk – Did enough to get tongues wagging. His critics will point to the bad goal he allowed late in the first on a wide-going shot that caught the inside of his blocker and caromed home. He also had a couple of iffy moments around his cage, especially a loose rebound that dropped in his crease when he couldn’t handle a pop fly. He did get stronger as the game progressed, and was rock solid by the third when he stopped 12 shots. Overall it’s hard to argue with one goal-against and the win. 29 shots, 28 saves, .966.

#41 Will Acton – Was one of the players who needed a strong game and delivered one, ultimately scoring the game-winner on a nice deflection from the high slot. Landed a big hit moments before that. Had a couple of decent rushes, though was dispossessed too easily on one occasion when he failed to protect the puck. A team high 2:59 on the penalty kill, and 9/14=64% on the dot.

#48 Ryan Hamilton – Some decent boardwork and physical play including a few hits, but not so much as an attempted shot or much sign of offence of any type. Was effective on the PK, where he played one second less than team leader and former Marlies teammate Acton.

#51 Anton Lander – OK in a vanilla sort of way. Played decent positional hockey, helped out on the PK (where the whole team had a good night), but delivered nothing offensively. Did have a strong final minute, defending hard in a 5-on-6 scenario.  4/8=50% in the circle.

#55 Ben Eager – His 8:55 TOI was nearly two minutes less than any other Oiler. 0:00 on both special teams was a big part of the reason. Was OK in the fourth line grinder role, hardly a difference-maker either way. Looked lost in space in his own zone on one extended shift, though.

#62 Mark Arcobello – Helped his cause with a strong two-way game. Led the forward group with 17:25 ice time, which also included 4:48 on the powerplay as Eakins had few offensive options. His 5 shots on goal led the team, and he was unfortunate not to find the net at least once along the way. Made a couple of real nice passes across the slot, one of which resulted in a great chance for Fedun that forced a strong save by Edward Pasquale in the Jets cage. Smart with the puck, once in a while looks lost without it. With Gagner’s injury, now a favourite to start the season with the big club.

#64 Nail Yakupov – Had three shots on goal, all of them within a 21-second span on a second-period 5-on-3 where the plan was clearly set up Yak to bomb away from right point. Otherwise had a quiet night, with occasional flashes.

#68 Tyler Pitlick – Just a terrific game from the youngster, who skated miles and had enough energy left to take his pound of flesh at every opportunity. Led the Oilers with 6 hits, and most of them were beauties. Also contributed offensively with a couple of shots and a very nice assist. Drew a penalty. Played extensively on both special teams, over 5½ minutes between them, and looked effective in both roles. Skated equally hard in both directions. Earned words of praise from Eakins, who said Pitlick had earned himself another game tomorrow night. Probably did as much to help his own cause as any Oiler.

#77 Anton Belov – He too helped his own cause with a real solid showing. Has “calm feet” when he’s got the puck, makes sharp passes and good shooting decisions. His shot-pass that Acton tipped home for the winner was a planned play all the way, and his diagonal feed to Pitlick for a chance that barely missed was a thing of beauty. Biggest issues involve decision-making and positioning in the defensive zone, with the narrow ice very likely a factor. Oilers fans should expect a learning curve there. He’s huge and doesn’t mind leaning on guys.

#81 Taylor Fedun – Quiet, fairly effective game paired with NSchultz on the third pairing. Started and very nearly finished an excellent combination play on a first-period powerplay, where he jumped into the hole and nearly converted Arcobello’s backdoor feed.

Next up: New York Rangers at Edmonton Oilers, Tuesday September 24, 19:00 MDT.

EDMONTON - Dallas Eakins is not one of those coaches who subscribes to the philosophy that a team should retreat into a defensive stance to protect a lead.

He wants the Edmonton Oilers to protect a lead by attacking and scoring goals — a bonus for David Perron, the winger is equipped with the hands of a goal scorer.

In four pre-season games with the Oilers, he’s put away a team-high five goals and registered one assist. He scored his fourth and fifth goals in Tuesday’s 5-3 win over the New York Rangers, skating alongside Mark Arcobello and Jordan Eberle.

“It’s a new challenge. Completely different style of hockey — one that I really enjoy playing in,” Perron said from his new quarters in the Oilers locker room. He arrived in Edmonton this summer by a way of a trade with the St. Louis Blues, a deal that saw Magnus Paajarvi depart for the U.S. Mid-west.

“The biggest thing is that between the periods, whether it’s 4-1 or 4-2, it doesn’t matter, he wants us to keep playing the exact same way,” Perron continued. “I can play both games (offensively and defensively) but the way I came up, was by playing offence and it is fun to play hockey that way — in my opinion.

“I do think when you’re having fun, you really do push yourself that extra 10 per cent, and I do want to be a factor every night.”

For the previous six seasons, Perron, 25, was tied to the Blues defensive style of play that is favoured by coach Ken Hitchcock. He registered two 20-goal seasons and put away 10 in last season’s lockout shortened campaign.

But the Blues needed to clear up some cap room and they deemed Perron expendable so the Oilers sent Paajarvi to St. Louis, along with a second-round draft pick.

Perron, a 2007 first round pick for St. Louis (26th overall) has three years remaining on a $15.25 million contract. Paajarvi, selected by Edmonton 10th overall in 2009, is still trying to find his footing on a team that is now carrying 13 forwards with one-way contracts.

He’s been playing left wing with Patrik Berglund and Vladimir Tarasenko but St. Louis has also added Brenden Morrow to the mix so someone is going to be flipped to another team or assigned to Peoria. Hitchcock said Paajarvi will be a complimentary two-way player but there are still some aspects of his game that need work.

As for Perron, he is quick to caution that it is the pre-season but also admitted that he’d rather find his scoring touch now as opposed to later — largely because he is making a new start on a new team.

“I’m just getting back to form. Hopefully it carries over to the season,” he said. “I just have to keep working.

“When you’re coming into a new team, it’s nice to show management what you can do after they’ve brought you in. Secondly, it gives you that personal confidence when you go into the regular season rather than have it go to other way.

“I do think it’s the way that I play that’s giving me success. I’m really working hard and playing with Eberle I don’t even have to think about scoring. He’ll end up finding you. Same with Arcobello.”

Eakins began tracking Perron’s career when he was the director of player development for the Toronto Maple Leafs. He watched the winger at the Memorial Cup, at the behest of the Leafs brass, he then saw him jump from the QMJHL to the NHL after just one year of major junior, and now he is watching him settle into a role with the Oilers.

“That puck follows him around. That’s the first thing,” said Eakins. “The second thing is that he can score goals in a number of ways, whether it’s a light touch or ripping it. We have a few guys on our team who have great hands. That’s the thing. On some teams, they have to generate chance after chance after chance and eventually they score.

“We have guys with hands like (Perron) so you better not give us one or two (opportunities) because there’s a good chance they’re going into the net.”

The Oilers close out the pre-season Friday night against the Dallas Stars, in a game that will be played in Oklahoma City, home of the Oilers AHL affiliate. The Barons did get more additions when another round of cuts was made after the Rangers game.

Defenceman Taylor Fedun and forwards Tyler Pitlick and Anton Lander were re-assigned while defenceman Darnell Nurse was sent back to the Sault Ste. Marie Greyhounds.

On Wednesday morning, the Oilers also put Ryan Jones on waivers. If he isn’t picked up, he’ll head to Oklahoma City as well.

With the numbers pared significantly, Eakins will likely look at his defensive pairings and offensive trios against the Stars. Perron could continue to play with Eberle or he could get bumped up to play with Hall and Hemsky in place of Ryan Smyth.

“He’s an offensive guy, a big guy, and any time you add those two things together, it’s dangerous,” said Eberle. “We just seem to have a connection right now.”
So will anybody pick up Ryan Jones on waivers?

Don’t forget the Edmonton Oilers went that route to get Jones from Nashville in 2010 when David Poile, the Preds’ GM thought he’d be able to sneak Jones to the minors because he had a one-way contract. Jones had two eminently successful years scoring 18 and 17 goals, almost all of them 5-on-5, then he took the puck in the eye last New Year’s Eve and damaged some of his retina, Maybe it’s a bail-out theory but Jones hasn’t been the same antagonistic guy since that day even if he said two weeks ago his eye was fine, so was playing with a visor, so was going to the greasy areas.

He had a very good first exhibition in Calgary scoring a powerplay goal of all things and mucking it up like the old days. But he had done very since that night. When coach  Dallas Eakins said a few days ago that “there are five or six guys we’re looking at” Jones was on that list. He is an immensely likeable guy, a presence in the dressing room, somebody with a voice who had a good feel for what was wrong with the team after games, but not so much of a feel for his own game. It has slipped.

The Oilers are keeping Ryan Hamilton in Jones’ place. He has a history with Eakins as his captain inToronto with the AHL Marlies, but Eaakins is only one voice in the decision-making. Fact is Hamilton is bigger (230 pounds to 195) and considerably cheaper at $600,000 to Jones” $1.5  million. Hamilton’s foot-speed at the NHL is a concern for the pro scouts I talked to but truth is Hamilton was as good as Jones in camp. He was out killing a 5-on-3 Rangers powerplay with fellow Marlie W ill Acton Tuesday showing Eakins’ faith in him.

Will a team claim Jones by 10 am Thursday? I say yes. He would be a better fit on a Cup contender like, say, Boston or a Western team looking for bottom sixth depth lke San Jose which just lost Raffi Torres to a serious knee injury. I’m sure the Oilers don’t want Jones’ $1.5 million in OKCity but they did him a favour of sorts putting on waivers now rather than right before the season when rosters are more set. They may also have to put defenceman Corey Potter’s $800,,000 there when or if his back gets better. They like Philip Larsen and Anton Belov as 6/7 D-men right now,

With Jones on waivers and forwards Anton Lander and Tyler Pitlick cut after Tuesday’s win over the New York Rangers, the Edmonton Oilers have 14 forwards left, exactly what they will carry to start the season Oct. 1.

Here are the 14 forwards left in Oilers camp:

Centre

 Taylor Hall

 Mark Arcobello

 Boyd Gordon

 Will Acton

Wing

 Ales Hemsky

 Ryan Smyth

 David Perron

 Jordan Eberle

 Nail Yakupov

 Jesse Joensuu

 Mike Brown

 Ben Eager

 Steve MacIntyre

 Ryan Hamilton

You would think from Hall to Brown, these are 11 forwards in the four line rotation.  Eager, MacIntyre and Hamilton are the others, but maybe I’m guessing wrong.

MacIntyre showed up before Tuesday’s game, ready to play after flying in from his off-season home in North Carolina, but Eakins decided to keep him out even though Big Mac badly wanted to play and tried to talk the head coach into it.

Sam Gagner (broken jaw) and Ryan Nugent-Hopkins (shoulder) open on injured reserve.

It appears Arcobello, with another strong night (two assists in 16 minutes centering for Perron and Eberle) will be the No. 2 or No. 3 centre.

One tricky roster slot: Yakupov. Eakins says Hall, Hemsky, who suffered a cut hand that kept him out of several shifts against the Rangers before he got patched up, and Smyth has been his best line.

The Arcobello-Perron-Eberle unit was very good.

But that leaves Yakupov as a third-line winger. Can they do that? Eakins may want a top 9, not a top 6, but can Yakupov be on a third line?

Lander, their former second-round draft in Magnus Paajarvi’s draft year, simply didn’t grab the huge chance for a centre spot with RNH and Gagner out.

His play seems to have regressed. He plays his 13 minutes or so but not much happens when he’s on the ice. In OKC, maybe he’s a top six guy who rediscovers his offence.

There’s no reason he can’t be a third-line NHL centre down the road if he can provide a semblance of scoring, not just checking.

With the release of Taylor Fedun to OKC (he didn’t deserve it off his splendid camp except for his two-way contract) and Darnell Nurse going back to the Soo, the Oilers are down to seven healthy blueliners.

Defence

Justin Schultz

 Andrew Ference

 Ladislav Smid

 Jeff Petry

 Nick Schultz

 Philip Larsen

 Anton Belov.

Denis Grebeshkov (groin) and Potter (back) could open on the injured reserve list.

Belov’s ripping blueline shots, as he adjusts to the North American rink size and faster puck movement and using his body more, give him a shot at being a first power play point guy with Justin Schultz. Larsen, a great skater and puck-mover, who came from the Stars for Shawn Horcoff, could be on a second power play unit.
EDMONTON - Training camp is all about opportunity and fresh starts, a dynamic the Oilers’ current top line exemplifies in every way.

Taylor Hall, the top left winger on the club — some would say in the NHL last season — is giving centre a try, with Ryan Nugent-Hopkins unavailable until November while he rehabs his surgically repaired left shoulder.

Ryan Smyth, whose sterling career as a corner man, leader and effective presence on the lip of the crease appeared to be slowing to bittersweet crawl the last season and a half, is on Hall’s left side, a rejuvenated first-line winger at 37 years of age.

Smyth had just two goals in the truncated 48-game 2012-13 season and logged minimal power play time. The last two seasons, Smyth described his ice time as being about “different minutes,” many of those spent in a more defensive role, often on the third line.

To Hall’s right skates Ales Hemsky, he of the silky smooth stride and magical moves, who was on the trading block during the off-season. At least, he was until Oilers GM Craig MacTavish announced a week before training camp that Hemsky, a 11-year veteran, was off the market, once again an Oilers in good standing.

The whispers were that Hemsky was off the market because he was an unwanted commodity around the league, so far had his star slid in recent years, many of them pockmarked with injuries.

And how has the trio been handling their new-old roles so far?

On Tuesday, head coach Dallas Eakins declared it the best line in training camp so far.

“All three of those guys have played extremely well for me,” Eakins said.

As for those wondering whether Smyth might slide down to the second or third line so young Nail Yakupov could be installed on the first line, you can forget that, at least for now.

“I get that question a lot about Smytty and I just don’t understand it,” Eakins said. “I’m certainly not going to push down a guy who’s had a great training camp.”

Smyth is grateful he had a clean slate available to him from Eakins this training camp.

“Obviously, he’s given me an opportunity to play with some very highly skilled guys,” Smyth said. “I’ve played with Hemmer (Hemsky) before, so I’ve got a good sense of where he is on the ice.

“I haven’t played a whole lot with Hallsy (Hall), maybe a few games here and there. It’s sure nice. We’ve been buzzing and we just want to continue that. Hopefully, it lasts.”

True to form, the line put the Oilers on the scoresheet in the first period Tuesday night after Marc Staal had staked the New York Rangers to a 1-0 lead with a beauty of a wrist shot from the point at 7:42.

A little more than five minutes later, Hemsky dug the puck out to the point to defenceman Justin Schultz, whose hard pass hit the tape of Hall’s stick, deflecting it past Martin Biron in the Rangers net.

The whole time, Smyth was in his office on the front edge of the crease, distracting the goalie. It was a textbook sort of goal for the line, each man playing his role to perfection, an excellent illustration of what Eakins was talking about.

“I’ve liked that line, think it’s been our best line in training camp,” Eakins said. “You have Taylor and Hemsky, who have great speed, which covers Smytty off a little bit.

“I’m not sure there’s a better guy on our team on the wall than Smyth, so he’s able to get pucks out. And there may not be a better guy on our team who’s willing to go the net, so Hall and Hemsky can do a lot of the cycle game.”

Skill sets that mesh well, in other words, at least so far. Of course, Eakins has plenty of options, with off-season acquisition David Perron, who scored a pair Tuesday night, Yakupov, Eberle and — when they’re healthy — Nugent-Hopkins and Sam Gagner, out for two months with a broken jaw.

“This isn’t about top six and bottom six (forwards),” Eakins said. “I’d rather take the top six and put them vertical and have basically three lines (so) that the other team goes, ‘Which one am I going to check tonight?’ ”

On Tuesday night, Eakins had Hall, Smyth and Hemsky on one unit, with Mark Arcobello between Perron and Eberle, both making things happen.

Perron scored twice, giving him five for the pre-season and six points. A goal and two assists lifted Eberle to a team-leading eight points for the pre-season.

Oh, and Smyth picked up an assist on Ben Eager’s first goal of the pre-season while the Oilers were on the penalty kill at 11:51 of the second period.

The Oilers now are 5-1-1 in the pre-season, including four straight victories, which Smyth suggested is more meaningful than many would suppose.

“People may not say it means a lot, but to us I think it does,” Smyth said. “With all the changes that has gone on, with the (new) coaches and the player movement that has happened in this locker-room, you want to establish yourself with this coach and with each other.

“We’re not a young team anymore, we’re a team that has experience and we’ve got some talent. It’s a matter of putting the product on the ice and so far we’re delivering.”

jmackinnon@edmontonjournal.com

On Twitter: @rjmackinnon

Check out my blog, Sweat Sox

Check out the Edmonton Journal's Facebook page
Tuesday’s 5-3 win in Denver could provide some insight into where Stars season is headed

By Mike Heika

mheika@dallasnews.com

6:22 pm on September 25, 2013  | Permalink
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If you’re a GM or coach or player, Tuesday’s pre-season turnaround in Denver can be explained with systems and video and numbers. Heck, you can even toss in a little talk of adapting to altitude to rationalize a night-and-day difference between the first and second periods.

And, really, it’s just one pre-season game, so what’s the big deal?

But if you’re a writer trying to tell the story of the Stars’ 2013-14 season, then you might look back on the transformation with an eye toward emotion and relationship and responsibility.

We weren’t in the first intermission dressing room at Pepsi Center, so we don’t know what was said. But we do know that a Stars team that was very shaky in the first period came out and blistered the Avalanche in the second. The Stars were outshot 10-1, despite having four minutes of power play time in the first period. They came out in the second and outshot the Avalanche 17-7 and scored four goals _ two apiece by Jamie Benn and Colton Sceviour.

So what’s the deal with that?

“Coach came in and gave us a little talk,” said Benn. “That wasn’t the start we wanted, so we talked about it. We had a lot more in the tank to give, and we did that in the second and third. We cleaned it up.”

Benn said there wasn’t much screaming or yelling, but it was clear Lindy Ruff got his point across. We have seen the veteran bench boss display raw emotion in the past, so we can picture his intensity in front of his players.

Benn then came out and led the charge in the second period. And, as has been stated as his preferred style this week after he was named captain, he did it more with actions than with words.

“I thought Benn really took the bull by the horns and got us going,” Ruff said.

And that’s a scintillating dynamic. If Ruff can motivate Benn, and Benn responds with strong play, then the Stars have a nice leadership combination there. It’s early in their relationship, but it’s easy to write this as a clear example of how things might play out later in the season when points are on the line and results really matter.

Of course, Ruff said there were more analytical reasons for the improvement, as well.

“I thought we worked as a group and came back deeper,” Ruff said. “I thought the gap between our forwards and our D, we weren’t coming back hard enough and we made some really poor puck decisions (in the first period). But I thought in the second, we came back really hard and we countered and we had five guys coming up ice with speed.

“It was just the staff addressing things we thought we did poorly,” Ruff added. “You have to live by the law. I think that trust creates speed, and if you trust that the (other) guy is going to do the right thing with the puck, then you’re a fast team. If you have indecision and don’t know what he’s going to do with it, then you look like a slow team. I thought we looked like a really fast team in the second and we looked like the slowest team in the league in the first.”

That gives a lot of insight into what Ruff is trying to coach. It sounds like the Stars want to be an aggressive team on the forecheck. They have to be aggressive on defense, as well, but it sounds like the new coach wants a confident team that moves the puck with authority.

He also doesn’t mind demanding extreme intensity, even if it is a pre-season game.

“You’re going to play bad periods, that’ll happen throughout the year,” Ruff said. “What I really liked is we really bounced back. We were challenged a little bit there to be better and clean up our game, and the answer the players came back with is something you want to see as a coach.”

So a little bit technical, a little bit emotional.

A little bit of push from the coach, a little bit of pull from the captain.

As a storyteller, that’s a pretty compelling moment in the journey of the good ship “New Star Rising.”

And the question will come up now: Can they reproduce that second period on a consistent basis? They slipped in the third period, allowed a 4-0 lead to fall to 4-3 and had to fight off a serious late challenge from Colorado before winning 5-3.

So, what lessons were learned from that?

“You’re not going to be able to do it period after period after period. That’s just sports,” Ruff said. “But if you’re good with the puck, and if, as a line, you really believe in what you’re doing and where the puck is going to go, then we keep puck control that way.”

And puck control is crucial.

The Stars still need work in the faceoff circle (the eventual return of Rich Peverley will help that). The Stars still need work controlling their sticks and reducing penalties (a few motivational talks will help that). The Stars still need to learn to trust each other (and that is simply a matter of time). If they do those things, they will have puck possession. If they have puck possession, they can outshoot the opposition. If they outshoot the opposition, they can win a lot of games.

They have skill. They need discipline and teamwork.

And on Tuesday night, a shining example of that need was held up for the GM and the coaches and the players.

And yes, for storytellers, too, who want these seasons to play out like a television series where you really can look back and see just how the plot twisted. On Tuesday, we all got an early-season peek at where this show might be headed.

Injury updates: Rich Peverley (irregular heartbeat) skated in full practice Wednesday, but still can’t have contact. That said, he might only miss the first game of the season and then be back to play against Washington.

Aaron Rome (hip surgery) skated on his own Wednesday. He’s still probably three to four weeks away, so the Stars are likely going to be without him for the first two weeks of the season.

Trevor Daley (upper body) seems to be in better shape than first thought. The Stars really won’t know how he is until they get him back after a few days rest. There is a chance he doesn’t miss any games.

Sceviour close, but still battling for roster spot: Long-time Stars farmhand Colton Sceviour had three goals and an assist in the 5-3 win over Colorado, but is not expected to play Thursday in a game that will be close to a dress rehearsal for the Stars.

Ruff said he likes what he sees from Sceviour.

“He’s played well,” Ruff said. “He had a nice game for us.”

Ruff said Sceviour will probably play Friday against Edmonton in the final pre-season game.

With the Texas Stars just a couple of hours away, the Stars could operate on a skeleton crew early in the season. Both Daley and Peverley could be ready to return quickly, so Dallas might not carry many scratches for the home games against Florida (Oct. 3) and Washington (Oct. 5).

With so much time between now and the season opener, and with some injuries still up in the air, it’s probably too early to guess on an opening day lineup. But Thursday’s game should give some insight.

Stars send defenseman Cameron Gaunce to Texas Stars

By Mike Heika

mheika@dallasnews.com

4:49 pm on September 25, 2013  | Permalink
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Expect more to be coming in the next two or three days.

Here is the press release:

DALLAS STARS ASSIGN DEFENSEMAN CAMERON GAUNCE TO TEXAS STARS 

FRISCO, Texas – Dallas Stars General Manager Jim Nill announced today that the team has assigned defenseman Cameron Gaunce to the Texas Stars, Dallas’ development affiliate in the American Hockey League (AHL). The Stars training camp roster now stands at 36 players, including three goaltenders, 12 defensemen and 21 forwards.

Colton Sceviour has hat trick as Stars beat Colorado 5-3 in Denver Tuesday

By Mike Heika

mheika@dallasnews.com

11:30 pm on September 24, 2013  | Permalink
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The Stars have some tough choices coming up.

One, they have to decide who will be healthy, and two, they have to decide how many extra forwards they want to keep around.

With Rich Peverley sidelined by an irregular heartbeat, the Stars have just 12 forwards, including Lane MacDermid. The Stars had planned on keeping eight defensemen, and just 13 forwards, and MacDermid was expected to be the extra man. But with Peverley expected to miss at least the first game of the season, there is a real thought that Dallas can juggle a few things now and possibly keep a couple of extra forwards.

Colton Sceviour gave the Stars coaches and front office a lot to think about on Tuesday night. Sceviour, 24, has been a good soldier and is about to start his fifth season in the organization. In the last four seasons, he has played 294 games in the AHL and two in the NHL.

When he has been playing well and healthy, the Stars didn’t need him. When they needed him, he wasn’t playing well or healthy. But, he seems to be playing very well right now and the Stars seem to need him.

Scott Glennie is out with a knee injury. Brett Ritchie has a lower body contusion and probably needs to start in the AHL in his first professional season. Chris Mueller and Luke Gazdic have been good, but not as good as Sceviour. Matej Stransky has not grabbed what seems to be a great opportunity.

So with two pre-season games remaining, Sceviour might very well find himself in the opening lineup Oct. 3 against the Florida Panthers.

The Stars started slowly on Tuesday, getting outshot 10-1 in the first period, despite having two power plays. Kari Lehtonen held them in a scoreless game, and they came out strong in the second period. Dallas scored four goals from 5:18 to 9:44 of the second period to take a 4-0 lead.

Sceviour scored off of assists from Kevin Connauton and Lane MacDermid and then assisted a Jamie Benn goal. Benn then scored off an assist from his brother Jordie to make it 3-0, and Sceviour scored his second goal of the game off an assist from Travis Morin.

Colorado fought back with a late goal in the second period from Gabriel Landeskog and closed the gap to 4-3 in the third period. Lehtonen held strong, and Sceviour added an empty-netter for the hat trick.

The two teams will play at AAC on Thursday. The game is supposed to be a dress rehearsal of sorts for the Stars, so it will be interesting to see if Sceviour is in the lineup.

Stars expected to try Tyler Seguin-Jamie Benn as penalty killing pair

By Mike Heika

mheika@dallasnews.com

12:14 pm on September 24, 2013  | Permalink
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Lindy Ruff has always liked using skilled players on his penalty kill, so it’s no surprise that the new Stars coach was using Jamie Benn and Tyler Seguin as a penalty killing forward pair Tuesday morning at practice and said he would like to start using them in games on a regular basis.

“I just think that it’s going to be one of my responsibilities to turn them into the type of players who can be in those tough situations,” Ruff said. “And with Tyler’s speed and Jamie’s speed…you get opportunities penalty killing, and if your best players are on the ice, they can turn those opportunities into shorthanded goals for you.”

Just as important as squeezing some offense out of key situations, Ruff simply likes how having some flexibility on the penalty kill can solve a lot of problems. The Stars on Saturday were shorthanded seven times, and neither Benn nor Seguin got on the ice. That messed with their rhythm at an important time of the game.

“In that St. Louis game, they had to sit on the bench too long,” Ruff said. “That’s too long for your best players to be sitting there. They need to be out there competing in the shorthanded situations. It keeps their motor running.”

Ruff said he has fond memories of Chris Drury becoming a solid penalty killer in Buffalo, and he points to players like Pavel Datsyuk and Patrice Bergeron as good role models for Benn and Seguin.

“Those are the names I refer to when I talk to them, and they are both excited to get this opportunity,” Ruff said.

Seguin said he was hoping to get the chance to kill penalties in Boston this year, so he’s looking forward to filling that role with the Stars.

“I’ve always wanted to do it,” Seguin said. “I was a good penalty killer in junior, so it’s something I think I can do. I think I have the basic tools to be a good penalty killer. I’m learning a lot this season, and I’m getting better at the center position, and it’s all just building. I think the chemistry with Jamie is building, and this can only help.”

Seguin played a total of 22 seconds shorthanded last season, and that officially averages 0:00 per game. Benn averaged 26 seconds shorthanded last season, down from 41 seconds per game in 2011-12 and 1:37 in 2010-11.

“I definitely want to do it,” Benn said. “I got a little chance earlier in my career to play on the penalty kill and I’ve PK’d on almost every team I’ve ever played on. I love it. It’s a chance to go out and help the team, and also maybe a chance to score a goal or two.”

Benn said he too is looking forward to playing beside Seguin and furthering the chemistry the two are building.

“It sounds like we’ll be out there together, so that’s good,” he said. “Any time you get a chance to play in any situation, it’s going to help your overall play. I like it. I think it allows you to become a more complete player, too.”

But, the duo has to remember that the first job of the penalty kill is to prevent a goal.

“That’s what we’re out there to do,” Benn said with a smile. “And if there’s a chance to score, that would be nice, too.”

The Stars will play at Colorado at 8 p.m. Tuesday night.

The expected lineup should look like this:

Jamie Benn-Tyler Seguin-Alex Chiasson

Ray Whitney-Cody Eakin-Valeri Nichushkin

Ryan Garbutt-Chris Mueller-Colton Sceviour

Lane MacDermid-Travis Morin-Matej Stransky

Brenden Dillon-Kevin Connauton

Jordie Benn-Alex Goligoski

Patrk Nemeth-Jyrki Jokipakka

Kari Lehtonen expected to play entire game in goal.

Things to watch:

*This will be the first game for Chiasson to play beside Seguin and Benn. Ruff seems to really like Chiasson right now, and there is a chance Chiasson gets the opportunity to start on the top line.

*The Stars appear to have 12 forwards to start the season, including Lane MacDermid, so an extra forward will probably be in the mix for at least the season-opener. Players like Mueller, Sceviour, Morin and Stransky can send a message this game.

*With Aaron Rome (hip) and Trevor Daley (upper body) out right now, look for Ruff to juggle his pairs on defense and look for chemistry in the pairings.

Get you Avalanche updates from The Denver Post here.

Trevor Daley’s upper body injury could keep him out of regular season games

By Mike Heika

mheika@dallasnews.com
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Stars coach Lindy Ruff said this morning that the upper body injury to Trevor Daley could keep the veteran defenseman out of some regular season games.

Daley was hurt during Friday’s pre-season game in San Antonio. He is having treatment, but is missing practice now.

“It looks like Trevor will miss a little bit of time,” Ruff said. “I don’t think he’ll be able to start the season, but it won’t be a long time.”

Daley had neck surgery in the off-season where a piece of bone from his hip was placed in his spine. However, that does not to seem to be his issue now. Daley said it’s an aggravation of an old injury, and he said he would like to be ready for the season opener Oct. 3.

“I don’t think so. I’m hoping not,” Daley said when asked about missing regular season games. “Give it two days, and hopefully have a better idea after two days.”

“I’m feeling better,” Daley said. “Hopefully, two days of shutting it down, and x-rays came back really good, so I was happy to hear that.”

Daley added that he wanted to be cautious: “I don’t want to play hurt, so I’ll try to get healthy.”

Expected to miss the first part of the season is Aaron Rome (hip surgery), so that means that two of Kevin Connauton, Jordie Benn and Jamie Oleksiak could be in the lineup on opening night.

The Stars on Tuesday will bring this group of defensemen to Colorado for a pre-season game against the Avalanche.

Brenden Dillon-Kevin Connauton

Jordie Benn-Alex Goligoski

Patrik Nemeth-Jyrki Jokipakka

Ruff said he expects to juggle pairs and look at different combinations.

“We’re still talking about the pairs,” Ruff said. “We’re going to look at different guys playing together. We’re going to have a whole week to prepare before the season, so we have an opportunity to try some stuff right now.”

By  Rich Chere/The Star-Ledger   

Follow on Twitter 

on September 25, 2013 at 3:19 PM, updated September 25, 2013 at 9:26 PMThe Devils’ youth movement has been put on hold.

After cutting their roster to 28 players Wednesday, you’d find more kids playing bingo in Boca Raton, Fla., than on general manager Lou Lamoriello’s depth chart.

Among the eight players assigned to Albany (AHL) were defensemen Jon Merrill and Eric Gelinas, along with forward Stefan Matteau.

"I think both Merrill and Gelinas could not have made a better impression on everyone — coaches, management, scouts. Those two are very close. I think they’ve done everything they can," Lamoriello said.

"This is an indication certainly of our depth at defense. And we have eight still here. There are a lot of decisions that have to be made. We have to get to 23."

Also assigned to Albany were goalie Scott Wedgewood, defenseman Brandon Burlon and forwards Rod Pelley, Tim Sestito and Mike Sislo. 

Defenseman Damon Severson was returned to his junior team in Kelowna (WHL).

But that still leaves the Devils needing to make five more cuts prior to setting their opening night roster at 23 by 3 p.m. Monday.

The current depth chart looks like this:

• Goalies (3): Martin Brodeur, Cory Schneider, Keith Kinkaid.

• Defensemen (8): Bryce Salvador, Andy Greene, Marek Zidlicky, Mark Fayne, Adam Larsson, Anton Volchenkov, Peter Harrold, Alex Urbom.

• Left wings (5): Ryane Clowe, Dainius Zubrus, Ryan Carter, Rostislav Olesz, Krys Barch

• Centers (6): Patrik Elias, Travis Zajac, Adam Henrique, Jacob Josefson, Andrei Loktionov, Stephen Gionta

• Right wings (6): Damien Brunner, Michael Ryder, Jaromir Jagr, Steve Bernier, Mattias Tedenby, Cam Janssen

Kinkaid will be one of the five cuts, 

 with Janssen possibly another. Without making a trade, that would leave three more to trim, with Urbom, Gionta, Josefson and Tedenby perhaps all on the bubble.

Lamoriello said he would not feel comfortable sending a player with a one-way (NHL) contract to play in the minors. Gionta, Urbom and Janssen all have two-way deals, which makes them more vulnerable.

However, it is doubtful that Lamoriello could sneak prospects like Urbom, Tedenby and Josefson through waivers in order to send them to Albany.

"Lou makes all those decisions," coach Pete DeBoer noted. "In my mind we just want to have access to the best 20 guys to help us win a game. That’s where my opinion begins and ends."

Are eight defensemen too many?

"I know last year when we kept eight D it was a shortened season and a condensed schedule," DeBoer pointed out. "You can make arguments either way what’s more beneficial. A lot more factors go into that (for Lamoriello)."

Matteau, 19, made the team last season but ran into a numbers game this time. Lamoriello said there was no thought of sending the first-round pick (29th overall in 2012) back to juniors.

"In hindsight maybe we didn’t do him justice by having him here last year," Lamoriello said. "But those are things you make decisions on at the time. It’s easy to have hindsight.

"He has to go and play a lot and become the power forward he has the ability to become and not worry about scoring. Just worry about doing the simple things with size and strength. He’s also very young."

With five days before submitting his roster to the league, Lamoriello can pursue a trade or look for loopholes. But the organization will once again lean toward veterans.

"I think there are players who should be a little on edge because there are people very close to them, above them or below them," Lamoriello said. "I’m really pleased with the players who were sent down. They’ve given every indication that they can be call-ups at any time and be put right in."

ANAHEIM -- Here's the expected lineup that the Ducks will go with Tuesday night in their exhibition game against the Kings at Staples Center. Jonas Hiller is getting the night off so Viktor Fasth will likely make the start with Igor Bobkov backing him up. Corey Perry was scheduled to play but the club is holding him out due to a torso injury suffered in Monday's practice.

Dustin Penner-Ryan Getzlaf-Teemu Selanne

Patrick Maroon-Nick Bonino-Kyle Palmieri

Andrew Cogliano-Rickard Rakell-Devante Smith-Pelly

John Kurtz-Daniel Winnik-Brad Staubitz

Cam Fowler-Ben ...
Ducks' Dustin Penner trying to keep what he's been given 
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Dustin Penner

Dustin Penner hasn't scored a point in three exhibition games with the Ducks. (Jeff Gross / Getty Images) 

By Lance Pugmire

September 24, 2013, 2:41 p.m.

The Ducks’ reunion with left wing Dustin Penner hasn’t featured a point through three preseason games.

“There’s room for improvement,” Ducks Coach Bruce Boudreau said after Tuesday’s morning skate at Honda Center, before Penner renews acquaintances with his recent teammates, the Kings, Tuesday night at Staples Center. “He’s dedicated, he wants it, talks to me about it all the time.

“It’s up to him. He’s got to keep pushing through, getting better. He’ll play in these next two games. We’ll see how it goes.”

The Ducks also play Saturday at Honda Center against San Jose.

Penner’s goal differential is minus three thus far. He’s been positioned on the team’s first line with stars Ryan Getzlaf and Corey Perry.

“The last game was the best I’ve felt,” Penner said Tuesday. “I’m getting a bit of a better opportunity here,” after scoring two goals in 33 games with the Kings last season. “Power play, playing with ‘Getz’ and ‘Perrs.’ It feels good so far. You want to not get ahead of yourself.”

Penner said he appreciates being back with his friends, after enduring a divorce while with the Kings.

“My confidence is better, being back here where it started, it definitely feels good,” Penner said.

“I did tell him when I coached against him in the American Hockey League, he was the most dominant player in the league, no one could touch him,” Boudreau said. “I told him I want him to get back to that. He’s being given a position – the best he could be. It’s his position to keep or lose. That’s where it stands right now.”

PRACTICE ABSENCES: Wings Emerson Etem and Jakob Silfverberg, sidelined with undisclosed injuries, did not practice or play Tuesday.

Boudreau said he remains hopeful both will be ready to play in the Oct. 2 regular-season opener at Colorado.

Etem left Friday’s game in San Jose and has been spotted walking gingerly around the dressing room, and Silfverberg fell to the ice late in Sunday’s loss to Colorado at Honda Center.

“They’re things that need time, and we hope we have enough of it,” Boudreau said.

OPENING MIGHT EXIST: The Ducks 2012 top pick, 19-year-old defenseman Hampus Lindholm of Sweden, has two power play goals in the preseason, and with defender Luca Sbisa sidelined, there may be a chance to make the opening-night roster.

“I’m just trying to focus on giving my best day to day; I can’t focus on anything more than that,” said Lindholm, who added five pounds of muscle in the off-season. “You never know. When you do your best -- my play on the blue line, boarders, how I handle the puck -- you make a good impression

The other big story of this training camp is the injuries that seem to be coming fast and furious.  Eric Stephens has the latest from Hawkeye and Trapper John in the Ducks' *M*A*S*H* Unit. [OC Register $]

The Cliff's Notes version: Emerson Etem and Jakob Silfverberg are both day-to-day with lower body injuries sustained against San Jose (Friday) and Colorado (Sunday) respectively.  Sami Vatanen is back in practice after playing limited minutes due to injury in San Jose.  Corey Perry came off the ice in today's practice but should be fine.  And Luca Sbisa is still out for at least the rest of the preseason.

Finally, tomorrow's game against the Kings at Staples will be broadcast locally on Prime Ticket.  I assume that since it's a Kings home game it will be Miller/Fox on the mics, but either way, I never thought I'd see the day that preseason hockey is broadcast on local TV in So Cal.  The future is now.
The Devils assigned Stefan Matteau to Albany (AHL) today. (Robert Sciarrino/The Star-Ledger)
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The Devils cut their roster to 28 players today by assigning eight players to Albany (AHL) and returning defenseman Damon Severson to his junior club in Kelowna (WHL)..

Goalie Scott Wedgewood; defensemen Brandon Burlon, Eric Gelinas and Jon Merrill; forwards Rod Pelley, Tim Sestito, Mike Sislo and Stefan Matteau were assigned to Albany.

After skating with Andrei Loktionov and then on his own for an hour, Jaromir Jagr said he probably will not play in Thursday night's preseason finale.

"I'm not sure what's going to happen tomorrow. I'm probably not going to play, only because I didn't have practices with my teammates," Jagr said.

He indicated he does not necessarily need any preseason games to be ready for the Oct. 3 season-opener in Pittsburgh.

While the rest of the team was given a day off, Jagr joked: "I had to skate on my own. I couldn't have more days off. That would be too many."

As for his health, he said he did not feel worse after Tuesday's practice: "Nothing has changed. Everything is the same."

Here is the Devils' current 28-man roster:

Goaltenders (3): Martin Brodeur, Keith Kinkaid, Cory Schneider.

Defensemen (8): Mark Fayne, Andy Greene, Peter Harrold, Adam Larsson, Bryce Salvador, Alexander Urbom, Anton Volchenkov, Marek Zidlicky.

Forwards (17): Krys Barch, Steve Bernier, Damien Brunner, Ryan Carter, Ryane Clowe, Patrik Elias, Stephen Gionta, Adam Henrique, Jaromir Jagr, Cam Janssen, Jacob Josefson, Andrei Loktionov, Rostislav Olesz, Michael Ryder, Mattias Tedenby, Travis Zajac, Dainius Zubrus.
No surprises here. Merrill needs to mature. Gelinas looked out of place at times, and Matteau is just odd man out with the huge amount of forwards still on the roster. Sislo did impress a bit and I do expect to see him play some when injuries start to come in. Only thing that concerns me is that Janssen and Barch are both still on the roster. I expect to see Janssen sent down shortly. Urbom is still there just to give him one more look at a preseason game then he will be sent down too. 

That being said, the roster still has 16 Forwards on it so 2 need to get the Ax and I'm not sure who will. 

Barch, Gionta, Carter, Bernier, Tedenby. (Jo-Jo, but I think his spot is safe to start the year) 

My vote would be Barch and Tedenby but I don't see Barch going anywhere.
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Janssen is a no brainer to cut or sent to Albany. Tedenby again has disappointed, this time being injured. Olesz, JayJo, Kinkaid, Urbom, Barch & Tedenby are your likely cuts.
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After back-to-back preseason games in Montreal and Philadelphia, the Devils did not practice today.

"Just a little break. We've been going pretty hard here for the last week," coach Pete DeBoer said. "We just played three games in four nights. It just felt like the right thing to do."

Only Andrei Loktionov (lower body) and Jaromir Jagr skated on their own.

DeBoer said he hasn't ruled Jagr out for tomorrow night's preseason finale even though the winger has had just one practice with the team.

"We'll see. I think it's going to be a day to day situation with him," DeBoer said. "He's definitely progressing. He got through a tough practice yesterday. That was a great sign. We'll make that decision tomorrow morning." 

DeBoer said he doesn't know how many forwards he'd like to carry at the start of the season.

"Lou (Lamoriello) makes all those decisions," he noted. "In my mind we just want to have access to the best 20 guys to help us win a game. That's where my opinion begins and ends."

Last season the Devils kept eight defensemen.

"I know last year when we kept eight D it was a shortened season and a condensed schedule," DeBoer pointed out. "If you get injuries... You can make arguments either way what's more beneficial. A lot more factors go into that (for Lamoriello)."

He said the Devils did not suffer any concernng injuries in their 2-1 victory over the Flyers Tuesday night.

"Nothing major," DeBoer said. "Nothing that would make anybody unavailable."
Devils: Mike Sislo continues to impress by scoring winning goal 

1 / 15

Philadelphia Flyers' Ray Emery, right, blocks a shot by New Jersey Devils' Damien Brunner during the first period of a preseason NHL hockey game, Tuesday, Sept. 24, 2013, in Philadelphia. (AP Photo/Matt Slocum)

The Associated Press
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Devils stockDevils ranked second-worst Eastern Conference team, according to Sports Illustrated

Devils assign Stefan Matteau, Jon Merrill, Eric Gelinas, five others to Albany (AHL)

Devils take day off; Andrei Loktionov, Jaromir Jagr skate on their own

Devils: Mike Sislo continues to impress by scoring winning goal 

Devils: Cory Schneider's shutout streak ends at 158:29

All Stories | 

Devils rookie Mike Sislo realizes the roster numbers are not in his favor. The Devils do not have much room on a team filled with veteran forwards.

 But Sislo, a 25-year-old right winger from Wisconsin, has impressed the coaching staff enough this preseason to be on the short list for calls-ups during the regular season.

“I think so. I mean I hope so,” Sislo said after scoring the winning goal in a 2-1 preseason victory over the Flyers Tuesday night at Wells Fargo Center. “That’s what the goal is, to try and show them that I am an NHL player and I can play in this league.”

Mission accomplished.

“He’s a solid player. He definitely looks like he can contribute at this level,” coach Pete DeBoer said. “It (was) a big goal at the right time. We had been on our heels in the second period.”

Sislo’s goal came on a pass from Rod Pelley.

“Pelley made a great play. I don’t think he ever saw me,” Sislo said. “I was yelling.

“It was nice to get that first goal. It helps the confidence a little bit. It’s been a great experience so far. It’s been a lot of fun playing. I’m trying to work hard and do my best to stay here as long as I can.” 

Do the numbers worry him?

“It’s something I’m not really thinking about too much. I’m trying not to think about it, play my game and work hard,” Sislo said. “Whatever happens happens.”

* * *

DeBoer on the victory: “I thought it was a good effiort by us. I think we had eight guys in the lineup that played in Montreal and we got in at one or two in the morning,” DeBoer said.
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PHILADELPHIA – Devils goalie Cory Schneider would have liked to finish his preseason without allowing a goal.

 He came within 91 seconds.

“I think we were all hoping we could keep the streak alive for him,” coach Pete DeBoer said, “but we’ll just have to start another one.”

After a hooking penalty from Damien Brunner, Flyers defenseman Timmo Kimonen scored on the power play. That ended Schneider’s shutout streak at 158 minutes, 29 seconds.

“We were kind of joking that maybe it’s good to get it out of the way so you don’t have to carry it into the season and think about it,” Schneider said. “It doesn’t really count. Come the start of the year no one is going to care what happened. They’re going to care going forward.”

He had posted seven straight scoreless periods until Timonen’s shot.

“Good thing it didn’t hit me. It would’ve hurt,” the goalie said. “I think it was the crossbar. I never really saw it. Pretty good shot by a pretty good player.”

DeBoer, who will play Martin Brodeur in the preseason finale, praised Schneider. 

“What do you say? Just solid, confident. He gives our team that feeling when he gets in there,” DeBoer said.

 Schneider said he feels ready for the regular season.

“Yeah. We have over a week until the season starts. That’s a pretty long layoff. But I feel pretty good about things,” he said. “I can fine tune rather than not feeling good and trying to catch up this week.”

DeBoer said he wasn’t concerned that Brunner took two hooking penalties in the third period. 

“No, it’s preseason,” DeBoer said. “You don’t overthink too many things this time of year.”
PHILADELPHIA -- The Devils, who signed Swiss forward Damien Brunner earlier in the day, faced the Flyers in a preseason game Tuesday night in Wells Fargo Center.

Cory Schneider was in goal for the Devils with Keith Kinkaid as backup. Ray Emery started for the Flyers.

Travis Zajac wore the second 'A' for the Devils. Patrik Elias had an 'A' and Bryce Salvador the 'C.'

The lines:

Ryane Clowe-Patrik Elias-Damien Brunner

 Rostislav Olesz-Travis Zahac-Mike Sislo

 Rod Pelley-Jacob Josefson-Stephen Gionta

 Stefan Matteau-Tim Sestito-Cam Janssen

Defense pairings:

Bryce Salvador-Marek Zidlicky

 Anton Volchenkov-Mark Fayne

 Jon Merrill-Peter Harrold

THIRD PERIOD

The Flyers started the period on a power play.

Sislo gave the Devils a 2-0 lead at 7:34. Sislo cut across the slot and stickhandled past Meszaros before beating Emery on a backhander from the bottom of the left circle. Pelley and Josefson had assists.

Brunner hooked Scott Laughton at 9:53 as Philly went on the power play.

Flyers winger Jay Rosehill took a interference penalty at 12:17.

SECOND PERIOD

Schneider entered the period with 120 scoreless minutes in the preseason. He did not allow a goal in all six periods he played.

Fayne was sent off at 2:24 for high-sticking Claude Giroux.

Jakub Voracek's shot on the power play was stopped at 4:20.

Salvador tripped Voracek into Schneider from the right circle at 7:05 and a penalty shot was awarded. However, Schneider easily stopped a weak backhander from Voracek.

Salvador took a hit along the boards in which his head hit the glass, but he seemed to be fine.

A Devils bench minor for having too many men on the ice at 18:43 but the Flyers on a power play.

Salvador was hit in the foot by a Vinny Lecavalier shot with 10 seconds left. He got up slowly but skated off on his own.

The Devils were outshooting the Flyers, 14-13.

End of period: Devils 1, Flyers 0

FIRST PERIOD

Flyers defenseman Andrek Meszaros was called for hooking Pelley at 2:01.

When Sean Couturier tripped Harrold at 3:09, the Devils had a two-man power play advantage for 52 seconds.

The Flyers killed off both penalties.

Zidlicky gave the Devils a 1-0 lead at 6:37 with the teams at even strength. After taking a Clowe pass, Zidlicky skated wide on Emery and Erik Gustafsson before tucking the puck inside the right post. It was Zidlicky's second goal of the preseason.

The Devils outshot the Flyers, 11-4.

End of period: Devils 1, Flyers 0
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PHILADELPHIA -- Devils coach Pete DeBoer said he'd like to get Jaromir Jagr into Thursday night's final preseason tuneup, but no decision will be made until at least tomorrow.

Jagr practiced today for the first time since hurting his hip/back area on Sept. 12.

“We’ll see. I would term it day to day,” DeBoer cautioned. “We’ll see how he feels tomorrow.”

DeBoer was encouraged.

“It’s a nice step. The next step will be getting him into a game, but he’s definitely heading in the right direction," the coach noted. "He got through a full practice today. It wasn’t an easy practice. We did a lot of bumping and grinding. It was a good step. Hopefully we’ll take another one as the week goes on.”

The signing of Damien Brunner came as no surprise.

“I think we knew this guy was a good player based on what he did in Detroit last year and how he played in the playoffs for them," DeBoer said. "He was on our radar in the summertime when free agency opened. It didn’t work out.

"I think the fact he came to camp without any guarantees has reinforced what we already knew. He’s a great addition. He brings up some things that are unique in his speed and his ability to create some offense. He seems to have some chemistry with (Patrik) Elias.”

* * *

DeBoer has said he'd like to have something resembling his opening night lineup in Thursday's exhibition. So is tonight's game the last chance for some to impress? 

“I still think that’s the plan. In a perfect world the last exhibition game you want to get close to a full team. It’s not realistic to do that tonight with back-to-backs (in Montreal and Philadelphia)," he ssid.

“I don’t know about last chance. I wouldn’t say it’s last chance for anybody.”

Jacob Josefson was in the lineup for his fifth straight preseason game.

“He’s a guy you want to give every opportunity to show what he can do. We think highly of him in the organization," DeBoer explained. "He’s one of those guys knocking on the door. He’s young enough that he can handle that type of work load. It’s not like you’re loading up and older player with five or six exhibition games.”

* * *

MSG Plus is now picking up the Comcast feed of tonight’s game. The game is also on NHL Network, but is blacked out in the New Jersey/New York and Philadelphia markets.
There's at least one certainty about the Devils' power play this season: new acquisition Ryane Clowe is a member of one of the units. As The Star-Ledger's Rich Chere reported, he joined Patrik Elias and Damien Brunner -- who signed a two-year deal earlier today. "I think [Clowe's] history and experience in San Jose, having watched him, he was very effective there," Peter DeBoer said, via Chere.

So is that a good start in replacing Ilya Kovalchuk's production that's now absent? And which other forwards should be on the second unit?

Jaromir Jagr should be on one of the units -- now that he's back at practice, the veteran with 195 power play goals and 362 PP assists may deserve a spot. Fellow forward Elias had 14 power play points last season, while Adam Henrique scored three times with a man advantage. Travis Zajac is another name that could be in the mix. Whoever is chosen, it's going to be tough to replace Kovalchuk, not to mention David Clarkson and his six PP goals in 48 games from last season.

Tell us what you would do if you were DeBoer. What would your two power play lines look like? Who gets left out to start the season? Head down to the comments section below to discuss.
The Devils today signed Swiss forward Damien Brunner to a two-year, $5 million contract.

Brunner, 27, had been in training camp on a tryout but he impressed general manager Lou Lamoriello and coach Pete DeBoer enough to merit being signed.

"He came to camp without a contract and showed us what he can do," Lamoriello said.

In two preseason games, Brunner has two points (no goals, two assists) and is minus-2. He will play tonight against the Flyers in Philadelphia.

"I'm real happy we managed to make the deal a little bit earlier than maybe Oct. 1. Now it's a little bit easier for me to focus on the start of the season," Brunner said. "It makes everything easier. I'm looking forward to getting my own apartment. I'm really excited about being a Devil. Now (I can) stick around."

He said he was confident he could earn a spot with thew Devils.

"I think you have to be confident, otherwise it makes no sense. There is no point in coming over to try. I believed I could come over, prove myself and get a contract," Brunner said. "That's what happened and I'm really happy about it. I think both sides are happy about it."

The Devils wanted to sign him early in the summer.

"I think they pretty much knew what they get with me," Brunner said. "It was about them seeing how I react when I came to this organization. How I would be around the guys. Everything turned out really well.The guys welcomed me. They made me feel like I was one of them from day one, so obviously it made it easy for me to make a good impression."

Lamoriello said: "We were very interested in him early in the summer. And then we thought he'd be going somewhere else. When that didn't work out he came to camp without a contract and certainly earned where he's at. He showed us what he can do firsthand."

The Devils now have a glut of forwards in training camp.

"We certainly have a little work to do," Lamoriello noted. "It's a good problem to have. Right now we have everybody close to healthy."

Mattias Tedenby (lower body) and Andrei Loktionov (lower body) both skated on their own today.
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Jaromir Jagr, who was injured on the first full days of Devils training camp (Sept. 12), practiced today in AmeriHealth Pavilion.

Jagr, sidelined with lower body soreness, was first onto the ice. The workout involved those who will not play in Philadelphia tonight.

Asked if the injury was a groin problem, Jagr said: "Just muscles. The back and hip, it's all connected. I think it had something to do with the plane ride."

Jagr joked about last more than 10 minutes on the ice.

"I'm glad I didn't get injured again. I survived the practice," he said. "I guess that's the first step. It's different when you practice on your own than in traffic.

"I knew it wasn't good when it happened to me in the first practice. It probably had something to do with the plane ride. Traveling for 15 hours is not easy. I knew I had extra time than during the regular season so I wanted to be as strong as I could be and make sure nothing bad happened again. But nothing is guaranteed."

He wasn't sure if he'll be able to play in the final preseason game at home Thursday night.

"If I could, I would like to," he said. "I would probably like two or three practices before a game. The game is very different with one on one battles.

"It's about me getting confidence before the season starts. Even though my (2012-13) season was so long, I would still like to play some games before the regular games. If I have a good practice, maybe it would be a good idea to play." 

He is shooting for the Oct. 3 opener in Pittsburgh.

"We have eight days," Jagr said before knocking on his wooden locker stall. "Hopefully tomorrow is going to be better than today and we just go from there." 

Jagr said he didn't push it too far in practice today. Asked if he's had this problem before, he said: "It never happened to me in training camp before so I guess it's not normal.

"It wasn't long but I survived the practice. The stops and starts are the toughest thing if you have something wrong with your muscles. I didn't want to push hardest because there is still a little bit of fear."

The lines were:

Jaromir Jagr-Adam Henrique-Michael Ryder

 Krys Barch-Dainius Zubrus-Steve Bernier

Defensemen: Brandon Burlon, Andy Greene, Damon Severson, Adam Larsson, Eric Gelinas, Alex Urbom

Goalies: Martin Brodeur, Scott Wedgewood
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Devils look to be a more solid all around team. At the time, I thought Kovy leaving would work out, but thought it may take awhile. Right now it looks good this year already. Hope it is. Can't wait to see the season unfold.
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So basically we lost 

Kovalchuk, Ponikarovsky, and Clarkson, 

and replaced them with 

Jagr, Clowe, Ryder, Brunner, Olesz,  

This is a very deep and balanced team now. With Jagr leaving after the season the kids can fight over that spot. This is a much better team on paper than we have had in a long time. I think the biggest improvement will be on the power play. 

Clowe - Zajac - Ryder 

Elias - Brunner - Jagr 

Zubrus - Henrique - Bernier 

Carter - Loktionov - Olesz 

Gionta, Josefson, Sislo, Tedenby can rotate in. 

Boucher and Matteau can cultivate in the AHL 

Can't wait for the season to start. Love the makeup of this team.
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23 Players can be on the roster. 

2 of them are goalies, brings it down to 21. 

12 forwards in a lineup, and 6 defensemen in a lineup, so that cuts the total extra guys down to 3 divided between forward an defense. 

You cannot have all three be forwards, nor all three be defensemen. Not with 22 back-to-backs this season. 

Therefore, your 4 guys who "rotate in" would have to be narrowed down to 2. Gionta and Sislo are the only 2 that have 2-way contracts and can move back and forth (with some exceptions) to Albany without clearing waivers and being snagged by another team.  

Definitely love the balance aspect that you refer to, and depth in this lineup. Just hope we keep the right guys up with the club and DeBoer manages his players/ice time well. I personally have Josefson in the starting lineup, and just hope he's healthy this season, but I love your thinking with that 3rd line, I've been saying that since July (Brunner may have altered that a bit, though). 

Can't wait for puck to drop on the season
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Injuries happen all the time and a few of the guys on this team are prone to injury. My comment about rotating those four guys in has nothing to do with roster size. It simply means those guys are on the bubble and at the top of the list when someone goes down. 

There is too much talent on this team now to justify Gionta. Josefson is probably the better of those four. After that, the other three guys all play a very different game from each other and should probably be chosen more so based on what the team needs more of.
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Looks like Pete is gonna play Elias at center with Brunner this season so I'm assuming that def means Gio is getting sent down..Most productive lines if that happens might be??  

Clowe-Elias-Brunner 

Jagr-Henrique-Ryder  

Olesz-Zajac-Zubrus 

Carter-Loktionov-Bernier 

Extras: Gionta, Josefson, Tedenby, Matteau, Boucher...
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The beauty with both Brunner and Elias, is that they both play center or wing. So, pairing them together, actually gives a whole lot of flexibility as to who the 3rd member of that line is. Jagr, on the other hand, plays RW, as does Ryder. I just don't see them being placed together for that simple aspect.  

I'd be very interested in seeing Zajac with Ryder (Zajac is very underrated for his playmaking ability) and Henrique with Jagr (both for playing chemistry and future development of Henrique after Jagr is gone). Maybe try Josefson on the left side with Henrique and Jagr, and Olesz on Zajac's left. Would leave Carter as the likely odd man out of the lineup, but with this depth, I'm more concerned about our top 6 or top 9 than bottom 3.
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All these good young forwards and no place for them. Instead their roster spots are going to a 43 year old, already hurt, has been, and an underachieving, overpaid, 6 goal a yr, 37 yr old journeyman.
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Let's see, Jagr, last season would have led our team in goals, been 3rd (behind Elias and Kovalchuk) in Assists and 2nd in points. Oh, and when Dallas was out of the playoff hunt, he brought in a 1st round pick AND a prospect for his services in Boston.  

Now, let's just say for argument's sake that we slump and are not in playoff contention entering into the Olympic break. So, now he's had a decent year but not the year he had with Dallas. Teams will still want his services for their own playoff runs. So, at the worst we get a 2nd round pick for him?  

Not to mention the guy is a natural leader for the young guys. Ask Claude Giroux about the one season he played with Jagr. That one signing for one year could potentially help Henrique transform himself from a 2nd line center into a perennial all-star. And long after Jagr is gone, we've got him, and the only person that will fully understand how much of an impact his time with him was, would be Henrique. 

Zubrus was a slightly extended signing, I'll give you that. I wanted 2 years, the 3rd was a bit much. But I love the guy banging the boards and being the first man in on the defender. It's very possible and likely to me that he'll be a 4th liner this year, and that is incredible when you consider the depth that requires.  

I hate the thought of losing some of our young guys as well. But in all fairness, Matteau and Boucher absolutely need their time in Albany, because DeBoer's short leash will really jar their confidence when he benches them after a minute mistake in the offensive zone. 
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Agree with everything you said. As has been pointed out before, the old Jagr outperformed "in his prime" Kovalchuk last season. So the knocks on his value tied to his age are lame and uneducated nonsense. Having here for one year will have a great impact for all the reasons you mention and more. 

Zubes is always under appreciated. Somebody on the team needs to be the big physical body that wears the other team down. People are fixated on his production, but that is not where his value is. 

Matteau and Boucher need to prove themselves in the minors. There will be one or two spots available next year for them to fight over
Jets coach keeps the pressure on ahead of games against Boston
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Defenceman Zach Redmond says, with only two exhibition games left before the season opens, the Jets are “more of a team, rather than a training camp. Everything starts to get whittled down and fine-tuned.” 
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Defenceman Zach Redmond says, with only two exhibition games left before the season opens, the Jets are “more of a team, rather than a training camp. Everything starts to get whittled down and fine-tuned.” (KEN GIGLIOTTI / WINNIPEG FREE PRESS) Photo Store 
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After a rare day of rest in this 2013 training camp, the Winnipeg Jets hit the ice on Wednesday for their last straight practice day before closing their exhibition games with back-to-back matches against the Boston Bruins on Thursday and Friday.

Coach Claude Noel amped up the pressure during practice, delivering a few, ahem, pointed missives to his troops about communication on the ice, among other things. "We’re expecting more from our players in communicating," Noel said frankly. "It’s something we’ve talked about for quite some time. It’s really hard to defend unless you take some control, and try to identify who you have and what you have in situations… the only way you can do that is communication."

After the Jets re-assigned five players on Tuesday, they were finally able to combine their 27 players into a single dressing room – up until Wednesday, the Jets were split into two. That means guys including Mark Scheifele and Eddie Pasquale finally got their chance to move into the main room.

"As things kind of wind down, and your team starts to take shape, there’s more of a focus," defenceman Zach Redmond said of the change, with only two exhibition games left before the season opens. "It’s more of a team, rather than a training camp. Everything starts to get whittled down and fine-tuned."

Of course, there’s still some key battles going on, particularly on the defence, where Redmond, Jake Trouba, Adam Pardy and Paul Postma are all battling for their shot. Who makes it will depend on what direction the Jets decide to go with their roster, whether they decide to carry 14 forwards and seven defenders, or eight blueliners and just one extra forward.

Noel was non-committal about whether the Jets would prefer two extra forwards or defenders. Usually, he said, a team would carry 14 forwards, but "it really depends," he added. "It depends on what you got, what your needs are. I know I’m not giving you clear-cut answers, because it’s not clear-cut right now. And it depends on how you want to make up your team… toughness, or not, or more of, that type of thing."

Zach Bogosian wasn’t on the ice Wednesday. He is day-to-day, Noel said, having left the bench late in Monday’s game against the Edmonton Oilers.

Blake Wheeler was back in action on Wednesday after being banged-up earlier this week.
Questions remain, but Jets team of 2013-14 is coming together
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Head coach Claude Noel's squad is shaping up, with improvements in some areas, questions in others. 
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Head coach Claude Noel's squad is shaping up, with improvements in some areas, questions in others. Photo Store 

A couple of weeks ago the Winnipeg Jets christened training camp with some riveting subplots and a handful of questions screaming out for answers.

And what can we say of the Jets today, what with two exhibition games remaining and the regular-season opener less than a week away?
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How about this: They remain a club with some riveting subplots and a handful of questions screaming out for answers.

Yes, six exhibition games and a number of on-ice sessions into a camp that began with 58 players has essentially revealed little we didn't already know. All that said, some of the subplots have certainly been percolating.

And so, with the Jets pulling in for a pit stop on Tuesday before the final two pre-season laps, the timing is perfect for a training-camp recap...

WHAT WE ALREADY KNEW THAT HAS BEEN CONFIRMED AGAIN

◾The Andrew Ladd-Bryan Little-Blake Wheeler trio will, once again, be counted on to provide a good chunk of the offence. Last season, the line emerged as a bona fide No. 1 combo, scoring 44 of the team's 126 goals, or 34.9 per cent. That percentage, up from 31.2 in 2011-12, will likely need to hold or even decrease because it would signify the emergence of a consistent second- and third-line scoring threat.

◾Ondrej Pavelec is, without question, the No. 1 goaltender. And, further to the above, if he's not the team's MVP -- courtesy of improvements in his own game and a real commitment to team defence -- then the Jets will be watching the playoffs again this spring.

WHAT WE'VE LEARNED

◾An old dog can learn new tricks. OK, so the Dustin Byfuglien commitment-to-fitness issue has been pummelled into a pulp over the last few days/months/years. But a leaner Byfuglien, like the version that reported to training camp, has the potential to be more durable, less prone to mistakes late in games and the kind of positive difference-maker for a franchise trying to morph from also-ran to contender.

◾Evander Kane and Devin Setoguchi's games blend well together. Sure, the sample size has been tiny in the pre-season, but these two wingers bring a lot of speed, skill and finish to the second line. And the chemistry between the two has come quickly.

◾As he gets more comfortable with his role, Jacob Trouba has a real shot at becoming a franchise defenceman. He's going to make mistakes and have off nights, but there will be way more good than bad and the 19-year-old American is NHL-ready right now.

◾Michael Frolik and Matt Halischuk, while not splashy pickups during the off-season, are two versatile players who should give the Jets' third line some experience, skill and scoring punch.

◾Joshua Morrissey, the Jets' No. 1 draft choice this season, is a slick-skating sponge of a prospect who should put up huge numbers in Prince Albert and be a key cog for Canada at this year's world junior.

◾Adam Lowry, the team's big centre, might have had a real shot at regular work on the big club if he hadn't been injured in camp. He was solid Monday night in Edmonton and, even though he was assigned to St. John's on Tuesday, might not be in Newfoundland for long.

WHAT'S STILL UNDECIDED

◾Who lands the No. 2 centre gig between Kane and Setoguchi, to be held by either Olli Jokinen or Mark Scheifele, might not be finalized in the final two pre-season games and, regardless, will hardly be carved into stone come opening night on. Oct. 1.

◾Scheifele remains a work in progress. The reassignment of Eric O'Dell and Lowry, both centres, to St. John's means Scheifele is convincing management he can shorten his shifts and play the 200-foot, defensively responsible game necessary to stay in the bigs. He's stronger on his skates but, through camp at least, also seems to have lost some of that unbridled enthusiasm to his game that was so infectious two years ago.

He'll likely see some time on the second power-play unit and needs to find his offensive mojo, especially if he's centering two snipers such as Kane and Setoguchi.

◾Moving four players to St. John's on Tuesday -- O'Dell, Lowry, Ivan Telegin and Andrew Gordon (providing he clears waivers), along with Morrissey being sent back to Prince Albert -- means the Jets still have some roster numbers to crunch.

Winnipeg now has 27 players in town, including nine defencemen, 15 forwards and three goalies and must whittle that down to 23 players by early next week. Assuming Eddie Pasquale is reassigned, that leaves some players still on the bubble: forwards Chris Thorburn, Anthony Peluso, Eric Tangradi (who is injured) and Patrice Cormier, defencemen Zach Redmond, Paul Postma and Adam Pardy.

◾The Jets have a lot of work to do in a short period of time to be ready by Oct. 1 in Edmonton. Said head coach Claude Noel after Monday night's pre-season loss to the Oilers:

"We have to get more of our regulars in... a lot of our guys haven't even played together. We're trying to make sure that guys are healthy and there's a lot of objectives from our standpoint. We'll have played eight games in 14 days (when the pre-season is complete) and we want to make sure we get through the exhibition season and open the season fairly healthy.

"There's a lot of things we need to manage, and one of them is getting our team together and practising a bit and playing together as well. That's coming here this week."

ed.tait@freepress.mb.ca Twitter: @WFPEdTait
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Like team's future? Thank the asst. GM
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Craig HEISINGER had to convince himself he could swim with the sharks of upper management in the NHL. But once he'd done so, he made sure no one was ever going to take a bite out of his crusty hide.

Heisinger doesn't have a law or finance background as many of his colleagues do. More like a diploma from the school of torn jockstraps. But he knows what he knows and, maybe just as importantly, he knows what he doesn't know.

Related Items

Articles

•Jets coach keeps the pressure on ahead of games against Boston 

•Questions remain, but Jets team of 2013-14 is coming together 

Jets Scores

Boston -

Winnipeg -

Sep. 26 at 6:30 p.m.

Powered by Sports Direct Inc.

The equipment manager turned NHL assistant GM compensates for any self-perceived shortfalls with hard work. Any strengths he has, he sharpens those with, you guessed it, hard work.

The Jets are a work in progress but they're making major strides in the draft-and-develop end of the organization that Heisinger plays a key role in executing.

The most remarkable thing about what the Jets have done in three years is the pedigree of the players they've drafted. Lots of teams have a long list of names, but the Jets' names have accomplishments behind them.

Adam Lowry, WHL player of the year; Nic Petan, WHL leading scorer; Joshua Morrissey, WHL scholastic player of the year; Jacob Trouba, member of Team USA at the world championships; Mark Scheifele, OHL playoff leading scorer; Brenden Kichton, WHL defenceman of the year.

Heisinger's fingerprints are all over that list.

Jets GM Kevin Cheveldayoff oversees the organization and Marcel Comeau runs the scouting department. Heisinger is the link between the scouts out on the road and the corner office that signs off on all final decisions.

"There's a lot of things he's good at, but Zinger, first and foremost, is a worker. He's extremely dedicated to whatever he decides to do. The people that know him very closely and have been around him for many years have seen the physical transformation and the amount of time he's put in to getting in shape and reaching the fitness goals he's set out for himself," said Cheveldayoff, referring to the near-100 pounds Heisinger has lost and the gruelling workouts he puts himself through daily. "That's kind of the way he is in life. He's very well-organized. He's a list guy. He puts things on his list and doesn't cross them off until they're done."

Two stories from Heisinger's past still resonate to this day about the kind of manager he's become and will remain.

The first story comes from the day Heisinger was named GM of the Manitoba Moose. The red lights of the TV cameras were off and tape recorders placed in pockets.

Heisinger was talking to a pair of reporters who had known him since his time as an equipment manager when he was asked if his parents had attended the press conference.

"I didn't want them to come. I didn't want them to hear anyone laugh when they made the announcement. You know, equipment guy becomes GM, there could have been some scoffing," Heisinger told the reporters with a slight hint of embarrassment in his voice.

Flash forward six months to a quiet hallway in the basement of a minor league rink in Salt Lake City and there is Heisinger looking up into the face of then Vancouver Canucks GM Brian Burke. They're nose-to-nose and both faces are red as tomato juice.

Heisinger wanted Burke, who as Canucks boss had the right to select a coach for the AHL affiliate Moose, to fire head coach Stan Smyl. Burke wanted to know who the hell Heisinger thought he was, offering advice on how to run a team.

Burke is now president of the Calgary Flames and his view of Heisinger is no longer one that tilts downward.

"Zinger is unique," said Burke when asked about Heisinger on Tuesday. "He's worked from being a trainer to his current position through hard, hard work and quiet networking. He knows everybody in the game, and they respect him, to a man."

Heisinger is resolute in how he thinks things should be done. If it isn't being done right, he'll let it be known. Or, and this happens more often than not, he'll just do it himself.

The Jets used 10 picks at last summer's draft in New Jersey and they knew going into the process this was a chance to transform the organization. Heisinger travelled to Europe five times last year and crisscrossed North America several times watching junior and college players.

"This is a chance to get the organization on track," he told me last winter. "We've got to get this right."

They did. The Jets are now stocked not only with youth but with high-end prospects. The future of the organization is no longer a question mark hiding behind a bank of clouds.

"Zinger is a very, very important piece of the Jets. There are so many facets to the organization and so many details. The sheer amount of work that had to be done relocating two franchises, NHL and AHL, to new marketplaces was incredible," said Cheveldayoff. "He rolls up his sleeves and you never hear a word about it. One of the things he's become very good at over the years is the evaluation of talent. When you run an AHL team, you're all encompassing. Your own scouting staff, your own management staff, your own travel agent. You are your own everything. Those things have all translated into what he's been able to accomplish and bring to the table here."

Heisinger was called on Tuesday for a question or two and typically he was less than co-operative on the subject of himself. And just as typically, he was slow to accept the notion that something's been accomplished.

"We're just getting started," said Heisinger.

Makes you wonder what he still has on that list of his. And what the Jets will have to accomplish before he's willing to cross all the lines off.

gary.lawless@freepress.mb.ca Twitter: @garylawless

Gary Lawless, Winnipeg Free Press
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The Winnipeg Jets are closer to their final roster after dispatching five more players from training camp today.

The team reassigned forwards Adam Lowry, Ivan Telegin, Eric O'Dell and Andrew Gordon to the AHL's St. John's IceCaps and have returned defenceman Josh Morrissey, the first-round draft pick last June, to the WHL's Prince Albert Raiders.

Gordon's assignment to the IceCaps is pending his clearance of NHL waivers.

Today's moves leave the Jets still with 27 players -- three goalies, nine defencemen and 15 forwards. They must declare a roster of 23 players by early next week.

Winnipeg still has two pre-season games to play, Thursday at  home against the Boston Bruins and Friday in Saskatoon, Sask., against the Bruins. The team's regular season begins next Tuesday in Edmonton.

Lowry lookin' good, real good

Rookie makes an immediate impact in first NHL game

By: Ed Tait 

Posted: 09/24/2013 1:00 AM | Comments: 1  

  34 

  16 

 Reddit0 

 Tumblr0 

  67 

 Print 

 E–mail 

Winnipeg Jet Zach Bogosian (left) and Edmonton Oilers� Mark Arcobello battle for the puck in the corner during the first period in Edmonton. 
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Winnipeg Jet Zach Bogosian (left) and Edmonton Oilers� Mark Arcobello battle for the puck in the corner during the first period in Edmonton. (CP) 
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You only get one chance to make a good first impression, as the old saying goes, and Adam Lowry's Winnipeg Jets pre-season debut certainly has the club's brass and faithful now uttering one collective refrain:

"More, please."

The Jets fell 2-1 to the Edmonton Oilers at Rexall Place Monday night in a sloppy, penalty-filled contest that had most desperately wishing to fast-forward to the real games next week. But -- for the Jets at least -- the most interesting subplot was the debut of Lowry, the club's big centre, whose stock within the organization could best be represented by an arrow pointing straight up into the stratosphere.

Lowry, who missed the first chunk of training camp after crashing into the end boards on the first day, jumped off the page in his very first shift of the pre-season, blasting a pair of Oilers with a couple of molar-rattling hits. He had five hits in just five shifts in the first, picked up a couple more in the second and was steady all night in the faceoff circle.

-- WHAT TO DO?

The juicy decision with Lowry now is what to do with him in the immediate days ahead. He is exactly the kind of centre this organization desperately needs, especially with the move to a Western Conference that is stacked with ginormous pivots.

That said, while it might be tempting to keep him with the big club and see how the 20-year-old centre might develop, it still looks like he could use some polish in St. John's -- especially with his abbreviated training camp. But if he keeps improving this quickly, he might be on Kevin Cheveldayoff's speed dial for a quick call-up to the bigs. As third-round picks (67th overall in 2011), he is tracking to be a dandy.

"It felt good," Lowry said. "I was pretty excited to get it underway. I was a little nervous during the day, just anxious to get it underway. As the game wore on, I started to get more comfortable. The first two shifts I was able to get a couple of hits in and it allowed me to settle my nerves and know I could play with these guys.

"Right now I'm just taking it one day at a time. I don't know what's going to happen in the next few days. I'll be content to do my best, continue to try and get better. If I have to go down to the American Hockey League, that's not the worst thing."

-- WELCOME TO THE WEST, JETS

Winnipeg generated few quality offensive chances -- their lone goal was a Chris Thorburn knuckler that fooled Devan Dubnyk -- and seldom made the big netminder's night difficult. And this is exactly how the game is played in their new neighbourhood.

Of course, a lineup that features a second line of James Wright-Eric O'Dell-Matt Halischuk -- the Andrew Ladd-Bryan Little-Blake Wheeler trio did not make the trip -- hardly screams out "prolific."

The Jets were not without their opportunities, going uh-oh for the night on the power play. But two defensive lapses, one by Zach Bogosian, the other by Anthony Peluso, ended up with the puck deposited behind Eddie Pasquale. That's the kind of stuff that has to get cleaned up in advance of the regular season.

-- A VET RETURNS

It was hardly a classic, but Chris Thorburn -- who is battling to keep his gig as a fourth-line energy guy/tough hombre -- will do anything to help his cause. Making his pre-season debut, the veteran winger scored and served up his usual up-and-down, straight-line game.

"It definitely feels good. The better part is I'm finally in game action here," Thorburn told TSN 1290 after the first period. "(Missing time) is something I've never been through before. I've usually participated through training camp. It was definitely nice to get out and be in a competitive setting."

-- WHO WE LIKED

Jacob Trouba was solid again, eating up a lot of minutes, playing in all situations and looking nothing like a 19-year-old defenceman.

Evander Kane was without his new linemate in Devin Setoguchi, who did not make the trip, but led the Jets in shots again and played with an edge that is the trademark of his best games.

Michael Frolik may have been a role player in Chicago, but with the increased ice time in Winnipeg may be a double-digit third-line goal man the Jets crave.

ed.tait@freepress.mb.ca Twitter: @WFPEdTait
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Ben Chiarot: back to the Rock 
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Rock population on rise

THE Jets assigned five players to the St. John's IceCaps on Monday, as they work to pare the training-camp roster down to a single group. There were no surprises among the latest round of names: headed to Newfoundland are defencemen Ben Chiarot and Julian Melchiori, forwards Carl Klingberg and Jerome Samson and netminder Michael Hutchinson. Of the five, Samson is the only one who must clear waivers to be assigned to the AHL squad.

Noel tsk-tsks brawl

JETS head coach Claude Noel kept his lips mostly zipped when asked about the dust-up between the Buffalo Sabres and the Toronto Maple Leafs on Sunday night, the one that saw big bruiser John Scott go after Phil Kessel, who slashed back at Scott, who got hauled down by a pile of guys until David Clarkson left the bench and... oh, you get the picture. Anyway, what did the Jets coach think of that mess?

"I saw bits and pieces of it, I didn't really assess it," Noel said. "It's an unfortunate incident. I don't think anybody really enjoyed that."

Battle stations

FOR the first time since the Jets landed in Winnipeg, there are some actual battles in training camp, as some of the young players push for ice time. Coaches, for their part, are happy to have to debate.

"We've seen a lot of good things," Noel said. "Some players have stepped up their play -- that's made some real question-mark decisions for us. Some young players have done well in some areas where maybe we hadn't anticipated that."

Still, Noel said, the mantra goes that training camp is the toughest time to make a team -- mainly, everyone's optimistic and the vets are healthy -- but the performances by guys such as Mark Scheifele, Jacob Trouba, Eric O'Dell and Patrice Cormier have complicated those decisions.

"They've left an impression, and that's been good... good for us, and good for them."

What new nets?

SPEAKING of Eric O'Dell, like many skaters he says he's barely noticed the new, shallower NHL nets, which give an extra four inches back to Gretzky's office. Theoretically, it should make it a little more fun to go for the wrap-around, but so far it hasn't made a big splash.

"In practice, when you have a lot of time, you kind of notice it," O'Dell said. "But in the game it's so quick, that you can't notice it too much."

-- Melissa Martin
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Grant Clitsome leans into a turn during Winnipeg Jets’ practice Monday morning. Last summer the blue-liner was rewarded for his strong play with a solid contract. 
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Grant Clitsome leans into a turn during Winnipeg Jets’ practice Monday morning. Last summer the blue-liner was rewarded for his strong play with a solid contract. (WAYNE GLOWACKI / WINNIPEG FREE PRESS) Photo Store 
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So Grant Clitsome returned to Winnipeg after a summer spent wake-surfing at his cabin an hour outside of Ottawa, rested and itching for the ice, ready to get started on what will be his fifth season around this league.

That career, already, has flown by so quickly. There are these high-flying kids in camp to remind him of that, defencemen Jacob Trouba and Josh Morrissey: They're good, Clitsome nodded after practice on Monday. They have a lot of composure with the puck, especially since -- and what grizzled grown-up can wrap their mind around this -- they were born in the mid-90s.

"Yeah, I think more than anything it makes me feel old," Clitsome said, with a wry smile. "Looking at their birth years and seeing that there's eight years, nine years difference, it puts things in perspective. And you kind of think back to when you first started, and you realize that much time has already gone by. But it's good to see, I think it brings energy to the roster."

“

'I'm just trying to make sure that I'm not too complacent, and being too happy with it'

-- Grant Clitsome, on appreciating his three-year, $6.2-million deal

It's a roster that, maybe for the first time in his career, gives Clitsome a little room to breathe. In the off-season, the Jets handed the stocky defender a three-year, $6.2 million contract, the longest he's ever had. There's some security in that, a vote of confidence.

"It's kind of a different feeling for me," Clitsome said. "But it's definitely nice. I'm just trying to make sure that I'm not too complacent, and being too happy with it."

Not that there seems to be much risk of that. There's no doubt Clitsome earned this place: just 18 months ago, despite his decent campaign on a very bad Blue Jackets team, Columbus put him on waivers en route to the AHL. The Jets swooped in to pick him up on that very first trade deadline day, and Clitsome took it as a second chance to make a first impression.

For instance: remember that first game he played here, against Buffalo in March 2012, where he threw a hit, blocked a shot and almost sent a puck past Sabres netminder Ryan Miller in his first six on-ice minutes?

"The guys here were great to me from day one," he said. "When I came here... I'd been pretty much the only change all year, so it was tough to get in. But once I got in, they gave me some opportunity, and I tried to take advantage."

And yet, Clitsome's presence on the back end still feels a little fresh. Thanks to the lockout, he's only played 56 games with the Jets, so when TSN 1290 radio host Rick Ralph still jokingly calls him "New Guy" it's easier to see why. But even in that short time, even buffeted by a waiver claim and a labour dispute, Clitsome has settled into the Jets' on-ice plans.

See, Clitsome has always been a solid offensive depth guy on the back end, with his big shot and knack for threading pucks through traffic. His defensive game wasn't as reliable, but in Winnipeg he's finding it anew. Last season, he looked quite settled by the training camp eye test, and stats bore that out: as the season progressed, the number of shots directed against the Jets when he was on the ice charted a decidedly improving path.

Maybe it was the fact Clitsome spent much of last season tasked with being the rock for Dustin Byfuglien to leap from. Maybe it's working under Jets defence coach Charlie Huddy, or a little bit of both. He's certainly not the first blue-liner to thrive under Huddy's hand in Winnipeg: the coach is a calming voice, Clitsome said. If some coaches might dump 20 video clips of squicky play on a player, Huddy will take his guys through two, or three.

"He'll just show you so that you can concentrate on just a few things, and try and build on that little by little," Clitsome said. "He does a really good job of not hounding guys, and making sure that he is pointing stuff out."

Lowry impresses in Jets' 2-1 loss

By: Ed Tait 
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Winnipeg Jets Zach Bogosian (left) and Edmonton Oilers Mark Arcobello (right) battle for the puck in the corner during the first period. 
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Winnipeg Jets Zach Bogosian (left) and Edmonton Oilers Mark Arcobello (right) battle for the puck in the corner during the first period.

You only get one chance to make a good first impression, as the old saying goes, and Adam Lowry’s Winnipeg Jets pre-season debut certainly has the club’s brass and faithful now uttering one collective refrain:

"More, please."
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The Jets fell 2-1 to the Edmonton Oilers at Rexall Place Monday night in a sloppy, penalty-filled contest that had most desperately wishing to fast forward to the real games next week. But — for the Jets at least — the most-interesting subplot was the debut of Lowry, the club’s big centre whose stock within the organization could best be represented by an arrow pointing straight up into the stratosphere.

Lowry, who missed the first chunk of training camp after crashing into the end boards on the first day, jumped off the page in his very first shift of the preseason, blasting a pair of Oilers with a couple of molar-rattling hits. He had five hits in just five shifts in the first, picked up a couple more in the second and was steady all night in the faceoff circle.

WHAT TO DO?

The juicy decision with Lowry now is what to do with him in the immediate days ahead. He is exactly the kind of centre this organization desperately needs, especially with the move to a Western Conference that is stacked with ginormous pivots.

That said, while it might be tempting to keep him with the big club and see how the 20-year-old centre might develop, it still looks like he could use some polish in St. John’s — especially with his abbreviated training camp. But if he keeps improving this quickly, he might be on Kevin Cheveldayoff’s speed dial for a quick call-up to the bigs. As third-round picks (67th overall in 2011) he is tracking to be a dandy.

WELCOME TO THE WEST, JETS

Winnipeg generated few quality offensive chances — their lone goal was a Chris Thorburn knuckler that fooled Devan Dubnyk — and seldom made the big netminder's night difficult. And this is exactly how the game is played in their new neighbourhood.

Of course, a lineup that features a second line of James Wright-Eric O’Dell-Matt Halischuk — the Andrew Ladd-Bryan Little-Blake Wheeler trio did not make the trip — hardly screams out ‘prolific.’

The Jets were not without their opportunities, going uh-oh-for-the night on the power play. But two defensive lapses, one by Zach Bogosian, the other by Anthony Peluso, ended up with the puck deposited behind Eddie Pasquale. That’s the kind of stuff that has to get cleaned up in advance of the regular season.

A VET RETURNS

It was hardly a classic, but Chris Thorburn — who is battling to keep his gig as a fourth-line energy guy/tough hombre — will do anything to help his cause. Making his pre-season debut, the veteran winger scored and served up his usual up-and-down, straight-line game.

"It definitely feels good. The better part is I’m finally in game action here," Thorburn told TSN 1290 after the first period. "(Missing time) is something I’ve never been through before. I’ve usually participated through training camp. It was definitely nice to get out and be in a competitive setting."

WHO WE LIKED

Jacob Trouba was solid again, eating up a lot of minutes, playing in all situations and looking nothing like a 19-year-old defenceman.

Evander Kane was without his new linemate in Devin Setoguchi, who did not make the trip, but led the Jets in shots again and played with an edge that is the trademark of his best games.

Michael Frolik may have been a role player in Chicago, but with the increased ice time in Winnipeg may be a double-digit third-line goal man the Jets crave.

Eddie Pasquale might like to have the Oilers’ second goal back — a Will Acton tip of an Anton Belov pass that squeezed through him — but he was again solid for the Jets. His immediate future is likely in St. John’s, but if he can be consistent down on The Rock, the club likely won’t hesitate calling him up if there is an injury to Ondrej Pavelec or Al Montoya.

Zach Bogosian left the game in the third period. He did take a shot off the foot in the final frame.

ed.tait@freepress.mb.ca

Twitter: @WFPEdTait
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Bryan Little scores on Josh Harding Thursday in Winnipeg. 
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Bryan Little scores on Josh Harding Thursday in Winnipeg. 

ST. PAUL, MINN. -- It's late -- not last-call late, but a good 90 minutes after the Minnesota Wild have edged the Winnipeg Jets in pre-season action -- when a couple of visiting newspaper hacks exit the Xcel Energy Center looking for a cab.

Spying one at a watering hole right across the street, the pair hustle over just in time to overhear the following from inside the packed joint...

Circle these dates, get your tickets now

Jets vs. Wild in 2013-14:

Thursday, Oct. 10: Jets at Wild

Sunday, Nov. 17: Jets at Wild

Saturday, Nov. 23: Wild at Jets

Friday, Dec. 27: Wild at Jets

Monday, April 7: Wild at Jets

Winnipeg vs. Minnesota: A brief pro-hockey history

Minnesota Fighting Saints vs. Jets

Circa: 1972-76, 1976-77

League: World Hockey Association

FYI: The Saints had two lives in the WHA, playing the first four seasons before folding on Feb. 28, 1976 because of financial troubles -- despite sitting in second place in their division at the time.

Then, after the California Golden Seals of the NHL moved to Cleveland to become the Barons in 1976, the WHA's Cleveland Crusaders moved to Minnesota. However, unable to find local buyers, the "new" Fighting Saints folded on Jan. 20, 1977.

Notable Jets vs. Fighting Saints moments:

The first game in Fighting Saints' history was a 4-3 loss to the Jets on Oct. 13, 1972, at the St. Paul Auditorium.

The only playoff series between the Jets and Fighting Saints was the 1972-73 WHA quarter-finals, won by Winnipeg 4-1.

Minnesota North Stars vs. Jets 

Circa: 1979-80 to 1992-93

League: National Hockey League

FYI: The North Stars were born in the NHL's first expansion, joining the league in 1967. But after the 1993 season and with owner Norm Green not able to hammer out a deal for a new arena, he pulled the plug on all that history and relocated the team to Dallas.

Notable Jets. vs. North Stars moments:

The 15-2 drubbing the North Stars delivered to the Jets in 1981 was the worst loss in Jets 1.0 history. In that game Bobby Smith set a North Stars record that still stands (even in Dallas) with seven points (four goals, three assists).

Feb., 28, 1993: Teemu Selanne sets a club record for most goals in a game by a rookie, with four, in a 7-6 Jets win.
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"Are there any Jets fans still here?" hollers the lead singer for a live band, eliciting a loud response from the packed house. "This one goes out to you...'

And with that comes the familiar notes and opening line to Rush's Spirit of Radio.

"Begin the day with a friendly voice, a companion unobtrusive..."

So, yes, let's state for the record that this burgeoning rivalry between the Jets and Wild has some very real potential.

There is the geography -- what with a hockey-mad province bordering a hockey-crazed state. There is the realignment that has placed the two clubs in the National Hockey League's new Central Division.

And, of course, there's this, uttered by a Wild executive on the elevator post-game:

"This is going to be a great rivalry," he said. "Their fans travel so well."

That's a given and it was obvious well before the puck dropped Saturday night, with a "Go Jets Go!" chant breaking out in the warm-up and with "True North!" bellowed on cue during O Canada.

And that madness continued from the opening shift until the final horn... in a pre-season game.

“

'This is going to be a great rivalry. Their fans travel so well'

-- unnamed Minnesota Wild executive, after Saturday's game in St. Paul

"I'll tell ya, I noticed the Winnipeg fans in the stands leading on the cheer and then getting booed (by Wild fans)," said Jets coach Claude Noel afterward. "I don't usually pay that much attention to that or I don't usually hear it. But I did here.

"That's what you're going to get, I think, especially from Winnipeg people that can't get to (home) games but can maybe get to games here. It's great for them."

Maybe that's the real meat of the matter here and what is going to fuel this Jets-Wild rivalry, because it certainly wasn't that way in previous hockey lives for both cities. The Jets 1.0 -- both the World Hockey Association squad and the first go-round in the NHL -- didn't have this relationship with the old Minnesota Fighting Saints and North Stars.

But tickets back then were hardly scarce, so why drive 800 kilometres to see Dave Keon and John Garrett of the Saints or the Stars' Neal Broten or Dino Ciccarelli when, quite often, the likes of Gretzky and Lemieux weren't always packing the Winnipeg Arena back home?

Now, it is often said that no rivalry is really hatched until two clubs meet in the playoffs when the consequences -- win or go home -- bring out the best and the nasty in teams.

But here's a look at why so many are of the belief Jets vs. Wild could really morph into a healthy hate-on...

THREE KEYS TO A GOOD RIVALRY

1. Geographic location: The MTS Centre in downtown Winnipeg is 750 kilometres north and west of the Excel Energy Center in St. Paul, making the Wild the Jets' closest rivals. Should the NHL continue to package these games on the weekends where the sports calendar is full -- the Vikings' 2013 home opener was Sunday, making it a dandy weekend for Jets fans who do travel -- and more Manitobans are apt to head south for more than just the hockey and shopping.

2. Games with meaning: The main rivals for the Jets 1.0 were the Oilers and Flames from the Smythe Division, not the old North Stars. The present-day Jets are now in the Central Division with the Wild, making an October matchup that's much more juicy.

3. The fan base: Fans in Manitoba and Minnesota are hockey-trained, so they applaud a good cycle or a shot block as much as a tic-tac-toe highlight-reel goal. They are rabid and loyal and, in the case of those Jets fans who can't watch their beloved team live at the MTS Centre, will jump in the car or hop on the plane to follow them around the hockey map.

THE MATCHUPS: TWO GAMES DO NOT A RIVALRY MAKE

History helps fuel a rivalry and, unfortunately, last year's lockout stagnated Jets vs. Wild as both clubs were limited to games within their own conference and did not meet. So it's hard to label this a true hate-on until the franchises get a little more busy with each other.

That said, the two contests between the Jets and Wild in 2011-12 offered some very real hints of where this relationship could be headed.

In the first meeting back on Dec. 13, 2011, at the MTS Centre, the Wild rolled into town on a seven-game winning streak and as one of the NHL's elite, but it was the Jets who emerged with a 2-1 win, courtesy some stellar netminding by Ondrej Pavelec and a late power-play goal by Bryan Little.

The game also featured one fight, with Tanner Glass squaring off with Clayton Stoner, and a nasty hit with just 66 seconds left in which Zach Bogosian hammered Pierre-Marc Bouchard face-first into the boards behind the Jets net. Bogosian would receive a game misconduct, but -- to the great dismay of Wild fans -- was not suspended by the league.

And in the second contest, a 4-3 Winnipeg victory on Feb. 16, 2012, in which Evander Kane scored twice in regulation and then sealed the deal in the shootout, thousands of Jets fans not only helped fill the Xcel Energy Center, but took control of the place. The contest featured another fight -- Glass vs. Darrell Powe -- and lots of the after-the-whistle chirping that was evidence of the intensity.

But it was the presence of all the out-of-town Jets fans that was prominently featured in every post-game media report. Those on the ice couldn't help but notice, too.

"Not only were they there, they were noisy and you knew they were there," said Jets' winger Blake Wheeler after the game. "It's always fun to go on the road and know your team travels well and see them make the game not so fun for the home crowd, maybe stir things up a bit."

A SPARK OR TWO

Nothing can fuel a healthy rivalry like bulletin-board material or a spark, quite often delivered by the teams' propaganda, er, public-relations departments. The Wild, who have been searching for a true rival since their birth in 2000-01, offered up a dandy last week when they paid a visit to Winnipeg for the first of two pre-season games.

Using their Twitter account, the Wild posted this:

'... on verge of #mnwild and @nhljets rivalry renew, we look back at memorable game from North Stars/Jets rivalry.'

Included in the tweet was a photo of a newspaper article from Nov. 12, 1981, with the headline: "North Stars Smash Records, Jets 15-2."

Well played, Wild. And don't think the folks at the Jets -- who do the in-game production stuff as well as anyone in the NHL -- haven't noticed.

Back to the scene outside the Xcel Energy Center Saturday night. Dozens of Jets fans, many decked out in the team's double-blue jerseys and sporting Jets hats, are now singing in unison with the band's Rush cover.

'Invisible airwaves crackle with life

Bright antennae bristle with the energy

Emotional feedback on timeless wavelength...'

It's September. And it's still only the pre-season.

Yes, this could be the beginning of a beautiful rivalry.

ed.tait@freepress.mb.ca Twitter: @WFPEdTait
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Big centre definitely part of Jets' plans
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Prized prospect Adam Lowry (right) tries to control the puck while Zach Redmond works him into the corner. 
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Prized prospect Adam Lowry (right) tries to control the puck while Zach Redmond works him into the corner. (MIKE DEAL / WINNIPEG FREE PRESS) Photo Store 
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When Adam Lowry stepped off the MTS Centre ice on Sunday, it was so clear he was ready, finally given the green light to get his shot under the spotlight.

Yeah, Lowry will get into the game against the Oilers, he confirmed, and there was a flash of hunger the 6-5 centre's typically measured tone didn't completely cover.

"I'm looking forward to that opportunity," he said, still in his skates and towering over the media gathered around. "I know it's been a little anxious trying to get back into the lineup, but I'm excited for that."

“

'I know it's been a little anxious trying to get back into the lineup, but I'm excited for that'

-- Jets prospect Adam Lowry

This will be Lowry's first game action since the prospects tournament in Penticton. He was hoping for more, but near the end of the first scrimmage of training camp he crashed hard into the boards. It wasn't a serious injury, Lowry explained later, just a bad tweak: He banged his head and got some whiplash. So, while the other prospects battled through camp, Lowry skated with fellow wounded soldier Chris Thorburn, who offered some words of wisdom.

"He just said, 'Don't worry about it too much, don't get too anxious, don't try to get out there before you're ready,' " Lowry said. " 'You're young, you still got your whole career in front of you. You don't want to push it.' "

Still, it was a tough break for a 20-year-old prospect eager to impress, for an organization that's pleased as punch to have him in the mix, and for fans eager to see the reigning WHL player of the year at the dawn of his pro career.

"It was tough," Lowry agreed. "I was looking forward to coming into camp and to show that I've continued to improve. It was hard watching. It was good to be cautious, but I'm feeling 100 per cent now."

For Lowry, there is this much security, at least: He knows the Jets have him pencilled into their plans. They signed him to an entry-level contract last spring, and he figured in nine games for the St. John's IceCaps, where head coach Keith McCambridge glowed about his rookie statement. Hey, it's not every day a team gets an opportunity to bring up an oak-tree centre who has hands, hockey smarts and the focus of a natural leader.

So now a chance to show that on NHL ice.

"I've been fortunate here. They've given me a tremendous opportunity," Lowry said. "I'm just looking forward to seeing what I can do tomorrow... As the pre-season games have gone along, the pace has picked up. The NHL players are shaking the rust off, and I expect the game tomorrow night to be even higher-paced. The time and space from the prospects tournament to now is that much smaller."

Tonight, though, Jets head coach Claude Noel doesn't want Lowry to wear the pressure too heavy around his neck, especially not after skating on the outside for so much of camp. Lowry looks like a "reliable player," Noel said, but some things can't be rushed.

"We'll have to be patient," Noel added. "I just don't want him to do too much. I just want him to be reliable. This will be a game that will be on the road, probably a high-speed game. Can he think at that pace? Those are the things I'll be looking at."

Blake Wheeler didn't practise on Sunday and is day-to-day with some banged-up body part or another. He wasn't the only one feeling the pain after Saturday night's more physical game in Minnesota, Noel said, so the Jets kept practice short. "This is what you get this time in camp; you get guys who are fatigued a little bit," Noel said. "We're trying to keep guys healthy right now... we have a day off coming soon, so that'll be good."

melissa.martin@freepress.mb.ca
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Adam Lowry skates at practice Sunday morning at the MTS Centre. 
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Adam Lowry skates at practice Sunday morning at the MTS Centre. (MIKE DEAL / WINNIPEG FREE PRESS) Photo Store 
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It’s not how a prospect ever wants to start a training camp, watching from the press box with an only slightly battered body while his peers whirl around the ice, but that part’s over now for Adam Lowry.

On Sunday morning, the 6-5 centre ran through drills at the MTS Centre, another chance to fine-tune his form before he heads to Edmonton to play against the Oilers on Monday night. It will be the first game Lowry has figured into this pre-season, having tweaked his neck when he crashed hard into the boards in the first scrimmage of camp.

It wasn’t a serious injury, but he walked off the ice immediately, and the Jets medical staff decided to hold him back from contact until they were sure he was all fine. "It was tough," Lowry said of the long wait to get in a game. "I was a little anxious to get back. But it was good to be cautious, and I’m feeling 100 per cent now."

While Lowry was out, he skated a bit with fellow wounded soldier Chris Thorburn, and maybe that helped settle a 20-year-old eager to show his stuff. "He was really good about it, just to see how hard he was working to stay in shape," Lowry said. "He just said don’t worry about it too much, don’t get too anxious, and don’t get out there before you’re ready. You’re young, you still have a full career ahead of you, so don’t push it."

Well, Lowry — who signed a pro contract with the Jets after finishing his junior career last year — is good to go now, he’s got the all clear. He’ll figure in to Monday night’s game in Edmonton — the rest of the roster has yet to be revealed — and he’s ready to play with the best. "The pace has picked up, the NHL players are getting back into their form," he said. "I expect the game tomorrow night to be even higher pace."

Hopefuls hanging in there

O'Dell, Cormier giving brass lots to think about

By: Ed Tait 
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Minnesota Wild's Marco Scandella, left, and Winnigeg Jets' Jerome Samson, right, go after the puck in the first period of an NHL hockey game on Saturday, Sept. 21, 2013, in St. Paul, Minn. (AP Photo/Tom Olmscheid) 
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Minnesota Wild's Marco Scandella, left, and Winnigeg Jets' Jerome Samson, right, go after the puck in the first period of an NHL hockey game on Saturday, Sept. 21, 2013, in St. Paul, Minn. (AP Photo/Tom Olmscheid) 

ST. PAUL, MINN. -- It might not be enough, but it sure as bleep can't hurt.

Winnipeg Jets' brass might already have the airplane tickets to St. John's for Eric O'Dell and Patrice Cormier, but the two forwards did everything possible to make management's decisions a little more difficult in Saturday night's 4-3 shootout loss to the Minnesota Wild.

“

'I'm feeling more comfortable with the guys and my line is catching some chemistry' --Jets' Eric O'Dell

Eric O'Dell. 
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Eric O'Dell. (TREVOR HAGAN/WINNIPEG FREE PRESS ARCHIVES) Photo Store 
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O'Dell scored once and added an assist, while Cormier -- playing left wing on a line with Jim Slater and Anthony Peluso -- also beat Wild netminder Niklas Backstrom while playing a versatile and gritty game.

And with the jobs scarce and roster openings few, that's about all a prospect can do with the start of the NHL regular season fast approaching.

"I thought I had a pretty good game," said O'Dell, who centred Carl Klingberg and Jerome Samson and also saw some power-play time. "Just game by game I keep feeling better and better. I'm feeling more comfortable with the guys and my line is catching some chemistry.

"All I can do is go hard game by game, practice by practice, and try to make the team. That's my goal. I'm going to look forward. If they send me down, I can't control that. All I can control is what I do, and if I play well it will be tougher for them."

O'Dell may still be seen as a rising star by the Jets -- he was the IceCaps MVP after leading them in scoring last season -- but Cormier is pushing to keep his name in that same discussion. Now 23, the former New Jersey Devils' second-round draft pick -- who was acquired by the organization in the Ilya Kovalchuk trade in 2010 -- has battled injuries over the last couple of seasons. He played in just 35 games in St. John's last year (seven goals, four assists) and had zero points in 10 games with the Jets.

But he was superb against the Wild, playing a physical game while showcasing his ability to play the wing and centre.

"My main goal coming into camp was getting better every day. Not having a good game... I can't afford that," said Cormier. "That's not an option for me. All I can do is work hard and control what I can and be a good teammate, help the guys and do what I'm asked.

"It was good to chip in... the guys, Peluso and Slater, were having some fun with it. It would have been nice to win because everybody would have been more cheerful. But we showed a lot as a team, a lot of good things... and that's positive."

ed.tait@freepress.mb.ca Twitter: @WFPEdTait
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Minnesota Wild's Jason Pominville (29) beats Winnipeg Jets goalie Ondrej Pavelec for the winning goal in the shootout. Minnesota won 4-3. 
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Minnesota Wild's Jason Pominville (29) beats Winnipeg Jets goalie Ondrej Pavelec for the winning goal in the shootout. Minnesota won 4-3. 

ST. PAUL, MINN. — It is a result that means nothing and, at the same time, absolutely everything for Claude Noel and the Winnipeg Jets.

Yes, it’s only the pre-season. And, yes, there were still some warts in Saturday’s 4-3 shootout loss to the Minnesota Wild at the Xcel Energy Center. But there was also a lot of good for the Jets, especially when measured against Thursday’s lacklustre 4-1 loss to the Wild that had fists poised over panic buttons all over Winnipeg.

Minnesota Wild goalie Niklas Backstrom stops the shot of Winnipeg Jets' Matt Halischuk in the first period of Saturday night's game in St. Paul, Minn. 
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Minnesota Wild goalie Niklas Backstrom stops the shot of Winnipeg Jets' Matt Halischuk in the first period of Saturday night's game in St. Paul, Minn. (TOM OLMSCHEID / THE ASSOCIATED PRESS) 
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"We were a lot better," said Noel. "We played way better than we did the other night, right from the effort to team play. We defended way better, our power play helped us out (going 2-for-4) and we didn’t get discouraged being down 2-0 (after the first period).

"I liked the resiliency of our group. They stuck to the plan. It speaks volumes for the guys that were in the lineup."

“

' That's definitely more the way we wanted to play. We did a lot of good things and that's the big part of the pre-season: getting to play the right way and seeing steps in the right direction' — Jets captain Andrew Ladd

Mission: Entirely possible

There were a lot of long faces in River City in the two days after the loss to Minnesota on Thursday — and with good reason. But when a team gets sand kicked in its face it has two options: knuckle under or toughen up and get back up swinging.

The Jets were down 2-0 after the first then scored three straight goals in the second before giving up the equalizer and then falling in the shootout. But Ondrej Pavelec was solid and Winnipeg got contributions from a bunch of fresh faces — Eric O’Dell, Patrice Cormier and Paul Postma among them — to make management’s decision a little tougher before the next round of cuts.

"That’s definitely more the way we wanted to play," said Jets captain Andrew Ladd. "We did a lot of good things and that’s the big part of the pre-season: getting to play the right way and seeing steps in the right direction.

"I liked how we tracked the puck offensively, we were getting pucks to the net and creating stuff off that. And our power play was a lot better in terms of the comfort level and what we need to do there."

“

'I'm getting more comfortable and will continue to get more comfortable as we keep playing and get used to the speed and the guys I'm playing with' — Jacob Trouba

More to follow?

You’d get some arguments as to who was the best of the Jets Saturday night — Ondrej Pavelec, Bryan Little, Eric O’Dell, Dustin Byfuglien and Grant Clitsome were among the possible candidates — but one of the most encouraging signs for the club’s brass was the play of rookie defenceman Jacob Trouba.

In one week, from last week’s pre-season opener in Belleville, Ont. against Washington to Saturday in St. Paul, his game has improved dramatically. In short, he looks much less an untested 19-year-old and more like a polished pro who has so many layers to his game.

"I’m getting more comfortable and will continue to get more comfortable as we keep playing and get used to the speed and the guys I’m playing with," said Trouba, who visited quickly after the game with his parents and younger brother Christopher, who are in St. Paul for his sibling’s hockey tournament. "I thought today was a good step forward.

"I’m just getting used to it again. I haven’t played hockey in awhile. I’m just going to keep getting better as the games go on."

"He played heavy minutes (25:41) and I thought he looked really good," added Noel. "He plays with some bite."

“

'He played heavy minutes (25:41) and I thought he looked really good. He plays with some bite' — Jets coach Claude Noel on the play of rookie Jacob Trouba

Desperate times call for inspired play

With just over a week left before the regular-season opener the Jets got some contributions from players trying to push for a big-league sweater, not a ticket to St. John’s. And that’s exactly what Noel & Co. were seeking as part of the rebound from their stinker last Thursday.

"The big thing for us is who’s showing us what," said Noel. "There is a little bit of desperation with the number of games we’ve got. We’ve got three left. It goes to show that some of these players look like they’re putting their best foot forward and doing their best to impress."

ed.tait@freepress.mb.ca

Twitter: @WFPEdTait

FRIDAY'S practice saw the re-uniting of Toby Enstrom and Dustin Byfuglien as a defence pairing. They had been split up Thursday, with Enstrom skating Zach Bogosian and Byfuglien going with rookie Josh Morrissey, who was sharp.

Coach Claude Noel was rather evasive on the matter.

"That's just part of the process, what we're doing," the coach said. "They played last year part of the year together... we want to see how they both play together and apart. The goal remains the same for us. We have to be better in our goals against. If them playing together makes us accomplish that goal, that's what we'll do."

-- Campbell

Hustlechuk's got game

Now, to hustle way to roster spot
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Matt Halischuk is a high-energy player who earns his keep every shift. 
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Matt Halischuk is a high-energy player who earns his keep every shift. (KEN GIGLIOTTI / WINNIPEG FREE PRESS ARCHIVES) Photo Store 
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If Matt Halischuk were to bother to read or listen to the early reviews, he would likely exhale, relax for a nanosecond and then really begin thinking about calling Winnipeg home.

But maybe when a guy's entire career is built on hustle, on overachieving and exceeding expectations, it becomes part of his DNA to never, ever assume anything. Maybe a guy is much more grounded when he has been demoted and promoted to and from the AHL, has been traded once, is coming off shoulder surgery this off-season and has had to pick up and change hockey addresses.

And so, excuse Halischuk if he's currently of the approach that all the praise he is drawing means zilch-o until that moment when somebody from Jets' brass shakes his hand and welcomes him to the big club.

"Right now I'm staying at the hotel," said the 25-year-old Toronto product when asked if he had found a place to live. "Look, I've got to make the team first. You never want to assume anything."

And that, in part, explains why Halischuk has managed to appear in 157 NHL games since being drafted by New Jersey in 2007, with the Devils and Nashville Predators. Despite a slight stature -- he's listed at 5-11, 175 -- he earned the nickname "Hustlechuk" in Nashville and managed to score 15 goals in 2011-12 despite having the lowest average ice time (11 minutes, 15 seconds) among regular skaters.

Ask him about the "Hustlechuk" moniker and he shies away. No need, after all, to draw that kind of attention until he gets the good word on making the squad.

"I don't know where that came from. It's not a bad nickname to have, I guess," he said with a shrug. "Now I have to live up to it.

"I just try and play hard. Obviously I'm not the biggest guy out there, but I try to play hard and with a lot of energy. I try to bring a lot of speed, take time and space away and put pressure on players. Hopefully I can continue to do that and try and earn a way on this team."

Jets coach Claude Noel wasn't exactly in a praiseworthy mood Friday, what with his squad coming off a 4-1 loss to the Minnesota Wild, but he did acknowledge what Halischuk can bring to the roster.

"He plays hard. He's a guy that has some experience in the league," said Noel. "He's got some good energy, he works hard and he's a really, reliable dependable player for us. That's what we've liked about him. Where he lands, we'll see. We're trying to sort that out as well. But he's a guy that we know can play in the league."

Halischuk's humility, his experience and his lunch-pail and hard-hat approach to the game is a good addition to a Jets' clubhouse still trying to find a winning formula.

If, as the coaching staff insists, competition and expectation from within the room drives a team, then Halischuk's arrival not only makes the squad deeper, it will keep those ahead of him on the depth chart looking over their shoulders.

"That's just always the mentality I've had," said Halischuk.

"I learned it pretty quick when I turned pro, when I got a little sniff with New Jersey and got sent down after that. That was a learning experience for sure. Things can change pretty quick and you can be out of the lineup just like that... This is a team that wants to win, so I definitely want to be here."

ed.tait@freepress.mb.ca Twitter: @WFPEdTait
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WITH four exhibition games still to play, the Winnipeg Jets sharply whittled their list of roster candidates on Friday.

The team dropped 11 players, including Steinbach native Ian While, a veteran defenceman with more than 500 NHL games on his resume.

White was in training camp on a tryout.

"We've seen some things from our young players and our young players have shown they look like they are capable... we want to take a look at our own people," Jets coach Claude Noel said after the day's two practices.

"We'll go in that direction."

Reassigned were forwards Austen Brassard, Blair Riley, J.C. Lipon, Jason Jaffray, John Albert, Kael Mouillierat and Will O'Neill, defencemen Cody Sol and Brenden Kichton and goalie Jussi Olkinuora,.

All will report to the AHL's St. John's IceCaps.

The moves leave the Jets with 37 players in camp, including 12 defenceman.

The total also includes forwards Adam Lowry, Andrew Gordon and Chris Thorburn, who are again cleared to practise after being injured,

As well, left-winger Eric Tangradi has a lower-body injury and is day-to-day and goalie Michael Hutchinson is away from the team temporarily for family reasons.

Back at it

Lowry was injured during main camp's first day last week. He skated on Thursday and was a full participant again Friday.

"It's coming along. It's the first day I did contact," the 20-year-old centre said. "Just banged my head a little, got some whiplash. Kind of got tripped and went in funny and just wasn't feeling right. We were being pretty cautious. I'm glad. You've got to take care of your head and neck.

"I've felt good the last few days so I'm just looking forward to being back."

Lowry, the team's second pick in 2011, said he doesn't know if he'll play one of the four remaining pre-season games.

"I'm just trying to get back to game speed right now and into practice," Lowry said. "When I get up to speed, we'll take things from there.

"It's amazing what a few days off will do to you."

Jets coach Claude Noel would certainly like to get a look at last season's WHL player of the year in action, but wouldn't say it will happen.

"I think the first thing we have to make sure of if Adam Lowry is going to play an exhibition game, is making sure he's going to be able to put his best foot forward," Noel said. "Health-wise, let's look at that. Then would it be nice to see him in a game? Yes. But we want to put him in a situation where he would succeed."

Full meal deal

Noel has yet to split the playing time for his goaltenders in any of the four pre-season games, the rationale being the club wants its stoppers to experience all situations in the game from the opening face-off to the final horn.

And, obviously, he's not getting any arguments from his goaltenders.

"If I go on the bench for half a game, it means I didn't have that third period (against Edmonton) where they had more chances," said Ondrej Pavelec, who will start tonight in Minnesota. "I think it's a little bit tougher for a goalie who is sitting on the bench for one hour-and-a-half and then has to go on the ice. I don't think I like that. If you've got an opportunity to play the whole game, why not?"

tim.campbell@freepress.mb.ca ed.tait@freepress.mb.ca
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Jim Slater talks to head coach Claude Noel at a Friday workout. Slater was none too pleased with Thursday's performance against the Wild. 
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Jets defenseman Zach Bogosian wasn't his best against the Minnesota Wild. 
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JUST ONE OF THOSE THINGS, or something to be steamed about?

As in, how do the Winnipeg Jets react to their lame pre-season effort, a 4-1 home-ice loss Thursday to the Minnesota Wild?

By the third period, fans at the MTS Centre were left to amuse themselves as a Winnipeg lineup that included its top two projected lines and its top three defencemen didn't come close to getting the job done.

To dismiss it as one of those nights, or react harshly?

"It's obviously embarrassing when you lose like that," said one of those defenceman, Zach Bogosian, after Friday's workout at the MTS Centre. "I thought today we worked hard and got a lot of five-on-five and systems stuff down. But at the end of the day, we have to have a better effort than last night."

Some Jets will get the chance quickly. The team, now 1-2-1 in the pre-season, plays the rematch tonight at St. Paul's Xcel Energy Center.

"We discussed last night and we've moved ahead," said head coach Claude Noel, who called his "decent" lineup on Thursday "disappointing."

"The biggest thing about moving ahead is letting what we had happen go. We know what we feel about that. We need to be better in the game in Minnesota and that's what we're focusing on."

While Noel obviously said his piece to the team on Friday, Bogosian wasn't letting go that easily.

"We didn't play anywhere close to our capabilities," he said. "It is early and we're still working out our kinks, but last night wasn't the effort that we needed. I don't know if you really expect anything more as far as practices being harder, but they've all been pretty hard. You just go out there and try to get better every day. That's part of our job.

"That's not something, even though it's a pre-season game, that we take very lightly."

Another veteran who had nothing to do with Thursday's outcome said the defeat was a warning sign that some old habits die hard.

"We had a pretty hard practice today, worked on a lot of end-zone stuff, clearing the front of the net, protecting our net," said centre Jim Slater, who was given Thursday night off. "And I don't think it's just from last night, but from last year, we had a problem doing that, giving up some easy goals in front of the net.

"We need to work on it. It's what it's about. We weren't very good at it."

And Slater, too, said he doesn't want that one easily forgotten.

"No, I think you have to look at it pretty closely," he said. "We had a lot of our veterans in the lineup yesterday. Obviously it was a pretty sloppy game all around. A lot of special teams involved. A lot of things happened.

"We've got to be a team now where we have to be mature and we've talked about it a long time now, being a team that can overcome this stuff and not have these lapses."

Slater said there are numerous reasons for something better tonight.

"You don't know how it will unfold but you want to be a little sharper," he said. "(They're) a division team now. These are kind of like investment games now, where you want to show them you'll be a hard team to play against and you want to show them that last night isn't what we have -- we've got more. So I expect Saturday will be a game where we're coming out hitting and going."

Little fire on the ice this night

Jets concede their effort against Wild was lacking

By: Paul Wiecek 
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The Jets' James Wright is sandwiched by the Minnesota Wild's Clayton Stoner (left) and Erik Haula in front of the Wild net in second-period action Thursday. 

Enlarge Image 

The Jets' James Wright is sandwiched by the Minnesota Wild's Clayton Stoner (left) and Erik Haula in front of the Wild net in second-period action Thursday. (PHIL HOSSACK / WINNIPEG FREE PRESS) Photo Store 

Related Items

Articles

•Jets coach keeps the pressure on ahead of games against Boston 

•Questions remain, but Jets team of 2013-14 is coming together 

•Zinger has his finger on Jets 

Jets Scores

Boston -

Winnipeg -

Sep. 26 at 6:30 p.m.

Powered by Sports Direct Inc.

There's no point in sugar-coating this -- the Winnipeg Jets were lousy Thursday night.

Just ask them.

"We played terrible," was how forward Evander Kane saw it.

Jets head coach Claude Noel was no more complimentary: "I don't think there would be too many players -- or anybody -- that would think that it's something to be proud of being part of that game."

The Jets sent out their deepest and most experienced lineup in four games this pre-season at the MTS Centre last night against a lesser Minnesota Wild team missing some key stars. And what Noel got from his Jets in return was a frequently disjointed -- and sometimes even disinterested -- effort in what went into the books as a 4-1 pre-season loss to a new division rival.

"I thought we were outworked for most the game," said centre Bryan Little, who had Winnipeg's only goal. "Hopefully, it's a wake-up call that we need to get it into full gear. There's not many games left before the first game of the season and we can't start off the season playing like that."

The defeat dropped the Jets' pre-season record to 1-2-1 as the club officially reached the midway point of their 2013 pre-season, with just four more exhibition games remaining before Winnipeg opens the 2013 regular season on Oct. 1 in Edmonton against the Oilers.

And so with halftime seeming like as good a time as any to reflect on what we've learned so far about these 2013-14 Winnipeg Jets, here's a few observations:

◾The top line is still the best line -- by far

While there's all kinds of optimism that this is the season the Jets finally find a reliable second-line centre and start getting the secondary scoring that was missing in the the first two years of this team's reincarnation, at the moment it's still Ladd-Little-Wheeler -- and everyone else.

The Jets' chosen trio is instantly noticeable any time they're on the ice and while they haven't exactly been burning out any red light bulbs this pre-season, they are still clearly the most potent offensive threat the Jets send out, including again Thursday night.

◾Jokinen vs. Scheifele

The battle for the second-line centre position features the club's most grizzled veteran in Olli Jokinen against the greener than green Mark Scheifele -- and nothing has been resolved yet.

Noel would love it if Scheifele would simply make this decision for him, but the youngster has been uneven and has yet to close the deal, leaving Jokinen still very much in the conversation.

"I feel more confident every game that passes and every day that passes," Scheifele said last night. "I just want to continue to build on that."

◾Frolik can frolic

Jets GM Kevin Cheveldayoff's acquisition of winger Michael Frolik on draft day in exchange for a few draft picks might prove to be a home run.

Frolik is versatile, a solid two-way player and has already shown the kind of offensive upside the Jets so desperately need. The third- and fifth-rounders Cheveldayoff shipped to Chicago for Frolik may prove to have been a very low price to play for exactly the kind of player Winnipeg needs.

◾Trouba needs to show more; Morrisey has shown a surprising amount

The hope that 19-year-old defenceman Jacob Trouba would seamlessly make the transition this fall to an NHL-calibre defenceman was probably wishful thinking even for a player of Trouba's exceptional skill level.

And it's shown. While Trouba looked much more comfortable in his second game this week than he did in his debut last weekend in Belleville, he's going to have to show he's further along on the learning curve than he has to this point if he's going to avoid that long flight to Newfoundland at the end of the month.

Morrissey, meantime, has already exceeded the lower expectations that were set for him coming into camp. At the tender age of 18, the Jets' first round draft pick in 2013 has looked more comfortable than anyone was expecting, including Thursday night in a performance that earned him the game's third star.

"I think I've done everything I can so far and I've worked my hardest," Morrissey said Thursday night. "No matter what happens, I can leave here knowing I've given it my all."

◾Up next

The Jets now head out on the road for a pair of pre-season games, taking on the Wild in the rematch Saturday in St. Paul before moving on to Edmonton Monday night to take on the Oilers. The Jets finish up the week -- and the pre-season -- with a pair of games against the Boston Bruins next Thursday at home and Friday in Saskatoon.

paul.wiecek@freepress.mb.ca
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Buff looks ready to shine

Mega-skilled Jet shows signs of new intensity
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The Winnipeg Jets’ Dustin Byfuglien (33) and the Minnesota Wild’s Nino Niederreiter (22) fight for position in front of Jets’ goaltender Al Montoya (35) Thursday. A leaner, meaner Buff looks like he could be a force this year. 
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IT’S said a leopard can’t change its spots, but maybe a hockey player can. Every player in the NHL is talented, but it is work that sets the very best apart. This may have been lost on Dustin Byfuglien in the past, but there’s evidence he’s now decided to add toil to his already vast repertoire.

Byfuglien has never been known as a "first-on and last-off" kind of guy when it comes to practice.

Twice this week, however, Byfuglien could be spotted all alone on a clean, early-morning sheet at the MTS Centre working on the finer points of his game.

In baseball, they call a Mr. Everything a five-tool player, and Byfuglien is hockey’s equivalent. He can shoot, skate, stickhandle, hit and defend. His tool kit is both wide-ranging and specialized at the same time. Want a piano moved? Byfuglien can do it. Need a delicate touch to play that piano? Buff’s got it.

To this point in his career, there’s been a disconnect between that talent and his commitment to the craft. Like a rock singer who is born with pipes but never does any vocal exercise, Byfuglien has relied on his gifts rather than sharpen them.

No player on the Winnipeg Jets can take his game to the places Byfuglien can take his. He is different than the rest of his teammates in the vastness of his talent. Others have special parts to their game. Byfuglien is simply special.

“

‘Not many players can do the things he can do’

—Jets assistant coach Charlie Huddy, on Dustin Byfuglien

Yet Byfuglien has consistently been accused of underachieving. Great for a shift or a game and then caught loafing the next. Brilliant has been used to describe him at times. Frustrating at others.

While it’s too early to tell if Byfuglien has fundamentally changed, it is clear there have been adjustments. He’s leaner and more eager. He’s still got the superstar cool but he’s adopted a little bit of a lunch-box mentality.

At 28, after a season that saw his weight rise to an unmanageable level resulting in major friction with his coach, Byfuglien has made some changes.

Whether it’s Noel’s carping, GM Kevin Cheveldayoff’s nudging or the opportunity to be an Olympian, Byfuglien is a different person these days.

On Thursday morning, Byfuglien was on the ice with a bucket of pucks and assistant coach Charlie Huddy, long before anyone else. Huddy stood in the corner flipping pucks off the wall and Byfuglien worked on a snapshot one-timer. Not a slapshot but a snapshot. He didn’t cup the puck and then snap it but hit it on the move.

A remarkable show of strength and hand-eye coordination. Huddy was asked after the skate if he’d ever seen another player able to complete such a feat.

"Not with that power or that accuracy. It’s incredible," said Huddy, who has seen some wondrous talents from his days with the Edmonton Oilers of Wayne Gretzky, Paul Coffey and others.

Huddy knows a world-class talent when he sees one and he puts Byfuglien in rare company.

"Not many players can do the things he can do," said Huddy.

Jets GM Kevin Cheveldayoff has signed the core of his team to long-term contracts and added a little youth through the draft and some skill via trades or free agency. But nothing he’s done can make the Jets a better team than Byfuglien can all by himself.

If Byfuglien remains the same player we saw last season, he will hold the Jets in their current state. But every step he makes forward can propel this club.

It can’t be overstated. Byfuglien can make more of a difference to the Jets than any of his teammates. He can be transcendent. No one else can. So far the returns on the new Buff have been inconclusive. The attitude adjustment and escalated work ethic can’t just be summer and pre-season things. They need to be pervasive and become everyday habits.

The Jets have asked Byfuglien to make some changes. He has complied.

The trick now is to have his altered approach translate into consistent, high-level play. Byfuglien can provide the kind of blue-line work few teams can count on and those that have it often call themselves contenders.

If Buff is indeed going to be better, the Jets will follow. The question remaining is whether this is real or just a tease?

The answer will tell you most of what you need to know about this edition of the Winnipeg Jets.

gary.lawless@freepress.mb.ca Twitter: @garylawless
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Rookie's future clear as mud after conversation with Noel
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Mark Scheifele knows gaining his coach's trust in every aspect of his play is critical to his development. 
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There was a lot of talk about thinking Thursday and when it comes to Winnipeg Jets rookie centre Mark Scheifele, it can make you think somebody could easily be confused.

As the Jets, in particular head coach Claude Noel, consider where the 20-year-old first-round draft pick of 2011 will fit in, a microscope has been on the young centre's every move.

Thursday, ahead of the pre-season game versus Minnesota, Noel gave a rambling sort of answer on Scheifele, mentioning he wants Scheifele's focus on being a more complete player.

But Noel used the words "think about" when first answering.

As in: "If he's going to be here... what's his role going to be? That's something we'd like him to think about," Noel said.

For eons, we've been hearing how too much thinking is not a good thing.

Noel followed up by clearing that up, emphasizing efficiency.

"I'm not trying to get him to think too much," Noel said. "I'm very cognizant of that. If you look at Mark and how he's played as a junior and some of the things he's gone through there, it's a different level, he's a go-to guy, he's had long shifts.

"A lot of things can creep into your game when those things happen. You know you're going to be relied upon if you're down by two goals so you're conserving energy, playing in circles, there's no contact, you're not playing in straight lines.

"You're doing in all kinds of things... you've built and worked so long that if that body of work transcends to the NHL, it's going to put you on the wrong side of the line.

"I'm not trying to get him to think different, just get him to slowly play efficiently. He understands that. And he's a conscientious guy. He understands the game. He's given it some thought. He understands what we'd like to see, knowing that these things don't happen overnight."

Despite going pointless in 18 minutes 43 seconds of action, Scheifele didn't appear bogged down by any thinking in Thursday's 4-1 loss to the Wild.

He's making the little plays along the boards that keep a puck alive and he certainly seemed more than aware of his responsibilities.

In addition Thursday, he also had to deal with a dissatisfied coach's thinking. Specifically, Noel changed the lines during the game.

Scheifele began the night with Matt Halischuk and James Wright and before the second period was complete, he was with bigger lights, as in Evander Kane and Blake Wheeler.

No added stress there, Scheifele said.

"Not really," Scheifele said. "Obviously you deal with it at most levels when things aren't clicking; usually the coach will try to mix things up. We did generate some offence towards the end of the game but we weren't able to bury."

Late in the game, on a shift with Kane and Anthony Peluso, Scheifele's head was the target of a high elbow by Minnesota defenceman Kyle Medvec.

Both Peluso and Kane had something to say about it to Medvec, and Scheifele said later he's taken worse.

"Yeah, (it was high but) just something that happens in hockey," he said. "No damage done to me so we'll just keep going from there."

On the bigger picture, Scheifele seems to be aware of the requirements of transition to a full-time NHL game.

"Being patient in the defensive zone, not trying to always jump to the offensive zone like what I would have done in junior," he mentioned as one of his priorities at this training camp. "It's something I have to change but if you stick to it and work on it at practice, work on it during every game, you get better at it every day."

And earning his coach's trust.

"Every part of the game, you have to be reliable," Scheifele said. "For the most part, you have to be an honest player, play on both sides of the puck, play a 200-foot game."

No big deal

Thursday's opponent was of no special consequence to one Minnesotan on the Jets, right-winger Blake Wheeler.

He's played some games against the Wild, and will play a whole lot more in the future.

"I think our division in particular, there are a lot of really good teams and teams that will be fun to see how we stack up against," Wheeler said. "I think Minnesota falls in that category. Obviously I have a history of playing in that building (Xcel Energy Center), some really good memories. I always have a good time when I go back there."

Wheeler, who lives in the Twin Cities in the off-season, has gained some friends on that team.

"Towards the end of the summer when some of those guys are coming back we do the pro-camp skates, so I've gotten to know a few of them over the last couple of years," he said. "I enjoy going back there to play in that building but it's not something I circle on my calendar. I spend enough time in Minnesota."

A harder look

INTO his third pre-season game on Thursday night, Jets winger Anthony Peluso is clearly one player the Jets coaching staff and management want to observe.

As in, does he really have the game to be a full-time NHLer?

Pulled from the waiver wire early last season, Peluso had only five games before being hurt.

He knows this September, important people are watching.

"I think they just want me to keep developing my game, be hard on the forecheck, play hard and be reliable defensively and stick up for my teammates when I have to," Peluso said Thursday. "And be physical."

That part’s a given if he’s to be on the roster.

"I’m not going out there looking for fights, not going looking for anything," he said. "Just trying to play my game."

Of course, the odd goal, especially a winning goal like in Tuesday’s victory over Edmonton, doesn’t hurt the cause.

"They come when they come," Peluso smiled. "I’m trying my best to score every shift out there. But I’m not as gifted with scoring ability as some of our top-end guys like (Andrew) Ladd or (Blake) Wheeler and those guys."

tim.campbell@freepress.mb.ca
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Wild 4 Jets 1, Sept. 19, 2013
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Free Press ★★★
★ Charlie Coyle, Wild. One pro year under his belt, former Sharks first-rounder looks like he’s going to be a player.
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★★ Josh Harding, Wild. Steady goaltending and outplayed his counterpart in the Jets’ net for the two periods he played.

★★★ Bryan Little, Jets. Providing all the home team’s offence is worthy of the top three, but not a fantastic night for the Jets.

TANGO OUT

Jets forward Eric Tangradi was scheduled to play Thursday night’s contest but left the morning skate partway through. Coach Claude Noel said later Tangradi’s undisclosed injury wasn’t much of an injury, more "traning-camp fatigue," and listed the forward as day-to-day. In his place, the Jets brought left-winger Evander Kane into the lineup. He was working on the ice late Thursday morning with the group not playing against the Wild.

NOT JET YET

With four exhibition games yet to play, don’t expect to see much in the way of cuts or re-assignments in the next day or two. The Jets go to Minnesota for the return encounter Saturday, then to Edmonton Monday. After that, expect the team to focus in on its probable real lineup in the final two pre-season games next Thursday and Friday against the Boston Bruins.

— Tim Campbell

Jets' so-so pre-season provides some surprises

By: Paul Wiecek 
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Winnipeg Jets defenceman Dustin Byfuglien keeps Nino Niederreiter of the Minnesota Wild out of the play during the first period of Thursday night's game at the MTS Centre. 
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Winnipeg Jets defenceman Dustin Byfuglien keeps Nino Niederreiter of the Minnesota Wild out of the play during the first period of Thursday night's game at the MTS Centre.

Ivan Telegin of the Winnipeg Jets collides with Steven Kampfer of the Minnesota Wild during the first period of Thursday night's game. 
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Ivan Telegin of the Winnipeg Jets collides with Steven Kampfer of the Minnesota Wild during the first period of Thursday night's game. (PHIL HOSSACK / WINNIPEG FREE PRESS) Photo Store 
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There’s no point in sugar-coating this -- the Winnipeg Jets were lousy Thursday night.

Just ask them.

"We played terrible," was how forward Evander Kane saw it.

Jets head coach Claude Noel was no more complimentary: "I don’t think there would be too many players -- or anybody -- that would think that it’s something to be proud of being part of that game."

The Jets sent out their deepest and most experienced lineup in four games this pre-season at the MTS Centre last night against a lesser Minnesota Wild team missing some key stars. And what Noel got from his Jets in return was a frequently disjointed -- and sometimes even distinterested -- effort in what went into the books as a 4-1 pre-season loss to a new division rival.

"I thought we were outworked for most the game," said centre Bryan Little, who had Winnipeg’s only goal. "Hopefully, it’s a wake-up call that we need to get it into full gear. There’s not many games left before the first game of the season and we can’t start off the season playing like that."

The defeat dropped the Jets pre-season record to 1-2-1 as the club officially reached the midway point of their 2013 pre-season, with just four more exhibition games remaining before Winnipeg opens the 2013 regular season on Oct. 1 in Edmonton against the Oilers.

And so with halftime seeming like as good a time as any to reflect on what we’ve learned so far about these 2013-14 Winnipeg Jets, here are a few observations:

The top line is still the best line -- by far

While there’s all kinds of optimism that this is the season the Jets finally find a reliable second-line centre and start getting the secondary scoring that was missing in the the first two years of this team’s reincarnation, at the moment it’s still Ladd-Little-Wheeler -- and everyone else.

The Jets chosen trio is instantly noticeable anytime they’re on the ice and while they haven’t exactly been burning out any red lightbulbs this pre-season, they are still clearly the most potent offensive threat the Jets send out, including again last night.

Jokinen vs. Scheifele

The battle for the second-line centre position features the club’s most grizzled veteran in Olli Jokinen against the greener-than-green Mark Scheifele -- and nothing has been resolved at this point.

Noel would love it if Scheifele would simply make this decision for him, but the youngster has been uneven and has yet to close the deal, leaving Jokinen still very much in the conversation.

"I feel more confident every game that passes and every day that passes," Scheifele said last night. "I just want to continue to build on that."

Frolik can frolic

Jets GM Kevin Cheveldayoff’s acquisition of winger Michael Frolik on draft day in exchange for a couple of draft picks might yet prove to be a home run.

Frolik is versatile, a solid two-way player and has already shown the kind of offensive upside the Jets so desperately need. The third and fifth-rounders Cheveldayoff shipped to Chicago for Frolik may prove to have been a very low price to play for exactly the kind of player Winnipeg needs.

Trouba needs to show more, Morrissey has shown a surprising amount

The hope that 19-year-old defenceman Jacob Trouba would seamlessly make the transition this fall to an NHL-calibre player was probably wishful thinking, even for a player of Trouba’s exceptional skill level.

While Trouba looked much more comfortable in his second game this week than he did in his debut last weekend in Belleville, he’s going to have to show he’s further along on the learning curve than he has to this point if he’s going to avoid that long flight to Newfoundland at the end of the month.

Morrissey, meanwhile, has already exceeded the lower expectations set for him coming into camp. At the tender age of 18, the Jets 2013 first-round draft pick has looked more comfortable than anyone was expecting, including in Thursday's  performance that earned him the game’s third star.

"I think I’ve done everything I can so far and I’ve worked my hardest," Morrissey said Thursday. "No matter what happens, I can leave here knowing I’ve given it my all."

Up next

The Jets now head out on the road for a pair of pre-season games, taking on the Wild in the rematch Saturday night in St. Paul before moving on to Edmonton Monday night to take on the Oilers. The Jets finish up the week -- and the pre-season -- with a pair of games against the Boston Bruins next Thursday at home and Friday in Saskatoon.

Jets bow 4-1 to new Central Division rival Wild in pre-season game

By: Scott Edmonds, The Canadian Press 
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WINNIPEG - Welcome to the Central Division.

It may be just an NHL pre-season game but the Winnipeg Jets crumbled 4-1 before new regular rivals the Minnesota Wild Thursday. And the Wild didn't dress their highest-priced talent, while Winnipeg iced their top two lines.
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"We played terrible," said Evander Kane, his left hand wrapped in an ice bag after a game that got more physical as frustration built. "We had our two so-called top lines in and we didn't perform.

"It's an exhibition game but we've got to be better."

Pre-season rust is no excuse, said Kane, who accounted for seven of Winnipeg's 28 shots. Bryan Little had only two shots, but one of them was Winnipeg's (1-2-1) only goal.

"We have to come out, especially in our building, and be a lot hungrier and get on them a lot quicker than we did in the first period," said Kane. "We can't wait until the game is late and out of hand to start playing with a little emotion."

Mathew Dumba, Charlie Coyle and Kris Foucault scored for the Wild (2-1-0), while Steven Kampfer added an empty-net goal. Winnipeg and Minnesota have played just twice since the former Atlanta Thrashers relocated in 2011 and the Jets won both.

Coyle, who had the winner in the second period, also was pleased the Wild faced a lot of Winnipeg's top players.

"We'd rather go up against a lineup like that than younger guys," he said. "We want to see what other teams have and that was a good win for us to go against those guys and it just proves it doesn't matter who's in the lineup, just stick to the system."

The Jets will face the Wild six times during the regular season as they move from the old Southeast Division to the new Central Division.

Travel will be easier, but Winnipeg also faces three teams that made the playoffs last season and one of them — the Chicago Blackhawks — won the Stanley Cup.

Jets coach Claude Noel wasn't necessarily taking the loss as a portent of what lies ahead, although he wasn't pleased with what he saw.

"I don't believe this game does that," said Noel. "Sometimes you get caught looking at the roster and . . . you get led down the path where you think it's going to be an easy game and you'll have success . . . There is no easy way to win games. . .

"That is something that we're going to deal with tomorrow."

The Jets will get a chance to redeem themselves Saturday when they play the Wild again at the Xcel Energy Center.

Zach Parise, Mikko Koivu and Ryan Suter were all missing from the Minnesota lineup.

The tone was set early when Dumba scored on a loose puck that floated in and out of a scramble in front of the Winnipeg net past a sprawled Al Montoya.

The Jets had trouble getting shots off in the first period and went 0 for 3 on the power play. By the time the game ended they were 0 for 7.

The Jets were stingier with chances but the Wild also struck out on the three they were handed.

The Jets only goal came when captain Andrew Ladd intercepted a sloppy pass just past the slot and spun it back to Little who flipped a backhander past Josh Harding.

Things got worse for Winnipeg in the second. The Jets gave up two quick goals just 16 seconds apart.

It started with a two-on-one that led to a give-and-go play between Coyle and Dany Heatley. Coyle cashed in, then another goal came from Foucault on one more rush the Jets were unable to stop.

On their last power play of the game the Jets pulled Montoya but even six-on-four didn't work with Kampfer flipping one down the ice to make it 4-1 at 18:55.

Darcy Kuemper took over in the Minnesota net in the third.

Chipman shows faith in GM with two-year extension

True North boss likes 'long-term' plan

By: Gary Lawless 
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Kevin Cheveldayoff is not susceptible to external persuasion and extending his contract to run another five years eliminates any potential reason for the Jets GM to abandon his plan.

That's precisely what Mark Chipman wants.
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Chipman, True North's chairman, and the entire Jets organization has the benefit of revenue certainty. The fan base is locked in and sponsorship partners contractually obligated to the team for years to come.

This financial foundation allows the Jets to do things in the manner of their choosing, which has been slow and steady. "Deliberate," in the words of Chipman.

No trying to cut corners and paying foolish prices today that could haunt a franchise down the road. Cheveldayoff has been able to work his plan without pressure from ownership.

Cheveldayoff's moves have all been predicated on what is best for the long term. Sometimes this rubs fans the wrong way, but the Jets are gambling it will one day reward their followers with a championship.

This protection from the whims of an anxious owner or clamouring fans has allowed Cheveldayoff to take the Jets franchise from one without a plan nor hope and turn it into an organization with both, and quickly.

Quietly and deliberately he's made the Jets a franchise that can be looked upon as one with purpose and patience. They're not a winner today but the pieces are being put in place to ensure that in the future.

Rebuilding a franchise isn't easy or quick. There's no magic bullet. Cheveldayoff said from Day 1 that he would draft, develop and retain his assets and that's what he's done. He's instilled confidence in his owner and the result of this work motivated Chipman to cement the relationship between his GM and the Jets for a longer period.

Having watched Chipman operate the Manitoba Moose and now the Jets for well over a decade, it's not a surprise he extended Cheveldayoff.

Look at the track record within True North. CEO Jim Ludlow along with vice-presidents Craig Heisinger, Kevin Donnelly, Norva Riddell, John Olfert, Dorian Morphy and Robert Thorsten have all been with the organization since its inception or shortly thereafter.

Chipman hires what he believes are good people, lets them do their jobs and retains them.

Why would Cheveldayoff, his most important hockey employee, be any different?

Chipman will operate the Jets as he sees fit and with little regard for the opinions of outsiders.

Wednesday's hue and cry over extending a GM with lots of time left on his contract and no playoff appearances to show for his work didn't get much of a rise out of Chipman.

"Everyone wants instant gratification. Of course we'd like to get to the playoffs. It's a clear objective. But this is a tough league and you can't cut corners," said Chipman.

"We have a long- term plan and it's not about getting to the playoffs once. It's about going on a consistent basis and hopefully winning a championship."

Maybe the Chipman way of doing business will result in a Stanley Cup. Maybe it won't. We'll have to wait and see on that front.

But it's clear Chipman believes Cheveldayoff is the guy he wants, "with his hands on the wheel."

Cheveldayoff has done exactly what he said he would do. Set out a plan and executed it. One NHL GM took a look at the youth of the Jets organization during the recent prospects camp in Penticton, B.C., and said, "If they don't mess with this and screw it up, they'll be a force in a few years."

Chipman wanted to make sure Cheveldayoff had comfort in his position to see his plan through.

There's a genius in the simplicity of Cheveldayoff's approach but it takes resilience to avoid the pitfalls of quick fixes.

Maybe the Jets haven't got to the post-season as quickly as some would like but Chipman doesn't want a one-hit wonder. He wants a string of chart-toppers.

The fans of the Jets have been exemplary in their commitment. They too should demand a perennial winner.

Thankfully, their owner is doing it for them.

gary.lawless@freepress.mb.ca Twitter: @garylawless

Gary Lawless, Winnipeg Free Press
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Jets GM Kevin Cheveldayoff (left) has the full backing of his boss, Jets chairman and governor Mark Chipman. Cheveldayoff was given a two-year contract extension. 
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Jets GM Kevin Cheveldayoff (left) has the full backing of his boss, Jets chairman and governor Mark Chipman. Cheveldayoff was given a two-year contract extension. (KEN GIGLIOTTI / WINNIPEG FREE PRESS ) Photo Store 

CHEVY'S TOP FIVE MOVES

1. Re-signing captain Andrew Ladd almost immediately after taking the job

With uncertainty about the NHL's decision to return to Winnipeg strong outside of Winnipeg, the Jets and their new captain sent a clear, early signal with a five-year, $22-million deal that they were serious people with the right priorities.

2. The summer of 2013

The Jets had nine restricted and nine unrestricted free agents heading for the off-season. They chose to re-engage with 10, including getting new, long-term deals for core players Zach Bogosian, Bryan Little and Blake Wheeler.

3. The first draft

With barely two weeks to plan and organize, Cheveldayoff's 2011 draft that included a confident, rather-off-the board first-rounder in Mark Scheifele, set a tone. Co-owner Mark Chipman observed it this way on Wednesday: "Organizang an amateur scouting group into a draft that I think will prove to be a pretty successful draft, when people didn't even know one another, just the calmness that was demonstrated in getting us through that first draft."

4. The 2013 draft

Cheveldayoff managed to assemble 10 picks for the latest draft, went to New Jersey, where he did some dealing, came out with right-winger Michael Frolik in a trade and still had 10 picks in the six rounds, including 13th-overall Josh Morrissey. Six days later, he used a second-rounder of 2014 to acquire Devin Setoguchi and in the space of a week, the Jets had further stocked their prospects list and come away with two players to add to their team this season.

5. Evander Kane's signing

Last September, at the very last second before the NHL turned into a labour pumpkin for four months, the Jets and Evander Kane reached a long-term deal that headed off potential acrimony and unknown complications on the other side of a new CBA. Having a young, budding star locked into a deal proved good for both sides and fit the theme of continuity under Cheveldayoff.

-- Campbell
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It's worth noting that criticism on these matters -- the two-year contract extension granted Jets GM Kevin Cheveldayoff -- almost never comes from within but the strength of the endorsement from the locker-room on Wednesday does reflect the team's feeling of being on the same page with its hockey leader.

"For me personally, I'm very comfortable with what he does and I have a lot of respect for what he's done in the past and what he can do," said Jets captain Andrew Ladd. "I'm excited to have him around. He's one of the big reasons that I think a lot of guys decided to sign long-term here and I'm happy for him."

Cheveldayoff, 43, came on board with a five-year deal with the organization only days after the transfer from Atlanta was announced in 2011. Now his contract runs through 2017-18.

In his busiest summer of contracts yet, the GM re-signed 10 free agents in the off-season.

Ladd said the GM's style is conducive to the progress for which they're searching.

"He's around but he doesn't say a whole lot," the captain said. "He has a very respectable manner and he's good to all the guys, makes sure everyone has what they need and from my standpoint, treats everyone fairly.

"If you look at what he's done, the draft picks we've been able to accumulate and the direction we're heading, he's done a great job. The ownership has put a lot of trust into each and every one of us so now it's our turn to return the favour and take steps in the right direction."

One of the summer free agents to re-up was defenceman Zach Bogosian, at seven years and $36 million.

"It's great for the organization," Bogosian said of Cheveldayoff's deal. "Good for him. He deserves it.

"I think it's huge when you have a common goal in the room and you know where you're going and where you want to go. When I was in Atlanta, it was so up and down that I wasn't really sure what was going to happen.

"Now that we're here and we're all settled in, I think everyone's trying to get ready for the season and get things going, it's an exciting time of year. When you have a common goal, that's to win, you're moving in the right direction."

Right-winger Blake Wheeler, another restricted free agent who returned with a six-year, $33.6-million package, said the message from above in Winnipeg is consistent.

"It just reinforces what the culture they want to establish is," Wheeler said. "You look at (Jets chairman and governor) Mark Chipman and certainly Chevy, too, and I think they stand for the right things.

"They're about bringing a blue-collar attitude, a certain work ethic to this locker-room and that's the culture we're trying to build. They're passionate about winning and that's the most important thing. From having been with them the last two years and having dealt with them quite extensively this summer, that's what they're all about -- they want to win.

"It's certainly something I agree with."

Cheveldayoff, at Wednesday's press conference, lauded the staff around him -- in particular he named assistant GM's Craig Heisinger and Larry Simmons -- that has helped him earn the trust of the team's ownership. Given that his revised contract was the only deal announced, it will now be up to the GM to send that faith down the line.

And Cheveldayoff again spoke of patience and planning, drafting and developing as key elements to what he's doing.

"I think the real challenge is to resist the opportunity to try to accelerate this at a great cost," Cheveldayoff said, citing examples of free agency. "You really want to make things happen, those things to fall into your lap... but then you go through the process to see what it would take and those are the kinds of things that are challenges.

"You think that there's an easier or quicker way to try and do it but then you start drilling down and getting into it and then you realize you have to stay the course.

"I'm embracing this opportunity to help build this franchise."

Chipman said his faith in Cheveldayoff, based on the past and for the future, is more than strong.

"Over the past couple of years, I've learned that we've probably underestimated his abilities," Chipman said. "I cannot tell you how much confidence I have in Kevin's abilities. He's fit in seamlessly with our entire organization. I feel like we've been working together for far more than the last couple of years."

Jets' opening night roster: a forecast

By: Staff Writer 
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Winnipeg Jets captain Andrew Ladd 

JOE BRYKSA / WINNIPEG FREE PRESS ARCHIVES Enlarge Image 
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NHL clubs must name a roster of 23 players (not including injuries) prior to the opening of the season. Here's a look at what we think the Jets will look like on opening night. We have 24 players listed as the Jets can place someone on injured reserve to buy a little decision time.
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LWC RW

Andrew Ladd Bryan Little Blake Wheeler

(if it ain't broke, don't fix it)

Evander Kane Mark Scheifele Devin Setoguchi

(Kane and Setoguchi will help Scheifele more than he will them in the early going)

Matt Halischuk Ollie Jokinen Michael Frolik

(Less pressure on Jokinen to produce and Frolik might have the game to get him going)

Eric Tangradi Jim Slater James Wright

(Slater is the only sure thing on this line. Lots of options for the Jets here but Tangradi has had a good camp and the coaches like Wright and his versatility)

Defence

Dustin Byfuglien, Toby Enstrom

(automatic)

Zach Bogosian, Grant Clitsome

(Time for Bogosian to take another step. Clitsome has lulls but when he's right he's effective)

Mark Stuart, Jacob Trouba

(Stuart brings leadership and edge. Trouba is still a question mark but likely gets an opening-night look)

Goal

Ondrej Pavelec, Al Montoya

(Expectations on Pavelec have been raised and he'll be asked to live up them -- often)

Press box

Anthony Peluso, Ian White, Paul Postma, Chris Thorburn

(Peluso wants to be an every-night player. White is still looking for a contract and if Trouba isn't ready for prime time this could come down to a choice between him and Postma. Thorburn is in a fight for his NHL status.)

Downsizing the rule book

Reducing goal depth, goalie pads part of modifications for 2013-14

By: Tim Campbell 
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NHL pugilists will now get an additional unsportsmanlike minor penalty if they take their helmets off before fighting. 

Enlarge Image 

NHL pugilists will now get an additional unsportsmanlike minor penalty if they take their helmets off before fighting. (TREVOR HAGAN / WINNIPEG FREE PRESS ARCHIVES) Photo Store 

Related Items

Articles

•Jets coach keeps the pressure on ahead of games against Boston 

•Questions remain, but Jets team of 2013-14 is coming together 

•Zinger has his finger on Jets 

Jets Scores

Boston -

Winnipeg -

Sep. 26 at 6:30 p.m.

Powered by Sports Direct Inc.

No, your eyes are not deceiving you. NHL nets, specifically goal frames, are smaller this season.

That modification is among several rule and rink modifications for the 2013-14 NHL campaign.

The league has decided to create a little extra space behind and to the side of nets while keeping the important scoring area at the customary four-feet-by-six feet.

The depth of the goal has been reduced to 40 inches from 44 inches and the radius of the curve on nets' sides is now 18 inches instead of 20 inches. That has reduced the overall width of the frame from 96 inches to 88 inches, creating a little bit of extra room to move around the rink's most crucial real estate.

The actual playing rules have seen changes to fighting, checking-to-the-head and icing provisions.

Icing would seem to be the most progressive.

In addition to eliminating the circumstance where an "attainable pass" was enough to have a potential icing call waved off (the puck must now be touched on the offensive side of the centre line), the league is experimenting with a new hybrid icing standard in the pre-season.

For this new rule, when a puck crosses the far goal-line, the icing determination will be made when either the defender (icing) or attacker (no icing) first reaches the faceoff dot in that zone.

The player's skate will be the determining item to reach the dot.

The rule will be implemented for the regular season only if a vote by the NHL Players Association at the end of the exhibition season approves it.

"There have been some scary accidents over the years but it feels like it's pretty much the same," Jets defenceman Toby Enstrom said about the possible new icing rule. "It's similar. But in the end it's about having a little bit of respect for the other guys around you.

"I like the rule as it is. But if they want to try to change it, every guy has to adjust to it. I'm only one guy out of 700. It's not up to me."

When a fight takes place, the league has eliminated the former extra minor penalty for instigating while wearing a visor. Now, players will receive an additional two minutes for unsportsmanlike conduct if they throw off their helmets before fighting.

League officials have also amended the wording of the relatively new Rule 48.1 on illegal checks to the head.

The modifications don't soften the rule any and are just meant to clarify the standard that targeting the head is not permitted, nor are checks allowed when they make the head the principle point of contact.

Equipment guidelines make up the rest of the new standards.

The seemingly constant evolution of what's allowable for goalies will see leg pad heights limited in a new, complicated formula that will see goalies subject to spot checks.

Here's what's now allowed: pads can be maximum 11 inches wide and their length is limited to each individual's physical makeup. A pad may not be any longer than floor to knee plus 45 per cent of knee to pelvis plus a four-inch skate allowance.

As for regular skaters, they've got five new things to be concerned about this season.

First, players with less than 25 games of NHL experience starting this season must wear a visor.

Second, sleeves of the jersey must now extend all the way inside the gloves.

Third, pants may not be cut, torn or open, especially on the inside of the thigh.

Fourth, any apparel underneath the torso that shows through or above the neck opening of the jersey must now be a uniform colour and of that of the team's jersey, so no more black turtle neck for Montreal centre Tomas Plekanec, for instance.

And lastly, one that will be an annoyance to several style-conscious NHLers -- Capitals forward Alex Ovechkin has already trashed this one -- jerseys may not be tucked into pants if it's going to expose the top padding of the pant or any additional body protection.

A warning will come first, followed by a minor penalty for a second violation.

Enstrom, who often has his jersey tucked, seemed unimpressed by the rule on Wednesday but didn't lash out like Ovechkin.

"I'm not the guy who's going to make all those decisions," Enstrom said. "Lucky me. If that's the rule they want to have, every player has to buy that rule.

"We're playing the game with a puck, sticks and skates. That's how it's been all the time but you know what, if they want to change rules and they feel comfortable doing it and it's not going to change the game, we'll buy into it and keep playing."

tim.campbell@freepress.mb.ca
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ONE week and three exhibition games (1-1-1) into training camp, Jets captain Andrew Ladd was asked Wednesday what he's learned so far about the 2013-14 edition of the team.

"I think we've learned that we have a lot of younger guys we can look for and they're going to push to get playing time and to move up to the ranks," Ladd said after Wednesday's practice at the MTS Centre. "That's exciting.

"Beyond that, it's been such a big group that it's tough to really see where exactly things are at. Hopefully when we get down in numbers, it will allow us to do that."

More cuts are likely coming at the end of the week, but in the meantime, there are still five exhibition games to play in the next nine days, including tonight's home contest against the Minnesota Wild.

What about those next nine days?

"I think at this point we want to get good habits in games, start to develop that part of it," said Ladd, who is expected to be in tonight's game. "For lines, chemistry and figuring out the way you need to play."

-- -- --

Tonight's lineup against the Wild is likely to have some strength to it from a veteran perspective. The team's projected top line of Bryan Little between Ladd and Blake Wheeler is expected to play, as are second-line candidates Devin Setoguchi and Mark Scheifele.

On defence, expect to see Dustin Byfuglien, Toby Enstrom and Zach Bogosian, and the odds are that Ondrej Pavelec's back-up Al Montoya is due for his first action of the pre-season.

-- -- --

Given that all his previous pro experience is in the New Jersey Devils and Nashville Predators organizations, new right-winger Matt Halischuk ought to be well-versed in one of the Jets' highest priorities -- cutting down on goals against.

Has he learned anything about his new team in that respect in the first week or traning camp?

"It's been a good start to camp and if we're talking about team defence, that's just going to be all five guys buying in and playing a team game," Halischuk said. "That's not going to be one guy coming in and making a difference. You just try to come in and play hard, play within the system and play together."

One of Halischuk's biggest challenges here isn't neccesarily the Jets' poor defensive habits, but that he knew almost nobody here when he arrived.

"(Patrice Cormier) a little bit but that was it," he said. "I'm very grateful to be part of the organization. Everybody's been great here and throughout the town and it's kind of a treat to be here so far."

tim.campbell@freepress.mb.ca
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Several vets looking to avoid trip to the farm... and a significant pay cut
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NHL clubs must name a roster of 23 players (not including injuries) prior to the opening of the season. Here’s a look at what we think the Jets will look like on opening night. We have 24 players listed as the Jets can place someone on injured reserve to buy a little decision time.

LW, C, RW

Andrew Ladd, Bryan Little, Blake Wheeler 

(if it ain’t broke, don’t fix it)

Evander Kane, Mark Scheifele, Devin Setoguchi 

(Kane and Setoguchi will help Scheifele more than he will them in the early going)

Matt Halischuk, Ollie Jokinen, Michael Frolik

(Less pressure on Jokinen to produce and Frolik might have the game to get him going)

Eric Tangradi, Jim Slater, James Wright

(Slater is the only sure thing on this line. Lots of options for the Jets here but Tangradi has had a good camp and the coaches like Wright and his versatility)

Defence

Dustin Byfuglien, Toby Enstrom

(automatic)

Zach Bogosian, Grant Clitsome

(Time for Bogosian to take another step. Clitsome has lulls but when he’s right he’s effective)

Mark Stuart, Jacob Trouba

(Stuart brings leadership and edge. Trouba is still a question mark but likely gets an opening-night look)

Goal

Ondrej Pavelec, Al Montoya

(Expectations on Pavelec have been raised and he’ll be asked to live up them — often)

Press box

Anthony Peluso, Ian White, Paul Postma, Chris Thorburn

(Peluso wants to be an every-night player. White is still looking for a contract and if Trouba isn’t ready for prime time this could come down to a choice between him and Postma. Thorburn is in a fight for his NHL status.)
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Imagine if your boss came to you today and informed you that your performance over the next week would determine if you could keep your job. Now you understand the stress of life on the bubble for a professional athlete.

"The first year I was here was the same situation and I was younger. I guess now I'm a little wiser. I've learned not to try and control what I can't," said potential Jets winger Patrice Cormier. "What I've learned is to work hard, be a good teammate, have a smile on my face and let the rest fall into place. I can't try to think what the coach or GM or anybody else is thinking. It's not up to me."

Cormier is on a one-year contract that will pay him $575,000 in the NHL and $70,000 in the AHL. Where he ends up has financial implications as well as emotional.

"You learn from the past. The first year I went through this, I was like, 'Oh, what did I do wrong today.' You have to leave what's at the rink at the rink," said Cormier. "You can't call your parents or your girlfriend and fret. It's just spreading misery. And you can't worry about the money. I don't bust my head thinking about what I will make in the AHL or the NHL. If someone told me I could play in the NHL for 100-grand I would say sure. It's about the pride of playing in the NHL, the best league in the world."

The Jets have a number of players fighting for work on the big club and they come in a variety of packages. From rookies such as Mark Scheifele and Jacob Trouba to veteran family men such as Ian White and Chris Thorburn.

Scheifele and Trouba have dreams they want to protect, while White has financial obligations.

"When I was breaking into the league and I was 20 or so it was a similar situation except I had time on my side. This time there's a little more desperation because I don't know how many more years I have left to play," said White. "But the mindset has to be the same. Go out and play and show them what you can do."

White is now a 29-year-old family man with 503 NHL games under his belt.

I have four mouths to feed and lots of bills to pay. This is my job. In the end you just want to play hockey and be around the guys and try to help a team win," said White. "It's not so much stressful. I take it with a grain of salt. It's kind of like this all the time. If you have a few bad games you could be out of the lineup. It's high stress all the time but you have to deal with that as a professional athlete."

Jerome Samson, 26, has played 46 games in the NHL over his career. If he makes the Jets he'll earn $600,000 and if he's sent to the AHL he'll take home $200,000.

"Not knowing where you're going to end up is stressful. But you have to take a day-by-day mentality and give all you have when given a chance," said Samson. "The good thing is they work us so hard in training camp that you get home and fall into bed and go to sleep. If you weren't so tired you might be able to think about it and that wouldn't be good."

Cormier says the call to the NHL is what makes all the work and anxiety worth it.

"I was so close a few years ago and then two days before the season they picked up a player and I was sent down. To have that taste in your mouth and to be so close, it's difficult," said Cormier.

"But then you get those call-ups during the season and it reminds you of how great it us up here. It's why we are all year, to play in the NHL. There's nothing like it."

gary.lawless@freepress.mb.ca Twitter: @garylawless

Jets fall 4-1 to visiting Wild

By: Tim Campbell 
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The Winnipeg Jets hit the half-way point of their NHL pre-season schedule tonight when the Minnesota Wild come to town for a 7 p.m. start at the MTS Centre.

It’s Winnipeg’s fourth of eight exhibition games and its first against one of its new division rivals.

The Jets and Wild will play in St. Paul, Minn., on Saturday but tonight, it’s the Jets, 1-1-1 so far, who will ice the more experienced lineup.

The Wild are believed to be leaving front-line players Zach Parise and Ryan Suter at home today.

Winnipeg on the other hand is sending its top line of Bryan Little, Andrew Ladd and Blake Wheeler into the game, as well as defenceman Zach Bogosian, Toby Enstrom and Dustin Byfuglien, who will be paired with rookie Josh Morrissey for this one.

Also in tonight is right-winger Devin Setoguchi, who will be facing his old team. He came over via trade in July.

Setoguchi said this morning he didn’t think tonight’s affair will match up to the regular-season meetings, and expected little chirping about it.

"Oh, none" he smiled. "I don’t think there will be any. It’s pre-season. We’ll save that talk for when the season starts and that’s when you can go out there and it means something."

And when it means something, Setoguchi said, it should be a whole lot more interesting.

"We play all these teams a lot of times, four or five times, so at the end of the day you’ve got to beat those games to get in the playoffs," he said.

Left-winger Eric Tangradi left this morning’s skate at the MTS Centre and didn’t return.

"He won’t be in the game," coach Claude Noel said later. "He’s day-to-day. We just have to keep him out of the game. It’s just a training-camp fatigue."

Noel wouldn’t disclose who Tangradi’s replacement for tonight would be.

"It’s a, ‘Where’s Waldo?’" the coach chuckled.

Noel, who will put rookie Mark Scheifele between wingers James Wright and Matt Halischuk tonight, said progress is essential, no matter the opponent or the night in the pre-season.

"What we’re looking for is to get better from one game to the next," Noel said. "What we’re trying to do is play the right way and I find some of the guys doing some of the things we’ve done in the past that we’ve tried to change last year.

"Pre-season, players are anxious to get on the board, anxious to do some things. I want us, for example, to have shorter shifts and better line changes.

"And I want us to play more of a team game, be more to the identity we’d like to be, be hard to play against."

tim.campbell@freepress.mb.ca

Caps waive Kundratek, clear $550,000 in space 

September 25, 2013, 11:30 am

Share This Post

Cheer 

0 

Boo 

0 

Email 

Holtby has high hopes for the season
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The Capitals have placed defenseman Tomas Kundratek on waivers today, clearing $550,000 in salary cap space.

If Kundratek is claimed his two-year contract [each at $550,000] will be wiped from the Caps’ books. If he clears waivers he’ll be assigned to the AHL Hershey Bears.

“We’ve got a logjam,” Caps coach Adam Oates aid. “Obviously, it’s a salary era so there are those factors involved. I talked to him this morning. He’s a good hockey player. If he gets picked up I hope he does well. And if he doesn’t hopefully we see him again.”

The move gives the Caps roughly $1.2 million in cap space, enough to fit rookie Tom Wilson on the roster, based on general manager George McPhee’s assessment that $837,000 of Wilson’s $1.3 million rookie salary can count against the cap.

Even with Kundratek gone there are still 10 defensemen in camp.

The top six certainly appears to be Karl Alzner, Mike Green, John Carlson, John Erskine, Jack Hillen and Steve Oleksy, all of whom are expected to play tonight when the Caps host Matt Hendricks and the Nashville Predators in their sixth of eight preseason games.

The other blue liners still in camp are Dmitry Orlov [$900,000 cap hit], Connor Carrick [$636,667,000], Tyson Strachan [$550,000] and Michal Cajkovsky, who does not have an NHL contract.

Oates said the salary cap will determine whether the Caps enter the season with 14 forwards and seven defensemen or 13 forwards and eight defensemen. He confirmed the Caps will start the season at the 23-man roster limit.

For now, however, Oates said he believes Oleksy has done enough to keep his spot as the Caps’ No. 6 defenseman.

“Right now, yes,” he said. “It’s his to lose. He’s only played a couple games. We’ve got three games left and he’s going to play. We like what he brings.”
Ovechkin not sure if he's going to Greece 

September 24, 2013, 8:30 pm
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Holtby and Backstrom have high hopes this season
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The Capitals conducted their media day on Tuesday at Kettler, which means there was more said by more people than we could possibly fit onto your computer screen.

So, we’ll give you the abridged version, most of which we’ll expound upon in the days leading up to the Caps’ Oct. 1 opener in Chicago against the Blackhawks.

Is Ovi going to Greece?: As of Tuesday, it was still undetermined whether Alex Ovechkin would go to Greece for the Olympic torch passing ceremony. Caps general manager George McPhee said he didn’t know if arrangements had been made to get Ovechkin to Greece on Friday night and back in Washington Sunday night, in time to practice Monday and fly to Chicago for the season opener. Ovechkin has said he wants to represent Russia at the torch run but the cost to charter a round-trip flight from D.C. to Greece is close to $500,000, according to one source. That could be too pricey for the Russian Olympic Committee.  

Making room for Wilson: Caps GM George McPhee said he believes Tom Wilson’s cap hit would be $837,000 if he makes the club’s opening night roster, with some of his bonuses eligible for deferment. The Caps have $665,705 in cap space and McPhee acknowledged that a player would have to be moved to make room for Wilson. The most likely candidates are center Mathieu Perreault [one year, $1.05 million cap hit] and left wing Aaron Volpatti [2 years, $575,000 cap hit].

What about Carrick: In what was a bit of a revelation, both McPhee and coach Adam Oates said it’s possible defenseman Connor Carrick could begin the season with the Caps. Carrick, 19, signed a three-year deal with the Caps on Monday that carries a favorable cap hit of $636,667.  Unlike Wilson, Carrick’s contract does not carry performance bonuses. One way for the Caps to make room for Carrick is to assign Orlov and Tomas Kundratek to the AHL Hershey Bears, although Kundratek would need to pass through waivers.

Erat at center: Oates tried Marty Erat at center on Tuesday, an experiment that will continue through the final three preseason games. Oates likes the way Erat distributes the puck and is viewing him as a potential third-line pivot behind Nicklas Backstrom and Mikhail Grabovski. Moving Erat to the middle frees up Eric Fehr to play on the left side and Joel Ward on the right. It also spells trouble for Mathieu Perreault, who appears to be the odd-man out in most of Oates’ line combinations.

Trade talk: McPhee said he has spoken with a handful of teams regarding extra players on his roster but is not sure if any of those conversations will lead to a trade. Perreault appears to be the most tradable player, although there could be interest in Jason Chimera. Both players are in the final year of their contracts with the Caps. Perreault’s cap hit his $1.05 million and Chimera’s is $1.75 million.

Injury update: Center Brooks Laich said his left hip flexor “tightened up a bit” on Tuesday but is not overly concerned about his long-term health or his ability to play in the Caps’ Oct. 1 opener. “I still have Oct. 1st circled on my calendar,” he said. Right wing Joel Ward sat out of Tuesday’s practice with what Oates described as “soreness.” Ward may sit out Wednesday night’s home game against Nashville.

Recker recall: Joel Rechlicz had an egg-sized welt above his left eye on Tuesday, the battle scar of a rockem, sockem fight with the Bruins’ Milan Lucic Monday night in Boston. Rechlicz said he was defending teammate Dane Byers, who had taken a hit from Lucic earlier in the same shift. “It was a long one,” Rechlicz said of the fight. “I really had to catch my breath after that one. It was crazy.” Rechlicz said he needs to be “a little smarter” and not take instigator penalties that leave his team shorthanded. “I’m not here to create a circus,” he said. “I’m here to play hockey hand defend my teammates when necessary.”

Brooks Laich left Tuesday’s practice a few minutes early with “tightness” in his lower body, according to a team spokesman.

Laich missed all but nine games last season with groin problems, and he strained his left hip flexor on the first day of training camp.

He played 20 minutes in the Caps’ 3-2 overtime loss to the Bruins on Monday night and appeared fine through the first 40 minutes of practice, where he skated on a line with Mikhail Grabovski and Eric Fehr.

With three preseason games left on their exhibition schedule and six days remaining before they must submit their 23-man roster to the NHL, the Capitals trimmed their training camp roster again on Tuesday morning.

Defensemen Patrick Wey and Nate Schmidt joined forward Garrett Mitchell on a trip back to Hershey, where they’ll join the Bears for their training camp.

That left the Caps with 31 players at practice on Monday at Kettler, where Martin Erat spent some time centering a third line with left wing Jason Chimera and right wing Troy Brouwer.

One of the reasons for the jumbled lines was the fact Joel Ward sat out practice with a “maintenance” day.

Ward participated in a full practice on Monday and did not play in Boston.

Among the extra forwards, look for Dane Byers, Michael Latta and Joel Rechlicz to be sent to Hershey later today or early tomorrow. That would leave the Caps with 14 forwards to enter the season.

On the blue line, Michal Cajkovsky and Tyson Strachan are expected to be sent to Hershey, which would reduce that group to nine.

The Caps will likely carry 14 forwards and seven defensemen to start the season, which means two other defenseman would need to go. The Caps are set with their top five defensemen – Mike Green [righty], Karl Alzner [lefty], John Carlson [righty], John Erskine [lefty] and Jack Hillen [lefty].

That leaves four others battling for the sixth and seventh spots – Steve Oleksy [righty], Dmitry Orlov [lefty],  Tomas Kundratek [righty] and Connor Carrick [righty].

At least one of those right-hand shots will be the sixth defenseman and Oleksy has done nothing to prove he does not belong.

It Oleksy is the Caps’ sixth defensemen, the battle for the seventh spot comes down to Orlov, 22, Kundratek, 23, and Carrick, 19. While Oates said it’s likely Carrick begins the season in Hershey, he did not rule out carrying him as an extra defenseman.

Is Perreault odd-man out for Caps? 

September 23, 2013, 5:45 pmMathieu Perreault has been down this road before, having to prove himself to Bruce Boudreau and Dale Hunter.

Now, in his second year under Adam Oates, he’s back in those same murky waters, not exactly sure how he fits into the Capitals’ plans this season.

“So far, I’m just kind of looking at it from the outside and trying to figure it out,” Perreault said Monday before catching a flight to Boston for the Caps’ fifth preseason game and his second. “Whatever the coaches decide, I can only control what I do on the ice. Things will sort themselves out.”

For the time being, Eric Fehr has taken Perreault’s spot on the Caps’ third line, centering wingers Jason Chimera and Joel Ward. That’s the line Perreault centered in the playoffs last season, when he averaged close to 16 minutes a game.

Oates said he has not spoken to Perreault about his role this season, at least not yet.

“Fehrsie’s the guy I asked to play something different because we have a logjam and tough decisions,” Oates said. “Every guy fights for his life all the time. It’s a tough thing in the league. He’s got to continue to work on his own game.”

Last year, Perreault said his body was a victim of the NHL lockout. He arrived at training camp at 190 pounds, which he admits was “a little overweight” for a 5-foot-10 center.

But as last season progressed, Perreault’s weight decreased and his ice time increased. He finished the season with six goals and 11 assists in 39 games, a dip from the 16 goals and 14 assists he had the previous season under Boudreau and Hunter.

When he met with Oates for their end-of-season evaluation, Oates stressed to him that he wanted to see the player that ended the season and not the one that started it.

“Through the course of the year he lost some weight and it looked like he gained a step out there,” Oates said. “The year before he added 10 pounds and maybe that slowed him down.”

In his first preseason game in Philadelphia last week, Perreault saw nearly 23 minutes of ice time, including nearly 6 minutes on the power play and more than 4 minutes on the penalty kill. He said it’s the most he’s ever played in an NHL game.

“It’s good he has that confidence in me,” Perreault said.

Laich rarin’ to go: Caps left wing Brooks Laich said he felt “great” after Monday’s practice and was eager to play his first game since last April when he left the lineup with a right groin injury. He also tweaked his left hip flexor on the Caps’ first day of training camp.

“I feel 100 percent healthy,” he said, “able to do everything I want to do with no inhibition or fear.”

Laich said he’s anxious to see what kind of chemistry he can create with center Mikhail Grabovski and right wing Troy Brouwer.

“He communicates very well,” Laich said of Grabovski. “He’s kind of a bullet up the middle. He’s not going to cut back and forth. He’s kind of a one-move-and-go-north guy. I really like his game.”

Roster moves: The Caps sent goaltender David Leggio and defenseman Cameron Schilling to the Hershey Bears on Monday, trimming their roster to 34. Following Monday night’s game in Boston the Caps are expected to cut their roster even further as they attempt to get to the 23-man limit.

This could be a tough week for Plymouth Whalers fans.

With Tom Wilson already receiving public support from Capitals head coach Adam Oates [read here] and captain Alex Ovechkin [see below], the Capitals announced today that defenseman Connor Carrick has been signed to a three-year, entry level contract.

Taken by the Caps in the fifth round of the 2012 NHL entry draft, Carrick, 19, likely will begin the season with the Hershey Bears of the American Hockey League, although Oates did not rule out Carrick making the Caps’ opening night roster.

“We’ll have to wait and see,” Oates said.

“I think he’s really improved. He’s had a good camp and we thought it was better for him to be with us then go back to junior. He’s moved beyond that.”

Carrick and Wilson are both 19 and have one year of eligibility remaining with the Whalers. Carrick is eligible to play in the AHL this season because he was with the U.S. National Development Program when the Caps drafted him.

Wilson, taken 16th overall in the 2012 draft, came up through the OHL and is not eligible to play in the AHL.

With two goals and two fights in his first three preseason games, Wilson appears to have earned a spot on the Capitals’ roster.

“I think he deserves to be here,” Ovechkin said. “You see in the preseason games, he score goals, he fights, make big hits. He’s a good guy in the locker room and I’m sure he’s going to have a great future.

“Last year Hendy [Matt Hendricks] was that kind of guy. But I think Wilson has more opportunity to be a better play than somebody think.”

At 5-foot-10, 197 pounds, Carrick plays bigger than his actual size and has shown incredible poise and decision-making ability for a teenager.

Last season he recorded 12 goals and 32 assists in 68 games with the Whalers.

“It’s not that he wouldn’t have a great year in juniors, of course he would,” Oates said. “But we think he’s ready for the next level.”

That’s good news for Carrick and Caps fans, but not so much for fans of the Whalers.

“Poor Plymouth,” Oates said. “Sorry, boys.”

'Emotional' Grabovski ready for first game 

September 23, 2013, 1:30 pm
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  (John E. Sokolowski-USA TODAY Sports)  

Mikhail Grabovski would like nothing more than to separate himself from his time with the Toronto Maple Leafs.

That was pretty evident Monday when the Capitals’ 29-year-old center was asked what he thought about the melee that ensued Sunday between the Maple Leafs and Buffalo Sabres. You can see the video here.

“I don’t care anymore about that team,” Grabovski said. “Who cares? My team is here.”

Asked what he thought of former teammate Phil Kessel’s two chops at the legs of Buffalo’s John Scott, along with a spear attempt later in the brawl, Grabovski remarked, “How do you say in English? Like a Musketeer. Swish! Swish! Swish!”

But Grabovsky wasn’t quite finished, wondering why someone wasn’t on the ice protecting Kessel, who could be slapped with a lengthy suspension by the NHL.

“Where was Orrby?” Grabovski asked. “Where was Colton Orr to protect him?”

Some would suggest Grabovski would have enjoyed the melee in Toronto. An emotional player, Grabovski was accused last February of biting Montreal’s Max Pacioretty in a scrum, an act he later defended by saying Pacioretty was trying to choke him.

“All my life I always emotional,” he said.

Tonight in Boston, Grabovski will make his preseason debut as a Capital, centering a line with left wing Brooks Laich and right wing Troy Brouwer. His arrival in Washington was delayed 10 days because of visa issues that kept him in Toronto, but after a week of practices, Grabovski said he’s anxious to write the next chapter of his career.

“I’m very comfortable and ready to play,” he said. “Hopefully, I start really good.”

Grabovski scored his first NHL goal against the Bruins as a member of the Montreal Canadiens in 2007-08, but his last visit to Beantown ended with the Leafs being eliminated from the first round of the playoffs in shocking fashion, blowing a three-goal lead in a 5-4 overtime loss in Game 7.

“I learn from that a lot,” he said, “not to make that mistake anymore.”

Capitals coach Adam Oates said he’s seen plenty of videotape of Grabovski and says his willingness to play in high-traffic areas of the ice is more valuable than what many would call an edginess to his game.

“I don’t think he’s an edgy player,” Oates said. “He doesn’t shy away from it but I don’t think he engages it. But I like the fact he plays in traffic.”

Grabovski, a native of Belarus, will start the season on the second line but he’s likely to see time on the second power play unit, where he’ll play alongside Alex Ovechkin for the first time.

“It’s a great experience for me,” he said. “I never in my life saw a player like that. He’s a scoring machine.”

Laich, Grabovski, Brouwer to debut tonight 

September 23, 2013, 11:45 am
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Crab thrown onto ice at Capitals game in Baltimore
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After four straight preseason shootouts, the Capitals return to action tonight in Boston against the Bruins.

Now at 36 players, the Caps are expected to trim their roster following tonight’s game in an attempt to get closer to the 23-man limit they must reach by their season opener on Oct. 1.

Here’s a quick look at tonight’s roster, which will features the line of Brooks Laich, Mikhail Grabovski and Troy Brouwer playing for the first time as a unit, and Mathieu Perreault and Marty Erat playing in just their second game.

Look for goaltender Braden Holtby to get the start and play a full game:

Forward Lines

Brooks Laich - Mikhail Grabovski - Troy Brouwer

Marty Erat - Mathieu Perreault - Garrett Mitchell

Dane Byers – Michael Latta – Tom Wilson

Aaron Volpatti – Jay Beagle – Joel Rechlicz

Defense Pairings

Jack Hillen – Connor Carrick

Nate Schmidt – Tyson Strachan

Michal Cajkovsky – Patrick Wey

Goaltenders

Braden Holtby – Philipp Grubauer

Daly lends support to summer World Cup 

September 22, 2013, 2:30 pm
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NHL Deputy Commissioner Bill Daly was a guest of the Washington Capitals at Saturday’s Caps Convention and after sitting on a panel and taking questions from fans, he agreed to a quick interview with CSN.

Here’s our five minutes with Bill Daly:

What led to your invitation to participate in the Caps Convention?

Between Gary [Bettman], John [Collins], Colin Campbell and I, if a club is having a fan convention and wants league participation and invite us, we feel it’s an obligation. We service the clubs. They’re our bosses and if they want a league perspective we have a responsibility to give them the league’s perspective.

There has been a lot of talk recently about NHL’s growth overseas and the possibilities of resurrecting the World Cup as a summer tournament involving NHL players. Can you talk about the IIHF conference you attended [Thursday and Friday] in Portugal?

I was the NHL’s contingent to Portugal. The International Ice Hockey Federation has two conferences a year. One is at the World [Hockey] Championships [in Belarus] and one is in the fall and it’s usually in a non-hockey location and we identified Portugal.

There are a couple reasons I went over. One, we’re trying to finalize and get signatures on our final player transfer agreement with all the countries. We really agreed last May and we just wanted to sign the forms. One of the other reasons was to address their board and talk about our excitement to be involved with them to grow the sport moving forward. I talked a little about the Olympic agreement, but it wasn’t high-level decision making.

What is the likelihood that NHL players will participate in a World Cup summer tournament?

I don’t think there’s any consideration to have a World Cup as soon as next summer, but certainly there have been talks among us and the Players’ Association and the IIHF of reviving the World Cup on a regular basis and announce a  scheduled series of events. We haven’t gotten to that stage with the Players’ Association yet. We actually intend to sit down with them in the relatively near future to discuss the international calendar, but we haven’t done it to this point. It’s something that’s coming. International business expansion is a priority of the league and I think the players share our vision in that.

What are your thoughts on the league granting a Winter Classic for Washington?

I think it’s going to be very exciting. I’ve seen the development of this market as a hockey market over the last eight years and it’s been nothing short of remarkable. I view this to be a hockey town, a city that has really embraced this team in an incredible way. There’s still a lot of excitement around this team and that makes it a great venue for the Winter Classic. We’re in the nation’s capital, a great fan base and a great organization. It’s something we’re excited about.

You are now one year removed from the start of last year’s lockout. How would you characterize the league’s growth since then?

I’m certainly gratified. I didn’t really know what to expect. But by the same token I didn’t take it for granted that the fans would respond the way they did. I thought we would have to earn it and I think the way the players played on the ice and the season we had, albeit a brief one, was about as exciting as it gets and the fans came out in great numbers. Our corporate sponsors supported us without exception and we were able to put ourselves in the position where we can turn the page and we can spend the next seven years [there is a mutual opt-out in Year 8 of the 10-year agreement] growing the sport and not worrying about labor negotiations with the players again. Hopefully, that’s nine years of labor peace or longer. We’re in a productive relationship and maybe we can keep extending where we don’t have any interruptions, which is the goal.

Fehr, Wilson make strong cases 

September 20, 2013, 11:00 pm

Adam Oates says it’s just an experiment, but after seeing Eric Fehr, Jason Chimera and Joel Ward dominate many of their shifts against the Blackhawks Friday night, he might just stick with the trio as the Caps head toward their Oct. 1 season opener.

“Three big boys,” Oates said after seeing Fehr score one of the Caps’ three goals in a 5-4 shootout loss to the Hawks at VerizonCenter.

“They were grinding and had a lot of other great chances. That line is very important for our team. If you can get them minutes and they can establish a forecheck for you, that can really help on a night-to-night basis.”

The question is whether Oates is bold enough to start the season with Fehr as his third-line center. Or will he turn back to Mathieu Perreault, who appears to be sliding off the depth chart at center?

“Chimmer and Wardo for sure,” Oates said. “What we do at center we’re still trying to figure out and that’s why it’s been an experiment for Eric, because we have a logjam at right wing and we’ve got a lot of bodies at certain positions.”

The Caps’ depth chart at right wing currently reads like this:

Alex Ovechkin

Troy Brouwer

Joel Ward

Tom Wilson

Oates has proven to be a right-left coach, which is why he’d rather see the right-handed shooting Fehr at center than on the left side, where the Caps’ depth chart looks like this:

Marcus Johansson

Brooks Laich

Marty Erat

Jason Chimera

So, if Wilson is able to stay with the Caps – and Oates has made a strong case for that to happen – Fehr may find a home as a third-line center and that could put Perreault and left wing Aaron Volpatti on thin ice.

Wilson again was a handful Friday night, scoring a goal on a nice feed from Andre Burakovsky, who was very impressive, and punching up Kyle Beach after Beach rode him into the boards with a hip check.

“I thought he was going to hit me even up and he kind of got low,” Wilson said. “We were down at that point and I just wanted to get some energy going.”

Oates said fighting in the preseason is a “very difficult subject,” especially when it comes to Wilson, who suffered a broken knuckle in 2011-12 and had a wrist injury in 2010-11.

“When a guy is a big, strong, physical guy and it’s part of his game, you can’t tell him not to do that if a guy challenges him. You try to tell him to be smart about it.”

In three preseason games Wilson, 19, has two goals and two fights and has done everything to stay on the Caps’ roster with about a week before final roster cuts.

“I’ve got to prove to them I’m worthy of staying around,” he said. “I just need to stay humble, work hard, do the blue collar stuff and stay around as long as possible.”

Capitals suffer shootout loss to Blackhawks 
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Backstrom says there's still work to do in preseason

Your browser does not support iframes. 

  (AP Photo/Nick Wass)  

 Capitals to host 2015 Winter Classic

 Caps alumni ties begin with coaching staff

 Fehr, Wilson make strong cases

 Caps not in favor of hybrid icing

 Laich, Grabovski have something to prove

 Jason Chimera read to bury goals, and the past

 Are Caps 2nd-best in Metro Division? 

Instant analysis of the Caps’ 5-4 shootout loss to the Chicago Blackhawks Friday night at Verizon Center in their fourth of eight preseason games:

Going the distance: The shootout was the fourth straight for the Caps in the preseason. Adam Oates went with Jason Chimera, Alex Ovechkin and Nicklas Backstrom as his shooters and all were stopped by Chicago netminder Antti Raanta. Jonathan Toews scored the only goal in the shootout, beating David Leggio with a sweet move.

Dynamic duo: In what could be a glimpse into the Caps’ future, Tom Wilson [16th overall in 2012] and Andre Burakovsky [23rd overall in 2013] were an offensive threat every time they hopped over the boards with Hershey-bound center Jeff Taffe.

Burakovsky used his speed to knife through the Chicago defense on several occasions and beat two defensemen to the puck behind the net to set up Wilson for a game-tying goal in the second period.

Wilson played a hard physical game, scoring a goal and dropping the gloves [but somehow not his stick] with Kyle Beach after Beach drove him into the boards with hard, clean hip check. [Not sure how the two fought with a stick between them but it made for a funny replay].

On the flip side, the Burakovsy-Taffe-Wilson line was also on the ice for two Chicago goals.

MoJo Rising: Marcus Johansson played with incredible jump and precision, setting up goals by linemates Nicklas Backstrom and Alex Ovechkin.

Defenseman John Carlson also had a hand in both goals, getting the secondary assist on Backstrom’s tic-tac-toe goal and setting up a power-play one-timer for Ovechkin from his favorite spot – the left faceoff dot.

Neuvy struggles: Michal Neuvirth entered the game with 60 minutes of shutout hockey in two preseason appearances, but he allowed three goals on 17 shots before leaving midway through Friday night’s game.

Neuvirth surrendered a no-screen laser to Dylan Olsen before Jeremy Morin walked through Eric Fehr and Jason Chimera and beat him blocker side. Brad Winchester sent Neuvirth to the bench when he squirted one past him from the right wing boards.

Chimmer me timbers: Left wing Jason Chimera had a strong game, setting up linemate Eric Fehr for a goal , getting onto the forecheck with his speed and throwing his body around. Joel Ward also looked strong on that line.

Seventh D: If there is a race between Dmitry Orlov and Tomas Kundratek for the role of seventh defenseman, it appears Kundratek has a slight edge. The two were paired together against the Hawks but were a minus-2.

What’s next: The Caps will practice at Kettler beginning at 9 a.m. Saturday, before heading over to the Convention Center for the Caps Convention.

With word of the 2015 Winter Classic coming to Washington still fresh in the air, Capitals fans spent much of their pre-game conversations Friday night on which location they’d choose for the outdoor classic.

“We were just talking about that,” said Evan Schiesser, who was sharing a pregame meal with his mother, Anne, at The Green Turtle outside VerizonCenter.

“I wish there was a way to have it on the reflection pool on the Mall,” Evan Schiesser said, “but that would be impossible.”

“How about the White House lawn?” chimed in his mother, who drives down from her home in Baltimore for about four Capitals games a year.

Most of the questions surrounding the 2015 Winter Classic are expected to be answered at 10 a.m. on Saturday when Capitals majority owner Ted Leonsis unveils those plans at the annual Capitals Convention.

The most likely venue for the game is NationalsPark, a 41,888-seat ballpark opened in 2008.

“I’m ready,” Anne Schiesser said. “I’ll be there. Wherever they have it, it’ll be fun. I’ll be cold and I’ll be in a heavy coat, but I’ll be there.”

As for an opponent, there has been speculation the Flyers or Bruins are finalists, but Evan Schiesser said he’d love to see Bruce Boudreau and the Anaheim Ducks.

“I’m looking forward to it,” he said. “It’s like a playoff game in January. I think the Winter Classic is the best thing that’s happened to hockey in a while.”

Tonight’s lineup: Barring any last-minute changes, here is the Capitals lineup expected to face the Stanley Cup champion Blackhawks tonight:

Forward Lines

Marcus Johansson – Nicklas Backstrom – Alex Ovechkin

Jason Chimera – Eric Fehr – Joel Ward

Andre Burakovsky – Jeff Taffe – Tom Wilson

Dane Byers – Michael Latta – Joel Rechlicz

Defense Pairings

Karl Alzner – John Carlson

Dmitry Orlov – Tomas Kundratek

John Erskine – Patrick Wey

Goaltenders

Michal Neuvirth – David Leggio

At 34 years old, Jason Chimera doesn’t need to look at the Capitals’ roster to know he is the team’s oldest player.

He’s also well aware that with one season remaining on his contract, his window for winning a Stanley Cup is closer to the sill than it is the head.

“As the years go by you get a little older and you try to tell the young guys they’ll be my age before they know it,” Chimera said. “You want another chance. It’s one of the big goals of my life.

“A lot of guys I talk to that are done playing the game, their only regret is that they never won it. They think about it every day. You don’t want to be on your death bed and have that on your mind.”

Two seasons ago it seemed everything Chimera shot found the back of the net. He recorded a career-high 20 goals and 39 points, routinely beating defensemen with bursts of speed down the left wing.

Last season, Chimera looked just as fast and rifled 92 shots on goal, but only three went in, giving him his lowest shooting percentage [3.3 percent] of his career.

“It was kind of a screwed up season for everybody,” Chimera said, referring to the lockout-shortened 48-game season. “Personally, I wanted to do better but we battled to make the playoffs.

“Obviously, I want to be better. Those 20 goals from the year before didn’t just disappear. I look forward to having a good year. I feel young. I feel better than I ever have.”

When they sat down for their post-season meeting, Capitals coach Adam Oates emphasized to Chimera how well he played in the playoffs, when he recorded one goal and two assists in seven playoff games against the Rangers.

“I’d rather be known as a terrible regular season player than a terrible playoff player,” Chimera said with a laugh.

“I need for him to play the way he did in the playoffs,” Oates said. “Hopefully, that was a real confidence booster for him.

“Yeah, the regular season was tough because he came off a phenomenal year. We had a lousy start and he had a lousy start because of it, but we all did. It affected him and hopefully we’re through it.

“But he’s very important to our team and I told him that at the end of the year. He plays with Wardo [Joel Ward], big guys and they’re important guys for us.”

Tonight against the Blackhawks [7 p.m., CSN] Chimera is expected to play on the left side of center Eric Fehr and right wing Joel Ward.

With prospect Tom Wilson expected to challenge for a spot in the lineup, Chimera said he expects plenty of competition for ice time this season, his fifth with the Capitals.

“You want to win the Stanley Cup,” he said. “We have the team to do it, we just have to do it. The reason I signed an extension [in 2012] is that you realize what you’ve got here.

“You don’t come across guys like Ovi, and Nicky and Greenie and Brouws and Marty and Grabovski. Now that we have those guys you’re like, ‘Holy Smokes, we have a good team again.’ This team gives me a good chance to win a Stanley Cup, if not the best. We just have to go out and do it.”
When Olie Kolzig joined Adam Oates and Calle Johansson on the Capitals’ coaching staff it was a very clear message to fans and players alike that the organization is ready to embrace its history.

On Thursday night at Kettler Capitals Iceplex, that history was embraced by a standing-room-only crowd for the team’s annual Alumni Game,  won by the Red Team, 6-5, when CSN color analyst Craig Laughlin scored the only goal in a three-round shootout.

Laughlin, who underwent hip replacement surgery a year ago, was awarded the No. 1 star for his heroics. Brendan Witt and John Druce, each of whom had two goals and an assist in the contest, were the other two stars.

 “I personally like it,” Oates said. “I think it’s great guys want to come back.  It’s tradition, it’s part of everything.”

Oates said the ties between alumni and management can fray when teams experience turnover in the front office, but with George McPhee now in his 17th year as general manager, the Caps are trying to establish stability and familiarity with their coaching staff.

“There’s a lot of respect between them,” McPhee said. “They’ve known each other a long time so they understand each other really well. I think it’s a great thing to have on a coaching staff, that kind of familiarity. They have a great perspective of the whole game.”

--

Before the alumni game, former Redskins tight end Chris Cooley strapped on a helmet, grabbed a stick and took part in pre-game warmups. Minutes later, after challenging former Caps tough guy Kevin ‘Killer” Kaminski to check him into the boards, Cooley did a face plant after attempting a shot and left the ice with a bloody lip.

“I told Kaminski to hit me, then I told him, ‘Hit me harder,” Cooley said. “But this [bloody lip] wasn’t from him. It was from me falling on the ice.”  
One week after assembling his players for the first day of training camp, Capitals coach Adam Oates finally got a chance to see Brooks Laich, Mikhail Grabovski and Troy Brouwer on the same sheet of ice on Thursday.

“That’s where they’re penciled in,” Oates said of what he hopes will be his second line when the regular season opens Oct. 1 in Chicago. “Obviously, we were a little behind the 8-ball with Grabo and Brooksie, but it was great to see them out there and hopefully they’ll be back tomorrow morning with no problems.”

For Laich, it was his first full practice since missing all but nine games last season with groin injuries. On the first day of training campLaich left the ice after just 10 minutes with a left hip flexor injury.

Grabovski’s arrival in Washington was delayed by visa issues that kept him in Toronto. Laich and Grabovski are not expected to be in the lineup Friday night when the Caps face the Blackhawks at VerizonCenter, but both could make their preseason debuts Monday night in Boston or Wednesday night at home against Nashville.

Oates said he’ll be more involved in monitoring Laich’s injury after seeing him struggle to get back in the lineup last season, only to pull himself out.

“It’s nobody’s fault,” Oates said. “They’re weird injuries. I think this was a little tweak, maybe some compensation, and because of his history we’re just going to make sure we handle it with kid gloves.”

Laich agreed, saying “an ounce of prevention is worth a pound of cure.”

Laich, 30, and Grabovski, 29, each have something to prove this season.

After carving a reputation as an iron man capable of playing through any injury, Laich, now 30, said he was humbled by his own mortality last season.

“It’s so much more fun to play hockey than to watch it,” he said. “It’s a big, big part of my life. It’s a privilege to play and when it’s taken away it’s tough.

“You learn an appreciation of how fragile it is to be here and I was very humbled. I think I’m coming back as a better player. I think the best is yet to come and I expect the best year of my career.”

Grabovski, who signed a one-year, $3 million contract with the Caps on Aug. 23, is also trying to turn over a new leaf after a rocky exit from Toronto.

The native of Belarus harshly criticized Maple Leafs coach Randy Carlyle for using him on the fourth line last season, calling him an ‘idiot” while limiting his production to a career-low nine goals and seven assists.

In his two previous seasons in Toronto Grabovski averaged 26 goals and 28 assists and was rewarded with a five-year, $27.5 million contract extension. This summer the Leafs bought out the final four years of that contract and that’s what set Grabovski off in an interview with TSN.

“Everybody looks at the bad words but I say a lot of good words, too,” Grabovski said. “We’re human and sometimes that’s good. For me, I want to be better than last year.”

Oates said he flew to Los Angeles to talk with Grabovski this summer, sharing his thoughts on how he would be used in Washington.

Now a Capital, Grabovski softened his stance on Carlyle, saying he helped him become a better defensive player.

“You know, it was a great experience for me, too, last year because I little bit struggle before with defensive [play],” he said. “After Randy I played better defensively. The new coach [Oates] likes more skills, more offensive plays. That’s what I can do best. I’m really excited.”

Laich said that if Oates keeps the trio together it could be a dominant line.

“We’re going to be very tough to play against,” Laich said. “You’ve got three guys who can skate, you’ve got size on the wings and speed in the middle. There’s no reason we shouldn’t be a force on every shift.”
Evaluating first week of Caps' training camp 

September 18, 2013, 5:15 pm
Since today is one of the Caps’ scheduled days off – one of the perks of the new Collective Bargaining Agreement – it seems like the perfect chance make some of our own evaluations one week into training camp.

Feel free to chime in below:

Is Tom Wilson making this team?

If Adam Oates has any say, yes. Oates pulled his own power play Tuesday night when he said the Caps “need” Wilson in their lineup, especially after seeing him throw his 6-foot-4, 210-pound body around against the Boston Bruins in a 3-2 preseason loss.

Wilson brings the snarl the Caps lost when Matt Hendricks signed with Nashville over the summer and it looks as though Oates is content to start him out on a fourth line, with the potential of sliding him up if right wings Alex Ovechkin, Troy Brouwer or Joel Ward get injured.

[When I suggested to Oates he could make room for Wilson by moving Ovechkin back to left wing, he quipped, “I’m not even going there. Not happening.”]

If Wilson stays, who goes?

That’s the $628,462 question. With $665,705 in cap space, the Caps would need to clear an additional $628,462 to fit Wilson’s $1.3 million rookie salary.

The only viable options at forward would be to trade or place on waivers Jason Chimera [1 year, $1.75 million], Mathieu Perreault [1 year, $1.05 million] or Jay Beagle [2 years, $900,000 per].

Left wing Aaron Volpatti [2 years, $575,000 per] and defenseman Tomas Kundratek [two years, $550,000] are other options, but their salaries aren’t enough to keep the Caps under the $64.3 million threshold.

What does the Eric Fehr-at-center experiment mean for center Mathieu Perreault?

Well, it can’t be a good thing. When asked that question, Oates said Perreault played “very well” for the Caps down the stretch last season.

“It’s not a shot at him at all,” Oates said.” But we have a logjam of players at certain positions -- [right wing] -- and we have tough decisions and that’s where you expect everybody to be a pro about it.”

Besides Wilson, are there any other players with a shot at making the team?

Honestly, no. Left wing Andre Burakovsky looked very craft and elusive and protected himself well in Monday night’s shootout win over the Flyers, but he’ll begin his North American career in Erie, Pa.

Left wing Nathan Walker has impressed Oates in his first two preseason games and he might earn a pro contract with the Hershey Bears before they open camp next Tuesday. Left wing Stan Galiev is showing signs of growth as he enters the second year of his three-year entry level contract. Galiev struggled in the AHL last season but dominated the ECHL with 47 points in 46 games. He’ll need a big season with the Bears to earn call-up duty.

Chandler Stephenson has also played well in Mikhail Grabovski’s absence at second-line center, but he’ll be heading back to Regina soon in hopes of the Caps signing him to his first pro contract.

As for defenseman Dmitry Orlov, he’ll need to step up with big performances in his final two or three exhibition games to warrant consideration as the Caps’ sixth or seventh defenseman.

So right now, what would be the Caps’ opening night lineup?

It’s just a guess, but here you go:

Forward Lines

Marcus Johansson – Nicklas Backstrom – Alex Ovechkin

Brooks Laich – Mikhail Grabovski – Troy Brouwer

Marty Erat – Eric Fehr -- Joel Ward

Jason Chimera – Jay Beagle – Tom Wilson

Defense Pairs

Karl Alzner – Mike Green

John Erskine – John Carlson

Jack Hillen – Steve Oleksy

Goaltenders

Braden Holtby – Michal Neuvirth
Capitals center Nicklas Backstrom won’t name names, but he knows which goalies have stretched the limits of their equipment and he’s happy to see the NHL cracking down on them this season.

“If you look at the goalies out there today, there’s not a lot of room to shoot,” Backstrom said. “I’m not sure the goalies are too happy about it, but I like it.”

Backstrom wouldn’t say which goalies are the biggest cheaters, but there is a netminder who has beaten the Caps in each of the past two playoff series who might need to make some adjustments this season. [Just sayin’].

Capitals goaltender Braden Holtby said he may be in the minority among goalies, but he’s in favor of the new restrictions, even if it meant shaving an inch or two from his goalie pads.

“I think it was [necessary],” Holtby said. “I feel like we should be athletes, not robots, guys that use extra protection to stop the puck. I think we should rely on our athleticism, our reactions and our mental game.

“The smaller the gear can be without giving up protection is the best. I may be on my own on this in the goalie world, but that’s how I feel. It should be more about being an athlete and less about guys around a computer at a factory.”

Three years ago, the NHL established that a goalie’s leg pads could not go higher on his leg than 55 percent of the distance between the center of his knee and his pelvis. That number will now be 45 percent, which means that if a goalie’s upper leg measurement is 20 inches (the average length), his pad can go no higher than 9 inches above the center of his knee. That’s 2 inches lower than last season.

There has also been a 2-inch reduction in the size of the knee pads worn under the goalie pads.

Holtby has been wearing the same worn-out knee pads since his rookie year in the WHL in 2006 and he’s keeping them. But there are plenty of NHL goalies who wore three-inch knee pads that helped cover the area between the legs.

“I actually think that might have a bigger effect than the [leg] pads,” Holtby said. “A lot of goalies use that to seal up the 5-hole. They say it’s protection, but I don’t think you need three inches of protection. So I think that’s a good thing.”

Capitals general manager George McPhee agreed, saying he enjoyed hearing the input of goaltenders Jimmy Howard, Jonathan Quick and Cory Schneider, each of whom served on the players’ competition committee.

“They all use smaller equipment because they are athletic and mobile,” McPhee said. “That’s where talent comes through.”

McPhee noted that future Hall of Famer Martin Brodeur has worn the smallest equipment in the league throughout his career. He believes the reduction in goalie equipment will separate the good goalies from the great ones.

“If you’re a fan watching, you see a guy on one end of the rink making all these great saves and giving his team a chance to win,” McPhee said, “and there’s somebody at the other end of the rink wearing equipment that’s big and bulky.

“They’re actually making saves they [shouldn’t be] making. Shots are beating them, but they’re not getting through them.

“I think we’re at a point now where it’s really not about safety anymore because the equipment’s so good,” he continued. “What we’re trying to attack is the equipment that takesup space. Goalies don’t fear getting hurt by pucks as much as they fear pucks getting through them.”
Oates on Wilson: 'We need what he brings' 
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BALTIMORE -- It’s been just two preseason games but Capitals coach Adam Oates has already seen enough of Tom Wilson to know he belongs in the NHL.

Now he just has to convince George McPhee.

“I like what I see in Willy enough that I would like to keep him around us,” Oates said Tuesday night after Wilson scored the first goal in the Caps’ 3-2 shootout loss to the Bruins in front of 7,634 fans at 1st Mariner Arena.

“That’s obviously going to be George’s call. We talk about it a lot. We definitely  don’t want to hurt his learning curve because he looks like he’s going to be a very good hockey player.”

At 19, Wilson has one year of junior eligibility remaining with the Plymouth Whalers of the OHL. But when asked if he thinks the 6-foot-4, 210-pound right wing is beyond junior hockey, Oates replied, “I feel that way.”

 “We need what he brings,” Oates said. “We have some smaller guys in certain positions and he’s a big, strong guy and that will always help.”

Oates said Wilson reminds him of one Hall of Famer Cam Neely and two potential Hall of Famers, Joe Thornton and Jarome Iginla.

Neely scored 395 goals in 13 seasons with the Canucks and Bruins; Thornton has 331 goals in 15 seasons with the Bruins and Sharks; and Iginla has 530 goals in 17 seasons with the Flames and Penguins.

Not bad company.

But how do the Caps know they’re making the right decision on Wilson?

“You don’t,” Oates said. “There’s no perfect formula. There are situations where teams probably regret their decisions and there are teams that thought they made the right decision.

“I remember Joe Thornton in Boston. They kept him the whole year, they barely played him, they kept him under their thumb and made sure he did things right, and he turned out to be a fantastic hockey player.”

As a rookie with the Bruins in 1997-98 Thornton played in 55 games and recorded just three goals. Three years later he had a career-high 37 goals.

“Every team wants a power forward,” Oates said. “When he’s skating around out there you think of Jarome Iginla in Calgary. When I played with Cam Neely he was the same type of guy. Willy really looks like he has the potential to be that type of guy.

“We don’t want to slow him down, but those are rare commodities in this league.”

The question, of course, is where the Caps fit Wilson into their lineup. Tuesday night he played on a fourth line with center Jay Beagle and left wing Aaron Volpatti and scored a goal when he streaked to the net for a tap-in goal on a feed from Nathan Walker.

“I put my stick on the ice and he gave me a great pass,” Wilson said.

For Wilson to make the Caps’ opening night roster on Oct. 1 they’ll need to make room for his $1.3 million salary. And that means someone from last year’s lineup will have to go.

“The Caps have a deep lineup and there’s a lot of great players and I’m just trying to fit in any way I can,” Wilson said.
BALTIMORE -- Calling the conditions “kind of dangerous” and “kind of scary,” Alex Ovechkin was able to get through his 28th birthday without sustaining an injury in the Caps’ 3-2 shootout loss to the Boston Bruins Tuesday night at 1st Mariner Arena.

With 4 minutes to play in the second period, Ovechkin crashed into the boards, dislodging the plexiglass. The pane of glass narrowly missed Ovechkin and broke on the ice.

"I just try to get the hit and I miss it," Ovechkin said. "I hit the glass and it just crashes. I don’t know if I’m too strong or glass not that strong."

“Watching the replay, that was very scary,” Capitals coach Adam Oates said. “I think that’s what happens when you don’t play in a building for a while. But it didn’t happen again, so good for that.”

1st Mariner Arena is 51 years old and has not hosted a hockey game since the Caps played a preseason game there in 2011. Prior to that it had been 14 years since professional hockey was played in Baltimore.

Ovechkin, who complained about the ice conditions when the Caps played in Baltimore two years ago, said the ice was “not that good” Tuesday night.

“You can't hold the puck, you can't shoot it.,” Ovechkin said. “Afraid to go to the boards because it’s too dangerous.”

Caps right wing Troy Brouwer said he could live with the ice conditions but was concerned about the overall safety of the players.

“The glass falling out, it happens, don’t get me wrong,” he said. “But we want to make sure we’re not [vulnerable] to dangerous conditions.”  
BALTIMORE -- Instant analysis of the Capitals’ 3-2 preseason loss to the Boston Bruins Tuesday night in the second Baltimore Hockey Classic at 1st Mariner Arena:

Game in a nutshell: Bruins forward Carter Camper scored in the ninth round of the shootout to give the Bruins the shootout win. Caps rookie prospect Tom Wilson converted a cross-ice feed from Nathan Walker late in the first period and Casey Wellman scored late in the second period.

Arena issues: The game was delayed twice in the opening two periods because of issues with the glass in the corners of the rink. A metal stanchion holding the glass together fell to the ice in the first period, but it was a broken pane of glass near the end of the second period that had fans ooh-ing and aah-ing – especially when the glass narrowly missed Alex Ovechkin.

Ovechkin, who turned 28 on Tuesday, slammed into the glass with Bruins defenseman Chris Castro and the pane of glass broke in half when it hit the ice. The teams retreated to their locker rooms with 4 minutes remaining in the second period, played those 4 minutes when they returned to the ice, then switched sides for the third period.

Because of the issues it will be interesting to see if the Caps will return to the 51-year-old arena next year.

Holtby shutout: Playing in his second preseason game, Caps goalie Braden Holtby turned aside all 12 shots he faced before leaving midway through the second period. Philip Grubauer took over from there and allowed two goals on 16 shots.

Loose pucks: Australian-born left wing Nathan Walker set up Wilson’s first-period goal with a nice feed and showed a burst of speed to draw a penalty shot early in the third period. Walker was stopped by Bruins goalie prospect Niklas Svedberg on his penalty shot attempt.

Look ahead: The Caps have a scheduled day off on Wednesday, but forwards Brooks Laich [left hip flexor] and Mikhail Grabovski are expected to skate. Grabovski will practice with Team A on Thursday and could see his first preseason action Friday night at Verizon Center.
Last week, when it was suggested to Adam Oates that defenseman John Erskine might be pushed in training camp by young blue liners Dmitry Orlov and Tomas Kundratek, the Capitals’ second-year coach stood by Erskine.

“Sometimes,” he said, “it can be easy from the cheap seats. To me, Ersk is a very valuable member of our team.”

On Monday night, after watching Erskine battle the Flyers in a chippy 4-3 preseason shootout victory, Oates was asked if Erskne’s role as the Caps’ fourth defenseman is his to lose.

“He’s not losing his job,” Oates said. “He’s not. It’s not even up for grabs. He’s top four on our team.”

At 33, Erskine is beginning his 12th season in the NHL and seventh with the Capitals. Last season Erskine played a gritty 30 games for the Caps and was rewarded with a two-year, $3.95 million contract extension through next season.

It was a breakthrough season for Erskine, who spent much of the 2011-12 season as the odd-man out in Dale Hunter’s defensive rotation, replaced by Orlov.

Erskine struggled against the Rangers in the playoffs last season, finishing with a minus-4 in seven games, and underwent left knee surgery in the offseason.

“I couldn’t even get in the weight room to strengthen it,” Erskine said. “I’ve got to work on my game shape. I wasn’t able to train the way I wanted to and this is my time to get back into game shape.”

Erskine logged 18:09 in ice time Monday night, delivered two hits, blocked four shots and took six minutes in penalties, including a double roughing minor for punching Matt Mangene when he was on his knees.

“I lost my temper a little bit,” Erskine said. “You don’t want to take crap from anybody. That’s just hockey.”

Oates said it’s not easy being a veteran tough guy in the NHL, especially during the preseason, when young rookies are trying to make their marks.

“Sometimes it’s tough for those guys because there are young guys on the other team who want to see how tough you are,” Oates said. “You might think that because you’re a proven vet you don’t need to do that. You do.”

It’s the reason, Troy Brouwer said, that Erskine is held in such high regard in the Capitls’ dressing room, a fact that is not lost on Oates.

“He plays one of the toughest roles,” Brouwer said. “ He walks that fine line between being an enforcer and being a good, solid defenseman. He was steady for us last season and you have to have that element of – I won’t say intimidation -- but that presence on the ice.”
PHILADELPHIA – News and notes from the Caps’ 4-3 shootout victory over the Flyers Monday night in their second game of the exhibition series:

The Wrecker delivers: Why did Capitals coach Adam Oates choose Joel “The Wrecker” Rechlicz as his fourth shooter in the shootout, a decision that resulted in Rechlicz beating Ray Emery for the only goal of the shootout?

After all, Rechlicz, a 6-foot-4, 221-pound bruiser, entered the game with three goals and 1,123 career penalty minutes as a pro.

“He’s an unsung hero,” Oates said. “All you ever hear is that he’s a great guy. He fights for his teammates all the time. I love that he scored but there aren’t a lot of times you get to thank a guy.

“I asked him if he’s any good at breakaways. He said, ‘Yeah,’ and I said, ‘You’re up.’ He didn’t even bat an eye. It’s like he expected it. And when he scored it was like it was no big deal.”

Rechlicz, 26, said he was “kind of in shock” when Oates called his name. He may be the only player in professional hockey who still uses a wooden stick and he used it perfectly, beating Emery with a backhander.  

“It’s awesome,” he said. “I didn’t think I could pull that off with a wooden stick. I just got lucky.”

Fehr at center: Eric Fehr played his first NHL game at center, playing between Joel Ward and Jason Chimera. He finished the night with two assists in 18:48 of ice time and was 7-for13 on draws

“I definitely had some ups and downs,” Fehr said. “I was better than I thought I’d be in the faceoff circle. But after that, getting organized was a little more difficult for me. That’s something I’ll have to work on.”

Fehr said he’s open to the idea of moving from his natural right wing position, where the Caps have a logjam of players, to center or left wing.

“My initial reaction is that [Oates] helped a lot of players and if this is something I can do I’ll give it a try,” he said. “It’s never a bad thing to add another element to your game and I’ll give it a good shot.”

Oates emphasized that Fehr’s move to the middle is only an experiment. The Caps have Nicklas Backstrom, Mikhail Grabovski, Mathieu Perreault and Jay Beagle as their top four centermen.

“It’s an experiment,” Oates said. “I don’t want him to even think about it yet. We’ll talk about it as we move along.”

Neuvy watch: Michal Neuvirth stopped all 16 shots he faced in his first preseason action.

Afterward he said he’s hoping to see a higher percentage of games this season than he did last year, when he got into just 13 of the Caps’ 48 games as Braden Holtby’s backup.

“If I play good I’ll get more games than I did last year,” Neuvirth said. “I have to focus on myself to get better each day and stay healthy.”

Loose pucks: Oates said he thought prospect Andre Burakovksy looked “very good” in his NHL preseason debut. Taken 23rd overall in the 2013 draft, Burakovsky failed to record a shot in 14:32 of action on a line with Jeff Taffe and Brandon Segal. “He went and got pucks, he was elusive,” Oates said. “I was impressed tonight.” Oates was less than impressed with the defense pairing of Dmitry Orlov and Tomas Kundratek, each of whom is trying to earn a spot as a sixth defenseman. “I don’t think they had their best game,” Oates said. “There were moments they were OK. They’ve both played better before, but it’s their first game.”
Sharks shell-Lack Canucks' backup in 5-0 pre-season win

Winless in NHL outings so far, Eddie Lack wants to be judged on regular-season performances

By Iain MacIntyre, Sun sports columnist, The Vancouver SunSeptember 25, 2013 12:37 PM

SAN JOSE, Calif. -- Having watched reporters’ daily feeding frenzy around the locker stall of teammate Roberto Luongo, rookie goaltender Eddie Lack joked Tuesday that he is biologically equipped to handle that kind of blistering glare.

“I’m an only child so I’m used to getting a lot of attention,” the Vancouver Canuck smiled. “I’m just trying to have fun every day and do my best.”

So he is equipped to handle difficult and relentless questions in what former general manager Brian Burke famously dubbed the goalie graveyard?

“I ask myself tough questions, too, and I know (goalie coach) Rollie Melanson is going to be all over me if I play a bad game,” Lack said. “I’ve always just focused on my part and what I can do. You guys in the media make things a little bigger, too, so I’ve just been focusing on my part here and doing my best every day.”

Tuesday night wasn’t his best. Nor was it for the Canucks, who failed the mental and physical test of playing on back-to-back nights by losing 5-0 to the San Jose Sharks.

Lack allowed the five goals on 33 shots, remaining winless in the National Hockey League pre-season and entirely unproven in the best league in the world.

Yet, by default, he appears to be on the Canucks’ opening-night roster — an injury to Luongo away from starting in the NHL.

“I’ve been working for this my whole life,” Lack said before Tuesday’s game, his third and last of the Canucks’ six-game pre-season. “I want to prove it to myself first and show I’m ready for this.

“I’ve been playing in the minors now for 2½ years and feel like I’ve proven myself down there and feel like I’m ready to try this next step. I’m just looking forward to getting into the regular season.”

Canuck fans, probably not so much.

Vancouver is 1-4 in pre-season games during the transition to new coach John Tortorella, and the Canucks scored more goals in their only win (6-1 Monday against the Phoenix Coyotes) than all their losses combined. Three of the four losses were not close.

Lack didn’t look NHL-ready on Tuesday although the same could be said about the team in front of him.

He was unlucky on a pair of ricochets credited as goals to Tomas Hertl, and should have done better on Dan Boyle’s short-side shot in the first period. But Lack’s biggest failure was his inability to make a big save or two to change momentum and help his team when it began listing halfway through the opening frame after an unlucky play and terrible giveaway by Vancouver defenceman Yannick Weber spotted the Sharks a 2-0 lead.

“You never want to let in five goals as a goalie,” Lack said after the game. “(But) I don’t really think about wins and losses during the pre-season. I’m just trying to work as hard as I can and get the feeling there (for playing) and seeing the puck well. If I go three games without a win in a regular season, come back and ask me about it.”

Asked about the Canucks’ performance, winger Daniel Sedin summarized: “We made a few mistakes that really hurt us. This is too good a team to make those mistakes. With the team we had tonight, we should be better. That’s the bottom line.”

Lack needs to be better, too.

“He fought hard,” Tortorella said. “He was good at times and struggled at other times but I thought he fought right through the game.”

The great Swedish backup battle never materialized in training camp, as the Canucks dispatched third-string netminder Joacim Eriksson to their American Hockey League farm team on Saturday.

Lack was in net for Vancouver’s 5-2 loss to the Edmonton Oilers that night.

The backup job was always Lack’s to lose, and he hasn’t lost it. But his grip on the NHL, for now, is hardly secure.

Even had Lack not required major hip surgery in January — the 25-year-old hasn’t played a game that mattered since November — there would be questions about a rookie backup being used by a team that still believes it can win a Stanley Cup.

Deposed for a year by Cory Schneider, Olympic gold-medallist Luongo was the Canucks’ safety net in goal last year. Luongo has played 747 NHL games and has 348 NHL wins. Lack has zero and zero.

“Your backup goalie is so important,” Tortorella said before Tuesday’s game. “He not only needs to play, he needs to get points in the standings for you. These are important times for (Lack).

“He has been banged up. He hasn’t played a lot. If we’re going to do the things we want to do, you need two goalies. I’m not playing Roberto 82 games. This is an important time for (Lack), to get his work and for me to see what he is.”

Tortorella couldn’t possibly have liked much of what he saw Tuesday. He admitted the Canucks were “sluggish” after playing Monday at home.

The game was a pre-season stamina test for the Canucks — and a chance to gauge their give-a-darn meter for exhibition hockey. Playing for the second time in two nights, something the Canucks will do 17 times during the Olympics-condensed regular-season schedule, Vancouver treated San Jose as a day trip.

Canuck legs worked fine straight off the plane, as Vancouver outskated San Jose early on and generated the better scoring chances through 10 minutes.

But Weber appeared to deflect the puck into his own net at 10:37 when he reached to block Scott Hannan’s goalmouth shot-pass. On his next shift, Weber turned over the puck in the Vancouver slot before Boyle made it 2-0 on a wrister at 12:28. Suddenly, the Canucks looked tired.

Vancouver’s final exhibition game is Thursday at home against the New York Rangers. Luongo will play that one while Lack watches and everyone waits to see what happens when the regular season begins.

imacintyre@vancouversun.com

SAN JOSE, Calif. — A two-hour plane ride is a pretty good haul for the New York Rangers. For the Vancouver Canucks, it’s called the third-shortest flight from home in their National Hockey League schedule.

If new coach John Tortorella needed proof he’s not in Kansas, uh, Manhattan, anymore, it came Tuesday when the Canucks travelled here to play the Sharks after beating the Phoenix Coyotes 6-1 Monday night in Vancouver.

“The hardest part about the Rangers’ situation is places were too close — just the logistics of it all,” Tortorella, fired in New York after last season, said before the Canucks’ pre-season game. “Do you stay in Jersey? Do you take the train? When’s the traffic? Same thing with (Long) Island: Do you go the morning of the game? Philly, train, flight?”

Yes, the horror of it all. 

Ranger players took limousines to road games in New Jersey and had to spend the afternoon at a hotel in Newark. Newark! That’s inhuman.

“I wouldn’t call them problems,” Tortorella said. “I would just call them logistics. (Compared to Vancouver), it’s night and day as far as travel.

“Just having to clear customs, going to different parts of terminals. The amount of days that (Canuck players) are not in their own bed, yeah, it’s tough. I’m very cognizant of that. I don’t look for practice time, I look for time off and we’re going to try to get them as much time off as we possibly can.”

BACK-TO-BACK BREAKING: In this compressed Olympics-year schedule, the Canucks will play back-to-back 17 times. Vancouver averaged 11 back-to-backs the last 15 seasons.

No wonder Tortorella was keen to see how his team fared playing a second consecutive night during the pre-season. Fifteen of 18 Canuck skaters in San Jose played Monday against Phoenix.

“I’m anxious to see how guys react to a back-to-back in an exhibition,” he said. “Let’s be honest about it, sometimes it’s tough to get them to play (hard) one game, some of these guys. You’ve got to pick your battles. But I’m honest about that and I’m not going to be whipping people right now.”

KASS OR FAIL: The Canucks will, however, be whipping Zack Kassian in the gym during the winger’s suspension through the first five games of the regular season.

“This hurts him because of not being able to play the games,” Tortorella said, refusing to comment on the severity of Kassian’s suspension for swinging his stick into the face of Oiler Sam Gagner and making an oral surgeon in Edmonton even wealthier.

“I think his conditioning is OK. I still want to see him make more of a difference in all areas. It’s not that he’s been bad. I just want to see him as a young guy — and he’s still a young kid — take the next step. I think that will happen.

“It gives us a chance to really nail him as far as conditioning. That’s one plus. And he will get nailed because I think that will help his game. He’s an important guy, as such a young kid that can do a lot of things. But he needs to take control of it a little bit himself.”

Asked why he thinks Kassian might be a partner for Daniel and Henrik Sedin, the Canuck boss admitted he has no idea if the 22-year-old can play on the top line.

“I’m trying him there,” Tortorella said. “I can see he has some skill, see he has some size. He can skate well. There is willingness in his game. There are a lot of things there. But it’s a matter of consistency. It’s a matter of practice habits. It’s a matter of conditioning. It’s all those things, the little things that he has to take care of.”

LINEUP: Workhorse defencemen Kevin Bieksa and Jason Garrison came out of the Canuck lineup, replaced by Dan Hamhuis and rookie Frankie Corrado. The only change at forward had Zach Hamill replace Chris Higgins.

Hamhuis was held out of Monday’s game because of soreness.

“Just sore muscles,” Hamhuis said Tuesday. “It was one of those things where we thought we’d take a day or two to make sure I’m back to 100 per cent as opposed to trying to push through something and making it worse.”

The Canucks, who did San Jose as a day trip, planned to take Wednesday off before finishing their pre-season Thursday at home against the Alain Vigneault-coached New York Rangers. Vancouver opens its regular season one week later back in San Jose.

imacintyre@vancouversun.com

It’s not the different voice that the Vancouver Canucks are most challenged by this pre-season, but the different system that voice commands.

For players, the hardest thing about John Tortorella so far is not the style and manner of the coach but the style he wants his team to play. The Canucks are struggling to understand new structure and responsibilities in the defensive zone, a 1-3-1 prevent defence in the middle of the ice, and an aggressive, go-go-go attitude on the forecheck.

“The system, for sure, is the biggest change for us,” winger Daniel Sedin said Monday morning when asked about the change to Tortorella from former coach Alain Vigneault, who will be in Vancouver on Thursday with the New York Rangers.

“It has been a transition, but we’re getting there. I think we’re excited about it. It’s going to mean more of a forechecking game and more skating and I think it suits our team. We’re excited.

“It’s not that tough if you’re a smart enough player. But you’ve got to get everyone on the same page. You can’t have four guys doing this and the fifth guy is doing something else. It’s not going to be perfect, but in any system you’re not going to be perfect.”

As you would expect with new coaches and new strategy, the Canucks have been mighty imperfect this National Hockey League pre-season.

Even Monday when the Canucks became the last NHL team to win an exhibition game, using an NHL-heavy lineup to thump the Phoenix Coyotes 6-1, their relief and satisfaction were tempered by the loss to suspension of first-line candidate Zack Kassian.

Kassian was suspended the first five regular-season games by NHL justice minister Brendan Shanahan for the winger’s reckless battering of Edmonton Oiler Sam Gagner’s jaw and dental work on Saturday.

That was the game Canuck winger David Booth, rarely healthy since his trade from the Florida Panthers two years ago, did not play because he hurt his groin before making a pre-season appearance.

So, the Canucks still have no idea if Booth will open the season on the second line but have some lineup certainty with Kassian, who won’t play on the first line or anywhere else until Oct. 12.

The other key lineup question at forward — who will centre the third line? — remains unresolved although Vancouver-born journeyman Mike Santorelli has been easily the best newcomer.

But things can always be worse and 12 minutes into the first period Monday they seemed to be when goalie Roberto Luongo, upon whose re-establishment the Canucks’ season is predicated, required medical attention on his left wrist after a superb save and pileup in the Vancouver crease.

But Luongo was able to continue, which was a good thing, as was the runaway victory against the Coyotes. Now, the Canucks need a few more good things before opening their regular season in nine days.

With only two pre-season games left, including tonight’s contest in San Jose against the Sharks, most of the positive momentum will have to be generated during practices.

“It’s coming along,” Tortorella said after his first unofficial win in Vancouver. “Tonight was encouraging with some things, but there’s still a number of things. I think there are habits one way and we’d like to try it another way that we’ll continue to work at it as we go through the next couple of weeks.”

As assistant coach Mike Sullivan told reporters earlier Monday: “Any time a new coaching staff comes in, there are going to be changes. In discussing some of the ways the team played last year versus some of the points of emphasis that this coaching staff is bringing, I think there are some significant changes in the sense we’re trying to become a more aggressive team.

“Part of that adjustment is a mindset and that takes a little bit of time and we understand that and will continue to work at that. System play is always a work in progress. I don’t think you ever arrive. You can always get better in all areas of the game. For me, I don’t think it’s a question of: ‘Hey, we’ve got to make sure we’ve got this down by the first game of the season.’ ”

Sedin said the biggest change is in the defensive zone. Not only will forwards collapse nearer the Vancouver net, leaving Luongo to face more screened point shots, but the Canucks will no longer man-mark opponents.

“We used to be man-to-man more,” Daniel said. “Now, we’re not going to be. At all. That’s the biggest difference. We’ll play our area and defend that — a lot of sitting and waiting for them to come to you instead of chasing guys. That will be the biggest thing, I think.”

The biggest thing, Tortorella said, is the mindset.

“And that translates into playing the way we want to play — having an aggressive attitude about it,” he explained. “The situational play is understanding what’s going on in the game — the momentum swings, the surges, how you handle them, how you keep them on your side. That’s not Xs and Os, that’s awareness.”

imacintyre@vancouversun.com

TWITTER

VANCOUVER — Vancouver Canucks right-winger Zack Kassian pleaded his case with the NHL's department of safety Monday but it apparently fell on deaf ears.

Kassian was suspended for eight games by league disciplinarian Brendan Shanahan — three in pre-season and the first five of the regular season — for breaking the jaw of Edmonton Oilers centre Sam Gagner with a careless high stick Saturday. He also broke five of Gagner's teeth.

Fellow Canuck right winger Dale Weise was suspended for the remainder of the pre-season (three games) for a check to the head of Taylor Hall the same night.

Kassian waived his right to an in-person hearing Monday, the in-person hearing usually a sign the league is leaning towards a suspension of longer than five games. He received only a double minor on the play. He will be eligible to return Oct. 12 against the Montreal Canadiens.

Canuck management issued a statement Monday night and, in it, disagreed with the length of the penalties.

“While we don’t agree with these decisions, particularly the severity of each suspension, we respect the position of the league in these matters and will provide no further comment,” said the statement.

Shanahan deemed the Kassian high stick reckless, although he did accept Kassian's assertion it was not intentional.

“He is, however, responsible for the consequences of swinging his stick,” Shanahan explained in a league-issued video. “As he nears the boards, Kassian comes to a spinning stop, recklessly swinging his stick in the face, breaking Gagner's jaw.”

Shanahan ruled Weise targeted the head of Hall.

“Weise does not hit Hall through the body and the head is the main point of contact,” said Shanahan. “This is an illegal check to the head.”

Prior to the verdict coming down, Kassian insisted to reporters he struck Gagner by accident. Both he and Weise are first-time offenders.

“Obviously I didn't try to slash Gagner in the face,” Kassian said. “All I can do is respect the league's decision. I could sit here all day and plead my case. Obviously you never want to see someone get injured and have to miss games but it was a hockey play. In the game of hockey, things happen at a fast pace. They have their opinion. That's what this world is about.

“I have to respect the league's decision. You can't hang your head.”

Canuck assistant coach Mike Sullivan, who handled media duties following Monday's morning skate, said the team would “just respect” the process.

“There are all kinds of things the league takes into consideration when they make those type of decisions,” Sullivan commented before the verdicts came down. “To the league's defence, they're not easy decisions. There are so many aspects involved and there are two sides to every story. 

“Zack tried to make a bodycheck, he missed and his momentum took him into the boards,” continued Sullivan. “I don't think there was intent there. When you look at it, most people, I think, would agree there wasn't any intent there. Obviously there was an injury and we'll be respectful of the decision they make.”

Canuck winger Alex Burrows wasn't sure what to draw from the incident.

“Obviously you don't like to see a guy lose five teeth and break his jaw,” Burrows said. “That kind of sucks. Looking at it from the outside, it looked accidental. But if it happened to me, I would probably be pissed at the guy and would probably want him to be suspended. So you can look at it from both sides.”

Kassian, meanwhile, didn't seem fazed by the Oilers' waiver pickup Monday of Steve MacIntyre, a 250-pound hockey pugilist. MacIntyre has two goals and 175 penalty minutes in 91 NHL appearances.

“Perfect,” responded Kassian. “I don't think he can skate. That's the last thing on our mind.”

SICK BAY WATCH: Defenceman Dan Hamhuis was the lone Canuck among the injured group to emerge from the infirmary Monday. He skated with the non-playing group. His absence has been described as “overall body soreness” or something in that vein.

Jordan Schroeder (left ankle), David Booth (groin) and Nicklas Jensen (upper body) remained on the sidelines. Schroeder and Jensen went down Saturday in Edmonton while Booth pulled up lame in Saturday's morning skate.

“I would say Dan Hamhuis is closest,” Sullivan said. “David is still continuing to be evaluated. He's got some soreness and stiffness. Obviously we're trying to be somewhat cautious to make sure we take the extra time so it doesn't linger.”

TRYING TIME: Former Vancouver Giants star forward Gilbert Brule is in the Phoenix Coyotes camp on a tryout basis trying to resurrect his once-promising career. Brule has admitted to battling depression.

Brule, 26, was the sixth overall pick of the Columbus Blue Jackets in 2005 before a trade to the Oilers in 2008 (for Raffi Torres). He also played 45 games, including playoffs, for the Coyotes during the 2011-12 season. He is scheduled to be in the lineup Monday night when the 'Yotes meet the Canucks at Rogers Arena.

“Every game is a chance to prove yourself and show what you can do,” Brule said prior to the game. “It's been great to be in this environment, especially in Phoenix. I'm comfortable there, I know quite a few of the guys and the coaches are awesome. So it's been good. As far as any contract talks, no, there has been nothing yet. I'm just on a playing tryout, doing what I can.”

Coyotes head coach Dave Tippett lauded Brule for his conditioning and noted that he was making an impression.

“He's given himself a chance,” Tippett said. “He's is in great shape and playing with good energy. He'll get an opportunity here.”

epap@vancouversun.com
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After a couple of days filled with bad news, something good finally happened for the Vancouver Canucks on Monday night.

They won a game — it’s been a while.

The Canucks hadn’t won since April 22. They dropped their final two games of the regular season, were swept in the playoffs and had opened the pre-season with three straight losses.

So Monday’s 6-1 win over the Phoenix Coyotes at Rogers Arena was welcome.

Coach John Tortorella clearly thought it was time for his team to taste victory. The Canucks were the only National Hockey League team without one heading into Monday’s action and Tortorella dressed a veteran-laden lineup.

They had to do some last-minute juggling to the roster when wingers Zack Kassian and Dale Weise were handed suspensions for separate incidents in Saturday’s 5-2 loss in Edmonton.

Jannik Hansen moved up to replace Kassian on the top line with Henrik and Daniel Sedin. And rookies Bo Horvat and Brendan Gaunce, who were originally not scheduled to play, skated much of the night on the fourth line with Tom Sestito.

There were several encouraging signs from a Canuck perspective.

Roberto Luongo went the distance in goal and played well. Hansen looked right at home playing alongside the Sedins and chipped in with a power-play goal. Chris Higgins, promoted to the second line, scored his first goal of the pre-season. Defenceman Yannick Weber scored on a blast from the right point, forward Mike Santorelli continued to impress and scored another goal. Horvat had two assists and played his best game of the pre-season.

“I thought we chased pucks down, I thought our defencemen were up the ice and pinched really well and we just had an aggressive attitude towards the game,” Tortorella said.

“That was a great team game,” Luongo said. “I thought we played really well right off the start with a good first period and stayed on top of them the whole game.”

The first period was Vancouver’s best of the pre-season. They outshot the Coyotes 17-8 and grabbed a 2-0 lead.

Higgins opened scoring at 16:29 of the first when he scored off a faceoff scramble in the left faceoff circle. Hansen made it 2-0 two minutes later, banging in a rebound off a Kevin Bieksa shot as he was falling to the ice.

With Kassian gone the first five games of the regular season, Hansen could get a longer look with the twins.

“It obviously helped that I played with them before,” Hansen said. “You don’t have the nervousness out there, I know my role when I am playing with them. It’s fairly simple, it’s driving, it’s getting to the puck and going to the net.”

Martin Hanzal, on a Phoenix power play, cut Vancouver’s lead in half at 1:34 of the second when he redirected a David Rundblad pass past Luongo.

But Weber, celebrating his 25th birthday, restored Vancouver’s two-goal lead at the 11-minute mark of the second after teeing up a pass from behind the net from Alex Burrows and putting a high shot past Phoenix goalie Thomas Greiss.

Santorelli scored his second goal of the pre-season at 5:22 of the third, backhanding a Horvat rebound past Greiss. 

“Santorelli has played well from Day 1,” Tortorella said. “He is making a pretty good case for himself.”

Horvat set up a rare goal by Sestito at 11:08 of the third.

“It was nice to get that monkey off my back if you want to say that,” Horvat said of his two-point performance. “I couldn’t have done it without my linemates. They played well in front of me. All I had to do was find the open holes and hit them.”

Horvat was also an impressive 8-for-10 in the faceoff circle.

Defenceman Jason Garrison made it 6-1 at 14:24 of the third when he ripped a slap shot past Greiss.

After a shaky performance in last week’s pre-season opener, Luongo was solid Monday.

He made big first-period saves off Oliver Eckman-Larsson and Mikkel Boedker and in the second stopped rookie Max Domi, who tested him with a wrist shot after being sent in alone.

“It felt good,” Luongo said. “Like I said before camp even started, I am not worried about results right now, it’s more of a process. It felt pretty good out there and I just want to keep building and make sure I improve every day and am ready to go next week.”

ICE CHIPS: The Canucks travel to San Jose to meet the Sharks Tuesday night. Eddie Lack is expected to start in goal ... Vancouver closes out the pre-season Thursday at home against Alain Vigneault and the New York Rangers ... Goalie Joe Cannata, winger Benn Ferriero and defencemen Patrick Mullen and Yann Sauve were reassigned to the Utica Comets on Monday. The Comets open their training camp on Wednesday.
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Zack Kassian has been suspended eight games (three pre-season, five regular season) and Dale Weise three games (all pre-season) by the NHL. What follows is the Canucks Game Day story, written before the decision earlier today. 

------

VANCOUVER — The Vancouver Canucks' morning skate Monday was more about who might not be playing tonight against the Phoenix Coyotes (7 p.m., Sportsnet Pacific, Team 1040) than who would be as the team awaited word on possible suspensions to right-wingers Zack Kassian and Dale Weise.

Both were involved in incidents Saturday night in Edmonton, Kassian for high-sticking and breaking the jaw of Oilers centre Sam Gagner and Weise for a head-checking penalty on Taylor Hall. Kassian and Weise had telephone hearings Monday morning with the NHL's department of player safety, led by Brendan Shanahan.

Kassian appears to be in bigger trouble than Weise and was asked — and waived — his right to an in-person hearing. The request for an in-person hearing allows the league to suspend a player for more than five games.

“I am not going to get into the details,” said Kassian, who skated with the Sedin twins in the morning line rushes. “It's over and done with. Obviously both sides have their opinions and that's the way every incident works. All I can do now is wait and see what happens and respect the league's decision. It was definitely accidental. I could sit here all day and plead my case. Like I said, it was accidental. In the game of hockey, things happens at a fast speed.

“I hope Sam Gagner has a full recovery,” added Kassian. “Obviously you never want to see someone get injured and have to miss games but it was a hockey play.”

Weise, who also took the morning skate Monday, was less forthcoming than Kassian. He is scheduled to play tonight alongside Mike Santorelli and Tom Sestito.

“We had the hearing this morning and I haven't heard back,” Weise said. “Hopefully I'll hear today and find out if I can play tonight.”

Rookies Bo Horvat and Brendan Gaunce were added to the game-day group and one, or both, will draw in based on the league ruling. Neither plays right wing, however, so that will likely necessitate a further shuffling of the lines. The other units this morning saw Ryan Kesler between Chris Higgins and Alex Burrows and Brad Richardson with Hunter Shinkaruk and Jannik Hansen.

The defence pairings slated to play tonight are Alex Edler with Chris Tanev, Jason Garrison with Kevin Bieksa and Andrew Alberts alongside Yannick Weber. Roberto Luongo will start in goal and is scheduled to play the full game. Eddie Lack is the backup.

Despite the Canucks' 0-3-0 pre-season mark, captain Henrik Sedin wasn't concerned about the team's inability to put an opponent away.

“I thought only playoffs mattered in this town,” quipped Henrik. “No, the pre-season record doesn't matter. We have a new system and we've played a lot of young guys. You can't look at the results. It's a matter of us getting to where we want to be system-wise. A lot of things are new for us. It's going to take a while.”

On the injury front, defenceman Dan Hamhuis (overall body soreness) skated Monday with the non-playing group. Assistant coach Mike Sullivan said there were no further updates on David Booth (groin), Nicklas Jensen (upper body) and Jordan Schroeder (foot), all of whom went down Saturday. Booth pulled up lame during Saturday's morning skate while Jensen and Schroeder were hurt in the Edmonton game.

North Vancouver's Gilbert Brule, on a tryout with the Coyotes, will be in their lineup tonight but notables missing include Shane Doan, Mike Ribeiro and Zbynek Michalek. Backup up goalie Thomas Griess will get the start with No. 1 man Mike Smith backing up.

“It's been all right, so far,” said Brule. “I've played in two games and I had one good one. In the second game, I was a little tired and sore as my body gets used to playing again. It was a bit of shock to the body. It's been great to be in this environment. I'm comfortable playing there, know quite a few of the guys and the coaches are awesome.”

Coyotes coach Dave Tippett said Brule is receiving “a great opportunity” to make his team.

“He's had a decent camp and he's playing with good energy,” commented Tippet. “He's in great shape and given himself a chance.”

ICE CHIPS: The Canucks sent another four players to the American Hockey League’s Utica Comets as goalie Joe Cannata, right-winger Benn Ferriero and defencemen Yann Sauve and Patrick Mullen were given plane tickets to upstate New York. The Comets, who dropped an AHL pre-season game 5-2 Sunday to the Abbotsford Heat, open their own training camp Wednesday. took a great deal longer than we had anticipated, but Mason Raymond finally has a new NHL contract. Just as we suspected, Raymond has aced his professional tryout with the Toronto Maple Leafs, and on Monday, the Leafs gave him his reward: a shiny new deal worth $1 million for one year.

Great deal for Toronto. I think even Canuck fans would take him back at that price.

But now it’s too late, and with that, we’d like to take a moment to say goodbye to one of the most divisive Vancouver Canucks of the modern era. Don’t worry, though — we’re not going to fall all over ourselves. That’s Raymond’s thing, not ours.

Raymond showed a lot of promise early on in his career in Vancouver, playing on the penalty kill and powerplay, finding chemistry with Ryan Kesler. After his 25-goal season, he was voted the winner of the Fred J. Hume award as the team’s unsung hero and re-signed for two years and $5.1 million. It looked like the Canucks had a young, up-and-coming second line winger.

The following season, things started to go awry, however. While Raymond scored at a similar pace at even-strength, his powerplay scoring disappeared, as Kesler was promoted to the first powerplay unit, taking away the second unit’s identity. Raymond scored just 15 goals and continued to struggle in the playoffs.

Then came the darkest moment of the 2011 playoffs, as Raymond got twisted around and checked hard into the boards while bent over in an awkward position. The hit left Raymond with a fractured vertebrae, forcing him into a long recovery during the 2011 off-season.

As cliché as it may seem, Raymond hasn’t been the same since. While his underlying statistics remained strong even during his disappointing 2010-11 season, they suffered once he returned in 2011-12. Those hoping that it was just a result of missing training time with his back injury were let down when the same was true this last season, even as his point totals slightly rebounded.

Can he turn things around with Toronto? Possibly. After all, considering Toronto’s best players can’t seem stay on the bench during line brawls, and Raymond simply isn’t the fighty type, he’ll have plenty of opportunity to put up points while the rest of the Leafs’ skill players are serving their automatic 10-game suspensions.

While we’re sorry to see Raymond go, as he seemed like a good guy who wanted to succeed, he simply ran out of chances in Vancouver. It was time.

In closing, let’s remember this marvellous goal he scored en route to one of his hat tricks in Calgary.
John Tortorella is assembling the puzzle pieces that are his Vancouver Canucks and he still doesn’t know just where Zack Kassian fits.

It’s clear he’d like Kassian to slide in alongside the Sedin twins on Vancouver’s first line, and develop into the type of power forward many project him to be.

So far, that Kassian puzzle piece hasn’t exactly snapped into place. The 22-year-old has had a rather ordinary pre-season to date.

Kassian is scheduled to play with the twins again tonight when the Canucks, 0-3 in the pre-season after Saturday’s 5-2 loss in Edmonton, play host to the Phoenix Coyotes at Rogers Arena.

“I’m not sure where it goes,” Tortorella said of Kassian after Sunday’s practice “I think that is a big part of my job, trying to figure out players as I get to know them. I think he has done some good things, he has worked on his conditioning here in camp.

“From all players, we want more, how I get to him and where it goes between him and I and the team, we’ll attack that each day as far as how responsible he is and how he continues to try and improve his game.”

Kassian played without the twins in Edmonton and was not particularly effective. He did not register a hit or a shot on goal in his 16 minutes of ice time and faces a league disciplinary hearing Monday morning for his careless high stick late in the second period that broke the jaw of Edmonton centre Sam Gagner.

Where Kassian ends up in the lineup affects how the rest of the lines are assembled.

“You are talking about a guy that could be playing with the Sedins and then it trickles down to what the other lines look like,” Tortorella said. “But if he can’t do it, and I’m not sure if he can or can not, then you are robbing for that line and then where do the other lines fit? It’s like any situation within our lines, we’re trying to see who fits and he’ll play with them (the Sedins) tomorrow if everything goes OK with his hearing and we’ll continue to assess it.”

Kassian was preaching patience on Sunday.

“There are things we did better as a team in the last game,” he said. “We were better on the forecheck, I think guys are starting to get their legs back and now it’s just a matter of making plays, creating plays, holding onto the puck. We are not getting much time in the offensive zone right now. That’s going to come.”

Perhaps sensing the need for a pre-season win, Tortorella is dressing a veteran-laden lineup Monday night against the Coyotes. The Canucks did not take the Sedins, Ryan Kesler, Alex Burrows, Roberto Luongo, Kevin Bieksa or Jason Garrison to Edmonton. All of them are expected to play Monday night.

So will winger Hunter Shinkaruk, who was the lone rookie skating with the main group in Sunday’s practice.

Shinkaruk will be given a look Monday night on a possible third line with Brad Richardson and Jannik Hansen. Chris Higgins will move up to play with Kesler and Burrows. Mike Santorelli, who had another strong game Saturday night in Edmonton, will centre the fourth line with Tom Sestito and Dale Weise.

Shinkaruk’s inclusion in Sunday’s main session — fellow rookies Bo Horvat, Brendan Gaunce and Frank Corrado skated later — raised some eyebrows. Tortorella warned not to read too much into it, but it’s clear that Shinkaruk has made an early impression.

“Don’t read too much into him being there,” Tortorella said. “Gaunce has played well, Bo and all those guys. We wanted to put another left winger in there and we picked him.

“I’ll tell you, no one has thrown a knockout punch here as far as our kids.”

Shinkaruk, who was Vancouver’s second first-round pick (24th overall) in this summer’s draft, is just happy to be playing again.

“Every day I come to the rink just hoping that my gear is in my stall and I don’t wake up to a text that I am going home,” Shinkaruk said. “Obviously every day that I am here is exciting. It’s up to me to try and stay here.

“The chance to play in every exhibition game so far is pretty exciting. I definitely am being given an opportunity right now and it’s up to me to make the most of it for sure.”

Shinkaruk is known as a goal-scorer, but likes to think he could fit on a third line.

“I am a player with speed and I feel like in the pre-season I haven’t shied away from the physical aspect of the game. That’s something I like. I play with a lot of energy anyway. Obviously there are players on this team who are top-six guys and goal-scorers. If I have to come in and play an energy role, I definitely look forward to that opportunity.”

ICE CHIPS: Monday night’s defensive pairings are expected to be Chris Tanev with Alex Edler, Bieksa with Garrison and Andrew Alberts with Yannick Weber. ... The Canucks complete their six-game pre-season schedule with a games Tuesday night in San Jose and Thursday night at Rogers Arena against Alain Vigneault’s New York Rangers.
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Flash back for a moment to the details of last season’s breakthrough campaign in Leafland.

In earning a trip to the Stanley Cup playoffs for the first time in more than nine years, Toronto’s NHLers finally made good on a long-ago promise to play with proper levels of belligerence and truculence and the like.

They led the league in fighting majors. They led the league in penalty minutes and misconducts. They were the baddest dudes on ice. 

But if the fallout from Sunday’s brawl against the Buffalo Sabres has signalled anything, perhaps it’s this: Toronto’s bully tactics, which appeared to be relatively effective a season ago, will no longer be unexplored territory for their fed-up rivals. 

Their rivals have beefed up. 

The Montreal Canadiens, from whom the Maple Leafs took three of five games a season ago while often dominating the proceedings physically, added veteran enforcer George Parros to pump up a lineup that includes the likes of Brandon Prust, who was one of seven NHLers with 10 or more fighting majors last season. The Sabres, if they were accused of softness in the wake of Milan Lucic’s 2011 steamrolling of goalie Ryan Miller, seem bent on asserting their manliness with the likes of John Scott and Steve Ott. 

.
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Leafs win 3-2 in shootout
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And though Toronto’s 3-2 preseason loss to the Ottawa Senators on Tuesday night went off without the exchanging of a single punch, it’s no secret the Senators are committed to the merits of might. They’ve got Chris Neil and Matt Kassian in their fold. And they’ve also got an imposing young defenceman in Jared Cowen, who on Tuesday night dropped Leafs power forward David Clarkson with a blue-line straight arm. The blow made Clarkson, playing out the pre-season string before his 10-game regular-season ban kicks in, fall fast and hard. And it sent a mini-message: Nothing’s going to be easy for the Leafs.

Still, for all the muscle that proliferates in the NHL, the league office sent out a confusing edict on Tuesday when it fined Sabres coach Ron Rolston for “player selection” and “team conduct,” this for Rolston’s decision to have the 6-foot-8 Scott on the ice when he set off Sunday’s brawl at the Air Canada Centre.

“It scares me that that’s the case,” said Paul MacLean, the Senators coach. “I have no idea what (Rolston’s) conduct was. But the ‘player selection’ part of it — that’s something I’ve got to think about. And possibly be worried about. Because that’s the league dictating what we’re supposed to do, and I’m not sure that’s right.”

Leafs coach Randy Carlyle, who’s been known to “select” a few players of his own, said he is not concerned that the league is getting into the business of punishing coaches who ice fighters. He implied that Rolston’s fine was imposed due to special circumstances.

“I think there was some comments (Rolston) made that there was a directive that (Scott) was going out there to do something specifically and it didn’t matter who was out there,” Carlyle said. “I think that plays a role into (the fine).”

Certainly there are NHL clubs loading up on muscle no matter the league’s oft-conflicting stance on goonery. This week the Edmonton Oilers, fresh off seeing Sam Gagner’s jaw broken by a brutal stick foul from Vancouver’s Zack Kassian, claimed veteran fighter Steve MacIntyre off waivers. The Oilers fought less than any NHL team a year ago — Leaf Colton Orr’s 13 fighting majors equalled the collective total of the entire Edmonton roster — but something changed in their thinking watching the events of this pre-season. Dallas Eakins, the newly minted Edmonton head coach, suggested that the game has become more reckless: “It seems there’s a lot going on in the league right now. The boys are full of a lot of testosterone.”

Added Craig MacTavish, the Oilers rookie GM: “You need a deterrent, especially with our team.”

There are exceptions to the trend. The Detroit Red Wings, who’ll be joining the Leafs in the new-fangled Atlantic Division, have long eschewed dressing a one-dimensional tough guy; last year they finished 29th in fighting majors. Their reasonable facsimile is Jordan Tootoo, the smallish fireplug currently out with a shoulder injury.

“Would I like to have a big, tough guy in the middle of the lineup? Yeah,” Detroit GM Ken Holland told Yahoo! Sports. “But I haven’t really bought into having fourth-line guys that don’t have much skill and are one-dimensional players. I guess I put more of a premium on goals.”

The Leafs have put a premium on bare-knuckled brawn. Maybe they’ll use it to their advantage against a team like the Red Wings. Maybe the Wings will skate circles around Toronto’s big-fisted toughies. But here’s what’s clear: There are more than a couple of teams that don’t intend to be pushed around by the Bay Street Bullies, or any bullies, anymore. Whether or not that means the Leafs are about to lose a key advantage will be determined beginning Tuesday in Montreal.
Which Toronto Maple Leafs hopefuls stand to benefit the most from David Clarkson’s suspension?
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Troy Bodie has been fighting for a job with the Maple Leafs, both figuratively and literally. 

Gary Wiepert/The Associated PressTroy Bodie has been fighting for a job with the Maple Leafs, both figuratively and literally. .

 Twitter

 Google+ 

 LinkedIn 

 Email 

 Comments

 More 

.

TORONTO — With a deep bruise under his eye and a series of scabs on an index finger — all souvenirs from a fight; “I got him in the visor, I cut my hand” — Troy Bodie spoke about his hopes of life after training camp with the Toronto Maple Leafs.

Leafs’ David Clarkson suspended 10 games for role in brawl against Sabres

.

The 28-year-old winger signed with the organization in July. He is trying to make a home in Toronto after a nomadic career, and with a lengthy suspension and injury taking root in the forward ranks, he cannot help but look at the roster to see where he might fit.

“I mean, it’s hard not to,” Bodie said on Tuesday. “You always want to be just taking it day-by-day, go out there and play your hardest … but in reality, it’s hard not to look at the numbers, to see where you fit in.”

Related

Maple Leafs’ Phil Kessel suspended three games for slash during brawl

Bruce Arthur: John Scott attacking Phil Kessel during Leafs-Sabres brawl proves the fighting 'code' is a worthless idea

Leafs trying to keep David Clarkson 'as game-ready as possible' during 10-game suspension

No culture change coming for Leafs despite David Clarkson’s 10-game suspension after Sabres brawl

.

With David Clarkson suspended for the first 10 games of the regular season (pending a possible appeal), and tough guy Frazer McLaren sidelined with a broken pinky finger, the Leafs may have a job opening or two up front. Bodie, along with Joe Colborne and Carter Ashton, appear to be among the leading candidates.

Leafs coach Randy Carlyle has described Bodie, who could fill a spot on the fourth line when the season opens next week, as a “no-maintenance” player and a “model” for the younger players in the organization. Ashton has spent time playing on the top line in pre-season, and Colborne is a former first-round draft pick.

“When somebody’s out of the lineup, there’s an opportunity for somebody else to fill that spot,” Carlyle said before the Leafs hosted the Ottawa Senators on Tuesday. “We have young kids that have had an extended number of games in the exhibition schedule, and we’re going to continue to take a look at them.”

Leafs centre Dave Bolland (groin) was held off the ice again Tuesday night, but Carlyle said he is expected back before the end of the pre-season. Colton Orr (leg) was also not in uniform.

Ashton, 22, is, like Colborne, a former first-round draft pick trying to finally crack an NHL roster. Bodie, Colborne and Ashton played on a line together against the Senators.

“It was a process, I understood that when I was drafted,” Ashton said. “I knew it wasn’t going to come easy. Each year, you have to prepare yourself — anything can happen.”

Toronto Maple Leafs winger David Clarkson will dress for a pre-season game against the Ottawa Senators on Tuesday night, despite the fact he has a 10-game suspension looming over his first season with the team.

Leafs await Phil Kessel disciplinary hearing as fallout from Sabres brawl continues.

The National Hockey League officially announced the punishment on Monday night, one night after the 29-year-old left the bench to join a brawl in the third period of a pre-season game against the Buffalo Sabres. Clarkson was not made available for comment after the game, nor was he available on Monday or Tuesday, as the Leafs prepared to host the Senators.

Leafs coach Randy Carlyle said he would dress Clarkson, and that the winger would also join the team on the road when it opens the regular season next week. The player is allowed to play in pre-season games, since his suspension does not begin until the regular season opens.

“We feel that it’s probably best that he plays as many games as possible, actually,” Carlyle said. “With the extended period of time that he’ll be away from it, I think that it’s important for him to get some games in.”

Related

Leafs’ David Clarkson suspended 10 games for role in brawl against Sabres

No culture change coming for Leafs despite David Clarkson’s 10-game suspension after Sabres brawl

NHL players, media react to Leafs-Sabres brawl

Bruce Arthur: John Scott attacking Phil Kessel proves the fighting 'code' is a worthless idea

.

Clarkson, who signed a seven-year contract worth US$36.75-million with the Leafs over the summer, will not be available to make his regular season debut until Oct. 25. Carlyle said he will still be eligible to participate in practice, and in pre-game skates with the team.

Clarkson is considering an appeal of his suspension.

“We’ll try and keep him as game-ready as possible,” Carlyle said.

Clarkson jumped over the boards in an apparent attempt to defend winger Phil Kessel from giant Sabres forward John Scott. (Kessel will have a scheduled hearing with the league Tuesday afternoon for the two-handed slashes he delivered to Scott, and there is a chance he, too, will be suspended.)

Carlyle said he understood Clarkson’s motivation.

.

“I think that there is a burning desire — I guess you would liken it to the schoolyard, if somebody was picking on your brother,” he said. “You fight me, you fight my family: ‘You fight me, you fight my brudder.’

“That’s what we used to say in the French community that I grew up in. That was the joke. And I look at it the same way. It’s one of those situations where you’re going to defend your teammate. David Clarkson understands that what he did, and the timing of it, was wrong, and we’re held accountable to that.”

***

Scott is listed at 6-foot-8, 270 pounds. On Tuesday, Carlyle was asked what he might have done, had he been in a position like Kessel was on Sunday night.

“In those situations, you defend your honour to the point where … physically, you’re not going to be able to match the guy, but there are ways to tie the guy up, and there are ways to defend yourself,” he said.

***

Leafs tough guy Colton Orr (leg) will not be ready to return to the ice when the team hosts the Senators on Tuesday. Dave Bolland (groin) skated by himself an hour before the team began its pre-game skate, and is expected to appear in one of the team’s remaining pre-season games. “He’s pretty close to joining us,” Carlyle said … On the goaltending front, Carlyle said the season will begin with a rotation of incumbent starter James Reimer and recently-acquired Jonathan Bernier. Toronto opens the season with games on back-to-back nights, with a stop in Montreal on Oct. 1, followed by a game in Philadelphia the following night. “Whoever doesn’t start in the first one will play in the next one,” Carlyle said. And then? “We’ll just measure it as we go forward,” he said … Mason Raymond signed a one-year contract with the Leafs on Monday, after attending training camp on a professional tryout. The 28-year-old winger agreed to a one-year deal worth US$1-million, according to capgeek.com. (He earned US$2.275-million with the Vancouver Canucks last year.) “It was different, right?” Raymond said. “I hadn’t come to camp in previous years without a contract. But I feel, like many players, that you need to come in and earn your spot.” According to capgeek.com, the Leafs have less than US$1-million in space left under the salary cap.

Toronto Maple Leafs Petter Granberg looks ready to jump to NHL

By Postmedia News , Postmedia NewsJuly 17, 2013
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Russian forward Nail Yakupov folds as Swedish defenceman Petter Granberg drives him into the boards during first period action of the IIHF World Junior Hockey Championships preliminary round on December 31, 2011 at the Scotiabank Saddledome in Calgary.

Russian forward Nail Yakupov folds as Swedish defenceman Petter Granberg drives him into the boards during first period action of the IIHF World Junior Hockey Championships preliminary round on December 31, 2011 at the Scotiabank Saddledome in Calgary.
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Maple Leafs could be in 'dicey' spot with defensive prospect Morgan Rielly

Clarkson will try to emulate Clark during career with Maple Leafs

Maple Leafs' first-round pick Gauthier on the slow track to the NHL

Toronto — Shortly after their prospects camp ended last week, Toronto Maple Leafs director of amateur scouting Dave Morrison sent out an email to coaches and management within the organization to share his excitement regarding the team’s drafted players.

“You’d be happy with what you saw here,” he wrote.

One player, in particular, stood out. He was steady in his own end, physical when he needed to be and generally looked like a man among boys. According to Morrison, he was about as NHL-ready as they come.

No, he was not talking about Morgan Rielly. While the fifth-overall selection of the 2012 draft has a legitimate shot at making the team out of training camp next season, another lesser-known defenceman might actually be what head coach Randy Carlyle is looking for to fill out his top six.

His name is Petter Granberg. And if you do not yet know the name, you soon will. Granberg, who turns 21 next month, has won a world junior championship, a world hockey championship and a Swedish Elite League title with Skelleftea. He is looking to build on that success with the Leafs.

“I think Petter’s going to put himself in that position,” Morrison said. “How soon is tough to tell, because until he actually gets into North American action, you just don’t know. I would say all the ingredients are there to get there, so it might not take long at all.

“Put it this way: he was on the top pairing with (Alex) Edler (against Canada at the world championship) and they played most of the game against (Steven) Stamkos’s line.”

Granberg, who Morrison calls a “meat and potatoes” type player, is built in the same mould as former Leaf Luke Schenn. There is nothing flashy about his game. He will not rush the puck up the ice or skate out of a position to deliver a big hit. But the six-foot-three, 209-pound defender, who was selected in the fourth round of the 2010 draft, is someone coaches can trust to defend a one-goal lead and make life miserable for opposing forwards.

During the world tournament in May, when he was the second-youngest player on Sweden’s roster, Granberg was used in a shutdown role. In last week’s prospects camp, he was paired with Rielly in scrimmages, and the two were the perfect combination of skill and strength.

“I like the physical game. It’s no problem to me,” Granberg said. “I like to be the hardest player to play against. But it’s a different game on the small rinks, so you have to adapt.”

The transition from playing in Europe to North America could take time. For that reason, it is likely that Granberg will start the season with the Toronto Marlies. But with the Leafs looking to offset the amount of puck-movers on the roster, do not be surprised if he finds a way onto the roster.

Carlyle prefers low-risk defencemen he can trust. It is the reason why Mark Fraser, Mike Kostka and Korbinian Holzer all won spots in the lineup ahead of Jake Gardiner and John-Michael Liles, and the reason Rielly, another offensive defenceman, might be returned to junior this season to round out his game and get more experience.

If that happens, Granberg could be the stay-at-home type Carlyle is seeking.

“Petter is a PK guy, he’s 5-on-5, 4-on-4,” said Jim Hughes, the Leafs director of player development. “He’s a pure defender.”
Maple Leafs could be in 'dicey' spot with defensive prospect Morgan Rielly

By Stephen Whyno, The Canadian PressJuly 12, 2013
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Toronto Maple Leafs Morgan Rielly eyes the action during a training session as the Leafs prepare for the new NHL season in Toronto on Tuesday January 15, 2013. In a perfect world, Morgan Rielly would like to be in Toronto with the Maple Leafs in October. It's not that simple. The 19-year-old defenceman is in no-man's land, caught between being too good for junior hockey and perhaps not yet ready for the NHL. He's too young to play in the AHL with the Marlies, yet Rielly's development has gotten him to the point where he might be bored dominating the Western Hockey League. THE CANADIAN PRESS/Chris Young

Toronto Maple Leafs Morgan Rielly eyes the action during a training session as the Leafs prepare for the new NHL season in Toronto on Tuesday January 15, 2013. In a perfect world, Morgan Rielly would like to be in Toronto with the Maple Leafs in October. It's not that simple. The 19-year-old defenceman is in no-man's land, caught between being too good for junior hockey and perhaps not yet ready for the NHL. He's too young to play in the AHL with the Marlies, yet Rielly's development has gotten him to the point where he might be bored dominating the Western Hockey League. THE CANADIAN PRESS/Chris Young

TORONTO - In a perfect world, Morgan Rielly would like to be in Toronto with the Maple Leafs in October. But it's not that simple.

The 19-year-old defenceman is in no-man's land, caught between being too good for junior and perhaps not yet ready for the NHL. He's too young to play in the AHL with the Marlies, yet Rielly is at the point where he might be bored dominating the Western Hockey League.

"It's not something where he needs to mature and he needs to learn how to be the guy because I think he already knows how to be the guy," Leafs director of player development Jim Hughes said. "Has he outgrown that role? It's possible that he has and that he needs new challenges."

How to get him new challenges is an organizational concern for the Leafs, who already have an established defensive corps led by Dion Phaneuf and a young defenceman in Jake Gardiner they need to blend in with the rest of the group. There's no sense in rushing Rielly, who could be a star but might need patience before his time comes.

"I understand that I have plenty of time to play pro hockey," said Rielly, the No. 5 pick in the 2012 draft. "If I don't play this year, that doesn't mean that I won't ever play in the NHL. That's a goal I have. But if not, I've just got to keep working hard, keep trying to get better. I'll be 20 this time next year, which is still pretty young, so I'm not too concerned about it. But that's a goal I'm pretty driven to achieve."

The Maple Leafs understand the delicate situation they're in with Rielly. Hughes said being in the pressure-packed Toronto market ups the ante on making sure they don't derail his development by either pushing him into the NHL too soon or keeping him in the WHL too long.

"We've got to do it right," Hughes said. "You can see how Nazem (Kadri), how he's turned the corner. So we need to get this right. But Morgan, he's mature, and he's sharp and he's physically strong. He's got that strong, wide base and foundation. He doesn't get knocked off the puck. So he's a little bit further ahead, and it's going to be real dicey to see how this all unfolds."

Rielly is waiting along with everyone else. He was almost a point-a-game player last season for the Moose Jaw Warriors, who finished 10th out of 12 teams in the WHL's Western Conference.

There's not much else he can achieve at the junior level, except perhaps feel better about his game as a top prospect who controls the play.

"I think I'd get a chance to be an older player on a team that's quite young. I think that's a pretty good opportunity to just be a leader," Rielly said. "I think if you're playing well every night and you're a huge part of the team, I think that can help the confidence."

Rielly got a chance to make a cameo appearance with the Marlies late last season, playing 14 regular-season and eight playoff games. He didn't play alongside Gardiner but got a chance to speak to the 23-year-old defenceman whose twisting path in Toronto could serve as a cautionary tale.

Gardiner is expected to be a Leafs fixture next season after spending most of 2012-13 with the Marlies.

"He's obviously a great player, and he has a whole lot of years of pro hockey to play still," Rielly said. "If I can play like him one day I'll be pretty happy."

Rielly would like that one day to be this fall. The Leafs could keep him around for up to nine games before returning him to his junior team without using a year of his entry-level contract, something that would give him a taste of the NHL.

It could also serve as a test of the puck-moving defenceman's readiness. Any other avenue would continue to test his patience.

"Obviously I want to play pro hockey, that's a goal, but I think you kind of have to appreciate the players that are also competing against you, that I'm only a teenager now," Rielly said. "You have to be patient with it, and that's often pretty hard. I think you've just got to be smart with it and appreciate the opportunity that I have to even have that chance. It's tough, but you have to do it, I guess."

ETOBICOKE, Ont. - Frederik Gauthier is a big man, but he won't be throwing his weight around in the NHL right away.

At 18 years old, the Toronto Maple Leafs consider the first-round pick very much a work in progress.

Gauthier won't have the pressure on him to reach the NHL fast because the six-foot-five, 214-pound centre has plenty to work on, starting with his skating.

"As he gets stronger, his skating will improve naturally," director of player development Jim Hughes said. "His explosion, his quickness, his power, his separation speed will all improve as he gets stronger. Even though he's big, he's still a boy, so give him two years and then he'll have that power."

Gauthier looks like a man among boys older than him this week at Leafs prospect camp. But the fact that Hughes expects the Gauthier to be back here in two years speaks to the gradual expectations the organization has for him.

Hughes called Wednesday's scrimmage more good experience for Gauthier, whom the Leafs selected 21st over in last month's draft.

"He's young. He'll come back here in two years and he will be like a man-child," Hughes said. "You can see the size of him and the girth. He plays the whole rink, he plays 200 feet. These are just baby steps for him."

Any step Gauthier takes is a big one, though not necessarily because he's graceful at it. But he and the Leafs know improving skating is a top priority.

That's why skating consultant Barb Underhill worked with Gauthier, defenceman Morgan Rielly and centre Dominic Toninato before Wednesday's scrimmage.

"We worked on things that will help my skating," Gauthier said. "Longer stride. Getting faster. I might see her again. I look forward to it."

Gauthier should count on spending lots of time working on his skating, because the physical aspects of his game are there. He's expected to return to Rimouski Oceanic of the QMJHL next season, where he had 22 goals and 38 assists in 62 games as a 17-year-old.

As for what he feels he needs to improve on, Gauthier cited "simple plays."

"Sometimes I make it too complicated," he said. "Just play my game. Get good intensity."

The Leafs will give Gauthier some breathing room to polish his game. Hughes expects a "natural progression" with skating, just as he has seen with prospects Josh Leivo and Greg McKegg after working with Underhill.

"If you're a good skater, Barb can make you a better skater," Hughes said. "She can dissect the weaknesses. She does it through video, they break the stride down. ... She works at the mechanics of the skating. Between the mechanics and then with the conditioning part of it, that's when we see the improvement kick in and take place."

Note — The Leafs signed forwards Joe Colborne and Troy Bodie to one-year deals.

FORWARDS

Joffrey Lupul*-Tyler Bozak-Phil Kessel

James van Riemsdyk-Nazem Kadri-David Clarkson

Nikolai Kulemin-Dave Bolland-Mason Raymond**

Joe Colborne-Jay McClement-Colton Orr***

DEFENCE

Carl Gunnarsson-Dion Phaneuf

Jake Gardiner-Cody Franson****

John Michael-Liles-Mark Fraser

GOALIES

Jonathan Bernier, James Reimer

EXTRAS

Paul Ranger, Frazer McLaren

ON THE BUBBLE

F Trevor Smith, F Troy Body, D Morgan Rielly, D Korbinian Holzer, D TJ Brennan.

*Injured (back spasms)

**In camp on try out

***Injured (leg contusion)

****Unsigned restricted free agent
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Now we know a little more about David Clarkson, Phil Kessel and Jonathan Bernier.

Thanks to that Slapshot-like brawl with Buffalo, we know Clarkson has a short fuse. Maybe he’s even a little selfish even in sticking up for his teammates. Coming off the bench? That’s a no-no. Ridiculous. And Clarkson has taken himself out of roughly 10 per cent of the Leaf season and put the team in a salary cap bind. The team will have to employ someone in Clarkson’s spot, adding to the team’s precarious salary cap position.

There’s wiggle room if any player is injured. But the team is still trying to find a way to sign Cody Franson and squeeze him under the cap.

But the fans will forgive Clarkson. As they will Kessel, who looked silly taking the lumber to John Scott’s shins. His teammates will forgive. No one would have ever expected him to drop the gloves at all, much less against a behemoth like Scott. So his teammates will see what he did as a sign of leadership or of backbone.

Bernier’s another case. The fan base — in love with James Reimer— hadn’t quite warmed up to the acquisition from the L.A. Kings. Now he’s channeled Felix Potvin.

Photos View galleryzoom

Leafs winger Joffrey Lupul needs to stay healthy this year. Judging by his track record, that may be a problem.zoom

The three will ultimately be embraced more fully because of the fracas. The centre ice scoreboard will surely help fans relive all those moments to huge cheers. Each and every home game this season.

IS LUPUL HEALTHY?

With Clarkson suspended, it’s even more imperative that the rest of the team’s top forwards remain healthy. Joffrey Lupul has had trouble doing that.

Since entering the NHL in 2003-2004 as a highly touted pick of the Anaheim Ducks, Lupul has played 531 games. 

More to the point, Lupul has missed 162, mostly due to injuries. 

And the injuries have been freakish:

•a near fatal infection after back surgery. 

•a hand broken on shot by a teammate.

So suffering back spasms to start camp is really nothing compared to what he has gone through.

But what is remarkable is how patient Leaf fans are with him. Not to stereotype Canadian hockey fans, but if he was from Kazakhstan and his last name was Lupultropov, would a certain segment of Leaf Nation still look upon him so warmly?

He is a man about town. A good talker with interesting things to say. He posed semi-nude. And when he’s healthy, he’s been great: 85 points in his last 82 games (albeit spread over two seasons).

But he hasn’t done on the ice — due to injury — anything close to what he expects of himself or what the team expects of him since signing a multi-year extension with the Maple Leafs.

Here’s a look at his injury history:

4/5/2013: Maple Leafs (Head - Missed five games)

1/24/2013: Maple Leafs (Fractured forearm - Missed 25 games)

3/7/2012: Maple Leafs (Separated shoulder - Missed 16 games)

9/14/2010: Ducks (Blood infection in back - Missed 28 games)

12/11/2009: Ducks (Herniated disc/surgery - Missed 52 games)

11/21/2009: Ducks (Back spasms - Missed seven games)

1/3/2009: Flyers (Lower-body - Missed three games)

2/16/2008: Flyers (High ankle sprain - Missed 12 games)

1/6/2008: Flyers (Bruised spinal cord and mild concussion - Missed 14 games)

Lupul has had his ups and downs with Randy Carlyle, notably when both were with the Ducks. A big reason that Lupul is a Leaf is the falling out the two had: Carlyle wouldn’t play him on the left side in Anaheim’s Top 6. Lupul has thrived in that position since coming to the Leafs. And he long ago won Carlyle over, even if the coach does — on occasion — say things like he’d like to wrap Lupul in bubble wrap.

“It’s important to have any of your top six players to make a regular contribution,” said Carlyle. “He’s had his fair share of battles with injuries. We’d love to see him in our lineup on a regular basis. To say (his injuries are) freak, I don’t know if you can say it’s freak. But he’s had his issues. 

“We’ve tried to maintain he has to change some of the things he does from a standpoint of being less reckless. I thought it was more, not being reckless, just dying to make a contribution.”

HYBRID ICING

Safe to say the Leafs like hybrid icing, a new twist in the preseason where the linesman can call icing if he thinks a player from the defending team will reach an iced puck first.

Here’s a sampling of reaction from the Leafs room:

Randy Carlyle: “I think the hybrid right now seems to be working. I think the games are moving along quicker because of it. There’s not a lot of time wasted. It seems like the linesmen have adopted it and made some good decisions. There are far more good decisions being made than poor ones. It sped up the game.

“I was kind of old school. Now that you visualize and it and you’re participating in it, you see where there’s a l ot of common sense in it.”

Paul Ranger: “Probably on defence, I like the hybrid one. Actually the best one on defence is the no-touch icing. It’s all advantage on defence. But the hybrid icing rule is good, it works both ways. On offence, if I’m icing the puck on purpose, if one of my forwards is flying down the wall, and I see him, I ice the puck on purpose because I think he’s going to get there first, that works as an advantage for me.

“The hybrid, it’s kind of equal both ways. If it’s iced in our end, we just have to turn and skate as fast as we can. It sort of gets rid of those plays where the linesman may not be loud enough because of the noise you may not hear. You’re going, going, going and the next thing you know there’s an unnecessary hit or a collision. I like it. I think it’s quite smart.”

Mark Fraser: “It’s tough to say. I don’t mind it the way it is, with the touch icing. But at the same time, the odd time there’s an injury, and no one wants to see that. I don’t mind if it was touch icing but perhaps if it was getting right down to it, maybe an earlier whistle. I guess in essence, that’s what the hybrid is trying to build in. I definitely prefer one of those two instead of blowing it down every time there’s an icing. It’s just like throwing the puck over the glass, it’s something we used to rely on a lot. Now I can’t even remember the last time I even thought of doing that. It’s not an escape any more. I think the evolution of the hybrid icing is the right way to go, just because it’s the obvious concern of guys getting hurt. It’s clearing up some of the grey area of when to blow it down and when not. That’s something we’ll have to figure out.

Carl Gunnarsson: “If they can make the hybrid work, I like that one. It’s like touch icing but you take away that moment of having a guy on your back when you’re going back for the puck. There are tough calls now. I think mostly defencemen like it.”

FROM THE SCRUM:Paul Ranger

LeafsBeat: How is camp going? 

Ranger: It’s going forward. It’s exactly where I want it to go. There is no backwards. First game was pretty good. I felt comfortable. It progressed as game went on. Second game, just tried different things in the game. Rush the puck a little bit. Get some confidence going back there. Really just working on things, communicating with my partner, getting up to speed again.

LB: Do you feel like you’re fitting in well?

R: It’s different. I don’t know about the past. Last year, with the Marlies, I hadn’t played in a long time. It was a little more difficult to really just adjust again and get it all back. This year has been better. It’s almost like when you’re playing with these guys, there’s a higher level of competition. You’re pushing yourself to be at your top level. It pushes you. It’s a choice and you choose to do it. I know what I’m capable of. I’m working on getting to my best level.

LB: Does the number of preseason games matter or is a game or two off okay? 

R: You do appreciate the rest. Rest is a good thing. You’re going seven days a week and you get a day off, use it wisely. You’ve got to do your own thing with your own life, whatever it is, family, friends. Whatever it is. It’s a mini-break. Use it to your advantage.

LB: Can training camp drag on? 

R: Training camp is a different time. You’re training to get physically. Mentally, to be able to play the game, handle the schedule. With regards to the question about exhibition games and how many to get into, it’s different for everybody. For me, personally, I’d like to play more than half the games. It’s allowing me to get my game back a little bit quicker, a little more consistent. Come the actual regular season, when it counts, it will be there. It will be easier and natural.

MONEY MONEY MONEY

You don’t get to be hockey’s only billion-dollar enterprise by going cheap, so no surprise here that the Maple Leafs are the most expensive ticket in town.

Vivid Seats, a secondary market ticket seller (which kind of sound like a high end, but really legal scalper) says the median price for resold Leafs ticket has a median cost of $320. 

The Winnipeg Jets, however, are next at $230, followed by the Stanley Cup champions Chicago Blackhawks ($212). The rest of the top 10: Montreal, Vancouver, Pittsburgh, Edmonton, Boston, New York Rangers and Calgary Flames.

So the Ottawa Senators are the only Canadian team not in the top 10.

More from Vivid Seats:

•The Toronto Maple Leafs have the top 13 most expensive games based on median ticket price. 

•The most expensive non-Maple Leafs game is the New York Rangers vs. New Jersey Devils at Yankee Stadium on Jan. 26.

•The most expensive game excluding the Maple Leafs and Stadium Series games is the Pittsburgh Penguins at Vancouver Canucks on Jan. 7.

CAMP AND COMPETITION

Training camp is kind of a weird time of year, pitting friend against friend, teammate against teammate for a job. We asked around what that was like.

Randy Carlyle: “When training camp comes around, there’s always going to be people lined up to take your job. That’s what remains unique. You can be a teammate one minute, yet you’re fighting for the same position the next. That’s the harsh reality of the dog-eat-dog world we live in.”

David Clarkson: “Lucky enough, we have a great group of guys. You don’t see it because you’re not in the room. We have one of the best locker rooms I’ve ever been a part of. Guys are battling for jobs. When we get off that ice, we’re buddies. When you’re out there and playing your game, you’ve got to do something to catch people’s eyes. Make that impression on the coaching staff and the general managers and everybody else.”

Troy Bodie: “Hockey players, we’re all respectful of each other. We know what’s at stake and we know what we’re trying to do. There’s obviously guys you can point and say we’re competing for spots. But you just have to be men about it and have a friendly game of: May the Best Man Win. Nothing dirty, no sour grapes.”

James Van Riemsdyk: “It’s definitely intriguing. You get more comfortable with that your first camp as you go on. I remember how that was my first camp, it was a weird dynamic of professional sports, but it’s part of the business. No hard feelings between guys. Everyone is going to leave it all out there to get the spot they want to get. (The best guys wins). You can look at it that way, trying out for any team. You’re always competing against guys you know or are friendly with. Sometimes it comes down to you or the guy beside you. That’s the way of the world.”

Carter Ashton: “It’s part of the game. It’s a job. You come in here, we’re great friends. There’s a level of compete within the team and when you get your chance in the exhibition games, you definitely want to take advantage of it. You know what you can do and you have to take advantage of the opportunities as they come.”

FROM THE SCRUM 2:Dave Nonis

LeafsBeat: You have a week to set the roster. How do you pull that together?

Nonis: “You sit on a plane and do lots of different things. There are pieces that move around. Is Morgan in the lineup or isn’t he? If that’s the case, what does it mean. These are things you go through. They’ll play themselves out. We’ll put names on a board. It doesn’t really matter. It will be at the end of the Detroit games, we think who is best suited. From there we’ll go on.”

LB: Is Morgan Rielly making the decisions hard?

N: “He’s making it as hard as we thought he’d make it. He’s a quiet guy, but he worked very hard in the offseason. He came in here with high expectations of himself. He knew he was prepared. Whether he can do it, it’s still too early to say. We’re happy with what he’s done. He’s shown flashes of definitely being ready. As this moves along, he’s going to play a lot of these games. He could do like Jake (Gardiner) did a couple of years ago, which was never let down.”

LB: If Rielly goes back to Moose Jaw, will that slow his development?

N: “First off, if he does go back, he has has a good coach there. That’s one area you look at. He has a good coach, a good staff. Would he have a major impact on the world junior team, I think the answer there is yes. There are some things that could happen for him that would be good for him. It doesn’t mean he should go back. If he is ready to play here and play a significant role, there’s nothing wrong with keeping him here.”

LB: The coach says Rielly doesn’t have to play every game, but could benefit from practice: 

N: “Yep. That’s right. Randy says that now. I think that’s right. He still has to contribute in those 12 to 15 minutes a game he does play in. Randy knows what he’s looking for. He had—a different player, but a good example, in Cam Fowler. He was always looking for him to falter. He never did. Randy used him more and more. If he would have faltered, I’m sure Randy would have pulled him out. That’s the same kind of scenario here.”

LB: Who picks the roster?

N: “We’ll have long discussions about it. I seek his (Randy Carlyle’s) opinion. At the end of the day, we do as we need to do as a staff. From his standpoint, he’ll ask our opinion. But he’s picking the team. I can’t tell him to put someone in the lineup that he doesn’t want in the lineup. It doesn’t really work. He has full control over who makes this team and who doesn’t. But we all spend a lot of time discussing the benefits of certain people and strengths and weaknesses. I think it’s a pretty healthy relationship, open dialogue both ways, to make sure we’re on the same page. We’re all in the same boat.”

LB: So the opening night roster is not the 23 guys who had the best camp.

N: “Yeah, there’s more that goes into it than that. Camp dictates a lot, and it’ll give a young player a longer look, and an established guy probably gets a little bit more leeway. But we do pay attention to what’s going on as this moves along.”

24/7

The folks from HBO showed up in Leafs camp. If the Leafs thought the endless questioning by local and national media was enough every day after practice or after a game, what are they going to think of having HBO in their homes filing 24-7: The Road To the Winter Classic.

“Obviously it’s a challenge to get used to it, but I don’t think it’s anything that’s that drastic. I think it’s something that we’ve committed to, we’re part of the NHL and we’re participating. We’ll have to deal with it and move forward,” said coach Randy Carlyle.

The first season featured a foul-mouthed Bruce Boudreau coaching the Washington Capitals against the Pittsburgh Penguins. A second season was memorable for a spaced out Ilya Bryzgalov of the Philadelphia Flyers against the New York Rangers.

This year, one imagines Dion Phaneuf — with his Hollywood actress wife, Elisha Cuthbert — along with the photogenic Joffrey Lupul and the always talkative Nazem Kadri would get a fair amount of airtime.

“People want to see the players’ personalities and see the preparation for games,” said Lupul. “I think the key is probably just to be yourself.”

EX-LEAFS STRUGGLE

Former Leafs defenceman Ian White isn’t about to get all nostalgic about his time spent in a Leafs uniform. Yes, he will always have fond memories of Toronto and the teams he played on from 2005-10. But White is like several other players from those days of struggle following the 2004-05 lockout: He’s fighting to remain in the NHL.

White recently was released from a PTO (professional tryout contract) with Winnipeg. 

White spent the past two seasons in Detroit, and under normal league circumstances, he would likely be in the Red Wings camp right now, and looking to play a third season there.

The Wings, though, parted company with him; they may have wanted bigger bodies on their blueline for this season, something White has heard before. But the Wings are also fighting to stay within the limits of the NHL cap, which has been lowered to $64.3 million this season from $70 million a year ago. Journeyman players like White — players who were earning several million dollars per season — are finding themselves in PTO situations, or opting to play in Europe or Russia, as NHL teams crunch numbers and sift out veteran contracts in favour of younger, cheaper options.

White had been gainfully employed in the NHL for almost a decade; now, at 29, he’s one of hockey’s harder luck stories — and among Leafs of his era, he’s not alone.

Scanning the Leafs current roster, there is only one player holding over from White’s Leafs of 2005-10 — Nik Kulemin.

No one has called Nikolai Antropov and Alexei Ponikarovsky, both of whom made decisions months ago to play in the KHL. No one has called Kyle Wellwood, who is a free agent, and likely won’t go to the KHL again, after a disastrous tenure there in 2010-11. It was reported that Wellwood was released by Atlant of the KHL, but the story was much more complicated than that, involving loggerheads with Russian coaches, and the birth of his son, Roman, who arrived nine weeks premature in March 2011.

Carlo Colaiacovo is also looking for work, and like White, was last with the Red Wings.

Pre-Game Notebook: Lindback Returns to Nashville With Lightning
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Moving the second-half of their training camp slate to Estero, Florida, the Tampa Bay Lightning head to the Music City tonight to face the Nashville Predators for the second and final time of the preseason.

On Saturday, the Lightning won their fourth consecutive game when forward Jonathan Drouin netted a third-round shootout goal. The victory in the shootout was the second time the skills competition was needed in their first four games for the Bolts.

Now Tampa Bay’s roster has been trimmed by 23 as of late Saturday and 36 players’ fate has yet to be determined. Only two exhibition games remain on the Bolts preseason schedule after tonight’s game.

Deciding not to have a morning skate prior to Tuesday’s contest, the Lightning checked-in with the media between lunch and a mid-day meeting.

FORMER NASHVILLE NETMINDER

Former seventh-round pick (207th overall) by the Predators in the 2008 NHL Entry Draft, goalie Anders Lindback returns to Bridgestone Arena for the first time since being traded to Tampa Bay last summer.

“It will be fun,” Lindback said. “It will be nice to see everyone on the team and to be around the rink, but I’m mostly excited to play a game there.” 

It will be nice to see everyone on the team and to be around the rink, but I’m mostly excited to play a game there. - Anders Lindback

Although he will be in net against his former team, he doesn’t feel any pressure to prove anything to the Predators. Lindback is more concerned about showing he is a good fit with the Bolts.

“I’m fighting for a spot here,” he said. “It is more that I want to prove myself and show guys on my team I can play. I want to put myself in a position to play good. I think Nashville will recognize that too.”

Despite playing only 30 minutes between the pipes in the preseason so far, Lindback said he feels better in goal each day.

“I’m getting more and more comfortable everyday on the ice,” he said. “It will be great for me to have a whole game, rather than playing half like I’ve been.”

PRACTICE MAKES PERFECT

Tampa Bay is a week-and-a-half deep into training camp and stories behind each player are starting to develop. Though center Valtteri Filppula is nearly a lock at playing on one of the top-two lines, he is not immune to making adjustments.

“He has confidence, exceptional stick skills and he can skate,” head coach Jon Cooper said. “You add that all up and you’ve got a pretty good hockey player. Offensively, defensively, he’s always in the right spot. If I could poke a hole in his game, I wish he could shoot more.”

And Filppula agrees.

“I think it is part of my game that I need to be better at,” Filppula said. “Trying to shoot more would create more offense for us.”

Admitting that he can be a creature of habit, Filppula knows that he will have to continue to practice at what’s come to be known as “the Cooper style.”

“I’ve been trying to work on it,” he continued. “Things happen quick on the ice and a lot of times you do things that come natural to you.”

COOPER’S CORNER

While the first part of Bolts training camp was broad-based, Cooper said that part two will be focused on what certain players can bring to the table.

“Now it’s more individual, system-based and what we’re going to do on Opening Night versus Boston,” he said. “We’ll be looking at certain breakouts we’re going to be using, certain ways we’re going to play on the power-play and going to penalty kill. It was basically Tampa Bay Lightning 101 for the first week-and-a-half, now we’re getting into advanced calculus.”

Offensive lines and defensive pairings, however, are not set in stone.

“We’ll see how it works putting guys in different situations,” Cooper said. “We’ll see how they adapt and play with different players. For defensive pairings, we’ll see how they match-up together.”

ODDS ‘N ENDS

After seeing Drouin at center thus far in training camp, Cooper said today that he would be positioned at the wing Tuesday. Cooper also mentioned that Kucherov, who has been playing on the right-wing, will be playing on the left.

LINEUP:

Defensemen - Mark Barberio, Eric Brewer, J.P. Cote, Dmitry Korobov, Victor Hedman, Sami Salo, Andrej Sustr; Forwards - J.T. Brown, Brett Connolly, B.J. Crombeen, Jonathan Drouin, Valtteri Filppula, Nikita Kucherov, Pierre-Cedric Labrie, Teddy Purcell, Tom Pyatt, Steven Stamkos, Nate Thompson, Dana Tyrell

Ben Bishop and Anders Lindback are tonight’s two netminders a part of the roster against Nashville. Lindback will be the starter in goal.

Barberio Looking To Make the Jump to NHL

Tuesday, 09.24.2013 / 10:05 AM / Features 
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It can be a slow, long process for most young defensemen with the ability to reach the NHL. After patience and attention to detail for several years, it becomes their time.

Mark Barberio, named the American Hockey League’s top defenseman in 2011-12, enters his fourth season with his best chance to win a spot on the Tampa Bay Lightning blue line. His puck-moving ability could be a valuable addition to the Bolts’ defense corps.

“I’m just approaching it the way I always have,” said Barberio, a sixth-round pick in 2008. “I just want to put my best foot forward, play my best hockey, and then it’s up to the coaches to decide whether I deserve to stay.

“I’ll just have to find a way to become consistent in this league. Things happen faster here. When you get the puck you’ve got to know right away what you’re doing with it. But there’s always a change of pace when you move up. It’s about adjusting your game.”

Barberio, 23, has played for Lightning coach Jon Cooper from the start of his pro career and evolved from a player expected to start in the East Coast Hockey League to an NHL prospect. The 6 foot 1, 200-pound Montreal native embraced the long journey and his numbers continued to impress.

He put up 22 points in 21 playoff games to help Moncton of the Quebec Junior Hockey League reach the Memorial Cup in 2009-2010. Barberio followed that up by 31 points in 68 games his first season in pro hockey with the Norfolk Admirals. He pushed his way into the conversation for an NHL spot in 2011-12 by posting 13 goals and 48 assists to go along with a plus/minus rating of plus-28 in leading the Admirals to the Calder Cup. 

He’s been with me for three years and I know what he can do. Now he’s just got to show everybody else what he can do. - Jon Cooper 

“He’s been with me for three years and I know what he can do,” Cooper said. “Now he’s just got to show everybody else what he can do. Can he keep up to the [NHL] speed? Can he think the game a little quicker, because the hockey IQ at this level is very high?”

Barberio looks to answer those questions in the preseason after getting two games with the Lightning last season. It was not easy playing against playoff-bound Ottawa and Pittsburgh, but he said he was thankful for that taste of the NHL and he learned some things that can push him forward.

He came to camp stronger after training with Lightning strength coach Mark Lambert in the offseason. Even though you must think the game much faster at the NHL level, Barberio said that taking a step back and letting the play come to you can make things easier.

 TRANSACTION REPORT: Stay up to date on roster moves made throughout training camp

CAMP ROSTER: See which players are currently on the team's roster

PHOTOS: View a gallery of training camp images

VIDEO RECAP: Look back at top plays from Saturday night's 5-4 shootout victory

HIGHLIGHTS: Watch the Lightning's Pre-Season video open for the 2013-14 season, featuring highlights from training camp

“He’s got great offensive instincts,” Cooper said. “He knows when to jump in the play, he can move pucks and he was really good on the power play for us.

“Mark brings an enthusiasm to the game. There are guys that just have that “it” factor. When there’s a big part of a game and you need somebody to make a play, Mark was always one of those guys that made it for us in the minors. Is that going to translate to the NHL? I don’t know, but he’s done it in the past.”

Cooper said the advantage Barberio and many of the young players fighting for roster spots have is they have been used to winning, especially the last two seasons. They know what it takes. Barberio fought back from a slow start to post eight goals and 42 points with a plus-7 in the regular season and 15 points in 18 playoff games as the Syracuse Crunch reached the Calder Cup finals.

“It’s good to have short summers,” Barberio said. “That’s what you want.”

Barberio has been paired with veteran Eric Brewer early in camp and has shown his skating ability along with the pace to his game. He would have to go through waivers if he is sent down to the minors, so the Bolts will give him a long look.

The Lightning would like to have a short 2014 summer and playing better defense is the key to that. Barberio’s progress, especially in his own zone, could be a big part of that improvement.

“I’ve never tried to judge my game on points,” Barberio said. “My game is to be a puck mover, get the forwards going on offense and being solid defensively. My main goal is to always be a plus player. That’s a key factor in showing how well you play 5-on-5.”

Barberio has fit Cooper’s high-tempo, transition style. Now he must do it at the highest level.

“There’s more confidence that I’m used to [Cooper’s] system and I know the way he coaches,” Barberio said. “But there’s no room for taking anything for granted. Like everyone else, I’m just trying to earn a job.”

Salo Brings Years And Insight to the Lightnings Defensive Core
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Celebrating his 38th birthday earlier this month, September 2, 2013 also made for an interesting fact that not many know about one of the Tampa Bay Lightning’s top blueliners, Sami Salo, he’s actually the oldest player on the team’s roster.

An offseason acquisition prior to the 2012-13 season, along with fellow defenseman Matt Carle, the Lightning sought a way to upgrade their defensive core and found that in the Turku, Finland native, who enters his 15th season in the NHL this year.

The move meant making the change from West to East and playing for a team in the United States for the first time in his career, after only playing for North of the border teams’, the Ottawa Senators and Vancouver Canucks.

“It’s never easy to move on, especially if you’ve been with a team for a long period of time,” Salo said. “Getting acquainted with new friends and new teammates isn’t easy, but we have such a good group here that it made it easy to transition from the West Coast to the East Coast.”

Luckily, Salo also saw a familiar face on his new Bolts team, defenseman Mattias Ohlund.

“I played with Mattias in Vancouver for a few years, so I got some inside information from him as well,” Salo said. “As a teammate, he’s been really supportive and made it easy for me to come to the team.”

The welcoming atmosphere of Tampa Bay did its part in helping Salo become a believer in “hockey in paradise,” as he first became acclimated with the new territory. 

It’s been really nice and people here are really friendly and supportive. Tampa Bay loves their hockey, so it’s been really great. - Sami Salo

“It’s been really nice and people here are really friendly and supportive,” he said. “Tampa Bay loves their hockey, so it’s been really great.”

In his first season with the Lightning, Salo skated in 46 games scoring two goals and adding 15 assists. He also managed a plus-seven rating and finds himself just five goals away from 100 career-goals.

Though entering the Lightning organization in a lockout-shortened campaign and amidst a coaching change last season, the addition of Salo was nearly perfect timing too. Four months after joining the team, Tampa Bay entered a new era with head coach Jon Cooper.

 GALLERY: View a gallery of Sami Salo images from this preseason

VIDEO: Watch video highlights from Saturday's preseason match-up against the Panthers

Cooper’s heavy emphasis on defensive coverage is a strong area of focus for the Bolts this preseason, according to Salo.

“Coming for just the last few weeks made it tough for him to implement his new system,” Salo said. "Now he gets a fresh start with training camp every day and that’s what he’s been doing, implementing his style of game. Guys have been really happy with it.”

While the Lightning organization has made it clear that they’ll look to rely heavily on a number of players they’ve devoted their time to developing, it might seem as if the age difference would be a challenge for a man of Salo’s age, who’s a seasoned NHL veteran. Salo though, feels it’s time for the younger players to get their chance in the spotlight.

“When I first came to the league, there weren’t many new players on any of the teams, especially younger guys,” Salo said. “It was really nice to see that younger guys are getting their share of ice time. They’re really deserving of it and they show that they can play at this level and hopefully a bunch of them will stay on the team.”

And it’s just another example of why the merging of seasoned talent and enthusiastic rookies is growing into the perfect storm. Linemate Victor Hedman, who’s no stranger to the Lightning and NHL, even has something to learn from a player as experienced as Salo.

“Playing with him has been tremendous so far,” Hedman said. “He’s one of those guys that can just watch how poised he is with the puck and how easy he makes the game look.”

He was also an inspiration for Hedman as a kid.

“I used to look up to Sami when I was younger,” he said. “It’s a surreal experience playing with him now and a great opportunity for me to play with a guy like him.”

Despite not being the center of attention with the Lightning, it’s something that Salo doesn’t quite mind. The mild-mannered defenseman prefers to spend the time cultivating another thing during training camp, an improved Tampa Bay team.

Mishkin’s Musings: Training Camp Thoughts
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The Lightning are nearly two weeks into the 2013 training camp. They’ve played four preseason games and reduced the roster from 62 players to 36. Here are some items that have stood out for me so far.

Four Wins In Four Nights:

OK, OK. I know it’s preseason. In these four games, the Lightning only dressed some of their NHL regulars. Likewise, they were facing teams without a full complement of NHL regulars.

But aspects of these wins were noteworthy. First, there is something to be said for building a culture of winning. It feels good to win, even if it’s the preseason, and each player who participated in these games headed back to the locker room with a smile on his face afterwards.

Second, the Lightning, for the most part, executed their game plan very well in these games. Based on the sheer numbers of players in camp, it was a challenge for Lightning coaches to implement and work on systems during the first week. (The smaller group will be delving into the meat and potatoes of system play more this week). But the Lightning looked crisp and sharp, especially in the home win over Nashville on Thursday and the road triumph in St. Louis on Friday. In the latter, the Lightning faced a Blues squad that dressed mostly an NHL roster. Tampa Bay was impressive in handling various St. Louis surges over the course of the game and in particular, managed the last 12 minutes of the third period very well after the Blues had cut the Lightning lead to 4-3. The Bolts also got timely saves from both Ben Bishop and Anders Lindback, who split time in that game.

Let’s see if these trends continue in the final three preseason games this week.

Filppula Shines:

I had only seen Valtteri Filppula play in a handful of games over the past several years and hadn’t realized what a complete player he is all. After watching him in camp and during two preseason games, though, I have a new-found appreciation for his game. When the Lightning signed him as a free agent last summer, we heard how he was an excellent two-way player. There’s little doubt that he competes hard on both sides of the puck. But what has stood out has been his puck poise. When he has the puck on his stick, he doesn’t panic with it. The opposition has a hard time getting it back. His poise with the puck has helped the Lightning keep possession in the offensive zone. I have a hunch Lightning fans are going to enjoy watching him play. I know I have.

Decisions, Decisions:

Over the weekend, the Lightning reassigned 22 players to Syracuse or to a designated Junior team. As I mentioned above, the camp roster is now at 36 players. Of those 36, three are injured: Mattias Ohlund, Brian Lee and Dylan Blujus. So in reality, the Lightning have 33 left in camp. Which means that 10 more players must be cut before opening night. These will not be easy decisions for the organization, given how well everyone has played so far in camp.

But this is a “good” problem to have. Competition raises the bar for everyone, established veterans included. Furthermore, those who don’t make the opening night roster aren’t exactly going to be banished from the NHL. All it means is that they won’t start the season in the NHL, not that they won’t finish the year with the Bolts. Think back to last year and recall all of the players who weren’t with the Bolts at the start of the season, but came up from Syracuse later and made an impact: Alex Killorn, Tyler Johnson, Ondrej Palat, Richard Panik, Radko Gudas, just to name a few.

My point is that the decisions about who stays and who doesn’t aren’t permanent. They are temporary.

3-on-3:

Technically, this one has nothing to do with the Lightning’s camp specifically. But in Saturday’s game against the Panthers, fans got a rare chance to see 3-on-3 hockey in overtime. (It resulted from coincidental minor penalties). The 3-on-3 began with about 35 seconds left in overtime and lasted nearly 30 seconds, until the Lightning took a penalty in the closing moments. In that half-minute, the action was scintillating. Steven Stamkos nearly scored on an in-alone chance and the Panthers had a couple of glorious opportunities on Bishop (which led to the Tampa Bay penalty).

At various points over the last few seasons, we’ve heard rumblings about potential proposals to tweak the current OT setup, with the hopes of reducing the number of games decided via the shootout. One such proposal had the teams playing five minutes of 4-on-4, followed by five minutes of 3-on-3. Only after 10 minutes of scoreless OT action would a game go to a shootout.

I don’t know if 3-on-3 play will ever make it into NHL overtime. But if Saturday’s sample was any indication, not only would 3-on-3 hockey drastically cut down the number of shootouts, it would be very exciting to watch.

Lightning Assign Four to Syracuse
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TAMPA BAY – The Tampa Bay Lightning have reduced their training camp roster by four tonight, vice president and general manager Steve Yzerman announced. The Lightning’s camp roster now sits at 36, with 19 forwards, 14 defensemen and three goaltenders.

Forwards Vladislav Namestnikov, Cedric Paquette, Philippe Paradis and Geoff Walker were assigned to the Syracuse Crunch (AHL) following tonight’s game against the Florida Panthers at the Tampa Bay Times Forum. Walker must clear waivers.

The following is a list of players and where they have been assigned:

•Vladislav Namestnikov (AHL)

•Cedric Paquette (AHL)

•Philippe Paradis (AHL)

•Geoff Walker (AHL)

•Brady Brassart Syracuse (AHL)

•Cedrick Desjardins Syracuse (AHL)

•Danick Gauthier Syracuse (AHL)

•Riku Helenius Syracuse (AHL)

•Henri Ikonen Kingston (OHL)

•Slater Koekkoek Windsor (OHL)

•Charles Landry Syracuse (AHL)

•Max Langelier-Parent Syracuse (AHL)

•Dan Milan Syracuse (AHL)

•Joey Mormina Syracuse (AHL)

•Eric Neilson Syracuse (AHL)

•Nikita Nesterov Syracuse (AHL)

•Carl Nielsen Syracuse (AHL)

•Drew Olson Syracuse (AHL)

•Evan Rankin Syracuse (AHL)

•Tanner Richard Syracuse (AHL)

•Artem Sergeev Syracuse (AHL)

•Luke Witkowski Syracuse (AHL)

The Crunch will open training camp on Tuesday, September 24 in St. John’s, Newfoundland.

Pre-Game Notebook: Lightning Rookies Begin To Break Away
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It’s another day and another game for the Tampa Bay Lightning, who have already endured three-straight games, with the last of the stretch coming tonight. The training camp of 58 has been quite up to the task however, coming out on the winning side of two matches against the St. Louis Blues and one versus the Nashville Predators.

Just as head coach Jon Cooper has said, players would slowly, but surely, start to separate themselves from the pack. In 180 minutes of exhibition play we’ve see just that with shootout heroics to go along with a two-goal game from draftee Adam Erne and multiple goals from Syracuse Crunch teammates Brett Connolly and Ondrej Palat in Thursday and Friday’s back-to-backs. With Erne reassigned to junior hockey, that leaves two obvious standouts left on the docket, but what about the rest?

Impending cuts could come as early as today and there are still a lot of talented Lightning camp-goers who have to rise to the occasion under the possibility of just one game left on their resume.

ON THE BUBBLE

One of those players is winger J.T. Brown. A player much acknowledged during the weeks leading up to Bolts camp, yet the buzz around the college standout seems to have calmed down.

“You just got to keep playing your game and the goals will come,” Brown said about his performance leading up to tonight. “I’m happy for those guys, Connolly and Palat, I’ve played with them and they’re good buddies of mine, so it’s nice to see them do well.”

First-overall draft pick Jonathan Drouin has had to get acquainted with playing center again, but he understands it’s about finding the right fit for him on Tampa Bay’s roster. During Saturday’s morning skate, coaches were seen working with Drouin on draws.

“I haven’t played center in a long time, so I’m just working on getting the quickness of it,” Drouin said. “Players are stronger in faceoffs in the NHL and working on that during practice has helped a lot already.”

The two shared what areas they’d like to improve upon for Saturday’s game.

“Be a little more physical,” Brown said. “Last game I didn’t have a lot of physical play, so just try to get into the corners and play my game.”

“My defensive zone coverage,” Drouin added. “Be a little bit more focused on there, before going to the offensive zone. Coaches have been talking to me a lot about that and it should be better tonight.”

For players like Martin St. Louis, Steven Stamkos and Ryan Malone who will be reunited Saturday night, coach Cooper said it was nice to see that the group of veteran guys were “quite frankly, acting like rookies,” and had no sense of entitlement about their position on the team.

And while the spotlight isn’t necessarily on Stamkos and his line’s production Saturday night, he’s had a chance to work on his ability to lead.

“I’m just trying to make them feel comfortable, whether it’s going for lunch or going for dinner, it’s been a fun process.”

COOPER’S CORNER

During Cooper’s post-practice scrum he shared the importance of not pushing prospects too fast.

“We’re not in a position to rush guys and ruin guys’ careers,” he said. “They’re drafted in this organization and we’re going to look after you; we’re going to develop you. We have major investment in Brown and Drouin, so we want to make sure we put them into a spot where they’re ready and they can excel.”

Cooper also weighed-in on the how Drouin and Brown’s circumstances are not quite the same.

“Drouin’s 18-years-old and this is his first pro-hockey experience,” Cooper said. “With Brown it’s a little bit different. He’s played a year pro and he’s a little bit older, so he’s probably sniffing to be in the NHL a little bit more. He’s competing with a lot of guys he’s been playing with before.”

ODDS ‘N ENDS

After a mid-day scratch Friday, forward Teddy Purcell finds himself back in the lineup tonight. Cooper assured the media that he’s fine and it was just a precautionary measure of the preseason.

Tampa Bay’s Martin St. Louis and Sami Salo will skate for the first time this season in exhibition play.

Netminders Ben Bishop and Anders Lindback make up the goalie tandem Saturday, after both seeing time between the pipes last night in St. Louis.

The Lightning will be looking for their fourth straight exhibition win Saturday. The club hasn’t won four consecutive games in the preseason since the 2008-09 campaign when the Lightning defeated the New York Rangers twice and two international teams (Eisbaren, HC Slovan).

Lightning Reduce Roster By 18
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TAMPA BAY – The Tampa Bay Lightning have reduced their training camp roster by 18 today, vice president and general manager Steve Yzerman announced. The Lightning's camp roster now sits at 40, with 23 forwards, 14 defensemen and three goaltenders.

 The following is a list of players and where they have been assigned:

•Brady Brassart Syracuse (AHL)

•Cedrick Desjardins Syracuse (AHL)

•Danick Gauthier Syracuse (AHL)

•Riku Helenius Syracuse (AHL)

•Henri Ikonen Kingston (OHL)

•Slater Koekkoek Windsor (OHL)

•Charles Landry Syracuse (AHL)

•Max Langelier-Parent Syracuse (AHL)

•Dan Milan Syracuse (AHL)

•Joey Mormina Syracuse (AHL)

•Eric Neilson Syracuse (AHL)

•Nikita Nesterov Syracuse (AHL)

•Carl Nielsen Syracuse (AHL)

•Drew Olson Syracuse (AHL)

•Evan Rankin Syracuse (AHL)

•Tanner Richard Syracuse (AHL)

•Artem Sergeev Syracuse (AHL)

•Luke Witkowski Syracuse (AHL)

The Syracuse Crunch will open training camp on Tuesday, September 24 in St. John's, Newfoundland.

Prospects’ Chemistry Continues In Bolts Third-Straight Win
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ST. LOUIS, MO. – Engaging in a game of cat-and-mouse, the Tampa Bay Lightning led the way for nearly the entire game Friday night, resulting in a 4-3 win against the St. Louis Blues at Scottrade Center. The win was the third straight for Tampa Bay and the second against the Blues this preseason.

“That was a big strong team who had a lot of NHL regulars in the lineup and our guys found a way, so we were proud of them,” head coach Jon Cooper said.

Tampa Bay continued an effective power-play by tallying their third of the exhibition season to give the Lighting the 1-0 lead in the first, but St. Louis answered back late in the period to even things up at one.

A quiet start to the second would make for an exciting finish by the frame’s end, as three tallies came with less than six minutes remaining. In a span of just two minutes, the Lightning would score twice and the Blues once, with Tampa Bay ending on the winning side of a 3-2 game after 40 minutes.

The Lightning gained their first two-goal lead of the game in the third, but St. Louis continued to nip at the Bolts heels by quickly adding another Blues goal, bringing the Bolts lead back to one with a 4-3 score. Despite the Blues bringing pressure in the attacking zone with six forwards on the ice in the final minute of play in the game, the score would stand at 4-3 in favor of Tampa Bay.

Tampa Bay got another strong game form Valtteri Filppula, who led all skaters with three points, all assists.

“It’s impressive, he’s a good player,” Cooper said. “The puck is like a yo-yo on his stick; he just sticks it out there and pulls it back in. You could put a couple good goal scorers on his line and really good things can happen. I’m really impressed and it’s been fun to watch him play.”

Mark Barberio led all Lightning skaters with 22:22 in ice time.

After the Blues Maxim Lapierre went to the box for roughing, Lightning blueliner Artem Sergeev capitalized on the man-advantage by scoring off of a wrister on the ensuing draw for the first score of the game. Filppula, who won the faceoff, picked up the lone assist on the power-play goal that came at 7:31 of the first.

Alex Steen would tie the score with less than five minutes remaining in the opening frame for the Blues however, as he managed to position himself behind Bolts defenseman Andrej Sustr and send a backhander over Lightning goaltender Ben Bishop.

Forwards Tyler Johnson and Ondrej Palat both created breakaway opportunities in the second period, but were unable to convert. Johnson backhanded the puck, but would go high on the shorthanded opportunity, while Blues netminder Jaroslav Halak came up with the save on Palat’s shot later in the period.

Nearly 15 minutes would pass in the middle frame without a score on the board, but that would change at 5:50 in the second with three tallies in less than two minutes from the Lightning and Blues.

“We were fortunate to get out of the second with the lead,” Cooper said. “The ice was tilted in their favor in the second, but I thought our guys bent a little bit, but they didn’t break and it gave us a lot of confidence going into the third.”

Forward Brett Connolly continued to make his statement in training camp as Filppula fed him a perfect pass, which Connolly was able to tap in for the 2-1 lead, but St. Louis would get one immediately back with 4:48 left in the second. Corey Locke responded to the Lightning’s goal by going top shelf off of a wrister on Lindback glove side 62 seconds later. Tampa Bay re-gained the lead before the middle stanza’s end though, with Palat able to capitalize on another opportunity in front of the net.

Collecting his third assist of the game in the third period, Filppula took a shot on a pass from Lightning defenseman Eric Brewer. Halak managed to block the initial shot, but P.C. Labrie banked in the rebound to extend the Bolts lead to 4-2 at 5:39. The two-goal lead was short-lived though, as the Blues continued to chase Tampa Bay when T.J. Oshie beat goaltender Lindback off of a rebound to make it 4-3.

Pulling the goalie in the final minute of the third period, the Blues used six attackers to even the score at four, but were unsuccessful, as the Bolts beat St. Louis 4-3 and completed the two-game sweep against the Blues.

UP NEXT: The Lightning return home to the Tampa Bay Times forum to face the Florida Panthers for the first of three games against the Atlantic Division foes. Tampa Bay also plays in the fourth of four-straight games Saturday as they also look to complete a four-game sweep. Saturday’s tilt is scheduled for 7 p.m. and can be heard live on AM 970 WFLA.

Pre-Game Notebook: Players Prepared For Back-To-Backs
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Facing the third game on their slate in three days, the Tampa Bay Lightning will see a handful of players get back-to-back action for the first time this season as they head to downtown St. Louis. The Lightning had no problem making a statement offensively yesterday, in a 5-1 win against the Nashville Predators. And much like game one, two of the five goals came from a camp-goer on the cusp of making it to the big club, Brett Connolly.

Connolly, as well as a handful of others a part of Tampa Bay’s training camp, including Ondrej Palat, Richard Panik and Tyler Johnson, have been picked to be a part of tonight’s contest after appearing last night. With new knowledge being implemented daily and a physical style of play, it’s hard to envision what many of the Lightning are going through, but they believe they can rise to the occasion.

“We’re pretty used to playing two-and-twos in the AHL, so you kind of get used to it,” Johnson said. “It is taxing on your body a little bit though, especially with travel and everything, but it nice to get started early and get adjusted quickly.”

The AHL’s Most Valuable Player last season said that spending a year with the Syracuse Crunch didn’t hurt in preparing him for what’s been a long camp.

“The AHL is a tough league to play in and it definitely forces you to learn the game a little bit better,” Johnson said. “It’s been very beneficial for me and hopefully I can handle two-in-two.”

Johnson’s linemates’ Palat and Panik both tallied in last night’s contest, but the center knows the Cooper-driven system, that’s all about a two-way player, keeps the pressure to perform offensively at bay.

“We know what the coaches are looking for and it’s all two-way players,” he said. “In Cooper’s system, if you can find the defensive zone and if he can rely on you are the biggest things. Goals come and go, but as long as you play good in the defensive zone and get the chances, then you’ll be alright.”

Friday’s game also features two netminders on the roster, who have yet to appear in a preseason game, Anders Lindback and Ben Bishop.

D-MEN WEIGH IN

Amidst teaching the Cooper-style of play in training camp, which includes a physical edge, Tampa Bay’s preseason schedule has been demanding. Lightning blueliners Andrej Sustr and Keith Aulie also play their second game in as many nights and shared how this type of schedule affects their play.

“It really doesn’t matter,” Sustr said. “I played in college, so we usually played back-to-back every weekend. Nothing changes for me; I’m just going to make sure I’m ready for the second game.”

“I guess it kind of depends on the situation,” Aulie added. “Sometimes when you get beat, it’s good to get right back on the ice and try to redeem yourself. As hockey players, we’ve got to prepare to play back-to-backs, that’s part of the game. It’s a little bit tougher to get your body going again, but we’ll be ready to go.”

COOPER’S CORNER

Cooper is no foreigner to a grueling scheduling, after paying his dues throughout the last three seasons with the Norfolk Admirals and Syracuse Crunch. With the task at hand to whittle the roster count down from 58, it didn’t hurt to ask if he’s a tad drained. 

The good thing is I’m familiar with a lot of the players here, so that made it much easier. - Jon Cooper

“The good thing is I’m familiar with a lot of the players here, so that made it much easier,” Cooper said. “’Has it been demanding on our staff?’ Yes, it has, but in a good way. It makes for most definitely a long week, but it’s pretty rewarding to be out there with the guys.”

ODDS ‘N ENDS

Forward Teddy Purcell was replaced by forward Brett Connolly in the lineup tonight after Purcell was listed as day-to-day with an undisclosed upper-body injury.

Adam Erne was assigned to his junior team the Quebec Remparts of the QMJHL today, as announced by Lightning GM Steve Yzerman. The Bolts training camp roster now sits at 58 (31 forwards, 22 defenseman, five goaltenders).

Forward Henri Ikonen took to the ice with his practice group today wearing an orange, no-contact jersey.

Lightning Assign Adam Erne to Junior Team
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TAMPA BAY – The Tampa Bay Lightning have assigned forward Adam Erne (err-NEE) to his junior team, the Quebec Remparts of the QMJHL, vice president and general manager Steve Yzerman announced. The Lightning's camp roster now sits at 58 with 31 forwards, 22 defensemen and five goaltenders.

Erne, Tampa Bay's second-round draft pick in 2013, scored two goals and added another in the shootout during the Lightning's 4-3 come-from-behind win on Wednesday night at the Amway Center in Orlando. It was his first NHL preseason game. 

The Bolts travel to St. Louis today to take on the Blues in their third game preseason game in as many nights. They will return home tomorrow night to play their final preseason game of the season at the Tampa Bay Times Forum (7 p.m.). They will also have remaining games in Nashville (Sept. 24), Estero (Sept. 26) and Sunrise, FL (Sept. 28).

Post-Game Notebook: Connolly continues good camp
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After a sluggish start Wednesday in a come-from-behind shootout win over St. Louis, Thursday's Tampa Bay Lightning team was much different for a handful of reasons. Playing with a completely different group of guys, the Bolts managed to deliver offensively and kept teammates out of the penalty box, which were two things they struggled with Wednesday.

"I thought it was a great start to the game," said second star Steven Stamkos. "There was a couple goals quick and I thought at least for the first 50 minutes we kind of kept the pressure on them. It's an exhibition game, but at the same time you create winning attitudes and it was nice to see, especially some of the younger guys step up and play well tonight."

One similarity though was rookie Brett Connolly, who had a performance somewhat like forward Adam Erne's two goals and shootout game winner versus the Blues.

TRAINING CAMP STANDOUT

Connolly, who scored two goals during intrasquad scrimmages earlier this week, added the first and fourth goals for Tampa Bay Thursday.

"It's always nice to get that first one and then extend the lead on another one," Connolly said. "There were a lot of guys who contributed and it was a team effort tonight."

And as training camp moves forward, Connolly's confidence continues to grow.

"I'm keeping the same mindset as I did last year and that's just to take it one day at a time and just try to be the most I can be every single day. I feel like I've done that so far," he said.

ERNE SUSPENDED

Bolts prospect Adam Erne was suspended for three preseason games for an illegal hit to the head of St. Louis Blues forward Vladimir Sobotka during Wednesday's preseason-opener in Orlando, as announced by the NHL's Player Safety Association.

Cooper defended Erne, but understood the need for player safety.

"I understand where the league's going with everything and I'm a proponent of it," Cooper said. "You could argue both ways. 'Did he target the head?' I don't think he targeted the head. 'Did he hit the head?' He did hit the head. 'Does he have to answer the bell for what he did, he does."

COOPER'S CORNER

Looking ahead to the Bolts next game, Cooper said it'll be time to mix-and-match lines Friday in what he expects to be a much better St. Louis Blues team.

"There'll be guys who played tonight, who'll play tomorrow," he said. "As you can see, teams at home probably put in a little stronger lineup than teams do on the road so we expect St. Louis will have a much different team at home than they did last night. We want to put some of our guys up against them and see how they do."

ODDS 'N ENDS

•Forward Henri Ikonen is okay according to Cooper, who also said he was in practice skating Thursday.

•Malone, Hedman and Stamkos were designated as alternate captains during Thursday's game, all donning "A's" on their sweaters.

•Netminders Riku Helenius and Cedrick Desjardins split ice time during today's contest. Helenius was in net for 30:43 and stopped all 15 shots he faced, while Desjardins manned the crease for 29:00 and managed to block 16 of 17.

•No. 3 draft pick Jonathan Drouin finished his preseason debut with 12:23 of total ice time and skating 1:34 on the power-play. He had one shot in the game.

Pre-Game Notebook: A New Group of Lightning Players Set To Face The Preds
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Tampa Bay engages in their second tilt in as many days, and second of four games in four nights, as they meet the Nashville Predators in their real home barn, the Tampa Bay Times Forum, tonight at 7:30 p.m. The Lightning opened their 2013-14 preseason with a come from behind 4-3 shootout win against the St. Louis Blues at the Amway Center in Orlando Wednesday night.

Taking a new crop of camp players Thursday (exception: Cedrick Desjardins), the Bolts wipe the slate clean of yesterday's late-game rally and make way for a new mix of veterans and rookies who'll attempt to brew their own plan for success.

"We look at yesterday as exactly the same as today because what teaching yesterday's group got, one got the game teaching, one got the practice teaching, now you've got to reverse it," head coach Jon Cooper said. "The mentality doesn't change, but today is the same as tomorrow and Saturday, so everyone has to be on the same page of the learning curve."

Barely flinching since the start of camp last week, Cooper continues to grow more comfortable with his role as bench boss with the Lightning, despite the task of picking apart what are now nearly 60 players to fit his Bolts roster. With his second game in four days tonight, Cooper's only sign of sleep deprivation seemed to be at his morning press conference as he casually grabbed a cup of coffee before addressing the media at the podium.

Steven Stamkos, Ryan Malone and Victor Hedman are among the veterans a part of Thursday's game group. Forward Jonathan Drouin also makes his debut tonight. The on-going experiment with the No. 3 overall draft pick positioned at center still applies tonight with hopes of helping Drouin touch the puck on a more consistent basis.

"He's the type of player that you want to have the puck," Cooper said. "If he gets put in that situation again, nothing's set in stone, but so far it's working out."

Cooper's next test with Drouin is to observe his defensive zone play.

The match against the Predators is much like yesterday's situation, a more game-ready group in Nashville's squad. The Predators appeared in their first preseason games on Monday in somewhat of a day-and-night double header, losing the first game versus the Florida Panthers, 6-3, and then falling later that night, 3-2, in overtime.

They come to the Times Forum on two nights of rest, while the Lightning's game group plays for the first time. Fifteen of 20 players on the Predators roster appeared in game action, suiting up 36 players in two games thus far. Netminder Pekka Rinne could possibly appear between the pipes for the first time this season and blueliner Seth Jones, drafted after Drouin, appears in his second game as well.

HAS THE BAR BEEN SET?

Tampa Bay veterans were split on whether or not yesterday's game set the bar for their performance tonight.

"I think it's just normal," forward Ryan Malone responded when asked if the expectations rose at all after last night's late-game heroics. "It's just good to kind of get into a normal game situation. You want to make sure you get the rust off quick and just kind of get after it."

While blueliner Victor Hedman said, "Absolutely."

"We want to win hockey games and the guys did a great job coming back," Hedman continued. "It will give us a little momentum coming in to tonight's game too. Everybody's trying to prove themselves and you want to get a good start, so it's going to be fun for us."

Hedman also discussed the importance of implementing their speed, skill and physicality early.

"We want to go out there and play our game we're supposed to; bring a lot of speed and finish our checks, that's part of our game, kind of our team mentality," he said. "We have a lot of talent with this group and a lot of speed."

COOPER'S CORNER

While the Lighting used hybrid icing during their intra-squad scrimmages this week, Wednesday was the first time they saw the scenario take place on the ice this season against another team. Cooper said it may be a little hard for fans to understand the concept early, but he thought the referees did a good job using the rule.

"It's going to be a little confusing for people because the first one that was called last night, the puck didn't cross the line," he explained.  "People have to understand that there's a decision-process in there where referees have to make their decision at the [faceoff] dot, whether the puck's going to cross the line and who's going to get there first, so there's actually a chance that the puck won't get to the goal line by the time the players are there and I thought the refs did a good job calling it."

Cooper also noted that hybrid icing was an easy concept for him, as he used it in juniors and in the AHL until the lockout ended last year.

ODDS 'N ENDS

No update was given on LW Henri Ikonen after his hit and exit from Wednesday's game against the St. Louis Blues. Cooper did say that the 2013 draft pick was in good spirits after the game and didn't show any concussion-like symptoms.

The last time the Lightning were slated for four games in four days was during the 2009-10 campaign (September 21-24). Tamp Bay went 2-2 during that stretch with one overtime win and one shootout loss.

Preseason Game 1 Notebook
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"ADAM WHO?"

Not having what Adam Erne called "an ideal start" to Wednesday's game, the forward changed direction quickly and scored two goals and the shootout game-winner. After the win, Erne took a second to reflect on his shot during the skills competition.

"It's a little intimidating going against Brian Elliott in a shootout," he said. "He just had a low stance and I saw the open shot and I took it."

And, as any prospect would, he shared his thrill of the goal.

"I was pretty excited," Erne said. "I kind of still see it in my head, it was just exciting."

When asked about Erne's performance, head coach Jon Cooper also had some fun, asking the media "Adam who?"

"Good for him," Cooper said. "He's an undrafted prospect two months ago and here he is in his first NHL game, gets two and the shootout winner. He played with a ton of confidence."

A GOOD FIRST LOOK

In his first game with the Lightning, center Valtteri Filppula appeared very comfortable with linemates Teddy Purcell and Alex Killorn, who offered a significant amount of offensive pressure against goaltender Elliott and the Blues.

"Definitely felt like the first game," Filppula said. "It also felt like we had some good shifts and I felt like as we moved on we got better, which is a good sign."

Feeling that the team continued to progress and skate better as the night went on, he also said Tampa Bay's endurance was key.

"I felt like we got in their end more and they tired out a little more than we did," he said. "Plus it's always more fun to play in their end, so that gave us more momentum."

COOPER'S CORNER

When asked if he was happy with the Lighting's rebound in the third period Cooper responded, "that's an easy question."

"I really enjoyed the way we played," he said.

With so many teams nowhere near perfect, Cooper said he's more concerned about how players match-up against their NHL counterparts.

"Not a team in the league right now has mastered any of their systems," he said. "You're just looking to see if the guys compete, if they make mistakes and then condition them. We made a few tonight and the guys hung in there. They had probably every reason to look at the score and say 'it's three nothing, it's not our night,' but they didn't and that's what we're looking for."

ODDS 'N ENDS

After taking a hard hit along the boards, left-winger Henri Ikonen was slow to get up during the third period and will be re-evaluated tomorrow.

Wednesday night's official attendance at the Amway Center was 6,162.
Filppula’s wizardry is already on display with Bolts
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NASHVILLE. Tenn. — During his days in Detroit, Valtteri Filppula liked to play games of keep-away with his teammates during practice, holding the puck on his stick.

Judging by how Filppula does that to opponents during games, it’s a wonder those playful games ever ended with the type of puck-handling wizardry the 29-year-old has put on display through three preseason games, including Tuesday in Nashville.

As Filppula begins to accilimate himself to his new surroundings with the Lightning, that one attribute — his offensive skills with the puck — has stood out to those who now surround him.

“His puck-protecting skills are as high end as they can possibly be. It’s really hard to get the puck away from him,’’ Lightning head coach Jon Cooper said. “The puck is like a yo-yo on his stick, he just sticks it out there and pulls it back in.’’

In his first two preseason games since signing a five-year free-agent deal with Tampa Bay, Filppula looks every bit the part Tampa Bay signed him to be — and more. In those two games before Tuesday, Filppula produced four assists and had a successful shootout attempt.

In the offensive zone, Filppula has impressive puck control, poise and vision that can give opposing defenders fits, all while keeping his linemates on their skates to be ready at a moment’s notice.

“As you play more with him, you pick up on some of his tendencies, like you don’t have to be so close to him because he is so good with the puck and does a good job of holding it,’’ said right wing Teddy Purcell, who played camp scrimmages and the preseason opener on a line with Filppula.

“To support him, you have to get away from him, let him do his thing and get open because (the puck) can come at any time.’’

At the other end of the ice, Filppula displays an intuitive ability to be in the right position, an attribute that often can go unnoticed and be overshadowed by his abilities in the offensive zone.

But that part of Filppula’s game will make him an integral part of how Cooper handles his line rotations during games.

“He gives optimal effort every shift. He does what he is asked and you can’t ask for more as a coach,’’ Cooper said. “I think the big part, and everybody is looking at his offense and his offense is all well and good and we want that, but in the end we need a defensive player, somebody who is going play at both ends of the ice and on the penalty kill. 

“If he delivers on that end, the rest is gravy for us.’’

Working on his game at both ends of the ice comes natural to Filppula, particularly paying attenting to the defensive zone, something the Finnish national team program teaches extensively. But it also comes from an understanding of what it takes to be a successful, all-around player.

“Scoring goals and playing offense is more fun, but defense sometimes is a lot of hard work, so I just feel if you can play (defense) quick you get to play offense more,’’ Filppula said. 

“Plus, it’s never fun to get scored on, I hate that feeling, so that makes it more motivataion to play well defensively.’’

That commitment to play in defensive zone has stood out to more than just the coaching staff.

“There is no panic in his game, and as a guy that plays with him it brings your (panic) down as well. It really makes you think the game more, not just offensively but defensively. He’s always on the right side of the puck and reliable,’’ Purcell said.

Expectations must be tempered with the start of the regular season still a week away. But in the early going, Filppula has been impressive in showcasing the skills that made him one of the top targets on the free-agent market.

“He has confidence, exceptional puck skills and he can skate. ... You add all that up and you have a pretty darn good hockey player,’’ Cooper said. “He played in Detroit with Hall of Famers all over the place, so he’ s probably been overshadowed a little bit in that situation. 

“I think he has come here to a new organization, a new coaching staff and he’s come in ready to impress. He’s done just that.’’

eerlendsson@tampatrib.com 

(813) 259-7835

Twitter: @erlendssontbo
Bolts notes: All eyes on No. 3 pick Drouin
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ESTERO — From the moment Tampa Bay selected Jonathan Drouin with the third overall pick in the June draft, anticipation built for the first time the 18-year-old would line up next to Steven Stamkos.

That moment occurred on Monday during a simulated scrimmage as the Lightning shifted training camp to Germain Arena for six days.

After running through special-teams practice to start the session, the players were put through situational scrimmage action broken into five-minute segments — down by a goal late in a game, protecting the lead late in a game and playing with the goaltender pulled.

The first line to head to center ice for the first scrimmage session had Drouin playing at left wing with Stamkos at center and Marty St. Louis at right wing.

“It’s easy to play with those two. They are so smart, they have been so good in this league now for years,’’ Drouin said. “It’s pretty exciting to be out there with those two.’’

Even for Stamkos, getting the chance to play alongside Drouin was something he had been looking forward to since before training camp opened.

“It’s something that’s been talked about when he came here where he’d fit in,” Stamkos said. “Any time you get to play with a skill player like that, you’re excited to see how the chemistry is.”

Lightning head coach Jon Cooper said moving Drouin back to the wing — he played center during intrasquad scrimmages and his first two preseason games — was part of the plan since the start of camp.

“We wanted to take a look at Jonathan at center and now we are going to look at him at the wing, and there are no guarantees where he will be playing going forward,’’ Cooper said. “It was good to see him in the scrimmage. I thought he did well out there and at some point in one of these (preseason) games you are going to see him on the wing.’’

Game lineup

Former Nashville G Anders Lindback will start for Tampa Bay during Tuesday night’s preseason game at Bridgestone Arena, marking the first time Lindback will face his former team since he was dealt to the Lightning on June 15, 2012.

After G Ben Bishop received the full game on Saturday against Florida, Lindback expects to play the full 60 minutes Tuesday.

The rotation for the remaining two preseason games — Thursday in Estero against Florida and Saturday at the Panthers — has not been determined, Cooper said.

The rest of the group traveling to Nashville:

Forwards: Drouin-Stamkos-Teddy Purcell; Nikita Kucherov-Valtteri Filppula-Brett Connolly; Pierre-Cedric Labrie-Nate Thompson-B.J. Crombeen; Dana Tyrell-Tom Pyatt-J.T. Brown.

Defense: Victor Hedman-Sami Salo; Eric Brewer-Andrej Sustr; Dmitry Korobov-Mark Barberio; J-P Cote.

Team activities

Unlike in January, when the Lightning held an abbreviated training camp in Estero after the lockout ended and included various team-bonding activities such as a beach volleyball tournament, there are no team organized activities this time. But with plenty of time away from the rink for the players, there will be planned activities held.

“We gave them ample time to do so and we have some pretty creative guys on the team,’’ Cooper said. “And from the amount of golf clubs I saw get boarded on the bus, I think they have some things planned.’’

Nuts and Bolts

G Kristers Gudlevskis did not practice with the team on Monday. Instead, the 21-year-old did an off-ice workout. ... Wednesday’s practice at Germain Arena, which will be held from noon to 12:45 p.m., is the only practice this week open to the public. ... Syracuse will open camp Tuesday in St. John’s, Newfoundland, before playing three games for the Mary Brown Cup in a preseason tournament against the St. John’s IceCaps beginning Thursday. ... RW Geoff Walker cleared waivers and was assigned to Syracuse. ... LW Adam Erne, who was released from camp on Friday, registered a hat trick on Sunday in his first game back with Quebec in the Quebec Major Junior Hockey League. Erne, the team’s second-round pick in the 2013 draft, scored two goals and had the shootout deciding goal in his only preseason action

Bolts working to instill family atmosphere
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TAMPA — Before making final roster decisions ahead of the start of the regular season, the Lightning will hunker down south.

Tampa Bay will take 33 players to Germain Arena in Estero starting this morning for the final six days of training camp. During that time the Lightning will play three preseason games, have three practice days, begin to implement special-teams work and hold team-bonding activities.

All of that will lead up to the Sept. 30 deadline for setting the opening-night roster.

“We have to make these tough decisions and it’s not easy for us,’’ Lightning head coach Jon Cooper said of making camp cuts. “You would think getting down to (33) would be easy because eventually you are going to have to get down to 22 or 23, and we are not even close to getting down to that number and it’s been extremely difficult. Doing (Saturday’s) cuts was tough. I can’t imagine a week from now when we have to get down to 22 or 23.’’

With a smaller group to work with — Tampa Bay started camp with 62 players split into three groups — the intensity will ratchet up on what the coaching staff wants to implement. And with 33 healthy players on the roster, it would figure that those who do not make the final cut would be among the first call-ups in the event of an injury.

Being together for the next six days will help the players become more comfortable with each other to help create the family atmosphere Cooper likes to instill.

“It will only bring guys closer together,’’ center Steven Stamkos said. “We have a couple of new faces, some younger guys who haven’t had a chance to experience that. For me, I’ve always enjoyed that experience.”

For Cooper, the week together as a team will allow the coaching staff to work closely with individuals, which will allow them to focus in on who stays and who goes, while also narrowing the focus of what they want to accomplish.

“I think there will be a little bit more attention put on our game plan,’’ Cooper said. “You are more instilling a standard we have set as an organization, and now we get to go and really have a week and a half to put in how we are going to pick this team and how we are going to get ready for Boston (on opening night Oct. 3). We are going to be a little more individual of where guys fit, more special teams and more focus on the intricacies of the game.’’

eerlendsson@tampatrib.com

(813) 259-7835

Twitter: @erlendssontbo

Bolts’ Cooper getting buy-in from veterans
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TAMPA — So much focus in training camp focuses in on young prospects and how they compete and play during the preseason games while battling for a roster spot.

But even as those looking to earn a roster spot fall under the scrutiny of coaches and management, so, too, do those established players who already have a spot on the opening-night roster.

Everybody is being evaluated, though for different aspects.

“You look for guys that don’t take anything for granted. That’s one thing because players that have been here for a while, you look to see if those guys sit here and have that sense of entitlement that they should be here. It doesn’t matter that there is a new coach and staff in here,’’ Lightning coach Jon Cooper said.

“That’s one of the big things I’m looking for but have yet to see any of it. Everybody quite frankly is acting like a rookie. They are all pretty excited.’’

Marty St. Louis, who former Lightning general manager Jay Feaster once said “still believes he could be cut tomorrow,’’ said the preseason games for him serve as an opportunity to regain the feel of the game that has been absent since April.

Saturday against Florida was St. Louis’ first preseason game.

“I’m really trying to get some reps in, which I feel is really important this time of the year,’’ he said. “You need to get the timing back, and in the exhibition games you get thrown into different situations and it’s really about getting back the timing. For me, it’s been 10 or 12 days (since training camp opened) and you want to get some action.’’

With Cooper conducting his first training camp and installing a new system, these early preseason games also offer an opportunity to get accustomed to a new style of play, figuring out the nuances of the new system and understanding the positioning needed to make it work. It’s a building process that begins for veteran players in these preseason games.

“From a team standpoint, you want to implement some of the stuff that (the coaching staff) is preaching to us,’’ right wing Teddy Purcell said. “There is a lot of information in a short period of time. It’s a clean slate this season. He’s implementing everything he wants from us and we are trying to put that into games, too.’’

Steven Stamkos, who played in his second preseason game Saturday, liked to use the early games as a springboard toward starting the regular season off on the right skate, trying to avoid bad habits and feeling good about his game.

“You want to get your feel, your confidence back a little,’’ said Stamkos, who scored a goal in his preseason debut Thursday and had a goal and two assists Saturday against Florida. “You can go the whole preseason and maybe not score and sometimes it gets in your head a little bit if you don’t play well, you don’t play well at both ends of the rink.

“So that’s something I’ve been trying to focus on. We have a new coaching staff and a new mentality about playing a whole 200-foot game and being a little bit more physical. So I obviously still want to produce in these preseason games and feel good heading into the regular season.’’

Cooper said, to this point, he is seeing many of the things he is looking for and expects to see from the guys who will be leading the way, such as Stamkos.

“Are the leaders buying in as well? So far, so good,’’ Cooper said. “If you take a look at the way Steven was playing the other night, he was playing 200 feet of the ice, banging bodies and still scoring goals. So it makes you feel good as a coach that you are preaching that type of a game but it is not taking away from his ability to put the puck in the net.

“So it’s great when the vets are playing as hard as they are.’’

eerlendsson@tampatrib.com

(813) 259-7835

Twitter: @erlendssontbo

Bolts notes: Four games, four victories
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TAMPA — The Lightning remained perfect in the preseason after beating the Florida Panthers 5-4 in a shootout Saturday in front of an announced crowd of 13,135 at The Forum.

Jonathan Drouin, the No. 3 overall pick in the 2013 draft, had the only successful shootout attempt to improve the Lightning to 4-0 in the preseason, capping off a run of games in four consecutive nights.

Steven Stamkos had a goal and two assists for Tampa Bay, while Marty St. Louis, Ryan Malone and J.T. Brown also scored for the Lightning. Ben Bishop played the full game in goal, stopping 25 shots and all three shootout attempts.

Bobby Butler had a pair of goals for Florida, including the tying goal with 57.3 seconds left in regulation to force overtime.

“If you are going to (allow a late tying goal), I guess it’s better to do it in a preseason game than the regular season,’’ Lightning head coach Jon Cooper said. “In the third, we just were not executing the way we have been executing. But we have the lead for a reason, we had the lead, gave up the lead and got it back in the end. They found a way to win and that’s the most important thing. It doesn’t matter how you do it. Every win is not a Picasso.’’

Drouin’s shootout move might well be a piece of art.

The 18-year-old skated down the middle of the ice, deked to his forehand before pulling the puck to his backhand and lifting a shot over the pads of G Jakob Markstrom.

“I came in and do the same move I always do in junior, a little fake and go back high,’’ Drouin said. “I don’t have any points in the (two) games, but that’s obviously a little confidence booster to score that goal and I’m pretty happy we got the win.’’

Camp roster reduced

The Lightning trimmed their training camp roster by 22 players on Saturday, leaving 36 (which includes injured players Brian Lee, Dylan Blujus and Mattias Ohlund) who will head to Estero for the final six days of camp at Germain Arena.

Those assigned to Syracuse of the American Hockey League: Forwards — Brady Brassart, Danick Gauthier, Max Langelier-Parent, Eric Neilson, Vladislav Namestnikov, Carl Nielsen, Drew Olson, Cedric Paquette, Phillipe Paridis, Evan Rankin, Tanner Richard and Geoff Walker. Defensemen — Charles Landry, Dan Milan, Joey Mormina, Nikita Nesterov, Artem Sergeev and Luke Witkowski. Goaltenders — Cedrick Desjardins and Riku Helenius.

Both Desjardins and Helenius were placed on waivers Saturday for the purpose of assigning them to Syracuse. The Crunch are scheduled to open training camp on Tuesday in St. John’s, Newfoundland. Walker also will have to clear waivers.

Also released from training camp and assigned to their junior teams were D Slater Koekkoek (Windsor) and LW Henri Ikonen (Kingston).

That leaves 19 forwards, 11 healthy defensemen and three goaltenders remaining who will vie for the final 23 roster spots. Rosters must be submitted to the league by 3 p.m. on Sept. 30.

Back in action

One day after showing up to the rink “feeling a bit off’’ and being scratched from the lineup, RW Teddy Purcell was back on the ice for Saturday’s game, playing on a line with Drouin and LW Tom Pyatt.

“I just came in (Friday) and felt off, so they wanted to take a precaution, hold me out and see how I felt,’’ said Purcell, who went to the doctor to make sure all was clear. “I felt good, they texted me (Friday) night and I said I’m in, so I prepared like I was going to be in’’ the lineup.

Purcell played 17:03, registered one assist and had four shots on goal.

Nuts and Bolts

Tampa Bay wore its road white uniforms at the request of the Lightning marketing department. ... St. Louis, Stamkos and Sami Salo all wore an “A’’ serving as the alternate captains. ... The Lightning will take today off before heading to Estero on Monday morning. ... Malone had a game-high seven shots.

Bolts notes: Lightning top Blues again to remain perfect
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ST. LOUIS — Tampa Bay remained perfect after three preseasons games by beating St. Louis 4-3 on Friday in front of an announced crowd of 13,246 at Scottrade Center. Brett Connolly, Artem Sergeev, Pierre-Cedric Labrie and Ondrej Palat scored for the Lightning. Ben Bishop stopped 14 of 15 shots in 30:51 of action, while Anders Lindback allowed two goals on 15 shots.

Just 11 seconds into the game, a mini-melee broke out when David Backes cross-checked Nate Thompson, then came back for another shot that led to all 10 skaters on the ice squaring off and resulted in five penalties with Backes getting the extra minor.

Though the Lightning failed to convert that power-play chance, it took two seconds to score on their next man advantage when Valtteri Filppula won a faceoff back to the point to Sergeev, who wristed a shot past Jaroslav Halak at 7:31. Filppula had three assists.Alex Steen tied the score for the Blues, getting a half-stride ahead of Andrej Sustr before rooking a backhander at 15:25.

Connolly scored his third goal in two games to break the tie by cutting through the crease to tap in a pass from Filppula at 14:10 of the second period.Corey Locke tied the game beating Lindback to the top far post at 15:12, but Palat scored his second in as many nights at 15:59 to regain the lead for Tampa Bay.

Labrie banked in a shot off the back of Halak at 5:39 of the third period to make it 4-2 before T.J. Oshie cut St. Louis’ deficit to 4-3 with a rebound goal at 7:28.

“That’s a big strong team with a lot if their NHL regulars in the lineup and our guys found a way,” Lightning coach Jon Cooper said.

Surprise scratch

RW Teddy Purcell missed Friday’s game after showing up to the morning skate not feeling well, Cooper said.

Purcell had been scheduled to appear in his second preseason game but was replaced by Connolly, who scored two goals in Thursday’s victory against Nashville.

Looking for a chance

RW Eric Nielson has fought his way — sometimes literally — for a chance to play in the NHL. Originally a fifth-round pick of Los Angeles in 2004, the 6-foot-1, 200-pound winger who is on an AHL-only contract, was in the lineup on Friday hoping to make the most of his opportunity.

“It’s an opportunity to show them what I can do. I’ve been in the organization for three years now and to get into a game at the NHL level, I need to show them what I can do,’’ Nielson said.

Nielson has appeared in 225 games in the AHL for four organizations, compiling 695 penalty minutes while bringing a physical presence to the ice and keeping the locker room loose.

Late lineup

The roster for tonight’s home preseason game against Florida was not determined until after Friday’s game. But all players who appeared in back-to-back games Thursday and Friday — Labrie, Palat, Sustr, Tyler Johnson, Richard Panik, Keith Aulie and Eric Brewer — are not eligible to play in three consecutive games.

RW Marty St. Louis, who did not appear in any of the first three games, is expected to make his preseason debut.

Sent back

RW Adam Erne, the team’s second-round pick in 2013, was released from camp and will return to Quebec of the Quebec Major Junior Hockey League.

Erne appeared in one preseason game, scoring a pair of goals as well as registering the shootout winner on Wednesday in Orlando. Erne was also handed a three-game preseason suspension for a check to the head of St. Louis F Vlaidimir Sobotka.

Tampa Bay has 58 players remaining in camp heading into tonight’s game, which ends a run of four games in four nights. The next round of cuts are expected to take place following tonight’s game.

Nuts and Bolts

All three former St. Louis players — Brewer, Bishop and B.J. Crombeen — were on the ice for the opening puck drop. ? Brewer and Crombeen, along with Thompson, all wore an “A’’ serving as alternate captains. ? ... C Mike Angelidis will depart for Toronto today to be with his wife, who will deliver via C-section the couple’s first child, a daughter.
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Bolts’ big man Sustr growing up quickly
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Andrej Sustr (right) battles for the puck during Thursday night's game at the Forum. JASON BEHNKEN/STAFF

By Erik Erlendsson | Tribune Staff 

 Published: September 20, 2013 

ST. LOUIS — During the normal end-of-the-season scramble to sign undrafted college free agents, one player stood out above the rest last season.

Defenseman Andrej Sustr, who stands 6-foot-8, had many NHL suitors when he opted to leave the University of Nebraska-Omaha after three years. Ultimately, he chose to sign with the Lightning, citing how Tampa Bay has developed some of its young players during the past few seasons.

After just six months with the organization, the 22-year-old is competing for a roster spot in the NHL. Friday in St. Louis marked his second consecutive night of preseason action, and the Plzen, Czech Republic, native is making a solid case after a strong performance during a playoff run with Syracuse in the American Hockey League last season.

“You can just see he has grown,’’ Lightning coach Jon Cooper said. “Poise, poise under pressure, it looks like the game has slowed down for him a little bit, so he’s making some savvy plays out there. And he has confidence, and you need to play in games to get that confidence. You can sit there and do all the talking you want, but until you are put in the fire you don’t really know how hot it is. I think Sustr has grown, and that’s a good sign with the limited number of games he has played.’’

Sustr jumped right into the fire, signing with the Lightning on March 21 and appearing in two games with Tampa Bay on March 29 and April 2 before heading to Syracuse for the final eight games of the regular season and into the playoffs.

The learning curve while making the jump from college to the professional ranks can be difficult, but Sustr showed little sign of struggling. And by the time the Crunch advanced to the Calder Cup final, Sustr became a valuable member of the blue line and earned the trust of Syracuse coach Rob Zettler to play in key situations.

“He got a lot better as the playoffs went on, looked a lot more confident with the puck, made confident plays,’’ Zettler said. “There was a point — and we had a lot of defensemen down there and a lot of good players, and we were wondering who we would put in — and it just got to the point where we couldn’t take him out. And the best thing about him is, for a big guy, he’s pretty mobile, he’s got a long reach and gets his stick on a lot of pucks, so that’s important.’’

Entering his first NHL training camp, Sustr said he just wanted to keep making progress and show the coaching and management staff he can keep improving. Earning some of those big minutes, playing in big moments for Syracuse in April, May and June, helped his education accelerate even faster.

“I think (last playoffs) definitely helped me in the transition to the pro game from the college ranks,’’ Sustr said. “In Syracuse, I started playing just a few shifts per game, but I think I improved every game and I learned the system pretty quickly. I felt just more and more comfortable and started earning more and more ice time as the playoffs continued and progressed. I felt that I played really good in the finals.’’

By the end of the playoff run, after Syracuse lost in six games to Grand Rapids in the Calder Cup finals, Sustr wound up with a pair of goals — both coming in the final — and was plus-11, tied for fourth on the team.

Now he hopes to carry that progression into the final week of the preseason in an attempt to earn a spot on the roster.

“I’m just trying to do my best, be aware of what I’m supposed to do and play the system the right way, the way the coaches want,’’ Sustr said. “I think my game is improving as I learn the system more and more. ... I just want to improve, whether I’m going to play here or in Syracuse. I just have to keep improving, and that’s what I’m here for and building into a full-time NHL player.’’

eerlendsson@tampatrib.com

(813) 259-7835

Bolts’ Drouin finding his comfort zone
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Jonathan Drouin is adjusting to the move from left wing.

By Erik Erlendsson | Tribune Staff 

 Published: September 20, 2013 

TAMPA — Top draft picks come with lofty expectations and a bright spotlight from the moment their name is announced and they step up on stage on draft day.

That is the first step of a process that extends into the summer, rookie camp, the start of training camp, into the first preseason game and, eventually, the first regular-season game. Eyes focus a little sharper on every move, ears perk up to hear every word, and stories are written a little longer to account for it all.

Jonathan Drouin, the third overall pick in the June draft, is in the midst of that process after appearing in his first preseason game with Tampa Bay on Thursday at The Forum. The 5-foot-11, 194-pounder skated with 2011 first-round pick Vlad Namestnikov and skilled winger Nikita Kucherov.

By all accounts, Drouin is handling the scrutiny just fine to this point, as he begins to get comfortable in his new surroundings.

“You can see he’s starting to open up verbally a little bit more, and all the young guys are quiet at the start ... but he is gradually looking more and more comfortable, just watching him play,’’ Lightning general manager Steve Yzerman said.

Drouin has begun to blend in while playing a position he’s not necessarily comfortable with. Or at least, not overly experienced.

For the previous 18 months, Drouin played left wing for Halifax alongside center Nathan MacKinnon, the No. 1 overall pick by Colorado in June. But since arriving for rookie camp this month, the Lightning have shifted him to the middle to see if he might fit into that role.

Drouin played center at the midget level and filled in on the top line for Halifax when MacKinnon missed time with an injury last season. So the position is not completely unfamiliar to him.

“The D zone is a little harder, you can’t stand on the defenseman, you have to be there and you’re depended on down low, so that’s the biggest thing,’’ Drouin said. “I think, obviously, they think I’m a smart player, so they wanted me to play both positions, and whatever is open and where they want me to play, I’ll play. I’m not really worried if it’s left wing, right wing or center.’’

The Lightning are not just blindly putting Drouin into a position where he might not be comfortable, and nothing is set in stone. While he has been playing center in training camp and did so for one of the prospect tournament games in Coral Springs this month, the team is not married to the idea.

“It just seemed that playing on the wing (at the rookie tournament) that he didn’t get that many touches with the puck, and he’s the type of player you want to have him have the puck,’’ Lightning coach Jon Cooper said. “So if you can put him in that sort of position, and again nothing is set in stone, but so far it’s worked. Now we’ll see how he is in the defensive zone and stuff like that. But more based on his hockey IQ, his vision, his smarts and the fact that he has the puck more.’’

There is still a ways to go before a final decision on whether Drouin will remain with the team needs to be made or what position he will ultimately play. Tampa Bay has five preseason games remaining before the final 23-man roster will be determined. And even then, should Drouin be a part of that roster, the Lightning have nine games to decide to keep him up or send him back to Halifax before the clock starts ticking on his contract.

In the meantime, Drouin continues to show more signs of becoming acclimated to his surroundings. With a support staff that includes the likes of Steven Stamkos, Marty St. Louis and other veterans, Drouin will begin to assimilate himself into the atmosphere the team is trying to create.

“We want our veterans to lead by example and set the tone for who the Tampa Bay Lightning are,’’ Yzerman said. “We want young players coming into the organization and seeing how the veteran players conduct themselves ... take young guys under their wing and make them feel comfortable but also let them know this is how we do it and this is the expectation.’’
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Lightning Notebook: Connolly stars in victory
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Published: September 19, 2013 

TAMPA — Brett Connolly scored twice, Victor Hedman had a pair of assists and the Lightning won for the second consecutive night, defeating Nashville 5-1 in front of an announced crowd of 10,332 at The Forum.

Richard Panik, Ondrej Palat and Steven Stamkos also scored for Tampa Bay, which improved to 2-0 in the preseason. Riku Helenius stopped all 15 shots he faced in 30:43 of ice time, while Cedrick Desjardins stopped 16 of 17 shots.

Connolly, the sixth overall selection in the 2010 draft, made a strong impression in the competition for one of the open forward spots on the opening night roster.

“I thought our line played pretty well, and I was fortunate enough to have the puck come to me, and I’m happy with the way everything worked out,’’ Connolly said. “It’s nice to score, that’s what they drafted me to do is create offense, and it’s always nice to see the puck go in.’’

It was the kind of performance the coaching staff wants to see out of Connolly, who also had two goals in the two intrasquad scrimmages this week.

“I saw two goal-scorer’s goals,’’ Lightning coach Jon Cooper said. “And we saw a lot of that in the second half of last year (in the American Hockey League), and he’s doing it in camp, and been doing well.’’

Erne suspended

Tampa Bay Lightning F Adam Erne was dealt a three-game preseason suspension on Thursday following an incident against St. Louis on Wednesday.

Erne, the team’s second-round pick in the 2013 draft, delivered a shoulder check to the head of Blues F Vladimir Sobotka that knocked the St. Louis player out of the game. Sobotka showed no effects from the hit and is expected to be back in the lineup on Saturday, according to the St. Louis Post-Dispatch.

The incident occurred at 6:54 of the first period and resulted in a minor penalty for an illegal check to the head. It was reviewed by the league on Thursday.

“As (Sobotka) backhands the puck in the direction of Erne, the Tampa player cuts across the ice and delivers a shoulder check that makes Sobotka’s head the main point of contact,’’ NHL Director of Player Safety Brendan Shanahan said in a video announcing the suspension. “Despite the fact that Sobotka lowered his head and turned in a way that makes him vulnerable, Erne must do a better job of hitting more squarely through the body and not picking his opponent’s head.’’

Erne went on to score two goals and picked up the shootout winner as Tampa Bay rallied to win the preseason opener 4-3 at Amway Center in Orlando in Erne’s first NHL game. He said after the game he did not intend to hit Sobotka in the head.

“I apologize, it was not intentional,’’ Erne said. “I was just trying to hit him. I kept my shoulder down and just happened to get him on the side of the head. It was my fault, but I did not intend to.’’

Game group

Tampa Bay’s scheduled roster for Friday’s game will include:

Forwards: Mike Angelidis, B.J. Crombeen, Valtteri Filppula, Tyler Johnson, Alex Killorn, Pierre-Cedric Labrie, Eric Nielson, Ondrej Palat, Richard Panik, Teddy Purcell, Nate Thompson, Dana Tyrell.

Defense: Keith Aulie, Mark Barberio, Eric Brewer, Dmitry Korobov, Artem Sergeev, Slater Koekkoek, Andrej Sustr.

Goaltenders: Ben Bishop, Anders Lindback.

Reading program

The Lightning and Marty St. Louis launched a Score with Reading program designed for first-grade students that begins Sept. 30 and runs through Nov. 8.

Students who read 20 minutes per day for 20 days by the end of the two-month program will earn a free Lightning ticket voucher and a sticker. Students who read 20 minutes a day for 40 days by the end of the program will also earn a second free ticket voucher to a select Lightning home game. 

All teachers who register and participate in the program will receive two Lightning ticket vouchers for a Lightning game. Following program completion, a select number of teachers will also receive $250 gift cards to Lakeshore Learning to enhance their classroom materials.

Teachers are encouraged to sign their classroom up by Sept. 24 on the Score With Reading web page at www.tampabaylightning.com/ScoreWithReading.

Nuts and Bolts

Ryan Malone, Stamkos and Hedman wore the “A’’ as alternate captains. ... The Lightning will practice in Brandon today, with three sessions starting at 10 a.m. ... LW Henri Ikonen showed no effects from a blow to the head in Wednesday’s game and skated with the team on Thursday.

Erik Erlendsson
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 Published: September 19, 2013 

TAMPA – Tampa Bay Lightning forward Adam Erne was dealt a three-game preseason suspension on Thursday following an incident against St. Louis on Wednesday.

Erne, the team’s second round pick in the 2013 draft, delivered a shoulder check to the head of St. Louis Blues forward Vladimir Sobotka that knocked the St. Louis player out of the game. Sobotka showed no effects from the hit and is expected to be back in the lineup on Saturday, according to the St. Louis Post Dispatch.

The incident occurred at 6:54 of the first period as Sobotka was leaning forward after fumbling the puck before Erne cut across Sobotka’s path and tried to deliver a shoulder check, but instead made direct contact with Sobotka’s head.

Erne was assessed a minor penalty for illegal check to the head. The play was reviewed by the NHL Player Safety Department on Thursday afternoon before the suspension was handed down Thursday evening.

“As (Sobotka) backhands the puck in the direction of Erne, the Tampa player cuts across the ice and delivers a shoulder check that makes Sobotka’s head the main point of contact,’’ NHL Director of Player Safety Brendan Shanahan said in a video announcing the suspension. “Despite the fact that Sobotka lowered his head and turned in a way that makes him vulnerable, Erne must do a better job of hitting more squarely through the body and not picking his opponents head.’’

Erne went on to score two goals and picked up the shootout winner as Tampa Bay rallied to win the preseason opener 4-3 at Amway Center in Orlando in Erne’s first ever NHL game. He said after the game he did not intend to hit Sobotka in the head.

“I apologize, it was not intentional,’’ Erne said. “I was just trying to hit him. I kept my shoulder down and just happened to get him on the side of the head. It was my fault, but I did not intend to.’’

The suspension started with Thursday’s game against Nashville and will conclude with Saturday’s home game against Florida. The 18-year-old is eligible to return next week, although a majority of the 59 players are expected to be released from training camp before the team heads to Estero for six days starting on Monday.

Erne is expected to return to Quebec where he will play top line minutes for the Remparts in the Quebec Major Junior Hockey League.
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5 Questions: Boyle Wants to End Career with Sharks

Tuesday, 09.24.2013 / 12:58 PM / News 
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NHL.com's weekly Q&A feature called "Five Questions With ..." is back for the 2013-14 season. We talk to key figures in the game today and ask them questions designed to gain insight into their lives, careers and the state of their teams.

The latest edition features San Jose Sharks defenseman Dan Boyle:

Dan Boyle has only known regular-season success and Stanley Cup Playoff disappointment in his five seasons with the San Jose Sharks. The combination has made his time in the Silicon Valley exciting, interesting and frustrating all at once.

As Boyle heads into the final year of a six-year contract, the defenseman with a Stanley Cup championship ring and an Olympic gold medal is hopeful that his team in teal can finally skate its way to the Stanley Cup Final after being ousted in the Western Conference Semifinals last season.

Boyle spoke to NHL.com about his expectations, his goals, his contract situation, when he wants to finish his career, where and why.

Here are Five Questions With … Dan Boyle:

Expectations are the same for your team and yet you guys haven't hit all the goals yet. Are your expectations for this club the same as usual, meaning Stanley Cup or bust? If so, are your reasons any different than they have been in the past?

"Yeah, they [the expectations] are the same and no [the reasons aren't different] because it's the same core of the team. We've gotten to the [Western Conference Final] twice. We've made the playoffs the five years I've been here. Last year, I felt after we got bounced in the second round that it was probably the most complete team effort that I've seen since I've been here and that's really why they didn't make any changes in the offseason with the exception of [Tyler] Kennedy. It's pretty much the same team coming back and I think everybody was really happy with the way they played down the stretch. Had it not been for [Los Angeles Kings goalie] Jonathan Quick, we probably come out of that round with a win."

OK, so Jonathan Quick is one reason, but can you pinpoint other specific things that you guys need to change to make a Cup run, things that need to get addressed and fixed to get where a lot of people still think you can get to with this core?

"The first year I got here, we won the Presidents' Trophy and it was a little bit disappointing the way we played in the playoffs because it kind of felt like they didn't really get it, what it took to take it to that next level. I think there has been a huge improvement in that over the last three years. Guys are starting to figure out what it takes. As far as what I'd change, sometimes it's a bounce here and a bounce there. I liked our balance last year, goaltending has to be strong, you need to have four lines -- I mean, this is all the stuff you need to win it. It's really just a matter of doing it now. I wouldn't necessarily change anything; I would just want us to be clicking on all cylinders at the right time."

What can you tell us about any ongoing contract negotiations, and do you worry that any uncertainty regarding that situation could affect your play?

"It's been a while. I've been on a six-year deal and the last time around my contract year was the year when a skate fell off a hook [in the dressing room], came down and slit my wrist so I missed about 45 games that year. That was a whole other situation. You know what? I've made it clear that I want to be here and hopefully they want me around. I still have a lot of miles left in this body. I know people talk about my age, but that's probably from the people that don't know me and have not seen me play, because the people that have, they know that I'm not exactly slowing down any time soon. I want to be here. In a cap world, you've gotta make it work. We'll see what happens, but I'm not too worried about it right now."

How long do you think you can play?

"There's a lot of factors, but if my health is good I think I can probably play until I'm 40. I think a lot of guys get burnt out, but for me you've gotta keep in mind that I've only played around 870 games. It's not like I'm into 1,000 and more. I got off to a late start, so I don't have as many miles as a guy who has been playing since he's 18 or 19."

If that's the case, do you look at this and say this could be your last contract?

"Yes, it could be. I think I've got about three or four more years left in me and I want them to be here. It's a two-way street too. They have to do what they have to do. The thing is I want to play, I want to compete, and I don't see this organization taking a U-turn and going in the opposite way where they are in a rebuild stage. I probably would not want to be around if that were the case. But if all is well, the team is doing well and we're going in the right direction, I would certainly welcome the idea of signing here for the rest of my career."

Follow Dan Rosen on Twitter: @drosennhl

Author: Dan Rosen | NHL.com Senior Writer
Sharks Reduce Training Camp Roster by Two
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 SAN JOSE, California - San Jose Sharks (@sanjosesharks) Executive Vice President and General Manager Doug Wilson announced today that the club has assigned two players to the training camp of the Worcester Sharks, the team's top development affiliate in the American Hockey League.

 The following players were assigned to Worcester: 

PLAYER POS CLUB ASSIGNED TO HOW ACQUIRED 

Adam Comrie D Worcester (AHL) Signed as a free agent, July 10, 2013 

Rob Davison D  Worcester (AHL) Signed as a free agent, July 10, 2013 

The Sharks training camp now stands at 34 players. An updated roster can be found here.

Sharks Reduce Training Camp Roster by Eight
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SAN JOSE, California – San Jose Sharks (@sanjosesharks) Executive Vice President and General Manager Doug Wilson announced today that the club has assigned seven players to the training camp of the Worcester Sharks, the team’s top development affiliate in the American Hockey League.

One player was returned to his junior club.

The following players were assigned to Worcester:

PLAYER POS CLUB ASSIGNED TO HOW ACQUIRED 

Sena Acolatse D Worcester (AHL) Signed as a free agent, March 4, 2011 

Troy Grosenick G  Worcester (AHL) Signed as a free agent, April 8, 2013 

Curt Gogol LW Worcester (AHL) Signed as a free agent, Sept. 21, 2010 

Eriah Hayes RW Worcester (AHL) Signed as a free agent, April 5, 2013 

Brodie Reid RW Worcester (AHL) Signed as a free agent, April 15, 2011 

Rylan Schwartz C Worcester (AHL) Signed as a free agent, April 5, 2013 

Danil Tarasov RW Worcester (AHL) Signed as a free agent, April 2, 2013 

The following player was returned to his junior club:

PLAYER POS CLUB ASSIGNED TO HOW ACQUIRED 

Mirco Mueller D Everett Selected in the 2013 NHL Draft (1st round, 18th overall) 

The Sharks training camp now stands at 34 players. An updated roster can be found here.

Sharks Host Ducks in Preaseason Matchup

Friday, 09.20.2013 / 2:58 PM / News 
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SAN JOSE, California - The San Jose Sharks take on the Anaheim Ducks in the first preseason game of the 2013-14 season at the SAP Center, with puck drop at 7:30 p.m. The Sharks carry a 1-0-0 preseason record in to the contest after their defeat of the Vancouver Canucks on Monday night. The Ducks are 2-1-0, set to play in their fourth preseason game.

Tonight's game will not be broadcast on radio or television. The official @sanjosesharks twitter feed will be supplying real-time updates along with sjsharks.com.

See here for a preseason broadcast schedule of Sharks games.

Tickets are still available and can be purchased here or at the box office

Below are the expected lineups for each squad, with each subject to change prior to puck drop.

SHARKS

 #12 LW Patrick Marleau

 #13 LW Raffi Torres

 #19 C Joe Thornton

 #22 D Dan Boyle

 #37 RW Adam Burish

 #38 LW Bracken Kearns

 #39 C Logan Couture

 #42 RW Matt Pelech

 #44 D Marc-Edouard Vlasic

 #48 C Tomas Hertl

 #52 D Matt Irwin

 #54 D Nick Petrecki

 #61 D Justin Braun

 #72 C Rylan Schwartz

 #76 RW Eriah Hayes

 #77 D Taylor Doherty

 #81 RW Tyler Kennedy

 #83 LW Matt Nieto

 #88 RW Brent Burns

 #94 D Adam Comrie

 #31 G Antti Niemi (expected to start)

 #35 G Harri Sateri

DUCKS

 #4 D Cam Fowler

 #6 D Ben Lovejoy

 #7 C Andrew Cogliano

 #10 RW Corey Perry

 #13 C Nick Bonino

 #15 C Ryan Getzlaf

 #21 RW Kyle Palmieri

 #25 RW Brad Staubitz

 #33 LW Jakob Silfverberg

 #34 LW Daniel Winnik

 #40 D Nolan Yonkman

 #41 LW John Kurtz

 #43 D Garnet Exelby

 #45 D Sami Vatanen

 #53 D Shea Theodore

 #55 D Bryan Allen

 #62 LW Patrick Maroon

 #65 RW Emerson Etem

 #67 RW Rickard Rakell

 #77 RW Devante Smith-Pelly

 #30 G Viktor Fasth

 #72 G Igor Bobkov
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SAN JOSE, California – San Jose Sharks (@sanjosesharks) Executive Vice President and General Manager Doug Wilson announced today that the club has assigned 11 players to the training camp of the Worcester Sharks (@worcestersharks), the team’s top development affiliate in the American Hockey League.

The following players were assigned:

PLAYER POS CLUB ASSIGNED TO HOW ACQUIRED 

Konrad Abeltshauser D Worcester (AHL) Selected in the 2010 NHL Entry Draft (6th round, 163rd overall) 

JP Anderson G Worcester (AHL) Signed as a free agent on Sep. 21, 2010 

Kyle Bigos D Worcester (AHL) Trade with Edmonton, July 6, 2013 

Jimmy Bonneau LW Worcester (AHL) Signed to an AHL contract with Worcester on Sept. 27, 2011 

Riley Brace RW Worcester (AHL) Signed to an AHL contract with Worcester on April 5, 2013 

Chris Crane RW Worcester (AHL) Selected in the 2010 NHL Entry Draft (7th round, 200th overall) 

Dylan DeMelo D Worcester (AHL) Selected in the 2011 NHL Entry Draft (6th round, 179th overall) 

James Livingston RW Worcester (AHL) Signed as a free agent on Mar. 11, 2011 

Travis Oleksuk C Worcester (AHL) Signed as a free agent on Mar. 30, 2012 

Sebastian Stalberg C Worcester (AHL) Signed as a free agent on Mar. 14, 2012 

Marek Viedensky C Worcester (AHL) Selected in the 2009 NHL Entry Draft (7th round, 189th overall) 

The Sharks training camp now stands at 42 players. An updated roster can be found here.
Kennedy Could Have Prime Role With Sharks
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SAN JOSE, California - San Jose Sharks general manager Doug Wilson made it clear what he thought of forward Tyler Kennedy when he acquired him in a draft-day deal June 30 with the Pittsburgh Penguins.

Wilson spent a second-round pick for Kennedy (No. 50) in a draft he believed had the strongest crop of talent since the now-famous 2003 class. Five days later, Wilson signed Kennedy, who was set to be a restricted free agent, to a two-year contract.

When the Sharks opened training camp Thursday, Kennedy skated on the top line with Joe Thornton and Brent Burns.

"We've done a lot of research on him," Wilson said. "He's the type of guy that he's won a Cup, he's a very competitive guy, he's been able to go up and down the lineup which is one of the things we were looking for. Players that can play a third line role but also go up to the second or the first. Shoots the puck, highly competitive, and he's a high-energy guy too. He practices the way he plays. It drives people to be better."

In other words, Kennedy was a perfect fit for the type of game Wilson and coach Todd McLellan want the Sharks to play. Since last season, McLellan has been hammering home the importance of playing of a fast, hard and gritty north-south game and getting pucks to net.

"They want to play an up-tempo game, and that's kind of my style -- up-tempo and try to get pucks to the net," Kennedy said.

So far, Kennedy has been as advertised, McLellan said.

"He's quick. He has the ability to shoot the puck a lot," McLellan said. "I think he plays fast, he plays hard and, certainly from what I understand, he's a pretty supportive guy around his teammates."

The Penguins drafted Kennedy in the fourth round of the 2004 NHL Draft. In six seasons with Pittsburgh, he scored 76 goals and had 168 points in 372 career regular-season games. He also appeared in 76 Stanley Cup Playoff games, including 24 during the Penguins' run to the championship in 2009. He has scored 12 goals to go with 15 assists in the postseason.

Kennedy isn't a prolific scorer, but throughout his career he has shown a knack for scoring big goals. He has scored 15 game-winning goals in the regular season and six in the playoffs. He scored three playoff game-winners in 2009 during Pittsburgh's championship season.

"He's scored some big goals," Sharks forward Joe Pavelski said. "Obviously he works hard. That's his best asset. He works. That's great to have. He's tenacious on the forecheck. He shoots it good. He's around the puck a lot. He's going to get his opportunities."

Having played on a Penguins team packed with super stars such as Sidney Crosby and Evgeni Malkin, Kennedy is used to being on the ice with high-profile players. So a top-line job with Thornton and Burns shouldn't be too much for Kennedy to handle, if that's where he ends up.

"I'm excited to be with those guys," Kennedy said. They're two great players, and it's a great opportunity. Obviously I think I can play, but it's a great challenge, and I've got to work and prove myself. It's a great challenge for me."

Thornton said he likes what he's seen from Kennedy.

"He's very, very competitive, a good skater, likes to shoot the puck," Thornton said. "Just a real good, solid player that's very competitive. Hopefully he's going to be a nice addition to our line. He's quick and he loves to shoot the puck, so I think he should fit really well with me and Burnzie."

Being traded didn't come as a shock to Kennedy. After all, he was approaching free agency on a Penguins team that faced a salary-cap crunch and had over a combined $17 million going to Crosby and Malkin this season. What's more, Kennedy's average ice time had dipped to 12:28 last season from 14:22 the season before.

In the 2010-11 season, Kennedy had career highs in goals (21), assists (24) and points (45). His numbers dropped to 11 goals and 33 points the next year. Then last season he had just six goals and 11 points in 46 games.

After last season, Kennedy met with Penguins general manger Ray Shero.

"Ray and I had a good talk," Kennedy told the Pittsburgh Post-Gazette after he was traded. "He's been very respectful, and he put me in a great situation. He kind of knew I had to move to a place with a little better of a chance. I kind of fell off the map [in Pittsburgh]."

Kennedy said he felt excited and invigorated when he learned he had been traded to the Sharks.

"I was excited to come to this organization," Kennedy said Thursday. "I've only heard good things about it. I've never lived on the West Coast, and it's been crazy. You know, the sun, the great atmosphere in the room. It's been awesome. Whenever something new comes along you have to embrace it and get the best out of it."

Author: Eric Gilmore | NHL.com Correspondent

Sharks Reduce Training Camp Roster

Center Chris Tierney Returned to Junior Club

Monday, 09.16.2013 / 1:38 PM / News 
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SAN JOSE, California - San Jose Sharks Executive Vice President and General Manager Doug Wilson announced today that center Chris Tierney has been re-assigned to the London Knights of the Ontario Hockey League.

The Sharks training camp roster now stands at 53 players. An updated roster can be found here.

The Sharks play their first 2013 preseason game tonight a Vancouver at 7 p.m. PST. The game is being broadcast on NHL Network.

Sharks Return Two Players, Release ATO's

Wednesday, 09.11.2013 / 8:21 PM / News 
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SAN JOSE, California - The San Jose Sharks (@sanjosesharks) today returned two players from 2013 Training Camp to their junior clubs.

The following players were returned:

PLAYER POS CLUB ASSIGNED TO: ACQUIRED 

Christophe Lalancette RW Drummondville (QMJHL) 2012 NHL Draft

 (4th round, 109th overall) 

Gabryel Boudreau LW Baie-Comeau (QMJHL) 2013 NHL Draft

 (2nd round, 49th overall) 

The Sharks also released nine players on ATO's (amateur tryout contracts) following the 2013 YoungStars Classic in Penticton, BC.

Those players are as follows: Colby Cave, Josh Derko, Justice Dundas, Kenton Miller, John Padulo, Nikolas Brouillard, Sam Grist, Max Iafrate and Spenser Jensen.

McLellan focusing on competitiveness, the injury update and the Demers-Samberg connection

Posted by David Pollak on September 24th, 2013 at 1:00 pm | Categorized as Uncategorized 

SAN JOSE – When the Sharks try to improve their exhibition record to 3-0-1 tonight against the Vancouver Canucks, Todd McLellan will be looking for different things than he did when the two teams met eight days ago.

“We’re starting to get to the stage now where our team is coming together. Lines have played together a little while. They’ve practiced together for a number of days. There’s been more structure put into our game,” the coach said. 

“The first thing we’re going to evaluate,” McLellan continued, “is the competitiveness of our team and then secondly, are we fast and hard? After that, individuals — how they fit, how they’re reacting to certain situations. How are they interacting with their linemates and their partners. The score at the end of the night is important as well.”

One player getting a particularly close look is 19-year-old rookie Tomas Hertl, the focus of the online story I filed earlier. Here’s that link: 

http://www.mercurynews.com/sharks/ci_24165308/san-jose-sharks-rookie-tomas-hertl-closes-roster

****Antti Niemi, whose only exhibition season appearance came in the 3-2 OT loss to Anaheim, will be in net against the Canucks, and look for the Sharks two top lines – Marleau-Couture-Kennedy, Hertl-Thornton-Burns to be out their as well.

After that, the lines were a little sketchy this morning, but one top prospect, Matt Nieto, skated with Joe Pavelski and Tommy Wingels while another, Freddie Hamilton, took rushes with Andrew Desjardins and James Sheppard.

On defense, the apparent pairings were Boyle-Irwin, Vlasic-Tennyson and Hannan-Demers.

****The Sharks will be without Raffi Torres for the first time since confirming the tough left wing will be out for anywhere from six weeks to four months with a knee injury that still has not been fully diagnosed.

Here’s the update from McLellan on two other Sharks missing from the lineup.

Adam Burish – A lower body injury that has kept him out of the last two games has improved to the point he should be skating in the next day or two. Look for him to be back in action in time for the Oct. 3 regular season opener.

Brad Stuart – While he has been practicing with his teammates after an off-season injury, Stewart may not be ready to go by Oct. 3.

“For him, the injury is to the point where it’s healed and now it’s about all the stuff he didn’t get to do for the last month – the fitness, the training, the lungs, the legs, the timing,” McLellan said. “It’s the catching up part.”

****Defenseman Jason Demers said today that he has heard it for years, the resemblance he bears to former Saturday Night Live comedian Andy Samberg. 

“I’ve gotten a few different things — him, Adam Sandler,” Demers said. “I’m not as funny as them, but I try it sometimes.”

Samberg’s new comedy series, “Brooklyn Nine-Nine” makes its debut tonight, so Demers might be in for another round. But he isn’t complaining.

“I could do a lot worse,” he said.
So who replaces Raffi Torres in the lineup? Looking at the Sharks candidates and the ripple effect

Posted by David Pollak on September 23rd, 2013 at 4:51 pm | Categorized as General, Hockey, NHL, Sharks, Sports, Uncategorized 

SAN JOSE – Well, no doubt about what the story of the day was at Sharks training camp

As the previous posting indicated, the Sharks are going to be without Raffi Torres for a while. Their goal, of course, is minimize the damage that causes and nobody should need a reminder of the events of last spring, when the suspension of Torres set in motion the series of events that derailed San Jose’s playoff hopes.

That’s the story line taken in the updated print edition story I just filed, available soon online at http://www.mercurynews.com/sharks/ci_24157582/san-jose-sharks-raffi-torres-has-knee-injury

As it did last spring, the removal of Torres from the lineup has a ripple effect. Last spring, it meant that the Sharks had no choice but to move Joe Pavelski up from his slot as third-line center and use him as a wing on one of the top two lines. That turned the Sharks back into an easier team to defend against and the offense regressed into mid-season form.

Monday, I asked Pavelski if he’d prefer to stay at center this time around and he took the indirect route to an answer.

“At the end of the day we’re just excited to play,” Pavelski said. “We’re going to get the ice time and you’ve just got to make the most of it, whether it’s third line or playing wing somewhere.”

But he did acknowledge that Torres’s absence hurt the playoff effort against the Kings.

“Down the stretch, obviously he played a big part on our team,” Pavelski said.. He created a little bit of a different identity for us – he brought a lot of speed and intensity, and everyone fed off it.”

The absence of Torres also gives one forward who might have been destined for Worcester an opening to fill at the NHL level. Rookie Tomas Hertl already appeared to be penciled in for opening day in San Jose, and it would appear that Freddie Hamilton or Matt Nieto had the best chance of joining him based on their record entering camp and exhibition game appearances.

Hamilton, who scored San Jose’s first goal in Saturday night’s 3-2 OT win over Phoenix, said it’s all about making the most of any opportunity.

“It’s unfortunate,” Hamilton said of the injury to Torres, “but they young guys coming up have to ,ake the most of it.”

And, no, that doesn’t mean trying to emulate Raffi Torres’s style of play.

“You’ve just got to do what you do,” Hamilton said. “You can’t just try to play like him or whoever it is you’re replacing.”

(Hamilton’s younger brother, Dougie, is a defenseman with the Boston Bruins. Freddie said the two are close. “We’re best friends,” the Sharks forward said. “We’ve been talking to each other every day. It’s been fun for me watching how good he’s done and following him. Hopefully, I’ll give him someone to follow, too.”)

Nieto voiced similar sentiments as far as being ready to take advantage of the Torres injury.

“It’s unfortunate that Raffi got hurt, but it opened up an opportunity for me so I’m going to make the most of it and hopefully he recovers fast,” Nieto said. “Every day you have to work hard. I’m just fortunate to be in the position I am right now.”

McLellan broadened the competition for a roster spot to include older players in the Sharks organization such as John McCarthy, Bracken Brandon Kearns and Matt Pelech as well as pro tryout Anthony Stewart. Maybe that was a genuine assessment of the candidates, or maybe just a way to try to motivate Hamilton and Nieto. Hard to say at the moment.

****McLellan said that the eventual decision on whether Alex Stalock or Harri Sateri starts the season as back-up goalie in San Jose won’t be an easy one now that both have each played one exhibition game.

“It’s a tough decision,” McLellan said. “They’ve both done admirable jobs and we haven’t seen a lot of separation between the two of them.”

Antti Niemi gets the start Tuesday night against the Vancouver Canucks in the final home exhibition game. McLellan said he had yet to decide who will close out the season with games in Phoenix and Anaheim, but he wanted to make sure Niemi was ready for the real season that begins Oct. 3, so maybe Niemi gets another one of those, too. Maybe.

Torres injured ACL in right knee in collision with Etem; no word yet if surgery necessary, likely return

Posted by David Pollak on September 23rd, 2013 at 12:19 pm | Categorized as General, Hockey, NHL, Sharks, Sports, Uncategorized 

SAN JOSE — Raffi Torres won’t be in the lineup when the regular season begins Oct. 3 and it’s unlikely he’ll be back anytime soon.

GM Doug Wilson said it’ll be another couple days before the Sharks know the full extent of the injury to Torres’s right knee after his collision with Emerson Etem on Friday night, or whether surgery will be required to repair Torres’s ACL.

Either way, the Sharks aren’t expecting Torres back for another six weeks and that includes the first month of the regular season.

Here’s the rest of the online story I just filed for the Merc’s web site:

“It’s the one thing we don’t do is jump to conclusions,” Wilson said. “Let it calm down, we’ll get it diagnosed properly and then make decision from there.” 

The options include different surgical procedures as well as rehab and attempting to play with a brace without repairing the ligament. Wilson said a decision would be made in the next couple days.

The timing of the injury in training camp also could be a factor in whatever decision is made as Torres would have plenty of time to recover before the post-season.

The injury occurred at 6:34 of the second period in Friday night’s 3-2 overtime loss to the Ducks. Etem was trying to stay onside and extended his leg behind him when Torres was skating by. The play was considered a freak accident, and Etem said he is feeling fine at this point.

Strauss: Hitchcock believes in team
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Practice begins for St. Louis Blues

Practice begins for St. Louis Blues

Blues head coach Ken Hitchcock watches players during practice on Thursday, Sept. 12, 2013, at Scottrade Center in downtown St. Louis. Photo by Erik M. Lunsford elunsford@post-dispatch.com
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Morrow hears Hitchcock’s familiar voice at practice

 He was coach in Dallas when Morrow was rookie. Read more
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This is the time of year when every NHL coach insists he likes his team and Ken Hitchcock is no exception. Some may not mean it but they sell it. After all, if you can’t sell ice when it’s hot you’ve got no chance when it’s cold.

But Hitchcock really likes this Blues team. We know this because it would be super simple to pick up that he didn’t. If Hitchcock’s words didn’t give him away his inflection would. Or he’d start sprinkling qualifiers like pepper on eggs. He’d offer a shrug and then attempt something akin to a feel-good reply but it would come across forced and by the end of the answer everybody would know he was trying way too hard.

Hitch’ likes this team. He likes the room. He likes the vibe. He likes that his ownership and front office have delivered unprecedented depth. Hitchcock doesn’t see a superstar scorer but he sees greater balance among the lines and three goalies who have delivered at this level.

On a Monday morning he refers to the Western Conference’s big boys. Asked early Monday afternoon about his bunch, Hitch’ delivers, “We think we’re big boys.”

He says this because the Blues took the Los Angeles Kings to the mat last postseason before losing in excruciating fashion. In a six-game series the Blues lost four one-goal decisions to a defending Stanley Cup champion that center David Backes acknowledged “steamrolled” them the year before.

That didn’t happen last postseason. To hear the conviction in Hitchcock’s voice, it shouldn’t happen again — against anyone.

“When I first got here there were guys you had to hide on the ice. You don’t have to do that anymore. We’ve got people who can play against anybody. That’s depth,” insists Hitchcock, entering his third season as Blues coach while enjoying his first full training camp here. “You’re not afraid to put guys on the ice anymore because they’re going to get overwhelmed. That happens with maturity. I think that’s why we’re better. We’ve got more players who can play against more top players.”

Last winter’s trade deadline adds of Jay Bouwmeester and Jordan Leopold preceded the off-season acquisition of forwards Derek Roy, Maxim Lapierre and Magnus Paajarvi. A team wanting for scorers much of last season now has a glut on its front lines after this week’s signing of veteran Brenden Morrow. The Blues have had talent. Now they possess numbers with enhanced experience.

There is not a superstar among the mix, a fact Hitchcock almost confirms with pride. What the Blues possess, according to their coach, may be worth far more.

“The reality is we don’t rely on one or two people to do it. But if you’re relying on everybody then everybody has to be held to a certain level,” Hitchcock says. “You don’t need superstars to win but you need a collective response across the board.”

For much of the last truncated season Hitchcock lamented the team’s reluctance to “buy in” to a concept of relentlessness. His ultimate pejorative is “passengers,” players along for the ride, not the push.

“You just can’t have passengers. If we expect to do well we can’t afford to have passengers. We’re not built to carry people. We’re built to get everybody contributing,” Hitchcock says, emphasizing balance and ethic over sizzle. “If you talk to anybody in the league, we’re hard to play against because we get a collective push. We don’t have the superstars other teams have. We don’t need Player A or Player B to be a superstar. We just need everybody here to go a little bit further.”

The Blues dwelt for 25 games last season. They were borderline playoff candidates when general manager Doug Armstrong acquired Leopold and Bouwmeester. A previously somnambulant bunch finished 12-3 to lead the league in points in April. The fourth-place ranking within the conference was enough to gain home ice and a rematch against the Kings.

“I thought in the first half of the season it was an aborted season at times,” he recalls. “In the first 25 games our commitment to checking and managing the puck was very inconsistent. And then in the last 20 games I thought it was excellent and it carried into the playoffs. When things started to change we played really, really well.”

The Blues used the playoffs as a stage to scare a team that buried them a year earlier. Rather than celebrate progress, they cursed a squandered opportunity after leading the series, 2-0.

“Our players feel like there is still another level of accountability to be sought to reach the next level. I really believe our group wants to do it,” Hitchcock says. “We saw that little bit of difference between us and Los Angeles. They scored the big goal at the right time. I think our guys realize that. I’ve never seen a team for a long time be as pissed as we were. Now we’ve got to channel that in the right direction.”

The imported players are to complement the core, not form it. A close room must add greater accountability to its mix. The roll call includes T.J. Oshie, Alex Pietrangelo, Backes and Patrik Berglund.

“It has to be done with the core that started here. They were rookies when they came in. It’s their team,” he says.

The message is transparent: It’s great to be friends, even better to be teammates capable of challenging one another, even forcefully at times.

“I think it’s in us to go a little further,” Hitchcock says. “We’re not maxed out. We’re not close to being maxed out. We’ve got more in us. I think the players believe that. When you’ve got a lot of good players you eventually wear down the opposition. That’s it.”

In 1997 Hitchcock sensed his 1997 Dallas Stars team was a Cup contender. His intuition proved only a year off, as the Stars won the Cup in 1998-99. He senses similar potential here. What he waits to see is the “collective desperation” that elevates teams from very good to exceptional.

“We have a lot of things going for us. We have some experience now. We’re not surprised by things. We’re a little hardened now,” Hitchcock says. “This is a great opportunity for us to be a really good team. We’ve got great camaraderie in the room. I think the reality check for us is that five other teams in the West think the same thing. The same conversations we’re having … I know four other teams are having those same conversations.”

St. Louis sports history is littered with false hope. The Rams spent a decade manufacturing it until regaining credibility under the current regime. The Blues are the eternal tease. In the best of times they have appeared a dominant regular-season team only to quickly evaporate from the playoffs.

The Blues have rejuvenated the 61-year-old Hitchcock, a championship coach left wanting for a job after his dismissal from the Columbus Blue Jackets in 2010. He can recall four, five, maybe six head coaching jobs that went to a younger, less experienced candidate before Armstrong reconnected their Dallas ties.

Hitchcock sees what’s in front of him and a team he believes a departure from the franchise’s frustrating past. New ownership is in place. The Armstrong-Hitchcock tandem is a strong one, as is a desire to be judged on the present rather than to be tethered to the past. Hitchcock has asked his players for a lot and believes the payoff within sight. There must be no assumptions, he says, only accountability to one another. Words are rhetoric until put into action but Hitchcock senses the alchemy.

“We have players willing to work,” says Hitchcock. “Last year it took us 25 games to become a cohesive unit. The last 20 we had the best record in the NHL. We played well in the playoffs. I just think there’s a lot to build on.”

Ownership has changed twice over since this franchise enjoyed such a wide window of opportunity. Hitchcock believes the opportunity tangible.
Blues add 'wounded animal' Morrow to roster
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Alexander Steen of the Blues battles Brenden Morrow of the Dallas Stars during a game in 2011. Morrow agreed to a free-agent contract with the Blues on Monday. (AP Photo/Tom Gannam)
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Hockey Guy: Morrow makes Blues more imposing

The Blues hated to play against Brenden Morrow during his long run in Dallas. Now they are thrilled to have him on their side. Read more
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Morning Skate: Daily Blues updates

NHL transactions
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There are a number of ways to consider the Blues’ signing of free agent Brenden Morrow, which was announced Monday.

The 34-year-old Morrow is a 13-year NHL veteran. He has scored 20 or more goals in seven of those seasons, as many as 30 in two. Last March, with the playoffs on the horizon and a trade deadline nearing, the Pittsburgh Penguins gave up a celebrated prospect, defenseman Joe Morrow, to acquire Brenden Morrow from Dallas. Joe Morrow was a No. 1 pick, the 23rd player taken in the 2011 draft.

When the season ended, Morrow became an unrestricted free agent. He had been making an average salary of $4.1 million in his previous contract. He was seeking something in that neighborhood, something with length to it.

But as the summer passed and training camps opened, he was still on the outside looking in. When he agreed to terms with the Blues, Morrow got a one-year deal for $1.5 million, a $3 million pay cut. And the Morrow of the story is — that could be good news for the Blues, bad news for everyone else.

“The most dangerous animals are wounded animals,” Blues president of hockey operations Doug Armstrong said. “He is a wounded animal right now, in the sense that he felt he would demand a longer contract at a higher dollar value.

“I think he was just a product of the system this year, with the cap coming down and money already being spent by teams. So we have a very motivated person and a great competitor.”

Morrow’s signing has been a work in progress. Armstrong initially talked to Morrow in early July. At that point, the Blues were still trying to get Chris Stewart and Alex Pietrangelo signed. They weren’t sure what would be left in the pot.

“We knew we would probably have to ride it out a little bit,” Morrow said by teleconference.

Stewart signed shortly thereafter, but Pietrangelo didn’t bite until Sept. 13. Armstrong met with Morrow again in Dallas when the Blues played the Stars in the first exhibition game. Morrow subsequently came to St. Louis last week.

He met with Blues coach Ken Hitchcock, met with David Backes and a few of the Blues’ dressing room leaders. He also talked with Jamie Langenbrunner, a former teammate in Dallas and a member of the Blues the past two seasons.

“He’s a guy that wants to win,” Backes said. “He’s not looking for the biggest contract, I think. He wants to go to a team with a chance of winning. He’s got some history with the coaching staff and management here.”

Morrow was a rookie on Hitchcock’s Dallas team that lost in the Stanley Cup finals in 1999-00. He also played on a team that lost in the conference finals in 2007-08. He was the Stars’ captain from 2006 until his trade last March. Coming to St. Louis checks all the boxes for him.

“There were a few factors,” Morrow said. “I wanted to be on a contender, for sure. And family, I wanted them to be comfortable and myself.

“Knowing Armie was there and Hitch, having had success with those guys, and knowing they knew what to expect from me and I knew what to expect from them (was important).

“I think the Blues have been a team that’s been knocking on the door the last few years. I think they’re going to be a good team that can push through it and I want to be a part of that.”

Another intriguing question to ponder about Morrow is how much hockey he has left. Morrow had six goals and five assists in 29 games with Dallas last season before being dealt to Pittsburgh. With the highly skilled Penguins, he collected six goals and eight assists in 15 games. A serious kneecap injury hindered his playoff performance.

“Until he got hurt in the playoffs last year, he was arguably one of their top forwards,” Hitchcock said. “He had a lot of points when he first went to Pittsburgh. He was really playing a good game. He was outstanding in the playoff series against Ottawa and then he got hurt in that first game against Boston and he had a tough go with the kneecap injury there.

“He’s got game left. He’s got game left because he’s got good hands around the net. He’s willing to go into the dirty areas to score, especially on the power play, and I think we can play him up and down the lineup depending on the score, depending on the game, depending on how many minutes he plays the night before.”

Armstrong has made it clear to Morrow what he’s getting into. The top nine forwards in the Blues’ lineup seem to be identified. The competition for fourth-line roles also looks crowded.

“We were honest with him,” Armstrong said. “We showed him where our lineup was. We told him we expect players like (Vladimir) Tarasenko and (Jaden) Schwartz to take a bigger role. But we’re a four-line team, always have been, always will be.

“Now, is he going to go be able to find a spot with Backes, (Derek) Roy or (Patrik) Berglund, I don’t know. That’s a coach’s decision. But one of the things that attracts you to someone like Brenden is you lay it all out and then he said, ‘Don’t worry about the competition. I’ll take care of that.’ That’s what you like to hear.”

Morrow, a 6-foot, 205-pound winger, always has played a physically demanding style. He has more than 1,200 penalty minutes in his career. He has had a number of injuries, including back issues. He is realistic about where he is now, but he is not looking for a rocking chair on the porch.

“I don’t think I’m the 20-minute guy I was five or six years ago,” said Morrow, who is the son-in-law of former Blues forward Guy Carbonneau. “But I still feel I can play some hard minutes, be a net-front guy and add some value to the locker room. I’m still going to compete every night, play those hard battles and put the puck in the net every once in a while.”

Morrow hears Hitchcock’s familiar voice at practice
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Brenden Morrow

Alexander Steen of the Blues battles Brenden Morrow of the Dallas Stars during a game in 2011. Morrow agreed to a free-agent contract with the Blues on Monday. (AP Photo/Tom Gannam)

Strauss: Hitchcock believes in team

Blues coach sees greater depth, experience and balance as a formula conducive to a special season. Read more
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Brenden Morrow took the ice with the Blues for the first time Tuesday, and despite speculation that he might play a bottom-six role, the left winger saddled up on the No. 2 line with Derek Roy and Chris Stewart.

“He didn’t look out of place,” Stewart said. “He’s going to be a great addition to this team and he’s going to be great in the locker room. If that’s how we do start out, playing together, I’ll be excited for the opportunity.”

As it turned out, Blues coach Ken Hitchcock said the reason that Morrow skated on Roy line’s — the spot usually held by Jaden Schwartz — was because they were the players not suiting up for tonight’s preseason game in Minnesota.

“It just kind of worked out that way,” Hitchcock said.

Morrow, who signed a one-year, $1.5 million free-agent contract Monday, will not be in the lineup against the Wild, but could play in the Blues’ exhibition finale Friday.

“I knew coming in there’s going to be a lot of juggling until you find chemistry,” Morrow said. “I feel like I’m going to compete and find my way in the lineup. All my life growing up I was never given anything, so I didn’t expect it here.”

Morrow, who will wear his familiar No. 10, enjoyed his first practice.

“The pace was a step up probably from what I was used to just skating on my own back in Dallas,” he said. “There’s a lot of energy out there. It’s good to get in and meet the teammates and get this first day out of the way.”

While it wasn’t Morrow’s first day in the NHL, it might have felt like it. Hitchcock was the coach in Dallas when Morrow broke into the league in 1999, and the two were together until 2002.

“The body doesn’t feel like it did the rookie year,” Morrow said, “but having that ‘Hitch’ voice out there brings back memories.”

Morrow had 14 goals and 33 points in 64 games as a rookie.

“I felt like I had earned my way onto the (Stars’) team,” Morrow said. “We had our year-end meeting and (Hitchcock’s) meeting with me was pretty much ‘Come to camp next year, work hard and I’ll see if I can find a spot on the team for you.’

“He humbles you, he plays those games, those tricks on your mind. But he gets a lot out of his players and I’m looking forward to being with him again.”

developing situation

Goaltenders Jaroslav Halak and Brian Elliott will split tonight’s game in Minnesota.

With Halak and Elliott both on one-way NHL contracts, and Jake Allen holding a two-way deal, the logical line of thinking was that Allen would start the season in the American Hockey League. But after a 3-2 overtime victory over Dallas Saturday, don’t take that to the bank.

“Jake Allen made a great account of himself the last game,” Hitchcock said. “I think the next two games will tell us a lot where Brian and Jaro are at. We’re hoping they’re trending forward. They’ve had great practices and we think they’re both getting ready, but we want to see that, too. ... Jake’s not going away quietly.”

bluenotes

The Blues, who have 31 players in camp, are expected to make their second round of cuts Thursday. ... Vladimir Tarasenko survived a scare in Tuesday’s practice when the skate blade of defenseman Jani Hakanpaa came close to his chest. Tarasenko’s jersey was sliced near the logo, but he was OK

Hockey Guy: Morrow makes Blues more imposing
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Brenden Morrow of the Dallas Stars attacks the goal in a 2010 game against the Blues. (AP Photo)
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Blues add 'wounded animal' Morrow to roster

Brenden Morrow's one-year contract may put a chip on the veteran forward's shoulder. Read more

The ambitious Blues had already expressed their intent to contend for the Stanley Cup this season.

But the addition of fearless winger Brenden Morrow reaffirmed this bid. This team was already plenty rugged up front – especially with young power forward Dmitrij Jaskin showing well -- but general manager Doug Armstrong couldn’t resist adding Morrow at a bargain price.

Morrow, David Backes, Chris Stewart, Ryan Reaves . . . if all these aggressive forwards stay healthy, the Blues will be extremely unpleasant to play against.

In his heyday Morrow was one of the NHL’s most respected wingers. He led the charge for Dallas when Ken Hitchcock coached there.

Blues fans remember him as one of their least favorite opponents. He earned more than 100 penalty minutes six times during his 13-year run for the Stars. He also scored 20 or more goals seven times.

Morrow, 34, scored 33 goals in 2010-11 before injuries took a considerable toll on his body.

Time marches on and the Stars jettisoned him to the Penguins last season as part of their overhaul. Morrow scored 14 points in 15 regular seasons games for Pittsburgh, but then scored just four points in 14 playoff games.

With the one-time salary cap reduction handcuffing many GMs in the league, Morrow didn’t stir much bidding in free agency. He took a one-year, $1.5 million with the hope of rebuilding his value.

In previous summers, the Blues added former Cup winners like Jason Arnott and Jamie Langenbrunner to gain playoff-proven leadership. Morrow provides the same element with a harder edge and potentially more goal-scoring ability.

He is more of a third-line player than first- or second-liner, but he is certainly NOT a spot player to relegate to the fourth line. Morrow will push some established Blues for playing time.

He will work the corners. He will crash the net. He will score some ugly goals. If somebody has a problem with how he plays, Morrow may punch that guy in the nose.

The fact Morrow didn’t have a job when training camps will inspire him. Where was the respect for all he has done in this game?

He could have respond with the robust performance the Blues got from Scott Mellanby, who arrived from the Florida Panthers during the 2000-2001 season and then played very well for three additional seasons here.

Mellanby arrived with lots of mileage on his body but help attacking shift after shift after shift while wearing the Note.

Greg Wyshynski had this take on the signing in his Puck Daddy blog on Yahoo! Sports:

To understand the mutual admiration society that exists between Brenden Morrow and St. Louis Blues GM Doug Armstrong – who just signed the unrestricted free agent to a 1-year, $1.5-million deal – one must revisit the halcyon days of 2006.

Armstrong, then the general manager of the Dallas Stars, gave Morrow a six-year, $24.6 million contract as a player “entering the prime of his career.” But beyond that, Morrow was given something less valuable monetarily but more valuable intrinsically: the captaincy.

More to the point: Mike Modano’s captaincy.

It was a controversial decision at the time, stripping the face of the franchise of the ‘C’; but Morrow had earned the respect of his teammates, the confidence of management and, ultimately, the honor of the captaincy that Armstrong bestowed upon him. It wasn't Modano's team any longer; it needed what Morrow embodied, what he brought to the ice.

Apparently, the Blues need that too.

The Blues didn’t really have the cap flexibility to sign him. They already had 14 forwards on “one-way” contracts. So somebody will have to go to make the Blues cap compliant and afford them the flexibility to recall injury replacements.

That will create a little extra excitement between now and opening night. The Blues' job competition just intensified.

And that is not a bad thing for a team with big plans.

AROUND THE RINKS: It will be interesting to see if Morrow's playing style rubs on some of his teammates, especially Chris Stewart -- who has already emerged as one of the league's better power forwards . . . With center Ryan Nugent-Hopkins likely to miss early games while recovering from shoulder surgery, the Oilers didn't want to lose center Sam Gagner to a broken jaw. That team is scrambling to find internal solutions. Winger Taylor Hall is the new No. 1 center, but who is No. 2? . . . It appears Karri Ramo has won the starting goaltending job in Calgary over former Blues prospect Reto Berra, whose rights came in the Jay Bouwmeester trade . . . Toronto suffered a major blow with new power forward David Clarkson's 10-game suspension. When Herman Munster-sized Sabres ruffian John Scott went after Leafs finesse forward Phil Kessel, Clarkson reflexively came off the bench to save him as these rivals engaged in an old-school line brawl. Clarkson's bid to become the new Wendel Clark in Toronto is on hold . . . New Leaf Jonathan Bernier earned style points by winning the rare NHL goaltender fight . . . Rangers GM Glen Sather has been one of the league's most reckless and ineffective spenders since leaving Edmonton a million years ago. But he is willing to force unrestricted free agent Derek Stepan to hold out until doomsday for a new contract . . . The Sharks took a big hit when Raffi Torres suffered a serious knee injury. He could miss the first six weeks of the season . . . Our town's Brandon Bollig is not only a legitimate tough guy for the Blackhawks, he can have fun at his own expense.

Armstrong says Morrow "makes us a better team."
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Brenden Morrow of the Dallas Stars attacks the goal in a 2010 game against the Blues. (AP Photo)
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The Blues made it official, announcing the addition of forward Brenden Morrow on Monday morning, agreeing to a one-year, $1.5 million contract with the free agent.

“I think he just makes us a better team,” president of hockey operations Doug Armstrong said. “When you list our group of forwards and you put his name in there, he goes up far enough in that listing to say you're a better team.”

The Blues now have15 forwards under contract. According to www.capgeek.com, the team is right at or slightly above the team salary cap of $64,300,000.

Morrow, 34, is a former captain in Dallas, where he played for Armstrong and Blues coach Ken Hitchcock. He has scored 20-or-more goals seven times in his career, 30 more than twice. He had 33 goals for the Stars as recently as 2010-11.

But he has been slowed by back issues and a number of injuries, including a knee cap problem last season. He had six goals and five assists for the Stars when the Penguins gave up a No. 1 draft pick to acquire Morrow at the trade deadline. He had six goals and eight assists for Pittsburgh in 15 games.

On the surface, he figures to be a role player, who fits into a third- or fourth-line situation. The Blues acquired a similar player — center Maxim Lapierre — over the summer. They also have Chris Porter, Adam Cracknell, Vlad Sobotka and Ryan Reaves listed in the same category.

Something will have to give on the roster in the next few days.

“We'll be cap compliant by opening night,” Armstrong said. “We're going to carry 23 players. With that, we're still going to have room for call-ups if necessary. But right now we have a crowded forward group that's going to have to be thinned out here between now and the start of the season.”

The Morrow signing has been in the works for a while. Armstrong initially talked to Morrow in early July. But at that point, the Blues were still trying to get Chris Stewart and Alex Pietrangelo signed.

“We knew we would probably have to ride it out a little bit,” Morrow said by teleconference.

The Pietrangelo agreement didn't happen until Sept. 13. Armstrong met with Morrow again in Dallas, after the Blues' first exhibition game with the Stars. Morrow then came to St. Louis last week and met with Blues coach Ken Hitchcock and some of the Blues' leading players.

Armstrong made it a clear picture for Morrow. “We were honest with him,” Armstrong said. “We showed him where our lineup was. We told him we expect players like (Vlad) Tarasenko and (Jaden) Schwartz to take a bigger role. But we're a four-line team, always have been, always will be.

“Now, is he going to go be able to find a spot with (David) Backes, (Derek) Roy or (Patrik) Berglund, I don't know. That's a coach's decision. But one of the things that attracts you to someone like Brenden is you lay it all out and he said, 'Don't worry about the competition. I'll take care of that.'

“That's what you like to hear.”

Certainly the landscape for Morrow has changed. Last March, the Penguins gave up their highly-regarded defensive prospect Joe Morrow to get him. Joe Morrow was the 23rd pick overall in 2011 draft. Over the summer as a free agent, Morrow was seeking a bigger contract. But he settled on the deal with the Blues.

“There were a few factors,” he said. “I wanted to be on a contender, for sure. And family, I wanted them to be comfortable and myself.

“Knowing Armie was there and Hitch, having had success with those guys, and knowing they knew what to expect from me and I knew what to expect from them (was important). I think the Blues have been a team that's been knocking on the door the last few years.

“I think they're going to be a good team that can push through it and I want to be a part of that.”

Blues express interest in free-agent Brenden Morrow
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Brenden Morrow of the Dallas Stars attacks the goal in a 2010 game against the Blues. (AP Photo)
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Pietrangelo gets ice time in win

Blues 3, Stars 2 • He shows no effects after missing camp. Read more

The Blues have spoken with free-agent forward Brenden Morrow about joining the team and are awaiting his answer.

Morrow, 34, finished the 2012-13 season with Pittsburgh but is looking for a new team and league sources say the Blues are on his short list.

Josh Rimer, the host of NiteCap on www.nextsportstar.com, was the first to report that the club and Morrow were in discussions, tweeting Saturday that the "Blues are the team that made Brenden Morrow the offer he is contemplating."

Morrow visited one "unnamed" suitor on Thursday, he told TSN's Pierre LeBrun. A source could not confirm whether Morrow's stop was in St. Louis. But even if it was, it may not be his only stop.

"I'm thinking about another team visit as well," Morrow told LeBrun. "I've actually got a few offers that I'm mulling over at the moment. It's a tough marketplace, they're not the biggest offers or what I had been hoping for, but at this point I just want to get playing again. So I'm mulling over these offers."

The Blues wouldn't be able to offer Morrow much money. They are approximately $1.8 million below the NHL's 2013-14 salary cap of $64.3 million, according to capgeek.com.

Morrow recently completed a six-year, $24.6 million contract, which he signed with Dallas and finished with Pittsburgh after a trade last spring. He made $4.1 million last season. 

“There’s a lot that goes into it, and money is a part of it,” Morrow told Mike Heika in the Dallas Morning News last week. “But, at the same time, I want to be on a team where I think I can win, where I think I can contribute to a winner. I don’t have a lot of years left, so I’d love to get a couple of runs in there.”

The Blues, whom The Hockey News has chosen as its pick to win the Stanley Cup, fit that description. But why would the club be interested in Morrow and where would he fit in?

There are multiple connections between the free-agent forward and the Blues. General manager Doug Armstrong, head coach Ken Hitchcock and newly named vice president of business operations Brett Hull were all associated with Morrow in Dallas. Hull and Morrow are very close friends.

Morrow, who has played 850 NHL games, is considered by many to be a "warrior-type" player. And even though Armstrong has said that the Blues no longer have a need for an aging veteran to help monitor a somewhat young roster, it's believed that the club would welcome Morrow's influence in the locker room. He was the Stars' captain from 2006 until last season's trade.

What does Morrow have left on the ice? Despite neck and back injuries in Dallas, he went to Pittsburgh and produced 14 points (6, goals, 8 assists) in 15 regular-season games with the Penguins. He struggled during the playoffs with four points (2 goals, 2 assists) in 14 games, but was battling a knee-cap injury.

Do the Blues have room?

The club made its first round of cuts following Saturday's 3-2 overtime win over Dallas. The team is off Sunday and will resume training camp Monday with practice group that includes 18 forwards. Fourteen of those are either on one-way NHL contracts, or in the case of Jaden Schwartz and Vladimir Tarasenko, they're locks to make the opening-day lineup. 

At this point in Morrow's career, he is a third- or fourth-line forward who might even need some days off. The Blues' top-nine appears to be set and there's an abundance of fourth-line players on the roster.

Vladimir Sobotka may be relegated to fourth-line duty at the start of the season. The club signed free-agent center Max Lapierre to a two-year contract this offseason. And meanwhile, the "CPR" line of Adam Cracknell, Chris Porter and Ryan Reaves are all returning. Cracknell and Porter, in fact, were both re-signed to one-way NHL contracts.

Hitchcock, however, hinted at not being entirely happy with the performance of the fourth-liners thus far in training camp.

“I would like to see more competition for role-playing spots and that’s what we’re going to find out,” he said. “I feel like there’s a little bit of separation here and I’d like to see more competition. So we’re going to see in the next couple of games what that competition gets to.”

The addition of Morrow would bump one of those fourth-line players off the roster. The Blues could make a trade or be forced to pay an NHL salary to a player assigned to their American Hockey League affiliate in Chicago.

The Blues don't need to make that decision yet. For now, they're waiting for Morrow to make his decision.

“I feel I’ll play somewhere this season at some time, I'm confident in that," Morrow told the Dallas Morning News. "But I want it to be the right fit, where I can possibly be there for a little longer time, and where I feel confident I can help. That’s what I’m looking for.”
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Blues add talent, experience by signing Morrow to a one-year deal

Blues patience pays off with addition of Morrow; roster moves are imminent
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By NORM SANDERS — News-Democrat 

ST. LOUIS — It wasn't all rest and relaxation during the offseason for St. Louis Blues defenseman Barret Jackman, who also found time for a little recruiting.

Jackman's summer place in Idaho isn't far from the one owned by new teammate Brenden Morrow, the former Dallas Stars captain who signed a one-year, $1.5 million contract with the Blues on Monday.

The pair trained hard together during the summer and now will join forces. Morrow will be in the lineup for Friday's exhibition game and will wear No. 10, with Keith Aucoin switching to No. 15.

"We had great conversations all summer about it," Jackman said. "He's definitely a guy that brings a lot to the table and there's a lot of teams that were after him. It was our good fortunate that he was still around at this point.

"He's willing to sacrifice some money to come to a team that he knows he can contribute to and that he sees as a real contender."

Morrow said it took time for the Blues to sign their own free agents before waiting to see if he was still available.

"The (Alex Pietrangelo) deal probably had a lot to factor into whether this was even going to be possible, knowing the type of dollars that were going to be going out on a special player like that," he said.

Told that Morrow recalled their Western Conference battles over the years, Jackman returned the favor.

"If he hates playing against me, it was the same way back," Jackman said. "He's a guy that never stops, it doesn't matter what the score is or the time of the game. He's always coming at you and he's always got a chip on his shoulder. That's something that's going to translate very well to this dressing room."

Also helping with the transition is Morrow's familiarity with Hitchcock's coaching style and system. The two were together in Dallas.

"I started in the league with Hitch," Morrow said. "In Dallas our system was still kind of tailored to a lot of the things and the success they had in the late '90s and early 2000s when Hitch was running the ship. That's what I've grown up with, that's what I knew as a player."

Hitchcock has a pretty good idea what to expect from the veteran forward.

"Familiarity," Hitchcock said. "He knows me, he knows Doug (Armstrong). He knows the way we operate. He's played against our team and he knows how hard we are to play against. I think he feels like hey, this team's got a chance to knock off some of the big dogs here.

"He sees us as a team getting better and wants to be part of it."

Hitchcock believes Morrow has a lot left to give a contending team.

"I don't think Brenden's looking at this as a one-year window, either," he said. "I think he's looking at proving the fact that he's still got three or four years left in the tank and he wants to continue to play hockey."

Hitchcock also has experience when it comes to coaxing a few more miles out of proven veteran players like Morrow. He cited former Dallas players Kirk Muller and John MacLean as examples.

"It's understanding the balance between work and rest," Hitchcock said. "When you play as many minutes as he's played and the style that he's played, you have to put your focus on the hockey games themselves rather than everything around it."

Roster moves on the way?

The signing of Morrow has left 15 forwards under contract and the Blues approaching the ceiling of the NHL salary cap.

The biggest logjam appears to be on the fourth line with the Blues' forward depth better than it has been in years. The Blues signed free-agents Maxim Lapierre and Keith Aucoin over the summer and already have Chris Porter, Ryan Reaves and Adam Cracknell returning.

Aucoin has already cleared waivers.

"We haven't closed the door on anybody, but the competition has dictated where guys are going to be at," said Hitchcock, whose team has two more exhibition games remaining. "We've got lots of time before the first game of the season to decide what we're going to do. By Sunday morning, we're going to get a real good evaluation."

The Blues' decision to bring in Morrow almost forces the team to make a move.

"It's no real difference than if you had a young emerging player," said Hitchcock, who cited impressive rookie winger Dmitrij Jaskin as an example. "To me, the way Jaskin's played in the last week I'd be nervous if I was anybody. He's getting better by the moment and that's just competition, that's the way it goes.

"If a veteran can't cut the grade in training camp, then that gives you options. Or if there's other positions that Doug decides to move a guy out, then that's the way it goes. You're here to make an impression now."

Read more here: http://www.bnd.com/2013/09/23/2814339/blues-patience-pays-off-with-addition.html#storylink=cpy
Blues looking to develop quick chemistry with lines; edge Dallas in OT
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By NORM SANDERS — News-Democrat 

ST. LOUIS — While the St. Louis Blues are breaking in a new center with Derek Roy, so is winger Chris Stewart.

Stewart and Jaden Schwartz have been playing on the wings with Roy in the middle as the Blues try to take advantage of the veteran playmaker's skill of making others look good.

"There's not much not to like," Stewart said of Roy, who was signed to a one-year deal during the offseason. "He's so patient and gifted with the puck. He's one of those guys who has the puck on his stick and the next thing you know it's on your stick and you've got a tap-in. It's going to be a big year for both of us."

Not long after hitting the goalpost with a shot, Roy set up Blues defenseman Alex Pietrangelo for the tying goal with 4:41 remaining Saturday against Dallas.

The Blues went on to win the game 3-2 in overtime on a goal by Patrik Berglund.

Stewart said the big things about bringing together a new line is chemistry and communication.

"They're guys you've never played with before and it takes a little longer to gel," Stewart said. "The biggest thing is communication, which we've been working on lately. Come the regular season we should all be on the same page."

The trio created a few scoring chances Saturday, with Schwartz making a nice feed to Stewart that only a big save from Stars goalie Kari Lehtonen kept from being a goal.

Schwartz, who is enjoying a strong training camp, tied the game 1-1 when he converted a rebound in front after a shot by rookie Dmitrij Jaskin. It was Schwartz's second goal of the preseason.

"I haven't felt too rusty at all as far as the first games, but I think there's always some things I can work on," Schwartz said. "I've got to be a little more consistent and not take any shifts off."

The play began when Blues defenseman Roman Polak got out of the penalty box and headed toward the net on a breakaway. Polak shot wide, but stayed behind the net to feed Jaskin before the Blues' tying goal.

Alex Chiasson's power-play goal early in the second period gave Dallas a 1-0 lead.

Blues goalie Jake Allen went the whole way and was sharp throughout after allowing five goals on 38 shots in his preseason debut against the same Stars team. This time Allen stopped 22-of-24 shots against Dallas.

He robbed Jamie Benn in front during a Stars' first-period power play and later flashed his glove out to take a goal away from Vernon Fiddler on a short-handed breakaway late in the second period.

Benn beat Allen nine seconds into the third period after making his way around Blues defenseman Jordan Leopold, but the Blues tied it when Roy set up defenseman Alex Pietrangelo in front for the tying goal with 4:41 remaining in regulation.

A shot by Pietrangelo took an odd bounce off the glass in overtime and the rebound came right to Berglund in front for the game-winner.

Pietrangelo has been making up for lost time the last two nights. His contract holdout lasted only two days, so his training camp has included lots of ice time.

He logged a team-high 26 minutes, 44 seconds on Saturday against Dallas after playing 26:46 the night before against Tampa Bay.

"That's one way of getting into the season, playing back to backs right away," said Pietrangelo, who was paired with veteran Jordan Leopold on Saturday. "We managed the minutes tonight and I felt pretty good."

Contact reporter Norm Sanders at 239-2454, nsanders@bnd.com or on Twitter @NormSanders 

Read more here: http://www.bnd.com/2013/09/22/2810995/blues-looking-to-develop-quick.html#storylink=cpy
Blues send 18 players to minors
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The St. Louis Blues trimmed their training camp roster to 31 players Saturday night by assigning 18 players to the Chicago Wolves, their new American Hockey League affiliate.

Probably the biggest name not on the list is rookie defenseman Joel Edmundson, whose impressive preseason play has kept him around for a longer look.

Headed to Chicago are forwards Cody Beach, Alexandre Bolduc, Pat Cannone, Jacob Doty, Samuel Henley, Christian Hanson, Corey Locke, Mark Mancari, Tyler Shattock, Yannick Veilleux and Sebastian Wannstrom, defensemen Cade Fairchild, Evan Oberg, Brett Ponich, Brent Regner, David Shields and Taylor Chorney and goaltender Jordan Binnington

Read more here: http://www.bnd.com/2013/09/22/2811858/blues-send-18-players-to-minors.html#storylink=cpy
A healthier and quicker Oshie could help push Blues to next level
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By NORM SANDERS — News-Democrat 

ST. LOUIS — No longer one of the "young guys" or "new guys," T.J. Oshie believes the time for waiting and hoping are long gone.

He believes the St. Louis Blues are ready for big things right now and says the club has the necessary ingredients to get it done.

"Now more than ever we've got the personnel, we've got the coaching," said Oshie, a 26-year-old right winger who has been with the Blues since 2008. "The front office did everything to put the right guys on the ice. It just comes down to us doing it."

Those types of comments have been coming from the Blues dressing room for several years now. Oshie is part of a core group of young players -- David Backes, Patrik Berglund, Alex Pietrangelo, etc. -- that the team has been patiently waiting on to break through to the next level.

That patience may be wearing thin since former Blues winger David Perron was sent to Edmonton for winger Magnus Paajarvi. Blues ownership also has doled out contract extensions that has driven the team's salaries near the top of the cap.

Is this the year the Blues and their fans have been waiting for?

"I think so, especially after what we've been through the last two years getting beat by L.A. in both (playoff) series," Oshie said. "They knew what it took to win and they played for each other. We've just got to take that next step.

"Being together this long, you grow together a lot more than guys that are just thrown together and guys coming in and making the team for the first time."

Oshie said the tight bond shared by the players has led to a much higher level of accountability.

"You feel like you have a little more intention to get things done because you don't want to let that other guy down," Oshie said. "It's tough letting down the coaches or letting down the fans, but when you let down your teammates it's a whole different story."

Staying healthy has always meant big things for Oshie's success level.

He missed only six games in 2009-10 and had 18 goals and 48 points. He missed only two in 2011-12 and racked up a career-best 19 goals and 54 points.

He's missed times in other seasons with ankle and rib injuries, but is as healthy as he's been.

Oshie missed the final 15 games with a foot injury last season and had seven goals and 20 points in 30 games. He also had two goals in Game 3 of the team's first-round playoff loss to the Kings.

Speed has always been an integral part of Oshie's game, but Blues captain David Backes is seeing something a little different this season.

"He's extremely healthy this year, which is a benefit for him," Backes said. "He's skating better than I've seen him in a long time and his hands have been among the best in the league since he's got here. To stay healthy, to keep him on the track he's on right now, I think you'll see some great things from him."

Oshie added some extra speed training near the end of the summer, concentrating on speed sprints and strength sprints. The results are obvious watching the way Oshie has been flying around the ice.

"I hope that can transform my game to the next level," Oshie said. "There's been a difference so far, I feel faster out there and I think I have that extra jump to start taking guys wide. Before I'd have to make a move through and a move back just to beat that guy one-on-one, so now I can hold him off with my strength and hopefully my speed will get me to a couple extra pucks."

Blues coach Ken Hitchcock also senses a new and improved Oshie.

"He's quicker, he's healthy," Hitchcock said. "He's quicker in practice, he's quicker in the games...everywhere, all over the ice."

The 24th overall pick in 2005, Oshie has 70 goals and 195 points in 292 games.

Could a healthier, faster Oshie lead to more offense on the top line with Backes and Alexander Steen?

"I don't want to get into numbers," Hitchcock said, "but I think the more he works with the line, the more chances he's going to get. The more he plays as an individual, the fewer he's going to get."

Oshie feels Blues fans haven't seen him at his best. Could this be a breakout season for one of the team's most popular players?

"I think I'm still improving," he said. "I still feel like a young guy, but I'm prepared like a veteran should be. I know what to expect and I'm hoping that my best years are still ahead of me. Hopefully this is going to be the best one yet."

Read more here: http://www.bnd.com/2013/09/22/2811869/a-healthier-and-quicker-oshie.html#storylink=cpy
Sobotka returns for Blues, but hit draws 3-game suspension
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By NORM SANDERS — News-Democrat 

ST. LOUIS — While his swollen left eye still had quite a welt left by a big hit from Tampa Bay rookie Adam Erne the night before, St. Louis Blues winger Vladimir Sobotka was back on the ice for practice on Thursday.

"He feels good," St. Louis Blues coach Ken Hitchcock said. "We'll play him on Saturday. He wanted to play tomorrow, but we'll hold him out and play him on Saturday."

Erne's shoulder hit early in the first period drew a three-game preseason suspension by the NHL for an illegal check to the head. He also received a minor penalty on the play.

While Erne is an 18-year-old rookie and it was an exhibition game, should someone on the Blues have handled the situation differently in terms of a response?

"All I know is the issue's been dealt with," Hitchcock said Thursday. "We're moving forward on it, but we're not going to allow that to happen on our team. That's not a St. Louis Blues team that allows that to happen.

"We dealt with it and we'll move forward."

Blues winger Chris Stewart called the physical and versatile Sobotka the team's "unsung hero."

"The guy's a warrior, he brings it every game," Stewart said. "He's arguably one of our most consistent players here the last three years. It's no surprise to me that he's back on the ice today with a smile on his face."

Stewart wasn't surprised that Sobotka was back on the ice so quickly after a rough hit that drew a suspension.

"He does the little things every night," Stewart said. "He's blocking shots, he's winning faceoffs, he's playing physical and finishing checks. He's a guy you love to have on your team and hate to play against."

Blues home opener

Hitchcock said he will be using a lineup heavy with veteran players for the Blues' preseason home games Friday vs. Tampa Bay and Saturday against Dallas.

Friday's game will include the Blues' top line of David Backes centering Alexander Steen and T.J. Oshie along with Patrick Berglund with newcomer Magnus Paajarvi and Vladimir Tarasenko.

The defense pairings Friday will include Alex Pietrangelo and Jay Bouwmeester and Barret Jackman with Kevin Shattenkirk.

Pietrangelo missed only two days during his contract holdout, so Hitchcock wants him getting as many minutes as much as possible.

"He feels really good right now," Hitchcock said. "We'll see how much game stuff he needs. If he looks like he needs to play a lot more, he might just play the rest of the games."

Jaroslav Halak is the Blues goaltender Friday and Jake Allen will play Saturday.

Schwartz draws raves

Even before ripping a sizzling wrist shot for a second-period goal Wednesday against Tampa Bay, Blues winger Jaden Schwartz has been drawing attention during training camp.

"I thought Schwartz was outstanding from start to finish," was Hitchcock's assessment a day later. "Unbelievable from start to finish."

Schwartz has been on a line with center Derek Roy and Stewart.

"No matter where he plays, he's exactly like (Sobotka) -- wherever he plays he elevates that line's intensity level," Hitchcock said. "I loved the goal he scored, that's a goal-scorer's goal. He's going to bring a lot to this team this year. A lot."

Early area of concern?

Hitchcock has not been happy with the penalty-kill unit, though he admits using players there that won't be there during the regular season.

The Blues allowed two power-play goals in each of their first two preseason games.

"Our penalty killing is not good, but we're asking people that normally don't do it to do it," Hitchcock said. "If the penalty killing is poor (Friday), then there will be an alarm bell going off. We've had much more continuity on the power play than we've had killing penalties.

"We've allowed four power-play goals in two games and all of them are mistakes from people that normally aren't out there."

Blues moves

The Blues on Thursday assigned forwards William Carrier, Zach Pochiro and Ryan Tesink and goalie Francois Tremblay to their junior teams.

Read more here: http://www.bnd.com/2013/09/19/2807138/sobotka-returns-for-blues-but.html#storylink=cpy
Blues plan to take a long look at Whitney on defense

Published: September 17, 2013  

E-mailPrint

Recent Headlines

Familiar faces ease Morrow's transition to Blues; Schwartz earns praise 

Blues patience pays off with addition of Morrow; roster moves are imminent 

Blues add talent, experience by signing Morrow to a one-year deal 

A healthier and quicker Oshie could help push Blues to next level 

Blues send 18 players to minors 

Sports Videos 

Deals!

$10 for $20 worth of Food and Drink. 

$10.00 Buy Now!

dealsaver  

Featured Advertisers View All 

Fall Home Improvement 

Trane 

Search for Deals

Search local inventory, coupons and more

Powered by

Find n Save  

By NORM SANDERS — News-Democrat 

ST. LOUIS — Even before defenseman Alex Pietrangelo ended his contract holdout, St. Louis Blues coach Ken Hitchcock and general manager Doug Armstrong insisted veteran defenseman Ryan Whitney would get a legitimate shot at a roster spot.

Brought to training camp on a pro tryout contract, the 30-year-old from Boston is trying to take that opportunity and run with it.

"I didn't expect anything to be given to me and that's how I've got to approach everything," said Whitney, who had four goals and 13 points in 34 games with Edmonton last season. "It's up to me to play well."

Even though he's only 30 and just 11 years removed from being the fifth overall pick in the 2002 draft, Whitney realizes his career is at a crossroads.

"I just appreciate them giving me a fair chance with what they've told me," Whitney said. "That's really all you can ask for and after that it's up to me to play well in these exhibition games. I'm as focused as I've ever been because your career's kind of on the line when you come to camp on a tryout."

Whitney is scheduled to play four exhibition games and on Wednesday will be paired with defense prospect Jani Hakanpaa when the Blues take on Tampa Bay in Orlando, Fla.

Also in the lineup will be Ian Cole, who is competing with Whitney for the final vacant defense spot. Cole is also a former first-round pick.

Early in the camp, the Blues like what they have seen from Whitney.

"I think the style that the Oilers play is certainly different than the style we play," Armstrong said. "We think that he can maybe play in our structure with a little more ease than the Oilers' structure. He's a big man, he's a former top pick, he's got experience.

"He's still a young man in that this isn't his swan song."

Whitney agreed, still believing he has lot of miles left on his NHL odometer. He finished up a six-year, $24 million contract at the end of last season and despite being an unrestricted free agent found no guaranteed offers.

The offensive defenseman has 50 goals and 259 career points in 474 games. He had 12 goals and 40 points as recently as 2007-08 with the Pittsburgh Penguins, but underwent ankle surgery in January, 2011.

"It's tough. It's kind of starting over," Whitney said. "For me it's obviously frustrating, the summer didn't go as I'd planned when free agency started. You've got to rebound and show your character.

"I know I can play in this league and I'm just going to have to prove it now."

Whitney is trying to quickly soak in the Blues' system of rapid puck movement and transition from defense to offense.

"For me, it's about making the easy play and being solid," Whitney said, "doing everything they talk about wanting their defensemen to do: getting up in the play and moving it quick. I appreciate them giving me a real chance and I've just got to go take advantage of it."

Whitney isn't looking back on his final season with the Oilers.

"I had a slow start, the lockout probably hurt me by not playing," he said. "But I played some real good games down the stretch; then I ended up sitting some games and realized they didn't want me back there. I was scratched a bit and that was frustrating, but that's all behind me.

"I haven't thought about last year once since I got here, it's a new beginning. (The Blues) weren't prepared to offer me a contract, but they said come in and show what you've got and maybe that can happen."

Blues vs. Tampa Bay

The Blues will play their second preseason exhibition game at 6 p.m. Thursday in Orlando, Fla., against Tampa Bay.

Brian Elliott will be the starter in goal and the top two forward lines include Blues newcomer Derek Roy centering Jaden Schwartz and Chris Stewart and Vladimir Sobotka centering top prospects Ty Rattie and Dmitrij Jaskin.

Read more here: http://www.bnd.com/2013/09/17/2803230/blues-plan-to-take-a-long-look.html#storylink=cpy
Blues believe they have an agitating force in Lapierre
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By NORM SANDERS — News-Democrat 

ST. LOUIS — When the Blues signed veteran free-agent center Maxim Lapierre to a two-year, $2.2 million contract this summer, it wasn't to bring in another goal scorer.

And while Lapierre netted two goals in Sunday's exhibition opener in Dallas, he realizes his role is much more about preventing goals than scoring them.

His career high in goals was 15 back in 2008-09 with Montreal.

"I scored a hat trick a couple years ago with Montreal in the first period (but). I'm happy with one," said the 28-year-old Lapierre, who scored two goals in a 5 minute, 12 second span of the opening period Sunday. "I know I'm not out there for my goals, I'm not going to start dreaming.

"I've been around long enough to know last night was last night. What I want to do is be physical and be good defensively."

With Scott Nichol retiring, the Blues needed another center and they turned to Lapierre. He had four goals and 10 points last season with Vancouver, the team he spent most of the last three seasons with after previous stints with Anaheim and Montreal.

He is strong and physical with the kind of personality that can translate into sandpaper on the skin of opponents. He can agitate with the best of them and also won more than 50 percent of his faceoffs.

"We're going to turn him loose to where he was two years ago a little bit more, so he's going to be able to play hopefully with a physical edge," Blues coach Ken Hitchcock said. "He's in your face, just plays with an edge. He competes hard, he draws people into the battle with him, and then I think he gets the other team's attention, also."

The 6-foot-2, 207-pound forward never shies away from a battle.

"I don't think I'm going to score two goals every game, but I want to bring energy," Lapierre said. "I want to work hard and if goals come, they're going to come. I want to be there to play good defensively and be physical.

"Right now you want to get your speed back and be smart mentally. You'd rather do your mistakes in these games and correct them right away so you're ready for the first game of the season."

Lapierre noticed a lot about the Blues while playing for the Canucks.

"I think it's a great team; this is why I signed here," Lapierre said. "This team has a great chance to win the Stanley Cup if everything works together, every guy works together. It's fun to be part of this group."

Lapierre believes the Blues' rough learning curve in the playoffs, knocked out by the Kings in the second round and then the first, may have laid the groundwork for better days ahead.

"Definitely," he said. "Especially in the last two years I think they were really close. Obviously you need to get some experience in the playoffs and you've got to play to learn. But it was so close the last two years and it's still the same group coming back this year, so yeah, we really think it's our year."

Hitchcock said the Blues are still trying to get Lapierre up to speed regarding their overall system.

"We're going to work really hard with him like we did today on killing penalties.," Hitchcock said. "We're going to work really hard getting the details of checking in his game so he can be trusted fourth or third line guy."

Around the rink

* Blues strength and conditioning coach Nelson Ayotte said goaltender Jaroslav Halak's decision to remain in St. Louis this summer to concentrate on conditioning paid big dividends.

Halak lost 14 pounds, got stronger and lowered his body fat percentage from 13.5 percent to 8 percent.

Ayotte also said the Blues are the leanest they've been in nine years. The majority of the main roster has an average body fat percentage of 9.38 percent and weighs 207.44 pounds, with the lowest body fat percentage owned by veteran winger Chris Porter (5 percent).

* Hitchcock said Brian Elliott will start in goal for Wednesday's preseason game against Tampa Bay in Orlando, Fla., while Halak will be the starter on Friday at home. The coach also said the Blues will use a veteran-heavy lineup for their Friday and Saturday home games.

On Monday, Hitchcock reunited his top line of David Backes centering Alexander Steen and T.J. Oshie. Another interesting line combo was Vladimir Sobotka centering Ty Rattie and Dmitrij Jaskin

Read more here: http://www.bnd.com/2013/09/16/2801691/blues-believe-they-have-an-agitating.html#storylink=cpy
Salary cap will play key role in Penguins' cuts, roster

September 25, 2013 12:22 am
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By Dave Molinari / Pittsburgh Post-Gazette 

The NHL's preseason is winding down.

Not coincidentally, so is the time a number of players will spend on the Penguins' major-league depth chart.

The Penguins, who cut their roster to 32 Tuesday by sending defenseman Harrison Ruopp and winger Tom Kuhnhackl to their minor league team in Wilkes-Barre, will close out exhibition play with a visit tonight to Detroit before heading to West Point for three-plus days of team-building exercises and on-ice workouts.

Coach Dan Bylsma said the plan "most likely" will be to reassign some players after the Red Wings game and take 15 forwards, "about" eight defensemen and two goalies to the U.S. Military Academy.

The Penguins have to be down to a roster of no more than 23 players -- and the salary-cap ceiling of $64.3 million -- by Monday.

Precisely how the Penguins will reach that isn't clear, although team officials haven't ruled out sending one or more veterans with one-way contracts -- the kind that pay the same amount, regardless of where a player is working -- to Wilkes-Barre.

Such players would have to clear waivers before joining the Baby Penguins, but up to $925,000 of each one's cap hit would come off the books if they are demoted to the American Hockey League.

The Penguins' cap-space issues reduce the chances of them keeping promising young defensemen Olli Maatta and Derrick Pouliot, who have junior eligibility remaining, on the early season roster to expose them to regular-season play in the NHL. Maatta and Pouliot would draw their NHL salaries while in the league, even if they didn't stay long enough to burn a year off their entry-level contracts.

"There are salary-cap issues that are a part of all those [personnel] decisions," Bylsma said. "All those things have to be discussed, given the fact that we have to become cap-compliant in the next little bit."

Crosby can relate to Gagner

Edmonton center Sam Gagner underwent surgery Tuesday to repair a fractured jaw inflicted by a high stick from Vancouver's Zack Kassian in a preseason game Saturday.

Kassian received a suspension that includes the first five games of the regular season; Gagner got to have his jaw and mouth put back together by a medical team.

Penguins center Sidney Crosby, who missed the final month of the 2013 season because of similar injuries caused by a deflected puck that struck him in the face, can empathize more than most.

Crosby said he "was talking to him a little bit," but didn't know if Gagner had to have his jaw wired.

"It depends on what type of break it is," Crosby said. "I'm sure it all hurts the same. If it's not wired, that's probably the only good part about that.

"From what I've heard from guys who had it wired, it's not too fun. Hopefully, he can heal pretty quickly."

Likely lineup

Barring late changes, the Penguins will use a lineup tonight in Detroit that figures to look a lot like the one that will be in uniform for their regular-season opener Oct. 3 against New Jersey.

Defenseman Paul Martin, who returned to his home state of Minnesota Tuesday because of what Bylsma described as "a family situation," will be the most conspicuous absentee, while center Joe Vitale and defenseman Simon Despres aren't scheduled to play, either.

"It's going to be real close to what you're going to see in Game 1 against New Jersey," Bylsma said.

The lineup, as configured Tuesday:

Goalies -- Marc-Andre Fleury, Jeff Zatkoff.

Defensemen -- Kris Letang, Brooks Orpik, Robert Bortuzzo, Deryk Engelland, Rob Scuderi and Matt Niskanen.

Forwards -- Sidney Crosby, Evgeni Malkin, Craig Adams, Jussi Jokinen, Beau Bennett, James Neal, Dustin Jeffrey, Tanner Glass, Chris Kunitz, Brandon Sutter, Chuck Kobasew and Pascal Dupuis.

Bylsma said winger Matt D'Agostini, hurt early in the 3-2 shootout victory Monday against Chicago, is day to day, and that goalie Tomas Vokoun (blood clot) is the only Penguin certain to not be ready for the regular-season opener.

Dave Molinari: Dmolinari@Post-Gazette.com or Twitter @MolinariPG
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By Dave Molinari / Pittsburgh Post-Gazette 

Craig Adams' initial answer seemed almost reflexive.

Also honest.

And understandable.

Asked Tuesday what the Penguins want to get out of their preseason finale at 7:38 p.m. today against Detroit at Joe Louis Arena, Adams responded, "I think we'd like to win."

No doubt, but exhibition results have the staying power of sky-writing, so defeating the Red Wings really isn't the Penguins' primary objective.

Consistently doing the things that would give them a reasonable opportunity to beat Detroit, and other quality opponents, when the 2013-14 regular season begins next week is far more important. And those are things that, for the most part, the Penguins haven't done with much consistency while going 2-2-1 in their first five preseason games.

"We want to play a lot better," Adams said. "I wouldn't say we've had a great preseason so far. The practices and stuff have been really good, but the games have been sort of lackluster.

"We need to bring some intensity and execute better and battle harder. All of those things we'd want to do in a regular-season game."

The Penguins are coming off a 3-2, shootout victory Monday night against Chicago at Consol Energy Center. Well, against a bunch of guys wearing Blackhawks sweaters, anyway. The crest on the front was far more recognizable than most of the nameplates on the back.

Identifying the opponents shouldn't be nearly as much of a challenge tonight. After all, Detroit's roster is liberally laced with some of the most-renowned names in the game, including Pavel Datsyuk, Henrik Zetterberg and Daniel Alfredsson.

"They're a solid team," Penguins goalie Marc-Andre Fleury said. "It will be a good test before the season opens."

Fleury has had a mostly forgettable training camp and said he has spoken with new goaltending coach Mike Bales "about the things I want to work on" tonight, although he didn't elaborate.

Most of Fleury's teammates will be looking to polish one or more facets of their individual games, as well, but there also are some broad issues the Penguins will try to address.

"Our intensity level has to be higher, and our execution level," Adams said. "Those things sort of go hand-in-hand.

"It's tough for someone to go in and forecheck if we don't come through the neutral zone and put the puck in the right spot. Then, you don't look like you're working very hard, because you're chasing."

That was the case for much of the first two periods Monday, when the Penguins seemed overmatched against an opponent with decidedly inferior talent.

Coach Dan Bylsma characterized his team's work for much of that evening as "sloppy," and no one disputed his choice of words.

"The last couple of games, I don't think we're very happy with the [attention to] details we've had," center Brandon Sutter said. "We have to try to correct them. We're giving up way too many turnovers. That's what's killing us."

Or, more to the point, what could do that to the Penguins once the games begin to count.

"We've been sloppy, at times," defenseman Matt Niskanen said. "We've shown some real good spurts of effort and execution, then we've had some poor periods."

While no aspect of the Penguins' game has sparkled through the first five exhibition games, the players contend there is no area of particular concern.

"We know we can score goals," Sutter said. "Our offense is doing fine. It's our play away from the puck and our play in our own zone that we're having a tough time with and we have to get better at. That's what these games are for, to work out the kinks and the problems."

True enough, but the Penguins are about to run out of exhibition games.

After tonight, they won't pull their game sweaters on again until Oct. 3.

When New Jersey comes to Consol Energy Center that night for the start of the regular season, there will be fanfare and ceremonies and, most important, two points at stake.

Which is why the Penguins believe they must have something close to an opening-night mentality tonight.

Today

• Game: Penguins at Detroit Red Wings.

• When: 7:30 p.m.

• TV: Root.

Dave Molinari: Dmolinari@Post-Gazette.com and Twitter @MolinariPG.
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By Nick Veronica / Pittsburgh Post-Gazette 

The top 40 American prospects for the 2014 NHL Entry Draft will gather Thursday at Consol Energy Center for the second All-American Prospects Game, which gives NHL 

 teams and fans the chance to examine these players on the same sheet of ice.

Penguins general manager Ray Shero said his organization sent seven or eight scouts to Buffalo for the inaugural event last year and enjoyed the evaluation opportunities.

"I found it very, very useful last year and very beneficial, actually. We had our whole group there. It's very fortunate to have this come together for USA Hockey," Shero said. "It worked out real well for us, and we have a whole group of scouts coming in again to take a look at these kids and get to know them and watch them."

The benefit of playing host to the All-American Prospects Game is threefold for the Penguins. First, and, perhaps, most simply, is the hometown advantage of having everyone come to them, in their arena, rather than traveling.

Second, it gives the best American players the chance to enjoy the city and associate Pittsburgh with hockey and their NHL futures, an opportunity Buffalo enjoyed last year.

Finally, the event allows Pittsburgh to bolster its resume as a worthy host for future galas of hockey, including the 2018 World Junior Championships, after recently having the 2012 NHL Draft and 2013 NCAA Frozen Four, as well as the Three Rivers Classic and various youth championships.

The game last year was highlighted by the presence of defenseman Seth Jones, drafted fourth overall in June.

Seven players in this event were given preliminary "A" ratings by NHL Central Scouting, indicating potential first-round picks: forwards Blake Clarke, Chase De Leo, Dylan Larkin, Sonny Milano and Nick Schmaltz; and goaltenders Thatcher Demko and Alex Nedeljkovic.

Twenty-three players have committed to NCAA teams. Several have NHL bloodlines, including Ryan MacInnis, son of Al, and Ryan Donato, son of Ted.

Demko already is playing at Boston College and is considered one of the top goaltenders in the 2014 draft. The Canadian TV network TSN recently ranked Schmaltz as the 13th-best preseason draft prospect and the top American.

Former Penguins Joe Mullen and Mark Johnson will serve as coaches for the event. Johnson is a Miracle on Ice alumnus, but prospect Jack Ramsey, whose father, Mike, also was on the 1980 Olympic team, was placed on Mullen's squad.

As far as scouting goes, though. Thursday is one game out of many that lead to a player's draft ranking. That doesn't mean the Penguins can't learn anything from it.

"With a lot of these kids, we saw this last year with Buffalo, our scouts have a pretty good read on a lot of these kids, having seen them numerous times [before the game]," Shero said.

"It's just a different setting. And I think they'll get a chance to meet [the players] a little bit off the ice as well. You're also looking for hockey sense, looking for that 'compete.'

"We're not gonna put too much into this game. ... It's one game in a broader picture we're always looking at. It'll be helpful."

The Penguins selected two Americans in the 2013 draft, but neither participated in the All-American Prospects Game.

To be eligible for the NHL draft, players must turn 18 by Sept. 15 of their draft year, meaning everyone on the ice Thursday will have turned 17 by last week.

Nick Veronica: nveronica@post-gazette.com and Twitter @NickVeronica.
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Defensive prospect Maatta likely not a factor just yet for Penguins

September 24, 2013 12:07 am

Peter Diana/Post-Gazette

Defenseman Olli Maatta, drafted in 2010.

Defenseman Olli Maatta, drafted in 2010. 
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By Dave Molinari / Pittsburgh Post-Gazette 

Is Olli Maatta qualified to be part of the Penguins' defense corps when they open the regular season Oct. 3 against New Jersey?

Possibly.

Is he actually going to be in their lineup that game?

Probably not.

The Penguins have too many capable, veteran bodies on their blue line for even top-shelf prospects such as Derrick Pouliot and Maatta to be favorites to start the season in the NHL.

Scott Harrington, another of the Penguins' good young defensemen, already has been assigned to their minor league team in Wilkes-Barre.

Pouliot and Maatta, meanwhile, seem likely to rejoin their junior teams in Portland and London, respectively, in the fairly near future.

Pouliot, claimed by the Penguins with the No. 8 choice in the 2012 draft, has had flashes of brilliance, along with some jarring breakdowns, in training camp.

Maatta hasn't had many spectacular bursts, but neither has he suffered many glaring lapses, although he was guilty of a potentially costly turnover in the third period of the Penguins' 3-2 preseason shootout victory against Chicago Monday night at Consol Energy Center.

Overall, however, Maatta has been consistent, reliable and responsible, three pretty impressive qualities for a player at his position. Especially one who just turned 19 a month ago.

"For a young player, his maturity is clear, both on and off the ice, how he carries himself," said Penguins assistant coach Todd Reirden, who works with the defensemen.

"His build [6 feet 2, 202 pounds], his body is NHL-ready. His [attention to] details, for a young guy, in the game -- whether it's going back for puck retrievals or, most important, his defensive details and [defensive] zone coverages -- are really good. He thinks the game at a high level, as well."

Still, unless there is epic upheaval on the Penguins' defense corps in the immediate future, Maatta figures to return to the Ontario Hockey League for the coming season.

That's because an agreement between the NHL and the Canadian Hockey League, which oversees the three major junior leagues that are the primary feeder system for the NHL, mandates that players who don't stick with an NHL club must return to their junior team if they have eligibility remaining, unless they will be 20 before Dec. 31.

Maatta, taken 22nd overall by the Penguins in 2012, has played just two seasons in the OHL and won't be 20 until Aug. 22, 2014.

Even though the London Knights have one of the top programs in junior hockey -- "I like the teaching they do there," Reirden said -- the Penguins undoubtedly would have preferred Maatta be allowed to compete for Wilkes-Barre/Scranton.

The quality of competition is higher in the American Hockey League, so Maatta would be tested more frequently and severely than he figures to be in the OHL.

That means there would be less danger of him picking up bad habits rooted in being clearly more accomplished than most of the guys against whom he will compete in the OHL.

Then again, seeing how well he resists the temptation to cut corners, even when he could get away with it, might give the Penguins even more insight into just how far along he is.

"I just have to be ready to play the style I learned here and do good habits there, every game and every practice," Maatta said. "It's all about myself and what I do.

"It doesn't matter what league I play in. I still have to get better every day. It's all in my head. I have to think of doing those [good] habits, getting better, stronger."

Maatta clearly respects the upgraded caliber of competition he has faced in the NHL -- "It's better, of course," he said -- but isn't fazed by it. That was evidenced by how quickly he got acclimated in his preseason debut Sept. 25 against Detroit.

"In the beginning of the game, he was a little tentative, because it was his first exhibition game at the National Hockey League level," Reirden said. "By the end of it, he was a really solid, two-way guy."

Which the Penguins expect him to be for a long time, regardless of when his NHL career begins.

"He's a player who's gotten better every day," Reirden said. "He's very coachable, a hard worker. He certainly has a bright future."

Dave Molinari: Dmolinari@Post-Gazette.com and Twitter @MolinariPG
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Penguins notebook: New backup goaltender Zatkoff strong in win
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Kris Letang backhands the puck past Blackhawks goalie Nikolai Khabibulin in the third period for the first of his two goals in the Penguins' shootout win.
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By Shelly Anderson / Pittsburgh Post-Gazette 

The Penguins, with a well-stocked lineup, staged a third-period comeback and then beat the Chicago Blackhawks, 3-2, Monday night in a shootout at Consol Energy Center to improve their preseason record to 2-2-1.

James Neal and Sidney Crosby, the Penguins' first two shooters, beat Chicago goaltender Nikolai Khabibulin in the shootout.

Rookie goaltender Jeff Zatkoff stopped 30 of 32 Chicago shots through regulation and overtime and stopped both shooters he faced in the shootout.

He started because Tomas Vokoun is out indefinitely after having a procedure to have a blood clot dissolved. There was no update on Vokoun.

"I knew the situation going, but I tried not think about it. I just tried to play my game and have fun with it," said Zatkoff, who had played in preseason NHL games but never started one, preseason or regular season.

"I've waited my whole life to start an NHL game."

Zatkoff traveled to an earlier preseason game and said he picked Vokoun's brain on the flight home.

The Penguins dressed their top two forward lines and what is considered their top defensive pairing of Kris Letang and Rob Scuderi.

Chicago won the Stanley Cup in June but for the game dressed a lineup that was short on stars and heavy on minor league players and prospects.

Bryan Bickell scored twice for Chicago in the second period. He batted a puck past Zatkoff for what was technically a short-handed goal but came just as a four-on-four was expiring, and then tipped in a Jeremy Morin shot on a Blackhawks a power play. Brandon Pirri assisted on both goals.

Letang responded with two goals in the third period.

He stole the puck from Chicago's Sheldon Brookbank for a breakaway and beat Khabibulin with a backhander, then scored a power-play goal to tie the score with 2:16 left in regulation.

Matt D'Agostini, a free-agent signee in the offseason, played just two shifts in the first period before leaving the game. Coach Dan Bylsma said D'Agostini has an unspecified injury and is day-to-day.

He has been making a pretty strong run at the right-wing spot on the Penguins' third line.

Assistant Martin likes post

Jacques Martin knew quite a bit about the Penguins before he became an assistant coach with them for this season. He had coached against them, was on the 2002 Canadian Olympic coaching staff when owner Mario Lemieux played, worked with general manager Ray Shero when the two were with Ottawa.

But it's difficult to really know the ins and outs of an organization until you are part of it.

"I've been impressed with a really good work ethic," Martin said of the Penguins. "They're really thorough in their applications. The coaching staff does a great job of teaching the system and paying attention to detail.

"What I like, too, is the philosophy of playing with pace, a fast game. Highly skilled, but also high tempo."

Martin's role hasn't been fully, or at least publicly, defined. For a preseason game Monday against Chicago, he was behind the bench with head coach Dan Bylsma and assistant Todd Reirden, with assistant Tony Granato working from upstairs.

"We're just moving along with camp," Martin, 60, said. "Dan is probably getting a feel for me, where I fit in. I'm very happy with the progress and the process.

"Any way I can help, whatever areas he feels he wants to use me, I think I'm open to it.

"I'm really enjoying my experience."

Goalie fights

Penguins goaltender Marc-Andre Fleury couldn't get enough of watching a fight in a preseason game Sunday between Buffalo's Ryan Miller and Toronto's Jonathan Bernier.

"I've always been a fan, since I was pretty young," Fleury said of fights between goalies. "You don't see it too often. It's pretty exciting. As a fan, as a player, it's pretty cool to see."

Miller and Bernier squared off as part of a brawl between the players from both teams.

Fleury was impressed that Bernier was able to free his right arm by shaking loose of his jersey and equipment on that side, freeing him to better throw punches.

"It's not like the other players," Fleury said. "We've got the extra [equipment]. It's a little tricky."

If the situation arose where he was challenged or felt compelled to fight an opposing goaltender, Fleury said he would like to think he would be game, but he understands there are risks.

"I fought twice in junior," he said. "I was all right, pretty good. It was fun."

But ...

"I broke my knuckle on the guy's face. That was the bad part about it."

He had his hand in a cast for two weeks.

Roster moves

Winger/enforcer Steve MacIntyre was claimed off of waivers by Edmonton. He was part of the Penguins' training camp cuts Sunday and would have been assigned to their American Hockey League affiliate, Wilkes-Barre/Scranton, if he had cleared waivers.

This is the second stint with the Oilers for MacIntyre, 33, who played in 13 games with the Penguins over the past two seasons.

The Penguins sent forward Bobby Farnham to Wilkes-Barre, trimming their camp roster to 34. Farnham has been out because of a foot or ankle injury, but he skated Monday before being reassigned.

Defenseman Brian Dumoulin, who, like Farnham was injured in the first preseason game, remains out with an unspecified injury.

For more on the Penguins, read the Pens Plus blog with Dave Molinari and Shelly Anderson at www.post-gazette.com/plus. Shelly Anderson: shanderson@post-gazette.com, 412-263-1721 and Twitte @pgshelly.
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Penguins weighing salary options
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Jay LaPrete/Associated Press

The Penguins' Chuck Kobasew, left, chases a loose puck against the Columbus Blue Jackets' Brandon Dubinsky in a Sept. 15 preseason game. Veteran right winger Kobasew is with the Penguins on a professional tryout.
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Ex-Penguins enforcer MacIntyre claimed by Edmonton

Vokoun surgery might be a break for young goalie Zatkoff

By Dave Molinari / Pittsburgh Post-Gazette 

The Penguins have a week to pare another dozen players -- or possibly more -- from their roster for the start of the 2013-14 season.

Precisely how they will do that isn't known, in part because there's no shortage of possibilities with 20 forwards, 12 defensemen and three goalies still in training camp.

What is certain is that in order to comply with the NHL's salary ceiling of $64.3 million for the coming season, at least one veteran with a one-way contract is going to be working elsewhere in the near future.

That doesn't necessarily mean, however, that general manager Ray Shero is going to be forced to trade someone the organization would prefer to retain -- defenseman Matt Niskanen comes immediately to mind -- to slip under the ceiling.

Fact is, he might not have to trade anyone.

It turns out that a provision in the collective bargaining agreement that took effect in January -- a provision the Penguins did not favor when it was being negotiated -- could spare them the need to part with a player they would like to keep.

The CBA allows teams to deduct up to $925,000 of the salary of a player with a one-way contract -- which means he is paid the same amount whether he is in the NHL or the minors -- from the club's cap hit if he is assigned to the American Hockey League.

The Penguins, and some other clubs, were philosophically opposed to that concept because it allows teams to be only partially penalized for negotiating suspect contracts. Basically, it makes it possible for financial mistakes to be buried, at least in part, in the minors.

Nonetheless, it means the Penguins could trim their cap total, as well as their roster, by sending bottom-of-the-depth-chart veterans to Wilkes-Barre.

"It's definitely different under this system, where you have that latitude," Shero said.

Doing so would carry the risk of losing those players on waivers, although anyone the Penguins would expose to those obviously would not be part of their early season plans.

Counting all players with one-way contracts, along with rookie goalie Jeff Zatkoff and defenseman Simon Despres, the Penguins are believed to be a little more than $1.6 million above the cap ceiling.

Simply sending Despres ($840,000), who does not require waivers, and Zatkoff ($537,500) to Wilkes-Barre would not quite get them to the cap ceiling, however, assuming they wouldn't seek long-term injury relief for the salary of goalie Tomas Vokoun, who is out indefinitely after having a procedure Saturday to dissolve a blood clot in his pelvis.

Such relief is available only if a player is unavailable, because of injury or illness, for a minimum of 10 games and 24 calendar days.

A decision on seeking relief for Vokoun's contract presumably will not be made until the Penguins have a better idea of how long he will be unable to play.

The Penguins trimmed their training-camp roster to 35 Sunday by assigning eight players -- forwards Nick Drazenovic, Pierre-Luc Letourneau-Leblond, Steve MacIntyre, Jayson Megna and Adam Payerl and defensemen Scott Harrington, Philip Samuelsson and Brendan Mikkelson -- to the Baby Penguins.

MacIntyre, Drazenovic and Mikkelson are on waivers, and must clear at noon Monday before they can join Wilkes-Barre.

Coach Dan Bylsma said additional cuts are planned for today and that the Penguins plan to be within 3-5 players of their regular-season roster by the time they travel to West Point later this week.

One of the 35 players still in camp is veteran right winger Chuck Kobasew, who is on a professional tryout and is attempting to defy some steep odds by earning a contract.

There is precedent for that -- forward Adam Hall did it early in Shero's tenure, and still is in the league -- and Kobasew has made a spirited bid for a spot.

"We all know Chuck Kobasew pretty well, in terms of the player he is and the person he is," Shero said. "I think it's a good decision that he made [to accept a tryout], in terms of where he is.

"He's made it interesting for himself. He's added something. He got good speed. He's got maturity in his game. He gets inside. He's shown the ability to kill some penalties.

"We'll see what the next week brings."

•

NOTES -- The Penguins' lineup for a preseason game against Chicago at 7:08 p.m. today at Consol Energy Center will be chosen from the following: Goalies Marc-Andre Fleury and Zatkoff, forwards Pascal Dupuis, Kobasew, Chris Kunitz, Tanner Glass, Dustin Jeffrey, James Neal, Beau Bennett, Matt D'Agostini, Harry Zolnierczyk, Joe Vitale, Evgeni Malkin and Sidney Crosby, and defensemen Matt Niskanen, Olli Maatta, Rob Scuderi, Robert Bortuzzo, Simon Despres, Derrick Pouliot and Kris Letang.

Dave Molinari: Dmolinari@Post-Gazette.com or Twitter @MolinariPG.
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By Dave Molinari / Pittsburgh Post-Gazette 

It is precisely the kind of opportunity Jeff Zatkoff has craved for years.

He just didn't want to get it this way.

Zatkoff entered training camp -- this past weekend -- penciled in as the No. 1 goalie for the Penguins' American Hockey League affiliate in Wilkes-Barre.

But he will go into the final stages of the preseason cast as Marc-Andre Fleury's backup, now that Tomas Vokoun is out after having a procedure Saturday to remove a blood clot from his pelvis.

"It's really unfortunate, what happened to [Vokoun]," Zatkoff said Sunday. "Especially that kind of situation, you don't ever want to see that.

"At the same time, I'm ready. This is an opportunity I've been waiting for."

Zatkoff is expected to start one of the Penguins' final two preseason games. Coach Dan Bylsma declined to say whether it will be against Chicago tonight at Consol Energy Center or Wednesday in Detroit.

How Zatkoff performs, and how Vokoun's recovery progresses, presumably will determine whether management will rely on him as the No. 2 goalie, or opt to investigate the merits of bringing in a veteran free agent such as Johan Hedberg or Jose Theodore.

Although the Penguins maintain lists of potential acquisitions at all positions as a matter of course, actively pursuing another goalie seems unlikely until they have a sense of how long Vokoun might be out.

Although he is expected to miss at least part of the season, it apparently will be later this week before a prognosis begins to emerge.

"I don't think, for the next few days, there is going to be much of an update," Bylsma said.

Vokoun is scheduled to make $2 million this season, but the league's collective bargaining agreement allows the Penguins to request long-term injury relief for his salary if it is determined that he will be out for at least 24 calendar days and 10 games.

The decision on whether to seek that apparently has not been made.

Zatkoff, 26, is being paid $537,500 on the NHL portion of the two-way contract he signed with the Penguins in 2012. His resume includes five seasons of pro hockey, three-plus of which he spent with Los Angeles' minor league team in Manchester, N.H.

He went 26-20 in 49 appearances with the Baby Penguins in 2012-13, compiling a 1.93 goals-against average and .920 save percentage.

"He's played some great games," Bylsma said. "When you look around the league, there are some goalies in the league -- backup goalies, second goalies in organizations -- who Jeff has flat-out outplayed with his experience, and his games.

"He just hasn't gotten a start at the National Hockey League level to say that's the case. He has a good body of work. He's been an exceptional goalie, last year, in our organization and the situation, [as] it stands right now, he's going to get some time in the net here in the next couple of games."

Even if he begins the regular season as Fleury's backup, however, Zatkoff figures to carry a lighter workload than Vokoun would.

"If, at this point in time, the backup goalie is Jeff Zatkoff, I think it would be different for our team, in terms of how many games Marc would play, and maybe which games and how we would work the schedule," Bylsma said.

Bylsma repeatedly and emphatically has stated that Fleury is the Penguins' go-to goalie for 2013-14, and expressed no reservations about using him more often than he would have if Vokoun were available.

"The number of games that a bigger workload means is not a significant number in the course of a month or two months," Bylsma said. "It's another three to four games, maybe, more than what it was last year.

"Marc likes to play. If he's playing all 82, he's happy with that."

Fleury didn't dispute that suggestion.

"I'm not sure there's a magic number," he said. "I'll just go in whenever the coach asks me to. I'd love to play every game."

Zatkoff is excited about getting his first start at this level.

"I wanted to come in and try to turn heads, try to stick around as long as I could, knowing that they had Fleury and [Vokoun] here," he said.

"If I get the opportunity to play, I want to make sure I get in there, play well and leave a good impression."

Dave Molinari: Dmolinari@Post-Gazette.com or Twitter @MolinariPG.
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By Dave Molinari / Pittsburgh Post-Gazette 

The Penguins have assigned eight players to their farm team in Wilkes-Barre, reducing their training camp roster to 35.

Forwards Nick Drazenovic, Pierre-Luc Letourneau-Leblond, Steve MacIntyre, Jayson Megna and Adam Payerl and defensemen Scott Harrington, Philip Samuelsson and Brendan Mikkelson were sent to the Baby Penguins.

Drazenovic, MacIntyre and Mikkelson are on waivers and must clear at noon on Monday before they can report to Wilkes-Barre.

Coach Dan Bylsma said that additional cuts will be made Monday.
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Penguins' Tanner Glass is congratulated by Craig Adams and Jussi Jokinen after scoring against the Islanders in the second period of game one of the Stanley Cup playoffs last season.

Penguins' Tanner Glass is congratulated by Craig Adams and Jussi Jokinen after scoring against the Islanders in the second period of game one of the Stanley Cup playoffs last season. 
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By Dave Molinari / Pittsburgh Post-Gazette 

Jussi Jokinen is the guy Carolina just didn't have a place for anymore.

Indeed, the Hurricanes were so willing to part with him -- and eager to open some salary-cap space -- that they agreed to pick up 30 percent of his $3 million salary if the Penguins would take him off their hands at the trade deadline this spring.

Carolina's requested return: A seventh-round draft choice, payable only if Jokinen appeared in 25 percent of the Penguins' playoff games and the team reached the Stanley Cup final.

Which it didn't.

Consequently, the Penguins got Jokinen for less than they would have if, say, they had claimed him on waivers. Which, coincidentally enough, he cleared just a few days before the trade.

Jokinen fit in nicely with the Penguins from the first game he arrived, and Saturday made it clear that he isn't just seeking to hold on to a place with this team; he's looking for a prominent one.

Jokinen, skating on a line with Evgeni Malkin and James Neal, made a compelling place for holding onto that spot, scoring all three of the Penguins' goals in a 5-3 preseason loss to Columbus at Consol Energy Center.

Even so, Jokinen's rampage -- he recorded a natural hat trick in a span of 8:28 in the second period -- probably didn't guarantee he'll be alongside Malkin and Neal when the regular season opens Oct. 3.

Not when Beau Bennett, the organization's top forward prospect, hardly has looked out of place when he has gotten a chance on the second line.

"Beau played [the exhibition opener] with James and [Malkin] and played really well and showed a lot in that game," coach Dan Bylsma said. "I think they had eight scoring chances, as a group."

He quickly added, however, that "they didn't put the puck in the net to the degree that Jussi did tonight."

Not many guys do.

In addition to an obvious ability to mesh with Malkin and Neal, Jokinen's knack for winning faceoffs -- perhaps the most striking soft spot in Malkin's game -- makes him an attractive option to play there.

Jokinen is perhaps the Penguins' most versatile player -- Dustin Jeffrey is his only competition for that distinction -- and capable of filling virtually any slot on any line.

Saturday, however, he left no doubt he prefers to be cast in a role like the one he filled against the Blue Jackets.

"I think every guy wants to play on the first line," Jokinen said. "Every player wants to play on the first line, or in the top six and have those offensive chances and play a little more.

"If you'd ask me, I'd rather play top-six, for sure."

Certainly, he's familiar with such a niche. As Bylsma has noted more than once, Jokinen has been productive playing alongside such formidable talents as Mike Modano in Dallas and Carolina's Eric Staal.

"He's had experience in that regard," Bylsma said. "I'm not surprised to be able to see him fit in and play on that line [with Malkin and Neal] and have some chemistry.

"He's an extremely intelligent player. He knows how to play with, and read off of, good players. He showed that tonight."

Regardless of the assignment he ultimately draws, Jokinen's place on the Penguins' opening-night roster seems secure. Barring a trade, anyway.

Bylsma, though, said after the game that "no more than two spots" on the major league lineup still are being contested, although he did not elaborate.

"They're not fully decided on at this point in time," he said. "I think you can see some of the competition for spots on our team still playing itself out."

It's not certain whether, or how, Jokinen will be affected by who ultimately claims those final two spots, although his versatility conceivably could have an impact on management's decisions.

Jokinen scored two of his goals on Blue Jackets goalie Sergei Bobrovsky from near the net, and the third from the right circle. Malkin, Neal or both assisted on all of his goals.

"With some guys, you just click right away," Jokinen said. "Obviously, [Malkin and Neal] have played together. I just tried to fit in. Those guys are pretty easy to play with."

So, it would seem, is the guy who worked on their left side Saturday.

Dave Molinari: Dmolinari@Post-Gazette.com or Twitter @MolinariPG.
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Hat trick not enough for win against Columbus on kids day
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Rebecca Droke/Post-Gazette

Marc-Andre Fleury comes out of the net to block a shot by Columbus' Brandon Dubinsky Saturday at Consol Energy Center.

Marc-Andre Fleury comes out of the net to block a shot by Columbus' Brandon Dubinsky Saturday at Consol Energy Center. 
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By Shelly Anderson / Pittsburgh Post-Gazette 

The Penguins got a natural hat trick from winger Jussi Jokinen in the second period but fell, 5-3, to the Columbus Blue Jackets in a preseason game Saturday at Consol Energy Center.

The Penguins are 1-2-1 in exhibition games going into the fifth of six such games against Chicago Monday night at home.

Columbus took a 3-0 lead on first-period goals by Brandon Dubinsky and Boone Jenner and a second-period goal from Cam Atkinson.

Jokinen then scored the next three goals of the game, two of them set up by center Evgeni Malkin, for a 3-3 tie. Jokinen spent the game playing with Malkin and right winger James Neal, who also had two assists.

Jenner scored what turned out to be the winning goal at 7:21 of the third period, giving the Blue Jackets a 4-3 lead with a shot that glanced in off of Penguins defenseman Brooks Orpik. Derek MacKenzie added an empty-net goal in the final minute.

The game drew 18,004, most of them children who received tickets through an annual Penguins giveaway.

Up and at 'em

Pretty much only in training camp will this happen: The Penguins held an 8:30 a.m. game-day skate before the 4:08 p.m. start.

"It is not something that we would do in the regular season," coach Dan Bylsma said.

Usually with any sort of afternoon start or even an early evening start, the team jettisons its morning skate. But this is the preseason, and the Penguins had a day off Friday.

"You've got to come in and get the legs going, shake the cobwebs out," winger Tanner Glass said of the skate that started two hours earlier than a usual one at home would.

Goaltender Marc-Andre Fleury, who started the game, readily admits he's "not a good morning person," but was still eager to have a game-day skate.

"Since we had the day off [Friday], I would rather skate," he said.

Fleury stopped 19 of the 23 Columbus shots he faced.

Ahead of the game

Columbus has become a frequent preseason opponent, but this year things are a little different because the Blue Jackets have switched from the Western Conference to the East and, under the NHL's realignment, are in the Metropolitan Division with the Penguins.

Bylsma said he and his staff have taken advantage of two exhibitions against the Blue Jackets, whom they will face five times in the regular season.

"Normally you maybe wouldn't pay attention to clips and video for scouting and tendencies because you might not see them again, but as early as that first exhibition game, we made a few notes saying that you could see a handful of things that we want to make note of," Bylsma said. "Playing twice in the preseason, we'll already have a pretty good scout for the regular season against them."

Mr. Social Media

Bylsma said he took a crash course in hashtags and all things Twitter when he was a guest tweeter Friday night at the Pirates game, taking over the team's Twitter account and offering pictures of himself in a Roberto Clemente jersey and comments on the game, as well as answering some fans' questions.

That apparently will not lead to Bylsma getting his own social media account.

"That's not under consideration at this time," he said.

Bylsma said he enjoyed his experience at PNC Park, although the Pirates' come-from-ahead loss to Cincinnati in 10 innings was disheartening.

He indicated that as the Pirates move toward the playoffs, the Penguins have some things planned so that players and staff can show support to their baseball counterparts.

Next

• Game: Penguins vs. Chicago Blackhawks in the Penguins' next-to-last preseason game, Consol Energy Center.

• When: 7 p.m., Monday.

• TV: WPCW.

For more on the Penguins, read the Pens Plus blog with Dave Molinari and Shelly Anderson at www.post-gazette.com/plus. Shelly Anderson: shanderson@post-gazette.com, 412-263-1721 or Twitter @pgshelly.
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Empty Netters: What Vokoun's ailment could mean for the salary cap

By Shelly Anderson / Pittsburgh Post-Gazette 

As players who were scheduled to appear in an afternoon preseason game Saturday against the Columbus Blue Jackets were trickling into the Penguins locker room at Consol Energy Center after a morning skate, Tomas Vokoun was warming up on the floor.

He stretched. He rolled on a softball-sized ball. Perhaps he felt some stiffness, which could have been a portent of the concerning medical situation he found himself in shortly afterward.

Vokoun, who last season served as a strong backup to Marc-Andre Fleury, left a subsequent practice for those players not in the day's lineup after he experienced discomfort and swelling. He was diagnosed with a blood clot in his pelvis and had a procedure to dissolve it at a local hospital while the Penguins were losing, 5-3, to the Blue Jackets.

He will remain in the hospital for several days and will be out of the lineup indefinitely, a time frame that could be at least partially determined by whether and for how long he might be on blood-thinners.

"I think over the next two, three days we'll know more," Penguins general manager Ray Shero said, adding that doctors felt the procedure went "smoothly."

Vokoun, 37, was 13-4 last season, his first with the Penguins, but his value shot up in the playoffs when he replaced Fleury, who struggled. Vokoun helped the Penguins reach the Eastern Conference final, compiling a 2.01 goals-against average and a .933 save percentage in 11 games.

Shero asked Fleury to work on some things and talk to a sports psychologist over the summer.

"It's been OK. A work in progress," Shero said of Fleury. "If Tomas is going to be out for a while, it's a situation where Marc's going to have to step up."

The Penguins have a third goaltender in training camp, Jeff Zatkoff, and Shero said Zatkoff probably will play in one of the team's two remaining preseason games.

Late in the 2005-06 season, Vokoun, then with Nashville, was diagnosed with thrombophlebitis of the pelvis, a blood clot condition. He missed the final four regular-season games and the playoffs but apparently had had no problems related to the condition since.

Until Saturday, when Vokoun pulled himself out of the practice for players not in the lineup.

"I thought Tomas actually tweaked something in a hip or a groin or something," said Shero, who was watching the practice.

"He left the ice. He had some leg pain. We evaluated it quickly. His leg was swelled up a bit, and that was kind of a red flag."

Christopher Harner, one of the team physicians, examined Vokoun and sent him to the hospital.

Shero said as far as he knew, there were no other problems and the blood clot, or pieces of it, had not traveled through Vokoun's veins and into any vital organs.

"That's the good news -- everything was caught early," Shero said.
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The Penguins' Derrick Pouliot turns around Ben Smith of the Blackhawks in an exhibition game Thursday at the United Center in Chicago.
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Penguins notebook: Close calls for Crosby

By Shelly Anderson / Pittsburgh Post-Gazette 

Derrick Pouliot wasn't sure of the protocol or traditions. Does someone fish the puck out of the net for you when your first NHL goal comes in a preseason game?

The teenage defenseman looked around the visiting locker room Thursday night at Chicago's United Center.

"Hopefully someone got it," Pouliot said, then laughed and shrugged.

He wasn't going to sweat that detail. Besides, if things go as planned, Pouliot will get his first regular-season -- and therefore official -- goal with the Penguins sooner rather than later, with more memorable moments to follow.

Pouliot, drafted eighth overall by the Penguins in 2012, was noticeable for a few reasons in Thursday's 4-3 shootout exhibition win against the Blackhawks.

He scored on a power play in the first period, moving in from the right point and taking a nice cross-zone feed from Chris Kunitz. Pouliot's shot was far from blistering, but it made its point.

"I just put it toward the net," he said. "It hit a stick and slipped [between goalie Nikolai Khabibulin's pads]. A goal is a goal. I'm pretty happy. First one."

Pouliot also killed penalties against Chicago, a task he took on to a greater extent last year in junior hockey. In the third period, he went back for the puck in his defensive zone, where Chicago's Ben Smith took the puck off him and scored short-handed.

If that rattled Pouliot, 19, he didn't show it.

"It was just a little bad play on my part," he said. "Too soft on the puck. The guy made a good play to strip it of off of me. It was a bad turnover. Luckily, it didn't cost us the game."

Pouliot, who was paired defensively and as a fellow power-play point man with Matt Niskanen, played 24 minutes, 7 seconds in his second NHL preseason game. He had no points and played 21:09 Sunday at Columbus.

He is not scheduled to play today when the Blue Jackets come to Consol Energy Center.

In Chicago, he had the goal, two shots, two takeaways, the costly giveaway and one other, and was the only Penguins skater who wasn't credited with a hit.

"Showed an awful lot," coach Dan Bylsma said. "There were some bumps and a mistake or two here or there. He got pickpocketed on the power play and they scored the short-handed goal, and he had one or two other [regrettable] plays, but [there was also] the poise he showed five-on-five and on the power play."

Bylsma noted he saw that poise not just in the offensive aspects of Pouliot's game, which are primarily what has made him an elite prospect, but also in stickier situations.

"He made several good plays coming out of the defensive zone under pressure," Bylsma said.

When Pouliot got penalized for slashing in the first period and again when he scored, the public address announcer at United Center botched his name, something along the lines of "pool-ee-oh." Pouliot -- whose surname is of French origin but who is from English-speaking Saskatchewan -- pronounces the "t" at the end of his name, "pool-ee-aught."

"It happens," he said of the mispronunciation.

Perhaps at some point, everyone in NHL arenas will know his name.

Pouliot, 6 feet and 209 pounds, struggled some with injuries last season but averaged just more than a point per game for his junior club with seven goals, 45 points in 44 games. He helped the Portland Winterhawks win the Western Hockey League championship and advance to the Memorial Cup tournament.

His experience beyond junior hockey is limited. A year ago, he missed out on a chance to attend Penguins training camp and participate in their annual trip to a rookie tournament because of an NHL lockout. After his junior playoffs, he joined Wilkes-Barre/Scranton of the American Hockey League last spring and appeared in one playoff game.

Now that he's in an NHL camp, Pouliot is surrounded by a large, competitive batch of defensemen ranging from Stanley Cup winners to other established veterans to players with some NHL experience to those who are just getting a taste of pro hockey.

Pouliot is one of five defensemen in camp who were first-round draft picks. Five others were second-round picks.

"It's a really good group," he said. "There are lots of good players, lots of guys that have been here for a number of years. It's going to be tough to crack the roster.

"Like everyone else here, I'm pushing for a spot here in training camp. If not, I want it to be a hard decision for the coaches."

For much more on the Penguins, read the Pens Plus blog with Dave Molinari and Shelly Anderson at www.post-gazette.com/plus. Shelly Anderson: shanderson@post-gazette.com, 412-263-1721 and Twitter @pgshelly.
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Sidney Crosby fights with Joakim Andersson for the puck Monday night in the Penguins' first preseason home game against the Detroit Red Wings at Consol Energy Center.
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By Shelly Anderson and Dave Molinari / Pittsburgh Post-Gazette 

Sidney Crosby has one of the most recognized faces in the NHL and in Pittsburgh. Lately, it has taken a beating.

Already sporting a lower lip that resembled raw hamburger from being elbowed in practice earlier in the week, the Penguins center and captain got dinged in that area early in a 4-3 shootout preseason win Thursday night in Chicago. In overtime, he got hit in the neck by the stick of the Blackhawks' Adam Clendening.

"Hopefully I'm just getting them out of the way in the preseason," said Crosby, who was smiling.

"He had a couple of scares," coach Dan Bylsma said. "You like to see him get up and skate away."

Crosby last spring missed the final 12 games of the regular season plus the team's first playoff game after a deflected puck broke his jaw, requiring surgery. He also previously missed long stretches of games over a couple of seasons because of a concussion and neck injury.

So while Crosby getting hit up high can be a hold-your-breath moment, Bylsma was able to poke just a little fun at his star player after seeing that all was OK.

"He had a mark from practice the other day, and I think he was picking the scab [to make it bleed], trying to get a five-minute major on the high stick [in overtime]," Bylsma said.

Fleury in net

Marc-Andre Fleury is expected to start in goal today and play the full game when Columbus visits Consol Energy Center.

The rest of the lineup includes defensemen Olli Maatta, Rob Scuderi, Paul Martin, Robert Bortuzzo, Brooks Orpik and Kris Letang; and forwards Pascal Dupuis, Chuck Kobasew, Tanner Glass, Brandon Sutter, Dustin Jeffrey, James Neal, Matt D'Agostini, Chris Conner, Craig Adams, Jussi Jokinen, Zach Sill, Harry Zolnierczyk and Evgeni Malkin.

The game is the annual "free kids game." The Penguins distributed tickets to around 18,000 children through youth and amateur hockey associations.

It will be televised locally by Root Sports and nationally by NHL Network.

The Penguins are 1-1-1 halfway through their preseason schedule.

Kobasew has a shot

Although the odds are stacked against any player who tries to earn a contract by attending an NHL camp on a tryout, Kobasew's performance through the first week-plus of the preseason suggests the veteran still can be a significant contributor.

His showing is particularly impressive because, under the circumstances, he is compelled to make a quick, favorable impression on management while adapting to new co-workers and strategies.

"Definitely, there's a lot going on," Kobasew said. "New teammates, new systems ... but it's an opportunity.

"I'm grateful for the opportunity here in Pittsburgh. It's a great organization, and I'm trying to make the most of it."

Friendly fathers

Glass and D'Agostini sit next to each other in the locker room at Consol Energy Center. They have a lot to talk about these days beyond hockey.

Glass became a first-time father Sept. 7, when son Sawyer was born. D'Agostini welcomed son Lucca on Monday.

Glass and his wife, Emily, have found a modern way to keep dad caught up. They found an app that allows Glass to watch video glimpses of his son from throughout the day and night -- including any wee-hours activities, which Emily lets her husband sleep through.

Tip-ins

The team had the day off Friday. ... Goaltender Eric Hartzell, entering his first pro season, was reassigned to Wilkes-Barre/Scranton of the American Hockey League. ... The Penguins outhit Chicago, 43-15, something Crosby -- who was credited with three hits -- said was a response to a less-than-stellar performance Monday against Detroit. Beau Bennett led with seven hits. ... Tyler Murovich of Mt. Lebanon, who signed with Orlando of the ECHL for this season, will get a tryout with Boston's AHL affiliate in Providence, R.I. Murovich is a former teammate of another Mt. Lebanon native, Matt Bartkowski, who is a defenseman with the Bruins.

For much more on the Penguins, read the Pens Plus blog with Dave Molinari and Shelly Anderson at www.post-gazette.com/plus. Shelly Anderson: shanderson@post-gazette.com, 412-263-1721 and Twitter @pgshelly. Dave Molinari: dmolinari@post-gazette.com and Twitter @MolinariPG.
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NHL 2013-14: New owners in place, Phoenix Coyotes face increased expectations

The Canadian Press

 2013-09-24 18:54:00

GLENDALE, Ariz. - The Phoenix Coyotes played the past four seasons with a chip on their shoulder, trying to prove the little team without an owner could compete with the rest of the league.

Now that they have an owner looking over their shoulder, the Coyotes have something new to contend with: Expectations.

Backed by owners for the first time since 2009, the Coyotes will finally be on the same financial and operational standing as the NHL's other 29 teams—and will have to change their mentality because of it.

"In a lot of ways the past four years, we were kind of wards of the state, poor Coyotes, this and that," Phoenix general manager Don Maloney said. "We never used it that way, but now I think it's different. With strong, stable ownership, we have no excuses for lack of performance."

The Coyotes certainly could have used the excuse.

Run by the league since former owner Jerry Moyes took the team into bankruptcy in 2009, Phoenix had one of the NHL's lowest payrolls and was forced to be cost-conscious shoppers on the free agent and trade markets.

They managed to make it work, finding players who fit into Dave Tippett's defence-first system and grinding out wins while playing toward an uncertain future. The Coyotes reached the playoffs three straight seasons without an owner, including their first trip to the Western Conference Finals in 2012, before falling just short last season.

Phoenix's fortunes changed this off-season when an ownership group came forward—and was actually able to pull the deal off.

IceArizona, a group led by George Gosbee and Anthony LeBlanc, was able to secure an arena lease agreement for Jobing.com Arena with the city of Glendale and completed its purchase of the team from the NHL.

The new owners have already paid dividends for Phoenix, allowing the Coyotes to keep top goalie Mike Smith and land top-line free agent centre Mike Ribeiro.

The next step is to use what they now have and turn it into wins.

Here's five things to look for in the Phoenix Coyotes' first season with an owner in nearly five years:

RIBEIRO'S IMPACT: The biggest detriment to the Coyotes while being run by the league was their inability to acquire top skill players in trades or free agency. They didn't have the money, so didn't bother trying to sign them. With the new owners in place, Phoenix made a huge splash during this year's free agency period by signing Ribeiro, arguably the top player on the market. A crafty player with superb vision, he's been a consistent producer in 14 NHL seasons, topping 50 points eight times. He had 49 points in 48 games for Washington during the lockout-shortened 2012-13 season and is expected to give the Coyotes a much-needed boost on their top line and power play.

SMITH'S HEALTH: Smith was signed to replace Ilya Bryzgalov in 2011 and had a superb first season in the desert, winning 38 games with eight shutouts while posting a 2.21 goals-against average. His follow-up was derailed by a groin injury early in the season and never really got back on track. Struggling with more injuries and unable to find a consistent groove, Smith finished 15-12-5 with a 2.58 GAA last season, unable to steal games to get the Coyotes into the playoffs as he did the year before. Smith is healthy heading into this season and ready to prove the six-year, $34 million contract was worth it for the still-thrifty Coyotes.

FINANCIAL FREEDOM: The trade deadline without an owner was often a dead period for the Coyotes. They just didn't have the resources to pull off a big deal and last year ended up making deals to dump salary, trading off Raffi Torres, Steve Sullivan and Matthew Lombardi. That could change this season. Though Gosbee and LeBlanc won't jolt the Coyotes to the top of the league's big spenders—they figure to be middle of the pack—they will spend money if a move will make the team better.

DEFENSIVE DOGS: Phoenix's calling card under Tippett has been defence and the Coyotes should again put up a wall at the blue line. Phoenix's top four of Keith Yandle, Derek Morris, Oliver Ekman-Larsson and Zbynek Michalek is among the best in the league. The Coyotes also have Rostislav Klesla, Michael Stone, who had a strong finish in 2012-13, David Rundblad and Brandon Gormley, so there's plenty of depth.

WHERE'S THE O?: As has been the case for years, the big question in the desert will be where will the offence come from? The Coyotes took a big step by signing Ribeiro, but still don't have a lot of depth up front. Radim Vrbata has had some solid scoring seasons and captain Shane Doan can still find the net, but Phoenix still will likely have to out-grindopponents instead of out-scoring them.
As the road preseason games continue, the Coyotes continue to look for direction after a 6-1 blasting North of the Border.
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Following two straight road losses in Anaheim and San Jose, the Phoenix Coyotes preseason tour continued with a stop in Vancouver on Monday night.  The team turned to a lot of the youth, giving captain Shane Doan, offseason acquisition Mike Ribeiro, and veterans Zbynek Michalek and Mike Smith, the night off.

Those left to play started off the game well, winning physical battles on both ends of the rink and out muscling the Vancouver Canucks on many occasions. However, struggles in the face-off dot would haunt the Coyotes as Vancouver scored two late goals in the first period off of face-off victories. Christopher Higgins would capitalize off a Kyle Chipchura face-off loss by picking up the puck and beating Thomas Greiss with a snapshot from just below the left circle.  A little over two minutes later, Vancouver would score again with Jannik Hansen putting home a rebound, on the power play, after yet another Vancouver face-off win.

Down 2-0 entering the second, the Coyotes would respond quickly.  Martin Hanzal beat Roberto Luongo through the wickets with a snapshot on the power play 1:34 into the period to cut the Canucks' lead in half.  David Rundblad and Radim Vrbata added the assists.  Unfortunately, the Coyotes would get no closer as Yannick Weber would beat Greiss with a slap shot from above the right circle at the 11 minute mark of the 2nd.

Phoenix's woes continued in the third as they gave up goals to Mike Santorelli, Tom Sestito and Jason Garrison to make the final score a 6-1 loss.

Paw Prints

•Even with the power play advantage in the game, the Coyotes were out shot 34-22.  The Coyotes didn't get more than eight shots in any period tonight.

•The Coyotes started the game strong in the face-off circle, winning 10 of 18 in the first period.  The next two periods weren't as good as they would go 14 for 36.  What's more, the Coyotes only won 6 of 18 defensive zone face-offs for 33% on the evening.

•On the plus side, the Coyotes kept the twins in check, as they only had one point, an assist for Henrik Sedin on the final Vancouver goal.

•Keith Yandle and Oliver Ekman-Larsson led the Coyotes in ice time, playing 22:53 each.  OEL also had 4 shots on goal, tied with rookie Max Domi for the team lead.

Our Three Stars of the Game

1.Jannik Hansen: Scored what would be the game winning goal on the power play and added an assist.

2.Bo Horvat: The Vancouver 1st round pick had 2 assists and was a force in the circle, winning 8 of 10 face-offs.

3.Alex Edler: Led the Canucks in ice time, added an assist and generally made life miserable for Coyotes forwards.

Thomas Greiss steps up in Phoenix Coyotes’ backup goalie role

Coyotes0913 0906130432sm

Thomas Greiss (top) looks primed to take over as the backup to goalie Mike Smith (bottom)

The Arizona Republic
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By Sarah McLellanazcentral sportsTue Sep 24, 2013 10:53 PM

The Coyotes were mulling a few potential replacements for backup Jason LaBarbera, but it was goaltending coach Sean Burke who campaigned for Thomas Greiss, and Greiss hasn’t disappointed his new mentor in training camp.

“I’ve been very impressed with how professional he is, just the work ethic he’s had, and also I think he’s going to be a good fit for (Mike Smith) and our team,” Burke said.

The Coyotes suffered a 6-1 loss Monday in Vancouver with Greiss making 28 saves.

The team’s brief two-game road trip concludes tonight in Calgary against the Flames.

In Greiss’ only other preseason appearance, he stopped all 15 shots he faced in Los Angeles Sept. 15. His style isn’t as imposing as Smith’s, who has three inches on Greiss, but the former San Jose backup is still mobile.

“He’s a powerful guy,” Burke said. “He moves very well in there. He’s a little more I’d say standup than Smitty, but he’s very patient in there. He’s got a really good overall game. I think he handles the puck better than I realized, as well.

“At the end of the day, I think the nights he plays I don’t think it’ll be as big as an adjustment without Smitty in there as maybe it’s been in the past.”

Equipment change

The size of leg pads for goalies has been cut for the upcoming season, but Burke hasn’t noticed the change affect Smith.

“He’s got long legs, and it looks to me like the pads are the same for him,” he said.

The previous rule allowed for the pads to cover up to 55 percent of the distance between the center of a goalie’s knee to his pelvis, which was 11 inches for the average netminder.

Now the pads can’t go higher than 45 percent of that distance and max out at 9 inches for most, making a goalie’s five-hole more vulnerable.

“When guys butterfly, especially then you’ve got less pad there to close up,” Burke explained.

“So obviously if you close it up, you’re going to leave a little more net on both sides. I think it’s a good idea as long as guys are protected. I think all goalies feel the same way.

“Equipment is first and foremost to protect, and you don’t want to jeopardize guys getting injured. But I think they’ve done a good job with that.”

More cuts

The Coyotes assigned forwards Brandon Yip, Tim Kennedy and Brandon McMillan to their American Hockey League affiliate.

All three were required to clear waivers before reporting to Portland.

That leaves 28 players in training camp.

Phoenix Coyotes, 2013-14 (Puck Daddy Gold Medal Preview)
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.(Ed. Note: It’s an Olympic year in the NHL. So, naturally, we decided to use the trappings of the Winter Games to preview all 30 teams for the 2013-14 NHL season. Who takes the gold? Who falls on their triple-axel? Read on and find out!) 

After a banner year in Phoenix, literally, not to mention three rounds of playoffs, the Coyotes were going to be in tough to surpass the accomplishments of the 2011-12 season in 2012-2013. But they absolutely did it.

Not on the ice, though. There, they regressed bigtime, finishing 4th in the Pacific and failing to make the playoffs. Some of the blame falls squarely on Mike Smith, who failed to replicate his brilliant debut season in Arizona, instead reaching too far into the past and replicating something more closely resembling his 2008-09 season in Tampa Bay. Not bad -- just not elite.

But after the first playoff-free year in three seasons, a disappointment, the Coyotes accomplished something nobody expected them to accomplish: they found a new owner. What's more, they stayed in Arizona. After everything this club has been through, that's a feat that trumps pretty much anything else they could do.

Armed with an actual ownership group, and a few new faces, can the Coyotes refind their identity, and the postseason to which it usually leads?

Keith Yandle dumps the puck into the Wild zone, only to have it deflect off the side boards and, somehow, miraculously, into the net. What in the heck.

Considering how uncertain everything was, the Coyotes did an incredible job retaining their core pieces, both in the front office (Don Maloney, Dave Tippett) and at ice level (Mike Smith). Of course, we'd expect nothing less, as this team has been busier while in purgatory than Dante and Virgil combined (and way busier than those laggards on the fourth terrace).

The most noteworthy departure is shutdown centre Boyd Gordon, who's off to Edmonton by way of free agency. He was the prototypical Dave Tippett player, and he'll be missed.

Rather than sign another defensive-minded guy, the Coyotes opted to instead add a little flourish to their forwards corps, inking centre Mike Ribeiro to a four-year, $22 million deal.

Backup netminder Jason LaBarbera left as well, and will be replaced by former Shark Thomas Greiss.

Forward: Captain Doan is the key here, of course, and at 36, there's always worry of a decline due to oldness, especially after he put up just 27 points in 48 games in 2013. But the addition of a bona fide first-line center in Ribeiro could help to boost his production.

Ribeiro's arrival gives the Coyotes something resembling a true top line for the first time in ages. In training camp, he's been skating alongside Doan and the recently re-signed Mikkel Boedker, and the trio has looked good, showing some early chemistry.

Martin Hanzal and Radim Vrbata make up two-thirds of the second line, but who will play the left wing remains to be seen. It could be a young player -- first-round pick Max Domi will get a look, as will Lucas Lessio and big Chris Brown, both of whom showed well for Portland last season. Finding someone to complete that trio and give the Coyotes two full, dangerous lines is among Dave Tippet's top priorities this training camp.

Antoine Vermette and Kyle Chipchura are centres three and four, and they're surrounded, as always, by the Coyotes' big cast of tireless checkers and character guys -- skaters like Lauri Korpikoski, Brandon Yip and, on occasion, Paul Bissonnette.

Defense: Led by Oliver Ekman-Larsson, who is, in my opinion, a top 10 defender in the NHL, the Coyotes' blueline is quietly one of hockey's best. OEL skates with prototypical defensive defenceman Zbynek Michalek. They worked beautifully together last season.

Pairing two is much the same, with Keith Yandle and his shouldering the responsibilities as breakout starter and Derek Morris playing the dutiful stay-at-home partner. Rotislav Klesla and Mark Stone, who had a breakout first season in the desert, round out the likely top-six, with David Rundblad and Brandon Gormley waiting in the wings as depth options and 20-year-old Connor Murphy making a case that space needs to be made for him.

Goalies: In order for the Coyotes to return to the postseason, Mike Smith needs to return to the type of goaltending that got them there two years ago. They believe he can, which is why the club signed him to a six-year deal worth $5.67 per season. Smith knows the pressure's on him now, though he doesn't think the new contract adds to that.

"I don't think it's more pressure," he told NHL.com. "If you're a No. 1 goalie in this League, you've accepted that," Smith said. "I think I'm at a point now in my career where I've learned how to deal with that. I've grown as a player tremendously in the last couple of years. Obviously having that great year, I gained a lot of confidence in how I need to play and what I need to do to be successful."

Thomas Greiss is the backup option, so expect Smith to play a lot of games.

Dave Tippett and Don Maloney have worked wonders in Phoenix during wartime, keeping this team competitive with no money and no owner for years. But now the Coyotes are owned, leaving Loney and Tips to focus exclusively on owning the competition.

The biggest difference between this season and last is that Tippett has a full training camp to establish and tighten up the team's signature defensive shell. That should make a difference.

Blast from the past! Pierre the Fanatic Hockey Snowman, one of Phoenix's best creations, sings his 2008 campaign theme song.

Oliver Ekman-Larsson, who led the Coyotes in scoring last season with 30 points. I love him, and I feel like, if he were playing in the East, more people would too. He's as creative, dynamic and entertaining to watch as any defender in the West.

Defense! The trick to watching Phoenix Coyotes hockey is learning how to appreciate unyielding defensive posture. Do that and this team is a blast.

Shane Doan is one of hockey's most passionate captains. Get him angry, which isn't difficult, and he becomes a sociopath, shooting from everywhere and hitting everyone. Playing with an actual playmaker could make him more offensively potent as well.

The Coyotes' margin for error remains awfully slim. Even with Ribeiro added, they're still not going to score a ton of goals, which means keeping the score low is a must. If Mike Smith can't refind his old form, or there are any cracks in the defence, this team's not going anywhere.

The Coyotes don't look like a playoff team, but under Dave Tippett, they're consistently greater than the sum of their parts. Still, the new Pacific Division is a tough one, since it retains all the teams from the old Pacific Division, and adds one more likely playoff team in the Canucks. The Coyotes will be in contention all year, but I'm not convinced they'll be one of the division's top four teams when the dust settles.
Phoenix Coyotes @ San Jose Sharks Recap: Power Play-a-Palooza

By Andy Warycka  @ajslideways  on Sep 22 2013, 6:00a  2  
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Stay connected      

The Coyotes drop one on the road to the Sharks in overtime that saw every goal in a 3-2 loss scored on the power play.
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The Phoenix Coyotes power play continues to show sparkles of brilliance this preseason, with two goals coming on the man advantage against the San Jose Sharks on Saturday night.

Unfortunately for the Coyotes, the Sharks managed one more goal with the extra attacker, downing Phoenix 3-2 in an extra frame.

Oliver Ekman-Larsson showed no signs of off-season rust in his first action of the preseason, opening the scoring with a wrister from the right point at 10:08 of the first period, with assists from Tim Kennedy and Chris Brown.

The lead would hold until the opening minute of the second period, when the Sharks would tie it up on a goal, off a face off, by Freddie Hamilton, coming on a holdover interference penalty on the Coyotes Brandon McMillan. Eleven minutes later, San Jose would take the 2-1 lead on yet another power play goal by Jason Demers following a Connor Murphy hooking penalty.

The Coyotes responded with under 30 seconds to go in the second, with Andy Miele putting one past Harri Sateri with help from Chris Brown and Lucas Lessio. The score would remain tied at two a piece through the end of regulation.

After taking a too many men on the ice penalty in the extra stanza, Logan Couture made Phoenix pay by slipping one past Mike Smith at 3:28, sealing the loss for the Coyotes.

Paw Prints

•Chris Brown led the way with 2 assists and 5 shots on goal.

•Mike Smith stopped 23 of 26 shots in his first full action this preseason.

•After winning four out of his first five face offs, Mike Ribeiro would finish 6/11 in the circle.

•Defenseman Michael Stone led all Coyotes with 24:17 of ice time.

Our Three Stars of the Game

1.Chris Brown: With an assist on both Phoenix goals and the leader in shots in the game, he makes a solid argument for making the big club this season.

2.Oliver Ekman-Larsson: In his first real action this preseason, the young defenseman picks up right where he left off with a PP goal and over 23 minutes of ice time.

3.Logan Couture: An assist and the clutch overtime winner for the Sharks center.

Looking Ahead

The Coyotes continue their preseason road trip Monday night against their new Pacific Division rivals, the Vancouver Canucks. Puck drops at 7PM.
Phoenix Coyotes weighing their options as regular season nears

Sept. 12, 2013 - Head coach Dave Tippett gives instructions during a Coyotes practice at Jobing.com Arena in Glendale.

Emmanuel Lozano/azcentral sports
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By Sarah McLellanazcentral sportsSun Sep 22, 2013 7:39 PM

With three preseason games to go, there’s still plenty of time for experimentation at Coyotes training camp.

But the lineups used this week, starting Monday night in Vancouver against the Canucks, will start to more closely resemble what the Coyotes will debut Oct. 3 against the New York Rangers.

The Coyotes conclude their road trip Wednesday in Calgary against the Flames before hosting the San Jose Sharks on Friday.

“There’s still a little bit of tinkering, trying to figure out where all the parts fit,” coach Dave Tippett said. “But a little bit of evaluation yet, but it’s time to start seeing the mix of players that can complement each other. They’ll be a little bit of tinkering, but these last three games we’ve got to get our team in order.”

The Coyotes made that a little easier by cutting their camp roster down to 31 on Sunday. They assigned defensemen Brandon Gormley and Connor Murphy, center Brendan Shinnimin and goalies Mark Visentin and Mike Lee to their American Hockey League affiliate in Portland, Maine.

Forwards Brandon Yip, Tim Kennedy and Brandon McMillan didn’t practice Sunday, but all are still listed on the camp roster.

“The last group of guys that just left there are some good hockey players in there,” captain Shane Doan said. “I think that’s probably one of the more exciting things as an organization is to see the guys that are not quite there but are really good hockey players and are going to get their opportunity in the next little bit.”

Murphy was particularly impressive in his first training camp. Gormley also showed improvement. And it’s possible one or the other makes an appearance during the regular season.

“That depth is going to be huge for us, and you look at a team and you look at the number of players you use in a year and it’s upwards of 34, 35 in a year,” Doan said. “So those are guys that you’re going to end up using, and it’s exciting in the fact that they’re already capable of playing.”

Saturday’s result

Despite allowing the game-winning goal in overtime to the Sharks in San Jose on Saturday after a too-many men penalty, Tippett was encouraged by what he saw from his players in a 3-2 loss.

All five goals were scored on the power play.

“I thought we played hard,” he said. “There was a lot on the line for a lot of guys in that game, and we competed really hard. Our power play was pretty good. We gave up some power play goals. Kind of a fluky one to end it. But I was pleased with a lot of individuals’ play as well as some structure stuff.”

Something to talk about

Trips to Canada the past four years brought a barrage of questions about the Coyotes ownership that players wished they could avoid.

But this season they can’t wait to talk about it.

“I’m OK with it now,” Doan said. “In the past, I wasn’t. But now you go up to Canada you want them to ask about it.”

Klesla update

Defenseman Rusty Klesla (concussion and whiplash) did not make the trip.

It doesn’t appear he’s started doing off-ice workouts since he was leveled with an open-ice hit last Sunday in a preseason game against the Los Angeles Kings.

“Not that I know of yet,” Tippett said. “I see him in there on the massage table a lot. That’s about it.”
Excited’ Max Domi working hard for spot on Phoenix Coyotes roster

Sept. 15, 2013 - Trevor Lewis of the Kings tries to defend against Max Domi of the Coyotes during the first period at Jobing.com Arena.
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By Sarah McLellanazcentral sports Sat Sep 21, 2013 10:13 PM

Coyotes prospect Max Domi missed out on his junior team’s season opener Friday, but the alternative isn’t that bad.

Domi is still auditioning with the Coyotes for a roster spot and played with center Mike Ribeiro in Saturday’s preseason game against the Sharks in San Jose.

“It’s bizarre,” Domi said. “It’s very weird, especially home opener. It’s like the best game of the year. Unfortunately, I’m not there, but I’m glad they won.”

The Coyotes reduced their training-camp roster to 36 before Saturday’s game, and another round of cuts is expected before the team departs today for a two-game road swing through western Canada.

Even though he’s only 18 years old, Domi has regularly skated alongside veterans, and some of the better impressions he’s made in camp have come during game action.

“This is the part of training camp where you have to stay calm, and everyone kind of gets a little too excited,” Domi said. “You’ve just got to relax and stick to your game, and you’re here for a reason. So you’ve just got to keep doing what you’re doing and hope for the best.”

Moving on up

Winger Dave Moss filled out that line with Domi and Ribeiro against the Sharks.

The opportunity was a sign from the coaching staff that it recognizes the potential Moss has to offer more offensive production.

“If I’m on the third line with (Antoine Vermette) and whoever’s on the left side, we’re going to have to be responsible defensively like we were last year and still obviously anticipate killing penalties and maybe getting some power-play time and see if I can contribute there,” Moss said. “Maybe my role will change a bit, but I’m excited for the opportunity.”

Fun times

With a bruise under his right eye from an errant stick, defenseman Derek Morris looks like he could be in the middle of the regular season. But the veteran is actually enjoying the preparation leading up to opening night on Oct. 3.

“(Coach Dave Tippett has) run a really good camp,” Morris said. “I thought the five, six days were really hard, lots of work. Now it’s systems, more flow, getting more speed out of the guys. So it’s been a good camp. It’s been fun.”

The 35-year-old is in the final year of his contract. Morris and the Coyotes haven’t discussed an extension.

“I’m fine,” he said. “I just want to have to have a good year this year and see what we can do here, and if everything goes well and we play the way we can, everything will take care of itself.”

But by no means is Morris ready to hang up his skates.

“Not yet,” he said. “I’m not that old. I’m getting there. I’m having fun again. I’m rejuvenated a bit. It’s nice having young kids come in with lots of energy that are real good kids to be around. It’s a different situation than I think I’ve ever been in. It’s a fun one.”

Ice chips

The Coyotes assigned defensemen Mathieu Brodeur and James Melindy to their American Hockey League affiliate in Portland, Maine. They also released left winger Guillaume Latendresse from his tryout.

Captain Shane Doan, defenseman David Schlemko and center Gilbert Brule have been dealing with minor issues, but all practiced Saturday.
Sam Carchidi, Inquirer Staff Writer


Posted: Wednesday, September 25, 2013, 2:02 AM
 


Claude Giroux's return to the lineup was a success Tuesday night, but the Flyers lost his high-scoring linemate, winger Jake Voracek, to a second-period injury as they dropped a 2-1 exhibition game to the New Jersey Devils at the Wells Fargo Center.

Afterward, general manager Paul Holmgren said the injury was "nothing serious" and that Voracek would be reevaluated Wednesday. He expects the winger to play Friday in Washington.

Voracek, who led the Flyers with 22 goals last season, was pulled down from behind by Bryce Salvador with 12 minutes, 55 seconds left in the second period and he crashed into the left post and goalie Cory Schneider. Wincing in pain and rubbing his lower back, Voracek then had his soft backhander saved by Schneider on the ensuing penalty shot. The injury appeared to prevent Voracek from getting any power on the shot.

Shortly thereafter, Voracek went to the locker room and missed the rest of the game. Even before the injury, Voracek probably wasn't going to play Thursday in New Jersey, Holmgren said.
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In May, Voracek totaled his Ferrari in a car crash in the Czech Republic.

Giroux had finger surgery Aug. 15 after a bizarre injury on the golf course, and he was dominating as he played in his first exhibition game, centering the top line, with Scott Hartnell and Voracek as his wingers.

"As the game went on, it felt better," Giroux said after winning 9 of 11 faceoffs, collecting an assist, leading all forwards in time on ice (22:04), and firing a game-high nine shots (two on goal).

Kimmo Timonen, who scored the Flyers' lone goal, called Giroux "one of those guys who can miss a few months and still be good. Just a natural player, and he's going to get even better."

Before the game, Giroux was excited about getting some of the kinks out. He conceded that because of his inactivity, it may take a while for him to make quick plays and sharp passes.

"It's going to get there, but it's just going to take [time]," he said. "A game like tonight will help out a lot."

Giroux, the Flyers captain, said he was still building up strength in his hand, but he looked solid on faceoffs and he was his team's most active offensive player. He drilled one shot off the crossbar and came close to scoring on a few other chances.

Giroux, who did not wear extra protection on his right hand, called it "huge to get the legs going. You can practice as much as you want, but it's not the same as in the games."

The Flyers slipped to 1-3-1 in the preseason, and they have scored a total of 11 goals.

Read more at http://www.philly.com/philly/sports/flyers/20130925_Giroux_returns__Voracek_hurt_in_Flyers_loss.html#YIdKeiqj953EKcD7.99
FRANK SERAVALLI, Daily News Staff Writer seravaf@phillynews.com
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ON A NIGHT when the Flyers were finally able to piece together their first line for the first time this season, it didn't take three full periods for it to all fall apart.

Captain Claude Giroux returned to the lineup for the first time since undergoing hand surgery on Aug. 15, but winger Jake Voracek left the game in the second period after crashing into the post.

Luckily for the Flyers, Voracek's injury does not appear to be serious. General manager Paul Holmgren called it "probably an upper-body" injury.

Voracek slammed into the post and New Jersey Devils goaltender Cory Schneider after he was hauled down by Bryce Salvador on a breakaway.
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A penalty shot was called on the play. Voracek didn't score on the attempt, trying to slip a half-hearted backhand through Schneider's pads. When he returned to the bench, Voracek winced in pain as he grabbed his lower back. He never returned to the ice.

Holmgren said Voracek could have played if needed and he did not require an X-ray or MRI. Voracek was not scheduled to play tomorrow night in New Jersey, but Holmgren expected him to play Friday in Washington for the Flyers' final preseason game.

"You never want to see that, but I love the move he made," coach Peter Laviolette said of his leading scorer. "I love that power move to the net, to take it from the outside with his speed."

With Giroux back for the first time since severing four tendons in his right hand while golfing this summer, the Flyers' top line with Voracek and Scott Hartnell appeared to be clicking. They combined for five of the Flyers' 23 shots in the 2-1 exhibition loss.

Giroux appeared a little rusty at first, but he wasn't limited by his hand in any capacity. In fact, Giroux was an impressive 9-for-11 (81 percent) in the faceoff circle - which he admitted was probably the toughest test for his surgically repaired hand.

"I think the stat guy was a little nice to me," Giroux joked. "As the game went on, I felt better. It was just getting back to battles. I've had maybe one or two practices doing battles, but the whole game is about winning battles. I've got time to work on it here and work on my hands, but I'm not worried."

Laviolette said Giroux looked good to him and that it will take his star center another game or two to get back to game speed. That will likely come in one of the final two preseason games before next Wednesday's opener against Toronto.

"He is always good," Kimmo Timonen said. "He is one of the guys who can miss a few games and still be good. He just has that natural skill. He's going to get even better, but he will need a couple games."

Game stuff

Since 1992, Martin Brodeur has played 88 regular-season games against the Flyers. Last night, the Flyers finally got a taste of what life will be like post-Brodeur, as he enters what appears to be his final NHL season.

Heir apparent Cory Schneider, acquired from Vancouver this summer, stopped 22 of 23 shots in just his second career appearance against the Flyers. In fact, Kimmo Timonen's power-play blast with 1:31 to play was Schneider's only blemish in three preseason starts. Schneider had stopped all 69 of his first exhibition shots faced as a Devil.

"We were kind of joking, it may be good to get it out of the way so you don't carry that into the season and have to think about it," Schneider said. "It doesn't really count, and come the start of the season, no one is going to care what happened. They are going to care going forward, and that's more important."

The Flyers could face Brodeur when they meet again tomorrow in New Jersey.

Ray Emery went the distance for the Flyers, stopping 17 of 19 shots. The Flyers outshot New Jersey, 18-8, over the final two periods and outhit the Devils, 36-11, overall.

Slap shots

The Flyers are now 1-3-1 on the preseason . . . Last night was the Flyers' first game against New Jersey since 76ers owner Joshua Harris bought the Devils last month . . . Flyers scratches: Luke Schenn, Zac Rinaldo, Bruno Gervais, Chris Vande Velde, Hal Gill, Oliver Lauridsen. Wayne Simmonds (flu) missed the game but did practice yesterday. Holmgren said Simmonds lost 6 to 7 pounds while sick, but he is expected to play tomorrow . . . Forward lines: Hartnell-Giroux-Voracek; Raffl-Lecavalier-B. Schenn; Talbot-Couturier-Read; Rosehill-Laughton-Hall.

Read more at http://www.philly.com/philly/sports/flyers/20130925_Flyers__Giroux_returns__Voracek_hurt.html#CzfJRIorXwbwZ9GF.99

Sam Carchidi, Inquirer Staff Writer
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Ray Emery, locked in a goalie duel with Steve Mason for the Flyers' starting job, tried to make an impression on coach Peter Laviolette on Tuesday night against the New Jersey Devils.

Emery made 17 saves and, except for getting caught out of position on the Devils' first goal, played well in the Flyers' 2-1 loss.

Emery was sharp early, making six saves while the Devils were on overlapping power plays.

Before the game, Laviolette said the final three exhibitions would play a huge role in determining the starter for the Oct. 2 season opener against Toronto.
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"You want to know who pushes for ice time. Goaltending is no different," he said.

Mason, who has a 4.09 goals-against average and .850 save percentage in two preseason games, figures to start Thursday's exhibition in New Jersey.

Simmonds sits

Winger Wayne Simmonds was sidelined with lingering effects of the flu, and Michael Raffl took his spot on the second line, which included center Vinny Lecavalier and left winger Brayden Schenn.

Raffl, Scott Laughton, and Chris VandeVelde appear to be battling for one or two forward spots. The Flyers are undecided on whether they will keep 13 or 14 forwards.

Laughton centered the fourth line, with Jay Rosehill and Adam Hall as his wingers.

VandeVelde was a surprising scratch.

Breakaways

The defensive pairings Tuesday: Kimmo Timonen and Braydon Coburn; Nick Grossmann and Andrej Meszaros; and Mark Streit and Erik Gustafsson. . . . Former Flyer Jaromir Jagr was among the Devils' scratches. . . . Bovada in Las Vegas lists the over/under on points for Lecavalier at 55.

Read more at http://www.philly.com/philly/sports/flyers/20130925_Emery_makes_his_case_against_Devils.html#P5kKu6rZUTB7C1qp.99

FRANK SERAVALLI, Daily News Staff Writer seravaf@phillynews.com
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RAY EMERY first noticed the change when he skated to the net for warmups in the Flyers' first preseason game last week.

The NHL made significant changes to both the size of nets and limitations of goaltender pads, but Emery couldn't really sense a change to either until he needed a place to put his water bottle.

Nets are shallower all over - including the top, where a water bottle that used to sit comfortably facing the opposing net now can only be placed horizontally.

Theoretically, the changes - the reduction in net size, for more space behind the net, and pad height size - are designed for more scoring. But that doesn't rankle the Flyers' goaltenders.
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Which goaltender would you like to see play the majority of Flyers games this season?

Ray Emery.

Steve Mason.

Split them evenly.

 View results

"Not really," Emery said. "More and more, you hear of players and GMs complaining, they think everything is getting too big. We've heard it for years that they want to cut down."

For the first time since 2006, the NHL made significant equipment changes. There is a 10 percent reduction in the maximum height of goalie pads this year, and that size is dependent upon a goaltender's height.

For the Flyers, that meant an average reduction of 1 inch in size per pad, for both Emery and Steve Mason. For every goaltender, that means an increase in five-hole space available for shooters to target.

"It's probably just a lot of smaller adjustments," Emery explained. "You can move a little quicker, but you've got to fight a little to keep that five-hole tight.

"If I have another inch on my pads when I'm down, I can afford to play a little more loose. Without that inch, you've got to push harder to keep your pads tighter together."

In the grand scheme of puck-stopping, is that a big deal?

"I haven't noticed a huge issue with it," Mason said. "No complaints right now. If you're just losing an inch, it's really not noticeably different."

Mason said he has heard other goaltenders weren't as lucky. Rumor has it that Montreal's Carey Price lost 2 1/2 inches per pad, which would be a total of 5 less inches protected in his five-hole area. That could turn out to be a huge difference - especially if he isn't able to adjust quickly to start the season.

According to a report from CBC, the NHL wanted an even bigger reduction in pads, but this was as far as the NHLPA was willing to go for 2013-14.

Mason's only complaint was that he wasn't able to work with his newly redesigned pads for long prior to the start of the season. Each pad must be sent to the NHL league office and approved by senior manager of hockey operations/goaltender equipment Kay Whitmore before it can be delivered to the player.

Whitmore told CBC that approximately 25 percent of the more than 100 packages he reviewed in late August needed to be rejected.

"They waited until the last minute in the summer," Mason said. "That's because they waited so long in the summer to make a decision on the rules."

Mason said he uses six or seven sets of pads in a given season, since pads break down and lose their firmness. Mason lifted up the bottom of his right pad to show the signature of Whitmore in a silver marker, designated that Whitmore had personally approved Mason's use of the pad.

Whitmore will be traveling more often to each arena this season for random inspections. He will notify equipment managers with 10 minutes remaining in the game and then sequester goaltenders as they're exiting the ice surface to inspect the pads.

"He comes around every so often," Emery said of his experience. "He pops in. Mostly, it will be when other teams call in [to complain]. He also watches tape and talks to the trainers to check on stuff."

The penalties for illegal equipment are stiff: a two-game suspension for the offending goaltender, plus a $25,000 fine for the team and a $1,000 fine for the team's equipment manager.

Neither Mason nor Emery remembers hearing of a goaltender being penalized for illegal equipment recently, except for Anaheim's Viktor Fasth using a questionable chest protector. There are also regulations for under-the-jersey equipment, blocker size and catching-glove circumference.

"I don't think guys really cheat that much," Emery said. "Some guys push the envelope, or it appears, but everyone's body is different and everyone wears it differently. You would have to either sneak gear [from the manufacturer] or fake signatures."

Slap shots

Claude Giroux seemed to hedge his bet yesterday when asked if he will play tonight against the Devils. Giroux said he doesn't "want to take a risk" and wants to make sure his surgically repaired hand is 100 percent ready for Oct. 2 . . . According to a report from the New York Post, the NHLPA informed players not to expect any return from last year's escrow withholding of approximately 16 percent of their salary. That is despite the fact that the NHL earned more than 58 percent of its projected revenue for the season even though it only played 58 percent of the schedule thanks to the lockout.

Read more at http://www.philly.com/philly/sports/flyers/20130924_Size_doesn_t_matter_for_Flyers_goalies.html#lETfBSkZXd5KrvCv.99

Sam Carchidi, Inquirer Staff Writer
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While goalies Ray Emery and Steve Mason are dueling for the Flyers' starting job in training camp, there are indications that the competition will carry into the regular season.

"I think we have two good goaltenders that will play a lot," coach Peter Laviolette said after a fast-paced camp session Monday at the Wells Fargo Center. "We're going to pick one to start the season and see the other one probably shortly after that. They've both done a real nice job."

The Flyers have three exhibition games left, including Tuesday's at the Wells Fargo Center against the New Jersey Devils, and they open the regular season Oct. 2 against visiting Toronto.

Mason struggled in Columbus last season and then excelled (1.90 goals-against average, .944 save percentage) after being dealt to the Flyers in early April. Emery went 17-1 with a 1.94 GAA and .922 save percentage for the Stanley Cup champion Chicago Blackhawks.

Which goaltender would you like to see play the majority of Flyers games this season?

Ray Emery.

Steve Mason.

Split them evenly.

 View results

Both are much better stickhandlers than last year's goalie, Ilya Bryzgalov, and that should help zone breakouts and prevent some hits on the defensemen.

"They finished their previous years well," Laviolette said of his goalies. "They've come into camp in great shape. They've looked good playing so far and will continue to push each other for ice time and for starts.

"I think you'll see a goaltending duo that helps this team win hockey games."

Emery, who will turn 31 on Saturday, will start Tuesday against the Devils. He said he will use the remaining practices and preseason games "to get where you want to be . . . so you're in the best possible position when the season starts."

The Ontario native de-emphasized the competition with Mason.

"I don't know if it's really a battle," said Emery, who, like Mason, downplayed the NHL rule that caused a minor reduction in goalie pads this season. "I think it's two guys getting ready to play as well as they can."

Mason, 25, the NHL's top rookie in 2008-09, said the preseason is a good time to develop a rapport with his defensemen.

"I just want to be comfortable by the regular-season opener and make sure everybody has their system down and all the communication with the goaltender becomes second nature," he said.

It's not easy for Laviolette and his coaching staff to get a read on the goalies during a seven-game exhibition season, one in which many of the contests have included numerous players that won't be in the NHL this year.

In two preseason games, Mason has a 4.09 goals-against average and .850 save percentage. Emery has played in just one exhibition game, compiling a 2.77 GAA and a .906 save percentage.

"Last season ended on a high note for myself and I was able to go into the summertime feeling really good about my game," Mason said, adding that the goal of training camp is "to make things come easy again - and that's where we're headed."

When the season starts, the Flyers defense will be much-improved in front of their goaltender, thanks in part to the return of good health to three veterans: Braydon Coburn, Nick Grossmann and Andrej Meszaros.

"It's nice," Grossmann said, "to have a fresh start here."

The Flyers allowed 2.90 goals per game, which was tied for 22d in the 30-team NHL.

"A lot of defensemen got hurt," said Meszaros of the 2013 season, "but it's all behind us now. We're looking ahead and looking toward a new season."

Read more at http://www.philly.com/philly/sports/flyers/20130924_Emery__Mason_still_locked_in_goalie_competition.html#2ia376evSmyDHI2w.99

Frank Seravalli , Daily News Sports Columnist 


Posted: Monday, September 23, 2013, 3:01 AM
 


LAKE PLACID, N.Y. - With a week between preseason games, it's made for a rather quiet training camp for the Flyers. But opening night is in just 9 days, meaning it's time for a few bold (or boldly stupid) roster predictions.

Forwards

We know of 11 locks already on the roster - Claude Giroux, Jake Voracek, Scott Hartnell, Wayne Simmonds, Vincent Lecavalier, Matt Read, Sean Couturier, Zac Rinaldo, Brayden Schenn, Adam Hall and Max Talbot - and we also can go one step further.

It looks like Giroux definitely will start the season centering the top line with Voracek. Wherever Lecavalier lines up, it almost surely will be next to Simmonds.
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Which goaltender would you like to see play the majority of Flyers games this season?

Ray Emery.

Steve Mason.

Split them evenly.

 View results

Where does that leave everyone else?

I'm making the (dangerous) assumption that winger Jay Rosehill will be on the roster, fulfilling the "enforcer" role that Jody Shelley played the last 3 years. Regardless of whether you think that's necessary or not, Rosehill did sign a 2-year extension last year and he isn't going anywhere. That doesn't mean he will play every game - though he is a decent skater and his hands aren't made completely of stone.

That leaves two spots left for three players in camp: Scott Laughton, Michael Raffl and Chris Vande Velde. My money is on Laughton and Raffl sticking around. Vande Velde has surprised, but he doesn't provide an obvious trait to make him more valuable than anyone else.

The Flyers' toughest decision likely revolves around Laughton. For one, Laughton has played his natural center the entire preseason. The Flyers would need to shuffle the deck to get him better-than-fourth-line minutes at center - or have Laughton slide to the wing.

Is Laughton, 19, better served learning in the NHL with somewhat limited minutes? Is it also worth burning a valuable year on his contract, at a manageable salary, to play limited minutes? Or is he better off heading back to junior hockey after another nine-game tryout?

Mentally, Laughton plays, lives and trains like a player significantly older. It's difficult to tell how much he'd get out of another year in junior, since he'd be playing against lesser competition. Then again, Laughton hasn't been thrilled with his preseason games.

"I think that there's still another gear that he can find in his game," coach Peter Laviolette said of Laughton. "When he came in last year, he was flying. He had played in lots of games when our team was just getting off the mark from a lockout. So it's a bit of a different scenario for him - he comes in on equal ground with everybody else."

Raffl, 24, also entered camp on equal ground with everybody else - and the Flyers have liked what they've seen. He needs to make a huge jump from Sweden's second league to the NHL, but he has proven he can produce when playing with talented players. There is no harm in starting the season with Raffl to see whether he can produce. It's a low-risk, high-reward gamble.

Defensemen

When completely healthy, the picture of the Flyers' defense corps is clear. The only problem is that Andrej Meszaros (44 percent) and Nick Grossmann (31 percent) have missed big chunks of the last two seasons with various injuries.

With Grossmann and Meszaros in the lineup, the Flyers will dress the league's most expensive blue line at $26.85 million. That also includes locks Kimmo Timonen, Mark Streit, Braydon Coburn and Luke Schenn.

Erik Gustafsson, 24, is likely to be the Flyers' extra, healthy defenseman since he is no longer exempt from waivers for the first time in his career.

After that, it's simply a numbers game. The Flyers are more likely to go with 14 forwards and seven defensemen instead of 13 forwards and eight defensemen because of salary-cap concerns. Since Gustafsson would almost surely be lost to a waiver claim, veteran Bruno Gervais and upstart Oliver Lauridsen would be the odd-men out.

Lauridsen, 24, has been a bit of an outlier throughout camp. Gervais, 28, has held down a full-time NHL job since 2007. He was fourth on the team in total minutes last season. Gervais also would be an important insurance piece in Adirondack, given the Flyers' injury concerns.

So, where does all of that leave Hal Gill? It's clear that Laviolette likes Gill's defensive prowess. Gill, 38, has won points for his professionalism, doing everything he can to make the team. Even though Gill is healthy and plays a similar style to Grossmann, it's hard to figure where the Flyers have room for him - unless he is willing to start the season in the minors.

If Laviolette is dead set on keeping Gill, who would be another insurance policy, his signing would force a tougher decision elsewhere. The odds aren't in Gill's favor: The last tryout to earn a roster was Blair Betts in 2009.

Goaltenders

After spending $23 million this summer to cut ties with the most expensive mistake in franchise history, goaltender is the Flyers' only position where no roster cuts need to be made.

Instead, the biggest question centers around which goaltender will be in net on Oct. 2 against the Maple Leafs. It's a superficial question, since it's likely that Steve Mason and Ray Emery will split the bulk of the starts this season - and there's still three preseason tuneups to see who earns the first one.

If forced to wager, my money would be on Emery getting the nod on opening night. But that's just a hunch.

Slap shots

Claude Giroux said the plan is for him to play in tomorrow night's preseason game against New Jersey. He still needs official medical clearance from a doctor today to play in his first game since severing four tendons in his hand on Aug. 15. Giroux skated at Lake Placid with usual linemates Scott Hartnell and Jake Voracek . . . Both Wayne Simmonds and Vincent Lecavalier missed yesterday's practice with the flu.

Read more at http://www.philly.com/philly/sports/flyers/20130923_Predictions_for_Flyers_roster.html#pWF7Q6zelvA3P7aY.99

Sam Carchidi, Inquirer Staff Writer
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LAKE PLACID, N.Y. - The Flyers had their final day of camp at the Herb Brooks Arena on Sunday, and from all accounts, their time away from the big city was well spent.

The four days of camp included long workouts, drills, and scrimmages done at breakneck speed, and a bonding session in which trust-building exercises were completed in the woods and mountains.

"Lavy's idea behind it was team-building, and I think it's really worked out good," said John Paddock, director of player personnel, referring to head coach Peter Laviolette by his nickname. "It helps us develop some chemistry early and work on some stuff."

But perhaps the best part, from the team's perspective, was that the players got to learn a little more about one another, on and off the ice.

Which goaltender would you like to see play the majority of Flyers games this season?

Ray Emery.

Steve Mason.

Split them evenly.

 View results

"I think it was great, especially for the new players coming in and getting to know what kind of guys they are," said captain Claude Giroux, who added that his injured finger was healing nicely and that he plans to play in his first exhibition game Tuesday against the visiting New Jersey Devils. "When you spend more time with people, obviously you get to know them better and get to know their families and where they're from. Just little details like that."

"If you get the system in place and the players understand it, you have a chance to be successful," Laviolette said. "And then it comes down to the players and how hard they play for each other. I think a lot of that factors into off-the-ice bonds that you build. That's a difference-maker for me."

The Flyers have their final three exhibition games this week, hosting the Devils on Tuesday before playing in New Jersey on Thursday and in Washington on Friday.

The Flyers have 27 players remaining in camp: 15 forwards, 10 defensemen, and two goalies. They are expected to keep 23 players. Paddock said it has not been determined how many forwards and defensemen they will keep.

Because of a hectic exhibition schedule early in camp for the Flyers (1-2-1), "the players weren't pushed very hard in practice," Paddock said. "They couldn't be. They were coming off the ice after playing games, and the big thing was getting through without any injuries."

The pace intensified greatly in Lake Placid, site of Team USA's "Miracle on Ice" in the 1980 Olympics.

"They've been pushed here harder," Paddock said. "They practiced a little quicker, a little longer, and worked on the system. I think it's been ideal."

The Flyers will keep 13 or 14 forwards, and Scott Laughton, Michael Raffl, and Chris VandeVelde appear to be battling for the one or two open spots.

On the blue line, the Flyers will keep seven or eight defensemen. That means Hal Gill, Bruno Gervais, and Oliver Lauridsen may be in contention for a spot. Erik Gustafsson is one of the seven who has locked up a position.

"He's an NHL player, and that's where he's going to be," Paddock said. "I don't think any [Flyers] defenseman played better in April or at any time during the season."

There is also an intriguing battle between the pipes, where Ray Emery and Steve Mason are competing for the job.

"Things aren't settled here yet," Laviolette said of the roster.

Breakaways

Giroux said he will know Tuesday morning for sure whether he's playing that night. "Right now, the plan is for me to play," he said after another crisp practice. "But I could wake up tomorrow and not feel good, so we'll just go day by day." . . . Vinny Lecavalier (flu) did not practice. Wayne Simmonds missed Friday's practice because of the flu, but returned for one session Sunday before leaving early. . . . During the early drills Sunday, Brayden Schenn moved to center to replace Lecavalier, while Simmonds was at right wing, and Raffl and VandeVelde split time at left wing. . . . Max Talbot was the third-line left winger Sunday. "He's a hardworking guy who competed on both sheets of ice for every inch out there, and he looked terrific," Laviolette said. . . . The Flyers will practice Monday at 11 a.m. at the Wells Fargo Center.

Read more at http://www.philly.com/philly/sports/flyers/20130923_Flyers_finish_bonding_trip_to_Lake_Placid.html#Hmko7XHMU7WbFVCY.99

On a night when the Flyers' top centerman, Claude Giroux, made his preseason debut coming off an injury, his top right wing went down with an injury of his own.

Jakub Voracek, the Flyers’ leading goal scorer last season with 22, sustained an “upper-body” injury during the second period of Tuesday’s 2-1 loss to the New Jersey Devils at Wells Fargo Center.

“It’s not serious,” general manager Paul Holmgren said. “I don’t think he was going to play on Thursday anyway.”

Voracek was taken down hard from behind by Devils’ defenseman Mark Fayne during a second period breakaway.

The Czech winger slid awkwardly into the left post, appearing to injure the left side of his back. Though awarded a penalty shot, Voracek was in so much discomfort, he failed to get a decent shot off.

Even before taking the penalty shot, Voracek was in obvious pain after untangling himself from the net.

“You never want to see that,” coach Peter Laviolette said of the injury. “I love the move he made -- the power move to the net from the outside. It was a great play, a great attempt, but you don’t want to see anybody hurt.”

Voracek left the game and did not return, but was walking afterward without a limp. He was not, however, permitted to speak to the media.

Giroux made his preseason debut recovering from surgery to repair tendon damage to his right hand.

“I felt better as the game went on,” Giroux said. “I think the first period was just getting back in the game and making plays.”

He must be feeling pretty good, as Giroux won 9 of 11 faceoffs.

“He will continue to get to game speed and there is always a little bit of transition for guys coming in that … come off an injury and getting back into a game,” Laviolette said.

“Game speed and quickness, so I think that will get better for him as he plays and practices. Overall, he played a pretty good game.”

Injuries aside, early on this was another frustrating match against a Devils team that literally owns the Flyers.

What was unnerving about just another preseason game is that some of the things that presented themselves against the Devils, we’ve seen in the regular season.

Specifically, the Flyers' inability to handle the Devils' nasty forecheck. In fairness, once they found their skating legs in the second period, that was no longer an issue. However, the Flyers didn’t generate enough quality chances overall on goalie Corey Schneider.

In the first period, the Flyers couldn’t even generate shots, as they went over 11 minutes without a single one. When they finally did get one, it wasn’t from one of their high-octane forwards but rather enforcer Jay Rosehill.

New Jersey outshot the Flyers, 11-4, that period.

Second period? That was a completely different story, as the Flyers began moving their skates in unison.

“New guys playing with new guys and learning the system,” Giroux said. “You could see as the game went on we took control a little bit. New Jersey is always good defensively. We had our chances.”

Voracek’s breakaway represented the Flyers' best chance of the game.

The Flyers outplayed the Devils in the second period and had the better chances overall.

The Devils' first goal early in the game was a beauty in which Ryane Clowe hit Marek Zidlicky pinching down the slot from the point.

Zidlicky quickly scanned the Flyers' defense and put a stutter-step move on Erik Gustafsson. It was enough to allow him to swing very, very wide to the right circle, then cut behind Gustafsson to the net, switch hands and tuck the puck inside the right post.

The way Ray Emery was playing it, he obviously expected Zidlicky to go wide around the net and that didn’t happen.

“Yeah, it’s just a situation where you kind of get froze and you want to kind of challenge the shooter there, and he made a good play kind of coming back against it,” Emery said.

Mike Sislo’s backhander in the final period was weak. Not only did he get too much room in beating Andrej Meszaros, his shot found a hole between the post and Emery, as well.

Kimmo Timonen had a power-play goal late in the game.

The Flyers are now 1-3-1 with two exhibition games left to play -- Thursday in New Jersey and Friday in Washington.
Rosehill defends Clarkson, says code's 'changing' 

When will Giroux be game ready?
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Jay Rosehill signed a two-year extension with the Flyers in April after coming to the team in a trade with Anaheim. (USA Today Images)

Flyers’ enforcer Jay Rosehill admitted he enjoyed watching the senseless brawl between the Buffalo Sabres and Toronto Maple Leafs on Sunday night.

“I don’t mind seeing a good brawl like that,” Rosehill said. “It’s exciting. The crowd loved it. I was sitting on my couch watching it and thinking there used to be a lot more of that in hockey and it’s kinda died off. I personally like it. I like that style of hockey. How it happened doesn’t matter to me. It’s fun to watch.”

It began as a fight between Buffalo's Corey Tropp and Toronto's Jamie Devane, which triggered the brawl when Sabres coach Ron Rolston sent out 6-foot-8 John Scott to go after a skill player -- diminutive Phil Kessel. That spread all over the ice with both goalies -- Ryan Miller and Jonathan Bernier -- getting involved as well.

What’s being talked about in the hockey circles is whether it was fair to severely punish Leafs forward David Clarkson for coming off the bench -- an automatic 10-game suspension -- to Kessel’s aid.

Hockey’s unwritten “code” was violated twice. First, by Rolston sending a fighter, Scott, onto the ice to target skill players such as Kessel. Second, by Scott for violating the code most fighters live by -- go after guys who can handle themselves regardless of what your coach says.

This may surprise you, but Rosehill says “the code” has changed. The lines, he said, are not so clearly defined anymore.

“Some people think instead of grabbing their tough guy, go after a skill guy, which is what happened with Kessel,” Rosehill said. “When a guy the size of Scott is going after Phil Kessel and there’s not a lot of guys on the ice to do something about it, it’s kinda like Clarkson has no choice. If he loses 10 games and salary at the start of the season, that’s pretty rough.”

And the code? 

“Yeah, I know the code,” Rosehill said. “The code is changing. The rules are different. I know coaches recently say, ‘Go after their skill.’ That is the mentality and that will keep [happening] because if two tough guys fight each other, what does that matter? There are different schools of thought.”
Will Gustafsson decision lead to Meszaros trade? 
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Last week of Flyers training camp, and there are still a couple of roster spots up in the air and a couple of critical decisions that need to be made.

Among them remains the most obvious question since training camp began: What to do with all these defensemen, and who is the sixth and seventh man to start the season?

From the four days in Lake Placid to Monday’s practice at the Wells Fargo Center, the defensive pairings have not changed.

Andrej Meszaros and Nick Grossmann remain the third pair with young Erik Gustafsson as the apparent seventh, odd man out.

There are three final exhibitions this week to answer the question, starting with Tuesday’s game at home against the New Jersey Devils.

“Guys looked really good out there,” coach Peter Laviolette said. “These games are really important for the evaluation process.

“Last year, we were beaten up on defense, we were missing a lot of guys. It’s good to have that depth. I think again, going back, these final games of evaluation will push slotting and decision making on who makes the team.

“I don’t think there is anybody who has had a poor showing, which makes it more difficult.”

It’s hard to believe the Flyers would keep Gustafsson on the roster as a seventh defenseman knowing the 23-year-old has to play. He can’t sit. And his talent for moving the puck makes it almost mandatory he plays.

They won’t trade him. That would be crazy at this point -- which raises an interesting scenario. Could what we are seeing right now be nothing more than the Flyers “showcasing” Meszaros and trying to prove he is healthy to other clubs, so that they can soon move him via trade?

That makes the most sense.

Meszaros has a $4 million cap hit and the Flyers are still $1.4 million over the salary cap, per CapGeek.com.

Meszaros has looked fit, trim and in great shape on the ice in this camp. He seems recovered from his multiple left shoulder injuries suffered a year ago. Yet he remains the most likely target for a trade if the Flyers are looking to move a veteran and keep Gustafsson in the lineup.

“I don’t think about it,” Meszaros said. “Sometimes you hear stuff and sometimes you don’t. I don’t care about that. It’s what the media are saying. It’s not official.

“Until they trade you or do what they need to do, it’s out of my hands. I just have to play my game and it’s up to the staff after that. I’m not thinking about it. I love being here. What happens, happens.”

Marc-Andre Bourdon has cleared waivers, but has not been assigned. It’s still very likely Bourdon will be placed on long-term injury.

Then there is Bruno Gervais, who is the eighth defenseman, plus Hal Gill on a tryout.

Something has to give between now and Oct. 1 -- when the NHL season begins -- with all these blue liners.

It’s impossible to see the Flyers taking Gustafsson’s much-needed puck-moving skills and putting them on the bench.
Jim O’Brien stakes his claim to roster spot on Senators

All training camp long, centre Jim O’Brien has been the forgotten centre for the Ottawa Senators.
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Toronto Maple Leafs goalie James Reimer, right, makes a save on Ottawa Senators forward Stephane Da Costa, left, during first period NHL pre-season hockey action in Toronto on Tuesday, Sept. 24, 2013. Nathan Denette/The Canadian Press
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TORONTO — All training camp long, centre Jim O’Brien has been the forgotten centre for the Ottawa Senators.

The general assumption is that O’Brien will be the odd man out in the middle when cut down day comes, the victim of being behind a group that includes Jason Spezza, Kyle Turris, Mika Zibanejad, Zack Smith and Jean-Gabriel Pageau. As a result, O’Brien could be available off waivers next week.

Clearly though, O’Brien isn’t going away quietly.

O’Brien was in the right place at the right time Tuesday during the Senators’ 3-2 win at the Air Canada Centre. He broke a 1-1 tie when Corey Cowick’s pass deflected off his skate past Maple Leafs goaltender James Reimer.

Colin Greening padded the lead to 3-1 only 1:55 later, also taking advantage of a lucky bounce off a Leafs skate.

 Maple Leafs captain Dion Phaneuf narrowed the gap to 3-2, beating Senators goaltender Robin Lehner on a pretty 2-on-1 break.

The Senators were the better team most of the night, with Reimer routinely stopping breakaways and odd man rushes in the opening two periods to keep the Maple Leafs in the game.

Perhaps the Maple Leafs were distracted, still dealing with the repercussions of Sunday’s brawl against the Buffalo Sabres.

 Oddly enough, David Clarkson, who received an automatic 10-game suspension from the regular season for jumping off the Maple Leafs bench to join the fun, is still allowed to play in the pre-season and he was in Toronto’s lineup Tuesday. Phil Kessel, who was suspended for the rest of the preseason schedule Tuesday for his stick-swinging antics, is eligible to return for the regular season.

The Maple Leafs didn’t look particular sharp. Outside of Senators killer Reimer, that is. Reimer, who has an all-time regular season record of 8-1-1 and three shutouts against the Senators, clearly isn’t going to give away his starting job to newcomer Jonathan Bernier without a fight.

He stoned Cowick and Stephane Da Costa on breakaways, robbed Andre Petersson on a 2-on-1 break by sliding across the crease and made outstanding pad stops off Da Costa and Mark Stone.

Through two periods, the only one shot that got by him was a Zack Smith shot between his legs on a partial breakaway.

 The Maple Leafs opened the scoring early in the second, when James Van Riemsdyk displayed his terrific hands, faking out rookie Senators defenceman Michael Sdao and roofing a shot over Lehner.

Lehner had his moments, too, including a trapper save off Clarkson with only 10 seconds left in the middle period. He was also sharp in the final minutes of the game as the Maple Leafs pressed to tie the game.

The other bright spots for the Senators included the defence pairing of Jared Cowen and Patrick Wiercioch, who allowed little in front of Lehner.

Cowen was playing his first game since signing his four-year, $12.4 million contract and Wiercioch looked comfortable and composed, threading the needle to start several breakouts. His pass sent Cowick in all alone on Reimer.

While Cowen and Wiercioch are aiming to establish themselves as a top four tandem, the pairing of Mark Borowiecki and Cody Ceci had an up and down night.

Those two, who will likely make up the top tandem with Binghamton of the AHL to start the season, were bottled up at times inside their own zone. Ceci did, however, showcase his ability to jump into the rush. Borowiecki picked up an assist on Smith’s goal and Ceci registered an assist on Greening’s goal.

DaCosta and Petersson, longshots to make the Senators roster, showcased plenty of chemistry playing together, but they didn’t have an answer for beating Reimer.

The Senators are back in action Wednesday, playing the Montreal Canadiens at the Canadian Tire Centre in the first of a home-and-away series. The Senators travel to Montreal Thursday.

Yes, it's pre-season, but Senators coaches and management have to like what they see from Patrick Wiercioch. Very, very solid game so far

The post-game report: O’Brien gets rewarded for following game plan

Jim O’Brien is in a tough fight to hold on to his spot with the Ottawa Senators, but he’s not changing his attitude or his style on the ice.
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TORONTO — Jim O’Brien is in a tough fight to hold on to his spot with the Ottawa Senators, but he’s not changing his attitude or his style on the ice.

The way he sees it, if you do the right things – in his case, a straight away banging game which involves being a nuisance around opponents nets — you’ll eventually be rewarded.

“They’ve told me how they want me to play and that’s how I’m going to get out there,” said O’Brien, who broke a 1-1 tie early in the third period in Tuesday’s 3-2 exhibition win over the Toronto Maple Leafs at Air Canada Centre.

The puck actually didn’t hit his stick at all. The cross-crease pass from Corey Cowick banked off his skate and past Maple Leafs goaltender James Reimer.

In O’Brien’s mind, it’s as pretty as any goal.

“We talk about playing in our structure and playing the right way, pass, pass, stop at the net,” he said. “It might look like lucky bounces, but those are things we practice all the time. Getting to the net. It’s about repetition and habits. It’s something every day we talk about. You go there, you stop and good things happen. That’s a good example of it.”

At this point, the most likely scenario for O’Brien is that he’s not on the club’s 23-man roster when training camp breaks. Yet in order to assign him to Binghamton of the American Hockey League, O’Brien must clear waivers first, making him available to the NHL’s other 29 teams.

WHAT THEY SAID, WHAT THEY DID: “For me, it’s his maturity and his fitness level. He’s stronger, which makes him quicker. He’s determined, he has a great skill level and a mind for game. In the defensive zone, he won a couple of huge puck battles, which is something he didn’t do two years ago,” Senators coach Paul MacLean, describing Stephane Da Costa, who once again came up empty on the scoresheet, despite his three shots on goal and his several set-ups for Andre Petersson.

Senators sizing up possibilities for Cowen, Wiercioch

Perhaps it’s appropriate that Ottawa Senators defencemen Jared Cowen and Patrick Wiercioch made their debut playing defence together at the Air Canada Centre.
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Pair of 6-5 defenceman start together in preseason game against Maple Leafs

TORONTO — Perhaps it’s appropriate that Ottawa Senators defencemen Jared Cowen and Patrick Wiercioch made their debut playing defence together at the Air Canada Centre.

After all, the combined wing span of the 6-5, 230-pound Cowen and the 6-5, 210-pound Wiercioch is roughly equivalent to that of a small plane.

As exhibition schedule experiments go, the twin towers pairing, unleashed for the first time Tuesday against the Toronto Maple Leafs, offers great potential. The hard-hitting Cowen has the ability to punish opponents physically, while the playmaking Wiercioch can offer up a second wave of offence from defence after Erik Karlsson.

When those two are together, there’s limited space for opponents to move and it could serve as part of the Senators top four on defence, along with Karlsson and Marc Methot.

For all that, it will only work if Wiercioch can adapt to playing on the right side of the ice rather than the left, where he has played his whole life.

“People don’t often think about it, the different reads that you make,” said Wiercioch, a left-handed shot. “Offensively, it’s great walking along the blueline, but (in your own end), you’ve got to get the puck out a little quicker. There are little things that you need to adjust and think about a little more.

“It’s about repetitions and at practice, every time, doing breakouts. Getting back to the puck and getting a feel for it spatially.”

As a left-handed shot, Wiercioch will be on his backhand side against the boards inside the Senators’ blue-line and may not have time to switch to the forehand to clear the puck. Inside the opponent’s blue-line, however, he’s on his forehand when he skates towards the middle of the ice.

Cowen has some familiarity with the situation. His former partner, Sergei Gonchar, was a left-handed shot who preferred playing on the right side.

“He liked it when he played there,” said Cowen, who played his first game of the pre-season Tuesday. “Most of it is just getting minutes played in that position and getting used to it because you feel like a fish out of water a bit. It takes an extra second to get the puck from your forehand to your backhand.”

There’s also a blind spot if you’re going back to retrieve a puck on your backhand, which creates some nervousness, according to Cowen.

“It feels like you’re going to get crushed all the time,” he said.

Cowen isn’t getting ahead of himself about anything just yet. He’s maintaining a well, healthy, attitude when it comes to setting goals for the upcoming season.

“Not to get hurt, that’s the first one,” he said. “It’s hard to have goals when you haven’t played regularly for so long. Even when I returned last season (from surgery to repair an injured hip), I wasn’t really playing like my normal self.

“I just want to come back and be somebody they can depend on.”

Cowen, who missed the opening of camp because of an extended contract fight that ended with him signing a four-year deal worth $12.1 million U.S., says there are no lingering effects from the surgery.

“Compared to how I feel now to when the playoffs were on is night and day, I want to have the ability to push the tempo and I’m not worried about that,” he said. “Hopefully, I can play more minutes. The worst thing for me is to sit on the bench. I just feel (when playing more), I have more rhythm, and, if something bad happens, I can just flush it and get on to the next shift..”

Noteworthy returns

While Clarke MacArthur was playing in Toronto for the first time since leaving the Maple Leafs as a free agent last summer, fellow Senators forward David Dziurzynski was paying his first visit to Air Canada Centre since being knocked out cold by Frazer McLaren in a fight during a game last season.

“I try not to think about it,” said Dziurzynski, who is expected to begin the season with Binghamton of the American Hockey League. “I have to move on and play my game. That is part of the game, a bad thing that happened, but I don’t want to look too much into it.”

LAZAR TREATMENT

When 2013 first-round pick Curtis Lazar finally returned to practice Tuesday after missing two weeks with an injured shoulder, he received a big bonus. With Jason Spezza opting to sit Tuesday out, Lazar took his spot at centre between Milan Michalek and Bobby Ryan.

Lazar said he had felt ready to go for several days, but understood why Senators medical staffers were being cautious. It’s expected that Lazar will get a shot at playing in one of the Senators’ final three pre-season games before being assigned to the major-junior Western Hockey League’s Edmonton Oil Kings.

There was good news all around for the Senators on the injury front on Tuesday. Goaltender Craig Anderson, who wants to play in two more exhibition games, and left-winger Milan Michalek were back on the ice after missing Monday’s workout for “maintenance.” Defenceman Eric Gryba, who had been out with an undisclosed lower body injury, also skated.

Scanlan: Smith, Neil – tough, dependable

Down the road, role players like Smith and Neil will increase in value like a solid growth investment
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Ryan Miller #30 of the Buffalo Sabres makes a save as Chris Neil #25 and Zack Smith #15 of the Ottawa Senators looks for a rebound on February 12, 2013 at Scotiabank Place (Andre Ringuette/NHLI via Getty Images)
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Here’s one sure sign we are still mired in training camp days.

When wannabe coaches pencil in the Senators roster, they usually place Zack Smith and Chris Neil down in the lowest rung of the depth chart.

Wait till the fur flies on the regular season, and see if these two physical forwards don’t find themselves playing valuable minutes for the Senators once again.

This week, Senators head coach Paul MacLean identified Smith and Kyle Turris, both centres, as the two players who probably grew the most among all of MacLean’s young group during Ottawa’s coming-of-age season of 2013.

Turris was asked to step in as No. 1 centre when Jason Spezza went down with a back injury, and Smith became the defensive conscience, assigned to checking the other team’s top lines, when MacLean had last change.

At the other team’s option on line changes, Turris often had to match up against the enemy’s best unit, head to head.

When Smith was in that checking role, most often the rugged Neil was on his right wing. And David Dziurzynski, before being felled by Frazer McLaren of the Toronto Maple Leafs, was on the left side. Later, it became Erik Condra who rounded out a very effective checking line for Ottawa.

In training camp, of course, little gets talked about beyond the top six wing position (Mark Stone’s turn on Tuesday) and the new defensive tandem of Jared Cowen, finally back in action after a contract dispute, and Patrick Wiercioch.

Down the road, though, role players like Smith and Neil will increase in value like a solid growth investment. Not flashy, but dependable.

Both have evolved from what they were once perceived to be.

Neil was a tough guy who literally fought his way into the NHL, then learned to play hockey, parlaying it into a 12-year career, and an assistant captain’s role.

Once, Smith was thought to be a potential Mike Fisher replacement, a point producer with a physical edge. Today, heading into his fourth full season at age 25, he’s valued for his defensive play, including a 52 per cent face off percentage. Think of him as a version of Chris Kelly, who joined Fisher as part of the Senators veteran clear-out sale of 2011.

Both Smith and Neil played more minutes last season than at any time in their NHL careers. So, go ahead, pencil them in as fourth liners for the moment, but know that the shelf life of pre-season depth charts has just about expired.

Smith, and his trademark shaggy hair, and Neil – with the military brush cut – will soon enough trend in the direction of third liners.

Smith averaged 15 minutes and nine seconds per game in 2013, a full one minute per game more than he played the previous season. Neil was at 13:52 per game, the first time since 2006-07 he averaged more than 13 minutes, and back then he was just 13:08.

“When you first come in, you’re doing your darnedest to make the team, whatever it takes to make it,” says Neil, who reached his career high in penalty minutes (231) in his first season, 2001-02, and his career high in points (33) in 2005-06. Last year, Neil had four goals, 12 points and 144 PIM.

“As the game has evolved, the day of being just an enforcer is coming to an end, so you have to step up and play,” Neil said.

It is true, the fighter-only guys are not as plentiful as they were in the 1990s, although the Maple Leafs are doing their best to keep them employed – in Toronto and elsewhere around the league.

Along with expanding his hockey skills, Neil takes pride in leading his team in hits at the ripe age of 33 (he’s now 34). In fact, with 203 hits in the 48-game season, Neil was second only to the New York Islanders hitting machine, Matt Martin, with 234.

Smith, meanwhile, may be asked to play a wing position depending how the forward lines shake out.

Diminutive centre J.G. Pageau is expected to start the season in Ottawa and is not a candidate to play on the wing. His magic is best dispensed from the middle.

MacLean has already said he also prefers to play Mika Zibanejad at centre, although he has also seen action at wing.

“I like Mika at centre, but I’m not going to be stubborn about it,” MacLean said, before the Senators traveled to Toronto for Tuesday’s game against the Leafs.

By now, Smith has learned not to get too worked up about how he is penciled into the lineup. Like the weather back home in Maple Creek, Saskatchewan, positions in Ottawa are subject to sudden fluctuations.

“I played a bit of wing last year, and might do it a bit more, with the amount of centre men we have,” Smith said. Even if he does play wing to a right-handed centre like Zibanejad or Pageau, the left-handed shooting Smith knows he will be called on to win certain draws in his own end.

Just two years ago, Smith was a 14-goal scorer, while tailing off to four goals and 11 assists in the shortened 2013 season. MacLean expects a more confident Smith will be more productive, too.

twitter.com/HockeyScanner
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Buffalo Sabres and Toronto Maple Leafs pile-up during third period NHL hockey action in Toronto, Sunday Sept. 22, 2013. David Clarkson (71) is at right. Frank Gunn/The Canadian Press
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Brawls. Suspensions. Stick-swinging. Enforcers maligned for alleged “code” violations, leading to, strangely enough … more jobs for enforcers!

Welcome to the National Hockey League pre-season. Imagine if these games actually counted?

There’s the rub. If they needed one, players and coaches are receiving a cold, hard reminder that broken jaws and suspensions for leaving a player’s bench are very real even if they stem from “exhibition” play.

“They’re still real games,” Ottawa Senators captain Jason Spezza said Monday, the day after a wild brawl in Toronto sent the NHL war-room folks back to the drawing board to sort out yet another mess that their own culture has created.

This is the same NHL pre-season that has witnessed 10-game suspensions to Phoenix Coyotes enforcer Paul Bissonnette and the Toronto Maple Leafs’ David Clarkson for leaving the players’ benches to join fights and Edmonton Oilers centre Sam Gagner suffering a broken jaw from a stick swung carelessly by Vancouver Canucks winger Zack Kassian, who was suspended for the rest of the pre-season and five regular-season games.

Whatever happened to the days when pre-season hockey meant feisty play by the prospects while veterans quietly tuned up for the season? Exhibition games have been predictably sloppy, but also nasty, this fall.

“People laugh about them and say they’re not good hockey. We’ve been sitting around all summer waiting to play these games,” Spezza said. “They’re still intense. There’s still a lot at stake. If you’re not ready for them, that’s how you get hurt.”

Certainly, Phil Kessel of the Maple Leafs was not “ready” for a behemoth enforcer to engage with him in a fight, which led to Clarkson, the Maple Leafs’ prize off-season acquisition, leaving the bench to join the brawl and, on Monday, receiving notice of his 10-game suspension.

Senators winger Zack Smith believes this case qualifies , with Buffalo Sabres goon John Scott all 6-8 and 270 pounds of him and one goal in 180 career NHL games, going after the Leafs’ best player, Kessel.

“That guy (Scott) is probably the worst player in the league and he goes after a guy like Kessel?” Smith said. “Who knows, maybe Kessel said something or he ran over his dog or something. I don’t know what would make him want to do that.”

What would make him do that might have something to do with Sabres head coach Ron Rolston. It would be refreshing to see the NHL make Rolston accountable for this mess, which began when Scott went after Kessel following a faceoff.

 This event was preceded by a fight between Buffalo’s Corey Tropp and Toronto’s Jamie Devane, who put a hurt on Tropp. To avenge that, or God knows what other perceived slights between two teams playing back-to-back games, Scott told Kessel they were going to have to engage.

Why was Kessel even out there? Because Leafs head coach Randy Carlyle didn’t feel like escalating hostilities. He thought having Kessel’s line on the ice would defuse things. On it goes. The old-school guys in the war room can sort out this old-school mess of codes, honour among thugs and little guys wielding big sticks.

The fact is that the NHL creates a place for big men, so-called policemen, who fight and cannot otherwise play the game. The Oilers went out and acquired one on Monday, Steve MacIntyre, to protect Edmonton’s other stars now that Gagner has been injured.

Scott, of course, was brought in by the Sabres last year after they felt they had been taken advantage of by the Boston Bruins.

Senators enforcer Matt Kassian, a former teammate of Scott, figures his pal had his reasons for pursuing Kessel.

“You hope a situation would never arise where you go after a smaller skilled guy,” Kassian said. “But, at the same time, you’ve got to look out for your teammates, protect your teammates.”

Kassian said he was OK with Kessel’s first use of his stick on a charging Scott, but didn’t like the followup swing.

“The first whack, he’s trying to create space and defend himself, basically, and I wouldn’t have a problem with that one,” Kassian said. “The one I didn’t like was when he was skating around the pile afterwards, and he takes a baseball swing. I think that’s unwarranted.”

As to the last jab, a weak spear attempt by Kessel, Kassian said it was “just kind of funny.”

The Senators should be laughing, all the way to the second game of the regular season, in Toronto on Oct. 5, when Clarkson will be out of Toronto’s lineup for his dumb decision to leave the bench. Even Carlyle could find no excuse for that move.

In Ottawa, head coach Paul MacLean says the ramifications bear repeating to his own players.

“We would certainly tell them not to do that, not to jump off a bench,” MacLean said. “We would really encourage them not to do that. We might have to address that.”

Meanwhile, Spezza was feeling horrible for his buddy “Gags” in Edmonton, dropped by Kassian’s reckless swing of the stick.

“I know Gags,” Spezza said. “He works hard all summer, has a great summer, is looking forward to a new coach.”

And then his mouth is a bloody mess.

“He sent me a picture. It was bad. His teeth were all out,” Spezza said.

Gagner is not expected back in action before late November.

“He will be wired, then wear a cage, for maybe half the year,” Spezza said. “It’s (crappy).”

Like a lot of events in this NHL pre-season.
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Milan Michalek of the Ottawa Senators practices at Bell Sensplex in Ottawa, March 05, 2013. Photo by Jean Levac
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A new week of Ottawa Senators training camp arrived Monday without No. 1 goaltender Craig Anderson and top left-winger Milan Michalek on the ice.

Is it déjà vu all over again for the team that limped through the lockout shortened 2013 National Hockey League season with injury upon injury, including significant setbacks to Anderson and Michalek?

Not according to Senators coach Paul MacLean, who labelled the absences “maintenance days” and said there was “no anticipation of any further delays.”

Michalek has said throughout camp that he feels great. After avoiding surgery and undergoing a non-traditional procedure on his troublesome knee in Germany during the summer — blood was withdrawn, blood protein was separated and then re-injected along with a serum — he has played on a line with centre Jason Spezza and right-winger Bobby Ryan since camp opened.

Mika Zibanejad took Michalek’s spot Monday.

Michalek is not expected to travel to Toronto for Tuesday’s exhibition game against the Maple Leafs, and the Senators are taking no chances, doing everything possible to make sure Michalek is ready for the season opener Oct. 4 in Buffalo.

 Anderson has acknowledged he’s not completely recovered after spraining his right ankle last February and is also trying not to push too hard too soon. So far he has only played two periods in the pre-season, the first two during last Thursday’s 3-2 loss to the Maple Leafs.

Anderson won’t be going to Toronto for Tuesday’s game. Robin Lehner is expected to play the full game in net.

 Lehner says he’s gradually finding his rhythm in the net, “seeing the plays again,” but he understands that he’s playing behind one of the NHL’s elite netminders and must fight hard for as much playing time as possible.

“You can’t hide that, but, of course, you want to try,” Lehner said. “The reality is (Anderson) is a very, very good goaltender, one of the tops in the league, but that’s the way it works for every goalie in the league.”

While Lehner is serving as Anderson’s understudy, MacLean raised a few eyebrows by giving Zibanejad a chance to fill Michalek’s skates, practising with Spezza and Ryan at even strength and on the power play.

MacLean says he liked what he saw.

You can excuse Zibanejad if his head is spinning just a little bit, wondering where he’ll end up next. Last Thursday against Toronto, he played centre with Colin Greening and Chris Neil as wingers. On the weekend, he spent time on right wing, one of the many players who have been tested beside left-winger Clarke MacArthur and centre Kyle Turris. Then came Monday’s experience.

“It’s pre-season and that’s what training camp is for: to see different combinations and to try out different stuff,” Zibanejad said. “I think it’s good for me to kind of jump around and see.”

So, where might he end up next?

“I don’t know,” he said. “Who haven’t I played with yet?”

Zibanejad isn’t expected to play in Toronto.

The most intriguing combination expected to face the Maple Leafs figures to be a line of MacArthur, Turris and Mark Stone, the latest candidate to audition for the opening as second-line right-winger. Cory Conacher and Mike Hoffman are also in the mix.

“All four of the guys (including Zibanejad in that group) bring a different dimension to the game,” MacLean said. “Hoffman brings the dimension of speed and is somebody who can really shoot the puck, Conacher has tenacity and skill with the puck, Mark Stone has size and good hands down around the net, but maybe not as good a skater. Mika brings power and speed and a big shot.”

The Senators still have time and lots of pre-season game action left before they must decide who’s the best fit. After Tuesday, they have a home-and-away series against the Montreal Canadiens on Wednesday and Thursday. The Senators will conclude the exhibition schedule Sunday with split-squad games against the New York Islanders: one contest at Canadian Tire Centre, one in Barrie.

“At some point, we have to decide on one guy,” MacLean said. “But that point isn’t going to be until the end of camp.”

kwarren@ottawacitizen.com

 Twitter.com/Citizenkwarren
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Crunch time at Ottawa Senators camp 

Cody Ceci (right) races Mika Zibanejad down the ice. Ottawa Senators practice at Canadian Tire Centre Friday morning. (Julie Oliver/OttawaCitizen)
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Anyone who’s been through a hockey tryout can understand what Cody Ceci was going through over the weekend.

The stakes are just much, much higher for the Ottawa Senators’ 2012 first-round draft pick.

After more than a week of hard practice, several intrasquad games and three exhibitions, it was time for the team to make some training camp roster decisions Saturday. Players would be split into two groups: One comprised of National Hockey League roster players and prospects with a shot at cracking the roster, another featuring those likely headed for AHL Binghamton or elsewhere.

When the list was finally posted Saturday afternoon, 19-year-old Ceci quickly searched the names and found his in Group A. Relief.

“Yeah, that was a pretty nerve wracking day (Saturday),” Ceci said Sunday. “I saw it in the paper that they were going to cut it down, so I wasn’t sure what group I’d be in, and I’m happy to be here.”

So while the Ottawa 67’s filed in for their afternoon game at Canadian Tire Centre Sunday — a reminder of just how recently Ceci was patrolling Ontario Hockey League rinks — he was busy talking about another chance to prove himself in an NHL pre-season game.

“I felt like I’ve had a pretty strong camp so far,” he said, though he was hard on his own performance in last week’s exhibition in Saskatoon. “I wish I could have shown more stuff in the game — it was kind of chippy and not much happened. Other than that, I think I’ve been having a pretty strong camp and I’m happy with the way things are going.”

There also appears to be a spot on the roster that wasn’t there a week ago. Fellow defenceman Eric Gryba hasn’t skated since suffering an undisclosed injury early in camp, and if it continues to nag him into the regular season, the Senators will be looking for a seventh defenceman.

Paul MacLean wouldn’t shed any light on timelines, except to point out that the door was open a crack.

“I’m not going to say (how long Gryba will be out), but I do know one man’s injury is another man’s opportunity, and that hasn’t changed since the start of organized sport,” MacLean said. “If somebody’s out, somebody has to take his place, and that’s an opportunity for someone.”

Ceci will be battling with Binghamton veteran Mark Borowiecki for that opportunity.

Borowiecki was a pretty Zen about the whole situation, if only because the 24-year-old has been in this situation several times before.

“It’s always exciting when you’re practicing with the big guys,” he said. “I think the key I’ve kind of figured out for training camp over the years is there’s no ups and no downs — you’ve just got to take it each day as it comes, you know, just go about your business.”

Ceci knows he needs to be better in his own zone to earn a spot and Borowiecki knows he needs to improve at the other end of the ice.

“I think they know that I can hit, fight, block shots and play that game, but I want to show that I can be and impact player with the puck too, and that’s something I’ve been working on this summer,” he said.

MacLean referred to 6-1, 200-pound Borowiecki as a “known quantity,” adding he likes the player’s skating and physicality. He is “close” to being ready for this level, the coach said.

As for Ceci, management is still trying to assess what he can bring to the table. They like his skating and shooting ability, but MacLean didn’t go into much more detail than that.

The Senators play four days this week — a back-to-back-to-back set from Tuesday-Thursday and split-squad games Sunday, so MacLean, general manager Bryan Murray and assistant GM Tim Murray will have an opportunity to assess who deserves to be here and who doesn’t.

That goes for the forward group as well, where a picture is starting to form.

MacLean cautioned not to read into Sunday’s lines too much, but for those inclined to take educated guesses, it appears bubble wingers Mark Stone and Mike Hoffman are running out of time to unseat either Jean-Gabriel Pageau or Cory Conacher for a roster spot.

After several players cycled through the open second-line winger spot next to Kyle Turris and Clarke MacArthur over the past week, Conacher was back there Sunday morning. Centre Pageau took reps with two established NHLers as well (Zack Smith, who has shifted to wing, and Erik Condra).

Shane Prince, one of the other maybes for that second line early in camp, was assigned to B Group at the Bell Sensplex Sunday.

While neither he nor anyone else there appears to have a shot at sticking in the capital, there’s still time to throw a Hail Mary. The Senators will draw from both groups to get through this busy week of games, and a particularly outstanding performance (think hat trick or better) would be tough to ignore.

Still, hopefuls are officially on the clock.

LAZAR NEARS RETURN

The Senators’ 2013 first-round pick is back on skates after getting injured early in camp. Curtis Lazar is listed in Group A and took the ice prior to full practice Sunday.

“He’s only an 18-year-old kid, so we want to really make sure that he’s fully, 100 per cent healthy and ready to go before we get him up here,” MacLean said.

Twitter.com/SensReporter
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Wing tryouts continue as Zibanejad joins second line 

Mika Zibanejad (L) looks to pass the puck with Nikolai Kulemin (R) closing in during the third period as the Ottawa Senators take on the Toronto Maple Leafs in pre-season NHL action at Canadian Tire Centre, September 19, 2013, in Kanata, Ontario. (Wayne Cuddington / Ottawa Citizen)
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Mika Zibanejad has been a centreman throughout his hockey career, so he was a bit surprised when he arrived at the Canadian Tire Centre Saturday to find out he’d be lining up on the right wing beside Kyle Turris and Clarke MacArthur for an Ottawa Senators intrasquad game.

No matter, he said. If that’s what it takes to help out the team — which still hasn’t managed to identify someone to fill that key top six position after watching Cory Conacher and Mike Hoffman take reps there – he’s willing to try anything.

So what was the verdict after playing three 20-minute periods against his colleagues?

“I was not used to it at the beginning,” he said. “I think the longer the game went, the more and more comfortable (it got) and I got into the game better and found some chemistry with (Turris and MacArthur.”

Zibanejad, who’s used to relying on his speed to find open space, said one of the biggest adjustments was making the constant stops and starts required of wingers, rather than just flowing up and down the ice helping in both zones.

“I think it’s good for me, and if I can play both, it’s perfect,” he said. “I think a bit more time and it could be something good.”

Zibanejad scored seven goals and 13 assists in 42 games last season playing mostly as a centre.

While the Senators’ first line of Milan Michalek, Jason Spezza and Bobby Ryan will be given plenty of time to succeed or fail as this season gets underway, the rest of the forward corps is in flux.

The strong play of diminutive rookie Jean-Gabriel Pageau is forcing the team to adjust on the fly. When camp began, Pageau was considered a possibility to fill that winger role, but the natural centre is tenacious in the faceoff circle.

He lined up with Chris Neil on his right and Colin Greening on his left for the intrasquad game, which the red team won 1-0 on a goal by Binghamton-bound Cole Schneider.

Senators coach Paul MacLean said the team likes Zibanejad as a centre, but the preseason is a time for experimentation.

“There’s a potential for it,” he said. “We can’t go past the fact that if he can go there and make us a better team, by all means we’re going to be able to do that.

“It’s something we wanted to see in a scrimmage, a more controlled situation than in a game, but moving forward, it’s a possibility.”

On Sunday, the team will split into two groups — one filled mostly with NHL players and bubble prospects, the other will players slated to eventually head down to Binghamton. The main group will have six forward lines, four defence pairs and two goalies – Craig Anderson and Robin Lehner.

Here’s how the lines looked Saturday.

Dziurzynski-Grant-Robinson

 Greening-Pageau-Neil

 Hoffman-Da Costa-Stone

 Cowick-O’Brien-Condra

 Kramer-Hamilton-Hobbs

 MacArthur-Turris-Zibanejad

 Michalek-Spezza-Ryan

 Conacher-Smith-Petersson

Other wingers: Matt Puempel, Matt Kassian

Methot-Karlsson

 Claesson-New/Corvo

 Cowen-Wiercioch

 Borowiecki-Ceci

 Blood-Rutkowski

 Phillips-Wideman

FAN FEST SUCCESS

The intrasquad game also served as a chance for fans to get an up-close look at the players who will make up this years edition of the team and future squads as well.

The team said about 6,000 people took in activities that included the game, autograph sessions and a “fan press conference.”

Scanlan: Tiny yet tenacious, Pageau still turning heads

He’s an old-school kind of player, J.G. Pageau.
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Scanlan: Tiny yet tenacious, Pageau still turning heads 

Jean-Gabriel Pageau practices at Canadian Tire Centre Friday morning. (Julie Oliver/OttawaCitizen)
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He’s an old school kind of player, J.G. Pageau.

So why wouldn’t he turn to an old family remedy to heal a cut and swelling under his right eye?

“My mom gave me a poultice and it worked pretty good,” said Pageau, the Ottawa Senators centre from Gatineau. “She put a tea bag on there so it wouldn’t swell.”

Worked like a charm. Following the Senators’ 3-2 loss to the Toronto Maple Leafs Thursday, the area beneath Pageau’s eye looked nasty, but a day later the swelling was gone and the cut diminished.

What never seems to diminish is the reverence for the 20-year-old Pageau in the eyes of the organization. The incident that caused the cut was typical Pageau — the little centre battling along the boards with Toronto’s Nazem Kadri, who was becoming increasingly annoyed by Pageau’s persistence (he also had Kadri’s number in the faceoff circle — 82 per cent overall to Kadri’s 46 per cent).

As Pageau and Kadri got entangled, David Clarkson of the Maple Leafs ripped Pageau’s helmet off his head, and Pageau wound up being gouged by his own helmet. Clarkson received an unsportsmanlike penalty, but Pageau got a double minor and the Leafs went on the power play — where Kadri scored.

Senators general manager Bryan Murray was amazed, first by the non-call against Kadri, but moreover by yet another head-turning performance for Pageau, a Senators playoff hero in the spring (with his hat trick versus the Montreal Canadiens) who didn’t mind slumming it in the rookie NHL tournament a couple of weeks ago.

“Our best player was Pageau,” Murray said Friday, reflecting on his team’s play versus the Leafs. “I said, ‘how is this possible?’ He seems to be one guy that’s fighting like crazy to be on this hockey team.”

While fans turned out (though not in huge numbers) to watch the top line of Jason Spezza, Bobby Ryan and Milan Michalek, they likely went home talking about the little pepper pot trio of Pageau, Shane Prince and Andre Petersson. Pageau and Petersson had four shots on goal each and Petersson scored a goal. Pageau, as usual, was the centre of attention.

“He’s playing with a couple of young guys, and that line’s a pretty good line, it tells you lots about him,” Murray said. “How hard he plays, how smart he is, how competitive, he’s the one guy that gets into a scrum with one of the better players from Toronto because the guy is frustrated playing against him.”

The Senators were especially impressed with Pageau’s ability to win faceoffs in his own end, the kind of savvy skill usually associated with veteran NHL centres.

“His hockey IQ is really high, we know that,” Murray said. “(Assistant GM) Tim (Murray) said it better, ‘he’s just a guy that finds a way to play against good players on the other team and comes out on top quite often.’ And that’s really the key.”

‘NUISANCE’ IN CIRCLE

Spezza, the new Senators captain, said he first recognized Pageau’s faceoff ability when Pageau was in his first Senators camp as an 18-year-old, fourth-round pick. Unheralded.

‘We played intra-squad his first training camp and I noticed him being a bit of a nuisance on faceoffs,” says Spezza, laughing. “That’s how I recognized him the first time around.

“Those little guys are tricky sometimes,” Spezza says. “They get in there with their little short sticks, and they’re low (to the ice).”

Spezza, like Erik Karlsson and others, has already anointed Pageau as a member of this team. And why not? He clearly will be. AHL Binghamton will have to do without him.

“I like his tenacity on the puck, I like his attitude,” Spezza says. “He wants the puck all the time, you can tell he’s hungry to make plays happen. As a young guy, you can tend to be passive and watch the game too much, and he lets the game come to him. He’s got that offensive instinct, seems like he’s in the right place at the right time.

Spezza also notes Pageau’s ability to play “bigger than he is.

“The only way have success when you’re that size is to be gritty.”

Of course, Pageau recognized that years ago in minor hockey.

“I don’t like to lose, so I try to give everything I have — in the game and even in the practice,” Pageau said. “All the sacrifice that is needed, I’m ready to do it. If it will help the team, I’m ready to do anything.”

At 5-9 and about 170 pounds, Pageau feels compelled to outwork larger players, “show I can play here.” As for his growing acumen in the faceoff circle, Pageau has learned tips from Spezza and knows a good faceoff percentage can help him stay in the lineup.

Kadri might be seeing a lot more of Pageau this season.

wscanlan@ottawacitizen.com
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Ottawa Senators prospects weren’t the only ones making an audition Thursday against the Toronto Maple Leafs. 

The NHL’s hybrid icing experiment was also on display, as a pre-season experiment. Most players, and management types seem to like it, and don’t be surprised if it becomes a full time rule for the regular season. 

Essentially, linesmen have the option of blowing the whistle on an icing if the defenceman is leading the race to the puck by the time he reaches the defensive zone faceoff circle. This can be a judgment call in cases where the charging forward and the D-man are both close to the circle. 

The goal is to reduce unnecessary collisions and injuries on simple icing plays. 

“I like it,” said Senators Marc Methot. “As a defenceman it protects me. I know it’s going to be hard for linesmen because they have to make a lot of judgment calls and I’m sure they’re going to take a lot of heat from coaches, but that’s the game. And if you can protect the players as far as I’m concerned you’re making the right call.”

Senators head coach Paul MacLean concurs that hybrid icing would help remove one potential hazard from hockey. (Minor hockey has no-touch or automatic icing, and this new rule is a compromise). 

“The game has become dangerous the last couple of years, especially for defencemen,” MacLean said. “It should make the game safer and we’re all for that.” 

Defenceman Patrick Wiercioch has had more experience with the hybrid system than some of his teammates – the AHL experimented with it last season. 

“I like it,” Wiercioch said. “We played a bit with it in the American League last year, it gives you that competitiveness to get back for the puck but takes away a bit of that risk – two guys reaching in, one stick a bit ahead of another. 

“Skates can catch, anything within that five foot range of the boards is pretty risky. 

Wiercioch says the hardest read for officials is on a wrap icing, where the puck enters one side and veers around the other, where a forward or defenceman may approach from different angles. 

“At that point maybe the tie goes to the offence to keep the game moving,” Wiercioch says. 

“It’s a step in the right direction and I’d like it to stick around.” 

Senators GM Bryan Murray believes it will, as the league may institute the rule in time for the regular season. 

ODE TO HASEK

After playing the first two periods of Wednesday’s game, goaltender Craig Anderson didn’t return to the Senators bench for the third period, leading to speculation he may have been injured. He’s not, he says. 

“I’m physically fine,” Anderson said. “I wasn’t scheduled to play the last 20 there and just came into the room and got undressed. It wasn’t really planned but at the same time there were no issues making the switch.”

Asked if he was taking a veteran’s prerogative by not sitting on the bench, Anderson said: 

“You can call it a Dominik Hasek move, I don’t know. He pulled a few of those when he was here, didn’t he?”

As with Hasek and his injury issues, there has been some concern among the fan base that Anderson is not fully healed from a high ankle sprain suffered in February. 

“I don’t really notice it, I played with it in the playoffs,” Anderson said. “I wasn’t taping it all summer. If I don’t tape, I definitely notice it a bit but now that we’re back into the taping and the treatment, I’m not going to notice it.”

SPLIT SQUADS 

By Sunday, the Senators expect to split into two groups, a 26 to 28-man NHL group and a second bunch comprised of players eventually headed to AHL Binghamton. The Bingo group will stick around as the Senators have three games in three nights next week, including a split-roster game against the New York Islanders Sept. 29, with a game here and in Barrie. 

Goalies Craig Anderson and Robin Lehner are expected to play two full games each next week. 

At the moment, there are 52 players in camp. After the groups are divided, the NHL side will likely have six forward lines and eight defencemen, plus two goalies.

Saturday’s featured event is the fan fest red-and-white intra-squad game at 11 a.m. in the Canadian Tire Centre. 

Afterward, it’s down to business, head coach Paul MacLean with his group, and Binghamton coach Luke Richardson with his. 

“When the team gets together they’re practicing against – NHL players,” MacLean said. “It’s not an experiment anymore.

“When the group practices together, the execution is better, the attention to detail is better and the speed is better. That’s going to help us a lot. 

Captain Jason Spezza also looks forward to working with a smaller group, and “more of a semblance of a team.

“You take camp in steps, and the next step is to get together more as a group,” Spezza said. 

One aspect of their game the Senators will work on next week is a power play that was 0-for-4 against the Leafs. Despite not scoring, the power play generated chances and is bound to produce with the personnel involved. 

Back to the drawing board. And the camp grind. 

“Some days you wake up and it sucks,” Spezza said, “you’d rather have the regular season starting but it’s a good process, a process that benefits us.

TOP SIX SPOT

 The competition for the right wing position on the second line continues. Look for one of the other candidates to get pre-season action on the Kyle Turris-centered line. Cory Conacher has had that spot since camp opened. 

“No one else has been put there and given a game,” Murray said. “That’s the next step now. Paul might try one or two different candidates.”

That could include Mike Hoffman, Andre Petersson, Mark Stone and/or Shane Prince. 

twitter.com/HockeyScanner
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Patrick Wiercioch demurred earlier this week when asked if he was eyeing a spot on the Ottawa Senators’ scary-looking first power play unit this season.
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Patrick Wiercioch (left) and Chris Neil. Ottawa Senators practice at the Canadian Tire Centre in Ottawa. (Chris Mikula / Ottawa Citizen)
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Patrick Wiercioch demurred earlier this week when asked if he was eyeing a spot on the Ottawa Senators’ scary-looking first power play unit this season.

He wasn’t about to brag about what he could bring to a group that includes star centre Jason Spezza, sniper Bobby Ryan, fleet-footed Milan Michalek and former Norris Trophy-winner Erik Karlsson, either.

“I mean, you’ve got four guys, for sure, that are all-star quality on that unit,” Wiercioch, 23, said in an interview. “It would even be a privilege just to be on the second unit.

“Those four guys, they gain a lot of attention, so the fifth guy on that power play has got to be able to get open and really be useful out there (and) be willing to shoot.”

Who could blame Wiercioch for stepping lightly here? He arrived on the Senators’ scene in 2010 with all the hype of a Jerry Bruckheimer blockbuster and produced the same level of disappointment when people actually got a first-hand look at the product. The prediction that he could soon help what was then a badly-struggling squad was one few prospects could live up to, especially for a player with such a raw approach to the game.

It was only when that hype died down and some started referring to Wiercioch as an underachiever that he found his own comfort level, starting the slow climb back up the organizational depth chart.

Drafted in the second round (42nd overall) by the Senators in 2008, he quickly established himself as a blue chipper in management’s eyes. But when the University of Denver standout graduated to the professional game — joining the AHL Binghamton Senators two years later — he found himself in unfamiliar territory.

Always the go-to guy throughout his career, suddenly he was getting much less ice time, watching more experienced players jumped over the boards in the opening and dying minutes of critical games. During the B-Sens’ run to the 2010-2011 Calder Cup, Wiercioch contributed but a single assist in 15 playoff games.

His confidence took a beating as a result.

In an interview late in 2011 AHL season, just as Wiercioch started to turn the corner, then-Binghamton coach Kurt Kleinendorst explained the situation.

“I think that the early expectations that were placed on him were a little bit unfair,” he said. “I just feel like, once I got to know Patty a little bit, it wasn’t really fair. I saw what it had done to him. It built him up and he thought he was so close.”

After Kleinendorst convinced Wiercioch that he wasn’t there yet, but that he could be soon if he was willing to work hard, the lanky blueliner started to improve on and off the ice.

And just as he found his footing, Wiercioch was tripped up again.

A fluke play and a puck to the throat knocked Wiercioch out of the lineup for seven weeks the following season, though not being able to play hockey was the least of his concerns at the time. He was unconscious for two days and awoke to find he couldn’t speak (his voice finally returned two weeks later). A liquid diet also caused him to drop 20-25 pounds, a big number for even the bulkiest of players. That he outpaced all recovery time estimates was a testament to his newfound commitment to the game.

That commitment culminated in his big-league breakthrough last season. Wiercioch made it into 42 NHL games, scoring five goals and 14 assists to finish second in scoring among rookie defencemen.

There was more to his campaign below the surface. Fan blog The 6th Sens crunched some more numbers, noting 71 per cent of those assists were primary ones. Wiercioch also averaged almost two shots per game and had the third-best even strength scoring chance differential on the team (plus-32) behind former captain Daniel Alfredsson and Karlsson. He was also second in relative Corsi – a statistical measure that tracks puck possession — though he did benefit from playing lower on the depth chart against weaker opponents.

That advantage should dissipate this year. The 15:42 in average ice time he put up last season figures to increase — especially if he can land that first unit PP spot and hang onto it — and he can expect more important minutes against top lines. Wiercioch was second (22:07) behind Karlsson in ice time in Ottawa’s Thursday night loss to the Toronto Maple Leafs and played a full five minutes on the power play.

He gave that PP group a passing grade, with some room for improvement.

“Obviously, I thought we had some really good chances (Thursday) night,” he said. “We weren’t able to put it in the back of the net, but I mean, we did at the very least keep the momentum going on the power play, got some shots, and I’m sure once we get a little more practice in, we’ll be clicking a little better.”

The Senators are currently trying him out on his off point at even strength — he played the right side as a left-handed shooter in Thursday’s game — raising the possibility of a second pair featuring Wiercioch and Jared Cowen.

Wiercioch called the switch “a work in progress.

“Obviously I thought there was times I felt really comfortable offensively on that side of the puck, but defensively it’s going to take some time getting used to it, just working on your pivots both ways.”

Senators coach Paul MacLean didn’t seem too concerned about it though.

“He made some great outlet passes to spring (Jean-Gabriel) Pageau, the way he passed it from playing on the right side, we were encouraged by how he played,” he said. “I thought he was good. I thought the way he skated and saw the ice was very encouraging. The defensive part of it didn’t seem to be a big issue for him.”

So all in all, not a bad debut. But after everything Wiercioch has been through, he wouldn’t dare assume anything has been written in stone (even with a three-year, $6 million deal in his back pocket).

“I still feel like I’m fighting for a spot,” he said upon his arrival in Ottawa. “I want to come into camp hungry, earn my spot and show the coaching staff I can maybe play a bigger role, and hopefully be utilized in different situations in the game.”

— With files from Wayne Scanlan

Twitter.com/SensReporter
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Senators coach Paul MacLean insists it’s no big deal, but the club raised some eyebrows when goaltender Craig Anderson didn’t return to the bench following the second intermission.

Anderson, who stopped 15 of 17 shots while playing the first two periods of Thursday’s 3-2 exhibition loss to the Toronto Maple Leafs, was originally scheduled to play only 40 minutes.

However, he didn’t return to the bench when Nathan Lawson took over to play the third period. Instead, Andrew Hammond, the back-up to the back-up, took his spot.

“He wasn’t going to play the third period, so we took him out and put Hammond there,” said MacLean. “(Hammond) couldn’t play unless the other guy (Lawson) got hurt.”

The first question mark for Friday is whether Anderson will practice.

The post-game report: What they said

The coach, the captain and Pageau talk post-game.
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Jean-Gabriel Pageau is cut and bloodied after a fight. (Wayne Cuddington / Ottawa Citizen)
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Senators coach Paul MacLean:

“After the halfway point of the game, the Leafs took over the game. I thought particularly (Maple Leafs goaltender) Drew MacIntyre (was sharp)…we were in on him four times when the game was (1-0) and he kept it (1-0) and that ended up being a big momentum shift for them and they took advantage. They played harder than we did and probably worked harder than we did in the second half of the game.”

“The (Jean-Gabriel) Pageau line with (Andre) Petersson and Shane Prince was very good. I thought Patrick Wiercioch, playing on the right side, made a number of good outlet passes that sprang people. I didn’t mind the way that Ryan and even Spezza played.”

“The young players that were in the game gave a good account of themselves again”

“(Pageau) is playing well and if he continues to play well, he’s going to make it very difficult (to send him to Binghamton). Those are hard decisions. His game has been very consistent.”

Senators captain Jason Spezza:

”Our power play wasn’t very good, but we haven’t rreally worked on it, but I would imagine in the next week or so, we’re going to spend a lot of time on special teams. I wasn’t happy with how the power play was, but other than that, I thought we created a lot of chances.”

”We did some good things, but at times I think we got a bit sloppy. We have to be better in third periods, but for an exhibition game, I thought we did some good things at times. The guys worked hard. We could have pulled away a little bit at one point, but just couldn’t finish our chances. Got to learn from that one and move on.”

”I’m a big fan of Pageau. He creates a lot out there, he has great hockey sense. He competes. He’s a little guy, but he’s always going to the dangerous areas. He’s definitely putting his best foot forward and playing real well.”

Jean-Gabriel Pageau:

”We had a couple of good chances and when you have chances, that’s good. When you don’t have chances, that’s when you start to think about what you can do better. The line was skating pretty well. We put pucks on net. You never know when it can go in.”

”I really like playing with the big team, especially the home games. I just want to make all the sacrifices, do everything I can, work as hard as I can every day and give my best chance (to make the team).”

Karlsson skating like old times

Erik Karlsson is starting to skate like the Karlsson of old.
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Erik Karlsson is starting to skate like the Karlsson of old.

Maybe head coach Paul MacLean figures the more Karlsson skates, the sooner he will be all the way back. How else to explain 29 minutes played for EK65?

Afterward, Karlsson was soaked in sweat, but otherwise in great spirits.

“It was an intense game,” Karlsson said. “We did some good things. They were just a little bit better around both nets than we were.”

Despite going 0 for 4 on the power play, Karlsson thought it created a lot of chances. Captain Jason Spezza said he expects the team will focus on special teams over the final week-plus of camp.

“Our breakouts today were really good,” Karlsson said. “I think we got in the zone nearly every time. The small details aren’t there, yet, but it’s early in the season and everybody’s going to feel more comfortable with the puck. The chemistry is definitely there.”

WIERCIOCH PRAISED

Karlsson liked what he saw from fellow defenceman Patrick Wiercioch, named the game’s second star.

“I think he’s improved a lot. He’s matured a lot this summer and has worked hard to get where he is. He should feel good about himself and he’s going to keep improving.”

Wiercioch has a huge opportunity this season to be a top four defenceman and replace Sergei Gonchar’s minutes. He made several slick breakout passes and moved the puck out of danger.

Two points and a plus two don’t hurt either.

Sure, it’s only the pre-season, but Wiercioch is trying to establish a presence early on.

twitter.com/hockeyscanner

Scanlan: Hope for a rivalry renewed

Great rivalries in sport don’t go away, they just sit on a back burner occasionally before the heat fires up again.
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Chris Neil manhandles Nazem Kadri under the watchful eye of the ref. (Wayne Cuddington / Ottawa Citizen)
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Great rivalries in sport don’t go away, they just sit on a back burner occasionally before the heat fires up again.

There is nothing like a fall playoff between the Yankees and Red Sox, but in recent years they’ve had trouble co-ordinating contending seasons, causing baseball fans to pine for the days when Don Zimmer was lumbering to the mound to get at Pedro Martinez.

Historically, Dallas and Washington have a fierce football rivalry, but the reality over the past bunch of NFL seasons is that each team has enough concerns over its own mediocrity to worry about the other much.

Here in the nation’s capital, we like to think the Senators have a wholesome dislike of their closest Canadian rivals – and the inaugural 2013 spring playoff against the Montreal Canadiens has raised that one a notch.

As for the Senators and Toronto Maple Leafs, these have been lean times, and yet there are still embers smouldering from the four playoff meetings between 2000-2004. With the Leafs in town for a pre-season tilt, conversation turned to possibilities those embers could ignite into flames in 2013-14.

Consider the elements.

DEFECTOR: Top-six Senators forward Clarke MacArthur, who wore the blue and white of the Leafs for the past three seasons, jumped ship over the summer in a rare move between the provincial rivals. MacArthur should get an interesting reception at the ACC and by the Leafs.

SPICE: Bobby Ryan, Ottawa’s other new forward addition, might have west coast roots in the NHL, but he experienced the tough love of head coach Randy Carlyle in Anaheim, and Carlyle now runs the bench of the Maple Leafs. Never mind that a more mature Ryan understands how Carlyle actually helped him grow as a player – Ryan will still enjoy putting on a show at the ACC and CTC. Added spice – Ryan and Leafs star forward Phil Kessel have a personal rivalry dating back to their Bantam hockey days in the U.S.

‘SEA’ MATES: While the Leafs and Senators have long been division rivals, now they’re lumped together in this new Atlantic Division, with a greater chance of meeting each other in the postseason because of the changed playoff format. That is, IF both can qualify for the playoffs.

Considering the Eastern Conference now has two more teams than the west, and only three berths from each division plus a couple of wild cards qualify for playoffs, the regular season meetings take on added meaning. The Leafs and Senators meet just four times, so book tickets early.

“Now games (against each other) are more significant, that’s for sure,” said Senators captain Jason Spezza, one of the few veterans in the room to have played a playoff game against the Leafs. With Daniel Alfredsson gone, only Spezza, Chris Phillips and Chris Neil bear Battle of Ontario playoff scars.

Spezza agrees the Battle of Ontario is in need of a resurgence.

“For a few years there, we were both out of the playoffs, and it’s hard to call it a battle when you’re out of the playoffs,” Spezza said. “Both teams are better now.”

For the first time in nearly a decade, the Leafs and Senators qualified together for the 2013 postseason, but did not meet head to head, to the relief or chagrin of many in this city. In the past five seasons, Ottawa has missed the playoffs twice while the Leafs’ 2013 contention was their first playoff appearance since 2004 – which coincidentally was their most recent playoff meeting with Ottawa.

The new NHL alignment is a completely different animal – the top three in each division getting in, along with the wild cards. One could as easily imagine a scenario wherein the Leafs and Senators are battling for berths down to the wire – or not.

“We haven’t played in this new division so it’s hard to say how it’s hard to say how it’s going to be,” Spezza said. “And if you both have good seasons and make the playoffs, you’re playing each other in the playoffs probably,” Spezza said, referencing the divisional playoff between the second and third place teams.

RYAN ON RIVALRY

Ryan said he was looking forward to gauging the “intensity” of the crowd, even if it was only pre-season. Not surprisingly, the building was neither full nor rowdy, although the Senators’ half of the Ottawa-Toronto split cheered lustily when Ryan’s name was announced for assisting on the game’s first goal, by Fredrik Claesson.

SYMPATHIES

Like the rest of us, Senators players live and work in the region, and were taken aback by the horrific train-bus crash on Wednesday. Even on a game day, thoughts were with the victims and their families.

“It’s a sad day for the community when you see something like that happen,” Spezza said. “You wish all the best to the people that were injured, you wish them a safe recovery. You hope that they can find out what happened and prevent it from happening again.”

There was a moment of silence prior to the game to honour the victims.

wscanlan@ottawacitizen.com

 Twitter.com/HockeyScanner

Senators take the good with the bad

Dave Bolland’s goal midway through the third period broke a 2-2 deadlock and sent the blue-and-white dressed fans home happy from Canadian Tire Centre Thursday, but let’s try to put the exhibition schedule into some kind of perspective.
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Carl Gunnarsson (L) holds Bobby Ryan off the puck in the first period as the Ottawa Senators take on the Toronto Maple Leafs in pre-season NHL action at Canadian Tire Centre, September 19, 2013, in Kanata, Ontario. (Wayne Cuddington / Ottawa Citizen)
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Dave Bolland’s goal midway through the third period broke a 2-2 deadlock and sent the blue-and-white dressed fans home happy from Canadian Tire Centre Thursday, but let’s try to put the exhibition schedule into some kind of perspective.

The Maple Leafs’ 3-2 win ended the Senators’ mini winning streak to open the pre-season schedule, but there are two vastly different elements going on.

Some things are all about fine-tuning for the real deal that begins in a couple of weeks.

On Thursday, for instance, Senators fans at CTC received their initial first-hand look at the line of Milan Michalek, Jason Spezza and Bobby Ryan. As far as chemistry goes, there’s clearly still plenty of work to be done, as the unit delivered a spotty, inconsistent performance, looking out of sync at times on the power play.

Then there was number No. 1 goalie Craig Anderson, seeing his first action since last May against the Pittsburgh Penguins and aiming to shake off some summer rust. Anderson looked fine enough, at least until a couple of defensive breakdowns led to a pair of Maple Leafs goals only 19 seconds apart late in the second period. Anderson finished with 15 saves on 17 shots, giving way to Binghamton-bound Nathan Lawson for the third period.

While it’s a given that the big line will receive big minutes and Anderson will get the nod when the regular season opens Oct. 4 in Buffalo, the situation is so much different for the prospects pushing to get noticed — any way they can.

In that respect, the small but speedy line of Shane Prince (5-11, 186 pounds) Jean-Gabriel Pageau (5-9, 172 pounds) and Andre Petersson (5-9, 179 pounds) showed plenty of spirit all game long.

Petersson tied the game 2-2 with a pretty backhand off the post behind Maple Leafs goaltender Drew MacIntyre with only six seconds left in the second period. MacIntyre stopped him on a 2-on-1 break early in the third period.

The unit was dangerous throughout, beginning with their opening shift, when Prince drew a cross-checking penalty after the Maple Leafs couldn’t contain the pesky forwards.

Senators coach Paul MacLean says it’s all about consistency, wanting all three to showcase an all-around game night after night.

While there’s no guarantee Pageau will stick around — he can be sent to the minors without passing through waivers — he appears to cement his status every game he plays. Always sound defensively, he was one of the first forwards over the bench to kill penalties Thursday. MacIntyre stopped him on a short-handed breakaway in the third period. For good measure, Pageau delivered a huge check on Maple Leafs centre Nazem Kadri, running him hard into the boards and taking a stick to the face in the process.

Unfortunately for the Senators, Kadri, who didn’t receive a penalty on the play, got his revenge on the power play, tying the game 1-1. Mason Raymond gave the Leafs their 2-1 lead only 19 seconds later.

Petersson, who was all but gone from the organization before imploring the Senators to give him another shot in the summer, tied the game before the period ended.

“I just want to out there and do my best,” Petersson said before Thursday’s game. “I just want to shine in front of the guys, the management and coaches. That’s what I think about it. We’re not the biggest line, but I think we might be the quickest, though.”

While Petersson is trying to make good with his second chance, Prince, the former Ottawa 67’s star, has added defensive awareness to his offensive touch. Thursday’s game was the second exhibition contest of his career — the first one came two years ago — but he was doing his best to not be overwhelmed.

“I can’t make things too complicated,” he said beforehand. “I have to keep it simple. Use my speed and skill and have fun.”

The line definitely had its moments, enough that the players should get another look — if not together than with different linemates.

What else to take out of Thursday’s win/loss?

Defenceman Fredrik Claesson, likely ticketed for Binghamton, scored the lone first period goal, with Ryan introducing himself to Senators fans with an assist.

Defenceman Patrick Wiercioch showed some deft touch with crisp open ice passes, Mika Zibanejad looked confident, regularly driving through the middle with power wingers Colin Greening and Chris Neil on either side and Erik Karlsson showed occasional flashes of how quickly he can jump into the rush. Lawson, who faced 10 shots in third period, made some outstanding stops, including a trapper save off Carter Ashton which should be seen over and over again on great save highlights.

On the downside though, the Senators were often sloppy in their own end and the power play looked nowhere near regular season form.

Twitter.com/Citizenkwarren

Senators notebook: Tuck talk news to Zibanejad

Even though the National Hockey League’s jersey police are on the lookout for players who commit the unseemly crime of tucking their team shirts into their pants, it was news to Ottawa Senators centre Mika Zibanejad — at least before Thursday’s game against the Toronto Maple Leafs.
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Mika Zibanejad is reflected in the glass as the Ottawa Senators practice at the Consol Energy Center in Pittsburgh, Pennsylvania, prior to Game 2 of the NHL's Eastern Conference semi-final against the Pittsburgh Penguins. (Wayne Cuddington / Ottawa Citizen)
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Even though the National Hockey League’s jersey police are on the lookout for players who commit the unseemly crime of tucking their team shirts into their pants, it was news to Ottawa Senators centre Mika Zibanejad — at least before Thursday’s game against the Toronto Maple Leafs.

“Oh, really? No, I hadn’t heard about that,” Zibanejad said, when told about the penalty Carolina Hurricanes winger Alex Semin received Wednesday for having his jersey tucked into his pants.

Zibanejad wears loose fitting pants and often dips down when he skates forward, meaning that his jersey becomes wedged in the pants during his shifts, exposing the back pad on his pants.

That has become a no-no in the NHL. Now that the league is adopting a strict “no tuck” standard, Zibanejad is in danger of being sent to the penalty box for what amounts to a wardrobe malfunction.

Players failing to meet the standard are first being given a warning, followed by a two-minute minor penalty. Persistent violations could land a player a 10-minute misconduct or a game misconduct.

Ultimately, Zibanejad may be forced to alter his equipment.

“The problem is that my pants are so big, that (the jersey) goes in when I skate, because I skate really low,” Zibanejad said. “I never tuck in my shirt. I start the game with it out and it comes in. It just goes in and tucks in by itself. If you notice, it’s always on the same side.”

It all seems a little bit silly, or “stupid,” in the estimation of Washington Capitals star Alex Ovechkin.

While Ovechkin’s decision to wear his jersey half tucked in is at least partly rooted in style — a style made famous by Wayne Gretzky — Zibanejad was skating away from any suggestions he was trying to follow in the footsteps of The Great One.

“Oh, god, no,” he said, with a laugh.

PUEMPEL WAITS FOR HIS CHANCE

While wingers Shane Prince and Andre Petersson were trying to turn heads Thursday against Toronto, yet another P prospect was watching, anxious for his shot to show himself.

That would be Matt Puempel, the club’s third first round draft choice in 2011 (24th overall), who has been somewhat forgotten so far in training camp.

Puempel was hampered by a “little back tweak” in early September, meaning he didn’t play during the club’s rookie tournament in London and he has yet to play in the pre-season.

But Puempel, 20, who has played a total of 11 regular season and three playoff games with Binghamton at the tail end of his final two junior seasons, understands the need to be patient.

“It’s everyone’s dream to stay here, but as I get more mature, you realize there is a development aspect to it,” he said. “(Binghamton coaches) Luke Richardson and Steve Stirling are pretty remarkable with what they’ve done in the past couple of years in helping players, but obviously Mr. MacLean, Mr. Cameron and Mr. Reeds are pretty good coaches themselves. I’m looking forward to being a pro.”

Like many former junior stars, Puempel knows he must improve his defensive play and he isn’t skating away from the challenge of trying to beat out the likes of Prince, Petersson, Cory Conacher, Mark Stone and Mike Hoffman. Yet his development gave Senators management confidence that they could afford to trade away former prospect Stefan Noesen in the big summer trade which brought Bobby Ryan to Ottawa.

“I played with (Stephane) Da Costa and Stone in the (AHL) playoffs and that helped grow my game and I learned every day,” said Puempel, who scored two goals in three post-season games last spring. “It’s good for the organization in the long run to have competition at a young age. It makes everybody better. I don’t want to take days off. That shouldn’t be allowed anywhere.”

SAY, WHO USED TO SIT HERE?

Not only did Clarke MacArthur switch sides in the Battle of Ontario over the summer, he also inherited a rather significant spot in the Senators’ dressing room. MacArthur now hangs out in the locker stall formerly occupied by Daniel Alfredsson. “Yeah, I know, no pressure, eh?” he said Thursday morning … Speaking of Alfredsson, he was scratched from the Detroit Red Wings lineup Thursday due to a groin injury.

Pre-game update: Craig Anderson to start for Senators

Ottawa Senators goaltender Craig Anderson will make his pre-season debut Thursday as the Senators take on the Toronto Maple Leafs at Canadian Tire Centre.
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Ottawa Senators' Craig Anderson takes part in the team's NHL hockey training camp in Ottawa on Thursday, Sept. 12, 2013. THE CANADIAN PRESS/Sean Kilpatrick
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Ottawa Senators goaltender Craig Anderson will make his pre-season debut Thursday as the Senators take on the Toronto Maple Leafs at Canadian Tire Centre.

Anderson, who is coming off an outstanding 2013 season, is expected to play the first two periods, with Binghamton-bound Nathan Lawson taking over for the third.

Other things to watch out for tonight:

— The line of Milan Michalek, Jason Spezza and Bobby Ryan will play together in Ottawa for the first time since Ryan was traded to the Senators from the Anaheim Ducks and coach Paul MacLean is hoping the threesome builds more and more chemistry together, leading up to opening day

— Mika Zibanejad, poised to assume the third line centre role behind Spezza and Kyle Turris, should be given some room to move, playing alongside power wingers Colin Greening and Chris Neil

— The Killer P unit of Shane Prince, Jean-Gabriel Pageau and Andre Petersson will look to turn some heads in their bid to make the big-league club. What the unit lacks in size – Prince is 5-11, 186 pounds, Pageau is 5-9, 172 pounds and Petersson checks in at 5-9 and 179 pounds – they promise to make up in terms of speed and skill.

— Defenceman Patrick Wiercioch, aiming to assume bigger responsibilities following the departure of veteran free agent Sergei Gonchar to the Dallas Stars, will get a shot on the first unit power play alongside Erik Karlsson

— As always in the Battle of Ontario, there’s the potential for fisticuff fireworks. Both Neil and Matt Kassian are in the Senators lineup, while the Leafs are expected to dress heavyweight David Broll.

Ryan insists Carlyle feud overblown

Sure, it’s only an exhibition game Thursday, but Bobby Ryan is anxious to get rolling at home, to finally show himself off to fans at the Canadian Tire Centre.
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Bobby Ryan. (Chris Mikula / Ottawa Citizen)
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Sure, it’s only an exhibition game Thursday, but Bobby Ryan is anxious to get rolling at home, to finally show himself off to fans at the Canadian Tire Centre.

The fact that Ryan will also be receiving his initial taste of the Battle of Ontario rivalry against the Toronto Maple Leafs in his home debut for the Ottawa Senators also adds a little spice to the whole deal.

Now, if Ryan can play as well as he talked Wednesday — an open book in discussing his excitement about playing at Canadian Tire Centre and his often strained relationship with former Anaheim Ducks and current Maple Leafs coach Randy Carlyle — he should give fans something to take home with them.

“It feels like it has been a long time coming,” Ryan said following Wednesday’s workout and scrimmage. “Even though it has only been a couple of months (since being traded to the Senators from Anaheim), the excitement factor in the city has been there and it has certainly been there for me for a while now. Truthfully, to get it out of the way and to move forward is going to be great, but I’m looking forward to hitting the ice, that’s for sure.”

The line of Milan Michalek, Jason Spezza and Ryan had a strong start together last Sunday against the Winnipeg Jets, and Ryan scored on a pretty shot that caught a piece of the crossbar on its way in. Ryan cautions, however, that everything in the preseason is a work in progress, all about fine-tuning for the games that matter.

“It feels good to get back into a game situation, and to score in that situation feels good, but I think both games on the road (the Senators also played Calgary in Saskatoon on Monday), were a little sloppy, so I think as time goes on and you get a little bit further through camp, the game will pick up and get a little better,” he said. “As you do more and more game-like situations, things start to slow down. I’m starting to feel better with Spezza and Michalek and starting to see a lot of (defenceman Erik Karlsson) on the ice and his reads and things.”

Ryan’s history in the building is limited to a single game, but he appears to have total recall. Back on Jan. 18, 2011, Anaheim defeated the Senators 2-1, in a shootout. Ryan scored the only goal of the shootout and also assisted on Corey Perry’s goal in the first period.

“The building was pretty loud that night,” Ryan said. “We were in a pretty good place at that time, trying to make a playoff push with Anaheim and we came through on that Eastern Canada trip. It was tough, flying cross-country to play that game, but I remember it was a heck of a building, a great atmosphere.”

That was part of his good times with Anaheim. He also had his share of bumpy days, including routinely butting heads with Randy Carlyle, the former Anaheim coach who now stands behind the Maple Leafs bench.

Ryan acknowledges he won’t go out of his way to say hello to Carlyle Thursday, but claims the feud is overblown and that “it certainly won’t be something where I’m aiming a puck at the bench.”

When Ryan looks back at the relationship, he says he could have handled situations better.

“It wasn’t a bad relationship, it just wasn’t a great one,” he said. “That’s all it was. He was a tough coach and I still really do owe him quite a bit for becoming the player I am. That isn’t lost on me one bit.”

Carlyle’s style can be harsh and gruff, but Ryan now understands his end goal was to make him a better player.

“He’s extremely demanding and he’s tough, but he’s also very fair … he can be a player’s coach,” said Ryan. “Sometimes I felt he was a little hard on me, but that was just being young and not taking things the right way. I wish I hadn’t taken things so personally. It’s part of growing as a player and a person, too. I’ve grown by leaps and bounds in the last two years. I can take things and separate them now, whereas I always felt I was a scapegoat for him.”

Carlyle also chose to take the high road in his relationship with Ryan.

“I think Bobby was a young kid that had a different body make-up from what he is now,” Carlyle told Toronto reporters. “He put [in] a lot of time and effort, and it’s a tribute to him to get himself in the type of condition that he is now versus where he came out of junior.”

Carlyle called him a “very talented young player.”

“He’s a player that’s dangerous as soon as he steps over the blue-line in the offensive zone. He can score from all areas, and he’s got a tremendous amount of reach and skill. He’s an offensive weapon that we’ll have to deal with, and Bobby’s growing into a pretty mature hockey player both on and off the ice.”

It’s early yet, but so far Ryan has impressed Senators coach Paul MacLean with the early chemistry that he has developed with Spezza and Michalek.

“So far, so good,” said MacLean, suggesting the trio over-passed the puck a little too much in Winnipeg.

“It’s just about getting used to one another, where they’re going to be at the right time and where they like to have the puck when you pass it to them in certain situations. That’s just a matter of practicing and playing together. Right now, it appears the more they play together or practice together, the better they’re going to be.”

kwarren@ottawacitizen.com
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Scanlan: Senators skate, win and skate some more

They were 3-0 at the rookie tournament and now a perfect 2-0 in the NHL preseason.
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They were 3-0 at the rookie tournament and now a perfect 2-0 in the NHL preseason.

Will the Ottawa Senators ever lose a game — or do the visiting Maple Leafs have them right where they want them for Thursday’s exhibition at the Canadian Tire Centre?

We jest, of course. If these games were meaningful, Senators head coach Paul MacLean wouldn’t have skated his camp roster groups into the ice on Wednesday, with a practice session, followed by a 40-minute scrimmage, and then more skating.

“They’re trying to grind us a bit,” said Senators captain Jason Spezza, fresh off his first game wearing the ‘C’ on his jersey.

“Next week things will be cut back, but at this point I don’t think they’re too worried with how we’re feeling, other than staying healthy,” Spezza said. “They want us to work. They want these to be hard days.”

Mission accomplished.

He’s 30 now, a legitimate veteran, so Spezza could be forgiven for complaining about two-plus hours of hard skating on a day like Wednesday. He’s earned that right.

Instead, Spezza says he actually likes training camp, likes having the time to get into a rhythm — unlike last year’s one-week mini-camp and then a freaky 48-game season. Minus the usual prep time, Spezza threw his back out one week into the season.

“I’d like to see a little more time off, some days are kind of long, you’re doing a lot of skating,” Spezza said, “but it’s good for us because it gets us more prepared.”

For Senators management, training camp 2013 (not to be confused with that January 2013 abomination) presents the pleasant problem of having so many good young players wowing their bosses they offer a conundrum. General manager Bryan Murray was more or less grumbling under his breath that some of his team’s prospects are outplaying guys with the contracts.

What can a team do about that when it has 22 one-way contracts? In a perfect world, the NHL could just send its two-way players down to Binghamton, but some of Ottawa’s good 20-something forwards need to clear waivers if they’re demoted. That includes Mike Hoffman, Cory Conacher and Stephane Da Costa, three of the players vying for one top-six forward position.

“We have a couple of guys we’d like to be careful with and know as much about as we could possibly know,” Murray said as the Wednesday scrimmage wrapped up.

As noted here before, the Senators have hardly had a camp where the roster was so predictable. Goalies set, with Craig Anderson and Robin Lehner. Seven defencemen set, now that Jared Cowen is signed. When Cowen is ready to get in a game, look for Cowen and Patrick Wiercioch to be a pairing, behind Erik Karlsson and Marc Methot. Chris Phillips, Joe Corvo and Eric Gryba round out the group.

Among other things, Cowen and Wiercioch have to sort out who plays the right side, Murray noted.

“I think they’re top four defencemen in the league now,” he said. “The two of them are young, but they look like they’re in that category.”

Up front, Murray acknowledges only the wing position on the second line (Kyle Turris at centre) is up for grabs. The rest of the top five: Spezza, Bobby Ryan and Milan Michalek (all dressing versus the Leafs) and Clarke MacArthur.

While further cuts are expected next week, the Senators will keep their Binghamton players around town until the end of the month, when the AHL camp begins. The Senators also need 40 bodies to play a split squad game against the New York Islanders Sept. 29, with one game here and the other being played in Barrie, Ont.

Murray, by the way, doesn’t mind that his club is killing it in meaningless games.

“I like winning,” he says. “I think it’s a good habit to get into. But knowing your prospects and building a foundation for the season with lots of skating is more important.”

The brass have enjoyed watching Ryan settle in on the top line — he was impressive in Wednesday’s scrimmage and continues to score almost at will. MacArthur looks good and Karlsson was wheeling. Just seeing a healthy 65 and 19 on the ice together warms the hearts of organization types.

“This is a really important camp for us because we missed so many players last year (due to injuries),” Murray said. Important, as well, for the new guys like Ryan, MacArthur and Corvo, in his second time through.

One week in, Ryan said the game is “starting to slow down” for him in the visual sense, as he and other players adjust to pace and flow again.

PROUD TO BE BOOED

Don’t expect good old Toronto boy Spezza to be booed like his captain predecessor, Daniel Alfredsson, by invading Leaf fans.

“Maybe he provoked it a bit with the stick throw,” Spezza said, referring to Alfredsson’s mock toss in Toronto, a play on former Leafs captain Mats Sundin and his broken stick incident.

If he does get targeted by Maple Leaf fans?

“I wouldn’t be heartbroken if I did, that’s for sure,” Spezza said.

‘C’ A THRILL

It was only an exhibition game, but Spezza felt like a kid again pulling on a Senators jersey with a ‘C’ on the chest for the first time against the Winnipeg Jets.

“I’m proud of the fact I was named captain, it’s a big responsibility and it was cool to see the jersey with the ‘C’ and to play a game with it. It was pre-season, but it means something for sure,” he said.

PRAISE FOR PETERSSON

No, he isn’t likely to make the club, but forward Andre Petersson, 23, is turning heads with his speed and playmaking.

“He told me he was going to do this in camp this year and he’s doing it,” Murray said, proudly of a player who has fought his way back into the good graces of the organization.

“One point last year, we told him we didn’t care if he got a job in Sweden or someplace,” Murray said. “He’s come in and had a good camp.”

wscanlan@ottawacitizen.com
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Stepan-Rangers talks stagnant after GM’s ‘fool’ remark

By Larry Brooks

September 24, 2013 | 12:00pm

The clock is ticking on both Derek Stepan and the Rangers, as the club’s 2012-13 leading scorer and presumptive first-line center remains an unsigned restricted free agent with the season opener nine nights away in Phoenix on Oct. 3.

The Post has learned little progress has been made in the standoff, though there has been communication of late between the parties. As previously reported, Stepan is seeking a deal in the neighborhood of $7 million over two years while the Rangers have offered approximately $6 million.

Frustrated by the inability to close the deal despite an existing gap of no more than a few hundred thousand dollars a year, general manager Glen Sather has adopted the traditional approach of management in a dispute with labor by portraying the representative, rather than the player, as the villain in control of the process.

Sather fired a verbal volley at agent Matt Oates and his client in an interview that aired on MSG during the Rangers’ 4-1 preseason defeat in Calgary on Monday night.

“It’s unfortunate that Derek has decided to listen to his agent,” Sather told MSG’s John Giannone. “I hope he starts to get a little wiser about his decision.”

Oates, who has kept a low profile throughout the negotiations, did not respond to a pair of email requests for a response, choosing to remain silent rather than escalate hostilities. The agent has been mum throughout the process, other than for an interview with The Post on Sept. 12.

The Rangers are squeezed under the cap and would be boxed in if a competing team came in with an offer sheet for Stepan in the $5 million range (six years, $30 million), but there is currently no expectation one will be forthcoming.

Absent an offer sheet, Stepan has essentially no systemic leverage available to him through the collective bargaining agreement. Indeed, if he does not sign by Dec. 1, he will be ineligible to play in the NHL this season. So the clock is already ticking on the 23-year-old, who all but certainly needs to play in order to nail down a spot on the U.S. Olympic Team.

“I don’t think Derek is going to let this linger too long,” Sather said. “I don’t think he’s big enough of a fool [to miss the season].”

Time, however, is also an issue for the Rangers, who will play at least the first few weeks of the season without rehabbing top-six wingers Ryan Callahan and Carl Hagelin, and now face the prospect of starting the year without their No. 1 center as well.

Stepan was the club’s most effective center last season with Rick Nash. Coach Alain Vigneault has had Nash skating on a unit with Brad Richards throughout camp, but they have turned in dismal performances — individually and as a pair — in two exhibition games, Sept. 15 against the Devils and Monday against the Flames.

Hence, the mounting sense of frustration within the front office, as manifested by Sather’s words to the MSG microphone.

Long Beach’s Diamond chasing dream with Islanders

By Brett Cyrgalis

September 24, 2013 | 6:42pm

One gets the impression he was never going to be just Joe, or Joseph, or J.D. Since he was a 4-year-old kid skating for the Apple Core team at the Ice Arena rink in Long Beach, he was known as Joey. When someone asked who that kid was who wouldn’t go home, the answer was “Joey Diamond,” the name in full seeming to imply a persona that was going to transcend this little rink on the southern shore of Long Island.

“We’re all so proud of him,” Henry Lazar, the man who runs Apple Core, said with a pronounced New York accent.

Diamond is now a 24-year-old, the son of a retired NYPD cop who ushered people from Manhattan to New Jersey on 9/11, and whose basement got demolished in Superstorm Sandy. Joey is in training camp trying to earn a spot with the Islanders, the team he spent a lifetime rooting for and one he now hopes to get a chance to represent.

“I’ve wanted to play pro hockey my whole life, and getting a chance to play here is extra special,” Diamond said after a split-squad practice at IceWorks in Syosset on Tuesday. “I know what I have to do to play my game and do whatever I can to contribute to helping the team win.”

Listed generously at 5-foot-8, 175 pounds, Diamond’s most likely landing spot this season is with AHL Bridgeport, where he played 10 games last year after graduating from the University of Maine. He signed a one-year, entry-level deal out of Maine, and had two goals and five points for the Sound Tigers.

Yet, to get the full impression of the player, one must look into the Maine history books, where Diamond leads the program with 467 total penalty minutes in 135 games.

“I don’t really see size in him,” said Scott Pellerin, head coach of Bridgeport, who ran Tuesday’s practice while most of the probable NHL team skated at the Coliseum. “I just see him going out there and being a hockey player that competes, and he finds a way. He’s had to deal with [criticism for his size] for a long time, but for me, I don’t look at it as anything negative, I look at it as a positive because he plays with a determination that is unmatched.”

Diamond got his first chance to don the coveted Islanders sweater last Thursday, when he played in a preseason game against the Devils at Prudential Center in Newark. He played a hard, if unspectacular, game up until the closing minutes, when he was called for “attempted spearing,” roughing, and got into a fight with another diminutive forward, the Devils’ Stephen Gionta.

“It happens,” Diamond said. “I’ve never changed the way I played. I played this way since I was a younger kid, and it’s always worked out for me. I just play the way I know how to play the game, and that’s all I can do.”

In the aftermath of Sandy, Diamond returned home to help clean up the historic Long Beach boardwalk. It started to bring back all the memories of his youth, which, of course, included a long history of heated Islanders-Rangers games at the Coliseum with his dad and friends, probably the same venue where he learned about spearing.

A lot of the people that were with him during those days and the years before are now the ones rooting for him to succeed. And if that coincides with rooting for the Islanders, then the success can only be richer.

“He’s fun to watch,” said Lazar, Diamond’s junior coach. “You definitely get your money’s worth when you’re watching Joey Diamond. And you can quote me on that.”

By any objective measure, the $7 million over two years Derek Stepan is attempting to get from the Rangers is below market value.

The problem for Stepan is that as a Group II free agent without arbitration rights, he belongs to the only class of NHL players that essentially is excluded from the market and that operates without comparables against which to measure.

Compounding the problem is that as a Ranger, Stepan belongs to one of the few teams in the NHL that uses the leverage it owns under the collective bargaining agreement when negotiating with these Group II’s.

So Ryan Nugent-Hopkins’ seven-year, $42M extension with Edmonton — with still one season remaining on his Entry Level deal — may as well not exist as it applies to Stepan’s case, just the way all those similar previous second contract extensions given to people such as Jeff Skinner, Tyler Seguin and Taylor Hall may as well not exist.

And so here we are, closer to the Oct. 3 start of the season in Phoenix than the Sept. 11 start of training camp without an end in sight to the impasse between Stepan and the Rangers, who have offered their presumptive first-line center just under $6M for two seasons and are believed willing to go to approximately $6.4M in order to get the deal done.

By the way, “holdout” is such a pejorative term. Stepan simply doesn’t have a contract. If he is “holding out” for a better offer, so too are the Rangers.

Absent an offer sheet that does not appear forthcoming, all of the negotiating leverage is on the side of the team. That’s the way the CBA intends it. If Stepan does not sign by Dec. 1, he is ineligible to play this season, per the CBA. Time isn’t necessarily on his side.

Furthermore, if the dispute bleeds into the season, it could have an impact on Stepan’s candidacy for the U.S. Olympic team, and don’t for a moment think that both the athlete and Rangers’ general manager Glen Sather aren’t aware of that clock ticking.

(It’s not quite 1997-98, when Devils’ GM Lou Lamoriello swung the Olympic hammer to pound Billy Guerin into negotiating submission after the winger missed the season’s first 21 games, but Team USA is there all right, as, Alex Rodriguez might say, the elephant in the room.)

So Stepan is in a corner. But the problem isn’t his alone, not by a long shot. Because if it seems counter-intuitive for a 23-year-old to risk missing a chunk of the season and a shot at the Olympics over $600,000 for two years, it seems even more absurd for the Rangers to draw a line in the sand with one of their most important players over the same amount of money.

True, true, it’s every bit as much about cap space as it is about money — or so Stepan and his representatives have been told — but the Rangers created the issue by saving this one for last while addressing other matters, and, as long as we’re dealing in truths, Sather does have slightly more maneuverability than he suggests.

Stepan isn’t just some spare part. He has been the Rangers’ best center each of the last two seasons and led the team in scoring a year ago. He has not missed a game in his three-year NHL career, playing 212 straight in the regular-season and 37 more in the playoffs. He leads Rangers forwards in ice time over the past three seasons, while ranked 30th in the NHL in that category. He is an integral part of the power-play and penalty-kill units.

He’s missing Alain Vigneault’s first training camp in which the coach is teaching his system and communicating his particular world view. Over a couple of hundred thousand dollars a year.

Make no mistake, Stepan is directing his agents, not taking orders from them. Management shouldn’t believe otherwise. He already has made a significant concession by accepting the concept of a two-year bridge deal rather than insisting on a long-term contract that the Skinners of the league have received.

It is likely Stepan will have to compromise a bit more in order to get this done. But the Rangers are going to have to be willing to compromise, too, and come closer to the asking price of $3.5M per than they have been willing.

If they don’t, Stepan will have a serious problem. But then, so will the Rangers. It’s lose-lose. The team needs him every bit as much as he needs the team.

Leverage is one thing. Losing games in a stubborn attempt to exercise it is something else altogether. The gap isn’t that significant. It’s time to get this done.

Here are some tidbits from Camp Banff, provided by coach Alain Vigneault as the Rangers skate in that Alberta berg through Sunday in advance of exhibition matches in Calgary on Monday and Edmonton on Tuesday prior to their two final preseason games in Vancouver on Thursday and Las Vegas (against the Kings) on Friday:

***

Ryan Callahan and Carl Hagelin, both rehabbing from postseason shoulder surgery, are participating in all drills, though neither has been cleared for contact.

“They’ve looked good and are coming along nicely,” Vigneault said during a conference call Friday afternoon. “At some point in the next while, I figure somebody will come up to me and tell me they’re ready for contact, but their overall rehab is what everybody predicted.”

Neither is expected to be in the lineup when the Rangers open the regular season in Phoenix on Oct. 3. Callahan is believed to be a couple of weeks ahead of Hagelin in the rehab process, and as such might be able to join the lineup two or three weeks into the season. Chances are Hagelin will be placed on Long Term Injury, thus rendering him ineligible to play for at least the first 10 games.

“Ryan I think is a little ahead of Carl as far as shooting the puck,” Vigneault said. “Carl is more of a controlled motion and is not as committed to his shot right now as Ryan may be.”

***

Brian Boyle, who has been at center throughout camp and in his first preseason match against the Devils last Monday, likely will shift to wing for at least one of these upcoming games.

“I’ve really liked what I’ve seen from Brian in the middle, but I have been told he has played the wing and would like to see him there one time,” Vigneault said.

***

If Derek Stepan were in camp, Boyle probably would be slotted as a wing, with Stepan, Brad Richards, Derick Brassard, Dominic Moore (and Oscar Lindberg) in the middle.

Vigneault continues to be impressed with young forwards Danny Kristo, Lindberg and Jesper Fast.

“They’re all going to get the opportunity to play in situations where they can succeed,” the coach said. “When you’re talking about Fast and Kristo, they’re supposed to be offensive players, so I’m trying to get them on lines to match their skill level.

“With four games in five nights coming up, we’re going to get a real good read on where our young players are,” Vigneault said. “So far none have let us down; it’s been exciting to see the young energy.”

***

Vigneault seems inclined to keep Dan Girardi and Ryan McDonagh together on defense as the club’s shutdown pair while Marc Staal skates with Michael Del Zotto and John Moore combines with Anton Stralman.

“I like to have a shutdown pair and I like to have a pair that can play with our top line for offensive zone faceoffs,” Vigneault said. “I like the way Michael steps into the attack, and playing with Marc Staal, who is such a good two-way player.”

On the day of the first NHL game to be played in the borough of Brooklyn, the Islanders have plenty to smile about.

So on Saturday, forget about Barclays Center, the new plush arena the team will call home in two years, and about the accompanying buzz surrounding a move into the New York City limits. Forget the fanfare and cultural impact. Forget, even, that last season was a franchise breakthrough with the Islanders making the postseason for the first time since 2007.

Instead, focus on what was on display Thursday night at the Prudential Center in Newark, when the Islanders rolled out a team of young players so vastly inexperienced they looked primed to be taught a lesson by the veteran Devils on how to lose. Yet a group of six defensemen without a game of NHL regular-season experience played well beyond their years; a neophyte forward line dazzled with a tic-tac-toe power-play goal; and a second-year goalie proved for the first time on a big stage to be a possible keeper — all resulting in a 5-3 win that was less about the score than about the tangible result.

“To see the growth of our guys is pretty impressive,” coach Jack Capuano said on Friday. “How that corresponds and how that relates to their play on the ice, it’s exciting.”

The team Capuano will dress on Saturday night against the Devils at Barclays Center most likely will not be quite as young. It will be closer to the real team he is set to field come Oct. 4, when the regular season starts back in Newark and expectations for a return trip to the playoffs begin to mount.

But there was a glimpse on Thursday about what the team could look like in 2015-16, when the Islanders are scheduled to move from the Nassau Coliseum and into Brooklyn permanently. Come then, it could be players such as Griffin Reinhart and Ryan Pulock joining Travis Hamonic on the blueline, and players such as Ryan Strome, Anders Lee and Brock Nelson joining John Tavares up front.

“I think depth in the organization is very good,” Tavares said, “because that pushes everyone to be better individually, to make sure they’re ready to go every season understanding that there are a lot of guys that can come in and easily be part of this group because of their skill level, their work ethic, and their competitiveness to play at this level.

“So I don’t think as a player you think [about] what it could be, but you see the growth and health of our organization and especially the depth we have now that maybe we didn’t have a couple years ago.”

So there is a new building waiting, and fans will get to see what it looks like with live hockey on Saturday. To pair it with some of the young players already showing promise, the future is a place where the Islanders want to be.

“I think you can see how things are trending the right way for us as long as we keep putting in the work and the details we need to do,” Tavares said. “I think that goes along with the prospects and where we’re headed once we move to Brooklyn [and] how strong we’ll be because of our depth. A lot of those guys that are prospects now are definitely going to be a part of it.”

***

The Islanders announced rugged forward Cal Clutterbuck will miss 4-6 weeks because of a leg laceration sustained in a preseason game Tuesday in Calgary.

The Devils’ biggest free agent signing, former Ranger forward Ryane Clowe, left Thursday’s preseason game against the Islanders early in the first period with what coach Pete DeBoer described as “a charley-horse type injury.”

He played just 2:01 on three shifts.

“I don’t believe it’s serious,” DeBoer said after the Devils fell, 5-3.

Clowe, 30, signed a five-year, $24.25 million contract this offseason.

***

Martin Brodeur played the first two periods of his preseason, allowing four goals on 13 shots through two periods. He was replaced by rookie Scott Wedgewood, who gave up one goal on four shots.

The coveted combination of Brodeur with his son, Anthony, on the ice together is still yet to happen. The Devils drafted Anthony in the seventh round of the 2013 draft, and the two have yet to even practice on the same ice. Anthony, 18, likely will be sent back to his junior team in the QMJHL soon.

***

After just two practices with the team, Damien Brunner made his Devils debut. Playing on a Professional Tryout (PTO), Brunner played on a line with talented forward Rostislav Olesz and Travis Zajac and finished with one shot and a minus-2 rating in 20:49 of ice time.

“I thought he gave us some jump,” DeBoer said. “He made some plays, he’s got some skill. We were disjointed as a group tonight, so I’m not sure if it was a fair game to assess anybody.”

Brunner, 27, played five seasons in the Swiss Elite League before joining the Red Wings last season, for whom he had 12 goals and 26 points in 44 games, as well as five goals and nine points in 14 playoff games.

***

The Devils have made it clear that a group of their young defensemen have distinct chances at making the team, and Jon Merrill made his case on Thursday.

In the first period, Merrill took a hard shot from the point on a power play that was deflected in by Olesz to cut the Islanders lead to 2-1. Midway through the second, Merrill skated the puck to just above the left circle and fired a low, hard wrist shot through traffic that beat Poulin to the far post, getting the Devils back to a one-goal deficit, 4-3.

“I thought the kids were OK,” DeBoer said when asked specifically about Merrill. The coach went on to lament about team turnovers, pointing out again it wasn’t a very good game to evaluate players.

The question of what to do with Ryan Strome is less about the obvious talent of the Islanders’ forward than it is about how coach Jack Capuano wants to structure the depth of this season’s roster.

The 20-year-old, who was the No. 5 pick overall in the 2011 draft, was moved from center to wing late last season as he adjusted from junior-level hockey to the AHL, finding some speed bumps along the way. And although the Islanders aren’t exactly overwhelmed with the amount of talent they have at center, if Strome can prove he’s grown enough away from the puck and in his own end, his move out from under the pressures of being a pivot will give Capuano a deeper arsenal to run a high-powered offense.

“When you have a skill player that can dominate at the level that he dominated at juniors, when you get to this level, it’s different,” Capuano told The Post before Thursday night’s 5-3 preseason win over the Devils at The Rock in Newark. “To me, for Ryan, we know his hockey skill. We know his vision, his creativity — we know the intangibles to his offensive game.

“The ability to play a 200-foot game, the ability to stop and start and not drift, that’s what we’re working on with him. Playing a 200-foot game is very crucial at this level.”

Strome skated on a line Thursday with two other youngsters who represent different approaches, as both center Brock Nelson and wing Anders Lee are larger bodies with more physical games and less high-end skill. The three played a little tic-tac-toe on a first-period power play that ended in Lee getting the goal, but the decision for Capuano will still be between offensive capabilities and conservative responsibility.

“We all have to take responsibility on the ice,” Capuano said, “but [Strome] doesn’t have to play as much down low [on the wing].”

After another fabulous season last year in the junior OHL, where he had 34 goals and 94 points in 53 games as a center, Strome went on to play 10 games as a wing for AHL Bridgeport and scored two goals and seven points.

“I think I’ve played there enough now that I’m comfortable,” Strome said. “There are some things I’ve got to learn and I’ve got to get down, but … it’s just hockey out there and you pick them up quickly.”

Capuano comes into this year with some serious expectations to replicate last season’s breakthrough run to the playoffs, the first time the franchise had tasted postseason hockey since 2007. In getting there, the Islanders scored 2.81 goals per game in the regular season — seventh most in the NHL.

If Strome can add to that total is a question Capuano has to ask himself, and if Capuano thinks it’s worth some growing pains, then the Isles might be even more explosive than they were a year ago.

“I think I’m a lot bigger, a lot stronger, a lot faster,” Strome said in comparing himself to last season. “I feel a little more comfortable on the ice. I’m not a step behind anymore.”

Rugged forward Cal Clutterbuck sustained a deep laceration on the back of his right thigh during a preseason game in Calgary on Tuesday. He was supposed to see the Islanders doctor on Thursday afternoon for an official evaluation, but oOne team source said that the Islanders expect him out “for at least a month, if not longer.”

September 24, 2013 3:45 AM

Glen Sather reiterates hard line on Derek Stepan in MSG interview; roundup on NY Rangers 4-1 preseason loss to Calgary Flames

BY Pat Leonard

This qualifies as a Step back.

 Monday night, during the second intermission of the Rangers’ 4-1 preseason loss to the host Calgary Flames, MSG Network aired a taped interview of general manager Glen Sather reiterating his hard line in contract negotiations with restricted free agent center Derek Stepan, but in more direct terms than before.

“I don’t think Derek is going to let this thing linger that long,” Sather told MSG of Stepan’s preseason holdout, which reached 13 days on Monday. “I don’t think he is a big enough fool to think that he will sit out the year and it will do any good.”

Sather, whose decision to retain veteran center Brad Richards’ $6.7 million cap hit has hamstrung the franchise’s spending power, also said it is “unfortunate (Stepan) has listened to his agent,” Matt Oates of O2K Worldwide Management.

 Stepan, 23, who initially sought a long-term contract, reportedly has acquiesced to accepting a two-year bridge deal, as the Rangers preferred. But he remains away from the team because the Rangers reportedly are unwilling to pay him more than $3 million per season, while Stepan is seeking $3.5 million.

 At the beginning of the summer, after having several conversations with informed parties and calculating the Rangers’ finances along with Stepan’s worth and contract comparables, I penciled in $3.2 million per year as the number that would get this deal done. I still think that is the magic number, despite Sather’s continuing to take the hard line. We’ll go into more detail on Tuesday about how the Rangers can make $3.2 million work under the cap.

Here is the full transcript of Sather’s Monday interview, by the way, from NHL.com.

ON THE GAME

 Not many media, myself included, attended this Calgary/Edmonton preseason back-to-back. But here is what I observed watching the game from afar:

 In Monday’s 4-1 loss, defenseman Marc Staal scored a power play goal with 3:48 left in the second period off assists from Jesper Fast and Michael Del Zotto, diving to the net aggressively in an encouraging flash of offense. Otherwise, this was a game of sloppy defensive coverage in front of Henrik Lundqvist (24 saves) and early inability to control the puck.

 Young forward Danny Kristo failed to stop in front of his own net on the four-on-four, leaving Calgary defenseman Dennis Wideman all alone to make it 2-0 with 13:42 remaining in the second. Defenseman Anton Stralman then got caught in no man’s land on Matt Stajan’s early-third period goal from the slot to put the game out of reach at 3-1.

 Even on the first Flames goal, Del Zotto jumped across ice at his own blue line out of position, a gamble that could have paid off had Curtis Glencross not sneaked past the back check of Rick Nash to go in on Lundqvist and open the scoring just 3:47 in.

 Vigneault seems to be asking his team to challenge the puck more aggressively along the boards in the defensive zone, which requires quick and consistent support from teammates behind in the center of the ice. After the game, Vigneault said when asked about the defensive lapses that some aspects of that system were “not coming instinctively” in Monday’s loss.

 Calgary’s fourth goal was a Lance Bouma empty-netter with 4.6 seconds remaining.

OTHER NOTES

Del Zotto required 18 stitches to close a cut on his left ear, according to Newsday, which caused him to miss most of the second period before returning to finish the game.

 Del Zotto sustained the injury when teammate Brian Boyle knocked Flames forward TJ Galiardi off-balance late in the first period near a crowd along the boards. Galiardi swung out of control, and his leg went flying, connecting just below the left side of Del Zotto’s helmet.

-Defenseman John Moore, who lost sixth teeth during the second round of last year’s playoffs, was hurting badly midway through Monday’s third period after a Glencross shot deflected up into his jaw. But Moore stayed in the game and later actually fought Glencross, winning the battle in front of the Rangers bench.

-Per Newsday’s Steve Zipay – the only beat writer in Calgary on Monday – here is Tuesday’s Rangers lineup in Edmonton:

Forwards: Benoit Pouliot-Derick Brassard-Mats Zuccarello, Chris Kreider-J.T. Miller-Arron Asham, Marek Hrivik-Oscar Lindberg-Danny Kristo, Micheal Haley-Dominic Moore-Derek Dorsett.

Defenseman: Ryan McDonagh-Dan Girardi, Marc Staal-Conor Allen, Aaron Johnson-Tommy Hughes.

Goalies: Martin Biron, Cam Talbot.

WHAT TUESDAY’S ROSTER MEANS

 Here are the four players who will not have played in either Monday’s or Tuesday’s games: forwards Michael Kantor and Andrew Yogan, and defenseman Dylan McIlrath and Danny Svret. This likely means they soon will be assigned to the AHL’s Hartford Wolf Pack. If they are assigned, the Rangers’ active roster would decrease to 35.

 Here are some other decisions in Tuesday’s lineup that stand out or deserve mentioning:

-Miller will be playing his first game of the preseason after tweaking a hamstring early in camp. His first impression in front of Vigneault is a late one, so it will be extra mportant for Miller if he wants to crack a roster that suddenly has gotten crowded at center – especially is Stepan signs soon.

-I believe Vigneault both needs to and wants to see more out of Kreider, and I also believe Kreider deserves to play a game with someone other than Brad Richards at center. So here it is.

-Asham, a consistent forechecker in last spring’s playoffs who then was mysteriously scratched by John Tortorella, is showing high energy and proving effective again in the offensive zone. I think Asham is making this decision more difficult than Vigneault initially believed it would be.

-Vigneault has mentioned Oscar Lindberg, Jesper Fast and Danny Kristo consistently through training camp as young players who can make a difference. But on Monday night, he finally included Marek Hrivik’s name in the group (He actually called him “Hrivs,” so add that one to the vault.). I think Vigneault notices that the physically mature Hrivik gives him skill and also grind along the walls. Plus, even though Hrivik couldn’t finish on the play, how about on Monday night when he accelerated and flew down ice for a semi-breakaway with about 11:30 remaining in the first period? He really has some wheels.

September 23, 2013 1:41 PM

Rangers-Flames preview: See Blueshirts roster for Monday in Calgary as team prepares for four preseason games in five days

BY Pat Leonard

The week that decides the Rangers’ opening day roster has arrived, with the Blueshirts scheduled to play their final four preseason games in the next five nights, beginning Monday night against the Calgary Flames at the rebuilt Scotiabank Saddledome (9 p.m. ET, TV: MSG).

 Floods in June devastated the Flames’ home arena in southern Alberta, but on Monday it will host the Rangers, who are on the road through the preseason and into the regular season until Oct. 28 due to ongoing renovations at the Garden in New York.

 The Blueshirts spent the past four-plus days in the nearby resort town of Banff, a familiar location to the organization since general manager and Alberta native Glen Sather has a house there. The team raised reportedly more than $275,000 for Alberta food charities with a golf outing fundraiser, sought to bond as a club, and practiced in preparation for this week’s grueling stretch.

 Monday night, as coach Alain Vigneault said last week, Henrik Lunqvist will start against the Flames and play the full game, with Cam Talbot serving as his backup since Martin Biron is scheduled to start Tuesday night in Edmonton and play that full game.

Per the team, here is the Rangers’ full lineup for Monday night in Calgary. Remember, the Rangers still are carrying 36 skaters on the preseason roster, so regulars who do not play Monday can be expected to play on Tuesday:

MONDAY RANGERS LINEUP VS. FLAMES

Forwards: Chris Kreider-Brad Richards-Rick Nash, Taylor Pyatt-Oscar Lindberg-Danny Kristo, Marek Hrivik-Brian Boyle-Jesper Fast, Brandon Mashinter-Darroll Powe-Arron Asham.

Defensemen: Marc Staal-Michael Del Zotto, Justin Falk-Anton Stralman, John Moore-Stu Bickel.

Goalies: Henrik Lundqvist, Cam Talbot.

 The Rangers’ week will continue Tuesday night at the Oilers, Thursday night at the Vancouver Canucks and John Tortorella, and Friday night in Las Vegas against the Los Angeles Kings.

 They then will complete the trimming of their roster in preparation for their Oct. 3 opener at the Phoenix Coyotes.

MAJOR PLAYER

 On Monday, the Rangers announced that they have promoted 26-year MSG employee John Rosasco to senior vice president of public relations and player recruitment. Rosasco – most familiar to fans from standing alongside ex-coach Tortorella during some of his most famous rants – has worked with the team since 1987. He became full-time in public relations in 1992, became public relations director in 1996, and was promoted to vice president in 1999. In his new role, Rosasco will be responsible for all aspects of communication within the organization, as well as the oversight and implementation of all aspects of the team’s player recruitment efforts. He’ll also, of course, be right beside Vigneault.

September 18, 2013 12:52 PM

NY Rangers release Johan Hedberg from tryout, trim roster to 39 for trip to Banff, Alberta, to continue training camp

BY Pat Leonard

As expected, the Rangers released veteran goaltender Johan Hedberg from his tryout on Wednesday.

 Hedberg did not see any game action in the Rangers’ first two preseason games. He was brought in to compete with incumbent Martin Biron and Cam Talbot for the backup job behind Henrik Lundqvist, following Biron’s late arrival to camp due to a personal issue.

 But Biron is already under contract, so retaining him is simpler and more efficient financially. Plus, the job is Biron’s to lose, and on Tuesday night in Philadelphia he made six saves on six shots.

“We talked yesterday after the game with Glen and his staff and Benoit, and thinking how we were going to use Henrik,” coach Alain Vigneault said Wednesday after practice. “We figured with four games in five nights, the best way to get him ready was to play him the first game in Calgary and then the game in Vancouver – not to play him when we travel. So if he’s playing those two, and I want to give a full game to Marty, then there’s only one game left.

“So I called Johan this morning to tell him, ‘Listen, there’s a possibility you might get half a game. There’s also a possibility you might get a game, depending on how things unfold,’” Vigneault continued. “So for a veteran player, well-respected across the league, I wanted him to hear from me what the scenario was coming up, and I left the decision up to him. He decided to stay back.”

Vigneault said Lundqvist will play the full game Monday night against Calgary and the full game Thursday night against John Tortorella and the Vancouver Canucks. Biron will play the full game Tuesday night against Edmonton, and the plan for Friday in Las Vegas is still up in the air.

Talbot, last year’s No. 1 in the AHL, continues to be groomed by the organization for future work. He is the third of the three goalies traveling with the team to Banff, Alberta, to continue the Rangers’ training camp in western Canada.

 In addition to releasing Hedberg, the Rangers trimmed their active roster by assigning several prospects to the AHL: forwards Ryan Bourque, Josh Nicholls, Shawn O’Donnell and Michael St. Croix, and defenseman Brendon Nash.

 That means 39 players will travel west, where the Rangers will wrap up the preseason with four games in five days next week: Monday in Calgary, Tuesday in Edmonton, Thursday in Vancouver and Friday in Las Vegas against the Kings.

 There would be 40 players on the active roster, but Derek Stepan’s contract holdout reached Day Eight on Wednesday. In fact, after including Stepan’s name on the active roster following the first round of cuts, the Rangers now have removed it.

Rangers’ active roster (39)

Forwards (23): Arron Asham, Brian Boyle, Derick Brassard, Ryan Callahan, Derek Dorsett, Jesper Fast, Carl Hagelin, Micheal Haley, Marek Hrivik, Michael Kantor, Chris Kreider, Danny Kristo, Oscar Lindberg, Brandon Mashinter, J.T. Miller, Dominic Moore, Rick Nash, Benoit Pouliot, Darroll Powe, Taylor Pyatt, Brad Richards, Andrew Yogan, Mats Zuccarello. (Derek Stepan holding out)

Defensemen (13): Conor Allen, Stu Bickel, Michael Del Zotto, Justin Falk, Dan Girardi, Tommy Hughes, Aaron Johnson, Ryan McDonagh, Dylan McIlrath, John Moore, Marc Staal, Anton Stralman, Danny Syvret.

Goalies (three): Martin Biron, Henrik Lundqvist, Cam Talbot

Devils' Jacob Josefson just wants to stay healthy this season
By  Rich Chere/The Star-Ledger   
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There are questions to be answered when it comes to Jacob Josefson’s place with the Devils this season.

 Is he a center, as he was in practice on Sunday? Or will he be used at left wing, where he excelled in Saturday night’s preseason win over the Islanders?

 None of that matters to the 22-year-old Swede. He just wants to stay healthy so he can prove himself in the NHL.

“I just want to stay away from injuries, play and develop as I should. My main goal is to stay healthy and play every game,” Josefson said. “Those are pretty weird injuries I’ve had. All of them were broken bones, so you can’t really work in the summer to try to avoid it. I hope the bad luck is over now.”

As a rookie, Josefson suffered a detached ligament in his thumb on Oct. 27 in San Jose and played just 28 games that season.

The following season he crashed into the end boards Oct. 27 and suffered a broken clavicle before breaking his left wrist April 3. Those injuries limited him to 41 games.

Last season Josefson was bothered by a foot injury, but was primarily a healthy scratch who managed to get into the lineup in 22 of 48 games.

With so many players fighting for roster spots in training camp, Josefson knows it won’t be easy to earn playing time.

“We have a lot of guys here. Everyone wants to play. There is real competition in this camp. I believe the competion makes it better,” Josefson said.

 He centered a line with Stefan Matteau and Tim Sestito in practice Sunday. The night before in Brooklyn he scored a goal while skating at left wing with Damien Brunner and Patrik Elias.

“Any of these guys, anytime you put a solid game together it helps your cause,” coach Pete DeBoer said. 

 Josefson, a natural center, said playing the wing is fine with him.

“I don’t mind it. It’s easy to play with Patrik and Brunner,” he said. “I’ll play wherever the coach tells me to play, as long as I can be in the lineup.”

In three preseason games, Josefson has two points (one goal, one assist) and is minus-1.

By  Rich Chere/The Star-Ledger   

Follow on Twitter 

on September 23, 2013 at 10:37 AM, updated September 23, 2013 at 10:58 AM 

A dozen Devils players who will not play in tonight's preseason game in Montreal skated at AmeriHealth Pavilion today.

Jaromir Jagr (lower body soreness), Mattias Tedenby (lower body) and Andrei Loktionov (lower body) were not among those who practiced.

By PAT PICKENS

Published: September 20, 2013 

Facebook

Twitter

Google+

Save

E-mail

Share

Print

Reprints

NEWARK — When the Devils acquired forward Ilya Kovalchuk in 2010 and later signed him to a 15-year contract, he was expected to one day own the team’s offensive records.

The Devils, and the owner Jeff Vanderbeek, so wanted to build their franchise around Kovalchuk that they accepted severe penalties for initially offering him a 17-year, $102 million deal. 

But just two years into his contract, Kovalchuk exited, retiring from the N.H.L. to play with SKA St. Petersburg in the Kontinental Hockey League and leaving the Devils’ forward lines in a state of flux. 

Weeks later, Vanderbeek sold the club to Josh Harris, the owner of the Philadelphia 76ers. In some ways, it is fitting that Kovalchuk and Vanderbeek departed mere weeks apart. Vanderbeek, a New Jersey native, was the showy owner who got Newark’s shiny Prudential Center built but nearly sank the Devils into bankruptcy in the process. 

Kovalchuk was the limitless offensive threat who helped the Devils reach the 2012 Stanley Cup finals, then returned to his homeland 13 months later. 

Kovalchuk’s departure alone would leave a huge hole. He scored 89 goals after arriving in February 2010, and he was second on the team in points last season (31) despite missing 11 games with a shoulder injury. He had significant ice time, including on special teams, and his mere presence created offensive openings for teammates. 

“You’re not going to go out in UFA and fill an Ilya Kovalchuk,” said Devils forward Ryane Clowe, referring to unrestricted free agency. “There are only so many of those in the world.” 

But couple Kovalchuk’s departure with that of David Clarkson, and his 45 goals over the last two seasons, and the Devils are missing two of their top three scorers from a team that only scored 112 goals and missed the playoffs last year. Clarkson, a Toronto native, bolted for a seven-year, $36.75 million deal with the Maple Leafs. 

Still, the Devils feel poised to surprise critics who say they will not be able to score enough goals this year. 

“We have a good mix of veterans, energy guys and skill guys,” said Patrik Elias, the Devils’ scoring leader from a year ago with 36 points at age 37. “There are a lot of talented guys on this team.” 

Harris brings financial stability, and General Manager Lou Lamoriello went back to basics, aiming to replace Clarkson and Kovalchuk with tough, physical forwards. He re-signed center Adam Henrique to a 6-year, $24 million deal. Henrique and the top-line center Travis Zajac are signed through 2018-19. 

Lamoriello also added Jaromir Jagr, the N.H.L.’s active leader in goals, and Clowe and Michael Ryder, free agents from Newfoundland. 

Ryder and Clowe made their Devils preseason debuts in a 5-3 loss to the Islanders on Thursday and have shared time in practice on the same line. Devils Coach Pete DeBoer acknowledged it was too early to set lineups, but the notion of them playing on the same line would excite some fans in eastern Canada. 

“That hasn’t really happened before, two guys from Newfoundland playing on the same team and the same line,” said Clowe, who played for the Rangers after the trade deadline last season. “I’m sure everyone back home would love to see it.” 

The Devils also signed the 27-year-old forward Damien Brunner to a professional tryout Monday. Brunner was on the ice for three Islanders goals Thursday, but he shared time on the ice with the top forwards Zajac, Dainius Zubrus and Rostislav Olesz. He played with Elias in power-play drills Tuesday, his first full day as a Devil. 

“It’s always nice to be part of a new group and bring some energy,” said Brunner, who had 26 points for the Detroit Red Wings last season, his first in the N.H.L. after starring in his native Switzerland. “The Devils are a first-class organization, you can tell just being here. I hope it all turns out well.” 

The Devils’ power play ranked 21st last season, scoring on 15.9 percent of its chances. The team expects Brunner to help improve that. He is also talented in shootouts, another area the Devils hope to fix. They were 2-7 in shootouts last season. 

“He can make some plays when he has the puck on his stick,” DeBoer said. “There’s a good chance something good is going to happen offensively. We could use a little bit of that.” 

The Devils may have new faces, but they are not young faces. Ryder and Clowe are in their 30s, and Jagr will be 42 in February. Injuries have already bitten the Devils’ forwards. On the first day of training camp last week, Jagr left the ice after 10 minutes with what the team has called lower-body soreness. He has not practiced since, though DeBoer said Friday that Jagr was skating and would return soon. 

Clowe sustained a lower-body injury against the Islanders and did not practice Friday. Forward Mattias Tedenby, 23, left practice Friday with a lower-body injury and did not return. The Devils play the Islanders again Saturday night at Barclays Center in Brooklyn for the first N.H.L. game at the arena, which the Islanders will call home starting in 2015. 

Still, for someone like Tedenby, a former first-round pick who has played just 105 N.H.L. games over three seasons, teaming with a slew of veteran forwards is enormously beneficial. That in turn might be productive for the Devils’ offense down the line. 

“I’m really excited to be around them and play with them,” Tedenby said. “It’s good for younger guys like me who want to get to their level.”

Devils reduce training camp roster

Fifteen players assigned to Albany; six returned to juniors

Friday, 09.20.2013 / 10:38 AM / News 
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 Newark, NJ – The New Jersey Devils today reduced their training camp roster, by assigning 15 players to their top development team, the AHL’s Albany Devils, while returning six players to their junior teams. The announcement was made by Devils’ President/General Manager Lou Lamoriello.

Assigned to Albany were: goaltender Maxime Clermont; defensemen Seth Helgeson, Raman Hrabarenka, Dan Kelly, Corbin McPherson, and Reece Scarlett; and forwards Reid Boucher, Riley Boychuk, Mike Hoeffel, Chris McKelvie, Harri Pesonen, Ben Thomson, Joe Whitney, David Wohlberg, and Darcy Zajac.

Returned to their junior teams were: goaltender Anthony Brodeur (Gatineau, QMJHL) and forwards Myles Bell (Kelowna, WHL), Graham Black (Swift Current, WHL), Remy Giftopoulos (Windsor, OHL), Ben Johnson (Windsor, OHL), and Ryan Kujawinski (Kingston, OHL).

Predators Assign Six To Milwaukee; Roster At 27 Players

Monday, 09.23.2013 / 10:14 AM / News 
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Nashville, Tenn. – Nashville Predators President of Hockey Operations/General Manager David Poile announced today that the club has assigned Patrick Cehlin, Joonas Jarvinen, Joonas Rask, Miikka Salomaki, Colton Sissons and Austin Watson to Milwaukee (AHL).

Nashville’s training camp roster is now at 27 players (roster attached):

Sixteen forwards: Taylor Beck, Gabriel Bourque, Rich Clune, Matt Cullen, Mike Fisher, Filip Forsberg, Paul Gaustad, Matt Hendricks, Patric Hornqvist, David Legwand, Simon Moser, Eric Nystrom, Craig Smith, Nick Spaling, Viktor Stalberg, and Colin Wilson.

Eight defensemen: Victor Bartley, Mattias Ekholm, Ryan Ellis, Seth Jones, Roman Josi, Kevin Klein, Joe Piskula and Shea Weber.

Three goaltenders: Carter Hutton, Marek Mazanec and Pekka Rinne.

Predators 2, Islanders 0

Sunday, 09.22.2013 / 9:48 PM / News 
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Nashville Goal Scorers:                   Bourque (3:07, 2nd)                 Assists: Forsberg, Ellis

                                                                Watson (8:22, 2nd)                  Assist: Smith

The Nashville Predators opened the first of two preseason games at Bridgestone Arena on Sunday night with a 2-0 shutout victory over the New York Islanders.

Pekka Rinne, playing in his first game of the preseason, turned aside 13 shots through two periods, while Carter Hutton stopped all 12 shots in the final frame to secure the double-team shutout for Nashville.

After a scoreless first period that saw Rich Clune and Matt Hendricks both drop the gloves, Nashville transitioned its game from setting a physical tone to putting shots on goal.

Gabriel Bourque opened the scoring for the Preds, after receiving a nice pass from Filip Forsberg along the wall. Forsberg and Ryan Ellis both battled for the puck along the wall, keeping the play alive, before Forsberg found Bourque in the slot who made a nice move around New York’s Anders Nilsson for the goal. Five minutes later, Craig Smith battled to break up a play in the Islanders’ zone, and the loose puck trickled right to Austin Watson who beat Nilsson under his leg pad for his first of the preseason.

The Islanders turned up the heat in the third, firing 12 shots on goal, nearly doubling their two-period total, but it was too little too late for the Isles. Nashville now holds a 1-2-1 record in the preseason.

Three Big Things:

He’s Back: After sitting out the first three preseason games, goaltender Pekka Rinne turned aside all 13 shots faced to earn First Star of the Game honors. Rinne was slated to play last Thursday in Tampa, but was held out one more game. Despite facing just 13 shots tonight, Rinne’s performance should silence any doubt about his health, and his workload should continue to increase throughout the final three preseason tilts.

Ellis Looks Good:  Third-year defenseman Ryan Ellis stood out from the crowd on Sunday night, as he jumped up into the play on multiple occasions and battled to create offensive chances. Ellis’ offensive skill has never been questioned, but his willingness to jump up offensively has left deficiencies in his defensive game in past seasons, but that was not the case on Sunday. While Ellis was creating chances, he was also solid in his own end, earning a +2 rating on the night.

Setting a tone: Head Coach Barry Trotz said he wants his Predators to be “Entertainment Tax Collectors” this season, and that was a theme the Preds carried into free agency with the acquisitions of Matt Hendricks and Eric Nystrom. For the first time tonight, Hendricks dropped the gloves and proved to the Nashville faithful he’s a leader on this team and he’s certainly not a player to be messed with. Rich Clune also dropped the gloves for the Preds as both players set the physical tone early. Nystrom was not in the line-up on Sunday, but his ability to get under his opponents skin will be a trait that Preds fans will come to enjoy.

Quotes:

Head Coach Barry Trotz on Pekka’s performance in tonight’s game…

My heart jumped about seven seconds into the game. I laughed after the second period when he came off during the time out and I said to him that ‘you’re hip tested good, you got ran over and you’re following the corner, and you’ve got those shots. That’s pretty good for the confidence.’ It was good to have him back in. He’s one of the best in the league so, having him back in the net makes a very different team for us. Being back at home was important too.

Pekka Rinne on making his way toward 100 percent health/game readiness…

I think the whole time I’ve just been trying to focus on making the most of it, but I understand I have before the season, for sure it was a different kind of summer, but at the same time, you try to make the most of it. I feel like the last month or so has been really good for me to work a lot on the ice and off the ice. I’m not going to look back and worry about what I couldn’t do in June or July. I feel good and I’m sure I’ll be better than 100 percent when the season starts.

Seth Jones on getting a sense of the home crowd…

I’ve heard a lot about the fans here and the atmosphere, and they definitely showed it tonight. They were in it, and they made our lives a lot easier.

Predators Reduce Roster To 33

Saturday, 09.21.2013 / 1:28 PM / News 
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-Assign eight to Milwaukee and Leipsic back to his junior club-

Nashville, Tenn. – Nashville Predators President of Hockey Operations/General Manager David Poile announced today that the club has assigned Scott Darling, Scott Ford, Magnus Hellberg, Kevin Henderson, Michael Liambas, Bryan Rodney, Scott Valentine and Mark Van Guilder to Milwaukee (AHL). The team also reassigned Brendan Leipsic back to his junior team, the Portland Winterhawks (WHL).

Nashville’s training camp roster is now at 33 players.

Preds 1, Lightning 5

Friday, 09.20.2013 / 6:00 AM / News 
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Nashville Goal Scorer:
Cullen (SHG, 00:46 of the third period) Assists: None

Tampa Bay, Fla. – The Tampa Bay Lightning struck early and kept their foot on the pedal, scoring four goals on their first 17 shots of the game. Nashville’s defensive breakdowns and small mistakes allowed the high-power Lightning to capitalize quickly.

Matt Cullen got the Preds on the board with shorthanded goal just 46 seconds into the final frame, after breaking in and taking advantage of a bad pass from goaltender Cedrick Desjardins. Cullen’s goal looked to give Nashville some jump, but the Lightning opened a four-goal gap once again less than two minutes later.

The Predators finished their Florida trip with a 0-2-1 record.

Three Big Things:

Fountain of Youth:  Matt Cullen was the Predators’ best player on Thursday night, not only because of his goal, but because of strong play on both ends. Cullen’s speed and offensive mindset paid off with his shorthanded marker, and his game-changing abilities will be a welcomed asset for Nashville this season. Cullen, along with wingers Colin Wilson and Viktor Stalberg, look like the leading candidates as the Preds line this season. They have demonstrated a skill level and speed that Nashville has not seen in years.

Jones continues to pile up minutes:  Rookie Seth Jones totaled 21:31 of ice time on Thursday night playing alongside captain Shea Weber on Thursday night, with Weber playing spending most of his time on the left point. Jones once again showed off his skill set and made a couple of nice plays on defense, including a race to beat Tampa’s Steven Stamkos to a loose puck in the defensive end. Jones had a hard collision with two Lightning players midway through the third that hobbled him for a moment, but he quickly returned to the ice for a power play shift.

Getting off to a quick start is imperative:  As discussed after the Preds first game against Florida, they must get off to quick starts this season – that is not what happened on Thursday night. Tampa quickly jumped on the scoreboard, rocking Nashville back onto its heels and leaving the young Preds scrambling. Nashville was able to respond in its two previous exhibition games when faced with adversity early, but that was not the case in Tampa.

Quotes:

Matt Cullen on his goal: “The goalie tried to wrap it around and bounce it to his defenseman. It ended up right on my stick and I put it into the open net. It was nice to get a goal, but it would have been nicer to get the win.”

Zach Budish on his first preseason games after five development camps: “It was exciting to play my first game, even though it was an exhibition game, it was really exciting. I wish we could have come out with a win, but it was good to get my feet wet.”

Head Coach Barry Trotz on tonight’s game: “The first 10 minutes we were kind of stuck in the mud. They came out hard – they’re a high pressure team and they got on us early. They came at us really hard, they transitioned the game well and they buried their chances. They jumped on us early and caught us off guard. I thought we responded better in the second period, but that third goal did us in. They had four goals on 17 shots – two of them were way too easy.”

Check-In From Naples

Thursday, 09.19.2013 / 9:32 AM
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Naples, Fla. -- For the second consecutive day, the Nashville Predators took to the ice at Germain Arena in Naples, Fla. Much like the practices in Nashville, the team was divided into three different groups (blue, white and silver), and spent time working on odd-man rushes, two-on-two battles and special teams.

       Pekka Rinne during drills at Germain Arena in Naples, Fla.  

Despite playing games on Monday night, Tuesday’s practice had the up-tempo pace that we’ve come to expect from the 2013 Training Camp. Players were put through a series of drills and worked with coaches on the finer points of their respective games. Following practice, the team completed a dry-land workout before heading back to hotel for an afternoon team building meeting.

A random appearance at Tuesday morning’s practice was retired NHL defenseman Brian Rafalski, formerly of the New Jersey Devils and Detroit Red Wings. Rafalski, who lives in the Naples area and coaches youth hockey, spent time watching practice and talking with Assistant General Manager Paul Fenton, before visiting with a couple of players.

Wednesday, Sept. 18

Wednesday morning’s session opened as Goaltending Coach Mitch Korn worked to fine tune the games of the eight goalies in camp. The goalie session was short, but mirrored the pace of full practice as the goalies knocked out a series of drills in short order.

     Shea Weber shows off a red snapper during the fishing trip

Two-time Vezina Trophy finalist Pekka Rinne has looked sharp while on the ice – making save after save during drills without any evidence of lingering issues or fatigue. Rinne has made a lot of progress since stepping on the ice just a few weeks ago, and according the line-up for tonight’s game in Tampa, the 6-5 Finn will be in net for the first time this preseason.

Once the players finished up on Wednesday, they embarked on an afternoon backwater fishing excursion near Ft. Myers. The three-hour fishing derby consisted of 17 boats with a veteran, a couple of rookies and a local guide each. All boats returned safely to shore, but sunburns were plentiful among the group. Prizes were award in several categories with Mike Fisher’s boat taking home the grand prize for most fish caught with 22. There were rumors of a shark being caught by one of the team’s, but there was no supporting evidence.

Thursday, Sept. 19

This morning’s practice was a light affair compared to the previous two days in Naples. The non-playing group spent an hour on the ice before heading back to the hotel to pack for Tampa. The playing team met with Strength and Conditioning Coach David Good in the hotel’s fitness center for a brief morning workout before heading to lunch and the bus to Tampa.

The Predators take on the Tampa Bay Lightning tonight at 6:30 p.m. CT. Stay tuned to nashvillepredators.com and on Twitter (@PredsNHL) for in-game updates.

Preds 2, Panthers 3 (OT)
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Nashville Goal Scorers:            Smith (12:57 of the first period) Assists: Beck, Fisher

                                                        Bourque (11:30 of the first period) Assists: Legwand, Hornqvist

The Predators closed out their two-game set against the Florida Panthers on Monday night with a hard-fought game that ended on a tipped goal in overtime.

Craig Smith opened the scoring for Nashville on an odd-man rush midway through the opening frame. Mike Fisher raced into the zone and dropped a pass to Taylor Beck, who fired the shot on net. Florida’s Jacob Markstrom kicked the shot aside, but it deflected right onto Smith’s stick and he buried it into the net. Florida tied the game 13 seconds later on a goal from Jared Gomes.

The second time was a charm for Gabriel Bourque, who jammed away at a loose puck until it slid past Markstrom at the 11:30 mark of the second. Bourque was tenacious in front of the net all game and his efforts paid off for him tonight.

Tomas Kopecky once again tied the game midway through the final frame, and the score remained tied when the buzzer sounded on regulation.

In the extra frame, the Preds peppered the Panthers net with shots, but it was Tomas Fleischmann who got the last laugh as he tipped a shot past Carter Hutton with just 47 second left in overtime.

Three Big Things

Being hard to play against: With his offseason moves this summer, General Manager David Poile made one thing clear – the Nashville Predators are going to be hard to play against in 2013, and the team took their their first step in that direction on Monday night. The Predators racked up 27 hits, with Bourque, Eric Nystrom and Scott Valentine all collecting four a piece. Michael Liambas also dropped the gloves during the first period. Liambas’s fight was the third for the Predators on Monday following Rich Clune and Paul Gaustad’s bouts in the afternoon tilt. Nashville set a tone in both games on Monday and they will be taxing on all of their opponents this season.

Taylor Beck came to play:  The second-year forward wanted to concentrate on the speed aspect of his game this offseason and he was noticeably faster in Monday night’s game. Beck showed a lot of poise with the puck, took the puck hard to the net and used his newly found speed to open up space and create scoring chances. If Beck continues to play as he did Monday night, he will have a good shot at making the Preds opening night roster.

Carter Hutton makes his case:  Head Coach Barry Trotz has already named Hutton his back-up goaltender for 2013-14 season, but his lack of experience may have left some Preds fans feeling leery about the man behind Pekka Rinne. On Monday night, Hutton looked confident, turning away 24 of 27 shots in 64 minutes of action, including a couple of good scoring chances late in the game. The 27-year-old netminder was composed in all situations and flashed some quick reflexes. Even in the loss, Hutton showed he is more than ready to back-up Rinne this coming season.

Quotes:

Seth Jones on playing his first game against NHL-caliber talent: “I felt good, I felt really good. I got my feet under me and moved the puck around pretty well. I played with Josi tonight and he made it easy on me. Like I said, I felt really good out there. I know I can play at this level, it’s preseason right now and I know the regular season with be faster, but I felt good.”

Head Coach Barry Trotz on Seth Jones’ play tonight: “Seth played big minutes with Roman Josi tonight. I think the pace and the hard training camp is getting to a lot of guys, but Seth played well. His transition game is very good and he played big minutes against their top talent tonight.”

Preds 3, Panthers 6
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Nashville Goals:  Henderson (0:44 of the first period) Assists: Gaustad

                                 Forsberg (7:39 of the first period) Assists: Ford, Wilson

                                 Weber (PPG, 19:27 of the first period) Assists: Cullen, Wilson

Nashville opened up its preseason slate on Monday afternoon with the first of two tilts against the Florida Panthers in Sunrise, Fla.

The Predators were able to jump out to an early lead with goals from Kevin Henderson and Filip Forsberg, but penalties and fatigue caught up with the Preds as they fell to the Panthers, 6-3. Captain Shea Weber added a power-play goal late in the first, but former Pred Scottie Upshall tallied two goals, while young defenseman Erik Gudbranson also notched a pair to up end Nashville.

While this will show up as a loss in the preseason standings, it gave the Predators coaching staff a much needed look at their roster heading into season. Monday afternoon’s roster, much like the roster for the nightcap, was made up of players who will make the NHL roster out of camp and younger players in the Predators’ system.

Three Big Things

Getting off to a good start:  Throughout the season, it will pivotal for the Preds to get off to good starts, and that is what they were able to do on Monday afternoon. Kevin Henderson started things off for Nashville just 44 seconds into the game as he buried a feed from Paul Gaustad. The Preds kept the heat on early, even after a Scottie Upshall goal, as Filip Forsberg tallied his first goal of the preseason less than seven minutes later. Shea Weber closed out a strong first period with a power-play goal with just 33 seconds remaining in the opening frame.

Power play looks good:  Just two seasons removed from leading the League in power-play efficiency, the Predators look for marked improvement on special teams. Nashville held four man-advantages in the game, converting the second chance late in the first. Even though the Preds only tallied once on the PP, they were able to move the puck around and generate a couple of good scoring chances. Assistant Coach Phil Housley has been charged with turning the power play around and there was a notable difference in the way the Preds cycled the puck with the advantage.

Playing through the pain: During my postgame interview with Head Coach Barry Trotz, he commented that the guys have been going hard at practice the past couple of days and that hard work may have caught up with them a little bit this afternoon. Nashville also traveled Monday morning – an instance that does not happen during the regular season. Look for the Preds to be well-rested for Thursday’s tilt in Tampa.

Quotes: 

Shea Weber on frustrations of playing with unfamiliar teammates: “We can’t make excuses. We weren’t good enough today – we didn’t win battles. They play a very structured and we weren’t able to generate anything after the first period.”

Brendan Leipsic on playing his first game against NHL-caliber players: “I thought it went alright. It was hard at first adjusting to the speed of the game, but as the game went on it got a little better. We need to get more pucks to the net, but overall, it was a good first experience.”

Head Coach Barry Trotz on this afternoon’s game: “I think we got away from our game and we turned too many pucks over. When you turn too many pucks over, you end up spending too much time in your own end. We also took too many penalties and that was really taxing. We hit a wall in the second period because we’ve had a real hard camp and we’ve pushed these guys to extremes. We just didn’t have any legs in the third period and it showed.”

The Russell Report: Observations From Scrimmage Two
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Score: Silver 2, Blue 1

Goal Scorers: Weber (blue), Beck (Silver), Nystrom (Silver)

Shea Weber– The Predators captain didn’t waste time during Saturday morning’s scrimmage, beating goaltender Allen York with a slapshot from the slot just minutes into the game. Weber brought his usual offensive prowess and physicality to the abbreviated game. He and Ryan Ellis spent the entire scrimmage as a pairing.

Wilson–Cullen–Stalberg – The line of Colin Wilson, Matt Cullen and Viktor Stalberg spent the majority of the 60-minute scrimmage playing together. Speed is the first thing that comes to mind when watching these three play together. Wilson has shown a level of speed not previously seen from the fourth-year forward, while Stalberg’s speed – one of the main reasons the Preds went after him this offseason – was very apparent. Cullen centered the line and was able to set up Wilson and Stalberg on several scoring chances.

Taylor Beck– Beck evened the score with a breakaway goal midway through the first 30-minute session. He was able to break away from the blue defenders with a nice feed from Filip Forsberg, and showed good speed and nice stickhandling ability on the goal. Beck has been impressive thus far, most frequently playing on a line with Mike Fisher and Patric Hornqvist.

Seth Jones – The 6-5, 210-pound defenseman picked up where he left off on Friday afternoon, controlling the game from his own end and showing poise beyond his years. Jones once again showed the agility and escapability he possesses by side-stepping several checks and making good outlet passes.

Marek Mazanec– The Czech-born goaltender continued to be impressive on Saturday afternoon, turning away every shot faced in the second 30-minute session. Mazanec was also solid during the postgame shootout. As mentioned yesterday, Mazanec still needs time to adjust to the North American game, but fans should be excited about seeing the netminder in Nashville in the future.

The Russell Report: Observations From Scrimmage One
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Pekka Rinne – In just his second full practice, Rinne looked like himself, which is a good sign for Preds fans everywhere. He was sharp, agile and quick when attacking the puck during limited drills and the scrimmage. The Kempele, Finland native played the first 20 minutes and did not allow a goal. His conditioning didn’t seem to play a factor in his ability to stop the puck and he returned to the ice immediately following the scrimmage to work with Goaltending Coach Mitch Korn. As I wrote in the Training Camp questions blog, Preds fans should expect Rinne to get more rest during camp to ensure he is ready to go come opening night.

Seth Jones – Nashville’s first pick in this year’s draft continues to play as advertised. During the scrimmage, Jones seemed poised and was solid in his own end. Playing against much faster and more skilled competition than he is accustomed to for the first time didn’t seem to faze him – he was able to use his size and foot speed to gain position on veteran skaters like David Legwand and Paul Gaustad. Each time Jones steps on the ice it becomes more apparent why he was such a draft-day steal for the Predators .

Clune-Gaustad-Hendricks – The line of Rich Clune, Gaustad and Matt Hendricks saw a lot of time together during this afternoon’s scrimmage, and tallied the first goal of the White vs. Silver game. While this line isn't expected to produce big numbers, they were the grittiest of the bunch today. Clune made sure to hit every player not wearing silver, while there seemed to be no ill-effects from Gaustad’s offseason shoulder surgery.

Marek Mazanec – Opposite Rinne, rookie netminder Marek Mazanec looked very sharp in net, making a number of big saves in front of on-looking General Manager David Poile. While the Czech-born goalie is still learning the North American style of play, he displayed poise and agility during his 20-minute on-ice session.

Mattias Ekholm– A season in Milwaukee seems to have done the big Swede some good. Ekholm was easily recognizable not only from his size, but from his ability to effortlessly transition the game from the defensive end.

Brendan Leipsic – The feisty winger from the Portland Winterhawks was tenacious during the scrimmage. He wasn’t afraid to attack the hard areas of the ice and he was able to create separation with speed and stick handling. While he did not score during the first scrimmage, it is easy to see why he led the Western Hockey League in points last season. Due to his age, Leipsic will have to return to Portland if he does not make the NHL squad after camp, but fans should be excited for what this 19-year-old brings to prospect stable.

The Preds will scrimmage on Saturday at 12:45 p.m., and again on Sunday at 12:45 p.m.

The Russell Report: Questions Heading Into Camp - Part 2
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My two-part series looking at the six major questions facing the Nashville Predators during training camp this season.

Click here to see Part 1

 What to do with all the flexibility up the middle?

Nashville didn’t lose any centers to free agency, but they were able to add two centers, Matt Cullen and Matt Hendricks, giving the team unprecedented flexibility at the position.

With Mike Fisher, David Legwand, Paul Gaustad and Nick Spaling already on the roster for the upcoming season, it will be up to Head Coach Barry Trotz to see how six players who are capable of playing center will fit into his roster opening night.

Fisher and Legwand have been Nashville’s top centers dating back to the acquisition of Fisher in February 2011. Fisher tallied 21 points (10g-11a) and posted a team-high +6 rating on the year (tied with Gabriel Bourque). Legwand led the team in goals (12) and ranked second in scoring during the 2012-13 campaign with 25 (12g-13a) on the year.

Health is the number one question facing Gaustad going into the season after a nagging shoulder injury kept him out of all but 23 games in 2012-13. Despite the injury, Gaustad was on track to finish among the League’s top five players in face-off efficiency after winning 59.7 percent of his draws – his fourth consecutive season of ranking among the NHL’s top face-off men. If Gaustad can remain healthy, he will once again be a jack-of-all-trades, specializing in a wide variety of face-off scenarios, while seeing considerable time on the penalty kill.

Spaling figures to be the odd man out of the center race, but his youth and ability to play both center and wing make the Drayton, Ont., native an integral part of the 2012-13 roster. Look for Spaling to possibly make the move to wing to start the season, which leaves Trotz with a back-up plan throughout the season if injuries and other unforeseen circumstances crop up.

In Cullen, Nashville has a speedy veteran who, even at 36-years of age, is still capable of being a game-changer. A season ago in Minnesota, he posted 27 points (7g-20a). Much like Gaustad, Cullen has consistently found himself among the League leaders in face-off efficiency (53.2 percent in 2012-13) – his third consecutive season with such success.

Hendricks is another wild card in the center bunch. Like Spaling, Hendricks is comfortable playing both center and wing. Preds fans can expect Hendricks to line up at wing this season, but the flexibility still remains. In addition to bringing flexibility and grit to the line-up, Hendricks has also carved out a niche as a shootout specialist and will help the Preds improve in the post-overtime tiebreaker.

What’s next for Filip Forsberg?

In five games with Nashville this past season and throughout rookie camp, Filip Forsberg has shown that, despite a raw skill set, he has the potential to be a powerful force in the League for years to come.

Prior to crossing the pond in April, the 19-year-old won the Gold Cage Award as the Allsvenskan's junior player of the year after leading all junior players in goals, and ranking second in points (15g-18a-33pts) to fellow Preds prospect Pontus Aberg. During qualification, the Ostervala, Sweden native ranked second in goals and tied for eighth in points (5g-4a-9pts, 9gp), helping Leksand earn promotion to the Elite League.

Forsberg is still learning the North American style of play, but with the Preds offseason additions and the return of many injured players, he will be afforded the chance to develop in a second or third line role. But if the Predators’ brass believes he still needs to improve on certain aspects of his game before returning to the NHL, Forsberg will benefit from spending time in Milwaukee – an opportunity not afforded to North American-born players of his same age.

How the defensive pairings work out?

As in past seasons, if the Nashville Predators are anything, they are deep along the blue line. However, Nashville is looking to get grittier and more lethal among the rearguard.

Enter new assistant coach Phil Housley, a seven-time NHL All-Star, a finalist for the 1992 Norris Trophy and the second-leading American-born scorer in NHL history. The prevailing thought is that Housley, who was an undersized player during his time, will help Nashville’s young defenseman become more of an offensive threat, both during 5-on-5 play and on the power play, while solidifying their defensive game.

Beyond the top three of Shea Weber, Roman Josi and Kevin Klein, Nashville has Victor Bartley, Ryan Ellis and Mattias Ekholm chomping at the bit to see increased roles with the NHL squad. The addition of top-rated defensive prospect Seth Jones also adds another layer to the group. Despite the potential upside of these young prospects, they are just that – young.

Bartley showed promise during his 24-game stint with the club last season. Bartley tallied seven assists, ranked fourth on the Predators in average ice time (19:32) and led Nashville d-men in plus/minus rating (+2) in 2012-13. He has shown that he is capable of taking on an increased role within the Predators system, but the question of where he slots in with fellow rookies remains to be seen.

Highly-touted defenseman Ryan Ellis has shown great offensive prowess and the ability to help transition the game, but his size and defensive play have left some questions during his time with the Preds. In 64 games at the NHL level, Ellis has tallied just five goals and 12 assists. Entering camp, Ellis will be given every chance to earn in place with the big club again, but the competition is more robust than it has been in years past.

Last season, Ekholm 27 points (9g-18a) in 55 games for the Admirals in 2012-13, his first full North American campaign and in addition to playing one game for the Predators. The Borlange, Sweden native has the size, skating ability and hockey IQ the Predators need along the blue line and this year’s training camp will be his chance to prove he’s ready to return to Nashville.

Jones, the fourth overall pick in this year’s draft, has been described as the most NHL-ready prospect for more than a year. The 6-4, 210-pound rearguard will have an opportunity to make the team out of camp, but Poile has made it clear that the 18-year-old must earn his roster position.

Outside of the seven players already discussed, Nashville has Bryan Rodney and Joe Piskula waiting in the wings. Rodney has posted 13 points (1g-12a) in 34 NHL games dating back to the 2008-09 season. Piskula, who the Predators acquired in the Brian McGrattan trade, has 10 games of NHL experience under his belt. In Milwaukee, Joonas Jarvinen – a 6-3, 212-pound Finn – has also been honing his North American game and could provide much-needed size and grit to Nashville’s blue line.

The Russell Report: Questions Heading Into Camp - Part 1
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My two-part series looking at the six major questions facing the Nashville Predators during training camp this season.

Pekka Rinne’s hip and the back-up goalie? 

In the biggest news of the Predators offseason, two-time Vezina Trophy finalist Pekka Rinne underwent hip arthroscopy surgery on May 8 at Vanderbilt University Medical Center. While Rinne remained on crutches for most of the summer, the 30-year-old netminder recently returned to the ice and began dropping into the butterfly position without issue.

Rinne has been the Predators’ backbone throughout the past four seasons, leading Nashville to consecutive second-round berths in the Stanley Cup Playoffs and back-to-back nominations as the League’s top goaltender in 2010-11 and 2011-12.

Rinne looks to be on pace to start the regular season for the Preds; however, he may need to sit out a couple of preseason games to guarantee his health and conditioning heading into the season. While Preds fans may not like the thought of Rinne seeing only limited action in the preseason, it will give the Nashville brass time to evaluate the back-up goaltender position.

Carter Hutton was brought in via free agency, and despite a solid American League career, he has just one game of NHL experience under his belt – a 3-1 loss to St. Louis in the 2012-13 season finale. Heading into training camp, head coach Barry Trotz has already named Hutton his back-up goaltender.

Outside of Hutton, the Preds have rookie netminders Magnus Hellberg and Marek Mazanec.

Hellberg was impressive down the stretch in Milwaukee last season, finishing 22-13-0 with six shutouts, a 2.14 goals-against average and .924 save percentage. While Hellberg fits the Preds mold for goalies – tall (6-6) and Scandinavian (Uppsala, Sweden) – he still has to prove to General Manager David Poile and his staff that he’s ready to take the next step when called upon.

Mazanec is entering his first season in North America after leading Plzen of the Czech Extraliga to the league title last season. The Pisek, Czech Republic native has played well during his first rookie camp, but training camp will give him his first action against NHL-caliber talent. We can expect Mazanec to begin the season in Milwaukee while he adjusts to the North American style of play.

Can Colin Wilson pick up where he left off?

Colin Wilson looked to have finally developed into the player Poile and his staff had hoped he’d become when they selected him seventh overall in 2008. He was leading the team with 19 points (7g-12a) through 25 games before a collision behind the net on March 9 against Minnesota ended the 23-year-old’s season. The injury came just one day after Wilson struck for a career-high four points (2g-2a) against the Edmonton Oilers.

Wilson’s injury required a double-shoulder stabilization surgery during the tail end of the 2012-13 campaign. He has since rehabbed and returned to the ice, taking contact in his most recent informal practices without issue.

Many foresee Wilson as Nashville’s X-factor this season. He has the size, skill and speed to be a top contributor for the Preds and the flashes he showed last season will definitely place him in a featured role with the offense.

Which Predators return to form? 

Shea Weber – Although Weber led the team with 28 points (9g-19a) and averaged 25:55 of ice time a season ago, Nashville captain failed to be named a finalist for the Norris Trophy for the first time in three seasons. Weber’s skill set is vital to the Predators’ success and they need their captain to return to an All-Star level with such a young crop of defensemen on the roster.

Patric Hornqvist – Nashville’s most consistent and most recent 30-goal scorer will have to rebound from a couple of injuries that held him out of 24 games last season. In April, Nashville showed their faith in the Swedish winger with five-year contract, and they’ll need Hornqvist to improve upon their 29th ranking in goals per game in 2012-13.

Viktor Stalberg– Nashville’s first signing on July 5, Stalberg is fresh off a Stanley Cup winning season with the Chicago Blackhawks. Just two seasons removed from a 22-goal, 44-point campaign, Stalberg will break out of the third line role he saw in the Windy City and into a top-six role in the Music City. The increased ice time and responsibility should help the 27-year-old flourish with his new team.

Gabriel Bourque – The winger set a career high and tied for the team goals lead with 11 tallies, despite missing 14 games with a knee injury in 2012-13. In just 34 games, the Rimouski, Que., native nearly tied his career output from his first NHL season in 2011-12 (7g-12a-19pts-43gp). Bourque’s speed, skill and tenacity will be a welcomed asset among Nashville’s top-nine forwards.

Jones impressive in Predators prospect game
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Author: Alain Poupart | NHL.com Correspondent

Seth Jones may or may not have made the Florida Panthers regret not taking him with the second pick in the 2013 NHL Draft.

What is certain is that Friday night he didn't do anything to make the Nashville Predators regret taking him with the fourth pick.

Once touted as the potential first pick in the 2013 draft, the defenseman vowed to do his best to make the Colorado Avalanche, Panthers and Tampa Bay Lightning "regret not taking me."

In his first game wearing a Predators jersey, Jones showed off his smooth skating, deft stickhandling and big shot in an 8-4 victory against the Panthers at the prospect tournament at Florida's practice facility.

"Seth played very well," Nashville assistant general manager Paul Fenton said. "Certainly you can see his elite thought process and talent and ability to escape under pressure. I think he's going to be just a terrific player for us."

Jones didn't record a point but had a couple of powerful slap shots on goal and made a slick stickhandling move to get past Panthers 2010 first-round pick Quinton Howden in the first period.

Jones was playing the puck behind the Nashville net when Howden came in on the forecheck. Jones stickhandled the puck behind his back to get past Howden and start skating up ice.

"I thought I played pretty well, pretty solid," Jones said. "The first period was a little tough to get into it, the first intense period that you played after the summer. But after that, I thought I made some good plays out there, stayed pretty confident within my game."

Jones said it meant just a little bit more to play his first game against the Panthers, a team many thought would draft him after Colorado took forward Nathan MacKinnon with the first pick.

"Yeah, in the back of my head it did a little bit," Jones said. "But you've got to put that stuff behind you. You've got to think team first, and obviously I'm not a selfish player in any way, so I'm not going to do anything to prove myself to them. I'm just going to play hockey out there."

Florida players were impressed with Jones.

"I think he's going to have a big career in the NHL, for sure," said forward Francis Beauvillier, a 2012 sixth-round pick who ended last season in the American Hockey League. "He's impressive. You think that because of his size, he's not going to be mobile or he won't have hands, but he's a defenseman who's got hands and is mobile even at his size. And he's able to hit hard."

Though defeating the Panthers Friday night was nice, Jones' focus these days is on trying to do whatever needs to be done to make the Predators' opening-night roster. The son of former NBA player Popeye Jones, Seth said he's had a couple of talks with Predators coaches, who have told him he'll have to earn his spot.

"And I totally agree with them," Jones said. "Nothing is given. I need to play my best hockey in order to make the team."

Jones had a goal and an assist in a 7-4 loss to the the Lightning on Saturday. The Predators are watching to see how he deals with a different level of hockey, but the skills which Jones demonstrated time and again with the Portland Winterhawks of the Western Hockey League obviously are there.

"Anybody can see how good he is out here right now," Fenton said. "He's just got to get his feet wet to pro hockey, see what it's like to compete against men instead of the junior-level guys. I think we'll get to see that out of him."

Fenton said he was pleased Friday night with the performance of forward Filip Forsberg, another high draft pick who could play a key role for the Predators this season.

The 11th selection in the 2012 draft by the Washington Capitals, Forsberg was acquired in the trade involving forward Martin Erat last April. Forsberg played five games for Nashville last season after coming over from Sweden.

Friday night, Forsberg scored early in the third period to start a six-goal outburst that helped the Predators erase a 3-2 deficit against the Panthers. Forsberg added a highlight-reel goal when the teams had a five-player shootout after the game, then had a goal and an assist Saturday.

"Filip looked really good," Fenton said. "The five games we brought him for last year really gave him an introduction to North America. You see his elite offensive sense, how he cuts to the middle and how he holds on to the puck and he can draw people down and still find people as a receiver. He's going to be a terrific player for us."

Forsberg had one assist with Nashville last April and is hoping to parlay a strong training camp into a spot on the roster.

It's the same for Jones, who said he felt he took a step in the right direction in his first game as an NHL player.

"I thought I showed some skills and I made some plays," he said.

Nashville Predators' Filip Forsberg having strong preseason
It’s still preseason, but it’s a safe bet that Filip Forsberg will be missed when the Predators take the ice today at Bridgestone Arena against Tampa Bay.

The 19-year-old Swede has a goal and an assist in three games and already is well on his way to living up to lofty expectations that came with him when Nashville acquired him in a trade last season.

Forsberg missed practice Monday and won’t be in the lineup after aggravating a lower-body injury in Sunday’s game against the Islanders.

Coach Barry Trotz is pleased with the boost Forsberg has provided a team that needs all the help it can get on offense, and Trotz is relieved to see that Forsberg appears capable of making the transition from the European style of play to the NHL without any problem.

“He was really consistent in the preseason in the scrimmage portion, but since we got into the exhibition season he’s been a force offensively,” Trotz said. “But I’m more impressed at his compete in really small-area type of situations, because over in Europe there’s a little more space and therefore you have time to adjust; there’s not as much wall play. And he hasn’t shied away from any of that. He’s actually excelled at making decisions in real small areas, which is a real gift for a young guy.”

Forsberg’s instincts helped make the line with David Legwand and Gabriel Bourque one of the most productive in Sunday’s 2-0 win.

Bourque scored Nashville’s first goal off an assist from Forsberg in the first period.

“That whole line was good,” Trotz said. “It’s got some really good ingredients with a guy like Bourquey, who can really dog the puck, and a veteran like Leggy, who really understands the game and makes some really, really intelligent plays. And then you’ve got Filip who does a little bit of both. The three of them have a good balance between the offense and the defense and youth and skill and work ethic.”

Bourque, who has two goals in the preseason, said he, Forsberg and Legwand stuck to the basics.

“We just went to the net and did an incredible job of getting the puck out and going on offense,” he said. “We just stuck to what we do well.”

Bourque has been surprised by some of Forsberg’s plays.

“He is a kid who is really talented,” he said. “He has come with the puck and made some great plays. He’s made some unreal passes. It’s hard to believe he’s only 19.”

Extraordinary talent helps Forsberg be able to stick to the basics and still have success, Legwand said.

“He does the right things on the ice that makes things simple for himself and his teammates,” he said. “And that’s a big thing at this level.”

Trotz said he would continue to experiment with different lines before the regular season gets under way on Oct. 3, and Legwand hopes that includes him teaming up again with Forsberg.

“We’re going to get more reps in together hopefully and create some chemistry,” Legwand said. “That’s what camp and these preseason games are for.”

Forsberg’s injury is not serious, Trotz said. It’s something that has hampered him throughout the preseason.

“We’re just being precautious,” he said. “It’s just a mild injury. Through training camp it’s been nagging and (Sunday) night he tweaked it.”
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Pacioretty leads Habs’ offense in 3-2 win over the Devils (Video)

 . 

Posted by Brenda Branswell  

Patch Pic resized


(Photo: John Mahoney, The Gazette)

Canadiens’ forward Max Pacioretty scored two power play goals Monday night to help lead the Habs to a 3-2 victory over the New Jersey Devils at the Bell Centre.

Line mates David Desharnais and Danny Brière each picked up an assist.

“This is their second game together. We can see there’s some chemistry starting to build,” Coach Michel Therrien said.

“That’s a good thing. That’s the reason why we try to put those guys (together) as much as we can.”

Therrien highlighted Pacioretty’s power and speed.

“Since Day 1 (of training camp) he came with the right attitude…He’s in great shape, he’s powerful. It’s demanding to play against him when he’s using his speed like that,” Therrien said.

With the start of their regular season a week away, the Canadiens went with a squad of veterans. The two prospects penciled into the lineup were defenseman Jarred Tinordi and forward Michaël Bournival who centred the Habs’ fourth line flanked by Travis Moen and Ryan White.

For a first game all together, Therrien said he liked what he saw in some areas although the timing wasn’t always there in others. But that’s normal at this time of year, he said.

“In general, I liked the effort.”

The Canadiens have two preseason games left, both against the Ottawa Senators. They play at Scotiabank Place on Wednesday in Kanata and on Thursday at the Bell Centre.

You can listen to what Pacioretty had to say after the game here:
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Habs to ice strong lineup against Devils Monday night

 . 

Posted by Stu Cowan  

The Canadiens will be going with a strong lineup for Monday’s exhibition game against the New Jersey Devils at the Bell Centre (7:30 p.m., RDS, TSN Radio 690). There are only two players in the lineup who are on the bubble for the opening night lineup - forward Michael Bournival and defenceman Jarred Tinordi.

The forward lines reflect some depth. Max Pacioretty, David Desharnais and newcomer Daniel Briere will resume their quest for chemistry. Working Briere into the mix has been a work in progress, but there are three more exhibition games to work out the kinks.

Tomas Plekanec will be between Rene Bourque and Brandon Prust, who is filling in for Brian Gionta.  The captain says he’s ready to go, but the team is being cautious as Gionta returns from biceps surgery.

The EGG line has the two Gallys – Brendan Gallagher and Alex Galchenyuk - on either side of Lars Eller, and Bournival will play with Travis Moen and Ryan White. Bournival’s spot is usually occupied by Prust.

Tinordi will be on the No. 3 defence pairing with Francis Bouilllon. P.K. Subban and Josh Gorges are the No. 1 pair, while Andrei Markov will be with Rafael Diaz.

Carey Price is expected to play the entire game in goal.

Greg Pateryn was not part of Monday’s morning skate in Brossard. He’s out with a lower-body injury, which explains his limited action in Saturday’s 3-1 loss to Carolina. 

(Photo by Marie-France Coallier/The Gazette)
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Emelin skates in full gear; McCarron returned to junior

 . 

Posted by Stu Cowan  

There were some significant developments before and after the Canadiens’ practice in Brossard Sunday.

For starters, Alexei Emelin (photo above) was on the ice in full gear with strength coach Pierre Allard before practice. It wasn’t Emelin’s first skate since having reconstructive knee surgery in May, but he was in sweats for his workouts last week. The defenceman is on target for a return in early December.

Douglas Murray, who has a lower-body injury, was also out on the ice early, as was forward George Parros, who is recovering from shoulder surgery. Parros was skating for the first time without a non-contact jersey and was part of the regular practice. Travis Moen got a head start as he rejoined the regular practice after missing two days with a lower-body injury.

Also joining in the regular practice were defencemen Francis Bouillon and Nathan Beaulieu. Bouillon has been listed as day-to-day with a lower-body injury, while Beaulieu banged up his shoulder in practice early in training camp and has yet to appear in an exhibition game. 

Eleven players, mostly youngsters who played both games against Carolina, were limited to off-ice training, and the lineup on the ice Sunday was very close to what the roster will look like on opening night Oct. 1 against the Toronto Maple Leafs at the Bell Centre.

Tomas Plekanec was on a line between Rene Bourque and Brian Gionta, while David Desharnais was at centre with Max Pacioretty and Daniel Briere. The two Gallys - Alex Galchenyuk and Brendan Gallagher - were with Lars Eller, and the fourth line had Ryan White between Moen and Brandon Prust. Parros was with Martin St. Pierre and Nick Tarnasky.

The defence pairings were P.K. Subban and Josh Gorges, Andrei Markov and Rafael Diaz, and Bouillon with Beaulieu.

 The off-ice group included a few players who are on the bubble: defencemen Jarred Tinordi, Magnus Nygren and Greg Pateryn, and forward Michael Bournival.

After practice, the Canadiens announced that Michael McCarron, the club’s first-round draft pick this year, was being returned to the junior London Knights of the OHL. The Canadiens also returned forward Sebastian Collberg to Frolunda in the Swedish Elite League, assigned goaltender Dustin Tokarski to the Hamilton Bulldogs and placed forward Nick Tarnasky on waivers for the purpose of sending him to Hamilton.

The Canadiens are back in action Monday night when the New Jersey Devils visit the Bell Centre (7:30 p.m., RDS, TSN Radio 690)

(Photo by John Mahoney/The Gazette)
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Therrien on Habs’ 3-1 preseason loss: “We saw a lot of good things”

 . 

Posted by Brenda Branswell  

Tinordi HIO pic


(File photo: John Kenney, The Gazette)

It was hard to miss Jarred Tinordi on the ice Saturday at the Bell Centre against the Carolina Hurricanes and not just because of his imposing 6-foot-6 stature.

The Canadiens’ first-round draft pick, who is trying to land a spot on the team, dished out a few big hits and tangled with Hurricanes defenseman Tim Gleason in the feisty first period that saw two other fights break out.

“It’s always good team building when you see a physical presence on the ice and the way that he was able to play solid tonight physically,” said Coach Michel Therrien.

“They were solid hits, they were good hits…definitely it’s a plus for our hockey team,” Therrien said.

Tinordi laid a big hit on Hurricanes’ forward Tuomo Ruutu in the second period, but it led to a two on one break that resulted in a goal by Jeff Skinner.

“He’s got to read at the time when to throw those big hits because the big hits they’re going to come,” Therrien said.

The Canadiens outshot the Hurricanes 42-27 but failed to capitalize on their chances, going 0 for 8 on the power play, and losing 3-1.

“I can’t judge the game by the result. We saw a lot of good things,” Therrien said, excluding the second period when the team lost its focus a bit “and it turned against us.”

But he liked how the Habs started the game and played in the third period.

“We had a young lineup tonight and some of those kids did good.”

Therrien also said he thought veterans Tomas Plekanec,  Rene Bourque and Andrei Markov played well for their first preseason game.

You can listen to Tinordi here:
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Habs beat Hurricanes 6-0 in Quebec City

 . 

Posted by Stu Cowan  

It took three games, but the Canadiens finally have their first preseason win after pounding the Carolina Hurricanes 6-0 Friday night in Quebec City. The two teams will meet again Saturday at the Bell Centre (7 p.m., RDS) and Mike Boone will be blogging live on HIO.

After playing their first two preseason games – losses to Buffalo in a shootout and Boston – in front of sellout crowds at the Bell Centre, there were only 10,139 in attendance in Quebec City. The Canadiens attracted more than 15,000 fans when they played preseason games in the provincial capital in 2009, 2010 and 2011.

The fans in attendance Friday night booed former Canadiens defenceman Mike Komisarek, who signed with the Hurricanes after being bought out by the Toronto Maple Leafs, every time he touched the puck. Komisarek, who signed a five-year, $22.5-million contract with the Leafs before the 2009-10 season, now has a one-year, $700,000 deal with Carolina.

Greg Pateryn, Alex Galchenyuk, David Desharnais, Michael Bournival, P.K. Subban and Max Pacioretty scored for the Canadiens, while  Peter Budaj and Dustin Tokarsky combined for the shutout. Galchenyuk played centre on a line with Brandon Prust and Christian Thomas.

Saturday’s game will be the fourth in as many nights for the Hurricanes.

The Canadiens should have something resembling the opening-night roster Monday when the New Jersey Devils are at the Bell Centre. The exhibition schedule concludes with back-to-back games against the Senators Wednesday in Ottawa and Thursday in Montreal.

One item Coach Therrien mentioned about Alex Galchenyuk was that, ” He was going to have more responsibilities this year.”

That statement was somewhat cryptic and open ended.

 What did it mean?

 Perhaps this?

Galchenyuk played on the 1st Unit Penalty Kill last night.

 (Moen-Plex-Eller did not dress)

 Will that carry over to the season, and is this is what Coach Therrien meant…and WHY not?

Last year, the Habs ranked 23rd on the PK, and was 1 of only 2 teams that did not score a short handed goal.

During the last complete NHL season, the NJ Devils lead the NHL in PK and the ‘spirit breaking’ Short Handed goals with 15.

Their 1st Unit PK was Zack Parise and Zubrus followed by Elias and Henrique – all excellent skating, offensive threats that change an opponent’s PP thinking.

 A mistake with these guys on the ice could end up being a goal.

 We had nothing of that last year.

 Habs need to be more aggressive on the PK and put some fear in an opponent’s PP.

The 23rd ranked Habs Top 4 PK forwards in minutes played last year was this.

 In order:

 Moen-Plex-Prust-Eller.

Move Moen out, and put Galchenyuk in that spot with Plex and there will be a lot more worry going on for an opponent.

Face-offs and puck control on the PK are key.

 If Plex is booted out of the Faceoff circle, a natural Center like AG then takes the draw.

 While these numbers are both subpar, when Moen had to take a faceoff, he was 40% last year.

 AG was 42.8%, and with added strength and experience, he can only get better.

Log in to Reply


Bill 


September 21, 2013 at 4:55 pm


Pacioretty’s game has never changed. He’s always been a sniper from the slots and the dots. In so doing he has led the team in scoring for two straight years. This whole idea of him crashing the net and playing mean is just a fantasy of fans who think that’s the only way to play. It’s not Pacioretty’s game and there is nothing wrong with his game as it is.

Log in to Reply


Old Bald Bird 


September 21, 2013 at 5:09 pm


I am likely the least astute observer on this site, but last year he seemed content to shoot from bad angles and from far away when I would have thought that he could have made more of a push to the net. I think I was expecting him to take a step up, but I thought he took a step back. However, I admit that he puts up the points, so I am probably wrong.

Log in to Reply


Maritime Ronn 


September 21, 2013 at 5:16 pm


Bill

Max just has to stay healthy (he plays hurt often)-play for Team USA in the Olympics, and play the skill game he knows as you mention above.

 Perhaps several forget he’s only 24 with a bargain basement Cap Hit of only $4.5M for the next…6 years.

 He is at least Assistant Captain material

http://www.capgeek.com/player/95

The Leafs can have their 29 year old/$37.750M dollar man in David Clarkson that they will regret in not more than 3 years.

Log in to Reply


frontenac1 


September 21, 2013 at 4:20 pm


@habfab. Last night in Glasgow amigo.Heading home tomorrow. I’ve got a new appreciation for Rugby. Still can’t stand Soccer.

Log in to Reply


Rugger 


September 21, 2013 at 4:49 pm


Welcome to the HI/O Rugby Appreciation Club!

Log in to Reply


Bill 


September 21, 2013 at 4:06 pm


@24Cups: A lot of people voting not only probably couldn’t answer your question, but couldn’t articulate a good reason for Galchenyuk to play centre this year.

Log in to Reply


Lafleurguy 


September 21, 2013 at 4:38 pm


What’s for tiffin this aft? 

“May you live in interesting times.”

Log in to Reply


johnnylarue 


September 21, 2013 at 4:40 pm


Those survey results are… not encouraging. Hell, if the team was in the first year of yet another rebuild, I’d say go for it–throw the kid in with the sharks and let him fend for himself, Huberdeau-style.

As it stands though, the Habs already have a relatively competitive team, and the luxury of letting Chucky adapt to the pro game at a less aggressive pace and gradually increasingly his level of responsibility as he develops. 

One would think most sane GMs and head coaches would drastically prefer this model of low-pressure player development. But I suppose one would have to be a sane GM or head coach to know for sure, wouldn’t one!

Log in to Reply


Fransaskois 


September 21, 2013 at 4:06 pm


Considering this will be my first post in nearly two months, I thought I’d make it a contentious one….

If there’s one forward in Montreal who escapes reproach and trade proposals, it’s MaxPac. The wolverine, the leading scorer, the only forward on our team with any size! All wonderful attributes to have but, can he do more? Is Max Pacioretty a difference maker?

Over the past season, and during this camp/preseason, we have seen Max attempt to incorporate a new element into his game – perimeter play. We were all so impressed with his ability to drive the net during his time playing alongside Cole, why the change? I’ve seen Pacioretty evolve from a gritty-passer in his junior years, a possession-driver in his time in the AHL, a power forward with a nose for the net during the season before last, and now I believe he plays as a complimentary scoring forward/sniper. When was the last time we saw Pacioretty driving the play? Creating chances? Being involved physically? He is currently playing a one-dimensional game when he is truly a multi-faceted offensive player. I think Pacioretty is ready to incorporate all of these skills and abilities and take himself to the next level.

I think it’s time for Patches to be the go-to guy on offence and the only way for this to occur is by cutting the cord between Pacioretty and Desharnais. Max is ready to take the next step from being used as a line mate, to a player who uses his line mates. He’s ready to take a leadership role on the team in terms of creating and finishing offence. 

So, I think now’s the time to quit accepting excuses for inconsistent play and poor defensive play. I think he’s ready to start growing with our future #1 centre and helping make Galchenyuk into the elite scoring player he should be. If we want our young players to succeed, it needs to start with our scoring leaders showing them how.

Log in to Reply


Un Canadien errant 


September 21, 2013 at 4:41 pm


I’m always going to stick up for Max. He did allow in interviews early in camp that he has heard it from his Twitter followers, he’s aware that they want him to drive the net more.

One consideration is that scorers like Max look for open space to operate. With Brendan Gallagher on his line, is it possible that he finds open space in the periphery, since Brendan is always mucking it up in front of the net and dragging defenders with him? Brendan plays the way he plays, occupies the front of the net, regardless of his stature deficit, and Max circles around off the slot and waits.

Log in to Reply


Harditya 


September 21, 2013 at 4:42 pm


You make a good point. Patches has another level to his game, much like Price, that we haven’t been exposed to yet in the NHL. We’ve seen their abilities to take over a game, but it seems to be missing when it’s needed the most. This is the deciding factor of exactly how good these players can be. They’ll ultimately need to steal the show in post-season to have any sort of credibility among fans. Because neither have done much in the playoffs so far (though Patches has only played in playoffs once, to be fair to him). Price, in my mind, was fantastic in Game 2 and 4, but that’s the issue. They need to dictate throughout the entire playoffs. That’s what brings credibility. I have no doubt in my mind they can do it. I just hope it’s in Montreal.
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Last chance for rookie McCarron to impress Habs coaches?

 . 

Posted by Stu Cowan  

The Canadiens held a workout at the Bell Sports Complex in Brossard Friday morning before the 20 players who will face the Carolina Hurricanes in Quebec City Friday night (7:30 p.m., RDS) boarded a bus for the provincial capital.

The Canadiens’ lineup for Friday’s game includes 10 NHL players, but the focus will be on a group of players who might be getting their last chance to impress the coaches before being sent to the minors or, in the case of Michael McCarron, back to junior.

The lineup includes nine players who have spent the past week working out away from the main group and they’ll try to demonstrate why they deserve a longer look. That group is headed by Gabriel Dumont, who  played 10 games with Montreal last season. He said he wasn’t surprised  not to be included among the 15 forwards in the main group because he didn’t play well in his first exhibition game.

Swede Sebastien Collberg has an opportunity to shine as he plays on a line with veterans Max Pacioretty and David Desharnais. Alex Galchenyuk will be at centre between Brandon Prust and Christian Thomas.

The Carolina lineup includes a couple of former Habs - forward Aaron Palushaj and defenceman Mike Komisarek. Palushaj signed with Carolina as a free agent after splitting last season between the AHL’s Hamilton Bulldogs and the Colorado Avalanche. Komisarek signed with the Hurricanes after he was bought out by the Toronto Maple Leafs.

Here are the Canadiens’ lines and defence pairings for Friday’s game. 

LINES

Collberg-Desharnais-Pacioretty

 Prust-Galchenyuk-Thomas

 Bournival-Holland-McCarron

 Tarnasky-Dumont-Blunden

DEFENCE

Gorges-Subban

 Tinordi-Pateryn

 Dietz-Nygren

GOALIES

Budaj

 Tokarski

(Photo by John Mahoney/The Gazette)
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Injury bug hits Habs defence as Drewiske, Bouillon sidelined

 . 

Posted by Stu Cowan  

The Canadiens are testing that old adage about never having too many defencemen.

The Canadiens were so scrapped for bodies at training camp Thursday in Brossard that they were forced to recall Darren Dietz from the AHL’s Hamilton Bulldogs.

The list of ailing defencemen grew when Davis Drewiske (photo above) and Francis Bouillon suffered injuries in practice Wednesday. Drewiske will be out for four weeks with a shoulder injury, which means he will miss the start of the regular season. That will almost certainly ensure a roster spot for Jarred Tinordi to start the year.

Bouillon is day-to-day with a lower-body injury and so is Douglas Murray, who missed his second day of practice.

Nathan Beaulieu, who suffered a shoulder injury at the start of training camp, has been practising with the extra players after coach Michel Therrien divided his roster into a main group and a group of extras.

In other news, the Canadiens announced that captain Brian Gionta has won the Jean Béliveau Trophy in recognition of his charitable work and community involvement.

The Canadiens will skate at 11:30 a.m. Friday in Brossard before heading to Quebec City to face the Carolina Hurricanes Friday night in preseason action (7:30 p.m., RDS). The Canadiens and Hurricanes will meet again Saturday night at the Bell Centre (7 p.m., RDS).

(Photo by John Kenney/The Gazette)
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Therrien defends decision to cut Leblanc

 . 

Posted by Stu Cowan  

Louis Leblanc was the main topic of conversation as the Canadiens’ training camp continued Wednesday in Brossard with head coach Michel Therrien defending the decision to include the 2009 first-round draft pick in the first group of players to be reassigned.

Leblanc, who was drafted 18th overall, was sent to the AHL’s Hamilton Bulldogs following Monday’s 6-3 preseason loss to the Boston Bruins.

“He came into camp with a good attitude and he was in better shape, but we know Louis Leblanc and we wanted to get to know some of the other players better,” Therrien said.

Therrien mentioned Christian Thomas, who was acquired from the New York Rangers in the off-season, and Swede Sebastien Collberg, who will be heading back to Sweden if he doesn’t make it in the NHL.

Neither player was part of the main group at practice Wednesday as Therrien and his staff concentrated on the players who are expected to be on the roster on opening night against the Toronto Maple Leafs on Oct. 1 at the Bell Centre. But the coach said Thomas and Collberg will see some action this weekend as the Canadians play three preseason games in four nights, beginning Friday with a game against the Carolina Hurricanes in Quebec City.

The good news out of camp is that captain Brian Gionta has been cleared for contact. He was on the fifth line Wednesday with Michael Bournival and Martin St. Pierre.

(Photo by John Kenney/The Gazette)
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‘Louis is disappointed for sure,’ Leblanc’s agent says

 . 

Posted by Stu Cowan  

Louis Leblanc’s agent, Pat Brisson, had some words of encouragement for the former first-round draft pick after he was cut by the Canadiens on Monday night and sent to the Hamilton Bulldogs.

“Louis is disappointed for sure,” Brisson told The Canadian Press. “But as I told him, if a player is cut now or next week, it doesn’t change anything.

“It’s not where you’re playing on Sept. 30 that’s important, it’s where you’re playing on March 30,” Brisson added. “Personally, I’m satisfied with how he’s progressed since last year. At last year’s camp, on a scale of one to 10, I’d have given him a three or four. This year, it would be eight. He didn’t do all that work for nothing. He’ll keep his chin up and keep going.”

The Canadiens enjoyed a day off Tuesday following Monday’s 6-3 preseason loss to the Boston Bruins at the Bell Centre. Fourteen players, including Leblanc, were reassigned after the game.

Joining Leblanc in Hamilton are goaltender Robert Mayer, defencemen Morgan Ellis, Dalton Thrower and Darren Dietz, and forwards Steven MacAuley, Jonnas Nattinen, Sven Andrighetto, Erik Nystrom and Stefan Fournier. Defenceman Matt Lashoff, who was in the Canadiens’ camp on a pro tryout, will get a similar chance in Hamilton. Three players will return to their junior clubs — goaltender Zach Fucale (Halifax), and forwards Charles Hudon (Chicoutimi) and Martin Reway (Gatineau).

The 38 Canadiens still in camp will practise at 11 a.m. Wednesday in Brossard. Their next preseason game is Friday night in Quebec City against the Carolina Hurricanes.

(Photo by Allen McInnis/The Gazette)
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Habs trim training camp roster to 38 players (Video)

 . 

Posted by Brenda Branswell  

LouisLeblanc


Canadiens’ first-round draft pick Louis Leblanc was among 14 players cut from the team’s training camp Monday night after the Habs’ 6-3 loss to the Boston Bruins.

The Canadiens roster now stands at 38 players, including five who are injured.

The players cut also includes: Sven Andrighetto, Robert Mayer, Matt Lashoff, Dalton Thrower, Erik Nyström, Morgan Ellis, Joonas Nattinen, Martin Reway, Darren Dietz, Charles Hudon, Stephen MacAulay and goaltender Zachary Fucale.

Ten players will return to the Hamilton Bulldogs while Fucale, Hudon and Reway head back to their respective junior teams. The team also plans to invite Lashoff to  the Bulldogs training camp.

Fucale described the camp as a big learning experience and beneficial for his development.

“I saw the level of play is very high, very fast. So for me it’s very important to work on every aspect of my game,” he said.

“There are so many screens during the game. A lot of people are trying to obstruct the view.  And guys are stronger, they’re smarter, their shots are just harder,” Fucale said.

“Every little aspect of the game is better in the NHL and you’ve got to adjust and get better.”

A big story line heading into the game was the Subban brothers squaring off for the first time. P.K. Subban’s younger brother Malcolm, the Bruins’ first-round draft pick in 2012, replaced Chad Johnson in net part way through the second period.

“It was a pretty cool experience,” P.K. Subban said after the game. 

Their father, grandfather and next door neighbour were at the Bell Centre for the game.  ”I don’t think I got a shot on (Malcolm),” Subban said. In fact, he had one shot from the point that his brother easily stopped.

A short-lived “P.K., P.K.” chant started high up in the Bell Centre after the announcement of the goalie changes. (Robert Mayer also replaced Canadiens’ goaltender Carey Price.)

Subban called it a good experience for his brother.

“If you can play in Montreal, you can pretty much play anywhere in terms of the intensity in this building and the pressure. I thought he handled himself well for his first game.”

 You can hear what Canadiens’ forward Max Pacioretty had to say after the game here:
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McCarron, Bournival shine in Habs shootout loss to Sabres (Video)

 . 
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McCarronweb


The Canadiens’ dropped their first preseason game Sunday, but there were bright spots in their 5-4 shootout loss to the Buffalo Sabres.

Canadiens’ first-round draft pick Michael McCarron turned in a strong performance at the Bell Centre, collecting two assists and playing a physical game.

“That was his best presence on the ice,” Coach Michel Therrien said.

“It’s not always easy for big guys like that to play in scrimmages and to play against veteran players on their own team,” Therrien said.

“But like I said (Saturday) this is the next step to the training camp– exhibition games, competing against other teams, other players.  We saw that (tonight) he stepped up his game physically.”

McCarron played on a line with Martin St. Pierre and Michaël Bournival that led the Habs’ offense.  Bournival, who played for the Hamilton Bulldogs last season, scored twice and St. Pierre added a goal in the third period.

“I thought our line clicked really well tonight,” McCarron said.

Therrien also said he likes Bournival’s quickness and the fact that he never stops working.

Things got testy in the third period when Alex Galchenyuk checked Sabres’ defenseman Jamie McBain, knocking him down. Patrick Kaleta went after Galchenyuk and then Brendan Gallagher tried to come to his linemate’s defense. Later in the period Brandon Prust cross-checked Kaleta who fell to the ice and received a diving penalty. Prust was also penalized on the play.

Only a handful of Canadiens’ veterans played against the Sabres, including linemates Gallagher, Lars Eller and Galchenyuk.

“I thought we had six or seven young guys who could play junior this year in the same lineup tonight,” Therrien said. “So I’m really pleased about the way they competed.”

 You can listen to what McCarron had to say after the game here:
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Fans fill Bell Centre for Red vs. White scrimmage (Video)

 . 
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scrimmage hio photo


A sell-out crowd of 21,273 filled the Bell Centre Saturday for a scrimmmage that helped raised money for rebuilding efforts in Lac-Mégantic.

Fans were delighted to find a welcoming committee of Canadiens’ players when they walked into the Bell Centre. People snapped pictures, shook hands and high-fived the players as they moved along the receiving line.

“The important thing is we get to say hello to our fans and thank them for being here and supporting the initiative,” said Geoff Molson, the Canadiens’ principal owner who was at the main entrance.

Canadiens defenseman Francis Bouillon received a warm ovation in the third period when he thanked fans for attending the event.

“I think Lac-Mégantic is something that touched us all this summer. And it’s nice to see people support a cause like this,” Bouillon said after the scrimmage.

The White team won 2-1, led by a pretty back-hand goal by Martin Reway and a long shot by Stefan Fournier that slipped through Peter Budaj’s pads. Tomas Plekanec scored for the Red team.

Proceeds from the scrimmage will go to the Fonds Avenir Lac-Mégantic. Tickets cost $5 each and fans received a free hot dog, bag of chips and soft drink.

Dustin Tokarski replaced Carey Price in net in the second period and Zachary Fucale, picked 36th overall by the Canadiens’ in last June’s entry draft, took over for Budaj.  

It was a banner day for Fucale. He made his Bell Centre debut and the team announced they’ve signed him to a three-year, entry level deal.

Max Pacioretty knocked into Fucale twice, the first time receiving a goaltender interference penalty. Fucale took it in stride and Pacioretty’s aggressive play won praise from coach Michel Therrien.

“I thought Patch did a really good job going hard to the net,” coach Michel Therrien said after the scrimmage.

“He’s so powerful with his speed,” Therrien said.

“We want to make sure he’s concentrating on those things because he’s one of the best skaters in the NHL,” Therrien said. “And he’s tough to contain when he’s using that speed and going hard to the net.”

Forward Sebastian Collberg, who has been out with a knee injury, took part in the scrimmage.  Collberg was a bit nervous at the start but said he felt pretty good with Charles Hudon and Martin Reway in the scrimmage.

“I didn’t expect that today,” Collberg said of the huge crowd.

“It was awesome to be out there.”

The Canadiens’ made their first cuts at training camp on Saturday. They announced that Tim Bozon, Connor Crisp and Jérémy Grégoire will return to their respective junior teams.

You can hear more of what Fucale had to say about his Bell Centre debut and new contract here:
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White back in action; Beaulieu listed as day-to-day as camp continues

 . 

Posted by Stu Cowan  

The Canadiens were back on the ice Friday in Brossard as training camp continued with the second intra-squad scrimmage in two days.

Defenceman Nathan Beaulieu, who suffered a shoulder injury during Thursday’s scrimmage, did not take part and is listed as day-to-day. Ryan White, who left Thursday’s scrimmage after suffering a cut above his right eye from a high stick, was back in action. He needed seven stitches.

Team Red beat Team White in the scrimmage, with Rene Bourque, Martin Reway and Alex Galchenyuk scoring the goals. White, with his new scar, scored for Team White.

While coaches normally experiment by mixing lines at training camp, Michel Therrien has wasted little time putting together veteran trios that are likely to face the Toronto Maple Leafs in the season opener on Oct. 1 at the Bell Centre.

“I’m a true believer in combinations that work,” Therrien said Thursday. “There are other little plans (if things don’t work out), but I have this vision and I hope it’s going to work. I might try other things, but what you saw is the vision and we hope it’s going to work.”

That vision includes having Lars Eller at centre with Alex Galchenyuk and Brendan Gallagher; David Desharnais between Max Pacioretty and Daniel Briere; and Tomas Plekanec with Rene Bourque and Christian Thomas, who is filling in for captain Brian Gionta as he recovers from offseason biceps surgery.

On Saturday, the Canadiens will play an informal Red vs. White scrimmage at the Bell Centre, starting at 1 p.m. Tickets cost $5 (taxes included) and are available at canadiens.com and evenko.ca or through the Bell Centre’s ticket office. Each ticketholder will receive a free hot dog, a bag of chips and a soft drink. The doors to the Bell Centre will open at 11:30 a.m. and proceeds from the game will be donated to the Fonds Avenir Lac-Mégantic.

Therrien plans to make a major cut after exhibition games Sunday against Buffalo and Monday against Boston at the Bell Centre. Some prospects will be retained so there are bodies available to scrimmage, but the number of healthy bodies will probably drop from 50 to 30.

“After we make those cuts, we’ll concentrate on the main team,” Therrien said.

(Photo by John Kenney/The Gazette)
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Desharnais: “You’ve just got to turn the page and learn from it”

 . 

Posted by Brenda Branswell  
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(Photo: Allen McInnis, The Gazette)

Danny Brière made his on-ice debut as a Hab Thursday on a line with David Desharnais and Max Pacioretty during the first scrimmage at the Canadiens’ training camp.

A large crowd filled the stands at Brossard’s Bell Sports Complex to watch the scrimmage, which ended in a draw.

Desharnais, who is coming off a disappointing season in which he signed a four-year, $14-million contract extension, said it was fun to play on a line with Pacioretty and Brière.

The 5-foot-7 centreman has lost about five or six pounds, weighing in at 170 at training camp.

“It was my goal this summer to lose a bit of weight and get faster,” said Desharnais, adding he really worked on his explosiveness.

“It was a learning process,” Desharnais said of last season. “It was a short season. Of course, it’s frustrating. But you’ve just got to turn the page and learn from it and be ready for this season.”

Consistency is something he needs to work on, Desharnais said.

Desharnais is used to overcoming obstacles in his professional career. He wasn’t drafted into the NHL even though he put up more than 100 points in his last two seasons in the Quebec Major Junior Hockey League. He led the East Coast Hockey League in points in 2007-08 and his point total in 2011-12, his first full season with the Habs, was third highest on the Canadiens.

“We want David to compete,” coach Michel Therrien said at his press conference after the morning sessions. “We want him to be David Desharnais. We want him to be at the net. We want him to be first on the puck, We want him to skate. This is how he’s got success. And he knows this.

“It’s not a matter of points, but usually when players compete hard, the results get there,” Therrien said.

Asked if that was lacking last season, Therrien said: “Last season was last season.”
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Habs’ training camp kicks off in Brossard (Video)

 . 

Posted by Brenda Branswell  

A finalist for the Calder Trophy in his rookie season, Brendan Gallagher sounds like his feet are planted firmly on the ground as he heads into his sophomore year with the Habs.

“I played one year,” Gallagher told reporters on the first day of the Canadiens’ training camp Wednesday in Brossard. ”It was an OK year, but it can get better. And there’s still a lot to be accomplished in the league and things to get done and learn.

“So I’m looking forward to this year. There’s lots of areas in my game that can grow and I just want to be a part of a winning team.”

Gallagher stuck to the same focus in his off-season training: lower body, power, quickness and agility.  

“To be a smaller guy and to be effective you need to be the hardest-working guy on the ice,” he said. “You need to continue to work on your quickness and power. And for me every summer that’s my focus. So I come in every year trying to build on that and so far it’s been working.”

Gallagher also plans to stick with No. 11 after giving up No. 73 in February to Michael Ryder when the Canadiens acquired him from the Dallas Stars.

Fifty-five players are attending the camp, which kicked off Wednesday morning with medicals and physical testing. The rookies skated in the morning. 

Alex Galchenyuk (left in photo above, with P.K. Subban and Max Pacioretty) is also heading into his sophomore season after a successful rookie year.

“I just have to stay consistent because there were moments when I didn’t score for 12 games. And I didn’t score for 18 games. Then I had a stretch where I scored quite a bit towards the end of the (season),” said Galchenyuk, adding he wants to bring that momentum to this season.

At the Canadiens’ annual golf tournament last week, coach Michel Therrien said Galchenyuk will have more responsibilities and “time will tell us when he’s going to be ready to be a centreman.

“We all understand that Alex eventually will be a centreman. But he’s only 19 years old,” Therrien told reporters then.

Galchenyuk said he feels confident and comfortable on the wing.

“I trust the coaches. They know what they’re doing. I just have to go out there every time I’m on the ice and make something happen.”

Canadiens prospect Louis Leblanc, who has been working with sports psychologists, said he’s ready and focused.  Leblanc, the Habs’ first-round draft pick in 2009, is coming off a disappointing season with the Hamilton Bulldogs after suffering a high-ankle sprain last fall.

(Photo by John Mahoney/The Gazette)
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Crisp gets hat-trick in final rookie scrimmage; 55 players invited to main camp

 . 

Posted by Stu Cowan  

The Canadiens’ rookie camp wrapped up Monday with an 11 a.m. Red vs. White scrimmage in Brossard that turned into a blowout.

Team Red, led by three goals from Connor Crisp (photo above), beat Team White 8-1. Crisp, who was selected by the Canadiens in the third round (71st overall) at this year’s NHL draft, is the nephew of former NHL player and coach Terry Crisp.

Also scoring for Team Red were Erik  Nystrom with two goals, Dalton Thrower, Brady Vail and Joel Gervais-Chouinard. Michael Bournival scored the lone goal for Team White. Michael Condon stopped 17 of 18 shots for Team Red and Zach Fucale stopped all seven shots he faced. For Team White, Peter Delmas stopped 11 of 14 shots and Christopher Festarini made 11 saves on 16 shots.

While the rookies were holding their Red vs. White scrimmage, 22 regulars from the Canadiens practised and then played a game of five-on-five shinny on the second rink in Brossard. Newcomer George Parros seemed to be the man in charge, drawing up the drills on a board and running the practice before the shinny game started. Louis Leblanc was among the 22 players on the ice.

The rookie game was delayed for a minute or so while the regular Habs players came out of the locker room and skated across the main practice rink to get to the second rink. Parros received the biggest ovation from the crowd watching the rookies and flashed a big smile from behind his moustache in return.

After the final rookie scrimmage, the Canadiens announced that 55 players, including 23 of the 40 players who attended the rookie camp, will take part in the main training camp, which begins Wednesday in Brossard with physicals and fitness testing. The players will have their first official on-ice session Thursday.

Tweeted excited rookie goalie Fucale after the list of 55 players was announced: “Montreal Canadiens main camp!”

Tweeted first-round draft pick Michael McCarron, en francais: “Ravi d’être invité au gros camp. Merci de votre soutien!! Canadiens main camp! #Habs”

On Saturday, the Canadiens will play an informal Red vs. White scrimmage at the Bell Centre, starting at 1 p.m. Tickets cost $5 (taxes included) and are available at canadiens.com and evenko.ca, or through the Bell Centre’s ticket office. Each ticketholder will receive a free hot dog, a bag of chips and a soft drink. Proceeds from this scrimmage game will be donated to the Fonds Avenir Lac-Mégantic.

The Canadiens will play their first exhibition games at the Bell Centre Sunday night against Buffalo and Monday against Boston. All seven preseason games will be televised by RDS. You can see the preseason schedule by clicking here.

(Photo by Dario Ayala/The Gazette)

Canadiens invite Connor Crisp to main training camp

Goaltender Zachary Fucale also among 23 rookies to get a longer look
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Gazette sports writer Pat Hickey on the strong impressions left by rookies Connor Crisp and Erik Nyström as the Montreal Canadiens rookie camp ends with a scrimmage Monday, September 9, 2013. (Marcos Townsend / THE GAZETTE)

MONDAY — It’s safe to say Connor Crisp had a good day Monday.

He had a natural hat trick to lead the Reds to a 7-1 rout of the Whites in the final scrimmage at the Canadiens’ rookie camp.

A few hours later, the 19-year-old from Alliston, Ont., learned that he would be sticking around for the main training camp, which gets underway Wednesday with physicals and fitness testing at the Bell Sports Complex in Brossard.

“This is my first (NHL) training camp and I wasn’t sure what to expect,’ said Crisp, who was drafted in the third round in June. “I’ve felt more comfortable each day.”

Crisp was overlooked in the 2012 draft because a shoulder injury limited him to six games in the 2011-12 season and one of those games was a highly publicized emergency appearance in goal for the Erie Otters. He was named as the first star of the game even though the Niagara IceDogs scored 13 goals on 45 shots.

Crisp, who is the nephew of former NHL player and coach Terry Crisp, had 14 goals and 22 assists in 63 games for Erie last season, but the Canadiens found other numbers attractive, starting with his size — he’s 6-foot-3 and weighs 226 pounds — and his 139 penalty minutes.

He has the size the Canadiens have been looking for up front and Crisp displayed his potential as a power forward in Monday’s scrimmage.

“I scored all three goals when I was two feet from the net and that’s where I score most of my goals,” said Crisp. “I had a slow start, but I’ve got my hands back.”

He showed good hands on his second goal when he redirected a shot from Stefan Fournier in mid-air.

The Reds also received a two-goal performance from Erik Nystrom, a 19-year-old Swede, who has made a rapid adjustment to the smaller North American ice.

“I think my game is better suited to the smaller ice,” said Nystrom, who has signed on for what amounts to a 25-game tryout with the Hamilton Bulldogs. “I like working in small areas.”

The Canadiens have invited 55 players to the main camp, including 23 players from the rookie camp. But It’s not known how many players will actually participate in the first on-ice sessions Thursday.

Alexei Emelin is still recovering from major knee surgery and Finnish centre Joonas Nattinen sat out the entire rookie camp. Captain Brian Gionta (biceps) and forward George Parros (shoulder) may not be at 100 per cent, but they have been joining other veteran players for informal workouts in Brossard.

There were a few surprises among the players who were not invited to the main camp. Brady Vail, who was a fourth-round pick in 2012, was returned to the Windsor Spitfires of the Ontario Hockey League. He’s the only drafted player who’s not getting a further look.

And the Canadiens have decided to bring only five goaltenders to camp, and the only netminder advancing from the rookie camp is Zachary Fucale, who was selected in the second round (36th overall) in June. Fucale will eventually be returned to the Halifax Mooseheads of the Quebec Major Junior Hockey League, but not before he is given a chance to play against grown-ups.

There were two other goaltenders in the rookie camp with NHL contracts, but Peter Delmas and Michael Condon will go directly to the Hamilton training camp. Condon signed as a free agent in the spring after wrapping up his collegiate career at Princeton, while Delmas has spent most of the past three seasons with Wheeling in the ECHL.

Carey Price and Peter Budaj have the NHL goaltending spots secured, while Dustin Tokarski and Robert Mayer have the inside track in Hamilton.

The Canadiens have invited one player in the main camp on a tryout. Matt Lashoff, a 6-foot-2, 205-pound defenceman, will get a look. The 26-year-old Lashoff has played 74 NHL games but spent last season with Zurich in the Swiss A League.

The Canadiens will have late-morning scrimmages on Thursday and Friday, and then move to the Bell Centre Saturday at 1 p.m. for a Red-White scrimmage. Tickets for that event are on sale for $5, with all proceeds going to the Fonds Avenir Lac-Mégantic.

The Canadiens will play their first exhibition game Sunday against the Buffalo Sabres at the Bell Centre and will follow up with another home game Monday against the Boston Bruins.

Snipers in training
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BROSSARD- With rookie camp officially wrapped up, it is now up to the Canadiens’ player development staff to decide which prospects to invite to main camp beginning Wednesday at the Bell Sports Complex.

Several defensemen with NHL experience, including Jarred Tinordi, Nathan Beaulieu and Greg Pateryn, are favored to continue their training camp journey. As it were, the race for a spot at main camp is somewhat more open among the prospects playing up front.

While many forwards have shown flashes of offensive genius during the week-long rookie camp, three of them have been particularly impressive during the last two intra-squad scrimmages.

Known more for his toughness and resourcefulness (as evidenced by a one-game stint as the starting goaltender for the OHL’s Erie Otters last season) than for his goal-scoring instincts, tough guy Connor Crisp showed off his surprisingly soft hands with a three-goal outburst in Monday’s scrimmage.

“Last night, I was telling [fellow camp attendee Zach] Fucale that I should be a finesse player instead. Look what happened today,” joked Crisp.

Crisp’s offensive outburst is far from a surprise for those familiar with the 19 year-old’s playing style. All three of his goals were scored in the goal-mouth area, where Crisp used his imposing 6-foot-3, 226-pound frame to create space for his linemates and complete the scoring play.

From a finesse standpoint, the duo of recent QMJHL graduate Ben Duffy and Swedish draft pick Erik Nystrom was hard to beat. Nystrom scored twice on Monday and nearly completed the hat-trick if not for an unlucky bounce on a two-on-one led by Duffy.

“I was looking for [Nystrom] the whole way. I got a hat trick in the last game of [the summer development camp] and he was a big part of that, so I wanted to get him one too. Unfortunately, it didn’t quite work out,” mentioned Duffy. “His cross-ice pass was on the mark, but the defenseman caught a piece of the puck with his stick blade and the pass bounced over Nystrom’s stick and out of his reach.”

While Duffy describes his playmaking abilities as his biggest strength, he is by no means bashful when he has a scoring opportunity, as evidenced by a slick goal he scored during a scrimmage shootout on Sunday. The right-handed centreman went wide and faked a shot, before going the other way and banging in a quick wrist-shot off the post.

“I like that move, where you make the goalie think you’re going to shoot glove side, and then drag it around and aim stick-side. Usually, he’s not really expecting that,” explained the Lower Sackville, NS native.

When it comes to pure shooting ability, however, few at the camp could match Christian Thomas. The 5-foot-9 right winger boasts an explosive first stride and the most potent release of all forwards on the ice throughout the week. On Sunday, he took a pass at the opposing blueline, bested two defenders with speed and beat the opposing goalie with a perfect snap shot right off the crossbar and in.

“[Since] I’m a smaller guy, I need to be able to move my feet, get into the high-traffic areas and put the puck on net. My strength is definitely my shot,” offered Thomas.

Author of 19 goals in his first AHL season, the Toronto, ON native is poised to make an offensive impact as a member of the Hamilton Bulldogs in 2013-14. If he can keep shooting and scoring, however, a call-up to the Habs wouldn’t be out of the question for the 21-year-old.

Jack Han is a writer for canadiens.com
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Eberle displays scoring touch at rookie camp

 . 

Posted by Stu Cowan  

Team Red beat Team White 3-2 in Sunday’s scrimmage at the Canadiens’ rookie camp in Brossard with Tanner Eberle scoring two goals for the winning team. Eberle also scored a goal in Saturday’s scrimmage.

“That surprises me because I’ve never put up big numbers at any level,” Eberle, who had 15 goals in 65 games last season with Moose Jaw in the Western Hockey League, told The Gazette’s Pat Hickey after the game.

Eberle said his lack of scoring was probably the reason he was overlooked in the NHL draft. When asked if his size — he’s 5-foot-9 and 169 pounds — might have been a factor, he replied: “I don’t think so. I’m actually a physical player, I like to hit people.”

Christian Thomas scored the other goal for Team Red, while Swedish defenceman Magnus Nygren and Charles Hudon scored for Team White. Goalie Zach Fucale stopped 13 of 14 shots he faced with Team Red.

General manager Marc Bergevin said Sunday that he hopes the newcomers create situations where “we have to make difficult choices,” the reality is that most of the roster spots are spoken for as the team heads into the main training camp on Wednesday.

The one exception among the 40 hopefuls attending the rookie camp is defenceman Jarred Tinordi (photo above). He played only eight regular-season games last season, but the Canadiens kept him around for the playoffs and accorded him veteran status by inviting him to the team’s annual golf tournament last week.

But Nygren arrived in camp last week with the kind of attitude that makes Bergevin smile.

“I think everyone here has the goal of playing in the NHL,” said Nygren, who is older and more experienced than most of the players in the rookie camp. “That’s my goal. I know they have a lot of defencemen in camp, and if I have to start in Hamilton I’m okay with that, but I want to play in the NHL.”

The 23-year-old Nygren was drafted in the fourth round in 2011 and decided that the time was right to give North American hockey a try after 3½ seasons in the Swedish Elite League.

The rookie camp wraps up Monday with a final scrimmage at 11 a.m. in Brossard and the Canadiens’ brain trust will gather to determine which players will be invited to the main camp, which opens Wednesday with physicals and fitness testing. The players will have their first on-ice session Thursday.

The Canadiens will play their first exhibition games at the Bell Centre Sunday night against Buffalo and Monday against Boston. 

(Photo by Dario Ayala/The Gazette)

Tinordi, Nygren make solid pair at rookie camp, by Pat Hickey
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GM Marc Bergevin met with the media and Gazette sportswriter Pat Hickey talked to Habs hopefuls Magnus Nygren and Tanner Eberle on day 3 of the Montreal Canadiens rookie camp. (John Kenney/THE GAZETTE)

MONTREAL - As the Canadiens’ rookie camp winds up Monday, the chances of any of the participants landing a spot on the team’s season-opening roster are one in 40.

While general manager Marc Bergevin said Sunday that he hopes the newcomers create situations where “we have to make difficult choices,” the reality is that most of the roster spots are spoken for as the team heads into the main training camp on Wednesday.

The one exception among the 40 hopefuls attending the rookie camp is defenceman Jarred Tinordi. He played only eight regular-season games last season, but the Canadiens kept him around for the playoffs and accorded him veteran status by inviting him to the team’s annual golf tournament last week.

But Swedish defenceman Magnus Nygren arrived in camp last week with the kind of attitude that makes Bergevin smile.

“I think everyone here has the goal of playing in the NHL,” said Nygren, who is older and more experienced than most of the players in the rookie camp. “That’s my goal. I know they have a lot of defencemen in camp, and if I have to start in Hamilton I’m okay with that, but I want to play in the NHL.”

The 23-year-old Nygren was drafted in the fourth round in 2011 and decided that the time was right to give North American hockey a try after 3½ seasons in the Swedish Elite League.

“I had my best season last year and I’m not getting any younger, so I decided I would come over this year,” Nygren said.

Nygren is regarded as an offensive defenceman, but says he can do the job in his own zone.

“I take some chances on offence, but I play a safe game in our zone,” said Nygren, who had 13 goals and 19 assists in 51 games last season with Farjestads.

In Sunday’s scrimmage, Nygren scored a goal and formed a solid defence pair with Tinordi.

The Canadiens have seven healthy defencemen with one-way NHL contracts, plus Tinordi. But Nygren isn’t the only defenceman determined to make the final cut difficult.

Greg Pateryn, who played three solid NHL games last season, is back, and so is Nathan Beaulieu, who was a first-round draft choice in 2011.

When a reporter suggested to Beaulieu that he would be starting the season in the American Hockey League, the 20-year-old said: “That’s not the way I see it. I’m here to make this team. I know there are a lot of defencemen, but I want to force (the coaches) to keep me.”

Beaulieu’s problem in years past has been a lack of maturity, but he received a wake-up call this year when he and his father, former Sarnia Sting GM and head coach Jacques Beaulieu, were charged with assault following a golf tournament in their hometown of Strathroy, Ont.

The Beaulieus received a break when a judge granted them a conditional discharge, which means they won’t be saddled with criminal records.

“That’s all behind me and I’m moving forward,” Beaulieu said when asked about the incident. “I’m grateful to Marc Bergevin for supporting me and showing his faith in me.”

Bergevin said he had several conversations with Beaulieu and that he was impressed when the youngster moved his off-season training base to Brossard.

“He worked very hard this summer and he showed up at camp in great shape,” Bergevin said.

As a general rule, Bergevin said he was impressed by the overall level of fitness among the players and by the pace at the rookie camp.

“At any camp, there are going to be surprises, and there are going to be some disappointments, but we’re happy with what we’ve seen so far,” the GM said.

One of the surprises has been forward Tanner Eberle, who is in camp on a tryout. He scored a goal in Saturday’s scrimmage and added two more Sunday.

“That surprises me because I’ve never put up big numbers at any level,” said Eberle, who had 15 goals in 65 games last season with Moose Jaw in the Western Hockey League.

Eberle said his lack of scoring was probably the reason he was overlooked in the NHL draft. When asked if his size — he’s 5-foot-9 and 169 pounds — might have been a factor, he replied: “I don’t think so. I’m actually a physical player, I like to hit people.”

The rookie camp wraps up Monday with a final scrimmage at 11 a.m. in Brossard and the Canadiens’ brain trust will gather to determine which players will be invited to the main camp, which opens Wednesday with physicals and fitness testing. The players will have their first on-ice session Thursday. The Canadiens won’t waste any time measuring themselves against outside competition. They will play their first exhibition games at the Bell Centre Sunday night against Buffalo and Monday against Boston.

It’s up to him
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BROSSARD - Following the second intrasquad scrimmage at the Canadiens rookie camp held at the Bell Sports Complex in Brossard, general manager Marc Bergevin took the time to address the media concerning the team’s newer generation.

“I’m satisfied with the effort level of the players,” Bergevin announced when asked about the performance of the invitees.

"For sure some of the rookies here will be invited to the main camp. Anything is possible,” he added, hinting to the possibility that camp standouts will be asked to stick around next week to further showcase and improve their games alongside Canadiens regulars.

Bergevin was then asked about the status of rookie camp attendee Jarred Tinordi, whose role with the Canadiens is uncertain after the offseason acquisition of rugged defenseman Douglas Murray.

“The needs we have remain the same, only the players filling those needs might be different,” he explained. “In the end, the players will be making the decisions [with their levels of effort on the ice]. One of the strengths of this organization is that we have a lot of depth, a lot young defensemen who we can develop so that they eventually have a role in Montreal.”

While the Canadiens have looked to add size and strength to the roster this summer with the drafting of Michael McCarron and the acquisitions of Murray and George Parros, Marc Bergevin spoke favorably about the camp performances of smaller, skilled forwards like Charles Hudon, Ben Duffy and Sven Andrighetto.

“I think of guys like Brendan Gallagher, smaller guys with a lot of character. These guys bring a lot to the team and there will always be a place for players like that [on our team],” he concluded.

As for Michael Bournival, who, by his own admission had a difficult start to the season in Hamilton last year, Bergevin is ready to be patient.

“[Bournival] showed up to training camp in great shape. It will be his second year as a professional and we can definitely see a difference between him last season in Hamilton and where he is right now. We’ll keep a close eye on him,” the Habs GM said.

The final talking point was the fate of 2013 draftee Zachary Fucale. The Laval native had a solid outing for Team Red on Sunday, turning aside13 of 14 shots during one period of action. Bergevin was quizzed by a journalist as to whether he plans on penciling Fucale into the lineup during some NHL preseason games to get the young netminder some exposure to top-level play. Bergevin did not seem taken aback by the suggestion, and emphasized once again that it is his players who control their own destinies.

“It’s up to [Fucale]."

Jack Han is a writer for canadiens.com
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McCarron shows soft hands in first rookie scrimmage

 . 

Posted by Stu Cowan  

Michael McCarron showed there’s more to his game than size as he beat Zach Fucale on a penalty shot Saturday during the first scrimmage of the Canadiens’ rookie camp at the Bell Sports Complex.

McCarron, who is 6-foot-5 and 237 pounds, displayed quick hands as he beat Fucale. McCarron was selected in the first round of the draft in June, while Rosemere native Fucale was selected early in the second round.

But McCarron’s goal wasn’t enough as he and his White teammates dropped a 4-2 decision to Team Red.

Jeremy Gregoire, Christian Thomas, Tanner Eberle and defenceman Jonathan Narbonne scored for the winners, while Stephen MacAulay scored the other goal for Tram Wjite.

Gregoire was drafted in the sixth round in June, while Narbonne and Eberle are in camp on a tryout basis. Thomas was acquired from the Rangers in an off-season trade for Danny Kristo.

MacAuley, who was Fucale’s teammate with the Memorial Cup-champion Halifax Mooseheads, has an AHL contract.

McCarron’s penalty shot was the only puck that got behind Fucale as he made seven, but Peter Delmas, who is battling for one of the two goaltending spots in Hamilton was the busier Red goaltender, stopping 13 of 14 shots.

Michael Condon, a rookie from Princeton University, took the loss as he gave up three goals on 10 shots.

Rookie camp continues through Monday with scrimmages slated for Sunday and Monday at 11 a.m. They are open to the public

(Photo by Dario Ayala/The Gazette)
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First-round pick McCarron stands tall at rookie camp

 . 

Posted by Stu Cowan  

Canadiens fans will be happy to learn that Michael McCarron, the Canadiens’ first-round draft pick this year, scored a goal and also had a fight during his first exhibition game with the OHL’s London Knights, a 5-1 victory over the Sarnia Sting last week.

Sarnia’s Nick Latta took exception when he thought London’s Max Domi took a run at his goaltender. But before Latta could get to Domi, the 6-foot-5, 237-pound McCarron stepped in.

“I had to stand up for my teammate,” McCarron told The Gazette’s Pat Hickey on Friday at the Canadiens’ rookie camp in Brossard.

After being drafted, McCarron had to decide between accepting a scholarship to Western Michigan University or playing in the OHL. He made his decision and then signed a three-year, entry-level NHL contract with the Canadiens that carries a $1.137-million cap hit.

McCarron’s first impression of the rookie camp is that everything moves at a faster pace.

There are a few players at the rookie camp with hockey in their genes. Christian Thomas is the son of former NHLer Steve Thomas, who scored 421 goals in 1,235 career games. Justin Courtnall is the son of Geoff and the nepher of former Canadien Russ. And Connor Crisp is the nephew of former NHL player and coach Terry.

Rookie camp continues through Monday with scrimmages slated for Saturday at 4 p.m. and Sunday and Monday at 11 a.m. They are open to the public.

(Photo by Dario Ayala/The Gazette)

Habs’ McCarron takes the junior option
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Habs&#8217; McCarron takes the junior option

Michael McCarron takes part in the Montreal Canadiens rookie camp at the Bell Sports Complex in Brossard on Friday, September 6.

Photograph by: Dario Ayala , The Gazette

MONTREAL — Michael McCarron says the Canadiens didn’t try to influence him when he had to make a decision between accepting a hockey scholarship at Western Michigan University or joining the London Knights of the Ontario Hockey League.

But he admitted Canadiens general manager Marc Bergevin might have nudged him toward the junior option when he offered McCarron a three-year, entry-level contract.

“It was a dream come true,” said the Michigan native, who will carry a $1.137-million cap hit when he makes it to the National Hockey League. “My goal is to play in the NHL and I thought playing junior hockey would allow me to play my game and improve my skills.”

At 6-foot-5 and 237 pounds, McCarron is part of the Canadiens’ drive to get bigger and more physical. One of his skills is fighting, which is frowned upon in the U.S. college ranks. McCarron didn’t waste any time showing his pugilistic talent last week in his first exhibition game with the Knights.

Sarnia’s Nick Latta took exception when he thought Max Domi took a run at his goaltender. But before Latta could get to Domi, McCarron stepped in and used a considerable size advantage to neutralize the threat.

“I had to stand up for my teammate,” said McCarron, who was selected by the Canadiens in the first round (25th overall) of this year’s NHL draft.

Lest you think McCarron is a one-trick pony, the Canadiens drafted him primarily because they think he can be a classic power forward and he also scored a goal in his OHL debut as London thrashed Sarnia 5-1.

“I was glad that I got the first one out of the way,” he said.

McCarron said he’s enjoying life in London, where he is being tutored by the Hunter brothers, Dale and Mark. But as the Canadiens’ rookie camp moved to the ice in Brossard Friday, McCarron said he was in no hurry to get back to the Knights. He expects to play in some of the seven Canadiens pre-season games this month and he’s hoping to show enough to start the NHL season in Montreal.

“It would be great if I could stick around and play a few (regular-season) games,” he said.

McCarron’s first impression of the rookie camp is that everything moves at a faster pace. He played against college players last season when he was with the U.S. national development program, but said he realizes the pace is quicker at the pro level.

“I have to concentrate on moving my feet,” he said. “I don’t want to be a pylon.”

McCarron has opted for the same route defenceman Jarred Tinordi took to the NHL. Tinordi made a commitment to play university hockey at Notre Dame, but opted to join the Knights after the Canadiens drafted him 22nd overall in 2010.

“Playing junior worked for me and I talked (to McCarron), but I didn’t try to influence him one way or the other,” Tinordi said. “That was his decision and he had to decide what was going to be best for him.”

While McCarron is hoping to stick around for a few regular-season games, all signs indicate Tinordi will be in the lineup when the season starts against Toronto on Oct. 1 at the Bell Centre. But Tinordi rejected a suggestion that he had a roster spot and it was his to lose.

“I think it’s just the opposite,” he said. “It’s strange being in a rookie camp after being in the playoffs last season, but I am a rookie. I’ve only played eight (regular-season) games and I have to prove I deserve a spot.”

Tinordi is one of eight defencemen with NHL credentials, and his size — he’s 6-foot-6 and 227 pounds — and physical play are in demand. The Canadiens did sign free-agent defenceman Douglas Murray late in the summer, but Tinordi said he was more excited than threatened by the added body.

“We play a similar style and I think I can take advantage of his experience and learn from him,” Tinordi said.

One indication the Canadiens intend to keep Tinordi came this week when he was among 22 players participating in the team’s annual golf tournament.

The rookie camp runs through Monday and there are opportunities for fans to see the youngsters in game-like situations. There will be scrimmages open to the public at 4 p.m. Saturday and at 11 a.m. Sunday and Monday. About half of the 40 players will be invited to stick around for the Canadiens’ main training camp, which gets underway with physicals on Wednesday.
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Ten players to watch at Habs’ rookie camp

 . 

Posted by Stu Cowan  

The Canadiens’ rookie camp opened Thursday with 40 players going through physical exams and fitness testing at the Bell Sports Complex in Brossard.

The rookies will hit the ice Friday, with Team A skating from 8:30 a.m. until 10 a.m. and Team B from 11 a.m. until 12:30 p.m. Scrimmages will be held Saturday at 4 p.m. and Sunday and Monday at 11 a.m.

A number of Canadiens players did skate at the Brossard facility on Thursday, including Brian Gionta, Ryan White, Rene Bourque, Brandon Prust, Lars Eller, George Parros and Louis Leblanc.

Here is Pat Hickey’s fan guide to 10 players to watch at the camp:

Jarred Tinordi: His presence at the Canadiens’ golf tournament this week is one tipoff that the 6-foot-6 defenceman is sticking around this season. He added size and a physical presence to the roster down the stretch and in the playoffs last season.

Nathan Beaulieu: He received a break this summer when an Ontario judge gave him and his father, Jacques, conditional discharges after they were charged with assault at a party following a golf tournament. Now, it’s time for the 2011 first-round pick (17th overall) to put his puck-moving skills to use with a strong season in Hamilton with the American Hockey League’s Bulldogs.

Michael McCarron: It will be difficult to miss this year’s first-round pick (25th overall) because the 6-foot-5, 240-pounder is a physical presence. He’s a raw talent, but he’s in good hands in London, where brothers Dale and Mark Hunter run a first-class Ontario Hockey League junior operation.

Zachary Fucale: The first goalie chosen in this year’s draft had a 45-5-3 record as he backstopped a junior powerhouse in Halifax to the Memorial Cup.

Tim Bozon: A third-round draft choice in 2012, Bozon put up strong numbers with Kamloops in the Western Hockey League with 36 goals and 55 assists.

Ben Duffy: The undrafted free agent comes to camp with an AHL contract. Duffy’s lack of size — he’s 5-foot-10 and 177 pounds — might be the reason he was overlooked at the NHL draft, but it’s difficult to overlook his production. He had 39 goals and 71 assists last season with the P. E. I Rocket.

Magnus Nygren: The Canadiens took a chance when they selected Nygren in the fourth round in 2011. At 23, the offensive defenceman is older than most of the players in the camp and is coming off a 13-goal, 19-assist season with Farjestads in the Swedish Elite League.

Darren Dietz: A fifth-round pick in 2011, Dietz developed into a strong two-way defenceman last season with the Western Hockey League’s Saskatoon Blades. He had 24 goals, 34 assists and 100 penalty minutes.

Charles Hudon: Injuries have plagued Hudon, but he was a standout at the world juniors and will be making a return trip to the tournament as he finishes his junior career in Chicoutimi. He had 71 points in 56 games last season.

Sven Andrighetto: The Swiss forward is on the small side at 5-foot-9 and 182 pounds, but he put up 98 points in 53 Quebec Major Junior Hockey League games last season with Rouyn-Noranda.

(Photo  by Ryan Remiorz/The Gazette)
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Habs counting on a rebound season from Price

 . 

Posted by Stu Cowan  

No member of the Canadiens will face more pressure this season than goaltender Carey Price.

On Tuesday at the team’s annual golf tournament, Price stepped onto a raised platform near the clubhouse steps of Laval-sur-le-Lac and stared out into a familiar sea of journalists.

“Everybody is really excited to get this year going, I don’t think anybody feels added pressure at all,” Price said. “We all feel that there may be higher expectations for us (the Canadiens rallying from last in the East in 2011-12 to second place last season), but it seems to be like that every year.”

The lockout-shortened 2013 campaign didn’t end the way Price or the Canadiens would have liked. Heading into the playoffs, the goaltender lost six of his last eight starts with an .856 save percentage. In four playoff games, he posted an .894 save percentage, winning once and losing twice before suffering a second-degree sprain of his left knee’s medial collateral ligament.

But if there is concern about Price having a rebound season, you weren’t hearing it from anyone in the Canadiens family on Tuesday.

“He went through a tough patch and a lot of good goalies go through tough times,” general manager Marc Bergevin said. “It’s about maturing. Surrounding him with (new goalie coach) Stéphane Waite … will help him a lot.”

Said Josh Gorges, who knows Price better than any player on the team: “Your goalies are a huge piece of the puzzle. We expect a lot from them and we expect (Price) to be at his best. He’s trained harder this summer that he ever has and he’s got himself into fantastic shape.

“He’s been through more ups and downs in his short time in Montreal that he knows how to handle these kind of situations. We know he’s going to be at his best all year.”

Added free-agent signing Daniel Brière: “I consider myself very lucky to be part of team that has Carey Price as its goalie. I’m excited. I have no doubt that he’ll have a big season.”

The Canadiens’ rookie camp begins Thursday morning with 40 players reporting to the team’s Brossard practice facility for physical testing. The players will hit the ice Friday from 8:30 a.m. until 11:30 a.m., and will scrimmage at 4 p.m. Saturday and 11 a.m. Sunday and Monday. All on-ice sessions are open to the public. Eighteen of the players at the camp are Canadiens draft picks, including three first-round selections: Michael McCarron (2013), Nathan Beaulieu (2011) and Jarred Tinordi (2010).

The Canadiens’ main training camp will open next Wednesday when players report for medicals and physical testing in Brossard.

Meanwhile, the Canadiens are selling tickets for an informal Red vs. White scrimmage on Saturday, Sept. 14 at 1 p.m. at the Bell Centre, with proceeds being donated to the Fonds Avenir Lac-Mégantic. Tickets, which cost $5 and include a free hot dog, a bag of chips and a soft drink, are available online at canadiens.com and evenko.ca or through the Bell Centre ticket office. As of Wednesday afternoon, 11,000 tickets had already been sold. The Canadiens play their first preseason game on Saturday, Sept. 15 at the Bell Centre against the Buffalo Sabres, with the Boston Bruins coming to town the next night. All seven Canadiens preseason games will be televised by RDS.
Canadiens’ Ryan White scores winner against Devils

Veterans Pacioretty, Subban and Price put in strong effort in preseason match

By Pat Hickey, THE GAZETTESeptember 23, 2013
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Montreal Canadiens Ryan White, 53, celebrates his game-winning goal against the New Jersey Devils with teammates Travis Moen and Michael Bournival during National Hockey League pre-season game in Montreal, Monday September 23, 2013.
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Montreal Canadiens Ryan White, 53, celebrates his game-winning goal against the New Jersey Devils with teammates Travis Moen and Michael Bournival during National Hockey League pre-season game in Montreal, Monday September 23, 2013.
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Stubbs: There’s no way Price and Brodeur are going to go at each other

The skinny: Ryan White deflected Jarred Tinordi’s shot from the point at 16:08 of the third period to give the Canadiens a 3-2 win over the New Jersey Devils Monday night at the Bell Centre. The Canadiens used a veteran-laden lineup and received strong performances from Max Pacioretty (two goals), P.K. Subban (two assists) and Carey Price (19 saves).

Mr. Pac-Man: Pacioretty opened the scoring with a power-play goal at 2:22 of the second period as Daniel Brière found him in the high slot on a power play. On his second goal, at 8:32 of the second period, he took a stretch pass from Subban at the blue line, split defencemen Andy Greene and Damon Severson and went strong to the net to beat Martin Brodeur with a backhander.

P.K. is okay: The Canadiens received a scare early in the second period when Michael Ryder's shot was deflected in front, ricocheted into the air, eluded Price's attempt to catch it and went into the net off the goaltender's back to tie the score at 1-1. It appeared that the puck struck Subban in the neck but he said he strained his neck while trying to get out of the way of the shot.

Something special: Both of Pacioretty’s goals were scored on the power play as the Canadiens went 2-for-4 with the extra man. The Devils were 0-for-3 on the power play, but those figures don’t tell the whole story. Adam Larsson pulled the Devils into a 2-2 tie at 16:47 of the second period. That was two seconds after David Desharnais finished serving a minor penalty for hooking. The Canadiens were unable to clear the puck during the New Jersey power play and spent the entire two minutes in their own end.

School’s in: Brandon Prust gave Devils rookie Alexander Urbom a boxing lesson in the first period. Prust gave away five inches and 20 pounds to the 6-foot-5 Swede, but size wasn’t a factor. Prust connected with a series of uppercuts, knocked Urbom’s helmet off and was landing a string of overhead punches before the linesmen stepped in.

Bournival streak ends: Rookie Michael Bournival’s goal-scoring streak ended at three games when he failed to score. The Shawinigan native used his speed to produce a short-handed breakaway in the second period but he fired wide of the net.

Gallagher shaken up: Brendan Gallagher was doubled over in pain as he left the ice after he was slashed by Eric Gelinas with seven minutes to play. The two were trailing the play coming out of the Devils’ zone and there was no penalty called. Gallagher also returned after a quick visit to the clinic.

What’s next: The Canadiens wrap up the exhibition schedule with a pair of games against the Senators, Wednesday in Ottawa and Thursday at the Bell Centre.

phickey@montrealgazette.com

Twitter: zababes1

In the Room: Power play finally clicks for Canadiens

Team scores twice with extra man against Devils&#8217; Brodeur

By Pat Hickey, THE GAZETTESeptember 24, 2013
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Canadiens&#8217; Ryan White, right, deflects the puck past Devils goalie Martin Brodeur for the winning goal on Monday.

Canadiens’ Ryan White, right, deflects the puck past Devils goalie Martin Brodeur for the winning goal on Monday.
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Canadiens’ Ryan White scores winner against Devils

MONTREAL — The Canadiens haven’t spent a lot of time working on the power play but it proved to be the difference Monday night as the Canadiens edged the New Jersey Devils 3-2 at the Bell Centre.

Max Pacioretty scored twice on the power play to help the Canadiens improve their preseason record to 2-2-1. It was also the team’s first win at the Bell Centre.

Coach Michel Therrien said he as impressed with the line of Pacioretty, David Desharnais and Daniel Brière.

“That was the second time they’ve played together and you can see that there is a chemistry developing there,” said Therrien.

The veteran Brière showed his savvy on the opening goal as he spotted Pacioretty in the high slot. Pacioretty said Brière adds an extra dimension to the line.

“We’ve been moving the puck well and Danny is a right-handed shot and that means we have more of a threat on both sides and it’s going to be hard for the teams to read us.

“New Jersey doesn’t give you too many chances, but we were able to cycle and move the puck,” added Pacioretty. “And it’s important to have a guy like Danny who can dish or score.”

Pacioretty said the goal has been to get better every day and he expects the team to build on its two final preseason games against Ottawa. He said he appreciated the fact that Therrien has cut down to the core group more than a week before the regular season opener Oct. 1 against Toronto.

“It’s different from a lot of camps,” said Pacioretty. “When you’re younger, you want to peak from day one, but I know I felt better and my two linemates did as well. We’re moving the puck, we are getting to know where each other is and it’s only going to get better.”

The Canadiens’ lineup was similar to what fans will see in the opener, while the Devils had 13 regulars.

“You play different kinds of minutes in preseason, but we had pretty much a full roster and it makes a difference,” said Pacioretty. “Everyone played their role.”

Therrien said the power play was a work in progress. He noted that the Canadiens didn’t seem to be going anywhere on their second power play, but P.K. Subban made something happen with a stretch pass that provided Pacioretty with a breakaway.

The winning goal was scored at even strength as Ryan White won a faceoff late in the third period and then took up residence in front of Devils goaltender Martin Brodeur.

“The puck was sitting at my feet and (Travis) Moen did a good job of getting it back to the point,” said White, who deflected Jarred Tinordi’s shot from the point. “Tinner did a good job getting the shot and I was able to get my stick on it. I saw the puck coming in and I was able to make the tip. You don’t get too many chances to score on (Brodeur), so it was nice.”

Subban collected two assists in another solid effort.

“I’m just trying to play a perfect game,” said the Norris Trophy winner. “I’m trying to move the puck and make things happen. (The Devils) have a couple of regular guys out of the lineup, but their system is so tough to play against. They just try to bore you out and wait for you to make mistakes. I thought we did a good job of sticking to the plan.

Subban gave the fans a scare on the first Devils goal. It appeared that Michael Ryder’s shot from the point hit him in the neck, but he said he strained his neck trying to avoid contact.”

“I tried to move my head and twisted my neck,” said Subban. “You move too quickly and you get a little spasm. It’s happened before. I’d rather take the sore neck than a puck to the face.”

Brian Gionta wears the ‘C’ with class

Habs captain uses his influence in the most inspirational ways, meriting the Jean B&#233;liveau Trophy for charity and community work

By DAVE STUBBS, The GazetteSeptember 22, 2013
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Canadiens captain Brian Gionta is presented with the Jean B&#233;liveau Trophy by the award&#8217;s namesake before Saturday&#8217;s preseason game at the Bell Centre. Gionta has been involved with charities since signing his first pro contract with the Devils in 2001

Canadiens captain Brian Gionta is presented with the Jean Béliveau Trophy by the award’s namesake before Saturday’s preseason game at the Bell Centre. Gionta has been involved with charities since signing his first pro contract with the Devils in 2001
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MONTREAL — It was hockey night, 40 minutes before Saturday’s faceoff between the Canadiens and visiting Carolina Hurricanes, and Brian Gionta was woefully out of uniform — even in a stylish navy suit.

He would much rather have been a short walk away in the Bell Centre, behind the sliding steel doors of the Canadiens dressing room, pulling on his No. 21 jersey for his team’s preseason game.

This could happen as early as this week, the Habs captain hoping to be cleared for action Wednesday or Thursday following biceps tendon surgery four months ago and extensive rehabilitation through the summer.

But now, Gionta was sitting to talk in the arena’s ice-level alumni lounge, beneath many portraits of Canadiens legends. In a half-hour, he would step out to centre ice and accept the Jean Béliveau Trophy from the award’s iconic namesake.

“It’s a huge honour,” Gionta said of the annual team prize recognizing charity and community work, a $25,000 donation from the Montreal Canadiens Children’s Foundation going to a charity he will choose.

“Mr. Béliveau is just a huge key to this organization and to the history of this team. He’s such a great ambassador, so well respected. To be awarded something with his name on it …,” Gionta said, his unfinished sentence speaking as loudly as any words he might have spoken.

The 34-year-old native of Rochester, N.Y., is a professional athlete who gets it — that is, who understands that the pedestal on which he’s placed comes with special, even profound responsibility.

Not that the Canadiens captaincy to which Gionta was named three Septembers ago, intensifying the spotlight, has changed the path he walks through life.

With his wife, Harvest, Gionta uses his fame in many charitable ways, the smile he can put on a gravely sick child’s face worth every bit as much as the funds he helps raise with involvement in a wide variety of projects.

This work is nothing new. Since Gionta signed his first pro contract with the Devils in 2001, the couple have been involved with charities in their hometown and in New Jersey.

Since his 2009 arrival in this city, Gionta has sponsored a Bell Centre loge for the use of the Canadiens Children’s Foundation, which every home game hosts ill and underprivileged children and their families, spoiling them for a few hours to chase away their dark clouds.

The captain and his wife are involved in many of the foundation’s initiatives, as they were with other projects before they landed in Montreal.

As she did in New Jersey, Harvest continues to organize wintertime clothing donations for needy families, “finding little things,” Gionta said, “that make a big difference.”

“The foundation here is great,” he added. “They help facilitate a lot of things so you don’t have to go out on your own. Harvest is involved in all the charities the foundation does, and then there are plenty of other things we get involved with. You help out whatever way you can.”

The vast majority of what Gionta and his wife do — and other Canadiens players and their wives and girlfriends — is off the public radar. Annual holiday-season children’s hospital visits draw much media attention, but they aren’t even the iceberg’s tip.

“You know so many people, you have so many friends who have friends and you find out about certain things,” Gionta said. “You try to accommodate whatever you can. You pick and choose what you feel very strongly about, where you put the main part of your efforts. It’s very hard to say no when it’s a special situation.”

To be in the Canadiens dressing room an hour after a game, long after the cameras and notebooks have left, is to see the deep impact players have on many lives.

Foundation executive director Geneviève Paquette will usher in a youngster and their family, a favourite player awaiting star-struck child with an autograph, a photo, a comforting word, often a priceless souvenir.

Some of these children are on the road to recovery. But others have weeks or less to live. Gionta, the father of three healthy, young children, feels a crowbar dug into his chest with every such visit.

“It’s very tough to deal with some of the situations,” he admitted. “It’s hard to feel that you have any significance to a sick kid. One came by last week, soon going in for a huge operation. You meet him after the game, take him on a tour, take some pictures, spend some time with him and his family. He was terminally ill, just a young kid. It’s very touching, very hard to deal with.

“The hospital visits every year are a tug both ways. You come home and appreciate the health you’ve been afforded, but at the same time you see what all these other families are going through and how blessed you are that you’re not going through that.”

Gionta paused, emotion welling up in him.

“You feel so much for them. You’re a parent. You can’t imagine what they’re going through, but it still gets you thinking about it.”

Now, he says, with three children, he and Harvest can be role models at home with their daily deeds, which he believes carries more weight than merely talking about what’s right.

“It’s the little gestures, like holding a door for an elderly lady who’s coming into a store, that your kids see,” Gionta said. “You can say all you want, but unless you’re doing things, acting a certain way …

“You can say, ‘Be a part of your community and help unfortunate kids.’ But it’s much more powerful when you bring your kids to pick out Christmas gifts for the less fortunate or the families you sponsor, and they help with the wrapping.”

Gionta’s name is on the 2002-03 Stanley Cup for a championship he won with New Jersey, a reflection of his hockey talent. That his name is now engraved on the Jean Béliveau Trophy speaks to the values he holds dear, qualities that enrich the lives of more Montrealers than he’ll know.

“For a long time, I’ve been very fortunate for the position I’ve been put in and the life I’ve been afforded,” he said. “I’m playing a game I dreamed of playing and I’m very well compensated for it.

“What makes Montreal so special is that you’re a public figure. You’re noticed. And you’re able to use that status in a good way. You can give something back.”

dstubbs@montrealgazette.com

Twitter: Dave_Stubbs

Canadiens jump all over Hurricanes in 6-0 rout

By pat hickey, THE GAZETTESeptember 20, 2013

QUEBEC — The Canadiens took an early 2-0 lead when Greg Pateryn and Alex Galchenyuk scored goals in a 27-second span while playing 4-on-4 and Montreal went on to crush the Carolina Hurricanes 6-0 Friday night at Le Colisée Pepsi. It was the Canadiens’ first win in three preseason games.

Helping their cause: Pateryn played a solid game on defence and opened the scoring with a one-timer from the point after David Desharnais dug the puck out of the corner. Pateryn is not likely to start the season in Montreal, but he’ll get strong consideration if the team runs into injuries. And rookie Michael Bournival improved his chances of sticking around as he scored a goal and added an assist. He has three goals in two preseason games. Desharnais, P.K. Subban and Max Pacioretty also scored goals for the Canadiens, with Pacioretty scoring on a penalty shot.

Ward gets shelled: According to Hurricanes coach Kirk Muller, Carolina goaltender Cam Ward was miffed when he wasn’t invited to the Team Canada Olympic orientation camp, but he didn’t appear to be Sochi-worthy as he gave up four goals on 10 shots in the first period. Ward played the entire game and finished with 23 saves on 29 shots. Peter Budaj played the first half of the game for Montreal and stopped the 11 shots he faced. He made some big saves in the opening period and had it easy in the second because the Hurricanes went more than 14 minutes without a shot. Rookie Dustin Tokarski relieved Budaj and was solid as he completed the shutout with 13 saves.

Renewing acquaintances: Former Canadiens defenceman Mike Komisarek was booed whenever he touched the puck. Komisarek, who signed with Carolina after the Toronto Maple Leafs bought him out, had a rough night. Komisarek was making $4.5 million a season in Toronto; he has a one-year deal in Carolina for $700,000.

Where are the fans? After attracting more than 15,000 fans in 2009, 2010 and 2011, the announced crowd was 10,139 and organizers didn’t bother to open the upper level of the arena. It might have been because the Canadiens played their final preseason game here in the past. There might have also been some residual hard feelings because the New York Islanders arrived with a team of has-beens and never-will-bes in 2011.

What’s next: The Hurricanes and the Canadiens will go at it again Saturday night at the Bell Centre, and Montreal should have something resembling the opening-night roster Monday when the New Jersey Devils are at the Bell Centre. The exhibition schedule concludes with back-to-back games against the Senators on Wednesday in Ottawa and Thursday in Montreal.

phickey@montrealgazette.com

Canadiens’ veterans lead the way against Hurricanes, Therrien says

By Pat Hickey, THE GAZETTESeptember 21, 2013
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Canadiens goalie Peter Budaj, right, makes a save beside teammate Josh Gorges during Friday&#8217;s 6-0 win over the Hurricanes in Quebec City.
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QUEBEC — Michel Therrien was happy with the way some of his youngsters performed in the Canadiens’ decisive 6-0 win over the Carolina Hurricanes Friday night, but he said it was the veterans who led the way.

“It was a good opportunity for the young players to show what they can do and that’s the purpose of exhibition games, but what I really liked is that the veterans set the tone,” said Therrien.

“(David) Desharnais was good, (Max) Pacioretty was good, P.K. Subban played well and Peter Budaj was good, he was square to the puck,” said Therrien. “The veterans dictated the game and once we got the lead, we played with a lot of confidence,”

The Canadiens grabbed the lead early as Greg Pateryn scored at 3:30 when he ripped a one-timer past Carolina goaltender Cam Ward and Alex Galchenyuk scored on a rebound at 3:36.

“I don’t know whether it was us or them, but there were some openings and we took advantage of them,” said Desharnais, whose work down low allowed him to set up Pateryn at the point. “It gives you wings when you have a good shift early and now we just have to build on it.”

Pateryn played a solid game as he was paired with Jarred Tinordi.

“I felt good,” said the University of Michigan grad. “It was a nice from Davey and I just let it rip. The game came to me after. I found myself running around a little after the first goal. But I settled down and felt comfortable. I like to play a physical game and there was a lot of battling in the corners.”

When asked whether he felt that he had improved his chances of sticking in the NHL, Pateryn said: “I just take it one day at a time and try to make (the coach’s) decision as hard as I can.”

Rookie Michael Bournival is taking the same approach. He had a goal and an assist and has scored three times in his two preseason appearances.

“What I like about him is that he provokes things with his speed,” Therrien said of Bournival. “He’s a hard-working kid. Right now he’s doing a good job.

Subban collected a goal and added two assists. His only misstep was in the first period when he delivered a careless pass from behind his net into the slot. That provided the Hurricanes with one of their best scoring opportunities, but Budaj made the save.

“They had a few good chances in the first period, but it makes it easy when you have a 4-0 lead,” Subban said.

And that brings us back to Pacioretty and Desharnais, who played with Swedish rookie Sebastian Collberg.

“It was fun,” said Pacioretty, who scored on a penalty shot and added an assist. “Me and Davey have a lot to prove and Collberg, I didn’t know much about him as a player, but he’s obviously a skilled player and someone in Europe is teaching him how to play the right way.”

Pacioretty said he and Desharnais played better than in their first exhibition start.

“You have a little bit of an excuse because it’s the first game of the preseason, but more and more as you get ready for the regular season, it went pretty well. Davey and I are trying to find a way to contribute and we did that tonight.”

Pacioretty was the team’s leading scorer last season, but he said that he’s always looking to be better.

“That’s my goal every year,” he said. “You can’t put numbers on it. It’s not just about points, it’s being better in every area.”
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Video: Injuries could open spot for Habs’ Jarred Tinordi
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Canadiens defenceman Jarred Tinordi rides teammate Michael Blunden into the boards during practice Thursday in Brossard. Injuries to Francis Bouillon and Davis Drewiske could open a spot for Tinordi on the blue line.
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Canadiens defenceman Jarred Tinordi rides teammate Michael Blunden into the boards during practice Thursday in Brossard. Injuries to Francis Bouillon and Davis Drewiske could open a spot for Tinordi on the blue line.
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MONTREAL — The Canadiens will likely start the National Hockey League season with seven defencemen, but rookie Jarred Tinordi will have to crack the top six if he hopes to be in Montreal on Oct. 1 against the Toronto Maple Leafs.

Tinordi moved up a notch on the depth chart Thursday with the announcement that Davis Drewiske will be sidelined for at least four weeks after suffering a shoulder injury in practice Wednesday.

But coach Michel Therrien was cautious when asked whether the injury opened the door for Tinordi to at least start the season with the Canadiens.

“I don’t like to waste time with a young defenceman if he isn’t going to play,” Therrien said. “It’s a decision that we have to make and we’ll let the exhibition games dictate what we do.

“Tinner’s game is to play good defence,” the coach added. “He needs to concentrate on making a good first pass. He plays a physical game and we definitely need that, but we want to give time to those guys to develop to make sure that when they come permanently to the NHL, they’re ready.”

Therrien said he was pleased with Tinordi’s progress.

“We didn’t have a training camp last year, but I saw him when he turned pro (in Hamilton) and he’s learned a lot,” Therrien said. “He’s a leader and his time in the minors helped. I saw him the first time with the Canadiens and the second time and he improved. It’s the same as with (Greg Pateryn), they got better and better, and that’s a good sign for a young guy.”

But when pressed on whether Tinordi was ready to play regularly in the NHL, Therrien replied: “Too early to tell.”

When asked about the injury to Drewiske, Tinordi said: “You hate to see any of your teammates get hurt, but this opens up opportunities for some of the younger guys. But this doesn’t change my outlook. I came in here to work hard and make the team.”

Therrien had to scramble to find eight healthy defencemen for Thursday’s practice in Brossard. Francis Bouillon and Douglas Murray are both day-to-day with what Therrien described as “training-camp injuries,” while Nathan Beaulieu is practising with the extra players as he continues to nurse a shoulder injury suffered earlier in training camp.

The Canadiens recalled Darren Dietz, who was assigned to the American Hockey League’s Hamilton Bulldogs on Monday. The defenceman was driving on the 401 to Hamilton, but made a U-turn at Kingston when the Canadiens sent out an SOS.

Up front, Brian Gionta went through his second day of practice with contact and expressed optimism that he would play at least one exhibition game before the season opener against Toronto at the Bell Centre.

The captain tore his right biceps in the playoffs last season and had surgery to re-attach the tendon. He had a similar operation on his left biceps during the 2011-12 season, in which he played only 31 games.

“The second one was a bit easier because it’s my top hand and it hasn’t affected my shot as much,” Gionta said. “I’m ready to go. There are no restrictions, no limitations. It’s just a question of getting the timing down.”

Gionta has been practising with Michael Bournival and Martin St. Pierre, but next week he’ll be with Tomas Plekanec and Rene Bourque.

Gionta picked up an honour Thursday when the Canadiens announced he is the 2013 winner of the Jean Béliveau Trophy, which recognizes a player’s charitable contributions and community involvement.

Gionta and his wife, Harvest, are involved in a number of initiatives to help sick and underprivileged children in Montreal and in their hometown of Rochester, N.Y.

“We feel proud to do this and we’re fortunate to be in a position to provide for some kids in need,” said Gionta, who has rented a loge at the Bell Centre for the use of patients from the city’s children’s hospitals. “It’s been close to our hearts for a time now. We have three kids of our own and it’s important to help those (who are) less fortunate.”

Gionta was surprised to learn the award includes a $25,000 donation from the Montreal Canadiens Children’s Foundation to a charity of his choosing.

“I’ll have to think about it, but it will definitely be used to help children and it will stay here in the community,” the captain said.

Notes: The Canadiens will skate in Brossard Friday morning before heading to Quebec City to face the Carolina Hurricanes in preseason action Friday night (7:30 p.m., RDS). The two teams will meet again Saturday night at the Bell Centre (7 p.m., RDS). ... The Canadiens have placed Robert Mayer on waivers. The move was necessary to clear the way for his assignment to Hamilton. The Bulldogs will play two games at the Bell Centre this season, Nov. 22 against Syracuse and Feb. 21 vs. Binghamton.
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Mr. Big: Canadiens newcomer George Parros, at 6-foot-5, towers over Martin St. Pierre, left, and captain Brian Gionta during practice Wednesday in Brossard.
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Mr. Big: Canadiens newcomer George Parros, at 6-foot-5, towers over Martin St. Pierre, left, and captain Brian Gionta during practice Wednesday in Brossard.
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Video: Louis Leblanc's demotion to Hamilton

Markov reflects on journey

Photos: Canadiens practice

MONTREAL — As the Canadiens’ opening-night roster began to take shape Wednesday, head coach Michel Therrien tried to defend what has become a controversial decision to send 2009 first-round draft pick Louis Leblanc to the Hamilton Bulldogs.

The decision was a surprise because Leblanc, who played 42 games with the Canadiens in the 2011-12 season, was among the first cuts.

“Louis came with a different attitude, better shape — we all saw that — but based on what we saw in camp and the season he had last year, we had to take a decision,” Therrien said. “We believe that was the best time for Louis to go to Hamilton.”

Therrien’s comments are an indication that the organization is still miffed over Leblanc’s attitude a year ago, when he was unhappy with his role as a checking forward in Hamilton. He spent the entire season in the American Hockey League, although it should be noted that a high ankle sprain was a factor in his subpar output — 10 goals and eight assists in 62 games.

While the early departure had to be upsetting for the 22-year-old Leblanc, veteran Daniel Brière offered some words of encouragement. The 35-year-old noted that he bounced between the AHL and the Phoenix Coyotes for four seasons before establishing himself as an NHLer.

“It’s particularly tough for Louis as a Montrealer, but he should go down and dominate in the AHL, and if he does that, he’ll be back here,” Brière said.

As for some of the players who were retained when Leblanc was demoted, Therrien said: “There are different guys we need to know better. We know Louis Leblanc. But there are guys we decided to keep because we have to know them better.”

Players like rookie Swedish forward Sebastian Collberg.

“We need to know if he’s going to play in the NHL, because if he doesn’t play in the NHL he’s going to go to Sweden,” Therrien said. “So we need to know more about him.”

Explained Collberg, who has been playing for Frolunda in the Swedish Elite League: “I’m here to play in the NHL, but if I don’t make it I have one year on my contract in Sweden.”

Collberg missed the first couple of days of training camp because of a knee injury, but has one exhibition game under his belt and is adjusting to the speed of the NHL game on the smaller North American ice surface.

Therrien said the organization is also getting to know Christian Thomas, who was acquired from the New York Rangers in the off-season, and 18-year-old first-round draft pick Michael McCarron, although they have as much a chance of starting the season in Montreal as Leblanc.

That became obvious Wednesday as Therrien made a de facto cut when he split his squad into two groups. The main group of 25 players included all the players Therrien wants to be ready for the season opener against the Toronto Maple Leafs on Oct. 1 at the Bell Centre.

The main group did not include any of the players Therrien wants to know better, although the coach noted they would be playing this weekend when the Canadiens have three exhibition games in four nights. The Canadiens play the Carolina Hurricanes Friday night in Quebec City and again Saturday at the Bell Centre, and are home again to the New Jersey Devils on Monday.

The main group Wednesday did include Brian Gionta for the first time since he has been cleared for contact. Gionta is recovering from biceps surgery and Therrien said he hoped the captain would be able to play in at least one of the five remaining exhibition games. Gionta was on the fifth line Wednesday with Martin St. Pierre and Michael Bournival, but it’s only a matter of time before he’s reunited with Tomas Plekanec and Rene Bourque.

Thomas has been filling in for Gionta, but he was relegated to the far rink Wednesday and Brandon Prust took a spot on the line with Plekanec and Bourque.

There were a couple of significant absentees from the main group. Gabriel Dumont, who played 10 games with the Canadiens last season, was on the far sheet, and so was defenceman Nathan Beaulieu, who played six games in Montreal. There were eight defencemen in the main group and there was an opening because Douglas Murray is day-to-day with a lower-body injury. His spot went to Greg Pateryn.
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Video: Canadiens turn to dynamic stretching to help improve joint, core strength

By Brenda Branswell, THE GAZETTESeptember 19, 2013

MONTREAL — When practice ended Wednesday at the Canadiens’ training camp, several players sauntered over to the indoor soccer field where Sahra Esmonde-White and two other trainers were waiting for them.

For the next 20 minutes, she led them through a series of stretches, including lunges to stretch and strengthen their core and work on rotation in their hip joints.

A few stretches required players to extend a leg and rest their foot on a bench, the same idea as using a barre, but don’t confuse their routine with ballet.

It’s a dynamic stretching program that targets many muscles in rotational movement rather than just holding a stretch position for 15 seconds and working one muscle group. It also works on strength.

“Some of what we do can look Tai Chi-ish because it’s very flowing and it’s very full body movement, but it’s dynamic,” said Esmonde-White, president of Essentrics, which is also the name of the fitness program.

The Canadiens began using Essentrics last January during training camp. The players had done yoga, where you maintain a position for a long period of time, but Pierre Allard, the team’s strength and conditioning coach, said he wanted something more dynamic.

What he likes about Esmonde-White’s technique is that everything is done while moving.

“I think that it’s a lot more oriented toward sports because players must be able to control their muscles while moving,” Allard said.

He told players to be patient at the start and wait a few sessions to see how they felt.

“And that’s what was the most important. It wasn’t what they did, but how they felt,” Allard said.

He heard from some players almost immediately who said they felt good.

There was some initial skepticism with players joking around, laughing at the movements, said Canadiens forward Max Pacioretty.

“But then after they felt how good you feel after it, it got pretty serious,” Pacioretty said. “I found it very useful and I know a lot of guys in the room have felt the same way.

“Sometimes after practice and stuff, you get on the plane and you’re not really fully recovered and ready for the travel,” said Pacioretty, who noted his back tends to tighten up a bit after a skate.

“I’ve noticed the biggest difference in my back, in my hips.

“It’s more of a fun way than just sitting there and doing stretching on your own and sitting on the carpet and stretching out your muscles. It’s more of an active routine.”

The fitness program was developed by Sahra’s mother, Miranda Esmonde-White, a former dancer with the National Ballet of Canada and host of the long-running “Classical Stretch” exercise program that airs on PBS. (Production on the tenth season is underway.)

She founded the Montreal-based company Essentrics and is actively involved in the creative side of the business as one of three partners. Sahra runs the company while their other partner, Melissa Tran, is responsible for the financial side of things.

In addition to training instructors, producing DVDs, and staging fitness holidays, the company signed its first book deal last spring for three books with Random House in Canada and Harper Collins in the United States. Essentrics opened a studio on Stanley St. a few years ago, a move that Sahra Esmonde-White believes was one of the key factors behind the company’s growth spurt. In the past two years, they’ve jumped from four employees to 13.

With the shortened season following the NHL lockout, Allard said he thought it was good time to bring them in “so that we could prevent injuries, things like that.”

“Strength at the full range of motion, that’s really important and that’s what Sahra’s team is doing,” he said.

The post-practice sessions are held one to two times a week, depending on the schedule.

“What we want is to keep it short, keep it very focused, especially on hip and shoulder joints,” Allard said.

Esmonde-White said she sees speed, agility and injury prevention as the top benefits for the hockey players from their program.

“They learn so quickly,” she said.

“That’s what’s the amazing thing to teach high-performance athletes is that you watch them change and they change so fast.

“Because they have such good body awareness, you’re able to progress faster, and work harder and more efficiently (with them).”

bbranswell@montrealgazette.com

Canadiens’ Andrei Markov reflects on journey from Moscow to Montreal
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&#8220;Every time I step on the ice at the Bell Centre, I&#8217;m going to feel happy,&#8221; Canadiens defenceman Andrei Markov says. &#8220;You want to do your best for your fans. It doesn&#8217;t happen all the time, but it&#8217;s not because you&#8217;re not trying.&#8221;

“Every time I step on the ice at the Bell Centre, I’m going to feel happy,” Canadiens defenceman Andrei Markov says. “You want to do your best for your fans. It doesn’t happen all the time, but it’s not because you’re not trying.”
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Habs’ Markov heads into final year of contract

MONTREAL — It has been 13 years since Andrei Markov, then 21, sat in a boarding lounge of the Moscow airport, his anxieties growing with each passing moment.

Markov had been drafted by the Canadiens two years earlier, in June 1998, their scouting reports having seen good promise in the defenceman from Voskresensk. He would play two more seasons with Moscow Dynamo in the Russian Elite League, the circuit’s top-scoring rearguard in 1998-99 and 1999-2000, his club winning the championship the second year.

So now Markov was ready, in a fashion, to make the jump to the National Hockey League, where in time he would become one of the game’s elite defencemen.

“I remember at that time sitting in the airport, about to fly to Montreal, and deep in my mind I was asking myself: ‘What am I doing?’ ” he said this week in a pensive, nearly hour-long talk in the Canadiens’ Brossard dressing room.

Markov had no real idea what awaited him on this side of the Atlantic. He was a unilingual Russian, speaking maybe please and thank-you in English, not a word of French, and he was untested on the smaller sheet of North American ice that featured a much more rugged brand of hockey.

“I was thinking: ‘I’m now in Russia, I can play for a good team here, we’ve just won the championship … why am I leaving?’ ” he recalled.

“I asked myself many questions. I was scared a little bit. And then I crossed the line and got on the plane. Maybe the first month was very tough. Everything was different. I didn’t speak English or French. But there were Russian guys on the Canadiens and they all helped me a lot, and I met some Russian people in Montreal.”

His English came slowly, the Canadiens trying Oleg Petrov, Dainius Zubrus and Andrei Bashkirov as interpreters/tutors. Finally, they bunked Markov on the road with Gino Odjick.

“That was an interesting time,” Markov said, smiling. “Gino’s a funny guy. I think at that time he knew more Russian words than I knew English. He was always telling me about his days with Vancouver, playing with (Russian) Pavel Bure. Yeah, a funny guy.”

Markov was giving no thoughts then about a lengthy career in the NHL, and certainly none about playing every one of his 738 games until now with the same club.

“To be honest with you, no, I remember I wasn’t sure I’d stay in Montreal for a long time,” Markov said. “My first goal was just to make a team and try to play in the NHL. When it happened, I was happy. In the years and years since, Montreal has become like my second home. Actually, right now it’s almost my first home because I spend most of my time here.”

He has never paused to wonder how his hockey career might have evolved had he not walked the Moscow jetway and flown to a new life in Montreal.

“I don’t know,” he said. “I try not to look back. I try to live right now, day by day and look to the future.”

Markov exhaled deeply and looked to the ceiling.

“It’s a tough question. I don’t think about how my life might have been different. I was scared, but at the same time I was excited to try something new. It was a big challenge for me.”

Now, Markov is heading into another contract year, his three-year, $17.25-million pact — the most recent of five contracts he has signed with Montreal — expiring at season’s end.

His last two deals were signed weeks or days before he would become an unrestricted free agent; certainly in 2007, he probably would have earned more on the open market than the $23 million the Canadiens paid him for four seasons.

Entering his 13th NHL season in 2013-14, the 34-year-old two-time all-star and cornerstone of the Canadiens blue line has played with and outlasted dozens of defence partners in Montreal while undergoing two right knee reconstructions to repair his twice-torn anterior cruciate ligament.

The knee surgeries, and an operation to repair a lacerated tendon in his left foot suffered in the first game of the 2009-10 season, would see Markov play only 65 games from 2009-10 through 2011-12.

Fans, casual observers and probably a few in Canadiens management watched his return to action last lockout-abbreviated season with anxiety, dread and perhaps even a little morbid curiosity.

Their concerns were not shared by Markov, who had played 21 games during the lockout with Vityaz Chekhov of Russia’s Kontinental Hockey League to test-drive his rebuilt knee, then arrived at the Canadiens’ weeklong training camp last January in his best shape — physically and mentally — in years.

Markov played all 48 regular-season games and each of the five in the playoffs. It wasn’t without its struggles, his game sometimes seeming weary, a little out of sync. It got no easier in the season’s final 10 games, when defence partner Alexei Emelin was shelved with, coincidentally, a torn ACL.

“Every time you step on the ice, there’s a risk you’ll be injured,” Markov said, speaking with a voice of experience. “There’s a Russian expression: ‘If you never take a risk, you’re never going to drink champagne.’

“In my mind, I was pretty sure I had to go to the KHL (during the lockout). I knew I hadn’t played in almost two years. I knew it was going to help me. I have friends there, family there, and the KHL is a new league. Maybe I wasn’t playing for a top team, but I knew I needed game pace. It helped me a lot, it was something new for me.

“When I came back here, I was in good shape and I felt good. I felt strong and healthy, and that’s what helped me during the season. Yeah, it wasn’t easy, but at the same time, at the end of the season I was happy to have played all those games, in good and bad situations.”

Markov has lived plenty of both in his dozen years in Montreal.

Three years ago, we spoke on the eve of the season opener as he continued to rehab his first torn ACL. Markov spoke of having just become a Canadian citizen, and sheepishly of having forgotten the name of then Governor-General Michaëlle Jean on the test.

He remembered his first day on skates in Voskresensk at age 6, “standing-still skates, and as soon as I stepped on the ice I grabbed the boards and stayed there the whole time.”

He recalled, in vivid detail, his first of now 91 NHL goals, scored against the Flyers on Oct. 19, 2000:

“Power play. Against Philadelphia, 5-on-3. Slapshot, a one-timer. Right? I still have the puck.”

This week, Markov remembered sitting in Buffalo’s Marine Midland Arena on June 27, 1998 for the NHL draft, on his first trip to the U.S. He sat in the stands with his agent, Don Meehan, and a handful of the company’s Russian-speaking staff, and he waited.

And waited.

“I had hoped to go in an early round,” said Markov, who finally was chosen by the Canadiens in the sixth round, 162nd overall.

As the draft wore on, he decided to put his time to good use.

“I left for the store to buy some presents for my friends,” Markov said, shrugging.

But he was back in time to hear his name called, and he recalls going to the Canadiens table where he took a few photos after being presented a Habs jersey.

Markov impressed from his first day at a Canadiens conditioning camp at Verdun in August 2000. He stuck with the team that season, though it wouldn’t be until his third season that the club made him a roster player and not an “In The System” skater in its media guide.

A few games into Markov’s 2000-01 rookie year, then-coach Alain Vigneault said: “There are times when I see Andrei heading into a dangerous situation and I say to myself: ‘Don’t go there.’ But he doesn’t have any sense of danger and I’m not sure I’d want to change that.”

Markov listens to the quote read back to him and he rubs his jaw.

“Maybe my game has changed with experience, but I always try to improve,” he said. “Every year I have some goals for myself, trying to be better than the previous year, trying to reach (personal) goals, but with the team always at the top of my mind.

“It’s tough to explain. When you step on the ice, you see the game and you can read the plays, but I always try not to do too much, to get over-excited. If I struggle, if I’m not where I need to be, I remember my days in Russia, where the coach always said: ‘In those times, go back to basics and your game will come.’

“It doesn’t matter if your season is 82 games or more or less, at one point you’re going to be on top of your game and another day you’ll be below that. It’s normal. You can’t go through the whole season on the same level. I think it’s impossible.

“Fans pay their money to go watch the game and they want to see their team on top every night. I think that’s normal. They expect every night to see their team as the best one on the ice. Believe me, the players step on the ice and try to do their job 100 per cent every night, but sometimes it just doesn’t go your way.”

This will be a remarkable season in many ways, the Sochi Olympics in Markov’s homeland in February and his contract expiring a few months later. He says he’ll concern himself with both when it’s time; thinking now about either would only be a distraction from playing his best for the Canadiens.

Better than anyone on this year’s team, Markov understands what it means to play in the fishbowl of this hockey-obsessed city. And not a day goes by that he’s not impressed by the depth of fans’ passion.

“Every time you step on the ice at the Bell Centre is special,” Markov said. “You can feel all of the crowd behind you, supporting you. Of course, some nights are more special than others. The first game of the season is always special, right? So are all the games against Boston and Toronto.”

Markov especially remembers the April 9, 2002 night that then-captain Saku Koivu returned from cancer treatment to play at the Bell Centre against Ottawa, the emotion boiling over when the Canadiens won to lock up a playoff berth for the first time in four seasons.

“That was crazy special,” he said. “People were on their feet for about 10 minutes to cheer for Saku. You’re never going to forget that. It will stay with you for the rest of your life.”

There’s virtually nowhere Markov can walk anonymously in Montreal, where he’s become part of the hockey landscape. Even if he’s not the most outgoing player on the Canadiens, he’s flattered by the attention.

“At my age, I realize it’s not going to be forever,” he said. “I know my career is going to be over in a few years. I’ll try to enjoy (the attention) for the rest of my career. If I look back, all these years have gone by so fast. All I do now is take it day by day and just enjoy it.

“Every time I step on the ice at the Bell Centre, I’m going to feel happy. You want to do your best for your fans. It doesn’t happen all the time, but it’s not because you’re not trying.

“Off the ice, when you’re in the street and people recognize you, you can feel and see how they live and worry about hockey. The game is in their blood, it’s something special, and I’m happy to be here.”

Andrei Markov was forever ago the anxious 21-year-old waiting to board a jet in Moscow, setting off into a world of unknown. The life experience on this side of the pond, he says, is more than he ever could have imagined.

“You know,” he said, “if I look back 12 years, I’m probably not going to change anything in my life.”

dstubbs@montrealgazette.com

Twitter: Dave_Stubbs

Habs’ Markov heads into final year of contract
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&#8220;I will be happy to stay with the Canadiens, but you never know what&#8217;s going to happen,&#8221; says defenceman Andrei Markov, who is heading into the final season of a three-year, $17.25-million contract.

“I will be happy to stay with the Canadiens, but you never know what’s going to happen,” says defenceman Andrei Markov, who is heading into the final season of a three-year, $17.25-million contract.
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Canadiens defenceman Andrei Markov, in his own words during a one-on-one interview, as he heads into his 13th NHL season:

On this being a contract year, Markov’s three-year, $17.25-million pact signed in June 2011 expiring at season’s end:

“I will be happy to stay with the Canadiens, but you never know what’s going to happen. You can’t read the mind of management. All I can do is play my game the best I can. That’s all I can say about the situation. Deep in your mind you know it’s the last year of your contract, but I don’t want to think about that and lose my focus on my game. I’m going to try to take one game at a time and we’ll see what happens.”

On the possibility of contract talks between his agent, Don Meehan, and Canadiens GM Marc Bergevin during the season:

“I’m going to leave that between my agent and the team. It’s not my priority. Nobody knows what will happen tomorrow, or what management thinks about the future or about particular players on the team. All I can do is play my game.”

On the possibility of representing Russia at the 2014 Sochi Olympics (Markov has played in 62 international games — the 2006 and 2010 Olympics, finishing fourth and sixth; the world juniors, winning silver and bronze; the IIHF World Championship, winning gold and two bronze; and a World Cup):

“I didn’t know those numbers, but it’s always special to represent your country. It’s always special to play in the Olympic Games, and this year it’s extra special because they’re in Russia. But you never know what will happen tomorrow. You can’t be 100-per-cent sure you’ll be there. That’s the decision of (head coach) Zinetula Bilyaletdinov. It’s only happening in February and right now I’m trying to focus on the start of the (NHL) regular season. We’ll see what happens.”

On fellow Russian defenceman and Canadiens teammate Alexei Emelin, who is rehabbing after surgery from ACL reconstruction, as Markov has done twice:

“I just told him, from my experience, rehab is really important. It’s really important to have the right person work with you and spend time with you. That’s pretty much all I said to him. He’s a quiet guy. I haven’t tried to push him or tell him what to do. He’s a big man and I think he knows what he’s doing. I wish him all the best. He’s a quiet guy. Sometimes it’s healthy, sometimes it’s not. We play a different style, he’s more physical than me. I’ve never had a goal to hit someone as hard as he does, but he’s a good skater, he has good vision and he can join the rush. He’s a good hockey player.”

On adjusting to different defence partners:

“Of course you have to adjust, that’s why we have a team system. You also have to communicate with your partner and teammates. If you have a new partner, it doesn’t mean you’ll be the best pair on the team. But you always try to do your best and the communication is really important.”

On leadership:

“I never try to be a different person than who I am. I try not to do something special or extra, crazy stuff. I just try to do my job well and do what I can, what’s best for the team and myself. If someone asks me for help or advice, I’m always open and I can talk or suggest something. Sometimes, for example, in a game situation, if you see some way a teammate can adjust their position, you can tell him. It’s communication — you help your teammate and he’ll help you the next shift or the next day.”

On adjusting to NHL rules that have been tweaked throughout his 12-year career:

“I like new rules. I have no problem with that. In the beginning it’s not easy, you have to adjust, it’s like a new game. The game has become much faster. Every year the guys are stronger and you’re not getting any younger. Every season is a new challenge, for every player, and that’s what’s exciting.”

dstubbs@montrealgazette.com

Twitter: Dave_Stubbs

Zachary Fucale’s father is a proud Canadiens fan

By BRENDA BRANSWELL, THE GAZETTESeptember 18, 2013
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Zachary Fucale made his Canadiens debut in preseason game Sunday against Buffalo. He was returned to the junior Halifax Mooseheads on Monday, but could become the Habs&#8217; goalie of the future.

Zachary Fucale made his Canadiens debut in preseason game Sunday against Buffalo. He was returned to the junior Halifax Mooseheads on Monday, but could become the Habs’ goalie of the future.
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MONTREAL — When the Canadiens selected his son, Zachary, in the second round of June’s National Hockey League entry draft, they spared Jack Fucale and his cousins, who are diehard Habs fans, from rooting for another team.

That potential scenario had been the subject of fun, lighthearted exchanges among them before the draft.

“We were all discussing this. I said: ‘How are we going to do this?’ ” Jack Fucale recounted on Tuesday.

“It’s only automatic that we’re going to become fans of whatever team he goes to.”

As it turned out, the talk was for naught. The Canadiens selected Zachary Fucale, a goaltender with the Halifax Mooseheads, in the second round (36th overall).

“It makes everything so much easier, right?” his father said.

“How can a Canadiens fan become a Toronto Maple Leafs fan or a Boston Bruins fan? How do you do that? You just can’t.”

Jack Fucale, his wife, who is also a big Canadiens fan, and their two daughters, along with other family and friends, watched Zachary make his Bell Centre debut at Saturday’s scrimmage and again on Sunday when he played for part of the Canadiens’ first preseason game against the Buffalo Sabres.

Fucale called it “very heartwarming and overwhelming at the same time” to see his son play there.

The two had watched a number of Canadiens games together at the Bell Centre in the past. Fucale, who owns a transportation company, would buy Canadiens game packages. “So there were a few years when Zach and I were at the Bell Centre quite often,” he said.

Asked if he had any concern about his son being put in the media spotlight in Montreal, Fucale said: “No, because he can handle it. He’s handled it up until now at a very, very young age. And so I don’t see it getting problematic at all.”

Fucale grew up in a bilingual home in Rosemère and attended French and English schools. He looked poised at the Canadiens’ training camp, fielding reporters’ questions in both languages. He’d already faced some media attention in the past as a top prospect and No. 1 goalie for the Halifax Mooseheads, who won the Quebec Major Junior Hockey League championship last season and the Memorial Cup.

Fucale, who signed a three-year entry level contract with the Canadiens last weekend, was among 14 players released from the Habs’ training camp on Monday after their 6-3 preseason loss to the Boston Bruins. It’s not a surprise that Fucale, who is only 18, is returning to his major-junior team.

Fucale called the training camp helpful for his development and said he learned a lot.

“I saw the level of play is very high, it’s very fast. So for me, it’s very important to work on every part of my game,” he told reporters Monday night.

“There are so many screens during the game. A lot of people are trying to obstruct the view. And guys are stronger, they’re smarter, their shots are just harder,” Fucale added.

“Every little aspect of the game is better in the NHL and you’ve got to adjust and get better.”

Fucale said he didn’t want to look too far ahead when asked about trying to land a spot on Canada’s team for the world junior championship in Malmö, Sweden, which starts on Dec. 26.

“I just want to continue doing my job, just keep working, and if I earn a spot on that team I’ll be super happy,” he said.

bbranswell@montrealgazette.com

Twitter: bbranswell
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September 23 practice quotes: Darryl Sutter
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On Matt Frattin skating with Mike Richards and Jeff Carter:

 I think they’ve been really good. I think that we look forward to seeing ‘em in the next three games, and ready to go.

On Tanner Pearson and Tyler Toffoli:

 I think they’ve played good. Obviously I think Tanner’s been a little bit more consistent than the other three boys, but they’re good players. They’ve played well.

On what he has appreciated that Frattin has brought, and what needs to continue to evolve:

 First off, he’s exceptionally well-trained, which allows him to really utilize his skill set. He’s got really good hands, and he can really skate. Those are three pretty good attributes to have coming into training camp and to start the season, and obviously being a new player, to answer the second part, he’s trying to fit in. He’s trying to adapt to the locker room, adapt to pretty much a room that’s obviously there’s 15 or 16 guys that have played together for two or three years that are used to winning and used to being successful, so he’s trying to fit in to that.

On Frattin’s “north-south” efforts:

 It’s clearly part of his game. It’s very easy to see that.

On whether he had always thought that Frattin would fit in well with the Kings systems:

 I had never seen him play until two weeks ago. So that’s a question for Dean.

On Drew Doughty’s readiness for the start of the season:

 Just basing it on the last two weeks, he is very well-trained, and he’s ready to go. Get him his games, so he’s game ready. That’s it.

On whether Doughty was affected by playing with multiple defensive partners last year:

 No, it didn’t affect Drew at all. It impacted how much he had to play, and it impacted our win-loss record. It was injury-related. Drew can play with anybody, but Drew’s on the ice against the other team’s best players a lot. So Drew’s partner last year wasn’t necessarily doing a good enough job for us, so we got Robyn.

On how Willie Mitchell will be used in the remaining exhibition games:

 He’ll play the next one for sure, just because he hasn’t played at home. Other than that, I haven’t gone past that…So he’s got to play here. It makes sense to play him tomorrow. We’ll go from there.

Brown returns to the ice
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Before Dustin Brown took the ice in a post-practice skate with assistant coach Davis Payne, he removed several tags from unused pieces of equipment. It was two weeks into training camp, and he was yet to break in some new articles from his hockey bag.

When he took the ice, he did so in a bright green jersey, not in a black one, or white one, or in any of the other line combination-colored practice jerseys during a conditioning and rehabilitation skate in advance of Tuesday’s exhibition game against the Anaheim Ducks. 

Monday represented the first time Brown took the ice since suffering a hamstring injury during the first day of training camp on Thursday September 12 during a fairly routine exchange.

“It was a one-on-one battle drill, and I was just reaching for a puck and it just happened, I guess,” he said. “I was in an awkward position leaning over, but I don’t think there’s any one thing that could have been different. It’s just one of those fluke injuries.”

Though it does throw a wrench into his preseason preparation, he’s not overly concerned over the impact it will have on his attempts to ready himself for an 82-game season.

“Well, considering I had six days last year, I’ll probably have more than that this year. At this level, guys can adapt pretty quickly,” he said. “It’s not like there’s a bunch of new stuff from the X’s and O’s and the thinking part of the game. It’s more about the physical side, and getting my body ready. Though I haven’t been on the ice, there’s been days that it would have been easier to be on the ice than it was in the weight room.”

Speaking of the weight room, he has incrementally added to his daily routine, a regimen he likened to his summer conditioning.

“The first few days I didn’t do much of anything – just treatment and letting it rest, more or less, and then each day you push it a little more in the gym. Probably the last three days I was doing stuff that I would do in mid-off-season – heavy weight testing it, so it felt pretty good the last few days, and today I’ll skate.”

Using the preseason to rekindle his chemistry with linemates Anze Kopitar and Justin Williams wasn’t a high priority for Brown. On Sunday, Kopitar noted that “we’ve played with him enough,” and on Monday, Brown admitted that he’s more concerned about his own readiness and timing, while noting that his conditioning for game situations isn’t causing any alarm.

“I mean, when you play with a player – Justin, I mean, we’ve played the last two and a half years, two years. It comes back pretty quickly. It’s more for me, just getting my timing back. My conditioning, I don’t think will be an issue. I mean, that comes with just getting on the ice. You ask anybody right now, it’s probably they feel like it’s mid-season because of the practices and how they’re run. Hopefully I’ll get a week’s worth of practice, and we’ll see about games and stuff.”

Darryl Sutter couldn’t put a number on how many games he’d like to get Brown in prior to the season, should the captain show the type of improvement required to be able to play in the preseason.

“Today is the first day he’s skated. I really don’t know. He’s a player that’s clearly behind the eight ball,” the Kings coach said. “He hasn’t skated. He skated one day since the start of camp, and he’s not a guy that can just jump into a game. So if he doesn’t get any exhibition games, I’d say it’s highly unlikely that you’ve got a player that’s ready for the season.”
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Ellerby not fazed by competition on D
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One of the primary stories through training camp has been the competition on the Kings’ blue line. Darryl Sutter previously offered a hint that the team could open the season with eight defensemen while stating that other than the spots belonging to Drew Doughty, Robyn Regehr, Slava Voynov and Matt Greene, there were positional battles to be waged to round out the team’s defense.

Sutter, from September 14:

Well, if we’re healthy, nobody’s taking Drew’s place. Nobody’s taking Slava’s place. Nobody’s taking Greener’s place. Nobody’s taking Robyn’s place. After that, there’s holes there. There’s boxes that don’t have a name in there yet. So, who’s going to be Drew’s partner? Who’s going to be Slava’s partner? Who’s going to be Greener’s partner, and who’s going to be our seventh guy, and who’s going to be our eighth guy? Because you can’t have nine. [Reporter: So is the thought to start the year with eight defensemen?] I really don’t know that yet. I mean, if you start with eight, then you’re going 13 forwards, so I really don’t know. We’re not to that point yet.

The team practiced on Monday color coded by line pairings. Dustin Brown and Jake Muzzin did not participate. There are still three exhibition games to be played – and observers shouldn’t put an enormous amount of emphasis into alignments midway through the preseason – but judging from some of the line rushes, there were some indications towards where players were at, and where they could be used in upcoming games against Anaheim, the New York Rangers and Colorado.

White: King – Kopitar – Williams – Regehr – Doughty

 Maroon: Frattin – Richards – Carter – Mitchell – Voynov

 Powder Blue: Clifford – Stoll – Lewis – Martinez – Greene

 Yellow: Carcillo – Fraser – Nolan – Forbort – Ellerby

 Black: Pearson – Vey – Shore – Toffoli – Schultz – Bodnarchuk

On Sunday, Gann Matsuda of Frozen Royalty and I chatted with Keaton Ellerby, one of the players in heavy competition for a spot on the blue line. Ellerby’s comments are below; follow the link for Matsuda’s feature, LA Kings Defenseman Keaton Ellerby: “You’re Always Battling For A Spot”

Keaton Ellerby, on training camp:

 I think it’s gone pretty good. Just trying to go out there and work hard and do what the coaches ask me to do, and just play my game. I think it’s gone good so far.

Ellerby, on what the coaches have asked him to do:

 Just be a big, physical, good defensive penalty killing D, I guess. Get back, move pucks up quickly. Don’t slow it down. Just get the puck in the hands of the forwards as fast as possible, and keep the puck out of our net. I’m thinking the two games I’ve played, I’ve done a pretty good job of that so far, and I just try to keep building on it, keep working with the coaches, and just keep working hard.

Ellerby, on the surplus defensemen:

 It’s part of the game, you know? You’ve got to be mentally strong, and just persevere through whatever ups and downs are thrown your way. I’m 24-years-old, so I hope I’ve got a long career ahead of me. You’re always battling for a spot, you know, so I think it’s a lot of perseverance and just working hard and doing what the coaches expect of you. I think if you do that, and do that day in and day out, you’ll get your opportunities, and then when you get those opportunities, just take advantage of them and do your best.

Ellerby, on whether he thinks about the competition:

 You see it, you think about it, but you can’t let it affect you. You play your game and do what you’ve got to do to win a spot in the lineup. Nothing’s ever given to you, so you’ve got to just work through it and do the best you can day in and day out.

Ellerby, on whether he thinks about what he needs to do to stand out:

 I mean, sometimes. I’ve talked with the coaches a lot already this year, and last year worked a lot with the coaching staff. I mean, my game is being a defensive guy and killing penalties – just not letting the opposition score on us. Just excelling at those things. I mean, me and John Stevens have talked a lot about penalty killing being a huge part of my game going forward, so you’ve just got to work on that, do a lot of video with him, and just make that a staple of my game and five-on-five play, just be a hard-nosed, physical defenseman who doesn’t get scored on and contributes offensively when possible. If I do those things, and just keep working at ‘em, and then keep getting better, I think I’ll be already.

Darryl Sutter, on Ellerby’s training camp:

 Keaton’s played really well for us. He did a good job training this summer. He’s played really well. He’s got some jump in his game. We’ve liked the way he’s played.
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BACK AT ‘ER

After a Saturday off-day, the Kings returned to the ice Sunday morning at the Toyota Sports Center with a sleeker, pared down roster. Gone are the dual groups from earlier in training camp, a more compact hallmark that serves as another reminder that the start of the season is now only 11 days away.

“Now that the numbers are getting lower, and it’s getting closer to the regular season, obviously things are getting ramped up even more, and the focus is on the first game of the regular season,” defenseman Keaton Ellerby said. “We’ve got to keep focusing on these exhibition games, and keep working on our team play and our system play and all that stuff, but we’re going hard. We’re getting ready for the first puck drop of the regular season, and when that day comes, I think what we’re doing in training camp now is going to have us well-prepared for the beginning of the season.”

Dustin Brown watched part of the practice from the sideline as he continues to rehabilitate a hamstring injury. Darryl Sutter said on Thursday that “we’ll hopefully get him on the ice either Sunday or Monday,” and then tacked on Tuesday as a potential day for Brown to return to the ice when he was asked at Friday’s morning skate.

Anze Kopitar didn’t express any heightened concern over the captain’s absence.

“We’ve played with him enough,” Kopitar said. “He knows enough. He’s watching the practices enough, so I don’t think it’s going to be too big of an issue.”

Kopitar was more concerned about getting his own timing back, and judging from his post-practice comments, he’s well on his way to doing so.

There appeared to be a raised tempo for Sunday’s practice, which followed the first off-day of training camp. After roughly 50 minutes of drills, the coaches put the team through a hearty conditioning skate.

“That little bagger at the end, it’s good conditioning for the boys, but I think it went well today,” Ellerby said. “There’s still quite a few numbers, but the drills we did were high-tempo. A lot of moving the puck, line rushes, and just getting the defensive zone and the neutral zone and the offensive zone stuff down pat so it just becomes a second nature to you, and when those games come around, it’s there and we’re ready to go.”

JOINING VOYNOV

Willie Mitchell and Slava Voynov were once again skating together at practice after reprising their pairing during Friday’s overtime loss to Colorado. They had previously skated together during much of the 2011-12 championship season, including the Stanley Cup Playoffs.

“I remember everything, how I played in my first year,” Voynov said. “I think we’re getting better every day. We played on the same level as we played [previously].”

Voynov didn’t pinpoint any major difference between playing with Mitchell and playing with Rob Scuderi, with whom he was paired for nearly all of the 2012-13 season. Interestingly, the 23-year-old Voynov, who led Los Angeles defensemen with 25 points last season before tying for the team lead with 13 playoff points, still sees himself as being in a position where he learns from his more experienced partner.

“It’s different players, Mitchie and Scuds. So I learned from Scuds a lot, and right now I will learn from Mitchie,” he said.

Like many of his American and Canadian counterparts, Voynov took part in an Olympic orientation camp shortly before returning to Los Angeles. He traveled to Sochi for what was basically a team walk-through and visited the arenas and locker rooms the team will be using when Russia hosts the Olympics in February, though he did not get on the ice with his potential teammates.

PEARSON PRODUCING

Tanner Pearson registered five shots on goal through the first two periods of Friday’s overtime loss in Colorado, and though he finished with a minus-two rating and his line allowed a goal on the first shift of the game, he was among the Kings’ most involved forwards and once again drew praise from Darryl Sutter after the game.

Though he has shown well during training camp and the team is looking for production from the left side, the 21-year-old isn’t preoccupied with his standing or the team’s needs at the moment.

“You know, I try not to think about it too much,” Pearson said. “I think if I just go out there and play my game and then let things happen, that’ll probably benefit me more than thinking about it and trying to produce.”

He has also adapted well to the pace of the NHL game. Sutter referenced Pearson “going up and down” in Friday’s game, a reference to his hustle and rink-wide contributions.

“The practices are a lot more up-tempo,” Pearson said of his adjustment to the NHL’s pace. “You’re playing against guys in the NHL, so it’s a harder league, but I think I’m doing a good job so far.”

The left wing has a goal and an assist in three games. You know what his preseason points pale in comparison to? His Starwood Points. The second-year pro is familiar with extended hotel stays.

Anze Kopitar, on whether it was good to get a heavy skate in on Sunday:

 Even before, I guess, it was pretty hard, since we didn’t have too many guys on the ice and I guess you do a little bit more reps than that. Sometimes it’s good to get a skate like this in, where you don’t have to handle the puck and you just kind of can focus on your stride a little bit and really try to dig deep since you don’t have to do anything else. I thought it was pretty good. The guys looked good out there. I think we’re ready to go.

Kopitar, on the evolving training camp focus with 31 players remaining:

 If you look ahead, we’ve got about 10 more days of actual training camp and then, I guess the actual preparation starts for game number one. We’re going to use these three games to prepare as good as we can, and then work on some details I’m sure, and hopefully get ready for the start, obviously.
September 22, 2013 3:07 pm

Sunday practice quotes: Darryl Sutter
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On how practice has evolved following Saturday’s cuts:

 We just go from two groups to one. Continue to work on the same things we’ve been working on – just a little tighter now.

On an up-tempo practice the morning after a day off:

 With the new CBA, it’s a scheduled day, right? So this was the best day, when you talked to the guys, that we could do it in knowing that we were going to assign some guys yesterday. Don’t say ‘cut.’ I don’t like that word ‘cut.’ They’re our players, and we were really pleased with them, quite honest. It was really good for me, because I haven’t had training camp with a lot of those second – obviously the first-year guys, but second, third-year guys, I haven’t had training camp, so I haven’t gotten to know them personally. You watch them, but it’s better to get to know them, so we were really pleased with them.

On younger players that stood out during training camp:

 Of the boys that went back? [Reporter: Yeah.] Sabourin is a first year guy, so I didn’t know him at all. I just watched a little bit of video on him, so that was good to see, to get to know him and see that he’s got to make some progress. Andreoff – we always wanted him to work on his skating. He did a good job. You can see that he’s trained to be a better skater. Skating coach or consultant – he’s taken some of that, and he uses that now, so that’s important. I think seeing the Miller boy for the first time – righthanded shot, defenseman, skilled guy. Forbort – same thing. See their, like what you call ‘evolution of practice’, just the evolution of those players. [Reporter: Probably moving forward, I know you watch them through the course of the year – you’ll get to see them – but again, when it comes to next year’s camp, you kind of gauge where they’re going] And that’s what you tell them when they’re going out, too. Those kids that are still on entry level contracts, that’s part of the thing. You know what? They’re disappointed to go, but they’re not disappointed in what you tell them, and that’s the best part. Hey, we’ve been in that position, right? And that’s what you try and keep in your mind, too – it’s disappointing always to go, but as long as you know that you’re still part of it. 

On Willie Mitchell’s performance in Friday’s game:

 Yeah, it was for me just straight evaluation. I was almost not coaching. I was almost evaluating Willie, right? That was the big thing for me. I sat with him on the plane there for a bit, and then this morning we just talked about things that happened during the game. He hadn’t played a game in, what’d I say, 15 months? He felt pretty good about it, I think. During the third period we tried to really play him, and even in those time outs, he was moving around because he was sucking [wind] a little bit. [Reporter: What was your evaluation? How did he do?] He was fine. I mean, that was why he was still playing in the third. He…probably played 20..[Reporter: 23] minutes. You know what? That’s what Willie plays. He did good.
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Cliche claimed; Kozun, Campbell clear waivers
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Marc-André Cliche was claimed off waivers by the Colorado Avalanche, while Brandon Kozun and Andrew Campbell cleared waivers and were loaned to the Manchester Monarchs.

31 players remain with the Kings.

The Monarchs will be in search of a new captain. Cliché, the team’s captain for the previous three years, appeared in one game with Los Angeles in the 2009-10 season after joining the organization along with Jason Ward, Jan Marek and future considerations on February 5, 2007 in a trade that sent Sean Avery, John Seymour and future considerations to the New York Rangers.

Kozun, who has averaged 50 points a season through his three years in Manchester, had intermittent accelerations in his development after emerging as an interesting prospect during rookie games and training camps earlier in his tenure with the Kings after being selected in the sixth round of the 2009 NHL Draft. He led the major junior Canadian Hockey Leagues in scoring with 107 points with the Calgary Hitmen in 2009-10.

20 Comments with Monarchs coach Mark Morris earlier in training camp, there was a reference towards the 23-year-old “becoming a 200-foot player.”

He’s been a bit of a project for us, there’s no question about it. But that kid’s got some unbelievable skill. We’ve had a lot of long talks, and our relationship is very good…I think we’d be missing a big component this year [if he was claimed]. I hope he shows well in the main camp. I really do. I hope he turns some heads and scores goals that I know he can score and plays the type of defense he’s capable of. Towards the end of last year we stuck him out there on the penalty kill. He’s grown, and he’s becoming a 200-foot player. He’s getting more pucks deep. He’s less risky. He is a special talent, and we’d miss him if we lost him.

Campbell, 25, was selected in the third round of the 2008 draft. An alternate captain in Manchester last season, the 6-foot-3 defenseman with a long reach joined the team early in Nashville early in the 2012-13 season but did not draw into a game. He has 345 games of AHL experience over five seasons and is a plus-41 over the last three years.
⚑

I worry that TT will end up like Matt Moulson, Oscar Moeller, Patrick O'Sullivan, Pavel Rosa, etc.--very talented skill player who there's no room for in the top six, so they fail in a checking line and off they go. It's good we have that luxury, but you hate to see such promising players leave.
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I don't see that happening at all. And of those guys you named. Only Moulson has looked pretty good after moving on. Teddy Purcell has done well too. I definitely do not see that happening with Toffoli though.

 △   ▽   

•

<Reply

•

⥅Share › 

Avatar

jess 

• 2 days ago  △ ▽ 

⚑

@desertking needs to get his tail back on this site. If anyone reading this can text him for me, please relay the message. Cheers.
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Same with @dominick and @variable.

 △   ▽   

•

<Reply

•

⥅Share › 

Avatar

Kman > jess 

• 2 days ago  △ ▽ 

⚑

@Variable's out there, will be here.

Still looking for @CB14 unless I'm 

missing him under a new handle.
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That's another one we need to get back in here.. Good call.
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⚑

Not surprised that Kozun wasn't picked up,there will be a lot more talent coming down the waiver pipeline than him. Hold onto your hats as teams have to really start making some tough choices....
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I think one of the bigger reasons why he wasn't picked up is because of the cap. Teams must be under the $64.3MM cap by the time the season starts in October. With so many UFAs and guys fighting for spots, there's no need to pick up a kid on waivers to see what he's got. Might as well pull from your own prospect pool and give them a shot first unless you strongly feel that none of your prospects are NHL ready
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The point is, the cap will bring more to waivers than we would have seen otherwise, from all teams. There will be some solid players tryin to find teams.
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Right so why take a prospect off waivers when you have a proven NHL guy and can get him for nothing?
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Avatar

Seanvert 

• 2 days ago  △ ▽ 

⚑

I am concerned that the players sent down are an example of complacency. There is a fine line between having veterans and not putting the hardest working and most talented players on your team. Last year could be argued a different situation because of the shortened season and lack of training camp, but there was little or no movement in personnel. The cup winning season we had Nolan and King who were rookies and Slava with very little experience. All three were very important. We also started playing in the cup year Muzzin. I am hoping we bring in at least three rookies this season. The kings need young legs and enthusiasm to play their system. I liked many of the players sent down and hope we keep three that are left. 
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Avatar

HockeyNerd > Seanvert 

• a day ago  △ ▽ 

⚑

A lot of people here seem to agree with you on King, Nolan and Fraser, ironically King and Nolan were the "hard workers" chosen over the "veterans" all of a year and a half ago!

Also realize that if Pearson, Toffoli and Vey don't make the team and Nolan, Fraser and King do, it's not a season long decision. If any or all of those "veterans" don't perform well, there is nothing to stop DL from replacing them with a Pearson, Vey or Toffoli at that point. And again, that's exactly what happened in 2012.
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Avatar

Seanvert > HockeyNerd 

• a day ago  △ ▽ 

⚑

Luckily the GM knows a whole lot more about hockey than I do. I really like (excuse the spelling ) Suborn who we could lose because I think he is going to be a very good player. 
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Avatar

HockeyNerd > Seanvert 

• 2 days ago  △ ▽ 

⚑

Incidentally Muzzin did not play in 2011-2012. He played in the previous year, and last year.
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Avatar

HockeyNerd > Seanvert 

• 2 days ago  △ ▽ 

⚑

You totally lost me. Please tell us which of the players that were sent down are NHL ready and are an improvement over someone who has NHL experience? And what 3 players do you propose to cut (and probably lose for nothing) to make room for the 3 rookies you want? 

The only rookie who will probably start the season with the team is Toffoli. Others will be given looks as players get injured or don't perform which is exactly what we did the last 2 years. That's how it works, and yes it does work.
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Avatar

Seanvert > HockeyNerd 

• 2 days ago  △ ▽ 

⚑

Vey, Pearson, shore and toffily chose three. King, Fraser and Nolan could be reaced. Of course u r right about muzzin that is what I meant. 
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Avatar

shiny > Seanvert 

• 2 days ago  △ ▽ 

⚑

Well unfortunately there's just not enough roster space to keep all 3 guys at the moment unless we go with 7 D and dump someone from our current roster (I'd be ok if that someone was Fras or Carcillo, TBH). But most likely we'll start the season with 8 D and see how it goes. Sutter usually prefers 2 extra forwards and only 1 extra D man. However, given Mitchell's knee situation, he and Dean are being cautious and will *likely* (nothing is ever for certain with Sutter) start the season with 8D instead of 7 so it's far less probable that any of the kids will stay up

 △   ▽   

•

<Reply

•

⥅Share › 

Avatar

Lizard King 

• 2 days ago  △ ▽ 

⚑

It does appear Matt F has a lock on Richard Carter line,,,, perhaps break up 1st line and have a strong 3rd line as a result Stoll,Williams,Pearson,,, Kopitar's,Brown,Toffoli,,could be a co #1 line,,, Richards,Carter,Frattin could be the other # 1 line,,,, seems to be 3 balanced strong lines,, my choice for 4th line would be a rotating combo of king, Clifford ,Lewis, Fraser ,,,, I'm not sold on Carrillo,,, I am rooting for the young guys Shore,Vey, to rise up,, our top 6 defense appears to be Doughty,Voynov,Greene,Rehger,,Mitchell,Muzzin,,, there is going to some good solid defensemen not making the team,, I am also rooting for Forbort to rise up

1 △   ▽   

•

<Reply

•

⥅Share › 

Avatar

jess > Lizard King 

• 2 days ago  △ ▽ 

⚑

Shore sounds like an exciting prospect. Hope we get to see him play more. I have the same feeling about him as I did with VV and Carts. Also looking forward to see TT perform in a full season.
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Avatar

jess 

• 2 days ago  △ ▽ 

⚑

The player I'm most concerned about this year is kobidor. I think dody will be fine.
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HockeyNerd > jess 

• a day ago  △ ▽ 

⚑

I think that's spelled "Doty"

1 △   ▽   

•

<Reply

•

⥅Share › 

Avatar

Lake Forest 

• 2 days ago  △ ▽ 

⚑

Is 23 the magic number?
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shiny > Lake Forest 

• 2 days ago  △ ▽ 

⚑

Yes. And he's also a magical person
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Jon Rosen 

• 2 days ago  △ ▽ 

⚑

Content update - just sitting down to transcribe after lunch. I should have Sutter's quotes up relatively soon, followed by a practice notebook at 5:00-ish. Thanks for reading!
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Avatar

KC23 

• 2 days ago  △ ▽ 

⚑

Oiler's Gagne out with a broken jaw. So now they are down two centers (Hopkins also) to start the season. I'm thinking the Oilers will be snug as a bug in a rug with the Flames at the bottom of the Pacific division.
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Avatar

Steve Jensen 

• 2 days ago  △ ▽ 

⚑

Carcillo will be a fourth line/extra skater. That leaves the last two spots for two of King, Nolan, Toffoli, or Pearson. 
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KC23 > Steve Jensen 

• 2 days ago  △ ▽ 

⚑

I think the entire 4th line is open, LW on the 3rd line and an extra forward in the press box (5 positions) with the following players via for those 5 positions.

Kyle Clifford

Daniel Carcillo

Colin Fraser

Nick Shore

 Linden Vey

 Tanner Pearson

 Jordan Nolan

 Tyler Toffoli

 Dwight King

Fraser probably the front runner for the 4th line center. Tough and experienced Vs Vey, great playmaker, but not tough and Shore who has had a great camp, but short on AHL experience.

The 4th line RW we have Nolan Vs Toffoli. Nolan having a good camp and very tough. Toffoli struggling trying LW off and on and having a so so camp, but big offensive upside. Toffoli wouldn't have to clear wavers if sent to Manchester, but Nolan could be lost in wavers if not kept on the roster. I think the Kings keep Nolan and send Toffoli back to Manchester with Vey and Pearson.

LW for both 3rd and 4th line is a mess. You got everyone except Pearson that would have to clear wavers. Clifford, King and Carcillo who all have very little offensive up side, but all of them tough to play against. Pearson who still has as very young mans body, but a large amount of offensive upside. I think Clifford takes the 3rd line LW spot to protect Stoll and Lewis. King takes the 4th line LW with Fraser and Nolan. Not saying that is what I want, but I got a feeling that is what will happen to start the season.

see more   
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Lizard King > KC23 

• 2 days ago  △ ▽ 

⚑

I'm with you on this one KC,,,TT seems to be having a slow start but he has to be a lock for the team,,, just off last playoffs he should be a lock,,,we need some skill,, we are big and tough enough,,,a sniper is a dire need for us,,, shoot first type of player
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Avatar

Subby 

• 2 days ago  △ ▽ 

⚑

Shouldnt have ever traded Avery. ^_^
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Avatar

Lizard King 

• 2 days ago  △ ▽ 

⚑

Ditch Scrivens,,,I think he is a Donkey,,,, Garon is much better,,, Toffoli and Pearson make the team,,,seems that only 2 young guys will make it,,, I expect a big season from TT,,, great shooter,,,true sniper,,,Carter and TT should be on separate lines,,,, TT would do best on Kopitar's line,,, move Brown to the Richards Carter line
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Avatar

KC23 > Lizard King 

• 2 days ago  △ ▽ 

⚑

TT hasn't looked good on LW so far and Sutter has already said he didn't want to mess with Toffoli's development by keeping him on LW so that is not likely.

Garon's best year out of 9 pro seasons: .907 SV%, 2.66 GAA 2006-2007. Last year .897 SV% and a 2.90 GAA.

Scrivens only 2 years with .910 SV% 2.86 GAA collectively.

Garon's easier on the cap, Scrivens probably the better of the two. Garon had a terrible game against Phoenix in camp. Scrivens has been better, but nothing to write home about.

I'd keep Scrivens myself.
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PRMan > KC23 

• 2 days ago  △ ▽ 

⚑

Isn't Scrivens only like $550,000? And isn't that the minimum? So how could Garon be easier on the Cap? I don't understand.
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Avatar

KC23 > PRMan 

• 2 days ago  △ ▽ 

⚑

Good point my bad. Is it Scrivens that the Leafs are taking the cap hit on, or Frattin?
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shiny > KC23 

• 2 days ago  △ ▽ 

⚑

Uhh both I think? 

Per Cap Geek their hits are:

 Matt Frattin ($0.488m) 

Ben Scrivens ($0.550m)
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KC23 > shiny 

• 14 hours ago  △ ▽ 

⚑

DL is a genius. That is some low cap hit stuff for important positions.
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Lizard King > KC23 

• 2 days ago  △ ▽ 

⚑

I thought TT look great on LW last playoffs,Richards, Carter line,, we need a sniper.Snipers

can score from anywhere,,,I have much faith in TT,, he just seems to have

Good hockey sense,,,Garon is a much more experienced,,,I must admit I don't know anything about Scrivens,, I instantly disliked him the moment the trade was made,,,I liked Bernier,,, we should have gotten a high 1st round draft pick for him,, or we could have paid him big money to be content.
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goaliemom > Lizard King 

• 2 days ago  △ ▽ 

⚑

it wasn't the money, Bernie wanted to spread his wings and play...
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jess > goaliemom 

• 2 days ago  △ ▽ 

⚑

I will be following Toronto this year, just to see Bernier play. Hope he gets the No. 1 spot. Gonna take a lot of work.
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Kramer > jess 

• a day ago  △ ▽ 

⚑

Then you might appreciate this!

http://www.nhl.com/ice/news.ht...

 △   ▽   

•

<Reply

•

⥅Share › 

Avatar

KC23 > Lizard King 

• 2 days ago  △ ▽ 

⚑

Pretty sure Frattin has that 2nd line LW in the bag. He looks awesome on that line. I think they want a power forward on the 3rd line LW not to mention Sutter already stating he doesn't want to mess with TT development by putting him on LW. If Toffoli makes it I think it is going to have to be on the 4th line in place of Nolan. I just don't see Toffoli and Fraser being a good mix, but who knows maybe they'll want to keep Pearson up on the 4th line LW. Doubt it, but stranger things have happened. Sure is an interesting pre-season this year. So many questions left to be answered.
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King Cobra > KC23 
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⚑

Carts-Richie-Frats line is going to be lethal!
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KC23 > King Cobra 

• 14 hours ago  △ ▽ 

⚑

I agree. Frats will certainly make a name for himself with those two and Carts looks like he belonds in another league higher than the NHL. 

Funny how Philly fans painted Carts to be this lazy party guy and he is one of the two best conditioned players we have. Carts really made Richards looked bad early on last year. Carts was doing laps around the rink during games while Richards was sucking wind after about 30 seconds. Richards looks in better shape so far this year though and seems to be keeping up with Carts a little better. Frats looks in good shape too. 

Like you said, that line is going to be lethal.
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King Cobra > KC23 
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⚑

Well Said. Thanks for your very cool comments...
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jess > King Cobra 
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⚑

I hear frats gets off a decent shot pretty fast.
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KC23 > jess 

• 14 hours ago  △ ▽ 

⚑

Yeah, to me Frats shot looks a whole lot like Toffoli's shot maybe even better. Frats looks more seasoned skating in traffic and looks better than Toffoli to me.
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King Cobra > jess 

• 2 days ago  △ ▽ 

⚑

Pick your poison, him or the Lord Goal Scorer Carts.
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Mars 

• 2 days ago  △ ▽ 

⚑

alright so do any other Monarchs/Newbies have to clear waivers too?
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Osaka > Mars 

• 2 days ago  △ ▽ 

⚑

TT, Pearson, Forbort, Vey, and Shore are all no. No waivers to clear.

 △   ▽   

September 21, 2013 3:13 pm

Second round of cuts made
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The Kings trimmed their training camp roster by 15 players on Saturday. All but one of the players will appear at Manchester Monarchs training camp, which opens on Wednesday.

Loaned to Manchester:

 -players part of Los Angeles’ 50 protected contracts

Colin Miller – D

 Martin Jones – G

 Andy Andreoff – C

 Alex Roach – D

 Nicolas Deslauriers – D

 J.F. Berube – G

 Jordan Weal – C

 Brian O’Neill – RW

 Maxim Kitsyn – LW

 Robert Czarnik – C

Assigned to Manchester training camp:

 -players with AHL contracts and camp tryouts

Mathias Niederberger – G

 Cameron Maclise RW

 Vincent LoVerde – D

 Scott Sabourin – RW

Re-assigned to junior team:

 Valentin Zykov – RW (to Baie-Comeau of QMJHL)

Of note:

-Andy Andreoff won’t make the club out of training camp. The rugged 22-year-old was impressive in the rookie games against Anaheim and was considered by many to be a candidate for a roster spot. A versatile forward capable of playing center and left wing, the prospect recorded one assist in two preseason games and logged 9:25 of ice time in last night’s 4-3 overtime loss in Colorado. He and Brandon Kozun were the only two players held under 10 minutes of ice time. The club envisions Andreoff as someone who could eventually develop into a third or fourth line center.

-Nick Shore, who turns 21 on Thursday and has never played a professional regular season game, remains with the big club. He recorded a goal and an assist in 16:52 of ice time last night, a total that included 5:53 of power play time and 2:11 of shorthanded time. While skating at five-on-five, the center was primarily aligned with Dwight King and Justin Williams.

-This:

Kozun logged a team-low 8:19 of ice time last night, so this isn’t the most shocking development. A skilled, shifty forward with three AHL seasons of at least 20 goals, his organizational standing was leapfrogged over the last 12 to 24 months by players such as Tanner Pearson, Linden Vey and Tyler Toffoli. We’ll learn tomorrow whether Kozun passes through waivers.

-Marc-André Cliche was also placed on waivers. The veteran of 341 AHL games has captained the Monarchs for the last three seasons and got into one game with the Kings in 2009-10.

-It’s not totally relevant, but for those still curious, here’s a video of Ryan O’Reilly’s shorthanded spin-o-rama that ended last night’s preseason game:
September 20, 2013 10:37 pm

Postgame quotes: Shore, King, Mitchell, Sutter
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Nick Shore, on playing in front of family and friends:

 Well, it’s obviously a good experience any time you get to do that. Unfortunately it didn’t end the way that we wanted it to.

Shore, on being heavily involved with a goal and an assist and special teams time:

 I think any time that you can make an impact on the game, that’s always good. I thought Williams and King made it a lot easier for me coming out of the zone and heading into the zone, so that was good.

Shore, on his goal:

 Kinger just made a great play keeping the puck in the zone, and Williams and I had a two-on-one. He was able to get the goalie to bite a little bit and just gave it to me back door.

Dwight King, on whether the end result was important in a 4-3 overtime preseason loss:

 Obviously the end result does matter. You want to build a winning reputation. But definitely when you’re playing with new linemates for the first time, for a lot of guys it’s about maybe getting chemistry and just learning the system that we play here in L.A. We played a pretty solid 40 minutes. A couple too many penalties, but we got better.

King, on his goal:

 It was a great pass. Obviously they want speed, and they want speed to the net on our power play break-in, and Shorey found a lane on the outside around a couple guys, and I just go to the net, and he found me right on the stick, so it was easy.

King, on the team’s net-crashing:

 Yeah, we had some success around the net. Obviously when you shoot the puck when you’re around the net, there’s going to be rebounds, maybe second opportunities, and it worked out early for us. We kind of got away from it, but it’s something we’ve got to work on.

King, on what the team will work on in advance of Tuesday’s game against Anaheim:

 Just continue to learn. Obviously depending on who you play with, you build chemistry through the week leading up through the game, and just continue making strong plays and play to your personality as a player.

Willie Mitchell, on his 23-plus minutes of ice time:

 It’s a tough one. I mean, it’s kind of good that way, I think sometimes. No time to think, and just time to get your wind and get back out there. I think a couple D had a few bumps and bruises tonight, so it made for a little bit more ice time, and a lot of penalty kills on the second half of the game. We spent of time in our D-zone, so it was good. The only way you’re going to know is getting in those situations and playing those many minutes and starting to find your legs. I felt fine out there. I didn’t do anything great. I didn’t do anything terrible. It was just probably status quo for most guys’ first game. There’s a couple of reads I want to improve on, just like everyone else. I look forward to getting back in and keep improving.

Mitchell, on how he gauged his defensive reads as the game progressed: 

 To be honest with you, I thought I was probably better with my reads early on. I think part of that is when you get fatigued, you’re not quite as quick out there. We spent a lot of time in our D-zone. Like I said, a lot of penalty killing. I’ve been around, so I play smarter. You’re much more cautious about your position and taking chances and stuff like that, and that’s what I just tried to do tonight, is just not do anything great, so to speak, but not do anything bad, and just kind of get a feel for the game, and the next one get it even better. You talk to the guys who played in their first one, they kind of feel out of sorts a bit. In their second one, they usually feel a lot better. So I’m looking to do that. 

Mitchell, on the emotions of returning to game action after 15 months away:

 Pretty cool, pretty cool. To be honest, I took a couple spills out there tonight. I think everyone who was on the same page knows that I had a bit of a journey, so they’d come over, and ‘How’s the knee? How’s the knee? How’s the knee?’ I’m like, ‘It’s fine. It’s fine, you guys. It’s OK. So that being said, it’s good to go through those things and go through those hurdles cause it’s just kind of allows you to play with a little bit more confidence and not worry about things.

Darryl Sutter, on Willie Mitchell:

 I thought he played really well…for a guy that hasn’t played for a while. He was fine. He’s probably going to say he ran out of gas a little bit. It looked like there were times where he did. It’s a totally different situation when you start playing games.

Sutter, on the 4-3 overtime loss:

 I don’t think we had much offense in our game with the way the lines were. I think our power play gave us an opportunity to hold in there, and we didn’t get any saves in the third.

On the way the Pearson-Vey-Toffoli line facing more experienced competition:

 Well, they were scored against the first shift and came back. I thought Tanner had a strong game again, and we’ll just keep working at it.

On what he has liked about Tanner Pearson’s game:

“I think he’s going up and down. We’re trying to figure out this left side.
WARMUPS

 Willie Mitchell and Justin Williams are wearing “A”s tonight.

FIRST PERIOD

 0:26 – COLORADO GOAL Andre Benoit (Ryan O’Reilly, Matt Duchene). 1-0 COL. The Avs controlled a juicy rebound and got it back to Benoit, a defenseman inside the left point. His wrister got through traffic and Scrivens.

 0:51 – LOS ANGELES GOAL Justin Williams PPG (Slava Voynov). 1-1. Wrister from the right circle moments after Slava Voynov hit the post on a power play slapshot.

 3:10 – LOS ANGELES GOAL Nick Shore (Justin Williams, Dwight King). 2-1 LA. The Denver native who played three seasons for the Denver University Pioneers scored in front of family and friends. The play was set up beautifully by Williams, who patiently drew the puck down low on a two-on-two and sent a cross-crease pass to Shore, who beat his defenseman and one-timed the perfect pass.

 3:30 – Two grade-A scoring chances for LA. The first was the best one, a Nolan-to-Clifford set-up similar to the Williams-to-Shore feed, though from slightly farther out.

 10:20 – Decent hit by Clifford on Avalanche D Chris Bigras, who has been impressive throughout camp, according to many reports. The 18-year-old was the 32nd overall pick of the 2013 NHL Draft.

 16:00 – Strong puck possession by LA in the first period.

 17:30 – Mitchell gets a hit on Patrick Bordeleau behind the LA net. Colorado recorded three shots on the shift.

 18:24 – Good grade-B chance by Tyson Barrie. Carried the puck into the zone unimpeded; Ellerby held back and never closed the gap. Barrie took the puck from the perimeter towards the high slot and unleashed a wrister into the middle of Scrivens’ chest.

 19:35 – Good pressure by the Peasron-Vey-Toffoli line on the penultimate shift of the period, but no high-quality opportunities.

 19:56 – Jeff Schultz whistled for hooking.

 20:00 – PERIOD OVER. LA outshot Colorado 11-6 and held a 9-2 shot advantage at one point. From 30 seconds in to roughly four minutes to play, LA dictated the pace and possessed the puck well.

SECOND PERIOD

 1:55 – Schultz’s penalty has been killed off.

 4:42 – Paul Stastny is whistled for holding.

 6:22 – Nick “Judge” Holden is whistled for cross-checking Tanner Pearson into Aittokallio. “His feet are light and nimble. He never sleeps. He says that he will never die. He dances in light and shadow and he is a great favorite. He never sleeps, the judge. He is dancing, dancing. He says that he will never die.” The Avs kill off the 5-on-3 in the time it took me to look up that quote. Click here for an interesting Puck Daddy story posted earlier today by Ryan Lambert that contains a similar reference.

 9:03 – Rearviewmirror by Pearl Jam is played inside the Pepsi Center, which is worthy of an update.

 10:30 – Former Seattle Thunderbirds legend Calvin Pickard replaces Sami Aittokallio in net for Colorado. Scrivens remains in net for Los Angeles.

 10:52 – Dwight King is whistled for tripping.

 10:30 – Nice block & clear by Tanner Pearson while on the PK.

 12:30 – Terrific pad save by Scrivens on a quality scoring opportunity by Paul Stastny. Stastny dangled to the right wing side of the high slot and unleashed a hard wrister that Scrivens kicked out while on the PP. He has faced nine shots; that was easily his best save of the night. The Kings have killed off the power play and are outshooting the Avs 21-9.

 14:36 – Linden Vey goes off for tripping.

 16:40 – After a quality first half of the kill, the Scrivens and the Kings fended off several quality chances from Ryan O’Reily and Mat Duchene in the second half. Momentup for the Avs, who are going back on the PP due to a too-many men on the ice penalty. Nick Shore will serve.

 17:30 – Great dive by Colin Fraser to knock the puck out of the zone on the PK.

 19:20 – Quality PK opportunity by Tanner Pearson, who drove the net on a 1-on-1 and generated a quality opportunity while getting tripped. Andre Benoit goes to the box for Colorado.

 20:00 – PERIOD OVER. LA will have 1:21 of power play time to begin the third. Shots on goal are now 23-16 in favor of LA after a late Avalanche flurry.

SECOND INTERMISSION

 Gangam Style is alive and well in Denver.

THIRD PERIOD

 0:00 – Martin Jones is in net for the Kings.

 0:38 – LOS ANGELES GOAL Dwight King PPG (Nick Shore, Slava Voynov). 3-1 LA. Shore rushed the puck down the right wing on the power play before centering the puck to a net-crashing King. King bangs in the pass up high past Pickard while out-muscling the Colorado defender to put himself in position to make a play. Both have looked strong tonight.

 3:00 – A pair of penalties have put Colorado on a 5-on-3 power play, and…

3:20 – COLORADO GOAL Steve Downie 5-on-3 PPG (Matt Duchene, Tyson Barrie) 3-2 LA. On the first half of the 5-on-3, Colorado works the puck down low to Downie, perched on the doorstep to Jones’ right. He lifts the puck under the crossbar to bring the Avs back within one.

 5:09 – Paul Stastny whistled for tripping; LA goes back on the power play.

 7:51 – Colin Fraser’s skate gets a piece of a Ryan O’Reilly one-timer from the high slot, denying a grade-A scoring opportunity. After two Martin Jones saves, Fraser and Steve Downie exchange a few pleasantries.

 9:37 – COLORADO GOAL Ryan O’Reilly (Matt Duchene, Chris Bigras). 3-3. O’Reilly received a Duchene pass down low, and after having his first attempt denied by a strong Jones save; he lifted the second shot up underneath the crossbar to tie the game. Strong effort by O’Reilly to find space away from the LA defenders and convert his own rebound. Fraser and Downie draw roughing minors following the goal after a brief scuffle.

 12:36 – Andreoff whistled for roughing.

 14:36 – Andreoff’s minor is killed off.

 15:47 – Colorado has taken 17 of the last 21 shots.

 17:17 – Fraser denied on a wraparound attempt to the crease that ended up as a quality pass. Two Kings were nearby, though the play was well defended by Colorado.

 18:58 – Andre Benoit whistled for elbowing. LA, 2-for-5 on the PP, gets a late opportunity.

OVERTIME

 0:45 – COLORADO GOAL Ryan O’Reilly SHG (Nick Holden). 4-3 COL, Final. Beauty of a finish to end the game by O’Reilly. On a one-on-one rush into the L.A. zone against Slava Voynov, he gained leverage on the Kings defender to the outside and scored on a low spin-o-rama that beat Jones between the right pad and the far post.
Good afternoon from the rarified air of Denver, Colorado. Tonight’s preseason game between the Los Angeles Kings and Colorado Avalanche is slated for a 7 p.m. local start, which means puck drops at roughly 6:05 p.m. Los Angeles time. Tonight’s referees are Frederick L‘Ecuyer and Chris Lee; the linesmen are Lonnie Cameron and Mike Cvik. Nick Nickson and Daryl Evans will provide the game call on KTLK 1150, with I Heart Radio providing the internet stream. The game will not be televised.

Los Angeles lines should look something like this:

Dwight King – Nick Shore – Justin Williams

 Kyle Clifford – Colin Fraser – Jordan Nolan

 Tanner Pearson – Linden Vey – Tyler Toffoli

 Andy Andreoff – Marc-Andre Cliché – Brandon Kozun

Willie Mitchell (!) – Slava Voynov

 Jake Muzzin – Keaton Ellerby

 Jeff Schultz – Alec Martinez

Ben Scrivens

 Martin Jones

Notes:

-The Kings brought seven defensemen on the trip, and Andrew Bodnarchuk took rushes with both Alec Martinez and Jeff Schultz this morning. Because the entire team left the ice nearly simultaneously, it was difficult to get a read on who will watch from upstairs with goaltender J.F. Berube. It will most likely be Bodnarchuk. Expect to see Andy Andreoff take some shifts at center, as well.

-Ben Scrivens will start in net and is likely to go “either half or 40. It just depends,” according to Darryl Sutter. Martin Jones will come on in relief.

-Willie Mitchell returns to the Kings lineup for the first time since June 11, 2012. He’ll skate primarily with former D-partner Slava Voynov. “It’s nice that Darryl’s kind of putting me with him at the start, just because I am familiar with his game. He’s familiar with mine,” Mitchell said. “It kind of makes the transition when you haven’t played hockey for a little while a little bit easier. Just looking forward to it, and just looking forward to just doing the same thing all of us have been trying to do – improve on our game every day and get better, and get better reads and better timing, and continue to do that tonight.”

He is very happy to be returning, and Alec Martinez is very happy to interject with an important key in the British Columbian’s adjustment to the high altitude surroundings.

-Nick Shore, a Denver native who played at Denver University with his brothers Drew and Quentin, will play in front of friends and family in his second professional game tonight. He has rarely played at the Pepsi Center – there was a DU exhibition game last year, and the odd opportunity when growing up in the area – though he did support the Avalanche and is used to “coming and watching here as much as I could,” he said. “Growing up in Denver, obviously it was nice to see when they won the Cup in ’96 and ’01, so it was definitely a cool time to be in Denver.”

Darryl Sutter was guarded when asked about Shore’s showing thus far. “We’ll give him another game,” he said, referring to tonight’s affair.

-After 22 Comments, Sutter weighed in on the shallower nets, and used hand gestures at times in doing so.

-Colorado will be icing a mostly veteran lineup with some top-end talent in Matt Duchene, Ryan O’Reilly, Paul Stastny and captain Gabriel Landeskog. 18-year-old forward Nathan MacKinnon, the first overall pick at the 2013 NHL Draft, will not play because of a hip flexor. Sami Aittokallio, who made his NHL debut last spring at Staples Center, will start in net for the Avs.

Willie Mitchell, on how he felt after the morning skate:

 It’s good. Just like any other Denver morning skate. The legs feel a little bit heavy, sucking a little bit of air, so things are back to normal.

Darryl Sutter, on defensive plans through training camp:

 We’re going to carry 10 to 12 guys right through.

Sutter, on Dustin Brown:

 He’ll hopefully start skating either Sunday, Monday or Tuesday.

Nick Shore, on what he has heard from his brother Drew, with the Florida Panthers:

 Well, it’s obviously nice to have him going through the same situation. I’m able to draw off a lot of his experiences, so it’s a huge help for me.

Shore, on how his style of play differs from Drew’s:

 I’d say we definitely have some similarities, but at the same time I think we approach the game a little bit differently in how we play. It’s always been great having him for me.

Shore, on what he looks to build off after his previous preseason game against Phoenix:

 Well, I think that was just my first real experience playing in a pro game. We obviously had the two rookie games, so it was a little bit different. So, obviously, you can draw a little bit from that, but really, I think tonight’s going to be a little bit different. Different line and everything, so I’m just looking to give my best effort and hope for the best.

Shore, on whether Justin Williams and Dwight King have offered encouragement:

 Certainly. I think from all these guys, you can take so much from them. Obviously they’ve been in the league for a long time. They’re great players. Just watching them, both on and off the ice, you’re able to learn a lot from how they conduct themselves and what they do.

Shore, on how he would describe the Denver – Colorado College rivalry:

 You know, those are the games that for my three years in college that you definitely look forward to. Obviously that was our big rivalry. We had a couple, but those were pretty special to play in. [Reporter: Was it as big as the Minnesota rivalry? What were your favorite rivalries?] I’m not sure. Obviously CC was a huge one. Loved playing NoDak and Minnesota and those guys. It’s tough to say where I’d rank it, but it’s definitely up there. Those are really fun to play in, and i had the privilege of doing it for three years.

The new Pepsi Center scoreboard was too large to truly put into proper scale in the banner photograph. Lo, it is mighty:
September 20, 2013 7:23 am

Familiarity joins Vey in Denver
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The band is getting back together. With Darryl Sutter revealing on Thursday that the Pearson-Vey-Toffoli line will skate together at even strength and some power play situations for tonight’s preseason game against the Colorado Avalanche in Denver, it’s time to learn more about the playmaking contributor amongst a group of players that all look to make a jump to the highest level of professional hockey. The only member of the line not to have played a regular season or postseason game in the National Hockey League last season, Vey, 22, tied for fifth in AHL scoring with 67 points (22-45=67) in 74 games last season after engineering an impressive 43-point debut season as a 20-year-old in 2011-12.

Selected in the fourth round of the 2009 NHL Draft, Vey has been a part of the organization longer than both Tanner Pearson (1st / 2012) and Tyler Toffoli (2nd / 2010). As a skilled center, it will be interesting to see if he will be able to earn regular season minutes on a team with excellent center depth, and tonight’s game at the Pepsi Center should be a very interesting depiction of the group’s ability to translate their AHL success to a strong performance at the NHL level – albeit in the preseason. 

Darryl Sutter, on what he has seen from Linden Vey at training camp:

 Those three guys I’ve been happy with – Lindy and Tanner and Tyler. It’s what preseason’s for. You know what? It’s what I said. I really don’t want to break those young guys out a game at a time. You want to make sure they all got their opportunity.

Vey, on how training camp practices have been going:

 They’re going good. I think it’s what to be expected. The first couple games, obviously, especially the first one, a little bit nervous, but the more games you play, the more you skate with the guys, I think the more comfortable you get.

Vey, on his comfort level with Tanner Pearson and Tyler Toffoli:

 I think when you play with guys for as long as we have, and especially the year we had, I went into practice, especially the last couple of days, it [made] things a lot easier. You just know where each other are, and know the way each other play. I think for us, we bring different things to the line and we kind of feed off each other, and it makes it a lot easier to play.

Vey, on what he brings to the line:

 As a centerman, I think my job is to distribute the puck. I think those two guys know how to score goals, and they’ve done it at every level, so for me, I just try to do the best I can and find them in the right spots, and they’ve been doing a good job so far.

Vey, on when they were first placed together in Manchester:

 I think it was about 10 games in. Pears got thrown on our line on the power play, and we clicked. We scored two or three goals that game, and after that, we were together the rest of the year, for the most part, with Ty being up a couple games. It was good the whole year, and we’re looking forward to playing with each other the next game.

Vey, on playing with each other against NHL players:

 I think the biggest thing for us is just our tempo. I think when compared from the NHL to the AHL, things happen that much quicker. Guys are just bigger, a lot smarter. You go against guys that have played n the league for six, seven, eight years, and they’re always in the right spot. For us, it’s just like I said. Just making sure to get our tempo up and make sure to take care of our own end before we go on offense.

Vey, on his impression from the game against Anaheim on Tuesday night:

 I thought it was good. I thought, obviously we played a lot better as a team. The first game we had in LA, we took so many penalties, and any time you’re in the box, it’s tough to get anything going offensively. The last game, obviously, I still thought we were on the power play a lot more, and you can see that we generated a lot more offensively.

Vey, on whether his line has discussed reuniting in the NHL:

 A little bit, I think. Obviously that’s your goal. You want to be here, and for us, I think the chemistry we do have, it’d be great to one day maybe be a line up here. But right now you’re just trying to hopefully make the squad, one-by-one. But we’re just taking day-by-day, and we’re looking forward to the next game. [Reporter: Every man for himself?] Yeah, I guess so. I guess it is. But obviously it’s great. We get along so well, and we play together. It’s been good the last year or so.

Vey, on who he has been rooming with:

 Robbie Czarnik. [Reporter: Is he turning you into a Michigan fan at all?] A little bit. He’s pretty hard Michigan. It’s tough not to cheer from them, I guess, when your roommate’s like that.
September 19, 2013 3:05 pm

September 19 practice quotes: Darryl Sutter
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On what he’s looking for from Willie Mitchell in Friday’s game at Colorado:

 Just try and get the minutes out of him, and system and detail. He’s pretty well structured in the X’s and O’s part of it, so basically, get into the contact against a different team.

On whether he generally treats a player returning from injury like any other player in a game situation once they’re ready to go:

 I think we’re lucky that it’s preseason so you can really watch him. I’m looking at him like he’s just a guy that hasn’t played for a while, and at his age, I want to see him get back into the flow of it. It’s got nothing to do with injury. I mean, he’s basically been through this once before, so now we’re going to see what he can do at this age.

On whether there’s a chance that Pearson, Vey and Toffoli could skate together on Friday:

 Yeah. They’ll skate five-on-five together. They’re power play guys in the American League, so we’re going to use ‘em on power play, and then we’re going to try and fool around with some other guys shorthanded and things like that.

On whether Valentin Zykov will draw into any more preseason games:

 We’ll just take it here – you know what? He had another really good day today. At the same time, he’s a junior player. He’s not playing on the big team this year. Now there’s probably three or four kids that are here that you just want them to be sponges.

On whether he has an update on Dustin Brown’s hamstring:

 Brownie’s making progress every day, so we’ll hopefully get him on the ice either Sunday or Monday.
September 19, 2013 12:38 pm

Mitchell to play Friday
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I’ll have more from Darryl Sutter following the afternoon skate, but Willie Mitchell is prepared to make his return to the Kings lineup for Friday evening’s exhibition game against the Colorado Avalanche at the Pepsi Center in Denver. Due to knee inflammation that required a pair of surgeries, he hasn’t played since hoisting the Stanley Cup at Staples Center on June 11, 2012.

Willie Mitchell, on whether he has his bags packed for Denver:

 I think so. I hope so…I’m playing for sure, so I’m looking forward to it. I’m not looking forward to the thin air, but…after the road I traveled, I’d take that any day of the week. I’m excited. Really excited to go. Just excited to get in game action. Gameday’s fun. Darryl talks about it. It’s true. You put in the work in practice so you can have fun in the games. I’m just going to enjoy it and keep working on my timing, working on everything.

On how hard preparation has been as he has gotten closer to returning:

 Not hard. It gets easier, I think. [Reporter: I meant as far as the anticipation of playing again. Or no – you just know it’s going to come?] It’s just, I guess, more rewarding. That part of it is fun – of work to give myself this opportunity, and work to this point to hopefully help the team out again. I know I can do that as long as I stay healthy. I guess the anticipation of that is there. But the game itself is just taking it as what I’ve done for however many years I’ve played, is that it’s just another game, just another preseason game, and the same preparation, the same work, the same all that. Just because I haven’t played in 14 months, I don’t think it’s like all of a sudden it’s like you don’t know how to think anymore. I think my strength as a player is reading and reacting and thinking the game well, and that’s what I’m going to go out and do, is try and work on my reads, work on the positioning, my timing and all that, and holding that down and keep improving that every day so I can bring what I think I can bring to the table and be a good teammate so we can get going.

Mitchell was part of the morning practice group at Toyota Sports Center, which was comprised primarily of players expected to travel to Denver this afternoon. That group included:
Minnesota Wild's Jake Dowell prefers uncertainty to test for Huntington's

By Chad Graff
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Jake Dowell can barely communicate with his father and brother anymore. 

At this point in their progression of Huntington's disease, they often can only speak in one-word sentences, and when they do speak, it's difficult to understand them, Dowell said. 

Dowell, five years into his NHL career, might be in the same position after his playing days are over. 

There's a 50 percent chance that he, too, has Huntington's Disease and eventually will develop the often-fatal symptoms. 

Huntington's Disease, a genetic disorder that kills brain cells and attacks motor skills, is genetically transferred. There's about a 50 percent chance any child of a parent with HD will inherit the disease. 

The Wild's fourth-line forward has put 

Jake Dowell 

off any tests that would reveal whether or not he has the disease, and if so, when the symptoms would begin. 

Dowell says, for now, living with the unknown beats knowing the possibly unbearable truth. 

"It's just such a scary thing that you have to just absolutely be ready to accept your fate either way," Dowell told ESPN's E:60. "It's basically the flip of a coin." 

Dowell has opened up about his family's situation in the past, but for the first time, the Dowell family will be featured on national television when ESPN's news magazine show E:60 broadcasts a spotlight on them at 6 p.m. Tuesday. 

Dowell and his family agreed to let E:60 visit them in Eau Claire, Wis., last fall for a feature to run in shortly after that. E:60 producers decided to hold the story when the lockout delayed the start of the 2012-13 NHL season. 

"That enabled us to really chart the progress of what the family has gone through," said Chris Connelly, who reported the story for E:60. "Sadly, you can vividly see the effects of this disease, not just from how the father once was, but even how the disease has progressed in the last year." 

"They were really trying to capture the real moments. Nothing was staged," Jake Dowell said. "It was actually how things were. So we visited my dad and my brother, and just saw them like usual. Obviously, cameras were there, but they were just trying to cut through the reality of how things really are." 

Dowell's brother and father live in an assisted living facility, a fate Dowell knows could befall him one day. 

Dowell said if he has Huntington's Disease, there's a good chance he won't be affected by the symptoms until his playing career is over. Either way, he's not ready to know whether he has the disease. 

"The way I describe it," said Rob Wilkey, the Minnesota chapter president of the Huntington's Disease Society of America, "is it's the worst of Parkinson's and Alzheimer's rolled into one. It attacks the brain as it takes your body." 

It 

HUNTINGTON'S DISEASE 

What: Huntington's Disease is a genetically transmitted disease that is often fatal. Most people don't show symptoms of it and aren't formally diagnosed until later in life, usually after age 30. 

Symptoms: Involuntary movements, difficulty swallowing, depression, insomnia, loss of interest in activities, difficulty speaking 

How: Scientists have determined that a strand of C-A-G coding within the Huntingtin gene is part of the problem. People without Huntington's Disease usually have the C-A-G coding repeat around 20 times. People with Huntington's Disease usually have the C-A-G coding repeat 40 or more times. 

Treatment: There is no cure. Medicine helps with symptoms but cannot cure the disease. 

Sources: Mayo Clinic, Huntington's Disease Society of America 

wouldn't be difficult for Dowell to find out if he has the disease, said George Yohrling, director of medical and scientific affairs at the HDSA. Tests are easy to perform. 

Dowell said he won't get tested until he and his wife Carly have to decide whether they want to have children. If he does have the disease, he said he doesn't want to have a child. 

"I know that he feels guilty and wonders, 'Can I bring another person into this knowing that might happen?' " Carly Dowell told E:60. 

Dowell hasn't spent as much time with his brother and father as he'd like because of the grind of an NHL season. Instead, they watch him on television. 

Through it all, he said, his relationship with his mother has become stronger. 

"The bond Jake has with his mother Vicki is just incredible," Connelly said. "I haven't seen a bond that close in a long, long time. The fact that they've had each other is really moving." 

Dowell is preparing for the final season of his contract with the Wild. He skated Monday night in the Wild's preseason game in Columbus. In his only other preseason appearance, at home against Columbus in last week's opener, he got into a fight 15 minutes into the game. 

"I think you can sense in some cases that he's taking out his frustrations on the ice," Connelly said. "I don't think he's looking to pick fights because of own emotional turmoil. I just think the ice is a release from the tensions of his life." 

Follow Chad Graff at twitter.com/ChadGraff. 

Minnesota Wild looking for two good wingers

By Chad Graff

cgraff@pioneerpress.com

Posted:   09/23/2013 12:01:00 AM CDT | Updated:   about 15 hours ago

Nino Niederreiter slotted in on the wing alongside third-line mainstays Matt Cooke and Kyle Brodziak in the Wild's Monday night preseason game in Columbus. 

Niederreiter, who was acquired from the New York Islanders for Cal Clutterbuck and a third-round draft pick, is competing for one of two open winger spots, one of which is alongside Cooke and Brodziak. 

"I don't know if I want to call it an audition, but I want to see how he complements those guys," coach Mike Yeo said before the game. "I want to see how his game fits with their games. And on top of that, those are two veteran players, two good players that should give him a chance to play a good game." 

Also competing for one of the open winger spots is Jason Zucker, who returned to action after missing four days because of a strained groin, which he suffered on his first shift of the first preseason game. 

"I want to see him continue what he started at the beginning of camp and obviously he finished the season strong with us last year," Yeo said. "He's a guy that has to have an impact in the game -- create scoring chances because of his speed, getting a shot off." 

Mikael Granlund, competing against Charlie Coyle for the open second-line spot, sat out Monday because of an upper body injury. Coyle also missed his first preseason game, though he practiced in the morning. 

Briefly 

The Wild are expected to make a big round of cuts Tuesday morning.

Kyle Brodziak is a rare breed of professional athlete: He enjoys practice -- and doesn't just say that because it sounds good. 

Practice is what keeps his confidence from sinking too low, he said, and keeps him riding high when things are going well. 

The Wild's typically reliable third-line center is coming off a down season in which he recorded just 12 points in 48 games. His minus-18 was a career low, even in the lockout-shortened season. 

Brodziak was sick to open camp last season and lost 15 pounds in January after coming down with pneumonia. But, as he continues to make strides halfway through training camp, he looks at last season's lack of practice as a major factor in his disappointing season. 

"I think that the best time to gain your confidence is in practice because you have the repetition and the time to work on individual skills," Brodziak said. "So I think a big goal of mine this year is to use as much practice time as I can to get better and to get my confidence as high as it can be." 

Coach Mike Yeo said that poor performances from proven players, such as Brodziak last season, can be thrown out the window. 

The 48-game sprint in 99 days was too condensed for many. And if a player didn't open the season playing well, there was little time to recuperate. 

"You didn't have the practice time, you didn't have the recovery time, you didn't have the mental recovery time that you need when things aren't going well to get your confidence back," Yeo said. 

Brodziak has that time this season, and he's looking forward to it. 

The 29-year-old is motivated to show last season was a fluke, and he's invigorated by two new linemates. One will be Matt Cooke, who scored 19 goals in 2011-12, the most recent full season. The other will be Torrey Mitchell or one of the electric young wingers. 

Brodziak said he's not concerned about who'll be playing alongside him, though. It doesn't change his role. As a third-line center, he knows he'll often be going up against an opposing team's most talented lines. And that means taking a lot of faceoffs in the Wild's zone. 

"It's a little bit of a game inside a game," he said. "Our job has to be to be responsible and not give up too many high-end chances." 

That doesn't mean Brodziak is ineffective in the offensive zone. He netted 22 goals in 2011-12. But on the third line, Brodziak has to show Yeo and the coaching staff that he deserves offensive-zone draws. 

"Being on the third line, those are the types of things you earn during a game," Brodziak said. "Obviously, your top-end guys are going to get the majority of the offensive-zone draws. But as the game wears on, if we're doing a really good job and we're spending a lot of time in the offensive zone, that's when maybe we get rewarded with some offensive-zone shifts. And that's the mind-set we have to have going into the game." 

But away from games, there's a different mind-set -- one of reflection and ambition. Brodziak enjoys spending time analyzing video and working in a practice setting on the ice. When he's going through a rough stretch, those are what help lift him up, he said. 

"A goal of mine this year is to really use the practice time to get better," Brodziak said. 

Follow Chad Graff at twitter.com/ChadGraff.

Jason Zucker spent the past four days watching the Wild from above the ice after suffering a strained groin on his first shift of the team's first preseason game. 

But even as fellow young players impressed in his absence, pushing for the open second-line winger spot Zucker wants, he remained out of action. 

Zucker said he didn't want to return until he was completely healthy to ensure he's ready to go for the start of the regular season Oct. 3. 

Sunday, for the first time since suffering the injury Tuesday night, Zucker returned to the ice. 

"I have to look out for myself a bit," he said. "There's no point in me coming back early and not being at my best. That would be worse, coming back early and trying to get out there but not being able to play at 100 percent. That would just make it even worse." 

Zucker doesn't know exactly how the injury happened, but he continued to play through it during the first period Tuesday night before trainers and coach Mike Yeo told him his night was over before the second period. 

In his absence, Mikael Granlund, Charlie Coyle, Erik Haula, Justin Fontaine and Nino Niederreiter continued to impress. Zucker is battling with all of them for three open roster spots. 

Because of that, sitting during preseason wasn't easy. 

"For sure," Yeo said. "You probably start to see other guys performing well and games are starting to go by and there's no question that he came in and wanted to have a good camp. And I'm sure that the urgency is there for him to try to get back in the lineup." 

Zucker is in the lineup for the Wild's fourth preseason game when they take on the Blue Jackets in Columbus on Monday night. 

Matt Cooke, Kyle Brodziak, Torrey Mitchell, Niederreiter, Jake Dowell, David Steckel, Fontaine and Haula are other noteworthy forwards that will make the trip. On defense, Keith Ballard, Clayton Stoner and Mathew Dumba will head to Columbus with four other defensemen. Josh Harding will start in net. 

It'll be the first preseason game off for Coyle and Granlund, who are battling for the second-line center spot. 

Granlund was kept off the ice Sunday during practice for precautionary reasons with an upper body injury. Yeo said it wasn't serious. 

Zucker, meanwhile, is just looking forward to heading to Columbus for healthy preseason action. 

"Of course," he said. "You always want to be playing no matter what the situation is whether you're a healthy scratch or you're hurt. No matter what it is, you want to be playing, so for me it's always tough watching because you want to be out there." 

Follow Chad Graff at twitter.com/ChadGraff.

Justin Fontaine and Erik Haula, two products of Minnesota colleges, have put themselves in the discussion for a roster spot with the Wild out of camp because of their play in the team's two most recent preseason games. 

Both will make the trip to Columbus on Monday for the team's fourth of six preseason games. 

Fontaine, a UMD graduate, and Haula, a former Gopher, still have work to do, though. For them to make the team out of camp, they would likely need to play on the third or fourth line, roles generally reserved for more defensive-minded players. 

But coach Mike Yeo said he's seen enough from each of them to feel comfortable putting them there. 

"Especially given the fact that they both play well without the puck, they're both smart players and are capable of managing the puck," Yeo said. "There's no question that your third and fourth line quite often have quite of a bit of a different role from your first two lines. And these guys have skill where certainly they can go up and you're expecting that if they're in the lineup they're going to go out and try to contribute and provide some secondary scoring. 

"You need guys that are responsible, you need guys that play the right way without the puck and with the puck, and they're both capable of doing that." 

Follow Chad Graff at twitter.com/ChadGraff.

Marco Scandella, fresh off a new one-way contract with the Wild, played well for about half the team's third preseason game Saturday and had some mistakes in the other half, Wild coach Mike Yeo said. 

For him to take the next step of becoming a top-four defenseman, which it looked like he would do after playing well in the playoffs against Chicago last season, Scandella needs steadier play on the blue line. 

"Consistency is the big thing," Yeo said. "A lot of it falls on us, too. He's a good player. We've seen it. He played against the team that won the Stanley Cup and looked real good doing it in the hardest time of the year. So we know what he's capable of it. He's a young kid and like any young kid, there's going to be a few ups and downs and we have to help guide him through that."

On eve of huge roster cutdown, Zucker, Niederreiter shine in Wild's shootout win
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The Wild rallied from a 1-0 deficit to beat the Columbus Blue Jackets 2-1 in a shootout here in beautiful Columbus tonight.

Keith Ballard, with a rocket, tied the score with 8:24 left and then Jason Zucker, who assisted on Ballard’s goal with Justin Fontaine, scored the lone shootout goal as the Wild’s JV squad basically beat the Blue Jackets’ varsity to pull 3-1 this preseason.

Before I get started, please read my big Jake Dowell piece in Tuesday’s paper. He is living through quite the ordeal and the story is a very sad tale, but I had a pretty gripping interview with him Sunday about his dad and brother, who are dying of Huntington’s Disease. There is a 50-50 chance he’s inherited the same gene and he plans to get a blood test to find out in the next year or two.

ESPN’s newsmagazine show E:60 will feature Dowell and his family Tuesday at 6 p.m. My story is a must read, and you know I don’t say that often.

On Tuesday morning, the Wild plans to execute a mass cutdown. Currently, the roster stands at 47. It sounds as if it’ll be cutting as many as 20 players as coach Mike Yeo wants to get down close to the Wild’s opening night roster with maybe a couple exceptions.

I don’t think the Wild feels it can make all its final decisions now, but I’d think by the time the Wild boards that bus for its two-day bonding/practice/golf/dinner trip to Duluth on Sunday, the Wild will get to its team.

There are two preseason games left – both against St. Louis, on Wednesday at home and Friday in St. Louis.

At this juncture, I’d think Jason Zucker and Charlie Coyle will be the second-liners with Dany Heatley. Nino Niederreiter got a look tonight with Matt Cooke and Kyle Brodziak, and Yeo loved his game. He was strong on the puck, won battles, was good away from the puck and had five hits.

As of now, I’d think Mikael Granlund would stay. He was having a real good camp up until he sustained a “slight upper-body” injury Saturday.

Even though defenseman Matt Dumba had a very tough night tonight in the first and second periods, I’d think he stays. I still think he makes the opening-night roster just because you have the nine games to make a final decision before the Wild would have to send him back to junior without burning the first year of his three-year deal.

Fontaine needs waivers to get to the minors, is having a good camp and I’d think with Mike Rupp hurt, Fontaine has a shot to stick on the fourth line with the opportunity to move up in the lineup. Erik Haula is the big question mark. He may get a longer look, but right now, he could be destined for Iowa. He doesn’t require waivers and this is his first experience with the grind of pro hockey.

I’d think basically every one else is assigned to Iowa Tuesday, including David Steckel, who may be released from his tryout and signed to an AHL contract to play for Iowa, Jon Blum and Stephane Veilleux. Several players will require waivers to get there, but these days, dozens of players have to be put on waivers to be sent to the minors. Rarely are they taken.

Zucker, who strained his groin Tuesday, returned tonight. He had a rough first period, especially with turnovers inside his own blue line, but that was his second period of the preseason. He rebounded, assisted on Ballard’s goal and late impressively beat out an icing and forced a penalty that resulted in a late third-period power play that carried into overtime.

“I don’t think the dman realized I was there,” Zucker said. “You guys know, I just try to skate out there, but as you saw by the [pass to] Ballard, my stickhandling’s not exactly the best because that was supposed to be a shot on goal (laughing).”

Yeo said Zucker “changed the game” after struggling in the first.

Dumba had a very, very tough first two periods. Turnovers, a penalty, screened goalie Josh Harding on the lone goal. On one power play, he looked panicked as he kept turning pucks over. It was a far cry from his game Thursday in Winnipeg when he scored a goal and was solid all night alongside Clayton Stoner.

Yeo met with Dumba during the second intermission.

“I told him, ‘Young players, you can’t let a bad shift, a bad period turn into a bad game. And what I’m really looking forward to is how you respond this period,’” Yeo said. “I didn’t like his first two periods at all and I really liked his third period. Given the way he responded, it shows a lot of maturity.

“You could tell he was just off his game. I’m sure he was feeling the pressure of needing to go out and perform. Once he got off to a bad start, I think he kept on getting into quicksand. The harder you work you dig yourself even deeper. But I was happy he was able to pull himself out of that.”

Harding wasn’t beaten in the shootout and made 20 saves. He still was hard on himself after the game, saying he’s not happy with the way he played and he needs to be cleaner. To me, his only glaring issue was three turnovers behind the net where he had to rush back to the net for scrambles. He had to rob Marian Gaborik on one turnover.

But Harding was also playing behind a bunch of defensemen he’s not accustomed to playing with, so communication issues and mishaps could be expected.

Frankly, I think he’s being a little hard on himself considering the Wild’s plane landed two hours before the game and the team arrived 90 before the game. Goalies like routines, and he felt rushed stretching and taping his sticks.

Wild squares off tonight at Columbus; Ryan Johansen on El Nino
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The 2-1 Wild visits Todd Richards, Marian Gaborik and the 4-1 Columbus Blue Jackets tonight during its fourth of six preseason games. The obnoxious cannon will first burst my eardrums around 6 p.m. CT.

Greetings from Columbus, where it's a spectacular day. The game can be watched on the @russostrib Twitter Network as I paint a brilliant picture and heard by the sweets voices of Bob Kurtz and Tom Reid on KFAN (100.3-FM).

The Wild, which is scheduled to depart Minnesota in 30 minutes, is bringing a very young lineup tonight.

Jason Zucker is expected to return from a groin injury. Nino Niederreiter will skate with Matt Cooke and Kyle Brodziak. Why? To get a look. Let's just say your second line is Zucker-Charlie Coyle-Dany Heatley. If Niederreiter is to make the team out of camp, his spot may have to be next to Cooke and Brodziak, and the Wild wants to see if Niederreiter can play in a checking role.

His skill is obvious. His size is obvious. His shot is "silly hard," as coach Mike Yeo said a week or so ago. But can he check, be reliable defensively?

It's kind of like how the Wild skated Keith Ballard on the right side Saturday. He's done so a lot in his career -- former Panthers assistant Mike Kitchen is the one who really worked with Ballard in playing his off side. The Wild may need that this season with Ballard, especially when Jared Spurgeon is the only right-shot D in the top-6 (whether it's deserving or not, Nate Prosser is destined to be a depth defenseman again, it appears, and Matt Dumba hasn't yet made the team, although things appear to be tracking that way at least off the bat).

Back to the checking line, Torrey Mitchell, who played mostly fourth line last year, has looked very good next to Brodziak throughout camp, so that's why tonight is important for Niederreiter.

It's also important for Zucker. The Wild has a very unproven lineup tonight. The Wild wants to see him make an impact in games, especially again with guys like Mikael Granlund, Justin Fontaine and Niederreiter pushing for spots.

Defenseman Jon Landry, signed over the summer to play for Iowa, is expected to dress tonight, which would make Steve Kampfer the likely extra. Yeo hasn't named the extra forward and I wasn't at the skate in Minnesota to look at line combinations.

I'll let you know during warmups or beforehand if Yeo tells me during our pregame chat.

Three young forwards on the trip are Kris Foucault, Zack Phillips and Tyler Graovac. Foucault played well in Winnipeg on Thursday, so one would think he'd play again. However, maybe the Wild choose to reward Phillips and Graovac. If it's one of the two in, it may be Phillips because he's a first-round pick that's never gotten into a preseason game, I don't think.

Blue Jackets are playing a pretty solid lineup. Sergei Bobrovsky is expected to start. The full lineups were tweeted, but some of the players in for (Eastern Conference) Columbus include Gaborik, Jack Johnson, Cam Atkinson, Brandon Dubinsky, Tim Erixon, James Wisniewski, Ryan Murray, Artem Anisimov, Nick Foligno and Fedor Tyutin.

Charlie Coyle again has the game off. Granlund again has a "slight upper body injury" and is day-to-day. Dumba will play. So will Erik Haula and Fontaine.

Ohio State's David Steckel, in camp on a pro tryout, will play. He lives in Columbus and his wife and wife's family should be at the game. Unless a player or two are moved or injury occurs, it will be very hard for Steckel to make the Wild.

If not, and if he isn't signed by another NHL team, he will likely sign an AHL contract and play for the Wild in Iowa. That way, he has the flexibility to sign in Europe or another NHL team or even the Wild if opportunity arises.

I went to the Blue Jackets' morning skate today. I talked with Ryan Johansen, the very talented Columbus forward who had a great game Tuesday in Minnesota. He was Niederreiter's junior linemate at Portland (with Toronto second-round pick Brad Ross) and the two lit it up.

"He's very humble, a down to earth person," Johansen said. "We had the time of our lives together and some great memories together. Minnesota's lucky to get him. It's a great spot for him."

What's interesting, Johansen told me that before the 2010 draft, the Wild brought Johansen to Minnesota to meet with GM Chuck Fletcher and assistant GM Brent Flahr. He loved the facility and the area and says he told Niederreiter that when he was traded there.

Johansen went fourth overall to Columbus. Niederreiter was chosen one pick later by the Islanders. The Wild met with El Nino late, too, because it liked him so much.

It wound up taking Granlund 10th overall, has since traded for Niederreiter (5th overall) and traded for Coyle (28th overall).

Remember, the Wild also had a great 2010 second round, too, taking Zucker, Johan Larsson (used to acquire Jason Pominville) and Brett Bulmer.

Talk about getting sidetracked. Back to Johansen on Niederreiter: "You see his hands around the net, if he gets an opportunity close in, he's not missing. I figured that my first year in Portland. All I had to do was get him the puck and it was in. He hard on all pucks, relentless all over the ice. He battles hard. A very complete player.

"He's pretty loud, not afraid to joke around and talk. He's great around the room. He's one of the guys everybody loves. His teammates are going to love him in Minnesota once he comes out of his shell. Just a great, great person."

Zucker expected to play in Columbus; Granlund has "slight injury"
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UPDATED

Left wing Jason Zucker, looking to win the second-line left wing spot or third-line right wing spot in training camp, returned to practice this morning after missing the past four days with a groin injury.

Zucker strained his groin on his first shift in Tuesday's preseason opener against Columbus, tried to gut through it but was told during the first intermission not to risk hurting it more seriously.

Zucker said it felt "absolutely perfect" in today's practice and coach Mike Yeo said there's a very good chance he plays Monday's preseason game in Columbus. He is on the lineup card, which can be seen below.

Zucker admitted he felt a little pressure to return to the ice with so many young players -- Nino Niederreiter, Mikael Granlund, Erik Haula and Justin Fontaine -- that are vying for spots.

"But at the same time, I have to look out for myself," Zucker said. "There’s no point for me coming back early and not being at my best. That would be worse for me. … That would just make me look even worse."

Granlund, who played well last night, did not practice today with what Yeo called a "slight upper-body injury."

"It's nothing big," Yeo said, adding the team just kept him off for precautionary reasons.

He will not play in Columbus, however.

Josh Harding will start. Darcy Kuemper will back up.
Avalanche's Andre Benoit brings additional speed to blue line

By Mike Chambers

The Denver Post

Posted:   09/24/2013 12:01:00 AM MDT

New Avalanche defenseman Andre Benoit, left, working against Los Angeles Kings right wing Brandon Kozun, brings numerous skills to the team, including the ability to run the power play. (Jack Dempsey, The Associated Press)
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Andre Benoit has essentially replaced Greg Zanon on the Avalanche's blue line.

Zanon, 33, was bought out for $1.5 million in July, and in the ensuing week the 29-year-old Benoit signed as an unrestricted free agent for a modest one-year, $900,000 contract.

That move alone made Colorado a little younger and considerably more mobile on the back end. It surely won't solve all of the Avs' defensive problems, and there were many last season, but Benoit provides more speed and offensive ability.

When asked about his role recently, Benoit said it hasn't yet been discussed with the Avs' coaching staff. But that's because the Avs already know what they will ask of him.

"It's usually the same everywhere — make sure I'm responsible defensively, and bring whatever offense I can," said Benoit, who is one of Colorado's smallest defensemen at 5-foot-11, 191 pounds. "I need to get a good first pass and rush (up ice) if I get the opportunity."

In his season-opening news conference Sept. 11, Avs first-year coach Patrick Roy raved about Benoit's play for the Ottawa Senators last season, when perennial all-star Erik Karlsson was recovering from a serious Achilles tendon injury. Benoit did an excellent job quarterbacking the power play and proved he is a top-four NHL defenseman.

Benoit, who wears No. 61, the same number he had in Ottawa, has been a fixture on the Avs' power play through the preseason. He played in the first two games and scored a goal on the game's first shift Friday in a 4-3 overtime victory over the Los Angeles Kings.

"I just want to bring what I can to the team and make sure I help every night. I want to be a big part," Benoit said. "It's an exciting time right now. The team is heading in the right direction, and I want to help accomplish that."

Benoit is married with two young daughters. He is enjoying the Mile High City.

"We're settled now, getting to know the area," he said. "It's been great. 

Blog: All Things Avs

The Denver Post's Adrian Dater and Mike Chambers post analysis, notes and more on this blog focusing on the Colorado Avalanche.

People are nice. There's lot to do."

Footnotes. Colorado reassigned seven forwards to its American Hockey League affiliate Monday, including Mark Olver, who has played in 74 NHL games over the past three seasons with Colorado. Olver, J.T. Wyman and Bryan Lerg must clear waivers before joining the Lake Erie Monsters. Andrew Agozzino, Mitchell Heard and Colin Smith will report to Lake Erie immediately....The Avs' roster is at 30 players, seven more than the opening-night maximum.

September 23, 2013, 12:58 pm

Avs cut seven forwards, including Mark Olver
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Some intrigue going on with the Avs at the moment. The team has the day off and nobody’s talking, so we won’t know more ’til tomorrow. Hopefully, I’ll be among the living tomorrow too, as I’ve had one of the worst colds/fevers I’ve had in quite a long time. Must not have been eating my vegetables.

The team cut seven forwards today, including Mark Olver. Thing is, Olver has a one-way contract. His salary this season is $650,000 whether he plays with the Avs or Lake Erie. (His cap hit is $600,000 though).

So, Olver also has to clear waivers if he winds up in Lake Erie. I’d say there’s a slight chance he’ll be claimed in the next 24 hours by another team. In that case, Olver would be gone. 

The other forwards sent to Erie: Mitchell Heard, J.T. Wyman (who also must clear waivers), Bryan Lerg (also must clear), Andrew Agozzino, Garrett Meurs and Colin Smith.

It seems clear that the Avs are doing some reassessing of the fourth-line center job. They picked up Marc-Andre Cliche on waivers Sunday from the Kings. Despite having only one NHL game of experience, Cliche, too, has a one-way deal at $550,000.

Where John Mitchell stands in all of this has yet to be determined. Maybe Patrick Roy wants to play Mitchell on the wing (he did a lot of that last year) and use Patrick Bordeleau as a spot starter. But how would that work? You’re not going to bench Mitchell to play Bordeleau are you?

But I’m just having trouble otherwise figuring out where Mitchell fits in with Cliche aboard. Maybe Cliche will just be around as a fifth center, and thereby the healthy scratch on many nights? Or maybe Cliche will be sent to the minors too? After all, the Avs have now shown, with Olver, they don’t mind sending a guy down on a one-way deal.

But, well, why are they so concerned about adding depth at center? That seems the least of their worries. 

We’ll know more tomorrow.

*An astute twitter follower alerts me to the fact that Cliche is listed as a right wing on the Avs website. That hasn’t been his natural position I don’t think, but again…more tomorrow

Panther Parkway Mailbag: Answers To Your Florida Panthers Questions

Sep 23

Posted by Frank Rekas

. 

As the hockey season gets ever so thankfully closer to opening night, I thought that it would be a good idea to see what’s on the mind of the Florida Panther fan base.  The mailbag could also become a semi-monthly post on our website as I’m thinking there’s going to be a lot on your minds as the season progresses.

Let’s begin:

@MiraStastny had two questions.  Here they are: 1)  Heard some rumours at the end of the last season that Tallon could be on a hot seat. Could he be let go if things go awry again?  I personally would find it hard to believe that Dale Tallon would be let go while in the middle of his contract extension, which I believe has another three seasons remaining beyond this year.  With the teams’ internal budget being what it is, he’s has done an excellent job at acquiring the players.  After he gets the players, it’s then up to the coaching staff and the player(s) to get maximum performance. You can read between the lines there.  In addition, I think most everyone (Tallon included) gets a mulligan due to last season’s lockout that was combined with the rash of injuries that literally took over the roster.  Obviously with new ownership just awaiting approval, things could change, but I would look for positive changes such as Dale having more to spend.  We have a bright future with our prospect pool being one of the best.  Dale Tallon is the right man for this rebuild, and he’s being even more “frugal” than he was in Chicago where he did an outstanding job helping the Blackhawks come back from the basement of the NHL.  As much as we want things to turn around immediately, we need to show some level of patience.  The blueprint is on schedule, therefore I say Dale is safe.

2) It’s been three years after Cats drafted Gudbranson. Yes, d-men take longer too develop, but is he a bit of disappointment as 3rd overall?  Excellent question and a valid one at that.  Defence is one of the toughest positions to learn and play in the NHL.  However the adjustment from juniors or even the AHL takes longer than most think.  Erik has played only 104 NHL games, plus seven playoff games, and he’s still only 21 years old.  While his stats aren’t impressive, people need to understand that his first year was a learning experience, and everyone would agree that the Erik we saw in the playoffs against the Devils is the Erik we thought the Panthers were drafting.  Last season in my mind was a mild disaster,  A summer injury, which slowed his training, a lockout, a very short training camp, and an overall poor performance by an injury riddled team led to a dismal season in which Erik appeared in only 32 of 48 games.  While other players many have been able to advance quicker, that’s likely because of the roster that they play on.  Erik hasn’t had that luxury, so the mistakes are magnified. Erik has come to camp this year bigger, quicker, faster, and more determined.  He has all the tools.  He has the personality makeup to want to be better and will do what it takes to get better.  I believe that you’ll see some marked improvement this season, and his performance will steadily improve.  He’s going to be a Norris Trophy winning defencemen very soon.  Bank on it.

Next questions are from @Alex_Shockley:  1) Is the new scoreboard up and running?  I have no information on the scoreboard other than it should be up and running by opening night.  As a traditional hockey fan who grew up without the “entertainment” we have now, I don’t really care.  I want the score, how much time remains, who’s in the penalty box and how much time is left on their penalty and that’s about it.  Guess I’m sadly showing my age.

2) What are your predictions for Barkov? Stats?  The key with Aleksander Barkov is ice time, and who his linemates are going to be.  If he plays top six minutes and his linemates are Jonathan Huberdeau and Tomas Fleischmann for example, he’s going to have a 40 point season easily, and he could approach 50 if he stays healthy.  Getting top six minutes for “Sasha” is the key, and since he has the skillset to play those minutes, there’s no reason why that can’t happen.  However, if for some reason he’s played on the fourth line and his linemates are Byron Ritchie Joey Crabb and Eric Selleck, he’ll be lucky to see 20 points.  No offence to Crabb and Selleck, but your fourth line averages less than 7-9 minutes per night, and the shifts are extremely short.  This kid needs top minutes to flourish, and for once we have drafted an offensively skilled player who’s NHL ready.  Give him a few “real” games to adjust, but you have to put him in a position to be successful.

Next question is from @Sniperscup:  Are the Panthers soft on Markstrom? He looked weak last yr I thought.  I wouldn’t say that the Panthers are soft on Markstrom at all.  When Scott Clemmensen when down with another knee injury, they needed to explore their options.  Going with two unproven goaltenders isn’t a risk they felt like taking, therefore Tim Thomas has been brought in to potentially be the main guy, as well as push Markstrom to battle for his roster spot. I’m not at all in favor of starting Markstrom in more than 45 games tops.  He’s still learning, still building his own confidence, but he must be able to play with consistency.  The Panthers were right to sign him to a contract that allows them to send him to the AHL this season.  It should put the fear of god in him that if his play is anything less then above average, he’ll be sent to San Antonio.  Don’t get me wrong, I like Marky, but he still has a few things to learn……like closing that huge 5 hole faster.

Now here’s a good one from @Jason_Fishbein:  Is Versteeg a leader or a slacker? Hard for me to tell.  He’s neither.  And that’s not a bad thing.  I don’t see him at all as being a slacker, yet in the true definition of a leader, I don’t see him being that either.  Yet he doesn’t have to be.  He has an opportunity to play on the top line here if things go right for him, and from what I’ve seen that’s very possible.  His game has improved especially since his days in Chicago, which were actually pretty good, but on occasion he makes some ill advised plays which don’t stick out here on the Panthers as much as they did on a very talented Chicago Blackhawks team.  He’s a fun guy who’s had some success and wants to be involved, as well as be part of the solution here in Florida.  If Kris Versteeg is healthy, and plays the way he did two seasons ago, his leadership will be set by example.

Next question comes from: @KreidichM71:  Will the Panthers retire a jersey number this year?  Personally I doubt it.  The obvious choices for numbers being retired for players who are no longer active go to John Vanbiesbrouck (34), Scott Mellanby (27), and (3) Paul Laus.  You might make a case for Pavel Bure who wore number 10 and is in the Hockey Hall of Fame, yet I don’t think any of this happens this season.  But then again, I wouldn’t be surprised if it did either.

Found two more from @MiraStastny:  1) Realistically, how many years from now can Panthers be perennial contender for SC? ‘Cause this year, even playoffs are longshot.  Being a contender for the Stanley Cup is really anywhere from three to four seasons away, and that is after this season.  There are some growing pains that the team must go  through, and there are some roster moves that must be made.  I would hope that in two to three seasons they become perennial playoff contenders.

2) Second one: Apart from Boyes’ PTO, do you think Tallons’s done with FA and/or trades before the season starts?  Since you asked this question, the Panthers have picked up Thomas and defenceman Tom Gilbert.  Both players if healthy can help.  Gilbert is a solid NHL defenceman who had four plus good years in Edmonton, and brings experience to help players like Erik Gudbranson and Dmitry Kulikov.  If Gilbert and Thomas make the team, and I fully expect them to, these two deals will be two of Dale’s smartest.

Finally the last question comes from @JameyHinds:  Explain the goalie depth chart.  Since Tim Thomas is now in camp, the order goes something like this:  Tim Thomas, Jacob Markstrom, Scott Clemmensen, and from there you can flip a coin for Michael Houser and Dov Grumet-Morris and Rob Madore.  When Clemmensen is healed from his injury, things will become quite interesting and you can bet the Panthers won’t be carrying three goaltenders on the NHL roster.  It would appear however that Clemmensen may have played his last game as a Florida Panther, unless one of Thomas or Markstrom absolutely wets the bed.  It’s too bad because while Clemmensen is not only a fine backup, he’s honestly one of the nicest guys you will ever meet.  For all the “crap” people say about him and his play, his demeanor has always been nothing but professional.  There may not be a place for him here, yet there is likely a team that can use his services.  With the recent injury to Tomas Vokoun, who had surgery for a blood clot in his pelvis, Pittsburgh is a possibility.

Thanks for reading.  We welcome your comments and opinions.

Florida Panthers Announced Their First Player Cuts

Sep 21

Posted by Paige Lewis

. 

Last week, the Florida Panthers began their training camp with a double header against the Nashville Predators in which they won both games, respectively. After heading to the Lone Star state earlier this week, the Panthers were held to just 3 goals in two games as they battled the Dallas Stars. With four pre-season games already in the books (2-1-1), and three games left to go, the Florida Panthers line-up is looking closer and closer to what we’ll see when the puck drops on Oct 3rd, in Dallas. The Florida Panthers announced this morning that they have made their first batch of cuts:

The following players have been loaned to their Minor League Affiliates, the San Antonio Rampage:

F- Jonathan Hazen

F- Anthony Luciani

F- John McFarland

D- Alex Petrovic

F- Logan Shaw

D- Jonathan Racine

F- Garrett Wilson

F- Mattias Lindstrom

F- Philippe Lefebvre

D- Josh McFadden

The Panthers have also announced that the following players have been released from their Professional Try-Outs and loaned to the San Antonio Rampage.

F- Jack Combs

F- Philippee Cornet

F- Jared Gomes

G- Dov Grumet-Morris

F- Wade Megan

D- Zach Miskovic

D- John Lee

F- Jed Ortmeyer

D- Tony Turgeon

D- Dennis Urban

G- Rob Madore

Defenseman Brett Clark who was on a professional try-out with the Panthers has been released, but will join the San Antonio Rampage on a PTO.

We welcome and encourage comments and feedback!

What Will Tim Thomas Bring to The Florida Panthers?

Sep 18

Posted by Jameson Cooper

. 

Tim Thomas (Wikipedia)

Tim Thomas (Wikipedia)

Unless you’ve been living under a rock, or perhaps a bunker, it’s fair to assume that you are already aware that former Boston Bruins’ goaltender Tim Thomas has accepted a tryout with the Florida Panthers and took the ice for the first time yesterday afternoon at the team’s practice facility in Coral Springs. Although the mystery of where Thomas will sign is now no longer a hot topic, the question of what exactly he will bring to Florida is. On the surface, the potential signing of Thomas seems like a no-brainer based on his imposing hockey resume. Sporting a career .921 SV%, 2.48 GAA with a career record of 196-121-45 in 378 games professional games played, it’s hard to argue against the signing Thomas simply based on numbers.

Off the ice, Thomas’ became a lightning rod for controversy toward the end of his career with the Bruins due to his outspokenness on issues ranging from politics to gay rights. However, after 17 months away from the game and out from under the spotlight, it seems that Thomas is finally ready to get back to focusing on the  game he loves so much.

“I feel almost reborn in a way,” Thomas said to Panthers’ media after his first full practice with the team. “After 14 years of pro hockey, I got tired. I needed a break. But I’m energized and looking forward to it. I feel great.”

A two-time Vezina Trophy winner and Conn Smythe Trophy recipient in 2011 after leading the Boston Bruins to an improbable Stanley Cup victory, Thomas brings not only his goaltending abilities to the Panthers, but also years of experience and an unrelenting competitive nature built through continued success while in Boston.

“I’ve been around for a long time. Nothing can replace experience is one of the things that I have learned,” said Thomas. “I remember being a young guy in the league and having people talk about experience, and thinking that experience is overrated. But now that I am on the other end of the spectrum and have been through it, I realize how much experience can be beneficial.”

Though Thomas now finds himself as a wily veteran on a team of young unproven skaters, there is at least one familiar face he can look to inside the Panthers’ dressing room, veteran forward Brad Boyes. A camp tryout like Thomas, Boyes played two seasons with the veteran netminder while both were in Boston.

“He’s a proven winner,” said Boyes, who has also looked very good in training camp thus far. “He’s a guy I played with a few years ago, so I know him a little bit. The guy competes. He’s one guy, that of everyone I’ve played with, as a goalie, he’s probably the hardest working as far as practice in not letting guys score on him.

If signed, Thomas will most likely be playing alongside current Panther goaltender Jacob Markstrom.  Coming off a season in which he sported a .901 SV% with a 3.22 GAA, the still inexperienced Markstrom could benefit from a year behind Thomas before taking over the role as the team’s number one goaltender. While some may see a potential for a goalie controversy, it is more likely that the Panthers’ will get the best from both Markstrom and Thomas as each goaltender pushes one another and fights to start every game.

“He’s very competitive. He’s going to want to win,” Boyes said of Thomas’ competitive nature. “He’s going to want to play, so he’s going to be a guy who pushes other guys. As a goalie, he’s going to give his team a chance to win every night. That’s something that is huge. You win in this league with good goaltending and that’s a positive with him winning a Stanley Cup, Vezinas,”

Given that he earned an astounding .920 SV% with a 2.36 GAA during his final season with the Bruins, it’s safe to say that expectations for Thomas this upcoming season are already through the roof. However, we won’t know just how much Thomas’ 17 month absence from the game, as well as playing behind a much more inexperienced defensive unit than he is accustomed to will affect his play on the ice this year. One thing is for sure though, if Thomas plays up to the level that he expects out of himself night in and night out, then he may be exactly what the Panthers needed as they look to once again bring playoff hockey back to South Florida.

“I think this organization is right on the verge of a big turnaround, a big bounce back,” said Thomas.

Thanks for reading and we welcome your thoughts in the comments section below!

Aleksander Barkov: Impresses Coaches and Players, but Not Himself

Sep 17

Posted by Paige Lewis

. 

BarkovYesterday kicked off games one and two of a seven-game pre-season schedule in which the Florida Panthers will participate in over the next 2 weeks. After defeating captain Shea Weber and the Nashville Predators first batch of players in a 6-3 comeback win, a whole new group of Panther rookies and veterans looked to mimic their teammates success in game 2 against the highly anticipated newcomer, defenseman Seth Jones. Among the Panthers who appeared in game 2, Finnish rookie sensation Aleksander “Sasha” Barkov stepped onto the ice at the BB&T Center for the very first time.

Barkov’s first 5 minutes and 52 seconds of his NHL pre-season career wasn’t exactly what you would call a grand entrance. At times, Barkov looked a bit timid, hesitant even. He was indecisive with the puck during certain plays, almost as if he was afraid to make a mistake. But Barkov will be the first to tell you that his play in the first period wasn’t his finest of moments. “The first two periods were a disaster. I wasn’t completely lost, but guys came flying from left and right. During the 3rd period things started going my way, but this is definitely not enough”. Barkov continued. “It didn’t feel weird when I came on the ice. I didn’t keeping thinking to myself that I’m playing again after a long while, but somehow, I just didn’t get into the game”.

Although Barkov felt that his game wasn’t exactly what he expected it to be, towards the end of the 2nd period, as well as the whole 3rd period, things began to gel for finnish rookie and line mates Tomas Fleischmann and Tomas Kopecky as the trio cleaned things up, and developed a chemistry that was something special to witness. Kevin Dineen agreed: “He showed some youth early on”, referring to Barkov. “I thought his line mates thought they were going to play a very European style game, they looked fancy out there”, Dineen admitted. “ But as the game wore on, they simplified things, and they really started to move their feet and good things seemed to follow”. Head Coach Kevin Dineen was of course referring to the game-tying power play goal Tomas Kopecky scored in the 3rd period off a crisp and precise pass from Barkov.

Teammate Tomas Fleischmann spoke very highly of his new teammate as well.  “This kid is awesome. He’s a great center, and I was excited to play with him in his first NHL pre-season game.” Fleischmann noted. “It wasn’t that bad, we were getting along better every shift. Time will help us for sure, and we got better in the 3rd period. We won the game and hopefully next game will be better”.

Even though he got off to a rocky start, it is evident that “Sasha” Barkov has an unbelievable skill level and talent that any team would be lucky to have. He posses a unique combination of size, vision, and technical skills, and has ability to make others around him that much better, and we certainly witnessed those attributes in last nights 3-2 OT win.

When asked if his first pre-season game was something to build on, Barkov seemed eager to put his 1st period play behind him and move onto the next game. “Yeah. The first game is now behind me, and there is no need to be nervous about that- not that I was. It is easier to turn the page to the next game.”

Barkov concluded his first pre-season game with 1 assist, 18:31 of TOI, 2 PIMs, 47% in the face-off circle, and a -1 rating.

Editor’s Note: (Quotes courtesy of Samuel Savolainen-Finnish NHL Correspondant, PantherParkway.com staff, and Harvey Fialkov of the Sun-Sentinal)

Panthers Comeback to Crush Predators in Game 1 of Preseason Doubleheader

Sep 16

Posted by Jameson Cooper

. 

While most of the attention for the Panthers’ first preseason game has been focused on the attendance, or lack thereof, the small group of diehard fans that played hooky from school or work to catch their beloved Cats this afternoon were treated to an excellent game as the Panthers were able to comeback from an early deficit to defeat the Nashville Predators 6-3 in game one of their preseason doubleheader.

Fueling the Panthers’ six goal explosion were two unlikely sources, oft injured forward Scottie Upshall and defenseman Erik Gudbranson. Having only been able to compete in 53 total games over the past two seasons, the Panthers will need Upshall to become the player that scored 32 points during the 2009-2010 season while playing with the Phoenix Coyotes. While Upshall’s offensive numbers this upcoming season will be directly linked to his ability to stay healthy, defenseman Erik Gudbranson’s foray into goal scoring may add a whole new element to the Panthers’ game plan.

After scoring two of the team’s six goals in team’s afternoon victory, Gudbranson commented on his revamped offensive play style that helped lead to the team victory.

“I think with the work I put in skating this summer, I just feel more confident being up in the play and being able to get back if it’s turned over,” Gudbranson said.  ”It felt good moving out there, but that was a full team effort that really brought us back in that game. Once we tied it up to continue to push was really huge.”

Brad Boyes Post-Game (Jameson Cooper / Panther Parkway)

Brad Boyes Post-Game (Jameson Cooper / Panther Parkway)

Joining Upshall and Gudbranson on the score sheet was Panthers’ newcomer and veteran forward, Brad Boyes. Boyes, 31, spent last season playing for the New York Islanders alongside Hart Trophy finalist John Tavares. Even though he was able to tally 35 points in just 48 games last season, Boyes received no contract offers this offseason and instead accepted a tryout with the Panthers.

“For me it was pretty simple,’’ Boyes said of his 3rd period goal. “They did a really good job working to get that puck back up, hustling, kind of outworked them really to get that goal.’’

Not to be out shined by the team’s veteran talent, second year forward Quinton Howden and rookie Vincent Trocheck also impressed when given opportunities. Over the course of the game, the two skaters combined for 3 points (1G-2A-3P) and several “wow” moments.

“They battled. They were fearless out there,” defenseman Erik Gudbranson said of the team’s young duo. Howdy (Howden) went into the net hard a couple times. Troch (Trocheck) is playing a relaly tough position at center … I thought he did a very good job. He was supporting us defenseman very well. We always had his stick to pass to and he looked confident out there. I thought all the young guys looked really good”

In net, the team’s starting AHL goaltender from last season, Dov Grument-Morris, looked rusty while allowing 3 goals on 16 shots faced. In relief of Grument-Morris, tryout goaltender Rob Madore once again impressed by stopping all shots he faced while adding another chapter to what has already been one of the “feel good” stories of this year’s camp.

Overall, the Panthers’ first chapter of tonight’s doubleheader could be deemed a great success as the team not only secured a victory, but also looked to have improved on some of the issues that caused them so much grief last season. Although the news of Tim Thomas’ arrival in South Florida will most likely rule the headlines for the evening, first year Panthers Scott Gomez and Aleksander Barkov will have a chance to make a themselves heard as the Panthers take the ice again at 7:00 p.m. tonight in Sunrise.

Thanks for reading and we welcome your thoughts in the comments section below!

September 21, 2013

STARS 4, PANTHERS 1: Dallas gets Florida Again, This Time in San Antonio 

Slow start plagues Panthers

By John Whisler

 San Antonio Express-News

SAN ANTONIO - Two days after losing to the Dallas Stars in a shootout, the Florida Panthers were done in by a low start this time.

Dallas scored a goal in each of the first two periods and cruised to a 4-1 victory over the Panthers in front of 7,762 fans at the AT&T Center in the first NHL preseason game in San Antonio since 1995.

Florida outshot the Stars 29-28 but couldn’t take advantage of five power plays and numerous scoring opportunities in falling to 2-1-0-1 in the preseason.

“We’ve got to get off to better starts,” center Drew Shore said. “They outworked us a good portion of the game.”

Left wing Antoine Roussel had two goals and an assist for the Stars. 

Defenseman Tom Gilbert, in camp on a tryout, scored the lone goal for the Panthers. 

The AT&T Center is the home of the San Antonio Rampage, AHL affiliate of the Panthers.

Goaltender Michael Houser recorded 24 saves in 28 chances for Florida, which was without many of its frontline players. 

Goalies Jacob Markstrom, Scott Clemmensen and Tim Thomas, all vying the No. 1 job in the crease, were not in uniform.

Houser played last season at Florida’s ECHL affiliate in Cincinnati, where he went 17-10-2 in 29 starts with a 2.55 goals against average and .917 save percentage.

The only other goalie to suit up for the Panthers was AHL veteran Dov Grumet-Morris, who will play for the Rampage this season. 

“I thought he played really well,” Shore said of the 21-year-old Houser. “He battled and bailed us out a couple of times. We didn’t help him much.”

Dallas did not play many of its top performers, either.

The Panthers played Wednesday night in Dallas, losing 3-2 in a shootout. 

 Florida’s only goal came at of the third on the power play. Gilbert scored on a wrister from the left faceoff circle with assists from Brian Campbell and Marcel Goc.

But Dallas, behind backup goaltender Dan Ellis, controlled the action.

After two prime scoring chances by Panthers center Jesse Winchester came up short early in the game, the Stars took a 1-0 lead moments later when Roussel redirected a shot by Trevor Daley past Houser.

Dallas made it 2-0 just 45 seconds into the second period when Roussel struck again.

Center Chris Mueller, skating behind the net, found him with a pretty pass out front that the 23-year-old Frenchman promptly buried.

Florida went on the power play a minute later, but came up empty, failing to get a single shot on goal. 

In all, the Panthers were 1 of 5 with the man advantage.

“We’ve been working on some systems things and we saw some snapshots of good things tonight,” Florida coach Kevin Dineen said. “We looked a little disjointed out there. But you saw some hard-working kids tonight.”

Roussel assisted on Dallas’ third goal, scored by Colton Sceviour at 2:37 of the third. Chris Mueller scored off a Florida turnover at 14:10 of the third for the final tally. 

And this is from our good friends with the San Antonio Rampage: 

NHL MAKES SUCCESSFUL RETURN TO SAN ANTONIO

Florida Falls to Dallas, 4-1, in First NHL Game at AT&T Center

 SAN ANTONIO (September 20, 2013) – The NHL made its return to San Antonio on Friday night, as 7,762 fans watched the Dallas Stars skate to a 4-1 victory over the Rampage’s parent club, the Florida Panthers, in the first NHL game held in the 11-year history of the AT&T Center.

 Friday’s game marked the third NHL preseason game played in San Antonio. The Dallas Stars faced off against the Los Angeles Kings in back-to-back seasons (1994-95) at the Alamodome.

 Dallas forward Antoine Roussel tallied two goals and an assist in the Stars victory. Peter Mueller also picked up a goal and an assist for the Stars. The lone Panthers goal was scored by defenseman Tom Gilbert. 

 Roussel opened the scoring for the Stars at 4:25 of the first period when he tipped in a point shot from defenseman Trevor Daley. Panthers defenseman Alex Petrovic, who played in 55 games with the Rampage last season, had the best opportunity to knot the game, but rang a shot off the left post with just over a minute left to play in the first period.

 Roussel gave the Stars a two-goal lead only 45 seconds into the second period with Mueller and Patrik Nemeth collecting assists. Panthers goaltender Michael Houser made a strong glove save on forward Colton Sceviour with 3:20 left in the period to keep it a two-goal game.

 But Sceviour got his revenge and gave the Stars a 3-0 lead at 2:37 of the third period while on the power play. Gilbert answered with a power-play goal for the Panthers only 1:06 later when he fired a wrist shot through traffic that snuck past Dallas goaltender Dan Ellis.

 The Stars lit the lamp for the final time on the night at 14:10 after Mueller corralled a bouncing puck in the slot and wristed a shot past Houser.

 Houser turned aside 24 shots on the night, while Ellis made 28 saves. The Panthers went 1-for-5 on the power play and Dallas was 1-for-3 with the man-advantage.

 The Rampage open the 2013-14 season on Friday, Oct. 4 at 7:30 p.m. against the Chicago Wolves at AT&T Center on a Dollar Drink Night.

Posted by George Richards at 8:01 AM | Permalink  | Comments (0) 
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GOALIE UPDATE: Clemmensen Back on Ice; Markstrom v Lightning on Saturday 

TWITTER: @GeorgeRichards

Goalie Scott Clemmensen was one of three players Florida left behind to work out in Coral Springs while the team is in Texas. 

Clemmensen had minor knee surgery two weeks ago and was back on the ice Wednesday. 

Clemmensen could practice when the team returns Monday. Nick Bjugstad (concussion) and Sean Bergenheim (abdominal) also stayed back.

"It's been two weeks from the surgery so I'm right there with the game plan,'' Clemmensen said on Wednesday. "Unfortunately I've been here with the knee before so I know what to expect. We're right on track.''

Clemmensen, about to begin his fifth season with the Panthers, says he cannot concern himself about the team signing Tim Thomas to a professional try out and said he won't rush back onto the ice because he feels pressured to. 

"This is nothing new for me,'' Clemmensen said. "I've been through just about everything you can think of in my career. You just play the best you can; I don't make the decisions so I can't worry about it.''

Coach Kevin Dineen said Thomas won't play Friday in San Antonio nor Saturday in Tampa. 

Thomas could make his debut with the Panthers in Thursday's preseason game against the Lightning across Alligator Alley in Estero.

Michael Houser will start Friday in San Antonio with Jacob Markstrom playing the entire game Saturday. 

"I'm going to be real patient with Tim,'' Dineen said. "I like the way he's looked in practice and the way he's approached things here. I think it's prudent for him to get his feel for the game with our practice group instead of throwing him out there in an exhibition game. 

"I can tell you, I won't be judging Tim Thomas on one look in an exhibition game. That's not a make-or-break deal.''

GOALIE UPDATE: Clemmensen Back on Ice; Markstrom v Lightning on Saturday

Posted by George Richards at 2:56 PM | Permalink  | Comments (1) 

PANTHERS A HIT IN TEXAS: Florida to Host Stars in San Antonio on Friday  

TWITTER: @GeorgeRichards

The Miami Heat may not be welcomed in San Antonio after last summer's NBA Finals, yet the Florida Panthers feel right at home deep in the heart of Texas.

The Panthers, whose AHL affiliate plays in San Antonio, have brought NHL hockey to the city for the first time in the 10-year history of the AT&T Center. After holding two practice sessions at the Spurs' arena on Thursday, the Panthers will play host to the Dallas Stars on Friday night. 

The lower bowl of the arena is sold out and a crowd exceeding 10,000 is expected to watch Friday's game. The Panthers were supposed to play the Stars here last year, but that game -- like many others -- was wiped out because of the NHL lockout. 

"We get treated so well here,'' said Panthers coach Kevin Dineen, who spent a lot of time during the lockout in San Antonio watching the Rampage. "This really is a great affiliation. The Spurs have one of the best-run organization in all of sports. We are enjoying our time here on the Riverwalk.''

The Rampage, which is owned by the Spurs, will hold its training camp in San Antonio starting Sunday. That means Friday's game is perhaps the last chance a good number of players in training cam will have to impress the Panthers' brass.

The Panthers are expected to leave around 20 players in San Antonio when the team leaves Texas on Saturday for their preseason game later that night in Tampa. 

Dineen expects to have around 35 players for Monday's practice in Coral Springs. Florida's current roster, including injured players, is at 59.

Florida opens its regular season Oct. 3 in Dallas; the Rampage opens at home the following night against Chicago.

"It's going to be a really tough cut,'' Dineen said. "It's going to be some hard conversations between myself and Dale [Tallon] because I'm trying to be merciless to have a workable, manageable number. Yet for some guys, the decision haven't been made. There is opportunity here for those willing to grab it.''

WEDNESDAY - STARS 3, PANTHERS 2 (SO)

There weren't many goals scored in Wednesday's preseason game at Dallas although what scoring the Panthers and Stars did came in bunches. 

Dallas scored its two goals within a 30 second span in the second; Florida got its two goals (Quinton Howden and Scottie Upshall) within 14 seconds late in the third. Dallas won 3-2 in a shootout as Florida dropped to 2-0-1 in the preseason.

"I really liked our first period, it was our best out of all of them,'' Dineen said. "[Dallas coach] Lindy Ruff had his A-squad out there and we stayed with them. Then they scored bang-bang, and the way we played in the final seven minutes of the second, they deserved it. But we showed some good push back and got some timely goals. It was an entertaining game.''

PANTHERS UPCOMING SCHEDULE*

 Friday: Preseason game vs. Stars, AT&T Center (San Antonio), 8 p.m.

 Saturday: Preseason game at Tampa Bay, 7 p.m.

 Sunday: Off

 Monday: Practice, 9 a.m. (Iceplex)

 Tuesday: Practice, 9 a.m. (Iceplex)

 Wednesday: Practice, 9 a.m. (Iceplex)

 Thursday: Practice, 9 a.m. (Iceplex); Preseason game v Tampa Bay (Estero, Fl.), 7:30 p.m.

 (*) All workouts at the Coral Springs Iceplex are free and open to the public. Starting times subject to change. 

PANTHERS A HIT IN TEXAS: Florida to Host Stars in San Antonio on Friday 

Posted by George Richards at 2:50 PM | Permalink  | Comments (0) 
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NEW OWNER IN SUNRISE? Vinnie Viola Working on Buying Florida Panthers 

TWITTER: @GeorgeRichards

 Vincent “Vinnie” Viola, a prominent New York businessman and former minority owner of the NBA’s Nets, is leading a group in finalizing a deal to purchase the Florida Panthers from Palm Beach businessman Cliff Viner, an industry source said Wednesday.

Letters of intent have been executed, but the transaction still needs to be signed and approved by the NHL. The source said it’s conceivable the deal could fall through, but both sides want to make it happen.

The Panthers are expected to remain in South Florida; the team’s lease with the Broward County-owned BB&T Center runs through 2028. 

Sunrise Sports & Entertainment, which operates the arena, is the profitable arm of the Florida Panthers family of companies and is said to be part of the transaction.

The team had no comment after the New York Post first reported a group of New York-based investors were buying the team. 

A source close to the team confirmed the sale was in the works and said general manager Dale Tallon has been telling players interested in coming to the Panthers -- such as former All-Star goalie Tim Thomas -- that a new owner would be in place soon. 

An announcement could be coming in the next few weeks.

Captain Ed Jovanovski, who said he heard reports of a new owner on a "weekly" basis while with the Phoenix Coyotes, said word of a new owner shouldn't affect the team at all. 

"For the most part, you have a bunch of guys who just want to play hockey,'' Jovanovski said. "Whatever happens on the ownership side will be taken care of by the executives in place. I think for us, we just wait and see. We're trying to be in the right frame of mind for the start of the season. 

"But someone new coming in must be eager to take over the team. You have to look at that as a positive. We'll see. Anytime you have an ownership group that wants to win and wants to spend money, that's exciting for a player.''

Viola is a successful commodities dealer who previously was chairman of the New York Mercantile Exchange and is now chairman of Virtu Financial, an electronic commodities trading company. 

He was a minority owner of the New Jersey/Brooklyn Nets -- of which Brett Yormark, twin brother of Panthers' president Michael, is CEO -- several years ago but is no longer, according to the team.

Viola was born in Brooklyn in 1956, graduated from the US Military Academy at West Point in 1977 and served as an officer in the 101st Airborne. He transferred to the Army Reserve in 1982, before leaving the Army Reserve as a major in 1993.

Viola and his wife, Teresa, now live in Manhattan after raising three sons in New Jersey.

According to the Nets’ media guide, Viola joined the New York Mercantile Exchange as a local trader after leaving the army. He became a member of the exchange in 1982, the same year he graduated from New York Law School. He was the company’s chairman from 2001 to 2004 and helped the exchange through the turmoil of the 9-11 attacks.

Leah McGrath Goodman’s 2011 book, “The Asylum: The Renegades Who Hijacked the World’s Oil Market,” offers details about Viola and the New York Mercantile Exchange when he was chairman there.

“Viola was perhaps the handsomest of all the exchange chairmen, but beneath the spit and polish he was still a tough guy from Brooklyn,” Goodman wrote. “…After becoming a local in the NYMEX gasoline pit, he finally found his niche. He compared trading to being in an army platoon.”

Goodman wrote Viola “had a nasty temper, but [predecessor chairman Lou] Guttman says he didn’t lose control of his emotions easily.”

In the book, Guttman said Viola “exuded leadership. His personality was amazing. He drew people in. He was a phenomenal speaker. Even if he didn’t know what he was talking about, he sounded like he knew what he was saying. He was an astute businessman and an extreme opportunist.”

Viola has received numerous awards for his philanthropy. He gave $2 million to Fordham University to establish the Avery Cardinal Dulles, S.J., Chair in Catholic Theology. After the 9-11 attacks, he financed the Counter-Terrorism Center at West Point. Viola has received numerous awards for his philanthropy.

He also co-founded the National Children's Educational Reform Foundation, which is dedicated to the improvement of inner-city education with an emphasis on bilingual programs in immigrant communities.

Viner, who has helped the Florida Panthers foundation raise a considerable amount of money for charity, took over the Panthers along with Stu Siegel from Alan Cohen in 2009. Viner became the sole general partner a year later.

Aside from Viner, Florida's minority owners include Cohen, H. Wayne Huizenga, Mike Maroone, Bernie Kosar and Jordan Zimmerman. Some or all of Florida's current ownership group could retain a piece of the franchise when the new group comes in.

The Panthers would be the latest NHL franchise to change hands in recent months as Phoenix and New Jersey -- both struggling financially -- have new ownership groups.

"I'm going to hold off right now,'' coach Kevin Dineen said. "I'm going to let this play out. Nothing has been finalized or anything like that. Like everyone else, I'll wait and see what happens.''

Read more here: http://miamiherald.typepad.com/flapanthers/#storylink=cpy
Cats Back On The Ice, Prepare With Smaller Numbers

Monday, 09.23.2013 / 5:30 PM / News 
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Going non-stop for a week-and-a-half, the Panthers had their first scheduled day off on Sunday. For a team that has played five pre-season games in six days, the day off was welcomed.

"I think we were all excited to get back in the season but I think we were ready for a day off, get away from each other," said head coach Kevin Dineen following Monday's practice at Saveology.com Iceplex. "We had a good, constructive first week of camp here in Florida and then it was off to Texas for the four days. I felt we accomplished a lot of things there as well.” 

Monday's practice, an hour-an-a-half on the ice was held with just one group. Having 31 players left on the roster after making roster cuts over the weekend, the Panthers were able to start getting into preparations for the season.

"We came back much lighter. I think there was 22 guys left in San Antonio and we're down to our numbers now," said Dineen. "Yesterday was a well scheduled day off and I think they came in here fresh and feeling like that we're ready to start moving forward and getting pretty specific about things like our chemistry and our personnel of who's playing with who."

Out on the ice once again were forwards Jonathan Huberdeau and Kris Versteeg. Huberdeau skated on a line with Marcel Goc and Tomas Fleischmann while Versteeg lined up next to rookie Aleksander Barkov and try out forward Brad Boyes. The duo have been held out of the first week of pre-season games but look to be ready for Thursday's pre-season game in Estero.

"We're tentatively schedule to have Kris Versteeg and Jonathan Huberdeau in the lineup on Thursday and I think that is encouraging for us to see them," said Dineen. "They're right on schedule, exactly where we expect them to be."

Netminder Tim Thomas on the other hand is in wait-and-see mode as to whether he'll see action against the Lightning at Germain Arena.

"He's been here, he's had a great week of practice. He was really strong out there today. I was really happy with the way things have gone for Tim," said Dineen. "I still think I'm on that day-to-day evaluation. I'll get a feel for where he's at. I have not committed to seeing him play on Thursday yet."

Dineen was impressed with defenseman Ed Jovanovski as the Panthers captain has gotten more involved in practice and has taken part in compete drills.

"Jovo has made some incredible strides. I couldn't be happier with the way he's moving in the right direction and he's competing in every drill," said Dineen. "Everything from our physical one-on-one battle drills, he's right in the thick of that so he's progressing as we have expected but that's still the time table for his actual game play is yet to be determined."

With 10 days left until the season kicks off on Oct. 3 in Dallas, the Panthers staff had to make hard decisions over the weekend but getting the numbers smaller and more managable was necessary. It makes practice from now on that much easier as they can start preparing to kick off the season.

"It is. You're getting much more specific," said Dineen on the managing of smaller numbers. "You're starting to have one-on-one conversations with players and I think getting a little bit away from the evaluating stage of training camp.

"More into the specifics of expectations for certain players and how guys are going to play together."
Panthers Make Roster Moves

Sunday, 09.22.2013 / 5:25 PM / Transactions 
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Florida Panthers Executive VP/General Manager Dale Tallon announced today that the club has loaned the following players to the San Antonio Rampage (AHL): F Jon Matsumoto, F Greg Rallo, F Scott Timmins, D Mike Caruso and G Michael Houser. Florida’s roster now stands at 32 players.

Sunrise Sports & Entertainment is the premier company of its kind in South Florida. Florida Panthers Social Media is powered by Ford - follow us on Twitter and Facebook. Home to the Florida Panthers Hockey Club and internationally recognized concerts and events, the Broward County-owned BB&T Center is one of the top ranked venues of its kind in the world.

Gilbert Looking To Earn A Spot

Veteran defenseman in camp on a PTO.

Saturday, 09.21.2013 / 2:00 PM / News 

By Glenn Odebralski  - FloridaPanthers.com 
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All the media attention went to goaltender Tim Thomas on Tuesday, but he wasn't the only player the Panthers brought in on a PTO that day.

Flying under the radar, Florida also added veteran defenseman Tom Gilbert to the mix along the blue line. It was a different experience for the former Edmonton and Minnesota defenseman, having to wait for a chance with an NHL team after being bought out on July 4 by the Wild. A late arrival to camp, Gilbert's goals are pretty simple.

"Come here and work hard. Earn a spot on the team. That's the main goal," said Gilbert following the Panthers pre-season game against the Stars in San Antonio. "It's a little tougher trying to come in half way through camp but things have been going good. Like I said, come in and just work hard."

Playing in his first game in a Panther uniform Friday night, Gilbert scored the lone goal in the Panthers 4-1 loss, played a ton of minutes and in all situations. He was paired with former Lady Byng winner Brian Campbell on the night. First impressions made, head coach Kevin Dineen was impressed.

"I liked his game (tonight). He was one guy that (could) walk away feeling, not the one guy, but he had a solid game," said Dineen. "I thought he was comfortable playing with Brian Campbell. He showed some strong poise out there so I think that was a good first showing for him."

Gilbert on the other hand had a different take on his game.

"It was alright," said Gilbert of seeing his first action of the season. "Being in the game, you actually have the energy and adrenaline rush. It was good at the beginning and then the legs kind of died as the game went through. But that's why you play with Campbell. Just get him the puck and he just skates up the ice."

The Bloomington, MN native has played in 447 career NHL games and can provide offense from the back end, having posted 176 points (36-140-176). He posted 13 goals and 33 points in 2007-08 and then a career-high 40 assists and 45 points a year later. 

Panthers GM Dale Tallon brought Gilbert, along with veterans Brad Boyes and Thomas in to compete for roster spots and despite not currently having a contract, Gilbert knows that competition makes everyone better.

"It's good to have that competitiveness in the locker room. It pushes guys to take their game to a new level," said Gilbert. "The situation I'm in, for me I'm just coming in and I'm just working hard. Pretending like it's scratch again and just earn your spot on the team."

Standing at 6-2 and 204 lbs, the 30-year old has played the first seven years of his NHL career in the Western Conference. If he's able to earn a contract with the Panthers, that will obviously change. Playing in the Eastern Conference would be something that Gilbert would embrace.

"I wish I knew more. Most of the time you see highlights on TV," said Gilbert on what he knows about the Eastern Conference teams and players. "The unfortunate part of two different conferences but you know the guys that are on each team. You see the kind of offense that Eastern Conference throws out there and it doesn't matter where you're playing. 

"It's always challenging. It's actually kind of refreshing sometimes to see a new look on teams."

Panthers Make Roster Moves

Saturday, 09.21.2013 / 11:25 AM / Transactions 
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SUNRISE, Fla. – Florida Panthers Executive VP/General Manager Dale Tallon announced today that the club has loaned the following players to the San Antonio Rampage (AHL): F Jonathan Hazen, F Anthony Luciani, F Mattias Lindstrom, F Philippe Lefebvre, D Josh McFadden, F John McFarland, D Alex Petrovic, F Logan Shaw, D Jonathan Racine and F Garrett Wilson. The club also announced today that the following players have been released from their professional try-out and will be assigned to San Antonio: F Jack Combs, F Philippe Cornet, F Jared Gomes, G Dov Grumet-Morris, G Rob Madore, F Wade Megan, D Zach Miskovic, D John Lee, F Jed Ortmeyer, D Tony Turgeon and D Dennis Urban. In addition, D Brett Clark has been released from his professional try-out.

Sunrise Sports & Entertainment is the premier company of its kind in South Florida. Florida Panthers Social Media is powered by Ford - follow us on Twitter and Facebook. Home to the Florida Panthers Hockey Club and internationally recognized concerts and events, the Broward County-owned BB&T Center is one of the top ranked venues of its kind in the world.

Thomas Takes The Ice Feeling Refreshed

Tuesday, 09.17.2013 / 6:29 PM / News 

By Alexandra Maass  - FloridaPanthers.com 
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Veteran goaltender Tim Thomas returned to the ice today showing his competitive edge during Tuesday’s training camp practice at the Saveology.com Iceplex in Coral Springs, after his year away from the NHL, sprawling and making saves like the Thomas of old. Thomas accepted the Panthers PTO offer Monday and was then cleared to practice today, in hopes of making a lasting impression on the team to land a contract.

After his year away from the game, Thomas said he feels great.

“I feel almost reborn in a way,” said Thomas. “After 14 years of pro hockey, I got tired. I needed a break. But I’m energized and looking forward to it. I feel great.”

The buzz began about Florida looking into Thomas as a free agent to place in goal last week; and the buzz has only gotten stronger. Fans and media attended practice today to watch him return to the cage, and see if he still has what it takes to be a top goalie in the league.

The two-time Vezina Trophy winner and Conn Smythe Trophy winner led the Boston Bruins to a Stanley Cup victory in 2011. Not only does he bring knowledge and experience to Florida, he said he also brings his truly competitive nature and leadership.

“I’ve been around for a long time. Nothing can replace experience is one of the things that I have learned,” said Thomas. “I remember being a young guy in the league and having people talk about experience, and thinking that experience is overrated. But now that I am on the other end of the spectrum and have been through it, I realize how much experience can be beneficial.”

That is exactly what the Panthers were looking for when offering him a professional tryout. With Scott Clemmensen out for three weeks of camp, Florida was looking into their goaltending situation. With Jacob Markstrom, who played in 23 games last season, and three other netminders on the training camp roster with no NHL experience, they were looking for a backbone to support the young goalies.

And there is no better backbone than a veteran goaltender with a Cup under his belt. He has posted a career .921 save percentage, 2.48 goals against average and a 196-121-45 record with 31 shutouts in 378 career NHL games. Despite posting a 35-19-1 record with a 2.36 goals against average during the 2011-12 season, Thomas decided to take a year off to “focus on family, friends and faith.” After spending time with his kids, going on hunting trips, and building townhouses, he returns feeling refreshed with high hopes for the his future, and the Panthers as well.

“I think this organization is right on the verge of a big turnaround, a big bounce back,” said Thomas.

On his return to the NHL, Thomas says he’s ready for a fresh start in Florida. He didn’t watch hockey much during the beginning of the lockout season, but when playoffs came around he said it “started to get the competitive juices flowing again.”

Goaltender Tim Thomas looks to stop the puck during his first practice with the Panthers 

Panthers players were also excited to have a veteran netminder join them and add to the intensity that training camp has brought thus far. Markstrom said he can learn a lot from him.

“He was very successful in Boston and won the cup there, so he absolutely has a lot of experience,” Markstrom said. “He’s a good goalie, he proved it. I’m on my way to prove that, and I want to be a starting goalie in this league, and he’s been it for a long time so I think it’s a really good mix.”

”I think if you were to say one or two things about the way he approaches the game, it’s a true competitor, and he hates to be scored on,” said forward Scottie Upshall. “You can tell right off the bat he’s going to be good for [Markstrom], he’s going to be good competition. We’re expecting him to come in and be a big backbone for us.”

Thomas says he never competed against other goalies on his team because he never looked at it that way. He said he’s “competing against himself” to earn a spot on the team, and get the results he wants.

“I definitely came here to play hockey,” said Thomas.

Flash Winner For A Double Header Sweep

Fleischmann nets winner with 47 seconds remaining in overtime to give Panthers 3-2 win.

Monday, 09.16.2013 / 11:24 PM / News 
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By Nikki Ghorpade, University of Miami

Rats flew onto the ice as Tomas Fleischmann made it a perfect night for the Florida Panthers. A harbinger of playoff glory, the rats came on with 47 seconds left in overtime as Fleischmann redirected a solid wrist shot from Brett Clark from near the blue line to give Florida the win over the Nashville Predators late Monday night. It finished off the double header sweep as the Panthers earned a 6-3 victory in game one of the twin bill.

Florida finished off the night in style, and made a good start to their exciting pre-season schedule that continues on Wednesday, Sept. 18 against the Stars in Dallas. 

The Panthers had a mix of veteran players and rookie prospects peppered throughout the roster for game two of the pre-season double header. The physical play kept up through both games, and many more Panthers and Predators veterans saw ice time in the second game compared to the first.

"It was a good day for us," said Dineen on the double header sweep. "To come out with two wins that’s a good thing. I think you spend a lot of time during the summer, you’re working out, you’re going to personal trainers and yoga and all the things that the players do now. They are extremely prepared but there is nothing that can prepare you for a season like a game and a win on top of it."

The roars were heard throughout the arena when Eric Selleck fought Nashville’s Mike Liambas in a hard-hitting duel.

For the second straight game, Nashville drew first blood, but the Panthers were quick to answer right back. Just 13 seconds following Craig Smith's goal, Jared Gomes scored an unassisted goal from in close.

Nashville scored again in the second to hold a long lead as a fairly even contest continued. Midway through the third period, however, Tomas Kopecky gave hope to his team as he tied it up with a shot from behind and to the right of the Nashville goal. Predators goalie, Carter Hutton, didn’t see the puck whizz by as it bounced off his body and into the net.

The line of Kopecky, Fleischmann and 2013 No. 2 overall pick Aleksander Barkov kept fans on the edge of their seats as they narrowly managed to keep the puck in the zone on several occasions, displaying their superior stick handling and hockey sense, especially in the third. Barkov would pick up the first assist on the third period equalizer and narrowly ended it in overtime, ringing it off the post on a shot. It was the first game the rookie saw in six months and he was honest with his play following the game.

"(The) third period was nice. But it was still a very bad game for me," said Barkov who continued with what he didn't like about his game. "It was a very fast game for me."

While he wasn't able to net the winner, Fleischmann gave the home fans the double victory.

"I don’t think it was a pretty game for us but we came along," said Fleischmann. "It’s our first exhibition game so we are still getting used to it. Everybody was trying to work harder in the third period than in the first period and that’s why we won."

Jacob Markstrom and Michael Houser played hard and kept tight goaltending throughout. Houser upped the ante a little by stopping all five shots during overtime, and seeing the Panthers to a win.

Some of the rookies, such as defender MacKenzie Weegar, got the chance to start on the big stage. 

“It was a good opportunity and it was pretty exciting to get the start," said the 2013 seventh round selection who has gotten praise from Dineen for his play throughout rookie camp as well as the first few days of training camp. "We did our best to get the puck out and I thought we did a pretty good job.”

The double wins tonight are a good start for what hopes to be a successful regular season that could lead to playoff success.

Panthers Down Predators 6-3 In Game One Of Double Header

Gudbranson, Upshall net two each to lead Cats to victory.

Monday, 09.16.2013 / 7:10 PM / News 
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By Nikki Ghorpade, University of Miami

 The temperature in Sunrise is 80s, but in the BB&T Center, it was much cooler despite the excitement for the pre-season opener on Monday afternoon. This was the scene at the BB&T Center as the Florida Panthers took on the Nashville Predators in their first game of a double-header.

The “Hunt for Red October” commenced as the Panthers took the first face-off of a seven-game preseason schedule that culminates with a showdown against cross state rivals, the Tampa Bay Lighting, at home on Saturday, Sept. 28. The real season kicks off on Oct. 3 with a trip to Dallas to face the Stars, and the real draw for fans will be the home opener against Sidney Crosby and the Pittsburgh Penguins on a Friday night, Oct. 11.

The fans in attendance were given a thrill to kick off the pre-season slate as Florida came back from a 3-1 deficit to score five unanswered to win going away, 6-3.

The Zender family came dressed in Panthers’ regalia, including a toddler size Cats jersey for their 1.5-year-old daughter, Emily. The Zenders, originally from Germany, came to South Florida five years ago, but have been fans of hockey, and the Cats, for much longer. Manuela Zender says that before they moved, she made sure that there was a hockey team she could support in the area, otherwise the move would be a no-go. The family hails from Cologne, Germany where former Panthers’ star, Bill Lindsay, played for Kolner Haie in the Deutsche Eishockey Liga. This connection sealed the deal for Manulea becoming a Panthers fan.

During one of the family’s first games at the BB&T Center, when Emily was only 3- months-old, Manuela sported a Kolner Haie jersey and while they walked throughout the arena, Bill Lindsay spotted her, gave a her a big toothy grin and took a picture with the family. Lindsay is in his third season as the Panthers’ television analyst for FOX Sports Florida, with the Zender Family as his avid followers.

Emily Zender may be a first generation American, but she is a second-generation Panthers fan. When asked if she wants to be hockey player one day she yells “Panthers!” and her mother replies, “She can be whatever she wants, as long as she’s a Panthers fan.”

In the game, the Panthers came back from an early deficit and also showed they can bring physicality to the game by laying some bone-crunching hits and dropping the gloves against the opponents. Both Steven Pinizzotto and Tony Turgeon displayed their pugilistic skills in brawls with various Predators players, which got the fans up from their seats and wanting more Nashville blood.

After an early Nashville goal (44 seconds in) the Panthers got on the board thanks to the man advantage. Forward Scottie Upshall scored on a powerplay with assists from his defensemen Colby Robak and Erik Gudbranson, respectively, six minutes into the contest. Nashville managed to put up two more goals after the Panthers first blood, to hold the 3-1 advantage after one period of play but from the second period onwards, goals rained in from Panther sticks. Gudbranson scored two of his own, and Upshall managed to card a goal midway through the third period, helping seal the deal for Florida and bringing and auspicious feeling for the fans. Tryout forward Brad Boyes stuffed home a goal from the doorstep with seven and a half minutes to play and Quinton Howden netted the final goal of the game with 4:21 left on the clock.

Fans Excited For First Pre-Season Games, Season

Sunday, 09.15.2013 / 1:30 PM / News 
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By: Natalie Baj, University of Miami

CORAL SPRINGS, Fla. - With the anticipation of Monday’s double-header against the Nashville Predators brewing, diehard fans made their way to the Saveology.com Iceplex Sunday morning to take in the last practice. Some already have their eyes on a few players.

Sporting customized Panthers jerseys, complete with their last name, the Vezina family spent their morning watching the Panthers run drills and practice plays. Armand Vezina, his wife, and four children have been season ticket holders for three years. Vezina has his eye on 20-year-old defenseman, Jonathan Racine.

“I’ve been watching him [Racine] for the past two to three years,” said Armand Vezina. “He’s getting bigger, stronger and I personally feel his skills are just increasing.”

His son, Armand Jr., 14, admires forward Scott Gomez’s awareness on the ice and thinks it’s “pretty sweet” the way he moves the puck.

Impressed with the team’s overall progress so far, eight year old, Aidan Farro hopes Jose Theodore makes an appearance as goalie.

Although fans have different opinions on the players, the one thing they all have in common is their love for the Cats.

Proudly wearing her autographed jersey, Laynee Johnson cheers while seated in a wheelchair. “Let’s go Pan-thers! Let’s go Pan-thers! Let’s go Pan-thers!” shouts Johnson, accompanied by her mother, Angi. Last week she broke her leg while figure skating, but that hasn’t stopped her from cheering on the Panthers at practice and will not stop here from making it to the game on Monday.

“I am excited to go to the game tomorrow, after I get my cast done,” said Johnson.

Carol Koch first became a fan when the Panthers faced the Colorado Avalanche in the 1996 Stanley Cup final. Now, she is a season ticket holder and considers herself a diehard fan, and proudly displays her love for the Cats by pointing to her leg and the Panthers logo tattoo.  Koch says a diehard fan is, “someone who goes to every game, records every game and watches all the road games.”

Not a diehard Panthers fan? Koch has a message for you. “Go to a game, it’s contagious!”

Don’t miss the pre-season opener against the Nashville Predators tomorrow at the BB&T Center. The first game is at 2:30 p.m. followed by the second game at 7 p.m. For more information, visit panthers.nhl.com.

By David Aviles – University of Miami

CORAL SPRINGS, Fla. – Day three of the Florida Panthers Training Camp started with a single whistle. Players rush onto both rinks of the Saveology.com IcePlex in Coral Springs. It starts with a practice on the middle rink but the real action begins at the Panthers Den as the teams take part in a Red vs White Scrimmage.

Panthers young guns and seasoned veterans alike carve up the ice in an hour-long scrimmage split into two halves. The crowd is three and four deep, filled with season ticket holders, children and fans of all ages; everyone eager to catch a glimpse of the action. Every hopeful on the ice works hard making every hit, shot and pass their best and making that a priority.

The buzzer ends the first half of the scrimmage in a 1-1 tie. Team White gets on the board first with a long shot from just inside the blueline by defenseman Erik Gudbranson. Tomas Fleischmann answers for Team Red before the 30 minutes is up. Despite the cold and the Zamboni intermission no one leaves their seat; fans fear losing them to those standing behind them.

Taking advantage of the free admission to all practices, the crowd builds for the second half of the scrimmage. The battle intensifies as players fight for recognition.

Forward Brad Boyes really shows off his puck handling skills as he works past defender after defender for a great shot into the net. Boyes, a free agent, rediscovered his scoring touch during the 2012-13 season where he scored 35 points in 48 games. But in the end it was Team Red pulling out the 3-2 victory as Eric Selleck and Garrett Wilson off a nice setup by No. 2 overall pick Aleksander Barkov propel the needed offense.

The scrimmage ends with a loud roar of approval from the fans. However, practice is not over yet. Coach Kevin Dineen divides the teams into separate rinks to begin a full drill session, pushing for perfection.

“You know, it’s really, let’s go to Monday before we get to that level,” said Dineen following practice. “There’s a lot of eyes out there watching individual performance, I would say I’m more geared towards how we’re playing as a team. In saying that, there’s some guys that stuck out that were on the bubble for games on Monday that worked themselves into that.”

After continued requests from the media for the name of one stand out, Dineen replies.

“I think (MacKenzie) Weegar has done a really good job,” said Dineen. “You know a kid, the 7th round pick, that came in here and I had no preconceived notions about this kid. Just by his play I think he’s done a good job of separating himself from the group.”

When asked whom he would definitely keep on the roster, Billy Girard, JR Panthers goalie and diehard fan says, “Matt Gilroy. He looks like he could be a good part. He can play offense, for the forwards to keep up.”

Defenseman Matt Gilroy was signed to a one year, two-ways contract this July. As a former NY Ranger and Ottawa Senator he brings experience to the front line.

After today’s action it is obvious some difficult decisions are ahead to finalize the roster despite plenty of time to formulate it. Every prospective player treated each second like it was their last.

The final team practice before the Cats’ first pre-season game is on Sunday at the Saveology.com Iceplex.

Upping The Energy On Day Two

Friday, 09.13.2013 / 4:00 PM / News 
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By David Aviles – University of Miami

CORAL SPRINGS, FL - It’s a balmy 50-60 degrees or so this morning, but only for those inside the Saveology.com Iceplex. Despite the cold temperature, the action on the ice was heating up on Day Two of the Florida Panthers 2013 Training Camp.

The Cats are looking fierce, showcased by the sudden crash of defneseman Dmitry Kulikov and forward Tomas Fleischmann against the glass. From drills to suicides, the team is already pushing each other. Only days away from Monday’s doubleheader at the BB&T Center, Jacob Markstrom is looking as strong and solid as a brick wall.

With several fresh faces on the ice, forward Scott Gomez, a seasoned veteran signed in early August, is glad to mentor and guide the young guys.

“We come in and it’s a big opportunity to get into the league and to do something, to start your career. You have to look at it that way,” said Gomez. “This year, you can tell right from the get-go that the main thing is to win. It would be a different story if the talent wasn’t in here. Its just young guys and for guys like us, we’re here to help them out. You can tell. If we go out really hard, we can be a team to reckon with.”

One of those less-seasoned players Gomez and other veterans are helping out, Aleksander Barkov, the just-turned 18-year old center, has never experienced NHL training camp and had no expectations heading in. The Panthers No. 2 pick in this past summer’s draft has centered a line with Fleischmann in each of the two days of practices.

“He is a very good player,” said Barkov of the Panthers leading scorer the last two seasons. “I know that he helps me very much, so I try to build good chemistry with him.”

With the season opener at home on October 11 rapidly approaching, each practice and preseason game is instrumental to getting that chemistry just right. And for the crowd in attendance, the excitement is palpable.

Just behind the glass David Lentz, season ticket holder and long time fan, updates his Twitter status with a face full of action.

“I can always be at practices,” Lentz exclaims, over the sound of the aggressive Panther action in the background. “But it is good to see them putting it all out there for a practice.”

Despite so many new faces on the team, the crowd and staff are confident they’ll come together, especially when seeing the Cats working with such intensity at practice.

“Today was about getting the defensive part of the game, getting their battle back up,” said Dineen. “They’ve been playing summer hockey and they’ve been working out with their trainers and now they got into the one on one battle side of things.”

Free admission to practice is a perfect opportunity for fans of all types to come out and see the action. Grab a seat directly behind the glass next to a diehard fan; just remember to wear your Panthers jacket!

The Panthers season officially begins at the American Airlines Center on Thursday, Oct. 3 where the Cats will start the hunt for success and glory. For more information visit floridapanthers.com.

Back On The Ice: Training Camp Begins

Thursday, 09.12.2013 / 5:15 PM / News 

By Alexandra Maass  - FloridaPanthers.com 
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It’s been a long summer waiting for the hockey season to return, but the day has finally arrived.

59 players were listed on the roster for today’s first training camp practice at the JetBlue Traing Facility at the Saveology.com Iceplex in Coral Springs. To start the day off at full speed, the players began with some on-ice fitness testing before they were split into two different practice groups. The on-ice testing included sprints and timed skates around the rink.

Captain Ed Jovanovski said that the team is excited to start the season and “everyone is on a clean slate, fresh and ready to go.” The team is also looking in great shape, considering head coach Kevin Dineen said that was an issue for the team last year.

“That was the message at our end of the year meetings,” said Dineen about coming into this camp in shape. “We’re all pleased with the results that showed the effort was put in this summer.”

The off-season conditioning definitely paid off as their speed and strength showed on the ice. While the players battle for a spot on the opening night roster, some will take their time getting back into practices as they prepare for the opener on Oct. 3. Players returning from injuries that skated today included Jovanovski, Kris Versteeg and Aleksander Barkov while reigning Calder Trophy winner Jonathan Huberdeau was held off following testing. Coach Dineen expressed his excitement for the progress they have made, especially Versteeg.

Jovanovski practicing on the first day of camp exceeded his post-surgery expectations, although there is still a lot to work on.

“I’ve been feeling pretty good,” Jovanovski said. “As these few weeks go on, I think it’s just going to get better.” Jovanovski also said it’s great getting back and seeing all the guys working together.

“It’s great to see the amount of guys that show up before training camp. We got some good practices together.”

He’s not alone about being thrilled to be back on the ice

“It’s like a kid in a candy store,” said Versteeg who had so much pre-training camp excitement; it even gave him a tough night sleeping. “You’re just excited to get here and get things rolling.”

As for his return after surgery on his ACL, he says he’s feeling strong and ready to go. After mentioning other pro athletes, such as Derrick Rose returning from ACL surgery, he said it tests your commitment to the game and returning back stronger than before.

“There are so many people that played a part in helping me get back to where I need to be,” Versteeg said. “You have to understand there’s always a risk there, but in the end it’s what you do. And you got to go in and play your best regardless of what was in the past.”

Training camp has just begun, but dates to look forward to this weekend are the inter-squad scrimmage at the Iceplex in Coral Springs on Saturday, Sept. 14, and the doubleheader vs. the Nashville Predators at the BB&T Center on Monday, Sept. 16.

Overall, it was an exciting day for players and fans alike that showed up for the first practice of training camp. Dineen said it had been a positive first day, and is ready to learn and start moving forward as the team forms. The several veterans returning and many young players vying for a spot on the opening night roster are moving the Panthers forward through training camp at full speed.

Training Camp Schedule

Sept. 13 – practice (9 a.m. – Noon) – Saveology.com Iceplex

 Sept. 14 – practice & intra-squad scrimmage (9 a.m. – Noon) – Saveology.com Iceplex 
Sept. 15 – practice (9 a.m. – Noon) – Saveology.com Iceplex

 Sept. 16 – doubleheader vs. Nashville (2:30 p.m. & 7 p.m.) – BB&T Center 
Sept. 17 – practice (10:30 a.m. – 1:30 p.m.) – Saveology.com Iceplex

 Sept. 18 – practice (9 a.m. – 11 a.m.) – Saveology.com Iceplex; depart for Dallas 2 p.m.

Aiming To Secure A Spot

Camp Battles: Veterans and young players alike aim to land a spot for opening night.

Thursday, 09.12.2013 / 8:30 AM / News 

By Glenn Odebralski  - FloridaPanthers.com 
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Coming into the season, Panthers General Manager Dale Tallon said there would be opportunities. And he has said numerous times that he didn't have any preferences on the age of the player as long as they could make the Panthers better.

On Wednesday, he reiterated that once again.

"Everybody has a chance. I'm telling everybody at training camp today that they have to compete for a job," said Tallon on Wednesday before speaking to the team Wednesday night at the first get-together prior to Camp opening up Thursday. "Everyone here is fighting for a chance to play for the Panthers to make us win.

"No guarantees to anybody."

With that both veterans and the young players alike not named Jonathan Huberdeau, Brian Campbell, Tomas Fleischmann and the like will be fighting to make the team and help them bounce back from last season.

"They haven't said anything," said forward Quinton Howden who played in 18 games for the Panthers last season in his first professional season. "I have to earn that spot and I know that. I'm going to work as hard as I can and hopefully things can work out for me."

"It's very different. It's probably the first time that I've had to do that," said veteran Brad Boyes who is in camp on a tryout. "This is new to me but it will be a different mindset. Something I definitely have to go out there and earn. Nothing is given to me."

In the off-season, Tallon brought in players like Bobby Butler, Joey Crabb, Scott Gomez and Jon Matsumoto along the forward ranks and Matt Gilroy and Mike Mottau on the backend to compete with young players such as Howden, Nick Bjugstad and Vincent Trocheck up front and Alex Petrovic and Colby Robak on defense. Besides guarding against injuries which plagued the team last season, that competition is what the Panthers are banking on in helping them improve as they become a more complete team throughout the lineup with multiple, moving pieces.

And in goal, with Scott Clemmensen out for three weeks, the Panthers have been speaking to prospective netminders, including asking the availability of Tim Thomas, Ilya Bryzgalov and former Panther Jose Theodore.

"We're looking at everything," said Tallon when asked about Thomas and Bryzgalov respectively but might as well been focused on the entire team. "We're not in a position not to look at anything and we want to get better. It's important that we investigate every possible scenario to make our team better."

The competition, especially in training camp as 59 players look to be a part of the final 20-23 players that are part of the opening night lineup should be fierce. Players will have to be on their games every single day.

"You have to perform every day," said Bjugstad. "I'm just looking forward to the challenge."

And for even those that have a place on the team, they know they will have to work for playing time which is what all players look for.

"There's a lot of veteran guys that are coming to the camp and you never know what's going to happen. Each one of us has to earn their spot," said Huberdeau. "It's going to be a hard camp and everybody wants to play on that team so it probably should be good. It's nice to see veterans come to the camp and is going to bring a good energy."

"It's been my main goal since I got here. I want to be the starting goalie," said goaltender Jacob Markstrom. "That's nothing to be shy about. I'm here to play and I really want to play. I really want to play good and help the team win."

The Panthers know that Tallon, head coach Kevin Dineen will put whoever on the ice that will help the team win, no matter who.

"You look at that. It's about opportunities," said Boyes who posted 35 points for the Islanders last season. "You look at the roster and what guys are here, potential fits. For me question marks is just the young guys…there's a lot of young guys here for me that I don't know a lot about…for me it's however you matchup with to go out and produce and provide scoring opportunities, that's what I know I've done in the past and that's why I'm here now.

"There's the case there if they're not ready that the coaching staff and Dale will provide stuff with players that are ready," said defenseman Brian Campbell on the young players vying for spots. "You can't get behind like we did last year with a slow record and you're just out of it. Those guys, there's jobs waiting for them. Do yo want to take it or not. That's the option. Do you want to be a good player or do you want to be a great player.

"For me that's what they're going to have to strive to do and the opportunities are there which is what you need and what you want as a young player but you still have to take that opportunity. I don't think anything is going to be given to them…They're going to have to succeed or else there's somebody else that's willing and waiting I'm sure to take over."

CAMP BATTLES

Players To Watch In Camp

FORWARDS

Bobby Butler - Signed to a two way deal on July 24, forward spent last season split between New Jersey and Nashville, recording 11 points (4-7-11) in 34 games while being almost a half-a-point a game player with Nashville (nine points in 20 games).

Jesse Winchester - Playing with Jokerit (SM-liiga) last season (three points in five games), the center has played in 233 career NHL games and posted 52 points (11-41-52), all with Ottawa. Signed to a two-way deal on July 5.

Brad Boyes - In camp on a tryout, Boyes posted 35 points (10-25-35) while playing in all 48 games last season with the NY Islanders. 43 and 33 goals in back-to-back seasons (2007-08, 2008-09) with the St Louis Blues.

Drew Shore - Played in 84 games split between Florida and San Antonio in his first professional season, becoming an AHL All-Star for his 30 points in 41 games (10-20-30) before spending second half of season with Florida and posting 13 points (3-10-13) in 43 games.

Nick Bjugstad - Posting close to a point-a-game in his final two season at the University of Minnesota before turning pro after his junior campaign, Bjugstad played in 11 games with the Panthers at the end of last season. The center recorded four goals and five points in three Prospect Camp games.

Quinton Howden - After wrapping up a successful Junior career in which he posted 98 goals and 209 points in 177 games over last three seasons, Howden recorded 30 points (13-17-30) in 57 games with San Antonio while skating in 18 games with the Panthers.

Vincent Trocheck - Trocheck won several accolades in his final Junior season, winning the OHL's Most Valuable Player for his 109 points (50 goals) in 63 games, splitting his season between Saginaw and Plymouth. Also helped Team USA win a gold medal at this past World Juniors.

DEFENSE

Matt Gilroy - The 29-year old signed a two way contract on July 24 after spending last season in the NY Rangers organization. Played in 15 games with the Rangers and posted 15 points (6-9-15) in 34 games with the Connecticut Whale. Has played in 209 NHL games and recorded 46 points.

Mike Mottau - Blueliner has posted 58 points in 313 career games over eight NHL seasons while also spending time in the AHL. Spent last season split between San Antonio (seven points in 16 games) and Toronto (AHL) (seven points in 18 games). Signed to a two-way contract on July 5.

Alex Petrovic - A year after being named the WHL's best defenseman while wrapping up his Junior career with the Red Deer Rebels, Petrovic registered 17 points and 102 PIM in 55 games while playing in six games with the Panthers.

Colby Robak - Playing in his third professional season, the 23-year old posted 23 points (5-18-23) in 63 games with San Antonio and picked up his first NHL point in 16 games with Florida last season.

Looking To Kick Things Off Right

Following last season's results, the Panthers look to get off to a fast start, beginning with training camp.

Wednesday, 09.11.2013 / 8:00 PM / News 
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For Panthers defenseman Brian Campbell, last season was tough. It was the first time in a long time that he hadn't gotten a chance to fight for the right to hoist the Stanley Cup. In fact, the last time the blueliner missed the playoffs was the season prior to the 2005-06 lockout.

"You want one shot to win it all and for us that stings a lot," said Campbell on missing the playoffs last season on the Panthers Media Day at the BB&T Center on Wednesday. "It's not a good feeling. You just can't sit back and expect that to happen and accept it."

Missing that chance has Campbell and his teammates all the more anxious to get this season started, beginning with training camp.

"For us it should be a lot of fire in guys and I feel like guys are here ready to get going," said Campbell. "We've got a lot of areas to improve on in a short period of time here in camp. We have to focus on each day and use the most time that we have."

"I'm excited to get this started. It's been a long summer and we all know it was tough last year," said goaltender Jacob Markstrom. "We'll leave that behind us and look forward."

Most of the team has been skating in informal skates at the JetBlue Practice Facility at the Saveology.com Iceplex the past few weeks. On Thursday that changed as the coaches and staff are allowed to host their first official practice and get prepared for the Panthers 20th Season Anniversary opener. There, they'll have exactly three weeks to prepare for the Dallas Stars.

"I've seen it already. The fact they've all come here early and they've all bonded together and they're all in great shape," expressed Panthers GM Dale Tallon when asked about the bitterness of last season's finish and record. "I think they know themselves. They've identified it.

"I think we all pretty well know that we don't want to have another disaster like last year."

While training camp will see 59 players take to the ice looking for a roster spot come opening night, Tallon says that some guys who are still recovering from off-season surgery like Ed Jovanovski, Jonathan Huberdeau, Kris Versteeg and 2013 No. 2 overall pick Aleksander Barkov will be worked back into the flow during training camp.

"Everything is fine. Everyone is on pace to start the season. I'm excited about that," said Tallon. "Jovo, we don't know for sure if he's going to be ready for the season but he'll be ready soon. Overall, everyone else should be ready for the start of the season.

"Guys working in and being cautious and making sure they're ready for the opening game and not the first week of camp."

"I want to get back. It's been a long time and I want to play for sure before the season," said the 2012-13 Calder Trophy winning Huberdeau who Tallon said came into the shortened season with a bit of his hip ailment that caused off-season surgery. "I would like to play some games too to get in game situation. We're going to see how the process goes with my hips. Like I said, I'm feeling good. I don't think I'm going to need some rest. I got rest all summer long."

Injuries helped derail last season but by all indications is the team should be healthy to start this upcoming season. If that's the case then it should provide for a very competitive training camp.

This season's training camp will feature seven pre-season games, including a double header against the Nashville Predators on Monday, Sept. 16 and games around the state of Florida. The Panthers, in fact, will only leave the state of Florida for three of their 21 training camp days as they head to Texas to play the Stars on Wednesday, Sept. 18 and then again on Friday, Sept. 20 in San Antonio.

And that last season's bitterness? It's motivation for the Panthers to put in the work during this training camp and get the season off to a good start.

"I think you're always motivated. If you don't remember how it feels then that's not a good thing because it didn't feel very good at any time or wasn't acceptable," said Campbell. "There's many words you can say about it so I think you think about it but you think about hopefully guys have been on winning teams to and you think about that so you have to put everything in the fold and see how both those remember how both things felt and what you don't want to feel like.

"You want it to be a fun season that goes by real quick and while doing that you win and you have success. That just makes coming to the rink, you're happy every day and makes things go by at the according time schedule."

Upcoming Training Camp Schedule

Sept. 12 – on-ice testing & practice (9 a.m. – Noon) – Saveology.com Iceplex

 Sept. 13 – practice (9 a.m. – Noon) – Saveology.com Iceplex

 Sept. 14 – practice & intra-squad scrimmage (9 a.m. – Noon) – Saveology.com Iceplex

 Sept. 15 – practice (9 a.m. – Noon) – Saveology.com Iceplex

 Sept. 16 – doubleheader vs. Nashville (2:30 p.m. & 7 p.m.) – BB&T Center

 Sept. 17 – practice (10:30 a.m. – 1:30 p.m.) – Saveology.com Iceplex

 Sept. 18 – practice (9 a.m. – 11 a.m.) – Saveology.com Iceplex; depart for Dallas 2 p.m.

Panthers Announce Roster Moves

Tuesday, 09.10.2013 / 5:20 PM / Transactions 
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SUNRISE, Fla. – Florida Panthers Executive VP & General Manager Dale Tallon announced today that the club has released G Mack Shields, D Alex Gudbranson, D Myles Harvey, D George Hughes, F Trevor Lewis, F Liam Heelis and F Corey Trivino from their respective try-outs. In addition, the club announced today that F Francis Beauvillier (Rimouski-QMJHL), F Chris Clapperton (Blainville-QMJHL) and F Alexander Delnov (Seattle-WHL) have been returned to their junior clubs.

Sunrise Sports & Entertainment is the premier company of its kind in South Florida. Florida Panthers Social Media is powered by Ford - follow us on Twitter and Facebook. Home to the Florida Panthers Hockey Club and internationally recognized concerts and events, the Broward County-owned BB&T Center is one of the top ranked venues of its kind in the world.

2013-14 FLORIDA PANTHERS TRAINING CAMP ROSTER

NUMERICAL

# POS PLAYER HT WT SHOOTS BIRTHPLACE BORN 2012-13 CLUB GP G A PTS PIM

5 D Clark, Brett 6'0" 194 Left Wapella, SK 12/23/76 Minnesota 8 0 1 1 0

Oklahoma City (AHL) 18 1 16 17 10

7 D Kulikov, Dmitry 6'1" 183 Left Lipetsk, Russia 10/29/90 Florida (NHL) 34 3 7 10 22

10 F Crabb, Joey 6'1" 190 Right Anchorage, AK 4/3/83 Washington (NHL) 26 2 0 2 8

Alaska (ECHL) 35 17 21 38 56

Hershey (AHL) 12 6 6 12 6

11 F Huberdeau, Jonathan 6'1'' 171 Left St-Jerome, PQ 6/4/93 Florida (NHL) 48 14 17 31 18

13 F Pinizzotto, Steve 6'1'' 200 Right Mississauga, ON 4/26/84 Vancouver (NHL) 12 0 0 0 29

Chicago (AHL) 24 4 8 12 29

14 F Fleischmann, Tomas 6'1'' 192 Left Koprivnice, Czech Rep. 5/16/84 Florida (NHL) 48 12 23 35 16

15 F Shore, Drew 6'2" 190 Right Littleton, CO 1/29/91 Florida (NHL) 43 3 10 13 14

San Antonio (AHL) 41 10 20 30 18

16 F Barkov, Aleksander 6'3'' 209 Left Tampere, Finland 9/2/95 Tappara (SM-liiga) 53 21 27 48 8

17 F Winchester, Jesse 6'1'' 206 Right Long Sault, ON 10/4/83 Jokerit-Hel. (SM-Liiga) 5 0 3 3 2

18 F Matthias, Shawn 6'4" 225 Left Mississauga, ON 2/19/88 Florida (NHL) 48 14 7 21 16

19 F Upshall, Scottie 6'0'' 200 Left Fort McMurray, AB 10/7/83 Florida (NHL) 27 4 1 5 25

20 F Bergenheim, Sean 5'11'' 202 Left Helsinki, Finland 2/8/84 Florida (NHL) 0 0 0 0 0

21 D Mottau, Mike 6'0'' 190 Left Quincy, MA 3/19/78 Toronto (AHL) 18 0 7 7 8

San Antonio (AHL) 16 0 7 7 6

22 F Boyes, Brad 6'0" 200 Right Mississauga, ON 4/17/82 NY Islanders (NHL) 48 10 25 35 16

23 F Gomez, Scott 5'11'' 198 Left Anchorage, AK 12/23/79 San Jose (NHL) 39 2 13 15 22

Alaska (ECHL) 11 6 7 13 12

26 F Butler, Bobby 6'0'' 185 Right Marlborough, MA 4/26/87 Nashville (NHL) 20 3 6 9 4

New Jersey (NHL) 14 1 1 2 4

Albany (AHL) 37 16 11 27 8

27 F Bjugstad, Nick 6'6" 215 Left Minneapolis, MN 7/17/92 U. of Minn (WCHA) 40 21 15 36 28

Florida (NHL) 11 1 0 1 2

28 F Wilson, Garrett 6'3" 206 Left Elmvale, ONT 3/16/91 Cincinnati (ECHL) 38 19 10 29 56

San Antonio (AHL) 26 3 2 5 19

32 F Versteeg, Kris 5'10'' 179 Right Lethbridge, AB 5/13/86 Florida (NHL) 10 2 2 4 8

36 D Combs, Jack 5'11'' 200 Left St. Louis, MO 1/26/88 Colorado (ECHL) 27 19 23 42 22

Bridgeport (AHL) 22 5 9 14 14

San Antonio (AHL) 18 12 7 19 2

37 F Rallo, Greg 6'0'' 195 Right Gurnee, IL 8/26/81 Florida (NHL) 10 1 0 1 2

San Antonio (AHL) 66 23 17 40 36

38 F Ortmeyer, Jed 6'0'' 200 Left Omaha, NB 9/3/78 Missouri (CHL) 2 0 0 0 0

San Antonio (AHL) 32 6 9 15 16

39 F Gomes, Jared 6'1'' 190 Left Brampton, ON 10/20/88 San Antonio (AHL) 73 16 17 33 26

40 F Matsumoto, Jon 6'0'' 184 Left Ottawa, ON 10/13/86 Worcester (AHL) 60 14 18 32 30

Chicago (AHL) 5 1 0 1 0

41 F Lefebvre, Philippe 5'11'' 186 Left Trois-Rivieres, PQ 5/28/91 Wheeling (ECHL) 28 8 8 16 12

Hamilton (AHL) 23 4 3 7 10

42 F Howden, Quinton 6'2" 182 Left Oakbank, MB 1/21/92 Florida (NHL) 18 0 0 0 2

San Antonio (AHL) 57 13 17 30 24

43 D Weaver, Mike 5'9" 188 Right Bramalea, ON 5/2/78 Florida (NHL) 27 1 8 9 8

44 D Gudbranson, Erik 6'4" 195 Right Ottawa, ON 1/7/92 Florida (NHL) 32 0 4 4 47

San Antonio (AHL) 2 0 0 0 2

45 F McFarland, John 6'0" 192 Right Richmond Hill, ON 4/2/92 San Antonio (AHL) 43 5 9 14 10

Cincinnati (ECHL) 23 12 13 25 12

46 D Miskovic, Zach 6'1'' 190 Right River Forest, IL 5/8/85 Chicago (AHL) 15 2 1 3 9

San Antonio (AHL) 27 4 9 13 22

47 D Robak, Colby 6'3" 210 Left Dauphin, MB 4/24/90 Florida (NHL) 16 0 1 1 17

2013-14 FLORIDA PANTHERS TRAINING CAMP ROSTER

NUMERICAL

# POS PLAYER HT WT SHOOTS BIRTHPLACE BORN 2012-13 CLUB GP G A PTS PIM

San Antonio (AHL) 63 5 18 23 50

51 D Campbell, Brian 5'11' 185 Left Strathroy, ON 5/23/79 Florida (NHL) 48 8 19 27 12

53 D Urban, Dennis 5'10'' 170 Right Pittsburgh, PA 6/28/88 Reading (ECHL) 31 13 13 26 10

Worcester (AHL) 36 4 13 17 10

55 D Jovanovski, Ed 6'3" 218 Left Windsor, ON 6/26/76 Florida (NHL) 6 0 1 1 0

57 F Goc, Marcel 6'1'' 205 Left Calw, Germany 8/24/83 Florida (NHL) 42 9 10 19 8

58 D Racine, Jonathan 6'1'' 183 Left Montreal, PQ 5/28/93 Moncton (QMJHL) 61 8 13 21 138

San Antonio (AHL) 8 0 0 0 4

62 D Caruso, Michael 6'2" 191 Left Mississauga, ON 7/5/88 Florida (NHL) 2 0 0 0 0

San Antonio (AHL) 35 1 3 4 22

63 F Lindstrom, Mattias 6'4" 209 Left Lulea, Sweden 3/21/91 Cincinnati (ECHL) 49 4 9 13 54

64 D McFadden, Josh 6'1'' 207 Left Guelph, ON 5/23/91 Cincinnati (ECHL) 28 2 12 14 28

San Antonio (AHL) 9 0 0 0 0

67 F Trocheck, Vincent 5'11'' 180 Right Pittsburgh, PA 7/11/93 Saginaw (OHL) 35 24 26 50 34

Plymouth (OHL) 28 26 33 59 24

68 F Shaw, Logan 6'3'' 193 Right Glace Bay, NS 10/5/92 Quebec (QMJHL) 67 26 42 68 37

70 F Hazen, Jonathan 5'11" 170 Right Val-Belair, PQ 6/18/90 San Antonio (AHL) 48 2 14 16 14

Cincinnati (ECHL) 12 6 4 10 5

71 F Cornet, Philippe 6'0'' 196 Left Val-Senneville, PQ 3/28/90 Stockton (ECHL) 18 9 14 23 2

Oklahoma City (AHL) 46 15 18 33 18

San Antonio (AHL) 27 4 9 13 22

72 D Petrovic, Alexander 6'4" 193 Right Edmonton, AB 3/3/92 Florida (NHL) 6 0 0 0 25

San Antonio (AHL) 55 4 13 17 102

75 F Timmins, Scott 5'11" 191 Left Hamilton, ON 9/11/89 Florida (NHL) 5 0 0 0 4

San Antonio (AHL) 65 11 13 24 58

76 F Selleck, Eric 6'2" 195 Left Shanley, ON 10/20/87 Florida (NHL) 2 0 1 1 17

San Antonio (AHL) 60 5 12 17 181

80 F Luciani, Anthony 5'8'' 190 Right Maple, ON 5/13/90 Cincinnati (ECHL) 29 4 12 16 43

San Antonio (AHL) 5 1 0 1 6

81 D Lee, John 6'2" 190 Right Fargo, ND 1/16/89 San Antonio (AHL) 50 1 6 7 40

82 F Kopecky, Tomas 6'3'' 203 Left Ilava, Slovakia 2/5/82 Florida (NHL) 47 15 12 27 28

87 F Megan, Wade 6'1" 190 Left Canton, New York 7/22/90 Boston U (H-East) 38 16 13 29 50

San Antonio (AHL) 13 1 0 1 0

94 D Turgeon, Tony 6'4" 228 Left Grand Forks, ND 9/21/89 U of Nebraska (WCHA) 21 0 2 2 62

96 D Brown, Josh 6'5" 213 Left London, ON 1/21/94 Oshawa (OHL) 68 0 16 16 79

97 D Gilroy, Matt 6'1'' 201 Right North Bellmore, NY 7/20/84 New York Rangers (NHL) 15 0 0 0 6

Connecticut (AHL) 34 6 9 15 14

98 D Weegar, MacKenzie 6'0" 183 Right Ottawa, ON 1/7/94 Halifax (QMJHL) 62 8 36 44 58

# POS PLAYER HT WT CATCHES BIRTHPLACE BORN 2012-13 CLUB GP W L T/OT GAA

25 G Markstrom, Jacob 6'3" 178 Left Gavle, SWE 1/31/90 Florida (NHL) 23 8 14 2 3.22

San Antonio (AHL) 33 16 15 2 2.65

29 G Grumet-Morris, Dov 6'2" 190 Left Evanston, IL 2/28/82 San Antonio (AHL) 43 12 22 5 3.24

30 G Clemmensen, Scott 6'3" 205 Left Des Moines, IA 7/23/77 Florida (NHL) 19 3 7 2 3.67

33 G Madore, Rob 5'10" 176 Left Pittsburgh, PA 5/28/88 Charlotte (AHL) 9 5 3 0 1.83

Florida (ECHL) 14 7 4 3 3.17

Evansville (ECHL) 13 4 8 0 3.43

35 G Houser, Michael 6'2" 190 Left Youngstown, OH 9/13/92 Cincinnati (ECHL) 29 17 10 2 2.55

Lightning Down Panthers To Win Prospects Tournament

With both teams having a chance to lay claim to first, Bolts win 2-1.

Sunday, 09.08.2013 / 9:00 PM / News 
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 Panthers

Sun

9/08/2013

1-2

 Lightning

 1 2 3 OT T 

Panthers 1 0 0 0 1 

Lightning 1 1 0 0 2 

FLA - N. Bjugstad (4)

TBL - N. Kucherov (3), N. Kucherov (4)

By Anna Anderson, University of Miami

The Rookie Tournament came to an exciting finish with a battle for the tournament title between cross-state rivals, the Tampa Bay Lightning and Florida Panthers. Both teams played an aggressive game, but the visiting Lightning edged out the Panthers by a 2-1 final. 

Both teams hit the ice with their adrenaline pumping, and scored within a minute of each other. Panthers right winger Logan Shaw sent a pass to center Nick Bjugstad who skated to the front of the net and banged home his fourth goal (all in the last two games) six minutes in. Tampa Bay answered quickly however. Defenseman Slater Koekkoek sent a pass outside the blue line cross ice to Jake Dotchin who found a rushing Nikita Kucherov. For Kucherov, it continued his strong play over the three games and he wasn't done.

The Lightning continued to dominate in the second period. After a turnover, Kucherov and 2013 third overall pick Jonathan Drouin scoring on a beautiful give-and-go quickly in the second period giving Tampa Bay the go-ahead and eventually game-winning goal. 

Tension ran high as the rest of the second period got underway, resulting in two fights. The first fight broke out nine minutes into the period between the Bolts’ Carl Nielsen  and the Cats’ Tony Turgeon. The brawl kept the momentum with the already aggressive Lightning resulting in pentalties for Adam Erne (elbowing) and Cedric Paquette (tripping). The Cats’ were unable to capitalize on the two-man advantage and the period ended with another fight between the Bolts’ Artem Sergeev and the Cats’ Wade Megan.

The fighting wasn't done as the two teams dropped the gloves in the third period. Tampa Bay’s Brett Welychka and Florida’s Josh McFadden were both penalized for fighting, followed by a second fight between Dotchin and Florida’s Josh Brown. Florida’s offense picked up its tempo with nine shots on goal in the third but Tampa Bay’s strong defense made clean passes and clear shots a difficult task. In the end, Florida was unable to get the equalizer past Tampa Bay goalkeeper Kristers Gudlevskis. The game ended with a Lightning 2-1 victory, solidifying their crown as the Rookie Tournament Champions thanks to their 2-0-1 record (5 points). Florida which would have won the tournament with a victory, finished third overall with two points (1-2-0) while Nashville ended in second place (1-1-1, 3 points) and Boston finished tied with Florida in points (0-1-2, 2 points).

“I actually thought today was our best game," said Tampa Bay coach Rob Zettler. "Offensively, without a doubt it was our best game. And then I thought we did some really good things defensively. We didn’t give up a lot.  We killed penalties a lot better, which was nice. So overall it was really good. Drouin and Kucherov were kinda magical out there a few times too, a couple of some really nice chances and an unbelievable goal.”

Kucherov finished atop the tournament points race with seven points (4-3-7). He shared the goal-scoring lead with Bjugstad while the Florida forward (4-1-5) along with Boston's Spinell finished two points back of the Kucherov overall.

Tampa Bay shot first in the post-game five-man shoot out. Kucherov and Drouin both scored for the Lightning while Trevor Lewis scored on a beautiful deke for Florida but just like the game, the result was a 2-1 victory for Lightning

Panthers Roar Back From Deficit To Defeat Boston

Trailing 4-0, Florida scores final five goals, including hat trick from Nick Bjugstad.

Saturday, 09.07.2013 / 8:10 PM / News 
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5-4

 Bruins

 1 2 3 OT T 

Panthers 0 3 2 0 5 

Bruins 4 0 0 0 4 

FLA - N. Bjugstad (1), J. Racine (1), N. Bjugstad (2), N. Bjugstad (3), Q. Howden (1)

BOS - Z. Trotman (2), A. Khoklachev (2), R. Camara (2), R. Knight (1)

By: Ashley Martinez, University of Miami 

The Florida Panthers charged to victory against the Boston Bruins, winning 5-4 at the fourth game of the 2013 Florida Panthers Prospect Tournament. This game concluded day two of the three-day, six-game tournament held in Coral Springs, Fla. at the Saveology.com Iceplex. 

Zach Trotman got the Bruins on the board early as he wristed a shot past Panthers starting netminder Michael Houser. It got worse before it got better for the home team as Boston would add three more goals to get out to a 4-0 first intermission lead. The first period was also highlighted by several fights including Panthers’  defenseman Jonathan Racine and taking down Boston forward Anthony Camara.

Things picked up when the Panthers rallied together in the second period in large part due to forward Nick Bjugstad. Bjugstad’s eventual first of the night was initially missed before the referees came together after the next stop and play and concluded that Bjugstad’s top shelf shot went through a hole in the net. Racine later scored on a long shot after collecting his blocked shot and sending a shot into the back of the net through traffic while Bjugstad scored off a rush up the ice, sending a backhand from in close five-hole. 

Trailing 4-3 after two periods, the 2010 first round pick (19th overall) finished off the prospect game hat trick with another close range shot after being set up nicely by defenseman MacKenzie Weegar bringing the puck in from the blueline. The Panthers finished off the comeback as Weegar’s shot from the point was deflected by Trevor Lewis off Adam Morrison and fellow 2010 first round pick (25th overall) Quinton Howden pounced on the rebound and deposited it into the wide open net. Florida held on with Boston looking for the equalizer, sending the fans home happy.

Bruins coach Bruce Cassidy had this to say about the defeat: “Obviously we don’t like that we let a four-nothing lead slip away, but you know that one guy, the kid [Bjugstad] got three goals. He’s a good hockey player. We got to give them credit, they came back hard.”  

Following the game, the teams went to a five-player shootout where they finished in a three-three tie.

Shooting for Boston were Jared Knight,  Alexander Khokhlachev,  Alex Fallstrom, Ryan Spooner and Matt Lindblad. Khokhlachev, Fallstrom and Spooner managed to score goals against Panthers goaltender Rob Madore.  

Shooting for Florida were Alexander Delnov,  Vincent Trocheck, Bjugstad, Howden and Alexander Petrovic. Delnov, Trocheck, and Petrovic successfully made it past Morrison .  

Leading the offense for the victors were Bjugstad (three goals), Howden (goal, two assists) and Weegar (two assists) while Petrovic, Jared Gomes, Trocheck  and Lewis  all had assists. Houser began the game and finished with 12 saves out of 16 shots-on-goal. Madore closed out the game, stopping all 18 shots. 

Scoring for Boston were Trotman, Camara and Knight. Morrison played the entire game and had 18 saves out of 23 shots-on-goal.

Lightning Down Predators 7-4

Tampa scores five unanswered second period goals, holds on for victory.

Saturday, 09.07.2013 / 3:30 PM / News 
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Sat
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4-7

 Lightning

 1 2 3 OT T 

Predators 1 1 2 0 4 

Lightning 1 5 1 0 7 

NSH - S. Jones (1), A. Bitetto (1), A. Bitetto (2), F. Forsberg (2)

TBL - N. Nesterov (1), T. Richard (2), N. Kucherov (2), V. Namestnikov (1), D. Olsen (1), D. Gauthier (2), J. Brown (1)

By: Maria Kudryashova, University of Miami 

Day two of the 2013 Florida Panthers Prospects Tournament opened up with the Tampa Bay Lightning meeting the Nashville Predators in an offensive outburst. The game ended with a 7-4 Lightning victory thanks to five unanswered goals in the second period by the Panthers cross-state rivals.

The Predators were the first to score on an early goal by 2013 fourth overall pick Seth Jones. The defenseman drilled a shot from inside the blueline past the Lightning netminder. Two minutes later however, Tampa Bay’s Nikita Nesterov tied the score after working his way in from the blueline. 

In the second period, defenseman Anthony Bitetto gave Nashville a 2-1 lead but Tampa Bay answered back with five consecutive goals scored by Tanner Richard, Nikita Kucherov, Vladislav Namestnikov, Dylen Olsen, and Danick Gauthier. 

The third period highlights included Bitetto’s second goal of the game for Nashville, as well as a goal by Filip Forsberg to bring the Predators to within two (6-4) but while on the power play and with their goaltender pulled, Nashville couldn’t get closer as JT Brown scored into the empty net. 

Despite Tampa Bay’s winning score there was a five-player shootout. Tampa Bay went first with Brown, Brady Brassart, Henri Ikonen, Brett Welychka, and Andrej Sustr with Brassart the only one to find the back of the net. Representing Nashville were Colton Sissons, Miikka Salomaki, Bitetto, Joonas Rask and Jones with the fourth overall defenseman tying the shootout round on the last available shot.

Predators Big Third Downs Panthers

Nashville strikes six times in final 20 for 8-4 victory while Florida wins shootout 2-1 in openers for teams.

Friday, 09.06.2013 / 10:00 PM / News 
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 Predators

 1 2 3 OT T 

Panthers 2 1 1 0 4 

Predators 1 1 6 0 8 

FLA - L. Shaw (1), J. McFarland (1), J. McFadden (1), C. Clapperton (1)

NSH - M. Salomaki (1), J. Shalla (1), F. Forsberg (1), M. Moffat (1), S. Cehlin (1), Vinny Saponari (1), T. Veilleux (1), Z. Budish (1)

By: Brittney Foley, University of Miami

The Florida Panthers opened up Game Two of The 2013 Florida Panthers Prospects Tournament with an exciting meeting against the Nashville Predators. Holding a 3-2 lead after two periods, Nashville struck for six goals in the third on their way to an 8-4 victory at the Saveology.com Iceplex.

The Predators were the first to score with an unassisted goal by Miikka Salomaki but that lead was short-lived as Panthers’ right winger Logan Shaw got on the board less than five minutes later off a low point from the slot, followed by a deflected shot goal from John McFarland 1:19 later, giving the hometown team a 2-1 lead to end the first period. The second period saw the teams’ defenses keep the offenses to one goal each with Josh Shalla scoring 2:01 into the period and the Cat’s Josh McFadden following up on his own shot with 30 seconds remaining for a 3-2 lead, heading into the final period of play. In the third, Nashville’s offense came out strong, scoring 59 seconds in off a goal from Filip Forsberg. After Chris Clapperton tied the game at four on a rebound from Corey Trivino 6:35 in, Nashville struck four times in a seven minute span, including twice just 32 seconds apart.

“I thought we started off good,” said Panthers forward Quinton Howden. “I thought we had some good energy and we were playing hard, and then the turnovers cost us. 

“It’s kind of hard to come back when you are kind of put down. I thought we played up until the end and it is a good learning experience for us.”

On the flip side, No. 4 pick in the 2013 NHL Draft back in June, Seth Jones saw his first action in a Predators uniform. 

“It felt pretty good. Obviously everyone was trying to get their feet back under them this summer,” said Jones. “I think after the first period everyone realized, you know, the season is starting back up again. It was really good to get out there and get a feel for things.”

Following regulation, the teams took part in a five-round shootout. Shooting for Florida were Francis Beauvillier, Vincent Trocheck, Nick Bjugstad, Jared Gomes and Alexander Delnov. Trocheck scored on a pretty deke while Delnov scored on a wrist shot on the last shot of the night to earn the 2-1 shootout victory for the Cats. Shooting for Nashville were Austin Watson, Brendan Leipsic, Forsberg, Shalla and Vinny Saponari with Forsberg making good on his shot.

George Hughes, Jonathan Racine, Bjugstad, Gomes, Trivino and Alexander Petrovic all had assists in the loss while Rob Madore stopped 10 of the 12 shots he saw in the first half of the game and Mack Shields turning aside eight of 14 shots.

Scoring for Nashville were Miikka Salomaki, Shalla, Forsberg, Michael Moffat, Cehlin, Saponari, Tommy Veilleux and Zach Budish. Salomaki led the team with two assists and Budish had one assist in addition to his goal. Magnus Hellberg stopped nine of the 11 shots he saw in the start and Marek Mazanec allowed just two goals on 15 shots in the second half of the game. 

QUOTABLE

Florida’s John McFarland

Q: This camp and this tournament, how important is it for you to get off your season to a good start?

 A: It's huge. Everyone comes here to be a Florida Panther. It doesn't always work out that way but that's your goal and that's the mindset you come in with. You want to give yourself the best opportunity possible.

Nashville’s Seth Jones

Q: Are the coaches going to give you the latitude to rush as much as you’d like to rush? 
A: I think you obviously have to be a little bit more smart about it…I think that’s one of the major, major things about jumping from juniors right to the NHL. Everyone’s so much better. Everyone’s so much faster, so you can’t make the plays in juniors, you know, in the end, that you can…You can’t make them in the NHL. It just doesn’t work out that way. Everyone is too good…You definitely have to adjust to your surroundings, but, I mean, if I see an opening, I will take it.

Lightning Down Predators 7-4

Tampa scores five unanswered second period goals, holds on for victory.

Saturday, 09.07.2013 / 3:30 PM / News 
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 Predators

Sat

9/07/2013

4-7

 Lightning

 1 2 3 OT T 

Predators 1 1 2 0 4 

Lightning 1 5 1 0 7 

NSH - S. Jones (1), A. Bitetto (1), A. Bitetto (2), F. Forsberg (2)

TBL - N. Nesterov (1), T. Richard (2), N. Kucherov (2), V. Namestnikov (1), D. Olsen (1), D. Gauthier (2), J. Brown (1)

By: Maria Kudryashova, University of Miami 

Day two of the 2013 Florida Panthers Prospects Tournament opened up with the Tampa Bay Lightning meeting the Nashville Predators in an offensive outburst. The game ended with a 7-4 Lightning victory thanks to five unanswered goals in the second period by the Panthers cross-state rivals.

The Predators were the first to score on an early goal by 2013 fourth overall pick Seth Jones. The defenseman drilled a shot from inside the blueline past the Lightning netminder. Two minutes later however, Tampa Bay’s Nikita Nesterov tied the score after working his way in from the blueline. 

In the second period, defenseman Anthony Bitetto gave Nashville a 2-1 lead but Tampa Bay answered back with five consecutive goals scored by Tanner Richard, Nikita Kucherov, Vladislav Namestnikov, Dylen Olsen, and Danick Gauthier. 

The third period highlights included Bitetto’s second goal of the game for Nashville, as well as a goal by Filip Forsberg to bring the Predators to within two (6-4) but while on the power play and with their goaltender pulled, Nashville couldn’t get closer as JT Brown scored into the empty net. 

Despite Tampa Bay’s winning score there was a five-player shootout. Tampa Bay went first with Brown, Brady Brassart, Henri Ikonen, Brett Welychka, and Andrej Sustr with Brassart the only one to find the back of the net. Representing Nashville were Colton Sissons, Miikka Salomaki, Bitetto, Joonas Rask and Jones with the fourth overall defenseman tying the shootout round on the last available shot.

Bruins, Bolts Fit To Be Tied

Boston & Tampa tie 5-5 in regulation and 1-1 in shootout to open Prospect Tournament in Coral Springs.

Friday, 09.06.2013 / 6:30 PM / News 
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9/06/2013

5-5

 Lightning

 1 2 3 OT T 

Bruins 1 1 3 0 5 

Lightning 0 2 3 0 5 

BOS - A. Camara (1), Z. Trotman (1), A. Khokhlachev (1), M. Villemaire (1, 2)

TBL - A. Erne (1), N. Kucherov (1), D. Gauthier (1), D. Milan (1), T. Richard (1)

By: Julia Rudo, University of Miami

The 2013 Florida Panthers Prospects Tournament began with an exciting matchup as the Boston Bruins took on the Tampa Bay Lightning, as the teams skated to a 5-5 tie in regulation and 1-1 tie in the shootout portion. Held at the Panthers practice facility at the Saveology.com Iceplex in Coral Springs, Fla. this meeting opened the six-game tournament schedule.

The game started with Boston holding possession for most of the first and taking a 1-0 into intermission after a goal from Anthony Camara. The second period saw momentum shift to the Lightning as they outscored the Bruins 2-1. The teams offenses really opened up in the final period with three goals from each team, ending regulation in a 5-5 tie. Trailing by two goals late in the third, Tampa got to within one before knotting the game with a power play tally that saw their netminder off for an extra attacker with less than a minute to play.

"It was the first game, not reading too much into these games," said Lightning Assistant GM Julian BriseBois. "They are just trying to put their best foot forward for boot camp."

Following the completion of the game, the teams held a five-player shootout. Jared Knight got Boston on the board in the fourth round and it looked like the Bruins would take the shootout but Vladislav Namestnikov answered on the final shot to once again put the result down as a tie.

Scoring for Boston were Camara, Zach Trotman, Alexander Khokhlachev and Maxime Villemaire who led the way in netting consecutive goals in the third period. Seth Griffith, Tommy Cross and Steven Spinell (78) led the team in assists with two each. Malcolm Subban (70) had 28 total saves from 33 shots-on-goal.

“First of all, I’m not trying to be physical, so that’s one of the first things that I’m trying to improve on because I’m a smaller guy,” said Griffith following a successful offensive game. “But I’ve got a lot to do. “

Scoring for Tampa Bay were Adam Erne , Nikita Kucherov, Danick Gauthier, Dan Milan and Tanner Richard. Namestnikov, Erne and Kucherov led the team in assists with two a piece. Kristers Gudlevskis (37) had 28 total saves from 33 shots-on-goal.

QUOTABLE

Boston’s Zach Trotman

Q: What are your thoughts, just overall of the environment today and the competitive atmosphere that you faced against the Tampa Bay players? 

 
A: I thought there was a lot of good things I think out of today.  Obviously it was our first game together. So I thought a couple guys picked up on some...were pretty well at times. You know, obviously we had a few lulls that cost us today, but as far as you know, guys were sticking to the system and battling pretty hard.  It’s good.

Tampa Bay’s Jonathan Drouin

Q: Do you have any thoughts on, on how the game went?

 A: It went pretty well…It was just a normal game. Just getting used to (it). Our players is was kind of hard and it’s pretty chippy out there, but it was a good first game. We are learning and they did it very well.

Tampa Bay’s JT Brown

Q: Happy with the way things went today?

 A: Yeah, I mean there’s a lot of good things and a few things we could work on, I mean but besides that probably played very well…. If you’re 5 on 5 especially if you’re a lot of guys that haven’t played together much

Panthers sent six players to San Antonio, my projected roster 
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By Harvey FialkovSun Sentinel

11:30 a.m. EDT, September 23, 2013

On Sunday the Panthers loaned forwards Jon Matsumoto, Eric Selleck, Greg Rallo and Scott Timmins, along with goalie Michael Houser and defenseman Mike Caruso to San Antonio after they all cleared waivers. Goalie Rob Madore, who earned a pro contract with the Panthers off a solid training camp, will play for their ECHL affiliate in Cincinnati.

 The roster is down to 32. The Panthers usually carry 23 so nine players must be demoted, released or placed on IR.

I  predict that GM Dale Tallon will sign all three players on a PTO, including goalie Tim Thomas, forward Brad Boyes and defenseman Tom Gilbert.

Here’s my projected 23 to start the season

14 Forwards: Joey Crabb, Tomas Fleischmann, Marcel Goc, Scott Gomez, Aleksander Barkov, Jonathan Huberdeau, Tomas Kopecky, Brad Boyes, Drew Shore, Shawn Matthias, Scottie Upshall, Kris Versteeg, Bobby Butler and Vincent Trocheck.

7 Defensemen: Mike Weaver, Dmitry Kulikov, Erik Gudbranson, Brian Campbell, Colby Robak,Tom Gilbert and Mike Mottau

2 Goalies: Jacob Markstrom and Tim Thomas

Ed Jovanovski (hip), Sean Bergenheim (groin/hip), Nick Bjugstad (concussion) and Scott Clemmensen (knee) will probably begin season on IR. When Bjugstad is cleared he will head to San Antonio. Clemmensen will probably do a rehab stint in San Antonio. Bergenheim and Jovo will be inserted in lineup when healthy.

Correction: Trocheck may look like a junior but he's AHL-ready and would play in San Antonio if he gets sent down.

Players probably headed to San Antonio: Quinton Howden, Jesse Winchester, Steve Piniziotto, Matt Gilroy.

Bear in mind I've heard nothing but praise for Winchester from brass.

Agree or disagree?

Copyright © 2013, South Florida Sun-Sentinel
Panthers nearly cut roster in half, including D Petrovic 
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By Harvey FialkovSun Sentinel

3:08 p.m. EDT, September 21, 2013

The Panthers left 21 players behind in San Antonio to report to the Rampage, with the only slight surprise being the inclusion of young defenseman Alexander Petrovic, who was believed to have a legitimate chance to make the team with a good training camp.

The Panthers also placed forwards Greg Rallo, Scott Timmins and John Matsumoto, as well as defenseman Michael Caruso on waivers. If they clear, they will be assigned to San Antonio.

However, Petrovic made several youthful mistakes, and a full season in the AHL should help him in the long run. Of course, if injuries strike the blue line, Petrovic is just a plane ride away from Sunrise.

They released veteran defenseman Brett Clark, who was invited on a professional try-out basis. The recent addition of veteran defenseman Tom Gilbert signalled Clark’s exit. Gilbert scored the Panthers’ lone goal in Friday’s 4-1 loss to the Dallas Stars, and after the game coach Kevin Dineen praised his all-around game. Gilbert is playing tonight and Dineen still needs to see more from him.

Colby Robak is considered a frontrunner for one of the seven blue-line spots, as he would have to clear waivers if he was sent down. Dineen said tonight that Robak needs to show that he has more than just a good shot and is still competing for a job.

Still, in the hunt are veterans Mike Mottau and Mattt Gilroy to join staples Brian Campbell, Erik Gudbranson, Dmitry Kulikov and Mike Weaver.

The demotions include: F Jonathan Hazen, F Anthony Luciani, F Mattias Lindstrom, F Philippe Lefebvre, D Josh McFadden, F John McFarland, F Logan Shaw, D Jonathan Racine and F Garrett Wilson.

The club also announced the following players have been released from their professional try-out and will be assigned to San Antonio: F Jack Combs, F Philippe Cornet, F Jared Gomes, G Dov Grumet-Morris, G Rob Madore, F Wade Megan, D Zach Miskovic, D John Lee, F Jed Ortmeyer, D Tony Turgeon and D Dennis Urban. Madore’s outstanding performance in the rookie camp and in his preseason appearance, earned him an AHL contract.

Perhaps saved by his concussion from remaining in San Antonio was highly touted prospect Nick Bjugstad, who remained home in South Florida while recovering from his head injury.

Still vying for potential spots are rookie forwards Vincent Trocheck and Quinton Howden. The Panthers are down to 34 with 11-12 more cuts expected before opening night on Oct. 3. Veteran center Jesse Winchester is still in the mix for a roster spot as he has been universally praised by GM Dale Tallon, asst. GM Mike Santos and Dineen.. …

Dineen said after Friday’s game that forward Shawn Matthias, who needed to be helped off the ice after a collision with the boards in the second period, was OK, and he's back in the lineup tonight.

Goalie Jacob Markstrom is expected to start tonight’s game against the Lightning. Expected minor league goalie Michael Houser remains with the big club at least until Scott Clemmensen is cleared to practice with the team and play games.

Dineen said before the Lightning game that he's hopeful that both Kris Versteeg (ACL) and Jonathan Huberdeau (hip) will play in the last two preseason games on Thursday and Saturday against the Lightning.

He's not totally committing to playing goalie Tim Thomas yet.

Young defenseman Josh Brown was sent back to juniors last week. My bad.

Copyright © 2013, South Florida Sun-Sentinel
Panthers fall 4-1 to Stars 

print 

Comments

0

Email 

Share 

2 

By Harvey FialkovSun Sentinel

11:27 p.m. EDT, September 20, 2013

The Stars finished off a sweep of the Panthers Friday night at American Airlines Center in San Antonio with a 4-1 victory.

Panthers defenseman Tom Gilbert, who’s in camp on a professional tryout basis, scored their lone goal early in the third period to cut the deficit to 3-1. Fellow defenseman Brian Campbell and center Marcel Goc got assists.

According to Rampage announcer Dan Weiss, Panthers coach Kevin Dineen praised Gilbert after the game, as well as second-year forward Drew Shore, who seems more than comfortable moving from center to right wing.

However, Stars’ center Chris Mueller countered with a goal to regain their three-goal lead. Panthers goalie Michael Houser received the loss. Stars young center Antoine Roussell scored twice.

The Panthers fall to 2-1-1 in the preseason with a game in Tampa on Saturday night against the Lightning. Jacob Markstrom will be in net for Florida.

The Panthers are expected to leave 20-25 players behind in San Antonio tonight with their AHL affiliate. It appears that young center Nick Bjugstad, who remained in South Florida, will remain on the roster until he’s recovered from his concussion.

Panthers blossoming center Shawn Matthias took a brutal hit into the boards in the second period and was helped off the ice. Dineen told Weiss he thought Matthias would be, “Ok.’’
Upshall scores again but Panthers fall 3-2 in shootout to Stars 
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By Harvey FialkovSun Sentinel

11:24 p.m. EDT, September 18, 2013

Drew Shore and Scottie Upshall scored goals 14 seconds apart late in the third period to erase a two-goal deficit, but it wasn’t enough as the Panthers fell 3-2 to the host Dallas Stars in a shootout at the American Airlines Center Wednesday night.

The Panthers are 2-1 in the preseason with their next game a rematch against the Stars, only in San Antonio where their AHL affiliate plays.

After a scoreless overtime in which the Panthers killed off a 4-against-3 penalty, the shootout ensued. Veteran forward Brad Boyes, hoping to cash in his professional tryout offer into a concrete contract, couldn’t convert, however Dallas’ Alex Chiasson beat goalie Jacob Markstrom as did Jamie Benn to clinch the win after Panthers rookie Aleksander Barkov was stymied.

For Upshall, it was his third goal in two games as he hopes to put his first two injury-plagued seasons with the Panthers far in the reav-view mirror. Shore, who has come into camp in excellent shape, having dropped four percent of his body fat with a completely healed wrist, is off to a solid start.

Markstrom had 28 saves.
Panthers roar back to down Predators 6-3 in first game 
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By Harvey FialkovSun Sentinel

6:04 p.m. EDT, September 16, 2013

The Panthers stormed back from a 3-1 deficit after the first period to score five unanswered goals, including three in the third period to down the Predators 6-3 in the first game of a day-night doubleheader at a near-empty BB&T Center Monday.

Defenseman Erik Gudbranson, who has just two goals in his first two seasons, including none last year, scored twice as did oft-injured forward Scottie Upshall.

“With the work I put in skating this summer I feel more confident being up on the play and being able to get back if it’s turned over,’’ Gudbranson said. “I worked on my hands quite a bit this summer.’’

Veteran winger Brad Boyes, whose on a PTO, furthered his chances of earning a contract, with the winning goal at 12:44 of the third.

Boyes, 31, was set up beautifully by Garrett Wilson and then Drew Shore, who spoon-fed him for an easy tap-in.

“For me it was pretty simple,’’ Boyes said. “They did a real good job working to get that puck back up, hustling, kind of outworked them really to get that goal.’’

Gudbranson, 21, who also added an assist on Upshall’s first-period goal, raved about some of the young Panthers prospects such as Quinton Howden (goal) and Vincent Trocheck (two assists).

“They battled. They were fearless out there,’’ Gudbranson said. “Howdy went into the net a couple of times. Trocheck playing a tough position at center. Being him and being a smaller guy, I thought he did a very good job. He supported us defensemen very well. We always had his stick to pass to and he looked confident out there. … It was a team who pulled that off.’’

Free-agent goalie Rob Madore played well in relief of San Antonio goalie Dov Grumet-Morris (3 goals on 16 shots), as Madore turned aside all five shots faced in 20:18 of ice time. The Panthers outshot Nashville 20-5 in the third period. ...

Predators star defenseman Shea Weber had a goal.
Lineups for doubleheader 
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By Harvey FialkovSun Sentinel

5:52 p.m. EDT, September 15, 2013

Panthers lineups for Monday's doubleheader between Predators and Panthers

Game 1

Forwards: Drew Shore, Scottie Upshall, Brad Boyes, Garrett Wilson, Jed Ortmeyer, John Matsumoto, Quinton Howden, Marcel Goc, Vincent Trocheck, Steve Pinizzotto, Jesse Winchester  

Defensemen: Mike Mottau, Erik Gudbranson, Colby Robak, Dennis Urban, Tony Turgeon, Mike Caruso, Jonathan Racine

Goalies: Rob Madore and Dov Grumet-Morris

Game 2

Forwards: Joey Crabb, Tomas Fleischmann, Aleksander Barkov, Shawn Matthias, Scott Gomez, Bobby Butler, Greg Rallo, Jared Gomes, Logan Shaw, Scott Timmins, Eric Selleck, Tomas Kopecky

Defensemen: Brett Clark, Dmitry Kulikov, Alex Petrovic, Josh Brown, Matt Gilroy, MacKenzie Weegar

Goalies: Jacob Markstrom and Michael Houser

Predators top pick D Seth Jones is playing the second game while All-Star D Shea Weber is playing the first game.

Copyright © 2013, South Florida Sun-Sentinel
Panthers first day of camp report; Nick Bjugstad out with concussion 
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By Harvey FialkovSun Sentinel

1:03 p.m. EDT, September 12, 2013

A couple of quick hits coming out of the Panthers first day of training camp Thursday morning is that highly touted prospect Nick Bjugstad was a no-show because he sustained a concussion in the last rookie tournament game Sunday and is undergoing NHL-mandated concussion procedures.

Bjugstad, the 19th overall pick in 2010, who scored four goals in the final two rookie games, including a hat trick against Boston on Saturday, is hoping to vie for a spot on the 23-man opening-day roster, but it’s more likely that he’ll start the season in San Antonio.

Panthers coach Kevin Dineen admitted it took awhile to get over last year’s disastrous season but today was the beginning of a fresh slate. He was excited about the amazing progress made by Kris Versteeg’s ACL surgery and is optimistic he’ll be ready for Oct. 3.

Dineen didn’t say it but he seemed pessimistic regarding the return of defenseman Ed Jovanovski (hip surgery on April 5). Jovo isn’t close to game action but he is skating with the team and he told us he is making progress.

Dineen said forward Sean Bergenheim (hip and abdomen) has done the work and still has to undergo contact for true test. He's hopeful he'll be ready for opening day. He is not rushing Calder Trophy winner Jonathan Huberdeau (hip) or top pick Sasha Barkov (shoulder), because he wants them ready for the Stars on opening day and not for Nashville on Monday. Huberdeau did some testing on ice, while Barkov skated with the second group. Barkov is expected to play in the intrasquad game Saturday and vs. Nashville on Monday. Huberdeau is doubtful.

Versteeg was thrilled to have RW Brad Boyes on the team (PTO) as he was one of his role models. Dineen also checked with Buffalo and St. Louis folks on Boyes, and he heard nothing but good reviews especially offensively. Dineen was happy with the overall conditioning of the team as that was his stern message to them in the exit meetings last April.

No one looks leaner than young center Drew Shore, who trimmed 4 pct. of body fat and he also was ecstatic that his surgically repaired right wrist was 100 pct. Shore admitted last year was no fun but is psyched about this season.

Dineen said he was concerned about the goaltending depth but would leave it to GM Dale Tallon to bolster that spot. Tallon told me that he hasn’t heard back from free-agent goalies Ilya Bryzgalov or Tim Thomas, regarding their decision to accept or reject his PTO.
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Florida Panthers’ Kris Versteeg, Jonathan Huberdeau look ready

By David J. Neal

dneal@MiamiHerald.com

After the Panthers skated Monday morning at Saveology.com Iceplex, coach Kevin Dineen said veteran forward Kris Versteeg and 2012-13 NHL Rookie of the Year Jonathan Huberdeau could make their preseason debut Thursday.

Huberdeau is coming off hip surgery. Versteeg had season-ending knee surgery in March after playing only 10 games of the lockout-shortened season. The Panthers play Tampa Bay at Germain Arena in Estero, about 90 minutes across Interstate 75 from the BB&T Center.

“We’re tentatively scheduling to have Kris Versteeg and Jonathan Huberdeau in the lineup on Thursday, and I think that is encouraging for us to see them,” Dineen said. “They’re right on schedule, exactly where we expect them to be.” 

Goalie Tim Thomas, in training camp on a tryout basis, also might participate.

“He’s been here, he’s had a great week of practice. He was really strong out there [Monday]. I was really happy with the way things have gone for Tim,” Dineen said. “I still think I’m on that day-to-day evaluation. I’ll get a feel for where he’s at. I have not committed to seeing him play on Thursday yet.”

On Sunday, the Panthers sliced from the roster forwards Jon Matsumoto, Greg Rallo and Scott Timmins, defenseman Mike Caruso and goalie Michael Houser, all of whom were sent to the Panthers’ AHL affiliate in San Antonio. 

Gary Bettman discusses Panthers

Updated: September 23, 2013, 7:12 PM ET

By  Katie Strang | ESPNNewYork.com
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NEW YORK -- NHL commissioner Gary Bettman said that the sale of the Florida Panthers is in progress and that he anticipates a timely resolution to their ownership situation.

"I know the two parties are working very hard on the transaction. They're going to try to consummate that as quickly as possible," Bettman said after Monday's Board of Governors meeting at the New York Hilton in midtown Manhattan.

The New York Post reported the sale of the team last week, saying it was "imminent," with the mystery owner believed to be businessman Vincent Viola, according to a report by South Florida's 640-AM Sports.

Cliff Viner has been the majority owner of the struggling franchise, which finished with the worst record in the league last season, since 2009.

"They are working on concluding the transaction as quickly as possible," Bettman said, though he did not confirm the interested ownership group involved.

Bettman would not answer questions about the anticipated timeline of the transaction, but said that "it's on track."

A source told ESPN.com's Pierre LeBrun last week that the sale could be completed in the next month, barring any complications. That situation and the recent ownership changes elsewhere in the league -- New Jersey, Phoenix -- were topics of discussion during the meeting, a state of the league-type affair.

Also discussed were the proposed rule changes, including the controversial hybrid-icing rule.

Several players have spoken out against it already, including New Jersey Devils goaltender Martin Brodeur, but the NHLPA must choose to approve or disapprove by the start of the season.

Bettman said that executive vice president and director of hockey operations Colin Campbell polled general managers over the weekend to gauge their feelings on the rule.

"While some raised some issues and questions, I still think the vast majority still favor hybrid icing," Bettman said.

Bettman acknowledged that there was some discussions about the projected salary cap for next season, though he declined to elaborate further.

"It's really too preliminary to share because while we've gotten some estimates and revenues from clubs, they haven't been vetted yet," Bettman said. "It would really be too early to tell. I think we'll have a much better idea when the board reconvenes in December."

Bettman was also asked about the apparent loophole in the new amendment to Rule 46, in which a player is penalized for taking off his own helmet before a fight. During a Devils-Islanders game on Thursday, Devils enforcer Krys Barch and Islanders tough guy Brett Gallant found a way to skirt that rule by tipping off each other's helmets before fighting.

"We're going to have to keep an eye on that," Bettman said. "The reasons we want the helmets on is a matter of player safety."
Panthers' sale offers needed fresh start  

If approved, Viola needs to bring stability and money

September 18, 2013|Dave Hyde, Sun Sentinel Columnist

The fact that Tim Thomas began practicing with the Panthers is as good a place to start as any. Thomas is 39. He spent a year out of hockey. He still brings a championship ring and veteran goaltending help to a team needing both.

But Thomas isn't the story today. Why he arrived is. Vincent Viola, the Panthers' new owner-in-waiting, allowed general manager Dale Tallon to spend some minimal money to bring in Thomas and a couple of other free agents.
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That doesn't mean Viola, a Wall Street power broker, will be the owner the Panthers need to really bring this franchise back from hockey oblivion. But it offers an opening glimmer of hope. It represents a small change in a good way.

All you want as a Panthers fan is what all the players, coaches and front office types who have kept revolving through the arena in distressing fashion over the years have wanted.

You want a chance to win. You want an owner who hires the right people, spends the necessary money and offers the internal stability to give a franchise that chance. And it's never come.

The prime reason this franchise has failed so miserably doesn't start on the ice, the draft or with any attendance count. It starts in the owner's suite. This is the fifth owner for the team in the past 13 years.

No franchise can overcome that instability at the top, especially when no owner since H. Wayne Huizenga had the deep pockets or necessary conviction to make hockey work here.

The telling point for Cliff Viner, the latest owner heading out the door, came after the Panthers made the playoffs for the first time in a decade in 2012. They lost to New Jersey in seven games that perked up South Florida. There was a window to be relevant again.

So what did the Panthers do that off-season?

Nothing.

They threw a couple of players overboard. They didn't sign any significant player to keep things going. Nor did they sign anyone again this off-season until the wheels of ownership change began of late.

That doesn't make Viner a bad person. It just means he didn't have the money or desire to be the owner this invisible team needs.

Does Viola? Who knows?

All we know about Viola is quick-sketch stuff: A native New Yorker, a West Point graduate, a minority owner in the Brooklyn Nets who made his money on Wall Street.

One Internet website put his net worth at $35 million. If true, that's not nearly enough for a sports owner. If true, NHL commissioner Gary Bettman would nix any deal in the making.
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A Panthers source said the league is expected to approve the team's sale to Viola before the Oct. 3 season opener. The team won't be moving, either. Put that to rest. Phoenix sat in bankruptcy for three years and the NHL didn't move it.

No one thinks owning the Panthers is a dream set-up or guarantees success. It will bleed money for a while. It demands smarts and the kind of check-writing stamina no one in the seat has wanted lately.

The most important commodity in any team has two opposite examples in South Florida. Heat owner Micky Arison's first move was to hire Pat Riley to make that a first-class team. Marlins owner Jeffrey Loria continues to make his franchise a comic disaster.

We'll find out about Viola soon enough. All you know so far is his small loosening of purse strings for a few free agents still available was met with smiles inside the team.

Brad Boyes scored 35 points in 48 games with the Islanders last year. Veteran Tom Gilbert might offer depth to the defense. Thomas brings a veteran presence in goal to pair with youngster Jakob Markstrom.

"Reborn," Thomas said he felt upon arriving.

The Panthers are again in some manner, too. They've been through ownership changes too much in recent years. They need smarts, stability and money at the top. Let's hope they got that in Viola.
Panthers whack 26 players including D Alex Petrovic 

Team also releases veteran D Brett Clark and gets down to 33; Trocheck and Howden survive
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Florida Panthers

NO USE EXCEPT SUN SENTINEL; NO SHARING; NO RIGHTS Jonathan Huberdeau (11) of the Florida Panthers looks to keep possession agianst with teammate Alexander Petrovic during a scrimmage game at the Saveology.com Iceplex in Coral Springs. 1/16/13. Jim Rassol, Sun Sentinel. ORG XMIT: S-S1301162045310742 (Jim Rassol / Sun Sentinel SoFlaShare / January 16, 2013) 

By Harvey Fialkov, Sun Sentinel

8:44 p.m. EDT, September 21, 2013

TAMPA — 

There was plenty of leg room on the Panthers charter flight from San Antonio to Tampa Saturday afternoon as they left behind 26 players, including 25 with their AHL affiliate to whittle the roster down to a manageable 33.

Perhaps the most surprising jettisoned Panther was promising defenseman Alexander Petrovic, who was believed to be a frontrunner for one of the three vacant spots on the blue line. Petrovic, 21, a second-round pick in 2010, played 55 games for the Rampage last season and notched four goals with 13 assists to go with 102 penalty minutes. He played six game for Florida.

In three preseason games, Petrovic was a minus-1 with four penalty minutes, but apparently a rash of turnovers prompted his early demotion.

"We want to do what's best for the player and more importantly what's best for the team,'' Dineen said Friday before the Lightning game in the Tampa Bay Times Forum. "His play didn't dictate that he was going to stay with the club on opening night.

"He'll continue his development and become an every-day pro. [We'd like him] to simplify his game and make sure his first pass is crisp. When you see a play, you're not analyzing what your options are. When you see it, you make it and move forward.''

With Ed Jovanovski's status uncertain as he attempts a comeback from hip surgery, the only locks in the defensive corps belong to Erik Gudbranson, Dmitry Kulikov, Mike Weaver and Brian Campbell.

Defenseman Colby Robak, 23, a second-rounder in 2008, is in the running, although Dineen said it's too early to hand him an NHL job.

"He's going to have to start rounding out his game to be a diversified player instead of a guy who just has a big shot, and has the skill-set we need to be harder to play against,'' Dineen said.

The 26th player lopped off the roster was veteran defenseman Brett Clark, who was on a professional tryout offer (PTO), leaving other seasoned NHL blue-liners Matt Gilroy, Mike Mottau and Tom Gilbert vying for spots.

Gilbert, who's in camp on a PTO, scored Florida's lone goal in Friday's 4-1 loss to Dallas. However, he was late in recovering on Ryan Malone's wraparound goal in the first period Saturday in which the Lightning led 3-2 after two. Gudbranson and Kulikov scored power-play goals.

Tough cuts

The Panthers placed forwards Greg Rallo, Scott Timmins and John Matsumoto, as well as d-man Michael Caruso on waivers. If they clear, they will be assigned to San Antonio.

Other players assigned to San Antonio include: forwards' Jonathan Hazen, Jed Ortmeyer, Anthony Luciani, Mattias Lindstrom, Jared Gomes, Philippe Lefebvre, Jack Combs, Philippe Cornet, Wade Megan, John McFarland, Logan Shaw and Garrett Wilson. Also sent down were defensemen Jonathan Racine, Zach Miskovic, John Lee, Tony Turgeon, Dennis Urban and Josh McFadden.

Goalie Dov Grumet-Morris wll continue his pro career in San Antonio, and free-agent goalie Rob Madore, who earned an AHL contract off his solid play in camp, will join him.

Huby and Versteeg on mend

Dineen said that sidelined forwards Jonathan Huberdeau (hip) and Kris Versteeg (ACL) are on track to play the final two preseason games, while goalie Tim Thomas is a possibility. …

Rookie center Aleksander Barkov sat out Saturday with tenderness in his surgically repaired shoulder.

Copyright © 2013, South Florida Sun-Sentinel
Gilbert grateful for 'great opportunity' with Panthers 

7-year veteran defenseman scored team's only goal in 4-1 loss last Friday
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By Melinda Waldrop, Correspondent

5:48 p.m. EDT, September 23, 2013

CORAL SPRINGS Tom Gilbert's summer vacation was longer than the seven-year NHL veteran anticipated.

Gilbert, who played the past two years in Minnesota after five in Edmonton, had his contract bought out by the Wild under the league's Collective Bargaining Agreement in July. The compliance buyout left him eligible to sign with any NHL team, but none called.

"It was a tough summer, just kind of waiting around," said Gilbert, who worked out daily at home in Madison, Wis. "It was frustrating."

Gilbert's phone finally rang last week, and the defenseman joined the Florida Panthers on a tryout basis on Tuesday.

"I was preparing for any day, it could happen, and when it did, it was in the morning," said Gilbert, who had three goals and 10 assists in 43 games for Minnesota last year. "I was getting ready to go skate. I got the call and I had to go pick up my hockey equipment and pack up in hour and catch a plane out here.

"It was a quick transition, but it's definitely nice to be somewhere, to be somewhere skating. … This was a great opportunity for me to come here and prove I can make this team."

Gilbert scored the Panthers' only goal in a 4-1 loss to Dallas on Friday in San Antonio.

"He's got a really good disposition about him," Panthers coach Kevin Dineen said after Monday's practice at Saveology.com Iceplex. "More than anything, he's got a very low panic point. He is very smooth and poised out there. He doesn't get rattled under a lot of pressure in the middle of a game.

"He's shown what we were hoping to see out of him, [but] and a final decision has not been made yet."

Thomas' appearance uncertain

Gilbert is one of several veterans auditioning for a spot, including former Boston goalie Tim Thomas, who has also been in camp for a week.

Thomas has yet to play in a preseason game, and Dineen doesn't yet know if he'll play Thursday against Tampa Bay in Estero. Dineen said he's not going to judge the two-time Vezina Trophy winner on a preseason game.

"He had a great week of practice," Dineen said. "He was really strong out there today. I was really happy with the way things have gone for Tim. But I still think I'm on that day-to-day evaluation."

Dineen said forwards Jonathan Huberdeau and Kris Versteeg are scheduled to play Thursday. Huberdeau had offseason hip surgery and Versteeg had season-ending knee surgery in March.

Dineen said top draft pick Aleksander Barkov, who had offseason shoulder surgery and was held out of Saturday's game against Tampa, should also be ready to play Thursday.

Odds and ends

Dineen was upset about Lightning defenseman Radko Gudas' hit on Scott Gomez on Saturday, calling it a "dangerous play by a dangerous player." After watching a replay, "I certainly think it's a reviewable play," Dineen said Monday. "I didn't send it [to the league]. I'm always confident that the NHL is on top of things." … The Panthers loaned forwards Jon Matsumoto, Eric Selleck, Greg Rallo and Scott Timmins, along with goalie Michael Houser and defenseman Mike Caruso, to San Antonio. The moves leave the Panthers, with 31 players, needing to make eight personnel moves by the Oct. 3 season opener.

Copyright © 2013, South Florida Sun-Sentinel
Panthers stage comeback but fall 5-4 in shootout 
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By Harvey FialkovSun Sentinel

10:28 p.m. EDT, September 21, 2013

In a wild, chippy preseason game the Panthers fell 5-4 in a shootout to the Tampa Bay Lightning Saturday night at the Tampa Bay Times Forum.

“That was our most competitive game. This is a team we see a lot. We see them a lot this week and more this year,’’ Panthers coach Kevin Dineen said of a division rival they will meet in the final two preseason games on Thursday and Saturday. “It’s always a good competitive game. I think our guys for the most part showed a lot of effort.

“The shootout’s something we got to address this week and continue to work at. Get our go-to guys in there and get them ready to roll.’’

Dineen was referring to the injury-related absences of Jonathan Huberdeau and Aleksander Barkov as well as Kris Versteeg.

Dineen was satisfied with his team’s compete level, especially after playing the night before in San Antonio – albeit with mostly a different lineup – but he was angered by what he perceived as a, “dangerous play,’’ by Lightning defenseman Radko Gudas in the closing seconds of overtime.

Gudas and Panthers center Scott Gomez got tangled up by the sideboards when it appeared that Gudas grabbed Gomez' head and threw him to the ice. Gomez took umbrage and a fight ensued in which Gudas landed the most telling blows.

“I’m really disappointed. That was a dangerous play by a dangerous player,’’ Dineen said. “We’ll probably send that in for a review. I saw him grab him by the head and throw him down. That’s an uncalled play and I think the officials always get a chance to look at things after and I think they’ll probably regret that was an even call.’’

Both players were penalized for roughing.

The Panthers battled back from a 2-0 deficit in the first and then 3-1 in the second before eventually tying the game on a Bobby Butler snapshot with 58 seconds left in regulation. Butler also scored earlier in the period on a rebound of a Tomas Kopecky shot.

“He’s fighting for a job and he needed to make a statement with his game and he had a good effort there tonight,’’ Dineen said of Butler, who has a two-way contract.

The Panthers appeared sluggish in the first period as the Lightning got off to a 2-0 lead after one.

Panthers veteran defenseman Tom Gilbert, who's on a PTO, didn’t do himself any favors when after getting outmuscled for a loose puck he was late arriving on a wrap-around goal by Ryan Malone.

Then with Panthers defenseman Mike Mottau and forward Eric Selleck in the penalty box the Lightning struck quickly on the two-man advantage as Panthers killer Martin St Louis lit the lamp on a bullet one-timer that goalie Jacob Markstrom merely waved at.

The Panthers came alive in the second period as their young defensemen Erik Gudbranson and Dmitry Kulikov notched power-play goals. Gudbranson’s wrister beat Ben Bishop for his third goal in three preseason games. Gudbranson has two career NHL goals entering this season, but he spent lots of time in the offseason working on improving his skating and shooting accuracy.

J.T. Brown came right back and ripped a slapper from the top of the right faceoff circle that stymied Markstrom. A few minutes later, Kulikov’s slapper from the point seemed to be smothered by Bishop’s pads only to squib underneath. Gilbert and Kopecky notched assists.

Butler’s backhand tied it 3-3 at 4:14 of the third.

“Definitely, it felt good to tie it up and tie with a couple minutes left,’’ Butler said. “It felt good but I wish I made the [shootout shot].

“Definitely. Just come to work every day and work my hardest. Just go one day at a time. Oh yeah [he answered when asked how much he wanted to play in the NHL rather than the AHL].''

After several tussles in period, including two involving Kulikov, superstar Steven Stamkos redirected it past Markstrom at 12:45. Stamkos also had two assists.

Butler tied it as Markstrom was skating off for the extra skater to force overtime, in which the Panthers killed off a two-minute penalty. In an exciting flurry of 3-on-3 rushes, Markstrom made a great save on Stamkos, but Bishop answered with some sterling saves on Brad Boyes and Kulikov.

Markstrom and Bishop stopped the first two shootout shooters, Teddy Purcell and Nikita Kucherov, but rookie Jonathan Drouin beat Markstrom with a backhander for the game winner. For the Panthers, Butler, Boyes and Kulikov, who was booed heavily for his gritty play all evening, all failed to convert.

Scottie Upshall's goals include health and more goals 

Panthers oft-injured forward is healthy and already has three goals in two preseason games
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Panthers v Capitals

Washington Capitals goalie Tomas Vokoun (29) makes a save as Florida Panthers right wing Scottie Upshall (19) misses the tip chance during the first period. (Chuck Myers, MCT / October 18, 2011) 

 Related

2000-01 (22-38-13-9)2000-01 (22-38-13-9)

By Harvey Fialkov, Sun Sentinel

5:39 p.m. EDT, September 19, 2013

Panthers right wing Scottie Upshall seems to have it all. He's GQ-handsome, wealthy and plays a professional sport he's been in love with since he was toddler in Fort McMurray, Alberta.

Yet, after two frustrating seasons with the Panthers in which he has been hampered by a series of injuries, Upshall's smiles have been few and as far between as his goals. But just like baseball's spring training, NHL training camp is a time for clean slates and fresh starts.

So far, a healthy Upshall has shown signs of reverting to his form in Phoenix where he scored 18 goals in 2009-10 and 22 more for the Coyotes and Blue Jackets in 2010-11. He has scored three goals in his first two preseason games, including the tying goal in Wednesdays' 3-2 shootout loss to the Stars in American Airlines Center.

Those back-to-back seasons earned Upshall a four-year, $14 million contract from Panthers General Manager Dale Tallon in the summer of 2011, a deal that so far has not paid dividends.

"A goal's a goal,'' smiled Upshall, knowing that goals only start counting for real on Oct. 3. "The body is finally getting over the hump and bumps and bruises. It's a rough game.

"I've had some tough luck over the past two seasons, but I'm just focused on staying positive and doing the right things, being a good pro and having a good attitude, coming in to try to help these guys be better.''

Upshall, 29, has tallied just six goals in 53 games for the Panthers, while dealing with ankle, abdomen and hernia issues. Panthers coach Kevin Dineen has been critical of Upshall, but even the former NHL toughie seems to be softening his stance.

"There's a lot of enthusiasm. You turn the page,'' Dineen said Thursday after practice at the AT&T Center in San Antonio. "You look forward to him coming in and living up to his potential. I think he's had a lot of frustration over the first two years he's been here and it's been a very small snapshot that he's given us this year.

"Hopefully, he can continue on the same trend, stay healthy and go out there and compete, and be a relevant player in our lineup.''

Upshall is looking forward to rewarding Tallon's faith in him.

"I need to keep things simplistic,'' he said. "I always tend to go back to what worked [in 2011]. I played with good players. I stayed healthy. I played 82 games and I played with confidence.

"I came to the rink every day and I didn't question my ability. I didn't question my health. Just going out doing good things and every night I was being consistent. That's part of this game that has been tough for the last few years for me to find personally. I'm excited for the opportunity that lies ahead.''

Dineen and Duncan

Dineen is a fan of the San Antonio Spurs and future Hall of Famer Tim Duncan, so the Panthers' AHL affiliation with the Rampage, who are owned by the Spurs organization, suits him fine.

"I've always considered the Spurs one of the best-run franchises in all professional sports, so for our team to be associated with them is a real benefit,'' Dineen said.

The Panthers will host the Stars on Friday night, where the crowd is expected to be about 10,000.

Tough cuts

The Panthers are expected to leave 20-24 players behind in San Antonio.

"It's going to be a really tough cut,'' Dineen said. "It's going to be some hard conversations between myself and Dale because I'm trying to be merciless to have a workable, manageable number. Yet for some guys, the decision haven't been made.''

Dineen said that Michael Houser will be in net Friday, Jacob Markstrom on Saturday in Tampa, and Tim Thomas could play on Thursday in Estero against the Lightning. …

Drew Shore had the other Panthers' goal Wednesday and Markstrom notched 28 saves.

Copyright © 2013, South Florida Sun-Sentinel

Panthers center Jed Ortmeyer proves love of hockey can overcome life-threatening obstacles 

Veteran center hopes to continue NHL career despite a series of knee injuries and blood-clotting issues
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By Harvey Fialkov, Sun Sentinel

4:32 p.m. EDT, September 20, 2013

It's more than likely that hockey lifer Jed Ortmeyer will be one of about two dozen Panthers left behind in San Antonio with their AHL affiliate after Friday's preseason game against the Dallas Stars, so that coach Kevin Dineen can get a more realistic feel for his opening-night roster.

But just because Ortmeyer is 35, on a one-way AHL contract and vying for an overcrowded center spot, no one should bet against him playing for the Panthers at some point in the near future. After all, he's overcome adversity and long odds for most of his 10-year professional hockey career.

Not only is he the second native Nebraskan to reach the NHL, and first since Johnny Matz in 1925, but Ortmeyer has endured three torn ACLs, sports hernias as well as dealing with a life-threatening blood-clotting issue on a daily basis, similar to Panthers forward Thomas Fleischmann.

"As a kid you always wanted to play professional hockey; it's a dream and I've been able to live my dream,'' said Ortmeyer, who has played 345 NHL games with the Rangers, Predators, Sharks and Wild, and has 22 goals with 31 assists on an average 11:12 ice time.

"In the summers after another hard year that hasn't been great I'm eager to get back, start training and feeling good again. I start to get excited about it. I love being around the guys, the camaraderie in the locker room, road trips, just competing and laying it on the line to see who's better.''

Fleischmann sought out Ortmeyer via their agents for information on how to continue playing after he first encountered his first pulmonary embolism following a morning skate with the Avalance in 2011.

Fleischmann and Ortmeyer give themselves daily blood-thinning injections, wear extra padding on the ice as well as compressions socks and/or suits while traveling on airplanes to prevent clots.

"When my injury happened we found out one player already playing with the condition like that,'' Fleischmann said. "It was him. … It's the courage of the guy. He's a great player and I'm happy to see him play hockey like I do, so he can show other players who have issues like that, they can play.

"It's the way it is. We have to live our lives like that.''

It seems every time Ortmeyer's career got going, he'd suffer another health-related setback. He was a fan favorite in New York during his first two NHL seasons with the Rangers until the summer of 2006 when he felt chest pains and began coughing up blood.

He was having a pulmonary embolism, one of the most common causes of sudden death in the United States. Surgery and a plan led to a comeback with the Predators in 2007 as Panthers assistant GM Mike Santos, then Nashville's director of hockey operations, signed him to a two-year deal. 

Because Santos witnessed how Ortmeyer dealt with his blood-clotting issues, he knew that Fleischmann would be a good fit for the Panthers when GM Dale Tallon courted him in 2011. All Fleischmann has done is not a miss a game in two seasons while leading the team in scoring both years.

After a solid season as a third-line, high-energy forward for Nashville, Ortmeyer blew out his knee again and suffered another blood clot. Doctors and even his mother, Judy, a cardiac nurse, urged him to quit.

"She prays for me a lot,'' smiled Ortmeyer.

Following a career-best 19-point season in 76 games for the Sharks in 2009-10, he knocked around the Wild organization, then back to the low minors where Santos rescued him again.

"When other players might have given up and called it a career he's not willing to do that,'' Santos said. "He was [a two-year] captain for the University of Michigan team and is a high-character guy who whether it's on the NHL or AHL level is a leader I want our younger players to look up to and learn from how to be pros.''

Dineen, who quietly deals with Crohn's disease, is a huge fan of Ortmeyer's tenacity.

"He's shown a lot of skills and a lot of hockey IQ,'' Dineen said. "I'd have no problem burning a contract on a guy with his character and ability.''

Whether it's San Antonio or Sunrise, it's Ortmeyer's healthy love of hockey that flows through his veins.

"There's not a lot of time left for me so I'd like to explore all my options,'' Ortmeyer said. "When my body tells me I can't do it anymore, then it's time to move on.'' …

Santos said that backup goalie Scott Clemmensen has been working out on the ice for the past three days.

Copyright © 2013, South Florida Sun-Sentinel

Panthers' Gudbranson hopes to be improve offense this season 

Young defenseman hopes to bolster offense on power play; Panthers fall 3-2 to Dallas in shootout
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Erik Gudbranson

Ryan Carter #20 of the New Jersey Devils and Erik Gudbranson #44 of the Florida Panthers push each other in the corner during the first period. (Bruce Bennett, Getty Images / April 17, 2012) 

By Harvey Fialkov, Sun Sentinel

3:17 p.m. EDT, September 18, 2013

CORAL SPRINGS — 

It might not be a coincidence that Panthers third-year defenseman Erik Gudbranson has scored three goals in his last two games, including two in Monday afternoon's 6-3 preseason win over the Predators and another in last week's intrasquad scrimmage.

Gudbranson, 21, who took a step backward in his overall development last season after sustaining a shoulder injury in an offseason wakeboarding accident, wasn't happy to see a zero in his goal-scoring column. Of course, Gudbranson is always more concerned with his defensive prowess, so his league-worst minus-22 (tied with teammate Brian Campbell) was far more disturbing.

So this summer he returned home to Ottawa and worked out frequently with an innovative skating and stickhandling aid called the Power Edge Pro Training System. Then Gudbranson spent two separate weeks in the Boston area with Panthers skills coach Paul Vincent to continue reinforcing his overall skating and shooting skills.

"My skating was good but not efficient at all,'' Gudbranson said Wednesday morning after practice at Saveology.com Iceplex. "I was wasting a lot of energy with those eccentric movements. I really just tightened it up with Coach V, bringing back the basics of skating, simplifying my stride, becoming more compact and efficient.''

The multi-positional Power Edge stick creates different angles and smaller spaces for players to practice their toe drags, over and unders, while working on their weak and strong sides. It was invented by Tom Quinn, a longtime Canadian junior hockey coach, and is being marketed by Wayne Gudbranson, a notable junior coach as well as Erik's father.

"It's basically a stick and board with a hole in it,'' Gudbranson said. "You can challenge yourself in drills to go forward, backwards, jump over it, extend it, move stuff to one leg. It's about having that creative mindset while improving your stickhandling and [skating] edge skills.''

Gudbranson owns a blistering slap shot, but it took him to his third season at Kingston in the Ontario (junior) Hockey League before he felt comfortable enough to take chances on the offensive end as he scored 12 goals with 22 assists in 44 games.

This is his third NHL season, and he hopes to make a similar jump into the offensive zone.

"My primary objective as I get more comfortable in my third year is to step up offensively, have the patience with the puck on my stick and not be so worried about getting caught up going deep into the offensive zone,'' said Gudbranson, who has two career goals and 10 assists in 104 games.

"I think the accumulation of working hard this summer, being in shape and trusting my skating, I have more confidence to step up and hold onto the puck in pressure situations.''

Gudbranson, who notched four power-play goals in his third year of junior, is hoping to earn more time on the Panthers' power-play unit that dropped from seventh in power-play goals in 2011-12 to 13th last season.

Panthers coach Kevin Dineen, who still wants Gudbranson to focus on the defensive end, and gave him a chance on the power-play unit in Wedneday night's preseason game against Dallas in which the Panthers fell 3-2 in a shootout.

"He's getting that opportunity, but that's not where my focus is with him and not what I want him rating whether he had a quality game based on his offense,'' Dineen said. "It's based on him doing a lot of good things as a teammate and defenseman.''

After one of his jaunts to Boston this summer, Gudbranson made a pit stop at Dineen's lake house in upstate New York where the two had a heart-to-heart chat.

"We had a good evening, talked a lot of hockey and about his life,'' Dineen said. "He's a determined young man; he's an easy guy to root for and he's also impatient.

"When you're a defenseman that sometimes could work against you, but he's on the right track.''

No rush for Thomas

Although goalie Tim Thomas said he felt no ill effects following his first two days of practice, Dineen said that he wouldn't rush the former Bruin into any game action until next week.

"I won't be judging Tim Thomas on one look at an exhibition game,'' Dineen said. "That certainly won't be a make or break situation. Because of that I'm not going to be in any rush to get him in.'' …

The Panthers are expected to cut about 24 players after Friday's game in San Antonio, to pare the roster to 35.

Copyright © 2013, South Florida Sun-Sentinel

New York investor pursuing purchase of Panthers 

print 

Comments

7

Email 

Share 

82 

By Craig DavisSouth Florida Sun Sentinel

5:11 p.m. EDT, September 18, 2013

An out-of-town investor may be just what the Florida Panthers need to solidify their future in South Florida.

Vincent Viola, a Wall Street power broker and former minority owner of the New Jersey Nets before the NBA franchise moved to Brooklyn, is in negotiations to purchase the team, a source with knowledge of the situation confirmed Wednesday.

Panthers officials declined comment on media reports of an impending sale of the hockey team. 

The New York Post reported that the ownership change is imminent. The matter is not on the agenda for Monday’s NHL board of governors meeting in New York.

 Related

Poll: Do you think a new owner will turn the Panthers around?

Cast your vote!

Yes, the franchise needs a new direction

No, hockey will never make it in South Florida

 .

Florida Panthers begin training campFlorida Panthers begin training camp
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VideoVideo 

•Video: Panthers goalie Tim Thomas on why he returned to NHL 

•Video: Panthers coach Kevin Dineen talks Tim Thomas 

South Florida businessmen Cliff Viner and Stu Siegel took principal ownership of the team in 2009 from Alan Cohen. Viner, of Boca Raton, assumed sole control a year later

The Panthers are locked into a 30-year lease at the BB&T Center in Sunrise through 2028, and the source said Viola has no interest in moving the team.

Broward County Commissioner Lois Wexler, whose district included the arena for years, said she’d heard through “the rumor mill’’ that the team might change hands and has no concerns, “as long as whoever it is has the wherewithal in order to stay the course.’’

The Panthers are often cited as one of the NHL’s most financially downtrodden franchises, but the team benefits from being under the umbrella of parent Sunrise Sports and Entertainment, which also operates the Broward County-owned arena and is profitable despite the red ink generated by the hockey team.

The county auditor’s report on the first decade after the arena opened in 1998 showed that arena operations turned a profit each year. The value of the team increased by $8 million to $170 million, according to Forbes magazine, after the Panthers won the Southeast Division championship in 2011-12.

The arena naming rights deal with BB&T was extended in 2012 for 10 years and $37 million with options that could continue the deal for an additional 10 years.

The SSE also has a partnership with Boyd Gaming to build a casino next to the arena if Las Vegas-style gaming is approved by the state legislature.

All of that enhances the appeal to a potential buyer, but the source said Viola’s primary interest is in the Panthers.

Viola, former chairman of the New York Mercantile Exchange (NYMEX) and now chair of the firm Virtu Financial, is an intriguing figure. He was described in “The Asylum: The Renegades Who Hijacked the World's Oil Market” as a "tough guy from Brooklyn" and credited with managing NYMEX well in the wake of the 9/11 attacks.

Following the attacks, Viola founded and financed the Counter-Terrorism Center at West Point.

Viola had interest in buying the Nets from Bruce Ratner before Russian billionaire Mikhail Prokhorov swooped in and nabbed the franchise in September 2009.

The son of a truck driver, Viola attended West Point military academy and was an officer in the 101st Airborne Division before leaving the military and getting his start in the hotly competitive commodities-trading realm of NYMEX in the 1980s.

A 2012 profile by CNN Money portrayed him as “a phenomenal businessman, a trailblazer able to identify market trends well in advance and capitalize on them before anyone else,” and said, “Those who know Viola describe him as chameleonic and temperamental, a master of both masquerade and reinvention.”

The Panthers have struggled with attendance since moving to the BB&T Center. The Panthers’ average attendance last season was 16,992 – 88.3 percent of capacity – which ranked 22nd out of 30 teams.

Wexler said the team is on its third owner in her nine years as a commissioner.

“Last year, the worst in the league record was blamed on half  a year of lockout because they ended the season rather well the year before. I hope the potential is there for a winning season.’’

Wexler said the county’s point person is SEE President Michael Yormark, anyway. Yormark negotiated the team’s $7.7 million loan for arena improvements last year and the county’s more recent agreement to spend $4.2 million  on a new scoreboard.

 “Mr. Yormark is really the face of and the energy, literally the energy, behind all things Panthers, she said, “and all things promoting the center.’’

The franchise was rejuvenated by a flurry of free-agent signings and infusion of young talent under General Manager Dale Tallon that led to ending a 10-season playoff absence in 2012.

That prompted sellouts during a closely-contested seven-game playoff-series loss to the New Jersey Devils that saw a renewed fervor for hockey in South Florida that was reminiscent of the Panthers’ run to the Stanley Cup Finals in 1996.

Last season’s lockout-shortened campaign was a step back with a last-place finish, and it was clear during the recent offseason that the purse strings were tight with the inability to retain veterans such as Stephen Weiss and Peter Mueller.

There have been indications of that changing with the recent signing of several veteran players, including former Boston Bruins goalie Tim Thomas.

Panthers captain Ed Jovanovski, who played for the recenty sold Phoenix Coyotes for three seasons while it was owned by the NHL after the team filed for bankruptcy, understands new owners could mean more money for signing quality free agents.

“Ownership changes are ownership changes,’’ Jovanovski said Wednesday before the team left for Dallas for an exhibition game. “It’s tough at times. But also it could work out well. Until something happens, we’ll see.

“It’s always good [having more money]. Our job is to play hockey. [The Coyotes] were controlled by the league. Our job was to play hockey and worry about that.’’

Indications are that NHL Commissioner Gary Bettman was instrumental in finding a buyer for the Panthers, as he was for other financially troubled franchises. In the past two years he helped secure ownership change with the Devils, Dallas Stars, St. Louis Blues and the Coyotes, as well as orchestrating the move of the Atlanta Thrashers to Winnipeg where the franchise is thriving as the reborn Jets.

The long-awaited sale of the Coyotes for $170 million closed in early August. Soon after the NHL approved the Devils sale to billionaire Josh Harris for about $300 million, including operating rights to the Prudential Center.

While Panthers coach Kevin Dineen declined comment Wednesday on a possible sale, he did humorously nod his head up and down when it was suggested that recent free-agent signings of veterans such as Thomas, forward Brad Boyes and defenseman Tom Gilbert to professional tryout offers were possible because the fiscal handcuffs might be coming off with anticipated infusion of the new owner’s revenue streams.

Viola is known for his philanthropic efforts. In addition to his support of the Counter-Terrorism Center, a lengthy list of contributions includes giving $2 million to Fordham University to establish the Avery Cardinal Dulles, S.J., Chair in Catholic Theology. He has received numerous awards for charitable endeavors, dating to 1997 when the Eden School for Autistic children gave him its Man of the Year award. He also received the Ellis Island Medal of Honor from the National Ethnic Coalition of Organizations.

In “The Asylum,” a 2011 book on NYMEX, author Leah McGrath Goodman played up the tough-guy image associated with his Brooklyn roots. In the book, Ben Kaufman, the son of a big oil trader who interned at NYMEX, describes Viola as “the street-smart Italian guy, always with a bunch of Brooklyn and Staten Island kids hanging around him. Vinnie had the influence and the intimidation factor going for him... He dressed and acted like a Mafioso don... We usually didn't see him come down to the pits unless he wanted to intimidate somebody.

Goodman wrote: "He exuded leadership. His personality was amazing. He drew people in. He was a phenomenal speaker. Even if he didn't know what he was talking about, he sounded like he knew what he was saying. He was an astute businessman and an extreme opportunist."

Staff Writers Brittany Wallman and Harvey Fialkov contributed to this report.

Outspoken goalie Tim Thomas brings credibility, controversy and competitiveness to Panthers 

Former Bruins netminder seems refreshed after 17-month layoff and will challenge Markstrom for starting job
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Florida Panthers signed veteran goalie Tim Thomas to a tryout deal on Monday. 

By Harvey Fialkov, Sun Sentinel

4:46 p.m. EDT, September 17, 2013

CORAL SPRINGS — 

When former Bruins All-Star goalie Tim Thomas walked away from hockey and a $3 million contract 17 months ago, he basically said he needed a mental break to devote more time to the "three F's: Family, friends and faith.''

Now, wearing a Florida Panthers No. 34 jersey and practicing with new and old teammates at Saveology.com Iceplex on Tuesday morning, the 39-year-old, two-time Vezina-Stanley Cup champion goalie is into the three R's, saying he feels, "rejuvenated, refreshed and ready to go.''

 Related

•Video: Panthers goalie Tim Thomas on why he returned to NHL 

•Video: Panthers coach Kevin Dineen talks Tim Thomas 

Veteran goalie Tim Thomas signs tryout deal with PanthersVeteran goalie Tim Thomas signs tryout deal with Panthers

"I feel almost reborn in a way,'' Thomas said to an unusually large media throng after his first 'professional tryout,' session. "After 14 years of pro hockey I needed a break. Now I'm energized and looking forward to it. I feel great.''

Thomas said he knocked off two of the three F's on his self-imposed hiatus- family and faith - but didn't get around to too many friends. He spent the year reconnecting with wife Melissa and three children, ages 7 to 13, as well as developing townhomes and hunting for alligators in the Everglades.

"I got one and kind of made it into a rug, not one you walk on,'' joked Thomas about his gator prey.

After not watching any hockey in the regular season, Thomas started getting the itch to return during the Bruins' run to the Stanley Cup finals in June. He began working out and hit the ice in July where he trained with Russian great Igor Larionov in Michigan.

"I started getting the competitive juices going when I saw [the Bruins] have the success they had,'' said Thomas, who has spent his entire NHL career with the Bruins, but didn't become a starter until 2006 at 32. "I was so proud of those guys and what they accomplished.''

Thomas had become a controversial figure in Boston after his blunt Facebook posts and his snub of President Barack Obama's invitation to join his Cup-winning team at the White House in January 2012 because of political differences, stating the, "federal government has grown out of control.''

Thomas, who admitted he missed hockey but not the media, wasn't backing off his political views. But he wants to move on.

"I'm into a totally different phase now,'' said Thomas, who brings with him a Conn Smythe MVP trophy, 246 wins, including playoffs, and a 2.48 career goals-against-average.

"I have a new love for playing the game and newfound appreciation to play at this level and be part of a team. I just feel totally new.''

Thomas' presence creates an instant goalie controversy with long-time goalie of the future Jacob Markstrom, who came into camp as the definitive starter. Thomas sees it more as a partnership and hopes to mentor the 23-year-old Swede by example.

"Just the way I carry myself and way I'll compete on a day-to-day basis in practice and games,'' Thomas said. "I definitely came here to play hockey, no doubt about that, but within a team spectrum I never compete against a goalie on my team.

"I'm competing against myself and if I play the best I can, I'll get results and the playing time.''

Markstrom, who's on a two-way deal, welcomes the competition but won't give up the starting job without a fight.

"He's proved it and I'm on my way to prove that I could be a starting goalie in this league,'' said Markstrom, who has played 31 NHL games compared to Thomas' 428.

"The goal is still the same. I want to play most of the games this year. It doesn't matter who they bring in. Competition is good for me and the other goalie.''

Several of Thomas' former teammates such as Kris Versteeg, Brian Campbell and Brad Boyes all used the same word when describing the feisty, 5-foot-11 stocky netminder – "competitor.'' None are concerned about his candid comments on life.

"It might be good for Markstrom, who's going to be a great goaltender in this league for a long time, a guy he could learn from,'' said Versteeg, who played with Thomas in camp when he was a Bruins' prospect from 2005-07.

"He'll get just about the right amount of media here, not too much … It's a free world. People are allowed to say whatever they want.''

Panthers coach Kevin Dineen said Thomas had a, "good day,'' but won't play him on the upcoming three-game road trip. His first appearance is tentatively scheduled for one or both of the final two preseason games against Tampa on Sept. 26 and 28th.

"For a guy that hasn't played with a team in quite awhile he came as advertised. Had that high compete level and works on every shot,'' Dineen said. "Everything I heard about him we saw in practice.''

Thomas said he chose the Panthers for a professional tryout deal, not because of the quieter hockey market, but because he believes the team can leap from 30th to playoff contenders.

"This organization is on the verge of a turnaround,'' he said. "I've been through that before in Boston in 2005-06. That was a low point for the Bruins, but I was able to see them rise as an organization and team, and I think the Panthers are in a similar situation.''

New defenseman

The Panthers have also brought in veteran defenseman Tom Gilbert, 30, on a PTO, in an effort to add experience to the blue line.

The 6-2 Gilbert has played seven seasons and 447 games with the Oilers and Wild,notching 36 goals and 140 assists. …

Dineen said that Versteeg (knee), Jonathan Huberdeau (hip), Scott Clemmensen (knee), Ed Jovanovski (hip), Nick Bjugstad (concussion) and Sean Bergenheim (hip, abdomen) won't play on the road trip, but that all are improving, except for Bergenheim, who's not yet, "a factor in exhibition games.'' ...

The Panthers sent young defensemen Josh Brown and MacKenzie Weegar back to juniors.

Copyright © 2013, South Florida Sun-Sentinel

Panthers sweep Predators in doubleheader; Barkov debuts 
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By Harvey FialkovSun Sentinel

10:34 p.m. EDT, September 16, 2013

It was a feel-good day of doubleheader hockey Monday at the renovated BB&T Center as the Panthers swept the Nashville Predators 6-3 and 3-2 in overtime before a sparse crowd.

In the nightcap, Panthers top pick Aleksander Barkov got off to a slow start but seemed to adjust to NHL speed by the third period when he added a slick assist to linemate Tomas Kopecky for a stuff shot on the doorstep. The game went into overtime when with 47 seconds left, the same line clicked again as Fleischmann potted the game-winner with defenseman Brett Clark and Kopecky notching assists.

Barkov, who turned 18 earlier this month, was tough on himself despite not playing for six months while recovering from shoulder surgery.

“It was very exciting for me to play, but I didn’t play well,’’ said Barkov, who was a minus-1 while playing 18:31, and going 9-10 on faceoffs. “I played very bad, but it was my first game. I’m better than that. Third periodwas best of the game for me, but still, very bad game.

“Everything, it was very bad game for me. Last time I played was six months ago.’’

Fleischmann was excited by the teenager’s debut.

“The kid is awesome. He’s a great center. I was excited to play with him in his first NHL preseason game,’’ Fleischmann said. “It wasn’t that bad. We were getting a long better every [shift]. Time will help us for sure and we got better in the third period. We won the game and hopefully next game will be better.

“I remember I was playing first time and everything seemed too fast around me and I couldn’t settle down. I think that’s what he was looking like the first two periods, and I think when he gets used to it hes’ going to be an unbelievable player. I’m looking forward to it.’’

Dineen agreed that Barkov improved as the game progressed.

“He showed some youth early,’’ Dineen said. “I thought his linemates thought they were going to play a European style and they looked very fancy out there. As the game went on they simplified things and really moved their feet and good things seemed to follow.’’

Meanwhile Predators top pick defenseman Seth Jones, who was taken at No. 4 or two spots after the Panthers surprisingly bypassed him for Barkov, played a quiet 25:45 with two shots on net and no points.

The doubleheader’s significance paled in comparison to the buzz surrounding the afternoon signing of veteran free-agent goalie Tim Thomas to a professional tryout deal, as veteran Panthers and coach Kevin Dineen were thrilled by the potential addition of a two-time Vezina winner and Stanley Cup champion.

While Thomas’ addition could be good for a 23-year-old Markstrom as far as mentorship, the lanky Swede may have gone from starter to backup or even possibly back to the AHL when Clemmensen’s knee heals next month.

“This is pro sports. In the next few weeks I’m going to have to have 33 conversations with guys to let them know they’re not going to be part of our team to start and those aren’t easy conversations to have. But that’s our business.

“The upside of it is if you come up and live up to your potential and you realize the opportunity that’s in front of you it’s the best life in the world. It’s an exciting time for Jacob Markstrom. I think he’s the kind of kid that will look for this type of challenge and jump onto it, so I look at it as a positive.’’

Markstrom gave up two goals on 17 shots in his two periods of work in the nightcap.

“It was a good day for us,’’ Dineen said. “To come out with two wins is a good thing. They spend a lot of time in the summer, you’r e working out, going to a personal trainer and yoga and all the different things the players do now. They’re extremely prepared, but there’s nothing to prepare you for a season like a game, and a win on top of it is a very nice thing.’’

Panthers hope to bolster net with tryout of veteran goalie Tim Thomas 

Top pick Barkov makes preseason debut as Florida sweeps Predators in day-night doubleheader
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Florida Panther's head coach talks about bringing in goalie Tim Thomas

By Harvey Fialkov, Sun Sentinel

10:14 p.m. EDT, September 16, 2013

SUNRISE — — 

While the Panthers were sweeping the Nashville Predators in a rare preseason doubleheader Monday at a renovated BB&T Center, the more significant news came off the ice when General Manager Dale Tallon announced the signing of veteran free-agent goaltender Tim Thomas to a professional tryout offer.

Thomas, 39, a two-time Vezina Trophy winner who also earned the Conn Smythe (MVP) of the 2011 Stanley Cup playoffs for leading the Bruins to the title, passed a physical before signing the PTO.

The controversial goalie, who was criticized for rejecting President Barack Obama's invitation to the White House in 2012 for political differences, hasn't played in 17 months due to a self-imposed hiatus. He will practice Tuesday morning at Saveology.com Iceplex and travel with the team Wednesday as they begin a three-game road trip through Texas and Tampa.

"We need goaltending, somebody to help us get to where we want to go,'' Tallon said between periods. "Right now it's Tim Thomas. He'll get an opportunity.

"He's in good shape and eager to go. He's worked extremely hard all year. Mentally and physically he's ready to go and compete for a starting position here.''

The Panthers led the NHL in goals allowed last year and chose not to re-sign veteran goalie Jose Theodore. Backup goalie Scott Clemmensen, 36, who's coming off a poor season, is recovering from arthroscopic knee surgery and is expected to be out until the start of the season.

That left inexperienced goalie Jacob Markstrom as the only one of four healthy goalies in camp with NHL experience. While Markstrom, 23, is still considered the franchise's long-term goalie, Tallon felt it was critical to bolster the goaltending depth this season.

Markstrom, who's on a two-way deal, gave up two goals on 17 shots in the first two periods of the nightcap won by the Panthers 3-2 in overtime on Tomas Fleischmann's winner. He was 8-14-1 with a 3.22 goals-against average in his first prolonged NHL stint.

Clemmensen, who may start the season on a minor league rehab assignment, is due $1.3 million in the final year of his contract.

"He's got a great pedigree and has worked hard all his life to get to where he was,'' Tallon said of Thomas, who became an NHL starter at 32. "He really wants to play. He really wants to lead and he really wants to be the starter and he wants to win.''

Thomas left $3 million on the table when he decided to sit out the 2012-13 shortened lockout season to attend to "the three F's: family, friends and faith.'' The Bruins traded an idle Thomas to the Islanders for a conditional second-round pick in February for salary-cap reasons.

Panthers coach Kevin Dineen, who coached against him in the AHL, when he was with Maine and Thomas was with Providence, is thrilled to add his experience.

"I watched a lot of [Bruins] games. I think we just got better by having him in camp because his intensity and compete level is a great example for our whole team,'' Dineen said.

In parts of eight seasons, Thomas, a four-time All- Star, is 196-121-45 and a 2.48 GAA. In 2011-12, Thomas posted a 35-19-1 mark with a 2.36 GAA.

"He cares about his country … if that's his biggest fault, then let's move past that,'' said Panthers defenseman Brian Campbell, who played with Thomas in Finland during the 2004-05 lockout. "He's got strong views about everything.

"Tim and Dominik Hasek, those are two guys that work the hardest and look at the results.''

Panthers forward Brad Boyes, also on a PTO, played with Thomas for two seasons in Boston (2005-07).

"He's one of the hardest workers in practice as far as not letting guys score on him,'' Boyes said. "A guy with his stature and experience coming in here is going to be big.''

Campbell isn't worried about Thomas' puckish body shape or his age.

"I think Tim could play until he's 45,'' Campbell said.

Gudbranson and Upshall star; Barkov's debut

Less than 7,000 fans witnessed the NHL debut of Panthers top pick Aleksander Barkov, who had a sweet assist on Tomas Kopecky's tying goal in the third period of the nightcap.

Barkov, 18, who hasn't played in six months, adjusted to the speed as the game progressed.

"Very exciting for me to play, but I didn't play well,'' Barkov said. "Third period was my best.''

Fellow rookie center Vincent Trocheck impressed with an assist and an 11-5 faceoff edge in the opener. …

Two players whose offense has been missing over the last two seasons starred in the Panthers' 6-3 comeback victory in Game 1, as oft-injured forward Scottie Upshall and defenseman Erik Gudbranson tallied two goals apiece. …

The Panthers invited veteran defenseman Tom Gilbert to camp on a PTO, according to ESPN.com, but no word yet on if he's accepted.

Copyright © 2013, South Florida Sun-Sentinel

Matthias hopes to fill void in middle left by Weiss' departure 

Coming off breakthrough season blossoming center seems ready to be team's top-line center
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By Harvey Fialkov, Sun Sentinel

4:10 p.m. EDT, September 15, 2013

CORAL SPRINGS —— 

Although a coincidence, it seems fitting that blossoming center Shawn Matthias was given the vacated locker of longtime Panthers stalwart Stephen Weiss, who's now with the Detroit Red Wings.

Weiss, 30, the Panthers' all-time leader in games played and assists, took a then 19-year-old Matthias under his wing in 2007, and the two friends eventually lived together for a few seasons once Matthias became a regular in 2009.

Now fresh off a career-high 14-goal season and a two-year contract extension worth $3.5 million, Matthias, 25, plans on inheriting Weiss' spot as the Panthers top-line center, while also supplying similar mentor-like qualities to young centers nipping at his skates.

"He taught me a lot and really helped me about life off the ice, too, being a professional,'' said Matthias, who scored 11 goals in a 16-game stretch in March. "I owe him a lot. Now it's my turn to do the same thing with the young guys.

"Last year was the first time that Weiss and some centers weren't around, so it let me play and gave me confidence that I can actually play those kind of roles. Now I have to build on it and like [GM Dale Tallon] said, I can't just play good one out of every three games.''

The 6-foot-4 Matthias was referring to young prospects/centers like Drew Shore, Aleksander Barkov, Nick Bjugstad and Vincent Trocheck, all coveting first- or second-line duties. Veteran centers Marcel Goc and Scott Gomez are also in the mix.

"Just because you come to the Panthers doesn't mean you're on the first line,'' Panthers coach Kevin Dineen bristled. "He's enthusiastic and I think he's matured a lot in the two years we've been together and he's ready to help the team any way he can. There's some nice juicy spots to hop into, but nothing is going to be given.''

Matthias seeks the consistency of teammate Tomas Kopecky, the Panthers steadiest player last season.

"He's coming into his own in this league and is a very effective player,'' Kopecky said. "It's one thing to do it one or two games and another to maintain it over 82 games. With each year he's more mature and experienced and knows the game. 

"He can easily be a 20-goal scorer. I told him he has some big shoes to fill.''

Kopecky's a Thomas fan

If and when free-agent goalie Tim Thomas comes to South Florida, Kopecky will welcome him.

"He's the kind of goalie players in front of the net like myself hate to play against,'' Kopecky said. "He never gives up on a shot. He could be totally out of the net and you think you have an empty net for an easy tap-in, and all of a sudden [he's there.].

"I would rather have him on our side than play against him.''

Rare doubleheader

After not having any preseason games last year because of the lockout, the Panthers will play five this week, beginning with Monday's day-night doubleheader against the Predators at the BB&T Center (2:30 p.m. and 7 p.m.).

"It's a real mixed bag,'' Dineen said. "As a coaching staff we're working still trying to implement and put some ideas into their heads. From management perspective, they're evaluating talent.''

Dineen said that Barkov will play the nightcap, but although forward Jonathan Huberdeau (hip) participated in his first full team practice Sunday, he will not play. Also, Kris Versteeg (knee), Ed Jovanovski (hip), Sean Bergenheim (groin), and Bjugstad (concussion) won't play.

Copyright © 2013, South Florida Sun-Sentinel

Top pick Barkov makes his debut 
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By Melinda Waldrop, Correspondent

12:44 p.m. EDT, September 16, 2013

CORAL SPRINGS— 

Panthers first-round pick Aleksander Barkov showed his on-ice skills, notching an assist in the Panthers' first intrasquad scrimmage Saturday morning at Saveology.com Iceplex.

He's also making progress with everyday adjustments to South Florida.

"He's had a chance to get out and do some exploring," Panthers coach Kevin Dineen said. "He's gone through the great equalizer in life – (the Department of) Motor Vehicles. That's never easy for anybody, whether you're 50 or 18."

Barkov is 13 days past his 18th birthday and the No. 2 pick in the 2013 draft. He didn't participate in rookie camp to give his surgically repaired shoulder more time to heal, so the scrimmage was the Panthers' first chance to see him in game action.

"I think I played good, but I can play much better," said Barkov, who had 21 goals and 27 assists last season with Finnish club Tappara Tampere of the top-level Liiga league. "I like to be here. It's a good place to live and play ice hockey.

"I just try to show everybody that it was the right decision to pick me second overall."

Jonathan Huberdeau, the third overall pick in the 2011 draft, has advice for his rookie roommate.

"I tried not to put expectations on myself," Huberdeau said. "Your first year, you don't really know much of the league, so you just listen. Just be quiet, don't try to do too much, just follow a veteran. That's what I did. [Barkov] is going to be fine."

Panthers and Thomas talking

Barkov's goal came against Rob Madore, who spent time with the ECHL's Florida Everblades last year and is one of several untested goalies getting a look from the Panthers.

Projectd starter Jacob Markstrom went 8-14-1 with a 3.22 goals-against average last season. With backup Scott Clemmensen out until October after knee surgery, the Panthers have reached out to veteran free agents Ilya Bryzgalov and Tim Thomas while auditioning Madore, San Antonio Rampage goalie Dov Grumet-Morris and inexperienced rookie Michael Houser.

"I would expect that [General Manager) Dale [Tallon] is actively looking at all the options that he has, and I would say it's fairly accurate, the names that have been thrown around," Dineen said.

Thomas' agent Markus Lehto told the Columbus Dispatch that the Blue Jackets aren't in the running.

"Guys who have the talent and the track record want an opportunity to play, to be a big part of the team," Lehto said. "Thomas is undertstanding, fully, that there is going to be a competition wherever he goes. He's in great shape and he's ready for that. But you want to know there's going to be an opportunity."

Markstrom wasn't engaging in speculation, either.

"This is more a question for Dale and those guys," he said. "The only thing I can do and worry about is my job and what I can do to be a better goalie. You've got to deserve the spot."

Early bright spots

Saturday's scrimmage served as a tune-up before Monday's preseason opening day-night doubleheader against Nashville at the BB&T Center.

"It's a bridge between what they were doing for the last three weeks, which is playing against each other, and what they'll see on Monday, which is playing a team in another jersey and the real deal," Dineen said.

Dineen said he's focused on evaluating team play during training camp, but singled out 19-year-old defenseman and seventh-round pick MacKenzie Weegar for praise.

"He's done a good job of separating himself from the group," Dineen said.

Dineen was also happy with the shot defenseman Erik Gudbranson lasered into the right corner of the net.

"He certainly buried that one top-shelf," Dineen said. "That's something we've really tried to encourage him to do – shoot the puck."

Copyright © 2013, South Florida Sun-Sentinel

Brad Boyes hopes to bring goal-scoring skills to Panthers 

Former 43-goal scorer is trying out for team that finished last in goals in the Eastern Conference
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By Harvey Fialkov, Sun Sentinel

3:49 p.m. EDT, September 14, 2013

CORAL SPRINGS — 

An airline snafu caused free-agent right wing Brad Boyes to arrive late at BB&T Center Wednesday where he was the last player to undergo a physical and medical testing.

However, Boyes, 31, a nine-year veteran with an impressive goal-scoring resume that includes 76 goals from 2007-08 to '08-09 with the Blues, hopes to earn a contract in a timely fashion for an offensively challenged team that finished last in goals in the Eastern Conference last season.

Boyes tallied 10 goals and 35 points in 48 games for the Islanders last season, which would've tied Tomas Fleischmann for the team lead in scoring last year. Of course, it helped to have all-world center John Tavares as his center on the Isles' No. 1 power-play unit.

Boyes, a first-round pick by the Maple Leafs in 2000 (24th overall), can't remember the last time he had to try out for a hockey team on any level.

"The opportunity should be there and I want to make the most of it,'' said the 6-foot Boyes. "Even in juniors I got drafted. This is new to me and a different mind-set. I've got to go out there and earn it; nothing is given to me.''

Panthers General Manager Dale Tallon hopes that Boyes can regain his scoring touch that has only produced 49 goals over his last four seasons.

"He scores goals; he's smart; he's a cerebral player, very intelligent,'' Tallon said. "A player who scored 43 goals in the NHL; and had a good year last year. Obviously, we need to score more goals.''

Boyes admitted that his production dropped when the Blues changed coaches, going from Andy Murray to Dave Bayne.

"We didn't click,'' said Boyes, who displayed his red-light skills with a slick goal in Saturday's intrasquad scrimmage. "I had some ups and downs, but goal-scoring is something I need to get back to. I definitely need to shoot the puck more and that comes with confidence.''

Panthers defenseman Mike Weaver played two seasons with Boyes in St. Louis, and witnessed his 33-goal, 72-point season in 2008-09 when the Blues reached the playoffs with 92 points.

"He has a great one-timer,'' Weaver said of Boyes' quick-release shot. "He plays it simple. He's not an end-to-end type player, but when that one-timer comes up he's able to [score]. When I heard there was a possibility, I thought he'd be a pretty good fit.''

Panthers forward Kris Versteeg is four years younger than Boyes, but he used to emulate him after playing with him in training camp when the two were in the Bruins' organization (2005-07).

"He's a tremendous player who's done a lot of things in this league,'' Versteeg said. "When I was younger I always tried to model things I did after him. He's extremely smart and can do things in all three zones that gets overlooked a lot. He'll be good for us. We need veteran guys on this team.''

Panthers coach Kevin Dineen certainly won't hesitate to throw Boyes on the Panthers' power-play unit in the preseason. Boyes had 12 power-play assists last season.

"I talked to coaches in St. Louis and Buffalo, you like to get feedback on some of the things he brought to his previous teams and you hear good reports about him,'' Dineen said. "He's got a veteran presence. There's different areas we need to improve and certainly being a more potent offense. Our feeling is he can help fill that role.''

Boyes said the Islanders offered him a chance to come back if he had no other options, but he chose the Panthers because he thought he'd be able help a team in need of offense.

"I definitely looked at the roster and the guys here seemed to be potentially a good fit for me,'' he said. "Whoever you match up with you have to go out and produce and provide scoring opportunities and that's what I know I've done in the past and that's why I'm here right now.''

Panthers' blue line has several openings 

Veterans Clark, Mottau and Gilroy compete for defensive jobs, as are prospects Alex Petrovic and Colby Robak

print 

Comments

0

Email 

Share 

6 

By Harvey Fialkov, Sun Sentinel

4:56 p.m. EDT, September 13, 2013

CORAL SPRINGS — 

When a team finishes dead last in goals allowed and penalty killing, it's inevitable that changes are going to be made in the defensive corps the next season.

So it's not surprising that the vacancy sign on the Panthers' blue line is flashing with possibly three of the seven roster spots up for grabs during the three-week training camp.

Although they're coming off injury-plagued seasons in which they took a step backward in their development, young D-men such as Dmitry Kulikov, 22, and Erik Gudbranson, 21, are assured of a top-six spot, as are 30-something veterans Mike Weaver and Brian Campbell.

Add in the uncertain status of captain Ed Jovanovski as he continues his arduous journey back from major hip surgery, and one can see the difficult task ahead for assistant coach Gord Murphy to construct a cohesive defensive corps before Oct. 3.

"We've got a lot of pieces here, so it's a matter of fitting them together to see who works well with one another and create some chemistry and continuity,'' Murphy said. "That doesn't happen over night.''

While most of the preseason bets are on defensive pups Colby Robak, 23, and Alex Petrovic, 21, as well as Michael Caruso, 25, to take advantage of the openings, Panthers General Manager Dale Tallon brought in two NHL lifers in Brett Clark, 36, and Mike Mottau, 35, just in case the kids need more AHL seasoning.

"Those are steps to insure some stability on the blue line,'' Panthers coach Kevin Dineen said following Friday's second practice of training camp. "We throw the character word around a lot, but certainly Mottau and Clark have lasted in this game because of their professionalism. They can go out there and fill some serviceable minutes.

"There's still opportunities for some young guys to step up and take some jobs, but if they're not ready I guarantee those veterans can count and see those numbers and opportunities as well.''

Dineen also praised offensive-minded, speedy defenseman Matt Gilroy, 29, who was signed to a two-way deal in the offseason, but said he needs a more, "well-rounded,'' game to be an every-day player.

Gilroy, a Hobey Baker Award winner while at Boston University, feels that he's a late-bloomer waiting for the right situation.

"I only started playing defense when I was 21 and the pros at 25. Maybe I was too immature,'' said Gilroy, a Long Island native who has 46 points in 209 NHL games, including two separate stints with the Rangers. "The opportunity is there to bring skill back to the back end and go from there. I've learned a lot and gained a lot of confidence back, which I had lost.''

The 6-foot, Clark, who has played 689 NHL games and has 45 goals with 141 assists, is on a professional tryout arrangement. He played eight games for the Wild last year.

"I've got to come in here and show what I can do,'' Clark said. "They've got a lot of very young defensemen on the verge of stepping in. There's great competition for me, but even as a mentor I can help those kids out and show them a few things while I'm here.''

Mottau, has 58 points in 313 NHL games, mostly with the Rangers, Devils and Islanders before a six-game stint with his hometown Bruins in 2011-12. More about positioning with a high hockey IQ, Mottau played 34 games in the AHL last season.

"Those guys are going to get the experience eventually dictated on how well they play,'' said Mottau, also a Hobey Baker winner at Boston College. "But I can add value on some level here.''

Dineen said that Robak, who played 16 games for Florida last season and would have to clear waivers if he was sent down, needs to be more consistent to earn an opening-night start.

Intrasquad action

The Panthers will have an intrasquad scrimmage Saturday at 9:30 a.m. at Saveology.com Iceplex in Coral Springs.

Dinnen said top draft pick Aleksander Barkov will play, but forwards Jonathan Huberdeau (hip) and Nick Bjugstad (concussion) will not play Saturday or in Monday's doubleheader against Nashville.

Copyright © 2013, South Florida Sun-Sentinel

Ed Jovanovski making progress but return is unknown 

print 

Comments

0

Email 

Share 

1 

By Harvey FialkovSun Sentinel

6:19 p.m. EDT, September 12, 2013

CORAL SPRINGS— 

Ed Jovanovski has only played six games as the captain of the Panthers and although he is attempting to come back from major hip surgery, there are no guarantees that he will play another NHL game.

Jovanovski, 37, has been diligently rehabbing and skating all summer, yet there’s a trace of uncertainly as to when or if he will play again.

“I’ve been feeling pretty good. It’s almost like I’ll feel comfortable to play in a game when I have that thought. There’s no pressure from anyone on the outside,’’ Jovanovski said Thursday after skating with the team on the first day of training camp.

“I do want to play again and that’s in my mind. I’ll do everything I can to play again.’’

Jovanovski said the next step is taking and giving hits on the ice, and he hopes to test the hip in some sort of game action in about a week.

“Timing … has been a pleasant surprise and everything is on track,’’ said Jovanovski, who has played 1,025 games over 16 seaons with four teams. “The next step is getting involved physically and see how everything holds up.

“As a few weeks go on I think it’s going to get better and see how it goes from there.’’

Jovanovski underwent the surgery last April, and he admits he had some doubts about ever lacing on the skates again.

“I’d be lying if I said I didn’t have doubts,’’ he said. “I had no option but to have it fixed. I’m happy where it is right now. My quality of life is definitely a lot better for me. But my passion is to play hockey and I think I’m going to do it.’’

Panthers coach Kevin Dineen went through a similar process when he was 39 and unsure if his body could withstand the pace or rigors of a full 19th NHL season.

“I’m the wrong guy to ask, they literally had to give me the boot off the ice,’’ smiled Dineen. “I went into training camp. I started the year and I got to around November and I knew the pace was going to stay where I was at. It’s a hard decision. In saying that he’s made a heckuva effort come back. He’s a hockey player. That’s what he does, that’s what his life’s been about. We’re hoping the surgery will play out and work for him. That’s not been answered yet.’’

Jovanovski has two years left on a contract at $8,250,000, but he’s driven by the love of the game and the hope to win at least one Stanley Cup title.

“I never thought I’d be out there at the start of training camp,’’ he said. “It’s progressed so well. I feel like I’m ready to take that next step, whenever that step comes over the next week or so. Then a lot of questions will be answered at that point.’’

With Jovanovski’s future still unknown, the Panthers have only three defensemen with one-way contracts, including Mike Weaver, Dmitry Kulikov and Brian Campbell. Erik Gudbranson is still on his three-year entry-level rookie contract but he’s certainly locked into one of the top two defensive pairings.

So the competition for three spots will most likely come down to young blue liners such as Colby Robak, Alex Petrovic and Michael Caruso, with veterans Matt Gilory, Brett Clark and Mike Mottau in the mix.

Dineen also suggested that several veteran defensemen will probably show up on the waiver wire in a few weeks and that GM Dale Tallon would certainly investigate all possibilities.

Copyright © 2013, South Florida Sun-Sentinel
Panthers prospect Bjugstad suffers concussion 

Versteeg's on track for opening night; but Jovanovski's return a question mark
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By Harvey Fialkov, Sun Sentinel

6:29 p.m. EDT, September 12, 2013

CORAL SPRINGS — 

Panthers coach Kevin Dineen glumly reported that young center Nick Bjugstad suffered a concussion in the last game of Sunday's rookie tournament and is out indefinitely.

"He's going through the NHL concussion protocol and will be evaluated on a day-to-day basis,'' Dineen said. "Unfortunately, that's our sport.''

Bjugstad, 21, scored four goals in the three-day tournament. It's believed that the 6-foot-6 Bjugstad, who went directly from the University of Minnesota to the Panthers for an 11-game stint last season, has a solid chance of making the 23-man opening-day roster.

Versteeg, Jovanovski updates

Forward Kris Versteeg has made remarkable progress from his ACL surgery last March and is expected to, "get right into the thick of it,'' according to Dineen.

Veteran Ed Jovanovski, 37, who played six games last season, has made excellent progress from his April hip surgery, but his return to the NHL isn't imminent nor a certainty.

"He's made a heckuva effort to come back,'' Dineen said. "That hasn't been answered yet.'' …

Forward Sean Bergenheim, who missed all of last season with hip and abdomen issues, is skating but his opening-day status won't be known until he faces contact. …

Top draft pick Aleksander Barkov (shoulder) skated and is expected to play in Saturday's intrasquad scrimmage and against Nashville on Monday. …

However, Calder Trophy winner Jonathan Huberdeau (hip) didn't practice and may be held out of contact situations for awhile.

"I'm not worried about Monday against Nashville; we'll worry about Oct. 3,'' Dineen said.

Copyright © 2013, South Florida Sun-Sentinel
Panthers plan to bounce back from disastrous season 

Coach Dineen said team is 2-for-2 in achieving goals so far; reported early and in excellent shape
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Conditioning is the issue for us

By Harvey Fialkov, Sun Sentinel

7:02 p.m. EDT, September 12, 2013

CORAL SPRINGS — 

While most Panthers would love to press the delete button on last year's miserable last-place season, some grizzled veterans like defenseman Brian Campbell want to DVR every painful loss.

"You're always motivated,'' said Campbell, one of 57 players to skate during the first official day of training camp Thursday morning at Saveology.com Iceplex. "I think if you don't remember how it feels that's probably not good because it didn't feel very good at any time. It wasn't acceptable.

 Related

Panthers coach Kevin Dineen on first day of campVideo:Panthers coach Kevin Dineen on first day of camp

Fialkov on PanthersVideo: Fialkov on where the Panthers' injuries stand 

Florida Panthers begin training campFlorida Panthers begin training camp

"Guys have been on winning teams, too, and you think about that, too, so you got to put everything into the fold and remember how both those things felt.''

Campbell played on the Blackhawks' 2009-10 Stanley Cup championship team and has reached the playoffs in seven of his 13 seasons. General Manager Dale Tallon, who helped put that squad together, chose to keep most of the Panthers' 2011-12 playoff version intact rather than rip it apart during the offseason.

Tallon feels last year's injury-decimated 15-27-6 team in a shortened season was an anomaly, not the norm.

"We're very anxious to build on what we did two seasons ago," Tallon said. "We want to forget about last year and use that as a motivator. I'm looking for players who want to find solutions and not excuses, to take that as a learning experience and move on in a positive way.

"I don't think [they should be] angry. I see it already, the fact they all came here early, they all bonded together and they're all in great shape.

"I think they know themselves we don't want to have another disaster like last year. The guys are professionals. They ought to figure it out and if they don't figure it out, I'll figure it out for them."

Panthers third-year coach Kevin Dineen, who admitted it took "awhile," to get over last year's huge step backward, doesn't want to hear about the 340-man games lost to injuries.

"You have to acknowledge it happened as a group and there was ownership by all of us," Dineen said. "I'm not an excuse guy … so you have to learn and start moving forward. Understand that today is strictly the starting line, you step on the ice with your teammates and start becoming a team."

The most glaring absences Thursday had to be prospect Nick Bjugstad (concussion) and Stephen Weiss, the franchise's all-time leader in games played and assists, who opted to sign a long-term contract with the Detroit Red Wings.

Also missing was an experienced goaltender, with Scott Clemmensen sidelined (knee) for three weeks and Jose Theodore unsigned. Tallon said he hasn't heard back yet from free-agent goaltenders Ilya Bryzgalov or Tim Thomas.

Blossoming forward Shawn Matthias, who has taken his close friend's locker and intends on taking his place as the team's top-line center, is confident that the return of core veterans along with the young talent will again silence the naysayers.

"Nobody cares about last year anymore. We've already put that season behind us,'' said Matthias, 25, who scored a career-high 14 goals. "We've got a lot of good pieces here with some young guys coming in with a year under their belt.

"Two years ago we were the underdogs and everybody was counting us out and we did really well with that role, so let's do it again.''

Forward Kris Versteeg added: "I said it two years ago, you listen to a lot of people and they’re laughing at our team, thinking we wouldn’t be able to do anything. I think with the guys we got, we can prove a lot of people wrong this year.''

Copyright © 2013, South Florida Sun-Sentinel
Brad Boyes hopes to fit in 
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By Harvey FialkovSun Sentinel

6:18 p.m. EDT, September 11, 2013

An airline snafu caused free-agent right wing Brad Boyes to arrive late at BB&T Center Wednesday where he was the last player to undergo a physical and medical testing.

However, Boyes, 31, a nine-year veteran with an impressive goal-scoring resume that includes 76 goals from 2007-08 to ’08-09 with the Blues, hopes to earn a contract in a timely fashion for an offensively challenged team that finished last in goals in the Eastern Conference last season.

Boyes tallied 10 goals and 35 points in 48 games for the Islanders last season, which would’ve tied Tomas Fleischmann for the team lead in scoring last year. Of course, it helped to have all-world center John Tavares as his center on the Isles’ No. 1 power-play unit.

Boyes, a first-round pick by the Maple Leafs in 2000 (24th overall), can’t remember the last time he had to try out for a hockey team at any level.

“The opportunity should be there and I want to make the most of it,’’ said Boyes, who appears shorter than his listed height of 6-feet. “This is very different and probably the first time I have to do that. Even in juniors I got drafted. This is new to me and a different mind-set. I’ve got to go out there and earn it; nothing is given to me.’’

Several veteran free-agent players remain unsigned partly because of the lowering of the salary cap. Peter Mueller, who had a solid season in his comeback year with the Panthers, opted to play in Switzerland rather than sit around or try out for an NHL team.

Several high-profile goalies such as Jose Theodore, Ilya Bryzgalov and Tim Thomas are waiting for concrete contract offers and all have been contacted by Panthers General Manager Dale Tallon, who’s intent on bolstering the offense as well as the NHL-worst defense.

“He scores goals; he’s smart; he’s a cerebral player, very intelligent,’’  Tallon said of Boyes. “A player who scores 43 goals in the NHL; and had a good year last year, obviously we need to score more goals. Obviously, we need to stop more goals. If we could improve those two aspects of the game it’ll give us a better chance of making the playoffs.’’

Boyes attributed some of his goal-scoring dropoff to 49 goals over the past four seasons to a change of coaches and offensive philophies.

“New coaches make a difference,’’ said Boyes, who went from coach Andy Murray in St. Louis to Dave Bayne. “We didn’t click. I had some ups and downs, but goal-scoring is something I need to get back to. I definitely need to shoot the puck more  and that comes with confidence.’’

Panthers defenseman Mike Weaver played two seasons with Boyes in St. Louis, and witnessed his 33-goal, 72-point season in 2008-09 when the Blues reached the playoffs with 92 points.

“He has a great one-timer,’’ Weaver said of Boyes’ quick-release shot. “He plays it simple. He’s not an end-to-end type player but when that one-timer comes up he’s able to [score]. When I heard there was a possibility I thought he’d be a pretty good fit.’’

Panthers forward Kris Versteeg is four years younger than Boyes, but he used to emulate him after playing with him in training camp when the two were together in the Bruins’ organization.

“He’s a tremendous player who’s done a lot of things in this league,’’ Versteeg said. “When I was younger I always tried to model things I did after him. He’s extremely smart and can do things in all three zones that gets overlooked a lot. He’ll be good for us. We need veteran guys on this team.’’

Panthers coach Kevin Dineen certainly won’t hesitate to throw Boyes on the Panthers’ power-play units in the preseason. Boyes had 12 power-play assists last season.

“I talked to coaches in St. Louis and Buffalo, you like to get feedback on some of the things he brought to his previous teams and I think you hear good reports about him,’’ Dineen said. “He’s got a veteran presence. There’s different areas we need to improve and certainly being a more potent offense. Our feeling is he can help fill that role.’’

Boyes said the Islanders offered him a chance to come back if he had no other options, but he chose the Panthers because he thought he’d be able to fit in on a team in need of offense.

“I definitely looked at the roster and the guys here seemed to be potentially a good fit for me,’’ he said. “The question mark is the young guys like [Aleksander Barkov and Jonathan Huberdeau], I don’t know a lot about. …

“Whoever you match up with you have to go out and produce and provide scoring opportunities and that’s what I know I’ve done in the past and that’s why I’m here right now.’’
Panthers inquired about FA goalies Thomas, Bryzgalov and Theodore 
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By Harvey FialkovSun Sentinel

1:55 p.m. EDT, September 11, 2013

Obviously, the big news is which of the veteran goaltenders that were offered a PTO by Tallon this week will accept his invitation.

Tallon confirmed today that he’s inquired about estranged Bruins goalie Tim Thomas, paid-off Flyers G Ilya Bryzgalov and had a great conversation with former Panthers goalie Jose Theodore. None have yet to accept the offer but a decision could be made today.

Reports say that Theodore turned down the PTO, and instead wants a contract. TSN and ESPN reported that Thomas wants to be assured of the starting job, and Tallon is saying he wouldn’t want a goalie who didn’t want to be the starter but he’s not giving out guarantees. Expected starter Jacob Markstrom said he wants and expects to be the starter but will work hard to earn it. He can’t comment on the veteran goalies because he can’t control that.

The rest of the Panthers took their physicals and underwent medical tests today at BB&T Center, including a late-arriving RW Brad Boyes, who’s here on a PTO. Boyes, 31, had 35 points for the Isles last season which would’ve tied him for the team lead in scoring with Tomas Fleischmann. It’d be hard to imagine that he didn’t make this team, which means another spot that won’t be won by a rookie forward.

Along with Joey Crabb, who’s on a one-way, and the addition of veteran center Scott Gomez, spots are filling up. My bet is that young prospects like Nick Bjugstad, Vincent Trocheck and Quinton Howden would have to have an unbelievable camp to avoid a season in San Antonio.

Tallon said that all the injured veterans from last season are expected to start the season except possibly defenseman/captain Ed Jovanovski, who’s still a question mark after hip surgery. While Sean Bergenheim, Dmitry Kulikov and Jonathan Huberdeau are on track, I’d be shocked if forward Kris Versteeg would be ready by opening night coming off major ACL surgery last March. Jovo’s situation makes it more probable that either Colby Robak and/or Alex Petrovic will earn one of the seven d-men spots.

All the players certainly heeded coach Kevin Dineen’s stern warning at their exit meetings which was to paraphrase: “Shape up or ship out,’’ as everyone I’ve interviewed and seen seems chiseled with added muscle (Bergenheim, Robak, Petrovic, Shawn Matthias, Huberdeau, Markstrom, Campbell, Kulikov, Jovo, Tomas Kopecky, Mike Weaver, Erik Gudbranson etc…).

Training camp begins tomorrow at Saveology.com Iceplex and should go from 9 a.m. to noon with two separate shifts (59 players). It's free and open to the public.
Panthers to open camp Thursday, will G Tim Thomas be there? 
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By Harvey FialkovSun Sentinel

6:45 p.m. EDT, September 10, 2013

The Panthers will open their training camp on Thursday morning at Saveology.com Iceplex and on Tuesday they released their 59-man roster.

The big question is whether or not veteran free-agent goalie Tim Thomas will be in one of the nets at Saveology.com Iceplex Thursday morning at 9 a.m.  

The twitter universe was abuzz with reports that the Panthers offered Thomas a PTO (professional tryout), and it certainly makes sense as GM Dale Tallon told us Sunday that he was shopping for a veteran netminder once Scott Clemmensen went down with a knee injury.

I called Thomas’ new agent Markus Lehto and I’m awaiting a call back for confirmation. The Panthers wouldn’t confirm the Thomas invitation, which according to tweets by ESPN.com and TSN’s Bob McKenzie, the 39-year-old, two-time Vezina Trophy winner hasn’t decided which team to accept PTO’s with yet.

It’s possible the Islanders and Canucks are interested, but Thomas, who was MVP in the 2010-11 season when he led the Bruins to a Stanley Cup, still wants to be a starter and not a backup.

Clemmensen is expected back for the season opener, but he’s 36 and coming off one of the worst seasons of his 10-year career.

The big Swede Jacob Markstrom told me he’s looking at this training camp as another opportunity to earn a spot and he’s right, especially because he’s still on a two-way contract and is coming off an uneven stint last season.

The Panthers also invited tryout goalie Rob Madore, free agent signee Michael Houser and veteran AHLer Dov Grumet-Morris. Only Markstrom has NHL experience of the aforementioned goalies.

Thomas has never really been the same after his controversial decision to turn down President Obama’s invitation to the White House with the Bruins after they won the Cup. He decided to sit out last season for personal reasons involving family and his religious faith. In 2011-12 Thomas was 25-19-1 with a 2.36 GAA.

The Panthers also invited nine-year veteran right wing Brad Boyes in for a tryout. He notched 35 points in 48 games for the Islanders last season. Boyes, 31, scored 76 goals in two seasons for the Blues from 2007-09. He has amassed 168 goals and 407 points in 606 career games for five teams.

The Panthers chose not to invite tryout players such as Alex Gudbranson, younger bro of Erik, to camp, as well as forward Corey Trevino, whose checkered past may have been a factor, to camp. They returned forwards Chris Clapperton, Alexander Delnov and Francis Beauvillier to their respective junior teams. …

Also center Shawn Matthias, fresh off a contract extension, said he’s not ready to concede his position to one of the young centers like Nick Bjugstad, Aleksander Barkov and Vincent Trocheck. Matthias is intent on being the Panthers top-line center and isn’t anxious to shift to the wing as he has done in the past. …

Also, defenseman Dmitry Kulikov confided in me that he’s tired of getting hurt every season and wants an injury-free season so he doesn’t have to start and stop.

Copyright © 2013, South Florida Sun-Sentinel
Scott Clemmensen undergoes knee surgery, Panthers shopping for goalie 

Veteran backup will be out for 3 weeks so GM Tallon said he will add a veteran to back up Markstrom
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By Harvey Fialkov, Sun Sentinel

8:38 p.m. EDT, September 8, 2013

CORAL SPRINGS — 

The Panthers, already thin at goaltending, received more bad news Sunday as General Manager Dale Tallon announced that backup goalie Scott Clemmensen underwent arthroscopic knee surgery last week.

Clemmensen, who turned 36 in July, is coming off one of the worst seasons of his 11-year career, that also began with a knee operation in the preseason. He finished with a 3-7-2 mark and a lofty 3.67 goals-against-average. He injured the knee while training last month, but could be back by the season opener on Oct. 3.

The starting job is Jacob Markstrom's, but the 23-year-old Swede is coming off an inconsistent season in which he went 8-14-1 with a 3.22 GAA.

Tallon said he will be shopping for a veteran free-agent goalie, but there is no indication that the Panthers are considering bringing back veteran free agent Jose Theodore, 36, who's still available and lives in the area.

"There will be a lot of transactions during this training camp,'' Tallon said between periods of the Panthers-Lightning rookie game Sunday afternoon at Savelogy.com Iceplex. "We're looking at every possibility, the waiver wire, trades, free agents, whatever we can do to improve.''

Tallon praised young goalies Michael Houser, a free-agent signing last summer, and Rob Madore, a former University of Vermont standout who played parts of two rookie games on a tryout basis. Madore, 25, notched 18 saves without allowing a goal in relief of Houser in Saturday's 5-4 win over the Bruins.

Houser, 20, bounced back with 30 saves in Sunday's 2-1 loss to the Lightning, and that included a sterling stop on a breakaway by Jonathan Drouin, the overall No. 3 pick of the draft behind Panthers center Aleksander Barkov.

"Better than yesterday that's for sure,'' laughed Houser. "Overall, it was clicking tonight for me. ... I'm excited, this is the first chance I've had to go to an NHL camp. I'm looking forward to the opportunity of skating with the big guys out there and see how I can compete.''

Last year, Madore, who grew up in Pittsburgh, split time in the ECHL with Evansville and the Florida Everblades before playing for the Charlotte Checkers (Hurricanes AHL affiliate) on a tryout basis.

"I can't really play for anything past today,'' said the 5-foot-10 Madore, who posted a 1.83 goals-against-average in nine AHL games. "It's the same game I've been playing since I'm a kid, so I'm not trying to change anything up. I'm just trying to work with what I have and see where it goes.''

Tallon said that Madore, "earned,'' an invitation to training camp that begins Thursday morning at their training facility.

Tallon said more than 70 players will be invited, but of the four goalies: Markstrom, Houser, Madore and possibly San Antonio Rampage goalie Dov Grumet-Morris, 31, only Markstrom has NHL experience.

The Panthers won't be looking for high-priced free-agent goalies such as Ilya Bryzgalov or Tim Thomas, but could be interested in affordable veterans such as Mathieu Garon, 35, and Rick Dipietro, 31.

Gone are once promising goalie prospects such as Brian Foster and Alexander Salak, while recent draft picks Evan Cowley and Sam Brittain will share the netminding chores for the University of Denver this year.

Tallon impressed

Although the Panthers prospects finished 1-2 in the rookie tournament (won by the 2-0-1 Lightning), Tallon was impressed with high-profile draft picks such as centers Nick Bjugstad and Vincent Trocheck, as well as lower picks like defensemen Mackenzie Weegar and Jonathan Racine.

The 6-foot-6 Bjugstad, the 19th overall pick in 2010, notched a hat track Saturday and added another goal in Sunday's loss.

"You've got to find a way to separate yourself any way you can regardless of what level it is, so I'm going to try my best to do that,'' said Bjugstad, the 19th overall pick in 2010.
Goals just come naturally for Panthers prospect Vincent Trocheck 

Pittsburgh native scored 50 goals in juniors and now is determined to make the Panthers this season
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By Harvey Fialkov, Sun Sentinel

8:46 p.m. EDT, September 6, 2013

CORAL SPRINGS — 

High-scoring prospect Vincent Trocheck doesn't want to look too far ahead, but it's not a stretch to believe that the Pittsburgh native would love to be on the ice for the Panthers' home opener against the Penguins on Oct. 11.

After scoring 50 goals and leading the Ontario Hockey League in scoring last year, it certainly is feasible that the offensively starved Panthers — tied for last in goals last season — could squeeze in this confident 20-year-old center on their 23-man roster.

"I'm definitely coming in here trying to make this team,'' said Trocheck, the Panthers third-round draft pick in 2011 (64th overall), after the prospects practice Thursday. "It's going to be a battle.

"All they're telling us is to come here and expect to make the team. What else can a guy in our position do, you come here, work hard to try to make the team. If you do, great, if not, you keep working until you do.''

If Trocheck does earn one of the 3-to-4 forward roster sports that are available, perhaps he'll give the Panthers coaching staff a scouting report after working out with several Penguins this summer while training at Evolution Sports Institute.

"I love to be in the gym to work on all aspects of the game,'' Trocheck said. "I skated with some Penguins and it helped me to play against those guys before coming here to give me a little experience going up against Pascal Dupuis, Joe Vitale, Chris Kunitz and Tanner Glass.''

Panthers General Manager Dale Tallon has repeatedly stated that jobs are up for grabs and that age is not a factor.

"We're not afraid to play young guys,'' Tallon said. "There's been four years of drafts and we've accumulated a lot of talent, size and speed. It's a matter of who mentally can take the next step. You don't want to destroy them either. 

"It's wide open and we'll put in the best 23 players we can, regardless of age.''

There's no doubt that fellow draft picks such as forwards Quinton Howden, Nick Bjugstad and Drew Shore have a slight edge over Trocheck because they gained invaluable experience by playing for the injury-riddled Panthers last season.

However, Trocheck's uncanny ability to light the lamp along with the confidence gained from a rare 50-goal season, could trump NHL experience.

"Anybody that leads the entire league in scoring — and junior hockey in Canada is the best in the world — is a very talented, skilled guy,'' said first-year San Antonio Rampage coach Peter Horachek, who's coaching the prospects this weekend. "He's a very confident young man.''

The 5-foot-10, 186-pound Trocheck is a dogged, dedicated competitor and won't stop until he gets what he wants.

"I live by it,'' said Trocheck, who went scoreless in the Panthers 8-4 loss to Nashville Predators prospects Friday night at Saveology.com Iceplex. 

"As a young guy I've always been relentless, persistent, even if I was asking my parents for a toy. I wouldn't stop until I got it. That's how I feel now; I will not stop until I make it to my goal, the NHL.''

Panthers prospects Logan Shaw, John McFarland, Josh McFadden and Chris Clapperton scored goals while Predators top pick, Seth Jones (4th), was clearly the most skilled player on the ice. 

The Panthers play Boston at 4 p.m. Saturday, while the Lightning play Nashville at noon.

Mueller to Switzerland

Peter Mueller, who made a nice comeback with the Panthers last year (17 points) after a series of concussions, inked a one-year deal with a Swiss team Friday, according to CBS Sports.com.

Copyright © 2013, South Florida Sun-Sentinel
Nick Bjugstad's hat trick keys 5-4 comeback victory over Bruins 
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2010 NHL Draft Portraits

LOS ANGELES, CA - JUNE 25: Nick Bjugstad, drafted 19th by the Florida Panthers, poses for a portrait during the 2010 NHL Entry Draft at Staples Center on June 25, 2010 in Los Angeles, California. (Photo by Harry How/Getty Images) *** Local Caption *** Nick Bjugstad ORG XMIT: 101592832 (Harry How / Getty Images / June 25, 2010) 
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By Harvey FialkovSun Sentinel

7:29 p.m. EDT, September 7, 2013

Trailing 4-0 after one period, the Panthers prospects, led by Nick Bjugstad's hat trick, downed the Boston Bruins kiddies 5-4 Saturday afternoon at a packed Saveology.com Iceplex.

The Panthers, who gave up six goals in the final period of Friday's 8-4 loss to the Predators, also received goals from defenseman Jonathan Racine and the game-winner by Quinton Howden with 5:38 remaining.

Tryout goalie Rob Madore, who had been in the Carolina Hurricanes organization, made a strong push for an invitation to training camp with 18 saves and no goals allowed in relief of Michael Houser, who gave up all four of Boston's goals.

The Panthers kids showed toughness in three first-period fights, including a one-punch knockdown by recently signed Tony Turgeon and an unsportsmanlike penalty by defenseman Alex Gudbranson, younger brother of Panthers defenseman Erik, who’s here on a tryout. Racine also won his tussle.

Panthers assistant GM Mike Santos was impressed by Madore as well as Turgeon, a converted defenseman, Rampage center Jared Gomes (assist), center Vincent Trocheck (assist) and defenseman Mackenzie Weegar, a 2013 eighth-round pick out of Ottawa, who set up Howden for the game-winner as well as a helper on Bjugstad's third goal.

"It was a rough night against Nashville and thought we had to bounce back, and it was rough first period even for us,'' Bjugstad said. "Everyone worked hard. We got in the locker room in between periods and we figured it out. Guys got a little angry.

"It's good to perform here but you got to perform every day. I'm looking forward to the challenge [of training camp.]''

Madore played against the Rampage last year on a tryout with Charlotte (5-3 with a 1.83 GAA) and also played for the Florida Everblades in the ECHL (7-4-3 with a 3.17 GAA).
Snubbed defenseman Seth Jones wants to prove Panthers wrong for passing him by 

Panthers center Nick Bjugstad notches hat trick in 5-4 victory over Bruins in rookie tournament
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By Harvey Fialkov, Sun Sentinel

9:03 p.m. EDT, September 7, 2013

CORAL SPRINGS — 

When the Colorado Avalanche selected forward Nathan MacKinnon with the top pick of the NHL Entry Draft last June, the assembled hockey executives, scouts and fans in the Prudential Center were expecting Panthers General Manager Dale Tallon to snatch defenseman Seth Jones, the projected No. 1 all year, with the second pick.

Instead, when Tallon opted for 6-foot-4, Finnish center Aleksander Barkov, gasps of shock echoed throughout the New Jersey arena. Then the Lightning called forward Jonathan Drouin at No. 3, before the Predators finally tabbed Jones, a 6-foot-4 blue-liner, whose skills have been favorably compared to NHL greats Chris Pronger and Nicklas Lidstrom.

Jones, a Texas native who grew up in Denver, was fully expecting to play for the Panthers in the days before the draft because Avalanche vice president of hockey operations Joe Sakic had said he was going to take MacKinnon.

So while Jones, the son of former NBA forward Popeye Jones, said he was proud to be a Predator, he also vowed vengeance against the three teams that snubbed him.

"I'm competitive. I get that from my parents,'' Jones said following the draft. "You definitely want to prove them wrong. It's not my only goal for next year, but it's definitely on my list. I'd be lying if I wasn't thinking about going to those teams.''

It didn't take long for Jones to get that chance as his first game came against the Panthers — albeit in a round-robin tournament featuring prospects — Friday night at Saveology.com Iceplex.

While Barkov was being held out to allow his surgically repaired shoulder extra time to heal before training camp begins on Thursday, Jones certainly made his presence felt in Nashville's 8-4 victory.

Every time he took one of his trademark booming slapshots, fans could hear the crack reverberate around the arena, and then he escaped a backcheck by Panthers forward Quinton Howden from behind his own net with a dazzling behind-the-back spin.

"Yeah, in the back of my head it did a little bit,'' Jones said of his vengeance vow. "You've got to put that stuff behind you. You've got to think team first and obviously I'm not a selfish player in any way, so I'm not going to do anything to prove myself to them. I'm just going to play hockey out there."

Panthers defenseman Josh Brown withheld a chuckle from the bench after Jones' flashy maneuver.

"That's a big man doing a spin-o-rama, so I was pretty impressed,'' Brown said.

Tallon said earlier this week that he would've been happy with any of the top four picks, but the Panthers needed offense and he's a huge proponent of tall, strong, skilled centermen like Barkov and 6-6 Nick Bjugstad.

Jones obtained some satisfaction in his second pro outing when he had a goal and an assist in a 7-4 loss to the Lightning — sans Drouin — in the early game.

Jones will get plenty more opportunities to prove Tallon wrong or right with the next one on Sept. 16 in a day-night preseason doubleheader, and then for real on Oct. 15 in Nashville.

"Within every game, tomorrow and the next day I want to get better and start playing my best hockey when preseason starts,'' said Jones, 18.

Panthers bounce back

Bjugstad, the former University of Minnesota standout, notched a hat trick in Florida's 5-4 come-from-behind victory over Bruins prospects Saturday at a packed Saveology.com Iceplex.

Howden added the game-winner with 5:38 left to cap off a four-goal comeback. 

Tryout goalie Rob Madore made a strong push for an invitation to training camp with 18 saves and no goals allowed in relief of Michael Houser.

Copyright © 2013, South Florida Sun-Sentinel
Brother of Panthers' Gudbranson trying to escape tall shadow 

Free-agent Alex Gudbranson went undrafted and is trying to earn a pro contract with more renowned brother's team
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By Harvey Fialkov, Sun Sentinel

6:43 p.m. EDT, September 5, 2013

CORAL SPRINGS— 

Free-agent defenseman Alex Gudbranson has been following in his big brother's ice tracks since they were playing backyard pond hockey in an Ottawa suburb about 14 years ago.

This time it was Panthers third-year defenseman Erik Gudbranson following his brother onto the ice at Saveology.com Iceplex Thursday morning after Alex skated in the prospects practice in an effort to earn a contract with the same organization that drafted his brother third overall in 2010.

Unlike Erik, Alex surprisingly went undrafted in 2012 and then again in June. So after working out for the Detroit Red Wings in their July development camp, Alex jumped at the chance when the Panthers invited him for a tryout during this weekend's rookie tournament.

"The first day it was definitely disappointing,'' said Alex, who turned 19 on Monday. "This isn't how I expected it to go. I guess you say the strongest will survive. It's the guys who come through it and realize that the draft is just a number.

"Playing in the NHL is my lifelong dream, and I'm going to make it there.''

No one is rooting harder for that to happen than Erik, who at 21 and muscular 6-foot-4, is two years older and two inches bigger than his chiseled brother. But after going through his own travails in his first two NHL seasons, Gudbranson understands that nothing is handed to you at this level.

"Just because I'm here doesn't mean he's going to get any special treatment,'' Gudbranson said. "I told him to relax,enjoy the experience and be a sponge.''

The two played on the same blue line together for one season in Kingston (OHL) in 2010, when Erik was sent back to juniors for more seasoning by the Panthers. He was already sporting a, 'C' on his sleeve.

"He always wanted to follow behind me and do the same things that I did,'' Erik said. "In Kingston, I made a pretty good name for myself by the time he joined the club. It was tough for him to step in with the expectations of the people there and here.

"I think being undrafted, taking another route to be where you want to be … is good for him, and definitely toughened him up. If he keeps working, being the person he is, he'll get here one day.''

Alex, who like Erik is a right-handed shooter and physical, said he had no alternative but to get tough while playing basement hockey with his three siblings.

"Growing up with him you have to be tough because of all the [scraps] we used to get into,'' said Alex, who had 114 penalty minutes in his first two OHL seasons. "If you come into my corner I want the puck more than you do.''

Panthers General Manager Dale Tallon said, "we don't do favors,'' but he does love the Gudbranson "fire-in-the-belly'' bloodlines.

Scott Luce, the Panthers director of scouting, said Alex's defensive skills are NHL-caliber, but he needs to improve his "puck skills and first pass.''

"When they played together in juniors there were some shifts that you said, 'Which one is it?','' Luce said. "He's going to come with an agenda that he wants to show he belongs.''

And if that means running big brother into the boards at training camp, so be it.

"I'm sure we'll meet in the corners and we'll get a nice smack in the head from Mom at Christmas dinner if we get into a fight,'' smiled Alex.

Versteeg eyes season opener

Panthers forward Kris Versteeg, who underwent major ACL surgery last March after playing just 10 games, skated with teammates for the first time in an unofficial practice Thursday, and said he's targeting the road opener in Dallas on Oct. 3 for his return.
Kris Versteeg is targeting opening day for return from knee surgery 
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By Harvey FialkovSun Sentinel

1:30 p.m. EDT, September 5, 2013

Panthers forward Kris Versteeg, who underwent major ACL surgery last season, skated with several of his teammates for the first time in an unofficial practice Thursday at Saveology.com Iceplex.

Afterward, Versteeg, who was sporting a heavy brace on his right knee, expressed optimism about returning for the start of the season, targeting the road opener in Dallas on Oct. 3.

Previously, Versteeg thought he may miss the first month of the season, but his rapid progress has given him renewed hope for an earlier return.

“Going at it a day at a time. I think the progression’s been pretty good,’’ said Versteeg, who has been skating for four weeks home in Lethbridge, B.C. “The rehab’s been there. It’s a long process but I my goal is to be ready for the start of the season. I don’t want to hop into a regular-season game without knowing what training camp is like but I think I’ll be in there for most of it.’’ …

Forward Shawn Matthias, fresh off a contract extension in the offseason, was already sporting a fat lip after the morning skate.  …

Most of the Panthers took the ice after the rookies got off following an hour-45 minute practice that was supervised by Rampage coach Peter Horachek, but watched closely by Panthers coach Kevin Dineen, GM Dale Tallon and several team scouts.

As expected, top draft pick Aleksander Barkov didn’t participate so his surgically repaired shoulder will be ready for the start of training camp on Sept. 12. …

Among the Panthers skating were Ed Jovanovski, Tomas Kopecky, Michael Caruso, Erik Selleck, Scottie Upshall, Brian Campbell, Tomas Fleischmann, Mike Weaver, Erik Gudbranson, Colby Robak and Dmitry Kulikov.
Panthers' top pick Barkov won't participate in rookie tournament 

Second overall pick will skip four-team tourney this weekend at Saveology.com Iceplex to give shoulder more time to heal
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Aleksander Barkov 

Panthers top pick Aleksander Barkov is expected to participate in camp. (Bruce Bennett / Getty Images / June 30, 2013) 

 Related

•Key dates for NHL season 

By Harvey Fialkov, Sun Sentinel

7:34 p.m. EDT, September 4, 2013

SUNRISE — — 

For hockey fans hoping to get a sneak preview of three of the top four picks in the 2013 NHL Draft at this weekend's four-team prospects tournament at Saveolog.com Iceplex, they'll have to settle for two. Panthers teenage center Aleksander Barkov will not participate for precautionary reasons.

Barkov, who underwent shoulder surgery in April, has been cleared to play, but Panthers General Manager Dale Tallon wants to make sure he's ready for the start of next week's training camp and then, more significantly, the season opener on Oct. 3 against the Dallas Stars.

"We're looking at this long term; this is more of a need for us,'' Tallon said Wednesday after Panthers prospects and some veterans underwent medical testing and physicals at BB&T Center. "They're all good players. We're very happy with [Barkov]. He's a big, strong, left-handed-shot centerman, which we desperately needed in our system.

"The extra 10 days without any really good contact will help him. He's cleared to play and ready to go, but we're erring on the side of caution.

"Why jeopardize anything with three games in three days when he'll be more ready to compete with the big guys 10 days from now?''

The Panthers' rookies will battle the Bruins, Lightning and Predators in the round-robin tourney, meaning Barkov, the No. 2 overall pick, will miss going up against Lightning forward Jonathan Drouin (No. 3) and long-time projected No. 1 defenseman Seth Jones, who the Predators finally took at No. 4. The Avalance selected forward Nathan MacKinnon at No. 1.

The Bruins feature the 24th overall pick, goalie Malcolm Subban, younger brother of Canadiens defenseman P.K. Subban, as well as the reigning Norris Trophy winner.

"Of course, I will like to play against them,'' Barkov said of Drouin and Jones, who he spent a lot of time with during draft weekend in New Jersey. "But I got this shoulder surgery in April. I have to go slow. If I get injury in the rookie tournament it's not a good thing.

"I want to do everything so [the Panthers] know they made the right decision between me, Jones and Drouin.''

While past draft picks, such as Quinton Howden, Nick Bjugstad, Alexander Petrovic and Vincent Trocheck, will play in their pre-camp auditions to earn roster spots, Tallon has made it clear that he drafted Barkov, who turned 18 on Monday, to play this season.

"Why not?,'' was Barkov's matter-of-fact replay when asked if he could play in the NHL right away. "My only goal at the beginning of the season is to get on the team. Then if I get on the team, then maybe I'll have other goals.''

The tournament is open to unsigned prospects, rookies and first-year NHL players such as Panthers forward Jonathan Huberdeau. However, the 2013 Calder Trophy winner will not participate so his surgically repaired hip will be ready for contact at the start of training camp on Sept. 12.

There will be a Gudbranson playing defense for the Panthers this weekend, but it's Alex Gudbranson, Erik's younger brother, who went undrafted but was invited by the Panthers to try out.

"There's an equal opportunity here. We don't care about age,'' Tallon said. "I want them to feel they have an opportunity to make the big club, and it starts now.''

Peter Horaceck, who was hired to coach the Panthers' AHL affiliate in San Antonio, will coach the Panthers' prospects, giving Panthers coach Kevin Dineen a better view to evaluate any potential charges.
BLOG: Pitlick earns more NHL looks

Tuesday, 24.09.2013 / 1:22 AM
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21 year-old forward Tyler Pitlick will just not go away. That's a good thing.

Pitlick, drafted 31st overall in 2010, is now in the final year of his entry-level contract and is battling to show the Oilers that he belongs in the NHL and with the club.

Head Coach Dallas Eakins has been ready, waiting with his fingers on the button, to send Pitlick down to the American Hockey League but perhaps that's a bit premature.

The Oilers forward has done nothing but earn more playtime in the pre-season for Edmonton with physical play, scoring opportunities and success on the ice.

"I keep trying to send him down and he keeps playing like that," said Eakins. "Every time I turned around he was running into somebody. I don't know how many hits they credited him for but I think he had probably ten."

Pitlick had six recorded hits on the stat sheet but he also chipped in an assist, two shots and a blocked shot for the Oilers.

"I felt good," said Pitlick. "I had lots of hits and was skating well. I had a few shots and a couple of opportunities where I thought I almost scored… I felt really comfortable out there tonight."

He has been trying to settle down all training camp and now, with a couple of games under his belt, he is finally comfortable with the NHL pre-season game speed.

"I think the nerves have been with me a little bit throughout camp but tonight… I just had to go out there and play because there could be no tomorrow. I could get sent down, but I had a good game."

Pitlick isn't going anywhere yet.

"I grabbed him after the second period and asked him if he wanted to play in the NHL because if he keeps playing like that, it won't be too long until he is," said Eakins. "He needs to keep the fire lit and he bought himself another game tomorrow."

Development from Pitlick is nothing but good news for the Oilers as they continue to look to solidify their depth at every position.

BLOG: Acton stays in conversation with good game

Tuesday, 24.09.2013 / 1:10 AM

By Chris Wescott - edmontonoilers.com / Inside the Oilers Blog 
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Will Acton is locked in a battle for a centre spot on the Oilers roster and tonight he took a step forward into earning a place.

"I thought Will had a much better game," said Head Coach Dallas Eakins. "A little nastier, which we need from him. He's still battling on those face offs. He's taken great strides in the last couple of years but this is a different level to win those draws."

Acton's confidence when it comes to face-offs has been a strong point for the forward thus far. He won 64% of his draws tonight.

"The thing I like about him is that he fully expects and he is committed to winning every one of them. There's going to be nights when he doesn't, but when he loses them… he takes it personally."

Acton has scored in two-straight pre-season game after tonight's goal and his empty-netter on Saturday.

Tonight's score came on a deflected puck in the slot.

"I just tried to stick to the basics and execute our game plan," said Acton. "I got fortunate with the tip that went in and it's more of a compliment to everyone else who ran their routes and put me in that situation and fortunately it went in."

After a morning in which Eakins described Acton's play as just 'okay', the centre earned points with his performance tonight.

"He was one of the guys that needed to have a good game and he did."

EDMONTON - Devan Dubnyk made 28 saves and Jesse Joensuu scored his third goal of the pre-season as the Oilers skated away with the 2-1 win over the Winnipeg Jets in Edmonton tonight.

 Joensuu tied the game at 1-1 at 2:39 of the second period when Philip Larsen made a play to keep the puck in the zone. Then Tyler Pitlick batted down a clearing try and fired the puck towards the net. Joensuu planted at the top of the crease and deflected the shot back door for the goal.

 "Boy, I thought he was excellent," Oilers Head Coach Dallas Eakins said of Joensuu. "He's played nothing but well for me. We need that size, we're looking for size and he brings that. He protects the puck well, he's strong on his stick and he made some big plays on the boards in our zone in the game."

 It was Joensuu's third goal and fourth point of the pre-season. It was an impressive showing for the forward who is looking to make the Oilers roster but he has been through training camp battles before and knows what to expect.

 "I feel like every training camp is like that when you're not a superstar or you're not a guaranteed player on the team," said Joensuu. "It's easier now. Before, I used to be more nervous and felt like this is life or death if I make it in the NHL. But there's good hockey elsewhere. The NHL is the best league and it's my dream but if it doesn't happen, it doesn't happen. Life goes on. It's much easier now to focus on games and treat them better."

 The Oilers took their first lead of the night at 9:22 of the second courtesy of forward Will Acton. Anton Belov shot the puck from the point and Acton re-directed it from the slot and in.

 Acton has now scored a goal in two straight games.

 "I just tried to stick to the basics and execute our game plan," said Acton. "I got fortunate with the tip that went in and it's more of a compliment to everyone else who ran their routes and put me in that situation and fortunately it went in."

 "He was one of the guys that needed to have a good game and he did," said Eakins.

 The momentum of the game originally swung in the Jets favour when they scored with 58 seconds left in the first period to take a 1-0 lead. Chris Thornburn's shot appeared to be sailing wide of the net when it deflected off Dubnyk's stick and took a re-directed path to the net.

 It was the Oilers two-goal second period that flipped the game in their favour as they held on to win it, 2-1.

PRE-GAME NOTES

 The Edmonton Oilers take on the Vancouver Canucks tonight in their fifth pre-season game.  

Line Combinations (and defence pairings) for the Oilers:

 Omark - Gordon - Yakupov

 Joensuu - Arcobello - Pitlick

 Jones - Lander - Hamilton

 Eager - Acton - Brown

 Ference - Belov

 Smid - Larsen

 N.Schultz - Fedun

 Dubnyk

FIRST PERIOD

20:00: The first period is now underway. 

16:13: Grant Clitsome trips up Ryan Hamilton and the Oilers are on their first power play of the game.

10:40: Andrew Gordon to the sin bin for a charging penalty and Edmonton has their second power play of the night. Shots are 3-1 in Oilers favor.

10:16: Boyd Gordon draws an interference call and it's 4-on-4 for a minute and some change.

09:36: A party in the penalty box. Evander Kane sitting 2 minutes for hooking.

08:18: So. Many. Penalties. Taylor Fedun heads to the box for the Oilers. 2 min for hooking.

05:36: It continues! Smid to the box for roughing. Maybe the officials were concerned the box was empty for a bit there.

03:19: Smid comes out of timeout. The Oilers with an effective PK on that go around.

0:58: Chris Thorburn scores for the Jets. Looked like he had shot it wide but a freak deflection off of Dubnyk's stick and it falls in. | WPG 1, EDM 0

00:00: The Jets will take the lead into the locker room as period numero uno comes to a close. The Oilers lead in shots 8-7. | WPG 1, EDM 0

SECOND PERIOD

20:00: The second period is underway!

17:21: Did you blink? You probably missed it then. Jesse Joensuu scores his third goal of the pre-season and the Oilers tie it up! Tyler Pitlick freed the puck up off the boards and sent it in front of the Jets net and Joensuu finished it off. | WPG 1, EDM 1

 10:38: Anton Belov sends the puck inside from the point and Will Acton re-directs the puck from the slot to take the lead! | WPG 1, EDM 2

 05:00: five minutes to go in the second and the shots are 17-13 in the Oilers favour!

3:31: Nick Schultz to the sin bin for holding. 

2:05: Devan Dubnyk flashes the glove and gives the Jets shooter a highlight reel case of denied. Big save for the Oilers.

00:00: Two periods in the book and two Oilers goals in that period. Oilers lead in shots 19-17. | WPG 1, EDM 2 

THIRD PERIOD

20:00: Here come the Oilers! The third period is underway at Rexall Place.  

19:05: Larsen sits 2 minutes for tripping.  

11:29: Kane takes some late swipes at Dubnyk and Mike Brown responds. Some pushing and shoving but the officials break it up. Kane and Brown head to the box for roughing.

6:43: Nick Schultz takes a hooking penalty to put Winnipeg on the power play. 

6:31: The power play is very shortlived as Jacob Trouba gets sent off for high sticking only 12 seconds later. 

0:00: That's the game as the final buzzer goes.

The NHL has announced that two suspensions have been levied against the Vancouver Canucks as a result of their 5-2 loss to the Edmonton Oilers on Saturday.

On Saturday night, Canucks Zack Kassian was assessed a double minor for a high-stick on Sam Gagner. The play resulted in Gagner breaking his jaw and losing teeth. He will undergo surgery tomorrow.

Kassian has been suspended for the remainder of the pre-season and five regular season games.

Dale Weise delivered a check to the head of Oilers forward Taylor Hall.

The hit will cost Weise a three pre-season game suspension.

The Oilers and Jets will square off tonight at Rexall Place in Edmonton tonight. The Oilers are coming off of a 5-2 win over Vancouver while the Jets suffered a 4-3 shootout loss to the Minnesota Wild on Saturday night.

 These two teams have faced off one already this pre-season ending in a 3-2 Oilers loss in Winnipeg in which a late rally fell short.

GAGNER UPDATE

 The Edmonton Oilers provided an update on centre Sam Gagner who suffered a broken jaw against Vancouver on Saturday. Gagner is listed as out indefinitely and the Oilers have announced that he will undergo surgery tomorrow. 

 It is expected that it will take at least one plate to fix the jaw. The injury happened when Vancouver's Zack Kassian swung a high-stick into the face of Gagner.

CENTRE OPPORTUNITIES

 With Gagner out indefinitely, it provides an opportunity for the forwards who are currently on the bubble to make the Oilers roster. Anton Lander, Mark Arcobello and Will Acton were very much locked in a battle for the fourth-line centre spot but with another injury to the position, there is even more opportunity for those players.

 Tonight's game the Jets will provide a chance for players like Anton Lander to step up and show their skills.

 "Of course I am real excited about it," said Lander. "It's a big opportunity for me and to play at home in Rexall is always incredible to play here. Tonight, it's going to be a good game. Winnipeg plays hard, they play tough and they're big and strong so we need to come out ready to play."

 Edmonton General Manager Craig MacTavish talked to the media about the centre position and discussed the opportunities facing his players. MacTavish seemed especially impressed by Arcobello.

 "It's an opportunity for Mark Arcobello to get a shot and see what he can do or Anton Lander or Will Acton," said MacTavish. "We have to weigh what the incremental difference would be if we were to pick a guy up compared to what we have."

 "Arcobello has looked good to me. You have to be a little bit careful with judging and reaching conclusions at this time of year. The next few games our rosters will be paired down and we'll get a little bit more information but he's looked okay. He's proven he can do it very well at the American Hockey League level and I think he deserves an opportunity."

 For MacTavish, it won't take much for one of the players to separate themselves from the rest.

 "I think just overall my assessment of all those guys right on the bubble is it's not going to take too much to push them over the top. You just want to see the intensity that the situation calls for exhibited during the games and I think that could sway the pendulum one way or the other when we're talking about the three or four guys that are on the bubble."

 Head Coach Dallas Eakins also touched on the Oilers forward battles and particularly focused on Lander who is in a battle.

 "(Lander) is fighting to stay another day," said Eakins. "He's with that group that are on the tight rope now and there's probably five or six of them and that's where he's at. I think he's been good at camp, but good is the enemy of great. That group of five or six players, there's going to be a battle to see who's left standing here in about a week for now."

OILERS ADD TOUGHNESS

 Although it does not affect tonight's game against Winnipeg, a major topic of discussion at the Oilers morning skate was the acquisition of forward Steve MacIntyre who was claimed off of waivers.

 A line brawl in the Buffalo Sabres vs. Toronto Leafs pre-season game last night coupled with the incidents in the Oilers game against Vancouver game on Saturday night had Edmonton pulling the trigger on a guy who's main role is to protect the team's young stars.

 "Watching the Leafs-Buffalo game last night and what happened to us against Vancouver it shouldn't come as a surprise to anybody that we'd gain some toughness or pick up some toughness," said Oilers General Manager Craig MacTavish. "We've talked about it pretty extensively in the past three or four months. We know the player, we know what he's capable of and we think there was a need here and that's why we picked him up."

 Look for more on MacIntyre later today on Inside the Oilers.  

 -- Chris Wescott, edmontonoilers.com 

OILERS PROJECTED LINES 

 (BASED ON SUNDAY'S PRACTICE)

 Omark - Gordon - Yakupov

 Joensuu - Arcobello - Pitlick

 Jones - Lander - Hamilton

 Eager - Acton - Brown

 Ference - Belov

 Smid - Larsen

 N.Schultz - Fedun

GOING STREAKING

 The Oilers are coming off of two straight pre-season wins, both against the Vancouver Canucks. The most recent of those victories was a 5-2 showing in Edmonton on Saturday night.

 That win came courtesy of a David Perron short-handed score and three late third period goals by Ryan Smyth, Nail Yakupov and Will Acton.

 The Oilers will look to make it three-straight exhibition wins when they host the Winnipeg Jets tonight. 

GROUNDING THE JETS

 This will be the second time that the Oilers and Jets have faced off during the 2013 pre-season.

 The first meeting between the two teams came on Wednesday September 18 in the form of a 3-2 Oilers loss. 

 The Jets took a 3-0 lead in Winnipeg with just 4:25 remaining in the third period. The Oilers then made things interesting. 

 Mitch Moroz scored for Edmonton a minute later. Then 23 seconds after that goal, Nail Yakupov dished a pass in front of Ondrej Pavelec. Philip Larsen earned his second point of the night when he buried the pass to draw the visitors within one.

 The Oilers rally would fall short and the Jets escaped with a 3-2 win.

 Edmonton will get their chance to exact revenge on Winnipeg tonight at Rexall Place. It is Jets first visit to the City of Champions since March of 1996.

GAGNER OUT

 The Oilers will be without one of their top centres when they take on the Jets tonight. 

 Sam Gagner took a high-stick to the mouth on Saturday night against the Canucks and has been listed as out indefinitely with a broken jaw.

JETS PROJECTED LINES

 Kane - Jokinen - Frolik

 Halischuk - O'Dell - Wright

 Telegin - Lowry - Peluso

 Gordon - Cormier - Thorburn

 Bogosian - Clitsome

 Stuart - Redmond

 Pardy - Trouba

 Pasquale

BOUNCING BACK

 The Winnipeg Jets suffered a 4-3 loss to the Minnesota Wild on Saturday night courtesy of Jason Pominville’s shootout goal. Winnipeg centre Eric O’Dell tallied two points while Ondrej Pavelec made 33 saves on 36 shots for the Jets in the loss.

 The ninth overall pick in 2012 defenceman Jason Trouba has continued his strong pre-season for the Winnipeg Jets. In the loss to Minnesota, he had an assist, two shots on net, three hits and a blocked shot while playing 25:41.

 The Jets will look to bounce back with a quick turnaround as they take on Edmonton tonight.

LOWRY DEBUT

 Winnipeg Jets centre prospect Adam Lowry will see his first game of the pre-season since hurting his neck in the first scrimmage of camp when he plays against the Oilers tonight. He has been held out of contact as a precaution ever since.

 Lowry was the third round pick, 67th overall, by the Jets in 2011. He had a breakout season in the WHL during the 2012-13 campaign with the Swift Current Broncos.

 The forward played 72 regular season games with the Broncos and scored a career-high 45 goals and added another career high in assists with 43. He also contributed five points (3-2-5) in five playoff games.

 Lowry is a big forward prospect at six-foot-five and 200 pounds.

 -- Chris Wescott, edmontonoilers.com

The Oilers claim that one of the reasons that they went out and claimed Steve MacIntyre off of waivers was because of what transpired in their pre-season game against the Vancouver Canucks. Vancouver's Zack Kassian caught Sam Gagner in the face with a high-stick, resulting in a broken jaw.

Taylor Hall also took an elbow to the head in that game which resulted in the Oilers Mike Brown squaring off with Dale Weise in a fight.

MacIntyre will be one of the Oilers players who will answer the bell when it comes time to protect the young stars on the roster. Kassian had some harsh words to say about the Oilers pick up.

"Perfect," Kassian told the media. "I don't think he can skate, that's the last thing on our mind."

The Oilers and the Canucks play each other five times this season. The first of which is on Saturday October 5.

BLOG: Gordon set to play more offensive role

Sunday, 22.09.2013 / 3:08 PM

By Marc Ciampa - edmontonoilers.com / Inside the Oilers Blog 
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When the Oilers signed centre Boyd Gordon this past off-season, the thought was that he would slot in as the team's third-line centre behind Ryan Nugent-Hopkins and Sam Gagner. Now that the latter two are both injured for what could potentially be a big chunk of October, Gordon will likely be asked to play a more offensive role than he has been used to.

"Whatever you have to do to help this team win," Gordon began. "If I've got to move up or whatever the case, sometimes when you lose one of your better players it brings everybody together and makes everybody bear down a little bit more and focus on what they have to do to help the team win."

Playing with offensive players isn't something new for Gordon as he has been placed on a line with the likes of David Perron, Nail Yakupov and Ales Hemsky in his two pre-season games so far. He has acquitted himself well, with three assists and a +2 rating in those games to rank tied for second on the team in points in the exhibition campaign.

"When you play with skill guys, you want to make plays and contribute. I don't play an overly flashy game but you try to fit in as best you can. If you're playing those minutes, that's what's expected."

 Gordon skated with Linus Omark and Yakupov on Sunday.

BLOG: Opportunity knocks for Arcobello

Sunday, 22.09.2013 / 2:53 PM

By Marc Ciampa - edmontonoilers.com / Inside the Oilers Blog 
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With the injury to Sam Gagner, a spot down the middle has opened up for one of the centres remaining in camp. Assuming Hall starts at centre, Will Acton, Mark Arcobello and Anton Lander are now battling it out for the final two spots.

"It's a potential opportunity," said Arcobello after practice on Sunday. "I've still got to keep working and maintain the same goals that I've had. I've just got to try and crack the lineup."

In three games so far this pre-season, Arcobello has a goal and an assist while playing with such NHL calibre linemates as Nail Yakupov and Jesse Joensuu.

"It's pretty fun," Arcobello said about playing with Yakupov. "Quick player, great skills. Whenever I get a chance to play with him I try and make the most of it."

This pre-season is Arcobello's first with the Oilers where he has seen game action. He did get into a game last season, however, and feels that has helped the process.

"It's always a goal to play in the NHL and to even just get that first game was definitely one of my goals. It helped coming into this year, giving me more confidence knowing what to expect a little bit more on the ice and in the locker room. I think it helped."

BLOG: Hall ready to play more centre

Sunday, 22.09.2013 / 2:34 PM

By Marc Ciampa - edmontonoilers.com / Inside the Oilers Blog 
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When Taylor Hall was asked to play centre for the Oilers this summer, he figured it would be four or five games at most down the middle before Ryan Nugent-Hopkins was ready to re-assume his role as the team's number one pivot. However, now that Sam Gagner is also out for the first month of the season it looks like his playing time at centre will increase.

"It's a good thing I've been playing there for the last week or so. I'm going to keep playing centre and I'm fine with that," said Hall. "We're not going to make it a bigger problem than it is. We're going to fill the void and keep going out and doing our job."

Hall has played three games so far this pre-season. In his first game, against Calgary, he was an impressive 65% in the dot. In his second game at Vancouver, he was 53%. Last night, he struggled a bit more at 45%. Overall in the pre-season, Hall has been 29-for-54 for a success rate of 53.7% which is very good.

However, despite Hall's proficiency down the middle so far he realizes what a big loss Gagner is to the club.

"It's a really tough loss. It's not something we want to hear, especially with a guy like Gags coming off such a strong year."

BLOG: Lines at practice in Sherwood Park Sunday

Sunday, 22.09.2013 / 1:29 PM

By Marc Ciampa - edmontonoilers.com / Inside the Oilers Blog 
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Sam Gagner (broken jaw), Jordan Eberle, Jeff Petry, Darnell Nurse and Denis Grebeshkov all did not skate on Sunday at Millennium Place in Sherwood Park -- the latter four being a maintenance day.

As a result, the Oilers lines were: 

 Omark-Gordon-Yakupov

 Jonesuu-Arcobello-Pitlick

 Smyth-Hall-Hemsky

 Jones-Lander-Hamilton

 Eager-Acton-Brown

 And the defence pairings: 

 Ference-J. Schultz

 Belov-Larsen

 Smid-N. Schultz

 Fedun

 The only two goaltenders remaining in camp are Devan Dubnyk and Jason LaBarbera.

BLOG: Oilers roster trimmed

Sunday, 22.09.2013 / 1:26 PM

By Marc Ciampa - edmontonoilers.com / Inside the Oilers Blog 
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The Oilers announced on Sunday that they have reduced their training camp roster by eight. Heading to Oklahoma City is Brad Hunt (D), Oscar Klefbom (D), Martin Marincin (D), Ryan Martindale (D), Andrew Miller (C) and Ty Rimmer (G).

Jujhar Khaira (LW) is off to Everett (WHL) while Richard Bachman has been placed on waivers for the purpose of assignment to Oklahoma City.
Oilers Trim Roster
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--------------------------------------------------------------------------------

Updated Oilers Training Camp Roster 

--------------------------------------------------------------------------------

The Edmonton Oilers reduced their training camp roster today, assigning the following players: 

 Richard Bachman* (G) - Oklahoma City (AHL)

 Brad Hunt (D) - Oklahoma City (AHL)

 Jujhar Khaira (LW) - Everett (WHL)

 Oscar Klefbom (D) - Oklahoma City (AHL)

 Martin Marincin (D) - Oklahoma City (AHL)

 Ryan Martindale (C) - Oklahoma City (AHL)

 Andrew Miller (C) - Oklahoma City (AHL)

 Ty Rimmer (G) - Oklahoma City (AHL)

 The Oilers roster now includes 33 players (2 goalies, 11 defencemen and 20 forwards).
EDMONTON - David Perron scored a shorthanded goal while Ryan Smyth, Nail Yakupov and Will Acton buried late scores in the third to drive the Oilers to a 5-2 win over the Vancouver Canucks in pre-season play tonight.

 Mike Santorelli opened scoring for the Canucks when he slipped past the Oilers defence and shot a wrister five-hole on Jason LaBarbera. Santorelli’s goal was assisted by defenceman Yannick Weber.

 The Oilers began to find their offensive groove when Jordan Eberle nearly connected with Sam Gagner in front of the Canucks net.

 Edmonton newcomer Anton Belov carried the puck up the left wing and fired a picture perfect pass to a streaking Ryan Smyth. Smyth sprung free on the breakaway by his shot was swallowed up by the pads of Eddie Lack.

 Oilers star forward Taylor Hall took a hit to the head roughly seven minutes into the game, giving his team a five-on-three power play for two minutes. Dale Weise was the offender for the Canucks and he’d have to answer for the hit.

 After the penalty expired, Mike Brown threw down the gloves to tango with Weise. The two exchanged blows before Brown would lose his footing ending the tilt.

 Then, Eberle worked the puck into the Canucks zone and passed it behind the net to the left of the Vancouver goaltender. Perron then set up a pass across the face of Lack and Sam Gagner was there back door, gave one swipe at the puck and found twine. The goal at 12:59 tied the game at one.

 Oilers Head Coach Dallas Eakins has preached aggressive penalty killing leading to offensive opportunities since day one of training camp. His second penalty kill unit did just that when they scored shorthanded 4:13 into the second period. 

 Taylor Fedun shot the puck on Lack who made the initial save and trapped the puck under his pads. Ryan Hamilton poked at it and the puck jumped out to Perron who saw the opening and struck giving the Oilers the 2-1 lead.

 LaBarbera would exit the game in the second, finishing his night with eight saves on nine shots for the Oilers. He made way for professional tryout rookie Ty Rimmer.

 Rimmer flashed the glove on his first solid scoring opportunity by the Canucks and then continued to make big saves late in the game. He would finish the contest with 10 saves

 David Perron scored a shorthanded goal while Ryan Smyth, Nail Yakupov and Will Acton buried late scores in the third to drive the Oilers to a 5-2 win over the Vancouver Canucks in pre-season play tonight.

 Mike Santorelli opened scoring for the Canucks when he slipped past the Oilers defence and shot a wrister five-hole on Jason LaBarbera. Santorelli’s goal was assisted by defenceman Yannick Weber.

 The Oilers began to find their offensive groove when Jordan Eberle nearly connected with Sam Gagner in front of the Canucks net.

 Edmonton newcomer Anton Belov carried the puck up the left wing and fired a picture perfect pass to a streaking Ryan Smyth. Smyth sprung free on the breakaway by his shot was swallowed up by the pads of Eddie Lack.

 Oilers star forward Taylor Hall took a hit to the head roughly seven minutes into the game, giving his team a five-on-three power play for two minutes. Dale Weise was the offender for the Canucks and he’d have to answer for the hit.

 After the penalty expired, Mike Brown threw down the gloves to tango with Weise. The two exchanged blows before Brown would lose his footing ending the tilt.

“Hockey gets to be a tough game some nights, but I did like our response," said Oilers Head Coach Dallas Eakins. "Brown was good the one time… You just don’t want one guy to look after that, you need a big scrum. If one guy’s getting pushed around, you want all five of your guys in there and I thought we responded well.”

Then, Eberle worked the puck into the Canucks zone and passed it behind the net to the left of the Vancouver goaltender. Perron then set up a pass across the face of Lack and Sam Gagner was there back door, gave one swipe at the puck and found twine. The goal at 12:59 tied the game at one.

 Oilers Head Coach Dallas Eakins has preached aggressive penalty killing leading to offensive opportunities since day one of training camp. His second penalty kill unit did just that when they scored shorthanded 4:13 into the second period. 

 Taylor Fedun shot the puck on Lack who made the initial save and trapped the puck under his pads. Ryan Hamilton poked at it and the puck jumped out to Perron who saw the opening and struck giving the Oilers the 2-1 lead.

 LaBarbera would exit the game in the second, finishing his night with eight saves on nine shots for the Oilers. He made way for professional tryout rookie Ty Rimmer.

 Rimmer flashed the glove on his first solid scoring opportunity by the Canucks and then continued to make big saves late in the game. He would finish the contest with 10 saves.

“It was awesome,” said the Edmonton native, Rimmer. “It was a great opportunity obviously and to play in front of a hometown crowd like that, it was something special and something I’m going to remember for the rest of my life.”

Ryan Smyth made it 3-1 Oilers with 4:02 left in the game when he scooped up a loose puck in deep and scored. Vancouver would respond.

 The Canucks drew back within one when Jannik Hansen scored on a delayed penalty.

 Then with 2:33 remaining in the game, Jujhar Khaira spun around behind the Canucks net and set up Nail Yakupov perfectly for the Oilers fourth goal.

 An empty netter by Will Acton would seal the deal and the Oilers would run away with a 5-2 win.  
BLOG: What the Oilers have in Perron
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Oilers forward David Perron played 16:59 of ice time and had a two-point night (a goal and an assist) which included a short-handed goal.

Perron has been impressing the Oilers ever since they traded for him in the off-season and he projects to be a major asset to the team moving into the future.

“Boy, I think we got a lot,” said Oilers Head Coach Dallas Eakins. “We got a guy who can score, he competes hard, he’s not afraid to get his nose dirty and we’ve let him loose on the penalty kill a little bit as well. I think we’ve got a very well-round player and another guy that’s excited to play hockey and a guy that really likes to play the game. That’s important.”
BLOG: Yakupov continues to impress

Sunday, 22.09.2013 / 1:52 AM

By Chris Wescott - edmontonoilers.com / Inside the Oilers Blog 

0 

0 

Reddit 

Email 

Share 

0 

Comment

Print

Oilers fans know that forward Nail Yakupov is an impressive player.

After a solid performance against the Vancouver Canucks in which he scored a goal, posted a team-high five shots and played an electrified 19:37 of game time, he had his head coach dishing the out the compliments.

“The kid is so much fun to watch play,” said Head Coach Dallas Eakins. “When he gets the puck, it’s like everybody leans forward in their seat. What’s he going to do?

“He was juking and jiving in the offensive zone with that puck and I was glad to see him score because he had a lot of chances from that other side. I thought he handled playing the point on the power play fine tonight which was good and we’re going to keep on the journey with him.”

Goaltender Ty Rimmer is trying to make an impression on anyone that will watch. He is currently on a professional tryout with the Oilers and saw his first NHL game action tonight.

In relief of Jason LaBarbera, the 21 year-old netminder finished with a .909 save percentage, stopping 10 of 11 shots faced which included some highlight reel stops.

“It was awesome,” said the Edmonton native. “It was a great opportunity obviously and to play in front of a hometown crowd like that, it was something special and something I’m going to remember for the rest of my life.”

Rimmer says there were some nerves he had to overcome but it all settled down in the end.

“That first minute… the heart rate is going pretty good but after you feel a couple of shots and you start to settle down and get into a groove a little bit and I felt pretty good.”
The Edmonton Oilers take on the Vancouver Canucks tonight in their fifth pre-season game.  

Line Combinations (and defence pairings) for the Oilers:

 Smyth-Hall-Hemsky

 Perron-Gagner-Eberle

 Hamilton-Khaira-Yakupov

 Jones-Acton-Brown

 Nurse-Petry

 Grebeshkov-Belov

 Fedun-Hunt

 LaBarbera

 Rimmer
The Edmonton Oilers will take on the Vancouver Canucks tonight as they continue to evaluate their roster before the start of the regular season. Here are some notes from morning skate, which include a new goaltender and a young defenceman making the coaches jobs difficult.

RIMMER GETS HIS SHOT

 Edmonton native Ty Rimmer will get his first taste of NHL pre-season action tonight. He is slated to back up Jason LaBarbera and play the second half of the game.

 The moment isn’t too big for the 21 year-old goaltender, even if his first game happens to be a Hockey Night in Canada game.

“I’m still processing,” said Rimmer. “But I’ve been preparing for this for weeks now. We’ve been skating everyday and it’s a good experience, playing against some of the best shooters in the world.”

Rimmer is looking forward to playing against NHL stars. The nerves are there, but stopping shots by Oilers players like Taylor Hall and Jordan Eberle has prepared the young netminder for this situation.

“Maybe there will be a little bit of nerves when it comes to game time. Right now I feel prepared. Like I said, I’ve been practicing against some of the best forwards in the league right now.

“When it comes to the game situation, I know the guys will be there to back me up and I’ll be there for them.”

PESKY NURSE

 The Oilers 2013 first round pick Darnell Nurse will not leave without a fight.

 The 18 year-old was expected to return to the OHL for another season before making the Oilers roster but his recent play and accelerated development have thrown a wrench into the coaching staff’s plans.

“That’s the problem with those 18 year-olds,” said Oilers Head Coach Dallas Eakins. “He’s definitely getting better every day right now. We’ve just got to wait and see if he plateaus or if he keeps getting better.”

Nurse turned in an impressive performance in Vancouver on Wednesday night. It turned some heads in the Oilers front office and Eakins raved about his rookie defenceman.

“I thought that game in Vancouver he was very dynamic. He was creating offence, he was skating and then he was playing a big man’s game in our zone as well.”

How does Nurse feel about all of the compliments from the Oilers? He said it’s all part of the plan. (Insert evil laugh at your leisure)

“Pretty good,” said Nurse. “That was my plan coming in. Work as hard as I can and make it as difficult on them as can be.”

So when will a decision on whether or not Nurse has made the roster be made?

“It’s a day-by-day thing. His job is to keep screwing up our plans,” said Eakins.

 -- Chris Wescott, edmontonoilers.com 

PROJECTED LINES 

 Smyth-Hall-Hemsky

 Perron-Gagner-Eberle

 Hamilton-Khaira-Yakupov

 Jones-Acton-Brown

 Nurse-Petry

 Grebeshkov-Belov

 Fedun-Hunt 

 LaBarbera

 Rimmer 
UP FRONT: The Oilers dressed a good lineup up front on Wednesday in their 4-1 win at Vancouver and arguably they have a better front 12 tonight. Hall, Smyth, Perron and Eberle are all playing once again but this time Sam Gagner and Nail Yakupov are also playing.

 ON THE BLUELINE: Darnell Nurse plays once again for the Oilers, as does Brad Hunt. The other four rearguards did not play in Vancouver on Wednesday night. Denis Grebeshkov, Anton Belov, Taylor Fedun and Jeff Petry all draw in. Grebeshkov will be paired with Belov in an all-Russian duo. 

 BETWEEN THE PIPES: Jason LaBarbera and Ty Rimmer will be the goaltenders tonight, splitting 50/50 according to head coach Dallas Eakins. Rimmer is in camp on a PTO and will have an opportunity to show why he should be signed to a contract.  

 KEEP AN EYE ON: Anton Belov makes his debut in an Oilers uniform tonight. Belov, who stands at 6'4" and 212 pounds was a highly-coveted European free agent this past offseason after a career-high 26 points in 46 games for Omsk Avangard in the KHL last season.

  PROJECTED LINES

 Higgins - Schroeder - Hansen

 Shinkaruk - Horvat - Kassian

 Sestito - Santorelli - Weise

 Gaunce - Lain - Booth

 Edler - Tanev

 Alberts - Corrado

 Sauve - Weber

 Lack

 Cannata

 UP FRONT: Hunter Shinkaruk, Mike Santorelli, Brendan Gaunce and Bo Horvat are each expected to play again in Edmonton tonight after facing the Oilers Wednesday. The Sedins will not make the trip so the team's offensive power will likely need to come from the likes of Chris Higgins, Jordan Schroeder and Jannik Hansen. 

ON THE BLUELINE: Alex Edler and Chris Tanev are expected to be the top defensive pairing for the Canucks tonight. Edler had eight goals last season in 45 games, tying with Jason Garrison for first on the team among blueliners. Edler also had 22 points, ranking second among defencemen behind Dan Hamhuis (24). Tanev netted seven points in 38 games last season -- his first full season in the NHL.

BETWEEN THE PIPES: Eddie Lack and Joe Cannata will be the duo between the pipes for Vancouver. Lack is battling for the backup role with Joacim Erikksson, who had a scoreless third period against the Oilers on Wednesday. Lack has played 40 minutes so far in this pre-season, allowing two goals on 27 shots.

 KEEP AN EYE ON: Bo Horvat has yet to register a point through two pre-season games but he coudl break out at any time. The centre scored 33 goals and had 61 points in 67 games last season with London of the OHL. He added 23 points in 21 games in the playoffs when it mattered most, including 16 goals.

 -- Marc Ciampa, edmontonoilers.com
BLOG: Fedun looks to continue strong camp
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Defenceman Taylor Fedun will continue to be evaluated by the Edmonton Oilers brass here in training camp as he tries to earn a roster spot on an increasingly crowded blue line. He is scheduled to see action in his second game of this pre-season tomorrow night against Vancouver.

After a solid showing in Calgary, where he notched two assists, Fedun feels like he's had a strong camp thus far.

"I've felt really good so far," said Fedun. "I've felt like there's been a lot of jump and good compete out there especially during practices. Obviously, I've only been in one game so far and I think that was a good first step here in camp. I'm just trying to keep moving forward here."

NHL.COM: Oilers have intriguing prospect in Belov
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NHL.com continues its preview of the 2013-14 season, which will include in-depth looks at all 30 teams throughout September.

When defenseman Anton Belov expressed interest in leaving the Kontinental Hockey League more than a year ago, he drew the interest of several NHL teams.

Belov first had to fulfill his deal with Omsk, which he did with 26 points (nine goals, 17 assists) in 46 games last season. Being an undrafted player in the NHL, Belov was an unrestricted free agent and could choose the team he wanted to play for.

Much like Edmonton Oilers defenseman Justin Schultz did a year ago, Belov was intrigued by the team's plethora of young talent. Now, the two are teammates after Belov signed a one-year, entry-level contract with the Oilers on May 30.

Belov, 27, arrived at training camp after handling immigration issues in Moscow. The 6-foot-4, 212-pound Russian will have to learn to adjust quickly if he hopes to be lineup when the Oilers open the regular season Oct. 1 against the Winnipeg Jets at Rexall Place.

"I think it's been a tough little while for the kid," Oilers coach Dallas Eakins said. "He's had immigration problems and was held up in Moscow, not skating, massive time change, nervous energy. It's going to take a number of days to get him up to speed, I think."

Despite the crash course, the Oilers were planning on getting Belov into some preseason games with hopes of being able to evaluate where he can fit. Edmonton brass is hoping Belov can be another offensive weapon on the blue line alongside Schultz, who had 27 points in 48 games as a rookie last season.

"We're going to have to," Eakins said of getting Belov some playing time in the preseason. "We've got to make a decision. He's going to have to play."

Belov arrives in North America as a bit of an unknown, having spent his entire professional career in the KHL. But the scouting reports were too positive for the Oilers to ignore.

"He's got some size (6-foot-4, 212 pounds), a big shot, he defends well," Eakins said. "There was nothing on the downside. As a coach, the only thing that could be a negative for me is that in the KHL, like a lot of European leagues, they don't forecheck hard.

"You've got a lot of time to go back for the puck and get set up and they send one and back up with four, and so you've got a lot of time to do things where I know every team in the [NHL] is preaching what I am when that puck gets put in. We're going hunting for it and we're getting the puck or we're getting the body. That's going to be an adjustment for him right away."

Whatever adjustments he has to make, Belov seems willing. The day to show he can play in the NHL finally has arrived.

"I had one dream, to play in the NHL," said Belov, who had 64 points in 227 KHL games. "I've never been drafted and now, [Oilers] GM Craig MacTavish gave me a chance. I hope and I promise I will do everything for Edmonton, for the team."

Follow Brian Compton on Twitter: @BComptonNHL

NHL.COM: Oilers' Dubnyk working at gaining respect 
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EDMONTON -- Devan Dubnyk still is trying to prove himself.

Despite posting a solid save percentage and backstopping the Edmonton Oilers within sight of a Stanley Cup Playoff spot last season, Dubnyk still is working to gain respect.

It's something he's learned to live with and doesn't let detract from his game.

"It's interesting," Dubnyk said. "I don't understand it too much, but the most important thing is the way I feel and the way the guys in this dressing room feel about me. That's all that really matters. I've said before that this is a League where you just can't go and be a top-five goalie one year and just expect everybody to think that way of you every year.

"You're just going to have to continue to go and do it every year. Whether people want to praise me or call me a top-10 goalie or not, I'm going to have to do it every year regardless of what they're saying."

As the second-highest drafted goaltender in franchise history (No. 14 in 2004), there have always been high expectations for Dubnyk.

The organization took its time developing him, having him work his way up through the system where he could reach this point and take over the net on a full-time basis.

Sharing the crease with Nikolai Khabibulin in his first three seasons, Dubnyk, 27, was handed the starting job outright last season. And of all the problems that derailed the Oilers' playoff hopes, goaltending wasn't one of them.

Yet there still are those among the Oilers' fan base who doubt Dubnyk's abilities. Even the organization's confidence in him seemed to wane this offseason when the Oilers showed interest in Cory Schneider and Jonathan Bernier.

When neither could be acquired at a reasonable price, the Oilers put all their support back into Dubnyk, letting Khabibulin leave in free agency and bringing in Jason LaBarbera as the backup.

"That doesn't really change things much," Dubnyk said. "I just like to approach every year the same way, that I'm going to have to earn every start. I don't think that changes regardless of who you have back there. Saying that, I think LaBarbera is a great goalie and he's going to play well here.

"I always just try to approach it that this is the best League in the world and you're certainly not going to get any starts by default. It's my job to go out there and make Dallas [Eakins, Oilers coach] want to play me for 82 straight and have a tough time deciding when he shouldn't. Hopefully that's the case."

Last season Dubnyk played in 38 of the Oilers' 48 games, going 14-16-6 with a 2.57 goals-against average and .920 save percentage. His save percentage wasn't far behind some of goalies considered among the League's best, Schneider (.927), Henrik Lundqvist (.926), Corey Crawford (.926) and Jimmy Howard (.923).

"I think the most important thing is that I've had a chance to grow up with everybody in here," Dubnyk said. "We'll get better and grow together, and we have, but now it's time for all of us to take that next step, including myself, and that's something that we're all going to have to do together."

The next step would be qualifying for the playoffs. Last season the Oilers were in the thick of the race, holding down the eighth and final spot at the NHL Trade Deadline. However, they won three of their final 12 games and finished 12th in the Western Conference, 10 points out of a postseason spot.

Despite the end result, Dubnyk showed he could play on a nightly basis. But until he backstops the Oilers into the playoffs, the doubts will remain.

"For starting goaltenders, the most important thing is for guys to know that they're going to have the same effort from you every night," Dubnyk said. "It's not going to be perfect every night, but you have to know that sometimes you're going to be able to make a save and win a game 5-4 and sometimes you're going to stand on your head and win a game 1-0.

"As long as they know you're going to get a consistent effort, that's the most important part. That's probably one of the biggest things I've gotten better at in the last few years, just simplifying my game and really narrowing down different save selections and different plays, and that's allowed me to be more consistent. I certainly need to keep working on that going forward."

One of Dubnyk's best attributes is his ability to keep a level head. Dubbed "The Big Easy" by an Oilers television analyst, Dubnyk never lets himself get too high or low regardless of the situation.

"It's a long season and you have to have that during a game, you have to have that during a period and you have to have that during weeks in the season," Dubnyk said. "There are all these different parts, there are ups and downs in a game, and especially in today's game, you just never know, it could be 3-0 early and we could come back and win 4-3 easily.

"It's the same thing during the year. You might drop a couple of games, but it's important not to get low and drop five games. If you drop a couple and don't play well, you have to be able to get right back up and rattle off five in a row. You learn that; that all comes from playing games and experiencing things. I certainly feel comfortable that way."

NHL.COM: Captaincy, new coach among Oilers' issues
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Photo by Jonathan Kozub | Winnipeg Jets
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NHL.com continues its preview of the 2013-14 season, which will include in-depth looks at all 30 teams throughout September.

The Edmonton Oilers entered the 2013 NHL Draft without the No. 1 pick for the first time since 2009, but they didn't win enough games in 2012-13 to end what has become a seven-year Stanley Cup Playoffs drought.

Changes have been made on and off the ice with hopes that the hiatus will not be extended another season. Steve Tambellini is out as general manager and Craig MacTavish is in, while Dallas Eakins has replaced Ralph Krueger behind the bench.

Andrew Ference, a Stanley Cup winner with the Boston Bruins in 2011, signed a four-year contract to lead the Oilers' new-look blue line, which includes Denis Grebeshkov and Anton Belov. Justin Schultz has a season under his belt and is primed to put up even bigger numbers as the power-play quarterback.

Here's what to watch in training camp as the Oilers prepare for the 2013-14 season:

1. When will Ryan Nugent-Hopkins make his season debut? -- A lingering shoulder injury prevented the No. 1 pick of the 2011 draft from performing to his full capabilities last season, which played a huge role in Edmonton missing the playoffs.

The Oilers' No. 1 center is skating with the team in training camp, but it appears more likely he'll return to the lineup closer to Nov. 1 than Oct. 1, when Edmonton opens the regular season at Rexall Place against the Winnipeg Jets.

"It feels good. It's nice to able to be on the ice skating with the guys right now," Nugent-Hopkins said. "I'm involved quite a bit, so it's good. There has been a lot of rehab and stuff, but it feels good so far."

With Nugent-Hopkins out, the Oilers appear to be shifting left wing Taylor Hall to center on the top line. Nugent-Hopkins, who agreed to a seven-year contract extension Sept. 19, said he's confident Hall can handle the job.

"I think he'll be good. He's a good faceoff man to start with, which is huge," Nugent-Hopkins said. "He's a smart player and he'll be able to pick it up right away. If I can help him out a bit with little tips and things like that, I sure will, but think he'll do a good job."

2. Is Dallas Eakins ready for life as an NHL coach? -- After a successful run as coach of the Toronto Marlies in the American Hockey League, Eakins arguably was the most sought-after coach by NHL general managers this summer. MacTavish hired him June 11, and Eakins has said all the right things since then.

The new coach knows the fan base is growing impatient. It's time for results, and it's time to return to the playoffs.

"We're not building, we're not a young team," Eakins said. "Our expectations are to prepare to win every night and that's what we're going to try to do.

"We can't move forward without looking at what's gone on in the past, but saying that, I don't care what happened here last year, the year before and the year before that. This is a fresh start for this team with a couple of new coaches, new players, but most importantly, different expectations."

3. Who is the captain? – Eakins has yet to select a replacement for Shawn Horcoff, who was traded to the Dallas Stars on July 4 in a deal that brought defenseman Philip Larsen to Edmonton.

Signs point to Ference getting the job. The 34-year-old is expected to be a tremendous influence on the team's young core on and off the ice. If Ference isn't selected, Eakins could opt for one of his younger stars, Hall or Sam Gagner.

"Whether they want to make me captain or Jordan [Eberle], or Andrew or [Gagner] or whoever it is, I think we're going to be a team that leads by committee," Hall said. "We have so many young guys and guys that have started in the League at the same time and I feel like whoever is the captain isn't going to be the main voice in the room. I think it's going to be everyone."

Follow Brian Compton on Twitter: @BComptonNHL

Author: Brian Compton | NHL.com Deputy Managing Editor
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NHL.com continues its preview of the 2013-14 season, which will include in-depth looks at all 30 teams throughout September. 

The Edmonton Oilers were supposed to take the next step in 2012-13 and qualify for the Stanley Cup Playoffs for the first time since their trip to the Stanley Cup Final in 2006. They came up short, and a changing of the guard took place in April when Craig MacTavish replaced Steve Tambellini as general manager.

Dallas Eakins then was named coach June 11. Since that time, changes have been made with the hope of ending Edmonton's playoff drought.

For starters, Eakins has given the dressing room a makeover. Although the franchise has a rich history highlighted by five Stanley Cup championships, Eakins wants the room to be more about the current players, a roster that's hardly short of talent.

"I thought it was really important that our team be featured in there," Eakins told the Oilers website. "I'm going to do my best to have every guy on our roster … there will be a picture of him somewhere in our room.

EDM 

PROJECTED LINEUP

FORWARDS

D. Perron T. Hall J. Eberle 

A. Hemsky S. Gagner N. Yakupov 

J. Joensuu B. Gordon R. Jones 

R. Smyth W. Acton M. Brown 

B. Eager   

R. Hamilton   

*R. Nugent-Hopkins   

DEFENSEMEN

A. Ference J. Schultz 

L. Smid J. Petry 

N. Schultz A. Belov 

P. Larsen  

GOALIES

D. Dubnyk 

J. Labarbera 

ONES TO WATCH

J. Joensuu, LW 

A. Belov, D 

R. Hamilton, LW 

P. Larsen, D 

*Injured 

"It's important for the players that that's their dressing room. This is no disrespect and this man would understand it. That is not Mark Messier's dressing room. That is this group of players' dressing room."

Perhaps a greater belief in one another is exactly what these Oilers need in order to get over the hump and qualify for the playoffs. With a young core in place and a new regime running the show, Edmonton could be primed to end that postseason drought in 2013-14.

"I think accountability is one of the more important things in the dressing room," right wing Jordan Eberle said. "Things can't be left out. I think with Dallas, if there's a problem, he'll address it to your face. That's how a team should function.

"That being said, guy to guy in the locker room, it's the same thing. Accountability is important. I think if a guy is not trying or not working hard, someone should say something. That brings the whole team together."

Forwards

If the Oilers are going to find their way into the playoffs, they'll need a healthy Ryan Nugent-Hopkins. The No. 1 pick of the 2011 NHL Draft had four goals in 40 games last season playing with a nagging shoulder injury that was surgically repaired in April.

Nugent-Hopkins is skating, but it's unlikely he will be ready when the Oilers open the season Oct. 1 against the Winnipeg Jets at Rexall Place. It could take another month before Nugent-Hopkins is in Edmonton's lineup, which means the Oilers have to be prepared to find ways to win some games in October without their No. 1 center.

"I'm not too sure when I'll be ready. I can't say," Nugent-Hopkins said. "I'll know over the next few weeks. I'll definitely get a good feel for it, skating with the guys and talking to doctors and stuff. We'll see. We just have to make sure that it gets back to 100 percent and I'm ready to go."

With Nugent-Hopkins out, the Oilers have shifted Taylor Hall, the No. 1 pick of the 2010 draft, from left wing to center. It's a temporary move until Nugent-Hopkins is able to return, and one Edmonton is confident Hall can handle.

"It's a little bit of an adjustment for him," associate coach Keith Acton said. "We're going to do some things that are different as far as defensive play in our own zone and as a centerman normally that's a little different than being a winger. The way we're going to play coming back into our own end, it's not always going to be the centerman that's going to be the low forward. It's the first guy back and he's going to stay the low forward.

"That's not completely foreign to him. He has a certain foundation in that area."

SUMMER MOVES

IN: Will Acton, C (free agent, AHL); Boyd Gordon, C (free agent, Coyotes); Jesse Joensuu, LW (free agent, Islanders); David Perron, LW (trade, Blues); Ryan Hamilton, LW (free agent, AHL); Anton Belov, D (free agent, KHL); Andrew Ference, D (free agent, Bruins); Denis Grebeshkov, D (free agent, KHL); Philip Larsen, D (trade, Stars)

OUT: Magus Paajarvi, LW (trade, Blues); Ryan Whitney, D (free agent), Shawn Horcoff, C (trade, Stars); Lennart Petrell, LW (free agent), 

Mark Fistric, D, (free agent, Ducks), Eric Belanger, C (free agent, KHL); Teemu Hartikainen, LW (KHL); Jerred Smithson, C (free agent), Darcy Hordichuk, LW (free agent), Theo Peckham, D, (free agent, Blackhawks);

Nikolai Khabibulin (free agent, Blackhawks)

The biggest difference in Edmonton's top six will be the addition of left wing David Perron, who was acquired from the St. Louis Blues on July 10. A two-time 20-goal scorer, Perron could increase his offensive production skating alongside crafty center Sam Gagner and perhaps Nail Yakupov or Ales Hemsky.

Boyd Gordon, another center, was signed to a three-year contract by the Oilers on the opening day of free agency. Gordon, who turns 30 Oct. 19, spent the past two seasons with the Phoenix Coyotes and had four goals and 10 assists in 48 games in 2012-13. Penciled in to be a bottom-six forward who can win faceoffs and kill penalties, Gordon may have to play top-six minutes in Nugent-Hopkins' absence.

"I just want to be a reliable, steady player," Gordon said. "I think I've established my role, what I can do and what I can bring to a hockey team. I can provide a little depth and fill in here and there for guys if they get hurt."

Defensemen

Despite their tremendous amount of skill up front, the Oilers allowed nine more goals than they scored last season.

Seeking more leadership on his blue line, MacTavish signed Edmonton native Andrew Ference to a four-year, $13 million contract July 5. Ference, 34, has played 760 NHL games and won a Stanley Cup with the Boston Bruins in 2011. He joins a blue line that includes Denis Grebeshkov, who played for the Oilers from 2007-10, and Anton Belov, who arrives after spending the past five seasons in the Kontinental Hockey League.

Justin Schultz enters his second season in Edmonton after signing as a free agent last summer. He had 27 points (eight goals, 19 assists) in 48 games last season.

"Obviously there's going to be a lot of new faces and a lot of key players that have been successful," veteran forward Ryan Smyth said. "Ference obviously with the Stanley Cup, also his playoff performance; Boyd Gordon, with his faceoff abilities, and his defensive role, specialist.

"These guys are an addition to help the hockey club, and [MacTavish] has done a good job thus far. Now it's all for us to go out and do the right things and get the wins on the board."

Goalies

Devan Dubnyk is coming off another solid season (2.57 goals-against average, .920 save percentage in 38 games) and has emerged as the No. 1 goaltender in Edmonton. The 2012-13 season marked the third straight in which Dubnyk's save percentage was .914 or higher, and his GAA has dropped from 2.71 to 2.67 to 2.57 in the past three seasons.

"From a statistical comparison, he measures well against the other goalies in the League," MacTavish said.

Dubnyk will have a new backup this season; Nikolai Khabibulin left for the Chicago Blackhawks during the offseason and was replaced by Jason LaBarbera.

LaBarbera, 33, went 4-6-2 with a 2.64 GAA and .923 save percentage in 15 games with the Phoenix Coyotes last season.

Dubnyk and LaBarbera have spent a lot of time together over the past few summers working out together in Calgary, which should make for a friendly, cohesive tandem.

"I've known him for a long time so I was really excited, obviously, when that signing happened," Dubnyk said. "You have to have a relationship with any partner, but obviously when you get a rare chance that it's someone you know and have such a good relationship already, it's just kind of a bonus.

"He's a real quality guy who's been around a long time. He works hard and I think he's just going to be a great guy to have in the room for the young guys. He's been through a lot, seen a lot. He's a solid presence back there. … I know he'll be good for us here."

BLOG: Khaira Excited for First NHL Game Action
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Oilers forward Jujhar Khaira skated with the early group of players at practice on Friday morning and is predicted to see his first game action, tomorrow, since the Young Stars Classic in Penticton, B.C. before the start training camp.

"I'm really excited, but there are nerves," said Khaira. "Getting to play against and with and the guys that I've been watching growing up. It's mostly excitement."

Khaira is slated to skate against the Vancouver Canucks tomorrow night at Rexall Place in Edmonton. He got a taste of the fan base when he watched the Oilers pre-season opener last Saturday from high up in the stands.

"The fans love the Oilers. We were sitting up by the press box against Calgary and it's cool to see. When there's a play, everybody goes nuts. I'm excited and I hope I make a couple good plays out there."

When the youngsters on the Oilers roster step out onto the ice for their first NHL pre-season game, there is usually a moment of reflection on their part. It's a moment in which the player can look up into the stands and around at the players who surround them and realize that they've taken the next step towards a NHL career.

Khaira says that he will probably take that moment as well.

"I'm sure I will. I've never played in a building this big for an actual game and for the Edmonton Oilers. Throwing on the jersey with all of these guys, these NHL guys, and seeing all of the fans that are going to be here… It's going to be really exciting. I will definitely take a moment."

Facing off against the Canucks could be an intimidating thing for a young player. You look across the ice at players like the Sedin brothers in a Canucks uniform and the eyes get a little wider and the heart pumps a little faster.

Khaira is ready to face that head on.

"I have to know my role right from the beginning. I can't be scared or intimidated by the big names on the other side or on our side. I have to play my game. That's what has gotten me here so far and hopefully it's going to help me out in the future."

The Oilers forward has been working as a centre for much of rookie camp and training camp and practiced between Ryan Hamilton and Nail Yakupov this morning. He is comfortable in that role.

"Right now, I am used to both because in the last week I've been practicing both," said Khaira. "Before that, I was used to centre because last year I played centre all year and in (the Young Stars Classic) I played centre. I'd say I'm more so used to centre."

BLOG: Expected lines for Saturday vs. Vancouver

Friday, 20.09.2013 / 1:15 PM

By Marc Ciampa - edmontonoilers.com / Inside the Oilers Blog 
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The Edmonton Oilers have two on-ice sessions scheduled for today. The first group is now on the ice and is expected to be the group that takes on the Vancouver Canucks at Rexall Place tomorrow.

The lines the team is running are: 

 Smyth-Hall-Hemsky

 Perron-Gagner-Eberle

 Jones-Acton-Brown

 Hamilton-Khaira-Yakupov

 On defence: 

 Nurse-Petry

 Grebeshkov-Belov

 Fedun-Hunt 

In net, Jason LaBarbera and Richard Bachman are on the ice. With Bachman having played the entire game in Winnipeg, it's entirely possible LaBarbera gets the full 60 tomorrow night against Vancouver.

Anton Belov, paired with Denis Grebeshkov, will get his first game action as an Oiler.

Edmonton Oilers General Manager Craig MacTavish announced today that the team has agreed to terms with centre Ryan Nugent-Hopkins on a seven-year contract extension. The deal will keep the forward in blue and orange silks for the next eight years.

Here are some interesting storylines from today’s press conference.

WHY SO QUICKLY?

With the season not even underway, there was time to negotiate a contract with Nugent-Hopkins. The Oilers wasted no time in locking up their young star, but why?

“The simple answer is, I’d seen enough,” said MacTavish. “I’ve seen enough of Ryan’s character and enough of Ryan’s game to know that he’s a guy that we want to build our future with. We’re super excited to have Ryan agree and commit to us as well.”

It is a good sign of the progress the Oilers have made in drawing closer to contender status. It makes Edmonton a more desirable location to talented players.

“I think that’s a real coup for the organization and the Edmonton Oilers to have a player of this stature feel strongly enough about our program that he’s committed to us for the next eight years and hopefully well beyond that.”

WAS THERE ANY HESITATION?

With Nugent-Hopkins’ status for opening night still in doubt due to the shoulder surgery in the summer, signing him to a large contract such as this has its risks.

The Oilers GM dispelled any notion of such a thing, expressing confidence in the young centre’s ability to come back and perform at the appropriate level.

So was there any hesitation?

“No,” said MacTavish. “Zero. They had lots of success with that procedure in the past so the shoulder and the surgery is solid. There’s a good history to lead us to believe and have every confidence that there won’t be a problem going forward.”

While some players may have wanted to focus on getting back to 100% health and playing again before signing a contract like this, Nugent-Hopkins is happy to get this distraction out of the way.

“Obviously, my first priority is getting healthy and making sure that I’m ready to play,” said Nugent-Hopkins. “Getting the contract done now is definitely a positive thing. It’s something that I don’t have to worry about and something that’s not on my mind even a little bit. I just want to get back to healthy and get back to playing.”

WILL HE OUTPLAY THESE NUMBERS?

If Ryan Nugent-Hopkins is the player the Oilers think he is, the forward is going to be a star in the NHL. It is completely possible that he could outplay even a contract of this size.

Oilers GM Craig MacTavish agrees.

“I feel very strongly that he’s going to outperform the number on the contract,” said MacTavish. “I don’t know when that’s going to happen but I anticipate that it will happen pretty soon during the length of this contract.”

If Nugent-Hopkins can outplay a seven-year, $42 million contract extension then Oilers fans will be thrilled at the production from their young star.

THE BIG THREE

With this signing, the Oilers have essentially locked down star forwards Jordan Eberle, Taylor Hall and Nugent-Hopkins long-term.

Eberle is under contract through 2018-19, Hall through 2019-2020 and Nugent-Hopkins is signed through 2020-21. The staggered structure of the three signings was by design. It makes it easier to extend the Oilers star players in the future.

The future of the Oilers appears to be wrapped up in those three players.
Oilers forward Taylor Hall has been attempting to adjust to a new role as a centre while filling in for an injured Ryan Nugent-Hopkins.

In his new role tonight, on a line with Jordan Eberle and Ryan Smyth, Hall registered six shots and won 53% of his faceoffs while playing 16:31.

Eberle thought he played very well tonight in a 4-1 win over Vancouver.

“I was very impressed with how he played,” said Eberle. “He was always on the right side of the puck and making a lot of good plays. I think he did quite well on his draws too.

“With the absence of (Nugent-Hopkins), he’s been able to step in and do well. I think he has so much speed up through the middle that he can definitely be a threat and be dangerous.”
The Oilers seventh overall pick in 2013 Darnell Nurse played a solid game, finishing with three hits and four blocked shots in a 4-1 win over Vancouver tonight.

“I felt real good,” said Nurse. “Especially in my own zone and taking care of the puck and getting it out and making some solid plays. I think I’ve been getting more and more comfortable as the days go on.”

Nurse broke up a Canucks two-on-one rush with a great defensive play in the second period. He also sacrificed his body on the penalty kill to block a shot late in the second.

Oilers Head Coach Dallas Eakins glowed about the rookie’s performance tonight.

“That kid’s a hockey player that’s for sure,” said Eakins. “He played excellent tonight. There’s lot’s of compete in his game and when a player like that is up against the likes of some unbelievable players like the Sedins, usually the young player will be very shy with the game and be very defensive.

“He was on the war path. I thought he played one hell of a game and that looks like a real solid pick.”

Eakins said Nurse’s performance makes it difficult on coaches when it comes to cutting down the roster before the regular season.
VANCOUVER - The Edmonton Oilers put on an offensive clinic in the first period, scoring four goals on 14 shots, and held on for the rest of the game, leaving the city of Vancouver with a 4-1 victory over the Canucks in pre-season play.

 One second after a Vancouver penalty expired, Jordan Eberle scored on a wrap around shot from behind the Canucks net. Boyd Gordon and Martin Marincin were credited with the assists at 4:49 of the opening frame.

 Marincin made the score 2-0 at 7:07 of the first, when the defenceman fired a shot from the point and the puck snuck past Roberto Luongo short-side. Eberle collected his second point of the night, while Brad Hunt earned his first.

 Eberle made it three straight points on three goals when Gordon set up David Perron for a steep angle shot on Luongo. The puck deflected off of Luongo and up into the far side of the net across the body of the Canucks netminder.

“The puck was just going in early,” said Eberle. “I think in pre-season the biggest thing you can do is just try and get your game ready for the regular season. I think that’s what you’re looking forward to doing and getting some confidence.

“When the puck is going in you can’t get much more confident than that. I thought we played well early on, slowed down a little bit, but obviously it kept the pace down and we got the win. I saw a lot of good things out there.”

The scoring party continued to roll at 7:36 of the opening period. Forward Mark Arcobello found Jesse Joensuu from the corner and Joensuu found twine.

 Vancouver made it 4-1 by getting traffic to the net. While Oilers goalie Devan Dubnyk battled the traffic jam in front of him, the puck deflected off of his upper body and in. Brendan Gaunce was credited with the goal while Mike Santorelli and Zack Kassian take home the assists.

 The second period yielded no goals for either club, but it did field it’s own mass of solid defensive plays.

 The Oilers seventh overall pick in this year’s draft Darnell Nurse broke up a Canucks two-on-one rush in the defensive zone.

 Dubnyk made some incredible saves to halt an attacking Canucks power play late in the second period and the Oilers penalty kill had their fair of blocked shots as well. Nurse, Gordon and Nick Schultz all took pucks off their bodies while killing off a Marincin interference penalty with under 4 minutes to play in the frame.

“The amount of contact we had, I loved,” said Head Coach Dallas Eakins. “After the second period I told our team, whether we win 4-1 or 8-1, those four guys that killed that penalty and blocked all of those shots, that’s what we need. It rubs off on people.

“It shows a dedication and commitment that we really want to instill in this group. That was the highlight of the game for me. That one penalty kill when all four guys got involved with massive blocked shots.”

The Canucks took the shot lead in the third period but strong play in the net by Dubnyk ruined any hopes at a comeback on the West Coast. The Oilers goaltender posted 25 saves in the win.    
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The Edmonton Oilers have reduced their training camp roster today, assigning the following players:

Cameron Abney – RW (Oklahoma City – AHL)

 Brandon Davidson – D (Oklahoma City – AHL)

 Kale Kessy – LW (Oklahoma City – AHL)

 Mitchell Moroz – LW (Edmonton – WHL) 

The Oilers training camp roster now includes 41 players (4 goalies, 14 defencemen and 23 forwards).
EDMONTON - The Oilers take on the Canucks tonight in a pre-season exhibition game in Vancouver, B.C. following 3-2 loss to the Winnipeg Jets last night.

 Three players who skated last night will suit up again for the Oilers as forwards Jesse Joensuu, Mark Arcobello and Tyler Pitlick all get the nod to play tonight. Edmonton will also suit up their younger defencemen tonight as opposed to the more experienced group they took to Winnipeg.

ACTON’S OPPORTUNITY

 The Oilers brought in forward Will Acton over the summer to compete for a roster spot. Acton is currently in a position battle for the fourth-line centre role, competing against fellow forwards Anton Lander and Mark Arcobello.

 Looking back on his performance thus far, Acton is unsure he has enough film on him to judge where he is in the competition.

“So far, it’s only been one exhibition game,” said Acton. “It might be a little bit early to evaluate things. Even with that said, I am just kind of taking it day by day and coming each day, each practice. I need to work hard to execute the little things.”

Acton believes that tonight, his second exhibition game of the pre-season, is a big test for him.

“Tonight, we’ve got a really big game and it’ll be nice to get a win. So, moving into tonight… I’m just focusing in on tonight and not thinking about tomorrow. When tomorrow comes, I’ll approach it when it gets here.”

PITLICK’S BIG SHOT

 One of the younger players to suit up in Blue and Orange and take on the Canucks tonight is Tyler Pitlick.

 Pitlick is a 21 year-old forward drafted 31st overall in 2010 and he is in the final season of his thee-year entry-level contract. He put in a decent showing during the Oilers intrasquad scrimmage and continued his success last night against Winnipeg.

“I felt pretty good,” said Pitlick of his 2013 NHL pre-season debut. “I had some hits out there, I was moving my feet, I had a few shots too, but there’s obviously still a few things I’ve got to work on. The system stuff, I’ve got to work on that and just feeling a little bit more comfortable out there.”

One of Pitlick’s main focus moving forward is to put more shots on net. One of his close friends on the roster, Ryan Jones, talked about the young forward earlier in camp.

“I skate with Pitlick a lot in the summer in Minnesota so I know him as a player and a person,” said Jones. “The one thing is, he’s not overly erratic. He might go a little bit without people noticing him just because he’s not flying all over the place or whatever. He’s a very smooth hockey player with an All Star shot.

“The kid can shoot the puck with the best of them and when I was talking to him this summer, I told him all of the time, you’ve got to shoot the puck. If you hit the net, with that shot, you have no idea how many goals that you’ll score.”

It’s a big season for Pitlick who’s chances to show the Oilers what he has to offer are dwindling, being that it is his final contract year.

“It’s huge for me. I’ve got to let them know that I’m ready and if they need me, I can play,” said Pitlick. “I mean, this is my contract year. So, I’ve got to have a big year and get signed back again.” 

-- Chris Wescott, edmontonoilers.com
PROJECTED LINES 

 Smyth-Hall-Eberle

 Perron-Gordon-Hemsky

 Joensuu-Arcobello-Pitlick

 Eager-Acton-Brown

 Ferrence-J.Schultz

 Nurse-N.cShultz

 Marincin-Fedun

 Dubnyk

 UP FRONT: The Oilers will be facing off against Vancouver with a roster that’s a healthy mix of veterans and youngsters. Taylor Hall will once again have the opportunity to adjust to his new role as a centre with the Oilers top middle-man Ryan Nugent-Hopkins recovering from shoulder surgery.

 The top-line is projected to feature Hall between Ryan Smyth and Jordan Eberle.

 Edmonton traded forward Magnus Paajarvi to St. Louis in the off-season for David Perron. The 25 year-old winger had a solid pre-season opener in the away game of a split-squad matchup against Calgary. Perron scored a goal, playing in 17:52 of the game. Perron will suit up for the Oilers in Vancouver.

 The battle for the fourth line centre spot continues to be a point of interest for Edmonton. Two of the players in competition for that spot, Mark Arcobello and Will Acton will both see ice-time tonight.

 ON THE BLUELINE: Two of the more highly touted, young defencemen on the Oilers roster, Darnell Nurse and Justin Schultz will patrol the blueline against the Canucks. Joining them will be free agent acquisition Andrew Ference. 

 BETWEEN THE PIPES: It has not been announced who will start, however Devan Dubnyk and Ty Rimmer are scheduled to make the trip. It is expected that Dubnyk will get the starting nod and Head Coach Dallas Eakins hinted that whoever is starting, will most likely play the entire game. 

 KEEP AN EYE ON: A trimmed down Ben Eager will step onto the ice for the Oilers tonight. The last time Eager played in Vancouver was the 2012-13 season opener in January. He suffered a concussion during a tilt with Zack Kassian. Eager’s return to Vancouver will be in the midst of a battle for a spot on the roster.

PROJECTED LINES

 Daniel-Henrik-Kassian

 Shinkaruk-Richardson-Hansen

 Gaunce-Santorelli-DeFazio

 Stuart-Horvat-Jensen

 Garrison-Bieksa

 Negrin-Tanev

 Andersson-Mullen

 Luongo

 UP FRONT: The Canucks will suit up a plethora of young talent when they face off against the Edmonton Oilers tonight. Vancouver will suit up first round picks like Niklas Jensen, Hunter Shinkaruk, Brendan Gaunce and Bo Horvat.

 BETWEEN THE PIPES: The much publicized and criticized Roberto Luongo is scheduled to be a part of the roster taking on the Oilers in their pre-season game tonight. The Canucks erased any goaltender controversy when they pulled a shocker at the 2013 draft and traded Cory Schneider to the New Jersey Devils for the No. 9 pick.

 KEEP AN EYE ON: 18-year-old rookie Hunter Shinkaruk made his NHL pre-season debut on Monday night against the San Jose Sharks in a 3-2 loss for the Canucks. Shinkaruk scored an impressive, steep angle goal in the game and showed off his offensive skills. He was drafted 24th overall in the first round of the 2013 draft. Shinkaruk scored over 85 points in each of the last two seasons with Medicine Hat in the WHL.

 -- Chris Wescott, edmontonoilers.com
PRE-GAME NOTES

 The Edmonton Oilers visit Vancouver tonight for their fourth game of the pre-season.  

Line Combinations (and defence pairings) for the Oilers:

 Smyth-Hall-Eberle

 Perron-Gordon-Hemsky

 Joensuu-Arcobello-Pitlick

 Eager-Acton-Brown

 Ferrence-J.Schultz

 Nurse-N.Schultz

 Marincin-Fedun

 Dubnyk WINNIPEG - The Edmonton Oilers had a valiant late-game comeback but two second-period goals were enough to hand them a 3-2 defeat to the Winnipeg Jets on Tuesday night at the MTS Centre in Winnipeg. 

 "It just goes to show you that you're never out of the fight," said head coach Dallas Eakins. "I liked our first period, I thought we were slow and almost unfit in the second period and then in the third we shook up the lines and rewarded some people and pushed some people down and we got a spark again." 

 With the home side already up 2-0 and 4:25 remaining in the third period, Anthony Peluso swooped in to pick up a loose puck at the top of the Oilers crease and banged it past Bachman to extend the Jets lead to three goals. After that, the Oilers started to make the game interesting. 

 Less than a minute after the Peluso goal, Mitch Moroz scored for Edmonton to make it a two-goal game once again. Philip Larsen threaded a pass to the left post where Moroz was stationed. Moroz redirected it in for the goal and made it 3-1.

 23 seconds later, the Oilers struck again to make it a one-goal deficit. Behind the Jets net, Nail Yakupov leapt over the stick of a Winnipeg defender before dishing it in front to Larsen. The blueliner made no mistake, flicking it past Pavelec for the goal.

 "It's an interesting game. Once you think it's going to go one way, it suddenly starts going another," stated Eakins. 

 When asked if he could read a lot out of one pre-season game, the head coach said no question he could. 

 "I read a lot into it. There was some good out there. There was some bad. There was some people we expect more of and some people that were surprising," he said. "Bachman was great in net. He had a real good game. We know he's a good goalie but when he puts on a performance like that you're definitely encouraged. I thought (Philip) Larsen played a real solid game as well." 

 Winnipeg was pressing early in the middle frame. Devin Setoguchi was skating down the left side and moved into a prime scoring position but Denis Grebeshkov made a nice move to knock the puck off his stick and preserve what was a 0-0 draw at that point, four minutes into the second. 

 Several minutes later, the Oilers had some sustained pressure in the Jets zone, cycling the puck around the zone for over a minute but were unable to get a prime scoring opportunity. Jeff Petry particularly did a good job keeping the puck in the zone on several occasions.

 The Jets started to take control of the game just a few shifts later. The pressure deep in the Oilers zone resulted in a Linus Omark penalty, putting Winnipeg on the power play for the second time on the night.

 Just over a minute into the man advantage, Michael Frolik skated in on the left wing and put the puck on net. It was poked away by Richard Bachman. Eric Tangradi jumped on the rebound before the puck spilled back to Frolik and his shot beat Bachman for the goal and make it 1-0. 

 Winnipeg doubled their lead four minutes later. Tangradi took the puck behind the Edmonton net then spied Carl Klingberg in the slot. Klingberg made no mistake, rifling it past Bachman to double the Jets lead. 

 Early in the third, Gagner spotted Yakupov breaking through the neutral zone. Yakupov skated in on the left wing and fired a shot that was turned away by Pavelec.

 Severak minutes later, Julian Melchiori covered up the puck in front of the Jets net and received two minutes for delay of game for his efforts. However, a penalty to Jesse Joensuu for interference negated the Edmonton man advantage a minute after that.

 In the first period, the Oilers had a couple of power plays after Jets penalties to O'Dell and Setoguchi but they were unable to convert. Late in the opening frame, a Brandon Davidson penalty gave the Jets their first five-on-four advantage but they weren't able to score either. 

 The best scoring chance during the Davidson penalty in fact went to Edmonton. A turnover at the blueline gave Sam Gagner a two-on-one with Ryan Jones. Gagner elected to backhand it and the puck just skipped by the post and wide behind Jets starting goaltender Ondrej Pavelec.

 Gagner continued his strong play on his next shift and made a nice no-look pass over to Nail Yakupov in the slot. Yakupov's shot just missed the mark.

 Shots on goal after one period were 10-8 for the Jets and 26-16 Winnipeg after 40 minutes.    
PRE-GAME NOTES

 The Edmonton Oilers visit Winnipeg tonight for their third game of the pre-season.  

Line Combinations (and defence pairings) for the Oilers:

 Omark-Gagner-Jones

 Hamilton-Arcobello-Yakupov

 Pitlick-Lander-Joensuu

 Moroz-Martindale-Abney

 Smid-Petry

 Grebeshkov-Larsen

 Klefbom-Davidson

 Bachman

 LaBarbera
After watching the pre-season opener against the Calgary Flames from the press box at Rexall Place, Dallas Eakins will be on the bench, in game action, for the first time as Head Coach of the Oilers, tonight.

It will be an exciting time for Eakins to finally step onto the bench as a NHL head coach.

“I guess I haven’t had time to think about it,” said Eakins. “I’m sure it will be. Especially going into a place that I’ve played before. I’m sure I will be excited. But I will be very honest with you, there’s been so much going on that I haven’t really thought of it.

“Way to go. You just planted the nervous seed in me.”

Nerves aside, Eakins expects to slide into his role as a very vocal coach and explains what type of coach he is on the bench.

“I’m certainly not silent. I think I’ve got a fairly loud voice and I am vocal. I try not to get too vocal where I distract the players.

“I think the players are always feeding off the head coach. There’s probably some times where I want to yell but I’ll bite my toungue because I think maybe I’m going to send them too far into frenzy.

“My assistant coaches have free reign. I’ve asked them to be the positive ones. Minor corrections that are not a big deal, they can handle. Big ones, if I didn’t see it, whisper in my ear and I’ll handle all of the heavy lifting. That’s my job.”
Oilers Head Coach Dallas Eakins had a chance to address the media on Anton Belov’s arrival to the Oilers.

“I think it’s been a tough little while for the kid,” said Eakins. “He’s had immigration problems and was held up in Moscow, not skating, massive time change, nervous energy. It’s going to take a number of days to get him up to speed, I think.”

With his late arrival to camp, Belov his a little behind the curve when it comes to learning the systems and being prepared to play. The coaching staff expects to get him some time in the pre-season regardless.

“We’re going to have to. We’ve got to make a decision. I’m thinking that it won’t be the next two (pre-season games), but probably the next one after that he’s going to have to play.”

Eakins has heard nothing but good things about his newest defensive piece, but he says there may still be some adjustment to the NHL, coming from overseas in the KHL.

“Just that he was a good player in the (KHL),” Eakins said of what he’s heard about Belov. “He’s got some size, a big shot, he defends well. There was nothing on the downside. As a coach, the only thing that could be a negative for me is that in the KHL, like a lot of European leagues, they don’t forecheck hard.

“You’ve got a lot of time to go back for the puck and get set up and they send one and back up with four and so you’ve got a lot of time to do things where I know every team in the league is preaching what I am when that puck gets put in. We’re going hunting it and we’re getting the puck or we’re getting the body. That’s going to be an adjustment for him right away.”
The Edmonton Oilers signed former Toronto Maple Leafs winger Ryan Hamilton in free agency this off-season.

“I’m just real excited to be here and help out anyway I can,” said Hamilton.

The Oilers forward has familiarity with Head Coach Dallas Eakins from his time in Toronto. It was one of many reasons why he selected Edmonton as his free agent destination.

“It was an accumulation of things. I got to be a free agent for the first time and see what options I could have. I was really excited to get an opportunity here in Edmonton.”

Hamilton was named the captain for Eakins’ Marlies team in Toronto.

“Obviously, I have a lot of respect for Dallas. He’s been my coach for a few years now and I’m just real excited to be a part of this organization. It’s an exciting team with all of the young players and they are on the verge of trying to win now.”

Hamilton is 28 years old and has played in just 12 NHL games.

In the Oilers pre-season opener against the Calgary Flames in a split-squad game, Hamilton had an assist on the game-winning goal by Martin Marincin.
It took until day six of the Edmonton Oilers Training Camp, but Anton Belov has finally arrived and is participating in practice.

The Russian defenceman’s arrival into Canada was held up because of a late application for a visa and the fact that Canada’s Foreign Service officers are on strike.

“I really like to be here,” said Belov. “It was a long way and long trip to Edmonton. I waited for my visa for two and a half months because of the embassy strike. Now it’s okay. I’m here and I’m part of the team.”

Belov flew into Edmonton last night and was on the ice for this morning’s skate.

“I had one dream’ to play in the NHL. I’ve never been drafted and now, the (Oilers) GM Craig MacTavish gave me a chance. I hope and I promise I will do everything for Edmonton, for the team.”

The six-foot-four, 219 pound blueliner, has played the last five seasons in the KHL with Avangard Omsk. During the 2012-13 campaign, Belov saw career highs in goals (9) and assists (17) in 46 games.

His career stats in the KHL include 64 points in 227 games.

Belov joins two fellow Russians on the Oilers roster in Denis Grebeshkov and Nail Yakupov. He signed a one-year, entry level contract with the club in May.
Oilers assign 10 to Oklahoma City
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The Edmonton Oilers have reduced their training camp roster today, assigning 10 players to the American Hockey League's Oklahoma City Barons:

Tyler Bunz - G

 Travis Ewanyk - C

 Matt Ford - RW

 Austin Fyten - RW

 Martin Gernat - D

 Joey Leach - D

 David Musil - D

 Derek Nesbitt - LW

 Olivier Roy - G

 CJ Stretch - LW 

The Oilers training camp roster now includes 45 players (4 goalies, 15 defencemen and 26 forwards).
As we head into day six of training camp on Monday one thing is becoming blatantly apparent: the Edmonton Oilers will have a vastly different looking defence then they did last season.

Throughout the course of the lockout-shortened 48-game schedule last year the team struggled to transition the puck to the potent high-end talents of Taylor Hall, Ryan Nugent-Hopkins, Nail Yakupov, Jordan Eberle and Sam Gagner.

Denis Grebeshkov (photo by Andy Devlin / Oilers)

The Oilers often employed the following “D” pairings last season: Nick Schultz-Justin Schultz, Ladislav Smid-Jeff Petry, Mark Fistric (or Ryan Whitney)-Corey Potter, with Theo Peckham hanging around as a #8 depth defenceman.

As we all know, General Manager Craig MacTavish elected to not bring back up Whitney, Fistric, or Peckham.

Whitney had some strong moments as an Oiler but never seemed the same after a foot injury in December of 2010. Fistric and Peckham are legitimate NHL’ers in my opinion but strictly 6/7 guys in the new-age NHL that places less emphasis on hulking shutdown defencemen and more on guys that can move the puck.

The Oilers off-season signings of Andrew Ference, Denis Grebeshkov and Anton Belov, along with the acquisition of Phillip Larsen in the Shawn Horcoff trade, clearly is a move in the direction of having greater puck-moving capabilities on the back end.

It would not surprise me if Head Coach Dallas Eakins started the regular season with the following three pairings: Ference-J. Schultz, Smid-Petry and Grebeshkov-N. Schultz, as his top six.

Ference possesses strong leadership skills, is a winner, and has the fitness level to play 18-19 minutes a night without significant drop-off. He can also move the puck.

It is a given that Justin Schultz has elite offensive skills, but it should be noted that he appears to be stronger in his core which should allow him to compete more in 1-on-1 defensive situations. I don’t think it is out of the realm of possibilities that he could be a 50-point D-Man this season with a vastly improved +/-.

Jeff Petry (photo by Andy Devlin / Oilers)

Smid and Petry will be in their third season playing together and will be the Oilers shutdown pair. Petry is in great shape and had a stellar performance in Calgary on Saturday night. Petry should see some second-unit PP time possibly paired with Grebeshkov.

Smid is better when he simplifies his game when he has the puck. But there is no question he is a hard-nosed reliable defender who is well-liked by his teammates.

Grebeshkov was exceptional for the first 25 minutes against the Flames Saturday night at Rexall Place and then struggled.

By his own admission Grebeshkov needs to work his way into “NHL shape” after spending the last three seasons in the KHL.

But what cannot be denied is his ability to let the puck do the work, make long stretch passes and provide an offensive presence in the “O” zone.

Let’s not forget Grebeshkov had 39 points and went +12 for the Oilers in 2009-10 in Craig MacTavish’s last season as Head Coach in Edmonton.

He fell out of favor during Pat Quinn’s tenure in Edmonton and then basically priced himself out of the NHL for three seasons.

Now Grebeshkov is looking to jump-start his NHL career.

It is my belief that Grebeshkov will be successful in a third pairing role with some second unit PP time.

Nick Schultz is a capable veteran NHL defenceman who is better suited as a 5-6 D than in a top pairing. He can also play the right side.

Belov is a wild card who is expected in Edmonton shortly after being held up by immigration issues. The fact that he missed the first few days of training camp won’t help his situation but he is nonetheless an intriguing player to watch especially after a strong showing at last May’s World Hockey Championship.

According to Grebeshkov, Belov has improved tremendously, possesses a big shot and can move the puck.

Brandon Davidson (photo by Steven Christy / OKC Barons)

Potter has been held off the ice for a few days at camp with an undisclosed injury but once again is a D-man who possesses an offensive dimension.

The re-occurring theme for this new look Oilers defence, puck-moving capabilities and this is also potentially in place down in Oklahoma City as well.

There was a time when first-round picks Colten Teubert and Alex Plante were seen as top Oilers prospects down the road. This past summer the Oilers elected not to qualify them.

Three players who saw regular time down in Oklahoma City last season: Martin Marincin, Taylor Fedun and Brandon Davidson moved ahead of them. Marincin, Fedun and Davidson can all move the puck, and though likely slated for OKC to start this season, all three were impressive in Oilers split-squad exhibition play on Saturday night.

The Oilers top-two prospects long-term in the organization are also defencemen with the ability to transition the puck.

Darnell Nurse, the Oilers top pick (7th overall) from the 2013 has already showed what he can do through the Rookie Camp in Penticton and into the first few days of training camp.

Nurse has a special skill set. He can really skate, has vision and also possesses a degree of “gamesmanship” as he plays with an edge. Nurse looks like the type of player who could be a top-2 defenceman down the road.

Oscar Klefbom, who the Oilers selected 19th overall (with L.A.’s #1 acquired in the Dustin Penner trade) in the Ryan Nugent-Hopkins draft in 2011, has had a slow start to training camp after not playing for 11 months due to a shoulder surgery.

Nonetheless in the second game Klefbom played in Penticton and against the Alberta Golden Bears he showed solid offensive instincts.

We have seen a philosophical shift occur within the Oilers organization with an increased emphasis on having transition defencemen. This should play right into the strength of the current team and for years to come. It will be interesting to see if it comes to fruition.

Bob Stauffer is Radio Analyst of the Oilers Broadcasts on the Oilers Radio Network and Host of “Oilers Now” Monday thru Friday Noon to 2:00PM on 630 CHED. You can follow him on Twitter at @Bob_Stauffer
Eakins Making Changes

Head Coach Dallas Eakins is working on changing the culture in Edmonton and that means some changes to the Oilers dressing room.
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Dallas Eakins was hired as the 12th head coach in Edmonton Oilers history to complete the mission.

That mission is to take a roster, loaded up with young talent, to achieve heights it hasn’t reached in seven seasons — the playoffs. In order to do that, changes will have to be made to the culture of the team.

It may be just a small step in a process of changing a culture, but Coach Eakins has started with the look of the Oilers locker room. No more are the pictures of the past, memories from a dynasty that spanned five championships.

No more does the hockey rink with the old copper and blue Oilers logo,cover the carpet in the center of the room.

The ‘Once an Oiler, Always an Oiler’ wall has been removed as well, adding to the list of alterations to the dressing room at Rexall Place.

“I think when a coach takes over he needs to change things in the room just for the sake of changing them sometimes,” said Eakins. “With that being said, when I went through it I have a vision for our dressing room. Believe me, we’re not done in there yet.

“We were under the gun just to get what we have done so far. Each day, more will be added. First and foremost, we wanted to brighten it up a little bit... We have moved some pictures and plaques and we’re going to put them out for our fans to enjoy.”

One of the more noticeable of changes in the Oilers dressing room is a lack of homage to the past, something that was once prominently on display.

Instead, through those iconic, metallic sliding doors and across from the stick rack, are shots of current players such as Sam Gagner , Ryan Smyth, Taylor Hall and Jordan Eberle.

“I thought it was really important that our team be featured in there. I’m going to do my best to have every guy on our roster… there will be a picture of him somewhere in our room.

“It’s important for the players that that’s their dressing room. This is no disrespect and this man would understand it. That is not Mark Messier’s dressing room. That is this group of players’ dressing room.”

Eakins made it clear that this is not an affront on those who came before.

“When we walk in that door, there are five Stanley Cups standing there,” he explained. “That’s a great piece of history. That’s the only thing that counts.

“We will definitely try to emulate the play of those great teams and the success that the Messiers and the (Wayne) Gretzkys and the (Jari) Kurris and all those brought.”

It’s all about making the current roster comfortable in their dressing room. It’s a place where teams prepare for battle. It’s where teams celebrate victory and reflect on defeat. It’s a place to feel safe and that is top priority for Eakins.

“I want these guys to be comfortable in their room. It’s a special place in there. Sometimes there’s conflict and it goes back to the place where, what’s going on in here is between us and no one else. I want them to feel safe in there.”

While changing the locker room sends a message there are much more measurable factors that go into building winners. The aesthetics are something Eakins wanted to address, but he knows the real performing takes place on the ice and in the games.

“In the end you’ve got to go compete when they drop the puck. We could paint flowers and dinosaurs on the walls in there and it doesn’t matter. You still have to go compete.”

More changes are yet to come. One new addition will be an updated Oilers logo, which will soon be installed on the dressing room floor.

Eakins sent a message to anyone thinking about stepping on the logo once it is installed.

“I dare you to do that.”
The NHL preseason has been unkind to defenceman Taylor Fedun in the past.

During the 2011-12 exhibition campaign, Fedun raced back to his own net to force an icing call. He went ankle-first into the end boards and fractured his femur.

With an injury as serious as Fedun’s, there was speculation as to whether or not he could recover fully and be the same player as before that horrific injury.

“Nobody knew what was going to happen or how he was going to react,” said Oklahoma City Barons Head Coach Todd Nelson. “He was a bit of a step behind at the start of last year but he worked his way up to the pace that he needed to be.

“Right now, he’s looking good out there and hopefully that continues. He had to battle hard back from that injury and he overcame it. So that’s a testament to him.”

Fedun suited up for the Oilers once again in preseason action last night in Calgary, against the Flames. It was an emotional experience for the 25-year-old.

“It was pretty awesome,” said Fedun. “I took an extra minute to put (my jersey) on to kind of let it soak in again. A lot has happened since the last time I threw it on. I wanted to make sure my head is where it needs to be and it’s a pretty special thing to be able to put on that jersey.”

Fedun’s road to recovery hit overdrive last season when he skated with the Barons in the American Hockey League in full-time game action.

“I think when you look at last year, at the start of the year, he’s coming back off that leg injury and it took him pretty much up until Christmas time or New Year’s to really get feeling really well,” said Coach Nelson.

With his first season back from injury out of the way, Fedun now focuses on his future with the Oilers organization and in professional hockey.

The Oilers agreed to terms with Fedun on a one-year contract in July. The signing is following a season in OKC in which the defenceman played in 70 games, registering eight goals and 19 assists.

In his first NHL action last night since his injury in 2011, Fedun performed well. He had two assists and skated nearly 15 minutes for the Oilers in a 3-2 win over Calgary.

“There was definitely some good things out there,” said Fedun. “I think both of the assists I got, they were about five foot passes. I just gave the puck to someone who did the rest of the work. It’s nice when something like that pays off.”

Fedun’s first assist came on a cross-ice feed to Jeff Petry on the power play. Petry shot the puck inside and Ryan Jones deflected the shot in for the Oilers first goal of the game.

Fedun’s second assist was a short, heads-up pass to David Perron who scored Edmonton’s second goal of the game.

“I think I’m still getting used to some of the systems and in the D-zone I needed to sharpen up a little bit but some of the plays were out there and I think it was a good start.”

“I think (last night) he picked it up where he left off last year with (OKC) in the playoffs and he had a strong game,” added Nelson. “He moved the puck well and he was pretty solid defensively. So we are happy with the way he played.”

It was a long road to recovery but Fedun has performed admirably in his return and has earned the chance to put on the blue and orange once again for the team that supported him the whole way.
Oilers Trim Camp Roster by Seven
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The Edmonton Oilers have reduced their training camp roster by seven today, assigning the following players:

 Ben Betker (Everett - WHL)

 Ty Bilcke (Windsor - OHL)

 Greg Chase (Calgary - WHL)

 Jackson Houck (Vancouver - WHL)

 Reid Petryk (Everett - WHL)

 Kyle Platzer (London - OHL)

 Marc-Olivier Roy (Blainville-Boisbriand- QMJHL)

 The Oilers training camp roster now includes 55 players (6 goalies, 18 defencemen and 31 forwards).
PRE-GAME NOTES

 The Edmonton Oilers visit Calgary tonight in a split squad pre-season game.  

Line Combinations (and defence pairings) for the Oilers:

 Eberle - Gagner - Hamilton

 Perron - Gordon - Jones

 Bilcke - Ewanyk - Nesbitt

 Eager - Acton - Chase

 Smid - Petry

 Schultz - Fedun

 Marincin - Larsen

 LaBarbera

 Bachman
PRE-GAME NOTES

 The Edmonton Oilers visit Calgary tonight in a split squad pre-season game.  

Line Combinations (and defence pairings) for the Oilers:

 Smyth - Hall - Hemsky

 Omark - Arcobello - Yakupov

 Joensuu - Lander - Roy

 Platzer - Martindale - Brown

 Davidson - J.Schultz

 Nurse - Ference

 Musil - Grebeshkov

 Dubnyk

 Roy
BLOG: Nesbitt in for Pitlick
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Oilers forward Tyler Pitlick suffered an undisclosed injury in the team’s intrasquad scrimmage at training camp yesterday.

“Pitlick’s just held back,” said Oilers Coach Todd Nelson. “The doctors are going to take a look at him and see how he is.”

That means rookie, Greg Chase, who had a successful Rookie Camp and Young Stars Classic in Penticton, B.C. will slide in to Pitlick’s place on a line with Will Acton and Ben Eager.

Down a forward, the Oilers moved Derek Nesbitt into the lineup. Nesbitt, who originally was not tagged to play in either preseason game, got the call last night that he would be headed to Calgary.

Nesbitt has very little time to get on the same page with linemates Travis Ewanyk and Ty Bilcke but he feels chemistry is not an issue.

“I don’t think you can ever really create it, it’s either there or it isn’t,” said Nesbitt. “It’s something you can work on whether it’s just timing or feel but that’s where the word ‘chemistry’, you have it or you don’t. Maybe we can find some early.”

The line combinations from the morning skate were:

Hamilton - Gagner - Eberle

Perron - Gordon - Jones

Bilcke - Ewanyk - Nesbitt

Eager - Acton - Chase
CALGARY – The Edmonton Oilers are ready to start the season under a new head coach, but first they’ll have to get through the preseason, which begins tonight.

 The Oilers will take on the Calgary Flames in a split squad exhibition game with the first of two contests taking place at 8 p.m. in Calgary.

“There are a lot of nerves that go into starting the season,” said Jordan Eberle, who is part of the Oilers roster in Calgary. “But there are a lot of guys in this room who haven’t played in the NHL and haven’t had a taste yet, so this is their first time.

“There are a lot of nerves that go into playing Calgary your first game but I think once you get your first few shifts under you, things kind of start to roll from there.”

For the new faces in the Oilers locker room, it’s exciting to finally be hitting the ice in game action.

“I’m really pumped,” said forward Derek Nesbitt. “The last couple of days have been really tough getting going and it’s nice to jump right into a game this quick, get that feel back and get ready for the season.”

A SURREAL SITUATION

 For the Oilers, it’s a surreal experience skating in the Scotiabank Saddledome, which was victim of severe flooding earlier this summer. There was speculation, up until September, that the Flames arena would not be fit to play in when preseason came around.

 However, the damages were fixed, the walls painted over and the arena is in playing condition.

“I live here during the summer so I got to see a lot of it,” said Oilers goaltender Jason LaBarbera. “Obviously, everyone saw the pictures of what it was like down here. They did a great job. It was pretty impressive for them to be able to turn it over as fast as they did. I know there was a lot of skepticism as far as if it was going to be ready in time for this game tonight.”

 “You’ve seen some reports on it and then just around the room to see some of the pictures from the wreckage,” said Nesbitt. “This is my first time in this building but everyone seems to think it looks pretty nice, the new renovations, so they did a heck of a job.”

 “I live here in the summer and was around the devastation of the floods,” said Eberle. “To see this rink come together like this… I didn’t think we’d be in here either. They’ve done a great job. Kudos to the men and women who put this together.” 

-- Chris Wescott, edmontonoilers.com

 GAME PREVIEW

The Edmonton Oilers begin their 2013 pre-season tonight when they play the Calgary Flames in a split squad match.

 One Oilers squad will play at Rexall Place in Edmonton while the other will play at the Scotiabank Saddledome.

 The Oilers hosted an intrasquad scrimmage yesterday to prep for their pre-season opener. The Edmonton Blue and White teams battled to a 3-3 tie in regulation and went to a shootout. The Blue squad took the 4-3 win courtesy of shootout goals by Linus Omark and Nail Yakupov.
LINES

 Eberle - Gagner - Hamilton

 Perron - Gordon - Jones

 Bilcke - Ewanyk - Nesbitt

 Eager - Acton - Chase

 Smid - Petry

 Schultz - Fedun

 Marincin - Larsen

LINES

 Glencross - Stajan - Stempniak

 Cammalleri - Backlund - D.Jones

 Ferland - Monahan - Poirier

 B.Jones - Knight - Nemisz

 Girodano - Brodie

 Culkin - O'Brien

 Sieloff - Ramage

BEHIND ENEMY LINES: SEAN MONAHAN

 There are reasons why the Calgary Flames made Sean Monahan the 6th overall pick in 2013 and he has been displaying those reasons for Flames fans at training camp this week.

 Monahan scored four points in an intrasquad scrimmage yesterday with two goals and two assists in a 5-1 win for his team.

 "Here's a big-sized centre that takes care of his game in the three zones,” Calgary Head Coach Bob Hartley said, according to the Flames website. “You can tell just by talking to him, by watching him that once you give him a mandate, he wants to do it as a pro. I think that's huge.

 "Usually, first-year kids coming into camp, there’s still lots of kid left in them ... you can start judging their progression usually in their second camp. But with Sean, we can already see a very good progression, a very good understanding of the game."

 The scouting report on Monahan was that whichever team drafted him was getting an intelligent and highly skilled centre with elite offensive abilities.

 Monahan has suited up the past three seasons with the Ottawa 67’s in the OHL, scoring 78 points each season. It’s that offensive ability that Monahan is displaying with the Flames as he attempts to make their roster at only 18 years-old.

 Veteran centre Matt Stajan raved about Monahan.

 "He looks good," Stajan said, according to the Flames website. "He's a big kid, he's a little shy so far but I think today he scored a nice goal, showed his hands in front of the net, tucked a few nice goals in that second game. Playing in the middle against him, he does the little things right, lifting the stick and he's a little sneaky.

“As a centreman, you have to be. He's got a bright future and he's getting better and better every day and as he gets confidence, he'll keep getting better."

GOALIE MATCHUP

 The Oilers will be sporting a new goaltender tonight as free agent pick up Jason Labarbera will don the blue and orange for the first time as a member of the Edmonton organization.

 Labarbera was drafted by the New York Rangers in the third round, 66th overall, in 1998.

 He has resided with the Phoenix Coyotes since 2009, serving as a back up. Last season, he played in 15 games and tallied a 2.64 goals against average with a save percentage of .923.

 On the Flames side, Joey MacDonald is slated to get the start.

 MacDonald played in 21 games for the Flames last season, allowing 55 goals. He had a goals against of 2.87 and a save percentage of .902.

PENTICTON REVENGE?

 The Oilers Rookies and Flames Rookies battled at the Young Stars Classic in Penticton, B.C. on September 5. The Calgary prospects took that one in a decisive 5-2 victory.

 The Oilers fell behind 3-0 in the first period, before rallying back to 3-2 by the end of the second period.

 Our ‘Player to Watch’ from our above preview, Sean Monahan, scored 51 seconds into the third sparking the Flames to run away with the contest.

 Ty Bilcke, Travis Ewanyk, Greg Chase and Martin Marincin all played in that game for the Oilers and will be trying to stop history from repeating itself in Calgary, tonight.
BLOG: Omark returns to Rexall Place tonight
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After playing for a year in Switzerland, Linus Omark makes his return to Rexall Place tonight on a line with Mark Arcobello and Nail Yakupov.

"It's going to be fun to have the Oilers jersey on again. I'm looking forward to the game," said Omark, adding that he felt the year overseas was good for him.

"I got to play a lot. I played big minutes in Switzerland. I needed that because my last year here I broke my ankle and I tried to find my game again and I think I did that there. The NHL has always been my goal so I'm happy to be back."

The winger also talked about what he felt he needed to do to crack the lineup here in Edmonton.

"I have to take it one day at a time and do my best out there, try to show the coaches that I'm a good player and hopefully play good in the games too. (I need to) work hard and play simple, too."

 Omark also talked about his linemates for the match-up. 

 "Arco's a really good centreman and Yakupov has a great shot. We played together a little bit yesterday in the scrimmage and I think it was good. Hopefully we can take another step from that."

BLOG: Taylor Hall getting more comfortable at centre

Saturday, 14.09.2013 / 2:09 PM

By Marc Ciampa - edmontonoilers.com / Inside the Oilers Blog 
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Several days into camp, Taylor Hall is starting to find his comfort level playing at centre as the experiment is now well underway.

"The centre position is definitely a lot different from what I've experienced at left wing. Just having the puck in the middle of the ice and being able to create on both sides instead of just on my right side is a bit of a change for me but I felt that in the third period (in the scrimmage yesterday) I made a nice play there," Hall began.

"Even though it's a scrimmage you just kind of build your game as it goes along. I didn't really expect to be lights out to start the experiment but I feel it's going along well and we'll see how it goes tonight."

Associate Coach Keith Acton talked further about Hall moving to centre to open the exhibition campaign.

"I thought yesterday in the scrimmage that he did fine. It's a little bit of an adjustment for him. We're going to do some things that are different as far as defensive play in our own zone and as a centreman normally that's a little different than being a winger," Acton said. "The way we're going to play coming back into our own end, it's not always going to be the centreman that's going to be the low forward. It's the first guy back and he's going to stay the low forward.

"That's not completely foreign to him. He has a certain foundation in that area. It's just that as a centreman there's the odd time that there's a switch where you want to be the guy that's down low instead of a winger if there's an opportunity to switch."

Acton added that face-offs were another consideration.

"He's a strong guy and he gets in good hockey position on the face-offs. He seems to have pretty good technique."

EDMONTON - The Edmonton Oilers open the home and road portions of their pre-season schedule tonight as the team plays the Calgary Flames at Rexall Place at 8:00 p.m. MDT and also at the Saddledome in Calgary at 7:00 p.m. MDT. 

 The crew playing in Edmonton is a little bit more experienced up front than the team travelling south with some intriguing line combinations, particularly Taylor Hall down the middle between Ales Hemsky and Ryan Smyth. 

 "The centre position is definitely a lot different from what I've experienced at left wing. Just having the puck in the middle of the ice and being able to create on both sides instead of just on my right side is a bit of a change for me but I felt that in the third period (in the scrimmage yesterday) I made a nice play there," Hall began.  

 "Even though it's a scrimmage you just kind of build your game as it goes along. I didn't really expect to be lights out to start the experiment but I feel it's going along well and we'll see how it goes tonight."

 Associate Coach Keith Acton talked further about Hall moving to centre to open the exhibition campaign. 

 "I thought yesterday in the scrimmage that he did fine. It's a little bit of an adjustment for him. We're going to do some things that are different as far as defensive play in our own zone and as a centreman normally that's a little different than being a winger," Acton said. "The way we're going to play coming back into our own end, it's not always going to be the centreman that's going to be the low forward. It's the first guy back and he's going to stay the low forward.

 "That's not completely foreign to him. He has a certain foundation in that area. It's just that as a centreman there's the odd time that there's a switch where you want to be the guy that's down low instead of a winger if there's an opportunity to switch."

 Acton added that face-offs were another consideration. 

 "He's a strong guy and he gets in good hockey position on the face-offs. He seems to have pretty good technique."

OMARK RETURNS

 After playing for a year in Switzerland, Linus Omark makes his return to Rexall Place tonight on a line with Mark Arcobello and Nail Yakupov. 

 "It's going to be fun to have the Oilers jersey on again. I'm looking forward to the game," said Omark, adding that he felt the year overseas was good for him. 

 "I got to play a lot. I played big minutes in Switzerland. I needed that because my last year here I broke my ankle and I tried to find my game again and I think I did that there. The NHL has always been my goal so I'm happy to be back."

 The winger also talked about what he felt he needed to do to crack the lineup here in Edmonton. 

 "I have to take it one day at a time and do my best out there, try to show the coaches that I'm a good player and hopefully play good in the games too. (I need to) work hard and play simple, too." 

 -- Marc Ciampa, edmontonoilers.com

LINES 

 Smyth - Hall - Hemsky

 Omark - Arcobello - Yakupov

 Joensuu - Lander - Roy

 Platzer - Martindale - Brown

 Davidson - J.Schultz

 Nurse - Ference

 Musil - Grebeshkov

LINE COMBOS: Taylor Hall will be playing centre tonight between Ryan Smyth and Ales Hemsky. Mark Arcobello will also get an opportunity to pivot an offensive line as he plays with Linus Omark and Nail Yakupov. 

 Jesse Joensuu makes his Rexall Place debut with Anton Lander as his middleman and Marco Roy on the opposite wing and Kyle Platzer skates with Ryan Martindale and Mike Brown on the fourth line. 

ON THE BLUELINE: The Oilers will have a younger and less-experienced blueline than the one that is headed down to Calgary. Brandon Davidson and Justin Schultz will skate together as well as Oilers 2013 first-round pick Darnell Nurse and free-agent acquisition Andrew Ference. Denis Grebeshkov makes his return to Rexall Place to play with former Oil King David Musil.  

BETWEEN THE PIPES: Starting in goal for the Oilers tonight will be Devan Dubnyk. He will be backed up by Olivier Roy.

KEEP AN EYE ON: Taylor Hall will be a player most fans have their eyes on tonight as he plays centre out of camp for the first time in his Oilers career. Coming off of shoulder surgery the previous summer, he actually had a chance to build up strength this off-season and it will be interesting to see what he can do. 

FLAMES

 FORWARDS

 15 Tim Jackman

 16 Brian McGrattan

 17 Lance Bouma

 21 Roman Horak

 24 Jiri Hudler

 32 Paul Byron

 38 Ben Street

 39 T.J. Galiardi

 47 Sven Baertschi

 58 Ben Hanowski

 60 Markus Granlund

 86 Josh Jooris

DEFENCE

 4 Kris Russell

 6 Dennis Wideman

 27 Derek Smith

 44 Chris Butler

 61 Brett Kulak

 73 Keegan Kanzig 

GOALTENDERS

 29 Reto Berra

 31 Karri Ramo

 LINE COMBOS: Oilers fans will get a look at new Flames off-season acquisition T.J. Galiardi on the Calgary top line tonight. Galiardi will centre Sven Baertschi and Jiri Hudler. Ben Hanowski, acquired from Pittsburgh last season in the Jarome Iginla trade, will also play in Edmonton tonight. He will be on the left side with Roman Horak down the middle and Tim Jackman on the right. 

 Ben Street centres Lance Bouma and Josh Jooris on line three while rookie camp standout Markus Granlund centres Paul Byron and Brian McGratton on line four. 

ON THE BLUELINE: The duo of Dennis Wideman -- sporting a new number this season (6) - and Chris Butler will be expected to anchor this Flames squad tonight. Brett Kulak and Kris Russell make up the second pairing while Keegan Kanzig and Derek Smith are in the 5-6 spot. 

BETWEEN THE PIPES: Starting in goal for the Flames tonight will be Karri Ramo. Ramo spent the last four seasons playing in the KHL and put up some very impressive numbers with goals-against averages of 2.11, 1.97, 1.96 and 2.00 as well as save percentages of .913, .925, .925 and .929. Swiss netminder Reto Berra is the backup.  

KEEP AN EYE ON: Hanowski scored 17 goals and had 31 points in 37 games last season with the St. Cloud Huskies (WCHA) before joining the Flames at the end of the season. In five games in Calgary, Hanowski had one goal. He will be among the many players with a shot at cracking this team's roster and will get a chance to showcase his skills tonight on the second line. 

 Markus Granlund had an outstanding rookie tournament in Penticton with three goals and four points, including a pair of markers against the Oilers rookies.  

Time was running out and Ryan Jones was locked in a battle behind the opponent’s net. Less than two minutes before, he had scored the goal to draw his team within one.

Jones dug it out, freeing the puck from a cluster of players to an awaiting Boyd Gordon who fired the shot heard around the Millennium Place rink in Sherwood Park, netting the equalizer.

It may not have been as dramatic as described above, but Gordon’s game-tying goal with just five seconds remaining in the third period was exciting and it was thanks to some tough play by Jones.

“I thought he played very well in the scrimmage,” Head Coach Dallas Eakins said.

Much to the excitement of the roughly 200 fans in attendance at training camp, you couldn’t have scripted the scrimmage any better with the game heading to a shootout.

Jones finished the game with an unofficial stat line consisting of two points, a goal and an assist while adding in a handful of shots.

“It’s intrasquad before the season and you just want to get the cobwebs out and get back into full intensity and full game style and get all of the shinny out of you that you pick up over the summer,” said Jones. “It was really nice to get that game in before we get into exhibition games. It went well.”

With 1:42 left on the clock in the third, Jones received a perfect centering pass from Gordon and connected, deflecting the puck up over goaltender Olivier Roy.

This kind of performance, although very early in training camp, is a good sign for Oilers fans.

Jones came into camp with extra motivation to have a successful year. He signed a one-year contract with the team in July. It was an emotional moment for the winger as he returns to a team that believes in him, coming off of a serious injury.

"I was ecstatic to come back and be able to put on the blue and orange again and play in this city."

“I’m getting to know him and my first couple conversations (with him tell me) this guy is appreciative that he gets to come back from injury,” said Coach Eakins. “That usually lights a fire under the guy. It makes you step back and say, ‘Hey, I was this close to being, maybe, done and now I’m back and I’m going to do everything I can to make the most of it.”

Jones suffered a scary eye injury during last year’s work stoppage. He required emergency surgery when an errant puck was deflected into his face and hit his left eye. He’s back however and the Oilers are happy to have him, knowing he can contribute to a skilled roster.

“He’s a guy that I think has got some upside,” said Eakins. “You can put him with a couple of more skilled guys and he’ll do some of the grunt work and chip in with some goals. He’s one of those guys you cheer for. You want him to do well and he’ll definitely be a guy here going forward that I do have to look and see how he does with couple more skilled forwards.”

Coming back to the team that believes in him is a rush for the 29 year-old out of Chatham, Ontario.

“I was ecstatic to come back and be able to put on the blue and orange again and play in this city,” said Jones.

The 6-0, 205 pound forward has played for the Oilers since 2009. He has played in 195 games for Edmonton, scoring 66 points (38-28-66).

After signing his deal with the team, Jones had one focus for his offseason, come back to camp ready to contribute.

“I went into the summer just trying to put all of my blood, sweat and tears into the summer to be ready to come back. I tried to prepare myself to be the best hockey player I can could be and help this team. It felt great to get back out there today and play with guys that you’re going to be playing with all year, again.”

Motivated is the word that best describes the 2013-14 Ryan Jones. He expressed this much from the opening media interviews of training camp. Jones has people he wants to prove wrong, the doubters, and people he wants to prove right, his supporters.

“My main goal is to play for the people that are loyal to me… This organization, family, friends and the fans that were sticking by me, I want to play for those guys. It means a lot that when things aren’t going great, you have people that have your back and still believe that you can be a very good hockey player.

“That’s going to be my motivation from this year and it’d be great to prove people wrong but I am not so much worried about that as I am proving people right.”

The scrimmage is just that, a scrimmage. But if his excitement and level of play today is any indicator of things to come, Jones may be in for a successful season.

BLOG: Eakins: Omark has clean slate

Friday, 13.09.2013 / 4:05 PM
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“For anywhere there’s been problems, it’s a clean slate for me.”

A polarizing character on the ice for the Edmonton Oilers is forward Linus Omark.

The skilled forward signed a one-year contract with Edmonton on August 27, which brought Omark back from playing in Switzerland.

Oilers Head Coach Dallas Eakins fielded questions about Omark after an intrasquad scrimmage today at training camp. Eakins says that for him and with this team, Omark has the same clean slate as everyone else and will compete like everyone else.

“This is a fresh set of eyes and he is in a fight for ice-time,” said Eakins. “There’s a number of ways we can load up our forward lines and there will be a great debate moving as we move forward on how we’re going to do it.

“Like a number of guys in his spot. He needs to go out and dance with the girl that he brought to prom. Don’t go out there and try to be something you’re not. I don’t think he’s a guy that’s going to go out there and run around and cause problems and be a real pain in the butt, checking guy. He needs to put up some numbers. He needs to be responsible defensively. He’s going to have to compete.”

Omark had a good showing in the scrimmage, with a goal in regulation and a fancy shootout goal that he has been know for displaying. Omark head faked goaltender Richard Bachman in the shootout.

When asked if he has any problems with Omark’s “showboating” shootout goals, like the spin-o-rama he scored in Tampa Bay in 2010, a highly publicized and criticized move.

“Did he score on it?,” asked Eakins.

He did indeed.

“Well, he backed it up then. If he didn’t score then there’d probably be a far bigger problem.”

NOTABLE OBSERVATIONS | 1ST PERIOD

15:00: Puck drops, let's get it started!

 14:40: White strikes first. Jordan Eberle top shelf. Draws a good reaction from the crowd. | WHITE 1, BLUE 0

10:51: White team with another great chance. Ryan Jones dings it off the cross bar, 1-on-1 with Dubnyk.

06:43: Blue team evens things up. Nail Yakupov with a great pass sets up Linus Omark for the goal. | WHITE 1, BLUE 1

02:27: White team awarded a penalty shot and Greg Chase takes the puck and fires right into Dubnyk. No goal.

00:00: The "Period" ends and we'll switch sheets of ice for a quick intermission change. 1-1

NOTABLE OBSERVATIONS | 2ND PERIOD

15:00: Puck drops and here we go!

11:44: Oilers prospect Tyler Pitlick playing well. He takes the edge hard and shoots the puck just wide of Dubnyk.

09:26: Second time today that Ryan Jones has had a great scoring chance. This one pops up too tall over Dubnyk.

07:07: White team's Boyd Gordon skates through traffic and shoots the puck into the chest of Olivier Roy. (Roy replaces Dubnyk).

03:11: Blue team takes the lead, Jesse Joensuu snipes the puck in off the far post. Great shot by the new Oiler forward. | WHITE 1, BLUE 2

00:00: White team skated well but Blue team has the 2-1 lead after two. | WHITE 1, BLUE 2

NOTABLE OBSERVATIONS | 3RD PERIOD

15:00: Third period is underway of the Oilers vs. Oilers, Blue-White, Training Camp scrimmage.

12:10: Olivier Roy slide post-to-post to make a great save on Ryan Hamilton and keeps the score 2-1.

09:28: Pretty tape-to-tape passing nets the Blue team their third of the game. Looks like Ryan Smyth got the goal courtesy of Taylor Hall. | WHITE 1, BLUE 3

05:33: Gagner out in front of Roy, plants himself in the crease and it's nearly deflected in for the White team.

01:42: That was beautiful. Boyd Gordon along the far halfboards, sends a centering pass to Ryan Jones who tips it up and in. White team draws within one. | WHITE 2, BLUE 3

00:05: Jones battles behind the net and White team ties it up! Puck freed to Gordon who popped it in. | WHITE 3, BLUE 3

00:00: White team battled back to tie it up with 5 seconds left as period 3 comes to a close. | WHITE 3, BLUE 3

SHOOTOUT

Oilers Nugent-Hopkins skates, return still unclear

Friday, 13.09.2013 / 1:34 AM / Features 
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EDMONTON — Ryan Nugent-Hopkins skated with the Edmonton Oilers in a non-contact jersey on Thursday.

Just having the third-year center on the ice was good news for the club after undergoing shoulder surgery in April.

"It feels good, it's nice to able to be on the ice skating with the guys right now," Nugent-Hopkins said after the Oilers first on-ice session of training camp. "I'm involved quite a bit, so it's good. There has been a lot of rehab and stuff, but it feels good so far."

Nugent-Hopkins is not expected to be ready by the first game of the regular season. Oilers general manager Craig MacTavish said the first pick in the 2011 NHL Draft, probably would not be available until November.

"I'm not too sure when I'll be ready, I can't say," Nugent-Hopkins said. "I'll know over the next few weeks. I'll definitely get a good feel for it, skating with the guys and talking to doctors and stuff. We'll see. We just have to make sure that it gets back to 100% and I'm ready to go."

Nugent-Hopkins originally injured his left shoulder, stumbling into the boards in Chicago during his rookie season.

He returned to the lineup that season, finished with 18 goals and 52 points in 62 games and was named as a Calder Trophy finalist.

Last season, Nugent-Hopkins started the lockout-shortened year with the Oilers' AHL affiliate in Oklahoma City, and then went to represent Canada at the IIHF World Junior Championships in Russia.

Nugent-Hopkins returned to the Oilers lineup following the lockout, but struggled as pain in his shoulder flared up. The Oilers decided to shut Nugent-Hopkins down for the season and have him undergo surgery once it became apparent the club was not going to qualify for the playoffs. He finished with four goals and 20 assists in 40 games and has spent all of the off-season rehabilitating.

"It wasn't too bad, I could pretty much train my lower body right away, I just had to be careful with the upper body," Nugent-Hopkins said. "I've just been able to work the upper body the last couple of months. Now it's a matter of ramping up the strength and in the last couple of months, it's been really ramping up.

"It feels good and I really don't feel like I've missed too much on training this summer, because I still got to do a lot."

To fill the void Nugent-Hopkins leaves at center, the Oiler will experiment by moving Taylor Hall into the middle. Once Nugent-Hopkins returns, Hall is expected to go back to left wing.

"I think he'll be good, he's a good face-off man to start with, which is huge," Nugent-Hopkins said. "He's a smart player and he'll be able to pick it up right away. If I can help him out a bit with little tips and things like that, I sure will, but think he'll do a good job."

Oilers new Head Coach, Dallas Eakins, had his first chance to install his rigorous conditioning habits on day two of training camp, today.

Eakins had the players go through an endurance test before the start of practice. Every player I talked to after practice called the test, ‘tough’ and there were some noticeably tired skaters when it was over. All in all, coach Eakins is happy with the results, though he hasn’t seen the data yet.

“I liked how the guys reacted because that’s an easy test to quit in and nobody quit and that’s part of the test,” said Eakins. “I was quite happy with that and even when you saw the guys struggling at the end, nobody stood up and said, ‘I’m done.’

“We had some guys cramping through it, that fought through it. So, good on those young men for that.”

As for where the data goes and how it gets used, Eakins gave some insight into the analytics process from these tests.

“We’ve got people way smarter than me that are going to go through it. It allows us to not only get a plan going forward for the individuals, whether it’s on skating technique or their power on their endurance, but it also gives us something that we may turn back to as a return to play.

“In the past, hockey has been so much of a game of looking and feel. We’ve had a player out for eight weeks, he’s about to return and medical guys say he’s fine to play, I ask the assistant coaches and yeah, he looks good. Well, we need a number. We need something to go back on. If we really want to get down to the dirty numbers, we can throw that test on them again.”

The Oilers skate again tomorrow morning at 9 a.m. at Millennium Place in Sherwood Park.

An Important Season for Lander

The Oilers second round pick in 2009, is healthy and ready to compete for NHL minutes in his contract year.

Thursday, 12.09.2013 / 6:39 PM / Features 

By Chris Wescott  - edmontonoilers.com “I know this is an important year for me.”

For the 2013-14 Edmonton Oilers, the depth chart has become a battleground for players trying to find their place on the roster. With a new head coach in town, it opens up even more room for competition.

There is one young player at training camp that knows this is the year to finally make the jump on a full-time basis.

22 year-old centre, Anton Lander, has had an up-and-down career with the Oilers. Literally, he has bounced up and down between the American Hockey League and the NHL since being drafted 40th overall in 2009.

He saw 56 games for the Oilers in his rookie season before finishing the year off with 28 games in Oklahoma City, Edmonton’s AHL affiliate, including 14 playoff games.

Lander played mostly fourth-line minutes with the Oilers that year before getting valuable top-six time in OKC.

But last season, the injury bug bit Lander hard and wouldn’t let go.

First came a broken foot with the Oilers which placed the sophomore forward on injured reserve. Once cleared, Lander was sent to OKC, before being called up again and playing minimal minutes with Edmonton, leading to another assignment to the AHL.

And then, just when he was building confidence and finding his offensive groove, Lander suffered a knee injury, which derailed his momentum.

But all of that is behind him. Throw away last season and say hello to 2013-14.

“I am 100% ready to go,” said Lander. “I had a good rehab during the summer. It feels good. I have been skating and working harder on running and biking. It hasn’t bothered me so, I would be really surprised if (the injury affects) me.”

It’s been a long summer of preparation and getting his mind in the right place to return to Oilers camp, but Lander is ready. He is also excited about the atmosphere of the locker room and the devotion of this new regime to winning.

“You always try to get prepared for main camp. You get surprised when you get on the ice and start skating but we are all really excited about this. It’s a new coach and it’s new thinking. It’s more of a mental thing to start winning games and we need to start getting that into our head. I think this is great. I think everyone is so excited to just start playing games.”

It’s a contract year for Lander. The centre is in the final season of his three-year entry-level contract and he says he knows that it’s go-time. Not concerned with the personal goals or achievements, Lander knows that if the team is winning and he is contributing while improving, he’s succeeding.

“I know this is an important year for me. It’s the last year of my contract.

“The main thing for me is to win games. If you’re winning games, most of the time, you’re playing good. If you’re playing good, youre= team’s doing good.

“I’m just focused on winning games and working as hard as I can on the ice to get better every day, even if it’s on my backhand shot, or in the gym or whatever it is. I will try to get better every day.”

With the Oilers top centre, Ryan Nugent-Hopkins, expected to miss some time while recovering from shoulder surgery, Lander has an opportunity in front of him to make an impression on the new coaching staff.

Lander figures to be battling for the fourth-line center position with free agent pickup, Will Acton, as well as fellow OKC prospect Mark Arcobello.

It's the first on-ice day of camp so certainly Oilers head coach Dallas Eakins is going to be doing some experimentation but some of the line combinations used will spark some interest in Oilers fans.

Ryan Smyth skated on the left side with Taylor Hall at centre and Ales Hemsky on right wing. Ryan Jones flanked Sam Gagner with Jordan Eberle on the right side.

Off-season free agent acquisition Boyd Gordon centered David Perron and Nail Yakupov while Jesse Joensuu skated with Will Acton at centre and Mike Brown on the right side.

What are your thoughts on these early line combinations, Oilers fans?

Some of the players in attendance today talked about a renewed excitement for a new season with a new head coach and a new regime. Oilers forward Sam Gagner says although there is that, camp is always exciting.

“I think there’s excitement for every camp,” said Gagner. “Every year you come in with the same hopes of turning things around and getting better. This year’s no different. Obviously, there’s heightened expectations, as there should be, with a new regime you have to expect more of yourself. We’re excited about that challenge.”

Where this camp differed was the endurance testing that first-year coach Dallas Eakins instituted before practice. It was a series of full-ice, down-and-back, skates with very little rest in between.

“It was tough. Obviously, you know what to expect going into that test. We were well aware of what we were going to be doing. That’s something you can prepare for. As far as the practice went, I felt like it was a good pace for us. It was getting guys into gear on what we needed to do and I’m excited to get games going here.”

While past training camps have all had similarities to this one, there are some differences in the drills and conditioning.

“I’ve done similar things but nothing exactly like that. We used to do tests with (former Oilers coach) Tom Renney that were similar. I’ve found this one to be a little harder, actually. It was more of a blast with a little less rest and then you’re done.”

Like Mike Brown, Edmonton Oilers forward Ben Eager is a candidate to bring that sandpaper style of gritty play that Head Coach Dallas Eakins wishes out of his team.

Ben Eager spent the offseason getting prepared for the rigors of the NHL season. He feels like he is not only back to the shape he played in with the Stanley Cup winning Chicago Blackhawks in 2010, but he is ready to step into that gritty role right away.

“I’m ready to play, I’m ready to be that type of player,” said Eager. “I’ve done that throughout my career. I’m working for an opportunity to be able to show what I can do and I think (the coaching staff) will be watching closely and they’ll do what they want to do.”

Eager’s strong finish last season in Oklahoma City during the Barons Calder Cup Western Conference Finals run helped him be ready to hit the ice, full-go this season.

“It was great. I had a lot of fun down there on a good team. I think I’m a playoff type player. I’ve been in the playoffs and I know what it takes to win and what you need to do to get to the playoffs and to get there, you’ve got to play.”

From a veteran perspective, Eager has seen the changes in culture here under first year Head Coach Dallas Eakins and he is ready to contribute to the new era.

“I’m excited with the changes here and I’m looking forward to doing whatever I can to help out here.”

OilersTV’s Tom Gazzola will have an in-depth report on Eager from training camp tomorrow.

BLOG: Eager - "It seems like an NHL camp"

Thursday, 12.09.2013 / 2:53 PM

By Chris Wescott - edmontonoilers.com / Inside the Oilers Blog 
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Edmonton winger Ben Eager has seen his share of NHL training camps, including ones with the Oilers this season and in 2011 and 2012.

With the Oilers looking to break their seven-season playoff drought this year, they brought in a new regime. Dallas Eakins was brought in as head coach and has made an immediate impact in the intensity of training camp practices.

Eager says the toughness of this camp is at the level it should be and compares it favorably over years past.

“This seems like a NHL camp,” said Eager. “I think it should be tough. I think the last couple of years, they were not the hardest camps and I think it showed in how we played. It was definitely not as tough as this one.

“(Coach Eakins) wants everyone in great shape and I think as professional athletes, that’s what is expected and it’s good to be pushed hard to start the season. If we practice hard, we play hard.”

Eager knows what it takes to win in the NHL. He was on the 2010 Chicago Blackhawks championship team and scored a game winner of Game 2 in the Finals that year.

It’s a positive sign for Edmonton that an experienced winner and straight shooter like Eager sees the differences this year.

Yesterday Head Coach, Dallas Eakins, touched on how he wants his team to play with sandpaper and grit. He is looking for toughness out of the players in his locker room. Forward Mike Brown was brought in to fill that role last season and is looking forward to expanding on it in 2013-14.

“That’s the plan of attack every year,” said Brown. “I think every coach I’ve had knows what I’m going to bring and I know I have to talk with the coaches to see what they expect and everything out of me.

“I’m going to come to the rink and do my job. Things get a little goofy when you try to think outside the box and try to do someone else’s job.”

Coach Dallas Eakins wasted no time in putting his team through the conditioning ringer this morning. Each group of players went through endurance testing with numerous ‘down-and-back’ skates through timing equipment. It was tough.

“It was tough, man,” Hall told me after his skate. “I don’t think there’s really a way you can get prepared for that test. There’s a lot of stuff that goes into that. My legs on the fifth and sixth ones were burning pretty bad. It’s good that we got that out of the way. I think we can just focus on hockey now and really get prepared on what we’re here to do, and that’s win games.”

Oilers forward Taylor Hall is trying his hand at centre with Edmonton’s top middle-guy, Ryan Nugent-Hopkins, recovering from shoulder surgery. Hall saw his first extensive action at the position on Day One of Oilers Training Camp, today.

“It feels good,” said Hall. “It’s a lot different accepting passes in the middle of the ice and not having the boards to my left. But I am excited about it. It’s a great time to make that switch, I don’t think there’s a better time in the year than training camp to get really used to a position that you’re not totally comfortable playing.”

For day one at least, Hall centered a line between a couple of veterans in Ryan Smyth and Ales Hemsky. This grouping could give Hall a greater chance to succeed while sandwiched between two experienced guys.

“That’s great. Smitty is a guy that’s played for a long time and he’s also a guy that’s played centre a bit in his career. He said that if I’m not the first guy back, he has no problem playing down low or whatever it may be. Hemsky’s a guy that I’ve loved playing with ever since I got on the Oilers. He has a lot of speed and we see the game a lot alike.

“I’m not sure what the lines are going to be in the exhibition games, but to have those guys just in practice is fun.”

Head Coach, Dallas Eakins has wasted no time in his quest for conditioning.

The first on-ice group went through a down and back session that lasted roughly 20 minutes. The players looked very tired after the session.

Eakins had timing equipment set up on the ice early this morning.

Taylor Hall is playing Centre this morning, as expected. He is centering a line between Ryan Smyth and Ales Hemsky.

Also notable is that newcomer Will Acton is centering fellow new comer Jesse Joensuu and Mike Brown.

More updates from camp yet to come. Stay tuned.

The Edmonton Oilers gathered together their roster staples and their roster hopefuls for day one of their 2013 training camp at Rexall Place this morning. The players underwent medical and neurological exams, which includes eye tests, dental check ups and other physical and mental testing.

Various members of the team spoke to the media as well as first year Head Coach, Dallas Eakins. Throughout those interviews there was a clear sense of excitement.

There is always a boost in excitement and motivation that follows a regime change. The players that spoke to the media touched on high expectations and shedding the ‘youth’ title. Coach Eakins said this is no longer a rebuild.

Here were five of my observations from day one of training camp.

1. EAKINS DEVOTED TO

 CULTURE CHANGE

It may not seem like much. But something as simple as re-working the media food spread to subtract the doughnuts and muffins and substitute fresh fruit and vegetables sends a message. It says that coach Eakins truly believes in his philosophies and everyone is going to buy in or he’s going to make them believe he is serious.

Aside from pulling a diet swap over on the media, Eakins addressed several major issues concerning the team. It is clear that this roster will be physically fit to the point where they’ll be able to compete at a high level from the opening whistle to the final horn.

Eakins also made it clear that, under his leadership, the Oilers will play with a sandpaper grittiness that every NHL team covets. He emphasized this notion by stating that the team is not looking for “son-in-laws” they’re looking for the right players that will help them win.

His message is already resonating throughout the locker room as numerous players commented on Eakins’ forward approach and sense of accountability.

2. PLAYOFFS ARE

 EXPECTED

A few of the players discussed their expectations for this roster moving forward into 2013-14. They all talked about expecting to be a winner this season.

Contending for the playoffs would be a good step for the Edmonton Oilers as they look to return to postseason action in the midst of a seven-year playoff drought.

Sam Gagner says he expects the playoffs. Jordan Eberle says he’s sick of being told they’ll be good and wants to show it on the ice and in the standings.

Eakins told the media he doesn’t like to look at the “big picture” but he does expect his roster to compete on a nightly basis.

There’s an excitement in the locker room and every team targets the playoffs from the get-go. If you’re not in it to win it, why do you play the game?

3. HALL READY TO LEAD

Taylor Hall has become the face of this organization. He was the first of the Oilers string of first overall picks and has played exceptionally well at times.

Last year, Hall took a step forward as a leader as well as a player. The forward wore an alternate captain letter and, according to him, became more vocal in the locker room.

Although he feels like this team will be led by committee, Hall knows what it means to be ‘that guy’ teammates can look up to.

Coach Eakins has already said that he will name a captain on his own timetable and is in no rush to do so. If he has not found the right choice even as far as a few months into the season, that’s fine by him.

There are a few strong candidates in the Edmonton locker room to wear the Oilers ‘C’ this season and Hall is one of them.

4. EAGER SLIMMED DOWN, YOUNG

 PROSPECTS BULKED UP

Oilers forward, Ben Eager, looked noticeably slimmer as he walked through the halls of Rexall Place this morning. He may be in the best shape of his Oilers career.

OilersNow’s Bob Stauffer reports on twitter that Eager was over 240 pounds in 2011 but will weigh in at roughly 226 pounds today.

Eager was sent down to Oklahoma City in the American Hockey League last season and finished off their Calder Cup Conference Finals run with the team.

In OKC, Eager found a gritty role with the roster and saw success playing that playoff style hockey which he finds most comfortable. Eager looks to battle for a roster spot this season but being physically fit will help him.

While Eager slimmed down, it appears that several Oilers prospects bulked up.

Curtis Hamilton, Tyler Pitlick, Ryan Martindale and Brandon Davidson all appear to have put on muscle during the summer.

Davidson confessed to being roughly 10 pounds heavier during the Young Stars Classic in Penticton, B.C. last week.

OKC’s General Manager, Bill Scott, said after the 2012-13 season that Martindale became a ‘Gym Rat’ and that looks to have continued this offseason.

5. JONES MOTIVATED

Ask Oilers forward Ryan Jones if he’s bitter about people who doubted his return from an eye injury he suffered last season. He may respond with wishes to show a certain finger to those who did.

Jones claims he has a lot to play for this season, particularly to those who did believe in him. The forward was signed to a one-year contract this offseason and is ready to hit the ground running in training camp. He said:

“I do feel like I have something to prove. I have something to prove to the people who have my back, to (Craig MacTavish) and to the people within the organization. My teammates, myself, my family, the people that were there for me the whole time, that went through the injury with me and stuck by my side.

“Those are the people I’m going to be playing for this year. It’s a big year obviously, and I want to do everything I can to help this hockey team to win a lot of hockey games.

“And if given the opportunity to flip the people, who turned their back on me, the bird on the way out while I am winning games would be nice too.”

A motivated Ryan Jones can only help the Oilers.

Camp for the Texas Stars begins on Wednesday, so there should be several moves like this in the coming days.

Here is the news release:

DALLAS STARS ASSIGN GOALTENDER JACK CAMPBELL TO TEXAS STARS 

FRISCO, Texas – Dallas Stars General Manager Jim Nill announced today that the team has assigned goaltender Jack Campbell to the Texas Stars, Dallas’ development affiliate in the American Hockey League (AHL). The Stars training camp roster now stands at 37 players, including three goaltenders, 13 defensemen and 21 forwards.

The following player has been assigned to his respective club:

PLAYER                       POSITION           TEAM ASSIGNED TO              ACQUIRED

Jack Campbell              Goaltender            Texas (AHL)                            2010 NHL Draft (1st round, 11th overall)

Trevor Daley skates, but still is bothered by upper body injury

By Mike Heika

mheika@dallasnews.com

3:08 pm on September 23, 2013  | Permalink
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DALLAS, TX - SEPTEMBER 18: Trevor Daley #6 of the Dallas Stars takes a shot against the Florida Panthers during a preseason game at American Airlines Center on September 18, 2013 in Dallas, Texas. (Photo by Ronald Martinez/Getty Images)

Stars defenseman Trevor Daley suffered an upper body injury Friday against Florida and did not practice on Monday with teammates. He skated, but is expected to examined by a doctor to see the extent of the injury.

The issue is most likely a soft tissue injury in his shoulder area and does not have to do with the neck surgery he had in the summer.

“We don’t have any further update yet,” said Stars coach Lindy Ruff.

Daley has 10 days to get himself ready for the season opener Oct. 3, so he has time. However, defenseman Aaron Rome (hip) is not expected to be ready for the season-opener, so that could create some depth issues on defense.

Prospect RW Brett Ritchie also missed practice. He has a lower body contusion. Ritchie skated on his own.

“He’s doing a lot better,” Ruff said. “He just had a bad contusion that we felt is going to keep him out a few days. He may be available to play those last two games”

Ruff said he would like Kari Lehtonen to play Tuesday at Colorado and Thursday at home against Colorado. Ruff said he would like to have a pretty full lineup on Thursday. Ruff said the Stars will then probably bring a thinner lineup for the final pre-season game against Edmonton in Oklahoma City on Friday.

“Typically, your last game is your strongest lineup. I look at it that our home game will be our strongest lineup,” Ruff said. “The back-to-back game is one where we make sure we take out some of our key guys.”

Benn and Seguin to throw out first pitch at Rangers game: Stars forwards Jamie Benn and Tyler Seguin will combine to throw out the first pitch Wednesday for the Rangers game against Houston. Benn plays hockey left-handed and Seguin plays right-handed, so they could each throw at the same time while standing back-to-back.

Both Francis Wathier and Toby Petersen had to clear waivers. They did that today.

Here is the news release:

DALLAS STARS ASSIGN TOBY PETERSEN AND FRANCIS WATHIER TO TEXAS STARS 

FRISCO, Tex. — The Dallas Stars announced today that center Toby Petersen and left wing Francis Wathier have been assigned to the Texas Stars, Dallas’ development affiliate in the American Hockey League (AHL).Petersen, 34, concluded his 13th season in professional hockey, spending a majority of the 2012-13 campaign with Texas. The 5-foot-10, 195-pound forward skated in 74 games with Texas last season, earning 24 points (8-16=24) and six penalty minutes. The native of Minneapolis, Minnesota has played 398 career NHL games with the Pittsburgh Penguins, Edmonton Oilers and Dallas Stars, posting 81 points (33-48=81) and 50 penalty minutes. Petersen was Pittsburgh’s ninth-round selection (244th overall) in the 1998 NHL Draft.

Wathier, 28, earned 20 points (4-16=20) in 2012-13 for Texas and posted 77 penalty minutes. The 6-foot-4, 210-pound forward has skated in 10 career NHL games and has spent his entire eight seasons in professional hockey with the Stars organization. The St. Isidore, Ontario native was Dallas’ sixth-round selection (185th overall) in the 2003 NHL Draft.

Lindy Ruff: ‘We basically beat ourselves’ in overtime loss to Blues

By Mike Heika

mheika@dallasnews.com

10:19 pm on September 21, 2013  | Permalink
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ST. LOUIS, MO - SEPTEMBER 21: Members of the St. Louis Blues celebrate their game-tying goal against the Dallas Stars during a preseason at the Scottrade Center on September 21, 2013 in St. Louis, Missouri. The Blues beat the Stars 3-2 in overtime. (Photo by Dilip Vishwanat/Getty Images)

Click here for the full box score

The St. Louis Blues proved the undoing of the Stars again in extra time.

The Blues beat the Stars 6-5 in a shootout last week, and then took them down 3-2 in overtime Saturday in St. Louis.

The Blues had the edge on the shot clock at 36-24, and converted two late 4-on-3 power plays to take the win.

“When you are in a tight game you don’t want to take penalties. That’s one thing we have to get better at,” Stars coach Lindy Ruff told reporters in St. Louis. “Five minutes left, 2-1 game, we basically beat ourselves.”

St. Louis was 2-for-7 on the power play, while Dallas was 1-for-6.

“Part of our game is we don’t want to be taking penalties, bad penalties, and we took too many tonight,” said winger Jamie Benn, who scored a goal to put the Stars up 2-1 early in the third period..

Alex Chiasson also scored for the Stars, while Tyler Seguin added two assists. Goalie Kari Lehtonen stopped 33 shots in taking the defeat.

“I thought he looked sharp,” Ruff said. “He got to see some great situations, some stuff you just don’t get to see in practice. I thought he gave us a real good game.”

Dallas falls to 2-0-2 in the pre-season and will take Sunday off. The Stars play at Colorado Tuesday, home against Colorado Thursday and at Oklahoma City vs. Edmonton Friday to end the pre-season schedule. The regular season starts Oct. 3 against Florida.

Dubinsky willing to play anywhere in the lineup

Monday, 09.23.2013 / 7:00 AM / Features 

By Rob Mixer  - BlueJackets.com
First line, fourth line, left wing...it really doesn't matter to Brandon Dubinsky.

Sure, he has spent the past week or so centering a line with rookie Boone Jenner on the left and star sniper Marian Gaborik on the right (who a lot of guys would love to play center with), but Dubinsky refuses to let his exact spot in the lineup consume him as the regular season draws nearer.

But there's no denying the facts: that trio combined for eight points and a +8 rating in the Blue Jackets' preseason win in Raleigh, N.C. last week and chipped in eight more points on Saturday in Pittsburgh. Is it the Blue Jackets' de facto No. 1 line right now? 

 That's not for Dubinsky to say and it's not something he spends a lot of time thinking about, he said, regardless of the success he enjoys playing center for the team's top offensive weapon in Gaborik, a guy he knows well from his days with the New York Rangers.

"My objective is to get myself prepared to be the best player I can be at the start of the season," Dubinsky told BlueJackets.com. "I don’t care if it’s Marian Gaborik or if it’s anybody else; whoever the coaches see me best fit to play with is who I’ll play with. You have to let your play speak for itself as far as how much ice time you gather, and who you’re going to play with.

"Gaby’s a great player and he’s fun to play with, but we have a lot of great players to play with."

Not long after he arrived in Columbus last summer, Dubinsky emerged as a leader both on and off the ice for a young Blue Jackets club searching for its identity. During their 19-5-4 run to close out 2012-13, the club embodied a lot of the characteristics Dubinsky brings to the table every night: a high compete level, commitment to playing in all three zones and sticking up for teammates.

If there's one thing Dubinsky wants to improve on this year, he'd like to see some more pucks go in the net. His point total last season (20 points in 29 games) wasn't poor by any means, but he wasn't seeing that lovely red light early in the year, and then he stumbled upon injury trouble that hindered his ability to stay in the lineup consistently.

Dubinsky's seven points in five preseason games (one goal, six assists) are the most in the NHL, and while that doesn't exactly count for much in the short term, coach Todd Richards thinks it could have a substantial impact once the regular season begins.

"Any time you have any sort of success, it'll help you and it doesn't matter if it's exhibition," Richards said. "Goals don't matter if they go in off your skates, either; when you look at the stats and follow the stats, if you have a goose egg under that (goal) column, it can really grow on you.

"It's no different than our team last year: you could see us become a real confident team and it was because we were winning games. And it's no different with goal-scoring."

Dubinsky may be the opening-night center for Gaborik and he may not, but it's all gravy either way. He formed a strong alliance with Cam Atkinson and Matt Calvert in the second half of the year, and when Calvert suffered a broken finger, it was Blake Comeau who stepped in and kept that line's positive vibe going.

There is a degree of familiarity for Dubinsky no matter where he slots in the lineup, and that in itself is a source of confidence as he and his teammates prepare for Oct. 4.

"When things are going well, the line stays together and when you’re not scoring, you get split up and you try different things - that's just how it goes and we all know that," Dubinsky said. "Whether it’s with a guy like Gaby who you want to use give-and-gos with and find him in open space and let him use legs, or a guy like Comeau who you know is going to be behind the net and working hard…if you take care of your business and stick to what you do best, things have a way of working themselves out.

"You develop good relationships with your linemates, and I’ve obviously played with Gaby before but I finished last year with Cam and Comeau and we played well together. It’s simply a matter of getting yourself mentally and physically prepared for opening night."

The sixth game of an eight-game exhibition schedule for the Blue Jackets takes place tonight at Nationwide Arena, and just as he said he would, coach Todd Richards is approaching the preseason with a purpose. Columbus is expected to dress a lineup filled with veterans and "regular" players tonight against the Minnesota Wild, and that roster includes No. 1 goaltender Sergei Bobrovsky, who was solid between the pipes in the Blue Jackets' 5-3 win over the Pittsburgh Penguins on Saturday.

 Nevermind their record of 4-1-0 to this point. The Blue Jackets, regardless of result, have to be pleased with the play of their top players. Many of those players are in the lineup tonight, while the Wild is bringing a relatively youthful group to Columbus. 

TRAINING CAMP CENTRAL

 WATCH: Dubinsky goal vs. PIT 

WATCH: Jenner GWG vs. PIT 

READ: Training Camp notebook (9/22)

READ: Goalies adjust to new pad regulations

READ: Wiz/Murray combo works for both 

READ: NHL.com: Gaborik, Bobrovsky are key
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READ: Atkinson's ankle giving him no issues
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Here are complete rosters for tonight's 7 p.m. ET start at Nationwide Arena...

Here are complete rosters for tonight's 7 p.m. ET start at Nationwide Arena...

COLUMBUS

Forwards: Anisimov, Atkinson, Bass, Chaput, Comeau, Craig, Dubinsky, Foligno, Gaborik, Jenner, MacKenzie, Skille

Defense: Erixon, Johnson, Murray, Prout, Tyutin, Wisniewski

Goaltenders: Bobrovsky, McKenna

MINNESOTA

Forwards: Zucker, Mitchell, Dowell, Brodziak, Niederreiter, Cooke, McMillan, Steckel, Fontaine, Graovac, Foucault, Haula, Phillips

Defense: Ballard, Stoner, Blum, Prosser, Landry, Kampfer, Dumba

Goaltenders: Harding, Kuemper

 Richards said after Sunday's practice that he was happy with the pace and intensity his team played with in Pittsburgh. Both he and the players said it felt like a regular season game right off the bat, with a couple of early hits and some nastiness after the whistles to jump-start it. 

 The Blue Jackets went into St. Paul last week and, thanks to a stellar performance in goal from Jeremy Smith, came away with a 3-1 win that included equally strong efforts from their younger players. Ryan Johansen, Cam Atkinson and others played well in Minnesota and helped the Blue Jackets get above the .500 mark in preseason play. 

 For Columbus, it's now about ramping up to full speed with the regular season fewer than a dozen days away. They need to settle on not just line combinations, but a final roster that still needs 10 cuts before they're good to go. Those on the bubble have a couple of opportunities left to state their case, and those on the outside looking in are running out of time. The Blue Jackets are facing a young Minnesota lineup tonight at Nationwide Arena, but one full of NHL hopefuls that head coach Mike Yeo will have a watchful eye on throughout. 

 Sergei Bobrovsky is expected to play the full game, Richards said, and he will make one more preseason start after tonight (likely Thursday at home against Carolina). 

One item of particular interest: does the Jenner-Dubinsky-Gaborik trio remain intact for a third consecutive game? After another impressive showing in Pittsburgh, it'll be hard to split them up. Dubinsky had a four-point game, Gaborik chipped in a couple of assists and Jenner tallied the game-winning goal in the third period. If that's the case and they stay together, the next thing to watch is how the lines fill in beneath them. Artem Anisimov is likely to anchor the No. 2 line, but his linemates are anything but settled upon. 

Emptying the Notebook: 9/22

Sunday, 09.22.2013 / 2:00 PM

By Rob Mixer - BlueJackets.com / CBJ Today

Blue Jackets coach Todd Richards let out a chuckle when told he was vocal out on the ice today.

"Maybe I was? I'll have to go back and ask my assistant coaches," he joked. "I liked our practice. We got out of it what we wanted to do as coaches, as far as planning our day and what we need to get better at."

It was a productive day for the Blue Jackets, who flew home from Pittsburgh after a 5-3 win on Saturday at CONSOL Energy Center and took the ice for a Sunday skate at Nationwide Arena. They practiced for a little more than an hour and covered several items of note for Richards and his staff, all in preparation for Monday night's game against the Minnesota Wild.

Columbus will dress a veteran-heavy lineup vs. Minnesota, including its top line from Saturday and No. 1 goaltender Sergei Bobrovsky. The Wild are expected to start Josh Harding in net, while Zach Parise, Dany Heatley and Mikko Koivu are not slated to play against the Blue Jackets.

We'll dig deeper into line combinations and what not tomorrow morning, but for now, here are some notes from today's practice:

- Jared Boll was not on the ice today. He played a little under nine minutes in Pittsburgh but I didn't see him leave the ice early during the game. Richards said he has an upper body injury and is going to miss some time, though the exact timetable isn't known.

- Nikita Nikitin, still recovering from a bruised foot suffered last week in Carolina, did not skate today and isn't going to play tomorrow against the Wild.

- Matt Calvert (groin) did return to the full practice today and stayed out for some extra time after the formal skate was complete. He isn't currently listed on the Blue Jackets roster for tomorrow's game, but Richards said they will make a final decision after the morning skate. It's a possibility that Calvert could play.

- Richards said he liked the Blue Jackets' game in Pittsburgh, especially from the standpoint that it felt like a regular season game and the intensity was evident right out of the chute. There were a couple of big hits early on that woke up both benches, he said, and he really liked how the Blue Jackets stuck together after Pittsburgh's three-goal second period.

- Aside from the three goals, Richards said the Blue Jackets did a good job executing in the offensive zone in that second period. He said it might have been better than their two-goal first period if not for the breakdowns.

- Dalton Prout will play against Minnesota and he looked sharp in practice today, mostly paired up with Tim Erixon on the back end.

We'll have much more lineup news after the morning skate.

Post Game: Blue Jackets 5, Penguins 3

Saturday, 09.21.2013 / 6:30 PM / News 

By Rob Mixer  - BlueJackets.com

Earlier this week, Blue Jackets coach Todd Richards sensed that some of his veteran players still had another level to reach before he could deem them "game ready." They faced a stern test today in Pittsburgh, against a Penguins team playing one of its final preseason games and looking to fine-tune its game on home ice. And after a 5-4 overtime loss to the Blue Jackets less than a week earlier, one had to figure the Penguins would come out with a spark.

 Despite a very early push from the Penguins and a three-goal push in the second period, the Blue Jackets had a pretty firm grasp on the pace of the game - and didn't let it get away from them despite Pittsburgh erasing a three-goal deficit. Boone Jenner, preparing to cement his name on the Blue Jackets' opening night roster, scored his second of two goals on the day midway through the third period to lift Columbus to a 5-3 win at CONSOL Energy Center. 

Brandon Dubinsky - having a strong preseason in his own right - played a second straight game between Jenner and Marian Gaborik, and was a monster in the middle of the ice. He played over 21 minutes and opened the scoring 1:04 into the first period, snapping a quick wrister over Marc-Andre Fleury's glove-side shoulder. 

 Jenner re-directed a Jack Johnson wrister into the top corner at 8:35 to stake the Blue Jackets to a 2-0 lead. Cam Atkinson continued his solid preseason play with the 3-0 goal at 2:30 of the second period, and then, the Penguins went on the attack. 

Jussi Jokinen recorded a natural hat trick - three straight goals - in a span of 8:28 in the second period and pulled the Penguins all square. That was, in essence, the only offense the Penguins could muster all afternoon. Columbus did a nice job defending in its own zone against Pittsburgh's top players and killed off a 72-second 5-on-3 that stunted any Penguins momentum. 

Jenner's second of the game was a thing of beauty: Dubinsky was denied on a point-blank chance, but Jenner pursued the puck to the corner and won a 1-on-1 battle to free it up, and wrapped the puck all the way around the opposite side of the net, tossing a backhander into a crowd assembled in front. The puck banked off the shin pad of Penguins defenseman Brooks Orpik and into the net, the game-winning goal and another example of what the 20-year-old can bring to the Blue Jackets. 

1. JUSSI JOKINEN (PIT)

Well, if you notch a hat trick, you're pretty much guaranteed the No. 1 star honors (even if it's in a losing effort). Jokinen was Pittsburgh's most effective player and single-handedly got them back in the game. He logged 17:41 and was one of three players in the game to register six shots on goal. 

2. BOONE JENNER (CBJ)

Richards was asked after the game if Jenner is making the roster decisions difficult. He replied by saying that, at this point, it's not much of a decision to have Jenner on the roster. The kid has let his game do the talking, and he did so in a big way against the Penguins. His first goal was a nifty re-direct and the second was all hard work. That line with Dubinsky and Gaborik has made an impact in both games together. 

3. BRANDON DUBINSKY (CBJ)

Dubinsky was the best player on the ice last week against Carolina, and he was darn good again today. He set the forechecking tempo but getting under the skin of the Penguins' defense, finishing his checks and buzzing around the puck on every shift. He played 21:11, recording a goal and three assists to lead the way offensively.

Today's game is the second of two preseason meetings between the Blue Jackets and Penguins, and their first tangle was pretty entertaining exhibition game. The two teams exchanged the lead, dropped the gloves, and eventually went to overtime where rookie Ryan Murray gave Columbus a 5-4 win with a nifty goal off the rush.

 Less than a week later, the return engagement has some added story lines, albeit slightly more internalized on both sides. The Blue Jackets have competition for roster spots both at forward and on defense, and the final four preseason games will be a major barometer to see who's on the bubble and who cracks the final roster. The same can be said for the Penguins, who have guys pushing for spots and also some veterans who need to get up to speed before the season begins.

 One interesting note is the Jenner-Dubinsky-Gaborik line, which is likely to remain intact for today's game. The trio worked very well together on Wednesday night in Raleigh, contributing three of the Blue Jackets' five goals and Dubinsky registering a game-high 10 shots on goal. Can this line continue to gain traction and produce, or will there be another combination for the next preseason game on Monday night? That will be determined by what happens against the Penguins, and that's the Blue Jackets' No. 1 focus this weekend.

 Also of interest is Bobrovsky's second start of the preseason. Richards liked what he saw from his No. 1 goaltender on Tuesday night vs. Buffalo and he will get another tune-up (the second of three) against Pittsburgh.

Some Surprise Drops as Second Round of Cuts Come In
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The Kings camp will reconvene over the weekend but it will be with 15 less players as the second round of cuts came in.

 Already we're seeing some real standout performances from some players deeper down the Kings depth chart and at least one favorite in many pundits eyes has been returned to the AHL. Here is the list of those cut.

 Mathias Niederberger – G *(Monarchs tryout)

 Martin Jones – G

 J.F. Berube – G

 Colin Miller – D

 Alex Roach – D

 Nicolas Deslauriers – D

 Vincent LoVerde – D * (Monarchs tryout)

 Andy Andreoff – C

 Jordan Weal – C

 Robert Czarnik – C

 Maxim Kitsyn – LW

 Brian O’Neill – RW

 Cameron Maclise RW * (Monarchs tryout)

 Scott Sabourin – RW * (Monarchs tryout)

 Valentin Zykov - RW *(Returned to juniors -- QMJHL Baie Comeau Drakkar)

 in addition to the cuts there were two waiver moves executed by the Kings

 Marc-Andre Cliche - C

 Brandon Kozun - RW

 Andrew Campbell - D

 These players will have to clear waivers to be returned to the Monarchs. At this time though, Cliche it appears has been claimed while Campbell and Kozun have cleared. 

 This brings the total of 26 players cut combined with last round's junior send downs which you can find right here.

 So who are some of the surprise keepers and cuts? Let's break it down a little.

Surprise Cut

Andy Andreoff

 I thought he would be in contention for the fourth line center spot for sure. However, he hasn't necessarily had the most stand out of performances in camp unlike some of his counterparts. Andreoff is still very young though at 22, and there is no need to rush him. A lot of people pumped Andreoff up prior to camp, myself included, so this comes as a surprise considering his desirable fourth line skill set and the hype surrounding him. If you think back though the Kings did perhaps rush other players of similar hype in the past like Schenn, Simmonds and Kyle Clifford. Right now there is just no reason to do so unless Andreoff really proves he can play at the NHL level. Why take the risk? Back to Manchester he goes for now but I wouldn't be surprised to see him mid season, particularly if King/Nolan/Fraser struggle. 

Surprise Keeper

Nick Shore

 The center who has maybe outplayed and outshone Andreoff is University of Denver product Nick Shore. The 20-year-old has had a tremendous rookie camp and has caught the eyes of quite a few people. His game against Colorado the other night where he had a goal and an assist was a tremendous performance, and at times his line was the best on the ice. Shore has also been decent in the faceoff circle, something the Kings have no doubt been looking very hard at since being dominated in the playoffs with the absence of Jarret Stoll. Shore, while going 43-percent that night which isn't exactly strong, took the most draws of any King player (21) and was matched up against Matt Duchene for nine of them. That's a very tough ask for a young player considering Duchene was one of the best faceoff centers in the league last year. Still some things he needs to improve on but he's shown to be a very smart two-way center with potential to be a good faceoff man. A natural replacement for Jarret Stoll perhaps? I'm fairly certain he'll be sent down at some point for some AHL experience but the fact that Shore has stuck around this long is very impressive. If you haven't check out Shore's NCAA numbers have a look:

Surprise Cut

Martin Jones

 This might be a surprise just to me. I thought Jones would be around a little longer than Garon. However that doesn't seem to be the case, and after a pretty lackluster third period in Colorado it's really not that big of a surprise. Jones still has a long way to go to get over the up and down nature of his game. 

Surprise Cut

Brandon Kozun

 I figured Kozun would be one of the last players cut given the circumstance that the Kings could lose him to a waiver claim when cut. In what could have been his last camp as a King if he is claimed I was expecting an extended look at the smallish but gritty forward. That wasn't the case however and he and other non-waiver exempt player Marc-Andre Cliche were sent down. It's a numbers game with Kozun and he's just not going to beat out the competition at wing right now that fits into the King style a little better like Nolan, Clifford, King or Toffoli.

Surprise Keeper

Andrew Bodnarchuk

 Do we really need to be keeping more defensemen?? It's a great problem to have though. Bodnarchuk was a free agent signing by the Kings from Boston in July of last year and was maybe the most impressive Monarchs defenseman of the season. A solid two-way dman, Bodnarchuk, like Campbell, was called up but not used by the Kings in 2012-13. It gave a nod to the player at how close he was to NHL ready. It's not a surprise when you look at it that way, but it is when you realize the Kings already have 8 NHL defenseman fighting for spots not counting guys like Forbort, Campbell, and Bodnarchuk. He's got his work cut out for him but he's still in the mix.

 Other noteworthies still at camp include: Derek Forbort, Linden Vey, Mathieu Garon, Tanner Pearson.

 The Kings have a few non pre-season game practice days here before playing Tuesday at Staples against the Ducks. Then it's on to Frozen Fury for the last two pre-season games against Colorado and the Rangers before the season commences on October 2nd.
Now That Was More Like It! Kings Dominate Ducks 6-0
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After two rather pensive showings against the Phoenix Coyotes which resultes in a split squad 4-2 and 5-1 loss the Kings looked more like the real deal last night stomping on the Ducks 6-0.

 Again, that fun phrase, "It's only preseason" Should be adhered to, but this was nice to see for a couple of different reasons.

 Goals for the Kings came from Carter twice, Doughty, Frattin, Sabourin, and Kopitar. Jonathan Quick made 12 saves in his two periods of work including a beauty of a glove save in the first, while Garon tidied up the third with 11 saves.

 The big guys certainly came to play. Carter, Fratting, and Doughty each had three points and Doughty in particular logged near 24 minutes of ice time along with last nights D-partner Jake Muzzin.

 Is anyone else sort of liking the possibility of that combo up top? Muzzin/Doughty? It makes sense with the left/right handed pairings Sutter tries to go with, and Muzzin's more stay-at-home safe style could compliment Doughty nicely. At this point Doughty's other potential partners are Jeff Schultz or Robyn Regehr, so I'd be happy if that partnership stuck for a little while. I've always been a Muzzin fan, and his development over the last few seasons has been tremendous. The idea of the two playing together seems like something even Drew is potentially excited about.

From LAKingsInsider

I think we could be a really good pairing one day if we keep working at it. [Reporter: Is that something you might lobby for?] I’m definitely not against it, that’s for sure. I think that out of all the other D-men, I think I move the puck the best with him. It’s part of my game and something I love to do. So whoever I’m paired with, I’m going to make the best of it, but if it’s Muzz, I think we’ll be really good together.

 To me that's a big statement. If it's a comfort level thing I think you have to explore it further and Darryl Sutter probably recognizes that. Especially if the results are going to be similar to last night.

 Nice to see Mr. Jeff Carter get going. So any guesses on his goal totals this year? He was on pace for about 47 last season, and the last time he did that (08-09) the following season he had 33. I'll take 33 but let's shoot for over 40.

 It was also a big relief to hear Kopitar had a good game. Around 18 minutes of ice-time, three shots, a goal, a plus two and no worrying from my end about any knee injury. I mean it's been a while since he had that knee injury, it should be perfectly healed by now, but the timid post-season he had worried plenty of folks. A healthy Kopitar would be a good Kopitar.

 Too bad it's still not enough for ESPN to get it right 

 Linden Vey, as a center, really only has a shot at playing on the fourth line for this team with Kopi, Stoll and Richards in front of him. Last night you saw a fourth line center Linden Vey. He only had 11 minutes of ice time but he did have an assist on Sabourin's goal in the second period. One thing he has to do though is have a better showing in the circle. Yikes, he went 4-for-13 for a whopping 31-percent. Now I know that's not bad as a hitter in baseball but he's going to have to do better to supersede any of the prospective and current King centerman. We forget, not only does Vey have to beat out one of the current NHL roster centers, he's competeing with Andy Andreoff and maybe even Nick Shore for that spot who are both dynamite faceoff men. Jarret Stoll was 63-percent last night, 12-for-19, and when he went down in the playoffs you saw just how valuable that 50-60-percent could be.

 Garon or Scrivens? I don't like to live in the past, I'll just say that.

 Who is Scott Sabourin really? Are we looking at some super surprise story? That's an impressive rookie camp, and two really solid preseason outings if anyone is keeping score. Mind you he is still not technically signed as a Kings player. He is a Monarchs player. Maybe he has done enough. He just turned 21 and is fresh out of the OHL with Oshawa where he had a 50 point season as an overager.

 This team could potentially have so much nasty on it when you think about it. Kyle Clifford, Matt Greene, Daniel Carcillo, Andy Andreoff, Jordan Nolan...not to mention high energy guys who like to throw the body like Trevor Lewis, Matt Frattin, and Jarret Stoll. Toss in a little Dustin Brown this:

 and a little Drew Doughty that:

 For the record I love the "THAT'S A HEADSHOT!" line from the CBC Team there. Good stuff.

 This could be one really hard and annoying team to play against when you put it all together.

 I would anticipate the second round of cuts to be made shortly, if so I'll update accordingly. The Kings play Colorado on Friday at home and if there aren't cuts made before then I would be surprised. Maybe today, maybe tomorrow, If anything they will for sure be made after the Friday game with the Avalanche. Speaking of which has anyone see that monstrosity they have now in Pepsi center? 

Here's a little sneak peak  

 If you look closely you can almost see the old one in orbit around it.

 I'm out. Sharks preview soon, and more updates to come if roster cuts are announced!

Preview: Flames vs. Rangers

The Flames host the Rangers in the first of two pre-season tilts at the Saddledome this week
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CALGARY, AB -- With the pre-season nearing an end, Calgary Flames head coach Bob Hartley expects to see the intensity level of Monday's exhibition game versus the New York Rangers mirror that of a regular season outing.

And that, according to the bench boss, is a perfect situation for the organization to evaluate some of their rookies.

"It's going to start looking like NHL games," he said on Sunday morning. "Rookie camp, intra-squad games ... is this NHL hockey? No. Tomorrow, (they're) going to get a good taste of what the NHL can bring.

"Some guys are in their final exam period."

A few of the players Hartley was referencing are Michael Ferland, Max Reinhart, Sean Monahan and Corban Knight. All four desperately want to be on the Flames opening night roster and Hartley stressed the importance of making an excellent impression on Monday night.

"They better study all night because tomorrow is a big exam. It's just like in high school."

ONE PLAYER, MULTIPLE ROLES

TJ Galiardi is a very versatile forward and Hartley plans to utilize him as such. The Calgary, AB native can play all three forward positions and where he ends up on opening night is basically up to the rookie forwards pushing for roster spots.

"Gali will play this game at the wing, next game he's going to be at centre," Hartley said. "Our best kids will dictate where Galiardi will play. So, if our best kids are at the wing, Galiardi will play centre. If our best kids are at centre, Galiardi will play on the wing.

"He knows that and is fine with that. Gali is kind of my safety valve."

Galiardi is set to play on a line with Monahan and Knight on Monday. He will take the left wing, Knight will be on the right and Monahan will centre the pair.

GOALTENDING

Karri Ramo will start against the Rangers and is expected to go the distance, playing the full game. Veteran Joey MacDonald will back him up. Swiss netminder Reto Berra will likely get the start on Wednesday versus the Phoenix Coyotes.

"They're all in the same boat right now," Hartley said of the three remaining goaltenders. "I can't say that one is ahead of the other. It's a three-man battle.

"We know what we can get from Mac so that's why Karri is in this game and on Wednesday, we'll probably see Berra."

With the team having a clear-cut starter in Miikka Kiprusoff for close to a decade, some coaches may be a tad anxious about not having their goaltending situation completely sorted at this point in training camp.

Not Hartley.

Having three 'tenders pushing hard to land that the starting role is a good problem to have.

"Every day, we're taking notes and we're discussing with Clint (Malarchuk, goaltending coach) and the coaching staff. It's going to be thing where basically, they have to prove themselves on a daily basis."

RANGERS ROSTER

The Rangers made six cuts last week and their active roster is as follows:

Goaltenders: Martin Biron, Henrik Lundqvist, Cam Talbot

Defencemen: Conor Allen, Stu Bickel, Michael Del Zotto, Justin Falk, Dan Girardi, Tommy Hughes, Aaron Johnson, Ryan McDonagh, Dylan McIlrath, John Moore, Marc Staal, Anton Stralman, Danny Syvret

Forwards: Arron Asham, Brian Boyle, Derick Brassard, Ryan Callahan, Derek Dorsett, Jesper Fast, Carl Hagelin, Micheal Haley, Marek Hrivik, Michael Kantor, Chris Kreider, Danny Kristo, Oscar Lindberg, Brandon Mashinter, J.T. Miller, Dominic Moore, Rick Nash, Benoit Pouliot, Darroll Powe, Taylor Pyatt, Brad Richards, Andrew Yogan, Mats Zuccarello

As per Blueshirts United, Lundqvist will get the start in Calgary.

QUOTABLE

"This year, it's going to be about accountability. I don't care about contracts, I'm not a banker. Your performance will dictate your ice time." - Hartley

BROADCAST INFO

The game will be streamed live on CalgaryFlames.com while Sportsnet 960 The Fan will carry the radio broadcast. The puck drops at 7:00 PM MT.

Flames Today: 22.09.13

Notes from the Flames practice at WinSport on Sunday
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PAYING HOMAGE TO HIS DAD

Flames forward Roman Horak has spent the last two seasons wearing #51 in Calgary but that is changing this year. The 22-year-old will don #21 this fall and the reasoning behind the switch is compelling.

"My dad, who played, it was one of his numbers throughout his career," Horak told CalgaryFlames.com. "We'll see how it works out."

His father, Roman Horak Sr., spent most of his professional career in his home country of the Czech Republic, playing in the Czech Extraliga. He spent seven seasons with Ceske Budejovice HC, the team based in Horak Sr. and Jr.'s hometown, between 1987 and 2002, and also played for Dukla Trencin, Sparta Praha and Havirov Femax HC. Horak Sr. also suited up in the Deutschen Eishockey Liga in Germany and SM-liiga in Finland.

"I've always looked up to him so (to wear his number) is cool."

Horak Jr. was acquired by the Flames in the trade that sent Tim Erixon's rights to the New York Rangers. The centreman is embarking on the final season in his contract and he's not only hoping to nail down a spot on the opening night roster - he wants to show management that he's an everyday NHLer and land another contract with the organization.

"I'm going to do my best. I've got to produce and be responsible defensively. I want to make the team this year and it's my last year (of my contract). It's one of my last shots."

Horak is slated to play against the Rangers on Monday, centering Brian McGrattan and Lance Bouma.

THE CANADIAN MARKET

Shane O'Brien suited up for 141 games with Vancouver Canucks but the majority of his seven-year NHL career has been spent in the USA, playing for the Anaheim Ducks, Tampa Bay Lighting, Nashville Predators and Colorado Avalanche.

While the game has grown in the USA and hockey receives far more attention now than it has in years past, he is thrilled to be back in a Canadian market with extremely passionate fans.

"Personally, I think it's great but I know some guys don't like to play in Canada for that reason and I can see both sides of it. When you're playing well, it's great. But when you're playing bad, things are going to be said. The thing about Canadian hockey fans is they know the game. You're not going to be able to fool them."

The media coverage is also at a whole other level in Canada. Instead of having a couple of beat reporters doing post-game interviews in the pre-season, there are multiple television cameras, radio station broadcasters and print journalists inquiring about the happenings in an exhibition outing. Come the regular season, there could be upwards of 20 microphones in a scrum.

That can also be daunting for a player who isn't accustomed to that kind of media exposure but O'Brien appreciates the spotlight Canadian outlets place on the sport.

"I think it's more fun having the media attention, playing in front of a sold-out building every night ... there's just a buzz in the city. As a pro, I think that's what it's all about. It's a lot of fun."

QUOTABLE

"This is probably the hardest training camp I've ever been a part of. I'd put John Tortorella's right up there but Coach Hartley has been pushing the boys hard. We're going to be a very well-conditioned team and I think that's important." - O'Brien on pace of training camp

UP NEXT

The Flames take on the New York Rangers on Monday night at the Scotiabank Saddledome at 7:00 PM MT. The game will be streamed live on CalgaryFlames.com and Sportsnet 960 The Fan will carry the radio broadcast.

Projected Lines: Flames vs. Rangers

A look at the lineup the Flames will be icing on Monday night at the Saddledome
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Curtis Glencross

Matt Stajan

Lee Stempniak

TJ Galiardi

Sean Monahan

Max Reinhart

Michael Ferland

Mikael Backlund

Corban Knight

Lance Bouma

Roman Horak

Brian McGrattan

Kris Russell

Dennis Wideman

Mark Giordano

TJ Brodie

Derek Smith

Shane O'Brien

Karri Ramo

Joey MacDonald

Jackman comfortable as kids push in camp
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I look at the young guys and I want to help them. If they take my job, good for them, they earned it. If not, I'm here to help and to help the team and to help these young guys learn how to be a pro. - Tim Jackman

CALGARY, AB -- Tim Jackman's been around the National Hockey League to know there's no sense in peeking over your shoulder.

There's always someone younger in the rearview looking to steal your job.

While the Calgary Flames are getting decidedly younger as they embark on the first stage of a rebuilding process this season, the 31-year-old remains confident that it won't come at the expense of his roster spot.

"I'm comfortable where I'm at in my game, where I'm at in my life," Jackman said. "I think I can be a big part of this team and I can help this team in a lot of ways. I believe that they will see that in the way that I've played and the things I've been doing."

But, as coach Bob Hartley cautioned, the veterans shouldn't be too calm, especially with so many kids remaining in camp.

"Veterans should always be nervous," he said. "This is a job that you steal a jersey as soon as you steal that jersey, you turn around and someone is trying to take it back from you. That's the cycle of this business for all of us. That's the way it goes. Whether you're nervous or not, the only thing you control is your play and what all of our youngsters, why they're still here is that they showed a certain talent, they showed a commitment and they showed confidence."

Jackman understands that fact, just as he understands why the organizational mandate is to give the kids a chance.

And he's willing to help those kids along in their development, even if it eventually does end up costing him his job.

"I look at the young guys and I want to help them," the 6-foot-2, 225-pound winger said. "If they take my job, good for them, they earned it. If not, I'm here to help and to help the team and to help these young guys learn how to be a pro."

Though age may be on the side of those chasing down Jackman's spot, the veteran has one advantage that only comes with time -- experience.

"It's comfort," said Jackman, a veteran of 390 career NHL games. "I know a lot of the guys. I know the management and the people around. It's just a good feeling to be here. This is where I want to be."

He's got more than that going for him.

While the Flames have put a premium on both getting younger and developing their prospects into full-time NHLers, there's also mandate on making Scotiabank Saddledome a tougher place to play.

That's right up Jackman's alley.

"They've got big guys throughout the league and I think I'm a big guy, I can skate, I'm strong," he said. "It's only beneficial to this team I think to have me on the ice and be a presence. I can skate, I can get around and I can hit and I'll do all those things. When they need me, I think I can help this team, for sure."

He's put those skills on display in pre-season games against the Edmonton Oilers and New York Islanders -- both performances Jackman came away satisfied with.

"In the game against Edmonton I felt I played good and the game against the Islanders I thought I did a lot of good things for our team," he said. "That's what I can do. I can bring that to the team and I expect to be here (in Calgary)."

He doesn't just expect to stick around.

Jackman wants to be around to help the Flames navigate their rebuilding process.

"I see a lot of good things happening and I feel that I can help out the young guys and that I am a leader in the room, I'm a leader on the ice and guys look to me for certain things," he said. "I'd love to help out in that area in a leadership role."

And help Calgary's kids develop, knowing full well they're out to steal his jersey.
Backlund pushing for a spot on the top line

Jay Feaster feels Mikael Backlund is ready to take the next step in his career
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Now it's about, 'Don't just establish yourself as a regular in the league. Now start establishing yourself as a go-to guy. Try to be that top line centre.' He knows it's an open situation. - Jay Feaster on Mikael Backlund

CALGARY, AB -- Two years ago, Calgary Flames general manager Jay Feaster felt pivot Mikael Backlund was on the cusp of becoming the team's top line centre.

He had ended the 2010-11 campaign on a positive note, posting four points in his final three games, and turned in a solid performance for Sweden at the 2011 World Championships. Backlund exuded confidence and looked poised to take a step forward in his career.

And then injury struck.

"Going into that season, into that training camp, that was challenge we put out to him - be a top-six guy. Be a first line centre," Feaster told CalgaryFlames.com. "I really thought that was going to be the springboard.

"And then he came into camp and he got hurt. He broke his pinky finger. I really thought the injury put him behind again."

Backlund was sidelined by the malady until Nov. 11, 2011 and it appeared he had lost the confidence had come into camp with. He didn't record his first point until his eighth game of the campaign and ended up with just 4 goals and 11 points in 41 games that season, which was a contract year.

The Flames had a decision to make; sign the centre to a multi-year deal, hoping that the 2011-12 season was an anomaly, or offer Backlund a short-term contract. The two sides came to an agreement: a one-year, show-us-what-you're-made-of pact that sent out a challenge to the young forward: take that next step and become a top-six player.

Backlund responded definitively. He scored 8 goals and 16 points in 32 games last year and looked much more self-assured on the ice. He also took on a leadership role within the locker room, helping rookies like Sven Baertschi get their barrings in the NHL.

That progression earned Backlund a two-year deal this summer and Feaster believes the 24-year-old is in the perfect position to challenge for, and potentially win, that top line centre spot.

"The confidence that he gained last year, he has a couple year contract now, he knows he's part of the plan. Now it's about, 'Don't just establish yourself as a regular in the league. Now start establishing yourself as a go-to guy. Try to be that top line centre.'

"He knows it's an open situation."

The first step to moving into that spot is proving himself in training camp. Head coach Bob Hartley has expressed to every player in camp that each roster spot will be earned, not given. It doesn't matter if you're an NHL veteran or a fresh-faced rookie with no experience in The Show. You have to prove your worth, giving 100 per-cent in practices, intra-squad scrimmages and exhibition games.

"I'm excited about it," Backlund said. "There's a big opportunity for me to take on a big role with the team and be a big part of it. I'm looking forward to it and I'm trying to show off here right away - play good and help the younger guys too."

Thanks to his play last year and his new contract, the confidence the Vasteras, SWE native showed a couple of years is back. He believes he's capable of taking over as the team's number-one centre and understands the challenges that come with that role.

"I'm ready to take that next step," he stated. "I'm excited to go for it."
Plenty of opportunity available for Baertschi 
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I was a first round pick and so everybody expects it right away, 'He's got to be on the team, he's got to turn this stuff around here'. - Sven Baertschi

CALGARY, AB -- There's an abundance of opportunity on this year's edition of the Calgary Flames.

And boy, does forward Sven Baertschi know something about opportunity.

After struggling through his first full-time crack in the National Hockey League in last year's work stoppage-shortened season, a wiser, more mature Baertschi is back in Calgary looking to make good on his second crack at his rookie season with the Flames.

"I was a first round pick and so everybody expects it right away, 'He's got to be on the team, he's got to turn this stuff around here'," Baertschi said. "One side, I think it's a great thing if people want me to do that and I want to do that. I want to have a big responsibility."

Baertschi had just one point in his first 10 games with the Flames last season, struggling to find the same offence he enjoyed when scoring three goals in five games as an emergency recall from the Western Hockey League's Portland Winterhawks over 18 months ago.

The success Baertschi enjoyed in his audition didn't immediately translate for the first-year pro.

But an injury and subsequent demotion to the AHL's Abbotsford Heat helped straightened away Baertschi's game, who closed out the season in Calgary with nine points in seven games to finish the season with a respectable three goals and 10 points in 20 games.

Once again, opportunity is available for Baertschi, but comes at a cost -- more pressure.

"The one thing I tell myself every day is to not put too much pressure on myself but I want to have a good season, I want to have a great season. Having said that, if you're going to have a great season you have to put a little pressure on yourself."

The Flames could use a great year from their 2011 first round pick. With a decidedly younger roster expected to underachieve, Calgary would greatly benefit from their Swiss forward turning into a star.

But, as Baertschi cautioned, it remains to be seen if he's ready for such responsibility.

"I'm not quite a leader yet," he said. "I've just got here. I barely made the team last year and I was only up for a few games and was sent down.

"I think I'm here to step up. This now is a big opportunity for me."
CAMP CUTS 'BY THE MINUTE'

Nine days into training camp, Calgary Flames coach Bob Hartley has put his team on notice.

They're in one-and-done territory. One bad practice could mean it's bag-packing time.

"Right now it's by the minute," said Hartley, who has 38 players remaining in camp. "We had set times at the start of camp for the first cut. Right now, they're all warned that one practice that we don't like, it's any time."

Figuring out who could be in the next group shuttled down to the Abbotsford Heat or back to junior might be a futile activity, though. With so many of Calgary's prospects pushing veterans, there's plenty for the coaching staff and management to argue about as it relates to who will comprise the Flames' 23-man roster for their season-opening game against the Washington Capitals on October 3rd.

"The way that management and the scouting staff has restocked our depth chart so quickly is beyond me," Hartley admitted. "It's beyond me. Last year I was in [Abbotsford] for training camp. This year I'm looking at this and even the first cuts, we had some arguments. I can't even wait for the next one. Chairs will probably be flying.

"They're making our decisions tough and that should be their role."

CABIN FEVER HITTING FLAMES

The Flames haven't played a preseason game since split-squad action against the New York Islanders on Tuesday. So naturally, things are starting to get a little intense in practice.

That friction came to a head between Curtis Glencross and Shane O'Brien, who exchanged healthy slashes in a drill.

Hartley had no problem with it. Boys will be boys, after all.

"Two kids fighting over the Tonka truck in the sandbox," he smiled. "No problem. I love it. I love it.

"That's okay. A little friction between brothers."

PRESEASON PAINS STICKING WITH PAIR

Both Mike Cammalleri and Jiri Hudler can only help but watch as teammates are put through the paces every day, and neither are expected back in time for Monday's game against the New York Rangers.

"For Jiri and Cammi, the medical staff is telling us it's minor," Hartley updated. "They're progressing but not to a point. We won't see them on Monday."

The coach isn't too concerned about the pair of veterans.

"Obviously they would want to play and both guys are in unbelievable shape so it's unfortunate. If they would have been out of shape and got injured, I might have a different vocabulary but those guys put in their time in the summer and those two guys are great workers.

"Right now we just have to wait. Huds tried yesterday and it wasn't good so we're not going to risk putting guys out there. My goal with those guys is to get them in Washington."
All media availability for players will commence 20 minutes after practice (except when they are scheduled for a post-practice workout on specified days). Head Coach Troy G. Ward will meet with media 20 minutes after the final ice time on each day of training camp.

Number

Name & Position

Hometown

Previous Team

2

 Braden Lamb - D Calgary, AB Abbotsford Heat (AHL) 

3

 James Martin - D Winnipeg, MB Utah Grizzlies (ECHL) 

4

 Zach McKelvie - D New Brighton, MN Abbotsford Heat (AHL) 

8

 Zach Davies - D Smithers, BC Quinnipiac University 

12

 Paul Byron - F Ottawa, ON Abbotsford Heat (AHL) 

13

 Turner Elson - F St. Albert, AB Red Deer Rebels (WHL) 

14

 Mark Cundari - D Woodbridge, ON Abbotsford Heat (AHL) 

15

 Greg Nemisz - F Courtice, ON Abbotsford Heat (AHL) 

16

 Dean Arsene - D Murrayville, BC St. John's IceCaps (AHL) 

18

 Drew MacKenzie - D New Canaan, CT Abbotsford Heat (AHL) 

24

 David Eddy - F Woodbury, MN Utah Grizzlies (ECHL) 

28

 Ben Hanowski - F Little Falls, MN Calgary Flames (NHL) 

30

 Laurent Brossoit - G Surrey, BC Edmonton Oil Kings (WHL) 

31

 Joni Ortio - G Turku, FIN HIFK Helsinki (SM-Iliga) 

34

 Carter Bancks - F Marysville, BC Abbotsford Heat (AHL) 

39

 Peter Sivak - F Cheb, CZE Worcester Sharks (AHL) 

41

 Jordan Kremyr - F Cloverdale, BC Alaska Aces (ECHL) 

43

 Mark Pawlowski - D Mississauga, ON Pensacola Ice Flyers (SPHL) 

44

 Kane Lafranchise - D Edmonton, AB Alaska Aces (ECHL) 

46

 Brett Lyon - F Grand Forks, BC Bakersfield Condors (ECHL) 

48

 Brett Olson - D Superior, WI Abbotsford Heat (ECHL) 

49

 Andy Taranto - F Woodbridge, IL University of Alaska-Fairbanks
BAERTSCHI BACKS GIORDANO'S 'C'

He hasn't been around the National Hockey League for too long, but rookie Sven Baertschi can see why Mark Giordano was named the newest captain of the Calgary Flames.

"He's a guy who stays young," he said. "He's a fun guy to be around. He always has one or two good jokes. As a captain, I think that's one of the abilities that he has. He has a good relationship with the older guys, the guys that have been around, but also the younger guys who are just coming up and are up this year. I think he's not a guy who is in a little group in the team. He's the guy who's in the middle and takes care of everybody."

Whether Giordano knows it or not, he's already given Calgary's first round pick from 2011 some important advice.

"He's a guy who has been around for a long time," Baertschi said. "He wasn't drafted at all. Seeing him going through what he did and end up as the captain of the Calgary Flames, it's amazing. That also just shows it doesn't matter what you do up until you get drafted. It matters what you do after. He never got drafted and he just kept going. The route that he went, it's amazing.

"Seeing him now wearing the 'C', it's special, especially after such a long time with Iggy here. It changes quickly. Having him stepping up and being the new captain, he's a great guy in the dressing room, he's an awesome guy on the ice and he's always a guy you can rely on for anything."

SIELOFF FEELING CAGED

On a good day, Patrick Sieloff is hard to miss on the ice.

He's impossible to miss, now.

Wearing a cage as a protective measure after breaking his cheek, Sieloff would do just as well without the distraction inches in front of his face.

"To me, honestly, if they told me I didn't have to wear anything I would do it just because it's more comfortable and a cage is a cage, it kind of gets annoying after a little bit," Sieloff said. I haven't done it in a couple years. If I could take the cage off, I would do it in a heartbeat."

The injury came after a fight against Darren Kramer of the Ottawa Senators. Sieloff took a blow to the face and initially feared he had lost some teeth. Instead, he was left with the broken cheekbone.

"I think more people made it bigger than they should've been, maybe," he said. "It's a broken cheek but it's something you can play with and I don't mind playing with it at all if it won't keep me out."

CREASE REMAINS CROWDED

Though the team reassigned goaltenders Joni Ortio and Laurent Brossoit to the Abbotsford Heat on Wednesday, Calgary's crease still remains crowded.

Joey MacDonald, Reto Berra and Karri Ramo still remain in camp and a decision as to who earns the No. 1 job isn't coming any clearer to Hartley.

"I hope it won't be a photo finish but right now, the three guys have played very well," Hartley said. "It's not an easy decision. Yesterday we talked about it. This morning we talked about it. We still have nothing to report to you guys."

Even figuring out how to split the three goaltenders between two remaining preseason games remains to be seen.

"We're not decided yet," Hartley said. "We'll look at this tomorrow and Monday and we'll come up with a decision. This is a question that I've been asking myself for the last couple of days."

The only thing Hartley has decided on is how many goaltenders he'll keep when the puck drops on the season. There's only room for two on Hartley's roster.

"I hate three goalies," he said. "It's a nightmare."
Flames make 19 player assignments
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CALGARY, AB -- The Calgary Flames announced today that they have made 19 player assignments.

To Abbotsford Heat (AHL):

Carter Bancks – LW

Laurent Brossoit – G

Paul Byron - C

Mark Cundari - D

David Eddy - RW

Turner Elson - LW

Ben Hanowski - LW

Braden Lamb – D

James Martin - D

Zach McKelvie – D

Greg Nemisz - RW

Brett Olson – C

Joni Ortio - G

Returning to their respective junior teams:

Ryan Culkin – D (Quebec/WHL)

Coda Gordon – RW (Swift Current/WHL)

Morgan Klimchuk – LW (Regina/WHL)

Brett Kulak – D (Vancouver/WHL)

Emile Poirier – RW (Gatineau/QMJHL)

Eric Roy – D (Brandon/WHL)

Training camp will resume on Friday, September 20, 2013 at WinSport at 10:00 AM. The Calgary Flames have 38 players remaining at camp (3x goalies, 13x defencemen, 22x forwards).
Wideman setting strong example on blueline

Wednesday, 18.09.2013 / 4:18 PM / News 
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He's a highly skilled guy. For us to be successful this year he's going to have to play like that. - TJ Galiardi

CALGARY, AB -- With all the excitement surrounding the kids on the blueline at Calgary Flames training camp, Dennis Wideman delivered a message.

The veterans aren't half-bad either.

Entering his second season with the Calgary Flames, Wideman put young rearguards in the classroom in the team's 5-3 win over the New York Islanders in split squad action at the Scotiabank Saddledome on Tuesday night, turning momentum with a big hit and then finding the back of the net twice.

And he's just starting to round into form.

"It's preseason," he said bluntly. "You're just trying to get back up to speed and back up to pace. A couple went in tonight. The first one was probably going wide if it didn't hit the guy's skate. Other than that, I think it felt well. I'm just trying to get the pace going and the time going. That's the main part."

Trailing early in the second period to a relatively anonymous Islanders squad, the 30-year-old defenceman launched the always plucky Cal Clutterbuck head over feet with a textbook hip check when trying to enter Calgary's zone.

"Love it," said associate coach Jacques Cloutier, who was working the bench while Bob Hartley was in Saskatchewan. "Clutterbuck, he's got one way to play. He plays hard and Dennis was ready for him."

Minutes later, Wideman -- who led the Flames in ice time to boot -- ripped a point shot past New York goalie Kevin Poulin, his first of back-to-back goals that put the home side up for good and gave Calgary rookies a glimpse of what it takes to have make a splash.

"He's a highly skilled guy," TJ Galaridi said. "For us to be successful this year he's going to have to play like that. I'm not saying he has to score two a game, I don't want to put that kind of pressure on him - but when he's working it back there, it's hard for goalies to save it."

A 164-goal season certainly is out of the question. A contribution at both end of the ice on a nightly basis isn't.

And that's what he's given Calgary in his preseason action.

"Dennis, in training camp, he's been great," Cloutier said. "Even in scrimmage he's played very good. He played extremely well in Edmonton last game and tonight on the power play he moved the puck well and he scored a couple of big goals. I think the 5-on-3 goal was a big shot.

"We need that from him."

Wideman's play won't just mean more wins for the Flames.

With more and more youth trickling onto the roster, it will give Calgary's kids something to look up to.
Ramo key in Flames victory over the Islanders in Regina

Wednesday, 18.09.2013 / 1:14 PM / News 
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Those are the saves that sometimes, they flip a game around. I think it did. - Bob Hartley on Karri Ramo's glove save on Matt Moulson

CALGARY, AB -- In his post-game media address in Regina, SK on Tuesday night, Calgary Flames head coach Bob Hartley could pinpoint the turning point in his team's 4-2 victory over the New York Islanders.

Who gets the credit for the play that shifted things in the Flames direction? Netminder Karri Ramo.

"It's 1-1 in the game and the big glove save that he made? Those are the saves that sometimes, they flip a game around. I think it did. Like, suddenly, whoop - it's 2-1 for us. It's a totally different game."

The glove save Hartley was referencing came in the second period when Matt Moulson streaked towards the net unimpeded and snapped off a shot in the slot that looked destined to find the back of the net. However, Ramo was able to snag it out of midair to keep the game even at one.

That stop produced the loudest cheers of game, as the approximate 4,100 people in attendance stood on their feet to salute the Finn for the outstanding save.

In total, Ramo made 21 stops in the win, many of which came in the third period when the Islanders were pressing hard to draw even with the Flames. He was pleased with his play and felt much better about his performance than he did on Saturday night in Edmonton, where he let in 4 goals on 17 shots.

"It's way better than my first game. It's a little bit easier to move on now, getting yourself into conditioning, playing full games.

"(I was) little bit more calm and let the puck come to me, not try too much. That was key."

The two goals he let allowed on Tuesday night came while the Islanders were on the power play and he had no chance on either shot. The first goal, coming off of John Tavares stick, came after Ramo made three great saves on Moulson and Colin MacDonald but he couldn't get a handle on a rebound and when it landed on Tavares' blade, he made no mistake and tossed it into the yawning cage.

"They got a lot of shots and we just didn't get it out," he explained. "They made a lot of good plays. I had one chance to freeze it but it slipped away and then they scored.

"Their first line is really good (on the) power play so you can't give them too many chances."

While he is satisfied with what he brought to the game against the Islanders, Ramo isn't letting himself get too relaxed. He is in the middle of a dog fight for the Flames starting gig and wants to be one getting the call on Oct. 3 in Washington in the Flames first game of the 2013-14 campaign.

"It's hockey. Things happen out there. You can't beat yourself too much. But you can't think too high of yourself too because then it's going to come back at you."
Wideman sparks Flames to 5-3 win over Islanders

Wednesday, 18.09.2013 / 12:12 AM / News 
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I knew it was him but I thought he was going to chip and try to squeeze down the wall and he jumped into the middle and I just clipped his leg and sent him. - Dennis Wideman

CALGARY -- It may be preseason, but Dennis Wideman looks to be in midseason form.

Wideman sparked a second period scoring spree that yielded four goals for the Calgary Flames en route to a 5-3 victory at Scotiabank Saddledome on Tuesday night.

"It's preseason," Wideman started. "You're just trying to get back up to speed and back up to pace. A couple went in tonight. The first one was probably going wide if it didn't hit the guy's skate. Other than that, I think it felt well. I'm just trying to get the pace going and the time going.

"That's the main part."

Wideman put two behind Islanders goaltender Kevin Poulin, but it was Lance Bouma who put Calgary on the board first.

Trailing heading into the middle frame, Bouma quickly erased a 1-0 deficit after depositing Roman Horak's rebound off Poulin's pad into the net just 4:08 into the second.

Wideman, with his first of two in the stanza, gave Calgary the lead. Taking a feed from TJ Galiardi along the boards, the Flames rearguard fired a shot that redirected off the skate of New York defenceman Griffin Reinhart and into the net at 7:39.

The goal came after Wideman leveled Islanders forward Cal Clutterbuck with a highlight reel hip check in the Calgary zone.

"I knew it was him but I thought he was going to chip and try to squeeze down the wall and he jumped into the middle and I just (caught) his leg and sent him," he said.

He then added another with 2:19 left in the period, setting off a scoring frenzy.

On a two-man advantage, Wideman waited for a shooting lane to clear before firing a shot by Poulin's glove to give Calgary a 3-1 edge.

Galiardi -- a Calgary native -- then made it 4-1 with his first of the preseason, taking an Islanders turnover forced by Curtis Glencross and out-waiting Poulin, lifting the puck over the goaltender with 1:31 remaining on the clock.

Reinhart managed to pull New York within two just 40 seconds later, skating solo into the Flames zone and ripping a shot by Joey MacDonald.

The score held until Riley Wetmore brought New York to within one with 6:18 remaining in the third.

Parked at the side of the net, Wetmore took a feed off Matt Donovan's wraparound attempt, hit the post off his initial chance but gathered the rebound and slid the puck over the line before MacDonald could recover.

With the Islanders net empty in favour of the extra attacker, Curtis Glencross put the Flames up 5-3 with 1:30 remaining in the game.

"We want to win every game we can," Galiardi said. "When you do that, you get used to it, right? You don't want to be one of those teams who know how to lose. We wanted to lock it down in the third. It wasn't quite how we wanted to but we got the win."

The Islanders struck first to open the game.

Taking a pass from Calgary product Chris Bruton, Michael Grabner got a step on Flames defenceman Chad Billins and broke in on MacDonald, firing a shot over the goaltender's glove just 3:20 into the contest -- just New York's third shot of the game.

The teams traded unsuccessful wrap-around attempts shortly thereafter.

Just three minutes after Grabner's goal, Zach McKelvie stepped up when Poulin misplayed the puck behind the net, swooping in with a wrap around attempt but was denied. On the next shift, Grabner had MacDonald at his mercy before Galiardi thwarted the attempt with his stick.

A pair of posts kept Calgary scoreless through 20 minutes.

After picking a pass off out of the air, Tim Jackman struck iron after being Poulin at the nine minute mark. Galiardi fared no better, beating the Islanders goalie glove side on the power play with 2:40 remaining, but too struck the bar
Sieloff sidelined with broken cheekbone
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REGINA, SK -- Calgary Flames defenceman Patrick Sieloff has been sidelined with a broken cheekbone.

The 19-year-old was scheduled to play in the Flames-Islanders game at the Brandt Centre in Regina, SK but was a late scratch after being diagnosed with the malady.

He will be seen by doctors on Wednesday in Calgary. More information will be available after that evaluation.

Sieloff was selected in the second round, 42nd overall, by the Flames in the 2012 NHL Draft.
Hartley lauds Monahan on mature, steady play

The Flames bench boss is thoroughly impressed with the 2013 first round draft pick
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In many ways, with his demeanor, his body language, he reminds me a lot of Joe Sakic. I know that's big shoes to fill and I'm not saying he's going to fill those shoes right away. But we have big plans for this young man. - Bob Hartley on Sean Monahan

REGINA, SK -- One of the most common things asked after a player is drafted is who is his NHL comparable.

People want to know what kind of ceiling a recently-drafted player has and want to know what kind of style he plays. By finding an NHLer with similar traits, one has a better idea of what they can potentially expect out of a draft pick.

When Sean Monahan was selected sixth overall in the 2013 NHL Draft, comparisons ranged from Zach Parise, Jonathan Toews, Eric Staal, and Jordan Staal.

Flames head coach Bob Hartley sees Monahan sharing characteristics with another player.

"I commented last night, I said in many ways, with his demeanor, his body language, he reminds me a lot of Joe Sakic," the Flames bench boss said after practice at the Brandt Centre in Regina, SK. "I know that's big shoes to fill and I'm not saying he's going to fill those shoes right away.

"But we have big plans for this young man."

Monahan has been lauded for his character and his leadership skills but those characteristics aren't immediately apparent when you meet him. The 18-year-old has a straightforward, direct way of addressing the media. He doesn't dance around the point - he says what he needs to do before moving on. He is as serious off the ice as he is about perfecting his game on it.

Hartley saw the same thing in Sakic during his tenure as the Colorado Avalanche's head coach.

"It's the same demeanor. Joe Sakic was not a ra-ra guy. Joe Sakic, he was the mirror. I have always said if there are 20 Joe Sakic's on the team, you wouldn't need any coaches because he was always early, was always in the gym. He would come in the next morning after a game and he would tell me, 'At 10:12 of the second period, I lost my man, I made a bad play. Can you show me on the video?' He knew exactly the time. That's the only player that I've coached like this.

"I think that his leadership came by his presence, his poise, by the way that he was doing things. My definition of a true leader is to the do the right things all the time. The right things, the right way, all the time and that's what Joe Sakic did."

Like Sakic did, Monahan is constantly trying to improve every facet of his game. There is no detail too small when it comes to polishing his play and he can be hard on himself if something goes astray. Hartley noted the coaching staff is there to temper that kind of self-flagellation - he is, after all, still a teenager with no NHL games on his resume yet - it is an issue he doesn't mind having.

"It's our job to ease him in but I'd rather try to slow down a thoroughbred than kick a donkey. Trust me, it's much more fun.

"This guy knows he can be the difference and he wants to be the difference."
Stajan scuffle sets tone for team philosophy

Tuesday, 17.09.2013 / 3:52 PM / News 

By Aaron Vickers 

0 

1 

1 

Email 

Comment

Print

We're trying to instill a full team toughness, team concept that we're going to play together and stick up for each other. I think you saw a good example of that last night. When you play for each other, that kind of stuff is going to happen. - Tim Jackman

CALGARY, AB -- Matt Stajan dropped the mitts over 600 kilometres from Scotiabank Saddledome.

The message was felt in the Calgary Flames locker room.

As Stajan delivered (and took) punches in Calgary's split-squad exhibition loss against the Ottawa Senators in Regina on Monday night, he also delivered a message to others wearing the 'Flaming C'.

It's time to get tough.

"We're trying to instill a full team toughness, team concept that we're going to play together and stick up for each other," Tim Jackman said. "I think you saw a good example of that last night. When you play for each other, that kind of stuff is going to happen.

"That's a great example of him stepping up last night and showing his courage. Teams that play together like that are a lot tougher than individuals. If that's the kind of team we're going to be, it's going to be exciting to watch. It's going to help us along the way.

"It just shows that we're in this thing together and we're going to do whatever it takes to win games and to become a team."

Stajan, who has just two previous fighting majors in his career, instigated the tussle with Michael Sdao after the Senators rookie crunched David Jones with a big hit despite giving up three inches and 29 pounds.

"Matt's maybe had one or two fights in his career, I don't know," Curtis Glencross said. "It's good to see from Staj. It's part of setting an example for the young guys too. There's a lot of veterans out there willing to pay the price and compete every night. We want them to jump on board with us."

Criticized for playing too passive at times last season, the Flames have made a noticeable effort to add more grit to the lineup. The team brought the likes of Jones and Shane O'Brien, while stressing the importance of physicality at every turn.

Newcomer TJ Galiardi believes the message is getting through.

"You can see (it in) a couple of the guys we brought in," he said. "Guys are playing a lot harder. Even as a team playing against the Flames last year, you knew it wasn't going to be too, too hard and I think we want to change that atmosphere around here."

Stajan may have done just that.

 His fight was the first of four on the card Monday against Ottawa. Brian McGrattan put Sdao on the spot for a second time, while O'Brien and Patrick Sieloff also chucked knuckles with Senators.

In other words, Stajan wasn't alone.

"It just shows the team is not going to back down and we've got guys that will step up," said Galiardi, who has one career fight to his credit. "Who knows, maybe I'll even get into one of them these days."

Team toughness goes well beyond fisticuffs, but it's a start for a Flames team that finished with 22 majors last season -- 22 behind the league-leading Toronto Maple Leafs.

"Our ultimate goal is to play hard whistle to whistle," Glencross said. "We want to be a gritty team, hard to play against and we want guys that are willing to pay the price and battle."

And send a message to the rest of the league.

Calgary's a tougher place to visit this year.
TAKES THE REINS 

Karri Ramo is set to play the full game in Regina. He backed Reto Berra up last night in Saskatoon.

The 27-year-old played the first half of the split-squad game in Edmonton on Saturday night. In his 28:15 of ice time, he stopped 13 of 17 shots.

The Flames acquired the netminder's rights in the trade that brought Michael Cammalleri in from the Montreal in January 2012. Ramo signed a two-year deal with the Flames on July 5, 2013.

CULKIN BACK IN

Ryan Culkin sat out of Monday's tilt with the Ottawa Senators in Saskatoon but will play tonight in Regina. The Montreal, QC product played on Saturday in Calgary against the Oilers and is hoping to build off of that game.

"It was a great experience playing at the Saddledome. I was a little bit intimidated in the beginning but after the first couple of shifts, I got into and I thought I played well," Culkin said after an hour-long morning skate at the Brandt Centre. "I kept up with the pace and hopefully I'll repeat that tonight."

Head coach Bob Hartley has not been shy about handing rookies a ton of minutes in exhibition games or playing his young charges alongside one another. Tonight, Culkin will play with Patrick Sieloff on the blueline and he is looking forward to hitting the ice with his fellow 2012 NHL Draft pick.

"He finishes his checks. He's a guy who you hate to play against but love to have on your team. I'm glad he's my d-partner tonight.

"We've got to communicate non-stop out there ... Sieloff and I are going to just keep it simple and play our game."

A WHIRLWIND TRIP

The Flames two-day trip to Saskatchewan has been jam-packed with practices, meetings and games but that doesn't mean Hartley and the team haven't managed to get a quick glimpse of the cities.

When asked about his thoughts on playing at the Brandt Centre and Regina, Hartley praised the city and what he has seen in his short time here.

"We came in late last night but this morning, we met a former Prime Minister on the street so we had a good chat with him. We saw the park, we saw the downtown. I don't think I'll get a job at the tourist office this afternoon but what we saw is pretty nice."

COMMUNICATION IS KEY

With so many young players in the lineup, Flames veterans are not only trying to get themselves back in regular season form - they're also assisting the rookies as they get acclimatized to the pace of the NHL.

Many players on the Flames training camp roster have limited or no NHL experience and are relying on the most established guys to lead them on the ice. According to Chris Butler, the best thing he and his fellow veterans can do for their young counterparts is keep an open line of communication.

"Just talk to them," Butler summarized. "Talk through situations. If there's a miscommunication or if something happens during a shift, you talk about it on the bench and make sure that we're playing a nice, relaxed game.

"Keeping things simple."

Butler was paired up with 19-year-old Sieloff on Monday night and was impressed with the poise the young rearguard has displayed in training camp.

"For him, he's a smart, good, stay-at-home defenceman and you just need to let him know that he doesn't need to change that. He needs to whatever he's done to get to this point and he needs to continue to do that to perfect his craft."

SCRATCHES

David Eddy, Braden Lamb and Butler will sit tonight in Regina. Goaltender Joni Ortio is with the team in Regina but is not expected to dress.

BROADCAST INFO

The game in Regina will not be broadcast. CalgaryFlames.com will provide a live game blog throughout the evening. It can be found HERE.
ATTACK IS BACK

After playing 31 minutes in Calgary's opening exhibition tilt against the Edmonton Oilers, goaltender Joey MacDonald is excited to be back between the pipes for what should be a 60-minute workload.

"Tonight, it's a full game and I'm just itching to get back in there again," he said.

"It's great now. I got eased into it last game and now it's just kind of go. I feel great. The more playing time I get the more comfortable I'm going to get too."

Against an Oilers split-squad, MacDonald stopped 10 of 11 shots. He's hoping for a busier workload Tuesday night.

"Those games you want to get thrown right in there and get a lot of rubber right off the bat," the 33-year-old said. "You don't want to be sitting around waiting."

BROSSOIT NOT FRUSTRATED

With MacDonald expected to go the distance tonight, backup Laurent Brossoit can only watch from the bench.

The 20-year-old first-year pro hasn't seen a second of preseason action and with MacDonald, Reto Berra, Karri Ramo and Joni Ortio all duking it out to be the team's No. 1, Brossoit has been left to watch from the sidelines.

"It can be frustrating not getting much ice time but it's a part of the game," the former Edmonton Oil King said. "You go into camps like this prepared for that. I'm just going to keep focusing on what I can focus on and what I can control and that's my performance on the ice."

And though he wishes MacDonald well in his bid, Brossoit can't help but have a glimmer of hope he sees some ice.

"I hope I can and if I don't, I'm not going to dwell on it too much," he said. "There's no point moping about it. It's not going to change a thing so I'm just going to stay positive."

GALIARDI AT HOME IN 'DOME

To say pivot TJ Galiardi is excited to be a member of the Calgary Flames is an understatement.

The former member of the city's Royals (AJHL) and Hitmen (WHL), the Calgary product will make his debut in a Flames jersey at the Scotiabank Saddledome Tuesday night against the Islanders.

"It felt nice to be on the left side of the bench again," Galiardi said. "I haven't been there since I played on the Hitmen. It's kind of cool. I've always loved playing here, even when we were on the road. Now that I'm part of the team, it's nice and fun."

The 25-year-old will have plenty of support in the seats for the game, but expects to shell out for more tickets once the regular season rolls around.

"I don't think it'll be as many as the regular season but tonight, probably 10-15 people."

 Galardi won't be the only local boy in the lineup. Kris Russell and prospect Coda Gordon will also make their home ice debut.

STAJAN EARNS PRAISE FOR PUGILISM 

Matt Stajan dropped the gloves nearly 600 kilometres from Scotiabank Saddledome, but the message was heard loud and clear in Calgary. A second period tussle with Ottawa Senators rookie Michael Sdao in Monday night's game has set the directive for the Flames.

"That's a great example of him stepping up last night and showing his courage," rough-and-tumble Tim Jackman said. "Teams that play together like that are a lot tougher than individuals. If that's the kind of team we're going to be, it's going to be exciting to watch. It's going to help us along the way."

That's the mandate -- be tougher to play against.

"You can see (it in) a couple of the guys we brought in," Galiardi said. "Guys are playing a lot harder. Even as a team playing against the Flames last year, you knew it wasn't going to be too, too hard and I think we want to change that atmosphere around here."

From rookies to veterans, that message couldn't have been more pronounced with Stajan dropping the mitts.

"Matt's maybe had one or two fights in his career, I don't know," Curtis Glencross started. "It's good to see from Staj. It's part of setting an example for the young guys too. There's a lot of veterans out there willing to pay the price and compete every night. We want them to jump on board with us."
Preview: Flames vs. Islanders

The Flames are looking to regroup from their loss to the Ottawa Senators
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REGINA, SK -- The evaluation process at the Calgary Flames training camp continues on Tuesday night as the Flames play split-squad exhibition games against the New York Islanders in Calgary and in Regina, SK.

General manager Jay Feaster and head coach Bob Hartley are getting one more look at their charges before they make cuts after the pair of pre-season outings and this could be several players last chance to impress.

The coaching staff and management group had a great evaluation game on Monday in Saskatoon when the Flames squared off against the Ottawa Senators. They fell 4-2 but the game presented a number of challenges to rookies which provided the Hartley, Feaster and the rest of hockey operations a chance to see how they reacted.

"We put our kids in all kinds of situations," Hartley said after the game. "Power play, penalty killing, key face-offs in our zone. That's what we want to see. I feel that we still saw some mistakes but we saw lots of good plays. I'm really proud of our young players."

The game was an extremely physical affair, with four fights breaking out before the 40:00 mark and the Flames taking 11 penalties through the course of the night. After every whistle, there would be words exchanged and a bit of pushing and shoving - something Hartley doesn't mind seeing.

"It's another test because you want to see how the kids react under (that pressure). For awhile, it looked like a playoff game out there. Suddenly, we have some friends in the Eastern Conference.

There was lots of talks in between both benches and on the ice after every whistle, there was a scrum. Right there, you see the warriors and the non-warriors."

KEEP AN EYE ON

Tyler Wotherspoon.

The rearguard played in his first NHL pre-season game on Monday night and comes into tonight's game riding high from his strong play against the Senators. Wotherspoon was paired with TJ Brodie on the blueline and given how well the two played, the coaching staff may opt to keep them together in Regina.

The 20-year-old picked up one assist in the loss to the Senators, helping set up David Jones third period marker.

GOALTENDING

Karri Ramo is set to play his first full game of the 2013 pre-season. Reto Berra put in 60:00 in Saskatoon on Monday, making 31 saves on 35 shots.

"He got beat by some great shots," Hartley said of Berra's performance. "I don't think that we can fault him on any goals."

In Calgary, veteran netminder Joey MacDonald will likely get the start with Laurent Brossoit backing him up.

Joni Ortio is with the group in Saskatchewan.

BROADCAST INFORMATION

The game in Calgary is slated to be streamed on CalgaryFlames.com. The puck drops at 7:00 PM MT at the Scotiabank Saddledome. The game in Regina will not be streamed but CalgaryFlames.com will run a live game blog so fans can keep up with the action. The game in Regina also begins at 7:00 PM MT.
Feaster comments on the termination of Howse's contract
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SASKATOON, SK -- On Monday evening, Calgary Flames general manager Jay Feaster addressed the termination of Ryan Howse's contract.

The forward, who was drafted by the Flames in the third round of the 2009 NHL Draft, was suspended earlier this month for failing to report to training camp.

"He had gone through Craig Conroy actually and (he) had indicated that he wasn't sure that he wanted to play. Craig talked to him and tried to convince him that his heart should be in it.

"As he said, 'Are you sure you want me to go to Jay? Because if I tell Jay this is what you're thinking, then it's kind of in the stream and kind of out of your control.' And he said, 'Yeah, I don't want to play. My heart's not in it.'"

Howse, who attended the Flames development camp earlier this summer, had hoped he would rekindle the passion he once had for hockey through July and August but that never happened for the 22-year-old.

"We actually sent him a letter and said that based on your conversations, it is an anticipatory repudiation of your contract and that you need to be at this place, at this time for your physical," Feaster said. "You need to come to Calgary. We had actually encouraged him, in any event, to come to Calgary so we could meet.

"We had a flight booked for him. He didn't come to Calgary."

When the team left for Penticton for the Young Stars Classic, they sent him another letter telling him he had five days to report to camp. The deadline was noon on Sept. 9 and he didn't report or communicate with the team.

On the afternoon of Sept. 9, the team placed Howse on unconditional waivers which took effect on Sept. 10. He cleared waivers on Sept. 11 and the team sent notice to Howse, his agent, the NHL and the NHLPA that they were terminating the contract.

On Thursday, Sept. 12, Howse was off of the Flames reserve list. He is now a free agent.
Sharks lose exhibition home opener; Raffi Torres injured

By David Pollak

dpollak@mercurynews.com

Posted:   09/20/2013 10:30:49 PM PDT

Updated:   09/20/2013 11:48:47 PM PDT

SAN JOSE -- The Sharks had to like what they saw from their newcomers Friday night, as Tyler Kennedy and rookie Tomas Hertl both scored goals, even though they came in a 3-2 overtime loss to the Anaheim Ducks in San Jose's home exhibition opener.

But all that was overshadowed by a second-period collision between Raffi Torres and Ducks forward Emerson Etem that left both players on the ice for an extended period. And while Etem did come back to skate two shifts, the night was over for Torres.

"He's being checked by the medical staff, and when we know something, we'll let you know," Sharks coach Todd McLellan said. "It's obviously not a good situation for either player, Etem or Torres. A complete accident, too. We hope they'll both be well and ready to play."

Torres did not talk with the media but was seen leaving the locker room with his right knee bandaged, walking with a slight limp.

Because of Torres' reputation, the play at 6:24 could be reviewed by the NHL. A replay showed that as Etem skated into his own zone, he extended his leg behind him in an apparent effort to avoid going offside. As Torres skated behind Etem, the collision occurred, appearing to catch both players by surprise.

No penalties were called, and the extent of any injury to Etem was not known.

The Ducks forward fell to the ice spinning in a tight circle because of the nature of the hit and eventually had to be helped to the locker room. Torres did get up on his own but also skated to the Sharks dressing room for medical attention.

"It's never good to see a guy go down, especially like that," said Sharks forward Kennedy. "It was kind of a freak accident."

Torres was playing his first game since his series-long suspension in the second round of the playoffs for a questionable hit on Los Angeles Kings center Jarret Stoll.

Throughout training camp, Torres and McLellan have talked about the need for the 31-year-old left wing to play his high-energy style within the acceptable boundaries set by the NHL. McLellan indicated after the game he did not think this play would be looked at by the department of player safety.

The Sharks took the early lead at 14:42 of the first period when Hertl tucked a carom off the back board under Ducks goalie Viktor Fasth. Etem tied the game at 2:48 of the second period when he took a tightly threaded cross-crease pass that left Sharks netminder Antti Niemi with no chance.

The Sharks regained the lead at 8:18 of the second period when Patrick Marleau dished the puck to Kennedy on a short-handed, odd-man rush, and the former Pittsburgh Penguin fired an 18-foot wrist shot beat Fasth. But Corey Perry tied it at 16:01 of the middle period with a shot from the bottom of the right faceoff circle.

That was all the scoring until Anaheim defenseman Ben Lovejoy launched a slap shot from the blue line that dipped under Niemi's glove at 2:48 of overtime.

"I thought that our team forgot a little bit how hard it was to play and how you have to make hard, firm plays and move the puck quick," McLellan said. "We weren't as good as we needed to be, but it's something we can work off of."

• McLellan had many of his top players in the game as he was looking to find out where Kennedy and Hertl fit in best. Kennedy skated with Marleau and Logan Couture, and Hertl was alongside Joe Thornton and Brent Burns.

• The only fight of the game came 2:19 into the first period as Sharks defenseman Taylor Doherty squared off with Ducks forward John Kurtz.

• The Sharks continue their exhibition season at home Saturday night against the Phoenix Coyotes.

For more on the Sharks, see David Pollak's Working the Corners blog at 

Ducks Veterans Bypass Day Off on Ninth Day of Camp
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“They were scheduled to have a day off and they wanted to practice,” Boudreau said. “I thought they worked pretty hard out there. There are always things you’d like to see better, but I think what we’re seeing are the signs of a team coming together.” 

By Adam Brady

Coming off three games in three nights – including a satisfying 2-1 win last night in Colorado – Bruce Boudreau granted a day off for a number of Ducks veterans. But many of those players showed up on the Honda Center ice anyway, eager to keep plugging along on the ninth day of training camp. 

“They were scheduled to have a day off and they wanted to practice,” Boudreau said of a group that included luminaries Teemu Selanne, Ryan Getzlaf, Corey Perry, Dustin Penner and Francois Beauchemin. “I thought they worked pretty hard out there. There are always things you’d like to see better, but I think what we’re seeing are the signs of a team coming together.”

Despite seeing the “sloppy” play that can often be an attribute of a preseason affair, Boudreau was pleased with what he saw last night against the Avs.

“I was really impressed with the bounce back of the third game in three nights, the character the players showed going into their building and coming away with a win,” Boudreau said, referencing a 6-0 defeat the Ducks suffered the previous night to LA.

LINDHOLM SHINES

 The star last night for Anaheim was 19-year-old defenseman Hampus Lindholm, who scored the eventual game winner with less than six minutes to go on the third. The power play strike was his second goal of the preseason.

“I got a nice pass from Bonino and I just tried to get it quickly to the net,” said Lindholm, taken by the Ducks with the sixth pick of the 2012 draft. “[Emerson] was in front of the net, and I was just happy to see it go in.

“We really wanted to win that game. We were skating hard and blocking shots and everything. It was a good win."

With injuries to some key Ducks defenseman, a youngster like Lindholm is among those who may get a chance to make the opening night roster. “If I get the opportunity to play, of course I’m gonna take it,” Lindholm said. “I’m just going to do everything I can to impress the coaches and staff here, work hard and show them I’m the man for the job.”

“If I get the opportunity to play, of course I’m gonna take it,” Lindholm said. “I’m just going to do everything I can to impress the coaches and staff here, work hard and show them I’m the man for the job.”  

Boudreau has liked what he’s seen from Lindholm in his second training camp in Anaheim. “He’s been up and down. He makes some young kid mistakes, but at the same time, he’s starting to get confidence in his shot,” Boudreau said. “He’s played three games and has two goals and I like what I see. He can always get better defensively and be aware of the people around him. But there are an awful lot of good things about him. He’s a lot stronger than he was at this time last year.”

GIBSON BOUNCES BACK

 Goalie John Gibson, Anaheim’s second round pick in 2010, gave up three goals to the Kings after being inserted at the start of the third period in that loss Tuesday night. According to Boudreau, he couldn’t wait to get another shot last night, and he responded by stopping all 18 Avs shots he faced.

“Gibson was supposed to go in [to replace starter Frederik Andersen] halfway through the game, and there was a whistle at 10:31,” Boudreau said. “I was waiting until after the 10-minute mark to put him in there. But he was out the door, he was that anxious to get in the net. He was like, I’m gonna redeem myself. And he did. He played very, very well.”

SBISA’S ANKLE

Luca Sbisa was not on the ice today, having suffered an ankle injury Monday night vs. Phoenix that will keep him out two weeks from the day of the injury.

“Coaches panic, but it’s a mild sprain,” he said. “We don’t want that thing to linger on. It’s a long year, and if you come back too soon, it can hurt you. We’re probably giving him an extra week off than he needs, but we want to make sure he’s ready for October 2.”

BEAUCHEMIN PROGRESSING

Francois Beauchemin, who suffered a torn ACL late last season, has said throughout camp he was aiming to return by opening night. Boudreau revealed today it may be even sooner than that.

“He’s itching to play right now, and he may play sooner than later,” Boudreau said. “We’ve taken a lot of caution. He’s taking full contact, and I’ve seen what happens if you go from a practice and you haven’t played at all, into a game. He wants to play to get a little bit game ready-to take hits.

“He’s itching to play right now. He may play sooner than later. I firmly believe he’s going to play a preseason game. If he does and – touch wood – comes out of it healthy, I certainly think he’ll be there for the opener.”

Ducks Cut 12 From Roster

Thursday, 09.19.2013 / 6:02 PM / News 
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The Ducks announced today the following roster moves:

Assigned to Norfolk (AHL)

 Max Friberg – Center/Left Wing

 Kevin Gagne - Defenseman

 Antoine Laganiere – Center

 John Mitchell – Left Wing

 Andrew O’Brien – Defenseman

 Charlie Sarault – Center

 Zack Stortini – Right Wing

 Chris Wagner – Center/Right Wing

 Stefan Warg – Defenseman

 Steven Whitney – Center/Right Wing

Released from pro tryout and assigned to Norfolk (AHL)

Maxime Sauve – Left Wing

 Teigan Zahn – Defenseman

 Anaheim now has 41 players remaining on its 2013 Training Camp Roster – 21 forwards, 15 defensemen and five goaltenders.

Sbisa Out Two Weeks with Sprained Ankle

Thursday, 09.19.2013 / 3:16 PM / News 
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Ducks defenseman Luca Sbisa sprained his ankle in Monday's preseason opener against Phoenix and will be out two weeks from the time of the injury.

Sbisa played 18 minutes and had a team-leading five hits in the game.

The 23-year-old Sbisa, entering his sixth NHL season, had eight points in 41 games for Anaheim last season with an even plus-minus rating.

 "Coaches panic, but it’s a mild sprain," said Ducks coach Bruce Boudreau. "We don’t want that thing to linger on. It’s a long year, and if you come back too soon, it can hurt you. We’re probably giving him an extra week off than he needs, but we want to make sure he’s ready for October 2."

Ducks' strong start goes for naught

 September 22nd, 2013, 9:44 pm by By BRIAN WHITEHEAD 

ANAHEIM – Momentum is one of those oft-used sports terms that has a broad, if not clearly defined, meaning.

A team captures momentum with a score or with a win. Or maybe a team loses momentum after allowing a score or losing outright.

Hockey, of all the team sports, would appear to be the prime example of a sport that is visibly affected by shifts in momentum.

Don’t power plays, one-timers, outstanding goalie saves and full-on fisticuffs have the ability to change a ... 

Read the rest of this entry » 

 View comments .

Extra preparation time pleases Ducks goalies 

 September 20th, 2013, 10:41 pm by By ERIC STEPHENS 

Viktor Fasth was hustling out of Anaheim Ice on Friday morning as he needed to get on an early afternoon charter for San Jose while Jonas Hiller was one of the final players off the ice at the Ducks’ practice facility.

The two goalies are just glad to have the extra work before another NHL season begins.

Hiller and Fasth were basically thrown right into the fire last season when the 119-day lockout wiped out the entire exhibition schedule (as well as ... 

Read the rest of this entry » 

 View comments .

Line rushes: Ducks vs. Sharks (exhibition)

 September 20th, 2013, 11:53 am by ERIC STEPHENS 

ANAHEIM -- Here is the expected lineup that the Ducks will put on the ice Friday night against the San Jose Sharks at SAP Center. Game time is 7:30 p.m. PT. Viktor Fasth should make his second preseason start in goal with Igor Bobkov backing up and possibly seeing action for the third period.

Patrick Maroon-Ryan Getzlaf-Corey Perry

Andrew Cogliano-Nick Bonino-Kyle Palmieri

Emerson Etem-Daniel Winnik-Devante Smith-Pelly

John Kurtz-Rickard Rakell-Brad Staubitz

Bryan Allen-Sami Vatanen

Cam Fowler-Ben Lovejoy

Shea Theodore-Nolan Yonkman

-- And here are the likely line combinations and ... 

Read the rest of this entry » 
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Ducks' D decimated further by Sbisa's injury

 September 19th, 2013, 8:31 pm by By ERIC STEPHENS 

ANAHEIM – Not one for-real game has been played and the Ducks continue to see defensemen fall by the wayside.

Luca Sbisa is the latest after having sprained his ankle during the third period of Monday’s exhibition game against Phoenix. The plan is to rest the ankle for the next 10-14 days, making him doubtful for the Oct. 2 season opener in Colorado.

The Ducks already won’t have Sheldon Souray for at least three more months, and Francois Beauchemin is a question ... 

Read the rest of this entry » 

 View comments .

Ankle injury shelves Sbisa for two weeks

 September 19th, 2013, 12:52 pm by ERIC STEPHENS 

ANAHEIM -- Defenseman Luca Sbisa will likely miss the remainder of the preseason because of a sprained left ankle and it also makes him doubtful for the Ducks' Oct. 2 season opener at Colorado.

Sbisa injured the ankle during the exhibiton opener against Phoenix on Monday night. The Ducks are already missing Sheldon Souray (torn wrist ligament) on their blue line, while Francois Beauchemin (ACL surgery) is also a question mark.

The injury was more serious ... 

Read the rest of this entry » 
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Final: Ducks 2, Avalanche 1 (exhibition)

 September 19th, 2013, 12:09 pm by ERIC STEPHENS 

Hampus Lindholm's power-play goal with 5:56 left in the third period proved decisive for the visiting Ducks as they defeated the Colorado Avalanche, 2-1, on Wednesday night in Denver.

Lindholm scored his second goal of the preseason with a wrist shot that beat Semyon Varlamov, who played the entire game for Colorado. The Ducks improved to 2-1 in the preseason.

Goaltening prospect John Gibson shook off a rough third period against the Kings on Tuesday night as he stopped all 18 Colorado ... 

Read the rest of this entry » 
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Samueli: New CBA could help Ducks' bottom line

 September 18th, 2013, 10:00 pm by By ERIC STEPHENS 

Ducks owner Henry Samueli said that the current collective bargaining agreement between NHL owners and the players was needed for more financial stability for his franchise, even as it cost nearly half of the 2012-13 season.

Samueli, who rarely grants interviews, ultimately wants to keep ownership of the Ducks within his family and is hopeful that the new CBA – which allows his team to be eligible to receive revenue sharing for the first time – will trim the annual losses.

The ... 

Read the rest of this entry » 
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Samueli: New CBA was needed to help Ducks

 September 18th, 2013, 12:20 pm by ERIC STEPHENS 

Ducks owner Henry SamueliANAHEIM -- Ducks owner Henry Samueli, right, said the current new collective bargaining agreement between NHL owners and the players was needed for more financial stability for his franchise, even as it cost nearly half of the 2012-13 season.

Samueli, who rarely grants interviews, ultimately wants to keep ownership of the Ducks within his family and is hopeful that the new CBA -- which allows his team ... 

Read the rest of this entry » 
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Final: Kings 6, Ducks 0 (exhibition)

 September 17th, 2013, 10:26 pm by ERIC STEPHENS 

ANAHEIM -- The steam wasn't visible but it could be felt when Bruce Boudreau arrived at his postgame media session.

His tie and suit jacket were affixed and Boudreau tried to stay composed but there was plenty to snap about after witnessing his Ducks put up a meek effort in a 6-0 drubbing to the Kings on Tuesday night.

Yes, it was the second exhibition game. Yes, it was the first for a number of players, most notably the top line of ... 

Read the rest of this entry » 
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Holland embraces Ducks coach's challenge

 September 17th, 2013, 1:38 pm by  

ANAHEIM -- In the most important training camp of his still-developing career, Peter Holland is going to be put to the test.

Holland started the tic-tac-toe sequence that led to Teemu Selanne's goal 48 seconds into the Ducks' 6-2 exhibition-opening win over Phoenix on Monday night. All that did was get him a return engagement for Tuesday's game against the Kings at Honda Center.

And he is relishing the assignment.

Holland is playing on back-to-back nights, as is defenseman Sami Vatanen and forward ...
Preseason: Islanders Shut Out 2-0 by Predators, Camp to Divide in NHL/AHL Groups

By Dominik  @LHHockey  on Sep 22 2013, 9:03p  16  

No media from Nashville (yet), so here's a shot of the Brooklyn patch. - Bruce Bennett

Stay connected      

The Isles finish a busy weekend and get ready for several training camp days before the rematch.

Tweet (4)  Share   16  Comments  

The New York Islanders sent the other half (mostly) of their training camp roster to Nashville, but like the half that faced the Devils in Brooklyn Saturday night, they came up empty.

Another shutout loss, this by 2-0, was the result in a game viewed by few and broadcast by no one.

Judging by smoke-signal notes from the Islanders and Predators' Twitter accounts, the Islanders had one late goal called back because it was hit with a high stick.

Notes from the boxscore:

•Shots were even 25-25

•Both teams misfired on the power play: 0/2 for the Isles, 0/3 for the Preds

•That means the Isles PK at least kept them scoreless, in contrast to last night

•Johan Sundstrom, who played both nights, was 8-for-13 (62%) on faceoffs. Brock Nelson was 4-for-12, Peter Regin 5-for-12.

•Chris Bruton (vs. Rich Clune) and Matt Carkner (vs. Matt Hendricks) each fought, and Carkner and Eric Boulton each took minor penalties.

•First-round 2013 pick Seth Jones led the Predators with 23:26 (!) of ice time; Thomas Hickey led all players with 24:05 (2:35 on the PP) of ice time. Calvin de Haan had 21:11 (2:08 on the PP), Ryan Pulock had 21:17 (1:36 of PP).

•Anders Nilsson played the full game and stopped 23 of 25 shots.

Once again, here were the combos tonight:

Forwards

 40 Michael Grabner - 16 Peter Regin - 96 Pierre-Marc Bouchard

 27 Anders Lee - 29 Brock Nelson - 18 Ryan Strome

 40 Mike Halmo - 28 Johan Sundstrom - 38 Chris Bruton

 36 Eric Boulton - 61 Riley Wetmore - 49 Justin Johnson

Defensemen

 52 Joe Finley - 4 Radek Martinek

 14 Thomas Hickey - 6 Ryan Pulock

 44 Calvin de Haan - 7 Matt Carkner

For whatever half-squad preseason games are worth, the powerplay has been an issue so far. In Newsday, Arthur Staple has notes on that (basically, the team hasn't worked on it much yet), as well as notes on Kyle Okposo's cut by the eye and news on how the camp is expected to divide into NHL and AHL versions when things resume Tuesday, including possibly "nine or 10" defensemen.

Suffice to say, the prospects you are probably highest on are most likely to get longer looks with the NHL side of camp, including the top Sound Tigers youngsters as well as Griffin Reinhart, who has impressed many so far. The next game on the schedule is Friday at home against the Predators.

This game doesn't exist, nor will it ever exist. But Anders Nilsson must play it to influence his future.

Tweet (1)  Share   24  Comments  

Fresh off hype and ballyhoo in Brooklyn for the first-ever NHL (preseason) game at [bank or financial outfit] Center, the remainders and some other unfortunate saps must travel to Nashville for a game that has zero broadcast coverage. No stream, no audio, no love for the addicts.

For the Islanders, it's five days until the next game, a rematch with the Predators on Friday at Nassau Coliseum. But though decisions are likely this week, camp will remain a mix of regulars and prospects since the Islanders' final preseason action, a week from today, will be split squad games against the Ottawa Senators on Sunday, Sept. 29.

In the meantime, tonight features some odd combinations and another audition for Anders Nilsson, the big Swede goalie coming off a health-ravaged season who is now looking to win the backup goalie job away from Kevin Poulin.

Once again, here are the expected lines:

Forwards

 40 Michael Grabner - 16 Peter Regin - 96 Pierre-Marc Bouchard

 27 Anders Lee - 29 Brock Nelson - 18 Ryan Strome

 40 Mike Halmo - 28 Johan Sundstrom - 38 Chris Bruton

 36 Eric Boulton - 61 Riley Wetmore - 49 Justin Johnson

Defensemen

 52 Joe Finley - 4 Radek Martinek

 14 Thomas Hickey - 6 Ryan Pulock

 44 Calvin de Haan - 7 Matt Carkner

Goaltenders

 45 Anders Nilsson

 35 Ken Reiter

If you were able to watch this game (and if you're one of the fans seeing it live in Nashville, do let us know), you would get to see Seth Jones, among others. The Predators have tonight's roster like so [PDF]:

As far as meaningless preseason games go, this one is kind of a big deal.

Tweet (5)  Share   259  Comments  

It's a preseason game that means nothing, yet it's an "exhibition" game that foretells so much: In two short years the New York Islanders will leave Nassau Coliseum and the suburbs -- home to Kate Murray's frozen in time lifestyle -- behind. Future metro battles will be even more than too close for comfort, with the Garden, Brooklyn and Newark arenas hosting the Metropolitan Division's three closest neighbors.

For now, two of those neighbors meet tonight in the Isles-Devils rematch. Some "core" Islanders and prospects get a glimpse of their future home, some vets get a taste of a home they'll never occupy, and curious fans from Nassau and Suffolk County taste where their team is headed, while Brooklyn-based fans get a peek at their team coming closer to home.

This particular game comes a year after it was supposed to; the NHL Lockout III canceled last year's preseason game (though in lockout boredom we pretended it happened anyway), which was to take place before the announcement that the Isles would indeed make it their permanent home. Now with that news well established, this is another stage of the slow-build hoopla leading up to the relocation two years ahead.

Once again, your expected lineup and combos:

26 Moulson – 91 Tavares – 96 Bouchard

 12 Bailey – 51 Nielsen – 21 Okposo

17 Martin – 53 Cizikas – 13 MacDonald

 36 Boulton – 28 Sundstrom – ? Johnson

37 Strait – 3 Hamonic

 46 Donovan – 47 MacDonald

 8 Reinhart – 11 Visnovsky

20 Nabokov

30 Milner

By many accounts, the Long Island Railroad (LIRR) delivered trainloads of Islanders fans, picking up buckets at multiple stops along the way.

onight's preseason game in Brooklyn has been long-anticipated, and it's the much-hyped future home of the Islanders, so it's only fitting they go with a lineup of more established regulars while the others prepare to play in Nashville on Sunday.

Yesterday's skate, according to Brett Cyrgalis of the Post, had the expected lineup looking like this:

Moulson - Tavares - Bouchard

Bailey - Nielsen - Okposo

Grabner - Regin - McDonald

Martin^ - Cizikas^ - Boulton

Hamonic - Strait 

MacDonald - Carkner

Visnovsky - Hickey

(Note: Sorry, forgot to include the preseason reminder of "subject to change," as per rule the Isles will need to ice eight veterans in Nashville.)

UPDATE from morning skate: Staple has MacDonald paired with Matt Donovan, Visnovsky paired with Griffin Reinhart, while up front Johan Sundstrom is between Boulton and Justin Johnson and Matt Martin and Casey Cizikas reunite with Colin McDonald.

Earlier in the week there was scuttlebutt about Anders Nilsson getting a full game, but with a game in Nashville tomorrow they could get a look at him then while letting veteran Evgeni Nabokov have this Brooklyn exhibition. Stay tuned. [The tuning, if you stayed: Nabby gets the start with Parker Milner backing up.]

The Devils did not have a morning skate, so you won't know what lovely lineup they field until later. However, Corey Schneider will be in net.

The game should be streamed at the Islanders official site as well as barclayscenter.com. Expect more than 10,000 in attendance (including some Isles fans gathering at Cherry Tree for pre-game).

Islanders Reading

•More on those lines plus other notes from Friday's skate.

•The Isles post travel tips for taking the LIRR to tonight's game.

•Islanders Point Blank: Jack Capuano wants to see the veterans in sharp form tonight.

•Newsday has Matt Moulson vowing not to let his walk year bug him. No negotiations yet, but it's a long season.

•With 14 days until the season, IPB had a nice collection of Bob Bourne tributes.

•Many links and general oglings of John Tavares.

•Heh, fun to see Quinnipiac promoting Mike Dalhuisen's fight, something not allowed in the NCAA.

•Back in juniors, Adam Pelech will lead the Erie defense, where he is joined by "the average or the very young." | He had an assist last night in Erie's opening OT loss to Guelph.

Elsewhere

•The Flyers sound like they'll keep Hal Gill.

•They will definitely keep Matt Read: Four years, $14.5 million 

•Brian Burke won a judgment against those anonymous online slanderers, whoever they are.

•Darren Dreger says the helmet rule enforcement is a complicated thing. (But, really, is it?)

•The new goalie pads have literally irritated Jonathan Bernier.

•Don't expect Jaromir Jagr tonight; he continues to skate on his own but the "soreness" isn't ready for full practice. Aging.

Keep them together on the PK. Rinse, repeat.
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Frans Nielsen and Michael Grabner may no longer be regular even strength running mates -- and that's fine, as each tends to improve his linemates even while apart -- but by Bossy they better stay together on the penalty kill.

Over the last three seasons they are among the top tier in the league for generating shots at the other end while killing penalties. In that time they are among the best while shorthanded at getting the puck out, keeping it away from the Islanders' net, and tossing danger at the goalie at the other end.

Two years ago the Islanders experimented with Grabner not being a first-choice PK guy. Maybe he was nursing a "lower body" injury, or maybe they were insane. They really shouldn't try that again. Because whether this pair is putting in shorthanded goals or not, they are simply among the top penalty killing forwards in the league, and obviously the best on their team.

Keep them together. Keep the pucks out. Diffuse every opponent's most dangerous opportunities. Win more often than not.

The Next Ones on the PK?

Because all players age, and Time's rinse cycle eventually frays the once-healthy threads in all of us, it's natural to wonder who will be next in line to take over these PK duties, or at least who will make a preferred second pairing. Last season Matt Martin, Marty Reasoner and Josh Bailey were the three most-used forwards on the PK after Nielsen and Grabner.

Reasoner is gone -- to the great relief of many fans -- and Martin has worked on this part of his game but is not an ideal option. Thursday night in Newark, we may have gotten a peek at where things are headed.

With Grabner not playing in this one, rookie Brock Nelson saw significant PK time (5:43 overall) next to Nielsen, and Nielsen's countryman Peter Regin logged 4:33 of PK himself. Nelson's overall hockey instincts are strong, the kind of smarts that make a player excel in PK situations where natural skill is nothing without situational awareness. His destiny appears to be in this mold, and it's coming soon.

Meanwhile, though shorthanded goals are about as predictable as the lottery, you can't help noticing that Josh Bailey scored two shorties against the Devils (though one was a fortuitous bounce) and threatened a third. All came by way of current linemate Kyle Okposo, who wasn't used much at all on the PK last year but who performed well in that role when Scott Gordon used him as an all-situations minute muncher.

Today and in the future, the Isles will have some interesting options for PK depth up front. But success starts with riding the Grabner-Nielsen duo until their bodies say "no more."

As Eric Boulton awoke one morning from uneasy dreams he found himself transformed in his bed into a goal scorer.
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The Isles dumped the Devils 5-3 last night in a penalty-filled affair. Rematch comes Saturday, though with very different lineups.

Islanders Reads

•Clutterbuck Update: Islanders announce what Arthur Staple of Newsday suggested last night, that it will be four to six weeks for Cal Clutterbuck's leg laceration.

•More on last night: In Lou We Trust thoroughly recaps | Here is the IPB | And the official site version 

•Ryan Strome wants to make the team, says the prospects were told they can play their way on to the roster.

•That was Newsday. Here's the Post on Strome at wing vs. Strome at center.

•The Devils trimmed 21 from their training camp today, so Saturday's game may not be as scrub-heavy for them as expected.

•Pierre-Marc Bouchard talks about playing on the top line.

•On the trio of Matt Donovan, Calvin de Haan and Aaron Ness as they enter their RFA walk year.

•Puck Daddy previews the Islanders season.

•Brett Gallant received a lot of cheers for his three fights last night.

•For laughs: Neighbors complain about Dolan's chopper.

Here is Brock Nelson talking about last night:

Preseason games mean nothing, except to hockey-starved fans waking up from summer hibernation, and Thursday night's chaotic circus between the New York Islanders and New Jersey Devils was no different.

Well, there are little bits of meaningful intrigue here and there, but mostly you get weird stuff. This game, a 5-3 win for the Isles in Newark, had a lot of weird stuff.

To wit: Eric Boulton exited the penalty box to score on a breakaway. Yes, Eric Boulton scored. On a breakaway.

Also: Brett Gallant and Krys Barch fought three times, which is not usual. However in the process they made a mockery of the new rule against removing their own helmets by gently removing one another's. Video from IslesEnforcers:

Further: Niederlander Mike Dalhuisen fought Ryan Carter.

And Boulton got himself ejected late in the game with a boarding penalty, an unsportsmanlike conduct penalty, and a 10 apparently for arguing the call. That put the Islanders a man down for four minutes, and made the penalty summary  a phonebook of "Barch, Gallant, Boulton, repeat."

But the penalties weren't done even then, as Joey Diamond (who also got a spearing penalty) got into a fight with Stephen Gionta. A longshot Long Island native getting into a fight with The Other Gionta with 35 seconds left just sounds so...so preseason. (And yet, it's what makes preseason a loveable no-stakes curiosity.)

Did I mention Eric Boulton scored on a breakaway?

In slightly less crazy but still notable developments:

•Josh Bailey scored not one, but two shorthanded goals.

•Kevin Poulin and Martin Brodeur combined for 36 shots against and seven goals against. Yeah. (Scott Wedgewood, who sounds more like a field goal kicker than a goalie, came in to face the Islanders' four measly third-period shots and gave up a goal to Peter Regin.

•Curious New Jersey free agent signing Ryan Clowe was hurt ("lower body) early in the first period and did not return.

•About Regin: He proved on his goal that it is indeed a Danish Backhand of Judgment. Frans hath spread the good word.

•Anders Lee finished a pretty power play combo with Ryan Strome and Brock Nelson. One of those guys might get the final forward job (injuries willing) by opening night. If not, he'll join the other two as a top line in Bridgeport.

•Eric Boulton scored on a breakaway. (Okay, that was already covered in the oddities above ... but you have to admit it's fun to say.)

These teams will get to renew the fun when they meet again Saturday in Brooklyn, with the Isles having more of their regulars for the home show, the Devils having fewer of theirs, and each team trotting out different goalies.

To be fair to Poulin in his bid for Nabby Backup Supremacy, he was worked hard tonight. The refs were in preseason by-the-book form and the Devils had a bajillion (okay, nine) power plays. That's a lot of movement for Poulin.

That's a fair summation of some of the craziness and the "what-to-look-for" stuff, but you probably kept a closer eye on some of the other lesser names and prospects. By all means, share your impressions and noticings in comments. The final roster depends upon it.

P.S. Eric Boulton scored on a breakaway.

So many conclusions to make, so few instances of regular season-quality hockey to see.
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After a split-squad 0-for-2 jaunt to Western Canada, the New York Islanders are back "home" for a pair of games against the Devils, the first on the road in Newark tonight, the next at the soon-to-be-home venue in Brooklyn.

Tonight's game will be streamed at the official sites for the Islanders and Devils.

For the Isles, one thing to watch is Kevin Poulin, who is expected to get the full 60 in net, Arthur Staple reports.

Staple also had lines from the morning skate, which tells you the expected roster and combinations tonight:

12 Bailey - 51 Nielsen - 21 Okposo

27 Lee - 29 Nelson - 18 Strome

Gallant - 16 Regin - 36 Boulton

Quine - Miller - Diamond

Dalhuisen - 4 Martinek

Pedan - Mayfield

Reinhart Pulock

Observations for tonight:

•The combo of Anders Lee, Brock Nelson and Ryan Strome stays together. Those guys could feature prominently at Bridgeport or fight to take Cal Clutterbuck's open spot, which Staples suggests may be open four to six weeks.

•With Clutterbuck out, poor Peter Regin loses both of his linemates from last game (Michael Grabner is probably being saved for Saturday's "home" game), and instead gets the Johan Sundstrom task skating between enforcers Eric Boulton and Brett Gallant.

•The Griffin Reinhart-Ryan Pulock first-round pair gets another look, while we get a look at Andrei Pedan and Scott Mayfield's progress, plus interesting D prospect Mike Dalhuisen.

•So Greg Miller then?

•In video at the official site, Reinhart and Pulock spoke a bit about what they learned from their first exposure -- and what they learned afterward in video review with the coaches.

•Come on, Kevin Poulin. Show us something upon which we can pin hopes based on 60 minutes of work.

Consider this your game thread. Large, dramatic, incriminating conclusions to come later.

In the recent Newsday piece on the Islanders' post-Mark Streit defense, Matt Donovan inadvertently captured the New York Islanders' chief preseason decision in a nutshell:

"We definitely know there's a spot or two up for grabs," Donovan said.

The question: one job or two? When the final 23 are determined for the opening of the season, will it be eight defensemen, or 14 forwards?

I haven't done league-wide research to find which is more common, but I've paid enough attention during the 23-man roster era to recall that this decision varies by team, injury situation, preference to carry an enforcer, and -- of course -- waiver exemptions that influence how much you can punt a decision until into the season.

Given the injury frequency at the position, the Islanders have tended to go the eight defensemen route but not religiously so. (And have I told you about the time they carried three goalies? Maybe another time...)

The safest tact early in preseason is always to count on someone getting injured -- sometimes in rather murky Finley-and-Matinek-last-winter situations. Lo and behold, Cal Clutterbuck is hurt with a leg laceration from the first preseason contest. While he was to be evaluated further, the words "extended time" hint at him being a candidate for IR at the beginning of the season. As Dan noted (R.I.P. PGI, a pretty good idiot), that's one potential opening for a job or extended audition up front.

But another major factor in this 14 vs. 8 decision is, even assuming full health in the ranks, which player are you okay with sitting in the pressbox for lengthy stretches? If a Radek Martinek (last year's PTO-turned-depth guy) is your eighth defenseman, you don't mind him spending time in the pressbox. An old dog like that may be missing game sharpness, but he's not missing the chance to learn new tricks.

If it's a Calvin de Haan though, you'd much rather he get more reps in the AHL. (Particularly so in de Haan's case, since he missed all but three games last season. But you get the picture.)

To that end, another detail from that Newsday piece was this forecast (emphasis mine):

Snow claimed three defensemen on waivers in the week leading up to [last] season; all three will likely make the team, and [Strait and Hickey] are in Jack Capuano's plans to play major roles.

Is that Joe Finley's music? The 2013 waiver claim from the Sabres is highly unlikely to be in the team's long-term plans, but he might be that extra (eighth) blueline body if the Isles go that way. Almost a Boulton Of The Blueline, if you will.

Alternatively, the Islanders have a crowd of one-way contracts up front as well as two highly regarded and nearly ripe prospects pushing for jobs: Can Ryan Strome or Brock Nelson force the Isles to carry 14 forwards?

Again, this is barring disastrous or convenient injury, but here is the group of 13 (Cizikas is the only one on a two-way deal, but he's not being demoted) that Strome and Nelson and maybe even Anders Lee are trying to crack:

Moulson-Tavares-Bouchard

Bailey-Nielsen-Okposo

Grabner-Regin-Clutterbuck

Martin-Cizikas-McDonald

Boulton

Clutterbuck's laceration potentially creates one opening. And that's after one preseason game; you never know when the Great Groin Plague of 2008 might strike again.

As with the blueline discussion, the Isles won't want a prospect to be spending too much time in the pressbox rather than getting experience in featured roles in the AHL. But there are a few more candidates to sit game by game up front, not the least of which is, ahem, Eric Boulton.

Ultimately, this means good things for the Islanders' future. For the present, it might mean a very talented youngster (or two) waits. Again.

A skate cut sustained in last night's preseason game in Calgary will keep forward Cal Clutterbuck on the shelf for an unspecified amount of time.
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Arthur Staple teased the lede earlier this afternoon, but now makes it official with a post on Newsday.com. Cal Clutterbuck took a skate to the leg last night in Calgary and will miss, in coach Jack Capuano's words, "some extended time."

How long and how bad the injury is, Capuano didn't say. The time frame for skate lacerations could be anything. Kirill Kabanov missed four months for the Sound Tigers last season after his wrist was cut on October 25th, 2012. Ottawa's Erik Karlsson had his Achilles tendon cut by Matt Cooke and was back in the Senators' lineup just in time for the playoffs 10 weeks later. Karlsson may also be part Kryptonian.

From Staple:

Clutterbuck played in the split-squad game against the Flames in Calgary on Tuesday night and left the game in the third period after throwing a hit on Calgary's Paul Byron.

It was the first game of any kind in an Islanders uniform for Clutterbuck, 25, who signed a four-year, $11 million deal in July after the Isles traded for him. Clutterbuck was a mainstay in the Wild lineup during his five seasons there and began training camp on a line with Peter Regin and Michael Grabner.

Regardless of where we (or the coaches) figured Clutterbuck would play, his absence leaves a hole in the Islanders' everyday line-up. The "competition for spots" that Capuano has been talking about since before camp even started just took on a new dimension.

Who gets that spot will depend on how long Clutterbuck is out and who shows the coaches what they want to see in camp.

You know hockey's back when they're writing about the Islanders across the continent. Or, at least, in the locales where the Isles sprinkle their split squads.

Islanders-Like Substances

•Fun series looking at the best young systems in the NHL: Where do the Isles rate? They have some strong competition.

•Musing on: Five Questions for the Preseason: New York Islanders 

•Recaps from last night's split-squad preseason games from LHH plus the Isles posts on Calgary and Regina. More thoughts here from NYI FYI. Point Blank has two GIFs for your pleasure, including Clutterbuck's upside down hit by Wideman.

•Out West, AP out of Regina focused on Sean Monohan's big showing (two goals) | The Calgary Herald caught up with Thomas Hickey, who said a key was when he concentrated on being an NHL player rather than on making the Kings roster | The Star Phoenix does the Tavares treatment.

•Staple says Cal Clutterbuck will be evaluated tonight. He notes the hit from Wideman, but Clutterbuck stayed in the game after that and other reports suggested it might have been a cut on a later hit.

•Dressing Matt Martin up again.

•Using John Keats to describe the enjoyment of hockey.

•Um, uh, well: Joel Rechlicz, shootout maestro.

•In Minnesota: "Nino Niederreiter and Mikael Granlund looked phenomenal, especially together."

Elsewhere

We've been talking about the Isles shuffling their defensive pairs. The Blues are trying that too, but for a more traditional reason. Ken Hitchcock: 

"I just think, the way the game is now, you’ve got to have transition in all three pairs," he said. "I don’t think you can play the game and play with a lock-down pair anymore. I don’t think you can play like that. I’m becoming more and more convinced that every pair needs to have someone who can transition, with or without the puck. That gives us balance."

•That last article also has Hitchcock talking about ex-Isle Keith Aucoin, by the way.

•Backhand Shelf on life for a player (David Perron) after a trade. Think of the dogs.

•The 2013-14 San Jose Sharks, in infographic form.

•John Tortorella discusses trying to change the team culture in Vancouver. (But not the Sedins. He digs them.)

•Great read on Bryan Murray's career, with several details you may not know (or may have forgotten).

•mc79hockey on the nature of bridge contracts and the decisions they pose for players.

•At Grantland, Down Goes Brown presents new season resolutions for fans.

•I can't do this idea justice, so just read their plan: Introducing the first annual #HabsTwitterDraft - Eyes On The Prize

Preseason: Half-Islanders Swept by Half-Flames in Calgary, Regina

By Dominik  @LHHockey  on Sep 18 2013, 12:17a  72  

Purely out of habit, Miikka puts his uni on just to get that "rancid equipment smell" again. - Bruce Bennett

Stay connected      

Just to re-iterate, because I know that Jump To Conclusions mat is in the corner waiting for you to dust it off: You learned nothing.
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There was an empty net goal conceded, goals from familiar sources like John Tavares and Michael Grabner, two goals against each for all four goalies, plus a whole lot of other things less familiar but randomly appropriate for preseason as the New York Islanders lost not once, but twice to the Flames in Western Canada Tuesday night.

If you combine all the half-games, er, half-rosters' full games, then the Isles lost 9-5 on aggregate, and all those away goals went to waste. But I don't think they do it that way, not even in preseason.

Calgary: 3-5 (EN)

Lines for this one, for posterity:

Forwards

 12 Josh Bailey – 51 Frans Nielsen – 21 Kyle Okposo

 40 Michael Grabner – 16 Peter Regin – 15 Cal Clutterbuck

 56 John Persson – 61 Riley Wetmore – 38 Chris Bruton

 77 Kirill Kabanov – 72 Jason Clark – 49 Justin Johnson

Defensemen

 47 Andrew MacDonald – 46 Matt Donovan

 44 Calvin de Haan – 7 Matt Carkner

 8 Griffin Reinhart – 6 Ryan Pulock

Goaltenders

 60 Kevin Poulin

 45 Anders Nilsson

The Calgary faction lost 5-3 (including an empty-netter after they pulled back to 4-3) after goals on a partial break by Grabner, a snapshot by Griffin Reinhart, and a goal from Bridgeport-bound UMass-Lowell product Riley Wetmore after Matt Donovan made one of his nifty offensive forays.

Grabner's goal 3:20 into the game was the first tally of the night before Calgary's Calgary faction (got that?) reeled off four consecutive second-period goals.

The official site reported shots as 30-21 in favor of Calgary, and even that may be flattery. Neither goalie prospect stood on his head, with Kevin Poulin giving up two goals on 16 shots (and getting some help from his posts) and Anders Nilsson conceding two on 13 shots as they split the game. In defense of both goalies, the puck spent a lot of time in the Isles' end.

Of note, Cal Clutterbuck hit some things and took a minor but left this game early after what seemed like a skate cut. Hopefully not of the serious variety (didn't sound like it, but check in the morning), but if it ends up keeping him out at all, then ... early prospect/roster decisions made easy!

The Isles posted a brief recap of this one (with video) here.

Honestly, the most impressive thing of the night was that this game happened at all, given how much water and devastation hit the Saddledome in Calgary earlier this summer. What a rehab.

Regina: 2-4

Lines for this one, for posterity:

Forwards

 26 Matt Moulson - 91 John Tavares - 96 Pierre-Marc Bouchard

 18 Ryan Strome - 29 Brock Nelson - 27 Anders Lee

 17 Matt Martin - 53 Casey Cizikas - 13 Colin McDonald

 36 Eric Boulton - 28 Johan Sundstrom - 59 Brett Gallant

Defensemen

 37 Brian Strait - 3 Travis Hamonic

 14 Thomas Hickey  - 11 Lubomir Visnovsky

 55 Aaron Ness - 52 Joe Finley

Goaltenders

 20 Evgeni Nabokov

 35 Ken Reiter

In Regina no empty-netter was needed for the two-goal final margin of 4-2, with Tavares and Matt Moulson each tallying power play goals for the Isles, Moulson via Tavares and Lubomir Visnovsky. The official shot tally there was 38-23 for Calgary, and 24-13 after two periods.

In the nets in Regina, Evgeni Nabokov and Kenny Reiter also split duties, Nabokov giving up two goals on 16 shots, Reiter coming in for the second half to give up two on 22 shots.

Many from outside the area (those who are not fans of "The Hudsucker Proxy" amirite?) were blocked from even the stream. But who can follow two games with half rosters anyway, eh?

The official Islanders Twitter gamely kept people up to date using two different hashtags: #IslesRGA for the Regina game, ##IslesCGY for the game in Calgary. The Flames official site has a Regina update here, and a Calgary boxscore there.

The Islanders posted a brief recap with some quotes from Tavares here.

Up Next: Thursday in Newark

All in all, no matter how much you saw or read or even Tweeted, you're as well off reading into post-game comments and moves tomorrow as you are divining meaning from this. No doubt the team too is just looking for little things rather than drawing grand conclusions from tonight's events.

But that's early preseason for you, and the real joy is that hockey is back -- this time, without a soul-crushing, "why do I bother?" lockout standing in your way.

The next game is in New Jersey Thursday before the big Brooklyn exhibition against the Devils on Saturday. By then we'll know a wee bit more ... until then we'll speculate a great deal more.

The pair reshuffling experiment creates new questions. The fun of sports is how elusive the answers can be.
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If you perused our last two posts (and comments) or more conventionally, just looked at the original source, you already know Arthur Staple's interesting tidbit on the training camp breakup of the Travis Hamonic-Andrew MacDonald pairing. From Staple's a.m. blog post at Newsday:

For those fans interested (as I am) in advanced stats, the Isles are using them to assess defensive pairings, and they came away with the idea of splitting Andrew MacDonald and Hamonic. Neither defenseman seems terribly excited by the idea -- he never said so, but I presume MacDonald’s being against it partially stems from the fact that this is a contract year for him, so the more quality minutes for him the better -- but we’ll see if analytics pay off.

We covered possible reasons for this experimentation a few days ago, but the "advanced stats idea" makes for an interesting one and reminds us of garik16's post earlier this summer, which looked at the pairing via the neutral zone entry perspective. You may have missed it while on the beach, or while watching bad baseball (a redundant term), but his conclusions were provocative.

Maybe We Only Think They're 'Top Pair' Because That's Their Only Role

Though we traditionally see this pair as a strong "shutdown" pair, that may be by default and assumption rather than actual evidence. In a word, garik concluded from last season's numbers:

They didn't do a particularly good job limiting top opponents. In fact, Opponents had a better offensive performance against Hamonic and AMac than they did on average! 

So this tale is interesting from that perspective alone: Reputation maybe not matching reality, as well as the whole analytics/advanced stats/underlying numbers/[choose your favorite term here] narrative where teams may be looking behind the boxscore but by their secretive nature will not share much.

On that note, we don't know which stats the Isles are using, nor in what way. When pressed, Staple replied on Twitter:

Contracts? Contracts.

The other interesting aspect here relates to what we touched on in the earlier training camp post, namely: The Isles just gave Hamonic a long-term contract, while MacDonald is entering his walk year. So who is the better spouse in this pair? In July Garik16 posited:

Well it's not clear. For one, this is Hamonic's first year like this....but it's NOT AMac's first year like this - AMac had some meh #s last year, while Hamonic's #s last year were decent (and better than AMac's for whatever reason) if not great. On the other hand, Hamonic's best possession #s came in his rookie year.

Money talks, or something. The Isles have made a clear and major commitment to Hamonic, while GM Garth Snow has said there have been initial talks about MacDonald's next contract. Clearly the Isles like him. But just as clearly, they have a lot of prospects in the system who will gun for blueline jobs. Whether it's AMac walking or being traded, or another D-man eventually leaving (Matt Carkner? Two more years. Brian Strait? Three.), new blood will come in and that will at least partially hang over AMac contract negotiations.

Players Don't Read Microstats

For our own dramatic interests, there is the evergreen issue of players being brought up to play and see the game a certain way. They are human, they feed off relationships, and even more than old-school baseball managers they may be the last to embrace an analysis that comes not from "feel" and "eyes" but from reviewing aggregate data over way more repetitions than any human memory can meaningfully recall.

To that end, Staple's bit about neither Hamonic or MacDonald sounding "terribly excited" about the split adds an interesting footnote. Both will have to believe in it for it to work. Isles PR and news coverage of the team has praised the pair's top-competition role the last few years...now they're supposed to think an alternative combo is better? It will take some cognitive work. (On that note, this story came up in comments on how baseball's Pirates altered their approach based on data...which some players embraced and at least one did not.)

Who Is The Devil We Don't Know?

Finally, there is one last annoying matter, something which training camp can help but can hardly conclude with any authority (preseason isn't informative nor long enough to test thoroughly): Just because you break up an underperforming (relative to role) pair doesn't mean you have a better alternative at the ready. And the lovely sports dilemma is you won't know more about the alternatives until you've given them a chance to hurt you.

For now, it's Hamonic with Brian Strait and MacDonald with a mix of candidates, including prospect Matt Donovan. Will a reshuffle yield actual improvement? And if so, in what combination?

The elusiveness of the answer is one of the many reasons we watch* these silly games.

(*P.S.: "Watch the games"...? In an analytics post? Sacrilege.)

he Islanders and Flames play split-squad games tonight in Regina and Calgary. The Calgary video will be streamed at Newyorkislanders.com. Find radio feed for the Regina game at 960 The Fan - Calgary. The rosters for the Isles squads are over in this post where you can offer your own lines and suggestions.

As for other reading...

Islanders-Like Things

•Newsday on the battle for D jobs without Mark Streit.

•NEW: In Arthur Staple's blog update at Newsday, he says the split of AMac and Hamonic is rooted in the Isles reviewing analytics, and "neither seems terribly excited" at the idea of splitting their partnership.

•Mark Streit talks about adjusting to being a Philadelphia Flyer. Which sounds really weird to say, now that it's setting in.

•Meanwhile, the near-homonym he left behind, Brian Strait, is among the Isles amped for competitive games again.

•Kirill Kabanov on his summer training, including with the training guru Gary Roberts.

•Sales for the Brooklyn preseason game so far: 25% Brooklyn, 19% Nassau, 13% Suffolk

•Surely you can afford an Isles Executive VIP Suite, yes?

•Jesse Joensuu has done his yoga.

•In a dream world where NHL teams offer sheet one another's RFAs, Cody Franson would make a fine Isles addition.

•FanPost: That Matt Moulson feature in USA Today was cool, but the misinfo about Isles playoff appearances was sadly par for the national coverage course.

Elsewhere

•A longtime Oilers columnist says he would totally trade Ales Hemsky for Steve Ott. (He also says to expect Griffin Reinhart back in the WHL, and ultimately traded to a Memorial Cup contender.)

•The Devils are bringing Damien Brunner in for a tryout, and Peter DeBoer is excited.

•The Panthers are bringing Tim Thomas in on a tryout. SI spoofs him for a fake Facebook post.

•The new Devils owners were more interested in the arena. But they like hockey too.

•Paul Bissonnette gets a 10-game suspension for leaving the bench to do what fighters do.

•Stat views: The Leafs' attack zone time was bad last year. So were the Flyers' zone entries.

•Elliotte Friedman's 30 Thoughts.

•New Oilers coach Dallas Eakins says "this isn't Mark Messier's dressing room," therefore no crying Stanley Cup replicas.

•ESPN ranks the top 25 goalies in the NHL. (They left John Tavares off this list too!)

•A look at U.S. hockey participation rates shows growth in New York and New Jersey, among others.

Since we're not talking about him at all what with training camp and him being in the KHL, here are highlights of Kirill Petrov from last season, via the industrious ITM Pucks on YouTube:

For argument's sake, here is how I see it:

Calgary (Proposed)

Bailey-Nielsen-Okposo

Grabner-Regin-Clutterbuck

Persson-Clark-Kabanov

Halmo-Wetmore-Bruton

Johnson

The top six is no leap: Two lines that have skated in camp and are likely to begin the season together. The third line is Islanders draftees, while the fourth are the brutes, though maybe you spread them around as needed. Speaking of which, Bruton is a Calgary native.

Johnson is on a PTO but is signed to Bridgeport. I guess he should work in there somewhere too, if preseason roster rules allow.

Donovan-MacDonald

de Haan-Carkner

Pulock-Reinhart

It seems like the Isles might try Donovan and MacDonald together, particularly if Hamonic and Strait remain a thing. I put de Haan and Carkner together for the old puck-mover/stay-at-home combo, and the prospect gazer in me would just like to see WHL boys Pulock and Reinhart together.

Regina (Proposed)

Moulson-Tavares-Bouchard (duh!)

Lee-Nelson-Strome

Martin-Cizikas-McDonald

Gallant-Sundstrom-Boulton (poor Johan)

So the top line is the initial PAP Memorial audition line, the second line is a combo they've run in camp so far, the third line are familiar from last season, and then there is Gallant and Boulton. Ultimately I'd rather see Sundstrom get a look with one of those middle six combos -- we already know what Cizikas can do -- but Nelson is ahead of him and closer to an NHL job, so there you go.

Strait-Hamonic

Finley-Mayfield

Ness-Hickey

Visnovsky

Other than the top pairing (which as noted above, has been together in camp), I doubt these other combos are tried. But it would amuse me to see twin towers Finley and Mayfield together along with twin mites Ness and Hickey. And honestly, we all know quite well what Visnovsky can do and how important he is to the team, so I find it cruel they made him fly to Regina anyway.

Well, those are half guesses, half wishes. Have any of your own? Or any quibbles with the above? You have less than 24 hours or so to declare why everything is wrong.

he Islanders brass will redivide the troops today and prep them as they travel to Alberta for split-squad preseason games against the Flames on Tuesday. Here is some reading from over the weekend with the Isles and around the NHL:

Islanders

•Newsday does an Okposo-Bailey visit. Kyle Okposo on what clicked for him last season: "I was working hard, but maybe I wasn't working as smart as I could have." Josh Bailey on sticking with that Okposo-Nielsen line so far: "It feels good to still be with those guys."

•Also in Newsday if you missed it: On the three new guys | On Evgeni Nabokov, cut-up and voice of reason 

•From us: Isles sound done talking about last season's playoffs | Looking through Jack Capuano's quotes on Matt Donovan and what thought goes into today's groupings. | Who better to preview the Central than a chiropractor?

•Great USA Today piece on Matt Moulson, from his cuts as a youngster to struggling with LA to the time Kyle Okposo was concussed and allowed Moulson to get an opportunity.

•Islanders Point Blank has Peter Regin discussing battling back from his multiple shoulder surgeries.

•John Tavares set for even bigger breakout year? [The Checking Line]

Elsewhere

•The Flyers continue to use LTIR to avoid the cap penalties from their foolish ways, with Chris Pronger obviously working for management despite not "retiring" (because that would stick them with his cap hit as a 35+ contract).

•The NHL has some silly new NFL-like restrictions on player unis and such (more on that later), including not allowing them to tuck their jerseys. Alex Ovechkin (who tucks) says it's stupid, and Adam Oates agrees (and, having played with Brett Hull, knows well how to pamper a diva star).

•Dustin Penner and his old linemates would love to recapture their old 2007 magic, back when Ryan Getzlaf had hair. (Not sure what Getzlaf's barber makes of Penner though.)

•Tim Thomas' agent quit agency life to join management in Columbus, but his new agent says Columbus is not a destination for the Freedom Of Facebook advocate. UPDATE: Sounds like he'll be accepting the Florida PTO offer after all.

•Fun: 14 other drills you can expect out of John Tortorella’s first Canucks training camp 

•Jared Cowan has signed for four years, bringing the RFA angst down to just Derek Stepan and Cody Franson.

•Speaking of which, the Rangers have moved to the "worry that it will hurt the player's season" phase of their talking points on Stepan.

•A pivotal year for Predators defenseman Ryan Ellis, drafted one slot ahead of Calvin de Haan in 2009.

•Morgan Rielly, drafted one slot behind Griffin Reinhart in 2012, is pushing for an NHL job in Leafs camp.

•Teuvo Teravainen, selected 18th overall by Chicago in 2012, impressed in camp but is probably going to be assigned back to Finland this season.

•The Canadiens drafted goalie Zachary Fucale 36th overall this summer, then signed him to an entry level contract already. The slide rule (assuming he stays in juniors) will lower his cap hit slightly.

•The NHL isn't ready for video review of high-sticking penalties that for some strange reason involve a double-minor if there's blood.

Yeah that guy looked nice, but can we let him play a few games before we pull out the Jump To Conclusion mat?"

Tweet (6)  Share (36)  12  Comments  ⋆Rec (1)  

In his session with media after the third day of New York Islanders training camp, coach Jack Capuano touched on a variety of topics that forecast how the next week of camp will go.

The Islanders are off Sunday and then will meet to head to Western Canada for split-squad games against the Flames on Tuesday, Sept. 17. How the groups are divided will be communicated on Monday, and the team will navigate NHL rules that try to guarantee some semblance of a show for people paying for preseason tickets:

Teams are required to dress at least 8 veterans. Ex: 100 games + in nhl or first round pick in 2013.

Update for clarity: The actual CBA language is a little more broad, yet specific:

For purposes of this Section 15.4(c), a veteran shall constitute either:

(1) a defenseman who played in thirty (30) NHL Games during the previous season,

(2) a who either dressed in fifty (50) or more NHL Games or played in thirty (30) or more NHL Games in the previous season,

(3) a first round draft choice from the most recent year's Entry Draft, or

(4) any Player who has played one-hundred (100) or more career NHL Games. The matter of Player participation in Exhibition Games shall be referred to the NHL/NHLPA Competition Committee for its consideration and recommendations, if any, in accordance with Article 22.

That means the A and B groups seen in early camp will get a shuffle, as the Islanders had their 51 bodies in camp divided among NHL regulars and NHL aspirants and prospects.

Asked how that mix will shape up, Capuano said this week will be big:

"Still evaluating for sure. We set the [initial A and B] groups up to start, but going in Monday everyone is going to be split differently. I think after the first few games or so we'll have a good idea of where guys are at and what guys can help us."

Capuano was asked how Pierre-Marc Bouchard was looking on the top line, and he answered that the first three days were basically orientation and reinforcement for everyone: So nothing on Bouchard will be answered until some preseason appearances, though he will definitely get a chance next to John Tavares and Matt Moulson, his linemates early in camp.

On that note, what about Matt Donovan, who has been skating with the prospect/AHL group but has been forecasted to have a strong shot of making the NHL roster?

"Matt Donovan had a great summer, he worked extremely hard, he's going to get an opportunity. He's one of the guys who is going to get up in the play, who's going to add to the power play. He's one of those guys who has put up some good numbers in the AHL, so we're going to see what he can do in the preseason games."

Donovan would probably have to have an awful camp and/or be vastly outplayed by someone else not to make the season-opening roster. How that shakes out remains to be seen. Capuano said they will start out in preseason keeping the existing forward lines intact, but the defensive pairings "obviously will change."

Capuano also discussed Evgeni Nabokov and the goalie rotation, saying he relies heavily on goalie coach Mike Dunham and his relationship with the goalies.

Watch Capuano's full press briefing in the videos at the official site.

The mentality from the returning players in camp is to focus on the task ahead.

Tweet (5)  Share   20  Comments  ⋆Rec (1)  

One consistent theme emerging from interviews during the first three days of New York Islanders training camp: Like Mark McGwire, we're not here to talk about the past.

The Islanders playoff appearance and dangerous showing in an eighth-seed role was revitalizing for the organization, but they are recalibrating expectations based not on that bar, but on much higher ones. Even owner Charles Wang seemed to hint that last year's playoff appearance was a year behind schedule.

But the players are singing the same hymn. Travis Hamonic, who signed long-term over the summer, said as much during interviews after Day 3 of camp [video at the official site]:

"Last year is last year. We have to stop talking about it, to be honest. New goal in mind as a team, as a group, as an organization this year."

Newsday's catch-up with goaltender Evgeni Nabokov included several responses discouraging playoff talk and any self-congratulatory remarks about the six-game first-round exit last May:

"We can't continue to think about what happened last year. Last year is last year; it was a 48-game season, was totally different. That's in the past. Who cares? I don't care."

[...]

"We can't be thinking about the playoffs right now. It's our goal, but I think it's wrong," he said. "We can't talk about playoffs now -- this year's playoffs, last year, we need to forget about this. If we're going to think about Pittsburgh Penguins playoff in October . . . We're not going to make it far."

Other returning Islanders have shared similar thoughts this first week.

It's sometimes cheesy, but usually necessary: In organizational communications and team-building, mantras like "last year is last year" and "we can't keep talking about last year" help focus disparate personalities on a common goal. The common mentality in this case probably stems from players' own intuition but also from coaching staff talks and from player discussions amongst themselves.

The Islanders returned to the playoffs last year. They got fans, media and peers to notice and cheer them in the offseason. Friends gave them a pat on the back. But that was last year, it was well short of the ultimate goal, and it's nothing to keep dwelling on.

There's a much bigger goal as a new season dawns.

New York Islanders Rookie Camp Prospects: What's Next?

By Dominik  @LHHockey  on Sep 10 2013, 1:40p  25  

Bridgeport-bound, or vying for a job? - Bruce Bennett

Stay connected   Follow @LHHockey   

There were a lot of future Islanders (and hopefuls) in Rookie Camp. Where are they all headed?

Tweet (5)  Share   25  Comments  ⋆Rec (1)  

The New York Islanders had a lot of blueliners in their rookie camp, which concluded today with a scrimmage before the franchise bridges toward regular, full camp with all the veterans (even Lubomir Visnovsky!) reporting tomorrow. That surplus was an inevitable result of drafting so many defensemen the last few seasons, with many of them headed back to juniors.

But overall there was a good mix of candidates for jobs among the 31 bodies in camp this week. Most are ticketed for Bridgeport, but a few might survive to win an Opening Night job with the Islanders.

Who is likely headed where now?

Vying for NHL Jobs

On the blueline, there is almost certainly a job opening in the wake of Mark Streit's departure. In pole position is Matt Donovan, with outside chances also for Calvin de Haan (coming off a season lost to injury) and Aaron Ness (considered behind the other two).

Up front there may be an opening or there may not. Summer signings of Pierre-Marc Bouchard and Peter Regin mean a healthy (as of now) assortment of forwards.

It's up to Brock Nelson (who impressed last season at Bridgeport) Ryan Strome (who shined in his brief AHL ATO) or even longer shot Anders Lee (who debuted at the end of last season) to force the Isles' hand.

In goal, the competition for Evgeni Nabokov's backup is open, with Garth Snow re-iterating the other day that Anders Nilsson (in rookie camp) and Kevin Poulin (who wasn't) will compete for a job. The outside possibility is that a veteran is brought in, but the roster numbers and the buzz do not point that way.

Ticketed for Bridgeport

Jason Clark enters the second season of his ELC and should be in Bridgeport, though he spent time on loan in the ECHL last season.

Fellow forwards Joey Diamond, Mike Halmo, John Persson, Johan Sundstrom, Kirill Kabanov are on NHL deals but are surely headed back to Bridgeport as well.

On defense, Marc Cantin is a returning minor pro, while Scott Mayfield and Andrey Pedan will get their first full pro seasons after debuting on ATOs at the end of last year. As they learn the pro game, Mayfield and Pedan should also be entertaining physical forces for Sound Tigers fans.

Goalie Ken Reiter and Parker Milner, defensemen Dallas Jackson, Mike Dalhuisen and Mike Keenan, and forwards Greg Miller, Riley Wetmore and Mike Keenan each signed tryout contracts to technically be eligible for this Isles NHL camp. However, they aren't on NHL contracts and will be headed to AHL Bridgeport or even Staunton Stockton of the ECHL.

Back to Juniors

The Islanders' last two first-round picks would love to make the team, but unfortunately it's still either NHL or juniors (AHL not allowed) for Griffin Reinhart and Ryan Pulock. They will impress at camp, and they might even stay a while, but their pro partnership will have to wait at least another year.

In an Instagram, the Isles captured Pulock noting how the players in camp are "a lot bigger, stronger and smarter in every area of the game." He is a big boy himself and he sounded eager for the challenge, but history says he'll be back in the WHL.

Victor Crus Rydberg is making the jump from Europe to the OHL this season, joining the Plymouth Whalers.

Kyle Burroughs had a big second half last season for the WHL Regina Pats, which caught the Isles' eye and earned him a selection in the seventh round. He'll return to Regina.

Jesse Graham, a 2012 sixth-round pick, started to put up points for Niagara once Dougie Hamilton joined the Bruins after the lockout. He'll return there and try to make a case for the Islanders to sign him before his rights lapse next summer.

Loic Leduc will return to the QMJHL for his fourth season with what can fairly be called the hapless Cape Breton Screaming Eagles.

Adam Pelech is in his first camp after injuries spoiled previous opportunities, and he'll head back to Erie and vie for a spot on Canada's World Junior Championship squad.

UPDATE: On cue, Burroughs, Crus Rydberg, Graham, Leduc and Pelech have been re-assigned to their juniors squads.

The Future

The fun thing about all of this, other than sketching out near-term lineups? A year from now, so much of this will change. Poulin, Nilsson, Donovan, Ness and Lee, for example, are in entering the final years of their deals, so decisions on their future (RFAs, all of them) will come by next summer.

As we've seen by the volume of bodies, more challengers are on the way, which could influence the organization's decision-making.

The first hints of "stock" risers and fallers will come when the early re-assignments are announced, as well as through observing who sticks around NHL camp for how long.

It's September. Rookies are in, veterans report for physicals tomorrow and skate in Brooklyn Thursday. There are jobs to win, surprises to see, injuries (likely, but knock on wood) to work around and, soon, games to be won. Here we go.

The New York Islanders rookie camp is well underway, so here are some clips and shots from that, as well as other NHL news and videos:

•Ryan Strome really wants to make the Isles roster now but is taking the long view:"Obviously, you never want to get set down from anywhere and always want to play at the highest level. But it’s about a 15-year career, not a one or two-year career. It’s better to climb the ladder slowly and stay there than get to the top quick and fall off." 

•NEW: Calvin de Haan says he's ready to go, Scott Pellerin says they need him: "He's a leader," Pellerin said. "He's been around. We have a really young group; we need guys like him to step up to help direct the ship a little bit and he's doing that on and off the ice, so that's good to see."

•John Tavares would be totally cool with being Islanders captain. Not that that will happen or anything. Just speaking hypothetically is all.

•The Isles Instagram Matt Donovan saying, "I just have to continue to play my style of game, and keep playing physically." And by that he means minding the defense while also doing the pinches that are his nature. 

•On UMass Lowell boy Riley Wetmore, Sound Tiger in Isles Rookie Camp this week.

•Video from Day 1 of rookie training camp.

•More Instagram: Steve Valiquette with three goalies who can win a job.

•From the Greek's YouTube feed, which is trolling him: Sports Science on a Sumo goalie.

•Copper & Blue tallies goalie PK save percentages and even strength save percentages over the past five years.

Moulson Media Tour

Here is video of Matt Moulson talking about his first NHL goal, and below Moulson talks Brooklyn and raised expectations with EJ Hradek:

•Whether it's off-center in Brooklyn or massive in Colorado, I couldn't care less about the size and location of the scoreboard when seeing a live game. Does it have score, time, and replay? Cool.

•Maxim Lapierre will pest in St. Louis, but he really wanted to pest back in Montreal.

•This would be fun if only it were true: Conspiracy theory: Could the Sabres be running the world’s greatest jersey con? | Two in the Box 

•A near rant about whether "Cup-winning goalie" means anything for future success.

•The Capitals have re-signed Marcus Johansson, because RFAs have zero leverage.

•NHL teams put new ice down, paint it and photograph it. Hockey fans get giddy because what, like we're supposed to watch football or baseball or something?

Laughton hopes to stick with Flyers this time

Scott Laughton. (Matt Rourke/AP)
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LAKE PLACID, N.Y. - Flyers center Scott Laughton got a brief taste of the NHL last season.

He wants more.

"I'm pretty excited about the opportunity, and this is what I've waited for all summer," said Laughton, 19, the Flyers' first-round selection in the 2012 draft. "And to have the roster trimmed down and still be a part of this is a pretty special experience, for sure."

Before the Flyers made massive roster cuts last week, the 6-foot-1, 191-pound Laughton wasn't sure he would survive.

"It's always in the back of your mind; you're always thinking about it," he said.

Laughton is one of 27 players remaining in camp, which resumes Sunday in Lake Placid. He was disappointed with the way he performed in his first exhibition game against Toronto, but thought he played better in the second one, also against the Leafs.

"It's still not where it needs to be," said Laughton, a defensively responsible player who appeared in five games with the Flyers last season before going to Oshawa (56 points in 49 games) in the OHL and later playing with the AHL Phantoms (three points in six games). "But I'm excited about the opportunity and hopefully I'll get into more games and see what I can do."

The last three exhibition games - Tuesday against the visiting Devils, Thursday in New Jersey, and Friday in Washington - may determine whether Laughton sticks around or is sent back to juniors. He could also stick with the Flyers for nine games and then be sent down, preventing his entry-level contract from starting.

"I think there's still another gear he can find in his game," Flyers coach Peter Laviolette said. "When he came in last year, he was flying. He had played lots of games [in juniors] when our team was just getting off the mark from a lockout, so it's a bit of a different scenario for him. He comes in on equal grounds with everyone else.

"We'll get a better read and a better evaluation against lineups now, as opposed to the first three or four games . . . We'll see more NHL lineups and that will give us a better read on where Scott's at in training camp."

The Flyers have trimmed 31 players from camp. Of the 27 remaining, there are 15 forwards, 10 defensemen, and two goalies.

The Flyers will keep 13 or 14 forwards, and Laughton - who, as a 19-year-old, is not AHL-eligible this season - is battling Michael Raffl and Chris VandeVelde for a spot.

Laughton said he isn't counting how many openings are left, or watching what others do in camp.

"I focus on me," he said. "If I play the way I can, I think I'll be here for the year. At the end of the day, you just have to worry about what you can do to make this team, and that's all it comes down to."

Laughton is a natural center and he will stay there "at this point," Laviolette said.

"We want to see how he does at that position and how he tries out instead of putting him somewhere where he's not comfortable," Laviolette said.

The Flyers' four centers are expected to be Claude Giroux, Vinny Lecavalier, Sean Couturier, and Adam Hall. They have an opening at left wing, and Laughton is not against playing there.

"It would be a new experience and I'd be open to the challenge," he said, "but for now, playing center is comfortable to me."

Read more at http://www.philly.com/philly/sports/flyers/20130922_Flyers_go_up-tempo_at_Lake_Placid_practice.html#cuhAPmUuhrCXIRwJ.99

Inside the Flyers: Flyers need big production from Schenn, Couturier

Brayden Schenn and Sean Couturier. (AP Photos)
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LAKE PLACID, N.Y. - Even 33 years later, when you walk into the Herb Brooks Arena, site of Team USA's epic hockey upset of the Soviet Union en route to Olympic gold, you feel your goose bumps rise.

You look around at the Olympic flags, the signs that commemorate the victory, the photos of the shaggy-haired kids who created what Sports Illustrated labeled the greatest sporting event in the 20th century, and Al Michaels' voice pops into your brain.

Do you believe in miracles?.....Yessssssssss!

The Flyers are finishing their four-day camp in Lake Placid on Sunday, and they don't need a "Miracle on Ice" to erase the memories of last season.

They do need their defensemen to stay healthy, and significant improvement in the nets. Those developments are vital if they are going to return to the Stanley Cup playoffs after a rare hiatus.

So is this: major strides by young forwards Brayden Schenn and Sean Couturier, who slipped as sophomores during the lockout-shortened 2013 season.

"This is my third year in the league and I expect big things from myself," Schenn said.

Ditto Couturier, 20, a center who had only four goals in last year's abbreviated season after scoring 13 as a rookie. He has bulked up and looked stronger, faster, and dominating in the first two exhibition games last week.

"Last year is behind me," Couturier said. "I feel more comfortable, more confident on the ice."

With the countdown toward the Oct. 2 opener, the focus has been on the goalies, Steve Mason and Ray Emery, and a defense that was broken down last year.

The Flyers believe the goaltenders, locked in a battle for the starting job, will bring out the best in each other. They also believe the return of good health - and the addition of Mark Streit - will greatly improve the defense.

Streit and Erik Gustafsson give the Flyers some much-needed puck-movers, a glaring weakness after Matt Carle went to Tampa Bay as a free agent.

The offense was inconsistent last year, but the addition of playmaking center Vinny Lecavalier should help. And maybe, just maybe, he will jump-start the highly touted Schenn, a physical player with good speed. Lecavalier may center Schenn and Wayne Simmonds.

"I felt like a connection was there," Lecavalier said after working with Schenn and Simmonds for the first time Thursday.

Lecavalier may bring out the best in Schenn.

"He's creative and he sees the ice and makes plays," Schenn said.

Schenn, whom general manager Paul Holmgren called the "best player not in the NHL" when the Flyers acquired him and Simmonds in a 2011 deal that sent Mike Richards to Los Angeles, said last season was a learning year. The Saskatchewan native did a better job setting up teammates, but managed just eight goals in 47 games - he went goal-less in 16 straight at one point - and he had ups and downs on defense.

A converted center, Schenn, 22, will be used at left wing.

"I'm learning and getting the feel for it and it's still an adjustment period," Schenn said. "But it's good when you're playing with guys like Simmer and Lecavalier, big strong guys."

The Flyers need Schenn and Couturier to have breakout seasons, like Richards did in his third season with the Flyers, increasing his goals from 10 to 28 and his points from 52 to 76.

Many players seem to come of age in their third year as their on-ice maturity kicks in: Witness Richards, Flyers center Claude Giroux - his goals increased from 16 to 25, and his points climbed from 47 to 76.

Schenn and Couturier say they haven't set personal goals this season, that they simply want to be more consistent and make a bigger impact

The proverbial sophomore jinx behind them, the two players appear to be on the verge of coming into their own. From here, that's a must - or the Flyers will need a Miracle on Ice to be considered a Cup contender.

--------------------------------------------------------------------------------

Inside the Flyers: Ready to Break Out?

Here are the statistics compiled by Brayden Schenn, 22, and Sean Couturier, 20, during their careers with the Flyers:

Brayden Schenn

Year   Games   G   A   Pts.   TOI*    +/-

2011-12   54    12     6    18    14:07     -7

2013    47     8    18    26    15:32     -8

Sean Couturier

2011-12    77    13    14    27    14:08    +18

2013    46     4    11    15    15:53     -8

*-time on ice per game - Sam Carchidi

Read more at http://www.philly.com/philly/sports/flyers/20130922_Inside_the_Flyers___Flyers_need_big_production_from_Schenn__Couturier.html#AuIGAipJ4xwQe7CC.99

Flyers go up-tempo at Lake Placid practice
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LAKE PLACID, N.Y. - Who designed the Flyers' training-camp practice session at the Herb Brooks Arena on Friday? Chip Kelly? 

Whether they were working on breakaways, two on ones, or scrimmaging, one thing was common: the pace was at breakneck speed. 

The Flyers worked out on two rinks, and the pace was especially frenetic when the team was on the bigger Brooks rink. 

"You get on that Olympic-sized ice, and you've got to be quick because there's just so much ice to cover," defenseman Braydon Coburn said. "You can basically take our [Wells Fargo Center] rink and put it inside the dots. This rink is huge." 
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The practice's up-tempo style, Coburn said, will carry into the season. 

"Any time you can do things quick like that, it's going to help," he said. "The quicker you do things, the quicker you're able to pressure defenses and really move the pace of the game. I think with the personnel we have in here, that's what we want to do - set the pace every game." 

"We all have two weeks until the games start, so these type of practices are needed," winger Jake Voracek said. 

The Flyers open the season Oct. 2 against the visiting Toronto Maple Leafs. 

Winger Wayne Simmonds missed practice because of the flu, so the Flyers ran just four lines instead of five. 

Michael Raffl and Chris VandeVelde, battling for a roster spot, took turns replacing Simmonds on a unit with Vinny Lecavalier and Brayden Schenn. 

Claude Giroux, who had finger surgery last month, looked sharp as he centered the top line and had a trimmed-down Scott Hartnell and Voracek as his wingers. Giroux is hopeful of playing in the Flyers' next exhibition game, Tuesday against the visiting Devils. 

Coach Peter Laviolette said he is anxious to see how Raffl and Scott Laughton perform in upcoming exhibition games because they will be facing teams composed mostly of NHL players. 

"I think we'll get a better read," he said, adding that for "right now," Laughton will play center. 

So far, the exhibitions have featured lots of diluted lineups. 

Bonding exercises

Laviolette wouldn't disclose any details, but the Flyers will have some off-ice bonding exercises Saturday. They had camouflage T-shirts made for the events, and they say "OPERATION: WARRIOR FORGE" on the front. 

The Flyers won't be on the ice again until Sunday, the final day of the camp here. 

Read signs 

Winger Matt Read, 27, signed a four-year, $14.5 million extension. He was eligible to become an unrestricted free agent after this season. 

"We're excited and happy we finally got it done," general manager Paul Holmgren said. "He's one of the young core players on our team." 

Breakaways

Coburn, whose wife will deliver the couple's second child in the near future, said he is 100 percent recovered from a separated left shoulder. . . . The league has been mum on which team Washington will face in the 2015 Winter Classic. If the Flyers are in the running, they have not been told, a club source said. . . . Forwards Ben Holmstrom and Kris Newbury, defenseman Marc-Andre Bourdon, and goalie Yann Danis cleared waivers and all were sent to the AHL's Phantoms, except for Bourdon, who may go on the injured reserve list. . . . Laviolette will host a show on WPEN-FM (97.5) on varied dates throughout the season. Laviolette will be joined by co-hosts Chris Therien and Jason Myrtetus from Ponzio's in Cherry Hill. The first show is Oct. 1 from 6 p.m. to 7 p.m

Read more at http://www.philly.com/philly/sports/flyers/20130921_Flyers_go_up-tempo_at_Lake_Placid_practice.html#vj2wgLEZikRbA0HK.99

Flyers' roster battle down to 2 spots

Scott Laughton waits to run a drill during the Philadelphia Flyers´ NHL hockey training camp, Thursday, Sept. 12, 2013, in Philadelphia. (Matt Rourke/AP)
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LAKE PLACID, N.Y. - Peter Laviolette said last week that he was willing to listen for any player who wanted to make noise and earn a roster spot on the Flyers.

For the most part, that isn't true. In the salary-cap world, most NHL rosters are nearly completely set before training camp. Perhaps the only spot the Flyers truly had available was on the left wing, which only opened after Dan Cleary decided to re-sign in Detroit.

Now, with the Flyers' roster trimmed down to 27 players, the picture has become clearer.

The battle for two spots on the opening-night roster has come down to a first-round pick, a newcomer from Europe and a player no one had heard of until Wednesday:
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SCOTT LAUGHTON

The Top Prospect

Age: 19 (May 30, 1994)

Height: 6-1 Weight: 177

Shoots: Left

Birthplace: Oakville, Ontario

Acquired: 2012 first roun, (20th overall)

NHL experience: 5 games (2013)

Scott Laughton is not flashy or fancy. But it's easy to see why the Flyers were so receptive to giving him a taste of the NHL last January with a five-game run, just 6 months after drafting him.

Everytime you look at the stat sheet, Laughton puts up numbers in the categories that make coaches drool.

Take Monday's preseason game in Toronto: four shots, three hits, two takeaways, one blocked shot and 10-for-18 (56 percent) in the faceoff circle. He played nearly 5 minutes (4:56) on the power play and another 1:50 on the penalty kill.

And he scored in the shootout.

"He made a real strong impression on us," Laviolette said last week. "He proved he could skate, he could compete."

Fresh off a whirlwind season in which he played in the OHL, NHL and AHL before ending up back practicing with the Flyers at the end of the regular season, Laughton doesn't appear to be going anywhere. He is a favorite for one of the two spots.

The roster is down to 27 players and Laughton is in the driver's seat, but he doesn't feel any need to prognosticate.

"I don't need to look at the roster and see what's going on," Laughton said to start camp. "I just need to do my job every day and I hope it works out."

The one thing that may work against Laughton is the fact that he can be sent down after just nine games without the Flyers burning a year on his contract. Though, if he is good enough, that won't matter to Paul Holmgren.

"He is a good kid," said Scott Hartnell, who hosted Laughton in his home last year. "He actually listens, which isn't something you can say about all the young guys. He wants to learn."

MICHAEL RAFFL

The Import

Age: 24 (Dec. 1, 1988)

Height: 6-0 Weight: 192

Shoots: Left

Birthplace: Villach, Austria

Acquired: Free agent (May 31, 2013)

NHL experience: None

When Michael Raffl landed in Philadelphia last week, it was only the second time he'd ever set foot on American soil.

The Austrian is fluent in English.

"It was the only way they could understand me playing in Sweden," Raffl said yesterday.

Raffl has caught Laviolette's eye by being fluent in both the offensive and defensive zones. In Raffl's first exhibition game Monday, coach Craig Berube used him in an aggressive role - and Laviolette tested him in a checking line role the next night.

"When you step it up to the level of the National Hockey League, you've got to prove yourself at both ends of the ice," Laviolette said. "He's done a good job."

Defensive responsibility is a must under Laviolette, but whether Raffl can continue to produce offensively is what may separate him. He's attempting to make an enormous jump from Sweden's second-tier professional league, Allsvenskan, right to the NHL.

Only two players have done that recently: Phoenix defenseman Oliver Ekman-Larsson and Washington's Filip Forsberg, who made the move last season with Nashville.

HockeyAnalytics.com says Raffl can be expected to produce about 40 percent of the points-per-game (0.94) he produced against Allsvenskan competition. That would come out to approximately 30 points in an NHL season - which the Flyers would certainly take.

The Flyers haven't had much success with transfers. Mika Pyorala, who scored at a similar clip in Sweden's top league, netted just four points in 36 games for the Flyers in 2009 after making the opening-night roster. Raffl seems to be much more physical, which will suit him well.

"I was really nervous before the first game, now that's kind of gone away," Raffl said. "I like to score points, but I like to win more. I'm excited to get the chance to prove myself."

CHRIS VANDE VELDE

The Dark Horse

Age: 26 (March 15, 1987)

Height: 6-2 Weight: 190

Shoots: Left

Birthplace: Moorhead, Minn.

Acquired: NHL tryout, AHL contract

NHL experience: 28 games (2010-13)

Chris Vande Velde played 11 games for the Edmonton Oilers last season, but when he arrived at training camp with the Flyers, he wasn't on anyone's radar to hang with the big club.

Many figured call-ups Tye McGinn and Jason Akeson would be the top contenders with Laughton and Raffl for one of the final roster spots.

McGinn and Akeson were back in Adirondack yesterday, while Vande Velde was occupying a locker next to Vincent Lecavalier in Lake Placid.

"I worked hard over the offseason," Vande Velde said. "I gave myself a fair shot. I played pretty good in the two preseason games and I'm here, so it's good."

It's even more amazing, considering Vande Velde didn't even have a contract for this season until 2 weeks before camp. He signed an AHL-only deal with the Phantoms, but that could be ripped up and turned into a two-way deal with the Flyers should he impress enough.

Edmonton decided to go in a different direction by signing Will Acton, the son of former Flyer and current Oilers associate coach Keith Acton. If it weren't for playing college hockey with assistant GM Ron Hextall's son, Brett, at North Dakota, VandeVelde might not have won a contract.

"It was a long summer," Vande Velde said. "I was just kind of waiting for something to happen."

With the Flyers, Vande Velde has shown to be a capable fourth-line player with penalty-killing skills. He played 7:25 of his 25-plus minutes in two preseason games while shorthanded. His NHL experience is a bonus his other two competitors do not have.

"The first scrimmage, I really liked him," Laviolette said. "He does a lot of good things in practice. He moves well, he skates well. He serves different roles here. We're going to continue to look at him."

Slap shots 

The Flyers practiced for nearly 2 1/2 hours yesterday, their first session as one group . . . Four players were placed on waivers: C Ben Holmstrom, RW Kris Newbury, D Marc-Andre Bourdon and G Yann Danis. Teams have until noon today to claim them, otherwise they will be assigned to AHL Adirondack . . . Zac Rinaldo (upper-body) is fully healthy . . . Claude Giroux (right hand) participated in puck battles for the first time yesterday. He would like to play in Tuesday's exhibition game against New Jersey if cleared by a doctor.

Read more at http://www.philly.com/philly/sports/flyers/20130920_Flyers__roster_battle_down_to_2_spots.html#1ef0CEjh8ChFgmGZ.99

Flyers finish Lake Placid camp; Giroux plans to play Tuesday
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Posted: Sunday, September 22, 2013, 1:45 PM
 


LAKE PLACID, N.Y. _ The Flyers had their final day of camp at the Herb Brooks Arena here on Sunday, and from all accounts, their time away from the big city was well-spent.

The four days of camp included long workouts, drills and scrimmages done at breakneck speed, and a bonding session in which trust-building games were played in the woods and mountains.

“Lavy’s idea behind it was team-building, and I think it’s really worked out good,” said John Paddock, director of player personnel, referring to head coach Peter Laviolette by his nickname. “It helps us develop some chemistry early and work on some stuff.”

But perhaps the best part, from the team’s perspective, was that the players got to learn a little more about each other, on and off the ice.
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“I think it was great, especially for the new players coming in and getting to know what kind of guys they are,” said captain Claude Giroux, adding that his injured finger was healing nicely and that he plans to play in his first exhibition game Tuesday against the visiting Devils.  “When you spend more time with people, obviously you get to know them better and get to know their families and where they’re from. Just little details like that.”

“If you get the system in place and the players understand it, you have a chance to be successful,” Laviolette said. “And then it comes down to the players and how hard they play for each other. I think a lot of that factors into off-the-ice bonds that you build. That’s a difference-maker for me.”

The Flyers have their final three exhibition games this week, hosting the Devils on Tuesday before playing in New Jersey on Thursday and in Washington on Friday.

Those games, Paddock said, “will go a long way to (determine) the three or four spots that are being battled for.”

The Flyers have 27 players left in camp: 15 forwards, 10 defensemen and two goalies. They are expected to keep 23 players. Paddock said it has not been determined how many forwards and defensemen they will keep.

Because of a hectic exhibition schedule early in camp for the Flyers (1-2-1), “the players weren’t pushed very hard in practice,” Paddock said. “They couldn’t be. They were coming off the ice after playing games, and the big thing was to getting through without any injuries.”

The pace intensified greatly in Lake Placid, site of Team USA’s “Miracle on Ice” in the 1980 Olympics.

“They’ve been pushed here harder,” Paddock said. “They practiced a little quicker, a little longer and worked on the system. I think it’s been ideal.”

The Flyers will keep 13 or 14 forwards, and Scott Laughton, Michael Raffl and Chris VandeVelde appear to be battling for the one or two spots.

On the blue line, the Flyers will keep seven or eight defensemen. That means Hal Gill, Bruno Gervais and Oliver Lauridsen may be in contention for a spot.  Erik Gustafsson is one of the seven who has locked up a position.

“He’s an NHL player, and that’s where he’s going to be,” Paddock said. “I don’t think any (Flyers) defensemen played better in April or at any time during the season.”

There is also an intriguing battle between the pipes, where Ray Emery and Steve Mason are competing for the job.

“Things aren’t settled here yet,” Laviolette said of the team's roster.

Giroux update. Barring a setback, Giroux, who had finger surgery last month, will play in his first exhibition game Tuesday.

“I’ll know Tuesday morning (for sure), but right now the plan is for me to play Tuesday,” he said after another crisp practice. “But I could wake up tomorrow and not feel good, so we’ll just go day by day.”

Breakaways. Vinny Lecavalier (flu) did not practice. Wayne Simmonds missed Friday’s practice with the flu, but returned for one session on Sunday before leaving early….During the early drills Sunday, Brayden Schenn moved to center to replace Lecavalier, while Simmonds was at right wing and Raffl and VandeVelde(CQ) split time at left wing…..Max Talbot was the third-line left winger Sunday. “He’s a hard-working guy who competed on both sheets of ice for every inch out there and he looked terrific,” Laviolette said….Veteran center Adam Hall played some wing on Sunday.... The Flyers will practice Monday at the Wells Fargo Center at 11 a.m.

Read more at http://www.philly.com/philly/blogs/inqflyersreport/Flyers-finish-Lake-Placid-camp-Giroux-plans-to-play-Tues.html#PwZWwouyx6zazWKL.99

Grossman hopeful that his injury days are behind him

Flyers defenseman Nick Grossman. (Matt Slocum/AP file) 


Flyers defenseman Nick Grossman. (Matt Slocum/AP file)  
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Posted: Sunday, September 22, 2013, 3:01 AM
 


LAKE PLACID, N.Y. - Nick Grossmann said he tries not to look back too much on last season, but every now and again, it enters his mind.

"You think of things that you could have done better," Grossmann said. "You think of things you wish you could change."

If Grossmann could change one thing about last season - and really, his entire year-and-a-half tenure with the Flyers - it would be his number of trips to the trainer's office.

Since joining the Flyers at the 2012 trade deadline, Grossmann has played in fewer than 70 percent (61 of 89) of the games on the schedule. He missed the final 18 games of the season with a concussion, which was first reported after a 5-day break in the schedule in March. Grossmann also had to leave two games early with vague, "lower-body" injuries that could be related to the knee braces he wears on each leg.
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His health, coupled with fellow blueliner Andrej Meszaros, is one of the Flyers' biggest question marks heading into the new season. A third pairing of perhaps Meszaros and Grossmann might be the difference of two or three wins vs. filling out a lineup card with Erik Gustafsson and Bruno Gervais in the Nos. 5 and 6 spots.

Grossmann, 28, used the extra-long summer to push the refresh button on his body.

"He's not alone in that scenario," coach Peter Laviolette said. "Our team was tattered last season. This summer not only helped Nick, but a lot of players on our team."

For Grossmann, though, his scary concussion sent him back to his native Sweden a little later than he had initially planned.

Grossmann is thought to have suffered his concussion in Tampa Bay on March 18. The head trauma wreaked havoc on Grossmann's vestibular (balance) system, not all that different from the symptoms Chris Pronger has experienced.

Like Pronger, Grossmann began to wear glasses to help steady his eye. His symptoms were so severe, at one point, that he traveled to visit the noted concussion specialist Dr. Micky Collins at the University of Pittsburgh Medical Center for a second opinion.

It took until June for him to be fully cleared. Through the ebbs and flows of concussion rehab, Grossmann kept the course.

"I stuck around in Philly until I got cleared," Grossmann said. "I didn't want to leave until I felt good. I didn't have a time frame or anything. I took it a day at a time. I had a good relationship with the training staff here, I worked with them and just waited for it to settle. It was a good feeling to get back to normal."

The Flyers' offseason was so long that Grossmann's concussion troubles didn't affect his summer routine. Missing the playoffs was a blessing in disguise - since he otherwise might have pushed himself to return to the ice too soon.

"Once summer came around, I was almost at full speed with my training," Grossmann said. "I didn't miss a thing. You try to find a positive in the whole thing, that there was a lot of time to rehab and get your body healthy and stronger."

When Grossmann is healthy, Laviolette knows exactly what he is getting. Grossmann can play more than 20 minutes a night, if necessary, and he is a stalwart in front of the net. He is actually a younger, better-skating, better-passing version of veteran tryout Hal Gill, who is still in training camp with the Flyers. The only difference is that Gill has no lingering health question marks.

"When Nick got injured, he was at the top of his game," Laviolette said. "He was an absolute force out there for us. He had the ability to play physical, to take time and space, make a good first pass out of his end, block shots. There was a lot he brought to the table."

Now, with a full roster of NHL-worthy defensemen, Grossmann is back trying to figure out where he fits in.

"This isn't any different than any other camp," Grossmann said. "You've got to come in and earn your spot. You've got to want to play. I can't wait to do that."

Slap shots 

Wayne Simmonds missed the 90-minute skate because of the flu . . . After practice, the Flyers held an off-ice, team-building session yesterday. In their locker room, each player had camouflage T-shirts with the phrase "Operation Warrior Force" emblazoned on them. They are not skating today, but continue off-ice activities. They will skate in Lake Placid again for a final time tomorrow before flying home . . . Peter Laviolette said he would like to keep Scott Laughton at center, where he is most comfortable.

Read more at http://www.philly.com/philly/sports/flyers/20130922_Grossman_hopeful_that_his_injury_days_are_behind_him.html#qZqflT8c7yCcLImh.99

Flyers agree to an extension with Matt Read

Philadelphia Flyers´ Matt Read. (AP Photo/Matt Slocum)



Philadelphia Flyers' Matt Read. (AP Photo/Matt Slocum)  


Buy Tickets

Preseason: New Jersey Devils @ Philadelphia Flyers

Tue, Sep 24 at 7:00PM

Tickets From

$3

Buy Tickets

Gear Up! 

Loading...

Fan Shop

Eagles

 | Phillies

 | Sixers

FRANK SERAVALLI, Daily News Staff Writer seravaf@phillynews.com


Posted: Sunday, September 22, 2013, 3:01 AM
 


LAKE PLACID, N.Y. - Matt Read said last week he wanted to remain a Flyer next season, but he wasn't sure whether he would be able to stay.

The Flyers and Read's agent, Neil Sheehy, had been negotiating on an extension for the better part of the summer.

Now, Read can start the season without any fear hanging over his head.

The Flyers and Read agreed to a 4-year, $14.5 million contract extension yesterday that will keep him in Philadelphia through 2018. His average annual salary will be $3.625 million. Read, 27, was set to become an unrestricted free agent in July. He's coming off a 3-year, entry-level deal that paid him $900,000 per season.
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"I'm pretty excited, very happy and pretty relieved," Read said. "It's been an ongoing process, but I'm very happy about it. My first 2 years have been overwhelming for me. It's crazy that I'm even playing in the NHL, but to get this second contract with this organization is a dream come true. I couldn't be with a better organization and I'm thrilled to be here for a few more years."

Like all contracts, the deal is a gamble for both the Flyers and Read before a make-or-break season.

Read led all rookies in 2011-12 with 24 goals and 23 assists for 27 points. The forward then dropped slightly in production to 12 goals and 13 assists in last year's lockout-shortened season, though he missed time because of injury.

This season was supposed to be the one in which the Flyers would find out exactly what kind of player Read will be. The Flyers either got him before a spike in price or right after his bubble burst.

"We're excited and happy we finally got this done," GM Paul Holmgren said. "He's one of the young, core players on our team. He's a very valuable part of our hockey team."

Take it outside

The NHL will play six games outdoors in 2013-14, including one in Dodger Stadium in Los Angeles and the Winter Classic at the Big House at the University of Michigan.

But what does that mean for the following season?

It seems as if a potential meeting between the Flyers and Penguins at the oft-rumored Beaver Stadium in State College isn't happening anytime soon, according to a report in the Pittsburgh Tribune-Review.

Flyers president Peter Luukko and Penguins CEO David Morehouse have spoken on numerous occasions about possibly playing a game at the neutral site of Penn State's campus, as reported by the Daily News in 2008, but there doesn't seem to be any progress.

"It's always fun to come up with those scenarios in the league office or as a third party, but at the end of the day, it does require a club to give up a home game," NHL chief operating officer John Collins told the Tribune-Review. "We haven't broached that yet."

If the subject hasn't been broached, it's possible the discussions hit a snag well further up the line.

Both the Flyers and Penguins have been frequent participants in the outdoor game and hosted Winter Classics. Pittsburgh will travel to Chicago on March 1, 2014, to meet the Blackhawks at Solider Field.

This season, there will also be two outdoor games at Yankee Stadium between the three New York-area teams, and Vancouver will host Ottawa at B.C. Place in the Canadian version, the Heritage Classic.

Even before the 2014 Stadium Series is wrapped up, the NHL will seek venues for the following season. The Flyers and Penguins could both be heading overseas. The NHL and NHLPA started negotiations with the IIHF in Portugal this week on how to grow the game internationally.

Part of that, aside from the 2014 Olympics in Sochi, Russia, will be the return of the NHL Premiere games in Europe to start the season. The new CBA between the NHL and NHLPA states that all 30 teams must participate in at least one Premiere game in Europe before the agreement expires in 2022.

The Flyers have never played a game in Europe in their 46-year history. The NHL Premiere series began in 2007 and continued through 2011.

Giroux update 

Claude Giroux is one doctor's signature away from getting back to game action.

Five weeks after tearing four tendons in his right hand in a golfing accident, Giroux was back in battling drills for the first time on Thursday at Herb Brooks Arena.

Giroux, 25, has been skating, shooting, stickhandling and passing for almost a week. He said he has experienced no pain or sensitivity with the surgically repaired hand. He could be ready to play as soon as Tuesday's tuneup against New Jersey.

"I didn't win a lot of battles out there, but I did what I can do," Giroux said. "It's pretty good. If there was pain, I'd be more cautious making sure everything is fine."

Laviolette liked what he saw out of Giroux on Thursday. The Flyers are 1-2-1 in four preseason games without him.

"He looks good on the ice," Laviolette said. "He's skating well, he's competing well, he's shooting well. There doesn't seem to be anything holding him back at this point."

Giroux will visit the doctor after the Flyers return home from Lake Placid tomorrow.

"The next step will be to get cleared 100 percent to be able to hit and play [full speed] like that," Giroux said. "If my hand lets me be 100 percent, I'd love to play."

Read more at http://www.philly.com/philly/sports/flyers/20130922_Flyers_agree_to_an_extension_with_Matt_Read.html#QoLtU6owrThGIA57.99

Flyers waive 4 players
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Posted: Thursday, September 19, 2013, 1:10 PM
 


LAKE PLACID, N.Y. -- Before even taking the ice at Herb Brooks Arena, the Flyers’ roster has shrunk to 27 players. 

The Flyers placed four players on waivers on Thursday, including forwards Ben Holmstrom and Kris Newbury, defenseman Marc-Andre Bourdon and goaltender Yann Danis.

The other 29 teams have until noon on Friday to place a claim. Otherwise, all four will be assigned to the AHL’s Adirondack Phantoms, who will open their own training camp just 90 miles south in Glens Falls, N.Y., this week.

Holmstrom, 26, was the captain of the Phantoms last season. He played his first game in nearly 9 months on Sunday in London, Ontario, after rehabbing from a torn ACL suffered Dec. 8, 2012.
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Newbury, 31, was the AHL’s 10th leading scorer last season. The Flyers acquired him an offseason trade for defenseman Danny Syvret. Newbury is the AHL’s fourth-highest paid player at $300,000.

Bourdon, 24, hasn’t played competitively since Nov. 2011 after sustaining at least his third concussion in less than a year. He worked hard this summer to try and get ready for training camp, but his symptoms have not yet fully dissipated. Bourdon is on a one-way contract paying him $600,000 this season.

Danis, 32, has 53 NHL games under his belt. He did not see any preseason action. He is also the AHL’s second-highest paid player at $325,000.

The Flyers’ roster now stands at 15 forwards, 10 defensemen and 2 goaltenders. They will likely only need to make four cuts (1 forward, 3 defensemen):

Read more at http://www.philly.com/philly/blogs/frequentflyers/Flyers-waive-4-players.html#ezPv0iTwscCSmIAj.99

Flyers head to Lake Placid; Morin back to juniors

Flyers coach Peter Laviolette. (David Maialetti/Staff Photographer)  
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Sam Carchidi, Inquirer Staff Writer


Posted: Thursday, September 19, 2013, 1:09 AM
 


LAKE PLACID, N.Y. - Perhaps hoping some of the mojo rubs off, the Flyers on Thursday will move their training camp here, site of the "Miracle on Ice" by the 1980 U.S. Olympic hockey team.

The Flyers, who haven't won the Stanley Cup since 1975, will be in Lake Placid through Sunday, training at the arena named after the 1980 U.S. Olympic coach, Herb Brooks.

The Flyers will be on the ice Thursday, Friday, and Sunday. Saturday will be used for team-bonding activities.

"We've got some new guys in the dressing room," winger Wayne Simmonds said. "It's going to be good for bonding, and it's going to bring us closer together."

Center Vinny Lecavalier, who had an outstanding 14-year career with Tampa Bay and is in his first season with the Flyers, agreed.

"Well for me, I'm the new guy," he said "[You] get to know all the guys a lot more. . . . I don't want to say it's a vacation, but you know your teammates on the ice, off the ice."

Coach Peter Laviolette, the captain of the 1994 U.S. Olympic team and the coach of the 2006 squad, had some camps at Lake Placid when he coached the New York Islanders. He said bringing the Flyers to Lake Placid, a tiny village in Upstate New York, is all about the seclusion - and not necessarily about the hockey history.

"I think it's a really good spot to slip out," said Laviolette, who will serve as a Team USA assistant to Dan Bylsma (of the Pittsburgh Penguins) in the 2014 Olympics. "It's an opportunity to get away from families and out of your homes and get to a different place where you can spend some time, work on some things."

En route to the 1980 gold medal, the U.S. Olympic team, composed of amateurs, scored a shocking 4-3 semifinal win over a professional Russian team, a victory that Sports Illustrated later called the greatest sports event in the 20th century. The Soviets had won eight of the previous nine gold medals.

After that draining triumph, the Americans rallied past Finland, 4-2, to capture the gold.

Flyers assistant coach Joey Mullen nearly played on that famous 1980 American team, but his father had suffered a stroke, and he decided to turn pro to help support his family.

"It was the right decision," Mullen said.

As for the four days in Lake Placid, Mullen said, "We have a lot of work ahead of us. It starts when we get there."

Roster moves

The Flyers reduced their training-camp roster by 28 players Wednesday, and the most surprising development was that winger Tye McGinn was sent to the AHL's Adirondack Phantoms.

The Flyers also sent three players to their junior clubs, including Sam Morin, the 6-foot-6, 211-pound defenseman who opened eyes during two preseason games. Morin, 18, was the team's first pick in the June draft and he signed an entry-level deal Tuesday.

With the trims, the Flyers have 32 players in camp - 17 forwards, 12 defensemen and three goalies.

McGinn, who was impressive in an 18-game stint with the Flyers last season, Jason Akeson, Nick Cousins, Marcel Noebels and Petr Straka were among the highly regarded forwards demoted to the Phantoms.

Ben Holmstrom, Kris Newbury and goalie Yann Danis are still in camp but are likely to be sent to the AHL if they clear waivers. All told, the Flyers sent 24 players to the Phantoms, including goalies Cal Heeter and Carsen Chubak and defensemen Mark Alt and Brandon Manning.

Read more at http://www.philly.com/philly/sports/flyers/20130919_Flyers_head_to_Lake_Placid__Morin_back_to_juniors.html#dLyA7vGIeQIdbtEb.99

Philadelphia Flyers season preview: Steve Mason's last stand

Flyers goalie Steve Mason. (H. Rumph Jr/AP) 
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Kurt R., SBNation



Posted: Thursday, September 19, 2013, 11:00 AM
 


Steve Mason

Age: 25

Depth Chart: Second-string goaltender*

Contract Status: $1.5 million per year through 2014, RFA when it expires

2013 Stats (full season, including non-Flyers games)

Read more at http://www.philly.com/philly/sports/flyers/SBNation_20130919_Philadelphia_Flyers_season_preview__Steve_Mason_s_last_stand.html#8WJ8EvFem2U1Hkob.99

Flyers make 28 roster cuts, send Morin back to juniors

Flyers´ Samuel Morin shoves New York Rangers´ Mats Zuccarello during<br />the second period in a preseason game on Tuesday, September 17, 2013. (Yong Kim/Staff Photographer)
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Frank Seravalli 


 
Posted: Wednesday, September 18, 2013, 2:20 PM
 


One day after earning his first big league contract, the Flyers decided to send first round pick Samuel Morin back to his junior team in Quebec.

Morin, 18, announced on his Twitter account that he will report back to the Quebec Leauge’s Rimouski Oceanic – the same franchise that produced Sidney Crosby. His contract with the Flyers will slide until at least 2014-15.

come back in Rimouski today. thanks to the flyers organisation for this camps. #fun #philly great fans great city

— Samuel Morin (@morin055) September 18, 2013
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It was a bit of a head scratching move, considering neither Paul Holmgren nor Peter Laviolette ruled out Morin sticking around longer in camp before Tuesday night’s preseason game. There was no harm in bringing Morin to Lake Placid, N.Y., with the team for experience sake.

Nonetheless, Morin logged 45:36 in his first two NHL tests – on back-to-back nights, no less – against the Rangers and Capitals. He ended up with an assist, three shots on net, six attempts blocked, two giveaways, two takeaways, three blocked shots and a minus-1 rating. Morin also saw more than six minutes of power play time in the two games.

With his size, fluid skating and maturity, it's safe to say Morin's future is bright.

Also, the Flyers have decided to send Jason Akeson, Nick Cousins and Tye McGinn to the Adirondack Phantoms, seemingly paving the way for Michael Raffl and Scott Laughton.

Here is a full list of cuts, announced by the Flyers:

ADIRONDACK TRAINING CAMP (AHL)

Brandon Alderson

Jason Akeson

Mark Alt

Rob Bordson

Tyler Brown

Carsen Chubak

Doug Clarkson

Nick Cousins

Steven Delisle

Cullen Eddy

Kyle Flanagan

Cal Heeter

Tyler Hostetter

Andrew Johnston

Matt Konan

Maxim Lamarche

Matt Mangene

Brandon Manning

Derek Mathers

Tye McGinn

Mark Nemec

Marcel Noebels

Petr Straka

Zack Fitzgerald

LOANED TO JUNIOR CLUBS

Tyrell Goulbourne – Kelowna (WHL)

Taylor Leier – Portland (WHL)

Samuel Morin – Rimouski (QMJHL)

RELEASED FROM TRY-OUT

Todd Orlando

For the latest updates, follow Frank Seravalli on Twitter: @DNFlyers

Read more at http://www.philly.com/philly/blogs/frequentflyers/Flyers-send-Morin-back-to-junior.html#buHsJu0ZB9WuFEaV.99

Flyers sign Morin to 3-year deal 
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Sam Carchidi, Inquirer Staff Writer 

 

Posted: Tuesday, September 17, 2013, 2:00 PM
 


The Flyers have signed 6-foot-6, 211-pound defenseman Sam Morin to a three-year entry-level deal for $4.275 million, including bonuses.

Selected in the first round of the June draft, Morin, 18, has been extremenly impressive in training camp. Though he is likely to be sent back to his junior team, he is giving the Flyers reason to pause before making that decision.

After opening eyes in the Flyers' 4-3 shootout loss to Washington on Monday, Morin said, I’m here trying to make the team, for sure. It’s a lot of experience I take in. The rookie game and a real game now. For sure, I’m here now to make a good impression. First I will have to have a contract and then we’ll see."

Well, now he has that contract.

e’s strong _ sometimes, you see 18 year-olds come in and they’re not ready. Their strength isn’t there,” Lecavalier said. “Obviously he’s going to get bigger. You can tell he’s got a strong stick and he’s solid out there. He’s making great plays, and it’s pretty rare (to see) any NHL defensemen with his size and his toughness and what he can bring to the table. I think he’s g
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GM Paul Holmgren said it would be a "stretch" to think Morin would make the team this year, but he didn't close the door entirely.

In Monday's third perild, Morin did a masterful job keeping the puck in the zone during a power play, spinning around and feeding Vinny Lecavalier, who scored on a one-timer from the right circle.

"You can tell right away," Lecavalier said when asked if Morin had an NHL future. "He’s strong _ sometimes, you see 18 year-olds come in and they’re not ready. Their strength isn’t there. Obviously he’s going to get bigger. You can tell he’s got a strong stick and he’s solid out there. He’s making great plays, and it’s pretty rare (to see) any NHL defensemen with his size and his toughness and what he can bring to the table. I think he’s going to have a very long career.”

Playing 23:14 on Monday, Morin had some turnovers in the game, but the good outweighed the bad. By far.

The Quebec native was in Tuesday's starting lineup against the visiting Rangers, paired with Mark Streit.

Read more at http://www.philly.com/philly/blogs/inqflyersreport/Flyers-sign-Morin-to-3-year-deal-.html#hOTQEMKxOVRT8eIp.99

Rookies impressive in Flyers' loss to Caps
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Sam Carchidi, Inquirer Staff Writer 

 

Posted: Monday, September 16, 2013, 11:31 PM
 


Three Flyers rookies - wingers Jason Akeson and Michael Raffl, and towering defenseman Sam Morin - made strong first impressions in the team’s 4-3 shootout loss to Washington on Monday at the Wells Fargo Center.

Morin, 18, is expected to be sent to juniors, but he is trying to make it difficult for the Flyers to make that decision.

Akeson and Raffl, meanwhile, are among the candidates for a roster spot with the Flyers.

Akeson had a goal and an assist Monday, Raffl fired eight shots (three on goal) while playing on the top line with Vinny Lecavalier and Wayne Simmonds, and the 6-foot-6 Morin had nine shots (two on goal), two hits and a gorgeous assist on Lecavalier’s power-play goal.
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Forum: Will the Flyers make the playoffs this season?
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Craig “Chief” Berube, who coached the Flyers because Peter Laviolette was with the other split-squad team in Toronto, used Akeson for a team-high 7:05 while the Flyers had a man advantage.

Akeson, 23, is just 5-10, 181 pounds, but he plays bigger than his size.

“I thought he did some real nice things on the power play with the puck and had some good chances,” Berube said. “The one thing that jumps out to me is he was physical; he was in the battles and doing all the dirty work.”

 Lecavalier liked the speed Raffle brought to his line.

 “Raffl’s a smart player on the ice and very easy to find,” Lecavalier said. “He was always available, and a great skater. We connected a few times in the second period and the third as well.”

 Raffl, 24, is trying to make a huge jump _ from a low-level Sweden team to the NHL.

 “He’ll get better and better,” Berube said. “He put himself in position to score, which is important.”

Lecavalier believes Morin, who was chosen in the first round of the June draft, has a bright future.

“You can tell right away; he’s strong _ sometimes, you see 18 year-olds come in and they’re not ready. Their strength isn’t there,” Lecavalier said. “Obviously he’s going to get bigger. You can tell he’s got a strong stick and he’s solid out there. He’s making great plays, and it’s pretty rare (to see) any NHL defensemen with his size and his toughness and what he can bring to the table. I think he’s going to have a very long career.”

Berube said he was impressed with Morin’s composure with the puck.

“For playing in his first NHL exhibition game, I thought he was tremendous,” he said.

Sean Couturier, 20, who is beginning his third season with the Flyers, has taken Morin under his wing.

 “We went to lunch today and I told him to just have fun,” said Couturier after collecting a pair of assists in the game. “He was surprised to be here and I told him to just take it one day at a time. That’s what I did when I was 18 and I stayed around longer than I thought.”

Breakaways. Jake Voracek had a goal and assist and led the Flyers with seven shots on goal….In Toronto, the Flyers scored a 3-2 shootout win over the Leafs. It is believed to be the first time in Flyers history that they played two games on the same night…..The Flyers will host the Rangers on Tuesday; they travel to Lake Placid, N.Y., on Thursday for the start of a four-day bonding camp.

Read more at http://www.philly.com/philly/blogs/inqflyersreport/Rookies-impressive-in-Flyers-loss-to-Caps.html#j9BsAUoFOOOAiDkc.99

Lecavalier, Akeson star, but Flyers lose in shootout 
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Sam Carchidi, Inquirer Staff Writer 

 

Posted: Monday, September 16, 2013, 9:56 PM
 


 At 33, center Vinny Lecavalier may have slowed down a tad from his all-star days, but he is still a very productive player.

Also one of the most respected in the NHL.

You can almost hear reverence in the Flyers’ voices when they talk about their new teammate and his impressive resume.

“What he has done,” captain Claude Giroux said, “speaks for itself.”

More coverage

Vote: Which goaltender would you like to see play more?

2013-14 Flyers regular season schedule 

Forum: Will the Flyers make the playoffs this season?

Latest hockey videos 


Lecavalier, a four-time all-star with Tampa Bay and the owner of many of the franchise’s records, scored a power-play goal in his Flyers debut Monday night,  but the home team lost to Washington in a shootout, 4-3, in an exhibition game at the Wells Fargo Center.

Sam Morin, the mammoth defenseman the Flyers drafted in the opening round in June, made a sensational play to keep the puck in the zone and fed Lecavalier for a one-timer from the right circle, tying the game at 2-2 with 19 minutes, 3 seconds left.

A little over five minutes later, winger Jason Akeson (two points), making a bid to stick with the team, knocked in a rebound of Sean Couturier’s shot to put the Flyers ahead, 3-2. But Ray Emery, who played well and made 29 saves, allowed a soft goal to Ryan Stoa with 21.2 seconds left in regulation.

Washington won it on a goal by Joel Rechlicz in the shootout.

The Flyers’ other split-squad team scored a 3-2 shootout win in Toronto. Tye McGinn, the Flyers' seventh shooter, deposited the winner.

Last season, Lecavalier had 32 points (10 goals, 22 assists) in 39 games with the Lightning, who later bought him out and will pay nearly $33 million for the last seven years of his contract. He signed a five-year, $22.5 million deal with the Flyers and is expected to be their second-line center, with Brayden Schenn and Wayne Simmonds his likely wingers.

Lecavalier, who gives the Flyers some needed size (6-foot-4, 215 pounds) up the middle, centered rookie Michael Raffl and Simmonds on Monday _ Schenn was in Toronto _ and the unit played a strong game.

 After spending 14 years in Tampa, Lecavalier is starting Part II of his outstanding career.

 “It’s exciting for me; it’s something new,” he said, adding that his initial day with his new teammates “felt like the first day of high school.”

 In Tampa, he collected 491 career assists _ that would be the second-highest total in Flyers history, behind Bobby Clarke’s 852 _ and 383 goals while winning one Stanley Cup.

 “I'm 33 years old, but I don't feel old or anything,” he said. “I feel great.”

 He was asked if he felt he had something to prove.

 “I do, but not to prove Tampa was wrong or anything,” he said. “For me, it’s another challenge (because of) the way the year went last year with injuries and not winning. That is more the part of me saying I want to have a good year and help this team out as much as I can. Everybody has something to prove every year.”

Even a guy who had a legendary career in Tampa.

Breakaways. For the first time since his finger surgery last month, Giroux was able to take hard slap shots during practice Monday….Jake Voracek had a goal and an assist against the Caps…..Craig Berube, who coached the game at the WFC, on Couturier (two assists): “He looks quicker to me this year; he looks energized.”…..Winger Zac Rinaldo, who suffered an upper-body injury in Sunday’s 4-3 loss to Toronto, is listed as day to day…..Goalie Anthony Stolarz, who allowed just one goal while playing half of Sunday’s game, was loaned to London of the OHL. Stolarz, 19, is regarded as the Flyers’ goalie of the future.

Contact Sam Carchidi @scarchidi@phillynews.com. Follow on Twitter @BroadStBull.

Read more at http://www.philly.com/philly/blogs/inqflyersreport/Lecavalier-Akeson-rally-Flyers-past-Caps.html#HxOvy47m8hKBpMsz.99

Emery gets nod as Flyers face Caps at WFC
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Sam Carchidi, Inquirer Staff Writer 

 

Posted: Monday, September 16, 2013, 12:25 PM
 


Ray Emery, who is battling Steve Mason for the starting goalie job, will start for the Flyers Monday night when they play Washington in an exhibition game at the Wells Fargo Center.

Emery is coming off a spectacular season with the Stanley Cup champion Blackhawks: a 17-1 record and 1.94 GAA.

Despite those gaudy numbers, Emery was No. 24 as ESPN ranked its top 25 goalies today.

As for Mason, he allowed three goals in half the game as the Flyers dropped their preseason opener to Toronto on Sunday, 4-3.

The Flyers' other split squad will play in Toronto on Monday, and former Ohio State star Cal Heetr will be in the nets for the visitors.

The 7 p.m. game at the Wells Fargo Center will be the Flyers debuts for center Vinny Lecavalier and defenseman Mark Streit.

Breakaways. Winger Zac Rinaldo, who suffered an upper-body injury in Sunday's loss, is listed as day to day.....The Flyers will host the New York Rangers in a televised game Tuesday.

Read more at http://www.philly.com/philly/blogs/inqflyersreport/Emery-gets-nod-as-Flyers-face-Caps-at-WFC.html#b6EtRR3hQpuL6eDo.99

Flyers fall to Leafs, 4-3, in exhibition opener
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Sam Carchidi, Inquirer Staff Writer 

 

Posted: Sunday, September 15, 2013, 8:56 PM
 


Coming off an outstanding performance that helped Sweden win the IIHF World Championships in May, Flyers defenseman Erik Gustafsson has a new lease on his NHL life.

Unlike any other point in his young career, Gustafsson feels he belongs in the big leagues.

Entering the World Championships, “I didn’t know what they expected of me there, and they really gave me a lot of responsibility and I felt I played really well and the team played really well when we needed it,” said Gustafsson, a fleet puck-mover who led Sweden by averaging nearly 24 minutes per game and was not on the ice for any even-strength opponent goals. “We won it, which was great, and I felt good. It made me realize you can play with the best.”

Gustafsson, 24, was paired with 6-foot-7 veteran Hal Gill, a camp invitee, on Sunday night as the Flyers, using a split squad, opened their exhibition season with a 4-3 loss to the Toronto Maple Leafs in London, Ontario.
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Gustafsson had an up-and-down game. Midway through the opening period, his turnover led to Mason Raymond’s shorthanded, breakaway goal against Steve Mason.

But Gustafsson shook off the shaky start. He was paired with Luke Schenn in the second period and set up Brayden Schenn’s rebound goal early in the period, and Gustafsson just missed scoring the tying goal twice in the final period.

The Flyers have a logjam on defense. Nine defensemen have one-way contracts, including Gustafsson.

“I try not to think about what the roster is going to be like and just focus on my part,” Gustafsson said earlier in the week. “I’m trying to do my best and show them I deserve regular minutes.”

Gustafsson, who divided time with the Flyers and AHL Phantoms last season, said he has a new attitude this year.

“The biggest part for me has really been the mental aspect; I came in with a little too much respect (last season) for the players,” he said. “I mean, it’s still only hockey. I said to myself in my last call-up last year to put all that aside and just play hockey, and I think from that point on, it’s just been playing upwards for me.”

Breakaways. Nick Cousins had a goal and an assist….Zac Rinaldo left the game with an unspecified injury….Doug Clarkson, a 6-5, 242-pound winger who signed with the Phantoms last week, scored the Flyers’ first goal and got into a fight with David Broll a few seconds later…..Anthony Stolarz allowed just one goal after replacing Mason (12 saves on 15 shots) midway through the game….The Flyers’ split squad will face Washington Monday at the Wells Fargo Center. The team’s three key off-season signees _ Vinny Lecavalier, Mark Streit and Ray Emery _ are expected to be in the lineup. Caps star Alex Ovechkin will not play…..The other Flyers squad will play in Toronto Monday….Winger Wayne Simmonds, the target of a racial incident when a fan threw a banana on the ice the last time the Flyers played a preseason game in London two years ago, was not on the road trip….Defenseman Marc-Andre Bourdon, who had been sidelined by post-concussion syndrome, skated at the Wells Fargo Center Sunday for the first time in camp.

  Contact Sam Carchidi at scarchidi@phillynews.com Follow on Twitter @BroadStBull.

Read more at http://www.philly.com/philly/blogs/inqflyersreport/Flyers-fall-to-Leafs-4-3-in-exhibition-opener.html#hFK12j0xKHO4BZpJ.99

Leier, goalies lift Flyers' rookies to win
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Sam Carchidi, Inquirer Staff Writer 

 

Posted: Monday, September 9, 2013, 6:09 PM
 


Left winger Taylor Leier, a fourth-round draft pick in 2012, signed an entry-level contract early in the day, then scored the only goal as the Flyers edged the Washington Capitals, 1-0, in the franchises' annual rookie game Monday in Arlington, Va.

Anthony Stolarz and Carsen Chubak combined to register the shutout.

Leier, 19, is getting ready for his third season with Portland in the Western Hockey League; he had 62 points, including 27 goals, in 64 games last season. He scored in the second period Monday as the Flyers ended rookie camp with a victory.

Flyers defenseman Mark Alt was hit into the boards during the game and suffered a concussion; he will be re-evaluated Tuesday.
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The Flyers’ big-league camp opens Thursday at the Wells Fargo Center and will be held from 8:30 a.m. to 2:15 p.m. for the first three days. It is free and open to the public.

Read more at http://www.philly.com/philly/blogs/inqflyersreport/Leier-goalies-lift-Flyers-rookies-to-win.html#21YE2IpScWxz5KWc.99

Laughton chases 'ultimate goal' with Flyers
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Sam Carchidi, Inquirer Staff Writer 

 

Posted: Friday, September 6, 2013, 4:38 PM
 


The Flyers figure to have just one forward spot open during training camp, but center Scott Laughton is not thinking about the numbers game.

I don’t need to look at the roster to see what’s going on,” he said after the first day of the Flyers’ rookie camp Friday in Voorhees. “I just have to do my job every day and I hope it works out.”

Laughton, 19, was the Flyers’ No. 1 pick (20th overall) in the 2012 draft. He played five games with the Flyers last season before being sent to juniors and producing 56 points (23 goals, 33 assists) in 49 OHL games with Oshawa.

Now he’s getting another chance to stay in the NHL.
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After the rookie camp, which has 25 players and will culminate with a game Monday against Washington’s prospects, Laughton will join the big-league camp when it opens Thursday at the Wells Fargo Center.

“The ultimate goal is to make this team, and that’s what I want to do _ get better every day and show the coaches I’m aware of their systems and just learn and try to become a part of their team,” he said.

Laughton didn’t score, but he didn’t seem out of place _ he was defensively responsible and created some scoring chances _ in his five-game stint with the Flyers last season. He was sent to the OHL to avoid starting his entry-level contract.

“I think he made a real strong impression on all of us,” Flyers coach Peter Laviolette said. “He proved he could skate, he could compete, and that he was smart enough to jump into a lineup and play games.”

Going back to juniors last season and “getting another year and becoming stronger and more physically mature, I think that only helps him coming back this year,” Laviolette said.

This year, the Flyers can keep Laughton for 10 games _ five more than last year in the lockout-shortened season _ before his entry-level deal would begin.

The brief stint with the Flyers last season “helped me a lot, and coming into this year, I think I’m more confident and comfortable and I feel better knowing the city,” Laughton said.

The Flyers are expected to use Claude Giroux, Vinny Lecavalier, Sean Couturier and Adam Hall as their centers. But the 6-foot, 194-pound Laughton will be given a look at that position, and Laviolette didn’t rule out the possibility of shifting him to left wing, where there is an opening.

“I’ve never played left wing, but I’m willing to do anything to be able to play on this team,” said Laughton, who had three points in a six-game stint with the AHL Phantoms last season.

Laughton hopes to use the next few days as a stepping stone.

“This camp definitely helps before the big camp,” he said. “I definitely want to show what I can do and be one of the leaders here.”

During the summer, Laughton worked with an on-ice trainer in Toronto, trying to improve his play around the net. “It’s been a process, and I think I’ve been better,” he said.

Tye McGinn, 23, who played in 18 games with the Flyers last season, is among the players Laughton may have to beat out for a roster spot.

Breakaways. Laviolette was impressed with 6-3, 205-pound defenseman Mark Alt, a right-handed-shooting defenseman who is the son of John Alt, a one-time Pro Bowl offensive tackle with the Kansas City Chiefs….. Sam Morin, the Flyers’ No. 1 pick in June, has gained nine pounds _ up to 211 _ since he was drafted. Morin hopes to face some of the Flyers in the big-league camp. “I just have to play my game like in junior and not be impressed by all the veterans and old guys,” he said. ……Laviolette on adding Lecavalier, defenseman Mark Streit and goalie Ray Emery in the off-season: “That’s experience and leadership that’s going into our locker room and helping a young group that’s now a year older.”...Still no word on whether Simon Gagne will be invited to camp on a tryout basis.

Contact Sam Carchidi at scarchidi@phillynews.com. Follow on Twitter @BroadStBull.

Read more at http://www.philly.com/philly/sports/flyers/Laughton-chases-ultimate-goal-with-Flyers.html#vd5G8PM73lvGkgOe.99

Flyers' rookie camp features Laughton, Cousins
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Sam Carchidi, Inquirer Staff Writer 

 

Posted: Thursday, September 5, 2013, 1:35 PM
 


Promising centers Scott Laughton and Nick Cousins are among the 25 players who have been invited to the Flyers’ rookie camp, which starts Friday and will be held for three days at the Skate Zone in Voorhees.

The camp begins at 10:30 a.m. each day and is free and open to the public.

After three practice days, the Flyers’ prospects will play the Washington Capitals rookies Monday at the Kettler Capitals IcePlex in Arlington, Va., at 4 p.m.

All the Flyers’ prospects, general manager Paul Holmgren said, will participate for at least a few days of the big-league camp, which opens Thursday at the Wells Fargo Center.

More coverage

Vote: Which goaltender would you like to see play more?

2013-14 Flyers regular season schedule 

Forum: Will the Flyers make the playoffs this season?

Latest hockey videos 


Most of the Flyers’ invited prospects are preparing for the upcoming season with their junior clubs or have completed their junior/collegiate careers and will be starting their first professional seasons this fall.

Laughton, the Flyers’ first selection in the 2012 draft, has an outside chance to make the team. He is 19, so he is not AHL-eligible and figures to be sent back to juniors if he is not on the Flyers’ opening-night roster. Last season, he had 56 points (23 goals, 33 assists) and a plus-22 rating in 49 games with the Oshawa Generals of the Ontario Hockey League.

Holmgren expects Laughton to push for a job at camp.

“I think we have to give him an opportunity to see how he does,” he said.

The camp will also feature the highly touted Cousins, 20, who finished third in the OHL with 103 points (27 goals, 76 assists) in 76 games last season.

Holmgren said if players stand out in practices and the rookie game against the Caps, “we’ll continue to take looks at them.”

Most of the Flyers’ veterans skated at their Voorhees practice rink Thursday, including defensemen Braydon Coburn, Andrej Meszaros and Nick Grossmann, three players who missed significant time with injuries last season but have been cleared to play.

Marc-Andre Bourdon is a defenseman who has yet to be cleared. He suffered a concussion while playing with the AHL Phantoms last November and is still is experiencing symptoms from the injury.

“I still have some ups and downs,” Bourdon said. “It’s taking longer than I thought. I’m hoping (to be back soon). I’m praying on it.”

Said Holmgren about Bourdon: “It’s going in the right direction and I anticipate him being fine.”

Breakaways. The Flyers reached an affiliation agreement with the Greenville (S.C.) Road Warriors in the ECHL; they had been affiliated with the Trenton Titans, who folded…..Center Claude Giroux, who had finger surgery last month, continues to progress. “He just can’t use his hand and do anything with his stick yet,” said Holmgren, adding he believes his captain “will be able to take part in a lot of stuff” when camp opens…...Winger Matt Read recently got engaged to his college sweetheart, Erin Cody, and they will be married July……Center Sean Couturier looks like he has bulked up from last season…..Former Flyers forward Danny Briere skated with his ex-teammates and doesn’t plan to head to his new team, Montreal, until after the weekend. Briere said he wants to spend as much time with his three boys before heading to the Canadiens’ camp….Read on Vinny Lecavalier: “He looks like he’s 25 again. He still has his legs and good vision. Looking forward to seeing him in the black and orange.”

Read more at http://www.philly.com/philly/blogs/inqflyersreport/Flyers-rookie-camp-features-Laughton-Cousins.html#cYc7AvuHK8mlIrlG.99

Read signs four-year extension
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Posted: Friday, September 20, 2013, 9:35 PM
 


LAKE PLACID, N.Y. -- Matt Read said last week he wanted to remain a Flyer next season, but he wasn't sure whether he would be able to stay.

The Flyers and Read's agent, Neil Sheehy, had been negotiating on an extension for the better part of the summer.

Now, Read can start the season without any fear hanging over his head.

The Flyers and Read agreed to a four-year, $14.5 million contract extension yesterday that will keep him in Philadelphia through 2018. His average annual salary will be $3.625 million.
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Read, 27, was set to become an unrestricted free agent in July. He's coming off a three-year, entry-level deal which paid him $900,000 per season.

"I’m pretty excited, very happy and pretty relieved,” Read said. “It’s been an ongoing process, but I’m very happy about it. My first two years have been overwhelming for me. Its crazy that I’m even playing in the NHL, but to get this second contract with this organization is a dream come true. I couldn’t be with a better organization and I’m thrilled to be here for a few more years.”

Like all contracts, the deal is a gamble for both the Flyers and Read before a make-or-break season.

Read led all rookies in 2011-12 with 24 goals and 23 assists for 27 points. He then dropped slightly in production to 12 goals and 13 assists in last year's lockout-shortened season, though he missed time due to injury.

This season was supposed to be the one where the Flyers would find out exactly what kind of player Read will be. The Flyers either got him before a spike in price or right after his bubble burst.

“We’re excited and happy we finally got this done,” Paul Holmgren said. “He’s one of the young, core players on our team. He’s a very valuable part of our hockey team.”

Read more at http://www.philly.com/philly/blogs/frequentflyers/Read-signs-four-year-extension.html#8mEJP68X9OTWTr2v.99

Giroux wants to play Tuesday

Claude Giroux last Thursday in Philadelphia. (AP Photo/Matt Rourke)



Claude Giroux last Thursday in Philadelphia. (AP Photo/Matt Rourke)  
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Posted: Friday, September 20, 2013, 10:00 AM
 


LAKE PLACID, N.Y. -- Claude Giroux is one doctor's signature away from getting back to game action.

Five weeks after tearing four tendons in his right hand in a golfing accident, Giroux was back in battling drills for the first time on Thursday at Herb Brooks Arena.

Giroux, 25, has been skating, shooting, stickhandling and passing for almost a week. He said he has experienced no pain or sensitivity with the surgically-repaired hand. It is possible he is ready to play as soon as Tuesday’s tune-up against New Jersey.

“I didn’t win a lot of battles out there, but I did what I can do,” Giroux said. “It’s pretty good. If there was pain, I’d be more cautious making sure everything is fine.”

More coverage

Vote: Which goaltender would you like to see play more?

2013-14 Flyers regular season schedule 

Forum: Will the Flyers make the playoffs this season?

Latest hockey videos 


Laviolette liked what he saw out of Giroux on Thursday. The Flyers are 1-2-1 in four preseason games without him.

“He looks good on the ice,” Laviolette said. “He’s skating well, he’s competing well, he’s shooting well. There doesn’t seem to be anything holding him back at this point.”

Giroux will visit the doctor after the Flyers return home from Lake Placid on Sunday.

“The next step will be to get cleared 100 percent to be able to hit and play (full speed) like that,” Giroux said. “If my hand lets me be 100 percent, I’d love to play.”

OVER / UNDERS: Online gambling site Bovada.lv published their annual over/under point totals for specific players on Thursday. Here were the Flyers:

Jake Voracek - Over/Under 70.5 points

Vincent Lecavalier - Over/Under 55.5 points

Wayne Simmonds - Over/Under 51.5 points

Giroux was not listed because Bovada said they were unsure if he wold be ready for the first regular season game. Giroux was installed as the 7th favorite to win the Hart Trophy - the only Flyer listed with odds for a major award.

For reference, Pro-rated from last year’s lockout-shortened season and playing all 82 games, here’s what each would have posted:

Voracek: 79 points

Lecavalier: 67 points (in Tampa Bay)

Simmonds: 58 points

Giroux: 80 points

Giroux and Voracek played all 48 games. Simmonds missed three games. Lecavalier missed nine games.

Are you taking the over or under?

Read more at http://www.philly.com/philly/blogs/frequentflyers/Giroux-wants-to-play-Tuesday.html#SJ0UJwTFWc66VJQm.99

Veteran tryout Hal Gill likely to stick around

Defenseman Hal Gill. (Matt Rourke/AP)  


Defenseman Hal Gill. (Matt Rourke/AP) 
 

Share
Tweet

Reddit
Email


14 comments


Buy Tickets

Preseason: New Jersey Devils @ Philadelphia Flyers

Tue, Sep 24 at 7:00PM

Tickets From

$3

Buy Tickets

Gear Up! 

Color Blocked Full Zip…

Fan Shop

Eagles

 | Flyers

 | Phillies

Frank Seravalli 


 
Posted: Wednesday, September 18, 2013, 11:07 AM
 


Hal Gill has played in 1,212 NHL games - including the Stanley Cup playoffs - throughout his career. On the eve of his first season without a contract in 16 years, he isn’t about to change.

And that’s just fine with Flyers coach Peter Laviolette.

“I don’t think I have to show people what I can do,” Gill said after Tuesday night’s exhibition loss to the Rangers. “I’ve been doing the same thing for a long time. I don’t have a new deke or anything that I’m trying to show anyone. 

“I think I can show that I am healthy, ready to go, and have that desire to be a part of a team.”

More coverage

Vote: Which goaltender would you like to see play more?

2013-14 Flyers regular season schedule 

Forum: Will the Flyers make the playoffs this season?

Latest hockey videos 


The Flyers will make approximately 30 roster cuts prior to heading to Lake Placid, N.Y., on Thursday - just as Herb Brooks was forced to do in 1980 - but Laviolette hinted Tuesday that he wants to see more from Gill. 

Gill, 38, is with the Flyers on a tryout contract. At 6-foot-7, he isn’t fleet of foot. He won’t dazzle anyone with his skating. And he isn’t going to pile up points. That doesn't mean he couldn't have a role with the Flyers.

“His job is to keep the puck and people away from our net and I think he’s done a pretty good job of that,” Laviolette said. “His best asset is defending. You think back about Hal and his career and what’s most noticeable and it’s him being physical on top-end and high-end players, so I think we’ll get an even better look and read on Hal as camp moves on and you can see those matchups that you’re trying to get.

“I like Hal against somebody on the top line of the opposition.”

Paul Holmgren said the Flyers will take approximately 26 to 28 players to Lake Placid for three days of practices and team-bonding experiments.

Even if Gill goes on the trip, does he fit on the 23-man roster?

With everyone healthy, the Flyers’ top six is pretty set: Kimmo Timonen, Mark Streit, Andrej Meszaros, Luke Schenn, Nick Grossmann and Braydon Coburn. It’s likely that Erik Gustafsson will be the extra guy, though he could play his way into the opening lineup. What about Bruno Gervais, who is also on a one-way deal?

The Flyers will have the contract space and will have salary cap room to sign Gill to a deal if they so desire. It’s just tough to figure where he would play, unless he is willing to start the season in Adirondack as an insurance policy.

Gill posted an assist and was a plus-1 with four hits against the Rangers. He was scratched on Monday in Toronto and had a few rusty moments in his debut against the Maple Leafs in London on Sunday.

“I think in a normal situation when you have a contract you’re just worried about progressing and getting ready every game. In this situation I wanted to speed up the process, but it was good,” Gill said. “I felt good. It’s preseason where you are still learning a new system and timing needs to get there, but it is nice to get out there.”

Despite the tough situation - including living in a hotel while his family is back in Massachusetts - Gill has kept a smile on his face. He’s recognized league-wide as a “good guy” and has many people rooting for him, including his current coach.

“He’s got just a terrific personality,” Laviolette said. “He’s always got a smile on his face. He comes in and is happy to be here. He is in phenomenal shape, lots of experience, been here done that. You know he’s come here to work out and try to make our team. He has come with a great attitude.”

Check back later Wednesday for a list of cuts, as the Phantoms prepare to open their preseason this weekend in Glens Falls, N.Y.

Read more at http://www.philly.com/philly/blogs/frequentflyers/Veteran-tryout-Hal-Gill-likely-to-stick-around.html#qTkMBAFLy3GwGTh3.99

Flyers sign first round pick Morin
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Posted: Tuesday, September 17, 2013, 3:32 PM
 


On Monday night, after picking up a dazzling assist in his first taste of NHL action, first round pick Samuel Morin said he needed a contract.

Less than 24 hours later, he got one.

The Flyers signed Morin, their 11th overall pick in June, to a three-year, entry-level contract on Tuesday. He will collect a base salary of $925,000 in each of those three years, with performance-based bonuses that could push him to $1.425 million per season.

Morin, 18, also gives the Flyers the flexibility to have his contract slide if he is sent back to junior hockey this season. He has two years of junior eligibility left.

Morin logged an impressive 23:14 against the Capitals in Monday night’s split-squad exhibition loss, though he did feed Vinny Lecavalier on the power play for his first goal in a Flyers uniform.

“He was really composed out there tonight with the puck, that’s the thing that jumped out at me,” coach Craig Berube said. “Playing in his first exhibition game in the NHL, I thought he was tremendous. He did some really nice things with the puck, hanging onto it and not panicking, looked good in the power play, made a nice play to Vinny for a goal there on the power play, but all in all he was very composed out there.”

Morin will likely remain with the Flyers throughout the rest of training camp, before the brass decides whether or not to send him back to the QMJHL’s Rimouski Oceanic. He will be in the lineup on Tuesday night (7:00 pm, Comcast Network) against the Rangers, skating on a pair with Mark Streit.

For more about Morin, and his chances to make the Flyers, read Wednesday’s Daily News.

Read more at http://www.philly.com/philly/blogs/frequentflyers/Flyers-sign-first-round-pick-Morin.html#Uhyx4ZcMxryOzpVw.99

Stolarz impressive in London

Flyers goaltender Anthony Stolarz. (Dave Chidley/Canadian Press/AP)



Flyers goaltender Anthony Stolarz. (Dave Chidley/Canadian Press/AP)  
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Posted: Monday, September 16, 2013, 9:47 AM
 


LONDON, Ontario -- To the groan of the crowd, every time the public address announcer conveyed a promotion or information inside Budweiser Gardens during Sunday’s preseason game, he would refer to “your hometown Flyers.”

Understandably, most of the crowd was wearing Maple Leafs jerseys - since London is located less than two hours from Toronto.

Those in London consider it a “home” game because sparkling Budweiser Gardens is managed by the Flyers’ parent company, Comcast-Spectacor, and Sunday was their ninth straight preseason trip to the building.

For Flyers prospect Anthony Stolarz, though, it actually was a home game.
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Stolarz, 19, helped carry the hometown London Knights to the OHL championship last season and a berth in the Memorial Cup. Sunday was his first glimpse at real NHL talent in a game situation.

“It was a special occasion,” Stolarz said. “It was nice to have the home crowd behind me. Just to play an exhibition game with the Flyers and get a little taste of NHL action, it really makes you want more and to work that much harder to get there.”

Stolarz relieved starter Steve Mason (also a London product) with 11:56 remaining in the second period. And though it didn’t exactly start out the way he’d hoped, with Toronto scoring on their second shot, Stolarz closed out the loss stopping 14 of 15 shots.

“I thought he came in and did a real nice job for us,” coach Peter Laviolette said.

A year ago, Stolarz would not have been able to play with the Flyers in the preseason. He was heading off to the Univ. of Omaha-Nebraska, where it would have been a violation of NCAA rules.

Stolarz, the Flyers’ second round pick in 2012, left Omaha last December, joined the Knights and went 13-3-2 with a .920 save percentage in the regular season, stealing the starting job from Jake Paterson. 

With such a stacked squad, London will be counting on goaltending from Stolarz and Paterson to get them back to the OHL championship. This year, the Knights will be hosting the Memorial Cup, guaranteeing a berth for London in their home building for the Canadian junior hockey national championship tournament.

“I worked with coach (Jeff) Reese a lot this summer on my patience, staying back and letting the puck come to me,” Stolarz said. “Last year I was probably a little too aggressive, coming out of my crease. I had a real sense of comfort in this building.”

GAME GRADES: Just a couple quick hits from Sunday night’s action:

THUMBS UP:

Nick Cousins - Very active in the play, controlled the puck and helped create offensive chances. Was not noticeably unreliable in the defensive zone, which had been his knock. Finished with one shot on net and was even for the night.

Scott Laughton - Did a lot of little things right that help make a team successful - things that don’t always show up on the scoresheet. Helped get the Flyers out of trouble in their own end on numerous occasions. Decent on face-offs.

THUMBS DOWN:

Hal Gill: The veteran tryout seemed just a step slow, even playing against a Leafs roster that barely made it to the veteran minimum for preseason. Slid and took himself out of the play on a 2-on-1, which resulted in a goal for Nazem Kadri. Passes weren’t crisp coming out of the zone. Likely a true longshot to earn a contract.

Erik Gustafsson: After a strong end to last season and a trip to the World Championships, Gustafsson had a rough start to the first half of Sunday’s game. He lost a clear footrace to Mason Raymond for a shorthanded breakaway goal. He also made a boneheaded turnover just inside the Flyers’ blue line, which resulted in Toronto’s second goal.

READ BACK: Flyers forward Matt Read moved around quite a bit during his childhood as his father, Lorne, forged a career in the Canadian forces. He was born in Calgary, got hooked on hockey in Shawnigan Lake, British Columbia, went to middle school in Colorado Springs, played junior hockey in Des Moines, Iowa, and went to college in Bemidji, Minnesota.

“I live in Minneapolis now, and spend my summers there, but whenever anyone asks me where I’m from, I say London, Ontario,” Read said Sunday. “I moved here when I was 13 and I went to high school here. My parents still live here.

“It was a special night to play here. It was nice for my family and friends to not have to travel too far to see me play.”

Read said he had at least 10 to 15 family members at Budweiser Gardens, with plenty more friends buying tickets to the game on their own. 

CLARKSON BROTHERS: While newly minted Maple Leafs forward David Clarkson was a scratch against the Flyers on Sunday night, his younger brother, Doug, netted a goal for the Flyers in their loss.

The Flyers signed Doug Clarkson to a minor league contract last week. He will report to the Phantoms. He redirected a Nick Grossmann point shot in the first period and then dropped the gloves with David Broll on the ensuing faceoff.

David Clarkson, who is four and a half years older, said he was proud of all that his brother accomplished. Doug Clarkson bounced around in junior hockey and even played Canadian collegiate puck before landing in the minors last season.

The Clarkson’s are from Toronto. David Clarkson signed a 7-year, $36.5 million deal with the Leafs this summer after a 7-year run with the Devils. 

“I haven’t seem him play in awhile, but he’s a big kid,” David Clarkson said. “When it’s your brother, it’s tough. You can’t cheer for him, but I’m happy for him. He’s had a career where he’s gone different paths, and this is a chance to show what he has.

“We were very competitive. Any sport we played, there was usually a fight at the end of it with my parents breaking it up. But he really helped me get where I am. When you have a brother who pushes you - and I pushed him - it makes you a better athlete.”

For the latest updates, follow Frank Seravalli on Twitter: @DNFlyers

Read more at http://www.philly.com/philly/blogs/frequentflyers/Stolarz-impressive-in-London.html#syi0K6ZZC5z7xCQi.99

Flyers' Simmonds not returning to London

Wayne Simmonds



Flyers winger Wayne Simmonds. (Yong Kim/Staff Photographer)  
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LONDON, Ontario -- Two years after being victimized in a racially motivated on-ice incident that temporarily gave this charming city a black eye, the Flyers decided to not bring winger Wayne Simmonds back to London for their annual preseason contest.

Simmonds, a black player, had a banana peel thrown in his direction while skating in on a shootout attempt on Sept. 22, 2011 against the Red Wings.

The incident caused an uproar across Canada. Many fans in London stepped forward to help identify 26-year-old Chris Moorhouse as the offender. 

Moorhouse claimed he was completely oblivious of any racial overtone when throwing the banana, saying that as a die-hard Red Wings fan, his only intention was to “distract the opposing team from scoring a goal.”
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Latest hockey videos 


It didn’t work anyway. Simmonds was unfazed by the incident and still beat Jordan Pearce.

Initially, London police were not interested in investigating the incident, but that changed when Global Spectrum COO and Flyers president Peter Luukko lodged a complaint on behalf of Budweiser Gardens. Luukko said in a statement that the Flyers and Global Spectrum have “zero tolerance for that type of foolish behavior.”

Moorhouse ultimately plead guilty to “engaging in a banned activity,” a minor provincial offense in Ontario, and was ordered to pay a $200 fine. He also provided a written apology to London police and the NHL and planned to apologize to Simmonds.

Simmonds, then 23, was entering his first season as a Flyer at the time. He shook off the incident, saying sadly he’d “come to expect things like that” as a “black man playing in a predominantly white man’s sport.” 

NHL commissioner Gary Bettman and London mayor Joe Fontana also issued statements condemning the incident. Everyone wanted to believe the incident was isolated and not a reflection of the friendly city with a population just under 400,000.

The annual game in London is considered a “home” game for the Flyers, since Budweiser Gardens is one of more than 115 arenas managed by the Flyers’ parent company, Global Spectrum. They’ve visited London every fall since 2006, consistently selling out the 9,000-seat arena, conveniently located halfway between Toronto and Detroit.

This is the Flyers’ first trip back to London since the NHL’s lockout last fall wiped out the first half of the season.

Unfortunately, the incident in London was not the only time Simmonds has been targeted with racially motivated threats. Playing in the Czech Republic during the lockout, fans in Chomutov chanted “opice” (which translates to “monkey”) after he was involved in an on-ice fight. Chomutov officials later apologized to Simmonds and eight men were later arrested, charged and forced to stand trial. Simmonds left the Czech Republic after just two more games.

Simmonds will not play in Monday’s preseason game in Toronto either, located minutes from his hometown of Scarborough. He will remain in Philadelphia and be available for the Flyers’ split-squad contest against Washington.

Here is a list of players on the trip in Ontario:

Read more at http://www.philly.com/philly/blogs/frequentflyers/Flyers-Simmonds-not-returning-to-London.html#aYv3iCpeiqLvSlvL.99

Giroux's hand progressing

Claude Giroux runs a drill during the Philadelphia Flyers´ NHL hockey<br />training camp, Thursday, Sept. 12, 2013, in Philadelphia. (AP<br />Photo/Matt Rourke)



Claude Giroux runs a drill during the Philadelphia Flyers' NHL hockey training camp, Thursday, Sept. 12, 2013, in Philadelphia. (AP Photo/Matt Rourke) 
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Golf season is over.

Thankfully for the Flyers, the clubs are now packed away and Claude Giroux was back on the ice with his teammates on Thursday for the first official day of training camp.

It also marked Giroux’s first full practice since tearing through four tendons in his right hand on Aug. 15 in Ottawa. Skating alongside linemate Jake Voracek among a group of 19 other players, Giroux did not appear out of place.

Giroux caught and dished passes on Thursday at a normal rate of speed. He has not been cleared to shoot yet. Instead, Giroux simply passed the puck to goaltenders when entering the zone.
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“I wasn’t too sure what I would be able to do, but I was feeling good,” Giroux said. “I wasn’t even sure I was going to be able to touch the puck. I didn’t really have a gameplan.”

Previously, Giroux skated with teammates in informal “captains practices” last week in Voorhees, N.J., but didn’t participate in puck-moving drills. Thursday was a step in the right direction.

His goal is to test his surgically repaired hand in a preseason game or two before the regular season opens on Oct. 2. Giroux last played a competitive game in May at the World Championships in Sweden and Finland.

“I don’t want to force it too much,” Giroux said. “I think having a preseason game would be good. I haven’t played in a while. Even those flow drills that we were doing was good to try and get some of the game shape back. I hope I’ll be able to keep going with the process as the pace keeps going. It was fun to be back on the ice.”

CLEARY GONE: The Flyers were expecting free agent forward Dan Cleary to skate among a group of players at 8:30 am on Thursday. That never happened, since Cleary was back in Michigan, where he signed a one-year deal to remain with the Red Wings.

Cleary, 34, initially accepted an invitation to join the Flyers in camp on a tryout contract. Flyers general manager Paul Holmgren was initially in the dark about Cleary’s absence from training camp, but said he had no hard feelings.

“We had a couple conversations leading up to camp, and I knew that’s where he wanted to be,” Holmgren said. “He spent eight years there and he was hoping to continue his ride with the Red Wings. Good for him. He’s a loyal guy, a character guy. He obviously has deep roots with the Red Wings. I actually think more highly of him now than I did a couple days ago.”

Holmgren said he is “anxious to look at a few guys” in the spot Cleary was going to take on the roster. Holmgren also denied the multiple reports saying the Flyers offered Cleary a three-year, $8.25 million deal. Cleary ended up signing in Detroit for $1.75 million - a full million less than he would have made, according to reports.

Scott Laughton is considered the front-runner for Cleary’s left wing spot, with frequent call-up Tye McGinn a close second. Free agent signee Michael Raffl could make some noise in camp, attempting to make the jump from Sweden’s second league to the NHL.

Holmgren also said it was unlikely the Flyers would contact Simon Gagne to compete in camp.

“I think we kind of closed that off a few days ago when we decided to bring in Danny,” Holmgren said.

QUICK HITS: Here are a few odds and ends from the first day of training camp:

* Free agent defenseman Hal Gill looked solid in the first group of skaters. Gill, 38, is enormous at 6-foot-7 and he looks surprisingly trim and in-shape for his size. He often skated with Kimmo Timonen in drills.

* Chris Pronger was at training camp on Thursday. Pronger is still on the active roster, since his contract doesn’t expire until 2017, but he won’t be participating in any off-ice activities. Pronger spoke about the juggling act required, since he still an active, dues-paying member of the NHLPA, of handling off-ice scouting chores for the Flyers. Clearly, the Flyers want to get something from Pronger for the $7 million they are still paying him this season, but he is also technically still a player.

* Defenseman Marc-Andre Bourdon was kept off the ice. He’s been suffering from concussion symptoms since last November and is still not cleared to play. Bourdon is on a guaranteed, one-way NHL contract this season.

* Defenseman Mark Alt, whom many were looking forward to seeing play in camp, is still being tested for the concussion he suffered in Monday’s rookie game against Washington. Alt, a Univ. of Minnesota product, is intriguing to scouts for his “NHL-ready” body.

Read more at http://www.philly.com/philly/blogs/frequentflyers/Girouxs-hand-progressing.html#mtwltizxFYGOAmEz.99
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Brayden Schenn scored eight goals in 47 games last season. (AP)

LAKE PLACID, N.Y. – General manager Paul Holmgren was able to tie up one loose end ahead of the season when he signed Matt Read to a four-year, $14.5 million contract extension (see story).

That’s good news for Read, who kept no secrets about wanting to remain with the Flyers. But for Brayden Schenn, the one remaining key forward whose contract expires at the end of this season, the future remains in question.

“I kind of figured [my contract status] would come up sometime soon,” he said. “But for me, I’m just going to go out there and worry about the season, not worry about the extension or the contract situation – just focus on my game, focus on the team, and not worry about contract talks.”

Schenn, 22, will make $3.1 million this year, the final year of his entry-level deal. Unless he is signed before the conclusion of this season, he will become a restricted free agent next summer.

He has had two up-and-down seasons with the Flyers since being traded to the team in 2011. He had eight goals in 47 games last season, and 12 goals in 54 games the year before, but hasn’t yet taken the big jump forward that the team – and its fans – are looking for from him.

Schenn knows he needs to improve, both in terms of production and consistency. He is setting goals for himself this season, but not tangible ones.

“No numbers or anything like that,” Schenn said. “Just to be consistent. Whether it’s scoring a goal one night and having a physical impact in the game on another, just be consistent, and that’s going to help the team win hockey games. No numbers, just want to work on being consistent and getting more work each night.”

That’s exactly what coach Peter Laviolette wants to hear. To Laviolette, there are “peaks and valleys” in every young player’s career, but those who are able to eventually level out are the players who become most successful.

“I would agree with that,” Laviolette said of Schenn’s desire to focus on consistency. “He’s a talented guy. I think last year there were some ups and downs for him. He’s probably looking to come back with that consistency that makes him a good two-way physical forward that can produce some offense for our team. 

“For him to mention consistency is probably a pretty good place to start. He’s had some good games for us, I think when he becomes more consistent for us, he’ll be more of a factor for us and counted on more.”

This is a make-or-break year for Schenn, whose future with the Flyers likely depends entirely on how he looks throughout the course of the season. If he can remain healthy and produce, and he steps into the role that he’s been projected to fill since he arrived in Philadelphia, he could earn a big payoff.

He’s knows that to be true, but it won’t be on his mind once the Oct. 2 season-opener rolls around. When he’s on the ice, Schenn said, he’s all business.

“Whatever happens, happens,” Schenn said. “I’m not going to be worried about [my contract status] right now.”

VandeVelde vs. Raffl for Flyers’ vacant spot? 

Flyers' roster hopefuls out to make impression
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Chris VandeVelde, left, and Michael Raffl, right, were both acquired by the Flyers this past summer. (Philadelphia Flyers/AP)

LAKE PLACID, N.Y. – At Friday’s practice, Michael Raffl and Chris VandeVelde took turns at left wing on a makeshift line with Vinny Lecavalier and Brayden Schenn.

Coach Peter Laviolette cautioned not to read into it – he had tinkered with the lines because Wayne Simmonds wasn’t on the ice – but come the Sept. 30 NHL roster deadline, one of those players will likely remain with the Flyers and the other probably will not.

On a team for which most roster spots have been set since free agency, there’s definitely a competition between Raffl and VandeVelde for one of the Flyers' two open positions. Center Scott Laughton seems to be the favorite right now to earn the other.

That said, neither player is letting the intensifying competition get to him. 

“Yeah, of course there’s competition in this room,” Raffl said. “But that doesn’t affect how we treat each other.”

The Flyers acquired both players this summer, but neither was expected to make this season’s roster. Raffl was picked up from Sweden’s second-tier hockey league in May, and VandeVelde was signed as a free agent to a minor-league deal earlier this month. 

Until the start of training camp (and Dan Cleary’s decision to stay in Detroit), both players were projected to wind up with the Flyers’ AHL affiliate, the Adirondack Phantoms. Now, they’re duking it out to earn a coveted role that only weeks ago likely seemed out of reach.

“We’re two new faces to the organization, so maybe [we’re feeling the competition],” VandeVelde said. “But I’m just going out there and working hard.”

Right now, neither player holds a discernible edge. Coach Peter Laviolette has liked elements of both Raffl’s game and VandeVelde’s game, praising each while staying realistic.

Raffl, for instance, looked sharp in game action, but comes from Leksands IF, a league with smaller, less talented players than can be found in the NHL (see story). Though he is mature at 24 years old, that will pose him a large challenge.

“He looks good in practice,” Laviolette said. “The first game that he played, they were real happy. He set up a lot of scoring chances. The second game, it was more of a two-way role. He did a good job. I thought his line was effective. I think he's one of the players that will continue to get evaluated as camp moves on.”

VandeVelde, too, has received praise from the Flyers’ coach. Just over a week ago, he was virtually unknown in Philadelphia, having been with the Edmonton Oilers and their AHL team, the Oklahoma City Barons. That changed earlier this week, when the 26-year-old was surprisingly left standing after the team elected to cut 32 players ahead of the trip to Lake Placid.

But VandeVelde, too, will face obstacles; though he has 28 games of NHL experience, he has largely struggled since his first game in the league in 2010 (see story).

“I thought the scrimmage, the first scrimmage, I really liked him,” Laviolette said. “I thought he did a lot of good things in practice. He moves well, he skates well. He has some experience in the NHL. He serves different roles here. We're going to continue to look at him.”

The Lake Placid portion of camp comes to a close today, and the team will have a day off Monday before returning to preseason action against the New Jersey Devils at the Wells Fargo Center Tuesday. That game is one of three that remain, three that will be critical in deciding the immediate fates of VandeVelde and Raffl.

Until the Flyers' brass makes its decision, though, the two players will just continue on as they have been: working hard, vying for coaches' attentions, attempting to prove that they have what the Flyers need.

They won't, however, be focused on the competition between themselves. Far from it, in fact.

“I don’t think we ever talked about it,” Raffl said. “But we’re getting tighter and tighter over there. We’re good buddies now.”

Flyers Notes: Giroux still plans to play Tuesday 
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Claude Giroux led the Flyers in scoring last season, posting 48 points in 48 games. (USA Today Images)

LAKE PLACID, N.Y. – Claude Giroux says he plans to play in his first game of preseason Tuesday at the Wells Fargo Center against the New Jersey Devils.

If he’s able to make it, as he’s been hoping for over the past few days, Giroux’s appearance will be his first return to game action since his offseason freak hand injury.

“I guess I’ll know Tuesday morning, but right now the plan is for me to play Tuesday,” Giroux said. “But you can wake up tomorrow not feeling good or whatever. We just got to go day-by-day.”

Giroux underwent surgery on his right hand Aug. 15, and was estimated to miss five to six weeks. A return Tuesday would put him right at the end of that timeline.

Flu (pre-)season

Vinny Lecavalier did not participate at all in Sunday’s practice. Wayne Simmonds took the ice with the rest of the team at 10:30 a.m., but left shortly thereafter.

According to general manager Paul Holmgren, both players are dealing with “bouts of the flu.”

Minding the net

There’s no word yet whether Steve Mason or Ray Emery will start in net Tuesday, but one thing is expected: Whoever starts will spend the full game between the pipes.

“You’ll probably see full games, but we’re just getting to that point right now,” coach Peter Laviolette said. “We’ll talk it over with the coaches and the goaltender and find out what the best rotation is from here on out.”

The Flyers have three preseason games remaining: In addition to Tuesday, they will also face the Devils in New Jersey Thursday and the Capitals in Washington on Friday.

And about Warrior Forge?

On Saturday, the Flyers had a full day off the ice, but most of it was spent in Operation Warrior Forge, a military-themed leadership-training exercise.

Ahead of Saturday, the players had no idea what they were in for. But on Sunday, the reviews were in – and they were positive.

“It was fun, it was good,” Brayden Schenn said. “It was good to get some team bonding out there, and do some cool things and get the team tighter. It was good to get out there, that’s for sure, and get a day off the ice.”

Said Giroux: “Basically we were just in the woods, doing exercises as a team and doing a lot of cool things. It was a long day, but at the end of the day I think everyone enjoyed it.”

Tags: 
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Laughton still battling for crowded center spot 

One-on-one with Flyers captain Claude Giroux
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Scott Laughton can play nine games with the Flyers before a decision has to be made whether he'll stay with the team or go back to juniors. (USA Today Images)

LAKE PLACID, N.Y. -- When the most recent waive of cuts arrived, Scott Laughton was nervous.

All along, the 19-year-old center has been on the short list of young players expected to have a real shot at making the Flyers’ roster out of camp. But he wasn’t pleased at all with how he played in his first two preseason games last week.

When he learned cuts would be coming, Laughton was concerned his name would be among the more than two dozen players to leave the team before this weekend’s trip to Lake Placid.

“I think it’s always in the back of your mind,” he said. “I think you’re always thinking about it. Definitely in London I didn’t play the way I wanted to, and kind of got better in Toronto, but still not to where it needs to be. 

“But I’m excited for the opportunity here and just want to get in some games and show what I can do.”

Coach Peter Laviolette didn’t have quite the same read on Laughton’s play against the Maple Leafs, saying the young center played “well” but agreeing that he does need to progress a bit more before he’s truly NHL ready.

“I think that there’s still another gear that he can find in his game,” Laviolette said. “When he came in last year, he was flying. He had played in lots of games when our team was just getting off the mark from a lockout. So it’s a bit of a different scenario for him -- he comes in on equal ground with everybody else.” 

At Friday’s practice, Laughton skated on a line with Zac Rinaldo and Jay Rosehill. He is still far from a lock to make the team -- and, in fact, would likely have to unseat Adam Hall in order to claim a spot at center. He won’t earn ice time over, say, Claude Giroux or Vinny Lecavalier or Sean Couturier.

He has three more chances during preseason to show his stuff, though, and his goal is to prove to the Flyers that he can pick up where he left off with the team last year, when he played five games at the beginning of the season and fit in seamlessly. This year, he can play nine games before the Flyers must decide whether to keep him around or send him back to the OHL.

Through it all, he said, he won’t be thinking about how or where he fits into the roster, or what’s being said about him. Instead, he’s choosing to remain concentrated only on what he can control.

“I focus on me,” Laughton said, “doing what I can every day. I think if I can play the way I can, I think I’ll be here for the year.”

It’s no secret that the Flyers have somewhat of a logjam at center. The only obvious vacancy on the team is at left wing, for which Laughton’s name was circulated earlier this summer. It’s not outrageous, the thinking went, for a center to move over to the wing. Laughton said he was “open to the challenge.”

Instead, however, the battle for the opening at wing appears to be down to two new faces: Michael Raffl and Chris VandeVelde. The Flyers are giving Laughton every opportunity to succeed at the position he's played his entire life.

“Right now we’re leaving him at center,” Laviolette said. “We want to see how he does at that position instead of putting him somewhere where he’s not comfortable and then sticking him in one of these exhibition games coming up. [General manager] Paul [Holmgren] and I have not talked about that. It may have kicked around a table real quick, but there hasn’t been discussion as to make that move at this point.

“He’s a centerman, that’s where we picked him and drafted him. He’s at a camp right now with an opportunity to make the Flyers. We want to put him in the best position we can to show what he can do.”

Laviolette said he’s looking forward to seeing how Laughton plays in next week's exhibition games against the New Jersey Devils and Washington Capitals, when the lineups will be mostly full of NHL players and not a heavier mix of veterans and minor-leaguers.

Until then, he agrees with Laughton's plans for the week ahead: staying focused.

“I think the best thing for him is to do what he’s doing," Laviolette said. "Keep his eye on the target and keep his nose down and work hard, and try to pick up what we’re saying, which he does.”
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VandeVelde remains despite limited NHL success 

The Flyers shift training camp to Lake Placid
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Chris VandeVelde has registered just three points in 28 NHL games. (Zack Hill, Philadelphia Flyers)

LAKE PLACID, N.Y. -- On Thursday afternoon, the Flyers’ training camp roster shrunk to 27.

Gone was rookie Sam Morin, the defenseman selected 11th overall at last June’s draft that impressed so many coaches and fans after just a couple preseason games. Tye McGinn, the forward whose name was on the short list of players expected to have a real shot at making it on to the team, was sent away, too.

But after all of the 32 cuts made before the Flyers arrived in Lake Placid, 26-year-old center Chris VandeVelde, who was signed to a minor-league contract last week, still remained.

Even VandeVelde himself was a bit taken aback when he learned he’d be staying with the team for the next leg of camp.

“You’re always surprised a little bit,” he said. “But I’ve worked hard over the offseason. I gave myself a fair shot. I played pretty good in two preseason games and I’m here, so it’s good.”

Coach Peter Laviolette, it turns out, liked a lot of what he saw from the 6-foot-2, 190-pound grinder.

“I thought the scrimmage, the first scrimmage, I really liked him,” Laviolette said. “I thought he did a lot of good things in practice. He moves well, he skates well. He has some experience in the NHL. He serves different roles here. We're going to continue to look at him."

He did look strong in that game, spending a fair amount of time on the penalty kill, but VandeVelde has largely struggled at the NHL level. Since being drafted in the fourth round by the Edmonton Oilers in 2005, VandeVelde has played in just 28 NHL games -- and has only registered three points.

Though he was never able to fit in with the Oilers, even last year when the team was thin at center, VandeVelde considers the NHL experience he does have to be helpful, and possibly something that can help him as he competes for a roster spot.

“It was very valuable,” he said. “And hopefully I can carry it over here.”

Assistant general manager Ron Hextall is responsible for bringing VandeVelde onto the Flyers’ radar. His son, Brett, played hockey with VandeVelde at the University of North Dakota, and it was Ron Hextall who finally got in touch with VandeVelde earlier this summer, after his three-year deal with Edmonton expired and he became an unrestricted free agent.

VandeVelde says he could see himself fitting in on the Flyers as a third- or fourth-liner, and he hopes to continue to show the team’s coaches he’d make a reliable role player. He said he aims to show the coaches he is “skating hard and working hard,” and that he can “be consistent and reliable and outwork [his] opponent.”

“I think I’ve done that thus far,” he said.

The issue, of course, is that he struggled to do so while in Edmonton. In the 11 games in which he suited up in 2013, he was on the ice for four even-strength goals against. On the penalty kill, things were even worse -- in only about 11 minutes of ice time, VandeVelde was around for three opponents’ goals.

All that said, sometimes a change of scenery is all a player needs to be successful. And VandeVelde believes he has an understanding of what it takes to flourish with the Flyers.

“I know what they like,” he said. “It’s a pretty blue-collar team. They like hard work, and that’s what I’ll do.”

Flyers' camp shifts to Lake Placid for getaway 

John Boruk goes one-on-one with Scott Hartnell

Your browser does not support iframes. 

September 19, 2013, 10:00 am

Share This Post

Cheer 

0 

Boo 

0 

Email 

Peter Laviolette's Flyers will practice and do team-bonding activities in Lake Placid, N.Y. for the next four days. (AP)

The list of Flyers fall getaways during this decade is impressive.

West Point, N.Y., Annapolis, Md., Banff, Alberta. Those were under coach Ken Hitchcock.

Whistler, B.C. That was John Stevens’ team.

Today, it’s Peter Laviolette’s turn to take the Flyers' training camp on the road for team-bonding exercises and further camp development.

Laviolette chose tiny Lake Placid, N.Y., where history was made in 1980 when the U.S. beat the Soviet Union in ice hockey, then went on to capture the gold medal against Finland.

Had Laviolette had his way, the Flyers would have trained there last year, but general manager Paul Holmgren couldn’t swing it. Circumstances broke just the right way this fall with the ongoing renovation of Skate Zone.

“Paul and I talked a couple of times but schedule-wise, it was hard to put together,” Laviolette said. “This seems the perfect spot with Skate Zone remodeled and the break in the schedule.”

The Flyers don’t play another exhibition game until next week, allowing for these four days away. The team will arrive Thursday morning, then return home Sunday afternoon.

“This year it just worked out with what's going on at the Skate Zone, the renovation, and the way that training camp broke,” Holmgren said.

The split-squad games allowed the Flyers to play four games in three days in two countries.

“I wouldn't mind moving two of those games next year, to play two doubleheaders with two split squads,” Holmgren said.

“Peter and the coaches have some interesting things planned for the players [in Lake Placid]. They'll not only put them through the paces on the ice, but some off-ice stuff they can do, which is very important as you prepare for an 82-game season, and hopefully, playoffs.”

With the exceptions Hal Gill and Kimmo Timonen, no active player attending the Lake Placid retreat was alive to see the “Miracle on Ice.”  

Even Laviolette admits he has no idea if his younger players are fully tuned-in to what Lake Placid means to Americans, let alone USA Hockey.

It means a world to Flyers assistant coach Joey Mullen. He likely had a spot locked up on Herb Brooks’ Olympic squad before doing something so unselfish, so caring, few people ever knew what was behind it.

Mullen turned pro with the St. Louis Blues the summer prior to the Olympics. He needed his signing bonus to help support his family back home in the Hell’s Kitchen section of New York City because his father had become ill.

“I did try out for that team,” Mullen said. “My dad got sick and I had to make a decision and I think I made the right one for me.”

He never got an Olympic medal, but Mullen was later rewarded with two Stanley Cups as a member of the Pittsburgh Penguins.

Mullen still remembers the feeling of practicing and playing in Lake Placid.

“It’s a good way to bond,” he said. “It’s a good way to get in a place where we’re all together and go right to work. We’ve got a lot of work ahead of us. We’ve got things to accomplish this year and it starts when we get in.”

Much of what the Flyers do in Lake Placid will be behind closed doors. The bonding exercises strengthen “trust” within players. Some of them are mental exercises, some physical. Saturday is an off-day when players can choose from a variety of activities. 

“Team-building stuff is phenomenal. I really enjoy it,” said center Vinny Lecavalier, one of several newcomers on the Flyers.

When Lecavalier captained the Lightning in Tampa Bay, they went to Mont Tremblant, Quebec for their team-bonding experience.

“It’s a great idea,” he said. “For me, I’m the new guy. You get to know the guys a lot more. You come into the locker room every day. Everybody is doing their thing when they step on the ice.

“When you go away three, four days, it’s like you never get to know somebody unless you go on vacation with them.

“It’s not a vacation, but you get to know your teammates on the ice, off the ice. It’s kinda of a four-day thing. For me, especially, getting to know the guys, it’s a great thing.”

The NHL has asked the Flyers several times about training in Europe and starting the season over there. The organization has always been intrigued by the idea, yet team owner Ed Snider has never been convinced it doesn’t hurt the club at the start of the season with the travel, time difference, etc.

In 2009, the Penguins trained 10 days in Europe, opened the season there, and won the Stanley Cup. Max Talbot, who scored the winning goal that spring in Game 7 against Detroit, said it was a unique bonding experience.

“I think it is necessary and I did it quite a bit of it in Pittsburgh,” Talbot said. “I always enjoyed it. What is kinda related is the year we started in [Sweden]. It’s not exactly the same kind of training camp concept, being in another country, but it was great for team bonding and we won the Cup.”

Defenseman Mark Streit, another newcomer, also believes in getting away.

“We did it in Montreal every year and I felt it was good for us,” Streit said. “Team bonding is important, but it is also a good time to practice up there. We have not had enough time here to work on a few things and this will help. It will be fun to hang with guys and be on the road a bit.”

Not every NHL team goes to some place special for bonding. Sometimes, they go to ordinary places.

When he was playing goal in Columbus, Steve Mason, beginning his first full season as a Flyer, said the Blue Jackets went away to … Miami University in Oxford, Ohio.

“We didn’t necessarily go and take a plane and fly to a different city, but we had team-building things outside the city limits,” Mason recalled. “We got away from the families and distraction of camp in your own building. Have that bonding experience in a more intimate setting.

“Any time you can go away and isolate the team as a whole, it’s great moving forward. With all the new people we have this season it will be great to build new relationships with them.”

Devils: Ryane Clowe, back from injury, has spot reserved on power play

Ryane-Clowe-Mike-Dalhuisen-Bennett.JPG

Devils winger Ryane Clowe is hit by Islanders defenseman Mike Dalhuisen Thursday night. (Bruce Bennett/Getty Images)
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One of the reasons the Devils were so quick to sign Ryane Clowe back in July was his production on the power play.

 So when Clowe returned to practice today, three days after suffering a sore hip/buttocks on a hit during Thursday night’s home preseason game against the Islanders, he was back on the first power play unit up front with Patrik Elias and Damien Brunner.

“It was nice to see him out there skating. I don’t think he’s 100 percent yet. He’s definitely heading in the right direction,” coach Pete DeBoer said.

 Is Clowe, the 6-2, 225-pound left winger, an automatic on the PP?

“Yes. I think his history and experience in San Jose, having watched him, he was very effective there,” DeBoer said. “It’s hard to find big-bodied guys with a skill level that can make a play. That’s why they’re so valuable.”

The Devils signed Clowe to a five-year, $24.25 million contract.

 While comparisons to Ilya Kovalchuk would be unfair, their power play production isn’t as different as might be expected. In his 222 games for the Devils, Kovalchuk scored 23 power play goals. In his last 273 games in the NHL, Clowe has 23 power play goals.

“I played power play eight years in San Jose. That was a pretty good power play we had there, always top five,” Clowe pointed out. “I played steady for five years I was there under Todd McLellan. I’ve always done pretty well in that area, sometimes around the net and sometimes on the half wall. I’m definitely very comfortable there on the power play.”

He said the Devils’ power play is only slightly different. Matt Shaw ran the PP in San Jose and did the same for the Devils last season. 

“A lot of similarities with the power play Shaw ran in San Jose,” Clowe noted. “I know last year the power play didn’t work too well here, but I think this year we have pretty good personnel to make it work.”

Interestingly, Clowe was put on the line with Elias and Brunner after Jacob Josefson skated there (and produced) Saturday night in Brooklyn. Before his injury, Clowe had consistently been on a line with Michael Ryder.

“It was the first day I skated without playing with Ryde. Who knows what is going to happen? It’s hard to tell what the lines are going to be,” Clowe said. “Right now it looks like Brunner. I played against him a lot last year in Detroit. He is pretty high in skill with some of the plays he can make. He’ll definitely add offensive punch if he ends up staying there.”

Clowe said he is getting close to being 100 percent healthy.

“I feel a lot better. This was the first day I skated. I felt good on the ice,” he said.

“It was actually the first shift (on Thursday). I got kneed in the side or side of the (butt) by the defenseman that came down the boards. He charged down to keep the puck in. I tried to play a couple of shifts and my leg kind of locked up. I couldn’t really bend it.”
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Jaromir Jagr, who once again sat out today’s Devils practice because of lingering lower body soreness, will not play in Monday night’s preseason game in Montreal.

With another two exhibitions remaining on the schedule, there is some measure of concern that the 41-year-old winger might not be ready for the Devils’ Oct. 3 opener in Pittsburgh.

“I believe he’ll be ready. That’s just my opinion,” coach Pete DeBoer said today. “I’d like to see him in an exhibition game or two in a perfect world, but I think he’ll be ready.”

Those players not going to Montreal will practice in Newark Monday morning. Will Jagr be among them?

“That decision hasn’t been made yet, but he’s getting close,” DeBoer said.

 The Devils got Ryane Clowe back from a sore hip/buttocks today, but Mattias Tedenby and 

 Andrei Loktionov did not practice.

DeBoer said of Tedenby: “Positive reports this morning on how he's is feeling, so I’m not worried that it’s long term. But he’s not ready to be out here yet."

And Loktionov?

“Lower body tweak. Not serious. He’ll be back maybe as early as tomorrow,” the coach said.

 The plan is for goalie Martin Brodeur to play the entire game against the Canadiens, as Cory Schneider did Saturday night in Brooklyn in shutting out the Islanders, 3-0. 

 Interestingly, the Devils’ top line in the Islanders game was Jacob Josefson, Patrik Elias and Damien Brunner. However, Clowe stepped into Josefson’s spot in practice today.

 Might DeBoer go back to that Josefson-Elias-Brunner line? 

“We’ll see. I like to work in pairs more than lines,” DeBoer explained. “I thought Elias and Brunner had good chemistry. Not to minimize Jo’s influence on that line. At this point in training camp I’m looking more for pairs of guys. Then we’ll fit in who goes with those guys as we go.”

* * *

Because of their shots, rookies Eric Gelinas and Jon Merrill seem to have an edge over some of the Devils other young defensemen.

 However, DeBoer said that isn’t the case.

“I wouldn’t say that. I think (Alex) Urbom is in that mix for different reasons with some of the things he brings,” DeBoer said. “I think (Damon) Severson does have some power play abilities. I wouldn’t not put him in that grouping of guys.

“For me the reality is a young guy on the power play is going to be a couple of minutes a night. Whoever we dress is going to have to play 15-20 minutes. That’s more the priority. Who can we trust with that type of ice (time) as a young guy and bring some of their unique skills?”
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The Devils, coming off a 3-0 preseason win over the Islanders, practiced today at AmeriHealth Pavilion.

Jaromir Jagr, Mattias Tedenby and Andrei Loktionov were the only players missing from practice.

Ryane Clowe returned from a lower body injury.

The lines:

Dainius Zubrus-Travis Zajac-Mike Sislo

 Ryane Clowe-Patrik Elias-Damien Brunner

 Ryan Carter-Stephen Gionta-Steve Bernier

 Rostislav Olesz-Adam Henrique-Michael Ryder

 Krys Barch-Rod Pelley-Cam Janssen

 Stefan Matteau-Jacob Josefson-Tim Sestito

Defense pairings:

Bryce Salvador-Marek Zidlicky

 Andy Greene-Damon Severson

 Alex Urbom-SAdam Larsson

 Anton Volchenkov-Mark Fayne

 Jon-Merrill Peter Harrold

 Eric Gelinas-Brandon Burlon

Goalies:

Martin Brodeur

 Cory Schneider

 Keith Kinkaid

 Scott Wedgewood

After a break to resurface the ice, the Devils worked on the power play.

The first unit had Zidlicky and Greene on the points with Clowe, Elias and Brunner up front. The second unit was Gelinas and Zajac on the points with Ryder, Henrique and Bernier up front.

Devils line of Patrik Elias, Jacob Josefson, Damien Brunner shows chemistry

Patrik-Elias-Anthony-Gruppuso-USA.JPG

Devils veteran Patrik Elias (right) and Islanders captain John Tavares take the ceremonial faceoff with Charles Wang and Bruce Ratner. (Anthony Gruppuso/USA Today)
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BROOKLYN, N.Y. -- Devils coach Pete DeBoer may have found a line with some offensive flair.

 Patrik Elias, playing in his first preseason game this year, centered for left winger Jacob Josefson and right winger Damien Brunner and the trio combined for two goals and four assists.

Coach Pete DeBoer said it was good to have Elias in the lineup.

“He was dealing with a little but of a sore groin. Patty is one of the heartbeats of this team. It’s nice to have him back in,” DeBoer said.

 Elias admitted it was difficult at first.

“The first period was tough on the lungs and legs,” Elias said. “But I got better.”

Elias spoke highly of Brunner, who is playing on a professional tryout contract.

“He’s a really good player. He’s a smart player. You see that right away,” Elias said. “He’s patient, has a good shot and creativity. He’s always moving.”

The difference for Brunner (two assists) was having adjusted to the six-hour time difference from Switzerland.

“It was like night and day,” Brunner said. “It was easier to play. I was more awake than in the first game (Thursday night).”

* * *

Rookie defenseman Jon Merrill got away with a high stick to the face of Kyle Okposo in the third period.

“I was totally unaware,” Merrill said. “I felt bad.”

He also took a boarding penalty in the period.

“I was like a goon out there in the third,” Merrill said.

* * *

 DeBoer on Michael Ryder: “I thought he could’ve had two or three tonight. They’ll eventually go in if he keeps getting (chances).” 

* * *

Elias on Barclays Center: “Nice. It was good. Obviously the fans were into it. Much better than the Coliseum. I can tell you that. The crowd is on top of everything.”

The ice was rough.

“The ice got pretty bad pretty quickly. It was tough to move around and move the puck,” goalie Cory Schneider said. “I think having the lead was definitely advantage. New building. I don’t know how long they’ve had the ice in here. I don’t think we were expecting the best ice, but it was a great atmosphere and a great facility.”
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BROOKLYN, N.Y. – After 100 minutes of shutout hockey this preseason, Devils goalie Cory Schneider said there is room for improvement.

Really.

Acquired on draft day in a trade with the Vancouver Canucks, Schneider posted a 3-0 shutout over the Islanders Saturday night at Barclays Center in the first-ever NHL game played in Brooklyn.

In two appearances, Schneider has held opponents scoreless in all five periods.

“It’s unfortunate these don’t count. I think it’s not as much about the result right now. It’s more about how guys are feeling,” Schneider said after stopping all 26 Islanders shots. “I felt good tonight and improved on some areas. But again, there were still a few times when I was kicking out some bad rebounds on pucks I should be eating up. I let up a few more chances and shots.

“I think there is always room for improvement.”

It was a 90-minute bus ride from Newark to Brooklyn that had Schneider feeling uncomfortable at the start.

“It took me a while to get into it. I had to make a good save early (on Pierre-Marc Bouchard) off my own bad rebound. That kind of got me into it,” Schneider said. “It was a tough bus ride. I’m not used to those, busing to a game. I don’t think I’ve done that since college. But the guys were ready to play, we got an early goal and we were able to put the pressure on them.”

Jacob Josefson, Patrik Elias and Steve Bernier (power play) scored the Devils’ goals. They are 2-1-0 in the preseason with three games remaining. Martin Brodeur will play in Monday night’s game in Montreal.

 Elias, who played his first exhibition game of the year, had a goal and an assist. Linemates Jacob Josefson (a goal and an assist) and Damien Brunner (two assists) also played well.

“I though the whole line was working pretty good,” said Brunner, who is on a tryout contract. “It was easier for me to play. I was more awake than the first game.”

Brunner battled jet lag Thursday night.

“I thought we played a good road game. It was a great building, great atmosphere,” coach Pete DeBoer said. “We were privileged to be the first hockey game in Brooklyn in this building. I think our guys showed up, got off the bus and played well.”

DeBoer cannot be more pleased with Schneider.

“That would be a fair statement,” he said. “He hasn’t been scored on. He looks solid in the net. He gives your team confidence. A lot like Marty for us. There is a calming influence to guys like that.”

DeBoer said the scoreboard, which hangs over one blue line rather than center is, isn’t a problem. 

“I’m a coach, not an architect,” he said. “I think it will be fine for hockey. It’s got two benches. I don’t think it matters where the clock is. If they get 15,000 people in here it looks like it will be a great venue.”

And there is a bonus. When teams arrive by bus, there is an elevator that takes the bus down to the event level.

“It was fun taking the elevator down with the bus,” Brunner said. “I’ve never seen that before.”
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BROOKLYN, N.Y. – Pete DeBoer acknowledged the quirkiness of playing an NHL game in an arena built specifically for basketball, but the Devils’ coach wasn’t concerned with the fact the scoreboard was hanging over one blue line rather than centered over the ice. 

“I’m a coach, not an architect,” DeBoer said before the Devils faced the Islanders in Barclays Center. “I think it will be fine for hockey. It’s got two benches. I don’t think it matters where the clock is. If they get 15,000 people in here it looks like it will be a great venue.”

Devils winger Stefan Matteau was also more concerned with his own pursuit of a roster spot than playing a historic game in a new building.

“Same team. Same team as my first NHL game. Different building,” said Matteau, whose NHL debut came Jan. 19 at Nassau Coliseum.

“It’s cool. You play anywhere in the NHL and it’s always in big buildings.”

Playing in the NHL is foremost on Matteau’s mind. As a rookie he appeared in 17 games for the Devils last season and scored three points (one goal, two assists).

 There was an opening for Matteau in January after the NHL lockout, which is why the Devils kept him rather than sending him back to junior hockey. This season the task of making the club will be tougher.

 Matteau knows he has to convince the coach and general manager to keep him.

“For sure. I think everybody does,” he said of those fighting for a job. “Especially in my situation I have to show a little more and do whatever it takes. Hard work, play simple, get pucks deep and not turn pucks over. Do whatever they ask.”

What did he mean by “my situation?”

“Meaning I’m a young guy, there are a lotr of contracts already filled and one-way contracts. I think I have an opportunity to make this team. I have to make it happen,” Matteau said.

 He did not play in the Devils’ first two preseason games, which may have worried some young players. Not Matteau.

“There are a lot of guys here and they wanted to see other guys. I get my chance now,” he said. “That’s all that matters.”

There is little doubt that he is on the bubble.

“That’s exactly where he’s at. He’s on the bubble. He’s knocking on the door,” DeBoer said. 

“He’s got a body of work from last year with us. I think we’re all looking for him to take another step this year. There’s tough competition for all those spots.”

The team’s depth means Matteau must do something special during the preseason.

“I think we have more depth than we’ve had since I’ve been here,” DeBoer said. “I don’t think there is any doubt about that.”

Matteau is scheduled to skate on a line with Adam Henrique and Steve Bernier.

* * *

: Jaromir Jagr (lower body soreness) skated on his own today. DeBoer said Ryane Clowe (lower body) is "much improved but didn't skate." 

However, Mattias Tedenby (lower body) is more serious than expected with what could be a groin issue. "I would term that one a little more serious. I shouldn't use the word serious," DeBoer said. "More (serious) than Clowe."

 Cory Schneider is slated to play the full game in goal tonight. Martin Brodeur will play in Montreal Monday night.

Tim Sestito, Rod Pelley and Harry Young all cleared waivers today. Young, a defenseman, was assigned to Albany (AHL).
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BROOKLYN, N.Y. -- Devils goalie Martin Brodeur wasn’t bothered by passing up a chance to play in Barclays Center, even if never gets a chance to skate in the Brooklyn arena before hanging up his pads.

 Brodeur might get to play in a preseason game next season, but by the time the Islanders move to the arena in 2015-16, he might be retired.

“Not on the top of my list of priorities,” Brodeur said of the Barclays Center.

 The veteran goalie has been fortunate to play in most of the arenas that mean something historically.

“I was really fortunate. I was able to play in Chicago Stadium, I played in the old Montreal Forum, I played in Boston Garden and Maple Leaf Gardens. I played in most of the nicer ones,” Brodeur said today after practicingt in Newark. 

“The one I missed was the old Vancouver (arena). I was there. I was backing up T-Bone in one game. Other than that, I’ve played in all the ones that are recognizable, the ones people would know about.”

Former Devils coach Jacques Lemaire did Brodeur a favor by playing him in some of the older rinks.

“I remember one trip Jacques made me play in Boston Garden, Chicago Stadium a Maple Leaf Gardens three games in a row. I was never playing games in a row back then. That was a year me and Chris split it,” Brodeur recalled. “I’m sure it was just for me to get that experience of playing in those rinks. It was unbelievable. I was shaking my head, especially when you know the history of the game and knowing that all of them were going to get destroyed eventually.

“I played in Le Colisee in Quebec. That was pretty cool. I played in The Aud in Buffalo. That was a fun place to play. Back then the rinks had character. They had their own identity compared to now. Most of them are the same.”

He also played in the Spectrum in Philadelphia.

“I played there, too. It was a tough building. I played in the playoffs there. I played my third game ever in the Spectrum,” he said.

 Brodeur said he will make the trip to Montreal for the Devils-Canadiens preseason game Monday night at Bell Centre. 

“It’s a fun place to play but it’s still preseason. I’m sure the atmosphere will be fun. It will give me a chance to see my friends and family,” he said.

 Montreal over Brooklyn.

* * *

Brodeur got to say goodbye to his son, Anthony, after Thursday night's game against the Islanders. The next day Anthony went back to his junior team in Gatineau (QMJHL), Quebec.

The Devils goalie will be able to watch his son play his junior games. He got the $150 Quebec League package that televises every Gatineau game.
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Devils winger Mattias Tedenby said he suffered a lower body injury during practice today but is hopeful it is not serious.

"I was skating and I felt it in my lower body when I pushed," Tedeny said. "A little treatment now and we'll see how it is tomorrow."

Tedenby, fighting for a job in camp, isn't overly worried yet.

"I don't know. Of course a little bit worried," her said. "My body feels great. I'm in great shape. Hopefully I'll get better."

He also suffered a cut to his chin, courtesy of Adam Larsson's stick.

Travis Zajac and Jaromir Jagr did not practice today.

Devils: Jaromir Jagr doesn't practice with first group; trim roster by 21

Tim-Sestito-Hindash.JPG

Tim Sestito remained with the Devils as management looked to trim the team's roster. (Saed Hindash/The Star-Ledger)
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Despite indications that Jaromir Jagr would practice with the Devils today, the injured winger did not skate in the team's first or second sessions.

Neither did Ryane Clowe.

Mattias Tedenby left the ice early in obvious discomfort. The winger appeared to suffer a leg injury and did not return.

The Devils have a second session afterwards.

Reid Boucher and Harri Pesonen were among the roster cuts as the Devils assigned 15 players to Albany (AHL) while returning six players to their junior teams.

Assigned to Albany were: goaltender Maxime Clermont; defensemen Seth Helgeson, Raman Hrabarenka, Dan Kelly, Corbin McPherson, and Reece Scarlett; and forwards Reid Boucher, Riley Boychuk, Mike Hoeffel, Chris McKelvie, Harri Pesonen, Ben Thomson, Joe Whitney, David Wohlberg, and Darcy Zajac.

Returned to their junior teams were: goaltender Anthony Brodeur (Gatineau, QMJHL) and forwards Myles Bell (Kelowna, WHL), Graham Black (Swift Current, WHL), Remy Giftopoulos (Windsor, OHL), Ben Johnson (Windsor, OHL), and Ryan Kujawinski (Kingston, OHL).

The lines:

Mike Sislo-Patrik Elias-Mattias Tedenby

 Krys Barch-Jacob Josefson-Cam Janssen-Tim Sestito

 Stefan Matteau-Adam Henrique-Steve Bernier

Defense pairings:

Alex Urbom- Adam Larsson

 Peter Harrold-Burlon

 Anton Volchenkov-Mark Fayne
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Devils rookie defenseman Jon Merrill scored one goal and assisted on another, but he was on the ice for both of the Islanders’ shorthanded goals tonight at Prudential Center.

“I was a little bit nervous at the beginning,” said Merrill. “I thought I got some shots through. I was fortunate to be on for two goals-for. But any time you give up two shorthanded, it’s tough to win.”

Coach Pete DeBoer, asked about Merrill’s first game, spoke about all four of the team’s young defensemen—Merrill, Damon Severson, Alex Urbom and Eric Gelinas.

“I though the kids were okay. At the end of the day it wasn’t a good night,” DeBoer said. “We turned the puck over and every time we turned it over it ended up in our net. Rather than individuals, our team mindset wasn’t where it needed to be. We’re not that team. We’re not a team that turns the puck over.”

Goalie Martin Brodeur, in net for the Islanders’ four-goal opening period, also spoke of the young D-men.

“It was a tough game, a lot of breakdowns,” Brodeur said. “They are big boys. They have a long reach. They move the puck fairly well. But they’re young and they’re going to make some mistakes. It’s normal. When you get them playing with older guys, that’s where you’re going to see more of what they can do.

“Gelli with his shot is an asset we haven’t had in New Jersey for a long time. I think it’s something to look at for our power play and overall games. The other guys are young, one coming out of junior and one out of college. Gelli and Urbom have been in the minors. They have more experience.”

* * *

As for Swiss forward Damien Brunner, who made his Devils debut, it was a tough start.

 Brunner, who signed a professional tryout contract, was minus-3 in the first period and finished minus-2.

“That first period was obviously tough,” he said. “I had no legs. The second and third were a little better.

“It was tougher to play in the evening and practice in the morning. I was pretty tired in the beginning, but when the game went on the legs were coming. Progress during the game but it was not the best game.”

Both DeBoer and Brodeur saw something positive in Brunner.

“I thought he gave us some jump. He made some plays. He’s got some skill,” DeBoer noted. “Again, we were disjointed tonight as a group. I don’t think it’s a fair game to assess anybody. We just have to get ready for the next one.”

Brodeur added: “He looked good. He’s a skilled player. He made some good plays out there. I think it was a tough game, a lot of special teams. But he skated well. He hasn’t played with just a couple days of training camp. A new place for him, new teammates.

“He’s definitely a guy I’m sure the organization is looking into to see a little more of him in training camp and to see if we can get him on board.”

* * *

Brodeur isn’t a fan of hybrid icing.

As for the nets, which are a bit more shallow, he didn’t notice a difference.

“I can’t see a difference in the nets. Who knows what they were before? They say every net was different in every rink,” he said.

“The hybrid icing is something that is kind of a hard thing. I kind of got caught early in the game. It’s tough for a goalie, especially when you’re not allowed to make an attempt to play it. Even though you stay in your crease and they wave it off, they wait so long to make their call on that. It becomes a little confusing for everybody.”

His assessment? Not good.

“It’s just weird. We’re not used to it, I guess, but it’s not something I’m for. For sure,” Brodeur said. 

 The first period was one he’d like to forget in a hurry. Four goals on eight shots.

“Lots of goals, not many shots. Not the way you’d like to start the preseason. But we kind of came back in the second period. Less shots, less breakdowns.”
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Devils rookie defenseman Damon Severson is still very much in the mix to earn a spot on the NHL roster.

 Severson, 19, will be in the lineup tonight against the Islanders paired with veteran Andy Greene.

 Jon Merrill, Alex Urbom and Eric Gelinas have been getting most of the attention in camp when it comes to the Devils’ young D, but Severson has the attention of the coaching staff.

“Yes. I think Lou (Lamoriello) and I both pride ourselves on the fact this is a merit-based organization. The kid’s playing tonight and it’s based on merit and how he’s played in training camp,” coach Pete DeBoer said.

It will be a big opportunity for the Devils' second pick (60th overall) in 2012.

“It’s come finally. Hopefully I’ll just play my game out there and see what happens,” Severson said. 

What are Severson’s strengths? 

“I think the better question is what are his weaknesses. There aren’t many,” DeBoer responded. “He really does a little bit of everything well. He’s a big body, he has a physical edge to him, he handles the puck well. He moves it well and can shoot it. For me he does a little bit of everything. It’s a nice package.

“He’s a real mature. Great kid. An exciting prospect.”

That brought a smile to Severson's face.

“It’s obviously a compliment," he said. "What you can do is what you put forward on the ice every day and what you can’t do is what you think you can’t do. It’s pretty much just a mental approach. If you do the things you can do really well, you’re going to be really successful.”

Severson, 6-2, 195 pounds, said he didn't arrive in camp with overblown expectations.

“You don’t want to expect anything because your expectations could be too high or too low," he said. "Obviously you come to camp and you want to get into some games to show the coaching staff what you’ve got. That was my goal coming in and now finally I have a chance.

“I think I’ve just been taking it all in and listening to the coaching staff and watching some of the older players that have been here for a while and taking in everything they’ve tossed my way. They’ve made it pretty easy on me so far.”

He feels he is ready for the jump to the NHL, despite playing just two games in Albany (AHL) last season after a junior career with Kelowna (WHL).

“Definitely. I think I worked hard this summer. I tried to skate as many times as possible with NHL caliber players when I had the chance," Severson said. "I felt good out there and I’ve felt good ever since I got here. I definitely feel I’m ready for the jump and hopefully I can prove it.” 

* * *

Veterans that are not playing in the exhibition game practiced after the morning skate.

Assistant coach Mike Foligno gave defenseman Alex Urbom some on-ice fighting tips. Does Urbom, not known as a fighter, expect to be dropping his gloves more often?

"Maybe," said the 6-5, Swede. "You never know what happens in games. You have to stand up for your teammates."

Cam Janssen gave some tops to Mark Fayne and Dan Kelly on how to avoid being hurt in a fight.

Jansssen said he was unaware that he'd be given a minor penalty for removing his helmet to fight Monday night. Both Janssen and Brandon Mashinter of the Rangers got the extra two minutes for taking off their helmets to fight.

"I had no idea," Janssen said. "I was trying to do the honest thing. I didn't want to get the extra two minutes."

* * *

Patrik Elias, who practiced with the extras, said his groin is fine and he could have played tonight.

"I told them I was ready for today," Elias said.

The team is going easy with the veteran forward, who has to deal with a sore groin at times.

* * *

What is DeBoer looking for from Damien Brunner in the Swiss forward's debut?

“I want him to play his game, get comfortable, use his speed, make some plays, create some things offensively. Obviously that type of dimension is what we’re looking for. He has that ability," DeBoer said.

“Two or three practices in, he’s obviously been well-coached by Mike Babcock (in Detroit last season). There is nothing here that he hasn’t seen from a system or defensive point of view. It’s just making sure it doesn’t affect his offense, where his real strengths lie.”

Devils' Andy Greene is on a short list to be given Ilya Kovalchuk's 'A' 

Andy-Greene-Jacob-Josefson-Kurdzuk.JPG

Andy Greene (right) has some words of wisdom for Devils teammate Jacob Josefson. (Tony Kurdzuk/The Star-Ledger)
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The decision is not an easy one for Devils coach Pete DeBoer and GM Lou Lamoriello. With the departure of Ilya Kovalchuk, there is an ‘A’ to be sewn on someone’s jersey and the team has at least two leading candidates.

 Bryce Salvador is the captain and Patrik Elias is already an alternate, so it appears that the choice to get the second ‘A’ comes down to Travis Zajac or Andy Greene.

 DeBoer said no decision has been made.

“Obviously it would be a great honor. I would love that,” said Greene, who will wear an ‘A’ in tonight’s preseason game against the Islanders.

“At the same time, as everyone says, just because you do or don’t have a letter doesn’t mean you are or aren’t a leader on this team. It’s a group effort.” 

Whether or not he gets a letter, Greene has become a key for the Devils. He had what DeBoer called a breakout season in 2012-13 and left his coach and teammates wondering why outsiders continually refer to the club’s “no-name” defense.

“For me he was our best defensemen. Arguably, if not our best player, he was in the top couple of names you would mention,” DeBoer said of Greene. “I thought he had a real breakout season. I know he’s played well in the past, but to me he took his game to another level last year. Obviously his confidence is very good.”

That was the key for the Michigan native.

“I thought it was a pretty good year,” Greene said modestly. “It was one of those things where I had a lot of confidence. Playing games every other day (with the lockout-compressed schedule), it’s easy when you’re playing well to get in that groove and keep it there. Obviously I’ve been on the other end of the spectrum where you get stuck in a rut and you feel like you can’t do anything right.”

Greene’s main issue in the past has been staying healthy. He suffered a broken hand in his second full season and missed 22 games in 2011-12 with a broken foot. 

 When he’s healthy, he is reliable.

“Dependability. You know what you’re getting every night from Andy,” DeBoer noted. “You’re not wondering when you put his name in the lineup or you throw him on the ice in critical situations what you’re going to get. You know what you’re going to get. That’s a comforting feeling for a coach.”

There are many who believe a team needs a star goalie, star defenseman and at least one dominating forward to win a Stanley Cup. Greene, who had 16 points (four goals, 12 assists) and was plus-3 in 48 games last season, thinks the Devils have a team capable of winning.

“I hope so. It’s more than just three guys that win a Stanley Cup,” he said. “It’s literally all 23 or 25 guys. When guys get hurt, others step in. That’s the way we approach it.

“We don’t listen to it or care (what people say about the defense). We don’t have that big superstar back there, but it’s a team game and we do it with the group of us.”

Greene, approaching 31, will be paired on defense tonight with rookie Damon Severson, 19.

“It’s funny, the first couple years you’re the young one. Then, all of a sudden one year later, it’s a weird transition,” Greene said. “It’s good for the team and the organization to see these guys coming up.”

He has become a leader.

“A little bit. I’m not a big rah-rah guy, but if there is a need for something to be said I’ll say it,” Greene said.

He is on a very short list for an ‘A.’
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Damien Brunner wore No, 12 on his helmet today as the Devils held their morning skate Iat Prudential Center.

Brunner, in camp on a professional tryout contract, will make his Devils debut tonight against the Islanders.

Scott Wedgewood will dress as Martin Brodeur's backup.

The lines:

Ryane Clowe-Andrei Loktionov-Michael Ryder

 Rostislav Olesz-Travis Zajac-Damien Brunner

 Krys Barch-Jacob Josefson-Reid Boucher

 Ryan Carter- Stephen Gionta-Dainius Zubrus

Defense pairings:

 Bryce Salvador-Marek Zidlicky

 Andy Greene-Damon Severson

 Eric Gelinas-Jon Merrill 

Martin Brodeur-Scott Wedgewood

The Devils will stream the game on their website. There will be a link on the website which will carry the scoreboard feed.
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Rookie defenseman Jon Merrill will make his Devils debut Thursday night against the Islanders in a preseason game at Prudential Center.

 Merrill is one of the young blue line prospects, along with Alex Urbom and Eric Gelinas, with a legitimate shot at making the Devils’ roster. 

“I’m extremely excited. My first preseason game,” Merrill said. “I’m sure there will be nerves, but I try not to worry about that. Focus on playing your game and have fun.”

Coach Pete DeBoer said of Merrill: “You can see the skill set. I’m excited to see him in games.”

The Devils have veterans Bryce Salvador, Andy Greene, Mark Fayne, Anton Volchenkov, Peter Harrold, Marek Zidlicky and the highly-regarded Adam Larsson.

 So is there room for a rookie? 

“I liked our defense last year,” DeBoer said. “We don’t have a lot of big names there. We led the league in shots-against. I think it’s an underrated group. I think we can do some things better. I think we can move pucks better than we did last year.

“I think some of the young guys are pushing for jobs because they have that ability—Gelinas, Merrill, Urbom. They can move pucks very well and that’s going to push some guys.”

Merrill was the Devils’ first pick (38th overall in the second round) at the 2010 entry draft. After a college career at Michigan, he played 12 games for Albany (AHL) last season and showed promise.

 The opportunity is there.

“I really had no expectations at all,” Merrill said of camp. “I hadn’t really spoken to anyone who had been to a camp so I didn’t know what to expect.

“It’s been a really good first week. I think the biggest thing is to stay consistent, play my game and not worry about things I can’t control like who is in the lineup and who is practicing with who. Those are things out of my control.”

He could be a point man on the power play.

“They already have great guys who can run power plays here,” he said cautiously. “Any way I can help the team, whether they put me on the power play or penalty kill, is not up to me. Whenever my number is called, I’m going.”

Jobs will be won and lost over the next week.

“I think we’re starting to get the NHL group a little more together. Sprinkling young guys in and out on a daily basis,” DeBoer explained.

* * *

DeBoer hasn’t been using Stephen Gionta, Steve Bernier and Ryan Carter as a line, but he hasn’t ruled out reuniting the trio that was so effective during the 2012 run to the Stanley Cup Finals.

“I don’t know. It’s too early to tell,” DeBoer said. “I do know this—we have to be a four-line team in order to play the way we want to play with the pace we want to play at with the schedule and over an 82-game season. That’s when we’re most effective.

“However those four lines shake out, it’s never set in stone. All kinds of factors go into that, including injuries and how guys are playing.The one thing is you know those guys have some chemistry. It’s always something you have in your back pocket you can go to, but it doesn’t necessarily mean it will be an 82-game combination.”

DeBoer was asked if Gionta is fighting for job.

“Stephen is a big part of this team. You don’t want to say no. Everybody’s fighting for jobs, positions, ice time. But I don’t think that’s a true characterization,” the coach answered.

* * * 

Jaromir Jagr (lower body soreness) skated on his own today.

“He did have a light skate today and it went well. That’s all I’ve got,” DeBoer said.

* * *

Unsigned tryout Damien Brunner will make his Devils debut Thursday night.

“Yes, that’s the plan,” DeBoer said. “He looks good out there. That’s the idea, I think, of him coming here. To get in some games and get a good evaluation from us.”

Brunner said he is ready to play.

“Yeah, it’s no problem. I skated a while in Switzerland. The jet lag is not too bad,” he noted. 

There is a six-hour time difference between Switzerland and New Jersey.

* * *

The pace of practices has been fast, which DeBoer chalks up to competition.

“I think guys look at the depth chart and realize there is a limited number of jobs and a lot of NHL players here,” DeBoer said. “That creates great competition and the pace is very good, I think, because of that.”

Two newcomers who aren’t in jeopardy of losing their jobs are winger Michael Ryder and goalie Cory Schneider.

“Michael is a veteran guy. He’s got a great personality in that he keeps things loose. We need his goals,” DeBoer said. “He’s a guy who scored over 30 numerous occasions in his career. I think he’s just starting to hit stride. I think he’s eased his way in here.”

Schneider was solid in Monday night’s game against the Rangers. He has looked impressive from the beginning and has fit in well with Martin Brodeur.

“Chris Terreri was commenting the other day how little maintenance he is,” DeBoer said. “He’s low maintenance. He’s fit in seamlessly. He seems very comfortable and we’re happy to have him.”

Devils' Pete DeBoer: Stephen Gionta not fighting for his job

 by Rich Chere/The Star-Ledger

9/18/2013 1:04 PM 
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Devils coach Pete DeBoer said today Stephen Gionta is not fighting to keep his job with the team. He said it's not accurate that Gionta has to earn a job, but noted; "Everybody is fighting for jobs and ice time. Stephen is a big part of this team."

Travis Zajac centering for Ryane Clowe and Michael Ryder; Damien Brunner still skating on line with Patrik Elias and Dainius Zubrus

Which young players should make the Devils' final roster?

Reid Boucher.JPG

Reid Boucher is one of the young Devils who could make the final roster. (Saed Hindash/The Star-Ledger)
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Devils stockDevils: Ryane Clowe, back from injury, has spot reserved on power play

Devils' Pete DeBoer: 'I believe Jaromir Jagr will be ready for season opener'

Devils: Jaromir Jagr, Andrei Loktionov, Mattias Tedenby sidelined

Devils line of Patrik Elias, Jacob Josefson, Damien Brunner shows chemistry

Devils' Cory Schneider yet to allow a preseason goal after 100 minutes

All Stories | 

Sure, the Devils have only played a total of one preseason game. But first impressions have already been made about which players should make the cut to start the regular season in New Jersey.

There's a ton of buzz surrounding Damien Brunner, who is in camp on a professional tryout contract despite a great playoff run with the Red Wings and a hot start to the 2013 season. He's already skating with Patrik Elias and Dainius Zubrus, as The Star-Ledger's Rich Chere reported, something that could be a positive sign.

Chere also wrote about Eric Gelinas, who scored against the Rangers and who is competing with names like Jon Merrill and Alex Urbom. Reid Boucher, who had a terrific season in juniors, and Mattias Tedenby are also potentially on the bubble. Jacob Josefson could also fight his way into a spot.

So what should the final roster look like? Out of the names above, who would you choose? Are there any sleepers who could make a bigger impression as the preseason continues? Head down to the comments section to discuss.
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Unsigned Damien Brunner remained on a line with Patrik Elias and Dainius Zubrus today as the Devils practiced in AmeriHealth Pavilion.

Jaromir Jagr (lower body soreness) once again did not practice with the team.

The lines:

Dainius Zubrus-Patrik Elias-Damien Brunner

 Ryane Clowe-Travis Zajac-Michael Ryder

 Rostislav Olesz-Andrei Loktionov-Steve Bernier

 Ryan Carter-Stephen Gionta-Adam Henrique

 Krys Barch-Jacob Josefson-Mattias Tedenby

Defense pairings:

Bryce Salvador-Marek Zidlicky

 Andy Greene-Adam Larsson

 Jon Merrill-Mark Fayne

 Anton Volchenkov-Peter Harrold

Goalies:

Martin Brodeur-Cory Schneider

GAME DAY (P4): Islanders at Predators, 6pm 

September 22nd, 2013 4:42 pm  

New York Islanders at Nashville Predators, 6:00pm ET

 Bridgestone Arena — Nashville, TN

TV: None

In Nashville tonight the Islanders will take on the Predators and it will be a bit different team than the one that skated in Brooklyn on Saturday night. Most of the NHL regulars will get the night off, and the ones who didn’t play last night have a spot in the lineup. One of the reasons some guys didn’t see Brooklyn ice last night — Peter Regin, Thomas Hickey and Michael Grabner come to mind — is because teams have to include a certain amount of “veteran” players in preseason games. This attempts to keep fans at least a little bit happy as teams can’t send out lineups consisting only of prospects and AHL players. The rules are a little weird — for example Hickey is an “NHL veteran” because he played 30+ games last year despite it being his rookie year — but if you’re interested you can read a detailed breakdown here.

Here are today’s projected lines, with Anders Nilsson getting a chance to make his case in net:

Grabner – Regin – Bouchard

 Lee – Nelson – Strome

 Halmo – Sundstrom – Bruton

 Boulton – Wetmore – Johnson

Finley – Martinek

 Hickey – Pulock

 de Haan – Carkner

Nilsson

 Reiter

There doesn’t appear to be an online stream of the game from either the Predators or the Islanders. My assumption is that since the home team isn’t broadcasting, that’s it. The Islanders picked up the video feeds of the Flames and Devils for their two previous away games
Christian Arnold, Islanders Point Blank:

BROOKLYN — The Barclays Center impressed in its NHL debut… The Islanders didn’t do quite the same in their Brooklyn debut.

Corey Schneider and the New Jersey Devils shutout the Isles 3-0 Saturday night in the building New York will soon be calling home. Schneider made 26 saves in the New Jersey win, but the really story of the night was the venue to two teams were playing in.

A lot of talk about the seating, sight lines, and the fact fans would have to take the train dominated the conversation leading up to the arena’s hockey debut. But when all was said and done, the building passed the test for the most part. An announced crowd of 14,689 was on hand at Barclays and the fans Islanders Point Blank spoke with seemed happy with their future home.

“For me it was just about getting them to stay in New York. As long as they’re in New York, that’s perfect,” said Mike Stasiuk from Hicksville.

 Stasiuk, unlike many fans that packed the Long Island Rail Road, drove to Barclays Center. Although he has taken the train there before. “I’ve taken the trains here for Nets games, but I don’t mind the commute.  It’s a lot easier if anything,” he said.

Despite the outcome, the players also enjoyed their evening in the borough of Kings.

“The game obviously didn’t go the way we wanted to, but it was fun to play in that atmosphere and play in Brooklyn,” Kyle Okposo said after the game. “Unfortunate for us, we didn’t have our best game, but we’re going to have many more in this building and we’re looking forward to it.”

Matt Martin, who may be the Islander who has visited the Barclays Center the most, found the atmosphere great.

“The fans were loud…and it’s not something you’re used to in a preseason game,” he said. “They definitely helped you get into the game tonight. They were great, we were excited to play here, obviously we wished we put in a better effort.”

The Islanders did look flat at times during the 20 minute contest, with the Devils controlling the play for chunks of time. And when the team did have scoring chances and created momentum, Schneider was there to keep his team in front.

It also didn’t help that the ice wasn’t as great as it could have been. 

“The ice was a little rough out there. The puck was bouncing a lot, but that will come with experience for them and the crew,” Okposo said.

But defenseman Travis Hamonic wasn’t using that as an excuse.

“Was it definitely pretty hot out there? It really was and maybe that effected the ice a little bit,” he said. “But they were playing on the same ice as we were, so we’re not going to use that as an excuse.”

The Islanders will not get much rest, since they are right back in action Sunday for a preseason contest in Nashville.
GAME DAY (P3): The First Game in Brooklyn 

September 21st, 2013 11:28 am  

New Jersey Devils at New York Islanders, 7:00pm ET

 Barclays Center — Brooklyn, NY

TV: Isles’ website — Radio: WRHU, 88.7FM

After a lockout killed the first attempt at playing an exhibition game in Brooklyn last fall, it’s finally time to see what the Barclays Center can do when it comes to hockey games. We’ve had the surprise move announcement, endlessly debated the horseshoe setup and had a field trip to the new digs. Now we’ll get to see it in action.

The Islanders head to Brooklyn for their third pre-season game of the year and second against the Devils, after a 5-3 win and fight fest in New Jersey on Thursday night. It’s pretty much an NHL lineup on the ice tonight featuring John Tavares, Matt Moulson, et al, as the team looks to put their best foot forward in the new digs and please the 10,000+ that are expected to show up. But also keep in mind that the Isles have a game in Nashville tomorrow, so if a certain player or prospect is missing, it’s likely because they’re on a flight to Music City.

Moulson – Tavares – Bouchard

 Bailey – Nielsen – Okposo

 Martin – Cizikas – MacDonald

 Boulton – Sundstrom – Johnson

Strait – Hamonic

 Donovan – MacDonald

 Reinhart – Visnovsky

Nabokov

 Milner

In net, Evgeni Nabokov and Corey Schneider are both expected to play the whole game for their respective teams.

If you’re heading to the game, there are some LIRR travel tips here. But take it from someone who does this stuff every day; expect to transfer at Jamaica for the train to Brooklyn and make sure to leave early. The last thing you would want is a delayed train making you miss half the game. For those unable to make it to the Barclays, you can check out the Isles official website for a stream of the game and follow Christian Arnold on twitter for updates from Brooklyn
Brock Nelson May Find a Role Alongside Vets on Penalty Kill 

September 20th, 2013 12:00 pm  

Kevin Schultz, Islanders Point Blank:

NEWARK, NJ — Thursday night at the Prudential Center the Islanders racked up 69 penalty minutes and allowed the Devils ten powerplays in what was a sloppy and fight-filled game. The team spent nearly 20 minutes of the game, almost a full period, killing off minor penalties. While most of the special teams responsibilities for the forwards fell to the few NHL veterans in the lineup — Kyle Okposo, Josh Bailey, Frans Nielsen and Peter Regin — one name stood out as a young player the coaching staff seemed to really trust on the penalty kill; Brock Nelson.

nelsonOver the course of the night Nelson racked up nearly six minutes of short-handed ice time and was put out on what appeared to be the Islanders’ top penalty killing unit alongside veteran Frans Nielsen. Nielsen is lauded around the NHL for his defensive work and led the Islanders forwards in short-handed ice time per game for each of the past three seasons.

“Not really testing, I watched him play [on the penalty kill] last year quite a bit,” coach Jack Capuano responded when asked after the game if pairing the two players together was a test to see what Nelson could do or a sign of the coaching staff having confidence in his abilities.

“He’s a guy that he’s a big body, he sacrifices his body, he’s got a willingness to do what it takes on the PK and he’s pretty good on draws. I thought him and Fransy did a real good job tonight.”

With an injury to Cal Clutterbuck expected to make the forward miss the start of the regular season, there’s now an open spot on the Islanders third line. Clutterbuck is a solid penalty killer in his own right, so that open spot may come with a prerequisite background in penalty killing.  It’s hard to tell if Nelson is being groomed to fill that role, but last night he certainly appeared capable and willing.

“I think anytime the coach is gonna put you on the penalty kill, you gotta make the most of the opportunity,” Nelson said following the game. The 21-year old wasn’t willing to say whether the role was a trial run or just how the lineup card shook out that day.

“It’s hard to say, but when you get your name called to go out there you just go out there and try to do your best and get the job done. I think the PK did a great job tonight and that was a big part of the win.”

But Nelson did think it was beneficial being paired with Nielsen.

“He’s a good teacher for us young guys. It’s fun to play with those guys in those critical situations and try to learn from them.”
The Morning Skate: First Thoughts on the Prospects 

September 20th, 2013 10:45 am  

Kevin Schultz, Islanders Point Blank:

We got our first real, hard look at a lot of the Islanders young prospects on Thursday night in Newark. It’s only one game, so some good players may have had a bad night and vis-à-vis, but it was a good night to see how some of the guys performed in a full-on game environment. Here are a few quick notes I scribbled down at the Prudential Center. I’m not a scout, so my #HOTTAKES are by no means gospel — feel free to agree, disagree and serve up your own takes in comments…

(And before we start, the Islanders have just announced that Cal Clutterbuck is out 4-6 weeks with a leg laceration)

-Kevin Poulin: We’ll start with the goaltender, getting his first 60-minute start since late April. The third goal was soft, the second may have been a deflection and the first was so-so. All three came from shots high in the zone, so I’m not sure if that’s a problem area for him or not, but it’s something to watch. Maybe it’s a vision thing or simply bad luck and traffic. After the third goal, he did seem to settle down a bit and had a few nice penalty kills. I can’t say the performance was good or bad. It had its moments from both columns.

-Yes, the line of Lee-Nelson-Strome looked good, including their tic-tac-toe goal to open the scoring. Strome had a few stick-handling flashes and Nelson got a ton of penalty killing time. It was readily apparent that the two are both solid players and that they are also very different players, something that should be discussed more when debating who should make the big club. Strome is built a little more from an offensively talented and flashy kind of style while Nelson is clearly more of an an all-around player. Lee, while we’ve neglected to put him in the conversation for a roster spot, is right there with the other two nipping at their heels. This will be a fun line to watch throughout the pre-season.

-Ryan Pulock and Griffin Reinhart: For my money, the best Isles defenders on the ice last night. Pulock made some excellent neutral zone passes up to the forwards and seems to have great vision. Didn’t really get a chance to unleash the slapper. Reinhart seemed solid defensively, didn’t jump into the play quite as much, blocked a few shots. The coaching staff had him on PP1 and PK1, so that may be some insight into what they think of him. 

-As a group, the first pass out of the zone from the defenders was an issue all night. Maybe it has to do with young defenders playing against, in most cases, New Jersey’s NHL vets. But there were some bad passes in the defensive zone and some really, really bad passes in the defensive zone. Andrey Pedan had a couple and Reinhart has an especially egregious one in the third that gave a Devil a clean breakaway, but it wasn’t only the two of them. It was a problem for all six defenders.

-Although he gets props for the fight, Mike Dalhuisen faltered a bit. Didn’t seem positionally sound and was bailed out big time by Ryan Pulock, who stopped a potential 2-on-0 when Dalhuisen was caught in the neutral zone. But again, it’s only one game.

-Andrey Pedan also stood out on defense. He made some nice plays, including bailing out Radek Martinek, by diving to knock a puck away from a Devil on a potential breakaway opportunity. Aside from that slip up, Martinek looked pretty good, too. But for my money, I’d take a prospect on the team over him. Just not enough room at the inn is all.

--------------------------------------------------------------------------------

The Post and Newsday both wrote about Ryan Strome after last night. The Post goes deeper into something I mentioned above, where it’s not necessarily about whether Strome or Nelson is the better player but rather what the team’s needs are and who fits them. And also if the offensively gifted Strome can be responsible in his own zone:

“When you have a skill player that can dominate at the level that he dominated at juniors, when you get to this level, it’s different,” Capuano told The Post before Thursday night’s 5-3 preseason win over the Devils at The Rock in Newark. “To me, for Ryan, we know his hockey skill. We know his vision, his creativity — we know the intangibles to his offensive game.

“The ability to play a 200-foot game, the ability to stop and start and not drift, that’s what we’re working on with him. Playing a 200-foot game is very crucial at this level.”

And here’s Strome in Newsday:

“They’ve pretty much told me that if I play my way on, the best players are going to play,” Strome said before he played in last night’s preseason game against the Devils. “Maybe there is an opening there a bit, but you never know what the coaches are looking for.”

Also of note in that same article is Capuano calling the backup goaltender slot “still a battle.”

--------------------------------------------------------------------------------

ALSO: Not a lot of positives for the Devils last night… All three rounds of Gallant-Barch are here… Diamond-Gionta and Dalhuisen-Carter… No video of the Eric Boulton breakaway available, it may forever be a legend…
Maybe not this upcoming season (although I do expect them to finish anywhere between 6-8th in the East) but definitely next year, this team is going to be a major force. The depth is just silly. I can picture it now, first year in BK watch them push for a spot in the Conf Finals. Ahhh gotta love Nassau County. Regardless, I don't think many fans realize just how bright the future is. Think Chicago.
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⚑

The quick maturation of Nelson, Strome and Lee creates an interesting problem. Most board pundits agree that we need a legitimate #2 center and scoring line. Could this trio be the real deal? While keeping all three means curtains for the recently signed Bouchard and Regin, does that really matter if the team is better. I know this is just one game and Clutterbuck will be back as well but, this line up allows Neilsen to revert to a better suited role as the #3 center with Grabner and perhaps Bailey, and gives Okposo one more chance to prove he's a viable power forward for the top line. 

Oh,,, these are good problems to have...
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⚑

Don't expect any of these guys to be better than a healthy Bouchard right away. Remember, they are 20-ish year old prospects. 15 goals and 40 points from Strome, for example, would be a good season this season. You can't just throw Lee-Nelson-Strome as the second line and expect to make the playoffs. Maybe in a few years, that'll be the second line, but not this year.
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⚑

I might choose to dream,, as the following poster states but, that dream is rooted in the ability of these kids to take the next step. We've been handed a bill of goods,,, a rebuild of a once great franchise, and that rebuild is about to come to fruition. The draft choices that Snow made,,, the draft choices that he actually stated were the source of this rebuild,,, are about to arrive. They do not necessarily have to play together but, are they ready to play at this level??? Are Strome, Nelson and Lee better options than Bouchard and Regin? That's a coaching decision but, it also will determine just how good Snow was when making those picks. One, two, or all three might be ready. And yet to be determined is how good Persson, Sundstrom and Kabanov might be this season in Bridgeport, or what Quine, Clark and Cammarata might become. On top of that,,, this doesn't even touch the blue line...

 △   ▽   

•

<Reply

•

⥅Share › 

Avatar

Don  > jl9830a 

• 2 days ago   △ ▽ 

⚑

I agree. Too many fans have this dream of all of these kids making the team and flourishing. While I would love to see that happen, you can't have a roster full of rookies playing all at once. The call ups of a lot of these players are most likely going to be scattered over 2 - 3 years, which is not a bad thing. Bouchard and Regin are just stop gaps, although I can see Bouchard sticking around for a few. If he stays healthy, he can be productive. Either way, lots of fun coming our way for sure.

 △   ▽   

•

<Reply

•

⥅Share › 

Avatar

dzruggie > Don  

• 2 days ago   △ ▽ 

⚑

When the Isles were a dynasty they had 1 or 2 rookies make the team a year and had 2 play prominent roles in 84. This was a loaded team. So now we have known B level NHL players (Regin for 1) and we are all so careful not to challenge the kids and put them in play. IMO you could play Strome RW with JT, Nelson between Bailey and KO or between Grabner and Bouchard (until CC gets back) and you could have at least 1 on D. I get you are laying down some heavy bets. I would do it.
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It definitely is feasible, but I think if that were the plan then they wouldn't have all these other players signed to 1 way contracts. Also, this is a pretty young team already, without bringing in the rookies. The dynasty teams had a lot of veterans on the team, especially in 84. I like the idea of brining them along slowly because I think this team has a chance to become a real powerful team AND one that can stay together. That is assuming the players all pan out of course. 

That's not saying I wouldn't like to see these kids up right away, if I knew there wasn't a chance it could be to their detriment. I just worry that some may not adjust well right away. Don't forget how high everyone was on Bailey and OK. They are coming around a bit, but look how long it is taking. What will people think if that's the same with Strome, Donovan, Lee etc?
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You make a fair point but it really kills me that we will have to live the Josh Bailey saga with every single prospect. As for what people think - who cares. Remember back to JTs rookie year there were tons of nuts crying he is a waste and terrible etc. Anyway I get it, they signed Bouchard and Regin as the game plan is really next year I guess. We'll see.
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⚑

No way does a prospect make the team instead of Martinek. He is the #7 defenseman, he won't play unless there is an injury. The prospects need to play every day.

If there is a significant injury, you can bring up a prospect to play ahead of Martinek, but I don't want any kids in the pressbox for an extended period..
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agreed. kids gotta play every day.
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Psyched for the season!
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Stoked. Talent in the pipeline. This team is deep.
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⚑

How far we have come. Few slots open at the NHL level and high upside prospects at the Bridge. Not only will watching the Isles be fun this year, but I'm going to get to as many Sound Tigers games as I can!

 △   ▽   

•

<Reply

•

⥅Share › 

Avatar

robert 

• 2 days ago   △ ▽ 

⚑

i hope radek makes the team. both d man kids are going to be keepers but thay are still very raw and have a lot to learn. i can see griffin next year at the bridge after 1 last year in jrs. i can see ryan starting for the big club in a couple of years as well. no need to rush kids anymore and stunt their progress just to reach the cap floor. hopefully those days are long gone and just a painfull memory as things will now be done the right way.
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if radek Martinek gets any significant pt, this team is in trouble. he is finished, that was clear 2 years ago

 △   ▽   

Posted September 22, 2013, 11:32 am MT 

Avs claim Marc-Andre Cliche from L.A. Kings on waivers, send Pickard to minors

By Adrian Dater 
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Cliche

Marc-Andre Cliche (pronounced “Klish”, not “cli-shay”) was claimed by the Avalanche on waivers this morning. Cliche, a rugged centerman, has played only one NHL game, for the Los Angeles Kings, a couple years ago. 

So, while it would seem an acquisition designed to add depth to the Lake Erie system, there’s just one thing: according to the estimable Capgeek.com, Cliche has a one-way contract, worth $550,000. So, not only would Cliche have to clear waivers if the Avs did try to send him down to Lake Erie, even if no one claimed him they’d have to pay a $550,000 salary while there.

So, something may be going on. Could it be that Patrick Roy and Joe Sakic want Cliche to be the fourth-line center, and are trying to move John Mitchell? That question will have to wait til tomorrow to be answered, unfortunately, because the Avs are in Anaheim for a preseason game tonight and neither myself or Mike Chambers will be.

At face value, you’d have to seriously question this move if that’s what they want to do. Cliche has been a career minor-leaguer, most recently with the Manchester Monarchs (where he was team captain), while Mitchell is coming off a pretty good season with the Avs.

Swapping those two players wouldn’t seem to make a lot of sense. On the other hand, if the Avs could get something good back for Mitchell – say, a good D-man – then maybe it starts to make more sense.

Here’s more on Cliche’s bio. 

Also, the Avs sent Calvin Pickard back to Lake Erie just now.
Posted September 21, 2013, 3:53 pm MT 

Avalanche cut five players, including Duncan Siemens and Michael Sgarbossa
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Avs F Michael Sgarbossa

Michael Sgarbossa (Denver Post file)

Am I surprised Duncan Siemens, the first-round pick from two years ago by the Avs, was sent back to the minors today at Lake Erie without having played at least one preseason game? Yes.

While Siemens was never expected to make the team this season, being only 20 and with no real pro experience, the fact that he was sent down so soon, without at least playing one preseason game, can’t be seen as anything other than a disappointment for him.

I haven’t asked Patrick Roy anything about Siemens yet – I was going to today until I woke up with a horrible cold that has left me bedridden all day (send sympathy cards to…). So, I won’t speculate on what Roy’s reasoning was.

Also sent down was Michael Sgarbossa, the promising forward obtained in the Daniel Winnik-TJ Galiard-Jamie McGinn deal. I think the kid still has promise, but he too didn’t play in the preseason. So, obviously the staff believes he needs more work.

The others sent to Lake Erie were Gabriel Beaupre, D, Markus Laudrisen, D, and Karl Stolley, D.

That brings the roster down to 37, with 14 more cuts still to be made. Back to bed for me…
Posted September 20, 2013, 10:25 pm MT 

Ryan O’Reilly delivers remarkable shorthanded OT goal vs. L.A. Kings

By Mike Chambers 

The Denver Post 
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I will soon take a picture of Ryan O’Reilly’s stick and post in this blog. Long story short: his specially made twigs have a hook at the toe, creating a gutter-like affect that helps him make spin-move shots. That’s partly why he was able to score his sensational OT goal tonight against the Los Angeles Kings to complete a 4-3 come-from-behind preseason win at the Pepsi Center. While on the PK in a 4-on-3 shorthanded situation, O’Reilly blocked a shot from the point (or was it defenseman Nick Holden, who was credited with an assist?) and, instead of just dumping the puck down the ice, he saw that the Kings’ point player — Slava Voynov — was tired and probably didn’t want to defend. Let’s let O’Reilly describe the rest:

Matt Duchene, who centered O’Reilly and Steve Downie, played extremely well the entire game, and his line clicked in the final 30 minutes. Duchene had three assists and was plus-2, but surprisingly wasn’t credited with a shot. O’Reilly had two goals and was plus-3 and Downie had a 5-on-3 power-play goal and was plus-2.

“It was great effort, a good win,” Duchene said. “A lot of guys showed a lot of character tonight and that’s why we won … It’s a good start for us as a line but we got to keep it going. It was my first game playing for Patrick and his message never wavered. He was really happy with a lot of things we were doing (in the first and second periods) but we had good constructive criticism. And he really empowered to get over the hump and win that game. It starts with him and all of us believe. It felt good to have that mentality in here.” 

Here’s Patrick Roy from the postgame press conference, Part 1. 

Here’s Patrick Roy, Part 2. It cuts off at the end but I asked him if O’Reilly’s move reminded him of former teammate Peter Forsberg. 

Finally, I got into the Kings dressing room too late. Most players had left for the bus. So nothing from Denver native and first-year pro Nick Shore, who had two points (goal) in 16:52.

Meanwhile, left wing Mitchell Heard, the Avs’ 41st-overall selection in the 2012 draft, told me the story about that large facial scar under his nose. About two years ago, he said he was taking a faceoff for the OHL’s Plymouth Whalers when there was a pileup in the circle, a guy got airborne and he took a skate blade in the face. The cut required about 17 stitches, but there was no damage to his teeth or gums. He was wearing a mouthpiece.

Heard, 21, will play tonight on a line with center Brad Malone and right wing J.T. Wyman.
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Sami Aittokallio to start Friday against L.A. Kings; Roy praise for Bigras continues
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Fans attending Friday’s preseason Avs game against the L.A. Kings will see Sami Aittokallio start in goal, with Calvin Pickard finishing up. Aittokallio played one game for the Avs last season, in L.A. against the Kings. He played well, but had to leave the game early because of dehydration.

The top line of Matt Duchene, Ryan O’Reilly and Steve Downie will play. Paul Stastny and Gabe Landeskog will also play. 

Patrick Roy said he had a tough time getting to sleep Wednesday night after his team’s 2-1 loss to the Ducks – which goes to show you just how competitive this guy is, not that we didn’t already know that. Roy said he kept thinking of things he could have done better in his first game as a coach. But he came away liking the way his team played, at least effort-wise, and thinks things will come along once his players “learn how to win.” For him right now, that means “managing” the game better – things like not taking penalties at the wrong times, not beating yourself with things like that.

Roy also had praise again for rookie defenseman Chris Bigras, saying, “There’s nothing I didn’t like. Even when he was in trouble, he found a way to get back. He’s pretty amazing. I mean, I’m overwhelmed by him right now. I won’t say it’s a nice surprise, but he’s been better than we thought. He is, no doubt in my mind, someone we’re going to build around with the future of this franchise.”

Heady stuff for an 18-year-old defenseman. I have a story on him in Friday’s paper. Check it out. Or as they say in Canada: “ooot.”

Stars reduce training camp roster by 10 players

By Mike Heika

mheika@dallasnews.com

3:56 pm on September 21, 2013  | Permalink
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Sep 20, 2013; San Antonio, TX, USA; Dallas Stars forward Curtis McKenzie (29) shoots the puck against Florida Panthers defensemen Mike Mottau (21) in the first period at AT&T Center. Mandatory Credit: Soobum Im-USA TODAY Sports

Here is the press release:

DALLAS STARS REDUCE TRAINING CAMP ROSTER BY TEN 

FRISCO, Texas – Dallas Stars General Manager Jim Nill announced today that the team has reduced the training camp roster by ten players. The Stars training camp roster now stands at 40 players including four goaltenders, 13 defensemen and 23 forwards.

The following five players have been assigned to their respective clubs:

PLAYER                       POSITION           TEAM ASSIGNED TO              ACQUIRED

Ryan Button                  Defenseman        Texas (AHL)                             Via Trade, July 4, 2013

Hubert Labrie                Defenseman        Texas (AHL)                             Signed as a Free Agent, Sept. 18, 2009

Curtis McKenzie            Left Wing             Texas (AHL)                             2009 NHL Draft (6th round, 159th overall)

Taylor Peters                 Center                  Texas (AHL)                             Signed as a Free Agent, March 4, 2013

Radek Faksa                 Center                  Kitchener (OHL)                       2012 NHL Draft (1st round, 13th overall)

Also, the following five players were released from their tryouts. All will report to the Texas Stars training camp:

PLAYER                       POSITION           TRYOUT STATUS                   

Etienne Boutet              Defenseman        Amateur Tryout

Justin Dowling              Center                  Professional Tryout

Mike Hedden                 Left Wing             Professional Tryout

Brock Montgomery        Right Wing           Amateur Tryout

Brendan Ranford           Left Wing             Amateur Tryout

Antoine Roussel, who has three points Friday in 4-1 win, showing that great finds can come from anywhere

By Mike Heika

mheika@dallasnews.com

12:01 am on September 21, 2013  | Permalink
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The Stars took a 4-1 win over Florida Friday in San Antonio. Watch the magical video work of Cody Eastwood here.

Adam Burish is a nice player. High energy, a little bit of offense, some physicality.

But he makes $1.85 million.

Eric Nystrom is a nice player. Plenty of speed, better-than-average hands, tons of leadership.

But he makes $2.5 million.

That’s one of the reasons Antoine Roussel is such a find for the Stars. The scrappy winger from France scored two goals and added an assist Friday in helping the Stars to a 4-1 pre-season win over the Florida Panthers at AT&T Center in San Antonio. Yeah, it’s just a pre-season game. Yeah, Roussel still has to prove himself in a full NHL season. But isn’t it worth the risk to find out if he can?

Roussell has a two-way contract this season for $625,000 in the NHL and $65,000 if he is sent to the minors. The 23-year-old winger gives 100 percent every game, because he’s happy to be getting a chance to play in the NHL. He was with the Chicago Wolves of the AHL two seasons ago, and they let him go. The Texas Stars signed him before last season, and he grabbed a great opportunity when the budget-conscious Dallas Stars decided to use him after the lockout ended.

Roussel was impressive last season. He tallied seven goals and seven assists for 14 points in just 39 games. He also did that while playing just 9:23 a game. Nystrom had seven goals and four assists for 11 points in 48 games. And that was while averaging 14:21 in ice time. Roussel was a plus-3. Nystrom was a minus-3

That’s not to throw Nystrom under the bus, it’s just to point out that his performance last season helped get him a four-year contract with Nashville that averages $2.5 million a season. Roussel is a much better fit on a Stars team that still has an eye on the budget (in order to pay players like Tyler Seguin and Jamie Benn).

And Friday’s game is a perfect example of what Roussel can do for this team. He is a terror on the forecheck, he can force turnovers, he can score goals by getting to the front of the net. While he still will use the agitation skills that first got him noticed in the AHL, he doesn’t really have to anymore. He annoys people simply by playing hard, aggressive hockey.

“I thought the energy was really good today,” Roussel told reporters in San Antonio. “I think everyone competed hard. We put pucks at the net, we dug in and we had a lot of success doing that.”

There is a very good chance for Roussel to be in the NHL lineup every night. With Rich Peverley sidelined as he recovers from a procedure to deal with an irregular heartbeat, Roussel could even slide up to the third line. It would be a well-deserved promotion.

If Roussel continues to play this well, he might get to the point where the Stars can’t afford him. But he’s sending a message to the scouts to keep searching for the hidden gems in the minors or overseas. Because there still are some really great finds out there.

Here are Roussel’s career stats.

Ellis plays entire game, stops 28 shots: The Stars are hoping to get Dan Ellis and Kari Lehtonen ready for the regular season by allowing them to play entire pre-season games. Ellis went the distance on Friday, getting a 4-1 win and stopping 28 shots. It was a nice step up as he gets ready to be the back-up to Lehtonen during the regular season.

“I thought he was excellent,” Stars coach Lindy Ruff said. “He was good with the puck. He made some key saves when the game was close, and those saves are the ones that usually turn the game. Nothing easy got by him, which is the key.”

Briefly

*The game was played in San Antonio, the home of Florida’s AHL team. The Stars were the visiting team, but received most of the cheers, according to reports on Twitter. Attendance was 7,762.

*Dallas went with a young lineup, that included first pre-season games for Radek Faksa, Jyrki Jokipakka and Patrik Nemeth. Faksa is expected to return to his junior team, while Jokipakka and Nemeth are expected to play for the Texas Stars.

*Chris Mueller, who is expected to be veteran AHL help for the Texas Stars this season, had a goal and an assist. Colton Sceviour had a goal for Dallas

*Dallas is expected to send a more veteran team to St. Louis for a pre-season game Saturday night. Kari Lehtonen is expected to play the entire game in goal.

Meet the Dallas Stars' 6-7 defenseman; is he as good as Chara and Myers? 

eric gay/AP 

Florida Panthers' Tomas Fleischmann (14) and Dallas Stars' Jamie Oleksiak (5) trie to gain control of the puck during the first period of a preseason NHL hockey game, Friday, Sept. 20, 2013, in San Antonio. (AP Photo/Eric Gay) 
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Stars reduce camp roster by 10; 2012 first-rounder Radek Faksa among cuts 

Heika: Stars goalies support new rules to increase scoring 

Dallas Stars going with veteran lineup Saturday vs. Blues 

Antoine Roussel showing that great finds can come from anywhere 

Lindy Ruff knows a thing or two about coaching towering defensemen, so when he was asked about the benefits and weaknesses of 6-7 blueliner Jamie Oleksiak, the Stars coach got to the point pretty quickly.

“I’d rather he be 6-7 than 5-7,” Ruff quipped. “I would argue that the best guy in the league is 6-7, 6-9. He’s not the best skater, but he’s one of the best defenders.”

Oleksiak can’t escape the comparisons with Norris Trophy winner Zdeno Chara (6-9) or with Buffalo Sabres defenseman Tyler Myers (6-8), and even Ruff admits there are some similar challenges for all three towering behemoths. However, the man who coached Myers in Buffalo says that every defender has to develop at his own rate.

“Tyler has quicker hands and is a more fluid skater, but he doesn’t carry near the mass that Jamie does,” Ruff said. “We believe [Oleksiak] can be a physical force down low and a physical defender. But it’s not easy. It’s not easy to get there, and it’s not easy to maintain it.”

Oleksiak is still taking baby steps. The 20-year-old who was drafted 14th overall in 2011 played 16 NHL games last season, tallying two assists and finishing minus-5. However, in his professional debut in the AHL, he was spectacular. The 250-pound defenseman registered 33 points (six goals, 27 assists) in 59 games and finished plus-19 with the Texas Stars. He was a legitimate difference-maker when given the big minutes.

“You saw last year that he really can be dominant,” Stars assistant general manager Les Jackson said. “We want to be patient, and we want to allow him to develop, but he can also show us when he’s ready for more.”

Oleksiak has been a staple of the Stars’ preseason lineup and played back-to-back games Friday and Saturday. With Aaron Rome recovering from hip surgery and Trevor Daley suffering an upper body injury Friday, Oleksiak’s name will start to come into the conversation about opening day lineups.

“The reason we’re playing him so much is to see if he can maintain a high level of play through the preseason,” Ruff said. “We need him to be a real hard defender, a real hard guy to play against. We know he has offense, but we want him to become a player who other teams hate to play against. That could take some time, and the decision is whether that time is best spent here [in the NHL] or if it’s playing 25 minutes a game [in the AHL].”

While the development curve for any defenseman can be slow, it’s interesting to compare Oleksiak with Chara and Myers. Chara started slowly with the Islanders and was traded to Ottawa after back-to-back seasons of minus-27. He took off with the Senators but was allowed to leave as a free agent. By that time, he was one of the top four defensemen in the NHL and ended up winning the Norris Trophy in 2009 with Boston.

Myers jumped right into the Buffalo lineup at age 19 and won the Calder Trophy as Rookie of the Year. He has hit some speed bumps in recent years, with injuries and reduced scoring.

“We want to make sure we develop all of our players the right way, and there are times when we have to make people push their way into the NHL,” GM Jim Nill said. “That’s something we have to consider with Jamie.”

Briefly: The Stars fell to 2-0-2 in preseason with a 3-2 shootout loss to St. Louis on Saturday. Kari Lehtonen allowed three goals on 36 shots. Tyler Seguin had two assists. … Trevor Daley suffered an upper body injury in a preseason game Friday against Florida. He saw a doctor Saturday, and the Stars expect to update his status on Monday. … The Stars reduced their training camp roster by 10 players. C Radek Faksa was returned to his junior team in Kitchener, while D Ryan Button, D Hubert Labrie, LW Curtis McKenzie and C Taylor Peters were assigned to the Texas Stars. Five other players were released from tryout contracts.

Cowlishaw: Results might not be much different, but Dallas Stars can be optimistic for first time in years 

DMN 

Few have had the credentials to lead the Dallas Stars in their long history. A look at the select men who have worn the C. 
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Jamie Benn will use actions to lead way as new Stars captain 

Heika: Benn fires up Stars in preseason shootout victory over Florida 

Heika: Ruff's system very aggressive on the forecheck and in transition 

Heika: Zero chance first rounder Nichushkin isn't in opening-night lineup 

The Stars have a new, 24-year-old captain, a 21-year-old first-line center and an 18-year-old Russian scoring machine in the making. Those are reasons to get excited about Lindy Ruff’s first season as Dallas’ head coach.

They are equally good reasons to temper those expectations just a bit and to realize that the playoffs remain a 50-50 proposition for the Stars next spring. But for fans to have anything at all to embrace is what makes this team different from the last five that never reached the first round of the Stanley Cup playoffs.

Ruff said he doesn’t plan to say anything to the team about Dallas’ playoff void since 2008. There is no need to. Take away defensemen Stephane Robidas and Trevor Daley, and there are no reminders here of the Stars’ last playoff team.

Retirements and trades have allowed this team to move on. What remains is a lean, hungry club that will be extremely young in areas but supremely talented as well.

“It’s really just about finding the combinations of players that work for us,” Ruff said Thursday, two weeks shy of the season opener here against Florida. “You just don’t want to be a one-line or a two-line team, you want third and fourth lines that can kick in some goals for us. Those top two lines should, in all likelihood, make us a pretty good offensive team.”

The Stars’ best player, Jamie Benn, was named captain on Thursday. He’s just the club’s fourth since Derian Hatcher took the “C” after Neal Broten left in 1995. Mike Modano followed, and Brenden Morrow wore the letter the last seven seasons before being dealt to Pittsburgh last spring.

Benn moves to his natural left wing position this season to open up center ice for Tyler Seguin, who was the Boston Bruins’ golden boy at 19 but fell out of favor at 21 last season. Ruff knows — and likes — what he has in his new No. 1 center.

“Tyler can back off any defenseman in this league with his speed,” Ruff said. “Tyler’s challenge moving to center will be the big bodies to contend with in his own end, but he can do it.”

The Stars went from being short in centermen at the end of last season to having almost a glut once new GM Jim Nill was finished wheeling and dealing. Rich Peverley came from Boston in the Seguin trade, and Shawn Horcoff, who played for Ruff in the World Championships in 2009, was acquired from Edmonton.

Suddenly there is depth down the middle, and, perhaps more important for Ruff, there is a steady veteran hand on defense in 39-year-old Sergei Gonchar.

Ruff has spent a coaching lifetime with Buffalo going against Gonchar in Washington, Pittsburgh and Ottawa.

“A defenseman who’s played in all the situations for so many years, he understands where the open ice is and how to get the puck where it needs to be,” Ruff said. “You try to tell young players that first pass leaving the zone is so important. Last night [in a 3-2 exhibition win over Florida] we were a little scattered that first period.

“But you watch Sergei, and that pass is usually on the tape. That pass decides whether or not you get to play offense that shift.”

Without a doubt, the team’s most intriguing player will be first-round draft pick Valeri Nichushkin, the 6-4 Russian right winger who turned 18 only in March but is constantly turning heads. He scored two goals in the Stars’ preseason opener Sunday against St. Louis.

Ruff is not the first to compare Nichushkin, for his size and the manner in which he skates with the puck, to Pittsburgh superstar Evgeni Malkin. Nichushkin already has noticed the NHL is a more physical game than they played in Russia. It will get only more physical once the puck drops in October and games begin to count.

You wonder what kind of growing pains Ruff’s Stars might endure with so much investment in youth at the skill positions on the top lines. The NHL’s new four-division format enhances the Stars’ playoff chances simply by reducing the West to 14 teams and moving Detroit East. That pushes everyone below the Red Wings up a notch.

Will it be enough? A new coach and new players wearing new (improved) uniforms will find out soon enough.

The results might be more of the same, but the process will be something completely different. That’s all that matters for this franchise right now.

Follow Tim Cowlishaw on Twitter at @TimCowlishaw.

Stars to go with young lineup Friday in San Antonio against Florida Panthers

By Mike Heika

mheika@dallasnews.com

12:21 pm on September 20, 2013  | Permalink
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The Stars will bring a relatively young lineup to San Antonio Friday night to meet the Florida Panthers.

Mark Stepneski of Dallas Stars Inside Edge is reporting these lines from practice this morning.

Antoine Roussel-Cody Eakin-Valeri Nichushkin

Curtis McKenzie-Travis Morin-Chris Mueller

Francis Wathier-Radek Faksa-Matej Stransky

Luke Gazdic-Toby Petersen-Colton Sceviour

Alex Goligoski-Jamie Oleksiak

Trevor Daley-Jyrki Jokipakka

Patrik Nemeth-Cameron Gaunce

Dan Ellis in goal for the whole game

Stars coach Lindy Ruff said he’s excited at seeing some of the kids perform.

“Our lineup tonight will be younger, but we’d like to see how well our youth deals with it,” he said. “It’s a good opportunity for them.”

Among the things to watch:

*Cody Eakin has been playing a lot with 18-year-old rookie Valeri Nichushkin. Is that a potential sign of things to come in the regular season? Ruff said he still wants to see how Shawn Horcoff plays beside Nichushkin.

*Can Matej Stransky pick up his game and vault himself into contention for a spot on the NHL roster. He has been just so-so in pre-season so far.

*Can Jamie Oleksiak make a statement of any kind. He has numbers against him in making the opening day lineup, but he also could force them to keep him in the NHL if he has a strong performance.

*How does Dan Ellis do with a full game. Kari Lehtonen is scheduled to play the full game Saturday at St. Louis.

There is no television or radio for the game.

By the way, Stars GM Jim Nill said prospect Scott Glennie will be out 4-6 weeks after injuring his knee Wednesday against Florida.

Catch up with Panthers news here at the Miami Herald with George Richards.

Stars going with veteran lineup Saturday vs. Blues

By Mike Heika

mheika@dallasnews.com

11:52 am on September 21, 2013  | Permalink
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Dallas Stars forward Chris Mueller (18) reacts after scoring a goal against the Florida Panthers in the third period at AT&T Center. The Stars won 4-1. Mandatory Credit: Soobum Im-USA TODAY Sports

Maybe it’s Lindy Ruff’s running competition with Olympic coaching buddy Ken Hitchcock, but the Stars are bringing a pretty full lineup to St. Louis for Saturday’s pre-season game with the Blues.

Dallas skated these lines in the morning in Frisco:

Jamie Benn-Tyler Seguin-Erik Cole

Ray Whitney-Shawn Horcoff-Alex Chiasson

Antoine Roussel-Vernon Fiddler-Ryan Garbutt

Lane MacDermid-Chris Mueller-Colton Sceviour

Brenden Dillon-Stephane Robidas

Jordie Benn-Sergei Gonchar

Kevin Connauton-Jamie Oleksiak

Kari Lehtonen is expected to play the entire game in goal

Among the things to watch are:

*The chemistry on that top line with Benn and Seguin. It’s been pretty good during the pre-season, but they still haven’t had a dominant game.

*Ray Whitney and Alex Chiasson. Those two had magic chemistry for seven games last season, as Chiasson scored six goals in seven games. They haven’t been together much in the pre-season, so this will be an interesting view to see if the chemistry still is there.

*Jamie Oleksiak will be back in the lineup again. Trevor Daley was hurt Friday (upper body injury) and there’s no update on that yet. But with Aaron Rome (hip surgery) expected to miss the start of the season and the possibility of other injuries on defense, Oleksiak has a real chance to be in the lineup on opening night.

*Can Stephane Robidas and Brenden Dillon handle shut-down duty on defense. It sure looks like those two are destined to be a pair during the regular season.

*Lehtonen looked good in his half game, now we get to see him in a full game. There’s rarely need for panic around Lehtonen, but the Blues should ice a pretty salty lineup themselves, so this will be a good test.

Daley hurt Friday vs. Florida: Veteran defenseman Trevor Daley suffered an upper body injury Friday vs. Florida and didn’t practice Saturday. He was expected to see a doctor, and we might get an update Sunday or Monday. Daley had surgery in the off-season on his neck and shoulder area, but there was no indication that the injury was to that area.

For all of your Blues information and the possibility of listening to the game on radio, check out the Blues’ website here.

The Stars will not have a telecast or radio broadcast for the game.

Stars’ new alternate captains Ray Whitney and Stephane Robidas provide different ways of supporting, leading

By Mike Heika

mheika@dallasnews.com

10:56 am on September 20, 2013  | Permalink
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Along with the announcement Thursday that Jamie Benn is the new captain of the Stars came the announcement that Ray Whitney and Stephane Robidas were named alternate captains.

The decision shows the ideas of the new administration, and also shows that both players are important pieces of this team, despite their age and contract status.

The Stars for years have rotated four or more alternate captains. There were home and away alternates some season, there were rotations based on stretches of game. There were a lot of A’s. And it worked fine. In fact, some people felt it worked better. Because even when an “A” wasn’t wearing his “A,” he still had the feeling of an “A.” Leadership doesn’t need the laundry, it seems. Yet the new guys like to have two players a notch above the rest.

Whitney, 41, has only been here for a year and only has this year left on his contract. He even told administration that he didn’t need a letter and that he would be fine without one. And yet they still decided he was the man for the job. That’s because his grizzled style of leadership is a rarity in the new world of professional sports. He doesn’t mind telling his teammates exactly how he feels, and he doesn’t mind setting a bar that is extremely high.

Asked about Benn’s captaincy, Whitney minced no words.

“It takes a number of things,” Whitney said when asked about what it takes to be a captain. “One would be the determination and the desire to win. Jamie, you can tell this year in camp that he’s been different from last year. Not that he had a problem last year, but you can tell with the condition he came in and how he’s conducting himself off the ice that it is a little different for him. Now that he’s the captain, it’s going to be even more different for him. You’re not just the captain during the season, you’re the captain year ’round. Everything you do off the ice reflects you as a captain and it reflects your organization. It’s kind of forcing him to become a man quickly, and I know he’s accepted that.”

So, in other words: Congratulations, now get to work.

That is the way Whitney sees his own responsibility, and he is going to be a constant reminder for Benn just how important this job is. That said, he’s also going to do some of the dirty work. If Benn doesn’t want to raise his voice, Whitney will be more than happy to do it for him. If Benn confides in Whitney that something isn’t right, the veteran will help talk out exactly how to address the issue.

Whitney said there are plenty of leaders in the room to help Benn, citing Stanley Cup winners like Erik Cole, Alex Goligoski, Sergei Gonchar and Tyler Seguin. He said the real place where Benn will have to step up is on the ice.

“We have plenty of guys in that locker room to step up and speak when they need to. He’s not alone in that,” Whitney said. “What he is going to have to focus on is the on-ice stuff. Just leading by his play is going to be the biggest thing, and I think having a little bit of pressure to do that will make him play better and make us a better hockey team.”

Ironically, Robidas looks at things differently. He is a calm player that tries to reduce pressure and simply enjoy the game. He believes in doing the work, coming prepared, and letting your play speak for you.

“I think he just has to relax and be Jamie Benn,” Robidas said. “He’s a good young player, he’s a leader, and he just has to keep being himself. There’s a reason they named him captain.”

When told Whitney had a different point of view, Robidas laughed.

“Well, different ideas are good, right?” he said.

And he has a point. Robidas showed last season what a tremendous leader he can be in his work with Brenden Dillon. The young defenseman lived with Robidas and his family for a couple of months, and he soaked up a lot of the professionalism and calm ways of Robidas.

“It was the best classroom I could ever have just watching how he lived his life and how he always thought about how his decisions would affect his game,” Dillon said. “He didn’t tell you that you should be doing it, he just said it worked for him.”

Robidas will be the same way with Benn. He is 36, he also is in the last year of his contract. He has heard rumblings of trade talk in recent years. And yet he stays calm and focused on the day-to-day mission of winning hockey games.

He is respectful of the individual’s decisions, he truly believes there are 100 different ways to get the right results, he is a positive force in the locker room. And Benn will learn from that, as well.

“If he just speaks from the heart and says what he feels, hell be fine,” Robidas said.

You can call them good cop and bad cop, you can say they look at the concept of leadership differently, and that’s fair. But they also look at things the same way. They want to support Benn, they want to get the team on the same page, they want to do what it takes to win.

And for one year, at least, Ray Whitney and Stephane Robidas are going to be a very important part of how Jamie Benn does his job.

New Dallas Stars captain Jamie Benn dishes on his desire be the go-to guy and how he was forced to like football 
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Dallas Stars goalie Kari Lehtonen (32) stops a shot from Florida Panthers center Brad Boyes (22) in the first period of NHL Preseason Hockey action at the American Airlines Center in Dallas, Texas on Wednesday, September 18, 2013. 
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Stars captain Jamie Benn joined KTCK-AM 1310 The Ticket on Thursday. Here are some highlights from the interview:

On whether being named captain crossed his mind during the summer:

“Maybe a bit. Obviously, being here for four years now and wearing a letter last year, I think I was a group of the leaders, one of them. Going through the summer this year I had a pretty good summer training and I wanted to come into this year and be the go-to guy and be the leader of this team.”

On whether he asks or is told to be captain:

"I think they tell me. Me and Jim had a meeting a couple of days ago, and he let me know that I was going to be the captain, and I couldn't be any more excited."

On playing center that last couple of years:

“I think it’s good that I played center. I got some opportunities in different situations. There’s a lot more responsibilities at center, but I’m happy to go back to the wing. I think I fit in well there.”

On who he watched when he was younger:

“Joe Sakic was the player I watched and I wanted to be growing up. He was the guy I watched all the time.”

On liking football:

“I'm into it now. Ever since I moved down here, I’ve kind of been forced to like football. I’m in some fantasy football for the first time this year. I don’t mind that.”

On whether he’s a life-long Seahawks fan:

“No. It’s kind of grown on me. It’s kind of our hometown team being from Victoria, (British Columbia). It’s just across the pond there. The Seahawks have become my team the last couple of years ... There's actually a lot more fans than you think.”

Dallas Stars coach Lindy Ruff: Rookie Valeri Nichushkin has been an easy guy to play 
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Dallas Stars' head coach Lindy Ruff diagrams out a play during training camp at the Fort Worth Convention Center, Thursday, September 12, 2013. 
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Stars coach Lindy Ruff joined BaD Radio on KTCK-AM 1310 The Ticket on Thursday. Here are some highlights from the interview.

On Valeri Nichushkin: 

“All you do is evaluate all he has brought so far. … I think he’s handled himself really well over these first two games. He’s played a lot of hockey. More than you would probably want to see a guy play the first part of camp. To get a read and for us to see where he’s at, he’s going to continue to play a lot of hockey. He’s been able to handle a load, which is pretty impressive for a young man. I like his awareness and his respect for the game away from the puck, which is really important. If you can’t put a young player on the ice in key situations, it becomes tough to play him. But he’s been an easy guy to play.”

On the process of selecting a captain: 

“I think for Jamie and his career and how he’s grown and the type of leadership we have around him, it was an easy decision. Early in camp I went to Jim. I’ll share this story. After our first preseason game, I hadn’t even put the lineup together for Game 2 but Jamie hadn’t like his game and went to one of the coaches and said, ‘Does the coach have me for next game?’ (The coach) said, ‘Why?’ He said, ‘Well, I want to play. I didn’t like the way I played.’ For me that was another sign that this kid is ready.”

On if giving Benn the captaincy will allow him to take the next step in his development:

“I think there’s a small step there. I think you feel this added responsibility. You’ve had your four or five years in the league. You’ve maybe you made mistakes as a young player. Maybe you haven’t trained hard enough in the summer. Those experiences he can share with young players. We’ve got a good group of young players that he’s going to be around but he has an even more solid group of veteran guys that know how to act, know how to practice, know how to be pros. That’s even more important. He’s been around some great professionals.”

Heika: Cody Eakin in mix for No. 2 center spot, but Stars likely to shuffle lines 

Jerome Miron/Jerome Miron-USA TODAY Sports 

Sep 18, 2013; Dallas, TX, USA; Dallas Stars center Cody Eakin (20) keeps the puck away from Florida Panthers center Brad Boyes (22) during the first period at American Airlines Center. Mandatory Credit: Jerome Miron-USA TODAY Sports 
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Heika: Lindy Ruff's system very aggressive on the forecheck and also in transition 

Heika: Zero chance first round draft pick Valeri Nichushkin isn't in opening night lineup 

Heika: Former Star Brenden Morrow still looking for team, waiting for right fit 

The Dallas Stars took their new green look to the ice; Give us your feedback! 

Mike Heika held a chat on Wednesday. Here are some highlights.

Blake: What are the chances Trevor Daley or Stephane Robidas gets traded to make room for one of the young D-men?

Mike Heika: If Oleksiak really looks good, the Stars will consider those options. I also think that Alex Goligoski might be in that group of three who could be traded to make room for younger players. If Oleksiak looks like he needs more seasoning, they might just stick with this group.

JW: Do you figure the stars consider any UFAs lingering out on the market (and if so whom), or are they committed to allowing the younger guys to make an impact and develop at the NHL level?

Mike Heika: I don't get that sense. Jim Nill knows Daniel Cleary and Damien Brunner well, and did not have interest in either. I think the Stars defense is set for right now, unless a trade could help them. The Stars are just $2.5 million from the cap, and they like having that wiggle room right now. I do not see them adding any players before the season starts.

Zach: The Benn/Seguin/Cole line looked really good against St. Louis, is that already set as the top line going into the season?

Mike Heika: No, not yet. It looks good, but there still is time to see if someone else would be a better fit.

Cody: Lots of positive talk about Cody Eakin from Ruff so far. Where does he fit depth-wise into the line up? Does he have a chance at 2nd line center? Same question goes for Alex Chiasson who was so impressive in his short time with the team last year.

Mike Heika: I think Ruff likes to juggle, so we'll see. Eakin is definitely in the mix for the No. 2 center spot, but so is Horcoff, and Peverley might be a good option when he is healthy. I think they could shuffle their centers a lot. Chiasson had quick chemistry with Whitney last season, so I think they will try to revisit that at some point. Again, though, this really could change game to game once the regular season starts.

Aaron Schwarz: Mike, Do you think that Oleksiak is more improved to start this season as opposed to his play last season? Do you think he'll play a full 82 here in Dallas or continue to split time between Dallas and Texas?

Mike Heika: The big question right now is what he shows for the remainder of pre-season and how healthy they are at the start of the season. If Rome is out, and they like Oleksiak better than Connauton or Jordie Benn, then Oleksiak will get some games. If he is tremendous, he'll stay in the lineup. My guess is they start him in the AHL, Connauton is in the regular lineup, and we'll see how Rome looks when he is ready to play. I do not see Oleksiak as an 82-game NHL player this season, but I definitely could be wrong (and you will tell me about it if I am).

John: How is the backup goaltending competition shaping up? Does Ellis have it in the bag?

Mike Heika: Yeah, Dan Ellis is the back-up goalie for sure. He has a two-year, one-way contract. He would have to play himself out of that position, and the guess is the Stars will have a lot of patience with him even if he starts slowly.

Sean: We know Jim Nill isn't shy about pulling the trigger on big trades. Do you see him possibly making another significant move this season to improve the team?

Mike Heika: The team still is in the market for a high-end defenseman, so if one is put on the market, the guess is the Stars will make a phone call. They don't have a lot of cap room right now unless they send some money the other way, but Nill showed in the Seguin trade that he is not afraid to make a big deal.

CLICK HERE TO VIEW THE FULL CHAT

Heika: Lindy Ruff's system very aggressive on the forecheck and in transition 

Jerome Miron/Jerome Miron-USA TODAY Sports 

Sep 15, 2013; Dallas, TX, USA; Dallas Stars head coach Lindy Ruff watches his team warm up before the game against the St. Louis Blues during the second period at American Airlines Center. Mandatory Credit: Jerome Miron-USA TODAY Sports 
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The Dallas Stars took their new green look to the ice; Give us your feedback! 

Mike Heika held a chat on Wednesday. Here are some highlights.

Celina Stars Fan: So per your story today, where does #10, the former Captain, end up? I got Philly past game #2.

Mike Heika: There are so many options out there. I'll go with Carolina and the Kirk Muller connection, but it's just a guess.

Celina Stars Fan: Final Roster? Locks, probables, just missed?

Mike Heika: Benn-Seguin-Cole, Whitney-Eakin-Nichushkin, Roussel-Horcoff-Chiasson, MacDermid-Fiddler-Garbutt, Goligoski-Gonchar, Dillon-Robidas, Daley-Connauton. Peverley and Rome hurt. Jordie Benn scratched. Possible extra forward: Ritchie, Glennie, Sceviour, McKenzie. That's again just a guess.

Celina Stars Fan: Cole's just keeping it warm for Peverly, right?

Mike Heika: It's a great chance for Cole, and he is a former 30-goal scorer, so he could really have some nice numbers by the end of pre-season. But, in theory, you sure would love Peverley's defensive presence up there with Benn and Seguin.

Sam: How soon do you think we will expect to see Radek Faksa break into the NHL and do you think this is the year Scott Glennie breaks through into the NHL?

Mike Heika: He was just drafted in 2012, so he has some time yet. He'll go back to Kitchener this year, and hopefully have a nice regular season, strong World Juniors, and nice playoff run. Then, he'll go AHL after that and be in the pro mix next season. I still think he needs a full season in AHL.

Kenneth Dalton: Should the stars find a spot for Brenden Morrow?

Mike Heika: No, I don't think he fits here. One, they have enough veteran forwards in Whitney, Horcoff, Cole, Peverley and Fiddler. Two, they need to leave openings for kids like Glenie, Sceviour, Ritchie, McKenize. Three, it's really hard for a captain to come back and not be a captain. He will be better used and probably happier someplace else.

Travis: I use to workout with Lane Macdermid when he played for the Attack, and I'm excited he is part of my favorite team now. With so much competition this year, how many games do you think he'll get?

Mike Heika: The good thing about MacDermid is he appears to be more than just a fighter. With the rule that will prevent fighters from removing their helmets, and just the taste of the league's coaches, I think the amount of fights will decrease. MacDermid is a big guy who can skate a hard shift, go to the net and score the odd goal, so I think he has a chance to be in 40 or 50 games. The one thing to watch is that Luke Gazdic and Curtis McKenzie will be pushing hard from the AHL to fill a similar role, so MacDermid will have to play well when he gets the chance.

Cizko: Stars only played one preseason game so far, but were there any notable differences in Ruff's system compared to Gulutzan's?

Mike Heika: Ruff's system is malleable, but right now the belief is the team will be very aggressive on the forecheck and also in transition. They want to be a puck possession team that spends a lot of time in the offensive end. Gulutzan also wanted that, but his team was more cautious about it. The problem is that an aggressive team often leaves its own end open for counter-attacks (thus, a 6-5 shootout loss in the opener). We'll see how the Stars deal with that. The guess is they will work harder on defense Wednesday night.

Aaron S: Has Oleksiak looked better to you this season? Do you think he'll be an 82 game guy for the stars or will he continue to split time between Dallas and Austin?

Mike Heika: He has looked inconsistent in the small sample I have seen. He's a tremendous talent, and he's still learning. He can obviously skate, so that part looks good. He is not really physical yet, and I wonder if we're hoping for too much in that department. What I am hearing is he's probably going to get 40 games as the No. 1 defenseman in the AHL, and then they'll reassess the blueline at that time.

Heika: Zero chance first rounder Valeri Nichushkin isn't in opening-night lineup 

Jerome Miron/Jerome Miron-USA TODAY Sports 

Sep 18, 2013; Dallas, TX, USA; Dallas Stars right wing Valeri Nichushkin (43) chases the puck in the Florida Panthers zone during the second period at American Airlines Center. Mandatory Credit: Jerome Miron-USA TODAY Sports 
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The Dallas Stars took their new green look to the ice; Give us your feedback! 

Mike Heika held a chat on Wednesday. Here are some highlights.

Jordan: What are the odds of Nichushkin making the opening night roster, and also which out of the two young D-Men do you think has the best chance of making the roster? by Jordan 1:53 PM

Mike Heika: In regards to Valeri Nichushkin, I think the chance of him not being in the lineup on opening night is near 0 percent. One, he has looked really good. Two, Rich Peverley is likely out the first two or three games with an irregular heartbeat, so there is a clear opening for Nichushkin. Three, the option for him not playing in Dallas is playing in the KHL. The Stars are doing everything they can to make Nichushkin a happy, productive player here, and it seems to be working so far. As for the d-men, I think Kevin Connauton has a leg up among the youngsters right now. Aaron Rome (hip) probably won't be ready to start the regular season, so I think Connauton will probably be in the lineup that night. Oleksiak has an outside chance of sticking around if he can be in the lineup every night. I think Jordie Benn is mostly depth help at this time.

Michael Powell: When do you expect Coach Ruff and GM Nill to name a new captain for the Stars? And whom would you say besides Jamie Benn has a real shot (dark-horse I suppose) at being the next Captain of the Dallas Stars? Im looking forward to it and I do think it should be Jamie Benn! Whats your thoughts?

Mike Heika: At some point before the regular season starts, I believe Jamie Benn will be named captain of the team. I don't think anyone else is really close right now. I think he's ready for it. He's really put a lot of work in this summer, and he's working from a strong base of respect among his teammates.

Carl Aydelotte: Many of the so called experts are picking Dallas to finish as the 9th seed in the West, once again missing the playoffs. With all the moves made, and with the good vibes around the team I personally think we will finish higher. Where do you see Dallas finishing in the conference?

Mike Heika: I've gone back and forth on this. I do think the good teams in the West will still be good. Chicago, Vancouver, Los Angeles and San Jose all seem like solid playoff teams. Minnesota, St. Louis, Anaheim and Phoenix should be in the mix. That puts the Stars squarely in the 7-8-9 spot again. After watching them the past week or so, I'm optimistic. I think they can challenge Minnesota, Anaheim, St. Louis and Phoenix for fifth or sixth in the West. I will officially pick them sixth right now. How is that for breaking news?

Cizko: Hi Mike, since Stars are very different team this time around, what are the expectations of management and players like? Do they aim for the playoffs, or even higher?

Mike Heika: In doing this for a few years, the players always believe. I think these guys are very much on board with the changes, and they believe they will win. That was the same with the group last year and the year before. The resolution only comes later when they are officially eliminated.

Zach: Wondering about a couple guys we haven't heard much about this offseason -- Colton Sceviour and Cameron Gaunce.

Mike Heika: I like Sceviour a lot, and it seems he would finally get a shot at the NHL this season. But they passed him by last season when chances came up, and he now has to battle new faces like MacDermid, Ritchie and McKenzie. He might just be caught in a numbers game. Gaunce, I believe, has a chance to be one of the defensive defensemen left standing when this team finally decides to go with a full group of 20-somethings on the blueline. But he also has some sturdy competition in Oleksiak, Dillon and Nemeth. I guess the lesson is it's really difficult to become a regular in the NHL.

Jason H: Has Ruff indicated how he likes to use his lines? Such as Crow rode his top lines so much.

Mike Heika: Ruff's history is more balanced, but he also likes to win. If the Benn-Seguin line is hot, the guess is it will get plenty of ice time. However, Ruff's history is to spread the minutes throughout the team. Jim Nill is also a fan of balance and depth.

CLICK HERE TO VIEW THE FULL CHAT

Stars expected to go with pretty full lineup in Wednesday’s pre-season game against Florida
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In looking at the lines the Stars are expected to throw out Wednesday against Florida in pre-season Game No. 2 at American Airlines Center, you get the feeling they are close to what fans will see on opening night against these same Panthers.

Mark Stepneski from Dallas Stars Inside Edge reported on Twitter that they’re going with this group:

Jamie Benn-Tyler Seguin-Erik Cole

Ray Whitney-Cody Eakin-Valeri Nichushkin

Ryan Garbutt-Scott Glennie-Alex Chiasson

Lane MacDermid-Vernon Fiddler-Brett Ritchie

Trevor Daley-Sergei Gonchar

Brenden Dillon-Stephane Robidas

Jordie Ben-Jamie Oleksiak

Kari Lehtonen (starter)

Cristopher Nilstorp (Back-up)

With Rich Peverley (irregular heartbeat) and Aaron Rome (hip surgery) injured and expected to miss the season opener, the only players who might be in the lineup then that aren’t playing tonight are: center Shawn Horcoff, winger Antoine Roussel, defenseman Alex Goligoski and defenseman Kevin Connauton.

Stars coach Lindy Ruff said this was just a chance to see the veterans, and not so much anything to do with Florida, who the Stars will meet Friday in San Antonio.

“It will be a mix. Probably Friday we’ll go back to a younger lineup again in San Antonio,” Ruff said. “Tonight, from the backend standpoint, it’s pretty good. Up front, there are some things we want to look at, so there are a couple of real good lines.”

Everyone is excited about seeing the top line after it scored twice on the power play Sunday. They also want to see Nichushkin, who had two goals in the opener. The fact Nichushkin is playing with Ray Whitney (a play-making winger who loves forwards that go hard to the net) could be an experiment for the regular season, as well.

There’s a real opening for a young forward to fill Peverley’s spot until he is ready, and Ritchie and Glennie have to be the leading candidates to win that battle. Matej Stransky has been just so-so in camp, so if the Stars are hoping for a little more skill on the third or fourth line, Glennie and Ritchie could provide it.

The d-pairs also are interesting. Veteran Sergei Gonchar is playing for the first time, and many believe he could be the top-minute man on the team. Finding him the right partner will be crucial, and Daley is definitely in the mix. It’s worth noting that Daley has played most of his career on the right side and will play on the left side with Gonchar

Dillon and Robidas were probably the most consistent defensive pairing last season, so it should be fun to see if that chemistry still is there. They got split up near the end of last season, and it seemed to hurt both of them.

Kari Lehtonen will go in goal, and play 30 minutes. Ruff said it will be the only time Lehtonen splits a start in pre-season.

“You get game reads and game confusion, and things are going to happen a lot quicker, and we’re just trying to get him comfortable,” Ruff said. “I want to get him some really good ice time down the stretch, so this will be the last time he’ll play half a game. The rest of the games (he starts), he’ll play full games. Same with (Dan) Ellis.”

The Panthers are dealing with more news off the ice than on. Veteran goalie Tim Thomas looks like he’ll be joining the Panthers, yet won’t play in either of these games. Plus, reports are that the team is being sold.

Check out George Richards’ blog here.

The Panthers will be the opponent on opening night Oct. 3 at AAC, so read up on them here.

Notebook: Agitator Patrick Sieloff won’t let headgear interfere with his game

By Scott Cruickshank, Calgary HeraldSeptember 20, 2013
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Calgary Flames prospect Patrick Sieloff.
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Patrick Sieloff is keenly aware of potential side-effects.

He knows that his style — abrasive and aggressive, hard-hitting and pot-stirring — will actually be enhanced by his helmet’s recent customization.

Wearing a full cage to protect his freshly broken cheekbone — but cleared for action — Sieloff doesn’t plan to change his tactics. And, as everyone knows, nothing enrages the enemy more than an agitator with extra protection.

“Opponents won’t appreciate it so much, but it doesn’t matter to me,” said Sieloff, with a black eye and a wee scab on his left cheek — courtesy of a punch absorbed Friday in Saskatoon. “That feeds into my game anyway. I like to get them out of their game as much as I can. Let them say whatever they want. I’ll deal with it. It’s not like I have a choice (about the headgear). Full cage or nothing, I’d play the same way.”

Not that Sieloff is trying to milk it.

“If they told me I didn’t have to wear anything, I would (go without) it, just because it’s more comfortable,” he said. “A cage is a cage, it kind of gets annoying after a while. I would take it off in a heartbeat.”

Fallout from the scrap with Ottawa Senators tough-guy Darren Kramer certainly could have been worse.

For instance, surgery had not been required.

“Absolutely. That could have been months,” said Sieloff, 19. “At first, I thought it was my teeth. I got hit on the way down and it felt like my four front teeth were gone. The only thing I worried about when I got off the flight (that night) was, my mom might not be too happy about my teeth. But they’re all there.

“But people made it a bigger (deal) than it should have been, maybe. It’s a broken cheek, it’s something you can play with. I don’t mind playing with it. It won’t keep me out ... you just can’t blow your nose.”

===

===

His roommate didn’t get the dreaded call Wednesday.

Then again, Chad Billins is a 24-year-old going into his second year of pro.

Keegan Kanzig, meanwhile, is 18. He was drafted only 12 weeks ago. But when 19 re-assignments had been announced, he was not one of them.

“A real nervous morning because I wasn’t too sure what was going on,” said Kanzig, the only unsigned player on the premises these days. “You always have to be optimistic and I’ve been working hard here. I was glad to see that I was sticking around. It feels good to see that they have some faith in me and want to see a little more of what I have. It’s a little more motivation to push harder and show them a little more.”

Yes, it is fair to say that Kanzig — a six-foot-six, 248-pound defender from WHL Victoria — has impressed Flames brass. In his one pre-season appearance — last week in Edmonton — he was plus-two, with a helper, in a 6-5 shootout win.

“As more (players) go home, the skill level and intensity picks up,” said the third-round pick, one of 11 healthy blue-liners still in camp. “You do realize that it is a real step up. Like (Friday), practice was a lot faster than what it has been. I am proud to still be here, but there is lots of work to stay here as long as I can.”

===

===

The math isn’t easy — how do you divide three goalies into two pre-season dates?

The Flames host the New York Rangers on Monday, the Phoenix Coyotes on Wednesday.

“This is a question that I have been asking myself the last couple of days,” said head coach Bob Hartley, who has three chaps — Karri Ramo, Reto Berra, Joey MacDonald — in the paddock. “We’re not decided yet.”

What the coach does know for sure is that the regular-season will not dawn with all three still in Calgary.

“No, no. Totally no,” said Hartley. “I hate three goalies. It’s a nightmare.”

===

===

Online gambling house Bodog.ca has set over-under point totals for many of the league’s players, including a handful of Flames — Michael Cammalleri, 53.5; Jiri Hudler, 48.5; Curtis Glencross, 44.5; Lee Stempniak, 44.5; Sven Baertschi, 41.5.

Last season, Cammalleri and Stempniak tied for the team lead, with 32 points over a 48-game schedule.

Boston Bruins winger Jarome Iginla, by the way, is listed at 65.5.

C-NOTES: The Flames, again in two groups, skate Saturday and Sunday mornings at the WinSport Ice Complex ... According to Capgeek.com, the Flames’ payroll, at $52.46 million, is the league’s second lowest. Only the New York Islanders, at $49.5 million, spend fewer bucks. The NHL salary cap is set at $64.3 million.

===

scruickshank@calgaryherald.com
I can be a good leader,’ says new Flames captain Giordano

Flames pick workhorse Mark Giordano as team captain

By Scott Cruickshank, Calgary HeraldSeptember 21, 2013
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Calgary Flames newly appointed captain, defenceman Mark Giordano, smiles as he leads teammates through some stretches during the morning skate at Winsport on Friday.
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With the choice so obvious, with the conclusion so foregone, the Calgary Flames could dispense with all formalities.

The team, its process duly streamlined, announced Friday that Mark Giordano would be the captain.

“I felt there was no sense wasting paper on a vote,” said head coach Bob Hartley, not kidding. “It was pretty well unanimous throughout the entire organization.”

Truth be told, Hartley’s mind had been made up well before main camp.

“Here’s a guy who works, works, non-stop,” he said. “He’s always there for the others. Never complains. There’s never a bad day for Gio. Whenever you sit with him and say, ‘Gio, I think that we should do this,’ he doesn’t have the whiny look.”

Hartley, last spring, informed the player of his intentions.

“I remember when I sat with Gio and mentioned that he would be our captain . . . he probably didn’t move for 10 or 15 seconds. He was stunned.”

Added Giordano: “It was pretty humbling to me that people in the organization think that highly of me. Just being considered was huge. To be picked, I feel humbled. I feel that I can be a good leader.”

Actually, everybody thinks No. 5 can be a good leader.

An ideal selection given his gung-ho approach, his on-ice fearlessness, Giordano becomes the 19th captain in franchise history, taking over for the departed Jarome Iginla. However, unlike a first-round pick such as Iginla, his path to the NHL had not been well-groomed. Undrafted out of the Ontario Hockey League, he clung to a free-agent offer from the Flames in 2004 and with only slight detours — Russia in 2007-08, for instance — he never stopped plugging away. Still hasn’t, in fact.

And here he stands, one of 30 captains on the circuit.

“This is one of the best days in my career, for sure,” Giordano said after practice at the WinSport Ice Complex. “If you ask any player in the league, it’s something they would want . . . but I didn’t really think about it until it came up in a few meetings with Bob. Obviously, I never would have thought that this day would come.”

Serving as alternates are Curtis Glencross and Michael Cammalleri. Giordano pointed out that he’ll also lean on veterans such as Matt Stajan, Lee Stempniak and Brian McGrattan.

“It feels real fresh,” said Giordano. “It’s feels like a change in direction this year. The attitude feels like it’s changed. One of the most important things, we’ve got to build that character and that feeling that we all care about each other, on and off the ice. It’ll carry over into games. Those are the teams that are most successful.”

Hartley, when asked about the importance of captains, name-checked a handful from his coaching career — Martin Lapointe (Laval of the Quebec Major Junior Hockey League), Mike McHugh (Hershey Bears of the American Hockey League), Joe Sakic (Colorado Avalanche), Scott Mellanby (Atlanta Thrashers).

“Those are all different types of players,” said Hartley, “but the same quality as a man. You need qualities as a player, but, more importantly, it’s your qualities as a person that makes you a captain. And Gio is just phenomenal.

“To become captain of an NHL team is very prestigious. It’s a big honour, it’s a big job. Gio is going to be unbelievable at it.”

Behind the scenes, things like organizing team dinners fall to the captain.

Giordano is happy to shoulder that particular duty.

“That’s a real important part of coming together as a team, getting the guys out, getting the guys together, away from the rink as well as at the rink,” said the Toronto native, who last wore a C in his minor-bantam days. “We have to bring this team together and get it feeling as much like a family as possible. I think that’ll help us on the ice.”

When not making dinner reservations, expect Giordano to keep putting his battered mug in front of slappers, to keep wading into heavy traffic, to keep sticking up for teammates — to keep being a pro’s pro.

“If there’s any advice, everyone’s told me the same thing — there’s a reason why they’ve named me captain and they don’t expect me to change who I am,” said Giordano. “I just have to try to be the same person I’ve been up to this point — and, more importantly, the same player. I find that the best leaders are the guys that do it on the ice and lead by example. That’s the best way to lead.”

Flames' Roman Horak swapping out '51'

Calgary Flames forward Roman Horak taps the loose puck past Anaheim Ducks goalie Jonas Hiller in a... 

Calgary Flames forward Roman Horak taps the loose puck past Anaheim Ducks goalie Jonas Hiller in a game last season at the Saddledome. Horak is changing numbers this season. Photo by Mike Drew/Calgary Sun.
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CALGARY - What's in a number?

Apparently, not much.

At least Roman Horak is not reading a whole lot into the fact he's wearing No. 21 on the back of his Calgary Flames sweater, having finally traded in the No. 51 he was donning his first two pro seasons.

Horak was called in the off-season by Flames equipment manager Mark DePasquale and asked whether he'd want a different set of digits on his jersey.

Horak, who's skated in 81 NHL games over the last two seasons in which he collected five goals and 18 points, was caught off-guard.

"He gave me a few numbers, and I liked 21," Horak said following Saturday's practice at WinSport's Markin MacPhail Centre. "When my dad played, 21 was one of his numbers, so I changed from 51 to 21."

You'd think not having to wear a number more suited for a football linebacker would be a sign a full-time NHL job is in the cards.
Muller says Canes not physical enough in loss to Columbus

Published: September 18, 2013  

Read more here: http://www.newsobserver.com/2013/09/18/3207606/canes-lose-preseason-opener-against.html#storylink=cpy
RALEIGH — The Carolina Hurricanes, at long last, played a preseason exhibition game Wednesday.

They didn’t win it, as the Columbus Blue Jackets surged in the third period for a 5-4 victory at PNC Arena. Nor did the Canes play with the same feistiness that they had in some of their team scrimmages.

Canes coach Kirk Muller liked some things in the preseason opener. Then again, he didn’t like some things.

“I think for the first game I was expecting a little more bite to our game,” Muller said. “When I say playing hard, it’s not just physically finishing checks. I thought we had a group tonight that we could have been tougher to play against.”

Alexander Semin scored a pair of goals and Eric Staal and Jeremy Welsh each had a goal for the Canes. It also was the first NHL action for Elias Lindholm, Carolina’s first-round draft pick this year and the first NHL game in net for goaltender Cam Ward since his knee injury in early March. 

Muller was pleased with the play of Lindholm, who centered a line with Jeff Skinner and Nathan Gerbe on the wings. Lindholm suffered a shoulder injury at the team’s prospects camp in July, setting back his conditioning, but played 16 minutes Wednesday and was used both on the power play and penalty kill.

“I thought the game was his best performance, compared to the practices,” Muller said. “He’s smart, he’s good in traffic, makes little plays. He definitely understands the game, both with the puck and without.”

Ward is coming off a third-degree knee sprain and the pre-game plan was for him to play two periods Wednesday, then make a decision on the third. He finished it out, closing with 26 saves.

Marian Gaborik scored twice and had an assist for Columbus, which was playing its fourth preseason game and is 3-1. The Blue Jackets trailed 4-2 in the second period but rallied as Ryan Johansen scored a power-play goal and Gaborik and Sean Collins then had goals in the third.

Collins’ goal, at 6 minutes, 26 seconds of the final period, was the winner as Brandon Dubinsky notched the third of his three assists.

The Canes outshot Columbus 15-7 in the first period, only to trail 2-1. Semin scored a power-play goal, but Boone Jenner and then Gaborik found openings in the offensive zone to rip shots past Ward.

“Guys were working hard, everyone’s back (defensively), it’s just we need to do a better job of sorting out when we get back,” Skinner said.

Early in the second, Welsh went top-shelf to beat goalie Curtis McElhinney and tie the score. Semin ripped another shot from the circle and Staal scored off a rebound for a 4-2 lead.

But Muller said some old habits then resurfaced: long shifts, turnovers, some mental lapses. The Blue Jackets kept pushing the pace while Mike McKenna replaced McElhinney in net and stopped all 12 shots.

“A couple of their skill players were able to generate some offense … but it was the same on the other end, too,” said Canes defenseman Jay Harrison, who had two assists. “We’ll sort that out.”

It was the first matchup between the Hurricanes and Blue Jackets as new NHL Metropolitan Division rivals, albeit a preseason game. Hybrid icing calls were made and the Canes also were stung by a new NHL rule that prohibits players from tucking in their jerseys -- Semin was called for a delay-of-game penalty late in the second.

The Canes were among the last NHL teams to play a preseason game but will catch up quickly with road games each of the next three days -- Thursday in Buffalo, then two against Montreal. As Harrison put it, “It’s a start.”

NOTE: The Canes made 12 training camp cuts, trimming the roster to 35.

Headed to the Charlotte Checkers (AHL) training camp are: forwards Victor Rask, Justin Shugg, Brody Sutter and Brendan Woods; defensemen Danny Biega, Mark Flood, Austin Levi, Keegan Lowe, Rasmus Rissanen and Beau Schmitz; and goalie Mike Murphy. 

Forward Brock McGinn was sent back to his junior team, the Guelph Storm of the Ontario Hockey League.

Read more here: http://www.newsobserver.com/2013/09/18/3207606/canes-lose-preseason-opener-against.html#storylink=cpy
Canes top Habs 3-1 for first preseason win

Submitted by chipalexander on 09/21/2013 - 21:58 
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If Canes coach Kirk Muller was edgy about losing the first three preseason games, he didn't admit to it Saturday.

The Canes topped the Montreal Canadiens 3-1 at the Bell Centre, getting a big game in net from Anton Khudobin, some strong penalty killing and just enough offense. Drayson Bowman, Jeff Skinner and Nathan Gerbe scored, Eric Staal had two assists and the Canes played with an edge.

That was a complete reversal from Friday's game in Quebec, when the Habs rolled to a 6-0 rout. But Muller made a few lineup tweaks -- forward Alex Semin missed the game with a hand injury -- and the Canes never trailed. 

"I was really pleased with our effort tonight, but we went a little different (in preseason)," Muller said. "Our focus in the first four games, because it's our first camp as a coaching staff, (and) our first priority was to judge our personnel. So we haven't spent as much time on our systems as opposed to playing a lot of the younger guys, a lot of the guys in our system (and) evaluating. "

Khudobin was named the game's first star after making 41 saves, allowing the only goal late in the game to Michael Bournival on a deflection. The Habs fired 18 shots at Khudobin in the third period.

"We obviously were excited to bring him into our organization," Muller said. "He's a real competitor. He's been a great addition."

Canes defenseman Tim Gleason did not play after the first period because of an upper-body injury. With Matt Corrente playing a physical game -- and spending a lot of time in the penalty box -- the Canes had to rely on Jay Harrison, Ryan Murphy, Ron Hainsey and Brett Bellemore a lot, loading up their minutes.

Leading 3-0 after two, the Canes killed off a long 5-on-3 power play by the Habs early in the third period. Harrison and Corrente both were in the box and Gleason out, leaving the Canes with three D-men for the penalty kill.

Bowman scored off a pass from Eric Staal, Skinner off a two-on-one rush with Riley Nash and Gerbe on a power-play wrister. 

The Canes outhit the Habs 34-24 in the game, with Tuomo Ruutu registering six hits and Eric and Jared Staal four each. 

The Canes will have Sunday off, then put in an early practice Monday at 8 a.m. They next play Thursday in Columbus against the Blue Jackets, then at home Friday against Buffalo in the final preseason game.

"We'll fine-tune this week," Muller said. "We've got seven or eight practices to work on our systems and two games to put our team together, so we're on target with what we wanted to achieve at the start of camp."

Read more here: http://blogs.newsobserver.com/canes/canes-top-habs-3-1-for-first-preseason-win#storylink=cpy
but 8 PKs, 41 shots...there is a big difference between being physical & drawing penalties that hurt your team. I hope Muller wasn't spinning that now the coaches will focus on tactical/fundamental areas the team suffered with last year & so far we still see in preseason, specifically the PP, faceoffs the areas that can cause the opponent to cut back being aggressive, play more on their heels.

.
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Check the box score

Sun, 09/22/2013 - 09:54 — Canarse 

4 of the PKs were caused by one guy who likely won't be staying in Raleigh, Corrente. Not a big deal. 

.
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That's true but..

Sun, 09/22/2013 - 10:23 — ScottIrish 

...that wasn't the only stat I mentioned....these stats look like last year & that took us nowhere. If you are going to be a playoff team & cup contender you have to have a PP that other teams fear, likewise puck control is a key to scoring so a miserable faceoff % means you're not controlling the play. Muller has yet to show he can teach skills including protecting a lead. This isn't a glass half full/empty debate, we need to get better in order to win.

.
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Bellemore and Ryan Murphy

Sun, 09/22/2013 - 08:27 — abramsdoug 

For Canes fans who are not closely following the preseason, my view is Bellemore and Ryan Murphy have been outstanding. 

Bellemore has been steadily improving over the past two years. He worked extremely hard over the weekend to slim down, muscle up, and to get in superb condition. He blends physicality with excellent hockey sense. Ryan Murphy is an elite skater with superb vision. He's been adding good muscle over the off-season. He is a gamechanger defenseman. He's shown he can handle the physicality of the NHL despite his small size. 

Last night was a change for both Bellemore and Murphy to show their mettle. Montreal is a fast, aggressive team. They both were superb.

Read more here: http://blogs.newsobserver.com/canes/canes-top-habs-3-1-for-first-preseason-win#storylink=cpy
Canes stress attention to detail, consistency

Submitted by chipalexander on 09/19/2013 - 13:24 
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The Canes will have some different faces in the lineup Thursday night against the Buffalo Sabres for their second preseason game -- Jordan Staal, Justin Faulk, Andrej Sekera and Ron Hainsey among them.

There also will be some players who were in the lineup Wednesday for the preseason opener who are getting a second, perhaps very important look -- Zac Dalpe, Brett Sutter, Jeremy Welsh, Chris Terry and Michal Jordan among them.

"They're going to get into these games as much as we can get them into, to give them a real good look," Canes coach Kirk Muller said Thursday. "It can give them some looks that some of these guys haven't had much of a chance to do: get on a power play, or kill a penalty or take a key faceoff or a defenseman going out against a couple of better players. Different scenarios."

It was hard to pick out many players who were outstanding Wednesday in the Canes' 5-4 loss to the Columbus Blue Jackets. Muller said he expected the Canes to play with more "bite" to their game while noting it was the preseason opener and some mistakes would be made.

"It's the first game," Muller said. "We were just inconsistent. We had some patches where we were good and we moved the puck well and we did some good things systematically. But the key is that we recognize we only have five (preseason) games left and we really want to push the details part of our game. I think that's where we fell apart last night -- longer shifts, getting tired and having mental breakdowns and it goes the other way.

"What we reminded the group of today was to go into (Buffalo) tonight with more attention to detail and more of a consistent work ethic to compete. We want to establish that now and not Oct. 4."

The Canes have 36 players on the roster, including goalie Mike Murphy, who initially was being sent to the Charlotte Checkers (AHL). But the roster could be cut before the three-game road trip is over.

The lines for tonight's game will have Jordan Staal centering Jiri Tlusty and Zac Dalpe; Welsh centering Jeff Skinner and Nathan Gerbe; Pat Dwyer at center with Terry and Radek Dvorak; and Sutter centering Jared Staal and Zach Boychuk.

Defensively, Faulk and Sekera will be paired and play their first preseason game; Hainsey will put in his first game for the Canes and team with Ryan Murphy; and Jordan and Brett Bellemore will play a second game.

Anton Khudobin will be in net, making his first appearance for the Canes. 

Forward Tuomo Ruutu, who had offseason hip surgery, will not play for the second straight game. Muller said there were no physical issues with Ruutu, noting it was a matter of taking another look at some other forwards and "making sure they get a fair shake."

Read more here: http://blogs.newsobserver.com/canes/canes-stress-attention-to-detail-consistency#storylink=cpy
Canes place six players on waivers

Submitted by chipalexander on 09/22/2013 - 13:00 
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The Carolina Hurricanes on Sunday placed six players on waivers with the purpose of assigning them to the Charlotte Checkers of the American Hockey League.

Placed on waivers were forwards Nicolas Blanchard, Zach Boychuk, Aaron Palushaj and Jared Staal; defenseman Michal Jordan and goalie Justin Peters.

Boychuk, 23, is a former first-round draft pick of the Canes who was placed on waivers three times last season before being reclaimed by Carolina. He returned to Raleigh this summer in top physical condition, scored twice in a team scrimmage and then had a goal in a preseason game against Buffalo.

Peters is on a one-way contract this year, but the Canes signed free agent Anton Khudobin to be the backup for Cam Ward in goal.

Staal, the younger brother of the Canes' Eric and Jordan Staal, returned for training camp leaner this year and earned praise from Canes coach Kirk Muller.

Read more here: http://blogs.newsobserver.com/canes/canes-place-six-players-on-waivers#storylink=cpy
Preseason game next step for Lindholm

Submitted by chipalexander on 09/18/2013 - 11:45 
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It's a game every NHL player remembers, even if it's in the preseason and called an exhibition.

Tonight, Elias Lindholm of the Canes will play his first game against NHL competition, facing off against the Columbus Blue Jackets. Lindholm, the Canes' first-round draft pick, has competed against men in Sweden and more recently against other NHL prospects in Traverse City, but this will be new and different. 

"It's going to be fun. It's what you dream of and here I am," Lindholm said Wednesday morning. "In Sweden I played in a league with men all the time but this will be different."

Lindholm, 18, will be at center with Jeff Skinner and Nathan Gerbe on the wings. Lindholm has spent much of training camp teamed with Skinner and says the chemistry with the former first-rounder and Calder Trophy winner is "coming more and more."

Canes coach Kirk Muller laughed Wednesday when asked about his first preseason game as a player. It came in 1984 with the New Jersey Devils, who made Muller their first-round pick that year and the second overall selection of the draft.

"West Point," Muller said. "The place was filled with cadets and soldiers."

Tonight it's Lindholm's turn, but at PNC Arena, not on the banks of the Hudson.

"It's memorable," Muller said. "Your rookie season, coming in, and your first game. I think everyone remembers your first game, so I'm sure he's nervous. But (Gerbe) seems to be a pretty loose guy, veteran guy, and 'Skins' has been here, he's a veteran now.

"He's in good hands with those two guys. He just has to go out and just relax and just play the game."

While there could be a lot of attention given to Lindholm's line, the third line has Jeremy Welsh centering Chris Terry and Zac Dalpe. On the fourth line, Brett Sutter will center Nicolas Blanchard and Kevin Westgarth. 

Defensively, Muller and the staff are taking a look at Michal Jordan and Brett Bellemore as a pairing tonight. Both have had good camps. Both are fighting for roster spots.

Training-camp cuts are coming, soon. It's time to perform, or else.

"We've got a lot of decisions to make with the amount of bodies we have," Muller said. "The openings are there. It's an exhibition, but if I was a player I'd want to go out and empty the tank every opportunity I got.

"Who's going to step up and take some of these jobs that are available? We're looking to see who wants to step up."

Lindholm says he's ready to play, ready for that first game, ready to take the next step.

"It has been a good camp. It's been hard," he said. "I think we are well-prepared for the exhibition games."

Read more here: http://blogs.newsobserver.com/canes/preseason-game-next-step-for-lindholm#storylink=cpy
McGinn enjoys training-camp experience

Submitted by chipalexander on 09/17/2013 - 13:54 
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The Canes play their first preseason game Wednesday against the Columbus Blue Jackets, and Brock McGinn won't be in the lineup. Chances are, the forward might soon be sent back to his junior team, the Guelph Storm of the Ontario Hockey League.

But McGinn, 19, has made the most of training camp, enjoying every hard-hitting second and showing he will be in the Canes' plans one day.

What's the biggest benefit of coming to camp with NHL players?

"Just being here and seeing how big of a step it is," McGinn said Tuesday. "Just seeing the different speed, how much tougher they are on the puck and stuff like that on the (NHL) level. I know what I have to work on this year, definitely, to see if I can get to this level.

"I need to get stronger on the puck. I've been through a couple of wrist surgeries, so my strength in my arms isn't as strong as I want it to be. So I definitely need to work on that."

McGinn isn't the biggest guy at 5-11 and 185 pounds. But there's little wasted motion. He's a north/south kind of player who isn't bashful is making hard checks and looking to make big hits.

McGinn played well with the Canes team in the Traverse City (Mich.) prospects tournament. That earned him an invite to training camp, which often is an eyes-wide-open situation for teenaged rookies.

"Going to Traverse City definitely helped because you're getting to know the guys and some of the guys coming to camp with you," McGinn said. "That's an advantage to you. Then you can come in and just bring your game into the camp, playing like you did in Traverse City."

McGinn has spent time in camp playing on a line with Brett Sutter and Kevin Westgarth. It's a line with some thump to it and McGinn said he has enjoyed being the left winger on the ice with those two.

"'Sutsy' is a good role model and 'Westy' is a big guy who can create some space," McGinn said, smiling. "He's intimidating but he's on my line. I'm thankful for that."

Sutter and Westgarth will play in the preseason opener Wednesday against Columbus but will be joined by winger Nicolas Blanchard. 

McGinn, a second-round draft pick (47th overall) by Carolina in 2012, was able to play four regular-season games and two playoff games for the Charlotte Checkers (AHL) last year after Guelph's season ended. 

"That was definitely an eye-opener -- the speed, as well, in the games there," McGinn said. "It was not as big a step from the OHL, so that definitely helps it."

With two older brothers in the NHL -- Jamie with Colorado, Tye with Philadelphia -- McGinn has a good grasp on what it takes to reach the highest level. A lot of questions likely have been asked and answered, and Brock could give the McGinn family a third NHL-playing brother in the next year or two.

McGinn may soon be headed back to Guelph, where the Fergus, Ont., native is coached by former Canes forward Scott Walker. If so, he said he'll accept the decision and do all he can to make the most of another year of junior hockey in the OHL.

"If I went back I think it will definitely be a fun year," he said. "We've been building up for this year coming up, I think, for three or four years as a team. I think we're all definitely excited. We want to push our team as far as we can to win the Memorial Cup. That would be good, just to get that experience."

Read more here: http://blogs.newsobserver.com/canes/mcginn-enjoys-training-camp-experience#storylink=cpy
Canes ready to play some games

Submitted by chipalexander on 09/17/2013 - 14:40 
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For the Canes, it's time to play some games, even if they are preseason games used to make personnel decisions.

The Hurricanes will host the Columbus Blue Jackets on Wednesday in a 7 p.m. game at PNC Arena. Cam Ward will be in goal for the Canes and first-round pick Elias Lindholm will be in the lineup for the preseason opener.

"I think everybody is ready to get going," Canes coach Kirk Muller said Tuesday. "It will be good to get a good evaluation with exhibition games."

The Canes should get a thorough evaluation, playing four games in four days. After Columbus, Carolina is on the road for three games -- at Buffalo on Thursday, then two games against the Montreal Canadiens in Quebec City and Montreal.

Muller said Ward, who has not been in net since his March knee injury, could play in four of the six preseason games. The Canes also will take a look at Anton Khudobin, and Muller said Justin Peters and Mike Murphy could see some action.

Ward may play the first two periods Wednesday, Muller said, then be evaluated. He could then finish out of the game.

While Jiri Tlusty has returned to practice after missing some time with an injury, he'll be replaced by Drayson Bowman on the top line against Columbus. Bowman played with Eric Staal and Alex Semin in Sunday's Red-White game, finishing with a goal and assist, and has stayed on that line the past two days.

"It wasn't really planned but I think 'Bow' has been skating strong," Muller said. "With Tlusty missing a few days it kind of gives us an excuse to break up the 'big three' for a different look. That the nice thing about camp, just kind of playing around and looking at combinations in case you need them at certain times. He's been working hard, skating will, shooting, scoring."

First-round draft pick Elias Lindholm will center the second line with Jeff Skinner on the left side and Nathan Gerbe on the right.

Muller said he expects some training-camp cuts by Wednesday, trimming the roster into the low-30s.

The lineup for Columbus:

Bowman-EStaal-Semin

 Skinner-Lindholm-Gerbe

 Terry-Welsh-Dalpe

 Blanchard-Sutter-Westgarth

Gleason-Komisarek

 Jordan-Bellemore

 Harrison-Murphy

Ward

 Peters

Read more here: http://blogs.newsobserver.com/canes/canes-ready-to-play-some-games#storylink=cpy
Blue Jackets 5, Canes 4 (preseason)

Submitted by chipalexander on 09/18/2013 - 19:41 
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RALEIGH -- The Carolina Hurricanes' first preseason game had some interesting twists and turns in it.

The Columbus Blue Jackets led after the first period and the Canes after the second, but the Jackets surged in the third for a 5-4 victory at PNC Arena.

"I think for the first game I was expecting a little more bite to our game," Canes coach Kirk Muller said. "When I say playing hard, it's not just physically finishing checks. I thought we had a group tonight that we could have been tougher to play against."

Alexander Semin scored twice and Eric Staal and Jeremy Welsh each had a goal for the Canes, who built a 4-2 lead in the second period. Marian Gaborik had a pair of goals and an assist for the Blue Jackets, who were playing their fourth preseason game.

The game was the first between the Canes and Blue Jackets as new rivals in the Metropolitan Division. Hybrid icing calls were made. Another first: a delay-of-game penalty against Semin for having his jersey tucked in -- a new rule and a no-no in the league beginning this year.

The Blue Jackets didn't convert Semin's penalty into a power-play score, but Gaborik's quick wrister just after the penalty expired tied the score 4-4 early in the third. Sean Collins' goal then gave Columbus a 5-4 lead. 

Cam Ward was in net for Carolina and Elias Lindholm, the Canes' first-round draft pick, played his first NHL game. Ward labored at times and Lindholm, who centered a line with Jeff Skinner and Nathan Gerbe, didn't factor into any of the scoring. 

"I thought the game was his best performance, compared to the practices," Muller said of Lindholm. "He's smart, he's good in traffic, makes little plays. He definitely understands the game, both with the puck and without."

Semin had a power-play goal in the first period and even-strength score in the second, both on whistling shots from the right circle. Welsh's score came on a top-shelf backhander and Staal on a rebound, both in the second period and both after sustained offensive pressure in the Columbus zone.

The Canes scored their first goal of the preseason -- a power-play score by Semin -- to take an early lead and outshot Columbus 15-7 in the opening period but trailed 2-1. Semin came off the half-wall and rifled a shot past Curtis McElhinney. 

The Blue Jackets answered in just 31 seconds against the Canes' fourth line. Boone Jenner took a pass from Tim Erixon and ripped a shot past Cam Ward for a 1-1 tie.

The Blue Jackets struck late in the first period when Gaborik went top-shelf on Ward. Ryan Johansen had a power-play goal for the Blue Jackets in the second period after Carolina had built a 4-2 lead.

Ward was making his first appearance in NHL competition since suffering a serious knee injury March 3 at Florida, an injury that ended his season. 

McElhinney started in net for Columbus but was relieved by Mike McKenna in the second period, allowing four goals on 22 shots. The Canes had a 26-15 lead in shots after two periods.

The Canes looked sharp in killing off an Eric Staal tripping penalty late in the first, but the Jackets took the lead on Gaborik's goal.

The Canes were inches away from taking a 1-0 lead in the opening minutes. Murphy got off a shot from the point and Drayson Bowman got his stick on the puck, which skidded just wide of the post.

Read more here: http://blogs.newsobserver.com/canes/blue-jackets-canes-preseason#storylink=cpy
Canes top Habs 3-1 for first preseason win

Submitted by chipalexander on 09/21/2013 - 21:58 
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If Canes coach Kirk Muller was edgy about losing the first three preseason games, he didn't admit to it Saturday.

The Canes topped the Montreal Canadiens 3-1 at the Bell Centre, getting a big game in net from Anton Khudobin, some strong penalty killing and just enough offense. Drayson Bowman, Jeff Skinner and Nathan Gerbe scored, Eric Staal had two assists and the Canes played with an edge.

That was a complete reversal from Friday's game in Quebec, when the Habs rolled to a 6-0 rout. But Muller made a few lineup tweaks -- forward Alex Semin missed the game with a hand injury -- and the Canes never trailed. 

"I was really pleased with our effort tonight, but we went a little different (in preseason)," Muller said. "Our focus in the first four games, because it's our first camp as a coaching staff, (and) our first priority was to judge our personnel. So we haven't spent as much time on our systems as opposed to playing a lot of the younger guys, a lot of the guys in our system (and) evaluating. "

Khudobin was named the game's first star after making 41 saves, allowing the only goal late in the game to Michael Bournival on a deflection. The Habs fired 18 shots at Khudobin in the third period.

"We obviously were excited to bring him into our organization," Muller said. "He's a real competitor. He's been a great addition."

Canes defenseman Tim Gleason did not play after the first period because of an upper-body injury. With Matt Corrente playing a physical game -- and spending a lot of time in the penalty box -- the Canes had to rely on Jay Harrison, Ryan Murphy, Ron Hainsey and Brett Bellemore a lot, loading up their minutes.

Leading 3-0 after two, the Canes killed off a long 5-on-3 power play by the Habs early in the third period. Harrison and Corrente both were in the box and Gleason out, leaving the Canes with three D-men for the penalty kill.

Bowman scored off a pass from Eric Staal, Skinner off a two-on-one rush with Riley Nash and Gerbe on a power-play wrister. 

The Canes outhit the Habs 34-24 in the game, with Tuomo Ruutu registering six hits and Eric and Jared Staal four each. 

The Canes will have Sunday off, then put in an early practice Monday at 8 a.m. They next play Thursday in Columbus against the Blue Jackets, then at home Friday against Buffalo in the final preseason game.

"We'll fine-tune this week," Muller said. "We've got seven or eight practices to work on our systems and two games to put our team together, so we're on target with what we wanted to achieve at the start of camp."

Read more here: http://blogs.newsobserver.com/canes/canes-top-habs-3-1-for-first-preseason-win#storylink=cpy
Question persists: what about Bowman?

Submitted by chipalexander on 09/16/2013 - 11:33 
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The question seemingly has been posed every year since his first Canes training camp: what about Drayson Bowman?

The forward is an intriguing player. He skates well. He shoots the puck pretty hard. He is responsible defensively and doesn't appear to make a lot of mistakes on the ice.

But where does Bowman fit? Why doesn't he score more? Is he ready at 24 to be a full-time NHL player, or will he probably bounce between the NHL and AHL, again, and exposed to waivers? 

With Jiri Tlusty out with an injury, Bowman was shifted to the wing on Eric Staal's line opposite Alex Semin. In the Red-White game Sunday, he had a power-play goal and an assist as their Red team won the scrimmage.

Asked about playing with Staal and Semin, Bowman smiled. 

"It's pretty easy," he said. "They're special playmakers. I'm having a lot of fun right now. I think I'm comfortable with where I'm at. Just trying to show them I can bring everything to the table and let the pieces fall where they want to."

A year ago, Bowman played 37 games for the Canes and 37 with the Charlotte Checkers (AHL). He was placed in more of a checking role with the Canes, finishing with three goals and two assists.

Bowman believes he can be more of a point producer, given the chance. He did it at the junior level and has shown offensive potential in the AHL, and said it's somewhat puzzling to him why he hasn't generated more points -- he has 11 goals and 10 assists in 106 NHL games -- with the Canes.

"Yeah, a little bit," he said. "Part of it is me not taking advantage of the opportunity. Just being that little bit tentative doesn't help, but I feel like I've lost that (tentativeness) here in the first week here (at camp).

"But I want to show them I can do whatever they need me to do. The big thing for me is just to skate and shoot the puck when I get a chance and not worry about it. Just let it take care of itself."

Bowman said he spent more time lifting free weights this summer than in past offseasons. He said he added almost 10 pounds of muscle, pushing his weight to 195, while changing his diet to be more protein-intensive.

"They've indicated they want to see me go to the net a little bit more," Bowman said. "I'm heavier but I feel like I've still got my speed."

Bowman and the Canes put in a long, grinding practice Monday, capped by a punishing skating session. Carolina's first exhibition game is Wednesday against Columbus, so there will be more practice time Tuesday.

Bowman, like a lot of others in camp, hopes to be on the Canes' roster when Oct. 4 comes. He's tired of the rides between Charlotte and Raleigh.

"Absolutely," he said. "I feel like I belong here. Hopefully I've shown that and I just want to keep it going in the exhibition games, to try and build on what I have done here and hopefully show I'm willing to take advantage of the opportunity."

It's still hard to judge what Bowman's "ceiling" could be. When he plays as he did Sunday, he can show off some offensive flash, but he has yet to do it consistently at the NHL level.

"For me, it's just to try and keep getting better," he said. "It's been quite a long process but it's good to see it somewhat keeps going up. I just need to focus on building on it."

Read more here: http://blogs.newsobserver.com/canes/question-persists-what-about-bowman#storylink=cpy
Alex Tanguay has glorious past with Avalanche, hopes for future

By Adrian Dater

The Denver Post

Posted:   09/22/2013 12:01:00 AM MDT
Alex Tanguay doesn't like to live in the past, but he rents a room in it every so often. And who can begrudge him? Is there any kid hockey player who has not had the following dream?

Game 7, Stanley Cup Finals, home ice — you score the game's first two goals and assist on the other in a 3-1 victory against a future Hall of Fame goalie. For Tanguay, that ridiculous, it'll-never-happen dream came true. A 21-year-old kid with only two seasons of NHL experience would be the catalyst to the victory that gave a teammate with 22 seasons under his belt, Ray Bourque, his only Cup-lifting experience. It was in 2001 against Martin Brodeur and the New Jersey Devils. Was it really 12 years ago when all this happened?

"It's a 

Alex Tanguay (Karl Gehring, The Denver Post file)

memory that I can't stop cherishing," Tanguay said. "I know I'll probably look back on it even more when I'm retired."

Hardcore Avs fans remember it well. In the first period of a scoreless game, with fans squirming over every loose puck against a defending championship team, Tanguay took a puck directly behind the Devils net, skated to the far end of the goal line on the other side and beat Brodeur with a turnaround, near-post wrist shot that jarred loose the goalie's water bottle — a cherished accomplishment for a shooter. The Avs had the lead and would not relinquish it, thanks to another Tanguay goal that made it 2-0 in an eventual 3-1 victory.

"It's funny, because in Game 2 of that series, I had tried the same play when we were trailing late in the game and I just missed that same shot," Tanguay said. "Luckily enough, it came up again in a Game 7, and this time it panned out. The other thing I remember so much about that game was when it was 3-0, I had never looked at the clock so much. Every time I came back to the bench, I was hoping it was going to be near the end of the game, but it seemed like it was never going to come."

Tanguay's accomplishments on that glorious night probably never quite got 
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their due, overshadowed by Bourque's sentimental story in the team's "Mission 16W" quest for him, along with Patrick Roy's Conn Smythe-worthy goaltending and Joe Sakic's captain clutch series. But that never has bothered the 33-year-old native of St. Justine, Quebec. He still has the big, bling-y ring that came with the night's result, and, besides, he's back in Denver again, wearing an Avs uniform, hoping to do it all again someday.

After being traded by Colorado in 2006 to the Calgary Flames and playing for two other teams after that — plus a second stint with the Flames — Tanguay was dealt back to the Avs this summer in a multiplayer trade. He is the only remaining active link to that last Avs Cup team, but for Tanguay, this is not a sentimental ode to nostalgia. Despite being in the league since 1999, he feels he's in the best shape of his life at 33 and primed to have a few more productive years.

"I feel I can still contribute. I feel I've got a little bit more, and hopefully I can find it," said Tanguay, who has 762 points (249 goals) in 922 career NHL games.

Tanguay said he feels rejuvenated playing for a team with a lot of good, young talent around him.

"With the talent we have up front, we have the ability to bring excitement to this city, to this franchise, again," said Tanguay, a left winger known for his playmaking ability and accurate shot. His career shooting percentage of 18.8, on 1,326 shots, is among the best in league history. "I'm just looking forward to the challenge. I probably never thought at the time when I left here the first time that I would be back, but here I am and I'm excited."

Since Tanguay left in 2005, he has married and become the father of three children (daughter Maya, 5, and sons Samuel, 3, and Blake, 1) with his wife, Helene.

"Outside of hockey, life has changed from my first years here," Tanguay said. "I'm not the naïve, single guy anymore. I'm not saying I'm any smarter now, but life sure is a lot busier now with the kids. But it's good."

Adrian Dater: adater@denverpost.com or twitter.com/adater

--------------------------------------------------------------------------------

Second time around

Alex Tanguay, 33, begins his second tour of duty with the Avalanche after being re-acuired over the summer from the Calgary Flames. He had some memorable moments his first few years in Denver, including:

- Two goals and one assist in a Game 7, 3-1 Avs victory over New Jersey in the Stanley Cup Finals.

- Three seasons of 75 or more points.

Adrian Dater, The Denver Post
If any Avalanche player needs the preseason to hone his game and become comfortable in his surroundings, it's Nathan MacKinnon, Colorado's prized 18-year-old rookie.

But the first overall pick in the 2013 draft has been shut down because of a hip-flexor injury — an ailment the Avs said they knew about when training camp opened last week.

MacKinnon, the scheduled season-opening, third-line center, didn't play Friday night in the Avs' preseason game against the Los Angeles Kings at the Pepsi Center. He again will be scratched for Sunday's game at Anaheim.

"It's not something that has surprised us," first-year Avs coach Patrick Roy said after Friday's morning skate. "First day when we had medicals the doctor mentioned he might have those problems at the beginning, then he needs to work on stretching. Nothing major, but certainly we don't want to take any chances."

Treatment for the hip flexor begins with rest and ice, which MacKinnon will embrace in hopes of being 100 percent for the Oct. 2 season opener against Anaheim. The Avs' final three preseason games are Tuesday against the Dallas Stars, Thursday at Dallas and Saturday, Sept. 28 against the Kings in Las Vegas.

Per club policy, the Avs' injured players are off limits to the media.

Entertaining show. The Avs rallied to beat the Kings 4-3 in overtime behind two late assists by Matt Duchene — who made plays that led to goals by linemates Steve Downie (5-on-3 power play) and Ryan O'Reilly — and a remarkable unassisted short-handed OT goal by O'Reilly.

With L.A. enjoying a 4-on-3 power play, O'Reilly blocked a shot in the defensive zone and skated up ice to kill some time. He fooled two defenders at the right offensive circle by making a 360-degree spin move and stuffed the puck in the middle of the net, with goalie Martin Jones playing against the post.

Denver native Nick Shore, who signed with the Kings last spring after his junior 
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year at the University of Denver, scored early in the first period and set up Dwight King's goal on a 2-on-2 rush that made it 3-1 early in the third period.

Shore, who centered King and Justin Williams (goal, assist), also was on the ice during Williams' power-play goal.

Boston bred. Forward Paul Carey, who was born in Boston and played four years for Boston College, played right wing on the Paul Stastny-centered line against the Kings, with left wing Gabe Landeskog. Alex Tanguay, pegged to open the season on that line, was scratched to accommodate Carey.

Roy said Carey has had a good preseason and deserves an opportunity to see what he can do on a scoring line.

Carey, who turns 25 on Tuesday, amassed 19 goals and 41 points in 72 games for the Lake Erie Monsters as a first-year pro last season.

"Whether I'm here or at Lake Erie, I want to make a good impression and help both teams win," Carey said.

Footnotes. Roy split young goaltenders Sami Aittokallio and Calvin Pickard against the Kings and said Semyon Varlamov, the Avs' scheduled season-opening starter, is set to play the entire game Sunday. ... The Kings played without captain Dustin Brown, Mike Richards, Drew Doughty and Anze Kopitar. 

Denver native Nick Shore, who signed with the Los Angeles Kings after his junior year at the University of Denver last spring, will center a scoring line in Friday's preseason game against the Avalanche at the Pepsi Center. 

Shore, 20, will play between veteran wingers Dwight King and Justin Williams, in front of what figures to be a large family gathering. Parents David and Sarah Shore of Cherry Hills Village met while attending law school at DU and have seen three of their four boys play for the Pioneers. 

Drew Shore, 22, is beginning his second season with the Florida Panthers and 19-year-old Quentin Shore is in his junior year at DU. 

Nick Shore, who turns 21 next week, will be playing in his second career NHL game for the Kings (1-2) in the second preseason game for the Avalanche (0-1). 

Colorado coach Patrick Roy will start Sami Aittokallio in goal and have impressive 18-year-old defenseman Chris Bigras again partnered with Erik Johnson. 

Veteran Alex Tanguay will not play to give young forward Paul Carey a chance to see what he can do on the Paul Stastny-centered line, which includes left wing Gabe Landeskog. Center Matt Duchene and left wing Ryan O'Reilly will have their first opportunity to play in a game with right wing Steve Downie. 

Prized rookie Nathan MacKinnon, the No. 1 draft pick on June 30, will not play because of a hip-flexor injury. 

"It's not something that has surprised us," Roy said. "First day when we had medicals the doctor mentioned he might have those problems at the beginning, then he needs to work on stretching. Nothing major, but certainly we don't want to take any chances."

MacKinnon also won't play Sunday at the Anaheim Ducks, Roy said.

Mike Chambers: , mchambers@denverpost.com or twitter.com/mchambersdp
Defenseman Duncan Siemens, a first-round pick of the Avalanche in 2011, was reassigned to Lake Erie of the American Hockey League on Saturday without having played in any preseason games.

Also sent down were Michael Sgarbossa, a forward obtained in the Daniel Winnik-TJ Galiardi-Jamie McGinn deal, and defensemen Gabriel Beaupre, Markus Laudrisen and Karl Stolley.

That brings the roster to 37, with 14 more cuts still to be made.

On the road.  Colorado plays on the road for the first time in the preseason, with a 6 p.m. game Sunday against the Anaheim Ducks.

The Ducks beat the Avs 2-1 on Wednesday night in the first preseason game.

The teams meet again after Sunday on Oct. 2 in 
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the regular-season opener at the Pepsi Center.

Colorado is 1-1 in the preseason after defeating the Los Angeles Kings 4-3 in overtime Friday night.

Relief for flood victims. Kroenke Sports & Entertainment gave a $50,000 donation to The Salvation Army last week to help with relief efforts to Colorado's historic flooding.

"The Salvation Army was chosen because of its initial relief services," Deb Dowling Canino, executive director of Kroenke Sports Charities, said in a news release. "Additionally, The Salvation Army will aid in long-term recovery, and all donated funds will remain in Colorado.

"Our thoughts and hopes are with our neighbors and friends
The odds are still stacked against Chris Bigras making the Avalanche this season. The fact that there any odds at all right now, however, is a victory for the 18-year-old defenseman.

While NHL rosters continue to trend younger, making the NHL straight out of junior hockey at Bigras' age is highly difficult for defensemen. Most coaches and management people in the league think that's just too soon for defensemen, that there is too great a chance for bad things to happen in their development. One bad shift or two in training camp or one bad period in a preseason game and it becomes too easy to say, "Better let him keep learning back in junior." 

By all accounts, Bigras has not suffered from too much of either in training camp 

Blog: All Things Avs

The Denver Post's Adrian Dater and Mike Chambers post analysis, notes and more on this blog focusing on the Colorado Avalanche.

with the Avs. His was the first name out of coach Patrick Roy's mouth when Roy was asked who had impressed him the most the first day of camp last week. In his first preseason game Wednesday night against the Anaheim Ducks, Bigras played a regular shift alongside veteran Erik Johnson, finishing even in nearly 23 minutes of ice time.

Bigras (pronounced "Bih-grah") is hopeful he'll be sticking around Denver after the final cuts are made.

"My goal is to stay here, but I know I can only control what I do on the ice and not what happens off it," said Bigras, a native of Elmvale, Ontario. "I haven't really proven anything yet."

Bigras was projected by some to be a first-round pick in the NHL draft June 30 in Newark, N.J. But by the time commissioner Gary Bettman announced the 30th and final pick in the first round, Bigras still was seated in the stands of the Prudential Center. 

"That wasn't all that great," Bigras said.

But relief finally came when the Avs stepped to the microphones to make the 32nd pick. Relief was the word Avs chief scout Rick Pracey used when asked to describe his feeling when Bigras was available at that number.

"We had him projected in the first round. We were just really praying 
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he'd still be there at 32," Pracey said.

Pracey said the feeling was similar when Ryan O'Reilly still was available in the second round in 2009 when the Avs took him at No. 33. It hasn't taken Roy long to see what Avs scouts saw in Bigras. The Hall of Fame former goalie said the 6-foot-1, 189-pound defender has exhibited excellent poise with the puck in his own end. 

"We really are very excited about his future with us," Roy said. "He has had an outstanding camp so far."

The Avs already have rewarded Bigras with a three-year, entry-level contract, signed Tuesday. That doesn't mean Bigras can't and won't still be sent back to his junior team, the Owen Sound Attack of the Ontario Hockey League. 

But on a team that needs help on defense, Bigras might stick around this year in Denver.

"I just will keep playing as hard as I can and try to learn as much as I can, and we'll see what happens," Bigras said.

Avs cut four.The Avs reduced their camp roster to 42 with four cuts Thursday. Sent to Lake Erie of the American Hockey League was forward Michael Schumacher, and sent to their respective junior teams were goalie Spencer Martin (Mississauga, Ontario Hockey League), defenseman Mason Geertsen (Vancouver, Western Hockey League) and forward Troy Bourke (Prince George, WHL).
Oilers' Gagner out 'indefinitely' with broken jaw

Sunday, 09.22.2013 / 1:33 PM / News
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Already set to start the season without Ryan Nugent-Hopkins, the Edmonton Oilers are now short their top two centers after the club announced Sunday that Sam Gagner is out indefinitely with a broken jaw.

Gagner left a game Saturday night after taking a stick to the face from Vancouver Canucks forward Zack Kassian. The Oilers were already expected to be without No. 1 center Ryan Nugent-Hopkins for the first month of the season as he continues to rehab from shoulder surgery.

Taylor Hall is likely to move to center in Nugent-Hopkins' place, but who replaces Gagner remains to be seen. Gagner had 14 goals and 38 points in 48 games for the Oilers in 2012-13, and is in the first season of a three-year contract with an average annual value of $4.8 million.
Young trio fights for two spots on Bruins defense
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BOSTON – His name has become synonymous around the NHL with a meteoric rise on the sport's largest stage.

Not only did Torey Krug jump into the Boston Bruins' lineup last spring with just three prior games of NHL experience on his resume and score four goals in his first five Stanley Cup Playoffs contests. He did it on Broadway, where so many dreams of stardom are realized or crushed.

After helping the Bruins defeat the New York Rangers in five games in the Eastern Conference Semifinals, Krug was a regular among the Bruins’ defense corps. In the next two rounds, Krug and the Bruins swept the Pittsburgh Penguins in the Eastern Conference Final before being eliminated in six games by the Chicago Blackhawks in one of the most exciting Stanley Cup Final series in recent NHL history.

If the 5-foot-9, 180-pound defenseman went unrecognized around Boston or back in his home state of Michigan before last summer, those days ended with the offensive outburst that gave every undersized, undrafted player renewed hope of making the big time.

2013-14 SEASON PREVIEW
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Krug welcomes his newfound notoriety.

"You just try to smile and give back and understand that you might make someone's day. You appreciate that," Krug said. "You appreciate everyone that comes up and says, 'Hey, I loved watching you play in the playoffs.' So it's great. I love hearing that stuff and the support that I got."

Krug isn’t the only familiar face in Bruins training camp competing for a job this fall. The 22-year-old is one of the main contenders, along with second-year blueliner Dougie Hamilton and Matt Bartkowski, for two open jobs on the Bruins' defense. Boston's most glaring hole along its blue line opened up when Andrew Ference departed as a free agent over the summer to sign with the Edmonton Oilers.

Bruins coach Claude Julien has also counted prospects Zach Trotman, Kevan Miller and David Warsofsky among the group battling, but none of those three players boast even one game of NHL experience. The most likely scenario has two members of the Krug-Hamilton-Bartkowski trio making Boston’s lineup while the third player either waits his turn as a healthy scratch or hones his craft with Providence of the American Hockey League. General manager Peter Chiarelli has already said that his preference is to keep the 20-year-old Hamilton, who made the jump from junior directly to the NHL last season.

Despite being the youngest of the three players, Hamilton has the most NHL experience. Last season, he skated in 49 games including the playoffs, and he finished the regular season with five goals, 16 points and a plus-4 rating. There are high expectations for the ninth pick in the 2011 draft, and Hamilton is trying to meet them by building off a successful rookie campaign that ended with the Toronto native sitting as a healthy scratch through most of the postseason.

"I think everything," the 6-5, 199-pound Hamilton said when asked what he needs to do better. "You have some time, you're older, you're more experienced, you're a little bit stronger. It's just part of the development and getting better and trying to improve every year and getting better so you don’t hit a plateau."

A lot of Hamilton's improvement will have to come in playing positional hockey to win battles against older, bulkier players. Krug and Bartkowski (6-1, 196 pounds) have similar challenges, most notably making up for their lack of size. But they also share the challenge of not counting on last year's performance to assure them of a role in Boston to start this season. Julien already declared that a job in the NHL is the 25-year-old Bartkowski's to lose, and undoubtedly he feels the same way about his other two young defensemen.

"I came in thinking, just preparing and everything, to be on the team," said Bartkowski, who collected two points in seven playoff games when forced into action last year. "And I just got in the mindset of anything less is a disappointment so [I have to] put my best foot forward."

Although Krug is attending his first NHL training camp, all three players claim to have come into this year's camp in better shape than in previous years. They've also gone through practices and preseason games with the attitude that nothing will be handed to them.

"We don't have to spell that out for them. I spoke openly to the group about competition. I'm really looking forward to seeing the competition at all levels, at all positions," Chiarelli said. "Obviously there are guys that are fixed in their position but when you look at those three D, there's really three D for two spots. So I guess that doesn't rule out other D-men that may be the seven, but common sense would dictate right now that it would be those three guys for those two spots. And they have embraced it and they've played well."

After the type of playoff run Krug, Hamilton and Bartkowski produced last season, it would've been easy to coast into this year's camp on the strength of statistics and news clippings. Instead all three are staying humble. After all, it wasn't that long ago that all three were looking at Boston's roster from the outside in.

Krug in particular could've let his head swell. He became a household name with his highlight-reel puck carrying and shooting. However, his helmet still fits the same.

"I guess that's just who I am. I don't like to let that stuff get to my head," he said. "It comes a lot from my parents, the way I grew up, a blue-collar family. I just stay grounded and stay true to your roots and you always have to understand that there's someone trying to get your job. So for me it's all business.

"I know this year coming in there's so many defensemen that can step in and play for the Boston Bruins. And I want to be that guy that does it the whole year. I don't want to just come in here a couple games at a time. I'll always have that mentality. I always know there's going to be a younger guy coming in."

For right now, Krug is one of those younger guys. And just like Hamilton and Bartkowski, he's battling his contemporaries to take that next step toward what will hopefully become a decade-long NHL career.
30 in 15: Miele hoping for full season with Coyotes
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NHL.com continues its preview of the 2013-14 season, which will include in-depth looks at all 30 teams throughout September.

On a Phoenix Coyotes team expected to feature a strong combination of veterans and prospects, forward Andy Miele lies somewhere in the middle.

COYOTES 30 IN 15 RELATED STORIES

Coyotes will rely on top line, Smith rebound

Phoenix regroup seeking return to playoffs

Mike Smith looks to regain '11-12 form

The 2011 Hobey Baker Award winner as college hockey's top Division I player while with Miami University, Miele was signed as a free agent and has put up solid numbers with the Coyotes' American Hockey League affiliate in Portland. But in eight NHL games, including one last season, he has not scored a point.

After signing a one-year contract extension with the Coyotes in July, Miele, 25, could be running out of opportunities.

His knack for creating offense is well established. In his first pro season with Portland, Miele led the Pirates in assists (38) and points (54). He did the same last season, although his totals in each category decreased slightly (34, 53).

Now the undersized playmaker (5-foot-9, 175) is looking to finally stick in the NHL.

"I was happy with the way I played [last season]," Miele told the Coyotes website during rookie camp. "I improved in everything that they wanted me to improve in. Just the experience of another year is great, and coming into camp this year it will make a huge difference."

 On a Coyotes team expected to feature a strong combination of veterans and prospects, forward Andy Miele lies somewhere in the middle. (Photo: Norm Hall/NHLI)

Early in training camp, Miele definitely made his case for a full-time roster spot. In his first preseason game, a 5-1 split-squad win against the Los Angeles Kings, Miele had two assists on a line with Brandon Yip and Guillaume Latendresse, veterans competing for roster spots. Following the game, Phoenix coach Dave Tippett voiced his satisfaction with the line's performance.

"It was a really hard-working game for them," Tippett said. "They went in there, and L.A. had a lot of their big guys in that game, and our guys played well."

Placed on a different line in his next preseason game, a 6-2 loss to the Anaheim Ducks, Miele set up Latendresse's second-period goal that got the Coyotes on the board. But that play was undermined by three Anaheim goals when Miele was on the ice.

The Coyotes' annual Red-White intrasquad scrimmage may have served Miele well in his quest to make the opening-night roster. In an event that raised more than $165,000 for the families of the 19 firefighters killed in Yarnell, Ariz., Miele scored the winning goal in Team Red's 2-1 victory. Miele demonstrated his physical side, particularly during a shoving match with forward Gilbert Brule.

Miele may still be working on his all-round game, but his undeniable offensive skill could make him an asset on a club that is lacking in that department up front.
30 in 15: Coyotes' Smith looks to regain '11-12 form
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NHL.com continues its preview of the 2013-14 season, which will include in-depth looks at all 30 teams throughout September.

GLENDALE, Ariz. -- The first thing that stands out is the hair. Or lack thereof.

The curly, shoulder-length look Phoenix Coyotes goalie Mike Smith had since arriving in Arizona two years ago, which was then repurposed to a "mullethawk" so famous it had its own Twitter account, is gone. He reported the news to heartbroken followers last week and unveiled the new 'do in a local pizza commercial before training camp opened.

"I'm 31 years old, I have two kids, just bought a house out here in the desert … I had to grow up sooner or later," Smith said. "It's sure a lot cooler, especially around here this time of year. The guys were joking that I'd lost some weight, but it's not body mass. It was all hair.

COYOTES 30 IN 15 RELATED STORIES

Coyotes will rely on top line, Smith rebound

Phoenix regroups seeking return to playoffs

Miele hoping for full season with Coyotes

"For the first time in my life, I guess I'm interested in looking a little younger."

Smith is interested in more than cosmetic changes. After carrying the Coyotes to the Western Conference Final in 2012, Smith struggled during the shortened 2012-13 season. His goals-against average rose to 2.58 (from 2.21), his save percentage dropped to .910 (from .930) and he was limited to 34 games by a succession of injuries.

Smith isn't one for excuses, but he was one of many NHL goalies who showed some rust when the season began in January. When Smith quickly went from not ready to not healthy, the Coyotes struggled out of the gate and missed the Stanley Cup Playoffs for the first time in four years.

"Our team, myself included, just lacked the consistency that we had when we were successful," said Smith, who managed to share the League lead with five shutouts. "It was a different season with the condensed schedule and not much of a training camp, which is big for me because I'm a big proponent of preparation. Then came the injuries … it was frustrating without a doubt.

"But that's in the past, and I'm not going to look back too much. We have a very good team and now with stable ownership were in a good position to get back on track. We would be better just with the ownership part alone, but we also made some upgrades that will add positives."

As soon as the ink was dry on the agreement to purchase the Coyotes, new owners George Gosbee and Anthony LeBlanc signed Smith to a six-year, $34 million contract extension to keep him from free agency and prove that they see him as a cornerstone of the franchise. It may have been a bit of a risk given his performance last season, but the Coyotes feel they have the right man between the pipes.

Mike Smith

Mike Smith

CAREER STATISTICS

RECORD: 120-96-34

 GAA: 2.57 | SVP: 0.913

 "I think two years ago is a much more accurate indicator of Mike Smith," general manager Don Maloney said. "Last year, there were a lot of curveballs and he still had his moments. And as much as you can say the contract situation wasn't a factor, here is a guy who is being talked about as a Vezina Trophy winner and Olympic teams, 'And the Coyotes can't do a contract for me?' 

"We feel like we have an elite goaltender and we proved it this summer. We think he will get back to top-10 level with a more normal year, and we're hoping with the additions we've made we won't need him to be all-world all the time to be successful."

Coyotes forward Brandon Yip, who was with the Nashville Predators when the Coyotes eliminated them in the 2012 Western Conference Semifinals, said Smith can be hard to beat when he's on his game.

"It was the worst. He stoned us in the playoffs and it's nice to be on his team for once," Yip said. "We gave him everything we had for five games and his numbers were just ridiculous."

Smith played a total of 83 games in 2011-12, the NHL's last full season, and he is in the goalie mix with Canada in the 2014 Olympics. The Coyotes feel they have upgraded the backup position by signing Thomas Greiss from the San Jose Sharks to replace Jason LaBarbera, but Smith isn't looking for extra rest.

He spent the summer with an off-ice trainer in Vancouver, working on strengthening his core muscles and reducing the chances of injuries that often befall bigger goalies. He's moved on to on-ice classes with Phoenix goalie guru Sean Burke, whom Smith credits for turning his career around.

"I'm starting this season healthy and with a good summer of work under my belt," Smith said. "I've changed my training regimen, more focus on injury prevention and getting good warm-ups in before I get on the ice. I want to give myself the chance to play as many games and feel good when I'm out there."
30 in 15: Coyotes will rely on top line, Smith rebound
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NHL.com continues its preview of the 2013-14 season, which will include in-depth looks at all 30 teams throughout September.

After making the Stanley Cup Playoffs in each of Dave Tippett's first three seasons behind their bench, culminating in an appearance in the 2012 Western Conference Final, the Phoenix Coyotes experienced a sudden fall during the lockout-shortened 2012-13 season.

With goaltender Mike Smith struggling through injuries and inconsistency and the team's offense suddenly failing to find scoring at opportune moments, Phoenix failed to gain any traction and missed the postseason.

 With Phoenix Coyotes training camp underway, all eyes are on the chemistry being formed with the new top line and the prospects pushing for roster spots. (Photo: Getty Images)

Rather than panic and make sweeping changes, general manager Don Maloney banked on the key pieces making up the core of the team that came within three wins of advancing to the 2012 Stanley Cup Final. It started with signing Smith and Tippett to contract extensions, important moves that were followed up with the arrival of top-line free agents and some important prospects.

With training camp underway, the questions surrounding these moves could ultimately decide whether or not the Coyotes return to the playoffs.

1. How will the top line do? -- The signing of center Mike Ribeiro, who starred with Tippett when both were with the Dallas Stars, gives the Coyotes an offensive element they haven't had in some time. That presence of a marquee playmaker in his lineup was something that immediately excited Maloney.

"He's underappreciated without the puck," Maloney told NHL.com. "Since I've been here, we've been searching for a creative playmaking center, which should help players like Mikkel Boedker or Lauri Korpikoski or Shane Doan, the players who will be able to play with Mike."

Sure enough, Ribeiro started training camp centering a line with Boedker and Doan, two of Phoenix's most talented offensive players. On paper, this move immediately gives the Coyotes a potent top line, something they haven’t really had under Tippett. As with every Coyotes trio, the line will be expected to execute efficiently at both ends of the rink. But if the group finds chemistry, it could provide an impressive offensive flair to a team that ranked 21st in goals last season.

"I'm enjoying it. [Ribeiro] is so good with the puck and we know what [Boedker] can do," Doan said in the opening days of camp. "I just want to stay there as long as possible."

2. Can Mike Smith rebound? -- 

Mike Ribeiro

Mike Ribeiro

Center - PHX

GOALS: 13 | ASST: 36 | PTS: 49

 SOG: 63 | +/-: -4

 Phoenix's breakthrough 2011-12 season, in which it finished atop the Pacific Division standings before advancing to the conference final, was keyed in large part by the emergence of Smith. After spending some time with Tippett in Dallas, Smith established himself in Phoenix as a franchise goaltender. 

In his first year in the desert, Smith established career bests in wins (38), goals-against average (2.21) and save percentage (.930) before struggling with injuries and inconsistency last season. But armed with a new six-year extension, he'll be counted on to lead the Coyotes back to the playoffs. If he can regain his form from the 2011-12 season, Phoenix could potentially find its way back to the conference final.

Having a full training camp should help Smith rebound. A lack of a proper camp, coupled with the rigors of the compacted 48-game season, caused a number of goaltenders to struggle last season. Smith is now looking to move on.

"Coming off a shortened season, I didn't have the year I would've liked to have. But I'm excited to be able to tip-toe into the season," Smith told NHL.com. "With a full camp, some exhibition games -- stuff we didn't have last year -- that definitely will be beneficial.

3. Which prospects will step up? -- For the past few years, Phoenix has done a fine job of stockpiling prized prospects. And for the first time during their tenure together, Tippett and Maloney are looking to unleash that young group on the rest of the League. Long before camp started, they made it clear that a number of young players would get their first real chance to compete for roster spots in training camp.

COYOTES 30 IN 15 RELATED STORIES

Mike Smith looks to regain '11-12 form

Phoenix regroup seeking return to playoffs

Miele hoping for full season with Coyotes

"I feel we're going to get a good push at training camp from a couple of younger players," Maloney said. "We made a concerted effort to leave three open scoring spots available. Whoever wants to step up and grab them, we like that push. Hopefully somebody will seize the opportunity and take it."

The Coyotes have a number of youngsters who could make a play for an opening-night roster spot. They include forwards like 2013 first-round pick Max Domi, Lucas Lessio and Chris Brown, who in his first pro season with the team's American Hockey League affiliate in Portland scored 29 goals in 68 games.

The team's back end features plenty of veteran talent, but prospects like David Rundblad, Connor Murphy and Brandon Gormley could also compete for a spot and provide insurance should one of the vets get hurt. If a couple of these young players can step in and give the veteran-heavy Coyotes a little extra jump, the team should rebound nicely from a tough 2012-13 season.
30 in 15: Coyotes regroup seeking return to playoffs
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NHL.com continues its preview of the 2013-14 season, which will include in-depth looks at all 30 teams throughout September.

Since 2009, the partnership of coach Dave Tippett and general manager Don Maloney has made the Phoenix Coyotes among the NHL's most consistent teams. But in a lockout-shortened season that did not afford them much of a training camp, the Coyotes struggled out of the gate and failed to make the Stanley Cup Playoffs for the first time since Tippett arrived.

With a full training camp to work with entering an 82-game schedule, Tippett has made it clear Phoenix has every intention of returning to the postseason.

PROJECTED LINEUP

FORWARDS

Mikkel Boedker Mike Ribeiro Shane Doan 

Lauri Korpikoski Martin Hanzal Radim Vrbata 

David Moss Antoine Vermette Rob Klinkhammer 

Gilbert Brule Kyle Chipchura Chris Brown 

DEFENSEMEN

Oliver Ekman-Larsson Zbynek Michalek 

Keith Yandle Derek Morris 

David Schlemko Michael Stone 

*Rostislav Klesla  

GOALIES

Mike Smith 

Thomas Greiss 

ONES TO WATCH

Chris Brown, LW 

Brandon Gormley, D 

Lucas Lessio, LW 

David Rundblad, D 

Paul Bissonnette, LW (suspended 10 games) 

*Injured 

"I've already had a good discussion with some of our players that missing the playoffs for this organization is unacceptable," Tippett told NHL.com. "Even though it was a shortened season and there were some outside factors involved, we're not a team that wants to make excuses. We want to get back into the playoffs. That will be our goal going into the start of the year."

The Coyotes will rely on the core that made them such a tough team to play against. It now includes a marquee free agent and a number of prized prospects.

FORWARDS

Under Tippett, Phoenix has featured a unit that has lacked big names but managed to play a strong two-way game. For the first time in a while, there is hope Coyotes forwards can put up some strong offensive numbers. Considering the team has ranked no higher than 14th in offense under Tippett, expectations should be tempered. But it could be sparked by the offseason signing of center Mike Ribeiro, who starred under Tippett when they were with the Dallas Stars.

Ribeiro started training camp centering a line with captain Shane Doan and Mikkel Boedker. That trio earned early praise from Tippett and seemed to enjoy some chemistry. Considering the skill set of each player, this top line could give the Coyotes an offensive flair they haven't had in years.

"I think our first practice together as a line was pretty good," Ribeiro said in the opening days of camp. "Mikkel is pretty fast, which I need. He's a really strong kid too. Then you've got Shane, who can shoot the puck. I'm just looking forward to having that first game."

The bottom two lines appear to be mostly set with veterans Brandon Yip, Kyle Chipchura and Paul Bissonnette, who reportedly is appealing a 10-game suspension for leaving the bench during a preseason game against the Los Angeles Kings.

Tippett has made it no secret he plans on giving a long look to some of the top prospects in shoring up the second scoring line. That could mean the emergence of Chris Brown, Lucas Lessio and 2013 first-round pick Max Domi.

The addition of Ribeiro and that infusion of youth had the coach excited about this year's camp.

"I think there are some guys who are going to come in and really push for jobs," Tippett said. "This will be the most competitive training camp in my four years in Phoenix. We're really looking forward to see the levels these young players can get to."

DEFENSEMEN

SUMMER MOVES

IN: Mike Ribeiro, C (free agent, Capitals); Tim Kennedy, LW (free agent, Sharks); Brandon Yip, RW (free agent, Predators); Thomas Greiss, G (free agent, Sharks).

OUT: Boyd Gordon, C (free agent, Oilers); Steve Sullivan, LW (free agent, unsigned); Matthew Lombardi, C (free agent, Switzerland); Nick Johnson, RW (free agent, Bruins); Chris Conner, RW (free agent, Penguins); Alexandre Bolduc, C (free agent, Blues); Jason LaBarbera, G (free agent, Oilers); Chad Johnson, G (free agent, Bruins).

The Phoenix defense features a talented group of veterans, most notably Keith Yandle, Oliver Ekman-Larsson, Zbynek Michalek, Michael Stone and Rostislav Klesla. As with the forwards, the Coyotes have a wealth of quality prospects on the back end. That group made a strong first impression early in camp.

When Klesla and Michalek were injured in the first preseason game against L.A., 20-year-old Connor Murphy played major minutes. In the other split-squad game that night, David Rundblad and Brandon Gormley fit in nicely, with Rundblad collecting three assists.

Considering how veteran-heavy the blue line is, most of these young defensemen are likely to start the season with the team's American Hockey League affiliate in Portland. But there's a good chance that at least one of them will get a shot at making the team out of training camp.

Yandle and Ekman-Larsson are established as top-tier NHL defensemen, and Stone is emerging as a potential force.

"He had a very strong last 10 games of the year last year," Maloney said. "Has a heavy shot. He's a player that is going to continue to blossom and grab a regular role on our blue line."

GOALIES

COYOTES 30 IN 15 RELATED STORIES

Coyotes will rely on top line, Smith rebound

Mike Smith looks to regain '11-12 form

Miele hoping for full season with Coyotes

The Coyotes crease will again start and finish with Mike Smith. Following a breakout season in 2011-12, his first in Phoenix, Smith struggled with injuries and consistency last season. Nevertheless, they showed their dedication to their franchise goaltender by signing him to a six-year contract extension over the summer.

Smith plans on showing the Coyotes they made the right choice.

"I don't think it's more pressure. If you're a No. 1 goalie in this League, you've accepted that," Smith said. "I think I'm at a point now in my career where I've learned how to deal with that. I've grown as a player tremendously in the last couple of years. Obviously having that great year, I gained a lot of confidence in how I need to play and what I need to do to be successful."

Longtime backup Jason LaBarbera signed with the Edmonton Oilers. To shore up that position, the Coyotes signed Thomas Greiss, who spent the past three seasons with the San Jose Sharks, and will continue to develop prospect Mark Visentin, who had a strong first season with Portland last season.

---

30 in 15: Blue Jackets look for Johansen to break out
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NHL.com continues its preview of the 2013-14 season, which will include in-depth looks at all 30 teams throughout September.

Ryan Johansen appears bigger and stronger coming into the 2013-14 season. The Columbus Blue Jackets hope that means he's ready to fulfill the promise that led them to make him the fourth player taken in the 2010 NHL Draft.

Ryan Johansen

Ryan Johansen - 2012-13

Center - CBJ

GOALS: 5 | ASST: 7 | PTS: 12

 SOG: 84 | +/-: -7

 The Blue Jackets have been waiting for Johansen to become an impact player. They thought they saw signs of progress when he became a shutdown center during the late-season surge that ended with the team coming up just short of their second-ever Stanley Cup Playoff berth. 

"I think Ryan Johansen took a step last year," coach Todd Richards said.

But a lot of those good feelings disappeared when he was sent to the Blue Jackets' American Hockey League affiliate, the Springfield Falcons, for the Calder Cup Playoffs. Coach Brad Larsen wasn't happy with Johansen's effort and benched him during the second round.

"It was tough," Johansen said. "I wasn't playing the way I wanted to. Nobody likes watching your team from the stands. I'll do everything I can to prevent that from happening again."

Doing "everything I can" includes filling out his 6-foot-3 frame. He's now a well-muscled 222 pounds and looks like a prototypical NHL center. Now he just has to play like one.

"I feel really confident in myself," he told NHL.com. "I feel I can step in and be an impact player this year. That's my goal, to be one of our top centermen. I think I bring a lot to the table and can help the team win. I just have to put my working hat on every day and do my thing."

Consistency has been an issue with Johansen since he joined the Blue Jackets in 2011. He struggled on a losing team as a rookie, but played well in Springfield during the NHL lockout last fall and looked sharp in training camp with Columbus in January. However, he faded after a good start and was sent back to Springfield for two weeks. When he returned, he appeared rejuvenated, ending the season with five goals, 12 points and a team-high 272 faceoff wins.

"I played the last 20-25 games with R.J. Umberger and Nick Foligno," he said. "We played pretty well as a line and had some success.

JACKETS PREVIEW RELATED STORIES

Columbus aims to build on fast finish

Blue Jackets need Bobrovsky, Gaborik

"I got off to a bit of a tough start. But the last half of last year, in that stretch we had when we won all those games, I feel like I took my game to another level. I felt comfortable on the ice and comfortable with myself. It was kind of like when I played in juniors -- that sort of comfortable. I want to keep moving forward, take it one game at a time this year and try to be the best player I can be."

The Blue Jackets want Johansen to take his game to another level every night, and he knows more will be expected of him as he prepares for his third NHL season.

"There's definitely going to be a bigger role, and I'll be ready for it,” he said. "I want to earn a high role on this team, an important part. I'm trying to earn a top-six role and be an impact player."

---
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NHL.com continues its preview of the 2013-14 season, which will include in-depth looks at all 30 teams throughout September.

For a team whose entire Stanley Cup Playoff history consists of being swept in one first-round series four years ago, the Columbus Blue Jackets are generating a lot of buzz.

In a way, that's understandable. After all, the Blue Jackets overcame an awful start last season to tie the Minnesota Wild for eighth place in the Western Conference, losing out on the final playoff berth on a tiebreaker. Realignment has also moved them to the Metropolitan Division of the Eastern Conference, cutting down on travel (and late-night TV games for their fans).

Most of Columbus' 55 points came during the last two months of the 48-game schedule; the Blue Jackets went 19-5-4 in March and April after a 5-12-3 start, and finished by winning eight of their last nine games.

"There's lots of excitement here," coach Todd Richards told NHL.com. "There's lots of anticipation of the season. There's a real buzz. Everyone wants to talk hockey now, where in the past it wasn't that way."

But with the buzz comes greater expectations, ones the Blue Jackets will be hard-pressed to meet.

"With all of the great stuff that happened, there are higher expectations now," Richards said. "There are a lot of positive things, but now people are expecting more. Our fan base is expecting more. Hockey people have been talking us up a lot, and there are a lot of good things in Columbus, but now they're expecting more. We have to take another step. We took two steps forward last year; we can't take a step back."

PROJECTED LINEUP

FORWARDS

M. Calvert A. Anisimov M. Gaborik 

R.J. Umberger B. Dubinsky C. Atkinson 

N. Foligno R. Johansen M. Letestu 

B. Comeau D. MacKenzie J. Boll 

J. Skille N. Horton* B. Jenner 

DEFENSEMEN

J. Johnson J. Wisniewski 

F. Tyutin D. Prout 

N. Nikitin R. Murray 

T. Erixon D. Savard 

GOALIES

S. Bobrovsky 

C. McElhinney 

ONES TO WATCH

C. Goloubef, D 

J. Audy-Marchessault, F 

C. Bass, F 

*Injured 

To "take another step," the Blue Jackets will need a repeat performance from goaltender Sergei Bobrovsky, who won the Vezina Trophy last season, as well as improved production offensively and better play on the blue line.

One point in their favor is realignment, which moved them from the Central Division of the Western Conference to the new Metropolitan Division in the East. The switch will eliminate nearly 6,000 miles of travel as opposed to 2011-12, the last 82-game season, and figures to have benefits both on and off the ice.

"I love the idea of us playing in the East, and I do believe that the travel will be easier," Richards said. "But I think more important than all of that is that it's a chance for our fans to follow us more closely and get more attached to this team."

That attachment will grow even more if the Blue Jackets can continue to improve and snag a playoff spot. To do so, they know they can't afford to get off to the same kind of start that wound up costing them a playoff berth last season.

"Every game is important," center Brandon Dubinsky told NHL.com. "Getting off to a great start is important. If we didn't start out 4-12 or whatever it was, we would certainly have been in a much better situation than what we put ourselves in. It's obviously positive the way we ended the year. I think there was also a huge learning curve for this team. I don't know if we felt like we could win every night at the start of the year, but by the end we felt we were going to win every single game.

"Every team is good. You've got to have a good start to the season."

Forwards

One year ago, the Blue Jackets were picking up the pieces after the offseason trade that sent franchise scoring leader Rick Nash to the New York Rangers. Fast forward 12 months and Columbus has replaced Nash, added another top-six forward and is eager to see what a core group of improving young forwards can do.

The Blue Jackets stunned everyone at the NHL Trade Deadline in April by landing sniper Marian Gaborik from the Rangers. Gaborik, now 31, has had an on-year, off-year trend to his scoring numbers; he's scored 40 or more goals every other season since 2007-08. With the five-year, $37.5 million contract he signed with the Rangers in 2009 entering its final season and Gaborik now fully healthy after offseason abdominal surgery, he should be primed for a strong season.

"We're excited to have him for a full season. We saw a little bit of what he can do last year," Richards said. "To me, what he provided our team was the 'threat,' the threat to score. I call him a three-zone player. He can pick the puck up in his own zone, carry it down the ice and score a goal, whether it's with his speed or his great shot; with his release, because he gets it off so quickly."

The Blue Jackets will have to wait a while for their major offseason acquisition, free agent Nathan Horton, to recover from shoulder surgery. But when he joins the lineup, Columbus will be getting a six-time 20-goal scorer as well as a player who helped the Boston Bruins win the Stanley Cup in 2010 and get within two victories of another title this past spring.

"To me he's another player who provides that danger of scoring a goal at any moment," Richards said.

The Blue Jackets decided not to retain last season's top point-getter, 38-year-old Vinny Prospal, who finished with 30 points. That means more is going to be expected from youngsters such as Artem Anisimov (11 goals, 18 points in 32 games) and Cam Atkinson (9-9-18 in 35 games) as well as veterans like Brandon Dubinsky (2-18-20 in 29 games) and R.J. Umberger (8-10-18 in 48 games).

Richards figures to spend the preseason mixing and matching to see who fits best with whom. One likely pairing is Gaborik and Anisimov, who played together during their time with the Rangers, along with a left wing to be determined.

SUMMER MOVES

IN: Nathan Horton, RW (free agent, Boston); Jack Skille, RW (free agent, Florida); Frederic St. Denis, D (free agent, Montreal); Ilari Melart, D (free agent, Finland); Mike McKenna, G (free agent, St. Louis)

OUT: Vinny Prospal, LW (free agent, unsigned); Adrian Aucoin, D (free agent, unsigned); Colton Gillies, C (free agent, unsigned); Nick Drazenovic, C (free agent, Pittsburgh); Nick Holden, D (free agent, Colorado)

Regardless of who he plays with, Gaborik is determined to have a big year.

“I’m not young anymore,” Gaborik told the Columbus Dispatch, “so I have to work harder on things to be ready. But I still feel good. I still think I can fly. I’ve [scored 40 goals] before. I feel comfortable I can do it. It’s not all about the goals. I’m trying to help us win in many ways. But, of course, I’m a guy who can put the puck in the net and, hopefully, I can provide it a lot.”

Defensemen

To say that Ryan Murray's first season after being the second player taken in the 2012 NHL Draft didn't go the way he planned would be an understatement. Murray's chances of making the Blue Jackets as an 18-year-old were taken away, first by the lockout that wiped out the first three months of the season, then by a shoulder injury that resulted in season-ending surgery.

The good news is that Murray says he's healthy and ready to go. He also feels he put his enforced layoff to good use.

"I got the opportunity to come down here and do some rehab on the shoulder, and I got to watch a bunch of games and be around the guys in the room," he told NHL.com. "Just being able to be there and watch the guys prepare and see how they treat their job -- how seriously they treat it and how hard they've had to work for it -- it was great for me to see that."

Veteran James Wisniewski, who partnered with Murray early in the preseason, was impressed with the youngster's performance, especially after he scored the overtime winner in Columbus' preseason opener, a 5-4 victory against the Pittsburgh Penguins.

"Hopefully we play together for a long time, and we can work on things where we're just yin and yang," Wisniewski said. "He knows what I'm doing and I know where he's going, and it just becomes second nature. That's what we can work on from here on out."

While the signing of Horton this summer was important, Richards cites the February 2012 acquisition of defenseman Jack Johnson from the Los Angeles Kings in the trade that sent Jeff Carter to L.A. as the beginning of the franchise's turnaround. Johnson and Fedor Tyutin formed a solid pairing during last season's late run and figure to start the season together.

"I think the one major event that happened was acquiring Jack Johnson," Richards said. "I think it started with Jack, with his attitude of wanting to be here, him openly talking about it, saying he wanted to play here, wanted to make a difference here. He was coming from L.A. to Columbus; you don't know how that's going to go. He's coming from a team fighting for a playoff spot, coming to a 30th-place team. But he came in and he wanted to be part of it."

The Blue Jackets also have puck-mover Nikita Nikitin, physical defenseman Dalton Prout and youngster Tim Erixon jockeying for spots along with David Savard, who has posted good offensive numbers in the minors but has yet to stick full-time in Columbus.

Two of those four should fill out the last pairing on defense. But it's Murray who has the potential to be a difference maker on a team that has never had one on the blue line.

"It's a big jump going from junior hockey to the NHL, especially missing the number of games and the time he missed last year because of his injury," Richards said. "But from everything I've heard, I think he's the real deal and it's only a question of when."

Goalies

For all the good things the Blue Jackets did last season, they wouldn't have come near to making the Stanley Cup Playoffs if Sergei Bobrovsky didn't spend the last two months standing on his head.

Bobrovsky, acquired from the Philadelphia Flyers for a second-round pick in the summer of 2012, grabbed the starting job from Steve Mason at midseason and wouldn't let go. By the time the season ended, he owned a 20-11-6 record, a 2.00 goals-against average and a .932 save percentage -- and Mason had been traded to Philadelphia. Bobrovsky's brilliance earned him the Vezina Trophy as the NHL's top goaltender, despite playing on a team that missed the playoffs, and a new two-year contract.

Sergei Bobrovsky

Sergei Bobrovsky

Goalie - CBJ

RECORD: 21-11-6

 GAA: 2.00 | SVP: 0.932

 Richards said Bobrovsky's play changed the team's mindset. 

"The whole team can really gain in confidence from the goaltender, and it happened last year," Richards said. "He allowed our guys to go out and play knowing that if there was a mistake there was going to be a real good chance that he was going to back up the players who were playing in front of them, and he did that."

For the Blue Jackets to have any chance at making the playoffs, they'll need a repeat performance from the man known to his teammates as "Bob." Dubinsky is confident that Bobrovsky isn't a flash in the pan.

"I don't think he'll be one of those one-off guys just because of the work ethic," Dubinsky said. "There's not a guy in the League that I've seen, whether it's summertime training with guys from other teams or playing on the Rangers for six years, I've never seen anybody work as hard as he does. He has that quality that [Rangers goaltender Henrik] Lundqvist has, that focus, which is what it takes to be an elite goaltender. Tack on his work ethic on top of that and he has what it takes to be an elite goaltender."

---
30 in 15: Blue Jackets need Bobrovsky, Gaborik

Sunday, 09.22.2013 / 3:00 AM / 2013-2014 Season Preview

By John Kreiser - NHL.com Columnist
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NHL.com continues its preview of the 2013-14 season, which will include in-depth looks at all 30 teams throughout September.

The Columbus Blue Jackets' fast finish last season wasn't quite enough to make up for their poor start, leaving them still with only one appearance in the Stanley Cup Playoffs since entering the NHL in 2000.

JACKETS PREVIEW RELATED STORIES

Jackets look for Johansen to break out

Columbus aims to build on fast finish

The Blue Jackets' near-miss and the team's move to the new Metropolitan Division of the Eastern Conference have fans in Columbus buzzing. But with all the anticipation comes increased expectations -- merely getting close to the playoffs won't be good enough.

General manager Jarmo Kekalainen and coach Todd Richards hope the improvement shown in the second half of last season is real, and that the addition of power forward Nathan Horton and 2012 first-round pick Ryan Murray will help put the Blue Jackets into the playoffs for the first time since 2009.

Here are three items to keep an eye on as Blue Jackets training camp progresses.

1. Can Sergei Bobrovsky do it again? -- The Blue Jackets took off when Richards installed Bobrovsky as the team's No. 1 goaltender. He finished with a 21-11-5 record, a 2.00 goals-against average and a .932 save percentage, winning the Vezina Trophy as the NHL's top goaltender.

He also gave the Blue Jackets the kind of confidence in their goaltending that had been missing since 2009, when Steve Mason led them to the playoffs. They went from hoping to win to expecting to win.

"Sergei had a great year," Richards told NHL.com. "He was great himself, but what I think gets lost in the mix is how the guys played in front of him. He made some highlight-reel saves, and I think through the course of the season most goalies do that. He was real solid for us, but I think the guys in front of him played a good game.

"There's a different mentality when you're coming to the rink hoping to win or expecting to win. Coming down the stretch, without a doubt there were a lot of factors, and one of them was Bob and the way that he played. We were a team that expected to win each night."

It will be up to Bobrovsky to play to that level again this season. If he doesn't, the Blue Jackets' playoff hopes will take a major hit.

2. Which Marian Gaborik did the Blue Jackets get? -- Columbus acquired Gaborik, one of the NHL's top snipers, from the New York Rangers at the NHL Trade Deadline in April. He contributed three goals and eight points in 12 games, capping a disappointing season that started with offseason shoulder surgery and ended with abdominal surgery in May.

Marian Gaborik

Marian Gaborik

2012-13 STATS

GOALS: 12 | ASST: 15 | PTS: 27

 SOG: 151 | +/-: -3

 When healthy, Gaborik is one of the NHL's fastest and most dangerous offensive players. He's had 40 or more goals three times in the past six seasons, alternating between big years and injury-plagued, not-so-big ones. If the pattern holds, he's due for another big season -- and he has the added incentive of playing for a new contract. 

Richards is excited to see what Gaborik can do for a full season, not only because of the numbers he can put up but because of the space he can create for teammates.

"We're excited to have him for a full season," Richards said. "We saw a little bit of what he can do last year. He can pick the puck up in his own zone, carry it down the ice and score a goal.

"Because of the threat, because of his speed and his danger in the offensive zone, opponents cheat a little more toward him or they cheat a little bit back into their own zone. That creates more space for us, so we can play a better offensive game."

3. Is Ryan Murray ready for the NHL? -- The Blue Jackets have never had a stud on the blue line. That's why they took Murray with the second pick in the 2012 NHL Draft. But Murray's hopes of cracking the NHL were delayed by the lockout before being terminated when he suffered a shoulder injury that needed season-ending surgery.

The good news is that Murray is bigger, stronger and healthy. He had a strong showing at the Traverse City rookie tournament and then scored the overtime winner in the Blue Jackets' first preseason game. Though Murray is eligible to be sent to the minors, he's giving every indication that he's ready for the NHL.

"There's a lot to be really excited about with him," Richards said after Murray's OT winner against the Pittsburgh Penguins.

Veteran James Wisniewski, who's been paired with Murray in camp, is also impressed.

"He's a very smart kid," he said. “He knows the game well. He could have been a little nervous, but he shows the poise of a 10-year veteran. If they pair us up throughout the season, I'd love to work with him. I'm really impressed with his play."

---
Islanders excited by first game in Brooklyn

Saturday, 09.21.2013 / 11:30 PM / NHL Insider

By Brian Compton - NHL.com Deputy Managing Editor
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BROOKLYN -- The New York Islanders and their fans made themselves at home Saturday night.

Their new home. Well, almost.

Nine days after they opened training camp by skating on the Barclays Center ice for the first time, the Islanders were back in the $1 billion arena, which they will call home two years from now.

Their four Stanley Cup banners were hanging from the rafters, albeit temporarily. Their organ was here. Roger Luce, their public address announcer, was here. Their owner, Charles Wang, was here and dropped the ceremonial puck alongside Bruce Ratner, the visionary behind Barclays Center and the man responsible for bringing major-league sports back to Brooklyn (the NBA's Nets moved in one year ago).

A crowd of 14,689 witnessed the first NHL game to be held in this borough and created a boisterous atmosphere. This wasn't your average preseason game.

"Preseason, you don't see a crowd like that," Islanders coach Jack Capuano said. "The music, the atmosphere … when the guys came on the ice, you could tell. It had that feeling, just like we ended off at the Coliseum last year against Pittsburgh (in the Stanley Cup Playoffs). It was everything we expected coming here, first-class.

 The Islanders wore a commemorative patch for Saturday's preseason contest against the New Jersey Devils -- the first NHL game played in Brooklyn. (Photo: Getty Images)

"Hopefully people enjoyed the game. They hadn't seen a game here. Everybody had a chance to come into the building. It was a great night."

For Islanders fans, it was a chance to test out their new digs, if only for one night. Nassau Veterans Memorial Coliseum, the only place the Islanders have called home since the franchise's inception in 1972, will continue to host the team until the conclusion of the 2014-15 season.

Unfortunately for those fans, they were forced to get back on the Long Island Rail Road and head east with a 3-0 loss to the New Jersey Devils. Some stellar play from Devils goaltender Cory Schneider (26 saves) and some sloppy play from the "home" team, particular on the power play (New York went 0-for-5) was too much to overcome.

The answer to the trivia question "Who was the first Islanders player to score at Barclays Center?" will have to wait a bit longer.

Instead, it was New Jersey forward Jacob Josefson who scored the first goal in this building. Josefson was able to poke a loose puck past Evgeni Nabokov 10:14 into the game after the Islanders goaltender was unable to control Anton Volchenkov's shot from the point.

Patrik Elias doubled New Jersey's lead at 4:49 of the second period. After a pretty feed from Josefson, Elias rocketed a wrist shot from the left circle past Nabokov to make it 2-0. Steve Bernier completed the scoring with a power-play goal 2:31 into the third period.

What transpired Saturday was obviously just the beginning of Islanders hockey in Brooklyn. In some ways, though, it was the culmination of the trials and tribulations Wang experienced over the past decade. After years of trying to secure a new Coliseum in Nassau County and being unable to, Wang accepted Ratner's invitation to bring the team 25 miles west to Brooklyn. The New York Islanders will remain exactly that.

"Charles tried to do something in the area that couldn't get done," Capuano said. "He kept the team in New York. We're excited about it. For our guys to come to that first practice and then leading up to this game, knowing that we were going to be sold out and have a great crowd, it was a great atmosphere.

"Nobody knew where this team was going when the lease [with Nassau County] was up in 2015, and now we know."

If Saturday was any indication, Islanders fans from New York City and Long Island will trek to Brooklyn two years from now, when the team becomes a full-time tenant. The roar the Islanders received when they took the ice was proof of that.

"It was loud when we got out there," Islanders captain John Tavares said. "It was good to see all the support, a full building. Obviously, we appreciate it. It was nice to be welcomed in this place with open arms, like everyone did."

For now, Brooklyn will go back into waiting mode. The Islanders will play the next two seasons at the Coliseum, a building out-of-date by today's standards but one loaded the history. The Islanders, who won an NHL record 19 consecutive playoff series between 1980 and 1984, clinched three of their four straight Stanley Cup championships on Coliseum ice.

With two years to go in Uniondale, they'd like to give it a going-away present.

"We're excited about the new facility, but at the same time we have a couple of years still in Nassau," left wing Matt Martin said. "It would be great to win a Cup there after all the memories. It would be nice to treat our fans to a Stanley Cup win before we come here to Brooklyn."

Led by Tavares, the Islanders boast a talented, young core that is primed to build off what they accomplished last season, when they ended a six-year playoff drought and gave the Pittsburgh Penguins a run for their money before falling in the Eastern Conference Quarterfinals in six games.

New York is looking to build off that this season and beyond, perhaps adding a key free agent or two in the next two summers before moving to an arena that has every amenity one can imagine.

"When the time comes," Capuano said, "we'll be excited to be here."

Judging by the atmosphere Saturday night, Brooklyn is excited they're coming.

---
Penguins goalie Vokoun out indefinitely with clot

Saturday, 09.21.2013 / 7:20 PM / News
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Pittsburgh Penguins goaltender Tomas Vokoun is out indefinitely after a procedure Saturday to dissolve a blood clot in his pelvis.

The team said Vokoun left the ice at practice at Consol Energy Center after noticing swelling in his thigh. He was taken to the emergency room, where doctors diagnosed the blood clot.

"The most important thing right now is Tomas' health and well-being," Penguins general manager Ray Shero said. "The clot was dissolved by the procedure, and the doctors tell us that he will remain in the hospital for several days. We will continue to monitor his progress after that."

Tomas Vokoun

Tomas Vokoun - 2012-13

Goalie - PIT

RECORD: 13-4-0

 GAA: 2.45 | SVP: 0.919

 There was no injury that led to the clot, according to Dr. Christopher Harner, the Penguins team physician. 

Vokoun could not finish the 2005-06 season with the Nashville Predators and was diagnosed with pelvic thrombophlebitis, a rare blood condition that created a multitude of blood clots, according to The Associated Press. Doctors at the Mayo Clinic cleared him prior to the 2006-07 season.

Vokoun played 20 games last season, going 13-4-0 with a 2.45 goals-against average. He was 6-5 with a 2.10 GAA in 11 Stanley Cup Playoff games.

The 37-year-old has played 15 NHL seasons with Montreal, Florida, Washington, the Predators and Penguins.

Jeff Zatkoff is now second on the depth chart behind Marc-Andre Fleury. Eric Hartzell was recently sent to Wilkes-Barre/Scranton in the American Hockey League.

The Penguins lost to the Columbus Blue Jackets, 5-3, in a preseason game Saturday.

Shero said Vokoun is resting comfortably. The GM also said he expects Fleury to face more pressure with Vokoun out.

"Tomas was undergoing the procedure during the game," Shero said. "[Fleury's play] has been OK. It's been a work in progress. If Tomas is out for a little while, it's going to be a situation where Marc's going to have to step up."

Zatkoff could see action in one of the final two preseason games; the Penguins play Monday at home against the Chicago Blackhawks before playing Wednesday at the Detroit Red Wings.

NHL.com correspondent Wes Crosby contributed to this story.
Blue Jackets' Murray starting to display full skill set 

Saturday, 09.21.2013 / 9:00 AM / 2013-2014 Season Preview

By Craig Merz - NHL.com Correspondent
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COLUMBUS -- The long-anticipated debut of defenseman Ryan Murray in a Columbus Blue Jackets uniform got off to a rocky start Sunday, but the ending in the first preseason game against the Pittsburgh Penguins gave the fans in Nationwide Arena a glimpse of the future.

Murray, the second pick of the 2012 NHL Draft, showed he is recovered fully from a serious shoulder injury that sidelined him for most of last season.

In his debut preseason game, the 19-year-old (he turns 20 on Sept. 27) played most of the game paired with veteran James Wisniewski and scored at 4:38 of overtime off a pass by RJ Umberger.

"The first couple of shifts I made some pretty brain-dead plays," Murray said. "I didn't do too great. I felt a little nervous at the start. It was a good way to finish … not the greatest start."

 With his shoulder fully healed after surgery last season, Columbus Blue Jackets defenseman Ryan Murray is showing why he deserves to be in the NHL this season.

Murray is battling Tim Erixon, Cody Goloubef, Ilari Melart and David Savard for one of the two remaining spots on an otherwise experienced defensive corps.

Coach Todd Richards said he knows he has a potential breakout player in Murray, but that there is still a long way to go.

"He's had some struggles in games," Richards said. "He's had some good games, too, but just getting comfortable with the speed, I think he's progressed. That's what you want to see from your young players."

Murray is trying to make up for lost time. After being drafted by the Blue Jackets, he returned to his junior team, the Everett Silvertips of the Western Hockey League, but played only 17 games (two goals, 15 assists) before being forced to curtail his season because of a torn labrum.

He had tried to play through the injury but instead made it worse, precipitating surgery that would lead to six months of rehabilitation before he was cleared to play.

"I went to see a couple of doctors and they both said you've probably got a torn labrum, you can play with a torn labrum, but if it pops out you're in trouble," Murray said. "That's exactly what happened."

Murray took a chance by playing, but had been told that others had finished the season with the same injury.

But the season-ending injury occurred Nov. 16, 2012, when he fell to the ice after a collision with a Victoria Royals player.

"It was just before the lockout too," Murray said of when he initially injured the shoulder. "I wanted a chance to play so I kept going. It was just unfortunate it popped out."

It was a moment Murray knew could come but was hoping to avoid.
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"The doctors said keep on top of [the torn labrum]," he said. "I did but, looking back on it now I know a lot more about how to strengthen it and different types of exercises that you can do to help it. It got to the point where it couldn't hold on anymore."

Unfortunately for Murray, the injury was the type that needed extensive healing before an operation could be done to correct the problem, so the surgery was put off until early January.

He admitted it was hard to stay positive at times.

"I had to wait a month and half before they even operated on it, so there's waiting for that," he said. "Then you have the surgery and you wonder if you can come back or not.

"Then you start rehab and you think you're getting somewhere, then you realize you have six more months of the same thing before you can do anything. It was a first-time experience going through something like that and hopefully I won't have to do it again."

Murray's mood brightened when the Blue Jackets brought him to Columbus in April to continue his rehab, and he even was allowed to start skating by the end of the month, although contact was not permitted.

He was cleared to play at the Blue Jackets' development camp in July, and by the start of the NHL Prospect Tournament in Traverse City, Mich., on Sept. 5, he was ready for contact.

"My first game was pretty rusty," he said. "I kind of eased into it a little bit, but after that everything felt fine. The shoulder’s solid."

Richards agreed that Murray (6-foot-1, 198 pounds) has not shied from hits during the preseason.

"The shoulder's strong. The shoulder's fine," he said.

What the coaches and players have noticed is a maturity beyond Murray's years. But then again, that's not an unusual compliment for the Regina, Saskatchewan, native.

In 2012, at age 18 and prior to being drafted, he became the second-youngest player behind Paul Kariya (in 1993) to play for Canada at IIHF World Hockey Championship.

"It was pretty incredible," Murray said. "The first time hopping on the bus and you're looking around at all the names and you see [Dion] Phaneuf, [Ryan] Getzlaf, [Corey] Perry and [P.K.] Subban."

Murray has been anything but starry-eyed on the ice for the Blue Jackets.

"He's very calm," Umberger said. "That's been the M.O. on him, that he's very poised, calm and ahead of where he should be. He looks good so far. He's still learning, but he's going to be a tremendous player."

Whether that translates to a spot on the roster when Columbus opens the regular season against the Calgary Flames on Oct. 4 remains to be seen, but Murray continues to make the decision difficult for the coaching staff.

"I think he knows he can play here," left wing Matt Calvert said. "Believing you can play with these guys is a huge confidence boost. If he keeps that confidence and works hard, he'll be fine."

RELATED NEWS:
Canucks' skilled, strong Kassian work in progress

Saturday, 09.21.2013 / 9:00 AM / 2013-2014 Season Preview
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VANCOUVER -- Vancouver Canucks captain Henrik Sedin was rattling off a list of the considerable talents of his new linemate, Zack Kassian, when a suggested comparable froze him like a Zdeno Chara cross check.

For everything Kassian may become, for all the Canucks are counting on the 22-year-old to be this season, a Todd Bertuzzi comparison went too far.

"Bert is maybe the best player I've played with, it's tough to get up to his level," Sedin cautioned. "But [Kassian] has the same body, good hands, and he can fly out there. He has all the tools, but it's going to be a work in progress."

 Vancouver Canucks forward Zack Kassian has the size and skill to hold his own as a linemate with the Sedin twins; now it's just a matter of whether he can show enough consistency to stay there. (Photo: Jamie Sabau/NHLI)

The Canucks are hoping to see signs of it early, starting Kassian on the top line with Henrik and twin brother Daniel Sedin in the preseason. New coach John Tortorella is also pledging more patience than the big wing was afforded last season, when Kassian (6-foot-3, 214 pounds) scored five goals in the first seven games playing with the Sedins but was soon dropped to the fourth line, his minutes and opportunities diminished.

By the time the season ended Kassian also spent time back in the American Hockey League, something he alluded to then as punishment for unprofessional behavior off the ice. Yet Kassian's potential impact on the big club was important enough that Tortorella sought out a phone conversation after being hired.

"I want to give him every opportunity to be a huge part of this team, and I told him that," Tortorella said when training camp opened. "It's something I think the team needs as far as his willingness, as far as his playing into a bigger role. I'd like to see it happen. He's going to get the opportunity, but he's going to sink or swim himself. That's why I contacted Zack. This is a big year for him, and that's why I wanted him to step out of himself and be a big part of this club."

All the talk from Tortorella and the Canucks about needing to get younger, and cheaper, this season has placed the focus on recent first-round draft picks Bo Horvat, Hunter Shinkaruk and Brendan Gaunce, the development of Kassian, the 13th pick in the 2009 NHL Draft, may be more important to their immediate fortunes. If he can be effective with the Sedins long term, it frees up their regular linemate, Alexandre Burrows, to drop down with old friend Ryan Kesler, spreading out the goals on a team that struggled to score last season.

Kassian, who finished last season with two goals over the final 32 games, appears ready to accept that challenge, arriving at camp lighter, stronger, faster and understanding he has to showcase his considerable talent more often.

"I feel like I have grown this summer and come in more mature, stronger and in better shape than last season and that's all you can expect," Kassian said. "I've worked on everything; all aspects of my game, like my speed and quickness. I need to get more consistent and I've grown the mental side of my game."

Zack Kassian

Zack Kassian

Right Wing - VAN

GOALS: 7 | ASST: 4 | PTS: 11

 SOG: 49 | +/-: -7

 That side has been tested since arriving in a 2012 NHL Trade Deadline deal that sent highly touted center and fellow first-round draft pick Cody Hodgson to the Buffalo Sabres. In addition to expectations from general manager Mike Gillis that he can be a dominant power forward, and constant comparisons to Hodgson, who recently signed a six-year, $25.5 million contract extension with the Sabres, Kassian bounced all over the lineup. He quickly learned every move down is a story in a Canadian market when your upside has been so well-documented. 

"It is always tough when you bounce around on lines, but I don't like using excuses." Kassian said. "I need to get more consistent."

That's not always easy for a young player trying to find the balance between having the size to power through opponents, and the skill to dance around them.

Bertuzzi, who was 6-foot-3 but in his prime carried at least 20 more pounds than Kassian's current weight, was 24 years old and in his sixth NHL season when he broke out with 25 goals for the Canucks. That kick-started a stretch of 174 goals and 418 points over six seasons for Bertuzzi, but even then there were stretches when it was tougher to find the balance between size and skill.

As Kassian prepares for his third pro season, he said he believes it starts with will.

"I just have to be skating and be physical and be hard on pucks, and from there the rest will take care of itself," Kassian said, reflecting on his early success alongside the Sedin twins last season. "I was skating, being physical, being hard on pucks, and creating room. We had a really good cycle game going on down there, just creating space and making little plays at the net."

Kassian also has the toughness -- not to mention a bit of a crazed look when the gloves come off -- to keep opponents honest against the Sedins, but like everything else in his young career it's about learning when to use it.

"He can be a force out there, but he's young," Henrik said. "There are going to be ups and downs. There are things you have to do game-in and game-out over 82 games where maybe he's not there yet, but no one is when they're 22."

The new coach seems to understand that, at least publicly. Kassian, who was minus-2 in his preseason debut but played 20 minutes and showed good signs on the power play, doesn't want to test Tortorella's patience for long.

"I am going to do what I can to stay there as long as possible," he said.

RELATED NEWS:
30 in 15: Moulson thriving as wingman to Tavares
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In hockey, as in life, timing is everything. Matt Moulson is a perfect example.

The New York Islanders' forward is one of those guys who's easy to overlook. He's not especially big, not especially fast and doesn't have the kind of big shot that makes goaltenders worry every time he touches the puck. He played in college at Cornell, was a ninth-round draft pick (by the Pittsburgh Penguins) that was never signed and almost saw his NHL dreams expire four years ago when the Los Angeles Kings let him walk away.

Luckily for the Islanders, they had made John Tavares the No. 1 pick in the 2009 NHL Draft a few days before Moulson became a free agent.

ISLANDERS 30 IN 15 RELATED STORIES

Isles face expectations after making playoffs

Reinhart pushes for spot with Islanders

Islanders bank on young forwards to step up

"John was drafted and I became a free agent on July 1," Moulson told NHL.com. "The Islanders were one of the teams I talked to, and I told Johnny about it right away. It just seemed like it would be a good fit for me. I had some fortunate bounces in training camp and made the team. It just seemed like it was the right place, right time for me. I gained confidence through that training camp playing with Johnny and it's been great ever since."

Then-Islanders coach Scott Gordon put Moulson on Tavares' left wing, where he's remained throughout all but a handful of games during his first four NHL seasons. The results have been more than even Moulson or the Islanders could have imagined: He reached the 30-goal mark in his first three seasons on Long Island and then put up 15 goals and 44 points in 47 games in 2012-13, placing him in the top-25 in NHL scoring for the second straight season.

Unlike Tavares, who's been a star almost since he first put on a pair of skates, Moulson has flown under the radar, something that puzzles his friend and linemate.

"He's really underrated in a lot of areas of the game," Tavares told NHL.com. "I think he's a good two-way player. He blocks a lot of shots. He's really good at getting the puck out of his own end. He's smart and he's a responsible player. It's not like he's cheating all over the ice to score 30 goals.

"I think that's just kind of the way Matt's career's gone. He's always had to overcome a lot, and it's always motivated him and pushed him. He's always been a guy that's under the radar."

Part of Moulson's problem could be that he was regarded by many as nothing more than Tavares' wingman, a player whose success was due to who he was playing with rather than his own skills. Another reason is a lot of Moulson's goals aren't exactly picturesque.

Matt Moulson

Matt Moulson

2012-13 STATS

GOALS: 15 | ASST: 29 | PTS: 44

 SOG: 154 | +/-: -3

 "When I was young, my dad taught me to get to the front of the net," Moulson said. "I always enjoyed scoring those garbage goals. Some guys like scoring the highlight-reel goals; I don't think I have a highlight-reel goal to my name. I'll take one off my backside the same as I will a top-corner shot. I was always taught that [the front of the net] is where the goals are scored." 

Moulson's willingness to get to the front of the net has helped him work well with Tavares. The two combined for 91 points last season, more than all but eight other two-man combinations. Moulson, usually more of a shooter than a passer, assisted on 20 of Tavares' 28 goals; Tavares had an assist on 10 of Moulson's 15. Both have 112 goals as an Islander, and in five of the last six games of the 2012-13 season in which Moulson scored a goal, Tavares had one as well.

"I think we know how the other one plays very well. He knows what I do. I know what he wants to do," Moulson said. "We read off each other well. Our game-play styles seem to mesh well together."

Tavares was named captain of the Islanders earlier this month, a decision that surprised no one who has seen his work ethic and intensity both on and off the ice, least of all Moulson.

"He works extremely hard and continues to get better every day," Moulson said. "He leads a lot by example in what he does. When you see someone like that who's your best player and he's working on things all the time, it's definitely motivating [you] to get off your butt and do some stuff as well."

However, Tavares said Moulson's drive to make the NHL and the effort he puts into staying there have been an inspiration to him as well.

"I think his work ethic as well has been really good for me," he said. "I realize what he did to get here, and I think it's rubbed off somewhat as well and how driven he is and the motivation to be an NHL player and to prove a lot of people wrong … he's been a great example for me.

"He's overcome so much adversity, and when I face some adversity, I realize it's really not as bad as maybe you think. It's been a lot of fun together, and hopefully this journey keeps going."
30 in 15: Islanders bank on young players to step up
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NHL.com continues its preview of the 2013-14 season, which will include in-depth looks at all 30 teams throughout September.

The New York Islanders are set to begin play in the new Metropolitan Division with a roster similar to the one that last season ended a six-year absence from the Stanley Cup Playoffs. Expectations will be higher for a team that boasts a talented young core, led by recently anointed captain John Tavares.

Tavares is one of six first-round picks expected to be in the lineup when the Islanders open their regular season Oct. 4 against the New Jersey Devils at Prudential Center. That number could grow to 10 should forwards Brock Nelson and Ryan Strome and defensemen Griffin Reinhart and Calvin de Haan make the team.

 The New York Islanders need their young forwards to step up if they hope to build on last season's trip to the Stanley Cup Playoffs. (Photo: Mike Stobe/NHLI)

"We're extremely bullish on where we stand now and in the future," said general manager Garth Snow, who began rebuilding the franchise after the 2006-07 season. "It's nice to see. I know it was painful at times, but it's been worth the wait."

Here are three storylines in training camp as New York prepares for the 2013-14 season:

1. Kyle Okposo aims to build off his postseason performance -- Okposo struggled during the regular season (he had four goals and 20 assists in 48 games) but found his game during New York's competitive first-round series against the Pittsburgh Penguins. His fight with Penguins defenseman Matt Niskanen gave the Islanders life in Game 2, the same night Okposo scored the game-winning goal to even the series. Now it's up to Okposo to prove he is a full-time top-six forward in the NHL.

"I was working hard, but maybe I wasn't working as smart as I could have been," Okposo told Newsday. "Our hunger as a team has been amplified this offseason and mine has as well."

2. Someone must replace Mark Streit's offense from the blue line -- The former captain, who was traded to the Philadelphia Flyers in June after failing to agree to a new contract, struggled a bit at times in his own end last season, but he did put up 27 points in 48 games. Snow did not acquire any defensemen during the offseason to try to replace that offense, a clear sign he believes the answer can come from within.

Perhaps the biggest battle in training camp will come down to three players most capable of filling the void left by Streit's departure. Matt Donovan is likely the favorite after scoring 93 points during the past two seasons with the Bridgeport Sound Tigers in the American Hockey League. Calvin de Haan, a first-round pick (No. 12) in 2009, has offensive ability but missed almost all of last season with a shoulder injury.

ISLANDERS 30 IN 15 RELATED STORIES

Isles face expectations after making playoffs

Moulson thriving as wingman to Tavares

Reinhart pushes for spot with Islanders

The wild card is Griffin Reinhart, the fourth player taken in the 2012 NHL Draft. The 19-year-old could receive a nine-game tryout at the start of the season before the Islanders have to decide whether to keep him or return him to the Edmonton Oil Kings in the Western Hockey League for one more season.

"This is a good chance for a few different things," coach Jack Capuano said. "We can evaluate our young guys pushing for a spot and see who needs more time in the American Hockey League. We'll also see some of our older guys and what kind of summers they had and where they're at. We have some new guys on our team, and that gives them an opportunity to get familiar with our system."

3. Brock Nelson could be the No. 3 center -- The Islanders had two second-round picks at the 2010 NHL Draft; Snow traded both of them to the Chicago Blackhawks in order to move up to the final selection of Round 1, where he took Nelson, a 6-foot-3 center now pushing for a spot on the big club.

Nelson is coming off a solid rookie pro season at Bridgeport, where he had 25 goals and 27 assists in 66 games. The Warroad, Minn., native is battling free-agent signee Peter Regin to be the No. 3 center, as Capuano seems set on keeping the fourth line of Casey Cizikas, Matt Martin and Colin McDonald intact.

"I've seen enough of Brock to know that he's close," Capuano said. "He's a guy that's big and strong and has paid his dues in the offseason. He just goes about his business a certain way and we like the way he goes about it. He's going to get a real good look in this preseason."

---

30 in 15: Reinhart pushes for spot with Islanders
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NHL.com continues its preview of the 2013-14 season, which will include in-depth looks at all 30 teams throughout September.

When the New York Islanders selected defenseman Griffin Reinhart with the fourth pick at the 2012 NHL Draft, they knew he wouldn't be ready to step into their lineup right away. It was going to take some time.

The work stoppage last fall allowed Reinhart to return to the Edmonton Oil Kings of the Western Hockey League, when he continued to hone his skills with hopes of one day anchoring New York's blue line. In 59 games last season, Reinhart (6-foot-4, 205 pounds) had eight goals, 21 assists and a plus-30 rating.

 The New York Islanders knew 2012 first-round pick Griffin Reinhart would need some time to be ready to step into the lineup. He's aiming to prove he's ready now. (Photo: Getty Images)

Reinhart, 19, has another season of junior eligibility, which means he can play up to nine games for the Islanders before they have to decide whether to keep him or return him to the Oil Kings. The son of former NHL defenseman Paul Reinhart seems to have every intention of making this an extremely tough decision for Islanders general manager Garth Snow and coach Jack Capuano.

"It's a situation where as we go through camp, Garth and myself and the coaches will sit down and evaluate every day and after every game and see where we are," Capuano told NHL.com. "If there's somebody that's going to help us win games and get us to ultimately where we want to be, that guy's going to be penciled in."

The departure of Mark Streit to the Philadelphia Flyers in June created a vacancy on the Islanders' blue line, setting up what is arguably the biggest competition at training camp. Reinhart, who scored in New York's first preseason game, a 5-3 loss to the Calgary Flames, is battling Matt Donovan and Calvin de Haan for a spot on the roster. Donovan had 93 points over the past two seasons for the Bridgeport Sound Tigers in the American Hockey League; de Haan is a 2009 first-round pick (No. 12) who missed almost all of last season with a shoulder injury.

"I've improved my skating and the way I think the game," Reinhart said. "I'm going to continue to work, and if I can keep improving in those areas, I think I'll be able to make the transition to the pros that much easier. I don't feel like there's one specific flaw in my game that I need to improve, but there's a bunch of little habits that make the difference between juniors and the pros, and hopefully I can do those things."

ISLANDERS 30 IN 15 RELATED STORIES

Isles face expectations after making playoffs

Moulson thriving as wingman to Tavares

Islanders bank on young players to step up

Reinhart flashed his offensive ability in New York's preseason opener. With his team down by three goals, he collected the puck inside his own blue line, outskated a Flames defender in the neutral zone then drove into the Calgary end before firing a wrist shot from the left circle past Joey MacDonald.

"I had the puck in our own end and saw some ice, so I took advantage of it," Reinhart said. "I saw the D-man backing up, so I took the shot and fortunately it went in."

Donovan (23) and de Haan (22) are a few years older than the teenage defenseman, so Reinhart is going to have to really stand out the way he did in Calgary in order to win the job. So far, Islanders brass is nothing but impressed.

"He looks really good," director of player development Eric Cairns told the team's website. "This summer, [Griffin] took a step in his off-ice training and really put some good work in. He's working hard on the little details of the game. He's a smart defenseman who moves the puck very well and a big, tall guy with a long reach who can use that to defend."

---
30 in 15: Islanders face expectations after playoffs

Saturday, 09.21.2013 / 3:00 AM / 2013-2014 Season Preview

By Brian Compton - NHL.com Deputy Managing Editor

11 

7 

18 

Email 

Comment

Print

NHL.com continues its preview of the 2013-14 season, which will include in-depth looks at all 30 teams throughout September.

No more excuses.

That's the mentality the New York Islanders had as they entered training camp with hopes of building off what they accomplished last season, when they ended a six-year absence from the Stanley Cup Playoffs.

With greater results come greater expectations. With new captain John Tavares leading the way, the Islanders will no longer be able to take teams by surprise. They're expected to be in the hunt for a playoff spot again, which means they need to find consistency from the moment the regular season begins Oct. 4 against the New Jersey Devils.

PROJECTED LINEUP

FORWARDS

Matt Moulson John Tavares Pierre-Marc Bouchard 

Josh Bailey Frans Nielsen Kyle Okposo 

Michael Grabner Brock Nelson Ryan Strome 

Matt Martin Casey Cizikas Colin McDonald 

Peter Regin Eric Boulton *Cal Clutterbuck 

DEFENSEMEN

Andrew MacDonald Travis Hamonic 

Lubomir Visnovsky Brian Strait 

Matt Donovan Thomas Hickey 

Matt Carkner  

GOALIES

Evgeni Nabokov 

Kevin Poulin 

ONES TO WATCH

Anders Lee, F 

Calvin de Haan, D 

Matt Donovan, D 

Anders Nilsson, G 

Griffin Reinhart, D 

*Injured 

"I think you're going to have to understand that's what it's going to be like," Tavares told NHL.com. "The more successful you become, the more expectations grow and the harder it gets. No one's taking us by surprise, no one's going to not expect anything from us like they maybe have in the past. It's going to be a challenge. We played good for a good 5-7 weeks there; now we've got to do that for seven or eight months.

"I think we found our identity, and it's getting back to that and knowing that it even has to be raised to a higher level and understanding consistency that needs to come with that.

"I think that mindset has to be there right from Day One. We still haven't had a good start to the season since I've been here, and that's going to be really important for us this year and every year going forward. With the realignment and things like that, it's only going to make things harder for us, so we've got to know it's a challenge. But it's something we should be looking forward to and understand it's part of what it's going to take to be successful and ultimately get to the ultimate prize."

The moment Mark Streit was traded to the Philadelphia Flyers, Tavares became the unquestioned leader of the Islanders. The face of the franchise and the club's No. 1 center was a Hart Trophy finalist last season after scoring 28 goals and 19 assists in 48 games.

It appears Tavares will have a different player on his right side for a third straight season after PA Parenteau signed with the Colorado Avalanche in July 2012 and the Islanders opted to not re-sign Brad Boyes following last season. Enter Pierre-Marc Bouchard, who signed a one-year, $2 million contract with New York on July 5. Bouchard, who had 20 points (eight goals) in 43 games for the Minnesota Wild last season, said the idea of skating alongside Tavares is what enticed him to sign with the Islanders.

"He's a great player," Bouchard said. "He's an elite player in the NHL. I'm definitely looking forward to playing with him. It's a great opportunity."

Tavares and Bouchard will be joined by Matt Moulson, a three-time 30-goal scorer who is entering the final year of his contract. Moulson had 44 points (15 goals) in 47 games last season.

New York's second line of Frans Nielsen, Josh Bailey and Kyle Okposo showed some chemistry down the stretch last season. Okposo struggled at the start of the season and finished with four goals, but is hoping to build off his strong play in the postseason against the Pittsburgh Penguins. Bailey, armed with a new five-year contract, has shown to be more efficient on the wing as opposed to center and could be primed for his biggest offensive season. Nielsen is a strong two-way center who is the Islanders' most dangerous weapon in the shootout.

The third line was a question mark entering training camp, and it's now an even bigger one after right wing Cal Clutterbuck suffered a lacerated leg in a game against the Calgary Flames on Sept. 17. Clutterbuck, acquired in June from the Wild in a trade for Nino Niederreiter, will miss 4-6 weeks. Michael Grabner is slated to play left wing, with a competition for the center spot between 2010 first-round pick (No. 30) Brock Nelson and free-agent signee Peter Regin.

 Clutterbuck's injury also could open the door for 2011 first-round pick (No. 5) Ryan Strome to start with New York rather than with the Bridgeport Sound Tigers in the American Hockey League. Strome had 34 goals and 60 assists in 53 games for the Niagara IceDogs in the Ontario Hockey League last season.  

Casey Cizikas, Matt Martin and Colin McDonald will provide grit and the ability to score some goals on the fourth line, giving the Islanders a more balanced lineup than what fans had been accustomed to prior to last season.

SUMMER MOVES

IN: Cal Clutterbuck, RW (trade, Wild); Peter Regin, C (free agent, Senators); Pierre-Marc Bouchard, RW (free agent, Wild).

OUT: Mark Streit, D (trade, Flyers); Nino Niederreiter, RW (trade, Wild); Keith Aucoin, C (free agent, Blues); Brad Boyes, RW (free agent, Panthers); Marty Reasoner, C (free agent); David Ullstrom, LW (signed with HC Lokomotiv, KHL); Jesse Joensuu, LW (free agent, Oilers); Rick DiPietro, G (bought out).

"To me, the Martin-Cizikas-McDonald line really was one of our best lines," Capuano said. "They knew their role, they knew their responsibility. They scored some big goals."

The Islanders have a vacancy on their blue line due to Streit's departure, and they will fill it internally after Snow did not sign nor trade for a defenseman during the offseason. Perhaps the most likely candidate is 23-year-old Matt Donovan, a fourth-round pick (No. 96) in 2008 who had 93 points during the past two seasons in Bridgeport. Donovan is battling first-round picks Calvin de Haan (No. 12, 2009) and Griffin Reinhart (No. 4, 2012) for the position.

With Streit gone, Travis Hamonic emerges as the leader and anchor of New York's defense. The 23-year-old is always on the ice against the opposition's top line and is a respected voice in the dressing room. Hamonic, who averaged 22:48 of ice time per game last season and signed a seven-year, $27 million contract in July, said he's ready to take on more of a leadership role.

"One hundred percent, I am," Hamonic said. "I think I've had a lot of growth in my career. I think I've learned a lot and I have a lot more to give offensively and I'd like the chance to maybe prove myself a little bit more in that regard. I know that the team really relies on me defensively, and we have a lot of guys that can play with the puck on the offensive side, but I know that I can definitely chip in.

"As far as being a leader back there, I think I am really ready. This is my fourth year now, and I think it's time for me to really step up and show the organization that I can do it and that they made the right choice in giving me that contract."

Andrew MacDonald, who led the club in ice time per game last season (23:31), is primed for a big pay day next summer should he put forth his usual performance in 2013-14. The 27-year-old has been paired with Hamonic in the past, but Capuano could split the duo with hopes of balancing his defense a bit more.

Lubomir Visnovsky, 37, is the veteran of the group. In his first season with the Islanders, Visnovsky had three goals and 11 assists in 35 games.

ISLANDERS 30 IN 15 RELATED STORIES

Moulson thriving as wingman to Tavares

Islanders bank on young players to step up

Reinhart pushes for spot with Islanders

Hamonic, MacDonald and Visnovsky will be joined by Brian Strait and Thomas Hickey, each a waiver-wire acquisition prior to the start of last season. Strait (three years) and Hickey (two years) impressed to the point where they were signed to a new contract.

Matt Carkner and Joe Finley are in the mix and will provide depth and a physical element when needed.

It took until the opening day of free agency, but Evgeni Nabokov is back after signing a one-year, $3.25 million contract.

Nabokov struggled in New York's opening-round playoff loss to the Penguins, but his regular-season performance played a huge role in the Islanders' return to the postseason. In 41 games, Nabokov went 23-11-7 with a 2.50 goals-against average and .910 save percentage. He turned 38 on July 25.

"With me, 2-3 weeks and it's out of the window. We have to move on," Nabokov told Newsday regarding his playoff performance. "We can't continue to think about what happened last year. Last year is last year; it was a 48-game season, was totally different. That's in the past. Who cares? I don't care."

Nabokov likely will be backed up by Kevin Poulin, who is battling Anders Nilsson for the job. Nilsson missed most of last season with Bridgeport due to illness and seems more likely to be the No. 1 goalie for the Sound Tigers this season.

Poulin, 23, appeared in five NHL games last season. He went 1-3-0 with a 3.02 GAA and .893 save percentage. His workload is bound to increase with the Islanders aiming to keep Nabokov fresh for the stretch run.

---
30 in 15: Stars seek success after major makeover
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NHL.com continues its preview of the 2013-14 season, which will include in-depth looks at all 30 teams throughout September.

No team saw more wholesale changes over the summer than the Dallas Stars. After missing out on the Stanley Cup Playoffs for the fifth consecutive season, new ownership decided to make major changes, starting with the hiring of Jim Nill as general manager. After years of serving in the front office of the Detroit Red Wings, Nill's first act as Stars GM was to hire longtime Buffalo Sabres fixture Lindy Ruff as coach.

The changes didn't stop there, and the end result is a roster featuring a mix of young skill players and experienced veterans.

The defense will be bolstered by the addition of Sergei Gonchar, who enters his 19th NHL season after being signed days after his rights were acquired from the Ottawa Senators. The offense will be propelled by Tyler Seguin, a potential franchise player who was acquired along with center Rich Peverley from the Boston Bruins in exchange for a package highlighted by veteran wing Loui Eriksson.

"We've got some great young players here. I think we've built a team here that is fun to watch," Nill said on the opening day of training camp. "We've got really entertaining star players that are going to be exciting to watch, and we've surrounded them with some great veterans that bring the right presence. We're excited about the mix of this team."

Forwards

DAL 

PROJECTED LINEUP

FORWARDS

Jamie Benn T. Seguin E. Cole 

R. Whitney C. Eakin A. Chiasson 

A. Roussel S. Horcoff V. Nichushkin 

R. Garbutt R. Peverley V. Fiddler 

L. MacDermid C. Sceviour  

DEFENSEMEN

T. Daley S. Gonchar 

S. Robidas B Dillon 

J. Oleksiak A. Goligoski 

Jordie Benn A. Rome 

GOALIES

K. Lehtonen 

D. Ellis 

ONES TO WATCH

B. Ritchie, F 

C. Mueller, F 

S. Glennie, F 

The Stars offense hasn't ranked among the NHL's top 10 since the 2007-08 season. Not coincidentally, that was the last time the Stars made the playoffs. So it stands to reason that jump-starting the offense could translate into a playoff berth.

Ruff hasn't had much time to integrate his reanimated roster into his system. But he made it clear from the opening day of training camp his team would bear some resemblance to the ones he led in Buffalo.

"We're trying to implement how we want to play in a very short period of time. Playing more puck pressure, being more aggressive with our defense, trying to spend more time in the offensive zone," Ruff said at the beginning of camp. "When you start scoring the ugly goals, I know you're getting to the right place."

Ruff wouldn't commit to any line combinations, admitting he had "burned up quite a few napkins." But every indication is the offense will rely heavily on Seguin, who will be playing at his natural center position alongside All-Star wing Jamie Benn. In the first few scrimmages, they were paired with veteran power forward Erik Cole on the other wing.

"I know he's a big body, but I didn't know he was that quick. He's an explosive player," Seguin said of Cole, who led the Montreal Canadiens with 35 goals in 2011-12. "It's exciting. I'm looking forward to the chemistry building."

The second line could see a healthy mix of veteran savvy and youthful energy, as Ruff was experimenting with 41-year-old Ray Whitney playing alongside youngsters Cody Eakin and Alex Chiasson. The bottom two lines should combine youth and experience with the center spots being taken by offseason acquisitions Shawn Horcoff and Peverley, who will miss much of the preseason following a procedure to correct an irregular heartbeat.

The real wild card will be rookie Valeri Nichushkin, a 6-foot-4 Russian wing who fell to Dallas at the No. 10 pick in this year's NHL Draft. Stars brass has made it clear the 18-year-old will have every chance to make the team. If he does, he'll benefit from the veteran presence of Whitney, Cole and Gonchar, who hails from Nichushkin's hometown of Chelyabinsk.

SUMMER MOVES

IN: Shawn Horcoff, C (trade, Oilers); Chris Mueller, C (free agent, Predators); Valeri Nichushkin, RW (draft); Rich Peverley, C (trade, Bruins); Tyler Seguin, C (trade, Bruins); Sergei Gonchar, D (sign/trade, Senators); Dan Ellis, G (free agent, Hurricanes); Ryan Button, D (trade, Bruins)

OUT: Loui Eriksson, LW (trade, Bruins); Jaromir Jagr, RW (free agent, Devils); Eric Nystrom, LW (free agent, Predators); Reilly Smith, RW (trade, Bruins); Joe Morrow, D (trade, Bruins); Matt Fraser, RW (trade, Bruins); Philip Larsen, D (trade, Oilers); Tom Wandell, C (free agent, KHL); Richard Bachman, G (free agent, Oilers)

"Gonchar mentored [Evgeni] Malkin [in Pittsburgh], so we're looking for that same mentorship now with Nichushkin," Nill told NHL.com. "That's another exciting piece to the puzzle. We're excited about Nichushkin. Physically, he's ready."

Defensemen

An aging defensive corps got a boost of youth last season with the emergence of Brenden Dillon and Jamie Oleksiak. Despite that combination of youth and experience, the Stars ranked 24th in 2012-13. In the end, it had to get older in order to get better.

By acquiring Gonchar's rights and signing him to a two-year contract, Dallas added an element to its blue line that was lacking. Not only does Gonchar provide the Stars with a defenseman who can join the rush and make plays from the back end, he should improve a power play that ranked 18th last season.

"He gives us a dimension we don't have a lot of. We have a couple of power-play guys but not as high-end as Sergei," Nill said. "I think he's really going to solidify the back end for us."

Gonchar's unique skill set should prove particularly important in the system Ruff is looking to install. As the active leader in points among defensemen, Gonchar is perfectly suited for that aggressive system.

Gonchar's veteran savvy will be especially important with young defensemen Oleksiak and Dillon, who established himself as a workhorse in his rookie season. Throw in established veterans Stephane Robidas, Trevor Daley and Alex Goligoski, and the Stars should have strong depth.

Goalies

STARS 30 IN 15 RELATED STORIES

New faces, system will dictate Stars' fate

Nichushkin getting his chance with Stars

Other than altering the design of his goalie mask, franchise goaltender Kari Lehtonen didn't make too many changes this summer. Lehtonen has been one of the League's busiest goalies during the past three seasons and has been re-energized since being traded from the Atlanta Thrashers to Dallas in 2010.

The Stars filled a hole that has plagued them for several seasons by signing veteran backup Dan Ellis over the summer. Ellis started his career in Dallas before establishing himself with the Nashville Predators, Tampa Bay Lightning, Anaheim Ducks and Carolina Hurricanes. The hope is he provides a suitable insurance policy should Lehtonen get hurt.

As for Lehtonen, Dallas' starter is so far enjoying the view of his remade team from the crease.

"As the goalie, you get to see right away what kind of players these are. It's exciting, these guys that we got," Lehtonen told the team's website at the beginning of camp. "They can really score, are really skilled guys. I'm excited to see what they can do in games."
30 in 15: New faces, system will dictate Stars' fate
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NHL.com continues its preview of the 2013-14 season, which will include in-depth looks at all 30 teams throughout September.

Few teams face more questions entering this season than the Dallas Stars. With major changes in the front office, coaching staff, roster and even their uniform, it will be intriguing to see how everything comes together for a team that was a force in the League for more than a decade but has failed to make the Stanley Cup Playoffs since 2008.

Here are three things to watch in Dallas early in the 2013-14 season:

1. How fast can all these new pieces come together? -- New general manager Jim Nill made major changes up front and on the blue line, and he has made it clear the Stars will be looking for a number of their prospects to make the team. It's all part of an offseason makeover for a team that added three new centers: Tyler Seguin, Rich Peverley and Shawn Horcoff. Sergei Gonchar, acquired from the Ottawa Senators and signed to a two-year contract, is expected to solidify the defense.

STARS 30 IN 15 RELATED STORIES

Stars seek success after major makeover

Nichushkin getting his chance with Stars

The task of turning all these parts into a team belongs to the new coaching staff. After spending 15 years behind the Buffalo Sabres' bench before being fired last season, Lindy Ruff was brought to Dallas to get the Stars back to the playoffs. He brought along assistant James Patrick from Buffalo, so the team should benefit from some continuity.

2. Can Lindy Ruff's system tilt the ice in the Stars' favor? -- Ruff became an institution in Buffalo by molding the Sabres into a team known for strong two-way play and hard work. He aims to do the same with the Stars, who could have used some of those Ruff-like qualities last season.

The Stars often appeared overmatched when it came to controlling the pace of the game. Only the Nashville Predators took fewer shots, and the Stars ranked 22nd in shots allowed. Dallas went 2-13-2 when trailing after one period, so this is a team that had difficulty wrestling momentum away from the opposition.

That's where Ruff hopes to change things.

"I think that there's no easy solution to any team becoming a good franchise. I think that takes a lot of hard work and discipline," Ruff told NHL.com. "I don't think you look at a team and think 'We need to fix this.' I think you've got to develop some consistency. You've got to develop a trust in the way you want to play and a commitment from players who want to play for one another. When you get that, it's a really powerful thing."

Ruff will benefit from having a full training camp to install his system, and from the beginning of camp he's made it clear he plans on molding a team that is aggressive up front and active on defense. How quickly his players adapt remains to be seen.

3. Will Tyler Seguin fulfill his potential in Dallas? -- Of all the Stars' offseason moves, the biggest was the acquisition of Seguin, the second player taken in the 2010 NHL Draft who showed flashes in his three seasons with the Boston Bruins of potentially becoming a franchise player. Those highlights, which include a Stanley Cup in 2011 and an All-Star appearance in 2012, were tempered by inconsistent play that landed him on the Bruins' third line through much of their run to the 2013 Stanley Cup Final.

Tyler Seguin

Tyler Seguin

CAREER STATISTICS

G: 56 | A: 65 | P: 121

 SOG: 534 | +/-: 53

 With the trade to Dallas, Seguin, 21, is ready to start fresh and begin a new chapter in his career. 

"I put a lot of pressure on myself. It's not just scoring a goal. There's a lot more things that come into it. I've learned that in my time," Seguin told NHL.com. "This is going to be a challenge, there's going to be some growing pains. I'm looking forward to that. I'm looking forward to overcoming that as a team. First and foremost, I'm just looking forward to earning the respect of my teammates and getting to know them."

Dallas certainly represents a new opportunity for Seguin. After spending much of his time in Boston playing the wing, he likely will move to center, his natural position, on the first line; he spent the beginning of training camp skating between Jamie Benn and Erik Cole. Seguin also voiced his intention to take on more of a leadership role, something that was difficult to do on a Boston team featuring plenty of veterans.

Ruff seemed pleased by Seguin's play during the first few days of camp.

"He's such a fluid skater. It's tough to get a read but I thought he handled the D-zone really well," Ruff said. "He makes things look effortless. He goes at a high pace but it looks a lot like he's not going at full speed."
30 in 15: Nichushkin getting his chance with Stars
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NHL.com continues its preview of the 2013-14 season, which will include in-depth looks at all 30 teams throughout September.

The Dallas Stars' offseason was marked by a series of additions to their roster. But none was bigger than rookie Valeri Nichushkin -- at least in stature.

The 6-foot-4, 205-pound Russian forward fell to the Stars at the 2013 NHL Draft, who took the top prospect with the 10th pick. From the moment he slipped on their jersey, the Stars couldn't hide their excitement at getting the hulking forward who won the rookie of the month award three times last season with Chelyabinsk in the Kontinental Hockey League.

"We're excited. We think he's very close [to NHL-ready], but I don't want to put expectations on him, either," Stars general manager Jim Nill told NHL.com. "I want to be careful. He's going to get every opportunity in the world to be on the team. We want to keep him around for a while."

STARS 30 IN 15 RELATED STORIES

Stars seek success after major makeover

New faces, system will dictate Dallas' fate

Nichushkin entered Stars training camp with NHL-caliber size; now he has to show he can use it to earn a spot on an NHL roster. He already earned all kinds of attention before being selected by Dallas. Prior to the draft, NHL Central Scouting had Nichushkin ranked second among European skaters, behind Aleksander Barkov, whom the Florida Panthers took with the second pick in the draft.

Concerns over Nichushkin's KHL contract compelled some teams to shy away from him, but he had said before the draft he had terminated the remainder of that contact and wished to play in North America during the 2013-14 season.

"We were excited," Nill said of being able to select Nichushkin. "I think it's no secret everybody had him as one of the top three players in the draft. There is risk with the Russian factor, everybody knows that. Where we were picking, he was a player we couldn't pass on. There was just too much there."

Also playing into Nichushkin's favor in Dallas is the presence of veteran defenseman Sergei Gonchar, an offseason acquisition who, like Nichushkin, was born in Chelyabinsk, Russia. While with the Pittsburgh Penguins, Gonchar played a crucial role in the development of star Russian center Evgeni Malkin. The Stars hope Gonchar can play a similar role with Nichushkin.

 Valeri Nichushkin has to show he can use his size to earn a spot on an NHL roster. (Photo: Bill Wippert/NHLI)

The Stars were excited about the prospect of Nichushkin making the team out of training camp, and nothing changed once he strapped on the skates. In the first few days, the teenager was turning heads among his potential teammates.

"I saw him a couple of times. I think he's a really good player," veteran defenseman Stephane Robidas told the team's website.

Coach Lindy Ruff said, "You can just see his size his strength. I think he's going to have to get used to the physical nature of players at this level, but it looks like he can handle it."

First impressions notwithstanding, if Nichushkin does make the team he likely won't skate on one of the top two forward lines. He'll have his minutes closely monitored but should benefit greatly from skating alongside veterans Shawn Horcoff and Rich Peverley, offseason acquisitions who likely will center the team's bottom two lines.

Wherever Nichushkin lines up, it could be the first crucial steps in the career of a rookie the Stars see becoming a franchise pillar one day.

"We're excited about Nichushkin. Physically he's ready. He's a man already. We're just going to monitor him real close and let him come in and see where he fits in," Nill said. "We've added enough depth where he doesn't have to be a go-to guy. He can just come in and play, and that's going to be key to his development."
Flames turn to new generation of veteran leadership
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CALGARY -- There's no more Jarome Iginla to score a game-winning goal, no Miikka Kiprusoff on hand to make a game-saving stop.

Instead, the Calgary Flames are embarking on a new era, one that doesn't include their longtime captain, who was traded in late March, and the winningest goaltender in franchise history, who officially hung up his pads for good earlier this month.

A new, more youthful core is emerging in their place. Though the young players are not exactly household names, they are critical pieces to Calgary's puzzle as the Flames enter the first phase of a rebuilding project designed to end a Stanley Cup Playoff drought that dates to 2009.

"I'm not quite a leader yet, I've just got here," said Sven Baertschi, Calgary's first-round pick (No. 13) in 2011 who has 25 NHL games under his belt. "I barely made the team last year and I was only up for a few games and was sent down.

"This, now, is a big opportunity for me. I think I'm here to step up."
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There is plenty of opportunity for Baertschi and young players Max Reinhart, Roman Horak and Corban Knight. Included among those auditioning for roles is center Sean Monahan, the sixth player taken in the 2013 NHL Draft.

"I don't know about the core person, but I think I've been welcomed really well," Monahan said. "All the veterans and all the other prospects here are great guys and fun to compete with. Obviously the management is great too. They welcomed me here really well. The coaching staff and everyone else who works with the organization are great people and they make it feel like home."

Monahan is trying to make the Flames as an 18-year-old. He's played well in his first professional camp and has been aided by a core of veterans who have taken on an additional leadership role. Among them is alternate captain Curtis Glencross.

Glencross, fellow alternate Mike Cammalleri and new captain Mark Giordano will be tasked with bringing along Calgary's newest faces, Baertschi and Monahan included.

"We're all here for the same reason," Glencross said. "We're out here to win and compete hard. We want the young guys to show some leadership here and take the bull by the horns. It can't be brought on just by the veterans; it can't be brought on by just the young guys. We're a team in here and we all have to do it the same way."

It's important that the new veteran core, though relatively young, set the tone for the Flames' emerging youth movement.

"With [Glencross], [Cammalleri] and [Giordano], they all have the quality of being great communicators, and that's going to be a key because obviously this is a totally new culture," coach Bob Hartley said. "It's a new chapter in Flames history, and I think that with those three guys we're going to get some solid leadership from them. They're great individuals. They're good guys. They love to be around those [young] players."

As welcoming as the veterans have been, and as well as the prospects have shown through training camp, veteran experience will be required when the youthful contingent stumbles through the inevitable growing pains involved in become an NHL player.

That's part of being a veteran leader, Glencross said.

"I'm the kind of guy that wants to set by example, but I'm not afraid to tell the guys what we need out of them," he said. "That's part of constructive criticism and hopefully when you do that kind of thing, guys feed off it too. We've had different leaders, different ways in here and that's part of my role."

Not that any of the young players expect to be coddled by the vets. If anything, they realize any criticism they receive is intended to aid their development.

"Overall, the whole team, they feel the change too and they want to make sure we are ready, and if we're not, the guys are going to yell on the ice," Baertschi said. "They want to help you and they want to make you better."

For rookies and veterans alike, the feeling of change is palpable.

"Our organization, it's our fresh start and it feels like this year we've changed the direction we're going," said Giordano, who was named captain Sept. 20. "We're going in a new direction and it just feels, the attitude feels like it's changed and it feels great in camp.

"Everyone's coming together."
Flames name defenseman Giordano captain
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CALGARY -- The Calgary Flames have a new face.

The Flames named defenseman Mark Giordano the 19th captain in franchise history Friday. It's a role that had been left open since the team traded longtime captain Jarome Iginla to the Pittsburgh Penguins last season.

It was a pleasant, but unexpected honor for the 29-year-old.

"It was pretty humbling to me that people in the organization think that highly of me," said Giordano, who said the last time he captained a team was in minor bantam. "Just to even be considered was huge, and then to be picked, I feel humbled and I feel like I can be a good leader.

"It's one of the best days in my career, for sure. We have a lot of good leaders on our team and a lot of veteran guys and I'm going to get a lot of help in the area of leadership, but to be considered and named, it's very humbling."

 Calgary Flames coach Bob Hartley said he didn't need long to know that defenseman Mark Giordano was the best option to be the team's new captain. (Photo: John Russell/NHLI)

Signed by the Flames as an undrafted free agent in July 2004, Giordano has 41 goals and 150 points in 385 NHL games, all with the Flames.

He won't be alone in the leadership group; it also was announced Mike Cammalleri and Curtis Glencross were named alternate captains.

"We have a lot of great leaders in our dressing room and [Cammalleri and Glencross] are obviously two of those guys," Giordano said. "They can be standing right here today in my position and it would've been a great choice as well. I'm going to get their help, but there are guys like [Matt Stajan], [Lee Stempniak], [Brian McGrattan]. You could go right through our lineup; there's a lot of great leaders who have been around for a long time."

But coach Bob Hartley opted to put the "C" on Giordano and said it wasn't a difficult call.

"I felt there was no sense wasting paper to go through a vote," Hartley said. "I think it was pretty unanimous throughout the entire organization.

"A captain should be an example of what you want to get accomplished in the organization. Here's a guy that works non-stop. He's always there for the others. He never complains. There's never a bad day for Gio [Giordano]. Whenever you sit with him, he doesn't have the whiny look or anything. It's, 'Let's do it,' and we do it as a pro."

Though the team went without a captain after Iginla's departure, it didn't take long for Hartley to settle on Giordano. In fact, he intentionally waited until after the Flames' first round of cuts to anoint his defenseman as the team's leader.

"We wanted to do it really with a small group … a group that feels like they can work with Gio maybe tomorrow, maybe next week, maybe next month.

Mark Giordano

Mark Giordano

Defense - CGY

GOALS: 4 | ASST: 11 | PTS: 15

 SOG: 58 | +/-: -7

 "And we wanted to make it in a formal way. To become captain of an NHL team is very prestigious. Gio doesn't really care about the prestige. I remember when I sat with Gio last year and kind of mentioned that he would be our captain, his eyes … he didn't move for probably 10, 15 seconds. He was stunned. That's what it is. It's a big honor. It's a big job. Gio's going to be unbelievable at it." 

It's a long time coming for Giordano, who was signed by the Flames after his junior career with the Owen Sound Attack of the Ontario Hockey League ended nine years ago.

Now he's tasked with guiding the Flames through the first portion of a rebuilding process after the departure of Iginla and Jay Bouwmeester last season and goaltender Miikka Kiprusoff's retirement in early September.

"Obviously I would have never thought that this day would come," Giordano said. "I think just our team, the direction we're going in, it's pretty cool. It's a big responsibility obviously and it's pretty cool that the organization feels that way about me. Great teammates, great players around me and we're excited. It feels real fresh.

"It feels like a change in direction this year with our team and we feel if we do things the right way, we can make some noise this year."
30 in 15: Oilers' Dubnyk working at gaining respect 
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EDMONTON -- Devan Dubnyk still is trying to prove himself. 

Despite posting a solid save percentage and backstopping the Edmonton Oilers within sight of a Stanley Cup Playoff spot last season, Dubnyk still is working to gain respect.

It's something he's learned to live with and doesn't let detract from his game.

"It's interesting," Dubnyk said. "I don't understand it too much, but the most important thing is the way I feel and the way the guys in this dressing room feel about me. That's all that really matters. I've said before that this is a League where you just can't go and be a top-five goalie one year and just expect everybody to think that way of you every year.

"You're just going to have to continue to go and do it every year. Whether people want to praise me or call me a top-10 goalie or not, I'm going to have to do it every year regardless of what they're saying."

As the second-highest drafted goaltender in franchise history (No. 14 in 2004), there have always been high expectations for Dubnyk.

The organization took its time developing him, having him work his way up through the system where he could reach this point and take over the net on a full-time basis.

Sharing the crease with Nikolai Khabibulin in his first three seasons, Dubnyk, 27, was handed the starting job outright last season. And of all the problems that derailed the Oilers' playoff hopes, goaltending wasn't one of them.

Yet there still are those among the Oilers' fan base who doubt Dubnyk's abilities. Even the organization's confidence in him seemed to wane this offseason when the Oilers showed interest in Cory Schneider and Jonathan Bernier.

When neither could be acquired at a reasonable price, the Oilers put all their support back into Dubnyk, letting Khabibulin leave in free agency and bringing in Jason LaBarbera as the backup.

"That doesn't really change things much," Dubnyk said. "I just like to approach every year the same way, that I'm going to have to earn every start. I don't think that changes regardless of who you have back there. Saying that, I think LaBarbera is a great goalie and he's going to play well here.

"I always just try to approach it that this is the best League in the world and you're certainly not going to get any starts by default. It's my job to go out there and make Dallas [Eakins, Oilers coach] want to play me for 82 straight and have a tough time deciding when he shouldn't. Hopefully that's the case."

Last season Dubnyk played in 38 of the Oilers' 48 games, going 14-16-6 with a 2.57 goals-against average and .920 save percentage. His save percentage wasn't far behind some of goalies considered among the League's best, Schneider (.927), Henrik Lundqvist (.926), Corey Crawford (.926) and Jimmy Howard (.923).

"I think the most important thing is that I've had a chance to grow up with everybody in here," Dubnyk said. "We'll get better and grow together, and we have, but now it's time for all of us to take that next step, including myself, and that's something that we're all going to have to do together."

The next step would be qualifying for the playoffs. Last season the Oilers were in the thick of the race, holding down the eighth and final spot at the NHL Trade Deadline. However, they won three of their final 12 games and finished 12th in the Western Conference, 10 points out of a postseason spot.

 A solid performer during his tenure with the Edmonton Oilers, goaltender Devan Dubnyk hopes to let his play do the talking in 2013-14 and lead his team back to the Stanley Cup Playoffs. (Photo: John Russell/NHLI)

Despite the end result, Dubnyk showed he could play on a nightly basis. But until he backstops the Oilers into the playoffs, the doubts will remain.

"For starting goaltenders, the most important thing is for guys to know that they're going to have the same effort from you every night," Dubnyk said. "It's not going to be perfect every night, but you have to know that sometimes you're going to be able to make a save and win a game 5-4 and sometimes you're going to stand on your head and win a game 1-0.

"As long as they know you're going to get a consistent effort, that's the most important part. That's probably one of the biggest things I've gotten better at in the last few years, just simplifying my game and really narrowing down different save selections and different plays, and that's allowed me to be more consistent. I certainly need to keep working on that going forward."

One of Dubnyk's best attributes is his ability to keep a level head. Dubbed "The Big Easy" by an Oilers television analyst, Dubnyk never lets himself get too high or low regardless of the situation.

"It's a long season and you have to have that during a game, you have to have that during a period and you have to have that during weeks in the season," Dubnyk said. "There are all these different parts, there are ups and downs in a game, and especially in today's game, you just never know, it could be 3-0 early and we could come back and win 4-3 easily.

"It's the same thing during the year. You might drop a couple of games, but it's important not to get low and drop five games. If you drop a couple and don't play well, you have to be able to get right back up and rattle off five in a row. You learn that; that all comes from playing games and experiencing things. I certainly feel comfortable that way."
30 in 15: Captaincy, new coach among Oilers' issues
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NHL.com continues its preview of the 2013-14 season, which will include in-depth looks at all 30 teams throughout September.

The Edmonton Oilers entered the 2013 NHL Draft without the No. 1 pick for the first time since 2009, but they didn't win enough games in 2012-13 to end what has become a seven-year Stanley Cup Playoffs drought.

Changes have been made on and off the ice with hopes the hiatus will not be extended another season. Steve Tambellini is out as general manager and Craig MacTavish is in, and Dallas Eakins has replaced Ralph Krueger behind the bench.

OILERS 30 IN 15 RELATED STORIES

Young Oilers seek end to playoff drought

Oilers have intriguing prospect in Belov

Andrew Ference, a Stanley Cup winner with the Boston Bruins in 2011, signed a four-year contract to lead the Oilers' new-look blue line, which includes Denis Grebeshkov and Anton Belov. Justin Schultz has a season under his belt and is primed to put up even bigger numbers as the power-play quarterback.

Here's what to watch in training camp as the Oilers prepare for the 2013-14 season:

1. When will Ryan Nugent-Hopkins make his season debut? -- A lingering shoulder injury prevented the No. 1 pick of the 2011 draft from performing to his full capabilities last season, which played a huge role in Edmonton missing the playoffs.

The Oilers' No. 1 center is skating with the team in training camp, but it appears more likely he'll return to the lineup closer to Nov. 1 than Oct. 1, when Edmonton opens the regular season at Rexall Place against the Winnipeg Jets.

"It feels good. It's nice to able to be on the ice skating with the guys right now," Nugent-Hopkins said. "I'm involved quite a bit, so it's good. There has been a lot of rehab and stuff, but it feels good so far."

With Nugent-Hopkins out, the Oilers appear to be shifting left wing Taylor Hall to center on the top line. Nugent-Hopkins, who agreed to a seven-year contract extension Sept. 19, said he's confident Hall can handle the job.

Ryan Nugent-Hopkins

Ryan Nugent-Hopkins

CAREER STATISTICS

G: 22 | A: 54 | P: 76

 SOG: 212 | +/-: 1

 "I think he'll be good. He's a good faceoff man to start with, which is huge," Nugent-Hopkins said. "He's a smart player and he'll be able to pick it up right away. If I can help him out a bit with little tips and things like that, I sure will, but think he'll do a good job." 

2. Is Dallas Eakins ready for life as an NHL coach? -- After a successful run as coach of the Toronto Marlies in the American Hockey League, Eakins arguably was the most sought-after coach by NHL general managers this summer. MacTavish hired him June 11, and Eakins has said all the right things since then.

The new coach knows the fan base is growing impatient. It's time for results, and it's time to return to the playoffs.

"We're not building, we're not a young team," Eakins said. "Our expectations are to prepare to win every night and that's what we're going to try to do.

"We can't move forward without looking at what's gone on in the past, but saying that, I don't care what happened here last year, the year before and the year before that. This is a fresh start for this team with a couple of new coaches, new players, but most importantly, different expectations."

3. Who is the captain? – Eakins has yet to select a replacement for Shawn Horcoff, who was traded to the Dallas Stars on July 4 in a deal that brought defenseman Philip Larsen to Edmonton.

Signs point to Ference getting the job. The 34-year-old is expected to be a tremendous influence on the team's young core on and off the ice. If Ference isn't selected, Eakins could opt for one of his younger stars, Hall or Sam Gagner.

"Whether they want to make me captain or Jordan [Eberle], or Andrew or [Gagner] or whoever it is, I think we're going to be a team that leads by committee," Hall said. "We have so many young guys and guys that have started in the League at the same time and I feel like whoever is the captain isn't going to be the main voice in the room. I think it's going to be everyone."

---
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NHL.com continues its preview of the 2013-14 season, which will include in-depth looks at all 30 teams throughout September. 

The Edmonton Oilers were supposed to take the next step in 2012-13 and qualify for the Stanley Cup Playoffs for the first time since their trip to the Stanley Cup Final in 2006. They came up short, and a changing of the guard took place in April when Craig MacTavish replaced Steve Tambellini as general manager.

Dallas Eakins then was named coach June 11. Since that time, changes have been made with the hope of ending Edmonton's playoff drought.

For starters, Eakins has given the dressing room a makeover. Although the franchise has a rich history highlighted by five Stanley Cup championships, Eakins wants the room to be more about the current players, a roster that's hardly short of talent.

"I thought it was really important that our team be featured in there," Eakins told the Oilers website. "I'm going to do my best to have every guy on our roster … there will be a picture of him somewhere in our room.

EDM 

PROJECTED LINEUP

FORWARDS

D. Perron T. Hall J. Eberle 

A. Hemsky S. Gagner N. Yakupov 

J. Joensuu B. Gordon R. Jones 

R. Smyth W. Acton M. Brown 

B. Eager   

R. Hamilton   

*R. Nugent-Hopkins   

DEFENSEMEN

A. Ference J. Schultz 

L. Smid J. Petry 

N. Schultz A. Belov 

P. Larsen  

GOALIES

D. Dubnyk 

J. Labarbera 

ONES TO WATCH

J. Joensuu, LW 

A. Belov, D 

R. Hamilton, LW 

P. Larsen, D 

*Injured 

"It's important for the players that that's their dressing room. This is no disrespect and this man would understand it. That is not Mark Messier's dressing room. That is this group of players' dressing room."

Perhaps a greater belief in one another is exactly what these Oilers need in order to get over the hump and qualify for the playoffs. With a young core in place and a new regime running the show, Edmonton could be primed to end that postseason drought in 2013-14.

"I think accountability is one of the more important things in the dressing room," right wing Jordan Eberle said. "Things can't be left out. I think with Dallas, if there's a problem, he'll address it to your face. That's how a team should function.

"That being said, guy to guy in the locker room, it's the same thing. Accountability is important. I think if a guy is not trying or not working hard, someone should say something. That brings the whole team together."

Forwards

If the Oilers are going to find their way into the playoffs, they'll need a healthy Ryan Nugent-Hopkins. The No. 1 pick of the 2011 NHL Draft had four goals in 40 games last season playing with a nagging shoulder injury that was surgically repaired in April.

Nugent-Hopkins is skating, but it's unlikely he will be ready when the Oilers open the season Oct. 1 against the Winnipeg Jets at Rexall Place. It could take another month before Nugent-Hopkins is in Edmonton's lineup, which means the Oilers have to be prepared to find ways to win some games in October without their No. 1 center.

"I'm not too sure when I'll be ready. I can't say," Nugent-Hopkins said. "I'll know over the next few weeks. I'll definitely get a good feel for it, skating with the guys and talking to doctors and stuff. We'll see. We just have to make sure that it gets back to 100 percent and I'm ready to go."

With Nugent-Hopkins out, the Oilers have shifted Taylor Hall, the No. 1 pick of the 2010 draft, from left wing to center. It's a temporary move until Nugent-Hopkins is able to return, and one Edmonton is confident Hall can handle.

"It's a little bit of an adjustment for him," associate coach Keith Acton said. "We're going to do some things that are different as far as defensive play in our own zone and as a centerman normally that's a little different than being a winger. The way we're going to play coming back into our own end, it's not always going to be the centerman that's going to be the low forward. It's the first guy back and he's going to stay the low forward.

"That's not completely foreign to him. He has a certain foundation in that area."

SUMMER MOVES

IN: Will Acton, C (free agent, AHL); Boyd Gordon, C (free agent, Coyotes); Jesse Joensuu, LW (free agent, Islanders); David Perron, LW (trade, Blues); Ryan Hamilton, LW (free agent, AHL); Anton Belov, D (free agent, KHL); Andrew Ference, D (free agent, Bruins); Denis Grebeshkov, D (free agent, KHL); Philip Larsen, D (trade, Stars)

OUT: Magus Paajarvi, LW (trade, Blues); Ryan Whitney, D (free agent), Shawn Horcoff, C (trade, Stars); Lennart Petrell, LW (free agent), 

Mark Fistric, D, (free agent, Ducks), Eric Belanger, C (free agent, KHL); Teemu Hartikainen, LW (KHL); Jerred Smithson, C (free agent), Darcy Hordichuk, LW (free agent), Theo Peckham, D, (free agent, Blackhawks);

Nikolai Khabibulin (free agent, Blackhawks)

The biggest difference in Edmonton's top six will be the addition of left wing David Perron, who was acquired from the St. Louis Blues on July 10. A two-time 20-goal scorer, Perron could increase his offensive production skating alongside crafty center Sam Gagner and perhaps Nail Yakupov or Ales Hemsky.

Boyd Gordon, another center, was signed to a three-year contract by the Oilers on the opening day of free agency. Gordon, who turns 30 Oct. 19, spent the past two seasons with the Phoenix Coyotes and had four goals and 10 assists in 48 games in 2012-13. Penciled in to be a bottom-six forward who can win faceoffs and kill penalties, Gordon may have to play top-six minutes in Nugent-Hopkins' absence.

"I just want to be a reliable, steady player," Gordon said. "I think I've established my role, what I can do and what I can bring to a hockey team. I can provide a little depth and fill in here and there for guys if they get hurt."

Defensemen

Despite their tremendous amount of skill up front, the Oilers allowed nine more goals than they scored last season.

Seeking more leadership on his blue line, MacTavish signed Edmonton native Andrew Ference to a four-year, $13 million contract July 5. Ference, 34, has played 760 NHL games and won a Stanley Cup with the Boston Bruins in 2011. He joins a blue line that includes Denis Grebeshkov, who played for the Oilers from 2007-10, and Anton Belov, who arrives after spending the past five seasons in the Kontinental Hockey League.

Justin Schultz enters his second season in Edmonton after signing as a free agent last summer. He had 27 points (eight goals, 19 assists) in 48 games last season.

"Obviously there's going to be a lot of new faces and a lot of key players that have been successful," veteran forward Ryan Smyth said. "Ference obviously with the Stanley Cup, also his playoff performance; Boyd Gordon, with his faceoff abilities, and his defensive role, specialist.

"These guys are an addition to help the hockey club, and [MacTavish] has done a good job thus far. Now it's all for us to go out and do the right things and get the wins on the board."

Goalies

OILERS 30 IN 15 RELATED STORIES

Young Oilers seek end to playoff drought

Oilers have intriguing prospect in Belov

Devan Dubnyk is coming off another solid season (2.57 goals-against average, .920 save percentage in 38 games) and has emerged as the No. 1 goaltender in Edmonton. The 2012-13 season marked the third straight in which Dubnyk's save percentage was .914 or higher, and his GAA has dropped from 2.71 to 2.67 to 2.57 in the past three seasons.

"From a statistical comparison, he measures well against the other goalies in the League," MacTavish said.

Dubnyk will have a new backup this season; Nikolai Khabibulin left for the Chicago Blackhawks during the offseason and was replaced by Jason LaBarbera.

LaBarbera, 33, went 4-6-2 with a 2.64 GAA and .923 save percentage in 15 games with the Phoenix Coyotes last season.

Dubnyk and LaBarbera have spent a lot of time together over the past few summers working out together in Calgary, which should make for a friendly, cohesive tandem.

"I've known him for a long time so I was really excited, obviously, when that signing happened," Dubnyk said. "You have to have a relationship with any partner, but obviously when you get a rare chance that it's someone you know and have such a good relationship already, it's just kind of a bonus.

"He's a real quality guy who's been around a long time. He works hard and I think he's just going to be a great guy to have in the room for the young guys. He's been through a lot, seen a lot. He's a solid presence back there. … I know he'll be good for us here."

---
30 in 15: Oilers have intriguing prospect in Belov
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When defenseman Anton Belov expressed interest in leaving the Kontinental Hockey League more than a year ago, he drew the interest of several NHL teams.

Belov first had to fulfill his deal with Omsk, which he did with 26 points (nine goals, 17 assists) in 46 games last season. Being an undrafted player in the NHL, Belov was an unrestricted free agent and could choose the team he wanted to play for.

Much like Edmonton Oilers defenseman Justin Schultz did a year ago, Belov was intrigued by the team's plethora of young talent. Now the two are teammates after Belov signed a one-year, entry-level contract with the Oilers on May 30.

OILERS 30 IN 15 RELATED STORIES

Young Oilers seek end to playoff drought

Captaincy, Eakins' adjustment among Oilers' issues

Belov, 27, arrived at training camp after handling immigration issues in Moscow. The 6-foot-4, 219-pound Russian will have to learn to adjust quickly if he hopes to be lineup when the Oilers open the regular season Oct. 1 against the Winnipeg Jets at Rexall Place.

"I think it's been a tough little while for the kid," Oilers coach Dallas Eakins said. "He's had immigration problems and was held up in Moscow, not skating, massive time change, nervous energy. It's going to take a number of days to get him up to speed, I think."

Despite the crash course, the Oilers were planning on getting Belov into some preseason games with hopes of being able to evaluate where he can fit. Edmonton brass is hoping Belov can be another offensive weapon on the blue line alongside Schultz, who had 27 points in 48 games as a rookie last season.

"We're going to have to," Eakins said of getting Belov some playing time in the preseason. "We've got to make a decision. He's going to have to play."

Belov arrives in North America as a bit of an unknown, having spent his entire professional career in the KHL. But the scouting reports were too positive for the Oilers to ignore.

"He's got some size (6-foot-3, 185 pounds), a big shot, he defends well," Eakins said. "There was nothing on the downside. As a coach, the only thing that could be a negative for me is that in the KHL, like a lot of European leagues, they don't forecheck hard.

"You've got a lot of time to go back for the puck and get set up and they send one and back up with four, and so you've got a lot of time to do things where I know every team in the [NHL] is preaching what I am when that puck gets put in. We're going hunting for it and we're getting the puck or we're getting the body. That's going to be an adjustment for him right away."

Whatever adjustments he has to make, Belov seems willing. The day to show he can play in the NHL finally has arrived.

"I had one dream, to play in the NHL," said Belov, who had 64 points in 227 KHL games. "I've never been drafted and now, [Oilers] GM Craig MacTavish gave me a chance. I hope and I promise I will do everything for Edmonton, for the team."

---

30 in 15: Goalie tandem worth a watch at Flyers camp
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NHL.com continues its preview of the 2013-14 season, which will include in-depth looks at all 30 teams throughout September.

When a team misses the Stanley Cup Playoffs, there's a period of reflection and usually change that leads to more questions the following season.

When that team has missed the playoffs twice in 20 years, there are some other emotions, among them shock at an early end to the previous season and anger at what happened.

There's also determination to see that whatever problems plagued the previous season don't creep back in, and that process begins with training camp.

For the Philadelphia Flyers, who missed the postseason in 2013 for the second time since 1994, part of that process includes how these three issues are settled heading into the 2013-14 season:

1. Will a No. 1 goalie emerge? -- Steve Mason, acquired at the NHL Trade Deadline, and free-agent signee Ray Emery will enter training camp on equal footing. Will one of them emerge as the clear-cut No. 1 goalie?

Ray Emery

Ray Emery

Goalie - PHI

RECORD: 17-1-0

 GAA: 1.94 | SVP: 0.922

 Or does one have to? Emery was 17-1-0 last season while splitting starts nearly evenly with Corey Crawford with the Chicago Blackhawks, and all that did was help the Blackhawks win the Presidents' Trophy en route to winning the Stanley Cup. Mason played seven of the Flyers' final 13 games after arriving from the Columbus Blue Jackets, and alternating with Ilya Bryzgalov helped Mason post his best numbers since he won the Calder Trophy in 2009. 

Having a locked-in No. 1 goalie certainly has its advantages, but a 50/50 split does too. Each goalie would stay fresh through an 82-game schedule, and the internal competition could push them to perform better.

"You go back and you see the teams are able to do it with two goaltenders and they're able to find success," coach Peter Laviolette told NHL.com. "You go back to Boston [in 2011] and Tim Thomas played more of the playoff games, but he and Tuukka Rask split the [regular season] games. Ray played 18 games [last season] in a lockout-shortened season. There's room for two goalies to push each other. They'll work through that and figure it out together. In the right relationship and using them in the right way, they can push each other to be successful."

2. How will the numbers work on defense? -- After scuffling to find bodies to fill out the roster due to injuries late last season, the Flyers now might have too many healthy defensemen.

The Flyers entered training camp with nine defensemen on one-way contracts, plus training camp invitee Hal Gill. Then there's prospects Oliver Lauridsen and Brandon Manning, each of whom impressed in call-ups late last season, as well as 2013 first-round pick (No. 11) Samuel Morin, who signed his entry-level contract Sept. 17. 

It's a marked change from last season, when the Flyers had 13 defensemen play at least one game, tied for the most the in the League, and had six defenders finish the season on the injured list.

The big offseason addition to the defense was 35-year-old Mark Streit, who brings a missing offensive element. However his arrival, combined with the returning injured players, means the only defenseman with a guaranteed roster spot younger than 27 is Luke Schenn, 23. The team's best defenseman entering the season will be 38-year-old Kimmo Timonen.

How things play out between the start of camp and the start of the regular season will be interesting to watch. However, general manager Paul Holmgren is confident whatever the makeup of the group, he'll have a solid defense.

"We really like our defense," Holmgren said during the summer. "We were able to add Mark Streit to our defense. We had a lot of injures last year [and] we're counting on [Braydon Coburn] and Andrej Meszaros and Nick Grossmann to bounce back and have the type of years we expect them to have. We'll be in good shape."

3. Where will Vincent Lecavalier fit? -- When the longtime Tampa Bay Lightning center and five-time 30-goal scorer hit the free-agent market, the Flyers jumped to sign him to a five-year contract. Now comes the time to find him a spot.

FLYERS 30 IN 15 RELATED STORIES

Flyers hoping changes leads to playoff return in '13-14

Raffl fighting for a spot on Flyers' third line

He could replace Daniel Briere as the second-line center, skating between Brayden Schenn and Wayne Simmonds. Holmgren said Lecavalier occasionally could shift to right wing on the top line with center Claude Giroux.

Whatever line Lecavalier plays on, the key is how he adjusts to the Flyers' up-tempo offense. Lecavalier is 33 and injuries have limited him to fewer than 65 games each season since 2009-10.

Lecavalier said he's looking forward to what he can do working with Laviolette.

"I felt great," Lecavalier told reporters following his first on-ice session of training camp. "It was a great practice. It was nice to get an organized practice; the last few weeks was good with the guys, but to get a real practice in, 3-on-3s and 5-on-5s and 4-on-4s, down in the zone and stuff, it was a lot of fun."

The coach also was pleased with the result.

"To get him out there in that first group, to see a big body like that moving up and down the middle of the ice, I thought he looked terrific," Laviolette said. "His skating was great. You can tell that he came here and he wants to dig in and enjoy this, and the way he's working and the way he's fitting in with the guys, he's going to be a big piece or us this year. Getting him out there in the first practice was nice to see."

---

30 in 15: Flyers hope changes lead to playoff return
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NHL.com continues its preview of the 2013-14 season, which will include in-depth looks at all 30 teams throughout September.

There were a number of reasons the Philadelphia Flyers missed the Stanley Cup Playoffs last season, the second time since 1994 they've sat out the postseason.

They attempted to address those issues in the offseason, making big changes in goal and significant additions to the defense and top-six forward groups.

Now it's a question of how the new pieces fit with the holdovers.

PROJECTED LINEUP

FORWARDS

S. Hartnell C. Giroux J. Voracek 

B. Schenn V. Lecavalier W. Simmonds 

M. Raffl S. Couturier M. Read 

Z. Rinaldo A. Hall M. Talbot 

C. VandeVelde S. Laughton  

DEFENSEMEN

B. Coburn N. Grossman 

K. Timonen L. Schenn 

A. Meszaros M. Streit 

E. Gustafsson  

GOALIES

S. Mason 

R. Emery 

ONES TO WATCH

M. Konan, D 

S. Laughton, F 

O. Lauridsen, D 

T. McGinn, F 

B. Manning, D 

M. Raffl, F 

"I think the anger and frustration … more the disappointment at the end of the year, but now it's more excitement," Flyers coach Peter Laviolette told NHL.com. "You want to get out there and start playing again. I sense that excitement. It's been a long summer. Nobody likes the long summer. Guys are excited to get back to camp and that's what they've said. … It'll be spirited and passionate."

The Flyers don't have a dominant scorer teams can focus on; rather, the team's strength is in its depth of forwards capable of creating offense.

The top line likely will feature Claude Giroux flanked by Scott Hartnell and Jakub Voracek, last season's breakout star. Voracek set a personal best with a team-high 22 goals and was second on the team with 46 points.

Voracek will need to repeat that performance over 82 games for the Flyers to have any hope of returning to the postseason, and they'll need Giroux and Hartnell to bounce back. Giroux had surgery in August to repair torn tendons in his right index finger sustained in an accident at a golf outing. Surgery was performed Aug. 15 with an estimated recovery time of 5-6 weeks, but he was handling pucks during the first on-ice session of training camp and could be ahead of schedule.

Hartnell, who had a career-best 37 goals in 2011-12, missed a month with a broken foot sustained in the third game of the season and never found his groove after returning, finishing with eight goals in 32 games.

He admitted to starting the season in less than ideal shape and the broken foot set him back even further.

"You're out of shape and you sit for three weeks and watch your foot in a cast, not being able to do anything but trying to come back as quick as you can," Hartnell told NHL.com. "Say you're a step behind before the injury, you come back and you're two or three steps behind. It was frustrating."

He said a strong offseason of training has him feeling good physically and emotionally entering the season.

"I had a great summer training," Hartnell said. "I think it's the best physical shape that I've ever been in. … I've never been this excited since I got to Philly six years ago. Excited about camp, excited about our team. Just really looking forward to it."

The second line likely will feature free-agent signee Vincent Lecavalier between Brayden Schenn and Wayne Simmonds. The 33-year-old center has played fewer than 66 games each of the past three seasons and missed nine games last season with a lower-body injury. However, Laviolette said he's excited at what he's seen from Lecavalier.

"To get him out there in that first group, to see a big body like that moving up and down the middle of the ice, I thought he looked terrific," Laviolette told reporters after the first on-ice session of training camp. "His skating was great. You can tell that he came here and he wants to dig in and enjoy this, and the way he's working and the way he's fitting in with the guys, he's going to be a big piece for us this year. Getting him out there in the first practice was nice to see."

Lecavalier's arrival pushes Sean Couturier to a third-line role, where the 20-year-old might best be suited. After an outstanding rookie season in 2011-12, he fell off precipitously in a larger role last season, going from 13 goals, 27 points and a plus-18 rating to four goals, 15 points and a minus-8 in 46 games.

SUMMER MOVES

IN: Yann Danis, G (free agent, Oilers); Ray Emery, G (free agent, Blackhawks); Hal Gill, D (free agent, Predators); Vincent Lecavalier, C (free agent, Lightning); Kris Newbury, C (trade, Rangers); Mark Streit, D (trade, Islanders); Chris VandeVelde, C (free agent, Oilers)

OUT: Brian Boucher, G (free agent, Zug, Switzerland); Daniel Briere, C (free agent, Canadiens); Ilya Bryzgalov, G (free agent); Ruslan Fedotenko, LW (free agent, Donbass Donetsk, KHL); Kurtis Foster, D (free agent, Medvescak Zagreb, KHL); Simon Gagne, LW (free agent); Shane Harper, RW (trade, Islanders); Kent Huskins, D (free agent); Mike Knuble, RW (free agent); Andreas Lilja, D (free agent, Rogle, Sweden); Danny Syvret, D (trade, Rangers); Matt Walker, D (free agent)

"I think that a lot of times there's always that expectation when players come in that first year and they're contributing a certain way, there'll be that jump to new heights in the second year, but it doesn’t always work that way," Laviolette told NHL.com. "Sean still played good games and played well defensively. … I think generally with our team, there were too many times where we just were inconsistent with our play. Not just Sean, but we needed to be more consistent with what we were doing."

Joining Couturier on the third line likely will be Matt Read, with the third spot open for competition. Candidates for left wing on the line range from hitting machine Zac Rinaldo to veteran Maxime Talbot to power forward Tye McGinn, who had three goals and five points in 18 games as an injury call-up last season. Other candidates include undrafted Austrian-born Michael Raffl and 2012 first-round pick (No. 20) Scott Laughton.

"There should be some competition for a couple spots up front," general manager Paul Holmgren said.

Laviolette said he wouldn't mind seeing one of the team's younger players -- Raffl, McGinn, Laughton or possibly 2011 third-round pick Nick Cousins -- step into prominent roles.

"I think that there's a few players that we're looking at," Laviolette said. "We've got the opportunity provided in training camp. Without having that last year and having it be so quick and getting right to it, you don't get to see those players. … This will give us a good look at those players to see where they're at this year. And I wouldn't limit it to the bottom six. That's what training camp is for. After a summer where they're a year older, hopefully they've trained hard.

"We would love the players to come in and make a case for themselves. That's the best thing an organization can hope for."

Adam Hall and Talbot, who is healthy after missing the final month of the season with a broken leg, will form the fourth line. They could be joined by Rinaldo or one of the younger players who misses out on the third-line spot.

One of the more interesting camp situations will be how the Flyers manage what appears to be an overcrowded defense group.

The Flyers entered training camp with nine defensemen on one-way contracts, plus training camp invitee Hal Gill. Then there's prospects Oliver Lauridsen and Brandon Manning, each of whom impressed in call-ups late last season, and 2013 first-round pick (No. 11) Samuel Morin, who signed his entry-level contract Sept. 17.

"We'll figure something out when all is said and done," Holmgren during the early part of training camp. "Quite a few preseason games to play. I'm not concerned, because these things usually work themselves out over time."

The big offseason addition was offensive-minded Mark Streit, who was acquired from the New York Islanders in a June trade then signed to a four-year contract. Streit has averaged 46 points the past six seasons he's been healthy (he sat out 2010-11 with a shoulder injury).

FLYERS 30 IN 15 RELATED STORIES

Flyers' goalie tandem worth watching at camp

Raffl arrives at camp fighting for spot on third line

"He's a nice addition for a few different reasons," Laviolette said. "I think the offensive part of it and what he's able to bring to the game. He's able to jump into the play, lead the rush. He has a big shot on the power play. There's a spot for him on the blue line where we can utilize his assets to our advantage, a guy that thinks about contributing to the offensive part of the game on a regular basis."

More than that, Laviolette likes the leadership aspect of Streit's game.

"He's a guy that had a letter on his sweater, was a captain for the New York Islanders," Laviolette said. "I think it's good for our team. Claude did a terrific job as captain, but it's nice to have guys like Kimmo [Timonen] in the room and Mark Streit and Hartnell and Vinny, guys that have been leaders in the past and helped out."

However, Streit is 35, which does nothing to help a group which projects to have one player in the top six younger than 27 (23-year-old Luke Schenn) and had six defensemen finish the season on the injured list.

Laviolette said he isn't worried and expects Timonen (broken foot), Braydon Coburn (shoulder), Nicklas Grossmann (concussion) and Andrej Meszaros (shoulder) to be healthy and ready to contribute when camp starts.

"Injuries were tough last year," he said. "You never want to see that. We're hoping for better health this year. To get all the defensemen back healthy, we're excited to see where everybody is at."

One of the silver linings to the injuries was the chance to see how some of the team's younger players react to increased minutes, and one who stood out to Laviolette was 24-year-old Erik Gustafsson. When the injury bug bit the Flyers, Gustafsson stepped up. In the season's final 10 games he averaged nearly 23 minutes, including four games with more than 24 minutes of ice time, and had three points and a plus-3 rating. In those 10 games, the Flyers were 6-4-0.

"You don't want to see guys go down, but it's an opportunity for someone else to step in," Laviolette said. "While we noticed everybody, one who did raise some eyebrows was [Gustafsson]. Not only did he finish very strong for us at the end of the year, but he went to [the 2013 IIHF World Championship] and was Sweden's leading minutes-getting defensemen, and helped his team get a gold medal, and put himself into a Swedish Olympic camp. … He really jumped out and stuck out in a real positive way in the end of last year."

In July 2011 the Flyers signed Ilya Bryzgalov to a nine-year, $51.5 million contract in the hope he could be the long-awaited answer in goal. Two years later, Holmgren called Bryzgalov's signing a costly mistake and used a compliance buyout to terminate the final seven years of his contract.

To replace him, the Flyers signed Ray Emery, who went 17-1-0 with the Chicago Blackhawks last season, and will pair him with Steve Mason, who went 4-2-0 in seven late-season games in Philadelphia after arriving via trade, arguably his best stretch of hockey since his Calder Trophy-winning season in 2008-09 for the Columbus Blue Jackets.

"We're real comfortable with where the goalies are at," Laviolette said. "Watching Steve at the end of last year, it was a change of scenery, change of life. He worked hard in practice and games and really pulled off some fantastic numbers. I know it's a snapshot, I know he did it a few years back, and with a change of scenery we think he can get back to where he was. With regard to Ray, the organization and a lot of the players that were here [during Emery's first stint with the Flyers in 2009-10], the coaching staff has a tremendous amount of confidence in him."

The players are excited by what the tandem can accomplish.

"I think it's good," Giroux said. "They both want that No. 1 spot. The competition between those two is going to be good. … Anytime you got two good goaltenders, it's very exciting."

Laviolette said he's in no rush to name a starter, and in his mind, recent history tells him he doesn't have to.

"You go back and you see the teams are able to do it with two goaltenders and they're able to find success," he said. "You go back to Boston [in 2011] and Tim Thomas played more of the playoff games, but he and Tuukka Rask split the [regular-season] games. Ray played 18 games [last season] in a lockout-shortened season. There's room for two goalies to push each other. They'll work through that and figure it out together. In the right relationship and using them in the right way, they can push each other to be successful."

They'll need one or both to be successful if the Flyers want to return to the postseason. Undrafted Cal Heeter, who likely will start for the team's American Hockey League affiliate, isn't NHL ready, and the organization's best goaltending prospect, Anthony Stolarz, will spend at least one more season in junior hockey.

---
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Philadelphia Flyers general manager Paul Holmgren certainly would have liked to have added the combination of veteran knowledge, skill and grit that Daniel Cleary brings to the table. But Cleary's decision to remain with the Detroit Red Wings did little to affect Holmgren's sleep pattern.

He knew all along he had a player who could be just as ready to step into the same third-line left wing spot Cleary was going to take.

FLYERS 30 IN 15 RELATED STORIES

Flyers hoping changes lead to playoff return in '13-14

Goalie tandem worth watching at Flyers' camp

 The Flyers signed Austrian-born forward Michael Raffl in May and believe the 24-year-old is ready to grab a top-nine spot in his first North American season. 

"I know our guys saw him quite a bit in [Sweden] last year and at the World Championship," Holmgren said. "Both [head of pro scouting] Dave Brown and [director of scouting] Chris Pryor spent a lot of time following him around. He's a bigger, thick kid. He's got a real nose for the net. He's pretty good with the puck and he can shoot."

Raffl (6-foot, 195 pounds) had team-highs of 24 goals and 46 points in 49 games with Leksand in Sweden's Allsvenskan, the second-highest pro league in the country, then had three goals and three assists in 10 playoff games to help Leksand earn promotion to the Swedish Hockey League for the 2013-14 season.

He completed his season with two goals and an assist in 10 games for Austria at the 2013 IIHF World Championship, where he played on a line with Buffalo Sabres star Thomas Vanek.

"It was big," Raffl said. "[Vanek] is one of the best players in the world, one of the best at what he's doing, and he's Austrian, so it was great to play with him. He helped me a lot. He told me if I get the chance [to play in the NHL], I better use it."

He's doing that so far with a strong early impression in training camp.

"He had a good practice out there," Flyers coach Peter Laviolette said following the first on-ice session of camp. "He can skate and he's got a heavy shot, he moves the puck well."

Raffl said he knows how difficult the jump from the larger international-size rinks and lower-level competition in Allsvenskan to the NHL is, but said he's going to work as hard as he can to show the Flyers he's worth keeping around.

There will be competition for the third-line left wing spot. Center Sean Couturier and right wing Matt Read likely will make up two-thirds of a line that will be key in the team's defensive effort. Veterans Maxime Talbot and Zac Rinaldo are capable of filling that spot, as is 23-year-old power forward Tye McGinn, who had three goals and five points in 18 games as a rookie last season. Holmgren said Scott Laughton, a center selected by the team with the 20th pick of the 2012 NHL Draft, could get an audition there.

Raffl said he's determined to show he deserves the job.

"I'm going to work my butt off," Raffl said. "I’m trying to work really hard. They're all great players, it’s the best league in the world. You dream as a kid to play here. Now I've got a chance to show what I can and I'm going to do it."

---

Nyquist trying to show Red Wings he belongs
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Gustav Nyquist would have an NHL spot already locked up on most teams.

The speedy Swedish wing, who turned 24 Sept. 1, has a skill set that might make him a top-six forward on a number of teams. He's been an elite scorer at every level but the NHL, and conventional thinking suggests all he needs to score there is an extended opportunity.

The problem is that he's with the Detroit Red Wings, a team with a logjam of forwards, most of whom are veterans. After Detroit general manager Ken Holland signed free agent forwards Daniel Alfredsson and Stephen Weiss this summer, then retained veteran Daniel Cleary unexpectedly as training camp started, the picture for Nyquist got a lot foggier.

It's not impossible for him to stay in Detroit to start the season, but it's far from sure.
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"In every organization, it's the same thing," coach Mike Babcock said. "You have a number of kids you bring into every [preseason] and everybody talks about how good they are … but they've got to take someone's job. We're in a process right now. We have only eight exhibition games and I'm just watching to see what happens."

After scoring six points (three goals, three assists) in 22 games during the regular season, Nyquist settled into a spot at left wing on Detroit's third line during the 2013 Stanley Cup Playoffs. Playing with fellow rookies Joakim Andersson and Damien Brunner, Nyquist helped the Red Wings upset the Anaheim Ducks in seven games in the first round before pushing the eventual Stanley Cup champion Chicago Blackhawks to seven games in a memorable Western Conference Semifinal.

Nyquist, who scored two goals and had three assists in 14 playoff games, helped the checking line frustrate opposing scorers. He used his skating to hound the puck and took advantage of opportunities to display his impressive offensive skills for Detroit's "Kid Line."

Most important for his development was the confidence boost that came with succeeding at the highest level.

"The further we went, we all got more confident," Nyquist said. "That's the same for me personally. For every game I got, I became more and more comfortable. That's important for a young guy to feel that. We had a good line there."

There's emphasis on the "had" part this season.

Brunner's already gone, trying out with the New Jersey Devils after turning down a couple of contract offers to stay, and there's a chance Nyquist might start out with Grand Rapids of the American Hockey League. He's caught in Detroit's forwards glut, which includes veterans Todd Bertuzzi, Mikael Samuelsson and Jordin Tootoo, not to mention rookie Tomas Tatar, who'd have to be exposed to waivers to be sent to the minors.

Nyquist is the only one who can be sent down without being put on waivers, so it's not a stretch to imagine him in the AHL, where he was leading the league in scoring for the Griffins at the time of his call-up last season. The Red Wings have 17 forwards competing for a maximum of 14 roster spots; according to Capgeek.com, Detroit is also about $5.4 million over the NHL's $64.3 million salary cap.

After signing a two-year, one-way contract this summer that averages $950,000, it's up to Nyquist to make his case for starting in the NHL instead.

"Unfortunately for him, we don't have to put him through waivers to go down [to the AHL]," Holland said. "We want him to be on the team. We want to ice our 14 best forwards, certainly our 12 best, on opening night against Buffalo. With the signing of Alfredsson and the signing of Weiss … Samuelsson's healthy and Bertuzzi's healthy and Tatar can't go down [without waivers], so we have a good competition going on. [Nyquist] has got to force his way into the lineup."

He's well aware of that.

"We have a lot of forwards right now, so you've got to show the coaching staff what you've got out there," Nyquist said. "I'm just in camp trying to earn a spot on the team and get as much ice time as possible. First and foremost [for me] is just earning a spot on the team right now."

Alfredsson, who's expected to play right wing on one of the top two lines, has spent a brief time in camp working in the same group as Nyquist. It's been long enough, however, to see some serious potential from his countryman. Alfredsson picked Markus Naslund as a comparable talent among Swedish players who've starred in the League and said Nyquist might even be a tick faster.

"He's a real speedy guy," Alfredsson said. "He has really good vision, good speed, strong on the puck, and I think he's a guy that could mature and become something really good. He has that potential. He's fun to watch."

Whether that's in Grand Rapids or Detroit is to be determined.

RELATED NEWS:

Blackhawks test Saad as second-line center
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CHICAGO – Brandon Saad should be the envy of the NHL right now.

One season removed from earning a spot at left wing on the Chicago Blackhawks' top line as a rookie, the 20-year old Saad is first in line to fill one of the most coveted jobs in the League. He started training camp playing center on the second line for the defending Stanley Cup champions, lining up between veteran stars Patrick Sharp and Marian Hossa.

Aside from a brief look at prospects camp a couple years ago, it's the first time Saad has played in the middle in his entire career, dating back to his youth hockey days.

"I'm pretty excited," he said. "Center is usually one of the best players on the ice and you get to come up the middle and you have to play well defensively. It's going to be something new for me, but I usually pride myself on playing well defensively, so hopefully that can help out."
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He's also been practicing faceoffs following team workouts dating back to last season, when he'd step in for Jonathan Toews whenever the Blackhawks' captain got tossed out of the circle.

"That's probably going to be one of the biggest things [playing center] is working on that, but that just comes with time and putting in the work," Saad said. "The rest of it is being aware out there, but faceoffs is something you need to work at."

The Blackhawks have put in a lot of work trying to find a permanent solution in the middle of their second line. They've struggled to fill that role during the past few seasons, despite all that talent on the flanks. There's a bevy of prospects waiting in line behind Saad, not to mention established NHL players such as Andrew Shaw, Marcus Kruger and 36-year old veteran Michal Handzus, who played there in the 2013 Stanley Cup Final.

Blackhawks coach Joel Quenneville hopes the 6-foot-1, 202-pound Saad can stake his claim to the job.

That would accomplish a couple of things from an organizational aspect. It would allow a slew of center prospects to develop physically and mentally, including 22-year old rookie Brandon Pirri, 24-year old college free-agent acquisition Drew LeBlanc, and first-round talents Teuvo Teravainen (2012), Phillip Danault (2011), Mark McNeill (2011) and Ryan Hartman (2013).

It would also give Saad's impressive resume an added item, making him one of those elusive forwards that every coach loves -- one who's versatile enough to produce as a wing or a center.

"Center is a smart player on the ice," Saad said. "It's going to take an adjustment, but it's definitely part of it and I'm looking forward to the challenge. It's always good to be diverse and be able to play whatever positions. Hopefully I can add this to my game."

Quenneville first hinted at the move while wrapping up the team's prospects camp, when he told reporters Handzus wouldn't automatically start with Sharp and Hossa. He then named Saad as the leading candidate at that position during the annual fan convention a few weeks later.

Asked about it during training camp, the coach who's led the Blackhawks to a pair of Stanley Cup titles in 2010 and '13 explained his reasoning a little more.

"I think that versatility in playing more than one or two positions up front gives us more depth over time and sometimes, on a need basis, you've got to try different guys in different situations," Quenneville said. "We're in a position now where we still have some other guys who we know can play in that situation, [like] Handzus, Shaw, Kruger and some other options. I just think that [Saad] can play with top players and he has that ability to still get better in his game."

Now it's just a matter of watching the experiment unfold.

Two years ago, Quenneville's idea was to give Kane an extended run in the middle of that line, a move that started out decently enough but fizzled out over the course of the season. Last year it was former center Dave Bolland's turn; that also looked OK for a stretch before dissolving thanks to his extended injury absence heading into the Stanley Cup Playoffs.

Now it's Saad's turn.

After losing his left-wing spot on the top line during the postseason – he was replaced midway through by newly re-signed power forward Bryan Bickell – this experiment is also the best way to get Saad back into the top six forwards.

As a rookie, Saad had 10 goals and 17 assists in 47 regular-season games, along with a plus-17 rating. He scored a goal and had five assists in the postseason. The hope now is that Saad's comfort and skill with the puck on his stick speeds the transition to center, where he's lacking only experience.

Having Sharp and Hossa on each side should also ease the transition.

"I would hope so," said Sharp, a sniper with playmaking hands. "I thought we had a couple good [scrimmage] games at Notre Dame [to start camp]. Whether that's a line to start the season, who knows at this point? But if it is, then we'll do our best to help him out. I thought he had a great season as a left winger last year, but it says a lot for Brandon that the coaches are willing to slide him over there and try it out."

Wild forward Brodziak primed for rebound season
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ST. PAUL, Minn. -- It's not often a third-line center is mentioned amongst a team's most valuable contributors.

Minnesota Wild coach Mike Yeo means it every time he says it.

In Yeo's eyes, Kyle Brodziak does much more than simply eat ice time until Zach Parise and Mikko Koivu jump back over the boards. Often, it's Brodziak's group that will be charged with shutting down an opponent's top line.

Brodziak is a key cog in the Wild's typically-stingy penalty kill. He even saw time on the team's power play last season.

In many ways, Brodziak is the Wild's version of a Swiss Army Knife -- imagine a role on a hockey team and chances are, Brodziak has filled it.
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"That's kind of what I need to do," Brodziak said. "I think I'm the type of player that's capable of playing whatever situation the team needs me in."

"Every night that he step son the ice, he has a huge role and a huge impact on the game for us," Yeo said. "He's a very, very valuable piece to our puzzle."

During the Wild's 2011-12 campaign, Brodziak was forced to morph into several different roles. After starting the year on the third line, an injury to Koivu forced Brodziak to play top-line minutes.

He responded by posting the best offensive numbers of his career.

"If someone is not playing well, or somebody gets hurt, then I gotta be ready to step up and do that job the best I can," Brodziak said. "I feel I am capable of it."

Yeo feels he's capable of it too. It's why he insists people forgive Brodziak for an admittedly down year during the lockout shortened campaign last season.

"First off, my message to him is he does not need to apologize for last season," Yeo said. "This is a guy that started the year sick, this is a guy that didn’t have the luxury of a real training camp, didn’t have the luxury of having practice time to be able to battle through some of those things and a guy that we used awfully hard last year.

"Are we going to sit here and say that we were perfect last year? No we weren’t. But at the same time, we did some good things and he was also part of that."

Before the season began in January, Brodziak came down with pneumonia and lost 15 pounds. When the season began, he says he wasn't close to being 100 percent ready.

"The energy level, obviously, wasn't there," Brodziak said. "I was able to get through it and get the weight back on, but didn't ever really fully recover my game."

Yeo said the slate is clean for Brodziak heading this season. The Wild expect him to fit comfortably on a line next to veteran left wing Matt Cooke, signed from the Pittsburgh Penguins over the summer after Cal Clutterbuck, a friend of Brodziak's, was traded to the New York Islanders for Nino Niederreiter.

"We're both capable of skating, playing physical, we both think the game pretty well and hopefully we can be an effective line, whoever we play against," Brodziak said.

While the effects of the pneumonia plagued Brodziak all season, he said he's felt better since the middle of 2012-13. Now, armed with a productive summer and a normal training camp routine, Brodziak appears primed to put together a rebound season for a Minnesota squad looking to reach the playoffs in back-to-back years for just the second time in franchise history.

"Just personally, I feel like there is a level to my game not everybody has seen yet," Brodziak said. "I know I'm going to get there and hopefully, when I get the opportunity to do whatever role is open, I'm going to make the best of it."

30 in 15: Time with Devils altered Stevens' career
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NHL.com continues its preview of the 2013-14 season, which will include in-depth looks at all 30 teams throughout September.

It's hard to believe 22 years later, but it was an independent arbitrator that brought the Devils' most iconic player to New Jersey.

The circumstances may have been unusual, but Scott Stevens, the longtime New Jersey Devils captain who is now entering his first 82-game season as a full-time assistant coach with the team, can't imagine things having been any different.

The future Hall of Famer was awarded to the Devils in 1991 as compensation after the St. Louis Blues signed restricted free agent Brendan Shanahan. When Stevens arrived, the Devils were a franchise without a concrete identity. When he retired as a player in 2004, the team had won the Stanley Cup three times, a run built on an indelible reputation for toughness and defensive responsibility. No player embodied that style better than Stevens.

DEVILS PREVIEW RELATED STORIES

Recalibrated Devils ready to roll

Devils camp all about Jagr, goalies, rookies

Devils sleeper Larsson poised for next step

"Everything happens for a reason. I've had some great years here. This is all my family knows, being in New Jersey," Stevens told NHL.com before being honored by the Canadian Association of New York at the organization's annual Hockey Achievement Award Dinner.

"I've been very fortunate to win Stanley Cups here and play with some great teammates, and have a great GM and coaches over the years. It's a very special place and a place we plan on staying."

In his 13 seasons with New Jersey, Stevens established himself as one of the premier defensemen in the NHL. His intimidating presence and crushing hits helped define a team that had been searching for an identity since the franchise relocated to New Jersey in 1982.

But Stevens wasn't known so much for that rugged style when he first arrived in New Jersey. During his first eight NHL seasons with the Washington Capitals, Stevens established himself as a high-scoring defenseman who also spent plenty of time, perhaps too much, in the penalty box.

After being named the team's captain in 1992, Stevens enjoyed a breakout season with the Devils in 1993-94, notching career highs in points (78) and plus/minus (plus-53). But his 112 penalty minutes were a far cry from the 200-plus he regularly posted through the first decade of his career.

Under the guidance of coach Jacques Lemaire and assistant Larry Robinson, who had been part of a dynasty with the Montreal Canadiens, Stevens' game changed drastically following that breakout season. He'd never come close to the offensive numbers he posted in 1993-94. But his transformation into a shutdown defender would be one of the defining moments in Devils history.

"I might have learned more those years under Lemaire and Robinson than I did my first 10 years of pro hockey. They were great coaches and great mentors, and obviously they knew how to win," Stevens said. "You have to give up individual awards and sacrifice. The guys here have done that and that's how you win Stanley Cups."

 Former Devil Scott Stevens established himself as one of the premier defensemen in the NHL. (Photo: Getty Images)

Stevens took some time off to be with his family following his retirement, then returned to the team in 2008 as a special assignment coach. After Robinson left the Devils to join the staff of the San Jose Sharks last summer, Stevens was named a full-time assistant before the lockout-shortened 2012-13 season. As he enters his second season behind the bench, Stevens is hoping to impart on New Jersey's defensemen some of the lessons he learned as a player.

But he admits that hockey has changed since he played.

"The game is faster. I think the game was going to get faster anyways. Getting rid of the red line, my feeling is that made the game faster and not as much east-west," Stevens said. "Now you can make a pass from your goal line to the other blue line and tip it in and be playing hockey. I'm not sure it's my favorite way."

Stevens says he would have had no problem adapting to the faster NHL as a player. But he also admits that coaching presents a set of challenges he never encountered during his playing days. As he enters a new chapter in his career with the team that retired his number in 2006, he can't help but get that itch behind the Devils bench, that urge to get back on the ice and play the style that changed the fortunes of the franchise.

"When you're always doing it your whole life, sometimes you wish you could go out there and do the job yourself," Stevens said. "You always want to be a player, but being on the bench is the next closest thing to playing."

---

30 in 15: Flames start over, on and off the ice
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NHL.com continues its preview of the 2013-14 season, which will include in-depth looks at all 30 teams throughout September. 

The most important newcomer for the Calgary Flames this season doesn't wear a uniform.

With the franchise's lone Stanley Cup now 25 years in the rear-view mirror and a streak of missing the Stanley Cup Playoffs that stretches back to 2009, the Flames brought in Brian Burke as their new director of hockey operations. Burke and general manager Jay Feaster will try to revive a franchise that only recently cut ties with the 2004 team that came within one goal of winning the Stanley Cup.

Since then, the team hasn't gotten beyond the first round of the playoffs and went 19-25-4 last season, its fourth in a row without a trip to the postseason.

Burke built the Anaheim Ducks into a Stanley Cup-winning team in 2007. More recently, he brought in a lot of the pieces that helped the Toronto Maple Leafs return to the playoffs last spring. But both of those accomplishments were as a general manager, a job Feaster still holds and that Burke says he's not interested in.

CGY 

PROJECTED LINEUP

FORWARDS

C. Glencross M. Stajan L. Stempniak 

M. Cammalleri T. Galiardi D. Jones 

S. Baertschi M. Backlund J. Hudler 

R. Horak S. Monahan B. Jones 

B. McGrattan M. Reinhart  

DEFENSEMEN

M. Giordano T. Brodie 

K. Russell D. Wideman 

C. Butler S. O'Brien 

D. Smith  

GOALIES

K. Ramo 

J. MacDonald 

ONES TO WATCH

Mark Cundari, D 

Michael Ferland, RW 

Markus Granlund, C 

Ben Hanowski, RW 

Josh Jooris, C 

Corban Knight, C 

Sean Monahan, C 

Emile Poirier, LW 

John Ramage, D 

Max Reinhart, C 

Tyler Wotherspoon, D 

 "I've been able to fix every team I've worked for, some quicker than others," Burke said after his hiring. "I'm very happy to take a back seat here. 

"Jay is going to be the general manager of this team. I have talked to executives in other sports about how this works, and it's going to work if both Jay and I want it to work, and we both do. He's going to be in charge, but with my guidance."

For now, Burke, Feaster and coach Bob Hartley would be happy if their rebuilding effort could produce a team that would end the franchise's four-year absence from the playoffs. But it won't be easy. For years, Calgary has tried to mix and match its way back to the postseason rather than start over. Since 2009, the results have been the same: close but no playoffs, despite having a team that was often up against the salary cap.

Burke emphasized that money is no object, but that wise spending under the $64.3 million salary cap will be the order of the day.

"We try to make prudent financial decisions and we try to make sensible decisions," he said. "We are in a good position right now in terms of cap space. We have cap space, ownership is prepared to spend to the cap. That is not the issue. The issue is we want to spend the money wisely."

Some of the Flames' biggest contracts were gone before his arrival as Feaster began to reshape the franchise late last season.

Longtime captain Jarome Iginla is gone, traded to the Pittsburgh Penguins in April for prospects and a first-round draft pick. Veteran defenseman Jay Bouwmeester went to the St. Louis Blues in another late-season trade that also brought back a first-rounder. Miikka Kiprusoff, the winningest goaltender in franchise history (305 victories), turned down a deal near the NHL Trade Deadline, remained with the Flames through the end of the season and announced his retirement just before training camp opened.

"Jay has made some acquisitions that have already started the rebuild. It's hard in the cap system to turn your team around. You have unrestricted free agency, but in a cap system, it's a slower process than it is in a non-cap system," said Burke, who also felt the Flames had the best showing of any team at the NHL Draft, in which they had three first-round picks.

But with the possible exception of center Sean Monahan, the first of the three selections in the opening round, those players won't offer immediate help. Burke's arrival may shake things up in the front office, but on the ice there don't appear to be a lot of avenues for improvement from last season.

By far the biggest change in Calgary this fall is that for the first time since 1996, the Flames will be entering a season minus Iginla, who became the face of the franchise while becoming its all-time leader in goals and points.

"He'll be missed, but it's time to move forward," forward Mike Cammalleri told NHL.com. "He was the face of the franchise for so long, and I learned a ton from him. He was a leader I looked up to, a tremendous competitor and hockey player."

Iginla reached the 30-goal mark in each of his last 11 full seasons with the Flames, so his departure leaves an offensive gap on a team that was in the middle of the pack offensively last season.

Cammalleri (13 goals) and Lee Stempniak (nine) tied for the team lead in points with 32. Cammalleri is the only player on the roster to reach 30 goals in a season; Curtis Glencross was tops last season with 15. Jiri Hudler, Calgary's big free-agent signing last summer, scored 10 goals and finished with 27 points. The Flames sent veteran center Alex Tanguay (27 points) and defenseman Cory Sarich to the Colorado Avalanche for two-time 20-goal scorer David Jones and defenseman Shane O'Brien. They also brought in Calgary native TJ Galiardi (five goals, 14 points) from the San Jose Sharks.

The biggest potential difference-maker from last season is 2011 first-round pick Sven Baertschi, who was slowed by a hip flexor injury for much of last season and was returned to the minors for a while, but closed strong with three goals and nine points in Calgary's final seven games. That came after he teased everyone during a five-game cameo in 2011-12 by scoring three goals in five games.

"I've got to make sure I get my spot," Baertschi said. "As a player, you never want to give up your spot. Last year, I got sent down. With that, I gave up a spot. I don't want that to happen again."

SUMMER MOVES

IN: Reto Berra, G (free agent, Biel, Switzerland); TJ Galiardi, C (trade, Sharks); David Jones, RW (trade, Avalanche); Sean Monahan, C (draft); Shane O'Brien, D (trade, Avalanche); Emile Poirier, LW (draft); Karri Ramo, G (free agent, Omsk, Russia); Kris Russell (trade, Blues)

OUT: Akim Aliu, RW (free agent); Anton Babchuk, D (free agent, Ufa, Russia); Brett Carson, D (free agent, AIK, Sweden); Roman Cervenka, C (free agent, St. Petersburg, Russia); Leland Irving, G (free agent, Jokerit, Finland); Miikka Kiprusoff, G (retirement); Cory Sarich, D (trade, Avalanche); Alex Tanguay, LW (trade, Avalanche); Daniel Taylor, G (free agent, Farjestad, Sweden)

Monahan and Max Reinhart are among the other youngsters trying to break into the lineup. Monahan believes he has a chance to stay with the Flames as an 18-year-old, especially because the Flames have a couple of vacancies in the middle; only Matt Stajan and Mikael Backlund have spent a whole NHL season at center. The experiment with moving Cammalleri from left wing to the middle appears to be over, but Hartley has pondered making the same move with Galiardi.

A big training camp by Monahan might eliminate one of those vacancies.

"It's my goal to play here," he said. "I want to play here."

"Right now, I'm not looking to go back to junior. If that happens, it'll be a disappointment, but something I'll deal with."

Cammalleri believes the youngsters will get their chance to earn jobs.

"We have so many young players. I got a chance to skate with Sean Monahan, our first-round pick this summer," he said. "There's going to be a bunch of guys who are going to get their shot."

There also figure to be positions open among a defense corps that allowed more non-shootout goals than any team in the Western Conference.

The Flames signed Dennis Wideman to a five-year contract last summer in hopes that he'd be a big producer offensively; he managed six goals and 22 points in 46 games. Mark Giordano (four goals, 15 points in 47 games) is a solid two-way player, but has seen his points per game drop in each of the past two seasons after a career-high 43 points in 2010-11. At 23, TJ Brodie has established himself as a solid NHL defenseman. Newcomer Kris Russell is a good puck-mover, but at 173 pounds, he's small.

That's why there's room for youngsters like 19-year-old Patrick Sieloff to establish themselves on a unit that saw all 10 players who manned the blue line last season finish with a minus rating. Feaster has mentioned more than once that Sieloff, the Flames' second-round pick and a big hitter at 6-foot-1, 200 pounds, will get a shot to win a job.

"We told Sieloff, 'We don't have a lot of players in the organization that play the way that you play. We're going to give you an opportunity in camp, and we're going to give you preseason games and see if you can knock the door down,'" Feaster told the media during the Flames' summer development camp in July.

Though Kiprusoff struggled last season (8-14-2, 3.44 goals-against average, .882 save percentage), his departure leaves a big hole because the Flames don't have a proven NHL starting goaltender on the roster. The team's save percentage was .889, 29th among the NHL's 30 teams.

Feaster's biggest offseason move was made with the apparent expectation that Kiprusoff would remain in Finland, when he signed former Tampa Bay Lightning goaltender Karri Ramo to a two-year contract worth $5.5 million. Ramo struggled while playing 48 games during three stints with the Lightning, but he excelled during a four-season stretch in the Kontinental Hockey League and was 26-9-5 with a .929 save percentage for Omsk Avangard last season.

FLAMES PREVIEW RELATED STORIES

New goalie, captain among questions for Flames

Monahan's future may be now for Flames

 "Obviously, those are probably the biggest shoes that you could have to fill. He has played basically every game in 10 years here," Ramo said prior to the opening of training camp. "But like everybody has been saying, nobody expects anybody to fill his shoes, to be a new Kipper. Everybody has to be themselves and see how it's going to play out. It's going to be a tough challenge." 

The Flames hope Ramo can give them the same kind of lift that Sergei Bobrovsky provided to the Columbus Blue Jackets last season, when he won the Vezina Trophy and got them within a tiebreaker of the final postseason berth in the Western Conference.

Joey MacDonald, a 33-year-old waiver pickup, played well enough in relief last season to earn a new one-year contract, Reto Berra, a 26-year-old from Switzerland, and Finnish youngster Joni Ortio, who impressed during the Young Stars Classic, are also in the mix.

Ramo is the only one with a multiyear contract, but he knows there are no guarantees.

"You always have to earn your spot," he said. "You have to earn everything you get. You have to earn your playing time. It's not given to anybody."

---
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NHL.com continues its preview of the 2013-14 season, which will include in-depth looks at all 30 teams throughout September.

While the retirement of Ilya Kovalchuk may have set the New Jersey Devils back offensively, coach Peter DeBoer would prefer not to dwell on the past and, instead, focus on the future.

"It's tough to express, but when something comes at you like that out of left field, it's obviously not something that you would even consider from where I stand," DeBoer said. "When it does hit you, it's obviously disappointing. You catch your breath for a day and get ready to move forward."

DEVILS PREVIEW RELATED STORIES

Recalibrated Devils ready to roll

Devils sleeper Larsson poised for next step

Time with Devils altered path of Stevens' career

The Devils added forwards Jaromir Jagr, Michael Ryder, Ryane Clowe and Rostislav Olesz during free agency to help offset the losses of Kovalchuk and David Clarkson, who signed a seven-year contract  with the Toronto Maple Leafs. General manager Lou Lamoriello also brought in free agent forward Damien Brunner on a tryout basis. Brunner, 27, spent five years playing for Zug in his native Switzerland before joining the Detroit Red Wings last season.

"There's no 'What can you do now?' mentality … we have to find a way," DeBoer said. "I think that's going to be the mantra. The League isn't going to stand still and no one will feel sorry for the New Jersey Devils when the puck drops in October. We have to be ready to compete with the guys we've got and we've got a good group of people here."

Here are three areas that are sure to earn headlines during training camp:

1. The Devils will benefit no matter where Jagr is inserted into the lineup. The bottom line is a healthy Jagr, now the oldest player on the Devils' roster at 41, can still contribute offensively. DeBoer considers him one of the best players of all time and a likely first-ballot Hall of Fame selection. He had 54 points in 2011-12 with the Philadelphia Flyers and 16 goals and 35 points with the Dallas Stars (34 games) and Boston Bruins (11 games) in 2012-13. Jagr has been dealing with lower-body soreness during training camp, so the team is being extra cautious in the preseason.

"People want to play with those guys and those guys make other people better regardless of where you put them in the lineup," DeBoer told NHL.com.

2. The Devils must find a split of playing time between Martin Brodeur and Cory Schneider. Brodeur and Schneider have proven track records and the expectation is there will be absolutely no drop-off regardless of who gets the nod. The Devils will need both goalies to come up huge this season, especially because the team has a League-leading 22 sets of back-to-back games on the docket. Brodeur is a five-time winner of the Jennings Trophy, presented to the goalie(s) having played a minimum of 25 games for the team with the fewest goals scored against in the regular season. Schneider shared the award in 2011 with Roberto Luongo as a member of the Vancouver Canucks.

3. There are several rookies with a legitimate shot at making the opening-night roster. Depending on their performance in training camp, left wings Stefan Matteau or Reid Boucher, and a trio of defensemen (Alexander Urbom, Eric Gelinas and Jon Merrill) have legitimate shots at an extended stay. Gelinas and Urbom have spent as least two full seasons with the team's American Hockey League affiliate in Albany and appear ready to make the jump.

Gelinas (6-foot-4, 209 pounds) has 22 goals, 59 points and 101 penalty minutes in 132 AHL games, and Urbom (6-3, 216) has four goals, 43 points and 161 PIMs in 190 AHL games.

Boucher, 20, has done everything possible in two seasons in the Ontario Hockey League with the Sarnia Sting, scoring 62 goals and 95 points in 68 games last season. During his 11-game stint in Albany last season, Boucher had three goals and five points, generating 33 shots.

"I want to be in better shape than I was last year [entering camp]," Boucher told NHL.com. "It's a goal of mine to play in the NHL, so I'd like it to be sooner than later, but I have to do my best and work as hard as I can and show that maybe there's a chance I could play."

Merrill, 21, has spent the past three seasons under the tutelage of Red Berenson at the University of Michigan and played a dozen games with Albany at the tail end of last season to gain some pro experience. The 6-3, 191-pound left-handed shot had one goal, eight points and took 20 shots with Albany.

"The one thing that is different this year from last year is mentally I feel I'm in a good place," Merrill said. "I think I'm ready going forward into training camp. I think there is no exact mold for an NHL defenseman these days. I think everyone gets the job done differently. I think if you can bring something to the team, that's what they're looking for."

Matteau, New Jersey's first-round pick (No. 29) in 2012, played 17 games with the Devils in 2012-13 and had one goal, three points and six penalty minutes.

---
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NHL.com continues its preview of the 2013-14 season, which will include in-depth looks at all 30 teams throughout September.

The short offseason couldn't end soon enough for New Jersey Devils coach Peter DeBoer.

"No one had a good taste in their mouth after last season with how it played out for us," DeBoer told NHL.com. "Everyone here is anxious to get back to work and prove that the team that lost Game 6 of the 2012 Stanley Cup Final is not the same one that played the shortened schedule last year."

While that's certainly the hope, it wouldn't hurt if DeBoer’s team remained in relative good health for the entire season. The Devils failed to overcome injuries to Ilya Kovalchuk and Martin Brodeur last season and finished 11th in the Eastern Conference, seven points out of a Stanley Cup Playoff spot. It marked the second time in three seasons the Devils failed to reach the playoffs, even though they had a conference-best 8-1-3 start to 2012-13.

DeBoer said he really didn't anticipate any major challenges entering this year's training camp, rather, just getting familiar with the new people and personnel. There are plenty of new faces too, following the departure of David Clarkson via free agency and Kovalchuk to NHL retirement.

NJD 

PROJECTED LINEUP

FORWARDS

P. Elias T. Zajac J. Jagr 

R. Clowe A. Henrique M. Ryder 

R. Boucher A. Loktionov S. Bernier 

D. Zubrus J. Josefson M. Tedenby 

S. Gionta   

DEFENSEMEN

A. Greene A. Larsson 

B. Salvador M. Zidlicky 

J. Merrill A. Volchenkov 

E. Gelinas A. Urbom 

GOALIES

M. Brodeur 

C. Schneider 

ONES TO WATCH

R. Boucher, F 

A. Urbom, D 

J. Merrill, D 

E. Gelinas, D 

General manager Lou Lamoriello acquired goalie Cory Schneider from the Vancouver Canucks via trade at the 2013 NHL Draft, and would later sign free agent forwards Jaromir Jagr, Ryane Clowe, Michael Ryder and Rostislav Olesz. There are also a few solid offensive prospects in the pipeline ready and willing to play full-time with the big club.

DeBoer acknowledged he was very excited upon hearing the news the Devils had signed Jagr to a one-year contract and anticipates working with him in what could be the wing's final season in the League.

"You're dealing with losing Kovalchuk and what he brought to our team and as a staff, you're trying to fill that hole," DeBoer said. "To go out at that point in the summer and have a guy like Jagr still available I think was great for our organization. In all the reports I've heard from other teams the last two or three years, he's kept himself in great shape."

Jagr posted a note on his official Facebook page on Aug. 20 stating he likely will hang up the skates at the conclusion of this season.

"It looks like it will be my last season, so I can't be too risky," Jagr wrote.

The 41-year-old ranks 34th all-time in games played (1,391), 10th in goals (681), 12th in assists (1,007) and eighth in points (1,688). DeBoer said he isn't too concerned with the fact this season could be Jagr's curtain call as an NHL player.

"In my mind, if he has the type of year that we think he's capable of having, maybe it won't be his last year," DeBoer said.

Lamoriello did plenty of tinkering on offense and between the pipes but little along the blue line because management and the coaching staff feel one of the organization's top prospects could fill a void on the back end if needed.

First and foremost, there isn't one player capable of replacing Kovalchuk in the lineup. So DeBoer and his staff must stress a complete commitment by his team in all three zones.

DeBoer acknowledged Kovalchuk's departure was a big loss. He had 11 goals, led the team with four shorthanded goals, was second on the team with 36 points, and he led NHL forwards in average ice time (24:44). He finished with 417 goals and 816 points in 816 regular-season NHL games and had his streak of nine-straight 30-goal seasons snapped in the lockout-shortened 2012-13 season.

"When you lose a guy like that, it's disappointing just because of how dynamic he was and the type of player he was," Devils center Travis Zajac said. "There aren't too many players like that in the NHL. But this organization has always been about winning as a team. I don't think it's going to fall on one or two guys this year, it's going to fall on four lines, six defenders; we'll roll lines and wear teams down. That's what we've always been about and I don't see it changing this year."

Lamoriello added Jagr, Ryder, Clowe and Olesz in free agency to help alleviate the offensive burden, and there's a good chance one or more of the organization's top offensive prospects -- Stefan Matteau or Reid Boucher -- will spend considerable time in the NHL. Prior to Clowe's injury-riddled 2012-13 campaign with the San Jose Sharks and New York Rangers, he was good for 17-plus goals and 45-plus points over the four previous seasons. That's the type of production the Devils will need.

During training camp, DeBoer had Clowe alongside fellow Newfoundland native Ryder and Adam Henrique, who signed a new six-year contract worth a reported $24 million in August. The Devils need them and a few others to step up their game after the team averaged 2.29 goals per game to rank 28th in the League last season.

SUMMER MOVES

IN: Cory Schneider, G (trade, Canucks); Jaromir Jagr, RW (free agent, Bruins); Rostislav Olesz, LW (free agent, Blackhawks); Michael Ryder, RW (free agent, Canadiens); Ryane Clowe, LW (free agent, Rangers); Riley Boychuk, LW (trade, Sabres); Damien Brunner, C (free agent, Red Wings).

OUT: Ilya Kovalchuk, RW (retired from NHL, SKA St. Petersburg, KHL); Matt D'Agostini, RW (free agent, Penguins); Matthew Corrente, D (free agent, Hurricanes); Henrik Tallinder, D (trade, Sabres); David Clarkson, RW (free agent, Maple Leafs); Matt Anderson, RW (free agent, Spartak Moskva, KHL); Johan Hedberg, G (free agent, Rangers); Alexei Ponikarovsky, LW (free agent, SKA St. Petersburg, KHL); Tom Kostopoulos (free agent, Penguins)

"We weren't able to give ourselves a chance to win [in 2012-13]; not making the playoffs is never fun and makes for a long summer, so you can tell the guys are excited to be back [at training camp]," Henrique said. "I think everybody on the team went through a dry spell and we dug ourselves a hole we couldn't get out of. Personally, I want to come out and have a great start to the year and be solid from start to finish."

The Devils will need their offensive catalysts to drive the team this year, which means Elias, Zajac, Henrique and the summer acquisitions must come through. Elias was re-signed to a three-year contract worth $16.5 million July 4.

"We're going to have to play more of a team game," DeBoer said. "We need five-man units and the systems have to be airtight. Special teams has to be better. There will be an emphasis on all those areas."

It remains to be seen where Jagr, who is sidelined with soreness, will fit into the lineup. He skated with fellow Czech Elias and Zajac on the opening day of training camp. The chance to play with Jagr and Elias might help jump-start Zajac's offensive engine. Zajac finished with seven goals, 20 points and a minus-5 rating in 48 games last season; he begins the first year of a new eight-year contract worth $46 million this season.

"When you have a year like we had last year, there are guys who are disappointed in their own production," DeBoer said. "Travis was one of those players … he expects a lot of himself and he didn't have the type of year that he wanted or the type of year we need him to have. At the same time, he was coming off an Achilles injury during which he missed an entire year before returning for our playoff run [in 2011-12].

"I think he's hungry to get his game back to the level that we all know he can play at."

Zajac said, "The injury had nothing to do with it. Obviously it wasn't statistically the season I wanted, but I felt good on the ice and I think I improved in some areas. I had another full summer to work on things. Last season is in the past and I'm just excited to work on this year and to get going."

DeBoer didn't seem overly concerned when reminded of his team's offensive shortcomings in 2012-13 and was quick to point out the Devils allowed a League-low 23.1 shots per game despite the 19-19-10 record.

"I believe we're going to score this year," DeBoer said. "I don't think scoring will be an issue, and our priority and focus is going to be on making sure we lead the League again in shots against. With the goaltending we have and the system we play, that should give us a chance to win every night."

The Devils enter the season with basically the same defensive unit that yielded 2.54 goals a game to rank 13th in the League. That group includes captain Bryce Salvador,Andy Greene, Adam Larsson, Marek Zidlicky, Anton Volchenkov, Mark Fayne and Peter Harrold.

Veteran Henrik Tallinder was traded to the Buffalo Sabres on July 7 in exchange for a minor league forward, meaning either former University of Michigan standout Jon Merrill, Alexander Urbom or Eric Gelinas could be in position to earn a lineup spot out of training camp.

"I think all those names [Merrill, Urbom and Gelinas] are knocking on the door and there are one or two more with those guys," DeBoer said. "There's a heavy competition to separate themselves, and that's a good thing."

DeBoer told NHL.com that barring an injury, Brodeur is the opening night starter against the Pittsburgh Penguins on Oct. 3. With an NHL-leading 22 sets of back-to-back matchups scheduled this season, expect newly acquired Cory Schneider to get plenty of work.

DEVILS PREVIEW RELATED STORIES

Devils camp all about Jagr, goalies, rookies

Devils' sleeper Larsson poised to take next step

Time with altered path of Stevens' career

"It's really important to have two reliable goalies today; not many guys in this League can play 70 games anymore," Schneider said. "There's travel, and every game is so important. The intensity is high, so a lot of teams have two goalies who are capable. Hopefully, for us, we can give each other a break on those back-to-backs to stay fresh. I think it'll pay off toward the end of the season."

Asked if Brodeur would see the bulk of the action this season, DeBoer wouldn't commit.

"I think that'll play itself out," DeBoer said. "Marty is our starter and is 12 months removed from leading us to a Stanley Cup Final. We have the luxury of a great goalie in Cory Schneider now in the organization and I think the goaltending situation will sort itself out during the season. We play the most back-to-backs of any team in the League and with the tight schedule with the Olympics, having the ability to throw two goalies out there on any given week or weekend is an advantage."

Don't be surprised if Schneider gets approximately 45 percent of the starts, or about 36 opportunities. The season the 27-year-old Massachusetts native made a career-high 33 appearances with the Vancouver Canucks in 2011-12, he finished with career bests in victories (20), goals-against average (1.96) and save percentage (.937). The realization is that Schneider knows he's going to be the man in short order because Brodeur is signed only through this season.

"I think it's a situation that every coach wants," DeBoer said. "You have two great goalies. The bottom line for everybody is we're going to put the best lineup out there to help us win games. That will be the final decision-maker."

---
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NHL.com continues its preview of the 2013-14 season, which will include in-depth looks at all 30 teams throughout September.

Is this the year defenseman Adam Larsson becomes an everyday player for the New Jersey Devils?

Coach Peter DeBoer thinks so.

DEVILS PREVIEW RELATED STORIES

Recalibrated Devils ready to roll

Devils camp all about Jagr, goalies, rookies

Time with Devils altered path of Stevens' career

"I believe Adam is ready to take a step here," DeBoer told NHL.com. "He came into the League and has had two years learning the pro game and spent valuable time in the American Hockey League last year during the lockout, and I believe he knows what this is about now and is ready to take a step."

DeBoer has been very patient with the 20-year-old Swede during his first two seasons in the NHL. He's allowed him to play alongside many of the veterans, including Andy Greene, and at times opted to have him watch from the stands as a healthy scratch. The fact Devils general manager Lou Lamoriello traded veteran Henrik Tallinder could signal more playing time for the 2011 first-round (No. 4) draft pick.

"He's got tons of potential," Devils captain Bryce Salvador told NHL.com. "It's a tough position to come in and produce, and very rarely do you have a defenseman who hasn't spent time in the minors. So I think that last year was tough for him but, all in all, he has all the assets and skills and he'll be fine."

Larsson averaged 18:06 of ice time and saw more action in penalty-killing situations than on the power play during the 2012-13 season when he finished with no goals and six assists in 37 games. He had four goals and 19 points in 33 games with the team's AHL affiliate in Albany.

"It's no secret that defensemen take a while to come into their own in this league and I believe Adam is on the verge of that," DeBoer said.

 Is this the year defenseman Adam Larsson becomes an everyday player for the New Jersey Devils? Coach Peter DeBoer is a believer. (Photo: Getty Images)

There were several moments last season when Larsson would use his body effectively, make smart decisions at the point and generate some quality chances. Though he didn't score a goal, he finished sixth on the team in hits (94) and fifth in blocked shots (67). He averaged 0.81 shots per game, however.

As a rookie in 2011-12, when he averaged 1.04 shots, he had two goals and 18 points in 65 games. He also was given more playing time with the man advantage, averaging 1:38 on the power play. He equaled a franchise record for rookie defensemen (Scott Niedermayer, Bruce Driver) with points in five straight games, producing one goal and four assists from Nov. 19-26, 2011.

"I see myself as a two-way defenseman, but it doesn't matter to me how the team uses me because I want to help and want to play," Larsson said. "If it's penalty kill or power play, I'll do whatever it takes to make sure I'm part of the team."

With more game exposure and ice time on the power play in 2013-14, look for Larsson to become a valuable asset for the Devils this season with the possibility of reaching personal high marks across the board.

"You have to realize he's still a young kid and you can't overanalyze, just let him play," Salvador said. "He's making plays out there that top defensemen make and he's going to grow on his own. Fortunately, he's in a good organization that's patient with him; they see the bigger picture in what they have with him."

---
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NHL.com continues its preview of the 2013-14 season, which will include in-depth looks at all 30 teams throughout September.

The Calgary Flames' needs up the middle could be Sean Monahan's ticket to the NHL this season.

The Flames are in severe need of a center they can build around. They hope that player can be Monahan, the sixth player selected in the 2013 NHL Draft and the center of attention with Calgary's entry in the Young Stars Classic earlier this month.

Monahan was the earliest pick the Flames have had since they took Rico Fata with the sixth choice in the 1998 draft. He has no intention of ending up like Fata, who never became the player the Flames hoped he would be and has spent the past six-plus seasons in Europe after 230 NHL games.

FLAMES PREVIEW RELATED STORIES

Calgary Flames start over, on and off the ice

Three questions facing the Calgary Flames

The 18-year-old (Monahan turns 19 on Oct. 12) spent the summer adding muscle to his 6-foot-2 frame. He checked in at an even 200 pounds when he arrived at rookie camp this month and said he's determined to be with the Flames when they open their season against the Washington Capitals on Oct. 3.

"I'm working my butt off to make that a reality," Monahan said of making the Flames' roster. "I know there are certain things I need to work on to make it, but I've dedicated my summer to ironing those things out. I was in the gym six days a week working on my conditioning, which I know is huge at the next level. I was mostly focusing on my core strength, which worked out well because I've gained some solid muscle mass since the draft. On the ice, I focused on my explosiveness, and I got an excellent chance to work on that when we had our development camp earlier this summer.

"I feel like I'm a much better and more refined player than I was a few months ago."

But Monahan is doing more than just preparing physically. He also spent time boning up on the centers he'll be facing if he makes the team rather than returning for another year of junior hockey with the Ottawa 67's of the Ontario Hockey League, where he scored 78 points in 58 games last season.

"Throughout the summer, I've been watching a little bit of video on certain guys in the NHL and what they do," Monahan said. "I think you've gotta be smart and treat it as a game within a game within a game."

Monahan wasted little time making his case for a roster spot. He skated with veteran forward Mike Cammalleri during the summer and again during the early stages of training camp.

"He's a player who plays with his head up and sees the ice," Cammalleri said. "That's a very effective quality if you want to produce at this level. Teams are good defensively, and you've got to be able to read plays, play the game with your head up and be aware of where your teammates are. He's shown the ability to do that."

Monahan saw ice time in every possible situation in Ottawa, and he feels he'll be able to get used to coach Bob Hartley's systems in Calgary in time to contribute to the Flames.

"They're good systems, and I'll have to get used to them if I want to play in Calgary," he said. "I can adjust to different situations; it's something I've done my whole career."

If Monahan's first pro game on Sept. 14 is any indication, he has an excellent chance to start the season with the Flames.

"This game is about details and commitment," Hartley said after Monahan's performance against the Edmonton Oilers. "Look at year-by-year drafts. You see many first-round picks, second-round picks, very talented players that, unfortunately, don't make it in the NHL … or, after a few years, they're simply out of hockey. Lots of skills, but they don't understand what they need to do to be a good pro.

"With Sean Monahan, he gets this. He's ready to learn. He showed up in great shape. It's pretty rare for a junior to come to his first camp and be one of the top in conditioning. Usually, they need a year to get their feet wet. Compliments to Sean Monahan -- he did it the right way."
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NHL.com continues its preview of the 2013-14 season, which will include in-depth looks at all 30 teams throughout September.

The 2013-14 season figures to be a rebuilding campaign for the Calgary Flames, who haven't made the Stanley Cup Playoffs since 2009. The Flames finished 13th in the Western Conference last season and have seen Jarome Iginla and Miikka Kiprusoff, the last two links to the 2004 team that came within one victory of winning the Stanley Cup, leave in the past six months.

Here are three key issues the Flames face at training camp as they prepare for the new season:

1. Who replaces Miikka Kiprusoff? -- Now that Kiprusoff officially has retired, the No. 1 goaltending job is wide open. The Flames gave Karri Ramo a two-year, $5.5 million contract this summer after the former Tampa Bay Lightning goalie excelled during four seasons in Russia. He'll battle veteran Joey MacDonald, who played well enough after being claimed on waivers last season to earn a one-year deal, Swiss rookie Reto Berra and 2009 sixth-round pick Joni Ortio, who turned heads with his play during the Young Stars Tournament prior to the start of training camp.

Joey MacDonald

Joey MacDonald

Goalie - CGY

RECORD: 8-9-1

 GAA: 2.87 | SVP: 0.902

 MacDonald has the most NHL experience. Ramo has the biggest salary and is the only one with a multi-year contract. He, Berra and Ortio played well overseas and showed they could handle a starter's workload. 

Coach Bob Hartley said he will audition everyone during the preseason as he tries to find a successor to the winningest goaltender in franchise history.

"Nobody expects anybody to fill his shoes, to be a new [Kiprusoff]," Ramo said. "Everybody has to be themselves and see how it's going to play out. It's going to be a tough challenge."

2. Who steps into Jarome Iginla's skates as team leader? -- Not only is Iginla the leading goal-scorer in franchise history, he became the face of the franchise and was one of the NHL's most respected leaders during the 10 years he served as captain in Calgary. His departure via a late-season trade left a hole in the dressing room as well as on the ice.

Among the likeliest candidates to replace him as captain are forwards Mike Cammalleri and Curtis Glencross, as well as defenseman Mark Giordano; the latter two served as alternate captains last season.

Hartley told the media as camp opened that he's decided on a new captain, but didn't want to name him yet. At the same time, he hinted that things would be different than it was when Iginla was the club's unquestioned leader.

"The No. 1 quality of a captain, you have to be a great individual and that goes with the choice that we made," he said. "At the same time, it's added responsibilities, but this year it's about being a team. We don't have that one or two big names on our team. We're going to have to be a very tight family whether we're on the ice, off the ice, in the gym."

3. Are Sven Baertschi and Sean Monahan ready for prime time? -- Baertschi, the Flames' first-round pick (No. 13) in 2011, triggered "Svenmania" when he scored three goals during a five-game emergency recall cameo in 2011-12. He had 17 points in 19 games last season for the Flames' American Hockey League, the Abbotsford Heat, before a neck injury knocked him out of the lineup for six weeks, then struggled through a hip flexor injury before finishing the season with three goals and nine points in Calgary's final seven games. The Flames need the 20-year-old to build on that strong finish.

FLAMES PREVIEW RELATED STORIES

Flames start over with changes on and off the ice

Monahan's future may be now for Flames

 They're also hoping Monahan, the first of their three first-round picks and the sixth player taken in the 2013 NHL Draft, will be ready to fill one of the vacancies at center. Monahan has added size and strength since being drafted at the end of June; he's up to 200 pounds, which should help him cope with the demands of NHL play should the Flames decide he's ready for it. 

"Right now I'm not looking to go back to junior," he said. "If that happens it'll be a disappointment, but something I'll deal with."

Monahan also will face big expectations, a situation Baertschi knows all about.

"You're a first-round pick, you go into Calgary, a hockey town, and you're supposed to bring something," he said. "That's the challenge that he has in front of him. I had that challenge."

---

Bruins' Marchand maturing both on, off ice

Wednesday, 09.18.2013 / 7:00 PM / NHL Insider

By Matt Kalman - NHL.com Correspondent

25 

7 

32 

Email 

Comment

Print

BOSTON -- There are numerous iconic images from when the Boston Bruins won the Stanley Cup in 2011: Captain Zdeno Chara raising the Cup above his head and unleashing a monstrous roar; a million fans turning out for a parade honoring the team; and the ring ceremony and banner-raising on opening night of the 2011-12 season.
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Sabres rookies have chance to impress

By Arpon Basu - LNH.com Managing Editor

 The Sabres' four most recent first-round draft picks were all in the lineup in Sunday's shootout win over the Montreal Canadiens. READ MORE › Pietrangelo, Blues happy with long-term contract

Ducks spearhead growth of high school hockey

Canadiens counting on Gallagher, Galchenyuk
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Then there were some of the behavior young forwards Brad Marchand and Tyler Seguin engaged in during the summer of 2011.

As the Bruins come off their second trip to the Stanley Cup Final in 24 months, this time after six-game loss to the Chicago Blackhawks, one of those two young forwards is now working for the Dallas Stars, the other is trying to continue his rise to NHL stardom.

Marchand admitted it was a "bit of a shock" when Seguin was traded to Dallas on July 4. But as close as they were as teammates and friends, they had taken decidedly different paths since that championship summer. While some of Seguin's off-ice decisions could have played a part in the trade that sent him to Dallas, Marchand's commitment to maturing as a person as well as a player made him a cornerstone of the organization.

"I think we had a great leadership group and they really keep you grounded," Marchand told NHL.com. "Everyone in the room makes sure that you keep a level head. The biggest change was after we won the Cup, and for that run, it seems like things got 100 times bigger after that, and from that point everyone seemed to kind of do a great job of reeling guys in. There's a lot of guys that talked to me and led me in the right direction. Luckily I dodged a couple [of] bullets."

He had plenty of help. There were meetings with the coaching staff and front office, as well as heart-to-heart chats with teammates that helped him mature.

"After we won, we celebrated, I think like any kid would do after winning the Cup. And I don't think if I could go back I'd change anything," he said. "I had a great time and it could potentially be a once in a lifetime opportunity. But at the same time, there's a point where you've got to realize there's a job, you have a reputation and you want it to be a good one. They kind of sat me down and reeled me back in and let me know, 'OK, we understand, but get back to business and let's do it again' kind of thing. From that point forward I kind of got back on the right track."

Marchand's teammates have noticed he's becoming more professional.

"He has matured in the last little bit. He was a young kid when he got here three or four years ago," forward Shawn Thornton said. "He's definitely kind of grown with his age and he's settled down a little bit and it's definitely helped his play. They kind of go hand-in-hand sometimes. We've all gone through it. It takes a few years obviously when you're in the public eye. I think sometimes people forget sometimes these kids come in and they're the same age people would've been in college. And remember the stupid [stuff] that you did in college.

"He's grown. I think he's grown as a player, he's grown as an adult, and they're translating."

On the ice, Marchand proved he wasn't a flash in the pan by scoring 27 goals (six more than the prior season) in 2011-12. His 18 goals in last season's 48-game schedule put him on pace for his first 30-goal season when projected over the course of a full campaign, and his 36 points were the most on the team. He was a solid contributor during the Bruins' run to the Final last spring, although his four goals during the Stanley Cup Playoffs were a big drop from the 11 he scored in the Cup-winning year.

Marchand's emergence as a solid two-way player (plus-76 for his career), earned him a spot at Canada Olympic orientation camp last month. It was another experience the 25-year-old can build off.
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"To be there with all those guys, it was a lot of fun and a very big honor. So I tried to take it all in," Marchand said.

Marchand's maturation off the ice might carry over to his on-ice performance. Though he's known as one of the NHL's top pests, he feels less agitating might lead to more production, at least up to a point.

"Yeah, a little bit. It's not as important to me anymore," Marchand said in response to a question about changing his game. "I want to be a better player, a better two-way guy, more after [linemate Patrice Bergeron's] game, that kind of player. But I'm definitely going to continue to do that. [Agitating opponents] is not going to slip out of my game, but [I'll] just dial it back a little bit."

General manager Peter Chiarelli said he is fine with Marchand wanting to be known more for his goals than his goads, as long as he doesn't forget what got him this far. Marchand projects to be an important part of Boston's best two-way line with Bergeron and newcomer Loui Eriksson, who came from Dallas and will replace Seguin on the right side.

"I don't think it'll affect him being himself. Whenever I talk about him, I talk about balance, and I think the balance shifts as he matures and spends more time in the League," Chiarelli said. "And when that balance shifts, he doesn't have to focus on doing it; he can still maintain that balance but maybe it's a little more natural. If he strays away from it a bit, I don't have a problem with it because he's a good player.

"I think his game has probably matured."

Chiarelli has watched Marchand grow from a third-round pick into a player with Olympic aspirations. The GM rewarded Marchand with a two-year contract extension in September 2011 and again one year later with a four-year extension that starts this season. Marchand's annual salary-cap charge for the Bruins will double to $4.5 million per season, but he said he doesn't think his new contract will cause any problems.

"I think it's all in how you train, how you prepare. I mean just because I got a bigger contract doesn't mean I went home this summer and prepared differently and not trained as hard because I signed a decent-term deal," he said. "I went home, I trained just as hard as I always do. I want to be a part of this team for a long time."

30 in 15: Sabres to let camp battles determine roster
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NHL.com continues its preview of the 2013-14 season, which will include in-depth looks at all 30 teams throughout September.

The rebuild officially is underway in Buffalo.

Over the past eight or so months, the Sabres fired coach Lindy Ruff and hired Ron Rolston; traded captain Jason Pominville and veteran defensemen Robyn Regehr, Jordan Leopold and Andrej Sekera; and recommitted to a youth movement that has seen the organization select 20 players during the past two NHL drafts.

That youth will define the Sabres for the foreseeable future. With the departures last season, Buffalo's roster became the League's youngest, with an average age of 26.41 years. In all, 37 of the 60 players invited to training camp were born in 1990 or later, making the bulk of Buffalo's potential roster a mix of explosive talent and massive inexperience.

The still-maturing roster is matched only by 46-year-old Rolston, who will start his first full season as an NHL coach in any capacity. Promoted from the team's American Hockey League affiliate, the Rochester Americans, when Ruff was dismissed, Rolston made his NHL debut Feb. 20. Hired on an interim basis, the Sabres went 15-11-5 with Rolston in charge, good enough for general manager Darcy Regier to remove the interim tag May 7.

BUF 

PROJECTED LINEUP

FORWARDS

M. Foligno C. Hodgson T. Vanek 

S. Ott M. Grigorenko V. Leino 

T. Ennis J. Larsson D. Stafford 

B. Flynn K. Porter P. Kaleta 

J. Scott   

DEFENSEMEN

C. Ehrhoff T. Myers 

H. Tallinder J. McBain 

M. Weber R. Ristolainen 

M. Pysyk A. Sulzer 

GOALIES

R. Miller 

J. Enroth 

ONES TO WATCH

M. Grigorenko, C 

R. Ristolainen, D 

J. Armia, RW 

M. Hackett, G 

M. Pysyk, D 

B. McNabb, D 

C. Ruhwedel, D 

Z. Girgensons, C 

Rolston's new staff includes former Avalanche coach Joe Sacco. Rolston and Sacco are well-known developers of talent, which is a priority for an organization brimming with some of the League's brightest youngsters.

Even with a list of top prospects and the coaches to develop them, little will come easy in Buffalo this season. The Sabres finished in the League's bottom third in nearly every major statistical category, offensively and defensively, last season, with those departed veterans taking their consistent productivity with them.

Rolston said he sees the overhaul as an opportunity, one that starts in training camp. He said he will use the two weeks of camp as a gantlet for players to prove themselves, and he assured NHL.com that battles would be raging all over the ice.

"We've got a lot of young guys that are pushing to get in there," Rolston said on the eve of camp. "You look at our defense corps, there's 10 defensemen that can be in our lineup opening night.

"Offensively, we've got a lot of good young players that are pushing, that have put the work in and they want a spot. You've got guys like [Zemgus] Girgensons, [Johan] Larsson, [Mikhail] Grigorenko, all those guys who are pushing to be in our opening lineup, along with a lot of our defensive corps, so in terms of competition at camp, it's going to be open and we intend to do a lot of scrimmaging off the bat."

Forwards

Buffalo will be looking for a crop of NHL-ready prospects to bolster an offense that struggled in 2012-13.

The Sabres were 22nd in the NHL in goals scored (118) and 22nd in goals per game (2.46) last season, and converted power plays 14.1 percent of the time, 29th in the League. The lone bright spot was the top-line duo of Thomas Vanek and Cody Hodgson, who combined for 35 goals and 40 assists. Those two likely will be paired again, perhaps alongside late-season line addition Tyler Ennis, who had 10 goals and 21 assists in 2012-13.

Things grow murky from there. Ennis' move to the top line opens the second-line center spot, into which the Sabres likely will slot Grigorenko. In 25 games last season, the 12th pick of the 2012 NHL Draft had one goal and four assists playing 10:14 per game. Despite his meager first season, expectations remain lofty for the 19-year-old Russian.

"I know first-hand that he spent a lot of time with his skating coach, improved his skating, improved his strength on the ice, and adding that with his age, he's only going to get better," teammate Steve Ott told NHL.com. "He's grabbing confidence. He's just a kid, that's the thing, and he's going to be a good player. He's going to be a top player in the League one day, but it takes time and you've got to earn it and put the work in."

Larsson is another prospect likely to break into the Buffalo top nine. A highly rated left wing, Larsson came over in the trade that sent Pominville to the Minnesota Wild, and at 21 may be primed for a breakout season after totaling 16 goals and 25 assists between the Wild's and Sabres' AHL affiliates in 2012-13.

A potential X-factor is Ville Leino, who is healthy after playing eight games last season. Leino represents an annual salary-cap charge of $4.5 million through 2016-17, and thus far has scored 10 goals in 79 games with the Sabres. He represents a dynamic scoring threat on a team in desperate need of one not named Thomas Vanek, and reports of rising confidence and work ethic under Rolston are an encouraging sign.

SUMMER MOVES

IN: Henrik Tallinder, D (trade, Devils); Jamie McBain, D (trade, Hurricanes); Jamie Tardif, RW (free agent, Bruins); Drew Bagnall, D (free agent, Wild)

OUT: Nathan Gerbe, LW (compliance buyout, Hurricanes), Adam Pardy, D (free agent, Jets); Andrej Sekera, D (trade, Hurricanes); Riley Boychuk, LW (trade, Devils)

Remaining is a collection of younger forwards who underachieved last season. With another season of NHL experience, Drew Stafford, Brian Flynn, Patrick Kaleta and Marcus Foligno will aim to produce at a higher clip this season.

Girgensons, taken two picks after Grigorenko in the 2012 draft, is another hard-working forward who could see significant ice time this season. Girgensons scored twice, one an unassisted shorthanded goal, in Buffalo’s first preseason game, Sept. 15 against the Montreal Canadiens.

Defensemen

If offense is a source of concern for Buffalo, then defense may be cause for panic. The Sabres allowed 33.5 shots per game last season, most in the League, and ranked in the bottom third of the League in goals-against per game (2.90), goals-against (139) and penalty kill (79.2 percent).

What's more, those numbers largely came with veterans Regehr, Leopold and Sekera all on the roster. All three have moved on, and the Sabres are tasked with patching those holes with some veteran additions and a host of raw talent.

Jamie McBain, who at 25 is a veteran in this group, came from the Carolina Hurricanes in a draft-day trade. Despite one goal and seven assists last season, Rolston hopes McBain can aid the Sabres' power play.

Henrik Tallinder is back in Buffalo after three seasons with the New Jersey Devils. At 34, Tallinder is the elder statesmen, and Rolston hopes he can be a positive influence on the prospects.

One youngster Rolston likes is 21-year-old Mark Pysyk, who has been paired with Tallinder in training camp. Pysyk was the best of the defensive prospects called up late in 2012-13 with a goal, four assists and a minus-7 rating in 19 games.

Brayden McNabb and Chad Ruhwedel are two other prospects primed to make an impact, though it will be difficult to break into Buffalo's top six, especially with the additions of 2013 first-round draft picks Rasmus Ristolainen and Nikita Zadorov.

By all accounts Ristolainen has had a great summer, and despite being 18 years old, scouts say he has the confidence to start the season in Buffalo.

Among the holdovers from last season, Tyler Myers has the most to prove. The 2010 Calder Trophy winner has yet to rediscover his rookie-season form, when he had 11 goals and 37 assists. In 39 games last season Myers had three goals, five assists and a minus-8 rating.

Goalies

SABRES PREVIEW RELATED STORIES

Three things to watch with the Sabres

Pysyk could be future of Buffalo's defense

With battles raging all over the ice, the Sabres' crease remains relatively quiet. Rolston made it clear Ryan Miller is the unquestioned starter; how much longer that will be is anyone's guess. With Miller’s contract expiring after the 2013-14 season and the Olympics beckoning in February, the goalie intends to be at his best for a Sabres team full of youth and inexperience. Miller posted the poorest stat line of his career behind a revolving door of a blue line last season, but said he is excited to start the season on a more stable note this time around.

"The one thing I will say is that I do like the energy," Miller told the team's website during training camp. "I do like the attention to detail so far and I feel like this is an opportunity to get a group of players to really feel for each other and play for each other. If we do it the right way, it can definitely be a good situation."

Miller will be the No. 1, but expect backup Jhonas Enroth to get more looks than seasons past. Enroth finished last season going 4-1-1 with a .956 save percentage in his final six starts. For an encore, he backstopped Sweden to the gold medal at the 2013 IIHF World Championship, where he was named the tournament's top goaltender.

"Jhonas had a great second half to the season, and I think he's going to be in the same situation where he's going to push, he's going to see more action and more playing time for us this year and continue to build and develop," Rolston told NHL.com prior to training camp. "We think Jhonas is a great goalie and a future No. 1 goalie in the League, but at this point Ryan Miller is obviously someone who's going to be our starter."

30 in 15: Sabres to let camp battles determine roster
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NHL.com continues its preview of the 2013-14 season, which will include in-depth looks at all 30 teams throughout September.

The rebuild officially is underway in Buffalo.

Over the past eight or so months, the Sabres fired coach Lindy Ruff and hired Ron Rolston; traded captain Jason Pominville and veteran defensemen Robyn Regehr, Jordan Leopold and Andrej Sekera; and recommitted to a youth movement that has seen the organization select 20 players during the past two NHL drafts.

That youth will define the Sabres for the foreseeable future. With the departures last season, Buffalo's roster became the League's youngest, with an average age of 26.41 years. In all, 37 of the 60 players invited to training camp were born in 1990 or later, making the bulk of Buffalo's potential roster a mix of explosive talent and massive inexperience.

The still-maturing roster is matched only by 46-year-old Rolston, who will start his first full season as an NHL coach in any capacity. Promoted from the team's American Hockey League affiliate, the Rochester Americans, when Ruff was dismissed, Rolston made his NHL debut Feb. 20. Hired on an interim basis, the Sabres went 15-11-5 with Rolston in charge, good enough for general manager Darcy Regier to remove the interim tag May 7.
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Rolston's new staff includes former Avalanche coach Joe Sacco. Rolston and Sacco are well-known developers of talent, which is a priority for an organization brimming with some of the League's brightest youngsters.

Even with a list of top prospects and the coaches to develop them, little will come easy in Buffalo this season. The Sabres finished in the League's bottom third in nearly every major statistical category, offensively and defensively, last season, with those departed veterans taking their consistent productivity with them.

Rolston said he sees the overhaul as an opportunity, one that starts in training camp. He said he will use the two weeks of camp as a gantlet for players to prove themselves, and he assured NHL.com that battles would be raging all over the ice.

"We've got a lot of young guys that are pushing to get in there," Rolston said on the eve of camp. "You look at our defense corps, there's 10 defensemen that can be in our lineup opening night.

"Offensively, we've got a lot of good young players that are pushing, that have put the work in and they want a spot. You've got guys like [Zemgus] Girgensons, [Johan] Larsson, [Mikhail] Grigorenko, all those guys who are pushing to be in our opening lineup, along with a lot of our defensive corps, so in terms of competition at camp, it's going to be open and we intend to do a lot of scrimmaging off the bat."

Forwards

Buffalo will be looking for a crop of NHL-ready prospects to bolster an offense that struggled in 2012-13.

The Sabres were 22nd in the NHL in goals scored (118) and 22nd in goals per game (2.46) last season, and converted power plays 14.1 percent of the time, 29th in the League. The lone bright spot was the top-line duo of Thomas Vanek and Cody Hodgson, who combined for 35 goals and 40 assists. Those two likely will be paired again, perhaps alongside late-season line addition Tyler Ennis, who had 10 goals and 21 assists in 2012-13.

Things grow murky from there. Ennis' move to the top line opens the second-line center spot, into which the Sabres likely will slot Grigorenko. In 25 games last season, the 12th pick of the 2012 NHL Draft had one goal and four assists playing 10:14 per game. Despite his meager first season, expectations remain lofty for the 19-year-old Russian.

"I know first-hand that he spent a lot of time with his skating coach, improved his skating, improved his strength on the ice, and adding that with his age, he's only going to get better," teammate Steve Ott told NHL.com. "He's grabbing confidence. He's just a kid, that's the thing, and he's going to be a good player. He's going to be a top player in the League one day, but it takes time and you've got to earn it and put the work in."

Larsson is another prospect likely to break into the Buffalo top nine. A highly rated left wing, Larsson came over in the trade that sent Pominville to the Minnesota Wild, and at 21 may be primed for a breakout season after totaling 16 goals and 25 assists between the Wild's and Sabres' AHL affiliates in 2012-13.

A potential X-factor is Ville Leino, who is healthy after playing eight games last season. Leino represents an annual salary-cap charge of $4.5 million through 2016-17, and thus far has scored 10 goals in 79 games with the Sabres. He represents a dynamic scoring threat on a team in desperate need of one not named Thomas Vanek, and reports of rising confidence and work ethic under Rolston are an encouraging sign.

SUMMER MOVES

IN: Henrik Tallinder, D (trade, Devils); Jamie McBain, D (trade, Hurricanes); Jamie Tardif, RW (free agent, Bruins); Drew Bagnall, D (free agent, Wild)

OUT: Nathan Gerbe, LW (compliance buyout, Hurricanes), Adam Pardy, D (free agent, Jets); Andrej Sekera, D (trade, Hurricanes); Riley Boychuk, LW (trade, Devils)

Remaining is a collection of younger forwards who underachieved last season. With another season of NHL experience, Drew Stafford, Brian Flynn, Patrick Kaleta and Marcus Foligno will aim to produce at a higher clip this season.

Girgensons, taken two picks after Grigorenko in the 2012 draft, is another hard-working forward who could see significant ice time this season. Girgensons scored twice, one an unassisted shorthanded goal, in Buffalo’s first preseason game, Sept. 15 against the Montreal Canadiens.

Defensemen

If offense is a source of concern for Buffalo, then defense may be cause for panic. The Sabres allowed 33.5 shots per game last season, most in the League, and ranked in the bottom third of the League in goals-against per game (2.90), goals-against (139) and penalty kill (79.2 percent).

What's more, those numbers largely came with veterans Regehr, Leopold and Sekera all on the roster. All three have moved on, and the Sabres are tasked with patching those holes with some veteran additions and a host of raw talent.

Jamie McBain, who at 25 is a veteran in this group, came from the Carolina Hurricanes in a draft-day trade. Despite one goal and seven assists last season, Rolston hopes McBain can aid the Sabres' power play.

Henrik Tallinder is back in Buffalo after three seasons with the New Jersey Devils. At 34, Tallinder is the elder statesmen, and Rolston hopes he can be a positive influence on the prospects.

One youngster Rolston likes is 21-year-old Mark Pysyk, who has been paired with Tallinder in training camp. Pysyk was the best of the defensive prospects called up late in 2012-13 with a goal, four assists and a minus-7 rating in 19 games.

Brayden McNabb and Chad Ruhwedel are two other prospects primed to make an impact, though it will be difficult to break into Buffalo's top six, especially with the additions of 2013 first-round draft picks Rasmus Ristolainen and Nikita Zadorov.

By all accounts Ristolainen has had a great summer, and despite being 18 years old, scouts say he has the confidence to start the season in Buffalo.

Among the holdovers from last season, Tyler Myers has the most to prove. The 2010 Calder Trophy winner has yet to rediscover his rookie-season form, when he had 11 goals and 37 assists. In 39 games last season Myers had three goals, five assists and a minus-8 rating.

Goalies
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Three things to watch with the Sabres

Pysyk could be future of Buffalo's defense

With battles raging all over the ice, the Sabres' crease remains relatively quiet. Rolston made it clear Ryan Miller is the unquestioned starter; how much longer that will be is anyone's guess. With Miller’s contract expiring after the 2013-14 season and the Olympics beckoning in February, the goalie intends to be at his best for a Sabres team full of youth and inexperience. Miller posted the poorest stat line of his career behind a revolving door of a blue line last season, but said he is excited to start the season on a more stable note this time around.

"The one thing I will say is that I do like the energy," Miller told the team's website during training camp. "I do like the attention to detail so far and I feel like this is an opportunity to get a group of players to really feel for each other and play for each other. If we do it the right way, it can definitely be a good situation."

Miller will be the No. 1, but expect backup Jhonas Enroth to get more looks than seasons past. Enroth finished last season going 4-1-1 with a .956 save percentage in his final six starts. For an encore, he backstopped Sweden to the gold medal at the 2013 IIHF World Championship, where he was named the tournament's top goaltender.

"Jhonas had a great second half to the season, and I think he's going to be in the same situation where he's going to push, he's going to see more action and more playing time for us this year and continue to build and develop," Rolston told NHL.com prior to training camp. "We think Jhonas is a great goalie and a future No. 1 goalie in the League, but at this point Ryan Miller is obviously someone who's going to be our starter."
30 in 15: Beck looking for breakthrough with Predators
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NHL.com continues its preview of the 2013-14 season, which will include in-depth looks at all 30 teams throughout September.

It's hard to believe how far left wing Taylor Beck has come since sustaining a concussion in November 2012 following a violent crash into the boards while playing for the Nashville Predators' American Hockey League team in Milwaukee.

The 2009 third-round pick (No. 70) would rejoin the team less than three weeks after the incident and pick up where he left off, finishing the season with 11 goals and 41 points in 50 games. He'd score 16 games with the Predators, producing three goals and seven points.

Beck's first NHL goal came March 23 against the Columbus Blue Jackets' Sergei Bobrovsky off a wrist shot from the right circle. Bobrovsky won the 2013 Vezina Trophy as the NHL's top goalie.

PREDATORS 30 IN 15 RELATED STORIES

Predators after an edge entering 2013-14

Ellis, Wilson bear watching in Nashville camp

"I've worked my whole life to score goals in the NHL," Beck told the media after the game. "Now that I finally got my first, it is a great feeling."

Not a lot has been written about the 22-year-old power forward from Niagara Falls, Ontario, but barring a setback in training camp, that's about to change in 2013-14.

"He's spent his time in Milwaukee, and has been a high producer there with a well-rounded game," Nashville coach Barry Trotz told NHL.com. "He was called up last year with all our injuries and played a lot of good hockey for us. He makes things happen and has matured."

In 128 AHL games, Beck has 27 goals, 82 points and 60 penalty minutes. In four seasons with the Guelph Storm of the Ontario Hockey League, the 6-foot-2, 207-pound right-handed shot had 110 goals and 267 points in 246 games, an average of 1.09 points per game.

"Taylor is a big body who has crossed the threshold [in his career]," Trotz said. "I believe he's a good prospect for us with a solid game. To me, he's the guy getting no attention who is a heck of a hockey player."

Trotz said he expects Beck to pick up where he left off this preseason. Beck has the same expectations in his attempt to remain with the Predators this season.

"I have a big body and I try to use it to my advantage," Beck told reporters last season. "I know the defensemen are big and strong [in the NHL], but I try my best to be strong on the puck as much as I can and take it to the net. Whether that's going up the middle, down the boards or below the net, I'll do anything I can."

---
30 in 15: Predators after an edge in 2013-14
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NHL.com continues its preview of the 2013-14 season, which will include in-depth looks at all 30 teams throughout September.

Now is as good a time as any for the Nashville Predators to re-establish the "Nashville Bite."

At least that's how coach Barry Trotz views the situation as his team prepares to embark on a new season.

"We didn't play with a lot of bite last year and I feel some of the offseason pickups we made will enhance the play of some of the players we had," Trotz told NHL.com. "We just have to get back to playing with what I call the 'Nashville Bite.' That's when we play with an edge and with attitude … we need to get back to that."

Predators general manager David Poile was certainly hard at work this summer in an effort to provide that for his veteran coach.

PROJECTED LINEUP

FORWARDS

C. Wilson M. Fisher P. Hornqvist 

V. Stalberg D. Legwand F. Forsberg 

N. Spaling M. Cullen T. Beck 

E. Nystrom P. Gaustad M. Hendricks 

G. Bourque R. Clune  

DEFENSEMEN

R. Josi S. Weber 

S. Jones K. Klein 

M. Ekholm R. Ellis 

V. Bartley  

GOALIES

P. Rinne 

C. Hutton 

ONES TO WATCH

S. Jones, D 

F. Forsberg, C 

M. Ekholm, D 

A. Watson, LW 

A change on offense was definitely in order after the Predators finished 14th in the Western Conference while averaging 2.27 goals per game to match the Florida Panthers for the lowest in the League last season. So on the opening day of free agency, Poile acquired center Matt Cullen and wings Viktor Stalberg, Eric Nystrom and Matt Hendricks. The GM also added some insurance in goal with the signing of Carter Hutton to back up starter Pekka Rinne, who is entering the second year of a seven-year contract signed in November 2011.

Cullen, whose 0.64 points per game average last season was his best since 0.83 in 2007-08, provides depth down the middle, and Stalberg, who could fill a top six role, offers speed and size (6-foot-3, 209 pounds). Nystrom possesses a relentless motor and ability to forecheck effectively, and Hendricks is a versatile player with a strong work ethic.

So what will Trotz look for during training camp in an attempt to sort out his lineup card?

"We have some young guys coming up that I think can take the next step forward, like a Craig Smith, Austin Watson or Taylor Beck," he said. "I really like where we are right now. We have a lot of backside pressure on every position at forward. We're not really deep on defense, which is usually our strength, but we've got a lot of talent back there that just needs a little bit of experience."

Forwards

In addition to the four offensive acquisitions over the summer -- Cullen, Stalberg, Nystrom and Hendricks -- the Predators coaching staff will be taking a long, hard look at the young core ready to push for roster spots.

"We're looking to play an up-tempo game, an attacking game, and that fits my style pretty well," Cullen told the Predators website. "I feel that in most aspects of the game I'll be able to fit in pretty well with this team."

Naturally, one of several big questions surrounding the Predators entering 2013-14 is the state of the offense; no player had more than 12 goals and three finished in double digits (David Legwand, Mike Fisher, Gabriel Bourque). Trotz told NHL.com his big board has Cullen, Legwand, Fisher and Paul Gaustad penciled in at center.

Among those young players looking to make decisions tough on the coaching staff are Swedish prospect Filip Forsberg, who could provide some needed production in his first full season in North America, and center Austin Watson, who could be promoted at some point to provide an added boost.

"I like the type of people we brought in," Trotz said. "Guys like Hendricks and Nystrom really fill in that grit factor and that backbone factor so some of the young guys we have in our lineup can feel comfortable out there."

A solid training camp by Beck and Watson could earn one or both players more valuable minutes sooner rather than later. Despite offseason surgery for Colin Wilson, Trotz said he expects him to be fine during training camp. The 23-year-old forward had stabilization surgery on each shoulder within a span of a few weeks in April.

"I was in Boston training before this and my first time out there Hal Gill stepped into me, so I'm used to getting hit on the shoulder," Wilson said. "It's not something I'm concerned about. I'm already comfortable, so it's not even a thought in my head right now."

The coach said he would anticipate Wilson playing some center if he were to remain healthy over an 82-game season. Cullen, meanwhile, can be shifted along the wall if a change were needed.

"I want to help the team and become more of a leader," Wilson said. "This is my fifth year with the organization, so I want to take on more of that kind of role and a little more pride in it, so I think that can only help me."

The Predators have long been a group that has thrived on scoring by committee, but they connected for two or fewer goals in 27 of 48 games in 2012-13 and had a 3-17-7 record in those games en route to finishing 27th in the League. Nashville was 13-6-2 when scoring more than two goals last season.

One area that must be improved is shots per game; Nashville averaged a League-low 25.9 last season.

"We probably have 15 to 16 guys who can play in the NHL right now. We're deeper at forward and we're probably a little older than we've been in a number of years," Trotz said. "We'll keep only 14 forwards, but our forward situation is probably better than it has been in a long time."

Defensemen

If there's one position overflowing with young talent, it's along the back end.

Trotz not only has captain Shea Weber, Ryan Ellis, Kevin Klein and Roman Josi returning to the lineup, but 2013 first-round pick (No. 4) Seth Jones is expected to earn a roster spot. Jones was considered by many to be the top defensive prospect on the draft board in June.

"I've obviously been working hard all summer to get to this level and I think I've done a pretty good job holding my own [in training camp] during 1-on-1 and 2-on-2 battles," Jones told the Predators website. "For me, I've watched a lot of these players on TV, but your mentality's got to be that you belong here with these guys and can play with them."

SUMMER MOVES

IN: Viktor Stalberg, RW (free agent, Blackhawks); Matt Cullen, C (free agent, Wild); Eric Nystrom, LW (free agent, Stars); Matt Hendricks, RW (free agent, Capitals); Carter Hutton, G (free agent, Blackhawks); Seth Jones, D (draft); Bryan Rodney, D (free agent, Oilers).

OUT: Sergei Kostitsyn, LW (free agent, Avangard Omsk, KHL); Brandon Yip, RW (free agent, Coyotes); Matt Halischuk, RW (free agent, Jets); Hal Gill, D (free agent, Flyers); T.J. Brennan, D (free agent, Maple Leafs); Bobby Butler, RW (free agent, Panthers); Chris Mueller, C (free agent, Stars); Jonathan Blum, D (free agent, Wild).

Nashville's top seven along the back end to open the season likely will be Weber, Klein, Josi, Ellis, Jones, Mattias Ekholm and Victor Bartley. Trotz would like to see Jones play left and right defense as a rookie.

"We'll work on his feet a lot during camp; for a big man he skates very well," Trotz said. "Right now, I don't think Weber or Klein will move over to the left side, so if he wants to move up, he's got to play some on the left. Being young, that's a challenge for him, but we wanted to get him out of his comfort zone so that he's challenged a bit entering camp."

Perhaps even more than his on-ice ability, Trotz has been impressed with Jones' maturity off the playing surface.

"He thinks well in terms of what he wants to do, how he wants to do it and how he's going to get it done," Trotz said. "Some feel as though I can just put him with Weber and he'll play against the top opposing guys and we won't have any concerns, but that might not be the case. Maybe he might be better off playing against third lines on some nights."

Trotz acknowledged he expects a regular rotation among the defensemen.

"I think with three veteran guys in the mix, we'll have to move them around so you might not see Josi with Weber playing together all the time," Trotz said. "They'll have to move around with different partners, so some nights you might see Josi and Klein together."

He also said Josi is just scratching the surface with his potential.

"He's probably done as much at his age [23] than Ryan Suter did for us at the same age," Trotz said. "Can he can get his game to the level of Ryan Suter? I don't know, since that's pretty high. But he'll be in that range; if Josi and Weber stay together, they'll be a top pair for the next seven or eight years."

Ekholm, who might have been regarded as the organization's top defensive prospect before the selection of Jones on June 30, had a solid rookie season in 2012-13 with Nashville's American Hockey League affiliate in Milwaukee, with 10 goals, 32 points and a plus-15 rating in 59 games.

Goalies

Rinne, a two-time Vezina Trophy finalist, is fully recovered from arthroscopic surgery on his left hip in May and was given clearance to return to game action. The surgery, which required approximately four months to recover, was necessary to correct a situation team officials were aware of last season.

PREDATORS 30 IN 15 RELATED STORIES

Ellis, Wilson bear watching in Predators camp

Beck looking for breakthrough with Nashville

The team will keep from overworking Rinne during training camp, and according to reports the veteran goalie isn't expected to play in either of the team's opening two preseason games scheduled against the Florida Panthers on Sept. 16 and Tampa Bay Lightning three days later.

Though Rinne's numbers weren't off-the-charts-good for a team that struggled to put the puck in the opposing net, he finished with a 2.43 goals-against average, .910 save percentage and five shutouts. He'll be backed up by Hutton to start the season. Hutton appeared in one game for the 2013 Stanley Cup champion Chicago Blackhawks and appeared in 51 games for Chicago's AHL's affiliate, the Rockford IceHogs, finishing 26-22-1 with a 2.72 GAA, .908 save percentage and two shutouts.

Since turning pro at the completion of his collegiate career at UMass-Lowell in 2009-10, the 6-foot-1, 195-pound goalie has appeared in 120 AHL games, with a 60-44-7 mark with a 2.64 GAA, .902 save percentage and seven shutouts.

Prospect Magnus Hellberg is getting close, but according to Trotz needs to keep playing in the AHL and getting valuable experience. Hellberg, selected in the second round (No. 38) of the 2011 NHL Draft, enjoyed a solid North American debut last season in Milwaukee, finishing 22-13-0 with a 2.14 GAA, .924 save percentage and six shutouts.

"We're happy with his development, but we want him to be our next guy [in a few years] and want to make sure he's playing right now," Trotz said. "In Milwaukee, we can clean up some things in his game that will make him a better goalie for us."

---
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NHL.com continues its preview of the 2013-14 season, which will include in-depth looks at all 30 teams throughout September.

With the overhaul in full swing for the Buffalo Sabres, question marks abound as they prepare for the 2013-14 season. Ron Rolston enters his first full season as an NHL coach with the Sabres organization relying on him to lead the youngest roster in the League back to prominence.

Training camp will be one long battle, with scrimmages and preseason games determining how the team will line up come opening night. Here are three prominent items facing the Buffalo Sabres heading into the season:

SABRES PREVIEW RELATED STORIES

Sabres to let camp battles determine roster

Pysyk could be future of Buffalo's defense

1. What can we expect from Thomas Vanek and Ryan Miller? -- At last season's NHL Trade Deadline, general manager Darcy Regier said he was "open to everything" in terms of trades, including forward  Thomas Vanek and goaltender Ryan Miller, who each can become an unrestricted free agent following this season. Miller sold his home during the summer, but said it was more about looking for a larger one for the family he wants to have with his wife. Around the same time, Vanek was telling reporters he had no interest in enduring the Sabres' rebuilding process.

So where did Miller and Vanek end up? Back in Buffalo, of course.

Amid all the arrivals, departures and prospect call-ups, Miller and Vanek survived the overhaul. With each entering the final season of his contract and rumors continuing to swirl, their status throughout 2013-14 will be a major storyline.

Each was diplomatic with reporters at the start of training camp.

"You start to see a situation here where you can build something good, something that's going to last," Miller said. "That's what I want to be a part of, whether this is the last season I can make a difference or it's going to continue forward. I just want to make sure that I'm a positive influence on this team moving forward and that Buffalo has a lot of success or a foundation to build success on in the future, because I do care about this area and the people."

If Miller and Vanek reach free agency next summer, it will be up to the team to make a move. Although Regier said he will not shuffle the team during training camp, a recent report said Buffalo would pay some of Vanek's salary if a trade was made. With all this in mind, one has to assume if Buffalo's postseason chances fall apart early, Vanek and Miller may find themselves on the trading block.

2. Will Cody Hodgson earn his new contract? -- A restricted free agent, Hodgson and the Sabres agreed on a six-year, $25 million contract the day before camp opened. The signing sent a message that Buffalo is ready for a new generation to assert themselves, starting with the 23-year-old first-line center.

Cody Hodgson

Cody Hodgson

Center - BUF

GOALS: 15 | ASST: 19 | PTS: 34

 SOG: 114 | +/-: -4

 "We are extremely excited to have signed Cody to a long-term deal," Regier told reporters at the time of the signing. "We feel he is going to be an important piece of our organization's success in the future and look forward to watching him develop as a player." 

In his second full NHL season in 2012-13, Hodgson emerged as the team's premier playmaker, setting up linemate Vanek for several of his 20 goals while scoring 15 of his own. His 34 points (15 goals, 19 assists) were second on the team to Vanek.

The next step is for Hodgson to continue to prove he deserves to remain on the top line. How he fares on a team where he is considered a veteran -- a veteran with a hefty, long-term deal attached -- will be something to watch.

3. Who wears the "C"? -- Buffalo is in the market for a captain, and has been for a while. With Jason Pominville's departure to the Minnesota Wild at the trade deadline, the Sabres lost their leader of two seasons. While rumors have swirled regarding the captaincy, Rolston told the Buffalo News he would rotate it during the preseason before making a final decision.

Talk has suggested various veterans for the role, among them Vanek, Christian Ehrhoff and Steve Ott, but an outside possibility may be Hodgson. Many teams have shifted toward younger captains, such as the Colorado Avalanche and 20-year-old Gabriel Landeskog, and Buffalo could benefit from a captain with a long-term contract.

Rolston said he wouldn't hesitate to name Vanek or Ott captain despite each entering the final season of his contract. However, the organization expressed its confidence in Hodgson with a big contract, so the captaincy would seem the logical next step.
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NHL.com continues its preview of the 2013-14 season, which will include in-depth looks at all 30 teams throughout September.

The Nashville Predators will open the season in the new Central Division of the Western Conference with a relatively new look on offense, and a defensive unit that has the potential to rival divisional foe and the reigning Stanley Cup champion Chicago Blackhawks.

The selection of Seth Jones in the 2013 NHL Draft gives coach Barry Trotz two first-round picks, along with Ryan Ellis, and a three second-round choices -- Shea Weber, Kevin Klein and Roman Josi -- along the blue line in 2013-14.

PREDATORS 30 IN 15 RELATED STORIES

Predators after an edge entering 2013-14

Beck looking for breakthrough with Nashville

In order to return to the Stanley Cup Playoffs, Trotz knows the team must get back to basics and its culture as an organization. The Predators finished two games over .500 on home ice and were 5-14-5 on the road in 2012-13.

"[In 2011-12] we finished in the top 10 in four categories -- goals for, goals against, power play and penalty kill -- and we didn't finish in the top 10 in any of those last season," Trotz said. "We need to be relentless and hard to play against … that's a cultural thing. We want to turn home ice into the Roman Coliseum."

In addition to making life difficult on the opposition at Bridgestone Arena in Nashville, it would help if the team could give goalie Pekka Rinne some offensive support. That remains one of the biggest areas of concern Trotz will have to correct to open the season.

Here are three items sure to gain headlines during training camp in Nashville:

1. Defenseman Ryan Ellis is working toward a rebound season. Ellis will have assistant coach and seven-time NHL All-Star Phil Housley showing him the ropes. Ellis, the 2009 first-round pick (No. 11), has five goals and 17 points in 64 NHL games spanning two seasons. Trotz told NHL.com he felt Ellis was pressing too hard in 2012-13 but is more determined entering this season. Housley will help provide the confidence Ellis may need to turn things around this season.

"He's a winner, so I'm not too concerned," Trotz said. "He's getting challenged a little bit, and I know he'll respond in the right way. I expect him to log pretty good minutes for us this season."

Colin Wilson

Colin Wilson

Center - NSH

GOALS: 7 | ASST: 12 | PTS: 19

 SOG: 26 | +/-: 1

 2. There's an outside chance Colin Wilson spends time at both wing and center. The 6-foot-1, 216-pound left-handed shot was leading the team with 19 points, including seven goals, through the opening 24 games of the 2012-13 season before a shoulder injury ended his run March 9. He had stabilization surgery on both shoulders within a span of a few weeks in April and has looked good in camp. The acquisition of center Matt Cullen gives Trotz a veteran player who is capable of moving to wing. Wilson played center at Boston University for two seasons, so he is accustomed to the role, just not on the NHL level. 

"I could move Wilson and Cullen," Trotz said. "If there was an injury to one of our four centers, he would certainly get a good look. If we played an 82-game season last year, I think Colin would have went to the middle a little bit, so at some point we'll put him there."

3. Don't expect the defensive pairings to remain the same very long. Trotz acknowledged his top seven along the blue line entering preseason are Ellis, Shea Weber, Roman Josi, Kevin Klein, Seth Jones, Victor Bartley and Mattias Ekholm.

"[Joonas] Jarvinen is a big, physical kid who could push for time this year, as will Bryan Rodney," Trotz said. "I think with the three veteran guys we have (Weber, Josi and Klein), you might not see Josi and Weber playing together all the time (as was the case in 2012-13). They'll have to move around with different partners. Some nights you might see Josi and Klein together, and then it might be Josi with Jones or Ekholm and Ellis with Weber."

---
30 in 15: Pysyk could be future of Sabres' defense
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NHL.com continues its preview of the 2013-14 season, which will include in-depth looks at all 30 teams throughout September.

There's an overhaul taking place in Buffalo, and youth is the word of the day. With the Sabres parting with so many veterans, the roster threatens to push young players too far too fast.

One prospect coach Ron Rolston and the Sabres aren't worried about, however, is Mark Pysyk. That's because the 21-year-old defenseman has some NHL experience, 19 games at the end of last season.

SABRES PREVIEW RELATED STORIES

Sabres to let camp battles determine roster

Three things to watch with the Sabres

"I think in terms of our young guys is Mark Pysyk, who came up at the end of last year and showed up," Rolston said when asked about players who excite him heading into training camp. "I know he had a great summer and he's a really mature player and person. I think he's going to be real good for us."

Buffalo's first-round pick (No. 23) at the 2010 NHL Draft, Pysyk won't fill the stat sheet but could be a solid, consistent player the Sabres could build a defensive unit around over the next few seasons. At the time of his call-up last season, Pysyk had a plus-8 rating that led the Rochester Americans, the Sabres' American Hockey League team. The 6-foot-1, 193-pound player transitioned well to the NHL when he entered the lineup March 17, playing the rest of the season with one goal and four assists.

"Last year he was, on a nightly basis, one of our better defensemen down the stretch," Rolston said. "He has a lot of play to his game, plays a real mature game, moves the puck well, and as he gains more confidence he's going to be even more of a threat offensively for us."

His intangibles are impressive. Looking for leadership? From 2010-12, Pysyk captained his junior team, the Edmonton Oil Kings of the Western Hockey League, leading them to the WHL title in 2011-12. How about big-game ability? Pysyk scored in his first professional game, Oct. 12, 2012 with Rochester.

The organization's affection for Pysyk was apparent in the initial training camp pairings, when Rolston put him in the first pairing with veteran Henrik Tallinder. At 34, Tallinder has a pedigree for helping young Sabres defensemen transition to the NHL in big ways. In 2009-10 he was paired with 19-year-old Tyler Myers, and Myers won that season's Calder Trophy.
Seven 2013 draft picks who could stick this season

Tuesday, 09.17.2013 / 9:00 AM / 2013-2014 Season Preview

By Mike G. Morreale - NHL.com Staff Writer

13 

14 

27 

Email 

Comment

Print

Now that NHL training camps have officially kicked off throughout North America, one question that will continue to surface in the coming weeks is which of the first-round draft picks selected in June will ultimately have a significant impact with their team right now.

This year's draft was considered one of the deepest in recent memory and each of the 30 teams can rest assured that if their choice isn't producing this season, there should come a time down the road when his name is mentioned prominently in game roundups.

"Steven Stamkos is one of the more gifted goal scorers this League has ever seen and he's already been in the League five seasons," Tampa Bay Lightning coach Jon Cooper told NHL.com. "But, as an 18-year-old No. 1 draft pick, even he didn't play every single game and it took some time before he started to take off."

2013-14 SEASON PREVIEW

Storylines involving potential 2014 UFAs

By Dan Rosen - NHL.com Senior Writer

Executives across the NHL are already having discussions and conducting negotiations that will affect the makeup of the 2014 unrestricted free-agent market. READ MORE › Avs' Johnson hoping to get back on the attack

Wild forward Brodziak primed for rebound season

Fantasy specialists: Who helps in each category?

Team-by-team season preview calendar

Follow NHL.com's Training Camp blog

MORE 2013-14 PREVIEW STORIES ›

At last count, there were 14 players selected in the first round of the 2013 draft signed to entry-level contracts. The list includes No. 1 Nathan MacKinnon (Colorado), No. 2 Aleksander Barkov (Florida), No. 3 Jonathan Drouin (Tampa Bay), No. 4 Seth Jones (Nashville), No. 5 Elias Lindholm (Carolina), No. 6 Sean Monahan (Calgary), No. 7 Darnell Nurse (Edmonton), No. 8 Rasmus Ristolainen (Buffalo), No. 9 Bo Horvat (Vancouver), No. 10 Valeri Nichushkin (Dallas), No. 12 Max Domi (Phoenix), No. 23 Andre Burakovsky (Capitals), No. 24 Hunter Shinkaruk (Vancouver), and No. 25 Michael McCarron (Montreal).

"I watched MacKinnon and Drouin and all the other picks, and I still think you have to temper expectations and let the talent eventually take over," Cooper said. "You just have to make sure you massage the mentality of these players and not rush them along."

It's very possible a few more will be signed during training camp. Most NHL scouts and general managers would have you believe their choice is NHL-ready and capable of having some sort of impact immediately, but that also depends on the current depth chart and those other prospects who have already earned valuable professional experience in the American Hockey League.

"The thing you have to remember is these players have been the best for so long in the leagues they've competed in and now they're entering a league where they're not the best," Cooper said. "That's an adjustment, no matter how old you are."

One of the more intriguing cases entering the 2013-14 season is whether or not Russian superstar Nichushkin is given an opportunity to shine in his first season. Many projected the 6-foot-4, 202-pound right wing to go among the top five at the draft. Instead, he dropped right into the lap of Stars first-year general manager Jim Nill.

"I think it's no secret, everybody had him as one of the top three players in the draft," Nill said. "If he was playing [Canadian junior hockey] somewhere in Moose Jaw or Peterborough, he probably would have been a top-three pick. There is risk with the Russian factor, everybody knows that. Where we were picking, he was a player we couldn't pass on. There was just too much there."

There's no denying the fact Nichushkin possesses the size, confidence and skills required to play in the NHL, but can he do it on a consistent basis and over an 82-game season? He was a sight to behold at the recent Traverse City Prospects Tournament in Michigan, posting three goals, a plus-3 rating, some big hits and generating a team-leading 16 shots in four tournament games for third-place Dallas.

Nichushkin made public his desire to play in North America in 2013-14. He terminated his contract with Moscow Dynamo of the Kontinental Hockey League in order to play in the NHL this season, but the one stipulation is that if he's not playing in the NHL, he will return to Dynamo.

Here are seven players chosen in the June draft who could possibly be spending more than a nine-game trial with their respective team to open the season:

1. Valeri Nichushkin, RW, Dallas: Nichushkin has proven everything he could in in the KHL and now it's time to showcase his skills among the best the world has to offer. Playing in his home country at the 2013 IIHF World Junior Championship in Ufa, Russia, Nichushkin finished with two points and scored the winner 95 seconds into overtime in the bronze-medal game against Canada. At 6-foot-4, 202 pounds, the native of Chelyabinsk might be able to step in and contribute on a second-line role with possible linemates Rich Peverley and Ray Whitney, or a third-line role with Shawn Horcoff and Cody Eakin.

He'll also benefit from the addition of veteran defenseman Sergei Gonchar, who was signed to a two-year contract in June. Gonchar mentored a young Evgeni Malkin with the Pittsburgh Penguins, and Gonchar and Nichushkin are both from Chelyabinsk.

"I liked a lot of what I saw [at the Traverse City Tournament]," Dallas coach Lindy Ruff told NHL.com. "He had the puck a lot and made a lot of great plays. He skated well and, in some of the tight areas, he really competed hard. When you see someone that has the puck most of the time or comes up with the puck most of the time, it tells you that he's in on a lot of the action."

2. Nathan MacKinnon, C, Colorado: Avalanche coach Patrick Roy has publicly stated that the Memorial Cup most valuable player would begin the season on a third line with the likes of Jamie McGinn and Steve Downie. Whether he remains there is questionable, although the 6-foot, 182-pound right-handed center has excelled at every level throughout his career. MacKinnon's performance in the Memorial Cup last season was one for the ages, as he collected seven goals and 13 points in four games for the Halifax Mooseheads of the Quebec Major Junior Hockey League.

3. Jonathan Drouin, LW, Tampa Bay: The 2012-13 Canadian Hockey League player of the year could become the perfect complement for Stamkos and right wing Martin St. Louis on Tampa's top offensive unit. If Cooper would prefer to ease the 5-foot-10, 186-pound playmaker into the mix, he might opt to have Drouin play left wing on a line with free-agent signee Valtteri Filppula. However Cooper decides to use Drouin, there's no question the rookie from the Memorial Cup champion Mooseheads will bring Lightning fans out of their seats on more than a few occasions this campaign.

Cooper has not only been experimenting with Drouin on the top line alongside Stamkos and St. Louis during training camp, but has also used him at center.

4. Seth Jones, D, Nashville: He is the most NHL-ready of any defenseman taken in this year's draft and will surely spend some time alongside captain Shea Weber to open the season. The Predators were thrilled to announce Jones' name with the fourth pick. He was third among Western Hockey League defensemen in the 2013 playoffs with 15 points (five goals) in 21 games as his Portland Winterhawks captured the league championship and earned a trip to the Memorial Cup. He led all WHL rookie defenders with 56 points (14 goals) and a plus-46 rating in 61 games. Despite finishing as NHL Central Scouting's No. 1 rated North American prospect, he is listed fourth since young defensemen need more time to develop and raise their level of play at the NHL level.

5. Aleksander Barkov, C, Florida: After producing 21 goals with 27 assists in 53 games in the Finnish Elite League the past two seasons, there's nothing left for Barkov to prove in Europe. He was second on his team in scoring with 48 points, including 21 goals, in 53 games in 2012-13 to help Tappara finish second overall in the standings. The 6-3, 209-pound Finn could wind up becoming the team's second-line center behind Shawn Matthias. Barkov did undergo shoulder surgery in April and while he's cleared to play, the team might not want to push him too much in the preseason.

"One reason why we took him with the second overall pick is we thought he was going to have the ability to step right in," assistant general manager Mike Santos told the Miami Herald. "He's played in a men's league for the past two years."

6. Rasmus Ristolainen, D, Buffalo: Ristolainen makes no bones about the fact he feels ready to contribute for the Sabres this season. Sabres assistant general manager Kevin Devine admitted just prior to selecting the 6-4, 207-pound Finn that he's an NHL-ready defenseman. He began playing hockey as a five-year-old, but did not make the move from forward to defense until he was 12. He has patterned his heavy shot and physical play after the Predators' Weber, his childhood hockey idol. He could very well impress so much in training camp that the organization sees fit to keep him the entire season. If Ristolainen isn't a part of the Sabres' roster this season, there's a good chance he'll join the team's American Hockey League affiliate in Rochester. He also impressed during the Traverse City Tournament, pairing with fellow first-round pick (No. 16) Nikita Zadorov.

"He's a very mature defenseman for his age and will have every chance to compete for a roster spot in training camp," Sabres GM Darcy Regier said.

7. Sean Monahan, C, Calgary: A true leader in every sense, Monahan played for an Ottawa 67's team that won just 16 games in 2012-13 in the Ontario Hockey League. He somehow managed 31 goals and 78 points as the team's captain. The Flames are in transition following the departure of Jarome Iginla and Jay Bouwmeester, and still might be a year away from becoming a legitimate contender in the Western Conference again. That might be reason enough to have the 6-2, 187-pound left-handed shot as part of the turnover in Calgary, but the most likely scenario is management opts to return him to the Canadian Hockey League for one more year.

Then again, a solid training camp might make that easier said than done.

Follow Mike Morreale on Twitter at: @mikemorrealeNHL
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NHL.com's weekly Q&A feature called "Five Questions With ..." is back for the 2013-14 season. We talk to key figures in the game today and ask them poignant questions to gain insight into their lives, careers and the state of their teams.

The latest edition features Vancouver Canucks coach John Tortorella:

John Tortorella has immersed himself in his first training camp with the Vancouver Canucks, digging around to learn about his new players, the identity they already have and working on the one he feels they still need to create.

He offered NHL.com insight into what it's like to be one of the most controversial voices in the NHL, what he wants from his new team and why he coaches the way he coaches during a 20-minute phone conversation.

Here are Five Questions With…John Tortorella:

You talked about your feelings toward Twitter [last week] and it's all over the news, on every website and was a big conversation piece throughout the NHL. You mention how you're going to be the kinder, gentler Tortorella in the media and that becomes a major topic. What is it like for you to know that when you say something it is going to go up in lights, so to speak?
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"Quite honestly with you, I don't read the papers. But if my thoughts on Twitter turned into a big deal, then it's an awfully slow day. But I guess that's the way it works right now and there's nothing I can do about it. As the way I've gone I make my own bed there. I do. I realize that. I still don't get it as of right now if something is made big of those types of comments. That was just kind of at the end of a conversation. I don't know, it's something I don't get sometimes, but I understand that I have made some mistakes along the way. But you know what? I'm still going to answer the questions as best I can. I'm not going to just do hockey-speak and say all the cliches and stuff like that. I didn't think that [the Twitter comment] was a big deal, but I guess that's where it is right now."

When do you think you will be, or are you already comfortable in knowing what you have in Vancouver and how this team can play?

"I don't have a clue what this team is about. I'll tell you one thing: Each day I'm around them I am so impressed with the Sedins. That's one of the biggest things that I have going for me as a new coach in a new organization. To have your two best players act, go about their business, handle themselves in the locker room and do what they do on the ice with the conditioning we've gone through, it's a huge plus for me. I've made no bones about it, I want young kids in the lineup and we need to get young kids in the lineup here, but if they aren't watching these two guys and how they go about their business, then they're crazy. Each day it's just so impressive. I hear people talk that they're soft and this and that, but just the class they have shown so far and how hard they work it is just going to make my job easier in trying to have a sell as far as how we want to play."

From last season's Canucks games that you watched on tape, what did you see that has to change for you to get this team back to where it was in 2011, competing for the Stanley Cup?

"Well, I think the mindset.

"The Sedins, when you watch them on tape, there is nothing going on and bang, there's a goal. They make something out of nothing. I think we have some quality offensive people, but the thing that stuck out to me is I just don't think they're a hard enough team to play against. And I'm not trying to criticize because the organization has been successful. They have been and they've got some really good people here, I can see that, but for you to sustain over an 82-game schedule and try to get to where you want to be in the playoffs and go where everybody wants to go, it just can't be passing plays and off the rush.

"Everybody is talking about creating offense. Everybody wants more offense and these tic-tac-toe plays. Yeah, that's great to get a few of those here and there, but it just doesn't happen that often. That's where I see a little bit of a weakness in this club as far as sustaining their straight-up forecheck, holding onto pucks and the grind of the game.

"Every time I used that word [grind] in New York it was about defense; it isn't about defense. Grinding is about playing a complete game. I do think it's an older team that three years ago it was there, one game away, but I just think it needs to change its mindset here in how hard we have to be. That is my biggest job, not the X's and O's of it, but the mindset of what you have to be as a player."

Speaking of mindset, you could have entered a situation with a difficult goaltending controversy, or at the very least an unhappy No. 1 goalie, but you've got Roberto Luongo and it seems like he's on board. You're not one to deal with the goalies too often, at least you weren't with Henrik Lundqvist because you never felt the need, but what does it do for you and your transition to the new club to know you have your one guy, he's an established guy and that position seems to be solved?

Roberto Luongo

Roberto Luongo

Goalie - VAN

RECORD: 9-6-3

 GAA: 2.56 | SVP: 0.907

 "I never met Louie [Luongo] until camp here, but I watched him play when I was in Tampa and he was in Florida. I talked to a lot of people after that happened [Cory Schneider traded to the New Jersey Devils], after the draft, and everybody, the first thing they talked about is what type of pro he is. Louie has discussed it. He said he was done and he wasn't happy about certain things, but that happens to a lot of players. You don't always have to be happy. I know I have in this guy here that no matter what people will say or what type of distractions will be out there because of this, he is ready to play. I watch how hard this guy works. I watch how his teammates move to him. He's a heck of a goalie and I don't think we're going to have a problem at all. He just wants to play." 

This is more of a coaching philosophy question because you want your guys to block shots. Does it concern you that when a forward or a defenseman goes down to block a shot that it can take him out of the play and limit a transitional rush? And when you have a world-class goalie like Lundqvist or Luongo, why isn't there a preference to let him see the shot instead of having a body fly in front of him?

"There are certain times you need to give the shot to the goalie and that's all split-second thinking, but I think we overthink. I want to do A before B. If I can get a body in front of a shot and we have the willingness to do that, it doesn't even get to the net to have a chance to go in. Yeah, there's going to be deflections, there's going to be screens, but what I think is the proper way of playing defense in that situation is trying to block a shot.

"There's another side of it too. You're trying to develop a culture. I told you earlier in the conversation that part of what I think we have to do here in Vancouver is create a different type of identity here. When your team is blocking shots, when a Sedin blocks a shot, or whoever it may be, it creates accountability and it creates a culture as far as a tough team to play against. It's already taken on a life of its own out here in Vancouver as far as this blocking shots, but if a Sedin blocks a shot, where do you think our bench is going to go? To me, it's a huge thing for a team to see one of those guys block a shot, one of your top players, players who have been maybe criticized at times that they're not willing to play in those areas. Where do you think your team goes? They get 10-feet tall on the bench and another guy goes, 'Well, if he is going to block a shot I need to get involved.'

"It's not only I think the proper way to play defense, but I think it helps you develop an identity and develop a culture within your room."

Bonus question: So should we assume the Sedins are going to be blocking shots?

"They're going to be killing penalties and I hope they do [block shots] because I know both Danny and Hank want more. In my conversations with them this summer they want more. I've told the team I'm going to ask more out of everybody on this club and they've embraced that. For them to get more they're going to be put in more situations, not just offensively but away from the puck and killing penalties, and they can be very dangerous people killing penalties. So if they're going to kill penalties they're going to end up blocking some shots. As they see that I think they're going to feel better about themselves that they're becoming complete players because that's the way they think.

"The next question that I'm sure is going to be asked is what if they get hurt. So be it. You need to play the game the right way. You get injuries in a lot of different ways. You need to play the game the right way and that's what we're going to try to do."

---
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RALEIGH, N.C. -- On the first day of Carolina Hurricanes training camp, there was no mistaking Radek Dvorak's on-ice smarts.

In one drill, the veteran forward picked up a loose puck, drifted back toward the faceoff circle and laid a pass on Jeff Skinner's tape in the slot. Moments later, Dvorak won a one-on-one battle in the corner and then schooled a minor-league defenseman by backing in for a shot on goal, which rang off the post.

Dvorak has not made the team -- at least not yet. At 36, he is at Carolina's camp on a professional tryout. His 1,200-game NHL career speaks to his consistency, but it also identifies the fine line he cuts with every stride down the ice: Is he the ideal savvy veteran? Or is he a forward whose game is diminishing in the twilight of his career?

HURRICANES 30 IN 15 RELATED STORIES

Carolina after consistency, health in 2013-14

Hurricanes look to piece together defense

Carolina forward Gerbe out to prove himself

"This is my league," Dvorak said after his first day of training camp. "I've been here such a long time. I'm still thinking I can play."

That's what the Hurricanes are hoping, and not just for his on-ice skills. General manager Jim Rutherford made it clear recently that he wants to change the chemistry in the locker room. Last season's team did not include a single player with more than 700 NHL games played. Dvorak figures that's one area where he can make a difference.

"Experience," Dvorak said when asked what he brings to Carolina. "I've been in this League for a long time. I've been in big games before. Hopefully I can bring that with me."

But it's more than that. Dvorak operates with no sense of entitlement. Last season he cobbled together a half season in Switzerland and a nine-game stint with the Anaheim Ducks. Despite scoring four goals for the Ducks, he received no guaranteed offers for this season.

But he's not bitter, not even annoyed. He's thrilled.

"It was great news that they invited me to the camp, that they gave me a chance to be back in the NHL," Dvorak said. "Nothing is for free these days. It's an opportunity to play in the best League in the world."

So if the Hurricanes get a chance to kick the tires before signing him, that's fine with the 17-year veteran. Carolina coach Kirk Muller played three seasons with Dvorak with the Florida Panthers in the late 1990s, so there's some familiarity on both sides.

"You can't underestimate experience with players like that," Muller said. "I've played with Radek. He's a great pro. He's a really good penalty killer, and that's an area we want to improve on."

In addition, Dvorak has relied on his speed as a calling card. He still has good hands and a nice touch around the net too. But he's not banking on Muller giving him a break because they once were teammates.

 Despite scoring four goals for the Ducks, Radek Dvorak received no guaranteed offers for this season. (Photo: Debora Robinson/NHLI)

"I played with him, but it's not like I have any advantage from that," Dvorak said. "I'm just one of the guys. I want to fight for my job."

That's the kind of approach Carolina is looking for. The Hurricanes spiraled out of control, and out of the playoff picture, last season when they managed two wins in a 19-game stretch. In a sport that values intangibles and leadership, a guy like Dvorak might be just the right touch in the locker room.

"Just knowing how he is with the younger guys in the room, bringing all that experience is great," Muller said. "[We're] just checking if his legs are still good to go and if he's still capable of keeping up with the pace of the game right now -- and I have confidence that he is."

So does Dvorak, but that's not his message.

"The 1,200 games, it means nothing. It's behind me," he said. "After 1,200 games, I even have to work harder. There are still a lot of guys sitting on the side. I have a chance. Every time you have a chance in life, you have to take advantage."

If Dvorak makes the roster, the Hurricanes will mark his eighth NHL team. It will be the first, however, where he has had to come to camp without a contract and fight for a spot.

"I go practice by practice, day by day," he said. "I'll just do my best and hope for the best."
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NHL.com continues its preview of the 2013-14 season, which will include in-depth looks at all 30 teams throughout September.

When the Carolina Hurricanes were healthy last season, things were going well. They were scoring goals and rose to the top of the Southeast Division.

Then came that night in early March when goalie Cam Ward injured his knee, and things went downhill from there. Injuries and losses piled up in equal numbers, and the Hurricanes missed the Stanley Cup Playoffs for the sixth time in seven seasons since winning the Cup in 2006.

The hope is enough of the injured bodies have healed and there's a plan is in place for a return to the postseason. Here are three things to watch in training camp to see if the Hurricanes are on the right path:

1. Who's in on defense? -- The loss of Joni Pitkanen for the entire season puts a defensive unit looking to improve on a shaky performance last season in a tough spot.

Mike Komisarek

Mike Komisarek

Defense - CAR

GOALS: 0 | ASST: 0 | PTS: 0

 SOG: 1 | +/-: 2

 Pitkanen was first or second on the team in average ice time per game each of the past five seasons, including last season, when he was second on the team at 22:49 per game. He had nine points in 22 games last season, but when healthy had been a consistent 30-point performer. 

With a few new faces this season, Pitkanen was going to be relied upon to eat up more minutes and play in more situations this season.

How will they replace him? The best in-house candidate from an offensive standpoint is 20-year-old Ryan Murphy, an offensive dynamo who averaged more than a point per game in four seasons of junior hockey with the Kitchener Rangers of the Ontario Hockey League and impressed in a four-game emergency recall last season.

The team also brought in Andrej Sekera and Mike Komisarek in an attempt to overhaul a unit that finished 29th in goals-allowed per game (3.31) last season. And Ron Hainsey was signed to a one-year contract the day after the news of Pitkanen's absence emerged.

"Mike has got a little something to prove, which is always good to have those guys," captain Eric Staal told NHL.com. "They're motivated to prove something. Andrej's a guy I played against in Buffalo a number of years. He's a solid, serviceable defenseman. He does everything really well, can skate, can be tough to play against. Good additions that I think will help us."

Hurricanes coach Kirk Muller knows Komisarek well from their time with the Montreal Canadiens, when Muller was an assistant coach and Komisarek was emerging as a top defensive-minded defenseman. But things never worked out for Komisarek after he signed a five-year contract with the Toronto Maple Leafs in July 2009; he was placed on waivers and sent to the American Hockey League last season.

Muller told NHL.com he is confident the best days are yet to come for the 31-year-old.

"We wanted to bring in some real character guys and one thing Mike is is a great character guy," he said. "… He just wasn't in a comfort zone [in Toronto] and it was tough to get out of it. Here I think he's in a different type of market, a little more laid back, doesn't have to come in with high expectations. All he has to do is come in and be himself, play a good, hard, solid game, feel like he's part of the group and just go out and play his game."

2. Is everyone else healthy? -- The Hurricanes' two most important players will arrive in camp coming off serious knee injuries. Ward sustained a third-degree sprain of the medial collateral ligament in his left knee when a teammate knocked him over during a game March 3; though Ward didn't need surgery, he did miss the remainder of the regular season.

Eric Staal also sustained a serious knee injury when a collision with Vancouver Canucks defenseman Alexander Edler during the 2013 IIHF World Championship left Staal with a third-degree sprain of the MCL in his right knee.

HURRICANES PREVIEW RELATED STORIES

Hurricanes look for consistency, heath in 2013-14

Carolina's Gerbe out to prove himself in camp

"I knew I was done [for the tournament] and I knew it was going to be significant," Staal told NHL.com. "I just hoped it wasn't like ACL surgery. Luckily, it wasn't. But I knew there was going to be damage. As soon as he hit me, I was squirming around. It didn't feel very good. Once I got back to the room, I knew it was bad."

Staal did not have to undergo surgery, but he did need several weeks of rehabilitation, and Muller said he'll be curious to see where Staal is with his conditioning, and how much catch-up time he'll need after losing valuable workout time to rehabilitating his knee.

3. Can they make the special teams special? -- Without Ward, the penalty kill dropped to 28th in the League last season at 77.6 percent. The power play wasn't much better, finishing 27th at 14.6 percent.

A healthy Ward should help the penalty kill improve, and the belief is the offseason additions of Komisarek and Sekera also should.

Komisarek can improve the team's penalty kill, which hasn't ranked above the bottom-third of the League since the 2009-10 season.

The power play could be aided by the addition of Murphy, who will attempt to stick for a full season after last season's brief call-up.

"I was really pleased with him," Muller said. "He doesn't look intimidated at all. There were times he joined the rush and played his game. … He showed that at times he's capable of doing things that will keep him in the NHL. Now it's being consistent."

---

30 in 15: Hurricanes after consistency, health

Tuesday, 09.17.2013 / 3:00 AM / 2013-2014 Season Preview

By Adam Kimelman - NHL.com Deputy Managing Editor

10 

14 

24 

Email 

Comment

Print

NHL.com continues its preview of the 2013-14 season, which will include in-depth looks at all 30 teams throughout September.

March 3, 2013 served as a line of demarcation for the Carolina Hurricanes.

Before that day, they were a first-place team in the Southeast Division, already eyeing a Stanley Cup Playoff spot for the first time since 2009.

But during the second period of a game against the Florida Panthers, defenseman Justin Faulk fell and collided with Cam Ward, knocking down the goalie and leaving him with a third-degree sprain of the medial collateral ligament in his left knee.

Ward's season was over, and for the most part so was the Hurricanes'. They won seven of their final 27 games and finished 13th in the Eastern Conference.

CAR 

PROJECTED LINEUP

FORWARDS

J. Tlusty E. Staal A. Semin 

J. Skinner J. Staal T. Ruutu 

N. Gerbe E. Lindholm R. Dvorak 

D. Bowman R. Nash P. Dwyer 

K. Westgarth   

DEFENSEMEN

T. Gleason J. Faulk 

A. Sekera R. Hainsey 

J. Harrison M. Komisarek 

R. Murphy  

GOALIES

C. Ward 

A. Khudobin 

ONES TO WATCH

R. Murphy, D 

Z. Boychuk, F 

Z. Dalpe, F 

V. Rask, C 

N. Blanchard, F 

B. Bellemore, D 

M. Jordan, D 

J. Welsh, F 

"If you look at our season, it was almost like Jekyll and Hyde," Hurricanes coach Kirk Muller told NHL.com. "A lot of it had to do around the time Cam got injured. Up until then we were leading our division. … We were just flying along great. Unfortunately the injury happened and we were .500 for a few games and then after that we just couldn't keep the goals [against] down and it affected our production in the second half."

Ward wasn't the only Hurricanes player to miss time with an injury, but clearly he was the most important and the hardest to replace. Carolina added backup goalie Anton Khudobin in free agency to support Ward, and remade a good portion of the defense that will play in front of the goaltenders with the hope of returning to the postseason.

Forwards

The Hurricanes boasted one of the top first lines in the League with Eric Staal centering left wing Jiri Tlusty and right wing Alexander Semin. The trio combined for 42.5 percent (45 of 127) of Carolina's non-shootout goals last season.

"I played a little bit with Jiri, so I kind of knew what he was about," Staal told NHL.com. "Alex, just playing against him and seeing the skill level and the talent that he was with in Washington … we played together in one intrasquad game, and I think after the second shift I knew it was going to be really good. Just certain passes, certain plays, certain things that happen on the ice … I knew it was going to work."

Staal's success wasn't a surprise -- he led the team and was sixth in the League with 53 points in 48 games -- but it was the first time since his breakout 100-point season in 2005-06 that he averaged better than a point per game.

Semin was second on the team with 44 points, also not that much of a surprise from a player who averaged 31 goals and 64 points the previous six seasons. But what stood out to Muller was his 31 assists, second on the team to Staal's 35.

"The biggest surprise for me was how much of a playmaker he was," Muller said. "I took him as more of a goal-scorer. He might have the best hockey instincts on our team right now. He's a really smart player, loves to make plays. He kind of just fed off the other two guys and played off of those two."

The real stunner, though, was Tlusty, who set career bests with 23 goals and 38 points, and led the team in goals and plus/minus (plus-15).

The trio reminded Muller of one of the top lines he saw from his playing days.

"It's a lot like [Mike] Modano and [Brett] Hull and Jere Lehtinen when I was in Dallas," Muller said. "If you look at that line, Tlusty was the Jere Lehtinen of that line, the reliable guy, the guy who did all the work grinding it out in the corner, the two-way type winger. Given the opportunity, he showed he could score goals and produce on that line while being the real reliable guy. Staal is a workhorse, and with his size and strength opens things up on the line by his presence and his size. And then you've got Semin. … The chemistry was really good on all three. You've got a hard-working guy, you got a playmaker and a goal-scorer. They took a lot of pride in being a really good No. 1 line."

SUMMER MOVES

IN: Ron Hainsey, D, (free agent, Jets); Andrej Sekera, D (trade, Sabres); Mike Komisarek, D (free agent, Maple Leafs); Anton Khudobin, G (free agent, Bruins); Nathan Gerbe, LW (free agent, Sabres); Elias Lindholm C (draft); Radek Dvorak, RW (free agent, Ducks); Mark Flood, D (Yaroslavl, KHL); Matt Corrente (free agent, AHL); Aaron Palushaj, LW/RW (free agent, Avalanche)

OUT: Joni Pitkanen (out for season, injury); Marc-Andre Bergeron, D (free agent, Zurich, Switzerland); Chad LaRose, LW (free agent); Joe Corvo, D (free agent, Senators); Tim Brent, LW (free agent, Nizhny Novgorod, KHL), Dan Ellis, G (free agent, Stars); Tim Wallace, RW (free agent, Orebro Hockeyklubb, Sweden); Jamie McBain, D (trade, Sabres); Bobby Sanguinetti, D (free agent, Atlant Mytishchi, KHL); Andres Nodl, LW/RW (free agent, Lausanne HC, Switzerland) 

Finding depth behind the top line will be something Muller focuses on during training camp. He envisions a second line featuring Jordan Staal and Tuomo Ruutu, a pairing Muller believes will have more success this season because Ruutu will come to camp healthy (offseason hip surgery limited him to 17 games last season) and Staal has a full season in Carolina under his belt.

Filling out the second line could be a younger player, with Muller saying Zac Dalpe and Drayson Bowman could get the early opportunities.

That would shift Jeff Skinner to the third line, potentially with Elias Lindholm, the fifth pick of the 2013 NHL Draft. Who plays on the right side of that group will be decided at camp, which is exactly what Muller is aiming for.

"This is where some of these young guys have to look at it and go, 'I want that spot and I'm going to get an opportunity in exhibition games and camp to prove it,'" Muller said. "That's what we haven't had before. That's where we have that competition for these guys to battle for it. No, 'I didn't get a chance, I came up and wasn't able to do this.' These guys are going to get a chance and it's up to them to grab it and earn it. You got Dalpe, the thought of maybe moving Bowman over to the right side and being a checking-type winger. [Patrick] Dwyer, who could be the type of guy who's versatile and play there or on the third line, maybe he's the veteran guy that can play with Skinner and Lindholm, if he's ready to play. There's a lot of playing around to do during camp to see where the chemistry matches up."

Defensemen

After finishing 29th in goals-allowed per game last season, the Hurricanes reconfigured a large portion of their defensive group. Gone are five players, including Joe Corvo, who led the team's defensemen with six goals and 17 points.

Among the newcomers are Andrej Sekera, who arrived in a trade with the Buffalo Sabres, and Mike Komisarek, who signed a one-year contract after being bought out by the Toronto Maple Leafs.

"Two proven guys that have played, veteran-type players," Eric Staal said. "Mike has got a little something to prove, which is always good to have those guys. They’re motivated to prove something. Andrej's a guy I played against in Buffalo a number of years. He's a solid, serviceable defenseman. He does everything really well, can skate, can be tough to play against. Good additions that I think will help us."

Sekera, 27, was a solid performer with the Sabres, with 12 points in 37 games. Though he was a minus-2 last season, he's been a plus player in four of his seven NHL seasons.

Komisarek, 31, is ready for a fresh start after four rough seasons with the Maple Leafs. He signed a five-year contract with Toronto in July 2009, but things were so bad that last season he played four games with the Maple Leafs, was placed on waivers and sent to the American Hockey League. In June, the Maple Leafs used one of their compliance buyouts to terminate the final season of Komisarek's contract.

HURRICANES PREVIEW RELATED STORIES

Hurricanes look to piece together defense

Carolina's Gerbe out to prove himself

Muller has a history with Komisarek, dating to their time together with the Montreal Canadiens. That knowledge has Muller believing Komisarek is ready for a big comeback.

"I think he's really excited about the opportunity to just come and play, and show that he's capable," Muller said. "Who knows whether he's a fourth or top-four or top-six [defensemen]. … All he has to do is worry about playing hockey, helping the penalty kill. He can play physical against teams we're going to have to play against, bring his experience and attitude. You can already tell; when I spoke to him, he's really excited to get playing and everything. I think he's going to fit in great. He's going to bring so much fun energy to the room that I think that's going to be awesome."

Veteran Ron Hainsey was added on a one-year contract after the news Joni Pitkanen would miss the entire season with a left heel injury.

There will be more pressure on the new players, as well as holdovers Justin Faulk, Tim Gleason and Jay Harrison, to step up their play in Pitkanen's absence.

Also potentially ready for a full-time job is 20-year-old Ryan Murphy, the team's first pick (No. 12) of the 2011 NHL Draft. An offensive star the past four seasons with the Kitchener Rangers of the Ontario Hockey League (220 points in 228 games), his biggest impact will come as the point man on the power play. Murphy made his NHL debut last season and averaged more than 21 minutes per game in a four-game emergency recall that drew positive reviews.

"I was really pleased with him," Muller said. "He doesn't look intimidated at all. There were times he joined the rush and played his game."

Goalies

Ward's injured knee was the pivot point for the Hurricanes last season. The team went 7-17-3 after he left the lineup, and went from a six-point lead on the Washington Capitals atop the Southeast Division to finishing the season 15 points behind them and 13 points out of a playoff spot.

Ward will be healthy entering training camp and has his sights set on a rebound performance.

"Last season obviously is one I'd like to forget," Ward told the Raleigh News & Observer. "I feel confident I've done everything I can this summer to get my body in the best shape I possibly can to have a healthy season. I want to make a big impact on this hockey team and let my play do the talking."

Muller also said he thinks Ward will have a chip on his shoulder from not being invited to Canada Olympic orientation camp.

"I think the idea that the Olympics being this year, it's really up for grabs for goalie in Canada," Muller said. "I think he wants to show people that not only is he capable of being on that team, but he's got the capabilities of being the No. 1 guy. I think he's got a lot to prove. He wants to get back on the map as one of the top goalies in the game."

Ward played at least 64 games in four of five seasons prior to last season's injury, and to help keep him fresh for a hoped-for postseason run, the team signed Khudobin, who went 9-4-1 with a 2.32 goals-against average and .920 save percentage in 14 games as Tuukka Rask's backup last season with the Boston Bruins.

"He played on a very good team with the Bruins and he had great numbers," general manager Jim Rutherford told the team's website. "We have a scout right in Boston that saw a lot of him. He started talking about him midway through the season. He played extremely well, and we feel that he can do that for us."

Adding depth is Justin Peters, who won four of his 18 NHL games last season after injuries sidelined Ward and backup Dan Ellis.

---
30 in 15: Downie poised to make impact for Avalanche
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NHL.com continues its preview of the 2013-14 season, which will include in-depth looks at all 30 teams throughout September. 

Entering his fifth NHL season, center Matt Duchene sees a lot to be excited about the 2013-14 Colorado Avalanche.

On a team with plenty of young offensive talent, however, one player in particular flies under the radar. He's skated 22 games in an Avalanche jersey since being acquired at the 2012 NHL Trade Deadline, but if he can stay healthy, Steve Downie offers an exciting combination of skill and snarl.

AVALANCHE PREVIEW RELATED STORIES

Roy looks to steer young Avs toward playoffs

O'Reilly's new role among things to watch at camp

Over the summer, new coach Patrick Roy projected Downie to play right wing on the third line with 2013 No. 1 draft pick Nathan MacKinnon as his center. At practice Tuesday, he was skating on the top line with Duchene and Ryan O'Reilly. Regardless of Downie's linemates, he could be poised for a career season.

"[Downie], losing him last year was a huge blow. People don't really realize what a huge blow that was," Duchene told NHL.com earlier this month at the Player Media Tour in New York. "It's almost like we traded for a player now, getting him back."

In his 2012-13 debut with the Avalanche, Downie assisted on a goal and picked up six penalty minutes. Three nights later he tore the anterior cruciate ligament in his right knee on a hit in the corner against Los Angeles Kings defenseman Davis Drewiske, and just like that his season was over.

The Avalanche had been hoping Downie would continue to produce the way he did after they acquired him from the Tampa Bay Lightning the previous season, when he had 13 points in 20 games. Although his early days in the League with the Philadelphia Flyers earned him a reputation for undisciplined play, Downie established himself as an above-average power forward upon his arrival in Tampa Bay.

Showing flashes of the potential he displayed as a junior player in the Ontario Hockey League, Downie put together his best season in 2009-10 with 22 goals, 46 points and 208 penalty minutes. In the 2011 Stanley Cup Playoffs, he had 14 points in 17 games as the Lightning advanced to Game 7 of the Eastern Conference Final.

"He's going to be great with Nate," Duchene said. "[Downie] sees the ice really well. For a guy who's more of a gritty player, he can definitely play even a top-line role if we ever have an injury. He's really smart, can score … he was a star in junior, and when you're a player like that, a top-end player, [the ability] doesn't really go away. I think his stats with us are going to be real good going forward."
30 in 15: Young Avalanche seek next step under Roy
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NHL.com continues its preview of the 2013-14 season, which will include in-depth looks at all 30 teams throughout September. 

After the Colorado Avalanche finished at the bottom of the Western Conference standings in 2008-09, the outlook didn't seem especially promising for the following season. 

Though pundits weren't expecting much from Colorado, the team regrouped in a hurry. Buoyed by a draft that saw the addition of center Matt Duchene with the No. 3 pick and a brilliant season in goal by Craig Anderson, the Avalanche claimed a Stanley Cup Playoff berth on the strength of a Duchene shootout goal against the Vancouver Canucks during the final week of the regular season.

The three seasons since have seen Colorado fail to return to the postseason, and following a 15th-place showing in 2012-13, sweeping changes were made. The Avalanche have a new coach, Patrick Roy, and another high draft pick, Nathan MacKinnon. Expectations may be low outside Denver, but that won't be the case inside the team's dressing room.

COL 

PROJECTED LINEUP

FORWARDS

G. Landeskog M. Duchene R. O'Reilly 

A. Tanguay P. Stastny P. Parenteau 

J. McGinn N. MacKinnon S. Downie 

C. McLeod J. Mitchell M. Olver 

P. Bordeleau   

DEFENSEMEN

J. Hejda T. Barrie 

R. Wilson E. Johnson 

M. Hunwick C. Sarich 

A. Benoit N. Holden 

GOALIES

S. Varlamov 

J. Giguere 

ONES TO WATCH

N. MacKinnon, F 

M. Sgarbossa, F 

D. Siemens, D 

 "I think what I've learned the last few years is how thin a line it is between making the playoffs and not making the playoffs, but also I have such a respect for the teams that do make it and go far," Duchene told NHL.com earlier this month during the Player Media Tour. "I think we're a ways away yet in terms of experience, but in terms of talent and potential we're right there." 

Roy, who turns 48 in October, returns to the Avalanche as a beloved figure after finishing his playing career with 551 wins and adding the final two of his four Stanley Cup championships during eight seasons in Colorado. Roy spent the past eight seasons coaching in the Quebec Major Junior Hockey League, but Duchene said he believes he'll relate well to the Avalanche roster. 

"For our young guys, we still have a lot to learn. For me, I still have a ton of room to improve," Duchene said. "He's seen both sides of it, being a goalie. He saw a lot of offense coming his way, but he also knows what works for defense as well. For a guy like me, he can really help me be a good all-round player and develop my game." 

As far as on-ice personnel, the most notable offseason departure was veteran forward Milan Hejduk, who teamed with Roy as part of Colorado's last Cup winner in 2001. Another member of that team, forward Alex Tanguay, is back as a key addition, along with MacKinnon, the first pick of the 2013 NHL Draft. 

Though the Avalanche may have a long way to go on the back end, there will be no excuse if they can't significantly improve on their average of 2.38 goals per game from last season, 26th in the NHL. All the pieces are in place for far more offense.

Start with the top line, where Duchene is expected to center Ryan O'Reilly and PA Parenteau. Duchene, who will turn 23 in January, already has 266 NHL games under his belt and is developing into exactly the player Colorado thought it was getting at the 2009 draft. He rebounded from a 2011-12 season plagued by injury and inconsistency to score 17 goals and 43 points in 47 games last season, and the team signed him to a five-year contract extension during the summer.

Those 43 points tied for the team lead with Parenteau, who fit right in during his first season in Colorado after finally establishing himself as an NHL regular with the New York Islanders in 2011-12 and signing a big free-agent contract. O'Reilly, taken one round and 30 picks after Duchene in 2009, got his own lucrative payday in February when the Avalanche matched an offer sheet he signed with the Calgary Flames as a restricted free agent. His 20 points tied for fifth on the team playing 29 games, but now the natural center will move to left wing. 

"I actually, after the season, talked to one of our assistant coaches and suggested him playing on my wing," Duchene said of O'Reilly. "There was a bit of a gap there on the left side. I played with some really great guys last year, it was fun, but never had a guy that really stuck there. He's a smart player. He's going to pick up playing real quickly."

Colorado's second line could hold the key to the team's fortunes if Paul Stastny and Gabriel Landeskog can rebound. Stastny had nine goals and 24 points in 40 games, and his name has been bandied about in trade rumors. Landeskog suffered through an early-season concussion and the dreaded sophomore slump after a brilliant rookie season. They likely will be joined by Tanguay, who at 33 still possesses top-six ability.

MacKinnon, who turned 18 on Sept. 1, should be able to ease his way in to the League, starting on the third line with Jamie McGinn and Steve Downie as his wings. Roy won't need to overwhelm MacKinnon in the beginning with minutes or responsibilities, but the opportunity will be there for him to earn more of both if he acclimates quickly.

SUMMER MOVES

IN: Nathan MacKinnon, C (draft); Alex Tanguay, LW (trade, Flames); Cory Sarich, D (trade, Flames); Andre Benoit, (free agent, Senators); Nick Holden, D (free agent, Blue Jackets); Nate Guenin, D (free agent, Ducks); J.T. Wyman, RW (free agent, Lightning) 

OUT: David Jones, RW (trade, Flames); Shane O'Brien, D (trade, Flames); Greg Zanon, D (free agent); Aaron Palushaj, RW (free agent, Hurricanes)

 "I am going to try and keep it simple and get better every day," MacKinnon said on his first day at rookie camp. "I'm going to do the systems and work my hardest and hope my skill can come out from that. I'm not going to try and do too much out here, just play my own game and not try and change too much." 

Other prospects in camp, among them Michael Sgarbossa, Colin Smith and Joey Hishon, will push veterans Cody McLeod, John Mitchell, Brad Malone, Patrick Bordeleau, Mark Olver and David Van Der Gulik for spots on the fourth line or as depth forwards.

Aside from the personnel, the biggest factor in the Avalanche improving their offense may be Roy, who is ready to loosen the reins and let his skill players shine. That has Duchene, for one, itching to get the season started.

"We didn't play that fast offensive style, we tried to grind it out a little bit too much, I think," he said of the philosophy of former coach Joe Sacco. "Now with Patrick, he sees the game so well, and whatever he's falling short in to begin with he's going to pick up really quickly because he's so smart. He'll be able to figure out how our team should play right off the bat."

In drafting MacKinnon rather than Seth Jones, Colorado passed on adding a dynamic prospect to a blue-line group that was seen as the team's major weakness last season. The Avalanche allowed 31.4 shots per game, sixth-most in the League, and their 3.12 goals allowed was the fourth-worst average.

New faces in camp include veteran Cory Sarich, who played the past six seasons with the Calgary Flames and was acquired via trade along with Tanguay, and largely unproven Andre Benoit. At 35, Sarich brings more than 900 games of NHL experience to the table, but with two assists in 28 games last season he's clearly a one-dimensional asset. Benoit is a journeyman who turns 30 in January and comes off his first extended NHL action when he played 33 regular-season and five Stanley Cup Playoff games with the Ottawa Senators.

What's clear is the Avalanche will need more from a returning group that consists of veterans Erik Johnson, Ryan Wilson, Jan Hejda and Matt Hunwick, and a pair of promising 22-year-olds, Tyson Barrie and Stefan Elliott. 

With four assists in 31 games last season, Johnson's stat line barely differed from that of Sarich. The difference is Johnson's in his prime at 25, a No. 1 pick by the St. Louis Blues who scored 10 goals and 39 points in his second NHL season. Like Wilson, who played 12 games in 2012-13, Johnson has had his development stunted at times by injuries. Colorado needs full, healthy seasons from this tandem.

Though there are high hopes for prospects Duncan Siemens, Will Butcher and Chris Bigras to contribute somewhere down the road, more immediate help could be provided by the duo of Barrie and Elliott. Each has shown flashes of offensive ability, but it's being reliable in the defensive zone that will determine whether one or both stick as regulars.

One rumor involving Stastny had him going to the Buffalo Sabres as part of a trade for Ryan Miller, but the Avalanche appear committed to Semyon Varlamov, whom they acquired from the Washington Capitals for draft picks prior to the 2011-12 season. Over the past three seasons, starting with his final one in Washington, the Russian has seen his goals-against average rise from 2.23 to 2.59 to 3.02 while his save percentage has dipped from .924 to .913 to .903.

AVALANCHE PREVIEW RELATED STORIES

O'Reilly's move to left wing among things to watch

Avalanche's Downie poised to make big impact

 Varlamov did win a career-high 26 games in his first season as a full-time starter in Colorado, and has seven shutouts in 88 games since his arrival. Like Johnson on the blue line, he was a first-round pick and is 25 years old. 

Rather than give up on Varlamov, the move to bring in Francois Allaire as goaltending coach suggests there's still plenty of hope for his future. Allaire had a major influence on Roy during his playing days and resurrected the career of Varlamov's current backup, Jean-Sebastien Giguere.

Now 36, the Conn Smythe and Stanley Cup winner with the Anaheim Ducks isn't going to carry a team for an extended period at this stage of his career, but Giguere thrived in his first season as Varlamov's backup (15-11-3, 2.27 GAA, .919 save percentage in 32 games in 2011-12) before experiencing a tail-off in the lockout-shortened campaign.

Varlamov and Giguere have to be better for the Avalanche to contend for one of the final playoff berths in the new Central Division, but the defense carries much of the burden as far as cutting down quality scoring chances and making the goaltenders' lives easier.
30 in 15: Hurricanes' Gerbe out to prove himself
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NHL.com continues its preview of the 2013-14 season, which will include in-depth looks at all 30 teams throughout September. 

Nathan Gerbe has spent most of his life trying to prove people wrong.

Usually that revolves around his size; he's listed at 5-foot-5, 178 pounds. Now, though, he's out to prove to one specific group of people, the decision-makers with the Buffalo Sabres, that buying out the final year of his contract was a mistake.

Gerbe spent three weeks in July looking for a job, finally signing a one-year, two-way contract with the Carolina Hurricanes that will pay him $550,000 if he's in the NHL.

"Nathan has had success on the NHL level and should compete for a job with the Hurricanes during training camp," Ron Francis, vice president of hockey operations, said in announcing the deal.

HURRICANES PREVIEW RELATED STORIES

Carolina seeking consistency, health in 2013-14

Hurricanes defense among things to watch in camp

Gerbe has plans on doing more than just competing for a job. He's planning on winning one and making the most of his chances in Carolina.

"Something that drives me and fuels me is being a player who's tough to play against,” Gerbe told the Raleigh News & Observer. "Get out on the ice, get rolling, get the energy going and help my team any way I can. It's going to be different playing for another team, but I'm fired up to get down there."

Gerbe had five goals and five assists in 42 games with the Sabres last season, but when the regular season started in January he was just returning to the ice after June back surgery.

"I was hurt in 2011 and it was something I didn't notice right away," he said. "I kept going and played 40-some games [in 2012-13], which probably did not help me. I got to the point I struggled to take off my skates and put on my clothes.

"My recovery from surgery took about seven months. I was cleared to work out the day the lockout ended, and I jumped right into games, without a workout, which may not have been the smartest thing to do. But I've gotten stronger in the offseason and feel healthy and ready to go."

There will be spots open in the top-nine forward group for the Hurricanes, especially at right wing on the second line, which likely will feature center Jordan Staal and left wing Tuomo Ruutu, and the third line, which could consist of 2013 first-round pick Elias Lindholm centering Jeff Skinner.

"There's a lot of open spots on the bottom-six of our lineup," captain Eric Staal told NHL.com. "I'm interested to see kind of where everything falls, and how competitive it is and who steps up. Those roles are really important. You see those teams like Chicago, they have a balanced attack with guys that contribute on those bottom lines, and that's important. We're going to need other guys to come in and step up."

That's just what Gerbe plans on doing when training camp opens.

"I was a little shocked that happened," Gerbe said of his buyout. "Then it becomes something that drives you to work harder. I want to prove everyone wrong, and especially prove it to one team up north."

---
30 in 15: O'Reilly in new role at Avalanche camp
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NHL.com continues its preview of the 2013-14 season, which will include in-depth looks at all 30 teams throughout September. 

Training camp opened last week for the Colorado Avalanche, with the annual Burgundy/White Game played Sunday in Colorado Springs and the preseason schedule set to get underway at the Pepsi Center on Wednesday against the Anaheim Ducks.

It's difficult to imagine a franchise whose fans are more eager to see hockey back on the ice, with the offseason changes made to the coaching staff and front office, the drafting of center Nathan MacKinnon with the No. 1 pick at the 2013 NHL Draft, and the desire to get last season's bad taste out of their mouths.

As the next several weeks leading up to the Oct. 2 regular-season opener (also against the Ducks) play out, here are three things to look for at Avalanche training camp:

Ryan O'Reilly

Ryan O'Reilly

Center - COL

GOALS: 6 | ASST: 14 | PTS: 20

 SOG: 66 | +/-: -3

 1. Ryan O'Reilly's acclimation to left wing -- The addition of MacKinnon gives Colorado a glut of talented centers, with Matt Duchene, Paul Stastny and O'Reilly. 

First-year coach Patrick Roy has the option of letting 18-year-old MacKinnon get a feel for the League at a less demanding position on the wing, but instead he plans on shifting O'Reilly, 22, onto a potentially dynamite first line with Duchene and PA Parenteau.

O'Reilly missed the first six weeks last season as a restricted free agent without a contract before returning to score 20 points in 29 games after the Avalanche matched an offer sheet he signed with the Calgary Flames. This is an important season in his development, and he'll be adjusting to a new position and the accompanying responsibilities.

"I'm excited about it. I'm looking at it as a good new challenge for me," O'Reilly told The Denver Post. "I mean, I'll be playing with two great players. I've played on the wing before, with Canada in the World Championships, so I'm not totally unfamiliar with it."

2. Adam Foote's influence on the defense -- The main question on everyone's mind surrounds Roy and whether the Hall of Fame goaltender will be even half as good an NHL coach, but the answer depends a lot on how much Colorado improves on the back end.

Enter Foote, who played parts of 17 seasons with the Avalanche and Quebec Nordiques and will have his No. 52 retired by the franchise prior to the Nov. 2 game against the Montreal Canadiens. He'll be working with a group that has plenty of young talent -- Erik Johnson, Ryan Wilson, Tyson Barrie and Stefan Elliott -- but the Avalanche ranked in the bottom five in goals allowed last season.

"I just think that, out of the gate, these guys need a good support cast. Someone, not just myself, but the whole coaching staff that Roy brought in will support them, give them confidence, study the game together," Foote told Mile High Sports.

"We'll make it fun and easy for them. It doesn't have to be strenuous, but it should be a good challenge for myself and the rest of the coaching staff. I'm looking forward to it."

3. Francois Allaire's influence on the goaltenders -- The other key addition to Roy's staff has already had a major impact on the career of veteran backup Jean-Sebastien Giguere. Now he'll attempt to help starter Semyon Varlamov rebound from a down year and turn Colorado's last line of defense back into a strength.

AVALANCHE PREVIEW RELATED STORIES

Roy looks to steer young Avs toward playoffs

Avalanche's Downie poised to make big impact

 "I want him to be comfortable. That's the main thing," Allaire told The Denver Post over the summer. "After that, I want him to understand I'm not coming from a different planet. It's the same stuff. We don't want him to change everything. I've met with him a few times already. One of my trademarks is I try to make sure guys are feeling good and keep it simple, create good routine, make sure the guy is happy coming to the rink. Then after that, look at the tape and then find their best strength and build around it. I'm not there yet with [Semyon], but I expect that to come."
30 in 15: Lightning short on certainty, not net potential
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NHL.com continues its preview of the 2013-14 season, which will include in-depth looks at all 30 teams throughout September.

The Tampa Bay Lightning are short on certainty at the goaltending position, but they aren't lacking in size.

Anders Lindback, who stands at 6-foot-6 and Ben Bishop, who is 6-foot-7, are likely to open the 2013-14 season with the goaltending duties split between them, and Lightning coach Jon Cooper is confident that his plan in his first full season in charge to divide the workload will produce the results the club needs.

"In the grand scope of things, do we have two goalies who have a ton of NHL experience?" Cooper said. "No, we don't. Do we have two capable NHL goalies? Yes, we do."

There's no question someone with a load of potential will be in the crease for Tampa Bay, no matter which goaltender gets the call. But for a team which landed in the bottom five in the NHL for goals allowed last season, the emphasis is on that potential to be realized quickly.

LIGHTNING 30 IN 15 RELATED STORIES

Lightning counting on veterans, new faces

Three things to watch in Lightning preseason

Lightning hope Killorn can break through

So far, that has not been the case.

Each of the two has had opportunities to seize a No. 1 job in the past, but each time events conspired to bring them up short.

When Lindback arrived in Tampa Bay via trade prior to the 2012-13 season, the expectation was his stint as the understudy to Pekka Rinne in Nashville had prepared him to take over the goaltending duties and, at 25 years old, keep claim to it for the foreseeable future. For a club that had deployed 14 different netminders since the departure of Nikolai Khabibulin after the 2003-04 season, the stability that Lindback promised was a welcome relief.

But it didn't work out the way they hoped. Lindback's play was inconsistent and he missed 14 games between March 20 and April 21 with an ankle injury.

"Of course last season was disappointing," Lindback said." Looking back it wasn't what I wanted. I know I can do way better. Its times you go through like that that are great experiences."

Part of the problem, Lindback said, was that "too often I found myself too much everywhere." He needed to calm down and let his size work for him. But in the end, it was a combination of things that derailed his season.

"I don't think you can blame any one thing for last year," Lindback said." Maybe I just wasn't good enough at the times I should have been. That's my job to be good enough. I really just look back at it as an experience and I'm going to take it with me and look forward."

While Lindback was nursing his injured ankle, general manager Steve Yzerman made another goaltending move, sending rookie forward Cory Conacher to the Ottawa Senators for Bishop.

"Of course I was somewhat discouraged when they brought in Bishop, but every year that is how it is going to be," Lindback said. "Every year there are new kids to press me. You are never going to have a safe spot on your team; no one has. It's a part of the game."

Bishop had a chance to claim the top spot on the Ottawa depth chart when Craig Anderson was hurt, but the Senators traded him to Tampa Bay and chose to move forward with Robin Lehner as the guy behind Anderson. Bishop appeared in nine games for the Lightning, going 3-4-1 with a 2.99 goals-against average while the team fell short of the playoffs for the fifth time in the past six years.

Ben Bishop

Ben Bishop

Goalie - TBL

RECORD: 11-9-1

 GAA: 2.67 | SVP: 0.920

 Following the season, Bishop was selected to play for the United States in the IIHF World Championship. As the only NHL-experienced netminder on the roster, Bishop began the tournament as the team's starting goaltender, but eventually top prospect John Gibson played his way into the role. The team eventually came home with a bronze medal. 

"The United States team was a great experience," Bishop said. "I think I played well. We played against Slovakia [in the preliminary round] and I gave up the puck behind the net. I tried to play the puck. Then another goal in the first two minutes kind of put us behind the 8-ball. It was a great learning experience. Nothing bad. I only took away good things from that."

So while the Lightning wait for either of their two netminders to step up and fulfill their potential, the initial plan calls for goaltender-by-committee.

"It will resolve itself over time," Cooper said. "Do we have No. 1 and a No. 2? Well, I don't think you can say that. And then people will point fingers and say, 'oh well, whoever gets the opening day start must be the starting goalie,' well, he's just starting that night. I think it will separate itself at some point. I've been through this situation before in the AHL and we won a Calder Cup splitting goaltenders. So, I think it can be healthy."

And on the ice, the competition is as friendly as it can be.

"Ben is a great goalie so it will be a good competition here," Lindback said. "I think it's good for me and him to push each other. I can't demand anything. I only can try to prove myself that I'm worth the ice time and worth the chance to help the team win.

"I never had a time I didn't have to compete for a job. Growing up, I always had it. Obviously sometimes it will be harder but you always have competition. If you're not doing what you should do there is always someone knocking on the door. That's what everyone in this game lives with every day. I want to play and I want to win games and win the Stanley Cup. That's why I'm playing hockey."

For his part, Bishop agrees that the two goalies have to settle it out on the ice.

"Every year when you go in you're competing," Bishop said. "It doesn't matter if you're trying to take someone's job or they are trying to take your job. No matter where you are or how old you are, it is always going to be like that. It's no different. You just have to worry about yourself and when you get a chance to play, play well."
Rookies Strome, Scheifele worth drafting in fantasy
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We already broke down the 2013 draftees and who can have an immediate impact in the fantasy landscape, and realistically any of those players could have their name on the fantasy rookie of the year trophy.

But last season's Calder Trophy finalists were selected in the 2010 (Brendan Gallagher) or 2011 (Jonathan Huberdeau and Brandon Saad) NHL Draft, showing rookie production doesn't just come from freshly-drafted players.

Here are some rookies to keep an eye on when creating your fantasy team.

Ryan Strome, C, New York Islanders

The highest pick of the 2011 draft (No. 5) not to play a game in the NHL yet should get his turn to show his skills this season on Long Island. The Islanders' new motto of not rushing prospects will help the 20-year-old, similar to what we saw with Huberdeau in Florida last season. The 6-foot-1 right-shooting center/right wing showed he can play at a pro level when he scored seven points in 10 American Hockey League games after his junior career ended last season. To read more on this talented prospect, he also was on Pete Jensen's sleepers list.

FANTASY HOCKEY NEWS & ADVICE

Top 200 overall fantasy rankings

By NHL.com Fantasy Hockey Staff

 NHL.com's fantasy hockey staff put together its lists of the top 200 overall fantasy hockey players -- make sure to sort by each writer too! READ MORE › Matt Cubeta breaks down the top 50 fantasy players

Top 40 Centers | Faceoff: Crosby vs. Stamkos

Top 40 Left wings | Faceoff: Hall vs. D. Sedin

Top 40 Right wings | Faceoff: Ovechkin vs. P. Kane

Top 60 Defensemen | Faceoff: Subban vs. Karlsson

Top 30 Goalies | Faceoff: Lundqvist vs. Niemi

Fantasy Sleepers: Cubeta | Jensen | Sitkoff

MORE FANTASY HOCKEY STORIES ›

Mark Scheifele, C, Winnipeg Jets

Selected two picks after Strome in the 2011 draft, Scheifele finally will get his turn as a Jets regular this season. After making the team out of training camp as an 18-year-old, Scheifele played in seven games, scoring his first NHL goal, before he was sent back to his junior team, the Barrie Colts of the Ontario Hockey League. The scene repeated itself last season, as Scheifele made the opening night roster, played in four games, was a healthy scratch for five games and then returned sent back to his junior team. It looks like the third time will be the charm for the 20-year-old, as he has been skating as the second-line center during training camp, between Evander Kane and Devin Setoguchi. That trio combined for two goals and five points in their first preseason action, Saturday against the Washington Capitals. The expectation is that Scheifele beats out Olli Jokinen for the second-line center role, and on that line, we fully expect him to be in the fantasy rookie of the year discussion.

Tyler Toffoli, RW, Los Angeles Kings

Early reports from training camp have last season's AHL rookie of the year skating on the top line, with Justin Williams and Anze Kopitar (Dustin Brown is recovering up from an injury). We don't expect the 21-year-old to start the season in that spot, but Toffoli is a proven goal scorer (11 points in 22 regular-season and Stanley Cup Playoff games last season), who will benefit from being surrounded by a talented group of forwards. You can read more of a breakdown with projections for Toffoli as he made my fantasy sleepers list.

Tomas Hertl, LW, San Jose Sharks

The top-rated Sharks prospect named by NHL.com is ready to inject some youth to an aging core in San Jose. The 17th pick of the 2012 draft has been skating alongside Joe Thornton and Brent Burns during recent intrasquad scrimmages, and that is a spot where we project him to start the season. The 19-year-old had 18 goals and 30 points last season with HC Slavia Praha in the Czech league, which was the most on his hometown team. The 6-foot-2, 200-pounder also made a splash on the international stage, scoring five points in six games at the 2013 IIHF World Junior Championship and then competing for the first time in the World Championship. With the health concerns of Martin Havlat, there is space in the top-nine forward group for Hertl on the Sharks' opening-night roster. Whether it's on the big scoring line with Thornton and Burns or the third line with Joe Pavelski and Tommy Wingels, expect Hertl to contribute to your fantasy team immediately.

Sven Baertschi, LW, Calgary Flames

The 13th pick in 2011 has run hot and cold in two seasons since being drafted. Fantasy owners and Flames fans were amazed at the Switzerland native's offensive talent in a five-game emergency recall in 2011-12, when he scored three goals. He made the Flames out of camp last season, but after four scoreless games he missed the next 11 due to an injured hip flexor and spent the majority of rest of the season in the AHL. He did finish with the big club and ended the season on a seven-game point streak (three goals, six assists). The 20-year-old will get a shot at top forward minutes on a team that is rebuilding, and he should flourish in a playmaking role.

Ryan Murray, D, Columbus Blue Jackets

A player that likely would have been on this list last season if not for a season-ending shoulder injury sustained while playing in the Western Hockey League last November. Murray now is healthy and ready to be a fantasy asset. The No. 2 pick in 2012 is back and healthy after playing in the Traverse City prospects tournament and an NHL preseason game, scoring an overtime goal. In his blog for NHL.com, during the Traverse City tournament, he wrote, "As far as my shoulder goes, I feel good. The shoulder feels solid." That is great news for fantasy owners, as the soon-to-be 20-year-old is a defenseman who is not afraid to join the rush and is offensively gifted. Murray (6-1, 198) is a long-term investment for fantasy owners, and he likely will get better as the season develops. We suggest him as a fourth defenseman on your fantasy team, as the potential for points is far ahead of any other rookie defender out there.

Other rookies to watch: Brandon Pirri (Chicago Blackhawks), Jacob Trouba (Winnipeg Jets), Filip Forsberg (Nashville Predators), Tom Wilson (Washington Capitals), Torey Krug (Boston Bruins), Jean-Gabriel Pageau (Ottawa Senators), Joel Armia (Buffalo Sabres), Nicklas Jensen (Vancouver Canucks), Vladislav Namestnikov (Tampa Bay Lightning)
Sabres rookies getting ample opportunity to impress
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MONTREAL -- The Buffalo Sabres got a glimpse into their future as they kicked off their preseason schedule with a 5-4 shootout win against the Montreal Canadiens on Sunday night.

Well actually, they got a whole lot more than a glimpse. Coach Ron Rolston made it so he saw a whole lot.

Included in Rolston's lineup Sunday were the Sabres' last four first-round draft picks: forwards Mikhail Grigorenko and Zemgus Girgensons, both selected at the 2012 NHL Draft, and 2013 draft picks Rasmus Ristolainen and Nikita Zadorov on defense.

Girgensons scored two goals, including a shorthanded beauty that tied the game early in the second period. Grigorenko scored the shootout winner and the two rookie defensemen each logged more than 21 minutes playing on both special teams units.
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"They understand the opportunity that they have on this team, and we're going to give them a lot of opportunities," Rolston said. "You saw the ice time and the situations we were putting the young guys in tonight, and I thought they handled it well."

While Rolston considered Girgensons to be one of his best players in the game, it was the play of the two defensemen that may have stood out the most.

Ristolainen was the eighth pick in the draft, Buffalo's highest drafted player since selecting Thomas Vanek fifth in 2003, and he arrives in training camp with two seasons of professional experience under his belt with TPS Turku in his native Finland's SM-liiga. Ristolainen played a team-high 23:22 on a pairing with summer acquisition Jamie McBain, including 5:20 on the penalty kill and 3:54 on the power play. He had two shots on goal, had three other attempts blocked and blocked three shots himself, looking perfectly comfortable the whole time, no matter the situation.

"I'm a two-way defenseman," Ristolainen said. "I'm not a superstar in any one situation; I can play PK, power play, anything. That's my style."

As for Zadorov, he's a 6-foot-5, 221-pound giant drafted No. 16 in June who finished his preseason debut with a plus-3 rating in 21:35 of ice time.

Rolston said Sabres fans had better get used to seeing the two defensemen on the ice often this preseason.

"They're going to play," he said. "I thought they played really well, both guys really weren't fazed by the environment here. Montreal can skate with good pace. Ristolainen's played a couple of years of pro hockey, so he probably had a little bit more mature of a game in terms of his presence. Nikita's got a ton of ability, a lot of poise, he can make plays, and he can really skate and cover ground for his size. We're really happy with both guys tonight."

Girgensons, the 14th pick in the draft last year, showed he has every intention of sticking in the NHL this season after spending last season with the Rochester Americans of the American Hockey League, where he was coached by Rolston before he was promoted to Buffalo after the firing of Lindy Ruff.

 The Sabres' four most recent first-round draft picks, including Mikhail Grigorenko and Zemgus Girgensons, were all in the lineup in Sunday's shootout win over the Canadiens. Coach Ron Rolston said they'll get long looks during the preseason. (Photo: Gregory Shamus/NHLI)

Girgensons also spent a lot of time on both special teams units, and his shorthanded goal showed off his speed and poise as he held off a backchecking Lars Eller, then used a nifty toe drag move to beat Peter Budaj on a partial breakaway. And while he has no assurance of making the Sabres, Girgensons is already thinking as if he will.

"It still matters how we play here, but it's a lot about learning for the regular season," Girgensons said of how much time his team spent killing penalties in the game. "The good thing about being in those situations a lot is that it will help us down the road."

Grigorenko was the 12th pick last year and spent a good chunk of last season in Buffalo, playing 25 games with the Sabres before being sent back to the Quebec Remparts of the Quebec Major Junior Hockey League, burning a year of his entry level contract in the process. He played a modest 15:23 in the game and had zeros right across his stat line -- zero points, zero shot attempts, zero hits -- until he went upstairs with a backhand off a nice deke to win it for Buffalo in the shootout.

Rolston said those 25 games spent with the Sabres last season were valuable for Grigorenko, but that he still has work left to do.

"He got the experience in the League and understanding the compete-level on a daily basis, whether it's in practice or in game situations, and just that the time and space is limited out there," Rolston said. "He's got to play with pace and he's got to battle. He's got a ton of talent, you see what he can do on the power play and shootout situations, but he's going to have to continue to improve in other areas."

With the Sabres in the midst of a rebuild, players like Grigorenko and his three fellow first-rounders will get the opportunity to improve, and they may very well get to do it at the NHL level.

"My goal in the first part of summer was to make the team," Ristolainen said. "It's hard, very hard, but I think I have a chance and I have to do everything I can."
30 in 15: Butler adds veteran depth to Florida Panthers
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NHL.com continues its preview of the 2013-14 season, which will include in-depth looks at all 30 teams throughout September.

The Florida Panthers are holding a virtual cattle call this training camp, caused in part by the quality of their last-place finish last season, and as insurance in case the injury epidemic that infected the team debilitates again.

"Everyone here is fighting for a chance to play for the Panthers to make us win," general manager Dale Tallon said as camp opened.

That could be just the opportunity forward Bobby Butler is looking for.

On his fourth organization since his NHL debut in April 2010, the former University of New Hampshire star is looking to graduate to permanent status. At 26 years old, this may be his last chance.

PANTHERS PREVIEW RELATED STORIES

Panthers hope youth, additions lead to rebound

New faces creating competition in Florida camp

Long-touted Markstrom finally enters camp as No. 1

Waived twice last season, Butler was acquired from the Nashville Predators in an early offseason trade and signed a two-year contract with the Panthers on June 24.

Florida, tied for last in the NHL in goals scored with the Predators, is seeking to capture the form Butler flashed in his first extended stay in the League, when he had 21 points in the final 27 games of the 2010-11 season. He had eight points in the last four games.

"Last year we were injured and we didn't have a lot of guys that could come up and play and fill in, so we're trying to correct that situation with the addition of [Jesse] Winchester, [Mike] Mottau and Joey Crabb and Butler," Tallon said. "We've got guys that can come up and play valuable minutes for us when we're injured. Last year we didn't have enough depth to offset those injuries."

Butler scored three goals at the 2013 IIHF World Championship for the United States, which won the bronze medal in Stockholm.

"It was an awesome experience, something that I'll always remember," Butler told Thepinkpuck.com. "Just being in Europe, I've never been, so it was definitely fun. It was good to have a little change in the bigger ice, kind of neat to have a different and fun experience."

Butler’s had 27 points in his past 90 NHL games with the Senators, New Jersey Devils and Predators, and 11 in 34 games last season. He is in Panthers camp as part of a group of older newcomers that includes Brad Boyes, Scott Gomez and Jon Matsumoto. They are competing for roster spots with prospects Alexsander Barkov, Nick Bjugstad, Quinton Howden and Vincent Trocheck.

"There's a lot of veteran guys that are coming to the camp and you never know what's going to happen. Each one of us has to earn their spot," Calder Trophy winner Jonathan Huberdeau said. "It's going to be a hard camp and everybody wants to play on that team, so it probably should be good. It's nice to see veterans come to the camp and is going to bring a good energy."
30 in 15: Panthers' Markstrom set to shed prospect tag
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SUNRISE, Fla. — It’s been a while now that Jacob Markstrom has been considered the Florida Panthers’ goalie of the future.

Really, that’s been the thought ever since the Panthers made the tall Swede the first pick in the second round of the 2008 NHL Draft.

Markstrom’s time, it would appear, has arrived. And Markstrom says he’s ready for the challenge.

"Obviously, it's been my main goal since I got here and I'm really here to be the starting goalie," Markstrom said at the start of training camp. "That's nothing to be shy about. I'm here to play and I really want to play and I want to play good and help the team win."
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Markstrom has had stints with the Panthers each of the past three seasons, with one appearance in 2010-11, seven in 2011-12 and 23 last year, but general manager Dale Tallon said at the start of camp, "[Markstrom] is our goalie."

However, with the announcement Monday that veteran Tim Thomas will attend training camp on a professional tryout, the possibility still exists that Markstrom could find himself again as a backup or at least sharing the duties.

"It doesn’t matter who they [bring] in," Markstrom said about the possibility of a high-profile veteran goalie coming to camp. "I don’t put a lot of thought in that. If it happens, it happens and we’ll deal with it then. But my thoughts and my mind-set, it’s all on myself and trying to be as good as possible right now."

To that end, Markstrom says he worked a lot harder this summer than he normally does. That included spending time with Pekka Alcen, a goalie coach with whom he’s worked since he was six years old.

Markstrom, who will turn 24 in January, said he worked harder because he wasn’t totally satisfied with his performance last season and also because he went into the summer with the mindset he’d come back in September as the Panthers’ starting goalie.

"That’s pretty much my [drive] all summer," Markstrom said. "It’s easy to get up and go out and run or go the gym in the mornings because you always have it in the back of the head, I want this to be my year."

As he did the previous season, Markstrom showed flashes of greatness in 2012-13.

His best outing was probably a 44-save effort in a 3-1 victory against the New York Rangers and fellow Swede goalie Henrik Lundqvist at Madison Square Garden.

But there also were forgettable performances. In particular, Markstrom had issues at the start of games. For example, he was pulled after only 3:10 in a game against the Washington Capitals after allowing goals on each of the first two shots he faced.

"Obviously I wasn’t happy with last season and I want to be a better goalie," said Markstrom, who was 8-14-1 last season with a 3.22 GAA and a .901 save percentage. "I want to be stronger and faster and stop more pucks. You really see how much time and work you have to put down to be a successful goalie in the NHL.

"Last year I played more games than I ever did up in the NHL. I know what it takes. I’ve been a part of ups and downs. So right now I’m just super excited to get this going and pumped to get the games started."

PANTHERS 30 IN 15 RELATED STORIES

Panthers hope youth, additions lead to rebound

New faces creating competition at Panthers camp

Butler may be facing last chance with Florida

Markstrom was Florida’s first draft choice in 2008 because, ironically, the Panthers had traded their first-round pick to the Nashville Predators as part of a package for goalie Tomas Vokoun.

Since the selection of Markstrom, the Panthers have added several blue-chip prospects through the draft, most notably Erik Gudbranson, Jonathan Huberdeau and Nick Bjugstad.

But Markstrom always has remained one of the team’s brightest hopes.

"It takes a while, it’s taken all great goaltenders time," Tallon said. "I like his attitude. I like what he’s been doing all offseason. His preparation looks really good. He learned a lot last year, which is a good thing. We all learned a lot last year. [Markstrom] is a good goalie. I have high expectations for him."

Just in case, the Panthers got Markstrom to agree to a two-way deal in the first year of the two-year contract he signed this summer as a restricted free agent.

Markstrom said he wasn’t disappointed by the nature of the contract.

"I’m happy. I’m here. I’m standing here right now," he said. "It’s up to myself to show that this is my team and I deserve to play here. It’s the best League in the world. You’re not supposed to get anything for free.

"I've always been a determined and stubborn person when it comes to hockey. My goal is more to play a lot of hockey games. I want to play a lot of good hockey games."
30 in 15: Panthers hope youth, additions lead rebound
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NHL.com continues its preview of the 2013-14 season, which will include in-depth looks at all 30 teams throughout September. 

It's a feeling the Florida Panthers would much rather do without. But they'll hold on to it, at least for a little while longer.

"I think if you don't remember how it feels, then that's probably not a good thing, because it didn't feel very good at any time or it wasn't acceptable," defenseman Brian Campbell said of last season's lost season.

"… So I think you think about it, but you think about, hopefully, guys have been on winning teams too, so you think about that."

In four short months, a division champion decomposed into the worst team in the NHL, a bright future became a dismal present.

But the Panthers enter 2013-14 expecting a second significant positive turnaround in the span of three seasons.

FLA 

PROJECTED LINEUP

FORWARDS

J. Huberdeau S. Matthias K. Versteeg 

T. Fleischmann A. Barkov T. Kopecky 

D. Shore M. Goc B. Boyes 

Q. Howden S. Gomez S. Upshall 

J. Crabb N. Bjugstad*  

DEFENSE

B. Campbell E. Gudbranson 

D. Kulikov M. Weaver 

M. Gilroy C. Robak 

B. Clark M. Mottau 

E. Jovanovski*  

GOALIES

J. Markstrom 

M. Houser 

S. Clemmensen* 

ONES TO WATCH

N. Bjugstad, C 

A. Petrovic, D 

V. Trocheck, C 

M. Houser, G 

A. Barkov, C 

*Injured 

"I said it two years ago; you listen to a lot of people and they’re laughing at our team, and they might not think we might be able to do anything," forward Kris Versteeg said. "But I think with the guys we've got, we can prove a lot of people wrong this year.''

They will try to do that with the following guys:

Yes, the Panthers finished last with him, but where would they have been without Jonathan Huberdeau last season? And where can he take them this season?

"We're going to rely on him heavily, instead of last year coming in not kind of knowing what to expect out of him," Campbell said. "Now we truly need him to be a force for our team."

The Calder Trophy winner finished second on the Panthers with 31 points, behind Tomas Fleischmann's 35. At 19 years old, Huberdeau did it while dealing with a hip injury he sustained at the 2013 IIHF World Junior Championship in January.

After offseason surgery, he is being kept from contact at the start of training camp, but Huberdeau, who turned 20 in June, is expected to be playing wing on the top line when the season opens Oct. 3 against the Dallas Stars.

Surprisingly, on the other side could be Kris Versteeg, whose return from a four-point, 10-game season and knee surgery in March seemed bleak until significant improvement over the past month.

Center Shawn Matthias -- who last year scored 11 goals in March, three combined in January and February, and none in April -- told the South Florida Sun-Sentinel he plans to be in the middle of the top line, unwilling to concede the spot to prospects Nick Bjugstad, Alexsander Barkov or Vincent Trocheck.

Matthias would be taking the place long held by Stephen Weiss, who signed as a free agent with the Detroit Red Wings.

"I don't want to be a passenger, I want to be a leader," Matthias said. "… I want to be the best player on the team."

Fleischmann would provide offense on the second line; he's scored 96 points (39 goals) playing all 130 games in his two seasons in Florida. Tomas Kopecky, who led the team with a career-high 15 goals in a short season, could man the other wing, centered either by one of the young players or veteran Scott Gomez, whom Dineen said would have a bigger offensive role than he had with the San Jose Sharks.

Bjugstad (one point in 11 NHL games last season) is recovering from a concussion sustained during a prospects tournament, and Barkov, the No. 2 pick in the 2013 NHL Draft, is building up after offseason shoulder surgery. They're part of the young guard that includes Drew Shore (13 points in 43 games), Quinton Howden (no points in 18 games), and Trocheck (the Ontario Hockey League most outstanding player).

Former 43-goal scorer Brad Boyes is in camp on a tryout after a rejuvenating season with the New York Islanders (35 points); he can boost the power play, which among so many negatives was sixth-most successful (20.4 percent) in the NHL. Joey Crabb was acquired to help the penalty kill, which was last (74.2 percent) in the League.

Bobby Butler has a new two-year contract but at 26 may have this one more NHL chance. Veterans Marcel Goc and Scottie Upshall are the top two returning faceoff men, and Sean Bergenheim is back after missing all of last season with a lower-body injury.

"Bringing these extra guys in I think is going to help us a lot," Versteeg said.

Not one of the 13 who played for the Panthers last season had a plus rating.

SUMMER MOVES

IN: Aleksader Barkov, C (draft), Bobby Butler, RW (trade, Predators); Brad Boyes, RW (free agent, Islanders) Joey Crabb RW (free agent, Capitals), Scott Gomez, C (free agent, Sharks); Matt Gilroy, D (free agent, Rangers); Jon Matsumoto C (free agent, AHL); Mike Mottau, D (free agent, AHL); Steven Pinizzotto, RW (free agent; Canucks); Jesse Winchester, C (free agent, Jokerit, Finland)

OUT: TJ Brennan, D (trade, Predators); Filip Kuba, D (free agent); Peter Mueller, C (free agent, Kloten, Switzerland); George Parros, RW (trade, Canadiens); Jack Skille, RW (free agent, Blue Jackets); Tyson Strachan, D (free agent, Capitals); Jose Theodore, G (free agent); Stephen Weiss, C (free agent, Red Wings); Nolan Yonkman, D (free agent; Ducks)

"We've got a lot of areas to improve on in a short time here at camp," said Campbell, who was a minus-22 playing all 48 games one season after being a minus-9 in all 82.

Half of the top four, Dmitry Kulikov and Erik Gudbranson, each are looking to rebound, Kulikov from a second straight injury-shortened season (knee, shoulder), and Gudbranson from a two-season minus-41 rating that's tied for worst among NHL defenseman in that time (Mark Streit).

No one other than Campbell played every game in 2012-13, and Filip Kuba (44) and Tyson Strachan (38) have moved on. A hip injury ended Ed Jovanovski's season in six games, and he's unlikely to be ready to start this one after surgery in April.

In his place, Colby Robak (16 games) and Alex Petrovic (6) got promotions from San Antonio of the American Hockey League.

"The young guys that had the opportunity last year and [came] in and played really well for us," Jovanovski said. "I think for them they're going to be a lot more comfortable this year. Whatever six or seven they go with at the start of the year, I think everybody's capable of doing the job."

Those jobs are scarce. Mike Weaver (27 games, knee) has one, so veterans Brett Clark, Matt Gilroy and Mike Mottau are probably competing for the final regular opening.

"That's steps to ensure some stability on the blue line," Dineen said. "... Certainly somebody like Mike Mottau or Brett Clark have lasted in this game because they're professionals and they carry themselves in a certain way, but more importantly, the can go out there and fill some serviceable minutes."

The crease has been cleared for Jacob Markstrom, the 23-year-old who was the first pick of the second round in the 2008 NHL Draft.

"It's been my main goal since I got here … to be the starting goalie," Markstrom said. "That's nothing to be shy about. I'm here to play and I really want to play, and I really want to play good and help the team win."

PANTHERS PREVIEW RELATED STORIES

New faces in camp leading to increased competition

Butler may be getting last chance in Panthers camp

Long-touted Markstrom finally enters camp as No. 1

Markstrom became the No. 1 in March, ascending to his predestined place from a three-man group that included thirty-somethings Jose Theodore and Scott Clemmensen.

Markstrom helped the team to its best stretch of the season, going 5-2-0 from March 19-April 2. He finished 8-14-1 with a 3.22 goals-against average and .901 save percentage.

It did not end well -- Markstrom had a 4.01 GAA in 10 April games -- so when asked at training camp how he prepared for this season, he replied, "Worked harder. A lot harder."

"I like his attitude, I like what he's been doing all offseason, and his preparation looks really good," general manager Dale Tallon said. "He learned a lot last year, which is a good thing. ... Marky's a good goalie and I have high expectations for him."

Tallon expected Clemmensen to be the reliable, veteran backup, but knee surgery has him sidelined for three weeks. As a result, veteran Tim Thomas was offered and accepted a professional tryout offer from the team and will be on the ice for the first time Tuesday.

The Panthers also have young Michael Houser in waiting. After overcoming a club-foot condition as a child, the 21-year-old starred for the London Knights in the OHL before playing for Cincinnati in the ECHL last season (17-10-2; 2.55).

30 in 15: Health, new faces create Panthers' battles
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NHL.com continues its preview of the 2013-14 season, which will include in-depth looks at all 30 teams throughout September. 

The Florida Panthers entered last season as the defending Southeast Division champions. Almost every important player returned, and talented rookies were on the way. Expectations were high.

Then, one by one, key player after key player was taken by an injury. Losing streaks were common; winning streaks were not. Results were low.

"You have to acknowledge it; it happened to us; there's reasons why, we've started to talk about it, evaluate why," coach Kevin Dineen told the Panthers website during training camp.

Florida enters 2013-14 with a roster that could be in flux, a collection of role-playing veterans battling highly touted prospects for a place in the lineup.

"There's still opportunity for young guys to step up and take jobs that are available," Dineen said. "If they're not ready, I guarantee those veterans know; they can count, they see those numbers and know there's opportunity as well."

Here's what to watch while the Panthers sort it out:

1. Who is able to come back, and when? -- The Panthers lost 320 man-games to injury last season over a shortened 48-game schedule. That count is going to roll over into this season, but maybe not as much as they thought.

PANTHERS PREVIEW RELATED STORIES

Panthers hope youth, additions lead to rebound

Butler may be facing last chance in Panthers camp

Long-touted Markstrom finally enters camp as No. 1

Forward Kris Versteeg had knee surgery in March, and in August it looked like he would miss the start of the season. But he and the team are now optimistic he'll play in the opener Oct. 3 against the Dallas Stars.

"There are so many people that played a part in helping me get back to where I need to be," Versteeg told the Panthers website. "You have to understand there's always a risk there, but in the end it's what you do. And you've got to go in and play your best regardless of what was in the past."

Defenseman Ed Jovanovski might not be much further behind. Though unlikely to start the season on time, he could return within the first month after having hip surgery in April.

"I'm skating right now and it's pretty much pain free,'' Jovanovski told the Miami Herald. "But that's skating where pretty much everything is controlled. Getting into a gamelike situation, we'll see what happens."

Forward Sean Bergenheim is returning after missing all of last season with a lower-body injury; Calder Trophy winning forward Jonathan Huberdeau is progressing after hip surgery; forward Alexsander Barkov, the No. 2 pick in the 2013 NHL Draft, is on the ice after shoulder surgery; forward Drew Shore had wrist surgery; and defenseman Dmitry Kulikov is back after shoulder surgery.

Forward Nick Bjugstad is sidelined after sustaining a concussion during a prospects tournament.

2. Will the backup goalie be a well-known veteran? -- With Scott Clemmensen sidelined at least three weeks after knee surgery, the goaltending depth chart of Jacob Markstrom and Michael Houser has a combined 31 games of NHL experience, all held by Markstrom.

Jacob Markstrom

Jacob Markstrom

Goalie - FLA

RECORD: 8-14-1

 GAA: 3.22 | SVP: 0.901

 General manager Dale Tallon reportedly extended tryout invitations to Ilya Bryzgalov and Tim Thomas, and former Panthers starter Jose Theodore, but had not received an "OK, sure" until Thomas agreed Monday. 

"Obviously Markstrom is our goalie, but if something happens -- there's always that possibility, based on our experiences last year -- we want to make sure we have people in position to fill in and play well and allow us to win when we are banged up," Tallon said

The Panthers may have to play it safe with Markstrom during the preseason, because an injury Tallon speaks of would be devastating.

"My job is to play goalie, and play as good as I can," Markstrom said. "It doesn't matter who they take in. I don't put a lot of thought in that."

3. Will it be a young team, an old team, or something in between? -- Already armed with one of the best prospect pools in the NHL, Tallon stockpiled veterans during the offseason to add depth and create some job insecurity.

"No guarantees to anybody," Tallon said.

Veteran forwards Brad Boyes (31), Bobby Butler (26), Joey Crabb (30), Scott Gomez (33) and Jesse Winchester (29), and defensemen Brett Clark (37), Matt Gilroy (29) and Mike Mottau (35) were acquired to challenge for roster spots, perhaps at the expense of young forwards Barkov (18), Bjugstad (21), Quinton Howden (21) and Vincent Trocheck (20), and defensemen Colby Robak (23) and Alex Petrovic (21).

"They haven't said anything," said Howden, who played 18 games for the Panthers last season. "I have to earn that spot and I know that. I'm going to work as hard as I can and hopefully things can work out for me."

Veteran defenseman Brian Campbell said he expects the internal competition to improve the team.

"There's jobs waiting for them; do you want to take it or not?" Campbell said. "That's the options. Do you want to be a good player or do you want to be a great player? For me, that's what they're going to have to strive to do, and the opportunities are there, which is what you need and what you want as a young player. But you still have to take that opportunity. I don't think anything is going to be given to them. Or at least I hope not."

30 in 15: Lightning watching Drouin, Malone, goalies
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NHL.com continues its preview of the 2013-14 season, which will include in-depth looks at all 30 teams throughout September.

Steve Yzerman has hired two coaches and made some tweaks to the lineup throughout his three-plus seasons as general manager of the Tampa Bay Lightning. None compare to his first major personnel move this offseason, however, when he opted to use a compliance buyout on captain Vincent Lecavalier.

The four-time All-Star, chosen by the Lightning with the first pick of the 1998 NHL Draft, helped the team win its only Stanley Cup in 2004 and scored a franchise-high 383 goals. The decision to buy out Lecavalier will cost the Lightning $32 million during the next 14 years, but it saved more than $7.7 million in salary-cap value for the upcoming season.

LIGHTNING PREVIEW RELATED STORIES

Tampa Bay counting on veterans, new faces

Lightning hope Killorn can break through

It was a move, according to Yzerman, that had to be made if the organization was serious about moving forward and improving the team. So for the first time in 15 seasons, Lecavalier is not a part of Lightning training camp. Here are three other topics sure to dominate the headlines in Tampa Bay prior to the start of the season:

1. Jonathan Drouin will impress during training camp -- All signs point to Drouin having a very successful rookie season. He might even be considered a preseason favorite to win the Calder Trophy if he gets to play alongside Steven Stamkos and Martin St. Louis. It wouldn't surprise anyone if Drouin picked up the offense in short order, particularly because one of his greatest assets is his hockey sense.

"I think a Drouin-Stamkos-St. Louis line is what everyone wants to see, but that's a big media-driven line," Lightning coach Jon Cooper said. "We must put ourselves in a position to win hockey games, and if having Drouin on a line with Stamkos and St. Louis provides that, then they'll play together. That said, there's a whole bunch of 'ifs' in there."

Cooper said he was impressed with Drouin during pre-draft interviews.

"When I met him at the draft, he seemed a little bit mature for his age (18) but still had that kid in him and I really liked that," Cooper told NHL.com. "In development camp we put him in those skill situations and some of [what he did] was jaw-dropping. Our advice to Jon in training camp is not to try and play to everyone else's expectations but just be yourself and everything will take care of itself."

2. The goaltending duel between Ben Bishop and Anders Lindback will be good -- The initial thought here is that Bishop earns more playing time in goal this season. That's not to say Lindback won't receive his share of minutes after he finished 10-10-1 with a 2.90 goals-against average and .902 save percentage as a starter in 2012-13.

Ben Bishop

Ben Bishop

Goalie - TBL

RECORD: 18-17-0

 GAA: 2.67 | SVP: 0.913

 Bishop never has entered an NHL season as the No. 1 goalie, but knowing that opportunity exists with the Lightning might be just what he needs to elevate his game. He went 3-4-1 with a 2.99 GAA and .917 save percentage in nine games with the Lightning following his trade from the Ottawa Senators. Overall, Bishop won a career-high 11 games in 2012-13 with a 2.67 GAA, .920 save percentage and two shutouts. 

Yzerman has stated his preference for Bishop and Lindback to feed off the other and split duties to help alleviate some of the pressure associated with an 82-game schedule.

"Over the course of an entire season, it will give both of them an opportunity to play," Yzerman told Tampa Bay's website. "Having two guys with great potential, they'll now both be able to develop into the goaltenders we think they can become."

3. Ryan Malone could rebound under Cooper -- It was rumored during the offseason that the veteran forward would be the second compliance buyout made by the Lightning, but instead he enters 2013-14 with two years and $5 million remaining on his contract. A shoulder injury and flu-like symptoms limited him to 24 games last season, when he had six goals and eight points. Cooper said he is excited to work with Malone and acknowledged the 33-year-old Pittsburgh native is feeling as good as he's ever felt.

"I'm a big Ryan Malone fan," Cooper said. "He's had a tough run injury-wise, but he has a lot of motivation right now. I've spent some time with him over the summer and you can sense that motivation in his voice. He sees there's a new coach and it's a fresh start. He probably was keeping tabs on things going on in Washington, D.C., where the U.S. hockey players were in Olympic camp and he wasn't a part of it. I think there are a lot of things that have been compiling on him and I think we'll be the benefactor of a lot of those things."

---
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Tampa Bay Lightning coach Jon Cooper is the first to admit that getting behind the bench for a handful of games last season has given him a base for managing a full season.

"In those 15 games (the team went 4-8-3), I got to know some of the NHL landscape, the players and how to adapt to life in the League," Cooper told NHL.com. "To be around it for the month-and-a-half I was here, I think I set myself farther ahead to help put our team in a better position."

Cooper's first full season as an NHL coach comes at a time when the League has undergone realignment, and the Lightning now play in the eight-team Atlantic Division.

"It's a whole different landscape this year with different divisions where [at most] five teams will qualify out of the division," he said. "We must really take advantage of training camp and get off to a good start because it's so hard to make up ground in this League. If you can get off to a good start and are in the hunt, you're making other teams play catch-up."

TBL 

PROJECTED LINEUP

FORWARDS

R. Malone S. Stamkos M. St. Louis 

J. Drouin V. Filppula T. Purcell 

A. Killorn N. Thompson R. Panik 

T. Pyatt T. Johnson B. Crombeen 

D. Tyrell P. Labrie  

DEFENSEMEN

V. Hedman S. Salo 

M. Carle R. Gudas 

E. Brewer A. Sustr 

K. Aulie  

GOALIES

B. Bishop 

A. Lindback 

ONES TO WATCH

F. B. Connolly 

D. A. Sustr 

F. J. Drouin 

What did he learn about his team and what does he feel needs to change in order to become a Stanley Cup Playoff contender?

"I think there has been probably a talk that when teams come down to Florida that we weren't that hard to play against," Cooper said. "In my short stint I had here, I just didn't leave the game thinking we were very hard on the other team, and that has to change if we want any success. If word around the League starts to get out that Tampa is coming and teams understand that they have to buckle their chinstraps, that'll be a good sign."

Cooper is hoping his veteran leadership and some new faces throughout the lineup will put an end to two straight seasons of missing the playoffs. Prior to taking his position with the Lightning on March 25, he spent three seasons as coach of Tampa Bay's American Hockey League affiliates, the Norfolk Admirals and last season with the Syracuse Crunch.

He'll have two of the NHL's premier point producers at his disposal, Steven Stamkos and Martin St. Louis; a highly coveted 2013 draft pick to possibly play alongside them, Jonathan Drouin; and free agent signee Valtteri Filppula as a potential No. 2 center.

Cooper also has two goalies, Anders Lindback and Ben Bishop, who no doubt will engage in a competitive training camp battle for playing time between the pipes.

After Stamkos and St. Louis, who will step up his offensive game to provide the necessary scoring? That's one area Cooper must figure out during training camp.

Two potential candidates are Teddy Purcell and Alex Killorn. Purcell had 11 goals and 36 points in 48 games last season, his fourth with the team, and Killorn had seven goals and 19 points in 38 games as a rookie. Each will be looked upon to assume greater offensive responsibility now that veteran Vincent Lecavalier no longer is part of the roster. Many expect Purcell to play right wing alongside Filppula.

Filppula had nine goals and 17 points in 41 games with the Detroit Red Wings last season. His 17:46 average ice time per game ranked fourth among Red Wings forwards, and he won 179 of 323 faceoffs (55.4 percent) to lead the team. The 6-foot, 195-pound Finn has plenty of playoff experience, including two goals and six points for Detroit in 14 games last season. He has played in 483 NHL games, all with the Red Wings, scoring 100 goals, 251 points, 15 power-play goals and 12 game-winners.

Third-line center Nate Thompson was signed to a four-year, $6.4 million contract extension in March. Though he might not be considered a key offensive component, Thompson will do everything else for Cooper. He's a valuable penalty killer and a force in the faceoff circle, winning 51.2 percent of the 605 draws he took in 2012-13. He led forwards on the team with 85 hits and ranked third with 31 blocked shots.

Cooper is looking forward to having Brett Connolly in the offensive mix. The 21-year-old had his best professional season in 2012-13, scoring 31 goals and 63 points in 71 AHL games last season. Having Connolly ride shotgun with Thompson is an option.

With Stamkos, Filppula and Thompson filling the top three spots down the middle, it remains to be seen who takes over as the No. 4 center. That's something to be determined in training camp, with  Vladislav Namestnikov and Tyler Johnson candidates.

"[General manager] Steve Yzerman and [director of amateur scouting] Al Murray have stocked the prospect pool, but in saying that, there are only so many spots to be had," Cooper said. "The good thing is a lot of these players played for me and I got a good feel for them. Connolly had an exceptional year; Tyler Johnson has had two exceptional years. Even though J.T. Brown and Vladislav Namestnikov had injury problems [last season], they both came into their own when it got down to playoff time.

"Those young players are going to force a lot of veterans to be looking over their shoulder for sure."

Yzerman decided to pass on the top defensive prospect available at the 2013 NHL Draft, Seth Jones, and instead opted for an offensive playmaker, Drouin. It's a decision that may come back to haunt Yzerman if the defense, which yielded 3.06 goals per game last season, fails to improve.

SUMMER MOVES

IN: Jonathan Drouin, LW (draft), C Valtteri Filppula (free agent, Red Wings)

OUT: Mathieu Garon (free agent), G; Vincent Lecavalier, C (buyout); Brendan Mikkelson, D (free agent, Penguins); Benoit Pouliot LW/RW (free agent, Rangers); J.T. Wyman, RW (free agent, Avalanche)

"It doesn't take a rocket scientist to open up the stat pack and see that we need to be better on defense," Cooper said. "I think we're the only team to have given up over 400 goals over the past two years, so we have to shore that up and it takes a team to do it. You can't sit there and rely on your goaltender to make every single save. All five guys have to buy in when they're playing defense. It's not fun playing defense; it's a lot more fun scoring goals, and while you need to score goals to win a hockey game, to win in this League it's a premium that you keep the puck out of your net."

Tampa Bay has a pretty good blend of puck movers and big hitters along the blue line, but the group couldn't find any consistency in 2012-13. Returning defenders Keith Aulie, Eric Brewer and Radko Gudas ranked among the top three in hits on the team, and Matthew Carle, Victor Hedman and Sami Salo each finished with at least 17 and a positive plus/minus rating.

Three defensemen scored on the power play, with Carle leading with two goals. Carle, who turns 29 on Sept. 25, led Lightning defensemen with five goals, 17 assists and 22 points.

"I like our mix on defense with veteran stability and some young players," Cooper said.

Andrej Sustr and Mark Barberio, who are two of the organization's top prospects along the back end, could be in line for an NHL promotion at some point this season. Sustr (6-foot-8, 225 pounds) signed a two-year contract with the Lightning in March. He ranked first among defensemen at the University of Nebraska-Omaha last season in goals and points. Of his nine goals, four came on the power play, and he was tied for second on the team with 10 power-play points.

Barberio, who played two games with the Lightning last season, signed a one-year, two-way contract in July. He ranked third among AHL defensemen with 34 assists and was sixth with 42 points. He had five power-play goals during the regular season in Syracuse and led AHL defenders in points (15) in 18 games during the 2013 Calder Cup playoffs.

The battle between Lindback and Bishop for the starting role certainly is going to be a good one throughout training camp. Each goalie is out to prove he deserves the majority of the playing time, but it might not matter because Cooper said he intends to keep each fairly active at the outset.

LIGHTNING PREVIEW RELATED STORIES

Drouin's acclimation to NHL among things to watch

Lightning hope Killorn will have breakout season

"It's wide open," Cooper said. "I told both goalies that we're in the business of winning hockey games so I'm not really concerned about personal statistics. The goalie that gets us wins is the guy that eventually may push the other to the side."

Cooper was quick to point out that the two young goalies have played a combined 107 NHL games, so there's still a lot to learn.

"They have to learn on the bigger stage," he said. "They're both ready to burst upon the scene, but it's going to be up to each of them to determine who takes the No. 1 role."

Yzerman acquired each via trade, and in the process, parted with plenty, so no goalie will be given preferential treatment. The No. 1 spot will have to be earned.

Yzerman sent a pair of 2012 second-round picks, a 2013 third-round pick and goaltender Sebastian Caron to the Nashville Predators in exchange for Lindback, forward Kyle Wilson and a 2012 seventh-round pick in June 2012. In April, Yzerman traded forward Cory Conacher and a 2013 fourth-round pick to the Ottawa Senators for Bishop.

30 in 15: Lightning hope Killorn can break through
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It's quite possible the well-rounded game showcased by left wing Alex Killorn from the moment he stepped on the ice in a Tampa Bay Lightning jersey last season made Cory Conacher an expendable commodity in the eyes of management.

Conacher was the key component in a trade with the Ottawa Senators in April that landed the Lightning goalie Ben Bishop. Alongside Steven Stamkos for much of the year, Conacher finished his rookie season with nine goals and 24 points in 35 games.

LIGHTNING PREVIEW RELATED STORIES

Tampa Bay counting on veterans, new faces

Three things to watch in Lightning training camp

Since the day Killorn was selected in the third round (No. 77) of the 2007 NHL Draft, he has grown on and off the ice. He was 5-foot-8, 170 pounds on draft day, and when he made his professional debut with the Norfolk Admirals in the American Hockey League in April 2012, he was 6-1, 197. In 17 playoff games for the 2012 Calder Cup-winning Admirals, he had three goals and 12 points with a plus-5 rating.

During last season's work stoppage, Killorn had 16 goals and 38 points in 44 games for the Syracuse Crunch in the AHL under current Lightning coach Jon Cooper. With Tampa Bay, Killorn never appeared overmatched and finished eighth on the team with 19 points (seven goals) in 38 games following his promotion. He finished fifth on the team in shots (82) and ninth in average ice time (16:49), and ranked sixth among Tampa Bay forwards in hits (40) and fourth in blocked shots (22).

"Alex is a little older (24) and played four years of college, then went to the AHL and seamlessly filled in as a top six player from a top-nine guy," Cooper said. "He took our Syracuse team on his back during the [2012-13] season and I expect big things from him with the Lightning."

The current 6-2, 205-pound left-handed shot likely will enter 2013-14 as a top-nine forward for Cooper. A solid training camp may move him up a notch on the depth chart.

Killorn spent four years with the Harvard Crimson of the ECAC, and was a Hobey Baker nominee in 2011-12 after scoring 23 goals and 46 points in 34 games.

"He progressed every year as a player both offensively and defensively," Tampa Bay director of amateur scouting Al Murray told NHL.com. "He's got a quick release and a nose for the net offensively, and is a real big body and hard player to play against without the puck. Alex is a player we've been waiting for and are excited about."

---

Murray scores winner in first NHL preseason game
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Top prospect Ryan Murray scored with 21.2 seconds left in overtime to lift the Columbus Blue Jackets past the Pittsburgh Penguins, 5-4, in the preseason opener for both teams Sunday at Nationwide Arena.

Murray, the second pick in the 2012 NHL Draft, missed most of the 2012-13 season because of a shoulder injury he sustained playing in the Western Hockey League last November. The defenseman played more than 23 minutes in the contest, and could begin the 2013-14 season with the Blue Jackets.

Recent addition Chuck Kobasew scored twice for the Penguins, including at 13:05 of the third period to knot the score at 4-4. Kobasew joined the Penguins for the start of training camp on a tryout contract, but there are potential openings among the bottom-six forwards in Pittsburgh.

James Neal welcomed Columbus to the Eastern Conference and the new Metropolitan Division with a goal 47 seconds into the first period. A pair of Columbus power-play goals wrapped around Kobasew's first of the evening made it a 2-2 game after 20 minutes. Artem Anisimov and James Wisniewski had the goals for the Blue Jackets.

Dustin Jeffrey, another forward fighting for a bottom-six slot with the Penguins, scored 4:19 into the third on the power play, but ex-Penguins forward Mark Letestu and Cam Atkinson tallied 30 seconds apart to push Columbus into the lead.

Marc-Andre Fleury started in net for the Penguins and allowed two goals on 14 shots in two periods of work. Curtis McElhinney, signed in the offseason to likely backup Vezina Tropy winner Sergei Bobrovsky, also played for two periods and stopped 24 of 26 shots.

Bergeron feels good in debut, happy to move forward 

September 22, 2013, 1:15 am
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  (AP Photo)  

DETROIT – While Patrice Bergeron lost the opening faceoff at center ice to Stephen Weiss, the B’s two-way center also used enough force to snap Weiss’ stick in the process and sent him to the bench for another twig. Then in the same period Bergeron went hard into the corner to deliver a hit on Red Wings defenseman Brendan Smith while passing the preseason contact test.

“It felt pretty good. I was able to battle in the corners and in front of the net. That was my biggest question: reaching and stretching out for pucks, and battling other guys,” said Bergeron. “But overall I felt good, and I’m pretty happy with it. Now it’s in the past and I can start looking forward.”

So Bergeron sent a message early that he was feeling fit physically, and then went out and proved it with 16:05 of ice time playing his two-way game in a solid 2-0 preseason win over the Red Wings at Joe Louis Arena.

“They were a good line for us tonight,” said Claude Julien. “[Marchand] was better, and Loui was able to be seen a little more with Bergeron on the line. He makes a big difference. I thought it was a good effort from everybody.

“We played hard, we fore-checked and we didn’t give them a lot of space,” said Julien. “Our guys reacted well to [Thursday] night, and what happens when you give players a little too much space.”

Bergeron hit the crossbar at one point in the second period on a shooting opportunity from the slot area, and was also hanging around the front of the net along with Carl Soderberg when the Big Swede popped in his second goal of the game just seconds into the third period.

He didn’t end with any points when the game was finished, but won 13-of-21 face-offs while starting to build up the chemistry with Marchand and new linemate Loui Eriksson. Best of all, he felt fine physically and is ready to put a moratorium on all health questions for the time being.

The lung, shoulder and rib injuries are all in the rearview mirror from the Stanley Cup Final, and it’s on to another hockey season attempting to climb the mountain one game at a time.

“I felt pretty good and I’m feeling good now too,” said Bergeron. “So now I’ve got that first one out of the way, and I can move forward.”

Bruins release Subban, three others from camp 

September 22, 2013, 3:00 pm
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Malcolm Subban was one of those cut by the Bruins on Sunday.

  (AP Photo)  

BOSTON -- The Bruins pared a few more players from their NHL training camp roster on Sunday morning as four cuts were made. The most notable was 19-year-old goaltender Malcolm Subban just a few days after allowing eight goals to the Detroit Red Wings in a rough 8-2 loss Thursday night at TD Garden.

Youngsters Justin Florek, Carter Camper and Zach Trotman were also released from the NHL camp, and all four will report to the Providence Bruins training camp when it gets underway next week. Florek and Camper both had decent camps this season as experienced AHL players, and will provide the B’s organization with needed forward depth throughout the season.

The cuts allowed the Bruins to hold one practice with the collection of players still remaining camp.

“Just the one group is always good for at least the coach’s anyway,” said Claude Julien. “I’m sure the players are feeling the same way as we get closer and closer to getting the roster to where we need to be. We’ve got three games, and we’ve kept enough players to look at those players we need to evaluate for those spots.

“But at least we also have a good idea of what the other players can bring to us if call-up time comes during the year.”

Trotman had a sensational rookie training camp in Florida, potted a goal last week against the Canadiens on a searing blast from the point, and really entered himself into the conversation among Boston’s organizational depth along the blue line. But the 6-foot-3, 215-pounder also showed he might have some work to do in his own zone during the lopsided loss to Detroit on Thursday night, and will continue to work on those things at the AHL level.

It wouldn’t be a stretch to say that Trotman could be the first defenseman called up to Boston if/when injuries hit the blue line this season, though, and the 2010 seventh round pick had all the look of a future NHL defenseman in camp.

Haggerty: Soderberg, B's third line find answers 

September 22, 2013, 1:45 am
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  (USA Today Sports Images)  

DETROIT – Just as Claude Julien has started searching in earnest for answers at Bruins training camp, the players are providing them for their coach as if on cue.

The B’s third line was probably the most wide open area on the team entering training camp while Boston management and their coaching staff looked to overhaul most of a forward line that struggled last season. Not one of Chris Kelly, Rich Peverley or Chris Bourque played with much of a spark offensively, and they became a weak link defensively on the Bruins during the regular season.

So Peverley and Bourque were out of the picture by this summer, and Chris Kelly was back centering the third line as he has for each of the last three seasons in Boston. But it wasn’t Kelly that really led the way this weekend.

Instead Soderberg made a big splash worthy of his 6-foot-3, 215-pound frame by potting both goals in a 2-0 preseason win over the Red Wings at Joe Louis Arena. He had been flashy and inconsistent in a series of training camp drills and has even looked slow at times over the last few weeks.

But it all clicked in on Saturday night, and both Soderberg and Boston should plan on more days like this during the regular season.

“I thought we played well for the most part. I thought we had a good first period, and we were on the puck for the most part and fore-checking well. Then things kind of settled in over the next two periods.

“A lot of times you hope for [the chemistry]. But it doesn’t always happen. Sometimes it takes some time, but I thought tonight everybody was on the same page and working toward everybody’s strengths.”

Interestingly enough Soderberg did all the offensive damage while playing on the left wing for the first time during camp, and may have to put away any aspirations of centering a line for the time being. He certainly didn’t have any problem skating with Kelly after building up a rapport after teaming together on more than one occasion last season after coming over from Sweden.

“I thought it was fun to score. I’m playing the third line with Kelly and Smith, and our role is to play solid defense and not have any goals against,” said Soderberg. “So we played pretty good defense, and we were able to create some scoring chances as well.

“I felt very comfortable from the start today. Kelly did a pretty good job at center, as always, and I could just get in there on the left wing. I felt comfortable. I love playing with them. I just love playing hockey, so I want a spot with them so I can play as hard as I can.”

The first goal was a pure hustle play as Kelly brought the puck into the offensive zone and fired a puck that went wide of the net, and bounced right to Soderberg’s stick on the left wing. Soderberg immediately fired the shot at the open net, and put the Bruins on the board after a nearly scoreless first period.

Kelly, Soderberg and Reilly Smith were Boston’s best line throughout the game while teaming up for six of Boston’s 21 total shots on net, and it doesn’t take much to envision that being the third line on Oct. 3 against the Tampa Bay Lightning. Kelly provides the heady, two-way play and defensive backbone, Soderberg will bring his size and strength along with an ability provide offense on the third line and Smith is a gritty, skilled winger coming off an excellent first few weeks of training camp.

Claude Julien liked all three together, but still isn’t sure if that gives him the impetus to call off the third line battles.

“They got a power play goal and an even strength goal. [Soderberg] is known for his scoring, and we need some scoring from the wings,” said Claude Julien. “It was an opportunity to see.” If anything Soderberg might have clinched his spot on Saturday night by cleaning up a couple of loose puck rebounds around the net, and showing the size, strength and offense he can bring to a third line that lacked all three of those qualities last season. Kelly, Rich Peverley and Chris Bourque simply couldn’t get to the spaces on the ice where Soderberg set up camp.

The second goal was another case of cleaning things up around the net. Dennis Seidenberg wound up from the left point on the power play, and created a rebound in front that drew a lot of bodies. Soderberg beat everybody else to the puck and fired back into the net for his second goal of the game.

It’s exactly the kind of breakout offensive game that everybody has been waiting for since Soderberg arrived in Boston last spring, and it’s exactly what the Bruins needed on a night when the rest of their offense stalled.

“That was the way I scored a lot of my goals last year in Sweden,” said Soderberg. “I’m pretty good on rebounds and in front of the net. It was good to score two.”

The Bruins will take a lot more than two for Soderberg in his first full season in Boston, and he’ll be given every chance to be part of the solution for a third line problem that dogged the Bruins for an entire year. The B’s coaching staff might have taken the first step toward that by placing Soderberg, Kelly and Smith together as the odds on favorites to win those three roles.

Johnson bounces back with shutout of Red Wings 

September 22, 2013, 12:30 am
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In his first full preseason game, Chad Johnson posts a shutout in a 2-0 Bruins win over the Red Wings.

  (AP Photo)  

DETROIT – Bruins goaltender Chad Johnson was clearly pleased with putting his best foot forward in his first full preseason game by pitching a shutout against the Detroit Red Wings.

The 27-year-old Johnson made 19 saves in the 2-0 preseason victory over the Winged Wheels at Joe Louis Arena, and helped backstop a nice, solid response to the eight goal drubbing they suffered at the hands of Detroit on Thursday night at home. But the victory and accompanying excellent performance wasn’t especially notable for Johnson, who clearly wasn’t feeling the heat of a training competition to be Tuukka Rask’s backup this season.

“It was a better game to get settled into and it was a good turnout in the end,” said Johnson. “For the most part I know that I can play, so it’s not proving it to me that I can do it. Maybe it’s proving it to [the media] or proving to the organization that I can play at this level.

“Obviously the first game wasn’t very good, but it’s exhibition season. The real test is always in the season. I didn’t play well in Montreal, and I did play well tonight. I think they know what I can do, so these exhibition games are just a building block for the season.”

Johnson actually did have a couple of moments of shakiness early in the contest while missing with a glove save attempt on a Johan Franzen shot, and then misplaying a puck behind the net. But he shook that off with a little help from the defense in front of him, and then shut down the Wings offense until his own players could generate a couple of goals. Johnson turned away a Joakim Andersson shot in the first period during a 2-on-1 break for Detroit, and stoned Gustav Nyquist on a pair of shots after he broke through the Boston defense in the second period.

In all Johnson stopped 19 shots and showed what kind of difference an experienced goaltending hand can make after Malcolm Subban’s rough outing earlier in the week.

“Half of a game doesn’t make a career either way, right? But he was able to redeem himself tonight,” said Claude Julien. “Although we played well in front of him, there were a lot of tough shots with a lot of traffic and screens.

“From the screen you could see the shots getting in there and all of a sudden the pad would come out. He made all the saves that he had to make, and he was much better.”

The .929 career save percentage and 1.97 goals against average in 10 career games speak to Johnson’s self-confidence about playing at the NHL level, but he will have to prove it since he’s never served as even a backup goaltender for a full season.

Johnson made a nice step toward doing just that by playing flawlessly between the pipes on Saturday night in Motown.

A few more games like that and Johnson will have his spot locked up on Boston’s roster for this season.

Fifteen Thoughts: Bruins-Red Wings 

September 21, 2013, 8:15 pm
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Patrice Bergeron was awarded the King Clancy Trophy for his leadership and humanitarian endeavors, but finished second in the Selke Trophy voting to Chicago Blackhawks center Jonathan Toews.

DETROIT – Here are five thoughts from the first period with the Bruins and Detroit Red Wings locked in a scoreless tie after the first 20 minutes of preseason hockey at the storied Joe Louis Arena.

1)    So far, so good for Patrice Bergeron, who looked like he was 100 percent in the first period. He lost the opening face-off at center ice, but broke the stick of Stephen Weiss in the process. So it appears his strength is fully back, and later in the period he took an elbowing penalty after throwing a big hit on Brendan Smith in the corner. Through it all Bergeron appeared fine while also playing his customary two-way game that people in Boston have come to know, love and respect. Four wins on six face-offs for the ever dependable Bergeron.

2)    Good period of hockey also for B’s goaltender Chad Johnson, who made six saves in the first period with some of them coming with heavy traffic around. His best stop was on Joakim Andersson on a shot from the left wing after a Brad Marchand blue line turnover turned into a 2-on-1 for the Red Wings. It’s not always pretty with Johnson, but at least he’s effectively stopping the puck, which is all that he really has to do.

3)    The Carl Soderberg/Chris Kelly/Reilly Smith line was probably Boston’s best in the first period. Smith led all Bruins players with a pair of shots on net, and a backdoor pass from Dennis Seidenberg to Kelly was the B’s best scoring chance for the period. It would appear they are getting a look as the third line Claude Julien will go into the season with, and it would be my choice for third line based on the balance of what I’ve seen in the preseason.

4)     Decent period for veteran minor league defenseman Mike Moore, who registered a shot on net and took on tough customer Todd Bertuzzi in the middle of the period. He ended up getting rag-dolled by the rugged Detroit power forward, but at least he’s showing a little something in what is a stacked group of NHL defensemen for Boston.

5)    I know the Bruins really like young forward Matt Lindblad, but I’m not seeing it quite yet. Claude Julien spoke on Saturday morning about Lindblad trying to find his way in his first NHL camp over the first few weeks, and he still looks like he’s at that point right now. He did very well in Providence, though, so hopefully he’ll bust out of his shell sooner rather than later. 

SECOND PERIOD

DETROIT – Here are five thoughts from the second period with the Bruins leading the Detroit Red Wings by a 1-0 score after the first 40 minutes of preseason hockey at the storied Joe Louis Arena.

1)    The Chris Kelly/Carl Soderberg/Reilly Smith line has been Boston’s best all game, and it’s fitting they finally scratched a goal on the scoreboard. It was a quick transition play into the offensive zone with Kelly carrying the puck into the zone, firing a puck wide of the net that bounced off the live end boards and went right to Carl Soderberg. The Big Swede fired into the open part of the net, and notched his first goal of the preseason. Jonas Gustavsson had robbed Soderberg of a goal earlier in the period when it appeared he had an open net in front off a Ryan Spooner centering pass. It should be noted tonight is Soderberg’s first game – or practice – spent at the wing, and it looks like that might be his spot to start the season.

2)    Ryan Spooner continues to play with speed, creativity and a respectable level of tenacity for a slightly undersized forward. He looks like an NHL player right now to these eyes even if there isn’t an top-six center spot on the Boston roster. The youngster has had an excellent camp and is really pushing the issue.

3)    Chad Johnson is perfect through two periods, and has had to make some difficult saves including a stop on Gustav Nyquist when he broke in all alone in the second period. Dennis Seidenberg was also hooking Nyquist at the time, but the Wings forward got a couple of good shots off that Johnson stopped cold. It’s exactly the kind of confidence-building game Johnson needed after faltering in Montreal, and he’s had it here tonight. Eleven saves through the first two periods for Johnson.

4)    The Bruins power play hasn’t looked all that good tonight with players like Bergeron, Eriksson, Soderberg, Krug and Boychuk filtering in and out of the man advantage. They’ve still got some work to do to catch up to what Jarome Iginla and Co. are doing with the other group of Bruins players.

5)    Three hits for Jordan Caron in 7:22 of ice time, and he’s noticeably battled for 1-on-1 pucks tonight. It would appear he’s doing the best he can to compete, but there are just better options for the third line spots at this point. Plain and simple.

THIRD PERIOD

DETROIT – Here are five thoughts from the third period with the Bruins downing the Detroit Red Wings by a 2-0 score after 60 minutes of preseason hockey at the storied Joe Louis Arena.

1)    Carl Soderberg’s first game at the wing, and he scores a pair of goals. Let’s keep the Big Swede at the wing.

2)    Very odd that a couple of the Bruins players seemed to be really going after Detroit Red Wings defenseman Brendan Smith given that he’s the older brother of Bruins winger Reilly Smith. Patrice Bergeron got a penalty for elbowing him, and Brad Marchand traded punches with Smith in the second period.

3)    No goals for Nick Johnson tonight, but I still liked the hustle and effort on every shift. He really empties the tank when he’s out there, and has enough skill to pop in a few goals.

4)    It’s amazing how much more ordinary the Wings look when Henrik Zetterberg and Pavel Datsyuk aren’t in the lineup. Or maybe it’s not that amazing at all.

5)    If tonight was a big night for many of the B’s forwards vying for that third line, I’d say all but Soderberg and Reilly Smith are going to end up disappointed. Not enough from guys like Jordan Caron and Matt Fraser to carve themselves out a spot.

B's go head-to-head for jobs in Detroit tonight 

September 21, 2013, 7:15 pm
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  (AP Photo)  

DETROIT -- It’s all about winning jobs for many of the Bruins players tonight headed into tonight’s preseason rematch with the Detroit Red Wings after they embarrassed Boston on home ice Thursday night.

Chad Johnson will get the start and play the full game looking to redeem himself for a poor 30 minutes against the Montreal Canadiens on Monday night in allowing three goals on eight shots. But there will also be plenty of young forwards competing against each other in the same lineup as Reilly Smith, Matt Fraser, Nick Johnson, Jordan Caron, Ryan Spooner and Matthew Lindblad should all be in the lineup against the Winged Wheels.

Claude Julien said the plan is to continue evaluating players battling for roster spots over the next three or four games, and that the Bruins hope to have their opening night lineup in place against the Winnipeg Jets for their final scheduled preseason game in Saskatoon.

“It kind of gives you an indication, we’re really looking at those guys and making sure we have a clear read on what they can bring to our hockey club,” said Claude Julien. “As we get closer to the end we’re going to have to start making decisions so it’s important that we have all those guys in there and give them a chance to showcase what they can bring to our hockey club.

“You want to give them that opportunity because they’ve earned it and they deserve it. For our sake, we need to make the right decisions. The only way to make the right decisions is by watching them play more.”

Here is the line combos and defense pairings based on pregame warm-up…may the best men win gigs in Boston:

Marchand-Bergeron-Eriksson

 Johnson-Spooner-Fraser 
Smith-Kelly-Söderberg 
Caron-Campbell-Lindblad  
Seidenberg-Hamilton 
Moore-Boychuk

 Krug-Miller  
Johnson 
Svedberg

Bergeron looks to get into rhythm with Eriksson 

September 21, 2013, 3:15 pm
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Patrice Bergeron had a little extra skip in his step following Saturday morning’s quick skate at TD Garden with the knowledge he’ll be in the lineup for the Bruins on Saturday night in their preseason tilt against the Red Wings at Joe Louis Arena. The B’s two-way center will be manning the middle between Brad Marchand and Loui Eriksson as is the plan to start the regular season, and Bergeron hopes to build chemistry through the game action.

The Bruins had held Bergeron back for the first three games while he continued to recuperate from shoulder, lung and rib injuries sustained during last year’s run to the Stanley Cup Final. But he’s looked good in practice as the tenderness in his rib area begins to dissipate, so now was the proper time to get him back in the lineup.

The return of Bergeron and Gregory Campbell means the Bruins are close to full health at training camp, and Bobby Robins knee injury is the only issue worth mentioning. But Robins was expected to start this season at the AHL level anyway, so the Bruins are looking and feeling good.

“Right from the first day [of camp] he was involved in all of the training camp drills including contact and everything else. So it wasn’t an issue of whether he could take it. It was about him getting through the little bit left [mentally] where he felt 95 percent, and he needed to feel that last five percent in camp,” said Claude Julien.“ [It’s the] same with Campbell. We looked at the beginning of camp as guys that might just play the last few games of the preseason, but they are ahead of schedule. Our medical staff didn’t feel any need to hold them back.”

Bergeron is just hoping his new look line can be nearly as effective as the new Milan Lucic, David Krejci and Jarome Iginla forward group that has looked like an unstoppable offensive force in the preseason.

“[We’re] finding chemistry, but looking to get into a rhythm a bit and trying to get back at it,” said Patrice Bergeron. “It's the first game and I’m just trying to feel good and enjoy it at the same time.”

It should be good for everyone to finally get their first look at a Bergeron/Eriksson/Marchand line that is going to be a significant one this season for the Black and Gold.

The line combos and D-pairings are below based on the morning skate in Boston, and veteran goalie Chad Johnson is expected to play the full 60 minutes for the Bruins against Detroit:

Marchand-Bergeron-Eriksson

Johnson-Spooner-Fraser

Smith-Kelly-Söderberg

Caron-Campbell-Lindblad

Seidenberg-Hamilton

Moore-Boychuk

Krug-Miller

Johnson

Svedberg

Julien: Goal of camp is evaluation, not wins 

September 20, 2013, 6:00 pm
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Claude Julien says it's more important for his staff to evaluate all players thoroughly than it is to win preseason games.

  (USA Today Sports Images)  

BOSTON -- With the Bruins making more cuts on Friday, coach Claude Julien talked about his goals for the preseason after the team's double training-camp sessions at the TD Garden.

The biggest goal is to make the right decisions on the right players. Not just for the now, but also down the road. Because you never know what can happen in an 82-game season.

"We have to look at players and see who's ready for this level, or who's close to it anyways," said Julien. "There's going to be some injuries, there's going to be some call-ups, so you look at some of these players.

"Not only that, but during the season, sometimes you make trades and then you've got to bring some guys up. There's all kinds of things that can happen. You saw this year, with the cap issues. We had to move some guys, and we got some guys back, but it still opened some spots for others."

Julien made it clear that the goal to training camp and preseason games was not the result of the games, but more so the result of the evaluation process for those players who may be filling the final few roster spots.

"You've got to make sure you have a good read on all your players that are in your organization that are deserving of being looked at and if they're ready with either the experience or what they've accomplished," said Julien.

"At the end of the day, as disappointing as it is to lose 8-2, the goal is not the outcome of the game. It's what you get to see from your players."

Red Wings bring loaded lineup to Boston 

September 20, 2013, 2:30 am
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Coach Mike Babcock brought a pretty stacked lineup with him to Boston.

  (USA Today Sports)  

BOSTON - It sounds as if this season’s divisional rivalry between the Bruins and the newly realigned Detroit Red Wings isn’t off to a great start.

Detroit coach Mike Babcock and the rest of the Wings braintrust brought a pretty loaded training camp roster with them to Boston: Pavel Datsyuk, Henrik Zetterberg, Niklas Kronwall, Jimmy Howard and Justin Abdelkader led the parade of NHL players that were in the lineup. That was in sharp contract to a Bruins lineup that included 19-year-old Malcolm Subban in his first NHL starting spot along with such immortals as Rob Flick, Craig Cunningham and Nick Johnson among others.

Needless to say Babcock felt like he saw the 8-2 final score coming when he looked at the players suiting up for both teams, and didn’t feel like his Wings got much accomplished in spite of the landslide victory.

“They got a young kid in net. It didn’t go the way [Subban] wanted. The other thing is, Claude [Julien] chose the lineup tonight. I brought more than he had in the lineup. He had no [Patrice] Bergeron’s line. He had no [Chris] Kelly’s line,” said Babcock. “To be honest with you, I’d rather the score be 4-2 and it was a regular game, right? Things got away on the young guy. One of the things as a young player in this league, you get lessons. That was a lesson night tonight.”

Things were actually still manageable at a 4-1 score with the Bruins trailing after 40 minutes worth of exhibition game action, but the bottom dropped off in the third period with Subban and B’s defense allowing three goals in 1:17. It will be interesting to see how things play out on Saturday night with the Bruins heading to Joe Louis Arena for the road portion of the home-and-home preseason series.

“I thought our backend moved the puck up. I thought we scored some nice power play goals. We had good line changes,” said Babcock. “[We got] caught a couple of times on line changes in the second period, but we had more players dressed than they did tonight. “It’s almost like you should phone the coach in advance, and you should decide who’s playing. No…really…because you want it to be a good level. That’s what you want from both teams.”

Perhaps it will be a little closer to a full squad matchup – and to Babcock’s liking -- when the Bruins play their fourth preseason game against the Wings in Detroit on Saturday.

Another strong effort for B's Nick Johnson 

September 20, 2013, 2:15 am
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Nick Johnson followed up a strong game in Montreal with another big effort against the Red Wings at TD Garden Thursday night.

  (USA Today Sports)  

BOSTON - One solid preseason hockey game could be explained away as a serendipitous fluke, but Bruins forward Nick Johnson made certain to put together back-to-back strong efforts in an otherwise ugly loss to the Detroit Red Wings.

After potting a pair of goals in Boston’s win over the Habs on Monday night, the 27-year-old Dartmouth College alum pulled off a highlight reel goal in the B’s 8-2 exhibition loss to the Wings at TD Garden on Thursday. With the Bruins trailing 5-1 in the third period, Ryan Spooner slid a pass from the corner toward the slot area just as Johnson was moving toward the net.

Johnson collected the puck, dangled by Pavel Datsyuk with a quick fake and then roofed a backhanded shot in tight close to the net for as pretty a goal as you’re likely to see in the preseason. There was little doubt as to the aesthetically pleasure nature of Johnson’s score, but he wasn’t in a celebratory mood after being part of getting drubbed by Detroit on the ice.

“I didn’t really put much thought into the goal at all because the game had a pretty dismal outcome,” said Johnson. “I’ve felt fine in camp and I really think the coaches have done a good job of communicating and going through all of the systems work.

“But I signed on to be a member of this organization for this season, and there’s nothing to be happy about after a game like this. It was just bad at every turn.”

While fellow third-line candidates like Jordan Caron, Matt Fraser and Carl Soderberg fail to completely seize their chances to lock up one of the wing vacancies on either side of Chris Kelly, Johnson just continues to impress with whatever opportunities are given to him.

Don’t think that the Bruins coaching staff hasn’t noticed.

“The [front office] signed him. I didn’t know much about him before camp. He’s got close to 100 games in the NHL. So he’s got some experience and it shows,” said Claude Julien. “It shows that he has some experience in these types of games. We’re always looking for depth players.

“There’s some spots open and right now he’s created a good battle for some of those open spots. He’s scored a couple of goals; I think in Montreal, he’s got another one tonight, two goals in three games. Not bad for a guy that came in that not too many people knew about.”

It’s not like Johnson’s solid showing at camp should be that much of a surprise. The former Dartmouth College standout has over 100 games of NHL experience with the Penguins, Wild and Coyotes, and put up eight goals and 26 points for Minnesota in 2011-12. He could be posting a few more of those numbers in Boston if his dark horse candidacy for a roster spot continues with more strong performances in B’s training camp this month. 

A rough welcome to Boston for Subban 

September 20, 2013, 12:00 am
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Pavel Datsuyk beats Bruins rookie goalie Malcolm Subban for one of eight goals he allowed.

  (AP Photo)  

BOSTON - There’s little question that Malcolm Subban expected his first game in Boston to go markedly better as a member of the Bruins.

He looked good enough after two periods that the Bruins coaching staff opted to leave him in for the final 20 minutes despite being down, 4-1. Then the roof came crashing down in the third period for Subban and a group of teammates that failed miserably in front of him, and it got a little ugly for the 19-year-old in an 8-2 exhibition loss to the Detroit Red Wings at TD Garden on Thursday night.

It got to the point in the third where Subban allowed three goals in a 1:17 span, and the B’s fans began to serenade him with mock cheers each time he made a legitimate save on the puck.

“"No matter what I did the pucks just found its way in,” said Subban, who had looked pretty solid in a scoreless 30 minutes against the Canadiens at the Bell Centre. “[There were] a couple bad bounces, but I didn’t do my part tonight.

“[The Wings] are a good team and it can only get better from here. I’m looking at it in a positive way. It’s probably a good thing now I can be more focused, obviously, and start the games better.”

The humbling defeat affected the former first-round pick strongly enough that Subban spent roughly 20 minutes running up and down the TD Garden stairs all by himself about a half-hour following the loss. Subban indicated to CSNNE reporter Kevin Walsh that it wasn’t part of his normal postgame routine, and it’s pretty clear that was a lot more than your average, garden variety defeat.

Debuts don’t come much rougher in a Black and Gold uniform, but it should also give him plenty of teachable moments to work on when he’s inevitably sent to AHL training camp in the next few weeks. The first two goals allowed in the first period weren’t Subban’s fault at all, as second and third whacks at rebounds ended up getting past him and into the net.

Then things started to go awry in the second when a poorly timed line change combined with an out-of-position Zach Trotman parted the waters for Henrik Zetterberg to rip one home from the slot. Six minutes later Danny DeKeyser beat Subban to the short side post on a play where the Bruins goaltender should have been there in time to shut things off, but he was just a little tardy covering his ground.

At that point, the Bruins decided to keep Subban out there for the third period after a Jarome Iginla goal made it a 4-1 score in favor of the Winged Wheels.

“We’ve talked to him already. It was a decision that was made after the second period; he had only given up one bad goal at that point. I thought the [DeKeyser] goal was one that he could have had,” said Claude Julien. “After that the fifth and probably the seventh one are three of the goals [he would have liked back].

“Although he had given up a bad goal in the second, we wanted him to fight through it. This is a good learning thing for a goaltender to see this is what he’s going to be facing, and that he has to fight through those situations. It was one of those nights that, unfortunately, I think our guys in front of him certainly left him out to dry a little bit. We made some real bad mistakes. It’s easy to point the finger at [Subban] but if anything I think we all have to take the blame for that and that’s for leaving him out to dry.”

In all likelihood Subban won’t get another minute of playing time in the preseason as Chad Johnson is expected to start Saturday’s road game against the Red Wings at Joe Louis Arena. Another round of training camp cuts will come, and the teenager will suit up for Providence while speeding into the minor league development phase of his hockey career.

In some ways it was a fitting first NHL training camp for the promising young netminder as he works to refine his technique and really perfect his glove hand. Subban experienced the undeniable high of squaring off against big brother P.K. Subban at the Bell Centre in Montreal while keeping the Canadiens off the board.

He also felt the agony of wretched, one-sided defeat against a loaded Red Wings team that traveled to Boston, and will probably replay the Pavel Datsyuk bullet over his glove hand a thousand times wondering how he’ll ever be able to stop it from going in. Perhaps some of those thoughts were spinning through his mind as he bounded up and down the Garden stairs wondering where it all went wrong.

The good news is that there are enough good leaders in the B’s dressing room that will make sure Subban need not shoulder the blame all on his own.

“We hung [Subban] out to dry on countless occasions; two on ones, odd man rushes, and then they got shots we didn’t pick up anybody in front. That’s another thing we’ve just got to bare down and work on,” said Matt Bartkowski. “That’s not really even a system thing or anything, just identifying your guy and then picking him up and playing him hard. 

“We’ve just got to bare down on those guys.  You can’t fault [Subban] for anything tonight, if it was his first game or his fiftieth, it really doesn’t matter, we left him out to dry.”

Someday, Subban might even be able to laugh about the time his first game in Boston turned into an utter, defenseless train wreck. But judging by his reaction postgame, it might be a little while before Subban is ready to chalk it up an experience that made him a stronger goalie, mentally or physically.
Talking Points from Bruins' 8-2 loss to Red Wings 

September 19, 2013, 11:30 pm
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Jordan Caron sends the Red Wings' David MacIntyre into boards for a costly penalty.

  (AP Photo)  

BOSTON - The good, and a lot of bad, from the B's preseason home opener, an 8-2 loss to Detroit:

GOLD STAR: Nick Johnson continues to impress and surprise with his scoring tear in training camp as he goes about winning a third line job with the Bruins while others continue to flail away in camp. Johnson only played 12:24 of ice time in the game, but he was in long enough to take a pass from Ryan Spooner, dangle through Pavel Datsyuk in the slot and then bury a backhanded shot top shelf. While other players like Jordan Caron and Carl Soderberg aren’t running away with the opportunities they’ve been given to nail down a spot, Johnson just keeps scoring goals and playing solid two-way hockey.

BLACK EYE: Malcolm Subban probably gave up three goals that would be considered soft, but the Bruins youngster surrendered eight goals behind a Boston defense that didn’t come ready to play. He allowed three goals in a 1:17 span in the third period, and really seemed to lose his composure at that point while knowing the Bruins coaches would keep him in the game. The mock cheers arrived in the third period when Subban made any sort of save, and that had to be a rough experienced for the youngster in his first NHL appearance in Boston. In an interesting twist, Subban was running up and down the stairs of the TD Garden long after the game had ended in an admission that he’s still got plenty of work to do in his young career.

TURNING POINT: Granted, it was still a game that the Bruins weren’t likely to win, but it was still a 5-2 game in the third period after Nick Johnson scored a nifty top shelf goal with his backhand. But Jordan Caron followed 30 seconds later with a bone-headed boarding penalty, and the Red Wings promptly scored three unanswered goals in the span of 77 seconds that sunk the Bruins. It also saddled Subban with a rough stat line next to his name after the 60 minutes of exhibition hockey had been played.

HONORABLE MENTION: Matt Bartkowski rang up a couple of assists for his second multi-point game of the preseason, and really looked sharp on a play while wheeling the puck around the point and finding Jarome Iginla camped out in front. The puck deflected off Iginla’s skate for Boston’s first goal, and the Bruins defenseman continued to put his best foot forward in training camp. Torey Krug and Bartkowski were the two young defensemen that demanded the playing time in last year’s postseason, and it once again appears that both players are the frontrunners to win the spots in the top six to start the season.

BY THE NUMBERS: 2 – the number of fights Thursday night with Matt Fraser dropping the gloves with an unwilling Jakob Kindl, and Torey Krug lowering the boom on David MacIntyre.

QUOTE TO NOTE: “We were a step behind and slow to react on everything. They were first to the puck, winning battles. They were skating well and passing the puck well. We were just too passive and too hesitant a lot of times. For sure we need to correct that and be better next game.” –-Zdeno Chara with a frank assessment on an ugly exhibition game. 

Haggerty's thoughts from Red Wings-Bruins 
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Malcolm Subban turns away a shot by the Red Wings' Jordin Tootoo Thursday night.

  (AP Photo)  

BOSTON - Here are five thoughts from the third period with the Bruins falling to the Detroit Red Wings by an 8-2 shot after 60 minutes of piping hot preseason action at TD Garden:

1) Not a great night for Jordan Caron, who hasn’t had a very noticeable training camp. Takes an ill-advised line change on a sequence that led to a Henrik Zetterberg in the second period, and then he takes a poorly times boarding penalty on David McIntire in the third period. Wings proceed to score two goals right away after Caron heads to the box.

2) One guy that has stood out in camp is Nick Johnson, who scored another goal tonight after potting a pair against the Canadiens on Monday night. Ryan Spooner found him with a feed from the corner, and Johnson drove down the slot while dangling around Pavel Datsyuk. He finished the play by going top shelf with a backhander. Filthy, filthy play. Wonder if Johnson can do anything to really push the issue for a role on this team?

3) Malcolm Subban still has some work to do. Allowed three goals in the span of about two minutes in the third period with the capper being a Pavel Datsyuk top shelf wrister over the glove hand. A goaltender has to make a save to stop the bleeding at some point. Eight goals allowed overall is pretty rough, even if some of them are directly attributable to poor defense.

4) Ryan Spooner is one player that’s really made himself stand out in both preseason games. He’s been playing with speed and purpose in both games, and it was his passing skill that set up Johnson as the trailer coming down the wing for one of Boston’s goals. Spooner is in a tough spot at center behind Patrice Bergeron and David Krejci, but he’s looking like he’s ready to win a job at the NHL level.

5) Claude Julien should have plenty of video to work with in coachable moments over the next two weeks. This is as bad a preseason performance as I’ve ever seen from the Bruins in my time covering the team. Ouch, babe. 

Here are five thoughts from the second period with the Bruins trailing, 4-1:

1) Young guys getting involved with the rough stuff tonight. Matt Fraser dropped the gloves with Jakob Kindl in the first period, and Torey Krug dropped the bigger David McIntire with a couple of overhand punches in the second after the two were jostling in the corner. Krug has had an up-and-down night, but he’ll still trying to find a way to impact the game even when his normal game is deserting him. Of the three young defensemen, he is the absolute lock to be in the lineup on opening night.

2) Of the other two defensemen, Matt Bartkowski has the upper hand thus far in training camp. Bart had a good multi-point game in Montreal, and created Boston’s only goal tonight when wheeled around the point and found Jarome Iginla camped in front of the net. The Iginla redirect made it a 4-1 game. Dougie Hamilton has played decently, but still looks like he’s having some trouble in terms of coverage in the defensive zone.

3) Jarome Iginla: Three goals in two games, strong on the puck and willing to pay the price around the net and more than happy to fire away one-timers from the left circle. He is exactly what the Bruins needed, and really looks like an upgrade over Nathan Horton at this point.

4) Malcolm Subban was pretty good in the first period, but had a bit of trouble in the second period while allowing four goals on the evening. The Henrik Zetterberg score was aided by an awful line change by Jordan Caron and one of his linemates, who hopped off the ice while Detroit motored to a 5-on-2 advantage with the short change in the second period. But the Danny DeKeyser goal was a shot to the short side where Subban couldn’t get to the post quickly enough to shut down the attempt.

5) David Krejci and Gregory Campbell wearing the “A’s” on their sweaters tonight along with Zdeno Chara wearing his customary “C” as the captain.

Here are five thoughts from the first period with the Bruins trailing by a 2-0 score:

1) Bruins not paying much attention to detail tonight. Red Wings players getting behind the defense, getting second and third rebound chances at pucks in front of the net and getting the better of the scoring chances early. Justin Abdelkader scored the first goal on the power play after getting behind Dougie Hamilton and knocking a rebound bid past Malcolm Subban. It may be a direct result of playing after two long practices this morning, but there is little snap to this game. Wings outshot the B’s 11-5 over the first 20 minutes, and it showed.

2) Interesting sequence with Bruins forward Matt Fraser, who got tangled up with Jakub Kindl behind the play and kept forcing the issue until the Detroit defenseman finally relented and dropped the gloves. Fraser is clearly looking to make an impact in some department, and probably wanted to show the Bruins that he’s not afraid to get his nose a little dirty with some physicality.

3) Justin Abdelkader was all over the ice in the first period. He scored on the power play rebound by getting himself to the net, and then drew a hooking penalty on Adam McQuaid at the end of the first when he was able to get in good position behind the rangy defenseman. Best player on the ice in the first 20 minutes.

4) Three face-off wins in nine tries for Ryan Spooner and Carl Soderberg, who also had a tough time in the faceoff circle against the Canadiens on Monday night. Spooner has looked good skating with the puck on his stick in the first two games, but these numbers are a big screaming reason why Soderberg will likely end up on the third line wing when it’s all said and done.

5) Ten saves for Malcolm Subban, who has looked pretty solid again early in this game and only gave up goals on second-and third-effort rebounds. The 19-year-old looked ordinary in practice sessions, but he seems to really elevate his game when there’s a packed arena full of people watching him perform.
Robins out for rest of B's camp with knee injury 

September 19, 2013, 1:45 pm
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It looks like Bobby Robins’ run in Bruins training camp might be over after a promising start.

The Providence Bruins enforcer will be out a minimum of two weeks after suffering a knee injury in one of the last shifts of Tuesday night’s preseason shootout win over the Washington Capitals at the Baltimore Arena. Robins brought emotion and offense to the table in his first appearance in a Boston Bruins uniform while dropping the gloves early with Washington fighter Dane Byers, and then notched an assist on a Justin Florek score that opened up the offense for Boston in a largely sloppy game.

A two-week knee injury will keep Robins out of the remainder of the preseason schedule, and essentially leave Shawn Thornton without any enforcer competition through the rest of training camp.

“We’re probably looking at least two weeks,” said Claude Julien. “He finished the game, but it happened right near the end of the game and played another shift while he was still warmed up.

“But then it stiffened up afterward. So from what I’ve been told it will be at least another two weeks.”

While Robins wasn’t expected to win an NHL job out of training camp, he showed early in camp that the Bruins could do a lot worse if they need a little extra muscle during any particularly rough games during the regular season. Robins was a bottom-six staple for the P-Bruins last season while dropping the gloves a whopping 39 times as an energy player, and signed his first NHL contract – a two-year deal – with the Bruins during the summer.
Chiarelli: 'Goal is to have Hamilton in NHL' 

September 19, 2013, 1:00 pm
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  (USA Today Sports Images)  

The Bruins have a clear decision to make regarding the two spots among the top six defensemen, and the three young D-men (Dougie Hamilton, Matt Bartkowski, Torey Krug) that are in the running for those starting positions. Krug will play on Thursday night against the Red Wings, and appears to have locked up a spot working on the left side in a bottom D-pairing with the rugged Adam McQuaid. The three-assist performance against the Habs on Monday reaffirmed that Krug’s playoff outburst wasn’t aberrational, and that the skilled blueliner could be a real asset on the power play.

So that essentially leaves Bartkowski and Hamilton to battle for the final spot, with the camp battle loser starting the season as the spare defenseman. There is a school of thought to send Hamilton to the AHL for a span of games if Bartkowski were to win the positional battle.

Skating for the Providence Bruins, Hamilton could play 25 minutes a night, earn top power play and penalty kill minutes, and really develop into the franchise defenseman everybody in Boston feels he can become. It could also be beneficial to Boston’s cap situation to send the extra defenseman down to Providence and potentially get them off the Boston books.

It should be noted that both Kevan Miller and Zach Trotman have also excelled during training camp, and put themselves on Boston’s organizational depth radar.

But it will likely come down to Hamilton or Bartkowski, and B’s general manager Peter Chiarelli indicated he’d prefer not to send the former top 10 pick to the AHL this season.

“My goal is to have [Hamilton] in the NHL,” said Chiarelli. “We don’t have to spell that out for them that there’s…I spoke openly to the group about competition. I’m really looking forward to seeing the competition at all levels, at all positions. Obviously there are guys that are fixed in their position but when you look at those three D and you look at the players, the D that have been there, there’s really three D for two spots.

“I guess that doesn’t rule out other D-men that may be the seven, but common sense would dictate right now that it would be those three guys for those two spots. They have embraced it and they’ve played well. I thought Dougie [Hamilton] had a good game [vs. the Capitals], he was strong on the puck and made some good plays and closed well as the game progressed. The other two, Torey [Krug] and Bart [Matt Bartkowski] the other night in Montreal, they both played well.”

So it would appear all three will start the season with the Boston roster, and now it’s just a matter of getting into the top six and sticking there. All three are neck-and-neck in that race thus far during training camp.
Chara, Campbell expected to make B's debut Thursday 

September 19, 2013, 12:00 pm
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  (USA Today Sports Images)  

The Bruins will feature a couple of regulars making their preseason debuts against the Detroit Red Wings at TD Garden after watching the cast of characters working out at the Thursday morning skate.

Zdeno Chara and Gregory Campbell both took part in the full skate for the Group B players that took part in the drills, and should be in the lineup against Detroit. It will be the first game of the preseason for the B’s captain, and the first hockey game for Campbell since an Evgeni Malkin blast broke a bone in his left leg during a penalty kill in Game 3 of the Eastern Conference Final.

Chara and Campbell will join a group of players that produced four power play goals in a 6-3 win over the Montreal Canadiens at the Bell Centre on Monday night. Nick Johnson potted two of those goals, and will get bumped up to a line with Carl Soderberg and Matt Fraser on Thursday night.

It appears that Shawn Thornton will get the night off for the Black and Gold with youngster Craig Cunningham taking his place along the Merlot Line, and this should be the night when goalie Chad Johnson gets the lion’s share of the netminding duties in his quest for the backup goaltender spot.

Newest Wing Daniel Alfredsson won't be making the trip to Boston per the Detroit Free Press, but Pavel Datsyuk is expected to center Henrik Zetterberg and Justin Abdelkader. Stephen Weiss, Tomas Tatar, Daniel Cleary, Joakim Andersson, Gustav Nyquist and Jordin Tootoo also are expected to make the trip for the game, as is goaltender Jimmy Howard and defensemen Niklas Kronwall, Jonathan Ericsson, Jakub Kindl and Danny DeKeyser.

Lucic-Krejci-Iginla

Fraser-Söderberg-Johnson

Flick-Spooner-Caron

Paille-Campbell-Cunningham

Chara-Hamilton

Bartkowski-Trotman

Krug-McQuaid

Johnson

Subban
Backup goalie turning into open audition for B's 

September 19, 2013, 9:45 am
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  (AP Photo)  

When it was first learned Anton Khudobin chose to move on to a potential better opportunity for playing time with the Carolina Hurricanes, it left a very real vacancy at the backup goaltender position.

There were whispers the Bruins were going to fortify the position with Jose Theodore for some veteran depth, but those turned out to nothing more than hockey rumor mill grist. Instead Boston inked journeymen goalie Chad Johnson for short NHL money on the strength of a dozen NHL games and the full recommendation of the B’s NHL scouting staff. Couple Johnson’s arrival with up-and-coming Swedish goaltender Niklas Svedberg and the Bruins had a couple of viable candidates to five Tuukka Rask the 15-20 games of relief that he’ll need throughout the season.

Unfortunately, things don’t always work out to perfection in training camp and Johnson stumbled pretty spectacularly out of the starting gate. He completely botched the first shot on goal in Montreal that led to a Habs goal for Travis Moen, and ultimately an unsatisfying three goals allowed on eight shots in his first appearance in a Black and Gold uniform.

There were mitigating factors too. Johnson didn’t see a shot until 12 minutes into the game, and that might have contributed to the Louis Leblanc point shot handcuffing his glove hand. There were plenty of power plays as well, and that never really created a flow to the first 30 minutes of what ultimately became a resounding victory for the Bruins.

Johnson was keenly aware the game in Montreal wasn’t exactly putting his best foot forward, but that also must be tempered by it being the first exhibition game of the season.

“It was a tough one, for sure. You want to get into the flow of things, but I didn’t get off to a good start. The first shot I had on me I mishandled the glove, and that wasn’t good. Then there were penalties, so there was never flow to the game as we scrambled along,” said Johnson. “There was no flow to my game, and it showed. I didn’t play the way that I wanted to, obviously. It was disappointing, but you can’t worry about it now while focusing on putting out your best performance in the next game.”

Svedberg, on the other hand, stood out as one of the best players in Tuesday night’s game against the Washington Capitals. He gave up one goal over the final 30 minutes of regulation, five minutes of overtime and then allowed a pair of goals in the shootout session. The young Swedish netminder turned away a Nathan Walker penalty shot during the third period of a 2-1 game while keeping the Bruins in the game, and then stoned Alex Ovechkin on one of his patented rushes down the left wing in overtime while looking for the win.

There was some sentiment that Svedberg still had some development in front of him at the AHL level, but the goaltender himself said he’s ready if it turns into a Finland-Sweden tandem for the Bruins for this season and beyond.

“It was fun to get in there to play with the team in Boston. It was a fun opportunity. Making a couple of saves on [Alex Ovechkin] was fun, but I did let him score on me in the shootout,” said Svedberg. “This is an opportunity for me. My goal coming into camp was to make this team, and nothing else.

“I have been a pro in Sweden for a few years, so to come over here and prove that my game also works over here is big for me. I learned a lot of things last year [with the Providence Bruins] that I hope can help me this year.”

Svedberg admitted it was a little “surreal” to be shutting down guys like Ovechkin in NHL preseason games after watching these players on TV in previous years. But he also said that it wasn’t really any different than trying to shut down national hero Peter Forsberg while playing pro hockey in Sweden.

Peter Chiarelli was asked on Wednesday if he was “alarmed” at what he saw out of Johnson in Montreal, and the GM wouldn’t admit that to the media in training camp even if he didn’t necessarily like what he saw.

“He didn’t see many shots. The first shot obviously he’d like to have back. I can’t remember who shot it, but it was kind of a dribbler [and he] spit out the rebound. So he’s going to get a game, and we’ll see him in full,” said Chiarelli. “No, I wasn’t alarmed. It is an important position. There’s another spot that’s open for competition, and we’ve seen Chad [Johnson] play better.
Rask rooting for Thomas' comeback with Panthers 

September 18, 2013, 10:45 pm
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Tuukka Rask, right, is hoping Tim Thomas lands a job with the Panthers so he can face his former mentor.

  (AP Photo)  

Tuukka Rask couldn’t help but smile thinking about what it would be like the first time he goes head-to-head against Tim Thomas as a member of the Florida Panthers. Needless to say, Rask won’t be posting on Facebook about it.

“That will be a media debacle going if that happens,” said the B’s netminder, with a smile on his face. “I said before that I wouldn’t be surprised if this happens, and I’m hoping he makes the team, gets a good contract and has a good season to go along with it.

“If he wants to be good then he will be good. I think there’s any doubt about that. He’s a guy that will make it happen.”

There’s no question it will make for an interesting narrative if Thomas succeeds in his tryout with Florida, and then squares off against his B’s apprentice who has now taken over in Boston. The 39-year-old goalie even admitted that watching the Bruins run to the Cup Final last season is one of the things that recharged his batteries for an NHL comeback.

Now, the Panthers are bringing Thomas in to stop some pucks, and also to act as something of a mentor to young Florida netminder Jakob Markstrom. It’s a similar dynamic to the Thomas/Rask partnership that developed in Boston, and Markstrom would do well to simply observe what goes on around him.

Still, they’re also presumably getting a two-time Vezina Trophy winning goaltender and Conn Smythe playoff hero for short money, so there are plenty of good reasons for things to work out between Thomas and Florida.

“He’s a great worker. He works hard every day. That’s the point every goalie should take away from him,” said Rask. “Markstrom has been around for a few years, but if he wants to take something away from his goalie then that should be it.

“He makes you work harder every day. That’s what I get out of it, and that’s what any goalie that works with him should get out of it.”

Rask is just happy to see his friend back playing the game of hockey after reconnecting with friends, faith and family, and full of admiration for the goaltender he formed a tandem with in Boston for three seasons.

“Obviously he was here for a while, and he had a good and deep relationship with a lot of the players here. So I’m sure he was a little emotional seeing us in the Final last year,” said Rask. “He felt the itch, I bet, when he watched us playing and making that run again after he was such a big part a couple years ago.

“If he didn’t think about hockey at all during the year and just totally cleared his mind, then I’m sure he’ll be coming into this year totally fresh,” said Rask.

One thing is for certain: the arrival of Thomas in Florida has suddenly added a lot more spice and local interest to all those Atlantic Division matchups between the Panthers and Bruins this season. 

Paille, Robins miss Bruins practice 

September 18, 2013, 6:45 pm
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Daniel Paille missed practice Wednesday with a illness, Bruins GM Peter Chiarelli said.

  (USA Today Sports)  

The Bruins had a pair of missing bodies today from their matching training camp practice sessions, but Claude Julien said the absences of both fourth liner Daniel Paille and AHL enforcer Bobby Robins was no big deal. Paille was missing from the early session with winger Nick Johnson skating in his place alongside Gregory Campbell and Shawn Thornton.

Bruins general manager Peter Chiarelli said following practice that Paille was feeling ill, but was expected to be back out on the ice Thursday preparing for a game against the Detroit Red Wings.

Robins was missing practice for “non-hockey related” reasons less than 24 hours after collecting an assist, and dropping the gloves with Washington Capitals skater Dane Byers in his first time suiting up for the Bruins.

“It had nothing to do with anything hockey-related,” said Julien. “He’ll be fine, and he’ll be back tomorrow.”

There weren't any surprises among the players in the first round of cuts that came Wednesday and Chiarelli said there should be more cuts in the next few days as well.

One interesting tidbit from Julien’s media session: the Bruins will obviously continue their leadership structure with Zdeno Chara as team captain and Patrice Bergeron as the first alternate captain, and will also continue to rotate the second “A” as they did last year between Chris Kelly and Andrew Ference in home/road games. Kelly will retain wearing the “A” for half of Boston’s games, but the Bruins will select another letter-worthy player to be paired with him.

“I’ll divulge that at some point,” said Julien. “What we’re going to do is alternate with Kelly. We have too many leaders and it’s important to spread it around. So somebody will step into Ference’s spot.”

Milan Lucic, David Krejci, Shawn Thornton, Dennis Seidenberg and Johnny Boychuk all wore the “A” in the first two preseason games against the Montreal Canadiens and Washington Capitals, and all would make very good choices, along with Campbell, the returning fourth-line center.

Buffalo Sabres PreGame Skate: Toronto Maple Leafs

Sep 22nd, 2013 at 12:18 pm by Tim RedingerSabres
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The pre season is winding to a close and after last nights loss to the same Toronto Maple Leafs – the Buffalo Sabres head north to face off against the Toronto Maple Leafs in the Air Canada Centre.

Last night the Maple Leafs and Buffalo Sabres skated to an epic shootout, before the Buffalo Sabres succumbed to the loss.

After Mark Pysyk and Marcus Foligno put the Buffalo Sabres up 2-0, they let the Leafs tie the game in the third period.  The epic 15 round shootout ended with one goal being scored by the Toronto Maple Leafs after the first 29 shooters had failed.

Neither the Toronto Maple Leafs and Buffalo Sabres had the full slate of NHL ready players on the ice, for the Buffalo Sabres it was a night of rookies and enforcers.

Tonight, expect the lineups to look slightly different as the team figure out how to make the most of the players remaining on their roster.

With Ryan Miller sitting last game, and Jhonas Enroth playing the complete slate of minutes in last nights game – I would not be surprised if young goalie Matt Hackett gets the nod in net tonight for the Buffalo Sabres.  If he does not, then I would anticipate Ryan Miller getting the complete 60 tonight.

Time is dwindling down for the Buffalo Sabres to make the final roster moves, and there are plenty of decisions that need to be made.

Head coach Ron Rolston has said to expect cuts to be made after this weekends home and home with the Toronto Maple Leafs.

Buffalo and Toronto skate into tonight’s contest with identical pre season records, 3-0-1.  Last night was the first pre season loss for the Buffalo Sabres at First Niagara Center in seven games, breaking a 6-0 home winning streak.
Unimpressed by Grigorenko

Sep 22nd, 2013 at 11:55 am by Caitlin CampbellSabres
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Anytime a player is ranked in the top 3 and is projected to be taken in the top 5 in an NHL draft then falls outside the top 10 there’s a problem. A lot of people wrote of Mikhail Grigorenko‘s fall to 12th in the 2012 draft, but the more I see him play the more I’m beginning to understand why the Russian centre fell to 12th and the Buffalo Sabres.

Mikhail Grigorenko made the Sabres out of training camp last season (if you can even call it training camp) and played enough to

waste a year of his entry-level contract, problem is he didn’t play well or at least not as well as one would have expected. He scored just 1 goal in 25 games with the Sabres last season, but most people chalked it up to him being a young rookie. Now in his “2nd” season and first full training camp, Grigorenko isn’t looking much better.

It was a big mistake for Darcy Regier to announce that the Sabres would be keeping Grigorenko in Buffalo all season because he’s playing like a kid with nothing to prove. He’s not trying and looks absolutely invisible out there on the ice and although it’s only preseason, he is facing off against a lot of young OHL and AHL guys. If he can’t look dominate right now, then there’s a problem. Based on everything we’ve seen from Grigorenko through preseason there is absolutely no way this kid deserves a spot on the Sabres roster, he hasn’t earned it and as a result he may be watching a few games from the press box. I can’t see how the Sabres can give Grigorenko – who hasn’t shown up for preseason – a spot over a kid like Zemgus Girgensons, who is playing his tail off for a spot on the roster.

Grigorenko has absolutely no right to take the preseason off or to play as badly as he has been. He’s still by all accounts a rookie and needs to be working hard like Girgensons, Armia and Johan Larsson to earn his spot on the Sabres. Instead you barely notice the Buffalo Sabres former first round pick, if he doesn’t improve his game, he’ll be another pick who doesn’t live up to their potential.

The knock on Grigorenko – why he fell so low – was his work effort. A lot of teams felt that he was a lazy player and through the preseason he’s living up to that reputation. If you’re not going to score at least help out on defence, Grigorenko has looked horrible on the back-check as well. Unless a player slows down and skates right beside or into Grigorenko, he doesn’t make any effort to check them at all. He also hasn’t been trying very hard on offence when he doesn’t have the puck, unless it comes easy for him he isn’t interested. There’s a lot of things Grigorenko needs to learn before he becomes a star for the Sabres, he needs to learn to give it his all every night and every shift both on offence and defence.

At this point in his career, Grigorenko isn’t mature enough or ready for NHL hockey. It is really hurting his development that he can’t be sent down to Rochester where he could learn to be a pro and prove himself. If a prospect isn’t pushed or expected to earn a spot, they won’t try and they won’t develop. Look at the Leafs and Nazem Kadri, that organization put him through the ringer and while it wasn’t always fair, Kadri had to earn every minute of ice-time with the Leafs and look at him now. It’s time to knock the sense of entitlement out of Grigorenko and make him earn a spot on the Buffalo Sabres. It should be a privilege and an honour to wear the blue and gold not a right just because you were drafted. There’s other guys trying harder through camp, who seem to be hungrier for a spot.

Maybe I’m expecting too much, but I’ve been extremely disappointed by what I’ve seen out of Grigorenko thus far in his young career. I expected a more determined player who would give it his all every night and score some great goals. Mikhail Grigorenko has not done enough to actually earn a spot on the Sabres, and it’s a shame that he’ll be given one for such a poor effort. He’s still has time to learn how to play in the NHL and hopefully a Steve Ott or even Cody Hodgson can mentor the kid and teach him so that he can maximize his full potential. But so far he’s been quite unimpressive.
The Daily Dasherboard September 22, 2013
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Buffalo Sabres fans, as the editor here at Sabre Noise I take your entertainment seriously.

I know last night’s preseason context between the Sabres and the Toronto Maple Leafs was an absolute thriller.  You are probably waking up this morning, saying to yourselves,” Man, that game is going to be a tough act to follow.  There’s nothing the folks over at Sabre Noise could do to top that.”

To which I say . . . onto the links!

(You were probably expecting a bit more, but come on: it was a 15-round shootout!  How the heck can I top that?)

As usual, the first place I send you today is here, to check out last night’s preseason action. [TSN]

Here’s Alan Muir’s take on the NHL training camps and preseason so far.  [Sports Illustrated]

In case you missed it: during the shootout last night, Toronto blueliner Paul Ranger unleashed something new, creative – and insulting?  - on Sabres goalie Jhonas Enroth.  [Puck Daddy]  Interesting – but what’s with the cheap shot at Ryan Miller at the end of this piece?   That’s little kid stuff.

The usefulness of players such as John Scott have been discussed here at Sabre Noise.  Here’s an interesting read on how the NHL is trying to subtly reduce, if not eliminate, the role of enforcers in hockey - and how the enforcers feel about that.  [Sporting News]

Miss the offseason and all of the rankings and list that went along with it?  Never fear – Bleacher Report won’t let ya down!  Goaltenders and their glove hands are today’s focus.

You know me – I like to end with a Buffalo Sabres-specific link for you, and today is no different.  Enjoy one fan’s perspective on what the Sabres need to do in order to enjoy success in 2013-2014. [Hockey Buzz]
Knee Jerk Reactions: Toronto Maple Leafs

Sep 21st, 2013 at 10:55 pm by Caitlin CampbellSabres
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I don’t know if you can chalk that one up for a loss tonight- hands down the best preseason game I’ve seen in a while. I don’t know if i’m more concerned that the Sabres couldn’t score a shootout goal through 15 rounds or amused by that epic shootout. It may only be preseason but man the young Buffalo Sabres are looking awfully good through the first 4 preseason games. Sure 3-0-1 through the preseason means nothing in the long run, but the confidence the team will build up through the preseason can’t hurt once the season begins. The

Sabres were flying hard tonight, even ones that aren’t expected to be so offencively minded. The Sabres chose to dress a “tougher” squad tonight against the Leafs, but it didn’t seem to matter.

If the Buffalo Sabres can put up a similar effort through the regular season then they’re going to surprise a LOT of people… maybe Sabres’ fans wont have to suffer as much as they thought. If the young ones stick, it’s going to be an exciting season to say the least. Despite giving the lead up late in the third, the Buffalo Sabres can’t be faulted for their effort for the majority of the game- where they can be faulted is special teams.

At lot of players are showing they’re hungry to crack the squad, there’s going to be some pretty tough decisions made after this weekend. Did anyone else feel their angst towards the Toronto Maple Leafs grow a little more tonight? These teams have a solid rivalry and tonight’s 15 round shootout won’t help that, but at least both coaches were shown chuckling.

Game Notes-

An Interesting preseason stat- the Sabres now lead the league in goals scored by rookies through the preseason with 8 after the first goal by Mark Pysyk.

Speaking of Pysyk, is there another player that has shown throughout preseason that they belong on the Sabres more than him? Ristolainen and Girgensons have both put up solid cases, but it will be near impossible for them to send down Pysyk. He plays with so much poise and confidence, letting no mistake get to him. His beautiful end to end rush on butter toast was exciting to watch, Through the first 4 games Pysyk has proved he deserves a shot on the blueline.

Wow, what an interesting game by Jhonas Enroth. I’m still not 100% sold on Enroth’s game or his ability to be a full-time starter. At times tonight he looked solid, but the two goals through the five-hole made me cringe. Not to mention the weak shootout winner through the wickets. Yes he was very impressive through 14 rounds in the shootout, but you can’t let a player like Jay McClement score. His five-hole and massive rebounds was a little worrisome tonight, hopefully he can reign in those rebounds and close his legs. Enroth better be thanking the posts after tonight’s effort, as they bailed him out at least 4 times. 

If there’s one thing that seems to have carried over from last season, it’s the Sabres horrible special teams. Tonight they went 0-5 on power-play, had they scored even 1 power-play goal they could have put this game out of reach. Sabres have young, creative players, there’s not much excuse for the poor power-play. It’s time for them to learn how to make another team play, because right now no team is worried about being a man down against the Sabres. On the other side I have to give a stick tap to Patrick Kaleta who I harped on a bit last week for him costing the Sabres. Tonight Kaleta played smart hockey and drew 3 penalties, sadly his teammates couldn’t capitalize but at least he used his powers for good tonight. Not to mention he even dropped the mitts.

I think it was a big mistake for Darcy Regier to announce that Mikhail Grigorenko would be playing the full year with the Sabres because he’s shown up to training camp without any effort. It’s time to check that ego or laziness at the door, there’s no room for that on the look Sabres. Grigorenko is lazy on the back-check and plays very weak defence. He’s lucky he’s been guaranteed a spot or else it might go to Girgensons.

Speaking of Girgensons, it appears he earned himself a spot in Ron Rolston’s dog house tonight as he wasn’t chosen to participate in the 15 round shootout. A player with Girgensons skill, should have been one of the first shooters Rolston went to, instead he opted for players like Brian Flynn and Christian Ehrhoff. Why was Girgensons in the dog house? For a penalty he took in OT, which really hurt the Sabres as they had to play 4 on 3 in the OT.

Rolston united the Foligno-Ennis and Stafford line for tonight’s affair and they looked fantastic. They were flying all over the ice, Foligno and Ennis hooked up for the 2nd Sabres goal and they generated all kinds of chances. Maybe that line deserves a second chance?

The Sabres will play the second half of their home and home against the Leafs tomorrow night in Toronto and I’m happy to announce I’ll be in attendance. Can the Sabres even up the series with the Leafs tomorrow night?
Sabres Fall In 15th Round Of Shootout Thriller Against Maple Leafs
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Saturday night hockey is back! Well, sort of.

The Buffalo Sabres took to the ice tonight for a preseason match-up against the Toronto Maple Leafs.

The Sabres, looking to go 4-0-0 on the preseason, recently assigned six more players down to Rochester; and with more cuts coming, tonight’s game means so much more for some.

Jhonas Enroth had the start in between the pipes for his second time this preseason, facing James Reimer, and what a show they put on.

The first period was uneventful on the scoring side, with both James Reimer and Enroth very busy to start for both teams. Enroth faced 10 shots from the Toronto offense while Reimer forced away 17 Buffalo shots.

Gloves were off twice in the opening period, with Cody McCormick and David Broll throwing punches at 13:06 of the first. About two minutes later, Steve Ott stepped up and dropped the gloves against Carter Ashton.

At the end of the first, the scoreboard read 0-0.

The start of the second was much like the first, shot for shot turning into save for save.

Enter, Mark Pysyk.

On an individual drive to the net, Pysyk took the puck from the Buffalo side, crossed into neutral territory. With pressure coming, Pysyk handed the puck off to Drew Stafford who crossed the blue line, handed the puck back to Pysyk. Skating through part of the Toronto defense, Pysyk released a wrister about 15 feet out right over the shoulder of Reimer.

Two minutes stood between Buffalo’s next goal. Marcus Foligno, on a two-on-one, took a pass from Tyler Ennis. Reaching around Paul Ranger, Foligno slid what looked like a return pass to Ennis. Reimer, trying to cut off the pass, opened the five hole and the puck slid off of Reimer and into the net.

At the buzzer, Buffalo led with the infamous two goal lead, 2-0.

Being a third period team can be one of the best things in hockey. That can be said about the Buffalo Sabres this season.

Toronto, adding a ton of pressure throughout, finally broke onto the scoreboard, on the wrist shot from Jamie Devane.

With 6 minutes remaining in the final period, it was do or die for the Maple Leafs.

At the 15:23 mark of the third, Jay McClement wristed a shot from the slot and slid the puck through Enroth’s legs, moments before Carter Ashton ran through the net. Ashton was credited with the assist.

But Patrick Kaleta wasn’t going out without a bang. After going after the Maple Leaf captain Dion Phaneuf, Troy Bodie decided that enough was enough and rushed Kaleta. Throwing a jab at Kaleta, the gloves were off! Both connected a few shots, with Kaleta adding a few more, and finally they wrestled to the ground, where Kaleta found a comfortable seat in the penalty box.

Folks, we are going to OVERTIME!

Through an exciting OT, few shots were registered, and all were turned away. At this point in the game, it seemed to be an all out goalie clinic.

Neck and neck, Reimer and Enroth carried their teams into a shootout. And what a showing they gave the fans.

Fifteen rounds, thirty shooters, one goal.

Both Reimer and Enroth went head to head, and none disappointed.

But, the game had to end at some point, and that came on the stick of Jay McClement, again. Skating one on one with Enroth, McClement released a small wristshot which dribbled through the five-hole of a sliding Enroth. Striking a knife in a hard fought game, the fat-lady had sung and the fans began to leave, craving more.

Taking away from this game, I see a few things, Toronto has the makings of a very solid contending team, and Buffalo has their work cut out for them if they have to start cutting players more and more.

All I can say for Rolston and company is……Godspeed.

The Sabres return to the road as they head north to face the Maple Lwafs again tomorrow night.
Buffalo Sabres Assign Five To Rochester Americans
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Buffalo Sabres General Manager Darcy Regier announced today that the Buffalo Sabres have assigned five more to the Rochester Americans.

Daniel Catenacci, Jerome Gauthier-Leduc, Tim Schaller and Phil Varone will now report to the Rochester Americans.  Jamie Tardif will also report to the Buffalo Sabres top AHL team, but must clear waivers before he can report.  

The Buffalo Sabres have also released from his professional tryout contract Colton Gillies.

Faceoff for the Buffalo Sabres and Toronto Maple Leafs is 7PM tonight.  All of the Buffalo Sabres roster moves today and leading up to today – have been players that have not appeared in the pre season contests.

The Buffalo Sabres still have some  roster work to do; still thiry-six players remain on the training camp roster, another 13 players will need to be assigned to Rochester, junior clubs, or released from their contracts.

The list of 35 includes three goaltenders in Ryan Miller, Jhonas Enroth, and Matt Hackett.  It is likely that Hackett will be released to the Rochester Americans before too long.

Twenty forwards remain on the roster, as well as twelve defenseman.  The Buffalo Sabres have until the final days of training camp to reduce the roster to a maximum of 23 players.

The Buffalo Sabres have two games left on the pre season schedule after this home and home with the Toronto Maple Leafs.
Get to Know Your Enemy: The Toronto Maple Leafs

Sep 21st, 2013 at 4:30 pm by Caitlin CampbellSabres
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Tonight the Buffalo Sabres square off against the Toronto Maple Leafs for the first time in this season, but it certainly wont be the last. The Leafs and Sabres have an intense rivalry known as the battle of the QEW and trust me it’s an intense rivalry north of the boarder. I get tons of crap for being a Sabres fan up here. Since the Sabres and Leafs will meet around 7 more times before the sun dawns on the 2013-2014 NHL season, we’re going to do a “Get to Know your Enemy” look at the Leafs.

Top 3 offensive threats-

The Leafs have a plethora of offensive talent- at least on the wing. Choosing just three dangerous players isn’t easy when a team has the forward depth the Leafs do, but here are their top three.

Phil Kessel- The Leafs were willing to sell their future to get their hands on Phil Kessel and while he’s no Tyler Seguin he certainly hasn’t disappointed. He’s a offencive threat every time he steps foot on the ice and is a consistent 30 goal scorer.

James van Riemsdyk- When I look at JVR I see a lot of similarities between Marcus Foligno. If Foligno can get his talent up to where JVR’s is the Sabres will have no issues. JVR is a big body, who drives the net and doesn’t shy away from the rough stuff. JVR is the perfect 2nd/3rd line player and he actually has some pretty soft hands for such a large body.

Nazem Kadri- Who else is disappointed that Darcy Regier didn’t make a move for this kid? Kadri has been on fire through the preseason and seems to be ready to improve on  his last season. Kadri is the future of the Leafs, the kids got speed, talent and now that he’s becoming more mature he is beginning to play a 200 foot game. Kadri has some pretty sick moves and is extremely difficult to check, he’s slippery and has one lethal shot.

Defencive Threat-

Jake Gardiner- Remember when Tyler Myers was confident enough to jump up in the rush and generate offence? That’s pretty much Gardiner’s game to a tee. He has great speed and vision on the ice and has no problem jumping up in the rush and turning a play into a 4 on 2. He’s virtually a 4th forward when he’s on the ice.

Goaltending-

The Leafs have two goaltenders who can be legitimate number one starters, which may spell controversy but is actually great news for

the Leafs. James Reimer is a little more proven but Jonathan Bernier is determined to prove he can be a number one netminder. The Leafs goaltending situation is a nightmare for the opposition.

Fan Favourite-

Next to Joffrey Lupul, the fan favourite for Leafs fan is Colton Orr. Orr is a fighter who takes no crap from anyone and he’s mixed things up with Patrick Kaleta more than a few times. Orr is a player who can do all things, drop the mitts, lay big hits, block shots and even score goals.

Unsung Hero-

Nikolai Kulemin often gets over-looked when he’s not producing on the scoreboard, but he’s one of the best two-way forwards in the NHL. He works just as hard, if not harder, in his own end.

Best Offseason Move-

Acquiring David Clarkson- While the Leafs did overpay for the former New Jersey Devil, the price for Clarkson was going to be high wherever he went. He’s a tough player who can fit perfectly on a teams third line.

Dud Move-

Letting Cody Franson Sit- Yes it was important to get Nazem Kadri locked up, but leaving arguably your best defenceman from last season out to dry isn’t smart. The Leafs screwed around with their cap space and now it’s come back to bite them, they may end up losing a top defeceman this season.

X-Factor

Mason Raymond- Dave Nonis, Signed Mason Raymond to a PTO to give him a shot to impress a team and as insurance in case Kadri didn’t resign. Kadri re-signed, but Raymond has looked awfully good this preseason. Will the Leafs give him a small one-year deal?

Hope you enjoyed this edition of “Know your enemy” let me know if you want to see more.
Daily Dashboard September 21st, 2013
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Saturday night hockey is almost back as the Buffalo Sabres square off for the first time against the Toronto Maple Leafs tonight on Screen Shot 2013-09-19 at 6.36.43 PMHockey Night in Canada. Man does it feel good to wake-up knowing there will be hockey on the television later that night.

While you wait for the game tonight, get caught up with the hockey world in today’s Daily Dashboard.

Here are the biggest training camp storylines with the season less than two weeks away. [Bleacher Report]

Maybe the Buffalo Sabres season won’t be as painful as everyone thinks. [Trending Buffalo]

Johan Larsson is the centre of attention in Buffalo. [Buffalo News]

Is Tyler Bozak similar to Patrice Bergeron? [Leafs Nation]

Here’s a new metric for ranking hockey players. In simple terms- which players are the best at stopping the bleeding. [MC79}

We have some NHL season predictions [Midway Madness]

What an NHL captain should entail [The Globe and Mail]

Apparently the band Kings of Leon will headline NHL opening night. [The Hollywood Reporter]
Buffalo Sabres Shifting Captain Role Needs To Land On Christian Ehrhoff

Sep 21st, 2013 at 9:04 am by Tim RedingerSabres
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Through three pre-season games, the Buffalo Sabres have been led by two different captains.  Thomas Vanek has worn the C twice so far.

Head coach Ron Rolston has said he will continue to rotate the captaincy throughout training camp and the pre season, before awarding one person the job prior to the start of the regular season.

Applications for the role are welcome.

I am glad that Ron Rolston has said he will name the captain.  There is a progression in the world of hockey, the president or owner hires the general manager, who brings in his coach, who names his captain – its how a system is built.

I am not in the locker room, nor at team meetings.  I watch practices – I see games.  I don’t know what goes on behind closed doors, nor do I pretend to.   Having said all that – I don’t want Thomas Vanek to be the captain of a ship that has started out with water in the bilge of the ship – waiting to sink further or rise above the wave.

It’s not that I don’t like Thomas Vanek – on the contrary.  I love the skill that he brings to the game, and I love the fact that he can park himself in front of an opposing goaltender and take an absolute beating from opposing defenseman.

With only one year remaining on his contract – it’s just not wise to saddle him further with the addition of the C on his sweater, no matter how many Sabres you adorn it with on your patchwork alternate sweater. If the young Buffalo Sabres don’t look in Thomas Vanek’s eyes that things are progressing quickly – Vanek will most likely be shipped out of Buffalo.

The same could be said about Steve Ott – with only a year left on his contract – would be want to be burdened with the added responsibility that the captaincy brings. Ott will always be a leader, its just his style. He doesn’t need an adornment on his uniform. In fact, everyone that I have spoken to about Ott thinks his game would change for the worse if he was made the captain of the team.

I don’t think there is a forward on this team that can lead the Buffalo Sabres into the future. Christian Ehrhoff needs to be tagged as the Captain of the team, he has a long term contract, he is an older player; and he is a presence for the younger players on the team.
Why Does This Preseason Matter?

Sep 20th, 2013 at 10:56 pm by Sean McGrathPlayers
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Everyone always talks about their team:

“Oh my team has this, this, and that player. We have no issue with scoring.”

But, with preseason, and if a team suffers a loss, they follow that with, “Oh it’s just preseason, it doesn’t matter.”

But in some cases, it does matter. Some teams will have a set roster, with two or three new additions to compensate for losses in the offseason. But for Buffalo, each and every game matters. While the preseason says absolutely nothing for how a team will do in the regular season, it does tell us who is ready to be a part of the NHL.

Every game in preseason matters. Win or lose, it does matter. For coaches, it is a chance for the organization to look at all of their prospects, see who is ready, and who needs more time to develop. From draft day to the regular season, preseason is everything.

The Buffalo Sabres, who currently sit with a 3-0-0 record, are a perfect example of this. Along with the three wins against Montreal, Columbus, and Carolina, the coaching staff has their work cut out for them. Rookies are producing, kids who have been in the Americans system are producing, and the veterans are giving it all to earn their spot.

The team underwent a drastic overhaul, and like I said, it wasn’t a rebuild, it was, in fact, a reload.

The team has a deep pool of prospects, each with strengths and weaknesses that contribute to a hard job for Ron Rolston and company. Those prospects are the ones fighting for their chance at the big leagues, or at least make an impression to get a call during the season should the Sabres need it, and if history repeats itself, they’ll need it.

Joel Armia is the perfect example of the development the Sabres want with each draftee. His size, visibility and shooting ability are the prime aspects that the Sabres should be and are drooling over. When he was selected 16th overall in the 2011 draft, that was the Sabres prepping themselves. Two years later, it’s his time. At 20 years old, the Finnish right winger may finally make his jump from Finland to North America, and the Sabres will be ready to unleash him and reap the benefits.

Rarely do we, as Buffalo fans, see a player get drafted and immediately play for the club. Last year we saw Mikhail Grigorenko do just that. But that decision seemed not to play out to the Sabres liking and after 22 games, Grigorenko was sent back to the QMJHL’s Quebec Remparts.

Now, I believe there is a whole new tune to the story. With the signing of Joe Sacco adding a huge developmental coach to the young mindset of Rolston, I believe Grigo is going to earn his keep with the Sabres. While he hasn’t shown much for the start of camp and preseason, it’ll be a matter of time before we see just why he was the first pick last year.

Another big portion of the preseason would be wading through the deep pool of defense that the Sabres have accumulated. OF course, at the draft, Buffalo drafted heavily to contribute to the defense which plagued them all of last season. With both Ristolainen and Zadorov (who saw the most ice time last night) growing with the team, those two have a hefty task ahead of them, preparing for 82 games of hard-fighting hockey.

But for one player, this preseason means a ton more.

Mark Pysyk is the most ready out of all of the defensemen that we have in the AHL system. He has proven that he is ready to take the

bigger role and I think a pairing of him and Mike Weber would be the match-made in heaven, Weber has the aggressiveness and Pysyk has the skill to match. While he was paired with Tallinder for Carolina, I believe soon enough he will find his stride and make the defense a brick wall come October 2nd.

All of the organization has said that the final line-up will be fought during this preseason, the ones who earn it will get the playing time they deserve. The Buffalo Sabres have the talent necessary to be a lethal combination of youth, experience, determination, and will, and with four games remaining, it’ll be a hunger games-type battle for the final. For a team to have this much potential and have to turn away guys who may be the face of the franchise in the upcoming years, what’s not to be excited for?

Obviously there are others that I am excited about, but what are yours? Comment below and let me hear that noise! Sabrenoise that is!

Don’t forget to ask me some questions on twitter! @seanmcgrath44
Is Johan Larsson the Real Deal?

Sep 20th, 2013 at 5:30 pm by Caitlin CampbellSabres
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Perhaps the most over-looked player through Traverse City, Training camp and the three preseason games for the Buffalo Sabres has been Johan Larsson. While the majority of fans may have been paying attention to the two first round picks from 2012 and the stellar 2013 draftee’s on the blueline, Larsson has quietly been going along making a splash.

A lot of fans don’t know what to expect out of Johan Larsson. He’s not a player drafted by Darcy Regier and his group of scouts and he wasn’t even a first round draft pick. While the majority of excitement surrounded Mikhail Grigorenko, Zemgus Girgensons, Rasmus Ristolainen and Nikita Zadorov, Larsson has been a forgotten piece of the Sabres future. The Sabres acquired Larsson in the Jason Pominville trade at last years trade deadline, a bold move that signaled a new era was ahead in Buffalo. There is an air of mystery

Mandatory Credit: Russell LaBounty-USA TODAY Sports

surrounding the 6 foot tall Swedish forward, but make no mistake the kid came to play and is currently a lock to centre the Sabres third line.

Johan Larsson is one of only two players to have suited up for all three of the Sabres preseason games thus far, which means Ron Rolston must have some big plans for the kid. In Buffalo’s 5-2 win last night, he was a major contributor scoring 2 goals and winning 71% of his face-offs. 71% of face-offs?! Wait didn’t the Sabres struggle with face-offs last season? Perhaps they have found a cure to their face-off trouble’s. But perhaps the most impressive thing about Larsson throughout the preseason has nothing to do with the score sheet, but instead his versitility. Through the three games he’s played in, he has been paired with three different sets’ of wingers and has found success with them all. From Corey Tropp and Ville Leino to Girgensons and Drew Stafford and even Joel Armia and Tyler Ennis, Larsson has had to find instant chemistry with new linemates every game and so far he hasn’t disappointed.

It’s beginning to look like Larsson will be sticking around in blue and gold longer than just the preseason and so far there’s no reason to believe he wont succeed in the regular season. After the first preseason game in Montreal, Rolston reflected on how he wanted to see Larsson bring more to the table and up his game, so far he’s made all the right adjustments.

For a young kid (21), Larsson is another very mature player. He knows what his role is as a third line centre, he likes to hit people and he doesn’t force the offence- yet it just seems to follow him around. He does all the little things like backchecking harder than forechecking and making crisp passes that make a coach happy. He could easily be a solid 40 point guy who contributes about 60% of face-off wins. Based on everything Larsson has shown the Sabres, there is no reason to doubt that he’ll start the year off in Buffalo.

What do you think: Will Johan Larsson be in the Buffalo Sabres opening night roster? Is the Swedish kid the real deal?

Poll: Who Fits Better on the Top Line- Armia or Foligno?

Sep 20th, 2013 at 1:30 pm by Caitlin CampbellSabres
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Throughout the preseason one of the safest bets to begin the regular season together is the top line duo of Cody Hodgson and Thomas Vanek. The question is who will join them on the top line? The first player to get his crack at the top line was Marcus Foligno and he made a pretty impressive impact notching two goals. The second player to get a shot playing with the top line duo was rookie Joel

Mandatory Credit: Russell LaBounty-USA TODAY Sports

Armia.

Much like Foligno, Armia had a solid performance skating alongside Vanek and Hodgson. Which may mean it doesn’t matter who Ron Rolston decides to put with the pair as they’ll feed off the skill of the other two. Armia scored a beautiful goal in last nights 5-2 Sabres win over the Carolina Hurricanes, after he picked off the netminders pass and stuffed the puck in the back of the net. In addition to his great goal, he also sparked great chemistry with Vanek and Hodgson and fed a beautiful pass to Vanek who was able to hook up with Hodgson for another goal.

There’s a lot of debate surrounding if Armia will even crack the squad out of preseason as he could use a little more time to get used to the North American game. But a lot of people aren’t satisfied with Foligno filling the void on the top line. So far (just two games) both players have been able to spark chemistry with Vanek and Hodgson on the top line, but there’s only room for one.

Which will it be, Armia or Foligno?

Right now, I think that spot belongs to Foligno. He has a little more NHL experience and is willing to do some of the dirty work to set up his linemates. Foligno is very mature for his age and is ready to take that next step, where as Armia is still young and has more time to improve before a full-time stint in the NHL. For right now I’d give the stick tap to Foligno and keep him with Vanek and Hodgson to begin the season, but as always it’s up to you Sabres’ fans.

My question; Who belongs on the top line with Cody Hodgson and Thomas Vanek, should it be Joel Armia or Marcus Foligno? Or perhaps go back with Drew Stafford or another young Sabre.

Rookie Larsson Scores Pair In Sabres 5-2 Win Over Carolina

Sep 20th, 2013 at 12:10 am by Sean McGrathGame Night
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17,262 people filed into the First Niagara Center for the first breath of hockey since the season finale on April 26. It was the first chance Buffalo had to show it’s home fans that they are ready to work.

That showing came with a 5-2 home win against the visiting Carolina Hurricanes.

The win, which puts Buffalo at a perfect 3-0-0 in the preseason, was highlighted by a pair of goals by hopeful Sabre Johan Larsson.

Carolina jumped on Buffalo first, with  Zach Boychuk wristing a shot past Ryan Miller 15:45 of the first period. Patrick Dwyer and Radek Dvorak were both credited with assists on Boychuk’s goal

At the first intermission, Carolina led Buffalo, 1-0.

The second period brought new life to the Buffalo offense. Joel Armia, another full-time hopeful, scored what has to be one of my favorite goals. A deep puck was sent down into the Carolina zone, Anton Khudobin went behind the net and tried to play the puck off the board. Armia blocked the puck, picked it up, and scored on the empty net with a beautiful wrap-around play. Just like that, the game was locked at 1-1.

It would only take Carolina about two minutes to regain the lead.

At the 12:41 mark of the second period, a few rough plays by Corey Tropp and Rasmus Ristolainen around the Buffalo net, forced the puck to Radek Dvorak, who in turn slid the puck to Chris Terry. The shot left Terry’s stick, and just like that, Carolina was on top 2-1.

But, as the Buffalo Sabres have proven before, resilience pays off.

The team, which showed promise of physicality, took to bullying some of the Hurricane’s players. This is the team that we lacked, and severely needed. Players like Tyler Myers, who have a huge size advantage, needed to step up and not just try to play a zone defense.

The hard work paid off.

Deep corner play in the Carolina zone by Ville Leino caused the puck to end up on his stick and quickly passed to Brayden McNabb. McNabb, in turn, one-timed the puck and in a mix of traffic, tipped off of Johan Larsson through Khudobin into the net. The game was locked at 2 at the buzzer.

The third period was a whole new thing for the fans in the FNC.

With under 7 minutes to play, a rush of Vanek, Hodgson, and Armia found a wild but extremely on-point pass from Vanek towards the net tipped off of Cody Hodgson’s stick and up into the top off the net over a sprawling Khudobin. The goal from the newly-resigned Hodgson put the Sabres ahead for the first time of the night.

But the scoring didn’t stop there.

Off of a faceoff win, Brayden McNabb ripped a slap-shot from the point, which deflected off of Larsson and dribbled into the net. With Larsson’s second goal, Buffalo led the Hurricanes 4-2.

The final goal of the night came from Brayden McNabb off of a slap-shot to put this game in the books.

At the final buzzer, Buffalo skated off of the ice with a 5-2 win.

Some positives of the game including deep zone play, more shots, huge physical plays, and stellar goaltending by Ryan Miller who backstopped the team with 34 saves.

McNabb finished the night with 1 G and 2 A’s, a solid game for the young guy looking for a roster spot.

Knee Jerk Reactions: Buffalo Sabres Versus Carolina Hurricanes

Sep 19th, 2013 at 11:43 pm by Richard SpaldingGame Night
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Hat trick!

The Buffalo Sabres continued their preseason winning ways tonight, defeating the Carolina Hurricanes 5-2 in the First Niagara Center and running their preseason record to 3-0.

Looking at the final score, you might think that the Sabres had their way with the Hurricanes all night.  Hmmm – you don’t follow the Sabres much, do you?   The Sabres really played a pretty crummy first period, getting out-shot 19-8 and looking sloppy in many phases of the game.  In all honesty, Buffalo was lucky to only be down 0-1, their butts getting bailed out by Ryan Miller, who was rock-solid from start to finish all night long.  As much as I wanted to see more from Matt Hackett, the Sabres decided to give Ryan Miller maximum ice time tonight, and he certainly proved that he is still Buffalo’s starting goaltender, turning aside 34 shots when all was said and done.

The second period is when the Sabres finally started getting their game on, erasing 0-1 and 2-1 deficits to go into the second intermission tied at 2-2.  Once again, it was the young guys who got it done for the Sabres.  Finnish sensation Joel Armia got the Sabres on the board with a slick wrap-around, and then Johan Larsson managed to get his stick on a big blast by blueliner Brayden McNabb to cap a successful shift that consisted of Larsson, Corey Tropp and Ville Leino.  The game spiralled out of control from that point, as the Sabres blizted the Hurricanes 3-0 in the third to turn a tight contest into a rout.  Gotta admit – I enjoyed hearing the boys in blue and gold blow this thing wide open as I was listening at home.  More of that during the regular season, please and thanks!

Here are some points to ponder:

Larsson is the real deal.  As much as I respect what Jason Pominville gave to the Buffalo Sabres franchise, there is no doubt that Darcy Regier pretty much robbed the Minnesota Wild blind when he shipped the captain out in exchange for Hackett, Larsson, and a first-round pick.  You all know that I feel pretty good about Hackett’s potential, and we are all excited that the Sabres used that first-round

pick to gobble up Nikita Zadorov . . . but as of right now, the biggest “win” to come out of that trade has to be Larsson.  He finished tonight with 2 goals and a success rate of 71% in the faceoff circle.  Ron Rolston went so far as to call him the best forward on the ice tonight, and the crew over at WGR 550, most notably Brian Duff, could not say enough good things about him.  Larsson is not an offensive force, per se, but as the guys on the air pointed out, offense just seems to happen whenever Larsson is on the ice.  The best part is, Larsson has played with three different line combinations (Girgensons and Stafford, Armia and Leino, Leino and Tropp) and has suffered no noticeable drop-off in play.  Pair him up with anybody, and he just keeps on keeping on.  Buffalo, get excited: you ARE going to see Johan Larsson this season, and chances are good you will not be disappointed.

Is Miller “back?” Whether you feel Ryan Miller is an over-rated goalie who only had one truly sensational season, or that Miller is one of the least-appreciated goalies in the NHL, you cannot deny that Miller was the best goaltender on the planet during the 2009-2010 season.  Since then, Miller has failed to do much to prove people who want to label him a one-hit wonder wrong, but with his contract expiring at the end of the 2013-2014 season, there are many who believe Miller will have a ton of incentive to bounce back from last year’s so-so campaign.  So far, his preseason efforts are hinting at good, if not great, things to come.  He has yet to let in the sort of soft goal that makes you want to slap the first person you see wearing a number 30 jersey, and tonight you just knew that Carolina had no chance to mount a comeback once the Sabres finally took the lead in the third.  Let’s hope Miller’s preseason tune-up is building into one hell of a season for him.

McNabb and Myers state their cases. Larsson may have received the lion’s share of compliments from the on-air folks tonight, but he wasn’t the only

member of the Sabres who successfully staked a claim to a spot on the Sabres’ opening day roster.  As great as Larsson was, Brayden McNabb actually led the Sabres in scoring tonight (one goal, two assists) – yes, Brayden MacNabb!  As a matter of fact, both of Larsson’s goals were redirections of blasts by McNabb – interesting, yes?  Sadly for McNabb, his chances of nabbing a spot on the roster are far worse than Larsson’s are, due to the over-abundance of blueliners at Buffalo’s disposal.  Still, it was nice to hear his name being called frequently tonight.  And then there is Tyler Myers himself, who played a confident game that reminded Brian Duff of the Tyler Myers of 2009-2010.   His willingness to join the rush was evident all game long, a welcome sight for fans who bemoaned the lack of offense on the part of Sabres’ blueliners last season.  Myers is in the same boat as Miller, in that he has a lot to prove this season, so it was nice to hear that he was flashing the sort of gameplay that landed him the Calder Trophy not too long ago.

Whew – that’s a lot of feel-good stories to come out of tonight’s game.  Yes – I understand we’re still in the preseason.  Who cares?  The Sabres have been a fun time to watch – sorry, listen to! – so far, and I aim to enjoy the ride until the wheels fall off.    Hopefully, the good times will continue to roll as the Sabres host the Toronto Maple Leafs this Saturday at 7 p.m.  Let’s go Buffalo!

Buffalo Sabres Preseason: The Case For Marcus Foligno
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Buffalo Sabres fans, welcome to the third installment of my look at the roster of the blue and gold.  So far, I have played the Devil’s Advocate when it comes to whether or not Patrick Kaleta and Matt Hackett deserve to be on the Sabres’ roster come opening day.  Today, I mix things up a bit by making the case for why Marcus Foligno should start the season alongside Cody Hodgson and Thomas Vanek on the Sabres’ first line.

Last week I wrote a piece entitled, Playing Frankenstein: Buffalo Sabres Lines By Me.  In this post, I buried Marcus Foligno on my fourth line, along with Brian Flynn and Patrick Kaleta.   My reasoning was pretty simple: Foligno really hasn’t produced enough to move up to a scoring line.  His 5 goals, 18 points and +/- of -4 from last year really don’t impress, so why not put him on a line with Kaleta and let him harass the crap out of the opposition?

Well, that’s certainly one train of thought.  However, following his two-goal effort against the Columbus Blue Jackets Tuesday night, it’s time to play the Devil’s Advocate and make the case that Foligno may, in fact, be exactly what Hodgson and Vanek need to solidify the first line.

In his almost twenty-one minutes of ice time, Foligno managed four shots, two hits, and a +1 rating.  Nice – but it’s the preseason, so those numbers mean exactly nothing.  What does matter, however, is Foligno’s style of play.  For starters, he’s 6’3″ and weighs 226 pounds, so he gives the Sabres’ first line a physical presence that it otherwise lacks.  He’ll do the sort of dirty work we have not seen from the first line recently, such as backcheck hard, bang bodies, and fight for the puck up along the boards.   He’ll be a nice compliment to a line that, so far, is actually a bit of a liability to the team when it is not in the offensive zone.

The part of Foligno’s game that is most appealing come on offense, where he’ll crash the net and make life miserable for opposing goalies, just as he did against the Blue Jackets.  Again, he can do the dirty work, allowing Vanek to find open space and set up his shot.  Foligno will go hard after rebounds, and will screen the goaltender on shots from the point.  His physical style of play will also draw a lot of penalties, a fact that would excite me more if the Buffalo Sabres had a powerplay worth a damn!  Still, I’d rather the Sabres play a man up than a man down, even if they score on only 17% of those chances.

Foligno still has a lot to prove – namely, that he can provide consistent efforts night in and night out – but his size and skill sets would be a nice compliment to Thomas Vanek and Cody Hodgson.  It’s not an idea I am fully onboard with yet, but the more I think about it, the more I see his inclusion on the first line as a tantalizing possibility.

What do you think – could Foligno complete the first line?  Or will he continue to be a third or fourth line player?  Share you thoughts below, or @theamazingMrS!

Fantasy Wars Episode III: Revenge Of The Sieve

Sep 19th, 2013 at 9:00 am by Sean McGrathChicago Blackhawks

« Previous

Next » 

Home » Chicago Blackhawks » Fantasy Wars Episode III: Revenge Of The Sieve

 Share on Fancred


Now that you have your lines set, what else can you look at for points? Oh yeah, that’s right, you still need goalies.

Having a good netminder says a lot about your team. Having a proven “brick wall” versus having a goalie who lets almost anything slip by can make or break your team, A.K.A. a sieve.

Who from last year, is worthy of  a spot on your team?

A goalie can be a tough position to keep on top of. Is he starting? Are any of my goalies starting? Who has more potential to win? Those are just a few of the many questions that weigh in on who you start that particular night. When it comes to drafting your goaltenders, my

Sep 16, 2013; Newark, NJ, USA; New York Rangers goalie Henrik Lundqvist (30) passes the puck during the second period of their game against the New Jersey Devils at Prudential Center. Mandatory Credit: Ed Mulholland-USA TODAY Sports

suggestion, and it has worked out pretty well, is to do a fantasy-football like setup, where instead of drafting two goalies from different teams may work if you have two very good goalies who are consistent in the winning column, you draft a team’s starting and backup goalie tandem.

But for now, lets focus on just the starters.

Not being based on just wins, but more of a consistence from season to season, I went through the list of league leaders on NHL.com from the past few years (2010-2013) to carefully construct this line-up.

1: Henrik Lundqvist- It’s his time. Henrik has been elite the past years, remaining in the top ten, refusing to go away. Always been a solid choice for me every year that I have done a league, I don’t expect much to change for a few years to come. Last year, in my leagues, yes plural, having Lundqvist was a great asset. The league leader in wins last year, pick him up ASAP. While he may not earn you the bonuses that shutouts may give your team, look for that number to also increase. I see the new Vigneault run Rangers to up Lundqvist’s starts to 70-72 games, definitely a good chunk of the season with one guy.

2: Jimmy Howard- Let’s be honest, he wins games. Joining the former-Northeast Division loaded Atlantic Conference, I expect Howard to have a field day on the teams that face the Red Wings for the majority of the season. A definite shut-out winner, Howard is definitely one that should find the majority of starts on your team. When the Red Wings, as a whole, are all on for a game, see to it that you are earning your wins/shutouts.

3: Pekka Rinne- One of my other favorites, Rinne is a definite benefit to your team. Tied with the leader in shutouts, stopping pucks has never really been a huge issue to any team that has Rinne on their roster. His numbers did drop off last season, with the Predators going 15-16-8 on the season, and dropping to 14th in the standings may have some effect on his value, maybe putting fear into someone who would draft a person who wasn’t a star player last year. The most impressive stat is that he still recorded 5 shutouts. In my leagues, that is an additional 4 points per shutout that I will gladly accept. (simple math 4×5= 20 points!)

4: Corey Crawford- The most-recent Stanley Cup victor with the Chicago Blackhawks is a sure-thing for points. While he sits at 11th in wins (and I know we aren’t going off just wins) but he is still definitely a winner. Last season, and I know I keep bringing up the lockout but it was a problem, any losses whatsoever could screw up any players stats. While he and former backup now Philadelphia goalie Ray Emery each performed extremely well, Crawford is definitely a strong candidate to lead your team.

5: Sergei Bobrovski- Yes I know, having a goalie whose team is not an elite performing team may be risky, but the Columbus Blue Jackets are on the rise in my opinion. With the addition of Marion Gaborik and Brandon Dubinsky, Columbus could be looking at a few more wins. Those wins will most likely be at the hands of Bobrovski. His save percentage of .932 was second in the league last year. The former Philadelphia goalie was superb in all of his three season at the top-level. Bringing in Bobrovski to earn you some wins, and quite possibly some shutouts is a risk worth taking.

Now that my top five has been said, what are some good goalie tandems around the league? Drafting a teams starting and backup goalie is a better idea than drafting two different teams goalies.

1: Ryan Miller/Jhonas Enroth- I will come right out and say it, Buffalo has been known for their great goaltending. From Barasso to Hasek to Miller, Buffalo has had solid starting goaltenders that are all worthy of finding a spot on your team. Miller, who will most likely lead the charge come the start of the season, has a hefty amount of games he will play, but with the likelihood of him joining USA hockey come February, look for Jhonas to also pick up 20+ starts in net. Having these two in your roster is one of the best starts to have.

2: Jaroslav Halak/Brian Elliott- The “power-couple” as I like to call them. These two are the prime tandem that any fantasy hockey GM should definitely consider. Even though their performance dipped slightly in the past year, but I fully expect that these two will bounce back and perform just like two seasons ago. Both earn you points in the win column, and in the shutout column.

3: Henrik Lundqvist/Martin Biron- The duo of Lundqvist and Biron is a team that  you should look to make a splash in win points for your team. If you need points for all of the possible scoring standards in your league, then look no further than the Rangers tandem to do the job. The two definitely give each other the boost that one another deserves, which is a great thing as a GM to have.

4: James Reimer/Jonathan Bernier- Being a Buffalo fan I hate to give credit to the Maple Leafs, but they have some pretty decent goaltending to fall back on if you really are in a bad place. Reimer has become the goalie that Toronto has banked on him becoming. He is more than ready to bring Toronto towards if not into the playoffs. The Leafs bringing in Bernier to battle only gives the Leafs a competitive one-two to any opposing team. I am expecting huge numbers to come from this, Reimer is battling to prove himself and remain the starter, and Bernier is battling to take it from Reimer.

5: Martin Brodeur/Cory Schneider- Nothing shocked me more then when I heard on draft day that Cory Schneider was heading east, and joining Brodeur. Like jaw to the floor shocked. It wasn’t much more than a year ago when Vancouver was a buzz with the rumors that Luongo was packing his bags and heading elsewhere, and Schneider was taking over. Now, he has a great task of trying to gain his stature in the Devils organization behind future hall of famer, Martin Brodeur. To me, this deal was New Jersey trying to set up their net for the future for the imminent retirement of Brodeur in the future. These two can do a great deal of conquering when put together. Obviously Martin will take the majority of games, but Cory will have his good share of starts.

Ryan Miller is A Top 20 NHL Goaltender

Sep 18th, 2013 at 8:33 pm by Caitlin CampbellPlayers
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On Monday ESPN released their rankings of the top 25 goaltenders in the NHL. As you would expect Jonathan Quick and Henrik Lundqvist were atop the list and Tuukka Rask, Sergei Bobrovsky and Pekka Rinne round out the top 5 goaltenders. In case you were

wondering, the Buffalo Sabres number one netminder Ryan Miller was also on the list. ESPN ranks the Sabres netminder 14th on the list.

While 14th on the list may not sound like a lot for a former Vezina winner and Olympic MVP, considering the last couple of season’s 14th isn’t bad for Miller. He ranks just behind the likes of Carey Price and Mike Smith and is ahead of goalies such as Braden Holtby, Cam Ward, Jonas Hiller and Martin Brodeur.

So does the ranking mean that Ryan Miller is viewed as an average NHL goaltender? Perhaps, but it also means that Miller is still ranked near the top of  NHL goaltenders. Is Miller the best goaltender in the NHL? No, not even close at this point. But it also means he isn’t anywhere as bad as people think. If you put Miller behind some of the teams the netminders in front of him have the pleasure of playing in behind, I’d imagine he’d be a little higher on that list.

Here’s the great thing about Miller, whether you want to believe it or not, his best years are arguably still ahead of him. You look at goaltenders like Lundqvist and Craig Anderson, who are both in their 30′s and performing quite well. Goaltenders are different from forwards, it often takes them longer to mature. At 33, with an Olympic year on the horizon Miller could be entering the best years of his career.

With a career .915 Save Percentage, Miller may not be as bad as most think. He’s had a rough couple seasons, and what netminder or player doesn’t? But according to the experts, Miller is still in the top 15 of NHL goaltenders and that’s not horrible considering some of the goaltending talent in the NHL today.

What do you make of Ryan Miller being ranked in the top 25 of all NHL goaltenders? Anything or nothing?

Poll: Are the Buffalo Sabres Already Turning the Corner?

Sep 18th, 2013 at 3:19 pm by Caitlin CampbellSabres
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Have the last two pre-season games not been a breath of exciting, fresh air for Sabres’ fans? To see a hungry, motivated, bunch of young players leave it all on the ice for a chance to don the blue and gold has been fantastic to watch. Through the prospects tournament and pre-season thus far, it’s easy to see that the future of the Sabres is going to be very bright.

Before players even reported to training camp the forecast for the Sabres this season was long and miserable, but after seeing them in their first pre-season games we may have been misinformed. Although it’s meaningless pre-season and fans shouldn’t start planning the Sabres Stanley Cup parade quite yet, it would be tough for one to not be excited about the Sabres. Sitting at 2-0 through pre-season, the Sabres should be feeling good. Not just because the disaster season has yet to begin, but because of the vast wealth of youth flowing throughout the system.

Training camp and pre-season has been an eye opener for the Sabres brass. Rasmus Ristolainen, Mikhail Grigorenko and Zemgus

Girgensons have shown that they are ready to make the step to the NHL and are fighting hard to earn roster spots. Marcus Foligno has shown potential on the top line, sparking chemistry with Thomas Vanek and Cody Hodgson. Although he likely won’t crack the roster this season, Nikita Zadorov has shown that he’s not that far off from the NHL. Joel Armia has also shown that he’s not too far from breaking into the NHL and adapting to the North American game. Heck, even players like Nick Baptiste who are still in junior are showing signs of a bright future with the Sabres. Not to mention defence such as Mark Pysyk and Tyler Myers feeling more confident. The future of the Sabres is starting to resemble a team from 2006-2007 with budding young players and solid veterans.

Perhaps the most impressive showing that boosts well for the future is the play of Matt Hackett. The kid has looked like a stud and is showing that if given the chance may be able to take over the Sabres starting goaltending duties when Ryan Miller sails away. Look out Jhonas Enroth there’s a new kid in town and his name is Hackett.

Through pre-season and training camp, one thing has been clear- the young players came to play. With a few of the young players cracking the roster, this season may not be as bad as predicted. The younger guys play their hearts out and are determined to not get shown up, you know they’ll give it their all every night.

It’s beginning to look like the rebuild wont be as long or painful as anyone predicted. So my question to all of you: Are the Buffalo Sabres already beginning to turn the corner?

Buffalo Sabres Preseason Judgment Calls: The Case For Matt Hackett

Sep 18th, 2013 at 8:58 am by Richard SpaldingPlayers
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With the Buffalo Sabres preseason well underway, I continue to play Devil’s Advocate for, and against, some of the players who are fighting to retain, or fighting to win, a permanent spot on the Sabres’ roster.

Having recently argued against Patrick Kaleta, I am going to spend this post making the case for goaltender Matt Hackett.

In some ways, this post could also be called the case against Jhonas Enroth, since Enroth is currently the back-up goalie for the Sabres behind current starter, Ryan Miller.  After all, I’m advocating that Hackett could easily slide into the back-up role, with the hopes of inheriting the starting job when – sorry, if – Miller leaves town.  I don’t want to sit here and bag on Enroth, however, even though he did lose 241 consecutive games at one point – it’s true!   I’ll just say that, despite his solid play at the end of last season (an effort that did not go unrecognized by me), I have little to no confidence in Enroth’s ability to withstand the pressure of having to be the guy who starts 50-60+ games a year for the Buffalo Sabres.  Sorry, Jhonas, but I get the feeling that you’re destined to be a backup for pretty much all of your playing career.

Matt Hackett, on the other hand . . . let’s start with what we have seen recently.  Due to Ron Rolston’s decision to play Hackett this preseason in order to see what the kid has to offer, we have been given the opportunity to see how he handles two different types of pressure.  Against Montreal, he came into a back-and-forth affair in which the Sabres never led until they won the game in a shootout.  In that game, Hackett entered the second period with the Sabres down 3-2 and did a great job of keeping them in the game, stopping  11 out of 12 shots and stoning all three of the Canadiens he faced in the shootout.

Last night’s game against the Columbus Blue Jackets presented Hackett with a different type of challenge.  Instead of being asked to keep the Sabres within striking distance, Hackett came into the game with the Sabres and Blue Jackets tied 1-all and spent the third period trying to dash any hopes Columbus had of making a comeback.  The fact that the Blue Jackets only managed 5 shots in the third made his job a bit easier, but once again, Hackett came in and played extremely well, stopping all nine of the shots he faced.

Hackett has not seen much NHL time – playing for the Minnesota Wild, he saw action in 13 games, going 3-7 with a .914 save percentage and a GAA of 2.64 – but he looked great in Rochester in the limited amount of time he spent with the Americans at the end of last season, and so far he has been rock-solid in between the pipes for the Sabres this preseason.  He is only 23, and has managed to compile some good numbers while playing for some less-than-impressive teams (the Wild, and their AHL affiliate the Houston Aeros).  More importantly, you just get a sense that Hackett is comfortable assuming the role of a starting goaltender in the NHL.    Over the summer he told Sabres. com, “My goal is to come into camp and prove that I can play at the NHL level and give them a tough choice to make,” and so far, he has done just that.   I know you’ve put in more time in the Buffalo Sabres’ system, Jhonas, but I’m here to tell you: Matt Hackett is coming to a Sabres team near you, soon.  Best be looking over your shoulder.

I’d love to hear your thoughts on Hackett, so leave your comments below or throw them my way @theamazingMrS!

Knee Jerk Reactions: Buffalo Sabres Versus Columbus Blue Jackets

Sep 17th, 2013 at 11:59 pm by Richard SpaldingGame Night
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Well, Buffalo Sabres fans: two preseason games are in the books for your boys in the blue and gold, and if I’ve learned anything in my years following professional sports, it’s that the preseason is a great indicator of what will happen in the regular season, all of which means . . . the Buffalo Sabres will go undefeated this season and win the Stanley Cup!

You heard it here first.

Okay, okay – I’m kidding.  Preseason games are nice little tune-ups, and they help to get us all excited about the upcoming NHL season, but it’s hard to get

too excited about the Sabres’ current 2-0 preseason record when the starters for either side are sitting or getting severely reduced ice time.   I get that.

Still . . . so far, there’s some reasons to be excited about the near future of this young Sabres squad following tonight’s win on the road in Columbus.   For starters, the Sabres were much more disciplined tonight than they were against the Montreal Canadiens on Sunday, committing only 3 penalties (I’m sure the fact that Patrick Kaleta sat this one out had nothing to do with this, eh?).   Less penalties = less time spent being a man down = THAT’S GOOD.   (That’s my version of statistical analysis as it applies to hockey, by the way!)

Second, it would appear that the young guns currently residing in the 716 have come to play.  Marcus Foligno netted two goals tonight on 4 shots, Mikhail Grigorenko added one more and chipped in with 3 shots, Zemgus Girgensons added another point to his preseason scoring by assisting on Grigorenko’s goal, and Joel Armia made the most of his time on ice by squeezing off 4 shots of his own.  These prospects are doing what they can to make coach Ron Rolston and the rest of his coaching staff really have to think about how they are going to whittle this roster down to 23 players by opening night, because man, the competition is fierce!  Even if some of the younger players don’t make the cut, you have to believe they are forcing many other players to step up their game for fear of losing their job to the hungrier kids in the not-so-distant future, which is only going to make the Sabres better.

Finally, the Sabres looked strong in goal all night long tonight.  Ryan Miller logged just over 31 minutes of ice time and stopped 15 out of the 16 shots he faced, and Matt Hackett turned in his second-straight impressive effort by entering with the game tied 1-1 in the second and stopping all nine of the shots that he faced.  I’ll have more to say about Hackett tomorrow, but he is playing so well that, if I was Jhonas Enroth, I would ask Tyler Myers to share some of the mental-training techniques he has recently adopted.   I’m not convinced Enroth handles pressure very well as it is, and with Hackett breathing down his neck, Jhonas is going to need all the help he can get to retain his claim as the heir to Ryan Miller’s throne.

Two up, two down, and lots of good vibes in Hockey Heaven tonight!  Let’s keep the good times flowing, as the Sabres host the Carolina Hurricanes at the First Niagara Center on Thursday at 7 p.m.  Thanks for the read, and let’s go, Buffalo!!!!

Can Zemgus Girgensons Ignite Mikhail Grigorenko?

Sep 17th, 2013 at 4:03 pm by Caitlin CampbellSabres
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Sep 15, 2013; Montreal, Quebec, CAN; Montreal Canadiens defenseman Raphael Diaz (61) is checked by Buffalo Sabres center Zemgus Girgensons (28) during the first period at Bell Centre. Mandatory Credit: Jean-Yves Ahern-USA TODAY Sports

The Buffalo Sabres will take to the ice for their second pre-season game against the Columbus Blue Jackets tonight and on top of the excitement of the new look top-line featuring Thomas Vanek, Cody Hodgson and Marcus Foligno, fans will also get a chance to see both 2012 first round draft picks together on the same line. Head Coach Ron Rolston is putting both Mikhail Grigorenko and Zemgus Girgensons together on the 2nd line for tonight’s pre-season affair. While it may be exciting for fans to watch the dynamic duo perform together tonight, the new line may be a subtle wake-up call for Grigorenko.

It’s always tough for veteran players who know they’ll be with the team when the regular season starts, to get excited about pre-season. The Sabres have made it clear that Mikhail Grigorenko will make the team and be on the opening night roster, but that doesn’t mean he shouldn’t work hard during pre-season. Grigorenko is still in many aspects a rookie. This will be his first full season in the NHL and he will be counted on to anchor either the 2nd or 3rd line. The Sabres will be expecting more from him than last year because of his potential. During the first pre-season game, Grigorenko played like a guy who already knew he had the roster made and like he really couldn’t care less. Sure it was just the first pre-season game, but with other young players like Girgensons playing their hearts out for a shot to crack the roster, a lackluster effort from Grigorenko isn’t going to cut it.

While Grigorenko was virtually invisible aside from the shootout, Girgensons looked like a player who was determined to play in the NHL when the puck drops on the regular season. He threw hits, scored two goals and even got involved in the rough stuff and earned himself a penalty. Girgensons put his mark all over the first pre-season game and it looks like he may be the new model for young players in Buffalo.

In an effort to generate more offence and get Grigorenko going, Rolston has paired him with first game standout Girgensons and Corey Tropp. Both Tropp and Girgensons like to throw the body around, which should help open the ice for Grigorenko to do what he does best. It will be up to Grigorenko to bring his compete level to where Girgensons’ is and come ready to fight. Rolston is sending a message by pairing the two together, telling Grigorenko to watch how hard Girgensons competes. Rolston said he loved what he got out of Girgensons during the game in Montreal, but expected more out of Grigorenko. Pairing the two together can hopefully get both on the same page effort wise.

Grigorenko has the skill to blow the doors off most other young rookies, but he was over-shadowed last game. If he can get his effort level up to Girgensons’ level, lookout! Tonight Grigorenko won’t have to worry about the dirty work as his linemates will take care of that, he just needs to keep his stick on the ice and head up to capitalize on opportunities. It will be interesting to see the two star young rookies play together tonight and feed off of each other. If the two of them can get rolling with Tropp, they could be lethal in tonight’s game.

Buffalo Sabres PreGame Skate: Columbus Blue Jackets

Sep 17th, 2013 at 1:15 pm by Tim RedingerSabres
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It’s time to lace up the skates for pre-season game number two.  Tonight’s contest will come to you from Nationwide Arena in Ohio as the Buffalo Sabres continue the road portion of their pre-season schedule.

Buffalo will continue their roster selection process, this time facing last year’s reigning Vezina trophy winner Sergei Bobrovsky who will get the start tonight for the Blue Jackets.

The start of the game should have an NHL feel, as the Buffalo Sabres will call into action their own starting goaltender for tonight’s game, with Ryan Miller making his 2013-2014 debut.

Looks like the Buffalo Sabres number one line going into the year is going to be Thomas Vanek, Cody Hodgson, and Marcus Foligno.  It’s a line that brings skill, passion, and a little bit of grit together that just might be the chemistry that is needed on the front line – and could be key in keeping Thomas Vanek in blue and gold for the rest of his career.

Buffalo will round out its roster for tonight’s game with NHL players John Scott, Tyler Ennis, Tyler Myers, Christian Erhoff, and Alexander Sulzer.  Guys looking to impress the Buffalo Sabres coaching staff to still be here on the opening day of the season include Chad Ruhwedel, Brayden McNabb, Drew Bagnall, Jamie Tardif, Corey Tropp, Daniel Catenacci, Tim Schaller, Joel Armia, and Mike Zigomanis.

The Buffalo Sabres will face Bobrovsky for the first two periods, and will then skate on Mike McKenna, a free agent signing by the Jackets.  Spencer Machacek, Nick Moutrey, Patrick McNeill, Frederic St. Denis are all joining McKenna in the Blue Jackets debut.

The Blue Jackets are going to be skating into tonight’s contest looking to match the speed and intensity of a regular season game – a goal set for them by their coaching staff – so they can truly see who is ready to don Union blue for the opening night roster.

Buffalo will have to match that intensity – and hold onto the lead, something that plagued them last season as well as in the pre-season opener.  Getting on the Jackets fast, early, and often to take their heart out of the game will be the key for Ron Rolston’s club to find success tonight in Ohio.

Minnesota Wild: Jared Spurgeon maturing with quiet consistency

By Bruce Brothers

bbrothers@pioneerpress.com

Posted:   09/21/2013 12:01:00 AM CDT | Updated:   about 8 hours ago
Wild defenseman Jared Spurgeon continues to grow. 

Not literally, however. 

"I don't see him growing," coach Mike Yeo said with a straight face Saturday before allowing a grin to emerge. "Unfortunately." 

Spurgeon, who arrived on the Minnesota scene at the end of November 2010 looking more like a stick-boy than a potential NHL defenseman, is set to begin his fourth season with the Wild. He has held a spot as a regular since the second half of the 2010-11 campaign. 

His mustache might be a bit wispy, but there's a maturity that comes from playing 162 NHL games on the youthful-looking face of the 23-year-old from Edmonton, Alberta. 

And at 5 feet 9, he is the shortest player on the Wild roster. 

Nevertheless, he has delivered 12 goals and 38 assists in three-plus seasons and has played well enough to earn power-play time. Those credentials also earned him a three-year contract extension over the summer worth $8 million. 

Does all that provide him the comfort level of a veteran? 

"A little bit comfortable," he said, "but at the same time, never too comfortable." 

Much of the talk surrounding Minnesota's blue line during training camp has focused on veterans Ryan Suter, Keith Ballard and Clayton Stoner plus potential young regulars such as Jonas Brodin, Marco Scandella, Nate Prosser and Matt Dumba. 

A week ago, Yeo said: "Spurge is Spurge." 

That means few mistakes and a quiet consistency that does not attract a lot of attention. 

"Just fly under the radar and go out there and do what I do," Spurgeon said before the Wild played host to the Winnipeg Jets in their third exhibition game Saturday night at the Xcel Energy Center. 

Yeo said Spurgeon is a known commodity whose offensive abilities have become more visible each season, a guy who reads the play quicker, handles the puck well and finds open avenues to the net for his shot from the blue line. 

"It's these things which have continued to develop, which is great for us," Yeo said. 

Spurgeon landed a job with the Wild during his first pro season because of his solid defensive play, but he hasn't stopped working to improve. 

"What impressed me is he worked on his shot this summer," Yeo said. "He hasn't gotten comfortable; he has continued to go out and try to become better as a player. Having a heavy, hard shot from the blue line is always nice, but it's useless if you're not getting it through. One thing he does well is he gets it through." 

Spurgeon worked on all facets of shooting, he said, particularly a quicker release with more muscle. 

Because he sat out the first two Wild exhibitions, he said after the morning skate he was excited about testing it in game conditions against the Jets. 

"We'll see how it works tonight," he said. 

Spurgeon also focused on his endurance over the summer and arrived at training camp feeling positive about the Wild's chances this season. 

"With the skill that we have and hard work, good things are going to happen," he said. 

Follow Bruce Brothers at twitter.com/BBfromPiPress.

Charlie Coyle scored a goal, had three shots on net and won 12 of 15 faceoffs as the Wild's second-line center in Minnesota's 4-3 shootout win over the Winnipeg Jets in front of 16,179 Saturday night at the Xcel Energy Center. 

"He was a horse at both ends of the rink," coach Mike Yeo said. 

Coyle, who is battling Mikael Granlund for the second-line center position, has looked comfortable at center and "looks like he has another gear" when he needs it, Yeo said, adding, "It was good to see him strong in the faceoff circle." 

"I played center before," Coyle said. "Just trying to learn each day and improve." 

Yeo also praised the play of Granlund, who had one shot on goal and won eight of 16 faceoffs while centering Minnesota's third line. 

The Wild plan to wait through exhibition play before deciding whether one or the other has the job. 

Follow Bruce Brothers at twitter.com/BBfromPiPress.

The Minnesota Wild started much of their "A" team against the Winnipeg Jets on Saturday night, giving the home fans their first look at a top line of Mikko Koivu, Zach Parise and Jason Pominville. 

"It was pretty much exactly what we expected," coach Mike Yeo said after the Wild won 4-3 in a shootout. "It was far from perfect." 

Parise, who set up Ryan Suter with the tying goal with 8:19 remaining in the third period, said there was rust for all three, who were playing their first game of the preseason. 

"It was OK," Parise said. "We're going to be a lot better. We made a few mistakes, turned the puck over a few times. I think the intentions were there; we were not as sharp as we're going to be." 

Nevertheless, the trio treated the Xcel Energy Center crowd to outstanding play on occasion. Parise and Pominville each had four shots on goal, and Koivu had three. 

Pominville was the only player on either team to score during the shootout. 

"I think as the game went on, the game slowed down for us," Pominville said. 

Follow Bruce Brothers at twitter.com/BBfromPiPress.

Based on Saturday night's 4-3 shootout victory for Minnesota, a rivalry appears to be developing between the new Central Division's Winnipeg Jets and the Wild. 

Quite a few Jets fans made their way to downtown St. Paul and often took over the cheering with their "Let's go Jets" efforts. 

"It was pretty loud," Wild winger Zach Parise said. "I was surprised there were a lot of Jets fans here. I think as these teams become more familiar with each other, you're going to see a lot of that, fans traveling back and forth. That makes it a fun atmosphere." 

Jets fans in the announced crowd of 16,179, like their team, dominated the second period. 

"I guess when we spotted 'em three quick ones, we didn't have much to cheer about," Parise said. "So they were allowed to get into it." 

Wild coach Mike Yeo also smiled about the cheers for the Jets. 

"It's going to be a good rivalry," Yeo said.

Coyle, Granlund continue to push as Wild defeats Winnipeg
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Entertaining preseason tilt at the X tonight. The Wild jumped out to a 2-0 lead, then gave up three goals in the middle frame to the Winnipeg Jets before recovering with Ryan Suter’s third-period tying goal and Jason Pominville’s shootout winner to improve to 2-1 this preseason.

Charlie Coyle and Carson McMillan also scored goals for the Wild and Niklas Backstrom, despite not really facing any shootouts thus far in training camp, went 3 for 3 in the shootout and stopped a Jets shorthanded breakaway with the Wild up 1-0.

Coyle and Mikael Granlund had real strong games and continue to push. Personally, I don’t see how Coyle doesn’t snag the No. 2 center spot, but that doesn’t mean Granlund can’t find a home in the lineup in some fashion. Remember, Jason Zucker is hurt right now, so depending on his timetable, maybe Granlund nails down the No. 2 left wing spot? He’s battling also with Nino Niederreiter.

Coyle scored the goal, had three shots and won 12 of 15 faceoffs. But he was just a horse. Had a second gear, was constantly a threat all over the ice. Just has this presence and confidence right now.

It’s impressive how well all the kids have played in camp and there are three games left. Tuesday will be a big cutdown day, but I think all the roster hopefuls stay and the players who just don’t have a shot off the bat are sent to Iowa.

Remember, Coyle, Granlund, Zucker, Niederreiter, Erik Haula and Justin Fontaine can’t all make it. There are veterans are on one-way deals that are staying, plain and simple. And the entry-level guys don’t require waivers to get to Iowa, so it allows the Wild to call guys up whenever it needs them. So if one of the prospects don’t make it initially, it doesn’t mean they won’t be back soon if there’s an injury or need.

Torrey Mitchell’s strong camp could mean he nails the third-line right wing spot, which will affect one of the kids. Originally, if you penciled Mitchell in at fourth-line right wing, there could have been a spot for Niederreiter or Zucker at third-line RW. But Mitchell has looked good and seems to be the natural fit with Matt Cooke and Kyle Brodziak.

Fourth line will be interesting. Zenon Konopka won 15 of 20 draws Tuesday and another 8 of 13 tonight (also screened Ondrej Pavalec on McMillan’s goal). Jake Dowell looked real good tonight. If Mike Rupp starts the season on IR with a knee injury, perhaps that opens the door for Fontaine (needs waivers to get to Iowa) or Haula?

We’ll see. As coach Mike Yeo said, three more games left to make decisions.

The Zach Parise-Mikko Koivu-Pominville line looked great at times and understandably lacked execution at times. It was their first game after all. But they combined for 11 shots and Koivu won 17 of 22 draws.

All three forwards talked about how tough it is that first game to get used to the pace, but Pominville said things slowed down as they got more comfortable.

“Far from perfect by any means, for them, for everybody that played their first game and that’s completely normal,” Yeo said. “When you play your first game, things happen quick. You play your second game, things slow down in a hurry. But with the game on the line and we need a goal, which line goes out and gets it for us?”

Late in a shift, Koivu and Parise hounded the puck in the D zone, Koivu forced a turnover and the line took off. Suter recognized right away he could catch the Jets off guard and hustled into the play. Parise crossed the blue line and sent him a perfect pass in the right circle for a one-timer.

Again, very late in the shift.

“That’s [Suter] though, eh?” Yeo said. “He doesn’t get tired. It’s unreal.”

Yeo said in order to get the top line and D pair conditioning and timing, he gave them a good chunk of ice. The top line played over 21 minutes, Brodin nearly 24 and Suter 28:23.

Yeo really liked Keith Ballard’s game again. The left-shot D played right D, and he had two assists and was plus-2. Very valuable that Ballard can do this because if Matt Dumba happens to not be in the top-6 out of camp, Jared Spurgeon is the only right-shot D. Brodin, a leftie, plays right D, too.

“I believe the more [Ballard] continues to get comfortable with our game and the way we’re playing, he’ll just continue to get better,” Yeo said. “He had a real impact. … His mobility is real noticeable.”

Great rivalry, this one will be. Even in an exhibition game, Jets fans turned out and were loud as usual.

“We’re going to have fun games,” Yeo said of the new division rival.

That’s it for me. Very early turnaround with 9:30 and 11 a.m. practices before an afternoon flight Sunday Columbus. Talk Sunday.

Winnipeg Jets visit the X tonight; My famous Rochester story
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Tonight at 7 at the X, the Wild and Winnipeg Jets -- two of the four new teams in the realigned Central Division (Colorado and Dallas joining Chicago, Nashville and St. Louis) -- face off at the X.

No TV (SO STOP ASKING). angry

Can be visualized though on the @russostrib Twitter network and heard on KFAN (100.3-FM).

No real happenings at the morning skate. I spent most my time working ahead on upcoming stories, including a little feature on Grand Rapids' own Kurt Kleinendorst, the Wild's new American Hockey League coach in Des Moines, for tomorrow's Star Tribune.

A lot of power-play work in today's skate. The No. 1 unit tonight will likely be the No. 1 unit to start the season: Zach Parise-Mikko Koivu-Dany Heatley-Jason Pominville-Ryan Suter and the No. 2 unit is intriguing: Nino Niederreiter-Charlie Coyle-Mikael Granlund-Jared Spurgeon-Jonas Brodin.

The rosters are on my Twitter account, but it's the Wild lineup I provided yesterday (the Haulas, Fontaines, etc), and it looks like guys like Zenon Konopka, Jake Dowell, Keith Ballard, Clayton Stoner and Carson McMillan, whom coach Mike Yeo has been very happy with, are in.

Niklas Backstrom in the blue paint.

The Jets' lineup includes goalie Ondrej Pavelec and Jacon Trouba (Rochester, Michigan, not New York or Minnesota), Bryan Little, Blake Wheeler ("one of us), Tobias (Toby these days) Enstrom, Mark Scheifele, Big Buff ("one of us") and Rochester's own Mark Stuart ("one of us")

I ever tell you my Rochester story? This is my ninth season covering the Wild. My first was in 2005 after just moving here from God's country, uh, Florida.

The last exhibition game that preseason was against the Buffalo Sabres in Rochester. It was a whirlwind month for me, having accepted the job and moving my life here in like 5 days, starting to write immediately, getting used to covering a new team after years of covering America's team, uh, the Florida Panthers.

The road exhibition games that month were covered by Kent Youngblood so I could get some logistics down with the move. But I'd cover the last game in Rochester because that would essentially be the team that makes it.

So, anyway, we're a few weeks into camp and I finally feel I start to get accustomed to things and able to take a deep breath. I get on this Northwest regional jet aimed for Rochester, NY.

The guy next to me after we take off asks why I'm flying to Rochester. I say, "to cover the Wild play a preseason game." He goes, "Oh, that's weird." I go, "why?" He goes, "you'd think they'd be playing in Rochester, Minnesota."

I immediately get horrified. I had never even known there was a Rochester, Minnesota. I had never heard of Rochester, Minnesota. My bag is under the plane. I have no way of checking to make sure the Wild are actually playing in Rochester, NY, not Rochester, Minnesota.

For the next two hours, I am sick to my stomach, sweating profusely, thinking that my first-ever road trip on the Star Tribune's dime after they hired this alleged experienced hockey writer was to the wrong Rochester!!! I spent $600 on a flight that really should have been an hour's drive? How the heck do I explain that to sports editor Glen Crevier?

We land in Rochester. I sprint off the plane and now have to wait on the tarmac for my bag to come out of the cargo hold. Finally, it comes, I rip it open, and alas, I'm in the right city.

Woah.

All went well in Rochester from there, well, except for Mikko Koivu spraining his MCL against the Sabres and seeing his NHL debut put on hold, and except for the fact that my story for that next day's paper was MIKKO KOIVU ABOUT TO MAKE HIS NHL DEBUT FINALLY!

Anyway, now I indeed know there is a Rochester, Minnesota. I've now indeed have heard of the Mayo Clinic. I indeed know that Mark Stuart's dad is one of the biggest sports medicine experts around, Dr. Michael Stuart.

I've learned a lot in my many years as a hockey writer -- like how to fill up a blog when there's absolutely no news to provide.

Talk to you after the game.

Wild top line/defense unit to debut vs. Winnipeg on Saturday
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The Wild's top line of Zach Parise-Mikko Koivu-Jason Pominville and top defense pairing of Ryan Suter-Jonas Brodin will make their preseason debuts Saturday when the Winnipeg Jets come to town. Defenseman Jared Spurgeon, the lone uninjured regular who has yet to play, will also be in the lineup next to potential defense partner Marco Scandella.

"I think it’s the only way to really get into game shape," Parise said of playing. "You can skate as hard as you want out here, but you’ve got to start playing some games. It will be good to start tomorrow. ... It’s nice to ease into it, but at the same time, watching that game [Tuesday], I wish I had played. I think the more games you play in the preseason the more ready you are for the regular season."

Parise said he knows every player is different. I've known many veterans who hate playing preseason games, but Parise wants in to get in sync and shape. But he also understands the Wild is evaluating a lot of young players for roster spots. Also, often times in the preseason, you're playing against teams who are playing very raw, very young players looking to make their mark. We've already seen throughout the preseason some very dangerous hits by young guys who aren't even close to playing in the NHL.

So a lot of teams like to ease in their big guns.

But we'll finally see the Wild's big guns Saturday.

Yeo said Dany Heatley is in and most the roster hopefuls like Charlie Coyle, Mikael Granlund, Erik Haula, Nino Niederreiter and Justin Fontaine are in. Yeo said veterans Matt Cooke, Kyle Brodziak and Torrey Mitchell will get the game off.

Basically, since I've basically listed off a bunch of players who are playing and three who aren't, you can pretty much figure out the lineup. Yeo just said that the team still has a couple decisions to make in the bottom of the lineup.

Niklas Backstrom will start with Johan Gustafsson serving as backup. I'd guess Yeo would like to give Backstrom the full 60 since he said the rest of camp will be really about getting Backstrom and Josh Harding as opposed to going into games with set plans of playing Darcy Kuemper and Gustafsson.

Again, I know I wrote a lot about last night's impressive win at Winnipeg. System-wise and execution-wise, it was as solid a performance as you'd expect considering we're two days into camp, most the big guys were at home and the blue line consisted of Clayton Stoner, Matt Dumba, Steve Kampfer, Jon Blum, Kyle Medvec and Nate Prosser.

Stoner and Dumba were outstanding, Kampfer got real good as the game moved along and it was probably the best I've seen him play. Medvec was steady, physical and made some tape-to-tape breakout passes despite running into penalty trouble (some questionable calls). Even Blum's turnover came when the Wild was trying him out to see if he could play the left side. When the team moved him back to the right side, he was steady. And Prosser was very good for the second straight game.

There were a bunch of well-executed rushes.

Haula really was impressive to Yeo. So was Fontaine. These guys will definitely play in the NHL and are now in the conversation with Coyle, Granlund, Niederreiter and injured Jason Zucker (won't practice Saturday, either, Yeo said). Yeo doesn't want to overreact to one win just like he didn't to Tuesday's loss, but Haula and Fontaine have catapulted themselves up the depth chart whether they end up making the team at the end of camp or not.

Remember, they can't all make it out of the gate.

Yeo really is happy with Granlund's play. He's fast, is creating, he's blocking shots, he's killing penalties and "trying to grow his game." And Niederreiter, Yeo said, "He continues to go out and do a lot of the things that almost comes naturally to him with his big frame, with his skating, with his shot, with his ability to get to the net."

Yeo was very happy with Kyle Brodziak last night, as well as Torrey Mitchell, who is showing he doesn't want to be a fourth-line right wing again. Yeo admitted today that he brought them to Winnipeg because after the Columbus game, he didn't feel they were at their best and "wanted to get them right back in."

"They came out with a really strong game," Yeo said.

The Wild will make its first round of big cuts at least Sunday, but Yeo said it depends largely on the type of lineup the Wild may want to take to Columbus on Monday. For instance, maybe there's a chance the Wild wants to reward draft picks Tyler Graovac and Raphael Bussieres with an exhibition game. That's up in the air right now.

"These are guys that are likely going down to the minors," Yeo said. "It would be great to get them the experience, but we have to make those decisions based on some other things first."

In other news, former Wild winger Cal Clutterbuck will miss four to six weeks with a leg laceration after delivering a hit two nights ago in Calgary. So his opening night with the Islanders won't come for awhile.

That's it for now. I may be back later regarding another topic you all have been emailing and tweeting me about.

Mike Yeo after Wild's 4-1 win at Winnipeg: "A lot of guys helped themselves”
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Coming to you from the sky over top Manitoba, where the Wild defeated the Winnipeg Jets 4-1 in an exhibition game tonight.

Coach Mike Yeo called it the “polar opposite” of Tuesday’s loss to Columbus, a game where the Wild didn’t play well in any area. Tonight, Yeo said the Wild was strong in just about every area, and this was against a Jets team that played most its big guns. Yeo was able to roll lines all night (well, when Minnesota wasn’t killing a minor).

Josh Harding stopped 16 of 17 shots through two periods and Darcy Kuemper came in during the third. He was under fire as the Jets got three of its seven power plays in the first 8:09 of the third. But Kuemper stopped all 11 shots he saw.

Matt Dumba scored 7:45 into the game after defense partner Clayton Stoner fired a bullet on net that Al Montoya deflected wide. The Wild got it back to the net and after Nino Niederreiter crashed, a mad scramble ensure. Erik Haula came close to scoring, but finally after Mikael Granlund got a piece of the puck, Dumba found it between the circles and “shoveled” it home.

“It was kind of nerve-racking being down that low as a defenseman, but when I saw everybody collapsing, I went down there,” Dumba said. “It was cool.”

Bryan Little tied the score off a Jon Blum turnover, but even then, it was all Minnesota. The first 15 minutes of the second was all Wild, too.

Finally, Charlie Coyle and Kris Foucault scored 30 seconds apart for a 3-1 Wild lead. The Wild had a 25-11 shot lead at one point, but the Jets would unleash the next 13 shots on Harding and Kuemper. They could never get closer, and finally Steve Kampfer’s 140-foot empty-netter iced the game.

Lots of solid performances out on the ice, especially by some of the young kids going for spots.

Haula, who played wing, had one assist, five shots, was fast and just did all the “little things” in his own end. He often created quick transitions with linemates Granlund and Niederreiter.

“First NHL game, and I mean, you can tell he’s a confident kid,” Yeo said. “He’s confident, but he’s modest. He’s got a really good attitude. I just, I was very impressed with him. And I think it showed. We’re putting him in 4-on-4 situations, we’re putting him in penalty kill situations late in the game. The more you watch him, the more you get to trust him.”

The line spent much of the night in the offensive zone and was fast.

Justin Fontaine had a strong night. Just hustled all over the ice on a line with Coyle and Dany Heatley. Coyle’s goal with Heatley was a pretty one after a Jets turnover in Minnesota’s end in large part because of that hustle I talked about with Fontaine (Yeo: "what a shift"). Coyle and Heatley flew out of the zone on a 2-on-1. Coyle passed to Heatley and Heatley gave it back as Coyle put it into a completely-wide open net.

“I almost went past the net,” Coyle said.

Dumba was solid all night with Stoner, who had a great game. Dumba credited Stoner with talking to him all night, both on the ice and on the bench.

The kids were real good, and so were many of the veterans that are battling for spots and ice time. Remember, Stoner could be adversely affected if Dumba makes it.

Torrey Mitchell, who wants that third-line right wing spot but could be going up against Niederreiter or even Granlund, was flying (four shots) and solid all night with Kyle Brodziak. Brodziak had a tough night in the faceoff circle but was good everywhere else. Looked like the Brodziak of old – skated well, quick transitions, reliable defensively, all over the puck.

Zenon Konopka, who has the highest faceoff winning percentage since he’s been in the league among active NHLers, won 15 of 20 faceoffs.

“Young kids, you know that they’re coming in and they’re really playing for something,” Yeo said. “What I liked is the way our older guys came in and were playing for something too. They showed they want to be ready for the season.”

There are a handful of spots and there won’t be easy decisions for the brass, especially when you see how well all the roster hopefuls played tonight.

“Everyone competing with each other, it’s going to push each other and in the end make the best team,” Coyle said. “It’s awesome to see guys fighting for spots going head to head.”

This morning, Yeo said the Wild won’t rush to conclusions.

“It’s continuing the process and the evaluation of it,” Yeo said after the victory. “This is what we said after last game, we played a poor game, and we weren’t going to rush to decisions and now we played a very good game tonight, but we’re not going to rush the decisions on that, too. But I will say, a lot of guys helped themselves tonight.”

The game didn’t count, but in the first game with both teams in the same division, the rivalry seemed to continue from two years ago and has all the makings for a good one. Lots of skirmishes, the pace was good.

Early in the third, 6-foot-5 defenseman Kyle Medvec got Mark Scheifele with a high hit on a Winnipeg entry. I never saw a replay. Some were saying elbow, some were saying forearm. Yeo felt it was a clean hit.

The Jets’ Anthony Peluso jumped right in there and later Evander Kane (minus-3, seven shots, 10 hits tonight) tried to goad Medvec into dropping his gloves. Besides being a great player and one of the league’s fastest, he’s also strong as an ox. Medvec skated away.

“We hopefully get under a lot of people’s skin,” Yeo said. “If we’re playing the right way, then we should be pretty frustrating to play against, and I felt we did a good job frustrating them in a lot of areas tonight.”

Yeo was very happy with the PK (7-for-7) and Harding and Kuemper.

Harding said, “I’m more happy with how the team played, how they responded to the challenge. This isn’t an easy situation, you fly day of the game, they dressed a good team and they’re at home, and I thought that everybody top to bottom did great. The veterans did an unbelievable job leading this club and the younger guys, they proved their worth. Strong showing by everybody.”

On his game, Harding said, “It was great to get back in there. I want to get cleaner on a couple things.”

The Wild practices at 11 and 12:30 Friday. Rachel Blount is writing a Keith Ballard story for Saturday’s paper and will probably blog as I work ahead and sit down with a player. I’ll be with you Saturday, Sunday and Monday. Tuesday and Thursday next week, same thing. Rachel will probably write the daily stories I have lunch with a couple players.

The Wild plans its first big round of cuts (won’t be the roster hopefuls) Sunday as Iowa’s camp opens Monday. The top line of Zach Parise, Mikko Koivu and Jason Pominville and defensemen Ryan Suter, Jonas Brodin and Jared Spurgeon are expected to all play their first exhibition games Saturday at home against Winnipeg.

Gameday Preview: Wild ready to fly up to Winnipeg for tonight's exhibition
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The Wild, wearing its new white sweaters, will face quite the test tonight when it plays in Winnipeg – now a Central Division rival – tonight at MTS Center at 7 o’clock.

NOT TELEVISED, so stop asking. Follow me on Twitter at @russostrib. Can also be heard on KFAN.

The Jets will be playing a pretty experienced lineup including former Wild winger Devin Setoguchi, former Panthers (my first #flareference of the new season) All-Star Olli Jokinen, captain Andrew Ladd, Blake Wheeler, Bryan Little, Tobias Enstrom, Zach Bogosian and BIG BUFF.

Al Montoya and Michael Hutchinson between the pipes.

The Wild’s traveling party is in this blog (the team departs this afternoon). Josh Harding, wearing his new Wild toque mask, and Darcy Kuemper are expected to split the game.

In an effort by the Wild to get more skill on one line, Erik Haula, a center in college except for the few weeks last week when he played with a broken finger at the U, will play left wing with countryman and pal Mikael Granlund and Nino Niederreiter. Haula should be back at center Saturday against Winnipeg – a game where the top line and top D pair will debut.

Charlie Coyle will center Dany Heatley and I believe Justin Fontaine tonight.

The last time the Wild traveled to Winnipeg was in Dec. 2011. The Wild had won seven in a row and was first in the league. In a sensational, intense game, the Wild lost 2-1. Zach Bogosian hit Pierre-Marc Bouchard from behind with about a minute left and concussed him. Matt Cullen got sick during the day and had to fly home.

Guillaume Latendresse was rushed back from a concussion, scored the lone goal and was concussed again the next night – a loss to Chicago in which Mikko Koivu got hurt and Marek Zidlicky returned from an injury to disrupt a cast of six defensemen that had played great for three weeks.

Wheels came off the season. (Good memories, eh?)

Coach Mike Yeo wasn’t happy with today’s morning skate by the tonight’s cast. He stopped the skate at one point and lit into them.

“Ice was bad, and we can live with some bobbled pucks and missed passes, but going offside or mental mistakes, you can’t have that,” Yeo said.

On facing a strong Jets roster tonight, Yeo said, “Great test. I’m glad that we’re facing a lineup like this. First off, for our older players, for guys that we’re trying to gear up for the season, you want them going out against the top competition, but for a young player getting an opportunity to earn a spot here, … tonight if somebody plays really well, that shows really well for them.”

Big game for the kids again vying for spots, the Granlunds, Haulas, Niederreiters, Matt Dumbas and Fontaines. Also a big game for a guy like Clayton Stoner. If Dumba makes the team and the Wild’s healthy at the end, that’ll leave Stoner battling for playing time if one assumes Marco Scandella and Keith Ballard are in the top-6 initially.

Jason Zucker did not skate today. He tweaked his groin Tuesday, came in for treatment during Wednesday’s day off and the Wild plans to play it safe with him.

That’s it for me. Just an fyi, tonight’s postgame blog will likely be posted after midnight. After the game, I’ll need to rush out of the rink to catch a flight, so I’ll write it on the plane and post after I get home.

Canucks lose more than a pre-season game in Edmonton

Schroeder, Jensen injured in 5-2 loss to the Oilers

By Brad Ziemer, VANCOUVER SUNSeptember 22, 2013 1:01 AM
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Sam Gagner of the Edmonton Oilers battles for the puck against Kellan Lain of the Vancouver Canucks during a preseason NHL game at Rexall Place on September 21, 2013 in Edmonton, Alberta, Canada.
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Cowgill homers and steals home to lead Angels in 6-5 win over Mariners

Canucks youngsters running out of time to make an impression

Tortorella wants team to think aggressively

Time ticking on objective for sticking

Versatile Santorelli catches coach's eye
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The Vancouver Canucks lost more than just their third straight pre-season game Saturday night when they dropped a 5-2 decision to the Edmonton Oilers at Rexall Place.

They are also lost three players to injury.

Winger David Booth went down in the game-day skate with a groin problem, while rookie winger Nicklas Jensen left in the first period with an undisclosed injury and centre Jordan Schroeder suffered a left foot or ankle injury when he blocked a Nail Yakupov shot during a second period Oiler power play.

The game, the first with new coach John Tortorella actually behind the bench, started positively for the Canucks. They got an early goal from centre Mike Santorelli, who is having a solid pre-season.

Santorelli scored off the rush after receiving a nice pass from defenceman Yannick Weber. He put a shot through the legs of Edmonton goalie Jason LaBarbera at 1:20 of the first.

Vancouver goalie Eddie Lack was solid early, making big saves off Jordan Eberle and Ryan Smyth. The Oilers tied the game on a power play at 12:59 of the first when Sam Gagner converted a back-door pass from David Perron.
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The Oilers got a short-handed goal from Perron at 4:13 of the second to take a 2-1 lead. The goal came after a Schroeder giveaway in the offensive zone.

Smyth gave the Oilers a 3-1 lead at 15:58 of the third when he shovelled a backhand from the edge of the crease past Lack.

Jannik Hansen scored on a rebound at 16:39 to pull the Canucks back to within one, but Yakupov restored Edmonton’s two-goal lead at 17:27 and Will Acton made it 5-2 with an empty-netter at 18:49.

Jensen, who left the game midway through the first period after being run into the boards by Oiler winger Jujhar Khaira, was a late replacement for Booth.

Booth tweaked his groin during the teams’ game-day skate late Saturday morning and looked to be in some discomfort as he skated off the ice at Rogers Arena shortly after the skate began.

“Some groin stiffness,” was how Tortorella described Booth’s condition. “It’s the time of year and, knock on wood, I think the guys have handled it pretty well. These are the days when you start seeing that, so we are just being precautionary here.”

Booth was hoping to play his first game since last March, when he suffered a serious ankle injury that required surgery. He missed most of first week of training camp before returning earlier this week to practice.

The latest injuries create possible openings for some of the Canuck youngsters like Shinkaruk, who could be asked to fill in for Booth, and Brendan Gaunce or Bo Horvat, who are battling for one of the two vacant centre ice positions.

ICE CHIPS: Vancouver winger Dale Weise received a minor for a check to the head for an elbow on Oiler forward Taylor Hall in the first period. He could possibly face league discipline ... The Oilers lost Gagner late in the second period when he was clipped by A Zack Kassian high stick. Kassian received a double-minor on the play ... The Canucks returned to Vancouver after the game, will practise on Sunday and play host to the Phoenix Coyotes on Monday night at Rogers Arena ... Edmonton native Ty Rimmer replaced LaBarbera in the Edmonton goal midway through the second.
Oilers 5 Canucks 2: Vancouver shows some moxy but remain winless in preseason

By Ben Kuzma, The ProvinceSeptember 22, 2013 2:00 AM
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Vancouver Canucks' Dale Weise, 32, and Edmonton Oilers' Mike Brown, 13, square off during first period pre-season NHL hockey action in Edmonton, Alta., on Saturday September 21, 2013.
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Booth hurt again. Will Canucks need a winger for opening night?

Canucks have a lot of shopping to do, with not much money

Canucks: Richardson expected to provide plenty of bite despite missing teeth

EDMONTON — More bite. More stiffness. More concern.

It's not so much that John Tortorella's behind-the-bench coaching debut with the Vancouver Canucks was spoiled in a 5-2 loss Saturday to the veteran-laden Edmonton Oilers — or that the Canucks are on a nine-game losing streak dating back to the lockout season — it's that despite having more roster questions than answers with three preseason games remaining, they showed some needed moxy. But it came at a price.

With Tortorella commanding all his players to block shots, Jordan Schroeder did just that when he stepped in front of a heavy second-period slapper by Nail Yakupov. The centre crumpled to the ice after absorbing the shot in his first game since shoulder surgery in May. He didn't place any weight on his left leg while being helped to the locker-room and the nature of the injury was inconclusive.

"He had x-rays but I'm not so sure about the machine," said Tortorella. "We'll wait until we get home and right now it's a bruised foot. We had a pretty young lineup and they had a lot of their NHL team and it certainly gave us a read on where our kids are with the quickness. That's what this is about. Do we want to win? Yeah. Are we going to lose our minds? No. We're going to go about our business and get ready.

"I have no complaints about how hard we played and the willingness to go after pucks. I don't care about odd-man rushes if we chase things down and not always back-skating like we did the first games."

With Tortorella emphasizing an aggressive forechecking system, his club responded. Bo Horvat stapled Darnell Nurse hard to the corner boards in the first period and the prized first-round pick was shaken up before returning. There were often two Canucks behind the Oilers net causing havoc early and they were often first on the puck. And with Dale Weise answering a fight challenge from Mike Brown after the Canucks winger took a minor for throwing an elbow to the head of Taylor Hall — and Mike Santorelli opening scoring and then blocking an ensuring shot off a 5-on-3 Oilers power play — there was something to build on. 

"I just want get better every day and get back to what made me successful," said Santorelli, who added an assist and was a plus-1. "I want to help any way I can and help the team system."

Said Tortorella: "He did a lot of good things and I used him in all three positions. He came to make a difference and continues to impress us."

Eddie Lack did the same and kept the Canucks close. It was 2-1 in the third period on goals by Sam Gagner and David Perron before Ryan Smyth and Yakupov scored and Will Acton added the empty-netter. Jannik Hansen had the other Canuck goal to make it 3-2 with 3:22 remaining as Lack looked comfortable and quick in his second start since January hip surgery.

"I feel like it's getting better every day," Lack said of his 27-save effort. "There were a couple of back-door plays and that's going to happen with exhibition and a new coach and new system. You never want to lose, but it was a pretty OK effort tonight."

That's good because the Canucks also lost second-line winger David Booth earlier in the day. He lasted five minutes in the game-day skate before leaving with what the club is calling a slight groin strain. So much for that long-anticipated return from March ankle injury. Then again, if this is a process, then it's a slow and methodical one. The Canucks have worn out their blades in arduous skates, tried to wrap their heads around a new forecheck and zone defence. 

On Saturday, the Canucks were playing without Henrik and Daniel Sedin, Ryan Kesler, Alex Burrows, Dan Hamhuis and Kevin Bieksa but got some inspired performances and Alex Edler and Chris Tanev were an effective pairing. And then there was the shot-blocking Schroeder doing what you have to do to impress the coach and trying to make the right impression.

"For sure," said winger Chris Higgins. "A guy battling for a spot and ice time and everybody knows how bad he wants to be on the team. We're still not all pulling on the ropem but the compete was there."

OF NOTE — Gagner didn't return after taking a second-period high stick from Zack Kassian.

David Booth had waited nearly seven months for tonight.

 He’ll have to wait a little longer.

His much anticipated return to a game action was delayed again after he tweaked his groin, according to head coach John Tortorella, on the first drill of the Canucks gameday skate.

It’s just, well, so David Booth.

 Booth had said he was excited at the prospect of finally playing after March ankle surgery.

 But he left the ice grimacing Saturday before the team flew to Edmonton for its third preseason game.

 With Booth out, Nik Jensen got tapped to take his seat on the flight, and in the game.

“I know I won’t be able to jump in and be 100% right away,” Booth said before the groin tweak, admitting it could take some time to find his game even after he starts playing.

 Booth injured his groin last year on the first day of physical testing. It kept him out for five weeks.

 Because of his injury history, the Canucks must consider the possibility he won’t be ready to start the season.

 If he’s not, it sure changes the complexion of tonight’s game, where the Canucks will again ice a young lineup against an Oilers’ team that is loaded with NHL players.

 Brendan Gaunce is expected to be playing wing again and is playing his third straight game. So are Hunter Shinkaruk and Nik Jensen.

 It’s possible one of them is on the opening night roster, playing wing.

 In three games, Jensen has yet to play with an NHL player. The early lineup suggested that won’t change tonight. Jensen was set to be skating with Gaunce, and Kellan Lain. Of course, that could change.

 Shinkaruk has been one of the most impressive young forwards, and was skating on a line with Bo Horvat and Zack Kassian in the early afternoon.

 There is no NHL rink Shinkaruk knows better, having visited Rexall Place often to play the Edmonton Oil Kings in the WHL.

“It’s definitely a little surreal that now it’s against the Oilers,” Shinkaruk said.

“I’ve done pretty good there. When I was 16, I think it was my fourth game in the WHL, I had four points.

“I still remember that night.”

But now Shinkaruk is facing an Oilers’ team loaded up with talent tonight. Ryan Smyth, Taylor Hall, Ales Hemsky, Jordan Eberle, Sam Gagner, David Perron and Nail Yakupov are all expected to play.

 The Canucks are countering with only three regulars from their top nine forward group, Chris Higgins, Kassian and Jannik Hansen.

“They are playing guys I’ve looked up to because we’re pretty close in age,” Shinkaruk said of the Oilers.

“I’ve got to see them pretty closely.

“I’ve got to play against a lot of those guys. They are guys who have had great sucesss in junior and were able to carry it over to the NHL.”

The big question hanging over Shinkaruk and whether he really has a shot to make the team out of the preseason is his size. At 5-foot-10 and 180 pounds, some will suggest he doesn’t have the body to handle the NHL.

 Now, he may not have the talent of Patrick Kane and Ryan Nugent-Hopkins, two former first overall picks, but they faced the same questions.

“There are a few players who have gone through it,” Shinkaruk said. “Look at Kane, at the Nuge. They were smaller guys but they came into the NHL and had success.

“I think I’m lucky those guys have paved the way a little bit for me. Obviously, it’s up to me. Those guys went out and they made their teams.

“All I can focus on is doing my best and trying to earn a spot here.”

The Lines at the gameday skate

Higgins-Schroeder-Higgins

 Kassian-Horvat-Shinkaruk

 Weise-Santorelli-Sestito

 Gaunce-Lain-Jensen

D pairings

 Sauve-Weber

 Edler-Tanev

 Corrado-Alberts

The following players have been assigned to the Utica Comets of the AHL:

Peter Andersson             Defence

 Darren Archibald            Left Wing

 Alex Biega                     Defence

 Joacim Eriksson             Goal

 Alexandre Mallet            Centre

 Adam Polasek                Defence

 Henrik Tommernes         Defence

If there’s any surprise here it Eriksson who goes while former sixth round pick Joe Cannata stays.

 But Eriksson needs to start playing games and that wasn’t going to happen during the final four preseason games with both Eddie Lack and Roberto Luongo needing the same.

Canucks have a lot of shopping to do, with not much money

By Tony Gallagher, The ProvinceSeptember 21, 2013
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The Canucks were able to acquire Christian Ehroff for a bargain price, but it's unlikely they'll be able to score such a deal again.

The Canucks were able to acquire Christian Ehroff for a bargain price, but it's unlikely they'll be able to score such a deal again.
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It isn’t Boxing Day or the Day after Thanksgiving referred to as Black Friday in the U.S., but there’s no question Vancouver fans are hoping Canucks general manager Mike Gillis and his right-hand man Laurence Gilman have a pleasant shopping experience very soon.

We speak of the NHL’s waiver period, which began Thursday whereby there are a number of teams over the salary cap that is allowed in the summer. But those teams must pare down to begin the season under the cap. The Canucks have managed to save a little bit of salary cap space from their summer shopping despite the artificially low $64.3 million ceiling this year, and there is nothing more they would love than to have a very good player come available from a team looking to shed salary. They don’t have a lot of room to move given they have just over $2.2 million in terms of dollars clearly available without any gerrymandering, but there is also the possibility of putting together a trade as well as claiming someone on waivers. That is, they could trade a player making less money for a player making more thereby filling a hole in the bargain.

And without wishing to be too presumptuous here, it’s pretty clear they would be looking for a third line centre still. One look at Brad Richardson pretty much tells you what you need to know with respect to his ability to fill that spot long term, much less fill in on the second line if anything should happen to either Ryan Kesler or Henrik Sedin, heaven forbid. It’s just not going to happen at a high enough level to allow this team to get any kind of significant contribution offensively from a third line. So there’s no question they need a guy in that role. They have some very good young players coming eventually — the question is whether they are ready now and the answer appears to be no, particularly with Brendan Gaunce looking a little more comfortable on the wing than in the middle. Given his lack of first step mobility, it’s unlikely he’d be ready to go on the road at his age and experience level and handle the centre’s defensive responsibilities against the other team’s top two guys. And he or one of the other young guys may be needed on the wing with David Booth’s ongoing cashing of cheques for no services rendered continuing unabated.

“This is a different year for us comparatively speaking because we have cap space,” Laurence Gilman told Matt Sekeres on Team 1040. “If you look around the league right now there are teams that are challenged with respect to the fact the cap has dropped. Some teams have too many one-way contracts and are going to have to move players. There are teams that have salary cap issues that are going to have to move players and there are teams that are not necessarily used to being salary cap teams but because the cap dropped, they have gravitated toward the top and they have internal cap issues. So Mike and I have had a very long discussion about potential teams that are out there and who may be looking to make moves.

“At the Board of Governors meeting Monday I believe the trade discussion is going to begin to heat up.”

While this leaves the Canucks as spectators just waiting and hoping to some degree, it’s also a strategy that Gillis has used very successfully in the past albeit under slightly different circumstances. Having a lot of cap space allowed them to get Christian Ehrhoff from San Jose for nothing but a couple of two-way contracts that could easily be parked in the minors in 2009, a move which allowed the Sharks to go ahead and get under the cap in light of the Dany Heatley deal they had just made at the time. The Canucks got a great defenceman that pushed them on their way to that 2011 Stanley Cup final run for nothing more than assuming his contract.

It’s extremely unlikely anything of that magnitude could be pulled off this year because the dollar figures in question would be have to be smaller in the case of a waiver wire acquisition. Only a trade with a Vancouver roster player or players going back the other way could produce a higher-profile incoming individual of Ehrhoff calibre but there’s no question Gillis and Gilman will be trying to make something happen this week.

Canucks Gameday: Donovan McNabb's nephew making strong case to crack Oilers roster at 18

By Ben Kuzma, The ProvinceSeptember 21, 2013
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Darnell Nurse, 18, is making a case for sticking with the Edmonton Oilers after being the seventh selection in the 2013 draft.
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Oilers 4 Canucks 1: Luongo left in limbo under new shot-blocking system

EDMONTON — Dallas Eakins isn’t sure how his fourth line will be constructed, isn’t sure about the options he has at centre and just how many defencemen he will carry in his first season as coach of the Edmonton Oilers. But he knows one thing. Darnell Nurse is complicating matters.

“His job is to keep screwing up our plans,” Eakins said of the 18-year-old blueliner, the seventh overall selection in the 2013 draft, who will pair with Jeff Petry tonight in a preseason test against the Vancouver Canucks at Rexall Place. “That’s the problem with those 18-year-olds. He’s definitely getting better every day right now and we’ve just got to wait and see if he plateaus or keeps getting better.”

Last Wednesday at Rogers Arena, Nurse logged 22:58 in a 4-1 preseason victory over the Canucks, threw three hits and blocked four shots. At some point, the Oilers must have the conversation of whether to keep Nurse in the NHL or send him back to junior. He’s been that good.

“In Vancouver, I thought he was very dynamic,” added Eakins. “He was creating offence, skating and playing a big man’s game in our zone as well. He wasn’t shy. Usually an AHL player or a young player, they get on the ice against the level of the Sedins and their stature, they get a little shy and give those guys a little extra space and too much respect. He wasn’t respecting anybody on the ice, which I really liked.”

Nurse can point to a family pedigree for providing an athletic foundation. His father, Richard, played eight CFL seasons with the Hamilton Tiger-Cats as an agile slotback and wide receiver. His uncle, Donovan McNabb, played 13 NFL seasons with the Philadelphia Eagles, Washington Redskins and Minnesota Vikings and had his number retired by the Eagles on Thursday. Encouraged to choose hockey over football by his dad, his growing 6-foot-4, 196-pound frame would translate well to the gridiron, but what he’s already doing in his first NHL camp is special.

“I believe in myself a lot to come in and make an impact and to make it as hard as I have on the coaches to this point,” said Nurse, who had a dozen goals and 41 points in 68 OHL games last season with the Sault Ste. Marie Greyhounds. “I’m really happy with what I’ve done. There’s still a lot of work and a lot of room for me to grow, but you work hard and see where it takes you.

“The best part about this is I’m in a dream. I’m playing alongside guys I’ve watched on TV for years and playing against the Sedins, and when you put yourself in that position, you can only be happy.”

The Oilers are also curious if left winger Ryan Hamilton can push Ryan Smyth and Ben Eager for ice time and whether Will Acton is a better fourth-line centre fit than Anton Lander.

OILERS LINEUP

Smyth-Hall-Hemsky

Eberle-Gagner-Perron

Hamilton-Khaira-Yakupov

Jones-Acton-Brown

Belov-Grebeshkov

Nurse-Petry

Hunt-Fedun

Labarbera-Rimmer

bkuzma@theprovince.com

twitter.com/benkuzma

Willes: Reality may check youth plan for Canucks

Canucks determined to get younger, but kids may not be ready

By Ed Willes, The ProvinceSeptember 19, 2013
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Vancouver Canucks Jason Garrison, left, and Daniel Sedin rough up David Perron of the Edmonton Oilers during the third period of their pre-season game at Rogers Arena on Wednesday night.
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In a perfect world, Zack Kassian would step on to a first line with the Sedins and give the team the 25 goals and 55 points they’ve come to expect from that spot.

Brendan Gaunce, meanwhile, would establish himself as a big-body presence on the third line and be a solid contributor throughout the season. Nicklas Jensen, for his part, would make the team and start developing along the lines of a Jannik Hansen. And while we’re dreaming, Hunter Shinkaruk would emerge as a Calder Trophy candidate on the second line, while Bo Horvat — returned to London, Ont. — leads Canada to a gold medal at the World Juniors and the Knights to a Memorial Cup.

That, at least, is the dream for the Canucks. As for the reality, well, if one or two of those things come to fruition, they should consider themselves fortunate. The Canucks are committed to getting younger this year. That’s the easy part. The hard part is getting kids who are barely old enough to vote to contribute in the toughest league in the world.

“You hope it’s a long audition,” said Shinkaruk, the personable 18-year-old from Calgary shortly after the Canucks dropped a 4-1 decision to the Edmonton Oilers on Wednesday night. “Obviously you don’t know what the coaching staff is thinking. But every day you’re trying to prove you belong here. Every game is big.”

Big for these players. And big for the organization.

Under ordinary circumstances, the second pre-season game shouldn’t engender a heightened level of scrutiny but, as new coach John Tortorella has said, these aren’t ordinary circumstances for the Canucks. They want to get younger. They believe they have kids who are ready to step into key roles on their team. And they’ve been given every opportunity to show they belong.

The results? As you might have guessed, they’re inconclusive. But it’s also fair to say not one of the kids has separated themselves from the pack and you’d hoped that would have started by now.

Kassian, the 22-year-old man child, is auditioning for the plumb role alongside the Sedins and Wednesday night he was like a lot of his teammates: OK in flashes but no sustained brilliance. He finished minus-two and with one shot on goal. He had an impact on the power play but it went 0-for-2.

It was a similar story for the Canucks’ other prospects. Shinkaruk and Horvat played on what amounted to a second line with Hansen and produced a couple of chances, most notably when Horvat put Hansen in cold in the second period. But they didn’t hit the scoresheet after Shinkaruk scored a spectacular goal against the Sharks on Monday night.

He was asked how he felt about his game. “OK,” he said.

He was asked if OK is good enough for someone in his spot.

“No, not at all,” he said. “If I want to make this team I have to be great every single night. I’m trying to give them as little reason as possible to send me back.”

Gaunce scored the loan Canucks’ goal, his second of the pre-season, and has been a steady presence in a third-line role. As for Jensen, suffice to say it was a forgettable night.

Again, you don’t want to judge a kid too harshly on one night but the plain fact is the Canucks only have four more pre-season games left and those will go a long way toward answering some big questions for the team.

Tortorella, meanwhile, has said he won’t force any of the youngsters into his lineup and therein lies a tale. Five years ago, the Canucks opted to base their player-development policy on the Detroit Red Wings’ template. The plan was to assemble a group of prospects, develop them within the organization and promote them to the NHL club only when they were ready.

The Wings, of course, had done it for years, refreshing their lineup with a seemingly endless supply of youngsters and making it look easy. Turns out it wasn’t that easy. Cody Hodgson was the crown jewel for a couple of years but he had a falling out with the organization and was traded for Kassian. Yann Sauve never panned out. Anton Rodin was a bust. A first-rounder went to Florida in the Keith Ballard trade.

Add it all up and the drafts from 2008 to 2010 didn’t have the desired effect and those are the players who should be pushing for spots now.

Given their credentials, it’s hard to see the same thing happening with the current group. But these things also take time, even in aperfect world.
Gallagher: Sedins can’t be everything to everybody

If the twins actually end up playing defensive hockey, expect a drop in their numbers

By Tony Gallagher, The ProvinceSeptember 18, 2013
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Henrik and Daniel Sedin, right, welcome the chance to play defensive hockey under John Tortorella.
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We all know why the Sedins are at least saying they are keen to kill penalties and take more defensive zone faceoffs this season, and it’s all for the right reasons.

As leaders of the team, they are keen to set the right tone with the new coach, to get in line with what he wants to do and get the season off on the right collective foot.

And in a piece with our Jason Botchford found in these confines, they gave their reasoning that this is what they had always done in Sweden, and saw no reason to believe that they couldn’t do it over here. And, as such, it is almost certain they are perfectly sincere with their agreement with John Tortorella that they should participate in all aspects of the forwards’ game, and not be given any exalted status that might have been perceived or resented in the past.

But there’s a problem here. While it’s reasonable for them to feel that way and for the coach to feel the way he does even though he doesn’t seem to have grasped the fact he isn’t in New York anymore, isn’t it also reasonable to extrapolate that if they do become more involved in killing penalties and spending more time in the D zone, that their production is likely to drop?

After all, while they are very good, they are not supermen, something which has been quietly outlined to us in each and every playoff series they have ever played in this league, short of Henrik’s five-game rage against the dying of the light against L.A. 17 months ago.

Adding to that reasonable supposition is the fact they are one year older, playing against a tougher schedule than ever before, and they have an Olympics to play halfway around the world before they once again have to be at their best when it counts. And in those playoffs next April, they will have to do more than they’ve ever done in the past for this team to accomplish its ultimate goal — which is get out of the first round and keep going.

But no, let’s not think rationally here. Let’s everyone sit around pretending that they will be playing in a pretend league with pretend bodies and that somehow the Sedins will be able to do all things and be all things to all people in this wonderful Fantasy league with imagined results.

It may happen just as they’ve imagined for a few games, perhaps even half a season if everything goes wonderfully well. But the chances of it all coming off are about as likely Henrik punching Zdeno Chara into submission, which, come to think of it, may as well be included in his list of duties from Tortorella this season.

So the question becomes, why? Why this extended stay in Fantasyland?

Well, perhaps there’s a reason why the Sedins don’t want to talk reality here. There’s a reason why nobody (re: their agent J.P. Barry) on their side of the issue is speaking up and saying ‘hold on here, if you want these guys to kill penalties and take draws in the D zone more, you have to expect there might be a reduction in production.’ And it’s all pretty simple.

Right now, the Sedins are negotiating a long-term contract extension with the club based on numbers that they have rolled up over the past three or four seasons under the AV system, which called for the twins to place their focus on offence. And as such, their numbers are huge and will be commanding a monstrous amount of money for players heading further into the murky world of forwards in their mid to late 30s in a young man’s league.

They certainly don’t want to muddy those talks by saying “expect our production to drop if we start to diversify our game.” That would hurt their position. But once they sign and start this impossible task, the moment their numbers dip, it will be the first thing out of their defenders’ mouths.

So, in the meantime, everyone goes on talking like these guys will be able to walk on water, multiply loaves and fishes and remain totally injury-free, just to prove us nattering nabobs of negativity in the media wrong like they would so love to do.

Well, frankly, there is nothing most of us would welcome more than to have these great guys jam it down our collective throats, because most of us think the world of them as people and citizens of this community.

It’s just that it may be asking just a little too much.
Kuzma: Higgins has had taste of Torts' style, understands his desire to shake up players' comfort zones

By Ben Kuzma, The ProvinceSeptember 17, 2013
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Vancouver Canuck coach John Tortorella runs his team through drills during training camp at Rogers Arena earlier this week.

Vancouver Canuck coach John Tortorella runs his team through drills during training camp at Rogers Arena earlier this week.
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Botchford: Canucks youth movement could be centre of attention

Player images will adorn the circular Star Trek ceiling of the Vancouver Canucks’ locker-room, but don’t expect loud-and-proud motivational slogans. No “Win One For Torts.” No T-shirts. No way.

“I don’t know what the plan is in here, but he does quite a bit of the motivating,” chuckled winger Chris Higgins, who played for John Tortorella in New York and understands the new bench boss is purposely taking players out of their comfort zones.

“It’s more the attitude. Last year, what I thought is we lost a little bit of our identity — and he’s trying to re-establish that for the team and put his little spin on it.”

Like early practices with no pucks. Like the toughest Canucks camp in the past six years. Like expecting players to run two miles in 12 minutes. Like loading up ice time and hoping that sufficient days off will promote rest and recovery.

Higgins has also played in Montreal, New York, Florida and Calgary, and understands the mental and physical demands of criss-crossing North America.

So when Ryan Kesler logged 10 minutes in the first period Monday and finished with a game-high 26:26, eyebrows arched and jaws dropped because the centre averaged 18:57, 20:05 and 20:29 the last three seasons. It led to the great debate about balancing performance and the risk of injury and exhaustion, but Higgins saw the same while with the Rangers.

“For sure,” he said. “Whoever was playing well that night — and it didn’t necessarily have to be the best player — he would play you until you drop,” Higgins said of Tortorella.

“Kes can handle the big minutes and when you’re feeling it, you never want to come off the ice. He (Tortorella) realizes guys are competitive that way and wants to give you every opportunity to win the game for him.”

That’s true. Players always welcome more ice time, but in comparison to the Canucks, the Rangers log a fraction of travel miles. Tortorella said Tuesday that no NHL team will have more days off than the Canucks this season because he has studied the considerable travel demands.

Still, he wants Henrik and Daniel Sedin to block shots, he wants Kesler to be a beast on the power play and the penalty kill, and he believes there’s a positive return in pushing players to the limit.

“I know there’s a lot of talk about ice and making sure they’re in offensive situations and not using people defensively — I don’t buy it,” stressed Tortorella. “If we’re going to win, players need to play in all areas of the ice, and I’m not a big believer in: ‘Holy crap, he played 26 minutes and does he have anything left for Wednesday?’ I’m going to take each game at a time and if a certain player is our best, I’m going to get him on the ice and go from there.”

Kesler seemed amused by all the ice-time attention. He logged 7:03 on the power play and 6:02 on the penalty kill Monday in a 3-2 preseason loss to San Jose.

“If it doesn’t feel like I played that much, that’s probably a good thing, and I never felt like I was overplayed,” said Kesler. “He’s going to be playing the players who are playing good, and I’m looking forward to that challenge. He understands how hard we’re going to compete and we’re going to get days off and we have to use them wisely.”

Higgins knew what awaited at the start of this camp. He prefers 400-metre training runs and was clocked in 12:05 for Tortorella’s torturous two-mile test.

The Sedins led the way but Higgins wasn’t far behind.

“I was fifth overall because I’m a runner and hate the bike, so I would expect myself to be up there and I was right there,” he said. “I just started my kick a little late.”

At 30, Higgins has the security of a four-year, 10-million US contract extension that kicks in this season. It’s a long way from being at the career crossroads in New York. He played 55 games for Tortorella in 2009-10 before being traded to Calgary after just five goals and 10 assists. It was more about the Smithtown, N.Y., native reacting poorly to a trade from Montreal and not handling that or the pressure to perform before family and friends.

But Tortorella told Higgins he hoped their hockey paths would cross again.

“It was my worst year playing for him, but when he told me that, it stuck with me,” said Higgins. “Not many get a chance to play for a coach again, and I plan to make the most of it.”

That doesn’t surprise Tortorella.

“He did all the little things that we’re going to try and work on here — the puck battles and protecting the puck in certain parts of the ice, and how to take a hit on the boards to make a play,” he recalled. “He did all of the things for us in New York except score. He’s found his way a little bit that way and he understands this coach, I know that.”

OF NOTE: Roberto Luongo will play the first 40 minutes Wednesday against the Edmonton Oilers before giving way to Joacim Eriksson.

bkuzma@theprovince.com

twitter.com/benkuzma
Gallagher: Kesler puts in a hard day's night, but for what?

By Tony Gallagher, The ProvinceSeptember 17, 2013
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Vancouver's Ryan Kesler is stopped by San Jose goalie Alex Stalock during the first period of preseason opener Monday night at Rogers Arena.
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After the first period of Vancouver’s pre-season opener Monday, there were a few of us in the media thinking an apology to former coach Alain Vigneault needed to be dispatched.

All this time spent giving him the gears for overplaying Ryan Kesler and then watching Kes break down at the end of the season was apparently a big mistake. Turns out AV was taking it easy on him, short-shifting the guy as though he was Sami Salo. 

With Mike Sullivan and Glen Gulutzan at the helm, RK 17 turned in a 10-minute first period that, given the obvious lack of import of the game, surely had to raise some eyebrows. Having realized the horror of what had just taken place they backed off a little the rest of the game, leaving his total ice time for the game at 26:26, fully 25 faceoffs taken. 

But this kind of use certainly underlines how seductive it is for coaches to play and overplay this guy who can do everything when there are a lot of power plays and penalty-killing situations. It further illustrated just how important it is to fight this temptation.

What was particularly amazing about the first-period ice time was that it was coming on the heels of this collective torching the team has undergone during the John Tortorella training camp that has featured bag skates disguised as ‘tests.’ This certainly has taken most of the players out of their comfort zone and there’s nothing wrong with that in this city, but it surely must have left their legs a little heavy for this tilt. 

“It was a little busy, yeah,” said Kesler of the period, eventually claiming to be fine with it. But he’s always been fine with it. It’s his body that has had a little trouble keeping up the pace. 

There were other aspects to the evening that drew attention. Backup goalie Eddie Lack certainly turning in an outstanding performance given the circumstances — he was playing his first competitive game in over nine months. And then goalie Joe Cannata, who fits into nobody’s plans, put in a solid third period behind a flagging squad that took too many penalties because of fatigue and was outshot 42-16 on the evening. But they weren’t the only ones who stood out for the home side. 

While Brendan Gaunce certainly appears to need some work on his first step before playing in the NHL as a centre, you could certainly see why he had some appeal to the scouts. He seems equipped with a big body and a big brain for the game and that was on display Monday night as he acquitted himself well in a number of areas, not the least of which was shooting a puck into the opponent’s goal, something Hunter Shinkaruk also managed in the third period. When these two fit into the team’s plans isn’t yet clear, but there seems little doubt both will find considerable long-term employment in this league in the not-too-distant future.

Another positive surprise was the bounce in the step of Alex Burrows. We mention this because last season after the lockout he came into town looking as though he had been working out with the Poutine all-stars during the CBA talks. He rolled round the ice for nearly two weeks before eventually getting his timing, but this year it’s been a total about-face, the guy looking ready to start the season. Perhaps the coaching change has already had more of an impact than might have been expected.

At the other end of the spectrum was the movement of Tom Sestito, whom the Canucks re-signed in part because they can certainly benefit from more toughness, but also because they thought he still had the potential to improve his mobility. On this evening at least, there’s a chance he might have been outmanoeuvred by Holland America’s Zuiderdam.
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Canucks goalie Eddie Lack scrambles to cover loose puck after making a save against the San Jose Sharks during preseason opener Monday night at Rogers Arena.
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VANCOUVER — Eddie Lack lost his balance and his stick in a couple of awkward first-period moments Monday, but never lost the will to showcase his skill while putting a surgically repaired left hip to a significant test at Rogers Arena.

With 25 saves in the first 40 minutes of a 3-2 loss to the San Jose Sharks in the preseason opener for both clubs, he got a leg up on Joacim Eriksson in the battle for the back-up job to Roberto Luongo.

Prospect Joe Cannata logged the final 20 minutes and gave up the winning power-play goal to Tommy Wingels, while Brendan Gaunce and Hunter Shinkaruk provided the scoring for the Canucks, who were outshot 42-16. But all eyes were on Lack.

Even though coach John Tortorella professes to know — or wants to know — little about the position and the crazy characters who stand in front of howling vulcanized rubber, the new bench boss had to like what he saw from above while assistants Mike Sullivan and Glen Gulutzan guided the club. Lack was shut down last season in the AHL and played just five games before season-ending surgery in January.

“I just want him to stop the puck — that’s all I know about it,” said Tortorella. 

“I thought he was solid,” said Sullivan. “He certainly got tested.”

What Tortorella will come to learn about the smiling Swede is he might have the right demeanour to deal with backing up Luongo, who could log as many as 70 games this season. Quick of wit and able to use his 6-foot-5 frame to take away shooting angles, the goals that beat him Monday were the result of a little rust and little chance. Lack got his right pad on a Wingels shot midway through the first period, but struggled to push off and get to the post in time before Joe Pavelski whipped the rebound home.

“It (the shot) popped on my pad and I was close to getting the rebound and it snuck in,” shrugged Lack. “You’re going to have goals like that.”

And while Lack would face 17 shots in the first period, many were of the soft variety and served as a perfect way to ease back into his first game since Nov. 24. During stoppages in play, Lack was constantly on his knees and stretching by going post to post to stay loose. It paid off.

In a telling second-period sequence, Lack made a good left-pad save off Tomas Hertl and was able to angle the rebound into the high slot before coming out of the crease to take the shooting angle away from Matt Tennyson. He then spun and dived out in his crease following an Alex Biega giveaway behind the net to take a scoring chance away from James Sheppard. The only thing he didn’t do was take a bow. Lack had no chance on the second goal to beat him, a corner feed from Scott Hannan late in the second period that John McCarthy ripped over his glove hand on the Sharks’ 26th shot.

“My stick-handling was a little shaky at times and I’d like a couple of rebounds back, but other than that I felt pretty good,” said Lack. “I wasn’t nervous and felt confident going in, because I’ve been working so hard for this and I was ready. My hip is something I don’t really think about any more.”

You never know how seriously to take Lack because the gregarious goaltender always has a smile plastered on his face. Whether joking about his teammates or taking to Twitter, you almost expect a drum roll and a cymbal crash at the end of his one-liners. So when Lack suggests the hip surgery has actually helped him move better, you’re not sure if he’s pressing a button or pressing home a point. His contract reverts to one-way status this season, and at $850,000 US he’s a nice salary-cap fit for the Canucks.

“I’m feeling 100 per cent and I’ve been feeling like that for a while,” stressed the 25-year-old Lack, who has appeared in three career preseason games for the Canucks but not a regular-season game. “I’m actually more flexible than I was before because I’ve been working so much on it — two or three times a day and it gets to that point where it gets better than it was before.”

Lack sported a 2.17 goals-against average and .917 saves percentage with the Chicago Wolves last season because a bone spur caused the labrum tear and significant discomfort.

“I was thinking too much about that (injury) and couldn’t think about my game and it kind of just got worse,” said Lack. “I knew I had to do something about it. Now, I’m just happy to be playing.”

And keep smiling.

“With practices and stuff, I try to have fun when I come to the rink,” summed up Lack. “But once it’s game time, I try to stay 100-per-cent focused.”

OF NOTE: Cory Schneider stopped all 22 shots he faced Monday through 40 minutes in his New Jersey debut, a 4-3 win over the New York Rangers.
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While Jason Garrison, left, was one of the Canucks top defencemen last year, Kevin Bieksa, right, struggled with a core injury that hampered his game.
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Most everyone is expecting the Vancouver Canucks will have trouble scoring at the rate this team has become accustomed to over the past few years, unless Ryan Kesler should happen to stay healthy over an entire season and the power play snaps back to attention.

And many more would say not to read too much into last year’s statistics, but it’s the most recent data we have and as such, it may surprise some to learn that even though this team had outstanding goaltending from both Roberto Luongo and Cory Schneider, seven teams in the Western Conference gave up fewer goals than the Canucks.

For a team so proud of its quality players at the back, to say nothing of how much cap money they have invested there as well, that needs to improve.

As the vernacular goes, a pairing of No. 2 and 3 can no longer equal minus-1 if this team wants to get back where it once was in the eyes of themselves and the league.

A goal differential over 48 games of plus-six for Vancouver compared to plus-53 for Chicago isn’t going to get you very far, and to speak to Ryan Kesler’s “bleep” contention, the Canuck goal differential in their glory year of 2010-11 was plus-77.

So if goals-for aren’t going to take off, there had better be fewer leaks at the back.

After Jason Garrison and the always smooth and reliable Dan Hamhuis, the rest of the back end was decidedly sub-par last year. And going into this season there has to be some concern about Kevin Bieksa, who finished the season with a debilitating sports-hernia type, groin-hip concern never really properly identified to us in the media. He opted not to have surgery and he’s back on the ice, but so far in the very brief look we’ve had at him, he has not been at his best although that might simply be rust.

Assuming he’s okay and he works his way back into shape, all the ingredients are present for that part of the team to improve.

Team defence heavily involves the forwards, of course, so their diligent contribution will also have to be forthcoming, but this year at least the D will be free of the constant fire drill whereby just about every left-handed defender and one of John Tortorella’s dogs had his turn in the barrel playing his off side.

Some were better at it than others, of course, but not by much. When they are forced into it by the team’s situation, of course they always say it’s “no problem” and “I’ve done it lots of times during my career,” all part of the usual positive spin that’s so essential to be being a pro athlete. But now that this year the club is four deep in both left- and right-handed shots, and only a series of injuries will mean somebody has to play his off side, their true feelings can be heard.

“All us guys on the left side took our turns doing it last year, and of course it makes a difference,” says Garrison, whose plus-18 in 47 games led the group by a wide margin, with Hamhuis the next best at plus-9.

“I think just about everyone would admit they are more comfortable on their natural side and it is nice that we do seem a lot more balanced that way. But we’ve all got to be a little better than we were last year. That will help, but as a group and as individuals I think we can be better.

“It starts with priding yourself in not giving up a goal when you’re out there, which I’m sure we all have and have to live by as a group.”

Curiously enough, Garrison is often most effective on the power play on his off side where he was so effective shooting the puck in Florida, something he didn’t get to do at all here with the first power-play unit even though it finished at a staggeringly low 22nd in the league.

“I love to shoot the puck, so any time I can get out there doing that, it doesn’t matter to me what side.”

We will get some idea of whom the coaching staff likes as pairings as we work through the mercifully brief six game exhibition season which begins Monday night, but he may not even figure out the configuration he wants to start the season with until he’s seen a few combinations together under fire.

And the fire that matters doesn’t start until the season begins.
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Defenceman Yannick Weber is shown at the Canucks&#8217; training session Thursday in Vancouver.
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Yannick Weber was on the Vancouver Canucks’ radar last season, for good reason.

As the seventh defenceman with the Montreal Canadiens, he couldn’t crack a veteran-laden lineup that was winning and staying healthy.

And when he did play, a March 7 knee injury set the Swiss native back three weeks. Retained at the trade deadline for depth purposes, the restricted free agent wasn’t qualified, and that only heightened the Canucks’ interest in the offseason.

As an unrestricted free agent, the right-shot blueliner with power-play potential was signed on the first day of free agency. The one-year, one-way, $650,000-US contract is a win-win situation. The Canucks risk little to revive Weber’s game in a possible third pairing, and the term provides the 24-year-old incentive to take a solid season into arbitration next summer.

After 32 games in the Swiss league during the lockout and just six with the Canadiens, a fresh opportunity with coach John Tortorella resonated with Weber, who has 32 points (5-27) in 115 regular-season NHL games.

“It’s just a good fit,” Weber said Thursday following an on-ice testing session at UBC. “It starts with the city, and being in Canada. This reminds me a lot of home and we have a coach who’s good with young guys and pushes them to become good players. In New York, he did that with (Michael) Del Zotto and (Ryan) McDonagh, and he’s fair. Some coaches play the veterans and the money, but he’s the right coach to get this team to the next level.

“My goal is to be in the top six and it’s a long year with the Olympics, and injuries are going to happen. We need to have some depth.”

Weber is friends with Swiss hockey poster boy Mark Streit, a defenceman who made a name for himself after three seasons with Davos and five with Zurich by parlaying the experience to log three seasons with the Canadiens and the last four with the New York Islanders. Now 35, he signed a four-year, $21-million US deal with Philadelphia in June.

“When I grew up, the Swiss National League had to be your goal because the NHL was too far away from us — we had nobody in there,” added Weber.

“Now, kids want to be the same as Mark Streit or Martin Gerber. That just set the bar higher and (was) why the national team got confident to compete against the big nations.”

Whether it was first-round Calgary Flames prospect Sven Baertschi honing his game in the WHL with Portland, or Weber doing the same in Kitchener to become a third-round pick of the Canadiens, it’s why other countrymen like Luca Sbisa have used the Canadian junior system as a springboard to the NHL. For Weber, that started in Vancouver in 2006.

“I was here for the world juniors as an under-age player,” he recalled. “It was a good experience to see how people love hockey and it set me up to come over here and play junior. Then I had the experience at the 2010 Olympics that was just amazing. It was something really special.”

Weber is listed at 5-foot-11 and 193 pounds, but it’s his mobility and shot that may aid the Canucks’ struggling power play, which was ranked 22nd last season.

“If you’re a good skater, that helps a lot,” said Weber. “And if you can shift laterally, quickly, you can get your shot through.”

And stay in the lineup.
Canucks will tell you Tortorella’s a breath of fresh air — just as soon as they catch their breath
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Canucks coach John Tortorella directs traffic during a training session Wednesday in Vancouver.
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It was put to Henrik Sedin that, as a veteran team, the Vancouver Canucks are equipped to handle the seismic changes that occurred in their organization in the summer of 2013.

Sedin, one of the few Canucks able to withstand John Tortorella’s torture test on Thursday without openly weeping, thought about this for a moment, nodded his head in agreement, thought about it some more, then offered the following.

“We’re a veteran group but a lot of us have seen only one coach,” said the Canucks’ captain. “This is the 13th season for Daniel and I and we’ve had two coaches (Marc Crawford and Alain Vigneault). Most guys in the league have had five or six by that time. It’s a learning curve for us.

“It’s no secret. It’s going to be different.”

It’s going to be different.

If the Canucks were looking for a snappy new marketing slogan for the impending NHL season, that would serve nicely.

The Tortorella era is now entering its third day and, thus far, the Canucks’ boldest offseason move has been a resounding success. True, the team has yet to practice with actual pucks. But after two days of what was euphemistically referred to as physical testing — it was actually the mother of all bag skates — the players all say they’re excited and energized by their new coach.

And that’s about what you’d expect. Tortorella, in the early going at least, has been a breath of fresh air for a team that looked tired and stale in the last days of Vigneault’s stewardship. But, before you start planning the parade route, consider the following. Eight members of the current team spent at least five seasons with Vigneault and they still form the Canucks’ core.

Are they going to be as thrilled with Tortorella in January? In February? In March when they’re in the playoff stretch drive and they’ve experienced the full range of the fiery coach’s emotional spectrum?

That’s one of the questions on which this Canucks season hinges. But two days in, it’s working like a charm.

“It needs to be a two-way street,” Tortorella said. “It’s me understanding them. Do they need a push there? Should I leave them alone here? It’s all different things that come into play. I have to be very careful with each individual and how I handle that.

“I have thoughts on how I want us to play, but I have to have an open mind of how we get there.”

But how long will it take to get there? That’s another one of those $64,000 questions for the Canucks.

On top of the other challenges facing this team, it’s imperative the Canucks and Tortorella form an instant chemistry. A fast start eliminates the drama around Roberto Luongo. A fast start settles the issue of how the team will respond to its loud, new voice. A fast start takes so much pressure off the players and the organization.

Without belabouring the obvious, a slow start invites all manner of germs and infections into the body Canuck.

The players, at least, know what they’ve signed up for, and know the new boss is a different animal than his predecessor. When Tortorella was hired, Daniel Sedin talked to a number of players who’d played for the coach in New York — Daniel didn’t come clean but you can guess Henrik Lundqvist was part of the survey — and he kept hearing the same thing: You might not like what he says and how he says it, but he’s honest and you don’t exactly have to guess what he’s thinking.

“If the message is clear, it doesn’t matter how it comes across,” Daniel said. “He can scream or be quiet. It doesn’t matter. He wants to win and we do too.”

Still, if Daniel talked to some of the Rangers, he’s doubtlessly aware that Tortorella wore down Marian Gaborik and Brad Richards last year and they, like the Sedins, are offensive players who are not over-burdened with grit.

That’s not to say history will repeat itself. The newly reformed Torts has said he’s learned from his past mistakes, and he’s likely aware he isn’t going to turn Daniel Sedin into Guy Carbonneau at this stage of his career.

Then again, maybe Daniel knows it’s important for him to change his game for the new coach. This is, after all, a two-way street.

“We don’t have a lot of years left and we want to see results,” he said. “That’s winning the Stanley Cup.”

And that should be enough common ground for both parties.
Kesler back at the doctor’s — the shot doctor, that is

Canucks forward working with local skills guru Ron Johnson to help make him an offensive force once again
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&#8216;He&#8217;s got an incredible slapshot and you&#8217;re going to see him start to use that more,&#8221; local skills coach Ron Johnson said of Ryan Kesler.
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It’s been a satisfying summer for a healthy Ryan Kesler. And it could be quite the windfall this fall.

“I wasn’t good enough the past two seasons — I know that,” the Vancouver Canucks centre said Wednesday as main camp opened at Rogers Arena with physicals and testing. 

“I’m happy with where my shot and skating are at and this summer was needed for me. 

“I know there’s a ton of pressure from inside the organization and you (media) guys and the city on me to play my best, and it starts today. I know this year I’m thinking it’s going to be a career year and a great year not just for me, but for the whole team. We’re going to prove a lot of people wrong. All those doubters out there. We’re going to make them eat their words.”

All that bravado is understandable. Kesler welcomed baby daughter Kinsley in July, then attended the U.S. Olympic orientation camp last month and is a Team USA roster lock. He was also one of nine NHL players invited to the New York Stock Exchange last Friday for the ceremonial bell ringing — it’s actually a button — to commence trading. The centre then joined his teammates for a northern B.C. team bonding, goodwill tour and fishing expedition and promptly landed the biggest catch off Haida Gwaii — a 36.5 pound (16 kilograms) haul. He even got a new haircut. 

If that isn’t enough, Kesler is working with Ron Johnson — a local shooting guru to the stars who has a master’s degree in biomechanics specializing in hockey — to return velocity and accuracy to the centre’s once-feared wrist shot hampered by a series of surgeries. That shot helped fuel a 41-goal season and Selke Trophy honour in 2011 and Kesler has added to his offensive arsenal.

“He’s got an incredible slapshot and you’re going to see him start to use that more,” said Johnson, who has also tutored NHL players Joe Pavelski, Adam Burish and Tom Gilbert. 

“Goalies are getting so good, if you’ve got a hell of a shot, it gives them less reaction time. And adding that to his repertoire will help.”

A Langley native, Johnson has coached in the Lower Mainland for 35 years — most recently Junior B in Aldergrove — and was twice flown by Kesler to Detroit in the offseason to work on shooting mechanics. They will continue the alliance throughout this season and Kesler stressed it won’t detract from the work he does with Canuck’s skills coach Glenn Carnegie.

“We go through his mechanics and Ryan catches on quickly,” said Johnson. “I’m a very technical guy and I look at the tiny things that can make a difference, and Ryan is very meticulous and pays attention to detail. We worked on fine-tuning his mechanics, getting into holes faster and getting the release away quicker. He’s aware of his strengths and weaknesses and wants to attack them.”

What Kesler didn’t do for the first time in the past three summers was post-surgery rehab. Last summer is was left shoulder and wrist surgeries that kept him sidelined until Feb. 15 of the lockout season. In his first game back, Kesler suffered a right-foot fracture blocking a shot in Dallas on Feb. 15 but soldiered on before a CT scan confirmed the suspected ailment after six more games. The end result was just four goals in 17 regular-season games. Suddenly, those Selke Trophy days seem like a distant memory for the 29-year-old Livonia, Mich., native, who’s under contract for three more seasons at $5 million US annually. 

The Canucks should be happy with 30 goals this season. But 41, again?

“I’m confident I can do that and more,” said Kesler. “I’m still not happy with my game and it’s not where it should be, but I used money out of my own pocket and he (Johnson) has taught me some things.”
PENTICTON — When the Canucks left a centre spot open to give one of their prospects a chance to earn it, they probably weren’t expecting Cole Cassels to be their best centre and Brendan Gaunce to be playing wing.

That’s where Gaunce, the 220-pound centre, found himself Sunday after a disappointing first period saw the Edmonton Oilers prospects, who everyone has been beating, jump out to a 2-0 lead.

The move sparked Gaunce. In his first four periods over two games here, he was a relative no-show at centre. But on his first shift on the wing, he connected on a pretty give-and-go with Philippe Maillet.

The goal turned the game around. The young Canucks went on to in win 4-2. But what does it mean for Gaunce’s shot at the NHL if he can’t hold down the centre spot on Travis Green’s rookie team?

“I don’t know if it’s fair for me to give an impression of him yet,” coach Green said. “It will play itself out regardless. He’s going to be close to playing in the NHL one day. Time will tell.”

Fair or not, and it’s not, Gaunce hasn’t been able to shake Brent Sutter’s claim he is a “way’s away” from being a pro.

That could change, of course. It’s early. He’s played only two games and has the Canucks’ main training camp and the preseason coming up.

He hasn’t been terrible, even if the 18-year-old Cassels, a third-round 2013 draft pick, outplayed him.

Gaunce got two assists Sunday, and could have had more. There’s a lot to like in Gaunce. He plays smart. He was winning face-offs before Green gave him the hook.

“I moved Gaunce to the wing, because I didn’t like the look of the game. I didn’t like where it was going,” Green said.

Gaunce knows he didn’t play well in his first game, but, and this is important, he did get better in the second after the move to wing.

“I wasn’t comfortable with how I played (in the first game), and I wanted to come in (Sunday) and show to myself I can play at a better level, and I think I did that,” Gaunce said.

“I played wing (on and off) for the whole back half of last year and the playoffs.

“I’m comfortable playing wherever.

“I think (the wing) allows you to anticipate more. As a centre, you have to wait and you have to be the last guy out of the zone in case there’s a turnover or something.

“As a winger ... when you get a break, you can just go.”

Gaunce’s performance in Penticton has at least provided a hint as to why Sutter seemed to have an issue with him. He hasn’t been physical enough.

It’s evidently going to take some time for him to learn how to use that large frame. Because if he’s getting pushed around a little here, and he is, what’s going to happen against men?

“For me to say whether he should be more physical, I’d rather not comment on it,” Green said. “As a centre, it’s not always easy to be physical.

“I see him being a third-line centre down the road. Possibly, a second-line guy.”

In the first period, Gaunce spun around the Edmonton net and passed on hitting an Oilers defenceman. The decision backfired when the blueliner easily followed Gaunce to the front of the net and plucked a scoring chance from his stick.

Later, Gaunce provided little help to Nicklas Jensen, who was getting roughed up in front of Edmonton’s net. Gaunce made a move toward the action but got scooped up by 6-foot-3 forward Brandon Baddock, who quickly put the Canucks prospect in a headlock and held him there for 20 seconds.

Haunted by a lack of depth at centre last year, the Canucks responded in the offseason by rolling dice.

They bet on Brad Richardson. They hope he’s got more jam than anyone saw last year, a season in which he was a healthy scratch in 27 of the L.A. Kings’ first 29 games.

Was he victimized playing behind a stacked team and is he now ready to devour more playing time?

That’s a fairly risky bet by a team that has annual concerns about Ryan Kesler’s durability.

The Canucks also were vocal this offseason about a willingness to gamble on youth.

Behind Henrik Sedin, Kesler and Richardson still sits a significant hole. But they’re still waiting for one of their prospects to show he may be ready to fill it.

If none are ready, the Canucks believe they may be able to find a centre on the waiver wire.

After three games in Penticton, that’s what I’m betting they’ll have to do.

jbotchford@theprovince.com
Bo Horvat isn’t named after Bo Jackson. Not David Bowie, either.

His parents, they just liked the name.

Guess they couldn’t have known then he’d have the potential for a long NHL career where he’s destined to be tortured by “Bo Knows” references.

Stuff like, “Bo knows pressure,” “Bo knows Cory Schneider,” and “Bo knows the Oilers don’t have a defenceman and the Flames don’t have a goalie.”

You could go all day.

Bo knows relief. (Sorry, couldn’t help myself).

That came with a splendid debut to the Young Stars Classic tournament. He turned a defender inside-out on his first shift. He scored a goal on his second.

That was fun. At the centre of one of the more shocking trades in Canucks history, he was ushered into an uncomfortable spotlight with Schneider’s No. 35 emblazoned on his forehead like the Bat signal. That tattoo isn’t going anywhere. At least, not in the near future.

But it was refreshing to Horvat to be playing again, where killing penalties and winning faceoffs mattered more than whether or not the Schneider trade was shrewd or disastrous.

The scrutiny will come again. The Canucks haven’t had a prospect facing this much heat since the Sedin twins.

He certainly looks ready for it, and I’m not talking about his frame, which can make him seem like a man among boys in Penticton.

On his first day with media, Horvat stood in the middle of a locker-room filled with awkward teenagers, and answered questions with the poise and delivery not unlike Jonathan Toews, Captain Serious.

“If there’s any kid I know who could handle this much pressure, it’s definitely him,” said Hunter Shinkaruk, who has quickly become Horvat’s teammate, linemate and friend.

“He’s a grounded kid and he’s really humble. He puts expectations on himself that are going to be a lot higher than most fans put on him.

“We joke around about (the pressure) a little bit. But he’s going to handle it great. If anyone can do it, it’s him.”

Shinkaruk has been great for Horvat. He’s busting with a personality that is both playful and lucid. He looks to be the perfect foil for the austere Horvat, and it’s great news for the Canucks that they’ve become fast friends because they can’t seem to shake each other.

Drafted by the same team in the first round, ensuring they will spend years developing together, they are represented by the same agency. They’re playing on the same line here. They were on a line at the Canucks prospects’ camp earlier this summer. Even Brent Sutter put them together at the Canadian national junior camp in Lake Placid, N.Y., in early August.

“I laughed at that,” Horvat said. “It seems like wherever we go, we’re a package deal. We’re always together.

“He’s a great player and a great guy to be around. It’s great to have a guy like that to go through all this with you.

“It’s pretty special we were drafted in the same round and we’ve become really good friends.”

Horvat isn’t likely going to make the Canucks this year. The team keeps saying everything is on the table, but he’s 18-years-old and has opportunity to play for an OHL team which is hosting the Memorial Cup as well as a chance to play in the world junior championship. Yes, the Canucks want to infuse their lineup with youth, but it may be a year or two early for Horvat.

He will be at main training camp, which begins Wednesday, and it’s there John Tortorella will first see him play. Tortorella passed on coming to this Young Stars tournament, because, apparently, he wanted his first look at the prospects to be surrounded by NHL players.

Tortorella should go crazy for Horvat. In his two games in Penticton, he’s killed penalties, taken control of net-front on the power play and won a string of faceoffs. Though, he did lose one in the third period of the first game Thursday, which the Canucks eventually won 3-2. His loss on that particular draw led directly to a goal against, allowing the young San Jose Sharks to tie the game at two.

“Me losing a faceoff? I can’t stand it. It’s my biggest pet peeve,” Horvat said. “When I lost that draw, I was pretty upset. I had to regroup from that.

“My dad (Tim Horvat) always dropped pucks for me down in the basement. I’ve always worked on my draws, since I was a little kid. Draws to me are really, really important. My dad drilled that into me when I was a little kid.”

Serious guy.

And if Horvat shows up to his Canucks first training camp and Shinkaruk is on his line, it will be just fine.

“It’s good to have someone you're familiar with,” Horvat said.

“I sure hope that’s the case.”

jbotchford@theprovince.com
PENTICTON — Vancouver hockey fans should know that Nicklas Jensen pronounces his name with a soft J, not the hard North American version the club announced that the fellow wished to be called a couple of seasons ago.

We asked because there’s a good chance everyone will be using it a lot more in the very near future, because the guy looks a whole lot better than he did when he played the two games in the NHL he did last season.

And when you look at how this team will function this season, the centre position will either be won by a Bo Horvat or Brendan Gaunce or, much more likely, the team will have to get one through a deal using the remaining $2 million plus cap space. But the wing is a different story.

On paper you might say all the spots are spoken for and there won’t be one open for Jensen. And that’s entirely the way it’s likely to start, with the 202-pound Danish winger in Utica biding his time. But he certainly shouldn’t lose heart, but rather he should be considering who the people are in front of him.

Presuming he’s healthy enough to drag himself away from hunting to actually play a little hockey at some point this season, David Booth will be one of them. So will the infection king Chris Higgins. There will be injuries this season and it’s entirely likely Jensen will be the first call up as soon as somebody goes down.

So it’s a very good thing for the organization that he’s bigger this year and a whole lot quicker, at least that’s the preliminary prognosis on his game at the moment.

“It was part of my summer practice to work on the speed a little bit,” says Jensen, now in his third year in the organization.

“I think it’s part of getting stronger and bigger and older too. You kind of develop everything in your game and it’s what I’ve been working on over the summer.

He knows full well coach John Tortorella is very receptive to bringing in young guys to a team and has done it successfully in the past. The trick is to make sure you’re in the right position when that opportunity comes.

“It’s great for everyone in here, it’s what you want to hear,” says Jensen, “but I mean everyone is fighting for that one spot on the team. So it’s about showing hard work and showing that you want to be that young guy and don’t let anybody get in front of you. Right now it’s a team game, but at the end we’re all competing for the same spot, so you want to show your best every time you’re on the ice.”

He certainly showed well in the first two games, but it’s how he shows against the veterans at main camp that will really determine how the coaching staff views him in the depth chart. But he feels last season, even though he only got two games in the NHL, really helped.

“I’ve had a full summer now since last time, but I’m happy to have had that chance, I think it really helped me out a lot and kind of helped me on what to expect the next time it happens. Even though it was just two games, it was good for me to get the experience. Playing with the twins was something I’ll never forget. First game and you play with them, and you’ve been watching them since you were a little kid. They’re such nice guys on and off the ice, they helped me out a lot and getting a chance to play with them was pretty neat.”

Jensen appears to have tried to tailor his training this summer from that experience and the results appear to have been a real step forward, but more will be known at main camp and likely an exhibition game or two.

And his name? Well, he says he succumbed to the fact everyone was calling him Jensen (instead of the correct pronunciation ‘Yen-sen’) and told the team to announce he’s okay with the hard J sound last year.

“But my name has always been pronounced with the soft J growing up.”

tgallgher@theprovince.com
PENTICTON — When Frankie Corrado wired that bullet in the Young Stars game against Calgary here Friday night, it certainly didn’t mean much in terms of any bottom line.

But it might well have been a game changer in terms of his battle with Yannick Weber to become the sixth defenceman on the roster of the Vancouver Canucks.

It has been the general consensus that, given Weber’s experience and huge shot from the right side, he would have more than the inside track on landing the spot over Corrado, who is still wet behind the ears despite the seven games he got last season, three in the regular season and four more in the lickety-split playoff exit against the San Jose Sharks.

Everyone knows that Alex Edler, Kevin Bieksa, Dan Hamhuis, Chris Tanev and Jason Garrison already have the top five jobs locked up. And everyone around Vancouver after all these years pretty much considers Andrew Alberts permanently etched into the healthy-scratch column in the Vancouver lineup — until, of course, the playoffs begin, at which point he proceeds to play every game as he did last year. You figure it out.

So that leaves Weber and Corrado battling for that sixth spot, with Alberts in the seven hole on the roster and the team likely wanting to carry an extra forward instead of an eighth defenceman, since it’s becoming increasingly clear they don’t have a third-line centre unless you’re ascribing those characteristics to Brad Richardson.

Because the Canucks most certainly won’t want Corrado in the position of not playing, they’ll likely carry eight defencemen if he wins the battle, seven if he loses. And while he’s clearly a cut above the rabble at this “Young Stars” tournament, a loss in that battle will mean Corrado will be learning the discreet charms of Utica, at least until somebody gets hurt.

But the battle isn’t over yet and that shot, which he demonstrated again on the power play here Sunday, certainly has to alter some thinking.

Jason Botchford has already documented how Corrado has pushed his weight from the high 180s into the 200-pound region with a 15-pound gain this summer, something he wanted to achieve after he felt he was outmuscled for pucks in the San Jose series, something you might well expect from a kid still just 19 years of age at the time.

And the team already knows he’s likely to be a much more reliable defender than Weber, even at his age, seeing the latter has never finished an NHL season as a plus player in parts of five campaigns with the Habs.

But Weber had the one big advantage, the crushing shot that was supposed to remind the fans — and more particularly Henrik Sedin on 5-on-3 advantages — of Sami Salo’s most perceptible asset. And having somebody who can wire the puck from the right-hand side has to be an asset for a power play that finished so far up the track in last year’s stats (22) that the Sedins clearly had to be thinking of running on their own sticks in shame.

And this, of course, with the defenceman who finished second in power-play goals the previous year (Garrison), cooling his heels as the first unit toiled in ignominy. So they have to upgrade that point spot offensively.

Enter Corrado. Who knew he could shoot the puck like that? With Alain Vigneault in his ear, all he ever did was chip the puck out of his own end or past an oncoming checker when he was at the point in the offensive zone, fearful of a turnover. But heavens above, he can shoot and pretty damn well at that.

That should put him into an even dogfight with the more experienced Weber, although the contracts may still favour the Swiss born, who is guaranteed a roster spot given he has a one-way and Corrado doesn’t have that luxury. But you’ve flat out got to keep the better guy and often the “better guy” translates into which fellow makes the fewest defensive errors in the mind of most NHL coaches.

For a team with seemingly no third-line centre or backup goalie, this is once again the one position where they have some quality. And most teams will tell you that’s a very good place to have that commodity.

tgallagher@theprovince.com
PENTICTON — Something funny happened at the Canucks’ prospects tournament which many assumed would be the showcase for the team’s young centres.

The wingers were better.

Nicklas Jensen was Vancouver’s best player. He’s more developed, polished and closer to the NHL than any of the centres. He’s also leaner and faster this year. He had 16 shots in three games. It felt like 30.

Canucks fans are going to really like what they see in him when main training camp begins this weekend.

But they are going to love Hunter Shinkaruk.

When this tournament started, most in attendance had the same question. What number is Bo Horvat?

By the end Monday, it was: How do you pronounce Shinkaruk?

Shinkaruk (Shin-care-ick) is 180 pounds of personality. He may still be the “other” player the Canucks drafted in the first round in June, but that’s not going to last.

On the ice, he’s head-bobbing around chests, stick-handling through feet in the slot, and thrusting himself into corners and toward the front of the net.

His game is as active as Bourbon Street. Just wait for the fans to start throwing beads if he ever manages to score a goal in the preseason.

But Shinkaruk can also be cavalier with the puck. At 18, maybe he’s got too much creativity. It may cost him against NHL players, maybe even next week. It will drive some coaches crazy.

Even here, he tried a blind back pass through his legs in front of the net in his first game. He heard about it.

“I talked to him a couple times this week,” coach Travis Green said. “We talked about puck possession and, really, puck decisions. At the NHL level, you’ve got to manage the puck. It’s not a game where you can make high-risk plays and take chances.

“When you watch a game closely in the NHL, you don’t see a lot of players tossing pucks behind their backs.”

Too bad, because it’s a blast to watch from the stands.

“Maybe there are things I can get away with in junior that I can’t get away with here,” Shinkaruk said. “They didn’t like that (back pass) too much.

“I like that play in junior.

“I’ve always tried to be a creative player. I’m always trying new things and I always say, ‘Why try it in practice if you’re never going to do it in a game?’

“I will not just leave all that out of my game. I got to have fun.”

Well, he’s got that down.

There wasn’t a Canucks forward in Penticton with more creativity and offensive instincts, which helps explain why ESPN had Shinkaruk ranked as the Canucks’ best prospect, and No. 22 overall in the NHL, on its list of the top 100 prospects for 2013-14. Horvat was No. 28, Frankie Corrado 78, and Jensen was at 83. Brendan Gaunce wasn’t on the list.

In Monday’s tournament closer, a 2-1 win for the Canucks, Shinkaruk got their first shot on net and scored the winning goal.

He produced scoring chances while killing penalties. And he drove the Winnipeg Jets, a lineup loaded with top prospects, batty. He’s a good talker off the ice, and if this tournament is any indication, he likes to chat with opponents, too.

When he’s on his game, he has his fingers in all the pies. He can agitate while trying to be as creative as an advertising firm. We’ll have to see how that act plays out against NHL players.

“I’m going to training camp to try and make the team,” Shinkaruk said. “At the pro level, it’s a little different than junior. It’s how they’re feeding their families.

“I can’t go in there and be intimidated by them. That will be the day I get sent home.

“I’m going in to try and play my game.”

Good news.

In Monday’s game, when a loose puck hopped up at the side of the net in the first period, Shinkaruk chopped at it frantically, like he was in a lumberjack Olympics. He got his whacks in, then was cross-checked into the post. He popped up a few seconds later, smiling. Next party, next show.

When he scored the winner, his first goal of the tournament, he burst out with emotion. The kid looked ready to leap into the crowd.

You’re not going to find many players who make hockey look this fun.

“He’s contagious,” Green acknowledged. “As a coach, you know he’s excited to play the game. You always want to see players who like coming to the rink.

“Because, at the end of the day, you’re playing a game, but this is hard.

“If you have fun and enjoy being at the rink, those guys seem to do well and prosper. There’s times during the season when it’s not easy going to the rink.”

It sure didn’t look hard for Shinkaruk in Penticton.

jbotchford@theprovince.com
The wide-eyed, fun-loving free spirit known as Zack Kassian showed a more serious side Wednesday. His timing couldn’t be better.

Kassian believes he has improved the critical components of being leaner, meaner and smarter to fast-forward his deportment on and off the ice. And knowing consistency must improve under John Tortorella — the new Vancouver Canucks coach will give the burly winger a top-line training camp audition and some degree of patience before tugging on the motivational rope — it could be the perfect storm for the 22-year-old Kassian to turn a performance corner. 

Tortorella is operating from a clean slate because, quite frankly, the sample size on Kassian is so small that the bench boss is leaning on word of mouth.

“I’ve talked to a lot of people about him,” Tortorella said as main camp opened at Rogers Arena with physicals and testing. 

“I want to give him every opportunity to be a huge part of this team. I’ve told him that. Of what people have told me about him, it’s something the team needs. As far as his willingness and playing into a bigger role, I’d like to see it happen. But he’s going to sink or swim himself.

“That’s why I contacted Zack. It’s a big year for him and we want him to step out of himself and be a big part of this club. He’s a young kid, and part of the process is patience and we want him to feel good about himself and earn everything he gets.”

Factor in right winger David Booth — who’s yet to be medically cleared after fracturing his left ankle March 16 — the need for Kassian to play meaningful top-line minutes could be magnified. Booth has been skating for only a month and has leaned out from nearly 240 pounds with considerable upper-body muscle to his playing weight of 205. He’s listed as day-to-day for precautionary reasons.

“David suffered a very serious injury and he’s an important part of this team and we have to protect him,” said Canucks general manager Mike Gillis. “It’s training camp. A player of his stature, you don’t need to push him and risk something else. It’s regular maintenance and you’ll see him soon.”

With Nicklas Jensen perhaps stepping into a second-line interim role after a strong showing at the Young Stars Classic in Penticton, the chance to be a first-line fixture should be more than welcomed by Kassian,

“With open arms,” he said. “We had a short conversation of what he expected from me out of camp and it’s in my hands now. It’s time for me to show the work I’ve done and do the work. I’ll play wherever the coach thinks I can help the team.”

Kassian had five goals in his first seven games last season on the first line and wound up with just seven goals in 39 games. Blessed with size, good speed and great passing ability, the often wayward winger has all the tools. But does he have the tool box? 

If aligned with the Sedins again when this season commences, it would provide second-line flexibility with Kesler centring Alex Burrows and Booth. As his best last season, Kassian played on instinct. But when he struggled and kept dropping down the lines under former coach Alain Vigneault, he looked tentative as if he was afraid to make a mistake. If that isn’t enough, there are always those Cody Hodgson trade comparisons.

“It’s always tough when you’re bouncing around on lines, but I don’t like using excuses,” stressed the 6-foot-3, 214 pound Kassian. 

“I need to get more consistent and I’ve grown the mental side of my game. I’ve come in more mature and stronger and in better shape. I’ve worked on everything — all aspects of my game — like my speed and quickness. That’s all you can expect. I’m going in with open eyes.”

Kassian’s eyes were opened last season when he learned first-hand that in this town everybody knows your name and your game. You’re always been watched and one seemingly innocent smartphone camera click away in a social situation from being Twitter fodder.

“I’m very lucky to have an older core group of guys who handle themselves like pros every day on and off the ice,” said Kassian. “I’ve been learning a lot and I haven’t learned everything. It’s a growing process and day by day becoming a bigger pro.”
John Tortorella prefers to speak of the collective, not the individual. However, the Vancouver Canucks coach did single out Bo Horvat on Sunday after the centre scored in a training-camp scrimmage.

The ninth-overall pick in the 2013 draft — the promising return of trading Cory Schneider to New Jersey — finished off a long cross-ice feed from Jannik Hansen to help the Whites post a 2-0 scrimmage win over the Blues at Rogers Arena. After centring Tom Sestito and Dale Weise in an earlier scrimmage, Horvat didn’t look out of place with Chris Higgins and Hansen.

“We want to play him with a little more speed and give a long evaluation in a lot of different situations and I thought that line played well,” said Tortorella. “You can see he (Horvat) has some some skill to him and he had a good day today. We’re not sure if the kids are ready, we’ll find out in the next couple of weeks.”

That process starts Monday as the Canucks open their six-game preseason schedule by hosting the San Jose Sharks. Tortorella didn’t reveal his roster but hinted that youth will be served early with the trio of new coaches — Mike Sullivan and Glen Gulutzan will also be on the bench — starting some series evaluating. The Canucks have to dress eight players with 100 games of pro experience or being a 2013 first-round pick.

“The first two games are important for us to really take a look at some young guys,” added Tortorella. “The last two are where I want our team to be. I really like the way the camp has gone. It’s been a heavy camp and we hit a wall today and that’s usually the fourth or fifth day. It’s a good time to shift over.”

As for Horvat, the world junior championship and Memorial Cup tournament with host London are in the distance and that’s a great maturation curve. But he can’t help think of the what-ifs. He can play nine regular-season games before returning to junior, but scoring Sunday has him thinking.

“Getting the first one (goal) out of the way is a relief,” said Horvat. “The pace is crazy. Higgins and Hansen are really good. They know where each other is on the ice and make unbelievable plays. You always want to make the big club and stick here and I try not to think about it too much. It’s always in the back of your mind. You just try to play your game, but it’s not a bad thing if I get sent back, it’s a great learning curve.”

HANSEN’S DOUBLE DUTY

This is the toughest camp in the last six years, but Jannik Hansen just smiles through it all. When his wife, Karen, gave birth to twin boys Lucas and Daniel — born early at 29 weeks on March 3 in Vancouver — the winger was at the hospital because of charter snow delay en route to Calgary. The sleep-deprived Dane even scored in a 4-2 loss to the Flames.

“The twins are very good,” said Hansen. “It’s been a while now. It goes quick and it’s been extremely exciting and every day a new thing happening. You come home and it seems like they’re changing every day. It’s the greatest gift you can get and your day to day changes and is turned upside down from what I was used to. The joy and looking into their eyes in worth it.”

Hansen was third in team scoring during the lockout season with 10 goals and 27 points in 47 games. His $1.35 million US contract is expiring, but he’s thinking more about his boys than bigger bucks.

“I approach every year to get better and if you look too far ahead, it can be overwhelming,” said Hansen.

LUONGO SHRINKS

New equipment rules mean Roberto Luongo has lost less than half an inch off the height of his goal pads and it may actually be of some benefit. 

“I feel I can move better and I don’t have a problem with it at all,” he said.  

As for the additional four inches of room behind the net with reduced size of the nets creating more wrap-around chances and crease congestion, he wasn’t fazed by it. 

“It might be a bit of a factor early on,” he added. “Like everything else, you adjust and make the adjustments that you have it make — if there are any. In both scrimmages, I didn’t really notice that much of a difference and we’ll see as the preseason progresses if there’s a difference or not. As long as you’re sound technically, it shouldn’t be an issue.”
Crap happens, and, if you ask Ryan Kesler, it’s every time someone dismisses the Canucks.

There’s a few more of those this year. Get humiliated in the first round in consecutive seasons, and you tend to attract some skepticism.

Some even think the Canucks are no longer Stanley Cup contenders. The gall. That concept, amidst all the good vibes at training camp, is all it took to trigger Angry Kes.

“To be honest, I don’t listen to that s**t,” he declared.

“That’s what it is. It’s s**t.

“We believe in ourselves in the dressing room.”

Of course they do. It’s training camp and it’s a place as hopeful as the first day at a new job. Anything seems possible.

Well, anything but the Canucks effectively filling their holes at centre.

Manny Malhotra’s eye was smashed on March 16, 2011. In the 2 1/2 years since, the Canucks have tried young centres (Jordan Schroeder, Cody Hodgson), old centres (Sami Pahlsson), skilled centres (Derek Roy), and pest centres (Max Lapierre).

At its worst, the situation has looked nearly pathetic. At its very best, it’s been nearly adequate. Really, it’s been a bigger mess than the goalies. Just a whole lot less dramatic.

And after all this time, the Canucks still don’t have the answer. They believe — hope — it could begin to change this preseason.

If it doesn’t, bank on hearing from those crappy skeptics who, this year, will not be distracted by the Vancouver goalie troupe and all its drama.

As much as Kesler is the Canucks most-important player, their third-line centre is the biggest X-factor.

Brad Richardson was the thrift-shop acquisition who sits, for now, next in line to carry the torch passed on by all those failing hands. The Canucks courted him, then signed him to a two-year, $2.3 million contract.

He was well aware of the gorge in the lineup carved out after Malhotra’s injury.

“I played against them a lot. I knew this team very well,” Richardson said. “I know the role I need to be in and that’s what I’m working toward.”

It may be that Richardson is a better fit here than he was last year in L.A., where he was a healthy scratch in 27 of their first 29 games.

He sure got off to a rollicking start at camp. In the team’s scrimmage Saturday, he was lined with Jannik Hansen and Chris Higgins and the together they threw four goals on the scoreboard.

“You certainly look at chemistry as you go through this,” said John Tortorella, when asked if these scrimmages have value in assessing players.

“There were some good things there. You write them down and when you’re trying to put your lines together when the season starts, or maybe even the middle of the year, you may come back to it.

“We look at that stuff. But we just don’t want to get locked in.”

Richardson is being chased by a pair of young prospects, (Bo Horvat and Brendan Gaunce), a 27-year-old veteran (Mike Santorelli) and one mystery candidate.

That would be Jordan Schroeder, who often seems the forgotten man. He doesn’t get the mentions Horvat and Gaunce do when Tortorella says things like this: “We’re not going to force it, but we need to get some kids in our lineup.”

Schroeder is 22 years. If he’s not a kid anymore, he’s not far off. He has the talent and experience to outplay Richardson. His size will always be an issue. His drive, however, will not be.

In May, Schroeder had shoulder surgery for a torn labrum. He was told then he wouldn’t be healthy to play until October. But was cleared before training camp, a month early.

“I worked my butt off every single day for a few hours,” Schroeder said. “That was my goal. It feels good to go out there and throw the body around and not fear your shoulder is going to give out.”

That was a fear which haunted him. Schroeder has had that shoulder problem since the start of his pro career. He tried to play through the nagging injury over the years, but it got progressively worse.

“When I would get hit, it could just pop out. My shoulder would just go numb. It happened in games quite often. Probably six or seven times last year,” Schroeder said. “You are a little hesitant with it. It would be tight and sore but I could still play through it.

“Going for a puck, and reaching, you’re hesitant.”

He won’t have that to worry about now.

“I want to prove I belong,” he said showing the scars on his shoulder.

Schroeder was asked if the new coach changes thing for him this year.

“I think it will help. It’s a fresh start for everyone,” Schroeder said.

Doesn’t hurt that Tortorella said this Friday: “The young guys, they are going to get a long look. A long look.”
The haunting image is as lasting as the bitter memory of being swept by the San Jose Sharks.

When Daniel Sedin hesitated and put a rebound off the post in Game 4 of the Western Conference quarterfinal — a 4-3 overtime loss that was the catalyst for coaching change — it was symbolic of an offence that managed eight series goals. 

"The last two playoff exits have been so disappointing," the Vancouver Canucks left winger said Sunday, knowing he and twin brother Henrik didn't score against the Sharks. "We know we have the team to go a long way and that's why it sucks losing out so early. You know it's tough in the playoffs and anything can happen, but I don't want to say we threw it away, but we didn't play our best."

The distant memory of the march to the 2011 Stanley Cup final seems like a mirage with the Canucks slipping from first to 22nd on the power play in two seasons and first to 19th in offence. Yet, through the darkness, Daniel sees a promising light if he's quicker on the trigger because new coach John Tortorella won't stifle offensive creativity, as long as his forwards maintain a defensive awareness when they don't have the puck. 

"It' a two-way street," said Tortorella. "I'll get out of your way offensively, but you've got to meet me half way in terms of getting the puck back and playing away from the puck. That's the deal I make."

Even though the focus will be on seeing what kind of bite the kids bring Monday when the Canucks open their six-game preseason schedule against those same Sharks at Rogers Arena, veterans must make a dramatic difference when the club starts

playing for keeps.

"In this league, if you're half a second behind and think pass instead of a shot, you have to think shot if you're me and Hank is usually the other way around," added Daniel. "I'm thinking if I can get 3.5 to four shots a game and a shooting percentage of 13-14 per cent, that's going to put me right there scoring wise. I know I can score more goals. I scored 40 once and would like to be up there again. I still feel I can produce a lot more than I have."

In his career 41-goal season in 2010-11, Daniel was averaging 3.24 shots per game and a 15.4 per cent accuracy rate. In the lockout season, he averaged 2.9 shots per outing and had an 8.7 accuracy rate on his dozen goals in 47 games. Daniel

also netted a career-best 18 power play goals in 2010-11, a total that slipped to 10 the following season and then just three in the lockout-shortened season. Glen Gulutzan succeeds Newell Brown as the power-play architect and creativity will be as vital as execution in what has become a special-teams league.

"When you score on the power, you get confidence and when you don't, it's the other way around," added Daniel. "That's the mentality. The power play should be in the top five, top 10 in the league. We have the personnel to be up there. I've always been a goal scorer — maybe not the great shot that Kes (Ryan Kesler) has, but I'm good at getting into position to score and getting to those rebounds. That hasn't been there the last two years.

"It's skating and moving and outworking the other team and maybe that hasn't been the case every game."

Zack Kassian will get a preseason audition with the Sedins and while Daniel said his personal point production doesn't matter as long as the Canucks win, they're not going anywhere unless the Swede regains his scoring touch — regardless of what potential a more focused Kassian may provide.

"Zack can be a powerful player," said Daniel. "We have to be on him and push him and he wants that, too. It should be interesting."

So should ongoing contract talks. The Sedins turn 33 on Sept. 26 and judging by their top-ranked fitness scores, there's reason to believe they can continue to be durable. In the final seasons of expiring five-year deals that pay $6.1 million US annually, term may the biggest pursuit because the Sedins would like to finish their career here. The Canucks are banking on that because extensions for the twins could be concluded before the regular season commences. 

"That would be awesome," said Daniel. "But if that's not the case, we're not guys who worry too much about those kind of things. Last time, it (extension) went into the summer."

If the Sedins needed something to soothe the wounds of another pitiful playoff exit, winning the world championship with Sweden was the right medicine.

"It was awesome. It was big.  A great ending," said Daniel. "You go from one week and a fiasco and you're so down on yourself. And the next week you're winning something and winning for your country and in your own country. It made it so easy to go back and work out in the summer. We were energized. It's nice winning the last game of the season."
Oilers coach goes on the offensive with pre-season penalty kill

By Joanne Ireland, Edmonton JournalSeptember 22, 2013 2:00 AM
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Vancouver Canucks' Andrew Alberts, 41, checks Edmonton Oilers Taylor Hall, 4, during first period pre-season NHL hockey action in Edmonton on Saturday, September 21, 2013.
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Photos: Oilers beat Canucks 5-2 in exhibition game

EDMONTON - During his sterling stint with the Windsor Spitfires, Taylor Hall was a regular on the penalty kill so when it became apparent he was going to see some time on the Edmonton Oilers’ special teams unit this pre-season, he was ready to give it a go.

Ditto for Ales Hemsky, although the veteran winger’s “I played back in the day” reference was a little dustier than that of his linemate. Still, the two are now part of Dallas Eakins’ pre-season project, which is to ramp up the penalty kill by utilizing some of his offensive players.

The Edmonton Oilers did just that again on Saturday when they beat the Vancouver Canucks 5-2 at Rexall Place.

The Oilers sent out more skilled players than the visitors, who countered with bangers and crashers, then proceeded to net the game’s first goal.

At 1:20, Mike Santorelli put the puck past Jason LaBarbera, who faced a total of nine shots before turning the net over to Edmonton native Ty Rimmer. Rimmer is in camp on a tryout and could very well have played himself into a contract with his nine-save performance. The lone goal that got past him came on a delayed penalty.

As for special teams, the Oilers’ power play had plenty of opportunities but eked out just one goal – and it didn’t come on a two-minute five-on-three or a four-minute advantage. It came at 12:59 of the first period when Sam Gagner converted a feed from David Perron.

Perron then put the Oilers up 2-1 with a short-handed goal at 4:13 of the second.

“It’s audition night every night,” Eakins said of his special teams. “I know I have some guys there who have killed penalties before, but I do want some of our skill guys and our speed guys to get out there. Man, we’re paying them all this money; shouldn’t they be doing that, too?

“And I think it brings a different element to your penalty kill, too,” added Eakins, who let his assistants run the bench on Saturday while he watched Smyth, Nail Yakupov and Will Acton (empty net) round out the scoring.

“If you have two guys who can skate and have skill, the other team’s power play starts getting a little nervous because one little turnover could end up in their net,” Eakins said.

“We’re still going to push the envelope there. I don’t want to discount any penalty killer in the league, but I think you can teach anybody to do it. We’re not splitting atoms out there.”

Hall and Hemsky headed out with Denis Grebeshkov and Anton Belov, who looked good in his debut, when Darnell Nurse was sent off to serve an interference minor. They were spelled off by Perron and Ryan Hamilton as well as Jeff Petry and Taylor Fedun.

“It forces you to have really good habits that carry over into your five-on-five game,” said Hall. “You’re always stopping and starting, you’re always trying to intercept pucks. I’m excited about it. I penalty-killed the whole time I played junior and I really loved it.

“And if you time it right, and use your speed properly, you’re going to get some chances.

“It’s not a bad thing to put the opposing power play on their heels.”

Hemsky could very well end up playing more of a defensive role in five-on-five situations if he ends up on the third line at some point during the regular season. Right now, he’s been auditioning with Hall and Ryan Smyth, a line that is getting a look because it isn’t expected that Ryan Nugent-Hopkins (shoulder surgery) will be ready for the season-opener.

In the meantime, if Hemsky ends up logging some time on the penalty kill, that’s fine by him.

“I played there, back in the day,” said Hemsky. “It is a little bit different but we have a lot of good guys who play it. It’s just up to coach as to what style he wants to play. He wants to get more offensive guys on ... a lot of teams play a few guys there. It will be interesting to see what happens.

“I do (enjoy it). It keeps you in the game. You do have to work really hard because there are a lot of stops and starts, but the style he wants to play, chasing the puck, is good for the guys who have a lot of speed.”

OIL DROPS: Oil drops – Gagner ended up with Zack Kassian’s stick in his face late in the second and did not return. He lost teeth (no final count) and blood. Eakins said he expected the medical staff would look at his jaw as well. 

jireland@edmontonjournal.canwest.com

He’ll play between Ryan Smyth and Ales Hemsky again tonight when the Edmonton Oilers take on the Vancouver Canucks. 

“I am enjoying centre a lot more than I probably thought I would. I had some trepidation coming into it, but I’m feeling good,” said Hall, who is auditioning for the role while Ryan Nugent-Hopkins strengthens his surgically repaired shoulder. 

“It’s just a timing thing when I really get my timing down there’s a lot of holes on the ice.”

This will be the third game for the line, their second against the Canucks.

“I’ve always enjoyed playing with Hemmer and you always know where Smytty is going to be. He’s either going to be in front of the net or behind the net battling for a puck. That’s good for me as a new centreman,” Hall continued.

“I’m looking forward to keeping to going.

“Hopefully we can get a couple of goals. We’ve only had one, but we’ve had a lot of chances, a lot of opportunities.”

Nurse gets another look

 Defenceman Darnell Nurse will get another look tonight, alongside Jeff Petry, and if he keeps progressing, he could get continue to get more playing time.

As head coach Dallas Eakins said: “His job is to keep screwing up our plans.”

“The easy thing for anybody to say is, ‘You can’t keep an 18-year-old defenceman. Can’t do it,” Eakins continued. “Well maybe you can . . . We’ll make the right decision for Darnell and our organization.” 

Rimmer gets call against Canucks

Goaltender Ty Rimmer, who is in camp with a tryout contract, found out after the morning skate that he was going to get half a game against the Canucks. One of his first orders of business was to let his family know. 

Jason LaBarbera will start.

Rimmer is a local product who was undrafted and is now looking to land a contract. His only other game action, in camp, was the second half of the game the rookies played against the Unversity of Alberta Golden Bears. He turned away the 15 shots he faced.

Belov passes on KHL riches for shot at NHL

Undrafted defenceman makes pre-season debut against Canucks on Saturday

By Joanne Ireland, Edmonton JournalSeptember 21, 2013
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Newest Russian Oiler, Anton Belov arrives at training camp in Edmonton on Sept. 16, 2013.
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John MacKinnon: Price is right for Oilers, Nugent-Hopkins

Rimmer competes like every Oilers practice is his last

Pitlick gets second chance to improve on first impression with Oilers

EDMONTON - Life as Anton Belov knew it was good. He had finally established himself as a regular with the Russian national team and he was a sought after commodity in the Kontinental Hockey League, so much so that he had a $3-million offer to consider.

What he wanted, however, was a chance to play in the National Hockey League.

Fast-forward to Saturday. Belov will make his debut when the Edmonton Oilers host the Vancouver Canucks at Rexall Place, and he will do so alongside fellow countryman Denis Grebeshkov. The two once played together for the national team.

“A little bit nervous but it will be fun,” the 27-year-old said after another essential practice session. “The coach needs to know how I play.”

Belov, who signed with the Oilers at the end of May, was a late arrival to camp due to striking Canadian foreign service workers. He arrived in Edmonton earlier this week and has since been catching up on sleep and systems.

The big adjustment is going to be the speed of the game.

“I don’t think it’s a big problem when you come from the big ice to the small ice. It’s a big problem when you go back,” he said. “You need to skate more. I think tomorrow will be OK.

“I practised in Russia for two months, after first of July, so I think I don’t have a problem with the physical but I need a few games for the (adaptation).”

His agent, Claes Elefalk, who also represents the Canucks’ Daniel and Henrik Sedin, will be among those watching Belov’s first pre-season game. So too will general manager Craig MacTavish who watched Belov in the world championships, eventually signing him to a one-year contract that has a base salary of $925,000 and a cap hit of $1.525 when the bonuses are rolled in.

He’ll make $70,000 if he is playing with the Oklahoma City Barons in the American Hockey League.

“I met him for the first time at the world juniors,” said Elefalk, hearkening back to the year the Russians sent out forwards Alex Ovechkin and Evgeni Malkin for the under-18 event.

“(Belov) grew and developed but things happened through the years and he never really took that international step which would have attracted NHL teams. He had some offers through the years but it wasn’t the right time. The last year, he felt like he really wanted to take that step.”

Taking that step did mean leaving money on the table.

“It was $3 million that he turned down. That shows how badly he wants to come and play,” Elefalk continued. “The salaries in the KHL are much higher than here — especially in the middle range. He said no to that.”

Belov has been in Canada only once before, some 18 years ago, for a tournament. His only other trip to North America was a month-long vacation he and his wife took in the U.S. Otherwise, it’s a new game, a new way of life, a new league.

“I slept for two days,” he said. “I feel good now. And everybody helps me. This is good for me. If I need advice, everybody helps me.”

He spent the last five seasons with Avangard, in the southwest Siberian city of Omsk, putting up his best numbers in 2012-13 (nine goals, 17 assists in 46 games).

“I describe him as a guy who really makes good purposeful quick decisions with the puck. He really moves the puck up ice quickly,” MacTavish said of the six-foot-three, 185-pound blue-liner. “He doesn’t look for too many more options. That’s what stood out about him.

“He’s strong and physical on the boards. He battles hard ... shoots the puck well so he’s got a chance. The game is a little quicker here on the smaller ice. That will be an adjustment for him, but a really impressive guy.”

The undrafted Belov was a free agent so he could have signed elsewhere.

It was European scout Matti Virmanen, who caught wind of Belov’s interest in the NHL. He also helped the Oilers reel in winger Jesse Joensuu.

Elefalk, like MacTavish, thinks the defenceman can make the transition to the NHL.

“I think with the type of hockey he plays, he could really do well here,” said Elefalk. “He’s a solid player, a solid skater. All he wants to do is become an NHL player.”

jireland@edmontonjournal.com
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Edmonton Oilers centre Ryan Nugent-Hopkins meets with the media at Rexall Place in Edmonton on Sept. 19, 2013, to announce he has signed a new seven-year, US$42-million contract extension.
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Edmonton Oilers lock up another building block with Nugent-Hopkins extension (with video)

Audio: Listen to the Oilers' news conference to announce the Nugent-Hopkins contract

Video: Ryan Nugent-Hopkins speaks about his new contract with the Edmonton Oilers

EDMONTON - Big numbers can rattle people, so when a 20-year-old athlete like Ryan Nugent-Hopkins signs a seven year, $42-million contract extension, it can cause a commotion.

Well, here’s the first thought that comes to mind about the Oilers’ latest extension (at the same $6 million per year price point) of a star player with a mere 102 NHL games on his resume: It’s the going rate for young, elite talent.

That’s the case within the Oilers organization, which previously signed Jordan Eberle to a six-year extension and Taylor Hall to an seven-year one, both at $6 million per.

The Nugent-Hopkins deal also is similar to many of his contemporaries around the NHL. Dallas has Tyler Seguin tied up for six years at $5.75 million; Carolina’s Jeff Skinner is locked up for six years at $5.725; Evander Kane is signed through the next five seasons at $5.25 million and Matt Duchene has five years at $6 million on his contract with Colorado, after he completes the final year of his current deal at $3.5 million.

Would the Oilers swap Nugent-Hopkins for any of those young talents? Highly, highly doubtful.

GM Craig MacTavish, who framed talks with Nugent-Hopkins as “not the most difficult negotiation I’ve been involved in,” said the club is investing in skill and character with the boy-next-door hockey wunderkind that is Nugent-Hopkins.

“A few people have asked me over the last hour or so, ‘Why so quickly?’ ’’ MacTavish said. “Why wouldn’t you wait at some point during the season before you worked with (Rick Valette, Nugent-Hopkins’ agent) to extend Ryan and the simple answer was, ‘I’d seen enough.’ ”

MacTavish has seen Nugent-Hopkins’ hockey sense, his vision, his ability to find open teammates, his effortless open-ice speed and much else.

Extending Nugent-Hopkins, said MacTavish, was a “complete no-brainer.” Given the barely tapped potential of Nugent-Hopkins, it’s possible the deal will prove a significant bargain, perhaps sooner than later, as the NHL salary cap (currently $64.3 million) spirals upward.

“I know Rick Valette was worried about that at some point during the term of the contract,” MacTavish said. “I feel very strongly that (Nugent-Hopkins) is going to outperform the number on the contract.

“I don’t know when that’s going to happen, but I anticipate it will happen pretty soon ... It’s hard to project and predict where the salary cap’s going to go, based on revenues, but it’s my experience that, over time, that contracts and salaries seldom go down.

“And I think this will be a value contract for us.”

Might that mean that, at some point, Nugent-Hopkins will rue having locked into a hometown discount, in effect?

“No, I don’t think that will ever happen,” said Nugent-Hopkins, whose low-maintenance professionalism is almost too good to be true. “I’m just happy to be here, to be locked up for the next so many years.

“It’s going to be great. The players have so much confidence in this team, too. It’s definitely nice to feel that confidence and the commitment from the staff.”

Little wonder. After years of fruitlessly chasing free agents who wanted no part of Edmonton, MacTavish and the front office clearly value what they have in Nugent-Hopkins, Hall and Eberle, to the point of paying them exactly the same wage.

“I don’t think any of us really worried about it too much,” Nugent-Hopkins said. “Once you get on the ice, you kind of forget about all that stuff and you just want to go out there and play and perform the best for the team.

“Obviously, having all three of us the same (in salary) is not going to cause any problems, even though I wouldn’t anyway. It’s definitely exciting for all of us.”

The next young stars up for negotiation, a year or two down the road, will be defenceman Justin Schultz and sniper Nail Yakupov. “Not today,” MacTavish said, asked when he’ll turn his attention to those potential extensions.

Nor was MacTavish concerned about injury issues with Nugent-Hopkins, who is not expected to play his first regular-season game until November in the wake of off-season shoulder surgery.

“No. Zero,” MacTavish said of his fears in that area.

As for the no-trade clause concept, which has proven thorny for many an NHL GM in many a market, including Edmonton, MacTavish said: “I’ve asked Ryan to never ask for a trade through the term of this contract. That’s our no-trade. He’s promised me he won’t ask for one.”

MacTavish said the onus is on the Oilers to make the experience of playing here so rewarding the players won’t want to leave, “much like it was many years ago, where Edmonton really was the destination where everybody wanted to play.

“I see that pendulum swinging back in this direction.”

Finding a way to pay for the glut of talent on the Oilers roster is a “nice problem to have,” said MacTavish. Just so.

But at some point soon, the fans want this upswinging pendulum to translate into more victories and playoff berths, not just a growing posse of wealthy young men, even fan favourites like Nugent-Hopkins.

jmackinnon@edmontonjournal.com

Ten Things the Oilers must do to make the playoffs, Part 3

In Part 1 of this Cult of Hockey series, we focused on how the Oilers have to find depth defenders and how the teams’ young stars must step up as leaders and refuse to lose. In Part 2, we looked at the need to get solid forechecking out of the fourth line and as solid goaltending from Devan Dubnyk as it got last season. Today, in Part 3, we look at how former defensive stalwarts Jeff Petry AND Ladi Smid need to regain their top form, and how coach Dallas Eakins must find a way to properly use Sam Gagner  at even strength.

cult of hockey

Thing #6: Petry and Smid must get better, not worse

Heading into the 2012-13 season, it looked like the Oilers finally had a top-pairing defence duo that could get the job done against top competition. Jeff Petry, then 24, and Ladi Smid, then 25, had improved steadily through their early 20s, both in terms of defensive zone positional play and moving the puck. Petry, a strong skater and fine passer, was skating, passing and taking the man with confidence at the NHL level. Smid had become a shot and pass blocking specialist and had also learned to focus on making sure, quick, easy passes to relieve own-zone pressure.

They had meshed together, so much so that in the second half of the 2011-12 season, the duo was playing strong hockey against strong co competition, as witnessed in their individual scoring chances plus-minus. If a d-man is doing his job, he will contribute to one scoring chance for every scoring chance he makes a mistake on. If you can do this against tough competition, you’re arrived as a d-man in the NHL. Petry and Smid looked like they had arrived.

But last season, under new head coach Ralph Krueger, they crashed. Petry was a workhorse moving the puck (as seen in his excellent zone exit and zone entry puck-moving numbers), but was often caught out of position in his own zone. Smid struggled more moving the puck. The timing of his shot and pass blocking also seemed off.

All this was reflected in weaker scoring chance plus-minus numbers. Smid went from +0.1 scoring chances at even strength per game in 2011-12 to -0.6 per game. Petry went from -0.1 to -0.8, massive drop-offs in performance for both players.

What went wrong? They were part of a large group of players who regressed with Krueger as head coach. Maybe the team’s chemistry and strategy were both off. When a drop in performance is so consistent, that’s a fair conclusion. This year will be the test of that.

It could be that Smid and Petry will get a slightly easier job this year if Justin Schultz and Andrew Ference take over with the toughest minutes assignment, but the best bet is that Smid and Petry will again be called on to do the heaviest lifting on the team. If they return to their 2011-12 form, all will be well.

With the signing of key free agents Sam Gagner and Boyd Gordon, the Edmonton Oilers' depth chart at centre is starting to take shape. (Photo: Perry Nelson/Getty Images North America)
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Thing #5: Sam Gagner must become a steady two-way forward, if not at centre, then on the wing

Sam Gagner will be 24 this year, but in his seventh NHL season. In that time, Gagner has shown strong flashes of offensive skill. He’s got a great shot and he can make a sweet pass. But he’s been inconsistent as a two-way player. He’ll have weeks or months where he gets the job done in his own zone, often when he’s teamed with players who mesh with his puck-centric game, but most often he’s been a defensive liability and a big reason the Oilers have struggled so much at even strength.

For the Oilers to win more than they lose, this has got to change. Perhaps coach Dallas Eakins can find the right linemates for Gagner, who has done well with bigger wingers who are strong defensive players, such as Dustin Penner and Magnus Paajarvi. He’s also done well with Taylor Hall and Jordan Eberle on his wings, but perhaps that’s more to do with them, than him. Last season, he didn’t mesh at all with Ales Hemsky, another puck-centric attacker, and rookie Nail Yakupov, who struggled with positional play at times.

For all his NHL experience, Gagner is just 24. Centre is no easy position to master on defence, especially for a player who spent the first ten years of his hockey life with the puck always on his stick. Perhaps he’s ready to finally step up with his play away from the puck, though it’s not easy to change old habits.

As a righty shooter, Gagner might well mesh with Nail Yakupov, a lefty shooter. But they’d almost certainly need a big body winger skating with them, and no one jumps out on the Oilers as suitable for that role. Jesse Joensuu or Ryan Jones just don’t project as second-line wingers and Teemu Hartikainen is gone off to Russia, having failed to stick in a Top 6 role last year.

If the Taylor Hall-at-centre experiment works, Gagner would likely work well on the wing, where he will have much less defensive responsibility. In baseball, they put the strong hitters but weak fielders at first base or in left field. It could be time to put Gagner on the wing, a position where he’s most likely to thrive, to his benefit and the team’s benefit.
Rimmer competes like every Oilers practice is his last

Rookie goaltender has chance of backup role with Oilers ECHL affiliate

By Joanne Ireland, Edmonton JournalSeptember 19, 2013
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Edmonton Oilers prospect goalie Ty Rimmer keeps his eye on the puck during an exhibition hockey game against the University of Alberta Golden Bears at Clare Drake Arena in Edmonton on Sept. 10, 2013. Ty Rimmer is in training camp to compete for a backup role with the Oilers East Coast Hockey League affiliate team, the Bakersfield Condors.
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Edmonton Oilers sign Ryan Nugent-Hopkins to seven-year contract extension (with video)

Video: Ryan Nugent-Hopkins speaks about his new contract with the Edmonton Oilers

Pitlick gets second chance to improve on first impression with Oilers

Lazar signed and sealed, now he wants to deliver

Vancouver — Audition time for Ty Rimmer has not come in the form of pre-season games, not with the Edmonton Oilers squeezing in essential tune-up appearances for Devan Dubnyk and Richard Bachman.

So the Edmonton-raised, Grant Fuhr influenced goaltender has instead zeroed in on the shots he’s faced at team practice.

“I’m here to get a job,” said Rimmer, who backed up Dubnyk in Vancouver on Wednesday but didn’t see any action against the Canucks. “I’m looking to get my foot in the door and show the management and organization what I can do.”

An undrafted, unsigned Rimmer, 21, was a late addition to the Oilers rookie camp.He was one of three goaltenders who reported to the Young Stars tournament in Penticton with a tryout contract, and was the only one who made it to the main camp. That was largely due to the 29 minutes of play he got in the Oilers game against the University of Alberta Golden Bears.

Rimmer stopped all 15 shots he faced in a relief role. Tyler Bunz was pegged for the 4-3 loss.

“I have been going day by day,” Rimmer said. “I really try not to think about that stuff too much.”

Rimmer, who spent his last season in the Western Hockey League, logging 3,836 minutes with the Lethbridge Hurricanes, had a look with the Los Angeles Kings organization last year, thanks to a connection with Ron Hextall.

He played his first professional game during the Manchester Monarchs final regular-season game in May but unfortunately lost his tie to the Kings’ American Hockey League affiliate when Hextall left to return to the Philadelphia Flyers.

The Oilers later extended an offer to Rimmer to attend their development camp but he had already committed to the Dallas Stars. Discussions continued, long enough for the goaltender to switch gears.

“Nothing has really come easy for me. I’ve had to work for everything, but I’ve had some good opportunities,” Rimmer said. “I was able to make the most of my chances in the Western Hockey League, then I finished last season in Manchester,” he said. “That was a great experience to get that first pro game.

“Obviously, management here is watching every day so I need to perform. I need to treat practices like they are game situations, because that’s it for me right now. It’s a tryout and it is an evaluation. We had been talking to the Oilers for a long time and being a goalie, you really have to look at the depth and where I might fit in better. I felt that was Edmonton.”

He’s right. The Oilers don’t have goaltending depth. Dubnyk and free agent acquisition Jason LaBarbara will look after the net in Edmonton; Bachman, another off-season addition, will start for the Oilers affiliate Oklahoma City Barons; and Olivier Roy and Tyler Bunz round out the numbers. One will back up in the AHL, the other will start in the East Coast Hockey League, so the Bakersfield Condors still have room for another goaltender.

“This has been pretty surreal. I grew up coming to games with my dad so just being around the Oilers has been an awesome experience. Hopefully, I get to stick around a little bit longer.”

There was never any doubt as to which position Rimmer was going to play. His father, Barry, grew up with Fuhr, even played some minor hockey with the goaltender. The two have remained friends through the years, joining forces to coach Ty’s Pee Wee Tier 1 team back in the day.

Consequently, Rimmer was the kid who tended the net with the Knights of Columbus wearing the mask Fuhr wore with the Calgary Flames and when he moved up to the St. Albert Steel, he had the Los Angeles Kings headwear.

“That’s way cool. It’s got the Stanley Cups on the back,” said Rimmer. “I mean it’s a piece of history, so I was honoured to be able to wear that.

“We still talk every now and then but he’s obviously a busy guy. Still, it’s great to have a guy like that in your corner. I just tried to absorb as much as I could from him. I’ve certainly always looked up to him.”

Rimmer, who is listed at six feet, is trying to get a foothold in a league that now sends out towering goaltenders. He figures he can counter with his compete level and his quickness.

“On the street, I’m a big guy. Then you get into the NHL level and you have guys like Devan who are six-foot-six. That’s almost the norm now – to be over six-foot-three. I am below average so I need to play big. That’s what it’s come down to. Playing big and making the most of my angles.

“I’m just doing what I can. I just take it day by day, one shot at a time.”
Pitlick gets second chance to improve on first impression with Oilers

Rookie still a candidate for third- or fourth-line energy role

By Joanne Ireland, Edmonton JournalSeptember 19, 2013
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Jordan Eberle scores one of the Edmonton Oilers&#8217; four goals on Vancouver Canucks goalie Roberto Luongo during the first period of Wednesday&#8217;s NHL pre-season game at Rogers Arena.
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Jordan Eberle scores one of the Edmonton Oilers’ four goals on Vancouver Canucks goalie Roberto Luongo during the first period of Wednesday’s NHL pre-season game at Rogers Arena.
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A busy Joey Moss gathers stones and dirt

Lazar signed and sealed, now he wants to deliver

Larsen pleasant surprise on Edmonton Oilers' blue-line

Vancouver — When Tyler Pitlick was tapped on the shoulder again, one night after playing for the Edmonton Oilers in an NHL exhibition game against the Winnipeg Jets, he purposefully obliged.

The Oilers needed forwards to double up, with injuries sidelining Ryan Nugent-Hopkins (shoulder), Jujhar Khaira (undisclosed) and Andrew Miller (ribs).

For Pitlick, it was another chance to leave a good impression, so he skated out on Wednesday for another pre-season game, this time playing alongside Mark Arcobello and Jesse Joensuu in a 4-1 victory over the Vancouver Canucks.

The Oilers wasted no time setting the tone. Jordan Eberle tucked a wraparound in off Vancouver goaltender Roberto Luongo at 4:49, defenceman Martin Marincin got a goal through traffic, then David Perron put one in off the far post by the time the game was just seven minutes and 38 seconds old.

Jonesuu gave Edmonton a 4-0 cushion with his second goal of the pre-season, whipping in an Arcobello rebound before the Canucks’ Brendan Gaunce batted in a rebound that got past Oilers goalie Devan Dubnyk at 13:06.

The last two periods were scoreless.

Joacim Eriksson took over for Luongo for the final period, while Dubnyk went the distance for the Oilers, turning away 25 shots. 

Edmonton’s next test goes Saturday against the Canucks at Rexall Place. There will be more cuts before then.

“It’s always good when they want to take another look at you,” said Pitlick, a 21-year-old native of Minneapolis. “I’ve been feeling pretty good out there.”

Selected in the second round of the 2010 NHL entry draft, Pitlick is in his third pro season.

He readily admits that his sophomore campaign with the Oklahoma City Barons was not his best. The winger, who has the speed and wherewithal to play the body, started out toward the bottom of the depth chart because of the NHL lockout, then missed three weeks with a concussion only to sit out another two months with a knee injury. He played just 44 of the American Hockey League club’s 76 regular-season games. 

But he played all 16 playoff games, chipping in a pair of goals and four assists.

By the time the Oilers got to Vancouver, Pitlick was one of the few Barons still in the mix. Earlier Wednesday, Edmonton re-assigned defenceman Brandon Davidson and wingers Cameron Abney and Kale Kessy to the AHL Barons. Winger Mitch Moroz was returned to the Edmonton Oil Kings in the Western Hockey League.

Pitlick went to Vancouver after an impressive outing against the Jets.

“There’s something there with that kid,” said head coach Dallas Eakins. “We just have to see if we can bring it out of him.” 

With the Oilers intent on retooling their bottom six, the longer Pitlick is in camp, the better. He’s also certain he can be more productive than he has been, even if he’s cast in a more physical role. In the past two years with the Barons, Pitlick had only 10 goals.

In his only WHL season, Pitlick scored 27 goals in 56 games with the Medicine Hat Tigers.

“I think what they want me to do is be a guy who creates energy, a third-, fourth-line guy who will hit and use my speed to get in on the forecheck,” said Pitlick, who hadn’t played in Rogers Arena before Wednesday.

“But I still think I have some offensive upside. I can chip in there as well. My (offensive numbers in the AHL) definitely aren’t where I want them to be. I think I can improve on it for sure. A lot of it is just getting some confidence. They’ll get better.

“I just need to shoot more too,” he continued before the pre-season game. “Instead of looking to pass, I just need to fire as much as possible. The most important thing for me this year is to stay healthy, then I can build on playing better. 

“But I’m treating this as if I’m fighting for a spot. I don’t know if they expected me to coming into camp, but I’m looking at it as an opportunity. If worse comes to worse (and he don’t make the Oilers for the opener), I want them to know I’m ready when they need me.”

jireland@edmontonjournal.com
Larsen pleasant surprise on Edmonton Oilers' blue-line

Fast-skating defenceman from Denmark scores a goal and assist in Tuesday's 3-2 loss to Winnipeg Jets

By Jim Matheson, Edmonton JournalSeptember 18, 2013
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Edmonton Oilers' Philip Larsen, left, from Denmark, grabs the puck away from Calgary Flames' Mike Cammalleri during first period NHL pre-season hockey action in Calgary on Saturday, Sept. 14, 2013.
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Edmonton Oilers' Philip Larsen, left, from Denmark, grabs the puck away from Calgary Flames' Mike Cammalleri during first period NHL pre-season hockey action in Calgary on Saturday, Sept. 14, 2013.
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Eakins to honour only current players in Oilers’ dressing room

Belov plays catch up at Oilers training camp

Ask Matty: Trade Ales Hemsky for Steve Ott? You bet

Winnipeg — When Edmonton Oilers captain Shawn Horcoff and his $5.5-million salary-cap hit were moved to the Dallas Stars in July, the return was Danish defenceman Philip Larsen.

At first blush, it seemed like the old addition by subtraction story, with Larsen a “Who’s he?” player.

It appeared that the Oilers had to take Larsen’s $1.025-million cap hit to ease the financial pain somewhat from the Stars’ end. But Larsen, who was born in Denmark and moved to Sweden to play junior at age 15, has been a surprise.

He has very good speed, offensive savvy and he doesn’t back off from attacking players; he’s in their face.

Larsen is only six feet and 190 pounds, which might be worrisome on the cycles in the corners or scrums in front of the net, but the one-time partner of Mark Fistric when they were both in Dallas is absolutely in the mix for a spot on the Oilers’ blue-line.

It’s early in training camp, but Larsen and farmhands Taylor Fedun and Brandon Davidson are ahead of the others in the hunt for the No. 7 spot, with Russian free agent Anton Belov (who just arrived) and veteran Corey Potter (sore back) scrambling to catch up.

If it’s purely a fiscal decision, Fedun and Davidson, while very impressive, have two-way contracts. Fedun makes $77,500 and Davidson $62,500. Larsen would make $1.025 million in Edmonton or Oklahoma City; Belov $75,000 in the American Hockey League. Potter, who tweaked his back early in camp, has a one-way contract at $775,000.

In new head coach Dallas Eakins’ blue-print where he wants D-men to go back to retrieve the puck and get it up ice in a hurry, Larsen fits in very nicely, as does Fedun, who is about the same size.

The question is whether he’s strong enough, but they say that about every defenceman who isn’t six-foot-two and 210 pounds.

“He can really skate and his gaps (between the puck-carrier and the defender) are really good. He closes on people quickly,” Eakins said Monday, before playing Larsen for more than eight minutes in the third period and 23 minutes and 45 seconds overall in Tuesday’s 3-2 loss to the Winnipeg Jets.

Larsen assisted on Mitch Moroz’s goal, then scored off a 10-footer late in the third period, off-setting his not getting to slugger Anthony Peluso to prevent the Jets’ third goal from the slot.

“Real solid game,” said Eakins, who loves Larsen’s skating. “He’s confident in his game. When you skate like he does, you can get right up there and recover.”

Larsen is not worried about his size in the muck ’n’ grind of the game.

“Not everybody can be six-five,” he said.

When he got dealt to the Oilers, the 25-year-old shrugged.

Surprised? “No. They were trading everybody. They were changing the team,” he said.

Jim Nill is the Stars’ new general manager, Lindy Ruff is the new coach. Loui Eriksson was dealt to the Boston Bruins for Tyler Seguin. Jaromir Jagr and captain Brenden Morrow moved at last season’s trade deadline. Michael Ryder left as a free agent.

Larsen has played 95 NHL games, so he’s not a newbie. He had 55 games two years ago, playing almost 18 minutes a game, 32 in the lockout season (14:57 average ice time). He’s coming into his own.

“I played with (Alex) Goligoski and then Mark Fistric. I liked playing with Mark. They would shoot the puck in and he would always waive me away and he would want to get it and push around in the corners,” said Larsen with a laugh,

Larsen was in charge of getting the puck.

“I would have to get on my high horse,” he said.

Denmark has turned out some nice, unsung NHL forwards — Jannik Hansen with the Vancouver Canucks, Lars Eller with the Montreal Canadiens and Frans Nielsen of the New York Islanders. There’s a hockey tradition in Denmark and they have more than held their own against Finland and Slovakia, even with the small pool of players, and facilities.

“Only 13 rinks (indoor). Or maybe it’s up to 15,” said Larsen.

There’s more than that in Edmonton alone.

The Danish players tend to move away from home, though.

“I played at Frolunda with Lars for two or three years. I had a little talk with Mads (Eller’s brother, who will be playing for the Edmonton Oil Kings junior team this season),” Larsen said. “We all know each other. We all talk.”

Larsen isn’t the talk of the Oilers’ training camp, but he’s making a very good impression.

The Oilers as a team didn’t make much of an impression on Eakins, though, except for goalie Richard Bachman, who was outstanding. He had no chance on Michael Frolik’s power-play ripper over his shoulder, nor Carl Klingberg’s from the slot before Peluso’s 3-0 goal in the third.

“Bachman was great,” said Eakins.

ON THE BENCH: Farmhand winger Tyler Pitlick had a good game (14 minutes), getting lots of work on a third line in the third period with the Oilers trying to come back from two goals down. That’s a tip-off from the coach, who he thought was working.
Belov plays catch up at Oilers training camp

Former KHL defenceman faces tough competition for the No. 7 spot on the blue-line

By Jim Matheson, Edmonton JournalSeptember 16, 2013
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Newest Russian Oiler, Anton Belov arrives at training camp on September 16, 2013 in Edmonton.
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Newest Russian Oiler, Anton Belov arrives at training camp on September 16, 2013 in Edmonton.
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Ask Matty: Trade Ales Hemsky for Steve Ott? You bet

Eakins to honour only current players in Oilers’ dressing room

Oilers defenceman Belov stuck in Moscow awaiting his visa

EDMONTON - Anton Belov has finally arrived in Edmonton.

The Russian defenceman looked like he could use a lot more sleep following a daylong journey from Moscow to Edmonton after being granted a visa to travel to Canada.

“My legs? Not so good,” the 27-year-old said following practice Monday at Rexall Place. “Twenty-hours to get here.”

Nevertheless, Belov, whom the Edmonton Oilers signed to a two-way, free-agent contract this summer, is here.

He had to jump through a series of hoops to leave Russia, but he was on the ice Monday for his first practice with the Edmonton Oilers.

Belov, who won’t be playing Tuesday in Winnipeg or Wednesday in Vancouver, isn’t travelling the same road as fellow Russian Oilers defender Denis Grebeshkov, who came to North America as a teenager, though.

He was a solid KHL blueliner — a big body (six-foot-three, 185 pounds) who can hammer the puck and be a two-way player. He felt he’d done everything he could in Russia through four years with CKSA Moscow and five in Omsk.

Belov’s in the mix for a spot as the Oilers’ seventh defenceman, if you consider Justin Schultz, Andrew Ference, Ladislav Smid, Jeff Petry, Nick Schultz and Grebeshkov as the top six. Belov is late for camp, six days after team medicals and fitness testing, but he might be able to get into the lineup for Saturday’s home game with Vancouver.

Belov is married and has a one-year-old child. His family will be joining him in the near future.

“It shows a lot of courage to come over at his age,” said Grebeshkov, who was a Russian teammate of Belov’s in one international tournament.

“Belov had a comfortable life in the KHL as one of the league’s better defenders. He played on the Russia’s world championship team this past spring in Helsinki/Stockholm. Now, he’s gambling he can play in the best league in the world, and he was willing to take a two-way contract.

Belov might have to go to the AHL, which isn’t as good as the KHL.

“I know the ice is smaller, and I have to be smart,” he said of the North American minor-league circuit, which includes the Oilers’ principal farm team, the Oklahoma City Barons.

If he doesn’t make the Oilers’ 23-man roster for the first league game Oct. 1, he said he will gladly report to the AHL.

But he doesn’t want to be there for weeks.

“I know (an AHL detour is possible), but not for a long time because I know my level. I can play in the NHL,” he said.

He may have a verbal deal with the Oilers that he only has to learn the ropes in the AHL for so long if he doesn’t crack the Oilers top seven.

For now, Belov is in a fight with Philip Larsen, Corey Potter, Taylor Fedun and Brandon Davidson for the No. 7 spot. Larsen and Potter have one-way deals. Fedun, Belov and Davidson have two-way contracts, which could factor into the final decision. Money often talks.

Oilers coach Dallas Eakins welcomed Belov to the crowded blue-line, knowing Belov is playing catch-up.

“There was no downside to the things they were telling me,” Eakins said of the scouting report on Belov.

“He’s not going to play the next two games, but we have to get him in game (soon).

ON THE BENCH — Ryan Nugent-Hopkins was skating at practice Monday with two injured players — Jujhar Khaira (shoulder) and Andrew Miller (suspected back). He won’t play any games until the doctors give him the green light following recovery from shoulder surgery ... Tryout goalie Ty Rimmer is still here after Tyler Bunz and Olivier Roy were farmed to Oklahoma City, and will back up Devan Dubnyk in Vancouver on Wednesday night.
Oilers defenceman Belov stuck in Moscow awaiting his visa

By Joanne Ireland, Edmonton JournalSeptember 15, 2013
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Edmonton Oilers rookie forward Kyle Platzer was one of seven players reassigned to their junior teams on Sunday.

Edmonton Oilers rookie forward Kyle Platzer was one of seven players reassigned to their junior teams on Sunday.
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Eakins to honour only current players in Oilers’ dressing room

Jones looks like his old self after playing timid last season

EDMONTON - Another day of training camp passed without Anton Belov, the defenceman the Edmonton Oilers reeled in from the Kontinental Hockey League during the off-season.

His arrival has been held up because Canada’s foreign service officers are on strike, and unlike fellow Russian Denis Grebeshkov, he didn’t apply for his visa early enough.

Not only has Belov been missing essential practice and pre-season game time, he hasn’t been skating in Russia either because he’s in Moscow, awaiting his visa.

“I know the kid is stressed about it. He’s been holed up in Moscow,” said Oilers coach Dallas Eakins. “Once he gets here, we’ll settle him down and bring him up to speed.”

First round of cuts

Seven players were reassigned on Sunday, with more moves to be made by the middle of the week.

Ben Betker and Reid Petryk (Everett Silvertips, Western Hockey League), Ty Bilcke (Windsor Spitfires, Ontario Hockey League), Greg Chase (Calgary Hitmen, WHL), Jackson Houck (Vancouver Giants, WHL) and Kyle Platzer (London Knights, OHL) all left with their hockey gear, as did 2013 second-round pick Marco Roy (Blainville-Boisbriand, Quebec Major Junior Hockey League).

“You don’t want to be in a rush (to make cuts),” said Eakins, “especially with the guys on NHL (two-way) contracts. You want to get them into games. Even though they know they’re probably going to start the year in the minors, you have to have that fire. You have to have that light at the end of the tunnel. It has to be flickering.

“I’m doing my best to get everybody a little bit of experience ... so it creates competition in your organization.”

Klefbom back on ice

Defenceman Oscar Klefbom, who missed all but 11 games in the 2012-13 season because of a shoulder injury, took a shot in the head during the game against the University of Alberta Golden Bears and was kept off the ice for a few days.

He went out for Sunday’s practice and said he was hopeful he’d play either Tuesday against the Jets in Winnipeg or Wednesday against the Canucks at Vancouver.

Meanwhille, Ales Hemsky, who left Saturday’s game in the second period with an illness, was back on the ice on Sunday.

Mirror mirror

Eakins wants the Oklahoma City Barons to replicate the five-on-five systems the Oilers are implementing, so that the transition will be that much easier when players move from the American Hockey League to NHL.

He’s already had that discussion with Barons bench boss Todd Nelson.

“I want the players to know it inside out,” said Eakins. “The reason for that is that it’s a quick game and, if a kid gets called up, you have to think he’s nervous and he comes in having to play a new system. Then he’s got to think. That’s a big problem if you want this kid to excel.”

Nelson will run the special teams as he sees fit, much of which will depend on the strengths and weaknesses of his players.
Lazar signed and sealed, now he wants to deliver

Oil King looking forward to his first NHL pre-season game with Ottawa Senators

By Alicja Siekierska, Edmonton JournalSeptember 18, 2013
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Curtis Lazar of the Edmonton Oil Kings fails to get the puck past Portland Winterhawks goaltender Mac Carruth during the Western Hockey League final on May 12, 2013, at Rexall Place.
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Curtis Lazar of the Edmonton Oil Kings fails to get the puck past Portland Winterhawks goaltender Mac Carruth during the Western Hockey League final on May 12, 2013, at Rexall Place.
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Oil Kings cap off WHL pre-season with tough loss to Red Deer Rebels

Depleted Oil Kings look for victory in final pre-season game

Well-travelled journeyman sets up game-winner for Edmonton Oilers' split-squad in Calgary

EDMONTON - For Curtis Lazar, training camp with the Ottawa Senators — the first major step towards his lifelong dream of becoming a player in the National Hockey League — hasn’t gone exactly as he hoped.

Just five minutes into the first scrimmage of the Senators’ main camp, Lazar, who was drafted 17th overall on June 30, was rubbed out on the boards. Right away, he knew something was wrong with his shoulder.

The tough forward still played for the rest of the game, but after consulting with the Senators’ medical staff, he was told he wouldn’t return to the ice for at least a few days.

“It been tough,” said Lazar, an Edmonton Oil Kings prodcut speaking from Ottawa on Wednesday. “I was really looking forward to proving myself here.”

But really, the enthusiastic, talented forward has already done that. At the age of 18, with the first round of cuts out of the way, he remains the youngest player at training camp.

He also played impressively well at a rookie tournament that included three other NHL teams at London, Ont., earlier this month, recording three assists. Lazar’s playing record from the Western Hockey League speaks for itself; last season, he scored 38 goals and 23 assists with the Oil Kings.

While he has learned a lot from the coaches off the ice, watching training camp from the sidelines is probably the hardest thing Lazar has done during the past two weeks in Ottawa.

Coming a close second, though, was the surprisingly difficult task of biting his tongue.

Lazar learned on Friday that he would be signing a three-year, entry-level deal with the Senators. But the team decided to hold off making an announcement until Tuesday, after the Senators had finished two of their pre-season games.

Although he told his family and a few close friends, he was excited to be able to finally share the big news.

“I was a little sick and tired of keeping my mouth shut,” Lazar said with a laugh. “I was happy to finally be able to tell everyone and enjoy it.”

Oil Kings head coach Derek Laxdal said he wasn’t surprised by the news.

“It was just a matter of time before he got signed,” Laxdal said.

Even if he doesn’t make the Senators roster, which the humble forward expects will happen, Lazar believes training camp has helped him prepare for when he steps into a leadership role with the Oil Kings this year.

Interacting with veteran players, including recently named captain Jason Spezza, and tough-guy Chris Neil, who Lazar said “welcomed me with open arms,” has been a memorable experience for the rising hockey star.

“These players know what it takes to play at such a high level,” he said. “The tidbits of advice they’ve been giving me here and there during camp is going to go a long way with the Oil Kings.”

With his shoulder feeling better, Lazar hit the ice for a skate for the first time on Wednesday and will stick around the Senators’ training camp long enough to play at least one pre-season game.

He’ll likely get the chance to show his talent against the Toronto Maple Leafs on Thursday or Tuesday, or against the Montreal Canadiens on Wednesday.

Not surprisingly, he’s looking forward to “making up for lost ground” in his pro debut.

“I’m so close to my dream of playing in the NHL,” said Lazar. “I do have a lot of work to do, and a long ways to go, but it’s good to know that I’m on the right path.”

Jarry returns from Penguins’ camp

Tristan Jarry is the undisputed starting goaltender for the Oil Kings. Jarry, who signed a three-year, entre-level deal with the Pittsburgh Penguins earlier this month, returned from the NHL team’s training camp on Tuesday and hit the ice for his first Oil Kings’ practice on Wednesday. He will start in the season opener against the Calgary Hitmen on Friday at Rexall Place.

Tyler Santos, a 19-year-old Alberta Junior Hockey League veteran from Sherwood Park, will be the backup goalie. Santos beat out 16-year-old Patrick Dea of St. Albert on Wednesday.

OVERTIME: Several other players have returned to the Oil Kings from various NHL training camps this past week, including Mitch Moroz (Edmonton Oilers) and Cody Corbett (Minnesota Wild) ... Lazar and captain Griffin Reinhart, who is still with the New York Islanders, are both expected to miss Friday’s opening game.
If it turns out that Wednesday’s outing against the Vancouver Canucks was the last for Darnell Nurse this pre-season, the 18-year-old certainly left his mark.

Nurse played almost 23 minutes, second only to Justin Schultz, and once again showed why the Edmonton Oilers snapped him up with the seventh pick overall in the June draft.

He blocked shots in the 4-1 victory, broke up two-on-ones, and played with the kind of poise that is unusually for a rookie.

“That kid’s a hockey player,” said head coach Dallas Eakins. “Lots of compete in his game.

“When a player like that is out against unbelievable players like the Sedins, usually the young player will be very shy with the game and very defensive. He was on the war path. I thought he played one hell of a game.”

So too did goaltender Devan Dubnyk, who said the only unfortunate aspect of it all, is that the Oilers have enough defensive depth. They won’t rush Nurse if he can continue to excel with the Sault SteMarie Greyhounds, and represent Canada at the world juniors.

“I can’t believe he’s 18 years old,” said Dubnyk, who faced 26 shots in the victory. “He has this maturity about him on the ice. I’ve been so impressed with him.

“He plays hard, then you see his ability to create some things and jump up. You wouldn’t expect with the game that he plays. It’s too bad there’s not going to be a spot, because he’s certainly shown he could push for it if there was room.

“I’ve been beyond impressed with him all camp. It’s fun to have a young guy who wants to play defence.”

As for Nurse, he says he’s just soaking up everything he can, for as long as he can.

The Oilers play the Canucks again on Saturday, in Edmonton, and will do so with a smaller roster. Despite some of the strong performances on Wednesday, which Eakins said will make the cuts even tougher, the Oilers do have to get their numbers down.

There were still 41 players on the roster when they left Vancouver.

“As every day goes on, I just feel like I’m getting better and better,” said Nurse. “The biggest thing for me is to just take in everything I can each day, whether that’s learning from guys on the ice, or, just putting in the work in the gym.

“That’s really all you can do when you’re in my position. I’ve enjoyed every moment of it,” he continued.

“There have been some moments where I’ve had to step back and say how lucky am I do be in this position right now. That’s the biggest part of me just enjoying all of this.”

Oilers inject compete into game against Canucks

As far as Eakins was concerned, the highlight of the 4-1 win was the second period penalty kill that was the signature moment for the shot blockers. Nurse took one off the leg, Nick Schultz had one go off his head, and on it went.

The Oilers finished with 22 blocked shots (compared to 11 by the Canucks) and 28 hits (13 for Vancouver). Ben Eager and Tyler Pitlick led the way with five each.

“The amount of contact we had, I loved,” said Eakins, “but after the second period, I told our team whether we won 4-1, or 8-1, those four guys that killed that penalty and blocked all those shots, is what we need. That rubs off on people. It shows a dedication and a commitment that we want to instill in this group.

“That was the highlight of the game for me, that one penalty kill.”

Eakins had said earlier in the week that he was not going to refrain from putting his top players out in shorthanded situations and he did so against the Canucks. Ales Hemsky and Taylor Hall both logged time on the penalty kill.
Pietrangelo gets ice time in win
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St. Louis Blues forward Patrik Berglund (21) celebrates with teammate Alex Pietrangelo after Berglund scores the winning goal in overtime against the Dallas Stars in a pre-season game on Saturday, Sept. 21, 2013 at the Scottrade Center in St. Louis. Photo by Huy Mach, hmach@post-dispatch.com
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Blues make roster cuts; defenseman Edmunson stays

16 players sent to AHL affiliate. Read more

One of the concerns for Blues coach Ken Hitchcock in getting defenseman Alex Pietrangelo ready for the season is not just getting him ice time in the exhibition season. It’s getting him a lot of ice time. 

“There’s playing and then there’s getting used to playing minutes,” Hitchcock said. “You can’t play 15 minutes (in an exhibition game) and then play him 25 (in the season). We need him to play minutes and get him minutes in these games.”

Which is why on Friday, in his first game of the preseason, Pietrangelo was on the ice for a team-high 26 minutes, 46 seconds. He did it again on Saturday, playing 26:44 in the Blues’ 3-2 preseason overtime win over Dallas.

Going into the game, Pietrangelo saw Saturday’s game as the bigger test of the young season than his Friday debut, a test of both his mental and physical stamina. All he did in the closing minutes Saturday was score the tying goal with 4:41 to go in regulation and then get the assist on the game-winner 2:07 into overtime as Patrik Berglund backhanded in Pietrangelo’s miss.

“It’s one way to get into the season, playing back to back right away,” Pietrangelo said. “We managed the minutes tonight and felt pretty good. … (Mentally) I tried to stay engaged as long as I could, coming back in the third period, obviously being down in the third period, the emotions are high, the crowds are into it, It makes it easy to stay in the game.

“I’ll go as long as they want me to. If that’s what’s going to help the team win. More minutes, less minutes, whatever they need me to do.”

“When you’ve got a lot of time on the power play, it probably doesn’t seem like that (long),” Hitchcock said. “This is going to be good for his growth. He’s in great shape. … I think he’s better. He’s more composed from the red line in. We want to get him back to where he was from the red line back with the puck so he’s making those crisp outlet passes. Those are timing things that are going to take another week or so. He’s a big horse, with that type of mobility, he pulls away from people. He’ll be a big part of our game.”

While it’s silly to think Pietrangelo’s absence from the first two days of camp would have any carryover into his season – “Not much happens the first two days,” he said. “If there’s two to pick, it’s probably the first two.” – even Pietrangelo was surprised with how easy it was playing almost 27 minutes his first time out. Spending almost half the game on the ice felt, he said, “normal.”

“I guess when you’re used to playing those minutes over the last couple years, I guess your body adjusts quickly,” he said. “I guess that goes into how hard I train to get ready to play those minutes.

“I felt pretty normal. Obviously there’s fatigue when you play 26 minutes and you’re down a goal and trying to push offensively. I felt no different than I would in a normal game.”

Though Pietrangelo is, at 23, still one of the youngest players on the Blues, he’s in his fourth full season with the club. But if you go back to when Pietrangelo made his debut in the ‘08-09 season, he’s been around a long time. Pietrangelo expects to be more of a leader on the team, not because of his seven-year contract that cements his role with the team, but because he’s been around so long.

“It’s because I’ve got another year under my belt as a player, more experience,” he said. “I’m here for my fourth year now and there’s a sense of leadership that comes along with being a so-called, I guess, veteran. I’m getting toward being a guy who’s been here for five years.”

Pietrangelo tied the game, setting up in the slot and one-timing a pass from behind the goal by Derek Roy in on a 4-on-3 power play. The Blues went on a power play again 13 seconds into overtime when Jordie Benn was sent off for holding. Pietrangelo was out on the ice for the entire power play, and with time running out, his shot from outside hit hard off the glass behind the goal and bounced back in front of the net, where Berglund backhanded it in.

Though the Blues outshot Dallas 36-24, Blues goalie Jake Allen was tested more in goal than Dallas’ Keri Lehtonen was, and he made several strong saves. Dallas scored on just one of six power plays while the Blues didn’t score on their first five, including 33 seconds of 5 on 3, before scoring on the last two.

And it was a Blues penalty that led to their first goal. Defenseman Roman Polak was sent off for boarding, but his penalty expired just as the Blues got the puck in their own end. Polak probably isn’t the guy the Blues want to breakaway, and indeed he shot wide as he came in on goal. But he went behind the net, got the puck, passed off to a rushing Dmitrij Jaksin. Dallas’ Keri Lehtonen blocked the shot, but Jared Schwartz swooped in to tap in the rebound and tie the score at 1-1 with his second goal in two games.

Dallas went back ahead just nine seconds into the third period, with Jamie Benn skating down the right boards, cutting in, curling around Leopold, crossing in front of the goal and backhanding the puck past Allen.

The deal is a little different for Adam Cracknell this time around. For the first time he isn't in Blues camp fighting for his professional life. He's here with something he's never had — security.

And yet, things aren't very much different at all. When you get drafted in the ninth round of the NHL draft, when you are the 279th player taken overall, you don't forget where you came from or where you're going.

“I still come in here with the same attitude, try to make the team,” said Cracknell, who was drafted by Calgary in 2004. “I think the contract was a reward for all the years, being up and down, and proving myself. But now I have to prove they made the right decision.”

Cracknell, 28, has been up and down more often than the tide. He's played in 46 NHL games, 20 of them last season, 24 in 2010-11, and just two in between. He's also skated for the Kooteny Ice, the Omaha Ak-Sar-Ben Knights, Las Vegas Wranglers, Quad City Flames and Peoria Rivermen.

If everybody wants to know why he's with the Blues, it's because he's been around a long time, and he's paid some dues. Sounds like a song, eh?

But after all that time, Cracknell made an impression last season that could not be ignored. He demonstrated he could make a difference when he scored two goals to help the Blues rally to a 4-3 victory over the Chicago Blackhawks on March 4.

He elevated a line with Chris Porter and Ryan Reaves that became, arguably, the Blues most impacting group during a playoff loss to Los Angeles. At 6 feet 2, 210 pounds, Cracknell added energy, size, grit and smarts. When the season ended, he was awarded with a one-year, one-way contract for $600,000.

But that was then, this is now. And while he has the satisfaction of knowing he will be on a major league roster, the competition for the role Cracknell fits is intense in camp. With additions like Maxim Lapierre and Keith Aucoin, with the play of Sergey Andronov and Patrick Cannone, regular season spots are precious, ice time will be hard to come by.

“I would like to see more competition for role-playing spots and that's what we're going to find out,” Blues coach Ken Hitchcock said. “I feel like there's a little bit of separation here and I'd like to see more competition. So we're going to see in the next couple of games what that competition gets to.”

Cracknell will be playing on a line with Lapierre and Reaves as the Blues play host to their first exhibition game at 7 tonight against Tampa Bay at Scottrade Center. The teams play the second game of the preseason doubleheader here at 7 p.m. Saturday.

***

Jaroslov Halak will be in goal for the Blues tonight, his first game of any kind since April 1. Hitchcock said he plans to play Halak in all three periods.

***

Hitchcock said he is hoping to see more from the line that includes center Patrik Berglund and wingers Magnus Paajarvi and Vladimir Tarasenko. Asked what he would like to see, Hitchcock spelled it out.

“More pursuit on the puck, more winning puck races, more playing like they practice,” he said. “I thought the first game they played together they were tentative. I think they know that and we're looking for a step up, and I think we'll see it tonight.”

***

Here is the Blues' lineup for tonight's game with the Lightning:

FORWARDS

Alexander Steen-David Backes-T.J. Oshie

Magnus Paajarvi-Patrik Berglund-Vladimir Tarasenko

Adam Cracknell-Maxim Lapierre-Ryan Reaves

Yannick Veilleux-Corey Locke-Tyler Shattock

DEFENSE

Jay Bouwmeester-Alex Pietrangelo

Barret Jackman-Kevin Shattenkirk

Ryan Whitney-Joel Edmundson

GOAL

Jaroslav Halak (starter)

Brian Elliott
Halak excited to be back on ice
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Tyler Johnson, Vladimir Tarasenko

St. Louis Blues' Vladimir Tarasenko (91), of Russia, shoots as Tampa Bay Lightning's Tyler Johnson defends during the second period of a preseason NHL hockey game Friday, Sept. 20, 2013, in St. Louis. (AP Photo/Jeff Roberson)
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Blues' Cracknell still fighting for a job

Forward Adam Cracknell has his first NHL contract, but is still battling for a role. Read more
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Box score: Lightning 4, Blues 3

A lot of water has passed under the bridge since April 1, when we last saw Jaroslav Halak.

But on Friday night at Scottrade Center, all that water had turned to ice.

After all the injuries, arguments and opinions that he might be elsewhere, Halak was back on it, between the pipes on Scottrade ice, back in Blue. And the 28-year-old native of Bratislava, Slovakia, was comfortable in his surroundings, once more.

“I’m excited,” said Halak, who recalled the date of his last appearance without prompting. “We’ve got some interesting players on our team and we just need to stay healthy and play as a team. I’m looking forward to it.”

BOX SCORE: LIGHTNING 4, BLUES 3

Some might have gotten a different impression last spring, when Halak had a publicized dust-up with coach Ken Hitchcock. Some thought Halak had played his last game for the Note, when he left the ice that April night in Minnesota, compromised once more by a temperamental groin strain.

Frustration boiled over, things went public, days got numbered. But at the core of all the contentiousness were the recurring setbacks, the groin injury from hell. Halak kept rebounding only to have the injury do the same, wrecking his world all over again.

“You get to a point emotionally where enough is enough,” Halak said.

Perhaps you saw the movie entitled “No Country For Old Men.” Well, the 2012-13 NHL season was “No Season For Nagging Injuries.” An HO scale schedule just 48 games long left no room for rehabilitation. When Halak couldn’t get healthy, and Brian Elliott couldn’t get right, the Blues turned to Jake Allen.

With each game counting down the stretch, with Elliott and Allen playing well, there was no way to get back to Halak. There were only tidbits of disenchantment and talk of departure. But now the water has turned to ice and Halak is determined to keep it that way.

He paid particular attention to strengthening his lower body during an ambitious summer training. He remained in St. Louis and had his personal instructor in town for three weeks for fine-tuning mechanics. Halak is in the last year of a contract that pays him $3.75 million, but he’s in the first days of the rest of his hockey life.

“I think he’s eager,” said Hitchcock, who played Halak through all three periods Friday as the Blues lost a preseason game to Tampa Bay 4-3 at Scottrade Center. “He’s been excellent since the first day of camp. He’s been a guy who, for us, looks like he’s flat ready to get playing some games now.

“So the next process for him is being in the net. We’re going to play him in maybe (two of the next three) games and hopefully get his timing back going.”

Halak played in 16 games last season, posting three shutouts and a 2.14 goals-against average. Keep in mind, his season interrupted followed a four-month lockout and nearly eight months away from NHL ice.

That marvelous 2011-12 season now seems so long ago, and yet it was only 16 games ago. It’s perhaps easy to forget Halak won 26 games, backstopped six shutouts and carried a 1.97 goals-against average. He combined with Elliott to capture a Jennings Trophy as the Blues allowed the fewest goals in the league.

Then came the collision with Barret Jackman that ended Halak’s playoffs just as they started, then came the starts and stops.

“He missed a third of last season, a third of the potential games he could have played, which is a lot,” Hitchcock said. “He’s done everything from a conditioning, fitness standpoint to put himself in great position and I think he’s excited about all the work he’s done.”

Artem Sergeev’s shot through a screen beat Halak in the first period Friday. He had no chance on Brett Connolly’s second period tap-in. He could do nothing about the next goal, which caromed in off Blues defenseman Joel Edmundson. The last Lightning goal went in off Halak’s pad.

In his first game in 172 days, he was not invincible and certainly not thrilled.

“I felt OK, but it seemed like everything went in,” Halak said. “There was a lot of weird bounces tonight and … it’s not the way you would imagine the way the game is going to be, but it is what is. It’s the preseason.”

At this point, it’s not about artistic success. Exhibition games are often disjointed and sloppy – Friday was a case in point. Halak made some terrific saves, as well. He saw shots, he got valuable work in, he got back in the saddle.

“I just need to get better, that’s the bottom line,” Halak said. “You get some benefits from this. There’s always room for improving, and we start tonight. The good thing is it’s preseason and it’s good to get that first one. I felt great, so it’s a step.”

The new optimism isn’t just reflected in Halak’s commitment to work. He became a father for the first time during the summer, as his wife Petra gave birth to a baby girl, Inna. Halak seems to smile more easily now, seems to internalize less obviously.

“It’s funny, I think he and his wife having a baby kind of really changed him,” said defenseman Kevin Shattenkirk, who remains single. “He said it’s just been a great thing for him. I don’t know if it puts things in perspective – I can’t tell you. But he definitely seems like a changed man. He’s proud to be a father and I guess there’s a lot that comes from that.”

Many thought Halak would never be back. Instead, with a new season just 12 days away, he has never looked more at home.

Is Jaskin ready to step up with Blues?
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Blues prospect Dmitrij Jaskin, shown here, scored two goals Wednesday in an exhibition game against Tampa Bay. (Jeremy Rutherford photo / Post-Dispatch)
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Blues Notebook: Sobotka returns, will play Saturday

Tampa Bay prospect gets 3-game suspension for his hit on Blues' left wing.  Read more

Blues' Cracknell still fighting to win a job

The deal is a little different for Adam Cracknell this time around. Read more
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This weekend is a time for the Blues to see if right wing Dmitrij Jaskin has come of age.

Jaskin is only 20, but his brief career fits easily into two camps. When he’s played against opponents his own age, he’s done pretty well. When he’s played against players who are older, the production hasn’t been there.

Jaskin had two goals on Wednesday in the Blues’ 4-3 shootout loss to Tampa Bay, and those goals are nice, but early training camp goals don’t prove much, not at a time when players who may soon be headed back to juniors or the minors are getting ice time. This weekend, when the Blues play back-to-back home exhibition games, Jaskin will get a look at top-line talent and the Blues will be looking to see how he does.

“He scores all his goals because he’s playing against people that are kind of in the same boat,” coach Ken Hitchcock said Thursday. “We’ll see what he does later in the week when he gets against NHL players, like on Saturday. We’ll see how he looks. But he dominates guys who are similar — first- or second-year American League players, graduating juniors. But he’s going to play against NHL players on the weekend here. We’ll get a better read then if he can handle it.”

And then Hitchcock strikes a note of confidence.

“He’s just so strong,” he said. “You hope he can create the same scoring opportunities against men that he does against guys the same age.”

Jaskin had been productive when he was playing age-group and junior-level hockey, but at 17, he moved up to the senior team of Slavia Praha, in his hometown of Prague, Czech Republic. There, he went from someone who averaged about a point a game to someone who was getting a point every six or eight games.

Then last year, he came to North America, playing for Moncton in the Quebec Major Junior Hockey League, and once back among similar players, he thrived, with 46 goals and 53 assists in 51 games. That earned him a callup to the Blues once Moncton’s season ended, and he saw limited action in two games at the end of the season. His two goals on Wednesday were his first two in the Blues’ organization.

“Sometimes you have a good time, some times a hard time,” said Jaskin, who was born in Russia but moved to Prague when he was 8 months old and started to learn English a year ago when he moved to Canada. “I had a really, really good time in Moncton. That was an awesome season. I just enjoyed it. To have a perfect team, that helps. In Czech, it was not a bad team, but I think every player didn’t play real well. We had a bad season, that’s probably why (the numbers were low).” (Slavia Praha finished 12th in the 14-team Czech league that season.)

Even then, there were lessons to be learned. Jaskin said that his two seasons playing with older men in Prague were just like coming to the Blues last season: A big step up.

“That was maybe the same like last year when I was called up here,” he said. “Everything in Prague was really quick. … I don’t really think about anything. I just try to play.”

Now, he’s got to take that next step. Jaskin will likely be starting the season in Chicago with the Blues’ AHL affiliate, and he’ll be someone who has a chance to be called up if the Blues have holes to fill up front. He won’t turn 21 until March, so he’s still a young player with a lot to learn.

“From the red line in, he’s been great, excellent,” Hitchcock said. “He’s done everything we ask. He’s great on puck protection. He’s still learning the game from the red line back, sniffing out the danger areas defensively and offensively. From the red line in he’s been solid. Really good.”

Blues make roster cuts; defenseman Edmunson stays
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St. Louis Blues vs. Dallas Stars

St. Louis Blues forward Derek Roy (12) tries to gain control during a game against the Dallas Stars in a pre-season game on Saturday, Sept. 21, 2013 at the Scottrade Center in St. Louis. Also in photo is Blues forward Chris Stewart. Photo by Huy Mach, hmach@post-dispatch.com
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Pietrangelo gets ice time in win

Blues 3, Stars 2 • He shows no effects after missing camp. Read more

The Blues made their first major personnel moves of training camp after Saturday’s game, sending 18 players to their AHL affiliate Chicago’s camp.

There were no surprises on the list, and the Blues will have 31 players in camp — 18 forwards, 10 defensemen and three goalies — when practice resumes on Monday after a day off on Sunday.

The players sent out on Saturday were forwards Christian Hanson, Corey Locke, Mark Mancari, Cody Beach, Samuel Henley, Jacob Doty, Tyler Shattock, Alexandre Bolduc, Pat Cannone, Yannick Veilleux, Sebastian Wannstrom, defensemen Taylor Chorney, Brett Ponich, Cade Fairchild, David Shields, Evan Oberg, and Brent Regner and goalie Jordan Binnington.

While there were no surprises among the players being sent down, one player who is staying around is notable. Defenseman Joel Edmundson, the team’s second-round selection in the 2011 draft, is among the 10 defensemen still with the team. Edmundson, who played juniors last season, played Saturday against Dallas, his third appearance in four games.

The Blues have to get down to 23 players by Sept. 30.

K-K-K-Kalamazoo calls

The Blues have changed their ECHL farm team, the equivalent of Class AA in baseball, switching from Evansville, Ind., to Kalamazoo, Mich.

The Kalamazoo Wings had an existing agreement with the Chicago Wolves, the Blues’ new affiliate in the American Hockey League.

“I think for us it was … one relationship already existed between Chicago and Kalamazoo and No. 2, I think around the league the coach (Nick Bootland) has a good reputation for developing players,” Blues assistant general manager Kevin McDonald said.

It will be a dual partnership with Kalamazoo, with Vancouver also having prospects play there. The Canucks, who had been Chicago’s parent club, renewed their relationship with Kalamazoo.

“Vancouver is going back because they were so happy with them,” McDonald said.

Binnington with team

Binnington, the Blues’ third-round selection in the 2011 draft, was supposed to go along with the team for its exhibition game in Dallas last week, but a migraine headache kept him in St. Louis. With roster moves approaching, Saturday was the Blues’ last chance to look at him before sending him on to the Wolves’ camp in Hoffman Estates, which starts on Monday. 

Although he didn’t get in the game, he said being in an NHL environment was productive. “It’s a great experience to be part of the game,” Binnington said Saturday morning. “It’s a great experience, especially as a young kid, seeing what it’s like and what it takes to get there. I’m pretty excited about tonight because it’s at home and I know the Blues fans are pretty loud. I’m excited to see how it goes.”

Jeremy Rutherford contributed to this report

Pietrangelo goes back to back tonight against Dallas
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St. Louis Blues v Colorado Avalanche

Blues defenseman Alex Pietrangelo skates into the offensive end with the puck in third period action during a game between the St. Louis Blues and the Colorado Avalanche on Tuesday, April 23, 2013, at the Scottrade Center in St. Louis. (Photo by Chris Lee, clee@post-dispatch.com)
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Gallery: Blues defeat Stars 3-2, in OT

After missing the first two days of practice because of his holdout and not playing in the Blues' first two preseason games, Alex Pietrangelo will be back on the ice tonight when the Blues play Dallas tonight at Scottrade Center.

Pietrangelo played a game-high 26 minutes, 46 seconds on Friday night against Tampa, and coach Ken Hitchcock is sending him right back out there.

"He's got to find his own rhythm," Hitchcock said Thursday. "There's playing, and there's getting used to plahying minutes. You can't play 15 minutes, then play 25 (when the season starts).. We need to play minutes and get him minutes in these games. We'll see how he looks. If it looks like he needs more playing time, he may play more games."

Hitchcock said it was possible Pietrangelo could play the remaining exhibition games. The Blues have two more, both against Minnesota, next week.

***

TONIGHT'S LINEUP

Forward

Jaden Schwartz-Derek Roy-Chris Stewart

Dmitrij Jaskin-Patrik Berglund-Vladimir Tarasenko

Chris Porter-Vladimir Sobotka-Ty Rattie

Sergey Andronov-Keith Aucoin-Cody Beach

Defensemen

Jordan Leopold-Alex Pietrangelo

Ian Cole-Roman Polak

Taylor Chorney-Jani Hakanpaa

Goalie

Jake Allen

Jordan Binnington

***

GOOD EXPERIENCE

Jake Allen is expected to get the start tonight, seeing Dallas for the second time this preseason. The Blues picked up a 6-5 shootout win over the Stars last Sunday.

Allen played the entire game, allowing five goals on 38 shots. Tonight, he'll be backed up by Jordan Binnington, and with roster cuts coming soon, the former Ontario Hockey League goalie of the year could see some action.

“Either way, it’ll be a great experience to be part of the game," said Binnington, a third-round draft pick (No. 88 overall) in 2011. "It’s a great experience, especially as a young kid, seeing what it’s like and what it takes to get there. I’m pretty excited about tonight because it’s at home and I know the Blues fans are pretty loud. I’m excited to see how that goes.”

***

KALAMAZOO WINGS

The Blues have changed affiliations in the ECHL, the equivalent of Double-A in baseball.

After aligning itself with the Evansville (Ind.), IceMen in 2012-13, the Blues reached an agreement with the Kalamazoo (Mich.) Wings beginning this season.

Kalamazoo has had an existing agreement with the Chicago Wolves, who are the Blues' new affiliate in the American Hockey League.

"I think for us it was ... one relationship already existed between Chicago and Kalamazoo and No. 2, I think around the league the coach (Nick Bootland) has a good reputation for developing players," Blues assistant general manager Kevin McDonald said. 

It will be a dual partnership with Kalamazoo, in that, Vancouver will also house prospects with the Wings. The Canucks renewed their relationship this year.

"Vancouver is going back because they were so happy with them," McDonald said.

Blues' Cracknell still fighting for a job
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St. Louis Blues v Colorado Avalanche

Blues right wing Adam Cracknell (right) tries to keep the puck away from Colorado center Paul Stastny in third period action during a game between the St. Louis Blues and the Colorado Avalanche on Tuesday, April 23, 2013, at the Scottrade Center in St. Louis. Photo by Chris Lee, clee@post-dispatch.com
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Halak excited to be back on ice

Lightning 4, Blues 3 • After rocky season, Blues goalie makes first start since April 1.  Read more

When you get selected in the ninth round of the NHL draft, when you are the 279th player taken overall, you don’t forget where you came from. Or where you’re going.

“I still come in here with the same attitude, try to make the team,” said Blues winger Adam Cracknell, originally drafted by Calgary in 2004. “I think the contract was a reward for all the years, being up and down, and proving myself. But now I have to prove they made the right decision.”

True enough, the hill Cracknell’s climbing is a little different this time around. He’s in Blues camp carrying something he’s never had before – security. He signed a one-way contract after last season that will pay him $600,000.

And yet, things aren’t very much different at all. “I’m still the same,” Cracknell said. “I’m still looking for a cheap place to live.”

Cracknell is 28 now. He’s been up and down more often than the ocean tide. He’s played in 46 NHL games, 20 of them last season, 24 in 2010-11, and only two in the season in between. He’s also skated for the Kooteny Ice, the Omaha Ak-Sar-Ben Knights, Las Vegas Wranglers, Quad City Flames and Peoria Rivermen.

If everybody wants to know why Cracknell is with the Blues, it’s because he’s been around a long time, and he’s paid his dues. Sounds like a song, eh?

But after all that due diligence, Cracknell made an impression last season that could not be ignored. He underlined his value with two goals that helped the Blues rally to a 4-3 victory over Chicago on March 4.

He elevated a line with Chris Porter and Ryan Reaves that became perhaps the Blues’ most impactful group during a playoff series with Los Angeles. At 6 feet 2, 210 pounds, Cracknell added size, energy, grit and smarts. When the season ended, he was rewarded with his one-way deal.

“I’ve got my foot in the door, now I’ve got to get both feet in and stay in,” Cracknell said. “We’ve got to get back to that style of play that we’re used to. It complements my game and complements their game and I think that’s what we’re here for.”

In short, that was then, this is now. And while he has the satisfaction of knowing he will be on a major league roster, the competition is intense in camp for the role Cracknell fits. With additions like Maxim Lapierre and Keith Aucoin, with the play of Sergey Andronov and Patrick Cannone, regular-season roles are precious, ice time will be hard to come by.

“I would like to see more competition for role-playing spots and that’s what we’re going to find out,” Blues coach Ken Hitchcock said. “I feel like there’s a little bit of separation here and I’d like to see more competition. So we’re going to see in the next couple of games what that competition gets to.”

Cracknell played on a line with Lapierre and Reaves on Friday night as the Blues played their first home preseason game against the Lightning.

“The contract is huge, you know,” he said. “It’s my fifth one-year deal with St. Louis ... which might be a record. Now I’m working toward next and this year. To be part of this organization and what they’re building toward, knowing they trust me to be here, it’s an honor. Now I have to prove I deserve it.”

pretty goal

Alex Steen’s first-period goal was a beauty. Steen got a pass from David Backes, kept Lightning defenseman Andrej Sustr on his hip and ripped a backhander just under the crossbar to beat Ben Bishop. 

The goal late in the first period tied the score 1-1. The Blues got a goal from Corey Locke in the second that tied the score 2-2. Later, Locke assisted on T.J. Oshie’s goal seven minutes, 28 seconds into the third period that made it 4-3.

But they couldn’t get another against their former netminding prospect and St. Louis native, Bishop.

Hitchcock said he is hoping to see more over the weekend from the line that includes center Patrik Berglund and wingers Magnus Paajarvi and Vladimir Tarasenko. Asked what he would like to see, Hitchcock spelled it out.

“More pursuit on the puck, more winning puck races, more playing like they practice,” he said. “I thought the first game they played together they were tentative. I think they know that and we’re looking for a step up, and I think we’ll see it tonight.”

Hitchcock indicated the roster will get down to 30 players by the time the Blues play again Saturday night, which means 18 players will be trimmed today. After tonight, the Blues will have two more preseason starts to prepare for the season proper on Oct . 3 against Nashville.

“So, I think the players that are going to play the back end of the lineup over the next three games are the players we want to take a look at being in the 30,” Hitchcock said. “I think you’ll get a good read on the four or five (in the mix) playing tonight and four or five tomorrow, if we’re going to be prepared to stick with them.”

Vladimir Sobokta has a J-shaped welt on the bottom and outside of his left eye, but other than that, the Blues left wing was no worse for wear as he returned to the ice at practice on Thursday after being knocked out of the Blues’ game on Wednesday by an illegal hit.

Tampa Bay prospect Adam Erne got a two-minute penalty for slamming into Sobotka with his shoulder 6:54 into the first period, and on Thursday, he also got a three-game suspension from the league for the hit.

“In spite of the fact that Sobotka lowered his head and turned in a way that made him vulnerable,” said Brendan Shanahan, who oversees player safety for the NHL, “Erne must do a better job of hitting more squarely through the body and not picking his opponent’s head.”

After the hit, Sobotka spent the rest of the game off the ice, but by Thursday, pretty much everything was back to normal and he took part in a short on-ice session at Scottrade Center.

“He feels good,” coach Ken Hitchcock said. “We’ll play him on Saturday. We didn’t schedule him in for tomorrow. He wanted to play tomorrow, but we’ll hold him out and play him on Saturday. We’re fine.”

Sobotka did not talk to reporters on Thursday.

While the league took action against Erne, Hitchcock wished his players had too. “You probably would like to see a response there,” he said after the game. Blues forward Chris Stewart said after the game that, since Erne is just 18, “I don’t know how it’s going to look when one of our heavies goes out there and tries to attack him.”

Stewart said he spoke with Hitchcock on Thursday and told him he wasn’t trying to go against what the coach had said, but was offering an opinion on the lack of a response and that Hitchcock agreed with him.

“All I know is,” Hitchcock said Thursday, “the issue has been dealt with. We’re moving forward on it. But we’re not going to allow that to happen on our team. That’s not a St. Louis Blues team that allows that to happen. So we dealt with it and we’ll move forward.”

Home opener

The Blues, who have a shootout win and a shootout loss so far, play their home exhibition opener tonight against Tampa Bay. It’s the first of back-to-back home games, with a game against Dallas on Saturday.

Hitchcock said he would use about 12 of his top-caliber players in each game. Jaroslav Halak will make his first appearance of the season tonight in goal, and the David Backes line — Backes, T.J. Oshie and Alex Steen —– and the Patrik Berglund line — Berglund, Magnus Paajarvi and Vladimir Tarasenko — will play. On defense, Barret Jackman, Kevin Shattenkirk, Jay Bouwmeester and Alex Pietrangelo will play.

Personnel matters

The Blues put seven players on waivers on Thursday, a necessary step in order to send them down to their farm team in Chicago, which opens its camp on Monday in Hoffman Estates. Those who had to pass through waivers are forwards Alexandre Bolduc, Patrick Cannone, Christian Hanson, Mark Mancari, Tyler Shattock and defenseman Taylor Chorney. All were still with the team Thursday.

The Blues also sent four players back to juniors: forwards William Carrier (Cape Breton, QMJHL), Zach Pochiro (Prince George, WHL) and Ryan Tesink (Blainevile-Boisbriand, QMJHL), and goaltender Francois Tremblay (Val d’Or Foreurs, QMJHL).

The Blues aren’t the fanciest of teams in the NHL this season. But they play a direct game under coach Ken Hitchcock and they're getting bigger all the time.

Newcomer Magnus Paajarvi is listed at 6-foot-3 and 208 pounds. He can skate, too. He must learn to play bigger to stick on one of the top three Blues lines, but his early preseason reviews have been favorable.

Newcomer Maxim Lapierre goes 6-2 and 207 pounds. He uses every bit of that size with his bump-and-grind style. He could be a good fit with straight-line checkers like Ryan Reaves (6-1, 224), Chris Porter (6-1, 206) and Adam Cracknell (6-2, 210).

Top prospect Vladimir Tarasenko (6-0, 219 pounds) isn’t fond of his old “Tank” nickname from Russia, but his strong lower body allows him to plow into the tough areas of the ice. If he moves past last season’s concussion and plays a full season, he will have a huge impact on this team.

And then there is young Dmitrij Jaskin (6-2, 197), who pumped in two goals against the Tampa Bay Lightning on Wednesday in Orlando. He scored once on a wrapaound shot and once on a deflection.

Jaskin, 20, played like a man among boys in the Quebec Major Junior Hockey League last season, scoring 46 times in 51 games. Earlier in his career, he played like a boy among men in the Czech Elite League, scoring just seven goals in 70 games over two seasons for HC Slavia Praha.

Last season he skipped right past Peoria of the American Hockey League after his junior hockey career ended and played two games for the Blues. This season he figures to develop his offensive game for the Blues’ AHL affiliate in Chicago while awaiting his first extended opportunity in the NHL.

Jaskin is another strong player who plays a direct game. Scouts love the maturity and grit of his game.

One NHL talent evaluator offered ESPN.com this assessment: “Dmitrij Jaskin is going to be a hell of a player. This kid is a horse. He's like a Hossa, quite frankly.”

As long as that is Marian Hossa and not Marcel Hossa, that is a very good thing.

On the blue line, the splitting of Barret Jackman and Roman Polak would spread the physical play more evenly in the defensive pairings --  just as separating Kevin Shattenkirk and Jordan Leopold would distribute skill.

Hitchcock can spread his front line muscle, too, putting hard-hitting David Backes on one line, bulldozing Chris Stewart on another and rangy Patrik Berglund on the third.

Such size is nice, but the inclination to play big is more important. Forwards will have to fight for ice time on this team, so you can expect the Blues will play a heavy game again this season under Hitchcock.

After bowing out of the playoffs against the imposing Kings the last two seasons, they know the challenge awaiting them in the spring.

AROUND THE RINKS: Goaltenders Jaroslav Halak and Brian Elliott both make the list of Top 20 potential unrestricted free agents for next summer. No. 1 on that UFA list is King Henrik Lundqvist of the Rangers, the best netminder of his era . .   . . . Is young Blues forward Jaden Schwartz really better than Senators winger Bobby Ryan? That is overly high praise, or a terrible oversight by ESPN . . . Goaltender Roberto Luongo expected to be long gone from Vancouver by now. He loves living in Florida, so he assumed the Panthers were a real possibility. But the Canucks traded Cory Schneider instead of Luongo and now Tim Thomas is trying to fill the veteran goaltender void in South Florida . . . Luongo still ranks among the top goaltenders in the league, despite falling into a time share arrangement last season. Thomas must re-establish himself after taking a year off . . . The Kings are taking a long look at newcomer Matt Frattin on their second line with Mike Richards and Jeff Carter. That already powerful team is working some younger skilled players into its mix . . . Among the more interesting tryout cases is former Red Wings import Damien Brunner, who is looking to make a deal with the Devils. He is a prime-age scorer and New Jersey could certainly use the offensive boost . . . The Islanders were hoping to get a spark from hard-charging Cal Clutterbuck, but he will miss extended time after a laceration injury. That won't make their job any easier in the rugged Metropolitan group.

Follow Jeff Gordon on Twitter @gordoszone and on Facebook at Gordo'sZone.

 am at Scottrade Center after getting home from Orlando around 1 a.m. The second practice of the day is underway and Vladimir Sobotka is on the ice. For those who didn't hear, Sobotka left last night's game after receiving an illegal check to the head. But again, he appears to be OK, skating today with Dmitrij Jaskin and Ty Rattie. With that, let's get chattin...

by jrutherford  September 19 at 2:02 PM

When is the funeral for Vladamir Sobotka scheduled? Oh wait..........he was on the ice this morning. Any clarification from Hitch on his comments last night that stirred up so much commotion?

by Bixblues  September 19 at 2:02 PM

Hitch hasn't spoken to the media yet today, but I don't know what he needs to clarify. He felt that their should have been a response. He said that training camp is for building a team and while hardly any of the regulars played in that game (therefore it's not a true reflection of the team's identity), he still believed that someone could have responded. Don't forget that by his comments he's sending a message to the regulars sitting back in St. Louis.

by jrutherford  September 19 at 2:05 PM

Any word on the Pietrangelo negotiat.... wait... what do we ask about now?

by Pitbull's Agent  September 19 at 2:05 PM

Thank goodness. I think you guys will manage. I've got a ton of questions lined up in the hopper today.

by jrutherford  September 19 at 2:06 PM

If the Blues sign Ryan Whitney, I'm guessing it will be a one-way deal, so will they take 13 forwards, 8 defensemen, and 2 goalies to opening night and (probably) waive Cracknell? Or could Whitney actually settle for a 2-way?

by Not-Glen Featherstone  September 19 at 2:06 PM

This will have to play itself out, of course. Perhaps the easiest situation would be if Whitney accepted a two-way contract, but I don't believe that will happen. So if they elect to sign him, the team could carry eight defensemen (possibility). They could trade Ian Cole (possibility). They could send Cole to the minors and pay him his NHL salary (small possibility). The bottom line is the Blues want the best seven D in camp and it will be determined in the next week or two. Long-term, they won't want eight, so something will have to give.

by jrutherford  September 19 at 2:09 PM

Do you think Andronov has a shot to be called up this year in case of injuries?

by bdefreitas20390  September 19 at 2:10 PM

Yes, I do. Is he an NHL regular at this point? He's not there yet. But he's been impressive in camp and played well in Dallas. The key word that Hitch mentioned about Andronov was you can "trust" him on the ice. That goes a long way with a veteran coach. So I think Andronov will go to Chicago and if he can continue to play well the Blues will give him a shot at some point. He's a good young kid by the way. I enjoy talking to him. To say that he's happy to be in this position is a major understatement. You'd think he rubbed off the right numbers on a Missouri scratchoff ticket.

by jrutherford  September 19 at 2:12 PM

I've seen a few people talk today about Stewart's comment last night contradicting Hitch's desire for a "response" to the Sobotka injury. I didn't take it as dissent but I wasn't there. Was there any larger context that connected Hitch's and Stewart's comments or should we just assume that they were individual opinions about a sticky situation?

by Pitbull's Agent  September 19 at 2:13 PM

I think you hit the nail on the head: two individual opinions. Fans may not change their opinion after hearing this, but here's the context. Several reporters ask Hitch if he thinks there's a response. He gives his answer. Then a couple of us walk into the locker room and interview Stewart. He has no idea what Hitch said. For all he knows, Hitch could have said the preseason isn't the time ... we don't want to get anybody else hurt....yada yada yada. But Stewart does the interview and gives his opinion. I understand where fans are saying drill Arne into next week and then go over your concerns later. Is that the case because the recipient of the hit was Sobotka? Would it have been different if it were Doty? Perhaps fans would have been happy with a 25 year old Stewart demolishing an 18-year-old, but that's not how he felt. I do think the Blues have an issue with failing to respond in some situations, but I would evaluate it moving forward in the regular season, not in the preseason. I would have a problem with what Stewart said if it were a regular-seasong game.

by jrutherford  September 19 at 2:19 PM

What's the story on Bret Ponich? I had hope for a dman his size when he was drafted

by cchap2  September 19 at 2:19 PM

He's gone from prospect to suspect. Even Jarmo Kekalainen, who drafted him, admitted that he was a project. Big guys generally are. But that said, Ponich hasn't progressed as much as anyone would have liked. That doesn't mean he can't figure it out at some point. But for now, he's going to play in the American Hockey League and his future is up to him.

by jrutherford  September 19 at 2:21 PM

JR, I see Ryan Tesink (among others) was returned to his Jr team today. He’s 20 years old thus he’s eligible to play in the AHL this season. Why was he sent to his QMJHL team and not the AHL Wolves?

by Mark  September 19 at 2:21 PM

To be honest, I'd have to look into this. It could have to do with the number of available roster spots the Blues have in Chicago. Remember, they are splitting the roster spots with Wolves themselves. In other words, the Blues get 13 roster spots and the Wolves sign their own 13 players. I'm making up the numbers, but you get the idea.

by jrutherford  September 19 at 2:23 PM

Do all of the other teams also use non-regular players in the pre-season games? Why not use the pre-season games to get the regulars ready to hit the ice running, so to speak, once the first real game arrives? I don't get why they have all of these unknown players out there to try them out. Can't they watch those players in the minor leagues and make a decision from there? Or maybe try one or two out a game vs 8 or 9 all at once?

by Bleeding Blue since '72  September 19 at 2:23 PM

There are a number of reasons: First, maybe a player like a Dmitrij Jaskin will just surprise you and you can't send him down. St. Louis fans will remember Albert Pujols catching the Cardinals' eye and I don't believe he saw the minors after that. Another reason, you don't want to risk injury with your regulars. We saw that last night with Sobotka. Also, while no regular player would say this on the record, they don't want to play all of them. They need a few games to get going, but not six.

by jrutherford  September 19 at 2:25 PM

Hi JR. My friend, who lives in Slovakia is traveling for two weeks in the spring to St. Louis and we are going to a Blues/Blackhawks game in Chicago. Have you ever been there for a game and if so, any advise, such as places to eat, attractions, what not to say during game, that you could give us? Thanks for the chat!

by Mike from St Charles, MO  September 19 at 2:25 PM

Should be fun. It's a great environment. The place "my friends" frequent is a pizza joint called Giordano's. It's deep-dish style, or so I'm told. For night entertainment, there's a martini bar called Jilly's over by Rush and Division, I'm told. As far as what NOT to say, I would leave out things like Craig Janney and sweep and stuff like that.

by jrutherford  September 19 at 2:29 PM

The Blues D is good but IMO, lacks depth beyond the top 7. If Whitney doesn’t stick (or isn’t willing to sign a deal where he goes to the minors), the Blues only have Chorney, Fairchild and some AHL rookies as call-ups. Don’t you think they should try to sign someone a little more reliable like Woywitka or Cam Barker to serve as AHL depth?? As they say, you can never have enough d-men.

by Mark  September 19 at 2:30 PM

This is a problem for sure. You have to remember, too, that with Fairchild, he's not even cleared to play. Hitch said a few days ago that he may not be ready to go until mid-October. Even when healthy, I don't know how much Fairchild can help. He certainly doesn't have much experience. Yes, the Blues need more depth. I don't know what the story on Woywitka is, I'll have to check. I don't think they're going to let Whitney go. I don't know how they're going to git him in, but I think he'll be here. If they have him and Cole, that is not bad. There aren't a lot of teams that can go 9-10 NHL defensemen on their depth chart.

by jrutherford  September 19 at 2:33 PM

Did any of Halak, Elliott or Allen have to adjust their pads down after the new leg pad rule changes? If so, how much do you see it impacting them? Think we’ll see a lot more 5-hole goals this season or is this change much ado about nothing? Mike Smith sure sounded mad about it but I hear Quick didn’t even have to adjust his pads any because his already met the new standards.

by Mark  September 19 at 2:34 PM

Yes, all three goalies had to shrink there pads. The new rule goes by percentages, so some goalies lost more of their length than others. The difference for Halak and Elliott is noticeable. Yes, I think it will be a factor with all goalies. I think you have to believe there will be more goals scored as a result, like through the five-hole. As of a couple of days ago, Allen hadn't received his new ones yet. So unless I'm mistaken, he's been practicing with old equipment in camp. That could take some getting used to once he gets his new pads.

by jrutherford  September 19 at 2:37 PM

Halak on Friday ?

by Old Bull edited by jrutherford  September 19 at 2:37 PM

Yes, I believe Hitch said the other day that Halak would get the start at home Friday against Tampa.

by jrutherford  September 19 at 2:37 PM

How much of a jump in production do you think we should see from Schwartz this season? He was tenacious as heck and really impressed me last season but didn’t really put up many points.

by Mark  September 19 at 2:37 PM

I think Schwartz could take a big step this year. He'll get more opportunity with David Perron out of the mix. I think the expectations are that Schwartz will start with Derek Roy and Chris Stewart. Hitch thinks Schwartz will pull a lot of pucks away from opposing players and help out Roy-Stewart. In talking to Schwartz last night, he wants to fill that role, but he also wants to contribute offensively as much as possible. I think it could be a big year for him.

by jrutherford  September 19 at 2:40 PM

I have to take a timeout here. Hitch is getting set to do his daily update with reporters. I will be back as soon as possible.

by jrutherford  September 19 at 2:41 PM

Ok, back.... Hitch said Sobotka feels good and will play Saturday. He also discussed the lack of response to the Arne hit last night. You can read more in Tom Timmermann's Morning Skate blog, which should be posted in a bit. Back to the chat ...

by jrutherford  September 19 at 2:59 PM

Do you think any of the guys placed on waivers today will be claimed by another team?

by bdefreitas20390  September 19 at 3:00 PM

I don't think there's a chance any of them are claimed. Teams have their own issues cutting their camp rosters and these are guys that could have been signed by other teams in the offseason. It wouldn't be great news for the Blues if Chorney got claimed, but I don't see it happening.

by jrutherford  September 19 at 3:02 PM

Hey JR, if Jaskin plays his way onto the roster... sheesh, who goes? If it's (tentatively)

Steen-Backes-Osh

Schwartz-Roy-Stewart

Tarasenko-Bergs-Paajarvi

Cracknell/Porter-LaPierre-Reaves

Would it be Paajarvi sent down? He's about the only one I see as potentially move-down-able (yes, I did just make that word up). Thoughts?

by DJ Axeom  September 19 at 3:03 PM

I answered this question because of the precise usage of the term "move-down-able." Jaskin has a lot of potential, but right now, it's potential. He'll start the year in Chicago and perhaps get a chance to play in St. Louis at some point. I asked Hitch about him a few minutes ago...if/when he's called up, would he get a top-six assignment or does a skilled guy like Jaskin get inserted into third- and fourth-line duty to get his feet wet some more. Hitch said they would know more after Jaskin played this weekend against more NHL-caliber players. He said Jaskin dominates his age group, but the club wants to see him against older, wiser players.

by jrutherford  September 19 at 3:06 PM

Has the league reviewed the hit on sobatka? Will there be any additional discipline?

by Question mark  September 19 at 3:07 PM

I believe the league is taking a look at it. Haven't heard anything yet, which makes you think there will be no additional discipline. But I don't think the book is closed yet.

by jrutherford  September 19 at 3:07 PM

Is Whitney better then Russell? I don't see the point in signing him if we were trying to make room.

by Andrew edited by jrutherford  September 19 at 3:08 PM

This is a good question. Whitney is a much bigger body with more experience. Russell was good in Hitchcock's system, but the Blues have six defensemen who are better. So then Russell becomes a seventh or eighth guy and when that was the situation last year, I don't think it was good for the team. Also remember, Russell was a restricted free agent and the Blues didn't have interested in paying a depth guy what he was asking. They did the sign-and-trade deal with Calgary and Russell got $1.5. I'm not sure what they could get Whitney for, but overall, I think the situation with Whitney could be better than it would have been with Russell.

by jrutherford  September 19 at 3:12 PM

So along with Halak, should we expect to see Backes, Oshie, & Pietrangelo tomorrow night? I see some junior players got cut today, will there be bigger cuts on Sunday?

by Andrew  September 19 at 3:12 PM

Yes, Hitch said that Backes lines (including Oshie and Steen) and Berglund's line (including Paajarvi and Tarasenko) will play tomorrow. On defense, Jackman, Shattenkirk, Pietrangelo and Bouwmeester will play. Halak will be in goal. I do think we'll see a good chunk of cuts after Saturday's game.

by jrutherford  September 19 at 3:14 PM

Jr- Steen has been my favorite Blue for a number of years.....please tell me that you think he'll be a Blue after this year.

by max  September 19 at 3:14 PM

Yes, I think the chances are very good.

by jrutherford  September 19 at 3:14 PM

Do you know of any video of the hit on the Little guy with gumption?

by Blues Fan  September 19 at 3:14 PM

I have not seen or heard about any video. If you're coming to the game tomorrow, I could meet you in the concourse and act it out. You be Sobotka and I'll be Arne.

by jrutherford  September 19 at 3:15 PM

Is there anything to be read in to the fact that Doug Armstrong did not attend the Brett Hull press conference?

by MCD  September 19 at 3:16 PM

Not from what I know. First of all, the Hull thing was supposed to happen the week before but it wasn't finalized. If it had been, Armstrong would have been at the press conference. The Blues could have waited a few more days and allowed Armstrong to return from Traverse City, but they were hoping to get the Pietrangelo contract done then, and didn't want to overshadow that news. So they did it when Armstrong was at the Traverse tournament, which is a big deal for the GM and the scouting staff. I've been told on multiple occasions that whenver the Blues ownership entertained the idea of bringing Brett on board, Armstrong was completely supportive.

What are your thoughts on Stewart's comments after the game last night regarding going after an 18 year old kid? Personally, I don't care if your 18 or 38, you're in the NHL now.

by Rob  September 19 at 3:19 PM

I answered this question earlier, but since that time I had a chance to chat with Stewart outside the locker room. He said he that spoke with Hitch this morning and talked about it. Stewart told Hitch that he would have killed Arne. I hate to use that word, but that's what Stewart told me he said. According to Stewart, Hitch agreed with him and they all decided to move on. Again, there will be more in the blog, but Hitch said today that it won't happen again like that. He said "that's not a St. Louis Blues team."

by jrutherford  September 19 at 3:21 PM

I'm guessing that the regulars that will be playing in the re-match against the Lightning tomorrow won't get the chance for payback against the 18-year old punk that elbowed Sobi. I'd assume TB leaves him home...

by rhack2  September 19 at 3:22 PM

The Lightning are playing four games in four days. Friday will be the third of four. I don't know their lineup tomorrow night, but I would be surprised if Arne made the trip.

by jrutherford  September 19 at 3:23 PM

What do you think will be the biggest impact with the nets now being shallower? Personally, I think the biggest effect will be that it’ll be harder to see if pucks went in the net or not as with them being shallower, pucks are bound to quickly bounce in and out even more than before.

by Mark  September 19 at 3:24 PM

I think you make a good point. There's a lot of talk about does it help the d-men, the goalies, the forwards, etc. Some players have mentioned what you bring up, that it may be hard to see if the puck went in. All goals are subject to review, so they'll get the right answer, but there could be more instances where play continues after a goal has been scored.

by jrutherford  September 19 at 3:25 PM

Do you know if Stamkos, Brewer, Crombeen, or Bishop are playing tomorrow in St. Louis?

by LGB  September 19 at 3:32 PM

Not sure if Stamkos is coming, but the other three I believe will play.

by jrutherford  September 19 at 3:32 PM

Does Tarasenko seem less "timid" this year? That's not the right term, but he looked a bit nervous after the injury last year. Does he appear stronger on the puck this year? His fitness level sounds promising.

by Drew  September 19 at 3:33 PM

He looks better this year, yes. It's a week's worth of practices and one game, so it's not a big sample size, but he's definitely past his issues from last year, both physically and mentally.

by jrutherford  September 19 at 3:34 PM

Thoughts on the new alignment?

by Tom  September 19 at 3:34 PM

I like it. Seems a bit unfair with the uneven numbers in the East and the West, but I like the Blues' division and I like the fact that every team sees each other in both buildings.

by jrutherford  September 19 at 3:35 PM

Hey JR, who impressed you the most in the two preseason games thus far? Any chance you see Rattie sneaking into the lineup this year?

by bluesorlose  September 19 at 3:35 PM

Jaden Schwartz's performance last night was about as good as it has been in the two games. Rattie only comes up if the Blues have multiple injuries or he's netting a hat-trick every night in Chicago.

by jrutherford  September 19 at 3:37 PM

Hi JR! Do the Blues have cap space if they want or need to make a move before the trade deadline?

by Mike from St Charles, MO  September 19 at 3:37 PM

The Blues have about $1.5 million in cap space, according to Capgeek.com. Right now, Aucoin is listed as counting toward the cap, but that will come off. However, if Whitney is signed, he will count. So to answer your question, they will have a little wiggle room as the season progresses.

by jrutherford  September 19 at 3:39 PM

Do you think the Blues could realistically challenge the Blackhawks for the top spot in the division?

by Heisenberg  September 19 at 3:40 PM

We've talked about this before. I think the Blues have a good team and they've shown that they can play with the Blackhawks at times. So I think they can challenge, yes. But until the Blues prove they can do it on a regular basis, the Blackhawks are still a superior team.

by jrutherford  September 19 at 3:43 PM

JR: Of all the NHL teams, how many lose money each year? Is this information available to the public?

by Mysteryman  September 19 at 3:44 PM

Too difficult to know that answer. A few years ago, Forbes said that 19 of the 30 were losing money. I don't know where that information would be be public.

by jrutherford  September 19 at 3:44 PM

JR... I don't mean to nitpick, but it's Adam "Erne" :)

by Matt  September 19 at 3:44 PM

I just realized that. My apologies .... Erne.....but not spelled like Bert and Ernie.

by jrutherford  September 19 at 3:45 PM

Any truth to the rumor that you look like the mailman's son ?

by Bobby K  September 19 at 3:45 PM

Yes, I can honestly say that I look exactly like the mailman's son. In fact, both my dad and step dad are mailmen. We used to call my mom a serial dater.

by jrutherford  September 19 at 3:46 PM

So after Hitch's comment today, I guess we should expect the first guy who injures a blue to get introduced to the nearest fist. Okay.

by Pitbull's Agent  September 19 at 3:46 PM

I didn't think about it yet, but you're right. Some Blue will want to prove to Hitch that the team will respond. That first incident is going to be interesting. See, the preseason is good for something.

by jrutherford  September 19 at 3:48 PM

With A-Mac gone, I'd think Roy is our main playmaker now. Will he lead the team in assists this year and who do you think will be his competition for that?

by hockey-mike  September 19 at 3:48 PM

Roy should led the team. Depending on whether Stewart and some other guys convert the chances, I think Roy could have 35-40 assists and lead the club.

by jrutherford  September 19 at 3:48 PM

Thanks for the chats JR. My fiance and I are heading to Minnesota for the Blues game on New Years eve, do you know who created the actual juicy lucy burger up there? Its the burger with the cheese cooked right into the middle of it. Man vs. Food had 2 restaurants saying they both created the original, Matt's Bar and the 5/8 club. Have you ever been to either one? Shed some light maybe?

by Bryan Burwell  September 19 at 3:50 PM

I am not sure, but please bring one back.

by jrutherford  September 19 at 3:50 PM

JR, None of the teams financials are public, as they are all privately held entities. Forbes does an estimate each year, but it is just that....an estimate.

by SB  September 19 at 3:50 PM

Thanks.

by jrutherford  September 19 at 3:51 PM

Is there a clear stand out in a bad way? I have really only heard good things about everyone...

by Andrew  September 19 at 3:51 PM

That's a fair question, but most of these guys who have played the first two games are prospects. I don't want to nit pick based on two games. I would feel more comfortable making that assessment after a few more games.

by jrutherford  September 19 at 3:52 PM

Do you think that Jake Allen has poential to be an elite goalie? I see him similar to Jimmy Howard especially the path Howard has taken from the AHL to the NHL.

by Mike from St Charles, MO  September 19 at 3:53 PM

Yes. Now keep in mind that predictions like that are worth zilch, but he appears to have the make-up to be a good one.

by jrutherford  September 19 at 3:53 PM

Do you think the hybrid icing is really necessary? I don't recall seeing to many "collisions" over the last couple of seasons while two players raced for the puck. 

by Andrew Sampson edited by jrutherford  September 19 at 3:54 PM

The players I spoke with like it. The folks in the American Hockey League like using it. If it can avoid one or two serious injuries, then it's worth it.

by jrutherford  September 19 at 3:55 PM

Zach Pochiro just tweeted his thanks to the Blues for his training camp experience and that he's headed back to Portland. What are all the cuts today?

by Lana, Danger Zone  September 19 at 3:55 PM

Pochiro, Carrier, Tremblay and Tesink were sent back to juniors. There were seven others who were placed on waivers and, if they clear, I believe they will be sent to Chicago.

Center Vladimir Sobotka, who made an early exit from Wednesday's shootout loss to Tampa Bay after taking a hit to the head, was back on the ice on Thursday at Scottrade Center.

Sobotka left the game after seven minutes iwith the ubiquitous "upper body injury" after getting clobbered by Tampa prospect Adam Erne. On Thursday, though Sobotka did have a J-shaped mark around the bottom of his left eye, he otherwise looked no worse for wear.

"He feels good," coach Ken Hitchcock said. "We'll play him on Saturday. We didn't schedule him in for tomorrow. He wanted to play tomorrow but we'll hold him out and play him on Saturday. We're fine."

Sobotka did not talk to reporters.

Erne was given a three-game suspension by the NHL for the hit. 

"The Tampa player comes across the ice and delivers a shoulder check that makes Subotka's head the main point of contact," said Brendan Shanahan, who oversees player safety for the NHL. "In spite of him lowering his head and turning in a way that makes him vulnerable, Erne must do a better job of hitting more squarely through the body and not picking his opponent's head."

As for the Blues not answering the hit on Sobotka, Hitchcock said after Wednesday's game, "you probably would like to see a response there."

In the locker room, Blues forward Chris Stewart took a more diplomatic approach. "It's an 18-year-old kid (Erne)," Stewart said. "I don't know how it's going to look when one of our heavies goes out there and tries to attack him."

Stewart said that he spoke with Hitchcock Thursday morning and told him that he was not trying to go against what the coach had said. Stewart was offering his opinion when asked about the lack of a response, and according to Stewart, Hitchcock agreed with him.

"I didn't see what he said, so I don't really want to comment," Hitchcock said. "All I know is, the issue has been dealt with. We're moving forward on it. But we're not going to allow that to happen on our team. That's not a St. Louis Blues team that allows that to happen. So we dealt with it and we'll move forward."

***

PRESEASON CONTINUES

The Blues (1-0-1 in the preseason) have back-to-back home exhibitions on Friday and Saturday. They play Tampa on Friday and Dallas on Saturday.

Hitchcock said he would use about 12 pros in each game. Jaroslav Halak will make his first appearance of the season in goal on Friday, and the David Backes line — Backes, T.J. Oshie and Alex Steen — and the Patrik Berglund line — Berglund, Magnus Paajarvi and Vladimir Tarasenko — will play. On defense, Barret Jackman, Kevin Shattenkirk, Jay Bouwmeester and Alex Pietrangelo will see action.

 ***

ROSTER MOVES

The Blues put seven players on waivers on Thursday in order to send them down to AHL Chicago, which opens its camp on Monday in the suburb of Hoffman Estates. Those who had to pass through waivers are forwards Alexandre Bolduc, Patrick Cannone, Christian Hanson, Mark Mancari, Tyler Shattock and defenseman Taylor Chorney. All of them are still with the team in the meantime.

The Blues also sent four players back to juniors: forwards William Carrier (Cape Breton, QMJHL), Zach Pochiro (Prince George, WHL) and Ryan Tesink (Blainevile-Boisbriand, QMJHL) and goaltender Francois Tremblay (Val d'Or Foreurs, QMJHL).

When Alex Pietrangelo rejoined the Blues last week, the conventional thinking was that the team would reunite the three defensive pairings that finished the 2012-13 season together.

Pietrangelo would play with Jay Bouwmeester, Jordan Leopold with Kevin Shattenkirk and Barret Jackman with Roman Polak. That would keep with the plan of having two puck-moving pairs and a physical stay-at-home pair.

Well, four days after the arrival of Pietrangelo, the plan is changing. Pietrangelo and Bouwmeester are sticking together, but in training camp practices Monday and Tuesday, Jackman is lining up alongside Shattenkirk and Leopold with Polak.

Blues coach Ken Hitchcock said the new look is "very much" a possibility when the team opens the regular season Oct. 3.

"I just think, the way the game is now, you've got to have transition in all three pairs," Hitchcock said. "I don't think you can play the game and play with a lock-down pair anymore. I don't think you can play like that. I'm becoming more and more convinced that every pair needs to have someone who can transition, with or without the puck. That gives us balance.

"It's something we've certainly thought about. Rather than defining one pair and putting them into a hole, this allows us three pairs that can pretty much play against anybody. So we're not going to be afraid of doing that."

***

AUCOIN'S AUDITION

The signing of center Keith Aucoin, 34, this summer to a two-way contract was perhaps was overlooked by many, but the Blues believe that he can provide depth at forward.

Aucoin (5-foot-8, 171 pounds) has played 143 games in the NHL with Carolina, Washington and the New York Islanders. He played 41 games with the Islanders in 2012-13, netting six goals and six assists while averaging 12:39 of ice time per game. The Isles had him on the third line, playing with Michael Grabner and Colin McDonald.

"It went really well," Aucoin said. "I was playing 12-15 minutes a night and in a lot of key situations. I knew I could do it. It was just a matter of getting out there and do it. For myself, it's all about getting the opportunity. It's always been a number's situation, or something like that. The last 2 1/2 years, I've got the chance and I've got coaches that have had confidence in me, putting me out there, so it's been a lot of fun."

The Blues' fourth line has good depth with players like Max Lapierre, Ryan Reaves, Adam Cracknell and Chris Porter all on one-way contracts. Aucoin would need waivers to be assigned to the Blues' American Hockey League affiliate in Chicago. If he remains an option for the Blues, Hitchcock believes he could help. 

"He's a smart, quick little player," Hitchcock said. "There's obviously a trust factor there from the (previous) coaches. He's obviously good enough defensively and smart enough that, even at his size, he can play. I like what he does. He makes other people around him better because he's a very calm player in the middle of the ice." 

***

BEACH CLEARED

Forward Cody Beach, a fifth-round pick in 2010, has been cleared to play following shoulder surgery last season.

The enforcer had 16 points and 152 penalty minutes in 57 games between the Peoria Rivermen and Evansville Icemen before suffering the injury. He always caught the Blues' attention because of his size (6-foot-5, 185 pounds), but he's got a ways to go before he's ready for the NHL and the shoulder injury was a setback.

"We'll see," Hitchcock said, referring to Beach's future. "He put the fear of God in people in the Western Hockey League (when he played for Moose Jaw and Calgary). He's cleared to go. We'll get him in one of the next three games."

Defenseman Cade Fairchild (knee) skated today, but he is not cleared for contact. Hitchcock doesn't believe Fairchild will be available until mid-October.

***

PRESEASON LINEUP

The Blues will be traveling to Orlando, Fla., on Wednesday for their second preseason game. After beating Dallas 6-5 in a shootout Sunday, the club will be facing the Tampa Bay Lightning. Here's the expected lineup for the game:

Forwards

Jaden Schwartz-Derek Roy-Chris Stewart

Dmitrij Jaskin-Vladimir Sobotka-Ty Rattie

Alexandre Bolduc-Christian Hanson-Mark Mancari

William Carrier-Pat Cannone-Jacob Doty

Defensemen

Ryan Whitney-Jani Hakanpaa

Jordan Leopold-Ian Cole

Tyler Chorney-David Shields

Goalie 

Brian Elliott 

***

ODDS & ENDS

- Hitchcock on the Blues' goalies: "This is five days in a row (Halak) has been sharp. Elliott has been sharp since day one. They both look like they're ready to go right now."

- Ryan Whitney, who is on camp on a tryout basis, will get his first game action Wednesday in Orlando. "I want to see him play," Hitchcock said. "We're going to play him a lot in the next four (preseason) games."

The Blues got their first glimpse of the newly configured NHL nets in Sunday’s preseason game in Dallas.

As the NHL brainstormed for ways to increase scoring — goals were down to 5.3 per game in 2012-13 from 6.05 in 2005-06 — the league’s competition committee in June decided to shrink the depth of the nets four inches.

It leaves more ice between the back of the net and the wall, or “Gretzky’s office” as it’s often called, for passing the puck, wrap-around attempts and even forwards looking for a better angle on the forecheck.

Blues goalie Jake Allen, who played the entire game in a 6-5 shootout win over the Stars, said the difference is not huge but is noticeable.

“It’s going to be that split second quicker,” Allen said. “You're going to have to be on your toes there. The nets didn’t change width-wise or height-wise. It's just depth-wise behind the net. It's definitely going to have its advantages for forwards, but also for your own team as well. It goes both ways.

“Even for myself, a goaltender, it's almost a bit easier to get a little bit more room behind the net if you handle the puck and what not. It's going to create more room on the ice and I think that's what the league's going for so I think that's a positive thing.”

Blues coach Ken Hitchcock believes that defensemen will benefit the most from the change.

“There's more room to make a D-to-D pass, because there's a better chance for a cleaner indirect play,” Hitchcock said. “I think it's pretty minimal, but I really believe the defensemen because I think you can make a direct pass now without bouncing it off the boards whereas before, it was pretty hard. Your stick had to be in perfect position to do it.

“Everybody's talking about wraparounds and all that stuff, but it's not that many inches. It is a lot when you're able to make a lateral pass back there. It might even affect down low power plays. You're going to be able to make lateral passes there, but I think it's more for the passing than it is for the wraparounds.”

***

Binnington better

Blues goalie prospect Jordan Binnington was scheduled to be the backup in Dallas Sunday, but didn’t make the trip after experiencing a migraine headache earlier in the day. Francois Tremblay traveled with the team instead but didn’t play.

“I got a little bit of a migraine and I just went to the hotel and rested up,” said Binnington, who believed that it was his first migraine in about two years. “I got some work done on my neck, just to loosen things up. It’s feeling great now. Unfortunately it had to happen yesterday, I wasn’t too happy about it, but sometimes that’s how things go.”

Binnington, who was the Blues’ third-round pick in 2011, was named the goaltender of the year in the Ontario Hockey League in April. With no training camp experience last year because of the lockout, this week has been quite a learning experience.

“It definitely took some getting used to, the pace of the shots and the passes, how quick they are,” Binnington said. “But I’m adapting every day, more and more, and starting to provide some competition for the shooters. It’s what I’m here to do, so it’s going pretty well so far.”

***

Body measurements

The Blues have an average body-fat percentage of 9.38, which is the team’s lowest level in nine years, according to strength and conditioning coach Nelson Ayotte. (Only players with one-way NHL contracts are included in the figure).

The player with the lowest body-fat percentage on the roster is forward Chris Porter, who checked in at a lean 5.7 percent. Anything under 10 percent is considered good for a professional athlete, so that tells you a little about Porter’s fitness level.

“Good genetics, I guess,” Porter said.

The average weight of Blues’ players, again only the ones on one-way contracts, is 207.4 pounds.

***

Blue Notes

Defensemen Jay Bouwmeester and Alex Pietrangelo were paired together Monday. Those two finished the season together and are expected to team up again this season, but Bouwmeester had been playing with Kevin Shattenkirk during Pietrangelo’s contract dispute….Hitchcock said that goalie Brian Elliott would get the start Wednesday against Tampa Bay and play at least two periods and maybe the whole game.

DALLAS • The public-address announcer at American Airlines Center had trouble identifying new Blues forward Max Lapierre, but his team didn't.

In the Blues' first preseason game and Lapierre's first with his new club, he scored two goals in the team's 6-5 shootout win over the Dallas Stars.

Lapierre was announced as one of the game's stars, but the PA announcer called him former Blue "Ian Laperriere."

The last names are spelled differently and Laperriere is retired, but with the fact that they're both pesky fourth-line centers, we'll give the PA guy a mulligan.

But there was no confusion in the Blues' dressing room after Lapierre, who signed a two-year, $2.2 million free agent contract this offseason, netted the team's first two goals Sunday.

"I’m happy for Lappy," Blues coach Ken Hitchcock said. "I think any time you contribute, it makes you part of the team right away. He played well. He did a lot of good things.” 

Lapierre's two goals — including one on the power play — knotted the score 2-2 on a night when the Blues had to comeback several times against the Stars.

First, Lapierre deflected in a shot by Ryan Reaves and later in the period he added another on the power play.

"I came in here and I have a goal in mind and that's to play the way I know I can play, like I was playing two years ago when I went to the Cup final," Lapierre said. "This is the way I want to help this team."

Lapierre netted 15 goals with Montreal in 2008-09. 

"I know when my confidence level is high I can, I can chip in goals offensively, but the main goal stays the same," he said. "That's to be physical and be good on draws defensively and on the PK. When I go to the rink for a game, I'm focused on these things. If the goals come, they come."

The Blues also had to rally from deficits of 5-4, 4-3 and 3-2. Adam Cracknell, Ryan Reaves, Sebastian Wannstrom scored the other goals.

The line of Lapierre, Reaves and Sergey Andronov combined for six points. Reaves had a goal and an assist and Andronov had two assists.

Reaves "got better and better and more engaged as the game went on," Hitchcock said. "I thought that line was good, had a lot of energy. Like I said, Andronov for us, he’s a solid guy. He’s a guy you can trust out there.

"He started way back (on the depth chart), but he’s making in-roads now boy. When you can put him out on the ice and trust that he’s going to compete at a high level, I think that’s a good sign.”

The performances added to the competition on the Blues' fourth line. With the top nine fairly set, it appears that a player like Vladimir Sobotka may start on the fourth line. Included in the mix are Lapierre, Reaves, Cracknell, Chris Porter and now Andronov is making a name for himself.

"At this point, you look at our team and we're stacked," Reaves said. "It's a battle for every spot on the team right now. I think coming out strong and having a good showing in these exhibition games and showing that you're progressing every year and working in the summer ... obviously putting more points up helps your cause."

The Blues' next preseason game is Wednesday against Tampa Bay in Orlando, Fla., and they will have a new lineup.

“I just think you get a chance to prove yourself in these types of games," Hitchcock said. "You have a little bit of success, you get confidence. We got some real good evaluation on what guys were good at and what they need to work on.” 

Vladimir Tarasenko scored the lone shootout goal for the Blues. Jake Allen, who allowed two goals on the first four shots he faced but settled down after that, stopped all three Stars' shootout attempts to seal the victory. 

***

Training camp information

The Blues spent the weekend practicing at the Mills Mall, but they return to Scottrade Center on Monday.

The practices times have changed as well. The team will continue to have two groups, but this week those groups will take the ice at 11 a.m. and 1 p.m.

Also changing are the personnel in the groups. Beginning Monday, they will be divided as follows:

GROUP A

Goalies

Jaroslav Halak

Jordan Binnington

Defense

Jay Bouwmeester-Alex Pietrangelo

Ian Cole-Jani Hakanpaa

Joel Edmundson-Ryan Whitney

Brett Ponich-Brent Regner

Forwards

Magnus Paajarvi-Patrik Berglund-Vladimir Tarasenko

Jaden Schwartz-Derek Roy-Chris Stewart

Sergey Andronov-Max Lapierre-Ryan Reaves

Alexandre Bolduc-Christian Hanson-Mark Mancari

Zach Pochiro-Ryan Tesink-Sebatian Wannstrom/Jacob Doty

GROUP B

Goalie

Brian Elliott

Francois Tremblay

Jake Allen

Defense

Barret Jackman-Kevin Shattenkirk

Jordan Leopold-Roman Polak

Taylor Chorney-David Shields

Evan Oberg-Cade Fairchild

Forwards

Alexander Steen-David Backes-T.J. Oshie

Vladimir Sobotka-Demitrij Jaskin-Ty Rattie

Chris Porter-Keith Aucoin-Adam Cracknell

Yannick Veilleux-Corey Locke-Tyler Shattock

Cody Beach-Pat Cannone-William Carrier/Samuel Henley

The Blues play their first preseason game tonight against the Dallas Stars at 6 p.m. at American Airlines Center in Dallas.

The game can be heard on KMOX (1120), but will not be televised.

Players are forced to buckle up quickly in NHL training camp, as the Blues' exhibition opener comes after just three on-ice practices. What will Blues coach Ken Hitchcock be looking for tonight?

"I think you're just looking at at evaluation of some individuals and then you're looking at continuity of your team game," Hitchcock said. "You want to see after the first three games the things that you need to work on, so I think we have an idea after (Saturday's) practice, the things that need addressing. But we'll take it into the game and see how that looks.

"But I think we've already kind of figured out some things that probably need to change a little bit here. But we'll get a good evaluation in the next three games on some guys who are on the bubble and how long those guys are going to stay."

Hitchcock is traveling a lineup that features several regulars and a few prospects.

The top line traveling to Dallas will consist of Magnus Paajarvi, Patrik Berglund and Vladimir Tarasenko. Actually, that's been the best line in training camp.

"By far the best line in camp," Hitchcock said. "They've really done a good job. There's been other lines that have had good periods of time. David Backes' line (which includes Ty Rattie and Alexander Steen) was good in day one and three. But for over three sessions now, Bergy's line has been the most consistent."

On defense, Jay Bouwmeester and Kevin Shattenkirk will be the top pair. Jake Allen will be in net, and the backup will be Jordan Binnington.

As far as the prospects, forwards Ryan Tesink, Zach Pochiro, Sergey Andronov and Sebastian Wannstrom will make the trip, along with defensemen Joel Edmundson and Jani Hakanpaa. Tesink, a center, had a hat-trick in an 8-3 win over Carolina at the NHL Prospects tournament last week in Traverse City, Mich.

“For a first game, it’s not a bad team … it’s not a bad team we’re icing,” Hitchcock said. “I think it’s a competitive, hard-working team that’s not going to be fun to play against.”

Tonight's lineup

Forwards

Magnus Paajarvi-Patrik Berglund-Vladimir Tarasenko

Chris Porter-Keith Aucoin-Adam Cracknell

Ryan Reaves-Max Lapierre-Sergey Andronov

Zach Pochiro-Ryan Tesink-Sebastian Wannstrom

Defensemen

Jay Bouwmeester-Kevin Shattenkirk

Ian Cole-Roman Polak

Joel Edmundson-Jani Hakanpaa 

Goalie

Jake Allen

Alex Pietrangelo is on his way to Blues' training camp.

The Blues signed their star defenseman to a seven-year, $45.5 million contract extension Friday afternoon. The deal, which averages $6.5 million per year, runs through 2019-20 and includes a full no-trade clause for its entirety.

Pietrangelo's camp was asking for $7 million per year on a long-term contract and the Blues weren't willing to eclipse $6 million, so in the end it appeared the two sides split the difference.

"I think all in all, this is a fair deal for both sides," Don Meehan, Pietrangelo's agent, said. 

The breakdown of the contract is as follows: $5 million in 2013-14, $5.5 million in '14-15, $6.5 million in '15-16, $7 million in '16-17, $7 million in '17-18, $7 million in '18-19 and $7.5 million in '19-20.

On Wednesday, Blues general manager Doug Armstrong said in a statement that talks with Meehan had broken off. But less than two days later, the deal was announced.

"Doug and I had agreed — and we have a long-standing relationship — and even though some of these issues were difficult, we had agreed that we would continue to speak with each other," Meehan said. "I've been at it long enough to know that you can't operate on this basis waiting for the other person to call.

"We kept up a pretty consistent, professional rapport....We simply weren't able to put everything to rest (Tuesday). We still had issues to speak about. I don't know that talks had ever broken off. I don't feel that ever had with us. They were continuous."

Meehan said that Pietrangelo is excited to be rejoining the Blues. He is traveling to St. Louis tonight and will be on the ice with the team at 2 p.m. Saturday at the Mills Mall in Hazelwood.

With Alex Pietrangelo still unsigned, the Blues opened training camp ice and adjusted to his absence by moving Kevin Shattenkirk into the No. 1 defense pairing with Jay Bouwmeester.

“I think, not just me, but there's a lot of guys who have to step up, it's a big void,” Shattenkirk said of Pietrangelo's absence. “It's an opportunity for me to step into that role that he plays and try to shine and try to make a big impact.

“It's something for me that I'm going to do, to grow as a player and assume that role. So this is a great opportunity for it.”

Survey Says!

Blues strength and conditioning coach Nelson Ayotte reports that Roman Polak, once again, finished first in the off-ice fitness testing results. Forward Yannik Veilleux was second, Ryan Reaves was third, Vladimir Tarasenko fourth and Chris Porter fifth.

The results are perhaps most significant for Tarasenko, whose conditioning came into question last season, which started without a true training camp, one week after the lockout ended. Tarasenko tied Polak in the bench press, listing 305 pounds.

52 Pickup

Nicholas Walters we hardly knew you. Before their first on-ice session, the team assigned defenseman Walters to the Brandon Wheat Kings. Walters, 19, suffered a hand injury during the last game of rookie camp in Traverse City, Mich. The move reduces the camp roster number to 52.

One other, defenseman Cade Fairchild, was not skating. He is recovering from a knee injury.

Numbers Game

With the diminutive Andy McDonald retired and gone, No. 10 is being worn by Keith Aucoin. And at 5-8, 170 pounds, Aucoin fills it out quite nicely.

Meanwhile, with defenseman Kris Russell having moved on, there was some thought that Bouwmeester might claim No. 4, which he wore in both Calgary and Florida. But Bouwmeester has stuck with No. 19.

“I didn't really think about it,” Bouwmeester said. “It doesn't matter to me. Might as well try something new.”

The Match Game

Ty Rattie, 20, who had 110 points in 62 games for the Portland Winter Hawks last season and has a chance of cracking a roster looking for scoring, skated on a line with David Backes and Alex Steen on the first day.

“You can't evaluate good players if you don't put them with good players,” Hitchcock said. “So, we'll give this a week and see where it goes.”

Rattie wears No. 18, but you will have no trouble mistaking him for Tony Twist. Rattie is listed at 6 feet, 178 pounds.

Isn’t it nice to see common sense prevail for a change?

Defenseman Alex Pietrangelo wanted $7 million a year for seven years. The Blues were offering $6 million per season over the same term.

Pietrangelo held firm and missed the start of training camp. The Blues held firm and lined up unsigned free agent Ryan Whitney as a possible replacement.

Coach Ken Hitchcock moved Kevin Shattenkirk up to play with Jay Bouwmeester in training camp. He also raved about the progress of perpetual prospect Ian Cole.

The team prepared to go on without Pietrangelo -- and made sure the world knew about it.

Then Pietrangelo and the Blues split the difference and order was restored. The cornerstone defenseman got a seven-year, $45.5 million contract and life went on.

Pietrangelo gained lifetime security and no-trade protection that kicks in when he turns 27. “Really excited to be a part of Blues organization for the next 7 years,” he said via Twitter. “Excited for the opportunity.”

The Blues gained control of the franchise’s biggest asset for the long haul at a price that should seem very reasonable two or three years down the road.

The team skirted a potential arbitration showdown a couple years down the road bought into his potential unrestricted free agency years.  With the salary cap likely to soar again, there is real value in that.

Pietrangelo got Erik Karlsson money, an average $6.5 million per season. That is also a shade less than the $6.7 million Drew Doughty averages on his deal in Los Angeles.

At the end of the negotiations, the market was the market. High-end offensive defensive get paid, especially if they can excel at the other end of the ice, too.

“I think Petro just signed,” former teammate David Perron joked via Twitter. “I saw him leave the bank a few mins ago! Congrats! Well deserved!”

Fans can go back to fretting about other things, like the validity of Jaroslav Halak’s conditioning commitment and whether Vladimir Tarasenko’ would learn from his difficult rookie season.

Pietrangelo will report to work for Saturday’s 2 p.m. Group B training camp session. So the team will back to for full speed for the preseason.

There will no excuses this fall, no distractions. It’s time for the Blues to get to work and start proving they are serious Stanley Cup contenders.

AROUND THE RINK: While the Pietragelo talks regained traction Thursday, the Jared Cowen talks stalled in Ottawa. The Senators want to go long-term with their talented young D-man, but with a moderate average salary . . . Rangers winger Ryan Callahan is progressing nicely from surgical repairs, but he does not expect to be ready for the regular season opener . . . The Maple Leafs are prepared for offer speedy winger Mason Raymond a one-year deal for a shade under $1 million, but so far he has kept his options open while working into Toronto on a professional tryout . . . Whitney and Raymond are just two prominent players who had their hat in hand after failing to free agent deals this summer . . . Our Town's Paul Stastny is looking for a big bounce-back season as he nears free agency. His Colorado squad does have lots of firepower and a first-year coach, Patrick Roy, who is thinking big. “We've got three lines that can play with anybody and our fourth line's actually good too,” Stastny told the Denver Post. “Possession-wise, you've got dynamic guys on each line . . . and with that you'll have two good power-play units as well. With that, you'll kind of want everyone to do well. Everyone's sick of losing."

By NORM SANDERS — News-Democrat 

ST. LOUIS — While the St. Louis Blues are breaking in a new center with Derek Roy, so is winger Chris Stewart.

Stewart and Jaden Schwartz have been playing on the wings with Roy in the middle as the Blues try to take advantage of the veteran playmaker's skill of making others look good.

"There's not much not to like," Stewart said of Roy, who was signed to a one-year deal during the offseason. "He's so patient and gifted with the puck. He's one of those guys who has the puck on his stick and the next thing you know it's on your stick and you've got a tap-in. It's going to be a big year for both of us."

Not long after hitting the goalpost with a shot, Roy set up Blues defenseman Alex Pietrangelo for the tying goal with 4:41 remaining Saturday against Dallas.

The Blues went on to win the game 3-2 in overtime on a goal by Patrik Berglund.

Stewart said the big things about bringing together a new line is chemistry and communication.

"They're guys you've never played with before and it takes a little longer to gel," Stewart said. "The biggest thing is communication, which we've been working on lately. Come the regular season we should all be on the same page."

The trio created a few scoring chances Saturday, with Schwartz making a nice feed to Stewart that only a big save from Stars goalie Kari Lehtonen kept from being a goal.

Schwartz, who is enjoying a strong training camp, tied the game 1-1 when he converted a rebound in front after a shot by rookie Dmitrij Jaskin. It was Schwartz's second goal of the preseason.

"I haven't felt too rusty at all as far as the first games, but I think there's always some things I can work on," Schwartz said. "I've got to be a little more consistent and not take any shifts off."

The play began when Blues defenseman Roman Polak got out of the penalty box and headed toward the net on a breakaway. Polak shot wide, but stayed behind the net to feed Jaskin before the Blues' tying goal.

Alex Chiasson's power-play goal early in the second period gave Dallas a 1-0 lead.

Blues goalie Jake Allen went the whole way and was sharp throughout after allowing five goals on 38 shots in his preseason debut against the same Stars team. This time Allen stopped 22-of-24 shots against Dallas.

He robbed Jamie Benn in front during a Stars' first-period power play and later flashed his glove out to take a goal away from Vernon Fiddler on a short-handed breakaway late in the second period.

Benn beat Allen nine seconds into the third period after making his way around Blues defenseman Jordan Leopold, but the Blues tied it when Roy set up defenseman Alex Pietrangelo in front for the tying goal with 4:41 remaining in regulation.

A shot by Pietrangelo took an odd bounce off the glass in overtime and the rebound came right to Berglund in front for the game-winner.

Pietrangelo has been making up for lost time the last two nights. His contract holdout lasted only two days, so his training camp has included lots of ice time.

He logged a team-high 26 minutes, 44 seconds on Saturday against Dallas after playing 26:46 the night before against Tampa Bay.

"That's one way of getting into the season, playing back to backs right away," said Pietrangelo, who was paired with veteran Jordan Leopold on Saturday. "We managed the minutes tonight and I felt pretty good."

Contact reporter Norm Sanders at 239-2454, nsanders@bnd.com or on Twitter @NormSanders 

Read more here: http://www.bnd.com/2013/09/21/2810995/blues-looking-to-develop-quick.html#storylink=cpy

By NORM SANDERS — News-Democrat 

ST. LOUIS — While his swollen left eye still had quite a welt left by a big hit from Tampa Bay rookie Adam Erne the night before, St. Louis Blues winger Vladimir Sobotka was back on the ice for practice on Thursday.

"He feels good," St. Louis Blues coach Ken Hitchcock said. "We'll play him on Saturday. He wanted to play tomorrow, but we'll hold him out and play him on Saturday."

Erne's shoulder hit early in the first period drew a three-game preseason suspension by the NHL for an illegal check to the head. He also received a minor penalty on the play.

While Erne is an 18-year-old rookie and it was an exhibition game, should someone on the Blues have handled the situation differently in terms of a response?

"All I know is the issue's been dealt with," Hitchcock said Thursday. "We're moving forward on it, but we're not going to allow that to happen on our team. That's not a St. Louis Blues team that allows that to happen.

"We dealt with it and we'll move forward."

Blues winger Chris Stewart called the physical and versatile Sobotka the team's "unsung hero."

"The guy's a warrior, he brings it every game," Stewart said. "He's arguably one of our most consistent players here the last three years. It's no surprise to me that he's back on the ice today with a smile on his face."

Stewart wasn't surprised that Sobotka was back on the ice so quickly after a rough hit that drew a suspension.

"He does the little things every night," Stewart said. "He's blocking shots, he's winning faceoffs, he's playing physical and finishing checks. He's a guy you love to have on your team and hate to play against."

Blues home opener

Hitchcock said he will be using a lineup heavy with veteran players for the Blues' preseason home games Friday vs. Tampa Bay and Saturday against Dallas.

Friday's game will include the Blues' top line of David Backes centering Alexander Steen and T.J. Oshie along with Patrick Berglund with newcomer Magnus Paajarvi and Vladimir Tarasenko.

The defense pairings Friday will include Alex Pietrangelo and Jay Bouwmeester and Barret Jackman with Kevin Shattenkirk.

Pietrangelo missed only two days during his contract holdout, so Hitchcock wants him getting as many minutes as much as possible.

"He feels really good right now," Hitchcock said. "We'll see how much game stuff he needs. If he looks like he needs to play a lot more, he might just play the rest of the games."

Jaroslav Halak is the Blues goaltender Friday and Jake Allen will play Saturday.

Schwartz draws raves

Even before ripping a sizzling wrist shot for a second-period goal Wednesday against Tampa Bay, Blues winger Jaden Schwartz has been drawing attention during training camp.

"I thought Schwartz was outstanding from start to finish," was Hitchcock's assessment a day later. "Unbelievable from start to finish."

Schwartz has been on a line with center Derek Roy and Stewart.

"No matter where he plays, he's exactly like (Sobotka) -- wherever he plays he elevates that line's intensity level," Hitchcock said. "I loved the goal he scored, that's a goal-scorer's goal. He's going to bring a lot to this team this year. A lot."

Early area of concern?

Hitchcock has not been happy with the penalty-kill unit, though he admits using players there that won't be there during the regular season.

The Blues allowed two power-play goals in each of their first two preseason games.

"Our penalty killing is not good, but we're asking people that normally don't do it to do it," Hitchcock said. "If the penalty killing is poor (Friday), then there will be an alarm bell going off. We've had much more continuity on the power play than we've had killing penalties.

"We've allowed four power-play goals in two games and all of them are mistakes from people that normally aren't out there."

Blues moves

The Blues on Thursday assigned forwards William Carrier, Zach Pochiro and Ryan Tesink and goalie Francois Tremblay to their junior teams.

Contact reporter Norm Sanders at 239-2454, nsanders@bnd.com or on Twitter @NormSanders 

Read more here: http://www.bnd.com/2013/09/19/2807138/sobotka-returns-for-blues-but.html#storylink=cpy

By NORM SANDERS — News-Democrat 

ST. LOUIS — Even before defenseman Alex Pietrangelo ended his contract holdout, St. Louis Blues coach Ken Hitchcock and general manager Doug Armstrong insisted veteran defenseman Ryan Whitney would get a legitimate shot at a roster spot.

Brought to training camp on a pro tryout contract, the 30-year-old from Boston is trying to take that opportunity and run with it.

"I didn't expect anything to be given to me and that's how I've got to approach everything," said Whitney, who had four goals and 13 points in 34 games with Edmonton last season. "It's up to me to play well."

Even though he's only 30 and just 11 years removed from being the fifth overall pick in the 2002 draft, Whitney realizes his career is at a crossroads.

"I just appreciate them giving me a fair chance with what they've told me," Whitney said. "That's really all you can ask for and after that it's up to me to play well in these exhibition games. I'm as focused as I've ever been because your career's kind of on the line when you come to camp on a tryout."

Whitney is scheduled to play four exhibition games and on Wednesday will be paired with defense prospect Jani Hakanpaa when the Blues take on Tampa Bay in Orlando, Fla.

Also in the lineup will be Ian Cole, who is competing with Whitney for the final vacant defense spot. Cole is also a former first-round pick.

Early in the camp, the Blues like what they have seen from Whitney.

"I think the style that the Oilers play is certainly different than the style we play," Armstrong said. "We think that he can maybe play in our structure with a little more ease than the Oilers' structure. He's a big man, he's a former top pick, he's got experience.

"He's still a young man in that this isn't his swan song."

Whitney agreed, still believing he has lot of miles left on his NHL odometer. He finished up a six-year, $24 million contract at the end of last season and despite being an unrestricted free agent found no guaranteed offers.

The offensive defenseman has 50 goals and 259 career points in 474 games. He had 12 goals and 40 points as recently as 2007-08 with the Pittsburgh Penguins, but underwent ankle surgery in January, 2011.

"It's tough. It's kind of starting over," Whitney said. "For me it's obviously frustrating, the summer didn't go as I'd planned when free agency started. You've got to rebound and show your character.

"I know I can play in this league and I'm just going to have to prove it now."

Whitney is trying to quickly soak in the Blues' system of rapid puck movement and transition from defense to offense.

"For me, it's about making the easy play and being solid," Whitney said, "doing everything they talk about wanting their defensemen to do: getting up in the play and moving it quick. I appreciate them giving me a real chance and I've just got to go take advantage of it."

Whitney isn't looking back on his final season with the Oilers.

"I had a slow start, the lockout probably hurt me by not playing," he said. "But I played some real good games down the stretch; then I ended up sitting some games and realized they didn't want me back there. I was scratched a bit and that was frustrating, but that's all behind me.

"I haven't thought about last year once since I got here, it's a new beginning. (The Blues) weren't prepared to offer me a contract, but they said come in and show what you've got and maybe that can happen."

Blues vs. Tampa Bay

The Blues will play their second preseason exhibition game at 6 p.m. Thursday in Orlando, Fla., against Tampa Bay.

Brian Elliott will be the starter in goal and the top two forward lines include Blues newcomer Derek Roy centering Jaden Schwartz and Chris Stewart and Vladimir Sobotka centering top prospects Ty Rattie and Dmitrij Jaskin.

Contact reporter Norm Sanders at 239-2454, nsanders@bnd.com or on Twitter @NormSanders 

Read more here: http://www.bnd.com/2013/09/17/2803230/blues-plan-to-take-a-long-look.html#storylink=cpy

By NORM SANDERS — News-Democrat 

ST. LOUIS — After only three days of training camp, the St. Louis Blues crank things up against another opponent Sunday night for the exhibition opener at Dallas.

One of their best lines so far in camp has been Patrik Berglund centering Vladimir Tarasenko and Magnus Paajarvi, and all three are in the opening night lineup.

"It's nice to play with them," said Paajarvi, a young winger who was traded to the Blues by the Edmonton Oilers. "You can't try to be someone else, you've got to be yourself. I'm going to do what I'm good at and try to bring that to the table and (they will) too."

Treated to an excited overflow crowd Saturday during practice sessions at the St. Louis Outlet Mall's Ice Zone, the Blues will go from workouts and drills to facing another NHL team.

"It's the same anticipation you get before every season," Blues defenseman Barret Jackman said. "You get so geared up, the first day is testing, and everything is exciting and you've got that competition the first few days of camp. You want to get off on the right foot and get your timing and everything."

Read more here: http://www.bnd.com/2013/09/14/2797886/blues-ready-to-jump-into-preseason.html#storylink=cpy
By NORM SANDERS — News-Democrat 

ST. LOUIS — With few roster spots available, St. Louis Blues forward prospect Ty Rattie talked Thursday about doing things to help get noticed.

Rattie laid the groundwork during the last two seasons when he was racking up 105 goals and 231 points in 131 games for the Portland Winterhawks of the Western Hockey League.

He also had 39 goals and 69 points in 42 playoff contests, so the 5-foot-11, 165-pound winger has definitely proven his scoring pedigree.

On the first day of training camp Thursday, Rattie found himself on a line with two of the Blues' top players, captain David Backes and Alexander Steen.

It was tough not to notice that.

"Yeah, pretty cool," Rattie said. "Obviously the captain of the Blues and one of the better players with the Blues. I was out there watching them and soaking it all up, looking at their game and trying to add that to my game. Become a better player."

Rattie and 51 other players hit the ice Thursday at Scottrade Center and like many rookies, he admitted feeling more than a bit nervous.

"So far, so good," Rattie said. "The first day's always the toughest on the nerves going out there, but it's over now. You learn what you got today and apply it to your game tomorrow."

As one of the Blues' elite prospects, Rattie was part of the St. Louis squad at the recent Prospects Tournament held in Traverse City, Mich.

"Going in there the second time you're a little more at ease and know guys a little bit," said Rattie, who tied Sebastian Wannstrom for the team-scoring lead with three goals and four points in four games. "It's a good tournament to get your feet wet; it's kind of a warmup tournament for this and now you've really got to show your stuff.

"This is where you've got to really battle the older, stronger guys."

Rattie realizes his season may begin in the minors, but he's doing everything he can to leave a good impression on the organization.

"It's obviously going to be hard with a deep St. Louis team here, but you've got to go out there and impress the right people and play your game," Rattie said. "Being with Backes and Steen helped me out a lot. Any drills I didn't know I went straight to them and they were setting me up."

There is also a wide gap between NHL players and those WHL defenders that Rattie shredded on a regular basis.

"There's no time (here), you've got to make a pass right away, make a play right away," he said. "You've got to be a 200-foot player on the Blues and I've been working on my defensive game.

"I worked on it a lot last year and I feel I'm coming to camp a better two-way player, so I'm going to show that off and show I can play in the D-zone."

Around the rink

As expected, Blues coach Ken Hitchcock didn't waste time in trying to find some chemistry from potential linemates. Along with Backes and Steen, he used Patrik Berglund centering Vladimir Tarasenko and newcomer Magnus Paajarvi and had new Blues center Derek Roy working with winger Chris Stewart.

With the holdout of Blues defenseman Alex Pietrangelo, Kevin Shattenkirk got a lot of time on the top defense pairing with Jay Bouwmeester.

In the lone camp roster move, defenseman Nicholas Walters was assigned to the Brandon Wheat Kings.

* Paajarvi spoke about the difference between being with the Blues and the team he played with previously, the Edmonton Oilers.

"It's a huge difference," Paajarvi said Thursday. "I can really tell, here everybody talks about the (Stanley) Cup. Everybody talks about being a contender and being in the playoffs is just another step.

"In Edmonton it was going to the playoffs and trying to make the playoffs, so it's definitely a couple steps up."

*Blues strength and conditioning coach Nelson Ayotte released the results of the team's preseason fitness testing on his Twitter account.

Roman Polak was a repeat winner, followed by Yannick Veilleux, Ryan Reaves, Vladimir Tarasenko and Chris Porter. Blues General Manager Doug Armstrong mentioned several times during the offseason about Tarasenko's better conditioning and the testing bore that out.

Read more here: http://www.bnd.com/2013/09/12/2795231/blues-top-prospect-hoping-to-turn.html#storylink=cpy

By NORM SANDERS — News-Democrat 

ST. LOUIS — Even though Ken Hitchcock has been coach of the St. Louis Blues for nearly two seasons, he's about to do something he's never done with this team before.

He gets to run the Blues throughout an entire training camp.

Hitchcock replaced former Blues coach Davis Payne early in the 2011-12 season, then had only an abbreviated camp last season because of the NHL lockout.

The Blues open camp at noon Thursday at Scottrade Center, minus contract holdout defenseman Alex Pietrangelo. Training camp practices are free and open to the public.

"All of us recognize that there are teams in the West that have improved," Hitchcock said. "I think we have, too. With the guys that we've re-signed and the guys that we've added, we're deep."

The Blues have finished second and sixth overall in the NHL the past two seasons and are looking to make a deeper run in the playoffs. They were ousted in the second round two years ago and the first round last spring --both times by the Los Angeles Kings.

Major Blues moves in the offseason were signing veteran centers Derek Roy and Maxim Lapierre and trading enigmatic David Perron for young winger Magnus Paajarvi.

They also locked up their own talent, signing defensemen Jay Bouwmeester, Kevin Shattenkirk, Jordan Leopold and Ian Cole and forwards Patrik Berglund and Chris Stewart to contract extensions.

The Blues seem to be going all in on the notion that growth and the maturity of their homegrown players -- seasoned with Bouwmeester, Leopold, Roy and Lapierre and a healthy season from goalie Jaroslav Halak -- will lead to greater success.

The addition of Bouwmeester and Leopold helped spur a strong finish to the regular season last year, but the Blues couldn't hold a 2-0 series lead in the opening round of the playoffs and lost again to the Kings.

"We're pretty bloody excited with where we're at right now," Hitchcock said. "We're in that window that we really want to be and to take advantage of the next few years."

There are some things that need to fall into place for a Blues team that has yet to prove itself in the postseason.

"We're banking on a guy like Derek Roy getting back to where he was two years ago," Hitchcock said. "Then we're banking on chemistry with Berglund and Paajarvi ... I think the Leopold signing was a big signing for us."

Also big would be a return to scoring form by captain David Backes, a two-time 31-goal scorer who dropped to a career-low six goals last season.

Halak remained in St. Louis for most of the offseason and Hitchcock and Doug Armstrong talked about dramatic changes the veteran netminder made in his conditioning, diet and fitness levels.

"I've been very impressed with Jaro and the change that he's made in addressing a strengthening issue and a fitness issue so that he can remain healthy," said Hitchcock, whose team's goaltending depth is superior again with Brian Elliott still around and top prospect Jake Allen likely starting the season at minor-league Chicago, the team's new affiliate.

Halak and Elliott combined for 15 shutouts two seasons ago.

General Manager Doug Armstrong has mentioned several times how he hopes the Blues can add a big dose of "swagger" to their games and attitudes.

"When I say it's a big year, it's a year where we should believe -- and be comfortable believing -- that we can walk into any building and walk away with two points, and that we have as much right to compete for the championship as any other team," Armstrong said. "I don't think I could say that with 100 percent confidence any year prior to this year.

"But this is the year I really feel that we should be viewing ourselves as a team that should be competing for the championship. Are we the favorites? I don't know. Do other people view is that way? I don't know, but that's the way I view us."

Camping with the Blues

Top prospects to watch include forwards Ty Rattie and Dmitrij Jaskin and defensemen Jani Hakanpaa and Joel Edmundson.

Armstrong said that the bulk of the roster is set, but plenty of ice time and specialty roles are available to the top competitors. It will be interesting to see what veteran defenseman Ryan Whitney, signed to a pro tryout contract, brings to the mix.

"He's a big man, he's a former top pick, he's got experience," Armstrong said of the 35-year-old former Oilers defenseman. "He's still a young man in that this isn't his swan song."

* Players reported for physicals Wednesday and defenseman Cade Fairchild (shoulder) and forward Cody Beach are both dealing with injuries.

Read more here: http://www.bnd.com/2013/09/11/2793138/blues-brimming-with-optimism-as.html#storylink=cpy

By NORM SANDERS — News-Democrat 

ST. LOUIS — During his time with the Calgary Flames, St. Louis Blues defenseman Jay Bouwmeester saw a lot of new Blues winger Magnus Paajarvi.

"The first thing that jumps out is he's a real good skater," said Bouwmeester, who joined Paajarvi and most of the rest of the team Wednesday for an informal practice session at St. Louis Outlet Mall. "He uses his speed and he goes to the net, he does a lot of good things not necessarily with the puck.

"He backchecks and does those things that sometimes goes unnoticed. Overall he's a pretty solid player."

That's what the Blues were hoping for when they acquired Paajarvi from the Edmonton Oilers earlier this summer in exchange for enigmatic winger David Perron.

Paajarvi was excited to begin bonding with his new teammates.

Both he and Perron are former first-round picks. Despite his 6-foot-3, 208-pound frame, Paajarvi may have been a bit overlooked in Edmonton where he was surrounded by so many other high draft-pick forwards.

"There's a lot of young, skilled fast forwards on that team ... it's an unbelievable team and I think they're going to be a winning team very, very soon," Paajarvi said of the Oilers. "It's a tough competition there, absolutely, but I think I had a way better year last year than the year before. 

"Personally I feel way better this season and hopefully that's going to keep going."

The NHL's 10th overall pick in 2009, Paajarvi had nine goals and 16 points in 42 games with the Oilers last season. He has 26 goals and 58 points in 163 games.

"Definitely my skill level is there and my scoring level is there," Paajarvi said. "I've proven it before and I have full confidence in myself that I have it. Maybe I had to take a different role because we had so many super-skilled offensive guys, but when you're on a team you've got to do what's best for the team, right?"

Paajarvi and Blues center Patrik Berglund previously enjoyed some success together when playing for their native Sweden at the world championships.

"We played good through that world championships, but it's not a season," Paajarvi said. "It's two or three weeks I think we played together. Maybe you can't make too much out of that, but definitely the chemistry is there. I would love to play with him."

Both Paajarvi and the Blues are hoping a new environment will help elevate his game.

"I wasn't disappointed (about the trade), I was more shocked because I didn't expect it," he said. "Then it kind of grew on me and now it feels great, coming to a winning team, a positive and winning attitude all the time ... I think that's a good thing, it can never be a bad thing."

Bouwmeester mentioned Paajarvi's ability to play a two-way game and not just focus on defense.

"I came into the league very, very offensive and now I'm both ways," Paajarvi said. "That's an asset that I got last year and hopefully I'll keep doing what I'm doing."

Prospects tourney looms

A Blues team headed by top prospects Ty Rattie, Jani Hakanpaa, Dmitrij Jaskin, Joel Edmundson and goalie Jordan Binnington are headed for Traverse City, Mich., for the annual NHL Prospects Tournament that begins Thursday.

The Blues take on Dallas at 7 p.m. Thursday, Minnesota at 4 p.m. Friday and Detroit at 7 p.m. Sunday, with another game Monday determined by pool play.

Hakanpaa was named the Blues' captain with Jaskin and Edmundson as assistants.

"I'm looking forward to seeing how these three guys bring this group together," Armstrong said. "All have been leaders at previous times. I'm also looking to see a young player like Ty Rattie.

"The reality is that Ty Rattie and Dmitrij Jaskin are the players that are talked about the most, that have produced the most at lower levels, that have an element to their game that is exciting to our organization. I want to see how they perform against their peers."

Armstrong and Blues coach Ken Hitchcock will both be at the tourney.

"No one is going to make the NHL or not make the NHL in Traverse City," Armstrong said. "But you get a chance to make a good first impression."

Contact reporter Norm Sanders at 239-2454, nsanders@bnd.com or on Twitter @NormSanders 

Read more here: http://www.bnd.com/2013/09/04/2780566/new-blues-winger-hoping-to-make.html#storylink=cpy

Hossa out at least next 4 games

Posted by TimS on Tue, 09/17/2013 - 17:00 

.

In what might be a preview of things to come this season, Blackhawks winger Marian Hossa has aggravated an upper body injury and will miss at least the next four games.

It's believed to be Hossa's back, which sidelined him for Game 3 in the Stanley Cup Final. He participated in the first scrimmages of camp at Notre Dame last weekend and was one of the best players in the ice.

Hawks coach Joel Quenneville hopes Hossa can play in the final preseason game Sept. 28 against Washington and be ready to start the season on Oct. 1 against the Capitals.

The Hawks play at Washington on Friday, Detroit on Sunday and Pittsburgh on Monday. He also missed Thursday's game against the Penguins on Thursday.

"We're probably going to keep him out," Quenneville said. "I wouldn't expect him in the next four games, but we'll see how it progresses. He was skating pretty good. We liked the way he was playing and moving out there, but that's where we're at. We feel he'll be back and be fine."

Meanwhile, Jonathan Toews will make the trip to Washington and likely will play Friday.

Blue Jackets' Murray starting to display full skill set 

Saturday, 09.21.2013 / 9:00 AM / 2013-2014 Season Preview

By Craig Merz - NHL.com Correspondent
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COLUMBUS -- The long-anticipated debut of defenseman Ryan Murray in a Columbus Blue Jackets uniform got off to a rocky start Sunday, but the ending in the first preseason game against the Pittsburgh Penguins gave the fans in Nationwide Arena a glimpse of the future.

Murray, the second pick of the 2012 NHL Draft, showed he is recovered fully from a serious shoulder injury that sidelined him for most of last season.

In his debut preseason game, the 19-year-old (he turns 20 on Sept. 27) played most of the game paired with veteran James Wisniewski and scored at 4:38 of overtime off a pass by RJ Umberger.

"The first couple of shifts I made some pretty brain-dead plays," Murray said. "I didn't do too great. I felt a little nervous at the start. It was a good way to finish … not the greatest start."

 With his shoulder fully healed after surgery last season, Columbus Blue Jackets defenseman Ryan Murray is showing why he deserves to be in the NHL this season.

Murray is battling Tim Erixon, Cody Goloubef, Ilari Melart and David Savard for one of the two remaining spots on an otherwise experienced defensive corps.

Coach Todd Richards said he knows he has a potential breakout player in Murray, but that there is still a long way to go.

"He's had some struggles in games," Richards said. "He's had some good games, too, but just getting comfortable with the speed, I think he's progressed. That's what you want to see from your young players."

Murray is trying to make up for lost time. After being drafted by the Blue Jackets, he returned to his junior team, the Everett Silvertips of the Western Hockey League, but played only 17 games (two goals, 15 assists) before being forced to curtail his season because of a torn labrum.

He had tried to play through the injury but instead made it worse, precipitating surgery that would lead to six months of rehabilitation before he was cleared to play.

"I went to see a couple of doctors and they both said you've probably got a torn labrum, you can play with a torn labrum, but if it pops out you're in trouble," Murray said. "That's exactly what happened."

Murray took a chance by playing, but had been told that others had finished the season with the same injury.

But the season-ending injury occurred Nov. 16, 2012, when he fell to the ice after a collision with a Victoria Royals player.

"It was just before the lockout too," Murray said of when he initially injured the shoulder. "I wanted a chance to play so I kept going. It was just unfortunate it popped out."

It was a moment Murray knew could come but was hoping to avoid.

2013-14 SEASON PREVIEW
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"The doctors said keep on top of [the torn labrum]," he said. "I did but, looking back on it now I know a lot more about how to strengthen it and different types of exercises that you can do to help it. It got to the point where it couldn't hold on anymore."

Unfortunately for Murray, the injury was the type that needed extensive healing before an operation could be done to correct the problem, so the surgery was put off until early January.

He admitted it was hard to stay positive at times.

"I had to wait a month and half before they even operated on it, so there's waiting for that," he said. "Then you have the surgery and you wonder if you can come back or not.

"Then you start rehab and you think you're getting somewhere, then you realize you have six more months of the same thing before you can do anything. It was a first-time experience going through something like that and hopefully I won't have to do it again."

Murray's mood brightened when the Blue Jackets brought him to Columbus in April to continue his rehab, and he even was allowed to start skating by the end of the month, although contact was not permitted.

He was cleared to play at the Blue Jackets' development camp in July, and by the start of the NHL Prospect Tournament in Traverse City, Mich., on Sept. 5, he was ready for contact.

"My first game was pretty rusty," he said. "I kind of eased into it a little bit, but after that everything felt fine. The shoulder’s solid."

Richards agreed that Murray (6-foot-1, 198 pounds) has not shied from hits during the preseason.

"The shoulder's strong. The shoulder's fine," he said.

What the coaches and players have noticed is a maturity beyond Murray's years. But then again, that's not an unusual compliment for the Regina, Saskatchewan, native.

In 2012, at age 18 and prior to being drafted, he became the second-youngest player behind Paul Kariya (in 1993) to play for Canada at IIHF World Hockey Championship.

"It was pretty incredible," Murray said. "The first time hopping on the bus and you're looking around at all the names and you see [Dion] Phaneuf, [Ryan] Getzlaf, [Corey] Perry and [P.K.] Subban."

Murray has been anything but starry-eyed on the ice for the Blue Jackets.

"He's very calm," Umberger said. "That's been the M.O. on him, that he's very poised, calm and ahead of where he should be. He looks good so far. He's still learning, but he's going to be a tremendous player."

Whether that translates to a spot on the roster when Columbus opens the regular season against the Calgary Flames on Oct. 4 remains to be seen, but Murray continues to make the decision difficult for the coaching staff.

"I think he knows he can play here," left wing Matt Calvert said. "Believing you can play with these guys is a huge confidence boost. If he keeps that confidence and works hard, he'll be fine."

Emptying the Notebook: 9/21

Friday, 09.20.2013 / 1:30 PM

By Rob Mixer - BlueJackets.com / CBJ 
They played a fast game (at least in the final two periods) against the Carolina Hurricanes earlier this week, and Richards liked a lot of what he saw in the third period, when the Blue Jackets overwhelmed the Hurricanes and struck for three straight goals. 

 It's a start, Richards said, but there's still a ways to go before they're ready for opening night - which is now exactly two weeks (!) away.

Without further ado, let's get into today's notebook:

- Richards provided some injury updates on the players absent from today's practice. Matt Calvert (groin) is "getting closer" to a return and wanted to play tomorrow in Pittsburgh, Richards said, but they want him ready for opening night and aren't going to push it.

- Nikita Nikitin took a wicked shot from Hurricanes rookie defenseman Ryan Murphy off the skate boot on Wednesday and it caused some serious damage to the skate. Richards said there was no fracture but Nikitin should miss a few more days before he's ready to return.

- Curtis McElhinney missed today's practice due to a lower-body injury, Richards said, an ailment that is expected to keep him out 1-2 weeks. That obviously takes him pretty close to opening night, and could open the backup goaltender's spot (if only for a short period of time). Richards didn't say if either of Jeremy Smith or Mike McKenna has the inside track on the spot while McElhinney's out. Both guys have played well in preseason action.

- Here are the power play units the Blue Jackets practiced with today:

1) Atkinson - Dubinsky - Gaborik

Johnson - Wisniewski

2) Jenner - Anisimov - Johansen

Letestu - Tyutin

- Dalton Prout was back on the ice today and took part in the full practice, and Richards said he's likely to play in a couple of the remaining preseason games.

- Spoke with Brandon Dubinsky about the possibility of being Gaborik's center to open the season, and if it's motivating him at all. He said it's not a big deal, and he's up for whatever puts the team in the best position to win. But there's no denying how well that line played on Wednesday in Raleigh. Dubinsky in particular was in what the kids call "beast mode."

- We posted tomorrow's Blue Jackets roster against Pittsburgh on our training camp page. The skinny: Bobrovsky starts in goal and Smith backs him up. The Blue Jackets will bring seven defensemen with them to Pittsburgh, as well.

If you ask around, you'd be hard-pressed to find a player in camp who's earned higher praise than Jenner. The Blue Jackets have high hopes for the kid, too, coming off a 40-plus goal season in the OHL last year and having a strong playoff with the Springfield Falcons (AHL) in the spring. He's always the hardest worker on the ice and leaves nothing to chance, and he's on the verge of breaking into the NHL this season. So far, he's making sure the Blue Jackets coaches have a really difficult decision to make.

This one might seems a bit obvious, considering the Blue Jackets

 have the reigning Vezina Trophy winner in Sergei Bobrovsky.

 But behind "Bob" are three highly-motivated goaltenders who

 have a lot to prove to both themselves and to others; after

 abdominal surgery last year, Curtis McElhinney wondered if he'd

 be able to play hockey again. Mike McKenna and Jeremy Smith

 moved on from their previous organizations to look for better

 opportunities, and both think they've found one with the Blue Jackets.

 All four goalies have played well in camp, pushing each other and

 creating healthy competition. This week has proven that it's

 not just Bobrovsky in goal - the Blue Jackets have some

 needed depth at that position.

With the roster trimmed down to 33 players after today's cuts,

 we're starting to see what the opening night line-up will look like.

 Tyutin and Johnson are emerging as a solid defense pairing,

 Wisniewski is becoming a power play staple at the point,

 Bobrovsky is coming up big in the crease and Gaborik is

 creating chemistry with Dubinsky and Anisimov. Keep in mind,

 there are still two weeks and four games of exhibition games

 to play, but it's getting closer to the time that really counts.

Blue Jackets head coach Todd Richards has made it clear since

 the opening of training camp that the preseason has a purpose.

 There is only so much time to prepare for Oct. 4, and they're

 not going to waste one second of it. Richards plans to use

 the exhibition games to try out line combinations, defensive pairings

 and get his veterans up to game speed. As has been the mantra

 since Day 1 of camp--it's all about doing things at a high pace.

Just because a prospect was sent back to junior or Springfield doesn't

 mean that he won't get a second look. There will be opportunities

 during the season for players to get the call-up to the big leagues

 and skate on NHL ice. If they keep in mind the lessons learned

 in training camp, take the advice from the coaching staff

 and NHL regulars to heart and play their game, it won't be

 long before they see their name in the Blue Jackets' line-up.

Blue Jackets make 18 cuts from training camp roster

Thursday, 09.19.2013 / 1:50 PM / News 

By BlueJackets.com Staff

The following 17 players have been assigned to the club’s AHL affiliate in Springfield: forwards Alex Aleardi, Sean Collins, Jake Hansen, Andrew Joudrey, Jeremy Langlois, Broc Little, Spencer Machacek, Jonathan Marchessault, Lukas Sedlak, Dalton Smith and Trent Vogelhuber; and defensemen Thomas Larkin, Joe Lavin, Austin Madaisky, Patrick McNeill, Blake Parlett and Frederic St. Denis. 

 Machacek, McNeill and St. Denis were placed on waivers for the purpose of being assigned to the Falcons.

In addition, the club assigned forward Kerby Rychel to the Windsor Spitfires of the Ontario Hockey League.

 The Blue Jackets, whose roster currently stands at 33 players (18 forwards, 11 defensemen, four goaltenders), are scheduled to practice on Friday at 11 a.m. at the OhioHealth Ice Haus.

The Jackets have posted a 3-1-0 mark in the preseason and return to action on Saturday when they visit the Pittsburgh Penguins. 

 Game time from CONSOL Energy Center is 4 p.m. Columbus’ next home preseason game is scheduled for Monday, September 23 at 7 p.m. vs. the Minnesota Wild.

Off-Day Training Camp notebook: Sept. 19

Thursday, 09.19.2013 / 12:00 PM

By Rob Mixer - BlueJackets.com / CBJ Today
In kind-of-important news, the Blue Jackets are 3-1-0 through four of eight preseason games. Those games have featured some very good things, but also some things that Todd Richards and his coaching staff will focus intently on over the next two weeks. The "good news" category got a boost last night in Raleigh, when Columbus' top players really shined in a 5-4 win over the Hurricanes.

Marian Gaborik scored twice. Brandon Dubinsky was a monster, picking up three assists, a game-high 10 shots on goal and logging nearly 23 minutes of ice time. Boone Jenner was a workhorse and fit in nicely alongside Gaborik and Dubinsky, and had a multi-point effort (goal and assist) himself.

The power play had its moments, the penalty kill was solid at times and Mike McKenna played well between the pipes to pick up the win. Today is a deserved off-day from camp activities, and the Blue Jackets will get back at it tomorrow morning.

Roster moves are expected later this afternoon, so stay tuned for that.

Some notes/observations from the last two days:

- One under-the-radar type guy who's stood out lately is Sean Collins. He fit in well during his brief call-up to the NHL last season and filled a needed role for the Blue Jackets, and had a strong season for Springfield. Collins notched the game-winning goal on Wednesday night in Raleigh and has been a steady player in camp.

 - Nick Foligno looks poised for a good year and he's played a solid, consistent game in his preseason appearances. Richards has the luxury of placing Foligno on either wing (he's also played center in his NHL career) and he can play on any line. That's pretty valuable on a team that has a lot of guys pushing for ice time.

 - Richards mentioned earlier this week that he's been impressed with Mark Letestu during camp. Letestu led the club in goal-scoring a year ago, earned a two-year extension, and has proven that he can produce no matter where he's slotted in the lineup. 

 - Heard a lot of Derek MacKenzie's name on the broadcast last night and he was active in Tuesday's game against Buffalo. Playing with tons of energy.

 - Jack Skille's in the mix for one of those final roster spots and he's done a nice job of making his case. Whenever he's on the ice, the collective energy level seems to rise another level and he's a real physical player. Always finishes his checks and makes sure the opponent knows he's on the ice.

 - Check out last night's highlights for a nice pass from Nikita Nikitin to set up Gaborik's first goal against Carolina. Across the box, threaded the needle in traffic...right on Gaborik's tape. 

 - Matt Calvert is on the road to recovering from a sore groin that kept him out of Sunday's preseason opener against the Penguins. He skated yesterday (for about an hour) and could return to game action as early as this weekend. 

 - Even if McKenna and Smith end up in Springfield to begin the season (which is the most likely scenario), they're both going to push hard for playing time in Columbus. Smith was terrific in Minnesota on Tuesday and McKenna was 12-for-12 in relief of Curtis McElhinney in Raleigh. The goaltending's in a good spot right now, especially when you consider that Bobrovsky guy.
Facing a 4-2 deficit late in the second period, the Blue Jackets needed a spark and something to get them going. They got it from several sources, but they started a three-goal rally that proved to be the difference in the game with under seven minutes to play in the second period. 

 Boone Jenner - who was one of the Jackets' top players again tonight, skating on a line with Marian Gaborik and Brandon Dubinsky (more on those two in a moment) - made a perfect pass to Ryan Johansen for a power-play goal that cut Carolina's lead to 4-3, setting the stage for a wild third period.

Columbus quickly erased the one-goal deficit, scoring twice in the first six-plus minutes of the third period to take a 5-4 lead and take the wind out of the Hurricanes' sails. 

 Gaborik's second goal of the game tied things up at 4-4 at the 1:33 mark - a laser wrist shot from the right circle - and Sean Collins buried his first goal of the preseason at 6:26 to complete the comeback.

While it wasn't the best night at the office for Columbus starter Curtis McElhinney (allowed four goals on 22 shots and didn't have much help in front of him), Mike McKenna did a solid job in relief and was terrific in the third period. McKenna went 12-for-12 between the pipes and held the fort while the Blue Jackets went to work at the other end of the rink.

Perhaps most encouraging for the Blue Jackets: they got big performances from their top players tonight. 

 The Jenner-Dubinsky-Gaborik line contributed eight points, was a +8 total and combined for 16 shots on goal, 10 of which came from Dubinsky's stick. Tim Erixon and Nick Foligno also had multi-point nights, picking up a couple of assists each while Jack Johnson led the way on defense with over 28 minutes logged. 

1. MARIAN GABORIK (CBJ)

This performance was exactly what the Blue Jackets were looking for out of their star sniper: high-tempo and on the attack, a dangerous player whenever he had the puck. He had four shots on goal but gave the Hurricanes headaches all night long, and netted two beautiful goals with that lethal wrist shot. 

2. BOONE JENNER (CBJ)

The youngster is certainly making a strong case to be on the Blue Jackets' opening night roster, and tonight was the second straight game in which he made a profound impact. He was a key cog in his line's success, working hard to retrieve pucks and play a physical game along the walls. He was rewarded with a goal and an assist and didn't make any friends on the Hurricanes.

3. BRANDON DUBINSKY (CBJ)

If there could be a template "Brandon Dubinsky" type of game, this game tape might be part of it. He was strong in all three zones, fired a game-high 10 shots on goal and won over 50 percent of his face-offs (53 percent). Dubinsky finished with three assists, a +3 rating and a whopping 22:48 TOI.
Blue Jackets trim training camp roster by five

Wednesday, 09.18.2013 / 3:00 PM / News 

By BlueJackets.com Staff 

3 

17 

20 

Email 

Comment

Print

COLUMBUS, OHIO -- The Columbus Blue Jackets have made their first roster moves of training camp today, returning five prospects to their respective junior clubs in the Canadian Hockey League: Oliver Bjorkstrand (Portland, WHL), Dillon Heatherington (Swift Current, WHL), Oscar Dansk (Erie, OHL), Josh Anderson (London, OHL) and Nick Moutrey (Saginaw, OHL). Columbus’ training camp roster now stands at 51 players.

Currently 2-1-0 on the preseason, the Blue Jackets return to action tonight for a 7:00 p.m. road game vs. the Carolina Hurricanes. Columbus’ next home preseason game is scheduled for Monday, Sept. 23 at 7:00 p.m. vs. the Minnesota Wild.
The Buffalo Sabres got out to a great start, dominating puck possession and using their speed to draw penalties against a Columbus squad that was a bit slow-going. Making his first start of the exhibition season, Sergei Bobrovsky had to make a few early saves to keep it a scoreless game - a line that held until the closing seconds of the opening period.

Just after a Blue Jackets penalty to Fedor Tyutin had expired, Tyler Myers made a pin-point slap pass to Marcus Foligno in the slot, and the re-direction beat Bobrovsky for a 1-0 Buffalo lead with 4.5 seconds left in the frame. Columbus answered back early in the second, though, on a netmouth scramble that resulted in RJ Umberger's first goal of the preseason. But from that point on, the Sabres managed to keep the Blue Jackets out of their net.

Marcus Foligno scored his second goal of the night with 5:09 to go in the second period, and it was a beauty. He drove hard to the net, lowered his shoulder and went airborne as he tucked it home behind Bobrovsky. Mikhail Grigorenko increased the Buffalo lead to 3-1 by finishing a quick jam play from the behind the net, which had the Blue Jackets swimming upstream with 10 minutes to play.

Columbus was unable to capitalize on its power play opportunities in the final 40 minutes and couldn't get any sustained attack at even strength. Ryan Miller, who started in goal for the Sabres, exited the game midway through the second period and gave way to Matt Hackett, who kept a clean sheet the rest of the night. 

 Hackett, acquired at the trade deadline last season in a deal that sent Jason Pominville to Minnesota, made nine saves and picked up the victory for Buffalo.

1. MARCUS FOLIGNO (BUF)

His second goal of the night was the highlight, but the 22-year-old brother of Columbus forward Nick played a strong all-around game tonight. Sabres coach Ron Rolston entrusted him with 20:41 of ice time in all situations and with one of Buffalo's top two lines, giving him every opportunity to make a difference in the game. He certainly did that tonight. 

2. RJ UMBERGER (CBJ)

Not only did his goal even things up in the second period, but he played a physical game tonight on a line with Boone Jenner and Josh Anderson. Umberger played over 18 minutes in tonight's game, including over three minutes of power-play time. 

3. BOONE JENNER (CBJ)

Blue Jackets coach Todd Richards really liked Jenner's game and for good reason: he was physical, aggressive and did not wait for the game to come to him. He showed a willingness to play in the tough areas of the ice and was strong along the wall, logging 20:38 of ice time and registering a game-high six shots on goal.
Here are complete rosters for tonight's 7 p.m. ET start in Raleigh...

 COLUMBUS

Forwards: Aleardi, Collins, Craig, Dubinsky, Foligno, Gaborik, Jenner, Johansen, Joudrey, MacKenzie, Rychel, Skille

Defense: Erixon, Johnson, Larkin, Nikitin, Savard, Tyutin

Goaltenders: McElhinney, McKenna

 *CBJ lines available after morning skate

 CAROLINA

Forwards:

 Bowman-E. Staal-Semin

 Skinner-Lindholm-Gerbe

 Terry-Welch-Dalpe

 Blanchard-Sutter-Westgarth

Defense:

 Gleason-Komisarek

 Jordan-Bellemore

 Harrison-Murphy

Goaltenders: Cam Ward, Justin Peters
If the stacked roster is any indication, the Carolina Hurricanes are trying to gear up (and fast) for their regular season opener. The Blue Jackets are coming off a split-squad night that saw 46 players in action, but they will bring several well-rested players to Carolina, as well. It will be interesting to see how the Hurricanes' youngsters respond to the first-game nerves and if the Blue Jackets can get out to a better start than they did against Buffalo and Pittsburgh, considering they are now in a rhythm of preseason play.

 The Blue Jackets are now a week into training camp and it's evident that players are aware of the battle for the last two forward spots and two spots on defense. The young guys are playing hard and know that at any given moment, cuts could be made and they will be back in Springfield, junior hockey, or on the open market. These guys have something to play for.

 The situation is similar in Carolina, but more of the "veteran" players have something to prove. Staal and Ward are coming off injury and have to prove they can bounce back, and Skinner has to prove that he can return to his Calder-season form before concussions slowed him down. Fifth overall pick Elias Lindholm (2013) will get his first taste of NHL action and his first opportunity to live up to the hype.

 This will be the Blue Jackets' first look at the Hurricanes in 2013-14, who will return the favor in Columbus for another exhibition game Sept. 26. The Metropolitan Division opponents will battle each other five times in the regular season. Take good notes, because these two teams will get to know each other pretty well over the coming months.

COLUMBUS, Ohio -- For hometown hockey player Trent Vogelhuber, Sunday night’s game at Nationwide Arena is one he will never forget. Even though it was an NHL exhibition game, Vogelhuber played in the city he grew up in, in front of family who supported him, and in front of the friends and teammates who encouraged him along his journey to his first NHL game.

“It’s good to see an exhibition game and it’s good to see my work in the offseason pay off and come down to this moment,” said Vogelhuber. “To be able to get the chance to play here with the Blue Jackets is great.”

Though he knew he had friends, family, teammates and neighbors all focused on him, Vogelhuber was only focused on playing his game.
“I wasn’t as nervous as I thought I would be,” said Vogelhuber. “It’s just an exhibition game, but it was a big game. In any big game, you are nervous going into the first shift. After that, you’re okay. The nerves all go away pretty quickly and you just want to do your part and try to get the win.”

Vogelhuber also shared the ice with players he idolized and looked up to, but he made sure he was not star struck for too long, as he had to concentrate on his team and contributing to the game's final outcome.

“I made sure to tell myself beforehand to not pay attention to who was out there on the ice because you can get into trouble if you do that,” said Vogelhuber. “In warm-ups I definitely peeked over and saw Evgeni Malkin and made eye contact with him, but then I went back to doing my thing. It was my first time playing against guys like that, so it was a cool experience.”

- - -

Goaltender Oscar Dansk saw his first NHL ice time as well. He started the third period and played a solid 24 minutes for the Blue Jackets, including intense overtime hockey.

“It was an awesome feeling,” Dansk told BlueJackets.com. “I felt pretty good and pretty solid out there. I stuck with it and it went well. The pace was something I had to get used to, but I think I stepped up and did alright.”

Dansk, at 19 years old, is the youngest goaltender at Blue Jackets training camp and is soaking in the entire experience, including making saves on some of the Pittsburgh Penguins’ star players.

“It’s obvious that they had some of their regular players out there because they had Malkin, Beau Bennett and James Neal,” said Dansk. “They’re really good players and I faced a few shots from some of them, but it was still fun.”

With the first game under his belt, Dansk is looking ahead to spending more time in net. He heads to Minnesota to play the Wild tonight as part of the Blue Jackets’ split-squad exhibition game.

“It’s good to get that first experience out of the way,” said Dansk. “I wasn’t anticipating what happened in the first two periods there, but I’m looking forward to getting another opportunity.”
Sometimes, quickly turning the page after an exhibition game can be a useful thing.

The Blue Jackets did that today, less than 12 hours after a thrilling (and surprisingly intense) preseason affair with the Pittsburgh Penguins - their newly-minted, snarly division rival from three hours east - and got right back to work in practice. After all, Training Camp presented by OhioHealth is six days old and there's still plenty to work on before they play another game. As for that next game, it's tomorrow night (and there are actually two games). The Blue Jackets are splitting the squad in half on Tuesday, playing a road game vs. the Minnesota Wild and a home game against the Buffalo Sabres. Full rosters for both games can be found by visiting our Training Camp Central page.

Both practices were held at Nationwide Arena this morning and each ran about an hour, with Todd Richards going over more systematic items like neutral zone play, defensive zone assignments and much more.

 As far as camp cuts are concerned, Richards said he expects a round of cuts to come after Wednesday's game in Carolina, and that the roster should be down to one group of players by the end of the week. 

Here are some notes and observations from both sessions...

 Group B - 10 a.m. skate: Rob Mixer (@RobMixer)

- I was interested to see how Cam Atkinson skated this morning after playing last night against Pittsburgh and putting his now-healthy ankle to the test. He was skating crisply and quickly like we're accustomed to seeing and Richards said he really liked Atkinson's third period on Sunday. Atkinson is slated to play in Minnesota tomorrow night.

- The battle for roster spots on the blue line is alive and well in Group B, with three guys (Tim Erixon, Ilari Melart and Ryan Murray) in the mix for one of the last two openings on defense. Melart didn't have his best game against the Penguins, but he'll get more playing time in subsequent exhibitions games. Murray got better with time last night and Erixon, who didn't play against Pittsburgh, draws in for his preseason action at home against Buffalo tomorrow.

- Looking forward to seeing youngsters Nick Moutrey and Josh Anderson play against the Sabres tomorrow. Both guys play a similarly combative and aggressive style, and you know they're beyond ready to suit for an NHL game. They won't be making any friends, and that's going to make it even more fun to watch.

- Blake Comeau has quietly had himself a nice camp so far. He's been solid in practice and also the scrimmage, and as I've said a few times, I think he's going to be a "glue" piece for the Blue Jackets. He loves playing here and has a lot of motivation going into the season.

- Fans at Nationwide Arena tomorrow night will get their first look at Sergei Bobrovsky in game action since April 27, as he's scheduled to start against Buffalo and play at least the first two periods. Mike McKenna is backing him up and I expect McKenna to get some time between the pipes, as well.

Group A - 12 p.m. skate: Kristyn Repke (@kristynrepke)

- This afternoon's goalies were feeling last night's game (Oscar Dansk and Curtis McElhinney) as Jeremy Smith was the sharpest of the trio. Smith and Dansk will head off to Minnesota for tomorrow night's game, which will be Smith's first preseason and NHL action of his career. If he performs the way he has in practice all week, he should come up big for the younger squad in Minnesota.

- Cody Goloubef, who flew under the radar last night against Pittsburgh and had a solid night, had another strong day of practice alongside Nikita Nikitin. The two spent extensive time together during drills and were blocking a ton of shots. Though Nikitin has the night off and Goloubef will play in Minnesota tomorrow night, they're a combination that could be tested out in preseason games down the road.

- We'll get our first look at the defensive pair of Jack Johnson and Fedor Tyutin, who found a lot of end-of-season success down the stretch last year. The two have been partnered with each other since day one of training camp and will see game action tomorrow at home versus the Sabres.

- After watching both Ilari Melart and James Wisniewski fight against Pittsburgh, Jared Boll is ready to showcase his physicality at home against Buffalo for the first time this preseason. He has worked at his positioning and coverage this week and improved his skating speed in the off-season--two aspects of heavy hits that the opposition will need to be aware of.

 - Nick Foligno will get his first game of the 2013-14 NHL preseason tomorrow night against Buffalo, and it will be interesting to see how his teammates feed off his energy. Today's practice went in typical Foligno fashion with a lot fun but a lot of focus. He's a player you'll want to pay close attention to this season.
When Cam Atkinson is at full speed and his game is on form, there's no mistaking the electricity he brings to a game.

He is tenacious on the puck, fearless despite his 5-foot-7 frame and possesses a wicked wrist shot that has made more than a few NHL goaltenders shake their heads in disbelief. A high ankle sprain took a lot of the spark from his game last season, and at times, he played through excruciating pain remedied only slightly by the fact that the Blue Jackets were in the thick of the playoff race.
A full summer of rest and recuperation was welcomed and much-needed, and its benefits were on display Sunday night as Atkinson zipped around the rink during the Jackets' 5-4 overtime win over the Pittsburgh Penguins at Nationwide Arena.

So far, so good, Atkinson said of the ankle. He's feeling no ill effects and is operating at 100 percent through six days of camp.

"I felt pretty good," Atkinson said of Sunday's game. "The body's a little sore but it's nice to get the first one out of the way, for sure. At this point it will never get to where it was...there's some occasions where after a game it's a little sore (but nothing more)."

Atkinson was back on the ice this morning for Group B's practice at Training Camp presented by OhioHealth, and now, the focus is ramping up for Tuesday's split squad games against the Minnesota Wild (in St. Paul) and the Buffalo Sabres at Nationwide Arena.

Though there's still an open audition for the left wing spot on the Blue Jackets' top line with Artem Anisimov and Marian Gaborik, Atkinson saw time there on Sunday despite never having played his off-wing in competition.

Atkinson welcomes the idea of seeing more ice time on that line and the transition to the left side was a simple one - at least for one game - as he and Gaborik are good friends away from the rink, as well.

"Today, we were lined up together (in practice)," Atkinson said. "I'm hanging out with him every day, and he says he likes playing with me. It's one of those things where we did some okay things, but he and Arty have something special, so I'm just trying to get familiar playing with both of those guys. It takes time."
Wiz on Murray: "Hopefully we play together a long time"

Monday, 09.16.2013 / 10:00 AM

By Rob Mixer - BlueJackets.com / CBJ Today 
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 If you ask James Wisniewski, it wasn't so much the finish on Ryan Murray's game-winning goal on Sunday night as it was the play that made it all happen.

Wisniewski got a birds-eye view of it as Murray's partner on defense, too. There was a 19-year-old kid in his first NHL game and in his second week of competition following six months of shoulder surgery rehabilitation, and his first assignment was to defend the likes of Evgeni Malkin, James Neal and Beau Bennett for the Pittsburgh Penguins. After a frantic start that saw the Penguins score in the opening minute, the Blue Jackets settled in and Murray felt his game improved as the game grew older.

The smart read-and-react play by Murray late in overtime after Malkin turned the puck over at the offensive blue line was impressive, Wisniewski said, but the overall body of work was even more encouraging.

"That's just a smart hockey player," Wisniewski told BlueJackets.com. "I would say he and I played some good defense on one of the best players in the world, poked the puck away and he saw that they had two guys deep. I was below him, and (in that situation), you go. I don't care if there's 20 seconds left in Game 7 of the finals, if you can make it a 3-on-2, you have to do it.

"He was very smart, very composed. Hopefully we play together for a long time, and we can work on things where we're just yin and yang. He knows what I'm doing and I know where he's going and it just becomes second nature. That's what we can work on from here on out."

Wisniewski played 23:17 and Murray logged 23:06 - second only to the pairing of Nikita Nikitin and David Savard - and drew most of their ice against the Malkin line while serving as the top penalty-killing pair. It was obvious that Wisniewski and Murray had practiced together this week and were comfortable with one another, and having a veteran presence beside him helped ease Murray's early-game nerves.

Another way to eradicate first-game butterflies is to score the game-winning goal, but Murray said he's looking forward to using Sunday's game as a learning experience and something to build on.

"My first couple of shifts, I made a couple of brain-dead plays and didn't do too great," Murray said. "I felt a little nervous at the start. Toward the middle and end of the game, I started to feel a lot better.

"There wasn't a whole lot of time left in overtime and I figured it was my last rush, so I said 'I might as well.' I gave it everything to get up in the play and (RJ Umberger) made an awesome play to get it over to me.  I just buried my head and luckily it went in."
Melart adjusts to the pace in NHL debut

Sunday, 09.15.2013 / 10:00 PM / Features 

By Kristyn Repke  - BlueJackets.com 
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 It’s hard to miss a guy who towers at 6-foot-4, 230 lbs. charging toward the boards and skating around the ice, watching every move.

Sunday night, the Pittsburgh Penguins definitely took notice.

Defenseman Ilari Melart, in his first NHL game, saw 14:53 of ice time and had the Blue Jackets’ first fight of the season. Even though the end result was not what Melart wanted (it ended with him and Adam Payerl skating in circles), he thought he did well for his first round.
“It didn’t end up being much of a fight since my arm was tied up the whole time and I couldn’t get it free,” Melart told BlueJackets.com. “It was just happened in the heat of the moment, but it was fun.”

Overall, Melart’s physical play was evident. He made the hits to free up the puck and provide an opening for his teammates to break on the rush. His seven penalty minutes led the team in that column, but he was among the Blue Jackets who brought the physical intensity to tonight’s game.

“My job is to get the puck quickly out of the zone, and I think I did decently at that,” said Melart. “Hopefully, I’ll get to play as many games as possible and keep up my work.”

Melart’s first game in the NHL was also his first on North American ice, as he has spent his entire career (and life, before this season) in Europe and played professional hockey for both HIFK of the SM-Iiiga League and Team Finland in international competition.

“My goal is to get to know the NHL style of play and the North American style of play,” said Melart. “The pace is quicker than what I’m used to. I had to be ready all the time. But I like this style and pace more, so it’s not a hard transition for me to make."

 "I just have to keep working at it.”
 Ryan Murray donned an NHL sweater for the first time tonight, and to celebrate, he scored the game-winning goal against the Pittsburgh Penguins.

Not a bad way to start, right?
It was an eventful game at Nationwide Arena with both teams trading the lead and trying to establish some flow in their first exhibition games of the season. The Blue Jackets, on the strength of two quick third-period goals from Mark Letestu and Cam Atkinson, took a 4-3 lead into down the stretch only to see the Penguins answer right back - setting the stage for a frenetic overtime period.

And it was finished off by a smart, heady play by the 19-year-old kid on defense. RJ Umberger beat out Evgeni Malkin for a loose puck at the Columbus blue line, started an odd-man rush with Letestu going to the net and found Murray joining the rush in the final 30 seconds of sudden death.

One look, one shot, top shelf, ballgame. The Blue Jackets, as coach Todd Richards put it, "found a way to win" despite not having their best stuff in the first 40 minutes of the game. They were out-shot 26-12 by the Penguins over the first two periods but managed a pair of goals out of it, and got back to their preferred style in the third period.

They directed more pucks at the net, used their speed and defended much better in the final stanza and got a strong performance in goal from Curtis McElhinney. Pittsburgh opened the scoring just 47 seconds into the game on a James Neal goal, but after that, McElhinney held the fort before giving way to Oscar Dansk for the third period.

Sure, it's one game and an exhibition at that, but there were some highlights contained within it. Murray's game winner, two spirited scraps from James Wisniewski (Murray's defense partner) and newcomer Ilari Melart, and some persistence against a pretty good team.

1. MURRAY (CBJ)

The game-winning goal, top-four minutes against the Penguins' top line, and he got better as the game went on. Richards said "there's a lot to be excited about" with Murray but there's still plenty of room for improvement, and he thinks the sky's the limit for the young blueliner.

2. WISNIEWSKI (CBJ)

Power play goal, assist on the Letestu goal in the third period, and a no-doubt-about-it decision against Pittsburgh's Joe Vitale. Quite the night for "Wiz."

3. MCELHINNEY (CBJ)

He bounced back nicely after the early goal and was exceptionally strong while the Blue Jackets were shorthanded. A couple of flashy glove saves on Neal and Dumoulin in the second and third periods stood out.

Calvert to miss Sunday's game with sore groin

Sunday, 09.15.2013 / 1:30 PM
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The Blue Jackets made a late lineup change for tonight's game against the Pittsburgh Penguins at Nationwide Arena: Matt Calvert is out with a "sore groin," coach Todd Richards announced after today's practice sessions.

Calvert was originally slated to play the team's first exhibition game, but Richards made the change today after it was deemed Calvert would be better suited to rest the groin rather than push it early in camp. In his place, Broc Little will dress for his first NHL game and skate alongside Artem Anisimov and Marian Gaborik.

Talk about getting thrown into the fire, right? But Richards isn't too concerned - Little has been a consistent offensive producer and had success in Europe, and he's looking forward to seeing what the kid can do playing with "two pretty good players."

"If this is Game 72, he's in the lineup," Richards said of Calvert. "But this is an exhibition."

 Richards said there's no clear timetable for Calvert returning to practice, but he did not skate today with either group and isn't expected to practice tomorrow. Depending on how the groin feels, he could return later in the week but the Blue Jackets aren't committed to a specific timetable.

 Calvert has been mentioned by Richards as a candidate to play left wing with Gaborik and Anisimov, though it looks like that trio will have to wait a little longer before taking the ice together.

Vogelhuber proud to represent Columbus
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Trent Vogelhuber has blazed a trail for hockey in the city of Columbus. He was the first Columbus hockey player selected at the NHL Draft in 2007. He was the first Columbus hockey player to play for a Division I college, at Miami University of Ohio. Tonight, he’ll make history as the first local Columbus hockey player to participate in an NHL preseason game.

“I feel pretty good going into tonight,” Vogelhuber told BlueJackets.com. “It’s going to be cool having the game in Columbus and playing for the city of Columbus, where I grew up just a half hour down the road (in Dublin).”

Vogelhuber knows the impact his play has had on the youth hockey program in central Ohio. He has made visits to hockey camps to speak to youth hockey players. At Miami University, he met several young fans who looked up to him because they grew up playing hockey on the same rinks and teams.

“I’m happy to be able to lay the path down for the younger kids and be one of the first guys from Columbus to play pro hockey,” said Vogelhuber. “It’s a cool feeling.”

Growing up in Dublin, Ohio, Vogelhuber struggled with a lot of the pressure young hockey players face today—choosing the best teams to play for and traveling far in order to be noticed by colleges and pro scouts.

“In the hockey world, a lot of people worry about that stuff,” said Vogelhuber. “But at the end of the day, if you work hard and you’re a good player, people will find you. I thought about leaving Columbus and going to Detroit or Cleveland, but I stuck it out here and it worked out well for me.”

As the city of Columbus watches their hometown kid play in his first NHL preseason game tonight against the Pittsburgh Penguins, Vogelhuber is most looking forward to having his family, friends and Miami University teammates and staff be there to watch this important milestone.

However, despite the feelings of excitement and nervousness, Vogelhuber plans to stay focused and play the game he knows he is best at.

“I’m just looking to play a solid two-way game tonight,” said Vogelhuber. “I’ll be physical and kill penalties if they need me to. I’m not looking to do anything special. I’m not trying to go out there and do something crazy that I don’t usually do. I’m planning on going out there and playing my game.”

Kristyn Repke: 

Umberger, Dubi, Cam and Wiz-Murray are out on the ice now

10:04

Rob Mixer: 

Love the Umberger-Dubinsky-Atkinson combo #CBJ will use tonight vs. Pittsburgh. 

10:05

Kristyn Repke: 

Yesterday's successful Little-Anisimov-Gaborik line for team white is on ice for practice and another likely combo for tonight's game 

10:06

Kristyn Repke: 

Vogelhuber, Smith, Bass another combo. 

10:08

Rob Mixer: 

Defense pairs: Murray-Wisniewski, Melart-Goloubef, Nikitin-Savard. Curtis McElhinney gets the start in net. 

10:11

Kristyn Repke: 

It'll be interesting to see how Melart carries his physical play into tonight's game and how the Penguins respond. The Blue Jackets players who have endured a hit haven't enjoyed it. 

Rob Mixer: 

Looks like Skille-Letestu-Comeau will skate as a forward line for the Blue Jackets tonight.
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Another busy day at Nationwide Arena, but it was a blast.

We started a cool, crisp Saturday morning off with a crowd wrapped around the building waiting to get into the OhioHealth Ice Haus for on-ice practices and a scrimmage on the main ice. It was a great start to a fun day that saw a lot of storylines start to take shape - and we'll get more in-depth with those further down in the notebook.
First things first: the rosters are out for tomorrow's preseason opener against the Penguins, which is a 6 p.m. start at Nationwide Arena. Curtis McElhinney is the starting goaltender for the Blue Jackets and though a starter hasn't been named for Pittsburgh, the Penguins are bringing Marc-Andre Fleury (expected starter) and Jeff Zatkoff to Columbus.

There is a host of veterans dressing for the Blue Jackets, and you can find the entire playing roster at bluejackets.com/trainingcamp.

Alright, let's kick off the notebook...

Rob's observations:

- I mentioned yesterday that RJ Umberger has had a strong showing in the first few practices, and John Davidson also made it a talking point this morning. Umberger and Ryan Johansen skated with Oliver Bjorkstrand in the scrimmage and they were able to create a few scoring chances, but overall, the returns on Umberger to this point have been very good.

- Ryan Murray = still good. Very good.

- Nick Moutrey has stood to me, and especially so today during the scrimmage. He bounced around with a couple of different lines but always seemed to be around the puck and looking to make a play. I'll be watching him closely in junior this year because there's a lot to like about his game.

- Marian Gaborik had a few highlights during the scrimmage, including a sweet set-up for Artem Anisimov to bury the game-winning goal for the White team. It sure looks as if those two are going to be a pair to start the season, and we're likely to see them skate together tomorrow against the Penguins. Gaborik's got the jets back, too.

- Jack Skille had himself a nice day today, and one of the lines that caught my eye in the scrimmage included him along with Nick Foligno and Mark Letestu. That's three guys who can make a play with the puck and aren't shy about forcing pucks to the net, and they were one of the only lines for the Blue team to create chances in the scrimmage.

- Sergei Bobrovsky and Mike McKenna earned a 2-0 combined shutout for the White team during the scrimmage. Though they weren't really tested that much, both guys made some nice saves and got the legs going in a game situation - which is never a bad thing.

Kristyn's observations:

- Despite being on the losing side of the score sheet, Jeremy Smith had a solid performance in goal for the Blue team. He stopped every shot and one of his rebounds led to an odd-man rush for the offense. It'll be interesting to see how Smith will challenge McKenna for the starting spot in Springfield.

- I really took notice of the line combinations during practice, and my favorite of the day had to be the James Wisniewski and Ryan Murray D-pair during penalty kill and power play drills. Together, they shut down every offensive opportunity, connected every pass (including a few no-looks and one-timers) and generated offense of their own from the point. Murray still has to make the team, but we will probably see this pairing often in the preseason (and likely tomorrow vs. Pittsburgh) if they look the way they did today.

- Another line to watch for in the preseason? Artem Anisimov and Marian Gaborik with either Matt Calvert or Broc Little on the left wing. The Russian/Slovakian combo played with Little during the scrimmage and connected for a goal. The two also spent several minutes with Calvert in Group B's practice session post-scrimmage. We could see both of those line combinations against Pittsburgh tomorrow as well, as all four are in the line-up.

- Speaking of Broc Little, he is showing signs of confidence going into the preseason. He stepped right up to the challenge of playing with Arty and Gabby, keeping up with them stride-for-stride and crashing the net at every given opportunity. He could make a case for a mid-season call-up from the Springfield Falcons if he maintains a consistent performance day in and day out.

- Ilari Melart might not be making many friends at training camp, but he's caught the attention of Todd Richards and John Davidson. His physical presence is hard to miss on the blue line, as he is 6-foot-4 and 230 lbs., and even had a nifty goal for team white during the shootout.

- Traverse City standout Alex Aleardi has been impressive all week, and was no exception today during the scrimmage. He scored a goal from Jonathan Audy-Marchessault to put Team White up 2-0 and out of the Blue team's reach.

 - Fedor Tyutin and Jack Johnson were reunited during the scrimmage as a defensive pair. The two of them were partnered for the last year's successful end-of-season stretch. Clearly Richards liked what he saw because they have played together for the last two full days of training camp and will probably be a set pairing for the start of the season.
Special teams will be crucial for Jackets
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 There's no denying that, for long stretches last season, the Blue Jackets did not produce when they needed it. But with a couple of tweaks and better execution, they turned it into a weapon as they made a push for the postseason.

And with three days of practice in the books at Blue Jackets Training Camp presented by OhioHeath, the Blue Jackets have touched on special teams in each session but really hammered home some key points on Saturday morning. They worked on their puck movement, rotations and getting second chances around the net - at the same time giving the penalty killers an intense workout.
Blue Jackets coach Todd Richards (and to a larger degree, the hockey operations staff) feel their power play should be better this season due to a couple of factors: one being the added personnel in Marian Gaborik for a full season and the offseason signing of Nathan Horton, but also more familiarity with each other.

It's not a coincidence that as the Blue Jackets became used to the new faces and new schemes, their results improved. By getting out in front of the issue in training camp, they're hoping it doesn't take 35 games to hit stride this season.

"We've talked about the effect (the power play) has on a game," Blue Jackets forward Mark Letestu said. "With some of the stats we had, our record was substantially better when we won or tied the special teams battle. There should be a focus on that. Every time you get a chance to score or keep one out of the net - especially against teams like Pittsburgh that are so dynamic - winning those battles goes a long way."

Letestu, who has played all three forward positions for the Blue Jackets and also the point on the power play, is a former Pittsburgh Penguin and he knows first-hand how a dangerous power play can be the engine for a team's success. When teams like the Penguins get a power play opportunity, they're looking to do damage and that's the attitude the Blue Jackets want to have on the man advantage.

They will get their first chance to put the preparation into practice on Sunday afternoon against the aforementioned Penguins, who won't bring Sidney Crosby to town but are dressing several NHL regulars. The preseason games might be dress rehearsals, Letestu said, but the Blue Jackets have to take them seriously if they want to hit the ground running on opening night.

"I think this is going to help ease use into the first exhibition game, and by exhibition game eight, we should be firing on all cylinders," Letestu said. "Especially with the way (Richards) has the lineups written up, there's going to be a lot of us playing. The expectation is that we're ready for Game 1 and we're preparing accordingly."
Aleardi no stranger to a challenging situation
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 After three days of training camp, players are beginning to stand out and make a strong case for themselves. The veterans are assuming leadership roles and getting into game shape, while young guys are still trying to find their place.

One of the young guys finding his stride early on is Alex Aleardi, who impressed the staff in Traverse City at the NHL Prospects Tournament. His road to the Blue Jackets Training Camp (presented by OhioHealth) has been a long and challenging one, but it has prepared Aleardi for the challenges he is facing trying to break into the NHL.
It’s been interesting, that’s for sure,” Aleardi told BlueJackets.com. “I played in Plymouth for two and a half years and was traded at the trade deadline to Windsor. We didn’t make the playoffs, so I was called up to Springfield for a couple games, did real well up there. Then went to Traverse City with the prospect tournament and I made training camp, so I’m doing well, having a good time and enjoying the experience.” 

While in Windsor, Aleardi was a Spitfires teammate with another notable name at training camp, 2013 NHL first-round draft pick Kerby Rychel. The two of them were part of the same line on a Windsor team that was known for its high-tempo game last season, and they enjoyed reconnecting at the NHL Prospects Tournament and now in Columbus for main camp.

“Rychel and I got to be linemates for the better half of last year,” said Aleardi. “We haven’t been on a line much at Traverse City or here at camp, but we’re good friends and always joke around. It’s funny that we’ve both ended up in the same spot.”

Not surprisingly, they both have the same goal at camp: to prove that they can compete at the NHL level and learn as much as possible from this opportunity.

“I just want prove that I can play with the older guys,” said Aleardi. “I want to show that I’m not scared out there and that I can compete with them.”

Aleardi described himself as a player who could make a big impact even with low ice time, and said that's what he can bring if he were to earn a call-up from Springfield (AHL). Several of his goals in the OHL and AHL last year were game-winners or game-tying goals that had a big impact on the success of his teams.

“I’m a fourth-line energy guy that gets the puck deep and makes the hits and simple, smart plays,” said Aleardi. “I’m always around the net, always breaking wide with speed. I’m a faster guy, a smaller guy, and I always get to the net and just grind my way in.”

When asked if he was ready to step up and play in the NHL, Aleardi said that he believes he is both mentally and physically prepared, but it is all a matter of being presented with an opportunity for him to showcase what he can do.

In the past, he made the most of his time in the AHL, scoring two points in three games for the Falcons which helped earn him a one-year deal.

“I’m definitely ready to play, I’m just waiting on my opportunity,” Aleardi said. “Hopefully I can make the most of this opportunity at training camp with what I can do and hope the coaches will give me a chance.”
Murray wants his game to do the talking
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You don't need to remind Ryan Murray -- he knows what's at stake.

This is his first NHL training camp and he just played his first competitive hockey games in nine months, but that's not deterring him trying to crack the Blue Jackets' opening night roster. Having to miss last year's World Junior tournament was punishment enough, and Murray isn't going to let a chance at the NHL go by without a fight.
He's in the mix for one of the Blue Jackets' last two spots on the blueline, a competition that includes Cody Goloubef, David Savard, Ilari Melart and Tim Erixon. All five guys are able to be sent to the Springfield Falcons, and though Murray's dying for a taste of pro hockey however it comes, he's not shy in stating that his goal is to play in Columbus.

Rehabilitation was a long, arduous process after his shoulder surgery in January but it motivated him to have a strong summer in workouts and be in the best condition possible once camp began.

The shoulder got some early tests, too, when Murray absorbed some body checks in practice this week and during the scrimmage on Saturday at Nationwide Arena. So far, so good, Murray said, and that's a source of confidence as camp moves along.

"I think I've had a good summer and did a lot of good rehab on my shoulder and got into pretty good shape," Murray said. "I think I've prepared myself well for this camp. There are so many good defensemen here and so many good players, and whoever deserves it is going to earn their spot.

"I'm fully aware of that and I'm just going to work as hard as I can and do whatever I can to make a good impression."

Murray knows it won't be easy, especially looking at the Blue Jackets' depth chart and seeing several defenseman with NHL experience in addition to games in the AHL. But he's got big-game experience in his own right, having played with professionals for Team Canada at the 2012 IIHF World Championship and appearing in a World Junior prior to that.

His play will be the deciding factor, and he's trying to keep that in mind during camp.

"I've been out for so long, so playing any type of hockey is good for me," Murray said. "It's exciting and it's the next step...I've been at the junior level for four years and I'm really excited to take that jump.

"I try not to worry about how things are going to end up, I guess. I'm taking it one day at a time and one shift at a time out there. I'm not really expecting anything; I know the game that I play and I know what I can do, so I don't want to worry about what I can't control."
Emptying the Notebook: 9/13
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Well, there is certainly a lot to digest and sort through after two formal days of Blue Jackets Training Camp presented by OhioHealth. Oh, and there's an exhibition game less than 48 hours away. No problem, right?

After two days and four practice sessions split between the OhioHealth Ice Haus and Nationwide Arena, we've had the chance to see a lot of players running a lot of different drills and following along with some cool storylines, as well. Every day, we'll check back here on the CBJ Today blog with our thoughts, anecdotes and observations after the dust settles.

There's a chance that these notebooks may occasionally run very long. Actually, there's a really good chance, but I'll try and keep the Friday edition nice and tidy since we've had some good discussion on the live chats, too.

Let's have a look at some of today's notes...

- Oliver Bjorkstrand was impressive yet again. Not only is he sneaky quick and has a great release, but he's fearless on the ice and isn't shy about playing in the high-traffic areas. As a smaller player, that's something coaches look at and he's got it. 

- Curtis McElhinney and Jeremy Smith have been been sharp between the pipes, and that's not to say the other goaltenders haven't been, but those two in particular have impressed. McElhinney has a lot to prove (as he talked about the other day) and he's very thankful for the Blue Jackets giving him another chance in the NHL. On the other hand, Smith is coming to a new organization and working with a new goalie coach and he's excited about the change. I have a feeling he's going to do well in Springfield with Mike McKenna.

- Sergei Bobrovsky has been steady, as well. You can expect to see him in Saturday's open scrimmage and he should get a decent amount of playing time in the preseason games. Todd Richards wants the players ready for Oct. 4 and the best way to do that is by getting into game shape.

- Can't get over how physically imposing Ilari Melart is. When he lays a hit, I feel bad for the person who has to absorb it. Seriously.

- Richards talked about Cam Atkinson having his feet back after last year's ankle injury, and it's easy to see why he's been so impressed. Atkinson has been flying in the first couple of practices and is showing no ill effects from the ankle. Speed and quickness are the hallmarks of Atkinson's game and if he's got those in top form, look out.

- I've been really impressed with RJ Umberger, who spoke earlier this week about dropping seven pounds in the offseason and getting leaner. He's been focused on power skating and being more explosive on the ice, and though it's been only two skates, there's a noticeable difference and he's had a lot of jump.

- Ryan Murray's initials might as well stand for "Real McCoy." He's been terrific in camp so far, and that's coming off a strong performance in the Traverse City prospects tournament last week. Another good sign: no real problems with his surgically-repaired shoulder. He said he's up to about 210 lbs. this year after playing 2012 at around 195.

- Not sure what it is - call it a hunch - but I think Nick Foligno is going to have a strong year. He had some horrible puck luck last season and created a ton of chances, and something tells me he's going to bury a lot more this time around.

- Two guys coming off injuries, Jared Boll and Marian Gaborik, have looked good as well. Richards said Gaborik looks every bit the player that he was in Minnesota and New York, and now that he's 100 percent healthy, he's going to be even more dangerous than he was last season.

- I'm looking forward to seeing Artem Anisimov in game action, because he's been impressive in the first couple of practices. Back to full health after an up-and-down 2012-13 season, Anisimov is likely to center the Gaborik line when the season begins. He was flying this morning.

- One thing Richards really emphasized today was communication. In some of the drills, he paused the proceedings to remind the players that they have to be constantly talking to sort things out in their system. They can't have any grey area, he said, and being vocal on the ice allows them to all be on the same page.

- All players are healthy through two practices, Richards said, aside from some general bumps and bruises. The Blue Jackets should release their complete roster for Sunday's preseason game against the Penguins sometime on Saturday.

COLUMBUS, Ohio -- After the conclusion of on-ice sessions at Nationwide Arena on Fri., Sept. 13, Blue Jackets head coach Todd Richards met with the media. Here is a transcript of his media session.

Todd Richards: "The reason why we haven't scrimmaged yet was to have time to practice and get our systems in place. Getting ready for Sunday's game, we have to get our guys somewhat game-ready. A lot of the guys that played up in Traverse City, there are going to be a handful of guys that are not going to be scrimmaging tomorrow, just because they've played games. Really what I'm looking for is the guys that haven't played, putting them in, it's not going to act like a game that's for sure because you're going against your own team, but going up and down the ice, faceoffs, those types of things."

"It's not going to be long based on the amount of time we have too because it's still the third day of training camp. With the CBA, we can only be out on the ice for so long so the plan is to do one period, 25 minutes, stop time. We're going to have a group out on the ice practicing first, over at the ice house, then we're going to come over and scrimmage. The other group will be getting warmed up by another coach so when we get over there we can just play. Then that group is going to go practice, just so we aren't losing a full day of working on something. It gives us a chance to work on the power play tomorrow."

Q: Is there anything specific you are going to look for in that scrimmage or is it just about getting the pace up?

TR: "Watch certain players. We saw certain players up in Traverse City that we've got in the scrimmage tomorrow that did a good job up there. That was playing against their peers--can they play at the NHL level? Can they play against men? And to me, that's what I want to see."

Q: Does anything that happens in that scrimmage maybe affect who you decide is going play on Sunday, or is that something you have already determined?

TR: "We probably still have about two or three spots left to fill out roster-wise getting ready for Pittsburgh. We've tentatively penciled in really the first four games. Again, there are open spots for every game, but looking more at our players and how we want to put them and where we want to put them in back-to-back games. You've got to be careful with guys like Boll and Gaborik because of the surgeries they had in the summer. We're going to manage it that way. As I said yesterday and I think I told you guys and I know I told our players that first day of camp was that we have eight games and our plan is for all of our guys to play five out of the eight games."

Q: Have you heard any grumbling from veterans about that? Did they seem to be pretty cool with that?

TR: "They might be grumbling, I don't know, I haven't heard anything. But again, to me, we need to be ready to go, game one. That's what I'm shooting for and this is what gets us ready for game one by playing a number of games. We've got to re-establish ourselves again. There are two stories that can be written about this team this upcoming year. One of them is going to be that it was a fluke last year, the other is that these guys are for real. I want it to be the second one, and I believe that too, that this team is for real. But we have to come out and prove it to people again."

Q: Have you noticed the new nets?

TR: "I have. I noticed them, obviously looking at them, and I also noticed a difference in size, but I haven't really noticed it because when we get them practicing, I'm looking at a lot of other things. I don't know; it's a subtle change. I think it will create a little more space, but it's not one of those changes where you look and think 'oh, there's a big difference.'"

Q: Is something like that a quick adjustment, or is it something that you have to pick up on? 

TR: "The players are the guys looking at the net and shooting and what do they see? For me I'm too old to see a difference so it doesn't really matter."

Q: Is everyone healthy so far?

TR: "So far."
Foligno brings energy to camp
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COLUMBUS, Ohio -- While several new and old faces are getting back into the swing of things during Blue Jackets training camp, Nick Foligno is just happy to return to the ice with his teammates.

"It's good to be back," Foligno told BlueJackets.com. "Camp has been a lot of fun so far. The past two practices have been pretty tough though, but we're getting back in the rhythm and getting excited for the season to start.”
Foligno spent most of the second day of on-ice sessions pushing around Derek MacKenzie, celebrating goals he and his linemates scored and joking with the guys between drills. His lighthearted approach and energy translated into a great day of practice for him, as he scored multiple goals and emerged as one of the day's fastest skaters.

“I like to have fun and it shows," said Foligno. "We work so hard and I think we should be allowed to enjoy ourselves. Hockey is a fun sport and if you’re not having fun, you’re not at your best."

Though Foligno likes to enjoy himself and crack jokes, he knows there is a time to be serious and focus on the tasks at hand.

"I like to be loose out there, but I still work hard and make sure I’m focused on the drills," said Foligno. "But when the guys see me out there having fun, it rubs off on everyone and makes it more of a fun environment to be around.”

At the end of the session, Foligno encouraged the guys to stay out there with him and run a few additional drills. His energy fueled friendly competition during a one-timer contest and by the end of the drills, several other players were dishing the comments right back at Foligno.

With the season right around the corner, Foligno wants to continue to be the player who brings the energy to both the ice and the locker room and hopes the fun translates into a successful season.

“It’s just part of my nature to be that way," said Foligno. "It’s not anything different I’m trying to do; it’s just me having fun out there. It’s fun to be playing on the ice with the guys and I’ll definitely try to carry that on into the season."

"This year is going to be a lot of fun.”
Rychel's advice from dad: "get noticed"
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Kerby Rychel is used to proving doubters wrong.

He's had to face questions about being too small to make it to the NHL, whether he could score enough goals to keep a spot or playing in the shadow of his father, former NHL tough guy Warren Rychel. Playing in his hometown of Windsor, Ont. in front of scouts and hockey types over the years hasn't fazed him, either, and it has all helped him prepare for his first professional training camp.
The Blue Jackets have high hopes for the kid, too, as evidenced by selecting him 19th overall in this year's NHL Draft in New Jersey. They like his willingness to compete, go to the "hard areas" to score and his commitment to playing a pro-style game.

As camp gets into full swing this week in Columbus, those are the things Rychel wants to prove to the Blue Jackets coaching staff.

"I have to just do what I do best and do what got my here," Rychel said. "Play my game and work hard at everything, whether it's in the gym or on the ice and be a good person and do the best that I can at everything.

"I'm still a young player, and I have to improve at everything. But for the most part, I play a pro-style game and I can score and I can fight. The little details are something I need to work on, but it'll come for sure."

He was one of the Blue Jackets rookies to get game experience during the NHL Prospects Tournament in Traverse City, Mich., where the team split its four-game schedule and finished in fourth place.

Rychel played with some of the organization's top prospects and was able to gear up for main camp, which has been a valuable experience and one that father lent some advice for.

"He said to come and work hard and get noticed," Rychel said. "And don't try to blend in."

Whether he stays in Columbus deep into camp or is sent back to his junior team (Windsor Spitfires), Rychel wants this to be a good learning experience that will help him in a leadership role and potentially on an international stage this winter.

"I think I'll be in a leadership role with this being my last year and hopefully I'll be the captain," Rychel said. "And if I am sent back, a goal of mine is definitely to make the World Junior team at Christmas and hopefully I'll win a championship."

Bjorkstrand's busy summer pays off
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 To say that Oliver Bjorkstrand has had a busy summer would be an understatement.

On June 30, he was selected 89th overall in the 2013 NHL Draft. In July, he attended the Blue Jackets' development camp. For most of August, he returned home to Denmark. At the end of August, Bjorkstrand reported to Portland, Ore. for the Portland Winterhawks' (WHL) training camp and preseason games. Last week, he was in Traverse City for the NHL Prospects Tournament.

This week, he returns to Nationwide Arena to make his case for a roster spot on the 2013-14 Blue Jackets squad.

"It's been exciting and it's been a short summer," Bjorkstrand told BlueJackets.com. "There's been a lot going on since the draft, but I'm enjoying it."

This summer, despite his busy schedule, Bjorkstrand kept up a strict off-ice training regimen and improved his physical fitness, even though he was not able to skate as much as he would have liked.

"During the summer I kept working hard to improve my strength and conditioning," said Bjorkstrand. "Back home in Denmark, there isn't much ice in the summer. Most of my practice was weight training. Three weeks before I went to Portland, I skated and have since been trying to get into the best shape I can."

His hard work showed in Traverse City, where he impressed the coaching staff, general manager Jarmo Kekalainen and president of hockey operations John Davidson. Bjorkstrand scored multiple points and made his case for an invite to the Blue Jackets' training camp this week.

"I thought I did do well there [in Traverse City]," said Bjorkstrand. "I tried to work hard out on the ice and got to know the guys I played with. I roomed with Oscar Dansk and we're both from Europe. He has helped me adjust to the team."

Though a few weeks ago his goal was to score an invitation to training camp, Bjorkstrand's new goal is to impress the coaching staff and put himself in the best possible position as he begins the 2013-14 season.

"I'm just hoping to show some offense and show that I want to play in the NHL," said Bjorkstrand. "If I work hard and keep going, I can make it. I'm trying to learn from the other guys and see what they're doing so I can get there too."

Kristyn Repke: 

We're underway with today's first on-ice session. Yesterday's Group B is first up in the OhioHealth Ice Haus. Goalies: Bob and McKenna. 

10:02

Comment From bunktuzzi44 

hai.  

10:06

Comment From John 

Hi I'm a big patrick McNeill fan from hershey pa just wondering how he is looking at camp so far this year and if you think he has a chance to start the season in columbus thanks  

10:06

Comment From Randy 

hai  

10:09

Rob Mixer: 

John - Thanks for joining us. From what I've seen of McNeill so far (and it's not much), I think he's a solid player and he will help Springfield. I don't think he will be starting in Columbus, but could he be a solid option for call-up? Absolutely. 

10:09

Comment From Jodie 

How is the Controlled Chaos guys looking so far?  

10:09

Rob Mixer: 

Working on breakouts right now in the early moments of today's session. Going back for pucks, supporting the puck and moving it quickly. Another element that Todd Richards is keen on. 

10:13

Kristyn Repke: 

Erixon, Comeau, Dubi, Cam, Wiz all on a unit together working on breakouts 

10:13

Comment From Guest 

How is JAM looking?  

10:14

Rob Mixer: 

Interesting combination with Comeau-Dubinsky-Atkinson. They skated together for a brief period of time last year when Matt Calvert was injured. 

10:14

Comment From Jeff Little 

Sorry, that JAM question was from me.  

10:15

Rob Mixer: 

Jeff - he's looked quick and showed his snappy wrister a couple of times yesterday. Feeling a bit lighter with just "Marchessault" on the back of his sweater now. 

10:16

Comment From Jeff Little 

LOL. I love his skills and speed. Question is whether he can handle the physical toll.  

10:16

Comment From bunktuzzi44 

hows yoey and bob lookin so far?  

10:17

Kristyn Repke: 

Bunktuzzi44 - Joey is in the second session today. Bob is on his game in the first 15 minutes this morning. Arty is the only guy to score on Bob so far. 

10:17

Comment From dmi11 

Has Murray been keeping pace with the others? I was hoping he didn't lose too much of his step with the labrum repair/rehab?  

10:18

Kristyn Repke: 

dmi11 - Murray has been one of those players you notice whenever he's on the ice. He's taking away almost every option for the offense when he's out there. Looks very good. 

10:18

Comment From bunktuzzi44 

good to hear! thanks!  

10:19

Comment From dmi11 

Tantalizing...  

10:19

Rob Mixer: 

dmi11 - John Davidson couldn't say enough about how well Murray played in Traverse City. He looks every bit like the real deal. 

10:22

Comment From Joshua 

Who has impressed you the most on D outside the top 4. Seems there's so many fighting for last 3 spots.  

10:22

Kristyn Repke: 

Joshua - definitely Murray. 

10:23

Comment From D 

Any hints of lines standing out yet?  

10:23

Kristyn Repke: 

D - nothing yet, Richards mentioned he was going to play around with several different options in camp and preseason. 

10:25

Comment From Jeff Little 

I think Nikitin is going to need to work hard to keep his slot with Tyutin.  

10:25

Comment From Mark 

Arty getting the Party started already, eh? Love it.  

10:29

Comment From Pat 

Coming to Columbus at some point this season. Looking ahead, any 2 games in 3 nights you would recommend?  

10:29

Kristyn Repke: 

Pat -- early on, Sens (Nov. 5) and Rangers (Nov. 7) would be two good ones. NYR's first trip to Nationwide is that game on the 7th. 

10:30

Comment From Jim 

How is Parlett looking on the ice?  

10:31

Kristyn Repke: 

Jim - Parlett has been partnered with Calvert for pairing drills this morning. They're working well together and have had a few good chances to score on Bobrovsky. He's keeping up with Calvert's speed. 

10:31

Comment From Mark 

The return of the Marc Methottawa Senators and the Nash York Rangers, should be an excellent weekend of hockey.  

10:31

Comment From bunktuzzi44 

March 9-16th for sure we play detroit on the 11th and San Jose on the 13th :) also two away games in that stretch!  

10:32

Comment From Jim 

Will preseason games be available to watch anywhere online?  

10:40

Comment From Mark 

Roberto, I know it's only been 1.25 days of camp so far but if you had to pick a dark horse candidate to get a 9 game trial at forward that's not Jenner who you going with? Kerbs?  

10:43

Kristyn Repke: 

Mark - Rychel is a possibility. Aleardi could fight for that spot as well with Bjorkstrand. Those three have been impressive so far, but it's still too early to tell. 

10:46

Kristyn Repke: 

off to main ice 

10:46

Comment From Pat 

Thanks for the feedback guys! Now anyone have seats on the glass!!!  

10:48

Comment From bunktuzzi44 

haha i wish i lived in cbus! i would if i did!  

10:48

Comment From Jim 

sorry I don't know if my qustion was answered. Can we watch preseason games anywhere online?  

10:49

Kristyn Repke: 

Jim - preseason games vs pittsburgh will air on NHL Network. Right now we're working on getting games streamed on the site 

10:50

Comment From bunktuzzi44 

WEOW  

10:54

Rob Mixer: 

Ryan Murray's not the biggest guy, but he's so solid and no pushover around the net. Holding his own boxing out in the slot and clearing the shooting lanes. 

10:55

Comment From Jim 

who else is looking strong on D other than Murray?  

10:57

Rob Mixer: 

Mini scrimmage going on right now - 5-on-5. Richards stressing short shifts, 30-40 seconds each. Calvert-Dubinsky-Atkinson line reunited. 

10:58

Kristyn Repke: 

Jim - Melart has (literally) been a big presence so far. He's been physical along the boards and even occasionally after the whistle. Wiz has looked strong and Tyutin as well. Both returners have had great consistent play in practice. 

10:59

Comment From Petr 

How is Cam, Matt, Curtis or Jremy doing? Any observation? What is Jeremy position in team? Battle for farm starter/backup?  

11:00

Kristyn Repke: 

Smith played really well yesterday. Very consistent in goal. Cam is skating fast; his injury hasn't held him back at all. Calvert looks like he's having a lot of fun out there and in particular has done a great job on the puck control drills. 

11:01

Rob Mixer: 

Petr - I've liked Curtis McElhinney's game, too. A big reason why Springfield was so successful last year was his calming presence in net. The players fed off that. 

11:01

Comment From Mike 

How's Anderson doing?  

11:02

Rob Mixer: 

Mike - Haven't noticed Josh much, but he's had a busy couple of weeks with the Traverse City tournament and now main camp. He's expected to have an even bigger role in London this year, and I'm looking forward to seeing how he handles it. 

11:03

Rob Mixer: 

And when I say I haven't noticed him, that's neither a good or bad thing. There are 56 guys here skating and sometimes that's the way it goes. 

11:04

Comment From Shane 

how is Blake Parlett fitting in? I really liked his game in Springfield.  

11:05

Comment From Mark 

Foligno - Anisimov - Gaborik  

11:17

Kristyn Repke: 

That concludes the first session. Session two will start in about an hour. Thanks for joining! 

12:08

Comment From bunktuzzi44 

hows the second session going?  

12:08

Rob Mixer: 

bunktuzzi44- It starts in just a few minutes! Guys are heading out on the ice now. 

12:08

Comment From Petr 

Is somewhere list of players for each group?  

12:09

Rob Mixer: 

Petr - we have a complete breakdown of Groups A & B at bluejackets.com/trainingcamp 

12:10

Comment From David 

How's St-Denis doing ?! I heard a lot of good thing about him. Do you think that he can make the team?  

12:11

Rob Mixer: 

Hey David - I've heard good things about his game. Saw him a bit this morning and yesterday. Will definitely be keeping an eye on him as he gets into some games. 

12:21

Kristyn Repke: 

Fastest guys so far during the first breakout skating drills: Foligno, Johansen, Bjorkstrand. 

12:22

Comment From Taylor 

How is Goloubef looking? On the ice as well as cosmetically..  

12:24

Rob Mixer: 

Fedor Tyutin and Jack Johnson skating as a pair during drills this afternoon. One intriguing forward line combo: Foligno-Letestu-Skille. 

12:25

Rob Mixer: 

Taylor - Goloubef is still sporting a nasty cut from yesterday's incident. He didn't think it would affect him at all so we'll see what happens in practice. 

12:26

Comment From Taylor 

Quick recap of the incident (involving Goloubef), please?  

12:26

Comment From Clark 

Out of curiosity how did the Jackets acquire Jeremy Smith? He was once a Predators prospect wasn't he?  

12:26

Comment From Trent 

Concerning Bjorkstrand, does he go along Well with the speed and more expeienced guys?  

12:26

Kristyn Repke: 

Trent - Bjorkstrand is keeping up with the more experienced guys. He's set a few of them up for goals in the first day or so of practice. Clearly he's working hard and is fitting in well. 

12:27

Rob Mixer: 

Taylor - he took a skate to the mouth/lip area toward the end of yesterday's practice. Got it stitched up but the cut is still significant. 

12:27

Rob Mixer: 

Clark - Smith was signed as a free agent by CBJ this summer. He was drafted by Nashville (second round, 54th overall) and spent a lot of time working with their goalie coach Mitch Korn. 

12:28

Rob Mixer: 

Now Foligno-Johansen-Skille taking a rep together. 

12:28

Comment From bunktuzzi44 

interestign  

12:29

Comment From Trent 

That sounds great, since he has a Quick release himself  

12:31

Comment From CBJFan72 

Will we be seeing more or less #ControlledChaos this season?  

12:32

Comment From Guest 

Who Else is skating together line wise  

12:37

Rob Mixer: 

Dave - there has been no update. Vinny is still a free agent. 

12:37

Comment From Dave 

Off topic a bit here, but has anyone heard what happening with Vinny's (re) signing?  

12:37

Comment From Trent 

When will first cuts be made?  

12:40

Rob Mixer: 

Trent - Todd Richards said yesterday that first cuts are likely to be made sometime next week. Possibly after the second or third exhibition game. 

12:40

Comment From Spicy Calzone 

Ian Clarke there this week to work with the Netminders? Group work like Prospects Camp?  

12:41

Rob Mixer: 

Mr. Calzone - Yes, Ian is here and holding two separate goalies-only practices per day in addition to the normal training camp schedule. All five goalies are getting a lot of work in. 

12:43

Kristyn Repke: 

Boll-MacKenzie combo produced a sweet goal to end the breakout drill 

12:43

Kristyn Repke: 

*rush drill. sorry 

12:46

Kristyn Repke: 

Foligno and MacKenzie are the early standouts in the rush drills. Foligno in particular seems to be having a great session. Looks fast, producing a lot of offense. 

12:49

Comment From Dave 

Saw Boone Jenner tickle the twine a couple times yesterday. I thought he looked really exceptional. Any thoughts on him making the club this year?  

12:54

Kristyn Repke: 

In the second session, guys are going hard to the net. Great to see the intensity Todd Richards said he was looking for. Means the guys are working hard, pushing each other and are ready to go. 

12:55

Comment From Mark 

Joey beat anyone up yet today? ;)  

12:56

Rob Mixer: 

Heading over to the main ice. We'll continue shortly. 

1:05

Rob Mixer: 

Oops, sorry for the delay. We're back online now and practice is continuing on the main ice. More work in the offensive zone: net traffic, funneling pucks, etc. 

1:05

Comment From FL Jacket 

what is the deal with them switching ice during the session? Is it because all the players being out on the surface tears it up to much?  

1:07

Kristyn Repke: 

FL Jacket - yep it's so they don't have to resurface the ice mid session 

1:07

Comment From Mark 

About 35 mins into practice yesterday almost all of the pucks were basically white because they were so covered in 'snow' from the ice. Easier to switch ice than wait for Zamboni, methinks.  

1:10

Kristyn Repke: 

Tyutin-Johnson D combo during a 5-on-5 scrimmage. 

1:11

Comment From CyRyHy 

Do the Jackets have any interest in playing any preseason games in Cincinnati or Cleveland?  

1:14

Rob Mixer: 

Jenner-MacKenzie-Boll is one of the forward units being used in this afternoon's mini-scrimmage. 

1:18

Comment From Mark 

That sounds like a likely line come October. Would put Comeau on the 3rd line (or scratched) like him better on the 3rd  

1:18

Rob Mixer: 

CyRyHy - I can't speak to that because I have absolutely zero knowledge on the matter. (which happens a lot, actually) 

1:20

Comment From CBJ Fan 

How does Nikitin look today in the mini-scrimmage and who is he partnered with?  

1:20

Kristyn Repke: 

Nikitin has been partnered with Savard for most of the afternoon 

1:20

Comment From Bruce 

Which 2013 draft Pick looks sharpest so far?  

1:21

Kristyn Repke: 

Bruce - really like Bjorkstrand so far. He played well in Traverse, too. He's keeping up with most of last year's guys. Rychel has put together a lot of good scoring plays as well. 

1:26

Rob Mixer: 

Bruce - I'll echo Kristyn. Bjorkstrand has been mighty impressive. Great hands, skates well and being a smaller player doesn't affect his approach. Not afraid of the tough ice. 

1:27

Kristyn Repke: 

That's a wrap on session two. Thanks again for joining in and we'll be back tomorrow! 

Columbus was the best opportunity for Jeremy Smith

Thursday, 09.12.2013 / 5:00 PM / Features 

By Rob Mixer  - BlueJackets.com 
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Jeremy Smith likes the saying “winning is a habit.”

He would know well, too, having accomplished quite a bit in his brief professional career. The 24-year-old native of Dearborn, Mich. was one of the top goaltenders in the Ontario Hockey League with Plymouth in 2006-07 when he shared the league’s top goaltender award with Michal Neuvirth, who is now playing for the Washington Capitals

Smith also won a Kelly Cup championship with the Cincinnati Cyclones (ECHL) in 2010 and was named the playoff tournament MVP. A year later he was in the American Hockey League and made all but one start for the Milwaukee Admirals, top affiliate for the Nashville Predators.

It was in the Predators organization that Smith said he learned invaluable information about goaltending from longtime coach Mitch Korn, who has had some star pupils – most notably Pekka Rinne – and developed some of the top goalies in the business.

But he’s equally excited to begin a new chapter with the Blue Jackets and goaltending coach Ian Clark, who worked with a Vezina Trophy winner in Sergei Bobrovsky and helped Curtis McElhinney get back to top form last season.

“I think this was the best fit for me, quite honestly,” Smith told BlueJackets.com. “Just looking at the coaching staff with Ian Clark and the success he’s had with Bobrovsky and (winning) the Vezina, this is a place I really wanted to play. Mitch and his staff did a phenomenal job in helping me and my career, and I can’t thank them enough. They’re amazing coaches and they really know the position well.

“They taught pretty much everything I know about the position and really broke down my game. But now, I’m excited to work with Clarkie. It’s a different approach, but I like it. It’s going to be a challenge for me but I think it will better my game in the long run.”

Thursday morning marked Smith’s first session with Clark and it was a good one, he said. They worked on several elements of his game including rotations, pushes and movements that Smith hopes will improve the overall structure of his game.

And if he’s in top form, it should help the other member of the goaltending tandem (and vice versa). Mike McKenna, also a free-agent signing this summer, is likely to pair with Smith in Springfield to start the season and help the Falcons in building on a terrific season in 2012-13.

Today, we worked on some small things that, by osmosis, we’ll work into my game. Mostly it was just some simple rotational stuff and pushes – the structural parts of my game.

“You want to go to a team that wins, and to be the goalie for a team like that, it’s the most important position on the ice,” Smith said. “You directly affect everything that goes on in a game. I think it’s a great opportunity for me and for Mike, as well; we’ll work with each other to make the other better and vie for that position.

“We’re not the ones who choose who plays – that’s for the coaches. We never have hard feelings toward each other and you want the other guy to win when he’s in, and when the team wins, everyone wins.”

Transcript: Training Camp Day 1 - Todd Richards

Thursday, 09.12.2013 / 4:30 PM / News 

By BlueJackets.com Staff 

0 

1 

1 

Email 

Comment

Print

 COLUMBUS, Ohio --  After the conclusion of on-ice sessions at Nationwide Arena on Thurs., Sept. 12, Blue Jackets head coach Todd Richards met with the media. Here is a transcript of his media session.

Q: What did you want to establish today? Pace?

Todd Richards: “Pace and there were some systematic things that we wanted to cover and I thought we were able to do that. We worked some d-zone and some forecheck and some transition. Things that we really felt as a coaching staff and as an organization was the foundation to our game and our identity as a team. Last year we defended well and we were an aggressive forechecking team. Not a lot changed there, but that’s what we want to establish early on.”

Q: When do you determine who is in the lineup for Sunday?

TR: “We have some names written down as far as how we want to set up our guys. What I mean by 'our guys' is I’m talking about the guys who were here last year. You have to have so many veterans in the lineup. I told the guys we have eight exhibition games. I would like to see our guys, the guys who have been here, play five out of eight games. So we might be as far as veterans in the lineup or NHL players who played here last year might be a bit heavy for our games but that’s fine with me because I want us to be ready come Oct. 4. We’re not going to pace ourselves through the exhibition games or through training camp. I want us playing. We’ve got to try combinations out. We’ve got to get powerplay combinations out on the ice. There are some young kids that we’ve got to look at, that we have to see. Some guys have earned opportunities and they deserve those opportunities. There will be guys sprinkled in or mixed in but for me it’s about getting our guys ready for Oct. 4.”

Q: You seem to like Gaborik and Anisimov together. Any idea who the third person might be? Who are the candidates for the spot there?

TR: “I think it’s all of our guys. Matty Calvert, RJ (Umberger), Nick Foligno who is a left handed shot that we have playing the right side. There are lots of things to try. But on the flip side of that, I like the way that certain combinations worked last year. Dubinsky, Calvert, Atkinson and Johanson, Umberger and Foligno because we were successful that way. But we have to find someone on the left side that will complement Gabby (Gaborik) and Arty (Anisimov) and make them a dangerous line.”

Q: Vinny’s old spot?

TR: “Yeah, Vinny’s old spot.”

Q: What are your thoughts of Cam Atkinson this year? How much better can he be if he’s got his ankles and his feet?

TR: “I thought he looked great today. He was one guy to me that stood out. It was a really good day. I thought we had good pace, good intensity, the speed was good. When you’re running practice, a lot of times you miss a lot of things but to me Cam was one guy stood out in a good way today.”

Q: When you look at the depth of what you have here, guys with NHL experience, guys with talent, but if you could think back to two seasons ago, how excited are you? Is this maybe deeper than this team has been in a long time?

TR: “I guess time will tell as far as the depth. I’m excited about the draft picks that we had this summer and obviously adding a guy like Nathan Horton over the summer adds to your depth. When you’re able to add those types of players, Brandon, Gabby, add to the depth. The way we finished was a lot of young guys stepping up last year and having Springfield guys really come and contribute. Looking at the defensemen, the depth you have there, you have Wisniewski, Jack (Johnson), Tyuts (Tyutin), (Nikita) Nikitin, Prouter stepped up. Tim Erixon played well. Now you’ve got David Savard who looks good this camp, condition-wise. Cody Goloubef came up for a few of those games and you’ve got Ryan Murray. Ilari Melart is a guy that’s come in and we’re going to have to take a look and see where he’s at. Whether it’s through the draft, free agency, whether it’s just development of guys, of young players, you’re excited about the depth but I think time will tell just to see how deep we really are and how good some of these young players can be.”

Q: You mentioned Savard. Is he noticeably fitter, stronger, faster?

TR: “He looks better to me. He looks better to me out on the ice, and he looks better to me off the ice.”

Q: Melart? He didn’t seem to be making a lot of friends.

TR: “I asked our guys, I said one thing that we have to do—and I say this every year and it doesn’t matter whether it’s the first day of training camp or Dec. 30 and you’re practicing—we have to approach practices with some intensity. Respect your teammates, we’re family out there, but in order for us to get better, we need some intensity in practice. That means going into corners hard, and respectful. He did that and I think he caught a couple of guys off-guard but that’s how you drive practice. That’s what drives practice and gets the intensity going and he’s making himself better but what he’s also doing is making his teammates better too.”

Minnesota Wild: Groin strain sidelines Jason Zucker

By Chad Graff

cgraf@pioneerpress.com

Posted:   09/20/2013 12:01:00 AM CDT | Updated:   about 9 hours ago

Jason Zucker, who strained his groin in his first shift of the preseason Tuesday at Winnipeg, was kept of the ice Friday. 

Coach Mike Yeo said Zucker is improving but likely won't play in Saturday night's exhibition against Winnipeg at the X. 

"Zucker had a good day today but he's not practicing with the main group so we want to make sure that he's healed up the right way. We cab't rush it," Yeo said. "But at the same time, we want to see him on the ice too. We'll just have to take it day by day." 

FIRST IMPRESSIONS 

Former Gopher Erik Haula made his first big impression of training camp Thursday night in the Wild's 4-1 win over the Jets, recording an assist and a team-high five shots. 

"I was impressed with Haula," Yeo said. "His speed is noticeable. His confidence is noticeable. A young kid going into a situation like that and going into some of the roles that we gave him in the course of the game, I thought that he did really well." 

BRIEFLY 

The New York Islanders announced former Wild winger Cal Clutterbuck, sent to Long Island with a draft pick in exchange for Nino Niederreiter, is going to miss 4-6 weeks with a leg laceration. 

Follow Chad Graff at twitter.com/ChadGraff.

Minnesota Wild stars to get first action in Saturday's exhibtion vs. Winnipeg

By Chad Graff

cgraff@pioneerpress.com

Posted:   09/20/2013 12:01:00 AM CDT | Updated:   about 9 hours ago
If Zach Parise had it his way, he'd play every preseason game. 

While sitting high above the ice for the Wild's first preseason game Tuesday -- a sluggish 3-1 loss to Columbus -- Parise grew restless watching his young teammates. 

"It's nice to ease into it," Parise said, "but at the same time, just coming and watching the game against Columbus, I just wish I would've played in it. I just think the more games you play in the preseason, the more ready you are for the regular season. That's just personal preference." 

For the first time this preseason, Parise will lace the skates for the Wild's third exhibition Saturday against Winnipeg at Xcel Energy Center. So will Mikko Koivu, Jason Pominville, Ryan Suter and Jonas Brodin, coach Mike Yeo said Friday. 

Even starting goalie Niklas Backstrom is expected to be play the full 60 minutes. 

"I'm looking forward to seeing them, but again, this is their first game," Yeo said. "Our expectations as far as performance will be geared more toward the details of their game -- conditioning, those types of things. More for us to get a feel for where they're at more than the overall performance at the end of the night." 

After the Wild used their first two exhibitions to evaluate several young players, Saturday's lineup should be close to the one the team opens the season with Oct. 3 against the Los Angeles Kings. 

The only healthy mainstays not expected to play are Matt Cooke, Kyle Brodziak, Torrey Mitchell and Zenon Konopka. Jason Zucker and Mike Rupp, both hurt, also will miss Saturday's game. 

The big appeal will be watching the team's top line -- Parise, Koivu and Pominville -- skate together for the first time this season. It's the only line that has remained intact since camp started. 

"I think we've gotten better and better," Parise said. "We're moving the puck well and learning more and more about each other. But ultimately it only matters what we do in the games, so tomorrow will be our first test. 

"If it doesn't go well, there's no need to panic right now. We just need to keep developing familiarity with each other." 

Follow Chad Graff at twitter.com/ChadGraff.

Torrey Mitchell spent much of last season on the Wild's fourth line. 

That was fine, he figured. He was on a new team in a shortened season, so he played the role. 

But shortly after the Wild chose not to re-sign Pierre Marc-Bouchard, Mitchell saw an open spot on the third line. Conventional thinking was that the Wild let their longest-tenured player walk in order to open a spot for one of the team's several young and talented players. 

Mitchell had another idea. 

He worked on his footwork over the summer. But more important, he got mentally prepared for a battle. 

"It's been on my mind," Mitchell said. "It's a goal of mine. It's an open spot right now, and guys are working hard to try to get that opportunity -- and I am 

Torrey Mitchell (Photo by Andy King/NHLI via Getty Images) 

one of them. Obviously I'm hungry to try to take advantage of that opportunity." 

The open spot could go to one of any number of players, including Nino Niederreiter, Jason Zucker, Charlie Coyle, Mikael Granlund, Justin Fontaine and Erik Haula. But Mitchell has more NHL games on his resume than all of those above combined. 

Still, Mitchell acknowledged, experience "gets washed away quickly" in training camp. 

After an inconsistent first preseason game, Mitchell notched an assist and fired four shots on net in a 4-1 victory at Winnipeg on Thursday night. He'll be one of only a few veterans given the night off when the Wild host the Jets on Saturday. 

"He played a heck of a game (Thursday)," coach Mike Yeo said. "I was really impressed. That's what you're looking for every night." 

As good as Mitchell has looked at times, the team has an abundance of young talent. If coaches feel one of those players is ready to play on the third line, Mitchell might be the odd man, relegated back to the fourth line. 

It's a situation of which he's aware. He's also been around long enough to know that lineups and roles are fluid. 

"So much changes in this game from a day-to-day basis -- call-ups and guys performing and young guys getting hot, even myself sometimes finding a little streak," he said. "You can usually jump into open positions throughout the lineup. 

"The lineups aren't going to be the same all year. There are going to be injuries, and you just need to be prepared for that." 

So Mitchell tries to enter every game mentally ready to play. After averaging about 10 minutes of ice time last season, he knows his opportunities might be limited. 

"I've got to take advantage of those 10 minutes," he said. "On the third or fourth line, if you're sleeping in the first period, you might not get the ice time in the second and third periods." 

Mitchell said he hasn't paid much attention to line combinations during camp, or to who's playing in the open third-line winger position with Matt Cooke and Kyle Brodziak. 

"It's a zoo," he said. 

"I just take it one day at a time and if I show up and my name's on the third line, then great," Mitchell said. "If it's on the fourth line, then I'm going to play my role. Obviously I'm going to do everything I can, and obviously, I want as much ice time as I can get." 

Follow Chad Graff at twitter.com/ChadGraff.

While the Jets skated their top players in Thursday night's exhibition game in Winnipeg, the Wild went north with a lineup of youngsters and unproven players they're looking to evaluate. 

Dany Heatley was the only top veteran who played in the game. That's likely going to change Saturday. 

The Wild expect several of their top players -- perhaps Zach Parise, Mikko Koivu, Jason Pominville, Ryan Suter and Jonas Brodin -- to suit up in their third preseason game when the Jets visit the Xcel Energy Center on Saturday night. 

None of those players skated in the Wild's first two preseason games. It will give the coaching staff its first look at how the top line plays together and where special team units fit in in a game. 

For the first time since coach Mike Yeo took over, the Wild have major competition for several positions, including the blue line. Eight defensemen are in contention for ice time, including 19-year-old Mathew Dumba, who scored Thursday night. 

"It's not just defensemen, it's forwards too," Yeo said. "We've got competition this year. There's older players that I'm sure are looking around and saying, 'OK, I've got to be ready to go.' And there's younger players that are saying, 'OK, here's an opportunity for me.' That's on the front end and on the back end. These are big games for everybody." 

The Wild plays six preseason games, and likely will play their big-name players in only two or three of them. 

They're scheduled to return to practice late Friday morning and into the afternoon before Saturday's game against Winnipeg. 

Follow Chad Graff at twitter.com/ChadGraff.

While much of the attention in training camp for the wild has been on the competition for the open center and wing spots on the second line, the team is still trying to decide what to do with its wing spot on the third line. 

Kyle Brodziak is set to center the third line, which will go up against the top line of many teams, and Matt Cooke will play left wing. 

Torrey Mitchell played with those two in the early part of camp and skated well with them. But the Wild will try different players there as they search for the right fit. 

"That doesn't matter right now," Brodziak said. "Lines are going to be different every day. Only thing you're trying to worry about is getting yourself ready for whoever you're playing with that day. Just play well together, and it's probably going to be different the next day until the regular season comes, and then you have a little more consistency with linemates." 

ZUCKER GOING SLOW 

Jason Zucker, who tweaked his groin in the first shift of the first preseason game Tuesday, didn't skate Thursday as he recovers for the injury. 

Yeo said Zucker was feeling better, but because the team still has about two weeks before the regular season, they're going to take their time with him. 

"We won't hurry anything," Yeo said. 

Follow Chad Graff at twitter.com/ChadGraff.

Keith Ballard was driving his 3-year-old daughter, Ava, to preschool before heading to the rink the other day. From the back seat, she looked to him and asked, "Daddy, where do you work?" 

Ballard laughed. He could see his daughter was waiting for an answer, so he answered, "I have hockey today." 

Ballard isn't sure if his daughter knows what that means or how much of his career as an NHL defenseman she understands. 

"Maybe she just thinks I like to play hockey," he said. 

Ballard is back in Minnesota with his wife and two children, playing in the state where he wants to raise his family. After stints with three NHL teams over eight seasons, the former University of Minnesota player is happy to be back playing in the State of Hockey. 

"It's great to just be able to go home," Ballard said. "I've got so much other stuff going on that when you get home, you leave hockey here (at the X) and you go home and go about your day-to-day stuff." 

After signing a two-year deal with the Wild in July, the Baudette, Minn., native wants to make a good first impression in Minnesota -- though after three years at the U, it's more of a second impression. 

That was part of his problem in Vancouver, where he played the past three seasons. 

Ballard underwent major hip surgery a couple of months before joining the Canucks in 2010. When he took the ice with his new team for the first time, he said he was about 60 percent healthy. It showed. 

Ballard's stint in Vancouver got off to a rocky start and didn't get much better. For the first time in his career, he found himself as a healthy scratch in meaningful games. 

"It was the first adversity I had gone through as a player," Ballard said. "Going back before that, and even as a kid, I always played a ton, played in all situations. I didn't ever have to worry about ice time or getting in the lineup or any of that. That first year (in Vancouver) was hard. It was really hard. 

"It sucked to go through, but it was good to go through." 

Ballard had his contract bought out by the Canucks, a move he saw coming. 

He said a homecoming wasn't the biggest factor in selecting Minnesota over five or six other suitors. But it was a factor. 

Now, he's looking forward to a fresh start. He's healthy in training camp for the first time in five years, he said. 

Ballard is a skilled skater at the blue line with a reputation for leveling players with his hip check. With the top defensive pairing of Ryan Suter and Jonas Brodin a given, Ballard is battling a crowded blue line for minutes and situational ice time. Of the team's top eight defensemen, four are 23 or younger. So Ballard, the eldest of the group, has tried to share tidbits as he sees fit. 

"I've 

Columbus center Cody Bass, left, slams Minnesota defenseman Keith Ballard into the glass during the Wild's first preseason game Tuesday at Xcel Energy Center. (Pioneer Press: John Autey) 

seen that he's been a great leader all camp," coach Mike Yeo said. "I've been really impressed with that. I've been really impressed with just the way that he competes, the way he skates. He's got a real presence out there on the ice, that's for sure. There are some parts, which is perfectly normal, that aren't quite 100 percent in the way we want to play the game. That's going to take a little bit of time. The way that he plays and the player he is, it should not take that long." 

When Ballard headed from his house in Edina to the Xcel Energy Center in July for his introductory news conference, he had to look up directions to get there. Every other time he had been to the X, he had arrived on a bus with a visiting team. 

This is no longer a part-time place after his travels across North America playing hockey. This is his home. And he wants to share that with his family, even if no everyone at home understands what he does for a living. 

"Hopefully I play long enough that she understands," Ballard said of his daughter. 

Follow Chad Graff at twitter.com/ChadGraff.

Anaheim preview: Lines may be a “mish-mash” as Marleau’s status uncertain, Niemi gets his first start

Posted by David Pollak on September 20th, 2013 at 2:16 pm | Categorized as General, Hockey, NHL, Sharks, Sports 

SAN JOSE — The only “surprise” at the morning skate before tonight’s home exhibition opener against the Anaheim Ducks was the absence of Patrick Marleau.

Coach Todd McLellan said Marleau was tending to a family matter and his status for the game was uncertain. Pro tryout Anthony Stewart skated in Marleau’s place on a line with Logan Couture and Tyler Kennedy, and that was the gist of the online story I filed earlier. It’s at http://www.mercurynews.com/sharks/ci_24141164/san-jose-sharks-patrick-marleau-might-miss-fridays.

Adam Burish also missed the morning skate with what McLellan described as bumps and bruises. 

Here are some of the day’s other highlights:

****Antti Niemi is getting the start tonight, the first time he’ll be facing live pucks fired by someone other than a teammate since last season. And coming off a yeaer in which he was a Vezina Trophy finalist, Niemi feels his game is stronger than it was a year ago. But he knows the future matters more than the past.

“Right now it’s safe to say that, but you never know what’s going to happen,” he said. “I’ve got to play out there and so I’ve got to hope as usual that I’m playing well.”

Does he think of himself differently, returning as a 2nd runner-up for the Vezina?

“That doesn’t make too big a difference. I try to take good things out of eveyrthing that happens in my career, take confidence out from that,” he said. “But it doesn’t affect too much coming into the season.”

Niemi agreed that his game has continued to evolve since he broke into the NHL with the Chicago Blackhawks in 2008-09.

“I think I’m more balanced. Quicker moving and quicker getting back,” he said, then reconsidered: “I don’t know if quickness is the right thing, but I move better on the ice.

Niemi had career-best numbers in last year’s shortened season — a 2.16 GAA and .924 save percentage. Confidence, he said, isn’t an issue, but . . . 

“Still, you’ve always got to play well,” he said. “After a game you’ve got to feel good about how you played and we haven’t played any games yet.”

At least he hasn’t. That changes tonight.

****McLellan described his evolving lines as a “mish-mash” tonight and that goes beyond Marleau’s potential absence. Raffi Torres, for example, is expected to play with first-time linemates Bracken Kearns and prospect Eriah Hayes.

The coach was asked if he has any hesitation in using Torres, who will be playing his first game since that series-long suspension in the playoffs, what with his history of supplemental NHL discipline.

“We can’t approach each game like that and he can’t approach each game like that,” McLellan said. “He has to play and he has to play in parameters set out for him. And he has to play hard and compete and finish so that he’s a very effective player within those parameters.”

Do look for Joe Thornton, Brent Burns and Tomas Hertl to provide some continuity from the past two days of training camp.

****Tonight’s game will be Kennedy’s first as a Shark. And he acknowledged it’s important for him to get to know Western Conference teams after a career spent in the East with Pittsburgh.

“For sure. The more games you play, the better it is,” he said. “It’s good to see what the other team is bringing too. I’m going to be playing against them all year, and you want to figure out what you want to do and guys you have to watch out for.”

****On that note, faceoff is at 7:30 p.m. No Sharks radio or TV, but the game is available (audio only) at AnaheimDucks.com.
Getting a first look at Sharks top two lines, that second power play unit and the situation in goal

Posted by David Pollak on September 19th, 2013 at 1:24 pm | Categorized as Uncategorized 

SAN JOSE – This was a transition day of sorts. For the next two days, everything – players and gear – moves from Sharks Ice to the SAP Center for exhibition games against the Anaheim Ducks and Phoenix Coyotes.

By the time everybody returns Monday, there will have been more cuts and the roster will be closer to the one that opens the season on Oct. 3. Eventful times.

The story I just filed for our web site looks at the likelihood that the big guns will be in the lineup starting Friday as Todd McLellan mixes and matches the forwards on his top two lines. 

Expect newcomer Tyler Kennedy to skate with Logan Couture and Patrick Marleau while rookie Tomas Hertl is alongside Joe Thornton and Brent Burns. You can read more about that at:

http://www.mercurynews.com/sharks/ci_24133230/sharks-top-two-lines-take-shape-home-exhibition

Beyond that, here’s a look at where else today’s conversation went:

****Special teams practice featured two pretty impressive power play units, the second being what appeared to be a considerable upgrade from the one San Jose put on the ice most of last season.

Top unit? Marleau-Thornton-Couture with Boyle and Pavelski on the points.

Second unit? Torres-Kennedy-Burns with Jason Demers or Justin Braun playing one point with Matt Irwin on the other.

“Our power play units have to produce and push each other,” MLellan said. “We need production from both of them and we need more of a push from the secondary group than we had last year.”

McLellan said the coaching staff got some feedback on the second power play unit, that

“maybe we didn’t give them enough tools, so we’ll give them more. But they have to push the other unit.

“I would hope,” he continued, “that there’s 10 guys standing up when the power play comes on with their foot over the boards and we get to pick which unit to put out. It wasn’t always that way. It was just five guys lined up last year because the other unit took a back seat. Our power play overall numbers-wise was strong, but it can be a lot stronger if that other unit pushes and becomes elite.”

Not that he thinks the problem has been solved.

“The ingredients all look good on the counter,” McLellan said, “but until they’re put in the bowl, who knows?

****McLellan also said he would use Antti Niemi in one of the next two games, Harri Sateri in the other, but he hadn’t decided who would play when.

Then he talked about both his expectations for Niemi after the abbreviated season in which he was a Vezina Trophy finalist, as well as the fact his team is going into the season without an experienced backup as Sateri and Alex Stalock battle it out for the job.

“Nemo is that, one of the best in the league,” McLellan said. “We know that and we feel comfortable. More importantly, it’s how the players in the locker room feel about him. They want to play for him, they like his competitiveness. They go to the wall for him and I think that speaks volumes of his character and his ability.”

But, the coach added, “we also have to be aware that 82 games is a lot more than 48 – thus the importance of Alex and Harri competing for that position.”

And he didn’t sound too concerned about the lack of an experienced backup.

“Every goaltender on every team goes through this,” McLellan said. “Antti Niemi played his first game in the league at some point. Thomas Greiss played his first game in the league at some point, Marty Brodeur – go all the way back to whenever – played his first game in the league.

“There’s going to be first-year players that are going to go on to become stars in the NHL. Could Harri or Alex become one of those? We have to give them the opportunity to play. And we also have to have enough confidence to put them in as an organization. One of them’s going to get that chance and maybe two of them will as the year goes on.”

New look for Sharks top lines — plus updates on Anthony Stewart, Tomas Hertl and Brad Stuart

Posted by David Pollak on September 18th, 2013 at 2:01 pm | Categorized as Hockey, NHL, Sharks 

SAN JOSE — Todd McLellan stuck to his plan Wednesday, shuffling forwards on his top three lines in an effort to see who might fit best together when the regular season begins in two weeks.

This time newcomer Tyler Kennedy started the day on a line with Logan Couture and Patrick Marleau while rookie Tomas Hertl skated with Joe Thornton and Brent Burns. That left Raffi Torres on a third line with Joe Pavelski and Tommy Wingels.

But, again, nothing is in concrete.

Training camp was down to a more manageable size Wednesday, but the 42 players on hand were still more than McLellan wanted to see on the ice at one time so they were still divided into two groups.

“Can’t practice with nine lines,” he said.

All the top players were in the same group, but McLellan warned against reading too much into that. With power play and penalty kill drills, for example, you’d want to have the right guys on the ice at the same time.

****Veteran Anthony Stewart, here as a pro tryout, wasn’t in that top group, but McLellan said it was still too soon to assess his play after one exhibition game that saw Stewart on the ice for 9:51 of San Jose’s 3-2 victory over Vancouver.

“In fairness to Anthony, he played on his off wing,” McLellan said. “He used his body well to protect and create scrums and offense. I thought he and Matt Pelech both did a reallyl good job of that.

“I like where it’s going,” McLellan said of Stewart’s camp, “but it’s only three periods. He’s got a lot more work in front of him and we’ve got a lot more viewing to do in front of us before we can really formulate an opinion. I don’t want him to feel real good and I don’t want him to feel real bad. I just want him to play.”

****The youngest player in camp, first-round pick Tomas Hertl, had nearly twice as much ice time at 18:45. In his limited Engish, Hertl indicted he was happy with his performance alongside Pavelski and Wingels.

Here’s McLellan’s assessment of Hertl’s performance:

“He looked comfortable. He didn’t look jittery. A lot of guys get nervous their first game. You can tell he’s played around men. I think he’s got a passion for the game. When he’s out there, he seems to enjoy playing the game and have fun.

“His communication skills are getting better day by day. The language is a bit of a barrier, but the universal hockey language he gets. 

“I thought he really did some things well in the game and seemeed to blend well with his linemates. Now we’ll shuffle him around and see what he does with some other people.”

Hertl, who said he sometimes uses Marty Havlat as a translator, was able to communicate one thing: He’s hoping to start the season in San Jose and stick around.

****Injured defenseman Brad Stuart and Marty Havlat skated on their own under the watchful eye of trainer Ray Tufts.

For Stuart, it was his second time on the ice in the month since he suffered the lower body injury that has kept him out of camp.

Stuart said he skated Sunday, was sore for a couple days and didn’t get back out on the ice until today.

“I bounced back pretty quick so I feel pretty good,” he said.

Any sense yet of how soon he’ll be practicing with his teammates?

“I have no idea. Again, it all depends on how I feel tomorrow and the next day,” Stuart said. “If I can just keep building, hopefully sooner rather than later. But I can’t say – it’d just be a guess and probably a bad one at that.

Has it been frustrating?

“Yeah, I’m a little bit frustrated, but then again, I’ve got to just focus on doing everything right and doing what I need to do to get back. That’s all I can do,” he said. “Frustration is a normal part of being injured – if you’re not frustrated, it’s probably not a good sign. But I’ll use that in a positive way and make sure I’m getting back as soon as I can.”
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My impression was that Hertl was not moving his feet enough. He was gliding and reaching quite a bit. Get him moving and he could probably be a force.

 △   ▽    

A closer look at Alex Stalock’s night in 3-2 win — and a chance to hear “Jaws” without the chomp

Posted by David Pollak on September 17th, 2013 at 10:57 am | Categorized as Hockey, Sharks, Sports 

SAN JOSE – One thing we NHL beat guys have to like about the new CBA is that it mandates four days off for the players each month.

That translates to days off for us – or at least a light workday that maybe gives us time to focus on long-term stories or booking hotel rooms. Pro-rated, those four days translate to three in training camp and this is the first of those for the Sharks.

The Sharks eked out a 3-2 victory in Vancouver to open the exhibition season last night and the Merc had freelancer Kevin Woodley on the scene. His account that appeared in the paper is at http://www.mercurynews.com/sharks/ci_24110278/san-jose-sharks-beat-vancouver-canucks-3-2

But Kevin, the managing editor of InGoal magazine as well as the writer covering the Canucks for nhl.com, also took a closer look at Alex Stalock’s night. Here’s what he passes along:

It was hardly an ideal way for start the season for San Jose Sharks backup hopeful Alex Stalock.

After making a couple good reaction saves off Ryan Kesler early – one blocker off the rush, and a glove snare on a labeled power play shot from the high slot – Stalock sat stagnant for long stretches, beaten by rookie Brendan Gaunce on a rebound he failed to steer into the corner later in the first period before another early burst in the second period was followed by more inactivity while his team buzzed Eddie Lack at the other end.

Stalock was beaten again on a sharp angle – but well placed – shot by another rookie, Hunter Shinkaruk, early in the third period to tie the game, but wound up a winner after Tommy Wingels converted the Sharks’s seventh power play with 3:53 left. Stalock finished with 14 saves and lots of time to think.

All that standing around made it hard to establish much of a rhythm in his first shot at winning the battle with Harri Sateri to back up Vezina Trophy finalist Antti Niemi this season. 

“It’s one of those games where the other guy is seeing rubber non-stop, shot after shot, and they get nothing for a while and then, boom, they come down and get one,” Stalock said. “You see the other end, the guys is getting work non stop, doesn’t have to think, just react, make saves and you are sitting there and that’s when you get in trouble and your mind starts wandering.” 

Stalock tried to keep his from doing so by playing the puck whenever he had the chance, something coach Todd McLellan praised him for after the game.

“He was good at moving the puck s he helped our young d-men out,” McLellan said.

 Stalock wanted to review the tape on both goals. An aggressively positioned goalie with the foot speed to recover that extra distance, he was well outside his crease when a Dale Weisse rush shot through a partial screen from the top of the right faceoff circle seemed to handcuff him a little, leaving the rebound in a dangerous spot and Stalock diving back head first to try and take the empty net away from Gaunce on the backdoor.

“He just threw a grenade at the net and that’s what they’re told to do,” Stalock said.

 The second goal, scored from below the left faceoff circle and just above the goal line raised a few more eyebrows, but McLellan joined the Canucks in praising Shinkaruk, a first round pick this summer, for picking the top corner with a perfect shot.

“Hell of a shot,” said McLellan, who also praised Stalock for his play early in the first two periods, when the Canucks had two power plays. “You might say he’d like that back, but he put it in a tiny, tiny hole.”

Again, Stalock wanted time to look at it again on tape.

“We’ll take a look at that second one, but the guy made a heck of a shot,” he said.

****Kevin, by the way, also covers the Canucks for nhl.com. He reached two milestones at Monday night’s game – his 40th birthday and the 5,000th follower for @KevinisInGoal. We’ll give Sharks fans a little credit for the latter and hope they stick with him for insights into the minders of the net.

****The other two days off during training camp are the next two Sundays, Sept. 22 and 29. Guessing NHL players and coaches welcome the opportunity to watch a few NFL games, too.

****While Kevin Woodley was working, I set the DVR and headed to San Francisco to be in the presence of greatness in another field. The San Francisco Symphony had Steven Spielberg and composer John Williams at Davies Hall for a program on film scores and I lucked out with two eighth row aisle seats at the last minute.

I mention this here primarily because Williams – think “Star Wars” and “Indiana Jones” and just about every other film soundtrack going through your head – used his familiar-to-Sharks-fans theme from “Jaws” to introduce Spielberg. I looked around the symphony hall at the time and if anyone was doing the chomp, it eluded me. 

Anyway, totally worth the rush-hour drive north for a great night of film scores even if it meant staying up till almost 2 a.m. afterward watching the Sharks beat Vancouver in a game that doesn’t count in the standings.
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⚑

Nice seeing the Sharks play again. Stewart had pretty good presence.

I do wonder what we're going to end up doing with Pelech. Pretty deep minus last year and spent a lot of time in the box. A bunch of those were five minute stints, but it seemed like there were a lot of exasperating penalties.

I have to say that Stalock looked better in the preseason, though that Shinkaruk shot never should have gone in. Take nothing away from Shinkaruk -- it was a great shot -- but it looked like Stalock left a lot of space between his back and the post in the butterfly.

Is anyone else conflicted about Pavs continuing his role trying to screen the goaltender and get to rebounds?

Buddy Elf > Phat Stat Phil 

• 3 days ago  △ ▽ 

⚑

Since DP and the Merc attempted to destroy all evidence of Pavs failure to score in the series the Sharks have been eliminated in for the past 5 seasons, by deleting the comments, I think anything that gets him scoring is a plus.

Kidding aside, he's definitely not built for screening and scrambling in front of the net. Though, I would like the Sharks across the board to attempt to screen the goalie more often. How many times do we see a goalie gain momentum and confidence from easy saves on shots he could see the whole time because the Sharks don't screen or don't screen properly? Getting the right personnel in front of the goalie is the key. Pavs should be the one firing pucks to the net. What McLellan hopes to see in exhibition opener — plus players’ perspective from prospects and veterans

Posted by David Pollak on September 16th, 2013 at 12:39 pm | Categorized as Uncategorized 

SAN JOSE — Todd McLellan has a laundry list of things he’ll be looking for when the Sharks open the exhibition season tonight in Vancouver.

“It’s that first audition against an opponent,” he said this morning. “We want to see if players belong, if they have the confidence and feel comfortable in that type of stage. Secondly we want to see their skill set. There’s a reason why they’re in an NHL training camp. They do something well. We want to see that come out.”

He wasn’t finished.

“We want to see who plays tentative and who plays aggressive. And then as the night goes on, we don’t want our players thinking, we want them reacting, but we would like to see some of the systematic play, some of the stuff we worked on.

“There’s a lot there,” McLellan said, “but the most important thing is roll the lines out, let everybody get an opportunity to play and in a whole bunch of different situations so we have a better understanding of who can and who can’t.”

Whew.

The previous posting spelled out which players are going and which are staying home, so we won’t get into all that here again. But I did get a chance to talk with a few who were about to head north and are in very different situations.

****Goalie Alex Stalock sees it as a big game for obvious reasons as he and Harri Sateri vie to become Antti Niemi’s backup, avoiding all those AHL bus rides and staying in first-class hotels every night on the road.

“I think it’s a pretty big game for me, to get a look in a preseason exhibition game rather than scrimmages here in practice,” Stalock said. “It’ll be a good start and a good chance to prove where I’m at.”

McLellan says he prefers to play one goalie each exhibition game rather than divide the 60 minutes between two.

“I’d rather see goaltenders play full games. I just think it’s fair to the starter to get in and feel good about his night and it’s not very fair to the backup to come in halfway through, depending on the circumstance,” said McLellan, noting the backup can get lit up without adequate warmup.

****Matt Pelech just turned 26, so he’s past the point of being a young prospect (such is life in hockey). But he’s on the plane to Vancouver, well aware of the need to make a good impression. 

“My mentality going in there is to try to help the team win. Guys aren’t going to be sticking around here if they can’t help the team win,” he said. 

Pelech, of course, brings an element of toughness, more than willing to drop the gloves. If the Sharks feel the need to add that — and that is a big if — he tops the list of in-house candidates. That doesn’t mean he’s heading to Vancouver to pick fights with the Canucks.

“Obviously I bring a physical aspect to the game and part of my job is to protect my teammates, but I’m not going in there looking for it,” he said. “I’m going in there to try to do what I can do to help the team win. I know it’s exhibition and wins and losses aren’t always in the forefront, but if I want to stay up here, I’ve got to show that I can contribute to wins.”

****Scott Hannan would be the senior Shark in the lineup tonight, but he found a positive in that.

“Camp just started, but it’ll be good to get into a game again,” Hannan said. “For me, going back to Vancouver, it’s pretty nice to see some family again, quickly, briefly after the game.”

Is there a challenge being on the ice with a bunch of younger players trying to impress their coaching staffs?

“I think you’re always trying to leave an impression. We all compete, we all compete at a high level,” Hannan said. “We’ve got to get our games to where we want them to be. Young guys are always pushing us. That’s a good thing. It’s competition and it’s going to make everybody better.”

Joe Pavelski, another veteran making the trip, welcomed the opportunity to play as well.

“You want to find some momentum going in, get up to speed,” he said. “You want to compete and get those habits. You sit out one or two and all of a sudden there’s only two left and you haven’t played well, it’s hard to do business.”

Pavelski will be skating on a line with Tomas Hertl, the Sharks 2012 first-round pick whose shifts will definitely be under the microscope.

“He seems like he’s gotten better throughout training camp. He’s gotten more comfortable with the drills and the guys and the speed,” Pavelski said.

Not a bad game. Nice to see the yonger kids play. 

Spooky, I tend to agree on your assessment on Tarasov and Hertl. In Hertls defense, it is only one game. 

I think that Nieto will get into the next one. 

Stewart did stand out a bit. Nice to see.

Nice win, boys.
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Just a few more weeks....Nice to see that we may have some semblance of the same 4th line. Good article over on Fearthefin on 5 questions heading into the Sharks season
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Stewart +

Tarasov +

both seem to be comfortable with tempo

Hertl -

does not look like he is nhl ready. cant shoot, cant pass. so far.

game is mess but enjoy watching it. finally some hockey

Sharks keeping most of their big names home for exhibition opener tonight in Vancouver

Posted by David Pollak on September 16th, 2013 at 10:18 am | Categorized as Uncategorized 

SAN JOSE — Sharks Coach Todd McLellan is following what has become the standard practice of keeping most of your big guns out of the early exhibition games — especially those on the road — for tonight’s game in Vancouver.

No Joe Thornton, Patrick Marleau, Logan Couture, Brent Burns or Dan Boyle.

The NHL does require teams to send at least eight players who have played a set number of NHL games and the Sharks are sending forwards Joe Pavelski, Tommy Wingels and the fourth line of James Sheppard, Andrew Desjardins and Adam Burish.

Former first-round pick Tomas Hertl is likely to play on the Pavelski line and prospects

 Daniil Tarasov, Freddie Hamilton, John McCarthy, Brodie Reid, Matt Pelech and Travis Oleksuk are also making the trip. So is pro tryout Anthony Stewart.

Regulars Jason Demers, Scott Hannan and Matt Irwin are expected to be on the blue line tonight with Matt Tennyson, Nick Petrecki and Dylan Demelo rounding out the defense.

McLellan announced Sunday that the two goalies competing to become Antti Niemi’s backup, Alex Stalock and Harri Sateri, will be in Vancouver as well.

****I’ll update with quotes later this morning. And a reminder that the game is slated to be on the NHL Network at 7 p.m.

Day 4 recap: A physical Sunday, Mirco Mueller rejoins team on ice and Matt Nieto is fired up

Posted by cpashelka on September 15th, 2013 at 4:49 pm | Categorized as Uncategorized 

Filling in for David Pollak at Sharks Ice on Sunday on what was the fourth day of the team’s training camp, and Patrick Marleau’s 34th birthday.

Battle drills were the theme of the day and while the small crowd gathered at the team’s practice facility Sunday morning seemed to enjoy the proceedings, several players looked worn out by the end of each 90-minute skate. After three days of long skating trying to stay healthy, the Sharks had a more physical day with a lot of contact and stops and starts.

“A lot of d-zone stuff, a lot of one on one stuff, a lot of net play,” McLellan said. “When you get to that, it become much more taxing, and a lot more  physical as well. As much as was a hard day, it was also a test for them. We kept an eye out for guys who were fading late in practice and guys who still had high energy levels. We wanted to see that as well.”

McLellan was asked about striking a balance between getting players physically ready for a game, like Monday’s in Vancouver, and keeping guys healthy for the long term. He said while he wants to assess all 50-some players in the camp, he ultimately wants to prepare the guys who will make up San Jose’s opening night roster.

“It’s a lot about refreshing what they’ve done in the past, making them pay close attention to detail. If they’re doing that, we don’t have to  put them in situations where they are getting hurt or bumped and bruised. We believe the order of events we give them in training camp helps them (avoid) groin injuries and hip flexors. We haven’t had a lot issues with that.

“We built it up to today, so today becomes a real work day. … Still a lot of work to do.”

McLellan said that both Alex Stalock and Harri Sateri will travel to Vancouver Monday, with Antti Niemi staying back home. The goaltending competition is the thrust of the story for Monday’s paper, but you can read it here now.

After three days of resting a sore back, Mirco Mueller was practicing with the team for the first time this camp. His take on the first day? ”First thing I noticed was they practiced really hard and really fast,” said Mueller. “It was a really high pace today and it felt good to get back out there.”

As the scouting report suggested when Mueller was drafted, he’s a good skater and he looks comfortable with the puck on his stick. He drew comparisons to Marc-Edouard Vlasic when he was drafted, something Mueller appreciated as he gleans as much as he can from the veterans.

“I’m watching how they practice and how they act, offensively and defensively. Those guys have been in the league for a couple years, I try to learn the details of what they do. Corner stuff. Things like that.

“Vlasic plays a simple game, really effective. Simple offensive plays. He’s someone I look up to and want to learn from.”

Long Beach native Matt Nieto is excited about playing in his first NHL game, even if it’s just the preseason. Nieto is in his first camp but, like Tomas Hertl and Daniil Tarasov, does appear to have an opportunity to crack the opening night roster.

“It’s pretty surreal being around all of these guys that I’ve looked up to, but I’m feeling more and more comfortable each day. So that’s all you can really ask for and I’m working as hard as I can.”

“That’s been my goal, just to be in this position. It feels great that all of the hard work is paying off, but the job’s not done. I have to keep working.”

David’s back at the rink tomorrow, as half the team stays back in San Jose.
Fourth line returns intact, but that doesn’t mean Sheppard or Desjardins take anything for granted

Posted by David Pollak on September 15th, 2013 at 8:18 am | Categorized as Hockey, NHL, Sharks 

SAN JOSE – You might think the one carryover line from the end of last season would not feel threatened in training camp.

That isn’t the case.

Andrew Desjardins, Adam Burish and James Sheppard evolved into San Jose’s fourth line during the playoffs and Todd McLellan was pleased enough with what he saw to keep them together in preparation for the 2013-14 season.

But both Sheppard and Desjardins are feeling anything but secure in their spots.

“Not really, more because nothing is etched in stone,” Sheppard said. “If you have a three or four year contract, you feel more secure but anytime anything can happen.”

Burish does have three years left on his deal, and while Desjardins has two, he shares Sheppard’s overall perspective.

“It’s always a thing where you have to prove yourself every year as that role kind of player,” Desjardins said. “It’s good to play with guys that you’ve played with before to keep that chemistry going, but it’s a battle every day and we still have to earn it.”

Both players know that prospects are out their trying to steal someone’s NHL job – and that the fourth line could be their entry point.

Still, Sheppard and Desjardins acknowledge the chemistry that comes by playing with familiar linemates is helpful.

“I guess so,” Desjardins said. “I think we still have to work on certain things and figure each other out again. After the summer, you lose a little bit of that. The last two scrimmages felt a little bit better passing and getting up ice and out of our zone. Now we’ve got to work on the cycling part and knowing where each other are on the cycle, keeping pucks. I think that’ll just come with more ice.”

Added Sheppard: “It’s nice to play with guys I’m used to playing with and guys I’m comfortable with, but we still have to push the pace as hard as we can.”

This is Sheppard’s first true training camp with San Jose as he was still recovering from injuries in 2011 and only had the abbreviated session last season.

“It’s still relatively fresh to me because it’s my first training camp being able to do all the regular testing,” said Sheppard, 25. “I’m still learning a lot and experiencing things I haven’t before. And that’s going to help you grow and change. It’s exciting and fun.”

From McLellan’s perspective, all his forwards – not just those on the fourth line – should be nervous about their jobs.

“We want that competition,” he said.

****Both of San Jose’s preseason games with Vancouver – Monday night at Rogers Arena, then Sept. 24 at the SAP Center – will be available on the NHL Network.

****I’ve got the rest of the day off. Curtis Pashelka is handling the coverage at Sharks Ice and if there’s news or updates, he’ll provide them here as well as in the print edition. No scrimmage today, by the way.
Day 3 recap: Daniil Tarasov impresses, a scrimmage comeback, Brad Stuart talks about his injury — and more

Posted by David Pollak on September 14th, 2013 at 2:19 pm | Categorized as Uncategorized 

SAN JOSE – This and that after Day Three of training camp:

BOX – Coaches like to say that every year, you can count on somebody coming out of nowhere to get their attention and earn a spot on an NHL roster.

Well, maybe not out of nowhere – but someone who wasn’t getting a lot of attention outside the organization at least.

For the Sharks, this year that could be Daniil Tarasov. While Tomas Hertl and Matt Nieto have been under the spotlight as rookie candidates, Tarasov was the one who scored what may have been the most impressive goal of camp so far. In Saturday’s scrimmage, he interecepted a clearing pass, turned around and fired a shot on net, then hustled to get to his own rebound and put it in the back of the net.

So does Tarasov have Todd McLellan’s attention?

“Yes, he has,” McLellan said, “and it didn’t start in training camp.”

It started, McLellan said, a year ago, when Tarasov ended up being dispatched to the San Francisco Bulls of the ECHL because the NHL lockout made jobs in Worcester tougher to come by.

“He could have gone there and pouted,” McLellan said. “He didn’t and he’s been one of our better players to this point.”

Tarasov scored 14 points in 17 games with San Francisco, went back to Worcester and earned rookie of the year honors with 14 goals and 28 points in 43 games. He started on the fourth line and worked his way up to regular power play duty.

At 22, Tarasov sees himself as the guy who could surprise people and stay in San Jose for a while.

“That’s my mindset. Why not me, right?,” Tarasov said. “Just trying to put lots of work on it and go as far as I can and see what happens.”

The 6-foot, 185-pound left wing said he spent most of the summer training in San Jose and is excited now that camp is here

“I’m just trying to show the coaches what I can do and do my best,” said Tarasov, who grew up in Moscow watching Pavel Bure play and now considers Pavel Datsyuk the player he follows the closest.

****Tarasov’s goal gave his Teal team a 3-1 lead, but the White squad first rallied on goals by Scott Hannan and Rylan Scwartz, then won in a shootout, 4-3.

“There was a better overall intensity to the game and I think we have to give the White team credit,” McLellan said. “Yesterday I was obviously not pleased with their intensity, but they brought it today. It would have been easy for them to roll over and play dead when they were down, but they fought back.”

Raffi Torres got the other goal for the White team while Brent Burns and Taylor Doherty scored for Teal. The closest thing to an injury came when a deflected puck hit Rob Davison on the bridge of the nose. The cut required stitches, but Davison continued to play.

During the scrimmage, McLellan began shifting lines around. Hertl, for example, started the game with Joe Pavelski and Tommy Wingels, then later skated with Joe Thornton and Burns, switching places with Tyler Kennedy.

Expect more of the same

“I think we have to tinker enough to know about our personnel,” McLellan said, adding “it’ll take some time.”

****Dan Boyle knows that he, Joe Thornton and Patrick Marleau are all going to be asked questions about their contract status since all three are in their final year of long pacts. All three have indicated they would like to continue their careers in San Jose.

“Ideally I think we would all like it to be done before our season starts,” Boyle said. “But there are three of us that are in the same boat and we’ve just got to let our agents deal with that. That’s what they’re there for.”

****The print edition story for Sunday likely will reflect back on Brad Stuart’s absence from camp. Stuart talked with a couple of us and you can read the online story at http://www.mercurynews.com/sharks/ci_24096339/sharks-brad-stuart-says-he-should-be-ready to see what he has to say.

Hint: He expects to be good to go by the Oct. 3 season opener.

****Very happy to see the positive reaction so far to the new comment section. Find that very encouraging.
A change in the way we do business in the comments section here at Working the Corners

Posted by David Pollak on September 13th, 2013 at 10:02 pm | Categorized as General, Hockey, NHL, Sharks 

SAN JOSE — You may have noticed that it’s no longer business as usual in the comments section. 

The Merc and Bay Area News Group are in the process of installing software designed to make it easier to regulate the online back-and-forth that can sometimes get out of hand. As a consequence, all of the 178,141 comments that have been posted over the past seven years have vanished. Poof.

Going forward, registration is required — either through the Disqus system we’re using or your Twitter, Facebook or Google+ identity. You’ll be asked to sign up, one way or another, when you attempt to post your first comment.

That alone is designed to help keep the conversation more responsible. But there are also mechanisms in place that make it easier for me to regulate the content, plus the opportunity for you to vote comments up or down. Here are some of the other features, as explained to me: 

“Readers can get email alerts when people comment on threads they’re interested in, and there are other features that make it easier to share comments on social networks and see which stories have active commenting threads.”

I know any attempts to control the tone of what goes on down here will make some of you unhappy. So be it.

I’ve expressed my frustration in the past. At one point, we were even posting a half dozen or so do’s and don’ts. But it’s not that complicated and can be boiled down to two words: Be civil.

You’ve read this before, too: It’s not what you have to say, it’s how you say it. Yeah, the Internet can be a nasty, ugly place. But I haven’t given up on the idea that the one slice of it that I have some say over doesn’t have to be. 

I think the back and forth over a player’s performance or a critical analysis of a GM’s record on trades or a coach’s decision to mix up lines can be spirited without resorting to juvenile name-calling and baiting. But too often that’s exactly what happens here. Over and over and over.

OK, I’ll get off my high horse now.

Sure, the quantity of comments may go down — but here’s hoping the quality goes up.
Day Two recap: A one-sided scrimmage, Davison’s return and the Kennedy-Desjardins connection

Posted by David Pollak on September 13th, 2013 at 4:18 pm | Categorized as Uncategorized 

SAN JOSE – The print edition story of the day from Sharks camp focused on Brent Burns performance in Friday’s scrimmage. Let’s just say it was an anything but gentle reminder of his freewheeling style of play at forward and the decision to keep him there rather than back on the blue line.

Here’s the link so I can be a little less redundant here: http://www.mercurynews.com/sharks/ci_24090592/san-jose-sharks-brent-burns-already-at-full

On to a little of this and that:

****The scrimmage turned out to be a one-sided 60 minutes of hockey with the Teal squad led by the line of Burns, Joe Thornton and Tyler Kennedy beating the White squad led by Logan Couture, Patrick Marleau and Raffi Torres, 5-1. For the winning side, Dan Boyle got a pair of goals, one on a beautiful setup by Daniil Tarasov, while Burns, Joe Pavelski and Tommy Wingels each tallied once. Curt Gogol scored for the opposition.

Coach Todd McLellan was quick to point out, however, that the Teal squad got its second practice in before the scrimmage while the White squad’s second practice came afterward.

“I thought they played a much crisper, cleaner game,” McLellan said of the winning team. “I think you could tell they had the practice this morning and some of the things they worked on as far as forecheck goes showed up in the game and it made it hard on the other squad. So that’s a good sign.”

Saturday, the White team will practice before the scrimmage. “Hopefully it’s a different day and the Couture team gets going and challenges the other team a little bit better,” McLellan said.

The only goalie who didn’t fare well, by the way, was Alex Stalock, giving up four goals in his 30 minute appearance.

****Pro tryout Anthony Stewart (see previous posting) said he felt good about his ice time during the scrimmage on a line with Bracken Kearns and Freddie Hamilton.

“I think I used my speed pretty well,” said the veteran Stewart, 28. “Myself, Kearns and Hamilton had some good cycles and crashed the net pretty hard and kept it as simple as possible. I think it was pretty good for our first scrimmage, getting it out of the way.”

I mentioned that I did notice his hit on Jason Demers, drawing a smile.

“It’s good that you noticed that,” Stewart said. “It’s something I’ve got to do, use my body to my advantage and take some bodies down.”

McLellan held off on assessing Stewart’s performance, saying it was too soon for that. But he did seem to agree with that point of Stewart using his 6-foot-3, 230-pound size to his advantage.

“He could just watch Brent Burns today,” McLellan said. “He can be that kind of player where he uses his body, keeps plays alive, bullies his way to certain areas of the rink. And if he does those things he’s got a great chance.”

What Stewart can also do, McLellan acknowledged, his push other players trying to crack the San Jose roster to do better themselves.

****Onetime Shark defenseman Rob Davison is back in San Jose for training camp after signing a one-year, two-way contract this past summer.

“It’s a little bit like déjà vu. It’s exciting to come back where I started,” said Davison, now 33.

Davison was the Sharks’ fourth-round pick in the 1998 draft and played in 176 games with San Jose until he was traded to the New York Islanders a decade later for the pick that was used to select Jason Demers. Since then, Davison has played 43 NHL games with the Islanders, Vancouver Canucks and New Jersey Devils while spending the past two season in Europe.

At this point, it made sense for his family to move back to North America and Davison was a happy guy when the Sharks showed interest. Sure, he’d like to be back in the NHL, but if there’s a spot in Worcester for him where he can also help mentor younger players, that’s fine, too.

“It rejuvenated me,” Davison said of the chance to come back.

With San Jose, Davison was a physical player who racked up 238 minutes in penalties and, according to hockeyfights.com, dropped the gloves 22 times. Offensively, he scored only two goals and added 12 assists.

****Thursday, newcomer Tyler Kennedy said the only former teammate on the Sharks was Andrew Desjardins and that was back in their junior hockey days in Sault Ste. Marie of the OHL. Kennedy noted that he was captain at the time, and now he’s the one turning to Desjardins for answers.

Desjardins acknowledged today that was a little strange, but no, there was nothing in their shared past that puts him in position to take out a little revenge.

“No, no, no. He’s always been a great guy. He’s a real easy guy to get along with,” Desjardins said. “Hopefully, I can help him out whenever he needs me and vise versa.”

****For those asking, there’s another scrimmage Saturday at 9:50 a.m. on the south rink at Sharks Ice. This time, Group A will practice beforehand and Group B afterward. Again, links to both the full schedule and training camp rosters can be found at http://sharks.nhl.com/club/news.htm?id=682164 

****I don’t think this is any kind of state secret, but tickets to pre-season games are available at discounted prices through a couple of reputable South Bay ticket distributors. Check www.goldstar.com/san-jose for an example.

I know a lot of people don’t like paying regular season prices for exhibition games, so I thought I’d throw that out there.
Scrimmage preview: Veteran forward Anthony Stewart hoping Sharks can provide a path back to the NHL

Posted by David Pollak on September 13th, 2013 at 7:29 am | Categorized as Uncategorized 

SAN JOSE – One player has a little more at stake than the others when the Sharks hold their first camp scrimmage Friday morning.

Veteran forward Anthony Stewart is in San Jose as a pro tryout and the former first-round pick of the Florida Panthers recognizes that his fate is likely to be determined more in the scrimmages than the drills. 

“We just did some drills and I thought I used my speed pretty well today, but I’m looking forward more to the scrimmage and hopefully a couple exhibition games,” the older brother of St. Louis Blues forward Chris Stewart said Thursday. “You don’t really want to grind your own future teammates, but I am trying to impress.”

The 6-foot-3, 230-pound Stewart divided the shortened 2012-13 season between Nottingham of the English Ice Hockey League and Manchester of the AHL, but has scored 27 goals and 71 points in 262 NHL games with the Panthers, Atlanta Thrashers and Carolina Hurricane. His best season was 2010-11 when he scored 14 goals and 39 points with Atlanta..

Stewart was part of what is considered the best NHL draft class, selected 25th overall in 2003. That’s five spots behind Brent Burns and three ahead of Anaheim Duck forward Corey Perry.

He cites the current CBA, which dropped the salary cap to $64 million, as part of the reason he doesn’t have a contract in hand for the coming season.

“Teams don’t have a lot of money to spend this year. Teams are up against the cap,” Stewart said. “There’s a lot of players with better stats than myself that are on PTOs and don’t even have contarcts yet.”

Even though the Sharks do not appear to have cap room at this time, Stewart called the situation in San Jose “a good opportunity here with guys in the past coming in on tryouts and making the team. I think it’s a good fit and so far so good.”

This morning’s scrimmage between Group A and Group B is scheduled for 9:50 a.m. on the south rink at Sharks Ice. Stewart, who has been placed on a line with Bracken Kearns and Freddie Hamilton is wearing No. 26.
Day One recap: Stuart doesn’t skate, Kennedy on line with Thornton-Burns, Burish feeling at home — and more

Posted by David Pollak on September 12th, 2013 at 5:26 pm | Categorized as Hockey, NHL, Sharks 

SAN JOSE – Time for the Day One training camp recap. A lot of moving parts, a minimal amount of actual news unless you want to get too attached to forward lines. More on that in a minute.

First, the closest thing to a surprise was Brad Stuart’s absence. We were all aware that Marty Havlat wouldn’t be skating, but Stuart also stayed off the ice.

Todd McLellan described the problem as a “lower body thing that’s nagging him a little bit from the summer workouts.”

If this were the first game of the playoffs, the coach said later, Stuart probably would have been out there. The first day of training camp? No need to potentiallyl aggravate the situation.

Stuart was said to be in the building, working out. McLellan didn’t offer a timetable for the veteran defenseman’s return other than saying that barring a setback, it shouldn’t be too long.

So, on to other things. Such as those lines. The 46 players on the ice were divided into two groups, but it was still pretty clear how the coaching staff would set things up if the season started today (which, of course, it doesn’t):

Torres-Couture-Marleau

Kennedy-Thornton-Burns

Hertl-Pavelski-Wingels

Sheppared-Desjardins-Burish

Let’s focus on the newcomers, Tyler Kennedy and rookie Tomas Hertl. 

Joe Thornton had good things to say about Kennedy, stressing his very competitive nature and eagerness to shoot the puck. But he also acknowledged it does take awhile for linemates to adjust to each other.

“It does a little time,” the Sharks captain said. “Me and Burnzie are still learning each other and we played half a year together. It takes time, but as long as you talk. We really stress talk, communicate and that’s how you find each other early on. Hopefully, by the first week of October we’ll all know where each other are and be all familiar with each other.”

Kennedy – who at times skated on a line with Sidney Crosby in Pittsburgh – saw his high-end linemates as both an opportunity and a challenge.

“Obviously I think I can play, but it’s a great challenge and I’ve got to work and prove myself,” Kennedy said.

Kennedy is the only player joining the Sharks from outside the organization and that means he doesn’t have the shared experience that, say, Scott Gomez and Adam Burrish did last season. But Kennedy and Andrew Desjardins have a shared past, having been teammates with the Sault Ste. Marie Greyhounds of the OHL in their junior hockey days.

“I was his captain his first or second year and now I’m asking him questions,” Kennedy said. “It’s kind of funny.”

Kennedy is dealing with a culture shock of sorts, living on the West Coast for the first time and dealing with the high cost of real estate and all that sunshine.

“Oh yeah. It’s quite a difference,” he said. “But it’s a good life out here. It’s a different life and it’s exciting. It’s just something I’m looking forward to and we’ll see what happens.”

Hertl, the 19-year-old forward from the Czech Republic, has the added burden of limited English. But his vocabulary has expanded noticeably in the year since he was a first-round draft choice.

“First practice was very, very hard and fast and I am very tired,” he said Thursday.

But Hertl, like Kennedy, was enjoying life in California.

“California is my dream,” he said. “Every day is sun and it’s nice.” 

Here’s Joe Pavelski’s assessment of Hertl after their first day on the same line:

“The thing he has on his side of things is he’s big,” Pavelski said. “He’s a big guy, he skates well, he handles the puck. Hopefully he’ll step up and get right up to the speed. . . . He looks like he’s having fun out there. We communicated a little bit. He doesn’t speak a whole lot.”

While language is an obstacle, Pavelski said Hertl is a quick study.

“You can see him out there just watching, watching the drills,” Pavelski said. “That’s the best way to learn, with your eyes. He’s done that so far. He’s fit into the drills. If you explain something to him he catches on and is right there. He’s not falling behind.”

****Here’s McLellan’s overall assessment of the first day after acknowledging that the coaching staff factored in the fact it was only the first day and didn’t make things too taxing.

“The thing that I was happiest with was the energy and enthusiasm that they brought. It was a lively group, which is always a good sign,” he said. “When you get a group that’s kind of dragging their butts and wondering why they’re back to work, that’s never a good sign, and we didn’t have that today.”

****This was Patrick Marleau’s 16th training camp with the Sharks, but he wasn’t taking a “been there, done that” approach.

“There’s still the same excitement for me going into each year,” Marleau said. “It’s another chance to try and have a good season and win the cup.”

Beyond that, he added, “it’s also nice to see the guys. A lot of guys go their different ways for the summer and everybody comes back and you get to hear how their summers went. It’s always exciting for me.”

****Adam Burish acknowledged last season that he had a hard time feeling comfortable in his new surroundings, unsure of what was expected of him and not certain how his, um, outgoing nature would fit into the room.

“I was thinking a lot … a hockey player thinking isn’t probably a good thing,” he said. “What did they want of me? How did I want to play? Do I want to be a reckless maniac? Coming to someplace new, a team that’s been this good for so long, I wasn’t comfortable right away. That was partly on me.

This year, he feels more at home.

“I felt a lot more comfortable in playoffs and coming in this year I feel a lot more comfortable,” he said. “I feel more at ease. I know what’s going on going into camp. I’m familiar with the coaching staff. I know the terminology.”
Will the Sharks buy into that up-tempo style from the get-go? How does Raffi Torres approach training camp? We find out soon

Posted by David Pollak on September 11th, 2013 at 6:29 pm | Categorized as General, Hockey, NHL, Sharks 

SAN JOSE — The off-season makeover was minimal. Gone are Scott Gomez, TJ Galiardi and Thomas Greiss. In their place are Tyler Kennedy, TBA (Tomas Hertl? Matt Nieto? Out of nowhere?) and either Alex Stalock or Harri Sateri (and the smart money says Stalock).

Maybe that’s because the mid-season makeover was pretty substantial. Almost overnight, the Sharks turned into a get-there-in-a-hurry team that was on a roll until that Raffi Torres suspension forced them back into old lines and, to a degree, old habits.

Can the Sharks regain that uptempo style of play that brought them success? That’s the first of the five questions posed in my print edition story now available online. The other four? Well, just go to http://www.mercurynews.com/sharks/ci_24072105/todd-mclellan-sharks-seek-answers-several-questions-eve and you’ll find them.

(Note: One or two of those questions cover topics noted here on Monday. Just consider yourselves maybe 48 hours ahead of the pack.)

****Signing Raffi Torres meant the Sharks wouldn’t have to face him as an opponent in the regular season or playoffs.

Training camp, however, is another matter. And Torres said this week that he takes it seriously.

“I hate to kind of go through the motions,” he said. “That’s nothing but bad habits for me. We’re all buddies out there and nobody’s trying to hurt anybody, but at the end of the day, you’ve got to play hard.”

One bonus: Presuming they survive training camp, his teammates shouldn’t have a problem remembering to keep their heads up once the regular season begins.

****One training camp question was answered Wednesday when Brent Burns showed up for his annual media guide photo. His look? Call it modified caveman, Samurai-style. The wild hair that characterized last year’s mug shot was pulled tightly back in a Samurai-style bun that isn’t visible. But @SanJoseSharks sent the image out on Twitter and you can check it out at http://www.mercurynews.com/sharks/ci_24070860/san-jose-sharks-forward-brent-burns-changes-hair

****Today was set aside for meetings, photos and physicals for the 54 players on the camp roster. Coaches get their first chance to run drills at 9 a.m. tomorrow when Group A players skate at Sharks Ice. Group B goes on at 11:45 a.m. For links to a complete schedule and list of which players are in which group, go to http://sharks.nhl.com/club/news.htm?id=682164

You’ll notice that Torres is in the same group as Logan Couture and Patrick Marleau, and that Tomas Hertl is in the same group as Joe Thornton and Brent Burns. It would not surprise me to see Todd McLellan start camp with those as his top two lines before the usual shuffling begins. That’s where Torres played in the sweep of Vancouver and the Sharks have to be hoping Hertl has the offensive skills to replace Havlat (presuming he’s not to ready to return). Good to find out sooner rather than later.

****Nick Petrecki went all summer without a new contract, but the team announced Wednesday that the defenseman who was a first-round pick in 2007 draft has a new one-year deal. According to capgeek.com, Petrecki will earn $107,000 in the AHL and a pro-rated $715,000 for time spent with San Jose.
McLellan’s mindset as training camp nears: Expectations and question marks before 1st whistle

Posted by David Pollak on September 9th, 2013 at 1:35 pm | Categorized as Uncategorized 

SAN JOSE – And now, a quick preview of topics you can count on coming up in training camp this week.

Sharks Coach Todd McLellan won’t have his players responding to whistles and barked commands until Thursday, but Monday he offered a few thoughts on what to expect beyond his thoughts on Marty Havlat’s status that appeared in the previous posting.

Here’s some of the highlights:

****Though McLellan said he didn’t see Havlat as being recovered enough from groin surgery to be ready to go when training camp open, he noted that it wasn’t for lack of effort.

“I can tell you he’s worked hard, which is a really good sign, and he continues to follow the program here,” McLellan said, before declining to put a timetable on Havlat’s return: “When he’s ready, he’s ready.”

And the fact that Havlat has been skating the past week at captain’s practices with the other Sharks?

“Their skate and what we need to skate at is completely different,” McLellan said.

****McLellan wasn’t ready to declare Alex Stalock as the heir to the backup goalie job behind Antti Niemi, not with Harri Sateri also in the running.

“To say that Alex has the inside edge on Harri would be unfair to both,” McLellan said, adding that the exhibition season will give each a chance “to be able to compete themselves in or out of a job.”

That doesn’t mean that Niemi won’t get enough minutes to get his game up to speed by the Oct. 3 start of the regular season.

“We have to make sure that Nemo is ready to play,” McLellan said.

It’s not like we’re going into a lockout season where you don’t play exhibition games. We’re going into an exhibition season, a three-week long camp before we open up.

****McLellan wasn’t ready to hand rookie Thomas Hertl a spot on the San Jose roster just yet. San Jose’s first-round pick in the 2012 draft, Hertl has been getting a quiet boost from the organization in recent months and, with Havlat out, could be considered a candidate for a role on one of the top three lines.

“We’ll have to wait and see like everybody else,” the coach said of the 19-year-old Czech player. McLellan added later: “He has to be put in a situation where he has a chance to establish himself. Sometimes we’re in such a hurry to put players into our lineup that we don’t give players that chance.”

Rookie Matt Nieto impressed McLellan in the prospects’ tournament just completed in Penticton, BC, and could also get serious consideration at forward.

“Put it this way: Somebody has to play,” McLellan said. “We need players and it doesn’t really matter where they came from as long as they’re ready and can contribute.”

****The only outside acquisition during the off-season, former Pittsburgh Penguin forward Tyler Kennedy, skated Monday with his new teammates.

McLellan said he thought Kennedy would fit right in with the desired style of play.

“I know he;s excited about being here. He wants to prove to the hockey world that he’s very capable of contributing to his new team and we’re going to give him that chance,” McLellan said.

“Last year,” he continued, “we saw a change in our team when we talked about playing the game faster and quicker and harder. We want to build on that and he’s a very good ingredient to do that. That’s how he plays. He plays hard, he plays fast, he’s on pucks, he goes to the net. He’s not 6-foot-3 but that’s ok. He’s prepared to do those things and when he’s playing well, he’s all over the rink and he makes things happen.”
Back on the job: Havlat skating, smaller pads for Niemi, Wingels’ thoughts on Sochi Olympics and more

Posted by David Pollak on September 9th, 2013 at 10:39 am | Categorized as Uncategorized 

Hitting the ground (ice?) running with the start of training camp 72 hours away . . .

****Marty Havlat’s recovery from off-season groin surgery has progressed to the point where he has been skating at Sharks Ice during the unofficial captain’s practices designed to get players in shape for the real thing.

But that doesn’t mean he’s good to go for training camp, according to Sharks Coach Todd McLellan, who said Monday that he didn’t expect Havlat to be strong enough for the rigors of training camp as he recovers from his medical procedure.

Havlat, who was sidelined for more than 90 percent of the post-season by an injury in Game 1 of the first round match-up with Vancouver, said only that he was “feeling good” and hedged on whether he’d be ready for camp and what follows.

“We’ll see,” said a non-committal Havlat, perhaps aware that past injuries have taken longer to heal than projected. 

In May, the Sharks said only that Havlat would be out indefinitely after the surgical procedure that took place in Philadelphia – a vagueness that led to speculation Havlat might be on long-term injured reserve when the 2013-14 season begins.

Monday, McLellelan repeated that there wasn’t a timetable for Havlat’s return.

Havlat’s response when asked if he was holding back on the ice at this point.

“Camp hasn’t even started,” he said. “I’m getting in shape too. I’m getting ready for the season like everybody else.”

****The NHL changed its rules on goalie equipment for 2013-14 and that means goalie Antti Niemi’s pads, which he has been breaking in at captain’s practices, are one inch shorter than they used to be. 

“It’s exactly the same thing otherwise,” Niemi said. “You’ve just got to be careful about the five hole.”

The new rules don’t establish a universal maximum length for the pads, but tailor them to the size of each netminder based in large part on the distance between the top of each player’s knee and his waist. 

Niemi played down any difficulty in adapting to the new pad size or the likelihood he’ll be distracted by worrying about a slighty larger gap between the top of his leg pads when he goes down to block a shot in the butterfly position.

“I’ve had the pads for a week already so it shouldn’t be a big deal,” he said.

****Much has been made this summer of Russia’s decision to criminalize any activity that promotes gay and lesbian rights, what with the 2014 Winter Olympics scheduled for Sochi in February.

The NHL has been a ground-breaker with its early support for the You Can Play Project designed to open up all sports to athletes regardless of sexual orientation and the legacy of Brendan Burke, the son of NHL executive Brian Burke. Brendan died in a car accident in 2009, shortly after coming out as a gay man at Miami University where he served as a manager on the men’s hockey team.

The elder Burke, who signed on this week as a member of the Calgary Flames front office, wrote a column for Sports Illustrated, rejecting the idea of an Olympics boycott while expressing the hope that athletes will find ways to get across the message that Russia’s policy is intolerable. 

“I fully support the Burke family’s stance on the issue and their thoughts on handling it,” Sharks forward Tommy Wingels said last week. “We have athletes that are openly gay and the best way to represent is to go out there and win a medal.”

Wingels, who was a close friend of Brendan’s at Miami and serves on the You Can Play advisory board, shook his head at the suggestion that an organized campaign by the athletes against the Russian policy is in order.

“Do I think there will be some signs to show the pride and everything? I do,” Wingels said. “But I think those will be more spontaneous rather than some sort of planned event. It’ll be interesting to see what happens.”

****The Sharks have established a pattern in recent years of bringing a veteran NHL player to camp on a tryout basis. This year it’s Anthony Stewart, a 28-year-old forward who was a first-round draft pick of the Florida Panthers in 2005.

The 6-foot-3, 230-pound Stewart’s top season was 2010-11 when he had 14 goals and 39 points with the Atlanta Thrashers. He divided his time last season between Nottingham of the English Ice Hockey League and Manchester of the AHL.

Stewart said he agent talked with several teams and the Sharks were more open to the possibility of a one-way deal than most.

****I’ve been a little more invisible this summer than usual. Let’s just say that I was spending a little

 time on injured reserve myself, but the Merc trainer says I’m good to go for the upcoming season.

Many thanks to Curtis Pashelka for filling in here and elsewhere. Going forward, look for him to take on an increased role in our Sharks coverage and I guess this is as good a time as any to suggest you follow @CurtisPashelka on Twitter. (Oh, and @PollakOnSharks if you’re not already there).
San Jose Sharks' Patrick Marleau might miss Friday's exhibition

By David Pollak

dpollak@mercurynews.com

Posted:   09/20/2013 12:50:33 PM PDT

Updated:   09/20/2013 04:58:41 PM PDT
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Patrick Marleau ( Gary Reyes )

SAN JOSE — It's only the exhibition season, but the Sharks are already getting a taste of how lineups can change at a moment's notice.

Patrick Marleau, for example, missed the morning skate and might not play Friday night against the Anaheim Ducks as he deals with what coach Todd McLellan described as a family matter. And that means Anthony Stewart — in camp as a pro tryout without a contract — could find himself on a top line with Logan Couture and Tyler Kennedy.

"I'm just waiting in the wings to find out if I am playing," said Stewart, 28, who last played in the NHL with the Carolina Hurricane in 2011-12. "I've been around long enough to be ready just in case — take my nap, eat my chicken and pasta."

San Jose will start goalie Antti Niemi against the Ducks, and San Jose's other top line of Joe Thornton, Brent Burns and Tomas Hertl is expected to play.

"There'll be a mish-mash," McLellan said of his lineup. "We're trying people out in different areas. There's a mixture of different people playing in different roles. That's what pre-season is for."

For example, he said Raffi Torres would play, but in a newly formed combination alongside Bracken Kearns and prospect Eriah Hayes.

The game will be Kennedy's first for the Sharks since he was acquired from the Pittsburgh Penguins on draft day in June.

"I need to get one under my belt, so it's exciting to get in your first game with the guys," Kennedy said. "I'll try to get the jitters out and some of the mistakes out rather than in the season."

McLellan said that so far, Kennedy has "come as advertised — quick, a lot of energy, shoots the puck a lot. Bright, very coachable — he picks things up real quick so that's a positive."
Sharks' top two lines to take shape with home exhibition opener

By David Pollak

dpollak@mercurynews.com

Posted:   09/19/2013 01:00:59 PM PDT | Updated:   a day ago

SAN JOSE -- Todd McLellan was talking about his power play, but the words easily could have applied to the Sharks overall as they prepared for Friday night's home exhibition opener against the Anaheim Ducks at the SAP Center.

"The ingredients all look good on the counter," the coach said Thursday, "but until they're put in the bowl, who knows?"

McLellan will have some of his key ingredients in the lineup for the first time Friday night, and that should give him a better idea how his top two lines are shaping up.

With veteran Tyler Kennedy and rookie Tomas Hertl now in the mix, the Sharks have used camp to test new line combinations. Kennedy, for example, skated with Logan Couture and Patrick Marleau on Thursday, while Hertl was alongside Joe Thornton and Brent Burns.

McLellan said there's a good chance all six forwards would play against the Ducks, though a final decision had not yet been made. None of those players skated in San Jose's 3-2 exhibition victory Monday night in Vancouver.

"I think some guys need games right now. They're getting itchy and chomping to get out there, get past the practice phase and into games," McLellan said. "They want to find out about each other, and that's where tendencies come in."

Players echoed that sentiment.

"You don't really get comfortable with someone until you play some games," Couture said. "You can practice as much as you want, but games are so different."

Added Marleau: "We're ready to build that chemistry."

Kennedy, who was obtained from the Pittsburgh Penguins on draft day, was looking forward to playing for reasons that go beyond getting a better sense of his new surroundings.

"I think you need to get into games to get your own game under control," he said. "The timing, the speed -- you try to get that up to par so when the season starts you're ready to rock."

The addition of Kennedy to the lineup was part of general manager Doug Wilson's "reset and refresh on the fly" that began last spring with the conversion of Burns to a power forward and the acquisition of Raffi Torres.

McLellan also will be watching Friday night to make sure his players are still buying into the high-speed, drive-the-net style of play that sparked the Sharks' stretch run and first-round playoff sweep of Vancouver.

"It wasn't perfect, and we've got a lot of work to do, but I know which way I'd like the team to go," McLellan said. "Which way would they like it to go? I certainly hope they prefer that up-tempo with energy, passion, hard game."

• McLellan wouldn't name his starting goalie against Anaheim or for Saturday night against the Phoenix Coyotes, but he did say that Antti Niemi and prospect Harri Sateri will each get one of the two games.

Sateri is competing with Alex Stalock, who earned the win in Vancouver, for the backup job in San Jose. And McLellan didn't seem concerned about their lack of much NHL experience.

"Every goaltender on every team goes through this," McLellan said. "Antti Niemi played his first game in the league at some point. ... Marty Brodeur -- go all the way back to whenever -- played his first game in the league."

Some rookies, McLellan added, "are going to go on to become stars in the NHL. Could Harri or Alex become one of those? We have to give them the opportunity to play."

• The Sharks still have 42 players in camp. No additional cuts are expected before Sunday.

For more on the Sharks, see David Pollak's Working the Corners blog at blogs.mercurynews.com/sharks. Follow him on Twitter at twitter.com/PollakOnSharks.

San Jose Sharks' Raffi Torres adjusting his style of play

By David Pollak

dpollak@mercurynews.com

Posted:   09/18/2013 03:03:19 PM PDT | Updated:   2 days ago

San Jose Sharks' Raffi Torres (13) can't get the puck past Vancouver Canucks' goaltender Cory Schneider (35) in the second period of Game 4 of an NHL hockey Stanley Cup first-round playoff series at HP Pavilion in San Jose, Calif., on Tuesday, May 7, 2013. (Nhat V. Meyer/Bay Area News Group) (Nhat V. Meyer)

SAN JOSE -- Raffi Torres is under the microscope. Both he and the Sharks know it.

As Torres prepares to play his first game since a series-long suspension in the playoffs, he understands that he has to make adjustments to his hard-charging -- some would say reckless -- style.

"There's no doubt that everything I do out there is going to be magnified," Torres said Wednesday, later adding: "My past isn't on my side."

Friday night's exhibition game against the Anaheim Ducks at the re-christened SAP Center is likely to be his initial chance to put an updated approach into practice.

"I'm definitely going to focus on what I've been working on and talking about with the coaches -- stick-on-puck first and then kind of rubbing the guy out instead of going for the big hit and then lifting the puck," Torres said.

A questionable hit on Los Angeles Kings center Jarret Stoll in Game 1 of the second round of last season's Stanley Cup playoffs ended Torres' postseason. The Sharks backed him, general manager Doug Wilson first receiving a $100,000 fine for complaining about the suspension, then signing Torres to a new three-year, $6 million contract.

Torres' arrival at last season's trade deadline helped transform the Sharks into a quicker team that played a drive-the-net style. He brought speed and scoring as well as hard hits, chipping in two goals and four assists in 11 games with San Jose. His playoff goal in overtime against the Vancouver Canucks helped the Sharks sweep their first-round opponent.

"When I came here, I'd never held onto the puck in the last three years more than I did the month and a half I was here," he said. "I was skating with the puck, moving my feet."

Coach Todd McLellan sees Torres as a player who can help the Sharks win in multiple ways if he continues to play hard without crossing that invisible but very real line.

"We've worked with him and will continue to remind him," McLellan said. "What we don't want is him backed off. He'll continue to have our support all the way through. It's not a daily thing, but it's an ongoing thing."

The Sharks, he added, want Torres "to play hard and to finish hard -- just to do it the proper way. If he does that, we have a great asset."

Torres said he knows the proper way involves playing smarter and giving up past practices that have gotten him in trouble as the league cracks down on high hits. And that means more than avoiding head-on collisions.

"For me it's going to be about just focusing on keeping my feet on the ice and try not to clip guys from the side," Torres said.

At the same time, he, like his coach, wants opposing players to be concerned about what might happen next.

"Hopefully I'll be in other guys' heads, you never know," Torres said. "I'm sure everybody thinks that maybe today's the day he throws that big hit again, and he's going to get in trouble."

Torres is likely to play on several lines this season. The first week of training camp he was skating with Logan Couture and Patrick Marleau, a combination that was successful against Vancouver. Wednesday, he was alongside Joe Pavelski and Tommy Wingels.

Wherever he ends up, Torres wants to keep his game the same.

"Just keep getting to the net, up and down my wall, pucks off the net and finishing hits," he said. "Just stay in that rhythm."

For more on the Sharks, see David Pollak's Working the Corners blog at blogs.mercurynews.com/sharks.
San Jose Sharks not sending their top players to Vancouver for exhibition opener Monday night

By David Pollak

dpollak@mercurynews.com

Posted:   09/16/2013 10:16:29 AM PDT | Updated:   5 days ago

SAN JOSE -- Ask Todd McLellan what he's looking for in Monday night's exhibition opener against the Vancouver Canucks and the list goes on and on.

"It's that first audition against an opponent," McLellan said before he and 21 players boarded the team plane for a same-day flight to Vancouver. "We want to see if players belong, if they have the confidence and feel comfortable in that type of stage.

"Secondly we want to see their skill set. There's a reason why they're in an NHL training camp. They do something well. We want to see that come out. We want to see who plays tentative and who plays aggressive."

McLellan, who said he plans to play Alex Stalock in goal for the entire game, is following standard practice and keeping most of his big guns home for the exhibition opener.

San Jose's third line of Joe Pavelski, Tommy Wingels and 2012 first-round pick Tomas Hertl as well as its fourth line of Andrew Desjardins, James Sheppard and Adam Burish will be making the trip.

But no one currently penciled in on the top two lines is heading north. Nor are defensemen Dan Boyle or Marc-Edouard Vlasic.

McLellan is using the game to get a good look at forward prospects Daniil Tarasov, Freddie Hamilton, John McCarthy, Brodie Reid, Travis Oleksik and Matt Pelech. Veteran Anthony Stewart, who is in camp as a pro tryout also will make the trip.

On the blue line, Jason Demers, Matt Irwin and Scott Hannan are the veterans on the flight along with defense prospects Matt Tennyson, Dylan DeMelo and Nick Petrecki.

Stalock welcomed the chance as part of his battle with Harri Sateri for the backup role behind Antti Niemi this season.

"I think it's a pretty big game for me, to get a look in a preseason exhibition game rather than scrimmages here in practice," Stalock said. "It'll be a good start and a good chance to prove where I'm at."

McLellan said that while coaches prefer to see players reacting than thinking on the ice, "we would like to see some of the systematic play, some of the stuff we worked on. There's a lot there, but the most important thing is roll the lines out, let everybody get an opportunity to play and in a whole bunch of different situations so we have a better understanding of who can and who can't."
San Jose Sharks' backup goaltender competition begins in earnest

By Curtis Pashelka

cpashelka@bayareanewsgroup.com

Posted:   09/15/2013 04:15:17 PM PDT | Updated:   5 days ago

San Jose Sharks goaltender Alex Stalock (32) keeps an eye on the puck against the Phoenix Coyotes in the third period at HP Pavilion in San Jose, Calif. on Tuesday, February 1, 2011. (Nhat V. Meyer/ Mercury News) (Nhat Meyer)

SAN JOSE -- After four days of training camp, the competition between Alex Stalock and Harri Sateri to be the Sharks' backup goaltender will ratchet up Monday when San Jose opens its NHL exhibition season at Vancouver.

Both Sateri and Stalock will dress against the Canucks, with No. 1 goalie Antti Niemi staying back in San Jose, coach Todd McLellan said.

McLellan wouldn't commit to playing both goaltenders in Monday's game but said he's been pleased with each of their performances so far in camp. He said he will lean on assistant general manager Wayne Thomas and goaltending development coach Corey Schwab to help with the decision on who stays with the team to start the season.

They're "in a dogfight," McLellan said. "That's maybe not the right assessment, but that's what they're in. Both have worked hard in practice, both have been attentive."

Thomas believes both goalies are ready for the NHL and wants the two to make the organization's decision a hard one.

"It's always a competition," Thomas said. "They certainly don't want to get outworked, knowing how hard the other guy is working. They won't let that influence our decision."

• Defenseman Mirco Mueller, the Sharks' first-round draft choice this year, practiced with the team for the first time in training camp Sunday after sitting out the first three days with a sore back.

Mueller's first practice coincided with the Sharks' most physical skate of camp so far. But Mueller, 18, came out of it well and was happy to get the initial experience of playing with NHL players out of the way.

"First thing I noticed was they practiced really hard and really fast," said Mueller, whose already sore back was aggravated by a cross check in the Sharks' first game of the YoungStars Tournament against Vancouver in British Columbia earlier this month. "It was a really high pace today, and it felt good to get back out there."

San Jose Sharks' first draft pick Mirco Mueller finally healthy

By Curtis Pashelka

cpashelka@bayareanewsgroup.com

Posted:   09/15/2013 02:38:56 PM PDT | Updated:   5 days ago

SAN JOSE -- Defenseman Mirco Mueller, the Sharks' first round draft choice this earlier year, practiced with the team for the first time in training camp Sunday after sitting out the first three days with a sore back.

Mueller's first practice just happened to coincide with the Sharks' most physical skate of camp so far. But Mueller came out of it well and was happy to get the initial experience of playing with NHL players for the first time out of the way.

"First thing I noticed was they practiced really hard and really fast," said Mueller, whose already sore back was aggravated by a cross check in the Sharks' first game of the YoungStars Tournament against Vancouver in British Columbia earlier this month. "It was a really high pace today and it felt good to get back out there."

Mueller, who is 6-foot-3 and listed as 195 pounds, isn't expected to make the team out of camp as the Sharks already have several defensemen with NHL experience vying for the one of the final spots. But Mueller, whose style has been compared to that of Marc Edouard-Vlasic, is soaking in as much as he can right now from the other blueliners. 

"I just want to play my best hockey," said Mueller, a Swiss native who was drafted out of Everett (Wash.) of the WHL. "The rest is up to management and the coaches. I just want to do my best and see what happens."

Sharks coach Todd McLellan was pleased with Mueller's performance Sunday, especially considering the ice time Mueller has missed.

"As a young player, you can't afford to miss time. You want to be healthy," McLellan said. "The good thing is he's been involved in all of the meetings, the video sessions, so he's at last got the instruction, but the ability to apply it is real important. You want to stay healthy and stay on your toes."
Sharks' Brad Stuart says he should be ready for season opener

By David Pollak

dpollak@mercurynews.com

Posted:   09/14/2013 12:42:13 PM PDT | Updated:   6 days ago

SAN JOSE -- Veteran defenseman Brad Stuart wasn't ready Saturday to offer specifics on the injury that has kept him out of training camp, but he did say that he expects to be healthy for the Sharks regular season opener Oct. 3.

"I just basically want to make sure I'm ready before I go out," Stuart said.

He called the problem "nothing serious or anything that's going to keep me from getting ready to be in the first game of the season. Barring any kind of an unforeseen setback, I'll be ready to go."

Stuart, 33, said the injury occurred about a month ago while he was training at Sharks Ice. He hasn't been on the ice since then, but expects to be skating on his own within a couple of days.

The Sharks identified the problem as a lower body injury, but Stuart stopped short of confirming even that.

Stuart is expected to be part of San Jose's third pair of defensemen with either Hannah or Jason Demers.

• Coaches like to say that every year, somebody who hasn't gotten a lot of attention ends up earning a spot on an NHL roster.

This year, that could be Daniil Tarasov for the Sharks.

While prospects such as Tomas Hertl and Matt Nieto have been under a bigger spotlight, it was Tarasov who scored what may be the most impressive goal of camp so far. In Saturday's scrimmage, he intercepted a clearing pass, then put his own rebound in the back of the net.

So does Tarasov have McLellan's attention?

"Yes, he has," the coach said, "and it didn't start in training camp."

It began a year ago, McLellan said, when Tarasov -- a free agent signed by San Jose in 2012 -- was dispatched to the San Francisco Bulls of the ECHL because the NHL lockout made jobs in Worcester tougher to come by.

"He could have gone there and pouted," McLellan said. "He didn't and he's been one of our better players to this point."

Tarasov scored 14 points in 17 ECHL games, then went back to Worcester and earned rookie of the year honors with 14 goals and 28 points in 43 games.

The 6-foot, 285-pound Tarasov sees himself as the guy who could surprise people and stay in San Jose for a while.

"That's my mindset. Why not me, right?," Tarasov, 22, said. "Just trying to put lots of work on it and go as far as I can and see what happens."

Tarasov's goal gave his Teal team a 3-1 lead, but the White squad rallied and ended up with a 4-3 shootout win.

• Veteran Dan Boyle knows that he, Joe Thornton and Patrick Marleau are all facing questions about their contract status since all three are in their final year of long pacts. All have indicated they would like to stay in San Jose with Boyle indicating he wants more than a one-year deal.

"Ideally I think we would all like it to be done before our season starts," Boyle said. "But there are three of us that are in the same boat and we've just got to let our agents deal with that. That's what they're there for."

For more on the Sharks, see David Pollak's Working the Corners blog at blogs.mercurynews.com/sharks. Follow him on Twitter at twitter.com/PollakOnSharks.

San Jose Sharks' Brent Burns already at full speed

By David Pollak
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SAN JOSE -- Brent Burns reminded everybody Friday why the Sharks moved him off the blue line and onto right wing last season.

Yes, it was only a training camp scrimmage, but Burns was going full speed start to finish, crashing the net, knocking bodies down and even scoring a goal. And coach Todd McLellan didn't mind, even though Burns was running over other Sharks.

"They have to get prepared to play the real game. We're going to play Monday, and I can guarantee you Vancouver won't slow down," McLellan said. "We may as well get the summer habits out of our game here."

Burns himself didn't characterize his play as anything special.

"It's early. Just getting the legs, trying to get some chemistry," he said. As far as going full throttle, "I think you have to, I guess."

The Sharks' turnaround last season started in mid-March when McLellan took defenseman Burns, who had been struggling through injuries, and moved him back to the forward spot he played in junior hockey. Burns soon was taking regular shifts alongside Joe Thornton, and finished with 20 points in his last 24 games.

Burns said he didn't mind playing either position but wanted to know where he was being slotted in advance so he could tailor his training. The decision to keep him up front, McLellan said, was not the no-brainer it might have appeared to outsiders.

"We all remember what we just watched, but Brent Burns went to the NHL All-Star game as a defenseman," McLellan said over the summer. "He has that ability back there."

Still, with depth on defense and Marty Havlat expected to be out for an extended period, Burns was told to prepare for this season as a forward.

Friday he played down the impact that had on his offseason training but acknowledged he did make a few changes in the routine.

"I don't think it's that different," Burns said. "It's just a different game, so you've got to concentrate on a little bit different things -- training for different battles, different ways of shooting, positioning."

• One player had a little more at stake than the others Friday. Veteran forward Anthony Stewart is in San Jose as a pro tryout, and the first-round pick in 2003 knew that his fate is likely to be determined more in the scrimmages and exhibition games than drills.

In Friday's scrimmage, players in Group B -- including Stewart -- defeated those in Group A, 5-1. Stewart did not figure in the scoring but did have an attention-getting hit on defenseman Jason Demers.

Stewart, 28, was not on an NHL roster last season but has scored 27 goals and 71 points in 262 games with the Florida Panthers, Atlanta Thrashers and Carolina Hurricanes. His best season was 2010-11 when he scored 14 goals and 39 points with Atlanta.

• Dan Boyle led the goal-scorers with two for Group B, with Joe Pavelski, Tommy Wingels and Burns chipping in one each. Curt Gogol scored the lone goal for Group A. The same players will face off again Saturday at 9:50 a.m. at Sharks Ice.

For more on the Sharks, see David Pollak's Working the Corners blog at blogs.mercurynews.com/sharks. Follow him on Twitter at twitter.com/PollakOnSharks.

Anthony Stewart hoping to catch on with San Jose Sharks
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Veteran forward Anthony Stewart is in San Jose as a pro tryout and the former... (Associated Press)

SAN JOSE — One player had a little more at stake than the others Friday morning when the Sharks held their first camp scrimmage Friday morning.

Veteran forward Anthony Stewart is in San Jose as a pro tryout and the former first-round pick of the Florida Panthers knows that his fate is likely to be determined more in the scrimmages than the drills.

"We just did some drills and I thought I used my speed pretty well today, but I'm looking forward more to the scrimmage and hopefully a couple exhibition games," the older brother of St. Louis Blues forward Chris Stewart said Thursday. "You don't really want to grind your own future teammates, but I am trying to impress."

In Friday's scrimmage, players in Group B — including Stewart — defeated those in Group A, 5-1. Stewart did not figure in the scoring, but did have an attention-getting hit on defenseman Jason Demers.

"It's something I've got to do, use my body to my advantage and take some bodies down," Stewart said of the play, adding the thought he and linemates Bracken Kearns and Freddie Hamilton did a good job creating scoring chances and crashing the net.

The 6-foot-3, 230-pound Stewart divided the shortened 2012-13 season between Nottingham of the English Ice Hockey League and Manchester of the AHL, but has scored 27 goals and 71 points in 262 NHL games with the Panthers, Atlanta Thrashers and Carolina Hurricane. His best season was 2010-11 when he scored 14 goals and 39 points with Atlanta.

Stewart was part of what is considered the best NHL draft class, selected 25th overall in 2003. That's five spots behind Brent Burns and three ahead of Anaheim Duck forward Corey Perry.

He cited the current CBA, which dropped the salary cap to $64 million, as part of the reason he doesn't have a contract in hand for the coming season.

"Teams don't have a lot of money to spend this year. Teams are up against the cap," Stewart said. "There's a lot of players with better stats than myself that are on PTOs and don't even have contracts yet."

Even though the Sharks do not appear to have cap room at this time, Stewart called the situation in San Jose "a good opportunity here with guys in the past coming in on tryouts and making the team. I think it's a good fit and so far so good."

Both Brad Winchester and Jed Ortmeyer have come to camps in the past as tryouts and left with contracts.

• Dan Boyle's two goals led all scorers with Joe Pavelski, Tommy Wingels and Brent Burns also chipping in for Group B. Curt Gogol scored the lone goal for Group A on a deflection of a shot by Scott Hannan.
Sharks' Brad Stuart sits out first day of training camp

By David Pollak

dpollak@mercurynews.com
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SAN JOSE -- The Sharks opened training camp Thursday with 46 players hoping to re-establish the hard-charging style of hockey that served the team well last spring, but veteran defenseman Brad Stuart was not among them.

Stuart stayed off the ice because of what coach Todd McLellan described as a "lower body thing that's nagging him a little bit from the summer workouts. We didn't want to put him in a situation where we set him back at all."

McLellan did not put a timetable on Stuart's return but made it sound as if the decision to limit him to off-ice training was more precautionary than anything else and that, barring a setback, he would be skating soon.

"I would venture to say that if we were in Game 1 of the playoffs versus Day 1 of training camp, he'd probably be playing," the coach said. "But we're not prepared to put him in that situation."

As expected, forward Marty Havlat also stayed off the ice Thursday as he continues to recover from offseason pelvic surgery.

"Right now we're working together with the medical team, and we're doing everything as fast as we can so I'll be back with the boys again," Havlat said.

• McLellan gave newcomer Tyler Kennedy a pretty good signal Thursday that his new team has high expectations, inserting him on a line with Joe Thornton and Brent Burns.

"He's just a real good, solid player that's very competitive. Hopefully he's going to be a nice addition to our line," Thornton said of Kennedy, who was acquired in a draft-day deal from the Pittsburgh Penguins.

The Sharks see Kennedy fitting in anywhere from the first to the third line, similar to his situation during six seasons in Pittsburgh where, at one point, he was on a line with Sidney Crosby.

"I'm excited to be with those guys," Kennedy said, calling the situation both an opportunity and a challenge. "I've got to work and prove myself."

Kennedy is known more as a high-energy player than a scorer, though he did notch 21 goals for the Penguins in 2010-11. Last season, he had six goals and 11 points in 46 games.

• Rookie Tomas Hertl found himself on a line with Joe Pavelski and Tommy Wingels, as McLellan elected to reunite Raffi Torres with Logan Couture and Patrick Marleau after those three found success in San Jose's first-round sweep of the Vancouver Canucks last spring.

Hertl, 19, has played the last two seasons in the Czech elite league. The 2012 first-round draft pick's English is limited, but Pavelski said he appears to be a quick study on the ice.

"You can see him out there just watching, watching the drills," Pavelski said. "That's the best way to learn, with your eyes. He's done that so far."

For more on the Sharks, see David Pollak's Working the Corners blog at blogs.mercurynews.com/sharks. Follow him on Twitter at twitter.com/PollakOnSharks.

Sharks' Patrick Marleau still finds start of training camp exciting

By David Pollak
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SAN JOSE — This is Patrick Marleau's 16th training camp with the Sharks, but Thursday morning he wasn't taking a "been there, done that" approach.

"There's still the same excitement for me going into each year," Marleau said as San Jose began its three-week run-up to the regular season. "It's another chance to try and have a good season and win the cup."

Beyond that, he added, "it's also nice to see the guys. A lot of guys go their different ways for the summer and everybody comes back and you get to hear how their summers went. It's always exciting for me."

The one unexpected development as camp opened was Brad Stuart's absence on the ice.

Coach Todd McLellan said the problem was "a little bit of a lower body thing that's nagging him a little bit from the summer workouts. We didn't want to put him in a situation where we set him back at all."

The coach added that "when you're sore or you have some muscle issues, you don't want to go out there on Day 1 of training camp and go as hard you can. We'll manage him properly and look forward to having him back."

For more on the Sharks, see David Pollak's Working the Corners blog at blogs.mercurynews.com/sharks. Follow him on Twitter at twitter.com/PollakOnSharks.
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Mark Giordano is now captain of the Calgary Flames, the team announced Friday morning.

An obvious choice given his gung-ho style, Giordano becomes the 19th captain in franchise history and takes over for the departed Jarome Iginla.

Serving as assistants this season are Curtis Glencross and Michael Cammalleri.

"Mark represents all the qualities that we set as a coaching staff and an organization," head coach Bob Hartley said in a statement. "He is a quality man who is proud to represent the Calgary Flames both on and off the ice. We are very happy with these three men leading and setting the example for our team, and especially our young players, as we move through this crucial yet exciting period in the history of the Flames franchise."

With 38 players still in camp, the Flames practise this morning at WinSport.
Ramo staying even keel as he battles for Flames’ No. 1 goaltending job

Finn was superb in Tuesday&#8217;s pre-season start vs. the Islanders as he goes against MacDonald and Berra for a job with Calgary

By Kristen Odland, Calgary HeraldSeptember 19, 2013
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Calgary Flames&#8217; goalie Karri Ramo is one of three netminders vying for the No. 1 job after Laurent Brossoit, rear, and Joni Ortio were sent down to Abbotsford on Wednesday.
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On the heels of his most confident performance this pre-season, Karri Ramo was on an even keel.

At 27 years old, the Calgary Flames goalie is not quite a rookie, but, with only 48 National Hockey League games under his belt (the last of which was during the 2008-09 season), he’s not quite a veteran either.

But Ramo is at least experienced enough to know that whether he has a good game or bad game, balance is important.

“That’s how it is,” he said, shrugging off a 21-save performance against the New York Islanders in Regina that featured plenty of tests from some of the best young players in the game. “That’s hockey. Things happen out there. You can’t beat yourself up too much. You can’t think too high of yourself, too, because then it’s going to come back at you. “You just have to stay big in there and hope the puck hits you.”

Sounds easy, right? Well, the six-foot, 215 pound Finn certainly made it look just that simple in Tuesday’s 4-2 win over the New York Islanders in Regina.

After barely being tested with five shots in a scoreless first period, Ramo fell into a groove in the second period. Sean Monahan, who’d just made it 1-0, had left the team short-handed which meant trouble against a cruising group of Islanders including John Tavares, Ryan Strome, and Matt Moulson.

Unleashing four different attempts from four different angles, Ramo stopped all of them.

A blocker save on Strome. A slap shot from veteran Lubomir Visnovsky. A perfectly read one-timer from Pierre-Marc Bouchard. Another one-timer from Moulson.

And, in the end, they enjoyed nearly two full minutes in the Flames’ zone.

“They got a lot of shots,” Ramo said of the sequence which, when Tavares eventually slipped one past, had made it 1-1 early in the second. “We just couldn’t get it out. They made a lot of good plays. I had one chance to freeze it but it slipped away and they scored.

“We were really, really gassed. We tried to fight it but their first line was really good.”

When it finally got going, New York’s top outfit continued to keep him honest all game. Going the entire distance — as Reto Berra had don e in Monday’s 4-2 pre-season loss to the Ottawa Senators in Saskatoon — Ramo kept up, making one of his best stops later in the second period when he gloved down a Moulson shot from the slot to keep the game knotted.

Head coach Bob Hartley said it helped change momentum in the game.

“He played pretty good,” he said. “We were discussing this. It was 1-1 and the big glove save he made, sometimes they flip a game around. I think it did. Like, suddenly, whoop — it’s 2-1 for us. It’s a totally different game. But not only that save, I felt that around his net, he was square with the puck.

“I really liked his performance.”

The rave reviews were interesting to note especially because Ramo was remarkably more relaxed than a very mortal performance in Saturday’s split-squad game against the Edmonton Oilers where he turned aside 13 of 17 shots.

That, however, was his first NHL action since the spring of 2009 before he departed to the KHL, where he’s been in for the past four campaigns.

“Obviously, (Tuesday) was way better than my first game,” said Ramo, a former sixth round selection of Tampa Bay in the 2004 entry draft. “It’s a little bit easier to move around now, getting yourself conditioned playing full games. Now . . . it’s not up to me anymore. I can’t worry about it too much.

“We’ll see. It’s been a pretty tough camp . . . everybody needs the rest.”

With only two more pre-season contests on the docket, it’s now a three-way competition for the starting gig in Calgary following Wednesday’s deportation of Joni Ortio and Laurent Brossoit to the Abbotsford Heat.

The numbers between Ramo and his competitors Joey MacDonald and Reto Berra are as follows:

*Ramo, 1-0, 4.09 GAA, .850 save percentage, in 88:15 of work

* Berra, 1-1, 3.13 GAA, .898 save percentage, in 95:52 of work

* Macdonald, 1-1, 2.64 GAA, .875 save percentage, in 91:03 of work

One of the three is bound to be the odd man out as it’s highly unlikely the Flames will keep all of them in Calgary this season.

Hartley, however, wasn’t tipping his hand just yet.

“That’s kind of the decision that we made in the summer that we would have Karri, Reto, and Mac ... and we would sort it out,” he said. “We feel very comfortable.

“I’ve talked to plenty of people, we watch lots of video. I feel very comfortable with all of our goalies.”

C-NOTES: D Patrick Sieloff does not require surgery for his broken cheekbone, suffered in a fight Monday in Saskatoon. The rambunctious rookie has been cleared for full on-ice participation, but will have to wear full face protection for six to eight weeks.

kodland@calgaryherald.com

Follow on twitter/KristenOdlandCH

Impressive first-rounder Monahan not among Flames’ first big swath of cuts

Calgary&#8217;s NHL squad sends 19 players to junior or the minors, trimming camp roster to 37
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Calgary Flames forward Sean Monahan moves the puck against the New York Islanders during third period NHL pre-season action on Tuesday in Regina.
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Rebuilt Ottawa 67's pulling for Monahan to make Flames, but would welcome him back with open arms

Sieloff hopes broken cheekbone isn’t a major setback

Focus, as it should, remains on those players in town.

Front and centre of the still-standing gang is Sean Monahan, sixth overall pick at this past summer’s National Hockey League draft. And while the teen is impressing local observers with his savvy displays, the Calgary Flames were aware of what they had all along.

“We knew what kind of player he was, we knew what kind of maturity he had,” general manager Jay Feaster said Wednesday afternoon. “It’s impressive what he’s done. We’re pleased with it. When you look at the way he’s performed, he certainly doesn’t look he’s a young man.”

At the Young Stars Classic in Penticton, B.C., Monahan had scored twice — and was plus-two — in two appearances.

In three NHL pre-season games, he’s produced two more goals, going plus-one.

Throughout, he’s proven to be a responsible centreman, no small thing at this level.

Monahan, who turns 19 on Oct. 12, is going to get — and certainly deserves — a longer look. (Just the other day, coach Bob Hartley was saying that the boy, in some ways, reminds him of, ahem, Joe Sakic.)

“I’m not going to go overboard about being surprised,” said Feaster, “because we had done our homework ahead of time. I guess people don’t believe us. But the fact of the matter is, we knew what kind of player we were drafting. And we had said from the beginning that we were going to give this young man an opportunity. We saw the determination at the development camp (in July). This is a young man, who, from the time we drafted him, said, ‘My goal is to make the Calgary Flames.’

“What’s unique about him is, as a first-year draft guy, I think he grasps the need to be in shape better than maybe a lot of guys do. Typically what you see is guys coming in and they don’t realize the kind of shape they have to be in. That’s not the case with this player.”

Hanging around yet are the stubborn likes of defencemen Keegan Kanzig, Tyler Wotherspoon, Chad Billins; forwards Josh Jooris, Michael Ferland, Mikael Granlund, Ben Street.

Clearly, the Flames’ loud spiel about roster vacancies had not been not lost on the challengers.

“I don’t think there’s any question about that,” said Feaster. “I think you see it in the play of the kids. I think you see it in the play of the veterans. I think the veterans are stepping up their play because they recognize that positions are open.

“We’re very pleased with training camp so far.”

Flames brass, however, did need to cut a wide swath through the group, re-assigning 19 players.

“(The process) is a collective effort — myself, John Weisbrod, Craig Conroy, the coaching staff here in Calgary,” said Feaster, pointing out that although president of hockey operations Brian Burke wasn’t in the room Wednesday, he had his say. “And, obviously, we don’t just sit down once. We sit down at the end of every day and we evaluate players . . . and we came to the conclusions that we announced.”

* Sent to the American Hockey League’s Abbotsford Heat (13) — G Laurent Brossoit, G Joni Ortio, D Mark Cundari, D Brady Lamb, D James Martin, D Zach McKelvie, C Paul Byron, C Brett Olson, LW Carter Bancks, LW Turner Elson, LW Ben Hanowski, RW David Eddy, RW Greg Nemisz

* Returned to junior (6) — D Brett Kulak (WHL Vancouver), D Ryan Culkin (QMJHL Quebec), D Eric Roy (WHL Brandon), LW Morgan Klimchuk (WHL Regina), RW Coda Gordon (WHL Swift Current), RW Emile Poirier (QMJHL Gatineau)

For Poirier, 22nd pick overall at the draft, this hardly stands as a failure.

Quite the opposite.

“He’s been very good,” said Feaster. “He had a good rookie camp. He had a good camp here. He’s not ready to make our hockey team and play in the NHL right now. So for that reason, we decided, ‘Let’s get him back.’ His junior team starts up on the weekend. He’s going to be an important guy there, a go-to guy. As we told him, we want him to set the goal in the first half of the season that his play is such that he makes the world-junior team for Canada.”

Remaining in Calgary are 38 gents — three goalies, 13 defencemen, 22 forwards. NHL clubs can carry 23 players.

After off-days for the players Wednesday and Thursday, camp resumes Friday morning at WinSport.

The Flames have two pre-season dates remaining, both at home — Monday against the New York Rangers, Wednesday against the Phoenix Coyotes.

“Now (cuts) will get more difficult,” said Feaster. “We have two games left. We’ll talk with the coaching staff about how they want to approach those games and we’ll go from there. It’s still an evaluation process.”

FLAMES’ CURRENT DEPTH CHART

LEFT WING (6)

Curtis Glencross

Michael Cammalleri

Sven Baertschi

Jiri Hudler

Lance Bouma

Michael Ferland

CENTRE (11)

Matt Stajan

Mikael Backlund

T.J. Galiardi

Roman Horak

Sean Monahan

Corban Knight

Markus Granlund’

Max Reinhart

Blair Jones

Josh Jooris

Ben Street

RIGHT WING (4)

Lee Stempniak

David Jones

Tim Jackman

Brian McGrattan

DEFENCEMEN (11)

Mark Giordano

Dennis Wideman

T.J. Brodie

Kris Russell

Shane O’Brien

Chris Butler

Derek Smith

John Ramage

Chad Billins

Keegan Kanzig

Tyler Wotherspoon

GOALIES (3)

Karri Ramo

Reto Berra

Joey MacDonald

INJURIES (3)

D Patrick Sieloff (broken cheekbone)

D Chris Breen (shoulder surgery)

LW Steve Begin (hip)

Canucks’ beefed-up Tanev seeking bigger role on blue line

Notebook: &#8216;Still growing&#8217; rearguard armed with new contract

By Elliott Pap, Vancouver SunSeptember 19, 2013
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Defenceman Chris Tanev has put on about 20 pounds since joining the Vancouver Canucks, 'so I'm slowly climbing the ladder.' The blueliner now weighs in at 195 pounds.
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VANCOUVER — Vancouver Canucks defenceman Chris Tanev will never be confused with the Incredible Hulk, or Montreal Canadiens wide-bodied defenceman Douglas Murray, who is hockey's version of the fictional behemoth.

Tanev is tall and slim, but at least he is no longer a total string bean. When he signed with the Canucks as an NCAA free agent three years ago, Tanev was a featherweight “170 pounds or something.” Now he has worked his way up to middleweight status.

“I weighed in this year at 195 so I'm slowly climbing the ladder,” the 23-year-old from Toronto said this week. “I think I can put on another five to 10 pounds but it's going to take a while. I'm still growing and still maturing. I think I am a young 23-year-old. I started developing later than most. But, ha! There is not a chance I could ever be as big as Douglas Murray.”

Tanev's story has been well documented. He was a 5-2 runt in Grade 10 and playing high school hockey because he couldn't make a midget team. (No pun intended.) Now he's a 6-2 regular on the Canucks’ blue line with a one-way contract for $1.5 million. He had to wait all summer before signing Aug. 22 but never thought he wouldn't be back.

“I love it here and wanted to be here,” he said. “I knew eventually something would be worked out, although it obviously took a little longer than expected. It was the first time my contract was up and it was a little bit difficult.”

Now he is looking to move up the Canucks' blue-line depth chart. If the new coaching staff opts for three pairings of right shots and left shots, the right-shooting Tanev could find himself in the top four, behind veteran Kevin Bieksa but ahead of Yannick Weber and rookie Frank Corrado.

The extra weight to battle for pucks will certainly come in handy.

“Obviously you want to be moved up the depth chart but whether that happens or not is up to the coaches and how I play in the games,” he noted. “Everyone wants to play against the other teams' best guys, play more minutes and put up more points.”

Tanev was not impressed with himself after his pre-season debut in Wednesday's 4-1 loss to the Oilers. It was his first live action since last April 6 when he suffered an ankle injury against the Calgary Flames. He missed the final 10 games of the regular season and all four playoff losses.

By his own admission, he had an awful start against the Oilers before settling down. He finished the night with three shots on goal and a minus-1 rating in 19:25 of ice.

“I didn't feel too good at all in the first period and I had a few tough shifts,” he said. “I tried to get up in the play but I made a poor decision on one of them and turned it over at the blue line. After the first 10 to 12 minutes I felt good but, the first part, I was terrible.”

Tanev had plenty of company in that regard.

WAKE-UP CALLS: The Canucks, who were given Thursday off, will skate at 7:30 a.m. Friday before heading to Surrey's Northview course for the annual Jake Milford Charity golf tournament. New Canuck Brad Richardson attempted to recall the last time he practised that early in the morning.

“Well, I was a lot younger,” he said, smiling. “I dressed at home and wore my skate guards to the rink. I think everyone had those 6 a.m. practices when they were kids so 7:30 is a breeze. It's no big deal for us.”

Daniel Sedin, with three children, is accustomed to rising early so he won't even have to set an alarm.

“I'll be awake, it won't be a problem for me,” said Daniel. “The kids are usually up by 6:30.”

Zack Kassian, meanwhile, knew what time he would be getting up.

“Early!” he laughed.

The 7:30 a.m. skate was made necessary by new CBA rules which mandate two days off during the training camp period, one in the first half and one in the second half. It was scheduled before the poor outing Wednesday so it's not a punishment practice. Canucks head coach John Tortorella has had some of those, however.

“I know there have been earlier practices because we didn't do anything the night before,” he said.

WAIVE GOODBYE: The Canucks placed three forwards on waivers Thursday for the purpose of assigning them to the American Hockey League’s Utica Comets. Zach Hamill, the Port Coquitlam native, is being dispatched to the farm along with centre Pascal Pelletier and left-winger Colin Stuart. All three appeared in one of the first two pre-season games. The Canucks also sent wingers Brandon DeFazio and Alexandre Grenier to Utica. The Comets meet the Abbotsford Heat Sunday at 7 p.m. in Abby in an AHL exhibition game.

BOOTH REVIEW: Canucks GM Mike Gillis, appearing on the club's flagship radio station Team 1040 Thursday, said he expects oft-injured left-winger David Booth to play Saturday night in Edmonton. Booth only rejoined the team at practice Wednesday. He hasn't appeared in a game since March 16 when he tore up his left ankle against the Detroit Red Wings.

QUOTABLE: “When you have a day off, you should have a day off. I'd rather practise early on Friday and then go and play golf instead of having the tournament on a day off. So it's good.” — Daniel Sedin on the busy day facing the team Friday.

Canucks spring an early leak in 4-1 pre-season setback to Oilers

Roberto Luongo surrenders four fast goals as Vancouver drops second straight exhibition game
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Tyler Pitlick of the Edmonton Oilers checks Vancouver Canucks' defenceman Jason Garrison during the second period of Wednesday's National Hockey League pre-season game at Rogers Arena in Vancouver.
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VANCOUVER — Take a deep breath, Canuck fans, and repeat after me: It’s only the pre-season. It’s only the pre-season.

There, feel better?

The real National Hockey League games don’t start for another two weeks, thankfully, as the Canucks haven’t shown much in their first two pre-season games.

They dropped a 4-1 decision Wednesday at Rogers Arena to the Edmonton Oilers in a game that was over shortly after it began.

The result really doesn’t matter, of course. More concerning for the Canucks was the fact that most of their youngsters, who are being given long looks in the pre-season, really haven’t shown much. 

Winger Nicklas Jensen, who was so good during the rookie camp in Penticton, was nearly invisible Wednesday. Bo Horvat and Hunter Shinkaruk, the highly touted first-rounders from this summer’s draft, weren’t much better.

Shinkaruk and Horvat both finished the night minus-two and had just one shot between them (by Horvat). Jensen was held without a shot.

Brendan Gaunce, who looked ordinary in Penticton, has been the best of the youngsters so far. Gaunce, Vancouver’s first pick in the 2012 draft, scored his second goal in as many games Wednesday.

“I liked him, I thought he was steady today,” said Canuck assistant Glen Gulutzan, who ran the bench Wednesday. “He is a big body out there. He is a good young player. Playing left wing, too, I thought that line did a real good job.”

The kids are running out of chances to impress new coach John Tortorella, who again watched the game from the press box area. Only four pre-season games remain and Tortorella is on record as saying he wants to use the final two to dress the team that will start the regular season on Oct. 3 in San Jose, Calif.

The Oilers had a 4-0 lead before the first period was 13 minutes old. Goalie Roberto Luongo, making his first appearance since being blindsided by the Cory Schneider trade, had a miserable start as Jordan Eberle beat him on a wraparound on an Edmonton power play at 4:49 of the first. Eberle actually swept the puck into Luongo’s pads and Luongo then dragged the puck over the line.

Martin Marincin made it 2-0 when he beat Luongo short side with a wrist shot at the 7:07 mark and 31 seconds later David Perron scored from a sharp angle to make it 3-0.

“I’m obviously not very pleased with the way things went,” Luongo said. “The good news is it’s all little details of the game that could be easily fixed. I just have to keep working like an animal out there, keep improving every day and make sure you just build up to being ready opening night.”

After Jesse Joensuu made it 4-0 at 12:24 of the first, the Canucks got on the board when Gaunce skated into the crease area and chipped a rebound past Oiler goalie Devan Dubnyk at the 13:06 mark.

“I think my performance was like the team’s,” said Gaunce, who skated most of the night with Mike Santorelli and Brandon DeFazio. “You have to win games to make an impact. A goal is good, but in a losing cause it doesn’t really mean much.”

What was disturbing from a Vancouver standpoint was the fact there was little pushback from the Canucks when they fell behind early. None of the players fighting for a job stepped up to stir things up. That “bite” Tortorella is looking for was nowhere to be found.

“Sometimes the game goes that way,” Gulutzan said. “The game just didn’t take on that life. Sometimes they do and get crazy and sometimes they don’t. It just never went that way.”

The Canucks were much better in the second period, but had nothing to show for it. They outshot the Oilers 10-4 but could not beat Dubnyk.

Rookie Joacim Eriksson replaced Luongo in goal in the third period and stopped all nine shots he faced.

The Canucks had to play most of the last two periods with just four defencemen after losing John Negrin and Patrick Mullen to undisclosed injuries. That meant big minutes for Kevin Bieksa, Jason Garrison, Chris Tanev and Peter Andersson. Santorelli dropped back to play a few shifts on the back end.

“That’s tough, your first game for those guys and we were down to four for 40 minutes, so it’s a lot of ice,” Gulutzan said. “I thought Santorelli did a good job. We put him back there on the power play and couple of times on PK.”

Garrison logged 33:03 of ice time, while Bieksa had 31:04.

CHIP SHOTS: Centre Brad Richardson had a great night in the faceoff circle, where he won eight of nine draws ... The Canucks have Thursday off, then they travel to Edmonton for their third of six pre-season games on Saturday.

Frank’s for the memories — and blue line

It&#8217;s difficult to forget Corrado&#8217;s potential when molding a winner. His new coaches likely won&#8217;t

By Iain MacIntyre, Vancouver Sun columnistSeptember 18, 2013
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VANCOUVER — In the summer after his 20th birthday, there were a lot of things Frankie Corrado probably wanted to do.

The guitarist could have cobbled together a band and VW bus and gone touring. Or he could have surfed in Hawaii or backpacked around Europe or simply enjoyed being young and free and hung out with other cool kids in Toronto.

Instead, Corrado briefly visited Kitchener and Sudbury to see the families who had billeted him in junior hockey. Pretty much the rest of his wild summer was spent in the gym or at the rink.

“It was a pretty stiff schedule,” Corrado said this week. “Especially at my stage and where I am now, I can’t miss any (training) days in the summer. The big thing for me was to put on some weight and get a little stronger. That comes with time. You can’t do it all in one summer.”

Corrado tried. The 6-foot-2 defenceman arrived at the Vancouver Canucks’ training camp at 200 pounds after finishing last season – improbably, it was in the National Hockey League – at 188.

“It’s too early to tell; it’s all about getting stronger,” he said. “The extra weight looks good on the numbers sheet, but if you’re five per cent or 10 per cent stronger, that’s what really matters.”

It’s far more difficult to quantify Corrado’s maturity, but from here it looks off-the-charts high on and off the ice with the Canucks.

He has been partnered with Vancouver’s best defenceman, Dan Hamhuis, since training camp began and looks even more comfortable among NHL players than he did last spring, when Corrado was fast-tracked to the Canucks’ lineup only 2½ weeks after his Ontario Hockey League season ended in April.

Corrado, who has soared since the Canucks selected him 150th in the 2011 entry draft, played three NHL regular-season games and four more in the playoffs as Vancouver burned a year on the blueliner’s contract rather than remove him from the lineup.

Even after the team signed free agent Yannick Weber in July for depth on defence, then eventually re-signed veteran Andrew Alberts, Corrado could still make this team.

If he maintains his current trajectory for another week, the question isn’t whether Corrado plays for the Canucks this season but how much he plays.

He is inexpensive ($599,000 Canuck salary) and portable, and the team could shuttle him waiver-free between the NHL and the American Hockey League, even if the transaction is complicated by the location of the Canucks’ farm team in Utica, which Rand McNally says is somewhere in New York State.

Or Canucks coach John Tortorella may simply keep his best 22 or 23 players, which would include Corrado.

After scraping their toupees on the salary-cap ceiling the last few years, the Canucks have more than $2-million of breathing room this season and can accommodate eight defencemen on the payroll.

One of the best Canucks in Monday’s 3-2 loss to the San Jose Sharks, Corrado is showing now, as he did last spring, that he’s capable of playing in the NHL.

“I’m always learning,” Corrado said. “If I can take something away with me each time I’m here and then maybe I don’t play here right away and go down (to the AHL), I can say I learned here. When the time comes, I want to be ready. Whether it’s now or down the road, it doesn’t change anything. I come to the rink every day to learn and get better.

“But I feel like I belong at this level and hopefully that’s what my play will show. It’s all about familiarity. I’m familiar with the situations I see on the ice now. I can make plays and take the body and just play the game the right way.”

Corrado isn’t the only Canuck who thinks he belongs.

“He’s very composed out there,” Hamhuis said. “He skates well. He’s strong and can play against big players. He’s a good player. This doesn’t surprise me. Last year was the surprise. It was so impressive to see him play with the composure he did at that age, especially in those big playoff games. He’s got a long career ahead of him.”

Speaking before Wednesday’s pre-season game against the Edmonton Oilers, Tortorella warned against reading too much into the pairing of Corrado and Hamhuis.

But it’s hard to believe it’s coincidental the Canucks are asking their top defenceman to play with their best blue-line prospect.

It could be an opening-night pairing or simply an indication of the organization’s high regard for Corrado. Either way, it’s a good thing for him.

“He reminds me a lot of Chris Tanev,” veteran defenceman Kevin Bieksa said, referencing the steady 23-year-old who became a Canuck regular last season. “(Frankie) comes in here and is confident in his abilities. He’s a very good, respectful kid, good with the veterans, but he is confident in his abilities and goes out there and plays with confidence. He doesn’t make a lot of mistakes.

“You see a lot of kids these days stepping in from junior and college and making an impact right away. It seems like the guys with the high maturity level are able to do that, and he’s very mature for his age.”

Is Corrado as quiet as Tanev or have people heard him actually speak?

“No, he talks a lot more than Tanev,” Bieksa said. “He’s a good kid — a good Ontario defenceman. There aren’t many of them around.”

The Canucks may soon have three. Like Corrado, Tanev is from Toronto. Bieksa is from Grimsby, Ont.

“You never want to take a demotion, so to speak,” Corrado said.

“You always want to play at the highest level. That’s what drives us as athletes. That’s what makes the sport itself so great. I understand the situation and understand I need to learn. But the athlete in me wants to stay here and compete at the highest level.”

The coach in me would let him.
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VANCOUVER — After busting up his left ankle last March, Vancouver Canucks winger David Booth has just one thing in mind this fall: be ready when he and his mates open the NHL's regular season Oct. 3 in San Jose.

“I guess that's the biggest goal for me,” Booth said Wednesday after participating in his first practice of training camp, six days behind the rest of the group. “I'm starting now and that gives me plenty of time to get myself where I need to be for Oct. 3. It was quite the feeling being back out there today, moving the puck and being on the team again. I've been waiting for that for a long time. It's been a while.”

Booth went down March 16 in the first period against the Detroit Red Wings. He collided with Wings blueliner Brendan Smith deep in the Detroit zone and couldn't get up. He broke the ankle, tore ligaments and required surgery.

It was his third serious injury since he joined the Canucks in a trade from Florida on Oct. 22, 2011. He's also suffered through major knee and groin problems. Last season, he appeared in just 12 of 52 games (including playoffs).

Canucks coach John Tortorella saw plenty of Booth when he was in Tampa and Booth was still with the Panthers. He liked what he saw.

“He killed us in Florida,” said Tortorella. “The biggest thing for me is can he stay healthy because I've seen him play. I watched him in Florida and I've watched him since then. He can be an asset on how we want to play. I mean, he could be a really good player.

“The question is health and that's out of my control. I know the trainers and everyone are really working with him to try to help him stay healthy. If we can get a good player like that healthy and staying in the lineup, it's going to help us.”

By his own admission, Booth hasn't provided much of an impact since joining the Canucks. He felt he was playing his best hockey when felled by a knee-on-knee hit Dec. 6, 2011 by then-Colorado Avalanche forward Kevin Porter. It's been mostly frustration and non-production ever since.

Booth, 28, is a three-time 20-goal scorer and has hit the 30-goal mark once. He has two years remaining on his contract at $4.25 million per season. He said the last nine months have been especially difficult.

“It's probably been the toughest time in my career,” conceded Booth, who also suffered a severe concussion during the 2009-10 campaign (Mike Richards hit) when playing for the Panthers.

“I just want to get back to being the player that I know I can be. No one puts as much pressure on me than I do. I just want to help this team be the best it can be and that's my goal. If I am given the opportunity, I think I can really be a force in this league. I'm looking forward to the year and really showing my teammates, myself and the city what I can do.”

During Wednesday's practice, Booth skated alongside Ryan Kesler and Alex Burrows on what could very likely be the team's opening-night second line — given everyone remains upright. Booth was enthused at that prospect.

“I was very excited when I was on their line today,” said the Detroit native. “The potential is huge. That's something I know I'm going to have to work hard for, to keep that. Those players are so dynamic and to be able to play with them, and hopefully get that opportunity, I was really excited.”

epap@vancouversun.com

VANCOUVER — With all the talk at training camp about Hunter Shinkaruk, Bo Horvat, Brendan Gaunce and Nicklas Jensen, it almost seems that another first-round pick of the Vancouver Canucks is the forgotten man.

You remember Jordan Schroeder, don’t you?

The Canucks haven’t forgotten. They gave Schroeder a one-way contract this summer — albeit for only one year — and hope the player they picked 22nd overall in the 2009 draft is finally ready to blossom into a full-time NHL player.

Schroeder will compete for the vacant No. 3 centre position and finally having a healthy left shoulder should help his chances.

He underwent surgery May 21 to repair a torn labrum. The rehab for that type of injury is normally five or six months. Schroeder was cleared to play after just three-and-a-half months, thanks he says to a whole lot of hard work this summer.

For the last couple of years, Schroeder’s shoulder periodically popped out of its socket.

“It happened a bunch of times in games, “ he said Tuesday. “It would usually pop back in on its own, but it would just be painful for lengthy periods. … It progressively got worse and I decided to get it (surgery) done.”

Training camp is a piece of cake compared to the summer Schroeder endured as he desperately tried to get his shoulder ready to play. He knew there was an opening for a centre at camp and didn’t want to miss it.

So Schroeder worked, often from morning until night.

“It was a lot of work,” he said. “Post surgery, I was in a sling for a month and couldn’t really do much. I started to work out even with the sling on. I was doing leg stuff, anything I could, to keep my legs going. Then once I got the sling off I started to do a lot of physical therapy. On a typical day I’d work out in the morning, then skate, do an hour of physical therapy and then I’d go home and do an hour and a half more of physical therapy on my own. By that time, it’s a long day.”

Schroeder hopes all that hard work pays off. After getting a taste of the NHL last season, he wants the full-meal deal.

“I want to step up,” he said. “This is a good opportunity for me. I am really looking forward to it.”

Schroeder thinks the 31 games he played last season with the Canucks (he had three goals and nine points) will help him win a job.

“It’s huge,” he said. “You have never played a game before and I come up last year and got my feet wet a bit and got some confidence. It makes you feel more comfortable around the guys. We have got such a great group here and knowing you can talk to them and feed off them is always good.”

Schroeder must impress new coach John Tortorella, who acknowledged Tuesday he does not know much about the Minnesota product.

“A quick guy, he is probably going to play tomorrow,” Tortorella said, referring to Wednesday night’s pre-season game against the Edmonton Oilers at Rogers Arena. “I am anxious to see him play. I like his speed, I like his tenacity, as far as on the puck. So now he’ll play and we’ll see where we go.”

There is lots of competition for the third- and fourth-line centre positions, including veterans like Brad Richardson and Mike Santorelli as well as youngsters Horvat, Gaunce and Kellan Lain. Schroeder says he welcomes it.

“I’ll go out there and do whatever I can and control what I can control. Any kind of competition is good competition. You don’t want to be just handed a spot. It would be nice, but it’s not the case. You have to go out and earn it.”

To do that, Schroeder knows he has to become a more consistent player and prove he can he better in the defensive zone.

“I think the skill and speed and everything is there,” he said. “I think the will is the thing I have learned most over the summer just talking to (Zach) Parise and other guys I have looked up to. It’s all about consistency.”

While he may not have developed as quickly as the Canucks had hoped, Schroeder is hardly over the hill. He turns 23 later this month and acknowledges getting his one-way deal for $600,000 this summer helps his confidence.

“It’s huge. It’s an honour to get a contract like that from them. They didn’t have to do that. It gives you some confidence knowing you have got that, it just feels good. But there are a lot of guys on one-ways who get sent down and clear waivers and end up in the American League. I don’t want to be down there.”

ICE CHIPS: Tortorella says he will once again watch Wednesday night’s pre-season game against the Oilers from the press-box area … Roberto Luongo will start that game and play the first two periods … The Sedins will also see their first pre-season action and are expected to skate on a line with Zack Kassian … The Canucks cut their training camp roster by eight players Tuesday. Goalie Mathieu Corbeil, defenceman Sacha Guimond and forwards Ludwig Blomstrand, Alex Friesen and David Pacan were assigned to the AHL’s Utica Comets. Forwards Mitch Elliot, Jesse Mychan and Wes Myron were invited to the Utica training camp.
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The start of the National Hockey League pre-season felt a little like the playoffs for the Vancouver Canucks. They lost, again, to the San Jose Sharks.

With new coach John Tortorella watching from high above in the press box area, a Canuck lineup littered with youngsters dropped a 3-2 decision in their exhibition opener Monday night to the Sharks at Rogers Arena.

But the evening was not a total loss for the Canucks, even though they were outshot 42-16. Tortorella wanted the youngsters to make an impression and at least three of them did.

First-rounders Hunter Shinkaruk and Brendan Gaunce each scored a goal and goaltender Eddie Lack was solid in two periods of work, stopping 25 of 27 shots.

Shinkaruk, a late first-round pick this summer out of Medicine Hat, tied the game 2-2 at 1:15 of the third period with a beautiful goal. The 18-year-old took a pass from defenceman Yannick Weber, broke down the left wing and beat San Jose goalie Alex Stalock high to the short side with a nifty wrist shot that came from below the left faceoff circle.

“I saw a little bit of corner up there,” Shinkaruk said. “It’s not all the time that goes in. I try it every now and then. I’m lucky enough it just worked out ... It was a game I’ll never forget, it was a lot of fun.”

Shinkaruk celebrated the goal by leaping into the glass. Seconds later the scoreboard screen at Rogers Arena showed his parents, Roger and Patricia, beaming from the stands.

“I glanced up there and saw my parents,” Shinkaruk said. “That was pretty cool. They are the biggest reason why I am here, so it was cool they got to experience that.”

Gaunce, Vancouver’s first-round pick in 2012, tied the game 1-1 at 17:46 of the first when he scored off the rush on a rebound. Dale Weise’s shot from the right circle was stopped by Stalock, but the rebound went directly to Gaunce who put a shot under the Shark goalie’s stick.

“I was just going to the net kind of back door and he (Weise) made an awesome play off the pad and I was just in the right spot and it went in for me,” Gaunce said. “Any time you score it feels good and that early in the game it felt good.”

Gaunce also did some little things that likely caught the attention of the coaches, like drawing a penalty on San Jose defenceman Dylan Demelo early in the second period.

“I think that is how I make the team, if I do the little things right,” Gaunce said. “I am not a flashy player. If I do the little things right I’ll have a good game. I think that’s big for me.”

The Sharks had opened scoring at 10:38 of the first when Joe Pavelski scored on a rebound. Lack had made a right pad save on Tommy Wingels but couldn’t get across his crease in time to stop Pavelski’s shot.

The second period was all Sharks. They outshot Vancouver 10-4 and seemed to spend most of the period in the Canucks’ zone. John McCarthy made it 2-1 when he scored on a one-timer from the slot at 17:09 of the second after a nice pass out of the corner from Scott Hannan.

Lack did his best work midway through the second period when he made back-to-back saves on Tomas Hertl and Matt Tennyson. Moments later, he robbed James Sheppard on a backhand from in close.

“It was fun,” Lack said. “I thought I played a pretty good game ... I kind of want a couple of rebounds back, but other than I felt pretty good.”

Assistants Mike Sullivan and Glen Gulutzan ran the bench while Tortorella watched from above.

“We lost the territory game, that’s for sure,” Sullivan said. “We certainly want to be a team that’s a little more competitive as far as battling for territory and controlling territory. I thought, especially in the second period, we got out-quicked to a lot of pucks.”

Sullivan was impressed with Lack and Shinkaruk.

“I thought he was solid,” he said of Lack. “He certainly got a fair amount of work; he got tested. I thought he played a real solid game.”

“That’s a goal-scorer’s goal,” Sullivan said of Shinkaruk. “Off the angle like that, top-shelf, short-side. He’s an easy guy to like. He plays with a lot of moxie. He loves hockey.”

Joe Cannata, who replaced Lack and played the third period in goal, was also sharp. He robbed Pavelski during a 5-on-3 San Jose power play early in the third and made some other tough saves. But Wingels scored the winner at 16:07 of the third on a San Jose power play, tipping in a fanned shot by Pavelski.

ICE CHIPS: The Canucks are scheduled to practise today and will play their second of six pre-season games on Wednesday night when the Edmonton Oilers pay a visit to Rogers Arena ... Canucks’ centre Ryan Kesler logged a game-high 26:26 of ice time.

Like fellow Vancouver Canuck forward Ryan Kesler, Daniel Sedin is held to the high standard he reached in 2010-11 when he scored 41 goals and had 104 points.

And just like Kesler, Daniel insists his best years are not behind him and hopes to prove it by adopting more of a shoot-first mentality this season.

“It has been a disappointment the last two years in that department and I think I need to score,” Daniel said after Sunday’s scrimmage at Rogers Arena. “Especially on our line, I am the goal-scorer. It’s up to me to get better.”

In last season’s abbreviated campaign, Daniel had just 12 goals in 47 games. The year before Daniel had 30 goals.

In other words, he is trending in the wrong direction and when you are a player about to turn 33, people begin to wonder.

But Daniel was adamant Sunday that he can return to past form.

“I have always been a goal scorer,” he said. “I don’t maybe have the great shot that Kes has, but I think I am pretty good at getting in positions to score and work to get to those rebounds and that hasn’t been there the last two years and that has been disappointing.”

And don’t try suggesting to Daniel that the lockout-shortened 2012-13 season doesn’t really count.

“I was disappointed with last season,” he said. “That wasn’t good enough and anyone that says last season goes out the window, I think they’re wrong. For me, any game you play is an important game. It’s disappointing, but I know I can score more. I scored 40 once and I would like to be up there again. I still feel like I can produce a lot more than I have the last two years.”

For Daniel, it all comes down to percentages. He feels if he gets the right number of shots on goal, the goals will come.

“For me, if I can get three-and-a-half to four shots a game my shooting percentage is usually around 13 or 14 per cent,” he said. “That is going to put me right there goal-wise. That is key for me, to think shot and if I can get three or four it’s going to become some goals, I think.”

Last season, Daniel’s shooting percentage dropped to just 8.7 per cent. He clicked on 15.4 per cent of his shots in his 41-goal year in 2010-11.

Daniel thinks at times last season, he became hesitant to shoot and occasionally passed the puck when he should have put a shot on net.

“We are a line where I have to think shots and Hank is usually the other way around,” he said. “I have to be the shooter.”

Vancouver’s struggling power play certainly played a part in Daniel’s spotty production last season.

“For sure, when you score on the power play, get production on the power play, it’s going to make you get confidence and when you don’t score on the power play it’s the other way around. If you can’t score on the power play, how are we going to score five-on-five, that’s the mentality that is there. Our power play has to be better. It should be top 10, top 5 in this league. We have the personnel to be there. That was on us last year and we shouldn’t have been that bad.”

The pressure for Daniel to score figures to increase if Zack Kassian begins the season on the top line. The past few seasons, Alex Burrows has provided plenty of goals as the line’s right winger.

“if Zack plays with us and we are a successful team, we are more than happy,” Daniel said. “Zack can be a powerful player out there. I think he has to realize that and we are going to have to talk to him a lot and be on him and push him and I think he wants it, too. It is going to be interesting.”

Daniel said the pace of this year’s training camp under new coach John Tortorella has been quite different. Even he and brother Henrik have had to catch their breath on occasion.

“We are pushing ourselves, we are doing it together as a team,” he said. “We are struggling out there skating. Everyone is dead tired after skates, but we are doing it together as a team and that is going to make us stronger, I think, in the long run. We are going to go into the season knowing we have done everything we can to be in as good a shape as we can. If you know you have done more than the guy on the other side of the rink, mentally that is huge.”

The Canucks open up their six-game pre-season schedule Monday against the San Jose Sharks at Rogers Arena.

“We’ve done enough of this and so now we get to the next part of camp here,” Tortorella said. “That’s when we really start our evaluation when we start playing exhibition games.”

ICE CHIPS: Tortorella would not reveal his lineup for Monday night’s game, but did say he wants to give some of the younger players a good look early. “The first two games are important for us to really take a look at the young guys,” he said. ... Tortorella said assistant coach Glen Gulutzan will handle power play duties this season, while fellow assistant Mike Sullivan will be in charge of the penalty-kill.
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VANCOUVER — The auditions began for real tonight for Vancouver Canuck first-round picks Bo Horvat, Hunter Shinkaruk, Brendan Gaunce and Niklas Jensen.

All four will be in the lineup when the Canucks open their exhibition season at Rogers Arena against the San Jose Sharks (7 p.m., Sportsnet Pacific, Team 1040).

Based on the game-day skate, Shinkaruk will start on left wing with Ryan Kesler and Alex Burrows while Horvat will centre a grinding unit with Tom Sestito and Dale Weise. Gaunce will pivot a line with Jensen on his right and career minor-leaguer Pascal Pelletier on his left.

Kellan Lain will centre the remaining line with Darren Archibald and Port Coquitlam's Zach Hamill. The defence pairings will see Dan Hamhuis with Frank Corrado, Andrew Alberts with Alex Biega and Yannik Weber alongside Swede Henrik Tommernes.

Eddie Lack is scheduled to start in goal and play the first two periods with Joe Cannata getting the third.

Canucks head coach John Tortorella then cautioned reporters that those units won't necessarily be together the entire game.

“Don't read too much into the lines because they'll be moved around,” said Torts, who will watch tonight's game from the press box while assistants Mike Sullivan (forwards) and Glen Gulutzan (defence) handle the bench duties. “I want to see the young guys with different people. You may even see them playing together as we move through the game. Scrimmages are scrimmages and now you take your next step. There is where a lot of the major evaluation is going to happen.”

Horvat, the ninth overall pick in last June's entry draft, admitted he was fighting some nerves following the morning skate.

“I was nervous playing my first junior exhibition game,” said the 18-year-old, a native of Rodney, Ont. “This is kind of upping the stage even more. So I am definitely a little nervous but mostly excited to get going.”

Ditto for Shinkaruk, who wasn't able to wipe an enormous grin off his face. Among the rookies playing tonight, he's the only one starting with star linemates.

“Obviously your first NHL game is something that is pretty exciting,” said Shinkaruk, taken 24th overall in June. “Kesler and Burrows are unbelievable players in the NHL and the chance to be on their line is something that is really exciting. It's going to be an unbelievable experience. I can't wait to get out there.”

Gaunce, the Canucks' first pick in 2012, has had to wait a full year for this moment as there was no NHL pre-season 12 months ago due to the lockout.

“It was kind of disappointing because, after you get drafted, you kind of want to see where you stand within the lineup and the players in the NHL,” he said. “But I had another year of growth and, hopefully, that helped me. Right now, I don't feel any different than on a normal game day but once you step on the ice, you kind of notice it's your dream coming true in some sort of a fashion.”

Gaunce, 19, is a big body at 6-2 and 220 pounds but isn't the quickest of players. He'll have to show well to improve his chances.

Lack, meanwhile, hasn't seen live opposition fire since last November when he bowed out of the Chicago Wolves' American Hockey League lineup with a hip problem and eventually wound up on the operating table in January. Needless to say, he's anxious to get going.

“It's been a long time,” commented the 25-year-old Swede. “I've been working hard towards this. There are probably going to be a little bit of butterflies, for sure, but I'm just looking forward to getting out there. I kind of think everyone is just looking forward to getting into a normal groove again with normal practices and stuff.”

The Sharks are dressing an extremely patchwork lineup for tonight's game. Among the few notables scheduled to play are Joe Pavelski, Scott Hannan, Adam Burish, Jason Demers, Tommy Wingels, James Sheppard and 2012 first-round pick Tomas Hertl. Their netminders will be Alex Stalock and Harri Sateri with Stalock starting.

The Sharks did not have a morning skate in Vancouver.

ICE CHIPS: Tortorella was not amused when a TV cameraman's cellphone went off during his morning press briefing. “That's going to be a major league fine, I tell you,” he said with a partial death stare. “If a cellphone goes off, I'll walk.”
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VANCOUVER – It's never too early to over-react at Vancouver Canucks' training camp and there is no sense in stopping now.

So here is Saturday's declaration: the hunt for a third-line centre may already be over.

New head coach John Tortorella put new centre Brad Richardson between veteran wingers Chris Higgins and Jannik Hansen and they promptly dominated the Saturday morning scrimmage, scoring four goals.

Higgins had three and Richardson the other, the latter's a lovely individual effort in which he cut through the slot traffic and beat goalie hopeful Eddie Lack high to the glove side.

Tortorella didn't fool around with his line combos in the first two scrimmages. The Sedin twins skated with Zack Kassian while Ryan Kesler and Alex Burrows were together as well, mostly alongside rookie Hunter Shinkaruk, who appears to be keeping a seat warm for the injured David Booth (ankle).

The defence pairings looked big league, too. Alex Edler skated with Chris Tanev, Jason Garrison with Kevin Bieksa and Dan Hamhuis with Frankie Corrado.

So maybe we should put a lot of stock into the Higgins-Richardson-Hansen trio. They all skated well Saturday, they moved the puck well and, of course, they finished against a goalie (Lack) who is supposed to be close to NHL-ready.

Richardson, naturally, emphasized it was far too early to jump to conclusions.

“I know you guys love to do that, I've noticed,” he said with a chuckle “I felt Jannik, Chris and I were reading well off each other but, I mean, it's so early and there is so much to go. You don't want to read too much into it. But it was a fun day. You want to develop chemistry early. It's better to do it now than trying to figure it out during the season.”

Richardson, 28, agreed to a two-year deal with the Canucks worth $2.3 million on the first day of free agency July 5. He wasn't promised the third-line centre position but was given every indication it was available for the taking.

“When I signed, they told me there was a spot there but that they weren't going to give it to me and I would have to earn it,” he said. “Nobody wants to be given anything. You want to earn it. Hopefully, I can do that and just keep moving forward.”

Based on the training camp alignment, Richardson has indeed received the first audition. He'll skate with different linemates on Sunday, though, as Tortorella explained at his Saturday press briefing that he didn't want to get “locked in” before giving other people opportunities.

“I don't want to make too many assessments, good and bad, on our scrimmage games,” Tortorella said. “We need to look at some kids here early on and I need to wait for the exhibition season. I just don't know how it's all going to shake out until that starts happening in a week or so. ”

But four goals by one line in one scrimmage clearly caught his eye.

“Sure, sure,” he continued. “As much as I say I don't want to put opinions (on scrimmages), you certainly look for chemistry as you go through this and, yeah, there were some good things. You write them down and when you're trying to put the lines together when your season starts, or maybe in the middle of the year, you may come back to it. So, sure, we look at that stuff.”

Richardson, originally drafted by the Colorado Avalanche in the fifth round in 2003, spent the last five seasons with the L.A. Kings and was part of the team that rolled over the Canucks in the 2012 playoffs en route to a Stanley Cup triumph.

He's always been an energy player but did score big in junior, collecting 41 goals and 97 points in 2004-05 with the OHL's Owen Sound Attack. He doesn't see why he can't contribute some offence for the Canucks. The most he has scored in an NHL season is 14 goals and 27 points.

“At every level, I've put pucks in the net,” he said. “I know I can do it. You just need to be given the opportunity some time. I thought it was a good day today but there is obviously a lot more work that needs to be done.”

Higgins, like Richardson, was reluctant to become overly enthused with one stellar training camp scrimmage but did acknowledge a desire to make a good first impression with Tortorella. He played 55 games for Torts in 2009-10 when both were with the New York Rangers.

“I've had him before but, for everyone else, it's their first time around him and I think when you have a new coach in the organization, for sure you want to start off on the right foot and show you're committed to making this team better,” said Higgins, 30.

It's not hard to imagine Higgins, Hansen and Richardson being a true checking line, even though none of the three is terribly big. They can all motor, though, which is crucial to taking away space from opposing forwards, jumping on the defence and forcing turnovers.

“If it ends up that way, speed is going to become a pretty big component of the line, for sure,” Higgins said. “I've always noticed that Brad Richardson plays with a lot of energy and moves his feet well. Positionally, he's pretty on point so, hopefully, we can keep things going with him.”

Meanwhile, Lack didn't seem terribly disturbed about allowing five goals in Saturday's scrimmage. On paper, he is the No. 2 goalie in the organization despite having never played an NHL game.

“It's just part of training camp, it's going to be up and down,” Lack said with a shrug. “I felt a little bit better and a little bit fresher yesterday. Chris Higgins kind of had my number a little bit today. Maybe he's going to buy me lunch or something.”

ICE CHIPS: The Canucks re-assigned three players Saturday to their junior teams -- defencemen Anton Cederholm (Portland), Miles Liberati (London) and Evan McEneny (Kitchener) -- and released forwards Zach Hall and Kyle Hope... Farmhand Darren Archibald also scored for the Higgins-Hansen-Richardson side in its 5-1 scrimmage victory Saturday. Ryan Kesler netted the lone goal for his team, beating Roberto Luongo with a wrister off the rush... The Canucks will scrimmage again Sunday at 9 a.m. and then open their six-game pre-season schedule Monday night at Rogers Arena against the San Jose Sharks.
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VANCOUVER — John Tortorella had a great Swedish goalie with the New York Rangers. He would settle for a good one with the Vancouver Canucks.

Eddie Lack and Joacim Eriksson won’t be mistaken for Henrik Lundqvist, but one of them figures to emerge as Roberto Luongo’s backup with the Canucks.

At least, that’s the hope.

The Canucks are taking something of a gamble by not having a veteran with NHL experience at camp to potentially step in as the No. 2 guy. For now, they are content to let Lack and Eriksson battle it out.

—————
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The two Swedes have combined to play 0 NHL games and Lack, the favourite to win the job, is coming off major hip surgery and hasn’t played a game since late November of last year.

Tortorella, who had an established veteran in Martin Biron as backup to Lundqvist in New York, said he’s not worried about the lack of experience behind Luongo.

“I don’t get nervous about things you can’t control,” Tortorella said Friday. “This is what we have as far as our camp and so we’ll let them fight it out. There is lot of things in this game you can’t control. I am not going to get worried about it, we’ll just go about our business.” Lack and Eriksson faced one another in the first scrimmage of training camp on Friday morning at Rogers Arena. Lack went the distance in leading Team White to a 4-1 win over Team Blue. Eriksson played only half the game and allowed one goal.

Tortorella acknowledged he does not know much about either player.

“I thought Lack played well today in the scrimmage game,” Tortorella said. “We’ll just let it play out.”

While it was only a scrimmage, it almost felt like a playoff game for Lack. His appearance Friday followed a lengthy rehab from surgery in January to repair a torn hip labrum.

“It was a fun game game today,” Lack said. “Just to be out there and be able to compete again, it’s a feeling I definitely missed.”

The recovery was a long one for the 25-year-old Lack, who has been back on skates for the last two-and-a-half months.

“First of all. it was just like a huge relief that everything went well and everything is working. Then it was just like so much fun being back again. I missed the daily routine and seeing shots and being with the guys in the locker room and everything. It’s just so much fun.”

The job is probably Lack’s to lose. He was signed to a two-year contract last summer and the final year of that pact — this season — is a one-way deal. The Canucks will pay him $750,000 this season whether he plays here or with their AHL affiliate in Utica. Eriksson, who helped lead Skelleftea to the Swedish League championship last season, is on a two-way contract.

When Lack signed that contract, the Canucks were expecting he’d get another full season of work in the AHL. But his injury threw a wrench into that plan.

Despite that setback, Lack insists he’s ready to make the jump to the NHL.

“I always put the most pressure on myself,” he said. “I have done two-and-a-half years in the minors now. I feel ready to step into the backup role here and be a support for Roberto.

“I had zero problem with my hip. My body feels 100 per cent and I feel strong out there.”

Barring a Luongo injury, the backup doesn’t figure to play a whole lot. Tortorella will ride Luongo much the way he did Lundqvist in New York. In his first couple of years with the Rangers, Lundqvist played 70-plus games. In recent years, Tortorella reduced that number to 60-something.

“I think if you look at the goaltending, you look at the guys that get to the (Stanley Cup) finals and do what they have to do, you’re in that 60- to 65-game area,” Tortorella said. “In this situation I know Roberto is going to be our No. 1 guy, I’m not sure where we are with our backup yet. We’ll formulate something as we break camp and see what we have.”

Lack and Eriksson will get long looks in pre-season and Tortorella acknowledged he will lean heavily on goaltending coach Rollie Melanson.

“I am staying out of the way,” he said. “I don’t know enough about the position. I have known Rollie a long time. He is very good at conversing with me and just keeping me up to date as far as what he’s going to do and what’s coming ahead.”

Lack and Eriksson are friends and both say that friendship will endure no matter what happens over the next two or three weeks.

“Outside the ice we are good friends,” said the 22-year-old Eriksson. “On the ice we compete hard and both want to be the goalie standing in the crease.”

“When we are on the ice we try to beat the other guy, but off the ice we are having dinner together just talking about a lot of stuff and having fun together,” Lack said.

ICE CHIPS: Lack has a picture of his father, Jan, on the back of his mask. “My dad is watching every game even though it’s 3 a.m. in Sweden, so I wanted him on there with me,” Lack said.
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VANCOUVER — In the Vancouver Canucks' off-season search for third and fourth-line centres, NCAA free agent signee Kellan Lain was not always prominent in the discussion.

Brad Richardson, Jordan Schroeder, Bo Horvat and Brendan Gaunce were names most often mentioned in the run-up to training camp and rightfully so. Richardson is an experienced NHL player while the other three have first-round draft status. Lain? What he has going for him is size. At 6-6 and 218 pounds, he brings the biggest package to the party.

“It's very exciting and a lot of nerves, too,” Lain said Thursday after his first on-ice session at training camp. “It's fun being around all the big guys and seeing what they're all about and what the organization is about.”

Lain signed with the Canucks last March after three seasons with the Lake Superior State Lakers and was immediately dispatched to the AHL's Chicago Wolves. He appeared in 13 games for the Wolves and didn't record a point. In his final season with the Lakers, he collected 16 points and 111 penalty minutes in 32 appearances.

Clearly, he has figured out his place in the game.

“I think I have to use my size on the ice and throw my body around and create space,” said Lain, a 24-year-old from Oakville, Ont. “You have to play physical and let them know you're not going to be easy to play against. Third and fourth-line guys are expected to play a role and if the time comes where you have to drop the gloves and stick up for your teammates, you have to do it.”

The Canucks considered Lain a prize catch when they won the bidding for him. Chris Tanev was the team's first success story through NCAA free agency and they hope Lain will be another. His play during the scrimmages and pre-season will determine how far along he has come — or needs to go.

“It's a big adjustment going from college to the pro game and to get some games in with Chicago at the end of the year kind of prepared me for this year, I think,” said Lain. “The team has shown that there is going to be a spot open so it's just motivation to work hard and try to earn that spot.

"I mean, there are a ton of good players here," he added. "There are no bad players. You have to show everything you've got every time you're on the ice and in the gym.”

VANCOUVER — Like just about everyone else, John Tortorella is intrigued by Zack Kassian.

He sees the combination of size, strength and skill and thinks about the kind of player Kassian could become.

“You know, I have heard so many good things about him,” the new head coach of the Vancouver Canucks said Wednesday as his players went through off-ice fitness testing on the first day of training camp. “I haven’t seen him play that much. I didn’t see him play in Buffalo because he didn’t. In the tape I watched here I didn’t see him play much, but I have talked to a lot of people about him.”

—————
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Tortorella also made a point of talking to Kassian this summer. He called him and let the 22-year-old winger know that big things are expected of him. He challenged him, basically, to become the player so many people think he can be.

“I want to give him a huge opportunity to be a huge part of this team and I told him that,” Tortorella said. “I will tell you that, I want to give him an opportunity because of what people have told me about him.”

Tortorella is on record saying he wants the Canucks to be a more difficult team to play against. He has suggested the team needs more “bite” and clearly recognizes that Kassian -- at 6-foot-3 and 215 pounds -- is a guy who could provide some of that push-back.

“It’s something that I think the team needs as far as his willingness, as far as him playing into a bigger role with the team,” he said. “I’d like to see it happen, he is going to to get the opportunity but he is going to sink or swim himself . . .So that is why I contacted Zack. I think this is a big year for him and it’s a year I want him to step out of himself and be a big part of this club.”

Tortorella said Kassian will be given an opportunity to skate with the Sedin twins early in training camp.

“In scrimmage games right away here he will get an opportunity,” Tortorella said. “I don’t want to get too far ahead as far as exhibition (games), but he will get an opportunity to play in a top-six position.”

Kassian met with reporters before Tortorella made his comments, but he clearly recognizes this is a big year for him.

“I am excited about the opportunity,” he said. “I think everyone is as a team. We are excited with the new coach, the new challenges. Personally, I am excited to show what I can do and earn a spot on this team as a key player.”

Kassian was acquired in the Feb. 27, 2012 trade that sent Cody Hodgson to the Buffalo Sabres. Buffalo had selected Kassian 13th overall in the 2009 draft and Vancouver general manager Mike Gillis said the Canucks envisioned Kassian becoming a dominant power forward.

So far, Canuck fans have only seen occasional glimpses from Kassian. He played 39 of 48 regular-season games last season. Kassian got an early look with the Sedin twins last season and initially flourished. He scored five of his seven goals last season in the first seven games, but as the season progressed Kassian’s role seemed to diminish. He spent many nights skating on the fourth line.

““It is always tough when you bounce around on lines, but I don’t like using excuses.” Kassian said. “I need to get more consistent.”

He would welcome another opportunity to skate with the Sedins.

“With open arms, obviously,” he said.

Kassian appears to be in the best shape of his young pro career. He looks leaner and acknowledges losing some body fat. He said that is a direct result of some hard work he did this summer with Ontario-based strength and conditioning coach Dave Orton.

Kassian feels not only stronger, but faster. He also thinks he’s more mentally prepared for the rigors of NHL life.

“I feel like I have grown this summer and come in more mature, stronger and in better shape than last season and that’s all you can expect. I am going in with open eyes this year and I am excited for the new challenges ahead.”

Tortorella said it will be entirely up to Kassian what role he ends up playing on the team. He will be given every opportunity to succeed and Tortorella said he will try and be patient with him.

“He is a young kid, that is part of the process is patience,” Tortorella said. “It’s not that we think he is going to step right in and be a top 3, 4 or 5 forward right away, but we want to give him an opportunity, we want him to feel good about himself. I want him to understand that going into camp and I think he does know he is going to have to earn everything he gets.”
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PENTICTON — They have a combined 76 years in the professional hockey business so Lorne Henning, Vancouver Canucks assistant general manager, and Stan Smyl, senior adviser, have seen a few things along the way.

As players, they learned to train themselves without the benefit of a support system.

“Basically, you did everything on your own,” Smyl, 55, said. “The game has changed a lot since then. Now, from the day players get drafted by us, they come into our environment right away. We take them and talk to them and get them in our training program.

“We see where they are physically. We bring them in to let them see the city. We talk to them about how to take care of their lifestyle, how to handle the media and all these things.”

—————
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In the salary-cap world of the National Hockey League, developing your own talent is paramount to having success. The Canucks spend countless hours scouting players, both for the entry draft and through free agency, and then they spend to ensure these players have the resources necessary to prepare for their seasons, whether they are still in junior, heading to the American League, or getting ready to challenge for a spot on the big club.

Henning, who broke into the NHL with the New York Islanders in 1972 (and has never left), noted that the ownership’s backing has enabled the hockey department to hire specialists for all manner of things, from positional coaches, to skating coaches, to nutrition experts and sleep doctors. If it helps turn one player into a game-breaker and leads to a Stanley Cup, then the mission has been accomplished.

“It’s the one thing our organization has always done,” Henning, 61, said. “We’ve always spent money to get better if it’s to the cap, or developing players or finding players. You want to build up your organization to where you have a foundation and you’re good year after year after year and you just have to tweak a little bit. That’s the way you want to go.”

The entry draft is the obvious way to bring fresh talent to the club. Free agency is another, especially from the U.S. college ranks where players have often fallen through the cracks. It’s how the Canucks discovered Chris Tanev, now a regular on their blue-line. But it wasn’t a fluke.

Among other things, Smyl is responsible for scouting the NCAA free agent market and he has no less than three scouts reporting to him. Their most recent catch, six-foot-six checking centre Kellan Lain, had 10 teams pursuing him. Lain signed last March after three years at Lake Superior State.

“The three guys who work underneath me — Jonathan Bates, Brett Henning and Neil Komadoski — identify players and then I’ll go in to see them,” Smyl explained.

“Let’s take Kellan Lain as an example. Every one of our pro scouts went in to watch him two or three times. Lorne went in to watch him. We interviewed him twice, I think.

“We believe if you can find one or two players to sign out of college, you can really fill some holes. It’s like you’re getting a free pick in the draft. In Kellan Lain, we needed someone with some size and some muscle and that’s what he is, a third or fourth-liner. I know from talking to agents, we’re probably one of the more aggressive teams in the U.S. college free-agent field. Now it’s getting a lot more competitive.”

Defenceman Frank Corrado has been a Canucks prospect since 2011 when he was selected in the fifth round. He’s been through three summers in their system and is a big believer in the resources made available to aid in his development. He is convinced it’s been a factor in his dramatic rise up the depth chart.

At age 20 still, he has already appeared in seven NHL games and has a solid chance to make the big club this season, or at least be a first call-up.

“The Canucks do so much for you,” Corrado said. “As soon as you’re drafted, you’re in their system right away and they care about you. You go from the draft to their development camp and you get a little more familiar with the culture around the Canucks. There is a certain way you have to carry yourself as a Canuck and they make you very aware of that right away.

“During your season, they’re calling you every so often and they come to watch you play and they’re there, not to rip apart your game, but just to tell you what your game is looking like and giving you pointers here and there.”

In the summer, the Canucks have consultants and specialists available to the players. Skating coach Ryan Lonsberry is based in Ancaster, Ont., so the Canucks prospects living in southern Ontario have a resource without having to fly halfway across the country. Corrado, who is from Toronto, has found Lonsberry to be extremely helpful in his development.

“A lot of the Ontario guys skate together with Ryan and he basically does drills that are tailored for our seasons and our positions, stuff the Canucks want to see,” Corrado said. “It’s a great resource to have on the other side of the country. Some teams might not want to do that and just leave it up to you.

“The Canucks basically give you all the tools. By the time you come to camp, you know what to expect and you know you’re prepared.

“I’m a big fan of what they do for us. Obviously my progression as a player shows that. If you buy in to what they’re preaching, I think you can get a lot out of it.”

The five-team Young Stars prospects tourney, conceived by the Canucks, is another step along that path. It’s in its third year and Smyl swears by it. For some players, he noted, it’s a reality check, and for others a launching pad into main camp.

“You never want to take players’ dreams away from them,” Smyl said. “They always think they’re ready right away and this gives them the opportunity to see the reality of their situations. They realize where they’re at when they play competitive games against other organizations.
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PENTICTON — You can just imagine how Vancouver Canucks prospect Hunter Shinkaruk felt at last June’s NHL entry draft.

He was a consensus first-round pick and the Calgary Flames, his hometown team, had two selections in the opening round, No. 6 and No. 22.

—————
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The Shinkaruk family were Flames season-ticket holders — “ever since I can remember” — and Hunter was playing junior down the highway in Medicine Hat. He was hardly hidden from the team’s view. But the Flames passed on Shinkaruk with both their picks, opting instead for forwards Sean Monahan and Emile Poirier. Ouch.

“For sure, it was tough,” said Shinkaruk, who eventually went 24th overall to the Canucks. “They had two chances to take me and, after they didn’t take me with that second pick, I kind of sat back in my seat. That’s not to say that the player they took is not a great player. Obviously they just had a different look at who they needed.”

Interestingly, Poirier is listed as a left-winger, the same position Shinkaruk plays. Poirier scored 47 goals for the Gatineau Olympiques his last two junior seasons while Shinkaruk netted 86, included 49 in 2011-12 alone.

It still seemed to be eating up Shinkaruk on Thursday, prior to the Canucks’ first outing at the Young Stars rookie tournament in Penticton.

“Being a competitive kid, I want to make sure the Flames wished they had taken me with that pick,” he said. “It’s definitely going to be something that will drive me every time I play against them, for sure. If I can get out there and make them pay for not taking me it would be pretty nice.”

If Shinkaruk needed further motivation, he was also passed over by the Edmonton Oilers (seventh), Winnipeg Jets (13th) and the San Jose Sharks (18th), the other three teams competing in the Young Stars tourney. That’s a fairly decent chip to carry on one’s young shoulders. Bitter? Who, him?

“When I was in the gym and on the ice this summer, it was definitely something I was thinking about,” he said. “I knew basically every team here had a chance to pick me. I’m going to make sure they’re going to pay for it.”

That’s a lot of paying. From a Canucks standpoint, what could be better? Shinkaruk hasn’t made the big club yet, and probably won’t this year, and he’s already miffed at three divisional rivals.

“Hunter takes the game seriously,” noted Utica Comets head coach Travis Green, who is running things for the Canucks in Penticton. “He’s got a hunger in his eyes. It looks like he wants to be a hockey player. My first impression is that he’s a really focused kid.”

Shinkaruk understands he is up against it to make the Canucks this season. Vancouver is well-positioned on left wing with veterans Daniel Sedin, David Booth and Chris Higgins. Even Alex Burrows can play the left side. There isn’t much room for an 18-year-old kid, even an elite junior scorer. Shinkaruk turns 19 on Oct. 13.

“You realize it’s pretty tough to make the NHL team but that’s still my goal,” he said. “Obviously those players you mentioned are great players. If I can get into (main) camp and try to fight for a job, that’s all I can ask. It’s definitely nice to see that in the near future, I’m going to have a little bit more of an opportunity, I guess. But at the end of the day, it’s hockey and you’re going to be fighting for jobs the rest of your life.”

At a listed 5-10 and 181 pounds, Shinkaruk isn’t the largest of bodies. His assets are his speed, his hands and his finish, plus an apparent ability to get mad at a bunch of teams.

“Obviously when you come to an NHL camp, you don’t know what the organization and coaches are thinking about,” he said. “So every time you get on the ice, you want to make an impression. I’m going to try to keep doing that throughout the week. I want to show them who I am as a player and as a kid.”

ICE CHIPS: The Canucks announced Thursday the format for main camp that begins next Wednesday and will be held at both Rogers Arena and UBC. A total of 36 players, plus additions from the Young Star roster, will attend ... Sessions at Rogers Arena, Sept. 13-15, will be free and open to the public, providing fans register at canucks.com/scrimmages ... Each of those days will start with a 9 a.m. scrimmage, followed by practices at 10, 11 and 12:30 p.m.
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PENTICTON — Bo Horvat knows he can never be just Bo Horvat, first-round pick.

Bo — full name Bowie — knows he will always be Bo Horvat, first-round pick obtained for Cory Schneider. It’s the way it was on draft day and it’s the way it was Wednesday when the Canucks prospects skated together for the first time in preparation for their opening game Thursday at the Young Stars rookie tournament.

It’s also the way it will be forever.
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“Oh, definitely, I know it’s always going to be there,” said Horvat. “It’s always going to be mentioned here and there. You try to forget about it, but it’s always going to be in the back of your mind, of course. I’ve been asked about it quite a few times. It’s the way it is, the way of the hockey world.”

Horvat isn’t a goalie, of course. He plays centre and one day he might be the Canucks’ No. 1 centre. He was drafted ninth overall in a very strong draft class. He was an elite prospect and was going to be a high pick no matter which team he joined. He just never figured, nor did anybody else, that he would go for Schneider.

“I look at it as a positive,” Horvat said. “They traded up to get me and that means they really wanted me, right? It means they really wanted me and that they have a lot of faith in me. Now I just have to prove to them that they made the right choice. It’s going to be motivating.”

Still 18, Horvat seems mature beyond his years. His media scrum Wednesday in Pentiction was large and only figures to become larger once he advances to main camp next camp. He handled it with ease. Hopefully for the Canucks, he will handle opposing defencemen in similar fashion.

There wasn’t a question that had him flustered.

“I have had lots of experience dealing with the media and lots of help along the way,” he said. “I hear it’s quite a whirlwind in Vancouver when everyone comes in there and everyone is kind of on top of you. But I know it’s part of the game and I’ve wanted this ever since I was a little kid. So, definitely, it’s going to be overwhelming. I’m going to have to deal with it and I’m kind of looking forward to it, actually.”

Horvat, who signed with the Canucks a month ago, will skate Thursday night against San Jose on a line with fellow 2013 first-rounder Hunter Shinkaruk. It will be his first outing as a pro. Horvat still has two years of junior eligibility remaining, however. If he does go back, he is guaranteed to play in the 2014 Memorial Cup with his London Knights serving as host team.

“Whatever happens happens,” said Horvat, 6-0 and 206 pounds. “You have the best of the best prospects here and everyone is fighting for a spot and trying to prove themselves. It’s really exciting and a little nerve-wracking, of course.”

There is really only one gaping hole on the Canucks roster this season and it happens to be at the third-line centre position, unless career fourth-liner Brad Richardson rises above his station to claim it. Otherwise, Horvat, fellow prospect Brendan Gaunce (a first-rounder at 26th overall in 2012) and free-agent signee Mike Santorelli will be competing for the spot.

Horvat understands a good showing in Penticton will be a baby step toward that goal.

“You try not to think about it too much but it’s always in the back of your mind,” he said.

Utica Comets coach Travis Green, who is running the prospects camp, knows a bit about Bo. He coached against him in last spring’s Memorial Cup, won by Halifax, and then kept a watchful on eye on him during Wednesday’s practice.

“I think everyone knows he’s a good, young player,” Green commented. “He brings a little bit of everything to the table. He’s strong on his skates and he’s a smart hockey player. You know you’re going to be able to rely on him to play at both ends of the rink. He’ll be a power-play guy and a penalty-kill guy. He’s still young but I see him being a real good NHLer down the road.”

YOUNG STARS CLASSIC SCHEDULE

(All games at South Okanagan Events Centre)

Thursday: Oilers vs Flames, 4 p.m.; Canucks vs Sharks, 7:30 p.m.

Friday: Jets vs Sharks, 4 p.m.; Canucks vs Flames, 7:30 p.m.

Saturday: Canuck practice, noon; Canuck alumni game, 5 p.m.; Oilers vs Jets, 7:30 p.m.

Sunday: Canucks vs Oilers, 2 p.m.; Sharks vs Flames, 5:30 p.m.

Monday: Canucks vs Jets, noon.

PENTICTON – It was a good start for Bo Horvat and Hunter Shinkaruk -- and some nice finish by Niklas Jensen.

First-round picks are supposed to assert themselves in a prospects game and the Vancouver Canucks' trio did that Thursday in a 3-2 victory over the San Jose Shark rookies at the Young Stars tournament.

Horvat, the ninth overall pick in last June's entry draft, scored on his second shift of the night, a play started by the speedy Shinkaruk on a simple dump-in.

Jensen, the team's first-round draft pick in 2011, then ripped home a wrister late in the second period as he followed up a rush by Swede Ludwig Blomstrand, a fourth-rounder in 2011. Jensen was impressive throughout the evening, especially off the rush.

Horvat and Shinkaruk skated on a line together with 220-pound ECHL vet David Pacan and created some quality scoring chances, Horvat toe-dragging from the high slot and just missing and Shinkaruk deflecting a Horvat shot that trickled past the post.

They also had a few tough defensive-zone shifts late in the game and surrendered one goal off a Horvat faceoff loss.

The Canucks' third goal was netted by defenceman Daniel Johnston, a tryout candidate, on a routine shot from the right wing that somehow flummoxed Shark goaltender Troy Grosenick.

Canuck netminder Joacim Eriksson turned in a solid performance between the pipes after allowing an early and weak shortside goal in the first period. He finished with 38 saves as San Jose outshot Vancouver 40-25.

The Canuck rookies will take on their Flame counterparts Friday night.

LIFE LIKE BRIAN: Puck-moving Canuck prospect Jordan Subban has the bloodlines, but not the body type, to follow flamboyant older brother P.K.'s path to NHL stardom. At 5-foot-9 and 175 pounds, Jordan is three inches shorter and 40 pounds lighter than P.K. So he has a different hero.

“I try to model my game after Brian Rafalski,” he explained. “He's an under-sized defenceman, he played a long time in the NHL and had a very successful career. He's someone I look up to and will continue to look up to. Hopefully, I'll be able to meet him one day.” 

Subban, 18, was drafted 115th overall by the Canucks on June 30. He still has some filling out to do but that height thing, well, all he can do is cross his fingers, or stand on his toes.

“I'm not a doctor so I don't know if I will have a late growth spurt,” he said. “If it comes, obviously I'll take it. If not, I'll just have to find a way without it, which is something I've done throughout my whole hockey career. I've never been the biggest guy so I've always had to find a way.”

Last season, Subban collected 51 points -- 15 goals, 36 assists -- for the Ontario Hockey League's Belleville Bulls.

He didn't figure in the scoring in Thursday's game against the Shark prospects but was prominent, taking hits and giving a few back, and looked especially at home playing the point on the power play. 

LIFE OF BRIAN: Brian Burke is back running an NHL team, this time the Calgary Flames, and the mere menton of Burkie's return brought a smile Thursday to Stan Smyl's face.

Smyl was still a player when Pat Quinn and Burke came aboard in 1987 to run a floundering Canuck organization. Smyl then became a coach and worked under Burke when the latter rejoined the Canucks as GM in 1998. So they are not strangers. Far from it.

Now Burke is back in the Canucks' division and he'll try to build a club that can beat down the Canucks.

“First of all, it's great to see Brian back in the league,” Smyl said. “He's a great hockey man and he has a great knowledge of the game, and great experience. He's a hard-working individual and I've always respected that.

“When you work with someone over the years, like we did, and you go through some difficult times, you watch how they handle those situations. We've gone through some great times, too. Brian should be back in the NHL.”

As for having Burke bring the elements of pugnacity, testosterone, truculence and belligerence to the Flames, Smyl says bring it on.

“You know what Brian is all about,” chuckled the Steamer. “It's nice to see him in our division and I'll be cheering for him in certain aspects but not on nights we're playing them.”

SCRATCHED: With 30 players in Penticton, the Canucks sat out a group of 10 for their first game Thursday, including defenceman Frank Corrado and tryout candidate Cain Franson of the Vancouver Giants.

YOUNG STARS CLASSIC SCHEDULE

(All games at South Okanagan Events Centre)

Friday: Jets vs Sharks, 4 p.m.; Canucks vs Flames, 7:30 p.m.

Saturday: Canuck practice, noon; Canuck alumni game, 5 p.m.; Oilers vs Jets, 7:30 p.m.

Sunday: Canucks vs Oilers, 2 p.m.; Sharks vs Flames, 5:30 p.m.

Monday: Canucks vs Jets, noon.

epap@vancouversun.com

TWITTER

PENTICTON — After helping Skelleftea win the Swedish Elite League title last season, goaltender Joacim Eriksson thought about moving up in the hockey universe.

He even thought about Utica, N.Y., home to the Vancouver Canucks’ new American Hockey League farm team.

“I want to play at as high a level as possible,” he explained Wednesday. “I want to take the next step in my career and play in the NHL. I’m very excited to be here. When the Canucks wanted me to come here, my stomach said that it felt very good. I am OK if I have to start in Utica.”

At 23, Eriksson has no experience on the smaller North American ice, which puts him three seasons behind Eddie Lack, the favourite to claim the backup spot to Roberto Luongo. Eriksson is also on a two-way contract while Lack is on a one-way, so the odds are against him — unless, of course, he performs brilliantly. He’ll play in Thursday night’s Young Stars opener against the San Jose Sharks prospects.

“The small ice is a little bit different and you have to be ready all the time,” he said. “They shoot faster here than back home in Sweden. I have only been in one camp on North American ice, but I know you always have to be ready.”

Eriksson did a little research on Vancouver before coming over. His assistant coach in Skelleftea was Bert Robertsson, a rugged defenceman who played 69 games for the Canucks from 1997-99. Robertsson was drafted 254th overall by the Canucks in 1993. 

FEELING ABLE: Vancouver Giants left-winger Cain Franson doesn’t have the pedigree of first-round picks Bo Horvat and Hunter Shinkaruk. He was never drafted and isn’t signed to a contract, just a tryout agreement. But he was on the ice Wednesday in Penticton with every other Canuck prospect trying to make an impression.

“There are a lot of good players here and the pace was a lot quicker than it is in junior,” said Franson, 20. “I feel like I held my own out there. I was a little nervous going into it and it felt good to get the first one out of the way. It was a good, hard practice and a lot of learning.”

Franson said he was not told whether he would be in Thursday’s lineup for the first of four rookie games. 

The Canucks also play Friday (Flames), Sunday (Oilers) and Monday (Jets).

SUBBAN SPARKLES: Utica Comets coach Travis Green is running the prospects camp from ice level and was impressed with Jordan Subban’s first practice. Subban, the younger and smaller brother of Norris Trophy winner P.K. Subban, is also a puck-moving defenceman. Jordan is listed at 5-foot-9 and 175 pounds.

“I liked what I saw of him today,” noted Green. “He brought a lot of energy. He’s a good skater and it looks like he wants to be an offensive guy. You need players like that on the back end. You need to push the pace and get pucks up ice.”

QUOTABLE: “We want to get Eriksson in there as much as possible and see where it goes.” — Travis Green on the playing time he expects to give goalie Joacim Eriksson at the Young Stars tournament.

YOUNG STARS CLASSIC SCHEDULE

(All games at South Okanagan Events Centre)

Thursday: Oilers vs Flames, 4 p.m.; Canucks vs Sharks, 7:30 p.m.

Friday: Jets vs Sharks, 4 p.m.; Canucks vs Flames, 7:30 p.m.

Saturday: Canuck practice, noon; Canuck alumni game, 5 p.m.; Oilers vs Jets, 7:30 p.m.

Sunday: Canucks vs Oilers, 2 p.m.; Sharks vs Flames, 5:30 p.m.

Monday: Canucks vs Jets, noon.
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VANCOUVER — A couple of years ago, Ryan Kesler chafed and pouted when his old coach politely suggested publicly that the centre should better utilize his wingers. Imagine what will happen if Kesler’s new coach says he sucked.

The Vancouver Canucks’ hiring of John Tortorella to replace Alain Vigneault as head coach means Kesler is now only the second most emotional person on the National Hockey League team. When their emotions collide this season — and chances are they will at some point — it will be like a meteor screaming into an erupting volcano.

"Wow, we’re already starting this, are we?" Kesler, smiling, said Wednesday when asked on the first day of training camp if there could be a collision with Tortorella. "Who knows? There might be. I’m not thinking there will be. We’re pushing in the same direction. We want the same goal at the end of the day: we want to win. He’s probably going to have some days where I don’t play my best and he’s going to say something. That’s what I want. I want to be told what I’m doing right and what I’m doing wrong. He’s going to communicate."

Yes, he is. At least with the players. Clarity is not a problem with Tortorella.

—————
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"I’ve had a couple of conversations with Kes over the summer," Tortorella said. "As I’ve told you guys, I’m going to ask for more out of him. I know there’s more there. I’ve seen it.

"I always tell players: When you see it one time, you’re in trouble because you know it’s there. (The challenge) is getting it consistently. I know Kes is looking for that challenge. He’s looking to carry people with him. I think he’s looking to bring it to another level."

The best of what Tortorella saw from Kesler — a powerful, abrasive two-way centre capable of dominating at both ends of the rink — was 2½ years ago.

If you’re drafting a road map for the Canucks’ success this season, you can start with Kesler staying healthy and Tortorella managing to cajole, drag or inspire better hockey than the 29-year-old delivered the last two seasons.

Well, maybe the map starts with Roberto Luongo’s rebirth in net, but Kesler’s play will be either the road to ruin or the autobahn to the playoffs for the Canucks.

For two seasons, Kesler has struggled to overcome injuries and ineffectiveness. Considered in 2010-11 to be one of the best players in the game — and the top American in the NHL — Kesler struggled through the following season after major surgeries on his wrist and hip.

Last season, shoulder and foot injuries limited him to just 17 games. Kesler scored only four times, was minus-five and made an impact in only one of the four playoff losses that cost Vigneault his job.

Just three years ago, the Canucks went to the Stanley Cup final, Kesler won the Selke Trophy and the centre amassed 48 goals and 92 points in 107 league and playoff games.

In 103 games since then, he has 28 goals and 67 points and the Canucks are 1-8 in the playoffs.

"You hit the nail on the head there: I wasn’t good enough the past two seasons," Kesler said. "I know that. I spent this whole summer getting back to the player I was. I’m happy with my shot and where it’s at. I’m happy with my skating. This summer was needed for me. It’s really been a year since I played a sustained amount of games.

"I know there’s a tonne of expectations on me. I know there’s a tonne of pressure from inside the organization, to you guys, to the city. I know I have to play my best, and it starts today."

Actually, it will start Friday when the Canucks practise under Tortorella for the first time.

Vancouver’s first pre-season game is Monday against the San Jose Sharks, and its regular season opener is just 17 days later against the same team.

To help himself get ready, Kesler went outside the organization and hired his own skills coach this summer. Ron Johnson, who runs Elite Hockey Shooters in Delta, was flown by Kesler to his Detroit-area home for training sessions.

Johnson possesses a masters degree in science and specializes in the biomechanics of shooting and skating.

"Ryan is an incredible student," Johnson, 55, said Wednesday. "He really has a desire to improve. He wants to get better. He is driven by excellence. He’s completely committed to becoming the best hockey player he can be.

"I think he has become a more complete player offensively. I was really impressed with his work ethic and his commitment to change and I know he thinks he’s going to have a great year. I believe he will."

When told that Kesler thinks he can surpass the 41 regular-season goals he scored three years ago, Johnson agreed.

"He has some tools to use," Johnson said. "It’s going to be fun."

Kesler hasn’t known much fun since the Canucks’ Western Conference final win against the Sharks in 2011. He injured his hip in the final game against San Jose, but still managed to score a dramatic tying goal in the win that sent Vancouver to the Stanley Cup.

Kesler hasn’t been the same player since.

He acknowledged he needs, for the sake of self-preservation, to throttle back the recklessness in his game. But that may prove an impossible balancing act, especially with Tortorella imploring him to give "more" and play at his best every night.

"I think we’re a good fit," Kesler reiterated. "We both want to win. We both hate losing. I’m looking forward to the challenge.

"I think every player goes into a season thinking it’s going to be another career year and you’re going to play your best. But sometimes injuries happen and you just don’t play your best. I’m not making that as an excuse. I know this year, I’m thinking it’s going to be a career year. I’m thinking it’s going to be a great year not just for me but for the whole team. We’re going to prove a lot of people wrong. All those doubters out there, we’re going to make them eat their words."

imacintyre@vancouversun.com

Twitter.com/imacvansun
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VANCOUVER — John Tortorella promised a tough training camp, and Vancouver Canucks players will tell you their new coach is a man of his word.

“It was pretty simple,” said defenceman Dan Hamhuis. “We skated in circles.”

Yes, they did, and without pucks. Round and round they went until there was no air left in their lungs and their legs absolutely burned from the lactic acid buildup. And then Tortorella asked them to skate some more.

Tortorella thinks he can learn a lot about a player who is physically exhausted and asked to push just a little bit harder. He likes to test the limits of his players and that basically was what happened Thursday at UBC.

—————
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Thursday’s session wasn’t just about determining what kind of shape his players are in, but how they react to adversity. Call it Willpower 101

“There is a lot of different things that come into play,” Tortorella said. “It is a conditioning test, it is basically simulating a shift and also some things mentally as far as when you’re tired how you handle yourself and all sorts of things.”

The Canucks knew things were going to change under Tortorella and training camp certainly has. As per usual, camp began with off-ice fitness testing on Wednesday, but this is the first time the first on-ice session has been devoted exclusively to more fitness testing.

That was Tortorella’s idea and one supported by general manager Mike Gillis.

“I was never satisfied with getting on a bike when you are a hockey player to determine your fitness,” Gillis said as he watched from the stands at the Doug Mitchell Thunderbird Sports Centre.

The Canucks were separated into three groups and in the morning each group hit the ice, where four tripods were set up — two on each blue line — to track their times and deliver data to coaches. Players did six three-lap sprints and were encouraged to skate hard right to the end.

Tortorella shouted encouragement to players who needed some and tapped some on the behind with his stick for a job well done.

Each three-lap sprint was meant to simulate an actual hockey shift. But really they were much tougher than a normal shift. The last lap is a killer.

“That’s a leg-burner, that one,” Hamhuis said. “Every time on that third lap you come around the last two corners and you feel the legs burn and it’s tough to stay down in your stride.

“He says it is going to be a hard camp, we were expecting that, so it certainly lived up to the expectation. Skating tests are always tough. I like the idea it is more similar to hockey as opposed to a bike ride or running. But they are not designed to be easy, they are designed to push people and see where your limits are, (testing) your will is a big part of it.”

Tortorella said he would make no snap judgments based on Thursday’s on-ice tests.

“When you are doing this type of stuff some of what makes players look good is just that they are better skaters,” he said. “They are on the ice, some players skate and they are in the ice. The first day was good. It’s really hard to make a judgment … as we go through the week that is when I am really going to find out what guys did their work.

“But I am certainly not going to make a knee-jerk decision if one guy struggles in one skating test.”

Even the Sedin twins, who each year set the standard with their off-ice fitness test results, found Thursday’s drills challenging.

“Very tough, very tough,” said Henrik. “This was a lot tougher than in past years.”

“It makes us push ourselves really hard and it’s going to bring us closer as a group, too,” said Daniel. “We have to stay positive, we have to cheer each other on. It’s going to be good for us, I think.”

Rookie Bo Horvat joked that skating in the same group as the Sedins made it even tougher for him.

“You have got the Sedins trailing you and they are pushing the pace,” a smiling Horvat said. “It’s not always like that back in junior.”

“With the lactic acid buildup in your legs it’s very tough to keep them moving,” added winger Zack Kassian. “That’s the mental side of it, if you keep pushing you are going to get through it. I think more than anything he wants everyone to push mentally. If you think you are tired everyone can push a little bit more. It’s all on the mental side and everyone did a great job of it.”

Tortorella has been doing these kind of on-ice fitness tests for several years. He changed things up later in the day, going to shorter on-ice sprints of 15 to 20 seconds. The three-lap sprints typically take 38 or 40 seconds.

Tortorella said his on-ice tests used to be even more demanding.

“There was one time when we were doing 45 laps, three sets of 15,” he said. “It was basically a mental thing. A couple of my coaches talked me out of it and wanted to go in a different way. We are trying to evolve into what is hockey-specific.”

ICE CHIPS: The Canucks will scrimmage for the first time at 9 a.m. Friday at Rogers Arena … The Sedins have clearly made a good first impression on Tortorella: “I just hope the kids are watching in the camp, just how they carry themselves, with the class that they do have, with the intensity when they need to have it. They fought one another to the bitter end in the run (on Wednesday). I just hope the kids are noticing because that’s very important to watch what these guys have done in the league, where they are in the league and what they are still doing to try and prepare for another season.”

VANCOUVER — We know how John Tortorella is at his charming best (recently), and his sarcastic worst (last spring). We know he loves dogs, which frankly puts him on the Christmas card list, pending further review.

We know his reputation for sometimes brutal honesty, the symbolism he attaches to the act of blocking a shot — and we’re pretty sure, because the record doesn’t lie, that he’s no slouch as a hockey coach.

But how is he with clocks? Calendars? Has his time machine been in for its 50,000-mile tuneup?

Because here’s the thing about the Vancouver Canucks: most everyone who looks at the roster heading into the 2013-14 National Hockey League season and sees a team still quite capable of competing for the big prize is basing that impression on a stale-dated memory of events long past.

Not last year, or the year before, but the year before that.

—————
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You know, when Ryan Kesler was a 40-goal monster and Selke Trophy winner, and the twins were winning scoring titles, and Roberto Luongo was sporting the best goals-against average of his life, and Alex Edler’s upside seemed limitless and Alex Burrows was the Sedins’ secret weapon, and ... oh yes, the team went to the Stanley Cup Final riding the crest of all those players’ peak performance levels.

So how realistic is it to expect John Tortorella to wave his magic wand and have the calendar reset to 2010-11? That can’t really be the “reset” GM Mike Gillis spoke of this past summer, can it?

Is he any more likely than any other coach to be able to go deep enough into the well to plumb the best out of each of those players, three and even four seasons after they peaked?

“Well, we’re hoping so,” defenceman Kevin Bieksa said Wednesday, when a dozen players, followed by Gillis and Tortorella, were trotted out for mass interviews in a press conference setting on the first day of fitness testing in advance of training camp.

“The success of the season depends on your best players playing their best. Injuries factor into that, sometimes there’s things that are out of your control, but when everyone’s healthy and able to play the full season, yeah, we need Ryan going, we need Roberto back to form and the twins doing their thing. All the defencemen are going to have to play well, our role players are going to have to be contributing ...”

Tortorella doesn’t believe it’s a longshot.

“That’s a big part of my job, that’s part of my responsibility is to get them to go back (to that level),” he said. “There’s been some success but the last two years it’s out in the first round. They understand that.

“It sneaks up on you a little bit when you get there and you’re within one game of getting it done, it sneaks up on you that you still got to keep on improving. I wasn’t here, (but) I think one of the biggest parts of my job is to get them to realize ‘We gotta get back to details, we gotta get back to a little bit of grind.’ ”

Gillis didn’t acquire anyone during the off-season that will automatically bring that to the table, but Tortorella thinks it’s a mindset more than a personnel problem.

“I believe it can be done within here. And again, it’s not about getting out there and brawling, it’s about little things: Protecting a puck, eating a puck on the wall when you can’t get it out instead of turning it over, blocking shots,” he said.

“I know that just lights a fire because (people think) you’re just playing defence when you block a shot, but blocking shots develops a culture. And when you have a Sedin blocking a shot, watch what the bench does. It’s 10-feet tall. All those little things help in developing who you are as a group.”

Unspoken, but quite evident as the players spoke Wednesday, was their mixture of trepidation and excitement, for they also suspect that they needed to be shaken out of the malaise of the last two years.

Tortorella’s predecessor was a splendid coach for this franchise, but Alain Vigneault’s was not an iron fist, and his vaunted meritocracy -- play well, and you get ice time; play poorly and you sit -- was no good for young players.

The new guy, surprisingly to some, says there is more to him than just kicking butts and losing his temper.

He intends to be patient, to a point, with young players. He intends the relationship with his players to be a two-way street.

“Obviously, he believes in a rigorous training camp and pushing us as hard as he can, and the philosophy that you practise really hard and it makes the game easy, so we’re well aware of what’s ahead as far as the testing and practising and skating,” said Bieksa, who hasn’t always been the most coachable player on the team.

“But this group welcomes that. We’re a group that takes pride in our conditioning and our fitness ... but that doesn’t mean a coach can’t come in and push us even harder. I think he’ll do that and he’ll give us the honest truth, and maybe at times we do need that more.

“We need to know when we’re not giving it our all, when there’s more in the tank, when we’re not executing, when we’re not quite focussed.

“And it seems like it’s going to be through the direct route, and that’s a good thing. There’s not going to be any ambiguity, it’s going to be ‘This is what you’re not doing; fix it.’”

What we do know is that he should have a roster chock-full of highly-motivated players.

“Well, two first-round exits, and last year was just straight-up embarrassing, so we have a lot to prove to ourselves and to everybody else,” said Bieksa.

Just for starters: Kesler, that he can stay healthy and return to being a second-line powerhouse. Luongo, that he can put aside the white noise and carry the load if he has to play 70 games. Edler, that he can rediscover the promise that went backwards last year. Zack Kassian, that he can blossom given a little more patience than Vigneault had. The twins, that they can become even better, more complete players, harder to push out of games.

“In talking to (the Sedins), I think they want to do it. I think they want the opportunity,” Tortorella said. “I tell you, from just what I’ve seen, how they are, how they handle themselves, how they speak, it’s a good situation. To have two top players think the way they think.

“They want it, they’re going to get it. And I think that’s how you get it to a next level. When players like that are asking for it, to do those little things, not just with the puck but away from the puck, that’s when you get your team where you want it to be.”

It seems, on the surface, to be a pipe-dream. Asking the Canucks to be what they were in 2010-11, only grittier.

Then again, if it were a simple fix, they would have hired someone softer.

“I’ve always told players: when you see it one time, you’re in trouble, because you know it’s there,” Tortorella said.

Or was.

ccole@vancouversun.com
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VANCOUVER — In the early going at Vancouver Canucks’ training camp, centre Mike Santorelli is proving it’s never too late.

On Wednesday, he finished first in the two-mile run, edging out the Sedin twins, which apparently was considered an upset. On Friday, he was one of the most prominent players in coach John Tortorella’s first training camp scrimmage.

This is good stuff for the 27-year-old from Burnaby, who thought he had found a hockey home with the Florida Panthers after scoring 20 goals for them in 2010-11. But things went sour for Santorelli down south and he was waived last season. The Winnipeg Jets picked him up, played him for 10 games and then let him go.

Now he is truly home and a viable candidate to help solve Vancouver’s muddled centre-ice position. Only Brad Richardson, among the newbie contenders, has more experience than Santorelli.

“You dream of this opportunity when you’re a kid,” he said Friday. “I think every minor hockey player in Vancouver wants that when growing up. The opportunity is here and I just want to show what I’ve got.”

Santorelli signed a one-year, two-way deal with the Canucks on July 6 and the two-way is usually an indication of the club’s plans: a ticket to the minors to start and maybe a call-up when Ryan Kesler (or another centre) is hurt. Santorelli won’t allow himself to think that way.

Beating the Sedins in Wednesday’s run was a sign he means business.

“It was probably just a good day or something,” he said modestly. “I saw them and they were going at a pretty good pace and I was, like, I don’t think I can get them. So I just put the head down and kept going.”

Even better was his performance on the ice Friday. He was all over the puck, skating with it, moving it, and was noticeable on almost every one of his shifts. Other centre candidates Bo Horvat, Brendan Gaunce and Kellan Lain were in the same scrimmage but didn’t have the same impact.

“My mindset is every day is a new day and I just want to improve each and every day,” said Santorelli. “Yeah, the scrimmage felt pretty good and I want to build off it. I think each day is so important. If it’s fitness testing, you have to show you’re fit. If it’s a scrimmage, you have to show you can compete.”

He is more than willing to be a grinder if that is what’s required. “The game nowadays is such a hard-nosed game and everybody has to be a checker,” Santorelli said. “Everybody has to play that role or else you’re not going to succeed. If I want to be here, I’ll have to do that.”

Port Coquitlam’s Zach Hamill is in a similar fight for recognition within the Canuck organization. A one-time first-round pick of the Boston Bruins — eighth overall in 2007 — Hamill was never able to crack the Bruins’ lineup as a regular. Last season, he wound up playing for Hershey, San Antonio and Milwaukee, none of them NHL teams.

epap@vancouversun.com

VANCOUVER — Veteran forward Alex Burrows and new Vancouver Canucks head coach John Tortorella are apparently going to learn about one another on the fly.

Burrows, a Canuck since 2006, did not have a single conversation with Tortorella over the summer and their first chat was at the team’s fishing trip up north last weekend. It was, according to Burrows, a brief conversation at that.

“I met him as soon as we got in on the bus and it was pretty much: ‘Hi, coach. Hi, Alex. Nice to meet you,’ ” Burrows recalled Thursday. “And that was pretty much it.”

Burrows did do some pre-training camp research on the new boss, though, and discovered what to expect.

—————

VIEW MORE PHOTOS HERE, or if you're using a mobile app, tap the story image and swipe.

—————

“Well, they told me to expect a really tough training camp and, so far, they weren’t wrong,” Burrows said after Day 2. “They were right on. We’ve had some good camps before testing-wise but I think this is definitely up there.”

Day 1 was off-ice testing that included a bike ride and a run. Day 2 was on skates. By all accounts, both were tough. Burrows admitted he was feeling it.

“Your legs are just fried after a few laps and you just have to keep pushing and telling your mind to push through it and you’ll be able to get there,” he said. “It’s just a part of making us stronger and better and, hopefully, a sign of good things to come.”

With the Canucks’ core remaining pretty much intact, it is the coaching staff that is mostly different. Tortorella will be aided chiefly by Mike Sullivan and Glen Gulutzan. Goalie coach Rollie Melanson and video coach Darryl Williams are the returnees.

“I think it’s exciting,” said Burrows, 32. “Obviously we were disappointed with the last two playoff rounds the last two years. Management felt it was a good thing to change the coaches. There is a new voice and a new leader in the locker room. So it should be interesting and it should be a lot of fun.

“I’m just taking it all in. I just want to win games and whatever he says and thinks is best for the team, I’ll listen and I’ll do.”

Burrows is aware that the new coach might take him off the Henrik Sedin line to audition the hulking Zack Kassian there. He’s already played on every line during his time with the Canucks, from fourth-liner to agitating-checking winger to first-line goal scorer.

If he is redeployed elsewhere, he’ll likely wind up alongside old pal Ryan Kesler. It was only a few seasons ago that Burrows and Kesler were among the biggest shift disturbers in the NHL.

“For me, Hank and Kess are two great centremen and it won’t change my job,” he said. “At the end of the day, I want to win the Stanley Cup. If the coaching staff feels Zack Kassian is better suited to play with the twins, I’m fine with that.”

Burrows also insisted his new and lucrative contract that kicks in this season won’t change him either. He broke into the league a minimum-wage East Coast League refugee ($450,00) and his new deal calls for $18 million over the next four years. His cap hit is $4.5 million but his real wage for 2013-14 is $6 million.

Nice cabbage for a player who was never drafted into the NHL and skated for the Greenville Grrrowl, Baton Rouge Kingfish and Columbia Inferno on his way up.

“I still remember playing in the Coast and making 300 bucks week,” Burrows said. “I worked hard at playing the game I love and tried to win games back then. That hasn’t changed. I still want to win games. I don’t really think about the contract. I know maybe you guys are probably going to talk about it a little bit more but, for me, it doesn’t change a whole lot.

“When I step on the ice, it’s not what I’m thinking about. I’m thinking about producing and being consistent and helping the team win games.”

It’s what Tortorella is thinking about, as well.

“As far as forechecking and puck protection, I think Burrows is one of the better ones on the team,” said the coach. “I think he’s a guy who will kind of lead the way as far as bringing more of that into our game. So I’m anxious to get to know him. I know the will is there.”

VANCOUVER — Jannik Hansen plays with heart. That’s what they say in hockey because no one has thought of a better, equally brief term to describe his kind of player.

Born in Denmark, starting hockey at age 11, drafted 287th in 2004, Hansen really had no business making it to the National Hockey League. He has will over skill — another hockey bromide — but enough skill, too, to rise above mere fringe status in the best league in the world.

He skates and hits, battles for every puck like it means food on the table, and has missed only one game in the last three seasons for the Vancouver Canucks. Associate chief scout Thomas Gradin once perfectly described Hansen as the most North American-style player on the team. Heart.

But there were times last spring when you wondered how the 27-year-old could possibly put all his heart into work when so much of it was invested in the neonatal unit at B.C. Women’s Hospital, where Hansen’s twin boys spent the first 10 weeks of their lives after they were born 2½ months early on March 3. Lucas and Daniel weighed 2½ pounds each.

“It’s extremely hard sitting there and watching them and you’re not able to do anything for them,” Hansen recalled Sunday. “The care they got there was tremendous. It’s a place you never want to be, but you’re extremely grateful that it’s there when you need it.

“I’ve always had an attitude like once I step on the ice, that’s all that matters. But obviously it’s in the back of your head always. You’re looking at your phone (for messages) and you’re in touch all the time making sure everything is the way it’s supposed to be. It was a huge relief once we got settled and knew everything would be fine. It’s part of our history now and will always be there, but we’re happy that part is in the past.”

Jannik and wife Karen spent the summer with their babies in Winnipeg, the couple’s off-season home. They spent most of the spring in hospital.

Jannik would drop off Karen at hospital on his way to the rink in the morning, skate with the team, then return to hospital for the rest of the day. On game nights, Jannik would go back a second time after the game. The couple went home to sleep, then repeated the routine the next day.

In an organization whose “sleep doctor” is the best known manifestation of general manager Mike Gillis’s heavy investment in sports science, there was no guideline to handle a player spending most of his waking hours at hospital.

“You don’t choose everything that happens to you,” assistant general manager Laurence Gilman said. “If one has a troubled mind and a troubled heart, I can’t imagine it doesn’t impact your sleep. It was a constant source of concern for us. We monitored it almost every day through Alain (Vigneault, the former coach). ‘How is Jannik doing?’ I can honestly say there was no way this couldn’t impact him.”

Playing on the second or third lines with revolving centres, several of them experimental fill-ins, Hansen had a pretty good season despite the hours and emotions spent at hospital. His 27 points in 47 games represented his most prolific scoring in five NHL seasons.

But he had only four goals in the second half of the lockout-shortened year and went pointless as the Canucks were swept by the San Jose Sharks in the playoffs’ first round.

Apart from scoring or not, Hansen was uncharacteristically unnoticeable in several games later in the season, failing to make a physical impact. Other than acknowledging he had a lot on his mind, Hansen doesn’t believe his family situation adversely affected his play. Canuck coaches and managers weren’t so sure at the time.

“We’ve done so much work on fatigue management and maximizing these athletes, how could these factors not impact his performance?” Gilman said. “But to Jannik’s credit, he maintained vehemently that it wasn’t, and we felt Jannik left it all out on the ice each game.”

Hansen famously missed an empty net in the playoffs near the end of Game 2, which preceded a late tying goal by the Sharks in a game San Jose went on to win 3-2 in overtime. Hansen injured his shoulder in Game 4 when hit by Sharks winger Raffi Torres.

The Canuck was not expected in the lineup for Monday’s pre-season opener against the Sharks, but Hansen is healthy. Equally important, he is happy because Lucas and Daniel are healthy, too.

“They say it will take a couple of years to catch up to where they’re supposed to be, but they’re on a fast track and on the right path now,” Hansen said.

“There are no lingering effects. They’re done with the hospital for now.

“Six months. It goes by quick. Every day there’s a new thing happening now. It’s been very exciting. They’re changing every day. It’s the greatest gift you can get. Your daily day is changed — it’s turned upside down from what it used to be. But the joy from looking into their eyes and the smiles are worth it.”

imacintyre@vancouversun.com
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Jannik Hansen of the Vancouver Canucks says the premature birth of his twin sons didn&#8217;t affect his play in last year&#8217;s playoffs. But with fear for their health a thing of the past, he&#8217;s ready to play.

Jannik Hansen of the Vancouver Canucks says the premature birth of his twin sons didn&#8217;t affect his play in last year&#8217;s playoffs. But with fear for their health a thing of the past, he&#8217;s ready to play.

Jannik Hansen of the Vancouver Canucks steps onto the ice for a National Hockey League game against the Minnesota Wild at Rogers Arena in Vancouver on Feb. 12, 2013.

Jannik Hansen of the Vancouver Canucks looks on from the bench at Rogers Arena prior to their National Hockey League game against the Edmonton Oilers at Rogers Arena in Vancouver on Jan. 24, 2012.

Jannik Hansen of the Vancouver Canucks gets his jersey in order during a March 21, 2013 National Hockey League game against the Phoenix Coyotes at Jobing.com Arena in Glendale, Ariz.
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Can the Oilers make the playoffs?

 Yes, this is the year 

 No, maybe next year 

 Too tough to call 

VANCOUVER — There are things hockey players never say.

“This Stanley Cup ring hurts my finger.”

“It’s nice up here in the press box with the reporters.”

“I hate all this free stuff.”

“Do these hockey pants make my butt look big?”

And, of course: “Darn, I wish the coach played me less.”

No one in the National Hockey League has ever complained about too much ice time.

“Never, no,” Vancouver Canuck captain Henrik Sedin agreed.

So when teammate Ryan Kesler was asked Tuesday about playing 26½ minutes the night before — in a pre-season opener, after being injured for much of the previous two seasons — the centre made the workload sound no more onerous than waxing his abs.

“Honestly, I don’t think I even played that much,” Kesler said after being deployed on the ice for nearly half of the Canucks’ 3-2 loss to the San Jose Sharks on Monday night. “It felt like I was out there a lot in the first period. But other than that, I never felt like I was getting overplayed.”

True enough. At the rate associate coach Mike Sullivan, who ran the bench in the first game of the John Tortorella era in Vancouver, reined back Kesler in the final two periods, the 29-year-old would have logged a mere 25 minutes over a full game.

For context, consider that Kesler’s 26:26 of ice time is the most he has played in a 60-minute game since amassing 26:32 during a 3-2 loss to the Montreal Canadiens on Feb. 22, 2011.

Kesler’s busiest non-overtime night last season was 19:42, nearly seven minutes less than he played Monday in his first game in four months.

Had the Canucks’ old coach, Alain Vigneault, left Kesler on the ice for 26½ minutes of a pre-season opener, some reporters would have carried pitchforks and torches to the press conference the next morning.

But with Tortorella, well, hey, that’s Torts for you. And it is. The new head coach has always leaned heavily on his best players.

“I’m not a big believer in: ‘Holy, crap, he played him 26 minutes. Does he have anything left for Wednesday?’ ” Tortorella explained, claiming he was unaware of Kesler’s TOI. “I don’t buy it. I’m going to take each game at a time and if this certain person is one of our best players, I’m going to get him on the ice.”

Maybe Tortorella’s strategy will work. Vigneault’s way didn’t work the last two playoffs, although the Canucks, with minutes carefully managed and roles spread throughout the lineup, did manage to win more games than any NHL team the last five years.

But the way the new coach plans to run the team — is running the team — raises issues, including how playing the bejesus out of the best and most important Canucks meshes with general manager Mike Gillis’ long-standing ideals about fatigue management and maximizing player health and performance.

Gillis has said Tortorella fully supports sports science, including the “sleep doctor,” that is among the GM’s core beliefs.

But beyond any conflicting ideologies between coach and manager, there is a profound logistical difference between what Tortorella is accustomed to and where he finds himself now: in the Western Conference and one of the NHL’s most remote outposts.

With the New York Rangers, Tortorella had the easiest travel in the league. With the Canucks, he’ll experience some of the hardest.

It was no coincidence last season that among the top 10 NHL forwards in average ice time, nine played in the Eastern Conference. Three of the top 25 were Rangers. Henrik Sedin was the busiest Canuck forward at 19:20 per game, which was only 42nd in the league. 

Tortorella was the only NHL coach who used four defencemen more than 23 minutes a night, and three Rangers averaged more than 24 minutes. Only three other teams had as many as two blue-liners over that threshold. Thirteen had none. 

Top Canuck Alex Edler averaged 23:50.

And Tortorella’s goalie, Henrik Lundqvist, was second in the NHL in minutes and started 43 of the Rangers’ 48 games. By the way, none of the busiest 10 goalies in the league made it past the playoffs’ second round.

How will Tortorella’s plan to ride his top players work in the Western Conference?

“There will be no team in this league that has more days off than this team,” he vowed. “I know that. I have gone through that schedule and we are going to take time off. I think there are (better) ways to recover than worrying about only playing 18 minutes instead of 23 minutes. I’ve never bought into that and it’s been asked of me a lot.

“I want to win that game. I want to win Game 2, I’m not looking to Game 5. So if Sedin or Kes needs to be on the ice ... and play 12 minutes in that third period, they will play those 12 minutes of that third period to try to win that game.

“It’s a great question because it’s a major concern of mine, recovery. That’s a huge part of what I need to learn in this conference, especially with our travel schedule. But I believe there are other ways to recover than reducing ice time in a particular game.”

Can Kesler play, say, 22-23 minutes a night and stay healthy while criss-crossing the continent? He has had trouble staying healthy playing 19-20 minutes.

“I think that lays on my shoulders,” Kesler said. “I’ve got to do the job off the ice — nutrition, rest. Do everything to keep myself healthy and keep myself in the best possible shape.

“I’m going to have to get used to playing those minutes again and being fresh every night. He’s going to play the players who are playing the best and it’s going to be good. I’m looking for that challenge.”

Who wouldn’t?

imacintyre@vancouversun.com

TWITTER
First big wave of cuts gets roster down to 41

September 20, 2013 - 1:19 PM

By Mike Harrington

The Sabres trimmed training camp down to two groups Friday afternoon and started to set up a core of players for the Rochester Americans.

Sent down to the AHL club were forwards Colin Jacobs, Eric Locke, Johnny McGuire, Jonathan Parker, Frederick Roy, Kevin Sundher and Shawn Szydlowski; defensemen Alex Lepkowski and Matt MacKenzie; and goalies Connor Knapp and Nathan Lieuwen. Defenseman Nick Crawford was also sent down, but must first clear waivers.

Defenseman Brady Austin was returned to Belleville of the OHL and forward Peter Trainor was sent back to Rimouski in the Quebec League.

The Sabres are now down to 41 players (25 forwards, 13 defensemen and 3 goalies). Practice in Rochester is scheduled to start Wednesday. 

Go to the video: Sabres finish strong to beat Hurricanes, go 3-0 in preseason

September 20, 2013 - 9:39 AM

By Mike Harrington

With no television broadcast, a lot of requests to see highlights from last night's 5-2 preseason win over Carolina. Click below for the in-house video complete with Rick Jeanneret calls. Two goals for Johan Larsson, a sick pass from Thomas Vanek to Cody Hodgson for the game-winner and a strong job in goal by Ryan Miller, especially in the first period.

Read John Vogl's report on Joel Armia's night, including his first goal, by clicking here.

Defenseman Brayden McNabb had a three-point night and you can read Vogl's chat with him in today's Sabres notebook.

Also check out photographer Sharon Cantillon's gallery from the action.

Postgame: Sabres stay unbeaten in preseason with 5-2 victory over Hurricanes

September 19, 2013 - 10:41 PM

By John Vogl

The preseason isn't about wins and losses as much as it's about learning. Ryan Miller likes what the Sabres learned tonight.

The Sabres were down twice to Carolina but rallied to tie both times, and they pulled away at the end for a 5-2 victory to move to 3-0.

"It felt good to be in the mix, in a battle, in a 2-2 game," Miller said in First Niagara Center. "That’s the kind of stuff you want to get into right away. I thought as a group we reacted pretty well."

Johan Larsson scored twice and went 12 of 17 in the faceoff dot to shine for the Sabres. Brayden McNabb added a goal and two assists.

To hear Miller and coach Ron Rolston talk about the victory, click the audio files below.
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Live: Hurricanes at Sabres; pregame chat at 6:30 p.m., followed by in-game updates at 7

September 19, 2013 - 3:28 PM

<a href="http://www.coveritlive.com/mobile.php?option=com_mobile&task=viewaltcast&altcast_code=08e259b118" >Live: Hurricanes at Sabres</a> 

Armia excited for first game in Buffalo, and Sabres are excited to see him

September 19, 2013 - 12:08 PM

By John Vogl

Joel Armia has been a top prospect in Sabreland for more than two years. The locals will finally get a good look at him tonight.

Armia, drafted 16th overall by Buffalo in the 2011 NHL draft, will play against Carolina during the Sabres' preseason home opener in First Niagara Center. It's been a long wait for Armia, who spent the previous three seasons playing professionally in his native Finland.

"It’s nice to play here for the first time," he said. "It’s been a good experience meeting the guys here." 

Continue reading... 

Sabres putting out big names for crowd in preseason home debut

September 19, 2013 - 10:40 AM

By John Vogl

The Buffalo Sabres' first preseason lineup at home will look a lot like the regular-season lineup. In other words, many of the big names will be on the ice tonight in First Niagara Center.

Thomas Vanek, Cody Hodgson, Tyler Myers, Ryan Miller and first-round draft picks Rasmus Ristolainen and Nikita Zadorov will be among those facing Carolina in the Sabres' third preseason game and first in Buffalo.

The lineup:

Forwards

Joel Armia-Cody Hodgson-Thomas Vanek

Tyler Ennis-Mikhail Grigorenko-Brian Flynn

Corey Tropp-Johan Larsson-Ville Leino

Luke Adam-Kevin Porter-Colton Gillies

Defense

Nikita Zadorov-Tyler Myers

Brayden McNabb-Mark Pysyk

Henrik Tallinder-Rasmus Ristolainen

Goaltenders

Ryan Miller

Matt Hackett

With preseason home opener Thursday, some traffic tips during HarborCenter construction

September 18, 2013 - 12:35 PM

Harbor 

View of HarborCenter construction taken last week. (Twitter feed of News Sports Reporter John Vogl -- @Buffnewsvogl)

By Mike Harrington 

With the Sabres' exhibition opener set for Thursday night against Carolina in First Niagara Center and another preseason home game slated for Saturday against Toronto, the team has issued a traffic advisory today to remind fans about the impact of construction of the HarborCenter facility at the arena's front door.

(*If you haven't been downtown since the end of last season, you will be astonished at the size of the two cranes doing the construction and at the progress of the building at a relatively early stage of the project).

All normal event parking – in both the arena ramp and the surrounding surface lots – will remain open for all games this season but you're going to need to plan ahead and give yourself more time to get to and from the arena.

The biggest issue is you will no longer be able to head southbound toward the arena on Washington Street to get to Perry Street to access the arena ramp and surface lots. All traffic is now one lane northbound (away from the arena) on Washington and one lane southbound (toward the arena) on Main. The preferred route to head toward the arena is now Michigan Avenue, with a right turn on to Perry to the parking areas.

My advice: Get there early. If you think you're showing up 15 minutes before faceoff, you're not. You're going to be sitting in traffic. 

There are regularly temporary road closures around the construction site but the Sabres say those will not take place during arena events. Buffalo Police will direct traffic at the key intersections near the arena.

Prior to Saturday night's game against the Leafs, Sabres players will walk the Blue & Gold carpet beginning at 4:30 in Alumni Plaza. Brian Duff and Danny Gare will emcee the festivities.

Go to the video: A trio of tallies produces a win in Columbus

September 18, 2013 - 9:05 AM

By Mike Harrington

Here's a video look at the Sabres' goals in Tuesday's 3-1 preseason win in Columbus (with highlights from the Blue Jackets' radio network/arena video feed as sent to Sabres.com). 

Marcus Foligno nets the first two, including one on an acrobatic move crossing the front of the net, while Corey Tropp picks the pocket of Blue Jackets goalie Mike McKenna and feeds Mikhail Grigorenko for the insurance tally in the third period.

(Hint: Don't have your cursor over the video box while it's playing or you will get the banner staying on the screen at the top. Move the cursor to the side).

After returning from family tragedy, Canes' Gerbe out to prove Sabres wrong

September 17, 2013 - 3:31 PM

By John Vogl

One of the Sabres' biggest moves of the offseason was buying out forward Nathan Gerbe. The agitator with scoring ability has finally arrived at training camp with his new team, the Carolina Hurricanes.

"I was a little shocked that happened," Gerbe, in this NHL.com story, said about the buyout. "It becomes something that drives you to work harder. I want to prove everyone wrong, and especially prove it to one team up north."

Gerbe joined the Canes on a one-year, two-way contract that will pay $550,000 if he plays in the NHL. He's getting an early chance, skating alongside former NHL Rookie of the Year Jeff Skinner and No. 5 overall draft pick Elias Lindholm.

Gerbe was a late arrival to camp because of the accidental death of his brother-in-law, as this story by the Raleigh News and Observer explains.

Sabres' Power Play Luncheon makes return

September 17, 2013 - 1:34 PM

By John Vogl

The Sabres have announced the return of their annual Power Play Luncheon Series, which will consist of three events in First Niagara Center.

General Manager Darcy Regier, coach Ron Rolston and all the players from the 2013-14 team will headline the first luncheon at noon Oct. 1. Regier and Rolston will speak, while players and alumni will dine at each table.

The other two dates and headline speakers will be announced at a later date.

Rates are $40 for an individual luncheon seat, $100 for a seat at all three luncheons, $350 for a table of 10 at one event and $850 for a table of 10 at all three luncheons.

See Sabres.com or contact the First Niagara Center Account Services Office at 855-4444 for ticket information.

Tonight's lineup in Columbus

September 17, 2013 - 10:42 AM

By Mike Harrington

The Sabres are essentially flipping squads for tonight's game in Columbus, with the players who didn't go to Sunday's shootout win in Montreal making their preseason debuts tonight. There are three notable exceptions: Mikhail Grigorenko and Zemgus Girgensons, last year's two No. 1 picks, are in the lineup again tonight after having key roles in Sunday's win, and so is goaltender Matt Hackett.

Grigorenko had a pedestrian game until scoring the shootout winner, while Girgensons was the Sabres' top forward with two goals. The most interesting debut tonight will be winger Joel Armia, the 2011 No. 1 pick. He'll be playing with Tyler Ennis and Johan Larsson.

Veterans making preseason debuts tonight include goalie Ryan Miller, the team's top defense pair (Christian Ehrhoff-Tyler Myers) and top forward line (Marcus Foligno-Cody Hodgson-Thomas Vanek), Tyler Ennis and John Scott. 

The look at the team's morning skate in First Niagara Center went like this:

Forward lines

Foligno-Hodgson-Vanek

Girgensons-Grigorenko-Tropp

Ennis-Larsson-Armia

Scott-Ellis-Tardif

Defense pairs

Ehrhoff-Myers

McNabb-Ruhwedel 

Sulzer-Gauthier-Leduc 

Sabres send five back to juniors, including Buffalo's Bailey

September 16, 2013 - 3:47 PM

By John Vogl

The Sabres' training camp numbers are slowly starting to drop.

Buffalo has sent five players back to their junior teams, bringing its roster total down to 56. Justin Bailey, the Williamsville native selected in the second round of the NHL draft, was among those to depart.

Joining Bailey, a Kitchener Rangers forward, were Nicholas Baptiste (Sudbury, OHL), Justin Kea (Saginaw, OHL), Logan Nelson (Victoria, WHL) and defenseman Connor Boland (Peterborough, OHL).

The Sabres also broke their practice sessions into three groups today. Two groups, featuring NHL regulars and hopefuls, were available to the media. The third group practiced early and could easily be considered the Rochester Americans. It consisted of Peter Trainor, Jonathan Parker, Johnny McGuire, Alex Lepkowski, Kevin Sundher, Shawn Szydlowski, Colin Jacobs, Eric Locke, Frederick Roy, Matt MacKenzie, Brady Austin and Nick Crawford.

Sabres, Kaleta out to prove early they have each other's back

September 16, 2013 - 2:35 PM

By John Vogl

Patrick Kaleta didn't even see Jamie McBain get dropped with a clean, hard check Sunday night. He just knew McBain was a new teammate and he wanted the Sabres defenseman to know that Buffalo players stick up for each other.

"He’s a new guy, and he’s got to be welcomed on the team," Kaleta said today in First Niagara Center. "He’s got to know that we have his back."

Kaleta and Cody McCormick went after Canadiens who leveled big hits during the Sabres' 5-4 victory in the preseason opener. Kaleta says he might not have challenged normally mild-mannered Alex Galchenyuk during the regular season, but exhibition games are a time to send messages.

"We want to establish that we are a team and no one is going to take liberties on old guys, young guys," Kaleta said. "You’re going to have to deal with all five guys on the ice. We want to establish that early. We want to be a team that’s tough to play against, and you’re going to have to go through five of us, not just one."

The Sabres play their second of seven exhibitions Tuesday in Columbus. To hear coach Ron Rolston talk about the first game, the play of first-round picks Rasmus Ristolainen and Nikita Zadorov, and look forward to the Blue Jackets, click the audio file below.
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Girgensons retains playoff pace; Sabres don't take kindly to big hits

September 16, 2013 - 11:05 AM

By John Vogl

The Sabres opened their preseason schedule with a 5-4 shootout victory in Montreal on Sunday night. Among the notable developments:

*Zemgus Girgensons, who had a stellar playoff series for Rochester, picked right up where he left off with two goals.

*Trade acquisition Jamie McBain and tryout hopeful Colton Gillies also scored.

*The Sabres don't take kindly to big, clean hits. The Canadiens' Jarred Tinordi dropped Gillies early, and Buffalo's Cody McCormick earned an instigator and 10-minute miscoduct for taking exception.

Later, forward Alex Galchenyuk blasted McBain, and Patrick Kaleta jumped in. Hockeyfights.com doesn't list Galchenyuk as having ever fought before. On a faceoff after Kaleta left the box, fighter Brandon Prust cross-checked the agitator, who was called for diving.

French highlights of the game can be found here.

Ristolainen among four No. 1 picks the last two years hitting ice in Sabres' exhibition opener tonight

September 15, 2013 - 12:22 PM

By Mike Harrington

The Sabres open the exhibition schedule tonight in Montreal and it will mark the debut of Ron Rolston's new-look coaching staff, as John Vogl wrote about in today's paper. As we learned during today's morning skate, the game is also quite a nod to the team's scouting and development staff as all four No. 1 picks from the last two years (Mikhail Grigorenko, Zemgus Girgensons, Rasmus Ristolainen and Nakita Zadorov) will get a chance to take the Bell Centre ice.

Quite a statement indeed.

"Absolutely it is," Rolston said in First Niagara Center prior to the flight to Montreal. "Our goal right now in training camp is there's going to be a lot of opportunity for those players. They're going to get a lot of time here in the exhibitions. They're important to where we're headed and we've got a lot of faith in those guys. So it's going to be important to watch them grow even through this exhibition schedule."

Ristolainen, the No. 8 overall pick in June, will be paired tonight with Mike Weber.

"I'm so excited," said Ristolainen. "I've been waiting a lot to play a game and it's nice to play in Montreal. I've heard it's one of the best rinks in this league and so are the fans, so I'm excited. There's a lot of guys getting chances. I know this is one of my chances. I want to do everything tonight to show my skills."

"He's a solid kid, solid player," Weber said. "He's a man. An 18-year-old man. He's a big boy, skates pretty well, moves the puck really well. He's smart. It's exciting for Sabres fans to have a big guy like that come in and we get to see how he looks against other men. But he's already been playing in a professional league (in Finland). His strength is there so it's all about playing against these guys. The NHL is the best guys in the world." 

Continue reading... 

Sabres' training camp already moving from scrimmages to games

September 14, 2013 - 1:39 PM

By John Vogl

Training camp is moving fast in Sabreland. The team wrapped up its third day of scrimmages this afternoon, and the coaching staff is already moving on to the initial cuts and the first exhibition game Sunday in Montreal.

“We’re already in game time tomorrow,” coach Ron Rolston said in First Niagara Center. “It’ll be good to get to that point. Now you can play some games and kind of start trimming things down. You’ve got obviously game situations, game video for teaching, and you’ve got a smaller group so practices are better at that point. As you trim down, competition is better, practices are better.”

The Sabres will make their first cuts Sunday, mostly young players who will return to their junior teams. Buffalo will have a morning skate at home then fly to Montreal.

Rolston would not disclose his lineup but said goaltenders will split games at the start before easing into full contests. The coach also will keep an eye on the top prospects vying for a starting role in Buffalo.

“You’ll probably see a lot of different combinations throughout the course of exhibition,” he said. “We’re trying to find the right pieces. We had a little bit at the end of last season where I had some experience with guys, but we’re still trying to find those combinations. That along with giving some of these younger guys some real good looks, giving them good opportunities to play with good players and see where they’re at, if they’re going to step up and take those opportunities or not.”

Rolston said he’ll control the forward line changes during games. Teppo Numminen will handle defenders and power play. Joe Sacco will conduct the penalty kill and talk on the headset with fellow assistant Jerry Forton, who will be up in the press box.

The Sabres totaled three goals in the final scrimmage. Steve Ott scored twice, with assists going to Ville Leino, while Shawn Szydlowski also found the net.

The full audio of Rolston’s news conference is below.
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Miller rejoins Sabres after emotional induction at Michigan State

September 14, 2013 - 12:42 PM

By John Vogl

Ryan Miller is still playing hockey, so he found it a little surreal that Michigan State was ready to induct him into its Athletic Hall of Fame. After arriving on campus this week and recognizing it had been about a dozen years since he'd hung out at the East Lansing college, he realized the magnitude of the honor.

"It was a pretty amazing experience," the Sabres goaltender said today. "Michigan State has meant a lot to our family. My grandfather came down in the 1950s to go to school there, and every decade after that a member of our family has been there going to school.

"To be inducted into the Hall of Fame after growing up going to football games, hockey games, wearing green and white, learning the fight song before I could speak properly probably, when I was able to get up and say a few words I was actually a lot more emotional than I thought I was going to be."

Miller, his cousin Kip and former Bills coach Hank Bullough were among the five Spartans honored Thursday night. The goalie missed practiced Friday but returned to the ice today.

"It was just another part of my life where I’m just kind of like, Wow, that’s really cool that that got to happen," Miller said. "I’m just trying to be thankful and appreciate it."
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Sabres' special season-ticket deliveries set for Saturday

September 13, 2013 - 4:20 PM

By John Vogl

Some Sabres season-ticket holders are in line for memorable visits Saturday.

Players and members of the organization will be out and about delivering the ticket packages to random fans. Owner Terry Pegula and others dropped off the ducats two years ago, as this story shows, but the special deliveries were canceled last season because of the lockout.

The season-ticket deliveries will coincide with the opening of individual game sales. Tickets will be available to the general public at 9 a.m. at the First Niagara Center box office and Tickets.com. The Sabres' twitter account has a presale through 10 tonight.

Ridiculous Hands Dept: Patrick Kane's new stickhandling video

September 13, 2013 - 1:30 PM

By Mike Harrington

When we last saw Patrick Kane, it was nearly three weeks ago and he was parading the Stanley Cup around to Niagara Falls, South Buffalo and West Seneca (props to Imperial Pizza, by the way).

He's back on the ice now and in this case, I realize it's a commercial for his stickbrand. I get that. But we can still marvel at the abilities here shown by No. 88 in this video that's going all over the place today. Pretty amazing stuff.

Sabres' Myers hopes physical, mental workouts allow defenseman to become himself again

September 13, 2013 - 11:45 AM

By John Vogl

Tyler Myers employed new tricks over the summer to improve his body and mind. Why?

"You have a year like you did last year, you want to change some things," the Sabres defenseman said today.

Last year was as forgettable as it comes for Myers. Fresh off cashing a $10 million signing bonus, he arrived in training camp out of shape and never got right. He labored through 39 games, putting up only eight points and a minus-8 rating, before breaking a bone in his leg during the final weeks.

"I’ll be the first to say, that’s not me as a player last year," Myers said in First Niagara Center. "I have to be much better, and it’s just a matter of taking it day by day and focusing on improving each and every day, right up until that first game, and then continuing that throughout the season."

Myers appears in peak form physically during training camp. He spent much of the summer training in Buffalo, and he even brought a Sabres strength and conditioning intern back to his home in Kelowna, British Columbia, for more work.

"I still got the benefit of seeing friends and family at home, but the way he pushed me in mornings and what we got out of the Sabres’ program, I’m really happy I did that," Myers said.

The 23-year-old was a mental wreck at times last season, his confidence broken by the on-ice troubles and off-ice comments. He's trying to get ahold of the head games.

"It’s just a matter of the way you handle different situations and make sure you stay on yourself to continue that each and every opportunity you can," he said. "The mental side of it is something that’s pretty new to me. I’ve never really branched off in that area before in the past to this depth, I would say, but the steps that I’m taking with that they’re really helping me."

To hear Myers' frank, 14-minute chat, click the audio file below.
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Sabres' Miller inducted into Michigan State Hall of Fame; Hank Bullough, too

September 13, 2013 - 8:18 AM

By John Vogl

Ryan Miller made a quick departure from Buffalo after his first practice of training camp. The goaltender had a memorable reason.

Michigan State has inducted its highly decorated alumnus into its athletic Hall of Fame. The ceremony was Thursday night in East Lansing, Mich.

"Great to be back on campus at MSU," Miller wrote on his Twitter account. "Very honored to be inducted into the athletic hall of fame along with my cousin Kip. #GoGreen"

Miller won the Hobey Baker with the Spartans in 2001 and was a two-time All-American. Along with Kip, who also played hockey, Miller was joined in the Hall by former Buffalo Bills coach Henry "Hank" Bullough, Morris Peterson (basketball) and Jenna Wrobel (volleyball).

Miller is not taking part in the Sabres' practices today. They began at 7:50 a.m. Team owner Terry Pegula is in attendance, so there is likely a team function later, hence the early start time.

Here is the Michigan State news release on the class and its feature on Miller.

Video: Vogl, Harrington at training camp

September 12, 2013 - 4:56 PM

Twitter is target of Tortorella's first rant in Vancouver

September 12, 2013 - 4:02 PM

By Mike Harrington

The word is coming via the Vancouver Province about what John Tortorella said after Canucks practice today and it's spreading all over Twitter. Maybe that was his intent.

The new Vancouver coach isn't banning the social media behemoth from his locker room, which would be rough for folks who love Roberto Luongo's wildly entertaining feed that has nearly 185,000 followers. But he'd like his players to can a lot of it.

"It’s the most narcissistic thing I’ve ever seen,” Tortorella said. “I’m not going to handcuff them and treat them like little kids. There’d better be no information come out of the locker room with that damn Twitter. It’s nothing but trouble to me. ... Our locker room is our locker room, and I believe our guys understand that. I just hope they respect the sanctity of the locker room."

Oddly enough, Tortorella is on Twitter himself and has nearly 37,000 followers.

"I think it is tremendous for charity work. It helped me tremendously with our dog walk out in New York and we raised a ton of money," he said. "But not for, 'Here I am, I’m having a roast beef sandwich, I am saying hello to my fans.’ That is just ridiculous.”

So i guess that means for real narcissicm and hockey talk, you should be sure to follow my Twitter account here and to follow the work of colleague John Vogl here. I may have had roast beef for lunch today, just for the record.

Sabres' Rolston glad to have Hodgson long term, says Myers is in great shape

September 12, 2013 - 1:31 PM

By John Vogl

Ron Rolston's first day of training camp featured three practice sessions, one scrimmage and a full roster. The Sabres' coach liked what he saw.

Rolston is happy to have newly signed Cody Hodgson in the fold and is confident the center will improve. The coach says Tyler Myers is in great shape, much better than last year when the defenseman's conditioning was an issue. Rolston also is eager to watch Ville Leino and all the position battles during camp.

The full audio is below.
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The Hodgson deal: Potential over production but cap games too

September 12, 2013 - 12:38 PM

Cody Hodgson with perhaps the best goal of the Sabres' 2013 season, March 5 at Carolina. 

By Mike Harrington

It was just two weeks ago I wrote a column that said Cody Hodgson did not deserve a long-term contract. The Sabres gave him exactly that Wednesday, awarding a six-year, $25.5M whopper to a 23-year-old who has played just 68 career games in the Blue & Gold.

I still don't like it. But at least I get it too. 

GM Darcy Regier told us several weeks ago he's not a fan of young players getting long-term deals and reiterated that stance today, a view certainly advanced by Tyler Myers' struggles after he signed his seven-year, $38 million extension. Hodgson is the Sabres' No. 1 center for now but at worst he's going to be No. 2 someday if Mikhail Grigorenko becames the top dog down the middle. (That's certainly not happening this year at least and probably not next year either).

Hodgson had 15 goals last season, so he projects out to a 26-goal scorer in a full, 82-game season.  But he's a defensive liability, at times a passenger in the neutral zone or a turnstile in the defensive zone. He handled questions about those areas head-on today.

He's again worked hard over the summer, training with former NHLer Gary Roberts. The Sabres like his off-ice work ethic and feel that's a sign of maturity. Hodgson said he feels he'll have more power and explosiveness to work off opponents in the defensive end.

"He's very professional, very dedicated and committed to getting better," Regier said today. "He's a very good professional at a young age. In his case, he's a year older or two years older than some guys who did get the long-term deal. He wants to be counted on and he wants to be recognized in a leadership position. He wants the opportunity to be in positions where he wants to make a difference."

Continue reading... 

Hodgson eager to reward long-term faith shown by Sabres

September 12, 2013 - 11:19 AM

By John Vogl

Cody Hodgson has been in Buffalo for a while working out, so he was confident a contract was coming. As the hours ticked closer to training camp, however, he felt a few nerves.

Not anymore. Armed with a six-year deal worth a reported $25.5 million, Hodgson opened camp today as the team’s confident No. 1 center.

“When they have that much faith in you, you want to try that much harder and make sure you reward them for that opportunity,” Hodgson said in First Niagara Center. “It was a great summer of training. Obviously, I had a lot of time to make sure I got a lot more explosive, a lot more power.”

Hodgson finished last season as the Sabres’ second-leading scorer. He’s back with the top guy, skating alongside right wing Thomas Vanek. Marcus Foligno, who ended last year as center, is getting an early look as the top-line left winger.

Hodgson has always wanted a top-line role. He entered camp last year competing with Tyler Ennis for the job. The contract and depth chart make Hodgson the clear go-to guy this season for coach Ron Rolston.

“You just want to do what you can and complement the players you’re playing with,” said Hodgson, who has struggled defensively but hopes to make major strides. “This year, we’re going to get a chance to know the systems a little better. Having Ron know right from the start of training camp what we’re doing system-wise, I think we’ll all get on the same page.

“I was working on power, strength, making sure I can muscle guys off pucks. Hopefully, that will translate into good team defense.”

He’ll have plenty of time to get to know the team with his contract covering the next half-dozen years.

“I’m really happy to have some concrete knowledge of where I’m going to be for a few years,” Hodgson said. “Playing in Winnipeg, Vancouver, Rochester and Buffalo the last couple years, you’re never really sure where you’re going to be. I’m really happy I’ll be able to buy a house or something. To have some security, it’s nice.”

Sabres' depth chart on Day One of training camp

September 12, 2013 - 10:25 AM

By John Vogl

The Sabres will have plenty of competition for roster spots during training camp, with numerous centers, wingers and defensemen vying for a starting job. The depth chart could change on a daily basis once exhibition games start, but here are the top lines and pairings on Day One based on the practice groups put together by coach Ron Rolston.

Forwards

Marcus Foligno-Cody Hodgson-Thomas Vanek

Steve Ott-Mikhail Grigorenko-Ville Leino

Tyler Ennis-Johan Larsson-Drew Stafford

Zemgus Girgensons-Kevin Porter-Brian Flynn

Corey Tropp-Cody McCormick-Patrick Kaleta

Luke Adam-Mike Zigomanis-Joel Armia

Defense

Christian Ehrhoff-Tyler Myers

Henrik Tallinder-Mark Pysyk

Mike Weber-Rasmus Ristolainen

Brayden McNabb-Jamie McBain

Alexander Sulzer-Chad Ruhwedel

Goaltenders

Ryan Miller

Jhonas Enroth

Matt Hackett

Photo

Sabres, Hodgson agree to six-year contract extension

September 11, 2013 - 6:51 PM

766284 JETS AT SABRES MU#12 

Restricted free agent Cody Hodgson has agreed to a six-deal deal.

By John Vogl

The Sabres have their top center under contract for the next six years.

Restricted free agent Cody Hodgson has agreed to a long-term deal, ensuring Buffalo will have its full roster Thursday when it takes the training camp ice for the first time.

"Hey Sabres fans, I'm excited to let you know I'm going to be a Buffalo Sabre for the next six years," Hodgson said this evening on a Vine video released by the team.

The value of the contract was not immediately available. A Sportsnet.ca report says he'll earn a total of $25.5 million for an average of $4.25 million per year.

“We are extremely excited to have signed Cody to a long-term deal,” General Manager Darcy Regier said. “We feel he is going to be an important piece of our organization’s success in the future and look forward to watching him develop as a player.”

Regier said this morning he and Hodgson's agent, Ritch Winter, were moving toward closing a deal. They had discussed both long- and short-term contracts. They obviously chose the former.

The 23-year-old Hodgson was the Sabres' second-leading scorer last season. He recorded 15 goals and 34 points in 48 games. He needs to work on his defensive awareness, but he is Buffalo's clear No. 1 center heading into the season.

Rolston starts first camp hoping to bring new philosophies to the ice

September 11, 2013 - 12:14 PM

By Mike Harrington

Ron Rolston was an interim coach last season, handed the difficult task of keeping things together after the February firing of Lindy Ruff. Rolston went 15-11-5 and got the job on a full-time basis in May, and it all led to Wednesday when the team arrived for the 46-year-old's first training camp as an NHL head coach.

It's the first time since 1996 that a head coach other than Lindy Ruff has directed the Sabres at the start of camp, and Rolston said the gig is the culmination of a career dream.

"It's exciting in a sense that it allows you to have some preparation time and do a lot of thinking over the summer in philosophies," Rolston said as the team arrived at First Niagara Center for physicals and skill testing.

How different will a Rolston team look?

"The philosophy of play will be one where we continue to improve on the things we worked on at the end of last year. We've got to get way more difficult to play against," Rolston said. "From there, our puck possession has got to be a lot better. For the most part last year we were a rush hockey team. Limited power play offense, limited offensive zone play. Those are areas that have to get better for us."

Rolston announced that defenseman Teppo Numminen will move from the press box to the bench to work with the defense and power play. New assistant Joe Sacco is also expected to be behind the bench. The team also confirmed the hiring of Buffalo native and former Niagara assistant Jerry Forton, which was reported by John Vogl nearly a month ago. 

Continue reading... 

Regier hopes to re-sign Hodgson soon, says trade window closed at moment with Miller, Vanek

September 11, 2013 - 12:03 PM

By John Vogl

It sounds like Ryan Miller and Thomas Vanek could remain with the Sabres for a while. General Manager Darcy Regier hopes Cody Hodgson sticks around, too.

Buffalo's veterans gathered for physicals today and will begin skating Thursday, and Regier hopes Hodgson will be on the ice in First Niagara Center. The team has yet to work out a contract with the restricted free agent, who was second on the team in scoring last season.

"We continue to work on his contract," Regier said today. "I’ve had conversations with his agent on a couple of occasions this morning. I spoke briefly with Cody. Both sides are working hard on this. 

Continue reading... 

Tallinder on Myers: 'He's going to be an exceptionally good player still. Just give him time'

September 11, 2013 - 11:37 AM

By Mike Harrington

We had not heard from Henrik Tallinder since he was traded back to the Sabres from New Jersey in July. But everyone figured he would be happy with the deal -- and he confirmed the feeling Wednesday in his first meeting with the Buffalo media.

"I was a little bit surprised," Tallinder said today after taking his pre-camp physical. "I didn't know that Buffalo was interested. I knew something was going to happen because I had a long conversation with the [Devils GM Lou Lamoriello] after the season and we made it both pretty clear what we wanted. Then Buffalo got involved and I was a little bit surprised."

Tallinder spoke to the media before coach Ron Rolston, who surprised the gathering by saying Tallinder will start camp paired with Mark Pysyk and not with Tyler Myers. The prevailing wisdom was that a Myers-Tallinder pairing was a lock, giving Myers' Calder Trophy-winning season in 2010 with Tallinder. Rolston, however, said Myers will start with Christian Ehrhoff.

For his part, Tallinder said Myers can quickly get back to his star-studded rookie season.

"I think Tyler is an exceptional young man and player," Tallinder said. "When he came in his first year, I've never seen a guy that talented and that good at that age. Or very few of them, that I"ve played with at least. I think he's still young. I think you guys have been pretty hard on him too. He's going to be an exceptionally good player still. Just give him time. Let him play."

Tallinder played just 64 games with the Devils the last two years due to injuries and the fact he fell out of favor with coach Peter DeBoer. He said his goal this year is to be a regular on the crowded Buffalo blueline and he knows the team needs him to be a leader with its young defense corps.

"I might not be the most vocal guy but if I have something to say, I'm saying it," Tallinder noted. "I'm not afraid any more of saying what I want."

Click below to hear Tallinder's welcome-back session with the media today:
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Henrik Tallinder

Audio: Ryan Miller returns to Sabres, glad to be back in Buffalo

September 11, 2013 - 10:39 AM

By John Vogl

Ryan Miller said a proper goodbye to Buffalo at the end of last season, waving to Sabres fans after the final game and preparing for a possible move in his hockey career.

The move never came. The goaltender is back in Buffalo, and he has no complaints.

"It’s good to be back and absolutely ready to go," Miller said in First Niagara Center as the Sabres gathered for physicals. "I have a great connection with the city, and I’ve enjoyed my time here. I’m just looking forward to getting started and do it all over again."

Miller said today he has a lot to prove this year, as he does every year, and he feels he's in a good place both on the ice and off it. He wants to compete at a high enough level to get the Sabres into the playoffs and make the U.S. Olympic team.

The 33-year-old, who is entering the final year of his contract, said he's prepared to be professional about the trade speculation that will accompany him throughout the season. He said there have been no recent talks about an extension, but he hasn't closed the door on the option.

Miller also explained his decision to sell his Buffalo home at the end of last season. Though it looked like another sign he wanted out of town, he says he had long planned to sell the townhouse before the final year of his contract so he didn't get lowballed and get stuck with the home. He's renting now.

The complete audio of his interview is below.
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Former first-round pick Gillies is only surprise on Sabres' training camp roster

September 10, 2013 - 8:16 PM

By John Vogl

Colton Gillies has yet to prove he's a first-round talent. He'll get another chance in Buffalo.

The 24-year-old forward, selected 16th overall by Minnesota in 2007, will attend Sabres training camp on a tryout basis. In 154 NHL games with the Wild and Columbus Blue Jackets, Gillies has produced six goals, 18 points and 72 penalty minutes. The 6-foot-4 winger had one goal and two points in 27 games with Columbus last season.

The rest of the 60-player roster features holdovers from Buffalo and Rochester, offseason signees and the organization’s top prospects. The players will have physicals Wednesday and their first on-ice sessions Thursday in First Niagara Center.

Download 2013 Training Camp Roster

Sabres' training camp opens to public Thursday; scrimmages daily

September 10, 2013 - 4:19 PM

By John Vogl

The Buffalo Sabres are going to try to get their competitive juices flowing immediately. They’ll have scrimmages every day at training camp, including the first on-ice session Thursday as the 2013-14 season gets underway.

The Sabres announced a partial camp schedule this afternoon, and intrasquad games highlight the opening week. The club will be split into three groups, with all three practicing and two facing each other in a scrimmage.

The sessions in First Niagara Center are free and open to the public. 

The schedule:

Thursday -- Session One: 8:45-9:45 a.m.; Session Two: 10-10:45 a.m.; Scrimmage: 11:15 a.m. to noon; Session Three: 12:15-1 p.m. 

Friday -- Session One: 7:45-8:45 a.m.; Scrimmage: 9:15-10:30 a.m.

Saturday -- Session One: 8:45-9:45 a.m.; Session Two: 10-10:45 a.m.; Scrimmage: 11:15 a.m. to noon; Session Three: 12:15-1 p.m.

Download 2013 Training Camp Roster.

The Sabres' camp roster, available at the link above, comfirms last month's report in The News that Buffalo native, University at Buffalo grad and former Niagara University and Harvard assistant Jerry Forton has been hired as an assistant coach for Ron Rolston. The team had not previously acknowledged the move.

The Sabres list 60 players on the training camp roster, with 36 forwards, 18 defensemen and six goaltenders.

Among the forwards is former Columbus Blue Jackets winger Colton Gillies. The 24-year-old, who was selected 16th overall by Minnesota in 2007, had one goal and two points in 27 games with the Blue Jackets last year.

Cody Hodgson, the Sabres' No. 1 center, is also on the roster, though the restricted free agent has yet to come to terms on a new deal.

Highlights from Sabres' victory over Columbus in prospect tourney

September 6, 2013 - 9:38 AM

By John Vogl

The Sabres opened defense of their Traverse City Prospects Tournament title with a 3-2 victory over the Columbus Blue Jackets. Here are the highlights, provided by the Amerks' staff.

Traverse City

Game 1 vs Columbus

SendtoNews News Distribution Services

Vanek not surprised to be a Sabre, hopes hard-earned victories can help Buffalo find playoffs

September 5, 2013 - 3:47 PM

By John Vogl

Thomas Vanek remembers a time when the Sabres could skate onto the ice, have a lackluster performance and still leave with a victory. With two straight playoff misses and a rebuilding team in place, those days are gone.

“Whoever makes our team, we won’t be favored by anyone,” Vanek told The News today. “That’s OK. I think you can be a young team and a good team. I think we have two good goaltenders who can play.

“You have to battle, and every game’s going to be important for us. Teams in the past we’ve had, we had off nights and we would still win. I don’t think that’s going to happen too much anymore. I think we have to be on top of our game to beat the Detroits and those kinds of teams.

“In the past for us we’ve had good teams. Maybe our goals were a little too high. I think every team thinks it’ll work hard for that Stanley Cup, but I think you have to take it a step at a time. For us, I think it really is just to get into the playoffs.”

It remains to be seen whether Vanek will be in Buffalo come playoff time. He’s entering the final year of his contract and has been the subject of trade talks. Still, he’s not surprised he skated in First Niagara Center today.

“No, not at all,” he said. “My end-of-the-year meeting was good. I just said my thoughts. I never asked for a trade, so from that point on I’m not surprised that I’m still here. But at the same time, if they would have moved me, I wouldn’t have been surprised either way.

“This is just a story that until something happens people want to know. To me, it’s not an issue.”

Vanek said he hasn’t closed the door on a contract extension, but he wants to see how the young team and new coach Ron Rolston perform before he decides his future.

“I just want to see where it goes,” Vanek said. “I have that right, and I’m taking it. I don’t feel like I’m doing a disservice to anyone. Some people might agree with me, some don’t. That’s the way it goes either way.

“It’s a new coaching staff, it’s new everything, a lot of new players. I like Ron. I think the youth is good that we have, but I don’t know our young guys how good they can be. Until you see it over a good span of games, I don’t think anyone’s going to know.”

Hodgson on lack of contract with Sabres: 'We'll get something done'

September 5, 2013 - 2:07 PM

By John Vogl

Cody Hodgson, clad in a Sabres practice sweater, skated with a bunch of his Buffalo teammates today. He hopes he’s still on the ice with them next week when training camp starts.

The Sabres’ second-leading scorer is without a contract just days away from the opening of the 2013-14 season. The restricted free agent is coming off his entry-level deal that paid $1.66 million annually, with $787,500 in base salary and $850,000 in bonuses, according to CapGeek.com. The center turned down Buffalo’s qualifying offer of $826,875.

“I like it here, and we’ll get something done,” Hodgson told The News in First Niagara Center. 

Continue reading... 

Two polls: Like the Sabres' new jersey? Is it better than the infamous slug?

September 4, 2013 - 5:07 PM

By John Vogl

Reaction has been swift and extreme toward the Sabres' new third jersey, which was unveiled today. Here's a sampling:

Sports Illustrated wrote: Shield your eyes! The Buffalo Sabres’ new third jersey is hideous!

CBS Sports wrote: Steve Ott unveils Sabres' new third jersey and it's awful

Yahoo! Sports wrote: Buffalo Sabres reveal perhaps the NHL’s worst jersey

Voice your opinion in a couple of polls relating to the jersey.

Do you like the Sabres' new third jersey? 

 Yes 

 No 

View Results 

poll by twiigs.com 

Which jersey is better, the new third or the "slug"? 

 New third 

 Slug 

View Results 

poll by twiigs.com 

Grigorenko ruled ineligible to play for Sabres in prospect tournament

September 4, 2013 - 4:06 PM

By John Vogl

Mikhail Grigorenko, one of the biggest names scheduled to participate in the Traverse City prospect tournament this week, will not suit up for the Sabres after being ruled ineligible.

"Grigorenko was deemed to be ineligible for the tournament because of the number of NHL games he appeared on the Sabres’ roster in the 2012-13 season," the team announced in a release this afternoon.

The center, selected 12th overall in the 2012 draft, skated in 25 games for the Sabres during his rookie year. He had a goal and four assists while shuttling between Buffalo and his junior team in Quebec.

General Manager Darcy Regier has already said the 19-year-old will spend all of this season in Buffalo, and the tournament would have given the organization a good chance to view his offseason growth.

The only other prospects traveling to Traverse City who have played for the Sabres are defensemen Mark Pysyk (19 games) and Chad Ruhwedel (seven).

In scripted scene, Ott loses patience, unveils Sabres' third jersey 

September 4, 2013 - 1:08 PM

By John Vogl

Steve Ott stopped by the Sabres' arena today before catching a flight to New York for an NHL media tour. He created a little scripted havoc before he went. The result was an unveiling of the Sabres' new third jersey.

The multicolored jersey is gold in front with the traditional logo, but the back is blue with silver numbers and gold letters.

Ottfrontlarge

Backlarge

The Sabres have been teasing small glimpses of the jersey on their Twitter feed. After Ott joked on Twitter that the jersey unveil was taking longer than a dinner invite from teammate and close friend Mike Weber, the Sabres responded, "Hi Steve, we appreciate your excitement for the jersey, but we have a lot more pics to go before we unveil!"

Ott proceeded to get a jersey in the arena and threatened to unveil it in 10 minutes if the Sabres didn't. He followed through with his threat.

The tweets followed a script set up by the Sabres, who had their change to the infamous "slug" jersey leaked in 2006.

Kane, Stanley quite a duo across Western New York

August 24, 2013 - 4:09 PM

HumveeBy Mike Harrington

Yes, it's not the Sabres but there were plenty of people in Niagara Falls, South Buffalo and West Seneca on Saturday who hope that someday it might be. That said, they were plenty happy to see South Buffalo's Patrick Kane bring the Stanley Cup home to Western New York for the second time in four years.

Each player on the Cup-winning team gets the trophy for 24 hours and Saturday was Kane's day in honor of the Chicago Blackhawks' championship secured with their dramatic Game Six comeback in June over the Boston Bruins. Kane also came with the Conn Smythe Trophy for his MVP performance in the playoffs. 

Kane's day started with some family pictures with the Cup and Conn Smythe along Lake Erie before he headed to the Niagara Falls Air Base to greet service personnel, as well as members of the Buffalo Sled Veteran Warriors and Buffalo Warriors hockey teams (below right). Kane brought the Cup into Hangar 907 on a large military humvee (above left) and was greeted by Congressman Brian Higgins as well as military personnel.

Warriors"For you guys to give up your personal lives and sacrifice for what you do for our country is unbelievable," Kane told the crowd. "I can carry around a Stanley Cup that's 35 pounds or an MVP trophy that's brought along with us here today but you guys carry our country on your back. It's really amazing."

Then it was on to one of Kane's favorite pizza stops, Imperial Pizza on Abbott Road in South Buffalo. Several hundred fans, many in Blackhawks jerseys, were on hand to greet Kane as was Mayor Byron Brown. The crowd was even bigger at the West Seneca Town Rink on Union Road, where a couple thousand greeted Kane as he rode the Cup to the front door on a zamboni and then took it inside to a huge ovation from several hundred jersey-clad youth hockey players. 

The microphone at the West Seneca ceremony was dead but it was still clear Kane was being presented a proclamation of "Patrick Kane Week" in the town and a No. 88 jersey of the West Seneca Wings, his youth hockey team for five years.

"It was a thrill of a lifetime, riding in and being on the back of the Zamboni carrying the Stanley Cup, with all the little kids and people wearing the jersey that  you once wore screaming your name," Kane said. "So it was definitely a fun moment."

There were plenty of them for the Blackhawks star Saturday. Stay tuned to Buffalonews.com for move photos and a video wrapping up the day with photographer Mark Mulville and Senior Sports Columnist Jerry Sullivan. For an early look at some photos and Vine videos of the festivities at all three sites, you can review my Twitter account here. 

For a look at what all the Blackhawks have done with the Cup this summer, check out NHL.com's Summer With Stanley Blog.

Zamboni 

Kane exits the zamboni with the Stanley Cup in West Seneca. 

Sabres announce 97 percent renewal of season tickets, boost cap to 16,000

August 15, 2013 - 10:18 AM

By Mike Harrington

Couched in a triumphant e-mail sent out by the team this morning is the fact the Buffalo Sabres have had a small drop in season ticket renewals for the 2013-14 season. 

But the team still has plenty of right to thump its chest on this topic in the face of its struggles on the ice. The Sabres' rate of keeping customers or bringing a few new ones on continues to be remarkable, even with the 4 percent price hike that was clumsily unveiled on the afternoon of Fan Appreciation Night.

The glossy numbers are these:

---The Sabres announced today that 97 percent of their season subscribers have renewed their seats, which is a small drop from the 99 percent that stood pat heading into the 2013 lockout-shortened season.

---The team has increased the cap of season ticket-holders from 15,400 to 16,000, which means it will have less work to do to get to the 19,070 capacity each night in First Niagara Center. This is the third straight year the cap has been increased. 

---The new 600 season seats came from members of the Blue & Gold club waiting list, which now has more than 2,500 names.

"We again wanted to continue to try and reach the demand that exists for Sabres season tickets," team president Ted Black said in a statement. "There have been thousands of very loyal and very patient fans in our Blue & Gold Club that have been waiting for years to be eligible to purchase season tickets. We wanted to reward that loyalty by continuing to transition people from that waiting list to our ever-growing base of season-ticket holders. Our fans remain among the most dedicated in the league and we continue to be appreciative of their support."

The Sabres also announced Mini-Packs will go on sale Sept. 5, allowing fans to purchase from 5-40 games at up to 10 percent off box office prices.  Existing Mini-Pack holders can renew their package starting on Aug. 28. Mini-Pack holders pay no ticket service charges and have the ability to purchase playoff tickets before the public (based on availability).

The Sabres are still taking enrollments for the Blue & Gold club at Sabres.com. In addition to getting on the waiting list, club members can purchase tickets (including playoff games) before the public and get 10 percent off at The Sabres Store.

Amerks, Niagara University, Sabres alumni all slated to play in Rochester outdoor hockey fest

August 13, 2013 - 8:44 PM

By Mike Harrington

Officials in Rochester unveiled plans Tuesday afternoon for a 10-day outdoor hockey festival at Frontier Field, home of the Red Wings. It's being dubbed "Frozen Frontier" and a rink will be laid out roughly from third base to first base in the 12,000-seat baseball stadium.

The showcase event will be Dec. 13 at 7 p.m., when the Rochester Amerks meet the Lake Erie Monsters -- the Colorado affiliate once coached by new Sabres assistant Joe Sacco -- in an AHL game.  The next night, the Niagara University men's team meets archrival RIT in another 7 p.m. game.

Here's the complete schedule of events.

• Friday, December 13 (7:00 p.m.): Amerks vs. Lake Erie Monsters

• Saturday, December 14 (Noon): Women -- RIT Tigers vs. Clarkson Golden Knights

• Saturday, December 14 (7:00 p.m.): Men -- RIT Tigers  vs. Niagara Purple Eagles

• Sunday, December 15 (1:00 p.m.): Sabres/Amerks Alumni Game

• Saturday, December 21: Section V Rivalry Day - matchups TBA

• Sunday, December 22: Section V Rivalry Day - matchups TBA

The Rochester Democrat & Chronicle has the skinny on ticket information. All-access passes for the entire 10-day festival are $110, $80 and $60 and went on sale Tuesday. The Amerks game is included in their season ticket package. Single-game Amerks seats go on sale Sept. 21 and $35 for 200-level seats, $25 for 100 ends, and and $15 for limited-view 100 level seats.

The Gretzky trade: Hockey changed forever 25 years ago today

August 9, 2013 - 12:18 PM

By Mike Harrington

It was 25 years ago this afternoon -- Aug. 9, 1988 -- that the NHL changed forever.

It happened via an epochal moment some say is akin to Paul Henderson's 1972 goal to beat the Russians or the 1980 U.S. Miracle on Ice, even though it never happened near the ice.

This is the anniversary of the day the Edmonton Oilers stunned Canada and the entire hockey world by trading Wayne Gretzky to the Los Angeles Kings. The Kings had been in the NHL for 21 years by that point but this is the moment most hockey experts say is responsible for the growth of the sport in California. The Kings and Ducks have won Stanley Cups and plenty of youth players nowcome from the Golden State, including Sabres defenseman Chad Ruhwedel.

The Edmonton Sun, naturally, has a special section that's well worth a look. It's in multiple parts, with lots of video and written by veteran columnist Terry Jones. Today's part, the trade day itself, is particularly noteworthy. 

For an incredible collection of newspaper images from the day, go to this page on BergerBytes, the lively blog by longtime Toronto radio reporter Howard Berger.

For 99 facts about the deal in honor of Gretzky's number, check out this entry on Yahoo's Puck Daddy blog.

NHL.com has a great collection of videos from the day at this page. The actual announcement of the trade by Oilers owner Peter Pocklington is at the top of this post and click below for Gretzky's memorable breakdown when he referred to teammate Mark Messier, and his recollections of the deal today. 

Go to the video: The work of Dan Dunleavy, RJ's heir apparent

August 8, 2013 - 8:46 AM

By Mike Harrington

Her's a couple of videos that show the work of new Sabres play-by-play man Dan Dunleavy, announced today as Rick Jeanneret's substitute for the next three years and the full-time voice of the team beginning in 2016.

The first is a collection of clips from the 2010 game in Anaheim that Dunleavy called with Harry Neale on MSG while filling in for Jeanneret and the latter is a pregame interview with Neale that Dunleavy did last season for Leafs TV.

Jeanneret signs 3-year deal, slates 2016 retirement; Sabres hire Dunleavy from Toronto to be groomed as replacement

August 8, 2013 - 8:27 AM

By Mike Harrington

Bright and early this morning, the Sabres answered a significant question in the minds of their fans that's been lingering around First Niagara Center for a few years: When is legendary play-by-play man Rick Jeanneret hanging up his microphone?

We now know the answer. Jeanneret has signed a new three-year contract that calls for him to reduce his schedule through the 2015-16 season before retiring to become an ambassador for the team.

DDThe club has also announced a succession plan for Jeanneret that includes the hiring of veteran Toronto sportscaster Dan Dunleavy (left) to be his heir apparent in the play-by-play role. Dunleavy will come on board this year and will work the games Jeanneret does not travel to, eventually becoming the team's full-time voice for the 2016-17 season.

(Go to this post for some video clips of Dunleavy's work)

“This decision was obviously very difficult for me to make,” Jeanneret said in a statement released by the team “It has become a yearly deliberation, deciding if the coming year would be my last or what season I would finally step away. I initially thought doing a full year of games this coming season and then retiring was the way to go.

"After discussing it with my family and with the Sabres, we all thought signing this new deal was the right choice. I get to continue to do what I love while slowly reducing my workload and eventually turning the reins over to Dan, who I greatly respect and believe Sabres fans will grow to love.”

Jeanneret was named the winner of the Foster Hewitt Memorial Award for excellence in broadcasting last November and will begin his 42nd season with the Sabres in October. If the plan holds, he will retire in 2016 after spending 44 seasons calling Sabres games. 

Continue reading... 

Tropp agrees to deal with Sabres

August 6, 2013 - 11:58 AM

Forward Corey Tropp and the Buffalo Sabres have agreed to terms on a one-year contract, general manager Darcy Regier announced Tuesday.

The 6-foot, 185-pound Tropp played in just six games with the Rochester Americans last season before he was lost for the year with a knee injury. Tropp, a third-round draft choice in 2007,  has 66 points (21 goals, 45 assists) and 166 penalty minutes  in 109 American Hockey League games. He has eight points and 20 penalty minutes in 34 games with the Sabres. 

Amerks slate preseason game; Sabres sign Tardif for Rochester

August 5, 2013 - 10:19 AM

By Mike Harrington

The Rochester Amerks announced today they will stage a home-and-home preseason series against the Wilkes-Barre/Scranton Penguins on Sept. 25 & 27. 

The first game will be played at Bill Gray’s Regional Iceplex (formerly The Sports Centre at MCC) on the campus of Monroe Community College in Brighton. Ticket information for the 7:05 game will be announced at a later date. The Sept. 27 game is in Wilkes-Barre.

Meanwhile, Canadian network RDS is reporting the Sabres have signed veteran forward Jamie Tardif to a one-year, two-way contract for $550,000. Tardif, 28, is a 6-foot, 205-pound right winger who instantly gives a boost to the Amerks' offense. He is a native of nearby Welland, Ont. 

(4 p.m. update: The Sabres confirmed the Tardif signing)

Tardif scored a career-high 30 goals in 62 games last year for the Providence Bruins and added seven goals in 12 playoff games. He also had a 27-goal season in 2010-11 for Grand Rapids, the Detroit farm club. 

Tardif, who has spent most of the last seven years in the AHL, made his NHL debut last year with two scoreless games for Boston. 

Sabres, now members of Atlantic, open at Detroit on Oct. 2

July 19, 2013 - 1:30 PM

John Hickey 

Photo by John Hickey/Buffalo News -- Second-year head coach Ron Rolston and his squad will host Lindy Ruff and the Dallas Stars Oct. 28.

By Aaron Mansfield 

The Sabres, playing in the newly formed eight-team Atlantic Division, open their slate on the road against the Detroit Red Wings on Wednesday, Oct. 2. The NHL released its regular season schedule today.

Buffalo’s home opener comes two days later against the Ottawa Senators on Friday, Oct. 4. Canisius grad Cory Conacher is a left wing for the Senators.

Jason Pominville will return to town with the Minnesota Wild on Oct. 14.

Exactly two weeks later comes the matchup many Buffalo fans are waiting for: Lindy Ruff will bring the Dallas Stars to First Niagara Center on Oct. 28.

The Sabres will host Milan Lucic and the Boston Bruins on Oct. 23, Dec. 19 and Feb. 26.

Buffalo native Patrick Kane and the recently crowned Stanley Cup champion Chicago Blackhawks will come to town March 9.

The league will take a 17-day break from Feb. 9 to 25 to allow players to participate in the Olympic Games in Sochi, Russia.

The complete schedule is listed below:

Continue reading... 

NHL schedule release continues to hang on Olympic decision; Florida leak shows 20-day break

July 17, 2013 - 6:17 PM

By Mike Harrington

If you're looking to mark your calendars for that visit by Patrick Kane and the Chicago Blackhawks or perhaps the return of Lindy Ruff with Dallas or Jason Pominville with Minnesota, you're going to have to wait at least another day.

The NHL's 2013-14 schedule, widely expected to be released late Wednesday afternoon, is not coming out even though all the teams have what is likely a final draft. The league cannot release the schedule until it wraps up a deal with the International Ice Hockey Federation to allow its players to compete in the Sochi Olympics.

The Olympics, of course, require a multi-week break in the schedule. Teams currently have two versions of the NHL slate, one with the Olympic break and one without it. Until the deal is signed, no schedule for the league can be released.
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Recap: Sabres vs. Hurricanes-9/19/2013

Posted 1:17 PM ET | Comments 0 

The Buffalo Sabres are now 3-0 in the preseason with an impressive 5-2 win against the Carolina Hurricanes. In front of 17.626 fans at the First Niagara Center, there was a lot of good things to take from the game last night. Some players took a step back, but some players made a statement with their performances.

 Carolina got the first goal of the game with a goal by Zack Boychuk when he beat Miller on the blocker side from the face-off dot. Buffalo was horribly outshot in the first period 19-8, but Ryan Miller held the Hurricanes to just one goal. Tyler Ennis had a strong defensive game in his own end, and was able to pick-pocket some Carolina skaters and create some chances for the Sabres. In the second period, Joel Armia capitalized on a mistake by Anton Khudobin behind his own net. Armia gathered the loose puck and put the wrap-around in the net to tie the game 1-1. Chris Terry made it 2-1 shortly after on a nice pass from Radek Dvorak right in front of the net. Right before the period ended, Johan Larsson tipped a Brayden McNabb shot from the point past Khudobin to tie the game 2-2. The beginning of the third period was a disaster for the Sabres. Buffalo looked sloppy in their own end and could not generate any offensive opportunities for almost eight and a half minutes. But the second half of the third, Buffalo was able to fire on all cylinders and close out the Hurricanes. Cody Hodgson scored the game winning goal on an absolutely beautiful snap pass from Thomas Vanek. Then, Johan Larsson tipped another shot from Brayden McNabb to make it 4-2, and McNabb slapped a bullet past Anton Khudobin late to make the score 5-2.

Brayden McNabb was, by far, the best player on the ice last night for the Sabres. He finished the night with one goal and two assists in 18:23 TOI. McNabb originally was given credit for Larsson's second goal, but it was later determined that Larsson had indeed tipped the shot. McNabb was paired with Mark Pysyk, who was his regular partner in Rochester before Pysyk was called up. Both played extremely well with strong skating and smart puck handling abilities. McNabb looked like a different defender on the ice last night compared to the defender I saw in camp earlier. McNabb looked slow as if his knee was still bothering him. I was proven wrong because McNabb made a strong case to the organization that he is still in the race to make the 23-man roster. Not only was McNabb playing well offensively, he played very well in his own zone, and was able to throw is body around and make some hits and block shots. If he keeps it up, McNabb could still win a job with the Sabres.

 The second star of the game last night was Johan Larsson, who scored two of the five goals scored by the Sabres. Larsson was on a line with Corey Tropp and Ville Leino, and also took on some penalty kill responsibilities. Larsson was strong with the body, protecting the puck and keeping defenders at bay. He was also creating plenty of opportunities for himself and his line mates to score in the Hurricanes end. With a performance like last night, I believe Johan Larsson has already won a spot on this roster as either a 3rd or 4th line center. I like him centering Tyler Ennis and Drew Stafford because all three seem to have chemistry together. Larsson was also 71-percent on his face-offs last night, including the one he won that led to his second goal of the game.

 The game's third star was Joel Armia, who scored his first goal of the preseason. Armia had a pretty good game playing on the top line with Thomas Vanek and Cody Hodgson. Armia was able to net the first goal of the game, and later added an assist on Hodgson's game winning goal. Armia skated well with his fellow line mates and looked like he had a better game than in Columbus. Armia will probably get his chance throughout the rest of the preseason, but will he start with the Sabres? I think he needs more time to adapt to the North American style of hockey.

Rasmus Ristolainen played on a pairing with Henrik Tallinder as Mike Weber had the night off. Ristolainen played well once again, but did not do anything more to stand out amongst everyone else. At times, he had to cover for Henrik Tallinder, who did not have the best of games. In 19:05 TOI, Ristolainen had three hits, one shot on net, but was on the ice for both Hurricanes goals. Ristolainen is going to be able to play throughout the preseason and continue to prove his worth to the Sabres.

Mikhail Grigorenko did not stand out at all last night playing with Tyler Ennis and Brian Flynn. Grigorenko looked like he was behind the play on numerous occasions and did not produce anything offensively. Grigorenko failed to register a shot on net, but he was a +1 and he did win 71-percent of his draws. He was not playing with any explosiveness and he was not creating any chances for anyone. Am I worried with Grigorenko? A little, but I still feel like he has got what it takes to rebound and still be a great young talent in the NHL.

 While one Russian struggled, another Russian continues to impress. Nikita Zadorov, once again, stood out to me and played his heart out. Zadorov played on a pairing with Tyler Myers, and both seemed to work well together. When Myers would take an offensive rush, Zadorov stayed back on the play and covered for Myers well. Zadorov had three hits, including a big hit on Canes forward, Patrick Dwyer. Zadorov also registered three shots and was a +1 in 22:35 TOI. I wish Zadorov would have a chance to stay in Buffalo, but he will most likely be sent back to London of the OHL soon. 

Tyler Myers, playing with Zadorov, was very strong with the puck and his mental game has improved a lot. Myers has proven his word, so far, and he is in great physical condition. Myers had two shots and two blocked shots in 22:26 TOI. I am happy to see Myers back on top of his game, and maybe we will see Myers playing at a Norris Trophy caliber this season.

 Through three games, Buffalo has proven that their young talent has a bright future in the NHL. It is going to be a very good run to the end of the preseason for guys like Armia, Larsson, McNabb, Ristolainen, and also Zemgus Girgensons. I believe that we are going to have an exciting young group of guys that will be fun to watch in Buffalo and also in Rochester. Sabres play next tomorrow night against Toronto as part of a home-and-home preseason series with the Maple Leafs. After this series, the rosters will begin to get smaller and smaller. We will begin to see who will play in Rochester, and who will have an immediate impact with the Buffalo Sabres.

 12 days now until Detroit. Fasten your seatbelts folks. October 2 will be here faster than you think.

 Be sure to follow me on Twitter @BraytonJWilson for more. Feel free to leave any questions or comments below.

 As always, thanks for reading!
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Sabres vs. Hurricanes-9/19/2013

Posted 11:24 AM ET | Comments 0 

Tonight is the first preseason game at the First Niagara Center since September of 2011. The lineups are set, and once again more young talent will be displayed tonight in Downtown Buffalo. The lineup looks like this:

Forwards:

Vanek-Hodgson-Armia

Ennis-Grigorenko-Flynn

Tropp-Larsson-Leino

Gillies-Porter-Adam

Defense:

Tallinder-Ristolainen

Myers-Zadorov

McNabb-Pysyk

Goaltenders:

Miller-Hackett

 I will be in attendance for the game tonight and I will be tracking a lot of activity throughout the game. I will be keeping my eyes out for guys like Armia, Larsson, and Ristolainen. All four guys are trying to make the squad, and they have to put it all on the line in the first game in front of the Sabres' faithful.

Joel Armia will be playing on the top line with Thomas Vanek and Cody Hodgson. Armia has been pretty good this preseason, but as WGR's Paul Hamilton told Howard Simon and Jeremy White yesterday, Armia looks like he is trying to play the game by himself. Hamilton stated that Armia tries to sneak through the opposition himself, but he either has the puck stolen away or he runs out of room when he gets free. Hamilton said Armia needs to know that his teammates are out there to with him too and he needs to be a team player. Armia has great hands and he is able to make some big time plays, but I agree that he needs to be the team player. Maybe Armia is just trying to impress the Sabres organization with his skills, but I know what he can do as an all-around player. Maybe playing with Vanek and Hodgson tonight will allow Armia to show the organization that he has a bright future with this team.

 A player that I believe is going to win a spot on the Sabres roster is Johan Larsson. Larsson is a workhorse, and tonight will be playing on a line with Corey Tropp and Ville Leino. "The Bull" was playing with Tyler Ennis and Drew Stafford throughout training camp, but Stafford will be getting the night off and Ennis is going to play with Mikhail Grigorenko and Brian Flynn. Larsson has been good on face-offs this preseason, and he has been getting plenty of opportunities to get to the net. In two preseason games, Larsson has 3 shots and is a +1 but no points to account for. Larsson may not be a opening night starter, but I firmly believe that one of the 23 spots on the roster for October 2nd will be his.

Rasmus Ristolainen. What more can I say about the kid? Tonight he will be paired with Henrik Tallinder instead of his usual partner, Mike Weber, who has the night off. Ristolainen did not play in Columbus, but that has not stopped him from impressing everyone in training camp. I expect Ristolainen to wow the crowd tonight with his powerful shot and his smart decision-making. Maybe he can also learn something new from a veteran like Henrik Tallinder.

 I am also looking forward to see Nikita Zadorov playing with Tyler Myers tonight on defense. Zadorov, who has looked very impressive so far, will have to play as the shut down defender tonight with Myers but I'm sure it will not stop him from being involved in the play. Zadorov is not even going to be in Buffalo for next year, or so we think, but he has been one of the most note-worthy players in camp. Again, I expect him to be stellar in the OHL and be ready for the NHL in a year or two.

 As for the Hurricanes, Nathan Gerbe and Andrej Sekera will play tonight as they face their former team for the first time. Gerbe was bought-out by the Sabres in July and Sekera was traded in the McBain deal at the NHL Draft in June. I am looking forward to seeing them both return to Buffalo, even with the speculation of Sekera's comments about Buffalo. Gerbe will play on the top line playing left wing with Jeff Skinner and Jeremy Welsh. Sekera will be on the top defensive pairing with Justin Faulk.

 Game time tonight is at 7pm, and can only be heard on WGR 550 am. Only 13 days now until October 2nd in Detroit.

 If you follow me on Twitter @BraytonJWilson I will be giving live updates at the game. Feel free to leave comments or questions below.

 Thanks for reading! 

Filed Under:    Ristolainen    Carolina Hurricanes    Buffalo Sabres    Armia   
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Does Rasmus Ristolainen Have A Chance?

Posted 4:03 PM ET | Comments 3 

Rasmus Ristolainen got his first shot at the NHL on Sunday against Montreal. In the game, Ristolainen had two shots and an assist in 23:22 TOI. The defensive group in Buffalo is stacked, and it would be a tough road for Ristolainen to make the Sabres. The Sabres are giving the 18-year old every chance they can for him to make the NHL roster. So does Rasmus Ristolainen really have a chance at making the roster?

 I wrote in August that I thought Ristolainen would start in the AHL and play for the Rochester Americans. However, Ristolainen has been very impressive in camp playing with Mike Weber. Ristolainen believes that his style of play compares to the style of Shea Weber, a good two-way defender. Ristolainen has proven that he has a rocket of a shot and that he can play a physical and smart defensive game. But that has been in training camp and one preseason game. Can he really keep impressing enough to bump another defenseman to Rochester?

 Let's take a look at some of the competition for the Finnish kid:

Tyler Myers, Christian Ehrhoff, Mike Weber, and Henrik Tallinder are going to have a spot on this roster. Mark Pysyk has continued to show from last year that he is worthy of a roster spot, and I believe he will get one. Brayden McNabb has not looked good in camp, and I believe he will be back in Rochester for another season. As much as I would love to see Nikita Zadorov on the roster, there is simply no room for him to be in Buffalo. He will return to play in London of the OHL for at least one more year. So now that leaves us with Ristolainen, Jamie McBain, Alexander Sulzer, and Chad Ruhwedel.

 Alex Sulzer had a lot of success playing with Christian Ehrhoff in the past, but has been plagued with injuries in his short tenure in Buffalo. And he is not even playing along side Ehrhoff anymore because Tyler Myers has been paired with Ehrhoff throughout training camp. I stated in the evaluations that Sulzer would be the extra defenseman of the group, but if he continues to stay quiet at camp he may be waived and sent to Rochester to start the 2013-14 season. 

 Chad Ruhwedel was a nice addition to a depleted defensive group at the end of last season. Ruhwedel was playing well in the Traverse City Tournament, but an injury cut his tournament short. In camp, Ruhwedel has been playing the game simple. He has been doing everything that is needed from him, but nothing that has stood out amongst the rest. I still believe that he will be sent to Rochester and be part of the young group to develop there.

 Jamie McBain has been a good offensive NHL defender throughout his career. He is a very good puck mover, and can put a puck wherever he needs one to be. McBain can also play on the second unit of the powerplay and anchor whoever else is on the point. McBain has been productive in training camp, and I have been impressed with his transition from Carolina to Buffalo. He is a good skater and would be a good player to play along with a guy like Henrik Tallinder or Mark Pysyk. I still believe Jamie McBain remains on the roster, but I do not know if he will be in uniform for game one.

 As for Ristolainen, he has to keep the pace and earn his roster spot. Last season, playing for TPS Turku in the SM-liiga, Ristolainen had 15 points (3+12) in 52 games as a 17-year old kid in a professional hockey league in Finland. For a 17-year old kid, that is impressive to put up those stats in the pros. Plus, the rinks in Finland are larger and his transition should be hopefully smooth and easy. Ristolainen says that he is ready for the smaller rink in the NHL, and that his goal is to make the Sabres right off the bat. Anything is possible with this kid, and if he continues to keep up his tempo and play, I see him dressing for the opening night roster in Detroit. The season begins in just 15 days.

 Feel free to leave comments or questions below. Also be sure to follow me on Twitter @BraytonJWilson for more.
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Camp Notes

Posted 12:12 PM ET | Comments 3 

It's early in the morning here at Sabres training camp, day number three. Since being a college kid does not allow me time to enjoy what I want to enjoy, I missed part of the second day yesterday. Made it just in time to see the scrimmage between Team Gold and Team Gray and for session three. Session three included players such as Tyler Ennis, Drew Stafford, Johan Larsson, Corey Tropp, Patrick Kaleta, and Cody McCormick. For seeing Larsson play for the first time, he has chip on his shoulder having the chance to play with Ennis and Stafford. He looked like he was working hard, getting physical when needed and playing with an edge. Another player that impressed me during session three was Rasmus Ristolainen. The 6' 4", 18-year old was showing off his rocket of a shot and also what he can do on defense. He skated well and his coverage forced his counterparts to take the corners and play down low.

 The scrimmage ended up with Team Gold winning 2-0. Jhonas Enroth and Connor Knapp split time in the net to earn the shutout for Team Gold. Justin Kea and Johan Larsson scored both goals for Team Gold. Other players that were impressive in the scrimmage were Ville Leino, Mikhail Grigorenko, and Steve Ott. All three were playing on the same line but their chemistry was coming into play again. They were on a line together in "training camp" last season before Leino suffered an injury that split them up. Leino looks like he has a new step in his game playing with the 19-year old phenom and the 31-year old "in your face" guy. I expect Leino to play better this year, that is if he can actually stay healthy.

 From what I heard from sessions one and two, players that looked impressive were Joel Armia and Jamie McBain. The 20-year old Armia can be such a factor in the lineup this season due to his skill and ability. He has great hands, slick skills with his feet and he has a knack for finding the net. Jamie McBain is going to be a nice 5/6 defender for the Sabres this season. He can move the puck extremely well and will be a nice offensive addition to the defense. McBain can also play on the second unit of the power play if needed.

 Now on to the first session from this morning, which included players like McBain, Armia, Leino, Grigorenko, Ott, Brayden McNabb, Chad Ruhwedel, and Justin Bailey. Once again, the Leino-Grigorenko-Ott line worked well with each other. Grigorenko looks like he has found his step he had in Juniors, and was playing an all around good game. He was working with Joel Armia in 2-on-1 drills and had a nice feed over to Armia that beat Matt Hackett on the blocker side. McBain looked strong and continues to make a case for being a top six defenseman. He skated well and was able to force the forwards away from the net in 1-on-1 drills. One player that was not too impressive was Brayden McNabb. I really like Brayden McNabb, but he looked slow and was beaten a couple times on the 1-on-1 drills. Maybe he is still rehabbing with his knee, but I was hoping for better from McNabb. At the end of session one, John Scott was having some fun with Steve Ott during their stretches. The 6' 8" Scott was at center ice stretching, throwing his legs in the air and just acting like a goof. Steve Ott was off to his left playing along and enjoying the exercise.

 During the first half of the scrimmage, it was fast paced and physical. Pat Kaleta was one who was not afraid to throw the body around. He took a hard run at Brian Flynn, and then later had a run in with Zemgus Girgensons. Both hit the ice and Kaleta was slow to get back into the play. Another player that has impressed me is Corey Tropp, because he has shown that he can still play at the level he was playing at before he tore his ACL last year. He took a nice run at Tyler Myers, and later him and Myers got into a nice shoving match in front of Connor Knapp. Good to see that in Tropp and especially Tyler Myers. Nikita Zadorov has been really good in the scrimmage so far. He is playing very smart with the puck and he is skating exceptionally well. It would be cool to see him play in Buffalo, but I believe that he needs at least one more year in London of the OHL. The only goal was scored by Frederick Roy on a penalty shot to give Team Blue a 1-0 lead. Johan Larsson blocked a Thomas Vanek shot that left him rattled for a second. Larsson was able to skate off the ice, and was able to continue on in the scrimmage.

 The second half of the scrimmage, the fast paced game continued with some scoring added to it. The half started off with a quick goal by Drew Stafford. Stafford gathered a lose puck and put it home on a wrap-around goal that Andrey Makarov could not get to in time. Shortly after that, Tyler Ennis was awarded a penalty shot and beats Makarov top shelf to put Team Gold up 2-0. The penalty shots didn't stop there as Zemgus Girgensons was awarded a penalty shot after he was tripped up. Girgensons mad a nice move on Enroth, but Enroth was there and stopped his chance on the goal line. Pat Kaleta was at it again by throwing his body around, this time he ran over Shawn Szydlowski. Shortly after, Christian Ehrhoff made a nice move to get some space but his shot was stopped by Enroth. Enroth had some luck when Marcus Foligno hit the post on a beautiful 4-on-2 rush. The Vanek-Hodgson-Foligno line made a great rush and Nikita Zadorov joined to create a quality chance. Corey Tropp got a breakaway on a ply where Ehrhoff was caught on an offensive rush and the puck bounced out of the reach of Tyler Myers. Tropp roofed the shot on the glove side of Andrey Makarov to make the score 3-1 for Team Gold. Late in the scrimmage, Colin Jacobs scored for Team Blue but it was not enough as Team Gold took the scrimmage 3-2.

 Nikita Zadorov was the most consistent player on the ice for the scrimmage this morning, making smart decisions with the puck, joining rushes, and just playing a powerful game. Ron Rolston said that Tyler Myers is in great shape and he should be good to go this year. I believe what Rolston said because Tyler Myers played a great game playing with Christian Ehrhoff. Myers was physical, joining rushes, and skating effectively where he did not look winded at all after a shift. Myers defended a 2-on-1 perfectly as he forced Cody McCormick to take a shot on net instead of giving him room to pass the puck to Mark Pysyk. Rasmus Ristolainen and Mike Weber were paired with one another, and both worked very well with one another. Ristolainen was able to keep a puck in their offensive zone to give his team a chance to score. He also made some good defensive plays, even using his feet to try and clear a puck out of the zone. If Ristolainen makes the roster, pairing him with Weber would work because Weber could help Ristolainen grow as a pro.

 Tomorrow is day four of training camp, and Sunday is the first preseason game of the year in Montreal. I'll continue to watch over the young guns like Ristolainen, Armia, Larsson, and Girgensons. I believe all four have improved their chances of making the roster this season significantly. They will have to continue to prove to the coaches and staff that they are NHL ready and beat out some of the others. Hockey is back ladies and gentlemen!

 Be sure to follow me on Twitter @BraytonJWilson and keep up to date on the Sabres. Feel free to ask questions or leave comments below.

 As always, thanks for reading!
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Is the Hodgson Signing a Good Signing?

Posted 1:49 PM ET | Comments 3 

In a six second Vine yesterday, Cody Hodgson addressed the Buffalo Sabres fan base that he was going to be a Sabre for six more years. Hodgson and the Sabres have been talking for months about a new deal, and finally came to a deal yesterday afternoon. The terms of the deal are six years at $24.5 million, which is an annual base of $4.25 million a year. That shrinks the Sabres salary cap space from $10.5 million to $6.25 million, which still leaves plenty of room for the Sabres to work with.

 The big question swirling around Buffalo today is, "was it a good signing?" The talk was that Cody Hodgson was going to be signed to a bridge contract, one very similar to Tyler Ennis' contract he signed with the team last year. But it surprised many when the Sabres announced that it was a 6-year deal for Hodgson. I figured that Cody would re-sign to a 3-year deal and would average around $3.25 million a year. When I heard it was a 6-year deal, I was not surprised. I thought that the reason Cody's re-signing was taking longer than expected was because they were maybe working on a long-term deal. I do not mind the signing because I like Cody Hodgson and I think he can be a great player.

 Hodgson was drafted in 2008 by the Vancouver Canucks with the 10th overall pick. He did not see his first NHL action until February of 2011 with Vancouver. Over the year that he played in Vancouver, Hodgson became a fan favorite and hopes were set high on him. At the trade deadline in February of 2012, Hodgson was surprising dealt to Buffalo in a trade that sent one of Buffalo's fan favorite's, Zack Kassian, to Vancouver. Since Hodgson has come to Buffalo, he has scored 18 goals and 24 assists in 68 games. Last season, he put up a majority of those stats scoring 15 goals and adding 19 assisits in all 48 games played. Hodgson also plays as Buffalo, number one center, which he was unable to do in Vancouver since Kesler and Henrik Sedin were the top two. Since Kassian joined the Canucks, Kassian has scored 8 goals and 6 assists in 56 games. Kassian has seen time as the number one right winger, playing with the Sedin twins, but has been in and out of the lineup due to injury and inconsistent play.

 It may be too early to tell, but I still believe that Buffalo got the best of the deal between the two teams. Alex Sulzer and Marc-Andre Gragnani were also included in the Hodgson deal, and Sulzer is still playing in Buffalo while Gragnani has bolted to the KHL. People in Vancouver did not want Hodgson to leave Vancouver, but apparently Canucks GM, Mike Gillies, had been asked by Cody for a trade out of the city. Since joining the Sabres, Hodgson has found a new home in Buffalo, and is committed to the team and the city to do some great things.

 But is he worth $4.25 million a year? Let's take a look at a deal that is very similar to Hodgson's deal that left many people shaking their heads. When Derek Roy was re-signed by the Sabres in 2007, Derek Roy was 24 years old and was coming off of a 63 point season (21+42). The next three seasons saw Roy produce two 20 goal seasons, one 30 goal season, and three straight 40 assist seasons. He was considered Buffalo's number one center at the time. Then Roy had a lot of tough times dealing with injuries and ineffective play which led the end of his time in Buffalo. With one year left on his 6-year deal, Buffalo traded Derek Roy to Dallas in exchange for Steve Ott and Adam Pardy. Buffalo might have come out of that deal a winner too because Ott has become a key leader on a young Sabres team and Roy was traded at the trade deadline to Vancouver. Roy signed in St. Louis to a one-year, $4 million deal this offseason.

 Can Cody Hodgson be a better player than Derek Roy? Hodgson had 34 points in 48 games that he played this year. Let's just say the season would have been a full 82 game season, there's a possibility that Hodgson could have scored 30 goals. He could have also added another 20 assists and could have had 40 assists. Now there is no telling if Hodgson could get hurt or hit a slump, but the possibilities are endless. If everything worked out the way they could have, Hodgson would have more points than Roy had in his contract year. So is Hodgson worth the $4.25 million a season? We'll have to wait and see.

 Hodgson still has a lot of maturing to do, especially in his defensive play. His decision making in his own offensive zone have been bad at times, giving the puck away and creating opportunities for the other team. He was a -4 this season and a -7 when he came to Buffalo in 2012. Time will allow Hodgson to grow, and in the next six years, I can see Cody making a real improvement in his overall game.

 Cody Hodgson is a very young and talented player. At age 23, Hodgson has already experienced what some other 23-year old players in the NHL have not. We all hope that Cody Hodgson becomes a great player, and we all hope that he becomes a franchise player. Time will tell what happens with Cody, but, right now, I believe he is more ready than ever to do what he has to do to lead the Buffalo Sabres to the future. 

Filed Under:    Buffalo Sabres    Cody Hodgson   
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Evaluation: Goaltending

Posted 11:46 AM ET | Comments 2 

I could not wait any longer, and I believe that the situation will remain the same. With two days until players begin reporting to Buffalo, and three days until training camp begins, the Buffalo Sabres' goaltending position is solid. Even with all the speculations of Ryan Miller being traded, Miller is still a member of the Buffalo Sabres. So this is what I have for the goaltenders:

Starter: Ryan Miller

 Backup: Jhonas Enroth

The Top Two:

 Nothing has changed with the Ryan Miller speculations since last week. I had written about a possible Miller for Paul Stastny trade happening, but now those winds have seemed to die out. This means Ryan Miller will be a Sabre to start the year. I do not mind it at all because Ryan Miller is still the franchise goaltender. Do I believe he will remain with the team after the trade deadline? It depends. If Buffalo is, realistically, in contention for a playoff spot, then the Sabres may hold on to Miller and try to work on a new contract. If Buffalo is playing like the typical "rebuilding" team, then Ryan Miller will probably get moved. Miller has his no movement clause that allows him to choose which teams he does not want to be traded to. He may have a list now, but what if a team that is contending needs Miller for their starting job? If the deal is good, and Miller says yes, the Sabres will not hesitate from pulling the trigger. Miller has been a proven starter ever since the 2005-06 season, with a 2.58 GAA and a .916 save percentage. His stats this past year were not impressive, but he still has the talent to be a great starting goaltender. Miller has not had the best defensive support in the past few years, but this year the Sabres are stacked full with defensemen. If they can improve and support Miller, I can see Miller putting up a solid year and help carry the team back to the playoffs.

Jhonas Enroth has been a liable backup behind Miller for the past three years. He has had stretches of play where he was a candidate for the starting job, and has had other stretches of putrid play. Enroth ended a 13-game losing streak back in March, in which he had not recorded a win since November of 2011. Since that game, Enroth went 3-2-1 in seven appearances with a 1.86 GAA .916 save percentage. Nice way to rebound after almost a year and a half of misery. Before the losing streak, Lindy Ruff had commented on having a "1A and 1B" starting tandem in net. Enroth was impressive, and almost had Ryan Miller running for the hills. Enroth seems to have found his game again, and could it help him beat out Miller for a starting job? I do not know yet, we will just have to see how the season goes in Buffalo. Enroth certainly does not want to be a backup forever, he wants to be the starter and win. If Miller is traded, he will then have his shot at a permanent starting roll.

Others:

 When Jason Pominville was traded in April to Minnesota, Buffalo got Johan Larsson and goaltender Matt Hackett. Hackett, 23, has had 13 games experience in the NHL, all with the Minnesota Wild. In the 2011-12 season, Hackett was 3-6 with a 2.37 GAA and a .922 save percentage. In only one game last year with Minnesota, Hackett was rocked in a 5-3 loss to the Dallas Stars. In the 2012-13 AHL season with the Houston Aeros, Hackett went 19-20 in 43 games with a 2.66 GAA and a .907 save percentage. In Rochester, he played three regular season games, and went 3-0 with a 1.62 GAA and a .955 save percentage. With Miller and Enroth healthy and on the Sabres roster, there is no room for Hackett yet. But that will probably change this season. I see Hackett in a Sabres uniform in the 2013-14 season, unless another goaltender is brought in via trade. Will Matt Hackett work in Buffalo? I am looking forward to see how he does in Rochester and what he can bring to the table.

Connor Knapp and Nathan Lieuwen split the time in Rochester as backup to David Leggio until Matt Hackett was acquired. Knapp started the year as the backup, and in seven appearances went 1-6 with a 3.34 GAA and a .893 save percentage. When Knapp got injured, Lieuwen got the call to the Americans. Lieuwen went 1-2 in four appearances with a 2.65 GAA and a .919 save percentage. Both were sent to the Greenville Road Warriors of the ECHL when Hackett came in, and continued to develop there. Over the course of the next few years, both Knapp and Lieuwen need to develop more. Will they ever get the chance to make it to the NHL? It's possible, but not yet.

Andrey Makarov is possibly one of the more interesting names in the Sabres organization. Being signed as an undrafted free agent, Makarov was one of the more impressive goaltenders in the CHL over the past two years. Playing for the Saskatoon Blades of the WHL, Makarov had an overall 2.82 GAA and an overall .916 save percentage. Last season, he recorded a 37-17-5 record in 61 games played. Makarov is going to have a chance to contend for the backup roll in Rochester. I could see him winning the roll over Knapp or Lieuwen, but he needs to develop alongside both of those two. Over time, Makarov could turn into a gem for the Buffalo Sabres.

 Sunday is already the first preseason game in Montreal, and the first look at the young Sabres. Tonight, the Sabres prospects play the Red Wings prospects in the Traverse City Tournament championship game. I will do my best to take a listen to the game, and hope that the Sabres can repeat as champions. Until then, training camp begins Thursday, and we're now 23 days until the season opener in Detroit.

 Be sure to follow me on Twitter @BraytonJWilson for more. Feel free to ask questions of comments below. I'll be back with more later.

 As always, thanks for reading!

Vanek Praises Armia

September 19, 2013, 8:26 AM ET [44 Comments]   
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Rookie Joel Armia had a pinch me moment this morning when he lined up next to Thomas Vanek and Cody Hodgson for the morning skate. The Sabres 1st round pick from 2011 (16th overall) was all smiles after the skate when he spoke about the gravity of the moment of playing alongside such a gifted, accomplished winger as Thomas Vanek.

 Its as today is Christmas Day, and Armia has wakened to see the gift of his dreams under his tree. “Surreal” may be a good word to describe the experience of playing withVanek.

“I didn’t expect this. 

“I’ve watched him on the highlights”, he said with a sheepish grin. 

 When asked about what expectations he placed on himself in his first NHL training camp, Armia said” “I didn’t really have any expectations… just show show everything I’ve got and play the best game I can. 

“You can see, he (Armia) puts himself in good spots and those are the things you can’t teach. You either have it or you don‘t. Its obvious he has it. Again, hopefully the speed of the game is a little quicker and we‘ll see more from him.”

 “The building will be buzzing and hopefully the young guys will pick up on the speed of the game, and we can tell more”.

Vanek likes what he has seen of the young Finn in training camp.

“He makes smart plays. He brings a lot of order out there: good on faceoffs, good support of the centerman, and he plays a sound game”.

I asked Professor Vanek to give me a lesson in adjusting from the 200 by 100 foot rinks in Europe to playing on the 200 by 85 of the NHL. Armia’s whole orientation until this summer has been to play on European ice surfaces. 

“It’s a different game. For me now, when I go back to play in the World Championships (for Austria), it takes me at least a game or two to adjust because the game is different. Your angles are different. Its not just that the sheet of ice is smaller. It might sound funny but its different. The corners here are way deeper in Europe so you have a lot more room to make plays. Here, you’ve got to spin off and make a quick play or take it yourself. Armia’s a big frame, so I think he’ll use it once he gets used to the ice and I think he’ll do just fine (in Buffalo).

 I asked Vanek what advise he’ll give his rookie liney before tonight’s game.

“You don’t have to give him any advice. The thing is, I just have to keep talking to him to make sure when he has the puck that he he’s not afraid to shoot it or if its “see the play, make the play”. But half the things of playing with a good center like Cody is to make sure you’re open and make sure you are always ready for it (the puck)”.

I suggested that Armia “quick catch, quick release” the puck so as not to draw defenders to him.

“Every situation calls for a different play. Those are the things you can’t teach, you know? I think he (Armia) knows what to do with it when he’s in a scoring position. He’s just got to make sure that he shoots it, or if there’s a play to be made, make the play”.

Like you and me, Thomas Vanek will be keeping an eye on Joel Armia tonight.

 This much we know: Vanek-Hodgson are a pair. Foligno compliments them very well. What if Armia creates an undeniable, highly offensive chemistry with 29 and 19?

 If Vanek likes what he sees on the ice, Armia and he may well become linemates on opening night. More over, Vanek may want to stick around a few years to have a birdseye view of how great Armia can become.

 ____________________________________________________________________

 Updated 1032 am:

 Ron Rolston is going to sit Zemgus Girgensons tonight. He's Buffalo's leading scorer with2 goals and an assist in the first two exhibition games.

 Here are your lines for Buffalo:

 Vanek-Hodgson-Armia

 Ennis-Grigorenko-Flynn

 Tropp-Larsson-Leino

 Gillies-Porter-Adam

 The D:

 Myers-Zadorov

 Tallinder-Ristolainen

 McNabb-Pysyk

 Ryan Miller and Matt Hackett will split the net 50/50.

 * I'll be watching how Armia performs with Vanek and Hodgson. He's going to get a lot of pucks on his tape in scoring areas. I hope he cashes a couple of them tonight.

 ***

 ***

 Ryan Miller will get the full game tonight with Matt Hackett as his backup.

 ***

 Elliotte and his Hockey Night In Canada teammates will be in Buffalo Saturday night for Sabres-Leafs battle royale.

 Elliotte was in Buffalo today to do an interview with Ryan Miller that will air Saturday night.

 **

 The Canes skated in Raleigh this morning. Word from their skate is that Gerbe and Sekera will be playing tonight in Buffalo.

 More to come from the room....

 _______________________________________________________________________

 Reggie Sekera spent the first six years of his NHL career in Buffalo, NY. In all that time, I don't ever recall hearing or reading about Sekera not liking the Buffalo community.He always seemed complimentary of the fans.

 In June, he Sekera was traded to the Carolina Hurricanes in exchange for D Jamie McBain.

 On the first day of canes training camp, Sekera took the time out to bag on the "everything" in Buffalo.

 In case you missed it ...

 The former Sabres D took a shot at the Buffalo Sabres organization when he said:

"Everything is better than Buffalo".

 Last time I checked, the Buffalo organization made Sekera a millionaire. They treated him fairly in his time as a Sabre. Curious move to besmirch "everything" in a city where he spent the first 6 years of his NHL career.

 Is Reggie referring to the city of Buffalo? Or, the Sabres organization?

 When asked about Sekera's comments, GM Darcy Regier said that if they are true that he's disappointed by them.

"Henrik Tallinder is happy to be back", said Regier.

 Regier also said:

"I know for young married couples with families, they love being a part of Buffalo."

 Hey, Reggie. There's this thing called the internet. Ever hear of it? Yeah, its a powerful thing. You say something dumb into it and you get an immediate response from it. Even Buffalo gets the internet. Hard to believe, eh?

 So, after Sekera's smack of Buffalo hit Buffalo in the kisser, the Hurricanes were quick to offer an explanation for his comments. 

 The team tweeted that Sekera was talking about Buffalo's weather... Cough, cough, cough.... yeah, thats it. Thats the ticket.

 Sounds clear to me. Reggie is moonlighting as a Weather Channel meteorologist. Jim Cantore better watch his back with Sekera spitting weather forecasts these days. I wonder if Sekera will be rockin' the skin tight sausage casing-like t-shirts that Jimbo has made so famous. Reggie will be a hit during evacuations in the Outer Banks.

 Oh, by the way, Sekera and his Hurricanes play in Buffalo September tonight.

 Its going to be 79 degrees and sunny in Buffalo today.

 Sabres fans should bring their "A" game tonight.

 Here's the Carolina Hurricanes response:

Larssonous Act
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Quickly. Someone should call the Erie County Sheriff's Department and demand that a squad car be sent to First Niagara Center. Sabres GM Darcy Regier should be arrested for performing Grand Larssony on Chuck Fletcher, the GM of the Minnesota Wild. Forget about the Mike Wilson for Rhett Warrener trade. This Johan Larssonous act takes the cake.

 April 3. 2013: Regier pulled off his best bank heist yet when he traded with the Minnesota Wild forcenter Johan Larsson, goaltender Matt Hackett, 1st round draft pick in the 2013 draft (Nikita Zadorov) and round 2 pick in the 2014 draft to Buffalo Sabres.

 The only assets that Regier had to send west were Sabres captain Jason Pominville and round 4 pick in the 2014 draft. The 30 year old Pommer was a great player in his tenye in Buffalo, however, his contributions will be dwarfed this season and beyond when Larsson, Zadorov, Hackett and the 2014 2nd rounder become NHL impact players. Larsonn and Zadorov are already there. They are playing NHL hockey right now. Larsson skated 15:44 TOI vs. the Canes. He scored 2 goals and added an assist, was +1, and took 7 shots. He was the best player on the ice for 60 minutes of play. He was equally as dominant on the defensive side of the puck an don the PK. Zadorov led the Sabres in total TOI with 22:36 . He was +1 with 3 shots and 3 hits, and a shot block. Zadorov is an 18 year kid for crying out loud! As for Hackett, he will be the starter in Rochester and if/when Ryan Miller is trade this season, he will see net time in Buffalo with Jhonas Enroth.

 Regier is using the currency of his Minnesota Brinks truck hold up to re-shape his roster. In real-time. Getting Larsson and Zadorov were strokes of genius for the much maligned Regier. Getting Hackett was a stroke of brilliance.

 By now, you've heard about Zadorov and Hackett. two young studs who will play in the NHL for 12-15 years. You may want to bone up on Larsson's resume because you are going tobe hearing his name for many years to come in Buffalo.

 He was born on July 25 1992 in Lau, Sweden. 

 He's a 21 year old who plays like a 26 year old NHL veteran. 

 Don't let his 5'10" 200 lb. frame fool you. This guy is the real freakin deal! He's a pit bull on skates.

 Thats why he was drafted by Minnesota Wild in the 2nd round ( #56 overall) in the 2010 NHL Entry Draft.

 Larsson does everything that an NHL GM wants his centers to do: he makes like miserable for opponents in the faceoff circle. He holds onto pucks, can pass the puck with accuracy and pace, can shot from all areas on the ice with success. He back checks harder than he fore checks and he fore checks like a Sherman tank.He can score. He's easily a 30-40 point center won can win 55%-60% of his draws.

 There's nothing that this guy can't do at age 21. I have him pegged to start the season in Buffalo. He'll add immediate value to the Buffalo roster by leveraging his many outstanding attributes.

 On Thursday night, Larsson had his coming out party in from of 17,000+ raucous Sabres fans at First Niagara Center. He wowed the crowd by scoring 2 goals and adding an assist. He won 71% of his draws and made life a misery for the Carolina Hurricanes. Try as they might, they could not knock Larsson off the puck. Thats the way he likes it.

 After the game, in the victors' locker room, Larsson gave me the secret to his success:

"Today the chances went in. You know, you get confidence when you play well. My line mates played well, too. I played with Leino and Tropp and we had some good chemistry together. Those guys are easy to play with".

 Ron Rolston said afterwards that Larsson was arguably his best forward of the night. High praise when you take into account that Joel Armia, Thomas Vanek, Cody Hodgson and Tyler Ennis played well, too. and 

 Check out the power game.

 Thanks, Sabres.com

 Larsson hates losing draws because you can't play a puck-control when you are always chasing the puck down. Larsson reminds me of a typical Detroit Red Wing player. Gritty, edgy, skilled, humble. Hell, he may well be the next Henrik Zetterberg for all we know. He's that polished and that exceptional a player. His skating and strength on his edges is off the charts. Just a remarkable player. 

 The Sabres are ecstatic to have such a young, dynamic centerman in their midst right now. 

" I tried to improve my face offs last year. I work on it every day and today it worked out. You have to be strong on your skates, its that important", he told me about his faceoff winning philosophy.

 Johan Larsson is making it tough on other teams. He's a disruptor in that manner.

 What were the Minnesota Wild thinking when they traded him and the 1st rounder that became Zadorov for Pominville and a 4th rounderr.

 Darcy Regier should be locked up for Grand larsson. 

 3f0ecdd&border_col=%23000000&title_bg_col=%23d6cda5&row_bg_col=%23ffffff&row_alt_bg_col=%23f5f2e9&header=1&pid=127786" type="text/javascript">

 _____________________________________________________________________

 Youth is being served in Buffalo. The blueprint, if you will, is coming to fruition in the form of offense from the prospects.

 Did you know that 7 of the 12 goals that the Sabres have scored thus far in the three exhibition games have been scored by rookies?

 Tonight, Larsson lit the lamp twice and added an assist, while Armia scored his first goal in Buffalo and had an assist.

 Brayden McNabb detonated a bomb and added an assist.

 In Columbus, Grigorenko scored.

 In Montreal, Girgensons scored two beauties.

 The plan is beginning to manifest itself.

 These kids are good. 

 3-0 with a home and home with the Leafs this weekend.

Rookies Scoring Sabres Goals

September 19, 2013, 6:46 PM ET [35 Comments]   

Share on facebook Share on twitter Share on email Share on print More Sharing Services 0 

 GARTH'S CORNER

 NHL news by Garth • RSS • Archive • CONTACT   

Youth is being served in Buffalo. The blueprint, if you will, is coming to fruition in the form of offense from the prospects.

 Did you know that 7 of the 12 goals that the Sabres have scored thus far in the three exhibition games have been scored by rookies?

 Tonight, Armia and Larsson lit the lamp, and had an assist apiece.

 Brayden McNabb detonated two bombs.

 In Columbus, Grigorenko scored.

 In Montreal, Girgensons scored two beauties.

 The plan is beginning to manifest itself.

 These kids are good. 

 3-0 with a home and home with the Leafs this weekend.

 _________________________________________________________________________

 Johann Larsson scored his first goal in a Sabres sweater off a deflection of a Brayden McNabb shot. After 40 minutes, Larsson has been great tonight.

 Larsson is so strong on the puck and he is a bull dog that barks and bites. I like him a lot. he'll be playing in Buffalo before you know it.

 ***

 Updated 8:15pm:

 Welcome to Buffalo, Joel Armia!

 The slick Finn has been buzzing around all three zones all night long. He's big, string, has a full repetoire of shots, and is very active.

 He scored his first goal as a Buffalo Sabres and the place went nuts!

Bailey's Life Changing Experience
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One door closes. Another door opens. Thats been the theme of Justin Bailey's life the past four months.

 The pride of Williamsville, NY completed his freshman season with the Kitchener Rangers in April. He immediately began working out to get himself in the best shape possible for the NHL draft. On June 30, another door opened when his hometown Buffalo Sabres made his dreams come true by drafting Bailey in the second round of the NHL Entry Draft.

 Bailey was invited to participate in the Sabres' three day prospects camp in early July. He stood out for Team Gold in the Blue & Gold scrimmage. At the conclusion of Sabres prospect camp, Bailey's training and fitness routine continued. In late July, Bailey was invited to attend Team USA's World Junior Championships training camp in Lake Placid. After three days of evaluation and 4 scrimmages, Team USA has made its first round of roster cuts from its WJC training camp in Lake Placid. Surprisingly, Bailey didn't make the cut for the Team USA WJC camp. He played LW on the fourth line for the USA Blue Team, and he made the most of his limited ice time. 

 Bailey headed home to Williamsville after his Team USA WJC disappointment. Rather than let it get him down, Bailey threw all of his energy into getting in even better physical shape s that he would be able to create lasting memories at the the Traverse City Prospects Tournament. Bailey was invited to participate along with all of the Sabres top draft choices and their best organizational prospects. 

 In four games played at Traverse City, Bailey scored two goals and made a positive impression on Darcy Regier, Kevin Devine and the Sabres. 

 On Tuesday, Bailey was one of five who were sent back to their junior clubs. There's no time to reflect on his dizzying summer as his Kitchener Rangers will drop the puck on their 2013-14 season on Friday night.

 Man, what a ride its been for bailey these past four months!

 In a nutshell, Bailey went from playing with the OHL Kitchener Rangers, to being selected in the second round by the Bills at the NHL draft, to attending Sabres prospect camp, to being invited to and cut from the Team USA WJC camp, to being invited to his first ever Sabres training camp, to playing well at the Traverse City prospect tournament.

"This summer has been a life-changing experience for me," said Bailey.

 Bailey's dream is coming to fruition before his very eyes. He has met so lmany new and interesting people in the past four months. He's gotten his first taste of the NHL culture and the Buffalo Sabres work ethic. Bailey told WGRZ in Buffalo that Sabres management has given him a 'to do" list, which includes him turning up the aggression level in his game and developing a style of play more better suited to the NHL. 

 Thanks, WGRZ.com

 I'll make a bold prediction right now:

 Bailey is going to transfer all of his new found experiences and training techniques to the Kitchener Rangers where I expect him to score 25-30 goals this season. He scored 19 in his rookie OHL season after suffering a serious concussion in the first few weeks of his freshman season in junior hockey.

 Bailey departs Buffalo healthy, happy, bigger, stronger and more confident than ever before.

 One door closes, another one opens for Bailey.

Rookie goaltender Malcolm Subban struggles in Bruins’ 8-2 loss to Red Wings

By Amalie Benjamin / Globe Staff / September 19, 2013 
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It was a rough night for prospect Malcolm Subban in net, as the Red Wings pounded him in their 8-2 win over the Bruins at TD Garden. Subban allowed four goals through two periods, though just one was his fault. But in the third period, the wheels came off.

“No matter what I did, the pucks just found its way in,” Subban said. “Some bad bounces, but I didn’t do my part tonight.”

His teammates and coach came to the defense of the 19-year-old, blaming a leaky defense that often wasn’t where it was supposed to be.

“We can’t hesitate against that team,” defenseman Matt Bartkowski said. “With the skill they have and the passers they have, everything, you just can’t give them the extra half-second or so because they’re going to capitalize.

“We hung him out to dry on countless occasions — two on ones, odd-man rushes. They got shots, we didn’t pick up anybody in front. That’s another thing we’ve got to bear down and work on. You can’t fault him for anything tonight. It doesn’t matter if it was his first game or his 50th, we left him out to dry.”

Coach Claude Julien said he didn’t consider pulling Subban until after the seventh goal, but at that point there was 6:32 left in the game, and he wasn’t prepared to put a cold goalie into the game, risking an injury. 

“We wanted him to fight through it,” Julien said. “This is a good learning thing for a goaltender, to see that this is what he’s going to be facing. He’s got to fight through those situations.

“It was one of those nights that, unfortunately, I think our guys in front of him certainly left him out to dry a little bit. I thought we made some real bad mistakes.”

Will the loss affect his confidence?

“I’m not looking at it that way,” Subban said. “I’m looking at it a positive way. It’s probably a good thing, now I can be more focused obviously and start the game better. Going down, 2-0, pretty early like that didn’t help.”

Asked whether he was fully focused, Subban said, “No, I guess when you let in eight goals, focus probably isn’t there all the way. I guess I thought I was focused, but obviously not. I’ve got to be better the next opportunity I get.”

Bruins right wing Nick Johnson scored his third goal in two preseason games. 

Amalie Benjamin can be reached at abenjamin@globe.com. Follow her on Twitter @amaliebenjamin.
Bruins goaltender Niklas Svedberg stands tall in Bruins’ 3-2 shootout win

By Amalie Benjamin / Globe Staff / September 17, 2013 
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BALTIMORE — One day after Chad Johnson struggled — allowing three goals on eight shots to the Canadiens — Niklas Svedberg stood tall against Alex Ovechkin and the Capitals, earning a 3-2 shootout victory at 1st Mariner Arena.

Svedberg made his most notable save against Ovechkin, stoning the Washington star with about a minute to go in overtime. He had six saves in the shootout, which the Bruins won, 3-2, on a goal by Carter Camper in the eighth round.

“[Svedberg] was solid,” coach Claude Julien said. “He made some good saves. I think he got as surprised as anybody else on that goal [by Casey Wellman]. That guy just turned around and shot it quickly – it was a quick release – I don’t know if he was screened.

“Yet, he stood up and shined through the shootout. So he was really good tonight. I liked his outing.”

Svedberg, who had a 2.17 goals against average and .925 save percentage with Providence, is battling Johnson to be Tuukka Rask’s backup this season. Julien said earlier in the week that the team would keep the best goaltender, possibly sacrificing everyday play in Providence for Svedberg. 

“I think if he’s ready, he’s ready,” Julien had said. “It’s as simple as that.”

Rask started the game, allowing a goal to Tom Wilson at 17:18 of the first period.

Amalie Benjamin can be reached at abenjamin@globe.com. Follow her on Twitter @amaliebenjamin.
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By Amalie Benjamin, Globe Staff

Carl Soderberg might be the candidate with the best odds to join the Bruins' new third line, and he doesn't want to think about the other possibilties. He dismissed the idea of spending time in Providence, saying, “I don’t think about that now. I will earn my spot here.”

The 27-year-old from Sweden said he spent the summer working out, shaving 7 or 8 pounds off his 6-foot-3-inch, 198-pound frame to get into the kind of shape he saw around the NHL in his two-month cameo with the Bruins last season. 

That was a difficult transition for the Swede, as he suffered from a lengthy layoff and never quite made the adjustments needed to a different style of play and a smaller sheet of ice. 

“That was pretty hard,” Soderberg said. “But if I had come right after the season, it would have been easier, I think.”

But a full training camp with the Bruins should help on both of those fronts, and potentially allow him to beat out a host of candidates for a spot on the third line. Soderberg has been centering a line with Matt Fraser and Craig Cunningham in the first two days of training camp.

“I don’t focus on the other guys,” Soderberg said. “I focus on my own game. I know if I play my own game and have a good camp, hopefully I can show the coaches and my teammates I deserve it.”

Soderberg made it into six games in the regular season, and then was pressed into duty during the last two games of the Stanley Cup Final, playing 14 minutes in Game 5 and 10 in Game 6.
Back to front page Text size – + 
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After a strong showing in last year's playoffs, Torey Krug looks to crack the Bruins roster full time in 2013-14. Photo by Joe Makarski, Bruins Daily. 

By Tim Rosenthal, Bruins Daily

The boys are back in town.

After falling to the Chicago Blackhawks in Game 6 of the Stanley Cup Final more than two months ago, the Boston Bruins are eager to get back to work and hope to capture their second Cup in four years.

With the exception of Nathan Horton, Jaromir Jagr, Tyler Seguin, Rich Peverley and Andrew Ference, the B’s return a strong core that won their second Eastern Conference title in three years. Veterans like Patrice Bergeron, Zdeno Chara, Milan Lucic, David Krejci, Dennis Seidenberg and Tuukka Rask - just to name a few - are back for another run, while new additions Jarome Iginla and Loui Eriksson hope to contribute to the Black and Gold in their first season(s) in Boston.

While they are expected to be a cup contender once again, the B’s will have a few questions to answer before the start of the season, beginning with the start of training camp this week. Here’s a look at the top five questions they need to answer:

1. Who will fill the third line right wing spot?

Thanks to the departure of Peverley, the right wing slot on the third line is up for grabs? The prime candidates to join Carl Soderberg and Chris Kelly (presumably) are Jordan Caron, Ryan Spooner and Reilly Smith, just to name a few.

During his first three years, Caron has been back and forth between Boston and Providence. Spooner had a cup of coffee with the B’s last year, while Smith, who came over from Dallas, played 37 games with the Stars during the lockout shortened season.

Three years ago, the line of Kelly, Peverley and Michael Ryder provided an extra spark to the Bruins’ cup run. But last year, Peverley and Kelly were inconsistent, and the right-wing spot was a revolving door between Caron, Spooner, Seguin and even Chris Bourque.

While they aren’t exactly expected to set the world on fire, the third line is going to need to provide that mix of scoring and grit. Whoever fills the spot will hope to provide a little more depth to an already deep Black and Gold hockey club.

“I think ideally, I’d like to see the third line that we saw when we won the cup,” head coach Claude Julien said. “We had Kelly, we had Peverley, we had Ryder. Not only were they kind of a dependable line, but they were able to give us some scoring.

“In the real perfect world, you got your top two lines that you’d like to see them score on a regular basis. Your third line should be able to give you some secondary scoring. And your third line should also be able to give you some secondary grit that the fourth line gives you. So, to me they’re caught in the middle where they give you a little bit of both. And that’s what we’re looking for from that line.”

2. How will the Bruins blue-line look?

When Seidenberg, Ference and Wade Redden were injured during last year’s postseason, Julien needed to fill those spots with Dougie Hamilton, Torey Krug and Matt Bartkowski. All three exceeded expectations and gave the Bruins’ blue-line some added offense during their Eastern Conference semifinal matchup with the New York Rangers. Eventually, Krug beat out both Bartkowski and Hamilton and remained on the Bruins defensive core for the rest of the postseason.

With Ference departing in the offseason for Edmonton, another spot is up for grabs. Will Krug, after a strong performance during the Stanley Cup playoffs, remain on the opening night roster? Will Hamilton, a former top-10 pick, get another chance to shine? Will Bartkowski, who was also solid in the playoffs, be in the top-six?

Regardless of what the opening night roster looks like, the future is still bright for the three young Bruins’ blue-liners.

“I think it’s always interesting to see how young guys develop,” Seidenberg said about Krug, Hamilton and Bartkowski. “How they get stronger in the summer I don’t know, but the most important part is how they improve on the ice. And especially young guys who played a big part in our success in the playoffs, it’s interesting to see how they’ll do in the pre-season and going forward.

3. Who will be the Bruins’ next assistant captain?

Another void left by Ference is the other ‘A’ for the Bruins. And the team can go in many different directions with this.

Krejci, Lucic, Seidenberg, Chris Kelly, Shawn Thornton, Gregory Campbell and Daniel Paille have been around the Bruins’ locker room long enough to deserve the next ‘A’. Meanwhile, Eriksson was an assistant captain in Dallas and Iginla donned the ‘C’ in Calgary for nine seasons before the trade to Pittsburgh last year.

Regardless of who winds up as the next assistant captain, the team has many leaders in the locker room, regardless on whether they wear a ‘C’ or an ‘A’ or not.

“I say it often: you don’t need to wear a letter to be a leader,” Julien said. “There’s a lot more leaders in that dressing room than you see with letters on your jersey’s. And when it comes time to meeting players as a core group, there’s more than just a captain and three assistants, which we had last year.”

Despite being a captain from 2003-2013 with the Flames, Iginla plans on keeping things simple, with or without a letter.

“I plan on being myself,” he said. “I definitely don’t come in thinking that they need leadership, help or anything. They are a very strong crew and have had a lot of success together and have been together for a long time.

“It is a balance [though]. I just don’t want to be a fly on the wall, I want to be a part of it. But I think the biggest thing is to just play hard and compete and that’s what these guys do so well.”

4. Who will backup Tuukka Rask?

In a minor storyline, Tuukka needs a backup with Anton Khudobin leaving for Carolina. The B’s signed Chad Johnson - previously with the Rangers and Coyotes - during the offseason, but after a strong rookie season in Providence, Swedish netminder Niklas Svedberg could steal the spot.

Early indications point to Johnson, who signed a one-way contract, to get the nod behind Rask. But with Malcolm Subban en route to Providence, one might wonder if Svedberg gets the call up in order to quickly progress Subban’s development with the organization.

Either way, with Rask, Svedberg and Subban in the fold, the Bruins’ goaltending situation looks strong for the foreseeable future.

5. What will the team’s image look like after “Behind the B”?

Ok, so maybe this isn’t entirely an on-ice issue. But with cameras following around the Black and Gold this season, this question has to be asked.

The first episode of “Behind the B”, which aired Monday night on NESN, drew quite the response in The Hub of Hockey. And perhaps the best is rest to come.

Still, the Bruins are all about maintaining a positive image. And Julien, for one, won’t go out of character, just to impress the cameras.

“Last thing you want to do is change your style,” the seventh-year Bruins coach said with a chuckle. “As the players notice, I’m going to be myself. There will be very few curse words and I’ll be speaking the same way I normally do.”

For more Bruins news, analysis, commentary and fan interactions, visit BruinsDaily.com and follow Bruins Daily on Twitter (@BruinsDaily)
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Julien: Bergeron will play Saturday

Link|Comments (0)Posted by Staff September 20, 2013 02:50 PM


By Anthony Gulizia, Globe correspondent 

For the first time in the preseason, Bruins forward Patrice Bergeron will play Saturday night against the Detroit Red Wings, according to coach Claude Julien.

The decision was announced after Friday's practice at TD Garden. Bergeron, who has spent the offseason recovering from a myriad of injuries, practiced, but did not play in any of the first three games of the preseason.

In last year's Stanley Cup Final against Chicago, Bergeron suffered a punctured lung, a separated shoulder, a broken rib and torn rib cartilage. 

Loui Eriksson, who was acquired from Dallas when the team traded Tyler Seguin, is looking forward to getting the opportunity to log game action with his new linemate. 

"He's been a really good player to play with," Eriksson said of Bergeron. "And it's going to be nice to get some games with him too to see what we can do out there. That’s how we work on things." 

live 

Red Wings beat Bruins, 8-2

Link|Comments (2)Posted by Amalie Benjamin September 19, 2013 06:47 PM


Some thoughts from the Bruins-Red Wings tonight at TD Garden:

Game over, 8-2 Not a lot of good stuff coming out of this game. It was sloppy at points, with some unimpressive play in the defensive zone. Don't think anyone will be winning a job based off of tonight's game. 

But there was some nice work by the top line of Lucic-Krejci-Iginla, continuing the chemistry that they showed in Montreal on Monday. The special teams play, meanwhile, was lacking both on the PP and PK.

Nick Johnson and Iginla each nabbed their third goal of the preseason in this one, with Johnson's a backhand top-shelf beauty.

Malcolm Subban allowed eight goals, though not all of them were his fault. Still, a tough night for the 19 year old who will likely be spending the season in Providence.

2nd period over, 4-1 Red Wings: The Bruins got their first chance on the power play with Zdeno Chara in tonight in the second period. They didn't make much of it, but it was interesting to see Chara down low on both a 5-on-4 and a 5-on-3 for the B's. 

Malcolm Subban has allowed four goals, but they weren't all his fault. There's been some sloppy defensive play in front of him that hasn't help. The fourth goal, by Danny DeKeyser, was a soft goal, though,

Jarome Iginla got yet another preseason goal, nabbing a full-strength redirect for his third in two games. Matt Bartkowski sent a nice pass in toward Iginla, who was in the goalmouth, with Iginla sending it past Jimmy Howard. 

1st period over, 2-0 Red Wings: Gregory Campbell got a nice cheer from the crowd when he got on the ice for the first time since breaking his leg in the Eastern Conference Finals against the Penguins. 

The Bruins allowed a power play goal to Justin Abdelkader at 5:01 of the first. Malcolm Subban made the initial stop on a shot by Abdelkader with a kick save, but allowed the Red Wing to put back his own rebound. Assists went to Jakub Kindl and Pavel Datsyuk. Dougie Hamilton had a bit of a defensive slip on the play. He's still in a battle with Matt Bartkowski and Torey Krug for playing time, but it seems that GM Peter Chiarelli wants Hamilton with the NHL club this season.

They allowed a second PP goal at 16:07, with David McIntyre knocking in a rebound. PP not so kind to the B's tonight.

There were a couple of nice chances on goal by the Bruins, one by the makeshift Merlot line (Thornton's out tonight) and one by the first line, which was so dynamic in the game in Montreal last week.

Gregory Campbell will play tonight

Link|Comments (0)Posted by Amalie Benjamin September 19, 2013 12:15 PM


By Amalie Benjamin, Globe Staff

Gregory Campbell will play tonight against the Red Wings at the Garden in the Bruins' first home preseason game, coach Claude Julien confirmed. 

"He's a go," Julien said. "Feels good. Feels ready."

Campbell skated this morning with the first group. He said on Wednesday he felt he was ready to play on Thursday. 

"I think as I play, I’ll get more comfortable,” Campbell said on Wednesday. “The mental challenge is a big one too, just trying to overcome that. I’m feeling good enough to play. It’s time for me now to move forward and just play.”

Campbell, who broke his leg in the Eastern Conference finals in June, will be without linemate Shawn Thornton, who is not on the roster for tonight's game. Zdeno Chara is on the roster, meaning the defenseman will get his first action of the preseason. That leaves Patrice Bergeron as the only regular on the Bruins not to see game action so far. He could play as early as Saturday, though that's not yet assured.

Jarome Iginla will also get a chance to skate in front of the Garden crowd. It will be his first opportunity as a member of the Bruins.

“I’m looking forward to it,” Iginla said. “It’s preseason, I don’t think it’s the same charge as far as atmosphere as it would be the regular season game opening, but still looking forward to it. Once you get into the game there, it’s competitive. You want to play well. You want to win. You want to keep working on things and getting better. First time playing here at home, so preseason or not it’ll be special.”

Interesting note on the goaltending situation: Malcolm Subban, who played well against the Canadiens on Monday, will play the entire game in goal tonight, Julien said.

The line combinations from this morning's skate:

Lucic-Krejci-Iginla

 Fraser-Soderberg-Johnson

 Paille-Campbell-Cunningham

 Flick-Spooner-Caron

Chara-Hamilton

 Bartkowski-Trotman

 Krug-McQuaid

Malcolm Subban

Bruins cut six from camp

Link|Comments (1)Posted by Fluto Shinzawa, Globe Staff September 18, 2013 04:45 PM


By Fluto Shinzawa, Globe Staff

The Bruins have cut six players from their main camp. Scott Campbell, Jack Downing, Steven Spinell, Ben Youds, Tyler Randell, and Adam Morrison will report to Providence’s camp.

The Bruins have 45 players remaining in main camp. They will make their second round of cuts Friday.

Bruins to make first cuts

Link|Comments (2)Posted by Fluto Shinzawa, Globe Staff September 18, 2013 03:14 PM


By Fluto Shinzawa, Globe Staff

The Bruins will make their first cuts today, prior to Thursday’s game against Detroit at TD Garden. They will cut approximately six players. They will trim the roster again on Friday.

Of the group that remains, about 10 veterans will dress against Detroit, according to Claude Julien. Gregory Campbell could make his preseason debut. Patrice Bergeron is not expected to dress. The Bruins expect Bergeron to play later in the preseason.

Also:

* For now, general manager Peter Chiarelli projects Carl Soderberg to play on the wing instead of in the middle. Soderberg has the inside line on the No. 3 left wing job. The Bruins are also expecting Soderberg to see time on the power play, on the goal line or in front. 

* Chiarelli and Julien praised Reilly Smith for his game against Washington Tuesday night and his play in camp. Chiarelli noted Smith’s in-tight skills with the puck, while Julien said the second-year pro has some jam as well. Smith could be the No. 3 right wing. 

* Goaltender Chad Johnson will make at least one more preseason start. Johnson fought the puck in Monday’s 6-3 win over Montreal, allowing three goals on eight shots. Both Julien and Chiarelli expect Johnson will be better. 

* Dougie Hamilton, Torey Krug, and Matt Bartkowski are the top three candidates for the two blue line openings, Chiarelli confirmed. Krug is just about guaranteed a spot because of his power-play touch. Hamilton is one of three right-shot defensemen. Bartkowski could open the season as the extra defenseman.

* Daniel Paille didn’t practice today because of an illness. Bobby Robins was excused because of a personal matter.

live 

Updates: Bruins at Capitals

Link|Comments (5)Posted by Amalie Benjamin September 17, 2013 06:55 PM


Pregame: The lines will remain the same as they have been through training camp, with the exception of Alexander Khokhlachev in place of Patrice Bergeron, who didn't make the trip to Baltimore.

That means the lines are:

Marchand-Khokhlachev-Eriksson

 Caron-Kelly-Smith

 Downing-Camper-Knight

 Florek-Lindblad-Robins

Seidenberg-Hamilton

 Warsofsky-Boychuk

 Morrow-Casto

Tuukka Rask will get the start.

Bruins win preseason opener, 6-3

Link|Comments (4)Posted by Fluto Shinzawa, Globe Staff September 16, 2013 07:54 PM


By Fluto Shinzawa, Globe Staff

The Bruins scored four times on the power play to claim a 6-3 preseason-opening win over the Canadiens. Jarome Iginla and Nick Johnson scored twice to lead the offense. Iginla played in Nathan Horton’s old spot alongside Milan Lucic and David Krejci. 

“Whether it’s preseason or regular season, it always feels good to win and see the puck go in the net,” Iginla said. “It was my first game playing with Looch and Krech and seeing them up close, how strong they are and how smart they are. They got some really good looks.”

Iginla looked like a natural replacement for Horton. Iginla was quick to use his one-timer. In comparison, Horton preferred his snap shot. On the power play, Iginla will most likely rotate between the left circle and the high slot.

* Malcolm Subban calmed things down in net after Chad Johnson allowed three goals on eight shots. Subban stopped all 12 shots. Johnson, in comparison, had a rough first outing.

* Very nice game for second-year pro Zach Trotman. The right-shot defenseman was good in all areas. Trotman blasted a one-timer through Robert Mayer for the sixth goal. Trotman could be a future replacement for Johnny Boychuk or Adam McQuaid. Both right-shot veterans will reach UFA status after 2014-15.

* Krejci and Torey Krug played well on the point on the power play. They will most likely man the blue line on the first unit.

The Bruins and Canadiens are tied after 40 minutes, 3-3. Nick Johnson has two of Boston’s three goals.

Chad Johnson did not have a good night. Johnson allowed three goals on eight shots. Malcolm Subban took over after Max Pacioretty tied the game at 3-3. Johnson has to be more efficient if he wants the No. 2 job.

* A healthy Adam McQuaid will be scary for opponents. Through two periods, McQuaid’s been quick to hit every player who dares to approach him. Surprising, actually, that McQuaid hasn’t thrown down yet. 

* Zach Trotman will be an NHL defenseman soon. The second-year pro is mobile, strong, smart. Hard to believe Trotman was the final player selected in the 2010 draft.

* Do not see Matt Fraser making the third line out of camp. Fraser owns an NHL shot, heavy and accurate. But Fraser’s competitors for third-line duty, such as Reilly Smith and Jordan Caron, are faster.

* Carl Soderberg has taken two unnecessary penalties. That stuff gets you scratched.

The Bruins take a 2-1 lead into first intermission. Jarome Iginla and Nick Johnson have power-play goals.

* Iginla is fitting in well after only one period. On his goal, Iginla set up down low at the left circle. Milan Lucic set up Iginla with a cross-ice pass. Before Carey Price could set up, Iginla sniped a one-timer into the net. Iginla and Nathan Horton have comparable shots. But Iginla’s release is quicker.

* The fight between Torey Krug and Matt Bartkowski might go down to the end of camp. Krug has the advantage because of his touch on the power play. Krug assisted on Iginla’s goal. But Bartkowski is bigger and stronger than Krug. Bartkowski doesn’t hesitate to skate the puck out of trouble either. 

* That clang you heard was Louis Leblanc’s long-distance shot clattering off Chad Johnson’s glove. Moments later, Travis Moen scored Montreal’s only goal. The backup job is Johnson’s to lose. Johnson has to be better.

Tonight's Bruins lineup

Link|Comments (0)Posted by Fluto Shinzawa, Globe Staff September 16, 2013 06:39 PM


By Fluto Shinzawa, Globe Staff

Based on pregame warmups: 

Milan Lucic-David Krejci-Jarome Iginla

 Matt Fraser-Carl Soderberg-Craig Cunningham

 Anthony Camara-Ryan Spooner-Nick Johnson

 Daniel Paille-Alex Fallstrom-Shawn Thornton

Torey Krug-Adam McQuaid

 Matt Bartkowski-Kevan Miller

 Tommy Cross-Zach Trotman

Chad Johnson

 Malcolm Subban

* Carey Price will start in goal for the Canadiens.

Preseason Game 1 preview: Bruins at Canadiens
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By Fluto Shinzawa, Globe Staff

MONTREAL – Good morning from Montreal, where the Bruins will start the preseason tonight against the Canadiens at the Bell Centre. 

This will mark the first time Jarome Iginla plays for the Bruins. Iginla will skate on the first line with Milan Lucic and David Krejci.

Bruins goalie Malcolm Subban is expected to see time tonight against big brother P.K. Subban, the Canadiens defenseman. 

Malcolm Subban and Chad Johnson will be the Bruins’ goalies.

Puck drop: 7 p.m.

TV/radio info: NHL Network, 98.5 The Sports Hub (Dave Goucher, Bob Beers)

Records: Bruins 0-0-0, Canadiens 0-0-1

Projected Bruins lineup:

Milan Lucic-David Krejci-Jarome Iginla

 Matt Fraser-Carl Soderberg-Craig Cunningham

 Anthony Camara-Ryan Spooner-Nick Johnson

 Daniel Paille-Alex Fallstrom-Shawn Thornton

Torey Krug-Adam McQuaid

 Matt Bartkowski-Zach Trotman

 Tommy Cross-Kevan Miller

Chad Johnson

 Malcolm Subban

Healthy scratches: Rob Flick, Ben Youds

Storylines: Zdeno Chara will not make the trip to Montreal. Chara had been practicing with this group. The Bruins will be monitoring Chara’s ice time closely this season … Others staying in Boston from this group are Gregory Campbell, Tyler Randell, and Adam Morrison. Campbell has been practicing during camp but is not quite ready for game action… Craig Cunningham is in the mix for third-line duty on the right side, albeit as a darkhorse. One of Cunningham’s advantages is that he is a right shot. All the others in the mix (Reilly Smith, Jordan Caron, Carl Soderberg, Matt Fraser) are lefties… The Bruins will return to Boston after the game. They are scheduled to practice at Ristuccia Arena Tuesday morning before leaving for Baltimore to play the Capitals.

Zdeno Chara sees net-front PP time

Link|Comments (18)Posted by Fluto Shinzawa, Globe Staff September 14, 2013 03:15 PM
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By Fluto Shinzawa, Globe Staff

 The Bruins have completed their third day of on-ice sessions at TD Garden. The most significant wrinkle took place in the second session during power-play drills.

Zdeno Chara, usually a staple at the point in one-up situations, was stationed in front of the net. Torey Krug and David Krejci manned the blue line. Milan Lucic and Jarome Iginla were the other forwards down low.

“We’re tinkering with that,” Claude Julien said. “We’re going to have a look at that. We have some guys that we feel can shoot the puck from the back-end. Z is probably one of our best guys at screening with his big body. We’ve known that for a long time. It was probably what we feel like we didn’t have for the back-end. It’s something we’re experimenting with.”

Chara was on the ice for the tying goal in Game 7 against Toronto as the net-front presence during six-on-five play. There are no goalies who can peer over Chara. There are few defensemen strong enough to remove Chara from in front of the net.

Krug, Krejci, Patrice Bergeron, Dougie Hamilton, Johnny Boychuk, and Dennis Seidenberg are among the point options.

* Matt Bartkowski was active throughout the session. Bartkowski leveled Craig Cunningham when he stepped up to support the puck. Bartkowski was strong and quick today. 

* Former Dallas teammates Reilly Smith and Mark Fraser are battling each other for a third-line spot. Julien describes Fraser as a high-end offensive player. Julien said Smith is a grittier forward. 

* The Bruins will practice on Sunday at the Garden starting at 10 a.m. Attendance is free and open to the public.

Today’s Group A lineup:

Brad Marchand-Patrice Bergeron-Loui Eriksson

 Jordan Caron-Chris Kelly-Reilly Smith

 Justin Florek-Alexander Khokhlachev-Jared Knight

 Matt Lindblad-Carter Camper-Seth Griffith

 Jack Downing-Scott Campbell-Bobby Robins

Dennis Seidenberg-Dougie Hamilton

 David Warsofsky-Johnny Boychuk

 Joe Morrow-Chris Casto

 Mike Moore-Steven Spinell

Tuukka Rask

 Niklas Svedberg

Group B lineup:

Milan Lucic-David Krejci-Jarome Iginla

 Matt Fraser-Carl Soderberg-Craig Cunningham

 Daniel Paille-Gregory Campbell-Shawn Thornton

 Anthony Camara-Ryan Spooner-Nick Johnson

 Rob Flick-Alex Fallstrom-Tyler Randell

Zdeno Chara-Zach Trotman

 Torey Krug-Adam McQuaid

 Matt Bartkowski-Kevan Miller

 Tommy Cross-Ben Youds

Chad Johnson

 Adam Morrison

 Malcolm Subban

Soderberg vows to earn his spot

Link|Comments (8)Posted by Amalie Benjamin September 13, 2013 01:38 PM
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By Amalie Benjamin, Globe Staff

Carl Soderberg might be the candidate with the best odds to join the Bruins' new third line, and he doesn't want to think about the other possibilties. He dismissed the idea of spending time in Providence, saying, “I don’t think about that now. I will earn my spot here.”

The 27-year-old from Sweden said he spent the summer working out, shaving 7 or 8 pounds off his 6-foot-3-inch, 198-pound frame to get into the kind of shape he saw around the NHL in his two-month cameo with the Bruins last season. 

That was a difficult transition for the Swede, as he suffered from a lengthy layoff and never quite made the adjustments needed to a different style of play and a smaller sheet of ice. 

“That was pretty hard,” Soderberg said. “But if I had come right after the season, it would have been easier, I think.”

But a full training camp with the Bruins should help on both of those fronts, and potentially allow him to beat out a host of candidates for a spot on the third line. Soderberg has been centering a line with Matt Fraser and Craig Cunningham in the first two days of training camp.

“I don’t focus on the other guys,” Soderberg said. “I focus on my own game. I know if I play my own game and have a good camp, hopefully I can show the coaches and my teammates I deserve it.”

Soderberg made it into six games in the regular season, and then was pressed into duty during the last two games of the Stanley Cup Final, playing 14 minutes in Game 5 and 10 in Game 6.

Preview of the 2d line: Marchand-Bergeron-Eriksson

Link|Comments (5)Posted by Amalie Benjamin September 12, 2013 12:42 PM
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By Amalie Benjamin, Globe Staff

 It was the first time officially on the ice for the Bruins and already coach Claude Julien was pairing his presumptive second line together – Brad Marchand-Patrice Bergeron-Loui Eriksson.

The trio took the ice during the first session of drills Thursday at TD Garden, and started to get a feel for the chemistry they could have on ice this season.

"It felt pretty good," Bergeron said. "You can tell obviously that Loui's a great player. He's got some great speed and great skill. Very excited to have him with us. It's obviously the first practice, so we've got some work to do, but I thought it was pretty good and just fun to see those two guys on my side."

Eriksson brings a two-way game with him from Dallas, which should be an excellent complement to the two-way game of Bergeron, one of the game's best defensive forwards. It's a group that should be hard on the forecheck and turn the puck over, generating offensive chances.

But with only three weeks to go before the regular season begins, how long might it take the three of them to develop the chemistry they need on the ice?

"I don't know," Bergeron said. "I think we’re all smart players, smart enough to realize where to be on the ice and read off each other, so a little bit of time, but I don’t think that much. Obviously games are going to be the best indicator of where we stand and help us the most to work on that chemistry. I’m not sure exactly how long but so far it was pretty good."

The team started with one-on-one and two-on-two battle drills, something that was a big test for Bergeron and his still-tender-at-times ribs. He said it wasn't an issue – mostly.

"It wasn’t bad," he said. "I felt it a couple times in one or two battles, but it doesn’t seem to linger after it. It just is there, stays for maybe 30 seconds or so and goes away. I think it’s good news. I think I’m going to have to go through that for a couple weeks and then I’m going to be fine. Medical staff is not worried about it so I’m not worried about it."

Spots on Bruins' third line up for grabs

Link|Comments (10)Posted by Amalie Benjamin September 11, 2013 01:04 PM


By Amalie Benjamin, Globe Staff

The Bruins, for the most part, are a team that seems set. That includes the top two lines. That includes virtually all of the defense – though there could be some looks given there. But the third line is where there has been some movement, where there could be an opening. 

That could mean Daniel Paille gets a chance where he saw some success in the postseason. That could mean Carl Soderberg finally makes his mark. That could mean some of the prospects from Providence fill the vacancy.

For those guys, coach Claude Julien has some advice: "Take it," he said on the first day of training camp. "Take advantage of it."

He added, "We've been clear and it hasn't just come from me. Peter [Chiarelli] is the one that has kind of come out and said, listen, we're going to bring some youth into our lineup so if some guys want a spot in this hockey club, here's a good opportunity to do that. It's open."

In addition to center Chris Kelly – who could be moved to the wing – the third line could come from the group containing Carl Soderberg, Jordan Caron, Reilly Smith, Matt Fraser, Craig Cunningham, Ryan Spooner, and Jared Knight.

"I think ideally we saw the third line that we liked when we won the Cup," Julien said of 2011. "Not only were they kind of a dependable line, but they were able to give us some scoring. In a real perfect world, you've got your top two lines that you'd like to see score on a regular basis. Your third line should be able to give you some secondary scoring and your third line should also be able to give you some secondary grit that your fourth line gives you. To me they're caught in the middle where they give you a little bit of both. That's what we're looking for from that line."

Some Bruins training camp practices open to the public

Link|Comments (1)Posted by Amalie Benjamin September 11, 2013 12:43 PM


For those interested in taking a look at the 2013-2014 version of the Bruins, here are the practice times open to the public this week.

Practices are closed to the public on Thursday and Friday, the first two days of training camp, but they are open over the weekend at the Garden and on Monday at Ristuccia Arena in Wilmington.

Saturday, September 14:

 Practice #1 at TD Garden: 10 a.m.

 Practice #2 at TD Garden: 12:15 p.m.

Sunday, September 15

 Practice #1 at TD Garden: 10 a.m.

 Practice #2 at TD Garden: 12:15 p.m.

Monday, September 16

 Practice #1 at Ristuccia Arena: 10 a.m.

 Practice #2 at Ristuccia Arena: 11:15 p.m.

Bergeron, Campbell not cleared for games

Link|Comments (6)Posted by Amalie Benjamin September 11, 2013 12:25 PM


By Amalie Benjamin, Globe Staff

Though both Patrice Bergeron and Gregory Campbell will be practicing with the Bruins this week, neither would be cleared to play in games if they started today, according to coach Claude Julien. 

"When it comes time to play those exhibition games, it'll be a conversation again with our trainers and making sure if they're going to play, there's not a risk factor," Julien said on the first day of the Bruins' training camp. "So right now they would not be cleared to play a game if we started today. That might change in the upcoming days or a week from now."

Both players will be allowed to fully practice with the team, including any contact that might entail. The issue is exhibition games at the moment.

The Bruins opened training camp Wednesday with off-ice testing. Their first practice is Thursday.

Campbell, of course, broke his right leg in the Eastern Conference Finals against the Penguins blocking a shot, and he had surgery to insert a plate and screws. He has been practicing with added padding in his skate and said earlier this week that he still expects to feel the break for a while.

Bergeron dealt with a host of injuries during the Stanley Cup Final against the Blackhawks, with a broken rib, torn rib cartilage, a punctured lung, and a separated shoulder. Bergeron said that he's 95 percent and expects to be ready for the start of the season. He feels pain in some rotational and core activities, but has said that he is otherwise doing well in his recovery.

Gregory Campbell: 'I'm going to feel [the break] for a while'
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By Amalie Benjamin, Globe Staff

BOLTON -- With training camp starting on Wednesday, it appears that Gregory Campbell will be ready for the start of the season in October after spending the summer rehabbing from the broken leg that ended his season in the Eastern Conference Finals. 

But that doesn't mean that everything is healed.

As Campbell said on Monday morning at The International in Bolton, where the Bruins played in a golf tournament, "I'm going to feel it for a while."

Campbell said he spent the summer trying to push himself to do whatever he could, whenever the doctors gave him the green light to progress.

"I'm trying to go 100 percent," Campbell said. "I have to kind of go at my own level and make sure I'm progressing in a way that's going to benefit me in the long run, so if there's things I don't feel comfortable doing, I kind of hold back a little bit."

Campbell has skated with the team three times, and said he has felt better after each session. He has modified his skates with extra padding that molds to his leg when it heats up. That's something he's likely going to continue into the season, as he still needs to protect the area to some degree.

"I think there’s still going to be some pain there and that’s just something I’m going to have to work through," Campbell said.

Loui Eriksson makes an appearance
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By Amalie Benjamin, Globe Staff

WILMINGTON -- Loui Eriksson was among the early arrivals for captain's practice this week, and met the media in person today for the first time since being traded to Boston in the Tyler Seguin deal.

"It feels really good," Eriksson said of donning the spoked B. "It's nice to finally get here. I got in Saturday, so it's nice to see some guys here and go on the ice a little bit and skate around and just have fun."

Eriksson has gotten to meet a number of his new teammates with larger crowds at Ristuccia Arena the past two days. Unlike the rest of the Bruins, who seemingly just got off their skates at the end of the 2012-2013 season, Eriksson said his summer has been far too long.

"It's going to be nice to play on one of the Original Six teams too," Eriksson said. "They have a little bit more fans here than in Dallas. ... Like I said, I'm excited to be here. I'm going to do all I can to help this team win."

Also in attendance for the last two days have been fellow new Bruin Jarome Iginla, plus Tuukka Rask, Shawn Thornton, Dennis Seidenberg, Brad Marchand, David Krejci, Daniel Paille, and Carl Soderberg. Johnny Boychuk and Torey Krug were the new additions today. There were also a number of players from the Providence Bruins, including potential backup goaltender Niklas Svedberg.

Bruins rookie camp kicks off Sept. 4

Link|Comments (0)Posted by Staff August 30, 2013 12:34 PM


By Jeff Pini, Boston.com Correspondent

The Bruins announced on Friday the schedule and roster for their 2013-14 rookie camp, which begins next week in Wilmington and will include three games in Coral Springs, Fla. On-ice camp sessions will be open to the public.

The Bruins will bring 13 forwards to their rookie camp: Anthony Camara, Mitchell Dempsey, Campbell Elyniuk, Alex Fallstrom, Justin Florek, Seth Griffith, Jayden Hart, Alexander Khokhlachev, Jared Knight, Matthew Lindblad, Wayne Simpson, Ryan Spooner, and Maxime Villemaire.

Seven defensemen were invited to the camp: Mickael Beauregard, Chris Casto, Alex Cord, Tommy Cross, Jesse Lees, Steven Spinnell, and Zach Trotman. The goaltenders are Adam Morrison and Malcolm Subban.

The first practice will be held at 12 p.m. on Wednesday, Sept. 4, at Ristuccia Arena in Wilmington. Practices will continue on Sept. 5 at 9 a.m. before the rookies head to Florida for three games against rookies from the Tampa Bay Lightning, Florida Panthers, and Nashville Predators.

All three games will take place at the Saveology.com IcePlex in Coral Springs. The game against Tampa Bay is at 2 p.m. on Sept. 6; the game against Florida is at 4 p.m. on Sept. 7; and the game against Nashville is at 12 p.m. on Sept. 8. The team will return to Boston that Sunday afternoon.

Rookie practice on Monday, Sept. 9 is to be determined, while it will be at 10 a.m. on Sept. 10 back at Ristuccia Arena.

Full Bruins training camp opens up on Wednesday, Sept. 11. The camp schedule has not been announced.

Peter Chiarelli: 'Mandate' is to compete for Stanley Cup every year

Link|Comments (1)Posted by Amalie Benjamin August 30, 2013 09:56 AM


By Amalie Benjamin, Globe Staff

One Cup is clearly not enough. 

With a contract extension in hand, Bruins general manager Peter Chiarelli met with the media Friday to discuss his new four-year contract extension, which will take him through the 2017-2018 season, and it was emphasized that his focus is on bringing more Stanley Cups to Boston.

"We want to compete for the Stanley Cup every year," Chiarelli said. "It's my mandate, my charge to do that. We have to be proactive in this cap world. We have to be aggressive."

One of Chiarelli's points of emphasis in the news conference was the need to get younger players on the ice. The general manager has already begun making moves toward that end, replacing his director of amateur scouting this summer. He said that it will be key to the organization to broaden the scope of amateur scouting going forward.

"It's a challenge everybody has, but we're certainly going to face it head-on," Chiarelli said.

Charlie Jacobs said that the negotiation was a particularly easy one to complete. It will keep the general manager in Boston for five more years, including the final year remaining on his current deal.

"I feel very confident in the hockey minds that we have here running this franchise," Jacobs said. "We see this as an asset that is really Boston's, and we're just here as stewards."

In Chiarelli's seven-year tenure, the Bruins have been to the postseason six consecutive times, including two trips to the Stanley Cup Final. The Bruins won the Cup in 2011 over the Canucks.

But when asked what he was most proud of in his time in Boston, Chiarelli didn't hesitate: "Probably the single biggest thing was hiring Claude [Julien]."

With the move, the Bruins are getting a continued measure of stability. Chiarelli has already been with the organization for seven years, and now he has five more guaranteed on his contract. That's important in building a winning team. 

But there are also pitfalls with that.

"You have to continue to perform," Chiarelli said. "You have to keep everybody on their toes. There's stability, there's strong leadership, but you have to keep everybody on their toes, especially in this cap world. You can be stable and proactive, and that's what I'd like to think we do as a group."

Bruins extend GM Chiarelli through '17-'18

Link|Comments (7)Posted by Amalie Benjamin August 29, 2013 02:54 PM


The Bruins announced today that they have extended the contract of general manager Peter Chiarelli for four years, keeping him in Boston through the 2017-2018 season. 

Chiarelli -- who has spent this summer locking up major pieces Patrice Bergeron and Tuukka Rask -- will now have the same stability. 

During Chiarelli's seven years in Boston, the Bruins have made the playoffs six times, including two trips to the Stanley Cup Final. The team won its first Cup in 39 years in 2011, beating the Vancouver Canucks.

Only two other general managers have brought Stanley Cups to Boston -- Art Ross (1929, 1939, 1941) and Milt Schmidt (1970, 1972).

In the regular season under Chiarelli, the Bruins have a 291-187-62 record (.596 winning percentage).

Chiarelli just returned from Calgary, where he participated as a member of Team Canada's management team.
Jakob Silfverberg impresses on first day with Ducks

DUCKS NOTES 

Acquired in Bobby Ryan trade, Silfverberg enjoys playing on a line with Teemu Selanne.

September 12, 2013|By Helene Elliott
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Ducks forward Jakob Silfverberg, who was acquired in a trade with the Ottawa Senators for Bobby Ryan, got the chance to play alongside Teemu Selanne on Thursday.

Ducks forward Jakob Silfverberg, who was acquired in a trade with the Ottawa… (Jen Fuller / Getty Images )

It's unfair to expect 22-year-old Jakob Silfverberg to immediately replace four-time 30-goal scorer Bobby Ryan on the Ducks' scoresheet or in the hearts of their fans.

But Silfverberg, who had 10 goals and 19 points in 48 games with Ottawa last season, has enough talent to suggest he will carve out his own niche with the Ducks, who acquired him with winger Stefan Noesen and a 2014 first-round draft pick for Ryan in July.
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Switched from his natural right side to the left Thursday, Silfverberg meshed with right wing Teemu Selanne and center Nick Bonino during the first day of practice at Anaheim Ice. To Coach Bruce Boudreau, Silfverberg lived up to his billing.

"Every game that I watched Ottawa play — and I watched quite a few of them — Silfverberg's name was being brought up in a positive mode," Boudreau said. "Two-way player. Plays both ends of the ice. Smooth skater. Solid, great shot. And you see those things."

Silfverberg acknowledged he didn't expect to be traded, but he's determined to make the most of the move.

"Since it came to me as a surprise it motivated me to work even harder," said the 6-foot-2, 196-pounder, who was drafted 39th by Ottawa in 2009. "I got excited to come to a whole new team and play for a new organization."

Skating alongside Selanne was a bonus. "He's been around for such a long time and he's been one of the best players in the league for many, many years," Silfverberg said. "Playing with him is a great experience. You can learn a lot from him."

The Ducks hoped to draft Noesen in 2011, but Ottawa — drafting one spot earlier — beat them to him. The Ducks then traded their pick to Toronto for two later picks and used those to claim center Rickard Rakell and goalie John Gibson, both elite prospects.

Noesen, 20, is a native of Plano, Texas. He played the last four seasons in the Ontario Hockey League and is likely to start the season in the minor leagues but wants to make a good impression while he can.

"I'd like to be a top-nine guy," Noesen said. "I want to push for a spot this year. I think I had some big gains over the summer and I feel good and strong and in shape. I want to prove myself and hopefully push for a spot."

Back to the future

Dustin Penner, Ryan Getzlaf and Corey Perry were reunited Thursday for the first time since Penner left as a free agent soon after the Ducks' 2007 Stanley Cup triumph.

"It was a lot of fun to be out there with those guys again," Penner said. "It's déjà vu. I keep noticing things like that over and over again....It's pretty interesting as you get older to look back and see how far you've come."

Perry said all three have the size and skill to be effective down low. "I think we're going to be fighting over who's going to be in front of the net more," he said.
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Slap shots

Boudreau praised the line of Andrew Cogliano, Saku Koivu and Emerson Etem. "I know it's the first day and not all the guys are against NHL guys, but I've got to believe the speed of those guys is going to create a little bit of havoc with anybody they play against, because they play with enthusiasm all the time as well," Boudreau said.

helene.elliott@latimes.com
Dustin Penner hopes to reach high-scoring goals after moving back down to Anaheim from LA

Wednesday, September 11, 2013

By Greg Beacham, The Associated Press

Dustin Penner didn't even hesitate to jump the median in the Freeway Faceoff rivalry to rejoin the Anaheim Ducks after two and a half seasons in Los Angeles. He says he always hoped to return to Anaheim, even after leaving six years ago for a lucrative offer sheet in Edmonton.

Dustin Penner didn't even hesitate to jump the median in the Freeway Faceoff rivalry to rejoin the Anaheim Ducks after two and a half seasons in Los Angeles. He says he always hoped to return to Anaheim, even after leaving six years ago for a lucrative offer sheet in Edmonton.
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ANAHEIM, Calif. - Although Dustin Penner only moved about 40 miles when he left the Los Angeles Kings, he's hoping his return to the Anaheim Ducks is also a trip back in time.

After 2 1/2 low-scoring seasons with the Kings, the left wing is eager to regain his elite goal-scoring form in Anaheim, where he began his NHL career and won his first Stanley Cup title in 2007.

Six years after he left the Ducks for a lucrative offer sheet in Edmonton, Penner eagerly seized the chance to return to Anaheim as a free agent. He didn't even hesitate to jump the median in the Freeway Faceoff rivalry, acknowledging he'll always have a special affinity for the Orange County club — even when he's wearing his Kings championship ring.

"I didn't know how strong the rivalry was until I crossed over, back to the dark or light side, depending on which side of the ledger you're on," Penner said Wednesday when the Ducks reported to training camp. "It's pretty interesting and comical. People were calling me a traitor, but I was initially on this team."

Coach Bruce Boudreau said Penner will start practice on the Ducks' top line with captain Ryan Getzlaf and Corey Perry, his linemates during his first stint in Anaheim when the three young forwards came together to form the "Kid Line." Penner also is reuniting with speedy Andrew Cogliano and injured defenceman Sheldon Souray, his former Edmonton teammates.

Everything is in place for Penner to become a 20-goal scorer again — if the veteran power forward still has the skill and the will to do it.

"I'm not trying to cure him, or say, 'Hey, listen, I'll make him a better player,'" Boudreau said. "But the potential of playing with teammates that he knew and had success with, of knowing where he stands on the totem pole as far as right now, he's first-line left wing, maybe it's a motivating factor that will make him be the guy we think he can be."

Penner's return to Honda Center for the usual grind of opening-day tests and photos reminded him of the days preceding his departure six years ago, when he had long conversations with his agent about the Oilers' now-infamous offer.

"I didn't want to leave, and it was a long, arduous process that lasted about two weeks," Penner said. "He said, 'There's a good chance you'll always end up back here.' That's always the thought that was in the back of my mind when I signed, because every hockey player thinks his career is going to last long, and I was planning on mine lasting long and somehow working my way around to getting here again."

He's back with Getzlaf, Perry and the rest of the defending Pacific Division champions, who lost their first-round playoff series to Detroit in seven games. The Ducks are betting $2 million he can produce a bounce-back season with help from a coach who knows what Penner can do at his best.

"In the American League, no matter who was in the league, he was by far the best player," said Boudreau, a longtime AHL coach. "That was seven years ago, I think, when I coached against him. And I don't see — if he's in optimum shape and playing with those guys, and he's as hungry as he used to be — why he can't do the same. My bar is not set at four goals or five goals for him. We think he can be a dominant player in this league, so we're hoping that happens, but time will tell."

Although Penner showed a knack for big playoff goals during his tenure with the Kings, he knows he didn't score at the rate Los Angeles had hoped. Penner scored at least 17 goals in each of his first five NHL seasons, but managed just 11 goals in 107 regular-season games for the Kings amid questions about his fitness and adaptability.

Getzlaf said he played a prominent role in recruiting Penner, who had interest from several teams. The once-and-future linemates remained friends during Penner's absence, and Getzlaf vouched for Penner's abilities with Ducks management as well.

"I think I'll be given a bit more of an opportunity here, playing with guys that are more prone to cycling the puck and wearing down the opposition," Penner said. "For whatever reason, we clicked instantly when we were put together, and we all joined the Ducks, and even in the minors in Portland. We just have that unspoken bond when we're on the ice together."

Camp Anawanaheim Day 5: Enough of this Bag Skating

By Chris Kober  @District5hockey  on Sep 15 2013, 10:40p  3  

Stay connected      

Day 5 of training camp concluded the intra-squad scrimmages and eased up on the cardio on the eve of the preseason schedule.
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A lot has been made of Francois Beauchemin's participation in training camp so far, and for good reason.  He's a beast.  After playing on a torn ACL for the last six weeks of the season, including playoffs and having surgery on said ACL in May he's been on the ice every day of training camp so far, including double sessions on Thursday.

This morning he was impressive again.  He was the first skater on the ice, joining Frederik Andersen, John Gibson and the assistant coaches who had been working out prior to the official training session.  And the only time I saw him get beat was by Ryan Horvat, interesting that it was such a youngster, but it happens.

However, it's important to note that while he's been skating his butt off to get ready for the season there seems to be a strict "NO TOUCHING" policy when it comes to Beauch.  I don't blame them at all, but anyone thinking he'll be ready for a full NHL game on Oct. 2 might want to think twice.

One more thing on Beauch; my favorite moment of the entire day was during warm up laps while waiting for everyone to hop on the ice for practice, Scott Niedermayer and Beauch were skating around having a chat.  My nostalgia level got ratcheted up about three levels when I saw that, as if it wasn't high enough, being the 20th anniversary season.

Here is the group that practiced today:

Forwards

Goaltenders

Red Line

Grey Line

Frederik Andersen

Andrew Cogliano

Matt Beleskey

John Gibson

Saku Koivu

Peter Holland

Emerson Etem

Kyle Palmieri

Defensemen

White Line

Orange Line

Luca Sbisa

Ryan Horvat**

John Kurtz

Francois Beauchemin

Brent Andrews**

Chris Wagner

Garnet Exelby*

Charlie Sarault

Zach Stortini

Hampus Lindholm

Alex Grant

* Indicates Pro Try Out

Kenton Helgesen

** Indicates Amateur Try Out

The line that really caught my eye in the practice was the Cogs-Saku-Etem line.  It's no secret how much I loved Cogliano and Etem together on the penalty kill last year, burning past defenders like it was nothing.  I like the idea of putting them together in other situations, but I was concerned about Koivu's drop off at the end of the season.  If I can base my opinion on one practice, those fears have been put to rest.  Koivu was great, and had probably the best play of the entire session during 1-on-1 drills when he absolutely roasted Luca Sbisa and finished off backhand shelf on Gibson.

Speaking of American Hero: John Gibson; he was very good, nothing spectacular, but solid all day, which is what I like to see in a goalie.  Similar to Beauch, he had only one slip up, when he kicked out the juiciest of juicy rebounds during 2-on-2s.

Being a day before the preseason opener against Phoenix, this was the first time that the practice session didn't end with some hardcore skating.  Instead the Cogliano-Koivu-Etem line along with Holland, Beleskey and Wagner had an on-ice meeting with the assistant coaches.  From the stands it was just about impossible to tell what they were going over; a few demonstrations but for the most part it was standing and talking at the blue line.  Meanwhile, on the other side of the ice a few guys, most notably including Lindholm and Palmieri, just noodled around a bit, working on one-timers into an empty net and deflections.

Side note:  after a summer of playing and watching rookie games at Westminster Ice, it's incredible to see how precise everything these guys do is, even when they're just knocking the puck around on their own.  On to the scrimmage!

Team White

Team Black

Jonas Hiller (1st Half)

Viktor Fasth (1st Half)

Etienne Marcoux (2nd Half)

Igor Bobkov (2nd Half)

Dustin Penner

Teemu Selanne

Corey Perry

Nick Bonino

Ryan Getzlaf

Jakob Silfverberg

Steven Whitney

Patrick Maroon

Rickard Rakell

Daniel Winnik

Brad Staubtiz

Devante Smith-Pelly

Bryan Allen

Charlie Sarault

Sami Vatanen

Antoine Laganiere

Shea Theodore

Stefan Noesen

Teigan Zahn

Max Friberg

Nolan Yonkman

Cam Fowler

John Mitchell

Ben Lovejoy

Kyle Cumiskey*

Mark Fistric

Brent Andrews**

Mat Clark

Maxime (Rico) Suave*

Kevin Gagne

Ross Johnston*

Kyle Becker**

Austin Caroll**

*Indicates PTO

**Indicates ATO

The only two players who overlapped the practice and scrimmage were Sarault and Andrews.  Each was impressive in his own way.  Honestly, I wasn't paying a ton of attention to Andrews, as he is on an Amateur Try Out, but nearly every time I found myself checking the roster to see who made that nice move I found his name.

Sarault on the other hand, I had some expectation for, having read about his exploits in Norfolk toward the end of last season, and he delivered handsomely.  Both he and Steven Whitney were exactly as advertised; small, speedy, hard working, skilled players.  Sarault had a great moment at the very end of the scrimmage's first half when he flew up the right wing, fought through a check at the top of the circles and got a quality shot off right at the buzzer.

Whitney looked good with Rikard Rakell, who I was also looking forward to seeing as he hasn't gotten much hype since the So Cal Futures game last weekend.  The only disappointment there was that they were matched up with Brad Staubitz.

The most striking thing about the scrimmage for me was how well DSP and Maroon played.  Winnink was unremarkable at center, but his wingers showed great improvement from last year.   But the most impressive thing about that line standing out is that it is essentially the fifth line.  This year the Ducks are overflowing with forwards, and it's a great problem to have.

Putting Etem with Koivu and Cogliano and Penner with Perry and Getzlaf, essentially makes that entire line of DSP, Maroon and Winnik expendable (if those line combos work out of course).  And that's in addition to guys like Staubitz, Stortini and Kurtz who are, as far as I can tell, on the training camp roster purely to crank up the intensity level as well as Rakell, Sarault, Whitney and Lagagniere who are her e largely for the experience.  I guess Staubitz has a spot on the team, based on last season, but I think we're all in agreement that that's a bad idea.

Overall, as you might expect from the rosters, the white team was severely outclassed in the first half, but picked up the pace in the second.  Still, the black team won 6-1 if you care about such silly things.

For more on today's sessions here is the Ducks' official version of the events and a couple of features from Eric Stephens on the Winnik Experiment ($) and the emergence of Chris Wagner and Hampus Lindholm ($)

Preseason Game 2: Ducklings 0 - Kings 6

By cjr1014  @ACcoryrosas  on Sep 18 2013, 6:25a  2  

Viktor Fasth stops Kyle Clifford on a penalty shot in the second period. - Jeff Gross

Stay connected      

The Ducks "B-team" took a beating at home by what was basically a full NHL Kings squad. Mistakes were made ... people were escorted out of Honda Center, and to think this is just the preseason. 
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Final Score: Anaheim Ducks (0), Los Angeles Kings (6)

First Period Recap:  To start the game the Ducks iced a line of Patrick Maroon - Nick Bonino - Devante Smith-Pelly along with the defensive tandem of Cam Fowler and Ben Lovejoy and Viktor Fasth in net. This was an interesting start considering the Ducks had Dustin Penner, Corey Perry and Ryan Getzlaf to choose from as well. The opening faceoff was lost and it resulted in a decent chance for the Kings. Fasth was steady in net and seemed like he was well prepared and fighting for that No.1 spot. Holland was about a step away from a breakaway but couldn't manage to get away from his man on one of the better chances of the period.

Some great defensive plays were made by new acquisition Mark Fistric on his first shift as a Duck. Unfortunately, it was not long before the first of many, many penalties was called against the Ducks — an interference call on defenseman Matt Clark at 5:38. This was an odd penalty because there had been a collision with Fasth at the side of the net which could have been labeled goaltender interference, but instead Clark got the penalty. The Ducks killed the penalty off with some shaky defense and a few solid clears.

With the penalty kill came the first "television time out." There was a hilarious game between a Ducks fan and a Kings fan during the intermission which was clearly a set up. Each person had to guess who the Ducks or Kings player was on the screen (given, these were some "classic" "throwback" images of both teams). It was impossible to guess the no-name Kings players and the Ducks fan won the game (the Ducks organization has a sense of humor now?). Anyway, the laughs didn't last long as the Ducks went back on the PK after Matt Clark (yes, again) was sent to the box for tripping. The PPG line did work in the offensive zone and the Kings had 0 shots on the PP attempt .

Not more than five minutes later, Cam Fowler was called for a high-sticking double minor. This time the Kings scored (1-0). With the remaining 2 minutes of the penalty time nothing really happened. Some decent defense kept the Kings at bay for a while. Perry drew a holding call on Jarret Stoll and the Ducks got their first chance at the PP — it was bad, and ended without a shot on goal and a giveaway by Dustin Penner. It only got worse from there as DSP took a tripping penalty (a combination of poor stick placement and an Oscar-worthy flop). The "ref you suck" chants were in full force at this point.

The Ducks lasted the period but still had some time on the PK to deal with to start the second.

Second Period Recap: The Ducks started the period off with a kill of the remaining 0:51 of penalty time. The PPG line was sent out to take the draw in the offensive zone. Getzlaf lost the draw but the Kings iced it. On the next play the Ducks won the draw and got a shot on goal (YAY!!!! *sarcasm*). The puck was recovered, but Getzlaf gave it away and an odd man rush developed. Sami Vatanen stepped in and prevented the shot on goal, but because he was trailing the play and reaching, he was called for hooking and a penalty shot was awarded to Kyle Clifford. Fasth was up to the task, however, and stopped the shot (the loudest cheers from Ducks fans came at this time).

At 4:29 DSP took another penalty and the Ducks went on the kill (AGAIN). A few good Kings chances came but the Ducks survived and killed it off (4/5 at this point on the PK). After the kill, a top shelf snipe of a shot got past Fasth and it was 2-0 Kings. There were some great opportunities to lay hits on Carter and Kopitar but none were taken. Nobody was able to stand out (except Fasth) since the Ducks were on the PK so much.

Shots were 21-5  in favor of the Kings, and there was still plenty of time to get back into the game. Finally, the Ducks got a PP chance with the help of Vatanen who drew the call. Vatanen had a great first two periods considering most of his time was spent on the penalty kill. The Ducks failed on their second power play of the game. Shortly after a scrambling defensive effort from the Ducks a Drew Doughty slapshot slipped through Fasth (now 3-0). The Ducks came back with immediate pressure and nearly potted a goal, but Jonathan Quick robbed them clean.

The period ended with a scrum at the Ducka end of the rink. A slashing penalty was dealt to Doughty at the 20:00 mark, allowing the ducks to start the period on the power play.

Third Period Recap: Fasth did not play in the third period and ended his night with 23 saves on 26 shots in two periods of work. American hero, John Gibson, came in to replace Fasth and stopped his first shot against. The power play failed, but right after it ended there was a great scoring chance for the PPG line. The chance at the other side turned into a turnover that ended with a jam/stuff play and a 4-0 Kings lead.

From here on out it only got worse. The Kings scored two more goals (6-0) as the Ducks left Gibson to fend for himself. Brad Staubitz managed to get into a "fight" and earned himself a 10 minute misconduct penalty (his second in as many nights). The Ducks did not put up a fight or even seem to get mad in the end. The compete level was beyond low in the third period, especially from some veteran players. The only players that managed to stand out to me (in a good way) were Laganiere (100% in the faceoff circle), Mark Fistric (solid defense and some physicality as advertised) and Sami Vatanen (a few misplays but overall solid play and some nice pacing on the PP when he had the chance).

***********

The Good: The PK went 5/6 which is a good sign (not that there should ever be that many penalties to kill). Mark Fistric looks like a solid pickup, so stick tap to Bob Murray for that one.

The Bad: The Defense (or lack there of) was horrible. Now, this isn't to say that the defensemen are completely to blame. The forwards were all careless with the puck. The Ducks had nine giveaways in the game and the costly turnovers were a huge problem. Another bad element was the compete level. There was no will to win the game, hardly enough effort from the start and, worst of all, the players didn't seem upset that they were getting stomped.  [Ed. Note:  Preseason -CK]

The Ugly: Shout out to obnoxious fans getting kicked out of Honda Center. I have never had that many profanities yelled at me before— at least at a home game. It's only the preseason, and some fans were acting like it was a life or death situation on the ice. I will say that I laughed pretty hard at a section of Kings fans who chanted the very Montreal Canadiens "Ole Ole Ole" after the Kings scored. Maybe Honda Center should save the alcohol for the regular season.

************

Our first "Iceholes of the Game" for the season

3rd Icehole(s): DSP, the PPG re-debut and Staubitz — Smith-Pelly was a minus-2 and had two minor penalties in the game (4 minutes). I didn't see nearly enough physical play from him, which was disappointing considering he was on a line with Maroon and Bonino and even got the start for the Ducks. The PPG re-debut did not live up to the the nostalgia and hype. There were maybe one or two shifts of semi-great play, but overall a lackluster product on the ice. Staubitz was useless as ever and managed to go 2-for-2 on the 10 minute misconducts.

2nd Icehole(s): The whistle-happy refs — It's never too early for a "Ref you suck" chant at Honda Center.

1st Icehole(s): Obnoxious drunken fans — This one goes out to all those escorted out of the building. This is a preseason game which has no affect on the standings during the regular season whatsoever. Cheer when your team scores or makes a great play, but don't make a fool of yourself by dropping the f-bombs — especially when your team is winning because it just doesn't make sense (hint hint nudge nudge).

Next Game: Wednesday, Sept. 18 at 6 p.m. PT, @ Colorado (Pepsi Center)

Ducks Hammer Coyotes 6-2 in Preseason Opener

By Chris Kober  @District5hockey  on Sep 17 2013, 12:18a  7  

Rick Scuteri-US PRESSWIRE

Stay connected      

Don't get too excited, it's preseason.
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Final Score: Anaheim Ducks 6, Phoenix Coyotes 2

First Period Recap: This game started off with a BANG! Only 48 seconds in Teemu Selanne opened the scoring for the Ducks on a play where it seemed like all three Ducks forwards (Selanne, Jakob Silfverberg and Peter Holland) were passing the puck uncontested around the crease for about 47 seconds. I have to assume that the vast majority of the squad Phoenix iced played last night in Los Angeles because they came out as flat as can be.

Before Phil Hulett was finished announcing Teemu's goal, Sami Vatanen made it 2-0. Unfortunately I missed this goal and the replays, so I can't really provide any further insight. But that wasn't all, less than two minutes later with Luca Sbisa in the box for tripping Nolan Yonkman unleashed a slapper from the point that sailed straight past Coyotes' goalie Mark Visentin.

I was actually pleasantly surprised by Yonkman throughout the game as a big stay at home defenseman. He didn't play a whole ton, and is probably well behind Vatanen, Hampus Lindholm and Mark Fistric for a gig with the big club, but if injuries strike the backline I could see him filling in.

After the Yonkman shorty, the Coyotes took three consecutive penalties, creating an extended two man advantage. The Ducks' makeshift power play, which hasn't been practiced yet in any of the training camp sessions, possessed the puck easily but was unable to capitalize. For the most part on all of the power plays throughout the game the standard forward lines were kept together with some combination of Vatanen, Lindholm and Sbisa on the points.

Before the period was over Daniel Winnik (centering Stefan Noesen and Max Friberg) tapped in a rebound resulting from a 2-on-1 rush between Cogliano and Noesen, to give no doubt to the meaningless result of the game.

The other highlight of the first period was Sbisa stepping up to absolutely cream a Coyote along the left wing boards in the Phoenix zone. That was also the highlight of Sbisa's night, the rest of the time he was the same old Sbisa that we've come to know and tolerate.

I came to the game hoping to keep an eye on the defense, but in the first it was pretty difficult because the Ducks didn't have to play any. The Ducks were the sharper team by a mile in winning the puck and keeping it. Hiller wasn't' really tested in the slightest, which is probably why hes stayed in for the second.

Second Period Recap: The middle frame was more even. Guillaume Latendresse got the Coyotes on the board early on, but the constant stream of penalties finally hurt them as Lindholm scored with a wrister from the top of the circles on a two man advantage.

On the whole, Lindholm had a decent game with flashes of brilliance, however there are plenty of things for him to work on. He was knocked off the puck relatively easily when going back for it in his own zone on multiple occasions. It's possible that I'm being nit picky because I specifically focused on his game all night, but I would say his decision making isn't quite up to par yet. He had the tendency to hold the puck a little too long for my liking, trying to take on defenders and had a few curious pinches that resulted in turnovers because he wasn't where his teammates expected him to be. On the other hand, his skating ability is so strong that the mistakes he made were never really catastrophic.

The most egregious error of the game for the Ducks came in the second period at the hands of, you guessed it, Brad Staubitz. With the Ducks on a relatively standard breakout, he inexplicably decided to throw the puck right back into his own crease, onto the tape of a waiting Coyote. Luckily for Staubitz the attacker bobbled the puck and failed to make anything of the Grade A scoring chance that was handed to him on a silver platter.

The final Ducks goal of the game came at the end of the second when Emerson Etem tapped home a rebound laying in the crease for what seemed like an eternity, similar to Winnik's in the first period. The difference between the two being that Etem's came at the end of a prolonged shift in the offensive zone rather than on the rush.

Third Period Recap: The third period was largely an exercise in clock management. Chris Brown notched one more for the Coyotes off of a neutral zone turnover and had time to wrist the puck past Frederik Andersen because Lindholm tripped in his retreat.

The only other real moment of note in the final frame was another dodgy decision by Staubitz. Sbisa was hit as he released a shot from the point (or slightly after) and Staubitz took it upon himself to stand up for his Swiss teammate by dropping the gloves with Mark Louis. He won the fight by default, landing on top of Louis and somewhat frighteningly driving his face/head into the ice, but his night ended there as he received five for fighting, two for instigating and a ten minute misconduct with only 12:32 left in the game. Louis also got a cross checking minor and a fighting major so the penalties evened out.

**********

The Good: Teemu and Silfverberg looked very comfortable together. It's hard to describe the way that they worked together. I almost want to call it a cycle, but it wasn't the type of cycle down low on the boards that you see from Getzlaf and Perry. It was more like they were constantly in motion, swapping positions and sort of swirling around each other, tipping and flipping little cute passes to each other. It's certainly not to the same level of a mind meld, but the closest comparison I can make is to the Sedins. We'll have to see how it works against a real NHL defense before truly judging it though.

It was also interesting to see them playing with Peter Holland, not sure if that's an extremely encouraging sign for the young center or just a desire to not play as many NHL tested players in the preseason opener, though. I didn't really see Holland actively involved in their little routine very often.

The Bad: It's hard to put this in the 'Bad' category, because the kid is skilled without a doubt, but Rickard Rakell is still pretty clearly a junior player to me. His hands are just silky smooth, and it's a ton of fun to watch at times. The problem is that he knows it and he wants to use them all the time. He's constantly looking to dangle around guys and toss no-look backhand passes around. While that's all well and good in a preseason game that you're leading 4-0 after 20 minutes, it's not the most practical in a real life situation.

Then again, there were these two kids who were quite fond of the toe drag that broke into the league in 2006 and it's worked out rather well for them since.

Another thing that 'Bad' is an overstatement for was Shea Theodore. The 2013 first rounder didn't show the flashes of brilliance that Lindholm did and had a very surprisingly difficult time transitioning from backward skating defensive position to a shoulder to shoulder battle as attacking players passed him on the rush. Of course, that's pretty much as advertised and we all expected him to go back to Seattle of the WHL for at least a season or two.

The Ugly: As if it wasn't clear from the above. Brad Staubitz. The only consolation that I take from his likelihood of making the team is that one of our many more talented forwards won't have to sit in the press box for the majority of the season.

**********

Most Valuable Duck:

3rd MVD: Dan Winnik - was Dan Winnik. Everything that we loved about him last year was still there. His ability to move the puck out of his own zone and possess it deep in the opposition end and he even found himself in position to score a goal like he was constantly in the first couple weeks of last season.

2nd MVD: Teemu Selanne - had the jump in his step and as mentioned before looked like he was having fun with Silfverberg. Don't waste it all in the preseason Teemu.

1st MVD: Andrew Cogliano - was the number one star in the building and it's tough to argue against. He was flying all over the ice and ended up with three assists in three entirely different situations (despite the Winnik and Etem goals looking similar in the end result). And it's starting to look good for Cogs and Etem to start the season together on more than just the PK, which I'm excited to see. What else would you expect, Cogs loves playing Phoenix.

Duck Tales: Could Bonino and Silfverberg Help Teemu Jump Start His Game?

By light_the_lamp  @DucksKristen  on Sep 15 2013, 8:00a  7  

Jeff Gross

Stay connected      

I will accept no fewer that 25 goals from the Finnish Flash this season.
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DUCKS NEWS

•The Ducks have put Teemu Selanne on a line with 22 year old winger Jakob Silfverberg (Nick Bonino makes up the creamy middle). Could they have some (dare I make this comparison) Hull-Zetterberg-Datsyuk-esque chemistry? [Pro Hockey Talk] 

•The Anaheim Ducks have spearheaded the growth of high school hockey in Southern California. [NHL.com] 

•Francois Beauchemin isn't holding back after surgery. [OC Register ($)] 

•Viktor Fasth has paid homage to Guy Hebert with his updated mask. [CBS Sports] 

•Eric Stephens has presented five key questions that will need to be addressed during training camp. [OC Register ($)]

Camp Anawannaheim Day 4: Turning It Up To Eleven

By Jen Neale  @MsJenNeale_AC  on Sep 14 2013, 8:38p  19  

Stay connected      

Things got a bit testy today during the scrimmage.
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I was back at Anaheim Ice today to watch practice and the scrimmage. I am going to need spinal fusion surgery (Peyton Manning had it a few times) after sitting on the bleachers. I'm taking one for the team and going back Sunday but this time Chris will be joining me.

Like yesterday, I'll be doing this by player/line. I did take into account some of your comments on who to get more info on. I also decided not to look at the players on PTO or ATO contracts. They won't directly impact the Ducks future.

One quick note. I realized midway through the scrimmage I hadn't seen Joseph Cramarossa on either day. He is listed on the roster and I believe he took part in Day One. I emailed Ducks PR to get a status update. Just realized Stefan Warg is listed on the roster, not marked as injured and is MIA.

I'd also like to take the opportunity to thank Dr. Tooma who did my LASIK surgery in January. I was practically blind at (-6.00) in both eyes and even with my contacts I couldn't see as well as I do today. It's remarkable how much better I could see the players.

Anyhoo, on to practice! Here's the group who practiced today:

 FORWARDS 

GOALTENDERS RED LINE ORANGE LINE 

Igor Bobkov Teemu Selanne Max Friberg 

Viktor Fasth Nick Bonino Stefan Noesen 

 Jakob Silfverberg Antoine Laganiere 

DEFENSEMEN GRAY LINE WHITE LINE 

Cam Fowler Devante Smith-Pelley Charlie Sarault 

Mark Fistric Daniel Winnik Austin Carroll* 

Kyle Becker* Patrick Maroon Ross Johnston* 

Francois Beauchemin   

Mat Clark * Denotes Amature Try-Out (ATO) 

Ben Lovejoy   

Kevin Gagne   

-- Start off by saying that, once again, Francois Beauchemin is a badass. He's completed the entire pre-scrimmage practice both days I've been in attendance. Beauch isn't going full-tilt but he's pretty damn close. He was even hitting people and taking hits.

-- I was asked to take a closer look at Antoine Laganiere. I did and I really liked what I saw. For a guy that's 6'4", he's surprisingly fast and agile on his skates. If another player got in his way, he'd just stick his arms out and barely tap (at least it looked that way) the opposition out of the way. They usually fell down or went flying. He puck handled really well too, even making a couple through the legs moves in some drills.

-- Teemu Selanne is still the best skater on the ice. He was the fastest one during suicides at the end of practice with his glorious hair flowing in the win. He smoked the defense when chasing after pucks, even when Teemu had to skate a further distance to the zone than the defenseman did. One thing fun to watch with Teemu is his interaction with Bruce Boudreau (this is where LASIK helped). Selanne would miss the net by inches and Bruce would occasionally skate over, elbow Teemu in the ribs and grin as he said something to the effect of "You can't make that? That's easy!" After the practice, Selanne stayed out with Fowler and Bobkov. Selanne stationed himself in 'his office' and received passes from Cam for one-timers on Bobkov.

-- Nick Bonino and Selanne would actively make sure they were paired together on each passing/puck possession drill. When they clicked last season, it was Nick Bonino Scoring Machine-o Time. Bones got hurt and Selanne suffered. They're trying to get the chemistry back early.

-- Jakob Silfverberg is the other winger with the two mentioned above. The one thing I found incredibly ironic about the way he plays: he'd get the puck and try to do something fancy with it and BOOM the defender would take the puck or bat it away. Who does that remind you of? Oh. Yeah. That guy he was traded for. Sustained puck possession when pressured looks to be his weak spot. At the end as Selanne was effortlessly skating suicides, Silfverberg started to fade like Dustin Penner did yesterday. Even Beauchemin with the surgically repaired ACL was skating faster and without issue.

-- Goalie coach Dwayne Roloson focus exclusively on Viktor Fasth; barely even acknowledged Bobkov's presence. Roloson spent a good amount of time on Fasth's move of pushing off the far post and he falls down into the butterfly. It's hard to describe. It definitely looked like they were working to control Fasth's five-hole issues (that's what she...nevermind. Too easy.)

-- Stefan Noesen's speed is definitely one of his biggest weapons. The only thing is, he's got a slight case of Luis Mendoza Problems. He doesn't have full-blown Mendoza issues but he does at times completely over-skate the puck or lose control of it because he's going too fast.

-- Patrick Maroon wasn't just going through the motions in practice. On several occasions, he'd run drills and then go to Bruce to coaching. While the team was stretching, he spent about five minutes away from the group talking with Bruce.

-- In cutest-thing-ever news. When Scott Niedermayer skated near the far corner boards, the kids standing behind the glass started freaking out and cheering. He'd skate away and they'd stop. It went on for 10 minutes.

Now for the scrimmage!

TEAM WHITE TEAM BLACK 

Corey Perry Emerson Etem 

Dustin Penner Peter Holland 

Ryan Getzlaf Zach Stortini 

Ross Johnston* Hampus Lindholm 

Tiegan Zahn** Matt Beleskey 

Jonas Hiller Ryan Horvat* 

Etienne Marcoux Andrew Cogliano 

Rickard Rakell John Kurtz 

Brad Staubitz Chris Wagner 

Brent Andrews* Kyle Palmieri 

Steven Whitney Saku Koivu 

Shea Theodore John Gibson 

Austin Carroll* Luca Sbisa 

Bryan Allen Kenton Helgesen 

Sami Vatanen Frederik Andersen 

John Mitchell Alex Grant 

Maxime Suave** Garnet Exelby** 

Nolan Yonkman  

Kyle Cumiskey  

* Denotes Amature Try-Out (ATO) 

** Denotes Pro Try-Out (PTO) 

I've been to a lot of training camps with the Ducks and this was - by far - the most intense scrimmage they've ever had. You can read the recap of the game itself here. I was focused on everything else going on.

Team Black played - and won - yesterday against the squad of Teemu and friends who had just come off the ice from practice. They were remarkably more physical and offensive minded on Friday and that didn't change on Saturday.

-- One non-scrimmage thing of note. When a player officially 'makes' the club at the pro level, their jersey number becomes a lower number; for example, last season Nick Bonino went from 63 to 13. This is a tradition from the Brian Burke era and Bob Murray has kept it going. I say this because Kyle Palmieri was number 51 last season. Now he is number 21. (Again I would like to sincerely apologize to Palmieri for making him a better player by the use of public shame calling my fantasy team Trade Kyle Palmieri.)

-- Of course everyone was interested in the reuniting of Corey Perry, Ryan Getzlaf and Dustin Penner. They played the shortest shifts of the scrimmage, probably around 20 seconds, where everyone else was at least 45 seconds or more. It was fun to watch but they were playing at about half-speed. A lot of drop passes. Lazy puck-handling by Getzlaf to the point where Koivu did the equivalent of 'breaking ankles' in basketball to Getz; absolutely undressed him.

-- Koivu out played Getzlaf the entire scrimmage. I wouldn't read too far into this though. Koivu goes all out all the time. Towards the middle of the second half I almost barfed because I saw him tweak something and he was really slow to get up, grimacing the entire time. He got up and re-joined the play - full out - then went back to the bench to put his head down for a bit. He seemed fine the rest of the game.

-- Yesterday I remarked that each team has that one asshole in the group who pushes his teammates buttons during practice and in scrimmages. The Ducks happen to have three this time in Brad Staubitz, Nolan Yonkman and Zach Stortini. Now I know coaches like to see competitive fire and a few face-to-face confrontations is good for elevating intensity but there is a line. This line borders on competitive fire and reckless abandon. Surprisingly Stortini didn't cross it but Yonkman and Staubitz did.

-- Matt Beleskey is the team's pseudo-enforcer. He'll throw down when necessary. Yonkman had been giving Beleskey the business during the scrimmage, no big deal. Then Yonkman began to take runs at Beleskey, shoving him head first into the boards on at least four different occasions. The two had to be separated twice. I had to laugh at who broke up the first fight. Palmieri all 5'8" of him reached up and grabbed Yonkman by the collar. The 6'6" Yonkman shoved his arm off and then turned to face Palms to give him the death stare. It looked like a Pageant of the Masters painting of David and Goliath. Yonkman made the smart move and skated away.

The second tussle, Beleskey had thrown down the stick and gloves but Yonkman wouldn't bite. Beleskey skated back to the benches yelling at Yonkman the entire way and continued to do so for 30 seconds after he sat down. At the end of the scrimmage, Bels and Yonkman chopped at the puck and it ricocheted into the visor-less face of Yonkman.

-- Hampus Lindholm had a better-ish game today. Once he was beaten to the puck by...Dustin Penner. Then he took a Sami Vatanen shot to the visor and something broke off his helmet. Not too long afterward, Staubitz took a two-handed cheap shot chop to the first round pick's knees. Hampus fell to the ice and Staubitz got a penalty. I didn't see exactly what happened prior to the chop but I did see the chop itself. It was reckless and unnecessary. Hampus Lindholm>Brad Staubitz.

-- Bruce is focused on the line of Palmieri, Beleskey and Peter Holland. Palmieri and Beleskey are in good with the big club but Holland has the weight of his career on his shoulders this season. Reuniting him with Palmieri sparked something in not only Holland but Beleskey. They were the best line on the ice. One of them was always in front of the net screening the goaltender (usually Holland), another is at/near the boards to dig at pucks (usually Beleskey) and the other is floating around the middle of the zone waiting for a pass (usually Palmieri). If one got out of position, the others would rotate to compensate. I'm excited to see if they can keep it up during the pre-season games. Holland beat Getzlaf on face-offs and even pulled a Saku Koivu by 'breaking Getz's ankles' for a second time in the scrimmage.

-- Finally, I'm ready to see Chris Wagner get a real shot at making the big club. Every time I've watched him I've been impressed. He's a great skater. He can play center. He's got a killer wrist shot. He scored two of the four goals today. Bruce called him a 'good worker bee'. (Does that make Bruce the queen?)

Countdown to the 2013-14 Season: Left Wing Preview

By cjr1014  @ACcoryrosas  on Sep 14 2013, 8:00a  7  

Emerson Etem looks to make the 2013-14 Ducks roster. Can he do it? (Spoiler Alert: YES!) - Jeff Gross

Stay connected   Follow @AnaheimCalling   

Goodbye Bobby Ryan. Welcome back Dustin Penner. A look at what to expect from the 2013-14 Ducks at left wing. 
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We say goodbye to Bobby Ryan and, at the same time, welcome back a familiar face. Some organizational depth is beginning to show with talented prospects at the left-wing position. Here's a preview of what to expect from the Ducks' left wings - l begin with players likely to have a roster spot and continue with those in the AHL, ECHL, Juniors and college.

--------------------------------------------------------------------------------

Dustin Penner

#17 / Left Wing / Anaheim Ducks 

Height: 6-5

Weight: 245

Born: Sep 28, 1982

--------------------------------------------------------------------------------

2013 Stats: [33 GP, 2-12-14, Avg TOI 12:41, 18 PIM]

Last year's grade: C, this grade comes from HailRover at Jewels From The Crown.

He's back!!! Penner has repented to the Hockey Gods and they have rewarded him with a one-year deal with the Ducks. Hopefully this deal brings out the old 2007 Dustin Penner who was great on the then "Kid Line" with Perry and Getzlaf. Expect him to bounce back from a lackluster season with the Kings by reuniting with the twins.

--------------------------------------------------------------------------------

Matt Beleskey

#39 / Left Wing / Anaheim Ducks 

Height: 6-0

Weight: 206

Born: Jun 07, 1988

--------------------------------------------------------------------------------

2013 Stats: [42 GP, 8-5-13, Avg TOI 12:00, 56 PIM, team leading 103 Hits]

Last year's grade: B-, read SK's full review here.

The Ducks saw a nice improvement from Beleskey in the shortened season as he nearly matched his 2011-12 season output in a little over half the games. Beleskey played a versatile role with the Ducks last year, and we can expect to see the same from him this year. A fourth-line comprised of Beleskey, Holland and Palmieri, as seen (so far) in training camp, could provide for some great offensive depth in 2013-14. If this line sticks, expect Beleskey to improve upon his grade from last season.

--------------------------------------------------------------------------------

Andrew Cogliano

#7 / Forward / Anaheim Ducks 

Height: 5-10

Weight: 180

Born: Jun 14, 1987

--------------------------------------------------------------------------------

2013 Stats: [48 GP, 13-10-23, Avg TOI 15:22, 6 PIM]

Last year's grade: A-, here is Kyle's analysis from last season.

Cogliano "the toothless wonder" exceeded expectations last year with his speed, grit and late game heroics. Cogliano and Saku Koivu seems to be a pairing that Bruce Boudreau likes on the ice. With a full season, Cogliano should be a consistent contributor that adds some depth scoring somewhere on the third or fourth line. Expect Cogliano to match last season's grade.

--------------------------------------------------------------------------------

Daniel Winnik

#34 / Left Wing / Anaheim Ducks 

Height: 6-2

Weight: 213

Born: Mar 06, 1985

--------------------------------------------------------------------------------

2013 Stats: [48 GP, 6-13-19, Avg TOI 16:49, 16 PIM]

Last year's grade: B, check out Kristen's full review.

Daniel Winnik provided some early scoring depth on a line with Cogliano and Saku Koivu. With the Bruce Boudreau experiments in full effect at this year's training camp, we may see Winnik leave the left wing and move to center a line of his own. This will be something to keep an eye on, especially considering there is a log jam of sorts with prospects on the rise. We'll have to see what opportunity Winnik will have to improve upon his grade.

--------------------------------------------------------------------------------

Emerson Etem

#65 / Right Wing / Anaheim Ducks 

Height: 6-1

Weight: 210

Born: Jun 16, 1992

--------------------------------------------------------------------------------

2013 Stats: [38 GP, 3-7-10, Avg TOI 11:27, 9 PIM, tied for the team lead in playoff goals with 3]

Last year's grade: A-, SK's review can be read here.

Emerson Etem broke through in last year's playoffs showing he has what it takes to compete in the NHL. With Winnik moving to center, Etem may find himself cracking the lineup in a second or third line role. Expect Etem to improve if he gets the playing time all season long.

--------------------------------------------------------------------------------

Patrick Maroon

#62 / Left Wing / Anaheim Ducks 

Height: 6-3

Weight: 229

Born: Apr 23, 1988

--------------------------------------------------------------------------------

2013 Stats: [13 GP, 2-1-3, Avg TOI 9:47, 10 PIM]

Last year's grade: B-, see Chris' review here.

Patrick Maroon saw a short stint with the Ducks before returning to Norfolk in the AHL. Maroon produced 50 points in 64 games while with the Admirals last year. At training camp this year Maroon has been on a line with Winnik and Devante Smith-Pelly. If this line remains a part of Boudreau's plan for this year, expect Maroon to match or exceed his previous grade.

--------------------------------------------------------------------------------

Max Friberg

#84 / Left Wing / Anaheim Ducks 

Height: 5-11

Weight: 195

Born: Nov 20, 1992

--------------------------------------------------------------------------------

2013 Stats: [6 GP (AHL), 1-0-1, 0 PIM]

Last year's grade: N/A, he spent time with Timra (Sweden) and Norfolk (AHL).

Max Friberg, listed as a center and left wing, had a strong showing at the SoCal Hockey Futures games. While Friberg did not spend enough time in Norfolk to accurately assess his skill, he continues to develop his skill with Timra in Sweden. It may be a two or three years before we see Friberg compete for a roster spot with the Ducks.

--------------------------------------------------------------------------------

Joseph Cramarossa

#82 / Left Wing / Anaheim Ducks 

Height: 6-0

Weight: 192

Born: Oct 26, 1992

--------------------------------------------------------------------------------

2013 Stats: [68 GP (OHL), 19-44-63, 89 PIM]

Last year's grade: N/A, he spent his year with Bellville (OHL).

Crammarossa, also listed as a center and left wing, will not make the team this year - if ever. Likely vying for a role with the Norfolk Admirals, Crammarossa brings a physical element to his game. In the SoCal Hockey Futures Game 2 he managed to get in two fights, making for an energetic and entertaining player to watch.

--------------------------------------------------------------------------------

Ryan Horvat

#85 / Left Wing / Anaheim Ducks 

Height: 6-0

Weight: 194

Born: Feb 9, 1993

--------------------------------------------------------------------------------

2013 Stats: [58 GP, 10-19-29, 69 PIM]

Last year's grade: N/A, he comes from Guelph (OHL) and is on an amateur tryout

Another player not expected to make the team. Possibly an addition for Norfolk. Horvat has average stats at best and does not look to make an impact with the Ducks.

--------------------------------------------------------------------------------

Ross Johnston

#83 / Left Wing / Anaheim Ducks 

Height: 6-4

Weight: 224

Born: Feb 18, 1994

--------------------------------------------------------------------------------

2013 Stats: [53 GP, 12-15-27, 96 PIM]

Last year's grade: N/A, he is from Moncton (QMJHL) on an amateur tryout this year.

Like Ryan Horvat, Johnston will not be impacting the Ducks at all. Another player to look at for Norfolk I guess.

--------------------------------------------------------------------------------

John Kurtz

#41 / Left Wing / Anaheim Ducks 

Height: 6-2

Weight: 210

Born: May 16, 1989

--------------------------------------------------------------------------------

2013 Stats: [59 GP, 3-5-8, 103 PIM]

Last year's grade: N/A, he spent all of last year in Norfolk (AHL).

Just look at those penalty minutes and lack of production - that's all you need to know about Kurtz. He will not be making the squad. Expect Kurtz to return to Norfolk again this year.

--------------------------------------------------------------------------------

John Mitchell

#63 / Left Wing / Anaheim Ducks 

Height: 6-5

Weight: 216

Born: Jul 10, 1986

--------------------------------------------------------------------------------

2013 Stats: [61 GP, 10-4-14, 48 PIM]

Last year's grade: N/A, he spent all of last year in Norfolk (AHL).

A solid third or fourth line player in Norfolk. Don't expect Mitchell to make an impact on the Ducks roster this year. Too much depth at left wing will prevent him from contending for a roster spot.

--------------------------------------------------------------------------------

Maxime Suave

#48 / Left Wing / Anaheim Ducks 

Height: 6-2

Weight: 184

Born: Jan 30, 1990

--------------------------------------------------------------------------------

2013 Stats: [52 GP (Providence, AHL) , 10-13-23, 24 PIM]

Last year's grade: N/A, he split time between Providence (AHL) and Rockford (AHL).

The only forward on a professional tryout with the Ducks. If his name had anything to do with making the team, Suave would be a guaranteed start with the Ducks. Unfortunately, Suave's stats don't equal the value of his name. Do not expect to see Suave with the Ducks this coming season.

--------------------------------------------------------------------------------

Nicolas Kerdiles

Left Wing / Anaheim Ducks 

Height: 6-2

Weight: 196

Born: Jan 11, 1994

--------------------------------------------------------------------------------

[Ed. Note: College player not in Ducks' Camp this year. -CK]

2013 Stats: [32 GP, 11-22-33, 37 PIM]

Last year's grade: N/A, he spent his season with the University of Wisconsin (college).

The 2012 2nd Round pick had a rough start to his college season - Kerdiles was suspended by the NCAA. He returned to his team and won the WCHA Tournament MVP as Wisconsin won the WCHA playoff tournament. WIth his skill set, Kerdiles looks to impact the Ducks lineup in two to three years. Keep an eye on the Badgers and Kerdiles in this year's WCHA season.

Leave a comment down below with your predictions and analysis of these players. 
Countdown to the 2013-14 Season: Defense Preview

By Kyle Nicolas on Sep 16 2013, 1:29p  30  

USA TODAY Sports
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After looking at all the guys whose job it is to put the puck in the opponent's net, let's take some time to look at the ones whose job it is to keep the puck out of our own.

Tweet (3)  Share   30  Comments  

via cdn.dolimg.com

*inhales a deep breath* Oh man it's good to be back! And hey this time it's going to be for a full 82 games! How about that!

Gary Bettman, upon telling people that there will be a full 82 game schedule this season. via 25.media.tumblr.com

So before I can find a reason to use another Aladdin gif, let's get down to business and talk hockey, specifically about our Anaheim Ducks and their ever-so-bittersweet defense corps.

Despite starting the shortened 2013 season well and catapulting the Ducks to a monumental division lead, the defense slowly started falling off and as a result the Ducks went into the playoffs slightly colder than they should have been and they paid for it by losing in the quarterfinals in 7 agonizing games.

But the past is exactly that, and it's a new season so let's buckle down with what he have to work with for the start of 2013-14.

First the bad news. The Ducks lost one young guy, Jordan Hendry, to free agency, and one veteran member of their defense this summer as Toni Lydman officially hung up his skates and set out for the greener pastures of retirement. He never truly was the same after the scary double-vision issue he had not long after signing his first free agent deal with Anaheim back in 2010, but he certainly had his moments. In fact, Lydman was arguably one of Anaheim's best defensemen in their playoff series against Detroit; right up until Justin Abdeldouchebagger tried to put his shoulder through Lydman's skull.

Lydman did have a characteristic flaw however, and it's unfortunately one that's become all-too-characteristic of the Ducks defense the last several seasons. (BOOM! Segue!)

Lydman was constantly guilty of losing his man in front of his own net, and it often led to either a high-quality scoring chance or a goal against. Unfortunately he's not the only one on this roster who's been guilty of it as guys like Luca Sbisa, Sheldon Souray, and Bryan Allen were notoriously bad either this, or giving up a costly turnover in their own zone.

There are two types of defensemen in hockey: offensively-minded, puck-moving, rush-leading, and high-scoring defensemen (a la Scott Neidermayer and hopefully one day Cam Fowler), and defensely-minded, big-bodied, tough, gritty, and zone-aware defensemen. Only the truly great defensemen can be both of those roles (think Shea Weber in Nashville), and aside from Francois Beauchemin, the Ducks don't really have anybody who can.

Bob Murray has said that agile, puck-moving defensemen are the most vital with "The way the game is played now," but I firmly disagree. There needs to be a physical edge to your blueliners, a pairing of big, gritty guys who are unafraid of body contact, intimidate opposing offenses, and most importantly are extremely aware in their own zone so they can cut off passing lanes, and get the puck out of the defensive end without making any costly mistakes.

Only time will tell if this year's Anaheim defense will improve in these vital areas.

--------------------------------------------------------------------------------

Projected Roster Players

--------------------------------------------------------------------------------

Francois Beauchemin

#23 / Defenseman / Anaheim Ducks 

Height: 6-1

Weight: 207

Born: Jun 04, 1980

--------------------------------------------------------------------------------

2013 Stats: 48 GP, 6-18-24, 23:27 TOI, 22 PIM, had several votes for the Norris Trophy.

Last year's grade: A- from Daniel

After the kind of killer season Frankie had last year, combined with the torn ACL he suffered and the ensuing reconstructive surgery he had, it'd be pretty easy to imagine him not having as good a 2013-14 season as he did the previous year. However, early reports out of training camp is that the veteran blueliner is in fantastic shape and skating as though he was never even injured in the first place. He's leaner, stronger, and even more dedicated, often being the first guy on the ice and one of the last ones off. Normally I'd say he'll regress this year slightly, but with the amount of work he's putting in I'd say expect him to be just as good this season, if not even better.

--------------------------------------------------------------------------------

Cam Fowler

#4 / Defenseman / Anaheim Ducks 

Height: 6-1

Weight: 196

Born: Dec 05, 1991

--------------------------------------------------------------------------------

2013 Stats: 37GP, 1-10-11, 20:26 TOI, 4 PIM, sustained an early concussion.

Last year's grade: B from Kristen

The key to Cam Fowler's success next season is pretty clear: stay the hell away from Jarret Stoll. Up until the nasty cheapshot (for which Stoll should have been suspended) that sent Fowler to the IR for 11 games, Fowler was finally starting to show some of the promise and maturity that was advertised when we drafted him. He wasn't putting pucks in the net, but his defensive play became far more solid. And likewise there were times where you thought the universe just hated Fowler with how badly he was getting robbed of that ever-elusive first goal.

There is still much work to be done however, as Fowler, who will be entering his fourth season in the NHL, is yet to finish a year positive in plus-minus. Even in the shortened season last year he finished a -4. He's a brilliant skater with amazing play-reading abilities, but so far he's shown that he's a defenseman who's struggling to keep opponents off the scoreboard, which seems very counter-intuitive to the position.

--------------------------------------------------------------------------------

Sheldon Souray

#44 / Defenseman / Anaheim Ducks 

Height: 6-4

Weight: 237

Born: Jul 13, 1976

--------------------------------------------------------------------------------

2013 Stats: 44GP, 7-10-17, 20:55 TOI, 52 PIM, Signed as a free agent in summer of 2012.

Last year's grade: B-/C+ from Daniel

Sheldon Souray started last year looking like the gem veteran-defenseman signing of the NHL. He was hammering shots from the point, scoring goals, keeping pucks out of the net, and had ridiculous chemistry with Francois Beauchemin that got the entire league's attention.

Then after about the halfway point of the year his stats started dipping, and like Daniel said, we watched him turn into a pylon. The whole shebang when it comes to defensive mistakes: costly turnovers in your own zone, getting flat out beat on the outside by a forward, losing your man and getting scored on, taking selfish penalties, you name it. It all culminated with Souray being benched during the playoffs for more or less playing like crap.

This season we'll hopefully see a return to the Souray that started last season, but we won't get to see it for some time, as he'll be starting the year on IR after injuring his wrist in an off-ice workout in July. He'll likely be out until December.

--------------------------------------------------------------------------------

Bryan Allen

#55 / Defenseman / Anaheim Ducks 

Height: 6-5

Weight: 229

Born: Aug 21, 1980

--------------------------------------------------------------------------------

2013 Stats: 41GP, 0-6-6, 18:44 TOI, 52 PIM.

Last year's grade: D from Chris

Bryan Allen is one of those big-bodied defensemen that I've been saying the Ducks need. The only problem is he's missing the other part of what he needs to be: defensively-aware and mistake-free. He's far from that last one.

Coming into last season I honestly had high hopes for Allen. Despite early rumblings that he came into training camp out of shape and struggling, I hoped he'd get his act together and be at least a stable big-bodied guy who can keep offenses at bay. Well he's 6'5" and nearly 230, but boy he wasn't that much more intimidating than a cardboard cutout.

Allen was constantly the one at fault for losing his man, a costly turnover, or flat out blown coverage that resulted in a goal against. I know we've never really found a replacement for Chris Pronger, but Allen's proven that he's likely not it.

I would expect more of the same this season, however if he can find the right defense partner, I have hopes still that he may improve.

--------------------------------------------------------------------------------

Luca Sbisa

#5 / Defenseman / Anaheim Ducks 

Height: 6-2

Weight: 204

Born: Jan 30, 1990

--------------------------------------------------------------------------------

2013 Stats: 41GP, 1-7-8, 19:50 TOI, 23 PIM.

Last year's grade: D- from Kristen

Luca Sbisa has been notorious for having size but not using his physicality to his advantage. We've seen him lay down some good hits before, but we've never seen it consistently. As a result, his crease is never clear, he gets lost on the ice, he gets beat, and he often gets pressured into mistakes by opposing forwards.

Still there is hope (as Kristen explains) for this season as Sbisa will have a chance to rebound. If he can build up the confidence to throw his weight around more and shove a forward out of his crease, Sbisa has the makings of a very complete defenseman. He even responded with his best game of the season after getting benched by Coach Boudreau after a terrible performance. He's got some smarts and awareness, now he just needs the confidence to use them along with his frame.

That being said, if there's more of the same from him after the first 20 games or so, it's time to put this kid on the trading block. There's too much talent nipping at his heels for him to just be able to cruise by with a secure job.

--------------------------------------------------------------------------------

Ben Lovejoy

#6 / Defenseman / Anaheim Ducks 

Height: 6-2

Weight: 215

Born: Feb 20, 1984

--------------------------------------------------------------------------------

2013 Stats: 35GP, 0-10-10, 18:13 TOI, 29 PIM, acquired mid-season from Pittsburgh for a 5th-round pick.

Last year's grade: A from Derek

Say what you will about Bob Murray as a GM, the man is an absolute wizard for constructing this deal. Ben Lovejoy might be the best bottom-pair defenseman the Ducks have had since Ric Jackman (and coming from me, that's high praise).

There's so much to like about this guy. He's not overly-physical despite his size, but rarely found himself out of position, made some key plays, and perhaps my favorite part about his game is his work ethic and aggression for the puck. It was this effort that set up the most important goal of Anaheim's season last year.

Lovejoy re-signed with the Ducks for three more years this summer for the extraordinarily reasonable price of $1.1m per season.

I'm honestly hoping to see more of the same from Lovejoy next season, and more of it. Being a bottom-pair guy means you're one of the first candidates to be a healthy scratch every game, but Lovejoy deserves to be out there. On a team where so many guys struggle with their defensive game, Lovejoy is a big bright spot that some of even the veterans can learn from.

--------------------------------------------------------------------------------

Mark Fistric

#28 / Defenseman / Anaheim Ducks 

Height: 6-2

Weight: 233

Born: Jun 01, 1986

--------------------------------------------------------------------------------

2013 Stats (Edmonton Oilers): 25GP, 0-6-6, 15:20 TOI, 32 PIM, acquired this summer via free agency.

Last year's grade: N/A

It was announced that the Ducks had signed Mark Fistric as a free agent right alongside the announcement that Sheldon Souray would miss the first half of the season due to his injury. Fistric has size and grit needed to make a good stay-at-home defenseman, and perhaps his most pleasant stat is his +6 rating from last season, showing he did a pretty good job keeping the puck out of his own net. This is made even more impressive when you consider he played for the Edmonton Oilers who couldn't keep anybody from scoring on them (mostly due to Justin Schultz's terrible defense).

Fistric is no question a fill-in guy picked up because the team needed an experienced guy but likewise I'm curious as to what will become of him once Souray is healthy. His $900k contract is one-way meaning we can't send him to the minor leagues without him first clearing waivers.

I'm not expecting highlight-reel plays from Fistric this year, but I do think he'll have what it takes to make a good stay-at-home guy who can occasionally chip in with a good exit pass that results in an assist.

--------------------------------------------------------------------------------

First-up/On-the-Bubble Players

--------------------------------------------------------------------------------

Sami Vatanen

#45 / Defenseman / Anaheim Ducks 

Height: 5-10

Weight: 180

Born: Jun 03, 1991

--------------------------------------------------------------------------------

2013 Stats: (Anaheim) 8GP, 2-0-2, 15:49 TOI, 0 PIM; (Norfolk) 62GP, 9-36-45, 44 PIM

Last year's grade: B+ from Derek

Sami Vatanen had the unfortunate role of being the guy who's too good for the AHL, but due to contract issues and experience reasons never really got his full shot at the NHL. Vatanen proved himself remarkably with the big club, scoring his first goal with a wicked shot past Sergei Bobrovsky. The kid can skate and shoot.

However he's all-offense when it comes to his game. Despite finishing second on the Norfolk Admirals in points, Vatanen finished even on plus-minus, meaning he was getting scored on a lot as well. While I would expect him to be the first to get the call when Anaheim needs a blueliner, his paltry 5'10" stature means he's going to need to build some experience slowly before being thrown in full-time with the big club.

The kid is everything we hoped for in a powerplay leader and puck mover and will definitely have his fair share of 40+ point seasons, but those might be just a little ways off yet.

Hampus Lindholm

2013 Stats: (Norfolk) 44GP, 1-10-11, +5 rating, 16 PIM, yet to appear in an NHL game.

Last year's grade: N/A

The word out of training camp this year is that Hampus Lindholm is improving. His first full season in North America was shortened by a concussion that kept him out from several games as well as the 2012-13 World Junior Championships where his Team Sweden won silver.

However, Lindholm has exhibited issues with making smart decisions with the puck while exiting his own end. Whether it's him throwing the puck carelessly away to an opposing player or getting it taken away from him, Lindholm needs to work on taking care of the puck before he'll really be NHL ready. I wouldn't be surprised to see him make his debut with the big club this season, but I also wouldn't be surprised if he spends this entire season in Norfolk. He's got a little ways to go yet.

--------------------------------------------------------------------------------

Norfolk Admirals-bound Players

Andrew O'Brien

2013 Stats: (Rouyn-Noranda, QMJHL) 67GP, 2-16-18, 113 PIM

Having now exceeded his eligibility for "The Q" as they call it, Andrew O'Brein will likely be bringing his gritty, physical game to Norfolk. He needs to work on not getting himself in so much trouble with penalties, but I have to admit I love his 6'4", 208 lbs frame. If he can really improve his game he'd make a great replacement for Bryan Allen when that contract expires. He is currently injured however and will likely start the year that way as well.

Alex Grant

2013 Stats: (Wilkes-Barre, AHL) 46GP, 4-16-20, +5 rating, 73 PIM

Another big-bodied defenseman in our system, Grant stands at 6'3", 200 lbs. I wouldn't expect to see him up with Anaheim anytime soon but Norfolk is certainly going to have a pretty big-bodied physical blueline this season. It'll be interesting to see what that does for their season, as last year they fell short of the playoffs on the last weekend.

Mat Clark

2013 Stats: (Norfolk) 71GP, 1-9-10, -13 rating, 79 PIM

Clark needs to work on his defensive game, big time. Albeit Norfolk wasn't a stellar AHL team last season and Clark saw a lot of minutes against opposition top lines, but there are certainly a few guys who are likely to get a call-up to Anaheim before he will. Still, expect him to be a steady figure on the Admirals' blueline for another year.

Kyle Cumiskey

2013 Stats: (MODO, Sweden) 46GP, 7-25-32, 30 PIM

Now in his second stint in the Anaheim organization, Kyle Cumiskey put up some pretty good numbers last year with MODO of the Swedish Elite League. Good enough to put his name in the conversation for a possible call-up as well, seeing as he does have 132 games of NHL experience with the Colorado Avalanche.

Kevin Gagne

2013 Stats: (St. Johns, QMJHL) 31GP, 11-23-34, 14 PIM; (Rimouski, QMJHL) 31GP, 6-31-37, 22 PIM; (Norfolk) 5GP, 0-1-1, -3 rating, 0 PIM

Kevin Gagne now needs to begin adapting his game to a professional level, which won't be easy due to his 5'8", 176 lbs. frame. He put up good offensive numbers in juniors, but barring an explosion in which he starts putting up Visnovsky-like statistics with Norfolk, I don't know if he'll ever see time in an Anaheim sweater.

Nolan Yonkman

2013 Stats: (San Antonio, AHL) 71GP, 0-7-7, 93 PIM; (Florida Panthers) 7GP, 0-0-0, -1 rating, 11 PIM

Yonkman hasn't made a lot of friends in this training camp as I've read multiple reports that he's taken it upon himself to prove his physical nature and this has included laying a few good bumps on guys like Corey Perry, Ryan Getzlaf, and Emerson Etem. It's also garnered him a stern talking-to from the captain on one occasion.

He is however Ducks property, signed as a free agent from the Florida Panthers and does have seven games of NHL experience. And his big 6'6" frame makes him a hot commodity for the future should he manage to tone down his shenanigans in training camp.

--------------------------------------------------------------------------------

 Juniors/ECHL Bound

Shea Theodore

2013 Stats: (Seattle, WHL) 71GP, 19-31-50, 32 PIM

Shea Theodore is exactly what Anaheim envisioned when they drafted him: a brilliant skater whose defensive game is a work-in-progress. He'll be headed back to Seattle to work on that defensive game because, gee, it would be nice if our prized defenseman prospect from 2013 would be capable of playing actual defense.

Kenton Helgesen

2013 Stats: (Calgary, WHL) 70GP, 0-20-20, 116 PIM

Kenton Helgesen is slightly better than Shea Theodore at playing actual defense, but only slightly. He's looked lost on multiple occasions throughout both rookie and full training camps, and likewise has made some costly mistakes. The Calgary Hitmen, Ryan Getzlaf's former junior team, will be happy to have him back for another season however.

Stefan Warg

2013 Stats: (Vasteras, Sweden) 52GP, 4-15-19, 40 PIM

I first saw Warg at the prospects game vs. Los Angeles in Anaheim and wasn't too impressed. He's got size but he was out of position a lot and got burned heavily by quicker prospects. He made a lot of key mistakes both with and without the puck that contributed to Anaheim's prospects getting slaughtered. He's still Anaheim property so expect him either to head back to Europe or to be bound for Anaheim's new ECHL affiliate, the Utah Grizzlies.

--------------------------------------------------------------------------------

Tryouts

Garnet Exelby

2013 Stats: (Providence, AHL) 52GP, 2-7-9, 95 PIM

Exelby has NHL experience with the Atlanta Thrashers/Winnipeg Jets organization, but never really panned out with them and has since been bouncing around the AHL, most recently with the Providence Bruins. He's now in Anaheim on a pro-tryout and I don't see him staying long. The Admirals don't need another big penalty-minute bruiser with Vatanen and Lindholm ready to make the jump to the NHL. He doesn't make the team.

Teigan Zahn

2013 Stats: (Stockton, ECHL) 34GP, 5-8-13, 68 PIM; (Oklahoma City, AHL) 5GP, 0-1-1, 4 PIM

I was first introduced to Zahn at the first rookie camp game vs. Los Angeles in Anaheim. I left thinking he really wasn't very good. And I'm standing by that. Based on the word out of training camp he's hardly catching anybody's eye and is doing very little to make a case for himself. Zahn is also here on a pro-tryout and likewise I don't think he makes the team.

Kyle Becker

2013 Stats: (Medicine Hat, WHL) 57GP, 4-17-21, 28 PIM

Kyle Becker is here on an amatuer tryout, playing last season with the Medicine Hat Tigers, Emerson Etem's former junior team. I really haven't heard or read much about him and likewise I don't know if he'll do enough to earn himself a contract with the club. Either way he's got a year left of juniors eligibility so I wouldn't be surprised to see him back there next year.

Countdown to the 2013-14 Season: Right Wing Preview

By SK eleven on Sep 18 2013, 8:00a  1  

GAME FACE! - Kirby Lee-USA TODAY Sports
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From amateur tryouts to Hockey Hall-of-Famers to guys with the big bucks, there are plenty of Right Wing options!
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--------------------------------------------------------------------------------

Corey Perry 

#10 / Right Wing / Anaheim Ducks 

Height: 6-3

Weight: 210

Born: May 16, 1985

--------------------------------------------------------------------------------

2013 Stats: 44 GP, 15G, 21A 36 P, 19:04Avg TOI, 72PIM; 2013 Playoffs: 7GP, 0 G, 2 A, 2 P

Last year's grade: Last season, Kristen gave Perry a B-, read more about that here.

Perry has a lot of heavy duffle bags, full of cash, riding on his shoulders this season. I think as a whole there was a huge disappointment in the lack of production from Perry in particular during the Ducks' short stay in the post season and that is causing a bit of concern. Regardless of what we saw during the short season last year, Perry is now got to step up and be a leader on this team more so than ever. Of course, what will be more interesting is to see how things develop with the old "kid line" back in play.

I can’t imagine it would be unrealistic to expect Perry to be in the 35 goal range. I mean, $8 million tells me that there are plenty of other people who expect him to be there as well.

--------------------------------------------------------------------------------

Teemu Selanne 

#8 / Right Wing / Anaheim Ducks 

Height: 6-0

Weight: 198

Born: Jul 03, 1970

--------------------------------------------------------------------------------

2013 Stats: 46GP, 12G, 12A, 24P, 15:42Avg TOI, 28PIM, there are a lot of notable stats for this fella, but the most important is that this will be his last season to climb the "all time" charts. He has 675 goals, just 25 shy of an amazing 700. He was on pace for 21 goals last season, can he push that to 25 this year?

Last year's grade: Kyle gave Selanne a C+ last season, there's room for improvement, right?

Teemu Selanne is that guy who just loves to defy odds. He has this willpower to do the Gods work at just the right time. I'm going to bet that his season starts out slow. I know he claims to ignore the numbers, but he knows 700 is in reach and I think he'll be trying too hard early on to get the ketchup out of the bottle. Once he remembers to just go out there and have fun, I'm sure he'll have no problem making strides towards that goal. He's going to have a fun year saying goodbye and signing a lot of farewell sticks.

--------------------------------------------------------------------------------

Jakob Silfverberg

#33 / Right Wing / Anaheim Ducks 

Height: 6-1

Weight: 200

Born: Oct 13, 1990

--------------------------------------------------------------------------------

2013 Stats:  Ottawa: 48GP, 10G, 9A, 19P, 16:14Avg TOI, 12PIM; Binghamton, AHL: 34GP, 13G, 16A, 29P, 2PIM

Last year's grade: Last season, Silfverberg was given a B over at Silver Seven

The really awesome thing about being a relatively young player, and one that comes from an Eastern Conference team, is that I have pretty much zero expectations for you coming into your first season with the Ducks. Sure, I have some "wishes": offensive contributions, competent with the puck, giving 100% effort - like, all the time. All of that being said, you were involved in a huge (inevitable) trade that involved Bobby Ryan, and that pretty much puts a gigantic sign over the top of your head that will remind each and every Bobby fan out there that you're the "replacement" (whether or not you actually ARE the replacement). So, get ready dude, cause the pressure is on.

We aren’t going to see Silfverberg replace Bobby's 30 goals a season. In fact, if that's what you're expecting, then get ready for an upset. However, I do hope we're getting a team player in Silfverberg. A guy who's only got 15 goals because the other players on his line have 15 as well.

--------------------------------------------------------------------------------

Kyle Palmieri 

#21 / Left Wing / Anaheim Ducks 

Height: 5-11

Weight: 197

Born: Feb 01, 1991

--------------------------------------------------------------------------------

2013 Stats: 42GP, 10 G, 11A, 21P, 12:20Avg TOI, 9PIM; 2013 Playoffs:7GP, 3G, 2A, 5P

Last year's grade: Palmieri was given a B+ by Chris last season.

Palmieri's got a new 3 year contract and for the first time we're going to see him play through 82 games. Expectations are going to be high for Palmieri as the Ducks are going to look for scoring depth and whatever line he’s thrown on will be expected to contribute. His size will always hinder his physical presence, but Palmieri has shown that he’s capable of playing alongside any duo of players as he’s often asked to fill in when things aren’t necessarily going well offensively.

He was on pace for just under 20 goals last season and I don’t see why he couldn’t push himself to that very mark again.

Devante Smith-Pelly

2013 Stats: 7GP, 0G, 0A, 0P, 9:00Avg TOI, 4PIM; Norfolk, AHL: 65GP, 14G, 18A, 32P, 65PIM

Last year's grade: Chris gave Devante Smith-Pelly a D last season.

DSP has had trouble breaking into the Ducks lineup and staying there. I think a bit part of the problem is his size and excessive effort. One thing that fans love about DSP is that he’s a physical brooding guy with an offensive potential. One thing I DON’T like about DSP is the way he uses that physicality. Quite frankly, I still don’t think he knows how to pace himself. He hits the ice, skates SO hard that he’s not able to finish his shift with as much gusto as he started it with, and ultimately becomes a liability during play.

With that being said, DSP is going to have to prove a lot to the coaches early on that he can be as effective in the NHL as he is in the AHL. Quite frankly, with the news that has been coming out of camp, I think he’ll still continue to be a bubble player and spend more time in the AHL than the NHL this season.

--------------------------------------------------------------------------------

Brad Staubitz 

#25 / Right Wing / Anaheim Ducks 

Height: 6-1

Weight: 203

Born: Jul 28, 1984

--------------------------------------------------------------------------------

2013 Stats: 15GP, 1G, 1A, 2P, 6:13Avg TOI, 41PIM

Last year's grade: Staubitz’s D- was generous from Chris last season.

Probably the one player most fans wouldn’t mind seeing miss a few games is Brad Staubitz. His role as an enforcer is obvious as the guy is constantly trying to pick fights whether it’s during games or in training camp. But if you ask me, I think I’d rather let Matt Beleskey and even Luca Sbisa pick a few fights if necessary over having Staubitz see any ice time whatsoever.

AHL bound

Stefan Noesen

2013 Stats:  Plymouth Whalers, OHL: 51GP, 25G, 28A, 53P, 43PIM

A first round (21st overall) pick in 2011, the Ducks acquired Noesen in the Bobby Ryan trade. At 20 years of age, if Noesen doesn’t stick with the Ducks, he’ll be headed to the AHL this season. He’s clearly a scorer as he bested the point-per-game average. Ottawa GM Bryan Murray compares Noesen to Corey Perry and the Ducks can never have too many of those!

Zack Stortini

2013 Stats: Hamilton Bulldogs: 73GP, 2G, 4A, 6P, 241PIM, Last NHL game was 1 (ONE) game with Nashville in 2011. His career high came in 2009-10 with Edmonton where he played in 77 games.

From the famed 2003 draft class (without garnering any fame), Stortini is likely to be a career AHLer. I can’t imagine we’ll be seeing much of him throughout the course of the season, unless, for some reason, he dethrones Staubitz.

Chris Wagner

2013 Stats:  Norfolk, AHL: 70GP, 8G, 13A, 21P, 65PIM

Wagner was signed by the Ducks in April 2012 and left collegiate hockey behind. In doing so, he spent last season with the Norfolk Admirals where he has improved in the faceoff circle (hey, now…the Ducks could use one of those guys!). In terms of future growth, Wagner is headed in the right direction and, while most likely headed back to the AHL for more growth, could be NHL bound soon, especially in a defensive role.

Steven Whitney

2013 Stats:  Boston College: 38GP, 26G, 19A, 45P, 54PIM; Norfolk, AHL: 8GP, 3G, 1A, 4P, Avg TOI, 2PIM

Signed as a free agent this past summer, Whitney was noted at Hockey’s Future to be a highly sought after college player for his physical play, despite his 5’7" stature (I’m sure he’ll be listed at 5’10" in the future). It is also noted that he has a great vision on the ice and could be a useful tool on the power play. Hey, we know a killer power play right winger who will be hanging ‘em up next season, maybe Whitney can be the replacement? Yea, I doubt it, too. Either way, it sounds like the Ducks scored with this free agent and they’ll be glad to let him do some further development in the AHL this season.

Juniors bound

Nick Sorensen

2013 Stats: Quebec Remparts, QMJHL: 46GP, 20G, 27A, 47P, 18PIM

After suffering a knee injury in the 2011-12 season, Sorensen came back to have an above-point-per-game season with the Quebec Remparts of the QMJHL. At age 18, Sorensen is likely to return there this season to continue his development. In the recent Top Prospects Game, he was ranked 48th by scouting reports and is considered to be a playmaker first.

Austin Carroll

Released from amateur tryout on September 16, 2013.

Countdown to the 2013-14 Season: Goalie Preview

By light_the_lamp  @DucksKristen  on Sep 19 2013, 10:28a  1  

Stephen Dunn

Stay connected      

Examining the NHL's deepest pool of goaltenders.
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--------------------------------------------------------------------------------

Jonas Hiller 

#1 / Goalie / Anaheim Ducks 

Height: 6-2

Weight: 192

Born: Feb 12, 1982

--------------------------------------------------------------------------------

2013 Stats: With Anaheim: 26 GP, 15 W, 9 L, 6 OT, 1 SO, 2.36 GAA, .913 Sv%. Playoffs: 7 GP, 439 MIN, 3 W, 4 L, 1 SO, 2.46 GAA, .917 Sv%.

Last year's grade: Robby gave Hiller a B+ at the end of last season. Read his full review here.

Early in the Ducks' 2013 campaign, Hiller was overshadowed by Viktor Fasth and his remarkable start (and Fasth's contract). Toward the end of the season, Fasth began to falter, and Hiller picked up much of the slack, winning 8 out of his last 10 regular season games. And though the Ducks' 2013 playoff showing against Detroit was disappointing, Hiller acquitted himself well during the postseason.

2013-14 is a contract year for Hiller, and he's playing for his future with the organization. Many people think he's going to be traded before the conclusion of this season or allowed to test free agency (hello Florida Panthers) in order to make room for a Fasth-Andersen tandem. As well as Fasth played during the beginning of last season, that prospect is completely terrifying. Maybe I'm naïve, but I think that Hiller will have a career year, and ink a new contract with the Ducks before the end of the season. (Remember: At one point, we were all sure that Corey Perry was going to walk, too).

--------------------------------------------------------------------------------

Viktor Fasth 

#30 / Goalie / Anaheim Ducks 

Height: 6-0

Weight: 186

Born: Aug 08, 1982

--------------------------------------------------------------------------------

2013 Stats: With Anaheim: 25 GP, 15 W, 6 L, 2 OT, 4 SO, 2.18 GAA, .921 Sv%

Last year's grade: I gave Fasth a B+ at the end of last season. Read my full review here.

If Fasth can stay healthy, he will be a valuable netminder for the Ducks. I talked about the Fasth-Hiller rivalry in my section on Hiller, but I think that barring a full season of astronomically good goaltending from Fasth, I think that Hiller will still be the man in 2014-15. Bruce Boudreau seems happy with the 1a/1b situation, and what essentially amounts to a quarter-season of good play doesn't make Fasth a lock for the starting tendy job.

Frederik Andersen

2013 Stats: With Norfolk: 47 GP, 24 W, 18 L, 1 OT, 4 SO, 2.19 GAA, .929 Sv%.

Last year's grade: N/A. Since Andersen spent the entire 2013 season in Norfolk, he did not receive a report card.

Frederik Andersen is a big guy (6'4", 247 lbs), and was the Norfolk Admirals' #1 goaltender all season. He finished last season with the highest save percentage in the AHL (.929), and even inspired a hashtag. Of the Ducks' three major prospects, Andersen deserves to see NHL action first, and might actually get a cup of coffee with the big club this season (let's hope nothing happens to Fasth or Hiller, though).

--------------------------------------------------------------------------------

Igor Bobkov 

#72 / Goalie / Anaheim Ducks 

Height: 6-5

Weight: 216

Born: Jan 02, 1991

--------------------------------------------------------------------------------

2013 Stats: With Norfolk: 28 GP, 11 W, 17 L, 0 OT, 2 SO, 3.13 GAA, .903 Sv%.

Last year's grade: N/A. Since Bobkov also spent the entire 2013 season in Norfolk, he did not receive a report card.

Bobkov is the backup goalie in Norfolk. He won a gold medal with Team Russia in the 2011 World Junior Hockey Championships, but his luster has been somewhat dimmed by Andersen's dominant play in Norfolk, and the excitement surrounding John Gibson. However, Bobkov has considerably more experience in the AHL than Gibson, which might give Igor a leg up in the Norfolk backup goalie battle this season. If Bobkov is eclipsed by Gibson, expect to see him in ECHL or on the trading block. The Ducks' goalie pipeline is stacked, but Bobkov still has a lot of potential. He might become part of a package to nab a center.

John Gibson

2013 Stats: With Kitchener (OHL): 27 GP, 17 W, 9 L, 2 OT, 1 SO, 2.41 GAA, .928 Sv%. With Norfolk: 1 GP, 0 W, 0 L, 4.50 GAA .857 Sv%.

Last year's grade: Gibson did not see any Ducks action during 2013, so he did not receive a review.

John Gibson is probably the most exciting NHL goalie prospect around. As well all know, Gibson led the U.S. team to a gold medal at the 2013 World Junior Hockey Championship, collecting every individual award that was humanly possible along the way (Most Valuable Player, Best Sv%, All-Star Team, Best GAA, Best Goaltender, Top Three Player On Team). Even more impressively, Gibson won a bronze medal with Team USA during the Men's World Hockey Championships in May.

Yet, despite all of Gibson's international successes, he is still rather untested at the professional level, and deserves to be behind Andersen and Bobkov in the Ducks Goalie of the Future pecking order (for now). His professional debut in Norfolk was pretty inauspicious, but that was connected to all-around poor play from the Admirals, and should not be placed squarely on his shoulders. I would like to see Gibson get a longer look in Norfolk, but expect him to spend most of the upcoming season in the ECHL.

Etienne Marcoux (Released from Amateur Try Out, Sept. 16)

2013 Stats: With Blainville-Boisbriand Armada (QMJHL): 42 GP, 27 W, 10 L, 3 OT, 4 SO, 2.14 GAA, .913 Sv%. Playoffs: 14 GP, 10 W, 4 L, 2 SO, 2.13 GAA, .920 Sv%.

Last year's grade: N/A. Marcoux spent his entire season playing junior hockey, so we do not have a report card for him.

Marcoux is an undrafted goalie who was invited to attend Ducks training camp on an amateur try out. The ATO was largely based upon his final season of in the QMJHL, during which he received the Jacques Plante Trophy (best GAA in the league), had the best Sv% in the league (.920), and was named to the QMJHL's Second All-Star Team. His future with the Ducks organization depends on a lot of different variables, but if he receives a contract, expect Marcoux to spend the bulk of his time in the ECHL.

Camp Anawannaheim Day 3: Let's Get Physical!

By Jen Neale  @MsJenNeale_AC  on Sep 13 2013, 7:38p  18  
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I took the day off from my 'big girl job' to catch Friday's session of Anaheim Ducks training camp. Friday, Saturday and Sunday all have two parts. One half of the team practices from 10:00am to 11:15am. The other half plays a scrimmage of two 30 minute periods starting at noon.

This recap is going to be a bit different. I'm going to give you my opinion of most players during each session and some additional notes. At the end of the post is a tweet-splosion of the scrimmage. Why the heck would I write a full recap when I can just piggyback off the work of others?! C'mon man!

Practice

A few notes:

-- According to the OC Register ($), the Ducks did not do the physical endurance bike tests that make them barf on Wednesday. Instead, the coaches and training staff are going to bag skate the team like crazy for the next few days. It was apparent at practice today. Each drill involved a lot of skating. There wasn't a lot of stand around time or sitting on the bench time. At the very end, the group skated 'suicides' until some of them looked like they were going to die. (Spoiler alert - no one died.) 

-- I did catch one Bruce-ism while he was yell-talking to the players, "Let's not just fucking skate around, alright?!"

-- Today's drills had an emphasis of fighting for the puck along the boards and quickly transitioning out of the defensive zone.

-- From what I could tell, Penner, Perry and Getzlaf were chirping assistant coach Scott Niedermayer a lot. All of the guys looked like they were having a lot of fun and laughing a lot.

 COMMENTS 

GOALTENDERS  

Jonas Hiller Looked solid but he really didn't need to exert himself too much. 

Etienne Marcoux* New goalie coach Dwayne Roloson spent a majority of the time with Marcoux over Jonas. He was watching his footwork in several different goalie drills and correcting him along the way. Like Jonas he really didn't have to do much actual goaltending. 

DEFENSEMEN  

Bryan Allen (Paired with Vatanen or Zahn) At last season's training camp, I remarked how out of shape Allen looked and how he was doubled-over on his skates all the time. He was the same way this time around. He was getting beat on drills and started to turn to just punishing the forward by pulling him down or full on shoving him to the ground. 

Nolan Yonkman (Paired with Cumiskey) Each group has one guy that pushes the other players buttons. In the practice group, Mr. Yonkman was that guy. Before one drill even started he cross-checked Corey Perry in the back three times. He was slamming people into the boards while they were standing waiting for their turn until Ryan Getzlaf asserted his right as a captain. Yonkman was about to push Getz into the far glass when Getz was slowing down to stop. Getzy turned around, grabbed Yonkman by the jersey and kinda pushed his palm into his chest, looking at him and saying something. Yonkman didn't do much hitting after that. 

Tiegan "Don't Call Me Steve" Zahn* (Paired with Allen or Vatanen). Didn't notice this guy too much 

Shea Theodore (Paired with Beauchemin) Assistant Coach Bob Woods was almost glued to the kid. He was working with him after every drill. Very good skater. 

Kyle Cumiskey (Paired with Yonkman) Didn't really notice him much. This is Cumiskey's second stint with the Ducks franchise. 

Sami Vatenen (Paired with Allen or Zahn) He is so little. The roster has him listed as 5'10". If that's the truth, then I'm 6'0". I still think he needs to put on more muscle. When he was trying to clear Perry out from front of the net, Perry towered over him and turned him into roadkill. 

Francois Beauchemin (Paired with Theodore) What ACL surgery? Beauch is a badass. He was skating at nearly full speed the entire time. He even participated in the suicide drills at the end. In the last wave of suicides he was outskating Getzlaf and Penner. 

FORWARDS  

RED LINE  

Ryan Getzlaf He looked like he was having fun, which is always a good sign. A happy Getz is a good Getz. He, Perry and Penner seemingly fell right back into where they left off. And even when he's not even trying hard, the man has just an amazing backhand. 

Corey Perry He was the most surprising of the group. I say this because we always refer to Perry as being aloof. Not today. He was coaching the younger players where to be if they made a mistake during a drill. If someone scored a goal, he was the first one hit the boards with his stick in a congratulatory manner and would occasionally let out a hoot at a nice save, shot or goal. He outskated Penner and Getzlaf. He just looked comfortable. 

Dustin Penner I went from pleasantly surprised to not shocked at Penner's behavior during practice. In the first half he was skating harder than I've seen him skate in a while. Being with Perry and Getzlaf, he had to push himself to keep up with them. He would spend extra time with Bruce at the whiteboard going over plays. Towards the end, everyone was getting exhausted but he struggled the most. In the final leg of the suicides, he was barely moving his legs, struggling to get back and forth. Bruce came over and started kind of skating next to him cheering him on and clapping. Bruce gave him a head nod of approval at the end. 

GRAY LINE  

Brad Starburns (Staubitz) I forgot he was still on the team 

Ricky Racoon (Rickard Rakell) It was unfortunate Rakell was paired with two less skilled players. He is an amazing puck handler and passer. I would see glimpses of it when he wasn't having to work with Staubitz or Mitchell. 

John Mitchell Eh didn't notice too much 

ORANGE LINE  

Steven Whitney He is about the same size as Sami Vatanen. They have him correctly listed as 5'7". I am excited to see more from this kid, who was signed out of Boston College. He's fast with great hands. He would have been a nice compliment to Rakell. 

Rico (Maxime) Suave** Everytime I saw his jersey, the song 'Rico Suave' from the early 90's would get stuck in my head 

Ross Johnston* Didn't even see him until the end 

WHITE LINE  

Ryan Horvat* He fell a lot. That's about all I remember 

Brent Andrews* Unremarkable 

Austin Carroll* Kept calling him Steve Carroll, as in Ducks radio play-by-play man. 

* Denotes Amature Try-Out (ATO)  

** Denotes Pro Try-Out (PTO) 

Practice is just that, practice. Can't really judge the guys ability until seeing them in a game situation. A majority of the group will be in the scrimmage tomorrow (Saturday).

On to the scrimmage...

-- There was ONE penalty called and it was on Teemu for holding. Lame. The referee did have a very nice thin handlebar mustache, though.

-- The Black Team was the most consistent of the two teams. They sustained the same amount of energy the entire scrimmage. The White Team plain tired out in the second half of the second 30 minute period. It was a shooting gallery for the Black Team. Bobkov had one save where he was on his back and did a whirlwind kick in the air to stop a wide-open Etem.

TEAM WHITE  TEAM BLACK 

PLAYER COMMENTS  PLAYER COMMENTS 

Charlie Sarault I am developing a major hockey crush on this kid. He's not the biggest guy in the world at 5'11" (if he's Stretch Armstrong) but the kid can fly. He easily navigated through traffic with the puck and even stole the puck from the defense a few times. Towards the end of the scrimmage, he was beginning to look like a smaller Andy McDonald. Just a smart player.  Kenton Helgesen Kept getting him confused with Beleskey. It's the long hair. 

Patrick Maroon I think Pat finally woke up. He's lost the baby fat and is stellar shape. Last camp he was continuously benched - during drills (!!!) - for lack of effort. He was skating hard the entire scrimmage. He's now showing why the Ducks have held on to him. He's not quite as big but he's certainly has the ability to be 2007 Dustin Penner-esque but with even more skill. He opened the scoring of the scrimmage with a beauty.  Matt Beleksey Bels was himself. He didn't fall down nearly as much as he does during the game. 

Max Frieberg He's fast and skilled but he looks lost out there. He's out of position and kind of skated aimlessly in the neutral zone.  Emerson Etem Still awesome. He looks like he put on lean muscle instead of bulking up. He seems to have learned to keep his stick on the ice when he's speeding up. Many times last year he was hit with high sticking penalties because his stick would fly up in the air as he jetted down the ice. He is going to be great. 

Stefan Noesen He's fast. That's about all that stood out today.  Hampus Lindholm I was really disappointed with Lindholm's performance. He looked lost and Palmieri was consistently talking with him after plays pointing things out. Part of me thinks he's gun shy because of the two concussions he sustained last year. The kid is a fantastic skater but that's nothing when you can't get the puck out of your own zone time after time. 

Antoine Laganiere Big guy  Peter Holland I have gone from Trade Kyle Palmieri to Trade Peter Holland. He's got a ton to prove and Bruce has said as much. His savior right now is having Palmieri on his wing. Those two looked like they did two years ago in Syracuse when Palms scored a billion goals. 

Teemu Selanne Teemu looked like Teemu from the beginning of last season. A bit rusty but still skated effortlessly. Towards the end of the scrimmage, he was taking longer breaks between shifts. Not at all surprising.  Luca Sbisa Luca is still himself. He's physical at all the wrong times. When he got beat, he'd slash and hook instead of skating hard to catch up to the player. Totally unimpressed by him. If the Ducks didn't need an experienced defenseman, I'd say he was on the trading block for sure. 

Nick Bonino Same old Bones. He and Selanne were attempting to re-form the chemistry they had prior to Bonino's injury last season  Andrew Cogliano Even though he scored, I only noticed him once and it was when he missed a wide open net. 

Viktor Fasth Same as usual. Quick glove, still has a problem closing the five-hole (that's what she said)  Kyle Palmieri I ain't scurrred of Palmieri not being able to pick up where he left off. When he sustained a concussion last season, it threw him off his ridiculous goal scoring pace. I think not having Nick Bonino there impacted him as well. There are a lot of expectations on Palmieri to fill the goal scoring hole left by Bobby Ryan. He may not score 30 goals this season but he'll get close. 

Devante Smith-Pelley Okay, if Daniel were at the scrimmage he would be in tears - tears of joy. Like Maroon, DSP had a crappy year last year and much of it was blamed on fitness. Not a problem now. He shed the baby fat and put on more lean muscle. By far he was the most dynamic player for the White Team. He was physical but not to the point where he went for the player instead of the puck. Really excited to see what he can do now that he's taking things seriously  Ryan Horvat* Unremarkable 

Draco Malfoy (Jakob Silfverberg) What haven't we said about him yet? He's FAST. He's a great puck handler. My favorite part of his game is his ability to effortlessly strip the puck from the opposing player and jet up the ice towards the goal. He did that several times during the scrimmage.  Garnet Exelby** Didn't really notice 

Cam Fowler Cam being Cam. He took a stinger in the first half and was a little slower afterwards. Nothing remarkable about his game.  John Gibson Goalies are so hard to describe. He was good, not NHL good yet, but AHL good. He and Etem came out early to practice Gibson's glove work. There were a few puck handling missteps but nothing horrific. He looked better than Bobkov, that's for damn sure. 

Daniel Winnik I swear I didn't see him during the first half of the scrimmage. In the second half he showed up a tiny bit. He's a quick skater  Frederik Andersen He and Gibson really didn't have much work to do with their teammates on the other side of the ice so much. The goals scored on the two of them were due to them getting caught napping. If Hiller is traded, he's going to backup Fasth 

Kevin Gagne He was everywhere. I thought he was a forward.  Tiegan (Not Steve) Zahn** Can't remember anything he did 

Mat Clark The only thing I remember about him was when Zach Stortini had the puck skating towards him and Clark was skating backwards. For some unknown reason, Stortini reaches out, leaving the puck and bear hugs Clark's head. It was strange.  Saku Koivu I have never hid my affinity for Koivu. His skating may not be as fluid as Selanne's but he's incredibly quick and agile. He looked better than a lot of the kids out there. I feel safe when he's in the lineup. 

Ben Lovejoy I didn't realize how hard his shot was. He scored from the blueline on a slapper.  John Kurtz Didn't notice 

Mark Fistric Didn't notice  Chris Wagner I like this guy. He was always in front of the goaltender. One of my favorite parts of his game is small shoves and chops at the goalie's stick when play is elsewhere. It really annoyed the goalies 

Igor Bobkov He's gigantic. He let in a dribbler and more goals than Fasth, but I will give him some credit because his teammates weren't helping him out at all. He was getting hammered by the Black Team nearly all the second half.  Zach Stortini The Ducks have Starburns so this dumbass better not crack the NHL lineup. He's known as 'Huggy Bear' because he has a tendency to stir shit up but never fight. Today he was going at DSP to the point it was getting dangerous. DSP stood his ground. He had one foot in the gate as Stortini followed him back to the bench chirping the whole way. They were shoving each other until Maroon broke it up. BTW, he looks like a homeless, crazy-eyed guy who thinks he's Jesus. 

Kyle Becker* Unremarkable  Alex Grant He scored too and I didn't notice. Too much going on! 

* Denotes Amature Try-Out (ATO)     

** Denotes Pro Try-Out (PTO)     

I'm heading back to Anaheim Ice tomorrow for practice and the scrimmage. If there is anyone you have questions about or want me to look a little closer at, put a note it in the comments.

Now for a tweet-gasm play-by-play-ish of the scrimmage...

Duck Tales: Is Corey Perry On The Hot Seat?

By light_the_lamp  @DucksKristen  on Sep 12 2013, 9:11a  1  

Christian Petersen

Stay connected      

The Ducks have paid. Now Corey must play (really well).

Tweet (3)  Share   1  Comment  

DUCKS NEWS

•A reminder: the Ducks will host "Throwback Night" on October 13 (vs Senators), in celebration of the franchise's 20th anniversary. Much to everyone's delight, players will be outfitted in Mighty Ducks jerseys. [NESN.com] 

•The folks at Blackhawk Up have chatted with the folks at Pucks of a Feather about the Ducks' upcoming season. [Blackhawk Up]  

•The Norfolk Admirals' rookies are hungry for spots with the big club. [HamptonRoads.com] 

•Will Corey Perry be on the hot seat this season? [NHL.com] 

•Jonas Hiller is preparing for his contract year. [OC Register ($) via Rotoworld] 

AROUND THE NHL

•Bobby Ryan will start on the Ottawa Senators' top line, with Jason Spezza and Milan Michalek. [TSN via Rotoworld] 

•The Montreal Canadiens are counting on Alex Galchenyuk and Brendan Gallagher this season. [NHL.com] 

•The Chicago Blackhawks are eager to get started on their new season. [Yahoo Sports] 

•The Toronto Maple Leafs are moving past their playoff nightmare as camp opens. [CBC] 

•New Colorado Avalanche head coach Patrick Roy is eager to get his team back on track. [The Hockey News] 

•Former Tampa Bay Lightning defenseman Paul Ranger continues his NHL comeback. [Raw Charge]

Penguins reduce roster to 45 by sending goaltender Hartzell to minors

September 20, 2013 11:04 am
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By Shelly Anderson / Pittsburgh Post-Gazette 

The Penguins have sent goaltender Eric Hartzell to Wilkes-Barre/Scranton of the American Hockey League, reducing their training camp roster to 45.

Hartzell, 24, is entering his first pro season after signing with the Penguins out of Quinnipiac University. He played one period of preseason hockey during Penguins camp, stopping all four shots he faced.

Goaltender Marc-Andre Fleury is scheduled to start and play the whole game Saturday afternoon when Columbus visits Consol Energy Center for a preseason game. Tomas Vokoun played the whole game Thursday in a 4-3 shootout win at Chicago.

Shelly Anderson: shanderson@post-gazette.com, 412-263-1721 and Twitter @pgshelly.
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By Shelly Anderson and Dave Molinari / Pittsburgh Post-Gazette 

CHICAGO -- The Penguins played a preseason game Thursday night at United Center, but things will be vastly different the next time they visit the Blackhawks.

The Penguins will appear in the third outdoor game in franchise history March 1 when they face Chicago at Soldier Field.

"The Penguins are getting to be pretty used to this stuff," NHL commissioner Gary Bettman told a news conference at the stadium hours before the preseason game.

The NHL and its fans will be getting even more used to these games in the elements, too.

In addition to the annual Winter Classic (Detroit-Toronto Jan. 1 at Michigan Stadium in Ann Arbor) and what's becoming an annual outdoor game in Canada called the Heritage Classic 

 (Ottawa at Vancouver March 2 in BC Place), there will be four games that will be part of the Stadium Series in the second half of the season.

In something of an experiment in terms of weather, Los Angeles and Anaheim will meet Jan. 25 at Dodger Stadium. At Yankee Stadium, the New York Rangers 

 will face New Jersey Jan. 26 and the New York Islanders Jan. 29. The game at the NFL home of the Bears is the final leg of the stadium series.

"People like the games," NHL chief operating officer John Collins said of the decision to have more outdoor games. "The turning point was as you went to the games and saw how big and powerful they were to the marketplace. ... It makes hockey bigger and more relevant."

Collins said the NHL isn't concerned about oversaturation and that the league benefits from staging games at "iconic venues" that usually are home to NFL, Major League Baseball and major college football games.

Collins said it's no coincidence that the Penguins-Blackhawks outdoor game comes on the heels of the Sochi Olympics, where several players from those teams are expected to represent their countries.

One matchup that doesn't seem to be on the NHL's radar is a neutral-site game between the Penguins and the cross-state rival Philadelphia Flyers. There has been sentiment to stage such a game at Penn State's Beaver Stadium.

Collins, though, downplayed the thought of having outdoor games in something other than an NHL city, at least for now.

"At the end of the day, that would require one of the clubs being willing to give up a home game and play at a neutral site," he said. "We haven't broached that."

There are no qualms about Soldier Field.

At the news conference, Penguins general manager Ray Shero said, "It's an honor for the Pittsburgh Penguins to be invited to play in one of the most historic venues in America," and noted that they've had mixed results in previous outdoors appearances.

"We're 1-1," Shero said. "We're looking to get above .500."

The Penguins beat Buffalo, 2-1, in a shootout at Ralph Wilson Stadium in the first Winter Classic Jan. 1, 2008, then lost to Washington, 3-1, in the 2011 Winter Classic at Heinz Field.

Rare appearance

Penguins center and captain Sidney Crosby played a rare game at United Center. Very rare.

"I haven't played in Chicago in, like, eight years," Crosby said before the game.

Almost.

He has played just one regular-season game at the venue, Jan. 13, 2006, his rookie season. He had an assist in a 4-1 loss against the Blackhawks.

The schedule has not brought the Penguins to Chicago very often, and Crosby has missed a few games here because of injury.

Even though the Blackhawks are a common preseason opponent for the Penguins, Crosby had not played a preseason game at United Center before Thursday.

He has only faced Chicago at home once, getting an assist in a 5-4 Penguins shootout win Feb. 14, 2007, at Mellon Arena.

In fact, Crosby has never played against Chicago stars Jonathan Toews and Patrick Kane in a regular-season game. Kane dressed Thursday night; Toews did not.

Tip-ins

Former Penguins winger Marian Hossa originally was scheduled to play for Chicago but was scratched because of what is believed to be a back injury. ... The Penguins have a day off today.

For more on the Penguins, read the Pens Plus blog with Dave Molinari and Shelly Anderson at www.post-gazette.com/plus. Shelly Anderson: shanderson@post-gazette.com, 412-263-1721 and Twitter @pgshelly. Dave Molinari: dmolinari@post-gazette.com.
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Penguins' Beau Bennett making his move on roster

September 20, 2013 12:03 am

Jonathan Daniel/Getty Images

The Blackhawks' Brandon Bollig collides with the Penguins' Deryk Engelland in Thursday's exhibition game in Chicago. The Penguins won, 4-3, on Beau Bennett's shootout goal.

The Blackhawks' Brandon Bollig collides with the Penguins' Deryk Engelland in Thursday's exhibition game in Chicago. The Penguins won, 4-3, on Beau Bennett's shootout goal. 
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Penguins notebook: Playing in Chicago inside and out

Penguins reduce roster to 45 by sending goaltender Hartzell to minors

By Shelly Anderson / Pittsburgh Post-Gazette 

CHICAGO -- Left or right? Who cares?

"I think people really make way too big of a deal of left and right," Penguins winger Beau Bennett said Thursday before a preseason game against the Stanley Cup champion Chicago Blackhawks at United Center.

"If you're a winger, usually you can play both. There are a couple of things you'll have to adjust when you move over, but, for the most part, it's all the same."

Bennett scored the only goal in a shootout to give the Penguins a 4-3 win against Chicago.

Bennett, 21, doesn't fret over which side he plays; he just wants to be in the lineup regularly -- something that is pretty much a given for the 2013-14 season.

A right-handed shot and natural right winger, Bennett is penciled in -- or maybe inked in --to play left wing with center Evgeni Malkin and right winger James Neal, although those two did not travel to the game Thursday.

After spending the first week of training camp at that spot, Bennett and a few other players got a chance to mix and match a little for the game against the Blackhawks, what Bennett called "testing our chemistry."

Bennett played with center Brandon Sutter and right winger Matt D'Agostini.

Penguins coach Dan Bylsma is just taking a look at some different scenarios during the middle stretch of preseason games.

"In the next game [Saturday at home against Columbus], we'll see Malkin and Neal play with different players than Beau Bennett," Bylsma said. "Beau [was getting] an opportunity to play on a different line, different type of line, with some different type of players."

Bennett didn't have any points in the game but set up D'Agostini for a breakaway in the first period. The Penguins got goals from Joe Vitale, Derrick Pouliot and Sidney Crosby to improve their preseason record to 1-1-1.

Bennett, a Penguins first-round pick at the 2010 NHL draft, was much more concerned with his size and strength than which side he might play.

At 6 feet 2, 195 pounds, he is now NHL-sized compared with when he was drafted as a slimmer body.

"It's something that I took really to heart this summer, and I put a lot of work in off-ice and it's really helped me out so far," Bennett said.

"I did a lot of cross-training, a lot of track, and then weightlifting right afterward and then maybe back to track just so I could keep the weight functional that I was putting on."

As someone who on Malkin's line who could be the first forward on the forecheck, the extra size and strength help.

"It's helped me a lot down low, in the corners," Bennett said. "I got a little taste of playing the front of the net on the power play [Sunday in Columbus], and it helped."

Bennett wasn't playing with Sutter for the first time.

Last season, his first as a pro, he started in the American Hockey League during the NHL lockout and played 39 games there (seven goals, 28 points) before playing 26 games with the Penguins (three goals, 14 points). He played some with Malkin and Neal but also with Sutter, first with Tyler Kennedy and later with Jarome Iginla.

A scenario similar to Bennett's played out Thursday. Chuck Kobasew, in camp on a pro tryout, played in Pascal Dupuis' usual spot alongside Crosby and Chris Kunitz on the top line. He had no points.

Kobasew had a strong first week of camp and, if signed, could be a candidate to work on one of the top two lines if injuries create an opening. But Bylsma made it clear that the Penguins are evaluating Kobasew primarily as a potential third-liner, perhaps in competition with D'Agostini.

"Realistically, on our team, he's probably trying out for a third-line wing position," Bylsma said. "In exhibition games, the opportunity is a little bit greater because you're playing with not a full [NHL-caliber] lineup."

In any case, Kobasew said he didn't plan to tinker with his game simply because he was penciled in last night for the No. 1 line.

"I'm a simple player, a straight-line player," he said. "Get in there, hunt pucks. I don't want to change anything."

Which doesn't mean he wasn't excited about sharing a line with Crosby, if only for one game.

"He sees the ice better than anyone," Kobasew said. "So you have to be ready for [the puck] at all times."

Kobasew made his preseason debut on a blue-collar line with Dustin Jeffrey and Tanner Glass in the Penguins' 5-4 overtime loss Sunday in Columbus and he responded with had two goals.

For more on the Penguins, read the Pens Plus blog with Dave Molinari and Shelly Anderson at www.post-gazette.com/plus. Shelly Anderson: shanderson@post-gazette.com, 412-263-1721 and Twitter @pgshelly. The Post-Gazette's Dave Molinari contributed.
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Penguins notebook: Players see value of wins in preseason

September 19, 2013 12:17 am

Share with others:

0

inShare. 

By Shelly Anderson / Pittsburgh Post-Gazette 

The Penguins need look no further than the Steelers to see that losing in the preseason can have an effect. The Steelers went 0-4 in exhibition games, and are facing a lot of pointed fingers after an 0-2 to start the regular season.

The Penguins are 0-2 in the preseason going into a game tonight at Chicago and have been outscored, 9-5. Even though the team fielded different lineups against different clubs (Columbus and Detroit) and there were no standings points on the line, the losses were a little disheartening.

"You want to be feeling good about your game," center and team captain Sidney Crosby said Wednesday. "You want to get results.

"Everyone's going through the same thing. So to say you're rusty, that's part of it, but so are the teams we're playing. You definitely want to get results from the way you play."

Crosby is expected to play tonight, his second preseason game, after getting no points, giving the puck away twice and taking two penalties Monday in a 4-1 loss against Detroit at Consol Energy Center.

Forward Jussi Jokinen, who is expected to sit out after playing Monday, said there is a bit of a boomerang effect for those returnees who were swept by Boston in the Eastern Conference final.

"It's a fine line," he said. "[For those players] the biggest challenge is that you're coming from a peak emotional playoffs, and then to preseason games. That's the toughest thing -- how to get your desperation, how to get your battle level, how to get your compete level [back].

"Against Detroit, we didn't have that. We need to be better."

At the same time, players are trying to work on individual things such as timing, and coaches are teaching systems and evaluating players.

"You try to balance it," Crosby said. "You have to evaluate yourself realistically and know that you're doing the right things. Ultimately, the score does matter, but, sometimes, you're going to make mistakes just based on being rusty, that kind of thing.

"But I think overall you want to feel good about your game for the regular season. It's not something where you can struggle in the preseason and then just turn a switch on."

The encouraging thing is that there are four more preseason games, beginning tonight, and by the end of the exhibition schedule the lineup should be close to what it will be for the regular season.

"I'd rather lose the first three games and then win the last three games than have it the other way," Jokinen said. "You want to get better in training camp and you want to get your game to a better level the closer you get to opening night.

"The last two or three games, you want to have that winning feeling, get comfortable and get back to winning."

Line scramble

The Penguins will use some different forward line combinations tonight as indicated by their lineup.

For example, the Chris Kunitz-Crosby-Pascal Dupuis line won't be intact; Dupuis is not on the travel list. Perhaps Beau Bennett will play in Dupuis' spot or on Brandon Sutter's line. Bennett so far has practiced and played with Evgeni Malkin 

 and James Neal.

Goaltender Tomas Vokoun is expected to start and play the full game, with Marc-Andre Fleury starting Saturday at home against Columbus, coach Dan Bylsma said.

Jeff Zatkoff will serve as backup goalie tonight. The defensemen are Matt Niskanen, Deryk Engelland, Brendan Mikkelson, Robert Bortuzzo 

, Simon Despres, Derrick Pouliot and Phil Samuelsson. The forwards are Crosby, Kunitz, Bennett, Sutter, Chuck Kobasew, Dustin Jeffrey, Matt D'Agostini, Steve MacIntyre, Zach Sill, Adam Payerl, Joe Vitale and Jayson Megna.

Injury update

Winger Andrew Ebbett returned to practice, but defenseman Brian Dumoulin and forward Bobby Farnham 

 remained out. All three were injured in an exhibition game Sunday at Columbus, Ohio.

For much more on the Penguins, read the Pens Plus blog with Dave Molinari and Shelly Anderson at www.post-gazette.com/plus. Shelly Anderson: shanderson@post-gazette.com, 412-263-1721 and Twitter @pgshelly.
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Penguins' forward prospect Drazenovic might get his wish

September 19, 2013 12:16 am

Julia Rendleman/Post-Gazette

Sidney Crosby skates toward the goal against the Red Wings' Joakim Andersson in the Penguins' first home preseason game Monday at Consol Energy Center. The Penguins lost, 4-1.

Sidney Crosby skates toward the goal against the Red Wings' Joakim Andersson in the Penguins' first home preseason game Monday at Consol Energy Center. The Penguins lost, 4-1. 
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Penguins notebook: Preseason games have value

By Shelly Anderson / Pittsburgh Post-Gazette 

The Penguins loaded up on forwards for training camp, including prospects and a few veterans hoping to get a skate in the door for what might be one or two spots on the bottom two lines.

Those players bring varying amounts of skill, versatility, experience and toughness. All have a burning hunger to stick with the club into the regular season.

None so far has expressed that quite as succinctly as center Nick Drazenovic.

"I'd chew rocks to play in the NHL," Drazenovic said.

He won't have to do that. Probably.

Drazenovic survived the first round of cuts at camp earlier this week, but he still faces strong competition to begin the regular season with the Penguins when it starts two weeks from today, rather than with Wilkes-Barre/Scranton of the American Hockey League.

Drazenovic has played in one preseason game and is not scheduled to play tonight when the Penguins visit Chicago for exhibition game No. 3. He might get into the lineup Saturday afternoon for a home game against Columbus.

In a 4-1 loss Monday against Detroit, Drazenovic played a respectable 9 minutes, 58 seconds, won half his 10 faceoffs, was second on the team with five hits (including one in the third period that appeared to throw Red Wings defenseman Danny Dekeyser off of his game) and was even in plus-minus while centering a line with veteran AHL winger Brian Gibbons and Craig Adams.

"From playing with him for a few days, he seems like a well-rounded player who can handle the puck and make plays, but also he was finishing his checks," said Adams, an established member of the Penguins' fourth line. "I thought he played well."

In practice Wednesday, Drazenovic skated on what looked distinctly like an AHL line, with wingers Steve MacIntyre and Jayson Megna.

The Penguins signed the 6-foot, 192-pounder on the first day of free agency in July, and it would be understandable if Drazenovic had flown under the radar of most Penguins fans before that.

"He hasn't gotten even a couple of handfuls of NHL games," Penguins coach Dan Bylsma said.

Drazenovic was a sixth-round pick by St. Louis in the 2005 NHL draft, but has played in just 11 games with the Blues and Columbus Blue Jackets with no points.

He has had success in the AHL, meanwhile, including 100 goals, 254 points in 381 games, and he is ready to move on.

"I'm 26..." he said.

He had a setback in 2011-12, when he missed several weeks because of a concussion and neck problem that were exacerbated when he was rear-ended while driving before the concussion healed.

"It's a different injury," said Drazenovic, who followed the news about Penguins center Sidney Crosby, who was dealing with a similar but longer-term injury at the same time.

"Sometimes, you would feel OK and you would feel stupid sitting out of a practice, and then an hour later you wouldn't feel good," he said.

He is healthy now, and champing at the bit to get his career moving forward.

"Everyone's in a different situation, but, as far as I'm concerned, those guys are trying to take my job," Adams said. "We've got a lot of good players in this organization who are going to help this team, whether it's today or tomorrow, down the line. I see a lot of competition around."

Drazenovic doesn't project as a prolific, high-end forward if he gets a chance to become a regular in the NHL, but he's got other things to offer. Bylsma said the Penguins considered him a solid two-way player in the AHL.

"We've tried to put him in [spots] to give him opportunities to be that type of player," Bylsma said.

Bylsma said that Drazenovic is best suited to play a position where the Penguins are pretty stacked.

"I think he has played wing, could play wing, but, in terms of putting him in position to play his optimal spot, it's centerman."

Crosby, Evgeni Malkin and Brandon Sutter have the top center spots sewn up, and Joe Vitale is the incumbent on the fourth line. Drazenovic said he knew the Penguins were deep, but he jumped at the chance to sign.

"This is such a good team," he said. "Anyone would want to come here."

For much more on the Penguins, read the Pens Plus blog with Dave Molinari and Shelly Anderson at www.post-gazette.com/plus. Shelly Anderson: shanderson@post-gazette.com, 412-263-1721 and Twitter @pgshelly.
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Versatile Jeffrey still not a regular with Penguins

September 18, 2013 12:07 am

Dustin Jeffrey: The forward fills several roles but still hasn't found his niche.

Dustin Jeffrey: The forward fills several roles but still hasn't found his niche. 

Click image to enlarge

Share with others:

0

inShare. 

Related Media:

Penguins notebook: Vitale puts fighting for job in new light with injured nose

By Dave Molinari / Pittsburgh Post-Gazette 

The Penguins are down to 25 forwards on their major-league roster.

Some are more skilled than Dustin Jeffrey. Others are bigger. And tougher.

But only one, Jussi Jokinen, might be more versatile and adaptable than Jeffrey. And not by much.

Not unless Jokinen mastered the finer points of tending goal over the offseason.

Need a guy to fill in on either wing on one of the top two lines? Jeffrey can. Seeking a center to handle bottom-six duties? Jeffrey.

Same is true, for that matter, if there's a demand for a top-six center or an opening on one of the wings on the third or fourth line.

He also is sufficiently talented to fit in on a power play, and defensively responsible enough to be an effective penalty-killer.

Pick almost any duty -- OK, aside from heavyweight enforcer -- that could be part of a forward's job description, and Jeffrey likely has done it at some point. Most likely, pretty well.

His ability to fill so many niches capably is widely regarded as his greatest asset, and with good reason, because he is available to take on any job that might come open up front.

At the same time, Jeffrey's versatility might be the greatest impediment to him becoming an every-game player in the NHL. He has spent at least part of each of the past five seasons with the Penguins, but never has dressed more than 26 times in any of them.

One possible explanation: Learning to handle so many different jobs has prevented him from specializing in any of them, the way most players do.

No less an authority than Jeffrey believes that could be the case.

"[Versatility] helped me get here, for the fact that it didn't matter who was getting hurt or what injury or suspension happened, [because] I was able to be plugged into that role," he said Tuesday.

"But, when you come into a camp like this, and, when you look at it on paper, there are two winger spots open ... you play wing, but you also play center, you don't have that defined ability to go in there and compete for that exact spot."

Jeffrey made a conscious decision to diversify his game after the Penguins claimed him in the sixth round of the 2007 draft.

Their first-round choices the previous three years had been Evgeni Malkin, Sidney Crosby and Jordan Staal, and that made it clear to Jeffrey the Penguins wouldn't be looking for a lot of help down the middle.

"My junior coach at the time looked at me and said, 'Hey, it's going to be a tough time, cracking it as a center,' " Jeffrey said.

Still, he played primarily in the middle after breaking in with the Penguins' American Hockey League affiliate in Wilkes-Barre in 2008, but eventually found himself working on the wings, too.

"You take your direction from the coaching staff," Jeffrey said. "So, if they want you to play center, you play center. If they want you to play wing, you play wing."

Exactly where coach Dan Bylsma envisions him playing in 2013-14 isn't clear, and perhaps hasn't been determined. He skated between Tanner Glass and Chuck Kobasew in the exhibition opener, a 5-4 overtime loss Sunday in Columbus. Bylsma said that Jeffrey "had a very good game" against the Blue Jackets.

Hard to argue, given that Jeffrey had a goal and an assist and accumulated five shots while logging 17 minutes, 55 seconds of ice time. A bit less than half of that work came at even-strength, the rest on the power play and penalty-killing units.

Jeffrey was a restricted free agent after last season, but the Penguins re-signed him to a one-year contract worth $625,000, regardless of whether he plays in the NHL or not.

Kobasew, in camp on a tryout, has been impressive and, if he ends up with a contract, it's conceivable he could take Jeffrey's spot on the NHL roster.

Jeffrey is adamant that he wants to remain with the Penguins, although landing steady work in the NHL appears to be his top priority.

"Being 25 years old, you're starting to get to that point where you want to play every night," he said. "Playing 20 games a year or 25 games a year isn't what I want.

"I'm confident I can play every night in this league."

No matter what position he's asked to do it in.

Dave Molinari: Dmolinari@Post-Gazette.com and Twitter @MolinariPG.
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By Dave Molinari / Pittsburgh Post-Gazette 

Penguins center Joe Vitale doesn't know if his nose was broken in his fight Sunday with Columbus defenseman James Wisniewski.

Likely never will since he hasn't gotten an X-ray.

His nose is a bit bruised and swollen -- "It's always been kind of crooked," Vitale said, smiling -- but he was back on the ice Tuesday when the Penguins practiced at Consol Energy Center and said there were no lingering effects of his bout with Wisniewski.

"Everything was fine," he said.

Whatever the merits of getting involved in a fight during the waning minutes of a preseason game might be, they would seem to be outweighed by the potential for an injury. Vitale, though, said there was nothing preconceived about the run-in with Wisniewski, who he described as "a really tough kid."

"It happened so fast," he said. "I remember the whistle. I finished my hit on him, and I gave him a whack. Next thing you know, we're both throwing [punches]."

Although Wisniewski earned a clear decision, Vitale said, "I thought it was a good fight," and seemed to have no misgivings about participating in it.

"It's one of those things where it's kind of nice to get the first one out of the way," he said. "Get right back into it."

Although Vitale returned to practice Tuesday, right winger Bobby Farnham and defenseman Brian Dumoulin, both of whom were injured in the Blue Jackets game, did not. Neither did forward Andrew Ebbett, who has an unspecified injury and is listed as day to day.

Some preseason benefits

The Penguins (0-1-1) have four more preseason games, beginning with a visit Thursday to Chicago.

Although not all established players are overly enthused about competing in games that don't count, some believe they are an indispensable tool for preparing for the regular season.

"I like to play at least three," veteran defenseman Rob Scuderi said.

"It helps you to get a better feel for what's going to be going on.

"It's still not a real game, because you're not dealing with a lot of NHL-level personnel, but it can still give you a good feeling for what the speed's going to be like and certainly getting the physicality back into the game."

He added that, while training camp can restore an edge to players' conditioning, going through game situations is the only way to truly get ready for what it is ahead.

"Going into the corner, setting your body up for a battle," Scuderi said. "Those types of things are the toughest things to get used to."

Roster cuts

The Penguins trimmed their training-camp roster to 44 by making 11 cuts Tuesday.

Forward Jean-Sebastien Dea was signed to a three-year entry-level contract, then returned to his junior team. Goalies Matt Murray and Tristan Jarry and forward Matia Marcantuoni also went back to their junior clubs.

Forwards Paul Thompson, Tom Kostopoulos, Brian Gibbons and Dominik Uher and defensemen Clark Seymour, Reid McNeill and Nick D'Agostino were assigned to the Penguins' American Hockey League affiliate in Wilkes-Barre.

NHL rosters must be down to no more than 23 players by the start of the regular season.

Tip-ins

Sidney Crosby picked up a nasty-looking gash on his lower lip when he was elbowed in practice. ... Turns out those estimates of 11,000 fans attending the Penguins-Detroit preseason game at Consol Energy Center Monday night -- at the same time the Pirates and Steelers were playing regular-season games -- were a bit low. Team officials say there actually were 12,300 people in the arena for the game.

Dave Molinari: Dmolinari@Post-Gazette.com and Twitter @MolinariPG.
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By Dave Molinari / Pittsburgh Post-Gazette 

The Penguins pared their training-camp roster to 44 by making 11 cuts today.

Forward Jean-Sebastien Dea was signed to a three-year entry-level contract, then returned to his junior team. Goalies Matt Murray and Tristan Jarry and forward Matia Marcantuoni also were sent to their junior clubs.

Forwards Paul Thompson, Tom Kostopoulos, Brian Gibbons, Dominik Uher and defensemen Clark Seymour, Reid McNeill and Nick D'Agostino were assigned to the Penguins' American Hockey League affiliate in Wilkes-Barre.

Dave Molinari: dmolinari@post-gazette.com. Twitter: @MolinariPG.
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Julia Rendleman/Post-Gazette

Sidney Crosby skates toward the goal against the Red Wings' Joakim Andersson in the Penguins' first preseason home game Monday at Consol Energy Center. The Penguins lost, 4-1.

Sidney Crosby skates toward the goal against the Red Wings' Joakim Andersson in the Penguins' first preseason home game Monday at Consol Energy Center. The Penguins lost, 4-1. 

Sidney Crosby fights with Joakim Andersson for the puck Monday night against the Detroit Red Wings in the Penguins' first exhibition home game at Consol Energy Center. 
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Related Media:

Sutter gets only goal in Penguins' 4-1 exhibition loss to Detroit

By Shelly Anderson / Pittsburgh Post-Gazette 

Within a few weeks of their loss to Boston in the Eastern Conference final earlier this year, the Penguins signed forwards Evgeni Malkin and Chris Kunitz and defenseman Kris Letang to contract extensions, a year before their current deals expire.

Another seemingly logical player for such negotiations was defenseman Brooks Orpik, their longest-tenured player.

Instead? Crickets.

Orpik, who is entering the final season of a six-year, $22.5 million deal, was asked Monday whether he had had talks or plans to have talks with the Penguins about a new contract before he would become eligible for unrestricted free agency next summer.

Again, crickets.

"No comment," Orpik said. "I'd rather not talk about it."

It's not as if Orpik needs the motivation of playing in a contract year to be effective. When healthy, he has been a reliable, physical defenseman for years.

And he is healthy.

"I actually had a summer working out instead of rehabbing, so I feel a little better strength-wise and timing-wise," said Orpik, who has had lower abdominal surgeries on each side in recent years. "A lot of that soreness you're working through isn't there this year. It just feels kind of normal."

Orpik, who was not in the lineup Sunday for the preseason game at Columbus, was paired Monday night with Paul Martin and logged 18:25 of ice time in a 4-1 preseason loss against Detroit at Consol Energy Center.

Those two defensemen are expected to play together again this season after forming a shutdown pairing last season. Kris Letang and Rob Scuderi are also expected to be paired, and each of those two pairings could be matched against opponents' top lines, blurring the line defining which is a top line or a shutdown line.

Not that Orpik is into labels.

"As a defenseman, no matter what pairing you're on, your job is to shut down the offense," he said. "I don't know if there really is a shutdown pair. You could say there maybe is a pair that plays against other teams' top lines more."

In 46 games last season, Orpik led Penguins defensemen with 119 hits and was the team's top shot-blocker(114), including a team-record nine Jan. 27 against Ottawa. That marked a new area of statistical excellence for Orpik, who turns 33 next week and previously was known for his hitting but not as much for blocking shots.

He doesn't put a lot of stock in those statistics, particularly the blocked shots.

"It's kind of like hits -- sometimes they're there, and there are times they're not," Orpik said.

"A lot of those stats are misleading. They're different in every building. You try not to pay too much attention to it.

"You try not to get hurt, either. Blocking shots, you're upping your chances of getting hurt. There's a goalie behind you that has a lot more equipment than you. We actually tried to get away from blocking a lot of shots last year. When it's there, fine, but a lot of times if you [try and] you don't block it, you're screening your goalie. That's something you try to be a little conscious of."

Orpik's preferred method of blocking shots is cutting off angles and using his stick. It's not likely he'll be seen impersonating a baseball runner sliding into second base.

"I've always been taught that once you leave your feet, you're out of position," he said. "Guys are so skilled. If they pump-fake you or they make a move, once you leave your feet, you're out of position and it's tough to recover, The more you can stay upright, the better off you are."

Orpik was a Penguins first-round draft pick, 15th overall, in 2000, broke into the NHL with them in 2002-03, has spent a decade as a regular on their blue line, and has played more games (631) than any other defenseman in club history.

But he still doesn't count on anything relating to job security, at least as a matter of approach in training camp.

"I don't know how many spots are open or how many guys are so-called locks," he said. "That's for other people to decide. We don't really get that information. So, no matter who you are, you always have something to prove going into the season. From a minor league guy up to Sid [Crosby], I'd think they'd say the same thing."

If Orpik feels the need to prove he deserves another contract with the Penguins, or some particular terms in a new contract, he's not saying.

For much more on the Penguins, read the Pens Plus blog with Dave Molinari and Shelly Anderson at www.post-gazette.com/plus. Shelly Anderson: shanderson@post-gazette.com, 412-263-1721 and Twitter @pgshelly.
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By Dave Molinari / Pittsburgh Post-Gazette 

Defenseman Adam Almquist scored two power-play goals to lead Detroit to a 4-1 exhibition victory against the Penguins Monday night at Consol Energy Center.

It was the Penguins' second preseason defeat in two days.

Brandon Sutter scored the Penguins' goal, beating Red Wings goalie Jimmy Howard from inside the right dot 65 seconds into the second period.

Tomas Tatar and Pavel Datsyuk also scored for Detroit.

Penguins goalie Tomas Vokoun stopped 11 of 15 shots over the first two periods, and Eric Hartzell turned aside all four he faced in the third.

Injury updates

The Penguins had three players hurt during a 5-4 overtime loss Sunday at Columbus, and it sounds as if all three might miss at least a little time:

• Center Joe Vitale is believed to have had his nose broken during a fight with Blue Jackets defenseman James Wisniewski late in the third period. Coach Dan Bylsma had no update on him.

• Right winger Bobby Farnham, who had a walking boot on his right foot after the game, appeared to injure his foot or ankle while throwing a hit late in the second period. Bylsma said his injury still is being evaluated.

• Defenseman Brian Dumoulin is expected to be out "maybe a week" with an unspecified injury, Bylsma said. Dumoulin was hurt when he received a hard check in the third period Sunday. Bylsma said the precise length of his absence could hinge on how Dumoulin reacts to treatments.

Controversy already

Jordan Nolan of Los Angeles sparked the first major controversy of the preseason Sunday, when he felled Phoenix defenseman Rostislav Klesla with a hit that resulted in Klesla being taken off the ice on a stretcher.

While Nolan was neither penalized at the time nor punished by the league, whether the check was clean still is being debated, with opinions breaking largely along team-affiliation lines.

Regardless, Klesla isn't the only prominent player injured by a blow delivered in a game that has no significance in the standings, as Penguins center Sidney Crosby acknowledged.

"Especially in preseason, guys are trying to earn a [roster] spot," he said. "They're going hard and for a guy who might have played a bit longer in the league, it might be easy for them to let up a bit, and that's when things happen."

Bylsma favors hybrid icing

Count Bylsma among the backers of the hybrid-icing rule with which the NHL is experimenting in preseason.

It gives linesmen the latitude to rule on whether an icing call should be made, based not on which player is the first to touch the puck after it crosses the goal line, but on whether an offensive player or a defensive one is the first to reach the end-zone faceoff dots.

The intent is to eliminate injuries -- often severe and gruesome -- caused when players slam awkwardly into the boards while trying to outrace an opponent to the puck.

Bylsma estimated that hybrid icing came into play "about five" times in the game in Columbus.

"I like it," he said. "I think it still has a chase involved. There's still pressure going back for the puck, there still were times when the forward got to the puck first and was going to get to it first.

"Now, instead of the race being to the puck and having a collision possibility and a situation along the boards, it's to the dot.

"I thought it worked well. I like it. I hope it continues here in exhibition [play] and that we see the benefit of it."

Tip-ins

Winger Matt D'Agostini, a strong candidate to play on the third line, did not participate in the morning skate or game because he wife went into labor Monday morning. ... Olli Maatta, one of the Penguins' top defense prospects, was paired with Kris Letang against the Red Wings. "He's a guy a lot of people ... say is ready for the next step," Bylsma said. "NHL-ready."

For much more on the Penguins, read the Pens Plus blog with Dave Molinari and Shelly Anderson at www.post-gazette.com/plus. Dave Molinari: dmolinari@post-gazette.com and Twitter @MolinariPG.
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Fleury can still be 'elite' goalie for Penguins
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Jay LaPrete/Associated Press

Penguins goalie Marc-Andre Fleury, right, protects the net as teammate Joe Vitale, left, and the Blue Jackets' Brandon Dubinsky fight for a loose puck in the second period Sunday in Columbus.

Penguins goalie Marc-Andre Fleury, right, protects the net as teammate Joe Vitale, left, and the Blue Jackets' Brandon Dubinsky fight for a loose puck in the second period Sunday in Columbus. 

The Blue Jackets' Cody Goloubef, front, checks the Penguins' Evgeni Malkin into the boards in the first period Sunday in the teams' preseason game in Columbus, Ohio. 
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Penguins notebook: Injuries, overtime loss in Columbus make for bad start

By Dave Molinari / Pittsburgh Post-Gazette 

COLUMBUS, Ohio -- He does not, Mike Bales acknowledges, know Marc-Andre Fleury all that well.

They had lunch this summer and have had a few conversations.

Even spent a little extra time together on the ice after practice a few days ago, for that matter.

Doesn't mean they've gotten particularly close. Not yet, anyway.

But there is at least one thing about Fleury of which Bales, who has replaced Gilles Meloche as the Penguins goaltending coach, seems quite certain.

He sounds convinced that Fleury, who is coming off a series of disappointing playoff performances, can reclaim a spot among the NHL's premier goaltenders.

"Absolutely, he can," Bales said. "He's very skilled. He's obviously very athletic and has a lot of abilities that, quite frankly, most guys in the league don't have.

"Absolutely, he can be an elite-level guy in this league. There's no doubt about that."

Fleury played the first two periods of the Penguins' preseason opener, a 5-4 loss to Columbus Sunday at Nationwide Arena. He had 10 saves and allowed two goals, both on power plays.

Tomas Vokoun, who is scheduled to start when the Penguins face Detroit in a preseason game tonight at Consol Energy Center, supplanted Fleury as the go-to goalie for Game 5 of their opening-round playoff series against the New York Islanders this spring and held the job through a four-game loss to Boston in the Eastern Conference final.

Last week, however, coach Dan Bylsma made it clear that Fleury still is the franchise's No. 1 goalie and said he is penciled in to start the majority of the games in 2013-14.

That means that whatever success the Penguins have in the regular season -- and, more importantly, beyond -- will hinge largely on the quality of Fleury's work.

Bales said a few days ago he does not believe Fleury's game requires a major overhaul, that a little technical tweaking is all he has in mind.

"There are some little adjustments that I think definitely will help him and push him back into that elite status," Bales said.

Fleury appears to be receptive to at least listening to -- and experimenting with -- whatever ideas Bales has for him.

"I'm not going to change everything," Fleury said. "I don't think he wants me to. Little things here and there.

"I'll try [his suggestions]. If I like, good. If I don't, I'll do what I used to."

Whatever soft spots there might be in Fleury's game -- handling the puck immediately comes to mind -- the greatest asset he, or any other goaltender, can have is confidence.

A goalie who genuinely believes he's going to stop everything thrown at him likely will stop a hefty percentage of those shots, at least. A guy whose faith in his ability is wavering can expect to fish a lot of pucks out of his net.

Bolstering Fleury's confidence, then maintaining it, is part of Bales' job description, even though Fleury ultimately is responsible for his own mindset.

Bales said he still is getting a feel for Fleury's psyche, but volunteered that criticism of Fleury's mental toughness is misguided.

"There's a little bit of a misconception with Marc," he said. "People say he's not mentally strong, and I would disagree with that.

"If you look back two years ago, he had a poor series against Philadelphia, things didn't work out well for him, and he bounced back and had a great regular season.

"If he was not mentally strong, he would not have had a good regular season [in 2011-12]. I think some people are forgetting about that."

Of course, most of the criticism Fleury receives focuses on his postseason work since he preserved the Penguins' 2009 Stanley Cup by denying Detroit's Nicklas Lidstrom in the waning seconds of Game 7.

And it is what he does in April and May, not November and December, by which his 2013-14 performance will be assessed.

"The playoffs are the measuring stick for the entire team," Bales said. "I don't think you can just say it's the measuring stick for Marc-Andre Fleury.

"Obviously, the Pittsburgh Penguins' goal is to win the Stanley Cup. If you fall short of that, obviously you haven't accomplished what you want to.

"It's what the Pittsburgh Penguins are all about, winning. Ultimately, all of us will be judged on our playoffs."

Dave Molinari: dmolinari@post-gazette.com or Twitter @MolinariPG.
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By Dave Molinari and Shelly Anderson / Pittsburgh Post-Gazette 

COLUMBUS, Ohio -- Columbus rookie Ryan Murray beat Penguins goalie Jeff Zatkoff from just below the left hash with 21.2 seconds left in overtime to give the Blue Jackets a 5-4 victory in the exhibition opener for both teams Sunday night at Nationwide Arena.

Chuck Kobasew, in camp on a pro tryout, scored twice for the Penguins, who also got goals from James Neal and Dustin Jeffrey.

Artem Anisimov, James Wisniewski, ex-Penguin Mark Letestu and Cam Atkinson had the other Columbus goals.

Three Penguins apparently were injured in the game. Center Joe Vitale was feeling the effects of a punch he took in a late-game fight and was being observed. So was defenseman Brian Dumoulin, who absorbed a heavy check late in the second period.

Right winger Bobby Farnham seemed to hurt his right leg or ankle and was in a walking boot after the game.

Penalty-killing for Crosby?

Matt Cooke's departure for Minnesota in July left the Penguins with an opening for a primary penalty-killing forward, and Sunday, coach Dan Bylsma outlined a few strong possibilities for that role.

Center Sidney Crosby, who is slotted to remain a secondary penalty-killer, wasn't one of them.

"Sidney Crosby is going to play a role on our penalty-kill, will continue to play a role on our penalty-kill," Bylsma said. "It's not his major role on our team. He will be there."

Crosby's penalty-killing duties expanded slightly last season, when he went out at times to take a faceoff, play in the closing seconds or, occasionally, skate a shift when his team was short-handed.

"I've always tried to stay on top of it in case I go out there," said Crosby, who has attended meetings for penalty-killers throughout his pro career.

"It's something that I wouldn't mind. I've done it at different points for the last 30 seconds. I'm ready to go if I need to be out there or they want me out there.

"But our guys do a really good job and they take a lot of pride in it. I'm sure more guys will get an opportunity."

Crosby, who averaged 41 seconds of penalty-kill time per game last season, would like a shot at producing some short-handed points.

"Sometimes you get a tired group on the [opposing] power play and you can take advantage of it," he said. "You have to kill the penalty -- that's the first goal -- but there's some space out there."

Craig Adams led Penguins forwards with 2:39 of short-handed time per game last season, followed by Cooke (2:11), Pascal Dupuis (1:55), Brandon Sutter (1:53), Tanner Glass (1:17), Jussi Jokinen (0:43) and Crosby.

Bylsma noted that more forwards got short-handed work last season, and newcomers such as Sutter, Glass and Jokinen were introduced to the Penguins' penalty-killing.

Bylsma said those three can expect a bigger role when the team is short-handed, and indicated that Sutter is in line for increased responsibility.

"Brandon really grew into that role in the playoffs and did exceptional in that," he said. "We'll expect him to step into a bigger role."

Sharing Letang

There's every reason to believe defensemen Kris Letang and Rob Scuderi will play together this season.

A lot.

But Bylsma suggested Scuderi won't be Letang's only partner, because limiting Letang to one would hold down his playing time.

"He probably is going to want to have a couple of different partners in the game, because he's going to want to play, and we want him to play upwards of 25-plus minutes," Bylsma said.

Tonight's lineup

Crosby is scheduled to make his preseason debut tonight when Detroit visits Consol Energy Center.

The rest of the Penguins lineup is expected to look like this:

Goalies -- Tomas Vokoun, Eric Hartzell.

Defensemen -- Olli Maatta, Deryk Engelland, Paul Martin, Brooks Orpik, Simon Despres, Letang.

Forwards -- Dupuis, Chris Kunitz, Sutter, Matt D'Agostini, Chris Conner, Adams, Jokinen, Harry Zolmierczyk, Nick Drazenovic, Brian Gibbons, Jayson Megna.

For much more on the Penguins, read the Pens Plus blog with Dave Molinari and Shelly Anderson at www.post-gazette.com/plus. Shelly Anderson: shanderson@post-gazette.com, 412-263-1721 and Twitter @pgshelly. Dave Molinari: dmolinari@post-gazette.com and Twitter @MolinariPG.
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Deryk Engelland is known for his physical play. He hopes an offseason in which he branched out into other workout regimens will make him a more rounded defenseman on a team overloaded with blueliners.

Deryk Engelland is known for his physical play. He hopes an offseason in which he branched out into other workout regimens will make him a more rounded defenseman on a team overloaded with blueliners. 
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Penguins notebook: Preseason opens with questions on third line

By Shelly Anderson / Pittsburgh Post-Gazette 

Deryk Engelland has played 187 NHL games, all with the Penguins and all after the age of 27.

He knows something about seizing an opportunity, or even a sliver of an opportunity, and he's willing to adjust and learn.

That's how he broke into professional hockey in the ECHL, eventually stuck in the American Hockey League and, finally, stuck in the NHL and became a top-six or top-seven defenseman in the Penguins organization.

Now, he's fighting -- and for him, that could be literally -- to keep his job.

As one of seemingly dozens of defensemen in Penguins training camp -- in reality, it's 18 -- Engelland's job is not necessarily secure even after he spent a lot of the past three seasons as a third-pairing defenseman.

"You've got to come in no matter who you are and prove yourself," Engelland, 31, said. "There's always someone wanting to take your spot."

Knowing camp would be bursting at the seams with NHL veterans and a crop of touted prospects among the defensemen, Engelland tried to make the most of a relatively short offseason.

He worked out with his regular summertime trainer, Mark Philippi, who is based in Las Vegas. Engelland settled on that as an offseason home after playing in the ECHL there as a rookie pro.

This summer, he added a few workouts to his routine.

"My wife got her pilates instructing [certificate]," Engelland said. "I went in once a week all summer with her. It's tough. It's fun, though.

"I was impressed. It was just different. You're using different muscles. I found it was good for mobility, like my hip mobility, too."

He also took a boxing lesson with friend and Minnesota Wild forward Jason Zucker.

"I wanted to maybe learn how to throw a punch a little better," said Engelland, whose playing style borders on that of an enforcer, a rarity among defensemen. He otherwise is a defensive defenseman who has seven goals, 35 points in his NHL career but had 70 hits and 57 blocked shots in 42 games last season.

He also worked out with a trainer who works with Ultimate Fighting Championship competitors.

"It was a little different," Engelland said. "I did a little bit of wrestling, more like grappling that might help out hockey-wise.

"It was interesting and fun. I think next summer I'll keep that going."

In the much shorter term, Engelland is focused on navigating his way through camp, where the roster of defensemen could be an evolving thing between now and the Oct. 3 season opener against New Jersey.

For one thing, the Penguins might trade a defenseman for salary cap reasons, but that won't leave a gaping hole.

Robert Bortuzzo, 24, a hulking, physical defenseman, played in just 21 games over the past two seasons but seems to be ready to take on a more regular role and could be Engelland's biggest competition among the returnees.

In addition to the returning defensemen, the Penguins brought back steady Rob Scuderi over the summer. He was on the team's 2009 Stanley Cup team, then won another cup with Los Angeles.

There also is a long list of prospects who have not played in the NHL but who could push for a job during camp, names such as Brian Dumoulin, Olli Maatta, Derrick Pouliot and Scott Harrington.

"They're knocking on the door," said Engelland, who is impressed with the number and quality of young defensemen in camp.

"Yeah, by the looks of it and what you read about all the guys they've got -- a lot of first-rounders and second-rounders [from the NHL draft]," he said.

Penguins coach Dan Bylsma said where there are openings or possible openings in the lineup, the club is not favoring veterans or prospects.

"They're going to get equal opportunities," Bylsma said. "We'll see it play out over the first 10 days of camp, what they do with their opportunity."

Engelland doesn't resent that. He's not expecting to retain his job as if it was owed to him or some sort of formality. And he applauds the Penguins' stockpile of talented young defensemen.

"It's good to see," he said. "You can never be too short on [defense].

"It's good for every guy here. It just pushes you a little harder every day. I want to get better every day."

For much more on the Penguins, read the Pens Plus blog with Dave Molinari and Shelly Anderson at www.post-gazette.com/plus. Shelly Anderson: shanderson@post-gazette.com, 412-263-1721 and Twitter @pgshelly.
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Engelland in battle for roster spot

Empty Netters Chat: Penguins vs. Blue Jackets, 6 p.m.

By Dave Molinari and Shelly Anderson / Pittsburgh Post-Gazette 

The Penguins open their six-game preseason schedule at 6 p.m. today at Columbus and, while coach Dan Bylsma said Saturday that a team's specific exhibition objectives can vary from season to season, there are a few staples.

"There are some things that remain constant, in terms of building a foundation and how we play as a team," Bylsma said. "The standard that's established is the same that it would be every other year for our group."

He added that a half-dozen preseason games is "a perfect number" for evaluating players and laying that foundation.

Bylsma noted that the games are split into three pairs, and that while the majority of players in camp will dress for one of the first two games, 75 or 80 percent of the lineup already is set for Games 3 and 4.

The final two games, he said, will be "more focused on the final roster," suggesting that they will be dress rehearsals for the regular season.

One of the variables Bylsma hopes to address will be the No. 3 line, which has lost all three of its members -- Jordan Staal, Matt Cooke and Tyler Kennedy -- since the spring of 2012. Center Brandon Sutter is the only returning regular from that unit.

Marc-Andre Fleury is expected to start in goal tonight, with Jeff Zatkoff relieving him at some point. Tomas Vokoun is expected to start Monday night when Detroit visits Consol Energy Center and he, too, is expected to play less than a full game.

The rest of the lineup tonight features defensemen Matt Niskanen, Rob Scuderi, Scott Harrington, Brian Dumoulin, Brendan Mikkelson, Derrick Pouliot and Philip Samuelsson; and forwards Tanner Glass, Chuck Kobasew, Dustin Jeffrey, James Neal, Beau Bennett, Andrew Ebbett, Pierre-Luc Letourneau-Leblond, Zach Sill, Bobby Farnham, Adam Payerl, Joe Vitale, Tom Kuhnhackl and Evgeni Malkin.

New rule in effect

The Penguins and all NHL teams are using hybrid icing in preseason games, and the new rule for pucks that are cleared down the ice by a team on defense could be instituted for the regular season.

"When I first heard about it, I was skeptical, but after a couple of days of camp with that and seeing NHL video on it, I like it a lot," Niskanen said of hybrid icing, where the puck is awarded to the team whose skater reaches the far hash marks first rather than going to the team whose skater touches it first after it crosses the extended goal line.

"You still have races, but the ref is going to determine a lot earlier, before there's a collision, who's going to get the puck. That's a pretty good rule, I think. I can't see many guys not being in favor of it."

Bennett remembers hybrid icing from his college days.

"I'm used to it," Bennett said. "I think it's safer. No, it's for sure safer."

Gear change for goalies

Perhaps less noticeable without close inspection are changes in goaltending equipment and the net.

The size of leg pads has been reduced, but it is different for each player because it is a percentage based on the length of a goalie's leg from knee to waist.

Fleury said he is losing nearly four inches; Vokoun said he has lost two inches per pad.

"They feel just short, like street hockey a little bit," Fleury said, adding that the space between his pads when he goes down into a butterfly is probably the biggest concern.

"It's not too bad," he said. "You've just got to be aware of it."

While the net opening remains 6 by 4 feet, the frame is four inches shallower and doesn't flare out as far from the posts along the ice. That leaves more space to maneuver behind the net and a wider array of passing angles from there.

"We love the room behind the net," Bennett said. "Especially for top-end guys like [Malkin] and [Sidney Crosby]. They're going to be having a field day from back there."

Bylsma noted, though, that the space also will help defensively on breakouts.

Saturday scrimmage

Matt D'Agostini, Jussi Jokinen and Pouliot scored to lead Group A to a 3-0 victory against Group C in the Penguins' public scrimmage at Consol Energy Center.

Fleury and second-round draft pick Tristan Jarry shared the shutout.

Attendance for the event was not recorded, but one team official estimated the turnout at 4,000.
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Minnesota Wild's Chuck Kobasew and Detroit Red Wings goalie Jimmy Howard fight for a puck Dec. 26, 2010, in St. Paul, Minn. Kobasew is one of several forwards trying to find a spot on one of the Penguins' bottom two lines.
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Penguins notebook: Crosby survives Despres' big hit

By Shelly Anderson / Pittsburgh Post-Gazette 

When he was on the verge of his 19th birthday, Chuck Kobasew was a star.

He had a goal in the semifinals and one in the final as Boston College won the NCAA hockey championship. He was named NCAA tournament MVP after earning Hockey East rookie of the year honors.

"He was a major impact player for us that year," recalled Penguins defenseman Rob Scuderi, a senior on that 2000-01 Eagles team. "He was pretty clutch for us in a lot of spots."

Kobasew, 31, and Scuderi, 34, are teammates again all these years later at Penguins training camp.

Kobasew was drafted by Calgary in the first round, 14th overall, just a few months after the NCAA title. He left school and turned pro. While he hasn't matched the stardom he attained in his brief college career, he has logged 568 NHL games, getting 108 goals and 208 points, with four clubs. Now he finds himself in a new situation.

Kobasew is on a pro tryout with the Penguins. No glitz. No glamor. No guarantee he will earn a contract and a roster spot.

"This is my 12th camp," Kobasew said. "It's not like it was in the first camp, but it feels like it. There are similarities for sure because I'm on a tryout. I feel like a kid again, just trying to go out there and do my thing and do what I can to try to make an impression."

Kobasew, a 6-foot, 192-pound right winger, is one of several forwards -- from raw prospects to seasoned minor leaguers to returning NHL veterans -- trying to latch on to one of a couple of openings on the Penguins' bottom two lines.

In a year when the NHL salary cap dropped, leaving many free agents scrambling to find new teams and several accepting pro tryout contracts around the league, Kobasew seems relieved to have found an opportunity.

"I think you treat every camp as a tryout," he said. "It's a business. Nothing's given. Obviously, it's a little bit different if you have a contract, but you work as hard as you can. Guys are playing for spots in the lineup and different combinations.

"I think the cap going down had a huge effect. A lot of guys are at camps [on a tryout], and there are a lot of guys who aren't at camps. I'm playing and trying to get a job."

For now, at least, Kobasew has been reunited with Scuderi -- who re-signed with the Penguins this summer after beginning his NHL career with them and winning a Stanley Cup -- and with Penguins defenseman Brooks Orpik, a junior on the 2000-01 Boston College team who also turned pro after that season.

Because of their shared title run, Scuderi has kept up with Kobasew, a two-way forward who has scored 20 or more goals three times in the NHL, but not since he had 21 in 2008-09 with Boston.

"Chuck's always been an up-and-down winger," Scuderi said. "He's going to play his side of the ice. On top of that, he's always had a good shot. He finished when he had the opportunity."

Kobasew, who in his year at Boston College had 27 goals, 49 points in 43 games, has not reached double figures in goals since his 21-goal season.

"I play a straight-line game," he said. "I take pride in playing in my own end. I'd like to be more offensive than I have the last couple of years. I know I can do it.

"There are some guys here with unbelievable skill that I'll never touch. But I can control how hard I work."

One of those highly skilled players is Penguins captain Sidney Crosby.

He and Kobasew have gotten to know each other through a shared agent and from being at the same summer conditioning sessions with trainer Andy O'Brien. In fact, at the 2013 version recently in Vail, Colo., Kobasew was Crosby's golf partner and witness to Crosby's near-hole in one.

Crosby indicated he has been consulted by Penguins management about Kobasew and not just this year.

"I think he's been a guy who's probably been on their radar more than one time here," Crosby said. "His name's come up before.

"I've known Chucky for a while. He's a good skater, a guy who works hard at both ends of the ice. He's shown he's got some offensive touch, too."

Kobasew's shot with the Penguins came in a whirlwind. One moment early this week he was at home in Kelowna, British Columbia, and maybe 48 hours later he had traveled nearly the width of the continent and was at Consol Energy Center.

"It's been a little crazy, but considering I know a few of the guys, that helps with the transition, and the other guys have been great," he said.

"They're a welcoming team. I'm grateful to be here, for the opportunity."

For much more on the Penguins, read the Pens Plus blog with Dave Molinari and Shelly Anderson at www.post-gazette.com/plus. Shelly Anderson: shanderson@post-gazette.com, 412-263-1721 and Twitter @pgshelly.
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Forward Kobasew ready to take shot at cracking Penguins lineup

By Shelly Anderson / Pittsburgh Post-Gazette 

Sidney Crosby admitted he got caught with his head down. He thought his opponents in a training camp scrimmage Friday were caught in a line change.

So he took a pass up the middle from defenseman Kris Letang and allowed himself to keep his eyes on the puck as he took off on what he thought would be a long breakaway -- only to be stood up at the blue line by opposing defenseman Simon Despres, who had not headed to the bench after all.

Despres laid a big open-ice hit on the Penguins center and captain, although he could have gone much further and destroyed Crosby given the situation. Crosby, who was unscathed, slyly placed some of the blame on the feed he got.

"I'll have to discuss that with [Letang]," Crosby said.

Penguins coach Dan Bylsma smiled when asked about the play. He didn't fully admit to any camp policy of keeping hits to an effective but less than thundering level -- particularly when they are exacted against the team's star players.

"It was a clean hit," Bylsma said. "Simon made the right play. I liked every part of it."

The scrimmage matched Group B, which included Crosby's line, against Group C, which included center Evgeni Malkin and his line.

Letang scored twice and Crosby once, on a feed from linemate Pascal Dupuis, in a 3-1 Group B win. Malkin and his linemates, James Neal and Beau Bennett, were shut out. Bennett came very close to scoring, but goaltender Tomas Vokoun made a pouncing save to knock the puck out of the air.

Jean-Sebastien Dea, a 19-year-old forward attending camp on an amateur tryout agreement, got the only goal for Group C.

Prospect still out

One of the Penguins' most intriguing forward prospects, right winger Anton Zlobin, is not participating in camp because he still is recovering from shoulder surgery this spring.

He has skated some with conditioning coach Mike Kadar and is working out off of the ice.

"It doesn't look like he will get into action, although he's not far off in his rehab," Bylsma said.

Zlobin went unclaimed in the 2011 draft, and the Penguins didn't grab him until the sixth round in 2012, but he scored the winning goal in overtime for Shawinigan in the 2012 Memorial Cup final, putting his totals for tournament at five goals and four assists in six games.

He signed a three-year contract with the Penguins in April and is skilled enough that he has the potential to become a top-six forward in the NHL. There have been questions, however, about his work ethic and consistency, which presumably is why he went undrafted for so long.

Tip-ins

Bylsma said through two days of on-ice practices and scrimmages, there have been no injuries. ... Three practices and a scrimmage are open to the public today. Consol Energy Center gates open at 8:30 a.m. ... Bylsma, on incumbent fourth-line center Joe Vitale: "This camp, in stepping onto the ice [Thursday and Friday] and going forward, he has established what he can bring to the team. I think what he's brought to this point is maybe his best hockey as a Penguin."

For much more on the Penguins, read the Pens Plus blog with Dave Molinari and Shelly Anderson at www.post-gazette.com/plus. Shelly Anderson: shanderson@post-gazette.com, 412-263-1721 and Twitter @pgshelly. Dave Molinari of the Post-Gazette contributed.
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By Shelly Anderson and Dave Molinari / Pittsburgh Post-Gazette 

Center Evgeni Malkin used the word "normal" Thursday to describe being in Penguins training camp after the team's first on-ice practices.

That's because much of his past year was anything but normal.

A year ago, Malkin spent the first months of the season playing in the Kontinental Hockey League in his Russian hometown, Magnitogorsk, because of an NHL lockout that dragged into January.

He piled up 23 goals, 65 points in 37 games.

After an abbreviated training camp, he had nine goals, 33 points in 31 games with the Penguins. After a sweep by Boston in the Eastern Conference final, Malkin returned to Russia for the summer.

That's standard for him, but usually he works out there with close friend and former teammate Sergei Gonchar.

"He stayed in the U.S. the whole summer," Malkin said. "Maybe next summer."

Penguins strength and conditioning coach Mike Kadar, who, in recent years, has spent time training Malkin in Russia, also did not go this time.

"It was a little bit different, but I had a schedule for myself," Malkin said. "I just did what I did before."

While heading for an NHL season that will start on time, Malkin will face another out-of-the-ordinary experience when he returns to Russia to play in the 2014 Winter Olympics in Sochi.

"It's unbelievable for me because we will be playing at home," Malkin said. "It might be the one time in my life."

He wants nothing to do with the controversy surrounding the Olympics and anti-gay laws enacted in Russia.

"I'm trying not to read about that," he said. "I just want to play hockey. Some players like it, some players don't."

Malkin dismissed any notion that he was influenced at all by winger Ilya Kovalchuk, who staged a retirement from the NHL, left the New Jersey Devils, then jumped to the KHL.

"I know [the NHL] is the best league in the world," he said. "I want to play here. I'm not thinking about Russia.

"I like playing in Russia. It's my hometown. My parents are there. But I still missed the NHL because I know how good it is here. I missed this building," he said of Consol Enegy Center. "I'm glad to be back."

Malkin skated in practice with his regular right winger, James Neal, and with second-year pro Beau Bennett on the left side.

Bennett is expected to get a full audition to play there regularly.

First scrimmage result

The line of Sidney Crosby, Pascal Dupuis and Chris Kunitz each scored a goal to lead Group B to a 5-0 victory over Group A in the first scrimmage of training camp Thursday.

Craig Adams and Tanner Glass also scored for Group B, which got four goals against Marc-Andre Fleury and one against Tristan Jarry.

Tomas Vokoun and Matt Murray combined for the shutout.

No Crosby, Letang Saturday?

Barring a change in plans or the makeup of the practice groups, Crosby and defenseman Kris Letang will not participate in the open scrimmage at 10 a.m. Saturday at Consol Energy Center.

They are, at least for now, working with Group B; Groups A and C are scheduled to take part in that scrimmage. .

The groups for day one were:

A -- Paul Martin, Chuck Kobasew, Brandon Sutter, Dustin Jeffrey, Matt D'Agostini, Chris Conner, Brendan Mikkelson, Fleury, Pierre-Luc Letourneau-Leblond, Jussi Jokinen, Harry Zolnierczyk, Nick Drazenovic, Brooks Orpik, Brian Gibbons, Derrick Pouliot, Harrison Ruopp, Reid McNeill, Matia Marcantuoni, Jarry.

B -- Rob Scuderi, Scott Harrington, Brian Dumoulin, Dupuis, Glass Kunitz, Adams, Steve MacIntyre, Tom Kostopoulos, Joe Vitale, Nick D'Agostino, Paul Thompson, Letang, Jayson Megna, Murray, Clark Seymour, Crosby, Vokoun.

C -- Matt Niskanen, Olli Maatta, Deryk Engelland, Neal, Bennett, Andrew Ebbett, Eric Hartzell, Jeff Zatkoff, Zach Sill, Robert Bortuzzo, Bobby Farnham, Adam Payerl, Simon Despres, Dominik Uher, Tom Kuhnhackl, Philip Samuelsson, Malkin, Jean-Sebastien Dea.

For much more on the Penguins, read the Pens Plus blog with Dave Molinari and Shelly Anderson at www.post-gazette.com/plus. Shelly Anderson: shanderson@post-gazette.com, 412-263-1721 and Twitter @pgshelly. Dave Molinari: dmolinari@post-gazette.com and Twitter @MolinariPG.
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He is pretty much fearless, this Bobby Farnham.

That's evident every time he goads a larger opponent -- a fair description of most of the guys against whom he plays -- into taking a swing at him. Or a needless penalty. Or both.

Every time he charges in on a forecheck at warp speed, prepared to sacrifice his body to force a turnover or bad decision.

And every time his risks his well-being to help save the life of someone caught in a wicked riptide.

OK, so Farnham, one of 55 players participating in the Penguins' training camp, has been in a position to do that only once, but his success rate is sensational.

It seems that in late August 2011, shortly after Hurricane/Tropical Storm Irene had battered the East Coast, Farnham and five teammates from Brown University decided to spend a day at South Shore Beach in Little Compton, R.I.

"It was before school started," he said. "We'd all stayed in Providence for the summer, a bunch of us."

Details of what followed are a bit blurred now, but reports from the time say that the players noticed two girls caught in a riptide not far from land, and some of Farnham's buddies went to their rescue.

"There was a huge rip current, really bad," Farnham said. "[The girls were] caught closer in, but there was one guy who was farther out."

The rest of the group, including Farnham, rushed out to him, armed with a surfboard and a boogie board.

"We put him on the surfboard and brought him back in," Farnham said. "He had been flat on his back and had kind of given up.

"He had pretty much conceded. He'd been swimming against it for a while."

Once ashore, the rescued parties were taken to a local hospital, examined and released.

The players' actions earned them a nomination for the NCAA Award of Valor, which goes to a coach, administrator or athlete who "when confronted with a situation involving personal danger, averted or minimized potential disaster by courageous action or noteworthy bravery."

Pretty heady stuff, but not everything said about Farnham these days is so flattering. Especially if it's coming from opposing players.

They will tell you that Farnham is 70 inches and 180 pounds of incessant irritation, as enjoyable to have around as a pebble in the skate. Which is pretty much exactly what Farnham has in mind.

Wilkes-Barre/Scranton coach John Hynes said Thursday that "I'd say 90 percent of his game" revolves around being an agitator and, if anything, that estimate might be a bit low.

"It's always been part of how I've played," Farnham said. "I've always been a guy to get under the skin of guys on the other team."

And make no mistake, he's an equal-opportunity annoyer.

Doesn't matter how big or tough or mean the other guy might be. If Farnham believes he can get him off his game -- be it with words or elbows or whatever -- he will try.

"Size doesn't bother me," Farnham said. "I'm not necessarily trying to fight all of those guys, but, if your job is [to be] an agitator, it doesn't matter who it is."

Farnham, 24, has studied under the contemporary masters of the art of agitation, picking up pointers from the likes of Matt Cooke and Cal Clutterbuck, Zac Rinaldo and Sean Avery, and come away with a nicely diversified repertoire.

"There's a lot of things you can do," he said. "It would take a while to explain all of those.

"Some of it's verbal, some of it's stickwork and things like that. Sometimes, you don't even say anything.

"You go and stand in front of the goalie, stare right at the goalie and everyone just doesn't like it. That's the fun part about it. There are so many ways to get under the other team's skin, and I really enjoy doing that."

He'll enjoy doing it even more if he can parlay his game into a place in the NHL at some point.

He has played nine games in the ECHL and 71 in the American Hockey League -- 65 of those with the Baby Penguins in 2012-13 -- since leaving Brown with a degree in business, and has shown enough that the Penguins gave him a two-way contract this spring.

Farnham figures to get a look over their six-game exhibition season, although he is very much a long shot to be on the opening-night roster. Still, he can try to convince management that he merits an opportunity to compete in the NHL this season, even if it's as a call-up.

"I'd like to think that it is possible," Farnham said. "You're selling yourself short if you don't think that."

Dave Molinari: Dmolinari@Post-Gazette.com and Twitter @MolinariPG.
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By Dave Molinari / Pittsburgh Post-Gazette 

The Penguins' 2013-14 season begins three weeks from today.

Between now and then, muscles will be strained and nerves tested.

Systems will be taught and video analyzed.

Personnel moves will be made and maybe second-guessed. Possibly regretted.

All to select the 23 men, at most, who will be on the NHL roster when New Jersey comes to town Oct. 3 for the opener.

And it starts with three on-ice workouts, the first of them at 9 a.m., today at Consol Energy Center.

Inside are five of the most pressing issues facing the Penguins in training camp:

1. Who goes to make the Penguins salary-cap compliant?

The Penguins are about $1.1 million over the salary-cap ceiling of $64.3 million for 2013-14 and have until the end of camp to get down to it.

Barring a long-term injury to a big-money player, conventional wisdom has Matt Niskanen as the most likely candidate to be traded. That's partly because of the Penguins' surplus of capable defensemen and partly because losing his $2.3 million cap hit not only would get them below the ceiling, but would give general manager Ray Shero the flexibility he likes to have going into a season.

There's no guarantee, however, that Shero will proceed that way.

He could trade a more prominent and higher-paid defenseman. Or maybe he'll move a forward like Jussi Jokinen, who is productive and versatile but possibly expendable because the Penguins are responsible for $2.1 million of his $3 million cap hit. (Carolina, his former team, is paying the rest).

Although the cap ceiling dropped significantly for 2013-14, it is expected to shoot back up in coming seasons. It will be interesting to see if those projections have any influence on Shero's decision.

2. What will the bottom two lines look like?

The field of candidates to play on the third and fourth lines grew a bit when veteran right winger Chuck Kobasew agreed to a pro tryout.

He's at a serious competitive disadvantage when going against guys who have the security of a contract, but the Penguins wouldn't have brought Kobasew in if they didn't think he had a chance to earn a spot.

Brandon Sutter is set in the middle of the No. 3 unit and center Joe Vitale seems fairly secure on the fourth line, but there are numerous candidates for the wings on both lines.

They include Jokinen, Kobasew, Tanner Glass, Matt D'Agostini, Dustin Jeffrey, Chris Conner, Harry Zolnierczyk and possibly a few guys from the Penguins' American Hockey League affiliate in Wilkes-Barre.

3. Can any of the young defensemen steal a roster spot?

The Penguins open camp with seven waivers-eligible defensemen and one, Simon Despres, who has a two-way contract and wouldn't have to clear waivers to return to the AHL. The catch is, Despres would have to regress quite a bit to justify a demotion to the minors.

That means that, barring injuries or the departure of multiple defensemen via trades, no one in the Penguins' stable of high-end young defensemen is likely to open the season in the NHL.

Members of that group -- which includes, among others, Brian Dumoulin, Derrick Pouliot, Olli Maatta and Scott Harrington -- won't have their development stunted by spending time in the AHL, so there's no pressure on management to get them onto the major-league roster for the start of this season.

Injuries, trades and subpar performances can change plans, however, and the possibility that one of the young defensemen will force his way into the NHL shouldn't be dismissed entirely.

4. Will Marc-Andre Fleury bounce back from his playoff miseries?

Wednesday, coach Dan Bylsma labeled Marc-Andre Fleury and Tomas Vokoun the "best tandem" of goaltenders in the NHL, and said that Fleury is penciled in to again get the majority of starts this winter.

That's in keeping with Fleury's status as the No. 1 goalie, even though Vokoun supplanted him as the Penguins' go-to goalie when Fleury struggled early in their opening-round playoff series against the New York Islanders.

Fleury has had a string of disappointing playoff performances, but what happened this spring probably was the nadir of his pro career.

And with just two seasons remaining on his contract, his play in 2013-14 could determine whether he has a long-term future here.

His work during camp and in the regular season matters, of course, but final judgment on Fleury's play isn't likely to come until the playoffs.

5. How much will special teams be tweaked, and how much should they?

The Penguins had the NHL's second-ranked power play in the regular season (24.7 percent), and it placed fourth in the playoffs (21.3 percent).

Nice numbers, to be sure, but the enduring stat is the power play's 0-for-15 showing in the Eastern Conference final, when a timely goal or two could have made a big difference in how the series played out.

Still, with the talent the Penguins can send out when they get a man-advantage, it doesn't seem like a major overhaul is in order.

Their penalty-killing, meanwhile, was among the NHL's least effective in the regular season (ranked 25th, 79.6 percent) but placed second in the playoffs, with a success rate of 92.3 percent.

Losing Matt Cooke up front will hurt, but the Penguins should be able to find a capable replacement among their forwards and adding Rob Scuderi to their blue line can only be a plus when they're down a man.

Dave Molinari: dmolinari@post-gazette.com and Twitter @MolinariPG
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Boston goalie Tuukka Rask celebrates after shutting the Penguins down for the final time in June.
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By Dave Molinari / Pittsburgh Post-Gazette 

The Penguins are reconvening for the first time since June.

There was the annual team golf tournament Tuesday at Allegheny Country Club. Physicals and photos at Consol Energy Center this morning. The first on-ice sessions of training camp Thursday.

Being back together gives players an opportunity to talk about what lies ahead and to revisit the past. To reflect on how a playoff run that seemed to be gaining momentum after they trampled Ottawa in the final two games of the second round was derailed so abruptly and emphatically in a four-game loss to Boston in the Eastern Conference final. To rekindle memories of a week most would prefer to simply forget.

If they could.

Which, it seems, they can't.

"I don't know if you ever get over it," coach Dan Bylsma said Tuesday.

It's easy to understand why.

The Penguins -- their lineup bolstered by late-season acquisitions Jarome Iginla, Brenden Morrow, Jussi Jokinen and Douglas Murray -- entered the Bruins series as a popular choice to advance to the Stanley Cup final for the first time since 2009. With good reason. They had outscored the Senators, 13-5, in the final two games of the second round.

Tomas Vokoun was giving them excellent goaltending. Their offense was the most volatile in the league, and their power play featured some of hockey's most rarefied talents.

"Heading into that series, we were feeling pretty good about ourselves," defenseman Matt Niskanen said. "Winning the last two games of the Ottawa series pretty convincingly, scoring a lot and playing well."

Aside from the 6-1 self-immolation that was Game 3, they didn't play badly against the Bruins, either.

The course of the series might have been different if they had capitalized on some of the quality scoring chances they had in a 3-0 loss in Game 1.

"We came out of the gate early in that first game and hit some pipes," defenseman Paul Martin said. "There's some luck you need, as far as a bounce here or there."

The worst break the Penguins got, though, was that Boston had Tuukka Rask in goal. He flirted with perfection over four games, turning aside 133 of 135 shots.

"If someone would have said [the Penguins would be held to two goals] before the series," Niskanen said, "I would have said, 'They're nuts.' "

Although Boston can be stingy defensively, Bylsma said the biggest problem in the Eastern final was the Penguins' inability to convert offensive opportunities, not create them.

"We had quality scoring chances," Bylsma said. "Our power play had quality scoring chances, good scoring chances. Our good players were in situations we want them to be in, and we'll want them to be in again."

The first steps toward making that happen will be taken this week, when a new season begins and the end of the previous one is pushed a bit further into the shadows of franchise history. Not that it can get far enough, fast enough for most of the Penguins.

"That one stung for a while," Niskanen.

Still does, in a lot of cases, for it was an opportunity that won't be easy to replicate. But, painful as the lessons might have been, what happened against Boston was a learning opportunity for the Penguins.

"We just realized how close [the league] is, the parity and how much you have to be on your game and capitalize on your opportunities," Martin said. "Because if you don't, the margin of error is so small that anything can happen."

•

NOTES -- Bylsma said he expects three spots on the NHL roster, two of them up front, to be up for grabs in training camp, with "a lot of people" competing for them. ... Bylsma said Beau Bennett and Jussi Jokinen will audition for work on the left side with Evgeni Malkin and James Neal. He added that Bennett might get some time on Sidney Crosby's right wing as well.

Dave Molinari: Dmolinari@Post-Gazette.com and Twitter @MolinariPG
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By Shelly Anderson / Pittsburgh Post-Gazette 

The Penguins will have at least a few open spots at forward for the upcoming season, with auditions being held in training camp.

It only seems as if most of the 54 players invited to camp are in the running for them.

"It's the same story every year at every camp: There are always spots to be fought for, there are younger guys coming up and there are older guys trying to claim their spots," winger Matt D'Agostini, signed as a free agent over the summer, said Monday.

Sidney Crosby delivers season tickets to Penguins fans

Sidney Crosby was among the Penguins players delivering season tickets to fans in Squirrel Hill and other locations. (Video by Nate Guidry; 9/8/2013)

"That's how training camp is."

The Penguins are stacked enough at forward that there aren't necessarily a lot of jobs up for grabs most years, but the third and fourth lines have some vacancies this year.

Going into camp, which opens Wednesday, the top two lines are pretty well set, assuming Beau Bennett, 21, nails down the left wing spot on the second line with Evgeni Malkin and James Neal. Bennett appears to be penciled in there.

Beyond that, there will be a lot of competition to replace forwards Matt Cooke, Jarome Iginla and Brenden Morrow, who did not re-sign, and Tyler Kennedy, who was traded. The list of applicants includes veterans, newcomers and prospects.

At least a couple of returning back-line players seem to have a spot waiting for them. Right winger Craig Adams is a fixture on the fourth line. It would appear that Joe Vitale will be expected to solidify the fourth-line center job.

Versatile forward Jussi Jokinen has a strong chance of landing somewhere. Tanner Glass has hopes of moving up from the fourth line to the third, where center Brandon Sutter lost his wingers.

"Every year, guys in our situation tend to have things like this come up," Glass said. "It's part of the job, part of life on the third and fourth line. I relish it. It's fun. I tend to do my best under pressure and with competition. I think it's going to be a good training camp.

"You look at a guy like Matt Cooke who left, and I think we all know what he brought to the table. He's a good penalty-killer. He's a good shot-blocker. He's a gritty player. And he chips in [offensively] as well. That's something that I think I can bring to the table -- numbers more like Matt had. I'd like to be in that third-line role. I've done it before in Winnipeg."

An intriguing name is Dustin Jeffrey, 25, who was set back by knee problems a couple of years ago and, while healthy, played in only half the games last season.

"I've been around for a while," Jeffrey said. "The last couple of years I haven't played as many games as I wanted or contributed to the team as much as I wanted. Coming into camp, it seems that there will be an opportunity to grab some of the roles of players that have left and maybe be able to contribute more than I have in the recent past."

D'Agostini, 26 and a veteran of 267 NHL games, was just one of the forwards the Penguins signed in free agency over the summer, who could vie for openings.

Speedy Chris Conner, 29, is in his second stint with the Penguins. Andrew Ebbett, 30, has played in 131 NHL games with five teams. Harry Zolnierczyk, 26, brings a lot of toughness. Nick Drazenovic is 26 but has played in just 11 NHL games with two clubs.

There also are players already in the organization who with a strong camp might be able to grab one of the open spots.

They include Adam Payerl, Jayson Megna, Zach Sill, Tom Kuhnhackl, Bobby Farnham, Paul Thompson, Dominick Uher and Brian Gibbons.

There's even a forward coming on an amateur tryout contract -- small but speedy and crafty Jean-Sebastien Dea, 19, who impressed the Penguins in development camp and the rookie tournament last weekend in London, Ontario.

All hope to land one of what might be, at most, three or four spots.

"It's like every other camp -- you come in and do your best," Conner said.

With this much competition, even those who have an inside track are rolling up their sleeves.

"I love the competition," Vitale said. "I've never come to a camp without there being competition. So I push myself, knowing there are no guarantees and wanting to play the best hockey that you can play."

For much more on the Penguins, read the Pens Plus blog with Dave Molinari and Shelly Anderson at www.post-gazette.com/plus. Shelly Anderson: shanderson@post-gazette.com, 412-263-1721 and Twitter @pgshelly.
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By Shelly Anderson / Pittsburgh Post-Gazette 

Penguins training camp figures to be much different for Brandon Sutter this season, although it comes with a different set of questions.

His first camp after he arrived in a June 2012 trade with Carolina was a rushed cluster of six days in January that included no preseason games because the NHL lockout disrupted and shortened the schedule.

His initiation stretched into the season, when he went the first seven games with one assist and no goals.

He finished with 11 goals, 19 points in 48 games.

"It was a bit tricky, getting used to the systems," said Sutter, 24, recently. "The only way to do it is in a game. No matter how much you practice it, you have to go out and do it.

"The first few weeks I felt like I was a bit lost. I just couldn't really find my game. After about a month or six weeks, you kind of get into it and a little bit better. This year, there's no excuse for that. I'll be ready to go early."

The Penguins report for camp and physical testing Wednesday with the first practices scheduled Thursday.

While it will be more familiar for Sutter, the third-line center will face some adjustments. He will see new wingers any time he looks left or right.

Last season, he played on a line primary with Matt Cooke, Tyler Kennedy and, late in the season, Brenden Morrow. All three are gone.

"There are always new faces, and [three of the forwards who left] just happened to be some guys I played with last year," Sutter said.

"I'll have to find some chemistry with someone early and find someone to try and stick with all year."

Sutter has been in town about a week skating with teammates most days, but those are informal sessions with no coaches at the helm.

Until the Penguins begin having structured camp practices, scrimmages and preseason games, Sutter won't know for sure which wingers might work on his line. The list is long.

"It's definitely got to be guys who can play at both ends of the rink," Sutter said. "Last year, playing with [Cooke] and [Kennedy], or [Cooke] and Morrow, they're all guys that can play both ends of the rink.

"We were playing against some good lines some nights. You have to be able to have that two-way game."

While there could be a prospect or new signee competing for the spots, Sutter knows enough about the returning players in the running to know that his idea of a job description doesn't narrow the field significantly.

"I don't know who it will be yet, but I think all those guys in our bottom-six forwards are capable of playing at both ends of the rink," he said. "It will be interesting to see who I end up with."

For much more on the Penguins, read the Pens Plus blog with Dave Molinari and Shelly Anderson at www.post-gazette.com/plus. Shelly Anderson: shanderson@post-gazette.com, 412-263-1721 and Twitter @pgshelly.
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Penguins prospect Dominik Uher.

Penguins prospect Dominik Uher. 
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By Dave Molinari / Pittsburgh Post-Gazette 

LONDON, Ontario -- Dominik Uher spent three winters playing junior hockey in Spokane, Wash.

A year ago, he relocated to Wilkes-Barre.

Those towns are more than 2,000 miles apart, but Uher discovered that the difference between playing in the American Hockey League and the Western Hockey League might be even greater.

The players he faced while playing for the Penguins' AHL affiliate were bigger than the ones he had gone against in the Western Hockey League. Stronger. Faster. More skilled.

And even though Uher realized that he would be stepping up in class -- it's no secret that competition in the AHL is a level, or maybe several, above what is found in major-junior hockey -- there were times when he struggled with the adjustment.

"The pro league is much harder," he said. "You play against actual men, not just junior kids. The speed and the physicality in that league was really different.

"I had some hard times, but I'm glad that season is behind me and now I know what I'm going to be in, and I'm really looking forward to the season."

Uher, 20, played for the Penguins in the prospects tournament in London that ended with a 3-2 loss Sunday to Chicago at Budweiser Gardens.

He was the Penguins' fifth-round draft choice in 2011, and made only occasional appearances on the scoresheet in his first season as a pro.

He had four goals and three assists (along with 61 penalty minutes) in 54 games with the Baby Penguins, and one assist in three appearances with the Penguins' East Coast Hockey League affiliate in Wheeling.

Although his offensive output might go up somewhat -- after all, Uher contributed 33 goals and 35 assists in 63 games in his final season at Spokane -- he projects as a third- or fourth-liner in the NHL.

"He's never going to be a player who's going to produce a ton of points, I don't believe, at the National Hockey League level," Penguins assistant general manager Jason Botterill said. "But he has the ability to get in on the forecheck, go to the front of the net, create disturbances out there."

Uher did a lot of that in the Penguins' prospects 4-3 shootout loss to Toronto Saturday night.

He was a presence around the net and looked quite comfortable in what was a very physical game, at one point dropping Maple Leafs center Danny Hobbs with a shoulder to the chest.

That is precisely the kind of game the Penguins are seeking from Uher, and it's what he gave Wilkes-Barre in his first season.

Sometimes.

"I know how I have to play, but last year I didn't bring it every game," he said. "I just want to be more consistent this year. I want to bring my physicality every game."

That he didn't do that all the time in 2012-13, Botterill suggested, might have been rooted, at least in part, in Uher's youth and lack of experience.

"Dom being so young last year, it was an adjustment to the American Hockey League, for sure," he said.

"At times, he had difficulty with that. Just the strength of the games, the speed of the game. But what we really liked was, when Wilkes-Barre went on a playoff run, he was ready to step up.

"It goes to his character. When he played world juniors for the Czech Republic, he was a guy who showed a lot of emotion, played with a lot of intensity."

In addition to Uher's desire to compete, Botterill said the Penguins like his "smarts with the puck" and effectiveness playing a blue-collar style.

"When he's playing well, he's making good decisions with the puck, getting in on the forecheck, being willing to finish his checks," Botterill said. "And if there is a turnover, he's not looking for a fancy play in the high slot. He's going right to the front of the net to create some traffic."

He added that Uher "can really give an edge to your game in that bottom-six role," and it's conceivable that Uher might turn up in the NHL at some point during the 2013-14 season if the Penguins have injuries on their bottom two lines.

A few more established forwards likely are ahead of him on that list, but it would be folly to rule out Uher just yet.

"I put in a good summer this year and I feel really good on the ice," Uher said. "I'll do my best to get there."

NOTES -- The Penguins finished the tournament with a record of 0-2-1. They also failed to win a game at the 2011 event. There was no tournament last year because of the NHL lockout. ... Jean-Sebastien Dea and Tom Kuhnhackl scored against the Blackhawks.

Dave Molinari: Dmolinari@Post-Gazette.com or Twitter @MolinariPG.
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By Dave Molinari / Pittsburgh Post-Gazette 

LONDON, Ontario -- The Penguins' developmental pipeline is all but clogged with promising young defensemen, and a few have generated some pretty gaudy stats.

Derrick Pouliot, a first-round draft choice in 2012, piled up 45 points in 44 games last season with Portland in the Western Hockey League.

Olli Maatta, selected shortly after Pouliot, accumulated eight goals and 30 assists in 57 games with London of the Ontario Hockey League.

Those two are among the headliners for the Penguins in a prospects tournament, which continued with a 4-3 shootout loss to Toronto Saturday night at Budweiser Gardens.

Harrison Ruopp, acquired from Phoenix in the 2012 draft-day trade that sent Zbynek Michalek to the Coyotes, put up some offensive numbers in his four seasons with Prince Albert in the Western Hockey League, too.

Just not many.

To be precise, three goals and 31 assists in 214 career games.

While averaging a point every six games or so isn't a terribly effective way of getting noticed by scouts, there are others.

And Ruopp found a pretty good one.

He hits. Hard. And often.

And if he continues to do that as his career progresses -- Ruopp will play pro hockey for the first time this winter -- there's a pretty good chance he'll show up on the Penguins' blue line someday.

Because for all the quality defense prospects on the Penguins depth chart, no one figures to fill the niche for a punishing hitter the way Ruopp could.

"Harrison is a stay-at-home defenseman who has really good size (6 feet 3, 205 pounds) and is physical," assistant coach Jason Botterill said. "He makes guys pay a price in the corner and in front of the net."

He had been expected to play against the Maple Leafs, but was held out because of an undisclosed injury that a team official characterized as "minor."

Ruopp, 20, got his first exposure to the pro game this spring when he was on Wilkes-Barre/Scranton's taxi squad for the Calder Cup playoffs.

"Just from watching, the guys are bigger, faster, stronger [than in junior hockey]," he said. "I've worked quite hard over the summer, and I feel it's not going to be difficult bringing my physical game up to the next level."

Although Botterill describes Ruopp as "a legit prospect," Ruopp is expected to need at least a couple of seasons in the American Hockey League before he's ready to move into the NHL.

That doesn't seem to faze management, and Botterill noted that similar patience was required with Deryk Engelland before he was ready for steady work with the Penguins.

"Hopefully, down the road, [Ruopp] is a guy who can turn into a hard-nosed, NHL defenseman for us," Botterill said.

Phoenix was looking for that when it spent a third-round draft choice on Ruopp in 2011.

He learned he no longer had a place in the Coyotes' plans as he watched the 2012 draft while working out in a gym.

"I was quite shocked," Ruopp said. "I didn't see it coming at all, but at the same time, I was super-excited for a new opportunity in a new organization, and such a great organization as Pittsburgh. I was very happy."

The Penguins acquired him along with a third-round draft choice that was used on center Oskar Sundqvist. They also acquired goalie Marc Cheverie, whose rights they retained only briefly.

Little more than a year later, Botterill says Ruopp's goal "should be to really have a strong role on that team in Wilkes-Barre this year" and that "there's going to be a specific role for him" with the Baby Penguins.

The Penguins do not have a timetable for him to reach the parent club, and neither does Ruopp.

"Definitely not," he said. "I'm just going to work as hard as I can and fill my role. I feel I'll play where I deserve to play."

•

NOTES -- Scott Harrington, Jayson Megna and Tom Kuhnhackl scored the Penguins' goals against Toronto in regulation. ... The Penguins, whose training camp begins Wednesday, will open practices and a scrimmage to the public Saturday at Consol Energy Center. Gates will open at 8:30 a.m.

Dave Molinari: Dmolinari@Post-Gazette.com or Twitter @MolinariPG.
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By Dave Molinari / Pittsburgh Post-Gazette 

LONDON, Ontario -- Their stories are a bit different.

Their objective is always the same.

To make an impression.

To get noticed.

To earn another chance.

And, perhaps, someday, earn a professional contract.

Eight of the 14 forwards representing the Penguins in a prospects tournament, which resumes with a game at 7 tonight against Toronto at Budweiser Gardens, are on amateur tryout contracts, which means they are promised nothing more than a per diem and an opportunity.

Some likely will be present when the Penguins open training camp Wednesday.

Others might conclude by the time the tournament ends with a game Sunday against Chicago that it's time to get on with their life's work.

They range in age from 18 to 24, come from diverse backgrounds and have a wide range of styles, but share the dream of making a living while playing hockey and following the likes of former Penguins minor leaguers Joey Haddad and Brandon DeFazio, who used tournament tryouts to launch a pro career.

And, given the paucity of good young forwards -- especially skilled ones -- in the developmental pipeline, it makes sense for free agents to try to catch on with the Penguins.

"A lot of times, these tryout guys come in [for the tournament] and play limited minutes in lower-end roles," assistant general manager Jason Botterill said.

"We'll certainly give them a good opportunity to showcase their talents and see what happens."

One of the more intriguing tryout candidates is Cody Sylvester, a 21-year-old left winger who captained Calgary in the Western Hockey League last season.

"He can play different positions, [work the] penalty-kill, power play," Botterill said.

"That versatility obviously could help him in the American Hockey League."

Sylvester did some good work around the net in a 4-1 loss to Ottawa in the tournament opener Thursday and was rewarded with a goal when he knocked in a loose puck from the left side of the crease during a power play late in the first period.

"I like to go to the dirty areas," Sylvester said.

"I just found myself in front of the net and there was a good point shot. The rebound came out and was just sitting there for me."

His goal obviously wasn't enough to alter the outcome, but presumably got the attention of the Penguins' personnel men and decision-makers who were looking on. And who, in some cases, had helped to convince him to accept their tryout offer over those from other clubs.

"There were other teams interested," Sylvester said. "But Pittsburgh seemed to be the most interested."

Here are the other forwards the Penguins have brought to London on amateur tryouts, along with Botterill's assessment:

• Cameron Brace (right winger, 5 feet 10, 178 pounds) -- "He has great speed. That's what's really attracted us to him. We're certainly going to try to put him in an offensive role and see what materializes."

• Jean-Sebastien Dea (center, 6-0, 155) -- "He has produced a lot in the (Quebec Major Junior Hockey League). He was at our development camp in July and showed quite a bit of skill. Obviously, the league's always looking for skilled centermen."

• Richard Nejezchleb (right winger, 6-2, 213) -- "He has great size and a pretty good skating stride. There's just a little bit of an unknown. Last year was his first in North America. He came over from the Czech Republic and got injured. He looked good in the development camp, so we'll see how he produces here in a game setting."

• Liam O'Brien (right winger, 6-1, 205) -- "He was at our development camp a couple of years ago and was supposed to come to the rookie tournament last year but we never had one [because of the NHL lockout], so we brought him in again. He brings more of a physical element."

• Connor Rankin (left winger, 6-0, 194) -- "He was a No. 1 centerman on his junior team [Tri-City in the WHL] and can go back to junior. He has improved his skating, but the question is at this level, can it keep up?"

• Carter Rowney (right winger, 6-2, 202) -- "The big question mark with him is his intensity, his compete level. You like his size. Is he going to be able to win enough one-on-one battles at the National Hockey League level? He's a guy who, eventually, could be in Willkes-Barre this year."

• Scott Simmonds (left winger, 6-1, 190) -- "He's an overaged kid who could go back to junior. Not a high-end, skilled offensive player. More of a penalty-killer, grinder-type player. Strong work ethic."

Dave Molinari: Dmolinari@Post-Gazette.com and Twitter @MolinariPG.
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By Dave Molinari / Pittsburgh Post-Gazette 

LONDON, Ontario - It was, as debuts go, fairly ordinary.

Forgettable, even.

Goalie Tristan Jarry certainly didn't do anything in a 4-1 loss Thursday against Ottawa in the opener of a four-team prospects tournament at Budweiser Gardens to make the Penguins regret trading up so they could invest a second-round draft choice in him a few months ago.

Neither did his performance convince management that it has to clear a spot for him on the major league roster sometime in, say, the next 72 hours.

Jarry allowed two goals - both close-range rebounds - on 10 shots while playing 27 minutes and two seconds after replacing Eric Hartzell, who had given up two goals on 13 shots as the starter.

"He had some good saves for us," said Wilkes-Barre/Scranton coach John Hynes, who is coaching the Penguins' prospects.

Hynes first watched Jarry during development camp this summer and appears to like his potential.

"This was the first time I've seen him in live game action," Hynes said. "He's a very talented player.

"He has good instincts, he's athletic. He's a big body, takes up a lot of the net."

Jarry, who is 6 feet 1, 183 pounds, acknowledged that he was "a little nervous" before getting into the game because he was intent on "making an impression on the coaching staff, all of the management" during this tournament, but said that he "started to settle down a little more" and "feel comfortable again" after he had been in for a while.

Splitting games the way Hartzell and Jarry did is a formula the Penguins apparently will follow throughout the tournament, which includes games Saturday against Toronto and Sunday vs. Chicago.

Matt Murray, a third-round draft choice in 2012, is scheduled to start against the Maple Leafs, with Hartzell taking over midway through the game. That presumably will leave Jarry and Murray to share the workload against the Blackhawks in the tournament finale.

Although the Penguins are optimistic about the promise of all three goalies, they also are cognizant that potential doesn't always translate to productivity, especially for goaltenders.

"It's a difficult position to project for the National Hockey League," said assistant general manager Jason Botterill, who doubles as Wilkes-Barre's general manager. "But we're excited about having these guys in our organization and how they've developed over the last couple of years."

The Penguins have moved aggressively to upgrade both the quantity and quality of the goaltenders in their developmental pipeline over the past few years.

They've had a run of former collegians like John Curry and Brad Thiessen who could be outstanding in the American Hockey League and were capable of filling in at the NHL level, if needed, but the depth chart hasn't exactly been crowded with candidates to make a serious run at work on the major league team.

Spending early round draft choices on the likes of Jarry and Murray and signing Hartzell, a highly regarded free agent from Quinnipiac, were moves intended to address that shortcoming.

"It's something our organization has talked about, adding more depth to that role," Botterill said. "We never want to be in a situation where we're forcing a pick, but we've always told [amateur scouts] that it's a priority. We're happy with the depth we have right now."

And there are two other names worth remembering: Jeff Zatkoff, an accomplished minor league goalie, is entering his second season in Wilkes-Barre, and Sean Maguire, a fourth-round draft choice in 2012 is coming off a strong freshman season at Boston University.

"[Maguire] was sort of a platoon for most of the year," Botterill said. "But in most of the important games in the playoffs, [he was] taking on more of a No. 1 role."

Perhaps someday Maguire will fill that niche with the Penguins. Or maybe Jarry will. Or Murray. Or Hartzell.

Which of them is most likely to do that is virtually impossible to predict. But the Penguins seem confident they've put enough into drafting and developing qualities goalies that one of them will.

•

NOTES - Forward Cody Sylvester, one of eight forwards on tryout contracts competing for the Penguins in the prospects tournament, scored their only goal against Ottawa, knocking in a loose puck from the left side of the crease on a power play with 3.4 seconds left in the opening period. ... Hynes' assistants for the tournament are Bill Guerin and Alain Nasreddine. ... Although there are no tournament games today, the Penguins prospects will practice this morning.

Dave Molinari: Dmolinari@Post-Gazette.com and Twitter @MolinariPG.
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Sidney Crosby's goal: Play a full NHL season
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Sidney Crosby is prepared for a portrait session at the NHL players media tour Thursday at the Prudential Center in Newark, N.J.

Sidney Crosby is prepared for a portrait session at the NHL players media tour Thursday at the Prudential Center in Newark, N.J. 

Sidney Crosby sets up for a portrait session Thursday at the NHL players media tour at the Prudential Center in Newark, N.J. 
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By Shelly Anderson / Pittsburgh Post-Gazette 

As incredible as it might seem, Penguins star Sidney Crosby is about to embark on his ninth season in the NHL.

He figures, though, that he can tinker with the math.

"Seventh or eighth [season], I guess, excluding injuries," Crosby, 26, cracked Friday after skating with his teammates for the first time since the playoffs at an informal pretraining camp practice at Consol Energy Center.

"But, yeah, it goes by real quick."

For the first time in three years, the high-profile center is entering what could be a full season.

His 2010-11 season was cut in half because of a concussion. The same injury delayed the start of 2011-12 for him and forced him to miss more than three months after an abbreviated comeback.

A year ago, the start of the NHL season was pushed back to January by an owners lockout, and Crosby missed the final 12 games of last season because of a broken jaw.

"I'm excited to play a full season," Crosby said. "I know 82 games, especially in an Olympic year when [the NHL schedule] is condensed, is a lot of hockey, but to go through all the different things in a full regular season, those challenges, all those things are exciting.

"The biggest thing, though, is to play a full season."

Crosby was seemingly on his way to an NHL scoring title with 66 points in 41 games when he got hurt in January 2011and again when he got the broken jaw in March while leading the league with 56 points in 36 games.

Both times, he was playing at an atmospheric level just before he got injured.

With what could be a vast stretch of games this season, the hockey world will find out if he can hit that level again and sustain it for a full season.

Crosby included.

"I don't know if 'curiosity' is the right word," he said. "I'm excited.

"But I've played enough full seasons -- it's been a few [years] -- that I definitely know what it feels like. I'm eager to start and get into that routine."

Training camp opens Wednesday, and the first regular-season game is Oct. 3 at home against New Jersey.

In 2009-10, Crosby played 81 games for the Penguins in addition to playing for Canada at the Vancouver Winter Olympics, where he scored an overtime goal against the United States for the gold medal.

Now, as then, he is coming off of a short offseason that included a Canadian Olympic orientation camp. He is expected to again represent Canada for the 2014 Games in Sochi, Russia.

He did not pick an aspect of his game to hone specifically as he has done in previous summers in areas such as faceoffs and speed.

"It was a pretty short summer, so I just tried to make the most of it," Crosby said. "We finished June 9 this year, so it was a similar situation to the year we won -- pretty much the same length of summer, and going into an Olympic year as well. I just tried to use that summer [of 2009] as a guide."

There is one glaring difference. The Penguins played until June 12 in 2009 because they were busy winning the Stanley Cup. They played until nearly that late this year because the lockout pushed the playoffs back some and because the Penguins advanced to the Eastern Conference final before being swept by Boston.

Crosby is determined not to let the stunning loss to the Bruins carry over to 2013-14.

"Well, 28 other teams do the same thing," he said of bouncing back after not reaching the Cup final.

"Trust me, we don't like losing. We know we could have done some things better. But that's the game. You have to perform. We dissect everything. We had a really good regular season, put ourselves in a good position."

The Penguins finished first in the East with 72 points in 48 games. Then, they beat the New York Islanders in six games and the Ottawa in five, setting up the conference final against Boston.

"We got tested against the Islanders," Crosby said. "They played really well. Just because it's a first-round matchup doesn't mean it's automatic that you're going through [to the next round]. It was a tight series. We found a way to win that. Then, we had a great series against Ottawa."

Against the Bruins, Crosby and fellow center Evgeni Malkin were held without a point in the four-game series loss.

"We didn't capitalize on our chances and ran into a bit of a hot goalie [in Tuukka Rask] in Boston," Crosby said. "That's the way it works sometimes. We're not satisfied with that, but I don't think we're coming in here thinking that we're a big failure or anything like that. We're going to build off of things and, hopefully, learn from it as well."

For much more on the Penguins, read the Pens Plus blog with Dave Molinari and Shelly Anderson at www.post-gazette.com/plus. Shelly Anderson: shanderson@post-gazette.com, 412-263-1721 and Twitter @pgshelly.
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Fleury hoping for different results with Penguins this season

Goaltender won't say much about his summer sessions with sports psychologist, though

September 6, 2013 12:10 am
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By Shelly Anderson / Pittsburgh Post-Gazette 

Ask Marc-Andre Fleury about certain things, and he lights up.

For example, he might be one of the few new dads who would gush over a 10-hour-plus drive he made Wednesday from Montreal to Pittsburgh with an infant in tow.

Daughter Estelle was born in April, just before the playoffs -- or, in hockey terms, just before the Penguins goaltender again struggled in the postseason.

The playoffs are not a favorite topic for Fleury, who Thursday joined several teammates at Consol Energy Center for an informal practice in preparation for the start of training camp Wednesday.

Fleury said he had a fairly routine summer in terms of his offseason workouts, but this offseason was different in some respects. He returned to town with some new ideas he developed in counseling sessions and ready to work with a new goaltending coach.

After Fleury was replaced by backup Tomas Vokoun in a playoff run that ended when the Penguins were swept by Boston in the Eastern Conference final, there was widespread speculation that Fleury would or should be traded.

Instead, coach Dan Bylsma and general manager Ray Shero gave Fleury a public vote of confidence, emphasizing that Fleury would remain the club's No. 1 goaltender.

Fleury appreciated the backing but wants to prove things in net.

"It's nice," he said of Bylsma and Shero's words, "but I want to get in there. I want to play. I want to win. That's the only way to do things."

There's only one place he wants to do that.

"I love this place," Fleury said of Pittsburgh. "I've been here for my whole career. I want to stay here. I want to win here. That's my goal."

Winning hasn't been a problem in some respects.

Fleury, 28 and the first overall pick in the 2003 draft, has assembled win totals of 40, 37, 35, 36, 42 and, last season, 23 in a schedule shortened to 48 games by a lockout.

"I think I've been getting more consistent through the years, and that's a big thing I wanted to improve," Fleury said. "That's good, but, at the end of the day, what people remember is the playoffs. That's where you make a name for yourself."

Fleury backstopped the Penguins to the 2008 Stanley Cup final and then to the 2009 Cup title. Then, the playoff version of Fleury went cold.

Since the Cup win, Fleury is 14-16 in the postseason with a 3.18 goals-against average and an .880 save percentage, and the Penguins have won just three of seven playoff series and have not made it back to the Cup final despite being perennial favorites.

Hockey Canada apparently took notice. It did not invite Fleury to its Olympic orientation camp last month. Fleury did not play in the 2010 Vancouver Games but made Canada's team as its No. 3 goalie. Team Canada's braintrust will be watching players closely over the first half of the NHL season, and there still is a chance he could be picked for the team that goes to Sochi for the 2014 Games.

At Shero's request, Fleury underwent counseling this summer with someone believed to be a sports psychologist.

Fleury was reluctant to divulge details of those talks -- "I don't want to get into it," he said -- but he called it "a different approach" and offered a little insight about what he came away with.

"It was good -- different tools and different stuff you can use and think about," he said, adding that he might tweak his pregame mental preparation. "What we talked about with the guy was to maybe try to use my time a little bit differently, maybe a little more time to myself to get ready."

Fleury also will be talking a lot to Mike Bales, promoted this summer from goaltending development coach to the club's goalie coach specifically at the NHL level.

"We met in Montreal for lunch," Fleury said. "I saw him [previously] at training camp, around the [locker] room, but we didn't talk a lot. So it was good to get together and talk a little bit in the offseason."

Fleury worked for years with Gilles Meloche, who has moved into a scouting role with the team. Fleury said it seemed he and Bales found common ground easily.

"I told him little things I wanted to improve on and do a little differently, and he was all good with it," Fleury said. "We'll go over my game and see what I can do differently."

They will have training camp plus more than six months of the regular season to work on things before the playoffs arrive.

NOTES -- Individual-game tickets for Penguins home games go on sale at 10 a.m. today through Ticketmaster and at the Consol Energy Center box office. ... The Penguins will open their Oct. 6 practice exclusively to participants and volunteers in the team's charity 6.6K run and family walk. Visit www.mariolemieux.org for details.

For much more on the Penguins, read the Pens Plus blog with Dave Molinari and Shelly Anderson at www.post-gazette.com/plus. Shelly Anderson: shanderson@post-gazette.com, 412-263-1721 and Twitter @pgshelly.
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Dupuis feels right at home, stays put to prove his point
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By Shelly Anderson / Pittsburgh Post-Gazette 

Right winger Pascal Dupuis' time with the Penguins, which dates to February 2008, largely has been defined by his role as star center Sidney Crosby's linemate. Those two and left winger Chris Kunitz always seem to end up together.

So, when Dupuis jumped at a chance to re-sign with the Penguins this summer rather than explore free agency, did he receive any token of gratitude from Crosby, perhaps some flowers?

Dupuis figures it more appropriately would have gone the other way.

"I should have sent him some. Or a box of chocolates or something," Dupuis, grinning widely, said Wednesday.

Dupuis was one of just three players at an informal Penguins workout at Southpointe a week before training camp starts.

Unlike winger James Neal and defenseman Rob Scuderi, Dupuis didn't skate. He worked out off the ice, including running the steps in the stands wearing a weighted vest.

For Dupuis, it feels good to be back in familiar surroundings, getting ready to start another season with the Penguins and, most likely, with Crosby and Kunitz as linemates.

Dupuis is 34, but he had 20 goals, 38 points in 48 games in the lockout-shortened 2013 season and no doubt could have parlayed that into something of a bidding war for his services had he become an unrestricted free agent in July. Instead, he re-signed with the Penguins for four years at a tidy $3.75 million per season.

"I wanted to come back," Dupuis said. "So did my wife and kids. Everybody surrounding me kept telling me, 'Yes, it's a great situation for you.'

"I knew I wanted to come back and play with what I believe is the best team in the NHL for another four years."

The Penguins also signed Kunitz to an extension through 2016-17, so the team's top line could remain intact for some time.

Dupuis doesn't yearn for some sort of catchy name for it.

"I guess it's 'Crosby's line' when the coach calls it on the bench, so it's going to remain that way, I think," he said.

The Penguins have mixed and matched a little on their top two lines, particularly at times when Crosby or fellow star center Evgeni Malkin has been injured, but Dupuis figured his place with Crosby and Kunitz became further solidified late last season when coach Dan Bylsma eventually stuck with that combination after the Penguins brought in a couple of high-profile wingers as rental players.

"It showed last year that it seems to be the line that Dan and the coaching staff want to keep together," Dupuis said. "Even though they brought in [Jarome] Iginla, [Brenden] Morrow, they kept our line together.

"It was a big boost of confidence for me to see that they're bringing in a Hall of Famer in Jarome Iginla -- a guy that is a proven goal-scorer, a leader -- and they kept me there with Sid and Kunitz."

Bound for London (Ontario)

A bus loaded with Penguins prospects made its way to London, Ontario, for a rookie tournament, beginning with a game today against a lineup from the Ottawa Senators.

"It's an opportunity for some of the younger prospects to come in and make an impression on, really, our whole staff," said John Hynes, coach of American Hockey League affiliate Wilkes-Barre/Scranton. "It's one of the few times in the year when you have all of your management, all of your coaches, all of your scouts all in one place.

"[It's helpful] to have our prospects be able to compete against players of similar experience, and it gives them a good chance to play against live competition, see how we do drills before they get into the main NHL training camp."

Young goalies sign up

Two goaltenders on the roster for the rookie tournament, Tristan Jarry and Matt Murray, have agreed to three-year, entry-level contracts that will go into effect when they turn pro.

Jarry, 18, was selected by the Penguins in the second round of the NHL draft this year. Murray, 19, was a third-round pick in 2012.

Buckley joins staff

Jarry and Murray, as well as other young goaltenders in the Penguins organization, are likely to get to know Mike Buckley well.

Buckley, 36, is the club's new goaltender development coach and will work with prospects at that position.

He has worked as a goaltending coach or consultant with the University of New Hampshire, Massachusetts-Amherst, USA Hockey, the Columbus Blue Jackets and Dynamo Minsk of the Kontinental Hockey League, and as president and head instructor at Goaltending Development Services, where he has trained NHL, minor league and college goalies in the summer.

Buckley replaces Mike Bales, who was promoted to goaltending coach for the Penguins at the NHL level.

For much more on the Penguins, read the Pens Plus blog with Dave Molinari and Shelly Anderson at www.post-gazette.com/plus. Shelly Anderson: shanderson@post-gazette.com, 412-263-1721 and Twitter @pgshelly.
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Penguins hire goaltender development coach, sign 2 new goalies
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By Shelly Anderson / Pittsburgh Post-Gazette 

The Penguins have named a new goaltender development coach and have agreed to contracts with two young goalies.

Mike Buckley, formerly a goalie coach at the University of New Hampshire and Massachusetts-Amherst, will work with goalie prospects at various levels of the Penguins organization.

Buckley, 36, also has worked with USA Hockey, the Columbus Blue Jackets, Dynamo Minsk of the Kontinental Hockey League and as president and head instructor at Goaltending Development Services, where he has trained NHL, minor-league and college goaltenders in the summer.

Two of the Penguins' goaltenders he will work with are Tristan Jarry and Matt Murray, who have agreed to three-year entry-level contracts, effective when they turn pro.

Jarry, 18, was a second-round pick in this year's NHL draft. Murray, 19, was a third-round pick in 2012.

Both are part of a Penguins squad that will be playing in a rookie tournament in London, Ontario, beginning Thursday.

Shelly Anderson: shanderson@post-gazette.com, 412-263-1721 and on Twitter: @pgshelly.
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Can Hampus Lindholm Make the Anaheim Ducks Opening Day Roster? + More Cuts
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The Anaheim Ducks are going to be without the services of defenseman Luca Sbisa for at least a couple of weeks after tweaking his ankle against the Phoenix Coyotes on Monday night. 

 The team is already dealing with a slowed veteran Francois Beauchemin as he works his way back from off season knee surgery and Sheldon Souray will out until at least early January as he recovers from wrist surgery of his own. So it goes without saying that the Ducks need another defenseman to step up and play some key minutes for them and it's starting to look like 19-year-old Hampus Lindholm is making a strong case for himself to do just that

 Lindholm has played in two of Anaheim's three preseason games and is averaging just a hair less than 19 minutes per game. The kid has already shown that he is not afraid to get involved offensively. Lindholm managed to get on the score sheet in both games, including scoring the game winner on the road Wednesday night against the Colorado Avalanche. 

 The smooth skating defenseman is listed at 6'3" 199 lbs and is not done growing yet. He posses a deceptively accurate shot and has the wherewithal to hold the puck long enough to find a shooting lane before releasing his shot. He's also proven to be quite versatile and head coach Bruce Boudreau has given the youngster ice time on both the penalty kill and power play. 

 This is how Elite Prospects describes the native Helsingborg Sweden...

From EliteProspects.com - 

 Quite the all-round defenseman with good size and mobility. Skates well and does not mind joining the rush. Hockey sense is impressive and so are his puck skills. Does not shy away from the rough stuff, although not an overly physical player. Used on the man advantage as well as in shorthanded situations. (EP 2012)

 Lindholm is still essentially a boy trying to play a man's game and still seems to be prone to defensive mistake, but it's definitely nothing that can't be corrected with a little coaching . I know I enjoyed watching him out on the ice and I thought he brought another dimension to the Ducks blue line. 

 Whether or not you think Lindholm needs more time in the AHL before making the jump to the NHL, you still have to admit that this kid possesses a unique skill set and one that is worth taking an extra look at even if it is just until some of the banged up vets get back in the lineup.

 ***

 The Ducks made several more cuts on Thursday afternoon. 

Assigned to Norfolk (AHL)

 Max Friberg – Center/Left Wing

 Kevin Gagne - Defenseman

 Antoine Laganiere – Center

 John Mitchell – Left Wing

 Andrew O’Brien – Defenseman

 Charlie Sarault – Center

 Zack Stortini – Right Wing

 Chris Wagner – Center/Right Wing

 Stefan Warg – Defenseman

 Steven Whitney – Center/Right Wing

Released from pro tryout and assigned to Norfolk (AHL)

 Maxime Sauve – Left Wing

 Teigan Zahn – Defenseman

 Yes, it's almost October.
Bruce Boudreau Questions Ducks Effort in Lopsided Loss to Kings
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One night after making it look easy against the Phoenix Coyotes, The Anaheim Ducks laid an egg against their cross-county foes, the Los Angeles Kings. 

 First, it's preseason.

 Second, it was an entirely different squad, only Sami Vatanen and Peter Holland played last night. 

 The Kings out hustled, outworked and simply pushed the Ducks around for 60 minutes last night. Head coach Bruce Boudreau hinted after the game that perhaps some of his players have not been giving it their all. 

"You create bad habits by not working. You ask the L.A. Kings in their game against Phoenix, the same team we beat. None of them did anything. Tonight, they came out and worked and showed what their true colors are. It’s going to be the same situation with us. We’ve had some guys who haven’t worked very hard in training. They need to get back to the grindstone and start working."

 This is interesting considering Ryan Getzlaf, Corey Perry and Dustin Penner were in the lineup. 

 The Ducks were out shot 34-23 and and could only manage to throw 12 pucks towards Jonathan Quick through the first two periods. The P-G-P line accounted for five shots and were a combined minus-5 in their first action as a line since Penner left Anaheim after the 2006-7 season. 

 Boudreau and the Ducks won't have very much time to cry in their Wheaties. They fly to Colorado to face the Avalanche for the teams third game in three nights. It should be interesting to see who makes this trip. 

 It's way too early to read too much into Bruce's comments, but it is worthy noting. One of the keys to Anaheim's success last season was their ability to outwork their opponent. If the Ducks struggle, we can look back to this moment to see how it all started.

Thoughts on Ducks Preseason Open and Roster Cuts
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Look, it wasn't the crispest 60 minutes of hockey ever played , but the Anaheim Ducks did come out firing and were able dismantle the Coyotes 6-2 Monday night at the Honda Center.

 Teemu Selanne and Sami Vatanen scored 21 seconds apart in the games opening moments. Nolan Yonkman's shorthanded goal made it 3-0 before the game was even three minutes old. Daniel Winnik added another goal later in the period to give Anaheim a 4-0 lead in the first twenty minutes. Hampus Lindholm and Emerson Etem also connected for the Ducks in the rout. 

 I was at the game and it was good to see hockey back at the Honda Center. 

 My thoughts on the game...

 - Temmu, Teemu, Teemu. Selanne and Jakob Silfverberg hooked up seconds into the game to get the party started. It was great to see No.8 score and with the aid of his new line mate, however I did get the feeling that Selanne is more like a player/coach these days. Not that this is a bad thing - just don't expect a huge year from the 'Finnish Flash' point wise. Where I think Teemu will be the biggest asset is to the players around him. 

 - It was evident that Silfverberg is still adjusting to his new surroundings. He made a few plays and drew a couple of penalties. He played just over 17 minutes and collected two assists. Not a bad first game.

 - Andrew Cogliano was teamed up with Emerson Etem and Rickard Rackell. The trio accounted for six points with Cogliano picking up three assists. I thought their speed was key. Unfortunately there was way too many wasted passes and bad turnovers, especially form Rackell. The kid has a ton of potential. He just needs to reel it in and be more aware of what's going on around him. 

 - I like what I saw from the young defenseman. I thought Sami Vatanen, Shea Theodore and Hampuis Lindholm held their own. Vatanen and Lindholm each scored similar goals and each made a couple of horrendous turnovers. One of Lindholm's gaffs ended up in the back of the Anaheim net. All in all I enjoyed watching these kids play. I personally thought Theodore was very poised for an 18-year-old. 

 - Luca Sbisa had a good game. He was throwing the body all game long, including a big hit that floored a Coyote and earned a cheer for the dozens of people in the crowd. (kidding, but the building was fairly empty)

 - Jonas Hiller only faced 13 shots through two periods, but he appeared to be in control most of the night. He looked calm and in mid-season form. Good news for sure. 

 - Nolan Yonkman looks like Bryan Allen 2.0 except he can't skate. Good news is he scored a goal and added four hits in 18 minutes of ice time.

 - I'm disappointed that I didn't see more from Peter Holland. He just seems to disappear out there. I hope that changes and fast. 

 Obviously, this was the first preseason game against a horrible team and this is not the team Anaheim will skate in October, but it was encouraging to see how much talent the Ducks have in the system. 

 Tonight is a new night and the Kings are in town. 

 *** 

 The Ducks also announced roster cuts. This reduced the roster size from 60 down to 53. Statement form the Ducks. 

 The Anaheim Ducks announced today that the club has made the following roster moves:

 Assigned to junior team:

 Kenton Helgesen – Defenseman (Calgary/WHL)

 Released from amateur tryout:

 Brent Andrews - Center

 Kyle Becker - Defenseman

 Austin Carroll – Right Wing

 Ross Johnston – Left Wing

 Ryan Horvat – Left Wing

 Etienne Marcoux - Goaltender

 Anaheim now has 53 players remaining on its 2013 Training Camp Roster – 29 forwards, 19 defensemen and five goaltenders.

Anaheim Ducks Break Camp with a Few Unanswered Questions
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The Anaheim Ducks' players head to camp today before actually hitting the ice tomorrow morning at the Rinks in Anaheim. 

 Here are a few of my thoughts as we get ready for another exciting season of Anaheim Ducks hockey. 

 - The Ducks are entering the franchises' 20th season and expectations are extremely high following the teams Pacific Division crown and successful regular season. But, the Ducks fumbled the ball in the playoffs and didn't survive the opening round. A round in which they had a chance to eliminate the Detroit Red Wings twice and failed. 

 But, this season promises to be a different story. Anaheim dealt away Bobby Ryan and replaced him with Jakob Silfverberg. By removing Ryan and the constant air of uncertainty surrounding his future with the Ducks, the team removed a major distraction. 

 General Manager Bob Murray also signed captain Ryan Getzlaf and sniper Corey Perry to lucrative mutli-year contracts, thus taking away another question mark and possible distraction.

 In addition, we now know that this will be Teemu Selanne's final season of NHL hockey. This gives the Ducks, rival clubs and NHL fans a real chance to say goodbye to one of the greatest players to ever grace an NHL arena. 

 - The off-season injury to Sheldon Souray may sting a bit, but this team already has players that can step int to fill the void. Sami Vatanen is one player that I think needs more ice time and a chance to show his stuff at the highest level. He played some power play minutes last season in his eight games and picked up his first NHL goal with the man advantage. This should bode well for Anaheim's power play in the future. 

 - Is THIS the year Cam Fowler takes the next step? 

 - Another possible concern in the goaltending situation. A year ago Anaheim employed a 1/1A tandem with the rapid rise of Viktor Fasth. However, head coach Bruce Boudreau elected to go with Jonas Hiller as his guy in the playoffs. Could Fasth have made a difference? Hiller played well and his 2.46 GAA and .917 save percentage in the playoffs were respectable, but both were well below the 2.18 GAA and .921 save percentage that Fasth put up in his 25 game played (23 starts). Will there be a clear number one this season? If so, who is the odd-man out? With American goalie royalty John Gibson in the rear window, do either Hiller or Fasth become expendable? 

 - I believe Bruce Boudreau is an excellent coach. Now he has to prove it. He has been very successful throughout his career - in the regular season. He has a .655 regular season winning percentage in seven seasons behind the bench with the both Anaheim and the Washington Capitals. 

 Unfortunately, the playoffs are a different story. 

 Boudreau has led his teams to the second round of the Stanley Cup playoffs just three times in six appearances and his .471 playoff winning percentage in cringe worthy. I think this has to be his best season behind the bench or we'll see another another disappointing end to the the 2013-14 season for the Ducks. 

 Not knowing how this season will play out is what makes this time of year so great. Every team has a chance at the Stanley Cup and they all start with a clean slate. The question for Ducks fans is how dirty will Anaheim's slate be come April? 

 Here is the Ducks training camp roster for the 2013-14 season, a full 82 game season FTW...

Allen, Bryan  55 D 6' 5" 229 August 21, 1980 Kingston, ON, CAN

Andersen, Frederik
31 G 6' 3" 250 October 2, 1989 Herning, DNK

Beauchemin, Francois 23 D 6' 1" 207 June 4, 1980 Sorel, QC, CAN

Beleskey, Matt
39 L 6' 0" 206 June 7, 1988 Windsor, ON, CAN

Bobkov, Igor 72 G 6' 5" 216 January 2, 1991 Surgut, RUS

Bonino, Nick
13 C 6' 1" 194 April 20, 1988 Hartford, CT, USA

Clark, Mat  73 D 6' 3" 225 October 17, 1990 Lakewood, CO, USA

Cogliano, Andrew
7 C 5' 10" 180 June 14, 1987 Toronto, ON, CAN

Cramarossa, Joseph
82 C 6' 0" 190 October 26, 1992 Toronto, ON, CAN

Cumiskey, Kyle 42 D 5' 10" 185 December 2, 1986 Abbotsford, BC, CAN

Etem, Emerson 65 R 6' 1" 210 June 16, 1992 Long Beach, CA, USA

Fasth, Viktor
30 G 6' 0" 186 August 8, 1982 Kalix, SWE

Fistric, Mark
28 D 6' 2" 233 June 1, 1986 Edmonton, AB, CAN

Fowler, Cam
4 D 6' 1" 196 December 5, 1991 Windsor, ON, CAN

Friberg, Max
84 L 5' 10" 197 November 20, 1992 Skovde, SWE

Gagne, Kevin
60 D 5' 8" 172 April 14, 1992 Edmundston, NB, CAN

Getzlaf, Ryan
15 C 6' 4" 221 May 10, 1985 Regina, SK, CAN

Gibson, John
36 G 6' 3" 209 July 14, 1993 Pittsburgh, PA, USA

Grant, Alex
51 D 6' 2" 185 January 20, 1989 Antigonish, NS, CAN

Hiller, Jonas
1 G 6' 2" 192 February 12, 1982 Felben Wellhausen, CHE

Holland, Peter
74 C 6' 2" 192 January 14, 1991 Toronto, ON, CAN

Karlsson, William
C 6' 0" 180 January 8, 1993 Marsta, SWE

Koivu, Saku
11 C 5' 10" 182 November 23, 1974 Turku, FIN

Kurtz, John
41 L 6' 2" 198 May 16, 1989 Windsor, ON, CAN

Laganiere, Antoine
49 C 6' 5" 215 July 5, 1990 Ile Cadieux, QC, CAN

Lindholm, Hampus
47 D 6' 3" 199 January 20, 1994 Helsingborg, SWE

Lovejoy, Ben
6 D 6' 2" 215 February 20, 1984 Concord, NH, USA

Maroon, Patrick
62 L 6' 3" 229 April 23, 1988 St. Louis, MO, USA

Mitchell, John
63 L 6' 5" 220 July 10, 1986 Neenah, WI, USA

Noesen, Stefan
64 R 6' 0" 187 February 12, 1993 Plano, TX, USA

O'Brien, Andrew
54 D 6' 3" 206 November 21, 1992 Hamilton, ON, CAN

Palmieri, Kyle
21 C 5' 11" 197 February 1, 1991 Smithtown, NY, USA

Penner, Dustin
17 R 6' 5" 245 September 28, 1982 Winkler, MB, CAN

Perry, Corey
10 R 6' 3" 210 May 16, 1985 Peterborough, ON, CAN

Rakell, Rickard 67 C 6' 1" 191 May 5, 1993 Sundbyberg, SWE

Sarault, Charles
78 C 5' 11" 181 February 20, 1992 Ottawa, ON, CAN

Sbisa, Luca
5 D 6' 2" 204 January 30, 1990 Ozieri, ITA

Selanne, Teemu
8 R 6' 0" 198 July 3, 1970 Helsinki, FIN

Silfverberg, Jakob
33 R 6' 1" 200 October 13, 1990 Gävle, SWE

Smith-Pelly, Devante
77 R 6' 0" 225 June 14, 1992 Scarborough, ON, CAN

Souray, Sheldon
44 D 6' 4" 237 July 13, 1976 Elk Point, AB, CAN

Staubitz, Brad
25 R 6' 1" 203 July 28, 1984 Edmonton, AB, CAN

Stortini, Zack
46 R 6' 4" 215 September 11, 1985 Elliot Lake, ON, CAN

Vatanen, Sami 45 D 5' 10" 180 June 3, 1991 Jyväskylä, FIN

Wagner, Christopher
80 R 6' 0" 202 May 27, 1991 Wellesley, MA, USA

Warg, Stefan
69 D 6' 2" 187 February 6, 1990 Stockholm, SWE

Whitney, Steven
79 R 5' 7" 168 February 18, 1991 Boston, MA, USA

Winnik, Daniel 34 C 6' 2" 213 March 6, 1985 Toronto, ON, CAN

Yonkman, Nolan
40 D 6' 6" 253 April 1, 1981 Punnichy, SK, CAN

 Who's excited? 

 I'll be at camp tomorrow. Come by and say hello.

Ducks Veterans Bypass Day Off on Ninth Day of Camp

Thursday, 09.19.2013 / 6:27 PM / News 
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“They were scheduled to have a day off and they wanted to practice,” Boudreau said. “I thought they worked pretty hard out there. There are always things you’d like to see better, but I think what we’re seeing are the signs of a team coming together.” 

By Adam Brady

Coming off three games in three nights – including a satisfying 2-1 win last night in Colorado – Bruce Boudreau granted a day off for a number of Ducks veterans. But many of those players showed up on the Honda Center ice anyway, eager to keep plugging along on the ninth day of training camp. 

“They were scheduled to have a day off and they wanted to practice,” Boudreau said of a group that included luminaries Teemu Selanne, Ryan Getzlaf, Corey Perry, Dustin Penner and Francois Beauchemin. “I thought they worked pretty hard out there. There are always things you’d like to see better, but I think what we’re seeing are the signs of a team coming together.”

Despite seeing the “sloppy” play that can often be an attribute of a preseason affair, Boudreau was pleased with what he saw last night against the Avs.

“I was really impressed with the bounce back of the third game in three nights, the character the players showed going into their building and coming away with a win,” Boudreau said, referencing a 6-0 defeat the Ducks suffered the previous night to LA.

LINDHOLM SHINES

 The star last night for Anaheim was 19-year-old defenseman Hampus Lindholm, who scored the eventual game winner with less than six minutes to go on the third. The power play strike was his second goal of the preseason.

“I got a nice pass from Bonino and I just tried to get it quickly to the net,” said Lindholm, taken by the Ducks with the sixth pick of the 2012 draft. “[Emerson] was in front of the net, and I was just happy to see it go in.

“We really wanted to win that game. We were skating hard and blocking shots and everything. It was a good win.

With injuries to some key Ducks defenseman, a youngster like Lindholm is among those who may get a chance to make the opening night roster. “If I get the opportunity to play, of course I’m gonna take it,” Lindholm said. “I’m just going to do everything I can to impress the coaches and staff here, work hard and show them I’m the man for the job.”

“If I get the opportunity to play, of course I’m gonna take it,” Lindholm said. “I’m just going to do everything I can to impress the coaches and staff here, work hard and show them I’m the man for the job.”  

Boudreau has liked what he’s seen from Lindholm in his second training camp in Anaheim. “He’s been up and down. He makes some young kid mistakes, but at the same time, he’s starting to get confidence in his shot,” Boudreau said. “He’s played three games and has two goals and I like what I see. He can always get better defensively and be aware of the people around him. But there are an awful lot of good things about him. He’s a lot stronger than he was at this time last year.”

GIBSON BOUNCES BACK

 Goalie John Gibson, Anaheim’s second round pick in 2010, gave up three goals to the Kings after being inserted at the start of the third period in that loss Tuesday night. According to Boudreau, he couldn’t wait to get another shot last night, and he responded by stopping all 18 Avs shots he faced.

“Gibson was supposed to go in [to replace starter Frederik Andersen] halfway through the game, and there was a whistle at 10:31,” Boudreau said. “I was waiting until after the 10-minute mark to put him in there. But he was out the door, he was that anxious to get in the net. He was like, I’m gonna redeem myself. And he did. He played very, very well.”

SBISA’S ANKLE

Luca Sbisa was not on the ice today, having suffered an ankle injury Monday night vs. Phoenix that will keep him out two weeks from the day of the injury.

“Coaches panic, but it’s a mild sprain,” he said. “We don’t want that thing to linger on. It’s a long year, and if you come back too soon, it can hurt you. We’re probably giving him an extra week off than he needs, but we want to make sure he’s ready for October 2.”

BEAUCHEMIN PROGRESSING

Francois Beauchemin, who suffered a torn ACL late last season, has said throughout camp he was aiming to return by opening night. Boudreau revealed today it may be even sooner than that.

“He’s itching to play right now, and he may play sooner than later,” Boudreau said. “We’ve taken a lot of caution. He’s taking full contact, and I’ve seen what happens if you go from a practice and you haven’t played at all, into a game. He wants to play to get a little bit game ready-to take hits.

“He’s itching to play right now. He may play sooner than later. I firmly believe he’s going to play a preseason game. If he does and – touch wood – comes out of it healthy, I certainly think he’ll be there for the opener.”

Ducks Cut 12 From Roster

Thursday, 09.19.2013 / 6:02 PM / News 
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The Ducks announced today the following roster moves:

Assigned to Norfolk (AHL)

 Max Friberg – Center/Left Wing

 Kevin Gagne - Defenseman

 Antoine Laganiere – Center

 John Mitchell – Left Wing

 Andrew O’Brien – Defenseman

 Charlie Sarault – Center

 Zack Stortini – Right Wing

 Chris Wagner – Center/Right Wing

 Stefan Warg – Defenseman

 Steven Whitney – Center/Right Wing

Released from pro tryout and assigned to Norfolk (AHL)

Maxime Sauve – Left Wing

 Teigan Zahn – Defenseman

 Anaheim now has 41 players remaining on its 2013 Training Camp Roster – 21 forwards, 15 defensemen and five goaltenders.

Sbisa Out Two Weeks with Sprained Ankle

Thursday, 09.19.2013 / 3:16 PM / News 
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Ducks defenseman Luca Sbisa sprained his ankle in Monday's preseason opener against Phoenix and will be out two weeks from the time of the injury.

Sbisa played 18 minutes and had a team-leading five hits in the game.

The 23-year-old Sbisa, entering his sixth NHL season, had eight points in 41 games for Anaheim last season with an even plus-minus rating.

 "Coaches panic, but it’s a mild sprain," said Ducks coach Bruce Boudreau. "We don’t want that thing to linger on. It’s a long year, and if you come back too soon, it can hurt you. We’re probably giving him an extra week off than he needs, but we want to make sure he’s ready for October 2."

Ducks Ready for Kings in Preseason Game No. 2

Tuesday, 09.17.2013 / 2:36 PM / News 

4 

4 

8 

Email 

Comment

Print

 PHOTOS FROM THE MORNING SKATE

By Kyle Shohara

 AnaheimDucks.com 

Fresh off a 6-2 preseason-opening victory last night against the Coyotes, the Ducks are right back at it with a contest against the visiting Los Angeles Kings tonight at Honda Center.

After getting booed on home ice following a 5-1 loss to the Coyotes on Sunday (and also losing a split-squad game in Glendale, Arizona on the same day), head coach Bruce Boudreau expects a much different Kings team tonight.

“Let’s face it, L.A. lost 5-1 the other night,” he said. “They’re going to send all their boys here tonight. Knowing [Kings head coach] Darryl [Sutter], they’re going to get back on track and want to show everybody they’re the Los Angeles Kings.”

Boudreau said he thought his team performed “okay” on some of the implemented systems last night, but knows there’s room for improvement. “We can do a better job on some of the stuff again today,” he said. “[With] the guys watching video, maybe we can curtail some of the mistakes we made last night against a much better team.”

With the Ducks in the midst of playing three games in three nights and still carrying 53 players on their roster, expect plenty of preseason debuts tonight, including forward Devante Smith-Pelly.

“I just want to play my game,” he said. “Just go out there and do what I have to do to make a good impression, and hopefully we have a good team effort tonight.

“Although it's preseason, we don’t really like each other,” he said, in reference to the animosity between the Ducks and Kings. “I expect a pretty fast paced, physical game.”

Another player hoping to make an impression is rugged forward Patrick Maroon. After making his NHL debut last season and earning the 2012-13 Norfolk Admirals Player of the Year award, Maroon is battling with a handful of forwards for a roster spot.

“Every game for me counts,” he said. “I need to make my impression, and you can’t go unnoticed out here.” Maroon also said he even treats scrimmages like real games because every opportunity counts. “Get pucks out, get pucks in,” he said, on his game plan for tonight. “Use my size down low in the offensive zone, use my hands, and create offense for my linemates.”

Yesterday, Teemu Selanne said he uses the preseason as a chance to get back into game shape, and today, Corey Perry offered similar thoughts. “You just try to get back into tip-top form,” he said. “You can go all summer not hitting, not doing the little things that happen in a game, like positional play and trying the systems. That’s what preseason is all about.”

Ducks Announce Roster Moves

Tuesday, 09.17.2013 / 1:11 AM / News 
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The Anaheim Ducks announced today that the club has made the following roster moves: 

Assigned to junior team:

Kenton Helgesen – Defenseman (Calgary/WHL)

Released from amateur tryout:

Brent Andrews - Center

Kyle Becker - Defenseman

Austin Carroll – Right Wing

Ross Johnston – Left Wing

Ryan Horvat – Left Wing

Etienne Marcoux - Goaltender

Anaheim now has 53 players remaining on its 2013 Training Camp Roster – 29 forwards, 19 defensemen and five goaltenders.

Ducks Prepare for Preseason Opener

Monday, 09.16.2013 / 3:40 PM / News 
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 PHOTOS FROM THE MORNING SKATE

By Kyle Shohara

 AnaheimDucks.com 

After a long summer and a week of training camp, the Ducks finally open the preseason tonight against the Phoenix Coyotes at Honda Center.

Players went through their usual game-day drills in preparation for a Coyotes squad that won both split-squad preseason games against the Los Angeles Kings last night.

“I’m excited,” said Stefan Noesen, who is expected to make his Ducks debut tonight. “I just want to give it my all and put in a good effort.” Noesen appeared in both SoCal Hockey Futures Games against the Kings last week, and participated in rookie camp and the main Ducks training camp.

Needless to say, Noesen is ready for some real game action. “It’s for sure going to be faster,” he said. “That rookie game was pretty quick, but I’m looking to just give it my all, my best effort, and [be] a physical presence out there.”

Teemu Selanne, no stranger to preseason games, said he’s looking forward to tonight. “It’s fun to get back into the action,” the 43-year-old said. “This is the time to push and get back into game shape. That’s why these games are very important. So far, so good. We have a good group here, and a lot of players. It’s fun.”

His linemate Jakob Silfverberg is also expected to be in tonight’s lineup, giving Ducks fans their first opportunity to see him and Selanne on a line together outside of training camp. “Everything takes time,” Selanne said, on building chemistry. “As much as we play together and practice together, we’re going to find each other better and better.”

Selanne said preseason games are critical for preparing himself for the rigors of the regular season. “It doesn’t matter how much you practice or do off-ice training. Playing games, that’s how you get into game mode,” he said. “It’s important to push yourself back to the normal level. And you want to stay healthy, too. The hip flexors, the groins, and the glutes get tight when you skate a lot and you work hard, so you have to be smart. It’s an interesting time.”

Adds Selanne, “It’s fun to see all the guys back. We have some unfinished business here. It’s good to get back to work.”

NOTE: Ducks players not in tonight's lineup will be working in various locations throughout Honda Center, including concession stands.

BRUCE’S THOUGHTS

On the preseason

“I think the guys are tired of playing against themselves. To get into a real game is probably what everyone is looking forward to.”

On if he’ll split time between tonight’s goaltenders (Jonas Hiller and Frederik Andersen)

“I don’t know if it’s going to be two periods, one period, or 30-30. Most likely, it’ll be two periods and one period.”

On what he wants to see in tonight’s game

“We want to see the speed we play at. We want to see our compete level. It’s important we grow from Day 1. We want to be good and we want to be able to grow from that.”

On how he approaches preseason games from a coach’s standpoint

“It’s also training camp for us. We haven’t coached in a while. There are things we want to do. If there’s anything usually different, at least in the first two periods, it's rolling the lines a little bit more. You don’t want anyone to have to play 23 minutes, 24 minutes. Looking at their lineup last night, there’s an awful lot of guys we don’t know, and vice versa.”

Winnik Leads Team Black to 6-1 Victory in Scrimmage

Sunday, 09.15.2013 / 4:44 PM / News 
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 CLICK HERE FOR MORE PHOTOS

By Kyle Shohara

 AnaheimDucks.com 

Once again, the team donning black jerseys came out victorious in the Ducks’ intrasquad scrimmage held at THE RINKS – Anaheim ICE.

Propelled by Daniel Winnik’s two goals and strong performances from the Silfverberg-Bonino-Selanne and Maroon-Winnik-Smith-Pelly lines, Team Black rolled to a 6-1 victory over Team White in front of another packed house at the team’s practice facility.

New Duck Jakob Silfverberg got the game’s scoring underway, converting on a rebound chance in front of goaltender Jonas Hiller. It was Silfverberg’s second goal in as many scrimmages, both coming off rebound chances. Shortly after, Devante Smith-Pelly buried a rebound to quickly give Team Black a 2-0 lead. After Patrick Maroon’s goal was disallowed, Winnik increased Black’s lead to 3-0 on a shot that went top-shelf on Hiller to close out the period.

Austin Carroll got Team White on the board in the second period, but Winnik responded with a power-play goal, his second tally of the contest. Maroon potted his second goal of the game - and the fourth for his line - to increase Black’s lead to 5-1. Defenseman Kevin Gagne iced the game with a shot that beat Etienne Marcoux from the top of the circle, giving Team Black a 6-1 lead.

“I thought we played really well as a line,” said Winnik, who’s been centering his line throughout training camp. “We’re all big bodies and when we get it down low, it’s tough to get it off of us.”

Though Winnik said he hasn’t played the center position on a regular basis since his first professional season in 2005 with San Antonio of the American Hockey League, head coach Bruce Boudreau wants to give him an extended look.

“He’s going to stay there for a while, at center, during the preseason,” Boudreau said. “We wanted to try this last year, but there was just never a break, and we didn’t want to throw him into the fire.

“The upside of it is manyfold. If he goes back to wing, we know now, in a pinch, he can play center. Secondly, depth at center is [as tough a position] to add depth as you can get. It just gives you better balance all around.”

Boudreau wouldn’t reveal his lineup for tomorrow’s preseason opener against Phoenix (7 p.m., Honda Center), but said “we’ve got the first three games mapped out, in a perfect world, and all seven games mapped out for the goalies.”

Wagner Leads Team Black to 4-3 Victory over Team White on Day 4 of Camp

Saturday, 09.14.2013 / 6:34 PM / News 
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 CLICK HERE FOR MORE PHOTOS OF DAY 4

By Kyle Shohara

 AnaheimDucks.com 

Fans once again packed the stands inside THE RINKS – Anaheim ICE this afternoon to watch the Ducks battle it out in an intrasquad scrimmage on Day 4 of training camp.

Today’s scrimmage featured groups A (White) and C (Black) in a highly physical matchup with both teams not shying away from laying the body. Team Black’s Matt Beleskey and Team White’s Nolan Yonkman were seen jawing at one another throughout the scrimmage, and came close several times to dropping the gloves.

Chris Wagner scored the game’s first goal on a wrist shot from the left circle that beat goaltender Jonas Hiller. Ryan Horvat increased Team Black’s lead to 2-0 on a nice centering pass from John Kurtz, but Team White’s Dustin Penner would cut the lead in half on a shot that beat John Gibson up high shortly before the period expired.

Yonkman tied the game on a wrister from the point that snuck through traffic minutes into the second period. However, Peter Holland regained the lead for Team Black after beating netminder Etienne Marcoux over the shoulder. Wagner extended Team Black’s lead to 4-2 on his second goal of the game.

Yonkman got White back to within a goal on his tip in front with under a minute to play, but it was Team Black who came out with a 4-3 victory.

“It was intense,” said Team Black defenseman Hampus Lindholm. “Everyone wants to impress and do their best. We tried to play the way the coaches wanted us to do.”

Lindholm’s play during the scrimmage impressed head coach Bruce Boudreau. “I thought that was the best I’ve seen him play so far,” Boudreau said. “He’s got a couple gears in him, as far as speed goes. He jumps into the play well, and today he was a real factor.”

Another standout player was Wagner, who tallied two of Black’s four goals today. “He was very good,” Boudreau said. “I liked him last year, I like him this year. He’s a solid worker bee. If you look at his college stats, he had very good offensive numbers. It’s no surprise he scores a couple goals here and there.”

Shea Theodore took part in his first scrimmage of main camp, and the 26th overall pick in the 2013 NHL Draft found out what it’s like to play against bigger, stronger competition.

“It was definitely a lot faster and stronger,” he said, of today’s scrimmage. “I was just trying to adjust my style of game, and I felt like I got more comfortable as the game went on.”

Theodore says he’s focusing on getting bigger and stronger to handle bigger, stronger competition. “The weight of these guys are 215, 220, for some of the bigger guys,” he said. “You’ve got to be a lot stronger to handle them.”

“He’s a young guy that’s getting better,” said Boudreau, on Theodore. “He’s taking it in, he’s like a sponge. He’s getting better. He’s going to be a really good prospect.”

One of the benefits for younger players at training camp is the opportunity to learn from veterans. And for Theodore, that veteran influence comes from the hulking 6-foot-6 defenseman Yonkman.

“[Yonkman] said in his draft year [1999], I was four years old,” Theodore said, with a laugh. “He was helping me out during the game quite a bit with little tips here and there. Anything from the older guys really helps.”

ON-ICE SESSIONS CONTINUE TOMORROW

 The Ducks will take the ice at 10 a.m. and follow with a 12 p.m. scrimmage tomorrow. All times are tentative, so fans are encouraged to visit AnaheimDucks.com for updates. The remainder of the club’s practice schedule will be announced at a later date.

Sunday, Sept. 15: Practice 10 a.m. - 11:15 a.m.; Scrimmage: 12 p.m.

 Monday, Sept. 16: Anaheim vs. Phoenix, 7 p.m. at Honda Center

 Tuesday, Sept. 17: Anaheim vs. Los Angeles, 7 p.m. at Honda Center

 Wednesday, Sept. 18: Anaheim at Colorado, 6 p.m. PDT at Pepsi Center

THE RINKS - Anaheim ICE presented by Honda is located at 300 West Lincoln Avenue in Anaheim (one mile east of the 5 freeway off the Lincoln Ave. exit). Parking is available in two separate structures adjacent to the facility.

Ducks Hold Intrasquad Scrimmage on Day 3 of Training Camp

Friday, 09.13.2013 / 6:40 PM / News 
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 CLICK HERE FOR MORE PHOTOS 

By Kyle Shohara

 AnaheimDucks.com 

A capacity crowd was on hand to watch the Ducks hold an intrasquad scrimmage at THE RINKS – Anaheim ICE on Friday afternoon.

Team Black and Team White battled in a spirited two-period contest that eventually fell in favor of Black, which got the game-winning goal off the stick of Peter Holland.

Patrick Maroon, Charlie Sarault, Jakob Silfverberg and Ben Lovejoy scored for White. Kyle Palmieri, Andrew Cogliano, Matt Beleskey, Alex Grant and Holland found the net for Black.

“Pretty fast paced,” said Devante Smith-Pelly (Team White) of the action. “It was fun, it was good. I thought all the guys played pretty good.”

Smith-Pelly is one of many Ducks vying for a roster spot, and he knows he needs to bring his best throughout camp. “I thought I did well,” he said of his play today. “I played how I had to. Played physical. Playing with Winnie [Daniel Winnik] and Patty [Patrick Maroon], two other guys who like to play how I play down low. I thought we did a good job today.

“I like playing with guys who are similar to me, and I know exactly where to go. And when I have the puck, they know exactly where to go, too. It’s pretty simple. All pretty strong guys who like to play down low.”

The trio of Selanne, Silfverberg and Bonino has gelled so far during training camp.

CHEMISTRY DEVELOPING?

 For the second consecutive day, the trio of Silfverberg, Nick Bonino and Teemu Selanne skated together, and they looked dangerous throughout the scrimmage. The line converted on a goal when Silfverberg outwaited John Gibson to bury a rebound right outside the crease. Could this line still be intact come opening night?

“I have an idea of what I want to see, and I’m going to allow that to take shape,” said head coach Bruce Boudreau. “Not everybody’s going to play in the same preseason game, so lines will have to be changed at that point. But at practice, I like to keep the top-18 forwards or 16 forwards the same.”

Bonino said his line began skating together before the start of training camp.

“We both came in a little early, so I was able to play with him a lot last week,” said Bonino, on Silfverberg. “And me, "T" [Selanne] and him all wore the same jersey and tried to get a little chemistry going. [Silfverberg’s] a good player. He’s got a great shot and he’s really responsible in the D zone, which is nice. Playing with those two is a lot of fun, and I hope it can continue.

“It’s early, and I know “T” and I know each other a little bit, but when you get a smart player like Jakob in there, it shouldn’t take long to mesh,” said Bonino. “We’re comfortable with where each other is. It’s been good so far.”

Boudreau, on Silfverberg’s goal: “His quickness, for him to get from the corner to the front of the net for that rebound before anybody else, and have the intelligence to hold onto it for an extra second for his goal, I thought was really good.

“When [you’re looking for] potential fits, that was a fit. Teemu likes playing with Bonino. There’s your second line, and you’re looking for that other guy to come in. Silfverberg can play the left side, so we’ll start with him there.”

ON-ICE SESSIONS CONTINUE TOMORROW AND SUNDAY

 The Ducks will take the ice at 10 a.m. and follow with a 12 p.m. scrimmage tomorrow and Sunday. All times are tentative, so fans are encouraged to visit AnaheimDucks.com for updates. The remainder of the club’s practice schedule will be announced at a later date.

Saturday, Sept. 14: Practice 10 a.m. - 11:15 a.m.; Scrimmage: 12 p.m.

 Sunday, Sept. 15: Practice 10 a.m. - 11:15 a.m.; Scrimmage: 12 p.m.

 Monday, Sept. 16: Anaheim vs. Phoenix, 7 p.m. at Honda Center

 Tuesday, Sept. 17: Anaheim vs. Los Angeles, 7 p.m. at Honda Center

 Wednesday, Sept. 18: Anaheim at Colorado, 6 p.m. PDT at Pepsi Center

THE RINKS - Anaheim ICE presented by Honda is located at 300 West Lincoln Avenue in Anaheim (one mile east of the 5 freeway off the Lincoln Ave. exit). Parking is available in two separate structures adjacent to the facility.

SIEGEL: INJURIES TO KADRI, BERNIER CAUSE SCARE IN LEAFS WINOTTAWA – Jonathan Bernier and Nazem Kadri left the nation's capital under the cloud of injuries as the Leafs pulled out a 3-2 exhibition victory.

Scheduled to play his first full outing of the exhibition season against the Senators on Thursday night, Bernier departed after just a period at the Canadian Tire Centre, nursing an undisclosed injury. Kadri left two shifts into the third frame with a bruised left hand. Neither injury appeared serious, but both offered a scare with the regular season less than two weeks away.

Competing for the starting job with James Reimer this fall, Bernier's injury first occurred at the Leafs morning skate in Toronto, the team flying to Ottawa later that afternoon. "I wanted to give it a try," said Bernier, reluctant to offer much in the way of details as to his injury. "[But] it just felt worse, I guess, as the game was going so I just figured it was a better move to step off. It's a long season."

The 25-year-old faced 11 shots in 20 minutes – yielding a goal to Fredrik Claesson – giving way to Drew MacIntyre following the opening frame.

"It felt okay," he continued, "but I guess that's why I came off."

Bernier didn't consider the mysterious injury to be overly concerning and hoped to play in at least two of the remaining six exhibition games. Overall, after two-plus periods in two games, the former King is feeling optimistic about his performance.

"I want to play a full game and obviously that was the plan tonight, but it didn't happen," he said. "I'm starting to feel better, seeing the play a little bit slower than the first game."

Kadri, meanwhile, managed to defeat Jean-Gabriel Pageau in the faceoff dot early in the third before he too was forced to depart. The 23-year-old took a puck awkwardly off the hand late in the second frame, suffering from a "little bit of bruising" shortly thereafter. "He just felt that he couldn't grasp his stick," Leafs coach Randy Carlyle said of Kadri's exit from the game.

X-rays came back negative on the prospective second line centre, a huge sigh of relief to the organization with the October 1 opener in Montreal fast approaching. The Leafs are already dealing with injuries to Colton Orr (bone bruise) and Frazer McLaren (finger) and appear to have just gotten past an early issue with Joffrey Lupul (back). Injuries to the likes of Kadri and Bernier thus would only add to the concern. At this point, it appears the club may have dodged a pair of bullets. 

Five Points

1. Time is now for Colborne

Randy Carlyle issued a challenge of sorts to a player on the bubble ahead of Thursday's game with the Senators. "Joe Colborne's got to separate himself from some people here," Carlyle said of the 23-year-old, paired with James van Riemsdyk and David Clarkson at the outset of an eventual win. "The time is now for a player like Colborne to show that he's got the necessary assets and attitude and commitment to make an impression in the NHL."

So far, that case remains muddled. While he boasts a real shot to crack an NHL roster for the first time in his career, Colborne, as of yet, has done little to "separate himself" at camp. He has yet to consistently demonstrate the capacity in which he could be of use at the next level. On Thursday night, the Calgary native totaled 15-plus minutes opposite Ottawa, mustering just one shot while falling on 11 of 16 draws. Before the injury to Kadri, he had been shifted away from the power duo of van Riemsdyk and Clarkson and onto a unit with Nik Kulemin and David Broll.

"The bus only goes by so many times and you want to be on that bus," Carlyle continued, though speaking more generally about the process of earning a job. "You're going to get so many opportunities. Who knows when the last one is... If you want to ride to downtown you want to get on the bus."

Following Thursday's game, Carlyle said he thought Colborne "played okay".

2. Rielly Watch

Morgan Rielly suited up for the third of the Leafs three exhibition games, totaling 20 minutes alongside Paul Ranger. Looking to crack the NHL as a 19-year-old, Rielly has focused his attention this fall on proving his worth in the defensive zone. "Obviously I knew that would be an area of the game that I would have to concentrate on," he told TSN.ca of the physical aspect of defending. "And I put quite a bit of hard work in terms of training into that area in order to be okay down low and what not. I feel like it's going pretty well so far."

Rielly got his first taste of the professional game with the Marlies this past spring, the B.C.-native playing in 14 games before adding eight more in the playoffs. The experience, defending against bigger and stronger competition, proved beneficial, handing the fifth overall pick an early lesson ahead of his first full training camp this fall.

"I was pretty happy with the way that I played in terms of handling the puck and on the power-play and that kind of stuff," he said of the American League experience, "but when it came to playing in our own end, having to play against some older players down low I knew that that was an area I had to improve.

"I kind of realized that if I wanted to make the jump I had to keep getting stronger and I think that's an area I put a lot of work into and I'm happy with the way it went."

3. Positive impressions continue from Raymond

For the second time in as many games Mason Raymond offered a burst of the speed that may well earn him a place on the Leafs roster. Raymond broke free of Chris Wideman by just a step, enough to tap in a cross-ice feed from the streaking James van Riemsdyk in the second frame against Ottawa. "It feels good," he said, "but yeah I need to continue to build on that."

A veteran of six NHL seasons, Raymond finds himself in the uncomfortable and unusual position of being without a contract, toiling on a professional tryout with the Leafs.

"It's different, but those are situations you can't control," Raymond said of his current standing. "This is reality, this is a situation that I'm in and you've got to make the most of it. Again I don't know why it happened or what it is, but as I said that's reality and you just have to go out and control what you can control and put your best foot forward."

4. Gunnarsson's health

At issue for the entirety of the 2013 season, Carl Gunnarsson is feeling good about his hip after a week's worth of training camp. Inked to a three-year contract in the summer, the 26-year-old told TSN.ca that while the injury would still require treatment throughout the year, it felt considerably better from where it began last season. "Not saying that I'm not going to have to get treatment or stay on top of it every day because that's what it's going to be," Gunnarsson said, noting the need for regular treatment, including electronic acupuncture. "I think that's how it is for every injury. If you have a knee surgery or you strained your ACL or whatever it might be, you've got to stay on top of that. Some guys play with braces or whatever it might be. I feel way better from last year so that's a good feeling coming into this season. Hopefully it's going to stay on this level and whenever we get a couple days off just treat it the way it needs to be treated."

5. Depth in Marshall

Kevin Marshall has quietly made a positive impression on the Leafs coach through the first week of training camp. Formerly of the Flyers, where he played in 10 games, Marshall adds depth for the club on the back-end. "You notice him in his battle and compete level," Carlyle observed of Marshall. "When you can surround your organization and fill your organization with people that have that attitude towards playing it makes everybody better because you've got to compete for your space on the ice and you've got to compete for your job." A second round selection of Philadelphia in 2007, Marshall spent last season in the American League, splitting time between Hershey and Toronto, the latter as a Marlie for 24 games (including the playoffs). With T.J. Brennan added in the offseason via free agency, the Leafs now boast 10 defenders with NHL experience – including the unsigned Cody Franson – a valuable commodity over the grind of 82 games. 

After a disastrous 2013 season that saw their group of forwards decimated by injuries, the Predators had a goal for this training camp: create numbers and depth in order to push competition.

There are 15 forwards with NHL experience last season, but only 12 forward positions in each game to round out the four lines, so three players from the current group won’t make the opening night roster.

“Whenever you don’t make the playoffs,” winger Rich Clune said, “no one’s job is set in stone.”

During the offseason the Predators signed four forwards to bolster depth — center Matt Cullen and wingers Eric Nystrom, Viktor Stalberg and Matt Hendricks. Players who had somewhat prominent roles in the recent past — Clune, Nick Spaling and Craig Smith — were pushed a little deeper down the depth chart.

“There’s guys fighting for spots right now,” coach Barry Trotz said. “It’s good. It really elevates everybody.”

Take the case of Clune. The Predators picked him up off waivers last season, and he turned into a prominent energy guy with four goals, five assists and 113 penalty minutes. But with Hendricks and Nystrom in the mix, Clune may see his ice time reduced. He’s facing more of a sense of urgency in this training camp.

“I’m not concerned about making the team or not. I want to hunt down more minutes,” he said. “There’s no reason I can’t be on a third line eventually.”

As for Spaling, he’s been a third-line center who chipped in on the wing. He has played in 93 percent of Nashville’s games the past three seasons. But all of the signings — along with center depth including David Legwand, Mike Fisher and Paul Gaustad — could squeeze Spaling.

Smith was supposed to be one of Nashville’s top offensive players last season, but he sputtered with just four goals and eight assists in 44 games. He regained his confidence with 14 points in 10 games for Team USA during the world championships in Finland and Sweden.

Still, there are questions as to whether Smith, who is one of the fastest skaters in the NHL and has strong one-on-one moves, can flash his talent over 82 games.

“There’s going to be a bunch of different matchups. It’s going to be competitive to try to get the top two lines, and just to get in,” Smith said. “I think we have a lot of guys who can play a lot of different positions. And I think that’s going to be good if we need to switch things around a little bit. I don’t think it’s going to be a problem.”

Another benefit of the new forward depth: injuries may not be as damaging to the lineup. Last year Fisher, Gaustad, Gabriel Bourque and Colin Wilson all missed time because of injuries. Now, if a forward is injured, an NHL-experienced player will likely jump in his place as opposed to a call-up from the American Hockey League.

“Last year we really took a hit up front with all the injuries,” Trotz said. “If you have a couple of guys hurt right now, you don’t have a big fall off, which is good.”
PROJECTED LINES

Projected forward lines to start the 2013-14 season for the Predators: 

• Colin Wilson-Matt Cullen-Viktor Stalberg 

• Gabriel Bourque-Mike Fisher-Patric Hornqvist 

• Matt Hendricks-David Legwand-Filip Forsberg 

• Rich Clune-Paul Gaustad-Eric Nystrom 

• Depth: Nick Spaling, Craig Smith, Taylor Beck.
After four days of training camp and two exhibition games, it’s still tough to tell a lot about the 2013-14 Predators.

There haven’t been any head-turning or head-scratching moments, but a few things are beginning to come into focus. Here are three observations.

1. Seth Jones and Kevin Klein could become a defensive pair.

When the Predators took the 6-foot-5 Jones with the No. 4 pick in the draft this year, it seemed likely that he would end up paired with defenseman Shea Weber.

Coach Barry Trotz added more life to the possibility when he said the right-handed shooting Jones was learning to play the left side. Weber plays the right side.

But a more likely scenario is Jones starting with the second pair, playing the left side with Kevin Klein on the right side. They have scrimmaged together and, overall, pairing Jones with Klein initially makes more sense.

For Jones, it would lower the expectation level he would face while paired with Weber. It also would limit the rookie’s minutes as he eases into the NHL. That way he could start out playing 18-20 minutes per night, rather than 23-25.

2. The coaching staff seems to like the line of Colin Wilson, Matt Cullen and Viktor Stalberg.

When this trio was formed, it seemed to make sense. Stalberg and Cullen have high-level speed, and Wilson is a decent skater with the passing ability to feed both the puck where they can create plays with their legs.

The Predators signed Stalberg to be a first-line winger and Cullen to be a first-line center — though neither player has held such roles before.

This early in camp, it’s tough to find the best line combinations, but this seems like the type of trio that can stay together, at least at the very beginning of the season.

3. Filip Forsberg is impressive.

Trotz said a member of his staff thought Forsberg looked like he was 10 years older now than he did in a five-game trial with the Predators last season.

Although the 19-year-old forward still seems quite young, at least in the scrimmages, he has displayed patience, maturity and a desire to take punishment in order to make plays. Such traits weren’t always evident last April after the Predators acquired him in a trade with the Capitals.

The Predators expect Forsberg to make the team. He has left few doubts with how he has played so far.

Reach Josh Cooper at 615-726-8917 or jcooper2@tennessean.com.
After one day of training camp, the Predators have a verdict on Viktor Stalberg.

“He fits in great,” coach Barry Trotz said Thursday.

Seldom does a coach give such praise so quickly, but Trotz continued to pour on the love.

“Viktor has fit in good with the guys. I know he is looking forward to playing a much more prominent role with us,” Trotz said. “We love his speed, we love his personality and really good energy.”

The Predators signed the 27-year-old former Blackhawks forward to a four-year, $12 million contract in the offseason in hopes of jump-starting their stagnant offense. The 6-foot-3, 209-pounder has never scored more than 22 goals in a season, but he has large offensive upside with high-end speed and a sneaky wrist shot.

“He’s one of the fastest guys in the league,” defenseman Shea Weber said. “… He has a great shot. I think he knows his biggest asset is his speed, and that’s not the only thing he can do.”

The Predators saw Stalberg often during his three seasons with division rival Chicago, so they knew what they were getting. They also knew he was buried on the depth chart behind All-Star forwards including Patrick Kane, Jonathan Toews, Patrick Sharp and Marian Hossa.

With the Predators, Stalberg will likely play on one of the top two lines and see several situations on the power play. With Chicago, he had no goals with the man-advantage.

“I think I’m going to have an opportunity here to improve and get a bigger role and play more key minutes,” Stalberg said. “I want to embrace that opportunity. I think what my goal is this year — to be one of those go-to-guys when we’re down a goal or up a goal. I want to be on the ice. I want to show them I can do that. That’s the biggest thing for me.”

Stalberg also adds Stanley Cup experience, having won the championship trophy last season. He spent a day and a half with the Cup, and “I got an opportunity to do a couple of different things,” he said with a smile.

Still, the Stalberg signing is somewhat of a risk. Potential doesn’t always equal results, and he was benched at times during Chicago’s playoff run.

The Predators see it as a low-risk gamble. Their thinking: Stalberg has paid his dues and is ready for a breakout year.

“He’s at the right age,” general manager David Poile said. “He has gone through the development stage and the ups and downs that come with that, and again, it’s certainly a leap of faith. But it’s a calculated signing based on how he has played in certain situations and the fact that Chicago had such great forwards that he couldn’t play a high enough role. For us, it was a perfect fit.”
Predators goaltender Pekka Rinne said he “didn’t have to hold back” on Thursday in his first team practice since undergoing hip surgery May 9.

An energetic Rinne also said that the range of motion in his hip “has been a lot better than ever before” following a 90-minute practice at Bridgestone Arena — the first on-ice session of training camp.

To say those are highly positive signs for the Predators would be an understatement. The 30-year-old Rinne, when healthy, is arguably their most important player.

Coach Barry Trotz has already said Rinne will sit out the first two preseason games next week in Florida and will have some rest days during camp to make sure the hip is at full strength when the regular season begins on Oct. 3.

“Peks looked great, no issues, and continues to keep doing the things we’re doing,” Trotz said. “He’s having fun and moving freely and easily.”

First for Jones: Rookie defenseman Seth Jones, 18, didn’t look out of place in his first practice with the veterans.

“I have been working hard all summer to get to this level,” he said. “I think I did a pretty good job today of holding my own in one-on-one and two-on-two battles, and I’ll take it from there.”

Some of the veterans on the ice with Jones heaped praise on the 6-foot-4, 205-pounder.

“He looked great,” forward Mike Fisher said. “Practice obviously is really hard to tell, but he’s a big body, skates real well and has a good shot. We got him where we did, a high draft pick and what we thought was the best guy in the draft, for a reason — because he has a lot to bring and is going to be good for us for a long time.”

Poile and the Flames: A report last week in The Province, a Vancouver newspaper, said the Calgary Flames approached Predators general manager David Poile for their president of hockey operations job.

On Friday, Poile said the report was inaccurate.

The GM said he had a conversation with Flames CEO Ken King last summer in regards to Calgary’s flood and comparing it to Nashville’s flood three years ago.

The hockey operations position came up briefly, Poile said, “but at no time did he discuss the job for me.”

Calgary eventually hired Brian Burke for the role.

Hellberg hurt: Goaltender Magnus Hellberg is day-to-day with a lower body injury, the Predators said.

The 2011 second-round pick, likely to start the season in Milwaukee, left his practice session early.

Allen York was signed to round out the goaltending roster for camp.

Change of venue: The Predators moved the first day of practice to Bridgestone Arena because of an ice equipment malfunction at Centennial Sportsplex.

The issue is expected to be resolved in time for Friday’s first session at 9:15 a.m.

Reach Josh Cooper at 615-726-8917 or jcooper2@tennessean.com..
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What it means: The Islanders picked up their first win of the preseason with a 5-3 win over the Devils in Newark, N.J., on Thursday. Josh Bailey picked up where he left off after a strong finish to the 2013 season, notching two shorthanded goals in the first period. Ex-Devil Eric Boulton scored against his former team, while Devils rookie defenseman Jon Merrill finished with a goal and an assist in his Devils debut. 

Double duty: Bailey tallied not one, but two shorthanded goals -- only two less than he's had in the past five seasons combined -- in the first period. The first was set up by a nice feed form linemate Kyle Okposo at 6:55. Bailey scored again, capitalizing on a Devils miscue to give the Islanders a 3-1 lead later in the period. 

Dazzling debut: Merrill was impressive in his first preseason game as a New Jersey Devil, finishing the night with a goal and an assist. Merill unleashed a bomb that was deflected into the goal by Rostislav Olesz in the first period. He then slid one through traffic to beat Isles goaltender Kevin Poulin in the next frame to pull the Devils within a goal, 4-3. The 21-year-old Merrill is competing for a spot on the Devils’ blue line along with fellow youngsters Eric Gelinas and Alexander Urbom. 

Clowe sidelined: Devils forward Ryane Clowe left the game in the first period with a “lower-body injury,” according to the team. He did not return. The 30-year-old Clowe, who inked a five-year, $24.25 million deal as an unrestricted free agent this summer, left the bench after playing only 2:01 over three shifts. The Devils are already without one of their high-profile offseason acquisitions in Jaromir Jagr. Jagr also suffered a lower-body injury, on the first day of training camp, and has not played since. 

Making moves: The trio of top prospects Anders Lee, Brock Nelson and Ryan Strome proved to be an exciting line to watch. The youngsters connected for the Islanders’ first goal of the night 3:31 in, with Nelson setting up Lee all alone in front of veteran netminder Martin Brodeur. 

Take Three: Tough guys Brett Gallant and Krys Barch fought three separate times. The two players found a sneaky way to skirt the rules in their second bout. To avoid a penalty for taking their helmets off before a fight, each player politely tipped each other’s off for him. There were no civil pleasantries the next time, however. Barch dropped Gallant with a powerful uppercut during Round 3 in the third period. Both players were tossed with game misconducts.
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At a glance: In the first meeting of the season between the two teams, the Islanders and Devils face off in what will be a prelude to the season opener October 4. The Islanders enter Thursday's game having dropped a pair of split-squad games in Calgary, while the Devils are coming off a 2-1 win over the Rangers Monday night. 

Big night for Brunner: Damien Brunner had to watch from a suite Monday night, but the 26-year-old Swiss forward will be on the ice Thursday for the first time since signing a professional tryout agreement with the Devils. Though general manager Lou Lamoriello said there are "no guarantees" that come along with the PTO, chances are the former Red Wing has a good shot to crack the opening day roster. 

Introducing Jon Merill: Brunner won't be the only one making his Devils debut. Top defensive prospect Jon Merill will play his first exhibition game. The rookie blue-liner, who played college hockey at the University of Michigan before turning pro, is expected to compete with fellow young defensemen Eric Gelinas and Alexander Urbom for a shot. 

Young guns: Among the players expected to dress for the Islanders Thursday are talented young prospects Anders Lee, Brock Nelson and Ryan Strome. Kevin Poulin, who is expected to compete for the backup position behind Evgeni Nabokov with Anders Nilsson, is expected to start in goal. 

Clutterbuck sidelined: Those anticipating Cal Clutterbuck's Islanders debut may be waiting a while. The gritty 25-year-old winger, one of the Islanders most notable off-season acquisitions, is expected to miss significant time with a skate laceration suffered in a preseason game on Tuesday. 

Missing in action: Neither Jaromir Jagr nor Patrik Elias is expected to play Thursday night. Jagr, who signed in New Jersey as a free agent this summer, left the ice with a lower-body injury the first day of training camp. 

Like father, like son: While it's back to business for 41-year-old veteran Martin Brodeur as he heads into his 21st season with the Devils, he's had the delight of having his son, Anthony, in training camp with his team. Though it appears unlikely the father and son will take the ice together during a preseason game, Brodeur's son got to enjoy an NHL training camp with his dad after being drafted by the organization this past June.
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Ready for some hockey? Katie Strang answered your burning NHL questions. 

Read the chat wrap here.
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Isles make it official: Tavares gets 'C'
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The New York Islanders officially named center John Tavares as their team captain on Monday. 

Tavares, the No. 1 overall pick in the 2009 NHL draft, ranked third in the league in goals scored last season with 28. He’ll turn 23 on Sept. 20. 

“John has developed into an elite player in this league and become the leader of our franchise both on and off the ice,” Islanders GM Garth Snow said in a statement. “He consistently represents our organization with class and respect. John’s work ethic and determination inspires his teammates to succeed, which makes him the perfect choice to lead our franchise.” 

Tavares made a long-term commitment to the Islanders when he signed a six-year, $33 million contract extension back in September 2011. That contract runs through 2018. 

“I’m honored to be named captain of the New York Islanders,” Tavares said. “To represent my teammates, coaches, management and the incredible fans that support this historic franchise is something that I take seriously. My experiences over the past four seasons have prepared me for this responsibility and I look forward to the challenge of leading the Islanders each season as we contend for the Stanley Cup.”
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John Tavares ready to wear captain's 'C'
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NEW YORK -- Under the heading of "poorly kept secrets," the New York Islanders scheduled a news conference for Monday at which they will announce their next captain. 

While that person -- Hart Trophy finalist John Tavares -- would not confirm that he will succeed Mark Streit -- who signed with the Philadelphia Flyers in the offseason as the team captain -- a source told ESPN.com Friday that Tavares will indeed wear the "C" for the Islanders. 

Not that there was ever a doubt that it would be the former No. 1 overall draft pick. 

Tavares has seen his game grow on an annual basis since coming into the league in 2009. Last season, he redefined himself as one of the game's top centers, leading the Islanders to a surprise playoff berth and finding himself on the final Hart Trophy ballot with eventual winner Alex Ovechkin and Sidney Crosby. 

That he will be tabbed to take on the captaincy was a foregone conclusion once Streit opted to leave the Islanders. 

"If it's me, it'd obviously be a great honor. Pretty special to be a captain across the league but also for an organization like the Islanders that have had so many great captains, great players, a lot of history and tradition. So to be amongst a lot of those names, if it's me, it would be something pretty special," Tavares told ESPN.com on Friday during the final day of the league's annual player media tour. 

Tavares, who finished third in the NHL with 28 goals in the lockout-shortened season, said he doesn't worry that becoming the captain would change his approach to the game. 

"I don't think you try to force anything. I think it just kind of comes with your experience. What you learn in the league. Getting to know Mark Streit so well, becoming really good friends with him, and obviously what Doug Weight's done for me early in my career, you learn so much from those guys that I think a lot of it just becomes who you are," Tavares said. 

"You don't try and change who you are. I've always been very driven, very focused. I like to think I have the qualities that can represent being a captain of a team. I think it's something you grow into and you learn and you learn more as you go along and it's not something you try to force."
Isles defeat Devils 5-3 in Preseason Bout in New Jersey 

September 19th, 2013 11:15 pm  

Christian Arnold, Islanders Point Blank:

There were fights, there were goals, and there was an Islanders win. 

 The Islanders defeated the New Jersey Devils 5-3 at the Prudential Center in the team’s second preseason game of the 2013-14 campaign. Josh Bailey, Anders Lee, Peter Regin and Eric Boulton all recorded a goal in the Isles win. Bailey netted two, both shorthanded tallies.

“I though the kids played extremely well tonight,” Islander head coach Jack Capuano said after the game. “I couldn’t be more proud of them. I told them before the game, I thought we were a little tight in Calgary and Regina. Just go out their, play poised, play within the team concept and I thought tonight for the most part we did that.”

New York started off the game quickly, scoring in the first four minutes of the game. Anders Lee registered his first goal of the game on the power play 3:32 into the contest. A little over three minutes later Josh Bailey scored short handed off a feed from Kyle Okposo to give the Islanders a 2-0 lead. Rostislav Olesz scored for New Jersey moments after the Bailey goal to cut the Isles lead to one.

Late in the first period, with the Islanders once again on the penalty kill, Josh Bailey scored yet another shorthanded goal to give New York the 3-1 lead. And with less than 30 seconds remaining in the opening period, Eric Boulton scored on a breakaway to give the Islanders a 4-1 lead.

The Devils would mount a comeback early in the second period, scoring two goals in roughly two minutes, to cut the Islanders lead to just one. Isles starter Kevin Poulin would regain control and turn aside the rest of the shots he faced. He finished the game stopping 20 of the 23 shots he faced.

“It’s been a while since I played a full game. I felt pretty good out there.” Poulin said. “Maybe on the first shot I was a little nervous, but you get that first save, that second save and you just build that momentum.”

Peter Regin scored on a breakaway 3:43 into the third period and put the game away.

“I thought we played well,” Kyle Okposo said. “We have a group of young players and they came in here and did their job.”

The preseason match up was a physical one that saw five fights take place, three of which featured Brett Gallant and Krystofer Barch.

“No team is going to take liberties on us,” Capuano said. “I think the guys really played hard for one another. It’s part of the game with the fisticuffs, but for us it was a good feeling in the room in between periods. A good attitude amongst the guys and like I said they worked hard.”

The Islanders practice Friday at Nassau Coliseum before their next exhibition game on Saturday at the Barclays Center in Brooklyn.
With Clutterbuck Out, Another Opening for Prospects 

September 19th, 2013 2:09 pm  

Kevin Schultz, Islanders Point Blank:

Over the last few weeks we’ve been over the chances Islanders prospects have of making the team out of training camp and as long as the Islanders don’t cut some of the lower-level NHLers — Eric Boulton and Joe Finley, for instance — it appears that there’s only one spot open for a fresh face.

You’ve got 13 skaters (Tavares, Moulson, Bouchard, Bailey, Nielsen, Okposo, Regin, Grabner, Clutterbuck, Cizikas, Martin, McDonald and Boulton) along with seven defenders and two goalies (Visnovsky, Hamonic, MacDonald, Strait, Hickey, Carkner, Finley, Poulin/Nilsson and Nabokov).

With 22 players at the NHL level, that really leaves one spot open on a 23-man roster. Whether the Islanders decide to go with an eighth defender or a 14th forward is anyone’s guess at this point. But now that it appears Cal Clutterbuck could miss some time — an extended amount, the definition of which is really up to personal interpretation — there appears to be a second spot open. So who gets it? Ryan Strome, Brock Nelson or other?

For my money, this makes it an easier decision for the team. Now, instead of having to decide between the extra defender or extra forward, they can take one of each. Matt Donovan has been the front runner on defense, and was paired with Andrew MacDonald against the Flames on Tuesday, so he’s got the inside track on the blueline, but Calvin de Haan is also a possibility as well as Radek Martinek.

At forward, things are really up in the air.

The Islanders clearly like Brock Nelson, who produced 52 points in 66 AHL games last year and then made his NHL debut in Game Six. He seems like a perfect fit for the third line center role, a line that now has an opening on it thanks to Clutterbuck. But don’t pigeonhole Nelson into playing center; he can fit at center or he can fit on the wing.

Nelson played wing for a large portion of his tenure in North Dakota and, in fact, the Islanders put him on wing in Game Six (small sample, yes, but given the importance of the situation, they’re clearly not afraid of the possibility). Nelson has been centering a line with Anders Lee and Ryan Strome on the wings in camp, so really like any good center Nelson is able to play different spots. While wingers aren’t always adept at making the transition to center, most centers are versatile enough to be moved around (see also: Josh Bailey) and Nelson is one who appears able to do it. Hockey Prospectus’ Corey Pronman, concurs, saying Nelson is a “do-it-all forward who can play center or wing.”

Strome, Nelson’s linemate, is another center finding a different role. He’s been on the wing for training camp as well as his brief stint in Bridgeport at the end of last season. Strome is easily the higher-end talent and absolutely lit up the CHL his last season up there, and we’ve already gone over how players in his position make the team out of training camp 92% of the time so there’s quite a case to be made for him.

The development of both of these players also speaks to another interesting point; the Islanders seem to be going away from winger in their drafting strategy. They didn’t select a winger in either of the last two drafts and have only selected three since 2009 (one of which is in Minnesota currently).

Wheter the Islanders select Strome or Nelson may come down to whom the Islanders deem as the better player, or how they want to bring along a particular player. Maybe the team wants to bring the higher profile Strome slower, or favor Nelson since he’s already had a year to become acclimated to the pro-game. Another player could step up, too. Kirill Kabanov is coming off an injury and unlikely to make it, but is a possibility. Johan Sundstrom and John Persson are both coming off full seasons in Bridgeport as well. We’ll have to see how it all shakes out, but for my money there are about four players in the running for two spots.

GAME DAY (P2): Isles Prospects Take on the Devils 

September 19th, 2013 11:04 am  

New York Islanders at New Jersey Devils, 7:00pm ET

 Prudential Center — Newark, NJ

TV: Isles’ website — Radio: Noneislesbar

Tonight the Islanders head to Newark for the first of two pre-season games against the Devils. While Tuesday night was a split-squad game, tonight’s tilt will feature just one roster and it’s mostly going to be younger Islanders.

Kevin Poulin will play the whole game in net, likely against two periods of Marty Brodeur for the Devils. The Devils lines are here and here if you’re interested. Here’s how the Islanders lines looked at the pre-game skate, which is a pretty good indicator of what they will be tonight, per Arthur Staple:

Bailey - Nielsen – Okposo

 Lee – Nelson – Strome

 Gallant – Regin – Boulton

 Quine – Miller – Diamond

Dalhuisen – Martinek

 Pedan – Mayfield

 Reinhart – Pulock

Poulin 

 Nabokov

A quick refresher on a couple of names there that may not look familiar… Andrey Pedan is a third rounder from 2011 and Alan Quine was a 2013 sixth round pick. Joey Diamond was signed to a NHL/AHL deal in April after graduating from the University of Maine. Riley Wetmore (UMass-Lowell), Mike Dalhuisen (Quinnipiac) and Greg Miller (Cornell) are all undrafted free agents, signed out of college by the Sound Tigers.

Remember, you can watch this game online at the Islanders official website. I reached out to the Islanders yesterday to find out if the rest of the pre-season will be streamed online as well, but was told that is still “TBD.”

It’s a Make or Break Year for Defenders Donovan, de Haan and Ness 

September 18th, 2013 3:34 pm  

Kevin Schultz, Islanders Point Blank:

Training camp rolls on and the competition for NHL roster spots continues, for many of the Islanders prospects they are still a few years away from either making the big club or from the team having to decide whether or not to cut ties with them. For a trio of Islander defenders — Matt Donovan, Calvin de Haan and Aaron Ness — this year could be their last shot at making the NHL with the Islanders. 

For all three players, their entry level contracts will expire at the end of the season. That puts them into a tricky territory of being restricted free agents who don’t have arbitration rights. For many players in that situation with the Islanders the last few years, they’ve had to seek work in Europe because the Islanders retained the player’s rights with a qualifying offer at the end of the season, but the player walked away from that offer and the team didn’t come back with a better one.

Last year, David Ullstrom fell into this category. Ullstrom was a marginal NHL winger for the Islanders, and the team tendered him a qualifying offer at the end of the year. Player and team couldn’t come to an agreement, so after three years in the Isles organization, he’s headed to Russia. Justin DiBenedetto, Mikko Koskinen and Rhett Rakhshani are other players who fell into this category in recent years. The Islanders retain all of their rights until they become UFA at 27 years of age (that’s why you still hear their names from time-to-time), so they either have to accept the QO and play in Bridgeport or head overseas.

Would Donovan fall into this category? It’s unlikely. The Islanders would likely be interested in keeping the talented defender in Bridgeport if he doesn’t make the team and give him a decent offer and the player, who is still pretty young, would probably stick with the program. He was an AHL All-Star last year and had the inside track for making the team since the summer and was paired with Andrew MacDonald last night. He’s certainly a defender the Islanders value.

But, with players such as Scott Mayfield, Andrey Pedan, Ville Pokka, Adam Pelech, Griffin Reinhart and Ryan Pulock all either in Bridgeport or going to be there in the next year or so, the Islanders are going to have the luxury of picking and choosing exactly which defenders they want to build their NHL roster with. It’s a great problem for the team and a tough one for the players.

Would that excess of defenders mean parting ways with a first round pick who has run into a plethora of injury trouble such as de Haan? It’s not out of the question. If after three years, multiple shoulder injuries and — we’ll assume for the sake of argument — not making the team, it could finally be time to cut ties with the tough-luck defender as so many top prospects are waiting in the wings. After trading up to select him back in 2009, it would be the second failed first round pick of Garth Snow’s tenure, behind arguable Nino Niederreiter. Sometimes it’s not the players talent that causes things to not work out, it’s just the circumstances and that could certainly be true in the case of de Haan.

For a player like Ness, who is already on the back burner when it comes to discussion about who is going to fill out the NHL roster this year his fate may already be sealed. He’s already behind Donovan and Thomas Hickey for “small, pucking moving defender” and the tons of prospects behind him will only make things worse.

The Islanders have some decisions to make about which defenders they want to keep on the NHL roster for opening night, and there are some other important decisions to make about those defenders down the road. For this trio, it could be their last NHL training camp as Islanders prospects. For Donovan, that may mean he’ll be back at Islanders camp next year as a bona-fide NHLer. For de Haan and Ness, the future isn’t quite so clear.

The Isles Broke Up Their Best Defensive Pair Because of Advanced Stats 

September 17th, 2013 12:45 pm  

Kevin Schultz, Islanders Point Blank:

When it comes to hockey teams and advanced statistics, the former are not very forth coming with how they use the latter. In fact, most teams don’t admit whether they use advanced stats in their analysis of players at all. We know some of them do because some unnamed teams have hired the creator of BehindtheNet.ca, Gabriel Desjardins, which is probably the premier resource for advanced hockey statistics (and a good place to start if you’re unfamiliar with the genre). Three years ago, Desjardins was on the payroll for three NHL teams, seemingly as a consultant for advanced stats decision making. 

Today, Arthur Staple writes that the Islanders do employ some kind of advanced statistical analysis — or at least did over the summer — and that the team’s conclusion was to break up what was their first defensive pairing in 2012-13, Travis Hamonic and Andrew MacDonald. Staple writes:

For those fans interested (as I am) in advanced stats, the Isles are using them to assess defensive pairings, and they came away with the idea of splitting Andrew MacDonald and Hamonic. Neither defenseman seems terribly excited by the idea — he never said so, but I presume MacDonald’s being against it partially stems from the fact that this is a contract year for him, so the more quality minutes for him the better — but we’ll see if analytics pay off.

MacDonald likely will start Tuesday night and be paired with Matt Donovan, who has the inside track for earning a top-six spot.

The reason this is important to note is that this is the first time that the Islanders have acknowledged any kind of advanced analysis when it comes to their personnel moves. It’s probably particularly helpful when evaluating defenders since there aren’t really any traditional statistics that are good at evaluating defense. Or maybe, they’re reading Lighthouse Hockey. Here’s resident stat geek guru Garik writing about the pairing on July 19 and being fairly prescient: 

What we have here is a pair of D men who faced top competition and failed to contain them. Now this wasn’t an every game thing – it seems like the D pair had a very up and down season, with the downs (games they failed to do their job) being more numerous than the ups (games they contained). Does this mean the pair isn’t capable of handling this role in the future?

…

For me, this suggests that the Isles might want to try and alter this pairing. AMac is a UFA in a year, and while he’s unlikely to be super pricey, this does suggest that he might not be a 1D for the future whom is a bargain, despite how the Isles are playing him. Perhaps flip AMac and Hickey? Hard to say.

This does deserve some heavy observation as the upcoming season goes forward, however.

What MacDonald’s true value is as a defender has been an on-going question for quite a while. He’s a ninth round pick that has vastly overachieved compared to his draft status, but he’s also not Nicklas Lidstrom. The short answer is that while he is talented, he’s probably not top pair caliber. That’s not to say he’s not a good defender, it’s to say that he’s not an elite defender.

So far in the pre-season the Islanders have split up MacDonald and Hamonic with Hamonic skating alongside Brian Strait. Staple notes that MacDonald is likely to pair up with Matt Donovan, who has all of 3 NHL games to his name. The defense pairs are likely in flux right now, so I wouldn’t really set any combination in stone just yet, but it’s certainly interesting to see how the Islanders have gone about some of the decisions.

Kabanov Benefiting From Intense Off-Season Training 

September 16th, 2013 9:00 am  

Christian Arnold, Islanders Point Blank:

SYOSSET, NY — It is no secret that the Islanders have a deep and talented prospect pool. Headlined by the likes of Ryan Strome, Brock Nelson, Calvin de Haan, and Griffin Reinhart, just to name a few, it’s easy to understand how a player like Kirill Kabanov could get lost in the mix.

kabanovThe 21-year-old Russian winger has had a well documented history of ups and downs throughout his hockey career, the latest being an injury to his wrist suffered early in the 2012-13 AHL season. Kabanov was cut on his left wrist in a game agains the Worcester Sharks and had to undergo surgery, which sidelined him for 44 games. He did get to play in 32 games, but only recorded nine points ( 2 goals, 7 assists) in that time.

“It’s hard mentally after such a hard injury,” Kabanov told Islanders Point Blank after Saturday’s on ice session. “It’s not that physically. It’s more that mentally to be back in a game, to be back and a part of the team.”

After a summer of tough training, Kabanov is back at Isles camp looking to crack the NHL roster.

In preparation for this year, Kabanov spent the summer training with former NHLer Gary Roberts. Roberts is know for running an intense off-season camp that has helped mold players such as Jeff Skinner, Jordan Staal, James Neal, and Steven Stamkos.

“He could probably have 500 people in here training if he wanted to, but that’s not who Gary is,” Stamkos told NHL.com in 2012 of Roberts. “He wants to take guys that he knows are good people, he knows are going to work hard and stay true to the program in the gym and through the nutritional aspect.”

And Kabanov feels like he has benefitted from the experience.

“It was awesome. He’s a great guy,” he said. “A great trainer and he has such a good course… We did a lot of running, workout, a lot of conditioning, so I think it helped me a lot. I come back a better player and I’ll try to do my best. I really appreciate Gary for what he did for me through the summer.”

Sound Tigers head coach Scott Pellerin said during rookie camp that he had noticed an increase in Kabanov’s confidence level.

“I thought his intensity has improved,” Pellerin said. “I think his compete level is there. He goes into the dirty areas and he just needs to find that groove for him to make plays and get his quality scoring chances.”

After Two Years of Injuries, Peter Regin Looks for Another Chance 

September 13th, 2013 1:30 pm  

Kevin Schultz, Islanders Point Blank:

SYOSSET, NY — A free agent signing over the summer, Peter Regin is one of three new faces skating with the Islanders’ main group at training camp this week. He’s been centering the third line with Michael Grabner and Cal Clutterbuck and looks to finally get back to playing his game after a two-year stretch plagued with injuries. 

regin“It was a battle some days,” Regin said, recalling how long he’s had to work through his injuries. “But now I’m finally through it and I’m excited about being back to being healthy and ready to go here at camp.”

It’s been a long road for Regin as he has spent the last couple of seasons dealing with multiple shoulder injuries, that required two surgeries. He’s had a shoulder surgery in each of the last two off-seasons and missed some time last season with an upper-body injury, so he’s only played 37 games over the last two seasons. The Islanders signed him to a one-year, $750,000 contract over the summer, sort of a ‘show us what you’ve got’ low-risk, high-reward deal for the team.

“With the shoulder I was out for almost two years straight,” he said after practice today at Iceworks. “Once you get the shoulder done, that took me probably nine months to get over that. But then I haven’t played hockey for two years, so you kinda have to first of all get back in shape and then you have to get your touch, and your timing back and everything else back. And that took longer than I thought it would because it’s the first time I’ve been out for that long and the first time I’ve ever had a major injury.”

It’s clearly been a tough couple of years for the 27-year old native of Denmark, and he seems ready to prove that he does belong on the team and in the NHL. 

When his contract expired over the summer, there was really only one team on Regin’s mind to sign with. That was the Islanders, and skating with his long-time friend and countryman Frans Nielsen.

“[I thought] If I had an opportunity to go there, I would come for sure,” Regin said about his free agent decision. He was so eager to come to Long Island, he agreed to the contract in the back of a cab. “Right away, even before I talked to the Islanders, it was my number one priority to come here and when I talked to Snowy, it was pretty obvious that that’s what I wanted to do and we got it done pretty quickly.”

Pierre-Marc Bouchard is Early Candidate for Tavares’ Wing 

September 13th, 2013 11:45 am  

Kevin Schultz, Islanders Point Blank:

SYOSSET, NY — One of the newest Islanders at training camp this week is Pierre-Marc Bouchard, who signed with the team as a free agent from Minnesota over the summer. In day two of camp today, Bouchard was placed on the right wing spot on the first line alongside John Tavares and Matt Moulson. While Kyle Okposo has occupied that spot on occasion and armchair coaches have shifted stud center prospect Ryan Strome over to the wing, it appears that it could be Bouchard’s spot to lose at least in the early going.

pierre-marc-bouchard“It’s great to be on the right side of those two players, it’s fun,” he said speaking about his two linemates. “John is a great center man, he does everything good on the ice. And Matt is a pure goal scorer, works hard. It’s fun to have a chance to play with those two guys.”

Bouchard, 29, spent the first decade of his NHL career in Minnesota with the Wild but missed the entire 2009-10 season due to concussions and missed half of the 2011-12 season for the same issues, both of which are documented in detail here. However, he was healthy last season playing in 43 of 48 games, said he feeling just fine. 

“I felt great, I had a chance to work out really hard this summer. I’m healthy, I’m ready to go,” he told reporters. 

The right wing spot on the first line has been a bit of a work-in-progress for the past few seasons. Two seasons ago, PA Parenteau held the spot and racked up 67 points. The Islanders chose not to re-sign him the following summer, as he got big money from Colorado (4 years, $4 million per). Last season Brad Boyes would hold the spot and notch 35 points, but again the Islanders looked in a different direction, this time with Bouchard. Boyes is currently attending Florida training camp on a tryout contract. 

For Bouchard, if he does indeed end up on the first line right wing this season, it’ll be an opportunity to maybe turn back the clock and put up some big numbers. His best NHL season to date was 2007-08, when he had 63 points playing nearly 17 minutes per night in Minnesota. With two excellent linemates — one a three-time 30-goal scorer and the other a Hart Trophy finalist last season — Bouchard, or whomever ends up occupying the spot, will have all the help necessary to succeed.
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                     Ryan Strome of the Blue Team looks on during the Islanders Rookie Scrimmage and Skills Competition. (July 11, 2013)           </p>

                      
  
        



<p>With the morning skates underway in Saskatchewan, here are the lines, defense pairs and goaltenders for each of the Isles’ split-squad games Tuesday night:</p>

                



<p><strong>REGINA</strong></p>

                



<p>Moulson-Tavares-Bouchard<br />
Lee-Nelson-Strome<br />
Martin-Cizikas-McDonald<br />
Gallant-Sundstrom-Boulton</p>

                
        

            


<p>Hickey-Visnovsky<br />
Strait-Hamonic<br />
Finley-Ness</p>

                



<p>Nabokov<br />
Reiter</p>

                



<p><strong>CALGARY</strong></p>

                



<p>Bailey-Nielsen-Okposo<br />
Grabner-Regin-Clutterbuck<br />
Persson-Wetmore-Bruton<br />
Kabanov-Clark-Johnson</p>

                



<p>MacDonald-Donovan<br />
Reinhart-Pulock<br />
de Haan-Carkner</p>

                



<p>Poulin<br />
Nilsson</p>

                



<p>A few things to take away from these groupings:</p>

                



<p>-- Donovan gets first shot at teaming with MacDonald to see what sort of chemistry can form there. Donovan told me on Monday that his productive AHL seasons, 45 points (fourth among defensemen) in 2011-12 and 48 points (tied for first) in 2012-13 were the result of “focusing on my defense first. I realized pretty quick that if I made sure of my defensive assignments, the points and the offense would just grow naturally out of that.”</p>

                



<p>Jack Capuano needs more offense from all his defensemen with Mark Streit gone, especially on the power play; MacDonald and Donovan will likely man the PP points in Calgary, so we’ll see what they have to offer. Calvin de Haan will get his chance as well; I’d imagine he’ll team with MacDonald later in the week.</p>

                



<p>-- Lee-Nelson-Strome could very well be Bridgeport’s opening-night top line. There doesn’t seem to be much room on either wing among the NHL veterans, so I doubt either Lee or Strome starts the season with the big club. Nelson is essentially competing with Peter Regin to be the No. 3 center and that will be a battle to the end of the week, if not beyond.</p>

                



<p>Some folks do very much want to see Strome and Nelson in Isles uniforms on Oct. 4. I understand that desire. But neither will turn into a Nino Niederreiter situation and the Islanders are simply a deeper team now than they were even in last year’s training camp, so the prospects will have to wait their turn. It will come this season, no doubt, but waiting is part of how good, deep teams operate.</p>

                



<p>-- Goaltending will be big this week. Not for Evgeni Nabokov, who is the opening night starter barring an unforeseen circumstance, but for Kevin Poulin and Anders Nilsson. One of them has to seize the moments afforded this week with loads of playing opportunities. If they both play well, even better for the Isles, but now’s the time to show something.<br />
&nbsp;</p>

Islanders prospect Anders Lee skates during minicamp at Nassau Coliseum. (July 9, 2013)</p> 
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<p>Ryan Pulock has only been on the ice for about an hour for his new organization, but already he has developed a reputation. If there’s one thing you his fellow prospects learned about him on Tuesday, it’s that you don’t want to get in the way of his shot.</p>

                



<p>“He’s a big, strong kid and hopefully you don’t get hit with one of his shots in front of the net,” Brock Nelson said.</p>

                



<p>Pulock, who was selected by the Islanders with the 15th pick in the first round of the 2013 NHL Draft, got his first opportunity to showcase his abilities in front of the front office at Islanders minicamp on Tuesday. Though he looked comfortable out on the ice, Pulock said he was nervous entering the week.</p>

                
        

            


<p>“It was kind of nerve-racking to start,” Pulock said. “It’s your first camp and you want to make a good first impression. Honestly, I want to play here as soon as possible.”</p>

                



<p>While his fellow teammates at the camp were impressed by his high-powered shot and his strength, the coaching staff seemed encouraged by the poise and maturity the 18 year-old showed.</p>

                



<p>“I met him for the first time at the draft and he’s a high-character kid,” Capuano said. “He’s a mature kid, he’s a reserved guy in the short time since I’ve met him. For his age, the maturity, the way he handles himself, it’s very professional.”</p>

                



<p>Though Pulock is hoping to play for the Islanders as soon as possible, he understands that he is young and that he has a lot to learn. He is excited about the coming days and the chance to get further acquainted with the coaching staff and to learn a few things while he’s here.</p>

                



<p>“You can learn a lot at these camps,” Pulock said. “It’s a lot of teaching, teaching different parts of the game. If you listen to them you can definitely improve your overall game and that’s what I’m here to do this week.”</p>

Trip Provides Chance for Rangers to Settle In and Fill in the Blanks

By ALLAN KREDA
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GREENBURGH, N.Y. — As the Rangers headed to Banff, Alberta, to continue their training camp, Coach Alain Vigneault was especially enthusiastic about the trip. 
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Heading into his first season behind the Rangers’ bench, Vigneault, who coached the Vancouver Canucks for the last seven seasons, said Wednesday that he welcomed the opportunity to become fully acquainted with all the elements of the organization. 

“For me, this is an ideal scenario,” said Vigneault, whose team will play four preseason games in five nights next week. 

“The trip gives me a chance to spend quality time with everyone from my coaching staff to Glen to players away from the rink,” he added, referring to General Manager Glen Sather. “This is a real positive for all of us.” 

The trip also gives Vigneault time to sort out which of his 39 players will be Rangers when the team opens the season at Phoenix on Oct. 3. 

Center Derek Stepan, the Rangers’ leading scorer last season, remains absent because of a contract stalemate. The team’s captain, Ryan Callahan, and his fellow forward Carl Hagelin are still recovering from off-season shoulder operations, and forwards Brad Richards and Chris Kreider are continuing to work on their games after having difficult seasons in 2012-13. 

“I will continue to play a lot of people and get a read of them,” Vigneault said. 

In the mix are the young forwards Oscar Lindberg, Danny Kristo and Jesper Fast and goaltender Cam Talbot, who impressed Vigneault while playing parts of preseason games this week against the Devils and Philadelphia. Talbot, 26, is vying with the veteran Martin Biron to be Henrik Lundqvist’s backup. “He made a big save last night,” Vigneault said, referring to Talbot’s stop on the Flyers’ Jakob Voracek to preserve a 3-2 win. Vigneault added, “He’s progressed quite a bit.” 

Talbot, who played 55 games last season for the Connecticut Whale of the American Hockey League, said: “It’s a huge opportunity even if I don’t crack the backup role. Watching their work ethic and how hard they work every day is important for me. Hopefully that pushes me in the future.” 

As for Stepan, who had 18 goals and 26 assists in the lockout-shortened, 48-game season, Vigneault said: “I’m functioning as if he’s not here. Lots of guys are pushing. We’ll have to sort this out as we move forward. I like the way Oscar is skating. And I really like Kristo. Ryan is not here, Haggie is not here, and Step’s not here. I’m planning for the guys that are.” 

Stepan, 23, is a restricted free agent without arbitration rights. The Rangers have less than $3 million in salary-cap space and will most likely seek a bridge deal at about $2.5 million per year for Stepan, their second-round draft pick out of Wisconsin in 2008, whose three-year, entry-level contract ended after last season. 

Stepan, a versatile center, has not missed a regular-season or playoff game in three seasons with the Rangers. He often skates on the team’s top line and on the power play, and he also kills penalties. 

Vigneault said he was watching the progress of Kreider, 22, who made a splash with five goals in the 2012 playoffs but shuttled between the Rangers and their affiliate in Hartford last season. He played only 23 games with the Rangers, scoring two goals. 

“He’s got size and speed,” Vigneault said. “I like a lot of the things Chris is doing. That can work in front of the net on the power play. He’s going to get a real good look.” 

SLAP SHOTS 

The Rangers will visit Calgary (Monday), Edmonton (Tuesday) and Vancouver (Sept. 26) and play the Los Angeles Kings in Las Vegas on Sept. 27. ... The Rangers assigned forwards Ryan Bourque, Josh Nicholls, Shawn O’Donnell and Michael St. Croix, as well as defenseman Brendon Nash, to Hartford. ... Goaltender Johan Hedberg, 40, who was Martin Brodeur’s backup with the Devils for the last three seasons, was released from his tryout agreement.

Returning to Rangers After Injury, and Loss
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GREENBURGH, N.Y. — Rangers defenseman Marc Staal and center Dominic Moore are approaching the season from drastically different perspectives of redemption. 
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For Staal, the challenge is physical — recovering from a serious eye injury sustained last season after a concussion-shortened 2011-12 season. 

Staal, 26, said he was accustomed to wearing a tinted visor for the first time in his career and feeling good after nearly a week of training camp. 

“It’s all about going day by day and getting better,” said Staal, who played regular shifts during Monday’s preseason opener in Newark, where the Devils beat the Rangers, 2-1. “I’m excited to be playing games, excited to be back. I just keep working.” 

Staal was struck near the right eye by a puck against Philadelphia on March 5. He missed the last 27 regular-season games and played in one playoff game. He spent the summer skating with his three brothers — Eric, Jordan and Jared of the Carolina Hurricanes — and attended Team Canada’s Olympic orientation camp. 

The previous season, Staal sustained a concussion in a collision with Eric during a game and missed 46 games. Staal, who paired with Michael Del Zotto against the Devils, is not one to complain even with a right eye permanently dilated. 

“Am I nervous? Not really,” Staal said. “Maybe I am more conscious of what I’m doing out there and trying to get better. I know I have a lot of work ahead.” 

Rangers Coach Alain Vigneault said he was encouraged by Staal’s performance. 

“He was a little anxious, and rightfully so,” Vigneault said. “He didn’t give up on pucks, talked to his partner all night long. It’s only going to get better for Mark.” 

The path back for Moore, a gritty 33-year-old center, is wholly different. Moore, who scored the Rangers’ goal Monday, skipped all of last season after his wife, Katie, died last January from liver cancer. Moore last played for San Jose at the end of the 2011-12 season after he was traded from Tampa Bay late that season. 

“You’re a little bit unsure because you haven’t played in so long,” Moore said, adding: “I feel good, I feel strong, I feel fast. The timing will come.” 

Moore broke into the N.H.L. with the Rangers, who picked him in the third round of the 2000 draft out of Harvard. He was a key member of the 2005-6 Tom Renney-coached squad that surprised the league with 100 points after the season-canceling 2004-5 lockout. Moore centered a hard-working line with Colton Orr on right wing and Ryan Hollweg on the left. 

The Rangers traded him in July 2006 to Nashville, which immediately shipped him to Pittsburgh. After 59 games with the Penguins, Moore was traded to Minnesota and later skated for Toronto, Buffalo, Florida, Montreal, Tampa Bay and San Jose. He was a valuable playoff performer for the Canadiens in 2010 and the Lightning in 2011 as both teams reached the Eastern Conference finals. 

Moore recalled his first training camp with the Rangers 13 years ago when he crossed paths with Adam Graves, who was playing his final season. 

“I remember how Adam came around and talked to all the young guys, tapping on our shin pads and telling us we were doing a great job,” Moore said. “That kind of support was tremendous and I hope I can help the young players here now as a veteran.” 

A vital member of the Rangers’ 1994 Stanley Cup-winning team, Graves said it was meaningful to have a player of Moore’s caliber on the current squad. 

“You can’t say enough about his dedication, work ethic and the quality person he is,” said Graves, who is in charge of hockey and business operations for the Rangers. “He’s the type of player everyone can learn from.” 

Moore said he was particularly looking forward to reuniting with the All-Star goaltender Henrik Lundqvist, a fellow Rangers rookie in 2005-6. 

“Obviously, those are special times when you are first breaking in,” said Moore, who centered a line with the youngsters Brandon Mashinter on left wing and Shawn O’Donnell on the right against the Devils. “That year, we showed what’s possible when a team is on the same page. I feel we can have the same potential this season.”

Center Acquired for Gaborik Is Quickly Becoming Rangers’ Catalyst 

Chang W. Lee/The New York Times

Derick Brassard during a Rangers practice on Friday. Acquired on April 3 in a trade, he said: “Now I know the guys, and I know my way around the city. I’m ready.” 
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GREENBURGH, N.Y. — Derick Brassard joined the Rangers amid a whirlwind race to the finish last season and flourished, scoring five goals down the stretch and adding 12 points in the playoffs. 
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Now, with a full 82-game season ahead, Brassard is especially eager for the puck to drop on the 2013-14 campaign, as the Rangers will probably feature a high-speed offense under their new coach, Alain Vigneault. 

“I’m really excited because I know A. V. wants us to play quick and skate a lot,” said Brassard, a center from Hull, Quebec, who turns 26 on Sept. 22. “I felt really comfortable at the end of last season. Now I know the guys, and I know my way around the city. I’m ready.” 

A first-round pick by Columbus in 2006, Brassard never lived up to expectations with the Blue Jackets, for whom he produced a career-high 47 points in 2010-11. Brassard struggled amid their revolving door of personnel and their inconsistency. Columbus has reached the playoffs once in franchise history, swept in four games by Detroit in 2009. 

Acquired in the April 3 deal that sent the Rangers’ top scorer, Marian Gaborik, to the Blue Jackets, Brassard says he enjoyed returning to the basics. 

“Last year, I had success right away with the Rangers because I wasn’t thinking too much, I was just playing,” Brassard said after practice at the team’s headquarters. “I want to have fun on the ice. That’s what I see ahead.” 

Brassard has had to settle any lingering issues he had with Scott Arniel, his former Columbus coach, who is now an assistant on Vigneault’s staff. Brassard said he had no bad feelings after Arniel benched him in late 2011. 

But Allan Walsh, Brassard’s agent, accused Arniel of “burying players and using them as scapegoats to mask his own lack of success on the ice.” Arniel said any problems that arose with Brassard had been created by Walsh’s statements. 

Fired by Columbus in January 2012, Arniel joined Vigneault in early July, when he took over the Rangers after they parted ways with John Tortorella. Brassard congratulated Arniel the day after his hiring. 

“Everything’s good between us,” Brassard said. “Arnie could be a great addition to our forwards. We are here to help this team on the ice.” 

Arniel, who coached Vancouver’s American Hockey League affiliate while Vigneault guided the Canucks, concurred. 

“You see the class of Derick,” Arniel said. “When I was hired, he called. We had a great conversation. I told him how proud I was to watch him play here last year. As a coach, you’re going to have situations where there’s a different opinion or there’s an ice-time issue. Those things happen. It was nothing personal. We’ve turned the page.” 

With the Rangers, Brassard had five goals and six assists in 13 games before adding 2 goals and 10 assists in his first postseason experience. In the first round, the Rangers beat Washington in seven games, then bowed to Boston in five games. 

Brassard’s smooth skating, passing prowess and scoring touch are reminiscent of Pierre Larouche, who was a French Canadian offensive force for the Rangers in the mid-1980s. Brassard gives the Rangers hope for their power play, which was a glaring weakness last season and is now under Arniel’s supervision. 

Vigneault is looking forward to what a focused and motivated Brassard can provide. 

“He’s a highly skilled player that can see the ice well,” Vigneault said. “It was a real confidence builder for him to step in, contribute and play well in New York. Now you have to follow it. He likes it here. He wants to continue to play and contribute.” 

Brassard’s talent is even appreciated from the Rangers’ blue line. Ryan McDonagh, a key member of a young defense that helped the Rangers reach the Eastern Conference finals in 2012, said Brassard’s puck wizardry last spring gave teammates a glimpse of what may be ahead. 

“Derick is exciting and makes dynamic plays,” McDonagh said. “That’s what New York likes to see. In my time with the Rangers, we haven’t seen a player with his skill set. He can definitely thrive here.” 

Arniel says he is looking for a special season from Brassard. 

“There was so much expectation when Derick got to Columbus,” Arniel said. “He got off to a good start, then hurt his shoulder and missed time. He always had talent as a great passer with great vision. Sometimes, it takes skill guys more time. That’s what he’s starting to do.”

Devils’ Brodeur Gets Butterflies as His Son Gets Playing Tips

Rich Schultz for The New York Times

The Devils selected Anthony Brodeur with the 208th pick in the N.H.L. draft. 
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NEWARK — Seeing Anthony Brodeur around Devils training camp is not anything new. 
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Brodeur, 18, has been a fixture around the organization, tagging alongside his father, Martin, the Devils’ goaltender. 

But watching Anthony suit up in his own Devils goalie gear for training camp is something a little different for both of them. 

Cory Schneider’s trade to the Devils made the biggest waves at the N.H.L. draft in June, but the team’s selection of Anthony Brodeur with the 208th pick also made a splash. 

“I know some of the guys, I’ve been in the locker room,” Anthony said after practicing Thursday. “Now that they’re shooting on me, they just think it is a little weird.” 

Anthony has spent the last two seasons at the prestigious Shattuck-St. Mary’s School in Faribault, Minn., and will play for the Gatineau Olympiques of the Quebec Major Junior Hockey League this season. 

He acknowledged Thursday that he was in camp to gain an experience. He said, “I’m not trying to make a team or anything.” 

The pressure is off Anthony to perform at camp, but his father still said he was more nervous watching Anthony. 

“I wish I could be in him and do it for him,” Martin said. “That’s where you have to let it go as a dad. It’s hard.” 

Gordie Howe is the only N.H.L.'er to play with his children, joining his sons Mark and Marty with the Hartford Whalers in the 1979-80 season. Ron and John Grahame and Bob and Brent Johnson are the only N.H.L. goaltenders to suit up for the same franchise. 

But if the Brodeurs want to become the third father-son goaltending duo to play for the same club, Martin knows that Anthony’s game needs some work. 

“Playing the puck, I mean he’s O.K., but I can see he can get a lot better, and just to play more big,” Martin said. “He’s not a big goalie to start with, but he’s got to learn to stand his ground more.” 

Most goaltenders these days play the butterfly style made popular by Patrick Roy, which emphasizes positioning and covering the lower half of the net. But the Brodeurs play a hybrid style that features butterfly elements and old-style stand-up play. 

Watching the 5-foot-11 Anthony in goal is like watching a shorter version of his father. 

“I’m a little bit of my own goalie,” Anthony said. “I still obviously have the same genetics and have a lot of the same reactions that he has and make the saves that he does. To an extent, I think I play like him.” 

In Thursday’s practice session, he used his glove and pads to take away low shots during rush drills, twice thwarting chances from another Devil with a famous father, Stefan Matteau. Also among Anthony’s new experiences was facing a rush from the future Hall of Famer Jaromir Jagr. 

“I saw him coming down, and I said, ‘Oh my God, he’s shooting on me,' ” Anthony said. “He was playing before I was even born. It’s pretty amazing that he’s still playing, and playing at such a high level. It was definitely pretty cool having him come down and shoot on me.” 

But to his dad’s point, Anthony still looks like a high school goaltender when he is playing the puck outside the crease. While Schneider faced a drill at one end of the practice rink, the Devils’ goaltending coach, Chris Terreri, worked with Anthony on the other side on becoming more comfortable clearing the puck from behind the net. 

Terreri, a former Devils goalie, shot puck after puck in behind the net, and Anthony slowly flipped them back to Terreri along the boards. Terreri is also working on Anthony’s positioning, particularly his hands. 

“He thinks I’m upright a little too much,” Anthony said. “He wants me to drop down a little lower, so I’m more ready when the shots come in. He’s right. Sometimes I get caught up high.” 

The younger Brodeur will leave camp not only figuratively richer. 

“I told him to keep his meal money, and I’m going to cook food for him,” Martin Brodeur said. “So he has some money, so I don’t have to pay too much when he goes out to juniors

Islanders Glimpse Future Home, Then Get to Work

Uli Seit for The New York Times

The Islanders held their first training camp practice at Barclays Center. Because of the layout, the videoboard is not centered. 
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Like many thousands of daily commuters Thursday morning, the Islanders arrived at their destination via the Long Island Rail Road. But for them, the journey from Long Island to Brooklyn represented more than the 40-minute ride from Garden City station to Atlantic Terminal. 
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The gleaming Barclays Center awaited the team, which was clad in blue home hockey sweaters. The Islanders gathered for a group photo outside the arena before heading inside for their first training camp practice. After 41 years — and still with two seasons remaining — at Nassau Coliseum, the squad finally took the ice at its next home. 

“This was not like anything I’ve ever seen before, getting off the train seeing the huge Barclays signs and walking over to the arena,” left wing Matt Martin said. “There was a definite wow factor. We all felt it.” 

On this inaugural hockey day in Brooklyn, the news media was given a tour of the arena’s amenities by the Barclays Center chief executive, Brett Yormark, and the real estate developer Bruce C. Ratner, who paid $300 million for the Nets in 2004 with the aim of moving the N.B.A. team from New Jersey to Brooklyn. The Nets began play at Barclays last season. 

The Islanders host the Devils on Sept. 21 in the first N.H.L. game to be played at the arena. Yormark said about 10,000 tickets had been sold for the preseason game. Barclays Center will accommodate 15,813 fans for hockey, compared with 16,234 at Nassau Coliseum. 

The Islanders’ owner, Charles B. Wang, could hardly contain his excitement. 

“When you come out and see that beautiful white ice and the big Islander logo at center ice, your heart is going ba-boom, ba-boom,” Wang said. “It’s unbelievable.” 

Wang’s journey has been especially grueling because he spent many years battling Nassau County over proposed plans to keep the Islanders on Long Island, where they began as an expansion franchise in 1972. 

His proposed Lighthouse project, a transformation of Nassau Coliseum and its surroundings, ultimately failed because of political opposition. The team announced in October it would move to Brooklyn for the 2015-16 season after the lease at Nassau Coliseum expired. 

“I am very happy, as you can see from my smile,” Wang said. “This is the realization of a dream.” 

Islanders Coach Jack Capuano and his staff put two player groups through initial paces as the team seeks to improve on last season’s first playoff appearance since 2007. The Islanders lost to the top-seeded Pittsburgh Penguins in a hard-fought six-game opening-round series. 

Players expressed excitement about the game against the Devils at a rink just 20 minutes by subway from Midtown and Madison Square Garden, home of the rival Rangers. 

“We can see that everything here is first class,” said the 23-year-old defenseman Travis Hamonic, who signed a seven-year, $27 million contract with the Islanders this summer. “We’re all excited to play here.” 

The arena was not built specifically for hockey and has distinctive elements. Because the bowl is sharply angled instead of deep and recessed, even seats high up will not seem too distant, Ratner said. 

“The proximity to the action will be tremendous,” he said. “There will be no place with such close sightlines for hockey.” 

The rink does not fit in the center of the arena, so the overhead video scoreboard is not centered on the ice, though from certain angles that is less noticeable. Another oddity caused by off-center ice is that there are no standard seats behind one of the goals on the lowest level, typically a premium seating area. Instead, a high-end hospitality area is planned for behind and to the sides of the goal. 

Yormark added that part of the Barclays approach would be to make Brooklyn an attractive destination for rival players. 

“Other teams will come here and be in awe,” said Yormark, referring to a spacious visiting locker room area that is not yet built. “We want free agents to want to come play here.” 

The Islanders would like to build around John Tavares, the newly appointed team captain, who led the team with 28 goals last season and turns 23 on Sept. 20. 

“It definitely feels really new,” Tavares said of the arena. “It will be an adjustment once we do get here to make it feel comfortable.” 

Wang said the Islanders still expected to play the next two seasons at Nassau Coliseum despite the temptation to move to Brooklyn earlier. 

“We’ve always wanted to get here as soon as possible, but we are living to our lease,” he said. “We’ll honor that lease.” 

A quartet of white, blue and orange Stanley Cup banners honoring the champion teams from 1980 to 1983 already dangle from the Barclays Center rafters and will stay there through the preseason game against the Devils. Once the team permanently shifts to Brooklyn, retired sweaters, including Mike Bossy’s 22, Denis Potvin’s 5 and Bryan Trottier’s 19, will join them above the ice. 

Capuano reiterated that basic hard work would remain paramount amid the Brooklyn move countdown. 

“We have higher expectations now, and our guys know it will only get harder,” he said
Without center Derek Stepan, NY Rangers head north to training camp

As budding star continues contract holdout, new coach Alain Vigneault has to prepare without one of his top players and will be forced to readjust upon return.
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Derek Stepan will not be with the Rangers as they head to Canada to continue training camp, which is hardly a perfect situation for new coach Alain Vigneault.
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On the eighth day of Derek Stepan’s contract holdout Wednesday afternoon, the Rangers team charter took off for Banff, Alberta without one of the Blueshirts’ top centers on the plane or his name even on their active roster, to continue training camp in western Canada.

Such are the hard lines GM Glen Sather draws for restricted free agents with no arbitration rights for leverage, even those such as Stepan who deserve a big payday.

While the silent standoff drags on, however, first-year coach Alain Vigneault has no choice but to train his full attention on the 39 players on the plane. The organization’s stance in the contract negotiations limits Vigneault’s ability to include Stepan in his short-term plans for his eventual 23-man roster.

“At this time, right now, I’m functioning as if he’s not here,” Vigneault said Wednesday in Greenburgh.

The top six spots on the blue line are locked in, and so are the goaltending duties, with Martin Biron backing up Henrik Lundqvist following Wednesday’s release of Johan Hedberg from his camp tryout. The forward lineup, however, remains in flux.

So Vigneault’s first major challenge in New York is to find his top 12 forwards for opening night Oct. 3 in Phoenix, without knowing exactly how long he’ll be without major cogs Stepan and injured wingers Ryan Callahan and Carl Hagelin.

Simultaneously, he must prepare for the inevitable sharp adjustment when those three return.

For now, the coach is experimenting with forward “duos” he believes may click in the early going: Brad Richards with Rick Nash, Derick Brassard with Benoit Pouliot, and either Dominic Moore or Brian Boyle centering agitator Derek Dorsett. Vigneault is encouraged by prospects Danny Kristo, Jesper Fast and Oscar Lindberg, youngsters with “NHL skill level.” But even the coach admitted they may not be “quite ready” for the show.

Unfortunately, Vigneault’s trial-and-error system is a reminder of what he does not have at his disposal for the Rangers’ final four preseason games out west, beginning Monday night in Calgary and includ ing a Thursday night visit to John Tortorella and the Vancouver Canucks.

A quick look at last season’s tapes, for example, would show him that Nash clicked best with Stepan in the regular season and with Brassard during the playoffs.

While discussing how many players he intends to carry in the regular season, Vigneault did mention the potential of placing players on the long-term injury list, a possibility for Callahan or Hagelin that would keep them sidelined for the first 10 regular-season games, but also could free more money to sign Stepan.

“Hockey’s gonna have a say in (who we carry on the roster), but the (salary) cap will also have a say in it,” Vigneault said. “That’s always the reality of today’s game . . . that question you usually ask the money guy.”

Unfortunately, Vigneault must build a roster without three of his money guys — well, two money guys and Stepan, if you ask the Rangers front office.

FOR A GOOD CAUSE


The Rangers and The Fairmont Banff Springs Hotel are co-hosting a charity golf invitational on Thursday to benefit the surrounding communities devastated by June floods in Sather’s home province of Alberta.

Read more: http://www.nydailynews.com/sports/hockey/rangers/viggy-rangers-step-article-1.1460413#ixzz2fPqhEJNJ

After wife's tragic death from cancer, Dominic Moore returns to the NY Rangers after a season away 

Moore, 33, took a full season away from hockey to care for his wife, Katie, who died tragically in January at the age of 32 from a rare form of liver cancer.
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New York Rangers center Dominic Moore (28) shoots the puck during a preseason game against the New Jersey Devils at the Prudential Center on Monday, September 16, 2013 (Andrew Theodorakis/New York Daily News). 

Andrew Theodorakis/New York Daily News

Rangers center Dominic Moore (l.) is back on the ice for the NY Rangers after a full season away.

PHILADELPHIA — Seventeen months later, Dominic Moore felt like he’d been gone forever but also like he’d never left.

Monday night’s Rangers preseason opener in Newark was Moore’s first NHL action since April 16, 2012, due to a full season away to care for his wife, Katie, who died in January of a rare form of liver cancer at 32.

RELATED: RANGERS FAIL ON FOUR POWER PLAY TRIES IN PRESEASON LOSS TO DEVILS

Moore, 33, a veteran center and low-cost offseason free-agent signing, scored the Rangers’ only goal, but the real success was Moore resuming his career with the team that drafted him in 2000 before trading him away in 2006.

“I didn’t know what to expect,” Moore said. “But there were some good things and some things I know will come. At the same time, everything’s new. The whole team is new, the coaching staff is new. So there are adjustments to be made all over the place.”

RELATED: A LOOK AT THE RANGERS' TOP PROSPECTS

Moore has started a foundation in Katie's name dedicated to helping people with rare cancers. 

katie moore foundation 

Moore has started a foundation in Katie's name dedicated to helping people with rare cancers. 

Moore helped kill a late penalty in Tuesday night’s 3-2 win over the Flyers and was on the ice in the last minute to preserve the victory. Derick Brassard led the way with a goal and an assist on newcomer Benoit Pouliot’s game-winner in the third period.

“I was very impressed,” coach Alain Vigneault said of Moore’s play on Monday night in New Jersey. “That was one of the first things (we talked about), when (general manager) Glen (Sather) came (in after the game).

RELATED: RANGERS' KREIDER HAS SIGHTS SET ON BIG SEASON

“For a guy who’s been off for a full year to come in and to play the way he did, to talk to the players the way he did on the bench, his experience — I was impressed. A full year off for him, to come back like that — I give him full marks for getting himself ready to play.”

Moore, a 6-foot, 192-pound center, said that despite the long layoff he feels “good,” “strong” and “fast.” In fact, before scoring on Monday, Moore used his speed to jump across the blue line and keep the puck in the offensive zone, before reaping the rewards after shots on net by wingers Marek Hrivik and Danny Kristo.

Moore has started the Katie Moore Foundation (katiemoore.org), dedicated to helping patients and families with rare cancers. He is also focused on resuming his career.

“This is the first kind of game routine that I’ve been in in a while,” Moore said. “Every day I should feel more comfortable.”

Read more: http://www.nydailynews.com/sports/hockey/rangers/wife-tragic-death-moore-back-blueshirts-article-1.1458711#ixzz2fPqncNl0
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NY Rangers release Johan Hedberg from tryout, trim roster to 39 for trip to Banff, Alberta, to continue training camp

BY Pat Leonard

As expected, the Rangers released veteran goaltender Johan Hedberg from his tryout on Wednesday.

 Hedberg did not see any game action in the Rangers’ first two preseason games. He was brought in to compete with incumbent Martin Biron and Cam Talbot for the backup job behind Henrik Lundqvist, following Biron’s late arrival to camp due to a personal issue.

 But Biron is already under contract, so retaining him is simpler and more efficient financially. Plus, the job is Biron’s to lose, and on Tuesday night in Philadelphia he made six saves on six shots.

“We talked yesterday after the game with Glen and his staff and Benoit, and thinking how we were going to use Henrik,” coach Alain Vigneault said Wednesday after practice. “We figured with four games in five nights, the best way to get him ready was to play him the first game in Calgary and then the game in Vancouver – not to play him when we travel. So if he’s playing those two, and I want to give a full game to Marty, then there’s only one game left.

“So I called Johan this morning to tell him, ‘Listen, there’s a possibility you might get half a game. There’s also a possibility you might get a game, depending on how things unfold,’” Vigneault continued. “So for a veteran player, well-respected across the league, I wanted him to hear from me what the scenario was coming up, and I left the decision up to him. He decided to stay back.”

Vigneault said Lundqvist will play the full game Monday night against Calgary and the full game Thursday night against John Tortorella and the Vancouver Canucks. Biron will play the full game Tuesday night against Edmonton, and the plan for Friday in Las Vegas is still up in the air.

Talbot, last year’s No. 1 in the AHL, continues to be groomed by the organization for future work. He is the third of the three goalies traveling with the team to Banff, Alberta, to continue the Rangers’ training camp in western Canada.

 In addition to releasing Hedberg, the Rangers trimmed their active roster by assigning several prospects to the AHL: forwards Ryan Bourque, Josh Nicholls, Shawn O’Donnell and Michael St. Croix, and defenseman Brendon Nash.

 That means 39 players will travel west, where the Rangers will wrap up the preseason with four games in five days next week: Monday in Calgary, Tuesday in Edmonton, Thursday in Vancouver and Friday in Las Vegas against the Kings.

 There would be 40 players on the active roster, but Derek Stepan’s contract holdout reached Day Eight on Wednesday. In fact, after including Stepan’s name on the active roster following the first round of cuts, the Rangers now have removed it.

Rangers’ active roster (39)

Forwards (23): Arron Asham, Brian Boyle, Derick Brassard, Ryan Callahan, Derek Dorsett, Jesper Fast, Carl Hagelin, Micheal Haley, Marek Hrivik, Michael Kantor, Chris Kreider, Danny Kristo, Oscar Lindberg, Brandon Mashinter, J.T. Miller, Dominic Moore, Rick Nash, Benoit Pouliot, Darroll Powe, Taylor Pyatt, Brad Richards, Andrew Yogan, Mats Zuccarello. (Derek Stepan holding out)

Defensemen (13): Conor Allen, Stu Bickel, Michael Del Zotto, Justin Falk, Dan Girardi, Tommy Hughes, Aaron Johnson, Ryan McDonagh, Dylan McIlrath, John Moore, Marc Staal, Anton Stralman, Danny Syvret.

Goalies (three): Martin Biron, Henrik Lundqvist, Cam Talbot
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Crushed Ice: Darroll Powe pushes to prove himself; Martin Biron fights for his own job; young NY Rangers hold own vs. Flyers

BY Pat Leonard

PHILADELPHIA – The Rangers waived veteran forwards Darroll Powe and Arron Asham this summer to reduce their salary cap hits, which shrink to a percentage of their total if they play in the AHL. The decision came as an initial shock to Powe, who had not experienced that feeling before, but he used that decision and a disappointing finish to last season as motivation this training camp.

 Tuesday night, Powe drove to the net and redirected Andrew Yogan’s shot over Mason for a 2-1 lead late in the second period. It was his first goal as a Ranger in 39 games including preseason, regular season and playoffs, and he scored it against his former team.

 Powe has centered lines in both of the Rangers’ two opening preseason games as coach Alain Vigneault takes a hard look at what the 28-year-old can give the club.

“I believe in myself as a hockey player,” said Powe, a depth forward and penalty-killing specialist. “My goal coming into camp was just to come in, work hard and show what I believe, (which) is that I can still play. It’s nice to get into two games here right off the bat. I’m not where I want to be yet, but it’s good to be back, feeling the battle of the game and all that.”

BRASSARD AT CENTER OF RANGERS' 3-2 PRESEASON WIN OVER FLYERS

 Powe didn’t read anything into playing both of the first two games (most players, with a few exceptions, played only one game or the other). Rather, he preferred being in the lineup because it meant more opportunities to show the coaches what he can do.

“It just means I get a chance to go and prove myself. It’s a good opportunity for me. Obviously I had a tough end to the season last year,” said Powe, whose 2012-13 season ended with a concussion in the first round of the playoffs, his second concussion of the season. “It’s a fresh start this year, and I come back and kind of get my legs under me again and just get back in to the flow of playing games.”

MEETING HIS GOALS

 Martin Biron made six saves on six shots faced in 31:22 of game action, and several were difficult saves, including a couple big stops in front on the Flyers’ top offseason acquisition, center Vincent Lecavalier.

“Some of the shots they had grade-A scoring chances,” Vigneault said. “So give (Biron) full marks. He came in there and he made the saves that he had to.”

Biron appeared calm and steady in net as he battles to protect his backup goaltending job from Cam Talbot and Johan Hedberg. Hedberg was brought in on a tryout when Biron missed the first two days of training camp due to a personal matter, but barring anything out of the ordinary, Hedberg now is on the fringe of the competition after failing to dress in either of the Rangers’ first two preseason games.

 Talbot made 11 saves on 12 shots on Monday in New Jersey, then he stopped 10 of 12 shots against the Flyers on Tuesday night. Despite allowing the two goals, though, Talbot came up big with a shoulder stop on Flyers forward Jakub Vorcek with 16 seconds to play to preserve the win.

“At the end of the third period with a few seconds left, Cam did what you need from your goaltending,” Vigneault said. “He gave us a chance to win with a huge save.”

THE YOUNG AND THE RESTLESS

 -Swedish winger Jesper Fast opened a few eyes Tuesday night in his first-ever NHL action, throwing a good hit on his first shift, making a good move and firing a nice wrister a bit later, and throughout the night demonstrating an ability to stickhandle and slide smart passes in traffic.

 His linemate and another first-time NHLer, center Oscar Lindberg, did not stand out, but he and Fast both showed poise with the puck in the offensive zone, and Lindberg clearly is disciplined in the other zones, effectively using his body and retreating to gather possession and support the defensemen.

 In fact, that line’s ability to stay on the puck helped the Rangers control the pace for a large portion of the game.

 Fast smiled when told he had been throwing his weight around a bit, saying he knows he’s “not a heavyweight” but tries to use his body to protect the puck. He was critical of his own game, particularly saying he needs to control the puck better in the corners when defensemen close from the side or behind.

 But Fast certainly held his own in the first NHL action and did enough to get noticed.

 Meanwhile, other young prospects chipped in, with Yogan assisting on Powe’s goal, defenseman Conor Allen getting the second assist and logging 20-plus minutes, and New York City native Michael Kantor throwing a game-high six hits.

“Unless I’m mistaken, I think we had four or five guys playing their first NHL game,” Vigneault said. “That’s a lot of kids at the same time, and I don’t think anybody was in awe. They went out there, they had real good support from their teammates, and they tried to put their best foot forward. All in all, I thought it was good game for a first (game) for a lot of those guys.”

BLUE LINE BLUES

 Defenseman Dylan McIlrath, the Rangers’ 10th overall pick in the 2010 draft, had a tough night, mishandling the puck and allowing Maxime Talbot behind him on Philly’s first goal. Then McIlrath’s turnover in the defensive zone led to Sean Couturier’s game-tying goal 2:28 into the third.

 McIlrath bounced back to pick up an assist on the Rangers’ winning goal when he wristed the puck toward the Flyers net. The shot was blocked, but Brassard slid a touch pass across the slot to Pouliot to hit the open net for a 3-2 lead 5:30 into the third period.

 All the same, McIlrath’s night was frustrating due to his defensive mistakes. There are concerns about his skating ability – he had no chance to recover after the puck slid past him on the first goal – and his consistency defensively. His greatest strength is his physical play, standing an imposing 6-5, 220 pounds and using every ounce of that size to his advantage.

 Not only do the Rangers have six capable defenseman already locked in at roster spots; it would benefit McIlrath anyway to start his season in the AHL and continue to hone his skills in the hopes of improving and eventually cracking the roster. For now, he’s still a ways away.

MORE VIGNEAULT ANALYSIS OF THE RANGERS’  VICTORY

On getting to the net (Pouliot’s goal, Powe’s goal are examples): “It was one of the things that we’ve been talking to our group about. Ya know, it’s a tough league to score, the quality of the goaltending on every team is real solid. To score goals, you’ve got to want to go in those tough areas and pay the price, and I thought tonight for the most part, we accomplished what we wanted to. Philly came at us real hard. We moved the puck in a fashion that I think enabled us to break their forecheck, and it was a hard-fought game. Both teams battled real hard.”

On whether pace of this game was quicker than first preseason game: “I think both games were a little different, but tonight, I thought we did what we had to do when we had the puck to try and generate some offense. There wasn’t a lot of room out there, and when we didn’t have the puck, we did what we had to do to try to get it back as quick as we could.”

On whether getting the win was important: “You play to win, but I would say – and I love to win – right now I’m focused on evaluating our players and evaluating the way we need to play, the way you need to play in this league to win and have success.”
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Derick Brassard, Benoit Pouliot, Mats Zuccarello display chemistry in NY Rangers' 3-2 preseason win over Philadelphia Flyers

BY Pat Leonard

PHILADELPHIA – The longer Derek Stepan holds out, the more important it will be for Derick Brassard to have games like he did Tuesday night against the Flyers.

 The playmaking center paced the Rangers’ 3-2 preseason win at Wells Fargo Center with a goal and the primary assist on Benoit Pouliot’s game-winning tally 5:30 into the third period.

 Brassard, acquired in the Marian Gaborik trade with Columbus last spring, stood out in the postseason with 12 points in 12 games. Then on Tuesday, he demonstrated the same poise on the puck in his first game action of the preseason, an encouraging sign that the playoffs may have been only been a preview of what the 25-year-old has to offer.

MOORE KICKS OFF FRESH START IN NEW YORK WITH PRESEASON GOAL

“I’m going to try my best,” Brassard said. “I know that last year I had another level of my game that I wanted to show, and maybe I showed it, but now it’s a new season. It’s only one game, one preseason game. I was just coming in tonight to get my timing right. I just want to get myself ready for Phoenix for the first game.”

Martin Biron (six saves on six shots) and Cam Talbot (10 saves on 12 shots) combined to lift New York, with Talbot getting the win.

 Brassard said he thought the Rangers “managed the puck real well” on Tuesday night, which certainly applied to the game-winning goal, when Brassard gathered Dylan McIlrath’s blocked shot and slid a smart pass through the slot to Pouliot for a dunk into an open net.

“They both, I thought, played to their strengths,” coach Alain Vigneault said of Brassard and Pouliot, who played on a line with Mats Zuccarello (assist). “They moved the puck, they used their speed, they got some quality chances. They even had some real good chances on the power play. That didn’t pan out there, but there seems to be a little bit of chemistry there, and hopefully it’s going to continue to improve.”

Brassard’s goal 1:10 into the second period to open scoring for both teams came on the best pass of the evening from Zuccarello, who slid the puck from behind the net to Brassard alone in the slot. He had all the time in the world and used it to rip a wrist shot over the left shoulder of Flyers goalie Steve Mason.

“He sees the ice really well,” Brassard said of Zuccarello. “Honestly, I knew he was going to see me there, so that’s why I tried to open up in the slot. All credit to him. I didn’t do too much. I had so much time to shoot the puck there. But he sees the ice really well.”

Pouliot, a 6-3 former first-round pick of the Minnesota Wild signed by the Rangers as a free agent this offseason, said his line with Brassard and Zuccarello “got in a rhythm.” He was pleased with the Rangers’ performance against a Flyers squad that dressed several of its top forwards, including Vincent Lecavalier, Scott Hartnell, Wayne Simmonds and Jakub Voracek.

 Maxime Talbot and Sean Couturier scored for Philadelphia in defeat.

“They almost had three lines up front that they play regularly, so it was a good test for us,” Pouliot said. “It was a good challenge. We played well.”

Pouliot said he tries to “get some open ice” for his two linemates and then create traffic. The chemistry seems to be clicking since Sunday’s intrasquad scrimmage, when Pouliot also scored.

“Our line, we try to play quick,” Brassard said. “Ben is a tall guy that skates really well and has a good shot. I thought we had a good intrasquad game. We see each other pretty well in practice, and I couldn’t’ wait to come into the game tonight and see what we could do. I thought we had some good chances. I think the next preseason game we’re going to try to get better, but I was pretty pleased with our line tonight.”

Have a question about the Blueshirts or a comment? Find Pat on Twitter at @PLeonardNYDN.
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Danny Kristo impresses Alain Vigneault despite NY Rangers 2-1 loss in 2013-14 preseason opener to New Jersey Devils

BY Pat Leonard

The Rangers’ first mark on Alain Vigneault’s clean slate was a 2-1 loss in their preseason opener to the Devils in Newark on Monday night. But young right wing Danny Kristo’s encouraging performance demonstrated exactly why exhibition results aren’t coaches’ primary concern in September.

 Kristo recorded the primary assist on Dominic Moore’s third period goal and nearly knotted the game late after earning an opportunity to play during the game’s most critical juncture with his earlier creativity.

“I liked Kristo’s game tonight,” Vigneault said after the game at the Prudential Center. “I thought he showed some real poise and some really good offensive abilities.”

POWER PLAY IMPROVEMENT A WORK IN PROGRESS LIKE EVERYTHING ELSE

Kristo committed a tripping penalty in the offensive zone only 75 seconds into his first-ever NHL preseason game, but gradually he began to show flashes of his ability, ripping a wrister on net off the rush and eventually setting up New York’s only goal.

“I think after the first period I just settled down,” Kristo said, his lower lip bloodied by a second-period high stick from Devils center Adam Henrique. “There were nerves a little bit, first big game with the organization. But I thought I played well, and I felt good out there.”

On the Rangers’ goal, Kristo chased down the puck past the net and threw it back in front to left wing and linemate Marek Hrivik, who got a shot on Devils backup goalie Keith Kinkaid. Kristo slid back in front to throw a rebound on goal, and finally the puck bounced out to Moore, who backhanded it home 4:59 into the third period to cut the deficit to 2-1.

“It was just kind of a scramble,” Kristo said of the goal. “I think their ‘D’ got caught up ice. I heard (Hrivik), I didn’t really see him, I just heard him going to the net. So I kind of threw a pass to the slot there and there was kind of a little bit of scramble and then we finally put it in. It was good to cut the lead to one, but it would have been nice to tie it up.”

Kristo nearly tied the game with 1:07 remaining, redirecting a smart point pass from defenseman John Moore onto the cage, but Kinkaid made the save.

“Six-on-five, we were buzzing pretty good there and had it set up,” Kristo said. “(John Moore) made a really good pass and I just tried to tip it, redirect it, and I actually got a pretty good piece of the redirect to the other side of the net, but the goalie made a good save.”

Even though Chris Kreider played most of the game on a top line with Brad Richards and Rick Nash, Vigneault chose Kristo over Kreider to play in the six-on-five, joining Richards, Nash, Brian Boyle, defenseman Michael Del Zotto, and a combination of John Moore, Dominic Moore and Marc Staal.

 Kreider ripped a chance wide early and showed his speed chasing down pucks into corners, but he didn’t keep possession well most of the night and was trailing Mattias Tedenby in the slot before the Devils forward scored on Henrik Lundqvist (14 saves) midway through the first period.

 With 6.9 seconds remaining in the second period, Vigneault then pulled Kreider off the ice in favor of Boyle on a defensive zone faceoff.

 These are just some of the developments in the Rangers’ first exhibition game, which featured just 20 of the team’s 46 active roster players. Here’s more from the game and postgame:

SOLID MARCS

 Rangers defenseman Marc Staal led all skaters with six shots on goal in 21:56 of ice time in his first game action since May 6 and felt light years ahead of where he’d been last spring in recovering from his eye injury.

“Not at all,” Staal said of whether he’d had to make any major adjustments Monday night. “As soon as I got through the intensity of the first few shifts, I couldn’t even compare it to the game I played in the playoffs and the way I felt. It went really good.”

Vigneault said Staal’s excitement was visible early and his steadiness was visible throughout the game. Indeed, Staal was covering a ton of ground, masking mistakes elsewhere on the defensive end and throwing pucks on net in the offensive zone.

“Without saying you could tell, he was a little anxious and a little nervous, and rightfully so,” Vigneault said. “I thought he didn’t give up on pucks, when the puck was bouncing. He talked to his (defensive) partner (Michael Del Zotto) all night long, and I think it’s only going to get better for Marc.”

VIGNEAULT ASSESSES HIS FIRST GAME ON THE BENCH

On his overall take from the game: “First exhibition game. There were things that I liked, things that you know, you could tell that our players were trying to apply some of the things that we’ve been working on, some of the things that we’ve been talking about, some of the things that we’ve been showing on video. But there’s obviously room for improvement without a doubt. It was a first exhibition game, the first time veterans and younger players got a chance to step on the ice and take the rust out of the summer, even though they’d been working extremely hard on and off the ice. It’s still an exhibition game, so it’s a first step and it’s going to get better.”

On putting pucks on net (Rangers outshot Devils, 34-27): “I liked our shooting mentality. One of the areas that we’re going to need to impress and really put a focus on is we need to do a better job of getting in front of the other team’s goaltender. We had a lot of good looks, but in Schneider’s case tonight, all the saves he had to make – some were more challenging than others – but they all of them were without traffic in front. That’s one of the areas that I know we haven’t gotten to, things that I need to address with our group. I’ve mentioned it briefly but haven’t addressed it. So it’s step by step, and tonight was a first step as far as the exhibition.”

On hybrid icing, which the NHL is experimenting with this preseason: “I mean it was my first experience with it. I think for the most part, all the calls that were made except maybe for one, they would have been icing or no icing. So if it makes it safer for the players, it’s such a fast-paced game, big bodies, I’m all for it.”

 (Hybrid icing allows linesmen to make a judgment call and whistle icings early to avoid dangerous collisions. It’s a good rule if applied consistently, but there was one instance in Monday’s first period that illustrated why it can be confusing. The linesman liberally applied the rule, whistling the play dead before the puck barely had crossed the blue line. It’s just something to keep an eye on this preseason.)

On Hrivik’s play (protects the puck well, has good size, but needs to create and shoot more – had just one shot on net): “Hrivik, you could tell there’s something there. It was the first time I got to see him, so I’m looking forward to seeing him in this next little while.”

On the play of the top line: “Considering it was the first game for Brad and Nasher and Kreider, I mean, it’s the first game together with me, and I saw some signs, some things that I liked, and some other areas that we’ll need to improve.”

Vigneault also praised the play of veteran center Dominic Moore, which I will write more about on Tuesday afternoon.

YES, HE CAM

 Backup goalie Cam Talbot (11 saves) allowed a slap shot goal from the Devils’ Eric Gelinas that became the game-winner, but he also made three saves in the final 39 seconds of the second period on the penalty kill and stopped several terrific Devils scoring chances in the third to keep it close.

 Talbot (6-3, 205 pounds) is the most physically imposing of the Blueshirts’ goaltenders and was their No. 1 AHL goaltender last season. He is part of the competition for the backup job with Martin Biron and Johan Hedberg, who is with the team on a tryout.

 Interestingly enough, even though Hedberg is supposed to be competing for the job, the Rangers will be dressing Talbot again on Tuesday night against the Flyers in Philadelphia.

 Vigneault said goalie coach Benoit Allaire said before training camp that he would like Lundqvist and Talbot to play against the Devils and then for Biron and Talbot to go against the Flyers. So the coaches are sticking with the plan despite Hedberg’s presence on the roster.

 It was unclear as of Monday night what that meant for Hedberg’s future with the club. But it is clear that after Tuesday night, he will be one of five players on the active to not have played in either of the first two preseason games. That list also includes forwards Michael St. Croix and Josh Nicholls, and defensemen Tommy Hughes and Brendon Nash. Expect those four to be assigned to the AHL or their junior clubs, depending on each player’s specific situation.

RANGERS ROSTER VS. FLYERS on Tuesday

Forwards: Benoit Pouliot-Derick Brassard-Mats Zuccarello, Taylor Pyatt-Oscar Lindberg-Jesper Fast, Micheal Haley-Dominic Moore-Derek Dorsett, Andrew Yogan-Darroll Powe-Michael Kantor.

Defensemen: Ryan McDonagh-Dan Girardi, Conor Allen-Anton Stralman, Danny Syvret-Dylan McIlrath.

Goalies: Martin Biron, Cam Talbot

Have a question about the Blueshirts or a comment? Find Pat on Twitter at @PLeonardNYDN.
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NY Rangers practice power play, Marc Staal asks for more preseason work; see Rangers & Devils rosters for preseason opener

BY Pat Leonard

Rangers defenseman Marc Staal said Sunday that intends to play four of the team’s six preseason games. On Monday, before the Blueshirts’ preseason opener against the Devils in Newark, coach Alain Vigneault said Staal asked for that extra work to prepare himself after missing the second half of last season with an eye injury.

VIGNEAULT SLOTS KREIDER ON TOP LINE TO OPEN PRESEASON

“I’ve been told (by) our medical staff, from him, that he hasn’t felt this good in a long time, so I’m going by that,” Vigneault said at the Greenburgh training facility. “I think in Marc’s case, he hasn’t played a lot of hockey in the last couple years. He did ask me to play. Usually, you know, when you play six games, your veteran guys will play three. He wants to play more, he wants to get out on the ice, get himself in game shape and game conditioning. So I’m going to give him an opportunity to play more than the standard games.”

Here are a few more notes from the coach’s pre-game media availability:

-Vigneault said the Rangers’ crammed regular-season schedule should mean he carries a few more players at times and gets a better overview of the organization’s entire talent base.

“What makes it a little bit challenging this year for our guys is the fact that we’re playing a lot of back-to-backs, four games in five nights,” Vigneault said. “It’s good in the sense that I’m going to carry a few more guys, and it’s going to give me a good read on the guys that we have (or) allow me to get a more accurate read on the players that we have in the organization.”

-Defenseman Stu Bickel, who sat out Sunday’s scrimmage with a back issue, will dress in Monday night’s preseason opener against the Devils. Bickel has been determined since playing 51 games in the 2011-12 season to assert himself as a reliable defenseman and not just an intimidator.

 His slow start last season contributed to his demotion to the AHL, playing just 16 games for the Rangers. Now, with John Tortorella gone and Vigneault behind the bench, it’s even more important that Bickel lets his stick and not his fists do the talking.

“You’ve got to be able to play,” Vigneault said Monday, when asked if teams can afford to carry players who really are enforcers only. “You’ve got to be able to skate and get in on the forecheck. Because you’re a physical presence out there, sometimes you have to stand up for yourself, but you have to be able to play. I don’t think a lot of teams have that. Some teams do, but a lot of teams don’t.”

-The Rangers practiced the power play with coaches’ directions for the first time on Monday morning, with their first unit for Monday’s preseason game shaping up as Staal and Michael Del Zotto on the points, with the top line of Chris Kreider, Brad Richards and Rick Nash up front.

 By the end of practice, the man advantage was humming, with Del Zotto, Richards and Staal completing a beautiful tic-tac-toe to beat Henrik Lundqvist. It was only practice, but there was fluid motion against active penalty killers, and Kreider showed for a second straight day a solid ability to retrieve the puck off initial shots and protect it with his body in front or along the boards.

“We’d like (the top line) to get an opportunity to go out on the power play, to get a little bit of chemistry going,” Vigneault said. “We worked on it today for the first time, with coaches. We worked on it (Sunday), but there were no directions. Today there was a little bit more direction.”

-Vigneault brings levity to the atmosphere in Greenburgh even when he’s focused on the tough decisions of training camp. Take, for example, his response on Monday morning when asked about his feelings on coaching his first game with the Rangers:

“Right now my thoughts are really on evaluating our players, trying to find roles for guys where they’re going to have success,” Vigneault said. “At the same, (we want to be) getting certain guys, putting them in places where they can be successful. Probably tonight when I go down behind the bench for the first time, I’ll feel it, but right now I’ve got so many things going on in my little French brain here that I haven’t had time to sort it all out, so. I’ve got a lot of things that I’m thinking about right now.”

Here are the rosters for tonight’s Rangers-Devils preseason game, in which Devils veterans Jaromir Jagr, Patrik Elias and Martin Brodeur will not dress. Many Rangers mainstays who do not play Monday night, like defenseman Ryan McDonagh and Dan Girardi for example, will dress on Tuesday in Philadelphia.

RANGERS PRESEASON GAME 1 LINEUP

Forwards: Chris Kreider-Brad Richards-Rick Nash, Marek Hrivik-Brian Boyle-Danny Kristo, Ryan Bourque-Darroll Powe-Arron Asham, Brandon Mashinter-Dominic Moore-Shawn O’Donnell.

Defensemen: Marc Staal-Michael Del Zotto, John Moore-Stu Bickel, Justin Falk-Aaron Johnson.

Goalies: Henrik Lundqvist and Cam Talbot will split the game in half

DEVILS PRESEASON GAME 1 LINEUP (courtesy of the Bergen Record’s Tom Gulitti)

Forwards: Harri Pesonen-Adam Henrique-Steve Bernier; Rostislav Olesz-Andrei Loktionov-Mattias Tedenby; Reid Boucher-Jacob Josefson-Mike Sislo; Krys Barch-Darcy Zajac-Cam Janssen.

Defensemen: Anton Volchenkov-Mark Fayne; Eric Gelinas-Peter Harrold;  Alex Urbom-Adam Larsson.

Goaltenders: Cory Schneider will play first two periods; Keith Kinkaid will play the third.
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Brian Boyle scores twice in intrasquad scrimmage; NY Rangers release roster for preseason opener vs. NJ Devils

BY Pat Leonard

Brian Boyle scored two goals from his preferred center position Sunday during the Rangers’ intrasquad scrimmage in Greenburgh, in preparation for Monday’s preseason opener at the New Jersey Devils.

 The Blue team defeated Boyle’s White team, 4-3, in the 45-minute scrimmage that included a third period of alternating power play opportunities followed by a shootout.

“How about that power play, eh?” coach Alain Vigneault said with a laugh after Boyle, center Oscar Lindberg, winger Benoit Pouliot and defenseman Anton Stralman all scored in the third.

 Boyle, who endured a frustrating season last spring, showed he’s eager to capitalize on Vigneault’s ‘clean slate.’

“I have my own goals (for the season),” Boyle said with a wink. “I can’t share ‘em yet, though.”

Continue reading through the end of this blog post for more on the scrimmage, including who Vigneault started on the wing alongside Brad Richards and Rick Nash. First, though, some nuts and bolts:

 The Rangers will play back-to-back to open the preseason Monday in Newark and Tuesday in Philadelphia, so Vigneault will split up the 46 remaining players between games to get a look at everyone.

 Here is the roster for Monday’s game against New Jersey, which will feature two of the four goaltenders remaining in camp: No. 1 Henrik Lundqvist, and Cam Talbot, who each will play half the game.

MONDAY NIGHT ROSTER VS. DEVILS

Forwards: Chris Kreider, Brad Richards, Rick Nash, Ryan Bourque, Marek Hrivik, Brandon Mashinter, Dominic Moore, Darroll Powe, Brian Boyle, Danny Kristo, Arron Asham, Shawn O’Donnell.

Defensemen: Marc Staal, John Moore, Justin Falk, Aaron Johnson, Michael Del Zotto, Stu Bickel*.

Goalies: Henrik Lundqvist, Cam Talbot

 *Bickel (back) sat out Sunday’s scrimmage. If he’s healthy, he’ll play Monday. If he’s not, Dylan McIlrath will take his place.

 Vigneault said Talbot is part of the competition the backup job along with incumbent Martin Biron and tryout Johan Hedberg, who will wait their turns.

“I think that (goaltending coach) Ben (Allaire) has mentioned to me on many occasions that he feels this young man (Talbot) is right there, Vigneault said. “He’s progressed quite a bit he last couple years, and (Allaire) feels that he’s got the technique, he’s got the mental capabilities to be able to be an NHL goaltender. Now, is that right now? Is that in the near future? We’ll let those things sort themselves out.”

Talbot (6-3, 205 pounds) posted a 25-28-1 record for the then-Connecticut Whale last season, with a 2.63 goals against average for the Rangers’ AHL affiliate.

HOW THEY GOT HERE

 On Sunday afternoon, the Rangers trimmed down to their 46-player active roster by assigning eight players to the Hartford Wolf Pack of the AHL and returning six players to their junior teams. Here are those lists:

Rangers’ active roster

Forwards (28): Arron Asham, Ryan Bourque, Brian Boyle, Derick Brassard, Ryan Callahan, Derek Dorsett, Jesper Fast, Carl Hagelin, Micheal Haley, Marek Hrivik, Michael Kantor, Chris Kreider, Danny Kristo, Oscar Lindberg, Brandon Mashinter, J.T. Miller, Dominic Moore, Rick Nash, Josh Nicholls, Benoit Pouliot, Shawn O’Donnell, Darroll Powe, Taylor Pyatt, Brad Richards, Michael St. Croix, Derek Stepan, Andrew Yogan, Mats Zuccarello

Defensemen (14): Conor Allen, Stu Bickel, Michael Del Zotto, Justin Falk, Dan Girardi, Tommy Hughes, Aaron Johnson, Ryan McDonagh, Dylan McIlrath, John Moore, Brendon Nash, Marc Staal, Anton Stralman, Danny Syvret.

Goalies (four): Martin Biron, Johan Hedberg, Henrik Lundqvist, Cam Talbot

Players assigned to Hartford (AHL)

Forwards (three): J.T. Barnett, Kyle Jean, Jason Wilson … Defensemen (two): Charlie Dodero, Samuel Noreau … Goalies (three): Jeff Malcolm, Jason Missiaen, Scott Stajcer

Players returned to juniors

 Forwards (two): Anthony Duclair (Quebec, QMJHL), Klarc Wilson (Prince George, WHL)

 Defensemen (four): Troy Donnay (Erie, OHL), Ben Fanelli (Kitchener, OHL), Ryan Graves (Charlottetown, QMJHL), Jimmy Oligny (Rimouski, QMJHL)

MORE FROM SUNDAY’S SCRIMMAGE IN GREENBURGH

 It’s noteworthy to point out that Vigneault started Chris Kreider alongside Brad Richards and Rick Nash, indicative of the opportunity the young winger should receive this preseason. I’ll write about that more for Monday’s Daily News.

 When the teams went on the power play, Mats Zuccarello appeared to be best at settling the pace down inside the offensive zone. He was on the ice when Lindberg, the young center, scored off the rush on the man advantage.

 Given J.T. Miller’s hamstring injury (day-to-day) and Derek Stepan’s holdout, which reached Day Five on Sunday, there is ample opportunity for Lindberg to crack the roster out of the preseason, a fact Vigneault mentioned again on Sunday afternoon.

“In Oscar’s case, you can tell that he’s played with men before,” Vigneault said. “Him being a centerman right now at this time, and with that amount of speed and puck protection skill that he has, he’s going to get a real solid look. He’s impressed not only myself and the coaching staff, but he’s impressed management since Traverse City. So there’s a possible surprise that, as I mentioned, talent has no age.”

Lindberg and Kreider both scored in the shootout following the third period on Talbot and Hedberg, respectively.

 Here were the full scrimmage rosters. Obviously Miller, Stepan and recovering forwards Ryan Callahan and Carl Hagelin did not participate.

TEAM A (WEARING BLUE)

Forwards: Benoit Pouliot (jersey number 67)-Derick Brassard (16)-Mats Zuccarello (36), Taylor Pyatt (14)-Oscar Lindberg (48)-Jesper Fast (31), Micheal Haley (32)-Dominic Moore (28)- Derek Dorsett (15), Brandon Mashinter (40)-Michael St. Croix (57)-Josh Nicholls (50).

Defensemen: Ryan McDonagh (27)-Dan Girardi (5), John Moore (17)-Anton Stralman (6), Conor Allen (37)-Tommy Hughes (52).

Goalies: Marty Biron (43), Johan Hedberg (29).

TEAM B (WEARING WHITE)

Forwards: Chris Kreider (20)-Brad Richards (19)-Rick Nash (61), Marek Hrivik (39)-Brian Boyle (22)-Danny Kristo (46), Ryan Bourque (26)-Darroll Powe (8)-Arron Asham (45), Andrew Yogan (49)-Michael Kantor (73)-Shawn O’Donnell (70).

Defensemen: Marc Staal (18)-Michael Del Zotto (4), Aaron Johnson (47)-Danny Syvret (25), Justin Falk (44)-Dylan McIlrath (42).

Goalies: Henrik Lundqvist (30), Cam Talbot (33).

Have a question about the Blueshirts or a comment? Find Pat on Twitter at @PLeonardNYDN.
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Notes from Day 3 of NY Rangers training camp: Alain Vigneault and Scott Arniel talk power play, Derek Stepan still absent

BY Pat Leonard

Friday was the Rangers’ first day on-ice with pucks, which included three groups going through several drills and emphasizing conditioning and certain concepts, as coach Alain Vigneault explained in the afternoon:

“(Friday) was less about system and more getting our guys into a couple principles that I feel are important: driving the net, (for example),” Vigneault said. “It’s a tough league to score goals. If you want to score goals, you’ve got to go to the net. You’ve got to be willing to stop in front of the net and sometimes pay a heavy price to be there. So if you noticed in a lot of the drills, we had a lot of guys driving to the net hard, stopping in front of that net, throwing pucks at the goaltender.

“A lot of times the little shot in his feet is as good as a direct pas,” Vigneault continued. “So those were some of the principles we were trying to incorporate when you talk about our play with the puck. The rest of it was more timing: we worked on a lot of breakouts, we worked on breakouts under pressure, and we also did … a couple of timing drills.”

News items of the day included center Derek Stepan holding out for the third consecutive day and young center J.T. Miller leaving the ice during his session for the second consecutive day due to what the Rangers called a “tweaked hamstring” on Thursday. Miller lasted most of the Friday practice but was grimacing as he left the ice, though he was expected back on for Saturday’s practices.

 Some other interesting chatter came from Vigneault and associate head coach Scott Arniel about the Rangers’ power play. Arniel watched “every power play situation” of the Rangers from last season during the summer and had interesting insight about what to do with Rick Nash on the man advantage.

“Well I noticed there (were) a lot of different looks; I noticed that Rick was in a lot of different places, as were a few other players,” Arniel said. “I just think we’re gonna try to get (Nash) in the best place possible, and more than likely that’s somewhere to be out in front of that net. Whether that’s in that high slot or around the front of the net area, he’s got one of the best quick releases in the game, and he’s a big man, and he knows how to protect that puck and keep it away from people.”

In other words, the Rangers are seeking to put their players in more consistent positions to succeed on the power play than did John Tortorella and his assistant, Mike Sullivan.

 Vigneault joked that he isn’t responsible for last year’s woes but insisted he will have to answer for the power play’s success or failure, even though Arniel is charged with that responsibility, as well.

“At the end of the day, the power play is my responsibility,” Vigneault said. “I’m the head guy. I’m going to empower Scotty on the power play, and I’m going to empower Ulfie on the penalty killing to do a little bit more, but the buck stops with me. I’m the one at the end of the day that is accountable for those situations.”

BRASSARD-ARNIEL FEUD HISTORY

 Arniel said the perceived rift between him and Brassard did not exist between coach and player, but rather he agreed it had been created by Brassard’s agent.

“Derick and I talked about it then,” Arniel said. “It had more to do with we had made the trade for (Jeff) Carter. We had drafted Ryan Johansen. We had to bring Antoine Vermette. We had Derek MacKenzie. We had a lot of centermen, which is kind of a rarity in this league. We had asked Derick to move to the wing. You know what? Our whole team struggled early on. Derick point-wise didn’t get off to a great start. It was something we had decided as an organization to do. It didn’t quite work out as we had hoped, but at the end of the day, you just turn the page and move on.”

Arniel respects Brassard’s game, having coached against him in the AHL and then coaching him in the NHL after the Columbus Blue Jackets took him with the sixth overall pick in the 2006 draft. Brassard underwent shoulder surgery early in his career and was “trying to find his game,” but recently Arniel has been impressed – and not surprised – by the center’s growth and maturity.

“It seems now, you see his confidence with the puck,” Arniel said. “I watched him in the playoffs, just the way he did stuff. He’s always had the talent. I go back to the American League days when I was in Manitoba and he was in Syracuse. We played in a seven-game series. He had just come out of junior and we were saying then: ‘This kid’s gonna play.’ He’s really starting to live up to some of those expectations. Sometimes it takes young guys, especially skill guys, to figure out what it takes every night, when you’ve got the team’s best defensemen going against you, you’ve got to figure out how to play against some of those people. And I think that’s what he’s trying to do.”

NET COMPETITION

 Vigneault said he considers it a competition between Johan Hedberg, here on a tryout, and incumbent Martin Biron for the backup job behind Henrik Lundqvist.

“In an Olympic year, I need a backup goaltender that can play games for us, whether that number is 15 to maybe 20,” Vigneault said Friday. “That’s part of the equation to get into the playoffs and compete and to be able to have (No. 1) goaltending that come playoff time has got some energy and has got some jump in his legs. So Martin is aware of that. We had that discussion … and if we brought in Hedberg, it was obviously to give him a chance.”

Hedberg said Thursday that he’s just trying to “make the best” of his opportunity. Though the Devils traded for Vancouver goalie Cory Schneider and bought out Hedberg, he actually said of GM Lou Lamoriello’s move: “If I were Lou, I would have done that deal.”

Biron said the personal matter that kept him away from camp the first two days is behind him.

“I’m here 100%,” Biron said Friday. “I’m where I need to be. I’m focused. I’m really where I wanted to be this morning, I was excited to be here, excited to go on the ice and get going with the rest of the guys.”

He had no problem with Hedberg being in camp and understood he’d have to hold his.

“Obviously the organization’s got to do what it thinks is best for the organization, and Moose is a great guy, and I got to talk to him this morning,” Biron said. “We kind of joked around a little bit. But I’m here, I’m focused and whatever they need to do, they’ll do. But I know I’m 100% ready to play, to compete and to give everything I have for the guys and for the team.”

Have a question about the Blueshirts or a comment? Find Pat on Twitter at @PLeonardNYDN.
September 12, 2013 1:30 PM

Derek Stepan absent from day two of Rangers camp, Martin Biron on his way, J.T. Miller tweaks hamstring, Marc Staal confident

BY Pat Leonard

Center Derek Stepan did not show for day two of training camp, and though assistant GM Jeff Gorton said the Rangers are in continuous communication with Stepan’s camp, both Gorton and GM Glen Sather said there has been no progress in the negotiations.

 Stepan and the team disagree on both term and salary. The Rangers want to give Stepan a two-year deal at modest money, considering they only have about $3 million in cap space. Stepan wants more years and a higher annual salary than New York has available, which he has earned.

LIVE CHAT: JOIN PAT LEONARD FRIDAY TO TALK RANGERS AT 12:30 P.M.

Coach Alain Vigneault said that he can’t focus on Stepan’s absence from Thursday’s on-ice testing or in upcoming days, since he has plenty of work in front of him.

“You know I’ve always been of the mindset that you work with the players that are here,” Vigneault said Thursday afternoon. “You’re gonna get injuries. Sometimes guys have personal situations they have to deal with. I work with the guys that are here. He’s not here. That’s it. We’ll work with who’s available to us.”

Defenseman Ryan McDonagh, Stepan’s former Wisconsin teammate and good friend, said that all he can do at the moment is try to keep Stepan positive as he seeks a resolution to the current impasse.

“Of course I chat with him. I message him back and forth,” McDonagh said. “He’s calling, he’s asking how guys are doing, and it’s a tough situation for him and for anybody to be in. He’s such a competitive guy, and he loves the game of hockey. So I’m just telling him stay positive, it’s a process, everybody’s situation is different, and you’ve got to go with what your agent and yourself and your family and friends all feel. And as soon as he gets back here, which we’re confident he will, we’re gonna utilize his talent for sure.”

VIGNEAULT BRINGS OPEN MIND TO FIRST NEW YORK CAMP

 McDonagh, of course, added that it was an honor to receive an invitation to the U.S. Olympic camp in August along with Stepan and Callahan.

BIRON ON HIS WAY BACK

 Vigneault said Rangers backup goaltender Martin Biron was driving to training camp on Thursday afternoon after missing the first two days of training camp to attend to a personal matter.

 Vigneault said he spoke with Biron on the phone on Wednesday night and that the plan was for the veteran netminder to drop his kids off at school on Thursday morning and then drive down to Greenburgh from his family’s home outside Buffalo.

J.T. HOBBLES OFF, BUT IS EXPECTED BACK FRIDAY

 Rangers center J.T. Miller tweaked his hamstring during on-ice testing on Thursday morning and went to the locker room, but Vigneault said as of early in the afternoon, the trainers had told him “they don’t think there’s anything serious, so he should be on the ice (Friday).”

Not going unnoticed here is that, unlike predecessor John Tortorella, Vigneault HAD ‘talked to Rammer’ – Rangers trainer Jim Ramsay.

SEE THE FULL RANGERS TRAINING CAMP ROSTER

MARC IT DOWN: STAAL’S BACK

 Rangers defenseman Marc Staal was relieved when he found out he wouldn’t need surgery after taking a puck in his right eye on March 5 at the Garden, even though he missed all but one playoff game the rest of the 2012-13 season.

 But now the former All-Star is excited at the possibility of rebounding and resuming his NHL career full speed ahead.

 The blurred vision in Staal’s right eye will never go away, but he said on Thursday that his on-ice perception improved drastically this offseason, when he skated and trained even more than usual with his brothers at home in Ontario.

“Depth perception is a big (improvement),” Staal said. “When guys are around you, buzzing around quickly, I got kind of disoriented when I was coming back the first time (in Game 3 of the first round against Washington); that doesn’t happen anymore. Where pucks are – they’re where they’re supposed to be. Everything’s where they’re supposed to be, and that’s really the only change.”

Staal will be wearing a tinted visor, but he said his eye’s sensitivity to light has improved, also. The offseason work, meanwhile, has helped him feel more comfortable in tight spaces than he was in that Game 3 in early May.

“When I was coming back for the playoffs, I felt OK but not as comfortable as I wanted to be in that first game,” Staal said. “I just wanted to kind of train my brain as much as I could to get it back to normal. So I started skating in early July with my brothers on our own. From that moment on, it got better and better as the summer went on, and training-wise it was good to see, just strength, lifting, things like that, where the last couple summers have been a little bit different.”

Staal concluded with a quote about Vigneault’s expectations for the Rangers’ style of play that fans certainly will love to here:

“I know he said we want to be a high-paced, fast, on-the-puck team,” Staal said. “And I think that means obviously you want to be in the rush (as a defenseman). You want to move in fives all around the ice and support each other. I think you’ll have to be able to move and play quick.”

Have a question about the Blueshirts or a comment? Find Pat on Twitter at @PLeonardNYDN.
Heyyy everybody. Hope you all had a great summer. Sorry I'm a few minutes late. Was chatting with a few guys at Rangers camp. The second of three groups is on the ice right now. Includes Rick Nash, Dan Girardi, among others. But let's get right to your questions. Thanks for joining me

by Pat Leonard September 13 at 12:36 PM

By the way, as you read, feel free also to check out today's stories on Henrik Lundqvist www.nydailynews.com and Brad Richards www.nydailynews.com

by Pat Leonard September 13 at 12:37 PM

perplexed about NYR bringing Hedberg in on PTO. Do you think it was just simply insurance for Marty during start of training camp? Or do you really think they're thinking of signing him and waiving/trading Marty?

by Zander September 13 at 12:37 PM

Hey Zander. Marty Biron just returned to camp today for the first time since attending to his "personal matter." He won't speak in detail about the issue, but he said he's "100 percent back" for camp. He understands that he must treat it like a competition with Hedberg here, but that is also a diplomatic answer in my opinion. I think, as you said, Hedberg was insurance in case Biron's situation was more serious. I'm sure they won't waste Hedberg's time and will give him an opportunity, but expect Biron to start the season again as the backup. He's under contract already. Hedberg's just on the PTO (professional tryout)

by Pat Leonard September 13 at 12:39 PM

Hi Pat, Thanks for being here today! I think the biggest elephant in the room right now is the Richards/Stepan situation. I read your earlier article and you make some good points. I think it would be a tragic misstep for the future of our organization to loose Stepan especially just so we could keep Richards for one more year. I think Richards has a good chance at redeeming himself and playing at a high level, but he also has a good chance of being no better than he was last year. Neither way is it worth loosing Stepan, even for this preseason which is all that much more important due to the new coaching style. Do you have any new insight on this? Could a 3yr 4mil deal get worked out without loosing other important pieces? Do you think there might be some standout 'underperformer' during training camp that might make room for a bigger contract for Step?

by Jeremy September 13 at 12:40 PM

Hey Jeremy. Thank YOU! So my story on Richards pretty much says what I think: keeping him is hamstringing Rangers in negotiations with Stepan. There is a direct correlation, no doubt. Read more here www.nydailynews.com

by Pat Leonard September 13 at 12:41 PM

I think even though Stepan would be willing to accept a bridge deal, the $$$ is still a huge sticking point. The problem is Stepan believes (correctly) that the Rangers keeping Richards and failing to have more than $3 mill to pay him is not his problem

by Pat Leonard September 13 at 12:42 PM

Unfortunately, even though it's not his problem, Stepan in reality IS in the situation where that is directly affecting the money available to him. It's not just about what the Rangers WANT to pay him now. It's about what they have available

by Pat Leonard September 13 at 12:43 PM

I think the fact that Stepan is willing to accept a bridge deal brings them closer, and that some creative cap movement from the Rangers and anticipated early contributions from cheaper young players should help resolve the situation .... But the disconnect between what Stepan is owed and what the Rangers have available is disconcerting for sure

by Pat Leonard September 13 at 12:45 PM

Stepan, in fact, is still not even in the New York area, presumably still home in Minnesota

by Pat Leonard September 13 at 12:45 PM

Clean slate indeed Pat, excited to start coaching again? All seriousness, how has the rapport been between the media and AV? Light years better?

by Matteau23 September 13 at 12:46 PM

Hey Matteau23, good to have ya back. Vigneault so far has been welcoming. he is an interesting combination of intensity about hockey but friendly demeanor with how he treats people. he's all business about the game but in an approachable way

by Pat Leonard September 13 at 12:48 PM

By the way, Derick Brassard just said a few feet away from me that he called associate head coach Scott Arniel when the Rangers hired him this summer, he called Arniel and they agreed there are "no hard feelings" about their rift in Columbus when Arniel scratched Brassard in the 2011 season as Jackets coach and a public argument ensued between Brassard's reps and CBJ

by Pat Leonard September 13 at 12:51 PM

who has a better chance of making the team, danny kristo or oscar lindberg

by steve September 13 at 12:51 PM

Hey Steve, I think Kristo does at the moment because he plays the wing and there will be openings there immediately due to Callahan and Hagelin recovering from surgery

by Pat Leonard September 13 at 12:52 PM

But as you'll see in my Richards story, yesterday Vigneault went out of his way to mention that his coaching staff had been impressed by Lindberg at Traverse City. They're very high on him. So that adds intrigue to the center position battle

by Pat Leonard September 13 at 12:54 PM

Just asked assistant GM Jeff Gorton if there has been any progress with contract talks with Stepan and/or Lundqvist: "No progress."

by Pat Leonard September 13 at 12:54 PM

Who is most vital to NYR's success this year outside of Lundqvist

by PJ September 13 at 12:56 PM

Good question, PJ. Marc Staal's healthy return, Brad Richards' attempt to bounce back, Derek Stepan's matching his terrific lockout season, Ryan Callahan staying healthy, McDonagh continuing to grow. Those would be my choices for who is most vital ... If I had to answer, I'd say Richards in order to not only justify the offseason decision to keep him but to make them deep again at the forward position

by Pat Leonard September 13 at 12:58 PM

How does Richards look so far in camp?

by Jeremy September 13 at 12:58 PM

He looks and says he's in better shape just standing there. It's going to take a few weeks of seeing him play to really know how much better he is, but he did ramp up his training this offseason

by Pat Leonard September 13 at 12:59 PM

Is there a serious threat of Stepan actually signing elsewhere? Maybe with the Fishsticks? *shudder*

by MightyTorak September 13 at 12:59 PM

Not yet, and I don't think there eventually will be. Even though I anticipated a holdout, I thought it'd be over by now. Still, I think both sides want a deal and this isn't a situation where one or the other is looking for an out. So I wouldn't press the panic button yet

by Pat Leonard September 13 at 1:00 PM

Pat, if Subban and Kadri (and Dubinsky before them) couldn't avoid signing a bridge deal for moderate compensation, why does Stepan think his situation is different? It seems he is just hurting himself and his future prospects by not being in camp with a new head coach.

by C September 13 at 1:00 PM

Well that is certainly what the Rangers are probably telling him, to an extent. I know there are people who disagree with me here, but Stepan deserves more money on this contract than Kadri received, given his past performance and experience. It's not just his seasons in the league; it's also how prominently he factored into the Rangers' plans and successes during that time

by Pat Leonard September 13 at 1:02 PM

Now that being said, you are correct that while he deserves the money, if the money isn't there, at some point he will have to come to grips with the fact that it could be doing him more harm than good not to be here. All part of the negotiations

by Pat Leonard September 13 at 1:03 PM

Do you think Asham and Powe are definitely going to the minors or is a trade more likely to happen?

by NYR27 September 13 at 1:03 PM

Minors, I would think. They're waived. Their cap hits are down for the moment, reduced because they're in the AHL. They could be necessary. We'll know much more in a week or so after Vigneault and his staff have seen guys more than a couple times on the ice. But that's my guess.

by Pat Leonard September 13 at 1:03 PM

Pat, has anyone heard anything from Mike Sauer? Is he doing OK? Obviously not playing hockey but hopefully leading a normal life.

by Bob Paine September 13 at 1:04 PM

Bob, Michael has been very private about his situation and reluctant to discuss it. Obviously he is no longer with the Rangers or any organization. To the best of my knowledge he is simply making the best decision for his family, but I can't comment on his specific condition. I know he improved but not all the way better, I believe, but that's it

by Pat Leonard September 13 at 1:05 PM

stepan is also very much impacted by henrik, girardi and cally being ufa next yr. so his contract is not just about this year. thus the bidge deal is the way to go. it also serves as precedent that guys can;t hold out and automatically hit lotto when they have no leverage

by Joe September 13 at 1:05 PM

Correct on the future impact to an extent, except the cap will go up and on a two-year bridge deal, the Rangers would give Stepan $3.5 mil per year if they had it. They just don't have it.

by Pat Leonard September 13 at 1:06 PM

Stepan, as you said, is in this situation because he did not have arbitration rights this summer due to his youth and number of seasons experience in the league. A bad break for the young man

by Pat Leonard September 13 at 1:07 PM

From first impressions from the first couple days on the ice, how do you think the team is adapting to the new style of play? How long do you think it will take the players to fully adapt to that style? Do you think we'll see a real turnaround on Monday already, or do you think it might take some time into the season?

by Jeremy September 13 at 1:07 PM

As I wrote in Thursday's Daily News here www.nydailynews.com , Vigneault and staff aren't installing systems until Sunday. There shouldnt be a change expected immediately. Team will need time to adapt and learn. but eventually, yes, the style of play will alter .... Marc Staal mentioned yesterday a "high pace" to the style that AV describes and said it likely means there will be an emphasis on "moving in five" around the ice and D-men jumping into the rush

by Pat Leonard September 13 at 1:09 PM

Vigneault also describes his style a bit in that story as well

by Pat Leonard September 13 at 1:09 PM

Any thoughts/comments on the impact the MSG construction is already having on the team and how it might affect especially our new coach's comfort levels as we start the season?

by Jeremy September 13 at 1:09 PM

No coach would be - and I don't think Vigneault is - thrilled with not playing at home until late October. But these guys are pros so that is not an excuse and they won't use it as one ... I'll tell you what impact the MSG construction will have: the media will be up in the rafters, and I'll be hanging over top of the ice. Hopefully my feet don't dangle!

by Pat Leonard September 13 at 1:11 PM

i understand there will be more garden practices. how bad will the ice be

by Joe edited by Pat Leonard September 13 at 1:13 PM

There will be, which is glorious, because I live in Manhattan #closewalk

by Pat Leonard September 13 at 1:13 PM

Big Summer for you Pat!!! Congrats!!! Now please tell the new Coach we actually need to score on the PP!!!!

by UncleMikeNC September 13 at 1:14 PM

Heyyy Mike good to hear from you. Looking forward to our visits to the Raleigh area for Rangers-Canes in 'The Met' division rivalry this year

by Pat Leonard September 13 at 1:14 PM

I have not been instructed to stop coaching yet, so I will do my best. But seriously, I can tell you that Vigneault charged associate head coach Scott Arniel this summer with watching the film of last year's Rangers power play (a punishment, I know)

by Pat Leonard September 13 at 1:15 PM

Next Wednesday, the 18th, will be the first day the coaches will begin with special teams and their own systems there, Vigneault said, so don't judge their power play at all until at least the western Canada trip, but more than likely it'll take until the regular season to narrow the roster and see who's going to factor in regularly and heavily
September 11, 2013 5:43 PM

Alain Vigneault meets media, reacts to Derek Stepan's absence on day one of NY Rangers training camp

BY Pat Leonard

Alain Vigneault met the media Wednesday at noon at the Rangers’ Greenburgh training facility to officially open training camp and lay out his plan for the upcoming weeks.

 Players underwent physicals only and were not available to the media. Thursday will be their on-ice testing, followed by camp practices on Friday, Saturday and Sunday before the preseason begins Monday night in Newark. Vigneault said his coaching staff will begin installing systems on Sunday, then they will have their first special teams day to work on the power play and penalty kill next Wednesday.

BIRON ATTENDS TO PERSONAL MATTER; HEDBERG ARRIVES ON PTO

 While Vigneault did not watch much tape of last year’s Rangers, he did say he had associate head coach Scott Arniel watch film of the power play while assistant Ulf Samuelsson reviewed tape of the penalty kill.

 Here is more of what Vigneault had to say, including his comments on Derek Stepan, who did not show on the first day of camp and remains an unsigned restricted free agent:

On whether Vigneault is concerned about Stepan’s absence: “Not at all, I mean, (looks at watch) they’re not on the ice yet. I’ve talked to Derek a couple of times throughout the summer. He knows that contracts aren’t part of my responsibility and I’m going to take him with open arms when he gets here. I know he wants to be here, and I know management wants him to be here also. So hopefully something will get done. If it doesn’t, then again, it’s like the two injured guys (Ryan Callahan and Carl Hagelin), it’s opportunities for other people.”

More on Stepan: “It would be better if he would be here. There’s no doubting that. We’ve got a whole new staff. There’s some new teammates. You want everybody to start together and work together to build that foundation so that we’re all striving for the same goals. That being said, though, this is a situation that’s not within my control. It’s a little bit within his control, but it’s not within mine. So like I told him over the phone, I look forward to being his coach. I look forward to working with him. And when he gets here, it’ll be fine.”

On whether he’s comfortable possibly playing young, inexperienced players immediately given the early absences of Callahan and Hagelin: “Talent has no age. When a player is ready to play and is ready to contribute and is going to help the New York Rangers win, he’s going to play on our team and he’s going to get the ice time that he deserves to get.”

On the goals of Rangers’ preseason: “It’s going to be a combination of trying to put guys in positions where they can succeed and show us what they can do. It’s going to be a combination of trying to get everyone on the same page as far as systems, because there’s going to be players that won’t make our team but are going to go to Hartford, and I need to make sure that they understand how we want to play. Some guys might be close, but not quite ready. A year or more in Hartford might be needed to step in and be able to contribute right away. We’re going to sort all of that out in training camp.”

On whether he’s consciously seeking a culture change: “I’m not sure I like the words culture change, but I believe the New York Rangers have been doing a lot of the right things for a lot of years. This is an Original Six team. This is a great franchise. There are some things that I’d prefer be done a certain way, that I’m going to tell the players. But as far as this being a drastic change, I mean this organization’s one of the best in the league. It’s doing a lot of the right things. There’s some little things here and there that need to be maybe pushed in a certain direction. The atmosphere and the environment that I want to create, a professional and positive environment, is something that I want the players to … I want them to feel good about coming to the rink and trying to get better every day.”

On philosophy of dealing with players: “You can’t treat the 23 players that you have the same way. Every player reacts a different way to different things. So it’s our job as coaches to find out what makes these guys tick.”

Have a question about the Blueshirts or a comment? Find Pat on Twitter at @PLeonardNYDN.

11, 2013 1:01 PM

NY Rangers training camp: Martin Biron does not show on day one due to personal matter; Johan Hedberg arrives on tryout

BY Pat Leonard

Derek Stepan was expected to miss the first day of training camp. Martin Biron was not.

 But the Rangers veteran backup goaltender was not present at the Greenburgh training facility on Wednesday due to a personal matter, according to the team. Instead, former Devils backup Johan Hedberg arrived on a PTO (professional tryout), leaving Biron’s future status unknown.

“Marty’s dealing right now with a personal situation,” coach Alain Vigneault said in his first camp meeting with the media. “I can’t get into it. I’m not exactly sure what the timeframe is on that, and when he does come back, he’ll address it with you in a manner that he feels fit.”

Biron, 36, has played 15 NHL seasons, including the last three as Henrik Lundqvist’s backup, posting 230 career wins in 506 games played, a 2.60 goals against average and a .911 save percentage.

 Hedberg, 40, has played 12 NHL seasons, including the last three with the New Jersey Devils backing up Martin Brodeur. He has 161 career wins in 373 career games, a 2.82 goals against average and a .901 save percentage.

 Stepan did not report for physicals at the training facility as the restricted free agent and the Rangers work on negotiating a new contract. The club is having a meeting Wednesday night with coach Alain Vigneault, followed by a team dinner.

 Thursday will begin on-ice testing, followed by camp practices on Friday, Saturday and Sunday, then the Rangers’ first two preseason games, Monday at the Devils and Tuesday at the Philadelphia Flyers.

 The Rangers will not play a home game in the preseason and won’t play at home in the regular season until Oct. 28 due to ongoing renovations at the Garden.

Have a question about the Blueshirts or a comment? Find Pat on Twitter at @PLeonardNYDN.

September 10, 2013 9:02 AM

Danny Kristo, Oscar Lindberg lead NY Rangers in scoring at Traverse City prospects tournament with seven points apiece

BY Pat Leonard

The Rangers’ prospects wrapped up the annual Traverse City tournament in Michigan on Monday with a 1-2-1 record, but center Oscar Lindberg and Danny Kristo tied for a team-high seven points apiece in encouraging individual offensive outputs as NHL camp approaches.

 Lindberg, a center, scored five goals with two assists, including a hat trick and a plus-two rating in a 6-5 overtime loss to the Buffalo Sabres’ prospects on Friday. He buried three goals on the power play and built an eye-opening 41.7% shooting percentage, scoring his five goals on just 12 shots on net.

 Kristo, a right wing, racked up two goals and five assists, including three points against Buffalo and two total power play assists.

 Lindberg and Kristo are two of the most important names to know among the young talent challenging for roster spots at training camp this week, especially Kristo, since the anticipated early absences of injured captain Ryan Callahan and winger Carl Hagelin may open the door for immediate playing time at that position.

 The Rangers acquired Kristo, 23, from the Montreal Canadiens in a draft-day trade this summer for one of their own top prospects, the undersized but skilled Christian Thomas. Kristo most recently was named first-team All-American in his senior season with the University of North Dakota, and he played in the U.S. National program with Derek Stepan, Ryan McDonagh and Chris Kreider, including on the 2010 gold medal team at the World Junior Championships with Kreider and Stepan, that team’s captain.

 Lindberg, 21, played the past three seasons for Skelleftea AIK in the Swedish Elite League and also represented Sweden on its gold medal-winning 2013 IIHF World Championship team in May, where Kristo and the U.S. captured bronze. Also on Lindberg’s World Championship team, among many big NHL names? Joel Lundqvist, Henrik’s twin brother.

 The Rangers originally acquired Lindberg from the Phoenix Coyotes in May 2011 in exchange for center Ethan Werek.

 The Detroit Red Wings won the Traverse City Tournament, defeating the Sabres, 4-2, in the final.

Have a question about the Blueshirts or a comment? Find Pat on Twitter at @PLeonardNYDN.

September 9, 2013 4:53 PM

Henrik Lundqvist, NY Rangers putting in work at Greenburgh training facility as open of NHL training camp nears

BY Pat Leonard

Two days before training camp, on Monday morning at the MSG training facility, a combination of 26 Rangers mainstays, up-and-comers and hopefuls took the ice to skate and scrimmage lightly in anticipation of the 2013-14 season.

 Some things never change: There were huge cheers when a rare puck slid past Henrik Lundqvist, including a nifty breakaway goal from – wait for it – Anton Stralman.

 Other things don’t: Chris Kreider, who roofed a rocket over Lundqvist’s shoulder in an earlier drill, looked to the rafters in disbelief after being denied again and again at the post by a sprawled Lundqvist, who is still the franchise’s most valuable player and still unwilling to let up, even in practice.

 There are some unresolved issues, of course:

 Top center Derek Stepan remains an unsigned restricted free agent two days before the official start of NHL training camps on Wednesday, when the Rangers will report to Greenburgh for physicals. Their first official day on ice will be Thursday.

 Lundqvist is entering the final year of his current contract and hopeful to lock down a long-term extension.  

 Captain Ryan Callahan was not skating as he recovers from offseason shoulder surgery that could sideline him up to the first month, while Carl Hagelin – who underwent the same surgery and has the same timeline for recovery – was on the ice for drills only.

 But basically since Labor Day, a large group of players has been present, preparing to show new coach Alain Vigneault and his staff that they deserve a spot on the roster that will open its regular season Oct. 3 in Glendale, Ariz., against the Phoenix Coyotes.

 Though the Rangers’ season ended last spring in disappointment, the arrival of a new staff combined with young talent pushing for jobs and established contributors makes for an atmosphere of anticipation in Westchester. Vigneault, associate head coach Scott Arniel and assistant Ulf Samuelsson popped out to watch some of the action on Monday.

 Below is the list of players on the Greenburgh ice on Monday, many of whom were here last week, as well. This is by no means a full list of whom to expect later this week. Some players are working out elsewhere, and several invited prospects are competing at the Traverse City tournament in Michigan.

Forwards: Arron Asham, Brian Boyle, Ryan Bourque, Derick Brassard, Derek Dorsett, Carl Hagelin, Marek Hrivik, Chris Kreider, Dominic Moore, Rick Nash, Darroll Powe, Taylor Pyatt, Brad Richards, Mats Zuccarello.

Defensemen: Stu Bickel, Michael Del Zotto, Justin Falk, Dan Girardi, Aaron Johnson, Ryan McDonagh, Dylan McIlrath, John Moore, Marc Staal, Anton Stralman.

Goalies: Henrik Lundqvist, Martin Biron.

Tuesday schedule: 9am skate, followed by Rangers’ annual team golf outing

August 8, 2013 2:28 PM

NY Rangers at Yankee Stadium: Jeff Gorton talks Derek Stepan, Ryan Callahan talks rehab, Dan Girardi gearing up for first pitch

BY Pat Leonard

Just because the Rangers can, that doesn’t mean they will.

 The organization could re-sign restricted free agent center Derek Stepan for more than their approximate $2.8 million remaining under the upcoming season’s $64.3 million salary cap. The NHL is allowing teams to spend up to 10% above the ceiling this offseason, as long as they get back under the cap by the final day of training camp.

 But Rangers assistant GM Jeff Gorton said Thursday at Yankee Stadium that the Blueshirts do not intend to spend over and put themselves in the position of having to shed salary in September. That means Stepan’s annual pay on his eventual contract almost certainly will come under $3 million.

“We’ve got to plan on being under the cap, and we should start doing that now,” Gorton said near the on-deck circle in the Bronx, where the NHL held a press conference to promote the Blueshirts’ Jan. 26 and Jan. 29 outdoor Stadium Series games against the Devils and Islanders, respectively. “I don’t want to rule anything out, but that’s how we’re planning to be under the cap when it’s time, because that’s the rules.”

Gorton also called Stepan, 23, “one of our core guys,” said the Rangers “think a lot of him,” and said he expects to “get something done by the time we’re in camp.” Still, Stepan – the team’s best player last season not named Henrik Lundqvist – does not have arbitration rights this offseason due to his youth, so he doesn’t have that deadline to use as leverage.

 Gorton said he and Stepan’s representatives haven’t talked in a few weeks but that he plans on speaking with them “in the next few days.” The Rangers prefer to negotiate two-year bridge deals off most players’ entry-level contracts, but Stepan is unique and proved indispensable to the club last season.

 Captain Ryan Callahan, who attended Thursday’s press conference along with defenseman Dan Girardi, has had difficult past negotiations with the Rangers, as well, and did not seem worried about Stepan’s dragging too far along.

“It’s part of the process,” Callahan said. “It’s how it always goes. The same thing happened with me and (former Ranger Brandon) Dubinsky, and a lot of players. He’s got to go through the process like everybody else did. And before long, I’m sure he’ll be signed.”

NO TALK WITH TORTS

 Callahan revealingly admitted he has not spoken with John Tortorella since his former coach was fired on May 29.

“No, I haven’t,” the captain said.

 But he did praise Tortorella’s impact on the team during his four-plus seasons behind the bench.

“It’s a harder part of the business seeing a coach go,” Callahan said. “I thought Torts was great for us. He did great things, and as an organization we went pretty far under him. Unfortunately, that’s this side of the business, like I said, that things happen. It happens with players, it happens with coaches and you’ve just got to move on and prepare for the next season.”

Callahan’s hard-hitting, productive, shot-blocking style and on-ice leadership made him the face of Tortorella’s system with the Rangers. So specifically for his game, the transition under ex-Canucks coach Alain Vigneault presents an unknown, though Callahan said there will be adjustments but also many aspects of his game that must remain consistent.

“You don’t know what exactly he expects from you as a player, but that’s a style of game I’ve played all growing up,” Callahan said. “I mean, that’s not going to change. I’m going to go out there, try to work hard and do what it takes to win hockey games. There will be things within systems that you tweak or where you are on the ice, but your style of play can’t really change. It’s who you are as a player.”

Girardi, who like Callahan thrived in Tortorella’s system, allowed however that the Rangers are “just all excited to have a different feel behind the bench, and we’re getting excited to go out and work.”

“We kind of just made a trade with Vancouver, which was pretty interesting,” Girardi said of New York’s hiring Vigneault, while Vancouver scooped up Tortorella. “We’re happy to have A.V. here, and I talked to him just briefly a couple weeks ago … He wants to win.”

DO THE SHOULDER LEAN

 Callahan said he began skating “about a week ago,” but he still can’t set a timetable for his return from offseason shoulder surgery, which could keep him out for up to the first month of the regular season.

“I can’t set a timetable. It’s too far out right now,” the captain said. “I think for that, I’m skating now, pretty soon I can start shooting, so come training camp time I can be shooting and skating. I think the big thing with the shoulder is contact. You have to see how that goes as it progresses and as you get stronger. So we’ll have to look at that timetable as it gets closer.”

Callahan and Rangers winger Carl Hagelin, who also underwent offseason shoulder surgery, are on “similar schedules,” Gorton said. The team expects both players in camp, but Gorton allowed: “I don’t expect that they’ll both be ready to go from the get-go, but I think we’ll get a better look at that in the next few weeks.”

ONE GOAL

 Gorton did not have much of an update on discussions with Lundqvist’s camp on an extension, but he also didn’t seem worried that it would get done, even if it goes into the season, the final year on the goaltender’s current deal.

“Henrik wants to be here, and we want Henrik,” Gorton said. “At the end of the day, it shouldn’t be too difficult to get a deal. I think we’ll get one done.”

ON THE MARC

 Girardi said he spoke to teammate Marc Staal last week and that the defenseman is progressing well this offseason from last season’s eye injury. Staal also was named, along with Rangers forward Rick Nash, to Canada’s preliminary Olympic roster for Sochi 2014.

“I’m so happy for Marc,” Girardi said. “He’s been through a lot the last couple years. All the boys have been behind him the whole way. I just talked to him last week, just about life and just about the summer and stuff. He says he’s feeling great, his eye is doing well. He’s excited to get a good start here, a fresh start.”

HERE’S THE PITCH

 The Rangers’ Girardi, the Islanders’ John Tavares and the Devils’ Andy Greene will throw out the first pitch at Friday night’s camp between the Yankees and Detroit Tigers at Yankee Stadium. Girardi, who played baseball in his youth, was reminded not to fire the ball into the dirt like singer Carly Rae Jepsen did at a Tampa Bay Rays game in July. The Rangers defenseman was confident he’d hit the glove, and said he’d toss a curveball.

POWE AND ASHAM

 Veteran depth forwards Arron Asham and Darroll Powe are expected to start the season in the AHL because of the money the Rangers will save under the salary cap, though the absences of Callahan and Hagelin could leave forward slots to fill temporarily.

“They’ll come to camp and compete for jobs,” Gorton said. “We have a unique situation where we have a whole new coaching staff, a new head coach, doesn’t know a lot about our players, so they’re all going to have a chance to show A.V. and his staff what they have.”

Have a question about the Blueshirts or a comment? Find Pat on Twitter at @NYDNRangers.
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Young Ryan Strome is talented, but the Islanders are still unsure of how they'll use him. 
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The question of what to do with Ryan Strome is less about the obvious talent of the Islanders’ forward than it is about how coach Jack Capuano wants to structure the depth of this season’s roster.

The 20-year-old, who was the No. 5 pick overall in the 2011 draft, was moved from center to wing late last season as he adjusted from junior-level hockey to the AHL, finding some speed bumps along the way. And although the Islanders aren’t exactly overwhelmed with the amount of talent they have at center, if Strome can prove he’s grown enough away from the puck and in his own end, his move out from under the pressures of being a pivot will give Capuano a deeper arsenal to run a high-powered offense.

“When you have a skill player that can dominate at the level that he dominated at juniors, when you get to this level, it’s different,” Capuano told The Post before Thursday night’s 5-3 preseason win over the Devils at The Rock in Newark. “To me, for Ryan, we know his hockey skill. We know his vision, his creativity — we know the intangibles to his offensive game.

“The ability to play a 200-foot game, the ability to stop and start and not drift, that’s what we’re working on with him. Playing a 200-foot game is very crucial at this level.”

Strome skated on a line Thursday with two other youngsters who represent different approaches, as both center Brock Nelson and wing Anders Lee are larger bodies with more physical games and less high-end skill. The three played a little tic-tac-toe on a first-period power play that ended in Lee getting the goal, but the decision for Capuano will still be between offensive capabilities and conservative responsibility.

“We all have to take responsibility on the ice,” Capuano said, “but [Strome] doesn’t have to play as much down low [on the wing].”

After another fabulous season last year in the junior OHL, where he had 34 goals and 94 points in 53 games as a center, Strome went on to play 10 games as a wing for AHL Bridgeport and scored two goals and seven points.

“I think I’ve played there enough now that I’m comfortable,” Strome said. “There are some things I’ve got to learn and I’ve got to get down, but … it’s just hockey out there and you pick them up quickly.”

Capuano comes into this year with some serious expectations to replicate last season’s breakthrough run to the playoffs, the first time the franchise had tasted postseason hockey since 2007. In getting there, the Islanders scored 2.81 goals per game in the regular season — seventh most in the NHL.

If Strome can add to that total is a question Capuano has to ask himself, and if Capuano thinks it’s worth some growing pains, then the Isles might be even more explosive than they were a year ago.

“I think I’m a lot bigger, a lot stronger, a lot faster,” Strome said in comparing himself to last season. “I feel a little more comfortable on the ice. I’m not a step behind anymore.”

Rugged forward Cal Clutterbuck sustained a deep laceration on the back of his right thigh during a preseason game in Calgary on Tuesday. He was supposed to see the Islanders doctor on Thursday afternoon for an official evaluation, but oOne team source said that the Islanders expect him out “for at least a month, if not longer.”
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Islanders newcomer Cal Clutterbuck could miss a month with a laceration on his leg due to getting cut by a skate. 
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The goal was for Cal Clutterbuck to bring his grit to the Islanders and make them a tougher team to play against. Now, that’s going to have to wait.

Clutterbuck sustained a deep laceration in the back of his right thigh when a skate blade cut him after he made a big hit and sent a Flames player up in the air during a preseason game in Calgary on Tuesday. He had a meeting with team doctors Thursday afternoon, the results of which will be released Friday, but a team source said the team expects Clutterbuck to miss a month, “if not more.”

The Islanders traded disgruntled prospect Nino Niederreiter to the Wild this offseason for Clutterbuck, with whom they then negotiated a new four-year, $11 million deal. The 25-year-old played six full seasons in Minnesota, where he led the league in hits three years in a row from 2008-2011. In 2010-11, he also scored 19 goals, showing a bit of scoring touch.

“It would’ve been nice to get a couple games of the exhibition in and kind of get my bearings, but again, it could’ve been worse,” Clutterbuck told The Post Thursday after the Islanders’ 5-3 preseason win over the Devils at the Prudential Center. “I’m just going to try and take it day-to-day and see what happens.”

Clutterbuck described the hit — the game was not televised — as “pretty hard, shoulder-to-shoulder.”

When he saw the blade come up and felt the pain, he immediately thought the worst.

“It hurt,” he said, “but I was a little more panicked about bleeding and stuff. The pain wasn’t unbearable, but it was pretty bad.

“I’ve had minor cuts and scraps, it actually happens more than you think, running into boards and stuff, you get kicked and little and get nicks and stuff. Nothing this serious.”

***

Second-year goalie Kevin Poulin played the whole game for the Islanders, making 20 saves on 23 shots. He is in an open competition with rookie Anders Nilsson for the job of backing up veteran Evegni Nabokov.

“I thought he played well,” Islanders coach Jack Capuano said. “I thought he was aggressive in there, and was good with our ‘D’ for communication for the breakout. So he got his game tonight, and Anders and Nabby will play a few games as we go down the stretch.”

Poulin, 23, started five games for the Islanders last season and had a 3.02 goals-against average. He made a great glove save on Andrei Loktionov midway through the first period, during which the Islanders fought off three of four short-handed situations in a game in which they allowed the Devils 18:30 of power-play time on 10 chances.

“I want to be here, I want to play in the NHL,” Poulin said. “I know I can play here. I know I can get wins throughout the season. That’s my goal.”

***

The possible open spots on defense for the Islanders were supposed to filled by some combination of Calvin de Haan, Aaron Ness and Matt Donovan. Yet with two very impressive games to start the exhibition season, 19-year-old Griffin Reinhart has thrown his name to the top of that list.

“The skill is there,” Capuano said about Reinhart, the team’s No. 4-overall pick in the 2012 draft who had to undergo surgery in April to repair a torn ligament in his left foot. “He’s coming back now and he’s playing with more confidence to prove himself. He’s done a fine job for us.”

***

The stupidity of a new rule was seen when the Islanders’ Brett Gallant and the Devils’ Krys Barch got into their second fight of the first period. Because it’s now an extra two-minute penalty for voluntarily removing your helmet before a fight — something that used to be a kind of common courtesy — the two players instead slowly skated toward each other and removed each other’s helmets with gentle and compassionate restraint.

They then proceeded to punch each other in the face repeatedly, and each played sparingly the rest of the way. That is, until they got on the ice together in the third, and decided, what the hell? Why not make it fighting hat trick with another scrap?

Gallant probably won the first two in split decisions while Barch took the finale with a big right-handed uppercut, much to the enjoyment of the sparse crowd.

The mess of a game finished with 69 penalty minutes for the Islanders and 43 for the Devils, including 10 combined fighting majors, two game misconducts and a double-minor for attempted spearing.

“No team is going to take liberties on us,” Capuano said. “That’s part of the game, with the fisticuffs.”
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Rangers coach Alain Vigneault isn't interested in thinking about Derek Stepan, who is in the middle of a holdout. 
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Derek Stepan is out of sight, out of coach Alain Vigneault’s mind and off the published roster as the Rangers head west for four days of practice followed by four exhibition matches in five days while the unsigned center remains locked in a contract dispute whose end is not in sight, either.

“At this time now, I’m functioning as if he’s not here,” Vigneault said following Wednesday’s session during which the club worked exclusively on the power play. “I look at Oscar [Lindberg], the way he’s skating. I really liked Monte Cristo, Danny [Kristo]. I really liked Danny. I like young [Jesper] Fast, also.

“[In envisioning the team], I’m looking at duos, like Richie [Brad Richards] and Nash, I’d like to see if that can work out,” he said. “I’m looking at [Derick] Brassard and [Benoit] Pouliot; I’ve looked at [Dominic] Moore or Brian Boyle with Dorsett.

“Ryan [Callahan] is not here, Haggy [Carl Hagelin] is not here and Stepan’s not here,” said Vigneault. “I’m playing the guys who are here.”

Stepan and the Rangers, as The Post has previously reported, are approximately $1 million apart over two years, with the center seeking $3.5 million per season and management having offered approximately $2.9 million a year.

Johan Hedberg opted out of his tryout agreement with the Rangers Wednesday morning when told by Vigneault he might or might not get to play one-half of the club’s final exhibition game in Las Vegas against the Kings on Sept. 27 after Henrik Lundqvist and Martin Biron play the first three matches of the trip.

Cam Talbot remains on the roster and did accompany the team on its flight Wednesday to Banff, where the Blueshirts will encamp through Sunday, but unless something unforeseen intervenes, the Lundqvist-Biron goaltending tandem will remain intact.

“We talked with [general manager] Glen [Sather] and his staff and with [goaltending coach] Benoit [Allaire], thinking about how we were going to use Henrik, and we figured with four games in five nights the best way to get him ready was to play him the first game [on Monday] in Calgary and the game [Thursday] in Vancouver,” Vigneault said. “If he’s playing those two, and I want to give a full game to Marty [Tuesday in Edmonton], then there’s only one game left [in Las Vegas].

“So I called Johan this morning and said, ‘Listen, there’s a possibility you might get half a game but there’s also a possibility you might not get a game depending on how things unfold,’” Vigneault said. “A veteran player, a guy well respected across the league, I wanted him to hear it from me and I left the decision up to him.

“He decided to stay back.”

The focus of power play work as directed by assistant Scott Arniel was quick puck movement the length of the ice, outnumbering the opposition in puck battles, and getting bodies to the front of the net.

To that latter end, Chris Kreider, on a unit with Brad Richards and Rick Nash, went to the front in mimicking the role Ryan Kesler played in Vancouver when on the power play with Daniel and Henrik Sedin.

“The front is a good place to be but it’s not an easy place to be,” Vigneault said. “You take a lot of abuse and you get hit by shots that don’t get through.

“It takes a willingness. If he ever gets comfortable doing that, that’s so tough on the opposition’s goaltender and helps you offensively five-on-five and your power play so much.”

Vigneault said cap concerns aside, he would prefer to start the season with eight defensemen and 13 forwards. In praising young winger Danny Kristo, Vigneault referred to him as “Monte Cristo.”
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Brooklyn-born Vincent “Vinny” Viola — the CEO of Virtu Financial and a former chairman of the New York Mercantile Exchange — is in exclusive talks to buy the Florida Panthers hockey team, The Post has learned.

Viola, who lives in Manhattan and West Palm Beach, Fla., plans to be “very involved” in the team, along with his three sons.

His youngest, Travis, 25, is a big Panthers fan, said a source close to the talks.

While both sides are working to hammer out a deal within the next two weeks, nothing has been finalized.

Nevertheless, Viola is already trying to retain what he considers key personnel and is in talks with Panthers CEO Michael Yormark about a new contract, the source said.

He also plans to keep the team in its Sunrise, Fla., home despite poor attendance.

Viola, who is a Rangers fan, often goes to Florida Panthers games with his kids.

“He thinks he can turn the franchise into a winning team,” he source said.

Viola was overseas and unavailable for comment.

The Post exclusively reported on Tuesday that the National Hockey League was close to finding a buyer for the money-losing team.

Miami sports show host Andy Slater identified the suitor as Viola.

Viola has taken a chance at sports ownership before. He teamed with developer Bruce Ratner in 2004 to buy the New Jersey Nets but no longer owns an interest in the now-Brooklyn-based basketball team.

Viola’s high-frequency trading firm, Virtu, was among the bidders for Knight Capital last year after a trading glitch nearly sank the trading firm.
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Martin Biron, the backup to Rangers goalie Henrik Lundqvist for the past two seasons, is battling Cam Talbot and Johan Hedberg for the spot this preseason. 
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PHILADELPHIA — The operative word regarding Martin Biron on Tuesday night was nothing.

As in, allowing nothing to the Flyers on six shots in 31:22 of work in the Rangers’ 3-2 preseason victory. As in doing nothing to lose the backup goaltender’s role behind Henrik Lundqvist that he has held for the last three seasons.

“I’ve always had to fight for a job in camp or for a new contract every couple of years, so I don’t feel that there’s any difference now,” said Biron, who started the match before giving way to Cam Talbot. “It seems like it’s a cycle I go through every two or three years. It’s the business.”

Talbot, the 26-year-old prospect who also played Monday night in New Jersey in relief of Lundqvist, made a terrific left arm save on Jakub Voracek’s left-wing sizzler with 10 seconds remaining to protect the club’s first victory under coach Alain Vigneault.

“Some of [Biron’s] saves were on Grade A opportunities,” Vigneault said after the club leveled its record at 1-1. “I give him full marks.”

Johan Hedberg, who was invited for a tryout when Biron was called away to deal with a personal situation the first two days of camp, presumably will make his preseason debut either Monday in Calgary or next Tuesday in Edmonton if he remains with the club.

“We had it set up that Cam was going to play in both of these games before we invited Hedberg to camp,” Vigneault said. “We decided not to change it.”

The 36-year-old Biron is determined to prove to management there is no reason to change the goaltending alignment that has proved so successful the last three seasons, even if Biron started just five games a year ago in the truncated campaign after getting 20 starts (12-6-2) in 2011-12.

“I’ll be honest with you, Johan being here doesn’t bother me at all,” said Biron, whose best stop came 6:53 into the match when he moved right-to-left to deny Vincent Lecavalier’s right wing one-timer off a two-on-one.

“The urgency I feel isn’t because of any competition for the job, but it’s to show the new coaching staff what I can do so they can find the perfect role for me and utilize me the best way possible to help the team,” he said. “I know I can contribute the way I did a couple of years ago.”

If Biron is in actual jeopardy of losing his spot, it’s because of the Rangers’ cap squeeze. Biron is carrying a $1.3-million cap hit while Talbot is under contract for $562,500 and Hedberg presumably would be willing to sign a deal in the neighborhood of $750,000.

The difference would be meaningful for a team counting cap pennies. The Blueshirts would be hit with a cap charge of $375,000 on Biron if he is beaten out for the job and then waived to the AHL Wolf Pack. The savings only would go into full effect if Biron were traded. The market for backups at $1.3 million appears non-existent.

“I don’t concern myself with anything like that,” Biron said. “My mentality and attitude are to show the staff what I do so I can play the number of games I want to play.”

Biron has previous experience playing for Vigneault as a teenager with Quebec Major Junior Hockey League Beauport in 1995-96 and 1996-97.

“I had been called up for a few games with Buffalo and we made a coaching change while I was away, so by the time I got back [to Beauport] he was already there,” Biron said. “He had been let go [as an assistant] by Ottawa, and he came in from the NHL with the whip.

“At the time I was thinking, ‘I’m 18 years old, what are you yelling at me for? You don’t even know me.’ But I look back at it now and he knew what he was doing,” Biron said. “It was the right thing.

“He woke me up.”
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Darroll Powe is taking advantage of his playing time. 
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PHILADELPHIA — Darroll Powe, who last season became only the 11th forward in the last 25 NHL seasons to fail to record a point while playing at least 40 games, seemed on the verge of Rangers extinction after clearing waivers in late June.

But the projected early-season absences of Ryan Callahan and Carl Hagelin as both complete rehab following postseason shoulder surgeries have created an opportunity for Powe to stick, and he’s doing his best to take advantage.

“If anything, going through waivers just gave me incentive to work harder over the summer to be in a position in camp to show them what I can do,” said Powe, who scored from in front on a deflection in the Rangers’ 3-2 victory over the Flyers on Tuesday night. “I’m not going to be preoccupied with things I have no control over.”

Powe, who was strong on the puck throughout while effective on the forecheck, played center both here and against the Devils in Newark on Monday night.

The Blueshirts appear to be reasonably well fortified down the middle with Brad Richards, Derick Brassard, Brian Boyle and Dominic Moore under contract, even as Derek Stepan remains unsigned, but Powe could earn a spot on the wing.

“Obviously it’s a competitive camp, but the talk is of a clean slate, grab it, and that’s what I’m going to try to do,” said Powe, who played 34 games with the Blueshirts last year after being acquired from the Wild, with whom he played eight matches.

“I’m just going to do the best I can and show them what I can do,”

said Powe, who teamed with Moore on an effective penalty-kill unit.

“Then they’ll have a decision to make.”

*

Brassard and Benoit Pouliot each scored a goal while combining with Mats Zuccarello to form an impressive line that featured speed, finesse and puck movement.

“I told [Pouliot] when we were skating around the ice this morning that I like the way he has used his speed and size in camp, going to the net and making plays,” coach Alain Vigneault said. “I want him to do that.

“[He] and Brass seem to have a little bit of a connection, a little bit of chemistry. Hopefully we’ll see that. We’re trying to get some chemistry, whether it’s duos or lines.”

Pouliot, whom the Rangers signed as a free agent after the Lightning did not qualify him, said he called for the puck from Brassard in French for his winning goal from in front at 5:30. The winger said he and Brassard are attempting to get the Norwegian-born Zuccarello to speak French, too.

Zuccarello set up Brassard’s second-period goal from the slot with a nifty centering feed from behind the net.

“He’s really shifty; he sees the ice so well,” Brassard said of Zuccarello. “The three of us played pretty well together in the intra-squad game and in practice, so I couldn’t wait for a game to see what we could do.”

Dylan McIlrath had a particularly difficult night on defense. … There is no progress whatsoever toward resolving the negotiating impasse between the Rangers and Stepan, with a pair of sources indicating the parties’ positions have hardened. … J.T. Miller, who had been kept off the ice for three days because of a hamstring issue, skated Tuesday morning.
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Cory Schneider makes one of his 22 saves as the Devils beat the Rangers 2-1 in a preseason game Monday. 
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Cory Schneider is taking nothing for granted.

A man with a bigger head and bigger ego could have rolled into Newark with his eyes set on a throne that is not yet his — that of Hall of Famer-to-be Martin Brodeur, the only goaltender the Devils have known in two decades.

Instead, Schneider has entered his new home on an even keel and not looking too far ahead, even in the wake of what was the franchise’s clear intent to secure a solid replacement for the 41-year-old Brodeur. 

“I don’t know what’s going to unfold this season, or next year or the next few years,” Schneider said before stopping all 22 shots while playing the first two periods in Monday night’s 2-1 victory over the Rangers in both teams’ preseason opener at Prudential Center. “[Brodeur] is obviously the best goalie of our generation, if not all time; he’s still got a lot of game left. I’m not going to coming in here assuming something is going to happen. He’s going to get his starts, and hopefully I’m going to get some and we’ll go from there.”

On draft day in June, Devils general manager Lou Lamoriello traded the No. 9-overall pick to the Canucks for the goaltender, and Brodeur, with one more year left on his contract, was one of the first to send Schneider, 27, a congratulatory text. When Schneider got to camp, Brodeur encouraged him to ask questions often, and the new guy in town has taken the incumbent up on that offer.

 What doesn’t have to be questioned is Schneider’s talent, apparent when he jumped from post to post to stop a Brad Richards doorstep chance in the first period.

“I got a good vision on it and sometimes your glove is just in the right spot,” Schneider said about the save, which prompted the first “Cor-y, Cor-y” chants from the Newark faithful. “It’s a good sign [for me] to be tracking the puck there.”

After spending the first part of his career consistently in the shadow of Roberto Luongo in Vancouver — and then in the midst of a tumultuous cycle of trade rumors — Schneider finally has some solid ground underfoot.

“It’s kind of fresh at the moment,” said Schneider, who is from Salem, Mass., and knows all about the rivalries up and down the East coast. “I think it’s still pretty early to tell what’s going to happen with my career.”

Coach Pete DeBoer’s team will play a league-high 22 back-to-back games this season, and if both goaltenders can stay healthy, that will ease his pain quite a bit.

“It gives us a great luxury as a coaching staff,” DeBoer said. “I think the teams that are able to roll two goalies — two elite goalies — have an advantage this year.”

So even though Schneider’s future might be as a stalwart between the Devils pipes, for now he is just going to stay humble and let things play out.

“There are worse things that can happen than to have two good goalies,” Schneider said, “and I think that’s what we’ll have here.”

*

Veteran forwards Jaromir Jagr (lower-body soreness), Patrik Elias (maintenance), and Dainius Zubrus (rest) all sat out. … The Devils brought in forward Damien Brunner for a professional tryout. 

Brunner, 27, played five years in the Swiss Elite League before joining the Red Wings last season, with whom he scored 12 goals and 26 points in 44 games, then scored five goals and nine points in 14 playoff games. 

Brunner will skate with the team on Tuesday.
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John Tortorella 
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You don’t have to squint all that hard to read between the lines of the “Clean Slate…Grab it” motto the Rangers are wearing on their sleeves — and their training camp T-shirts — in order to deduce this fresh start everyone, but everyone, apparently craves is as close to an organizational repudiation of the John Tortorella Era as anything you’re ever going to get.

About the only way it would be more obvious is if the players had been issued licensed apparel bearing the phrase, “Ding Dong the Witch is dead.”

Seriously, it’s as if the Rangers couldn’t wait to rinse the taste of the last four-plus seasons out of their mouths, even though the club achieved a reasonable measure of progress and success under Tortorella, who took the baton from Tom Renney and advanced it, though he, like every coach other than Mike Keenan over the last 73 years, fell short of the finish line.

Tortorella wasn’t fired due to a lack of results. He was fired as a matter of style as much as substance. The yelling and screaming, the constant browbeating during, between and before games, took their toll. So did a style that grew more conservative by the day and seemed to stifle the Rangers every bit as much as their opponents.

Clean slate. Fresh start. For a team that has made the playoffs seven of the past eight seasons — four out of five under Tortorella — and is one of only two teams in the NHL (along with the Kings) to have won at least one playoff round each of the past two years.

“I guess everyone can analyze the hell out of it, but I’m not looking into it all that deep,” Brad Richards told The Post before Monday’s exhibition-opening 2-1 defeat to the Devils in Newark. “To me, it’s about the fresh start a team gets when there’s a new coaching staff.

“It’s not as if we’re looking to erase what’s been built here over the last few years. One thing that’s been instilled is a professional work ethic, and it’s already been talked about in team meetings that we don’t want that to go anywhere. The work ethic is why the Rangers have gotten back on track as opposed to where they were at the start of my career [before the canceled 2004-05 season].

“Now, we’re at the stage where we’ve brought in a new coach to take that foundation and become better. We want to keep that work ethic and be creative in an environment where we’re allowed to play the game the way it’s meant to be played.”

That means at both ends of the ice, not only in the defensive zone. That means by looking to make plays, not only prevent them. No one wearing a Rangers’ uniform or T-shirt is inclined to bury Tortorella, but it is obvious a critical mass of players had grown psychologically and physically weary of trying to win games 1-0 while being berated for their failings.

The love had gone out the tough-love relationship.

“I don’t think the idea is to throw everything out that came before,” Henrik Lundqvist said. “But of course there is going to be a different feeling and different philosophy when there is a coaching change.

“It’s the same thing now as when it was when Torts came in and Tom [Renney], Perry [Pearn] and Mike [Pelino] left. It means a new start where everyone comes in with an open mind and without baggage.

“But it’s still up to the players to create an environment that we can enjoy and where we can perform to our maximum capabilities. The coaches have a big impact but it starts in here, in the room, with the leaders leading.”

It is training camp; less than a week in, no less. It is way, way, way too early to draw any credible conclusions about the impact of the regime change — except change in the air is obvious.

“It’s totally different,” said Richards, on the other side of the equivalent of a bad divorce from Tortorella. “You have to live in it to be able to fully appreciate and understand it, but you can just feel it.”

Clean slate. Fresh start. Which old witch?

The wicked witch.
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Marc Staal had never been so happy in his life to play in an NHL exhibition game as he was to lace ’em up for the Rangers’ preseason opener in Newark Monday night.

“You can tell yourself all summer long that you feel good and are ready to go, but to actually go out there and feel comfortable, I’m really happy with it,” Staal said after getting 21:56 of ice in the Blueshirts’ 2-1 defeat to the Devils. “There was no comparison to the way I felt when I came back for that one playoff game.”

Staal, of course, is making a return from the serious right eye injury he sustained last March 5 that sidelined him for the final 27 games of the regular season. The alternate captain played in Game 3 of the first round against the Caps, but did not feel secure enough to play again.

“I was able to get into the intensity of the game, and that felt good,” said Staal, who is playing with a tinted visor. “It was actually a bit of a relief.

“It was a good first step. It’s great to play again. I’m looking forward to playing more.”

Said coach Alain Vigneault: “I could tell he was a little anxious and nervous. And rightfully so. I think it’s only going to get better.”

*

Dominic Moore scored the Rangers’ goal in his first game of any kind since April 16, 2012, when he suited up for the Sharks in Game 3 of their opening-round playoff series against the Blues.

“I didn’t expect too much in my first game back,” said Moore, who sat out last season following the death of his wife. “There was some good, but it will take some time to get it all back.”

Moore, who centered Brandon Mashinter and Shawn O’Donnell most of the way, scored on a backhand rebound from the slot at 4:59 of the third after Danny Kristo and Marek Hrivik — his wingers on that shift — were denied by goaltender Keith Kincaid .

“I was very impressed [with Moore],” Vigneault said. “For a guy who was off a full year to play the way he did and talk to the players on the bench the way he did, I was very impressed.”

Moore got 13:33 of ice, including 2:01 on the penalty-kill unit. The center went 4-8 on draws.

“I was a little bit more unsure out there because I haven’t played in so long, but I feel strong and fast and my skills feel good,” said Moore, who will be in the lineup in Philadelphia on Tuesday. “There will be adjustments every game, but the more I play the better it will be.

“I know it will come.”

*

Martin Brodeur seemed to take a verbal poke at Henrik Lundqvist last week when talking about the reduction of the size of goaltenders’ pads.

“There’s goalies — I won’t name names but they’re not too far — they have different padding that it’s not about protection,” Brodeur was quoted by The Record.

Lundqvist reluctantly acknowledged on Monday morning that he was aware of the remark.

“I know people have thought that I look big out there, but that’s never been an issue with me,” The King told The Post before surrendering one goal on 15 shots in 30:44 against the Devils. “I know I’m ‘not too far’ but I don’t know what he’s talking about.”

Johan Hedberg, who was Brodeur’s partner with the Devils the past three years and is attending Rangers camp on a tryout, laughed as he heard Lundqvist address the issue.

“If you’re not cheating, you’re not trying,” said A-Rod, er, Hedberg.

*

Cam Talbot, who was impressive in surrendering one goal on 12 shots in 21:34 after replacing Lundqvist, will play the second half of Tuesday night’s game in Philadelphia behind Martin Biron.

Vigneault said he will reinforce the concept of getting bodies in front of the net, noting the Blueshirts created little traffic most of the match.

The Rangers have six exhibition games that feature three sets of back-to-backs; Monday and Tuesday in New Jersey and Philadelphia, respectively; next Monday and Tuesday in Calgary and Edmonton, respectively; and Sept. 26 and 27 in Vancouver and Las Vegas (against the Kings), respectively.

The preponderance of back-to-backs is the reason the Rangers intend to bring up to 21 forwards, 14 defensemen and four goaltenders on their trip out west.

“The schedule is good in the sense that I’m going to carry a few more guys and it’s going to give me a good read on the guys,” Vigneault said. “It’s going to allow me to get a more accurate, longer read on guys in the organization.”

J.T. Miller, who suffered a hamstring pull during Thursday’s on-ice testing and then had to come off early the following day, remained off the ice on Monday, the third straight day he was unable to skate.
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Rangers young left wing Chris Kreider will get a shot in the arm from having new coach Alain Vigneault around. 
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During the post-lockout minicamp that preceded last season, Chris Kreider played out of position at right wing on a pseudo-checking line with Brian Boyle and Taylor Pyatt, without getting so much as a shift on either of the Rangers’ two power-play units.

That was when John Tortorella was coach. That was before “Clean Slate” became the team’s mantra. That was before current coach Alain Vigneault had Kreider on the left to fill out a potential first-line combination featuring Brad Richards and Rick Nash for Sunday’s opening scrimmage.

“It was nice to see, and that’s where I want to be,” Kreider said. “I’ll try to take advantage of it going forward.”

There is no doubt the change in coaches released Kreider from an odd purgatory. The previous coach, who seemed resentful of the hype that accompanied Kreider during and after the stunning 2012 playoff debut in which the winger scored five goals in 18 matches right off the Boston College campus, appeared determined to tear Kreider down in order to build him back up in his own image.

This coach seems inclined to allow the 22-year-old to breathe.

“He’ll get a real good opportunity,” Vigneault said. “With his size and speed, with the way he goes to the front of the net on the power play trying to take the goaltender’s eyes out of the equation, he’s going to get a real good look.”

So Kreider, Richards and Nash on Day One, and likely together again for Monday night’s preseason opener in New Jersey against the Devils.

Of course, two years ago Wojetk Wolski was on the club’s first line with Richards and Marian Gaborik during the opening Blue-White scrimmage, and how did that work out for everyone?

***

Dominic Moore, who took a year’s hiatus following the death of his wife, Katie, said he still has, “a little adjusting to do.”

“It’s still going to take a little bit to get back into it,” said Moore, who signed as a free agent in July. “It’s kind of a little of everything before I’m back in the loop, but it shouldn’t be too long before I’m feeling more confident and more instinctive out there.

“I’m not overly concerned. I expect it to come.”

Moore is embarking on his second tour of duty with the Rangers, having begun his NHL career with the Blueshirts with a five-game cameo in 2003-04 before he was a staple centering Ryan Hollweg and Colton Orr on the “HMO Line” in 2005-06.

“Driving up the Saw Mill to camp, that seems like yesterday,” said Moore, who was dealt to Nashville following his rookie year and has played for nine teams in his NHL career. “It’s crazy how time flies.

“I couldn’t be more excited to be here.”

***

Henrik Lundqvist will play the first half of the opener in New Jersey, with Cam Talbot scheduled to complete the match. Vigneault said the 26-year-old Talbot is in the battle for the back-up job. … Marc Staal, who will be in the lineup against the Devils, said he expects to play four of the club’s six preseason matches. … The Rangers have 46 players on the roster (four goaltenders, 14 defensemen and 28 forwards) following Sunday’s trim of 14 players to junior and the AHL.
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The Rangers might look to Brian Boyle to play center with Derek Stepan holding out. 
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If all Rangers centers were presented and accounted for, Brian Boyle would likely have opened training camp on the wing and Oscar Lindberg would probably be auditioning for a spot sometime down the road.

But with Derek Stepan absent due to the negotiating divide that did not narrow over the weekend, Boyle is in the middle and Lindberg may be in the mix.

“Considering the players available to us, Brian is a center,” coach Alain Vigneault said. “It’s a valid question [whether he would be on the wing if Stepan were in camp], but I can’t answer that right now because he’s not here.”

Stepan and the Rangers are believed to be separated by approximately $1 million over two years. The center is believed to be seeking in the neighborhood of $7 million on a two-year bridge deal while the Blueshirts are thought to have offered just under $6 million.

The club appears to have between $3-$3.5 million of available cap space depending upon the final roster. That number will increase early in the season once the rehabbing Ryan Callahan and Carl Hagelin are able to join the lineup and their replacements are sent to the AHL Wolf Pack.

But that doesn’t necessarily help Stepan’s bargaining power any more than a hard line from general manager Glen Sather advances the process.

Without Stepan, the Rangers’ middle features Brad Richards, Derick Brassard, Boyle, Dominic Moore, and the 21-year-old Lindberg. J.T. Miller, who can play both center and the wing, is dealing with a hamstring issue that kept him off the ice Sunday and will have him playing catchup when he’s healthy.

Boyle was in the middle of it during the scrimmage, scoring twice, using his body, and consistently going hard to the net. Lindberg, who centered Taylor Pyatt and Jesper Fast, scored on a nifty rising wrist shot from the slot while his team was on the power play.

“You can see that he’s played with men,” Vigneault said of Lindberg, who played the last three seasons with Skelleftea of the Swedish Elite League. “Him being a centerman right now at this time, with that amount of speed and puck protection skill that he has, he’s going to get a real solid look.

“He’s impressed not only myself and the coaching staff, but he’s impressed management since Traverse City [rookie tournament],” he said. “So there’s a possible surprise that, as I mentioned, talent has no age.”

Boyle, 28, is coming off a washout season. There are few players on the roster who are more grateful for the “Clean Slate” philosophy that has permeated the first days of training camp. The fact is Boyle, operating on the final year of his contract under which he carries a $1.7 million cap hit, could become available if the club shakes up its personnel.

“I wanted to hit the ground running,” said Boyle. “I want them to want me because I want to be here.”

Vigneault made reference to Boyle’s competitive nature and his willingness to do whatever is asked of him in assessing the 6-foot-7 forward.

“What stands out to me is that he wants to win,” Vigneault said. “He’s been asking questions and has been very involved in all the video sessions.

“He wants to get on the same page. Whatever role is asked of him, he’s willing to do.”
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Dan Girardi and the rest of the Rangers defensemen are looking to be more offensive-minded. 
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There are a lot of differences between this year and last year for the Rangers, but one of them won’t be the defensemen’s aggressiveness philosophy.

With new coach Alain Vigneault finishing up his second day of training camp on Saturday, one of his stalwart blueliners, Dan Girardi, made that point and made it loudly. Joining the rush on a drill, and with no backcheckers to bother him, Girardi rifled a slap shot off the crossbar that careened in and caused a loud cheer to go up through the training facility.

“I’m going to try and bottle that one and keep it for the year,” Girardi said jokingly. “It was obviously fun to get that in there. We’re trying to have fun and work hard at the same time.”

In all seriousness, Girardi was clear that just as former coach John Tortorella had instructed his defensemen to join the rush, so does Vigneault. Though not a lot of time has been put into the installation of Vigneault’s full system, one of his early catchphrases has become “outnumbering the opponent.”

Vigneault cleared up what that could mean in some specific situations.

“Anytime we can make a 2-on-2 a 3-on-2, whether it be the D jumping up in the play or a forward that helped us break out,” the new coach said. “There’s not a lot of room on the ice in today’s game. Guys are so big, they’re so quick, they’re so strong. You have to sometimes be smart about the issues on the ice, and that’s what we’re doing right now.”

Girardi has not been known as much of an offensive player in his tenure with the Rangers, although his value as a leader and a shutdown defenseman has become paramount to the team’s previous success. But with what could be perceived as less emphasis on huddled defending and blocking shots, as it was under Tortorella, Girardi might have a chance to make more of an impact at the other end of the ice.

“[Vigneault] wants to see four-man, five-man rushes, and created odd-man rushes that way,” Girardi said. “I’m going to try this year to get up the ice as much as I can, and I think everyone is going to try and do the same.”

Another big adjustment for Girardi will be more tangible, as he settles back into wearing a visor for the first time since he got out of the AHL.

“I’ve been wearing it now for about five weeks, so I’m really used to it,” he said. “The only thing I noticed was in a battle in the corner, some snow gets up there. At the end of the day, it’s worth it to protect yourself.”

He saw firsthand how important proper protection is last season, after longtime backline mate Marc Staal took a puck to the face. Staal, coming off a devastating eye injury as a result, is now back on the ice with a long, tinted visor, and his boost for the team should be felt both on and off the ice.

“He’s a very dynamic guy out there — he’s a good skater, a great defensive player, and we missed him a lot [last] year, and we’re really glad to have him back,” Girardi said. “I think his personality is good to have around the room. He’s a funny guy, he tries to keep it light around the room as much as he can. When you get a guy like that back, you’re going to be better as a team.”
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Derek Stepan might fall behind if he continues Rangers holdout. 
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As time ticks away with Derek Stepan not in the Rangers training camp, there’s growing doubt that when he comes back — if he comes back — that he can fit right in immediately.

There was no news on Saturday concerning the restricted free agent’s contract holdout, as both the team and Stepan’s agent are negotiating over terms. And with now two days of full practice behind them, coach Alain Vigneault seems to be getting a bit worried about Stepan’s absence.

“Any player, because of injury or contract issues, or whatever circumstances, that doesn’t start at the same time as his fellow teammates, he’s got some catching up to do,” said Vigneault, who then referenced Canadiens defenseman P.K. Subban, who was in the same spot as Stepan last season and once his contract was signed, returned to win the Norris Trophy.

“Like Subban came in, [snap], best D last year,” Vigenault said. “A lot of times it goes the other way. A lot of times those guys are behind the eight ball right off the bat and they have a tough time getting their rhythm, getting on the same page as their teammates. It depends on the individual, it depends on the player and how far behind they are. Hopefully [Stepan] won’t be that far behind.”

***

Captain Ryan Callahan offered that there is a “slim chance” he could be ready for the season opener on Oct. 3.

“I’m not going to put anything out of my mind until that day has passed,” said Callahan, who is recovering from offseason shoulder surgery. “So we’ll see.”

Recovering with Callahan is speedy forward Carl Hagelin, both of whom skated with the extra “C” group on Saturday. Even though odds are neither will be ready until at least mid- to late-October, Vigneault was happy to see how they fared in early conditioning testing.

“Both are in great condition,” Vigneault said. “They’re going through their rehab process, and when the doc and [trainer Jim Ramsay] and the player in question tells me that they’re ready to go, then we’re going to slot them in.”

***

Forward J.T. Miller (hamstring) stayed off the ice Saturday, and will not skate for the next few days. The team called him “unlikely” to play in the preseason openers on Monday in New Jersey against the Devils and Tuesday in Philadelphia against the Flyers.
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Alain Vigneault, first-year Rangers coach, says he'll be the one to end the team's power-play issues. 
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Make no mistake. The power play, an oxymoronic term over the last two seasons, in which the Rangers ranked 23rd in the NHL with the man advantage in both 2011-12 and 2012-13, is the ultimate responsibility of head coach Alain Vigneault.

“The buck stops with me,” Vigneault said following Friday’s workout.

“I am going to empower [assistant Scott Arniel] on the power play and [assistant] Ulf Samuelsson on the penalty killing a little bit more, but I’m the one at the end of the day who is accountable for those situations.”

Arniel, the former head coach of the Blue Jackets who has a history with Rick Nash, Derick Brassard, Derek Dorsett, John Moore and Anton Stralman, watched tape this summer of every one of the Blueshirts’ 197 power plays from last year’s regular season and playoffs.

Right: better him than you.

Arniel, who operated as head coach of Vancouver’s AHL Chicago affiliate last year, did not offer a direct critique of last season’s dysfunctional power play that went 4-for-44 in the playoffs. Neither did Vigneault, who dropped the convenient “I wasn’t here” card.

But in discussing Nash’s role on the five-on-four, Arniel implied the overall approach was every bit as faulty as the execution. Indeed, the PP was so haphazard, the Rangers might as well have worn blindfolds to their own man-advantage executions.

“I noticed there were a lot of different looks with [Nash] in a lot of different places,” Arniel said. “We’re going to try and get him in the best place possible and more than likely that’s somewhere out in front of that net, whether it’s in the high slot or right in front.

“As a staff, we’re going to have to try and fit people in. Our defense [has] a lot of guys who can slide in on the power play. It’ll be a little of trial and error in the exhibition games; throw them in, maybe they jump out at us.

“Maybe they’re a net-front guy or a half-wall guy. We’ve got to play it through.”

***

Arniel and Brassard both insisted any issues between the two men that may have existed in Columbus are history.

Brassard’s agent, Allan Walsh, had sent a statement to the Columbus Dispatch on Dec. 1, 2011 in which he excoriated the coach when the center was about to become a healthy scratch for the Jackets for the seventh time in 10 games in the midst of a 2-2-4, minus-11 getaway in

17 matches.

“… The situation regarding Derick Brassard has become untenable,”

Walsh wrote. “The coach has a history of burying players and using them as scapegoats to make his own lack of success on the ice. Derick has been singled out …”

Arniel was fired a little more than a month later, on Jan. 9, 2012, 41 games into his second season behind the Columbus bench with the club

11-25-5 following the 2010-11 playoff-miss record of 34-35-13.

Brassard, whom the Rangers acquired with Dorsett and Moore in last year’s deadline deal for Marian Gaborik, said he had no complaint with Arniel. Indeed, Brassard called Arniel to congratulate him when he was named to the Blueshirts’ staff this summer.

“I talked to Arnie when he was hired — I called him — and said, ‘No hard feelings,’ ” Brassard said. “What happened is in the past and I’m looking in front of me.”

“I think he’s a good addition. Like it says on our shirts, ‘Clean slate.’ Everything’s good between us.”

Arniel said the situation in Columbus was “created” by Walsh.

“Derick and I never really had an issue,” Arniel said. “We talked about it then and cleared the air.

“You see the class of Derick; he phoned me the day after I got hired and we had a great conversation. There’s nothing personal. Derick and I work together. We’ve turned the page and both moved on, hopefully to better days ahead.”

***

Drills on first day of camp were geared toward a couple of Vigneault’s principles that he outlined after coming off the ice.

“Driving the net,” he said. “It’s a tough league [in which] to score goals. If you want to score goals, you have got to go to the net and be willing to stop in front of the net and sometimes pay a heavy price to be there.

“If you notice, on a lot of the drills we had guys driving to the net hard, stopping in front of that net, throwing pucks at the goaltender,” Vigneault said. “A lot of times that little shot in his feet is as good as a pass.

“Those were some of the principles we were trying to instill when you talk about our play with the puck. The rest of it was more timing.”

***

There was no progress yesterday toward resolving the negotiating impasse between the Rangers and unsigned restricted free agent Derek Stepan.
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Rangers backup goalie Martin Biron will be getting a challenge from Johan Hedberg in camp. 
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Yes, indeed, there is a competition between Martin Biron and Johan Hedberg for the backup goaltending spot behind Henrik Lundqvist.

“I would say yes, in the sense that we invited Hedberg at the last minute, and if we brought him in, obviously we’re going to give him a chance,” Rangers’ coach Alain Vigneault said on Friday. “Marty is aware of it, we had a discussion.”

Biron, who spent the last two seasons backing up Lundqvist, joined the club Friday morning and then skated for the first time in the afternoon after having missed the opening two days of camp in order to return to his offseason home in Buffalo to deal with a personal issue.

“The organization has to do what it thinks is best,” said Biron, who did not identify the personal matter that kept him away. “Moose [Hedberg] is a great guy, and I got to talk to him this morning, and we kind of joked around a little bit, but I’m here; I’m here and focused.

“Whatever I need to do, I’m going to do. I’m 100 percent ready to compete and give everything I’ve got for the guys and the team.”

The 36-year-old Biron is entering the final year of his contract that carries a $1.3 million cap charge. Hedberg is at camp on a tryout basis. If the 40-year-old Hedberg were to win the job, the Rangers certainly would benefit by trading Biron in order to avoid the

$375,000 cap hit they’d take by sending No. 43 through waivers to the AHL Wolf Pack.

Biron, who expressed appreciation to the organization for being supportive this week, started only five games last year after going

12-6-2 in 20 starts in 2011-12. Vigneault said he expects his backup goaltender to get between 15 and 20 starts this season.

“In an Olympic year, with the number of four-games-in-six nights and three-games-in-four-nights on the schedule, you need a backup to play, whether it’s 15 or 20 games, and win us some games,” Vigneault said.

“That’s part of the equation to get into the playoffs and to be able to have a [No. 1] goaltender come playoff time that has some energy and jump in his legs.”
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Jack Capuano leads Islanders practice. 
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Sitting on a dais in Brooklyn on Thursday, Islanders coach Jack Capuano made a passing statement that was overlooked amid the lights and glamour of his team’s future home at Barclays Center.

Just months after breaking the franchise’s five-year postseason drought, Capuano made it clear if the Islanders do not improve, they will get passed by those around them and last season quickly will become a distant and foregone memory.

“I’m not going to name teams, but if you look at the teams that missed the playoffs last year, come [free agency starting on] July 5, they made a lot of acquisitions,” Capuano said. “We didn’t do a whole lot. We felt comfortable with our team going in, but it’s going to be harder than you think.”

On Friday, Capuano took to the ice with his team back at its normal practice home in Syosset on Long Island, and familiar faces abound. Yet the coach reiterated that familiarity cannot breed complacency, otherwise the lack of offseason moves by the front office would seem like a shortsighted mistake.

“Maybe if we didn’t make it [to the postseason], we wouldn’t have sat around on July 5, maybe there would have been some holes for us,” said Capuano, whose team took the No. 1-seeded Penguins to six games in the first round. “It’s going to be tough, it’s going to be hard. They know that. We’ve talked about it.”

The only significant additions the Islanders made were forwards Pierre-Marc Bouchard, Cal Clutterbuck and Peter Regin. All three have begun camp skating with the first group of veterans, yet it’s mostly Bouchard, penciled in alongside John Tavares on the top line, who could make a major difference. Clutterbuck and Regin are third- and fourth-line role players, and though they’re good at their jobs, they don’t exactly match the big-ticket acquisitions of other teams in the newly formed Metropolitan Division.

Most notable is the Flyers, who signed defenseman Mark Streit, the Islanders captain last season, as well as four-time All-Star center Vinny Lecavalier. Across the river, the Devils might have lost Ilya Kovalchuk, but they have a revamped roster ready to regain their accustomed spot in the postseason.

“Something you realize is that it’s not going to get easier from one year to the next,” Islanders winger Matt Moulson said Friday. “You ask every team if they think they got better, and 95 percent to 100 percent of them will say yes.”

That means the Islanders who were here last season are not exactly relying on reinforcements. The coaching staff and the front office are relying on internal improvement as the league no longer looks at them as a doormat.

“I don’t think teams will take you lightly anymore,” Capuano said. “Not that anyone took us lightly, but I think some of our younger guys started to develop [last season]. Other teams got better and we have to get better, too.”
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Rangers backup goalie Martin Biron could have competition in Johan Hedberg. 
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Marty Biron is expected to rejoin the Rangers on Friday for the club’s first day of training camp on-ice drills after having been absent the previous two days due a personal issue, but there is a question whether he is competing with Johan Hedberg for the role as Henrik Lundqvist’s backup.

Biron, who started just five times last year over the truncated 48-game schedule, is entering the final season of a contract that carries a relatively pricey cap hit of $1.3 million. Hedberg is at camp under a Professional Try Out agreement after having been bought out in July by the Devils in the wake of the club’s trade for Cory Schneider.

It would benefit the cap-stressed Rangers to spend less on the backup goaltender, but it’s not so simple. For even presuming that Hedberg, a) outplays Biron in camp; and, b) is willing to sign a one-year deal for significantly less than Biron is set to earn, the Rangers would, c) have to be able to trade Biron in order to avoid the $375,000 cap hit he would carry if waived through to the AHL Wolf Pack.

Hedberg, who is regarded as one of the most diligent workers in the NHL, said after Wednesday’s on-ice workout that he has no definitive expectations of what this tryout will yield.

“I’m just going to try and make the most of it,” said Hedberg, a 12-year NHL veteran who turned 40 in May. “I thought this was a great opportunity I wanted to explore, but I have no idea [what might happen].

“I hope I can do what I know I can do. It doesn’t matter whether I’m on a three-year contract or a tryout, I would still have to do my best,” he said. “I want to have a good camp and see where it takes me.”

Hedberg partnered for three years with Martin Brodeur. He was set to return for his fourth year in New Jersey until general manager Lou Lamoriello pulled off his stunning deal for Schneider at the Entry Draft — with Hedberg in attendance, watching (and listening) from the stands at the Rock in Newark.

“Quite frankly, if I were Lou, I would have done that deal,” Hedberg said. “It was great for the team, if not for myself.

“It was shocking. I spoke to Lou the next morning and he explained the [amnesty buyout] situation ahead of me.”

Now, there’s a different situation not quite so easily explained.

Lundqvist on Thursday reiterated he would consider suspending contract talks at the start of the season if he finds them a distraction, as he first told The Post. Little progress seems to have been made toward an extension for the King, who is eligible to hit the open market following this season.

Marc Staal expressed confidence in his ability to regain his full form in the wake of the serious right eye injury he sustained March 5 that ruined his season.

“I don’t feel I’m going to breeze through it without any bumps, but I’m going to work to get back to a high level,” he said. “My perception of what I see on the ice is way better than it was when I was trying to come back in the playoffs; everything is where it’s supposed to be.

“I skated a lot over the summer starting in early July. I wanted to train my brain as much as I could to get back to normal,” said the defenseman, who will wear a tinted visor. “Training camp is going to be important for me, not only to get physically ready but mentally on the ice.

“I want to get up to the speed of the exhibition games and bring it into the season.”

Brad Richards, already weary of addressing last season’s debacle and, in fact, advised by coach Alain Vigneault to leave the past in the past, said, “I lost myself a little bit last year and lost the confidence of the coach, which doesn’t help when you’re trying to get it back and get out of something.

“I know I can play the game. I wanted to be here, I’m happy to still be here, grateful, and thrilled. I did not want to end my New York Ranger tenure as that,” he said. “Hopefully I can start fresh and get back on track.”

Marek Hrivik was the only non-roster player to skate in the group with the varsity forwards. … J.T. Miller, who was also in that group, left the ice early after “tweaking his hamstring,” according to Vigneault. Miller, who did not participate in any of the club’s pre-camp informal scrimmages, is expected to be available Friday.
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Derek Stepan, unsigned and therefore out of camp, is seeking nothing other from the Rangers than “the fair market value he has earned,” Matt Oates, the center’s agent, told The Post on Thursday.

“Derek isn’t interested in negotiating his contract through the press, but there’s been a lot of speculation out there about what he’s asking for, and this and that,” Oates said in a phone conversation. “We just want to make sure there are no misconceptions.

“Derek has put himself in a category with all those guys coming out of Entry Level who received long-term contracts,’’ he said. “He’s earned that, but we have never said that we wouldn’t explore a short-term deal, either. We’re just looking for a deal that will reflect his performance.

“I think it’s beneficial for the Rangers to lock him up long-term, but if that’s not possible at this time, we’re certainly willing to engage management on a short-term deal in order to get this done and get Derek on the ice.”

Stepan led the Rangers with 44 points (18-26) last season in the final year of his club-friendly, three-year Entry Level deal in which he earned $875,000 per. His career numbers (56-84-140) compare favorably to athletes within in his age class and experience level.

Indeed, Stepan, who has finished each of the last two seasons as the Blueshirts’ first-line center, recorded the eighth-most points in the NHL the last three years among players who were 23 or younger at the conclusion of 2012-13.

The Hastings, Minn., native notably out-produced Carolina’s Jeff Skinner (64-67-131), who is on a six-year second contract worth $5.25 million per year, as well as Colorado’s Matt Duchene (58-80-138), who is on the second and final season of a two-year deal worth $3.5M per prior to a five-year extension at $6M per that kicks in next year.

It is believed that the Rangers have offered Stepan a two-year deal worth between $2.5-and-$2.7M per. The Maple Leafs on Tuesday signed Group II free agent forward Nazem Kadri—who recorded the same 18-26-44 as Stepan last year in his first full NHL season—to a two-year contract worth $2.9M per.

The issue here isn’t whether Stepan deserves to be paid. He does. The issue is that without the arbitration rights that fellow Group II free agent Ryan McDonagh was able to parlay into a six-year deal worth $4.7M per in July, Stepan has no systemic leverage to use against the Rangers beyond withholding his services.

“We all like Derek and want him here, but I’ve told him that his agent is being unrealistic,” general manager Glen Sather told The Post while the Rangers went through their on-ice skating/conditioning tests. “We’re just not close at this point.

“When you look at the CBA, without (arbitration) rights, he’s going to get a ‘gap’ deal. That’s the way it is. It’s silly for him to miss camp at his age.”

At this point though, the negotiation is no longer over term. It’s about dollars. The Rangers have limited cap space available for the opening roster —as currently constituted, anything over $3M would be a stretch while leaving the club vulnerable to an October injury before Ryan Callahan and Carl Hagelin are cleared to play — but that’s of the team’s own design, not Stepan’s.

“We’re not being unreasonable or unrealistic by any means,” Oates said. “Derek wants to be a Ranger. We haven’t even explored the possibility of an offer sheet. The objective is to get a deal done with New York.

“We’re talking. There’s dialogue. There’s no animosity,” Oates said. “Derek isn’t asking for anything he hasn’t earned. He just wants a fair deal and is willing to talk about a short-term contract if that’s what it takes.

“It’s important that people understand that.”
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It was a like a day of optimistic precognition, a holographic view of how gosh darn happy everyone will be when the Islanders finally call Brooklyn home.

Yet Thursday’s opening of training camp at Barclays Center, with the 1-year-old, $1 billion arena shining bright along with the glare from everyone’s wide smiles, was nothing more than a tease.

The players were on the ice, the Islanders’ four consecutive Stanley Cup banners were hanging from the rafters, and signs flashed for the next upcoming game, Saturday, Sept. 21, against the Devils. That preseason contest will be the first NHL game played in Brooklyn, at the arena that will hold 15,813, more than what was first anticipated.

“It feels really new,” said superstar center John Tavares. “It’ll be good to play a game here, get a feel for what it will be like. In a couple of years, it’ll be a nice home.”

But there is no getting around the fact that regardless of continuing efforts to get the franchise to move to this outer borough before its set opening date of the 2015-16 season, the Islanders are still tenants on Long Island, where reality will begin to settle in Friday, and the days, weeks, months and years still to come.

Although Islanders owner Charles Wang said there have been “no discussions” yet concerning an early move, he was not ruling anything out.

“Our plan, as I said from the very beginning, is to stay committed to the lease,” said Wang, whose money-hemorrhaging endeavor is under contractual obligations with Nassau County to stay in the crumbling Coliseum for another two seasons.

“Obviously, we’re looking to do what’s best for everyone involved,” Wang continued. “I think we always wanted to get here [Brooklyn] as soon as possible, but we’re living up to our lease, honoring our lease.”

Because Barclays Center developer Bruce Ratner and his company won the bid to redevelop the Coliseum site last month, an early move would now seem easier to accomplish. But that would mean expediting the process of construction permits in the bureaucratic wasteland of Nassau County and the Town of Hempstead, something that seems unlikely.

Yet what was made clear Thursday was how marvelous the facilities will be — just ask Ratner and his CEO, Brett Yormark, who sat in every single seat in the arena leading up to the media tour, calling 416 of them unsuitable for hockey viewing and not counting them toward the 15,813 total, which still does include some partially obstructed views.

With some minor construction, it seems hockey could be ready to move to Brooklyn as early as next season. If it’s not ready to happen full-time for an assortment of reasons, then a part-time plan of a handful of games is a distinct possibility, given the NHL allows for dual citizenship.

Asked if he was open to that idea, Wang didn’t hesitate.

“Oh yeah,” he said. “Sure.”

Yet now, the stark reality of the present awaits. That means the second practice of training camp will not happen in the plush digs of Brooklyn, nor even at the Coliseum, where “Sesame Street Live” has taken over (insert joke here). Instead, the team will be at IceWorks in Syosset, where the locker room is like the inside of cargo crate, with rubber floors and plywood dressing stalls.

With that humble home comes some serious expectations for a team that made the playoffs last season for the first time since 2007. Led by a Hart Trophy finalist in Tavares, the Islanders are hoping to continue to rebuild the franchise from the ice up, no matter the surroundings.

So it was just one day to glimpse into the future, yet there were no shortage of people who think the future looks bright.

“I think there’s one word for it — beautiful,” Wang said. “I’m very happy, as you can see from the smile.”
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Rangers coach Alain Vigneault speaks with the media Wednesday. 
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OK, so as inspirational messages go, the “Clean Slate …Grab It” motto adopted by Rangers’ coach Alain Vigneault isn’t quite, “Clear Eyes, Full Hearts, Can’t Lose.”

But then, it isn’t “If You Don’t Block Shots, You Don’t Play,” either, so that’s a start.

That’s a start for the Blueshirts, who started their first training camp under Vigneault on Wednesday wearing T-shirts bearing the 2013-14 slogan while going through their physicals that preceded Thursday’s on-ice testing and the preseason work during which the new coaching staff will install its system and communicate its philosophy.

That program actually began at Wednesday night’s team meeting during which Vigneault made reference to the Stanley Cup that has been won once by the Blueshirts over the last 73 years and 72 seasons.

“That’s our quest,” said Vigneault, who came within one victory of winning the Cup in Vancouver in 2011 before losing to the Bruins in a seven-game Final as a miniature Stanley Cup sat on his desk in his office. “Getting to that goal is a daily process that starts in training camp.

“[They will have an idea [at the meeting] what I’m looking for. They will have a real good idea where the coaching staff is coming from and what to expect,” he said. “It’s a clean slate, everyone is going to get a chance.

“It’s up to them to grab it.”

As expected, camp began without Derek Stepan, the unsigned restricted free agent whose contract talks with management are at an impasse. Stepan became the second Ranger of the hard-cap era to miss the opening of camp because of a contract dispute four years after Brandon Dubinsky sat out the first week until he reached an agreement.

In 2009, John Tortorella, then the coach, said it was “stupid” of Dubinsky to miss the opening of camp and that his agent, Kurt Overhardt, was “stupid.”

On Wednesday, Vigneault avoided such foolishness, choosing instead to say he will “take [Stepan] with open arms when he gets here.”

Camp also opened unexpectedly without Martin Biron, the backup goaltender, who left New York to return to his home in Buffalo to deal with what Vigneault framed as “a personal situation.” Uncertain as to a timetable for Biron’s return, the Rangers brought erstwhile New Jersey backup Johan Hedberg to camp on a PTO.

Vigneault said he did not watch tapes of the team’s games last year because he did not want to carry “preconceived notions” into camp. Scott Arniel, the assistant coach responsible for the power play, and Ulf Samuelsson, the assistant responsible for the penalty kill, did review all of the respective specialty team tapes from a year ago.

The Blueshirts finished 23rd overall on the power play in each of the last two seasons and slid to 15th in the NHL on the penalty kill last year after ranking fifth in 2011-12. Vigneault said the club will begin specialty team work next Wednesday.

It is expected Vigneault will oversee a more diverse approach to the game than Tortorella, whose scheme became increasingly conservative. The coach said that he does not believe the team is in need of a culture change.

“I believe the Rangers have been doing a lot of the right things for a lot of years,” Vigneault said. “There are some things I prefer to be done a certain way, but as far as a dramatic change, it’s one of the best organizations in the league.

“The atmosphere and environment I want to create is a professional, positive environment,” he said. “I want them to feel good about coming to the rink and getting better every day.”

Ryan Callahan and Carl Hagelin are both expected to miss much of the opening month as they rehab shoulders following postseason surgery. Their short-term absences will create the opportunity for young forwards such as Chris Kreider, J.T. Miller, Danny Kristo, Oscar Lindberg, Marek Hrivik and Jesper Fast to gain roster spots and prime lineup assignments.

“Talent has no age,” Vigneault said. “If a player can help the New York Rangers win, he’s going to play on our team.”

Sounds like a motto.
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The Rangers opened camp on Wednesday not only without center Derek Stepan, who remains at home in Wisconsin as an unsigned restricted free agent, but also without backup goaltender Martin Biron, who has returned to his home in Buffalo for what the club called “a personal situation.”

Absent a time frame regarding Biron’s potential return, the Blueshirts reached an agreement with Johan Hedberg to attend camp on a Professional Try Out. Hedberg, who turned 40 in May, spent the last three seasons in New Jersey before becoming a compliance buyout in July following the Devils’ acquisition of Cory Schneider.

Biron, who started only five out of the club’s 48 games last season, participated in Monday’s informal scrimmage at the Rangers’ practice facility but was not on the ice for Tuesday’s scrimmage. The 36-year-old netminder is entering the second and final year of his contract that carries a relatively pricey cap hit of $1.3 million.

“I’m not exactly sure what the time frame is on this,” coach Alain Vigneault said. “Marty is dealing right now with a personal situation.”

As the club’s players went through physical exams that will precede Wednesday night’s team meeting, the matter of Stepan’s negotiations remained status quo, with no evident progress having been made over the last 24 hours toward settling the standoff.

The Rangers are attempting to sign Stepan to a two-year ‘bridge contract” coming out of Entry Level just as Nazem Kadri signed with the Maple Leafs on Tuesday and P.K. Subban signed with the Canadiens last year.

Kadri, who recorded the same number of goals, assists and points (18-26=44) as did Stepan last season but whose career numbers don’t match the Ranger center’s (26-37=63 in 99 games vs. 56-84=140 in 212) signed for $2.9 million per. The Blueshirts are believed to have offered less than that to Stepan.

“It would be better if he were here, no doubt about that, but that being said, the situation is not in my control,” Vigneault said. “I talked to Derek a couple of times over the summer and he knows contracts are not part of my responsibility.

“I know he wants to be here and management wants him to be here. I look forward to being his coach when he gets here. Everything will be fine,” he said. “I will take him with open arms.”
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Awake from summer hibernation: The NHL season opener is less than three weeks away. Most teams reported for physicals Wednesday, with first skates generally set for Thursday and preseason games beginning next week. Here are the biggest questions facing the New York-area teams as the first blades scratch the ice:

RANGERS

The Rangers open camp with a new coach and the same expectations.

Last season, under the demonstrative John Tortorella, the Rangers flamed out in a second-round playoff loss to the Bruins, getting outclassed – or running out of gas – in a five-game series. Tortorella’s abrasiveness and hard-nosed style of play apparently began to wear thin inside the dressing room, and that prompted general manager Glen Sather to fire him after a successful 4 ½-year tenure when the team regained respectability and realigned their sights on the Stanley Cup.

Now former Canucks headman Alain Vigneault is at the helm, and he inherits a very similar roster with the same goal. As his first preseason on Broadway arises, so does the first question:

*How will the players react to the new coach?

Teams often change from a dictator-type coach to a players-type coach for the perceived need for a change in message. Although Tortorella is the former, Vigneault is not exactly the latter. He is not going to ask players to block shots by the bushel, but he won’t exactly be goofing around like Rex Ryan on skates. How the players react to his delivery will be key to their mental outlook and eventual success of failure.

*Who is Brad Richards?

Last season was the worst in the former Conn Smythe-winner’s celebrated career, and it almost got his contract bought out. Instead, Sather brought Richards back into the fold in the hope he can regain some of his old form. He doesn’t necessarily have to be a first-line center again, but he can’t be the borderline healthy scratch he was in the playoffs if the team wants to win.

*Can Rick Nash carry an offense?

There were moments last season when Nash, in his first year with the Blueshirts after an offseason trade with the Blue Jackets, showed how he can utterly dominate games with his size and skill. Yet battling through a wrist injury that he downplayed, Nash’s production — including just one goal in 12 playoff games — was not as consistent as the team would have liked. Considering the roster isn’t overflowing with offensive talent, a lot of the load will have to be carried by Nash.

*Will franchise bedrock goaltender Henrik Lundqvist get a contract extension signed, and if not, will it affect him on the ice?

At last season’s breakup day, Lundqvist was very guarded – if not lukewarm – about the prospects of re-signing with the Rangers after his contract expires following this season. He has since made it clear he wants to end his career with the team, but no extension has been reached as training camp opens. There is no way either Lundqvist or Sather wants to negotiations to be a distraction during the season, but if nothing is done in the next few weeks, rest assured it will be.

*Can the team weather an early-season road trip without some key parts?

Captain Ryan Callahan and speedy winger Carl Hagelin will miss the start of the season as they each recover from shoulder surgery, and the Rangers will be almost entirely on the road during that time. Because of the ongoing renovations at the Garden, the Rangers play their first nine games away from home, not returning until a Oct. 28 game against the Canadiens. The team hopes Callahan and Hagelin can be back for that game, but how they stand at that juncture could set a tone for the season.

*Will Derek Stepan get a deal done?

The Rangers’ presumptive first-line center has not signed a new deal as training camp opens, and will sit out until it’s done. A restricted free agent without arbitration rights, Stepan is looking for a long-term contract while the team is trying to sign him to a bridge deal for two seasons. The recent signing of the Maple Leafs’ Nazim Kadri for two years at $2.9 million per could lower Stepan’s asking price.
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ISLANDERS

The Islanders are no longer just talking about progress — they’re actually seeing it.

Last season, the team made the playoffs for the first time since 2007, and even with a six-game, first-round loss to the top-seeded Penguins, the fan base finally saw prolonged misery start to abate. After years of bad teams playing in an awful building, the franchise will have a new home in Brooklyn’s Barclays Center starting in 2015-16, and is captained by one of the game’s best players.

John Tavares will be 23 years old when the season starts in the crumbling Nassau Coliseum, but was handed the captaincy of a young team that now has realistic expectations for the postseason. So that begs the first question:

*Can Tavares’ meteoric rise continue?

All signs point to Tavares’ nomination last season as a Hart Trophy finalist (league MVP) being the first of many, but that is far from a guarantee. Having dramatically improved every season since being the No. 1 overall pick in the 2009 draft, Tavares is poised to lead this team into the future. Yet much of the team’s success last season was predicated on his play, and if teams can shut him down, a lot of the Isles’ offense goes with him.

*Will the supporting cast be good enough?

Though Tavares was outstanding last season, the real reason the team was able to make the postseason was the progress from the players around him. That most notably includes forwards Josh Bailey and Kyle Okposo, who after seasons of growing pains, matured into poised contributors. They cannot drop back to previous levels of production if the team is looking for another postseason run.

*Does 38-year-old goalie Evgeni Nabokov show signs of breaking down?

Coming in as a savior between the pipes last season, the cagey veteran was a stabilizing force in a position that has been nothing but questionable since 2008 (Rick DiPietro’s final good season). Yet after playing 41 of 48 regular-season games, Nabokov faltered in the playoffs, getting pulled twice and putting up a crooked 4.44 goals-against average. He signed another one-year deal in the offseason. With no reliable backup in place, the Isles’ goaltending load will be all his to carry.

*Which young players can immediately contribute?

The Islanders are continuing to attempt to improve their team from within, choosing not to bring in any big-name (and big-money) veterans and making roster spots open for competition among their homegrown prospects. That is especially true on defense, where young players such as Calvin de Haan, Matt Donovan and Aaron Ness will have distinct chances to make the team. Up front, center Ryan Strome, the No. 5 overall pick from the 2011 draft, is expected to show he is ready, as well.

*Can the role-player additions amply fill in?

General manager Garth Snow added free-agent forwards Cal Clutterbuck and Pierre-Marc Bouchard to the mix. Clutterbuck, often tops in the league in hits, is here for his physicality, and Bouchard is a low-budget (one-year, $2 million contract) chance on a 29-year-old player who was a first-round pick in 2002 and once scored 20 goals for the Wild in 2006-07. They are trying to carve out roles and provide depth up front.

DEVILS

The Devils finally get some financial security, and just as that happens, their most expensive player decides to “retire.”

The drama surrounding Ilya Kovalchuk and his abrupt departure for the KHL in his native Russia is utterly unprecedented as well as unpredictable going forward. As Kovalchuk left, Josh Harris and business partner David Blitzer bought the Devils out of substantial debt accrued by former owner Jeff Vanderbeek and put the franchise on solid financial footing.

The purchase hasn’t changed too much for longtime general manager Lou Lamoriello, though now he’s probably more confident the checks will clear for his new-look Devils team, which is hoping to rebound from a disappointing spring devoid of postseason play. Yet questions still remain in quantity, and they start at the top:

*How can the team begin to fill the void left by Kovalchuk (and David Clarkson)?

Simple answer: They can’t. Kovalchuk was a unique talent, a player who was on the ice more than any other forward in the past three years, contributing just as much as a penalty killer as a power-play scorer. He would dominate both ends of the ice when he wanted to, and that kind of presence is irreplaceable. Clarkson had become a leader on the team — along with one of its most potent offensive weapons — before leaving for the wealthier pastures of his hometown Maple Leafs. Somehow, the Devils must adjust, and that means getting contributions from every corner of the roster.

*How much does Martin Brodeur have left, and how long is his leash?

The 41-year-old lifelong Devil is arguably the best goaltender in history and a lock for the Hall of Fame, but has one more year left on his contract before his presumed retirement. But Brodeur has made it clear this season is not about a Mariano Rivera-like tour to celebrate his legacy. He wants to contribute to a successful team. With Cory Schneider coming over in a draft-day trade with the Canucks, his successor is already in place – and could take his place if good ol’ Marty starts to see his years catch up with him.

*Can the new additions pick up enough of the slack?

Despite the ownership instability, Lamoriello did not sit on his hands this offseason. He signed free-agent forwards Michael Ryder and Rostislav Olesz in hopes of boosting the offense, along with bruising forward and former Ranger Ryane Clowe. By adding some different dimensions to the roster, Lamoriello is hoping they can gel into a unit that creates more wins as a group than individually.

*Can the veterans hold up?

A lot will be expected of the Devils’ veteran leadership group, which includes forwards Patrik Elias, Dainius Zubrus and now 28-year-old Travis Zajac, who signed an eight-year, $46 million deal. With age catching up to the 37-year-old Elias, and injuries a concern for Zubrus and Zajac, their ability to contribute consistently will be paramount to the team’s success.

*Will contributions come from the young wave?

That starts with recently signed center Adam Henrique, who finally ended his restricted free agency by inking a six-year, $24 million contract. Henrique, 23, is coming off a forgettable sophomore campaign when he battled back from a broken thumb suffered while playing in the AHL during the lockout. The hope is he can regain the form that made him a Calder Trophy finalist two seasons ago, when the Devils made it to the Stanley Cup finals. There’s also winger Stefan Matteau, the 19-year-old who made a memorable 17-game debut last season.

With an older defensive corps, Lamoriello made it clear he would like to see a contribution from some members of the group consisting of Eric Gelinas, Alexander Urbon, Jon Merrill and Damon Severson. That means 20-year-old Adam Larsson is being penciled into a full-time role, supplementing veterans Marek Zidlikcy, Bryce Salvador and Andy Greene.

Rangers open camp with Stepan set to stay home

By Larry Brooks

September 10, 2013 | 8:22pm
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Rangers open camp with Stepan set to stay home

Rangers center Derek Stepan. 

Photo: Neil Miller
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So this is where the marathon begins — at a hotel in White Plains where the Rangers will convene for their first team meal and meeting Wednesday night, after completing physicals on the first day of training camp.

They will gather pretty much intact from the group that went home so bitterly disappointed in itself last spring upon a lopsided, five-game second-round playoff ouster by the Bruins. But when they do, the Blueshirts will be greeted by Alain Vigneault’s kinder, gentler voice — or so everyone thinks — in the wake of the coaching exchange that saw gruff John Tortorella hightail it to Vancouver after being fired in May.

This was general manager Glen Sather’s singular move in the offseason, during which the club possessed limited cap space to effect a meaningful change in personnel once the decision was made to bring back Brad Richards rather than use an amnesty buyout on No. 19’s contract that carries a $6.67 million cap charge.

Derek Stepan, the club’s putative first-line center who led the team in scoring last season with 44 points (18-26) over 48 games, is still enmeshed in a negotiating stalemate, and as such will not be in the audience to hear Vigneault’s opening remarks.

“A deal is not imminent,” Matt Oates, the restricted free agent’s representative, told The Post on Tuesday via email. “Obviously Derek will not report [to camp] without a contract.”

Henrik Lundqvist is on a contract that expires at the end of this season, and though the franchise goaltender’s representatives from Newport Sports have been in a steady dialogue with Rangers management, the parties are not close to an agreement for an extension, with both term and dollars at issue.

Still, The King has vowed not to allow these talks — which may be suspended at the end of camp if a significant gulf remains — to distract him from the mission at hand.

“I am totally focused on my job here,” Lundqvist said. “I feel great, I did my work over the summer, I am prepared to go and am excited about the season.

“It’s time.”

Ryan Callahan and Carl Hagelin (shoulder surgeries) are expected to miss most, if not all of the October schedule, during which the Blueshirts will play 12 matches, including the nine-game road trip that opens the season.

This will create opportunity for young forwards Chris Kreider, J.T. Miller, Danny Kristo, Oscar Lindberg and perhaps Jesper Fast to carve out spots on a team that otherwise seems to have limited job openings.

The defense seems to be set, with Dan Girardi, Marc Staal, Ryan McDonagh, Michael Del Zotto, Anton Stralman and John Moore ensconced as the top six and Justin Falk just behind as the seventh defenseman, while Aaron Johnson tries to crack the squad.

The Rangers will spend more time on the ice in Alberta during camp than they will in New York. The Blueshirts will skate here Thursday through Sunday before playing their first two exhibition games in New Jersey and Philadelphia on Monday and Tuesday, respectively.

The club will then practice at home the following day before flying to Banff, where they will bivouac for a few days before playing in Calgary on Sept. 23 and Edmonton the following night. The Blueshirts then go to Vancouver for a match against the Canucks on Sept. 26 before completing the preseason the next night in Las Vegas against the Kings.

Vigneault has been charged with opening up the attack and resuscitating a power play that, to coin a phrase, stunk most of the time under Tortorella, finishing 23rd in the NHL each of the last two seasons. Improvement is expected despite the ongoing lack of a big shot from the point, an organizational black hole for at least a decade.

The Rangers have met individually with Vigneault over the last couple of weeks. Wednesday, the new coach addresses the group for the first time. They are very much the same ears, but they will be hearing a very different voice.

Stepan it: Rangers must lock up young forward now

By Larry Brooks
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With talks that have gone nowhere all summer between the Rangers and Derek Stepan, the unsigned 24-year-old restricted free agent center will not report tomorrow for his physical on the first day of training camp.

“A deal is not imminent and obviously Derek will not report (to camp) without a contract,” his agent Matt Oates told The Post. 

Thus, Stepan, who has remained at his home in Wisconsin even as the Blueshirts have been holding organized, albeit informal, workouts and scrimmages at the club’s practice rink over the last week, would become the second Ranger in the hard-cap era to miss time because of a contract dispute. Brandon Dubinsky missed eight days in 2009.

Stepan is believed seeking a five- or six-year deal in the neighborhood of $5 million per while the Rangers are believed offering a two-year contract worth between $2.75-and-$3 million a year.

Stepan’s request is not at all outlandish given his work the first three seasons of his career during which he clearly outperformed an extremely club-friendly Entry Level contract worth $875,000 per year.

The fact is Stepan, a 2008 second-round (51st overall) draft selection who emerged as the Rangers’ first-line center in 2011-12 and 2012-13, was eighth in scoring in the NHL among players 23 or younger over the last three years with 140 points (56 goals, 84 assists).

That’s more than Matt Duchene (138), Evander Kane (133), Jeff Skinner (131) and Sam Gagner (127).

But it is also a fact Stepan, who did not have arbitration rights coming out of Entry Level, has no systemic negotiating leverage in this negotiation with the Rangers beyond withholding his services — unless, that is, he is able to attract a Group II offer sheet that would prove debilitating to the cap-squeezed Blueshirts.

The Rangers have about $3 million of space with which to sign Stepan, but that would increase if Carl Hagelin ($2.25 million) and/or Ryan Callahan ($4.275 million) are placed on the Long Term Injury list that would render them ineligible for the season’s first 10 games.

Still, anything above $3.5 million per for Stepan would place a severe amount of stress on management’s ability to maneuver in case of even one injury.

An offer sheet in the $5 million per range — carrying first- and third-round draft compensation — would force the Rangers to dispose of Brian Boyle ($1.7 million) or perhaps even Derick Brassard ($3.2 million) quickly and in a buyer’s market.

The Islanders, who have both the need for Stepan and the cap-space means with which to extend the offer sheet, would be in a win-win by making such a move, guaranteed to either get the player or gut the competition’s roster and ability to make moves during the season.

There is, however, no indication an offer sheet is being pondered by the Islanders — or any other club, for that matter.

Dubinsky, Callahan, Hagelin, Dan Girardi and Michael Del Zotto all lacked arbitration rights coming out of Entry Level and all signed two-year, second contracts. Ryan McDonagh, who owned arbitration rights, signed a six-year deal worth $4.7 million per in July in surrendering two years of unrestricted free agency. Marc Staal previously signed a five-year deal for $3.975 million per coming out of Entry Level in 2010.

The lockouts have all been designed to limit players’ leverage in talks, yet owners are loathe to use the leverage they earn in each collective bargaining agreement. That’s why a player like Skinner, for instance, is on a six-year, second contract worth $5.725 million per.

Colorado did hold the line on Duchene, the third-overall selection of 2009, who signed a two-year deal worth $3.5 million per coming out of Entry Level.

That’s probably the number that would get it done for Stepan sooner rather than later; maybe $3.25 million per. It’s more than the Rangers want to pay, but doing so eliminates the possibility of an October surprise offer sheet that could have devastating consequences.

Isles at ‘C’: Tavares named captain at age 22
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Isles at ‘C’: Tavares named captain at age 22

John Tavares (center) was made Islanders captain today by head coach Jack Capuano (left) and Garth Snow. 

Photo: Getty Images
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The choice of who would be the 14th captain in Islanders history was less a decision than it was a proclamation.

On Monday at a golf outing at Bethpage State Park, the team officially put the ‘C’ on the sweater of John Tavares, making the 22-year-old center the declarative leader of the team that was already his.

“I’d say it’s surreal a little bit, to be a captain of a NHL team,” said Tavares, who will turn 23 on Sept. 20. “Especially with the Islanders, and all the great players that came through, it’s something that’s pretty special and I don’t take for granted.”

Tavares emerged as a force over the past two years, coming off this most recent campaign when he took the team to its first playoff appearance after a five-year drought. Last season he led the team with 28 goals and 47 points during the 48-game regular season, becoming one of three finalists for the Hart Trophy.

Tavares couldn’t get his young Islanders past the first round, as they lost to the No. 1-seeded Penguins in six games. But the culture of the franchise has turned around on his watch.

“One of the reasons we drafted him, besides his hockey talent, is his character,” said general manager Garth Snow, who drafted Tavares with the No. 1 overall pick in 2009. “He is a top player in the league with a grinder’s mentality when it comes to work every day.”

When Tavares’ rookie contract was about to come up before last season, most pundits picked him to leave New York for his native Canada, where as a junior he was a superstar. Instead, Tavares signed a modest six-year, $33 million contract — all of which was announced even before the team declared its intention to leave Long Island for the plush digs of Brooklyn’s Barclays Center, starting in the 2015-16 season.

“First and foremost, he is someone who is well respected by all his teammates,” said coach Jack Capuano. “When we sat down to talk about it, there was one guy who deserved it.”

Rangers’ Staal confident he can regain form

By Brett Cygralis
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.

Modal Trigger

Rangers’ Staal confident he can regain form

Marc Staal 
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It took until a skate in mid-July for Marc Staal to finally feel a semblance of normalcy.

The Rangers’ blue-chip defenseman had been suffering the aftereffects of a severe right-eye injury that occurred in early March, and skating with his brothers Jordan and Jared in their hometown of Thunder Bay, Ontario, Marc finally could take the ice without hesitation.

“I went out with Jordan and Jared for a skate, and after the skate I realized I hadn’t thought about [the eye] once,” Staal told NHL.com on Tuesday, when he was in Calgary for the first orientation meeting of Canada’s Olympic tryouts. 

“While I was doing all the drills, quick drills, things like that, my focus wasn’t on thinking about what I was doing. It was more about just doing it,” Staal continued. “Right after that skate I was like, ‘OK, this is going to be fine.’”

Staal reiterated what he said on the Rangers’ breakup day in May: Doctors have told him his eye will never return to 100 percent, but that doesn’t mean he won’t be able to regain his All-Star form. 

Yet after receiving such a drastic and sudden scare, the result of a deflected Kimmo Timonen slapshot that struck him squarely above the eye, Staal was never fully confident in the doctors’ rosy outlook. Only naturally, he Staal feared the worst. Until last month, when he finally saw and felt like things were getting back to normal.

“When you’re sitting in the doctor’s office and he tells you your eye probably won’t come back to normal, that was a hard day,” said Staal, who will be in Rangers’ training camp the second week of September and who, if fully healthy, has a good chance to be an impact player for the Canadian Olympic team come February. “That was about a week-and-a-half after [the injury]. They told me originally that I would be all right, but once the blood started flushing out of there they started to see a little more damage.

“The next thing he said is, ‘You’re still going to play’,” Staal continued. “But you still don’t know if you’re going to get back to that level, and obviously that’s what I have to prove. I’m anxious to do that.”

By  Aaron Portzline  

The Columbus Dispatch• Thursday September 19, 2013 5:15 AM 

Comments: 0

RALEIGH, N.C. — Boone Jenner spent all summer in Columbus, working out in Nationwide Arena under Blue Jackets strength and conditioning coach Kevin Collins.

The goal now is to still be in Columbus when the Jackets open the regular season on Oct. 4 vs. Calgary. If the past two nights are an indication, that won’t be an issue.

“That guy works his (butt) off,” Blue Jackets center Brandon Dubinsky said last night after a 5-4 win over the Carolina Hurricanes at PNC Arena. “He’s smart. As time goes on, he’s just going to get better. He chips pucks and chases ’em down. He hits guys. He plays hard every shift. It’s a blast to watch him out there.”

Dubinsky centered a line with Jenner on his left and Marian Gaborik on his right, and the trio dominated. Gaborik had two goals and an assist, Dubinsky had three assists and 10 shots on goal, and Jenner had a goal and an assist. They combined for a plus-8 rating.

“Playing with guys like Dubi and Gaborik, that really helped me out,” Jenner said. “They’re elite players. They know where to be.”

Jenner has played center since he was old enough to put his gear on without help. He was the best player on the ice on Tuesday in a 3-1 loss to the Buffalo Sabres in Nationwide Arena. But during training camp, he has played mostly on the left wing. Last night was his first game at the position, and he didn’t look out of place.

“Practicing six days on the left side definitely helped me,” Jenner said. “To be able to play both positions, that’s really going to help me, and it’s something I want to be good at.”

Jenner is in the thick of a competition for the final roster spot at forward.

“If you look at our centermen, that’s one position we’re really deep at,” coach Todd Richards said. “With (Nathan) Horton out (after shoulder surgery), we have openings on the wing. We have to try and see what we have there. Based on tonight’s game, we liked what we saw.”

The 6-foot-2 Jenner is up to 208 pounds after adding five pounds of muscle during the summer.

“It’s a little bit easier because it’s my third pro camp, and playing last (spring) in the American Hockey League really helped me, just to get a taste of the pro game,” Jenner said. “It was a good summer. I feel strong. I feel like I can compete with the big guys in this league and I want to prove that.”

Calvert returns

Left wing Matt Calvert was back at practice after missing two days because of a strained groin.

“I’m getting there, just taking my time, and make sure it’s 100 percent," he said. “We’ll get some exhibition games in and get it rolling.”

Richards said Calvert wants to play his first exhibition game on Saturday at Pittsburgh, but the club is leaning against it.

“I want him ready Oct. 4,” Richards said.

Slap shots

The Blue Jackets assigned five players — forwards Oliver Bjorkstrand, Josh Anderson and Nick Moutrey, defenseman Dillon Heatherington, and goaltender Oscar Dansk — to their junior clubs. … Richards was contemplating cuts last night. They could be made as soon as today, which is an off day for the players.

aportzline@dispatch.com
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Ryan Johansen’s arms and chest are noticeably bigger. The baby fat has fallen from his face. He’s now 6 feet 3, 222 pounds, pretty much the prototype for No. 1 centers in the NHL.

But it’s not Johansen’s “measureables” that concern the Blue Jackets.

Last spring, when the Jackets’ season had finished and Johansen was in Springfield, Mass., playing for the team’s minor-league affiliate, a problem surfaced that has dogged Johansen almost since the Jackets drafted him.

Springfield coach Brad Larsen benched him in the second round of the American Hockey League playoffs because he “didn’t feel like he was invested 100 percent.”

It’s not what you would expect from the No. 4 overall pick in the 2010 NHL draft.

“It was tough,” Johansen said. “I wasn’t playing the way I wanted to. Nobody likes watching your team from the stands.

“I’ll definitely do everything I can to prevent that from ever happening again.”

The first test will come tonight.

The Blue Jackets play two split-squad exhibition games, with half the team traveling to St. Paul, Minn., to play the Wild and the other half playing the Buffalo Sabres in Nationwide Arena.

“To me, Ryan looks fast,” Blue Jackets coach Todd Richards said. “He looks like he’s playing the game really fast.

“But when you get mixed in with real opposition now, that’ll be the true test of what we’ll get from him.”

Richards has never gone out of his way to shower Johansen with praise. If anything, he has held a figurative prod in his right hand.

What he wants is a player who goes hard on every shift and in every game, a player who never feels comfortable that his “good” will be good enough.

Last season, Johansen had a tremendous camp and a strong first few games before his play lagged.

Richards sent him to Springfield for two weeks, and he returned a changed man.

Johansen became one of the Blue Jackets’ shutdown centers during their 19-5-5 streak to the finish the season, teaming with R.J. Umberger and Nick Foligno to check some of the best lines in the Western Conference.

He finished with five goals, seven assists and a minus-7 rating, while winning more faceoffs (272) than any other Blue Jackets player.

Management hoped it was out of the woods with Johansen. But then Springfield happened.

“Ryan is a good kid, and he wants to be a big-time player,” Larsen said. “To me, it’s nothing but a wake-up call. He’s going to be a real good player, and it’s our job to help him get there.”

Johansen knows more will be expected of him in his third NHL season.

“There’s definitely going to be a bigger role, and I’ll be ready for it,” he said. “I’ve worked hard. I feel light and fast. I want to be a top line player on our team, one of those difference-makers every night.”

aportzline@dispatch.com
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- See more at: http://bluejacketsxtra.dispatch.com/content/stories/2013/09/17/johansen-says-hes-a-changed-man.html#sthash.D5nckv1Q.dpuf

From the 'Puck-Rakers' blog

Down to 33 (Updated) 

The Blue Jackets trimmed their roster to 33 players this afternoon, returning first-round pick Kerby Rychel to OHL Windsor and assigning 17 players to AHL Springfield.

Headed to Springfield for the start of AHL camp next week are forwards Alex Aleardi, Sean Collins, Jake  Hansen, Andrew Joudrey, Jeremy Langlois, Broc Little, Spencer Machacek, Jonathan Audy-Marchessault, Lukas Sedlak, Dalton Smith and Trent Vogelhuber and defensemen Thomas Larkin, Joe Lavin, Austin Madaisky, Patrick McNeill, Blake Barlett and Frederic St. Denis. Machacek, McNeill and St. Denis must clear waivers.

“The number we cut and the number that’s left, it really all comes down to having a group of workable size for our staff to prepare for the opener,” general manager Jarmo Kekalainen said. “Camp starts on Monday in Springfield and that’s another opportunity for a lot of players to start proving themselves again.”

The Jackets had the day off today and will return to practice on Friday before playing an exhibition at Pittsburgh on Saturday afternoon.

The team has set no hard deadlines...

By  Aaron Portzline  

The Columbus Dispatch• Wednesday September 18, 2013 5:36 AM 
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It was only an exhibition game, so there were no side bets placed and no bragging rights earned for the next time the Foligno brothers are together.

But the Blue Jackets’ 3-1 loss to the Buffalo Sabres last night at Nationwide Arena was a glimpse at the fun ride that awaits Nick Foligno of the Jackets and his younger brother, Marcus, of the Sabres.

“The thing that’s so cool is we did this a million times as kids growing up in our driveway or the cul de sac,” said Nick, 25. “We always played like we were NHL players going against each other, and now it’s real.”

With the Blue Jackets splitting their team so they could play Buffalo at Nationwide and at Minnesota at the same time, Columbus earned a draw, winning 3-1 over the Wild. Marcus Foligno, 22, won this round between the brothers. He scored two goals — including a sprawling, reaching beauty around Blue Jackets goaltender Sergei Bobrovsky to give the Sabres the lead to stay late in the second period.

“It’s something special,” Marcus said. “Not too many people have played against their brother in the NHL. We grew up playing the game together, and here it is years later, still going strong.”

The Blue Jackets’ move to the Eastern Conference this season will allow the two brothers to play against each other more frequently. And it doesn’t stop with the brothers. Former NHL All-Star Mike Foligno, their father, is an assistant coach for the New Jersey Devils, who are in the Metropolitan Division with the Blue Jackets.

“I’m really excited for both of them because they’re in great situations,” Mike Foligno said recently. “They’re happy and they’re close, and as a father you can’t ask for much more, right? It’s going to be a lot of fun this season. I just never know who I’m supposed to root for, which makes it tough.”

Mike Foligno spent most of his playing career with the Sabres, and Nick and Marcus were born in Buffalo, N.Y. The brothers have played two regular-season games against each other, during the 2011-12 season.

The Blue Jackets play the Sabres three times and the Devils four times in the regular season.

“The hockey season is a long season, and we’re a really close family,” Nick Foligno said. “So any chance to you get to see each other is welcomed.”

The Folignos don’t look for trouble, but they have never shied away from it, either. Asked if they would ever match the Primeau bothers — Keith (Hartford) and Wayne (Buffalo) fought in 1997 — Nick Foligno brought other family members into the discussion.

“Not a chance,” he said. “Our sisters would kill us.”

The Foligno reunion was one of the few bright spots on the night for the Blue Jackets.

“You’ve got some guys who are pushing and some guys who are cruising,” Blue Jackets coach Todd Richards said. “We have to be more intense, more ready.”

R.J. Umberger scored the Jackets’ only goal early in the second, cleaning up the puck after a Tim Erixon shot from the slot.

The Blue Jackets’ best forward was rookie Boone Jenner.

“He made himself noticeable out on the ice,” Richards said. “He worked. You could tell watching guys skate off the ice from a shift, and he was spent. He was giving it everything he’s got.”

aportzline@dispatch.com
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Patrick Roy will almost certainly survive his first season as Avalanche coach, but his voice might not. Roy gave his lungs quite a workout Wednesday night, and this was just the first preseason game. 

Whether barking out high-pitched vocal commands or a whistle louder than any that could be found in a store, Roy's presence definitely was felt in his maiden game behind an NHL bench.

A lot of hockey coaches strangely tend to be very quiet and stationary during a game. Not Roy. Not only are his vocal cords in full use, Roy is always walking back and forth, rarely standing still for more than a second.

Against the Anaheim Ducks at the Pepsi Center, Roy showed the full range of emotions too. He often seemed happy with what 

Blog: All Things Avs

The Denver Post's Adrian Dater and Mike Chambers post analysis, notes and more on this blog focusing on the Colorado Avalanche.

he saw, but when he wasn't, it was obvious.

In the end, Roy lost his first game, but at least it didn't count. The Ducks got a 2-1 victory over the Avs in front of a smallish crowd.

When the Avs were pinned in their own zone for nearly a minute on a penalty kill in the first period, Roy put his hands on his hips and scurried back and forth to assistant coach Tim Army, gesturing pointedly.

Roy, who signed a four-year contract to serve as coach and vice president of hockey operations, made clear to his team that exhibition games are important if it is to begin the turnaround to prosperity.

Roy wants to win as many games as he can, but he also wants his team to be worth the money to see.

"I like to be offensive," Roy said. "But that doesn't mean I don't want us to play well defensively. We're going to be an offensive team, because I believe that the people who are paying to come watch us deserve to have a great show. At the same time, we have to believe deep inside that we can win that 1-0 game."

Roy got a good look at prized rookie Nathan MacKinnon, who centered a line with P.A. Parenteau and Jamie McGinn. He also saw a lot of rookie defenseman Chris Bigras, a second-round pick from this year who 

signed a three-year, entry-level contract Tuesday.

Bigras, who may have a real shot at making the club despite being 18, played alongside Erik Johnson.

"My goal is to stay here," Bigras said. "I know this is an opportunity, and I want to make the most of it I can. But that will be out of my control in the end. I just have to play as hard as I can and try to learn a little more every day."

Another star of Wednesday's show was the big, bright new overhead scoreboard at the Pepsi Center. The scoreboard dramatically enhanced the atmosphere inside the 14-year-old building. The main board stretches from blue line to blue line, with an HD picture that is hard not to want to watch instead of the actual game below.

Paul Stastny scored the first Avs goal of the preseason in the first period, deflecting in a pass from Gabe Landeskog. Semyon Varlamov looked sharp in his first full period, stopping all nine shots he faced, including some on three Anaheim power plays.

The Avs will play Los Angeles at home Friday, with a lineup that will include Matt Duchene, Ryan O'Reilly and Steve Downie, none of whom played Wednesday.

The Avs lost the game when Anaheim scored a power-play goal with 5:56 left in the third, following a Cody McLeod boarding penalty.

Adrian Dater: adater@denverpost.com or twitter.com/adater

Avs coach Patrick Roy 2013

First-year Avalanche coach Patrick Roy: "I believe that the people who are paying to come watch us deserve to have a great show." (John Leyba, Denver Post file)

Patrick Roy interrupted practice several times Wednesday morning, as Avalanche players were going through drills for the power play.

"Short passes, quick passes, easy passes," Roy boomed on the ice at the Pepsi Center, where the Avs will play their first game of any kind with him behind the bench Wednesday night against the Anaheim Ducks.

The exhortation is a likely symbol of how Roy will want his team to play this season. He wants a fast, offensive-minded team that makes the simple play. Nothing fancy, nothing too complicated.

"I like to be offensive," Roy said. "But that doesn't mean I don't want us to play well defensively. We're going to be an offensive team, because I believe that the people who are paying to come watch us deserve to have a great show. At the same time, we have to believe deep inside that we can win that 1-0 game."

The Avs will play Paul Stastny and Nathan MacKinnon as their top two centers against the Ducks, who will play a team composed primarily of rookie and secondary players. Semyon Varlamov will start in goal and be relieved about midway through by rookie Spencer Martin.

The Pepsi Center will see the unveiling of a beautiful new scoreboard and sound system for the game as well.

Avalanche rookie Nathan MacKinnon. (John Leyba. The Denver Post)

The Avalanche hasn't played its first preseason game yet, and new coach Patrick Roy already has decided to change his top lines.

Roy elected to swap Steve Downie and P.A. Parenteau from different lines starting with Tuesday's practice at the Family Sports Center.

Instead of skating on a line with Matt Duchene and Ryan O'Reilly, Parenteau will play with rookie Nathan MacKinnon and Jamie McGinn, starting with Wednesday's preseason game against the Anaheim Ducks at the Pepsi Center.

Downie will skate at right wing with Duchene and O'Reilly. In explaining the decision, Roy said the new lines balance each other.

"(Duchene) and O'Reilly, I think they love to have the puck, and P.A. loves to have the puck as well. At some point, someone's going to have to go get that puck," Roy said. "I think Downie brings that, and brings a lot of grit to that line. I think it's a good mix. P.A. is a very experienced guy, and I think he will help Nathan a lot."

Duchene and Parenteau clicked well on a line together last season, but just because aren't on the same one going now doesn't mean they won't play together again at times. Roy is likely to mix his lines again, and the two figure to be on the ice together plenty on the Avs' first power-play unit.

The other top Avs line of Paul Stastny, Gabe Landeskog and Alex Tanguay remains intact. 

 Wilson injured.

Avalanche defenseman Ryan Wilson, who figures to see plenty of ice time on the top four this season, will miss about two weeks with a knee injury, Roy said.

Wilson suffered the injury in Sunday's Burgundy-White scrimmage at the Air Force Academy. Roy said the team is optimistic Wilson won't miss any more than two weeks.

Wilson missed much of last season with ankle injuries. 

 Footnotes.

Goalie Semyon Varlamov will start Wednesday's exhibition debut against Anaheim. Colorado opens the regular season 

Avs F Steve Downie 2013

Steve Downie missed most of last season with a knee injury. (John Leyba, Denver Post file)

against the Ducks on Oct. 2. Rookie Spencer Martin will serve as Varlamov's backup and likely play half the game. While Duchene, O'Reilly and Downie will get the night off Wednesday, the line of Stastny, Landeskog and Tanguay will play against Anaheim. 

... The Pepsi Center will unveil a new scoreboard and sound system at the game. 

... Roy put players through a grueling skate at the end of practice Tuesday. He was not happy with some of his team's play in the Burgundy-White scrimmage Sunday, saying "the decision-making wasn't very good at times." Overall, though, Roy said he has liked his team's effort through. "We were 29th last year, so I guess we have to be different," he said. "But I've liked what I've (seen) out there. We're going to work hard. That's the way it's going to be every day." 

... The Avs signed defenseman Chris Bigras to a three-year, entry-level contract.

Adrian Dater: adater@denverpost.com or twitter.com/adater

DUCKS at AVALANCHE

Time: 7 p.m., Wednesday

Location: Pepsi Center

2012-13 records: Anaheim 30-12-6 (Second in Pacific Division); Colorado 16-25-7 (Fifth in Northwest Division)

TV: None

Radio: 950 AM

Punctuated by a whistle so shrill it could drive a dog crazy, Patrick Roy raised his stopwatch and lined the Avalanche up for a "bag skate" on the eve of the team's first exhibition game.

Get the message? This ain't no party, it ain't no disco, Roy ain't fooling around.

"I always have that whistle with me," Roy said Tuesday, with his trademark smirk and those steely eyes that could make Lord Voldemort blink. Roy whistles through his teeth with the ferocity that can pierce the heart of the toughest NHL tough guy. When Roy whistles, the Avs listen.

There's absolutely no doubt Roy is serious about bringing the Stanley Cup back to Colorado. While it might be easy to rest on his Hall of Fame reputation, Roy works his tail off. The rookie Colorado coach also isn't afraid to mess with the status quo, as evidenced by Roy's willingness to quickly shuffle personnel, already replacing P.A. Parenteau with Steve Downie to play on a top line alongside Matt Duchene and Ryan O'Reilly. 

But over the grind of a long NHL season, can Roy keep his cool and maintain patience with a franchise relearning how to win? Can he deal with the inevitable second-guessing that shadows all coaches? What happens when a knucklehead like me dares to question the moves of St. Patrick, who won 551 regular-season games and four NHL championships as a goaltender?

"You have been my No. 1 fan in Denver. I'd be surprised if such a thing happens. You have been protecting me every day of my playing career," a laughing Roy told me shortly after he was named coach and vice president of hockey operations for the Avalanche in May.

"If you criticize me as a coach, then I'm going to swallow it, no problem. But make sure you come to see me at the office the next day. I won't be mad. At least I hope not."

Roy played goalie for Montreal from 1985-95. That was a full decade of tough duty, in the pressure cooker of one of the more stressful jobs in sports. Being goalie 
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for the Canadiens is like playing quarterback for the Broncos, except, in Montreal, you are subject to criticism 24/7, in both French and English.

"I don't feel the stress, to be honest. For me, the stress is to know I'm ready," said Roy, who likes to report to the office more than three hours before practice begins.

Roy has earned this Colorado team's respect. It's more than the four Stanley Cup rings in his possession. His commitment is so real, Avalanche players appreciate Roy, even when the rookie coach is holding a stopwatch as they end another practice session with a conditioning drill that can burn the lungs and tie the stomach in knots.

But it's guaranteed: A rookie NHL coach will lose four or five games in a row. The boys in the room will allow some doubt to creep into their eyes. A talk-show host or newspaper columnist will ask if Roy still trusts his goalie, or if a 47-year-old hockey legend is too impatient juggling lines manned by players not as talented as he was back in his glory days with the Avs.

How will Roy deal with the frustration that eventually keeps every NHL coach awake at night?

Stay tuned.

"I'm not saying I love to lose. That will never happen," Roy said. "Sometimes you have to be honest with the players and say, 'Hey, guys, that's not the way we're going to win.' "

Roy hates losing. How will he deal with it? That alone might be worth the price of admission.

Mark Kiszla: mkiszla@denverpost.com or twitter.com/markkiszla
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Avalanche coach Patrick Roy, second from right, talks to players during training camp. (Kathryn Scott Osler, The Denver Post)

The Avalanche announced its first cuts of training camp Monday, with none too surprising.

With few, if any, open jobs to compete for on the Avs, any rookies not named Nathan MacKinnon likely will find it difficult to crack the opening-night roster. 

The Avs cut 12 players, reducing their camp roster to 46. Seven players were sent to the team's American Hockey League affiliate, the Lake Erie Monsters. They are: forwards Trevor Cheek and Gabriel Desjardins; defensemen Daniel Maggio, Lee Moffie and Mikael Tam; goaltenders Kent Patterson and Kieran Millan. 

Also sent to Lake Erie were forwards Joey Hishon and David Van Der Gulik, but both were considered to be on the injured list, and did not participate in training camp. They will rehabilitate from injuries with the Monsters.

Sent to their respective junior teams were Joseph Blandisi (Ottawa), Michael Clarke (Peterborough) and Dillon Donnelly (Quebec). 

The Avs must be down to 23 players for the opening game of the NHL season. The team is scheduled to play its first exhibition game Wednesday night at the Pepsi Center against the Anaheim Ducks.

Adrian Dater: , adater@denverpost.com or twitter.com/adater
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AIR FORCE ACADEMY — Anybody have a truck Nathan MacKinnon can use? Monday is moving day for the Avalanche's prized prospect, the No. 1 overall choice in the June draft. And the prodigy from Nova Scotia is not just moving into someplace a real estate agent lined up, or into a prestigious loft building in LoDo.

Instead, reflecting that he just turned 18 on Sept. 1 and is the contemporary of Americans in the early stages of their senior years of high school, MacKinnon is moving into the area home of veteran goalie Jean-Sebastien Giguere, 36, and his wife, Kristen. In effect, the Avalanche rookie is becoming the fourth Giguere kid, joining Maxime-Olivier, 6; Luka, 4; and Felix, 1.

"I'm excited," MacKinnon said after 

Colorado Avalanche No. 1 draft pick Nathan MacKinnon on the first day of Avalanche rookie camp. (John Leyba, Denver Post file)

Sunday's Burgundy-White intrasquad game in the sold-out Cadet Ice Arena. "He played (major junior) for Halifax, I played for Halifax, so we have kind of a connection there. And his wife is from Nova Scotia as well. He's won a Stanley Cup, so he's a very experienced player, and I'm looking forward to it. I've lived at home the last couple of years, so I didn't do much cooking or anything like that, so I think it's best that I live with somebody right now."

I know what you're thinking.

No, the Gigueres don't have room for Von Miller too.

"I think it's good for a young guy like that to be in a family environment," Giguere said of MacKinnon. "But sometimes, he will need to have some freedom as well. I'm not his dad. I'm going to give him some guidelines and I am going to share my experience with him, but at the end of the day, he's 18 years old. He's an adult.

"I've never done this before, so this will be a new experience for myself and my wife and my kids. We've made it so he has some privacy in the house, a nice little setup, and hopefully it's going to click for everybody. My kids are super-excited. They have a new buddy to play with."

Hockey, with a long tradition of "billet" family arrangements 
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for players competing away from home at the junior level, occasionally sets up similar situations at the NHL level for the youngest players. As a rookie in 2011-12, Gabe Landeskog lived with an area family. In their rookie 2009-10 seasons, Matt Duchene lived with defenseman Adam Foote and his family, and Ryan O'Reilly moved in with winger Darcy Tucker and his family.

Going back to 1999, another former Halifax Moosehead star and Colorado first-round choice and rookie — Alex Tanguay — settled in at the home of veteran goalie Patrick Roy and his family. The 2013 twist there is that now, of course, Roy is the Avalanche's coach and Tanguay is a veteran winger who returned to Colorado in a June trade and is beginning his second tour of duty with the franchise.

Tanguay's advice to MacKinnon about living with a veteran goalie as a rookie?

"Just learn," Tanguay said. "You have so much learning to do at that age, not having to worry about doing the cleaning and doing the cooking and all that stuff. For him, it's going to be a great learning experience. Jiggy's a winner. I tried to learn from Patrick, I saw how he prepared himself, and he gave me some pieces of advice that I'm still using to this day.

"One of the first things he told me is, 'Take care of your body and your body will take care of you.' He said there were times you could have fun, but times when you need to be serious and prepare yourself. I learned that it's a long season, there are times you need to prepare and at that age, you need to figure it out on your own. Nate's a smart kid. He's got a bright future ahead of him."

As soon as he gets moved in.

Kieran Millan (Andy Cross, Denver Post file)

COLORADO SPRINGS — Young goalie Kieran Millan, who won a NCAA championship at Boston University as a freshman in 2009, has nothing against Denver. He loves the Mile High City.

But he'd rather live in Cleveland this season, and ultimately return to Denver as a more fashionable hockey player.

After an excellent Avalanche training camp that ended Sunday in the Burgundy and White intrasquad game at the Air Force Academy, Millan might have advanced in the organization's six-man depth chart at the position.

Last season as a first-year pro, Millan and fellow rookie Kent Patterson played for the Denver Cutthroats, the Avs' Central Hockey League affiliate. The better opportunity is in Cleveland with the Lake Erie Monsters 
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of the American Hockey League, the Avalanche's primary minor-league affiliate, and Millan is in position to unseat American Hockey League veterans Calvin Pickard or Sami Aittokallio.

"Overall, great camp," Avs coach Patrick Roy said of Millan, 24. "Every day (after training camp), we met and he was always one of the goalies who had the best rating. He should be very happy with the impression that he made on us, because he did a super job."

Millan, from Edmonton, Alberta, stopped all eight shots he faced in the second period Sunday for the Burgundy, which won 3-1 at the Cadet Ice Arena behind goals from forwards Colin Smith (a puck deflected off him), Jamie McGinn (a turnaround wrist shot) and Brad Malone (a one-timer). On the power play, Millan denied Andre Benoit with what appeared to be a sure back-door goal.

"Obviously, hearing Patrick Roy saying he thinks I had a good camp is a confidence booster, and I do feel like I've had a pretty good camp," Millan said. "I came in ready to fight for a position. I've given my best, and we'll see what happens."

Millan was 15-15-4 with the Cutthroats last season, with a respectable .913 save percentage. He played one game for Lake Erie.

"I'm looking to move 
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up. Unfortunately, there are other very good goaltenders as well," Millan said. "I just have to continue to prove myself."

Semyon Varlamov (Burgundy) and Jean-Sebastien Giguere (White) started and also were perfect in net, making eight saves apiece. And the Burgundy's Aittokallio didn't allow a goal until the final minute of the third period, when Bryan Lerg scored on a 6-on-5 attack.

"I liked the effort, I liked the intensity out there, there's no doubt about it, but there are things I have a bit of a concern (about), how are we going to manage our games," Roy said. "Sometimes the decision with or without the puck, I think we're a little too high-risk. I understand it was just a Burgundy and White game, but these are things we saw also last year in the games that I was watching."

Left wing and team captain Gabe Landeskog was the only player to score in the entertainment-only shootout. He used a patient move to roof a forehand past Patterson. P.A. Parenteau, rookie Nathan MacKinnon, Ryan O'Reilly, Matt Duchene and Alex Tanguay failed to score.

The starters for the Burgundy team were center Paul Stastny, left wing Landeskog and right wing Tanguay, with Erik Johnson and Chris Bigras on the blue line and Varlamov in net. The White had Giguere in net, Ryan Wilson and Mason Geertsen on defense and center Duchene, left wing O'Reilly and right wing Parenteau up front.

Mike Chambers: mchambers@denverpost.com or twitter.com/mchambersdp
Avs goalie Semyon Varlamov. (Kathryn Scott Osler, The Denver Post)

COLORADO SPRINGS — At rainy Air Force Academy on Sunday, a sellout and standing room crowd at the Cadet Ice Arena witnessed the Avalanche's annual Burgundy-White intrasquad scrimmage.

Burgundy forwards Colin Smith, Jamie McGinn and Brad Malone scored midway through the even affair and White goalies Semyon Varlamov and Kieran Millan were each perfect in 20 minutes of action.

It was 3-1 after regulation, before a scheduled shootout in which captain Gabe Landeskog was the only player to score. He used a patient move to roof a forehand past second-year pro goalie Kent Patterson.

P.A. Parenteau, rookie Nathan MacKinnon, Ryan O'Reilly, Matt Duchene and Alex Tanguay failed to score in the entertainment-only shootout. 

Avs coach Patrick Roy singled out Millan, the former Boston University four-year starter who began his professional career last season with Denver Cutthroats of the Central Hockey League. He made several excellent saves in the second period. 

Veteran Jean-Sebastien Giguere was also perfect in net, stopping all eight Burgundy shots he faced in the first period. And the Burgundy's Sami Aittokallio didn't allow a goal until the final minute of the third period, when Bryan Lerg scored on a 6-on-5 attack.

Each of the Avalanche's six signed goalies played a period, including Calvin Pickard, who has previously been considered the top minor-league prospect. If healthy, Pickard, Aittokallio, Millan and Patterson will complete the rosters for the Lake Erie Monsters of the American Hockey League and the Cutthroats for the second consecutive season, although the order may change. 

The starters for the Burgundy team were center Paul Stastny, left wing Landeskog and right wing Tanguay, with Erik Johnson and Chris Bigras on the blue line and Varlamov in net. The White had Giguere between the pipes, Ryan Wilson and Mason Geertsen on D and center Duchene, left wing O'Reilly and right wing Parenteau up front.
Avs goalie Semyon Varlamov, making an acrobatic save during training camp last week, is beginning his third season in Colorado and sixth in the NHL. (Kathryn Scott Osler, The Denver Post)
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Imagine being a young computer science student with teachers named Bill Gates and Steve Wozniak, or a culinary student whose professors are Gordon Ramsay and Bobby Flay. Now you get a sense of what Semyon Varlamov might feel like.

Varlamov, the young Avalanche netminder hoping for better things in his career, has Patrick Roy as his head coach and Francois Allaire as his goalie coach. The former is generally acknowledged as the greatest goalie in NHL history, and the latter is credited for teaching Roy the secrets of his success.

Varlamov has the formidable task of being the first pupil to the collective teaching team of Roy and Allaire, and the learning curve figures to be steep. The Russian goalie enters training camp as 

Semyon Varlamov hopes to play for Russia at the 2014 Winter Olympics in Sochi. (Kathryn Scott Osler, The Denver Post)

the Avs' No. 1 goalie, but in the last year of his contract and with another former student of Allaire — Jean-Sebastien Giguere — as his backup. Can he make the grade?

So far Varlamov is earning good marks from Roy and Allaire.

"I know there are a lot of question marks in Denver regarding Varly," Roy said. "But I can say one thing: I drove from Quebec to Montreal to see him practice with Francois (this summer), and for 14 days he worked with Francois and 'Jiggy' in Montreal, and he was with Francois for about a week in Switzerland; he is putting in a commitment that makes me believe he deserves a chance to prove himself, and we will give him that chance."

Already, Varlamov is changing his style some based on suggestions from Roy and Allaire. The biggest is the positioning of his catching glove higher.

"When he's going to face a shooter, the shooter is going to see less," Roy said. "That's the first big change for him. And you know what? He's very receptive."

For Varlamov, 25, it all seems a bit surreal still that his boyhood idol is his head coach.

"It's a dream come true. I'm so excited about it," Varlamov said. "I can't wait for the season to start. I know it's a very important 
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year for me and the Avs."

Allaire, who coached goalies with Montreal from 1984-96, Anaheim from 1997-2009 and Toronto from 2009-12, is known for stressing constant movement toward the puck with an emphasis on the butterfly technique. Goalies under Allaire can be expected to skate well, with good side-to-side mobility. That may seem fundamental for success for any goalie, but Allaire's methods were considered revolutionary in the 1980s when he started in Montreal, with Roy as his first star pupil. The standard style of goaltending before that was a more stationary, "stand-up" approach.

Allaire also introduced a different method of sharpening the skates of goalies; in the older days, skates were kept in a more convex shape to make the edges duller — the theory being it made it easier to shift from side to side. But Allaire insisted on edges as sharp as possible, to make for quicker push-offs and better anchoring once in a new position.

Varlamov has always had excellent quickness and had some success in the NHL but has yet to put together a true breakout season since being drafted in the first round by Washington in 2006. He posted an 11-21-3 record with the Avs last season, with a 3.02 goals-against average and .903 save percentage.

It hasn't all been his fault, as the Avs' defense in front of him was woeful last season. But that excuse only lasts so long in a league known for its impatience with goaltending.

"I know I always need to improve, to keep working to be better," Varlamov said. "I feel more comfortable here now. I've been here a couple years now and know the guys a lot better. I feel like I have a good chance."

Varlamov badly wants to start for Russia in the Winter Olympics in Sochi, calling it a "lifelong dream" to play in his home country for a gold medal. He was on the Russian team of 2010, but was the No. 3 goalie. He knows the only way that will happen is if he plays well with the Avalanche before that. He also knows he has good help on his side to make that happen.

"It's like I have two goalie coaches. And they both know what it takes to win Stanley Cups. I couldn't ask for much better than that," he said.

Adrian Dater: adater@denverpost.com or twitter.com/adater

--------------------------------------------------------------------------------

RECORD OF SUCCESS

Semyon Varlamov has some marquee help around him for the art of goaltending. As a young goalie still trying to make his way to stardom in the NHL, he has successful examples all around him, including:

Patrick Roy, head coach - A Hall of Famer, with four Stanley Cups and an unprecedented three Conn Smythe Trophies in three different decades.

Francois Allaire, goalie coach - He is credited by Roy for teaching him the methods to become a great goalie during their time together in Montreal in the 1980s and 1990s.

Jean-Sebastien Giguere, Avs goalie - The veteran backup to Varlamov, he also blossomed as a star under Allaire in the last decade in Anaheim.

Craig Billington, Avs assistant general manager - He had a long career and is the only goalie in league history to play on a team with Roy and New Jersey's Martin Brodeur.
With 22 players already on one-way contracts, the conventional wisdom surrounding the Avalanche this training camp was that there were no open jobs for rookie prospects not named Nathan MacKinnon. But Chris Bigras, a second-round pick in this year's draft, could change things.

Bigras, an 18-year-old defenseman selected 32nd overall, is giving new Avs coach Patrick Roy plenty to think about based on his play after the first three days of training camp.

"We're extremely impressed with him. I won't lie," Roy said. "Every day, we're having meetings after practice and he's been the guy everybody's been overwhelmed with so far. We're extremely excited about him so far."

Bigras (pronounced "Bee-GRAH") has often been paired 

Blog: All Things Avs

The Denver Post's Adrian Dater and Mike Chambers post analysis, notes and more on this blog focusing on the Colorado Avalanche.

with veteran Erik Johnson during camp scrimmages and hasn't looked out of place. When the Florida Panthers had the 31st pick in the draft, Avalanche scouts were praying Bigras' name would not be announced. When it wasn't, Avs chief scout Rick Pracey got visibly excited at the team's draft table, and wasted no time announcing Bigras as their pick.

Listed at 6-foot-1, 189 pounds, Bigras played for Owen Sound of the Ontario Hockey League last season, finishing plus-35 in 68 games, with eight goals and 30 assists. He's considered a fast skater, but with good instincts in his own zone.

"He's playing so smart. He's solid out there. He and Johnson seem to connect extremely well," Roy said. "The exhibition games will tell a lot on how we're going to make our decision with him."

Footnotes. Captain Gabe Landeskog and veteran Steve Downie had some contentious moments Saturday. At one point, Landeskog seemed to want to drop the gloves. Landeskog chalked it up to the "competitive" camp environment. ... 2010 first-round pick Joey Hishon (groin) didn't participate in scrimmages, but did skate on his after afterward. ... Semyon Varlamov and J.S. Giguere will start in goal for Sunday's Burgundy-White team scrimmage at the Air Force Academy.
When Matt Duchene and Ryan O'Reilly saw their names connected in the media last season, the headlines were not always very good.

Reports of some squabbling between the two occasionally surfaced, having to do with O'Reilly's absence from the team because of contract differences. 

After two days of Avalanche training camp, Batman and Robin would have trouble getting as much good press as a duo.

Duchene and O'Reilly dominated much of the action in Friday's scrimmages at Family Sports Center. While Duchene has kept his position of center, O'Reilly is learning a new position, left wing, on a line with Duchene. The early results, including their showing in scrimmages Thursday, have Avs coach Patrick Roy smiling. 

"Wow. I thought it was a nice clinic out there," said Roy, when asked about their performance. "He and Ryan seem to work really well together."

When the Avs drafted Nathan MacKinnon first overall this summer, O'Reilly was converted from a top-three center to a top-six winger. While Duchene has looked tremendous in camp, O'Reilly's play has been even more noticeable. Not only has he been strong in open-ice, freewheeling situations, he has been tough to handle in the corners.

"Ryan is a smart guy. He's so good along the wall," Roy said. "He's really making room for 'Dutchy,' and they're clicking really well."

Duchene's line was often matched against MacKinnon's line, with Jamie McGinn and Steve Downie, and was clearly superior in its 5-3 win in the scrimmage. MacKinnon, in fact, seemed a bit upset at his play in his first scrimmage of camp, saying it went "just all right." 

But Roy was happy with what he saw from his prized 18-year-old rookie, while acknowledging there is room for growth.

"I thought he was good. He started to feel more comfortable on the ice. His passes started to connect more and he looked good out there," Roy said. "This is according to our plan. Sometimes, when you want to impress too much, the opposite happens. All he needs to do is be himself, and he's going to be fine."

Duchene can relate to what MacKinnon is going through. He too came to the Avs as an 18-year-old lottery pick, but now is a four-year veteran with advice to his fellow Ontario native.

"The pace is definitely faster, and he's going to see he doesn't have as much time with the puck as in junior," Duchene said. "And the (defensive) zone thing to learn as a young centerman is really tough to learn. In junior, you have maybe one line that can make you work defensively, then the rest of the lines you're able to kind of read what they're going to do. At this level, you've got four lines that can do it. It'll be an adjustment for him, but he'll be fine. 
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It's going to take some time, but he's got so much raw ability. He'll get the timing down and he'll be great."

O'Reilly maintained he's just happy to have a full training camp this season, as opposed to last season's lockout/contract situation.

"It's just nice to be with the guys and be working with them," O'Reilly said.

Footnotes. Downie left the scrimmage early, but Roy said the forward was fine and would return Saturday. Downie missed all but two games last season with a knee injury. ... Defenseman Erik Johnson scored two goals in his Black team's win over the Blue. 
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Chris Bigras (Photo by Mike Chambers)

Chris Bigras (Photo by Mike Chambers)

I’d say it was a very nice compliment to second-round Avalanche draftee Chris Bigras that his was the first name out of the mouth of coach Patrick Roy today when I asked him who, if anyone, he wanted to single out for praise after the Avs’ first day of training camp.

“Chris Bigras played really well,” Roy said.

Remember when the Avs’ scouting staff was doing handstands after the Detroit Red Wings passed on Ryan O’Reilly with the 32nd pick in the 2009 draft? It was the same for the Avs when the Florida Panthers passed on Bigras with the 31st pick this year. Time will tell, but the Avs felt and still feel they got one of the steals of the draft in the fleet defenseman from the Owen Sound Attack of the OHL.

Question is: can Bigras actually make the team this year? Odds are definitely against it, but Bigras is off to a great start. The 18-year-old, listed at 6-1, 189 pounds, is trying to make a team with 22 players on one-way contracts already. The Avs could give him a look-see to start the regular season and still send him back to junior. But, again, odds are against it. It seems clear, though, that Bigras has a future with this team. 

- – - – - – - – -

Roy was fun to watch when he was on the ice this morning. For the first hour or so of the day, he went over defensive zone coverage with a large group of players (here’s a story with more on that). 

Roy is LOUD when he barks instructions to players. His voice could be heard clear up to the top row of the stands, and he’s also got one heck of a whistle. He can do one of those whistles just using his lip muscles that can be heard by dogs a mile away probably. 

Roy barked a couple of times at Matt Hunwick (“hit ‘em, hit ‘em”) and skated over to him personally a couple times to further go over what he wanted. But Roy also was quick to call other players over to hear what he was saying to Hunwick. He will make sure, he said, that everyone understands what he wants, not just one player.

I may be getting swept up a bit in the cult of Roy’s personality, but right now I just can’t help but feel extreme optimism that things are really going to change for the better for the Avs under Roy. The man is a hockey savant, just so smart about the game and totally obsessed by winning. His practice before the scrimmages today was organized down to the second. Roy had a stopwatch that he kept checking on certain drills. When time was up, it was quickly on to the next one.

I talked to a couple of veteran players afterward, and they said there is a very different atmosphere around the team now. It’s all of the positive variety. Roy has everyone buying in already. 

But, OK: it’s only one day. Long way to go, lots of obstacles to overcome. But I’m optimistic.

- – - – - – - –

Joey Hishon (groin) could not participate today. … Alex Tanguay is going to put up 50-60 points, mark it down. He still can slow the game down so well, and he reported to camp in great shape. … Matt Duchene took a huge hit from rookie prospect Mikael Tam, but bounced back up. Duchene looked faster than ever, and seemed to gel very well with Ryan O’Reilly on the same line. … See you tomorrow.
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My story for the mothership site will be about how awesome Matt Duchene and Ryan O’Reilly have looked together so far in training camp. Hey, maybe they didn’t always get along so great last season, over all that stuff that happened, but they seem to have definitely put that behind them, at least professionally.

As Patrick Roy said of their dominant play in today’s scrimmage: “Wow. That was a good clinic out there.”

O’Reilly has been tremendous, winning almost every physical battle along the walls and in the corners, with no sacrifice in offensive creativity despite not being in the middle of the ice as much anymore. And Duchene has looked unstoppable up the middle. He gave top pick Nathan MacKinnon a bit of a schooling in the scrimmage in his Black team’s 5-3 victory over Mac’s Blue team.

But MacKinnon definitely showed flashes of why he was a top pick. MacKinnon seemed like he was a bit ticked at himself over his day, as this video might indicate (or maybe it was my bad questions. That might be the ticket). But he didn’t seem all that happy:

Roy had good praise for MacKinnon, though, while sort of admitting that there is plenty of room for improvement. 

- – - – - – -

Steve Downie left the scrimmage early, which of course immediately brought up worries he hurt his knee again. While Roy wouldn’t say why he left early, he said Downie is “fine” and will be back on the ice tomorrow. … First-round pick Joey Hishon missed another day with his groin injury. This training camp looks to be a washout for the talented but oft-injured center. … Erik Johnson scored two goals in Black’s victory and earned a lot of praise from Roy. … I thought Spencer Martin looked real good in goal during the scrimmage, and I know Roy really already very high on the kid. So is coach Francois Allaire.
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Training camps should never been placid affairs by a bunch of people who think they’re all on the same team. Because, really, they’re not. There should be fights and some bad blood at a camp. That’s hockey, guys fighting figuratively for jobs, and sometimes that has to be done literally. 

While there have been no fights so far, there was some bad blood today between Gabe Landeskog and Steve Downie at least. I didn’t see the whole thing, but Landy took major exception to a hit Downie gave him during scrimmages today and tried to go after him along the bench. But Downie, whose helmet flew off on his hit, was bending down to pick it up and couldn’t engage much.

So later, Landy got Downie in the corner and flat-out pitch-forked his feet from under him with his stick, sending Downie down on the ice. When Downie got up, he skated gingerly back to the bench, looking to have a leg that was not feeling too hot. He sat out a couple of shifts, but when he returned for a faceoff, with Landy lined up outside on the circle, he skated like the wind to get next to Landy just in time for the drop of the puck and there was a little more pushing and shoving from there. But after that, nothing much happened between the two, and Landy shrugged it all off afterward as just part and parcel of what training camp is all about, and explained more in the video below:

- – - – - – - – 

My story for tomorrow will be about Chris Bigras and how much he continues to draw raves from Patrick Roy. Could he actually have a shot at making the club, despite 22 players with one-way contracts around already? We’ll see. Roy said the exhibition games will go a long way toward management making a decision. Otherwise, he’ll go back to junior and not be eligible to play in the NHL the rest of the season.

- – - – - –

Semyon Varlamov and J.S. Giguere will start in Sunday’s Burgundy-White scrimmage at the Air Force Academy. Varly will start Tuesday’s preseason opener against Anaheim at the Pepsi Center. 

- – - – - – -

Joey Hishon (groin) didn’t participate in practice or scrimmages, but did skate on his own afterward.
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COLORADO SPRINGS — Captain Gabe Landeskog and fellow Avalanche left wing Jamie McGinn had some fun with 18-year-old rookie Nathan MacKinnon after today’s Burgundy and White scrimmage at the Air Force Academy. MacKinnon got the second helper on Brad Malone’s goal that gave Burgundy a 3-0 lead and showed his sick hands during a failed shootout bid on goalie Kent Patterson. 

After the sellout game at the Cadet Ice Arena, we learned MacKinnon will live with veteran goalie Jean-Sebastien Giguere and family this season. No surprise there, as the NHL has a long history of 18-year-olds living with veterans. As the below video shows, the guys are keeping MacKinnon humble and he seems to handle it in good spirits. 

Our online story is a quick recap of the game, and Monday’s story will be about young goalie Kieran Millan, who is having a great camp and might be bound for Lake Erie of the AHL to begin his second pro season. He was a Denver Cutthroat of the CHL last season.
My Monday column is on Avalanche rookie Nathan MacKinnon’s imminent move into the home of veteran goalie Jean-Sebastien Giguere and his family, at least for this season. 

I quoted MacKinnon, 18, plus Giguere, 36, and Alex Tanguay, who lived with Patrick Roy and his family during his rookie NHL season of 1999-2000.

I didn’t have room for the below. It’s Roy’s assessment of the living arrangements.

“I think he’s going to be in real good hands with Jiggy,” Roy said. ” (Giguere) will do a super job with him. He’s working so hard. Off the ice, he’s such a class person. At the rink, I want him to he himself. I don’t want him to try to feel that he has to impress the gallery every time he’s on the ice. He’s starting to click with (Jamie) McGinn and (Steve) Downie. Those guys are going to learn when it’s time to give him the puck and when it’s not. We see a lot of progress already.”
Welcome to the new and improved “Hockey Talk”, my homemade podcast about all things hockey, with a usual focus on the Avs. The spiffy new logo for the show was done by Jeffrey Loewe. 

In this episode, I sit down with regulars Ryan Boulding from Mile High Sports and Avs superfan Dario Ronzone to discuss the first three days of Avalanche training camp. We talk about who’s stood out the most in camp, who hasn’t stood out as much, our impressions of Patrick Roy’s coaching style so far, Semyon Varlamov and his attempt at changing his style somewhat this year and much, much more. 

Here’s the show’s iTunes link. I encourage those who listen a lot to click on the “subscribe” button on the iTunes page. It doesn’t cost you anything. That way, any future podcasts go right to your inbox. Easy, breezy.
Cody McLeod played down low on the power play Sunday in the Burgundy vs. White intrasquad at the Air Force Academy and the rugged winger almost scored. OK, the White team was just rolling lines, but don’t be surprised if “Cody Mac” is on the power play at some point during the season. Like Gabe Landeskog, he’s not afraid to score the dirty goals in front of the net. 

“We almost scored, eh,” McLeod told me after the Burgundy’s 3-1 victory, talking about the big scrum he and linemate Patrick Bordeleau caused. “But, yeah, we were just rolling lines.”

McLeod will begin the season as a fourth-line winger on John Mitchell’s line, with Bordeleau, the 6-foot-6 heavyweight enforcer, or Mark Olver, or possibly someone else. All three wingers shoot left, so McLeod could end up on the right side at times. 

Rookie coach Patrick Roy saw enough Avalanche games last season and has heard enough about McLeod’s versatility based on his performance last spring, to know McLeod can also be effective on a scoring line. He finished last season playing with center Ryan O’Reilly and Landeskog and was one of the team’s top-producing scorers while resting his swollen hands. O’Reilly and Landeskog raved about playing with McLeod, who’s offensive net presence forces defensemen to focus on him and stop moving their feet. 

“I like his intensity. Is he sometimes a little overboard? I think so. He needs to control a little bit of it,” Roy said of McLeod, 29. “But I like what I’ve seen so far. I’m please with his attitude. He works hard. He’s in your face. He’s the perfect guy, when you’re talking about depth, he’s a good example. We project him as a fourth-line guy but we know if someone’s not playing up to their game or if we have an injury, he can step in (on a scoring line) and easily (produce).”

McLeod was seventh on the Avs last season with eight goals, second most in his career (he had 15 in the full season of 2008-09) and a career-high plus-4 rating. He only racked up 83 penalty minutes (career-low) because he didn’t fight when he was promoted to a scoring line. 

“We’ll see what happens. Whatever Patrick wants me to play I’m going to play,” McLeod told me. “I see myself as a grinder, but if I do get that opportunity to move up hopefully I’ll make the best of it and contribute.”
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Ryan Wilson was so excited for this season, but already his status for Game 1 of the regular season is in question.

 Wilson, who missed much of last season with ankle injuries, has a knee injury and will be out a while. Right now, Patrick Roy says, the team is optimistic he’ll only miss a couple of weeks. So, maybe he’ll have a shot at making the opening-night lineup against Anaheim.

Wilson suffered the injury in Sunday’s Burgundy-White preseason game at the Air Force Academy. I don’t know what kind of knee injury, or to which one. I wasn’t at the game Sunday and the team was off Monday. The fact this doesn’t appear to be a long-term injury obviously is good news for Wilson and the Avs, but it’s a tough setback already for a guy who wants to have a big year as a top-four D-man with the Avs.

- – - – - – - – -

About tomorrow’s preseason game against the Ducks: Nathan MacKinnon will play, centering his new line with Jamie McGinn and P.A. Parenteau. Paul Stastny will play and center his line with Gabe Landeskog and Alex Tanguay. 

Matt Duchene and Ryan O’Reilly won’t play in the game. They’ll play in the second game against Los Angeles Friday. Chris Bigras will play on a pairing with Erik Johnson against Anaheim.

Semyon Varlamov will start in goal against the Ducks, with Spencer Martin as the backup.
September 12, 2013, 6:23 pm

Semyon Varlamov: changing his style in goal for Avalanche
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I’ll have a more in-depth profile soon of Semyon Varlamov and the challenges ahead of him this season, but one piece of news I shouldn’t sit on: he’s changing his style, after consultation with new goalie coach Francois Allaire and new head coach Patrick Roy. Both happen to know a thing or two about the position.

The biggest change: Varlamov will keep his catching glove much higher. The photo above shows a typical Varly glove position in the past. Roy gave the following explanation today of why keeping it higher will help him be a better goalie:

“When he’s gonna face a shooter, the shooter is gonna see less,” Roy said. “That’s the first big change for him. And you know what? He’s extremely receptive. I think the connection right now with Francois is great, and I think he’s going to have a huge impact on this organization.”

This is obviously a huge year for Varlamov. He’s in the final year of his contract, and was acquired by the previous administration (although the man who made the trade, Greg Sherman, remains with the organization). There’s a lot of pressure on him, but there’s a lot of pressure on any NHL goalie.

Varlamov had a good day in goal, I thought, looking very quick on his feet. He did allow one goal to Ryan O’Reilly, but the video of it proves it was a very good shot:
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Patrick Roy video from season-opening press conference Wednesday, Sept. 11
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The Denver Post is using Tout to deliver video to our readers/viewers, via Twitter, our online sports page and as you can see below, blogs. My homepage has all my videos, and sometimes, like today, I’ll add them here. Keep in mind the videos are shot from smart phones and are just 45 seconds, and sometimes the time expires during a question or answer. We should have at least one Avalanche video every day we have access to the team. 

A Pepsi Center employee stitches one of the game nets Wednesday outside the Zamboni entrance. Mike Chambers photo.

A Pepsi Center employee stitches one of the game nets Wednesday outside the Zamboni entrance. Mike Chambers photo.
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Patrick Roy: Erik Johnson needs to forget about the past
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From Patrick Roy’s press conference today, the new Avs coach was asked his thoughts on Avs defenseman Erik Johnson – the former No. 1 overall pick who has yet to become an NHL all star:

“I had a great conversation with Erik. Honestly, I’m confident he’s going to have a really good year. The thing is, we’re going to work really hard with him to ‘don’t live in the past.’ It’s now,” Roy said. “Don’t worry about the ‘first overall’ thing. Don’t worry where people say ‘first overall pick’ – it’s over. We want you to be who you are. Erik needs to be Erik Johnson. Go hard, go out there and play his game and be himself. That’s what I want to see from him. We’re going to try and bring a lot of confidence to his game. Yes, we want him to play better defensively. But we don’t want to take away his offensive skills, because he’s got good offensive skills.” For me, this will be one of Roy’s biggest issues/challenges/items-on-the-agenda. 

Roy praised Johnson’s offensive skills, but these were his numbers in 2013: 31 0-4 4. No goals, four assists, 31 games. He’s scored seven goals in 126 games with the Avs since coming over from St. Louis, three on the power play. So, obviously there is room for improvement there.

But I think that’s the right approach from Roy. Maybe the best way to get Johnson better is to treat him more just like any other guy, instead of putting him on a pedestal and thereby putting more pressure on him. Then again, the pressure isn’t going away. This is the big time, Johnson is a guy they gave up a lot to get and nothing will change that.
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Rookie NHL coach Patrick Roy addresses the media during his season-opening press conference Monday at the Pepsi Center. (Photo by John Leyba/The Denver Post)

Rookie NHL coach Patrick Roy addresses the media during his season-opening press conference Monday at the Pepsi Center. (Photo by John Leyba/The Denver Post)

Avalanche rookie coach Patrick Roy had much to say in his 35-minute season-opening press conference Wednesday at the Pepsi Center. Among them was moving natural center Ryan O’Reilly to Matt Duchene’s line, playing left wing opposite P.A. Parenteau. 

“I think it’s an easy adjustment for him. I think Ryan is very solid in his own zone (and) Dutchy and P.A. Parenteau are maybe not as solid as defensively as Ryan is,” Roy said. “I think it will make a very good line. And I think it’ going to take pressure off of Nathan (MacKinnon).” 

Roy said the plan remains the same for the 18-year-old rookie MacKinnon, who will begin as the third-line center with gritty linemates Steve Downie and Jamie McGinn. In the same story Downie talks about his recovery from major knee surgery in January. 

O’Reilly and Duchene are excited about the opportunity to play together. O’Reilly played left wing for Team Canada at the 2013 World Championship and said he’s looking forward to be the primary “two-way” player on the line. 

Meanwhile, Roy said Gabe Landeskog will continue as captain, after Landeskog previously spoke to the media and thanked Roy for believing in him with the ‘C’ on his chest. Of course, Landeskog was named captain under the previous coaching staff and management, although Joe Sakic had a hand in the deal when Landeskog became the NHL’s youngest captain a year ago. Roy obviously can choose his own captain, but Landy is the man. Sounds like newcomers Cory Sarich and Alex Tanguay — both Stanley Cup champions — might wear the ‘A’s, or O’Reilly, Duchene, Paul Stastny or someone he didn’t mention like Erik Johnson or Cody McLeod. 

“The leaders of the team don’t need a C or an A on their jersey. We have great leaders on this team,” Roy said. “We have Sarich. We have Tanguay. We have (goalie J.S.) Giguere. And Landy won’t be alone. And there’s other guys on this team that I’m counting on — I mean Dutchy, O’Reilly, Stastny. I think these guys are ready to take the lead of this team.”

Roy talked extensively about defensemen Ryan Wilson and Erik Johnson, as well as third-year pro Tyson Barrie. Roy said he likes the D-corps and the team is still $10 million under the cap. (He didn’t mention the cap space but the improvement money is there.) Wilson told me he’s 100 percent and champing at the bit after concussion limited him to 69 games in 2011-12 and a nagging ankle injury forced him to miss 36-of-48 games last season. EJ wasn’t available but Roy said he just needs to stop thinking about the past and being that No. 1 overall pick. 

Finally, Roy was asked if he predicted his first NHL team would make the playoffs. I thought for sure he’d say yes, given that most people close to the team — me included — think they have a good shot at No. 8 or better. 

“Not too many experts put us in the playoffs and I would love to surprise them,” Roy said. 

Today’s video interviews from Roy, Duchene, Landeskog, O’Reilly, Stastny and Tanguay can be found at my Tout feed. Adrian Dater and I will be doing video daily and, to be warned, we only have 45 seconds per clip so sometimes the discussion cuts off before it ends. (And yes, the picture on the left of my Tout page is Scott Parker ready to pummel me last season during a Denver Cutthroats charity game. Thank God were were just messin’ around.)
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Hockey was back at Family Sports Center today. The stands were pretty much packed, with Nathan MacKinnon’s first day on skates with an Avs logo on his chest the feature attraction.

It’s hard to judge too much from days like today. Mostly, the players on hand just did drills, like lots of line rushes and stick-handling stuff. There was no scrimmage. MacKinnon looked as fast as advertised. He was clearly the fastest skater on the ice, made especially evident on NASCAR-like lap drills around the rink.

But the disappointing part of today was the absence of 2010 first-round pick Joey Hishon. Hishon could not participate because of a groin injury. At least it isn’t a concussion, as has plagued his career to this point.

Hishon is listed as day-to-day. I thought I could go one day this season, at least, without having to list an injury, but no.

I thought Duncan Siemens looked strong on his skates. The 2011 first-round pick has one year of junior eligibility left, but he does not want to go back there. He wants to either play for the Avs or Lake Erie this season, and I expect he’ll play in Lake Erie at the very worst this season.

Here’s some video of MacKinnon after the practice. Sorry for it cutting off at the end, but that’s the way it goes. I highly encourage any of you to follow my Tout feed. Tout is a video sharing service, and if you follow mine, you’ll be able to see interviews of players in close to real time after they happen. All I have to do is click a button on my phone and it goes right to Twitter after I shoot something.
Our Avalanche training-camp primer ran in Saturday’s paper and online editions. Our first opportunity to get an update on gritty forward Steve Downie, who underwent reconstructive knee surgery after blowing out his knee Jan. 22 in Game 2 of the lockout-shortened season, is Wednesday when rookies and veterans convene for physicals. Downie is a little more than seven months past surgery. We’ve heard he’s ready to go, but nothing official from the team. 

Hard to forget Downie’s extraordinary character on the shift that limited his season to just two games. He blew out his knee against the boards in the offensive corner at the Pepsi Center against the L.A. Kings, and unlike some who don’t feel much pain, Downie was in significant pain and could not put much weight on his leg. Still, he was more concerned about getting onside to avoid ruining a possible rush back into the Kings’ zone. Real tough guy. 
Posted:   09/07/2013 12:01:00 AM MDT | Updated:   13 days ago1 comments

Avs No. 1 overall draft pick Nathan Mackinnon puts on his jersey with coach Patrick Roy, left, and team executive Joe Sakic. (Getty Images file)

New Avalanche coach Patrick Roy and rookie No. 1 executive Joe Sakic have some explaining to do Wednesday when the former franchise stars and Hockey Hall of Famers embark on their first season together in behind-the-bench/front-office roles.

Did the Avs do enough during the offseason to shore up their defense? Is No. 1 draft pick Nathan MacKinnon, who turned 18 on Sept. 1, guaranteed to stick with the big club as one of the NHL's youngest players? Will Steve Downie, Ryan Wilson and Joey Hishon come into training camp 100 percent healthy?

Those questions and many others will be addressed when rookies and veterans report Wednesday to the Avalanche's training facility in Centennial for physicals and other testing. Colorado's 

Click image to enlarge 

training camp opens Thursday at the Family Sports Center.

Here are hot topics heading into camp:

No surprises. Fifty-eight players are scheduled to participate in training camp, including 19 on guaranteed NHL contracts. Four others — captain and left wing Gabe Landeskog, defensemen Tyson Barrie and Stefan Elliott and center MacKinnon — are expected to make the team on two-way deals to put the Avs at the 23-man, opening-night roster limit. Barring injuries, trades or disappointing camps from Barrie, Elliott or MacKinnon, darkhorses have little chance to make the team out of camp.

Center of attention.  After selecting MacKinnon, a natural center, in June with the draft's No. 1 pick, Roy said he intends to begin training camp with the youngster at center and move fourth-year forward Ryan O'Reilly from center to left wing. Roy wants MacKinnon to make the opening-night roster at a position where he's most comfortable, but ultimately the right-shooting MacKinnon could be moved to right wing, the Avs' thinnest position. The Avs are deep at center with Matt Duchene, Paul Stastny, O'Reilly, John Mitchell and MacKinnon, but they're a little light at natural right wings, with just P.A. Parenteau and Downie. Just don't overthink this issue, because any top-six forward has the ability to play any of the three positions.

Are they healthy? Downie suffered a season-ending knee injury Jan. 22, forcing him to miss 46-of-48 games in the lockout-shortened season. He is scheduled to participate in training camp, but the Avs decline to put a percentage on his health. The status of defenseman Ryan Wilson and forward Joey Hishon also isn't known, although all signs point to the positive. Wilson lost all but 12 games last season to a nagging ankle injury. Hishon, the Avs' first-round selection in the 2010 draft, has suffered multiple concussions since he was picked No. 17 overall.

Who isn't under contract? The Avalanche parted with unrestricted free-agent forwards Chuck Kobasew, Milan Hejduk and Aaron Palushaj and decided to not re-sign restricted free-agent forward Tomas Vincour. They bought out defenseman Greg Zanon. They traded forward David Jones and D-man Shane O'Brien to Calgary for winger Alex Tanguay and blue-liner Cory Sarich.

Who's in a contact year? Stastny, Downie and Mitchell are eligible to become unrestricted free agents after this season. That also applies to Sarich and fellow defensemen Matt Hunwick and Andre Benoit, who signed a one-year, $900,000 contract with the Avalanche in July. Backup goaltender Jean-Sebastien Giguere also is entering his contract year. O'Reilly, 
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Barrie, Elliott and No. 1 goalie Semyon Varlamov are among six pending 2014 restricted free agents.

Did the Avs do enough to improve a bad blue line? They certainly tried. They waived Zanon and Hunwick, with no takers, and ultimately bought out Zanon and signed the puck-moving Benoit to a relatively light free-agent deal. Trading O'Brien for Sarich is a tossup. Erik Johnson, Barrie and Wilson remain the cornerstones of a D-corps in need of more. But there is plenty of salary cap room to go out and improve.

McLeod a playmaker or enforcer? Cody McLeod kept his gloves on and was one of the Avs' top-producing forwards late last season while playing with O'Reilly and Landeskog. With Downie back and MacKinnon also in the loop, McLeod may return to a third- or fourth-line grinder role. But the game needs McLeod's versatility. Bryan Bickell recently re-signed with the Chicago Blackhawks for four years and $16 million, and McLeod is similarly as capable.

Youngsters to watch. Defenseman Duncan Siemens, the No. 11 overall pick in the 2011 draft, turned 20 on Saturday and is beginning his first full pro season. His toughness could unseat Elliott if Elliott isn't among the top six. Center Mitchell Heard, drafted No. 41 overall in 2012, will get his opportunities. Young goalies Calvin Pickard and Sami Aittokallio likely will get playing time in the preseason. Undrafted forwards Andrew Agozzino and Michael Sgarbossa had 20 and 19 goals for Lake Erie last season.

Renewed enthusiasm. Playing for Roy could be like playing with fire, but with high reward. In a busy offseason, the new-look Avalanche revamped its front office with proven winners and invested a combined $69 million worth of contract extensions to young stars Duchene and Landeskog. Also, the Avs are in position to be in active midseason upgrade mode with $10 million in salary cap space. The team's future looks bright.
Phoenix Coyotes winger Lauri Korpikoski still driven to improve, even with 10 million reasons to feel secure

Phoenix Coyotes forward Lauri Korpikoski is held by Detroit Red Wings defender Jakub Kindl during a game at Jobing.com Arena in Glendale on March 25, 2013.

Michael Chow/azcentral sports
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Security carries a price tag.

Apparently it’s not $10 million.

Coyotes winger Lauri Korpikoski cemented his place in the core of this team after he was awarded a four-year contract this summer with an annual payout of $2.5 million. It’s the longest and most lucrative contract of his career.

He earned that because he kills penalties and his defensive awareness is among the best in the forward group. Korpikoski can score goals, highlighted by bursts of speed, but his bread-and-butter asset is his role as the prototypical third-liner.

And since the Coyotes find value in that job — evidenced by their willingness to pay him long-term for it — Korpikoski could do that and nothing more for the next four years, and no one would peg him as a disappointment.

But Korpikoski hasn’t gotten comfortable now that he has stable roots in the organization.

In fact, he handles that word with trepidation, as if it could snap back and bite him without notice.

“I don’t like to float that around too much,” Korpikoski said. “You still want to have goals and that kind of attitude that you’re going to come in and show again. Every year you’re got to show what you’ve got.

“It’s nice to have (the contract). I’m happy so that I can just concentrate on the hockey side of it. (But) I’ve still got to do the job.”

And the job description, in Korpikoski’s mind, is under renovation. He isn’t about to turn his nose up at his defensive duties, especially on the penalty kill. With center Boyd Gordon gone, Korpikoski could emerge as the team’s top forward in that situation.

But Korpikoski wants to show more offensive flair in his game and prove that the 19 goals he scored in 2010-11 and 17 the following season weren’t flukes. He added 10 pounds in the summer to try playing as a heavier winger — almost a must in the Pacific Division — and he likes the change so far.

“You want to get better, but I know that the PK side of it and the defensive side that’s something I’ve got to keep doing also,” he said. “That’s a big part of it. I know that coaches expect me to do that, and I’ll for sure try to get even better on that side, too.

“I’m just trying to add something. I’ve always felt I can do a little better there.”

He’s getting the opportunity, at least in camp. Korpikoski has been practicing alongside center Martin Hanzal and winger Radim Vrbata. The audition for a top-six position is a sign that the coaching staff recognizes the potential for him to do more offensively.

“He’s actually a very good power-play player,” Tippett said, “but it all depends on the rhythm of your game.”

Translation: if Korpikoski has just killed three penalties in one period, he probably isn’t going to be overworked on the ensuing power play.

But the beauty of Tippett’s system is it rewards hard work and the hot hand. If Korpikoski combines those two, he could easily find himself with more responsibility.

“If you play better, you play more,” he said. “So even if you play well on the defensive side and being good, just playing solid, he’s going to get you in there on the power play and get you chances.”

And, if Korpikoski gets that chance, the Coyotes could end up benefiting by getting more bang for their buck.

“Personally, you always want to take the next step and be more offensive,” he said.

Reach The Heat Index at sarah.mclellan@arizonarepublic.com or 602-444-7888. Follow her at twitter.com/azc_mclellan.

Klesla hit, Domi’s debut and first-line jitters in Coyotes preseason opener

This is only the preseason?

Sunday’s split-squad opener against the Los Angeles Kings certainly didn’t suggest that. It had hits, goals, blood and puke — yes, puke.

Let’s start with the most defining moment of the game. With 10:16 left in the first period, defenseman Rusty Klesla had the puck on his stick near the Coyotes’ bench. He was looking down at the puck when Kings center Jordan Nolan connected his shoulder with Klesla’s head. Video replay showed Nolan left his feet in the follow-through.

0914131155el Coyotes0916Klesla fell face-first to the ice, and his leg spazzed briefly before he went motionless. Teammates, trainers and the team doctor huddled around him for about 10 minutes before he was rolled from his stomach onto his back to the stretcher. He was able to wave to the crowd as he was carted off the ice.

0914131155el Coyotes0916Here’s what we know as of Sunday night:

- Klesla was evaluated in-house by team doctors.

- He was then taken to hospital for further evaluation.

-He was alert and conscious but obviously with a hit to the head, there’s concern — especially with the neck. Klesla was strapped with a neck brace when he left the ice. That’s usually standard procedure.

-An update on Klesla’s status should be available Monday.

0914131155el Coyotes0916Coach Dave Tippett’s take: “He got his bell run pretty good. I’m not sure exactly what they’re looking at.”

Now regarding the legality of the hit…

This is what the NHL rulebook says:

UntitledBy that definition, it seems like Nolan could receive supplementary discipline. On the play, he was assessed a two-minute minor but that appeared to be for his scuffle with center Martin Hanzal after the ice. Obviously, hockey is a fast sport and it’s a challenge to make the right calls. But the review looked to show the head as the main point of contact. Klesla wasn’t looking up but with the puck on his stick, it’s hard to argue against him wanting to track it.

0914131155el Coyotes0916Nolan doesn’t have a suspension history. He was, however, fined last season for cross-checking Vancouver’s Henrik Sedin.

“It seemed to me like a guy got hit in the head, and a player left his feet,” Tippett said. “But that’s not for me to diagnose. The league does a good job of those and when they feel like there’s a violation committed, they take action.”

Said captain Shane Doan: “It’s one of those things that happen pretty quick. Obviously we think it finished high off the ice. As we’ve been witness to, that’s usually not very good. Obviously, it’s something you assume it’s going to look at. It’s their job to make a ruling now.”

And this from Kings coach Darryl Sutter: “It was a good hit.”

The hit looked similar to what former Coyote Raffi Torres did to the Chicago Blackhawks’ Marian Hossa two seasons ago in the playoffs. Torres was leveled with a severe 25-game suspension that was eventually reduced to 21, but he clearly has a longer rap sheet than Nolan. It will be interesting to see what decision the league comes to in regards to supplementary discipline. It will, most likely, review the hit.

As for the game itself, the Coyotes rebounded from a 2-0 hole to win 4-2. In Los Angeles, they won 5-1 with goals from Gilbert Brule, Rob Klinkhammer, Brandon Yip (two) and Guillaume Latendresse.

All four Coyotes goals came courtesy special teams. The first one was short-handed with Jordan Szwarz banking in a Brandon McMillan rebound.

“They both did a real nice job of penalty killing,” Tippett said. “Those are players that are less-heralded players but role players. Those guys become valuable players on your team. They did a nice job tonight.”

The next two goals were on the power play. Winger Mikkel Boedker had the first when he potted a rebound. Doan made it 3-2 with a bad-angle shot on a 5-on-3.

And the coup of the night was a short-handed 3-on-1 with winger Max Domi, center Martin Hanzal and defenseman Keith Yandle. Hanzal sent the puck to Domi, Domi passed back to Hanzal and Hanzal crossed it to Yandle for the easy put-back.

“We’re a short-handed juggernaut team,” Doan said with a smile. “It’s one oft those things that was a great play by Max on the second one. All-around great play to get it off the wall and get going and make it a 3-on-1 and obviously when Yands is on the ice, there’s a chance something special can happen.”

Domi said, “When you’re out there with guys like that, obviously they know how to make plays and puck the puck in the net. So the instincts kick in, and it’s just three guys playing hockey out there and distributing the puck and it was a good goal.”

Domi isn’t a normal penalty-killer but Tippett called on him in a number of short-handed situations.

“Now’s the time when you just throw them out there and see what they can do,” Tippett said. “He skates. He can really put pressure on people, and he’s got a real relentlessness about him. Try him there. The only way you can see what they do is try them in those situations.”

In the first, he made two blocks on the same shift — one with his body and the other with his stick.

“You’re expected to do whatever you’re told to do,” he said. “So if Tipp gives me the tap to go out there and kill penalties and block shots, then so be it.”

0914131155el Coyotes0916Domi played 19:07 and won all faceoffs he took. His dad, Tie, was in the stands watching.

“It was a lot of fun out there,” Domi said. “It was hard to keep a smile off my face the whole time. I was enjoying myself and working hard out there and obviously trying to do whatever it takes to win. So it was huge to get the win.”

A few other notables…

- Defenseman Connor Murphy played 21:14. Yandle led the team with 33:51 of ice time and had a team-high three points.

-Winger Lucas Lessio said his right food held up during the game. He’s playing with a non-displaced fracture.

“It was good,” he said. “You know what? You’ve got to battle through things as a player. If it was mid-season and the team needed me, I’d definitely do it for them. It’s good even for character building and battling through injuries. But overall it was good. I hope I did whatever I could to contribute to the win here.”

Lessio’s desire to play with the injury impressed Tippett.

“I don’t think he was limited in any way,” Tippett said. “First game just kinda getting into it. He had a couple good bursts, but I’m not sure if that foot is bothering him. The decision to let him play I like when a young player he might be a little dinged up but you know what? He’s playing because he wants to make the team, and you give him the opportunity to do it.

“It’s easy just to say you might be sore, take the day off. But when you go and look in a kid’s eye and, ‘Can you play or not play and can you play 100 percent?’ He looks at me and says, ‘Yes, sir, I can play.’ So we played him. He’ll continue to get looked at, but he’s a good prospect.”

- Defenseman Zbynek Michalek left in the second after taking a puck to the mouth. He required “lots of stitches,” Tippett said.

“It’s one of those when you poke-check a guy, and your own stick deflects it up in your face,” Tippett said. “Not a lot of time to react.”

- We didn’t get a clear read on the new No.1 line of Boedker, Doan and center Mike Ribeiro. It certainly looked like the first time they played together.

0914131155el Coyotes0916“Its hard to say,” Tippett said. “First game’s a scrambly game. I talked to Ribz after the game there. He said timing-wise in the first period a little bit off. They moved the puck really well. Between Ribeiro and Boeds, they made some good plays and hopefully Doaner can finish some of those plays.”

From Doan: “He gave Boeds, and I probably three or four great chances. He gave me a couple really good chances. First time on the ice really in a game, so we know we got a lot better and we can be a lot better. But you see what he does when he slows the game down and gets you chances he puts you in a position to get shots.”

Phoenix Coyotes’ Oliver Ekman-Larsson ready for extra work
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By Sarah McLellanazcentral sportsSat Sep 14, 2013 8:39 PM

An immigration snafu cost Coyotes defenseman Oliver Ekman-Larsson the first three days of training camp.

He finally appeared at Jobing.com Arena on Saturday for practice, but Ekman-Larsson still is paying for a late arrival.

“Oliver got a little extra (Saturday) and then we have two pregame skates for both teams, so he’ll go both pregame skates in the morning,” coach Dave Tippett said. “He’ll get a good workout Monday, and then everybody gets a day off Tuesday except Oliver. He’ll find a way to catch up on the workload.”

Ekman-Larsson was remorseful for not reporting on Wednesday when camp opened. He even called captain Shane Doan that day to apologize.

“I feel really, really bad for my teammates,” Ekman-Larsson said. “I let them down. I don’t want to talk about it anymore. I’m here now and excited for a good season.”

Aside from extra on-ice work, Ekman-Larsson’s wallet also could be penalized for his tardiness.

“Guys might have a decent meal and some other things might go on, but it’s sure good to have him back,” Doan said. “He’s just such a good kid. Everyone likes him so much.”

The Coyotes described the visa holdup as an issue that could have been resolved with better planning, but Ekman-Larsson said he had been waiting for his passport for five weeks. Either way, he wants to put the mistake behind him and focus on preparing for the season.

“It’s fun to be back,” Ekman-Larsson said. “I had no legs (Saturday), but it’s coming and it was just fun to be on the ice again.”

Game time

After three days of practice and a spirited scrimmage Saturday, the Coyotes start their seven-game preseason schedule tonight with split-squad matchups against the Los Angeles Kings.

Most of the veterans will stay at home to play. Many of the players traveling to Los Angeles will also play in Anaheim on Monday.

“The young players that are pushing for jobs and pushing for ice time, I expect them to be very competitive on the road,” Tippett said.

Management and the coaching staff have already made initial assessments on players but actual evaluations will come during these games. By Tuesday, Tippett expects the camp roster to drop to the 40s from 58.

“It’s so important to kind of get your timing back, to hit people, be hit, understand there are other people out there that are playing for jobs and they’re going to try to hit you,” Doan said. “That’s a whole part of our game, and that’s fun.”

Power in their play

The Coyotes dedicated 50 minutes of practice time to power-play work with new assistant coach Newell Brown leading the session.

“We looked at a lot of different options,” Tippett said. “Players were enthused about what we were doing.”

Center Mike Ribeiro primarily set up on the half-wall but expect him to rove to organize the attack.

“You don’t want to have set places because once you do that, you’re thinking and killing yourself,” Ribeiro said. “I like to be half-wall most of the time but if you’re not there, you’re not and you need to be able to adjust yourself to where you’re going to be.”

Lessio improving

Left wing Lucas Lessio, who has a non-displaced fracture in his right foot, practiced Saturday and could possibly play tonight.

“There’s progression every day,” Lessio said. “Hopefully, it keeps getting better, and I can be back as soon as possible.”

Sunday's game

King at Coyotes 

When: 7 p.m.

Where: Jobing.com Arena.

Radio: KTAR-AM (620).

Kings update: Captain Dustin Brown is nursing a hamstring injury that he suffered in Thursday’s practice and is not expected to play. Neither is goalie Jonathan Quick, who coach Daryl Sutter is holding out to evaluate his other options. Last season, the Kings finished fifth in the Western Conference before losing in the conference finals. Notably, the Kings lost defenseman Rob Scuderi to free agency and traded backup goalie Jonathan Bernier to Toronto but added former Coyotes player Daniel Carcillo.

Posted on September 15, 2013 3:23 pm  by  Sarah McLellan's Coyotes blog


Evaluation time for bubble players at Coyotes camp

Most of the players in Coyotes training camp vying for roster spots, or even in-season call-ups, will be in Los Angeles for Sunday’s split-squad with the Kings.

A handful, like forwards Gilbert Brule, Guillaume Latendresse, Chris Brown and Brandon Yip, will play in both games on this brief road trip. The Coyotes are in Anaheim Monday to take on the Ducks.

“It’s always exciting to show what you can do in games because obviously that’s what matters,” center Andy Miele said.

Coyotes rookie campMiele made the trip to California and is an example of one of those “bubble” players trying to make a stronger impression with the Coyotes coaching staff. He appeared in one NHL game last season and spent the rest of it in the American Hockey League in Portland where he scored 19 goals and put up 53 points in 70 games.

“It seems like there’s a couple spots open, so obviously I’d love to earn one of those spots,” he said. “So I’m just going to come here and play confident and play my game, and hopefully that’s enough to keep me here.”

Center Brendan Shinnimin is in a similar situation. Shinnimin spent all of last season in Portland (12 goals and 33 points).

“It was a good learning experience for me,” he said. “For awhile there, it was the best league in North America. So I gained a lot of experience and learned a lot, and I think coming into this year it’s prepared me to try to make that next jump.”

With the arrival of Mike Ribeiro, the Coyotes are likely set at the center position. But the camp setting isn’t just about making the opening night roster. What players do now will be remembered when call-ups are needed throughout the season.

Coyotes Open Skate 0904120142sm“For me, this is my second camp here,” Shinnimin said. “It’s an opportunity for me to establish myself. For me, I’ve worked hard the last couple years to improve a lot of points in my game and I think I can make a push to try an earn one of those last spots on Phoenix and get a chance to play in some games this year. So there’s a lot of top guys here, the high names like the (Max) Domis and the (Lucas) Lesisos and that, but I’m one of those guys knocking at the door competing right there with those guys.”

What Shinnimin hopes to show coaches: “I’m a tenacious player. I get to the net. I drive to the net. As a small guy (5-foot-10), I try to do whatever it takes to score goals, play good in my own zone, bring energy. So I think there’s an opportunity on this team for that type of player and that’s the job I want to take.”

Szwarz’s health

Right winger Jordan Szwarz is in the same category. He’s been a leader on and off the ice in Portland the past two seasons.

“I’ve had some great learning experiences in the American League the last two years,” he said. “I’m pretty confident in my game where it’s at today. I just gotta leave it all out there on the ice and, ultimately, it’s going to be management’s decision.”

Coyotes rookie camp Aside from fighting for roster contention, camp has also been a chance for Szwarz to test out his shoulder. He had surgery on it toward the latter part of last season. Rookie camp was the first time since the surgery that he’s taken contact.

“So far so good,” Szwarz said. “Guys have been banging on it. It’s been an intense camp. So far so good.”

Szwarz missed out on Portland’s playoff series in the spring to have the surgery. Although it was tough to watch his teammates battle without, it seems to have been the right decision.

“It was kind of an ongoing thing,” he said. “It was nagging quite a bit during the course of the year. Finally with a month left in the season, I made the decision to get the surgery. I flew out here, had it done by Dr. (Gary) Waslewski, and over the summer I was on a strict rehab schedule. Coming into camp here, I’ve been feeling pretty confident with the way everything went in the summer time and I got cleared to play so I’m pretty confident here.”

Forward progress

He’s only had a few practices to work at it, but defenseman-turned-winger Mark Louis is happy with how he’s made the transition to forward.

“You’ve got good guys around you giving pointers, and I think I’m picking it up pretty good so far,” he said.

Louis said he was probably 12 or 13 the last time he played forward. But making the switch was something he contemplated before the Coyotes suggested it.

0911130913sm“We had a stretch of games where we felt we’d try it, and it ended up working out pretty good,” Louis said. “It was something in the back of my mind, wanted to try and once I had the opportunity, I tried to make the most of it.”

The most difficult part about making the change?

“I think there’s a lot more skating. You’ve got to be moving and obviously anticipating the play. But I think what makes it a little more seamless is you already know what the defenseman’s going to do just from playing the position. So it’s nice to kind of find those pockets where the puck is going to go.”

Soaking it up

The Coyotes’ first-round pick in 2011, defenseman Connor Murphy, will line up with the veterans in tonight’s home portion of the double-header against the Kings.

Coyotes prospect development camp 0708130254sm“I’m just hoping to get better every day and have open eyes and open ears to be able to learn and take in as much as I can from our staff,” Murphy said. “We got a lot of coaches out there and a lot of different voices to kind of help us learn and become an NHL player, and they all want the best for us to develop. I’m just hoping to listen and continue to get better with what they’re saying and continue on and do the best I can.”

Murphy’s likely next destination is Portland for his first pro season.

“I feel like I’m ready and looking forward to it,” he said. “I was in Portland a couple years ago at the end of the season practicing. So I’m really looking forward to that and wherever I am, I just want to make an impact and play well.”

Shifting TV landscape has Phoenix Coyotes captain Shane Doan predicting prosperous future
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By Dan Bickleyazcentral sports columnistSun Sep 15, 2013 1:14 AM

Shane Doan is exuberant. He trusts new ownership. He likes that his bosses have bosses. He loves how his workplace no longer feels like an orphanage.

The Coyotes captain also had an epiphany, one that makes him bullish on the future of his hockey team.

“When was the last time you watched a commercial?” Doan said. “For me, the only time it happens is during a sporting event.”

Doan is realizing what networks and advertisers already know: technology has killed appointment viewing. We watch what we want on our terms, on our clock. The ability to fast-forward through taped programming has muted the impact and purpose of commercials.

This massive shift in viewing habits makes Doan look at George Gosbee and Anthony LeBlanc in a different light. They are not part of an investment group buying into the wrong team in the wrong place.

They are buying into the right content at the right time.

“I love ‘Modern Family.’ I think it’s hilarious,” Doan said. “But when we watch it, we never see the commercials. As a family, you have kids, and they’re off doing everything. By the time you get home and everyone together, it’s 9:30 or 10 o’clock. We sit and watch (the show) in 22 minutes. It’s perfect. Everyone is happy.

“Do you not think the advertisers are like, ‘Oh my Gosh, no one is actually seeing these (ads)? The only exception is sports and other live television events, like awards shows.”

The prevailing industry belief — sports can’t wait — is changing the game for everyone. These days, spoiler alerts are not feasible. It’s nearly impossible to avoid the outcome of taped sporting events. Efforts to do so can be exhausting and untenable, such as turning off your smart phone. As our social-media trees sprout more limbs, it takes great sacrifice to shut off the outside world.

To the contrary, watching live sports has never been more appealing. It’s always been the best form of reality television, mainly because it features actual talent. And now, many fans watch with a second-screen device, simultaneously voicing thoughts and opinions on Twitter and Facebook.

Fans have become color commentators in their own broadcasts. You can’t do that if you’re watching a taped game that finished hours earlier. Thereby, it’s a safe bet that commercials will be seen or heard during a live sporting event, and not completely ignored.

“If you have multiple tuners taping five different shows, the ratings don’t matter anymore,” Doan said. “And if you’re an advertiser, wouldn’t you rather have a 2.6 (rating) with a captive audience that’s watching live or a 7.5 (rating) when no one actually saw your commercials?”

Doan correctly believes sustainable appeal among advertisers will greatly impact the valuation of all sports franchises, including the NHL. Look at the Dodgers, a team that signed a TV deal that could be worth $8.5 billion, even though they haven’t won a World Series since 1988.

That deal has completely changed the dynamics of National League baseball, allowing the Dodgers to spend wildly on talent. Recently, one of its co-owners told the Los Angeles Times that the team could afford two $100 million contracts in the off-season and “if there was a need to put another $100 million into the stadium, we could do that, too.”

It’s all because Los Angeles has the market size, and because commercials still work in sports.

The Diamondbacks will have a chance to close the gap when negotiating their next TV deal (the current one expires in 2015), or forming their own network.

The NHL is in the early stages of a 10-year television deal that pays the league $2 billion, one that expires after the 2020-2021 season. But Doan thinks the numbers are going to get much better in the future, envisioning a day when the local broadcast rights exceed what the entire league currently receives.

That’s why the NHL’s best captain is so happy. He believes in the Coyotes’ front office, the blue line, the system and the goaltender. The stability of new ownership means that he and his teammates are no longer “Coyotes’ apologists,” and no longer “the weird kids on the block.”

He also believes Gosbee and LeBlanc will succeed where others have failed because of the shifting value of television advertising. His bosses aren’t just buying a financially-troubled franchise, thereby inheriting an unsolvable math problem.

They are purchasing a stake in the NHL, at a glorious time to be a sports owner.

“That would be my opinion,” Doan said.

Reach Bickley at dan.bickley@arizonarepublic.com or 602-444-8253. Follow him at twitter.com/danbickley. Listen to “The Dan Bickley Show With Vince Marotta,” weekdays from noon to 2 p.m. on Arizona Sports 620 (KTAR-AM).

Sunday's game

King at Coyotes

When: 7 p.m.

Where: Jobing.com Arena.

Radio: KTAR-AM (620).

Kings update: Captain Dustin Brown is nursing a hamstring injury that he suffered in Thursday’s practice and is not expected to play. Neither is goalie Jonathan Quick, who coach Daryl Sutter is holding out to evaluate his other options. Last season, the Kings finished fifth in the Western Conference before losing in the conference finals. Notably, the Kings lost defenseman Rob Scuderi to free agency and traded backup goalie Jonathan Bernier to Toronto but added former Coyotes player Daniel Carcillo.
Posted on September 8, 2013 5:31 pm  by  Sarah McLellan's Coyotes blog


Intensity ramps up in Day 2 of Coyotes rookie camp

Coyotes brass are treating rookie camp as a primer for training camp, an orientation of sorts for their prospects.

But don’t tell that to the players.

To them, this is a chance to earn a job or at least attention and that was clear during Day 2 of camp.

“It was very competitive,” Assistant General Manager Brad Treliving said. “You could see summer is officially over because there are some guys trying to make an impression. I think the skill part sort of comes with each day. It got scrambly at times, but what I liked was guys were competitive.”

Coyotes rookie camp Team A practiced and then scrimmaged Team B before Team B practiced. That’ll be the setup for the next two days although which team practices first will rotate.

The scrimmage finished tied 3-3 with goals from Andy Miele, Max Domi, Adam Antkowiak, Phil Lane, Brendan Shinnimin and Nathan Chiarlitti. There were also a few scuffles, one including Chris Brown and Connor Murphy, and quite a few big hits. Brown actually leveled Shinnimin at center ice right before Shinnimin’s goal.

Sep 8, 2013 | #Coyotes Miele vs. Gormley in corner battle  by azc_mclellan on Keek.com

“I thought Brown had a good day,” Treliving said. “I thought Domi had a good scrimmage. Miele, (Lucas) Lessio sort of names that caught my eye. (Darian) Dziurzynski, I thought Dziurzynski played well. I thought he played really hard. If you watch his game, he got pucks in and out. A physical guy. I thought he brought some energy to his shifts. I thought (Henrik) Samuelsson was good. I thought Samuelsson made some plays. The good thing is when you look at that group that’s good or caught your eye, there are a number of names so that’s a good start.”

Boedker deal

Winger Mikkel Boedker and the Coyotes agreed to disagree when it came to one contract option — a long-term deal — but both sides could accept a two-year, $5.1 million contract, the one Boedker ended up signing Saturday.

“Sometimes you get to a point where both sides don’t want to move, and they have a number in their head that works for them — whether it’s budget-wise or whether it’s marketplace-wise,” said Boedker’s agent, Jarrett Bousquet. “When you can’t agree and we’ve past arbitration and we don’t have anybody to arbitrate it, we switched to another plan and that’s what it was.”

Nice moves

Miele’s goal went top-shelf after he motored around a defenseman. Domi scored on a penalty shot, slinging a wrist shot blocker-side.

Lessio’s time

Treliving called Lucas Lessio aside before the scrimmage, and the pep talk seemed to spark the winger. Lessio was definitely noticeable in the scrimmage and after a small taste of the pro level last season with Portland in the American Hockey League, the Coyotes are anxious to see his game continue to progress.

Familiar faces

Boedker was in the bowels of the arena on Sunday. So was goalie Mike Smith.

Knights stick together

One of Domi’s confidantes since getting drafted is London Knights teammate Bo Horvat, who was also drafted this summer. Horvat was taken ninth overall by the Vancouver Canucks after they traded to get the pick from the New Jersey Devils in exchange for goalie Cory Schneider.

“We joke about it,” Domi said. “He’s got a little bit more pressure than I do. But we have fun with that. He’s a first-class player.”
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How do we know hockey season is (almost) here? Well, here’s a sure sign – the Coyotes held their media day. 

This qualifies as very significant since the annual event did not take place in Seattle nor Quebec (not to mention Kansas City, Portland, or Las Vegas).

None of the above. The media gathered to interview Coyotes' players, coaches and club management in…(wait for it)… Glendale. Yes, right where the Coyotes still reside – at least for the next five years. 

That said, there was something that was most definitely missing. Hmmm. The Goldwater Institute? NHL Commissioner Gary Bettman? Canadian media? Well, yes indeed. But, hitting zoom out for a moment to glance at the big picture, that’s all because of what was really missing – any questions surrounding Coyotes' ownership.  

They’re all gone. It’s as if the persistent and pesky questions surrounding the future and fate of the Coyotes were run over by the Zamboni. A bunch of question marks that might as well be frozen under the Coyotes' logo near center ice. 

“This is the first time in five years where we didn’t have to spend ten minutes on convincing everybody that we’re going to be here and staying here,” GM Don Maloney said about the initial team meeting. "Just play hard and, hopefully, our ownership is settled.” 

It certainly appears that way with new owners George Gosbee and Anthony LeBlanc from IceArizona addressing the team.  

“When you have an owner address your group the first morning of training camp, that's different, something we haven't had here in a while, so that's a positive," Coyotes' coach Dave Tippett said.

How long have the Coyotes been waiting for this day? Since 2009. Ever since the NHL bought the team out of bankruptcy.    

“We always thought we could be a good team with stable ownership,” head coach Dave Tippett said about a Coyotes' squad that missed the playoffs last season after three straight trips to the postseason, including a recent run to the Western Conference Finals. “Now that we have it, we have to prove that we are a very good team with stable ownership.”

Forget any sort of rumors emanating from power lunches among the power brokers in the NHL. Finally, we’re all talking about power plays. 

“It’s exciting because the last few years have obviously been a bit more difficult, almost an apology when you talk about the team," said Coyotes’ captain Shane Doan. "The ability to have a stable ownership -- not only ownership, but the type of guys we have in there right now -- everyone's excited."

Read more: http://www.abc15.com/dpp/sports/sports_blogs_local/Whats-missing-from-the-Phoenix-Coyotes-BLOG#ixzz2fNRdjx23
The Coyotes were not able to sustain the momentum from their road win over the Los Angeles Kings, losing to the Anaheim Ducks in a 6-2 blowout.

Tweet (8)  Share (7)  2  Comments  

After beating the Los Angeles Kings 5-1 at the Staples Center, the road squad for the Phoenix Coyotes took a quick trip down I-5 to play the Anaheim Ducks.

Unfortunately, it seems they forgot to bring their game with them.

Eternally impressive Teemu Selanne scored for the Ducks just forty-eight seconds into the contest, and Anaheim never looked back. They would build up a 4-0 lead on the backs of Selanne, Sami Vatanen, and former Coyotes Nolan Yonkman and Daniel Winnik.

Phoenix would tally its first goal in the 2nd period, thanks to a wrist shot from Guillaume Latendresse, assisted by Chris Brown and Andy Miele. But the Coyotes couldn't stay out of the box, and on their sixth penalty of the night the Ducks scored a fifth thanks to Hampus Lindholm. Emerson Etem would add one more late in the 2nd to bring the score to 6-1.

In the 3rd, Mark Louis would continue his audition for face-puncher extraordinaire by dropping the mitts for the second time in two nights, this time against Brad Staubitz. Staubitz would get hit with an instigator minor and a 10 minute misconduct. Chris Brown scored the Desert Dogs' second goal late in garbage time to bring the score to 6-2, which would become the final.

Paw Prints

•This is the second time in the preseason that the Coyotes have conceded a goal in the first minute of play; Tanner Pearson of the Kings scored at the :51 second mark in the first period of the game in Glendale.

•Perennial Coyote killer Andrew Cogliano had three assists in tonight's game.

•Mark Visentin would play the first two periods for Phoenix. He gave up six goals on twenty-four shots. Louis Domingue finished out the game with a clean sheet.

•Jonas Hiller played two periods and got the win. 2012 3rd Round draft pick Frederik Andersen played the final frame for Anaheim.

•Steve Kozari and Darcy Burchell, the two referees on the ice for the Jordan Nolan hit on Rostislav Klesla, were the referees for tonight's bout as well. 

Our Three Stars of the Game

1.Guillaume Latendresse: His second goal in two games means he's showing some offensive potential that the Coyotes would love to have in their bottom six.

2.Andrew Cogliano: Three assists tonight. Seriously, the Coyotes cannot stop this guy.

3.Teemu Selanne: #TeemuForever

Looking Ahead

A day off for the Desert Dogs before they host an intrasquad scrimmage Wednesday night at 7PM to benefit the families of the firefighters killed while fighting the Yarnell Hill Fire. Tickets are $5 and are available on the Coyotes website. Come out to Jobing.com Arena and support a very worthy cause.
Los Angeles Kings vs. Phoenix Coyotes Recap: Blood and Guts on the Ice

By Jaime Eisner  @JmeEisner  on Sep 16 2013, 12:12a  9  

Christian Petersen

Stay connected      

Tempers flared in Glendale after Rusty Klesla was injured early in the game. The Coyotes would go on to take a 4-2 victory.

Tweet (12)  Share (29)  9  Comments  

Fight night in Phoenix.

The fireworks began after Phoenix Coyotes defenseman Rostislav Klesla was carted off on a stretcher courtesy of what appeared to be an open-ice check to the head by Jordan Nolan. After a several minute stoppage, play resumed and a scrum ensued. As Klesla was wheeled off the ice, he raised his arm and gave a thumbs-up to the crowd.

Nolan was not penalized for the hit but was given a minor for roughing, along with Martin Hanzal, for the post-whistle get-together. The crowd vehemently booed Nolan every time he touched the puck as images of Dustin Brown's hit on Michal Rozsival in game 5 of the 2012 Western Conference Final danced in their minds.

Klesla was evaluated in the stadium before he was eventually transported to the hospital. "He got his bell rung pretty good," Coach Dave Tippett said. Tippett added that, from his vantage point, he saw Klesla get hit in the head and Nolan leaving his feet.

In addition to Klesla's injury, defenseman Zbynek Michalek left the game for a bit after a puck split his lip open, requiring stitches and leaving a blood stain on the ice. A noticeable vomit stain coated the ice in front of the Coyotes bench during the second period as well. Blood and guts. Literally.

The shift after Nolan served his penalty, saw yet another scrum in the corner, however the Coyotes could suffer regular season consequences. Paul Bissonnette was slapped with a game misconduct for leaving the bench during an altercation attempting to get to Nolan. If his actions violated NHL rule 70.10, he will be suspended for 10 regular season games. Derek Morris, Daniel Carcillo and Nolan were sent to the locker room with 10-minute misconducts as well.

Despite the emotional cause for it early on, Tippett did like the physicality his team showed. "That's how you take the summer hockey out of players."

Mid-way through the first period, the Coyotes found themselves not only down Klesla, but down 2-0 on the scoreboard. As the dust and animosity settled a bit, Phoenix embarked on a special teams run that would ultimately win them the game.

A pair of power play and short-handed goals, coupled with solid goaltending and defense, allowed the Yotes to escape with a victory that seemed impossible in the first five minutes of the game.

It didn't take long for the Kings to get on the board as Tanner Pearson wristed the puck past Smith just 51 seconds into the game. LA would strike again less than two minutes later after Derek Morris and Keith Yandle collided at the opposing blueline. Brandon Kozun picked up the loose puck and skated into the Coyotes' zone on a break-away. He placed the puck in the same spot Pearson did to beat Smith for the 2-0 Kings advantage.

Phoenix cut LA's lead in half with a short-handed goal by Jordan Szwarz. It would be the start of a strong special teams night by the Desert Dogs.

A pair of minor penalties by the Kings at end the first period allowed the Yotes to open the middle period on a power play. Mikkel Boedker made them pay as his goal tied the game at two just over a minute into the second period. The Coyotes would continue their power play dominance as Shane Doan gave the Yotes their first lead of the night.

To the surprise of no one, another scrum ensued in the second period, this time everyone was allowed to stay in the game. Kozun's boarding penalty ignited that altercation that preceded Doan's power play goal.

With the Coyotes short-handed, an excellent display of puck movement by the trio of Keith Yandle, Max Domi and Hanzal resulted in a Yandle short-handed goal, the team's second shortie of the evening.

"We're a short-handed juggernaut," Doan joked.

Half of the team played simultaneously in Los Angeles as this preseason game was of the split squad variety. The Coyotes earned the victory there as well after goals from Brandon Yip (2), Guillaume Latendresse, Rob Klinkhammer and Gilbert Brule led the team to a 5-1 win.

Solid play from their bottom-six forwards is an encouraging sign for a team who relies on its depth to succeed. Opening up the preseason with simultaneous wins over the division rival doesn't hurt either.

Paw Prints

•The NHL is testing out hybrid icing in the preseason, this new rule appeared twice in the home game. 

•Mike Lee took over for Mike Smith in the third period of the Home game.

•Michalek returned to the ice wearing a full cage after taking a puck to the face.

•Lucas Lessio played through a foot injury and looked solid on the ice.

•An update on Klesla should be available in the morning.

Our Three Stars of the Game(s)

1. Brandon Yip: A pair of goals and an assist to lead both Coyotes teams in scoring.

2. Shane Doan: A goal and assist for the captain.

3. David Rundblad: Three assists, two on the power play.

Looking Ahead

The road Coyotes will play in Anaheim tomorrow night. Puck drop is scheduled for 7 p.m.
Phoenix Coyotes Rookie Camp Day Two: A High Energy Affair

By Andy Warycka  @ajslideways  on Sep 9 2013, 10:00a +  

Andy Warycka

Stay connected   Follow @Five4Howling   

Slick goals and big hits highlight the first scrimmage for the Coyotes prospects.

Anyone who went into the second day of this year's Phoenix Coyotes rookie camp expecting the first scrimmage to be just an up-tempo summer shinny game didn't stay under that impression for long, as big hits, hard fought battles, and play that could only be described as "chippy" was the order of the day at Jobing.com Arena.

While rookie camp is an opportunity for prospects to show off their skills to the big club's staff, it's obvious from the intensity level of the scrimmage that these young players know it's also their chance to audition for a spot on the opening night roster.

Forward Chris Brown was often found in the middle of the action, delivering several board-rattling hits, scuffling with Connor Murphy, and leveling Brendan Shinnimin at center ice - after which Shinnimin picked himself up and scored a goal.

Joining Shinnimin in the scoring were Andy Miele, Max Domi, Nathan Chiarlitti, Philip Lane and Adam Antkowiak as the match ended in a tie with three goals apiece. Notable goals belonged to Miele, who went top-shelf after eluding a defenseman, and Domi who snapped a wrister past the blocker on a penalty shot.

Expect more of the same for day three of rookie camp, which kicks off at 10 a.m. Monday. The format will again include a scrimmage at 11:15 a.m. between the two on-ice practices. Camp is free and open to the public (enter through Gate 3), but if you are unable to attend in person, the scrimmage will be streamed live on the Coyotes' website.
First Rookie Camp Scrimmage Packed with Intensity

Sunday, 09.08.2013 / 6:03 PM / Features 

By Dave Vest 

 GLENDALE – Well, the summer is officially over.

That was the consensus around the Coyotes Rookie Camp on Sunday afternoon after the first scrimmage for the 36 young players who were divided into two teams.

Photo by Norm Hall. 

Each team scored three goals, but the lead story was the intensity of the scrimmage, which featured a hefty share of eye-popping hits.

“It felt like a real game,” said forward Chris Brown, who delivered several big checks that drew cheers from the fans who were watching inside Jobing.com Arena. “It was definitely chippy and the intensity was higher than I think everyone anticipated. Everyone was battling and you could tell everyone was feeling the pressure to impress someone and get noticed on every shift. It was a good first scrimmage and I think it’s going to lead to more good scrimmages this week.”

Andy Miele, Max Domi, Nathan Chiarlitti, Philip Lane, Brendan Shinnimin and Adam Antkowiak scored the goals.

“That game was a lot of fun to play in,” said Domi, who scored his goal on a penalty shot. “We’re all competing for attention and we pushed each other pretty hard out there today. We all want to make this team and it showed.”

Assistant General Manager Brad Treliving said Brown, Miele, Domi, Lucas Lessio and Henrik Samuelsson all stood out.

Forward Darian Dziurzynski also caught Treliving’s eye.

 Dziurzynski 

“I thought he played really hard,” Treliving said of Dziurzynski, whom the Coyotes selected in the fifth round of the 2011 NHL Entry Draft. “He got pucks in and out, and he was a physical guy and I thought he brought some energy to his shifts.”

Dziurzynski and his peers will take the ice again on Monday for the second of three Rookie Camp scrimmages. He’s hoping it will again be a physical game.

“That’s the type of hockey I like playing – crashing and banging,” Dziurzynski said. “This organization is built around players who like to play that style of game and I’m a physical player. I think I showed that (Sunday) and I want to keep that up this week.”

NOTE: Monday’s scrimmage will be streamed live at phoenixcoyotes.com starting at 11:15 a.m.
Coyotes Assign 10 Players to AHL

Thursday, 09.19.2013 / 2:03 PM / News 

Phoenix Coyotes

 FOR IMMEDIATE RELEASE:

 Thursday, September 19, 2013

GLENDALE, ARIZONA – Phoenix Coyotes General Manager Don Maloney announced today that the Coyotes have assigned 10 players to the Portland Pirates, the club’s American Hockey League affiliate.

The players assigned to Portland include forwards Darian Dziurzynski, Brett Hextall, Philip Lane, Mark Louis, Jordan Martinook, Tobias Rieder, and Ethan Werek, defensemen Mathieu Brisebois and Daine Todd and goaltender Louis Domingue.

There are now 39 players remaining in the Coyotes veterans’ training camp.
Coyotes Assign Samuelsson to WHL

Tuesday, 09.17.2013 / 2:30 PM / News 

Phoenix Coyotes

 FOR IMMEDIATE RELEASE:

 Tuesday, September 17, 2013

GLENDALE, ARIZONA – Phoenix Coyotes General Manager Don Maloney announced today that the Coyotes have assigned right wing Henrik Samuelsson to the Edmonton Oil Kings of the Western Hockey League.

The 6-foot-2, 211-pound native of Scottsdale, Ariz., appeared in a career-high 69 games with Edmonton in 2012-13, recording 33-47-80 and 97 penalty minutes (PIM). The 19-year-old Samuelsson established career highs in goals, assists and points while finishing third on the Oil Kings in points and goals. He added 11-8-19 and 43 PIM in 22 postseason games. Samuelsson was originally drafted by the Coyotes in the first round (27th overall) in the 2012 NHL Entry Draft.

There are now 49 players remaining in the Coyotes veterans training camp.
Klesla 'Resting Comfortably' at Home 

Monday, 09.16.2013 / 4:07 PM / Features 

By Dave Vest 

 GLENDALE – Coyotes defenseman Rostislav Klesla, who was removed from Sunday night’s home preseason game vs. the Los Angeles Kings on a stretcher, was at home on Monday morning after spending a few hours at a local hospital.

Klesla 

“He probably has a little bit of a headache but ... he's home, which is a good sign," Coyotes Head Coach Dave Tippett said after Monday’s practice at Jobing.com Arena.

 Tippett said Klesla is experiencing concussion/whiplash symptoms and there is no timetable for his return to the team.

Kings forward Jordan Nolan delivered a hard check to Klesla midway through the first period that left Klesla motionless on the ice for several minutes. His neck was stabilized by medical staff members, and he was eventually wheeled off the ice and gave the crowd a quick wave as he left.

Meanwhile, Coyotes defenseman Zbynek Michalek also missed Monday’s practice. Michalek left Sunday night’s game in the second period after being hit in the face by the puck. He received multiple stitches to close a cut near his mouth and returned to the game in the third period, but Tippett excused him from Monday’s on-ice workout.

NOTE: Click here to see Nolan's hit on Klesla.
Coyotes Assign Four Players to AHL

Sunday, 09.15.2013 / 3:47 PM / News 

Phoenix Coyotes

 FOR IMMEDIATE RELEASE:

 Sunday, September 15, 2013

GLENDALE, ARIZONA – Phoenix Coyotes General Manager Don Maloney announced today that the Coyotes have assigned four players to the Portland Pirates, the club’s American Hockey League affiliate.

The players assigned to Portland include forwards Kyle Hagel, Keven Veilleux and Brenden Walker along with defenseman Greg Coburn.

In addition, the Coyotes also assigned forwards Laurent Dauphin, Yan-Pavel Laplante, defenseman Justin Hache and goaltender Brendan Burke to their respective junior teams.

There are now 50 players remaining in the Coyotes veterans’ training camp.
Coyotes Open Preseason with Two Games vs. LA

Sunday, 09.15.2013 / 3:28 PM / Features 

By Dave Vest 

 GLENDALE -- The Coyotes will open their 2013-14 preseason schedule tonight with two split-squad games vs. the Los Angeles Kings – one here in Glendale and one in LA.

Head Coach Dave Tippett and his staff will be behind the bench at the home game, the roster for which will feature captain Shane Doan, Mike Smith, Keith Yandle and new center Mike Ribeiro. 

NOTE: Click here to watch Ribeiro discuss tonight's game.

Recent first-round draft picks Connor Murphy (2011), Henrik Samuelsson (2012) and Max Domi (2013) also will play in the home game.

“There’s lots to look at and to evaluate, and great opportunity for some young players,” Head Coach Dave Tippett said after the morning skate. “There are also some veteran players that are anxious to get playing… It’s a good mix.”

Tippett said Smith would play two periods and would be relieved by prospect Mike Lee.

Domi wil start the game playing on a line with veterans Martin Hanzal and Radim Vrbata.

 "Camp has been a lot of fun," Domi said. "Obviously there's a lot of talent here and everyone is here for a reason so you just kind of soak it all in and observe and watch the older guys and how they act and just try to learn as much as you possibly can. I've been trying to do that as much as I possibly can and it's just been a great experience so far."

Prospect Lucas Lessio, who has been nursing an injury the past few days, will play in the home game, too, on a line with veteran center Antoine Vermette and Samuelsson.

 After three days of training camp, Doan said he and his teammates are eager to compete against another team.

“It’s so important to kind of get your timing back, to hit people, be hit, understand there are other people out there that are playing for jobs and they’re going to try to hit you,” Doan said. “That’s a whole part of our game, and that’s fun.”

In the road game at Staples Center, backup goalie Thomas Greiss will play two periods. He will be relieved by prospect Louis Domingue.

“The young players that are pushing for jobs and pushing for ice time, I expect them to be very competitive on the road,” Tippett said.

The team’s AHL coaching staff will be behind the bench at the Staples Center.

• Click link to see roster for tonight’s home game

• Click link to see roster for tonight’s road game
Off the Post: Thoughts After Three Days of Training Camp

Saturday, 09.14.2013 / 8:58 PM / OFF THE POST - A Blog by Luke Lapinski 

By Luke Lapinski 

 GLENDALE – Phoenix Coyotes training camp is here. Finally. In fact, it's already in full swing and the tone is quickly being set for the 2013-14 campaign. The following are five story lines that have developed after three days of workouts at Jobing.com Arena and figure to carry on into the new season:

1. The compete level is already high. Not sure if you've noticed this before, but the Coyotes have a tendency to outwork the opposition. It's the foundation they've built their success on, so it was refreshing to see them deliver that familiar intensity right out of the gate. Just how intense are we talking? Mark Louis was looking to drop the gloves in the club's first intra-squad scrimmage on Saturday, so Paul Bissonnette kindly obliged. Obviously, guys are competing for jobs, so it's only natural that they're going to go all out. But it was especially impressive to see the vets leading by example and showing the value of fighting for every little advantage on the ice. That is this team's identity, and it isn't going to change. In fact, it's especially vital right now because the beginning of the Coyotes schedule has the potential to be almost as scary as a Miley Cyrus haircut. They open at home against the New York Rangers, then quickly hit the road for five straight against the likes of Detroit, San Jose and Philadelphia. That's a pretty strong test to start out with, but this group traditionally plays its best hockey against the top-tier opponents anyway and, ultimately, it will be nice to have some of these contests in the books early.

Max Domi 

2. Domi's audition. When it became apparent that Max Domi might somehow fall to the Coyotes on draft day, the excitement began to build. And when he was actually still available at pick No. 12, there was little doubt they'd gladly scoop him up. He has the sort of vision and quickness that cannot be taught, and it never hurts to grow up around the game while your dad is carving out a nice 16-year career at the highest level. Not only is Domi skilled, he fills a distinct need for Phoenix. And he's making a push to land a roster spot right away. At just 18 years of age, there's still plenty of time to send him back to juniors for another year of seasoning if needed... but what happens if he's ready right now? Either way, his NHL arrival is inevitable, and he's on the right track to making a considerable impact whenever it happens. For now, he seems intent on putting the coaching staff to a tough decision during this camp.

3. The list of skilled prospects is growing. Domi may be grabbing the headlines, but he's not the only youngster with considerable upside. Brandon Gormley, Connor Murphy and David Rundblad lead an impressive collection of talent along the blue line, while guys like Lucas Lessio, Henrik Samuelsson and Laurent Dauphin mean the future is bright up front as well. It's nice to have the pieces to win now, and the Coyotes certainly have that. But the ability to build up the farm system for the future without sacrificing success in the present is a telling reminder of the work that Dave Tippett, Don Maloney, Brad Treliving and the rest of the front office have done.

Doan 

4. Doan is just as motivated as ever. Now that the Coyotes have stability off the ice, they can focus entirely on the task in front of them. And Shane Doan is clearly dialed in. Rather than relax a little now that things are back to normal, he honestly seems hungrier than ever. He might just be in the best shape of his career, and the guys in that locker room would follow him through a wall. And on the off chance they needed a little extra motivation to get them going, there's plenty of publications out there predicting them to finish towards the bottom of the Western Conference. Of course, picking against this team over the past few years has been about as intelligent as playing hockey with a stick made out of marshmallows, so I'm pretty sure they won't have a hard time embracing the underdog role if it comes their way. After all, this is essentially the same core of players that has made three playoff appearances in the last four years, took down a Pacific Division title in that stretch and nearly clawed their way into the Stanley Cup Final about 15 months ago. Oh, and now guys like Oliver Ekman-Larsson are more developed - in addition to the fact that they've added a legitimate power play threat in Mike Ribeiro. I'll take my chances with this group.

5. Loyalty is paying off. I've never been around an organization where loyalty means so much. Doan stuck around when he could have left. Tippett did the same. As did Maloney and Treliving. And Mike Smith. Those are some big names who not only want to win, they want to win together right here. The core of this club is locked in and they've forged a strong bond with the hockey community in this state. On top of that, the fans have stayed loyal as well. And now's the time to reap the benefits.
Ekman-Larsson Arrives at Training Camp

Saturday, 09.14.2013 / 4:20 PM / Features 

By Dave Vest 

 GLENDALE – Defenseman Oliver Ekman-Larsson, who missed the first three days of training camp because of immigration issues, skated with teammates for the first time on Saturday.

Ekman-Larsson 

“I feel really, really bad for my teammates,” Ekman-Larsson, who is a native of Sweden, said after his first training camp workout. “I let them down. I don’t want to talk about it anymore. I’m here now and excited for a good season.”

Ekman-Larsson, who was voted the Team’s MVP last season, called captain Shane Doan on the day camp opened to apologize.

“He’s just such a good kid,” Doan said. “Everyone likes him so much.”

Ekman-Larsson did some extra skating on Saturday.

“He’ll get (another) good workout Monday, and then everybody gets a day off Tuesday except Oliver,” Head Coach Dave Tippett said. “He’ll find a way to catch up on the workload.”

Ekman-Larsson said he’s fine with that.

“It’s fun to be back,” Ekman-Larsson said. “I had no legs (on Saturday), but it’s coming and it was just fun to be on the ice again.”
Ribeiro Already Feels Comfortable with Coyotes 

Friday, 09.13.2013 / 1:51 PM / Features 

By Dave Vest 

 GLENDALE – Center Mike Ribeiro has made plenty of new friends in the dressing room over the first two days of Coyotes Training Camp, but he has a definite advantage over the other newcomers.

He knows the boss pretty well.

Mike Ribeiro 

“He’s easy to communicate with,” Ribeiro said of Head Coach Dave Tippett, whom he played for with Dallas for six seasons. “I think he respects his players, and for us it’s easy to respect him. He’s a guy who is calm behind the bench, and the biggest thing is that he respects his players. I think he defines roles properly to players and you’re not confused about what you’re supposed to do for him or for the team. You know your role and it’s just easier to do your job when you know what you’re supposed to do out there.”

Ribeiro, who signed a multi-year contract with the Coyotes on the first day of the free-agent signing period this summer, is practicing with Team A at camp. His linemates so far have been captain Shane Doan and winger Mikkel Boedker.

“He's a high-skill player,” Tippett told Arizona Sports 620, the team's new flagship station. “We've had solid teams, we've had really good, hard-working teams, but the one aspect of our game that we've been lacking a little bit is the high skill, especially at center ice.

“Mike, he's our smallest player in camp, but he's probably the most clever with the puck. When the center iceman has that much skill and has the puck that much, it helps out the other forwards -- it helps out everybody on the ice.” 

Tippett is auditioning the Boedker-Ribeiro-Doan trio as the top line.

Photo by Norm Hall. 

“The most important thing for me is to make my teammates better and try to create offense for them and make sure we win some games,” Ribeiro said.

No matter which linemates Ribeiro ends up playing with, he is excited to start this new chapter in his career.

“It’s great to start a new season with a new team,” Ribeiro said. “…You can see a young defense here with a lot of skills and that we have a chance to win. One of my goals is to win a Cup and I believe with the coaching staff we have here, and the players, that we’re going in the right direction and I’m happy to be here and help them.”

Ribeiro also has been reunited with goalie Mike Smith; they were teammates in Dallas under Tippett not too long ago. 

 Smith is excited to have Ribeiro on his team again.

“It’s great,” Smith said. “He’s a really good player and a really good guy off the ice. He’s definitely going to help our team. I think it’s just what we needed up front and down the middle. He’s definitely going to bring a lot of patience on the ice.”

NOTE: Click here to watch an exclusive Q & A with Ribeiro and TV Analyst Tyson Nash.
McConnell's Blog: Six Stories to Follow During Training Camp

Thursday, 09.12.2013 / 6:05 PM / Features 

By Matt McConnell 

 GLENDALE -- Training camp is here. And with it comes plenty of story lines as the Coyotes work their way toward opening night on October 3.

Here are six stories I will keep a close eye on as we head toward play.

1. HOCKEY NORMALCY: 

Smith 

Last season’s work stoppage forced teams to abandon their traditional preparation. Camps were abbreviated and no preseason games were played. Coyotes goaltender Mike Smith might have been affected most by the lack of preparation time since goaltenders arguably benefit the most from a lengthy camp in terms of establishing timing and routines. Just take a look at his numbers in the last half of the season. They were similar to what he posted in his first season in the desert. Then there’s team captain Shane Doan. While the team’s unquestioned leader would be the last on the planet to offer up excuses, his involvement in key issues away from the ice undoubtedly took time away from his seasonal preparation. He played a prominent role during the prolonged labor negotiations, often making the cross-country trek from Phoenix to New York City. He was also forced to keep an eye peeled on the status of the team’s ownership saga. Smith and Doan are just two examples of players having to adjust to a truncated cadence who tend to be creatures of habit. All of them like structure and familiarity. So having it all back should benefit everyone.

2. NINE LIVES:

General manager Don Maloney is on the record for his desire to add one additional scoring forward. And it appears the hole he is looking to fill is at left wing. Former Coyote Gilbert Brule has been brought in on a try-out basis, as has Guillaume Latendresse. Both have proven they have the ability to provide offense based on their past numbers. Brule was acquired at mid season two years ago and added key goals down the stretch and an element of speed to the lineup. Latendresse had one of his finest campaigns just a couple of seasons ago after being picked up from Montreal by the Minnesota Wild. Could one or both fit into this lineup? We’ll find out during training camp.

3. YOUNG AND THE RESTLESS:

Brown 

Not to be left out are some of the team’s young prospects who are looking to knock the door down during training camp and secure a spot on the roster. First round draft pick Max Domi had a strong prospects camp back in July, as did Lucas Lessio. Both players lit it up in the Ontario Hockey League last season and should get strong consideration. Then there’s Chris Brown who’s also high on the prospects list. After a solid career at the University of Michigan, Brown turned pro after his junior season in Ann Arbor and had a successful American Hockey League debut in Portland, even earning a promotion to the big club in 2013. Former Hobey Baker winner Andy Miele led Portland in scoring last season and had a strong rookie camp earlier this month. Are any of them ready for full-time duty?

4. BLUE LINE BATTLE: 

The Coyotes are as talented and as deep at defense as any team in the National Hockey League. Many consider it the strength of the team. Yet with depth comes decisions. A season ago, Oliver Ekman-Larsson took another step in his emergence as a top rearguard while Keith Yandle led the team in scoring. David Schlemko finished as the team’s leader in plus/minus, while Derek Morris provided priceless leadership and experience. Zbynek Michalek had a successful return to the desert via Pittsburgh. Michael Stone took another step in his development in his second season, adding another layer of depth. This fall, Brandon Gormley is knocking. After taking on a heavy workload at AHL Portland last season, he wants in. Should he be ready to move up, would someone move out? Having to make decisions based on depth is never a bad problem to have.

5. CAPTAIN COYOTE:

Doan 

What a season 2013 turned out to be for Shane Doan. First there were the labor negotiations between the League and players and his involvement and moderate voice that seemed to get things moving in the right direction during the 11th hour. Then there was the ongoing ownership saga of which he was involved and updated on a regular basis. Then over the summer, the revelation that he played through pain the entire season, thanks to a herniated disc. Yet through all of the distractions, as captain, he managed to keep all of the distractions out of the locker room. All of those distractions are long gone. And for the first time in years, Doan can simply play. Good for him and the team. Bad for opponents.

6. THE OWNERSHIP EFFECT:

Four years ago, the Coyotes entered bankruptcy. This past summer, the franchise emerged from uncertainty with a new ownership group committed to building the brand in the desert. With uncertainty having become the norm back then, so to had the resiliency of Coyotes fans. They not only made their annual financial investment in the team, but an equally as important emotional investment as well. Their loyalty is starting to pay off. Luxury suites are selling again and fans are renewing season tickets in record numbers. Many who once followed the team but fatigued from its ongoing strife are coming back to take another look. The Coyotes have momentum, and the marketplace is taking notice. If you’ve followed the saga, you know it’s personal for many. That’s reason enough to believe the owner’s new plan is not only going to work, but thrive and succeed.
2013-14 Training Camp Preview

Wednesday, 09.11.2013 / 8:17 PM / Features 

By Dave Vest 

 GLENDALE – The Coyotes will take the ice for the first day of their 2013-14 training camp on Thursday united in one goal: Getting back to the Stanley Cup Playoffs.

Don Maloney on Media Day. 

“Last year we weren’t good enough (and) we missed the playoffs,” General Manager Don Maloney said on Media Day, less than 24 hours before the team took the ice inside Jobing.com Arena for the first time this season. “That’s not acceptable to us. So, the good thing is we have a really strong group behind us and now it’s up to us all to do a better job, get to the playoffs and see what we can do.”

Head Coach Dave Tippett agreed.

“I look at last year as a failure for our group (and) we’ve got to correct that,” Tippett said. “I’ve talked to a lot of our players this summer (and) we want to be a team that’s in the playoffs every season.”

Fifty-eight players - 35 forwards, 17 defensemen and six goalies - are on the roster for this year’s camp. They have been divided into three teams for the first five days of camp.

“We’re going to have good practices with smaller groups for the first couple of days to make sure that we start to get some structure in place,” Tippett said. “New players that haven’t been here before (will) start to get an idea of how we want to play.”

Some of those new players include forwards Mike Ribeiro, Guillaume Latendresse, Brandon Yip and Max Domi, and backup goalie Thomas Greiss.

Goalie Mike Smith, who signed a lengthy contract extension over the summer, is eager to get started.

“There’s a lot of exciting things that happened this summer and I think everyone is excited to get camp started on a high note this year,” Smith said. “I think everyone is pumped up.”

Mike Ribeiro

Ribeiro, who is expected to be the team’s first-line center, also is ready to begin a new chapter in his career.

“It’s great to start a new season with a new team and waking up with sun every day,” Ribeiro said. “I think that’s a plus and I’m anxious to start the training camp. One of my goals is to win a Cup and I believe with the coaching staff we have here, and the players, that we’re going in the right direction. I’m happy to be here and help them.”

Smith, who played with Ribeiro with the Dallas Stars, believes the crafty playmaker will help the Coyotes immeasurably.

“’Ribs’ is a really good player and a really good guy off the ice,” Smith said. “… He’s definitely going to bring a lot of patience on the ice. He’s a guy that can play on the power play (and) play in most situations. He’s a great guy to have on our team and join the mix.”

Captain Shane Doan said the Coyotes would enter camp focused on being a higher-scoring team.

“We need to score more and we need to have it so maybe our defense isn’t leading us in scoring all the time because what takes some of the pressure off of them and takes some of the pressure off our goaltending,” Doan said.

A fast start, Doan said, will be key to a successful season.

Shane Doan. Photo by Norm Hall.  

“It seems every year at the end of January, February, March we seem to dial it up and we get our system, and we seem to get more comfortable with it (and) we dominate more and more as the year goes on,” Doan said. “We’ve got to get into it quicker (this season) and take advantage of the type of coaching that we have and the abilities we do have.”

The team started Media Day with a pep talk from new co-owners George Gosbee and Anthony LeBlanc.

“Obviously, they were representing our ownership group and said the right things (such as) ‘We’re just here to win. That’s what we want to do - bring a Cup to the Valley and that’s the goal.’ That was a great message to kick-off the season,” Maloney said.

He added, “It’s a great feeling around here. The stability that we now have, that we haven’t had for four years, we all feel like it’s a breath of fresh air. (It’s) a new beginning for all of us.”

NOTE: Defenseman Oliver Ekman-Larsson, the team MVP from last season, will miss the first few days of camp because of immigration issues.

“We’re just waiting for him to get his visa back,” Maloney said. “Hopefully it’s sooner rather than later.”
Lessio Focused on Making Strong Impression

Sunday, 09.08.2013 / 6:40 PM / Features 

By Anthony Perez 

 GLENDALE -- After getting his first taste of professional hockey at the end of last season, Coyotes prospect Lucas Lessio took the ice at the team’s Rookie Camp this weekend looking to prove that he’s ready to be a top-line player at the highest level.

 Lessio 

Lessio, who is one of 36 players at this year’s Rookie Camp, is coming off a season in which he was limited to 35 regular-season games with the Ontario Hockey League’s Oshawa Generals because of injury. In those games he notched 19 goals and 15 assists. After adding another three points in nine postseason games he then joined the Coyotes’ American Hockey League affiliate in Portland, where he recorded a goal and an assist in five games.

“We didn’t know what to expect, but we got him in a couple of regular-season games and he did enough in those games to warrant some playing time in the playoffs, which meant a guy that had been there all year wasn’t in the lineup,” Portland Head Coach Ray Edwards said. “So, that says quite a bit about him right there.”

Portland was swept in three games in its first-round playoff series against a hot Syracuse squad, but Lessio was able to record two points in those three games and collect valuable professional hockey experience in the process.

“It was a good transition,” said Lessio, whom the Coyotes selected in the second round (56th overall) at the 2011 NHL Entry Draft. “In the first couple of games I felt a little uncomfortable but as the third, fourth games started rolling on I found my game. I found what got me there and what makes me successful.”

While Lessio dealt with some of the struggles of making the jump from junior to professional hockey, he said some aspects of the game actually became easier in the AHL.

Photo by Norm Hall.  

“When you’re in position and you’re open, you’re going to get the pass,” said Lessio, who is attending his second rookie camp. “The guys have such good vision at the professional level; where maybe at junior when you’re open you maybe thought you’d get a pass but maybe the guy didn’t see you or he wasn’t quick enough to make the pass.”

But with a successful end to last season in Lessio’s rear-view mirror, he is now totally focused on taking this year’s Rookie Camp one day at a time.

With the talent pool among the forward prospects having improved in recent seasons with the additions of players such as Henrik Samuelsson and Max Domi, Lessio feels like the compete level has increased and that this year’s camp has more meaning for him.

“I think every year guys get better and the competition becomes a little better, for sure. Two years ago I was still kind of a young kid, it was my first camp, and I was in awe. But this year I’m here for the second time,” Lessio said. “…Definitely the mindset has changed (this time around). I’m a little more focused; you want to do whatever you can to make the best impression.”

Edwards said the key for Lessio this season will be to just stick to his game and use the skills that have made him successful up to this point.

“He’s a big power forward and he’s such a good skater," Edwards said. "He’s got a rocket for a shot. He’s a player that hopefully comes in here and turns some heads and gets an opportunity to play in some games.”
Coyotes Begin 2013-14 Rookie Camp

Saturday, 09.07.2013 / 9:16 PM / Features 

By Dave Vest 

 GLENDALE – With Coyotes executives and coaches - plus an enthusiastic group of fans - watching from the lower bowl, 36 young players showed off their skills for an hour on the first day of the team’s 2013-14 Rookie Camp at Jobing.com Arena.
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“Today was a long day for them,” Coyotes General Manager Don Maloney said. “They came in and had physicals and testing (and then) we threw them on the ice to get them moving around. It was a start. I think tomorrow will be when the real evaluation begins.”

He added, "All in all it was a good day. Nobody dropped dead on us."

The Coyotes invite their younger players to camp a few days before the veterans arrive so they can get comfortable in the building and show their stuff against their peers within the organization.

Maloney estimated that about 4-6 of the young players at this rookie camp "could play" for the Coyotes this season.

Center Andy Miele stood out on the first day.

“I thought every time he had the puck he was in control and it looked easy for him,” Maloney said.

Miele, of course, has been with the organization since 2011 and has eight NHL games on his resume.

Mark Louis, a 6-foot-4 defenseman whom the Coyotes are trying at wing at this camp, also looked good, Maloney said.

Many of the young players, including 2013 first-round draft pick Max Domi, skated on the Jobing.com ice for the first time.
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“It was unreal,” Domi said. “A couple of us were talking about it, actually, and looking up and we’re like ‘Wow, this is the real deal.’ It’s great. It’s an awesome rink… It was a lot of fun to be out there.”

Defenseman Brandon Gormley, who is one of the more experienced players at the rookie camp, said the first on-ice session was a pretty good one.

“We’re all trying our hardest out there and there were a lot of nerves out there for a lot of guys, but I thought we settled in as the practice went on and it only got better,” Gormley said.

The team’s American Hockey League coaches led the players through various skating and puck-possession drills, and Coyotes Goaltender Coach Sean Burke worked with the young netminders before the skaters took the ice.

“It was definitely a fast pace out there,” forward Henrik Samuelsson said. “(We’re) a little bit tired right now, but it was fun to see some of the guys you met at development camp (in July)… Everyone is serious about making an impression or even trying to make the Coyotes.”

The camp continues on Sunday at 10 a.m. Unlike on Saturday, the 36 players will be divided into two teams and will have separate practices. Between the practices the two teams will scrimmage for 30 minutes.

NOTE: All rookie camp practices are open to the public at no charge. Fans should enter through Gate 3.
Phoenix Coyotes        ✔  @phoenixcoyotes  

@JTPoni23 Not necessarily. Latendresse is on a tryout only and will compete with all others for a job. 

2013-14 Rookie Camp Preview

Friday, 09.06.2013 / 7:23 PM / Features 

By Dave Vest 

 GLENDALE – The Coyotes will officially begin the 2013-14 season on Saturday when they open their annual training camp for rookies at Jobing.com Arena.

Thirty-six players – 19 forwards, 11 defensemen and six goalies – will take the ice at 2 p.m. for a one-hour workout. Among the players who will participate are five of the team’s first-round draft picks from recent years, including forward Max Domi, whom Phoenix snatched with the 12th overall pick in the 2013 NHL Draft just two months ago.

Max Domi 

Like the other players, Domi, the son of former NHL tough guy Tie Domi, will be looking to impress and earn an invitation to the training camp for veterans, which starts Sept. 11.

“Max is a dynamic offensive player,” Coyotes Assistant General Manager Brad Treliving said. “He’s got a lot of skill and a lot of speed, and he’s very competitive. It’s going to be interesting seeing him playing against men for the first time.”

The other first-round draft picks who will be on the ice on Saturday are: forward Henrik Samuelsson (27th overall pick in 2012), defenseman Connor Murphy (20th overall pick in 2011), defenseman Brandon Gormley (13th overall pick in 2010), and goalie Mark Visentin (27th overall pick in 2010).

Before taking the ice on Saturday, the players will undergo physical exams and training tests.

On Sunday, Monday and Tuesday, the players will be split into two teams that will practice separately for an hour. The two teams will scrimmage each other for 30 minutes each day in between the separate practices.

Ray Edwards, the head coach of the Coyotes’ top affiliate in the American Hockey League, will be leading the practices on the ice with the help of his coaching staff – John Slaney and Mike Minard. Coyotes Development Coach Dave King and Goaltender Coach Sean Burke also will be on the ice for the rookie camp workouts.

The goal of the four-day rookie camp is twofold: to get the young players comfortable in the professional setting with their peers and to give them a head-start on the ice before the veterans report to camp.
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In addition to the aforementioned first-round draft picks, the rookie camp roster also features players drafted in later rounds or not at all.

Treliving said he, General Manager Don Maloney and Head Coach Dave Tippett will be watching all of the players closely.

“When you step on the ice at camp nobody is holding a sign that reads ‘I am a first-round draft pick’ or ‘I am a free agent.’ In the past, we’ve had lesser-known guys who’ve come into camp and muscled their way onto our team… Ultimately, camp is all about the best guys stay.”

Treliving mentioned Coyotes defenseman David Schlemko, and former players Daniel Winnik and Craig Weller as examples of players who came to camp under the radar and won NHL jobs.

Other young players to watch include forwards Laurent Dauphin, Lucas Lessio and Chris Brown, who played five games for the Coyotes last season, his first as a pro.

“This will be Brown’s first camp,” Treliving said. “I think now that he’s gotten a year of pro hockey under his belt we’re hoping he can grab a hold of it in camp. We’ve asked him to do more and he wants to do more.”
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Dauphin and Lessio turned heads at this summer’s prospect camp.

“Lucas is a strong kid and he’s had a good summer,” Treliving said. “He’s a real direct player. He gets pucks behind the defense and then he goes to the net.”

Regarding Dauphin, whom the Coyotes traded up to select with the 39th pick at this year’s NHL Draft, Treliving said: “Our scouts looked like proud fathers when we picked him. They really like this guy. He needs some time to get stronger, but we really like his game sense. He’s one of those guys who is around the puck and the puck follows him. When there are things happening he tends to be in the middle of it.”

NOTE: Fans are invited to attend rookie camp practices at no charge. Click link to view the full schedule and roster
Tippett's faith in Ribeiro can't be overlooked

CRAIG MORGAN  |

  Published: Friday, September 13, 2013, 1:04am

Coyotes introduce Ribeiro 

Coyotes On Ribeiro 

10 questions as the Coyotes open training camp 

With ownership issues resolved, Coyotes have no more excuses but plenty of questions as camp opens. 

GLENDALE, Ariz. – Less than an hour after the free-agency period opened on July 5, the Coyotes agreed to terms with free-agent center Mike Ribeiro on a four-year deal worth $22 million. 

Three days earlier, less than an hour after the Glendale City Council approved an arena lease agreement for the Coyotes’ new owners, Ribeiro had made the decision that Arizona was the place he wanted to be.

You could call that vote the tipping point for Ribeiro, but the majority of the weight tilting that side of the scale was Coyotes coach Dave Tippett.

“I didn’t want to start a new relationship with a new coach who, by the time he knows what you like to do and vice versa, the year has passed and you’re in the second year already,” said Ribeiro, who played three seasons for Tippett in Dallas from 2006-2009. “Obviously, there are some things I need to learn here. Four years is a long time. He’s changed; I’ve changed.

“But Tip is the only coach who ever gave me that No. 1 center spot. He’s the only one who ever gave me that chance because he believed in me -- and I took advantage of it.”

There’s a popular mantra among Coyotes fans that reads: “In GMDM we trust.” It’s a nod to general manager Don Maloney’s deft touch when it comes to finding value in trades or the free-agent market for a franchise that has long kept a tight rein on the purse strings.

But if Coyotes nation puts its faith in Maloney (along with assistant GM Brad Treliving and the pro scouts), shouldn't the same trust be given to Tippett? 

Some have questioned the wisdom of giving a guy with 785 games already under his belt a four-year deal that will expire when he is 37. Some have questioned the defensive commitment and abilities of a player who has finished on the minus side of the plus-minus stat four of the past five seasons, and whose possession stats have not overwhelmed. Some look at his unusually high penalty minutes for a skill player. Others look at that dreadful 44.8 percent faceoff percentage.

But Maloney’s relationship with Tippett, his trust in Tippett's analysis and his faith in Tippett's ability to squeeze more out of his players far outweighed all the potential risks.

“Really, since Tip came here four years, Mike was a player we were looking to acquire,” Maloney said. “Mike has an interesting personality and you hear about some of the stuff that maybe was a bit of an issue in the past, but you do your homework, you listen to your people and you trust in your people. It was clear to us that Dave had a very high opinion of Mike, and that was a very important part of the decision.”

Ribeiro built a healthy reputation as a party animal when he was younger -- a reputation he doesn’t deny, and one that may have hastened his exit from his hometown of Montreal after a promising 2003-04 season in which he notched 20 goals and 65 points. But Tippett’s faith and willingness to let Ribeiro be himself in Dallas started a transformation.

“I remember in one of our first meetings, I asked him who his favorite athlete was,” Tippett recalled. “He said Allen Iverson.”

Instead of concern, Tippett shot right back with one of those dry quips that color his personality: “I said, ‘so you don’t like to practice?’”

“And I don’t,” Ribeiro said, laughing. “I’m probably not the best practice player. A lot of my game is mental and focus -- focusing on games and who you’re playing against and space and time. My mind usually works a lot more than my big physique.”

Ribeiro still carries obvious signs of what Tippett calls a non-stereotypical hockey player all over his body. He showed up to a photo shoot for azcentral.com dressed in flip flops, black shorts, a sleeveless V-neck T-shirt that showed off his tattoos and a ball cap tilted to the right.

“I’m not really a stressed-out guy,” he said Wednesday. “The worst day for me getting stressed was today, trying to pass my physical.”

Ribeiro says he has shed his partying ways, mostly because of family. He and his wife, Tamara, got remarried last summer.

“I have a teenager and two younger kids and I’m not really a golfer,” he said. “I spend most of my summers with them, tubing and doing kids stuff. By the time that’s over, it’s 10 o’clock at night.”

Ribeiro is also taking much better care of his body.

“Until 30, I didn’t really do that, but I don’t carry much extra weight around, as you can see,” he said, pointing to that skinny, 6-foot, 179-pound frame that few would mistake for a hockey body. “I don’t go out as much; I don’t drink as much.” 

Ribeiro’s style of play has allowed him to remain remarkably healthy over the course of his career. The Coyotes are counting on that over the life of this contract because Ribeiro gives them something they’ve lacked at least since the team moved from downtown to Glendale: A playmaking center.

Ribeiro had 13 goals and 49 points in 48 games for the Washington Capitals last season and has notched at least 34 assists in nine straight seasons. He also was the NHL's top power play point-man (his 27 points were tied with Alex Ovechkin) and joins a team that was ranked 25th (14.8 percent) in the league with the man advantage.

“We’re trying to get better in a lot of different areas,” Tippett said. “Can he come in here and help Mikkel Boedker? Can he come in and get our right shots, (Shane) Doan and (David) Moss, more goals? 

“You’re always looking for chemistry within your group, but how do you maximize what you have in your group, too? He can enhance some of the skill-sets of our other players.”

Tippett’s early plan is to play Ribeiro between Boedker and Doan -- two guys that Ribeiro thinks are good fits; Boedker because of his speed and skill, Doan because of his ability to press the defense into turnovers that will help Ribeiro create opportunities for that big Doan shot.

“Honestly, I don’t really mind who I play with, and I’m sure it will change throughout the season,” Ribeiro said. “It’s more about the ice time for me. If you give me 18 to 19 minutes, I should be able to create. 

“I know why I was brought here. My job is to make my teammates better, and I’m confident I’ll be able to do that. Doaner’s been waiting for someone like for me for what, 15 years?”

Follow Craig Morgan on Twitter
Oliver Ekman-Larsson tardy for training camp
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10 questions as the Coyotes open training camp 

With ownership issues resolved, Coyotes have no more excuses but plenty of questions as camp opens. 

GLENDALE, Ariz. – Coyotes defenseman Oliver Ekman-Larsson was the only player who missed the first official day of training camp on Wednesday at Jobing.com Arena. Neither general manager Don Maloney nor coach Dave Tippett were satisfied with the reason.

“Oliver has an immigration issue, and we’re just waiting for him to get his visa back -- hopefully sooner rather than later,” Maloney said. “I’m not happy about it. It’s something that a player is required to take care of. 

“Somewhere along the line the communication fell and he was a little lax in getting after it. We have a few things we can do to make sure it doesn’t happen again.”

Maloney did not elaborate on whether Ekman-Larsson might face a fine or some other form of punishment. 

The Coyotes aren’t concerned about what shape OEL might be in, “but when 57 guys are here ready to go and he’s not, that doesn’t sit very well with me,” Maloney said.

LESSIO HURT

Rookie forward Lucas Lessio was wearing a walking boot on his right foot Wednesday after taking a Chris Brown shot off the foot in rookie camp on Tuesday.

“He finished the practice and he was fine,” coach Dave Tippett said. “I actually met with him and did some video with him yesterday and he never mentioned a word about it.

“Hopefully, it’s not bad. He was arguably the best forward in the three days we had here.”

Lessio was playing well with Oshawa (OHL) before wrist surgery sidelined him last season. He is one of three forwards getting a long look as a potential top-six wing. The others are Max Domi and Chris Brown.

SIGN OF CHANGE

New owner George Gosbee addressed the team Wednesday morning and all Tippett could think, after four years of ownership uncertainty was: “That was different."

LONG TREK

With the NHL agreeing to send players to the Winter Olympics in Sochi, Russia (Feb. 7-23) this year, players are facing a long trek from North America. The NHL's Olympic break will take place from Feb. 8-26 to coincide with the Olympic hockey schedule.

In 2010, the NHL took a 14-day break for the Vancouver Olympics, but the extra time will be  necessary, given the length of the tournament and trip. And even that may not be enough.

"It will be interesting,” said Coyotes wing Radim Vrbata, who is from the Czech Republic. “Four years ago was in Canada so adjusting to that time change wasn't hard. The time change to Russia will definitely have an effect on players going over and then coming back.

“The Olympics in Vancouver were on NHL-sized ice, too, so it will be a change playing on the bigger, Olympic ice. It’s like a totally different sport. It’s going to be challenging, but if I’m selected it will still be an honor to be chosen among the greatest players in the world.”

The Czech Republic has not yet announced its Olympic camp roster.

ROSTER MOVES

The Coyotes assigned goalie Marek Langhamer to his junior club, the Medicine Hat Tigers of the Western Hockey League, and goalie Chris Rawlings, winger Adam Antkowiak and defenseman Justin Weller to the club's American Hockey League affiliate in Portland.

Defenseman Nathan Chiarlitti and winger Taylor Burke were released from amateur tryouts. All the other rookie camp attendees will remain for regular training camp.

RADIO SWITCH

The Coyotes are expected to announce a change in their radio partnership on Thursday. The Coyotes Radio Network had consisted of Flagship station XTRA Sports 910 (now Fox Sports 910) and eight affiliates in Arizona and parts of New Mexico.

Follow Craig Morgan on Twitter
10 questions as the Coyotes open training camp
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Coyotes, Vrbata talking contract extension 

Coyotes talking extension with winger Vrbata, who GM Maloney says has outplayed current deal. 
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Mikkel Boedker slumped badly in the second half of last season, but the addition of Mike Ribeiro could help him take his game to the next level.

Coyotes prospects take to the ice 
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If he can add to his offensive game, Oliver Ekman-Larsson has the makings of a Norris Trophy candidate.

Coyotes introduce Ribeiro 
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The Coyotes gave Mike Smith a six-year, $34 million contract expecting that he'll play up to his level of two seasons ago.

LeBlanc on Coyotes' future 

GLENDALE, Ariz. – Dave Tippett doesn’t want the Phoenix Coyotes’ identity to change following a remarkable off-season when all the dominoes fell in the right direction. But he does have a new message for his coaching staff and players.

“For four years, we’ve talked about (how) we could be a good organization if we got stability. There’s been lot of wishful thinking, a lot of people saying this could go the right direction if we got ownership,” the Coyotes coach said. “We have all that in place now so we have to take the next step -- and the next step can be very hard.”

Phoenix fans got their first taste of playoff success when the team advanced to the Western Conference Final in 2012, but a lockout, the loss of Ray Whitney and a drop in production from key players kept the Coyotes from building on that momentum last season.

Thanks to the sale of the team and the signings of GM Don Maloney, Tippett, goalie Mike Smith and center Mike Ribeiro, fate has awarded the Coyotes a mulligan. But in a Western Conference stacked with talented teams, progress will take more than a few completed transactions.

Here are our top 10 questions as the Coyotes open training camp:

10. Can Mikkel Boedker become an elite NHL forward? Over the first half of the 2013 lockout season, Boedker was arguably the team’s best forward. GM Don Maloney even called him the team’s MVP. But Boedker slumped badly (like many Coyotes) over the second half, notching just two goals in his final 22 games to finish with seven goals and 26 points in 48 games. That contributed to his inability to land the long-term contract he was seeking this off-season as a restricted free agent. He signed for two years and $5.1 million. The presence of Ribeiro could be the missing piece that helps the speedy Boedker elevate to the next level.  "This is the first time we can say a very creative centerman is there to greet him," Maloney said. Boedker is at an age, 23, where it’s about time to realize the immense promise the Coyotes saw when they selected him eighth overall in the 2008 draft.

9. Will attendance improve? There is plenty of positive buzz around the Coyotes these days, and attendance took a jump last season despite the momentum-killing lockout. Still, Phoenix finished second-to-last in the NHL in average attendance (13,923). October, November and December are always tough times for the Coyotes while football is still going, but the team only plays 17 of its 41 home dates in those months, and there are some marquee or traditionally strong-drawing Canadian matchups among those, including the season opener against the New York Rangers (Oct. 3), Detroit (Oct. 19), Calgary (Oct. 22), Edmonton (Oct. 26), the rival L.A. Kings (Oct. 29), Vancouver (Nov. 5), the Alex Ovechkin-led Washington Capitals (Nov. 9) and the Stanley Cup champion Chicago Blackhawks on Nov. 30. If the team can get out of the gate early, it would certainly help feed the fire. 

8. How will realignment affect the Coyotes? The only division opponent the Coyotes lost in the league’s new, four-division, time-zone friendly format was a non-playoff team, Dallas. In the Stars’ place, the Coyotes gained the perennially powerful Canucks, as well as the up-and-coming Oilers and rebuilding Calgary. The Coyotes will travel the second-most miles in the NHL this season (52,633), but they will play just 12 back-to-back games. Only San Jose, Winnipeg and Colorado play fewer. From an attendance standpoint, more games against western Canadian teams should help, since so many fans from those regions have winter homes in Arizona. As for rivalries and competitive balance, we’ll just have to wait and see how it all plays out.

7. Which of the prospects will make the biggest impact this season? Three forwards are going to get a long look in camp: top-pick Max Domi, Chris Brown and Lucas Lessio, while Mark Louis could be pushing for the enforcer role – or “protector,” as Maloney calls it. Defenseman Brandon Gormley figures to get a long look and some NHL time as well. If he shows enough progression, he could push another blue liner out the door in the form of a trade. Prospects like forwards Henrik Samuelsson, Laurent Dauphin and goalie Mark Visentin appear to need at least another year of seasoning.

6. Are there enough spots on the blue line to satisfy everyone? Not if David Rundlbad or Gormley push for spots. The Coyotes have excellent depth, which is why so many expect them to deal for a top-six forward to complete that mix. Whether that becomes a package of players or Keith Yandle for an elite talent remains to be seen. Much will depend on how the younger forwards perform in camp. If Domi wins a roster spot, the Coyotes could hold their cards until later in the season, when teams become a little more desperate for help at the trade deadline. But there are plenty of NHL caliber defensemen on this roster when you add in Zbynek Michalek, Rusty Klesla, Derek Morris, Michael Stone and David Schlemko. 

5. How good can Oliver Ekman-Larsson be? He’s already the Coyotes best defenseman. He plays in every situation, he’s smart and skilled with the puck, he’s a fluid, fast skater, and he just turned 22! The one thing missing is significant, however. He hasn’t yet put up big offensive numbers to solidify his place as a perennial Norris Trophy candidate. But it’s a good bet those are coming. The Coyotes certainly thought so when they awarded him a six-year, $33 million contract in March.

4. How will the Coyotes add the final piece to their top six forwards? There are numerous options, and assistant GM Brad Treliving said recently that all of them will be considered. One of their prospects (Domi, Brown, Lessio) could grab the spot, the Coyotes could deal from their position of strength (defense), or they could lure another free agent, which could mean moving other salaries. There’s a good chance this will be decided in training camp. 

3. Will Mike Ribeiro fill the playmaking center void? Well, he’s posted at least 34 assists in his past nine NHL seasons, and he played for Tippett in Dallas.  You can question the wisdom of giving a 33-year-old center a four-year deal, but it’s really hard to argue with Ribeiro’s consistency, and it’s even tougher when you understand his relationship with Tippett and the coach’s faith in him. He might be the key piece to push Boedker over the top. He could also see time with Radim Vrbata, and he should really help the Coyotes’ anemic power play.

2. Were the Coyotes smart to re-sign goalie Mike Smith? You have to wonder if giving Smith a six-year, $34 million deal was wise when he only has one strong NHL season on his resume. That’s a big contract to carry if Smith looks like last year’s model and not the 2011-12 model. Maybe the condensed schedule of the lockout impacted his game. Maybe his impending contract negotiations did. Maybe an overall team malaise did. But the Coyotes are counting on goalie coach Sean Burke, an ever-improving defensive corps and Tippett’s demanding approach to help Smith regain his former form. It’s a big gamble and big contract, but there weren’t a lot of options.

1. What tangible effects will ownership provide? They are already evident everywhere you look. The team has ramped up its marketing in the Valley, suite sales are on the rise, the GM, coach, goalie and a top-tier free agent have been added and more will likely join the fray down the line because Phoenix is widely considered one of the favorite destinations for players in this league, many of whom plan their retirement here. The main question on everyone’s mind is: Can IceArizona break even or even become profitable with a franchise that has annually bled money?
Coyotes, Vrbata talking contract extension
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Coyotes hope young forwards reverse recent history 

Coyotes have struggled to identify top-six forwards in draft, but young talent offers hope. 

GLENDALE, Ariz. – Coyotes general manager Don Maloney said Saturday that the team has had preliminary conversations about a contact extension for forward Radim Vrbata, who is entering the final year of a three-year $9 million deal.

That is significant news in its own right, although nothing is imminent or serious at the moment. But check out what Maloney said about the possibility of extending Vrbata.

"He’s been a very good player for us and we’ve had great value for what we’re paying him,” Maloney said. “I feel like we’re always fair in our contracts -- my idea of fair and other camps' idea may be different -- but when you look at his numbers, he’s probably earned more.”

Maloney has a remarkable penchant for candor, but this was groundbreaking stuff even for him. When is the last time you heard a GM admit he’s not paying a guy enough as he enters a contract negotiation? 

The thing is, Maloney is right. When you look at Vrbata’s stats the past four seasons -- 90 goals and 181 points in 272 games -- it’s clear that he’s provided skill and scoring on a team starved for such production. But when you remember what he did playing on a line with Ray Whitney two seasons ago (35 goals) when the Coyotes went to the Western Conference Final, you realize just how much he can add if the franchise just puts some skill alongside him.

“He adds a skill level that’s so hard to find out there, and he’s a really good teammate,” coach Dave Tippett said. “He just fits well with us.”

Check out this chart of point-producers over the past two seasons. Look at the company Vrbata (No. 62) is keeping and then look up comparable players' contracts, or examine the players with similar cap numbers to Vrbata's. Get the picture?

It’s a remarkable feat for a guy chosen 212th overall in the 1999 NHL Draft. It’s why Whitney said last season that Vrbata’s contract is well below market price, and it’s why Maloney says Vrbata has likely earned a bigger payday.

“That’s a good thing, I guess,” Vrbata said, sheepishly. “You always want to be paid what is fair.”

“The question is, how much more -- what’s fair?” Maloney added.

The Coyotes just threw an awful lot of money into retaining Shane Doan, Oliver Ekman-Larsson and Mikkel Boedker (not to mention Maloney and Tippett) while acquiring center Mike Ribeiro. Ownership stability is one thing, but the Coyotes are probably never going to be a free-spending team. They have to stay within a budget.

Make no mistake: Vrbata knows his market value and wants a good deal. But he also tested the waters with other teams and found them to be bad fits, including stops in Carolina, Chicago and a disastrous 2008-09 season in Tampa Bay, where multiple circumstances led him to ask the Lightning for a release and return home to the Czech Republic.

“It’s not always about the money,” Vrbata said. “You want to be paid fair, but sometimes it’s better to take less and be in a good situation. I’m living proof of that when you look at what happened to me in Tampa.

“Phoenix is the place where I’ve had the most success, where we like it as a family and where I like it as a hockey player. All the people around the team, Tip, Don, Shane (Doan) and the players, they make it a great situation for me. I wanted to be here even when the ownership situation was in limbo. With this new ownership group in place, it makes it even more appealing.”

In a perfect world, Vrbata would like to have an extension completed before the season begins so that it doesn’t become a distraction, but he understands that might not happen.

Even so, the additions of Ribeiro and top pick Max Domi have him excited about possible line combinations and yes, playing alongside a play-maker who will allow him to finish like he did with Whitney and longtime linemate Martin Hanzal.

“I always liked Mike as a player,” he said. “When I went and played junior in Canada, I played against him my first year, and he’s still the same player -- very smart with great skill and a great hockey mind.

“I skated with (Max) last week twice, and I know it was only a scrimmage before a camp, but you can see that he is smart, skilled and thinks the game right.”

Vrbata is fully healed from a broken foot that cost him 14 games last season. And he he has stopped shuddering over the bizarre allergic reaction he had to an antibiotic in the 2012 postseason.

He arrived in the Valley last week and admits he feels kid-like excitement over all the good changes the franchise has undergone in the past four months.

“This is what we’ve been waiting for the last four years,” he said. “I’m ready to start.”

Follow Craig Morgan in Twitter
Coyotes hope young forwards reverse recent history
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HISTORY OF DISAPPOINTMENT

A look at the Coyotes’ top forward picks (first or second round) since 1996:

Year, player, round (overall), current team/league, NHL stats (games, goals, assists, points)

1996, Daniel Briere, 1st (24), Montreal, 847-286-373-659

1999, Scott Kelman, 1st (15), out of hockey, none

1999, Brad Ralph, 2nd (53), out of hockey, 1-0-0-0

2000, Krys Kolanos, 1st (19), Abbotsford (AHL), 149-20-22-42

2000, Alex Tatarinov, 2nd (53), Molot-Prikamie Perm (VHL), none

2001, Fredrik Sjostrom, 1st (11), Retired, 489-46-58-104

2001, Martin Podlesak, 2nd (45), Ceske Budejovice HC (Czech Republic), none

2002, Jakub Koreis, 1st (19), Brno Kometa (Czech), none

2002, Ben Eager, 1st (23), Edmonton, 400-43-41-84

2004, Blake Wheeler, 1st (5), Winnipeg, 372-93-139-232

2004, Enver Lisin, 2nd (50), Admiral Vladivostok, 135-24-18-42

2005, Martin Hanzal, 1st (17), Phoenix, 391-65-117-182

2006, Peter Mueller, 1st (8), Kloten Flyers (Switzerland), 297-63-97-160

2007, Kyle Turris, 1st (3), Ottawa, 234-43-61-104

2007, Brett MacLean, 2nd (32), retired (injury), 18-2-3-5

2008, Mikkel Boedker, 1st (8), Phoenix, 256-34-61-95, 

2008, Viktor Tikhonov, 1st (28), SKA St. Petersburg (KHL), 61-8-8-16

2008, Jared Staal, 2nd (49), Charlotte Checkers (AHL), 2-0-0-0

2009, Chris Brown, 2nd (36), Portland (AHL), 5-0-0-0

2010, Philip Lane, 2nd (52), Portland (AHL), None

2010, Oscar Lindberg, 2nd (57), Skellefteå AIK (Swedish Elite), none

2011, Alexander Ruutu 2nd (51), Ilves (SM-liiga, Finland), none

2011, Lucas Lessio, 2nd (56), Portland (AHL), none

2012, Henrik Samuelsson, 1st (27) Edmonton (WHL), none

2012, Jordan Martinook, 2nd (58), Portland (AHL), none

2013, Max Domi, 1st (12), TBA, none

2013, Laurent Dauphin, 2nd (39), TBA, none

Done deal: Coyotes agree to terms with Boedker 

With just days before camp, Coyotes finally agree to deal with speedster Boedker. 

GLENDALE, Ariz. – As training camp drew close while the contract impasse with Mikkel Boedker remained, there was palpable concern within the Coyotes’ fan base. Would this be another Kyle Turris situation?

A two-year deal on Saturday dispelled that concern, but only part of it. 

Boedker will take the ice when the team opens camp Wednesday at Jobing.com Arena, but there is still no guarantee he will live up to the potential that made him the team’s first-round pick and eighth overall selection in the 2008 draft.

That was one of the issues (among notable others) that finally led the Coyotes to cut ties with Turris and trade him to Ottawa. Unfortunately for Phoenix, it’s been a common thread with most of the team's top forward prospects since the move from Winnipeg.

While the Coyotes have done a laudable job in recent years, building a deep and talented blue line through the draft and their minor league system, the undeniable fact is that they have failed to draft and develop elite forward talent.

“When you look at Turris, Boedker, (Viktor) Tikhonov and Brett MacLean, who unfortunately had the health issues, you need some of those players to move into spots as front-line players, and unfortunately, that hasn’t happened for us,” general manager Don Maloney said. “I think Boedker is right there. Is he Patrick Kane? No, but he’s on the cusp of being an elite talent. Still, we’ve got to do a better job of identifying those dynamic players.”

Pore over the forwards the Coyotes have selected in the first two rounds of the draft since 1999 and you’ll mostly find a list of undelivered goods or missed opportunities. The team never came to a contract agreement with Blake Wheeler (2004, No. 5 overall) due to the ownership/bankruptcy situation, so he signed with the Bruins and has put up 36 goals and 105 points with the Jets in 128 games the past two seasons. 

Following an acrimonious contract holdout and a disengaged cameo in 2011, Turris (2007, No. 3) was traded to Ottawa, where he had 12 goals and 29 points last season. Peter Mueller (2006, No. 8) had a terrific rookie season but is currently out of the NHL, playing for a Swiss club. And, of course, the Coyotes traded Danny Briere (1996, 24th) just before new rules opened up the game for smaller players and made him a dynamic force whose high-water mark came in 2006-07 with 32 goals and 95 points.

Those are the better examples. Scott Kelman (1999, No. 15) Krys Kolanos (2000, No. 19), Fredrik Sjostrom (2001, No. 11), Jakub Koreis (2002, No. 19) and Tikhonov (2008, No. 28) are all out of the NHL, whether through injuries or a gross miscalculation of their abilities.

Part of the failures can likely be traced to poor scouting, part of them to bad luck and part of them to the simple reality that projecting 18- and 19-year-old players who have not fully physically developed is a crapshoot. But take heart. Martin Hanzal (2005, No. 17) panned out. And ...

“We’re finally at a point where we feel like we have more talent coming into our system,” Maloney said. “It’s not all NHL-ready yet, and you never know how players are going to develop, but I think we’re starting to get there.”

It’s no secret the Coyotes are looking for a top-six wing before the season begins. Three of their recent prospects will get a long look there: 2013 top pick Max Domi, 2009 second-round pick Chris Brown and 2011 second-round pick Lucas Lessio.

Domi (200 pounds) is already physically ready to play in the NHL and has shown the kind of creativity the Coyotes have lacked the past several seasons. Brown (6-2) has one of the best shots on the roster -- rookies or veterans -- and he scored 29 goals last year in the AHL. Lessio (6-1) is another big body who had 19 goals in the AHL last season. 

There is also excitement about the development of 2012 top pick Henrik Samuelsson and 2013 second-round pick Laurent Dauphin, both of whom appear destined for more development before they crack the NHL lineup.

Will any of them see time this fall?

“You never know how that will go,” coach Dave Tippett said. “But ultimately, when we start (the season) against the New York Rangers, we’ll put the best lineup that we can win with out there.”

Translation? The Coyotes will make a determination on their young players fairly quickly in camp and the preseason. And the safer bet is that they will deal from their position of strength – defense – for an established top-six forward while giving the younger guys a little more time to develop.

“You never, ever as an organization get hurt by waiting or being patient with young players by sending them back (to the minors or juniors),” said Maloney, noting the franchise’s error with Turris in that regard. “The record with force-feeding players into the league at 18, 19 years old is not good, and we’re living proof of it, so you have to be careful.”

If that means waiting on perceived potential, so be it. For the first time since the club moved from Winnipeg, that potential looks real.

Follow Craig Morgan on Twitter
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Coyotes launch new marketing campaign: Hungrier than ever 

After years of operating on shoestring budgets, Coyotes finally ramping up their marketing campaign. 

GLENDALE, Ariz. -- The last piece of the Coyotes’ remarkable offseason fell into place Saturday when the team agreed with restricted free agent Mikkel Boedker on a two-year deal. Sources say the deal averages about $2.55 million per year. There are no incentives in the contract.

"I think it’s a fair number," GM Don Maloney said. "He’s a good player, but with Boeds, the question is can he consistently put up awesome numbers? We like parts of his game, but is he a 30-to-40-point guy or 50-point guy?

Since Boedker isn’t eligible to become an unrestricted free agent for three more seasons, the contract could amount to a three-year deal if the Coyotes extend him a qualifying offer when this deal is complete.

Getting Boedker in camp was an important move since he is expected to play with newly acquired center Mike Ribeiro at times on one of coach Dave Tippett’s ever-shuffling lines. Missing some of camp would have limited their opportunities to build chemistry and learn each other's tendencies.

"Certainly with a new ownership group in place and us going into a stable environment, not to have an important player here from the start would have been unsettling,” Maloney said. “Plus, we’re looking at Mikkel as a potential winger with Mike Ribeiro. He’s going to have a great opportunity to step right into a front-line role and get the ice time to be a productive player. If he misses the start of camp, somebody else gets that opportunity, and you never know.”

Maloney acknowledged that playing with Ribeiro could provide Boedker a unique opportunity.

"This is the first time we can say a very creative centerman is there to greet him," he said. "This all looks good on paper, but when you look at Ribeiro holding the puck and his creativity, maybe Shane (Doan’s) big shot and Mikkel with the speed he can bring and his transition game, if the chemistry works, it could be a terrific line. But that's why we show up next week to find out.”

Boedker is also intrigued by the idea of playing with Ribeiro.

"I don't think I've ever played with a center who's not good, but maybe just not at that higher skill level," he said. "I'll just work as hard as I can to prove myself and that's up to Dave (Tippett) to decide if I play with him. But maybe with my speed and his play-making ability, it could really be something special." 

Boedker, 23, was believed to be seeking a long-term deal -- likely something in line with the five-year, $17.5 million deal the Senators gave former Coyotes forward Kyle Turris. But Boedker’s late-season slump (two goals in the final 22 games) made the Coyotes hesitant to commit to a long-term deal.

"We’ve been adamant all along that we will pay on performance; we’re not going to pay on potential. We did it with (Keith) Yandle coming off his entry-level deal," Maloney said. "When you look at the first 20, 25 games last season, he was almost a point-a-game player -- arguably our best forward. The last 22 games, not so much."

Boedker thinks a combination of bad bounces and bad thoughts may have led to the slump.

"I think the biggest thing was that I was over-thinking things," he said. "Maybe we started talking about the extension a little and then you get that going in your head and suddenly things aren't going your way."

Last season, Boedker finished with seven goals and 26 points in 48 games. In parts of five seasons with the Coyotes, he has played in 256 regular-season games, totaling 34 goals and 95 points. 

With Boedker signed, the Coyotes have their top six forwards spots nearly set. The other players pegged for the top two lines are Ribeiro, Shane Doan, Martin Hanzal and Radim Vrbata. The Coyotes would still like to identify a top-six left wing, but there are a number of possibilities. Young players such as first-round pick Max Domi, Chris Brown and Lucas Lessio will be given a long look in training camp to see if any is ready to assume that spot. The Coyotes will likely complete that evaluation before considering a trade or even another free-agent signing.

The team is deep on its blue line, so that could allow for a trade if the spot isn't solidified by one of the internal options. If the Coyotes sign a free agent, it may mean moving other salaries to keep the team within its budget.

It will be interesting to see what Boedker can do playing alongside Ribeiro, a centerman skilled at creating plays. Boedker’s speed is his greatest asset, but he also possesses good stick skills and has proven to be a solid penalty killer. He is at an age where it’s time to elevate his game to another level if he’s going to be the elite talent the Coyotes had envisioned when they selected him eighth overall in the 2008 draft.

"I've proven I can do it," he said. "Now I have just have to do it on a consistent basis."

One failing of the Coyotes' scouting system, and one Maloney has discussed in the past, has been the organization’s inability to draft and develop elite forward talent. But Boedker could be the watershed player for change, with several other intriguing prospects (Domi, Brown, Lessio, Henrik Samuelsson, Laurent Dauphin) waiting in the wings.

Follow Craig Morgan on Twitter
Minnesota Wild looked flat against Columbus, Mike Yeo says
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After the opening the preseason with a 3-1 loss to Columbus at the Xcel Energy Center on Tuesday, the Wild face the Jets in Winnipeg on Thursday. 

As in Tuesday's game, the Wild's top line of Zach Parise, Mikko Koivu and Jason Pominville will sit out, as will defensemen Ryan Suter and Jonas Brodin. Josh Harding and Darcy Kuemper likely will split in time in net. 

Dany Heatley is expected to play. 

Though the results aren't of much significance in the preseason, player evaluations are. Against Columbus, Wild coach Mike Yeo said the team looked flat. 

"We were hoping to see some good things, and we saw a few good things," Yeo said. "(We) would've liked to (have) seen some more, but I think it was clear that (Columbus) had played a couple exhibition games already because they were at a different speed, a different battle level than we were. We were still in scrimmage mode, and it took us probably about 58 minutes to really get up to game mode." 

Of the Wild's young players vying for positions, only Jason Zucker, who tweaked his groin on his first shift Tuesday, is not making the trip to Winnipeg. Yeo said the team would be cautious with Zucker. 

Yeo and his staff are still in the early stages of implementing a new system with more of an emphasis on puck possession and getting defensemen involved on the rush. 

Tuesday night, there were glimpses of an improved rush with defensemen jumping into the play, but it didn't happen more than a few times. Yeo said that was partly because the team wasn't able to get out of its defensive zone early enough into shifts. 

"I don't know that we executed well enough coming out of our own zone on our retrievals and even on the wall to give us that opportunity," Yeo said. "Sometimes we'd pin ourselves in our own zone and (when) the D had an opportunity to jump in, they were too tired and had to get off the ice." 

Yeo noted the team's lackluster performance in the Wild's first preseason game. 

"You could tell this was (our) first exhibition game -- it was blatant that it was," Yeo said. "Every aspect of it -- defensemen playing defense, skating forwards giving up 2-on-1s, forwards not backing up our defensemen. We gave up more odd-man rushes (Tuesday) than I hope that we give up in the first month of the season. So there's parts of our game that clearly aren't there, but that's why you play these." 

Follow Chad Graff at Twitter.com/ChadGraff.

Nine months ago, Zach Parise didn't know who Charlie Coyle was. The Wild's newly signed forward was keeping casual watch on Minnesota's American Hockey League team in Houston during the NHL lockout. 

He was impressed by Coyle's numbers but didn't think much about it. 

A month later, in January, Parise and Coyle met. A month after that, they were playing together on the Wild's top line. 

"I knew he was pretty legit right away," Parise said. 

Coyle made an impression during a shift in a home game against the Canucks. 

With the Wild leading by a goal in the third period, Parise was waiting to come off the bench. He watched Coyle take the puck, fight through two defenders and keep another at bay in the corner long enough for the rest of the line to join him. After protecting the puck down low, he sent a pass to Ryan Suter. The defenseman fired a shot, and Parise banged home the rebound. 

"It was an unreal shift by him," Parise said. "And I think at that point you just realized how strong he is on the puck, and that he can make plays." 

Tuesday night, in the team's first of six preseason games, the 21-year-old continued to impress, along with fellow youngsters Nino Niederreiter and Mikael Granlund. 

The trio combined on the Wild's only goal -- a Niederreiter goal in front of the net on a power play with assists from Coyle and Granlund -- as Minnesota dropped its first preseason game to the Columbus Blue Jackets, 3-1. 

Coyle, in his second season, is in a position battle as coaches attempt to move him from the wing, where he played on the top line last season, to center. He is battling Granlund, his good friend, for the second-line center spot. 

Tuesday night's preseason game against the Columbus Blue Jackets at the Xcel Energy Center provided the first tangible evidence of what Coyle can do in the middle and the competition between him and his good friend Granlund. 

"It is what it is," Coyle said. "We've all been through it before at different levels, battling for spots with friends or whatever the case may be. Everyone is fighting for a job. I think it works out that when we're giving our best and we're competing for spots, we're actually making our team better." 

Coyle's spot on the team is the safest among the young forwards after his stellar rookie season in which he recorded eight goals and six assists in 37 games. 

If he doesn't pan out as the second-line center, the Wild can move him back to the wing on the second or third line. 

It's part of what coach Mike Yeo likes about Coyle -- his versatility -- and what Coyle prides himself on. 

"My goal is to be a guy who can play everywhere," he said. "Power play, penalty kill, everything. I just want to contribute." 

His 

Columbus goalie Jeremy Smith blocks a shot by Minnesota center Charlie Coyle in the first period Tuesday at Xcel Energy Center. (Pioneer Press: John Autey) 

biggest adjustment this season, aside from a possible position change, is becoming more of a playmaker. With Mikko Koivu and Parise on his line last season, he wasn't responsible for creating as much offense. 

But by moving Jason Pominville to the top line and sliding Coyle into a new position, the Wild are relying on him to provide depth and secondary scoring. 

"Certainly, offensively we would like to see him take another step into a bigger role in certain areas," Yeo said. "But I think what it comes down to is we need that secondary scoring -- and he has to be one of those guys. It can't be Mikko, it can't be Zach, it can't be Pominville, it can't be just (Dany) Heatley every night. We need other guys contributing in the lineup, and he's one of those guys that we're counting on." 

Parise and Yeo both said they believe Coyle is faster this season. 

With the success Coyle had as a rookie comes added pressure. If the Wild are going to succeed this season, he will have to be a force down low and a responsible two-way player. 

"Last year was last year, so you always want to improve and get better," Coyle said. "There's always a little pressure, I think, to contribute more. I think everyone has that. It's definitely in my head that, 'Hey, I need to contribute more, I need to be a better player for us, I need to make more things happen.' " 

Zucker hurt 

Jason Zucker tweaked his groin on his first shift Tuesday night, Yeo said, but played another eight shifts trying to battle through it. 

"I'm hoping that it's nothing serious," Yeo said. "He battled through it." 

Zucker, 21, is battling for a spot on the wing. 

"He did a good job while he was doing it actually," Yeo said. "I wish I could've seen him some more, but at the same time we still have lots of camp and lots of time, so let's make sure he doesn't hurt it anymore." 

Follow Chad Graff at twitter.com/ChadGraff.

The Wild cut their training camp roster to 47 players before Tuesday night's exhibition game against Columbus. 

The team returned goalie Alexandre Belanger and defenseman Dylan Labbe to their junior teams and released defenseman Cody Corbett and winger Carter Sandlak from amateur tryouts. They will both return to their junior teams. 

The Wild need to get down to 23 players for their Oct. 3 season opener against the Los Angeles Kings at the Xcel Energy Center

In addition to determining whether they'll make the team out of training camp, coach Mike Yeo said he's looking to see what roles Nino Niederreiter and Justin Fontaine can play. 

How much they play with the Wild this season will partly be determined by where they can play. 

"This is what we're trying to identify: Is he only a top-6 guy, or is he a versatile guy?" Yeo said of the two wingers. "These are the things we're trying to figure out. Can we use him in different places in our lineup?" 

Both were set to play in the Wild's preseason opener Tuesday night at the Xcel Energy Center against the Columbus Blue Jackets. They'll be given plenty of chances in scrimmages and in the remaining five preseason games. 

Briefly 

Mikko Koivu, Zach Parise, Ryan Suter, Jason Pominville and Dany Heatley did not play Tuesday night. ... Keith Ballard, Torrey Mitchell and Kyle Brodziak wore "A" on their sweater as alternate captains in the absence of Koivu, Parise and Suter.

Keith Ballard is accustomed to playing with young defensemen. He's done it plenty in his past two years, and it's part of the reason the Wild signed him. 

Ballard was set to be paired with 19-year-old Mathew Dumba in the team's first exhibition game Tuesday night against the Columbus Blue Jackets at the Xcel Energy Center. 

"He's got a lot of skill," Ballard said of Dumba. "He makes a lot of plays out there, and for me it doesn't change the things I'm trying to do out there whether I'm playing with him or I'm playing with Ryan (Suter). You try to do the right things, you try to make the right plays." 

For Ballard, the preseason is a time to get into playing shape. For Dumba, the stakes are much higher. The Wild have to keep him on the roster for the upcoming season or send him back to juniors. So he needs to make a good impression -- fast. 

"As the young guy, you're looking to show something a little bit more to make that impact," Ballard said. "And he's the kind of guy that can do that. He's got a real high-end skill set. For me, it's just getting the puck moving, run the play when it's there and defend hard."

Because the Wild spent so much time working on the power play Monday, the penalty kill got its first extensive action as well. 

After regressing a bit last season, coach Mike Yeo said, the penalty kill unit is improved, largely because of the addition of Matt Cooke. 

"It looks like Cooke is going to be a big addition to that group already," Yeo said. 

The big advantage to that, Yeo said, is that it could take away penalty killing time for Mikko Koivu and Zach Parise. And the less time they spend killing penalties, the more energy they'll have in goal-scoring situations. 

"Like our power play, we've got good depth and a lot of players that we can throw out there which I think is important, especially for guys like Mikko and Zach," Yeo said. "They're such effective penalty killers, they're still going to see (ice) time and you've got to make sure your top players like that aren't on the bench for long periods of time. But if we can throw them out there only once as opposed to twice, then it's going to free up a lot more ice time in 5-on-5 and more scoring situations for them." 

Briefly 

According to ESPN, former Wild defenseman Tom Gilbert (bought out by the team this summer) is going to join the Florida Panthers on a tryout.

After running through the power play for the first time with the top line Monday, Wild coach Mike Yeo called seven players over to the white board that hung on the glass. 

He began to draw with a black marker what he wanted the players, his second power-play unit, to do. 

Charlie Coyle, the team's 21-year-old power forward, looked to see who was joining him on the Wild's No. 2 grouping. 

He saw 21-year-old Jason Zucker. Then he saw Mikael Granlund, 21, and Nino Niederreiter, 21. He looked at who was with them on defense -- 19-year-old Mathew Dumba, 20-year-old Jonas Brodin. 

"And then I saw (Jared) Spurgeon," Coyle said of the 23-year-old defenseman, an old veteran among the youngsters. "I was like, 'Wow, that's pretty cool.' " 

The Wild worked on the power play for the first time since the start of training camp in preparation for the team's first preseason game Tuesday night. After struggling with the man advantage down the stretch last season and going 0 for 17 on the power play in the playoffs, changes have come to the units. 

Andrew Brunette joined the staff as a power-play consultant, taking the reigns from Darryl Sydor, who's still on staff as an assistant coach. 

"We've had plenty of time to discuss this since the end of the season," Yeo said. "But there are clearly some things that we need to work on still." 

Monday, Brunette and Yeo rolled out a top unit loaded with talent. 

Jason Pominville moved to the point with Ryan Suter, which allowed power-play specialist Dany Heatley to join the group and play in the slot. Suter quarterbacked the group, which freed up Pominville to pinch down backdoor and receive one-timers. 

Heatley's role on the top unit opened a spot on the second group, which could be the youngest in the NHL. 

But Yeo reiterated that the power play is still just "a process." They're going to be evaluated throughout more practices and in preseason games. 

If something needs to change because of injuries or individual struggles, Yeo said, they won't be afraid to make those changes. The groups are far from solidified. 

"If we need a (Kyle) Brodziak or a (Matt) Cooke or someone like that to go out because we don't like the way things are going or we want to just go heavy shooters mentality on this one, we (will)," Yeo said. "Or let's just crowd the net. Then those guys can bring a different dynamic, too." 

The Wild's anemic power play late last season opened the door to big changes this season. But Yeo and Co. were handicapped down the stretch by a key injury. 

Heatley, who has scored 145 career power-play goals, was injured just a few hours after the Wild traded for Pominville. They were never on the ice in the same game. 

But with Heatley joining the first line and Pominville moving to the point, the line has a combined 297 career power-play goals. Monday, in a small sample size, they were crisp and moved the puck well. 

But with all that talent can come problems. 

"Sometimes when you have that type of personnel, you can kind of always want to make the pretty play," Pominville said. "But if you try that, it's not going to be there all the time. So I think it's important to keep shooting. And once we shoot, if they don't go in, other players will open up and be running around. And that's when the nicer plays will come because we've got guys who can pass it and shoot it. I think it's a great mix. Today we did some good things." 

Yeo said he isn't worried about having a young second unit, especially because of the players they can swap in there if things don't click. 

"First off, if you want to have a successful power play, you need two good units," Yeo said. "And we think that we have enough depth and skill throughout our lineup that we should be able to do that, too. I think that we certainly loaded up that top unit but that doesn't mean that we've left ourselves short on the second unit, too." 

Follow Chad Graff at twitter.com/ChadGraff.

Finally, they get to hit someone not wearing a Wild jersey. 

After a few days of training camp and extended time before that in captain's practices, the Wild are set to play a game -- a preseason game, but a game nonetheless. 

Tuesday night's 7 p.m. tilt at the Xcel Energy Center against the Columbus Blue Jackets is biggest for young players and those in position battles. 

Each team is required to play at least eight veterans in each preseason game. But that doesn't take away from Tuesday night's focus on the young players, many of whom will be making their preseason debuts after the league didn't hold exhibition games in last season's lockout-shortened schedule. 

The Wild will dress seven players 23 years old or younger. Of those, several enter in the midst of preseason battles for ice time. 

"We have to use the entirety of camp to answer some of these questions, so that'll be the first chance to get them into a real game against real competition," coach Mike Yeo said. 

The biggest battle has been between good friends Charlie Coyle and Mikael Granlund who are competing for the open center spot on the second line. 

Granlund will center a line with Jason Zucker and former Duluth star Justin Fontaine on the wings Tuesday night. 

Coyle will center a line with Matt Cooke and Nino Niederreiter on the wings. 

"I think we've surrounded them with players that should help them get to their game and show what they can do," Yeo said. 

Mathew Dumba, trying to make the team and avoid being sent back to juniors, will skate on defense next to Keith Ballard. 

Niklas Backstrom and Darcy Kuemper will suit up as the goalies.

The Jason Pominville who scored a goal and looked like a perfect fit on a line with Mikko Koivu and Zach Parise on Sunday at the Xcel Energy Center was quite different from the Pominville Minnesota fans saw at the end of the brief 2012-13 season. 

Pominville drove to the net, held on to the puck and made plays all over the ice during Minnesota's game-like intrasquad scrimmage that drew nearly 3,000. 

"He's looking very good," Parise said. "With his injury last year, I think people forget, No. 1, how good he is, and No. 2, you just didn't see what Jason Pominville can do as a player. So I'm excited for that. That's going to help our team so much. And just as a linemate, I like playing with him." 

With the season winding down in March, Pominville suffered a concussion that took him out of Minnesota's final two regular-season games and the beginning of its playoff series against the Chicago Blackhawks. He passed all the required tests and said he was fine when he returned to the lineup for the final two postseason games, but with no practice, he admitted he was not in peak form. 

After Sunday's scrimmage, Pominville was grinning like a lottery winner. 

"I feel good now," he said. "Everything's gone, and I was able to work out the way I usually do to get yourself ready for the year." 

Coach Mike Yeo has slotted Pominville onto his team's top line, and the three have demonstrated a knack for playing together. 

"I thought we played very well as a line and got good opportunities and good puck movement," Parise said. "I think we're becoming more and more familiar with each other every time that we play out there together." 

Parise set up Pominville for one of the five goals scored in the 60-minute scrimmage Sunday, and Koivu also scored. That is an example of how that line dominated play. 

Yeo has stressed puck control through the early days of Wild training camp, and the top line has done exactly that. 

"We're creating some offense," Pominville said. "I think part of it is because we're not playing in our zone a lot. We're playing with the puck a lot, so it's always better that way. We've done some good things and showing that we're starting to get some chemistry together." 

Pominville, 31, came to Minnesota from Buffalo in a trade that sent goalie Matt Hackett and forward Johan Larsson to the Sabres and also involved draft picks. He has one season remaining on a contract that pays him $5.5 million this season and said he is hopeful he and the Wild can reach an agreement on an extension before the regular season begins. 

"I don't want it to be a distraction," he said. 

Pominville suffered through a lockout and a trade last season before finishing on a sour note when the Blackhawks knocked Minnesota out of the playoffs in five games. 

"You play the whole season to be able to play in the postseason, and then you miss that, the best part of the year," he said. "You're rattled, you're ticked off and you want to be out there, and there's nothing you can really do about it." 

Pominville had four goals and five assists in 10 games with the Wild before he was shut out in two playoff outings. 

He could not wait to get back into workouts over the summer and start fresh on the ice this fall. 

"It's all new for me," he said. "New team, new system, so I want to make sure I pay attention and I ask questions. I play my best when I know what I need to do and what guys are doing in certain situations, so we're constantly talking to get a feel for each other and what we want to do." 

Pominville said he and former Sabres linemate Thomas Vanek, a ex-University of Minnesota star, never stopped talking during and after games about what each needed to be doing. Pominville said he typically is in the ear of Koivu or Parise for the same reason. 

"We've got to keep playing the way we have," Pominville said. "I think we've showed some good things."

Marco Scandella had everything going for him. 

At 23, he already had appeared in 83 NHL games. The young defenseman was ready for an expanded role with the Wild heading into his third preseason. What could go wrong? 

A few weeks before the NHL lockout ended in January, Scandella was getting into shape playing for the Wild's minor league team in the American Hockey League when he was hit from behind in a game. Symptoms from the hit persisted, and he didn't play for more than a month. Meanwhile, the lockout ended and a couple of his Houston Aeros buddies, Charlie Coyle and Jason Zucker, were off to Minnesota to join the Wild. 

Left behind, Scandella was crushed. Then doubt crept in as he tried to play through the pain. 

"It was a mental battle," he said. "You can't feel sorry for yourself." 

Today, 10 months after suffering the injury, Scandella is back at Wild training camp, this time fresh off signing a contract he earned after a stellar performance in the playoffs. 

Partly because of the injury, and partly because he was still maturing in the AHL, Scandella appeared in just six regular-season games with the Wild last season -- none after Feb. 7. 

But desperate for a defenseman, the Wild called him up for the playoffs. He played in all five games of the first-round series against Chicago, finishing with a goal and an assist. 

"I'm not mad about how things went," Scandella said. "Actually, I'm excited. I'm happy I went through those things because I feel like I'm way stronger mentally and a better player because of it." 

The Wild rewarded him with a two-year contract worth more than $1 million per year. The best part is that it's a one-way deal, meaning the Wild would have to put him on waivers to send him back to the AHL. 

Scandella said that doesn't guarantee him a spot on the team, but it's the closest thing to it. The Wild aren't about to put a 24-year-old defenseman on waivers. 

"You still have to go out there and perform, and I 

Minnesota Wild defenseman Marco Scandella, right, celebrates his goal with center Matt Cullen during the first period of an NHL hockey game against the Anaheim Ducks, Friday, Feb. 1, 2013, in Anaheim, Calif. (AP Photo/Mark J. Terrill) 

worked super hard this summer, harder than I ever have," Scandella said. "And I'm starting to understand my game and what it takes for me every night to be successful." 

The biggest part of that, he said, was becoming mentally tough. He always had the size -- he's now 6 feet 3, 210 pounds -- and the physical tools. But he struggled to bounce back from poor performances. His play tended to spiral out of control after bad games, he admitted. 

"You do get rattled," Scandella said. "It happens when you have bad days. But you have to overcome that and just practice the same way. You can't think about it too much, and you can't feel sorry for yourself. That's the main thing. It happens sometimes, and you just have to brush it off because it's the worst thing that could happen to you." 

Scandella said he hasn't paid too much attention to which roles are available on the blue line this training camp, even though there are a few. 

After Ryan Suter and Jonas Brodin on the top pairing, the four other roles are open, meaning Scandella will be battling more experienced players such as Keith Ballard, Jared Spurgeon and Clayton Stoner for minutes. 

It's still early in training camp, and Scandella points out that it's a long season. But after a few bad breaks last season, things have gone differently so far. 

"We saw last year when we put him in that situation (as a top-four defenseman), we were a better team," Wild coach Mike Yeo said. "So some of it has to come from us putting him in that situation, showing that faith in him, and certainly the rest has to come from him. I thought he was another guy who had a great day (in training camp). He looked real strong, his skating was real strong, his stick was great. He was kind of flawless in the execution of habits that we're looking for." 

Follow Chad Graff at twitter.com/ChadGraff.

David Steckel admits his playing status in the back of his mind. 

Steckel, a center, is with the Wild during training camp on a pro tryout but isn't bound to Minnesota. If another team wants to sign him, it can. 

But that's not changing his outlook, he said after the team's third on-ice practice Saturday. 

"It's obviously not playing into how I'm approaching this game," Steckel said. "However, we're going to have some exhibition games and hopefully I can find myself in the lineup in one or two." 

The 6-foot-6, 215-pound veteran built a reputation as a center excellent on the draw over eight seasons in the NHL. But with the salary cap reduced by about $6 million from last season, Steckel, 31, became one of several players left without a contract. 

So he signed with the Wild -- a team that might end up needing a center -- as an opportunity to prove himself. If a scout from another team sees him, it can sign him. 

"There's scouts everywhere during camp," Steckel said. "Things happen. But I've been around for a while. For the most part, everyone knows how I play and what I do." 

The Wisconsin native said he has paid only a little attention to the competition for the second-line center spot between Mikael Granlund and Charlie Coyle. He's more worried about doing what he can to be given a better chance with the Wild. Until then, his future is up in the air. 

"The opportunity is what it is," Steckel said. "Hopefully, I'll find myself in a Minnesota Wild sweater when it's all said and done. And that's the way I'm approaching it, and I can't be more thankful to the organization for allowing me to come here."

Minnesota Wild: Yeo finds many positives in intrasquad game

By Bruce Brothers

bbrothers@pioneerpress.com

Posted:   09/15/2013 12:01:00 AM CDT | Updated:   4 days ago

Five players scored goals during Sunday's Wild intrasquad game: Mikko Koivu, Jason Pominville and Jason Zucker for the winning White team, plus Matt Cooke and Torrey Mitchell for the Green squad. 

Coach Mike Yeo said he had the Koivu line with Pominville and Zach Parise matched against a line of Charlie Coyle, Dany Heatley and Nino Nieterreiter "by design" so he could see how youngsters Coyle and Niederreiter responded. 

He especially liked what he saw from Niederreiter, who Yeo says is obviously trying to make an impression after coming over from the New York Islanders. 

"He just screams NHL player," Yeo said, citing Niederreiter's speed, shot and 6-foot-2 frame. 

On defense, Yeo singled out the play of starting defensemen Ryan Suter and Jonas Brodin, but said players such as Keith Ballard, Marco Scandella and Jared Spurgeon have also looked good so far. 

Ballard and Scandella each had "a real good day" during Sunday's scrimmage, Yeo said, "and Spurge is Spurge -- he just goes out and does it." 

Rookie Matt Dumba also had a strong day, Yeo said, possibly earning plenty of ice time during the upcoming five exhibition games. 

Yeo said Coyle, Dumba and Mikael Granlund are looking for jobs and consequently might play regularly in every exhibition game to showcase their abilities. 

Minnesota opens exhibition play against the Columbus Blue Jackets at 7 p.m. Tuesday at the Xcel Energy Center. 

BRIEFLY 

Granlund made a nice assist on Zucker's goal to open the scrimmage. Yeo said he had Granlund at center opposite veteran Kyle Brodziak to see how the Finn would respond, and he gave Granlund positive marks. ... Carson McMillan also drew praise from Yeo. ... Former University of Minnesota-Duluth star Justin Fontaine had several scoring chances and played well. ... The X is expected to have shallower goal nets in place this week to give players and goalies a chance to get used to the different size. The goal opening remains the same.

At the end of last season, with the bitter taste of a late-season collapse and opening-round playoff loss in their mouths, Wild players met with the team officials before taking off for the summer. They discussed where players had room to improve. 

Mikael Granlund, the team's highly touted 2010 first round pick, went in knowing what to expect. 

"They told me," Granlund said, "but of course I knew it by myself. I know what I need to improve to play at the level I want to play at." 

Granlund was the least productive among the young quartet made up of Charlie Coyle, Jason Zucker, Jonas Brodin and Granlund. 

The Finnish forward, who starred on the large sheet of ice in the international game, had trouble translating his playmaking game to the NHL's smaller rink. 

His decision-making wasn't fast enough, and it led to a disappointing season. 

"Obviously, you have more time over there," Granlund said of the international game. "Things just aren't happening as fast. My whole life it was that way. I came here and realized I don't have the time to do that." 

Granlund was drafted and seen as a future top-six center, perhaps replacing Matt Cullen, who signed with Nashville in the offseason. 

But Granlund mustered just two goals and six assists in 27 games and was sent back to the American Hockey League at the end of April and left in Houston during the Wild's first playoff appearance in five years. 

The 21-year-old spent the past two months skating and training, he said, getting an earlier start than usual to get prepped for training camp, where he's battling with Coyle for the second-line center spot. 

"I think the biggest (challenge) for me is the style of the game," Granlund said. "Just how I need to play here because of the size of the rink." 

Granlund has two seasons left on his contract, which has an annual $2.1 million cap hit. 

After a disappointing season in the abbreviated, post-lockout sprint last season, it has the feel of a make-or-break 

Mikael Granlund (Photo by Andy King/NHLI via Getty Images) 

season for Granlund. 

That's not the way Wild general manager Chuck Fletcher sees it. 

"I don't want to make it out as make-or-break season," Fletcher said. "He's still 21, a second-year pro. There's going to be ups and downs in the season, but he's determined to come in and show he can be an everyday player in NHL. We'll see. 

"If he needs more time in the AHL, then that's what we'll do. If he's ready to take a bigger role on the NHL roster, that's great too." 

Granlund has spent time centering various players during training camp as coach Mike Yeo tries to determine line combinations. 

Yeo said after the first practice that it looked like Granlund had gained a step. But he and Fletcher emphasized that they are going to give Granlund time to prove himself and wait to make a decision on where he'll open the season. 

"I'm going to give him a little bit of time here to get more comfortable and to grow and hopefully he starts flying," Yeo said. "And if he doesn't, then like I said, we're going to have some patience with him, too." 

If Granlund loses the battle with Coyle for the second-line center spot, coaches likely would try him on the wing, where he'd be competing for open spots on the second and third line. 

That process could be slow. 

"There may not be a definitive answer in two or three weeks," Fletcher said. "He may end up with Iowa for part of the year and Minnesota for part of the year. But it's too early to say it's a make-or-break year for him." 

Follow Chad Graff at Twitter.com/ChadGraff.

Wild head into season with expectations still high

By DAVE CAMPBELL AP Sports Writer

Posted:   09/13/2013 11:03:18 PM CDT | Updated:   5 days ago

The celebration over Minnesota's first-in-five-years playoff appearance was muffled, considering the buzz the Wild created before the season and the struggle they endured just to qualify. 

This time, another one and done is not an acceptable option. 

"The main one for me is that big, shiny goal that we all want, that the 29 other teams are talking about right now," coach Mike Yeo said after the first practice this week. "There's a way of getting there. What's really important for us to understand is if you want that to happen, you have to have a great season. If you want to have a great season, you have to have a great start. And if we want to have a great start, then it's pretty simple. 

"We better have a great training camp." 

What ought to help is that training camp will be held in its entirety this year, unlike the six-day whirlwind last January after the lockout ended and a 48-game schedule was patched together. Left wing Zach Parise and defenseman Ryan Suter, who signed identical 13-year, $98 million contracts, didn't disappoint the Wild or their fans in the shortened season. 

But many other players did. 

So the roster looks different, designed to add more depth, toughness and scoring to the forward lines and ideally help shape the Wild into the kind of team that can push deep into the postseason rather than wilt away early. 

"I guess winning it all makes the season a success," Parise said. "We have to keep progressing and keep moving forward and building on what we did last year. We can't keep using the excuse, 'We're young. We're young. We're young.' We have to start developing and making progress and winning now." 

Five of the top 13 scorers from last season are gone: forwards Matt Cullen, Devin Setoguchi, Pierre-Marc Bouchard, Cal Clutterbuck and defensemen Tom Gilbert. The new players are defenseman Keith Ballard, and forwards Matt Cooke and Nino Niederreiter. Goaltender Niklas Backstrom was re-signed, as was defenseman Jared Spuregon. 

Twenty-one-year-olds Charlie Coyle, Mikael Granlund and Jason Zucker will get another opportunity to stick with the team all season as reliable top-nine forwards. Defenseman Matt Dumba will have a chance to make the roster as a 19-year-old. 

Dany Heatley and Kyle Brodziak, back to full strength, will be in bounce-back mode. Jason Pominville, acquired for a hefty price from Buffalo before the trade deadline, will be around for a full 82-game season, assuming good health. The Wild could extend his contract to keep him as part of the core led by Parise, Suter, young defenseman Jonas Brodin and captain Mikko Koivu. 

"I think they've proven—with the signings they made a couple years ago and the additions they've made to the team—what they want to do going forward," Pominville said. "So I think it's nice to be a part of that group and help them out in the best way I can." 

Yeo wasted no time at the first practice trying to install some tweaks to his system, emphasizing longer puck possession, better passing and quicker rushes out of the defensive zone. Too often last season, the Wild reverted to a dump-and-chase game. 

"When we come out of our shell and play some good hockey, we're a tough team to beat," Pominville said. "Hopefully we can bring that on a more consistent basis." 

Losing in five games in the first round to eventual Stanley Cup-champion Chicago showed the Wild how far they were from the depth, speed and puck control that the Blackhawks used to become tops for the second time in four seasons. 

"It's almost like they had the puck 70 percent of the game and we had it 30," Parise said. "It's tough to win like that." 

Backstrom, who missed the playoffs with a sports hernia, will turn 36 in February. He smiled when asked if the style changes make him worried about facing more shots. 

"It's always easier for a team if you play with the puck more and if you can keep the puck more," Backstrom said. "It's going to be easier for everyone and a lot more fun than just chasing." 

Yeo's future is staked to this. With the money owner Craig Leipold has committed in recent years, and this hockey-smart market lacking a playoff series victory since 2003, the pressure to improve here is clear. So don't expect a risk-laden, wide-open game from this team every night, even with the attempt to develop a stronger attack. 

"We want to be a team that makes the playoffs," Yeo said. "The one thing that's important to understand is you can't just create off the rush every single time. 

"That's a surefire way to not make the playoffs if you start turning pucks over, night in and night out."

Charlie Coyle looked up during the Wild's first scrimmage of training camp Friday and saw Mikael Granlund. 

Off the ice, the pair of 21-year-olds are good friends. But during camp, they're competing for the open spot at center on the team's second line. They exchanged a quick look, nothing more. 

Their first test of the scrimmage -- a faceoff against the other. 

"I think it's fun," Granlund said of the competition. "We're really good friends with each other. Hopefully we can both play in the NHL and contribute for the organization." 

After two days on the ice, coach Mike Yeo gave favorable reviews for both players. 

Thursday, he said Granlund looked like he was skating better after summer workouts. 

Friday, Yeo said 

Mikael Granlund (Photo by Andy King/NHLI via Getty Images) 

he was impressed with Coyle's ability to move from the wing, which he played all of last season, to center. 

"What I like," Yeo said, "is we all know how good he is from the top of the circles and down, but I think he's a guy that's gained a step and looked quicker, and he's showing that he's got the ability to play a big ice game, too. And I think that's a real important thing for him if he's going to play that center position -- you need somebody that's going to carry the puck, you need somebody who can work his way into the open ice and then distribute it from there, and he's so far shown that ability."

Minnesota Wild: Brodziak-Cooke-Mitchell line looks good

By Chad Graff

cgraff@pioneerpress.com

Posted:   09/13/2013 12:01:00 AM CDT | Updated:   6 days ago

Matt Cooke (Photo by Andy King/NHLI via Getty Images) 

As Wild coach Mike Yeo searches for a winger to play alongside Kyle Brodziak and Matt Cooke, the duo has been skating with Torrey Mitchell. 

During the camp's first scrimmage Friday, the three looked comfortable together. 

Brodziak and Mitchell each scored a goal, the only two goals scored by their team. 

"That's a good sign," Yeo said. "They played really well. I think Brodziak's really moving well and Mitchell and Brodziak have played some significant time together, and they have that chemistry already, but it looks like Cookie's been able to fit right in with those two." 

After the first two days of training camp, one thing about Cooke has stuck out to Brodziak -- his speed. 

Cooke was one of the fastest skaters during Friday's scrimmage and helped set up the line's two goals. 

"That was the first thing I noticed," Brodziak said of Cooke's speed. "He's a very underrated skater because he can fly up and down the ice. As a centerman, that's good to have because the speed creates a lot of space for you."

Minnesota Wild: Keith Ballard adjusting to new system

By Chad Graff

cgraff@pioneerpress.com

Posted:   09/13/2013 12:01:00 AM CDT

Updated:   09/13/2013 09:19:31 PM CDT

Keith Ballard (Photo by Andy King/NHLI via Getty Images) 

The Wild signed veteran defenseman Keith Ballard partly to work with the team's young blue line. 

Three players younger than 24 -- Marco Scandella, 23; Jared Spurgeon, 23; and Jonas Brodin, 20 -- will skate regularly for the Wild, while 19-year-old Mathew Dumba battles for a roster spot. 

But for now, Ballard, 30, is focused on himself as he adjusts to the Wild's system. 

"There's just some things I haven't done in the past," the Baudette, Minn., native and former Minnesota Gopher said. "I think the basic principles are fairly similar. For me, it's just specific stuff with puck retrieval, which we do a little differently than I did in the past. But the basic fundamentals of trying to possess the puck a little bit more are straightforward."

Minnesota Wild: Nido Niederreiter battling for roster spot

By Chad Graff

cgraff@pioneerpress.com

Posted:   09/13/2013 12:01:00 AM CDT | Updated:   6 days ago

Nino Niederreiter (Photo by Andy King/NHLI via Getty Images) 

It's a big training camp for Nino Niederreiter as he tries to show he deserves a roster spot with the Wild after the team acquired him in the trade that sent Cal Clutterbuck to the New York Islanders. 

The former No. 5 overall pick is battling for one of the two open roster spots on the wing. 

"I like the fact that he's a big man and plays a big man's game," coach Mike Yeo said. "He goes to the net really well, competes real well. I probably would have liked to see him get a few more puck touches today, but overall, there's a lot of things in his game that I've liked."

Minnesota Wild: Lines will depend on which young forwards earn jobs

By Chad Graff

cgraff@pioneerpress.com

Posted:   09/13/2013 12:01:00 AM CDT | Updated:   6 days ago
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Minnesota Wild players, from left, Marco Scandella, Matthew Dumba, Zach Parise and Jason Pominville skate during the opening day of the team's training camp at Ridder Arena in Minneapolis, Thursday, Sept. 12, 2013. (Pioneer Press: Chris Polydoroff)

Minnesota Wild players, from left, Marco Scandella, Matthew Dumba, Zach Parise and Jason Pominville skate during the opening day of the team's training camp at Ridder Arena in Minneapolis, Thursday, Sept. 12, 2013. (Pioneer Press: Chris Polydoroff)

Head coach Mike Yeo talks to players during the opening day of Minnesota Wild training camp at Ridder Arena on the University of Minnesota campus. (Pioneer Press: Chris Polydoroff)

Erik Haula, right, speaks with teammate Stephane Veilleux while warming up Thursday. (Pioneer Press: Chris Polydoroff)

Marco Scandella listens to head coach Mike Yeo on the opening day of Wild training camp. (Pioneer Press: Chris Polydoroff)

Mikko Koivu, front, slips to the ice but retains control of the puck while defended by Tyler Graovac. (Pioneer Press: Chris Polydoroff)

‹›

Since Mike Yeo has been coach of the Wild, the team has used training camp to build chemistry on relatively stable lines. 

That's changing this season. 

For his third training camp in Minnesota, Yeo is holding tryouts for three open forward spots. The lines will be in flux until the coach finds what he's looking for, specifically a second-line center and right wings for the second and third lines to replace free-agent departures Matt Cullen, Devin Setoguchi and Pierre-Marc Bouchard. 

The first priority is finding the second-line center. 

"It's crucial; it's a huge role on our team," Yeo said. "We're talking about a line that's certainly going to see action against top lines and top defensive pairings, and a line that we're going to need to contribute offensively. If you're going to have any kind of success, then certainly you're going to need your big guys going." 

Charlie Coyle, Jason Zucker and Mikael Granlund are the front-runners, with Nino Niederreiter, Justin Fontaine and Erik Haula pushing them. It's still unclear which roles any of the favorites might play. 

Coyle and Granlund opened the first on-ice day of training camp Thursday at Ridder Arena on separate lines so each could play center. Each has experience on the wing, though, and whoever doesn't win that second-line job will compete with Zucker and the others for the wing spots. 

After playing together in the American Hockey League during the lockout, Coyle worked his way onto the first line with Zach Parise and Mikko Koivu; Granlund got a few call-ups but spent most of his time in Houston. 

"They're two players with two different identities, and if they both do well there then it gives us the ability to maybe adjust from game to game based on needs for that game," Yeo said. "These are the questions that have to be answered. We'll give them the chance and surround them with the right kind of guys and see how it plays out." 

Zucker, who skated on the wing with Coyle on Thursday, is the most likely candidate to be a second-line winger. But if Granlund captures the center spot, Zucker would have to compete with his good friend Coyle for the role. 

"He can do everything and be good at it," Zucker said of Coyle. "But if it comes down to it, I'll battle with Charlie Coyle all day if the spot that I want is the spot that he wants. That's just the way it works. Just because we battle on the ice doesn't mean that we're going to battle off the ice." 

Yeo said he'll keep the same lines for a scrimmage Friday. 

Fontaine played on the wing Thursday on the other side of Coyle, while Niederreiter played on Granlund's wing. 

Up front, Koivu centered Parise and Jason Pominville, a line that yielded many scoring chances after Pominville was acquired April 3. 

"I like playing with Pominville a lot," Parise said. "He's a really good playmaker -- and scorer, too. He can finish. So if that happens to be the line, I think we'll do really well together." 

Follow Chad Graff at Twitter.com/ChadGraff.

Only in Minnesota: Wild's Parise expecting twins

The Associated Press

Posted:   09/12/2013 04:17:53 PM CDT

MINNEAPOLIS—Minnesota is expecting another set of twins. 

These will be a baby boy and girl for Wild star Zach Parise. He and his wife, Alisha, are expecting in January. 

Parise confirmed the news Thursday, the first day of training camp for the team. Parise will not be the first native Twin Cities athlete to have twins. His baseball counterpart, Joe Mauer, welcomed twin girls in July to match the name of his employer, the Twins. 

Parise says the revelation was a "shock" at first, but he and his wife believe this is "the best of both worlds" to have one of each gender. 

After signing a 13-year, $98 million contract with the Wild last summer, Parise is entering his second season with the team.

Minnesota Wild wing Dany Heatley healthy, slimmer

By Chad Graff

cgraff@pioneerpress.com

Posted:   09/12/2013 12:01:00 AM CDT | Updated:   7 days ago

Minnesota Wild right wing Dany Heatley is fully recovered from a shoulder injury that caused him to miss the last month of the season and the playoffs. (Pioneer Press file photo: Chris Polydoroff) 

Coach Mike Yeo said Dany Heatley, fully recovered from a shoulder injury that caused him to miss the last month of the regular season and playoffs, impressed the staff on the first on-ice day of training camp Thursday at Ridder Arena. 

Heatley showed up looking slimmer and faster. 

"I thought he was moving really well," Yeo said. "I noticed that right when he came into town, seeing him off the ice and seeing the work that he's put in this summer, but most importantly seeing him on the ice. 

"I don't think you have to look too hard to realize he's gained a step, at least. He's moving really well out there, so I'm excited." 

Heatley said the shoulder injury gave him a head start in preparing for training camp because he was consistently doing rehab workouts. Because of that, the former 50-goal scorer has a few goals in mind. 

"I do have ideas, personally," Heatley said. "A lot more (goals) than I had the last two years, let's put it that way." 

BRIEFLY 

For some Wild players, being back at Ridder Arena brought back memories to last fall, just not good ones. Several Wild players skated at the U while the NHL was in the midst of its lockout last fall and into the winter. "I got some flashbacks," Zach Parise said.

Minnesota Wild: Some introductions are in order

By Chad Graff

cgraff@pioneerpress.com

Posted:   09/12/2013 12:01:00 AM CDT | Updated:   7 days ago
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Minnesota Wild players, from left, Marco Scandella, Matthew Dumba, Zach Parise and Jason Pominville skate during the opening day of the team's training camp at Ridder Arena in Minneapolis, Thursday, Sept. 12, 2013. (Pioneer Press: Chris Polydoroff)

Minnesota Wild players, from left, Marco Scandella, Matthew Dumba, Zach Parise and Jason Pominville skate during the opening day of the team's training camp at Ridder Arena in Minneapolis, Thursday, Sept. 12, 2013. (Pioneer Press: Chris Polydoroff)

Head coach Mike Yeo talks to players during the opening day of Minnesota Wild training camp at Ridder Arena on the University of Minnesota campus. (Pioneer Press: Chris Polydoroff)

Erik Haula, right, speaks with teammate Stephane Veilleux while warming up Thursday. (Pioneer Press: Chris Polydoroff)

Marco Scandella listens to head coach Mike Yeo on the opening day of Wild training camp. (Pioneer Press: Chris Polydoroff)

Mikko Koivu, front, slips to the ice but retains control of the puck while defended by Tyler Graovac. (Pioneer Press: Chris Polydoroff)
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Jason Pominville shoots the puck at the Minnesota Wild's training camp Thursday. (Pioneer Press: Chris Polydoroff) 

Thursday was the first official day on the ice as Wild players for several players, most notably Matt Cooke, Keith Ballard and Nino Niederreiter. 

It also marked Jason Pominville's first NHL training camp with a team other than Buffalo. 

"It's all new for me for the first time, a new training camp and everything," Pominville said. "So I'll be focused in and dialed in on everything we need to know -- new systems and stuff like that, because I want to know everything right off the bat. I'm excited about it." 

Pominville, a trade deadline acquisition last April, is battling for a spot on the first line. Cooke will be playing on the third line. Ballard, the most experienced player on a relatively young blue line, is battling for ice time. 

Niederreiter is fighting for a spot on the wing, perhaps opposite Cooke, after the Wild acquired him in the trade that sent Cal Clutterbuck to the New York Islanders. 

"He wants to learn and he's very positive every day, and it's good to be around guys like that," center Mikko Koivu said of Niederreiter. "He's full of energy on the ice, and he's a very good skater."

Minnesota Wild rush into new system

By Chad Graff

cgraff@pioneerpress.com
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Minnesota Wild players, from left, Marco Scandella, Matthew Dumba, Zach Parise and Jason Pominville skate during the opening day of the team's training camp at Ridder Arena in Minneapolis, Thursday, Sept. 12, 2013. (Pioneer Press: Chris Polydoroff)

Head coach Mike Yeo talks to players during the opening day of Minnesota Wild training camp at Ridder Arena on the University of Minnesota campus. (Pioneer Press: Chris Polydoroff)

Erik Haula, right, speaks with teammate Stephane Veilleux while warming up Thursday. (Pioneer Press: Chris Polydoroff)

Marco Scandella listens to head coach Mike Yeo on the opening day of Wild training camp. (Pioneer Press: Chris Polydoroff)

Mikko Koivu, front, slips to the ice but retains control of the puck while defended by Tyler Graovac. (Pioneer Press: Chris Polydoroff)

‹›

The Wild's first drill of training camp centered around players skating through the neutral zone with the puck, an exercise that emphasized the team's new focus on puck possession. 

Before taking the ice Thursday at Ridder Arena, coach Mike Yeo unveiled the new system using a video presentation. 

To utilize skill that wasn't available when he took over as coach in 2011, Yeo wants his transition game to less about dumping the puck and more about bringing it across the red line. 

"We've talked a lot about this already, but we want to be a better team off the rush," Yeo said. "We want to create more off the rush." 

Yeo believes players such as Jason Pominville and Jason Zucker -- "guys who weren't on the team at the start of last season" -- will be able to use their speed and skill to enter the offensive zone rather than rely on dumping the puck deep. 

But might the new system be troublesome to players like Mikko Koivu, who's been a part of a dump-and-chase team since entering the NHL? 

"I don't thik so," the Wild's captain said."Obviously we have three weeks skating, and that's where you learn stuff in practice, and then you go to the games -- and that's when it starts to come out automatically. So I don't see that as a problem. 

"To be honest, obviously you have to be responsible with the puck, but I think a lot of players like it. I don't think it's going to be a problem at all." 

As the first of the day's three groups took the ice, Yeo explained the day's first drill. While the team tries to determine rosters and lines, it will also look at which players can excel in the new system. 

Zach Parise said the new focus is as much on puck possession to prevent chasing against more skilled teams as it is about giving skilled players more freedom to make plays. 

"I think if we can hold onto the puck a little more that will help us a lot," Parise said. "I felt like (in the playoffs) against Chicago we were chasing the puck. It's almost like they had the puck 70 percent of the game and we had it 30. It's tough to win like that, so that's something we talked about in the meetings right away this morning. 

"Some things that we practice out there are to try to be a better rush team, to try to get things opened up a little bit more. That takes time. That's not going to be a first-game thing." 

Follow Chad Graff at Twitter.com/ChadGraff.

Wild's Jason Zucker: To reach his goals, he must forget his biggest goal
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Minnesota Wild's Jason Zucker during warm ups before the Minnesota Wild played the Chicago Blackhawks in Game 2 of the Western Conference quarterfinals at United Center in Chicago on Friday, May 3, 2013. Minnesota lost 5-2. (Pioneer Press: Ben Garvin) 

From Suite 51 on the second level of the Xcel Energy Center, Jason Zucker can point to the scene of his biggest goal. It was probably the biggest goal of the Wild's 2013 season. 

"Right down there," Zucker said Wednesday. 

Zucker, the 21-year-old who in May scored the overtime game-winner in the first playoff game at the X in five years, can still see himself turning in front of the net and firing a shot from a tough angle that snuck past Chicago Blackhawks goalie Corey Crawford, giving the Wild their only victory in the first-round series. 

Zucker pointed to the glass in front of Section 105, into which he leaped after scoring the goal, and smiled. 

"It is nice to have that in the memory bank," he said. "But at the same time, it's merely a memory now. (It's not) going to help me make the team this year. And in no way is it going to make my career what I want it to be." 

So he has to put it behind him. 

Zucker said it's the only way he can accomplish his goal of making the team and becoming a regular contributor for the Wild after a flashy-but-inconsistent season in 2013. 

It's part of the plan he mapped out last week when he arrived in Minnesota from his parents' home in Las Vegas. 

Before each of the past six hockey seasons, Zucker has discussed his goals for the season with his father, Scott, who helps him organize short-term, midrange and long-term goals. It's a big part of Zucker's mental preparation for camp this week. 

"Having a clear goal in mind is the only way you can actually reach something, in my opinion," he said. "If you set out and say, 'Oh, it'd be nice to do this one day,' you're not going to ever do what you want to do. So for me, I have a clear goal in mind all the time to ensure that I keep my sights set to the right direction, and I'm always going forward and working toward those goals." 

For now, he's not interested in sharing long-term goals. He said he's focused on his short-term goal -- making the Wild's 23-player 

Minnesota Wild left wing Jason Zucker skates over the top of Chicago Blackhawks goalie Corey Crawford in the first period as the Minnesota Wild play the Chicago Blackhawks in game one of a Western Conference quarterfinal game of the 2013 Stanly Cup playoffs at United Center in Chicago on Tuesday, April 30, 2013. (Pioneer Press: Ben Garvin) 

active roster. He is one of several young players competing for a spot on the wing, and his future looks bright. 

He is one of the Wild's flashiest players up front, with the speed to zip through the neutral zone, one of the reasons coach Mike Yeo is putting an emphasis on puck possession this season. And he has the ability to find the back of the net, which he showed in Game 3 of the playoff series against the Blackhawks. 

He's also not afraid to be physical, which he showed with a big playoff hit on Brent Seabrook. Well-spoken and confident -- almost cocky -- he nevertheless battles periods of inconsistency. 

Last season, Zucker showed glimpses of what made him one of the Wild's top prospects. But there were too many games during which it was hard to even notice him. That's the biggest reason he played 55 games with the team's American Hockey League affiliate in Houston. 

"The big thing is consistency with every young player," Wild general manager Chuck Fletcher said. "It's about playing well every day and not having big swings. Clearly, he has speed and high-end offensive talent. There are some defensive parts to his game, and managing the puck better in some areas that has to improve." 

That starts with Zucker putting last season -- the successes and failures -- behind him. Even if a certain success might be difficult to forget. 

"I'm not going to forget it, ever," he said of his playoff goal. "But I know that goal is not going to get me on the team this year." 

Follow Chad Graff at twitter.com/ChadGraff.

Minnesota Wild: Dave Steckel gives team option, example
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Dave Steckel (Photo by Bruce Bennett/Getty Images) 

The Wild are giving veteran center Dave Steckel, signed to a tryout Monday, a chance to show he can still play in the NHL. 

Steckel, 31, has developed a reputation as a faceoff guru. The Wild have an opening for a second-line center and are giving players without much NHL experience a long look. 

"That's not to say he's going to be our No. 2 centerman, but he might provide the support for somebody else to fill that position," coach Mike Yeo said. 

So Steckel could play a role in working with young players like Mikael Granlund and Charlie Coyle, who are vying for that No. 2 center spot. 

"It helps to have more possibilities to answer those questions," Yeo said. 

Dumba shines 

Upon returning from a rookie tournament in Traverse City, Mich., Fletcher said three players stood out. 

Fletcher said 2012 first-round draft pick Mathew Dumba was "by far the best prospect and best player" at the tournament. Dumba is vying for a lue line spot with the Wild. If he doesn't make the team, he'll have to return to juniors. 

Fletcher said Kurtis Gabriel was the team's best forward. Gabriel enters camp trying to earn a spot on the AHL Iowa Wild. If he can't, he'll be sent back to his junior team. 

In goal, Fletcher said he was impressed with Johan Gustafsson, who likely will battle Darcy Kuemper for playing time with Iowa. 

Briefly 

The only players expected to miss the on-ice start of training camp Thursday are Mike Rupp and Brett Bulmer, both out with knee injuries. General manager Chuck Fletcher said Rupp likely won't appear in any of the team's six preseason games. Bulmer could be back on the ice in time for the last three.

Minnesota Wild: 5 players to watch in training camp

By Chad Graff

cgraff@pioneerpress.com

Posted:   09/11/2013 12:01:00 AM CDT | Updated:   8 days ago

Wild training camp kicked off Wednesday as players took part in workouts and physicals. On Thursday, they'll hit the ice. Here are five players to watch leading up to the Oct. 3 season opener at the Xcel Energy Center against Los Angeles. 

Mathew Dumba: The 19-year-old defenseman is the youngest skater invited to training camp. The 2012 first-round pick is ineligible for the American Hockey League, so he'll either join the Wild this season or be sent back to juniors. 

Mikael Granlund: It's an important training camp for the Wild's 2010 first-round pick. Much hyped before the start of last season, he failed to show he's an everyday NHL player. With spots open at center and on the wing, can he finally make that jump? 

Jason Zucker: The electric winger has shown glimpses of becoming a regular top-six forward in the NHL. Now, it's time to see if he can turn those glimpses into a consistent game. He's likely the favorite to capture an open wing spot on the third line. 

Nino Niederreiter: Another former first-round pick tries to make his mark in the NHL. His time with the Islanders went poorly, but can a change of scenery help the winger who was acquired in the trade that sent Cal Clutterbuck to New York? 

Charlie Coyle: Of the team's young players, only Coyle and Jonas Brodin can be penciled in for roster spots. Coyle will be vying for the No. 2 center spot but could slide down to the wing on the third line if he fails to impress in camp.

Minnesota Wild have better skaters, and now a system that fits them

By Chad Graff

cgraff@pioneerpress.com

Posted:   09/10/2013 12:01:00 AM CDT | Updated:   8 days ago

When the Wild acquired wing Zach Parise, right, and defenseman Ryan Suter -- as well as center Jason Pominville -- they outgrew an offensive system that was tailored to the grinders Mike Yeo inherited in 2012. (Photo by Christian Petersen/Getty Images) 

Minnesota right wing Jason Pominville celebrates with defenseman Ryan Suter, left, after scoring against the Columbus Blue Jackets during an April 13 game at the Xcel Energy Center in St. Paul. (AP Photo/Ann Heisenfelt) 

Mike Yeo and his coaching staff, self-proclaimed students of the game, had a lot of time this summer to watch video of the Wild's shortened season. 

Yes, they said, they saw some good things from a team that reached the NHL playoffs for the first time in five years. But they also saw something they didn't like: 

An offense that ultimately wasn't good enough. 

A big reason for that, they decided, was that the system in place didn't suit the squad, especially after the late addition of smooth skater Jason Pominville. They needed something new. 

So Yeo spent time with his staff the past few months creating a new system to take advantage of the Wild's skill set. 

When Yeo came to the Wild, as he put it, "we had more of a grinders-type team." Since then, they've added skilled players such as Pominville, Zach Parise and Ryan Suter, and youngsters Charlie Coyle and Jason Zucker have emerged. 

Players were faster and more dynamic. And Yeo needed a system built for that. 

So as training camp kicks off Thursday with the first official practice at Ridder Arena, Wild coaches will introduce a new system -- with "tweaks," as Yeo put it -- that places more of an emphasis on puck possession and rushes through the neutral zone. 

"That's a big area where we can improve and grow as a team," Yeo said. "We have to become a better team off the rush, and we think the adjustments we've brought in are going to give us a better chance to attack off the rush and create off the rush." 

That means the team will be less inclined to dump the puck deep, especially for the lines with the skill and speed to skate into the offensive zone. 

It's a system built specifically for the Wild's current roster, Yeo said. 

He spent time this summer watching video of other NHL teams, including of the organization he used to work for -- the Pittsburgh Penguins, another highly skilled team. He took pieces of those systems to create the one the Wild will use. But the key was keeping it molded around the Wild's roster. 

"It's important that you model it toward your own group," Yeo said. "We have to create an identity and a game plan that's unique to us. And with that means you might take a piece from one team and a piece from another and maybe a couple pieces from one team, but pretty much if you want to be successful then it has to be geared specifically toward your group." 

In addition to the added skill, the Wild have added offensive playmakers at the blue line since Yeo's arrival in 2011. 

As he watched video this summer, he noticed the defensemen were getting up the ice quickly and in position to make plays. But the previous system kept the defensemen from being as involved as Yeo felt they could have been. 

"Because of that, (the skill) is a non-factor," Yeo said. "So I think it's going to help us take that first step and turn it into something bigger now." 

After the 2011-12 season, Yeo spent much of his offseason brainstorming ways to improve the defense, which he said paid off last season. This summer, he focused on the offense. 

"It's not about playing like anybody else," Yeo said. "It's about playing our game -- and doing it better than anybody else." 

Follow Chad Graff at twitter.com/ChadGraff.

Minnesota Wild: Recuperating Mike Rupp will go easy in preseason
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Minnesota Wild left wing Mike Rupp crawls back to the bench after he lost one of the blades in his skates during game one of a Western Conference quarterfinal game of the 2013 Stanley Cup playoffs at United Center in Chicago on Tuesday, April 30, 2013. Chicago won 2-1 in OT. (Pioneer Press: Ben Garvin) 

Wild general manager Chuck Fletcher said veteran forward Mike Rupp probably won't play in any of the team's six preseason games as he works his way back from knee surgery to repair a torn meniscus. 

Rupp skated with strength and conditioning coach Kirk Olson after the Wild's informal practice Tuesday at the Xcel Energy Center, working to strengthen his legs. 

"He hasn't been able to do a ton of training," Fletcher said, "so right now it's about building leg strength. He's definitely not going to be a part of our regular practice routine early in camp." 

Steckel trying out 

The Wild signed veteran center David Steckel to a pro tryout. The 31-year-old is a faceoff specialist brought in at a time when the Wild have questions 

Mike Rupp (Photo by Bruce Kluckhohn/NHLI via Getty Images) 

over who will play center on the second line. 

"There's a reason why he's here," Yeo said. "Certainly we do have question marks at the center position." 

Brunette helping out 

Andrew Brunette, No. 2 for the Wild in career power-play goals, has been brought on to the coaching staff by Yeo as a consultant to help the team with the man advantage. 

"I think that that's going to be very valuable to us with his experience and his ability to relate to the players," Yeo said.

Minnesota Wild: For young players, it's all about the first impression

By Chad Graff

cgraff@pioneerpress.com

Posted:   09/08/2013 12:01:00 AM CDT | Updated:   11 days ago

Jason Zucker (Photo by Bruce Kluckhohn/NHLI via Getty Images) 

Preseason in the NHL lasts about three weeks this year. But for many of the Wild's younger players, a much shorter window of time will control their destiny. 

Five days. 

That's how long bubble players will have to prove they deserve to be on the ice in the Wild's six preseason games this fall. 

Players report for the start of training camp Wednesday and take the ice for the first time Thursday, giving them five days of practice before the first exhibition game Sept. 17 at home against Columbus. 

"Those five days are very important for the young guys in particular," Wild general manager Chuck Fletcher said. "Based on their performance early in camp, that will determine a large part of who gets in games. At the same time, 

Mikael Granlund (Photo by Jeff Vinnick/NHLI via Getty Images) 

we'll be trying to balance ice time for others who need to be ready for (the season opener against) Los Angeles" on Oct. 3. 

Fletcher said he doesn't anticipate bringing in any more veterans for tryouts. Instead, he wants to give the young players every opportunity to make the team out of camp. 

After impressive seasons last year, Charlie Coyle, 21, and Jonas Brodin, 20, have earned their spots on the 2013-14 roster. The other young prospects are going to have to show the Wild what they can do. 

Forwards Jason Zucker and Mikael Granlund will get extensive looks. They figure to have the best chances among the youngsters to make the team, but inconsistency held both back last season. 

Nino Niederreiter, 20, acquired at the NHL draft in the trade that sent Cal Clutterbuck to the New York Islanders, will have to fight for a spot on the team. So will former Gopher Erik Haula, 22; Raphael Bussieres, 19; and former Minnesota-Duluth star Justin Fontaine, 25. 

They all will see time in preseason games. How much could be determined in the first few practices. 

"The first five days are obviously very critical for young guys to come in and make an impression," Fletcher said. "Last year (after the lockout), it was like cramming for 

Nino Niederreiter (Photo by Mike Stobe/NHLI via Getty Images) 

a final exam. We had basically five days of camp to introduce our system and try to get lines and work on specialty teams. In five days, that's very difficult to do, particularly for new players." 

The defense already has six players on one-way contracts, and Brodin is a lock to make the team despite his two-way deal. That leaves little room on the blue line. 

Much of the attention there will be on 2012 first-round pick Mathew Dumba, who has impressed with the Red Deer Rebels of the Western Hockey League. But the 19-year-old Canadian still isn't eligible to play for the Wild's American Hockey League team, meaning he has to make the Wild outright by the 10th game or be sent back to play in the WHL for another season. 

Fletcher said there 

Mathew Dumba (Pioneer Press file photo: Richard Marshall) 

is a chance Dumba, or any of the other youngsters, could make the team with a good preseason performance. 

"Absolutely. And there's a bunch of them," Fletcher said of the young prospects. "There's going to be a lot of competition. We're in the spot in the development of our team where we're going to reward players that deserve to be rewarded." 

Follow Chad Graff at twitter.com/ChadGraff.

Matt Dumba gets another chance to stick with Wild

 Article by: RACHEL BLOUNT , Star Tribune 

 Updated: September 19, 2013 - 8:39 AM

Matt Dumba realizes that being sent back to juniors last season has him better positioned to make the Wild roster.
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Patience never has been Matt Dumba’s strong suit. Last winter, when he was sent back to his junior team after starting the season on the Wild roster, he was brokenhearted that his NHL dream would be delayed — even though he was only 18 years old.

The young defenseman soon realized the virtue of slowing down a little, which has put him in position to stick in St. Paul this time around. He remains a swift and nimble skater who can ignite an offense with his passing ability and his booming shot. A third year of seasoning with Red Deer of the Western Hockey League helped teach him when to temper his natural aggressiveness, adding a layer of maturity to his promising game.

In hindsight, Dumba said, he understands his return to Red Deer was a necessary step in his development. As he continues to learn the value of patience, the Wild’s 2012 first-round draft pick also wants to charge full speed ahead into the NHL, which is just the approach the Wild wants to see.

“I’m in a stage of my career where I want to move on,’’ said Dumba, who registered four shots and three hits in 22 minutes, 37 seconds of ice time in Tuesday’s preseason loss to Columbus. “Making it here is definitely where my heart is at.

“It was disappointing last year, to be that close and to see it right in front of you. At the same time, patience is key. I figured that out. And I’m a better player because of it.’’

As much as Wild coach Mike Yeo appreciates that, he does not want to dampen Dumba’s full-throttle personality. A fast, powerful skater who is eager to jump into the offense, Dumba can move the puck, pass and shoot with equal skill. At 6 feet and 181 pounds, Dumba — who turned 19 less than two months ago — also has become known for fearsome open-ice hits.

Last season, Dumba logged 16 goals and 26 assists in 62 games with Red Deer. At a tournament for prospects in Traverse City, Mich., earlier this month, he demonstrated a more conservative game. Yeo’s message to him during camp has been to seek the proper balance between his aggressive instincts and maintaining sound defense, without worrying about making mistakes.

“In Traverse City, he played very safe and very responsible, which is something that has been preached on,’’ Yeo said. “A young kid, sometimes you have to take a little of the high-risk game out of them. But what we talked to him about at camp was, you’re not going to make our team by just playing safe and responsible.

“We need him to get up to the line but not cross it as far as bringing some of the things he has that we could use on this team. What we’re looking for is how close can he get to that line, how much can he contribute on the offensive side of things, but at the same time make sure [he’s] not a liability out there.’’

Last winter, the Wild kept Dumba around for the first eight days of the abbreviated season; though he did not play, the team wanted to give him a preview of both the thrill and the grind of the NHL. If he is to move up this season, it must be with the Wild.

An agreement between the NHL and the Canadian Hockey League prohibits players younger than 20 from playing in the minors, meaning Dumba cannot be assigned to the Wild’s AHL affiliate in Iowa. Even if the Wild chooses to return him to Red Deer, he can play up to nine games with the Wild this season without losing a year of his contract.

A self-described student of the game, Dumba said he learned much last season from former NHL coach Brent Sutter, who took the helm at Red Deer last November. Wild assistant general manager Brent Flahr said Dumba has improved his ability to read the play and position himself properly on defense. Despite his youth, he noted, Dumba has shown the confidence to assert himself and the intelligence to learn from his experiences.

“So far, he’s tested very well,’’ Flahr said. “We’ll see how he handles [preseason games] and if he’s ready to go.’’

In one sense, Dumba feels he is beyond ready. But as someone who now understands the importance of being patient, he has faith that his career will blossom in due time.

“I’m starting to feel more relaxed on the ice, just believing in my instincts,’’ he said. “I have the skill level; I’ve just got to keep working hard, battling and learning something new every day. Basically, I’ve just got to be me and play my game.’’
Matt Dumba, the Wild’s 2012 first-round draft pick, is in his second training camp with the team and is working to earn a roster spot. “I’m in a stage of my career where I want to move on [from junior hockey],’’ he said. “Making it here is definitely where my heart is at.’’

JOELKOYAMA • joel koyama@startribune
Wild loses 3-1 to Columbus in preseason opener; Zucker tweaks groin

Posted by: Michael Russo under Wild game coverage, Wild training camp  Updated: September 17, 2013 - 10:38 PM  
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Not the prettiest of games tonight, but that was to be expected in the Wild’s exhibition opener against the Columbus Blue Jackets – and far from Columbus’ A squad.

But coach Mike Yeo said it was clear the Jackets had played a few exhibition games and the Wild was still in “scrimmage mode.” He said Columbus was at a different speed and battle level than the Wild and it took Minnesota “about 58 minutes to really get up to game mode.”

The big news of the night is left wing Jason Zucker tweaked his groin on what Yeo thought was the youngster’s first shift. He tried to battle through it, but he left the game at the 7:50 mark of the second.

Yeo hopes it isn’t serious and there’s lots of time and camp left, so they didn’t want him to hurt it more.

If it is something that lingers, that really opens the door for Nino Niederreiter, 21, who scored a goal tonight, had three shots and was a constant presence. What I like is he goes to the net and parks himself there. So many go there and then continue by.

Yeo said he’d argue that Niederreiter, who I feature in Wednesday’s Star Tribune, was “probably our best forward tonight. I liked that he was making plays and I like that he was going to the net, but some guys go to the net and then vacate quickly and he has a presence in front of the net.”

In the third, he was always there and just couldn’t smack the puck home.

But Yeo said, “We have to take our time with Nino for sure because there are some other parts of his game we have to coach him through.” Yeo said, “what he did with the puck, he was strong,” so Yeo is clearly indicating the areas are away from the puck and the structure inside the Wild’s system.

Yeo said Charlie Coyle and Mikael Granlund had moments of good and bad, but Coyle made plays and Yeo loved Granlund’s elevation of his game in the third. He pointed to his speed, assertiveness and “compete.”

Granlund definitely looked more comfortable than I’ve seen him and Coyle said, “he’s definitely gained a step.” With Zucker’s injury, Granlund and Coyle each skated wing and center and sometimes with Niederreiter.

The defensemen, there was good and bad. Yeo said you could just tell early there was slow decision making, slow decisions to move the puck, which is natural in a first game.

Matt Dumba had four shots but said he was jittery early. He and Keith Ballard were a pair, and there was good and bad, like the Mark Letestu breakaway goal. That was theme of the night for many – good and bad.

Marco Scandella, some good, some bad. Brian Connelly had a tough go at times.

Justin Fontaine and Jon Blum were minus-2s. Fontaine was robbed twice. Niklas Backstrom gave up three goals on 10 shots in half the game. As planned, Darcy Kuemper came in midway and stopped seven of seven shots.

“First exhibition game, and it was blatant that it was,” Yeo said. “We gave up more odd-man rushes tonight than I hope we give up in the first month of the season.”

Again, I wouldn’t make too much of this. I saw a lot of good from Coyle, Granlund, Niederreiter and Dumba, and those are the guys to really focus on in these six exhibition games. The Wild's heavy hitters weren't playing either.

I will be on XM Home Ice radio Wednesday morning at 9:45 a.m. CT. As part of the new CBA, there are mandatory days off in training camp. The first is Wednesday, so barring news, no blog as I get that daily 60-second video up and running.

The Wild plays in Winnipeg on Thursday. It’ll skate here in the morning and then fly there, so unless we get the lineup Wednesday, I’ll let you know after Thursday’s skate. I will be at the game in Winnipeg, so with no TV, follow along on Twitter.
Niederreiter has talent to make Wild roster, but no guarantee

 Article by: MICHAEL RUSSO , Star Tribune 

 Updated: September 18, 2013 - 6:25 AM

Nino Niederreiter, acquired in the Cal Clutterbuck trade, has plenty of talent — and competition for a Wild spot.
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Minnesota Wild defenseman Keith Ballard (2) hit Columbus Blue Jackets right wing Jack Skille (5) on the glass in the second period
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Mike Johnston didn’t want to waste a pick in the Canadian Hockey League import draft if Nino Niederreiter wasn’t serious. Playing major juniors had not been a traditional move for Swiss hockey players.

“I phoned Nino and said, ‘Are you sure this is what you want to do? You want to come to North America at 17 years old?’ ” Johnston, the coach and general manager of the Western Hockey League’s Portland Winterhawks, said. “He said, ‘I want to be a pro hockey player and I know I have to move away to make that step.’

“Nino was focused and knew exactly what he wanted to do.”

Niederreiter led Portland with 36 goals that first season and was taken fifth overall by the New York Islanders in the 2010 NHL draft.

Three years later, Niederreiter is 21 and now a member of the Wild. The highest-drafted Swiss player ever was acquired for Cal Clutterbuck and a draft pick in June after things soured on Long Island and Niederreiter asked to be traded.

“El Niño” is one of a handful of promising Wild youngsters vying for a roster spot. That includes two other 2010 first-round picks, Mikael Granlund and Charlie Coyle, and 2010 second-round pick Jason Zucker.

The Wild believes Niederreiter has all the makings of a power winger. He’s 6-2, skilled and can skate. And coach Mike Yeo calls his shot “silly hard.”

“He just screams NHL player,” Yeo said of Niederreiter, who scored a goal, had three shots and “was probably our best forward” during a 3-1 loss Tuesday night in Minnesota’s preseason opener against Columbus.

The Islanders kept Niederreiter for nine games in 2010 before returning him to Portland. He led the Winterhawks with 41 goals and scored an additional nine in the playoffs to help Portland to the WHL Final, where it lost to Edmonton.

The next season, the Islanders kept Niederreiter as a 19-year-old. He was signed to an entry-level contract with an inflated $2.795 million salary cap hit, of which $425,000 are the usually achievable ‘A’ bonuses and $1.5 million are the usually unachievable ‘B’ bonuses.

The sense is the Islanders did so because they needed to get to the salary-cap floor. The move actually led to a collective bargaining agreement rule change; teams now must get there with real dollars, not phantom bonuses.

Niederreiter played 55 of 82 games, mostly on the fourth line. He scored one goal.

“You don’t become the fifth overall pick by accident,” said former NHL general manager Craig Button, a TSN and NHL Network analyst. “But Nino is the classic case of being put in a position that wasn’t ideal for his development. If he went back to Portland, he could have been a front-line player on a potential championship team. Scoring one goal in 55 games at age 19 in the NHL doesn’t help your confidence.”

Niederreiter’s agent requested a trade. When the 2012-13 lockout ended, Niederreiter wasn’t even invited to the Islanders’ training camp despite a season in Bridgeport where he finished 10th in the American Hockey League with 28 goals.

“At that point, I was fourth in the league in scoring, I think, and I just never got a call. I got frustrated,” said Niederreiter, who is from the small town of Chur in the Swiss Alps. “Still, I learned a lot the year before. I learned how to be a pro and how the lifestyle is in the NHL.

“Still, it probably was the right step for me to get a new fresh start here.”

Niederreiter, who trains and power-skates in Portland every August, led Switzerland to a historic silver medal at this year’s world championships with eight points in 10 games. He’ll represent the Swiss in February’s Winter Olympics, which he calls “a dream come true.”
“He is top-notch, top-shelf as far as character and attitude,” Johnston said. “His teammates will love him. He always has a smile on his face, he’s always upbeat, he’s got energy, loves to play the game, loves to practice his game.”

Niederreiter’s goal is to make the Wild out of camp, but GM Chuck Fletcher has told him there are no promises and he could end up in Iowa of the AHL to start.

Niederreiter’s training camp stall has been in the minor league locker room. He, Granlund and Zucker — not Coyle — are in the “In the System” section of the media guide.

“The kids have to earn it,” Fletcher said. “Don’t assume an 82-game free ride. We’ve got to assume they’ll all play games, but whether they play 10 or 82 is up to them. We’re just trying to win.”
Minnesota right winger Nino Niederreiter scored a second-period power-play goal in the Wild’s 3-1 exhibition loss to Columbus on Tuesday night at Xcel Energy Center. Niederreiter is intent on making the Wild out of camp, and coach Mike Yeo called him the team’s best forward in Tuesday’s game.
Wild newcomer Cooke working to change his bad-boy image

 Article by: MICHAEL RUSSO , Star Tribune 

 Updated: September 17, 2013 - 12:37 PM

A villain through much of his career, Matt Cooke changed his ways to change his image.

hide

New Minnesota Wild arrival Matt Cooke met the local media Wednesday and modeled his jersey #24 that was previously worn by Derek Boogaard. (MARLIN LEVISON/STARTRIBUNE(mlevison@startribune.com
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Ray Shero looked down at his buzzing smartphone and saw a concise message from NHL executive Colin Campbell.

“It said only, ‘My office, 11 o’clock tomorrow,’ … and I didn’t have to ask what it was about or who it was about,” the Pittsburgh Penguins general manager said.

Matt Cooke was being summoned to Toronto. It was March 20, 2011, and moments before that e-mail arrived, the NHL’s poster child for controversial hits messed up again. Six weeks after serving a four-game suspension for hitting Columbus’ Fedor Tyutin from behind, Cooke struck the Rangers’ Ryan McDonagh in the chin with an elbow during a nationally televised game.

After years of issuing dirty hits in a league that was trying to reduce dangerous head shots, Cooke knew he opened the door for the league to make a statement.

As the hearing began, Cooke’s agent, Pat Morris, started to, as Cooke recalls, “pump my tires.”

He was a devoted husband to Michelle and father of Gabby, Reece and Jackson. He was philanthropic, starting the Cooke Family Foundation of Hope to benefit underprivileged women and children after the death of a niece at 38 weeks. He traveled to Haiti on humanitarian missions, doing countless other good deeds away from the public eye.

Cooke interrupted his loyal agent.

“I defended every suspension up to that point, every [questionable] hit: ‘I didn’t do it. I meant to do this. It wouldn’t have happened if …,’ ” Cooke said. “This one? No. The opinion of the game has changed, and I was trying to change within it. And I screwed up.

“I said to Colie, ‘My intentions were not to run him in the head. I can play over to you exactly how it happened, but at the end of the day, my elbow hit him in the head, I think we need to remove that from our game, so whatever you decide, I will accept.’ ”

A rap sheet

Cooke, who used to irritate Wild fans as an agitator on the rival Vancouver Canucks, signed a three-year, $7.5 million with the Wild on July 5. Overshadowed by Cooke’s list of infamous hits is that he is a veteran left winger who can score, kill penalties, skate and, of course, intimidate.

Wild GM Chuck Fletcher and coach Mike Yeo’s history with Cooke, 35, in Pittsburgh led to the signing.

“You know what you get from him every night,” Penguins defenseman Brooks Orpik said. “I think we’ll miss him more than some people think. Penalty kill, he’s capable of scoring 15 goals. He’s not a fun guy to play against. He can change the momentum of games.

“If you saw the way he played a few years ago with Jordan Staal and Tyler Kennedy, we had Sidney Crosby and Evgeni Malkin on our team, and at times that was our best line.”

The NHL wound up handing Cooke his sixth career suspension for the final 10 games of the 2010-11 season and the first round of the playoffs because of the McDonagh hit. The Penguins were eliminated by Tampa Bay in seven games.

During that time, Shero heard the outside chatter that it was time to dump Cooke. He met with owners Mario Lemieux and Ron Burkle.

“It always came back to, he won a Stanley Cup with us [in 2009] and had proved he can be an effective hockey player when he actually plays hockey,” Shero said. “I felt like I’m the one that signed him [twice]. For me to just wash my hands of him and make him somebody else’s problem wasn’t right.

“He knew it was his last chance. If he screwed up again, ‘You won’t be in the league, let alone Pittsburgh.’ ”

A wife in peril

At the time of the McDonagh incident, Cooke was dealing with weeks of stress. A day after the Winter Classic in January, his wife woke him up 3 a.m. seriously ill. She was hospitalized for the next 10 days.

Two days into it, Cooke was in Montreal when he got a call from the Penguins doctor to rush home. His wife was dying. A chaplain was called into the room to pray with their children.

A kidney stone one inch in diameter in Michelle’s left kidney lodged in her urethra.

“Her right kidney couldn’t keep up and was infecting her everywhere,” Cooke said. “It just kept getting worse and worse.”

It took four surgical procedures over several weeks to treat his wife, who couldn’t eat and was laid up for weeks. Over that time, Cooke had to juggle hockey with being there for his kids at every juncture — driving to school, cooking meals, bringing them to friends and practices.

“Afternoon gameday naps didn’t exist,” Cooke said. “I was playing but in another world. [Penguins coach Dan Bylsma] had to come down to me a few times during games and say, ‘You here right now?’ I’d be like, ‘Now I am.’ It was just cobwebs, like your brain was everywhere.”

Coincidentally, the first game Michelle was cleared to watch her husband play in person again was that March 20 game vs. the Rangers.

“It was unbelievable,” Cooke said. “[Brian] Boyle crossed the middle in that game. I let him off the hook because I was afraid something was going to go wrong. [Bryan] McCabe turns his back on one play and I grab him and don’t hit him, all situations where the year before I’d try to crush them.

“Then the McDonagh thing happens. I was going to hit him and at the last second I realize he has no idea I’m coming. Then I see that I’m about to run myself straight into the boards, so I put my arm up to protect myself. I skated off shaking my head because I was trying not to hammer somebody and still did.”

Toning it down

For years Cooke was taught to go for the biggest hit possible. He knew to stay in the league he had to be a pest.

“[In Vancouver], Mike Keenan would just kick me in the pants and say, ‘The goalie needs to be run,’ ” Cooke said.

During his suspension, Cooke watched hours of video with Bylsma and assistant coach Tony Granato, not just of his incidents, but any games.

“I felt if I don’t view the game differently, I’m not going to change,” Cooke said.

Shero says Cooke has transformed his game. In two years since the McDonagh incident, Cooke has amassed 80 penalty minutes in 130 games, no major penalties in the regular season and no suspensions. He’s not even considered a “repeat offender” by the NHL anymore.

“Rugby players beat the heck out of each other for 60 minutes. Punch each other in the face, kick each other with spike shoes, rip each other’s ears off,” Cooke said. “The only rule, when the whistle blows, the game’s over, and you go have a beer together.

“It’s about the game. I was always taught, ‘Don’t let him get you; get him before he gets you.’ It’s you vs. him, like survival of the fittest. But somewhere along the line, our game has changed, and I had to change with it.”

Cooke knows because of his previous indiscretions, it’s impossible to change everybody’s opinion. He’ll have to continue to keep it clean; every shift all eyes are on him. He learned that last season when he was accused of intentionally slicing Ottawa defenseman Erik Karlsson’s Achilles’ tendon with his skate.

“That’s asinine to think anyone can time that and be that precise with your skate and be that malicious, too,” Orpik said. “That’s not who he is.”

Shero said, “Matt Cooke has changed, and it didn’t happen overnight. It took a lot of hard work. You won’t get a lot of sympathizers for Matt Cooke, but if you know the person, what he does to give back to the community and see what he’s been through personally and professionally, this is a great story. It’s amazing where he’s come in two years.”

Changing an image

Cooke, who is missing a tooth courtesy of the Los Angeles Kings’ Dustin Brown in 2006, says the biggest misconception about him is that he’s a mean guy.

“People meet me, and then go Google me, and I’ll see them again, and they’ll be like, ‘Woah, there’s not very nice things said about you,’ ” Cooke said, laughing. “I’ll be like, ‘Yeah, probably should have warned you.’ ”

Cooke doesn’t make excuses. He says the hardest thing is when his kids are told that their dad’s some kind of monster, a cheap-shot artist.

He’s trying to change that image. He’s devoted to his faith now, to being a good husband and dad. He sprinted out of Sunday’s scrimmage because his 9-year-old son, a budding baseball player, had a game.

Even though the Wild gave him permission to wear Derek Boogaard’s No. 24 — he’ll debut in a Wild sweater in Tuesday’s exhibition game against Columbus — he contacted Boogaard’s family first to get their blessing.

“My game on the ice is not me as a person, it’s not me in the community, it’s not me as a father,” Cooke said. “At the end of the day, this is my job. And it’s a great job, and I wouldn’t want any other one.

“But at some point, it’s going to end and I’m still going to be young when it ends. All the perks that happened quickly go away and what you have at the end of that is your family. That’s what matters most to me.”
Matt Cooke Extra; Wild hosts Columbus tonight in preseason opener
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The Wild’s first “morning skate” of the season is over as the Wild opens the preseason tonight with an exhibition game against the Columbus Blue Jackets.

It is not on TV or streamed online. It can be heard on KFAN and also on the always visual @russostrib Twitter account, www.twitter.com/russostrib.

Speaking of visual, starting later this week, I plan to do daily 60-second iPhone video updates on the Wild throughout the season. It’ll be basically a daily one-minute update from me on the Wild and can be seen on startribune.com/wild. They’ll be little quick hits of the unshaven, unkempt Russo, probably from the back of cabs, airports, hotel rooms, bar stools, press box seats, snowmobiles, whatever.

Currently, coach Mike Yeo and his staff are below me on the ice conducting a practice with the non-playing Wild guys. That includes Zach Parise, Mikko Koivu, etc.

Tonight’s lineup again:

Forwards

Matt Cooke-Charlie Coyle-Nino Niederreiter

Jason Zucker-Mikael Granlund-Justin Fontaine

Stephane Veilleux-Kyle Brodziak-Torrey Mitchell

Jake Dowell-David Steckel-Carson McMillan

Defensemen

Keith Ballard-Matt Dumba

Marco Scandella-Nate Prosser

Brian Connelly-Jonathon Blum

Goalies

Niklas Backstrom

Darcy Kuemper

Yeo said the Wild looked “crisp” and he expects to see an imperfect game, but one in which he wants to start to see the discipline within the Wild’s game and system.

I wrote a big feature on Matt Cooke in today’s newspaper. That link can be seen here and here is a little more about Cooke here (like how his Toronto Maple Leafs career ended before it actually started), including a quote from his brother-in-law, Brandon, who coincidentally was transferred to St. Paul for his job just prior to Cooke signing here. Now Cooke’s family and his brother-in-law’s family (Cooke is married to Brandon’s sister, Michelle) live on the same block.

I actually held some large chunks of my sitdown with Cooke for future articles. He’s a quote machine and fascinating guy, especially away from the rink. So you’ll be seeing a lot of stuff about Cooke during his time here. He feels he's a more effective player since "he's cleaned up his act," and you can see that just on the PK. His stickwork (stick on puck) created lots of problems for the Wild PP on Monday. Remember, often when you're always going for the big hit, your stick is up. Now that he's not, he's paying more attention to details and the nuances of the game, and says he's never had more fun playing it.

Some stuff that did see the cutting room floor:

--That Ray Shero anecdote about flying to Toronto for the Cooke hearing after the Ryan McDonagh hit, Shero told me a funny story. He gets to Canadian customs and an agent goes, “What do you do?” Shero goes, “I work for a hockey team, the Pittsburgh Penguins.” The agent snaps, “Do you employ that $^&$#* Matt Cooke?” Shero said yeah and was then given the lecture of his lifetime. Shero tracked down Cooke after and kiddingly told him he basically was almost detained because of him.

--Cooke on his son, Jackson, being a stud baseball player (made the Pennsylvania All-Star team as a catcher) instead of a hockey player: “It’s not his thing. I want my kids to do what they want to do. When I’m retired, spending springtime down in Florida rather than up north is going to be nice.”

--Cooke says Mike Keenan “made him this way” (referring to his agitating style) and Marc Crawford just continued it in Vancouver. By the way, Cooke is just a huge fan of Crawford and former Canucks GM Brian Burke. On Crawford: “He was such a great coach for me. He totally believed in me. I mean, look at Game 1 [in 2003] against Minnesota. I scored with [2.3] seconds left to put it into overtime and Trent Klatt scored the winner. I mean, what was I doing on the ice with [2.3] seconds left? But he gave me those chances.”

Cooke on being a marked man by the refs: “I mean, sometimes. Sometimes it’s more like I get mugged and nothing gets called. Play on. Part of that is me earning their trust back, too, and in the past maybe I didn’t handle the referees the best. Yelling. I’ve stopped doing that, too. My wife joked though, maybe I should change my number (24) so I stop getting two minutes for being Matt Cooke (laughing).

I talked to Dustin Brown a lot about Cooke a few weeks ago and held some of that for opening night when the Kings captain comes to town. It was Brown who first knocked out Cooke’s tooth (it’s on YouTube). Cooke has a fake tooth but doesn’t wear it. He says it’s uncomfortable and the missing tooth is almost like a battle scar.

I love this anecdote. A few weeks ago, Cooke drove his kids to their new Minnesota school on the first day. “My wife looks at me and goes, ‘Really? The first day of school, you couldn’t put your teeth in? What would you think if you saw some dad with no tooth and a beard dropping kids off?’ I was like, ‘sorry, that’s not me.’”

Onward, here’s a subject to change plan for the Star Tribune in the next few days. In Wednesday’s newspaper, I’ll have a feature on Nino Niederreiter to give you an introduction. In Thursday’s paper, Rachel Blount will be profiling Matt Dumba. In Friday’s paper, from Winnipeg, I, as of now, plan to write about Justin Fontaine. Right now, the former UMD national champ is slated to play that game. In Saturday’s paper, Rachel is writing about former Gopher Keith Ballard.

There will be notebooks and gamers and other stuff, too.

Some more Yeo-bits from this morning:

He talked about Charlie Coyle and how he’s looking for him to take a bigger step offensively this year and provide secondary scoring beyond the top line.

On Niederreiter, Yeo wants to see him grasp the system tonight. Yeo said Niederreiter isn’t being pigeon-holed as a top-6 spot only right now. That’s because, in my opinion, if Jason Zucker and Coyle grab those second-line spots with Dany Heatley, Niederreiter’s only choice initially beyond Iowa is grabbing that third-line right wing spot.

So Yeo wants to see that he’s versatile with and without the puck the way Coyle was last season. Niederreiter can’t play that checking-line spot with Cooke and Kyle Brodziak if he can’t be relied on. So that’s partly what El Nino must show in camp.

I should have a good story on Nino Wednesday. He was a decent interview, I plan to talk to his junior linemate, Columbus’ Ryan Johansen before tonight’s game, I’ve talked to his junior coach and GM, Mike Johnston, I’ve talked to GM Chuck Fletcher about him, analyst Craig Button, etc. I probably have too much stuff actually.

Similarly, Yeo said Fontaine needs to show he’s beyond just a point-getter, and again if you look at the depth chart, for Fontaine to make the team, it may need to be in a fourth-line role. I talked to Fontaine today and he understands that. If Fontaine doesn’t make the team, he just needs to prove he should be an initial callup if injury occurs.

Rachel got some nice stuff on Dumba for her story. Yeo said Dumba’s been told that he can’t make the team just by playing safe. He’s got to “get up to the line and not cross it.” Dumba provides a dimension the Wild doesn’t have, and the Wild wants to see it for him to be here. I still think he makes the team.

More after the game and on Twitter.

Wild lineup for Tuesday's exhibition game vs. Columbus; Monday all about the power play
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The Wild opens up the exhibition season Tuesday night at Xcel Energy Center at 7 o'clock when the Columbus Blue Jackets visit. The Blue Jackets are bringing a very young lineup as it's a split squad game. Former Wild coach Todd Richards will stay behind in Columbus and coach vs. Buffalo and former North Star Craig Hartsburg will coach the game for the Jackets here.

The game is not televised or streamed, so @russostrib or KFAN are the places to be. (By the way, the first Becoming Wild is on Fox Sports North tonight after the Twins postgame show. It's a day in the life of Wild coach Mike Yeo up at his private island seven hours north of Toronto. I wrote a little bit about it in my Yeo story that ran in Wednesday's newspaper.

For a lot of the Wild young guys, this will be their preseason debuts Tuesday because there were no exhibition games last year. As you can tell below, it's just what Yeo has been saying all camp: the young guys that are vying for spots are getting looks and will continue to get looks. My guess is the Zach Parises, Mikko Koivus, Jason Pominvilles, Dany Heatleys, Ryan Suters play three games -- the last two home exhibition games (Saturday vs. Winnipeg and Sept. 25 vs. St. Louis) and AT St. Louis Sept. 27.

That game should be representative of the Wild's lineup because it will be the preseason finale and last tuneup prior to the Oct. 3 season opener vs. the L.A. Kings.

The Wild's exhibition lineup for Tuesday:

Forwards

Matt Cooke-Charlie Coyle-Nino Niederreiter

Jason Zucker-Mikael Granlund-Justin Fontaine

Stephane Veilleux-Kyle Brodziak-Torrey Mitchell

Jake Dowell-David Steckel-Carson McMillan

Defensemen

Keith Ballard-Matt Dumba

Marco Scandella-Nate Prosser

Brian Connelly-Jonathon Blum

Goalies

Niklas Backstrom

Darcy Kuemper

As Zucker said, the exhibition games for the youngsters vying for spots will "tell the tale." It will also be huge for players like David Steckel, who's in on a tryout, and even defensemen like Clayton Stoner, Nate Prosser and Jon Blum. If Dumba makes the team, the top 6 could be Suter-Brodin; Scandella-Spurgeon; Ballard-Dumba. That could leave Stoner fighting for playing time. Despite 91 career games in Nashville, Blum is on the outside looking in right now because he's on a two-way contract.

Yeo and his staff, which now includes power-play consultant Andrew Brunette, worked the power play and penalty kill in practice today.

I wouldn't go crazy worrying about the units as of yet because we don't know who's going to be on the team for sure yet. But unit 1 looks like Zach Parise-Mikko Koivu-Dany Heatley with Ryan Suter and forward Jason Pominville at the points. Pominville played the point in Buffalo and I like this setup a lot. The Wild needs a big right shot cannon teeing up one timers from the left circle. He also has the ability to distribute the puck and jump up in the play.

Last year, the second unit had a lot of veterans like Matt Cullen, Devin Setoguchi, Cal Clutterbuck at times, Kyle Brodziak, and P-M Bouchard. That's why guys like Zucker and Coyle and Granlund barely got a sniff. Regardless of which of the youngsters make the team (include Niederreiter vying), the Wild's second unit will be full of youngsters this season. It also wouldn't shock me if a guy like Matt Cooke saw time there. The pointmen could be Jonas Brodin, Spurgeon (1st unit last year) and/or Marco Scandella and/or Dumba if he makes the team. 

Cooke, by the way, was so good today on the PK. Great stick, just routinely took pucks off sticks or deflected pucks. Should help a PK that took a step back last season.

I did a big thing on Cooke in Tuesday's paper.

The Wild did use the shallower nets in practice today, the ones that will be debuted for you all to see Tuesday. Koivu, who sets up a lot behind the net, liked the extra space back there. Also, remember, the NHL is experimenting with hybrid icing this preseason.

Here's some Yeo-bits:

On the power play work today and what he saw: “We’ve had plenty of time to discuss this since the end of the season. But there clearly some things that we need to work on still. This is going to be a process. But there were some things that we definitely liked too. You see some of the movement, using the whole zone, a couple of the goals that we’ve scored, we’re doing it different ways. That’s what we’re looking for, a little more unpredictability but also creativity from the players. Let’s have some parameters, let’s have some guidelines, but at the end of the day, you’ve got to make hockey plays, you’ve got to make reads and you’ve got to be ready to attack when there’s an opportunity.”

New PP wrinkles this year?: “It’s important to know that we went from 27th to [16]th last year, which is an improvement, and now I think we’re ready to take a step. Let’s improve on top of that, let’s be one of the elite teams in the league. If you can do that, then that would be a huge contributing factor to the success of the team. Some of it is, the little things within the power play, whether it’s the positioning of the net front guy or the low forward or some of the options that you have. Some of it is the bigger picture idea, that we can’t get too single-minded on one or two different things. We have to have a little bit more of a play the game, make the read and then attack when it’s there mentality.”

Any idea why the anomaly of being 2nd on the road and 28th at home (SHOOOOOOOOOOT, perhaps?): “No. I don’t know that it makes any sense.”

Pominville at point: “First off, we want to use the whole zone, and the versatility that it gives you, there’s a lot of times when that weakside D is going to find himself in a half wall position, and with him over there, the skill that he has, he can make those plays and distribute almost like a forward. But first and foremost, that guy has to be a shooter for us. He’s a weapon over there. He’s going to open up a lot more ice just for everybody else just because the respect that he’s going to have, but his reads, too, you saw him jumping down backdoor, you saw how effective that is, and his ability to find lanes and jump into holes is going to be big for us.”

Top-heavy on first unit: “That's a very talented group. We saw that. They had a little bit of success out there today. First off, if you want to have a successful power play, you need two good units. And we think that we have enough depth and skill throughout our lineup that we should be able to do that, too. I think that we certainly loaded up that top unit but that doesn't mean that we've left ourselves short on the second unit, too.”

Young second group?: “Those are the things that you read through the season, too. We've got some veteran guys that have a bit of a different mentality. If we need a Bodzy or a Cooke or someone like that to go out because we don't like the way things are going or we want to just go heavy shooters mentality on this one or let's just crowd the net then those guys can bring a different dynamic too.”

Chance Brodin doesn't make PP if Dumba makes team? “We'll kind of work it the way we did today giving all those guys an opportunity. But when he's getting into exhibition games, I would think that he's going to get a good opportunity and we've just got to keep seeing who wins the job. We were just kind of rotating guys in there.”

PK? “Improvement. A couple years ago, we were really strong. I thought we took a bit of a step back last year. But we've got the personnel that it looks like Cooke is going to be a big addition to that group already. It was white's day. They were good on the power play and they were good on the penalty kill. Like our power play, we've got good depth and a lot of players that we can throw out there which I think is important, especially for guys like Mikko and Zach. They're such effective penalty killers they're still going to see time and you've got to make sure top players like that aren't on the bench for long periods of time. But if we can throw them out there only once as opposed to twice then it's going to free up a lot more ice time in 5-on-5 and more of scoring situations for them.”

Notice difference in new nets?: “I can't say that I really did to be honest with you. We didn't do a lot of D zone coverage work and we didn't get in to a lot of that stuff. And to be honest with you, when we were on the power play we didn't really make much happen from the back of the net. So I think that it'll be something that we'll notice a little bit more as things go on. It wasn't something that popped out in my mind.”

Hybrid icing: “I think it's a good thing. We've incorporated it into our scrimmages. And so we wanted to make sure our players weren't going into it blind. I think it's a good things. There's still going to be races, there's still going to be icings waved off, but I think it's going to protect the players too.”
Koivu line with Parise, Pominville, Granlund line, Cooke shine in Sunday scrimmage
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Good afternoon from high above an empty, quiet, very dark X. Lights shut off in the press box too (spooky). If you didn't see the previous blog, I tossed up all the story links for the week in case you missed some stories.

The Wild held a Green-White game in front of 3,000 fans and the white team prevailed 3-2 on Mikko Koivu’s third-period winning goal from Matt Dumba and Zach Parise. The Wild will be looking for the defensemen to be a bigger part of the play this season, both in the neutral zone and offensive zone.

Dumba, 19, who will be given a huge look this month, displayed that here. Stepping up into the left circle, Dumba, a 2012 first-round pick, nearly set up Parise at the far post. They couldn’t connect, so Dumba skated to the back of the net, found the loose puck and fed Koivu at the goalmouth.

The Wild captain gave white a 3-1 lead with a water-bottle popper by Darcy Kuemper, who had no shot.

Matt Cooke, who had a strong scrimmage, took Jonathon Blum’s pass, circled to the right circle and sniped a bullet by Johan Gustafsson to cut the green deficit to 3-2, but the green, coached by Andrew Brunette, couldn’t tie white, which was coached by Iowa Wild coach Kurt Kleinendorst.

Cooke looked great again on a line with Kyle Brodziak and Torrey Mitchell. In the second period, Nate Prosser, at his own blue line, flipped a puck high into the other zone past Dumba. Cooke caught up to the puck, spun and sent a perfect feed to a driving Mitchell, who scored by Niklas Backstrom.

I’m planning a big profile on Cooke that should run in Tuesday’s paper. On his goal, he jokingly said he closed his eyes and shot. He has scored double digit goals in 10 of 12 full seasons – really 10 of 11 because last year was a 48-game season. Two years ago, he scored a career-high 19 goals.

He said teammates were shocked at the skill, speed and shot of the longtime agitator. He told them, “Did you guys think we were getting some bum or what?” Cooke said, laughing.

On his line, Cooke said, “We’re going to be a line that goes out and plays a top line and shutdown role, but the best way to play defense against a good line is to play in the offensive zone. We all understand that if we are responsible in our own end and take care of the puck in the neutral zone, we’re going to get chances.”

The white jumped out to a 2-0 lead with two goals past Josh Harding. First, Mikael Granlund skated behind the net, and when Josh Harding and Tyler Graovac thought he’d continue his route, Granlund found a driving Jason Zucker for the pretty score.

Moments later, Parise stole a puck behind the net and connected with Jason Pominville in front for another nice goal by the former Buffalo Sabres captain.

I’m mostly writing about the chemistry between Parise, Koivu and Pominville in Monday’s paper, particularly what Pominville adds to the line. Just a totally underrated player.

The Wild will hold a special teams scrimmage Monday. Coach Mike Yeo was still working out the format, but it may be a series of five-minute majors to work on the power play and penalty kills.

The hope is the new shallower nets will be strung together and used Monday. You’ll get to see it for the first time in Monday’s exhibition game against the Columbus SplitSquaders.

The bottom depth of the frame is moved from 44” to 40” and the side radius is reduced from 20” to 18”; resulting in 4” reduction per side. The total width of the bottom of the frame is changed from 96” to 88”. There is no change to the opening of the goal frame, but this provides more room to create behind the net and could lead to more wraparounds as well.

Yeo said he’s got the lineups mostly figured out for the upcoming exhibition games and Tuesday’s against the Blue Jackets will be a mix of kids vying for jobs and vets. He did say some kids like Granlund, Dumba and Charlie Coyle could end up playing all six exhibition games. More on that in the Yeo-bits below.

One note: Ryan Suter will wear a visor this season. He was one of a handful of Wild players who hasn’t in his NHL career. Starting this year, every NHL player who enters the league must wear a visor. The visorless ones that were here before are grandfathered in.

But Suter was hit on the helmet by a slap shot last season. He said that woke him up.

“An inch over, I could have lost my eye,” Suter said. “Just not worth it anymore. Everyone else can wear it, why can’t I?”

Yeo-bits:

On today’s scrimmage: “Lot of good things. We’re certainly not in midseason form right now, but seeing guys incorporate some of the things we’re working on and seeing guys making plays and showing some things out there, I thought it was good.”

On Zucker-Granlund-Justin Fontaine line? You know what, I thought that line in particular really jumped out. I thought that they had a real strong game. They were playing well in the offensive zone, they did a couple things off the rush. I thought all three of those guys had strong days.”

On the Nino Niederreiter-Coyle-Dany Heatley line having trouble defending the Koivu line: “That was by design that Granny was going up against Brodzy and by design Charlie was going up against Mikko. It was a tough test. They had some moments, but chemistry-wise, it didn’t look like they were right with it all the time. They showed some good things. Charlie, especially, he made the mistake on the one goal (Pominville or Koivu, not sure which Yeo is referring), but otherwise I thought he had a strong day.”

On us seeing the good and bad of Niederreiter today (he made some great, great plays and some high-risk players that wound up turnovers): “He’s trying to make an impression right now. That’s normal. He just screams NHL player … when you look at his size, skating ability, his shot. He just has to relax a little bit and just trust his linemates a little more and just play the game a little more. We’ll talk to him about, but even in a game like that, I don’t know if it was by any means his best, but he still showed a lot.”

On the top line buzzing all game: “Puck support, and we keep talking about it, puck possession. Their movement for each other, through the neutral zone into the offensive zone, they had some shifts that were fun to watch, and that was backed up by the defensemen they were playing with. That’s something we’ve been stressing, getting our D more involved, both in the rush and the offensive zone, and it certainly led to some confusion, good chances and some good zone time.”

What D did he like beyond Suter and Jonas Brodin, who were awesome? “Lots for me, but the top two are obvious ones. But I thought [Keith] Ballard had a really good day. I think he’s had a really good camp. I thought Marco [Scandella] had a really good day, a really good camp. And Spurg is Spurg (Jared Spurgeon). He just goes out and does it, and that’s just what we expect from him now. That wasn’t it. Dumba, I think he had a really strong day. He made what I consider a young mistake on the one goal (Mitchell; tried to catch Prosser’s Pavol Demitra-like flip), but that stuff happens, even to veteran players. But aside from that, his puck play was very, very good.”

On Matt Cooke: “There’s a reason why he’s here. He’s more than probably what is advertised or what the perception might be for him. He’s a good player. He’s a guy that defensively, penalty killing, the physical part of the game, those are all part of his identity, but he’s got speed, the ability to make plays, the ability to help other guys get to their game and help provide some secondary offense.”

(Like I said, I’m writing about Cooke for Tuesday. I had lunch with him 10 days ago and it was a terrific interview. I’ve talked to a lot of people about him, so I think it should be a deeper look into what makes Cooke tick beyond some of the incidents he’s become known for).

On Pominville: “You can see just how smart he is. He’s got skill, he makes little plays. You can just see that guys like that, they’re always a step ahead of the play. Before the puck comes to them, they know where their support is and what their options are and on top of that, where the defenders are. He’s just a real, real high-caliber player.”

(Parise and GM Chuck Fletcher were real good on Pominville today, and you can see those quotes in Monday’s Star Tribune).

Can some of the young kids play all six preseason games? “Potentially. Granny and Charlie, the importance of making that decision and seeing how they progress. Dumba, based on the need to make decision on him, we want to see him in a lot of games.”

Does that mean Granlund and Coyle are going up against each other for the No. 2 center spot and nothing else? In short, no, Yeo said. “We’ve got a real open mind. When talking second-line center position right now, if we want to call it that, we just want to take our time making that decision and along the way it could lead to other decisions as well. It’s not that spot or nothing. If they win another position in the lineup, whether wing or center, we’re giving them that opportunity.”

(Yeo talked highly of Carson McMillan today and the camp he is having. Yeo also said afterward he really wants to see a lot more of Erik Haula in the exhibition games).

That’s it…4 p.m., I’m still in the arena and haven’t written for the paper yet.

Week's worth of Wild links
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Since we've gone from weeks without stories to story overdrive, I figure I'd make it easier for you and list the links here in case you've missed a few and want to give a read.

Remember, today at 11 a.m., the Wild will scrimmage at the X. It's free and open to the public, so come on out. It's so important to the evaluation process, coach Mike Yeo keeps calling it a "game" because he wants players to conduct themselves like it's a real game.

Gate 1 opens at 10:45 a.m. If you're not going, it will be streamed on wild.com. I will have updates on my Twitter account, @russostrib.

Here is today's feature on young Jonas Brodin, the 20-year-old "vet" who is entering his second NHL season and fourth professional season (two in Sweden). Kid should be a stud.

Colorful notebook on the scene from Mexico July 4 and 5 when Devin Setoguchi was traded while Seto and teammates celebrated Clayton Stoner's wedding. Also, this talks about the defensemen battle.

Here is a feature on Kyle Brodziak, who is looking to rebound from a tough season. As always, Brodziak, who so often is a Wild spokesman for the team and himself after every game, couldn't be more accountable.

Notebook leading with Niklas Backstrom and Josh Harding talking about their smaller pads this year and how it could affect them. Also has Mike Yeo talking about players Nino Niederreiter, Justin Fontaine and Erik Haula.

Feature on Dany Heatley, a leaner Dany Heatley who is out to prove he's still a threatening goal scorer. Good stuff from big No. 15.

Notebook after Day One, where players talk about the more aggressive system. Yeo also talks about Mikael Granlund, Marco Scandella and others. Zach Parise talks about his hope to play with a soon-to-be-extended Jason Pominville and some fun Badger-Gopher smack talk.

Here are 5 youngsters to watch in camp: Charlie Coyle, Matt Dumba, Mikael Granlund, Nino Niederreiter and Jason Zucker.

Here's a feature on coach Mike Yeo, now 40 and entering year 3 at the Wild's helm.

Here's a Q&A training camp primer with coach Mike Yeo.

Wild brings in faceoff specialist David Steckel on a tryout

So there you have it. And of course, there's been a plethora of blogs you can rewind through.

READ EVERY WORD OF THE ABOVE LINKS. POP QUIZ COMING TOMORROW!!!

Sunday's open-to-public scrimmage will be Wild's first big chance to evaluate
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Day 3 of training camp is in the books and the one thing that is very clear: this is a lot less frantic a pace as last January’s crash course, six- or seven-day camp.

Coach Mike Yeo can actually work the players at a measured, organized pace, not being forced to hit every facet of the Wild’s game daily and in an abbreviated fashion.

In Sunday’s newspaper, I wrote a feature on Jonas Brodin, who finished fourth in Calder Trophy voting last year (snubbed) and is poised to have a quality Year 2. Nobody seems to be worried about the proverbial sophomore slump, and if you’ve ever been around Brodin, it’s easy to see why.

Just a great player and seemingly unfazed by anything. He just makes it look so easy on the ice, and he says his goal this year is to add more points than the 11 he got in 45 games last season while not having that affect his defense. In a system that will ask more of the defensemen to jump into the play, the points should come easier. That, and just the natural coming out of his shell now that Brodin is a 20-year-old, uh, veteran.

I also wrote a notebook on Zenon Konopka, who played the role of TSN’s Bob McKenzie in Mexico over the Fourth of July. Several of Clayton Stoner’s teammates were down there for the defenseman’s destination wedding, and players stayed after for vacation. But it happened to be July 5 – the day of free agency. So for hours at the pool, Konopka informed teammates of all the trades and free-agent signings in the NHL. It was Konopka who let Devin Setoguchi know that he was now a Winnipeg Jet.

Yeo continued to be completely positive about everything he’s seeing after today’s practices. Day 3 is usually Hump Day, as longtime NHL coach Terry Murray calls it. Soreness sets in, legs get heavy and practice is often messy.

But Yeo was pleasantly surprised by today’s practices, which were open to the public as the ticket windows opened for the first time for single-game tickets.

On Sunday, the Wild will scrimmage at 11 a.m. Gate 1 opens at 10:45, and again, it’s free, open to you all, concessions will be open, tickets can be bought, etc., etc.

Yeo is looking at this like a real game, like the first real evaluation of players. There will be three periods, intermissions, and Yeo wants to see the first real sign of system work and good habits out on the ice. Now, the Wild has not yet worked on special teams. When we left the rink today, the coaching staff had not yet cemented how they’ll do the special teams in the scrimmage, but Yeo said it may be one-minute power plays. On Monday, the Wild will begin special teams work and have what Yeo’s been calling a special teams scrimmage.

That means we should get to see power-play consultant Andrew Brunette on the ice for the first time. So far, Bruno’s been in the stands behind the media. I know this because I heard his roaring laugh through my noise-canceling Bose headphones today!

Two lines that were shuffled today that will be seen Sunday? Jason Zucker and Charlie Coyle were split, as were Nino Niederreiter and Mikael Granlund. So Zucker will skate with Granlund and Justin Fontaine and that leaves a real big line of Niederreiter with Coyle and Dany Heatley.

Here are some Yeo-bits from today.

On tryout David Steckel, an NHL vet who is a faceoff specialist and penalty killer (if he doesn’t make the team and can’t latch on elsewhere, he will likely play for Kurt Kleinendorst in Iowa with the Wild’s AHL affiliate): “I’m more anxious to see him in a game, to be honest with you. I’ve always had a good feel for what kind of player he is and I just want to see how he integrates himself into our game and how he performs, and that’s a little bit more important for him. Now certainly what I am looking for is how quickly he’s picking things up and things that we want to do, and how he can go out and apply those in a game.”

On the defensemen competition, and Matt Dumba (the Wild will keep seven or eight, meaning if Dumba makes it and the Wild’s healthy, Yeo will have tough decision to make regarding the six he dresses. Defensemen on the depth chart are Ryan Suter, Brodin, Jared Spurgeon, Marco Scandella, Keith Ballard, Stoner, Nate Prosser and Jonathon Blum): “Well, you always want competition. The one thing that I’ll say is our vets look good right now. But this is a kid that’s going to get a very good look in camp. When you have that kind of competition, it pushes everybody to be better or ultimately they end up passing somebody, it makes your team better. You’re only doing that because you feel that they can add something that you don’t have. Certainly that’s a guy that we’re keeping a close eye on. I’ve been happy with what I’ve seen from Blum. I’ve been happy with all the defensemen, from what I’ve seen, even the guys like [Steve] Kampfer and [Brian] Connelly and [Jon] Landry, names that aren’t getting mentioned, they’ve shown well so far.”

Who did Yeo mean when he said vets? “I think anybody who that with us last year -- and I'm including, he obviously wasn't with us last year but I'm including Ballard in that group -- I've seen a lot of good things from them. From everybody on the blueline. I can't sit here and say I've been disappointed with anybody.”

This year, the next wave of Wild prospects are turning pro, the very talented Tyler Graovac, Raphael Bussieres and Johan Gustafsson (maybe Kurtis Gabriel if the Wild decides to sign him and send him there). They will all start in Iowa. Here is Yeo on Graovac and Bussieres: “You can tell that they’re young and you can tell that this is a lot of information, but more importantly that this is a big step for them. You come from junior hockey and now you’re playing with the best of the best. It’s a big step, but they’re doing fine. The big thing that I’m looking from them, that I want to see, is No. 1 is work and really buying into the way that we do things here, showing that they can learn and improvement.”

On Niederreiter: “I'm anxious to watch that line play in the game tomorrow. It's a great combination of size and skill (with Coyle and Heatley). I've liked that he appears faster than for whatever reason I envisioned him. I like his first step, I like the way he goes to the net. His shot is silly hard. So I said this yesterday, but I've really liked a lot of things about his game -- I've really liked the way he plays positionally, I just want to see a little bit more puck touches. So hopefully this line gives him that opportunity.”

Why wasn't he getting that with Granlund:

“I don't know. It was only one day, so I'm not even judging that. That's not fair to Granny, that's not fair to Nino. Certainly one thing that I would like to see from [Niederreiter] is to be a real force in the offensive zone. So before I jump to any conclusions with him, I kind of want to see how he is on the boards, how he is protecting, shielding and escaping.”

More on Justin Fontaine: “I liked his first scrimmage and his day. I do like that he's asking questions. You can tell he's engaged and he wants to learn and he's a smart player. He's another guy that I'm certainly not going to rush any decision one way or the other. I've got a pretty open mind. You can tell, we're putting him with good players. We want to put certain players with certain players because we feel it gives them the best chance to show their game. And he's one of those guys. So we're putting him with [those] guys so that hopefully he can showcase his skill. Like I said, this is not going to be a one day or a two day evaluation for him.”

Wild scrimmage update; Yeo on Coyle, Niederreiter, Fontaine, Haula, others
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CORRECTED

Day 2 is in the books as the Wild held two group practices today and a scrimmage. The scrimmage ended 2-2, so … each team got a point.

Green jumped out to a 2-0 lead on Niklas Backstrom. Kyle Brodziak scored first, although he said it was a questionable one because the whistle just may have blown. Then, Dany Heatley scored on a penalty shot on a deke, then slide through the five hole.

Josh Harding pitched the first-half shutout. Josh Harding then gave up a goal late in the first half when Jason Pominville scored a spinning point-blank beauty with a blind backhand. Zach Parise and Mikko Koivu got the apples after Koivu dug the puck out from along the wall.

In the second half, early on, Parise tied it up on Darcy Kuemper.

Johan Gustafsson pitched the second-half shutout.

I wrote a feature on Brodziak for Saturday’s newspaper. He looks to bounce back after a tough 2013 campaign and get back to his 2011-12 self – the one that earned a three-year contract extension because of a mix of offense, defense, work ethic and leadership.

I also plan to write a notebook on Backstrom and Harding and their shrinking pads. Backstrom lost about an inch, Harding an inch-and-a-half after the NHL reduced the length of leg pads for goalies this season. They both got their new pads last week and are trying to get used to it. The big thing is the five hole. It suddenly opens up more, especially when you slide.

Rule 11 – GOALKEEPER’S EQUIPMENT

 Note – The new formula for vertical pad height ( Limiting Distance Size) effective this

 season is Floor to Knee + 45% (reduced from 55%) of Knee to Pelvis + 4” (inch) skate

 allowance.

 Rule 11.2 Leg Guards – The leg guards worn by goalkeepers shall not exceed eleven inches

 (11”) in extreme width when on the leg of the player. Each goalkeeper must wear pads that are

 anatomically proportional and size specific based on the individual physical characteristics of

 that goalkeeper. The League’s Hockey Operations Department will have the complete discretion

 to determine the maximum height of each goalkeeper’s pads based on measurements obtained

 by the League’s Hockey Operations Department, which will include the floor to center of knee

 and center of knee to pelvis measurements. Each goalkeeper will be given a Limiting Distance

 Size based on these measurements. The Limiting Distance Size will be the sum of the floor

 to knee and 45% of the knee to pelvis measurements plus a four inch (4”) allowance for

 the height of the skate. The Limiting Distance Size is a vertical measurement from the playing

 surface and will be measured with the Limiting Distance Gauge when inspected at the clearing

 house phase and during post game spot checks to ensure compliance. Any pads deemed too

 large for a goalkeeper will be considered illegal equipment for that goalkeeper, regardless of

 whether or not they would have fallen within previous equipment maximums. The minimum

 length of the boot of the pad is to be no less than seven inches (7”). The goal pad must have a

 defined boot channel with no inserts. The channel must be big enough so that the skate slots

 into it and is not resting on the pad. No attachments such as plastic puck foils are permitted.

 Pads can only be ten and one-half inches (101/2”) deep. The measurement will be taken from

 the front face of the pad to the last edge of the inner knee protection.

Both goalies have new helmets from local maskmaker Todd Miska. Harding’s looks like a big Wild touque. I should have snapped pics. They wouldn’t have minded, but we’re technically not allowed to snap iPhone pics/video inside the Wild locker room.

I liked the Matt Cooke-Brodziak-Torrey Mitchell line today. Cooke and Brodziak should be a tag-team. Mitchell played fourth line for much of last season and definitely has the ability to win that spot. A lot will depend on the kids in my opinion though.

If healthy, you have, let’s just say, Parise-Koivu-Pominville on Line 1 and Zucker-Coyle-Heatley on Line 2 with Mikael Granlund, Nino Niederreiter and Erik Haula also battling for spots. Let’s say Zucker and Coyle get it, but a guy like Niederreiter deserves a spot on the team, he’s a guy that definitely has the ability to play on that third-line right wing spot. So would Justin Fontaine. So if they make a hard decision for the Wild, Mitchell may wind up back on the fourth line. Or, perhaps Fontaine.

“I prefer to think that it has to do with [Mitchell] more,” coach Mike Yeo said. “If he kind of plays himself onto that line, then it means that he's probably beat somebody else out. But certainly we are looking at other players as possibilities too and I'm sure we'll see some of that through camp.”

Remember, Saturday, the Wild will open up the arena for fans to watch practice. There’s one group going at 9:30 a.m., the other at 11:15 a.m. It’s free. Also, tickets go on sale at 9 at the arena and noon elsewhere.

Sunday, there will be a white-green scrimmage at 11 a.m. Doors open both days at Gate 1 15 minutes prior.

“Our guys are excited about that,” Yeo said. “[Saturday], we’re going to have some practice time that we’re going to really get after some stuff and put the guys through the pace a little bit, and then on Sunday play that green-white game, which is going to be as far as we’re concerned a very real game. Most times in training camp that’s a day where you are playing an exhibition game. The way we’ve worked it out, we want all our guys, especially our big guys, getting into some game action there.”

I’ll be interested to see the legs Sunday. If they’re being put through the pace Saturday and Day 3 is usually a tough day of camp, I wonder what Day 4 will look like. Also, special teams practice and scrimmage will occur Monday, so if they go with power plays and penalty kills Sunday, I wouldn’t expect flawless play.

 Some other Yeo-bits today:

“Day 2 was really good,” he said. “I thought through two days we’ve been able to cover a lot of things. What I really liked in the scrimmage being able to see how many things that we’ve worked on and the players going out and applying them, whether it’s things we’ve done in the past or new twists to our game, we thought some of both.”

Coyle at center so far: “What I like is we all know how good he is from the top of the circles and down, but I think he’s a guy that’s gained a step and looked quicker and he’s showing that he’s got the ability to play a big ice game, too. And I think that’s a real important thing for him if he’s going to play that center position, you need somebody that’s going to carry the puck, you need somebody who can work his way into the open ice and then distribute it from there, and he’s so far shown that ability.”

On Niederreiter’s scrimmage: “Good. I like the fact that he’s a big man and plays a big man’s game. He goes to the net really well, competes real well. I probably would have seen him get a few more puck touches today, but overall, there’s a lot of things in his game that I’ve liked.”

On Fontaine and Haula: “I liked both guys today -- I really liked both guys. I thought that Fonzy was making some nice plays. He was pretty good on the wall, which is important to me. And he's got the skill level to execute the plays, but on top of that he's a smart player and sees the game at a high level. Haulsy, what's really important for him is that he keeps growing every day. He's been a successful college player, but this is a big jump and I want to see him really start to grasp the pro game. And I saw him already starting to apply some of the things that we want to do on both sides of the puck.”

Despite being a scorer in college and minors, could Fontaine have to adjust to third or fourth line to make this team: “Well, certainly he's a guy that you probably want playing with skill players. But at the same time, I'm not going to rule anything out and the reason for that is because he also has the ability -- when you're looking at your third, fourth lines -- you're counting on a line that's not going to get scored against as much as you're hoping that they're going to score a goal. So you need guys that can manage the puck well, you need guys that can bring momentum to your team. I think that he has the ability to manage the puck the right way. He makes smart plays, he executes, but on top of that he plays his position well.”

Yeo on whether he’ll change lines Saturday/Sunday: “We're going to go meet on that right now. We'll discuss it. Certainly there will be some changes for [Saturday] -- I don't know how many. And that's kind of what we're going to do. Who do we want to keep together and give another chance to go at it? And who do we want to split up and maybe put with somebody different?”

Day One of Wild training camp: 2 points already in the bank
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The Wild had such a good first day on the ice, coach Mike Yeo joked that he planned to call NHL headquarters on Avenue of the Americas and request two points in the standings.

Good bet Gary Bettman and Bill Daly don’t return that call, but as always on the first day of any NHL camp, the vibe was positive around the Wild on Thursday.

Sure, it was weird being at Ridder Arena (thanks to the Blake Shelton concert). Players, like Zach Parise and Niklas Backstrom, said they got flashbacks from a year earlier when Wild players and other Minnesota-based NHLers had to skate daily at Ridder during the lockout.

Of course, guys like Keith Ballard and Erik Haula loved it. The U is their home. Former Badgers Ryan Suter, Dany Heatley and Jake Dowell weren’t as thrillied. Suter JOKED that it was a great day, well, other than the facility.

Good late afternoon from the Ridder press box, where I got to watch Bethany Brausen run the captain’s practice for the national champion Gophers’ women. First time I’ve ever gotten to watch a captain’s practice after hearing about them for years and she does a fabulous job. She sure organizes drills impressively like she’s a coach herself.

Back to the Wild, but as Yeo said today, “waking up this morning was not difficult.” Finally, training camp, and a real training camp, not a condensed six- or seven-day one like last January where NHL coaches and players could barely catch their breath before the 48-game in 99-day sprint began.

Training camp will return to the X Friday. Group B – the second group today – will practice first, and that will be followed by a scrimmage (so be sure to follow me on Twitter (@russostrib) for updates), then a Group A practice.

Remember, on Saturday, all fans can flock to the X and watch a 9:30 and 11:15 practice for free. Single-game tickets also go on sale that morning at 9 a.m. at the X and noon elsewhere. On Sunday, the Wild will scrimmage at 11 a.m., and again, that is free for all of you to come down and witness in person.

Some lines and D pairs today, and I’m meshing the groups here:

Parise-Koivu-Pominville

Zucker-Coyle-Fontaine

Niederreiter-Granlund-Heatley

Cooke-Brodziak-Mitchell

Dowell-Konopka-McMillan

Bussieres-Haula-Veilleux

Graovac-Phillips-Sandlak

Gabriel-Steckel-Rau

Suter-Brodin

Scandella-Spurgeon

Stoner-Ballard

Blum-Prosser

Actually Ballard was with everybody, but I’ll be honest, the second group D pairs I didn’t get a good grasp of because I was writing.

In Friday’s newspaper, I wrote a feature on an always very talkative Dany Heatley. I had lunch with him Wednesday, and as I’ve indicated, he is visibly leaner this season, looks quicker and spent a lot of the summer training to not only rehab his shoulder, but to come in tip-top shape and work on his skating with a power-skating instructor.

He is motivated to prove to everybody he can still be Dany Heatley, the threatening goal scorer, as he enters the final year of his contract. Yeo said today that he looks like he’s “gained a step,” at least.

Again, that’s all in Friday’s Star Tribune, and I’ve got a number of profiles planned this month, so please return daily to the site and/or purchase the paper.

Yeo also praised Mikael Granlund today. Granlund looked to be weak on his skates at times last summer and Yeo felt he looked a step quicker and much stronger on his skates. Yeo also praised defenseman Marco Scandella, who should get top-4 minutes this year. I don’t like making predictions early in camp because there’s just so many moving parts as to who can make the team, especially this year.

For instance, there really is no way of telling yet how many of Charlie Coyle, Granlund, Jason Zucker and Nino Niederreiter can make the team. It really all depends on their camps. There’s really no way of telling right now how good a chance Erik Haula and Justin Fontaine have of making the team right now because it all depends how Coyle, Granlund, Zucker and Niederreiter do as well as how they perform.

In addition, for a guy like Fontaine to make the team out of camp, it may have to be on the fourth line, and that could depend largely on injury. As of now, Mike Rupp is trying to overcome his knee injury and will be held out of camp initially.

But I am willing to guarantee Scandella’s on this team. He requires waivers for the first time in his career, and no chance the Wild risks waivers on the young defenseman

On Scandella, Yeo said today, “We saw last year when we put him in that situation, we were a better team. So some of it has to come from us putting him in that situation, showing that faith in him, and certainly the rest has to come from him. I thought he was another guy who had a great day. He looked real strong, skating was real strong, stick was great. He was kind of flawless in the execution of habits part that we were looking. I thought he looked really good.”

Yeo talked about a number of players specifically. One was Kyle Brodziak. I’ll probably write about him for Saturday’s paper. The Wild’s looking for a bounceback year from its third-line center and Yeo talked with him on the ice today.

Yeo wants to alleviate pressure from many of the players who didn’t play well last year, saying it was such a weird, unique year. Brodziak is one of them, and again, you’ll hear from Brodziak on Saturday. As always, Brodziak was a great interview on the subject – honest, accountable and is motivated to have a good year.

All month, the ongoing theme will be the tweaked system as the Wild looks to carry the puck into the offensive zone more often and potentially activate the weakside D more often for support.

Yeo made that clear again today when he stopped practice 10 minutes in to preach this to the first group. He says he wants to gear the system more to his personnel.

This will be a work in progress as players try to get out of habits. With this will come mistakes, too, because this is the NHL. Teams jam up the neutral zone. Defensemen step up at the blue line. That’s why often players have no other choice but to dump that puck. You have to take what your opponent gives you. You can’t force plays with bad decisions.

So a lot of camp will be about how to generate that neutral-zone speed, and that starts with good retrievals, proper breakouts and exits from the D-zone. Yeo wants much better wall play this season, saying too often players are leaving the D-zone without the puck.

“Offensively and defensively we want the right details, we want the right habits and like I said we're not just going to do something for the sake of doing it,” Yeo said. “If we're going to do it, we're going to do it right. So that part of our game is one that we have to improve on -- there's some tweaks that we're making in that area off the rush, in particular in our entries into the offensive zone, so it has to be a focal point for us. We've talked a lot about this already, but we want to be a better team off the rush, we want to create more off the rush. And we still want to be a good defensive team. We want to be a team that makes the playoffs. The one thing that's important to understand is you can't just create off the rush every single time. That's a sure fire way to not make the playoffs if you start turning pucks over night in and night out, so we want to be a good team in the offensive zone, we want to be a much better team off the rush, and that's putting yourself in a better position to make something happen and more importantly reading those situations, reading your support and making the play.”

Like I said, I’ll be writing about this probably ad nauseum all month.

 Yeo said the results of Wednesday’s fitness testing was good for each player.

“The one thing on top of that, we’ll be monitoring that, we’ll be pushing the guys hard,” Yeo said. “It’s good to see where everybody came in at, but there’s another level we want to get to before we drop the puck.”

Yeo and his staff met with each group before each practice.

“We met with each group separately as opposed to the entire group, and that’s by design,” he said. “We plan to have sort of a little bit more philosophical, bigger picture meeting a little bit later on in camp (reading between the lines, when the Wild gets down to its team before Duluth Sept. 29-30).

“This one did touch on some of the things, some of the goals that we have, but the main one for me is that big, shiny goal that we all want, that the 29 other teams are talking about right now, there’s a way of getting there. What’s really important for us to understand is if you want that to happen, you have to have a great season. If you want to have a great season, you have to have a great start. And if we want to have a great start, then it’s pretty simple, we better have a great training camp. That was our message.”

Here’s some quotes by some of the heavy hitters:

Parise: “We have to keep progressing and keep moving forward and building on what we did last year. We can’t keep using the excuse ‘we’re young, we’re young, we’re young.’ We have to start developing and making progress and winning now.”

Koivu on the system and if it’ll be hard to break habits: “I don’t think so. Obviously we have six or seven preseason games, so I’m sure a lot of the guys will play three to five games, and then we scrimmage, and three weeks skating and that’s where you learn stuff. That’s when it starts to come out automatically, so I don’t see that as a problem. To be honest, obviously you have to be responsible with the puck, but I think a lot of players like that, to get the puck and try to get it at full speed.”

Pominville on playing with Parise and Koivu: “It would be nice to try to find a little chemistry and get together for some practices and even some scrimmages or some games. I mean we all know throughout the course of the season a lot of things can happen and a lot of things can change. If they want you to play with certain guys, it's nice to be able to find that chemistry and get to know them and know what they do in certain situations and even talking. I think communication is huge and when you know you're going to be on the ice with certain guys, you can talk about what they want you to do and what you want them to do when you have the puck.”

Parise on playing with Pominville: “I like playing with Pommer a lot. He’s a really good playmaker and scorer, too. He can finish. So if that happens to be the line I think we’ll do really well together. We played a little bit last year and if I remember right we had games where I feel like we had a lot of puck control in the offensive zone. But that’ll be up to the coach, what he decides. If we do play together, I think we’ll play well together.”

Backstrom on an actual training camp this year: “For sure it's fun, for sure it feels better to have the 21 days before the season starts. Last year, we skated at this rink, but it was a long couple months. You never knew if you were going to play or not. And then the season started, I think it was seven days and we had the first game, so we didn't really have time to work on anything, Just get yourself into the best shape as possible and start to play. Now we have some time to work on things. It's the same thing for every team, but I think it's good for us to get the system going and get to know each other and be ready when the season opens."

Talk to you Friday. It’s hockey season!
Rupp not yet cleared for training camp; It's not Yonas Brodin, it's ZHonas
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Wild training camp opened this morning with physicals and fitness testing for all the players. Players also had plenty of pictures and videos to take and interviews to conduct with rightsholders.

The X was infiltrated by the concert of Michael Buble, a fan of the stinkin' Canucks.

However, check out his Twitter account. Maybe the Wild converted him over because it showered him with gifts, including a custom-made Minnesota Wild stick, a matching one for his two-week old son, a Wild onesie and a Wild Fedora that was literally the first-ever made out of the warehouse.

Also, Wild center Zenon Konopka hopes to meet Buble tonight and plans to present the singer with a Wild jersey.

Official access begins Thursday when the Wild takes the ice for the first time at Ridder Arena.

One player who has not yet been cleared is veteran left wing Mike Rupp, who underwent offseason knee surgery to repair a torn meniscus. He skated Monday with the team and afterward with strength coach Kirk Olson.

"[Tuesday] was my first real test, and I feel good [Wednesday], which is a good sign," Rupp said. "If I were a betting man, I'd say [I'm cleared] by the end of the week."

Brett Bulmer, who was held out of the rookie tournament in Traverse City and didn't take part in development camp because of a knee injury, has also not been cleared to play.

The Wild will have two practices in the initial parts of camp. Group A and B rosters are out and could change daily, but to start Day One, Zach Parise, Mikko Koivu and Jason Pominville will be a line. Jason Zucker, Charlie Coyle and, I believe, Justin Fontaine will be a line. Group B is hard to discern right now, but Dany Heatley may be on the right side of Nino Niederreiter and Mikael Granlund.

We will have to wait til Thursday to see for sure though.

I will be tweeting away and shooting video Thursday, so pay attention to www.twitter.com/russostrib. In Thursday's paper, I look at five players to watch in camp -- Coyle, Matt Dumba, Granlund, Niederreiter and Zucker.

Plenty will be written about those players and a plethora of others throughout camp. I've had lunch with a few players in the past week, including today with Heatley, and those features will be coming up in a matter of days.

First up will be Heatley in Friday's paper. You can bet the proud Badger is super excited to step foot on the Gophers' ice in the morning.

Coyle looked spiffy in his new No. 3 sweater this morning. He joked that removing the 6 from his jersey (was 63) made him feel lighter.

Also, as players get more comfortable, they often feel comfortable enough to finally correct us on the accurate pronunciation of their name. (Bob Kurtz and Tom Reid always love when that happens).

We experienced that with Mikael Granlund. He went from Michael to Mih-KIGH-ehl last year. Jason Zucker went from Zucker to Zooker, like Booker. Marek Zidlicky went from Zidlicky to Zhidlicky to ... Zhiditzky!

Even Zach Parise was PariZAY in New Jersey and is now PariZEE in MinneSOHta.

So, this brings us to Jonas Brodin.

Brodin's first name was always thought to be pronounced like, Yonis. Turns out it's actually, Jonas, like a hard J, but not a really hard J -- kinda like a French hard J or ... Zhonas ... or like, dare we say, Zhidlitzy.

Got it? Slow news day, as you can tell, because access technically starts Thursday.

I promise, Mike Yeo is still YO, not YOW.

I did change the spelling of my last name to Russeau though.

Laterz, or shall we say, laterzhhh.

Wild single-game tickets go on sale Saturday
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Training camp officially opens today with physicals, fitness testing and photos/interviews with the rightsholders, etc. Official access begins Thursday when the Wild takes the ice for the first time at Ridder Arena.

So don't expect much news today as I devote today to working ahead and having lunch with a player for a future article.

In today's paper, I did a feature on Mike Yeo, who is recharged as he enters crucial Year 3 behind the Wild bench. That article can be read here.

I'll be back if there's any news today, but remember, you can watch practice at the X for free at 9:30 and 11:15 (two sessions) on Saturday and you can watch the Wild scrimmage for free Sunday at the X at 11 a.m. Gate 1 opens both days 15 minutes before.

Also, tickets go on sale Saturday. Info below. There is a social media presale Friday, which means likely pay attention to the Wild's Twitter and Facebook accounts.

As always, you can also follow me on both: www.twitter.com/russostrib (click follow) and www.facebook.com/startribunemikerusso (click like even if you dislike). crying

 MINNESOTA WILD REGULAR SEASON TICKETS ON SALE

 THIS SATURDAY, SEPT. 14

     SAINT PAUL, Minn. – The National Hockey League’s (NHL) Minnesota Wild today announced single-game tickets for the team’s regular season home games will go on sale this Saturday, Sept. 14 at 9 a.m. at the Xcel Energy Center Box Office (175 West Kellogg Boulevard). The Wild’s ticket on-sale is presented by Dairy Queen. Tickets will also go on sale on Saturday, Sept. 14, at 12 p.m. on the Wild web site (www.wild.com), and all Ticketmaster (www.ticketmaster.com) locations or by calling Ticketmaster at (800) 745-3000. Minnesota hosts the Los Angeles Kings in the regular-season opener on Thursday, Oct. 3, at 7 p.m. at Xcel Energy Center.

 2013-14 MINNESOTA WILD SINGLE-GAME TICKET PRICING*

RBC Wealth Management Club Level Standard Games Premium Games%

 Sides $102 $112

 Ends $92 $102

 Lower Level

 Sides $102 $112

 Double Attack Corners $92 $100

 Single Attack Corners $82 $90

 Double Attack Ends $81 $89

 Single Attack Ends $76 $86

 Upper Level

 Sides $54 $60

 Ends $30 $38

                                                                           *Ticketmaster charges not included

 %Premium Games (subject to change): 11/1, 11/17, 12/5, 12/29, 12/31, 1/4, 1/18, 1/23, 3/22, 4/5

     The Wild will institute demand-based pricing for remaining seats, which may adjust pricing for individual seats up or down based on market factors. Demand-based pricing is in affect beginning Monday, Sept. 16.

Wild announces training camp roster; Practice, scrimmage open to public this weekend
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UPDATED

The Wild announced its 51-player training camp roster tonight with 15 players promoted from Traverse City, where the Wild went 0-2-2. It can be seen below, and if you missed today's David Steckel news, see the below blog.

The Wild is skating informally today (corporate golf outing today too) and Tuesday before opening camp Wednesday with physicals and fitness testing. The first on-ice session will be at Ridder Arena on Thursday because of the Blake Shelton concert at the X before moving back to the X Friday.

The Wild will have two free, open-to-the-public sessions this weekend. On Saturday, the Wild will practice at 9:30 a.m. Gate 1 opens at 9:15. On Sunday, the Wild will scrimmage at 11 a.m. Gate 1 opens at 10:45 a.m.

Regular season Minnesota Wild regular season single-game tickets will go on sale Saturday at 9 a.m. at the Xcel Energy Center Box Office (175 West Kellogg Boulevard) and at 12 p.m. on the Wild web site and all Ticketmaster locations (and web) or by calling Ticketmaster at (800) 745-3000. Minnesota hosts the Los Angeles Kings in the regular-season opener on Thursday, Oct. 3, at 7 p.m. at Xcel Energy Center.

Here again is the preseason schedule:

 2013-14 MINNESOTA WILD PRESEASON SCHEDULE

Date Opponent Location Time (CDT)

 Tuesday, Sept. 17 Columbus Blue Jackets Xcel Energy Center 7 p.m.

 Thursday, Sept. 19 at Winnipeg Jets MTS Centre 7 p.m.

 Saturday, Sept. 21 Winnipeg Jets Xcel Energy Center 7 p.m.

 Monday, Sept. 23 at Columbus Blue Jackets Nationwide Arena 6 p.m.

 Wednesday, Sept. 25 St. Louis Blues Xcel Energy Center 7 p.m.

 Friday, Sept. 27 at St. Louis Blues Scottrade Center 7 p.m.

2013-14 MINNESOTA WILD TRAINING CAMP ROSTER

LEFT WINGS (9) HT WT SHOOTS BORN BIRTHPLACE 2012-13 TEAM LGE GP G A PTS PIM ACQ

71 Raphael Bussieres 6-1 198 Left 11/5/93 Longueuil, Quebec Baie-Comeau QMJHL 60 29 39 68 43 EN/12

 68 Josh Caron 6-4 216 Left 2/10/91 Campbell River, B.C. Orlando ECHL 25 1 1 2 41 FA/10

 24 Matt Cooke 5-11 205 Left 9/7/78 Belleville, Ontario Pittsburgh NHL 48 8 13 21 36 FA/13

 72 Kris Foucault 6-1 206 Left 12/12/90 Calgary, Alberta Houston AHL 28 5 6 11 4 EN/09

 11 Zach Parise 5-11 195 Left 7/28/84 Minneapolis, Minnesota Minnesota NHL 48 18 20 38 16 FA/12

 27 Mike Rupp 6-5 243 Left 1/13/80 Cleveland, Ohio NYR/Minnesota NHL 40 1 3 4 79 TRD/13

 80 Carter Sandlak 6-2 205 Left 5/18/93 Vancouver, B.C. Belleville OHL 60 9 14 23 98 INVITEE

 19 Stephane Veilleux 6-1 200 Left 11/16/81 Beauceville, Quebec Houston AHL 33 3 5 8 45 TRD/12

 16 Jason Zucker 5-11 186 Left 1/16/92 Newport Beach, California Minnesota NHL 20 4 1 5 8 EN/10

CENTERS (11) HT WT SHOOTS BORN BIRTHPLACE 2012-13 TEAM LGE GP G A PTS PIM ACQ

21 Kyle Brodziak 6-2 210 Right 5/25/84 St. Paul, Alberta Minnesota NHL 48 8 4 12 20 TRD/09

 3 Charlie Coyle 6-3 222 Right 3/2/92 East Weymouth, Mass. Minnesota NHL 37 8 6 14 28 TRD/11

 18 Jake Dowell 6-0 202 Left 3/4/85 Eau Claire, Wisconsin Minnesota NHL 2 0 0 0 0 FA/12

 64 Mikael Granlund 5-10 186 Left 2/26/92 Oulu, Finland Minnesota NHL 27 2 6 8 6 EN/10

 53 Tyler Graovac 6-5 196 Left 4/27/93 Brampton, Ontario Ottawa/Belleville OHL 60 38 35 73 18 EN/11

 56 Erik Haula 5-11 192 Left 3/23/91 Pori, Finland U. Minnesota WCHA 37 16 35 51 14 EN/09

 9 Mikko Koivu 6-3 217 Left 3/12/83 Turku, Finland Minnesota NHL 48 11 26 37 26 EN/01

 28 Zenon Konopka 6-0 209 Left 1/2/81 Niagara on the Lake, Ontario Minnesota NHL 37 0 0 0 117 FA/12

 61 Zack Phillips 6-0 196 Right 10/28/92 Fredericton, New Brunswick Houston AHL 71 8 19 27 10 EN/11

 36 Chad Rau 5-11 186 Right 1/18/87 Eden Prairie, Minnesota Houston AHL 60 16 11 27 6 FA/10

 26 David Steckel 6-6 215 Left 3/15/82 Milwaukee, Wisconsin Toronto/Anaheim NHL 34 1 6 7 4 INVITEE

RIGHT WINGS (8) HT WT SHOOTS BORN BIRTHPLACE 2012-13 TEAM LGE GP G A PTS PIM ACQ

54 Brett Bulmer 6-4 214 Right 4/26/92 Prince George, B.C. Houston AHL 43 4 3 7 41 EN/10

 52 Justin Fontaine 5-10 175 Right 11/6/87 Bonnyville, Alberta Houston AHL 64 23 33 56 18 FA/11

 62 Kurtis Gabriel 6-4 214 Right 4/20/93 New Market, Ontario Owen Sound OHL 67 13 15 28 100 EN/13

 15 Dany Heatley 6-4 220 Left 1/21/81 Freiburg, West Germany Minnesota NHL 36 11 10 21 8 TRD/11

 45 Carson McMillan 6-1 197 Right 9/10/88 Brandon, Manitoba Houston AHL 64 9 9 18 31 EN/07

 17 Torrey Mitchell 5-11 190 Right 1/30/85 Montreal, Quebec Minnesota NHL 45 4 4 8 21 FA/12

 22 Nino Niederreiter 6-2 208 Left 9/8/82 Chur, Switzerland Bridgeport AHL 74 28 22 50 38 TRD/13

 29 Jason Pominville 6-0 185 Right 11/30/82 Repentigny, Quebec Buffalo/Minnesota NHL 47 14 20 34 8 TRD/13

DEFENSEMEN (18) HT WT SHOOTS BORN BIRTHPLACE 2012-13 TEAM LGE GP G A PTS PIM ACQ

38 Corbin Baldwin 6-5 215 Left 2/5/91 Winnipeg, Manitoba Orlando ECHL 38 0 5 5 49 INVITEE

 2 Keith Ballard 5-11 208 Left 11/26/82 Baudette, Minnesota Vancouver NHL 36 0 2 2 29 FA/13

 7 Jonathon Blum 6-1 186 Right 1/30/89 Long Beach, California Nashville NHL 35 1 6 7 6 FA/13

 25 Jonas Brodin 6-1 180 Left 7/12/93 Karlstad, Sweden Minnesota NHL 45 2 9 11 10 EN/11

 38 Brian Connelly 5-11 185 Left 6/10/86 Bloomington, Minnesota Houston AHL 54 5 34 39 14 FA/12

 57 Cody Corbett 6-1 194 Left 12/14/93 Lakeland, Minnesota Edmonton WHL 71 7 35 42 48 INVITEE

 59 Tyler Cuma 6-2 196 Left 1/19/90 Toronto, Ontario Houston AHL 42 1 11 12 14 EN/08

 43 Mathew Dumba 6-0 181 Right 7/25/94 Regina, Saskatchewan Red Deer WHL 62 16 26 42 80 EN/12

 74 Colton Jobke 6-1 190 Left 4/20/92 Delta, British Columbia Regina WHL 31 3 15 18 58 FA/10

 40 Steven Kampfer 5-11 197 Right 9/24/88 Ann Arbor, Michigan Houston AHL 55 4 17 21 28 TRD12

 78 Dylan Labbe 6-1 190 Left 1/19/95 St. George, Quebec Shawinigan QMJHL 61 7 21 28 57 EN/13

 34 Jon Landry 6-2 201 Left 5/1/83 Montreal, Quebec Bridgeport AHL 72 8 25 33 57 FA/13

 67 Kyle Medvec 6-6 230 Left 6/16/88 Westminster, Colorado Houston AHL 53 6 2 8 50 EN/06

 39 Nate Prosser 6-2 207 Right 5/7/86 Elk River, Minnesota Minnesota NHL 17 0 0 0 4 FA/10

 6 Marco Scandella 6-3 210 Left 2/23/90 Montreal, Quebec Minnesota NHL 6 1 0 1 4 EN/08

 46 Jared Spurgeon 5-9 185 Right 11/29/89 Edmonton, Alberta Minnesota NHL 39 5 10 15 4 FA/10

 4 Clayton Stoner 6-4 213 Left 2/19/85 Port McNeill, B.C. Minnesota NHL 48 0 10 10 42 EN/04

 20 Ryan Suter 6-1 198 Left 1/21/85 Madison, Wisconsin Minnesota NHL 48 4 28 32 24 FA/12

GOALTENDERS (5) HT WT CATCHES BORN BIRTHPLACE 2012-13 TEAM LGE GP W-L-OT SO GAA SV% ACQ

 32 Niklas Backstrom 6-2 194 Left 2/13/78 Helsinki, Finland Minnesota NHL 42 24-15-3 2 2.48 .909 FA/06

 50 Alexandre Belanger 6-1 184 Left 8/19/95 Sherbrooke, Quebec Rouyn-Noranda QMJHL 44 24-13-4 1 3.46 .875 EN/13

 70 Johan Gustafsson 6-2 202 Left 2/28/92 Koping, Sweden Lulea HF Sweden 33 20-13-0 4 1.79 .932 EN/10

 37 Josh Harding 6-2 202 Right 6/18/84 Regina, Saskatchewan Minnesota NHL 5 1-1-0 1 3.24 .863 EN/02

 35 Darcy Kuemper 6-5 205 Left 5/5/90 Saskatoon, Saskatchewan Houston AHL 21 13-8-0 4 1.88 .934 EN/09

Veteran center David Steckel signed by Wild to pro tryout
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The Wild has signed veteran center David Steckel to a pro tryout, multiple sources say. Steckel, 31, a 6-foot-6, 215-pound native of Milwaukee and former Ohio State standout, has long been one of the NHL's best in the faceoff circle.

The 2001 first-round pick by the Los Angeles Kings has played eight seasons for Anaheim, New Jersey, Toronto and Washington. The left-shot pivot won 57.1 percent of his draws last season for Anaheim.

Two years ago, he ranked sixth in the NHL (58 percent), in 2010-11 he led the NHL by winning 62.3 percent of his draws, he ranked second in 2009-10 (59.2 percent), fifth in 2008-09 (57.9 percent) and seventh in 2007-08 (56.3 percent).

He's a big body, responsible defensively, is a solid penalty killer, works hard and gritty. I just talked with Steckel by phone and he said, "those are my strong assets and that's what I stick to."

He has scored 33 goals and 79 points in 419 games.

"I’m excited that Minnesota’s giving me an opportunity to at least try out," said Steckel, who like many free agents had trouble finding jobs this summer due to the salary cap decreasing by almost $6 million. "It’s been a wild ride this summer and I’m really looking forward to coming into camp and trying to make an impression."

A pro tryout doesn't bind Steckel to Minnesota. He will remain an unrestricted free agent throughout training camp and can sign with any team. If he doesn't latch on to Minnesota or get a job elsewhere, my guess is he is signed to an NHL or AHL contract and is willing to play in Des Moines.

"I'd like to think I can still play in the NHL," Steckel said.

Up the middle right now for the Wild, the depth chart goes Mikko Koivu, Charlie Coyle/Mikael Granlund/Erik Haula battling for No. 2 center, Kyle Brodziak, Zenon Konopka, Jake Dowell. The question is whether Steckel can unseat any of those players. Steckel is likely battling for third- or fourth-line center, which could move Brodziak up to No. 2 if Steckel earns a spot and maybe Coyle/Granlund back to the wing. What's cool about this training camp is very few things are set in stone. As Mike Yeo and Chuck Fletcher have said, line combinations and even positions for players are completely up in the air, which should make for plenty of fun storylines in camp.

Here's a great feature on Steckel opening up about fertility struggles last week by the Washington Post.

Training camp begins Wednesday with the first on-ice session Thursday. The team has a corporate golf outing today.

Here is a Q and A with coach Mike Yeo from yesterday.

The Wild will announce its 36-man training camp roster later this morning (roster will grow after final Traverse City game today; Wild prospects are 0-1-2). On Saturday, there will be an open practice at the X at 9:30 a.m. and on Sunday, there will be an open scrimmage at 11 a.m. Gate 1 opens 15 minutes before each session and it's free.

Single-game tickets go on sale Saturday at the X at 9 a.m. (noon other locations).

Wild prospects set to begin play in Traverse City; Wild snippets
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Matt Dumba, Erik Haula, Zack Phillips and several other Wild prospects are in Traverse City, Mich., today through Monday to play in a prospects tournament with Dallas, Detroit, St. Louis, Buffalo, Carolina, Columbus and the Rangers.

The Wild plays Detroit tonight, St. Louis on Friday, Dallas on Sunday afternoon. On Monday will be the 7th- and 5th-place games, the consolation game and the championship game. As far as I know, these games can't be seen on TV, radio or the Interweb, but I'll try to keep half an eyeball on it.

It should be a good tournament for the Wild. It'll be interesting to see how players like Dumba and Haula do -- two players that have shots at cracking the Wild's 23-man roster out of training camp. The Wild hopes to see vast improvement from Bulmer and Phillips this month as both are considered still big parts of the Wild future and hopefully callup material this year. Bulmer, however, continues to rehab from a knee injury and stayed in Minnesota.

Other prospects in this tournament turning pro and Iowa bound this season include Raphael Bussieres, Johan Gustafsson and Tyler Graovac. The Wild will also decide this month whether to sign Kurtis Gabriel and have him start his pro career in Iowa or return him to Owen Sound for his overrage year.

Training camp begins Wednesday for the Wild with fitness testing and physicals. The Wild will be on the ice the first time a week from today at Ridder Arena before moving to the X. The Wild hosts Columbus on Sept. 17 in its first exhibition game of a six-game schedule. And remember, the Wild still plans a quick getaway/bonding trip after the final exhibition game Sept. 27 in St. Louis. It would likely be Sept. 29-30. Originally, the Wild was thinking Duluth or Brainerd, but it's keeping this top secret for now.

The training camp roster and schedule will be announced soon.

Most Wild players are in town and are skating today and Friday in Edina before moving to the X Monday and Tuesday. The Wild also has a team golf outing Monday.

I met Nino Niederreiter yesterday. He looked outstanding on the ice and definitely has a swagger to him. Mikael Granlund also looked very, very good. but he typically does in these informal NHL skates. We'll see how he looks in camp.

As I wrote on the blog a few days ago, Jason Pominville looks good, feels good and is in the midst of contract negotiations for an extension.

One bit of injury news: veteran left wing Mike Rupp still hasn't been cleared to play from his offseason knee surgery. He is skating alone, but he hasn't been in drills or informal skates yet, so it's still up in the air as to whether or not he'll be ready for the start of training camp.

Here is your prospect tourney Wild roster:

2013 MINNESOTA WILD TRAVERSE CITY PROSPECTS TOURNAMENT ROSTER 

 FORWARDS HT WT SHOOTS BORN BIRTHPLACE 2012-13 TEAM LGE GP G A PTS PIM ACQ

 82 Olivier Archambault 5-11 192 Left 2/16/93 Le Gardeur, Quebec Drummondville QMJHL 64 32 34 66 56 INVITEE

 54 Brett Bulmer 6-4 214 Right 4/26/92 Prince George, B.C. Houston AHL 43 4 3 7 41 EN/10

 71 Raphael Bussieres 6-1 198 Left 11/5/93 Longueuil, Quebec Baie-Comeau QMJHL 60 29 39 68 43 EN/12

 68 Josh Caron 6-4 216 Right 2/10/91 Campbell River, B.C. Orlando ECHL 25 1 1 2 41 FA/10

 47 Rhyse Dieno 5-10 172 Right 7/3/93 Saskatoon, Saskatchewan Red Deer WHL 48 27 32 59 8 INVITEE

 67 Marshall Everson 6-2 220 Left 9/5/90 Edina, Minnesota Harvard ECAC 32 11 5 16 16 INVITEE

 62 Kurtis Gabriel 6-4 214 Right 4/20/93 New Market, Ontario Owen Sound OHL 67 13 15 28 100 EN/13

 53 Tyler Graovac 6-5 196 Left 4/27/93 Brampton, Ontario Ottawa/Belleville OHL 60 38 35 73 18 EN/11

 56 Erik Haula 5-11 192 Left 3/23/91 Pori, Finland U. Minnesota WCHA 37 16 35 51 14 EN/09

 81 Colton Heffley 6-3 213 Right 5/27/94 Swift Current, Saskatchewan Kelowna WHL 68 6 21 27 77 INVITEE

 83 Zane Jones 6-3 219 Left 6/8/94 Olds, Alberta Calgary WHL 69 21 23 44 51 INVITEE

 52 Miles Koules 5-11 190 Right 6/25/94 Los Angeles, California Medicine Hat WHL 69 19 21 40 18 INVITEE

 61 Zack Phillips 6-0 196 Right 10/28/92 Fredericton, New Brunswick Houston AHL 71 8 19 27 10 EN/11

 80 Carter Sandlak 6-2 205 Left 5/18/93 Vancouver, British ColumbiaBelleville OHL 60 9 14 23 98 INVITEE

 75 Ben Walker 5-11 186 Right 6/21/93 Fargo, North Dakota Victoria WHL 59 19 33 52 54 INVITEE

 DEFENSEMEN HT WT SHOOTS BORN BIRTHPLACE 2012-13 TEAM LGE GP G A PTS PIM ACQ

 38 Corbin Baldwin 6-5 215 Left 2/5/91 Winnipeg, Manitoba Orlando ECHL 38 0 5 5 49 INVITEE

 73 Alex Basso 6-1 183 Right 6/15/93 Toronto, Ontario Sarnia OHL 57 11 33 44 49 INVITEE

 76 Jason Beattie 6-3 205 Right 9/13/88 Newmarket, Ontario Niagara University AHA 25 3 4 7 32 INVITEE

 57 Cody Corbett 6-1 194 Left 12/14/93 Lakeland, Minnesota Edmonton WHL 71 7 35 42 48 INVITEE

 43 Mathew Dumba 6-0 181 Right 7/25/94 Regina, Saskatchewan Red Deer WHL 62 16 26 42 80 EN/12

 74 Colton Jobke 6-1 190 Left 4/20/92 Delta, British Columbia Regina WHL 31 3 15 18 58 FA/10

 78 Dylan Labbe 6-1 190 Left 1/19/95 St. George, Quebec Shawinigan QMJHL 61 7 21 28 57 EN/13

 79 Jeremy Price 6-1 190 Right 9/26/90 Milton, Ontario Colgate ECAC 36 6 14 20 12 INVITEE

 GOALTENDERS HT WT CATCHES BORN BIRTHPLACE 2012-13 TEAM LGE GPI W-L-OT SO GAA SV% ACQ

 50 Alexandre Belanger 6-1 184 Left 8/19/95 Sherbrooke, Quebec Rouyn-Noranda QMJHL 44 24-13-4 1 3.46 .875 EN/13

 70 Johan Gustafsson 6-2 202 Left 2/28/92 Koping, Sweden Lulea HF Sweden 33 20-13-0 4 1.79 .932 EN/10
Hockey Day Minnesota lineup set
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The Handke Pit in Elk River will be the site of the outdoor high school games for Hockey Day Minnesota on Jan. 18.

Fox Sports North will have the day's games on television, concluding with the Wild-Dallas game from Xcel Energy Center.

The Gophers-Ohio State men's game at Mariucci is also on the card; the teams play the previous day in an outdoor game at TCF Bank Stadium that was announced yesterday.

Here's the lineup:

Rochester Lourdes vs. Cloquet/Esko/Carlton (boys), 10:15 a.m. at Handke Pit, Elk River

Elk River vs. Stillwater (boys), 1 p.m., Handke Pit

Elk River vs. Anoka girls (*tape delay on FS North), 4 p.m., Handke Pit

Minnesota Gophers men’s hockey vs. Ohio State, Mariucci Arena, 5 p.m.

Wild vs. Dallas Stars, Xcel Energy Center, 8 p.m.

Pominville extension talks going "back and forth"
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One month from today, the Wild opens the 2013-14 season against the Los Angeles Kings.

By the end of the week, most players on the Wild should be in town and on the same sheet of ice. Players have been skating at multiple locations, but starting Wednesday, the Wild players plan to combine forces and skate together as other NHLers continue to head back to their NHL cities. Kyle Brodziak, Torrey Mitchell, Clayton Stoner, Jonas Brodin, Charlie Coyle, Jason Zucker, Mikael Granlund, Nino Niederreiter, Niklas Backstrom, Nate Prosser and others should be joining the Octagon crew.

There were a lot fewer NHLers from other teams down at the Octagon camp today. Some players still in town today were Toronto’s James van Riemsdyk, the Rangers’ unsigned Derek Stepan, Pittsburgh’s Paul Martin, Buffalo’s John Scott, Tampa Bay’s Ryan Malone, Montreal’s David Drewiske and others.

From the Wild, Mikko Koivu, Zach Parise, Jason Pominville, Matt Cooke, Keith Ballard, Stephane Veilleux and Josh Harding, wearing these snazzy new red pads, skated at Octagon.

Short a defenseman because guys like Jake Gardiner, Dustin Byfuglien, Alex Goligoski, Matt Carle and Matt Gilroy weren’t there, Cooke, a left wing, played defense as Ballard’s partner and looked comfortable there impressively enough.

Last week, Wild General Manager Chuck Fletcher joined me at the Star Tribune booth for a 30-minute Q and A with Wild fans and Star Tribune readers. Fletcher was optimistic about the team, said the Wild should be more of a “well-oiled machine” after a proper training camp this month (camp starts Sept. 11, last camp was a week long due to the lockout) and talked a lot about the prospects of guys like Coyle, Zucker, Niederreiter, Justin Fontaine, Erik Haula and Matt Dumba making the team. All will be given great looks, and Dumba would have a real quality chance if he proves himself in camp because the Wild can keep him up to nine games without burning a year of his deal. Dumba is 19, leaves for Traverse City on Wednesday with the rest of the prospects for the rookie tournament and must either make the Wild or return to Red Deer of the WHL. Because of his age, he cannot play in Iowa. Jonas Brodin was able to play in Houston as a teenager because he was not a Canadian Hockey Leaguer.

Fletcher talked about the need for players like Brodziak to have bounceback years and says the “time is now” for Marco Scandella to prove himself. Stuff like that.

Two weeks ago, the Wild had organizational meetings, and as of now, Fletcher said it’s the teams decision not to invite any player in for a pro tryout. For instance, former Wild left wing Guillaume Latendresse signed one today with Phoenix.

Pro tryouts don’t bind players to teams, and with lots of free agents still available, Fletcher said he’d prefer to not bring anybody in and potentially block the ability of a young player to make the team. If this month Fletcher determines the Wild needs to sign a player due to his young kids not being ready or injury, “we can quickly make adjustments,” he said.

There are plenty of options so far.

I talked this morning with Pominville, and as Fletcher said during last week’s Q and A, he has begun talking more often with Pominville’s agent regarding a contract extension.

Pominville, the former Buffalo Sabres captain acquired April 3 for two prospects and two draft picks, including the Wild’s 2013 first-round pick, is entering the last year of his contract.

“They’ve talked a few times for sure and are going back and forth about what the plans are,” Pominville said. “We’ll just go day by day and see if both sides can make progress and go from there.”

Pominville, 30, would like to stay in Minnesota long-term.

“They committed to getting me, so just that means a lot to me and being part of a group that is committed to having success and being in a city that loves hockey, that makes it even better,” he said. “I want to stay and be part of what they’re building.”

Pominville says he is completely 100 percent from sustaining a head injury and whiplash from that Dustin Brown elbow with three games left in the regular season. Pominville missed the last two games of the regular season and first three games of the playoffs. When he returned, he admits he wasn’t himself, not because he wasn’t healthy, but because he hadn’t practiced since the injury.

Pominville scored four goals and nine points in 10 games after being traded. Minnesota doesn’t make the playoffs without him, frankly. He scored two goals and two assists in two games vs. Columbus, which was huge when you consider the Wild won a tiebreaker over the Blue Jackets to make the playoffs. The April 13 game against Columbus, Pominville tied it and forced overtime with 3:15 left.

He is excited though about a full training camp with his new team.

“What’s going to be nice is to be able to really start from scratch and get to know the systems from the start,” Pominville said. “You get thrown into the action after being traded and trying to learn here and there. And with our schedule last year, we didn’t have time to even practice, and even when we did, they were so light, there was not much system work going on. This year throughout camp, I’ll be able to learn a little more and get to know the system a little more and even get to know the guys better.”

I’ve gotten a lot of questions, by the way, if Pominville could be the answer at No. 2 center. He did play some center in today’s skate, but he joked that was only because Veilleux didn’t want to take a lot of draws. Pominville is a winger, plain and simple. He can take draws, but he’s not a center.

Most likely on Day One of camp, coach Mike Yeo will have Pominville on the right of Parise and Koivu and really look at Coyle and Granlund throughout camp at No. 2 center. But we’ll see lots of line combinations in camp, so get ready.

Pominville, a Canadian with dual citizenship, did say he was disappointed the U.S. didn’t invite him to orientation camp for the Olympics late last month in Virginia. Parise and Ryan Suter were there. But GM David Poile told me Pominville is “back on the board” and will be scouted heavily the first three months of the season.

Lastly, my deepest condolences to longtime Russoville reader and supporter Nick In New York on the loss of his father. NiNY wrote an incredible blog on their relationship the other day. I am humbled that I was mentioned and it meant a lot, but I want to post the link here because it’s an amazingly special tribute to his dad, the bond they shared and proves yet again how special the sport of hockey is to so many of us. Please give a read.

Wild unveils new white road jersey

Posted by: Michael Russo under Wild off-season news  Updated: September 1, 2013 - 11:47 AM 

41 

comments

print

Share 

. 

In front of a large crowd this morning at the State Fair, Wild forwards Stephane Veilleux and Nino Niederreiter unveiled the Wild's long anticipated new white road jersey.

From the news release: "The new road jersey follows the more classic design style of the red home jersey unveiled in 2003 and the green alternate jersey unveiled in 2009. The jersey keeps the primary Wild logo at the center of the sweater and features Iron Range Red numbers and collar, including Minnesota Wild text hidden on the inside of the collar. Additional features of the new jersey are Forest Green lettering, a traditional lace-up collar in classic Wild Forest Green and the Wild circle crest as a shoulder patch. The new road uniforms include Forest Green stripes on the arms and waist of the jersey, as well as on the new white socks."

The jersey can be seen above -- as modeled by Zach Parise. The jerseys are available at all Wild Hockey Lodge locations exclusively Tuesday through Saturday. It can then be purchased at stateofhockeystore.com.

The Wild will wear the jersey for the first time Sept. 19 during an exhibition game at Winnipeg.

Question for Chuck Fletcher? Come to State Fair today; More on Brunette and the power play
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If you’re a Wild fan and down at the State Fair today, please stop by the Star Tribune booth at 12:30 p.m. Wild GM Chuck Fletcher will be joining me for a Q and A. We will open it up to the audience, too. If you can't come, please leave questions in the comment section and I will ask a few. The Q and A will also be live-streamed on the web site and highlights will appear on the site later on.

In today’s newspaper, I have an article (can be read here) about former Wild left wing Andrew Brunette, the Wild’s advisor to the hockey operations department who will add power-play consultant to his repertoire this upcoming season.

Nobody has been on the ice for more power-play goals in Wild history, so coach Mike Yeo called “Bruno” an “invaluable resource.” 

In concert, Brunette and Yeo will come up with the power-play units. Several will be tried in training camp, which begins Sept. 11.

“We can’t figure that out because we don’t know who will be here yet,” Yeo said. “We’ve got to find out if [Mikael Granlund’s] going to be here, if [Jason Zucker] is going to be here and so on. [Nino] Niederreiter, too. A [newcomer] like him, we don’t really know enough about yet.”

As of now, Brunette says he doesn’t plan any dramatic changes. For instance, the power play won’t be quarterbacked from, say, behind the net, which was Brunette’s specialty.

He plans tweaks and he plans to sit down with some of the key power-play guys on the Wild and kick around ideas with them.

“The power play is a finicky thing,” Brunette said. “It seems if it’s not scoring, it really gets bashed and if you are scoring and still not doing the right things, it’s let go. It’s one of those things where it’s hard to explain what makes a good and bad power play. You can talk about shots on goal, puck possession, but at the end of the day, if the puck’s in the net, it’s valued as successful.”

Last year, the Wild’s power play improved from 27th in the NHL in Mike Yeo’s first season to 16th. However, it went 0 for 17 in the playoffs and despite being the second-best power play on the road during the regular season, it ranked a lowly 28th at home.

Brunette has some ideas. So does Yeo. They’ll be looking to generate more quality shots, get more shots through without being blocked and improve on the overall net-front presence of the team.

“I think our whole game can be better, but especially [our net-front play] on the power play,” Brunette said. “It has to be a mentality everybody has to take. It can’t just be one guy that stands in front of the net.”

Brunette still has several duties for hockey ops, like scouting and heading to Des Moines to work with the prospects. So Brunette won’t take over the power play as a whole because sometimes he won’t be around.

But Yeo said everything about the power play will be discussed with Brunette and when he’s in town and Yeo feels it’s time to work the power play significantly on the ice, Brunette will take the ice.

At July’s development camp, Brunette donned a coach’s track suit with director of player development Brad Bombardir to work with the prospects. He had a blast.

“I really enjoyed that, and it was very fulfilling working with the kids and trying to find things to help them out and be a little bit better,” Brunette said.

Yeo first talked to Brunette about taking over the power play around the draft in June. They talked more about it a few weeks ago to determine how it would work.

Assistant coach Darryl Sydor used to run the power play, but Yeo wants to use Sydor in other areas.

“I really want to concentrate on individual work, skill work, getting on the ice early, video or even spending more time with the players this year,” Yeo said. “I can’t do everything. As much as I’d love to, the head coach doesn’t have as much opportunity to do the one-on-one work that quite often you wish to do.

“A lot of that falls on the assistants, so this is about freeing up time for Syd to spend more time with the players. It’s something that he’s really strong at.”

Below is a chart that wound up not squeezing into today’s newspaper. Also, see you at the Fair. Please stop by!

Lastly, Avery Peterson, the Wild's sixth-round pick and Grand Rapids native, has committed to Nebraska-Omaha, the Duluth News Tribune reports. He was recruited by St. Cloud State, North Dakota, Wisconsin, Minnesota and Ohio State. As of the draft, he planned to play at Sioux City of the USHL this upcoming season.

Also, Bjorn Krupp -- Uwe Krupp's son -- will clear unconditional waivers today so the Wild can officially terminate his contract. Paper move.

WILD POWER PLAY

Andrew Brunette, who has been on the ice for more power-play goals (216) in Wild history and ranks second in Wild history with 55 power-play goals, is the team’s new power-play consultant. Brunette scored 114 career power-play goals, and his 108 from 1998-99 to 2011-12 ranked 15th in the NHL during that span. Here are some facts about the Wild’s power play:

Power play under coach Mike Yeo:

2011-12: Ranked 27th overall (15.1 percent); ranked 13th at home, 30th on the road)

2012-13: Ranked 16th overall (17.9 percent); ranked 28th at home, 2nd on the road)

Dany Heatley: Since 2001-02, the Wild right wing leads the NHL with 139 power-play goals. (Ilya Kovalchuk 138, Teemu Selanne 133, Jarome Iginla 128 and Alex Ovechkin 127). The Wild scored five power-play goals in 17 games after he suffered a season-ending shoulder injury April 3.

Mikko Koivu: Scored no power-play goals last season  but 13 power-play assists. Ranks fourth in Wild history with 36 power-play goals, first with 109 power-play points and tied with Marian Gaborik for first with 145 power-play points. Has been on the ice for 191 power-play goals, fourth in Wild history.

Zach Parise and Jason Pominville: Combined for 101 career power-play goals.

Ryan Suter: In his first season with the Wild, he had 12 power-play assists and 15 power-play points.

Parises have twins on the way
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One big reason why Zach Parise wanted to return home to Minnesota and sign a 13-year contract in the summer of 2012 was to build a family.

Well, one is on the way.

Parise's wife, Alisha, is pregnant with twins, the Wild forward said today.

There must be something in the water because last month, Twins hometown hero Joe Mauer became a father for the first time when his wife, Maddie, gave birth to twin girls.

Parise said Alisha is due in January. Parise said he and his wife have been told one of the babies is a boy, but the doctor couldn't tell yet the gender of the other baby.

Parise said he texted Mauer, they've been in contact and so have their wives. "They're helping us out with different things to get that have helped them," Parise said.

Parise and the rest of the U.S. National Team at Olympics orientation camp is heading to the Nationals-Marlins game tonight here in DC.

Incidentally, Wild captain Mikko Koivu's fiancee, Helena, is due with the couple's first child in October.
Koivu, Parise among the dozens skating at 2 Twin Cities camps
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You know training camp is on the horizon when the pre-training camp camps start to crank up with Wild players and Minnesota-based NHLers. The camps already have impressive numbers and only grow as training camp gets closer.

Remember, Wild training camp begins Sept. 11 with fitness testing and physicals. The first day on the ice will be Sept. 12 at Ridder Arena before camp moves to Xcel Energy Center. There will be six preseason games followed by a likely two-day getaway for team bonding Sept. 29-30. The team hasn’t officially decided where it will go yet, but it will likely be somewhere in northern Minnesota, maybe Duluth again.

Opening night is Oct. 3 vs. the Los Angeles Kings. “Becoming Wild” starts on Fox Sports North on Sept. 16, I believe, with an exclusive look at Yeo Island – so to speak. Seriously, coach Mike Yeo and his family live on a private island six hours from Toronto for about a month every offseason.

This will be Season Three of “Becoming Wild” -- the second consecutive year the episodes will be behind-the-scenes features on single players, or in this case, Yeo.

Agent Neil Sheehy’s camp started last week and has had players like David Backes, Drew Stafford, Justin Fontaine, Jordan Schroeder, Danny Kristo, Mikey Reilly, Matt Frattin, Matt Niskanen, Ryan Carter, Jack Hillen and Anders Lee.

The Octagon camp, put on by Ben Hankinson and Chris McAlpine, has had so far guys like Mikko Koivu, Zach Parise, Josh Harding, Clayton Stoner, Keith Ballard, Stephane Veilleux, Dustin Byfuglien, Paul Martin, John Scott, Nick Bjugstad, Ryan McDonagh, Chris Porter, Jake Gardiner, Andrew Alberts, Ryan Jones, Alex Goligoski, Zach Budish, Tim Jackman, Mark Stuart, Nate Thompson, Jimmy O’Brien, Matt Carle, etc. Goalies include Alex Stalock, his cousin, Adam Wilcox and Alex Kangas. Lots of others, too.

The Sheehy camp is open to the public at Augsburg. They have ice reserved this week and next from 9-11 a.m. weekdays.

Like I said, as camps get closer, more players show. Jonas Brodin is supposed to get in next week, etc.

Several of these camps are going on throughout the continent, some in Toronto and Montreal and other markets with teams. Dany Heatley’s been skating in Kelowna. Chuck Fletcher said last week that Nino Niederreiter was flying to Portland to skate with his old junior team before coming here to the Twin Cities.

I can tell already there’s a different feel at this year’s Octagon camp. Last year, we all knew the lockout was all but guaranteed to occur. Now, as Koivu said yesterday, there’s a genuine excitement.

Three weeks before camp, and Koivu gets to skate with his likely linemate, Parise, to get ready.

Just on an aside, Wild training camp should be fun. Yeo plans to experiment with dozens of line combinations in camp. So the lines on Day One will not likely be the lines on Day Two, and that could even include Koivu and Parise. But on that No. 1 line, Yeo will be looking at everybody from Jason Pominville and Heatley on the right wing to Charlie Coyle again. At No. 2 center, Yeo will be looking at Coyle and Mikael Granlund to Erik Haula.

Niederreiter will get a great look, from Line 2 to Line 3. And look for Nate Prosser, Jonathon Blum and Matt Dumba to get great looks on the blue line and Fontaine to get a really good look in camp as well. I’ll write more about all this as camp approaches.

The front office and coaching staffs are meeting this week to discuss the team. One of the topics will be whether or not the Wild should bring anybody in on tryouts. Fletcher said last week that often times that just “muddies the water” and his preference would be not to bring anybody in, but he said he would leave it largely up to the coaching staff. In other words, if Yeo, Rick Wilson, Darryl Sydor, Darby Hendrickson or maybe an Andrew Brunette felt there was the potential of a great fit out there, he would investigate.

There are still some decent names out there. On the back end, there’s Ron Hainsey, Ryan Whitney and Doug Murray among others. On wing, there’s veterans like Jamie Langenbrunner and Brenden Morrow and Brad Boyes and the skilled Damien Brunner. At center, there’s Mikhail Grabovski and Vinny Prospal. Frankly, there are many quality players available (go to capgeek.com/free-agents) and just no money in the system, whether it be the dozen teams near the cap or teams that are pretty much at their budget. Or, you have teams who have spots filled. There are only 23 spots on a hockey team and typically only 12 forwards, six D and two goalies that dress.

Scary times for these players. Lots of careers could be ending or transitioning to Europe.

That’s it for me. I will be live at the state fair with Paul Allen from the KFAN booth on Thursday from 11:20 a.m.-noon.

On August 29 at 12:30 p.m., please come to the Star Tribune booth, where Wild GM Chuck Fletcher will be joining me for a Q and A with Wild fans.

Also, be sure to follow me on Twitter (www.twitter.com/russostrib) and read the blog Monday and Tuesday because I will be covering the U.S. Olympic men’s hockey team camp from Arlington, Va. Besides Parise and Ryan Suter, 14 Minnesotans will be attending – double the next highest state (Michigan, 7). Those players are Parise, defensemen Dustin Byfuglien, Justin Faulk, Jake Gardiner, Erik Johnson, Nick Leddy, Paul Martin and Ryan McDonagh and forwards David Backes, Nick Bjugstad, Kyle Okposo, T.J. Oshie, Derek Stepan and Blake Wheeler.

State Fair news? State Fair news

Posted by: Michael Russo under Wild news  Updated: August 19, 2013 - 7:03 PM 
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The Wild announced it will reveal a new white road jersey for the season at the State Fair on Sept. 1 at the FAN Central Building.

By the way, Wild General Manager Chuck Fletcher will be appearing with me at the Star Tribune booth on Thursday, Aug. 29 from 12:30-1 p.m. He'll answer questions from myself and Wild fans, so please stop by.

The Wild's State Fair news is included in this release:

MINNESOTA WILD TO UNVEIL ROAD JERSEY SUNDAY, SEPT. 1 AT STATE FAIR

Team also announces Minnesota Wild Fan Fan, given away each day at Great Minnesota Get Together

 SAINT PAUL, Minn. – The National Hockey League’s (NHL) Minnesota Wild announced today that the club will introduce a new white road jersey on Sunday, Sept. 1 at 11:30 a.m. at the Minnesota State Fair’s FAN Central building.

 Minnesota’s new road jersey will be unveiled on stage in front of the FAN Central building starting at 11:30 a.m. The event will feature newly-acquired Wild forward Nino Niederreiter, forward Stephane Veilleux and Nordy. The Wild’s State Fair booth is located in the FAN Central building at the intersection of Dan Patch Avenue and Underwood Street. Fans will be able to register to win a road jersey at the team’s booth in FAN Central each day of the fair. The Wild will tease photos of the new jersey on Wild.com and twitter.com/mnwild daily beginning Monday, Aug 26.

 Wild season ticketholders will have an exclusive opportunity to purchase the new, white jersey in an offer e-mailed later this week. The jersey will be available for sale exclusively at all Hockey Lodge locations beginning Tuesday, Sept. 3-Saturday, Sept. 7.

 The Wild also announced the team will give away 1,000 “Minnesota Wild Fan Fans” (image attached) for each of the 12 days of the State Fair. Beginning at 9 a.m., the first 500 fans at the Wild’s booth will get the Fan Fan, with the other 500 being distributed starting at 3 p.m. The Wild is asking fans to take photos of themselves with the Fan Fan in their hometowns or other destinations, and tweet them to @mnwild or submit via e-mail at info@wild.com. The best photos will be compiled into a photo gallery on Wild.com.

 Nordy will appear in the State Fair’s daily parade, and will also sign autographs at the Wild’s booth after the parades on Friday, Aug. 23, Sunday, Aug. 25 and Tuesday, Aug. 27. A complete list of Wild fair appearances will be posted on Wild.com as soon as it is available.

Wild update on Pominville, Heatley, important dates, injuries

Posted by: Michael Russo under Wild off-season news  Updated: August 15, 2013 - 3:47 PM  
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With Opening Night 50 days from yesterday (August 14) and the NHL in the middle of its annual August coma (save for when the NHL and NHLPA meet once every eight Augusts or so in an attempt to avoid lockouts), I thought it would be a good time to write up a Wild update.

It won’t be long before the Star Tribune will be filled with hockey articles again.

--Players report for training camp Sept. 11. The Wild will hold physicals and fitness testing that day. Wild players will be on the ice for the first time Sept. 12, and the plan is for that to occur at Ridder Arena or Mariucci Arena because Blake Shelton will be playing Xcel Energy Center that night.

--The Wild prospects will be taking part in the Prospects Tournament in Traverse City, Michigan, Sept. 5-9. Players set to compete include Brett Bulmer, Raphael Bussieres, Kurtis Gabriel, Tyler Graovac, Erik Haula, Zack Phillips, Matt Dumba and Johan Gustafsson.

--Preseason tickets go on sale Monday at 10 a.m. Regular-season single-game tickets go on sale Sept. 14 at the Xcel Energy Center box office at 9 a.m. and noon at Ticketmaster. Full-season, half-season and 10-game rivalry packs are on sale now. The Wild’s documentary show, Becoming Wild, is expected to kick off in September.

--On Monday, the Wild is expected to release information regarding its state fair appearances and also what date the unveiling will be at the state fair of its new white road sweaters. It’s not yet firmed up, but as usual, I’ll be doing something at the Star Tribune booth one of the days and I hope to have a Wild guest for a Q and A.

--There’s been little free-agent news around the NHL for weeks, and that was expected with the salary cap dropping almost $6 million per team due to the lockout. If one assumes a team wants to keep roughly $1-2 million of cap room for injury callups and potential in-season moves, there are several teams around the NHL with almost no cap space (teams like Philadelphia, Vancouver, Boston, Pittsburgh, Los Angeles, San Jose, Detroit, Edmonton and Chicago. There’s actually more. Then, you have to take into consideration the teams with internal budgets that just don’t have cap room to add players. That means a lot of out-of-work players are in a bigtime state of flux, guys like Tom Gilbert, Doug Murray, Ron Hainsey, Mikhail Grabovski, Jamie Langenbrunner, Ilya Bryzgalov, Ryan Whitney, Brenden Morrow and scores of others.

Some of these players will have to sign pro tryouts and hope a job opens up in training camp. Others will have to look toward Europe.

The Wild’s cap ceiling is a little over $64 million – about $280,000 less than the NHL ceiling because Jonas Brodin’s bonuses last season put the Wild over the cap. The Wild has about $3 million in space, but the Wild needs to leave injury callup space and room in case guys like Brodin and Charlie Coyle and Jason Zucker, etc., hit some entry-level bonuses.

I talked to Wild GM Chuck Fletcher for awhile this morning, and as of now, he’s not actively looking to sign players to tryouts. Also, most players won’t agree to tryouts until the days leading up to camp anyway.

But as of now, Fletcher says the current team is the team. However, Fletcher will meet next week with coach Mike Yeo and his staff, assistant GM Brent Flahr, assistant to the GM Jim Mill and front-office personnel Andrew Brunette, Brad Bombardir and Shep Harder to talk about the team. Fletcher said if there’s a player available that the staff, particularly Yeo and the coaches, has significant interest in, he would look into it.

But Fletcher says often times bringing a veteran in on a tryout “muddies the water” and he doesn’t want to block the abilities of youngsters like Coyle, Zucker, Mikael Granlund, Nino Niederreiter and even Erik Haula or Justin Fontaine from making the team.

Training camp should be fun. Remember, after the lockout ended in January, there was a training camp of barely a week. Most teams couldn’t do fitness testing, they had to do a crash course on systems and everything frankly, players basically couldn’t try out. The team was the team.

This year will be 20 days and you can bet Yeo’s got 50 potential line combinations jotted down. There are several options in camp, everything from which youngsters make the team (from Niederreiter to Haula and Fontaine to Dumba), to who starts at No. 2 center, to what the top line will look like, to what wing guys like Dany Heatley and Jason Pominville play, to what the fourth line will look like, to defense pairs.

The story lines will be plentiful in camp.

Some other nuggets:

--Fletcher says he has had one preliminary conversation with the agent of Pominville regarding a contract extension. Pominville can become an unrestricted free agent July 1, 2014, if unsigned. Fletcher says there’s no rush and he would even be willing to talk once the season starts if Pominville isn’t extended beforehand. Fletcher says his preference is to re-sign Pominville, but the number and fit needs to make sense. Pominville sustained a concussion against Los Angeles in April and missed the first two games of the playoffs. When he returned, he still wasn’t himself. Pominville says he has felt 100 percent for awhile. In addition, I texted with Dany Heatley (shoulder) the other day. He is feeling good and will be ready by camp. Niklas Backstrom (sports hernia) has been on the ice since June and Clayton Stoner (upper body) is also cleared to return.

--Players have started to trickle into town. The Octagon camp begins Monday. Niederreiter is heading to Portland to skate with his former junior team.

--The Wild hired former NHLer Steve Poapst as Iowa Wild coach Kurt Kleinendorst’s assistant. He will be the lone assistant because Kleinendorst opted to hire a fulltime video coach, Tim Flynn. He’ll have plenty of support as Bombardir and Brunette will be down there often, as well as goalie coach Bob Mason.

--Josh Harding’s charity, Harding’s Hope, which will benefit those afflicted with multiple sclerosis, will host its kickoff event August 25 at The Pourhouse in Minneapolis from 1-5 p.m. Tickets can be purchased at http://www.vitalculture.com/events/detail/2183.

Here is the Wild depth chart:

Forwards

Left wing                         Center                          Right wing

Zach Parise                         Mikko Koivu                 Jason Pominville

*Jason Zucker                 *Charlie Coyle                Dany Heatley  

Matt Cooke                      Kyle Brodziak             *Nino Niederreiter

Mike Rupp                       Zenon Konopka          Torrey Mitchell  

Extra: Jake Dowell

 Some vying for spots: *Mikael Granlund, *Erik Haula, Justin Fontaine, Stephane Veilleux.

* Entry-level deals; don't require waivers to be sent to the minors.  

Defensemen

Left Defense                     Right Defense

Ryan Suter                       Jonas Brodin  

Marco Scandella               Keith Ballard  

Clayton Stoner                Jared Spurgeon  

Extra: Nate Prosser        

Vying for spots: Jonathon Blum, Matt Dumba (Must make the Wild or return to WHL Red Deer, not Iowa eligible because he’ll be 19)  

Goalies

Niklas Backstrom  

Josh Harding
Posted on Thursday, 09.19.13
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stars 3, Panthers 2 (SO)

Late scoring surge by Panthers falls short

 .
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Florida Panthers' Jacob Markstrom (25), of Sweden, blocks a shot by Dallas Stars' Cody Eakin (20) as Panthers' Scottie Upshall, right, helps defend during the third period of a preseason NHL hockey game, Wednesday, Sept. 18, 2013, in Dallas. The Stars won in a shootout, 3-2. (AP Photo/Tony Gutierrez) 

Florida Panthers' Jacob Markstrom (25), of Sweden, blocks a shot by Dallas Stars' Cody Eakin (20) as Panthers' Scottie Upshall, right, helps defend during the third period of a preseason NHL hockey game, Wednesday, Sept. 18, 2013, in Dallas. The Stars won in a shootout, 3-2. (AP Photo/Tony Gutierrez) 

Related Content

• New York businessman leading group purchasing Florida Panthers  

•Blog | On Frozen Pond 

By Travis L. Brown

Special to the Miami Herald

DALLAS --  After sputtering for the majority of the game, the Panthers’ offense quickly sparked into action in the third quarter, tallying two goals in 14 seconds to tie the score at two.

The extra frame wasn’t enough to decide the game, which ultimately went to Dallas 3-2 by way of a shootout.

The Panthers managed just 12 shots through two periods against the tandem of Dallas goaltenders starter Kari Lehtonen and Christopher Nilstorp. The second period saw just four Panther shots fall on target. 

However, center Drew Shore ignited the Panther spark, scoring 16 minutes into the third period. Shore saw both sides of emotion in the game as he drew the penalty that led to the Stars’ first goal.

“Certainly anytime you’re in the box and they score it isn’t a good feeling,” Shore said. “We battled back and that’s important because it shows we have a lot of character in that room and I think that, especially in the preseason, that’s something that’s very important.”

Florida tied the score 14 seconds later when right wing Scottie Upshall placed the puck in the top of Dallas’ net with a Star defender draped on him. Upshall’s goal in the slot was set up by a pass from center Jessie Winchester.

Before the late-game rally, Florida managed only two real scoring opportunities in the game.

One of the Panthers two prime scoring chances came late in the first period on a close-range shot by Upshall spinning around from behind the net. 

The goal attempt buried itself into the Star logo on Lehtonen’s chest with 1:09 left in the first frame.

Center Quinton Howden gave Florida its next best chance halfway through the third, squeezing through two Dallas defenders to create a short break away. His quick wrister was knocked away by the blocker of Nilstorp.

After registering just six shots in the first period, Dallas drew first blood late in the second on a quick shot from the slot by center Cody Eakin. 

Defenseman Sergei Gonchar developed the play by coasting the blue line and feeding winger Ray Whitney in the Stars’ offensive corner. Whitney whipped a pass into the middle of the ice to Eakin who buried the goal on a power play for hooking by center Drew Shore.

The Stars added their second of the night just 30 seconds later, on a wrister off the stick of left wing Jamie Benn over the glove of Panther goalie Jacob Markstrom. The score was set up by new Dallas Stars center Tyler Seguin and winger Alex Chiasson.

Both Florida shooters, right wing Brad Boyes and center and second-round draft pick Aleksander Barkov failed to beat Stars’ goaltender Cristopher Nilstorp in the shootout, while both Star shooters, Alex Chiasson and Jamie Benn found twine.

Despite allowing two goals, Markstrom had an excellent game, capped off by killing a 4-on-3 Dallas powerplay in overtime.

Markstrom faced 30 shots on the night.

“I thought he was awesome,” Shore said. “Especially in the 4-on-3 at the end of the game, I thought he was phenomenal. He gave us a chance to win the game.” 

Read more here: http://www.miamiherald.com/2013/09/19/3636231/late-scoring-surge-by-panthers.html#storylink=cpy
Posted on Thursday, 09.19.13
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New York businessman leading group purchasing Florida Panthers

 .

Prominent New York businessman Vincent ‘Vinnie’ Viola is leading a group in attempting to complete a purchase of the Florida Panthers from Cliff Viner of Palm Beach.
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Vincent “Vinnie” Viola, a former minority owner of the NBA’s Nets, and his group are buying the Florida Panthers from Palm Beach businessman Cliff Viner. 

Vincent “Vinnie” Viola, a former minority owner of the NBA’s Nets, and his group are buying the Florida Panthers from Palm Beach businessman Cliff Viner. 

 NETSDAILY.COM 
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Vincent Viola 

Sports ties: Former minority owner of the New Jersey/Brooklyn Nets 

Outside sports: Former chairman of the New York Mercantile Exchange and current chairman of Virtu Financial, an electronic commodities trading company 

By Barry Jackson and George Richards

bjackson@MiamiHerald.com

Vincent “Vinnie” Viola, a prominent New York businessman and former minority owner of the NBA’s Nets, is leading a group in completing a deal to purchase the Florida Panthers from Palm Beach businessman Cliff Viner, an industry source said Wednesday.

Letters of intent have been executed, but the transaction still needs to be signed and approved by the NHL. The source said it’s conceivable the deal could fall through, but both sides want to make it happen.

The sale price is $230 million, and Viola is buying out several of the team’s minority owners. Last season, Forbes had placed the franchise’s value at $170 million. 

The Panthers are expected to remain in South Florida; the team’s lease with the Broward County-owned BB&T Center runs through 2028.

Sunrise Sports & Entertainment, which operates the arena, is the profitable arm of the Florida Panthers family of companies and is said to be part of the transaction.

The team had no comment after the New York Post first reported a group of unidentified New York-based investors were buying the team. The Panthers have been losing more than $20 million per season in recent years, the source said.

A source close to the team confirmed the sale was in the works and said general manager Dale Tallon has been telling players interested in coming to the Panthers — such as former All-Star goalie Tim Thomas — that a new owner would be in place soon.

An announcement could be coming in the next few weeks.

Captain Ed Jovanovski, who said he heard reports of a new owner on a “weekly” basis while with the Phoenix Coyotes, said word of a new owner shouldn’t affect the team at all.

“For the most part, you have a bunch of guys who just want to play hockey,” Jovanovski said. “Whatever happens on the ownership side will be taken care of by the executives in place. I think for us, we just wait and see. We’re trying to be in the right frame of mind for the start of the season.

“But someone new coming in must be eager to take over the team. You have to look at that as a positive. We’ll see.

“Anytime you have an ownership group that wants to win and wants to spend money, that’s exciting for a player.”

Viola is a successful commodities dealer who previously was chairman of the New York Mercantile Exchange and is now chairman of Virtu Financial, an electronic commodities trading company.

He was a minority owner of the New Jersey/Brooklyn Nets — of which Brett Yormark, twin brother of Panthers’ president Michael, is CEO — several years ago but is no longer, according to the team.

Military years

Viola was born in Brooklyn in 1956, graduated from the U.S. Military Academy at West Point in 1977 and served as an officer in the 101st Airborne. He transferred to the Army Reserve in 1982 before leaving the Army Reserve as a major in 1993.

Viola and his wife, Teresa, now live in Manhattan after raising three sons in New Jersey.

According to the Nets’ media guide, Viola joined the New York Mercantile Exchange as a local trader after leaving the army. He became a member of the exchange in 1982, the same year he graduated from New York Law School. He was the company’s chairman from 2001 to 2004 and helped the exchange through the turmoil of the Sept. 11 attacks.

Leah McGrath Goodman’s 2011 book, The Asylum: The Renegades Who Hijacked the World’s Oil Market, offers details about Viola and the New York Mercantile Exchange when he was chairman there.

“Viola was perhaps the handsomest of all the exchange chairmen, but beneath the spit and polish he was still a tough guy from Brooklyn,” Goodman wrote. “… After becoming a local in the NYMEX gasoline pit, he finally found his niche. He compared trading to being in an army platoon.”

Goodman wrote Viola “had a nasty temper, but [predecessor chairman Lou] Guttman says he didn’t lose control of his emotions easily.”

In the book, Guttman said Viola “exuded leadership. His personality was amazing. He drew people in. He was a phenomenal speaker. Even if he didn’t know what he was talking about, he sounded like he knew what he was saying. He was an astute businessman and an extreme opportunist.”

Goodman wrote that Viola, the son of a truck driver, “set up a dojo in his office to study kung fu” and that his fondest wish, according to a former associate, “was to be ambassador to Italy or to the Vatican.”

Street-smart

In the book, interviewee Ben Kaufman, the son of a big oil trader who interned at NYMEX, said Viola “was the street-smart Italian guy, always with a bunch of Brooklyn and Staten Island kids hanging around him. Vinnie had the influence and the intimidation factor going for him. … He dressed and acted like a Mafioso don.”

Viola has received numerous awards for his philanthropy. He gave $2 million to Fordham University to establish the Avery Cardinal Dulles, S.J., Chair in Catholic Theology. After the Sept. 11 attacks, he financed the Counter-Terrorism Center at West Point. 

He also co-founded the National Children’s Educational Reform Foundation, which is dedicated to the improvement of inner-city education with an emphasis on bilingual programs in immigrant communities.

Viner, who has helped the Florida Panthers foundation raise a considerable amount of money for charity, took over the Panthers along with Stu Siegel from Alan Cohen in 2009. Viner became the sole general partner a year later.

Recent sales

The Panthers would be the latest NHL franchise to change hands in recent months as Phoenix and New Jersey — both struggling financially — have new ownership groups.

“I’m going to let this play out,” coach Kevin Dineen said.

“Nothing has been finalized or anything like that. Like everyone else, I’ll wait and see what happens.” 

Read more here: http://www.miamiherald.com/2013/09/19/v-fullstory/3634940/new-york-businessman-leading-group.html#storylink=cpy
Posted on Thursday, 09.19.13
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Mark Whicker: Ducks' Lindholm learning to protect himself at all times

 .

By MARK WHICKER

The Orange County Register

ANAHEIM, Calif. --  Objects in the NHL mirror are closer than they appear.

Sharper, too.

Hampus Lindholm is a 19-year-old defenseman whom the Ducks took with the sixth overall pick in the 2012 draft. 

Eventually, they think he will orchestrate games, make indisputable decisions, and become chairman of the power play.

Provided he gets there in one piece.

Playing on smaller rinks, Lindholm has been wearing a "hit me' sign throughout practice, and into the first exhibition against Phoenix Monday night.

"If you make a mistake in this league they are going to punish you pretty hard," Lindholm said Tuesday. "You can't make junior mistakes anymore. But in one way it's easier, because you're playing with good players."

Still, General Manager Bob Murray winced a few times when he saw Lindholm forget to pull the pin on the grenade a few times.

Scott Niedermayer, who describes himself now as "the assistant to the assistant coaches," saw the same thing.

So on Tuesday, when Monday night's players skated for an hour and 15 minutes, Niedermayer spent a long time talking with Lindholm, by the boards.

The emphasis seemed to be on swiveling his head and body to see the onrushers, and to get rid of the puck before Lindholm picked up a second concussion to match the one he got in the American Hockey League last winter.

"He wants to do so much," Murray said. "He wants the puck and that's a good thing. But if you move it up the boards and make smart little passes, you can avoid all that contact. Scotty did that for years. You'd see guys crashing into the boards, right beside him.

"But he's growing into his body, which is a common thing among the Swedes. If you saw (Detroit's) Niklas Kronwall at that age, you wouldn't have ever thought he could play in the NHL."

Kronwall is now the one who knocks. He brings the type of hammer that Lindholm is learning to avoid.

But the prototype Swedish defenseman is a guy like Nicklas Lidstrom, the seven-time Norris Trophy winner for the Red Wings.

Erik Karlsson won the Norris for Ottawa two seasons ago. Oliver Ekman-Larsson is a coming All-Star for Phoenix.

And when Chicago won its second Stanley Cup, two Swedes made huge plays in their own end for two months: Johnny Oduya and Nik Hjalmarsson.

All had to learn how to cope with tighter corners, tighter lanes, more malice aforethought.

"I have to expect the hit to always be coming instead of not expecting it," Lindholm said. "I can't make a pass and then just stand there and stare at my pass. It's not something I was used to back home."

The other reason Lindholm will get hit is that people know what he can do when he's free.

He scored from the perimeter on a 5-on-3 against Phoenix. He also hit Brad Staubitz in stride with a sweet 100-foot pass.

There are six Swedes on the Ducks' training camp roster. Winger Jakob Silfverberg and goaltender Niklas Fasth will be here from Game 1, and Rickard Rakell, another former first-round pick, is scrapping for a spot among the bottom-six forwards.,

The Ducks' man in Sweden is Jan-Ake Danielson, who played at the U. of Wisconsin. Danielson recommended Fasth ï¿½ "and after three years I finally listened to him," Murray said ï¿½ and kept the Ducks informed when Lindholm, as a 17-year-old, helped Rogle BK to a promotion into the Swedish Elite League.

"Our game has become puck-possession, puck-management," Murray said. "Swedes are very good at that. They're very comfortable and calm with the puck.

"But coaches love them because they are so low-maintenance. They love to play, they give you no trouble, and they show up on time and work hard. Sammy Pahlsson was a great player for us (in the Stanley Cup year of 2007) and you never heard a word out of him."

Generally, the Swedes play less, but practice more, than North American kids.

"In Sweden, if someone else has the puck, they want us to show that you want the puck, open yourself up,' Lindholm said. "Then you'll going to feel comfortable with it, you want to do something with it. Our drills are more skating and stickhandling. Over here it's probably more shooting."

Lindholm's hometown is Helsingborg, a half-hour ferry ride from Denmark. Kenny Jonsson, a former Islanders defenseman, is from there.

"He was a little bit like Lidstrom," Lindholm said. "But then I was a big fan of Lidstrom, of course."

Lidstrom's game and life were so pristine that some people doubted that he possessed blood. Nobody made him shed any.

Lindholm smiled. "Maybe I could learn from him," he said. 

Read more here: http://www.miamiherald.com/2013/09/19/3636690/mark-whicker-ducks-lindholm-learning.html#storylink=cpy
Posted on Wednesday, 09.18.13
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Panthers | Tim Thomas

Reinvigorated goalie Tim Thomas ready to compete with Panthers

 .

Get Adobe Flash player

In this April 12, 2012, file photo, Boston Bruins goalie Tim Thomas makes a save against the Washington Capitals during the first period of Game 1 of an NHL hockey Stanley Cup first-round playoff series in Boston. Stanley Cup winner Thomas agreed to a tryout with the Florida Panthers on Monday after he took last season off. 

In this April 12, 2012, file photo, Boston Bruins goalie Tim Thomas makes a save against the Washington Capitals during the first period of Game 1 of an NHL hockey Stanley Cup first-round playoff series in Boston. Stanley Cup winner Thomas agreed to a tryout with the Florida Panthers on Monday after he took last season off. 

 Charles Krupa / AP 
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 Schedule 

Wednesday: Practice, 9 a.m. (Iceplex); travel to preseason game at Dallas Stars, 8 p.m. 

Thursday: Practice in San Antonio, TBA. 

Friday: At Stars, AT&T Center (San Antonio), 8 p.m. 

Saturday: Preseason game at Tampa Bay, 7 p.m. 

Sunday: Off 

Workouts at Coral Springs Iceplex are free and open to the public. Times subject to change. 

BY GEORGE RICHARDS

grichards@MiamiHerald.com

Tim Thomas met the media after his first practice with the Panthers on Tuesday morning and said he was more than ready for a fresh start in South Florida. 

The 39-year-old goalie was a hero after leading Boston to its first Stanley Cup in almost 40 years in 2011 — yet walked away from the Bruins a year later. 

After taking a season off to reconnect with family and get involved in some new business, Thomas was apparently reenergized after watching the playoffs last spring. He said he was “proud” of his former teammates for advancing to the Stanley Cup Finals. 

“I have a new-found appreciation to being able to play the game at this level and being part of a team again,” said Thomas, who has not played in an NHL game for anyone but the Bruins. “My time in Boston was great. I was very fortunate to have the personal and team success I did. I had great teammates. ... This is a new start. I’m excited about the future.” 

Thomas said he began working out in Michigan in July — not long after Boston lost in the Finals to Chicago — and accepted Florida’s offer of a professional tryout (PTO) on Monday. 

If Thomas earns a contract with the Panthers (thought to be a foregone conclusion) he hopes to help Florida make a run at the playoffs. Thomas said the Panthers are “on the verge of a turnaround and a big bounce back.” 

General manager Dale Tallon, Thomas said, “convinced me of a direction the Panthers are headed in. That helped make my decision easier.” 

Thomas was a huge part of the renaissance in Boston. After the team finished last in its division in the two years following the 2004-05 lockout, the Bruins returned to the playoffs in 2008 and haven’t missed them since. 

“When I first came to Boston, it was a low point for the Bruins,” said Thomas, who will wear the No. 34 first worn by popular goalie John Vanbiesbrouck. “I was able to see the rise in the organization and with the team. I think the Florida Panthers are in a similar situation.” 

Thomas, coach Kevin Dineen said, will travel with the team to Texas on Wednesday but will not play in either of the two preseason games against the Dallas Stars. Thomas probably won’t play against the Lightning on Saturday either. 

“He came in as advertised,” Dineen said. “He has a high compete level and works on every shot. Everything I had heard about him I saw [Tuesday]. It was good. But I don’t think you step into a lineup after taking the time off Tim has. I’m willing to give him that time. I’m excited. Everything is a process.” 

Thomas spoke at length about his departure from Boston, saying he didn’t think skipping the Bruins’ Stanley Cup celebration at the White House because he didn’t agree with the administration of President Barack Obama was going to draw the attention it did. 

There were rumors Thomas had become a distraction to the Bruins. With Tuukka Rask emerging as a star in net, Thomas took his leave with a year remaining on his contract. 

“I didn’t go out of my way to bring up politics in that situation. I didn’t think in good conscience that I could go to the White House, and I had to give a reason,” Thomas said. 

“I didn’t want to lie and say I was sick. I thought I gave a pretty succinct and, from my viewpoint, a very honest assessment of the situation. I just tried to leave it at that. We’ve given it some time to rest. I’m here to play hockey.” 

In Florida, Thomas said he and Jacob Markstrom can coexist, saying: “I definitely came here to play,” but he said he is not competing against Markstrom. 

“I’m competing against myself,” Thomas said, “and if I play the best that I can, then I’m going to get the results that I want and the playing time that I want. ... We’re pulling for each other and only thinking about the best we can be as individuals. ... We’re on the same team, and we have the same goals.” 

Markstrom played well in Monday’s preseason opener and said he expects to learn a lot with Thomas around. But Markstrom isn’t handing the veteran the starting job, no matter what his résumé says. 

“This is the best league in the world, and it’s not supposed to be easy,” Markstrom said. “It will be a fun experience. I’m excited. Competition is part of the game. I still want to play most of the games. My goals haven’t changed.” 

• Thomas hopes to be in the mix when it comes to being on Team USA at the Sochi Olympics. Team USA and Nashville GM David Polie told SiriusXM Radio on Tuesday that Thomas was eligible for play at the Olympics and will be watched closely. 

• Former Edmonton and Minnesota defenseman Tom Gilbert reported to the Panthers on Tuesday morning and was on the ice with the late group after accepting Florida’s PTO offer. 

• Dineen said center Nick Bjugstad (concussion) will not travel with the team on its four-day trip to Texas and Tampa. 

Read more here: http://www.miamiherald.com/2013/09/18/3633882/reinvigorated-goalie-tim-thomas.html#storylink=cpy
Posted on Tuesday, 09.17.13
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PANTHERS

Veteran goalie Tim Thomas to join Florida Panthers on tryout basis

 .

Former Bruins All-Star goaltender Tim Thomas, who agreed to a tryout, will be on the ice with the Panthers on Tuesday.

Get Adobe Flash player

Tim Thomas of the Boston Bruins poses for his official photo for the 2010-2011 NHL season. 

Tim Thomas of the Boston Bruins poses for his official photo for the 2010-2011 NHL season. 

 Steve Babineau / NHLI via Getty Images 

Related Content

• Florida Panthers win 2 at home against tough Nashville Predators  

•Blog | On Frozen Pond 

BY GEORGE RICHARDS

grichards@MiamiHerald.com

The Panthers landed one of the biggest names in goaltending Monday when former Boston All-Star Tim Thomas agreed to a tryout with the team.

Thomas, who won the Vezina Trophy as the NHL’s top goalie in 2009 and ’11, will be on the ice with the Panthers for practice Tuesday at 10:30 a.m. at the Saveology.com Iceplex in Coral Springs.

Because he is in on a professional tryout (PTO), Thomas does not have a contract with the Panthers. If Florida likes what it sees from Thomas, it has the right to offer him a deal for the 2013-14 season. The Panthers have plenty of room under the salary cap. 

The 39-year-old led Boston to the Stanley Cup championship in 2011 and was named MVP of those playoffs.

“All I know is he won a Stanley Cup … and was a big reason for it,” general manager Dale Tallon said after Thomas officially agreed to join the Panthers.

“We need goaltending and need someone to get to where we need to go. Right now, it’s Tim Thomas. He’s going to get an opportunity. He’s in good shape and is eager to go. He’s very strong mentally and physically.”

Thomas looked for a new home after leaving Boston following the 2011-12 season. Thomas left the Bruins after a controversial season and sat out last year’s lockout-shortened season. 

The Bruins traded Thomas’ rights to the Islanders who kept the contract on the books, without paying Thomas, to stay below the salary cap. That allowed Thomas’ final year to expire and make him a free agent.

With Scott Clemmensen out for the first few weeks of camp after having minor knee surgery, the Panthers made it clear they were looking for goaltending. In Thomas, Florida gets one of hockey’s most decorated netminders of recent years.

Thomas could play in his first game with the Panthers either Wednesday at Dallas or Friday against the Stars in San Antonio.

“This is good. The guy is a proven winner,” said Brad Boyes, who is also in Florida camp on a PTO and played with Thomas from 2005 to ’07 in Boston.

“He’s one guy out of every goalie I’ve played with who is the hardest worker. He doesn’t let guys score on him. It’s impressive. A guy with his stature coming in here is big.”

A number of Florida players worked out before Monday’s exhibition double-header against visiting Nashville when news of Thomas’ impending arrival spread.

Brian Campbell, who played with Thomas during the lockout of 2004-05 in Finland, said it would be hard to find a player who worked harder than Thomas does.

Thomas, who played collegiately at Vermont, didn’t become a full-time NHL starter until he was 31. Thomas spent almost a decade toiling in the North American minor leagues as well as playing in Finland and Sweden but never gave up on his dream to make it to the NHL.

In parts of eight NHL seasons, all with the Bruins, Thomas has played in 378 games, going 196-121-45 in stopping 92 percent of shots faced. Thomas is also 29-21 in 50 postseason starts, stopping 93 percent of his shots.

“I enjoyed my time playing with Tim,” Campbell said. “He’s a great goalie, a great battler and a great person. Him coming here is a bonus for us. We feel we have two strong goaltenders here, but if you can add a piece like this, it’s not going to hurt you.”

The Panthers are a little more crowded in net and may have to make a tough decision. 

If Clemmensen comes back from his knee surgery before camp ends and Thomas looks good enough to keep, the Panthers would have to choose between sending Clemmensen (who will make $1.2 million this year) or 23-year-old Jacob Markstrom to the minors.

“Competition is great and the more you have internally for spots, the better off you will be,” Tallon said. “It’s wide open. May the best man win.”

Said Boyes: “He’s very competitive and wants to win. He’ll want to be in there and play. He’s going to be a guy who pushes other guys. As a goalie, he’ll give us a chance to win. That’s huge. You win in this league with goaltending.”

Thomas made headlines in 2012 when he refused to join his teammates at the White House, citing differences of opinion with President Barack Obama.

Thomas’ play slipped a bit after that as rumors of him not participating in the team event didn’t sit well in the Boston locker room. 

“Everyone has their opinions and that doesn’t hurt anyone,” Campbell said. “The whole White House thing, well, maybe you would like him to go, but he cares about his country. If that’s his biggest fault, well, let’s move past it. He has strong views about everything, not just politics.” 

Read more here: http://www.miamiherald.com/2013/09/17/3630777/veteran-goalie-tim-thomas-to-join.html#storylink=cpy
Posted on Tuesday, 09.17.13
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Panthers notebook

Florida Panthers win 2 at home against tough Nashville Predators

 .

Get Adobe Flash player

Florida Panthers center Tomas Kopecky (82) is congratulated by teammate Tomas Fleischmann (14) after Kopecky scored the game-tying goal, 2-2, against the Nashville Predators during the third period of an NHL preseason hockey game, Monday, Sept. 16, 2013, in Sunrise, Fla. The Panthers won 3-2. (AP Photo/Alan Diaz) 

Florida Panthers center Tomas Kopecky (82) is congratulated by teammate Tomas Fleischmann (14) after Kopecky scored the game-tying goal, 2-2, against the Nashville Predators during the third period of an NHL preseason hockey game, Monday, Sept. 16, 2013, in Sunrise, Fla. The Panthers won 3-2. (AP Photo/Alan Diaz) 

Related Content

• Veteran goalie Tim Thomas to join Florida Panthers on tryout basis  

•Blog | On Frozen Pond 

BY GEORGE RICHARDS

grichards@MiamiHerald.com

The Panthers played a lot of hockey Monday yet needed a little extra time to finish off a preseason sweep of Nashville at the BB&T Center.

In Game 1, Florida got a 6-3 win thanks in part to two-goal games from Erik Gudbranson and Scottie Upshall.

Later that night, Tomas Fleischmann’s goal with 46.2 seconds left in overtime served as the winner as the Panthers won 3-2. 

In the opener, the Panthers scored five unanswered goals kicked off by back-to-back markers from Gudbranson within a four-minute span in the second.

Florida, playing in a nearly empty arena, trailed 3-1 in the opening period before Gudbranson’s first goal with 5:46 left in the second brought Florida within one. After that, Brad Boyes, in camp on a pro tryout, scored for the Panthers’ first lead.

Upshall, who scored Florida’s first goal, got his second of the game with 6:37 left before Quinton Howden closed out the scoring 2:16 later.

Rob Madore, who earned a tryout after a good showing at prospect camp against the Predators, stopped all five shots he faced in the third. Goalie Dov Grumet-Morris, who plays for Florida’s AHL affiliate in San Antonio, gave up three goals on 16 shots.

Florida outshot Nashville 41-21 in the opener.

“Once we tied it up, we continued to push and that was huge,” Gudbranson said.

In the second game, Florida trailed 2-1 in the second period but tied it when Tomas Kopecky took a feed from rookie Aleksander Barkov and threw it at goalie Cody Reichard on a power-play chance. The puck hit Reichard’s skate and bounded into the net.

Fleischmann, who played on a line with Barkov, scored the winner. 

Florida was outshot 30-27 in the second game. 

• Assistant general manager Mike Santos said that Florida has offered a PTO to former Minnesota and Edmonton defenseman Tom Gilbert. Gilbert has played in 447 games over parts of seven NHL seasons.

• Rookie forward Vince Trocheck picked up a pair of assists and was named third star of the first game.

SCHEDULE

•  Tuesday: Practice, 10:30 a.m. (Iceplex)

•  Wednesday: Practice, 9 a.m. (Iceplex); preseason game at Dallas, 8 p.m.

•  Thursday: Practice in San Antonio, TBA

•  Friday: Preseason game vs. Stars, AT&T Center (San Antonio), 8 p.m.

Note: Workouts at Coral Springs Iceplex are free and open to the public. Starting times subject to change

Read more here: http://www.miamiherald.com/2013/09/17/3631792/florida-panthers-win-2-at-home.html#storylink=cpy
Posted on Monday, 09.16.13
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Panthers

Florida Panthers prepare for a hectic pace

 .

The Panthers start their preseason schedule with a doubleheader at homeon Monday, followed by a road game two days later in Texas.

Get Adobe Flash player

Florida Panthers center Drew Shore (15) leads drills during Florida Panthers training camp Sept. 12, 2013, in Coral Springs. 

Florida Panthers center Drew Shore (15) leads drills during Florida Panthers training camp Sept. 12, 2013, in Coral Springs. 

 Alan Diaz / AP 

Related Content

•Blog | On Frozen Pond 

Monday: Predators at Panthers(two games) 

When/where: 2:30 and 7 p.m.; BB&T Center, Sunrise 

TV/radio: None. 

Scouting report: The Panthers and Predators will play a doubleheader at BB&T Center with one ticket good for both games. Florida will not play at home again until hosting Tampa Bay in the preseason finale next weekend. 

By George Richards

grichards@MiamiHerald.com

Last season’s training camp was a complete rush job as practices were jammed in to accommodate a tight schedule after the NHL’s lockout ended.

There is no such hurry this season, although it sure doesn’t look that way.

The Panthers will open their preseason Monday afternoon with a pair of exhibition games against Nashville at the BB&T Center in Sunrise. 

One group will play the Predators at 2:30 p.m., with a second group taking on a different batch of Nashville players at 7.

The Panthers, who didn’t play a single preseason game last seasons because of the work stoppage, will play five games this week.

After the two games Monday, Florida travels to Texas and will play the Dallas Stars twice. The hectic week ends Saturday night in Tampa against the Lightning.

“We want to win them all, especially the ones at home, but we know there are reasons why we put things together,” coach Kevin Dineen said.

“The first ones are easy because this is a great opportunity to get some kids in the game who may not have the opportunity to play in a preseason game. It’s a little hard on us as coaches, sure, but we have a wide range of players in these games.”

Having two games in one day — and three in three with Wednesday’s game in Dallas — affords Dineen a chance to give players fighting for a roster spot an opportunity to shine against an opposing team.

For players whose spot on the team is secure, these exhibitions are a chance to get back into game speed, to go all out and get used to the tempo of the game once things count for real.

That’s an experience the Panthers, and the other 29 teams in the league, didn’t get last year.

“You are getting your bearings in the first couple of games, so I like to play in as many as possible,” Shawn Matthias said. “Your timing is a little off and you can work out as much as you want. 

“But games are at a different level. It’s good we have a lot of games. Guys can get their legs.”

The Panthers currently have four goalies in camp with Jacob Markstrom being the only one with NHL experience.

Although Markstrom is expected to split time in net during his one game Monday, the Panthers are likely to give him extended minutes as the preseason winds down.

“You get to see the speed get in. I love the preseason because it’s great practice and it tells you the real season is around the corner,” said Markstrom, who will play in the second game.

• Dineen said that Ed Jovanovski, Jonathan Huberdeau, Sean Bergenheim and Nick Bjugstad will not play in either of the two preseason games Monday.

Huberdeau and Jovanovski took part in Sunday’s full workout.

“We’ll see how he reacts after a test like that,” Dineen said of Jovanovski.

• Aleksander Barkov, the second overall pick of the past draft, will play in the second game. 

Defenseman Seth Jones, whom the Panthers passed to take Barkov, also will play in that game as he makes his debut for the Predators.

Murph’s back

Bill Murphy is back as the team’s public-address announcer at BB&T Center and will be behind the mike for Monday’s preseason doubleheader.

Murphy had been replaced by Jay Rokeach, who made his name at the University of Miami and with the Marlins, two seasons ago.

Murphy, who remained with the team as an in-game host, had been the PA voice of the team before Rokeach was hired.

Murphy had not missed a Panthers home game since 2002 before being forced to miss last year’s season finale after breaking his collarbone while playing a pick-up game at the arena.

• Florida’s new $5 million scoreboard is currently being constructed and won’t be unveiled Monday. The Panthers plan to have the high-definition board working in time for the home opener Oct. 11 against the Penguins. 

Read more here: http://www.miamiherald.com/2013/09/16/3629744/florida-panthers-prepare-for-a.html#storylink=cpy
Posted on Sunday, 09.15.13
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Panthers

Aleksander Barkov adjusts to life in Florida

 .

Rookie Aleksander Barkov is fitting right in here in his new home, even learning what it’s like going through a difficult DMV process.

Get Adobe Flash player

Aleksander Barkov pulls on a Florida Panthers sweater after being chosen 2nd overall in the first round of the NHL hockey draft, Sunday, June 30, 2013, in Newark, N.J. 

Aleksander Barkov pulls on a Florida Panthers sweater after being chosen 2nd overall in the first round of the NHL hockey draft, Sunday, June 30, 2013, in Newark, N.J. 

 Bill Kostroun / AP 

Related Content
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Schedule 

Sunday: Practice, 9 a.m. (Iceplex). 

Monday: Preseason doubleheader vs. Nashville, 2:30 p.m./7 p.m. (BB&T Center). 

Tuesday: Practice, 10:30 a.m. (Iceplex). 

Wednesday: Practice, 9 a.m. (Iceplex); preseason game at Dallas, 8 p.m. 

Thursday: Practice in San Antonio, TBA. 

Friday: Preseason game vs. Stars, AT&T Center (San Antonio), 8 p.m. 

Saturday: Preseason game at Tampa Bay, 7 p.m. 

Sept. 22: Off. 

All workouts at the Coral Springs Iceplex are free and open to the public. Starting times subject to change. 

BY GEORGE RICHARDS

grichards@MiamiHerald.com

When the Panthers took Aleksander Barkov second overall in the NHL draft, he admitted not knowing much about Florida, save for the usual.

Barkov, born of Russian parents in Finland, found out life in the Sunshine State was more that just beaches and palm trees when he had to visit the Department of Motor Vehicles not once but twice to get his new driver’s license.

“I don’t have a car but I have the license,” Barkov said. “I failed the first time because I didn’t understand the questions.” 

Said coach Kevin Dineen: “He’s been able to get out and do some exploring. And he found the great equalizer in life by going through motor vehicles. That’s not easy for anyone.”

Getting his license at the DMV is just one of the things Barkov has to adjust to in his new home. So far, the adjustment period has gone smoothly.

“It’s been a while since I trained with a team, so this has been nice,” Barkov said. “I like it here in Florida, it’s nice. It’s a place I’m going to enjoy living in. Everyone is nice, I have a lot of friends already. They’ve helped me very much.”

On Saturday, Barkov was at front and center in Florida’s first scrimmage of the year. The 18-year-old, like Jonathan Huberdeau last year, is expected to carry a nice piece of the Panthers’ scoring load this season.

Things worked out well for Huberdeau in his rookie campaign as he scored 14 goals in 48 games and was named the league’s top rookie. Huberdeau, who will room with Barkov during road trips, thinks the transition period could be easier for Barkov than it was for himself.

After all, Barkov has been playing professionally in Finland the past two years.

Although the competition isn’t as tough as that in the NHL, Huberdeau figures playing at a high level against more mature players — and succeeding — gives him an advantage over other rookies who might have been playing against younger players at the junior level.

“I think he is more ready to play in the NHL although it will be a different style than he’s used to,” Huberdeau said. “I don’t think people had a lot of expectations on me last year.

“I think the best thing he can do is not put too much pressure on himself. He’s a good guy and I’m going to help him as much as I can. But I think he’s fine. I’ve seen him at practice. He has a lot of skill.”

Playing for Tappara last year, Barkov scored 21 goals with 48 points in 53 games. In Saturday’s scrimmage, he assisted on the game-winning goal, although he missed on an empty-net try.

“He’s been here close to a month now and he’s doing a great job of being part of our team,” Dineen said. “You get out there on the ice and it’s a smaller ice surface [than in Finland], it’s a lot more physical. I don’t think you can practice for that. You have to see that game-to-game when you get in there.”

Barkov is expected to be lined up next to Huberdeau not only early on in his career, but also for many years to come.

Florida could open the season with a top line of Barkov in the middle with Huberdeau and veteran Tomas Fleischmann on the wings.

“You like playing with a guy like that,” Huberdeau said. “He has great hands, great vision. We’ll see where the coach puts him.”

NEWS, NOTES

With the Panthers scheduled to play a preseason doubleheader against Nashville on Monday, Dineen said Sunday’s scrimmage would be called off.

The Panthers held an intersquad scrimmage on Saturday morning, with Garrett Wilson scoring off a feed from Barkov in the second 30-minute session to lift his team to a 3-2 win.

Florida opens against Nashville at 2:30 p.m. Monday at the BB&T Center in Sunrise. The second game is scheduled for 7 p.m.

Ed Jovanovski (hip), Huberdeau (hip), Nick Bjugstad (concussion) and Sean Bergenheim (groin) were all held out of the scrimmage. 

Read more here: http://www.miamiherald.com/2013/09/15/3627424/aleksander-barkov-adjusts-to-life.html#storylink=cpy
Posted on Saturday, 09.14.13
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Panthers

Veteran Scott Gomez plans to guide young Florida Panthers

 .

In his early NHL years, Scott Gomez learned from the some of the best, and now he wants to share that wisdom with his new team.

Get Adobe Flash player

Scott Gomez #19 of the New York Rangers charges up ice against the New Jersey Devils on April 9, 2008 during game one of the 2008 NHL conference quarter-final series at the Prudential Center in Newark, N.J. 

Scott Gomez #19 of the New York Rangers charges up ice against the New Jersey Devils on April 9, 2008 during game one of the 2008 NHL conference quarter-final series at the Prudential Center in Newark, N.J. 

 Bruce Bennett / Getty Images 

Schedule 

Saturday: Practice, 9 a.m. (Iceplex). 

Sunday: Practice, 9 a.m.; scrimmage, 9:30 a.m. (Iceplex). 

Monday: Preseason doubleheader vs. Nashville, 2:30 p.m. and 7 p.m. (BB&T Center). 

Tuesday: Practice starts at 10:30 a.m. (Iceplex). 

Wednesday: Practice starts at 9 a.m. (Iceplex); preseason game at Dallas, 8 p.m. 

All workouts at the Coral Springs Iceplex are free and open to the public. Starting times subject to change. 

By George Richards

grichards@MiamiHerald.com

Scott Gomez often refers to his hockey past as an “Ivy League education.’’

Call it Meadowlands University.

A two-time Stanley Cup champ during his formative years with the New Jersey Devils, Gomez signed a bargain-basement contract as the 33-year-old center tries to get his game going again with the Panthers. 

Although Gomez is years removed from the days in which he was one of the league’s most consistent scorers, the Panthers figure he can not only contribute on the ice — he had 15 points in a limited role with San Jose last season — but off of it as well.

As Gomez learned from the likes of Joe Nieuwendyk, Scott Stevens, Bobby Holik and Scott Niedermayer, the Panthers hope he can impart some wisdom on their youngsters.

“I can’t stress enough how much they helped me when I was that age,’’ Gomez said from the Panthers locker room after the second day of training camp on Friday morning.

“It would be selfish not to give back at this stage of my career. That’s not how I learned to do things. And you don’t win that way. This was passed down to me, and I’ve been through the highs and lows. That will help the younger guys. I’ve seen the best first-hand. You have to give back.’’

After playing on the fourth line and finding limited minutes in San Jose, Gomez signed with the Panthers, looking for a new opportunity.

Although coach Kevin Dineen warned that just signing with the Panthers doesn’t mean players such as Gomez will “walk onto the top line,’’ he will find that opportunity is his for the taking.

The Panthers could go into the season with Gomez, Shawn Matthias, Marcel Goc and rookie Aleksander Barkov as their four centers. Who plays where is up to their play.

“When you have a guy with Scott Gomez’s number of games, you have a good idea of what he’s going to bring,’’ Dineen said.

“For me, knowing the role he played in San Jose is more minimal than in previous years. He embraced it and relished it. His coaches had nothing but good things to say about him. We look for him to come in and play some quality minutes, be in a leadership role.’’

Gomez comes to South Florida as one of the more accomplished professional athletes to hail from Alaska. Miami Heat guard Mario Chalmers — a two-time NBA champ and a national champion at Kansas — is high on that list as well.

“We’re trying to follow his lead,’’ Gomez joked. “It’s been awesome seeing [Chalmers] win. We’re proud of him up there.’’

Although far away from his hometown of Anchorage, Gomez does have a kindred spirit in the Florida locker room as teammate Joey Crabb is also from Anchorage.

Crabb, who is in his fifth NHL season after spending time with Atlanta, Toronto and Washington, could find himself on a line with his summer workout partner.

“My role is a two-way forward,’’ Crabb said. “One of the reasons I feel they brought me here is to penalty kill, and that’s something I’ve done all my life.’’

• Center Nick Bjugstad remained off the ice Friday after sustaining a concussion last weekend. Bjugstad, Dineen said, will be out throughout the weekend and will not play in Monday’s preseason doubleheader against visiting Nashville.

“He’s being evaluated on a daily basis,’’ Dineen said.

• Dineen said Jonathan Huberdeau (hip) will get into some preseason games later in camp but will not play Monday. “He’ll have to jump in there and start getting involved,’’ Dineen said. “That time will come soon enough.’’ 

Read more here: http://www.miamiherald.com/2013/09/14/3625374/veteran-scott-gomez-plans-to-guide.html#storylink=cpy
Posted on Friday, 09.13.13
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Panthers

Ed Jovanovski takes first step on comeback trail for Panthers

 .

Only five months after undergoing major surgery on his hip, Ed Jovanovski was suited up at the Panthers’ first day of training camp.

Get Adobe Flash player

Florida Panthers defenseman Ed Jovanovski (55) clears the puck in the second period of the playoff game with the New Jersey Devils at Bank Atlantic Center in Sunrise on April 2, 2012. 

Florida Panthers defenseman Ed Jovanovski (55) clears the puck in the second period of the playoff game with the New Jersey Devils at Bank Atlantic Center in Sunrise on April 2, 2012. 

 Joe Rimkus Jr. / Staff Photo 
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•Download your Florida Panthers iPhone app! 

Schedule 

Friday: Practice, 9 a.m. (Iceplex). 

Saturday: Practice, 9 a.m. (Iceplex). 

Sunday: Practice, 9 a.m.; scrimmage, 9:30 a.m. (Iceplex). 

Monday: Preseason doubleheader vs. Nashville, 2:30 p.m. and 7 p.m. (BB&T Center). 

Tuesday: Practice starts at 10:30 a.m. (Iceplex). 

Wednesday: Practice starts at 9 a.m. (Iceplex); preseason game at Dallas, 8 p.m. 

All workouts at the Coral Springs Iceplex are free and open to the public. Starting times subject to change. 

By George Richards

grichards@MiamiHerald.com

Surgery on his ailing hip was the only option left. At 36 years old, Ed Jovanovski knew if he had any chance at playing in the NHL with the Panthers again, a major operation was needed.

Jovanovski underwent hip surgery in April after radical treatments in Germany didn’t help with the pain. On Thursday morning, five months after his surgery, Jovanovski — who turned 37 in June — was back on the ice with his teammates for the first day of training camp.

Just being suited up and participating on the opening day of camp seemed out of the question to Jovanovski a few months ago. 

“It’s been a long summer,” he said. “You always have those doubts, I would be lying if I said I didn’t. I had a major surgery done. I had no options. I’m happy where it is right now. My quality of life is much better.”

Now, however, the battle for Jovanovski is to see if he can get back to game speed and help the Panthers on the ice.

“I’m skating right now, and it’s pretty much pain-free,” Jovanovski said. “But that’s skating where pretty much everything is controlled. Getting into a game-like situation, we’ll see what happens.

“My goal is to be an everyday player, to lead these guys. It’s been tough, but I think I’ve been happier lately. I can do everyday things again like playing with my kids.”

Jovanovski was the first overall pick of the 1994 NHL Draft by the Panthers and played from 1995 to ’99 in Florida before being traded to Vancouver as part of the Pavel Bure deal.

Jovanovski returned and signed a four-year deal with Florida in 2011 and was named the seventh captain in Panthers history on the eve of last season’s opener.

Although he had dealt with the pain in his hip over the past few years, things really got bad at the start of last season.

When Jovanovski was knocked out of a game in Tampa five games in, the pain in his hip was becoming unbearable. In a desperate effort to find relief without having surgery, Jovanovski went to Germany for advanced platelet rich plasma therapy, something a number of athletes are turning to in trying to heal without surgery.

How bad was his pain?

“It got to the point where I couldn’t bend down to tie my laces anymore,” he said.

He came back to Florida and worked his way back into the lineup, returning after missing 22 games. Jovanovski didn’t last long as he left Florida’s game against the Islanders after the second period. He made the decision to have surgery soon afterward.

“I exercised every single option,” he said. “I needed to get it fixed. So that’s what we did.”

Some would ask why Jovanovski is putting himself through this, through trying to come back from such a debilitating injury. Money isn’t what drives Jovanovski, at least not in this case as he has two years left on his contract with $8.25 million guaranteed.

Jovanovski said just being able to continue playing the game he loves is his motivation. Being there and trying to help the Panthers win is right there as well.

“I just love the game, love being around it,” he said. “I don’t know anything different. My passion is hockey — it is everything. It’s the competition, the opportunity to be able to compete day in and day out. And there’s the camaraderie. Most guys say that is the biggest thing they miss when it’s over. I’m just driven to play.”

Jovanovski’s work through the pain hasn’t gone unnoticed.

“That’s why he’s our captain. He’s our leader and he’s our front man,” said Erik Gudbranson, Jovanovski’s defensive partner for much of his rookie year in 2011-12.

The question now is whether Jovanovski can make it all the way back.

Panthers coach Kevin Dineen knows the type of drive that is fueling Jovanovski, saying Thursday that when it came to the end of his career, “They had to boot me off the ice.”

Dineen, who was 39 when he retired four games into the 2002-03 season, is definitely rooting for the guy he named captain of the Panthers last January. Dineen will, however, be watching the situation closely.

"I got around November and knew the pace wasn’t going to stay where I was at,’’ Dineen said. "In saying that, he’s made a heck of an effort to come back. He’s a hockey player. This is what he does, this is what his life is about. We’re hoping surgery worked for him, although that hasn’t been answered yet.’’

NEWS, NOTES

Center Nick Bjugstad was the only player to not participate in Thursday’s opening day of work after sustaining a concussion in Sunday’s prospect tournament finale against Tampa Bay.

Dineen said Bjugstad is being monitored as part of the league’s concussion protocol and will be evaluated over the next few days.

• Goalie Jacob Markstrom left near the end of his on-ice session after taking a slapshot off his mask. Dineen said Markstrom was fine. 

Read more here: http://www.miamiherald.com/2013/09/13/3623630/ed-jovanovski-takes-first-step.html#storylink=cpy

Posted on Wednesday, 09.11.13

 email

 print

 comment

 reprints

.

FLORIDA PANTHERS

Florida Panthers GM Dale Tallon tries to bolster goaltending

 .

Dale Tallon confirmed that the Panthers have had talks with free agents goalies Tim Thomas, Ilya Bryzgalov and Jose Theodore.

Get Adobe Flash player

Goalie Jose Theodore blocks a shot with his pad in the third period in the game with the Florida Panthers and the Winnipeg Jets at BB&T Center in Sunrise on January 31,2013. 

Goalie Jose Theodore blocks a shot with his pad in the third period in the game with the Florida Panthers and the Winnipeg Jets at BB&T Center in Sunrise on January 31,2013. 

 Joe Rimkus Jr. / Staff Photo 
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More information 

Schedule 

•  Thursday: First practice, 9 a.m.; Group 2, 10:30 a.m. (Coral Springs Iceplex). 

•  Friday: Practice, 9 a.m. (Iceplex). 

•  Saturday: Practice, 9 a.m. (Iceplex). 

•  Sunday: Practice, 9 a.m.; scrimmage, 9:30 a.m. (Iceplex). 

•  Monday: Preseason doubleheader vs. Nashville, 2:30 p.m./7 p.m. (BB&T Center). 

•  Tuesday: Practice starts at 10:30 a.m. (Iceplex). 

•  Wednesday: Practice starts at 9 a.m. (Iceplex); preseason game at Dallas, 8 p.m. 

Note: All workouts at the Coral Springs Iceplex are free and open to the public. Starting times subject to change. 

BY GEORGE RICHARDS

grichards@MiamiHerald.com

There were a few new faces as the Florida Panthers reported to training camp in Sunrise on Wednesday.

Most of the focus, however, were on a few names who may or may not be at camp in the coming days.

General manager Dale Tallon said he was continuing to look at ways of strengthening Florida’s goaltending situation. 

With Scott Clemmensen out for a few weeks after having knee surgery, only 23-year-old Jacob Markstrom has any NHL experience among Florida’s four goalies at camp.

Tallon confirmed the Panthers have spoken to veteran free agents Tim Thomas, Ilya Bryzgalov and Jose Theodore – Florida’s starter for much of the past two seasons – to gauge their interest in trying out for the team.

Theodore has reportedly turned down the Panthers’ invitation to a professional tryout (PTO) during camp. Theodore, instead, is looking for a contract from the Panthers and not just a ‘shot’ at making the team

“We had a great conversation [Tuesday],” Tallon said.

As far as Thomas and Bryzgalov goes, Tallon hopes to hear an answer back soon.

The Panthers open practice Thursday morning in Coral Springs with Markstrom working in net alongside Michael Houser, Dov Grumet-Morris and Rob Madore.

“[Thomas and Bryzgalov] have experience and history,” Tallon said. “They are veteran guys who have won. We’re looking at everything and we’re not in position not to look at everything. We want to get better. It’s important we investigate every scenario to make our team better.”

Both Thomas and Bryzgalov come with some baggage, although Tallon doesn’t seem to be bothered by any of it.

Thomas, who led the Bruins to the Stanley Cup in 2011, took last season off (and lost out on the final year of a contract) after a controversial follow-up season in 2011-12.

Thomas refused to join his teammates at the White House for their Cup celebration as he cited opposition to the policies of President Barack Obama and there were reports that his public display of his politics was a distraction to his team.

The Bruins traded his contract to the Islanders last year as that team kept Thomas on the books solely to pad their salary cap number. Thomas, who won the league’s top goalie honors twice, said he took last season off to focus on his faith and his family as he holed up in Colorado.

Bryzgalov signed a nine-year, $51 million deal with Philadelphia in 2011, but his popularity quickly started to fade after making a number of off-the-wall comments on the HBO series 24/7 as well as to the local media.

Bryzgalov didn’t help himself as he play suffered and he not only fought with the local media but distanced himself from teammates. This summer, Philadelphia cut ties with Bryzgalov to the tune of $23 million over the next 14 years.

Bringing either of those two goalies would create media interest not only locally but throughout the league. Tallon only cares about them helping the Panthers win.

When asked if he cared about how “flaky” both Bryzgalov and Thomas are considered to be, Tallon – who is pretty colorful himself – didn’t miss a beat.

“The puck doesn’t know they are flaky,” Tallon said. “I don’t care about that. Goalies are a little unique to begin with so I’m OK with it. We’ve done our homework. We’re investigating and we’ll do what’s best for all involved.”

Although both Thomas and Bryzgalov says they want to start – “I certainly don’t want to sign a goalie who says he wants to be a backup,” Tallon said – Markstrom goes into camp holding that distinction for the Panthers.

“We told everyone they have to compete for a job,” Tallon said. “Everyone is competing to help us win. There is no guarantee for anyone.”

Markstrom has long been touted as Florida’s ’goalie of the future,’ and last year he took the reigns when Theodore tore his groin midway through the lockout-shortened season.

Clemmensen, who had surgery last week, reported to camp as well. He’s expected to be out until at least Florida’s final round of preseason games later this month.

“I’m here to be the starting goalie and that’s nothing to be shy about,” Markstrom said. “For me, I can’t affect what Dale or the people upstairs are doing. They are doing their job and my job is to play goalie the best I can.”

• Tallon said Florida’s long list of injured players is shrinking as everyone, save for captain Ed Jovanovski after his major hip surgery, is expected to be ready for the start of the season.

Jonathan Huberdeau, last year’s rookie of the year, said he will likely start things slowly after having hip surgery.

Tallon said he wants players to be ready for the season and isn’t worried about players not being 100 percent for the start of camp.

“We’ll have guys working in, we’ll be cautious,” Tallon said. 

Read more here: http://www.miamiherald.com/2013/09/11/3621065/florida-panthers-gm-dale-tallon.html#storylink=cpy
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Florida Panthers

Florida Panthers’ Alex Petrovic is part of the next wave

 .

Alex Petrovic is right in the middle of a youth movement on defense, where a group of big, fleet players could be strong for many years.

Get Adobe Flash player

Alexander Petrovic #72 of the Florida Panthers skates against the New Jersey Devils at the Prudential Center on April 20, 2013 in Newark, New Jersey. The Devils defeated the Panthers 6-2. 

Alexander Petrovic #72 of the Florida Panthers skates against the New Jersey Devils at the Prudential Center on April 20, 2013 in Newark, New Jersey. The Devils defeated the Panthers 6-2. 

 Bruce Bennett / Getty Images 
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By David J. Neal

dneal@MiamiHerald.com

When the Panthers surprised many by passing over offensive defenseman Seth Jones in the NHL Draft, Alex Petrovic didn’t have to be watching from his vacation to understand part of the message.

“Obviously, they have confidence in the new guys coming up and the guys they have here now,” the 6-4 Petrovic said. “That’s awesome. I’m pretty proud to be in that position. I just need to seize the moment.”

The plethora of big, mobile defensemen still in their formative years — Erik Gudbranson, Dmitri Kulikov, Petrovic, 2012 first-round pick Michael Matheson — prompted the Panthers to go for center Aleksander Barkov. Like Barkov, born and raised in Finland of Russian parents, Petrovic’s Eastern European surname belies his roots: born in Edmonton, Alberta, played junior in the Western Hockey League. 

After 55 games with the Panthers’ American Hockey League affiliate last year, Petrovic played in six NHL games with the Panthers. Going into the offseason, the 209-pound, 21-year-old knew he would need to fill out more.

“Putting on five or 10 pounds before coming up to this fall camp, getting stronger and not losing speed — you don’t want to gain too much weight and get slower,” he said. “You still want to be pretty explosive.”

Petrovic scored 17 points in 55 AHL games last year and had 48 points in 68 games for Red Deer (Alberta) his last season in junior. 

“Usually, big guys, it takes them a little longer for them to get their hands underneath them,” said Peter Horachek, the newly named coach at San Antonio. “But he’s got good hands, and he skates really well. A big man who can play a physical game. That’s a great combination.”

Petrovic and Matheson jumped out at Horachek, who needed a roster for player identification at the Panthers’ developmental camp almost as much as some media present.

“There’s still a lot of guys out there I have to turn and ask [director of player development Brian Skrudland] or [San Antonio director of hockey operations] Chuck [Weber], ‘Who is that?’ ” he said. “I notice something about them and try to get to know them.” 

The first thing Horachek noticed was “how big they were for young guys. They’re all good kids with good attitudes. A couple of them stand out with their size and skill set.”

The greater role off-ice health maintenance plays in NHL life stood out to Petrovic during his brief call-up last season. That’s why players attended a nutrition meeting Tuesday morning before spending Tuesday afternoon at a Coral Springs’ Whole Foods. There, they got a mini-seminar on cooking and healthy eating from Whole Foods chefs and Healthy Eating Specialists.

The NHL doesn’t have a rookie symposium as the NFL does for its incoming players. The Panthers, like some other teams, try to handle education about off-ice matters during their developmental camp. 

“A player comes out of college, out of junior, he’s never had to cook for himself — he goes to the dorm, he goes to his billets in junior, he’s got somebody’s mother cooking for him or his own mother,” Horachek said. “He’s never had to fend for himself. He’s never had to get insurance or bank accounts. So, when they turn pro, all these things add stress to a young player.”

Wednesday’s camp session will be a workout in South Beach. 

Read more here: http://www.miamiherald.com/2013/07/10/3492665/florida-panthers-alex-petrovic.html#storylink=cpy
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Florida Panthers prospect Michael Matheson shows his smarts in college

 .

Panthers 2012 first-round draft pick Michael Matheson’s decision to take time and develop steadily at the college level is paying off.

Get Adobe Flash player

Michael Matheson, 23rd overall pick by the Florida Panthers, poses on stage during Round One of the 2012 NHL Entry Draft at Consol Energy Center on June 22, 2012 in Pittsburgh, Pennsylvania. 

Michael Matheson, 23rd overall pick by the Florida Panthers, poses on stage during Round One of the 2012 NHL Entry Draft at Consol Energy Center on June 22, 2012 in Pittsburgh, Pennsylvania. 

 Bruce Bennett / Getty Images 

By David J. Neal

dneal@MiamiHerald.com

The one defense prospect the Panthers know they won’t be seeing this season is 2012 first-round pick Michael Matheson. Not because of the organization’s patience. Because of Matheson’s.

Though he grew up in Montreal, surrounded by the Quebec Major Junior Hockey League, Matheson decided against taking the road most traveled for Canadians with NHL hopes: junior hockey.

“I thought that, especially as a defenseman, it takes longer to develop and it buys you a bit of time,” he said. “I’m in no rush. Being in college, I can take the time to develop. I have time to get into the gym. As people know, we play fewer games. We have more time to work out. I have more time to practice and let my game and body mature.” 

Which is how the Canadiens fan wound up in the Bruins’ town by way of a United States Hockey League season in Dubuque, Iowa. Matheson, a 19-year-old psychology major, will be back at Boston College for his sophomore season after leading all NCAA freshmen defensemen in scoring with eight goals and 25 points.

But it was during the 2010-11 season at Dubuque, where he wouldn’t have been without eschewing juniors, that Matheson thinks things really got going in the right direction for him.

“The first half of the year was a struggle for me,” he said. “I learned a lot under [head] coach [Jim] Montgomery and [associate head] coach Joe [Combs] in Dubuque that helped me a lot in my success at the end of the year, being drafted by Florida and ultimately having a better year as a freshman at BC.”

For college, Matheson wanted to stay close to Montreal. The University of Vermont made his final four (there’s a part of Vermont that adores hockey with Canadian fervor). But Matheson had an affinity for the city of Boston, which put Boston University and Northeastern in his final group along with BC.

The Golden Eagles went 22-14-4 last season, closing with losses in the Hockey East tournament to BU and the NCAA tournament to Union.

“It was possibly the team where I was closest with the most people on a given team,” Matheson said. “In past years, I’ve been close with certain guys, but with this team, everyone was so close. It was a really good experience.”

Said Panthers manager of player development and former longtime NHL defenseman Bryan McCabe: “He’s a great skater, everyone knows that. He’s just got to mature and get some more experience. As a freshman at BC, he played a lot of minutes. He had a great season. This year, we’re looking for him to hopefully make the [Canadian] World Junior Championships team. It would be a great experience for him to play internationally.

Like fellow defense prospect Alexander Petrovic, Matheson wants to add size, just not too much. 

“I think I’m around 190 [pounds] right now,” Matheson said. “I think a good weight for me to play at next year is 195. I don’t need to be huge. My game is about speed.”

• The Panthers will be back on the ice at 9 a.m. Thursday at Saveology.com Iceplex in Coral Springs after spending Wednesday working out, then playing volleyball in South Beach before attending the Marlins game. 

Read more here: http://www.miamiherald.com/2013/07/10/3494685/florida-panthers-prospect-michael.html#storylink=cpy
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Florida Panthers’ Brian Skrudland looks for more than talent

 .

Panthers director of player development Brian Skrudland wants his prospects to show leadership and work ethic at camp.

Get Adobe Flash player

Florida Panthers' Nick Bjugstad (27) checks Winnipeg Jets' Evander Kane (9) during the second period of their NHL hockey game in Winnipeg, Manitoba, Thursday, April 11, 2013. 
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By David J. Neal

dneal@MiamiHerald.com

There’s some irony in former Panthers captain Brian Skrudland being the organization’s director of player development. What Skrudland molded a career from — heart, work ethic — can’t be measured, and the Panthers are loaded with forwards with measurables.

Last week’s first-round pick, 6-3 Aleksander Barkov, along with 6-6 Nick Bjugstad and 6-3 Drew Shore, bring height and hands of scorers. Skrudland had some of the former, none of the latter. Certainly, he didn’t have the hands of Vincent Trocheck, who put up 50 goals and 109 points in 63 Ontario Hockey League games while winning the junior league’s Player of the Year award. 

“They’re great players, good people,” Skrudland said. “They work so hard, day in and day out. They work as hard off the ice as they do on the ice. They’re good with the media. We’re feeling really fortunate.” 

Bjugstad played 40 games with the University of Minnesota last season, 11 with the Panthers, then joined the U.S. team for the World Championships. He said he liked the long season as part of preparing for the NHL 82-game grind.

“I felt pretty good,” Bjugstad said. “A little lagged, good experience to get out there. My body held up fine, no injuries.”

Bjugstad’s listed weight is 215. Barkov’s is 209. They’re huge compared with Shore’s 190.

“We’ve got to put on some weight,” Bjugstad said. “We’re a little lanky. I don’t know about Sasha [Barkov]. He’s a young kid. I’m sure he’ll put on weight as he gets older.”

“Nick’s a giant,” Skrudland said. “Physically, he’s ready for the National Hockey League. We’ll continue to work on the little aspects of the mental game. He has such great skill and determination.”

Trocheck said, “The one thing they want me to work on is my strength. They want me to get faster, so I’m working on both of those things more than other things, but I’m working on every part of my game to try to improve them.”

That sounds like the early scouting reports on Skrudland. Trocheck is a head-down worker — he says he doesn’t like to read about himself in the media — and leader who stands 5-11 and weighs 180 (officially).

“There’s a special individual there,” Skrudland said. “This guy’s been challenged, and he’s always risen to the challenges. Every day you give him something to work on, boy, oh, boy, you know he’s going to do it. They’re self-motivated as well. It’s guys like Vinny who are going to help the Bjugstads who are going to push the Barkovs. That’s my gut feeling. 

“These types of leaders — and they’ve been leaders with their teams for two or three years, it didn’t matter if they were rookies or had two or three years under their belts — they were pushing their teammates to be better every day.”

When Trocheck’s size was brought up, Skrudland said, “You can’t measure the size of a heart, and this kid’s got a big heart.”

Barkov and 2012-13 NHL Rookie of the Year Jonathan Huberdeau sat out Monday’s first day of Panthers developmental camp as they recovered from shoulder and hip surgeries, respectively. Presumably, they will participate in the camp’s off-ice life skills lessons that include learning how to prepare your own meals and clean up properly.

“When you get though one door in this league, what’s waiting for you on the other side but another door,” Skrudland said. “We’re trying to teach that. You see how tough these Stanley Cup playoffs were this past year? We’re trying to get our group ready for September for that exact type of game for 82. Because If that’s the way we have to play to get into the playoffs, that’s the way we want our guys willing to play.”

• The Panthers signed center Jon Matsumoto and defenseman Matt Gilroy to one-year contracts, the team announced Monday. 

Read more here: http://www.miamiherald.com/2013/07/09/3491062/florida-panthers-brian-skrudland.html#storylink=cpy

September 18, 2013

NEW OWNER IN SUNRISE? Vinnie Viola Working on Buying Florida Panthers 

TWITTER: @GeorgeRichards

 Vincent “Vinnie” Viola, a prominent New York businessman and former minority owner of the NBA’s Nets, is leading a group in finalizing a deal to purchase the Florida Panthers from Palm Beach businessman Cliff Viner, an industry source said Wednesday.

Letters of intent have been executed, but the transaction still needs to be signed and approved by the NHL. The source said it’s conceivable the deal could fall through, but both sides want to make it happen.

The Panthers are expected to remain in South Florida; the team’s lease with the Broward County-owned BB&T Center runs through 2028. 

Sunrise Sports & Entertainment, which operates the arena, is the profitable arm of the Florida Panthers family of companies and is said to be part of the transaction.

The team had no comment after the New York Post first reported a group of New York-based investors were buying the team. 

A source close to the team confirmed the sale was in the works and said general manager Dale Tallon has been telling players interested in coming to the Panthers -- such as former All-Star goalie Tim Thomas -- that a new owner would be in place soon. 

An announcement could be coming in the next few weeks.

Captain Ed Jovanovski, who said he heard reports of a new owner on a "weekly" basis while with the Phoenix Coyotes, said word of a new owner shouldn't affect the team at all. 

"For the most part, you have a bunch of guys who just want to play hockey,'' Jovanovski said. "Whatever happens on the ownership side will be taken care of by the executives in place. I think for us, we just wait and see. We're trying to be in the right frame of mind for the start of the season. 

"But someone new coming in must be eager to take over the team. You have to look at that as a positive. We'll see. Anytime you have an ownership group that wants to win and wants to spend money, that's exciting for a player.''

Viola is a successful commodities dealer who previously was chairman of the New York Mercantile Exchange and is now chairman of Virtu Financial, an electronic commodities trading company. 

He was a minority owner of the New Jersey/Brooklyn Nets -- of which Brett Yormark, twin brother of Panthers' president Michael, is CEO -- several years ago but is no longer, according to the team.

Viola was born in Brooklyn in 1956, graduated from the US Military Academy at West Point in 1977 and served as an officer in the 101st Airborne. He transferred to the Army Reserve in 1982, before leaving the Army Reserve as a major in 1993.

Viola and his wife, Teresa, now live in Manhattan after raising three sons in New Jersey.

According to the Nets’ media guide, Viola joined the New York Mercantile Exchange as a local trader after leaving the army. He became a member of the exchange in 1982, the same year he graduated from New York Law School. He was the company’s chairman from 2001 to 2004 and helped the exchange through the turmoil of the 9-11 attacks.

Leah McGrath Goodman’s 2011 book, “The Asylum: The Renegades Who Hijacked the World’s Oil Market,” offers details about Viola and the New York Mercantile Exchange when he was chairman there.

“Viola was perhaps the handsomest of all the exchange chairmen, but beneath the spit and polish he was still a tough guy from Brooklyn,” Goodman wrote. “…After becoming a local in the NYMEX gasoline pit, he finally found his niche. He compared trading to being in an army platoon.”

Goodman wrote Viola “had a nasty temper, but [predecessor chairman Lou] Guttman says he didn’t lose control of his emotions easily.”

In the book, Guttman said Viola “exuded leadership. His personality was amazing. He drew people in. He was a phenomenal speaker. Even if he didn’t know what he was talking about, he sounded like he knew what he was saying. He was an astute businessman and an extreme opportunist.”

Viola has received numerous awards for his philanthropy. He gave $2 million to Fordham University to establish the Avery Cardinal Dulles, S.J., Chair in Catholic Theology. After the 9-11 attacks, he financed the Counter-Terrorism Center at West Point. Viola has received numerous awards for his philanthropy.

He also co-founded the National Children's Educational Reform Foundation, which is dedicated to the improvement of inner-city education with an emphasis on bilingual programs in immigrant communities.

Viner, who has helped the Florida Panthers foundation raise a considerable amount of money for charity, took over the Panthers along with Stu Siegel from Alan Cohen in 2009. Viner became the sole general partner a year later.

Aside from Viner, Florida's minority owners include Cohen, H. Wayne Huizenga, Mike Maroone, Bernie Kosar and Jordan Zimmerman. Some or all of Florida's current ownership group could retain a piece of the franchise when the new group comes in.

The Panthers would be the latest NHL franchise to change hands in recent months as Phoenix and New Jersey -- both struggling financially -- have new ownership groups.

"I'm going to hold off right now,'' coach Kevin Dineen said. "I'm going to let this play out. Nothing has been finalized or anything like that. Like everyone else, I'll wait and see what happens.''

NEW OWNER IN SUNRISE? Vinnie Viola Working on Buying Florida Panthers
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TIM THOMAS READY FOR FRESH START: Goalie Looks to Start Anew in Florida with Panthers 

TWITTER: @GeorgeRichards

Tim Thomas met the media after his first practice with the Panthers on Tuesday morning and said he was more than ready for a fresh start in South Florida. 

The 39-year-old goalie was a hero after leading Boston to its first Stanley Cup in almost 40 years -- yet walked away from the Bruins a year later. 

After taking a season off to reconnect with family and get involved in some new business, Thomas was apparently reenergized after watching the playoffs last spring. He said he was "proud" of his former teammates for advancing to the Stanley Cup Finals. 

"I have a new found appreciation to being able to play the game at this level and being part of a team again,'' said Thomas, who has not played in an NHL game for anyone but the Bruins. 

"My time in Boston was great, I was very fortunate to have the personal and team success I did. I had great teammates .-.-. This is a new start. I'm excited about the future.''

Thomas said he began working out in Michigan in July -- not long after Boston lost in the Finals to Chicago -- and accepted Florida's offer of a professional try out (PTO) on Monday. 

If Thomas earns a contract with the Panthers (thought to be a foregone conclusion) he hopes to help Florida make a run at the playoffs. Thomas said the Panthers are "on the verge of a turnaround and a big bounce back." 

General manager Dale Tallon, Thomas said, "convinced me of a direction the Panthers are headed in. That helped me make my decision easier.'' 

Thomas was a huge part of the renaissance in Boston. After the team finished last in its division in the two years following the 2004-05 lockout, the Bruins returned to the playoffs in 2008 and haven't missed them since.

"When I first came to Boston, it was a low point for the Bruins,'' said Thomas, who will wear the No. 34 first worn in Florida by popular goalie John Vanbiesbrouck. "I was able to see the rise in the organization and with the team. I think the Florida Panthers are in a similar situation.''

Thomas, coach Kevin Dineen said, will travel with the team to Texas on Wednesday but will not play in either of the two preseason games against the Dallas Stars. Thomas probably won't play against the Lightning in Tampa on Saturday either. 

"He came in as advertised,'' Dineen said. "He has a high compete level and works on every shot. Everything I had heard about him I saw today. It was good. But I don't think you step into a lineup after taking the time off Tim has. I'm willing to give him that time. I'm excited. Everything is a process.''

Thomas spoke at length about his departure from Boston, saying he didn't think skipping the Bruins' Stanley Cup celebration at the White House because he didn't agree with the Obama administration was going to draw the attention it did. 

There were rumors Thomas had become a distraction to the Bruins. With Tuukka Rask emerging as a star in net, Thomas took his leave with a year remaining on his contract. 

"I didn't go out of my way to bring up politics in that situation. I didn't think in good consciousness that I could go to the White House and I had to give a reason,'' Thomas said. 

"I didn't want to lie and say I was sick. I thought I gave a pretty succinct and, from my viewpoint, a very honest assessment of the situation. I just tried to leave it at that. We've given it some time to rest. I'm here to play hockey.''

In Florida, Thomas said he and Jacob Markstrom can most definitely coexist saying "I definitely came here to play,'' but said he is not competing against Markstrom. 

"I'm competing against myself,'' Thomas said, "and if I play the best that I can, then I'm going to get the results that I want and the playing time that I want. .-.-. We're pulling for each other and only thinking about the best we can be as individuals. .-.-. We're on the same team and we have the same goals."

Markstrom played well in Monday's preseason opener and said he expects to learn a lot with Thomas around. But Markstrom isn't handing the veteran the starting job no matter what his resume says. 

"This is the best league in the world and it's not supposed to be easy,'' Markstrom said. "It will be a fun experience. I'm excited. Competition is part of the game. I still want to play most of the games. My goals haven't changed.''

-- Thomas hopes to be in the mix when it comes to being on Team USA at the Sochi games. Team USA and Nashville GM David Polie told SiriusXM Radio on Tuesday that Thomas was eligible for play at the Olympics and will be watched closely. Tallon, perhaps not coincidentally, works with USA hockey as part of the advisory board.

-- Former Edmonton and Minnesota defenseman Tom Gilbert reported to the Panthers on Tuesday morning and was on the ice with the late group after accepting Florida's PTO offer. Gilbert has played in 447 games over parts of seven NHL seasons.

-- Dineen said center Nick Bjugstad (concussion) will not travel with the team on its four-day trip to Texas and Tampa. 

 PANTHERS UPCOMING SCHEDULE*

 Wednesday: Practice, 9 a.m. (Iceplex); Travel to preseason game at Dallas, 8 p.m.

 Thursday: Practice in San Antonio, TBA

 Friday: Preseason game vs. Stars, AT&T Center (San Antonio), 8 p.m.

 Saturday: Preseason game at Tampa Bay, 7 p.m.

 Sunday: Off

 Monday: Practice, 9 a.m. (Iceplex)

 (*) All workouts at the Coral Springs Iceplex are free and open to the public. Starting times subject to change. 

PHOTO COURTESY OF KELSEY HINDS/Special to the Miami Herald
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PANTHERS SWEEP PREDS: Florida Wins Preseason Doubleheader in Sunrise 

TWITTER: @GeorgeRichards

The Panthers played a lot of hockey on Monday yet needed a little extra time to finish off a preseason sweep of Nashville at the BB&T Center. 

In Game 1, Florida got a 6-3 win thanks in part to two-goal games from Erik Gudbranson and Scottie Upshall. 

Later that night, Tomas Fleischmann's goal with 46.2 seconds left in overtime served as the winner as the Panthers won 3-2.

In the opener, the Panthers scored five unanswered goals kicked off by back-to-back markers from Gudbranson within a four-minute span in the second.

Florida, playing in a nearly empty arena, trailed 3-1 in the opening period before Gudbranson's first goal with 5:46 left in the second brought Florida within one. After that, Brad Boyes -- in camp on a pro tryout -- scored for the Panthers' first lead. 

Upshall, who scored Florida's first goal, got his second of the game with 6:37 left before Quinton Howden closed out the scoring 2:16 later. 

Rob Madore, who earned a tryout after a good showing at prospect camp against the Predators, stopped all five shots faced in the third. Goalie Dov Grumet-Morris, who plays for Florida's AHL affiliate in San Antonio, gave up three goals on 16 shots. 

Florida outshot Nashville 41-21 in the opener.

"Once we tied it up, we continued to push and that was huge,'' Gudbranson said. 

In the second game, Florida trailed 2-1 in the second period but tied it when Tomas Kopecky took a feed from rookie Aleksander Barkov and threw it at goalie Cody Reichard on a power play chance. The puck hit Reichard's skate and bounded into the net. 

Barkov, the second overall pick, had a chance to win Game 2 but hit the post with less than two minutes left in overtime. Fleischmann, who played on a line with Barkov, scored the winner not long afterward.

Florida was outshot 30-27 in the second game with Michael Houser getting the win in relief of Jacob Markstrom.

-- Assistant general manager Mike Santos said that Florida has offered a PTO to former Minnesota and Edmonton defenseman Tom Gilbert. 

The Panthers would like to have Gilbert in camp before the team leaves for Texas on Wednesday. Gilbert has played in 447 games over parts of seven NHL seasons. 

-- Rookie forward Vince Trocheck picked up a pair of assists and was named third star of the first game. 

PANTHERS UPCOMING SCHEDULE*

 Tuesday: Practice, 10:30 a.m. (Iceplex)

 Wednesday: Practice, 9 a.m. (Iceplex); preseason game at Dallas, 8 p.m.

 Thursday: Practice in San Antonio, TBA

 Friday: Preseason game vs. Stars, AT&T Center (San Antonio), 8 p.m.

 Saturday: Preseason game at Tampa Bay, 7 p.m.

 Sunday: Off

 (*) All workouts at the Coral Springs Iceplex are free and open to the public. Starting times subject to change. 
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PANTHERS GOALIE JOB WIDE OPEN: Tim Thomas Joins Panthers, Will Battle Markstrom 

TWITTER: @GeorgeRichards

The Panthers landed one of the biggest names in goaltending on Monday when former Boston All-Star Tim Thomas agreed to a tryout with the team.

Thomas, who won the Vezina Trophy as the NHL's top goalie in 2009 and '11, will be on the ice with the Panthers for practice Tuesday at 10:30 a.m. at the Saveology.com Iceplex in Coral Springs.

Because he is in on a professional tryout (PTO), Thomas does not have a contract with the Panthers. If Florida likes what it sees from Thomas, it has the right to offer him a deal for the 2013-14 season. The Panthers have plenty of room under the salary cap.

The 39-year-old led Boston to the Stanley Cup championship in 2011 and was named MVP of those playoffs. 

"All I know is he won a Stanley Cup .-.-. and was a big reason for it,'' general manager Dale Tallon said after Thomas officially agreed to join the Panthers. 

"We need goaltending and need someone get to where we need to go. Right now, it's Tim Thomas. He's going to get an opportunity. He's in good shape and is eager to go. He's very strong mentally and physically.''

Thomas, 39, looked around the league for a new home after leaving Boston following the 2011-12 season. Thomas left the Bruins after a controversial season and sat out last year's lockout-shortened season despite having a year left on his contract. 

The Bruins traded Thomas' rights to the Islanders who kept the contract on the books -- without paying Thomas -- to stay above the salary cap floor. That allowed Thomas' final year to expire and make him a free agent. 

With Scott Clemmensen out for the first few weeks of camp after having minor knee surgery, the Panthers made it clear they were looking for goaltending. In Thomas, Florida gets one of hockey's most decorated netminders of recent years. 

Thomas could play in his first game with the Panthers either Wednesday at Dallas or Friday against the Stars in San Antonio.

"This is good. The guy is a proven winner,'' said Brad Boyes, who is also in Florida camp on a PTO and played with Thomas from 2005-07 in Boston. 

"He's one guy out of every goalie I've played with who is the hardest worker. He doesn't let guys score on him. It's impressive. A guy with his stature coming in here is big.''

A number of Florida players worked out before Monday's exhibition double-header against visiting Nashville when news of Thomas' impending arrival spread. 

Brian Campbell, who played with Thomas during the lockout of 2004-05 in Finland, said it would be hard to find a player who worked harder than Thomas does. 

Thomas, who played collegiately at Vermont, didn't become a full-time NHL starter until he was 31. Thomas spent almost a decade toiling the North American minor leagues as well as playing in Finland and Sweden yet never gave up on his dream to make it to the NHL. 

In parts of eight NHL seasons -- all with the Bruins -- Thomas has played in 378 games, going 196-121-45 in stopping 92 percent of shots faced. Thomas is also 29-21 in 50 postseason starts, stopping 93 percent of his shots. 

"I enjoyed my time playing with Tim,'' Campbell said. "He's a great goalie, a great battler and a great person. Him coming here is a bonus for us. We feel we have two strong goaltenders here but if you can add a piece like this, it's not going to hurt you.''

The Panthers are a little more crowded in net and may have to make a tough decision in the coming weeks. 

If Clemmensen comes back from his knee surgery before camp ends -- and Thomas looks good enough to keep -- the Panthers would have to choose between sending Clemmensen (who will make $1.2 million this year) or 23-year-old Jacob Markstrom to the minors. 

Markstrom could keep the starting he held after being called up from the Panthers last season. 

"Competition is great and the more you have internally for spots, the better off you will be,'' Tallon said. "It's wide open. May the best man win.''

Said Boyes: "He's very competitive and wants to win. He'll want to be in there and play. He's going to be a guy who pushes other guys. As a goalie, he'll give us a chance to win. That's huge. You win in this league with goaltending.''

Thomas made headlines in 2012 when he refused to join his teammates at the White House, citing differences of opinion with President Barack Obama. 

Thomas' play slipped a bit after that as rumors of him not participating in the team event didn't sit well in the Boston locker room and it was reportedly a distraction.

"Everyone has their opinions and that doesn't hurt anyone,'' Campbell said. "The whole White House thing, well, maybe you would like him to go but he cares about his country. If that's his biggest fault, well, lets move past it. He strong views about everything not just politics.''
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TIM THOMAS TO PANTHERS: Florida Nets Veteran Goalie, Will Join Team on Tuesday 

TWITTER: @GeorgeRichards

The Panthers landed one of the biggest names in goaltending on Monday as Tim Thomas agreed to come to camp on a tryout basis.

Thomas, honored as the league's top goalie in 2009 and '11, will join the Panthers for Tuesday's practice at the Saveology.com Iceplex in Coral Springs on a professional tryout.

The 39-year-old led Boston to the Stanley Cup championship in 2011 and was named MVP of the playoffs that spring. 

"No one works harder than he does,'' said Florida defenseman Brian Campbell, who played with Thomas in Finland during the 2004-05 lockout season. 

"I enjoyed my time playing with Tim. He's a great goalie, a great battler and a great person. Him coming here is a bonus for us. We feel we have two strong goaltenders here but if you can add a piece like this, it's not going to hurt you.''

Thomas made headlines in 2012 when he refused to join his teammates at the White House, citing differences of opinion with President Barack Obama. Thomas' play slipped a bit after that as rumors of him not participating in the team event didn't sit well in the Boston locker room.

Thomas took last season off with the Bruins trading his contract to the New York Islanders. The Islanders used Thomas' $5 million cap hit to stay above the salary cap floor. 

"I don't know why he didn't play last year,'' Campbell said. "Timmie has strong political views and I think that's great. I've learned a lot from him. You can ask him questions about things. 

"Everyone has their opinions and that doesn't hurt anyone. The whole White House thing, well, maybe you would like him to go but he cares about his country. If that's his biggest fault, well, lets move past it. He strong views about everything not just politics.''

If Thomas earns a spot on the Panthers, Florida would have to find a place for Jacob Markstrom or Scott Clemmensen. Markstrom could stay up with the Panthers -- and even remain the starter. 

If that's the case, Florida would try and trade Clemmensen or send him to the minor leagues. Clemmensen will be paid $1.2 million regardless of where he plays this season. Clemmensen is expected to miss the next couple of weeks after having minor knee surgery.
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September 15, 2013

PANTHERS KICK OFF PRESEASON: Preds in Sunrise for a Exhibition Doubleheader 

TWITTER: @GeorgeRichards

Last year's training camp was a complete rush job as practices were jammed in to accommodate a tight schedule after the NHL's lockout ended.

There is no such hurry this season, although by looking at the Panthers schedule, it sure doesn't look that way.

The Panthers will open their preseason Monday afternoon with a pair of exhibition games against Nashville at the BB&T Center in Sunrise.

One group will play the Predators at 2:30 p.m., with a second group taking on a different batch of Nashville players at 7. 

The Panthers, who didn't play a single preseason game last year because of the work strife, will play five games this week.

After the two games Monday, Florida travels to Texas and will play the Dallas Stars twice. The hectic week ends Saturday night in Tampa against the Lightning. 

"We want to win them all, especially the ones at home, but we know there are reasons why we put things together,'' coach Kevin Dineen said. 

"The first ones are easy because this is a great opportunity to get some kids in the game who may not have the opportunity to play in a preseason game. It's a little hard on us as coaches, sure, but we have a wide range of players in these games.''

Having two games in one day -- and three in three with Wednesday's game in Dallas -- affords Dineen a chance give players fighting for a roster spot a chance to shine against an opposing team.

For players whose spot on the team is secure, these games is a chance to get back into game speed, to go all out and get used to the tempo of the game once things count for real.

That's an experience the Panthers, and the other 29 teams in the league, didn't get last year. 

"You are getting your bearings in the first couple of games so I like to play in as many as possible,'' Shawn Matthias said. "Your timing is a little off and you can work out as much as you want. But games are at a different level. It's good we have a lot of games. Guys can get their legs."

The Panthers currently have four goalies in camp with Jacob Markstrom the only one with NHL experience. 

Although Markstrom is expected to split time in net during his one game Monday, the Panthers should give him extended minutes as the preseason winds down. 

"You get to see the speed get in. I love the preseason because it's great practice and it tells you the real season is around the corner,'' said Markstrom, who will play in the second game.

-- Dineen said that Ed Jovanovski, Jonathan Huberdeau, Sean Bergenheim and Nick Bjugstad will not play in either of the two preseason games Monday. 

Huberdeau and Jovanovski took part in Sunday's full workout.

"We'll see how he reacts after a test like that,'' Dineen said of Jovanovski.

-- Aleksander Barkov, the second overall pick of the past draft, will play in the second game. Defenseman Seth Jones, whom the Panthers passed to take Barkov, will also play in that game as he makes his debut for the Predators.

MONDAY DOUBLEHEADER: 

 PREDATORS AT PANTHERS

When, Where: 2:30, 7 p.m.; BB&T Center, Sunrise

TV/Radio: None.

Scouting report: The Panthers and Preds will play a doubleheader at BB&T Center with one ticket good for both games. Florida will not play at home again until hosting Tampa Bay in the preseason finale next weekend. 

PANTHERS KICK OFF PRESEASON: Preds in Sunrise for a Exhibition Doubleheader
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September 12, 2013

FIGHTING BACK: Ed Jovanovski Back for More After Hip Surgery 

TWITTER: @GeorgeRichards 

Surgery on his ailing hip was the only option left. At 36-years-old, Ed Jovanovski knew if he had any chance at playing in the NHL with the Florida Panthers again, a major operation needed to be done. 

Jovanovski underwent hip surgery in April after radical treatments in Germany didn't help with the pain. On Thursday morning, five months after being operated on, Jovanovski -- who turned 37 in June -- was back on the ice with his teammates for the first day of training camp.

Just being suited up and participating on the opening day of camp seemed out of the question to Jovanovski a few months ago. 

"It's been a long summer,'' he said. "You always have those doubts, I would be lying if I said I didn't. I had a major surgery done, I had no options. I'm happy where it is right now, my quality of life is much better.''

Now, however, the battle for Jovanovski is to see if he can get back to game speed and help the Panthers on the ice.

"I'm skating right now and it's pretty much pain free,'' Jovanovski said. "But that's skating where pretty much everything is controlled. Getting into a game-like situation, we'll see what happens. 

"My goal is to be an every day player, to lead these guys. It's been tough but I think I've been happier lately. I can do everyday things again like playing with my kids.''

Jovanovski was the first overall pick of the 1994 NHL draft by the Panthers and played from 1995-99 in Florida before being traded to Vancouver as part of the Pavel Bure deal. 

Jovanovski returned and signed a four-year deal with Florida in 2011 and was named the seventh captain in Panthers history on the eve of last season's opener.

Although he had dealt with the pain in his hip over the past few years, things really got bad at the start of last season. 

When Jovanovski was knocked out of a game in Tampa five games in, the pain in his hip was becoming unbearable. In a desperate effort to find relief without having surgery, Jovanovski went to Germany for advanced Platelet Rich Plasma therapy, something a number of athletes are turning to in trying to heal without surgery. 

How bad was his pain?

"It got to the point where I couldn't bend down to tie my laces anymore,'' he said. 

He came back to Florida and worked his way back into the lineup, returning after missing 22 games. Jovanovski didn't last long as he left Florida's game against the host Islanders after the second period. He made the decision to have surgery soon afterward. 

"I exercised every single option,'' he said. "I needed to get it fixed. So that's what we did.''

Some would ask why Jovanovski is putting himself through this, through trying to come back from such a debilitating injury. Money isn't what drives Jovanovski, at least not in this case as he has two years left on his contract with $8.25 million guaranteed. 

Jovanovski says that just being able to continue playing the game he loves is his motivation. Being there and trying to help the Panthers win is right there as well. 

"I just love the game, love being around it,'' he said. "I don't know anything differently. My passion is hockey, it is everything. It's the competition, the opportunity to be able to compete day in and day out. And there's the camaraderie. Most guys say that is the biggest thing they miss when it's over. I'm just driven to play.''

Jovanovski's work through the pain hasn't gone unnoticed.

"That's why he's our captain. He's our leader and he's our frontman,'' said Erik Gudbranson, Jovanovski's defensive partner for much of his rookie year in 2011-12. 

"His will to play is inspiring to all of us. This is a guy who wants to win and there's nothing else driving him to play. To see him back on the ice .-.-. He's put his body through so much. And here he is battling after such a major surgery. We need to jump behind him.''

The question now is whether Jovanovski can make it all the way back. 

Panthers coach Kevin Dineen knows the type of drive that is fueling Jovanovski, saying Thursday that when it came to the end of his career, "they had to boot me off the ice.'' 

Dineen, who was 39 when he retired four games into the 2002-03 season, is definitely rooting for the guy he named captain of the Panthers last January. Dineen will, however, be watching the situation closely. 

"I got around November and knew the pace wasn't going to stay where I was at,'' Dineen said. "In saying that, he's made a heck of an effort to come back. He's a hockey player. This is what he does, this is what his life is about. We're hoping surgery worked for him, although that hasn't been answered yet.''

NEWS, NOTES

Center Nick Bjugstad was the only player to not participate in Thursday's opening day of work after sustaining a concussion in Sunday's prospect tournament finale against Tampa Bay.

Dineen said Bjugstad is being monitored as part of the league's concussion protocal and will be evaluated over the next few days.

-- Goalie Jacob Markstrom left near the end of his on-ice session after taking a slapshot off his mask. Dineen said Markstrom was fine.
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September 11, 2013

GOALIE FLAKES?: Panthers Looking at Tim Thomas, Ilya Bryzgalov to Shore Up Goaltending  

TWITTER: @GeorgeRichards

There were a few new faces as the Panthers reported to training camp in Sunrise on Wednesday. 

Most of the focus, however, were on a few names who may or may not be at camp in the coming days. 

General manager Dale Tallon said he was continuing to look at ways of strengthening Florida's goaltending situation.

With Scott Clemmensen out for a few weeks after having knee surgery, only 23-year-old Jacob Markstrom has any NHL experience among Florida's four goalies at camp.

Tallon confirmed the Panthers have spoken to veteran free agents Tim Thomas, Ilya Bryzgalov and Jose Theodore -- Florida's starter for much of the past two seasons -- to gauge their interest in trying out for the team.

Theodore has reportedly turned down the Panthers' invitation to a professional tryout (PTO) during camp. Theodore, instead, is looking for a contract from the Panthers and not just a 'shot' at making the team 

"We had a great conversation [Tuesday],'' Tallon said. 

As far as Thomas and Bryzgalov goes, Tallon hopes to hear an answer back soon. 

The Panthers open practice Thursday morning in Coral Springs with Markstrom working in net alongside Michael Houser, Dov Grumet-Morris and Rob Madore.

"[Thomas and Bryzgalov] have experience and history," Tallon said. "They are veteran guys who have won. We're looking at everything and we're not in position not to look at everything. We want to get better. It's important we investigate every scenario to make our team better.''

Both Thomas and Bryzgalov come with some baggage, although Tallon doesn't seem to be bothered by any of it. 

Thomas, who led the Bruins to the Stanley Cup in 2011, took last season off (and lost out on the final year of a contract) after a controversial follow-up season in 2011-12. 

Thomas refused to join his teammates at the White House for their Cup celebration as he cited opposition to the policies of President Barack Obama and there were reports that his public display of his politics was a distraction to his team. 

The Bruins traded his contract to the Islanders last year as that team kept Thomas on the books soley to pad their salary cap number. Thomas, who won the league's top goalie honors twice, said he took last season off to focus on his faith and his family as he holed up in Colorado.

Bryzgalov signed a nine-year, $51 million deal with Philadelphia in 2011, but his popularity quickly started to fade after making a number of off-the-wall comments on the HBO series 24/7 as well as to the local media. 

Bryzgalov didn't help himself as he play suffered and he not only fought with the local media but distanced himself from teammates. This summer, Philadelphia cut ties with Bryzgalov to the tune of $23 million over the next 14 years. 

Bringing either of those two goalies would create media interest not only locally but throughout the league. Tallon only cares about them helping the Panthers win. 

When asked if he cared about how "flaky" both Bryzgalov and Thomas are considered to be, Tallon -- who is pretty colorful himself -- didn't miss a beat.

"The puck doesn't know they are flaky,'' Tallon said. "I don't care about that. Goalies are a little unique to begin with so I'm OK with it. We've done our homework. We're investigating and we'll do what's best for all involved.''

Although both Thomas and Bryzgalov says they want to start -- "I certainly don't want to sign a goalie who says he wants to be a backup,'' Tallon said -- Markstrom goes into camp holding that distinction for the Panthers. 

"We told everyone they have to compete for a job,'' Tallon said. "Everyone is competing to help us win. There is no guarantee for anyone.''

Markstrom has long been touted as Florida's 'goalie of the future,' and last year he took the reigns when Theodore tore his groin midway through the lockout-shortened season.

Clemmensen, who had surgery last week, reported to camp as well. He's expected to be out until at least Florida's final round of preseason games later this month. 

"I'm here to be the starting goalie and that's nothing to be shy about,'' Markstrom said. "For me, I can't affect what Dale or the people upstairs are doing. They are doing their job and my job is to play goalie the best I can."

-- Tallon said Florida's long list of injured players is shrinking as everyone, save for captain Ed Jovanovski after his major hip surgery, is expected to be ready for the start of the season. 

Jonathan Huberdeau, last year's rookie of the year, said he will likely start things slowly after having hip surgery.

Tallon said he wants players to be ready for the season and isn't worried about players not being 100 percent for the start of camp. 

"We'll have guys working in, we'll be cautious,'' Tallon said. 

PANTHERS UPCOMING SCHEDULE*

 Thursday: First practice, 9 a.m.; Group 2, 10:30 a.m. (Coral Springs Iceplex)

 Friday: Practice starts at 9 a.m. (Iceplex)

 Saturday: Practice starts at 9 a.m. (Iceplex)

 Sunday: Practice starts at 9 a.m.; scrimmage at 9:30 a.m. (Iceplex)

 Monday: Preseason doubleheader vs. Nashville, 2:30/7 p.m. (BB&T Center)

 Tuesday: Practice starts at 10:30 a.m. (Iceplex)

 Wednesday: Practice starts at 9 a.m. (Iceplex); preseason game at Dallas, 8 p.m.

 (*) All workouts at the Coral Springs Iceplex are free and open to the public. Starting times subject to change. 
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BOYES TO PANTHERS: Veteran Winger on Tryout ... Tim Thomas Next? 

TWITTER: @GeorgeRichards

The Panthers officially announced veteran forward Brad Boyes will be in camp on a professional tryout.

Boyes, 31, scored 10 goals in 48 games for the Islanders last season and had three assists in New York's playoff series against the Penguins.

Word was the Islanders wanted Boyes back and offered him a tryout as well.

Looks like Boyes and his agent thought Florida looked like a better opportunity. And why not? If Boyes looks good -- and the guy has shown he can score in the past -- he should make this team and earn a one-year deal.

Boyes has scored 168 goals with 407 points in 606 games over nine seasons with San Jose (well, one of those 606 games was with the Sharks), Boston, St. Louis, Buffalo and the Islanders.

Boyes scored 76 goals over two seasons from 2007-09 with St. Louis.

-- TSN's Bob McKenzie just tweeted that the Panthers are one of the teams who have officially invited former Bruins Stanley Cup goalie Tim Thomas to camp.

Thomas, who spent the 2011-12 season mired in controversy, didn't play last season as his contract was traded to the Islanders to help them stay above the salary cap floor.

We'll see what happens here.

Jacob Markstrom told me today that he's prepared for this training camp like any other -- although this obviously isn't any other camp for Markstrom.

-- Goalie Rob Madore, who played well for the Panthers in last weekend's rookie tournament, also earned a training camp invite.

Florida will be missing goalie Scott Clemmensen (knee) for approximately three weeks.

-- Jed Ortmeyer, who played part of last year in San Antonio, is also in camp and was at Tuesday's workout.

Brad Boyes/Dave Sandford, Getty images

Tim Thomas/Harry How, Getty Images
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BACK TO SCHOOL: Panthers Report to Training Camp on Wednesday 

TWITTER: @GeorgeRichards

Summer officially came to a close for the Florida Panthers on Tuesday morning as the team held its final informal workout.

Wednesday may as well constitute the team's first day of school.

The Panthers report for the start of training camp Wednesday morning with physicals and meetings with the front office and coaching staff at the BB&T Center in Sunrise. 

Florida's first on-ice practice is scheduled for 9 a.m. on Thursday at the Saveology.com Iceplex in Coral Springs. The Panthers are expecting close to 60 players in camp with the team split into separate groups. 

One team will likely stick together and play Nashville in the preseason opener in Sunrise on Monday afternoon with the other group playing the Predators in the double-header nightcap. 

Florida will play five more exhibition games before the season officially kicks off Oct. 3 in Dallas.

The Panthers are ready to kick things off and put last year's nightmare behind them. Florida finished last in the 30-team league for the first time in franchise history during the lockout-shortened 2013 season.

"Personally, I'm excited to be starting out fresh with a whole new season,'' said forward Tomas Fleischmann, Florida's leading scorer in 2013. "We have a lot of young guys who look pretty good on the ice. It's going to be good to get the camp started. 

"Everyone has been here for a couple of weeks already and I think that really shows how much everyone wants to do a better job than last year. It starts now.'' 

Perhaps the biggest news to come out of Wednesday will be the progress of Florida's injured players from last season.

The Panthers had an array of injuries last season with a number of players requiring surgery. 

Although players such as Kris Versteeg (knee surgery in March) and Ed Jovanovski (hip surgery in April) have been skating, they haven't been cleared by Florida's medical staff. 

Defenseman Dmitry Kulikov spent all but about two weeks in South Florida this summer after having shoulder surgery. Kulikov says he's been skating for about six weeks but he also needs to be cleared by the Panthers. 

"I honestly can't wait. This has been a long summer and I have worked myself into great shape,'' Kulikov said on Tuesday. "I'm excited for training camp to start, for the games to start. I'm seeing the doctor [Wednesday] and we'll see. I feel good but we'll see where I'm at.''

Other players who had offseason work done reportedly include Drew Shore (wrist) and rookie of the year Jonathan Huberdeau (abdominal). 

Huberdeau at least used his long offseason to good use. For the first time in a long time, Huberdeau was able to concentrate on off-ice activity and add some bulk to his lanky 6-foot-1 frame. Huberdeau says he put on 10 pounds of what looks like nothing but muscle.

"This has been my longest summer since I started playing hockey,'' Huberdeau said. 

"I think everyone worked hard, is rested and healthy. We're all looking forward to get camp started. I used the summer to get stronger. With my injury, I slowed things down but I rehabbed well and did other things. I feel good. I'm ready for the season.''

PANTHERS UPCOMING SCHEDULE*

Wednesday: Report to camp, physicals, 9 a.m. (BB&T Center)

Thursday: First practice, 9 a.m.; Group 2, 10:30 a.m. (Coral Springs Iceplex)

Friday: Practice starts at 9 a.m. (Iceplex)

Saturday: Practice starts at 9 a.m. (Iceplex)

Sunday: Practice starts at 9 a.m.; scrimmage at 9:30 a.m. (Iceplex)

Monday: Preseason doubleheader vs. Nashville, 2:30/7 p.m. (BB&T Center)

Tuesday: Practice starts at 10:30 a.m. (Iceplex)

Wednesday: Practice starts at 9 a.m. (Iceplex); preseason game at Dallas, 8 p.m.

(*) All workouts at the Coral Springs Iceplex are free and open to the public. Starting times subject to change. 

BACK TO SCHOOL: Panthers Report to Training Camp on Wednesday
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September 08, 2013

CLEMMENSEN HAS SURGERY: Backup Goalie to Miss First Few Weeks of Camp 

TWITTER: @GeorgeRichards

It appears 25-year-old goalie Rob Madore will get an invitation to Panthers training camp after a combination of a solid showing in prospect camp as well as Florida's lack of depth at the position. 

General manager Dale Tallon said Sunday that Scott Clemmensen had minor knee surgery last week and will miss the first three weeks of camp. The Panthers have their first practice Thursday morning in Coral Springs. 

Clemmensen is projected to be the backup to 23-year-old Jacob Markstrom when the season starts. Tallon said Clemmensen should be back for the season opener Oct. 3 in Dallas. Michael Houser, 20, is currently second on Florida's depth chart with Clemmensen out.

"He earned it. He's a great kid who works hard,'' Tallon said of Madore, who has spent the past two seasons playing for various minor league teams after finishing at the University of Vermont. 

With Houser playing the entire 60 minutes, Florida dropped the finale of its three-game prospect tournament 2-1 to the Lightning on Sunday afternoon. 

The Panthers (1-2) took a 1-0 lead on Nick Bjugstad's fourth goal of the tournament but saw Nikita Kucherov score twice to give Tampa Bay its second win of the weekend. 
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CATS GET CRUSHED: Big Third Period Lifts Preds to 8-4 Win in Prospect Game 

Predators 8, Panthers 4: Nashville lit up goalie Mack Shields (on a tryout from Calgary of the Western Hockey League) by scoring six goals on 10 shots in the third period to roll past the host Panthers. 

Rob Madore, Florida's starting goalie, gave up two goals off 12 shots before handing things over.

Florida went into the third period holding a 3-2 lead thanks to goals from Logan Shaw, John McFarland and Josh McFadden. The Panthers' fourth and final goal came from Chris Clapperton in the third.

Madore, like Shields, is on a try-out after playing for Evansville and Florida of the ECHL as well as Charlotte of the AHL last year.

Scorers for Nashville: Miika Salomaki, Josh Shalla, Filip Forsberg, Mike Moffat, Pat Cehlin, Vinny Saponari, Tommy Veilleux and Zach Budish.

Preds' top rookie Seth Jones also played but didn't score a goal. He did look very good out there however, although there was a scary moment when he took a knee from Liam Heelis and hit the ice. Jones was back and, well, no worries.

Aleksander Barkov, whom Florida took over Jones with the second overall pick a few months back, watched part of the game from the upper deck of the Iceplex. 
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PROSPECTS CAMP: Game 1 -- Boston 5, Lightning 5 

FRIDAY'S PROSPECT TOURNAMENT RESULTS

-- Bruins 5, Lightning 5: Tampa Bay scored twice (Dan Milan and Tanner Richard) in the final 3:17 to salvage the tie. Boston took a 5-3 advantage in the third period off back-to-back goals from Maxime Villemare.

PROSPECT TOURNAMENT SCHEDULE

All games are held at the Saveology.com Iceplex at 3299 Sportsplex Drive in Coral Springs. Admission to games requires a ticket -- which is free upon registration at floridapanthers.com/trainingcamp

Saturday: Nashville vs. Tampa Bay, noon; Boston vs. Florida, 4

Sunday: Boston vs. Nashville, noon; Tampa Bay vs. Florida, 4

Posted by George Richards at 5:08 PM | Permalink  | Comments (0) 

BATTLE FOR POSITION: Panthers Offering Opportunity for Some 

TWITTER: @GeorgeRichards

Opportunity may be the word most often tossed around the Panthers during training camp as there is plenty of it.

Although general manager Dale Tallon announced his team will be trending younger this coming season, a number of free agent veterans signed with the Panthers trying to score one of those roster vacancies.

Sure, most eyes will be trained on talented youngsters such as Nick Bjugstad and Alex Petrovic as they fight to a position on the team.

Yet they will be battling the likes of Bobby Butler, Matt Gilroy, Mike Mottau, Steve Pinizzotto and Jesse Winchester -- veterans who have NHL experience on their side. 

Although those players come armed with two-way contracts -- which on other teams may as well be a one-way ticket to the minors -- there is opportunity here in Florida to keep their NHL dream alive.

The journey for these players officially starts Thursday when training camp opens in Coral Springs. 

"I'm here to earn a spot and I can do that by working hard and playing within myself,'' said Winchester, a forward who has played in 233 NHL games over the course of four seasons with Ottawa. 

"I have to focus on what I bring to help this team win. I have to earn my keep. I've been around and there shouldn't be any nervousness. I just have to compete and help the team in any way I can. I'm looking forward to competing and playing the game I love.''

Winchester hasn't played in the NHL since a concussion ended his 2011-12 season with Ottawa. He spent last season playing in Finland for Helsinki's Jokerit.

Pinizzotto and Mottau have also fought various injuries over the past few years and found positions tight within their former organizations. Pinizzotto, 29, says he is completely healthy after having rotator cuff and groin surgeries in the recent past. 

"I chose Florida because of the situation,'' said Pinizzotto, who played all 12 of his NHL games for Vancouver last year after missing the entire 2011-12 season. 

"I have to bring what has brought me to this. I think the opportunity is the biggest thing for me. This is a performance-based industry and if you don't play well, you won't be here. It's a business. You have to help the team.''

A player who could make the Panthers out of camp basically out of default is Mottau and/or Gilroy. 

Both have NHL experience, something most of Florida's other defensemen do not. 

With Ed Jovanovski questionable after having major hip surgery in the spring, Florida has just four defenseman on its roster who have played in more than 100 NHL games. Petrovic's chances to make the team look good with Colby Robak also jockeying for a spot.

For Mottau, 35, coming to the Panthers is a chance to show he still has what it takes to play in the NHL. Mottau played for San Antonio and Toronto last year in the AHL and hasn't played in the NHL since finishing 2012 with the Bruins. 

"I'm trying to come in and provide value where it's needed,'' said Mottau, who has played in 313 NHL games over the course of eight seasons with New Jersey, the Islanders and Boston. Mottau was also a Boston College teammate of Florida goalie Scott Clemmensen.

"I've been around a little bit and know what I need to be successful. It just depends what they're looking for. I'll have some competition on the backend and am here to push some guys and hopefully make my way onto the team. The positive is coming into camp competing for a spot. I'm excited to be here getting ready for camp.''

Posted by George Richards at 5:07 PM | Permalink  | Comments (0) 

September 05, 2013

ONE GUDBRANSON, TWO GUDBRANSON: Panthers Invite Alex Gudbranson to Prospect Camp 

TWITTER: @GeorgeRichards

The Panthers had Gudbranson back on defense Thursday although it wasn't their young standout getting physical in the corners. 

Instead of Erik Gudbranson throwing his body around at Thursday's prospect workout it was free agent invitee Alex Gudbranson.

The younger brother of the Panthers' Erik, Alex Gudbranson worked out at Detroit's development camp earlier this summer before getting an invite from the Panthers. 

Alex Gudbranson will return to his junior team in Sault St. Marie in the coming weeks and hopes to impress some teams -- the Panthers included -- after not being selected at the June draft.

"Growing up with [Erik], you have to be tough after all the tussles we were in,'' said Alex, who celebrated his 19th birthday on Tuesday. 

"We both want to win. If you come into my corner, I want the puck more than you do. He has more experience than I do, but I'm looking to learn. Hopefully I can stay here as long as I can and show my stuff. I want to be here in the future.''

Alex Gudbranson is wearing No. 88 during Florida's prospect tournament this weekend -- double the No. 44 Erik wears for the Panthers. 

Posted by George Richards at 5:59 PM | Permalink  | Comments (1) 

VINCENT TROCHECK: Confidence Isn't a Problem 

TWITTER: @GeorgeRichards

There is little doubt Vincent Trocheck plays with extreme confidence. 

After all, the 20-year-old rookie did something pretty special last year as he was the Ontario junior Hockey League's top player after leading the league in scoring by putting up 50 goals. 

Will Trocheck's conviction in his own ability be enough to earn him a spot on the Panthers' roster in a few weeks? 

No, but if he shows even a touch of the scoring prowess he did while in junior, a Florida team starving for goals may give Trocheck a serious look.

"We told them there is equal opportunity here,'' general manager Dale Tallon said before Florida's prospect camp opened on Thursday morning. 

"We don't care about their age. I want them to feel like they have a fair opportunity to make our team, to make the big club. That starts now.''

Trocheck and the rest of the Panthers gathered in Coral Springs received the message sent from Tallon, yet it's too early to determine whether any of them will do anything about it. 

Florida's main training camp hits the ice on Thursday. 

"Vinny is a player, a hockey player who is a highly competitive guy,'' said Scott Luce, the Panthers' director of amateur scouting. 

"He leads by example and doesn't take no for an answer when it comes to his production. He feels he can produce at any level. His drive combined with his high skill level bodes well for his future.''

The Panthers, despite publicly announcing the roster will trend younger this season, still have a number of locks and only a handful of openings.

Trocheck, a third-round pick in 2011, wants one of them. 

Working throughout the offseason in his native Pittsburgh with other NHL players helped the 5-foot-11 forward put on some muscle and improved his core strength. 

Whether that's enough to help him be on the ice when the Panthers open the season in Dallas -- or play in their home opener on Oct. 11 against his hometown Penguins -- remains to be seen.

"I'm coming here to make the team but I know it's going to be a battle. There are a lot of talented players here,'' Trocheck said. "It's going to be good competition and it's going to be fun.''

Peter Horachek is the coach of Florida's minor league affiliate in San Antonio and would likely benefit from having Trocheck in the American Hockey League this season. 

The Panthers have been reticent to rush young players under Tallon and it's very likely Trocheck could start the season in Texas. Trocheck, however, should not be thinking that way.

"He lead the [OHL] in scoring, led the playoffs in scoring and is a very skilled guy,'' said Horachek, who spent the past decade as an assistant in Nashville. 

"He's a very confident young man who wants to win. I think that will help him. He believes in his abilities, believes he can play in the NHL. That's what young guys need. It's a big step and a process. Whatever the timeframe is, he's going to play in the NHL.''

BONUS TROCHECK

-- On scoring 50 goals for the Plymouth Whalers last year: 

"It was an honor to be able to say I scored 50 goals. I wasn't really focused on it during the year, but it was a bonus. I had a lot of guys around me to help. I have the puck and I'll definitely hold on to the 50th puck for a while.''

-- On the opportunity in Florida: 

"They've had meetings with us and they've told us to come here and expect to make this team. What's a guy like me to do? I'm going to work as hard as I can to make it. If you do, great. If you don't, keep working until you do.''

-- The confidence in scoring: 

"Being able to put up those kind of numbers, seeing my goals increase each year, definitely helps with my confidence. I know I can put up points. It's going to be more difficult at this level.''

PHOTO BY KELSEY HINDS/Special to On Frozen Pond

VINCENT TROCHECK: Confidence Isn't a Problem
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NEWS, NOTES: Rookie Camp, Day 1 

TWITTER: @GeorgeRichards

Fun day out in Coral Springs as a nice crowd was on hand to watch some of Florida's youngsters skate in the opening morning of prospect camp.

Those who stuck around got to watch about two dozen of the veteran players take to the ice for a spirited workout. Even Kris Versteeg was out there -- read about it a few posts down.

The rest of the week's schedule will be listed below.

Brian Skrudland and Bryan McCabe were part of the on-ice staff with the youngsters with San Antonio coaches Peter Horachek and Chuck Weber.

"There's a lot of bodies - big bodies - and this is about assessing them,'' Horachek said. 

"They're going to play against some of the top prospects from the other teams. But until they make the transition to the next camp, the main camp, that's when you really tell. But it's good to see them playing. They played at a really good pace. It's good to see.''

-- Aleksander Barkov participated in drills and looked good out there. Barkov, who had shoulder surgery in the spring, will not play in the three rookie games against the Bruins, Lightning and Preds.

Word from Alain Poupart from NHL.com is that Seth Jones and Jonathan Drouin WILL be participating in those games at the Iceplex.

-- Jacob Markstrom was on the ice with the Panthers and has retaken the No. 25 he made his NHL debut in. 

Markstrom had been wearing No. 35 after Jerred Smithson took the other number.

Right now, rookie Michael Houser, 20, is officially Florida's third-string goalie. 

Dov Grumet-Morris is here and will be in training camp -- but he has an AHL contract at the moment. 

-- Shawn Matthias is now occupying the locker stall which once belonged to Stephen Weiss.

-- Florida's locker room is packed tight, with Eric Selleck taking up residence in the middle of the room. His stall is basically a fold up chair.

-- Kevin Dineen joined most of the Florida front office and scouting staff in watching Thursday's rookie workout. 

PHOTOS COURTESY OF KELSEY HINDS

PANTHERS PROSPECT CAMP/TOURNAMENT

Admission to tournament games are free. 

All on-ice activities are held at the Saveology.com Iceplex at 3299 Sportsplex Drive in Coral Springs.

Admission to games requires a ticket -- which is free upon registration at floridapanthers.com/trainingcamp

Games will be held on the middle sheet of ice at the Iceplex. The stadium ice sheet is under construction.

Veteran practices are open and do not require a registration.

Friday

Informal veteran practice, 11 a.m.

Prospect tournament: Tampa Bay vs. Boston, 2 p.m.; Nashville vs. Florida, 6

Saturday

Prospect tournament: Nashville vs. Tampa Bay, noon; Boston vs. Florida, 4

Sunday

Prospect tournament: Boston vs. Nashville, noon; Tampa Bay vs. Florida, 4

Monday

Informal veteran practice: 8:45 a.m.

Tuesday

Informal veteran practice

Wednesday

No public activity; players report to training camp

Thursday

Florida Panthers practice, 9 a.m.

NEWS, NOTES: Rookie Camp, Day 1
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FUN WITH TWITTER: It's Free and it's @GeorgeRichards 

For those wondering what is the quickest way to get your Panthers fix during rookie camp, training camp and the rest of the season, well, it's probably a quick follow on Twitter.

It's just easier for me to tap out some quick news or musings on my phone than it is to file a post here. 

Now, there will be plenty of posts here and they will, I hope, be more detailed and have more details than the tweets I send out. 

But if you need to know and you need to know now, give me a follow @GeorgeRichards

Here's a sample of what was on my twitter feed today for the opening of the rookie camp.
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KRIS VERSTEEG: Working for Opening Night 

For quick news, notes and photos updated throughout the day during training camp and the season, please follow me on TWITTER: @GeorgeRichards

Kris Versteeg was on the ice with the rest of the veteran throng in Coral Springs on Thursday as he works his way back from having major surgery on his right knee last year.

Versteeg told us last spring that he didn't expect to be ready until November; since he's been skating for the past month, it appears the timeline has been moved up a notch.

"It's a long process but my goal is to be ready for the start of the season,'' Versteeg said. 

"I guess we'll see how training camp goes. I don't want to go into a regular season game without knowing what training camp is like. I think I'll be there for most of it. That's my goal.''

As for him saying November...

"That was about three weeks after surgery,'' Versteeg said. "I had no idea on timelines or what exactly the progression of the ligament is. That was an annoying time for me mentally because you put in so much work and don't see anything happening.

"Then around months four and five, you see it all coming together. The past three months have been very positive for me. That's why I think things have changed.''

That would be huge for the Panthers. Dale Tallon told us yesterday that everyone is ahead of schedule on the rehab scale. We'll see how things progress when physicals are taken next week.

Ed Jovanovski was out there today as well.

PHOTO/JOE RIMKUS JR., Miami Herald Staff
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SCOREBOARD!  

TWITTER: @GeorgeRichards

As you can see by the photo below, the Panthers new scoreboard is taking shape. 

The frame is complete and the LED wraps on the top and bottom of the scoreboard are being put in place.

Word is the scoreboard should be structurally complete come Sunday with ice being put down in the arena by next week.

The Panthers will hold their rookie camp and start of training camp in Coral Springs with the first scheduled event in the Sunrise arena not scheduled until Sept. 16.

So while there is still work to be done, there is still time for it to be done.

Welcome back Panther fans....

Read more here: http://miamiherald.typepad.com/flapanthers/#storylink=cpy

September 04, 2013

IT'S HOCKEY TIME: Panthers Rookies Hit Ice on Thursday ... Barkov, Huberdeau Not Participating in Tournament 

TWITTER: @GeorgeRichards

For the first time in months, the hockey side of the BB&T Center was abuzz on Wednesday morning. 

Fresh-faced youngsters mixed with a few of the older guys as the Florida Panthers got back to business. There were physicals to be taken, portraits to be shot. 

On Thursday, the action moves to the ice. 

Although recent high draft picks Jonathan Huberdeau and Aleksander Barkov aren't participating, the Panthers' prospect camp opens Thursday with the opportunity for some to take a big step toward making the opening night lineup.

Florida's prospects -- those who aren't playing college hockey -- will hold an open workout Thursday at 9 a.m. at the team facility in Coral Springs. 

Teams consisting of prospects from Tampa Bay, Nashville and Boston will take on the Panthers in a tournament starting Friday and running through Sunday evening. 

"This is our fourth year of drafts,'' general manager Dale Tallon said. 

"We have a lot of players in college who aren't here so we're not getting a true feel for what we have as far as depth. But we're deeper than we have been in a long time. We've accumulated a lot of big players at all positions over the past four years. We keep adding pieces to the puzzle as we move forward.''

With the Panthers' roster trending younger this coming season, a handful of players participating in this weekend's camp have a real shot at making the team come October. 

Of course, just playing well this weekend doesn't mean anything if the performance isn't there when training camp opens this time next week. 

Center Nick Bjugstad, who played in 11 games with the Panthers last year after leaving the University of Minnesota, knows getting off to a good start will help his chances of sticking with the big club come October. 

Other players hoping to make a good impression before training camp starts include Alex Petrovic, Quinton Howden and Vince Trocheck.

"These are an important couple of weeks,'' said Bjugstad, a 6-foot-6 center who could find himself playing for San Antonio of the AHL at some point this season. 

"I have to prove myself, for sure. There's a lot of good talent in this organization. I think I've done a lot this summer to prove myself. Hopefully I'm ready. We'll see.''

Florida's top two young players won't be on the ice during the tournament so not to risk injury.

Barkov, the second overall pick from the June draft, has been cleared for contact after having shoulder surgery in the spring. 

The Panthers don't want anything to happen to Barkov, however, as he will be counted on when the season starts. 

Tampa Bay's Jonathan Drouin and Nashville's Seth Jones -- whom Florida passed over at the draft to take Barkov -- aren't expected to play in the tournament either. Barkov will likely see Drouin in Tampa during the preseason and Jones during Florida's visit to Music City in November. 

"Yeah, of course I would like to play against them, but I had the shoulder surgery,'' said Barkov, who celebrated his 18th birthday on Monday by eating birthday cake and bar-b-que. 

"I have to go slow. If I get an injury at the rookie camp, it's not a good thing. We have to go slow with this.''

Huberdeau had hip surgery soon after the 2013 season ended and won't participate either. Huberdeau won the Calder Trophy as the NHL's top rookie last year and will also be counted on to carry a significant offensive load.

"He'll be ready for training camp,'' Tallon said. 

PANTHERS PROSPECT CAMP/TOURNAMENT

Admission to Thursday's practice as well as tournament games are free. All on-ice activities are held at the Saveology.com Iceplex at 3299 Sportsplex Drive in Coral Springs. Admission to games requires a ticket -- which is free upon registration at floridapanthers.com/trainingcamp

Thursday: Panthers rookie practice, 9 a.m.

 Friday: Tampa Bay vs. Boston, 2 p.m.; Nashville vs. Florida, 6

 Saturday: Nashville vs. Tampa Bay, noon; Boston vs. Florida, 4

 Sunday: Boston vs. Nashville, noon; Tampa Bay vs. Florida, 4

IT'S HOCKEY TIME: Panthers Rookies Hit Ice on Thursday ... Barkov, Huberdeau Not Participating in Tournament
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HELLO, SCOTT GOMEZ: Panthers Sign Veteran Center to Inexpensive Contract 

TWITTER @GeorgeRichards

The Panthers slow offseason picked up a touch on Wednesday as the team signed veteran center Scott Gomez to a one-year deal worth $900,000.

A two-time Stanley Cup champ with New Jersey, Gomez is expected to be a bottom-six forward for the Panthers as his offensive production has slowed over the past three seasons. 

Gomez scored a career-high 33 goals with 84 points with the Devils in 2005-06, yet never scored 20 goals in any other season during his career. Gomez averaged 16 goals and 47 assists in his first 10 NHL seasons with the Devils, Rangers and Canadiens. 

In his past three seasons, however, Gomez has averaged just four goals and 16 assists. 

Last season, Montreal bought out the final two years of the seven-year, $51.5 million deal Gomez signed with the Rangers in 2007. 

Gomez scored two goals with San Jose in 39 games in last year's lockout-shortened season. Gomez has eight goals with 27 assists in 43 games against the Panthers over his 13-year NHL career.

The Panthers will hold rookie camp starting Sept. 4 with training camp opening a week later.

HELLO, SCOTT GOMEZ: Panthers Sign Veteran Center to Inexpensive Contract
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HONORING THE PAST: Florida Panthers to Celebrate 20th Anniversary Season 

TWITTER: @GeorgeRichards

The Panthers plan on bringing back a few of their esteemed alumni during this 20th anniversary season.

At least five of these players will be honored during a game with the possibility -- so I've heard -- of bobbleheads in their likeness given away at whichever game is selected.

Since we know John Vanbiesbrouck and Pavel Bure are locks to be part of this, I'm wondering who else you think should be involved.

Scott Mellanby, Brian Skrudland and Paul Laus are names that came to my mind.

But what about players such as Ed Jovanovski (even though he is still active)? How about Olli Jokinen or Stephen Weiss? 

I would like to see an Eddie Belfour night so he could decline to speak to reporters at the event. But that's just me being selfish. 

Feel free to comment below with who you would like to see the Panthers should honor.
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2013-14 PANTHERS SCHEDULE FINALIZED: Kevin Dineen Likes Schedule Despite its Challenges  

TWITTER: @GeorgeRichards

The Panthers will begin celebrating their 20th anniversary season Oct. 3 when Florida kicks off a four-game road trip in Dallas. 

Florida will then visit St. Louis, Philadelphia and Tampa Bay before playing their home opener against Pittsburgh on Oct. 11. 

The Panthers plan on having a "throwback night" in their home opener as the Penguins were Florida's first opponent at Miami Arena on Oct. 12, 1993. Florida could also have retro games against Anaheim -- which entered the league with the Panthers in 1993.

"I'm happy with the way things played out,'' coach Kevin Dineen said. "I love the idea of starting the season on the road. I think it's a good thing for our team. .-.-. There's a good break between our last preseason game (Sept. 28) and our first regular season game. Then we get on the road for some quality time together."

The new schedule features four divisions instead of six with each team in the league playing each other at least twice -- once home and once away. 

For the Panthers, the Southeast Division is now a memory. Florida and the cross-state rival Lightning remain together in a new Atlantic Division made up of mostly northeastern teams.

Florida and Tampa Bay will compete against Buffalo, Detroit, Ottawa, Montreal, Toronto and Boston -- with 30 of its 82 games this season coming within the division. The Panthers and Lightning were part of the old Atlantic Division when both teams began play.

The Panthers will play other Eastern Conference teams -- which now includes Columbus -- at least twice this season. Detroit, which the Panthers will play five times, also moves over from the Western Conference.

Florida will also play Boston five times (twice at home) with four games against the other five teams within the division.

"We're positioned with a lot of quality hockey teams,'' Dineen said. "I love the idea of playing in Canada. This is our situation, the division we're in. There will be some real challenges with our travel. But we have some pretty juicy stretches at home we can take advantage of as well.''

This year's schedule also includes an almost three-week long break as the NHL shuts down so its players can compete in the Sochi Games in Russia. Florida visits Carolina on Feb. 7 before resuming Feb. 27 against Washington.

Because of the midseason break, there will be no All-Star weekend this season. Columbus, which was supposed to hold the All-Star Game last January before it got cancelled because of the lockout, is expected to host the event in 2015.

The lengthy break (due to travel) will also cause teams to have to play a few more back-to-back games. The Panthers will play 14 sets of such games -- with only one set coming on consecutive home nights. 

A whopping 18 of Florida's back-to-back games (22 percent of the schedule) will be exclusively road games.

"I come from the American Hockey League where there are a lot of three [games] in three [nights],'' Dineen said. "I understand the challenges of back-to-back games. .-.-. I can assure you there won't be many skates on those back-to-backs. I want our energy saved for the games.''

Here are some other the highlights of Florida's 2013-14 schedule: 

-- The longest homestand of the season is six games with Boston, Minnesota, Chicago, Buffalo, Tampa Bay and St. Louis coming to Sunrise from Oct. 17-Nov. 1. 

Florida has three homestands consisting of five games each -- including one to close out the regular season.

-- Florida's longest road trip will be a eight-day affair as the Panthers visit Minnesota, Colorado, Vancouver, Edmonton and Calgary from Nov. 15-22. The Panthers also have four different four-game trips during the season.

-- With the Panthers having to visit all western teams at least once, Florida will have two trips to the west coast. The Panthers first western swing comes in November during the five-game swing; Florida then visits San Jose, Phoenix, Los Angeles and Anaheim from March 18-23.

"I'm happy about that; they're not only split up but laid out well,'' Dineen said. "I like being able to play a game in every city. I think that's the way it should be set up. It is a challenge from where we are located.''

-- As usual, the Panthers are home during the winter holidays when there are plenty of tourists in South Florida. The Panthers have a five-game homestand during Thanksgiving week, with Philadelphia, the Rangers, Pittsburgh, Ottawa and Winnipeg coming to town. 

Florida will also be home for Christmas, with Tampa Bay coming on Dec. 23. The Wings play here on Dec. 28 with Montreal (Dec. 29), New York (New Year's Eve at 5 p.m.) and Nashville (Jan. 4) also in Sunrise. 

"That's a great tradition,'' Dineen said. 

-- Florida visits Stephen Weiss and the Red Wings for the first time on Dec. 7. Weiss' Sunrise Homecoming will be three days later on Dec. 10. 

The Panthers allowed Weiss, the franchise's all-time leader in games played, to walk as a free agent. Weiss signed a five-year deal with Detroit on July 5. 

"I think it will be pretty emotional for Stephen,'' Dineen said. "He's a guy who enjoyed his time in Florida. I think the relationship couldn't have ended any better than it did. There was mutual respect on both sides. That's never an easy game to play. We wish him well on a personal level - except in the games in which we are playing him.''

-- The defending Stanley Cup champion Blackhawks visit Sunrise on Oct. 22. 

2013-14 Florida Panthers Schedule

 ALL TIMES EASTERN

October 

 Thu. 3 @ Dallas 8:30 p.m.

 Sat. 5 @ St. Louis 8 p.m. 

 Tue. 8 @ Philadelphia 7 p.m.

 Thu. 10 @ Tampa Bay 7:30 p.m.

 Fri. 11 vs. Pittsburgh 7:30 p.m.

 Sun. 13 vs. Los Angeles 3 p.m.

 Tue. 15 @ Nashville 8 p.m.

 Thu. 17 vs. Boston 7:30 p.m.

 Sat. 19 vs. Minnesota 7 p.m.

 Tue. 22 vs. Chicago 7:30 p.m.

 Fri. 25 vs. Buffalo 7:30 p.m.

 Sun. 27 vs. Tampa Bay 5 p.m.

 November

 Fri. 1 vs. St. Louis 7:30 p.m.

 Sat. 2 @ Washington 7 p.m.

 Tue. 5 vs. Edmonton 7:30 p.m.

 Thu. 7 @ Boston 7 p.m.

 Sat. 9 @ Ottawa 2 p.m.

 Sun. 10 @ N.Y. Rangers 7 p.m.

 Tue. 12 vs. Anaheim 7:30 p.m.

 Fri. 15 @ Minnesota 8 p.m.

 Sat. 16 @ Colorado 9 p.m.

 Tue. 19 @ Vancouver 10 p.m.

 Thu. 21 @ Edmonton 10:30 p.m.

 Fri. 22 @ Calgary 9 p.m.

 Mon. 25 vs. Philadelphia 7:30 p.m.

 Wed. 27 vs. N.Y. Rangers 7:30 p.m.

 Sat. 30 vs. Pittsburgh 7 p.m.

 December

 Tue. 3 vs. Ottawa 7:30 p.m.

 Thu. 5 vs. Winnipeg 7:30 p.m.

 Sat. 7 @ Detroit 7 p.m.

 Sun. 8 @ Chicago 7 p.m.

 Tue. 10 vs. Detroit 7:30 p.m.

 Fri. 13 vs. Washington 7:30 p.m.

 Sun. 15 @ Montreal 6 p.m.

 Tue. 17 @ Toronto 7 p.m.

 Thu. 19 @ Ottawa 7:30 p.m.

 Fri. 20 @ Winnipeg 8 p.m.

 Mon. 23 vs. Tampa Bay 7:30 p.m.

 Sat. 28 vs. Detroit 7 p.m.

 Sun. 29 vs. Montreal 5 p.m.

 Tue. 31 vs. N.Y. Rangers 5 p.m.

 January

 Sat. 4 vs. Nashville 7 p.m.

 Mon. 6 @ Montreal 7:30 p.m.

 Thu. 9 @ Buffalo 7 p.m. 

 Sat. 11 @ New Jersey 7 p.m.

 Tue. 14 vs. N.Y. Islanders 7:30 p.m.

 Thu. 16 vs. San Jose 7:30 p.m.

 Sat. 18 @ Carolina 7 p.m.

 Mon. 20 @ Pittsburgh 7 p.m.

 Tue. 21 @ Buffalo 7 p.m.

 Fri. 24 vs. Colorado 7:30 p.m.

 Sun. 26 @ Detroit 5 p.m.

 Tue. 28 @ Boston 7 p.m.

 Thu. 30 @ Toronto 7 p.m.

 February

 Sat. 1 @ Columbus 7 p.m.

 Tue. 4 vs. Toronto 7:30 p.m.

 Thu. 6 vs. Detroit 7:30 p.m.

 Fri. 7 @ Carolina 7 p.m.

 Thu. 27 vs. Washington 7:30 p.m. 

 March

 Sat. 1 @ Columbus 2 p.m.

 Sun. 2 @ N.Y. Islanders 1 p.m.

 Tue. 4 @ Boston 7 p.m.

 Fri. 7 vs. Buffalo 7:30 p.m.

 Sun. 9 vs. Boston 5 p.m.

 Tue. 11 vs. Phoenix 7:30 p.m.

 Thu. 13 @ Tampa Bay 7:30 p.m.

 Fri. 14 vs. New Jersey 7:30 p.m.

 Sun. 16 vs. Vancouver 3 p.m.

 Tue. 18 @ San Jose 10:30 p.m.

 Thu. 20 @ Phoenix 10 p.m.

 Sat. 22 @ Los Angeles 4 p.m.

 Sun. 23 @ Anaheim 8 p.m.

 Tue. 25 vs. Ottawa 7:30 p.m.

 Thu. 27 vs. Carolina 7:30 p.m.

 Sat. 29 vs. Montreal 7 p.m.

 Mon. 31 @ New Jersey 7:30 p.m.

 April

 Tue. 1 @ N.Y. Islanders 7 p.m.

 Fri. 4 vs. Calgary 7:30 p.m. 

 Sun. 6 vs. Dallas 5 p.m.

 Tue. 8 vs. Philadelphia 7:30 p.m.

 Thu. 10 vs. Toronto 7:30 p.m.

 Sat. 12 vs. Columbus 7 p.m.
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2013-14 SCHEDULE: Florida Panthers in Revamped Atlantic Division 

The Panthers, which return to the Atlantic Division where they started out in 1993, will open on the road against Dallas on Oct. 3 and open at home on Oct. 11 against the Penguins.

Please see my post below for all the breakdowns of the schedule. The leaked schedule from Wednesday was right on.

 ALL TIMES EASTERN

 ALL DATES & TIMES SUBJECT TO CHANGE

October 

 Thu. 3 @ Dallas 8:30 p.m.

 Sat. 5 @ St. Louis 8 p.m. 

 Tue. 8 @ Philadelphia 7 p.m.

 Thu. 10 @ Tampa Bay 7:30 p.m.

 Fri. 11 vs. Pittsburgh 7:30 p.m.

 Sun. 13 vs. Los Angeles 3 p.m.

 Tue. 15 @ Nashville 8 p.m.

 Thu. 17 vs. Boston 7:30 p.m.

 Sat. 19 vs. Minnesota 7 p.m.

 Tue. 22 vs. Chicago 7:30 p.m.

 Fri. 25 vs. Buffalo 7:30 p.m.

 Sun. 27 vs. Tampa Bay 5 p.m.

 November

 Fri. 1 vs. St. Louis 7:30 p.m.

 Sat. 2 @ Washington 7 p.m.

 Tue. 5 vs. Edmonton 7:30 p.m.

 Thu. 7 @ Boston 7 p.m.

 Sat. 9 @ Ottawa 2 p.m.

 Sun. 10 @ N.Y. Rangers 7 p.m.

 Tue. 12 vs. Anaheim 7:30 p.m.

 Fri. 15 @ Minnesota 8 p.m.

 Sat. 16 @ Colorado 9 p.m.

 Tue. 19 @ Vancouver 10 p.m.

 Thu. 21 @ Edmonton 10:30 p.m.

 Fri. 22 @ Calgary 9 p.m.

 Mon. 25 vs. Philadelphia 7:30 p.m.

 Wed. 27 vs. N.Y. Rangers 7:30 p.m.

 Sat. 30 vs. Pittsburgh 7 p.m.

 December

 Tue. 3 vs. Ottawa 7:30 p.m.

 Thu. 5 vs. Winnipeg 7:30 p.m.

 Sat. 7 @ Detroit 7 p.m.

 Sun. 8 @ Chicago 7 p.m.

 Tue. 10 vs. Detroit 7:30 p.m.

 Fri. 13 vs. Washington 7:30 p.m.

 Sun. 15 @ Montreal 6 p.m.

 Tue. 17 @ Toronto 7 p.m.

 Thu. 19 @ Ottawa 7:30 p.m.

 Fri. 20 @ Winnipeg 8 p.m.

 Mon. 23 vs. Tampa Bay 7:30 p.m.

 Sat. 28 vs. Detroit 7 p.m.

 Sun. 29 vs. Montreal 5 p.m.

 Tue. 31 vs. N.Y. Rangers 5 p.m.

 January

 Sat. 4 vs. Nashville 7 p.m.

 Mon. 6 @ Montreal 7:30 p.m.

 Thu. 9 @ Buffalo 7 p.m. 

 Sat. 11 @ New Jersey 7 p.m.

 Tue. 14 vs. N.Y. Islanders 7:30 p.m.

 Thu. 16 vs. San Jose 7:30 p.m.

 Sat. 18 @ Carolina 7 p.m.

 Mon. 20 @ Pittsburgh 7 p.m.

 Tue. 21 @ Buffalo 7 p.m.

 Fri. 24 vs. Colorado 7:30 p.m.

 Sun. 26 @ Detroit 5 p.m.

 Tue. 28 @ Boston 7 p.m.

 Thu. 30 @ Toronto 7 p.m.

 February

 Sat. 1 @ Columbus 7 p.m.

 Tue. 4 vs. Toronto 7:30 p.m.

 Thu. 6 vs. Detroit 7:30 p.m.

 Fri. 7 @ Carolina 7 p.m.

 Thu. 27 vs. Washington 7:30 p.m. 

 March

 Sat. 1 @ Columbus 2 p.m.

 Sun. 2 @ N.Y. Islanders 1 p.m.

 Tue. 4 @ Boston 7 p.m.

 Fri. 7 vs. Buffalo 7:30 p.m.

 Sun. 9 vs. Boston 5 p.m.

 Tue. 11 vs. Phoenix 7:30 p.m.

 Thu. 13 @ Tampa Bay 7:30 p.m.

 Fri. 14 vs. New Jersey 7:30 p.m.

 Sun. 16 vs. Vancouver 3 p.m.

 Tue. 18 @ San Jose 10:30 p.m.

 Thu. 20 @ Phoenix 10 p.m.

 Sat. 22 @ Los Angeles 4 p.m.

 Sun. 23 @ Anaheim 8 p.m.

 Tue. 25 vs. Ottawa 7:30 p.m.

 Thu. 27 vs. Carolina 7:30 p.m.

 Sat. 29 vs. Montreal 7 p.m.

 Mon. 31 @ New Jersey 7:30 p.m.

 April

 Tue. 1 @ N.Y. Islanders 7 p.m.

 Fri. 4 vs. Calgary 7:30 p.m. 

 Sun. 6 vs. Dallas 5 p.m.

 Tue. 8 vs. Philadelphia 7:30 p.m.

 Thu. 10 vs. Toronto 7:30 p.m.

 Sat. 12 vs. Columbus 7 p.m.
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EARLY LEAK: Is This the Florida Panthers 2013-14 Schedule?  

TWITTER: @GeorgeRichards

I received what looks to be a copy of the Florida Panthers' 2013-14 schedule from @xxStein13xx off Twitter today. 

Although the Panthers say they haven't recieved a final schedule from the league, this one looks like it could be close to what we're going to see.

And what do we see?

Well, the Panthers will begin celebrating their 20th anniversary season starting Oct. 3 when Florida kicks off a four-game road trip in Dallas. The Panthers will then visit St. Louis, Philadelphia and Tampa Bay before playing their home opener against Pittsburgh on Oct. 11.

Not only is there four divisions instead of six, but each team in the league will play every team at least twice -- once home and once away. 

For the Panthers, the Southeast Division is now a memory. Florida and the cross-state rival Lightning remain together in a new division (one still without a name) which is made up of mostly northeastern teams.

Florida and Tampa Bay will compete against Buffalo, Detroit, Ottawa, Montreal, Toronto and Boston -- with 30 of its 82 games this season coming within the division. 

The Panthers will play other Eastern Conference teams -- which now includes Columbus -- at least twice this season. Detroit, which the Panthers will play five times, also moves over from the Western Conference.

Florida will also play Boston five times (twice at home) with four games against the other five teams within the division.

This year's schedule also includes a 20 day break as the NHL shuts down so its players can compete in the Socchi Games in Russia. Florida would visit Carolina on Feb. 7 before resuming Feb. 27 against Washington.

Because of the midseason break, there will be no All-Star weekend this season. Columbus, which was supposed to hold the All-Star Game last season before it got cancelled because of the lockout, is expected to host the event in 2015.

The nearly three--week break will also cause teams to have to play a few more back-to-back games. The Panthers will play 14 sets of such games -- with only one set coming on consecutive home nights. 

A whopping 18 of Florida's back-to-back games will be exclusively road games.

Here are some other the highlights of Florida's 2013-14 schedule: 

-- The longest homestand of the season is six games with Boston, Minnesota, Chicago, Buffalo, Tampa Bay and St. Louis coming to Sunrise from Oct. 17-Nov. 1. Florida has three homestands of five games -- including to close out the regular season.

-- Florida's longest road trip will be a eight-day affair as the Panthers visit Minnesota, Colorado, Vancouver, Edmonton and Calgary from Nov. 15-22. The Panthers also have four different four-game trips during the season.

-- With the Panthers having to visit all western teams at least once, Florida will have a few trips out to the west coast. The Panthers first western swing comes in November during the five-game swing; Florida then visits San Jose, Phoenix, Los Angeles and Anaheim from March 18-23.

-- As usual, the Panthers are home during the winter holidays when there are plenty of tourists in South Florida. The Panthers have a five-game homestand during Thanksgiving week, with Philadelphia, the Rangers, Pittsburgh, Ottawa and Winnipeg coming to town. 

Florida will also be home for Christmas, with Tampa Bay coming on Dec. 23. The Wings play here on Dec. 28 with Montreal (Dec. 29), New York (New Year's Eve at 5 p.m.) and Nashville (Jan. 4) also in Sunrise. 

-- The Panthers will visit Stephen Weiss and the Red Wings for the first time on Dec. 7. Weiss' Sunrise Homecoming will be three days later on Dec. 10. 

-- The defending Stanley Cup champion Blackhawks visit Sunrise on Oct. 22. 

-- When the Panthers and the league officially release the schedule, I will post it here on a separate entry. I will also have comments on the schedule from coach Kevin Dineen as well as team president Michael Yormark.
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PANTHERS PRESEASON: Florida Plays Seven Exhibition Games, Five within Sunshine State 

TWITTER: @GeorgeRichards

The Panthers will play seven preseason games in September yet will only leave the Sunshine State for two of them.

Florida will open its exhibition slate with a double-header against Nashville at BB&T Center in Sunrise on Sept. 16. The Panthers and Predators will play the first game at 2:30 p.m. with the second scheduled to start at 7. 

The Panthers will then travel to Texas for a pair of games against the Stars; the first game (Sept. 18) will be at AmericanAirlines Center in Dallas. The second will be at San Antonio's AT&T Center -- the home of the San Antonio Spurs as well as the Panthers' AHL affiliate Rampage.

The final three preseason games will be against divisional rival Tampa Bay. The first game will be in Tampa on Sept. 21. The second will be played off I-75 in Estero on Sept. 26 and the final game will be in Sunrise on Sept. 28. The regular season is expected to begin the following week.

The Panthers will host their rookie camp in Coral Springs starting Sept. 4 with the full training camp kicking off Sept. 11. 

PANTHERS PRESEASON

Sept. 4: Start of rookie camp, Coral Springs

 Sept. 11: Start of training camp

 Sept. 16: vs. Nashville (doubleheader, 2:30/7 p.m.)

 Sept. 18: at Dallas

 Sept. 20: vs. Dallas (San Antonio)

 Sept. 21: at Tampa Bay

 Sept. 26: vs. Tampa Bay (Estero, Fla.)

 Sept. 28: vs. Tampa Bay

 Oct. 3-5: Probable start of regular season

Posted by George Richards at 4:57 PM | Permalink  | Comments (2) 
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MARKSTROM RESIGNS: Panthers Goalie Gets Two-Year Deal  

TWITTER: @GeorgeRichards

The Panthers negotiations with goalie Jacob Markstrom weren't as contentious as some were led to believe as he was signed to a two-year deal on Monday.

Markstrom, 23, will be under a two-way provision in the first year of the contract. His second season will be a one-way deal.

"This is the deal that works for both sides,'' assistant general manager Mike Santos said. "Jacob is, obviously, still a top prospect. As a goaltender sometimes it takes a little longer to develop. I think this was the right deal for him and for us. He's by no means the complete goaltender we hope he will be someday. But, again, he's young.''

Markstrom, a second round pick in 2008, became the Panthers starting goalie last season after Scott Clemmensen struggled and Jose Theodore tore his groin March 2 in Carolina. 

"We were forced into that situation last year because of the injury,'' Santos said. "He was thrown into a tough situation. Given the time he came up and all the injuries we had in the short season, I think it was difficult to expect him to come in and play to the best of his abilities.''

Santos said he expects a starting goalie to emerge during training camp and that Markstrom won't be handed the job. That said, the Panthers likely aren't looking for another goalie to come in although that could change.

Santos said he hasn't spoken to Theodore, a free agent, since the end of last season. Theodore said he wanted to come back to the Panthers although that doesn't appear to be a likelihood.

Markstrom wrote he was excited to sign and "can't wait for the season to start!" on his Twitter account on Monday afternoon moments after Santos officially broke the news of the signing. 

PHOTO BY JOE RIMKUS JR./Miami Herald Staff

Read more here: http://miamiherald.typepad.com/flapanthers/page/2/#storylink=cpy

Lightning forwards aim to tighten up defense 
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"We're not just talking about (Steven) Stamkos and (Marty) St. Louis," head coach Jon Cooper said. "We're talking about the (Ryan) Malones, the (Alex) Killorns, (Teddy) Purcells. ... It's just the point of all five guys (on the ice) doing it together." 

DANIEL WALLACE | Times

"We're not just talking about (Steven) Stamkos and (Marty) St. Louis," head coach Jon Cooper said. "We're talking about the (Ryan) Malones, the (Alex) Killorns, (Teddy) Purcells. ... It's just the point of all five guys (on the ice) doing it together."

A funny thing happens when you talk to the Lightning's top forwards about the need to play better defensively.

Each player, unsolicited, brings up that Tampa Bay was the only team to allow at least 400 goals combined the past two seasons — 425 to be exact, 29 more than any other team.

"And that," center Steven Stamkos said, "is pretty alarming."

Related News/Archive

Stamkos hopes to play in world championship 

5 Months Ago

Lightning season in review 

5 Months Ago

Lightning wins Cooper's coaching debut 

5 Months Ago

Lightning's St. Louis, Stamkos pursue league titles 

5 Months Ago

Tampa Bay Lightning's Steven Stamkos not voted an All-Star by the fans 

More than a Year ago

Coach Jon Cooper believes so, too, and has made it a priority to shore up the Lightning's play in the defensive zone.

But he also has made it clear to his top forwards — you don't think they pulled that goals-against stat out of thin air, do you? — they have as much defensive responsibility as goaltenders and defensemen.

"We're not just talking about (Steven) Stamkos and (Marty) St. Louis," Cooper said. "We're talking about the (Ryan) Malones, the (Alex) Killorns, (Teddy) Purcells. It's not like these guys can't play D. They've all done it. They've all got pretty good habits. It's just the point of all five guys (on the ice) doing it together."

"It's not that you're not allowed to score goals any more," Stamkos said. "You just have to play defense. It's just being smarter. Marty and I finished one-two in scoring (in the league) last year. It's great, but we don't make the playoffs. There has to be a little give-and-take."

It is a concept from which the forwards admit they strayed the past couple of seasons.

It's no surprise, then, that Cooper said he will devote more than 50 percent of training camp to playing team defense.

It will be interesting to see during tonight's preseason home opener against the Predators if the lessons are taking hold, at least in concept.

For St. Louis, though, the concept goes beyond helping out in the defensive and neutral zones.

"Playing defense (happens) as soon as you lose the puck in your offensive zone," he said. "The quicker you defend, the quicker you get the puck back, so you're not playing a 200-foot game. We haven't done that very well, so you end up in your own zone, tired, and it's tough."

Actually, Stamkos said, Tampa Bay might not have to play that kind of game as much if forwards were a little more careful with the puck in the offensive zone.

"You've got to pick your spots," he said. "Just fewer 'hope' plays, being smarter. For me, that's something I want to work on. It's little positional things, a little less turnovers that lead to offensive chances by the other team."

Ultimately, though, what Cooper wants is five players, the unit, playing solid team defense.

That means forwards are backchecking in the neutral zone and keeping a close gap on opponents in the defensive zone to perhaps produce turnovers.

"You can't rely on your goaltender to make every single save," Cooper said. "It's not much fun playing D. It's much more fun to score goals. Do you need to score goals? Yes, but to win in this league, it's premier to keep the puck out of your net."

"You have to make sacrifices," Purcell said. "Maybe you won't be getting as many points or goals. But at the end of the day, your team is going to get more wins, and that's what it's all about."

Damian Cristodero can be reached at cristodero@tampabay.com.
Erne big in Lightning preseason win 
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ORLANDO — Prospect Adam Erne made a great impression on his Lightning teammates in his first NHL game. The left wing also might have made some enemies among the Blues.

Erne, 18, drafted 33rd overall in June, scored two goals and had the shootout clincher as Tampa Bay overcame a three-goal second-period deficit to earn a 4-3 win in its preseason opener Tuesday at the Amway Center.

But Erne's head shot that knocked Blues F Vladimir Sobotka out of the game early in the first period apparently won't be soon forgotten, especially if Erne plays Friday in St. Louis.

Related News/Archive

Tampa Bay Lightning loses preseason game 5-4 to Calgary Flames in shootout 

More than a Year ago

Tom Jones' 2013 NHL season preview 
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Tampa Bay Lightning loses preseason game to St. Louis Blues 4-3 
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"It's an 18-year-old kid," Blues F Chris Stewart told reporters. "I don't know how it's going to look when one of our heavies goes out there and tries to attack him."

Erne apologized for the hit — which earned him a two-minute penalty and certainly will be reviewed by the league — saying it was "unintentional" and he caught Sobotka with his shoulder, not his elbow.

"I was facing one way, and I turned the other way, and he was just kind of right there," Erne said. "I wanted to hit him. I just didn't think I was going to hit his head. It was a total accident. It was my fault. I apologize."

There were no apologies about what came after. Erne scored power-play goals with 1:14 left in the second and 1:31 into the third to make the score 3-2. Tom Pyatt's wrist shot after a mad dash down the left wing 9:11 into the third tied the score. C Valtteri Filppula and Erne scored in a 2-0 shootout win; Kristers Gudlevskis made two saves.

"Good for him," coach Jon Cooper said of Erne. "He played with a ton of confidence." Especially on his second goal. Alone in front, he called for the puck from C Cedric Paquette, waited for G Brian Elliott to make a move and shot into the open space. 

"I knew there was nobody behind me, so I had a little more time to think about what I wanted to do," Erne said. "I knew if I was going to beat (Elliott), I had to catch him the wrong way."

As for his hit on Sobotka, Erne said it was "not an ideal start," but he had to put it behind him.

"He was drafted high for a reason," Cooper said. "The fact that he has stick skills and sees the ice well, that's all well and good. But he has a little bite to him, and (not getting rattled by the hit) showed it. To come back and score and get the shootout winner is a tribute to him."

IKONEN OUT: LW Henri Ikonen left the game in the third on wobbly legs after a hit into the boards by D Jordan Leopold. He will be evaluated today. Cooper indicated he is likely okay and said the hit was not dirty. Ikonen lost an edge and was falling as he was hit.

GAME ACTION: G Cedrick Desjardin stopped 12 of 14 shots. Gudlevskis stopped 13 of 14. … Tampa Bay was being outshot 14-2 early in the second but ended trailing 28-27. … Filppula did not get a shot on goal but impressed nonetheless. "I don't think I had a grasp or near the respect for his skating and puck protection as I did when I watched him (Wednesday)," Cooper said. "He's a good hockey player."
Cooper instills fight into Lightning 
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Lightning right wing B.J. Crombeen fights Penguins defenseman Douglas Murray last season.

Lightning coach Jon Cooper often has seen his teams at or near the top in fighting.
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Lightning right wing B.J. Crombeen fights Penguins defenseman Douglas Murray last season.

Lightning coach Jon Cooper often has seen his teams at or near the top in fighting.
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TAMPA — As soon as Jon Cooper heard the questions coming his way Monday, he laughed.

The Lightning coach knew where the conversation was headed because it has been part of every stop of his career.

Cooper's minor-league teams — while consistently successful with four championships — always have fought a lot.
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In the past nine seasons they led their respective leagues in fights four times and have been in the top three eight times.

It makes you wonder if Cooper is channeling his inner Fred Shero, coach of the 1970s Broad Street Bullies.

But Cooper said those statistics "sometimes get blown out of proportion a little bit" because "we don't play a fighting style. It's just playing the game tough and playing the game honest. Fights will happen that way."

In other words, don't expect the Lightning to be the old Flyers — the team doesn't have that kind of roster anyway — but don't expect the Ice Capades, either.

Cooper has told players he expects them to play a gritty, physical, sandpaper-like game. And if things get rough, he expects players to stick up for each other with a mentality he compared to a "wolf pack."

"When you play the game hard, eventually you're going to (tick) somebody off," Cooper said at the Tampa Bay Times Forum. "When that happens, you can't run to the back of the line. You have to stick up for yourselves, and that's what we talk about, doing that as a unit."

"The message is clear: You stick up for your teammates and you play hard-nosed," said right wing Dana Tyrell, who played for Cooper last season at Syracuse, which was second in the AHL with 99 fights. "Everybody knows he likes to score goals and defense comes first. But if push comes to shove, you have to be willing to do whatever it takes for the team."

•••
Hockey is a lot less violent than when the Flyers terrorized the league with as much punching power as scoring.

Even so, Cooper said, "There's a little bit of intimidation still involved, and if you can pull that edge ahead of somebody else, why wouldn't you take advantage of that? You can play a brand of hockey where a team looks at the game and says, 'This is going to be a tough one. We're going to have to button the chin straps.' It can wear on teams."

The question with the Lightning is how to get a team steeped in its offensive skill to buy into Cooper's scrap-iron vision?

Look, said Cooper, who was promoted from Syracuse in April after Guy Boucher was fired, "This is a hard way to play. We have to build a mind-set. But in saying that, players have not gotten to this level without having some sort of fight in them. When it becomes part of your DNA and you see the results, then it just becomes another habit. But it takes time. You need players with the right fame of mind, but it's easier to build a wolf pack than having a lone wolf do it."

Said Radko Gudas, who played three years for Cooper in the AHL: "Finish your checks and do the little things more physical. It will start to get into the mentality of the team from one player to another."

•••
Okay, let's say it's not all about fighting. But as Cooper said, "If you play the game a certain way, eventually people start looking for you."

Which is why Cooper demands players have each other's backs. Which is why 22 Syracuse players fought last season — goalies, too — tied for second in the AHL, according to hockeyfights.com.

"That's the mentality," said right wing Eric Neilson, who led the Crunch last season with 17 fights. " 'If you're not going to play tough and stand up for teammates, you're not going to play on my team.' With Coop, his mentality is if one goes, we all go. It's a group pack mentality."

"Not that it wasn't there in the past year," Tampa Bay right wing B.J. Crombeen said. "But we're going to make sure it's there every single night and every guy is willing to do what it takes to help the team stand together."

And that, Neilson said, builds bonds: "That's what you're talking about when you win that one-goal game and you're in the dressing room sweating together, bleeding together. It translates to good things in the locker room."

Actually, the Lightning fought a lot last season. Its 31 bouts were fifth in the NHL, and Crombeen led the league with 14.

Still, there is no true heavyweight. Not that it matters to Cooper.

"You can say Team A is really tough because they have the toughest guy in the league," he said. "But I'll take the team with a bunch of guys that game it out. That is the tough team."

Scrimmage: Marty St. Louis' goal at the end of a crisp two-on-one with Steven Stamkos gave the White a 2-1 victory over the Blue. Brett Connolly also scored for the White with a redirect of Jonathan Drouin's pass/shot. Ondrej Palat scored for the Blue.
Fight club

Where Jon Cooper-coached teams have ranked annually in fights. (Records, courtesy of hockeyfights.com, are only available since 2004-05):

SEASON TEAM LEAGUE FIGHTS RANK 

2012-13 Syracuse AHL 99 2 

2011-12 Norfolk* AHL 70 6 

2010-11 Norfolk AHL 106 3 

2009-10 Green Bay* USHL 62 2 

2008-09 Green Bay USHL 70 1 

2007-08 St. Louis* NAHL 58 1 

2006-07 St. Louis* NAHL 66 1 

2005-06 Texarkana NAHL 44 3 

2004-05 Texarkana NAHL 70 1
Lecavalier comparisons dog new Lightning center Filppula 
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Center Valtteri Filppula can play with grinders and skill players, coach Jon Cooper says. 

DIRK SHADD | Times 

Center Valtteri Filppula can play with grinders and skill players, coach Jon Cooper says.

TAMPA — There is much we don't know yet about the Lightning.

Will Marty St. Louis or Steven Stamkos be the new captain? How many rookies will make the roster? Who eventually will emerge as the No. 1 goaltender?

But one thing we know for sure: Fair or unfair, comparisons will be made between Valtteri Filppula and Vinny Lecavalier.

Related News/Archive

Lightning captain? Cooper not ready to choose 

1 Week Ago

Questions, answers on Vinny Lecavalier buyout 

3 Months Ago

Lightning season in review 

5 Months Ago

Tampa Bay Lightning must undercut the growing legend of Pittsburgh Penguins goalie Marc-Andre Fleury 

More than a Year ago

Vinik endorses Yzerman's plan for Lightning 

4 Days Ago

End of ObamaEnd of ObamaObama scandal could bring worst shame to White House since Clinton era Clever Joint SolutionClever Joint SolutionSurprisingly simple solution to help your joints. Up to $77/Hour Working at Home!Up to $77/Hour Working at Home!Limited positions are available so act fast. Make extra income today! 

"Oh, yeah," coach Jon Cooper said. "I don't go a week without people asking me three or four times. But my answer is still the same. There is no correlation, and there shouldn't be."

They're different players, Cooper said, who excel at different things.

But considering it took Tampa Bay just eight days after buying out Lecavalier to sign free agent Filppula to fill the No. 2 center spot previously occupied by the former captain, well, it's not going to be that easy.

"I'm not really thinking about it," said Filppula, 29, the former Red Wing who on July 5 signed a five-year, $25 million free-agent contract. "I can't control if people think I'm here to replace him. I'm just trying to play how I play and focus on myself and not try to control things I can't control."

More important to Filppula is bouncing back from a disappointing 2012-13 season in which he had just nine goals and 17 points in 41 games of the lockout-shortened year.

Filppula, 6 feet, 1, 193 pounds, had 23 goals and 66 points in 2011-12, so the belief is last season was an aberration.

Playing in his native Finland during the lockout, Filppula was out for two months because of a strained medial collateral ligament in his right knee. He began skating one week before Detroit's training camp, but knee pain caused him to miss practice time. He also missed seven games with a shoulder injury.

"Hopefully, I have a healthy year this year," Filppula said. "But other than that, you're just trying to improve your game in every aspect. I thought I had a good year (in 2011-12), but I still feel I can play better."

After four days of training camp at the Tampa Bay Times Forum, reviews were positive.

"He can play the game at high speed," Cooper said. "You put him with skill guys, he can do it. You put him with checkers, he can check. And he's scored some pretty slick goals. It's practice, but it looks like we've got a good one in him."

Filppula, who had 100 goals and 251 points in eight seasons with the Red Wings, has skated between wings Teddy Purcell and Alex Killorn.

Purcell extolled Filppula's ability to control the puck — it's worth noting he won 55.4 percent of faceoffs last season — and "think the game." Killorn talked up Filppula's creativity.

"He's got great vision on the ice, and he seems very relaxed with the puck," Killorn said. "He sees things that kind of surprise you, like, 'Wow, how did he see that?' It's like behind his head or something, so real impressive."

As impressive as Lecavalier, who in 14 seasons with Tampa Bay had 383 goals and 874 points?

"Different roles," Cooper said. "(Lecavalier is) bigger, stronger, maybe a bit more of a power forward down below the dots, where Val is more of a 200-foot player. Vinny, in my eyes, was a good low, power-play guy. I don't know if that's going to be Val's spot. Val's probably going to be a pretty good penalty killer for us."

"One centerman left, and we brought one in," Cooper added. "I guess in that sense there are comparisons. But I think when we watch Val play, he'll come into his niche. I think he's going to help us. I'm real excited to have him."

SCHEDULE: Scrimmages today and Tuesday at the Times Forum are open to the public free of charge. Enter Gate B at 11:30 a.m. Scrimmages also will be streamed live at tampabaylightning.com.

Lecavalier comparisons dog new Lightning center Filppula 09/15/13  [Last modified: Sunday, September 15, 2013 9:32pm]
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Brett Connolly has transformed his game after a confidence-crushing rookie season and forced himself into the competition for as many as four spots in Tampa Bay's top 12 forwards. 
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Brett Connolly has transformed his game after a confidence-crushing rookie season and forced himself into the competition for as many as four spots in Tampa Bay's top 12 forwards.

TAMPA — The burning question after the Lightning's scrimmage Tuesday was whether Brett Connolly's goal was luck or skill.

The right wing initially went with luck and gave more credit to Jonathan Drouin's pass that set the whole thing up.

But asked if there wasn't at least some skill needed to score the goal that gave the Blue a 1-0 victory over the White at the Tampa Bay Times Forum, Connolly caved.
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"Maybe a little," he finally said. "I just tried to get it off quick."

Connolly, 21, need not be modest. In fact, the No. 6 overall pick of the 2010 draft should be proud of how he transformed his game after a confidence-crushing rookie season and how he has forced himself into the competition for as many as four spots in Tampa Bay's top 12 forwards.

That competition gets going tonight in the preseason opener against the Blues at the Amway Center in Orlando.

Connolly's first game likely will be Thursday at the Times Forum against the Predators. He could not have a better jumping-off point than the way he has started camp with two goals in two scrimmages.

"I look at Brett Connolly compared to a year ago; he's a way better hockey player," Cooper said. "He's a mature player now, and it's kind of fun to watch."

"I just want to make it hard on the coaches and give them no reason to send me back to Syracuse," Connolly said of Tampa Bay's AHL affiliate. "I'm pretty happy with the way I started."

Connolly started his career in over his head. As a 19-year-old rookie in 2011-12, he was without a goal in his final 50 games. Because he still had a year of junior eligibility, he was not allowed in the AHL, which was where he should have been.

As if his confidence wasn't shaken enough, Connolly was not invited to the 2012-13 Lightning training camp. He was sent to Syracuse, playing for Cooper until the coach went to Tampa Bay after Guy Boucher was fired.

"It was the best thing for me to stay down there and get better as a player," said Connolly, who had 31 goals, 63 points in 71 games. "I feel more comfortable on the ice. I feel in a better spot. I feel good."

Especially on defense, where Connolly, 6 feet 2, 193 pounds, said he is most improved, and he credits Cooper's instruction.

"It's almost second-nature now," he said. "I just know where to be in the defensive end, which I really didn't know 100 percent of the time last year. It was nice to have that mind-set going into training camp. It's just a lot easier this year."

"The big thing with Brett is he was recognizing how we want to play the game," Cooper said. "He was adapting, and that was really encouraging for us. And when he started to play D, he started to put the puck in the net."

"I've said it all along," Cooper added, "when you look after (the defensive zone), the other end will look after itself."

That brings us back to Tuesday and Connolly's goal-scoring collaboration with Drouin, whose pass somehow got past a crowd of opponents.

"I'm not sure what happened, honestly," Connolly said. "I got spun around and (the puck) was pretty much on my stick."

"He's a smart player," Drouin said. "He sees the game well, and he puts in his work down low in his zone and in the other zone."

So, was Connolly's goal luck or skill?

Probably a little of both.

NOTES: The camp roster was reduced to 59 as forward Brett Welychka, defenseman Jake Dotchin and goalie Eric Brassard were released from amateur tryouts. … Defenseman Dylan Blujus will be out 2-4 weeks after arthroscopic surgery on his left knee. … Forward Joel Vermin, drafted 186th overall in June, signed a three-year, entry-level contract. Vermin, 21, will be assigned to Bern of the Swiss-A league for which he had 13 goals, 35 points in 47 games last season.

Damian Cristodero can be reached at cristodero@tampabay.com.

. Tonight

Lightning vs. Blues

When/where: 7; Amway Center, Orlando

Radio: 970-AM

Lineup: Goaltenders — Cedrick Desjardins, Kristers Gudlevskis. Defensemen — Mark Barberio, Matt Carle, Radko Gudas, Slater Koekkoek, Dmitry Korobov, Nikita Nesterov. Forwards — Mike Angelidis, J.T. Brown, B.J. Crombeen, Valtteri Filppula, Henri Ikonen, Alex Killorn, Adam Erne, Cedric Paquette, Teddy Purcell, Tom Pyatt, Nate Thompson, Dana Tyrell
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Jeff Vinik was clear he and Steve Yzerman, in the fourth year of a five-year deal, believe in patience when building a franchise. 
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Jeff Vinik was clear he and Steve Yzerman, in the fourth year of a five-year deal, believe in patience when building a franchise.

TAMPA — Lightning owner Jeff Vinik on Saturday said long-term vision is more important than short-term hurdles and he and general manager Steve Yzerman are on the same page.

Vinik said Yzerman is doing "a great job" and "has my support 100 percent."

That shouldn't be a surprise after Yzerman convinced Vinik to spend $32.67 million to buy out the contract of team icon Vinny Lecavalier in the offseason.
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Still, Tampa Bay has had some bumps under Yzerman, the longtime Red Wings star and executive hired in May 2010.

The team hasn't been to the playoffs since reaching the 2011 Eastern Conference final, is on its second coach, has ongoing goaltending issues and last season fell to 28th in the 30-team league. Yzerman also has said the Lightning might take a step back this season because of expected roster turnover as the team — with the luxury of a deep, talented minor-league system — transitions to a younger profile.

But Vinik, after speaking to a crowd of 4,516 at Fan Fest at the Tampa Bay Times Forum, was clear that he and Yzerman, in the fourth year of a five-year deal, believe in patience when building a franchise.

"There is no other way to do it," Vinik said. "I couldn't be more pleased with the job Steve is doing. He's put together the best, or one of the best staffs in hockey. I think they've done a great job drafting and developing young players. I think he's made a lot of good moves over the years."

Vinik said the "very difficult" decision to buy out Lecavalier was necessary: "I love Vinny Lecavalier. He's a great player. He's a great part of the community. But the current (collective bargaining agreement) left us no choice but to buy out his contract."

As for Yzerman's contract, which runs through the 2014-15 season, Vinik said discussions about an extension have not started but made it sound as if they would.

"I think I said it the day at the first (Yzerman) press conference," Vinik said. "He was, like, in Detroit for 19 years. I hope he's with this organization for 19 years, too."

BEHAVE YOURSELVES: Coach Jon Cooper won't impose an outright ban on fighting for scrimmages Monday and Tuesday. But he did say, "I would be highly doubtful, in those two scrimmages, if something would happen. I can't sit here and guarantee it, but I would be surprised."

"Because they play hard and because they play tough, sometimes that can happen," Cooper added, though he said players have been strongly advised to " 'keep your tempers intact. If anything should happen, take it out for when you play somebody in a different color.' "

CAPTAIN COMING: The team's new captain will be announced Oct. 1 at a previously scheduled, invitation-only event at the Mahaffey Theater in St. Petersburg. RW Marty St. Louis and C Steven Stamkos are believed the prime candidates.

SCHEDULE: After three days of on-ice workouts, players today get what Cooper joked is a "gratuitous" day off. … Practice and scrimmages Monday and Tuesday at the Times Forum are open to the public at no charge. Enter Gate B at 11:30 a.m. The scrimmages will be streamed live at tampabaylightning.com.

Vinik endorses Yzerman's plan for Lightning 09/14/13  [Last modified: Saturday, September 14, 2013 8:35pm]
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In 19 games last season with the Lightning Pierre-Cedric Labrie had two goals, three points and 30 penalty minutes while averaging 8:33 of ice time.

Wing Pierre-Cedric Labrie, who played 19 games with the Lightning last year, is physical and can fight. His skill set is evolving. His skating is better after two summers of work.
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In 19 games last season with the Lightning Pierre-Cedric Labrie had two goals, three points and 30 penalty minutes while averaging 8:33 of ice time.

Wing Pierre-Cedric Labrie, who played 19 games with the Lightning last year, is physical and can fight. His skill set is evolving. His skating is better after two summers of work.
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TAMPA — You would never know it watching the first few days of Lightning training camp, but Pierre-Cedric Labrie said he used to "skate like a moose."

But the big left wing also assured, "We took care of that."

Indeed, watching Labrie on the ice at the Tampa Bay Times Forum has been like watching a controlled whirlwind. His jersey flapping in the breeze during line rushes, the 6-foot-3, 236-pounder — whom coach Jon Cooper called "just a bear out there" — beat opponents to pucks along the boards and snapped off wrist shots that consistently went top shelf. By a very rough estimate, he is the team's top goal scorer.
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It is just practice, but it is difficult to identify a player putting more effort into his roster fight.

"That's what I do," Labrie, 26, said Friday. "It's practice, game energy, forecheck, backcheck, always go as hard as I can. Every shift I give 100 percent. That's the way I am."

By now, Labrie's story is well known, though it is worth repeating to understand his passion.

Out of hockey at age 17 after he was cut from the junior Quebec league, Labrie worked the night shift at a convenience store, sleeping on boxes until awoken by customers ringing a bell. He worked at a restaurant as a chef's assistant, pulling chicken off bones, flipping burgers, preparing potatoes and salads.

Labrie restarted his hockey career from scratch, going from a weekend rec league to junior A, juniors, the AHL and finally the NHL, including 19 games last season with the Lightning in which he had two goals, three points and 30 penalty minutes while averaging 8:33 of ice time.

"I'm blessed," Labrie said. "I know what it is working 40 hours a week and trying to go to school. I know how hard it is, and I totally respect that. I want to spend as much time as I can here to make sure I don't go back to that routine too fast."

Labrie is physical and can fight, two elements Tampa Bay sorely needs. But his skill set and consistency are works in progress, though he is much sharper, much like his skating after two summers working with instructor Barb Underhill.

Still, in a highly competitive camp in which Tampa Bay can choose from a deep reserve of prospects, Labrie is not guaranteed a job, though with a personality as big as his mop of curly red hair, he is easy to root for.

"Just a special person, a free-spirited guy," said defenseman Mark Barberio, who last season roomed with Labrie at AHL Syracuse.

Said center Tyler Johnson, another Syracuse teammate, "Even when he goes out and meets strangers, he's their best friend right away. He just has that charisma about him."

He also loves to give hugs, and when he does, "you're not getting out of it, that's for sure," Barberio said. "If you haven't seen him in a while, that will prompt a hug. Just seeing him in the morning, that will get you a hug."

As for how Labrie has performed at camp, "Really well," Cooper said. "He's been shooting it hard and hitting the net." Actually, Cooper joked, "I'm trying not to look. I don't want him to walk in and say, 'Did you see that? I want to be on the power play.' "

Not to worry, Labrie said, "I just want to be in every game helping my team."

NEW VIEW: Practices Monday and Tuesday at the Times Forum are now open to the public. Enter Gate B at 11:30 a.m. Scrimmages both days also will be streamed live at tampabaylightning.com.
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Lineup for preseason opener vs. Blues in Orlando
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Here is the lineup for the Lightning's preseason opener Wednesday against the Blues in Orlando:

Goaltenders -- Cedrick Desjardins, Kristers Gudlevskis

Defensemen -- Mark Barberio, Matt Carle, Radko Gudas, Slater Koekkoek, Dmitry Korobov, Nikita Nesterov.

Forwards -- Mike Angelidis, J.T. Brown, B.J. Crombeen, Valtteri Filppula, Henri Ikonen, Alex Killorn, Adam Erne, Cedric Paquette, Teddy Purcell, Tom Pyatt, Nate Thompson, Dana Tyrell

Full Story 

Lightning signs draft choice Joel Vermin

Damian CristoderoDamian Cristodero, Times Staff Writer 
Tuesday, September 17, 2013 1:48pm

17

September

0

Comments

Here is the announcement from the team:

The Tampa Bay Lightning have signed forward Joel Vermin to a three-year, entry level contract, vice president and general manager Steve Yzerman announced today. Vermin was selected by the Lightning in the seventh round, 186th overall, at the 2013 NHL Draft in New Jersey this past summer.

Vermin, 21, skated in 47 games last season with Bern (Swiss-A), recording 13 goals and 35 points to go along with 14 penalty minutes. Vermin skated in 19 playoff games, posting three goals and nine points for Bern. The Frauenkappelen, Switzerland native has appeared in 128 career games with Bern over the past four seasons, amassing 25 goals and 63 points to go along with 20 penalty minutes.

The 5-foot-11, 192-pound forward has represented Switzerland at the World Jr. Championships in both 2011 and 2012, posting four goals and six points in 12 career games in the tournament. Vermin led the Swiss team in 2012 for goals (four) and points (six) during the tournament. 

Vermin will be assigned to play with Bern for the upcoming 2013-14 season.
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Connolly, Drouin shine in scrimmage as Blue beats White 1-0
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Who knows what goes in to creating chemistry between players. Whatever it is, Brett Connolly and Jonathan Drouin seem to believe they have some.

Connolly scored for the second straight scrimmage in the Blue's 1-0 win over the White on Tuesday, and he was set up with a pinpoint, through-traffic pass from Drouin, a natural wing who seems to be enjoying the experiment of playing at center.

"He's a world-class player," Connolly said. "Nine times out of 10 he'll put (the puck) right on your stick. He's a treat to play with."

"He's a smart player," Drouin said of Connolly. "He sees the game well and he puts in his work down low and in his zone. I think he's a good all-around player."

Connolly's goal Tuesday was simply a matter of being in the right place at the right time.

"I'm not sure what happened, honestly," Connolly said. "I got spun around. I got turned around and it was pretty much right on my stick."

"It's fun,"Drouin said. "Sometimes in these camps it's hard when you don't know the players you're playing with. But me and Cons are building a little chemistry. Obviously, it's working for us right now." …
Both hope to keep it up in the exhibition season which, for Tampa Bay, begins Wednesday in Orlando against the Blues.

Connolly, 21, the No. 6 overall pick of 2010, is fighting for a roster spot. Drouin, 18, drafted No. 3 overall in June, can play as many as nine games with the Lightning before a decision has to be made on sending him back to junior.

"I just want to make it hard on the coaches and give them no reason to send me back to (AHL) Syracuse," Connolly said. "I'm working toward that and I'm pretty happy with the way I started."

The scrimmage had a much better pace than Monday's. Better goaltending, too, with Anders Lindback stopping all 14 shots he faced.

 [Last modified: Tuesday, September 17, 2013 1:38pm]
The Lightning held its first scrimmage of training camp, a 40-minute, two-half affair with a running clock that ended with a 2-1 victory for the White over the Blue.

Marty St. Louis' goal at the end of a nifty two-on-one with Steven Stamkos broke a 1-1 tie. Brett Connolly also scored for the White in the second half with a re-direct of a pass/shot from rookie Jonathan Drouin. Both goals were scored on goaltender Riku Helenius.

Connolly also made a nice defensive play as the scrimmage ended. In perfect position in front of the net, he was able to clear a puck from just in front of the crease.
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The Blue took a 1-0 first-half lead when Ondrej Palat drove to the net and sneaked the puck past goalie Anders Lindback.

"It was far from perfection but they worked really hard, so that was a good sign," coach Jon Cooper said.

Also good signs, Cooper said, was the gap the defense kept against the opponent's forwards and Connolly's goal.

"Brett's come a long way," Cooper said said of 2010's No. 6 overall draft pick. "There's just a big learning curve for these players. I look at Brett Connolly today compared from a year ago. He's a way better hockey player. He's a mature hockey player now. It's kind of fun to watch."

 [Last modified: Monday, September 16, 2013 4:34pm]
The Lightning will name it's new captain Oct. 1 during an invitation-only event that had been previously scheduled at the Mahaffey Theater in St. Petersburg. Prime candidates are believed to be right wing Marty St. Louis and center Steven Stamkos.

There has been much speculation who will get the gig that opened after the June buyout of captain Vinny Lecavalier.

St. Louis, 38, is the team's all-time points leader and has been a mentor to Stamkos and Lecavalier. Stamkos, 23, is Tampa Bay's best player and is expected to be the face of the franchise for years to come.

Both were alternates under Lecavalier, so there are good arguments both ways.

As for Stamkos, he has said he believes St. Louis, because of what he has done for the franchise and his longevity with Tampa Bay, "deserves a chance to wear the C." He went a bit further when he said, "If I had to put some money down, I'd put it on Marty."
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Owner Jeff Vinik: GM Yzerman 'has my support 100 percent'
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Under general manager Steve Yzerman, the Lightning has faced its share of bumps. It is on its second coach, has had several goaltending issues and last season fell to 28th in the 30-team league. Yzerman also has said the team might take a step back this season because of the expected turnover on the roster as Tampa Bay transitions to a younger profile.

But owner Jeff Vinik said long-term vision is more important than short-term hurdles and that Yzerman "is doing a great job" and "has my support 100 percent."

Vinik mentioned the way Yzerman, in the fourth year of a five-year contract, has transformed the organization's minor league system and how players from that system are starting to contribute to the big club. Vinik also said his vision aligns with Yzerman in that one must be patient to grow a consistent winner "because there's no other way to do it."

As for the $32.67 million buyout of captain Vinny Lecavalier (the most expensive buyout in league history), Vinik said, "I love Vinny Lecavalier. He's a great player. He's a great part of the community. But the current CBA left us no choice to buy out his contract." …
Finally, Vinik said, "I think we’re right on the right track of developing this into a consistently winning program."

Vinik on patience in building a winning franchise: There’s no other way to do it. We want to win the Stanley Cup this year. Do we hava shot at winning the Cup this year? We absolutely do and I hope we do, and three years ago we almost did. So, there’s no predicting. But the way to develop a program that’s going to be in the top of the NHL year after year after year is to draft young players and have them develop in the system and be contributors over time. It takes patience, but we’re getting there. These players are coming up and making a difference right now.

On Yzerman I think Steve is doing a great job, yes. ... I couldn’t be more pleased with the job Steve Yzerman is doing. I think he's put together the best, or one of the best, staffs in all of hockey. I think they’ve done a great job in drafting and developing young players. I think he’s made a lot of good moves over the years. My general manager has my support 100 percent.

More on Yzerman: Again, Steve has my full supprt. I think I said it the day at the first press conferece … He was at Detroit for, like, 19 years. I hope he's with this organization for 19 years, too.

On the Lecavalier buyout: Steve and I discussed that. As you know, Steve makes 100 percent of decisions related to the hockey program. But when it comes to a decision of that magnitude, and a $33 million expense, it's obviously something you discuss. Right from Day 1, Steve and my objectives are the same and that’s to have a championship team here year after year and to be one of the best franchises in hockey. I love Vinny Lecavalier. He's a great player. He's a great part of the community. But the current CBA left us no choice to buy out his contract.

More on Lecavalier: "It was a very difficult decision. But from a hockey perspective and what we’re trying to accomplish, unfortunately, the new CBA gave us no choice. We wish him the best in Philadelphia, of course.﻿

 [Last modified: Saturday, September 14, 2013 1:17pm]
Lightning starts with two No. 1 goalies 
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TAMPA — Generally in the NHL, the competition for a No. 1 goalie position is a pressure-packed affair that can consume a training camp.

But the battle between Anders Lindback and Ben Bishop for the Lightning's top spot is more collaboration than competition, more learning experience than test of skill.

That is because Tampa Bay has declared Lindback and Bishop will not start the season as No. 1 and No. 2 but as equals.
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"We're probably going to start the season by sharing the load and see where it goes from there," goaltenders coach Frantz Jean said Thursday at the Tampa Bay Times Forum.

Said coach Jon Cooper: "People are going to say whoever gets the opening-game start must be their starting goalie. Well, he's starting that night."

Cooper said the best scenario is for a No. 1 to emerge "because that's a good sign he's playing really well and you're probably winning." But he isn't opposed to a seasonlong tandem: "If that's our winning formula, then that's how we do it."

It will be a highly scrutinized process. Lindback has played just 62 NHL games, Bishop 45.

Lindback, 25, had positioning woes last season — "In parts of the season, I was too much everywhere" — and was 10-10-1 with a 2.90 goals-against average and .902 save percentage.

Bishop, 26, an accomplished stick-handler acquired in April from the Senators for Cory Conacher, was 3-4-1 with a 2.99 goals-against average and .917 save percentage. He lost the No. 1 job playing for the United States at the world championship in May.

Add that this is GM Steve Yzerman's fourth try to get the goaltending right and that the best the goaltending has been during Jean's three-year watch is 21st in the league, and the drama potential is high.

On the other hand, "the skill set is there," Jean said of the 6-foot-7 Bishop — the league's tallest goalie — and the 6-6 Lindback. "Their physical ability and their overall skill is at … an NHL level, there's no doubt about it. What's important is to gain experience. You can't teach experience, you have to live it, so it's going to be to go through our season and manage the situation properly."

That means grooming both goalies while not immediately subjecting either to the physical and mental demands of being No. 1. The goalies said their relationship is solid and they are in it together.

As Lindback joked, "At the end of the day, it's the coach who puts the goalie in the net. If there's someone to get mad at, it's the coach, I guess."

Seriously, though, "It's good for us to push each other to get better," Lindback said.

Still, neither is conceding playing time.

"I wasn't happy the way last season turned out. I know I can do better," said Lindback, whose summer workout program emphasized whole-body strength training. "Last year gave me a lot of experience. I just have to keep building on that and prove myself."

Said Bishop: "You just have to go out there today and tomorrow and work hard and get better each day and let your game do the talking."
Lightning coaches try wing Drouin at center 
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Jonathan Drouin seemed to fit well at center during a game at last weekend's prospects tournament in Coral Springs. 

DIRK SHADD | Times

Jonathan Drouin seemed to fit well at center during a game at last weekend's prospects tournament in Coral Springs.

TAMPA — Jonathan Drouin was not the only Lightning player getting looks at different positions Thursday.

"We're going to try players out in different situations," coach Jon Cooper said.

But Drouin was June's No. 3 overall draft pick. So when the natural left wing took shifts at center between Vlad Namestnikov and Brett Connolly, it raised some eyebrows.

Related News/Archive

Connolly aims to win spot with Lightning 

1 Day Ago

With camp opening, Cooper begins to mold Lightning 

1 Week Ago

Lightning takes Drouin No. 3 in NHL draft 

2 Months Ago

Lightning pick Drouin starred from start 

2 Months Ago

Lightning still has needs, salary cap crunch 

2 Months Ago

The End of Obama?The End of Obama?Looming scandal could ruin the 44th President and disrupt our country. Up to $77/Hour Working at Home!Up to $77/Hour Working at Home!Limited positions are available so act fast. Make extra income today! Clever Joint Pain ReliefClever Joint Pain ReliefSee why this joint pain ingredient is flying off shelves... 

"We're taking a look," Cooper said. "Maybe the fit for us in our organization is the wing, maybe it's at center. We're giving him a look in both spots just to see where he can fit."

Drouin, 18, seemed to fit well at center during a game at last weekend's prospects tournament in Coral Springs, and Cooper said of Thursday's workout, "He looked great."

As for Drouin, he said beyond needing to be "a little bit more responsible in the defensive zone," playing center "is not much of a change" from left wing.

"I'll just try to adjust to that and see where they want me to play," said Drouin, who said he played center with Halifax of the junior Quebec league only when linemate Nathan MacKinnon (June's No. 1 overall draft pick by Colorado) was injured. "Wherever they put me, I'm fine."

STICK DRILL: The highlight of the defensive zone drills was the defending players using the butt ends of their sticks on the ice instead of their blades.

"We were just caring that when guys can't handle the puck, their body position has to be in the right spot or they're really in trouble," Cooper said. "We just found it was a useful tool."

Especially because the Lightning, with 425 goals allowed the past two seasons, is the only NHL team to have given up at least 400. "We have to shore that up," Cooper said. "It takes a team to do it."

SCHEDULE: Today's workouts are closed to the public. Fan Fest is 8 a.m. to 3 p.m. Saturday at the Tampa Bay Times Forum. Limited parking is available for season ticket holders. Otherwise, it is not provided.

LINE DANCING: No surprise, wings Marty St. Louis and Ryan Malone were paired with C Steven Stamkos. … C Valtteri Filppula was with Alex Killorn and Teddy Purcell.

Lightning coaches try wing Drouin at center 09/12/13  [Last modified: Thursday, September 12, 2013 9:13pm]
Lightning prospect stronger in body, mind
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By Erik Erlendsson | Tribune Staff 

 Published: September 19, 2013 

ORLANDO — Two years ago, Vladislav Namestnikov arrived at Lightning training camp as a bit of the wide-eyed first-round pick getting a taste of his first professional experience.

Namestnikov appeared in one preseason game that training camp before heading back to the London Knights in the junior ranks. Two years later, the once undersized center has one year of professional hockey under his belt, has added some sized to his 6-foot frame and is knocking on the door to jump to the NHL. He gets his first taste of preseason action during this camp when Tampa Bay hosts Nashville tonight.

“I think confidence is the biggest difference for me from the first camp,’’ Namestnikov said.

The nephew of former Detroit Red Wings forward Slava Kozlov — a one-time linemate of Lightning general manager Steve Yzerman — Namestnikov gained that confidence from his play last season with Syracuse, Tampa Bay’s top minor-league affiliate in the American Hockey League. Though he was slowed by a shoulder injury suffered in the first month that kept him out of the lineup for three months, he quickly caught up to speed.

By the time Syracuse was playing in the Calder Cup final in June, Namestnikov was a regular top-six forward playing big minutes for the Crunch.

“Vladdy went from potential healthy scratch (at the start of the season) to a guy that was hurt, to a top-six forward, and he did that all in one year,’’ said Lightning coach Jon Cooper, who was the coach with Syracuse before being promoted to Lightning bench boss. “So that’s a really, really good sign of a prospect to see somebody do that.

“Regardless of what happens here, whether he makes the Tampa Bay Lightning or he has to go back and get more seasoned in Syracuse, there is just bright signs ahead for him, because you can tell the way he has developed himself in his first year pro.’’

In 44 regular-season games with the Crunch, Namestnikov registered seven goals and 21 points. In 18 postseason games, the 27th overall pick in the 2011 draft had two goals and seven points.

But Namestnikov’s game is not always measured by points.

Though he is capable of being a playmaker and playing an offensive role with other skilled players, he is a defensively aware center who can go against other teams’ top lines. That versatility makes him a valuable asset for any coach.

“He is really aware on the ice and just has an extremely high skill set,’’ Cooper said.

Since his draft year, when Namestnikov tipped the scales around 165 pounds, he has bulked up to 185 pounds, and that has helped him. Back in that first training camp, “it was real easy to knock me off the puck, now it’s a little bit harder,’’ he said.

While the added muscle has certainly helped his cause on the ice, his quick adaptation making the jump from junior the AHL in a short period of time is the biggest reason for his ascension up the depth chart.

“You can see where these guys, and I say it time and time again, when the game slows down for them, and I think it’s done that for Vlad, especially when I got to watch the playoffs,’’ Cooper said.

Namestnikov is in a battle with more than a handful of other players for a few open roster spots heading into the start of the regular season. But like any young player in his position, the 20-year-old doesn’t want to overthink the situation or try to step outside himself to make an impression.

“I just to need to play my game, get out there and play well in the defensive zone, take it into the offensive zone, try to prove that I can make the team,’’ Namestnikov said. “I think the coaches know how I play, and I just need to continue doing that, and hopefully if they like me I can make the jump to the next level.’’
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Lightning notes: Erne scores twice as Bolts rally to win

 Photos

Lightning left wing Adam Erne (46) gets high fives from teammates after scoring a goal against the Blues. 
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ORLANDO — Second-round pick Adam Erne enjoyed a strong NHL preseason debut Wednesday, scoring twice in Tampa Bay’s 4-3 shootout victory against St. Louis in front of 6,162 fans at Amway Center in the preseason opener for the Lightning.

Erne, the 33rd overall pick in the June draft, redirected a Mark Barberio wrist shot with 1:14 left in the second period for a power-play goal, while he was all alone in front to receive a pass from Cedric Paquette for a second power-play goal 1:31 into the third period. Erne also notched the shootout-clinching goal.

“I thought I played well, and it’s not all about the goals, I thought our line played really well defensively,’’ Erne said. “I get two goals, but the first one, Barberio is a great shot, and the second one was an unbelievable pass from (Paquette), so without that, there is no chance.’’

Tom Pyatt had the tying goal 9:11 into the third period, while J.T. Brown added a pair of assists. Valtteri Filppula added an assist and a shootout goal.

Dmitrij Jaskin scored a pair of goals for the Blues while Jaden Schwartz also scored as St. Louis jumped out to a 3-0 lead.

It wasn’t all positive for Erne, who delivered a blow to the head of Vladimir Sobotka in the first period that drew a penalty and could warrant review by the league. St. Louis coach Ken Hitchcock said it should result in a suspension.

“I was facing one way, then I turned the other way and he was kind of right there, and I wanted to hit him, I didn’t think I was going to hit his head, I didn’t mean to and I apologize,’’ Erne said. “It was not intentional. ... It was my fault, but I didn’t intend to do that.’’

As planned, Cedrick Desjardins left after playing 31:51, allowing two goals on 14 shots. Kristern Gudlevskis received his first NHL action in relief, allowing one goal on 14 shots before stopping both St. Louis attempts in the shootout.

After a slow start — Tampa Bay was outshot 14-2 at one point in the second period — the Lightning started to turn things around as the shots ended 28-27 for St. Louis.

“I really enjoyed the way they played,’’ Lightning coach Jon Cooper said. “You are looking for (them to) compete ... and the guys hung in there. They probably had every reason to see the score was 3-0 and hang their head, but they didn’t, and that’s what we are looking for in the guys. So if they are going to keep giving efforts like this ... it’s continuing to make the decisions tough for us.’’

Tonight’s roster

The lineup for Tampa Bay’s “home’’ debut at the Forum tonight against Nashville will showcase many of the team’s well-known names.

The forward line combinations are expected to be: Ryan Malone-Steven Stamkos-Brett Connolly; Ondrej Palat-Tyler Johnson-Richard Panik; Jonathan Drouin-Vladislav Namestnikov-Nikita Kucherov and Pierre-Cedric Labrie-Tanner Richard-Geoff Walker.

The defensive pairs run during Wednesday’s practice included: Victor Hedman-Andrej Sustr; Eric Brewer-Sami Salo and J-P Cote-Matt Taormina.

Desjardins and Riku Helenius are scheduled to play in goal.

Homecoming reunion

B.J. Crombeen returned to Amway Center on Wednesday, where he appeared in a pair of games last year with the Orlando Solar Bears of the East Coast Hockey League during the NHL lockout. Crombeen signed with Orlando to try to keep in game shape during the labor dispute, but as an active member of the NHL Player’s Association negotiating committee, the veteran’s time with the team was short-lived.

“It was a good experience for me, the organization and the fans were great,’’ Crombeen said. “I really enjoyed my time with them, even though it was just for a couple of games over the weekend.’’

Nuts and Bolts

LW Henri Ikonen left the game looking woozy after his head struck a St. Louis player in the leg. He did not return and will be evaluated today. ... A moment of silence was held before the game for the victims of the Navy Yard shootings this week in Washington. ... Nate Thompson, Matt Carle and Crombeen all wore the “A,’’ serving as alternate captains.

Erik Erlendsson
Bolts forwards have a lot on the line
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More Information

Fightning for spots

With only a few forward roster spots available, and more than a dozen players competing for those spots, a look at the breakdown of who slots in where:

The locks 

Ryan Malone

Steven Stamkos

Marty St. Louis

Alex Killorn

Valtteri Filppula

Teddy Purcell

Nate Thompson

B.J. Crombeen

The contenders

Jonathan Drouin

Tyler Johnson

Brett Connolly

Ondrej Palat

Pierre-Cedric Labrie

J.T. Brown

Dana Tyrell

Tom Pyatt

Richard Panik

The darkhorses 

Mike Angelidis

Nikita Kucherov

Vladislav Namestnikov

Geoff Walker

By Erik Erlendsson | Tribune Staff 

 Published: September 17, 2013 

TAMPA — The puck drops on the Lightning preseason schedule tonight, and though the game does not count, it has plenty of meaning.

After five days of practices and two scrimmages, those competing for the few spots at forward begin the process of showing what they can do against an opposing team in order to catch the attention of management and the coaching staff.

Tonight’s preseason game at the Amway Center in Orlando against St. Louis starts a run of four consecutive preseason games that ends Saturday at home. By the end of those four games, the Lightning are expected to make a majority of roster cuts and take about 30 players to Estero for the last week of camp and the final three preseason games.

The first step to get to next week is to show they are ready this week.

“I know the guys are kind of itching for the games to start (because) big-boy hockey is going to start (tonight) and I think you will see guys will start to separate themselves after (tonight),’’ Lightning coach Jon Cooper said.

The competition will be close, and the decisions will be difficult to make.

With an abundance of talented prospects in training camp capable of playing in the NHL right now, when final roster decisions are made ahead of the Sept. 30 deadline, there will be a handful of players considered NHL ready who will start in the American Hockey League.

Among those competing for roster spots at forward include a pair of top-10 draft picks, the reigning AHL MVP, two NHL veterans who have been through this before and a highly sought-after former college free agent.

Deciding who stays and who goes will be difficult.

So, what do those in the midst of the roster battle have to do to be one of those chosen to be on the opening-night roster?

“You have to play the way you are supposed to play and maybe not try to do too much to fit a certain style,’’ said J.T. Brown, who appeared in five games with Tampa Bay after signing as a free agent at the end of the 2011-12 season. “You just have to go out there and play the way you know how to play and play your game.’’

It would be easy for those in contention for one of those spots to overthink the situation by trying to be something they are not. There are things the coaching staff wants to see, specifically when it comes to being defensively responsible.

But for the most part, the message from Cooper entering camp has been pretty straightforward.

“Don’t come to this camp or don’t jump into a game and do something that pulls you out of your comfort zone,’’ Cooper said. “We are trying to piece a puzzle together, and we want to see the guys at their best doing their best at what they do best. And when you do that it helps us fill in the blanks.’’

Most of the top candidates have come up through the system and made up the core of the successful two-year run of Tampa Bay’s AHL affiliate, which earned a Calder Cup championship two seasons ago and was the runner-up last year. Those younger players — Tyler Johnson, Brett Connolly, Ondrej Palat, Pierre-Cedric Labrie, Richard Panik and Brown — also have NHL experience of varying degrees.

Having that experience can only help heading into preseason action.

“I thought those (14 NHL games) were huge for me. Just confidence and knowing you can play against those players and have success, that is huge,’’ said Johnson, who scored 37 goals while winning AHL MVP last season and had three goals with Tampa Bay.

“Coming in to camp, I now have a little bit more of an idea on what to expect heading into games.’’

Palat, who led all playoff scorers in the AHL last season with 26 points in 18 games, also has appeared in the NHL, playing 14 games and scoring twice and adding two assists. But the former seventh-round pick knows what is ahead of him during the preseason games.

“Everyone knows there are a lot of prospects and a lot of high draft picks and only three or four spots,’’ Palat said. “So it’s going to be tough. It’s going to be important to show everything in these games.’’
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Bolts notes: Cooper eager for puck to drop
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By Erik Erlendsson | Tribune Staff 

 Published: September 17, 2013 

TAMPA — After watching many of the teams around the league open their exhibition schedules in the past few days, the Lightning will do the same tonight against the St. Louis Blues at the Amway Center in Orlando.

“It's exciting. You see games just started the past few days and you watch other teams out there,'' Lightning head coach Jon Cooper said. “I stayed up kind of late (Monday) night watching the Canucks play the Sharks and you are like, 'I can't wait for that to happen here in Tampa.' So I'm really looking forward to Orlando.''

Cooper said he will be on the bench for all four games this week instead of in the press box watching from above the ice.

“Because we have kind of a new (coaching) staff, I just think it's unfair to put different guys in different situations right now out of the gate,'' Cooper said. “We sent a message here from the get-go that we have been on the ice with them for every single (practice) session, so I don't see any reason why we would make it to the game to jump up to the press box. I want to be there with the guys. You get a pretty good feel for the guys when you're on the bench, so that's a big part of it, too, how guys act when they are on the bench, their whole demeanor, so you get a good grasp on that.''

The lineup for the preseason opener, including line combinations:

Forwards: Alex Killorn-Valtteri Filppula-Teddy Purcell; Dana Tyrell-Nate Thompson-B.J. Crombeen; Henri Ikonen-Mike Angelidis-Tom Pyatt; J.T. Brown-Cedric Paquette-Adam Erne

Defensive pairings: Matt Carle-Radko Gudas; Slater Koekkoek-Mark Barberio; Dmitry Korobov-Nikita Nesterov

Goaltenders: Cedrick Desjardins-Kristers Gudlevskis

Cooper said Desjardins and Gudlevskis are scheduled to split time in net.

Final scrimmage

Brett Connolly had the only goal during Tuesday's scrimmage, giving Team Blue a 1-0 victory. The goal was Connolly's second in as many scrimmages, with No. 3 overall pick Jonathan Drouin providing the primary assist on both.

“Our line has clicked well both games,'' Connolly said. “He's a world-class player, he showed that last year, and he's showing it at this training camp. He's fun to play with in practice and the games. He's very, very good at passing, and nine times out of 10 he is going to put it on your stick, so you have to be ready.''

G Anders Lindback stopped all 14 shots he faced in the first half of the scrimmage, while Ben Bishop stopped four of five shots. In the second half, Gudlevskis stopped all four shots he faced, while tryout invitee Eric Brassard stopped all seven shots he faced.

With only four goals scored in the two scrimmages, Cooper was somewhat torn assessing the results.

“I thought either we've taught really good defense or we sucked all the offense out of this really talented team,'' Cooper joked.

Out of action

D Dylan Blujus, a second-round pick in 2012, underwent knee surgery on Tuesday and gave out the information before the team.

Blujus sent out an update via his Twitter account @DBluu94 that stated: “It's never easy waking up this early when it's still dark as night out. #surgery''

Blujus has not been on the ice since training camp started after his knee issue was discovered during physicals and testing. The 19-year-old will remain with Tampa Bay during his rehabilitation.

Blujus is expected to return to Brampton in the Ontario Hockey League when ready to return to action.

First cuts

Tampa Bay reduced its training camp roster by four players, releasing Brassard, F Brett Welychka,  D Jake Dotchin and G Eric Brassard from their tryout agreements. Dotchin was a sixth-round draft by the Lightning in 2012 but remains unsigned.

Nuts and Bolts

Tampa Bay announced the signing of RW Joel Vermin to a standard three-year entry-level contract. Vermin, a seventh-round pick in this year's draft, will remain with Bern in the Swiss Elite League this season. ... Tonight will be the sixth preseason game the Lightning have played in Orlando, but just the second since 1996. Tampa Bay also faced St. Louis at Amway Center on Sept. 21, 2011.
Bolts notes: Scrimmage offers chance to perform

By Erik Erlendsson | Tribune Staff 

 Published: September 16, 2013 

TAMPA — Though a little sloppy and somewhat sluggish, a scrimmage on Monday provided the Tampa Bay Lightning a bit of a respite from the first three days of training camp drills.

Marty St. Louis and Brett Connolly each scored for Team White, while Ondrej Palat scored for Team Blue on Monday. Another scrimmage will take place Tuesday at 11:45 a.m. at the Forum.

Four goaltenders saw action on Monday. Ben Bishop stopped all four shots he faced for Team Blue in the first half. He was opposed by Anders Lindback, who allowed one goal on nine shots. Cedrick Desjardins finished with four saves for Team White in the second half, while Riku Helenius allowed two goals on five shots.

Palat scored on a scramble near the net on a puck that squeezed through Lindback. Connolly redirected a pass from Jonathan Drouin, while St. Louis converted a 2-on-1 with Steven Stamkos that started when defenseman Slater Koekkoek fell just inside the offensive blue line.

The biggest takeaway from Monday’s game-style action was getting a feel for the puck in something other than a drill.

“That’s as close are you going to get to playing in exhibition games to gear yourself up,’’ Stamkos said. “So, guys just have to be smart with no big hits, no fighting, but just little game situations where you don’t have as much time with the puck — faceoffs, defensive zone, stuff like that. It was a pretty good pace, just sort of feeling it out and get back into game atmosphere.’’

For head coach Jon Cooper, the scrimmage offered the first opportunity to see some of the system work done earlier in camp put into motion.

“It was far from perfection, but they worked really hard, so that was a good sign,’’ Cooper said. “They actually did a lot of good things. It was a little sloppy, but (there was) recognition of some defensive situations, our defensemen were gapping up well, just little things that maybe had not gone on in the past at the end of the year.’’

Cooper said that 

The rosters will be shuffled for Tuesday’s scrimmage, Cooper said, with some players who didn’t play Monday getting an opportunity. The scrimmage is open to the public starting at 11:30 a.m. and will be streamed live on www.tampabaylightning.com, with radio voice Dave Mishkin providing the play-by-play.

Unexpected welcome

During the scrimmage action, D Keith Aulie gave rookie RW Adam Erne a welcome-to-the-club hit as the big defenseman stepped up and dropped Erne to the ice near the blue line after Erne delivered a pass. The hit obviously caught the Lightning’s second-round pick, in his first NHL training camp, by surprise.

“I didn’t think we were open-ice hitting, that was one of the rules, but I guess we were,’’ Erne said with a smile.

For Erne, a standout for the Lightning prospect team that went undefeated in a four-team tournament in Coral Springs earlier this month, it’s been a series of gradual adjustments over the two weeks he has been in camp.

“From development camp to this camp to this first (scrimmage) game, they ease you into it and do a good job of that so it doesn’t all hit you at once,’’ he said.

Teaching moment

Twice during the scrimmage, Cooper stopped play to offer direction about what he wanted to see in particular situations, though he said not to expect that on Tuesday.

“Sometimes when you let it wait, all of a sudden the scenario is forgotten,” he said. “So, I felt it was important to go out there in a few situations and talk about it. Guys have to learn ...and we have a lot of work to do. But if they keep giving the same effort they have been giving, this is a great base to start with.’’
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Two goalies, both starting as No. 1’s
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Ben Bishop went 3-4-1 with a .917 save percentage for the Lightning last season after being acquired in a trade.

Anders Lindback says he is 100 percent recovered from the ankle injury that hampered him last season.

By Erik Erlendsson | Tribune Staff 

 Published: September 15, 2013 

TAMPA — Two young up-and-coming goaltenders. One net.

The math does not add up.

But the Lightning are hoping that two goaltenders — Ben Bishop and Anders Lindback — pushing each other equals one winning formula.

If that means the internal competition pushes one to the next level and he grabs the top spot, that’s great. If that internal competition keeps them both at the top of their games each and every night, and the starts end up being split come season’s end, that’s fine, too.

“I think it’s going to separate itself at some point,’’ Lightning coach Jon Cooper said. “I’ve been through the situation before at various levels and we won a Calder Cup (in the American Hockey League) basically splitting goaltenders, so I think it can be healthy. 

“Would you like one guy to take the reins and be the guy? Of course you would, because that means he’s the guy and you kind of want that. But they are both unbelievably capable.’’

Goaltending has been a revolving door for the organization, especially in the three seasons general manager Steve Yzerman has been in charge as nine different netminders have started at least one game.

Tampa Bay invested a lot to acquire the two young goaltenders — Bishop is 26, Lindback is 25 — via trade. Lindback cost Tampa Bay a pair of second-round picks and a third-round selection, while popular prospect Cory Conacher was dealt to acquire Bishop at the end of last season.

Now the competition will begin, with the plan to split starts to begin the season and let it play out.

“We have two young guys, two guys that are very eager to play that have to earn their ice time and that’s just what they are going to be trying to do every day and try to be the best they can be to earn that ice,’’ goaltending coach Frantz Jean said.

Bishop has been here before, battling with Brian Elliott in St. Louis for the backup job two years ago, and then for playing time with Robin Lehner in Ottawa last season after Craig Anderson was injured.

“Camp is pretty much the same as every camp. You got to go in and play well,’’ said Bishop, who went 3-4-1 with a 2.99 goals-against average and .917 save percentage after arriving in Tampa Bay last season. “You are competing against everybody and you’re trying to take somebody’s job or somebody is trying to take yours so that never changes. It is just part of the business. You (have to) play well and let your game do the talking.’’

Lindback, who served as the backup to Pekke Rinne for two seasons in Nashville before coming to Tampa, took the bulk of the work at the start of last season before faltering after the first month. Just when he seemed to be turning a corner, a high ankle sprain derailed his season.

“I started to feel comfortable, I slowed things down a little bit,’’ he said. “I thought I was pretty much all over the place at parts of the season, a lot of ups and downs and then I found a good feeling and then the injury came.’’ 

He didn’t feel the ankle was fully healed until midway through the summer, but he’s 100 percent now and ready to compete.

“I know I’m fighting for a starting job and all I can really do is try to focus on my game and try to be as best as I can so that I get a chance to play as much as I can,’’ Lindback said. “We are kind of in the same spot fighting for the job so it’s going to be good for us both. 

“I think it’s always good to have competition and we can learn from each other and push each other, so I think it’s good for both of us and it’s good for the team.’’

Which, ultimately, is what the team wants.

“I think it’s an asset for our organization,’’ Jean said. “You have two guys that are hungry, both had great summers in their preparation and they are eager to come in and show us and show everybody that they are genuine starters.

“I think we can only benefit from that. So I think we are in a good situation.’’
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Lightning Notebook: Vinik says Yzerman in no danger
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TAMPA — With one head coaching change already made and the goaltending situation unresolved, some suggest Tampa Bay general manager Steve Yzerman will enter his fourth year on the job on the hot seat.

Lightning owner Jeff Vinik, however, said that could not be further from the truth.

“I couldn’t be more pleased with the job Steve Yzerman is doing,’’ Vinik said Saturday after speaking to the crowd during Fan Fest. “I think he has put together the best, or one the best staffs in all of hockey. I think they have done a great job of drafting and developing players. I think he has made a lot of great moves over the years. And my general manager has my support 100 percent.’’

That point was evident in June when Vinik signed off on the decision to buy out the final seven years on Vinny Lecavalier’s contract, a decision that cost the organization more than $30 million.

“Steve and I discussed that, and as you know Steve makes 100 percent of the decisions when it comes to the hockey program, but when it comes to decisions of that magnitude and frankly a $30 million expense, it’s obviously something we discussed,’’ Vinik said.

“And right from Day One, Steve and I share the same objective and that’s to have a championship team here year after year and to be one of the best franchises in all of hockey. Unfortunately, we love Vinny Lecavalier, he’s a great player, he’s a great part of the community, but the current CBA left us no choice but to buy out his contract.’’

Though the Lightning reached the Eastern Conference finals in Yzerman’s first season in 2010-11, the team has failed to finish higher than 21st in the standings the past two seasons. Head coach Guy Boucher was fired in April and replaced by Jon Cooper, and the team has started nine different goaltenders in three years.

But the organization has enjoyed success at the minor-league level, winning an American League Hockey championship in 2011-12 and reaching the AHL finals last season.

To Vinik, that’s a sign that Yzerman’s plan is on track.

“I think from Day One when we brought in Steve Yzerman, he talked about how to develop a hockey program — putting great hockey executives in place, which he’s done,’’ Vinik said. “And it takes time, it’s a process. He’s doing a great job drafting and developing players, he’s had a lot of success (in the American Hockey League) winning the championship two years ago and last year coming in second. We have great young talent coming up, we have good coaching and we feel we have a great mix of veterans and young players right now, so we think we are on the right track of developing this into a consistently winning program.’’

So far, so good

Through three days of work on the ice, no players have come up with an injury that would keep them out of workouts. And with today an off day for the players, any soreness will have a day of rest.

“I saw a few tired bodies out there (Saturday), but everybody was in pretty good spirits out there and again I think it was a good effort,’’ Cooper said. “(It) was a 200-foot practice. They were going up and down the ice. It was a little longer than the usual ones so they had a lot of excuses to slow, down but they didn’t.’’

Nuts and Bolts

Lightning alumni Dave Andreychuk, Chris Dingman, Brian Bradley, John Tucker, Jassen Cullimore and Stan Neckar took part in the Police vs. Firefighters game Saturday morning, and Pat Jablonski served as coach. ... Tampa Bay officials announced 4,516 fans were in attendance for Fan Fest on Saturday. ... The team held a shootout competition at the end of each session on Saturday. RW Nikita Kucherov and RW Geoff Walker were the winners in the two main team practices. ... After today’s off day, the players will return to the ice on Monday. The session at the Forum will be open to the public with the doors opening at 11:30 a.m. An intrasquad scrimmage will be held from 11:45 a.m. to 12:30 p.m.

Erik Erlendsson
Lightning’s Vinik ‘couldn’t be more pleased’ with GM Yzerman
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TAMPA - With one head coaching change already made and the goaltending situation remaining unresolved, some suggest Tampa Bay general manager Steve Yzerman enters his fourth year on the job on the hot seat.

Lightning owner Jeff Vinik, however, said that could not be further from the truth.

“I couldn’t be more pleased with the job Steve Yzerman is doing,’’ Vinik said Saturday after speaking to the crowd during Fan Fest. “I think he has put together the best, or one the best staffs in all of hockey. I think they have done a great job of drafting and developing players. I think he has made a lot of great moves over the years. And my general manager has my support 100 percent.’’

That point was evident back in June when Vinik signed off on the decision to buy out the final seven years on the contract of Vinny Lecavalier, a decision that cost the organization more than $30 million.

“Steve and I discussed that, and as you know Steve makes 100 percent of the decisions when it comes to the hockey program, but when it comes to decisions of that magnitude and frankly a $30 million expense, it’s obviously something we discussed,’’ Vinik said. “And right from day one, Steve and I share the same objective and that’s to have a championship team here year after year and to be one of the best franchises in all of hockey. Unfortunately, we love Vinny Lecavalier, he’s a great player, he’s a great part of the community but the current CBA left us no choice but to buy out his contract.’’

Though the Lightning reached the Eastern Conference Final in Yzerman’s first season in 2010-11, the team has failed to finish higher than 21st in the league standings the past two seasons. Head coach Guy Boucher was fired in April last season and replaced by Jon Cooper while the team has started eight different goaltenders in three years.

But at the minor league level the organization has enjoyed success, winning an American League Hockey championship in 2011-12 and reaching the AHL final last season. To Vinik, that’s a sign that Yzerman’s plan is on track.

“I think from day one when we brought in Steve Yzerman he talked about how to develop a hockey program – putting great hockey executives in place, which he’s done,’’ Vinik said. “And it takes time, it’s a process, he’s doing a great job drafting and developing players, he’s had a lot of success (in the American Hockey League) winning the championship two years ago and last year coming in second. We have great young talent coming up, we have good coaching and we feel we have a great mix of veterans and young players right now, so we think we are on the right track of developing this into a consistently winning program.’’

It’s a process Vinik completely agrees with and will continue to allow to develop.

“We want to win the Stanley Cup this year, and do we have a shot at winning the cup this year, yes we absolutely do and I hope we do. A couple of years ago we almost did, so there is no way of predicting,’’ Vinik said. “But the way to develop a program that is going to be in the top of the NHL year after year after year is to draft young players and have them develop through the system and be contributors over time. It takes patience, but we are getting there, these young players are coming up and making a difference right now.’’

eerlendsson@tampatrib.com
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Bolts F Malone tries new training to stay healthy
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TAMPA — When he’s on the ice, Ryan Malone’s presence is felt.

The 6-foot-4, 220-pound winger uses his size to win battles in the corners and provides a true power forward presence. Opponents have a difficult time moving him from the front of the net, especially on the power play.

His problem is staying on the ice long enough for the Lightning to benefit from what he can do.

Injury plagued since arriving from Pittsburgh in a trade prior to the 2008-09 season, Malone is yet to appear in more than 85 percent of the team’s games. Malone appeared in 70, 69, 54 and 68 games in each of four full seasons with Tampa Bay, plus 24 of 48 games last season.

“It’s been very frustrating; you want to be out there helping and any time you are not, it’s very frustrating,’’ Malone said. “So, this summer it was important for me to stay focused with my training to be able to last a full season. That would be nice.’’

Some of that training goes beyond the normal routine for Malone, who now incorporates yoga into his workouts. He has also begun to utilize Functional Movement Screening, which essentially studies athletes and grades their movement patterns to identify functional limitations and asymmetries.

The yoga has helped Malone with his flexibility, while the FMS allows a more detailed workout routine to keep everything in line.

“It helps balance the body out, and with the injuries I’ve had the body always compensates and gets things out of whack,” Malone said. “So, it was just preparing me for 82 games. It’s a lot about injury prevention, and that helped a lot. It’s different training than I’m used to, but I definitely see better results than I have in previous summers.’’

Despite missing 25 percent of the games in the past five years, Malone has been able to produce, reaching the 20-goal mark three times.

“To watch him play down low, he’s one of those rare guys who is big, strong and powerful and has really good hands,” Lightning coach Jon Cooper said. “He’s got a knack around the net and it will be our job to make sure the blue paint is his home.

“If he does that, he can have a successful season.’’

Beyond Malone, the Lightning don’t have much size among their forwards. When he’s not in the lineup, it affects the team.

“We need to have that, the role he plays, the presence he has,” veteran Marty St. Louis said. “He needs to be healthy to fill that role. The kind of game he plays in the paint, he’s a presence at the net. When he’s not healthy, he just can’t do it. ...It’s imperative to our success.’’

Perhaps that’s a big reason Malone is still with the team despite plenty of offseason speculation he was a potential buyout or trade target. Malone has two years left on a seven-year deal that will pay him $2.5 million each of the next two seasons, although he carries a salary cap hit of $4.5 million.

While Malone had a full no-movement clause in his contract for the first five years, it is now a modified no-trade clause for the final two years. When the it kicked on Sept. 1, he submitted to general manager Steve Yzerman a list of 12 teams to which he would accept a trade.

But moving elsewhere is not on his mind.

“I talked to Steve and he said injuries happen, so I just needed to get ready for the season,’’ Malone said. “He thinks I can help the team out here, and that was kind of it. And the one (trade) rumor, the reporter actually called me to apologize. So, overall talking to Steve, I thought I was OK, but rumors start going and you don’t really know.

“For the most part I was just concentrating on getting healthy, and whatever happens, happens. I want to be in Tampa and want to prove that I belong here.

eerlendsson@tampatrib.com 
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Bolts notes: Single sheet of ice gets Cooper in mix
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TAMPA — By holding training camp at The Forum, the Tampa Bay Lightning are able to utilize one sheet of ice for practice.

With 62 players on the camp roster, there are three groups to work with, and head coach Jon Cooper is on the ice for all of them. That, he said, is better than having split sessions on two sheets of ice.

“I just think it’s essential,” Cooper said. “We have 62 players, and if our staff can have an impact on those players, I think we owe it to the organization to be out there for them. I want to get to know them. I want them to get to know us, what our standard is, and the only way to do that is throw yourself in the foxhole with them.’’

Being on the ice for all three practices makes for a long day for the coaching staff. For the first two days of camp, the first practice began at 9 a.m. and the final session ended at 3:30 p.m.

The three-session format will continue through the next few days leading up to the first preseason game on Wednesday in Orlando against St. Louis. The coaching staff intends to be on the ice working closely with each group, which is better than than watching from the stands or getting reports from a simultaneous practice on a separate sheet of ice.

“I’m a believer that you have to be in there,’’ Cooper said. “I went to the rookie tournament (last weekend) and I’ve been with a lot of the American League guys and got to watch the playoff run last year. So, I’ve done a lot, but there is no better education than to be in the trenches with them.’’

Captain calling

The Lightning’s next captain will be announced at an invitation-only event on Oct. 1, two days before the season-opening game at Boston. Pictured on the invitation are owner Jeff Vinik, general manager Steve Yzerman, Cooper and the two leading candidates for captain: arty St. Louis and Steven Stamkos. The captaincy opened up with the team bought out Vinny Lecavalier’s contract in June.

Open and streaming

The Lightning will hold open practice at the Forum on Monday and Tuesday featuring intra-squad scrimmages from 11:45 a.m. to 12:30 p.m. Those days were previously closed to the public. Doors will open at 11:30 a.m. The team also will live stream the controlled scrimmages on the its website — www.tampabaylightning.com — with radio voice Dave Mishkin providing play-by-play.

Friday’s practice at the Ice Sports Forum in Brandon also is open to the public, as well as all practices at Germain Arena in Estero from Sept. 23 to Sept. 28.

Shuffling around

Cooper is shuffling players among the assigned work groups — G Riku Helenius and Cedrick Desjardins were moved on Friday — to put players with different amounts of NHL experience together.

“

“Some guys are not going to get exhibition games and we need to fill these rosters,” Cooper said. “So, we are pulling guys from all three groups to play in the games and we need to put guys in situations and see if they can keep up. As for the goaltenders, we just want to give guys different looks and it doesn’t hurt to get different guys shooting at you.’’

Nuts and Bolts

Single game tickets go on sale Saturday exclusively at the Forum box office from 8 a.m. to noon, before going on sale to the general public. ...The first round of cuts could come as early as Tuesday, but most will take place after the preseason game on Sept. 21 and before the team heads to Estero. ...The team is off on Sunday.

Erik Erlendsson
Bolts open camp with focus on better defense
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TAMPA — Sometimes statistics can be misinterpreted or twisted to suit an argument.

But for the Lightning, there is no candy-coating or manipulating one particular stat: no team has allowed more goals than Tampa Bay in the past two seasons.

It doesn’t matter how many goals Tampa Bay scored in that same span. Nor does it matter that in the past two seasons Steven Stamkos won a Rocket Richard trophy with a 60-goal season and Marty St. Louis a scoring title.

The Lightning were at the bottom of the standings, well outside the playoff picture.

So, right from the first team meeting of training camp, that point was emphasized. Once the players hit the ice for the first time on Thursday, it was reinforced as the coaching staff began implementing the system the team will use.

It focuses on shoring up defensive-zone play.

“I would say that’s definitely a theme,’’ head coach Jon Cooper said. “It doesn’t take a rocket scientist to open up the stat pack and see. We are the only team to give up more than 400 goals the past two seasons, and we have to shore that up.’’

In 2011-12, Tampa Bay finished last in goals against, allowing 278. Last season, they were 26th overall, giving up 147 in the abbreviated 48-game season. With a combined 425 goals allowed in the past two seasons, the Lightning gave up 29 more goals than any other team during that same span.

Although the Lightning are among the top scoring teams in the league, finishing third with 147 goals last season and ranking fifth overall the past two seasons combined at 2.9 goals per game, that formula of high-octane offense combined with shoddy defense does not translate into victories.

“We want to score, but we want to win 3-2 and not lose 4-3,’’ new assistant coach Rick Bowness said. “So, we are not trying to affect the offense at all. In fact, the better quality defense you are going to play, the better quality offense you are going to get, really.’’

The onus does not fall squarely on the goaltender, nor just on the defensemen. While the goaltending needs to improve and the defense can be better, one or two positions were not responsible for what went on the past two seasons. Nor are improvements in just those areas going to lower the goals-against average this season.

“It takes a team to do it,’’ Cooper said. “You can’t sit there and rely on your goaltender to make every single save. All five guys have to buy in when they are playing defense. It’s not as fun playing (defense); it’s a lot more fun to score goals. Do you need to score goals? Yes, you do to win a hockey game. But to win in this league, it’s a premium to keep the puck out of the net and we are working on that.’’

During the past two seasons, Tampa Bay’s struggles were no secret. But to be presented with the statistical analysis in the first team meeting of the season served as a reminder of what needs to be done.

“We went around the stats the last couple of years and saw how well we have done as a team offensively and how (poorly) we have done defensively; that definitely is the theme of our camp,’’ Stamkos said. “We saw it on Day One. We did a lot of defensive zone stuff, a lot of detail things.

“If you look at a lot of the teams that have been successful the past couple of years, they can put the puck in the net, but they can keep it out just as well. So, as Coop says, why can’t we be good at both? And that’s something we are working on, for sure.’’

It requires everybody to have the same goal.

“The most important thing is for us to commit to defense,’’ defenseman Victor Hedman said. “As soon as we don’t have the puck, we need to have five guys thinking defense. Our philosophy has to be focus on defense. While we have the puck, we have the speed and the skill to create offense, so (better defense) is going to be our theme this year.’’

eerlendsson@tampatrib.com
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Bolts notes: Draft pick Drouin tries center position
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TAMPA — Tampa Bay Lightning rookie forward and No.3 overall draft pick Jonathan Drouin earned the reputation as a play-making winger who can score goals.

But the Lightning want to get a look at him at the center position.

During last week’s prospect tournament in Coral Springs, Drouin played in two of the three games, testing the ice at center in the second game.

“In junior, he played on the wing, but he was with a talented player in (No. 1 overall pick) Nate MacKinnon, so I think that was the right fit for them in that situation,’’ Lightning head coach Jon Cooper siad. “Maybe the right fit in our organization is the wing, maybe it’s at center. So, we are giving him a look in both spots just to see where he can fit. He’s not the only one we are moving around, but he comes with the third overall tag on him and a microscope on him, so we’ll see how he looks.’’

What did Cooper think of Drouin in the prospect game and during Thursday’s first on-ice practice?

“I thought he looked great,’’ Cooper said. “I was pretty impressed.’’

During practice, Drouin skated at left wing during drills with 2011 first-round draft pick C Vladislav Namestnikov and 2010 first-round pick RW Brett Connolly.

Absence felt

Former Lightning captain Vinny Lecavalier reported to camp on Thursday — in Philadelphia.

The Lightning’s all-time leader in games played, Lecavalier is absent from Tampa Bay’s training camp for the first time since 1998, when he was drafted first overall. For players who were around Lecavalier the past few seasons, not seeing him at training camp is a bit of a strange feeling.

“I don’t think it’s going to set in until the season starts,” center Steven Stamkos said. “You keep expecting to see him walking through the door. We know it’s different, it’s tough, but that’s part of the game. You lose close friends and teammates. We just wish him the best. We just have to move on with what we have to do.’’

Quick pace

Thursday’s first practice — with players divided into three groups for three different sessions — had an up-tempo feel.

“I thought today was pretty faced pace for the first day, which is a good sign,’’ Stamkos said. “Guys are pretty excited, ready and willing to compete for spots on this team.’’

Cooper said some of that is by design to utilize the nervous energy that comes with the first day of practice.

“Guys are excited, everybody is a little on edge and they are rushing the drills a little bit,’’ Cooper said. “The first group, first drill, everybody was missing passes just because they are excited. It was a little bit up-tempo.

“These guys come in in excellent shape, but you have to get them into game shape. You can’t ride a bike all summer and expect to be in game shape. But the energy level was great and if they can keep what we had here today through the rest of camp, it could be a good start for us.’’

Nuts and Bolts

New C Valtteri Filppula was between RW Teddy Purcell and LW Alex Killorn for practice, while LW Ryan Malone skated with RW Marty St. Louis and Stamkos. ...Friday’s practice sessions are closed to the public. ...Cooper might try to find preseason game time for all five goaltenders, including Kristers Gudlevskis the team’s fifth-round draft pick this year. ...The team will hold intrasquad scrimmages on Monday and Tuesday at 11:45 a.m. - 12:30 p.m.

Erik Erlendsson
Lightning veterans, young players will compete for playing time
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Defenseman Victor Hedman measures 6-foot-6 as 5-2 Kim Philip takes the measurement at Wednesday’s evaluations.

Veteran Marty St. Louis is tested for his vertical leap during physical evaluations Wednesday on the first day of Lightning camp.
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TAMPA — Optimism owns opening day.

Every slate starts clean.

As players reported to Lightning training camp on Wednesday, once all the testing was complete, smiles were prevalent.

“Enthusiasm is a great word,’’ Tampa Bay coach Jon Cooper said. “You can tell everybody has a little jump in their step. The vets are invigorated ... This is kind of a new era, I suppose, and there is a crop of young talent coming in that the organization hasn’t seen, I think, in quite some time.’’

In many ways, perhaps this season can be considered a transitional year for the Lightning franchise, trending toward the vision general manager Steve Yzerman had in mind when he assumed the role following the 2009-10 season of a team that is capable of being a contender year-after-year. That is how Yzerman lived it as a player with the Red Wings and how he cut his teeth with the same organization as an executive in the front office. In Detroit, he watched the drafting and developing of players, infusing young talent with the core that turned Detroit into one of the top organizations in professional sports.

By no means are the Lightning near that standard three seasons into Yzerman’s tenure, but that blueprint is being followed, with glimpses of it already starting to show.

Two years ago, Tampa Bay’s top farm team captured the American Hockey League championship, and some of those players who led Norfolk to a title got a taste of the NHL last season — Alex Killorn, Tyler Johnson, Richard Panik, Ondrej Palat, Radko Gudas and Cory Conacher (who was traded to Ottawa for goaltender Ben Bishop). Last season, the Lightning’s AHL team in Syracuse returned to the Calder Cup final, falling short of consecutive championships after a series loss to Grand Rapids, Detroit’s top minor-league affiliate.

Now, many of the Lightning’s top prospects are primed to earn a roster spot with the NHL club to join a nulceus that includes Marty St. Louis, Steven Stamkos, Victor Hedman, Nate Thompson, Teddy Purcell, Matt Carle and Ryan Malone, among others.

“Some might look at it like you are going younger, rebuild, and that word gets thrown around a lot. I don’t think that’s the case this year, we have a good nucleus of guys that have been here four or five years now,’’ Stamkos said. “Those young guys, they are young but they have a lot of playoff experience in the AHL the past couple of years. There are a lot of them that have had a chance to play in the NHL the past couple of years, so it’s not like they are coming in blind. They are coming in having had that experience. So it’s exciting, it’s a new team, different than any other we’ve had in the past with regards to having younger guys.’’

That group also includes Mark Barberio, Andrej Sustr, Vladislav Namestnikov, Dmitry Korobov, J.T. Brown and Brett Connolly, all of whom played key roles in helping Syracuse get to the final last season, and they are in line for playing time in Tampa Bay. Behind that group is No. 3 overall pick Jonathan Drouin (who figures to fight for a spot on the Lightning roster this season), Nikita Kucherov, Luke Witkowski, Tanner Richard, Slater Koekkoek, Nikita Nesterov, Adam Erne and other prospects who will soon be knocking on the NHL door.

“We feel this year, more than any other that we’ve been here as a staff, there is a lot of competition for jobs on the roster, we have young players pushing veterans for ice time and trying to get a more increased role, really at all levels (in the organization),’’ Yzerman said. “It just takes time, it’s important to be patient with them, let them go through the process and not try to rush them through things. Three years (since taking over), we are starting to see that, guys that have been in our organization a few years, now pushing for jobs. It’s a program and a process that you want to stick to and follow every year.’’

How does that translate right now for a Lightning franchise that has missed the playoffs five of the past six seasons?

“I think we have a lot to prove. ... There is just a lot of new things, and obviously we have to be better as a team this year to be a playoff team,’’ St. Louis said. “Whether a kid is young or older, if they can come in and make our team better, that’s the most important thing. This next three weeks will probably dictate who is going to be here, and we’ll get a glance at how much better we are getting.’’
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Bolts notes: Team in no hurry to name new captain
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TAMPA — The Tampa Bay Lightning are in no rush to name a new captain. They don’t expect to do so until training camp breaks at the end of September.

The captaincy became vacant when the team bought out the contract of franchise icon Vinny Lecavalier, who had held the leadership role since 2008 in his second go-around as team captain.

The top candidates to wear the captain’s “C’ on his jersey this season are Marty St. Louis, the longest tenured player on the roster, and C Steven Stamkos, who figures to be the face of the franchise for years to come.

The coaching staff, which is new this season with head coach Jon Cooper and assistants Rick Bowness and George Gwozdecky, wants to let the situation play out through training camp, general manager Steve Yzerman said.

“We don’t want to turn it into a bit of a sideshow, that’s not our intention,’’ Yzerman said. “We have a lot of new faces, a new coaching staff and we want to let the leadership group evolve. We have a plan and we’ll name the captains at the end of camp right before the season starts.’’

St. Louis is concentrating on getting through training camp and the preseason, not on whether he will be named captain. Stamkos said the dynamic of the leadership group won’t change, regardless of who is named captain.

“It’s a letter that goes on your jersey and it’s an honor to have it, but it doesn’t necessarily mean you are the only guy allowed to speak up or be a leader on the team,’’ Stamkos said. “I don’t think that’s going to change this group at all.’’

Reunited

D Matt Carle and Gwozdecky were reunited when the longtime University of Denver head coach was hired by Tampa Bay this summer.

Carle played three seasons under Gwozdecky at Denver from 2003-06, winning NCAA championships in 2004 and 2005 before heading to the NHL with the San Jose.

“It will be a fun experience to go through the grind of an NHL season with him,’’ Carle said. “It’s been seven years since I was playing for him and that’s a pretty long window to go, and I’m sure this time around will be a lot different. I’m a lot older, and he is, too.

“So, I think it will be fun. I’ve joked around with him more when I saw him before camp than I did the three years I played for him.’’

Recovering

D Brian Lee, who had surgery this summer to repair a torn ACL that occurred during the American Hockey League playoffs last season, has resumed skating but has not been cleared to resume full on-ice activities.

The injury did not happen on a particular play, Lee said, but was the result of a gradual wearing down over the past few years. The former No. 9 overall pick in 2005 by Ottawa, Lee started last season with Tampa Bay, but struggled. In 22 games, he failed to record a point and was minus-13 before being placed on waivers and finishing the season with Syracuse. The 26-year-old has one year remaining on his contract.

“For the last five years it’s been bothering me, “ Lee said of his knee. “And I’m sure when you are thinking about something all the time, it’s going to effect you, wondering if it’s going to hold up or not, if it’s going to be sore for that game or that period or whatever.”

Nuts and Bolts

D Mattias Ohlund and Lee are the only players not cleared to skate during camp. ...G Eric Brassard, who injured his triceps muscle during last week’s rookie tournament in Coral Springs, is expected to be on the ice when practices starts Thursday. ...C Mike Angelidis reported to camp, but is set to leave at a moments notice to be with his wife, Lenna, who is at the couple’s home in Toronto expecting their first child, a girl. Angelidis expects to be away from camp for about three days. The official due date is Sept. 21.

Erik Erlendsson
St. Louis confident Lightning can contend
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More Information

Lightning training camp

Players report to camp today at the Forum in Tampa for physicals and off-ice testing. Here are a few key dates:

Thursday: First day of practice, with 62 players divided among three groups for practice sessions at 9 a.m., 10:45 a.m. and 1:45 p.m. at the Forum. Sessions are open to the public.

Saturday: Fan Fest at 8 a.m. at the Forum, featuring autograph sessions, concession and merchandise discounts and the start of single-game ticket sales at the box office.

Sept. 18: Preseason opener against St. Louis at Amway Arena in Orlando

Sept. 19: Preseason home opener against Nashville

By Erik Erlendsson | Tribune Staff 

 Published: September 10, 2013 

TAMPA — A little less than nine months from now comes the 10-year anniversary of the Lightning's lone Stanley Cup title.

So much has changed in that span, but there is one constant from that championship-winning team that remains — the heart-and-soul of the locker room, Marty St. Louis.

When Tampa Bay reports this morning for the start of training camp in preparation for the 2013-14 season, that chase to again reach the top begins once more for St. Louis nearly a decade after being at the pinnacle of the game.

As St. Louis draws closer to the end of his stellar career, the fire to get back to that spot burns stronger than ever because he knows his clock is ticking even as Tampa Bay transitions to a younger core of prospects coming up through the system, leading to the potential for more growing pains on the ice.

“I'd like to say I have a few good years left in me, but I don't think — and I don't know if patient is the right word — but I don't feel like I have that much time,'' said St. Louis, who captured his second career scoring title last season. “For me, I hope these guys are ready, and guys are coming into their own ... (because) you want to play in April and May. That's what defines careers, sometimes.''

Too few times in the past decade has St. Louis had the chance to play into April and May. Since winning the title in 2004, Tampa Bay has qualified for the playoffs only three times, twice being eliminated in the opening round. In 2011, the Lightning played deep into the postseason, losing out in Game 7 of the Eastern Conference finals.

In the two years since reaching the cusp of a return to the Stanley Cup finals, Tampa Bay has been in the bottom third of the league, including 28th place overall in last year's lockout-shortened season.

Now, as St. Louis gets set to start his 13th season with the Lightning, Tampa Bay's roster is littered with many young prospects (such as Jonathan Drouin, Alex Killorn, Tyler Johnson, J.T. Brown, Richard Panik and Brett Connolly) and a pair of unproven young goaltenders (Ben Bishop and Anders Lindback) trying to help lead the franchise back toward contention.

Though it seems the Lightning are in a rebuilding mode, St. Louis doesn't see it that way.

Instead, the 38-year-old former league MVP sees a talented roster that might be ready to make the next step, rather than take another step back.

“To me, when a team is rebuilding, it's more that the young kids are not really ready but you still go with it,'' St. Louis said. “I feel like we have young players, quality players. Those guys when they come into the league at 18 or 19, they are impact players right away. So that doesn't mean you are rebuilding, that means you got better right away. That's the way I look it. I don't look at it that we are rebuilding.”

With all the success St. Louis has enjoyed — Stanley Cup championship, MVP, two-time scoring champion — and the level at which he still plays, he seems a perfect fit to be a leader, someone that many of the young prospects will look toward.

And with Vinny Lecavalier no longer with the franchise after his contract was bought out in June, the captaincy role is open, with St. Louis at the top of the list of candidates.

In recent seasons, St. Louis has worn the letter as an alternate captain, though it was more of a co-captain role with Lecavalier more than anything else.

The team is not expected to name the ninth captain in franchise history until after training camp concludes and St. Louis said he's not worried about whether he ends up with the C on his sweater. Instead, he is concentrating on getting through training camp on the preseason schedule.

“I'll be ready if called upon,'' he said.

The other leading candidate believed to be under consideration for the captaincy, Steven Stamkos, says naming St. Louis to that role seems a logical choice.

“Marty is a guy that I've been trying to learn from since Day One, everyone knows that,'' Stamkos said. “He's a heart-and-soul guy on this team and he's been here for a long time. He'd get my vote.''

That's the respect St. Louis has earned in his tenure with Tampa Bay.

eerlendsson@tampatrib.com

(813) 259-7835
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Lightning report for training camp; open practices Thursday
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The Tampa Bay Lightning open their first training camp under coach Jon Cooper today, with players reporting for physicals and testing.

The team will hit the ice for the first time Thursday at the Forum, with practices open to the public at 9 a.m., 10:45 a.m. and 1:45 p.m.

Players are broken into groups, with the top players in the two main sessions (rosters below). Group Bowness goes from 11:45 a.m. to 12:30 p.m. and Group Gwozdecky from 2:45 to 3:30 p.m. Group Thomas practices from 9 a.m. to 10:15 a.m.

Friday’s practices are closed to the public.

Fan Fest is at 8 a.m. Saturday at the Forum, with open practices, a charity game featuring firefighters and police officers, and merchandise discounts. Player groups hit the ice at 8:30 and 10 a.m., and 12:30 p.m. During the charity game, Lightning players from the first two sessions will sign autographs on the arena concourse beginning at 11:45 a.m. The third group will sign from 2:15 to 3 p.m.

Sunday is an off day, and practices at the Forum from Monday to Sept. 19 are closed to the public.

Tampa Bay opens the preseason against St. Louis on Sept. 18 at Amway Arena in Orlando, the first of four games on consecutive nights. They Lightning play Nashville at the Forum on Sept. 19, at St. Louis on Sept. 20 and against Florida at the Forum on Sept. 21.

With a concert at the Forum on Sept. 20, camp that day will be at the Ice Sports Forum in Brandon, with a pregame skate for players heading to St. Louis from 9:15 to 9:45 a.m. Group Thomas hits the ice from 10 to 11 a.m. and Group Bowness from 11:45 a.m. to 12:45 p.m. Brandon sessions are open to the public.

Sept. 22 is a day off, and from Sept. 23 to 28, camp moves to the Germain Arena in Estero, south of Fort Myers. The Lightning play Florida at Germain Arena on Sept. 26 and end the preseason at Florida on Sept. 28.

Cooper was promoted to Lightning head coach March 25, going 4-8-3 after the firing of Guy Boucher.

Cooper was hired by Tampa Bay to coach its AHL affiliates, leading Norfolk to the Calder Cup in 2011-12 and Syracuse to a league-best 39-18-8 mark last season before taking over the Lightning.

The Lightning open the regular season at Boston on Oct. 3.

*****

PRACTICE GROUPS

Group Bowness (22)

Defensemen: Keith Aulie, Dylan Blujus, J-P Cote, Victor Hedman, Joey Mormina, Sami Salo, Andrej Sustr, Matt Taormina.

Forwards: Brett Connolly, Jonathan Drouin, Adam Erne, Tyler Johnson, Pierre-Cedric Labrie, Ryan Malone, Vladislav Namestnikov, Richard Panik, Tanner Richard, Marty St. Louis, Steven Stamkos, Geoff Walker

Goaltenders: Cedrick Desjardins, Anders Lindback

Group Gwozdecky (22)

Defensemen: Mark Barberio, Eric Brewer, Matt Carle, Radko Gudas, Slater Koekkoek, Dmitry Korobov, Nikita Nesterov, Artem Sergeez

Forwards: Mike Angelidis, J.T. Brown, B.J. Crombeen, Valtteri Filppula, Alex Killorn, Nikita Kucherov, Ondrej Palat, Cedric Paquette, Teddy Purcell, Tom Pyatt, Nate Thompson, Dana Tyrell

Goaltenders: Ben Bishop, Riku Helenius

Group Thomas (16)

Forwards: Brady Brassart, Danick Gauthier, Henri Ikonen, Maxime Langelier-Parent, Eric Neilson, Philippe Paradis, Evan Rankin, Brett Welychka, Luke Witkowski.

Defensemen: Jake Dotchin, Charles Landry, Dan Milan, Carl Nielsen, Drew Olson,

Goaltenders: Eric Brassard, Kristers Gudlevskis.
Bolts forward Connolly ready to compete
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More Information

Lightning training camp

Players report to camp at the Forum in Tampa on Wednesday for physicals and off-ice testing.

 Here are a few key dates:

 Thursday: First day of practice, with 62 players divided among three groups for practice sessions at 9 a.m., 10:45 a.m. and 1:45 p.m. at the Forum. Sessions are open to the public.

 Saturday: Fan Fest at 8 a.m. at the Forum, featuring autograph sessions, concession and merchandise discounts and the start of single-game ticket sales at the box office.

 Sept. 18: Preseason opener against St. Louis at Amway Arena in Orlando.

 Sept. 19: Preseason home opener against Nashville.

By Erik Erlendsson | Tribune Staff 
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TAMPA — Before Brett Connolly left his teenage years, the former first-round draft pick experienced more downs than ups.

A hip injury forced him to miss most of his draft-year season, leading to questions about his durability. And a confidence-eroding rookie season as a 19-year-old left some pondering whether Tampa Bay made a mistake selecting the winger with the sixth overall pick in 2010.

But after a sophomore pro season in which he experienced some success last year, the 21-year-old enters Lightning training camp this week a more mature player ready to make his mark. Connolly will compete for one of the few open forward spots on the Tampa Bay roster when players officially report on Wednesday.

“I have a lot to prove,” Connolly said. “I know that I am a better player and I'm not the same player I was when I was 19. I just need to show that. I'm looking to build on everything that I did last year and bring that here (to training camp) and prove to the organization that I want to be here long term. I want to be a part of this; they have a good thing going here.”

Connolly made the Lightning as a 19-year-old for the 2011-12 season and started off well with four goals during a seven-game span in November — including his first overtime winner. But he faded as the season carried on and was loaned to Canada for the World Junior Championships in late December.

When he returned to the Lightning, Connolly was a frequent healthy scratch and did not score over the final 50 games of the season. It was a far cry from his 46-goal campaign his final year in junior hockey with Prince George.

“I was 19 years old, and in junior, I would score more times than not,” Connolly said. “And coming in here, it didn't happen. My first year here, it was tough for a while. There were days you wake up and you are squeezing your stick a little too tight.”

Last year, however, the scoring touch returned and his confidence was regained.

Connolly learned to be a more complete player by working on the defensive side of his game, while still finishing the regular season with 31 goals and 63 points for Syracuse in the American Hockey League, both second on the team.

Though not initially named to the AHL All-Star game, he was named to the second-team at the end of the season.

In the playoffs, Connolly appeared in all 18 games as the Crunch advanced to the Calder Cup final, finishing with six goals despite a back injury.

“He's very skilled, he works hard and I think he got smarter as the year went on,'' said Tyler Johnson, a Syracuse teammate and the reigning AHL MVP. “He became one of our best players by the end of the year.

“He's a great guy to have on the ice. You felt like he was able to be on in any situation, and you felt like you trusted him in every situation. I think that's the big thing, he learned to play a smart two-way game.”

Though Connolly did not come to the Lightning's abbreviated training camp when the lockout was resolved in January, he earned a five-game call-up near the end of the season after coach Jon Cooper, who started the year with Syracuse, was promoted to the Lightning. Connolly scored on April 11 against Pittsburgh, ending a 54-game goals drought before returning to Syracuse for the postseason run.

“There were some days where you are not confident as a young kid and things are not going your way, but I just learned to put that behind me, move on, and I improved different parts of my game,” Connolly said.

“Last year was the best thing for me. I got to play a lot, I had a good season and regained confidence again. I got to do a lot of things I know I can do well and just making plays, scoring again. And it was good to get that back. So, I just want to carry that into training camp and into this year.”
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Lightning prospect team undefeated in tournament

By Erik Erlendsson | Tribune Staff 

 Published: September 8, 2013 

The Lightning prospect team was undefeated at 2-0-1 in a weekend tournament after Sunday’s 2-1 victory against host Florida at Saveology IcePlex in Coral Springs. Nikita Kucherov had both Tampa Bay goals in the finale to finish with four in three games. Kucherov played on a line Sunday with 2013 No. 3 overall pick Jonathan Drouin, a combination coach Rob Zettler liked.

“Drouin and Kucherov were kind of magical out there,’’ Zettler told the team web site. “Some really nice chances and an unbelievable goal.’’

Goaltender Kristers Gudlevskis stopped 22 of 23 shots.

All prospect team players are expected to report when Tampa Bay opens training camp on Wednesday.
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New Bolt Filppula a center of attention
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TAMPA — Not many new faces dot the roster for the Tampa Bay Lightning heading into the opening of training camp on Wednesday.

But one will be the center of attention.

Free-agent acquisition Valtteri Filppula landed with Tampa Bay on the opening day of free agency, signing a five-year, $25 million contract after spending eight seasons in the Detroit Red Wings organization, the past seven in the NHL.

After Tampa Bay bought out the remaining seven years on franchise icon Vinny Lecavalier’s contract in late June, the Lightning needed to fill the void at second-line center. Filppula was the primary target of general manager Steve Yzerman, who knew Filppula well from Yzerman’s days as an executive with the Red Wings.

Filppula, who showed up in Tampa this week to begin informal skates with his new teammates, is ready to start the next chapter of his career.

“It’s going to be exciting,” Filppula said. “Hopefully it will be a good season for us, and I’m looking forward to it.’’

Before arriving in Tampa, Filppula made a stop in Detroit for one last skate at Joe Louis Arena with his former teammates. It wasn’t exactly planned as a way to close the chapter on his Red Wings days, but it played out that way as he parted ways with familiar faces in familiar places before embarking on his new destination.

“I turned the page pretty quick after I signed to play here, but I still have a place there, and it was a good place to skate,” said Filppula, 29.

“It wasn’t really that hard, to be honest. I have a lot of good friends, so it was a lot of fun (to go back). I was there for a long time, so in that way it was tough to leave. But I’m more so excited about the upcoming season.”

Filppula signed with Tampa Bay on July 5, eight days after Lecavalier’s buyout. The natural inclination, then, is to view Filppula as the replacement for Lecavalier.

But Lightning coach Jon Cooper said he will go into training camp with no preconceived notions regarding Filppula’s role or what line he will play on when the season opens Oct. 3. Cooper has never seen Filppula play in person and knows the player only from tape, so he will see how things play out in training camp and during the preseason.

Lecavalier, the No. 1 overall pick by the Lightning in 1998, has 383 goals and 491 assists in 1,037 career games. Filppula, also a left-handed shot, has 100 goals and 151 assists in 483 career games.

“I think everybody in our organization 100 percent knows that it is not even comparable,’’ Cooper said of comparing Filppula with Lecavalier. “But because they play the same position, they shoot the same hand, of course they are going to be compared. I just think that’s unfair to put that on Val, because Vinny has been doing it in this league for 15 years at a high level. So, that’s an unfair comparison.’’

Cooper is certainly savvy enough to know Filppula will be a welcome addition to the roster.

“I think he is coming right into his prime, and he’s spent pretty much his entire professional career being educated at a Grade-A organization,’’ Cooper said. “And he has won. He comes from a winning organization, so any time you can take players out of that environment while you are trying to create that in your organization, it will help us.’’

Filppula also wants to put last season behind him.

In 2011-12, Filppula registered career highs with 23 goals, 43 assists and 66 points. Last season, however, he scored just nine goals and 17 points in 41 games.

A knee sprain suffered while playing in Finland during the lockout kept him off the ice for six weeks. He recovered around the time the NHL lockout was resolved, but he was not in playing shape. Filppula also was slowed by a shoulder injury that forced him to miss seven games shortly into the season. Then, in the playoffs, Filppula suffered a high ankle sprain in Game 7 of the Western Conference semifinal that kept him from training for a short time in the offseason.

The ankle is at full strength now, and he’s hoping to put those injury issues behind him.

“It was just one of those seasons that I had some issues,’’ Filppula said. “But hopefully it’s going to be a season that I can stay healthy.”
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Bolts’ rookie team wins 7-4

By Erik Erlendsson | Tribune Staff 
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The Lightning’s prospect team rallied for five second-period goals on the way to a 7-4 victory against Nashville on Saturday in a four-team rookie tournament held in Coral Springs.

Tampa Bay improved to 1-0-1 in the three-game tournament which concludes today when the Lightning play host Florida.

Vladislav Namestnikov, Nikita Kucherov, Tanner Richard and Drew Olson each had a goal and an assist to lead the offense. Nikita Nesterov, Danick Gauthier and J.T. Brown also scored for the Lightning. Camp-invitee goaltender Eric Brassard stopped 19 shots before leaving after the second period with an unspecified injury. Kristers Gudlevskis stopped seven of nine shots faced in the third period.

Jonathan Drouin, the No. 3 overall pick in the June draft, did not play as a healthy scratch, which was planned according to Rob Zettler, who is coaching the prospect team. Drouin is coming off a hairline fracture in his left foot that kept him out of Team Canada’s World Junior camp last month.

“There’s nothing behind it,” Zettler told the team website.

“We had talked about it prior to the tournament. We kind of had some people in mind that we didn’t want to play three games in three days because they haven’t skated much in the past few weeks, so it was by design.”
Lightning prospect Erne embraces challenge
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More Information

Lightning Rookie Camp

Where: Games at Saveology IcePlex in Coral Springs.

Admission: Open to public, but a ticket is required. Register at www.floridapanthers.com/trainingcamp.

Lightning schedule:

Friday: vs. Boston, 2 p.m.

Saturday: vs. Nashville, noon

Sunday: vs. Florida, 4 p.m.

By Erik Erlendsson | Tribune Staff 
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TAMPA — As Team USA head coach Don Lucia looked for somebody to be a difference maker, Adam Erne raised his hand.

When no one else volunteered for a shootout during an exhibition game against Finland, the 18-year-old forward stepped up to the challenge. Erne coverted two of three chances, lifting the United States a 4-3 victory during a junior evaluation camp in Lake Placid, N.Y., in early August. That came on the heels of Erne tying the game in regulation to force overtime.

“I like going and being in pressure situations,'' said Erne, the Tampa Bay Lightning's second-round pick in the June draft. “He asked who wanted to go, and kind of surprisingly nobody said yes. So, I put my hand up and didn't hesitate. After that, he did the same thing, and by the third time I just kind of looked at him and he said, 'Go.' And I'm happy I got to go; I love going in shootouts.''

By all acounts, Erne had a strong showing at the USA camp and is a top candidate to be part of Team USA for the 2014 World Junior Championships in December in Sweden.

“I was pleased with how he played; I thought he was one of the more effective U.S. forwards,'' said Lightning general manager Steve Yzerman, who was on hand in Lake Placid. “What I really liked about him, he got the puck and made plays. He seemed to really have a good understanding of what to do with it, particularly in the offensive end.''

Erne will try to show that once again as part of Tampa Bay's rookie team, which opens play Friday against Nashville in a four-team prospect tournament at Saveology IcePlex in Coral Springs. Florida and Boston also are competing.

The 6-foot-1, 210-pound winger finished his draft year with 28 goals and a team-high 44 assists for Quebec of the Major Junior Hockey League, which was coached by current Colorado Avalanche coach and Hall of Fame goaltender Patrick Roy.

Erne is widely considered a power forward with scoring skill. But according to Lightning director of amateur scouting Al Murray, Erne is a versatile power forward capable of more than just putting up points.

“He does have the skill to be one of your top offensive players,'' Murray said. “Adam can come in and, if things are not going well for him with the puck, he can be a presence without the puck by being physical. He's a very smart player, he can play a two-way game.

“He can do a lot of different things on the ice, he doesn't have to score points to be an effective player for his team. We are anxious to see him both physically be a presence and put up some numbers.''

With few roster spots available at forward for the Lightning, Erne figures to return to Quebec this season, where he will be counted on to be a leader for the Remparts. In the meantime, he wants to put his best skate forward at the rookie camp and do enough to stick around when the main camp opens on Wednesday.

“I'm excited ... so far everything went well in my training and testing,'' Erne said. “I felt we had two good days of practices, so I'm just excited to see what happens.''
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Brown ready to seize moment with Bolts

 Photos

The Lightning expect J.T. Brown to be able to play in all situations because of his strength and skill. ASSOCIATED PRESS FILE PHOTO 

The Lightning expect J.T. Brown to be able to play in all situations because of his strength and skill. ASSOCIATED PRESS FILE PHOTO

The Lightning expect J.T. Brown to be able to play in all situations because of his strength and skill. ASSOCIATED PRESS FILE PHOTO

More Information

LIGHTNING ROOKIE CAMP

PRACTICE: Today at Forum, 11 a.m.; free and open to the public; fans can enter through Gate B.

GAMES: At Saveology IcePlex in Coral Springs; they are open to public, but a ticket is required by registering at www.floridapanthers.com/trainingcamp.

Lightning Schedule

Friday: vs. Nashville, 2 p.m.

Saturday: vs. Boston, noon.

Sunday: vs. Florida, 4 p.m.

By Erik Erlendsson | Tribune Staff 
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TAMPA — J.T. Brown arrived on the Lightning scene 18 months ago, choosing to sign with Tampa Bay as an undrafted college free agent.

Though the time frame is not that long, it feels as though he's been around for some time now. When the 23-year-old reported for rookie camp Wednesday in preparation for a three-game tournament in Coral Springs, it marked the first time he has done so since joining Tampa Bay.

“It has felt like a long time,'' Brown said. “The seasons (in pros) are a lot longer than the college ones, so it takes a little more out of you. But I'm excited to be back down here and see what it's all about.''

Brown appeared in the final five games of the 2011-12 season. Playing with scorers Vinny Lecavalier and Teddy Purcell, he did not look out of place.

But the NHL lockout prevented Brown from coming to his first NHL camp in September 2012, in his first professional year. He started the season with Syracuse in the American Hockey League, but he was slowed by a minor injury that forced him to miss some games.

Just as he was starting to come along, he broke his collarbone Dec. 28 that required surgery and needed six weeks to recover. That took him out of the equation when Tampa Bay opened camp in January once the lockout was resolved.

Now, Brown is out to show he's ready to compete for one of the few open forward spots on opening night Oct. 3.

Last season, he became a go-to player for Syracuse coach Rob Zettler in the postseason as the Crunch advanced to the Calder Cup final.

“He really played well for us at the end of the year,'' Zettler said. “By the last few weeks of the regular season and in the playoffs, he was one of our better players, and he got better and better as the playoffs went on.

“Defensively, (he was counted on). He scored some big goals for us. Offensively, he showed his speed, so I look for big things from him.''

After finishing the regular season with 10 goals and 28 points in 51 games for Syracuse, Brown appeared in all 18 playoff games, scoring four goals and nine points.

The Lightning hope the experience will lead to a quick learning curve once training camp opens Wednesday.

“He just had a setback with the injury, but I feel he had a very good year,'' Lightning general manager Steve Yzerman said. “I was very pleased with how he played in the playoffs. He didn't have spectacular numbers, but he played extremely well. He plays hard. He has good speed and skills. He generates a lot of scoring chances.

“He's physically strong for not being a huge guy. He runs over guys pretty well, so I think he's going to be a guy that has the ability to play in all situations. The lockout and the injury kind of hurt his opportunity ... to get a spot on this team (last year), but we feel he's a very good prospect.''

Brown enters the next four days not wanting to get ahead of himself.

“Something that I need to do here is play well and show myself,'' Brown said, ''so I can get a spot at main camp.''
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Bolts’ Drouin embracing next challenge
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TAMPA — Jonathan Drouin’s nerves fluttered Tuesday morning before he stepped onto the Forum ice, but not because he was wearing Lightning garb in his future home arena for the first time since being selected with the third overall pick in the June draft.

Instead, Drouin admitted to feeling a few butterflies when he met Marty St. Louis and Steven Stamkos — his potential linemates when Tampa Bay opens the season Oct. 3 in Boston — for the first time.

“Marty has pretty much been a legend in the NHL now for a long time, and Stamkos ...” Drouin said, his thoughts trailing off. “So, obviously, there are nerves and you don’t want to do something bad.”

Drouin took part in an informal skate with 17 other Lightning players. He will report today for a two-day rookie training camp in Tampa that shifts to Coral Springs this weekend for three games against teams from Nashville, Boston and Florida. The rookie tournament precedes the start of Lightning training camp next week.

For Drouin and 24 other Lightning prospects and invitees taking part, the rookie camp is the first step in the process of trying to reach the NHL. But the spotlight for the next five days will be on the 5-foot-11, 185-pound forward many pundits have already penciled into the team’s opening-night lineup.

Drouin, 18, missed some training this summer and sat out Canada’s junior evaluation camp because of a left foot injury, a hairline fracture from a puck. But the injury has fully healed, he said, and doesn’t hamper his skating. With the injury and the hype of the draft behind him, he’s ready to get back to business.

“It’s going to be a hard tournament from what I’ve heard, people trying to get to main camp and stuff like that,’’ Drouin said. “There are going to be a lot of tough battles. ... It’s been a long summer of waiting, and I was anxious to get back here.’’

The Lightning hope Drouin proves to be a dominant player in all aspects of his game while going up against many of his peers.

“He’s always been a top offensive player, and putting up numbers has always been a part of him being a good player,’’ Lightning director of scouting Al Murray said. “So, we are looking for him to be creative offensively. We are looking for him to be a two-way player, because he’s (been) a pretty responsible two-way player. And we feel we have a pretty smart player here, so we are not looking for a one-way player.’’

Over the course of the past two years, Drouin showed he could elevate his game when presented with a challenge. Whether it was making the jump to Major Junior, earning a spot as a 17-year-old on Canada’s World Junior team or helping lead Halifax to the Memorial Cup championship, Drouin made his mark.

The next step, however, will be his most challenging as he enters his first NHL training camp looking to earn a roster spot with the Lightning.

“Now, you are working with men and against men, and that’s a whole other step,’’ Murray said. “Some guys handle it well. Other guys aren’t ready for it. But we are hoping he’s one of the guys that can handle it. That’s still to be seen.’’
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Fennelly: Cooper hungers to bring Bolts back to life
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TAMPA — Vinny Lecavalier is gone. Playoff memories have faded. Five of the past six years on the outside looking in will do that. The new division is loaded with wolves, and the Lightning have the smell of mutton, the feel of a franchise ready to step back before it steps forward, yes, even with Steven Stamkos and Marty St. Louis and Steve Yzerman.

Then there’s the new coach. Yes, it’s still new for Jon Cooper, who came in late last lost season, won just four times in 15 games, took copious mental notes, but was possessed the whole time by the unearthly feeling that losing simply meant a higher draft pick, which in fact it did, third overall, 18-year-old scoring dervish Jonathan Drouin.

“It was weird,” Cooper said.

It was weird because Cooper has won anywhere he has been on his way up the hockey ladder. He never intends to feel that way again, even now, as hockey magazines and hockey experts peg the Lightning, who last season finished 28th in their 30-team league, for just such a fate this time around … 13th, 14th in the Eastern Conference.

There’s just one problem when you run that by Cooper.

“I’m not throwing failure into the equation. I’ve never done that,” he said.

Cooper was eating at a local restaurant, munching on those predictions a few weeks before his first training camp as Lightning coach, and on questions some people still have about this team: a world without Vinny, getting help for Stamkos and reigning scoring champion St. Louis, tightening up on defense, and goaltenders Anders Lindback and Ben Bishop, or Ben Bishop and Anders Lindback. This team might be dotted with rookie or close to rookies.

“Here’s my thing,” Cooper said. “Would I personally rather be the team everybody is picking first? I would. Because when everyone is picking you first, you’ve earned your right to be there, everybody knows you’re good. There’s that aura about you.

“But am I uncomfortable that people are picking us 13th or 14th, or seventh or eighth in our division? Not at all. We just came in 28th. How can you pick us any higher? We brought in one player. It’s not like people are snubbing us. Hopefully, a year from now, we won’t be picked in that spot and we’ll have shown progress.”

He thought about this, his first Bolts camp as coach:

“Just because I’ve gotten here, it isn’t like, ‘Oh, I made it,’ ” Cooper said. “On a personal level, I’ve had a lot of success in coaching and won championships along the way. To me, there are a lot of people out there who are like, ‘You can’t do it,’ who’ve said, ‘No,’ the whole way and continue to do it. I know there are people who think, ‘He’s not going to do it.’ For me, that’s a motivating factor.”

He was asked about Lecavalier:

“I got to enjoy Vinny in the short time he was here. I was sad to see him go. Again, what he did for this team, this community, this franchise, you can’t put words to what he’s done. In saying that, he’s a casualty of a contract, a cap casualty. There are a lot of people who say we gave up on Vinny. We didn’t. It was strictly a business decision. For the benefit of the organization and moving forward, we had to get rid of his contract.”

And about Bishop and Lindback:

“If you’re looking for the answer what I don’t like about them, would be I wish they had more NHL game experience. That’s what we’re going to go through right now. They’re going to get their NHL experience with us, now.”

And top pick Drouin:

“Drouin comes with huge expectations because he’s a top three pick. But he’s also 18 years old. ... Steven Stamkos was taken No. 1. I think he didn’t play every game with the team. He was scratched a little bit, had to learn his way, cut his teeth. It took him some time to figure it out.

“If that same type of development can happen with Jonathan Droiun, then we’ve hit a home run. But don’t forget Stamkos’ first year and not expect Drouin to go through some of the same struggles.”

Jon Cooper smiled.

“I’d rather have the team picked No. 1. But I suppose, in a sense, coming into my first NHL job, might as well grab the 28 team and see what we can do with that. We have a lot of good guys, and we have a lot of guys who are just waiting to jump out, waiting for it to happen.”

The coach among them.

Lightning to compete in rookie tournament

By Erik Erlendsson | Tribune Staff 

 Published: August 23, 2013 

TAMPA — The Tampa Bay Lightning will participate in a four-team rookie tournament in Coral Springs next month, a week ahead of the opening of training camp.

Tampa Bay’s 24-man squad will consist of 2013 top draft picks Jonathan Drouin and Adam Erne, as well as former first-round picks Slater Koekkoek and Vladislav Namestnikov. The Lightning also expect former top college free agents J.T. Brown and Andrej Sustr, along with top prospects Nikita Kucherov, Cedric Paquette, Tanner Richard, Dylan Blujus, Artem Sergeev and Nikita Nesterov, to participate.

Tampa Bay will hold a two-day camp with 24 players at the Forum on Sept. 4-5 — both will be free and open to the public — before playing games against Nashville (Sept. 6 at 2 p.m.), Boston (Sept. 7 at noon) and Florida (Sept. 8 at 4 p.m.) at Saveology IcePlex. Games are free to the public, but a ticket is required and can be obtained by pre-registering at FloridaPanthers.com/trainingcamp and printing out a ticket.

The Lightning are scheduled to report to training camp on Sept. 11 in preparation for the 2013-14 season.

Also on Thursday, Tampa Bay announced it has entered into an affiliation agreement with the Brampton Beast of the Central Hockey League. The Beast, based in Brampton, Ontario, will open it’s inaugural season this year in the nine-team league. Brampton joins Syracuse (AHL) and Florida (ECHL) as Lightning farm team affiliates.
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Scanlan: Senators skate, win and skate some more

They were 3-0 at the rookie tournament and now a perfect 2-0 in the NHL preseason.
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They were 3-0 at the rookie tournament and now a perfect 2-0 in the NHL preseason.

Will the Ottawa Senators ever lose a game — or do the visiting Maple Leafs have them right where they want them for Thursday’s exhibition at the Canadian Tire Centre?

We jest, of course. If these games were meaningful, Senators head coach Paul MacLean wouldn’t have skated his camp roster groups into the ice on Wednesday, with a practice session, followed by a 40-minute scrimmage, and then more skating.

“They’re trying to grind us a bit,” said Senators captain Jason Spezza, fresh off his first game wearing the ‘C’ on his jersey.

“Next week things will be cut back, but at this point I don’t think they’re too worried with how we’re feeling, other than staying healthy,” Spezza said. “They want us to work. They want these to be hard days.”

Mission accomplished.

He’s 30 now, a legitimate veteran, so Spezza could be forgiven for complaining about two-plus hours of hard skating on a day like Wednesday. He’s earned that right.

Instead, Spezza says he actually likes training camp, likes having the time to get into a rhythm — unlike last year’s one-week mini-camp and then a freaky 48-game season. Minus the usual prep time, Spezza threw his back out one week into the season.

“I’d like to see a little more time off, some days are kind of long, you’re doing a lot of skating,” Spezza said, “but it’s good for us because it gets us more prepared.”

For Senators management, training camp 2013 (not to be confused with that January 2013 abomination) presents the pleasant problem of having so many good young players wowing their bosses they offer a conundrum. General manager Bryan Murray was more or less grumbling under his breath that some of his team’s prospects are outplaying guys with the contracts.

What can a team do about that when it has 22 one-way contracts? In a perfect world, the NHL could just send its two-way players down to Binghamton, but some of Ottawa’s good 20-something forwards need to clear waivers if they’re demoted. That includes Mike Hoffman, Cory Conacher and Stephane Da Costa, three of the players vying for one top-six forward position.

“We have a couple of guys we’d like to be careful with and know as much about as we could possibly know,” Murray said as the Wednesday scrimmage wrapped up.

As noted here before, the Senators have hardly had a camp where the roster was so predictable. Goalies set, with Craig Anderson and Robin Lehner. Seven defencemen set, now that Jared Cowen is signed. When Cowen is ready to get in a game, look for Cowen and Patrick Wiercioch to be a pairing, behind Erik Karlsson and Marc Methot. Chris Phillips, Joe Corvo and Eric Gryba round out the group.

Among other things, Cowen and Wiercioch have to sort out who plays the right side, Murray noted.

“I think they’re top four defencemen in the league now,” he said. “The two of them are young, but they look like they’re in that category.”

Up front, Murray acknowledges only the wing position on the second line (Kyle Turris at centre) is up for grabs. The rest of the top five: Spezza, Bobby Ryan and Milan Michalek (all dressing versus the Leafs) and Clarke MacArthur.

While further cuts are expected next week, the Senators will keep their Binghamton players around town until the end of the month, when the AHL camp begins. The Senators also need 40 bodies to play a split squad game against the New York Islanders Sept. 29, with one game here and the other being played in Barrie, Ont.

Murray, by the way, doesn’t mind that his club is killing it in meaningless games.

“I like winning,” he says. “I think it’s a good habit to get into. But knowing your prospects and building a foundation for the season with lots of skating is more important.”

The brass have enjoyed watching Ryan settle in on the top line — he was impressive in Wednesday’s scrimmage and continues to score almost at will. MacArthur looks good and Karlsson was wheeling. Just seeing a healthy 65 and 19 on the ice together warms the hearts of organization types.

“This is a really important camp for us because we missed so many players last year (due to injuries),” Murray said. Important, as well, for the new guys like Ryan, MacArthur and Corvo, in his second time through.

One week in, Ryan said the game is “starting to slow down” for him in the visual sense, as he and other players adjust to pace and flow again.

PROUD TO BE BOOED

Don’t expect good old Toronto boy Spezza to be booed like his captain predecessor, Daniel Alfredsson, by invading Leaf fans.

“Maybe he provoked it a bit with the stick throw,” Spezza said, referring to Alfredsson’s mock toss in Toronto, a play on former Leafs captain Mats Sundin and his broken stick incident.

If he does get targeted by Maple Leaf fans?

“I wouldn’t be heartbroken if I did, that’s for sure,” Spezza said.

‘C’ A THRILL

It was only an exhibition game, but Spezza felt like a kid again pulling on a Senators jersey with a ‘C’ on the chest for the first time against the Winnipeg Jets.

“I’m proud of the fact I was named captain, it’s a big responsibility and it was cool to see the jersey with the ‘C’ and to play a game with it. It was pre-season, but it means something for sure,” he said.

PRAISE FOR PETERSSON

No, he isn’t likely to make the club, but forward Andre Petersson, 23, is turning heads with his speed and playmaking.

“He told me he was going to do this in camp this year and he’s doing it,” Murray said, proudly of a player who has fought his way back into the good graces of the organization.

“One point last year, we told him we didn’t care if he got a job in Sweden or someplace,” Murray said. “He’s come in and had a good camp.”

wscanlan@ottawacitizen.com

Twitter.com/HockeyScanner

Pushing limits 14 seconds at a time

New skating drill tests Senators players

by Ken Warren


on September 17, 2013 

in Main


Leave a comment


Senators players, left to right, Patrick Wiercioch, Colin Greening and Chris Neil watch teammates go through the skating tests on Monday. (Photo by: Bruno Schlumberger/Ottawa Citizen)
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OTTAWA — By the end of the week, every Ottawa Senators player will have completed what is affectionately known as the “puke test.”

It’s an intense skating drill full of stops, starts and pivots, designed to mimic the movements of a National Hockey League shift and intended to push the physical and mental limits of every player.

The test works like this: Four players are on the ice at a time, each assigned to a corner of the rink: they complete an agility course, of sorts, alternatively skating forwards and backwards and pivoting left and right.

It usually takes 14-16 seconds to complete the circuit. Simple enough to do once, maybe twice, but Senators players go around the course five times with only 40 seconds between the start of each run.

Barf buckets, anyone?

“It is a demanding test,” said left-winger Colin Greening, who has always prided himself on being in tip-top shape. “For a lot of guys, this is their first time through it, so it’s fun to see their reactions.”

Greening was happy to get his test out of the way Monday, while much of the roster was on a two-game exhibition road trip to Winnipeg and Saskatoon.

“When you look at it on paper, it doesn’t look too hard, but I tell you, you’re changing your opinion after you do it,” Greening said. “When you’re in that situation, you want to do well, and you’ve got three other guys you’re going against, so you’re always trying to be the best and fastest, so every single rep is your best. I think everyone can agree (that), after the third one, you are pretty tired and you need to mentally grind through the last two.”

Most NHL teams have created some form of skating test, measuring players against each other and themselves. It’s one of many areas where teams try to get an edge on the competition, learning everything they can about the health of players and areas where they can improve.

The Senators exercise was designed by conditioning coach Chris Schwarz, director of hockey operations Randy Lee and skating consultant Marc Power. In some respects, the rink becomes a lab, with countless observers on the ice to monitor everything from speed to sharpness of turns to heart rates and recovery times. Power was armed with an iPad to screen players as they made pivots.

“We wanted to get away from the standard testing of how many times a guy can go around in a circle, and Paul (MacLean, Senators coach) can attest to that by just going into practice and running those kinds of drills,” Schwarz said. “How many times in an NHL shift will a guy skate around three times without stopping and starting? The game is about a seven-second interval. We know that from the science side, so, if we do GPS tracking, we know everything is stop and start. It’s almost like seven seconds of work, recover, seven seconds of work, recover. And they do that maybe three or four times within a shift and then they’re done. We wanted to try and simulate something.”

It’s not just physical, either. When a player has to push to complete the final few runs of the course, it becomes a mental challenge. Once each player’s turn, he often returns to the bench to watch the next wave endure the challenge.

“We saw some of the heart rates of the guys before they took the test and the blood pressure goes up right away,” Schwarz said. “We want that. That’s a healthy anxiety.”

Defenceman Patrick Wiercioch, who will likely see first-unit power-play time this season following the off-season departure of Sergei Gonchar as a free agent, said was “a tough test,” but he was also excited about the improvements he had made since last year.

“I like it because it’s one of the few skating tests that might favour a defenceman (because of all the pivots),” Wiercioch said. “I think it’s a great test. It shows a lot of things. One of them is your character to get it done.”

While there are definitely elements of an NHL game in the test, Greening also laughs about the differences.

“There are no TV timeouts, no pucks, no silver lining,” he said. “They don’t even throw in a shot at an empty net at the end or anything, just to give you a little bit of hope.”

Lupul makes training camp debut as Maple Leafs' lines start to take shape

By Stephen Whyno, The Canadian PressSeptember 18, 2013
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Maple Leafs forward Joffrey Lupul, shown in this file photo, took part in practice after sitting out the start of training camp with back spasms.
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Leafs enforcer Frazer McLaren has fractured pinky finger

TORONTO - Joffrey Lupul knows he shouldn't have pushed it.

When the Toronto Maple Leafs winger with a history of lower-back issues felt the area tighten up before training camp started, he acknowledged rest would have been the best approach. When he tried to skate through it, the spasms cost him a week of time on the ice with teammates.

But after Lupul got through his first practice Wednesday, he was confident that mistake won't set him back too much as he tried to prepare for the start of the regular season.

"Obviously not the way I wanted to start the camp, but just happy everything's feeling better now," Lupul said. "We're taking it slow. It's obviously not the same way you'd probably treat an injury in the regular season. It's good that way. I guess time's on my side."

Barring a flare-up of back problems, Lupul is expected to get some pre-season games in before the Leafs visit the Montreal Canadiens for opening night Oct. 1. Starting with Thursday's game at the Ottawa Senators, they have six left, so there are plenty of opportunities.

But Lupul's focus is on getting ready for games that matter. In that regard, Wednesday's practice — which lasted almost two full hours — shed some light on what Toronto's forward lines could look like.

He skated on left wing with centre Tyler Bozak and right-winger Phil Kessel, a line that spent limited time together last season because the 29-year-old Lupul played just 16 games due to a broken arm and concussion.

James van Riemsdyk and David Clarkson skated together, though Nazem Kadri seems more likely to centre that line than Joe Colborne once things get underway. David Bolland between Mason Raymond and Nikolai Kulemin is also a possibility for the third line. 

"I'm not exactly sure who's going to be playing with who," Lupul said. "I'm sure we'll be mixed and matched a little throughout the year, but I think it's a good mixture of speed and size. We've added some grit, and hopefully for some guys, some experience."

Some size was lacking from Leafs practice, given that enforcers Colton Orr and Frazer McLaren didn't skate with teammates. Orr, who has missed the start of camp with a leg bone bruise, skated before practice and could join team workouts over the weekend, according to coach Randy Carlyle.

McLaren is out at least two weeks with a fractured right pinky finger.

Lupul is fortunate that he doesn't have to sit out that length of time with back problems, and Carlyle expects him to be available for pre-season duty soon. After playing the Senators, the Leafs have a home-and-home series with the Buffalo Sabres on Saturday and Sunday, which gives the team and Lupul some options.

"Hopefully the back spasm issues are behind him," Carlyle said. "He's moving much better, felt much better and we think he’s an option for us in the next couple exhibition games."

Joking that he wanted to mimic former NBA star Allen Iverson's famous rant about practices not being games, Lupul isn't stressed about coming out strong whenever he makes his pre-season debut.

"Everyone's focus is on Oct. 1, mine included," he said. "This isn't the time to really push through an injury, and we're not treating it like we would if it was the regular season or playoffs or anything right now. It's just making sure that everything's 100 per cent. We're being a lot more cautious than typically you would."

Once games count, don't expect Lupul to be noticeably more cautious because of the various injuries that have at times derailed his career.

"Obviously you want to try and stay healthy, but you've also got to stick with what got you there and what makes you successful," Lupul said. "I think it would be a mistake to stay you can't go to the front of the net or can't get in the way of pucks or anything like that. I'm hoping to just have a little better luck, and we'll see."

Carlyle acknowledged there's "probably some merit" to the idea that Lupul goes into high-risk areas, but he's not demanding change.

“I wouldn’t say it has to be toned down," Carlyle said. "I think that he has to pick and choose, maybe, a little bit more, I guess, cautiously in some situations. I think what happened with him was more the fact that he was frustrated with his injuries and then trying to come back and make an impact right away.”

This time, Lupul can ease back in. He went full tilt in the first half of Wednesday's practice but was held out of the second half as planned.

"At this stage in the season you're taking it slow and make sure you're feeling good for Oct. 1," Lupul said. "There's still plenty of time till opening day."

Notes: Troy Bodie missed practice with an oblique strain, according to Carlyle. ... The Leafs cut down to 34 players in camp by assigning forward Tyler Biggs and defenceman Jesse Blacker to the AHL's Marlies.

Leaf Clarkson not planning a change to playing style

By Stephen Whyno, The Canadian PressSeptember 18, 2013

Seven years and $36.75 million US set the price of expectations for David Clarkson.

When Clarkson signed with the Maple Leafs on the first day of free agency, he accepted the scrutiny that comes with that team and the substantial price tag in arguably the NHL's toughest market. The high standard of success he'll be held to this season and in the coming years doesn't bother him.

"I really don't think about it, to be honest with you," Clarkson said. "I've played the same way my whole life. I've played that style of hockey and it's got me to where I am. All I'm going to do is go out every night, give everything I can. Am I going to be perfect? No, I'm going to make mistakes. But I'm going to play that same style of hockey that got me here."

But Philadelphia Flyers left-winger Scott Hartnell has been there, done that with a similar salary bump after a trade from the Nashville Predators and figures it will be an adjustment for Clarkson.

"It definitely is a little added pressure, I think," Hartnell said. "And going to Philadelphia, for myself, was obviously a way bigger market than Nashville. You can say the same for Clarkson, going from the Devils where there's not much media that I've noticed, and coming to Toronto where you take a sip of a beer and (it's reported like) you're drunk the night before the game."

Clarkson maintained he doesn't read or watch anything about him that riles up the hype. But the local boy wasn't blind to the difference between playing in New Jersey and Toronto. "When he made the decision to come back to Toronto, I think obviously the first thing he took into consideration was all the expectations here and media and what it could be like to be a Leaf," said younger brother Doug Clarkson, who's in camp with the Flyers.

"I just said to him, they love that style that he plays and I know (coach Randy) Carlyle likes that style. He's been the same since junior. I don't really think he's changed that much since he came into the league his first year."

As long as the effort is there, David Clarkson isn't worried about media members - "You guys don't bug me, not at all," he said.

"I'm just looking forward to what's ahead, and pressure from media and fans I don't feel at all because when I leave here I go home to my family and that's all I do and that's all that matters," he said. "But I will go out there and play hard every night. That's it."

Leafs welcome Bodie into the family

By Sean Fitz-Gerald, Postmedia NewsSeptember 18, 2013

Troy Bodie, the son of a crop-duster, grew up in Portage la Prairie, Man., and has developed a running joke to describe a professional hockey career that has taken him far from home: "The only stuff that I have is whatever I can fit into my truck."

In the seven years since he graduated from junior hockey, Bodie has appeared in uniform for 11 different teams, in three different leagues. He has spent Christmas alone more than once - including Stockton, Calif., which was "no treat" - and he has been the very last forward cut from an NHL training camp.

"You do what you've got to do for the love of the game," Bodie said with a shrug inside

the Toronto Maple Leafs dressing room on Monday. "And this is my stop for this year."

This stop, this year, is different, if only in how love and hockey have intersected.

In August, Bodie married a woman he met while playing in Southern California. She is a Stanford University graduate who was, until recently, an executive with an entertainment company with global reach. Francesca Leiweke, his wife, is also his new boss's daughter.

And not just his boss. Tim Leiweke, president and chief executive at Maple Leaf Sports & Entertainment, is the highest-ranking executive in the organization. Leiweke's hiring was announced in April and Leafs general manager Dave Nonis signed Bodie as a free agent in July.

"It is very unique," Bodie said. "I've always told Tim, with his connection to hockey, never to make any decisions for me. The way I was told was that Dave Nonis went to him in order to sign me."

He smiled: "I've been very clear with him ... in the nicest way possible."

Bodie and Francesca mark their one-month anniversary Tuesday. On Sunday Bodie tried to make a mark with the hockey team, scoring once in Toronto's pre-season opener, re-directing a pass from behind the net in a win over Philadelphia.

His reward appeared to be another chance. Bodie skated with other hopefuls at the Air Canada Centre on Monday morning, with the understanding he would be in the lineup in a rematch with the Flyers that night.

"He's a big guy who has come in and made himself known on the ice and in scrimmages," Leafs coach Randy Carlyle said. "He's not a flashy guy. I would say he's an up-and-down winger who can take the body. A good teammate. He's a nomaintenance guy."

online windsorstar.com Galley from the Maple Leafs' shootout loss to the Flyers.

Maple Leafs' MacIntyre shows flashes of brilliance in pre-season vs. Flyers

By Stephen Whyno, The Canadian PressSeptember 17, 2013
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Philadelphia Flyers' Tye McGinn scores the game winning overtime shootout goal on Toronto Maple Leafs goaltender Drew MacIntyre in NHL pre-season action in Toronto on Monday September 16, 2013.
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Kadri, Raymond lead Leafs over Flyers

Leafs goalies battle for No. 1 job

Maple Leafs enforcer Frazer McLaren has fractured right pinky finger

TORONTO - Jonathan Bernier had the spotlight, but Drew MacIntyre was the goaltender who got Toronto Maple Leafs fans buzzing.

The journeyman managed to infuse some energy into Air Canada Centre during an otherwise listless pre-season game against Philadelphia, making a handful of notable saves. MacIntyre made 13 in his half of Monday night's game, won by the Flyers 3-2 in a seven-round shootout.

It was a nice performance for MacIntyre, even in a losing effort.

"I've been playing for a while, but I haven't had too many moments in these rinks," MacIntyre said. "It's a blessing. I'm thankful for any moment up here."

MacIntyre, 30, has appeared in a grand total of four regular-season NHL games, most recently Nov. 25, 2011 for the Buffalo Sabres, and he doesn't have a victory. And the Leafs aren't planning to rely on him much, if at all, this season.

But against the Flyers MacIntyre showed glimpses of why he isn't a bad option to have as a third goaltender in the system in case Bernier or James Reimer gets injured.

"That's kind of been the story of my career," he said. "I always feel like I'm ready, and I want to be ready."

MacIntyre made an impressive pad save on a two-on-one shot by Philadelphia's top prospect, Scott Laughton, and stoned Marcel Noebels to fire up the crowd. Later, he challenged Adam Hall on a semi-breakaway to keep the puck out of the net.

Those stops paled in comparison to one MacIntyre made for the AHL's Toronto Marlies last season, which was shown on the video board during the second period. MacIntyre reached his glove hand behind his back to snare Rochester Americans forward Zemgus Girgensons' shot.

MacIntyre could provide some veteran stability on a Marlies team that will be young and inexperienced. When his defence broke down Monday night, he got a preview of some mistakes of youth that are bound to creep up.

Bernier, making his first appearance in a Leafs jersey since being acquired in a trade with the Los Angeles Kings in June, allowed one goal on 16 shots. Ex-Toronto defenceman Luke Schenn scored on him after his shot hit Mark Fraser and deflected in.

Leafs coach Randy Carlyle said he couldn't fault Bernier for giving up that goal and called his performance "pretty solid."

"It felt pretty good," Bernier said. "Obviously guys played very well in front of me. We got into PK a little bit too much, but it was good. I got to know the system a little bit."

The player the Leafs got from the Flyers for Schenn, James van Riemsdyk, also scored Monday night. Tye McGinn scored the shootout winner.

In the first period, Jamie Devane tried to fight former Leafs enforcer Jay Rosehill, before linesmen kept them apart. David Clarkson, also playing his first game in a Leafs jersey, managed to drop the gloves with bigger Flyers defenceman Niklas Grossmann.

Clarkson likened fighting Grossmann to "trying to move a fridge." But Carlyle wasn't surprised to see Toronto's biggest off-season acquisition fight someone 30 pounds heavier than him.

"He's done it all his career," Carlyle said. "That's why he is what he is. That's his reputation. That's not anything more than that's what David Clarkson is."

Leafs star Phil Kessel lost his cool a couple of times, once slashing Schenn on the shins twice to earn a penalty. Later, Kessel got into it with Ben Holmstrom and took an extra penalty for slashing.

"I just think that the slashing and the hacking and whacking, I didn't really see what started it in the two instances," Carlyle said. "I just think it's better served to channel your energy in another way."

Leafs goalies battle for No. 1 job

Reimer, Bernier build friendship

By Michael Traikos, Postmedia NewsSeptember 14, 2013
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Maple Leafs goaltender Jonathan Bernier makes his way to the ice during training camp in Toronto.
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They're not quite friends, but they're far from enemies. Right now, James Reimer and Jonathan Bernier are trying to get to know each other.

At the same time, the Toronto Maple Leafs goaltenders are competing for the same job.

It is an awkward situation.

But they are trying to make it work. Reimer, who sent Bernier a welcome-to-Toronto text after he was acquired from Los Angeles in July, has already come up with a couple of nicknames for his new teammate. "Bernie or Berns," said Reimer, whom Bernier has been calling Reims. "We're not too creative. We're hockey players."

It is a start.

No one expected the two goalies, who will compete for playing time and the chance to start the season opener against the Montreal Canadiens on Oct. 1, to immediately hit it off and become instant best friends, as Reimer and Ben Scrivens were or how Bernier and Jonathan Quick were in Los Angeles. But so far they are playing nice.

"We're not putting tape on each other's skates, so it's good," Reimer said.

"If I can't get along with James," Bernier said, "I think there's something wrong with me."

Getting along with a player who is directly competing with you for an important job can be a difficult proposition. Both goalies want to start the bulk of the games this season. Both want to be the guy who is relied upon at playoff time. But if the team is going to have success, they must walk as teammates in a metaphorical three-legged race.

If they do not, a perceived position of strength could turn into a headache.

"I don't really look at it as a challenge," head coach Randy Carlyle said. "I personally look at it as they're teammates, they're part of our team and if one guy is playing, the other guy should be in a support position to show both support verbally and be a good teammate.

"We expect him to wholeheartedly support the decision. He might not like it and I understand that, but only one of them can play."

Carlyle's mantra has been "the best goalie will play." And though he is looking for someone to emerge as the No. 1 starter, he also believes that both will be relied on this season.

Toronto is not alone in that.

The days when a backup goalie was primarily used for mop-up duty or to give the starter a day off in a busy month may be waning.

About half the teams in the NHL had a tandem in net last year, including the Stanley Cup champion Chicago Blackhawks. Corey Crawford, who started 28 games, and Ray Emery, who appeared in 21 games, tied for second in the league with a 1.94 goals-against average.

Z-Bad says times now Z-Good

Centre Mika Zibanejad says career with Senators on upswing
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‘I’m not taking anything for granted, but it should be a good year,’ Senators centre Mika Zibanejad says.
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OTTAWA — At the tender age of 20 years five months, Ottawa Senators centre Mika Zibanejad is offering a whole lot of perspective when he looks back at the topsy-turvy ride of his past two seasons.

Now that he’s relatively secure in having landed a full-time spot with the Senators — “I’m not taking anything for granted, but it should be a good year,” he says — Zibanejad claims everything that has happened has been positive for his development.

“The past years have been good for me,” he said this week following a workout at the Canadian Tire Centre. “Having been thrown into different circumstances. I came into this camp more prepared mentally. If you have a bad day, you just put it aside and keep going. I’m starting to grow up, I guess.”

The way the picture lays out, Zibanejad is in position to line up as the Senators third-line centre behind Jason Spezza and Kyle Turris. It’s possible Zack Smith and Chris Neil could see time as his wingers, although nothing is even close to being decided so early in training camp.

It’s a spot even the most optimistic within the Senators organization might not have imagined a year ago at this time, considering what’s happened since Zibanejad was drafted sixth overall in 2011.

After a strong training camp with the Senators that fall, Zibanejad’s game faded fast once the games started counting in the regular season. He registered only one assist in nine National Hockey League games and he was at times lost in the transitions between offence and defence.

After he was sent back to Djurgardens of the Swedish league, Zibanejad’s development was slowed by reduced ice time on a struggling team that was eventually demoted to the second division. While that disappointment was offset by the fact Zibanejad scored the overtime winning goal for Sweden in the world junior championship final, Zibanejad and the Senators were frustrated at how he was used by his club team.

Upon being assigned to Binghamton of the American Hockey League during the NHL lockout a year ago, Zibanejad’s progress suffered further because he was out of shape and unfocused. On top of that, he had through a series of injuries that kept him out of the lineup. When NHL training camps opened following the lockout, he didn’t receive an invitation from the Senators.

Only after Spezza joined the long list of injured Senators, having back surgery in late January, was Zibanejad finally recalled from Binghamton. He made an immediate impact, but, when his game slipped again, coach Paul MacLean made him a healthy scratch — “a wake up call” according to Zibanejad.

He finished with decent numbers in his rookie season — seven goals and 13 assists in 42 games — and played well against the Montreal Canadiens in the opening round of the playoffs. However, he was outclassed, as were most of his teammates, against the Pittsburgh Penguins in the second round.

Has all of the above made him more mature?

“I guess so,” he says. “To get through all this stuff, about getting that at a (relatively) young age, I think that helps me get (to the top) faster. At least that’s how I want to see it. And just take care of myself and make sure I focus on the right things. And have fun with it, too.”

Zibanejad said he occasionally got caught up worrying about every little thing that happened along the way.

“At times, you don’t want to make mistakes and you’re overthinking everything, looking over all the things going on and asking, ‘Is this good for me, is this bad for me.’ I feel like this year, I’ve just got to try and do my thing and just go with it.”

Now settled into his own place in Ottawa and having made some noise with the younger set for his work as a DJ, mixing music at a downtown club — his alter ego is DJ Z-Bad — Zibanejad hopes he can finally establish stability.

“Consistency, hopefully, will be a key, it’s something I try to work on in everything I do,” he said. “Whether it’s in off-ice training or whatever, just keep it up. I know I’m going to dip at some point, I know that, but I will try not to get too low about it.”

kwarren@ottawacitizen.com
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Ottawa 67’s ready to roll, but status of Sean Monahan unknown
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OTTAWA — For the foreseeable future, the captain’s C will remain stitched on Ottawa 67’s jersey No. 20 until equipment manager Chris Hamilton is told otherwise.

So, as much as the 67’s like to say they’ve moved on even as he goes through the NHL pre-season with the Calgary Flames, Sean Monahan is never far away.

Just a couple of sleeps away from their Ontario Hockey League season opener, the 67’s can’t escape wondering just how expectations for a rebuilt squad might change if their captain, leader and one legitimate superstar walked back into the dressing room.

“Well I have to think Moni’d be the best player in the league,” winger Ryan Van Stralen, never one to duck a question or an open-ice hit, said Tuesday. “I mean we have to be kind of focused that he’s not coming back and we have to move on.

“But can you just imagine him working with (No. 1 draft pick Travis) Konecny every day in practice? Or him just being around all of us again?”

Monahan will be among the pre-game scratches announced Friday night at Canadian Tire Centre, where the 67’s will to rebound from one of the worst seasons in franchise history by starting off with a home game against the Belleville Bulls.

The 67’s are talented, but really young overall.

“I like the mesh we have in the room,” said forward Joseph Blandisi, back from the Colorado Avalanche camp and, along with Van Stralen and the ever-dependable Taylor Fielding, named an alternate captain on Tuesday.

“The guys all have big expectations for each other,” Blandisi continued. “I like our work ethic.”

The 67’s start the schedule that any team would relish — five in a row at Canadian Tire Centre to start and nine of the first 10 — except, perhaps, for perhaps one that won only six times on home ice in 2012-13.

“Those first five games at home for us are key,” said Fielding, entering his fourth 67’s season. “A lot of guys here have had that feeling of playing on a losing team and we’d like to get rid of that feeling.

“We’re still a relatively young team, but our goal is to establish an identity as a team, as a team that just works as hard as it can and it rough to play against.

“The goals may not come as pretty as some of the goals we scored when we had superstars here, but the coaches had talked to about it and we need some kind of identity.”

Then there’s whatever happens with Monahan.

Drafted sixth overall in June, he’ll get a full shot at making the Flames’ roster.

“We all hope the best for him,” Fielding said. “I got to play three seasons with him, and I hope he lives his dream up in the NHL. He has worked so hard to get there.

“We don’t even want to think what if he comes back. Some of us are still in touch with him. But he has enough pressure on himself.

“We are just going to go out and play with the guys we have. Moni hopes all the best for us and he wants us to do it without him.”

dcampbell@ottawacitizen.com

Twitter.com/doncampbellCIT

Senators defeat Flames to improve to 2-0 in preseason

It’s hard to forget a name like Buddy Robinson.

by James Gordon


on September 16, 2013 

in feature


Leave a comment


Senators defeat Flames to improve to 2-0 in preseason 

Ottawa Senators forward Erik Condra and Calgary Flames defenceman Mark Cundari battle for the puck during first period NHL pre-season action on Monday, Sept 16, 2013 in Saskatoon, Saskatchewan. THE CANADIAN PRESS/Liam Richards

    share  

It’s hard to forget a name like Buddy Robinson.

The Ottawa Senators’ towering forward is giving the team’s brain trust even more incentive to remember it when it comes time for injury call-ups this season.

Robinson scored his second goal in as many nights Monday as the Ottawa Senators defeated the Calgary Flames 4-2 at the Credit Union Centre in Saskatoon.

The two tallies couldn’t have been more different. His goal in Ottawa’s 3-1 win over the Winnipeg Jets Sunday was about what you’d expect from a player of his stature: A tip-in from a few feet outside the crease.

With less than five minutes remaining in the first period Monday, he danced over the blue line — on the penalty kill no less — and roofed a shot over Calgary starter Reto Berra’s blocker to open the scoring.

“It’s definitely good to get a few (goals) out of the way early, you don’t want to be three or four games into the preseason without a goal,” he said. “You come in here, they want a power forward who can skate and maybe put some pucks on the net, so it’s good to get a few out of the way early and get the confidence going, like you said.”

Although Robinson said it was up to the coaching staff and general manager to make roster decisions, he added he entered camp with the mentality of making the team.

“Everyone’s got a shot, that’s why they bring you in, and you’re a part of this team until they tell you if they think you’re ready to come up with the team, if not then they send you to Binghamton, and that’s OK, right?” he said. “You’ve just got to work as hard as you can and one day, when they call your number, you’ve got to take advantage of that opportunity.”

The only other incident of note in the first period was the massive hit Senators 6-4, 207-pound defenceman Michael Sdao on David Jones. He was immediately challenged to fight by the talent-depleted Flames’ de facto No. 1 centre, Matt Stajan.

Sdao would pay dearly for defending himself.

In the second, he made the mistake of accepting a challenge from former Senators heavyweight Brian McGratton, who immediately landed a couple blows and sent Sdao turtling to the ice for mere survival.

Badly bloodied, Sdao went straight to the dressing room for repairs. To his credit, he was back taking shifts before the period was through. That scrap set the tone for a chippy middle frame, filled with scrums and misconduct penalties aplenty.

Prior to all the fireworks, Cory Conacher put the Senators up 2-0 on a weak wrister from the face-off circle that beat Berra on the glove side. He could have notched a second goal later in the period but fanned on a nice cross-crease pass from Stephane Da Costa.

Nathan Lawson picked up the no decision by holding the Flames scoreless through two periods before ceding the net to Andrew Hammond.

It was Hammond who had the save of the night. Five minutes into the third, he slid cross-crease to get a pad on what should have been an easy 2-on-1 tap-in for David Jones.

Jones would not be stymied for long, however.

He beat Hammond high with a wrister at 8:06 of the third, just seconds after Ottawa defenceman Mark Borowiecki had put the Senators up 3-0 with a seeing-eye shot from the point.

Kyle Turris and Clarke MacArthur gave fans a tantalizing preview of what could be for the Senators’ second line this season, as the former threaded a pass to the latter in the slot for a low one-timer that found the back of the net.

“I think you want to get chemistry,” MacArthur said afterwards. “Whether that’s (with Turris) or maybe things change, but obviously I’m enjoying playing with him and every day you try and build and you know we’ve been talking a lot in practice, trying to figure things out, so I think it’s getting better.”

A Corban Knight slap shot brought the Flames back to within two on a slap shot with four minutes remaining, but that was the beginning and the end of Calgary’s rally
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Senators' goaltender Robin Lehner (40) during second period pre-season NHL action in Winnipeg on Sunday, September 15, 2013. Photo by John Woods, The Canadian Press.
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Four years after he first wowed the organization with a spectacular NHL rookie tournament, Robin Lehner is taking nothing for granted.

Never mind that you can use ink – not pencil – to scratch Lehner’s name onto the Senators 2013-14 player roster. Last week, I asked Lehner how it feels to finally be rid of the three-headed goaltending monster. With Ben Bishop now in Tampa Bay with the Lightning, Lehner’s place in Ottawa is finally assured.

“Is it?” Lehner said, with a cold stare that made me wish I were wearing skates so I could backward-skate away. “They told you that?”

Uh, well, not exactly. But I’m sure they would if asked.

“We’ll see,” Lehner said, relaxing the death stare. “I have the same mindset of every other (camp). Show what I can do, do my best and see where it takes me.”

He showed it again on Sunday, stopping 17 of 18 shots in two periods of work during Ottawa’s 3-1 pre-season victory over the Winnipeg Jets. He’s a lock with the Senators, now, and he knows it, but won’t drop his guard. Not yet.

Lehner is 22, now, and light years ahead in maturity from the young goaltender who was so visibly frustrated at having to go down to Binghamton for three successive seasons. Last year was particularly tough because it wasn’t a fair fight – Bishop had the one-way contract and Lehner a two-way, so it didn’t really matter what Lehner did in camp, beyond being a good soldier, and biding his time for the inevitable opportunity. We all knew the organization planned to keep Lehner and move Bishop.

Still, stung this often at NHL training camps – no wonder Lehner steadfastly refuses to find a place to live in Ottawa until camp is over and he officially starts the season in the NHL for the first time in his career.

Already, he has 25 games of NHL experience, plus two in the playoffs. An ankle injury to starter Craig Anderson in late February, combined with the Bishop trade in early April kept Lehner in Ottawa for most of the abbreviated 2013 NHL season. In 12 appearances, he was 5-3-4 with an impressive save percentage of .936 and a goals-against average of 2.20.

His overall NHL stat line: 9-9-4 with a .925 save percentage and 2.49 goals-against. Not bad for a goalie of 22 – he’s been in the picture so long we forget

 how young he is.

How much will Lehner play this season? It depends, of course, on Anderson’s health and performance. To say the least, Andy was Dandy in 2013, registering numbers (.941, 1.69) that would have put him in line for the Vezina Trophy if Anderson could have maintained them through a full season, without the ankle injury.

“It all comes down to earning your ice time,” Anderson says, regarding the division of labour in 2013-14. “If I’m playing well, and the guys are playing well in front of me, I will keep getting back in the net. Obviously Robin is here to earn his ice time as well and if he shows he can play on a consistent basis – I don’t see why the coaching staff wouldn’t use two weapons.”

Anderson certainly sounds open to the idea of sharing the net, adding, “it just benefits the team by having guys rested and more mentally sharp by maybe having a few days off.”

We know this – Lehner will push for all the starts he can get.

“Since four years ago when I first came in here I said I was competing for the first job, unfortunately,” Lehner says. “But you know, I’ve grown a little bit and I recognize I have a very good goalie in front of me. And like any other year, I will take my chances when I get them.”

PAD CREDO MISSES TARGET

Lehner, by the way, is not having a problem adjusting to the NHL edict on new, smaller, goal pads.

“I have very soft pads so it doesn’t affect me too much, they kind of curve, they’re not straight and hard — it doesn’t create that five-hole opening that some other goalies will get,” Lehner said.

He does believe the NHL is missing the boat, targeting leg pads.

“They’re focusing on the wrong thing,” Lehner says.

“The big thing is the chest protector I think. You see people in the league that are very very skinny and they look bigger than me. And I’m a pretty big guy (6-4, 225).”

Lehner sees goalies wearing chest protectors “the same height as their ears,” and arm pads “twice as big as the real arm.”

“The chest protector and the pants should be the focus, not the pads themselves,” Lehner says.

Speaking of pads, seems the NHL didn’t have Lehner’s correct height and leg length when the league sent out his new pads. The pads are proportional to a goalie’s measurements.

“The league hasn’t measured anyone, and all of a sudden they send out new size pads,” Lehner says. “That’s not the way to do it, either. They don’t know how tall you are.”

Lehner says the league was using older data, and no one had measured his legs “until a few days ago.” The league now has the true measure of a goaltender NHL teams have not yet sized up.

twitter.com/HockeyScanner
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SASKATOON, Sask. — Jared Cowen received a warm welcome when he hopped on the ice at the Credit Union Centre in Saskatoon Monday morning as teammates banged their sticks to mark his return to the Ottawa Senators.

Then Cowen took his share of ribbing from those same teammates, who immediately started hitting up the $12.4-million man for free dinners when they return to Ottawa.

The hulking blueliner missed the first five days of training camp after contract negotiations with the Senators dragged on, an impasse that finally ended over the weekend with an agreement on a new four-year deal.

“I think I got a little bit of something from everyone out there,” Cowen said with a laugh after the skate. “I don’t mind, it’s all in good fun and everyone’s really understanding. A couple guys have gone through it themselves, so there was no negativity towards me at all, so it’s good.”

Cowen — a Saskatoon native who skated here while his agent sorted out a new contract — was disappointed not to be able to play in front of friends and family Monday night, but jamming him into the lineup for a neutral site tilt between the Senators and the Calgary Flames would have been too risky.

“I think a week ago at this point I was hoping to sign so I could come here and play,” he said. “It’s kind of a crappy situation, I had people who wanted to come and watch, but it just doesn’t make sense to rush it.”

He was clearly relieved to have negotiations behind him so he could focus on getting ready for the season.

“I’m glad it’s over,” he said. “I don’t really enjoy the whole contract process, but it’s part of the business.

“I get it, I’ve watched other guys go through it. I never thought I’d be in that situation where you miss camp for it, but I’m glad it’s done and I’m glad to be back with the guys. I missed everyone. I was tired of skating on my own, so it’s good.”

Senators coach Paul MacLean planned to ease Cowen back into fold before trotting him out for game action.

“We have too big an investment in Jared,” MacLean said through a grin. “Although we works real hard, he’s dedicated, I think we’re going to give him a couple of practices after watching him this morning. I think he needs a couple practices to get up to speed.”

MacLean was just happy to see the 6-5, 230-pound defensive specialist back in the fold.

“As a coaching staff, any time you get a player, that young player that has that much potential, we’re very excited to have him back on the ice and we look forward to getting him into a game.”

Now it’s up to Cowen to show the team and its fans that he’s worth each and every one of those dollars.

His early goals are modest — he’d like to get through a season without injury after missing much of last year with a torn hip labrum — but he believes he’ll have more to offer on both sides of the puck over the next four years.

“That’s just becoming more well-rounded and being more comfortable in situations and just having confidence,” said Cowen, who has 6 goals and 12 assists over 90 National Hockey League Games. “I’m happy with our team and how they look and I’m really excited to have these new guys with us.”

Twitter.com/SensReporter
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67’s defenceman Jonathan Duchesne, left, closes in on the Brampton Battalion’s Matthew Santos during a game last season.
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OTTAWA — Sean Monahan won’t be the only familiar face missing from the Ottawa 67’s lineup for their Ontario Hockey League regular-season opener on Friday night.

The OHL suspended both head coach Chris Byrne and defenceman Jonathan Duchesne for the first two games, meaning they’ll miss the opener against the Belleville Bulls at Canadian Tire Centre and Sunday’s visit by the North Bay Battalion.

Duchesne was tagged for leaving the bench to engage in a fight with a member of the Belleville Bulls during a pre-season game last week at Smiths Falls.

Byrne got nailed because he didn’t prevent it.

“It’s the letter of the law and it’s cut and dried,” Byrne said Monday. “There’s nothing we can do about it.”

The fight occurred during a line change. Duchesne felt a Bulls player was messing with the 67’s No. 1 draft pick, Travis Konecny, and skated from the 67’s bench across the ice to settle the score. He was assessed minor, major and game misconduct penalties.

While it’s clear opponents shouldn’t be allowed to take liberties with a top prospect such as Konecny, Duchesne probably would have been better off to handle things differently.

The 67’s open the season with five consecutive home games and nine of their first 10 contests overall at Canadian Tire Centre, so a strong start is imperative.

In the good news department, the 67’s did get Joseph Blandisi back from the Colorado Avalanche’s National Hockey League training camp, and he will take over Monahan’s spot as first-line centre until the latter’s status with the Calgary Flames becomes clear, likely in October.

Blandisi was a point-a-game forward for the 67’s last season, producing eight goals and 18 assists in 26 games after being acquired in the January trade that sent Cody Ceci and Steven Janes to the Owen Sound Attack.

The 67’s are to announce Tuesday the three assistant captains who will split Monahan’s duties as captain until he either returns from Flames camp or that team tells the 18-year-old forward, the No. 6 pick in the NHL draft in July, that he is staying there for the season.

It’s expected the three assistants will include Taylor Fielding, Blandisi and Ryan Van Stralen.

dcampbell@ottawacitizen.com
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OTTAWA — Even as he nursed a minor injury, Ottawa Senators rookie prospect Curtis Lazar was sitting on a great big secret.

He had agreed in principle to a three-year entry-level contract with the Senators and waited patiently a few days for the National Hockey League team to make the announcement official. When the news was finally released Tuesday, Lazar was ecstatic.

“It’s huge,” he said during a conference call on what was a training camp off-day for the Senators. “It’s a big thing getting that off my chest and just letting me play hockey. Regardless of where I end up playing, my focus is on being a better hockey player.”

Lazar, a centre/right-winger drafted 17th overall by the Senators on June 30, scored 38 goals and 23 assists last season with the Edmonton Oil Kings of the Western Hockey League. He played impressively for the Senators during the four-team rookie tournament in London earlier this month, but he received an undisclosed minor injury five minutes into his first scrimmage at main camp and has been off the ice since.

Lazar said he hoped to be back on the ice Wednesday and, if all went well, could play Thursday when the Senators play host to the Toronto Maple Leafs in a preseason game at Canadian Tire Centre.

It appears as if Lazar will eventually head back to Edmonton for another junior season (the pro contract only kicks in after he has played 10 NHL regular-season games), considering he’s essentially fighting with Mike Hoffman, Cory Conacher, Mark Stone, Shane Prince and Matt Puempel for a spot on the Senators’ second line. However, the 18-year-old is enthused about the fact the team still wants to see him in pre-season game action.

“I’ve got a lot to prove and I’m still the youngest guy here and I’m really proud of that,” he said.

In a statement released by the Senators, general manager Bryan Murray said the club was “trying to get our best players tied up, and he is certainly one of the guys of the future for this organization. We’re very, very happy to get him signed at this point.”

Four dreams on hold

While Lazar was relishing still in NHL training camp, the Senators assigned four others to their junior clubs on Tuesday: goalies François Brassard (Quebec, Quebec Major Junior Hockey League) and Chris Dreidger (Calgary, Western Hockey League); along with defenceman Ben Harpur (Guelph, Ontario Hockey League) and forward Vincent Dunn (Gatineau, QMJHL).

There are still 52 players at Senators training camp.

Senators lock up Lazar

The Ottawa Senators like what they’ve seen so far from Curtis Lazar.
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While nursing a minor injury early in the week, Ottawa Senators rookie prospect Curtis Lazar was also sitting on a great big secret.

He had agreed in principle to his three-yeaer entry level contract with the Senators, waiting patiently for the Senators to make the announcement official. When the news was finally released Tuesday, Lazar was naturally ecstatic.

“It’s huge,” he said in a conference call Tuesday, a training camp off day for the Senators. “It’s a big thing getting that off my chest and just letting me play hockey. Regardless of where I end up playing, my focus is on being a better hockey player.”

Lazar, a centre/right winger selected 17th overall by the Senators at June’s NHL entry draft, scored 38 goals and 23 assists last season with the Edmonton Oil Kings of the Western Hockey League. Lazar immediately impressed at the club’s rookie tournament in London earlier this month, but he suffered an undisclosed minor injury five minutes into his first scrimmage at the club’s main camp and has been off the ice since.

Lazar is hoping to be back on the ice Wednesday and if all goes well, could play Thursday when the Senators play host to the Toronto Maple Leafs at the Canadian Tire Centre.

At this point, it appears as if Lazar will eventually be headed back to Edmonton for another junior season (the pro contract only kicks in after Lazar has played 10 regular season games), considering that he’s essentially fighting with Mike Hoffman, Cory Conacher, Mark Stone, Shane Prince and Matt Puempel for a spot on the club’s second line. However, the 18-year-old is enthused about the fact the still want to see him in some pre-season game action.

“I’ve got a lot to prove and I’m still the youngest guy here and I’m really proud of that,” he said, thanking his parents, his siblings and his previous coaches for getting him to this point.

Senators general manager Bryan Murray was also excited to have Lazar in the fold.

“Obviously a player, a prospect, we think has a good upside,” Murray said in a statement released by the club Tuesday. “We’re trying to get our best players tied up and he is certainly one of the guys of the future for this organization. We’re very, very happy to get him signed at this point.”

FOR OTHERS, THE NHL DREAM WILL HAVE TO WAIT: As Lazar relishes his time in the big leagues, the Senators assigned four others back to their junior clubs Tuesday — goalies Francois Brassard (Quebec City) and Chris Driedger (Calgary), forward Vincent Dunn (Gatineau) and defenceman Ben Harpur (Guelph). There are 52 players remaining in camp.

Senators update: MacLean shuffles lineup, no T.V. broadcast in Ottawa

The Ottawa Senators will have a new look when they take the ice Monday night in Saskatoon.
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The Ottawa Senators will have a new look when they take the ice Monday night in Saskatoon.

Many of the big-name players who skated Sunday against the Winnipeg Jets — including Jason Spezza, Bobby Ryan, Milan Michalek, Erik Karlsson and Robin Lehner – will have the night off against the Calgary Flames.

Here’s how the lines shook out at the morning skate:

MacArthur-Turris-Hoffman

 Grant-Smith-Condra

 Conacher-Da Costa-Robinson

 Kramer-Hamilton-O’Brien

Phillips-Ceci

 Borowiecki-Rutkowski

 Sdao-Corvo

Nathan Lawson and Andrew Hammond will share goaltending duties.

Hometown boy Jared Cowen, who missed the first five days of training camp as contract negotiations lagged, skated with his teammates in the morning but won’t play.

Meanwhile, fans won’t be able to see the game on television after all. The original schedule had Rogers 22 carrying a broadcast, but that was scrapped after a mix-up. As of the afternoon, there were no plans to stream the game on the Internet.

The post-game report: Senators 3, Jets 1

Bobby Ryan wanted to get his Ottawa Senators career off on the right foot, and he did just that in the preseason opener against the Winnipeg Jets Sunday night.
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Ottawa Senators' Mark Stone (61) moves in for the rebound in front of the face of Winnipeg Jets' goaltender Michael Hutchinson (34) during third period preseason NHL action in Winnipeg on Sunday, September 15, 2013. THE CANADIAN PRESS/John Woods
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ALL OVER BUT THE RYAN

Bobby Ryan wanted to get his Ottawa Senators career off on the right foot, and he did just that in the preseason opener against the Winnipeg Jets Sunday night.

Ryan stepped into the faceoff circle and unleashed a snap shot to the top corner past Jets starter Michael Hutchinson to put the Senators up 2-0 early in the second period.

He said he was happy to get the first goal out of the way quickly, even if it is only the preseason.

Overall, the former Anaheim Ducks sniper gave the Senators’ opening performance a mixed review.

“It got a little sloppy I think at times, but you know, it’s preseason Game 1 for us, the ice is bad, it’s one of those things you travel all day, so just to get the win is important, it’s a feel-good room right now and hopefully it translates to more throughout.”

Ryan said the chemistry between him, Spezza and Michalek was still a work in progress.

“I thought it was OK. I thought there was a few opportunities for us to do things differently and that’s just something you learn. I know there was a couple passes Spezz meant for me that I thought were for Milan, and they kind of just were a foot or two away. That’s a matter of me trying to read off him a little better.”

KARLSSON IMPROVING

In an encouraging sign for the Senators, former Norris Trophy-winning defenceman Erik Karlsson appears to be getting back to his old self. Karlsson missed much of last season after his Achilles tendon was cut during a game in Pittsburgh and he struggled in the playoffs after returning earlier than expected.

Granted, he was facing a relatively inexperienced Jets roster Sunday night, but he looked comfortable walking the line in the offensive zone and threading shots through to the net.

“I think overall it felt pretty good – obviously it was pretty tough because it was the first game” he said afterwards. “The first period is always the toughest one.

“Obviously we didn’t play the way we want to (but) I think we did a lot of good things, things that we worked on early in camp here, and we’ve just got to build on this. I think everybody learned something from this game, I know I certainly did, and that’s why we have these games.

MACLEAN SPEAKS

BY THE NUMBERS

4: Points for the big three of Spezza, Ryan and Michalek

1: Career preseason goal for Ryan

2: Assists (both firsts) for Erik Karlsson

17: Saves by Robin Lehner in 40 minutes of work

1: Fight, which ended quickly after Senators defenceman Michael Sdao lost his balance and took a good shot from Anthony Peluso

26:02: Ice time for Karlsson, leader among Senators

5: Hits by Mark Borowiecki to lead all players

3:59: Time on the penalty kill for Erik Condra, also tops in the game

Senators open preseason with a win over Jets

It was only a preseason game, and the first one at that, but it sure beat the alternative.
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Senators open preseason with a win over Jets 

Ottawa Senators' Zack Smith (15) keeps control of the puck with pressure from Winnipeg Jets' Jerome Samson (21) and Axel Blomqvist (65) during first period preseason NHL action in Winnipeg on Sunday, September 15, 2013. THE CANADIAN PRESS/John Woods
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WINNIPEG — It was only a preseason game, and the first one at that, but it sure beat the alternative.

After skating up and down the suburban rinks of Kanata for the first three days of training camp, the first group of Ottawa Senators finally saw some game action Sunday night in Winnipeg.

For the flashy new combo of Jason Spezza between Milan Michalek and Bobby Ryan, it was an opportunity to put any strides made in practice to the test.

The early returns were good.

Ryan, acquired by the Senators this summer just hours after finding out they were losing Daniel Alfredsson to the Detroit Red Wings, scored less than a minute into the second period of Ottawa’s tilt against the Winnipeg Jets at the MTS Centre.

He stepped over the blue line after taking a pass from Erik Karlsson and ripped a quick-release, top corner goal from the faceoff dot to the left of Jets starter Michael Hutchinson. For the Senators, it was a tantalizing glimpse of the quick-release shot that has already made the 26-year-old a four-time 30-goal scorer in the NHL.

Milan Michalek, who picked up the second assist on Ryan’s goal, was credited with a goal of his own after a Karlsson point shot hit him on its way to the back of the net. Spezza also picked up his first helper on that one.

There were some early kinks to be worked out too, mostly on the power play, but that was to be expected.

“It’s really in its infancy,” Spezza said prior to donning the captain’s ‘C’ for the first time in a game. “It seems like we’re on the same page, we’ve had good discussions in practice, we made some plays in the intrasquad, but this is going to be the time now that we have the chance to really evolve as a line.

In addition to seeing the big three in action, along with early glimpses of Karlsson and goalie of the future Robin Lehner, coach Paul MacLean viewed the game as an opportunity to really start measuring depth players’ progress.

“I think, to be fair to them, when they play a game is when they really get the assessment,” he said. “Practicing against their own teammates is different than playing against an opponent.”

The only other Senator to hit the scoresheet in the 3-1 win was towering winger Buddy Robinson, who got his 6-5 frame in front of the net to tip a Troy Rutkowski point shot behind Hutchinson.

Hutchinson went the distance for Winnipeg, making 29 saves in 60 minutes of work.

Lehner stopped 17 of 18 through two, ceding a breakaway goal on a nice deke by Jets winger Matt Halischuk. Andrew Hammond took over goalkeeping duties for the Senators from there, stopping all 10 shots he faced.

New Jets the only ones for Senators’ Winnipeg prospects

For anyone who remembers well when the original Winnipeg Jets franchise patrolled rinks around the National Hockey League, a chat with the Ottawa Senators’ Winnipeg-born prospects about it is a reminder of just how quickly time flies.
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Goalies Francois Brassard (left) and Chris Dreidger. (Julie Oliver/OttawaCitizen)
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WINNIPEG — For anyone who remembers well when the original Winnipeg Jets franchise patrolled rinks around the National Hockey League, a chat with the Ottawa Senators’ Winnipeg-born prospects about it is a reminder of just how quickly time flies.

Winger Mark Stone, who figured to have some friends and family in the stands as the Senators faced Jets 2.0 at the MTS Centre Sunday night, was kinda sorta aware of what was going on.

“I didn’t really realize it too much — I think I was four years old, but as you started to grow up, realizing we did have an NHL hockey team in the city and lost it, you started to realize how disappointing that was as a young guy.

“It’ll be exciting, especially with the Jets back now. I still remember when I was young, we lost them, so it’ll be exciting for sure.”

Stone isn’t new to the MTS Centre. His junior squad, the Brandon Wheat Kings, played a playoff series here a couple years ago.

And it just so happened another Winnipeg kid and Ottawa Senators prospect was at the other end. Goalie Chris Driedger’s Calgary Hitmen were on the losing side of that tilt.

“I think we played Brandon in the first round of the playoffs, but that didn’t go too well for me. They had Mark Stone and he got the better of me in that series,” Driedger said with a laugh.

So what does he remember of the Jets as a boy? Another laugh.

“I’m pretty sure I was like, two or three.”

That said, his family followed the team.

“Just the general vibe around Winnipeg, everyone was really excited to get a team and it’s going pretty well, it’s always sold out and it’s usually pretty loud, so yeah, I hear that the preseason games are usually pretty packed at the MTS Centre,” said Dreidger, who was ultimately left off the Senators’ travel roster.

He said he hoped to catch a game here over the Christmas break if he could.

Of course, that assumes he won’t get the call to join Canada’s world junior squad over the holidays.

For the Senators, Spezza was the only choice

There was a time in the National Hockey League when young players were seen and not heard, at least if they wanted to avoid embarrassing public reprimands from veterans or find their names in the papers alongside terms like “problem guy” or “not a team player.”
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There was a time in the National Hockey League when young players were seen and not heard, at least if they wanted to avoid embarrassing public reprimands from veterans or find their names in the papers alongside terms like “problem guy” or “not a team player.”

And while there is still some of that — think of P.K. Subban in Montreal a couple of years ago or the endless criticism of Evander Kane in Winnipeg — the dynamic in NHL dressing rooms has changed such that young stars have a louder voice in team decision-making than ever before.

So when Bryan Murray sat down with his coach to pick a new captain to replace the beloved Daniel Alfredsson, who shocked his teammates and the city this summer by signing a one-year, $5.5 million contract with the Detroit Red Wings, the Ottawa Senators’ general manager didn’t have to think for long.

“There was no debate,” Murray said in an interview with the Citizen after Jason Spezza was named the eighth captain in franchise history Saturday afternoon at the Canadian Tire Centre.

“With Jason, we really felt like we were getting a guy on the rise,” Murray said. “We were getting a guy who has gone from a young, talented, immature player on the ice to a man now that has grown, his game is better, he’s stronger, he’s more committed, and you can tell that by just the physical testing we do. But also the growth that he has demonstrated off the ice.”

While veteran defenceman Chris Phillips, the elder statesman among longtime Senators, would have made a fine choice to join the ‘C’ club (he’ll continue his duties as an alternate captain alongside the newly-promoted Chris Neil), the Senators ultimately felt Spezza would be the ideal conduit between the team’s veteran leadership group and its sizable crop of up-and-coming players.

“In the past, we counted on veteran guys to dominate — they had their rookie parties and treated rookies like rookies,” Murray explained. “I think we have so many more young players in the league now, the game is different now and I think making sure each and every player, young or old, is regarded as important (is key).

“And that’s one of the other decisions we made,” he continued. “We know all the young guys come to (Spezza) with lots of questions. You watch them, you understand who they really like and respect and he’s an easy guy to talk to, so I think we’ll benefit from that as well.”

He’ll have a meaningful relationship with the coaching staff as well.

“I’ve always felt that players are the reason we’re in this business: We want them to play hard for us, we want them to be committed, live a good life off the ice,” Murray said. “If that’s true, then we’ve got to have them as sharing partners.

“The coaches that don’t allow their players to have input are the ones that don’t last very long, in my opinion.”

Of course, there’s a history of communication gaps here, one that ultimately led the Senators to go out and hire future Jack Adams Award-winning coach Paul MacLean. Reading between the lines following the ouster of MacLean’s predecessor, Cory Clouston, it was clear the more abrasive Clouston had lost the locker-room due in part to his rigidity.

MacLean ushered in a more collaborative atmosphere, one Spezza will be more involved with than ever. The two will be in constant contact over team matters, from power play strategies to travel planning to the ideal times to schedule off days.

Although Spezza has long been called upon to speak for the team as a high-profile No. 1 centre, it was during the tumultuous years following Ottawa’s run to the Stanley Cup final in 2007 that he started to come into his own as a leader.

While Dany Heatley wilted under both the pressure of fronting a struggling contender and Clouston’s unwillingness to bend on hockey matters — eventually rolling his eyes through steadily-dwindling media availabilities — Spezza stood at his locker every day and carried himself with dignity.

“I feel comfortable because I feel like I’ve really taken the leadership on (over) the last few years,” Spezza explained following the news conference Saturday. “Obviously now, being the captain, you’re looked at every day, you’re expected to answer the tough questions and you’re expected to be an example every day.

“But these are things that I think I’ve tried to do along the way and something that I think I’ve kind of matured into.”

Rather than demand a ticket out of town when the going got tough, something Heatley ultimately orchestrated for himself, Spezza soldiered on. All this from a player who often took more than his share of the blame when something went wrong.

On that front, there was one more learning experience to get through. Fans had a love-hate relationship with Spezza early in his career, dazzled by his creativity but infuriated by his defensive shortcomings. Some of that frustration lingered, even as Spezza improved his play in the defensive zone.

That relationship reached its nadir during the 2010 playoffs, when fans here booed Spezza for a couple of glaring turnovers during a home ice loss. It hurt him deeply, and for a time there were rumours he was ready to follow Heatley out of town.

“I think (the adversity) has made me a better person and a better player,” he said when asked about the incident. “I think it helps me to have a career with ups and downs, I think it prepares me for this.

“I’ve played in the minors, I can relate to some of the guys coming up from the minors … I’ve had the experience of having some good playoffs and some bad playoffs and these are all things that I can draw on now.”

Ups and downs. Good playoffs and bad playoffs. Derision over an unwillingness to play both sides of the puck. Sound familiar?

It was all too appropriate that Spezza named former Detroit Red Wings captain and current Canadian Olympic hockey team general manager Steve Yzerman as one of his leadership idols growing up.

“I was with Steve Yzerman when he was 21 years of age,” said Murray, general manager of the Wings from 1990-1994. “He was an offensive machine, he was a hard-working guy, but he didn’t play goal-line to goal-line all the time, he wanted the puck a lot, he had something like 65 goals when the team didn’t make the playoffs.”

“Steve learned you need to work hard every day, you have to put demands on your teammates at times and you have to understand not everybody’s got your talent level,” said Murray. “And as he did that, of course, he became one of the ultimate captains of all time in the National Hockey League.”

Ottawa’s new captain will be expected to comport himself similarly. He must lead by example, take meticulous care of his game in both ends and be a model of dedication and fitness.

They’re tasks Daniel Alfredsson never took shortcuts on, and for that reason and all the more obvious ones, Spezza has big skates to fill.

“Big skates for anybody to fill, no question,” Murray acknowledged. “Daniel’s reputation and behaviour and performance around here was outstanding, we know that, so for anybody to step in and try to compare, it’s very difficult.”

Murray said the Senators aren’t asking Spezza to be the next Alfredsson. There’s only one. All they expect is good stewardship of a group of players they think is on the brink of something special.

Spezza doesn’t want to live under Alfredsson’s shadow for long. He was respectful when asked to make comparisons and discuss what he’d learned from No. 11, but gave off the impression he’d prefer to discuss the future, not the past.

The best way to do that, of course, is to deliver the one thing Alfredsson never could, the thing that established Yzerman as a living legend in the game.

“For me, I’ve always dreamt about being a captain,” he said. “My main goal is to try to win the Stanley Cup, and that’s something that I’ve always wanted.”

If he gets it, his legacy will outshine all others in Senators franchise history. The work starts now.

Twitter.com/SensReporter

Morning skate update: Senators will dress top guns for first preseason game

The marquee line of Jason Spezza between Milan Michalek and Bobby Ryan will make its first appearance in a game situation Sunday night when the Ottawa Senators face off against the Jets in Winnipeg.
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Morning skate update: Senators will dress top guns for first preseason game 

Ottawa Senators' Bobby Ryan, left to right, Jason Spezza, and Jean-Gabriel Pageau takes part in the team's NHL hockey training camp in Ottawa on Thursday, Sept. 12, 2013. THE CANADIAN PRESS/Sean Kilpatrick
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The marquee line of Jason Spezza between Milan Michalek and Bobby Ryan will make its first appearance in a game situation Sunday night when the Ottawa Senators face off against the Jets in Winnipeg.

And those won’t be the only big names in the lineup. Erik Karlsson and Marc Methot, Ottawa’s top defence tandem, will also dress, while goalie Robin Lehner will get the start.

Jason Spezza will also be sporting the captain’s ‘C’ on his No. 19 jersey for the first time, something he was looking forward to.

“It’ll be nice to play a game with the ‘C’ for sure,” he said prior to boarding a flight to the Manitoba capital. “It’s something I’m excited about and it’ll be cool to see it, for sure.”

He was also looking forward to seeing how he and his new linemates gel in a game situation. It’s one thing to skate in scrimmages, another to play 60 minutes in a packed rink against opponents fighting for NHL jobs.

“The best way to find chemistry is to play games, so then you kind of go through it and see what guys like to do.”

Coach Paul MacLean said he isn’t sure yet how ice time will shake out for the netminders.

The game won’t be televised, but will be broadcast on Team 1200 AM.

The Senators play again Monday night against the Calgary Flames in Saskatoon. That game will be on Rogers 22.

Scanlan: It’s Jason Spezza’s team, his time

Once, he was the boyhood face of Minute Maid juice and K-Mart stores
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Once, he was the boyhood face of Minute Maid juice and the K-Mart stores.

Today, Jason Spezza is the face of the franchise, the face of your Ottawa Senators.

The road from cutesy child model to teen hockey phenom to NHL captain hasn’t been as smooth as these entitlements sound all rolled together; or as smooth as Spezza himself might have imagined the road would be. No matter. At 30, he believes those bumps on the path make him a better leader. An overnight sensation, he was not.

When he first arrived at the doorstep to the NHL, a supremely confident second overall draft choice in 2001, he was taken aback by the Ottawa organization’s subtle suggestion that he lacked the physical conditioning required at this level.

If that weren’t rude enough, Spezza was sent back to junior hockey after his initial pro training camp, told by then-general manager Marshall Johnston and head coach Jacques Martin that the NHL is a “men’s league.”

Translation: You’re still a kid, hotshot. Spezza wept at the news. Crushed, as only an 18-year-old can be crushed by adult realities.

Johnston could be forgiven for his tough love. His move to acquire the New York Islander’s second overall pick (used to draft Spezza), along with defenceman Zdeno Chara and forward Bill Muckalt in exchange for disgruntled centre Alexei Yashin was the slickest trade in the history of the Senators.

While Chara benefited instantly from Ottawa’s defensive system, Spezza had to learn — in a school of hard knocks kind of way — the gifts that made him an underage OHL junior at age 15, a can’t miss offensive star, weren’t enough any more.

In time, he saw that the best hockey players in the world are also among the best conditioned athletes in the world. He learned that the days when Jason’s boyhood idol, Mario Lemieux, could define conditioning as eating salad instead of french fries with his club sandwich … were long gone.

Spezza came to worship at the training church of Gary Roberts, the former Toronto Maple Leaf and Ottawa 67’s forward. First, though, he became a professional on the ice by honing his craft at a lower level, even if few imagined, least of all Spezza, that he’d have to pay his dues in this way.

During the NHL lockout season of 2004-05, no player benefited from the shutdown more than Spezza, who embraced a season with the Binghamton Senators by dominating the AHL and winning a scoring title.

From this foundation, his NHL career was launched. He grew into the role as top centre of the league’s most prolific line. Flanked by captain Daniel Alfredsson and sniper Dany Heatley, one of the game’s natural goal scorers, Spezza was the playmaker who helped lead Ottawa to the 2007 Stanley Cup final. Twice, he spoon-fed Heatley 50-goal seasons.

And yet, when the push to a championship faltered at the threshold, Spezza was most often cited by the fan on the street and the caller to the talk shows as the symbol of defeat. Not Alfredsson, a smaller player considered industrious and hustling, but Spezza, with his long strides and penchant for high-risk, drop passes.

Over the years, Spezza has heard more than his share of hometown derision, ranging from groans (the standard reaction to a giveaway) to boos, but he can take solace in the fact his immediate predecessor wearing the Senators ‘C,’ Alfredsson, also heard boos at home, especially with Leafs fans in the house.

For a dozen years, Spezza has been preparing for this moment, battling through back and knee injuries, and suffering the slings of the team’s spring shortcomings. Not that he wished Alfredsson a timely retirement, but there was something in Spezza’s body language that told of a player unfulfilled at playing the perennial understudy. No. 19 is ready, had been ready and waiting.

From his earliest moments in the GTHL, Spezza relished the role of the go-to guy, the star player with the responsibility when the game was on the line. Becoming an NHL captain was built into the original script. He would take to it, in the words of Shakespeare, as if to the manner born.

“I think I’ve come by it more naturally over the last few years, and I’m excited,” Spezza said. “Coming full circle would probably be winning a Stanley Cup and hopefully we have a chance to do that.”

Finally, the day has arrived, if not quite as expected. Not with a neat hand off and a tip of the cap from Alfredsson, but with his sudden departure, as suddenly as Yashin moved to Long Island, leaving Alfredsson behind to take up the torch.

Twelve years in the league, riding the highs of all-star moments and the lows of Olympic roster snubs, have firmed the resolve of Spezza, prepared him for these first, exciting games skating into action as the Senators captain.

How he’s changed, since we first saw him at 18, that boy eager to make his mark in the “men’s league.” He’s a mature husband and father of two, now. Gone is the youthful giggle, replaced by a calmer voice, a sense of purpose as he assumes the leadership role he always envisioned.

This is Jason Spezza’s team, now. Jason Spezza’s time.

Twitter.com/HockeyScanner

Senators sign Cowen to four-year deal

Jared Cowen will join the Ottawa Senators in Saskatoon on Monday after coming to terms with the team on a new four-year contract.
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Jared Cowen will join the Ottawa Senators in Saskatoon on Monday after coming to terms with the team on a new four-year contract.

Cowen, who had been working out in Saskatchewan while waiting for agent Rick Valette and Senators assistant general manager Tim Murray to bridge the financial gap that was keeping him out of training camp, will have his medical evaluation done there and could skate with the team as early as Monday morning.

“Yeah, I’m happy,” Murray said of the deal, which works out to an average annual value of $3.1 million. “I think it’s a number that we can live with and they can live with, so I think it’s a fair contract.”

Just 24 hours earlier, Murray was lamenting the fact Cowen’s camp seemed unwilling to move off its asking price, which the Senators felt was too high. Murray stopped shot of saying the most recent offer was a take it or leave it deal, but added the Senators weren’t inclined to budge much.

In the end, both sides moved toward the centre. Murray said Valette called late last night with a renewed sense of urgency to get the deal done and they agreed on terms.

He added he was glad the tough negotiation was behind him and that the team was looking forward to having Cowen join his teammates.

“He’s kind of a poster boy of what we want here,” Murray said. “He works extremely hard, he’s low maintenance, he plays hard and competes.”

The longer-than-usual bridge deal will end a year before Cowen reaches unrestricted free agency, which will give both sides some time to see what he develops into. The Senators believe he’ll be a key player for them for years, but his future earning power will depend largely on whether he can develop his offensive skills further. Cowen has six goals and 12 assists in 90 regular season NHL games so far.

Although the AAV is probably high for a player of Cowen’s experience — Murray himself said it was impossible to find comparables earning what the Cowen camp was asking — the Senators are rolling the dice that Cowen will quickly develop into a solid top-four contributor.

 More to come…

Senators will make moves to accommodate strong preseason performers

Ottawa Senators prospects know there will be roster spots in play when the puck drops on the team’s preseason schedule this weekend.
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Senators will make moves to accommodate strong preseason performers 

From left: Jean-Gabriel Pageau, Mark Stone and Shane Prince. (Julie Oliver/OttawaCitizen)
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Ottawa Senators prospects know there will be roster spots in play when the puck drops on the team’s preseason schedule this weekend.

How many spots, and how quickly they become available, will be up to the young hopefuls.

With 11 forwards, six defencemen (including the currently unsigned Jared Cowen) and two goalies seemingly locked into the opening night depth chart, on the surface there wouldn’t appear to be much room for movement.

But if a handful of players manage to blow away expectations over the eight-game preseason schedule, which kicks off Sunday night in Winnipeg against the Jets, that could set the dominoes tumbling.

“We got a good look at some guys at the rookie tournament, and that’s just a start, but there were some dominant performances there, and we expect that they’ll come to camp with that confidence of playing well down there and showing us they’re ready,” Senators assistant general manager Tim Murray said in an interview Friday at the Bell Sensplex.

“Whether we can put them on the team or not, that’s a different question, but if they show us they’re ready to be on the team and they have to start in (AHL affiliate) Binghamton, that means that we feel comfortable maybe moving a guy out of here, for whatever reason, to maybe get a kid on the team.

“Our depth shows that we have guys knocking on the door.”

Players participating in Sunday night’s game will skate here first thing in the morning that day, then board a plane to the Manitoba capital. After the contest there, they’ll head straight back to the airport for a flight to Saskatoon ahead of Monday’s matchup against the Calgary Flames.

It’ll be the first step toward identifying early favourites to land NHL gigs either now or in the near future, and Murray expects the battle will be furious.

“There are openings, but there are very few openings, so we’re going to look at the top guys,” he explained. “That’s the kind of competition you want to see. So if there’s only one forward job open, is it (Mike) Hoffman? Is it (Mark) Stone? Is it (Jean-Gabriel) Pageau?

“There’s two or three other guys, and they know that,” he added. “They’re all friends and they’re all going to sit beside each other in the dressing room, but they know that the best guy in the eight games is going to be the guy that stays.”

The assumption among fans is the forward job is Pageau’s to lose — and rightly so after an impressive rookie camp and a playoff hat trick last spring — but Stone has an excellent opportunity play his way into the picture as well.

He has a couple advantages over Pageau: Size (he’s 6-2, 211 pounds versus 5-9, 172) and the fact he’s a natural right winger trying out for a team that needs one on the second line.

Coach Paul MacLean said the best overall player will get the job regardless of position or skill set, however.

“With Kyle (Turris) and Clarke (MacArthur), we have the elements of speed and skill and there’s decent size on the line already,” he said. “What we’re looking for is the guy that earns the job.

“Whether or not it’s Mark Stone, he may be a little bit bigger but not as fast, Mike Hoffman, he’s not as big, but he’s fast and a touch more skill, (Cory) Conacher’s maybe not as fast as Hoffman, but his puck skills are good … Shane Prince has actually played pretty well,” MacLean said. “I think we’re not looking for one specific type of player.”

Conacher has been lining up with Turris and MacArthur so far, but expect the team to give a few players a look in that spot.

As for Pageau, who plays centre but is looking up the depth chart at Jason Spezza, Turris, Mika Zibanejad and Zack Smith, MacLean echoed Murray. If a player earns his way onto the team, the coaching staff will find somewhere to put him.

“If he’s ready to play in the league on a regular basis, every night, every night, someone will have to move over (to the wing), but that’s what hockey’s about.”

And all that that doesn’t even take inevitable injuries into consideration. Murray said players are trying out now to be the first call-up as well.

Stone, a Winnipeg native who was hoping he’d get the chance to suit up at the MTS Centre and play in front of friends and family, was looking forward to proving himself in a game situation.

“You just need to play well, play consistent and I think they’ll find a way to keep me on the team if I do that,” he said.

Cowen’s absence, on the off chance it extends into the regular season, makes the competition on defence equally intriguing.

Said Murray: “Not every one of them is a depth player, but we have four or five guys down there that we know are depth players. (Mark) Borowiecki, is he going to make the team because Jared’s not here?

“There are lots of questions like that to be answered, and that’s why I think it’s an important camp for him. It’s an important camp for (2012 first-round draft pick) Cody Ceci.”

Borowiecki acknowledged the Cowen impasse has cracked the door open a little wider for him and others.

“Opportunities always present themselves in strange ways,” he said. “Pro hockey’s very much a game of opportunity and if that happened to be the situation, great, but that’s kind of out of my control right now.

“It’s not something that I can change in any way, so if that spot is there, it’s there, and I’ll work my hardest to get it.”

CAPTAIN CALL COMING

MacLean again said the team will make a call on the next captain when the time is right, but didn’t reveal when that time might be. General manager Bryan Murray hinted an announcement could come as early as Saturday morning, however.

Twitter.com/SensReporter
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Doubters for Cory Conacher?

What else is new? For as long as he can remember, the 5-8 forward has been told he was too small to be a pro hockey player, doubts that were multiplied by a factor of 10 because of his challenges dealing with childhood diabetes.

Now, the task for the smallest of the Ottawa Senators is to hold off all challengers for his spot on the team. At the moment, the spot is a beauty – the second line wing position wearing the same red training camp jersey as centre Kyle Turris and winger Clarke MacArthur.

Technically, Conacher has the wing position once held by captain Daniel Alfredsson, although Conacher prefers to let newcomers Bobby Ryan and MacArthur have the distinction of being the players to fill the void when Alfredsson bolted for Detroit.

After all, Conacher has enough to deal with trying to keep such young guns as Shane Prince, Mark Stone and Mike Hoffman from getting his job. Conacher calls it a “fun” competition among friends, and he welcomes the push.

“You don’t ever want to be too comfortable,” Conacher says. “It’s fun. We’re friends off the ice, but whoever works the hardest is going to get that spot. You want them to do as well as you, so you can turn it up even more.”

On paper, the job is Conacher’s to lose. With 24 points in 35 games, Conacher was an early rookie of the year candidate with the Tampa Bay Lightning. His production faded in the second half of the season, and at the April 3 trade deadline, Conacher was moved to Ottawa along with a fourth round pick for goaltender Ben Bishop.

In 12 games with the Senators, Conacher chipped in two goals and three assists while playing about one minute less per night than he did with the Lightning. In the playoffs, Conacher’s TOI fell an additional minute, to around 12 per game, and while he scored three times in eight postseason games, he was also made a healthy scratch twice — once in each series.

Though he has been a professional for two seasons, the 23-year-old Burlington native is not one to take things for granted. Undrafted out of provincial junior hockey with the Burlington Cougars, Conacher went on to a productive career at Canisius College, but still had to bang on the door of the AHL before earning a couple of amateur tryouts and finally a free agent deal with the Norfolk Admirals.

Conacher made the most of his shot, winning AHL MVP honours with a 2012 Norfolk team that won the Calder Cup. Conacher led the league with 39 goals and produced more than a point per game. By March of 2012, the parent Lightning team signed him to a free agent contract, which Conacher carried with him to Ottawa.

Unlike some years in camp, where a one-way contract trumps the competition, Conacher, Stone, Hoffman and Prince are all on two-way, NHL entry level deals, which will level the playing field. Off the strength of his one NHL season, Conacher gets penciled onto the Turris line. He says he is communicating as much as possible to Turris and MacArthur, so they can establish some quick chemistry – the word of the week at Ottawa’s camp.

As well, Conacher will battle the usual demons.

“My size weighs on me,” Conacher admits. It’s his stature that causes him to play chippy, to drive hard to the crease.

“I have to show I can play against the Zdeno Charas of the league, and show I’m willing to get beat up in front of the net,” he says. “What I lack in size, I have to gain back with heart and determination to be better. Nowadays, if you’re not improving from year to year, there’s guys in the system that can take your spot.”

That is especially true in the Ottawa system, an organization that doesn’t spend to the limit but develops players to their limit.

In the offseason, Conacher worked not only on his strength, but in scrimmages tried to do the little things defensively that would please an NHL coach. By all accounts, Conacher’s energy level faded in the second half of last season, though he insists it had nothing to do with his Type 1 diabetes.

“Guys like MacArthur say last season was even tougher than usual, playing every other night,” Conacher says. “An 82-game schedule might actually help the diabetes, having a couple of nights in a row without a game.”

Along with a pump attached to a port on his hip, Conacher uses a sensor to monitor his sugar levels. His parents wouldn’t have it any other way.

“They hate being away from me, so they want me to make sure I’m on my numbers, eat well and sleep well.”

As further motivation, Conacher is fast becoming a role model to thousands of young diabetics who have followed his story.

“You want to do it for yourself, but also for kids that want to make it to this level,” Conacher says. “They need to see that I’m taking care of myself and doing the right things.”

wscanlan@ottawacitizen.com
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Contract talks between the Ottawa Senators and restricted free agent defenceman Jared Cowen haven’t quite hit a standstill, but they’ve certainly slowed to a crawl.

The hope is a potential face-to-face meeting in Saskatoon — where Cowen is working out and where the Senators play a preseason game Monday night — might help bridge the gap.

On Friday, assistant general manager Tim Murray said the Senators’ most recent offer of a four-year deal — rumoured to be worth just under $3 million per season — is more than fair for a player with so little big league experience.

“I don’t want to say our last deal was a drop-dead final one, but our last deal was, I gotta tell you, was an extremely lucrative deal for the player, and I really can’t see going beyond that right now,” he said.

Cowen’s agent, Rick Valette, didn’t respond to a request for comment, but in a recent interview with the Citizen, he suggested one of the hangups was finding proper comparables for Cowen.

Murray agreed, in that there aren’t any that line up with the dollar amount the Cowen camp is requesting.

“Our last proposal is, we think, very competitive, very fair. More than fair,” Murray said. “As I told his agent, when I look at the comparables and that, that the number they’re asking for, I can’t find anybody. 

“And I understand that you have to add intangibles and all that into a proposal, but even with that, we think that ours is way beyond any statistical comparables.”

Both sides agree the 6-5, 230-pound blueliner will be a key contributor to the team in the years to come, but injury troubles and the most recent lockout have limited his playing time.

Cowen got off to a good start with the AHL Binghamton Senators last fall — he would have been here if not for the lockout — before tearing a hip labrum in a game. That injury was expected to keep him out of the lineup for a year, but he returned in time to play seven regular season and 10 playoff games with the Senators last season.

So, how much do you pay for potential, and how much do you take a player’s ability to stay in the lineup into account? 

At the high end, Cowen projects as a top-pair defensive defenceman, and if he manages to find a scoring touch along the way, his price tag will increase exponentially. So far, however, he has just six goals and 12 assists in 90 career games.

That both sides appear to have agreed the pact should be for four years, ending one season before Cowen hits unrestricted free agency, is a positive sign. Now it comes down to bridging the dollar gap.

“We’ve taken into account that he’s a young player and he’s been injured, but we’re willing to pay for the future — their take on it is just a little high for us,” Murray said.

“I think, if you look at his last three or four years, we drafted him coming off the major knee injury issue, we stepped up and weren’t afraid of that, and then the hip thing was unfortunate,” he added.

“There comes a point in your career where you have to get through a training camp, you have to get through a season, to be considered a top player in the National Hockey League. It’s not his fault, and I’m not saying that, but I mean, there are hurdles in this game you have to overcome to be considered a top-end player.”

Twitter.com/SensReporter
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A decision on who becomes the new Ottawa Senators captain will have to wait until at least Friday.

Senators coach Paul MacLean was on the ice for Thursday morning’s training camp session, but he left the Canadian Tire Centre late in the morning to attend the funeral for general manager Bryan Murray’s mother, Rhoda, and wasn’t available for comment.

Rugged Senators winger Chris Neil, however, teased the media, suggesting that the decision has already been made.

“Ah, they’re probably just messing with your minds,” he said, when asked about who might wear the ‘C’ for the 2013-14 season. “Whoever it is, it’s going to be the right person for the job. (Chris) Phillips has been around a long time and (Jason) Spezza has proven he’s one of the elite guys in the game.”

While Spezza and Phillips play the waiting game, Spezza acknowledges he has learned about what it takes to be a leader — and not necessarily a captain — by watching Daniel Alfredsson and others in the dressing room over the years.

“Now I think I’m very comfortable in the role of being a leader and actually embrace it,” he said. “Those are things that you can’t really teach. You have to live through them and I feel really comfortable in that role.”

Spezza says leadership is about not being selfish and recognizing that younger players are looking for guidance on how to act and react to situations.

“I’m always trying to learn,” he said. “I always dreamt of being a captain in the NHL and Alfie is a guy who led by example.”

SPEZZA VS. GETZLAF

Bobby Ryan may be long gone from Anaheim, but he’s hardly disrespecting his former teammates. Ryan, who spent most of the early part of his career playing alongside Ducks centre Ryan Getzlaf, heaped praise upon him when asked to compare his playmaking abilities to Spezza.

“Getzlaf is a much better playmaker than people in the (Eastern) Conference know,” he said. “They don’t see him enough. From a playmaking standpoint, he’s the best I’ve seen, but I’ve got 82 games this year with Spezza, so hopefully I can turn around and say (something different) later.”

KARLSSON TAKING IT SLOW

Erik Karlsson insists it’s business as usual as far as training camp goes, but he’s in no rush to showcase the flashiest parts of his game.

“I’m going to try and approach this season like I would if I had not been injured,” Karlsson said, responding to questions about his recovery from Achilles surgery. “To start off, I’m going to play a little simpler and get the feet going and just go from there and see how it feels.”

Karlsson did return to the ice earlier than normal in the summer, in keeping with the rehabilitation plan.

“I had been skating more before training camp this season than I had in the past, but that’s because I had to,” he said. “It feels pretty good. I don’t think it should be any different from any other training camp. Now, it’s all about getting it going.”

kwarren@ottawacitizen.com
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How’s this for great expectations?

When the first group of Ottawa Senators players stepped on the ice to open practice sessions at training camp Thursday, the big-name trio of left winger Milan Michalek, centre Jason Spezza and right winger Bobby Ryan immediately lined up together.

It was no grand surprise, of course. It was a unit people pretty much assumed would be together ever since Ryan was traded here on July 5 in the hours following the shock of Daniel Alfredsson’s departure to the Detroit Red Wings.

Yet a mere 90 minutes after going through opening day drills, all three players were pressed on whether the line could someday match the feats of the Dany Heatley-Spezza-Alfredsson line, which was the league’s best for a stretch, routinely filling nets and carrying the Senators all the way to the Stanley Cup final in 2007.

Spezza’s response to all that? Hold the phone. Let the wine breathe a little.

“It’s real early in the process,” said Spezza, who appears motivated to make up for losing the majority of his 2013 season due to back surgery, send a message to Canada’s Olympic team for leaving him off its summer evaluation camp roster and to prove the Senators can win without Alfredsson.

Spezza believes the ingredients for success are there. Or will be, at some point. The threesome could be physically imposing. Spezza is 6-3, 216 pounds, Ryan is 6-2 and 209 pounds and Michalek checks in at 6-2 and 217 pounds. They’ve had proven scoring success, combining for 545 goals and 720 assists during their NHL careers. Spezza calls himself a passer, Ryan labels himself a shooter and Michalek says he needs to drive the net.

At the same time, Spezza isn’t getting ahead of himself. While he and Ryan talked during the summer and played together during informal scrimmages leading up to training camp, Spezza says it will take time for all three to get a full understanding of each other. On Thursday, for instance, they discovered they had slightly different ideas about how to achieve power play success.

“If you have three guys that can make plays and handle pucks, it’s a big advantage, and a line (where players) think similarly, too, and has defined roles is good, too,” he said. “We have all the individual pieces to make up a good line, it’s just a matter of figuring out whether we can make it work together. Hopefully we get a few (exhibition) games here and a few chances at it to see if we can get familiar with each other.”

Spezza says there are some similarities between Ryan and Heatley. Yet he also cautions that the Senators play a different system under current coach Paul MacLean and that scoring in general has declined in the years since Heatley delivered consecutive 50-goal seasons as Spezza’s trigger man.

“The fact they both like to score goals is a nice quality they share,” he said. “Bobby is a little bit of a different player. I think he’s better with the puck, maybe moves a little bit better, (Heatley) probably shoots it a little better off the one-timer.”

All the talk about having another natural born scorer for Spezza to play with is appetizing for Senators fans. Spezza, however, has been around MacLean long enough to know that there are no certainties when it comes to line combinations. While Michalek boasts great speed and says his knee feels good following an off-season procedure in Germany, question marks remain about whether he can withstand the grind of the NHL season.

Ryan, who spent time with both Ryan Getzlaf and Nick Bonino as his centre in Anaheim last season, also isn’t taking anything for granted. In his ideal world, he says he would like score in the neighbourhood of 35 goals, which would be easier to accomplish if Spezza was his regular centre.

“We can win a lot of battles in the corners and we’re all pretty crafty with the puck,” said Ryan. “If things click right away, it could be a very dangerous line.”

At this point, though, Ryan says he’s just trying to get through the first few days of training camp. He figures it will probably take the full pre-season schedule, and maybe more, to discover the intricacies of Spezza and Michalek’s games.

“I told Spezza that on a lot of two-on-ones, you’re not going to get the puck because I can’t thread a needle and I’m shooting all the time,” Ryan said, with a laugh. “He said ‘I get it.’ That’s just the way it is. As long as we understand each other and (Michalek) complements us, I can complement (Michalek’s) speed and we can let all those things develop naturally, it’s going to be much easier.”

kwarren@ottawacitizen.com
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Ottawa Senators' Erik Karlsson, of Sweden, left to right, Chris Phillips, and Marc Methot takes part in the team's NHL hockey training camp in Ottawa on Thursday, Sept. 12, 2013. THE CANADIAN PRESS/Sean Kilpatrick

    share  

When the Senators acquired Marc Methot on Canada Day 2012, fans in Ottawa didn’t know what they were getting. 

Sure, Methot was a local guy, suited up for the Ottawa Sting among other minor hockey teams. His father, Al, used to look after Minto Arena. I recall slipping a cheque under his office door for an ice rental many years ago. 

But Marc Methot? After he joined the distant London Knights of the OHL, he practically disappeared from view. Our best look at him came in 2005 with the NHL locked out, as the Memorial Cup became a focus of attention. The Toronto-based networks were all over a junior hockey championship in London that featured Sidney Crosby’s Rimouski Oceanic, plus Corey Perry and the Knights. As an added bonus, Brian Kilrea’s Ottawa 67′s club was in the tournament. 

Methot, already a big man just shy of his 20th birthday, showed himself to be a dependable stay-home defenceman on a Knights team that was too deep for Crosby and Rimouski in the final. By then, Methot had already been drafted by the Columbus Blue Jackets, and so he ventured from a western OHL club to a western NHL organization. First, he served nearly three full seasons as an AHL apprentice, and some wondered if he would ever be an everyday NHL defenceman. 

Hockey types know that playing defence for an inexperienced, non-contending team can be the most difficult entry into the NHL. Still, fans in Ottawa were in for a shock as Methot left Columbus after four full seasons and pretty quickly became a rock-solid fixture on the Senators first defence pairing with the then-reigning Norris Trophy winner, Erik Karlsson. 

At his best with the Blue Jackets, Methot never averaged more than 20 minutes per game. In 2013, he played just over 22 minutes per game (22:44 in the playoffs) one of the glue guys on a Senators defence corps that was slightly ravaged by major injuries suffered by Jared Cowen and then Karlsson. 

“From a personal standpoint, I didn’t expect it either, to have all that success,” Methot says, after the first skating sessions of Ottawa’s 2013-14 training camp. “I knew what I was capable of, but to have thought I would be traded to my home city . . . I still remember that moment when I was told. It was crazy, I was shaking the whole time.”

Suddenly, there is no surprise in the media room when head coach Paul MacLean names off the “leadership group” and the 28-year-old Methot is one of the five (Jason Spezza, Chris Phillips, Chris Neil and goaltender Craig Anderson being the others). There is some surprise that Karlsson is not named, although he was a long shot captaincy candidate (the ‘C’ is still TBA, but considered a two-horse race between Spezza and Phillips). 

“That’s my personality, too,” Methot says, about his ascent to team leadership. “I tend to project a lot, I’m pretty vocal in the room. It’s just the way I am. 

“I’m not really going to change a whole lot, in terms of the way I view being a leader on this team, standing up and helping the younger guys out and carrying yourself around the arena with a positive attitude. It sounds kind of cheesy, but it’s true. It reflects on a lot of other players when you see veterans act like that.”

EYES ON 65 

Along with new winger Bobby Ryan, a lot of eyes are fixed on Karlsson at camp, to see early signs of the old, pre-Achilles injury, EK65. Camp drills don’t show a lot, but Methot is optimistic, as usual. 

“He’s the same Karl out there on the ice now, at least,” Methot says. “I’m sure game situations (and camp) are two completely different things, but he looks really confident. Karl is at his best when he’s on top of the world and everything is going for him.”

Though he’s bound to protect his partner, on and off the ice, Methot insists Karlsson “doesn’t look like he’s lost a step. He still has that extremely strong pivot up the ice, where he can turn on a dime.”

Fans won’t be reassured until they see Karlsson tested in a game. 

COWEN MISSING

The other young defenceman of concern is Cowen, who missed all but seven regular season games (he also suited up for all 10 playoff games) because of a hip injury. Now, Cowen is missing in action due to a contract dispute. If they time it right, perhaps the Senators can bring the Saskatoon native to Ottawa with them after Monday’s exhibition game in Saskatoon. 

With only one full NHL season played, Cowen would benefit from this camp after last season’s setbacks. 

“The one thing I can say about Cowie, he’s a great hockey player, especially for his age,” Methot says. “He’s miles ahead of me when I was his age. What is he 23, 22? (he’s 22). 

“I was just breaking out of the American League, so I can’t really comment on what he’ll be missing out on. I know that training camp is important, it gets you into shape, but I’m sure he’s skating and trying to stay conditioned.” 

twitter.com/HockeyScanner
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Clarke MacArthur takes a jog during fitness testing at the Canadian Tire Centre Wednesday. (Julie Oliver/Ottawa Citizen)
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Of all places, Clarke MacArthur was at Dion Phaneuf’s wedding when he switched allegiance in the Battle of Ontario.

Talk about awkward. Nearly the entire Toronto Maple Leafs roster attended the nuptials of team captain Phaneuf and Elisha Cuthbert on Prince Edward Island during the first day of NHL free agency. When the news broke about MacArthur’s two-year deal with the Ottawa Senators for $6.5 million, most of the players congratulated MacArthur on his contract, then followed with the requisite jab about joining the hated provincial rival.

“It was like, ‘Oh, congrats,’ and then, ‘what, you went to Ottawa?’” MacArthur recalls.

With those ex-Leafs, MacArthur suffered through a horrific Game 7 loss to the Boston Bruins in the opening playoff round, in which Toronto blew a 4-1 lead late in the third period. He was asked if he thought the Leafs would ever get over that one.

“Ah, I hope not,” MacArthur said, to laughter all around. Clearly, the 28-year-old winger is warming up quickly to his new life as a Senator. Friendships, as MacArthur noted, are for summertime. In hockey season, rivalries trump camaraderie.

“In Toronto, that’ll be remembered for a long time,” MacArthur says of the playoff collapse. “We stopped playing with 10 minutes left in that game and your biggest nightmares come true.”

In case you hadn’t already noticed, MacArthur, a native of Lloydminster, AB, is as quick with his dry humour as he is fleet of foot on the ice. And yet, he has practically escaped notice as a sidebar to the bigger headlines over Daniel Alfredsson’s departure and the arrival of Bobby Ryan via trade with the Anaheim Ducks.

If Ryan is “coming in hot,” as he famously noted on Twitter, MacArthur is coming in under the radar. And he’s more than OK with that.

“There’s a lot of excitement with getting Bobby Ryan here, he’s established and he’s been a top goal scorer,” MacArthur says.

“For good reason, there’s lots of talk about him. As for me, I want to come here and do the job I know I can do. Be good at both ends and contribute offensively.”

What kind of role does he see for himself?

“Play on the five-on-three (power play), be in the shootout …” MacArthur muses.

More seriously, he wants to get back to being the 20-goal scorer he was with the Leafs in 2010-11 (21 goals, 41 assists) and 2011-12 (20 goals, 23 assists). Last season, he scored just eight times, with 12 assists, in 40 games, and was made a healthy scratch by Leafs head coach Randy Carlyle in two of those seven playoff games versus Boston.

Great fuel, that, for an Ottawa Senators winger.

For now, MacArthur will be slotted on the second line with centre Kyle Turris, and likely Cory Conacher. Over the past week, MacArthur has already been skating with Turris informally, and he’s been impressed with Turris’ vision and skating ability.

“With those skill sets — I like to use my speed wide and try to create some space for him,” MacArthur says. “Cory goes hard to the net. If that’s the combo, I’m excited about that — we’ll see how it fits together here.”

After directing so many young players around the 200-game experience level, Senators head coach Paul MacLean likes the veteran credentials of Ryan and MacArthur. Ryan is approaching 400 NHL games played, and MacArthur is at 403.

“They’re established players,” MacLean said. “They give us someone else we can show our players — this is what it is to be a National Hockey League player.”

It’s been a while since a player switched armies in the Battle of Ontario. The last player to move directly between the two clubs was goaltender Martin Gerber, claimed on waivers by the Leafs from the Senators in 2009. And so MacArthur has a unique perspective on the skirmishes. Before Toronto, he spent parts of four seasons with the Buffalo Sabres, yet another division rival. From afar, he says he admired the style of the Senators’ game.

“I always thought, it’s a really quick team,” MacArthur says. “They have top-end goaltending … it’s a playoff hockey team here. To go to the second round with the young team they had, it was definitely an exciting day for me to sign here and become a part of this team.”

While MacArthur is not likely to replace Alfredsson as a presence on the Senators, he just might have the chops to fill the gap left by Alfredsson, the departing team golf champ. A 4 handicap, MacArthur is a member at the Oak Hill Country Club, site of the 2013 PGA Championship. He jokes — we think — about joining the senior pro tour when his hockey career is over.

At the moment, he’s happy to be one of the newest Ottawa Senators, confronting a decidedly smaller media mob than the one he left at the Centre of the Universe. MacArthur’s wife, Jessica, and their 13-month-old daughter, Emory, are settling into their new Ottawa home, well protected by the family “guard dog,” a Boxer named Apollo.

wscanlan@ottawacitizen.com
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Craig Anderson (C) talks to Erik Karlsson (L) while Robin Lehner (R) looks during last spring's playoffs. (Wayne Cuddington / Ottawa Citizen)
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Ottawa Senators No. 1 goaltender Craig Anderson has a dual purpose in aiming to repeat, or even surpass, the feats he accomplished last season.

Anderson is naturally anxious to see how far the Senators can go, especially as they begin training camp with a healthy Jason Spezza and Erik Karlsson, along with the excitement stemming from the arrival of Bobby Ryan and Clarke MacArthur.

On top of that, though, is Anderson’s motivation to prove he deserves to wear the colours of the United States at the Sochi Olympics next February.

“There’s a lot of pride putting on that sweater and playing for your country,” said Anderson, who last played for the Americans at the 2008 world championships in Halifax and Quebec City. “That represents something a lot greater than just a hockey team. You’re representing a full country. That’s one of those memorable moments you’ll never forget. I’m looking forward to earning that spot.”

During the first half of the season, Anderson figures to be a in a battle for a roster spot with Jonathan Quick of the Los Angeles Kings, Ryan Miller of the Buffalo Sabres and Cory Schneider, who is now sharing the New Jersey Devils’ net with Martin Brodeur.

The better Anderson does with the Senators, the better his chances of getting to Russia. If he does what he did last year, he’ll be there. Anderson led the NHL in goals-against average (1.69) and save percentage (.941). He finished the season with a 12-9-2 record and he was on target for the Vezina Trophy as the league’s top goaltender before suffering the ankle injury, which caused him to miss six weeks.

Anderson was also outstanding in the first round of the playoffs, when the Senators knocked off the Montreal Canadiens in five games. They did that without Spezza and with Karlsson still playing through his Achilles injury, and Anderson says the Senators should be an improved squad because of their return and the experience gained by those players who were forced to replace them.

Anderson, however, is taking nothing for granted.

“It comes down to how well we play together,” he said. “You can put all the best players together, but if you don’t have structure, you’re not going to have any success. We all believe that we can compete every night to win every game. It’s a matter of just playing consistently and coming together as a group.”

Anderson, 32, downplays his impact on the team’s success — “you’ve got to make the saves for the guys and be a consistent guy in there, but at the same time, you’re only as good as the guys around you,” he says — and he also recognizes that Robin Lehner will be constantly pushing for more ice time.

“Competition brings out the best in everybody,” he said. “We all want to play. Nobody’s happy sitting on the bench watching hockey. We’re all here, we all want to be the guy in the net, so with that mentality, you earn your ice time and you battle and do everything you possibly can to get yourself in the net and stay in the net.”

That applies whether it’s in Canada or over in Russia in about five months’ time.

AMERICAN BONDS

Senators players don’t officially hit the training camp ice until Thursday morning, but Anderson is already impressed by what he has seen from Ryan during informal scrimmages. While Ryan is expected to score his share of goals with Jason Spezza as his centre, he would also appear to be a sure thing for the U.S. squad at the Olympics.

We’ve had a great competition going on,” said Anderson. I tend to let him score so he can feel good about himself and get off the ice … no, usually he doesn’t need my help for that, but he’s definitely a great player and I have a lot of respect for him. It will take me a couple of weeks to figure out his tendencies. If he’s really good, I won’t figure out those tendencies for a long time.”

kwarren@ottawacitizen.com

 Twitter.com/Citizenkwarren
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For the first time since 1995, Daniel Alfredsson wasn’t around Wednesday when the Ottawa Senators officially opened training camp.

Even though he’s gone, he’s far from forgotten.

Until coach Paul MacLean is completely satisfied that he’s done every piece of homework to choose Alfredsson’s replacement — either Jason Spezza or Chris Phillips — the Senators will remain a captain-less club.

“It’s a big difference not having him around,” said star defenceman Erik Karlsson. “It will take a day or two to get over him.”

Marc Methot, Karlsson’s defence partner, acknowledged it was hard to leave his house in Ottawa this summer without being asked about the 40-year-old Alfredsson, who shocked the city in July by opting to sign with the Detroit Red Wings as a free agent.

“I was asked about it every day, pretty much,” said Methot. “If you met somebody new or you were out at golf tournaments (or elsewhere), everybody wants to know about Alfie. And that’s normal. He’s had such a huge impact on this city. Am I surprised? No. That’s the way the game goes. That’s the respect he commands here.”

But Methot, echoing what countless others said during Wednesday’s obligatory day of medicals and challenging fitness tests, insists the Senators will be able to soldier on without No. 11.

“It might hit once you look around the dressing room and realize he’s not there for a first game, but we have so many great leaders. You can’t replace a guy like Alfie, and I know everybody says this, but we have a lot of guys who can step up. We’re real tight, chemistry-wise, and I think we’ll be just fine.”

For now, anyway, the intrigue is about who MacLean will choose the wear the ‘C.’

MacLean said it’s not a decision that can be made “haphazardly,” adding he will make the decision when he believes it’s right.

“Naming a captain is not something you take lightly,” MacLean said. “You have to take the time you need to make sure you’re doing the right thing.”

MacLean joked that he’s heeding the advice from everyone — including the media and the hockey fans in Ottawa — but it will ultimately be his decision, after consultations with general manager Bryan Murray and his coaching staff. He has not “interviewed” players for the position.

NO NEWS ON COWEN

Opening day came and went without defenceman Jared Cowen, who was sitting at home in Saskatoon without a contract.

MacLean said he can’t get caught up in who isn’t here.

“We’ve played lots of games without Jared Cowen before, unfortunately (due to injury),” the Senators coach said. “If we have to to play some more again, we will. But this is the unfortunate business of the game. If you’re here, we use you. If you’re not, we just keep going.”

WHO GOES WHERE?

It will be crowded at centre when the players take the ice Thursday. MacLean says Mika Zibanejad and Zack Smith will both start training camp in the middle. When you consider Spezza and Kyle Turris are locked into the top two positions, where does that leave Jean-Gabriel Pageau? Pageau emerged as an impressive third line/fourth line centre in the final two weeks of the regular season and playoffs. At some point, somebody has to move somewhere.

Q & A with Bobby Ryan

As Ottawa Senators training camp opened with medicals and fitness testing Wednesday, many eyes were on newcomer Bobby Ryan.
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Q & A with Bobby Ryan 

Bobby Ryan was in good spirits after talking with the media Wednesday at the Canadian Tire Centre. (Julie Oliver/Ottawa Citizen)
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As Ottawa Senators training camp opened with medicals and fitness testing Wednesday, many eyes were on newcomer Bobby Ryan.

Ryan, who is expected to play on the Senators top line with Jason Spezza and Milan Michalek during the 2013-14 season, was acquired from the Anaheim Ducks this summer, in a trade for Jakob Silfverberg, prospect Stefan Noesen and a first-round draft choice.

Ryan is a perennial 30-goal scorer, but beyond his on-ice skill, he also brings a sense of humour and plenty of personality to the Senators’ dressing room.

Below is an edited transcript of his first Q & A session with Ottawa reporters.

Q: Is it nice to officially get things underway in Ottawa?

A: Yeah, absolutely. It’s a long day, but as much as you dread this first day of the year, it’s nice to have (medicals and fitness tests) done and then we can focus on the good things, which is getting on the ice with the guys.

Q: How much are you looking forward to playing on a line with Jason Spezza and Milan Michalek?

A: Quite a bit. In talking to both of them, and Spezza a lot more, during the summer, there is lot of excitement building up about getting on the ice and getting started and trying to figure each other out a little bit through camp. I’ve been skating with them (in scrimmages) for the past few days and we’ve got the makings of great potential.

Q: What was the bonding experience like, getting to know the other players?

A: It’s easy. Hockey is a small world and I had talked to most of the guys before I came here. I developed a relationship with quite a few of the guys. It doesn’t take a long time once you get into things and you’re all worried about the same things. You cross paths with guys so many times, it’s very seamless, really.

Q: Is it a room with some bromance going on?

A: I don’t know if there are any bromances forming yet. Maybe outside of Smitty (Zack Smith) and (Jim) O’Brien. I think I will let the rest develop, but those are the only two boy band members I’ve seen.

Q: During the testing, which test has been the most challenging?

A: They all suck. There is no way around it. There are a lot of agility things that I have never even seen before. For the most part, I think they went pretty well. I’m happy, but more happy to be put it behind me and look forward.

Q: You shot a video on the street, with a bunch of people, asking if they knew who you were. How did you feel about that?

A: I think I expected (the reaction I received), especially being in the area we were in. It seemed a little different from the downtown area. I don’t know quite how many people (the Senators) thought were going to recognize me … about the right number for me, about 10 per cent, is what it came down to.

Q: Was it your idea or the team’s idea?

A: Definitely wasn’t mine. The team came up with that one. And I was kind of iffy about it, because I wasn’t sure how it was going to translate, or appear to people. It came out great, I think. It showed a lot of things. The response has been overwhelming on Twitter and things like that. As long as people are having fun with it and enjoying it, we did our jobs right.”

Q: When you come to Ottawa you are under more of a spotlight (than in Anaheim). Are you looking forward to that experience?

A: Yeah, absolutely, I am. I’m going to embrace it. It’s going to be like night and day and where I came from and what I’ve experienced for the past six years. I think it’s something that keeps you focused. It’s something that keeps your mind on the game at all times and I might have needed that push this year.”

Q: Will you be getting involved in charities?

A: There are a couple that I’ve sat down and talked about and done some donations already, but I haven’t put my name down yet. I’m just going to wait to get through this (training camp) and have a little feeling out process for all the foundations and where I want to go. But I have always been involved in the community in Anaheim and I play on continuing that here. Absolutely.

Q: You said you didn’t want to be known as (Daniel) Alfredsson’s replacement. What do you want to be known as?

A: I’m not sure, either. I just want to be a guy that’s embraced by the community, that the community comes to like, a player they like to come watch play games. I want them to understand I’m going to give 100 per cent every night. I’m not going to take nights off. Right now, that’s it. Once the season starts, that type of stuff will develop on its own.

Q: First day of training camp. How different is this from Anaheim?

A: Oh, god. Quite a bit. Just the media side of it, for one, and for all the stuff we do, with videos and photos. It’s night and day.
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Scanlan: Senators relish business as usual 

Bobby Ryan, recently acquired by the Ottawa Senators, meets with campers attending the Senators hockey camp at the Bell Sensplex in July. (Chris Mikula/Ottawa Citizen)
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A year ago, players were sorting out whether to fly to Europe and play or stay home and hope a deal might be reached.

It wasn’t until well into the New Year that the NHL finally dropped the puck on a regular season game, for a makeshift, quirky 48-game schedule. That was then.

As Ottawa Senators players gathered Tuesday at Rideau View Golf Club to help raise money for the Senators Foundation, not even the morning drizzle could dampen the enthusiasm on the eve of a regulation training camp. Yes, business as usual, predictable, reliable. Medicals and testing Wednesday morning and then the first skate on Thursday toward the weekend exhibition season and a good old fashioned 82-game schedule.

CAPTAIN, MY CAPTAIN

For the Senators, the off-season was short – due to the lockout-delayed playoff series — but eventful. Long-serving captain Daniel Alfredsson bolted for the Detroit Red Wings as a free agent, and the first order of business at camp is to name his successor. It could come as early as today, but head coach Paul MacLean cautioned that it’s more important to get it right than get it done in a hurry.

“We have to do our due diligence,” MacLean said, citing conversations that would be conducted within the organization Tuesday and Wednesday.

“This is an important decision, we’ve had someone here for 17 years who was the captain of the team (for 14 years) and we should take the time to do the research that needs to be done,” MacLean said.

Centre Jason Spezza repeated on Tuesday that he would be honoured to succeed Alfredsson, and mentioned having leadership conversations with MacLean over the summer and again in recent days.

Defenceman Chris Phillips, now the longest-serving Senator on the roster, has let it be known he also longs for the position.

After he spoke to reporters in a scrum, Phillips outlined in an interview on the Team 1200 how much it would mean to him to wear the ‘C.’

“I’ve been here a long time, I’m so tied to this team, I want to see it get to the next level so badly and I’d love to be the guy to be able to lead the team to that,” Phillips said. “Whether there’s a ‘C’ on my jersey or not, I want to do that, I want to be a part of it, but that would make it a little more special for sure.”

Phillips and Spezza agree expectations should be higher this season.

“We feel like we’re a deeper team than we were last year and the year before,” Spezza said. “It’s just a matter of getting there and continuing to make strides as a group.”

ALL ABOUT RYAN

Most of the pre-camp buzz around the Senators is focused on new winger, Bobby Ryan. This week he caused a minor online sensation when he interviewed people on the street, asking what they thought of this “Ryan guy,” without identifying himself as Bobby Ryan.

Most said nice things about him, but didn’t recognize his face.

“It was interesting to see people’s faces after they’d figured it out,” Ryan said.

Ryan might want to enjoy that anonymity while it lasts. If it doesn’t, he laughed, “that means I must be doing something right.”

Someone suggested he might get identified more easily if he surveyed the more hockey-savvy crowd emerging from Tim Horton’s, instead of Starbucks sippers.

“I don’t drink Tim Horton’s yet, I’m gonna learn,” confessed Ryan, a native of Cherry Hill, N.J. “I’m still a Starbucks guy at heart.”

TOP LINE NAMED

MacLean said he plans to start Ryan on centre Jason Spezza’s wing, alongside Milan Michalek. The coach likes the idea of a formidable No. 1 line.

“We would like to see if they can develop some chemistry as a group,” MacLean said. “If they can come together and be a good line we feel that’s going to give us a significant threat for teams to have to defend against.”

Spezza and Michalek have already spent some time skating with Ryan at informal scrimmages.

“Bobby’s a very dynamic guy, he can bring a different element to a team and to a line and I’m looking forward to getting some exhibition games with him,” Spezza said of the feel-out process.

“When we made the trade for him a lot of people were excited, myself included, just to have a proven goal scorer like that to help with our team.”

At age 26, Ryan’s resume includes four 30-goal seasons with the Anaheim Ducks. Naturally, he was asked about setting personal goals for the person. He may do just that, over the next couple of weeks.

“What I want to do first is just come in and have a great camp,” Ryan said. “Try to get some chemistry going with those guys and build friendships, camaraderie with all the guys.”

COWEN INVITED

While his contract negotiations continue, defenceman Jared Cowen is listed as one of the 57 players invited to camp, so at least his name is on that piece of paper. MacLean said he won’t be giving the 22-year-old much thought until he arrives and signs a deal.

“The year that he played and he was fully healthy, he had an important role on our team,” MacLean said. “He will have to earn that position back this year as all players do . . . but we want to see him here and when he’s here we’ll get him out there.”

Asked if an unsigned Cowen would be a distraction in camp, MacLean said flatly:

“It’s not going to be for me.”

OPEN TO PUBLIC

All Sensplex camp sessions are open to the public (eg. Thursday, Friday and Saturday of this week) and some Canadian Tire Centre scrimmages will also be open, to be announced during camp. For skating times, check the Senators web site senators.nhl.com.
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Of all possible training camp omens, there will be none more welcome than the sight of Erik Karlsson, skating at full stride. 

So, how is the heel health of the 2012 Norris Trophy winner, seven months after having his Achilles tendon sliced by the skate blade of Matt Cooke? 

“It’s not what it used to be but at the same time it’s better than I thought it would be,” Karlsson said, somewhat cryptically, the day before Wednesday’s camp opening. “I’ve been able to do the things I normally do doing the summer and only time can tell.”

Fans of the Senators may find it disconcerting that Ottawa’s greatest position player spoke this summer about ongoing numbness in his Achilles. That can’t be good. After his injury on Feb. 13 in Pittsburgh, Karlsson rushed back to join the Senators just prior to the playoffs, but clearly wasn’t his Norris self, fighting mobility issues. 

Ever the optimist, Karlsson, 23, insists that whatever limitations he still has seven months after the injury, he is ready to go. 

“There’s a number of things that are different,” Karlsson said. “But I have to get used to that. I still feel I have all the strength that I need. It’s a little bit about connection down there, but it shouldn’t be an issue. 

“We haven’t played any games yet, but I’m not concerned at all it’s going to affect my game in any way.” 

MRS. MURRAY’S FUNERAL 

Deepest sympathies to Senators general manager Bryan Murray over the loss of his mother, Rhoda, who passed away on Sunday at age 93. Though her first date with her future husband, Clarence, was at a hockey game in Shawville, Rhoda said she initially couldn’t understand the fascination with those players chasing a little black puck around the ice. She went on to become one of the great hockey moms in Canada. Rhoda and Clarence raised 10 children, including two, Bryan and Terry, who experienced lengthy careers as NHL head coaches. Bryan, of course, has also been a longtime GM and has run the Senators hockey operation since 2007, after leading the club to the Stanley Cup final as head coach. 

Rhoda rarely missed a televised game one of her boys was coaching or managing. When Terry was here coaching the L.A. Kings three-years ago, up against Bryan’s Senators, Terry was asked if Rhoda had a favourite. “Oh, she has favourites. There’s ten of them,” Terry replied. “Everybody’s a favourite.” That included her 26 grand children and 32 great-grand children. 

Visitation is at the W. J. Hayes and Sons Funeral Home, 134 Centre St., Shawville, Que. Wednesday from 2-4 p.m. and Thursday 12-1:30 p.m. The funeral service follows at 2 p.m. Thursday, in the Shawville United Church. In lieu of flowers, donations to the Pontiac Community Hospital Foundation or Shawville United Church are appreciated. 
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It must get like this around a theatre production, toward the end of rehearsals.

Actors get antsy to get on with the show.

As they finish the last of their casual dress rehearsal skates, National Hockey League players are ready to get back to work. Depending on how successful their teams were in the spring, some have been away from the action for four months.

In the case of the Ottawa Senators, their last meaningful game was May 24, a Game 5, 6-2 loss to the Pittsburgh Penguins in the second playoff round.

Centre Jason Spezza was in Ottawa’s lineup that night, but because of back surgery and then a knee injury during rehabilitation, he saw action in only the final three of the Senators’ 10 playoff games. Following the lockout, he had appeared in just five regular-season games before his back seized up.

So, with a total of eight games played over the last calendar year, one can imagine how keen No. 19 is to get back in a hockey dressing room.

“It has been a long time since I’ve been in games, so I’m excited to get going again,” Spezza said following a well-attended skate at the Bell Sensplex on Monday.

The Senators will open training camp Wednesday. On Tuesday, they hold their annual pre-camp golf day, this year at Rideau View, accompanied by PGA Tour pro Brad Fritsch.

“Those last couple of weeks always drag on a bit until you get into the exhibition games and training camp,” Spezza said. “We’re all here, we’re all excited and ready to go.

Spezza says his back and knee have held up well during summer training, a regimen focused more on movement and flexibility than the usual strength exercises. On Monday, Spezza skated alongside Bobby Ryan, the Senators’ biggest off-season acquisition. They clicked at times, narrowly missing a goal when Ryan, who is usually the scorer, dished a pass to playmaker Spezza driving the net.

Earlier in the scrimmage, Ryan ripped a goal-scorer’s goal to the top shelf. Fans of the Senators will hope to see that repeated a few times this season.

“We’re trying to talk as little as possible about playing right now, we’re just feeling each other out,” Spezza said. “We’ll start talking more Xs and Os stuff, and tendencies, once we get into games.

“I think it’s important just to kind of let things naturally come and not force things too much,” Spezza said. “There has been a lot of talk about us playing together, and I think it’s important we just don’t force it. Just learn what each other likes to do and see if it works.”

Spezza is a front-runner to be the Senators next captain, although he says he has no idea when Daniel Alfredsson’s successor will be named.

BELL RINGER

 Spezza was one of several NHL players on hand to ring the opening bell for the New York Stock Exchange on Friday. He received a memento for his efforts and saw a side of the business world he hadn’t viewed before.

“It’s something you’ll never get a chance to do again,” Spezza said.

MICHALEK ‘100 PER CENT’

Winger Milan Michalek joined in Monday’s scrimmage and afterward pronounced himself fit and ready for the season following an unconventional procedure on his ailing knee. In early June, Michalek visited Dr. Peter Wehling in Germany for “biologic” treatment.

Essentially, Michalek had blood withdrawn, white blood cells separated and then reheated before they were re-injected along with a “proprietary serum.” This went on for five straight days.

“I went there after the season and it helped me right away,” Michalek said. “I’ve been progressing every day. It feels good now. I’m 100 per cent.

Week by week, his knee strengthened, Michalek said, to the point where he could do gym workouts and begin skating. He has been back on in the ice about a month.

This is a huge year for Michalek. At 28, he is entering the final year of his contract and he needs to prove he can stay healthy for a full season. Last season he appeared in 23 games for the Senators and scored four goals and 10 assists. He added five points in 10 playoff games, but was slowed by the sore and swollen knee.

“It’s a big year for me, but I’m trying not to put too much pressure on myself,” Michalek said. “If the team’s not doing good, I’m not doing good. I just want to stay healthy and hopefully we’re going to do good this year.”

Michalek wanted to try the biologic procedure, which has been used by many NBA players and golfer Tiger Woods, to avoid surgery that could have kept him out for between four and six months.

“I wanted to go this way. And hopefully it’s going to be good,” Michalek said.

Like Spezza, Michalek is intrigued by the idea of playing alongside the new winger, Ryan.

“We’ll see how it’s going to go in training camp,” Michalek said. “It would be nice to play with these two great players, like we’ve seen today. It would be fun. But we’ll see.”
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Scratch the name Colin Greening off the long list of pending National Hockey League free agents.

The big forward signed a three-year extension on Monday that locks him up as an Ottawa Senator through the 2016-17 season. In the extension, Greening earns $2 million U.S., $2.75 million and $3.2 million for an average, or salary-cap hit, of $2.65 million.

Greening, a 6-2, 217-pound proud native of St. John’s, N.L., was entering the final year of a three-year deal he signed in 2011. In three NHL seasons, all with Ottawa, Greening has 31 goals and 38 assists in 153 games. Last season, he played in 47 of the club’s 48 regular-season games and produced eight goals and 11 assists.

He also had three goals and an assist in 10 playoff games. Most famously, a gash across his cheek from a splintered hockey stick made Greening the grinning, but bloody symbol of an overtime victory against the Montreal Canadiens. Greening, with stick fragments still in his cheek, scored the OT winner himself.

On Monday, he was all smiles again after signing a fresh deal with Senators general manager Bryan Murray.

“That I’m actually in their plans is great, it’s gratifying for me, and I hope that I can be the player they want me to be and help this team gain further success down the road,” Greening said.

Greening called the playoff victory over the Canadiens “exciting” and said he hoped the young team would learn learn from the experience of losing to the Pittsburgh Penguins in the Eastern Conference semifinal.

 As for the Senators, they’re pleased to have one of their strong young players signed before he approaches the status of an unrestricted free agent.

Murray said the extension gave Greening “a chance to be a permanent player on this roster and gives us the comfort of knowing we have a good young player who can play a variety of roles for us.”

To that end, Murray said he saw potential for Greening to be a top-six forward, with a power-play net presence, but also a responsible two-way forward.

Even with Greening signing an extension, the Senators still have several players whose deals expire after this season, including potential unrestricted free agents Chris Phillips, Milan Michalek, Joe Corvo and Matt Kassian. Potential restricted free agents include Cory Conacher, Jim O’Brien, Eric Gryba and Robin Lehner.

COWEN WAITING

 Still unsigned for 2013-14 is defenceman Jared Cowen.

Cowen’s agent, Rick Valette, said Monday there was nothing new to report, as the camp of the restricted free agent was “still waiting to hear back from the Senators.”

The Senators have made unsuccessful pitches to re-sign Cowen this summer.
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At 70 and going into the last year of his contract, Bryan Murray is optimistic about this year’s squad (Bruno Schlumberger/Ottawa Citizen)
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Ottawa Senators general manager Bryan Murray is undecided about his own future.

 Murray, now 70 and on the eve of his “30th or 31st” year as either a general manager or coach in the National Hockey League, has made no decisions beyond the 2013-14 season.

“I don’t know, I really haven’t thought that far,” Murray said while watching the team’s prospects at their weekend rookie tournament in London, Ont. “There’s no question this is the last year of my deal, and whether I continue on, we’ll have to see. I want to see as we go forward. I certainly think there’s a time for everybody and I just have to decide if that’s for me.”

Murray joined the Senators as head coach in 2004 and replaced the fired John Muckler as general manager after the club lost to the Anaheim Ducks in the Stanley Cup final in 2007. Before joining the Senators, he had stints as a GM and or coach with the Washington Capitals, Detroit Red Wings, Florida Panthers and Ducks.

 While Murray could possibly step out of the spotlight and into retirement following the coming season, that shouldn’t be misunderstood as a slight on the current Senators squad. He firmly believes it will be a highly competitive team.

 Like all NHL general managers at this time of year, he’s full of optimism. After last season’s parade of players to surgeons and training tables, he’s keeping his fingers crossed for much improved overall health. He claims “we’re a better team, absolutely” from the squad that defeated the Montreal Canadiens in the first round of the playoffs and lost to the Pittsburgh Penguins in Round 2. He has also experienced a natural adrenalin boost for the opening of training camp on Wednesday after watching “the energy and enthusiasm” of the rookie tournament.

 Just the same, Murray is coming off a stressful summer that included the departure of former captain Daniel Alfredsson to the Detroit Red Wings as a free agent.

 Murray attempted to keep Alfredsson by stickhandling around owner Eugene Melnyk’s internal salary cap. (According to capgeek.com, the Senators face a cap hit of $53.835 million for the 2013-14 season, 28th in the 30-team NHL. Once restricted free-agent defenceman Jared Cowen signs a new deal, the Senators will likely jump to 27th.)

 In addition, Murray was dealing with Alfredsson’s pride and the impact he had on the organization, with most of the dialogue going through J.P. Barry, Alfredsson’s influential agent.

 Gradually, the disappointment of losing Alfredsson is fading. Murray has no choice but to turn the page, banking on the promise that incoming veterans Bobby Ryan and Clarke MacArthur and the club’s younger players can deliver points, though it will take several players to try to fill the leadership vacuum.

“Players like Alfie certainly deserve a lot of recognition for what he did for the organization,” Murray said. “He played a long time. He was certainly a leader, certainly a guy who was a good example for all our younger players, the way he developed his body, the way he worked on and off the ice. But you have to understand, in our business, players go. I’ve had so many great players … the (Steve) Yzermans, the (Scott) Stevens. When their time in the organization is done, you have to hope that there’s somebody moving up to at least try and fill that role, and that’s what we have to try and do now.”

During his long tenure in the business, Murray has seen plenty of change for better or worse. Old concerns are replaced by new ones. Barring a last-minute solution, it appears as if the Senators will begin training camp without Cowen, who is expected to serve as a top-four defenceman.

“It’s not any easier (being a general manager) now,” Murray said. “I think you become more familiar with people, with the agents and who you deal with, who makes deals and who doesn’t make deals. It’s an annual occurrence. There’s always a player or two that you can’t get done during the summer. I haven’t had many players that have missed training camp, though. You hope that doesn’t happen with anybody, but there are always issues in our game. You’re dealing with different personalities.”

If there’s any consolation for the Senators while they play the waiting game, it’s that they somehow managed to find a way to survive last season without Cowen, who played only seven regular-season games following hip surgery.

 The Senators also made the post-season despite long-term injuries to centre Jason Spezza, defenceman Erik Karlsson and No. 1 goaltender Craig Anderson. The players who earned additional ice time while replacing them — including centre Mika Zibanejad, defencemen Patrick Wiercioch and Erik Gryba — experienced the race for a playoff spot and tasted two rounds of the playoffs.

 All of that provides reason for Murray’s confidence about the upcoming season.

“What I’m happy about is we’re starting healthy,” he said. “Our depth is going to allow us to play a number of people. Getting Spezza and Karlsson and (winger) Milan Michalek — it sounds like he’s fairly healthy coming into camp — should not only help us win games, but also get other guys fitted into spots. (Centre Kyle) Turris doesn’t have to face the top pair of defencemen all the time.

“You never know until you play the game, but I think we’re deeper. We’ll have more experience now. We believe we have really good goaltending now. I’ve got to think we’re going to be a better hockey team. Does that translate into winning more games? We’ll have to see. We had a lot of character, we won a lot of games with the reputation as the pesky Sens. Guys didn’t quit. I want to see that characteristic continue.”

Murray also has high expectations for Spezza, a player he claims was “devastated” at the thought of back surgery only five games into last season. With Alfredsson gone, Spezza, now 30 and the odds-on favourite to become the club’s new captain, inherits more leadership responsibilities. The arrival of Ryan, a perennial 30-goal scorer, should also make for a dynamic combination.

“I’ve watched (Spezza) around the gym,” Murray said. “He’s mentally and physically in better shape than he has been for a couple of years, and I think he’s going to be much better as a result. So much of this game is about maturity and attitude. He has got to be one of the leaders on this hockey team, and that means there are lots of demands put on you, too.”

If Murray is to have success in what could be his swan song in the NHL, Spezza will need to play a pivotal role. Again, though, Murray acknowledges that hanging around with NHL players and the scouts who keep bringing in generations of new players, is keeping him young.

“I bumped into Scotty Bowman (in London) and he’s still involved,” Murray said as he took in the action alongside the Senators scouts at the rookie tournament. “It’s good, being able to hang out with the scouts. They’re energetic, enthusiastic people. And watching the kids … that’s the real fun part of this business.”
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LONDON, Ont. — When was the last time Vincent Dunn scored two goals in an eight-second span?

“Probably never,” said Dunn, with a laugh.

The lightning quick third period goals from the feisty 17-year-old Gatineau native turned a 3-2 edge over the Toronto Maple Leafs into a 5-2 gap in a flash as the Senators wrapped up the rookie tournament with a 6-2 win and a perfect 3-0 record.

Shane Prince and Mark Stone also scored twice for the Senators, who rallied from a 2-0 first period deficit.

“The two guys I played with (Jean-Gabriel Pageau and Stone) played some games in the NHL last year, so that helps a lot,” said Dunn. “I’m not used to playing with guys like this and it makes it so much easier. We played well, 6-2 against the Leafs. I think the whole organization is happy with that. It was a great game.”

Dunn, who will play for his hometown Gatineau Olympiques this season, is more noted for his agitating style than his goal scoring. Before hitting the net Sunday, he had made his mark with hard hits, determined play along the boards and a fight.

“I want to impress the organization,” he said. “They drafted me (round 5, 138th overall), so I wanted to show on the ice what they drafted me for. I played two of the three games and I’m really happy with how it went.”

STONE GOES INTO CAMP TRAINING CAMP HOT: Stone broke the 2-2 deadlock Sunday with a shorthanded breakaway goal and then put the icing on the victory by scoring the Senators sixth goal, giving him confidence for the opening of main training camp Sunday.

If Stone earns a spot, he’ll have to beat out the likes of Shane Prince, Andre Petersson and Curtis Lazar, who also had strong tournaments.

“Any time you play the Leafs, the organization takes pride in it,” said Stone. “Going into the third, it was tied 2-2, so being able to dominate the third like that was nice for us. In these kinds of tournaments, guys are obviously competing with each other, but you’re also competing with other teams.”

Stone says the attitude changes when the puck drops.

“You kind of think about (the internal competition) before the game, but once you get on the ice, it’s all about winning. We got down 2-0 and the switch flipped. Guys decided to win this one for the organization and it’s always exciting to beat Toronto.”

Come Wednesday, Stone has one goal: to make the big team out of training camp.

“That has been my mindset all summer long. Go in and try to make the team. I think I’ve had a couple of good games here early and I’m just excited to get it underway
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LONDON, Ont. — There is a tendency to read too much into the outcome of games in an NHL rookie tournament.

It’s always great to win, but in the big picture, the results don’t go into any standings. On each of the four teams here this weekend — the Ottawa Senators, the Toronto Maple Leafs, the Chicago Blackhawks and Pittsburgh Penguins — perhaps only a handful of players will see any NHL action this season.

The games are mostly about the future, giving the prospects a first-hand taste of head-to-head competition against their peers.

For all that, Senators management is enthused about what they saw from the rookie showcase which ended here Sunday with a come-from-behind 6-2 win against the Toronto Maple Leafs in what could be described as The Battle of Ontario Lite.

The Senators swept their way to a perfect 3-0 record, putting the game away on a pair of third period goals from both Mark Stone and Gatineau’s Vincent Dunn. Dunn’s goals came eight seconds apart.

“You see all these young players with dreams of playing in the NHL,” said Senators general manager Bryan Murray. “It’s a measuring stick for a lot of them, too. We’ve got a lot of kids who have not played in tournaments like this before. They see the sweater on the Blackhawks, the Stanley Cup champions, and Pittsburgh, a top team, and the Maple Leafs, who they’re hopefully going to play many games against during their careers.

“It’s a real learning situation for a lot of people and for our (scouting) staff, too. We learn a lot about our players.”

So, what did we learn?

•Centre Jean-Gabriel Pageau hasn’t lost his magic touch. Pageau, who has played nine regular season games and 10 playoff games in the NHL, was the best player in the tournament, everywhere offensively and defensively. Pageau is taking nothing for granted, not wanting anyone to take away his big-league job when the Senators main training camp opens Wednesday. “I have a little more experience than some of the guys and I just tried to show the way,” said Pageau. “I think it can help me get into game shape for the big camp. When I’ll be at the big camp, I will do everything I can to stay up.”

•The fight for a possible big-league opening on the wings figures to be intense. Both Shane Prince (who scored the first two goals against Toronto) and Stone showed great hands and chemistry when playing with Pageau. Stone, who suffered an ankle injury in the playoffs, appears to be fully recovered. Prince, whose defensive commitment was lacking at the beginning of last season in Binghamton, has discovered how to play away from the puck. He also showed he can fight if he has to.

•Andre Petersson, on the verge of being gone from the organization for good only a few months ago, could also play himself into the mix. He stood out against Chicago.

•Curtis Lazar, the Senators’ first-round pick in June, didn’t look out of place against players with pro experience and he has an eye for getting the puck to scoring areas. Lazar also split time between wing and centre, displaying some versatility. That doesn’t bode well for Matt Puempel, who was nursing back spasms and missed all three games, perhaps putting him a step behind when main camp opens.

•Defenceman Cody Ceci, the Senators’ first-round pick in 2012, needs to do things a tad faster: Getting the puck out of his own end, jumping into the rush and letting his heavy shot fly. “You’ve got to make plays a little quicker, decisions a little quicker and that’s tough, especially at the beginning of the year, coming off the summer,” he said. To his credit, Ceci raised his game a notch against Toronto, creating offensive chances and helping kill off a 5-on-3 penalty in the second period.

•Even here, the Battle of Ontario matters. Sunday’s game featured four fights. Darren Kramer, Ben Blood, Vincent Dunn and Buddy Robinson fought for the Senators. When Toronto’s Zachary Yuen took a cheap shot at Dunn with the game out of reach, the 5-9, 165-pound Pageau jumped to his defence.

Twitter.com/Citizenkwarren
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LONDON, Ontario — Maybe, just maybe, Andre Petersson is going to get another crack at the National Hockey League.

So much has happened – and not a lot of it positive – since the excitement of the 2008 NHL entry draft in Ottawa. There were some high expectations back then, when Petersson’s good friend Erik Karlsson – the Senators first round selection of the draft – personally called Petersson from the Senators draft table, telling him he was the club’s fourth round choice, 109th overall.

Yet over the past two seasons, Petersson, a highly-skilled 5-9, 179-pound right winger, has slipped further and further down the depth chart. Part of it is due to injuries – he scored only two goals and three assists in played only 17 games with Binghamton last season due to season-ending hip surgery – but part of it was due to his attitude.

By his own admission, Petersson wasn’t fully committed to hockey. At one point, he offered up a bleak assessment of Binghamton as a city in an interview with a Swedish reporter, which naturally didn’t go over well in upstate New York or in the upper offices of Senators management.

In fact, the Senators were prepared to cut him loose altogether – he has one year remaining on his entry level contract – before Petersson made an impassioned plea for the organization to give him another chance to showcase himself. A perfect opportunity presented itself when Petersson was asked to be a last-minute replacement for the injured Jarrod Maidens at the club’s rookie tournament here.

If his performance in Saturday’s 4-3 shootout win over the Chicago Blackhawks is any indication, Petersson might just work himself back into the Senators’ good books. He scored a goal and an assist – a pretty feed to Jean-Gabriel Pageau on a five-on-3 power play – rifled another off the crossbar and was stopped on a breakaway. He was around the net all night and he put the finishing touches on his game by scoring in the shootout.

“I feel that this is a really good chance for me and I really wanted to come in here and play well,” said Petersson, who was called up from Binghamton to play a single game for the Senators during the 2011-12 season. “My last game was December last year and I feel like this is a really good opportunity for me to get into it.”

And by getting into it, Petersson means really getting into it.

“I’ve got to be more professional,” he says. “I’ve got to do all the right things and all that. I have to be 100 per cent focussed on hockey. Not anything else come first. Hockey is number one priority right now. As I see it now, it’s a fresh start for me and I want to look forward, starting from square one this year. I have to have my best year as a player and show all the people that are interested in the Ottawa Senators and the guys upstairs (the coaches and management) that I’m ready to go.”

At this point, though, the Senators are swimming with young prospects on both wings, including Mark Stone, Shane Prince, Matt Puempel, Mike Hoffman, Cory Conacher and 2013 first round draft pick Curtis Lazar, who scored the winning goal in the shootout Saturday. Accordingly, Petersson needs to turn more than a few heads to get another big-league look.

“I know the situation,” Petersson said, when asked about the litany of talented wingers he’s sharing a dressing room with this weekend. “I feel like it’s all up to me. I’ve got to show what I can do. If that’s good enough, hopefully, they’ll give me an opportunity.”

Petersson will be in the Senators training camp next week and says he’ll probably be living with Karlsson for as long as the Senators choose to keep him in Ottawa. As for long-term living arrangements in Ottawa, Petersson knows it will only happen if he does it the old fashioned way. He will have to earn it.

The skinny from London

Saturday’s game was at times sloppy and full of penalties, but there were plenty of highlights for Senators fans and management.
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Jean Gabriel Pageau celebrates his 3rd goal in the 3rd period as the Ottawa Senators take on the Montreal Canadiens in Game 3 of the Eastern Conference quarter final game in Ottawa, March 5, 2013. Photo by Wayne Cuddington, Ottawa Citizen. 
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The Senators have set themselves up for an early season Battle of Ontario showdown with the Toronto Maple Leafs here Sunday, following Saturday’s 4-3 shootout win over the Chicago Blackhawks.

Saturday’s game was at times sloppy and full of penalties, but there were plenty of highlights for Senators fans and management.

— Jean-Gabriel Pageau was a dynamic presence, the best player on either side. He scored twice and if not for being stopped on a shorthanded breakaway, would have a hat trick. Nothing is guaranteed for a player still on an entry-level contract, but Pageau sure looks like he has a lock on the Senators’ fourth line centre job. There was some chemistry between Pageau and Mark Stone.

— Curtis Lazar showed a goal scorer’s touch with his shootout winner, flipping a backhand into the roof of the net. While Lazar wasn’t happy with his overall game – after playing right wing Thursday against the Pittsburgh Penguins, he played centre Saturday – he was excited about his game winner. Lazar has gone 0-for-5 in his WHL shootout attempts with the Edmonton Oil Kings.

— Goaltender Andrew Hammond, who is slated to battle Nathan Lawson for playing time in Binghamton this season, stopped 18 of 19 shots and was particularly sharp during the first period when the Senators were in major penalty trouble, including a 1:55 stretch when they were down two men. Francois Brassard, who played the second half of the game, was also solid, stopping 15 of 17 shots and two of three in the shootout. Unfortunately for Brassard, the Blackhawks tied the game 3-3 with only 21 seconds left in regulation, following a unlucky bounce in the slot.

— Buddy Robinson is a presence. The 6-5, 232-pound winger also skates well enough to be an effective penalty killer. At this point, though, his hands may not be NHL calibre. He missed a first-period tap-in.

— As for non-Senators related highlights, Viktor Svedberg, Chicago’s 6-9, 223-pound defence prospect, showed great hands in scoring the Blackhawks second goal, beating Brassard over his trapper.
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LONDON, Ont. — Following a successful season as the rookie head coach of the Binghamton Senators in 2012-13, Luke Richardson is anxious to get his second year started with Ottawa’s American Hockey League affiliate.

Richardson, coaching the Senators in a rookie tournament against Toronto, Chicago and Pittsburgh this weekend, addressed countless issues in an exclusive question and answer session with the Citizen.

Why does he love Binghamton so much? Why is he in no rush to embark on a career as an NHL coach? And why was he high-fiving with fellow coaches in the press box during the NHL playoffs last season?

Read on for the answers to those and other questions.

Citizen: Is it easier for you this year, knowing what to expect after having gone through the first year with Binghamton?

Richardson: Last year, for me, I was lucky enough to have the lockout. That might have been the only good thing (about the lockout). I had a training camp, exhibition games, I was able to set a pace. Now I have a lot of players coming back and I can run practice and they know (my routine). And they help me. They go to the front of the lines (in practice drills). I can spend a little more time with the new guys.

You can see (the veterans) helping them out. You can even see it in the games, on the bench (talking about positioning). Having a full first year, obviously, I learned a lot last year. I probably still have lots to learn, but I just feel I’m a little more comfortable, starting to know the players really well.

Citizen: From the outside, it looked like a great year, with lots of wins and a playoff berth. Was it even better than you could have expected as a rookie coach?

Richardson: For sure. I had the luxury of having a really good, experienced team at the start of the year. Guys like Andre Benoit and a lot of those guys that were back from the Calder Cup winning year (in 2011) They helped me establish kind of a base that I wanted to. And the coaching staff that I had was excellent for me, with (assistant coach) Steve Stirling, giving me a lot of information that I could give the players. I had that whole staff helping me. And the players, they just helped me establish what I wanted to establish because they were a little more experienced. As they went up (to the NHL), we had a lot of younger guys, who watched them, and it’s kind of like they followed suit.

The way the year went, the timetable of it, was perfect for a first year coach.

Citizen: Like you said, that was real development, because you had all the injuries and call-ups.

Richardson: Yes, but by that time, we had the base and a good winning culture, too. It’s not all about winning in our league, but part of getting better as a professional is having a winning experience. And at the next level, if you don’t win, you don’t stay there. So, there’s a bit of fine line there. It isn’t all about winning, but in any sport where you drop the puck or blow the whistle to start the game, you want to win.

Citizen: Speaking of that, your good friend Dallas Eakins got his first NHL coaching job, going from the Toronto Marlies to the Edmonton Oilers. Have you allowed yourself to think ahead about possibly coaching in the NHL someday?

Richardson: Not really. I’ve talked to people about it and I’m real happy for Dallas. He has been around for awhile and done really well, consistently. So, I think it was a great choice for him, getting a younger team like that, that’s probably more what he’s used to.

But for me, I know I have lots to learn. Last year could have been a lucky year, with all the wins and things went real well. So, there will be years that aren’t like that. It’s will good for me to have that experience to battle through. I’m not expecting that, or hoping for that, but it could happen.

For me, and where I’m at, I’ve had my chance to play in the NHL. That was my dream. Now, for me, I love working with young guys. I really liked what I did in Ottawa for the 4-5 years I was there after I was done playing. It was just basically communicating and talking to young guys…maybe a little bit with the defencemen as a whole. but mostly the young guys. That’s why I really like this job.

It’s close to home. It’s really close to my daughter (Morgan), who is at (Cornell). I’m in no rush. My daughter is an hour away, but also close to us, and that’s really important to us, as a family.

I’ve got two more years on my contract. Tim (Murray, Senators assistant GM) asked if I want to do an extension and I told him I’m not going anywhere, I told him ‘we could do it if he wanted, but I don’t need to have that or need that. Unless you want to get rid of me, I’m not going anywhere’.

Citizen: But if somebody from the NHL knocked on the door and asked?

Richardson: Right now, I’m committed to the organization. (Another NHL team) would have to go through the (Senators) first, but I’ve already told them that I don’t really want to. I have two more years on my deal and I would probably be happy to put another one on there because that would take me through the years that Morgan is close (to Binghamton).

After that, we’ll see what happen. The first year went fairly well and I would like to continue doing what I’m doing.

And you know what? For me, the thrill last year was to see…everybody told me the best part of the job would be to call somebody in the office and tell them they were going to the NHL for the first time. And that was pretty cool. But the best thing about it was watching them do well. I knew they weren’t coming back or weren’t coming back any time soon. That was fulfilling thing for me. And I would love to continue to do that because I know what it feels like to play in the NHL.

Citizen: There were so many guys that got called up. Do you even remember how many?

Richardson: A lot of them, for sure. A lot of first games, first goals. A playoff hat trick (for Jean-Gabriel Pageau). That was something to see. Steve (Stirling) and I were high-fiving each other in the press box. It was amazing. It was really cool. I really enjoyed that. That was a big thrill.”
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LONDON, Ont. — Michael Sdao owns a history degree from Princeton University, which only makes sense.

After all, he’s a modern-day, old-school defenceman.

“Even at the development camps, where everybody knows everybody in the room, when he hits guys, he likes to put them in the fourth row,” says Binghamton Senators coach Luke Richardson. “And there’s not many players like that anymore.”

Similar to current Ottawa Senators left winger Colin Greening, right winger Erik Condra and defenceman Eric Gryba, Sdao (pronounced Sid-Eh-Oh) is a late-round draft pick (191st overall in 2009) who played a full four seasons of collegiate hockey before turning pro. Sdao played 12 games with Binghamton at the end of the 2012-13 regular season and he’ll be a regular on the blueline there this season.

“I was talking to some WHL teams, but I kind of wanted to go to college, get a couple more years to develop,” says the 24-year-old Sdao, a Minnesota native. “It was a great fit. I got a lot better there. I always wanted to be an NHL player, that was goal No. 1, and there are a lot of guys who come out of the Ivy Leagues now that have good careers.”

Not many of them, however, can be described as throwbacks. Sdao, 6-4 and 207 pounds and a self-described “emotional player,” keeps opponents on edge with his ability to hit hard. And often. There’s no fighting in college hockey, but fans can expect Sdao to drop the gloves a time or two with Binghamton this season. Before heading to Princeton, Sdao registered 178 and 162 penalty minutes in his two seasons with the Lincoln Stars of the United States Hockey League.

Protecting his team’s skilled players is part of his package. During the Senators’ 4-1 win over the Pittsburgh Penguins at the rookie tournament here Thursday, Sdao stepped off the bench to challenge the Penguins’ Bobby Farnham for a slew-foot attempt against Cody Ceci. The officials separated Sdao and Farnham before a fight developed, but Sdao earned a game misconduct for leaving the bench — an illustration of his mean streak.

“(Farnham) was running around a bit the whole game and Ceci is one of our top players,” he says. “It was little bit foolish on his part to be playing the way he was playing.”

Sdao’s philosophy toward fighting is “if it needs to happen, it happens,” and he acknowledges that due to the collegiate rules, “maybe I saved my hands a little.”

The challenge for Richardson is in trying to get Sdao to pick his spots to make his mark.

“We don’t want him running all over the place and trying to hit guys over the glass on every shift, and you’ve got to pick your spots,” he says.

Richardson, however, says it’s a luxury to be in position to fine-tune a player’s aggressive instincts.

“For a big, strong guy, he can kill penalties, push people out from front of net, to let goalies see the puck. He can be a little intimidating for (forwards) coming down on his side. Maybe he gets them to give up the puck a little early, and that’s a good thing. There aren’t a lot of guys who want to play like that, naturally, anymore.”

Having already lived on his own for four years playing college, he’s a low-maintenance prospect, at least compared to some younger players who have to learn to find their way with the lifestyle changes that come with playing professional hockey.

“Some kids come out of junior or out of Europe and they’ve never been away from home or everything is looked after,” says Richardson. “I mean, we’ve got stacks of bills and rent (in Binghamton’s offices) that’s not paid. They don’t know how to live. They just think everything is taken care of them on a schedule. You see the (college) guys adapt a lot quicker off the ice.”

Sdao successfully juggled some tricky scheduling upon joining Binghamton at the end of Princeton’s hockey season last spring. He played with Binghamton on the weekends, then went back to school to finish up his degree — with a 90 per cent average — during the week.

“That was a bit of a battle, a six-hour drive every Monday (to New Jersey) to go back to school, but I’m glad to be done and I’ve got my degree,” he says. “And now I’m a hockey player.”

In the future, he’s aiming to bring an old style to the Senators lineup.

Twitter.com/Citizenkwarren
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LONDON, Ont. — Derek Grant and the rest of the Ottawa Senators organization were breathing a little easier Friday.

Grant missed practice at the Senators rookie camp here Friday due to a swollen hand suffered when the blocked a shot during Thursday’s 4-1 win over the Pittsburgh Penguins’ rookies.

But he dodged more serious damage when X-rays showed no break. Grant, who is serving as the Senators’ captain in this weekend’s rookie tournament, scored two goals and one assist against Pittsburgh Thursday.

“No fractures,” said Binghamton coach Luke Richardson, who is coaching the prospects. “It’s sore, we’ll see how he is (Saturday), but obviously (Friday) he wasn’t going on the ice. It looked a lot better than it did (Thursday night), so that’s good news.”

Shane Prince, who had a pair of assists and a fight in Thursday’s game, also didn’t take the ice, sitting out with what Richardson described as a “mild ankle sprain.”

Matt Puempel, nursing a cold, was the other Senator who didn’t practice.

LAZAR TREATMENT

The way Richardson sees him, 18-year-old Curtis Lazar is a little bit of a mystery man to opponents. And that’s a good thing.

“He just knows when to do the right thing at the right time,” he said. “That may be taking a run at a guy because he’s solid, or getting into scoring areas. He creates his own offence.

While some young, skilled players need to be taught about when and how to use their body to hit opponents, Richardson says Lazar has a knack for it. “He keeps people on their toes. They don’t know whether he’s going to lay them out or steal the puck and go in on a breakaway.”

LOOKING UP AT CHICAGO’S PROSPECTS

When the Senators take on the Chicago Blackhawks Saturday afternoon, they’ll have to figure out a way to get around defenceman Viktor Svedberg. According to the Blackhawks media information, Svedberg is 6-9 and 223 pounds. According to hockeydb.com, he’s 6-8 and 234 pounds. Whatever the case, the 22-year-old is challenging Zdeno Chara for his towering presence.
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The “tween” years can be awkward.

No longer a boy, not quite a mature man.

So it goes in the NHL as well, where players on the verge of big things — but perhaps not quite there yet — are negotiating second contracts.

There was a time when entry level deals were the league problem child, teams lavishing riches on draft picks just starting to shave. A couple of CBAs ago, the NHL clamped down on first contracts, restricting them to two-way deals with a limit of $925,000 per season (the ceiling for 2011 draftees).

Mission accomplished. Except that now the second contracts — often “bridge” deals to a third, lasting agreement — have become extremely awkward for clubs trying to compensate potential stars without breaking their salary structure. On the players’ side, they’ve complied for three years, provided outstanding value in many cases while earning less than $1 million, and now they’re anxious to get paid.

In early September, we don’t have to look far for examples of unsigned young guns. Jared Cowen of the Ottawa Senators; Nazem Kadri, Toronto Maple Leafs; Derek Stepan, New York Rangers; Marcus Johansson, Washington Capitals; Alex Pietrangelo, St. Louis Blues and Cody Hodgson of the Buffalo Sabres. They’re all are coming off entry level deals and all are frustrated RFAs on the eve of training camps.

The rhetoric is similar across the board. Both sides want deals that are “fair.”

Teams say they’re preparing to start camp without Cowen, Kadri, Stepan … that it only means more opportunity for others.

As Senators assistant general manager Tim Murray said during an Ottawa radio interview from the rookie tournament in London: “Can we replace Jared Cowen? No, we can’t replace him. But we certainly have guys in the organization that want a chance to play.”

Cowen, of course, was meant to hear that remark.

These deals will get done, most of them sooner rather than later. But last season provided an instructive perspective on a painful second contract that could wind up costing the Montreal Canadiens a lot of money.

Defenceman P.K. Subban, you’ll recall, arrived in Ottawa in late January after signing a patchwork two-year deal after the sides could not agree on a longer term. Subban missed the post-lockout training camp and the first four games of the regular season before signing for two years and $5.75 million (a cap hit of $2.875 million).

Head coach Michel Therrien didn’t exactly welcome Subban with open arms, sitting him out for two more games, including a 5-1 loss to the Senators on Jan. 30 in Ottawa, after the deal was done.

At the time, the Habs thought they had won out with their tough love. They had Subban signed at a relative bargain. Then, Subban went out and won the 2013 Norris Trophy as the NHL’s top defenceman. Guess who’s in the driver’s seat today?

Suddenly, Subban isn’t very interested in talking about an extension to a contract due to expire in 2014. Whenever he signs, he will be in for a massive payday if he stays healthy the year after winning the Norris (the Senators are pleased with the seven-year deal for their Norris winner, Erik Karlsson, signed in 2012 at a cap hit of $6.5 million).

The Canadiens gambled, and lost, with a short term deal.

In Ottawa, the club would love to lock up Cowen for several years, but at a price they consider “fair.” Early in the process, the club offered its 2009 first-round pick (9th overall) an eight-year, $28-million deal, which the Cowen camp declined. The sides remain far apart.

A 6-5, punishing defencemen with offensive upside, Cowen is looking to cash in on his enormous potential. Senators management is understandably proceeding with caution, considering Cowen missed all but seven regular season games in 2013 following hip surgery.

At age 22, Cowen has already suffered significant knee and hip injuries. A torn ACL in January of 2009 caused him to miss the rest of his draft season with Spokane of the WHL. Of course, had he not been hurt, Cowen would have been taken before the Senators had an opportunity to grab him in the No. 9 draft slot.

The hope is that the injury issues are all behind him. The fact is he has only played one full NHL season, and it was tantalizing — 82 games played as a rookie in 2011-12, logging nearly 19 minutes per game with five goals and 12 assists. Plus too many bone-crushing checks to count.

Pay on potential or pay on performance?

That is the dilemma NHL teams face with their bright young stars. Kadri, selected by then-Leafs GM Brian Burke two positions ahead of Cowen in that 2009 draft, had something of a breakthrough season in the lockout-shortened 2013 schedule (44 points in 48 games). This, after an up-and-down start to his NHL career.

Is he already worth $5 million per season on a long-term deal?

The Leafs don’t think so, and don’t have the cap space if they did. Kadri might have to settle for a quick fix over a short term, then go out and come close once again to a point-per-game — this time over a full season.

wscanlan@ottawacitizen.com
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LONDON, Ont. — The clock is ticking on getting defenceman Jared Cowen signed to a new contract before Ottawa Senators training camp opens next Wednesday.

And the frustration level from the Senators is rising.

The Senators are still waiting for Cowen and his agent, Rick Valette, to respond to any one of four proposals the team has offered the 22-year-old defenceman — ranging from two years to eight years.

Senators general manager Bryan Murray said Thursday that it’s always beneficial for players be signed, sealed and delivered when training camp opens, but assistant GM Tim Murray also says the team is quite prepared to begin camp without Cowen.

Cowen is in a similar boat with Nazim Kadri, the Toronto Maple Leafs centre who is also seeking a new deal following the expiry of his entry-level contract. But while Kadri isn’t doing himself any favours by talking publicly about his frustration with not being able to get a deal done, Cowen has been quiet.

At least so far. Valette hasn’t returned phone calls or emails for comment this week.

While Cowen is expected to be among the top four on the Senators’ defence this season, the 6-5, 230-pound blueliner has played in only 90 NHL regular season games. Cowen played in only seven regular season games last campaign following hip surgery, but added a physical presence against the Montreal Canadiens in the first round of the post-season. He struggled in the second round against Pittsburgh.

X-RAYS FOR GRANT

The Senators are keeping their fingers crossed that Derek Grant, who scored twice and added an assist in the Senators’ 4-1 win over the Pittsburgh Penguins to open the rookie tournament here Thursday, didn’t suffer anything more than a bruise when he blocked a shot with his hand late in the game.

Grant, who wore the captain’s C Thursday, left the ice with three minutes left and wasn’t available for comment post-game as team doctors took a closer look at his hand.

“Leadership is not always just wearing the C and scoring the goals, but it’s all the things,” said Binghamton coach Luke Richardson. “Both (Grant and Jean-Gabriel Pageau) were physical and strong on the puck. It’s rookie camp and exhibition games and (Grant) is blocking shots on the penalty kill and it hurt like hell. Those are the things that provide learship and guidance to guys going through this for the first time. And he finished the play and got the puck out.”

Grant led the way offensively with the three points. Troy Rutkowski had a goal and an assist, Shane Prince and Andre Petersson each had a pair of assists, while Curtis Lazar and Michael Sdao each had an assist. Sdao received a game misconduct late in the third period for leaving the bench to take on Bobby Farnham.

SHANE PRINCE, TOUGH GUY?

Shane Prince turned some heads, including Farnham’s, by dropping the gloves and putting a beating on the Penguins pest in the third period. Prince picked up seven penalty minutes on the play, which finished with Farnham on the ice with a bloody nose.

“I had a tussle last year, but before that, some time in junior,” said the former 67’s star. “He was just running around all game and (Darren) Kramer had to fight him early on.”

Prince has shown a dramatic improvement in his all-around game since joining Binghamton at the start of the 2012-13 season and Richardson also credits him for standing up for himself, gaining respect in the process.

Who’s responsible for teaching him how to fight?

“Probably his dad — he’s a cop in Rochester,” said Richardson.

Prince, however, says he’s not going to making a habit of fighting. Asked whether he wants more points or penalty minutes this year, he said he’d prefer the points.

kwarren@ottawacitizen.com
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KEEPING UP ON THE GOALIES (AND GOALIE COACHES): Former NHL goaltender and Nepean native Fred Brathwaite was keeping a close eye on Senators netminders Francois Brassard and Chris Driedger, who split duties in the Senators net Thursday. Brathwaite is now the goaltending consultant for Canada’s world junior team. Driedger, 6-3 and 200 pounds, posted a record of 36-14-4 and 2.51 goals against average with the Calgary Hitmen last season. Brassard had a 33-18-4 mark, with a 2.73 average, with the Quebec Remparts. Both were impressive in Thursday’s 4-1 win over Pittsburgh. Brassard stopped 20 of 21 shots, Driedger stopped all 11 he faced.

REMEMBERING (THE BAD) OLD DAYS: Mike Bales, who played 20 games with the Senators from 1994-1997, is Pittsburgh’s new goaltending coach. Bales sported a 2-14-1 record, with a goals against average of 4.15 and a save percentage of .871, during the 1995-96 season. To put that in context, that was the year when the Senators had two general managers, three head coaches and played out of two buildings. Now Bales is in the middle of a potential netminding controversy in Penguins land. Who gets the net? Marc-Andre Fleury or Tomas Vokoun?

Buddy Robinson making big impression with Senators

He wasn’t born with the name “Buddy” Robinson.
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LONDON, Ont. — He wasn’t born with the name “Buddy” Robinson.

No, that 6-5, 235-pound guy standing out while patrolling right wing for the Ottawa Senators rookies this weekend — and perhaps one day serving as a power winger in big league games that count in the standings — was originally named along more traditional family lines.

Officially, he’s Charles Robinson III, but you won’t find that name in any hockey reference book or website. Somewhere along the line, the nickname Buddy served to separate him from his elders with the same name and it stuck.

Perhaps it’s fitting. Robinson wasn’t a natural born hockey player, either. He was well into his teens growing up in New Jersey before he imagined he could have a professional career chasing a puck around the ice. He looks down and nods when asked if the term “late bloomer” applies.

“I guess I can put myself in that category,” said Robinson, who turns 22 in three weeks. “When I grew up, I always liked hockey enough, but I never thought that I could do anything with it.”

The breakthrough came in 2009, when a scout with the Hamilton Red Wings of the Ontario Junior Hockey League saw something in Robinson and offered him a tryout. Robinson made the team in 2009-10, scoring 11 goals and 12 assists in 49 games. He followed that up by scoring 15 goals and 23 assists in 32 games with Hamilton the next season, before transferring to the Nepean Raiders of the Central Canada Hockey League, where he scored 24 points (five goals, 19 assists) in 19 games.

The exposure to a wider scouting audience then landed Robinson a scholarship to Lake Superior State in Sault Ste. Marie.

After two years in that program, he caught the eye of Senators assistant GM Tim Murray, who offered Robinson a college free agent contract last spring.

To get to the NHL, Robinson needs more poise with the puck and he could use more polish around the net, but as is the case with all college free agents, the Senators secured the potential depth player without using up a draft pick or trading away another player. They sold him on one day having a legitimate chance to play — remember the steady stream of injury call-ups from Binghamton during the 2013 season? — and Robinson made the leap.

“I love (Ottawa) and it was time to make a decision,” said Robinson, who acknowledges having long talks with his family and advisers on whether to leave school early. “College … those were the best two years of my life so far and I wouldn’t be here without (the college coaching staff). Finally, I made the decision and I don’t regret anything, I’m happy here.”

Robinson got a head start on the pro career, joining Binghamton for the stretch run to the playoffs and making an early mark with two goals and two assists in six games. Having that experience, and being familiar with Binghamton coach Luke Richardson and players from the Senators’ AHL affiliate, was a source of comfort at the development camp earlier in the summer and during the current rookie camp.

As for his style of his game, it’s no grand secret. He’s a moving wall of sorts, and success means taking advantage of his size.

“Well, everyone sees how big I am out there, so that’s what I like to do,” he said. “Get the puck in deep, battle deep to get the puck, maybe get to the front of the net.”

Robinson showed a little bit of that Thursday afternoon as the Senators rookies got the season started with a 4-1 win over Pittsburgh rookies in front of a sparse crowd of maybe 200 at the Budweiser Gardens. He narrowly missed scoring in the opening minutes of the game, created space for linemates Darren Kramer and Wacey Hamilton and also saw time on both the power play and penalty killing teams. Robinson felt some shame too, serving a double minor for high-sticking that allowed Pittsburgh to score a power-play goal with 3.4 seconds left in the first.

Richardson says Robinson is blessed with the tools that could make him a big league player in the modern NHL and says the player’s “gung-ho” attitude makes him easy to coach.

“He’s a big guy, he can skate, he gets in on the forecheck and that just terrorizes defencemen nowadays, when you can’t hold up anybody,” he said. “And he’s got some good hands around the net. He scored a couple of real nice goals for us (in Binghamton) and had dozens of other chances that just missed, but maybe that was just part of the excitement of being up a level.”

If there’s one specific area where Robinson can improve, Richardson says, it’s in discovering the puck control he can have because of his size.

“It’s about managing the puck and he doesn’t realize that it’s so hard to get the puck off a big guy. It’s not about being selfish, it’s about knowing the areas to hold on to the puck.”

Robinson is willing to put in the time to develop and the Senators will give him that time.
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In a manner of speaking, the NHL got underway Thursday.

Not with a training camp, or even a pre-season game, but via an increasingly popular season precursor called the ‘Rookie Tournament,’ in which organizational prospects are all dressed up in full NHL gear, getting after each other.

As Pittsburgh Penguins superstar Sidney Crosby said on national TV this week, these upcoming kids are so strong and gifted that it’s frightening what they can do at 18 and 19. No longer The Kid, Crosby, a hockey-old 26, must wonder what kind of monster he created in his teens when he was playing years beyond his age.

Gone are the days when teams could barely muster up legitimate rosters for these tournaments (although Pittsburgh has a lot of free agent tryout candidates). This year’s prospect pool is deep, featuring some big, raw-boned players as well as smaller, solid prospects that can fly.

Management and scouts of the Ottawa Senators are out in force in London, watching their development projects compete in game situations against rival prospects from Toronto, Pittsburgh and Chicago. No time like the present to have kids cut their teeth — figuratively, hopefully — in Battle of Ontario engagement.

For openers, the Senators’ young guns handled the Penguins rookies 4-1 Thursday afternoon.

As usual, the future bodes well for the Senators and their prospects, though perhaps not the immediate future as far as NHL employment opportunity. Since taking over the general manager duties in 2007, Bryan Murray and his staff have made the farm system a focus, and the program reached another level when the club cut payroll and traded veterans early in 2011.

Today, the Senators have so many good young players on their organizational roster there is scarcely an opening barring injuries (last year’s godsend for hungry Binghamton types) or a trade.

Consider the depth chart, in theory at this point, if not in ink.

FORWARDS: Jason Spezza, Bobby Ryan, Milan Michalek, Kyle Turris, Mika Zibanejad, Clarke MacArthur, Colin Greening, J.G. Pageau, Erik Condra, Chris Neil, Zack Smith and Cory Conacher.

DEFENCE: Erik Karlsson, Marc Methot, Chris Phillips, Jared Cowen, Patrick Wiercioch, Eric Gryba and Joe Corvo.

GOALTENDERS: Craig Anderson and Robin Lehner.

At your peril, decipher line combinations from the roster names listed. Whatever combos you expect, head coach Paul MacLean will turn them upside down and sideways over the weeks ahead, trying to sort out the clusters that work.

The point is, assuming Cowen signs a new contract and reports for duty, and the club has a healthy camp and pre-season, the roster is all but fixed. This is also predicated on Pageau picking up this fall where he left off last spring, when he was a surprisingly strong playoff performer.

Given that Pageau has played just nine regular season games in the NHL, selectors are not willing to cede him a spot in Ottawa without him earning it at the main camp and in the pre-season. Bet on it happening.

If Pageau were to falter, there could be an opening for a Mike Hoffman, Shane Prince or a Mark Stone, but the odds are they will benefit from further development at the AHL level.

Also set, the defence doesn’t allow much room for a Fredrik Claesson or Mark Borowiecki to break through, despite the departures of Sergei Gonchar and Andre Benoit. New/old addition Joe Corvo is expected to chip in as needed, especially on the power play.

Assistant general manager Tim Murray sounded an ominous note Thursday when he said the Sens and Cowen remain far apart on a deal, but there is plenty of time to get something done. If not, it opens the door for Borowiecki or former 67’s defenceman Cody Ceci to hang around Ottawa a while longer.

Otherwise, the Erik Karlsson-led group is virtually locked and loaded. Wiercioch stands to benefit most from Gonchar’s departure, as he plays a similar style and role. It will be interesting to see how Gryba bounces back from his up-and-down ride in the spring, playing the role of villain against the Montreal Canadiens by rocking Lars Eller with an open ice hit, and then getting injured himself in a collision with Brooks Orpik during the Pittsburgh Penguins series.

As excited as the Senators are about their latest first-round selection, Curtis Lazar, the expectation is that the 18-year-old will be allowed to develop for another year in junior, and likely be part of Canada’s world junior team. Look for Lazar to experience his first NHL training camp and stick around for some pre-season action as well.

With last year’s trade of Ben Bishop, the goaltending picture is as clear as it’s been for years. Anderson and Lehner have the jobs, and will sort out the workload balance as the season progresses.

Only injuries can alter this seemingly done deal of a tryout. And this is where the ears of the Binghamton Senators perk up. With the recent injury history of Spezza, Michalek and even the young Cowen, the closed door of today may swing open without warning.

For the Senators’ top prospects, winning a job out of training camp will be next to impossible. During an 82-game season, though, plus an Olympic tournament, feeder systems will be on high alert.

wscanlan@ottawacitizen.com

 Twitter.com/HockeyScanner

Lazar ready to learn at first rookie tourney

Curtis Lazar talks a mile per minute, but that shouldn’t be all that surprising given his schedule of the past few months. You have to get the words out quickly in order to get on to the next thing, wherever in North America that happens to be.

by Ken Warren


on September 4, 2013 

in Main


Leave a comment


Lazar ready to learn at first rookie tourney 

Curtis Lazar at the opening day of Ottawa Senators rookie camp. (Julie Oliver/Ottawa Citizen)

    share  

LONDON, Ont. — Curtis Lazar talks a mile per minute, but that shouldn’t be all that surprising given his schedule of the past few months. You have to get the words out quickly in order to get on to the next thing, wherever in North America that happens to be.

Lazar’s version of Summer Break went something like this: Selected 17th overall by the Ottawa Senators at the NHL Draft in New Jersey, immediately followed by the club’s intense development camp in Ottawa, a couple of weeks working on his conditioning back home in Vernon, B.C., a trip to Lake Placid, N.Y., for the Canadian world junior team’s mini-tournament against the U.S., Sweden and Finland and then two weeks back at training camp with the Western Hockey League’s Edmonton Oil Kings.

Now, he’s here in London, aiming to make a strong first impression as the Senators prospects take on their counterparts with the Toronto Maple Leafs, Chicago Blackhawks and Pittsburgh Penguins at a rookie tournament beginning Thursday.

There has barely been time to breathe, let alone time for the 18-year-old to think about wearing an NHL team’s sweater in a game for the first time.

“Especially (Wednesday), there were a little bit of nerves, getting in the locker-room and seeing some of the veteran guys,” Lazar said after skating on a line with Senators playoff hero Jean-Gabriel Pageau and former Ottawa 67’s star Shane Prince during a practice at the Bell Sensplex and before boarding the team bus for the six-hour trip here. “Sure, it’s a whirlwind, but it’s a reality now, and my goal is to be playing with these guys as soon as I can, so I’ve got to get used to it.”

Indeed, Lazar is doing his best to roll with it all, even joking about the crowd of media surrounding him as he stepped off the ice.

“I’ve got a media scrum already, and it’s only my first day,” he said. “But playing in the nation’s capital, it’s going to be good, they love their Senators and I’m going to stay here as long as I can.”

Regardless of how well Lazar plays in London, he will receive an invite to the Senators’ main camp, which opens next Wednesday. While it’s a long-shot that he would make the opening day lineup — he knows he’s effectively battling three or four others for the second line right wing spot left vacated by Daniel Alfredsson’s departure to Detroit — he insists he’s not caught up in the long-term.

“My motto is that the most important day is tomorrow,” he said. “That’s my mindset coming in here, make the most of it, capitalize on my opportunities. The tournament in London is going to be big for myself.”

Binghamton coach Luke Richardson, who will be behind the bench for the Senators rookies this weekend, acknowledges that many teenagers are a tad unsettled, perhaps understandably in awe of their surroundings when they receive their first taste of the NHL. However, he says Lazar isn’t one of them.

“He’s a very poised young man, controlled on the ice and off the ice,” said Richardson. “He’s taking it all in — you can tell. Some guys might be a little more immature and they’re kind of running around and you can tell they’re a deer in the headlights.”

It’s hard to wipe the smile off Lazar’s face right now, but even if the Senators eventually opt to send him back to junior for another season, he insists it won’t dampen his spirits. He talks about having “the luxury of going back to Edmonton, where there’s a great program in place,” as well as having a chance to play for Canada on the world stage.

“That’s definitely motivation, for sure,” he said. “Growing up, playing in the world juniors has always been a goal of mine. I always wanted to represent my country, get them to the medal round.”

Any way you look at it, there will be a benefit to Lazar’s not-so-lazy summer.
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LONDON, Ont. — Win at all costs? Maybe not.

The Ottawa Senators promise to give game action to all 25 healthy players during the rookie tournament that gets underway Thursday and the majority of players will only play in two of the three games. Just the same, Binghamton Senators coach Luke Richardson wants players to taste victory as well as to develop their skills.

“It’s like my balance all year (coaching in the American Hockey League),” said Richardson. “One of the skills they have to learn down (in Binghamton), whether it’s taking the pucks off the wall and getting it out or driving the net or learning how to penalty kill or get a little better at the system or the power play, I think the culture of winning is a skill.

“And it doesn’t come easy sometimes. It’s easy to give up. There were games last year when we were down 3-0 to good teams and we came back and won. And vice versa. You learn lessons along the way. I think you’ve got to enjoy winning. You think about losing. You can’t dwell on it too long, but if you enjoy the feeling of winning, it’s contagious.”

Considering the Senators rookies have had only one practice and that their levels of professional experience vary widely, nobody should expect instant chemistry.

Richardson, who was planning on using the bus trip to discuss potential captains for the tournament, says he will lean on more veteran players such as Derek Grant and Jean-Gabriel Pageau to help “relay the message” of what the tournament is all about.

“Experience goes a long way,” he said. “The message is just ‘be consistent.’ We want to see guys take steps every game, to show some maturity in their game.”

PETERSSON JOINS ROOKIES

It’s a make or break season for right winger Andre Petersson, who has replaced the injured Jarrod Maidens (concussion) on the Senators’ rookie roster in London. Petersson played a single game with the Senators and showed promise while scoring 23 goals and 21 assists in 60 games with Binghamton during the 2011-12 season. But after a slow start and hip surgery last season, he finished with only two goals and three assists in 17 games with Binghamton in 2012-13.

Now he’s in the final year of his entry level contract with the Senators. If he’s ever going to figure in the team’s plans — he was selected 109th overall in 2008 — the time is now.

“He’s a skilled guy and I’m sure he’s champing at the bit to get going and really show this organization what he can do,” said Richardson. “He showed a lot, even in (Wednesday’s) practice. That’s a real sign of encouragement that he’s ready to go.”
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It was only last May that Senators head coach Paul MacLean suggested three bridges to Gatineau would be renamed in honour of a certain young playoff star from the region.

“Jean. Gabriel. Pageau,” MacLean said, citing Pont un, deux et trois, after the rookie forward scored a hat trick in a wild Game 3 victory on home ice over the Montreal Canadiens.

Four months later, J.G. Pageau is just another Senators prospect slumming it at the rookie tournament in London, albeit a prospect with a bright future and one spectacular moment already in the NHL record books.

Is it difficult to transition from NHL playoff hero to yet another rookie camp?

“I don’t think so,” Pageau said, after a brief practice at the Bell Sensplex prior to the overland journey to southwestern Ontario. “I think it’s just good preparation for the big camp. I’m still a rookie, so I’ll go there and give everything I’ve got.”

He always does, which is why when Senators general manager Bryan Murray watched a 2011 QMJHL playoff game between Pageau’s Gatineau Olympiques and Jonathan Huberdeau’s Saint John Sea Dogs, Murray told Senators player personnel director Pierre Dorion he’d like to draft “both No. 11s” (Pageau and Huberdeau).

He got one of them, the diminutive puck-controlling Pageau, in the fourth round of the 2011 draft, 96th overall. One round earlier, the Senators selected another local talent, Ottawa 67′s forward Shane Prince, 61st overall. Both sub-six-foot, 20-year-olds boarded the bus to London with smiles on their faces.

For Pageau, the rookie camp is another opportunity to show that his brief but successful sojourn in the NHL was no fluke. A relentless, crafty centre, Pageau started slowly in the lockout-loaded AHL for the Binghamton Senators, then blossomed in the New Year before being called up to play nine regular season games. He produced four points, two plus two, then established a stunning presence in 10 playoff games, scoring four times and adding two assists during the Senators two rounds. Of course, three of those goals came in the one blessed event at Scotiabank Place (since renamed Canadian Tire Centre).

Over the summer, Pageau added a couple pounds of muscle to his 172-pound frame while working on his explosive strength and quickness. He has also tried to enhance the shot that so befuddled the Canadiens Carey Price in Ottawa’s resounding 6-1 victory in the third game of the first round.

It’s no slight to Pageau, having to battle among the rooks once again. The Senators like to have their developing players compete in three rookie rookie tournaments, outside of the rare prospect who makes the leap to the big time more quickly. For example, forward Mika Zibanejad, drafted 6th overall in the Pageau-Prince draft of 2011, played in 42 of Ottawa’s 48 games last season and has 51 career NHL games. No London for him, Ziba can stay home and polish up his disc jockey skills.

GM Murray likes the idea of his young players receiving persistent tests of talent and character. Pageau should be a dominant player in London, if he’s par for the course in Forest City.

“We really liked the way he played and it’s interesting to watch a kid in his first year, and then see him come back,” Murray says. “His quickness, his smarts out there are very noticeable, but we’ve got to see him play.”

Prince suffered a leg injury that caused him to miss the first five games of the Binghamton Senators, no small setback considering the NHL lockout was on and playing time was at a premium.

“I had an awkward collision in the first scrimmage of training camp,” Prince said. “It was unavoidable, just one of those awkward things that happen. It happens to everybody, it’s how you bounce back that counts.”

He rebounded nicely, scoring 18 goals and adding 17 assists in 65 games.

Like Pageau, Prince has developed his overall pro game while playing for B-Sens head coach Luke Richardson, who wants his offensive stars battling for pucks and space but also playing sound defence. At the recent development camp in Kanata, Prince stood out, scored some pretty goals.

“He shoots the puck real well,” Murray says. “He looks stronger, he looks real quick to me. He’s a prospect. You’ll see through camp what he is, but he needs to have a real good year. Goal scorers are guys who get great opportunities.”

It isn’t easy making a place for oneself in the Senators training camps among name prospects like Mark Stone (who was sniping Wednesday), Pageau, Matt Puempel – and now the 6-5 college free agent, Buddy Robinson, about whom the club is excited. Prince knows how it works. Build on last season and a chance will come.

“It’s at a pro level, there’s a lot of good competition, these are the best players in the world so it’s obviously not going to be easy for anybody,” Prince said. “I will give it my full effort and try to get up to Ottawa as soon as I can.”
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Newly signed Montreal Canadiens Daniel Briere speaks to reporters at the team's annual golf tournament on Tuesday Sept. 3, 2013, in Laval, Que. THE CANADIAN PRESS/Ryan Remiorz
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Among its other healing powers, the summer season has a way of making hockey fans forget about transactions that were so riveting in July.

And so to glance through a pre-season magazine or a friendly neighbourhood web site is to jolt to attention – a sudden reminder of how many names, big and small, changed uniforms this summer. They include former NHL captains Daniel Alfredsson, Jarome Iginla, Shawn Horcoff and Jaromir “Suitcase” Jagr, now a New Jersey Devil, of all things.

The Canadian teams alone have experienced a drastic overhaul. In case you’ve spent more time at the cottage than you have tending to your fantasy NHL pool, here’s a refresher course on the changes among the Canadian Seven from west coast to east:

VANCOUVER CANUCKS

Face it, the left coast has all the fun. For starters that captain of frivolity, John Tortorella, gets the head coaching job left vacant with the firing of Alain Vigneault. Torts has a five-year deal, meaning he will have plenty of time to make friends in the B.C. sports media corps. He has already suggested turning the Sedin twins into penalty killers. Next up, Henrik and Daniel will be throwing themselves in front of blistering slap shots. For some reason, Tortorella seems to prefer bodily bruises over point production. But he has won a Cup, with Tampa Bay, and he keeps getting hired.

The sweetest off-season twist involved goaltender Roberto Luongo, traded so many times in rumoured deals that the Canucks managed to shock us all by moving Cory Schneider and keeping Luongo and the nine years remaining on his burdensome contract. Plenty of future fun ensured for the entire Canucks family.

THIS JUST IN: Centre Brad Richardson, defenceman Yannick Weber.

SEE YOU LATER: Schneider (traded on draft day to the Devils for 2013 first round pick Bo Horvat), Derek Roy, Maxim Lapierre Keith Ballard.

CALGARY FLAMES

Much less fun here, as the Flames begin a long overdue overhaul. Iginla is gone, dealt at the deadline to Pittsburgh (and subsequently signed by Boston), goaltender Miikka Kiprusoff has retired (for now), weary of carrying the team. Karri Ramo has been named Kipper’s Finnish successor. Ramo, 27, is coming off three strong KHL seasons with Omsk of the KHL. He played bits of two seasons with the Lightning from 2006-08.

THIS JUST IN: Ramo, forwards T.J. Galiardi, David Jones, and defencemen Kris Russell and Shane O’Brien.

SEE YA LATER: Kiprusoff, Alex Tanguay, Roman Cervenka, Corey Sarich, Anton Babchuk.

EDMONTON OILERS

Like the Flames and Senators, the Oilers made a change in captain, letting Shawn Horcoff go. The broom swept clean, taking out the general manager and head coach as well. Craig MacTavish and Dallas Eakins are now in charge of making the dreams of high expectations come true for the Oil.

THIS JUST IN: Forward David Perron is the latest scoring talent to join a group that already features Taylor Hall, Ryan Nugent-Hopkins, Jordan Eberle, Sam Gagner and Nail Yakupov. Andrew Ference adds some much needed grit and experience to the blueline.

SEE YA LATER: Magnus Paajarvi, Ryan Whitney, Eric Belanger, Nikolai Khabibulin, Theo Peckham.

WINNIPEG JETS

The Jets biggest move? Getting dealt to the Western Conference Central Division from their former eastern home. The Jets are in tough against the Chicago Blackhawks, St. Louis Blues, Nashville Predators and Dallas Stars etc.

THIS JUST IN: Other than stocking up at the draft, the Jets main personnel changes are relatively minor. Devin Setoguchi and Michael Frolik add forward depth.

SEE YA LATER: Antti Miettinen, Mike Santorelli, Derek Meech.

TORONTO MAPLE LEAFS

There is no way to erase the memory of that colossal Game 7 collapse against the Boston Bruins, although winning a playoff round or two would help. That will be a challenge in the new 16-team Eastern Conference.

THIS JUST IN: David Clarkson and his new seven-year deal stole most of the free agent headlines. The ex-Devils forward, last seen bleeding blue ink on the cover of The Hockey News, joins Dave Bolland of the Cup-winning Blackhawks as the prime additions. Jonathan Bernier, ex of the L.A. Kings, has his eyes on the starting goaltender job, although holdover James Reimer has other ideas.

SEE YA LATER: Mikhail Grabovski, Clarke MacArthur, Matt Frattin, Ben Scrivens, Mike Komisarek, Mike Kostka.

OTTAWA SENATORS

No one in the Nation’s Capital needs a primer on the roster moves. The region is still buzzing over the departure of veteran captain Alfredsson to the Detroit Red Wings as a free agent, and the subsequent additions of Anaheim Ducks forward Bobby Ryan and MacArthur of the Leafs. Ryan figures to play alongside top centre Jason Spezza, a potentially potent tandem if Spezza can stay healthy.

THIS JUST IN: Ryan, MacArthur, defenceman Joe Corvo.

SEE YA LATER: Alfredsson, Sergei Gonchar, Jakob Silfverberg, Stefan Noesen, Peter Regin, Andre Benoit.

MONTREAL CANADIENS

After getting handled, physically, by the Senators in their playoff meeting, the Habs added some toughness with fighter George Parros and defenceman Douglas Murray.

THIS JUST IN: The main addition doesn’t bring a lot of size, but forward Danny Briere has been a playoff point producer and the Canadiens hope he has something left in the tank at 35.

SEE YA LATER: Michael Ryder, Tomas Kaberle, Yannick Weber.

The Canadian landscape has changed dramatically enough that game programs will be closely guarded during the pre-season.

twitter.com/HockeyScanner
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Five to watch at Ottawa Senators rookie camp 

Curtis Lazar, 18, skates a drill as the Ottawa Senators hold their annual development camp at Canadian Tire Centre and the Bell Sensplex. (Wayne Cuddington / Ottawa Citizen)
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1. Curtis Lazar, RW

There are high expectations for the Senators’ first round selection (17th overall) at June’s NHL Draft. The question is: How soon will he get a shot at the big-league roster? The initial thought was that Lazar would eventually end up back with the WHL’s Edmonton Oil Kings — and a potential spot on Canada’s world junior team — where he scored 38 goals and 23 assists in 72 regular season games last season. Yet Lazar impressed enough at July’s development camp that general manager Bryan Murray said he shouldn’t be ruled out playing here for the 2013-14 season.

When main camp opens next week, Lazar will be pushing the likes of Mark Stone and Mike Hoffman for a shot at the second line winger spot left vacant by Daniel Alfredsson’s departure. Before that, though, he’ll have to prove himself against many players who already have American Hockey League experience, a jump many junior players underestimate.

2. Cody Ceci, D

Following the departures of Sergei Gonchar, Andre Benoit and Mike Lundin via free agency following the 2012-13 season, a spot appeared to open up for Ceci to possibly start the season with the Senators. But then the Senators surprisingly brought Joe Corvo back, pushing Ceci down the depth chart and into a likely spot with Binghamton of the AHL to start the season. Keep in mind, though, that Corvo signed only a one-year contract, a bridge that allows Ceci to gain professional experience. If Ceci impresses or injuries strike (dare we remind Senators fans of the injury woes on the blueline last year?), he could receive his NHL chance. After his roller-coaster junior year with his hometown Ottawa 67’s and then the Owen Sound Attack, Ceci will also be well-served learning the position first-hand from Binghamton coach Luke Richardson.

3. Shane Prince, LW

By his own admission, Prince had a shaky start to his professional career with Binghamton last season. A training camp injury slowed him down and he lost ice time because Mika Zibanejad and Jakob Silfverberg were in the minors due to the NHL lockout. Prince, however, rebounded with a strong second half — impressing the organization with his offensive and defensive play — eventually finishing with 18 goals and 17 assists in 65 games. The AHL experience could put Prince, another former Ottawa 67’s star, a step ahead at the rookie camp. He should also receive an invite to the Senators’ main camp once rookie camp ends. The internal battle between Prince, Stone, Hoffman, Matt Puempel (and perhaps Lazar) should be among the most competitive of training camp.

4. Buddy Robinson, C/W

At 6-5 and 232 pounds, he’s hard to miss. The Senators have high hopes that Robinson, a late bloomer, could eventually fill an NHL role as a third or fourth-line power winger. Robinson has taken a different path to the rookie camp — including stops in Hamilton of the Ontario Junior Hockey League, a brief stint with the Nepean Raiders of the CCHL and a couple of seasons at Lake Superior State. Signed as a college free agent late last season, Robinson also showed some touch in six games with Binghamton last season, registering two goals, two assists and eight penalty minutes. It’s possible that Robinson and defenceman Michael Sdao will drop the gloves a time or two in London, showcasing the ability to defend their teammates.

5. Fredrik Claesson, D

When Andre Benoit, Patrick Wiercioch and Eric Gryba received full-time action with the Senators due to injuries, Claessen took full advantage with additional playing time in Binghamton. Considered somewhat of a long-term project when he was drafted 126th overall in 2011, Claesson sped up his progress by playing in 70 games in the AHL last season. He also turned heads at July’s development camp, winning the coveted hardest-working player honours. Claesson is definitely more bash than flash — he scored only three goals with Binghamton — but he’s defensively sound and determined.

Class is in session for Senators rookies

In one sense, it’s back-to-school time for Ottawa Senators prospects.

by Ken Warren


on September 3, 2013 

in Main


Leave a comment


    share  

In one sense, it’s back-to-school time for Ottawa Senators prospects.

After a practice in Ottawa Wednesday, the organizational hopefuls will leave for London, Ont., and a three-game tournament against rookies from the Toronto Maple Leafs, Pittsburgh Penguins and Chicago Blackhawks beginning Thursday and wrapping up Sunday.

At the same time, however, it hasn’t been a case of the players being out of sight, out of mind all summer. Following a development camp in early July, the prospects have followed organizational guidelines on how to get better, including everything from improving their strength to embracing better eating habits. There has been regular feedback throughout the summer.

“We have more expectations after that development camp,” said Randy Lee, Senators director of hockey operations and player development. “It’s all the things they need to learn about being a pro, and we’re pretty precise on what we want (each player) to work on.”

Lee, director of player personnel Pierre Dorion and conditioning coach Chris Schwarz handed each player three “priority areas” to develop.

“We want them to learn to do certain things … and not things they like to do,” said Lee. “They stay in contact with me and the conditioning guys, but the calibre of questions they ask is outstanding. They’re so well-educated, they’re so well-informed, asking why they need to do certain things.”

Lee says the games against their peers from Toronto, Chicago and Pittsburgh will give the organization a snapshot of how well the players have addressed their shortcomings.

Keep in mind the talent and experience level varies wildly. The rookie camp includes Jean-Gabriel Pageau, the 20-year-old centre who appears to have an inside track on a spot with the Senators this season after a brilliant playoff performance last spring that included a hat trick against the Montreal Canadiens. Two others — Mark Stone and Derek Grant — have also played big league games for the Senators.

Jarrod Maidens, a centre selected in the third round (82nd overall) of the 2012 draft, won’t be camp due to ongoing concussion problems. Left winger Jakub Culek (76th overall in the 2010 draft) won’t take part in games or contact drills due to a shoulder injury.

kwarren@ottawacitizen.com

 Twitter.com/Citizenkwarren
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Mark Stone got a nice present on July 5 when Daniel Alfredsson left for the Detroit Red Wings and Ottawa Senators general manager Bryan Murray traded Jakob Silfverberg and Stefan Noesen to the Anaheim Ducks for Bobby Ryan.
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A Stone’s throw from the NHL 

Mark Stone of the Ottawa Senators in action against Patrice Bergeron and the Boston Bruins during first period of NHL action at Scotiabank Place in Ottawa, March 11, 2013. (Jean Levac/Ottawa Citizen)
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Mark Stone got a nice present on July 5 when Daniel Alfredsson left for the Detroit Red Wings and Ottawa Senators general manager Bryan Murray traded Jakob Silfverberg and Stefan Noesen to the Anaheim Ducks for Bobby Ryan.

With three right wings leaving and only one coming in, Stone moved up on the depth chart.

That was a good piece of luck he needed. He didn’t have a whole lot of it last season.

In part because of injuries, in particular a broken finger, he was slow to establish himself in Binghamton, while other players, such as Silfverberg and, eventually, Mika Zibanejad, started flourishing.

As a result, Stone wasn’t one of the forwards who was invited to Ottawa’s training camp when the lockout ended. That was a cold bit of reality: Competition for NHL jobs is tough.

“It’s one of those things: Everybody wants to play in the NHL, everybody wants to take someone else’s job in the NHL,” he said after a practice session at the Bell Sensplex.

“With the lockout, we had such a good team in Binghamton, it just showed the depth we have in this organization.”

Stone, now 21, rebounded in the second half of the season, ultimately tying Stephane Da Costa for the Binghamton scoring title with 15 goals and 23 assists.

That helped earn him a four-game recall to Ottawa at the beginning of March and then made him one of the recalls for Ottawa’s playoff run.

That should have signalled his luck was changing for the better. Instead, it changed for the worse.

With the Senators looking for offence, Cory Conacher was yanked from the lineup for the fourth game of the playoff series against the Pittsburgh Penguins and Stone was put in.

He was playing decently, with two shots and four hits in 11:23 of ice time.

Then, on a fluke play, he suffered a high ankle sprain in his left leg, an injury that hung around until just about a month ago. It was the last thing Stone needed. He’s not the most fluid skater who has ever played the game. No one will ever mistake him for Erik Karlsson. The Senators were able to select him in the sixth round of the 2010 draft, 178th overall, because everyone else was passing him by.

“I don’t think it was a setback, but you obviously don’t want to get any injuries that can hurt your skating,” he said. “It was one of those fluke things.

“I just went into the boards wrong, kind of twisted it. I don’t think there was any intention there.

“It was just one of those tough plays that you wish you could have back.”

Even though Stone knew it was going to take some time to recover, he was hoping he’d feel better faster. When that didn’t happen, he started to worry.

Only in the last month he has started to feel comfortable on the ice, though he expects to be 100 per cent when training camp opens.

“It’s a relief,” he said. “In early July I thought maybe I was going to be a lot healthier than I was, and I started to get nervous.

“But toward the end of July, I started to see some progress. It really hasn’t hampered me at all on the ice, from what I’ve noticed on the ice so far. I think what I needed to accomplish this summer I was able to accomplish.

“I actually feel I’m skating better than I did at the end of last season.”

Which, of course, is what the Senators hope.

It’ll be the first thing they’ll look at when Stone joins his teammates for next week’s four-team rookie tournament.

He has, as they say, many of the tools: He’s big (6-3, 205), has great hands, is strong on the puck, and has terrific hockey sense. He showed this emphatically in his last two years with the Brandon Wheat Kings, when he had 37 and 41 goals (106 and 123 points), and in the 2012 world junior championship, when he had a team-leading seven goals and three assists and was named one of Canada’s top three players.

That’s why he remains one of the Ottawa’s top prospects. But his skating is still holding him back.

Though he has doggedly worked to improve it over the last five seasons, and has, he still needs to be quicker in an NHL that is getting faster by the day. Stone knows this, though he believes his offensive abilities make up for any skating deficiencies.

“Obviously the question marks have been about me getting quicker, but I feel like I have a lot of tools to overcome that,” he said. “I understand the game pretty well and I’m good with my stick. I find I have qualities to make up for (my skating) that some guys may not have.

“I’m not the most fluid skater, but I have improved quite a bit over the last four, five seasons, and I know I can overcome my skating issues.”

He’s got two years on his entry-level contract to do that. Like a lot of players going into this training camp, Stone’s caught in a numbers game. There just aren’t many slots open — maybe one up front, maybe one on defence.

So he might have to settle for making a strong impression and being the first one the Senators look to when they need some offence from Binghamton.

“There are a lot of guys who can play in the NHL,” he said. “You realize that everybody is so close, from the AHL to the NHL, it’s just not that far apart, guys are knocking on the door everyday.

“It’s just a matter of who can do it on a consistent basis. I feel like I’m close. I’ve felt that way for the last couple of years.

“I know I’m knocking on the door. It’s just a matter of me putting together some consistent hockey and showing I can play at this level for an 82-game season.”

Twitter.com/allenpanzeri2
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MacLean has work to do 

Ottawa Senators head coach Paul MacLean got a chance to show off the Jack Adams Award as he visited kids attending hockey camps at the Bell Sensplex in Kanata, Ontario. (Wayne Cuddington / Ottawa Citizen)
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Ottawa Senators coach Paul MacLean will ask his coaching staff and he’ll have a long discussion with general manager Bryan Murray.

But the one thing he won’t do in his search for a new captain is canvas the players. Professional hockey is not a democracy and they don’t get a vote.

The new captain to replace Daniel Alfredsson, who had worn the C since the beginning of the 1999-2000 season, will be chosen by the team’s management. That’s generally the way it works in the National Hockey League, though some teams involve the players in the decision more than others.

“No, no, I don’t think we’ll ask the players to vote,” MacLean said Friday, as he showed off the Jack Adams Trophy — given annually to the top coach in the National Hockey League — to a group of young hockey players at the Bell Sensplex.

“We’re going to talk to a number of players that are in consideration, and to a number of people, and talk to the fans, and even to the kids here today to get their input on who it should be.

“And when you do that, there are a number of different players that people believe are qualified to be the next captain of the Senators, and I believe the same thing.

“So the process that Bryan and I and my coaching staff will have to go through is sifting through (the candidates) to find who is going to be the best guy.”

Whoever it is — and Chris Phillips and Jason Spezza appear to be the front-runners — he’ll be the one with the right stuff, the player whose work ethic is above reproach and who leads by example.

“(It’ll be) someone who does it right every day and is a good representative of the team,” said MacLean. “But the most important thing is that you’ve got to be here every day and you’ve got to do it right.”

MacLean did not set a deadline to name a captain. He’s is not going to constrain the search with an artificial deadline, but teams usually announce their leaders before the season opener.

“I’ve got to spend some time talking to the individuals, talking to Bryan Murray, talking to my coaching staff,” said MacLean.

“We done a lot of preliminary talking. It’s going to be a process but I don’t think it’s going to be a difficult one, and we just have to take the time to get through it.

“I’m not going to put a timeline on it. When we make the decision, that’s the day it will be.”

MacLean was speaking as he displayed the Jack Adams Trophy to summer camps at the Sensplex.

Because the NHL didn’t have an awards gala in Las Vegas last year and simply announced the major trophy winners, MacLean hadn’t had a chance to pose with the trophy.

So he had that chance Friday, with hundreds of youngsters in their last day of camp.

MacLean said that, like many people, he was disappointed Alfredsson left to join the Detroit Red Wings, but he added the former captain had earned the right to make the decision that he thought was best for him.

Now it’s time to move on, said MacLean.

“We’re going to progress without him and start down a new path, and I think it’s a great opportunity for a number of our players to step into that leadership void and show that they can be a bigger part of the team than maybe they’ve been in the past,” he said.

Heading into the main training camp, it would appear there are only a few openings on the team, maybe one up front and maybe one on defence.

It would also seem that players with one-way contracts have an advantage, since it would be expensive to have them toil in the minors on an NHL salary.

But MacLean said his philosophy is that the best players play.

“We’re going to play eight exhibition games and we’re going to sort out who the best players are — or, they’re going to sort it out, actually,” he said.

“The best 23 guys are going to stay here and play, and if you’re not one of those 23 guys, then we’ll have to make arrangements for them to play wherever that has to be, no matter what the circumstances are.

“The best players are going to be here to play.”

While MacLean has lost Alfredsson and Jakob Silfverberg, he has gained Bobby Ryan and Clarke MacArthur. That may look to make the Senators a better team on paper, but MacLean said talent means nothing without hard work.

“You can write a lot of things on paper, but it’s all done on the ice,” he said. “We’ve made some changes in our group and we have an opportunity to be better. But if we don’t come to the rink every day and work as hard as we’ve done, or even harder than we’ve done in the past, we’re going to get left behind.

“That’s what excites us about this season, but that’s also what scares us, too.”

Twitter.com/allenpanzeri2
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BY DRAKE FENTON

The 20-year-old former first-round pick of the Ottawa Senators has been training all summer for this. He says he’s been spending three to four hours, almost daily, working on his craft. But he’s still nervous.

“It’s all about timing. The more you do it, the more you practise, the more you get what’s going on,” he says.

The NHL preseason begins in just more than two weeks, but Zibanejad isn’t talking about hockey. No, he’s talking about Friday night at Junxion nightclub, where his new alter ego, DJ Z-Bad, will be making his debut.

“I think if you’re not nervous, you’re not excited for it,” he says. “It will be more nerve-racking once I stand there and people are watching. Right now, I am just trying to calm myself down and save the stress and nerves for later.”

Zibanejad says his brother is a DJ back home in Sweden and he tried it out last year while visiting and got hooked.

“I’m very into house music. It’s something I’ve been listening to a lot and something I have a passion for,” he says.

He cites Swedish House Mafia and Hardwell as two of his favourites.

When he started DJing, it was just something he did to unwind at home and take his mind off hockey. But as he began to practise more and more, he decided he wanted to put on a charity DJ show to raise money for the Ottawa Boys and Girls Club, an organization to which the Senators often contribute.

But he realized making the transition from mixing music at home to playing for a crowd wouldn’t be so simple.

“He was really humble and eager to learn,” says Paul Burke, who’s Junxion’s resident DJ on Friday nights and who’s been teaching Zibanejad this summer. “He brought his own music, I gave him a few tips, and then it kind of spiralled from there.”

Burke says learning to be a DJ takes work and isn’t something that comes overnight or can be learned in a classroom. He says that often people who have limited experience but have celebrity star power think they can just come in and make magic happen spinning on the ones and twos.

“I’ve worked at a lot of shows and seen a bunch of different people DJ,” Burke says. “I saw Nick Carter DJ at an event I was at. And let’s just say it wasn’t very good. Just because you can be in a boy band doesn’t mean you can be a DJ.

“I’ve seen Playboy models DJ, and it’s a lot about, ‘Look at me. I’m wearing lingerie.’ It doesn’t matter.”

But Burke says his NHL pupil wasn’t like that. He explains that Zibanejad takes it seriously and isn’t resting on his laurels as a pro hockey player.

“He’s actually a fairly good DJ for how much experience he has and that he’s going into his first show,” he says. “The majority of the DJs in Ottawa still aren’t as good as he is right now.”

Junxion general manager Andrew Hamilton expects his club to be packed with fist-pumpers on Friday night. He says there’s been a buzz growing since Zibanejad announced the show.

“We hold up to 300 people,” he says. “It’s going to be absolutely crazy in here.”

DJ Z-Bad will be setting up behind the turntables at around 11:30 p.m. He says it will unfortunately be his last gig for awhile because he doesn’t plan on performing throughout the hockey season.

And until the first beat drops on Friday, he’ll stay nervous.

With files by Laura Armstrong

dfenton@ottawacitizen.com

twitter.com/drakefenton
September 18, 2013 6:23 pm

Where will Niederberger end up this season?

When speaking with Mathias Niederberger, the son of a 20-year veteran of the German professional leagues and a Milanese mother, the union of European styles is illustrated through the way he converses.

His German accent is complemented with a subtle Italian streak, with hand gestures and expressions laced throughout his means of communication.

It’s similar to his national team ties. Though the Düsseldorf native has represented Germany in U-17, U-18 and U-20 competitions, his Italian eligibility is still worthy of consideration.

“I mean, it’s always an option. I keep that open, for sure,” Niederberger said. “I think the rule says that the first time you play on the national team, like for one country, you can’t switch anymore. But I haven’t done that yet. I was up to under-20 with Germany, so I always keep my options open. You never know.”

The path to playing internationally with Germany would be a more challenging road for Niederberger, as Phoenix goaltender Tomas Greiss is the preferred starter – if available – for international competitions, and there are talented and more senior goaltenders in the Deutsche Eishockey Liga, Germany’s top professional league. Niederberger played eight games with DEL-Düsseldorfer EG in 2010-11, and his father, a defenseman who appeared in four Olympics, spent 12 seasons with the club.

Coincidentally, Germany won’t appear at the upcoming Winter Olympics due in part to an overtime loss to Italy in qualification.

It’s an interesting, if secondary, table discussion. More at the forefront is another question that should be asked of the 21-year-old who signed a one-year AHL contract with Manchester over the summer and counts Toronto’s Korbinian Holzer as a friend: Which Kings affiliate will he suit up for this season?

“It’s up for a debate,” said goaltending coach Bill Ranford. “Kind of the history of the way we’ve done things here with our goalies, it’s time in Ontario, then time in Manchester. We feel that J.F. Berube has really earned the opportunity to compete for a job in Manchester this year, but by no means is that a done deal at this point. We’ll let it play out, but J.F.’s had an outstanding camp, and we’re really happy with the way he’s moved along. At this point, it’ll probably in Kim’s hands once they get into Manchester, and the three or four goalies that we have there start battling for those three spots.

Martin Jones is the established starter in Manchester, with J.F. Berube vying to prove that he should be worthy of a promotion from ECHL-Ontario, with whom he has spent two seasons.

Both Ranford and Darryl Sutter referred to Niederberger’s competitive side, an essential characteristic to have when tending net with five feet and 11 inches of size.

“He’s a really good competitor. Works really hard. Out early, stays, late,” Sutter said. “It tells he’s got a real passion for the game. He’s going to have to get used to, quite honest, the pro game over here. He’s going to have to go and prove that he can play.”

Ranford’s evaluation was in unison with Sutter’s of the active goaltender who impressed through his two periods of game usage against the Anaheim Ducks rookies and has turned some heads through training camp. Last season, Niederberger finished second in the OHL with a .933 regular season save percentage for the Barrie Colts before allowing the game-winning goal to London’s Bo Horvat with under one second remaining in the third period of Game 7 of the OHL Championship. Niederberger stopped 45-of-48 shots in the final and was named the game’s second star.

“He competes. He makes up for his size by his competitive nature,” said Ranford. “When he came to us this summer in development camp we didn’t really know much about him – just the reputation of a hardworking goalie and stuff, and he’s really showed us that, and he’s really adapted as he’s moved up to going up against the big guys, so it’s been impressive.”

The instruction has gotten through to Niederberger, who described the aspects he continues to refine. 

“When you make the save, use your hands and not be too stiff with the upper body. So I think that helped me a lot,” he said. “Especially rebound control, because in a higher level, if you give up a bad rebound, it usually ends up in the back of the net. So you’ve got to be very precise and detailed, and lots of details they work on with us.”

Leaving Europe for North America in 2011 turned out to be a successful choice by Niederberger, whose first NHL camp has proven to be an encouraging stepping stone in the establishment of a career that he hopes will be as distinguished and long-lasting as his father’s.

“I’ve loved every minute of it. The speed and the players are unbelievable, so that makes you just compete that much more. The two great goalie coaches – Billy and Kim – I worked on so many things, and I can see it every day. Progress and get better, so it’s just nice to work so professionally.”
September 18, 2013 3:48 pm

September 18 practice quotes: Darryl Sutter

On whether Scott Sabourin has “surprised” him:

 Well, I hadn’t seen him play live, so it’s not really “surprise”. You know what, he’s really green, but he’s a hockey player. He’s going to have to do lots of training and play against men.

On whether it was interesting seeing Dustin Penner on the opposite bench:

 No. It’s good to see him. Good guy. I don’t really pay much attention to that.

On Jeff Schultz being “a city guy” and not knowing anything “about ranching, farming, or cattle”, and whether it affects him on the depth chart:

 No. Everybody in California is a city guy or a farming or ranch guy. Did you know that California is the second-biggest cattle state in America? It’s not all city.

On impending cuts:

 We fly to Colorado to play tomorrow. So we fly and then play the next day. [Reporter: So the cuts will come after?] It’s not really a date on it. You don’t have to have a roster until October 1st. [Reporter: The Manch people were thinking that they were coming in the next couple days because their camp was opening up next week.] They don’t have a practice until the 25th. That’s still six days, seven days.

On Drew Doughty playing with Jake Muzzin yesterday:

 It’s not ‘who Drew’s partner is,’ it’s Drew, right? He’s a veteran guy that we’re counting on lots now, right? So he’s got to ramp his game up, and that’s what guys did last night. It’s not really about friggin’ outcome or any of that stuff. It’s just about watching guys, how they’re playing individually, right? [Reporter: Drew says he came into camp this year five pounds heavier intentionally…He came in at 210 compared to 205. Any thoughts about the lighter versus the heavier Drew Doughty?] No. We didn’t have camp last year. We had a lockout. So I don’t know what his weight was in September. I didn’t get to weigh him. [Reporter: No, in January…before the season, he came in at 205 compared to 210.] I think he’s come in at a lot of different weights in his career.
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Postgame quotes: Dustin Penner

Dustin Penner took a seat on the opposite bench from the Los Angeles Kings for the first time since signing with the Anaheim Ducks in mid-July. Though it was an exhibition game – and there will certainly be some interesting theatre when he meets his former teammates in the regular season – there were still some reflective moments for the player who won Stanley Cups with both Southern California teams.

In his 16 minutes and 37 seconds of ice time, Penner recorded a minus-2 rating, twook two shots on goal, issued two hits, and blocked one shot. He skated primarily alongside Corey Perry and Ryan Getzlaf.

On Tuesday’s game:

 They played very well and we played very poorly. There’s things that we could have done a lot differently. Obviously competing on the puck, making it a lot harder on their top guys to get grade-A scoring chances, and making it easier for our goalies to make key saves.

On how quickly he has “assimilated” to the Ducks locker room:

 It’s been a good transition. Obviously I know quite a few people still in this organization, whether it’s team personnel or players. Definitely there’s a nostalgic feeling coming back.

On whether it was “weird” playing against his former teammates:

 Yeah, it was. [Reporter: What was the most weird thing?] You get used to seeing the same people every day. It’s kind of like a divorce. I liken in to that, though. You spend a lot of time with the same people every day, getting to know them. You become like family. And then all of a sudden you’re gone, and the routines and habits that you formed on that side with those guys, it’s something you’ll probably never experience again. 

On the first shift of the game, and his first hit against a King:

 Who was it that I hit? Dewey? I don’t know. Someone. I don’t know the exact word to describe it, but it’s kind of a déjà vu feeling. Like, you go hit a guy, and you see it’s Doughty. It’s not in practice. It’s a unique feeling. I guess you catch yourself reminiscing a bit.

Postgame quotes: Carter, Doughty, Frattin, Sutter

Jeff Carter, on whether the game was a step in the right direction:

 Second preseason game, they had five, six regulars in there. I think for us, you’ve got to build every game, and obviously we didn’t start off on the right foot against Phoenix, but you just keep getting better every game. I thought personally our line was a lot better tonight, and the team was a lot better. So, a step in the right direction.

Carter, on the team-wise aspects that encouraged him:

 We were just a lot cleaner. That’s going to happen as we start progressing here in the preseason. Really, everyone’s skating, shooting, passing, breakouts, power play was a heck of a lot better tonight. As we keep going here in training camp, preseason, that’s going to get better, and it should get better every game until the first game. 

Carter, on his early impressions of playing with Matt Frattin:

 He’s good. I mean, it’s not easy coming in. A lot of players that you don’t know, and for us, we don’t know much about him, either…Every game we have to get better, and in practices we’ve got to work hard just to get those little reads. Rick and I, we know where each other are going to go, and we try and just figure out what Fratty’s going to do.

Drew Doughty, on playing with Jake Muzzin:

 I think me and Muzz play really well together. I think on exiting our own zone, neutral zone, offensive zone with the puck we’re unbelievable. I think we can definitely improve in areas without the puck, but that just comes with playing with each other and getting used to each other. I think we could be a really good pairing one day if we keep working at it. [Reporter: Is that something you might lobby for?] I’m definitely not against it, that’s for sure. I think that out of all the other D-men, I think I move the puck the best with him. It’s part of my game and something I love to do. So whoever I’m paired with, I’m going to make the best of it, but if it’s Muzz, I think we’ll be really good together.

Doughty, on Kyle Clifford’s penalty shot:

 I actually called it. I knew he was going to go high glove. That’s his shot. So I wish he could have scored there, but I thought Cliffy actually played a really good game tonight. I don’t think it was fair that he got kicked out, but whatever.

Doughty, on whether the game was a step in the right direction:

 Yeah. We weren’t happy with either of our games last…Sunday, and we needed to make grounds. The coaches kind of gave us that one first game to kind of get our feet going, to get used to playing, and tonight it was back to normal. There were no excuses. Darryl was on us. John was on us. Davis was on us. We made sure that we were prepared for this game to come in here and get a win, I thought we did it pretty demandingly.

Matt Frattin, on the amount of special teams practice he has been a part of:

 Not that much. A little bit in the morning skates before games – just breakouts and in-zone…it’s like 5-on-0, so it’s nothing with pressure. But I mean in games we’re moving the puck pretty well, and we’re winning the battles off rebounds. That’s very key for a power play.

Frattin, on playing with Jeff Carter and Mike Richards:

 They’re two great players. Carts has the fast speed down the wing, and he’s got that long reach and he has a great shot. Richie’s just a smart, hard-working guy, and he’ll get you the puck if you’re wheeling. [Reporter: Think you guys might have something there, the three of you?] I mean, it’s only two games. We had a tough first game, and then a pretty good second game. It’s too early. We’ve just got to keep working at it and keep practicing together and build that chemistry. [Reporter: Who’s doing the majority of the talking – Richards or Carter?] They both do. I ask them questions. They kind of tell me what they’re thinking, and it’s some pretty good communication between all three of us. [Reporter: As a young guy, you can’t ask for a much better opportunity than that, can you, when you get a chance to show that you can fit in with those guys?] Yeah. They’re guys who have played in the Olympics and for Team Canada plenty of times, so they’ve definitely proven themselves. They definitely bring me along, and they’re great linemates for me.

Darryl Sutter, on whether the game was a step in the right direction:

 You know what? We just kind of watch individuals. I’m not really concerned about outcome. More about how guys play. [Reporter: Who caught your eye tonight?] I was happy to see Jonathan sharp, and I thought Garon made a couple big saves in the third, so it was good for him to get a solid period under his belt. Obviously Jeff and Drew were pretty good, but you know what? They’re supposed to be getting their game ramped up.

Sutter, on his early impressions of Matt Frattin:

 If he wants to play with those guys, he’s got to be a real north-south, sort of an energy guy. I didn’t see him live the first game, so this was the first time, quite honest, live. Gave him power play time, gave him some penalty killing time, make him work.

Sutter, on whether he “teased” Kyle Clifford about his penalty shot:

 No. You shouldn’t shoot high glove. Might be the difference between making the playoffs and not making the playoffs. One point. 

Sutter, on what he has liked from Tanner Pearson:

 Well, we need guys to play left wing. So it doesn’t matter if it’s Tanner or who it is. We’re trying to make Matt Frattin that, and it’s hard to switch positions. So Tanner’s a natural left winger, and we try and keep putting him in situations – it’s what I said at the start of camp. I want them all to play in the NHL, but you can’t. Sorry, we can’t this year. It’s whoever has the best training camps, right?

Sutter, on whether he reinforces not to read into early games, positively and negatively:

 Yeah. You’ve got to base it on the whole camp, not on one period or one shift or one game. Just make sure that they’re all getting to play a lot…– all the guys that want a spot – until we get close to the end. I mean our schedule really breaks up, the preseason, when you look at it. So we don’t play now for three days, and then we have another three in there, and then we play three in like 11 days. You just kind of take it a game at a time. We have home games too, right, so it’s two-in-five. We’ll use lots of guys and have lots of guys around.

Sutter, on what John Stevens told him about Sunday’s home game against Phoenix:

 It’s not really what John said. I mean, lots of young guys in lineups early in training camp are trying to make a difference. You want…our guys, as I said, [to] individually get better. You’ve got to play six or seven kids every game, and play those guys that we traded for in the summer, and see how they fit in.

Los Angeles Kings 6, Anaheim Ducks 0

 Final

Live Radio Feed (USA only)

NHL.com Boxscore

 Attendance: 13,115

LAK starters: G Jonathan Quick, D Jake Muzzin, D Drew Doughty, LW Tanner Pearson, C Anze Kopitar, RW Tyler Toffoli

ANA starters: G Viktor Fasth, D Cam Fowler, D Ben Lovejoy, LW Patrick Maroon, C Nick Bonino, RW Devante Smith-Pelly

Referees: Mike Leggo, Trevor Hanson

 Linesmen: Vaughan Rody, Jay Sharrers

WARMUPS

 Jarret Stoll, Anze Kopitar and Matt Greene are wearing an “A” on their jerseys tonight. No surprise there.

FIRST PERIOD

 1:08 – Quick with a nice glove save on a Dustin Penner backhand. Penner is wearing #17 for Anaheim. Corey Perry sidestepped Jeff Schultz to set up the quality opportunity.

 2:30 – Linden Vey weathered a heavy hit deep in LA territory.

 5:38 – Mat Clark of Anaheim whistled for interference. LAK on PP.

 9:15 – Stoll with good hustle on the backcheck to lift up Penner’s stick and disrupt an Anaheim scoring chance.

 10:10 – Mat Clark of Anaheim whistled for tripping. That’s ::counts:: two minor penalties for Clark in the first 10:10. LA back on the power play.

 14:34 – Cam Fowler whistled for high sticking. Double-minor.

 15:08 – LOS ANGELES GOAL Matt Frattin (Drew Doughty), PPG. 1-0 LAK – Frattin with a really nice little pause when bringing the puck from the boards that moved Nick Bonino out of position. A quick release beats Fasth between his legs. Comes on the first half of the PP.

 16:37 – Jarret Stoll takes a holding penalty with 31 seconds remaining on the PP.

 18:51 – Devante Smith-Pelly whistled for tripping. LA back on the power play.

 ~Period Over~

SECOND PERIOD

 1:00 – Anaheim has killed off the Smith-Pelly minor.

 1:55 – Penalty shot LA. Great little flip from Lewis to Clifford; Clifford was hooked on a partial break.

 1:55 – Clifford denied. Lefthanded shooter began wide to his left and cut to the middle. Shot stopped by Fasth’s glove.

 4:29 – How do I make my F5 button automatically type “Penalty on Anaheim”? Smith-Pelly for interference.

 7:10 – LOS ANGELES GOAL Scott Sabourin (Jeff Schultz, Linden Vey). 2-0 LAK – Sabourin streaked down the right wing and beat Fasth up high, gloveside, with a wristshot. Lots of LA zone time tonight.

 13:28 – Tanner Pearson tripping minor…killed off.

 15:30 – A couple of quick odd-man rushes during the PK. Kopitar – Martinez on a two-on-one was the best opportunity. Martinez did a good job presenting himself to accept the pass, but the Anaheim defender blocked it.

 18:17 – LOS ANGELES GOAL Drew Doughty (Jake Muzzin, Jeff Carter). 3-0 LAK – Doughty low-to-the-ice wrister from the right point gets through some traffic and past Fasth. Almost looked like it was deflected by Frattin, who was in the vicinity. Fasth may have been distracted by him.

 20:00 – Los Angeles is outshooting Anaheim 25-12 after two. There was a bit of a scrum in the LA end as the buzzer sounded. Some jawing as the teams headed back to their tunnels. Doughty whistled for slashing, so Anaheim will go on the power play to begin the third. Long discussion with Greene and a linesman as the teams exited the ice.

 ~Period Over~

THIRD PERIOD

 0:00 – Mathieu Garon in for LA. John Gibson in for Anaheim. Quick: 12/12; Fasth: 23/26.

 7:00 – Controversial hybrid icing to some in attendance.

 9:03 – LOS ANGELES GOAL Jeff Carter (Tanner Pearson). 4-0 LAK – Two-on-one for Pearson and Carter with Pearson carrying the puck on the right wing. He elects to snap off a wristshot. Gibson knocks the puck down but was unable to cover. Carter bangs in the loose puck from the paint.

 10:25 – Quick scrum involving all 10 skaters in the corner to the right of Gibson. Nothing major. No penalties.

 10:25 – OK we’re getting penalties. Clifford and Staubitz with 10-minute misconducts.

 12:05 – LOS ANGELES GOAL Jeff Carter (Matt Frattin, Mike Richards). 5-0 LAK – The development on that breakaway was visible from Tustin. So much space for Carter. Frattin springs him loose, and he scores on a wrister (were you expecting something else?) from just above the hash marks.

 15:57 – LOS ANGELES GOAL Anze Kopitar (Matt Frattin, Drew Doughty). 6-0 LAK. Snapper from the right circle. Everything is taking place in Anaheim’s end tonight.

 ~fin~
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Lines, notes, sounds from the morning skate

Based on this morning’s skate, the line combinations for this evening’s game at the Honda Center will look something like this:

Tanner Pearson – Anze Kopitar – Tyler Toffoli

 Matt Frattin – Mike Richards – Jeff Carter

 Kyle Clifford – Jarret Stoll – Trevor Lewis

 Daniel Carcillo – Linden Vey – Scott Sabourin

Jake Muzzin – Drew Doughty

 Jeff Schultz – Slava Voynov

 Alec Martinez – Matt Greene

Jonathan Quick

 Mathieu Garon

This is your obligatory “We’re still technically in training camp and alignments will change throughout the game so let’s not get too caught up on preseason lines” reminder.

-Still, the Pearson-Kopitar-Toffoli line will be interesting to watch. Here’s what Kopitar had to say about assuming the role of the experienced veteran alongside two younger players:

-Jonathan Quick will make his preseason debut tonight, with Mathieu Garon backing up. Similar to the games against Phoenix, the starter will go for 40 minutes before the coaches determine whether he’ll go an additional 20. The decision will be largely based on workload. Here’s Darryl Sutter discussing how he uses the preseason the get his goaltenders ready for when the games actually count:

There is very much a battle between Ben Scrivens and Garon for the backup job.

-Matt Frattin will continue to get the primary look to play alongside Mike Richards and Jeff Carter, and the trio will skate together again tonight. Hey, we’ve got a SoundCloud subscription. Let’s put it to use here:

-So…this might be awkward.

Per Eric Stephens of the Orange County Register, Viktor Fasth will get the nod for Anaheim, with John Gibson backing up. Here’s his projected Ducks lineup.

Anze Kopitar, on Sunday’s game, and what the team will look to improve:

 Just sharper, really. Just sharper, and pay attention to detail and bring our intensity up a little bit. It’s a first game. You don’t want it to be sloppy, but at the end of the day you’re not going to be a hundred percent sharp and a hundred percent ready. Especially after three days of practice – and some heads are pretty full with information – so you’re going to miss a few. Tonight’s a different story. We’ve got some video to correct some things, and now it’s got to stick. Again, it’s a matter of getting sharper, and just getting ready.

Kopitar, on if he sees similarities between the assets between Tanner Pearson/Tyler Toffoli and Dustin Brown/Justin Williams:

 Well, yeah. I think for them, looking down the road, that’s where they want to be, in that kind of position as Willie and Brownie are right now. So I think it’s a fun challenge for them. It’s going to be a good challenge for me to play with the young bucks, I guess. It should be fun.

Matt Frattin, on gaining comfort on the ice with his new teammates:

 After the first game, I thought it was a little rough for us. But we got back to work yesterday, and just got to continue and forget about that and just kind of get on track and play our systems coming into tonight against Anaheim.

Frattin, on what he took from Sunday’s game:

 I think we kind of fell into a little penalty trouble in the first period. I think we took four penalties, and that kind of slowed down our momentum. The first couple shifts we kind of started off pretty well, and then after that we were kind of on the back burner with playing PK. They capitalized on their power play, we didn’t, and that was kind of the difference.

Darryl Sutter, on Anze Kopitar skating with Tanner Pearson and Tyler Toffoli:

 Well, Kopi’s got to play games to be ready. Quite honest, last year he didn’t really have a training camp with us. He was hurt when he came, and I think it affected his year. Really, Pearson-Toffoli we were going to play anyways, so that’s who he’s playing with.

Sutter, on what he’d like to see from Pearson and Toffoli:

 We want them to make an impression. Give ‘em every opportunity to make one. Tyler struggled in the first game, and Tanner had a good first game, so we’ll see what happens tonight.
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Kings encouraged by Pearson’s growth

There were a few more reporters than Tanner Pearson was accustomed to speaking with after he stepped off the ice following the team’s morning skate in San Jose on May 18.

He fulfilled his media duty, returned to the hotel for the obligatory pre-game nap, and rode the bus back to the arena as he had done so many times throughout his hockey career.

Still, there were naturally some butterflies that accompanied an NHL debut in the thick of the Stanley Cup Playoffs.

“He was a nervous wreck,” Darryl Sutter recalled of the rookie left wing.

The end result was a 2-1 overtime loss to the Sharks in Game 3 of the Western Conference Semifinals. Pearson logged five minutes and 44 seconds of ice time during the 61 minutes and 29 seconds of play that night. A statistical account of his nine shifts that night depicted a string of zeroes alongside his name.

“I may have gotten in a hit, just trying to get into the game early,” he recalled of his efforts. “But other than that, I don’t remember much.”

The leap from junior to professional hockey is a challenging one for a 20-year-old, and by all accounts, Pearson was able to refine and develop aspects of his game while continuing to develop his scoring knack in the American Hockey League last season. In the calendar year of 2013, the 6-foot, 198-pound forward selected with the final pick of the first round of the 2012 draft only once went more than three days without scoring a regular season goal and finished with 19 goals and 47 points in 64 games with the Manchester Monarchs despite having his season disrupted for nearly a month by a February shoulder injury that placed him on the trainer’s table and in doctor’s offices instead of flying down the wings at Verizon Wireless Arena.

Of course, his multifaceted line that included the playmaking smarts of Linden Vey and Tyler Toffoli’s scoring feel helped raise the collective bar.

“Those three personalities hit it off right off the top, and I think that his confidence just started to grow leaps and bounds,” Monarchs coach Mark Morris said. “I think he’s developed a confidence with the puck, and those guys read off one another extremely well. Having success as a group sometimes really is the key to giving you that momentum to continue to grow in the future.”

His 200-foot efforts have continued to develop in professional hockey, and though there are many elements of his game that indicate that the Kings are grooming a burgeoning power forward, there’s still that deft scoring touch that Pearson is beginning to display on a more advanced stage. He scored twice in a 6-1 win over Anaheim Ducks rookies at the Honda Center two Saturdays ago and opened the scoring in Sunday’s 4-2 split squad loss in Phoenix with a top-shelf laser beam off a partial breakaway that led to veteran Coyotes goalie Mike Smith pulling the puck out of the net just 51 seconds into his 2013 preseason debut.

“I talked to Billy Ranford before the game on where to shoot, and he gave me a couple pointers,” Pearson said. “The glove side was open, so I just tried to snap it away as quick as I could, and luckily it went in.”

That intuitiveness and the process of learning what it takes to become a professional continues to fit within general manager Dean Lombardi’s developmental process of making sure a young player continues to trend upwards through the team’s developmental process.

“Like I always say at this stage, you’re just looking for him to be better than he was in April, to be better than he was in June, and that’s where he is now,” Lombardi said. “He just keeps getting better, and that’s what all you’re looking for. His skating’s improved. You can see his conditioning’s improved. He’s got some natural gifts that as he keeps getting better in those smaller areas, the way he can snap a puck, He’s actually pretty good along the boards and things that’ll improve when he gets stronger. You look at from his draft year to where he is now, it’s like night and day, but that’s generally how the learning curve goes, right? It spikes early, and then it flattens, and then it hopefully keeps going up. But he’s been steadily up since the day of his draft.”

It doesn’t take a magnifying glass to reveal that the Kings are looking for players to step up and earn spots along the left side of the lineup. It’s too early to fill in an evaluating adjective alongside Pearson’s name – he has played in a grand total of one preseason game – but the former Barrie Colt who maintained a point-a-game pace during the 2012 World Junior Championship and was one of three players selected in the first round of the 2012 draft to have already appeared in an NHL playoff game (Montreal’s Alex Galchenyuk and Washington’s Tom Wilson are the others) appears to be right in the middle of engineering an intriguing preseason while balanced by the team’s patient process of developing habits in young players that translate well to the National Hockey League.

“I think you guys know how I feel about the importance of the minor leagues and paying your dues and things. Not only paying your dues – that sounds like punishment – but you just can’t forget that it’s a big jump, and you want to make sure you take advantage of putting that base in place that in the long run will serve him well. We’ve talked about that for seven years now, about if you’re able to do it that way, it’s so beneficial. We’re at that stage now,” Lombardi said.

“Before we maybe had to rush kids because we weren’t that good a team. But you always go back to what Detroit does with Helm and Ericsson and…Abdelkader, I mean, so many of those guys. It’s because they were brought along the right way.”

Pearson is now at the position where he’s competing for a role with the same players he skated on a line with in Manchester. And though he hasn’t produced the handful of points that Tyler Toffoli has in a small sample size when games actually counted, he does have the benefit of trying to earn a spot at a position where the Kings are looking to find more production.

“Hey, he’s showed it in the preseason so far, in the rookie camp. And then this – he can score at this level, so we’re just going to continue to play him and see if he can,” Sutter said.

“[Phoenix] played a lot of their top end lineup, and we had more of our role players and then tried to put in some skill from the American League. Tanner’s sort of in between that, right? He’s trying to play a higher role on our team, and he’s the high end of the American League team, so that’s why he stood out. He had a good game, and hopefully he can build on it.”

The coach shared his encouragement with Pearson, who will look to continue to build upon his solid base throughout the remainder of the 2013 preseason, which continues tonight in Anaheim.

“Darryl just said I had a good game, so I’ll take that and move on from there and work game by game from here on in,” he said.

From Gann Matsuda of Frozen Royalty: Tanner Pearson Is An Early Standout At LA Kings 2013 Training Camp
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First round of cuts made

The Los Angeles Kings made their first round of training camp cuts on Monday, reassigning eight players to their junior teams. 49 players remain in camp.

The players reassigned were Justin Auger (Guelph / OHL), Matthew Campagna (Sudbury / OHL), Patrik Bartosak (Red Deer / WHL), Nick Ebert (Windsor / OHL), Dominik Kubalik (Sudbury / OHL), Zachary Leslie (Guelph / OHL), Kurtis MacDermid (Owen Sound / OHL) and Marcus McIvor (North Bay / OHL).

McIvor and Campagna were in camp on tryouts.

Most notable of the cuts is that Valentin Zykov was left off the list. Though I wasn’t at the home preseason game against Phoenix, there were many indications that the Zykov-Shore-Sabourin was the team’s best in the 5-1 loss. Zykov, 18, is expected to return to a strong Baie-Comeau squad in the QMJHL but will draw a longer look in camp. This is a positive sign for Los Angeles’ top pick in the 2013 draft.

Defenseman Alex Roach remains in camp. The 20-year-old is eligible to play with both AHL-Manchester and WHL-Calgary.

The Kings continue the preseason with a 7:00 game against the Anaheim Ducks at Honda Center on Tuesday evening. The game will be carried live by Nick Nickson and Daryl Evans on KTLK AM 1150 and I Heart Radio.
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Postgame quotes: Scrivens, Nolan, Sutter

Ben Scrivens, on his first game as a King:

 It’s something to build off of. Obviously not a perfect game, definitely not on my part. But there were some positives. It was good to get into a game and work through some of the stuff that Bill and Kim and myself have been trying to implement in practice, so you can’t really see how that’s going to go until get into a game, so today was the first chance at that. There were some good things and some bad things, and every game like this is a learning curve, so you’ve got try and just take what you can and move on.

Scrivens, on whether he goes into a preseason game looking for heavy usage:

 Well, you never want to go into a game saying, ‘I want this’ or ‘I want that,’ because then if it doesn’t happen, you’ve put yourself behind the eight ball. So you just have to take it one shot at a time. It sounds cliché and repetitive and boring, but if you focus on the process, generally things are going to work in your favor. Today, a couple of rebounds you probably want back, but by and large I didn’t think I was getting beat just clean on shots. Like I said, a lot of positives, and we’ll see what we can build off of from there.

Scrivens, on generating a rhythm as the game progressed:

 Yeah, I felt like I was more comfortable as the game went on. I think that’s probably just first game of the season getting your legs under you a little bit. But I definitely felt more comfortable. I felt like I was seeing pucks a lot better. I was able to control rebounds a little bit better in the second half, I thought. So hopefully there’s a continuation on into the next game that I get in, and I can start off where I finished this game, which I thought was on the right track.

Jordan Nolan, on the 4-2 loss to Phoenix:

 You know, I thought we came out good. We god a little sidetracked there in the first period. We got into penalty trouble, and guys stopped moving their feet. But that’s going to happen in a preseason game. We’ve just got to bounce back in the next one. 

Nolan, on his hit on Rusty Klesla:

 I thought it was clean. He was skating through the middle of his ice, and I was just focusing on his chest , and I feel like I hit him square in the chest.

Nolan, on the post-whistle scrums:

 Yeah, you’re going to expect that. Someone on our team got hit pretty good. Our guys are going to defend him. But it’s part of the game, and big hits and big plays are going to be made, so hopefully he’s not hurt, and hopefully he’s feeling a little bit better right now.

Nolan, on his first shift after exiting the penalty box:

 You know, it’s pretty expected. Obviously their guys are going to stand up for their teammates. So I just kind of want to develop my game. I wasn’t looking for anything. I wasn’t trying to agitate anyone. Just kind of playing my game, and obviously they wanted to get me back a little bit.

Darryl Sutter, on the 4-2 preseason loss to Phoenix:

 I think we had some guys play really good. Basically, just a special teams deal, right? A couple kids made mistakes on our power play for shorthanded goals against. 

Sutter, on whether any stock was taken in the special teams struggles:

 No, I think you saw who was on the ice for our power plays, so other than Muzz, there’s not many guys that are going to be on our power play who played tonight.

Sutter, on Ben Scrivens’ performance:

 It’s hard to tell. The two five-on-three goals are [inaudible]. I think the second was deflected, so we’ll watch with him tomorrow and see.

Sutter, on his impression of Jordan Nolan’s hit on Rusty Klesla:

 It’s a good hit. Not ‘an impression of.’ It’s a good hit.

Sutter, on the physicality of the game:

 It wasn’t really physical game at all. It’s four or five hits, and some stuff after whistles, but not much went on.

Sutter, on what he would like to work on heading into the new week:

 Let’s get some practices and get a game and go from there.

Phoenix Coyotes quotes, courtesy of Coyotes Public Relations:

Dave Tippett, on Jordan Nolan’s hit on Rusty Klesla:

 It seemed to me like a guy got hit in the head and a player left his feet. That’s not for me to diagnose, the league does a good job of those and when they feel like there is a violation they take action. So, the league will look at it and we will go from there.”

Tippett, on his team’s new players: 

 (In the) First 10 minutes people are kind of getting the feel for it, but then the kids; I thought (Forward) Max Domi, I thought (Forward Lucas) Lessio, big (Forward Henrik) Samuelson got going. (Defenseman Connor) Murphy was real strong on the back. We kind of got them eased into the game and then gave them a lot more ice time as we went along.

Tippett, on Lucas Lessio: 

 I’m not sure if that foot is bothering him… I like when a young player might be a little dinged up and you know what, he’s playing because he wants to make the team.

Shane Doan, on Nolan’s hit:

 It’s something I assume will be looked at and it’s their job to make a ruling.

Doan, on the rivalry with Los Angeles:

 We play each other enough… LA plays with a competitive edge. (It) brings out the best in some of us. It’s hockey, it’s fun.

Quotes from the Staples Center game, courtesy of LA Kings Public Relations:

John Stevens, on the home loss to Phoenix:

 Well, not very good to be honest with you. We didn’t have good special teams on either side of the puck. The last power play had some good looks.

Stevens, on younger players:

 The kid line there with Sabourin had a heck of a game, and Shore continued to work hard and get things done. I would guess that line had the majority of our chances. It’s great to see kids come in and take advantage of an opportunity.

Stevens, on any potential rust: 

 We just got to get going. That’s what preseason is for. We have to take a step up here and be more competitive on pucks and all the other parts of the game.

Matt Greene, on playing with a split-squad roster:

 You got to get yourself going… at this point you got to worry about your own game not where other guys are playing.” 

Derek Forbort, on his first preseason game:

 It was fun getting out there with these guys

Forbort, on playing with Matt Greene:

 Yeah it’s been good, “he’s kind of taken me under his wing…It’s been good playing with him.

Scott Sabourin, on his performance:

 Yeah it was good to get the first one out of the way… but it felt good out there.

Sabourin, on his physicality

 If I don’t get a hit in early I feel like I sleep through the game. I know I have to protect the guys out there.

Sabourin, on playing with Shore and Zykov:

 We have a lot of chemistry out there, we had a lot of chances… Especially being young guys, it’s nice to hear that… Excitement was probably it.

Banner photo: Norm Hall / NHL

Phoenix Coyotes 4, Los Angeles Kings 2

 Final

NHL.com Boxscore

 Attendance: 6,270

LAK scratches: G Mathias Niederberger, D Alex Roach, LW Maxim Kitsyn

 LAK starters: G Ben Scrivens, D Keaton Ellerby, D Jeff Schultz, LW Dwight King, C Jarret Stoll, RW Trevor Lewis

PHX scratches: RW Dave Moss, D Oliver Ekman-Larsson, LW Lauri Korpikoski

 PHX starters: G Mike Smith, D Keith Yandle, D Derek Morris, LW Mikkel Boedker, C Mike Ribeiro, RW Shane Doan

Staples Center Game Thread

Referees: Darcy Burchell, Steve Kozari

 Linesmen: Jay Sharrers, Vaughan Rody

WARMUPS

 Jarret Stoll, Trevor Lewis and Colin Fraser are wearing an “A” on their jerseys tonight.

FIRST PERIOD

 0:00 – Jarret Stoll takes the opening faceoff, and we’re underway from the desert…

0:51 – GOAL KINGS – 1-0 LA. Tanner Pearson (Brandon Kozun, Andy Andreoff). Good feed from Kozun to spring Pearson loose on a partial breakaway. Sniped high, glove-side on Mike Smith. Beauty of a shot.

 2:39 – GOAL KINGS – 2-0 LA. Brandon Kozun (unassisted). Long rebound kicked out by Scrivens, neither Coyotes D able to cleanly play the puck. Kozun outhustled both in the neutral zone, skated in alone, beat Smith up high. Two goals on the first two shifts for that line.

 5:52 – Kings on a 40-second 5-on-3. Delay of game penalty on Derek Morris.

 7:52 – Coyotes kill off both ends of the 5-on-3. No real pristine chances for LA.

 9:44 – Heavy hit by Jordan Nolan on Rusty Klesla. Klesla is down and appears badly injured. A stretcher is coming out.

 10:30 – Stoppage in play. Two minutes each for Nolan, Hanzal. No replays, but judgment of the hit is secondary when a player is carted off on a stretcher.

11:45 – Nolan booed heavily as he exits the penalty box.

 12:09 – Stoppage in play. Nolan weathers a hit from Hanzal; scrum involving all players on the ice ensues. No fights, but plenty of raw emotion. Penalties: Carcillo (10 minute misconduct), Nolan (2 – embellishment, 10 minute misconduct), Bissonnette (game misconduct for leaving bench), Derek Morris (2 – roughing, 10 minute misconduct), Hanzal (2 – elbowing)

 12:51 – GOAL COYOTES – 2-1 LA. Jordan Szwarz (Brandon McMillan). McMillan’s shot was stopped by Scrivens; the rebound trickled behind him and Szwarz buried it from close range.

 14:57 – Muzzin takes a hooking penalty.

 19:07 – Kozun takes an offensive zone hooking penalty.

 19:57 – Fraser takes a slashing penalty; Phoenix will have a 5-on-3 for 1:11.

 Period Over

SECOND PERIOD

 1:09 – GOAL COYOTES – 2-2. Mikkel Boedker (Shane Doan, Keith Yandle). Power play goal. Boedker battled to get a shot off a loose Doan rebound. I really liked Jeff Schultz’s stick for the 90 seconds prior. He disrupted a zone entry during the 5-on-3 and also used his long reach to get in the way of a long 5-on-3 pass by Doan.

 4:45 – Zbynek Michalek caught something up high and went back to the room. Appeared to be bleeding.

 7:00 – Big hit by Connor Murphy on Daniel Carcillo.

 7:55 – Andreoff to Pearson on a three-on-two. Pearson’s shot from left circle kicked out by Smith. Kozun held up awaiting pass; probably the right decision to shoot. Decent scoring chance.

 9:12 – Schultz off for interference.

 11:26 – Two terrific saves by Scrivens. The first (and more impressive) came when he slid to his left and covered a lot of space to deny a one-timer by Max Domi. He also denied an A-minus/B-plus chance by Martin Hanzal’s wrister from the high slot. Best saves of the evening. I believe the first came on the PK.

 12:14 – Henrik Samuelsson whistled for roughing. LAK back on the PP.

 13:50 – Pearson found Kozun alone in front while on the PP. Pass got there; Smith denied Kozun from point blank. A-type chance. Pearson might be LA’s best forward in the desert.

 15:20 – Scrivens denied a strong Lucas Lessio chance from close range.

 17:58 – GOAL COYOTES – 3-2 PHX. Mikkel Boedker 2 (Shane Doan, Radim Vrbata). Didn’t see the goal while joining Nick on the radio; here are some tweets describing the action:

Period Over

THIRD PERIOD

 0:00 – Michael Lee replaces Mike Smith in net for Phoenix. Ben Scrivens remains in net for Los Angeles.

 3:00 – Mike Wilson was right. Phoenix’s third goal now credited to Doan, from Vrbata/Yandle.

4:17 – Derek Morris whistled for tripping.

 5:03 – GOAL COYOTES – 4-2 PHX. Shorthanded. Three-on-one led by Max Domi was finished off when Hanzal found Yandle for a cross-crease one-timer. Tic-tac-toe. The 18-year-old Domi has impressed.

 6:53 – Strong Scrivens save on a power play blast from the top of the right circle by Michalek.

 15:43 – Nolan off for a slash. Phoenix back on the PP, where they’re 2-for-6.

 16:30 – Circus save by Scrivens on Lessio chance from left circle. Sprawled Scrivens covers up the rebound.

 18:15 – I’m heading downstairs. More to come.
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Notes, quotes, sounds from Glendale

-I know I said that I wasn’t planning on updating lines and pairings until we got deeper into the preseason…and yet here we are. Judging from the skate this morning, the lines for tonight’s game in Glendale appear to be:

Dwight King – Jarret Stoll – Trevor Lewis

 Daniel Carcillo – Colin Fraser – Jordan Nolan

 Tanner Pearson – Jordan Weal – Brandon Kozun

 Robert Czarnik – Andy Andreoff – Brian O’Neill

Jake Muzzin – Keaton Ellerby

 Alec Martinez – Jeff Schultz

 Nic Deslauriers – Andrew Campbell

Ben Scrivens

 Martin Jones

Scratches: Mathias Niederberger, Maxim Kitsyn, Alex Roach

-Ben Scrivens is starting and will play at least 40 minutes. Per Darryl Sutter: “He’s going to play two [periods] for sure. So we’ll just see after what the workload is, and it’s the same thing we’ll do in L.A. tonight with Mathieu.”

-Both teams sent a less experienced team on the road. Of Los Angeles’ 20 players slated to suit up in Glendale tonight, nine players do not have any NHL regular season game experience, though Tanner Pearson did log 5:44 of ice time during Game 3 of Los Angeles’ second round series against San Jose last spring. Andrew Campbell was also a February call-up, though he did not appear in any games with the Kings. Martin Jones traveled with the team to New Jersey for the 2012 Stanley Cup Final and was on the ice during the postgame celebration on June 11, 2012 but has never appeared in a regular season or playoff game. Sutter’s message for the younger players: “Just don’t be nervous and go play their game.”

-Though Matt Frattin is the frontrunner for the left wing spot alongside Mike Richards and Jeff Carter, and Daniel Carcillo has been skating opposite Jordan Nolan on Colin Fraser’s line, the team is still evaluating who will skate to the left of Jarret Stoll and Trevor Lewis. “We’re going to really fool around with our left side the whole training camp. I don’t know who is going to play where, to tell you the truth,” Sutter said. Dwight King returns to his familiar spot for this evening’s game in Glendale.

-One player who won’t be getting looks on the left side is Andy Andreoff, whom the team projects as a center despite being listed as a left wing. “That’s kind of how we’ve seen him in the long term in the team, is that third, fourth line centerman at some point, and he’s comfortable with that,” Sutter said. Andreoff lined up at center and scored twice in the Kings’ 6-1 win over the Ducks in the SoCal Hockey Futures Rookie Game in Anaheim last weekend.

-Sutter was impressed by the work that Jordan Nolan put in over the summer and compared his conditioning levels to those of Trevor Lewis and Jeff Carter.

“He came in really fit, worked hard this summer,” Sutter said of Nolan. “You know what? Those three guys – Lewie and Jordie and Jeff are our most fit guys after we did all our testing, and you kind of know that with Lewie and Jeff. But it’s good that Jordie put the work in, and he looks more comfortable with it, quite honestly, with himself. So we just want him to play his game. You know what? It’s like asking about a lot of those guys. We have a lot of guys coming off tough years, quite honest. As well as the team did, we had a lot of players that had tough seasons that were sort of just starting their careers out, and now we want to get them to step their game up. I’ve been telling guys like that that really their season started three days ago. So we need them to play well. Obviously we’d like to win and all that, but that’s sort of out there, that the other part is I’m trying to do it from an individual standpoint.”

Audio of the above quote:

-Jarret Stoll will play in his first game since suffering a seizure in early July. He reiterated that there is “no issue at all” and doesn’t think about the incident at all while playing.

-I’ll call in and join Nick Nickson from Glendale during the first intermission. I’ll also have a link to Nick and Daryl’s audio streams. Though the game isn’t televised, I’ll still post a game thread for the Staples Center game and will also update a separate live blog every few minutes from upstairs at Jobing.com Arena.

Jordan Nolan, on what he’s looking to work on this evening:

 Just kind of get back into the groove of things and get back to the game that I need to play to be a part of this team. Just strong, physical and a guy that’s hard to play against, so I’m looking forward to getting out there with the new linemates and working hard.

Nolan, on his impression of Saturday’s scrimmage:

 I thought we worked well together – me, Car Bomb and Fras. We’ve been skating together all of training camp, so just go out there, establish ourselves, and we’re going to be a tough line to play against.

Nolan, on whether Darryl Sutter had a message for tonight’s game:

 Not really. Just that it starts now, that the season started a few days ago, and we’re not going to look back. We’re going to keep going forward, and just establish that game we need to play all season, because we want to get ready for opening day, and this is how you do it.

Nolan, on whether traveling the day of a game presents a challenge:

 I don’t think so. I think most guys are pretty excited to play tonight. It’s the first game of the season, and guys want to show what they did in the summer and show how hard they worked, so it’s going to be a good game.

Audio of Nolan’s quotes:
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Inquisitive Schultz ready for heavy preseason load

Jeff Schultz has never played a game in the Western Conference – or one game in his career against a Darryl Sutter-coached team.

Yet the Kings coach professes to be well acquainted with the 6-foot-6, 230 pound defenseman vying for a spot on the Los Angeles Kings’ blue line.

“I’m very familiar with the player,” Sutter said.

Schultz, 27, played for the WHL’s Calgary Hitmen from 2002-06, which meant that he completed his junior stint at the exact time Sutter was behind the bench of the Calgary Flames, the Saddledome’s principal tenant. After Flames practices had concluded, Sutter would observe the Hitmen’s skate “every day,” as he said on Saturday.

One can only learn so much from practice, which means that Sutter and the Kings will get their first in-game look at Schultz tonight at Jobing.com Arena in Glendale, Arizona, where the Kings will visit the Phoenix Coyotes in a split-squad game. The Coyotes also travel to Los Angeles to face the Kings at Staples Center.

There is a difference between the Eastern Conference and the Western Conference, and similar to what Keaton Ellerby experienced after joining the Kings from the Florida Panthers a season ago, there will be an adjustment period for a player who has logged all 399 games of his NHL career with the Washington Capitals. Ellerby once equated the more open Eastern Conference to a “track meet”, while the Western Conference has a tighter, more physical stigma attached to it.

“Big difference between what I had done in the past couple years, and what they do here,” Schultz said. “So it might take me a little bit of time to get used to it, but it’s just part of the learning process of going to a new team.”

Part of that learning process has been asking questions to reduce that comfort gap between him and his teammates, many of whom have spent their entire careers in the west.

“I think I try that mindset that there are no dumb questions right now. It’s all part of the whole learning process,” Scultz said. “If I do have a question, John and Davis are there to help me out.”

His inquisitiveness also reaches Sutter’s ears.

“I think he’s asking a lot of questions about how we play, and that’s a good thing. I think we have a lot of that same type of guy, and again, that’s going to be how they play. If the season started tomorrow, we have nine healthy defensemen. You can’t have nine. You can only play six. How’s he been? Hey, we’ve had two days,” Sutter said on Friday.

“Game evaluation is where it’s going to boil down to. He’s got to get used to how we play X and O’s. Big difference coming east conference to west conference. We’ve seen it a lot. The guy’s very seldom played against a lot of these players, so that’s a big adjustment.”

Schultz signed a one-year, $700,000 contract with Los Angeles on the first day of free agency after receiving offers from several teams. He role in Washington diminished during a 2012-13 season in which he appeared in 26 of 48 games but did not appear in any playoff games during the Capitals’ seven-game series loss to the New York Rangers. The Washington Post reported in May that Schultz had requested a trade earlier in the year; the team had used a compliance buyout on the defenseman the week that he signed with Los Angeles.

Perhaps a fresh start in the Western Conference is exactly what the still-young defenseman who led the NHL with a plus-50 rating as part of a 23-point (3-20=23) campaign in 2009-10 needs.

“LA seemed like the best chance for me to fit in,” said Schultz. “To come to a team that’s won it all, and to know what it takes, it’s a great honor. They’ve got a great group of guys in the locker room here, and I’m just trying to fit in.”

He joins a defense with healthy competition. Including Andrew Bodnarchuk, there are 10 players with NHL experience vying for a role on the Kings blue line, and Sutter almost appeared to hint on Saturday that the team would be leaning towards opening the season with eight defensemen. Because tough decisions will be made, expect Schultz – and Ellerby, and Jake Muzzin, and Alec Martinez – to draw a regular shift throughout the preseason.

“They’ve got to play. We’ve got to play games, and they’re going to play. They’re going to play every game, those guys,” Sutter said.

“What it’s about, I don’t want anyone to say in three weeks, ‘Well, you didn’t give me a chance.’…Really, they’re young guys, and those guys – Keaton, Marty, Schultzy, Muzz – I think they’re all NHL players, but we’re not the only team, and…we’re trying to get better. We’re trying to win.”

Photo credit: Patrick McDermott / NHL
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Cautious approach taken with Mitchell

It was refreshing to witness defenseman Willie Mitchell holding court in the Kings dressing room Saturday afternoon after sitting out the entire 2012-13 due to knee inflammation that required a pair of surgeries. 

The room’s elder statesman, Mitchell turned 36 in April – and reminded Darryl Sutter he was 36, not 35, as the coach had said earlier in the week – and is attempting to play himself back towards the level he displayed with Los Angeles from 2010-12. 

“I’m young in life, old for a hockey player,” Mitchell said before revising his self-assessment. “Older. Let’s say ‘older’.” 

Before answering the question of whether his body will be able to handle the rigors of the 82-game season, Mitchell first must acclimate himself once again to the more preparational aspects associated with being an effective defenseman within the Kings’ systems.

“Just like any other player you ask right now, ‘How do you feel out there?’ ‘OK.’ Right? It’s timing, it’s just getting not so much the wind, your strength in the battles,” Mitchell said. “I decided earlier I find this time of year is always difficult for me and my game, anyways, and why I say that is just more about reads and more about reading the rush and reading situations and containing and [being] positionally sound. That’s kind of my forte and strengths. I didn’t have the soft hands like a Kopi or speed of a Gaborik or whatever, and so my strengths are that. This time of year it makes it sometimes a little bit difficult because there’s a lot of young players, and we’re all making mistakes at this time of year, so reads are just a little bit more difficult. I think as camp moves on and it starts to break a little bit, I think everyone starts to feel a little bit more comfortable. So I think that’ll get better. Heck, part of hockey, too, is when there’s broken plays, making the right reads and so at this time of year there’s quite a few of those because we’re all not totally sharp. So it puts you in those awkward positions that you can kind of handle those as best you can, so it’s been good.”

Mitchell won’t play in either of the split-squad games against the Phoenix Coyotes on Sunday, and Darryl Sutter has been approaching the upcoming preseason schedule with a tiered caution in regards to when he could see his first NHL action since June 11, 2012. 

“I kind have got a schedule for him, talked to him about it,” Daryl Sutter said. “He scrimmaged today, and you just kind of go from there and keep sort of ramping it.”

So did he put together the “schedule” together with input from Mitchell?

“Yeah, cause I told him about it,” the coach joked. “But it’s logical. I’m not going to throw [him] into the fire. He’s got to ramp it up…When you’re 36 and haven’t played a game in 14 months, and he wants to be in game situation, but game situation was more today for him. So, I don’t know. I like the way the preseason schedule is with only seven games, and then the breaks in it.”

“Once you go along, there’s gaps in it where we’ll start sorting the team better, and then that’s when those guys will play more.”

Mitchell, who noted that he’s a “’77” that emerged from a scrimmage against several players born in the 1990’s, approaches his return with a broad, weathered view.

“When you’re young, you just think you look invincible and you’re going to play forever and nothing really catches up, so when you get older, you just realize how lucky of a gig it is. And sometimes that’s life in general. Something gets taken away from you for a little while, and it makes you appreciate it a little more. I’m just enjoying it and I’m just going to keep working hard and keep improving.”

Banner image: Dave Sandford / NHL
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September 14 practice quotes: Darryl Sutter

On how he decides who will play in the exhibition games Sunday:

 I think everybody’s playing one of the games, other than Willie and Brown and Quicker.

On Saturday’s scrimmage:

 It was a good, fun scrimmage. A lot of guys haven’t had a controlled systems scrimmage. It’s basically what they do in the summer, but they do it in terms of we’re trying to – X’s and O’s and stuff like that. 

On Jonathan Quick not playing against Phoenix:

 We have seven guys, and we want to make sure Garon and Scrivens and Jones get what they need here in the next three or four. Jonathan doesn’t have to play every game. I need Jonathan for the last – the way we finish preseason, because you finish back-to-back, he’s not going to play both those. So you need him in the middle and towards the end to play probably two or three games, to play the whole game.

On how he evaluates the competition on defense:

 Well, if we’re healthy, nobody’s taking Drew’s place. Nobody’s taking Slava’s place. Nobody’s taking Greener’s place. Nobody’s taking Robyn’s place. After that, there’s holes there. There’s boxes that don’t have a name in there yet. So, who’s going to be Drew’s partner? Who’s going to be Slava’s partner? Who’s going to be Greener’s partner, and who’s going to be our seventh guy, and who’s going to be our eighth guy? Because you can’t have nine. [Reporter: So is the thought to start the year with eight defensemen?] I really don’t know that yet. I mean, if you start with eight, then you’re going 13 forwards, so I really don’t know. We’re not to that point yet.

On whether Jake Muzzin has responded well to what was said in his exit meetings:

 Muzzin? Well, I don’t like saying, ‘exit meetings.’ Somebody made that up a few years ago. It never used to be ‘exit meetings.’ [Reporter: What were they called back then?] End of the season review or something like that…[Reporter: Walking papers?] See ya. Here’s the exit. Like that’s what I don’t like. I don’t like that. But with Jake, I didn’t know Jake Muzzin at all, and he was a guy that had probably been fast forwarded before earning his stripes, and I don’t think he was really too thrilled with having to go earn his stripes after he played here…three or four years ago, and I don’t think that he was prepared to be a NHL player physically or mentally, and that’s what I want him to improve on. So we’re going to find out in the next three weeks that he did. [Reporter: He felt – at least by his own admission – that maybe he was a deer in headlights a few times during the playoffs. Is that sort of the same thing that you’re saying, that at the end of the season, that maybe he wasn’t quite ready for battle?] Well, it’s good that we made the playoffs so he got an opportunity to play in a few games, right? Because the only way you can understand that is if you experience it. So he basically got two seasons in last year. He got regular season, where we weren’t sure whether he could play on our team or not, and we worked with him, and he worked to the point where with the injuries that we were playing him 20 minutes, kind of watching who he was playing against, and once playoffs started, it’s a whole different deal, right? You coach different once playoffs start. So his ice time went down, and at times he was not dressed. That tells you the whole learning part of it. So he talked about it. He said at the end of the year about how much more ramped up it was at playoff time. So that meant that he understood it.
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Scrimmage tidbits

-I’m not going to make a consistent habit of reporting on lines until we get deeper into the preseason or if there are changes to previously established lines that appear to be taking shape. That said, the forward lines in Saturday’s scrimmage – a 1-0 win by Black over White – were mostly fluid. The defensive pairings did not change as much.

White pairings:

 Mitchell/Miller

 Schultz/Ellerby

 Martinez/Muzzin

 Deslauriers/Campbell

Black pairings:

 Roach/Doughty

 Regehr/Voynov

 Bodnarchuk/Ebert

 MacDermid/LoVerde

 Forbort/Greene

-It looks like I missed a White pairing, as they were on the opposite end of the rink. These pairings reveal potential alignments for Sunday’s split squad games against Phoenix and little else. Level of attention that should be given: 2. 

-With Dustin Brown nursing a hamstring, Tyler Toffoli opened the game as the left wing on Anze Kopitar’s line opposite Justin Williams.

-Black’s only goal came on a quick, low snapper from the right circle by Matt Frattin on Ben Scrivens. It was on the opposite end of the rink, and it was difficult to determine how the play developed. That said, Frattin was dangerous for much of the game and had a quality look several minutes prior when he received a pass in the left circle and snapped a shot off Jonathan Quick’s glove and out of play.

-Jordan Weal continued to impress with his speed and tenacity. Odds are against the diminutive winger suiting up for the Kings in the regular season, but he had two good looks for White on one shift late in the game. The two scoring chances arose when he created a turnover on a Black breakout.

Darryl Sutter, on Jordan Weal: “I’ve seen him in junior, and he’s come a long way from being a junior player. So he’s a well trained little guy, and he deserves to play in a preseason game.”

-Controversy ensued at the end of the game in a humorous moment as Alec Martinez had an apparent game-tying goal waved off with seconds remaining. The defenseman received a pass at the top of the right circle before his wristshot was knocked down by Patrik Bartosak. It didn’t sound as though the whistle blew, but when Martinez banged in his rebound, the goal was disallowed following a brief officials conference as it was determined that there was an intention by the referee to blow the whistle. The competitive Daniel Carcillo was lobbying on behalf of his team to no avail as the media congregated in the corner pointed at the net to signal goal. The game ended in Black’s favor.
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Friday training camp notebook, videos

BROWN DOWN

Darryl Sutter indicated that the slight injury Dustin Brown suffered during an on-ice drill on Thursday is located in his hamstring and shouldn’t have a major impact in preparations for the upcoming season.

“We’re just going to be careful with Brownie,” Sutter said. “It’s not very often a hockey player other than a goalie has a hamstring, so I just want to be careful with him…Just make sure he’s getting ready for the end of camp.”

Though the Brown-Kopitar-Williams line has developed has developed evident chemistry over the previous seasons, training camp is still needed to re-cultivate the harmony after three months off, and Brown’s absence provides a slight complication.

“It’d be naïve to think that you’re going to come in and take off right where you left off,” Anze Kopitar said.

Tanner Pearson skated with Kopitar and Williams on Friday. The 21-year-old will be taking part in one of the more identifiable battles for a roster spot after making his NHL debut with a five-minute, 44-second performance in a Game 3 loss in San Jose during the Western Conference Semifinals.

“The season started yesterday for a lot of our players, because at the end of the day they can’t all play here. So the season started yesterday. It’s like I tell Tyler and Tanner and Kyle – these guys are practicing and playing to see where they can play and who they can play with,” Sutter said.

“Well, obviously with Brownie not being here…just get the consistency in their game and get familiar with how we want to play, so it’s easy to put them together, and it’s easy to put Mike and Jeff together, and it’s easy to put Stolly’s line together. Kopi’s looking at really having a strong year and all those things.We’re comfortable with them playing together, so as long as they’re healthy, we have no desire or intention to split them up.”

REGEHR RECOVERS

Robyn Regehr underwent off-season surgery to remove a bursa in his elbow that provided quite a bit of discomfort late in the 2013 postseason.

It began when he suffered a cut that gradually became infected during the team’s playoff run. After the bursa was removed, he was on intravenous fluids that kept him in Los Angeles for an additional two weeks under the care of a nurse.

“It wasn’t really an issue in the first two rounds. By the third round it was getting pretty bad, and having to get it aspirated a lot and deal with it. That way it was getting pretty serious because of how bad the infection had gotten, so it was pretty uncomfortable by then,” Regehr said. “I was very glad when it was able to be taken care of, and like the trainer Chris Kingsley said to me, ‘I hope we never have to deal with that again.’”

A scar represents the only ill effect of the surgery – one of several battle mementos weathered by the NHL veteran.

“He had his nose broken in the St. Louis series, and then he got cut in warmup [in Game 2 of the Chicago series], and through that he was playing with the elbow, and then it was just getting worse,” Sutter said. “Both him and Greener, when you think about it, after their surgeries, they had two weeks carrying a friggin bottle around with them. You know, they had the nurse there every day for two weeks after the surgery.”

Regehr’s recovery provided an additional challenge in the compacted summer and pushed back the date that he had planned on returning to Buffalo for several days to fully move out of the house he owned while a member of the Sabres. The time at his house in Saskatchewan – where he has a gym – was limited, adding urgency to his off-season preparation.

“Once I was cleared and able to do things, it was just game on and go as hard as you can,” Regehr said.

His preparation now continues into the first week of training camp.

“The things that we’re working on are really just a very big refresher course on all the things that we want to do as a team,” he said. “So we’re going through everything from defensive zone coverage to neutral zone, and tomorrow we’re going to be going over the forecheck and things like that. Special teams, we’re watching video, we’re trying to execute in the drills out on the ice to just get those things ingrained so we don’t have to think about it. You just go out there and do them. That’s the way you want to be. You want to have those so they’re just natural, and you really don’t have to go out there and say, ‘What do I have to do? Where do I have to be?’ – anything like that. You just know. I think that the team that is the best at doing that will have a good start, and a good start is very important.”

Sutter is ready to see a fully healthy Regehr rejoin the team’s defensive corps.

“I think he’s pretty settled,” he said. “You know what, he came in and did such a good job for us and just went about his business and played hurt. Did a really good job for us, and now he’s a guy that’s used to being well-trained, ready, and he’s well-trained, and he’ll be ready.”

HOT TICKET

The Kings are preparing to play in front of a sold-out crowd for all 41 regular season home games.

“I know we haven’t had this kind of demand since the Gretzky days,” said Josh Bender, Senior Director, Ticket Sales and Service.

The team has sold out 50 consecutive regular season games at Staples Center and 79 of the last 81 regular season games, dating back to January 15, 2011.

The team capped non-premium season ticketing in July, which according to Bender, was the earliest it had ever been capped in team history.

Instead of a formal waiting list for season tickets, the team directs fans towards 10-game and 21-game ticket packages, which can eventually be upgraded to season tickets for the 2014-15 season.

September 13, 2013 1:05 pm

KingsVision: Camp update with Matt Greene

“You’ve got to play games to get into shape,” Matt Greene said two days before the Kings will open the 2013-14 preseason with a pair of split-squad games against the Phoenix Coyotes. Following a morning of working on the team’s transition game and skating, he characterized where the team is at in preparation with Daryl Evans and KingsVision.
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Carcillo: “It’s really different here”

You would think there would be some sort of link between the Los Angeles Kings and Chicago Blackhawks, the two most recent Stanley Cup-winning teams. Whether it be the aura in the dressing room or the accountability demanded by coaches and the team’s leadership committee, surely there would be something similar between the two teams that happen to employ different systems and styles of play.

Not so fast, according to Daniel Carcillo. The gritty winger joined the Kings over the summer after winning the Blackhawks last season and dismissed any type of leadership intangibles linking the two teams. 

“It’s really different here. It’s totally different,” said the 28-year-old.

That’s not to say that Carcillo, who has 87 points (40-47=87) and 1,079 penalty minutes in 333 career regular season games, will be challenged in gaining a footing within the team’s methods and on the ice with his new teammates. 

“It’s great. All the guys are awesome. Everyone in the organization has been wonderful,” said Carcillo, who has skated opposite Jordan Nolan on a line centered by Colin Fraser for the first two days of camp. 

“The systems and stuff really fit my game. It’s go, go, go and it’s hard on people, and the attitude in this room is great, being gritty and being hard on other teams, so it fits me really well.”

Still, there’s a different feel from his two-year, injury-marred stint with Chicago.

“There’s not much similarity between the two teams. So there’s going to be some adapting with the systems and that sort of thing,” he said.

Part of the adapting took place on the Toyota Sports Center Ice Friday morning when Darryl Sutter briefly halted practice to remind the players in no uncertain terms that it was necessary to practice at a game speed – part of the “go, go, go” mentality that fits Carcillo and the Kings.

“In summer you skate, but you don’t have that structure, and it’s nice to have that structure and hold yourself accountable for every pass and play like it’s a game,” Carcillo said.

Echoing the assessments several players have provided thus far, the conditioning and early skates are providing the needed base that will allow the team to be ready to go for the season opener in Minnesota on October 3.

“It’s just getting into skating shape rather than workout shape, and now the tests are all done, so you can really concentrate on getting your legs going and getting your feet under you in the long skates and the transitions and the three-on-twos and some of the battles.”
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Afternoon camp notebook, quotes, videos

GROUP B…GO

Darryl Sutter’s first training camp as head coach of the Los Angeles Kings continued Thursday afternoon as 29 players took the ice as part of Group B. It shouldn’t be an enormous surprise to learn that a heavy focus of the first day of camp was devoted to defensive zone coverage.

“Everything starts with defense,” Colin Fraser said. “I mean, we’ve been here a couple years with Darryl now. I think it’s repetitive and keep getting the message across that as far as your systems, and today was focused on the defensive part of the game, which is the most important.”

Fraser, who has appeared in 325 career NHL games, will have stiff competition in camp as a role-playing, checking center. Andy Andreoff, who totaled 26 points (13-13=26) and 111 penalty minutes with Manchester in his first full professional season a year ago, is capable of playing center and was among the impressive skaters at rookie camp.

“Look at the number of bodies around,” Fraser said. “We’ve got 14, 15 forwards, and then you’ve got the young kids coming up too. Back when I was a 21 or 22-year old, you’re always trying to steal someone’s job, and somebody coming up is always going to try and steal yours, so you’ve got to kind of keep that edge, especially for a fourth liner like myself. Keep that edge to stay in the league and to stay on the team. You’ve got to be at your best every day, or if you’re not, somebody else will be, and they’ll step ahead of you.”

For Matt Greene, the first day of camp under Sutter was a first step towards being prepared for the season opener on October 3 at Minnesota.

“I mean, it’s what we need. Getting the legs burning for defensemen, getting up and back, pivoting, playing one-on-ones, getting some contact finally with the puck and without the puck and just doing some game-like drills,” Greene said.

Fraser was eager to return to the ice after the abbreviated off-season.

“You’d rather a short summer than a long summer, right? It’s good to be back. You always kind of get that itch when September rolls around. You get that itch to get going again, and we’re excited to start. Obviously we had a good postseason, but not a great postseason, and back to work and hopefully we can make a run at ‘er again.”

TOFFOLI IN OR OUT?

Could training camp resemble a game of musical chairs, with Tyler Toffoli the last player standing?

Probably not. Smart money is on the Calder Trophy candidate making the team out of camp.

Still, there may have to be some maneuvering from previous lineups for the 2013 AHL Rookie of the Year to earn a spot in which he’s comfortable, as the team is deep down the right side and is looking for production on the left. Toffoli, a natural right wing, is vying for permanence on Darryl Sutter’s lineup card.

“You know, that line in Manchester was really good last year for us, the whole line,” Sutter said. “So if one of them jumps out, awesome. If Pearson, Vey or Toffoli jumped out, that’d be awesome. But we have our 11 or 12 guys that played here all of last year on a good team, so you know what? They have a foot up – and then Frattin coming in. It’s highly unlikely that all three of them, if you’re a hundred percent healthy, that three of them or two of them would be here. So one of those three is going to get a good crack.

Sutter was then asked if there was a chance Toffoli could open the year in Manchester.

“Why not?” he replied.

FRATTIN-ERNITY

Though he was already well acquainted with his teammates, Thursday marked the first time Matt Frattin took the ice for an official skate under the direction of Kings coaches.

Darryl Sutter noted that Frattin would be a primary option to fill a hole as the second line left wing, one of the few spots on the team that would appear to be wide open for competition.

“I mean, these guys have been together for a couple years now,” he said. “They haven’t really moved too many pieces. They’re kind of a big, core group. In the dressing room, I feel like everybody’s a good, confident, well-spoken guy, and they’re definitely easy to get along with. That’s exciting to be a part of.”

Frattin, who spent an additional six or seven minutes chatting with reporters after the recording devices were turned off, struck a positive note when discussing his move from Toronto to Los Angeles, and his early impressions of the Kings.

“Any professional wants to be a part of a winning team,” he said. “They’ve got everything that they need to win another Stanley Cup, and we’re going to definitely put our best foot forward for this year, and it starts today.”

PLACE MATT?

One storyline to follow during training camp will be the emergence of a player alongside Matt Greene as part of the team’s third even strength defensive pairing – assuming Drew Doughty remains with Robyn Regehr and Slava Voynov slots in with Willie Mitchell as a reprise of their 2011-12 pairing.

Jake Muzzin, one of the leading candidates to fill that role, spoke of his developing chemistry with the veteran defenseman.

“Me and Greener – communication on the ice is loud and clear, and we have to continue building it,” he said.

He was asked if he had already been yelled at by Greene, an assistant captain and leading voice within the dressing room.

“No, not yet,” Muzzin answered. “Not on the ice, anyways.”

Greene wasn’t as concerned about holding an audition for his defensive partner as he was with just getting himself ready for the start of the season.

“That’s what training camp’s for, just getting yourself going, making sure that you’re ready, and wherever you’re at, it depends on how you play in camp and where the coaches put you,” he said.

JONESING FOR ACTION

Martin Jones, the most advanced goaltending prospect within the Kings system, skated with the team after his contract terms were finalized on Wednesday. Previously a restricted free agent, the 23-year-old was 27-25-4 with a 2.53 goals against average and .919 save percentage last season for Manchester.

The lack of a contract on the eve of training camp wasn’t exactly keeping him up at night.

“I was very confident that something was going to get done, for sure, obviously. Maybe it took a little longer, but that stuff I don’t concern myself with. I just focus on training, having a good summer, and getting ready to play,” he said.

He also didn’t appear to be concerned with the goaltending logjam that includes Jonathan Quick, whose 10-year contract kicks in in 2013-14, Ben Scrivens and camp invite Mathieu Garon.

“You know, at the end of the day I’ve got to worry about my own game, and I can only do what I can control, and that’s play well and work hard, and the rest is going to fall into place,” he said.

Colin Fraser, on competition at this year’s camp:

 I don’t know the numbers, but we obviously have extra forwards. Nobody likes to sit out, but somebody’s going to have to sit out. It’s the reality. I think it’s good to have that competitive edge. It kind of keeps guys on their toes and maybe playing their best because they do want to stay in the lineup, because if you’re not, you’re going to be sitting.

Fraser, on the Toronto Blue Jays season:

 Man. I totally jumped on the bandwagon hard, and then I jumped off of it about as fast as I jumped on it. You know, I think it takes time to gel as a team. Hopefully that’s the issue over there, because they jcertainly have the players. Now they just need to kind of figure out as a team how they’re going to do it.

Fraser, on whether he’ll jump on the Dodger bandwagon:

 They’re hot, right? I guess I’m impartial. I play for the Kings, so I’ll jump on the Dodger bandwagon, for sure.

Matt Frattin, on the Kings’ reputation amongst eastern teams:

 I mean, you watch them in playoffs the past two years, and they’re a big, strong, fast team that’s very hard-working and doesn’t give up too many goals. So, definitely you’ve got to [have] defensive responsibility, and have just got to work on that and just bring speed and physicality to the team.

Martin Jones, on aspects of his 2012-13 AHL season that he’s looking to build upon:

 I definitely want to build and move forward, and I want to be able to make that next step and play in the NHL. It’s nothing drastic – just a lot of little things, attention to detail and just the pace of play is magnified a lot. I do want to make that jump, and so I’ve just got to keep doing the little things. 

Jake Muzzin, on whether he prepared any differently over the off-season:

 With my history and my back, I’d just do a lot of injury prevention workouts and stuff like that, not so much the heavy lifting that you some guys do when they’re younger. I worked on getting my legs a little stronger. The bigger guys hit harder and stuff like that, so I want to stay on my feet a little more. Pretty much just the injury prevention stuff and getting my legs a little stronger, a little faster.

Muzzin, on his approach to camp given the heightened competition:

 You’ve got to go and earn a spot. There’s nothing given to you at camp. 

Muzzin, on aspects of his 2012-13 season that he’s looking to build upon:

 Just continuing getting better. It was a good year for me, and that’s just the first step, and I want to continuie getting better in all aspects of the game. Get stronger and just get better.

Muzzin, on consistency:

 You have to be consistent every day. Every time you’re on the ice and the wanting to get better and push yourself and not get complacent or anything like that. For me, coming to the rink every day, get better and improve.

Matt Greene, on the first day of training camp:

 It’s great. It’s good. Good to have some structure. Good to do some drills, some purpose rather than just getting your legs going and getting a sweat. It’s good to get some timing going. It’s fun to be back out there.

Greene, on whether he stayed at the Dodger game for all 11 innings on Tuesday:

 No. Training camp the next day, man. Had to be here bright and early.

Greene, on his battery mate from Tuesday’s first pitch ceremonies hitting the game-winning homerun that night:

 Van Slyke there. Yeah, he hit a bomb. It was good for him. Started the next game in left field, too. It was good to see.
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September 12 practice quotes: Darryl Sutter

On a scale of 1-10, how much he missed talking to the regular reporters:

 Which is good? [Reporter: 10 being the most.] 10. It’s good to be back.

On how many training camps he has taken part in as a player or coach:

 Well, quite honest, on the ice…it’s really the third season with this group, and I haven’t been on the ice with them. So, for me that’s like 35.

On whether he’s fully healed from his robot-performed surgery:

 I’m a hundred percent. I’m good. It feels good to feel good again. It took a while. [Reporter: You caught us off-guard just showing up on the news one night.] Just the way I like it.

On why he held off on having the procedure:

 My dad and most of my brothers have had the same thing, and I knew it wasn’t something that you were just going to walk out and be good again. And you know how much I don’t like guys not playing if they’re half-injured. Quite honest, I’d rather they didn’t know that I was hurt. [Reporter: Dean told us that you just thought it was going to heal on its own.] Yeah, well, sorta. Give it time.

On his first training camp, and how he prepares for it:

 Well, it’s obviously a big difference. See, if we’d have started last year, if we’d have had training camp last year, it was pretty well set. Other than Willie, our team was set. This is a big difference. There’s not minor changes. There’s guys that are clearly fighting for spots, and you can’t keep everybody. And that’s partly related to guys that came up and played well last year, or guys that our organization traded for during the season, and then with the trade in the off-season. If you just do numbers by position, first off, we’re trying to improve by position. Particularly our left side last year, if you look at it production-wise, didn’t produce enough for us. We were some ways, when you break it down like that, lucky to be a playoff team. So we’re clearly looking for guys that can play a little higher or play with the right guys or give us a little more production or help us with maybe our speed or our identity a little bit.

On whether he has an idea of who he’ll play with Carter and Richards:

 I want to give Frattin…clearly every opportunity to play with them. So that’s sort of where I want to start with that, and then if you go down from there, well obviously Cliffy deserves an opportunity. He scored seven goals in 48 games, but then he was goose egg in the playoffs. Fortunately we have after the double header with Phoenix a lot of opportunities to look at guys.

On whether he plans on using Group A and Group B as the teams that will remain at home as opposed to traveling to Phoenix on Sunday:

 You know what, you start a day with five lines and 10 defense. Obviously you can only play four and six, so that has a lot to do with it…Quite honest I haven’t put a whole lot of thought into it. [Reporter: Are you staying for the game here, or you going to Phoenix, or do you not even know that part yet?] No, I’ll probably travel. Get out of Dodge for a day. Especially, you’re playing in that situation – you call it split-squad, or whatever – I’d rather go with the younger group and be with them for a day. It makes a difference.

On whether he approaches the season any differently due to realignment:

 I think as training camp goes along…[and] as we get down to numbers, we’ll talk a lot more with our players about it, because it’s not so much the division changes. I know we’re in a seven-team division, but it’s not a balanced schedule. Teams in California didn’t get a break, that’s for sure, because they changed the divisions.

On the expectations he has for Willie Mitchell:

 We’ll just take it a day at a time. That’s clear. Really clear. He hasn’t played in a year and he’s 35-years-old. A year and three months. That’s a lot. We’ll just kind work with him, and he and I will just stay together, work on it. He passed his physical, passed his medical – all those things – but at the same time he was one of the guys that didn’t do all his tests, quite honest, because we didn’t want him to. There’s still a lot of work…We’re still being very cautious with him.

On Willie Mitchell declaring his return as a method of trying to prove doubters wrong:

 He’s a really good player that the last game he played he won a championship and was a big part of it. He hasn’t played for a year, and quite honest, if you’d talk to him, he’s been through this before. Even though he hadn’t won before, he’d been through where he’s missed prolonged period of time, and had to do that same thing – come back. Actually, he had to come here to do that. There’s a reason he’s a good player. He’s a proud guy, so he’s going to try and do that.

On whether the number two goaltender will be determined off performances in camp, or whether it’s more complicated:

 You know, you’re going to have to talk to Dean, first off, because Mathieu is on tryout. But he’s going to get every opportunity, and obviously the coaches have to show confidence in three or four guys there and let them sort it out. He’ll get the opportunity. The only thing as a coach is nobody’s going to leave here and say they weren’t given the opportunity.
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Morning camp notebook, quotes, video

CAMP OPENS

The Los Angeles Kings opened training camp Thursday morning at the Toyota Sports Center in El Segundo as 28 of the 57 skaters and goaltenders took the ice.

Though the pace of informal skates had been picking up in recent weeks, Thursday’s practices represent the first time that the team’s coaching staff are able to join the players.

“There’s some good chatter. It’s fun,” Jarret Stoll said. “It’s a little different now than the summer hockey we’ve been playing. It’s a little bit more crisp out there and organized.”

Stoll, who experienced a health scare in early July when he suffered a seizure at his home, confirmed his readiness that he shared with LA Kings Insider on September 3 when speaking with reporters.

“I feel fine. No issues, no setbacks. A hundred percent. That’s the best way to describe it. I feel normal, and I feel fine,” he said.

The conclusion of the 2012-13 season left a bitter taste in the mouth of the players that will enter camp without the label of being the defending Stanley Cup champions.

“Every time you get bumped off the top, you want to get back as soon as you can,” Anze Kopitar said. “We certainly know it’s going to be a hard task, and there are good teams out there. But we also realize that if we are on top of our game, we’re going to have a good chance.

BROWN DINGED

There was an injury concern raised as Dustin Brown left the ice prematurely after getting tangled up in front of the Kings net.

Dennis Bernstein of The Fourth Period threw water on any heightened concern.

More will be learned when Daryl Sutter addresses the media following today’s afternoon session.

GARON RETURNS

There was a somewhat familiar face on the ice as Mathieu Garon skated in the morning session. Garon, a camp invite, enters a training camp without a contract for the first time in his career.

“I’ve got nothing to lose, I guess,” Garon said. “I’m just here trying to get better, trying to show what I have, and I mean, we’ll see what happens.”

Garon had other options, but familiarity drove him back towards the Kings on a tryout basis.

“I was waiting to see. I had a few other places, a few other choices,” he said. “But it seems like the team here, they really wanted me to come to camp. It was exciting for me. I know the city, I know this team. I’ve played here before, and I’m just excited to be here.”

He’ll compete with Ben Scrivens, acquired from Toronto as part of the Jonathan Bernier trade, for the back-up role. Scrivens is the favorite.

FIVE RINGS

The Winter Olympics won’t take place until February, yet several players drew questions about the excitement of representing their country in Sochi, Russia.

Anze Kopitar, who probably shouldn’t have any problem cracking Slovenia’s lineup, referenced his family’s ties when asked about his country’s inaugural Olympic Hockey performance. Slovenia will compete in Group A with Russia, Slovakia and the United States.

“It’s going to be an exciting time for me, for my old man coaching the team, and hopefully my brother can make the team so we can experience that together and share the moment,” he said.

Jonathan Quick, who attended the United States’ orientation camp in late August, had his sights set on other horizons.

“That was a couple weeks ago,” he said. “Obviously, here we’re at day one of camp, so we’re doing everything right now to get ready for the season. We’ll go from there.”

Kopitar was asked if he plans on talking to Quick about how he plans to score on him in Sochi.

“We still have about four months just to remind him every day,” he responded.

That scoring touch wasn’t consistently there for Kopitar during the playoff run, though the star center shared a self-deprecating laugh when recalling his two-point performance in Game 5 against Chicago.

“I guess I scored in the last game so, I’ve been on a little bit of a hot streak for a long time now,” he said. “Hopefully we’ll keep it going.”

Mathieu Garon, on whether it’s strange returning to Los Angeles:

 Yeah, a little bit. I mean, lots of the same faces, which is good. A couple guys IO played with in previous teams, so it’s good to be around here. I know this city a little bit, so it’s good.

Garon, on whether Darryl Sutter has spoken with him about training camp:

 No, I mean he just talked to me like he probably talks to every other player. I mean, a couple good talks. I know my job here. I know what I have to do.

Garon, on competing with Ben Scrivens:

 Yeah, I mean it’s something different for me. It’s the first time I’ve shown up to a training camp without a contract, and I know the situation well here. I’m aware of everything. So it’s just me being here trying to be good, trying to play good, and we’ll see what happens.

Jonathan Quick, on the excitement of the first day of training camp:

 Obviously it is the first day of camp. It doesn’t quite feel like that, just because we’ve had a good number of guys out here for the past couple of weeks, and we’ve all been skating, working out together. We’re pretty much doing what we’ve been doing for the past couple weeks, but now we’re doing it with the coaches. That’s it.

Quick, on whether he was concerned that he was among the Vezina Trophy candidates:

 Nope, we’re one of 30 teams that can win the cup. That’s what we are right now.

Quick, on entering training camp this season without worrying about rehabilitation:

 No, same feel. Coming in, you’re one of 30 teams that can win a Cup. I had plenty of time to train and get ready for last season, as I did this year.

Jarret Stoll, on what he looks for in an 82-game regular season:

 Finally we have an 82-game season. That’s going to be nice to start off. But just that consistency. You can’t afford to get in a slump, getting in a losing streak. You’ve got to keep pushing, keep your head above the water and throw together a good couple streaks if you want to make the playoffs. There are so many god teams now. It’s hard to just get in. That’s our only goal right now, is to get into the playoffs, and then we’ll go from there.

Stoll, on whether he’s excited to visit every NHL city:

 Yeah, I think so. It’s good to play in different buildings, different atmospheres, against different players and teams. Like I said, it’s a good league. There are a lot of good teams out there. Even in the Eastern Conference, of course. It’ll be fun to get out there and play some different teams and hopefully get a different rivalry going.

Stoll, on any differences now that the Kings aren’t defending a Stanley Cup:

 I don’t think it changes. It doesn’t change our attitude or our mindset. We know we have a good team. We know what we have to do to win games and get into the playoffs, and if we don’t do that, we won’t get into the playoffs. That’s just the way it goes. It’s hard. It’s not easy. We know that from experience in here. Hopefully that’ll put us over the top, and we’ll play the right way and have the right attitude.

Anze Kopitar, on the first official skate of the season:

 It was good. It was good to be back. It was definitely different from last year. During the summer you know you have a goal. You have a time, date that you’ve got to be ready for. In my opinion it was a lot easier to get ready physicaly, mentally, and it was fun out there.

Kopitar, on whether there are differences with this training camp:

 No. Not a whole lot. We still have to work on details. You’ve got to remember all the stuff that was put in place where we’re not changing a whole lot. It was just tweaks here and there. You’ve just got to get ready. That’s the bottom line.

Kopitar, on whether there’s more competition this year than last year:

 I don’t know if last year’s camp you can really call it a camp, since it was a week or 10 days. I wasn’t a part of it. But I don’t know. Everybody just came back hungry and ready to go, and that’s the bottom line, really. You want to have 57 guys that are here working hard and just trying to get better.

Kopitar, on realignment:

 Yeah, I don’t think it’s going to change a whole lot for us. There’s a still team that we’ve played in the past and we’re going to do it again. So we’re just going to play them a few more times, and probably a new rivalry’s going to come out of that one.
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LAKings.com feature: Follow Me

My apologies for the delay – it has been a busy day at LAKI HQ as the planning for a Suite Night is in the works, and the search for an LAKI intern took a step forward. I did manage to finish up my weekly story for LAKings.com this morning, which details Andy Andreoff’s attempts to crack the Kings roster, set behind the backdrop of Kyle Clifford’s successful attempt to make the team as a 19-year-old in 2010. It’s a good read on the eve of training camp and contains some interesting evaluation from Los Angeles assistant coach John Stevens and Manchester head coach Mark Morris.

“I think the first body of work that they had on Cliffy was the experience he had in Manchester at the end of the previous season,” said assistant coach John Stevens, who was hired by the Kings in the summer of 2010, two months after Clifford’s seven-game professional debut during the Monarchs’ playoff run.

“I guess he went in there and went right in and played the same way in the American League that he did in junior. He was just a real power forward, hardnosed – all the things you see in him now, and I think that’s something you look for in a young player, just his ability to go up to the next level and continue to be the same player.”

KINGS TRAINING CAMP ROSTER (AS OF 9/10/13)

No.. PLAYER POS HT WT PLACE OF BIIRTH DOB 2012-13 CLUB GP G A PTS PIIM

2 Matt Greene D 6-3 232 Grand Ledge, MI 5-13-83 LA Kings 5 0 1 1 8

5 Keaton Ellerby D 6-5 221 Strathmore, AB 11-5-88 LA Kings 35 0 3 3 16

Florida (NHL) 9 0 0 0 36

6 Jake Muzzin D 6-3 215 Woodstock, ON 2-21-89 LA Kings 45 7 9 16 35

Manchester (AHL) 29 2 9 11 24

8 Drew Doughty D 6-1 208 London, ON 12-8-89 LA Kings 48 6 16 22 36

10 Mike Richards C 5-11 200 Kenora, ON 2-11-85 LA Kings 48 12 20 32 42

11 Anze Kopitar C 6-3 225 Jesenice, Slovenia 8-24-87 LA Kings 47 10 32 42 16

Mora (Allsvenskan) 31 10 24 34 14

13 Kyle Clifford LW 6-2 209 Ayr, ON 1-13-91 LA Kings 48 7 7 14 51

Ontario (ECHL) 9 4 3 7 2

14 Justin Williams RW 6-1 188 Cobourg, ON 10-4-81 LA Kings 48 11 22 33 22

17 Daniel Carcillo LW 6-0 203 King City, ON 1-28-85 Chicago (NHL) 23 2 1 3 11

21 Matt Frattin RW 6-0 200 Edmonton, AB 1-3-88 Toronto (NHL) 25 7 6 13 4

Toronto (AHL) 21 9 8 17 14

22 Trevor Lewis C 6-1 199 Salt Lake City, UT 1-8-87 LA Kings 48 5 9 14 19

Utah (ECHL) 6 3 6 9 4

23 Dustin Brown RW 6-0 212 Ithaca, NY 11-4-84 LA Kings 46 18 11 29 22

ZSC (NLA) 16 8 5 13 26

24 Colin Fraser C 6-1 189 Sicamous, BC 1-28-85 LA Kings 34 2 5 7 25

26 Slava Voynov D 6-0 190 Chelyabinsk, Russia 1-15-90 LA Kings 48 6 19 25 14

Manchester (AHL) 35 7 9 16 22

27 Alec Martinez D 6-1 206 Rochester Hills, MI 7-26-87 LA Kings 27 1 4 5 10

Allen (CHL) 3 1 1 2 0

TPS (SM-liiga) 11 1 1 2 8

28 Jarret Stoll C 6-1 212 Melville, SK 6-24-82 LA Kings 48 7 11 18 28

33 Willie Mitchell D 6-3 212 Port McNeill, BC 4-23-77 LA Kings 0 0 0 0 0

34 Brian O’Neill RW 5-9 170 Yardley, PA 6-1-88 Manchester (AHL) 49 3 12 15 18

37 Nick Shore C 6-0 190 Denver, CO 9-26-92 U. of Denver (NCAA) 39 14 20 34 47

38 Valentin Zykov RW 5-11 209 St. Petersburg, Russia 5-15-95 Baie-Comeau (QMJHL) 67 40 35 75 60

39 Marcus McIvor^ D 6-1 210 Ajax, ON 5-20-94 Brampton (OHL) 62 4 10 14 46

40 Nick Ebert D 5-11 205 Livingston, NJ 5-11-94 Ontario (ECHL) 4 0 3 3 2

Windsor (OHL) 68 11 27 38 58

41 Alex Roach D 6-4 227 Quensel, BC 4-19-93 Calgary (WHL) 62 15 34 49 72

42 Scott Sabourin RW 6-3 203 Orleans, ON 7-30-92 Manchester (AHL) 5 0 1 1 4

Oshawa (OHL) 65 30 20 50 142

44 Robyn Regehr D 6-3 225 Recife, Brazil 4-19-80 LA Kings 12 0 2 2 2

Buffalo (NHL) 29 0 2 2 21

47 Andrew Bodnarchuk D 5-11 190 Drumheller, AB 7-11-88 Manchester (AHL) 69 5 15 20 77

48 Maxim Kitsyn LW 6-2 194 Novokuznetsk, Russia 12-24-91 Nizhny (KHL) 8 0 0 0 4

HK Sarov (VHL) 29 9 3 12 63

50 Vincent LoVerde D 5-11 205 Chicago, IL 4-14-89 Manchester (AHL) 51 2 11 13 30

Ontario (ECHL) 27 7 10 17 15

51 Brandon Kozun RW 5-8 162 Los Angeles, CA 3-8-90 Manchester (AHL) 74 26 30 56 52

53 Robert Czarnik C 6-1 188 Detroit, MI 1-25-90 Manchester (AHL) 51 4 2 6 22

55 Jeff Schultz D 6-6 230 Calgary, AB 2-25-86 Washington (NHL) 26 0 3 3 12

56 Kurtis MacDermid D 6-3 186 Sauble Beach, ON 3-25-94 Owen Sounds (AHL) 65 1 7 8 110

57 Linden Vey RW 6-0 183 Wakaw, SK 7-17-91 Manchester (AHL) 74 22 45 67 32

58 Matthew Campagna^ C 5-11 181 Mississauga, ON 3-9-94 Sudbury (OHL) 66 24 44 68 46

No.. PLAYER POS HT WT PLACE OF BIIRTH DOB 2012-13 CLUB GP G A PTS PIIM

59 Dominik Kubalik LW 6-1 181 Plzen, Czech Rep. 8-21-95 Sudbury (OHL) 67 17 17 34 25

60 Jordan Weal C 5-9 173 North Vancouver, BC 4-15-92 Manchester (AHL) 63 15 18 33 38

61 Colin Miller D 6-1 175 Sault Ste. Marie, ON 10-29-92 Sault Ste. Marie (OHL) 54 20 35 55 78

62 Zachary Leslie D 6-0 168 Ottawa, ON 1-31-94 Guelph (OHL) 68 12 28 40 58

64 Andy Andreoff LW 6-1 201 Pickering, ON 5-17-91 Manchester (AHL) 69 13 13 26 111

67 Marc-Andre Cliche C 6-0 203 Rouyn-Noranda, QC 3-23-87 Manchester (AHL) 57 10 10 20 46

70 Tanner Pearson LW 6-0 198 Kitchener, ON 8-10-92 Manchester (AHL) 64 19 28 47 14

71 Jordan Nolan C 6-3 225 St. Catharines, ON 6-23-89 LA Kings 44 2 4 6 46

Manchester (AHL) 21 2 4 6 21

73 Tyler Toffoli C 6-1 187 Scarborough, ON 4-24-92 LA Kings 10 2 3 5 2

Manchester (AHL) 58 28 23 51 18

74 Dwight King LW 6-4 232 Meadow Lake, SK 7-5-89 LA Kings 47 4 6 10 11

Manchester (AHL) 28 5 12 17 13

77 Jeff Carter C 6-4 210 London, ON 1-1-85 LA Kings 48 26 7 33 16

78 Cameron Maclise^ RW 6-4 195 Lacombe, AB 3-13-92 Brooks (AJHL) 59 27 56 83 18

79 Justin Auger RW 6-7 215 Kitchener, ON 5-14-94 Guelph (OHL) 68 16 17 33 39

80 Nicolas Deslauriers D 6-1 214 LaSalle, QC 2-22-91 Manchester (AHL) 63 4 19 23 80

81 Andrew Campbell D 6-4 210 Caledonia, ON 2-4-88 Manchester (AHL) 47 2 9 11 40

84 Derek Forbort D 6-5 207 Duluth, MN 3-4-92 Manchester (AHL) 6 0 1 1 0

U. of North Dakota (NCAA) 42 4 13 17 22

No. GOALTENDERS POS HT WT PLACE OF BIRTH DOB 2012-13 CLUB GP MIN GAA SO PCT W-L-OT

29 Mathieu Garon^ G 6-1 206 Chandler, QC 1-9-78 Tampa Bay (NHL) 18 910 2.90 0 .897 5-9-2

31 Martin Jones G 6-4 189 North Vancouver, BC 1-10-90 Manchester (AHL) 56 3347 2.53 5 .919 27-25-4

32 Jonathan Quick G 6-1 218 Milford, CT 1-21-86 LA Kings 37 2134 2.45 1 .902 18-13-4

35 J.F. Berube G 6-1 174 Repentigny, QC 7-13-91 Manchester (AHL) 2 97 4.32 0 .870 0-2-0

Ontario (ECHL) 24 1418 2.24 1 .910 15-6-2

54 Ben Scrivens G 6-2 192 Spruce Grove, AB 9-11-86 Toronto (NHL) 20 1025 2.69 2 .915 7-9-0

Toronto (AHL) 22 1325 2.22 2 .917 14-7-1

65 Patrik Bartosak G 6-1 181 Koprivince, Czech Rep. 3-29-93 Red Deer (WHL) 55 3134 2.26 5 .935 33-14-5

75 Mathias Niederberger G 5-11 170 Duesseldorf, Germany 11-26-92 Barrie (OHL) 56 3128 2.34 4 .933 35-12-3

^ On tryout

September 10, 2013 11:10 am

Martin Jones signs two-year contract

Martin Jones has signed a two-year contract, the club announced Tuesday.

Jones, who had been a restricted free agent, is already in Los Angeles and will join the team for training camp. Players are scheduled to report on Wednesday, with the first on-ice practices taking place at the Toyota Sports Center on Thursday in El Segundo.

Jones, 23, was 27-25-4 with a 2.53 goals against average and .919 save percentage with five shutouts with the Manchester Monarchs in 2012-13, his third AHL season. In Manchester’s four-game first round loss to Springfield in the Calder Cup Playoffs, he posted a 2.16 GAA and .932 Sv%.

Jones was originally signed by the Kings as an unrestricted free agent following training camp in October, 2008.

There is a goaltending logjam throughout the organization, which isn’t a bad issue to have. Jonathan Quick’s 10-year contract kicks in this season, while Ben Scrivens joined the team from Toronto in the Jonathan Bernier trade. John Hoven of Mayor’s Manor also reported that Mathieu Garon will be a training camp invite. Jones, the Monarchs’ starter, will be joined by rookie camp standout Mathias Niederberger, who was signed to a one-year contract by the AHL club in July.

The glut of goaltenders could mean that J.F. Berube, a fourth round draft pick in 2009, could report to ECHL-Ontario for the third consecutive season. Patrik Bartosak, who impressively stopped 25-of-26 shots through two periods in last night’s 3-2 rookie game win over Anaheim and is the reigning CHL goaltender of the year, will rejoin WHL-Red Deer as an overager despite being eligible to play professionally as a 20-year-old.
Hey Jon - as much as I, and most everybody else here was a huge Rich Hammond fan... your recent upgrades, vision, and content that you are making available to us shows me how fortunate we are that the the Kings found you. Rich loves soccer(?) and you love Hockey...and it shows with how much you are putting together for us, because inspiration flows from passion. Keep going with your vision and I wanted to officially say, with all respect for Hammond paving the way, that you have become a huge upgrade for us. Thanks man, keep pushing it!!
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Hey @Neil, I guess that was Nelson Emerson we saw sitting next to Bill Ranford last night. And the assistant coach's last names I couldn't remember was Stevens. Haha oh I'm so not smart
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my (potentially useless) opinions on the rookies based on the two games:

The main attractions:

Toffy- what is there to say that hasn't already been said? dangerous in close, still needs to work on the defensive aspect of his game but getting better. good work along the boards.

Vey- soft hands and great vision, very very impressed with him and can't wait to see more.

Tanner Pearson- slightly underwhelming but seems like he's figuring it out. in my mind projects as a lesser Dustin Brown. hey, we could do worse. 

Andy Andreoff- This kid screams 4th line center and in my mind is a significant upgrade over fraser. Tough, mean, good defensively and some scoring touch.

Feisty Forwards (Up and comers):

Nick Shore- Impressed me more last night than on Saturday. Great work on the PK. We could be (probably are) looking at Stoll's replacement

Valentin Zykov- Impressed me in flashes. Good work behind the net and on the boards definitely skilled, but still very raw. Most likely back to the Q this year and I'm excited to see what he does.

Jordan Weal- Wow did this kid surprise me! Soft hands, great speed and skating. Pretty decent defensively. Seem's like he figured out the AHL better towards the end of the year and I'm looking forward to see if he continues his progress

Surprises: 

Zac Leslie- Very impressed with Leslie. Has good stick work, made several very good defensive reads. Smooth skating and excellent at getting the puck out of his zone. Looking forward to seeing more. 

Nic Deslauries: needs to work on his positioning. would be interested in seeing him at forward a la Brent Burns 

Patrik Bartosak: perhaps the most impressive player of the night, very solid. needs to work on rebound control and calming down in net but great showing.

Neiderberger (sp?): Also solid. Very happy with goaltending depth. The Mayor mentioned a Jones contract (and Jon actually just posted that so yay!) should happen soon so with Berube, Jones, Bartosak, Neiderberger I feel good about the goaltending pipeline. 

Alex Roach: What a laser!

Best of the Rest:

Colin Miller: impressed me with his skating and shot. Didn't notice his defense as much.

Nick Ebert: Needs to work on positioning and tenacity but good skating, decent speed, and a good point shot. 

Brandon Kozun: expected to be more impressed with his skills but a solid player. 

Campagna: made a good move to set up one of the goals. interested to see him in manchester this year....

Meh:

Derek Forbort- I expected more.

Maxim Kitsyn: Ditto, but good raw skills. 

Tl;DR: was impressed mostly by Vey, Weal, Bartosak, and Andreoff. The sweep was even sweeter considering most of our top prospects were out the second game and they had "olympic invitee" John Gibson in goal. hahahahahah GKG!!!!

2 △   ▽   

•

<Reply

•

⥅Share › 

Avatar

shiny > spookyfoot 

• 8 days ago   △ ▽ 

⚑

Haha omg I was super impressed with Weal and he got a ton of ice time. I was actually thinking Andreoff could potentially, eventually battle for 3rd line center. He is the pure embodiment of Kings style: tough, gritty, good 200ft game and is unafraid to stand up for his teammates.

I missed seeing Vey, Toffoli and Pearson :( so I can't comment on that.

I agree that Zykov is still raw. He tends to cheat a bit more than he probably should but they'll fix that in Manchester.

Was really impressed with Miller and Leslie. They were a very good pairing on the ice together. Loved Miller's speed and his ability to break up plays entering his own zone. Leslie also made some great reads on the ice and was very good with his stick.

Forbort has a hell of a shot when he gets set up for it; ditto with Roach. Roach started off a bit slow, but improved as the game wore on. He did have a tendency to be out of position; ditto with Forbort but he tried to make up for his lack of foot speed with his long ass reach and positioning. For the most part, it worked. That reach is going to be key for him as he develops.

tl;dr: for the most part, I agree with your assessment
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I have one free ticket for tonites Dodger game. It is on the 3rd base side between 3rd base and the foul pole. It is in Sec 147, Row A. That's right! Front row!

 Its LA Kings night tonight at Blue Heaven, and it should be fun. If you want this free gem, email me at mikebrnstn@gmail.com, and I will give you my cell number and meet you out at the front of the Loge entrance on the 3rd base side and it is yours free !
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Its really hard to judge players on one or two games..and also against fellow rookies...with that said...The group of Kings that played last night all looked like they need more time to develop..Only 22 shots...No one stood out that would take a place of any of the King's players now..The question going forward is this...which player WILL get better??? Some have peaked...some have not....
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The defense really needs a lot more time to develop. That was an issue for both games. But as time went on, they all got better
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yea it is very hard to judge it......There where some players that showed some good things but i do agree with you they still need develop to make it to the big boys.
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Special appearances by Glen Murray and JF Berube

September 9, 2013 11:49 pm

Putting the Kids to Bed: September 9

Photos courtesy of Jon Bradley. You can view his Rookie Game gallery here.

-Following Saturday’s game in which players such as Linden Vey, Tanner Pearson and Jordan Weal stood out for their offensive maneuvering, it was the two-way efforts of players such as Nick Shore, Scott Sabourin and Robbie Czarnik that stood out and lifted the Kings rookies to a 3-2 victory over their Anaheim counterparts. Los Angeles was perfect on the penalty kill for the second consecutive game courtesy of Shore’s multifaceted efforts, and during long stretches he was the most involved Kings skater through the entire 200 feet of ice. Czarnik was relentless in his puck pursuit and helped win battles that advanced the play into the Ducks’ end, while Sabourin dished out several hits, fought, and provided an excellent screen on Alex Roach’s power play blast from the left point that gave L.A. a 1-0 lead. The game was a more physical affair than Saturday’s game at the Honda Center and involved a healthy dose of post-whistle scrums and jawing.

-Colin Miller was an interesting player to watch earlier this summer during Development Camp, and I thought he was a standout puck mover for the second consecutive game. He turned on his jets for an end-to-end second period rush and continued to show off his advanced skating ability along with a heavy shot from the point and ability to shoot off the pass. This is a player who was a camp invite in 2011, was drafted in 2012, broke through with a point-a-game effort as the Soo Greyhounds’ captain in 2012-13 and was impressive at both Development Camp and Rookie Camp, which shows that he’s a coachable player who continues to improve. It will be interesting if his overall skill package – which was that of a skilled, puck-advancing defenseman in junior hockey – will translate to the professional level.

-Kings goaltenders combined to allow three goals over the two games, thanks in large part to the exemplary play by Patrik Bartosak, Mathias Niederberger and J.F. Berube. Los Angeles came out sluggish for the second straight game, and key saves by Bartosak early – much like Berube on Saturday – allowed the team to capitalize on an early power play opportunity when Roach scored on his point blast on what appeared to be a set play off the faceoff win.

-These rookie games are exhibitions designed to utilize instruction and coaching in a competitive environment, but it’s impressive that the Los Angeles came away with a pair of wins against a talented Anaheim prospect pool. Though the Kings didn’t dress several advanced skaters in Linden Vey, Tyler Toffoli and Tanner Pearson, they still came away with a win against a Ducks team that featured Emerson Etem and Devante Smith-Pelly – two players with a combined 94 games of NHL experience – in addition to first round draft picks Rickard Rakell, Stefan Noesen, Hampus Lindholm and Shea Theodore and second rounder John Gibson, who backed the United States to a gold medal at the 2013 World Junior Championships. That L.A. outscored Anaheim 9-3 in the two games is an encouraging indication that the players have been incubated well within the Kings systems and were able to successfully implement their teachings in game settings. This reflects well on the team’s player development department and Manchester Monarchs coaches Mark Morris and Freddy Meyer.

Anaheim’s recap, courtesy of Adam Brady
Remember, Tonite is LA Kings night at Dodger Stadium. With that said, I have a front row Loge Level ticket on the 3rd base side for tonites game. It is in Loge, Sec 147 Row A. If you want this tix, email me at mikebrnstn@gmail.com and its yours free...THATS RIGHT, FREE
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While so many of you were won over by the speed of Weal, Jon Rosen hit it right on the head. Nick Shore plays the kind of hockey that gets you noticed by Daryl Sutter. Nick obviously got good coaching at the University of Denver, and he combines that with a natural feel for the game. 

 The way he is playing at this early of an age reminds me of people like Guy Carbonneau, Michael Pecca, and Billy Carroll.
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Yes, Nick was great defensively and had a great 2-way game. However, guys like Weal are fun to watch because he's fast, skilled and still responsible in his own end. And that's nothing against Shore who was good, but there's just something about a kid like Weal or Vey who have great speed and an insane amount of pure, raw talent
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Neil's observations....Shiny talks like a female...goaliefam....nice folks....Jon can also do Baseball!!!...Andreoff won every faceoff...the white line was invisible... Miller's speed is awesome...Weal has skills but he only scored 15 goals at Manchester(so can he use his speed to be successful in the NHL?)....Who is way better then Rush!,,,
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Something like a phenomenon, baby!

Yes, they do vanish quick.

 △   ▽   

•

<Reply

•

⥅Share › 

Avatar

backchecker 

• 9 days ago   △ ▽ 

⚑

I was totally surprised Jon did a very good job calling the game Bob Miller he is not but neverthless called it very well for an inexperienced announcer more seasoning and more excitment and he could have a career

1 △   ▽   

•

<Reply

•

⥅Share › 

Avatar

dMan 

• 9 days ago   △ ▽ 

⚑

Not sure if I'm the only one, but 80% of the time I can't load this site or the articles without getting a time out. Pretty damned frustrating. Anybody else experiencing this?
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I deal with the same thing.
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This morning was the first time this site loaded properly from my computer. I have no problem signing in on my iPad. I was thinking maybe it is Chrome that the site doesn't like? 

Great to read the Kings won both games!
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Yes. Chrome often times out. I tend to use Internet Explorer for this site only. Chrome might work better if I clean out old cache, cookies and temp files but I do actually go to other sites and don't want to lose all that info at this time.
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I had so many of those types if problems with chrome that I decided to switch to Firefox. Everything runs great now. I'll never go back to chrome.
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Where are you ??? Great pics!!!
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I'm in Athens until Sunday then on to Santorini and Lesvos. Loved the photo bomb you and Shiny pulled.
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I'm one of the lucky ones with no issues with any of my devices. Everything works great.
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Fantastic game. It was so much fun to meet you Jon (sorry about the camera bomb, couldn't resist!), Neil and Goaliemom as well as a few others.

I was impressed with Anaheim's speed. They have a very good, very fast and talented prospect pool. However, I liked the response LA's rookies gave and how they didn't give up.

I was super impressed with Colin Miller and Zach Leslie. Loved the speed Miller showed and Leslie was great with the breakout pass. He was also great at breaking up passes into his zone.

Zykov had a bit of a quiet game, but I loved the way he crashed the net without fear and worked hard in the corners.

Still, I think the best rookie was Weal. I mean, Vey is awesome and an incredible play maker but holy crap, Weal is incredible. It's too bad he's so SHORT but he's very, very gifted

1 △   ▽   

•

<Reply

•

⥅Share › 

Avatar

Brian Spain > shiny 

• 9 days ago   △ ▽ 

⚑

Hi Shiny, i thought Weal was the best skater Saturday night, he reminds me of Williams when he is skating with the puck, the way he looks with his shoulders pinched in. Guy is fun to watch, i am not a big fan of little guys, but if you are very strong you can be an NHL player.
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The guy was a ton of fun to watch. He was very good and probably the best player last night (tied with Bartosak for me)
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Way off topic... Good thing the first post goes to the bottom..

So the NHL All Stars would basically go to Sochi, Russia. 400 miles from Syria. 300 from Iran. Basically it is the Middle east where things couldn't be less safe. Can the NHL cancel this?
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Don't know if I can see any fallout from the Middle East theater adversely affecting the Sochi Olympics. 

The distance between LA and SF is a much greater geopolitical separation in that part of the world. 

If anything, conflagration would stretch east and west, rather than north and south.

Russia and the PRC aren't going to get involved in any major actions for the Syria issue to escalate and become widespread, anyway.

And if there were going to be problems with terrorism in Sochi it would be more likely to migrate internally, from Chechnya, Dagestan or somewhere in the North Caucasus.

But security will be suffocating in Sochi. 

This is a field day in the Russian sporting consciousness and you just know that Vlad the impaler will go to any lengths to prevent something untoward occurring and his winter carnival being spoiled.

The whole region will be heavily policed and militarized and there's no way that the laxity of 1972 will be repeated.

There'll be more danger to Canada and the USA from Jordy's dad and the Latvians than from NATO or Hezbollah.
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DW, The reference to SF/LA was only to illustrate the location and distance. BTW is there still talk of separating northern and southern California? If you're talking about conventional and modern warfare then you’re definitely right about it gravitating east and west in this case. If memory serves the NAZI’s were looking to control oil transportation in the Sochi area and had their asses handed to them. I’m strictly talking about terrorism with regards to the Olympics.

With the Boston Marathon there is new emphasis in protecting sporting venues domestically. Some stadiums don’t allow backpacks or purses and force you to carry a clear bag. Russia has been burned by terrorists (not Hezbollah) so maybe they are a little vulnerable. There’s a lot of sea access for smuggling in that area. I just don’t want to see someone sneak some of that gas into the enclosed arenas.

The funny thing is that I was actually thinking of trying to go to Sochi but wanted to fly into somewhere nearby and ground transport into the area. For an American, try to find a place you’d feel safe landing in that area.
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You're right I about WWll I think, there's a lot of oil facilities and gas activity over by the Caspian. That's why Moscow is really touchy about what Tibilisi is doing in relation to the semi-autonomous republics that buffer the region.

Anyhow, I would go!

Not because I don't love you or anything, but if you had the time and resources, it would be an unbelievable experience.

Remember all the athletes themselves will be flying in. 

Just ask the airline to book you on a flight with no Olympians on it.

The Chechens and Georgians won't waste surface-to-air missiles on planes loaded with simple, disposable tourists!

They'll be going for the really big prizes!

;)
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I wanted to fly somewhere within a few hours drive to avoid the huge demand on plane tickets (jacked up price). The best I could find was Ukraine. I know you wouldn't intentionally want me to get killed or even to stick my head up to see what happens. I'm still thinking about it. We're not gun shy so still maybe. I just don't want another cancelled hockey season! BTW looks like it's gonna be Kiwi vs Tri for the last WC spot.
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Yah, I saw that!

They're in such a mess they're even reduced to playing las hormigas del futbol mundial!

I know this aint kickball or rounders or anything like that but have to put in a word here for the Kiwi yachties who beat the Yanks by over a minute in the 1st Final Race of the 2013 Americas Cup up in SF.

USA have called a delay day (time out) and I guess they'll race again Thursday.

GKG & GKG, as well!!!
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The crap over there will not affect the Olympics, I don't think our country is going to get involved...they have waited to long. They should have already nailed the guy if they were going to. I don't want our players going, just for the fact going to the other side of the world screws up your sleep and your body clock, took me 6 months to get back to normal after a golf trip to Scotland, 
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The Olympics are very important to Russia. If people don't think that's on Putin's mind when trying to stop any bombing they're just wrong. He's not a complicated man. Further, most people think Sochi is in the heart of Russia when it's from LA to SF from the heart of the Middle East.
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Just remember if the Syrian's did anything to disrupt the Olympics, they would have there biggest supporter very upset, i don't think they would do anything to piss off there buddy in the region. I know they have radicals in Syria, hopefully they will behave during the Olympics. 
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Brian, But don't you think gassing their own people causing them to get bombed by a third party, in the middle of a civil war, is upsetting the Olympics? So far we haven't bombed and it doesn't look like we will. It sure did for a while though. As of right now our athletes can stay on war ships and be flown by helicopter to their events hehe.
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Have you ever been on the Midway in San Diego harbor? I is a really cool, but i would not want to sleep on it, especially if I am a pampered USA athlete, but that is a thought for safety. I think our guys will be safe, crap by Febuary will be probably be in a couple other wars by then. This war crap is getting old. Right?
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I have never been on the Midway. I did stay on the Queen Mary 20 years ago and it sucked even. They would hate it for sure. It is getting old man. I can understand that somebody has to stand up for the weak but also that it gets old, and pricey, doing it yourself time after time.
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Dude, you stayed on the Queen Mary, that bitch is haunted...i do not believe in ghosts, but that place is crawling with those little spookers. I was freaking out all night, could not wait to get out of there. i was there for a party, funny thing is I went from there to a Sunday afternoon Kings game at Staples. The Game made me forget about the ghosts. 
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If things escalate it's more likely that

countries withdrawing from the Olympics will be

the primary concern. So much more at stake

over there than just NHL player participation.
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i think olympic athletes would be desireable targets for terrorist,and ive always neen against interrupting the season to participate... munich,1972 proves the value of targets... sad but true
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Exactly. Except for a couple skiers and figure skaters what other sport is packed with millionaires in the Winter Olympics? When USA hits the ice against Russia or the gold medal match would be huge opportunities terrorists. When else will thousands of American civilians be a short drive from the caves

September 9, 2013 10:34 pm

Quotes: Bartosak, Shore, Morris

Los Angeles 3 (Roach, Weal, Shore), Anaheim 2 (Wagner, Whitney)

 W: Bartosak (25/26)

 L: Gibson (9/12)

Patrik Bartosak, on how he’d grade his performance:

 I don’t know. I think the team played well in front of me, so that helped me a lot. I had lots of saves in the first period, I think, but like I said, they helped me a lot. They didn’t have any really hard shots, so I felt great. I feel great right now because we won. We won both games, and I think we played really well, so I feel really good.

Bartosak, on his first time wearing a Kings jersey:

 It was a great feeling, for sure. It’s been my dream since I started playing hockey to wear an NHL jersey and get a chance to play for an NHL organization, and now playing for the Kings is an honor for me. It was a great feeling, for sure.

Bartosak, on facing a higher level of competition:

 You know, I didn’t really think about the level that the game was on. I was just trying to focus on playing my game and playing as good as I can, and I made a couple of saves, and I felt really good there.

Bartosak, on whether he was nervous throughout the day:

 Not really. You know, like I said, I didn’t really think about it. I didn’t really think about the game, and I was just telling myself it was a regular season game. If I had thought about it too much, I would probably get nervous, but like I said, I didn’t. So I went to the game with a clear head.

Bartosak, on how rookie camp has been:

 It’s been great. It’s been a great experience. First rookie camp for me, and I have enjoyed it a lot.

Bartosak, on each goaltender contributing in the rookie game wins:

 Yeah, I think it’s a healthy competition between us three guys. But that’s what they expect from us. That’s what we’re here for.

Nick Shore, on whether he feels “ahead of the curve” since leaving college:

 I’m not sure. I knew that coming after my junior season at DU there was going to be an opportunity for me to come out of school early. Obviously I was talking to the Kings a lot, and I’m just realy happy to be here at this point.

Shore on whether joining the team as a black ace last spring gave him an advantage:

 I don’t know if it’s an advantage, but certainly it helps to get that experience. You get a little bit of a feel for the pro lifestyle. Just being a part of that black ace program was really good for me, and it definitely gave me a little jump start to the summer.

Shore, on the raised chippiness in Monday’s game:

 I think it’s just a common theme between the two teams. [Saturday’s game] was the first game that people had played since their season ended last year. So there’s bound to be a little bit of that stuff, but we’re just glad that we got out of here with two wins.

Shore, on any importance over coming away with two wins:

 Well, for sure. I don’t think we went out there with any intention not to win the game. I think obviously that was our main focus heading in. But at the same point, obviously there was a development part of it. But we’re really happy to get the two wins.

Shore, on what he looks to do at main camp:

 You know, I’m not sure. This has definitely been a great opportunity for me so far. I’m relatively new to this. This is going to be my first time experiencing camp right now. I’m just sort of going in with a positive attitude and hoping for the best.

Mark Morris, on whether it’s good to get two wins:

 It is. Dean reminded us we haven’t been able to do that in the past, to get the sweep. It was kind of nice to get that opportunity to get that under our belt or get that behind us.

Morris, on what he took from Monday’s win:

 Again, we started slow. But I thought that we got better as the game went along. The goaltending was excellent. I thought that they saved our bacon more than once, and then it seemed like we got our bearings a little bit and we got…the power play goal. We executed very well on that again. So it’s nice to see we’ve got that element under control…We’ve still got a lot of work to do with these guys to get them acclimated to the defensive systems and the nuances of the game. But we’re making progress, and we’re still only a handful of days into this whole process. We’re getting better.

Morris, on Nick Shore:

 Nick’s game’s really grown on me. I’ve come to appreciate how intelligent he is. He’s very reliable. I think that I first realized it when I saw him killing the five-on-three when we were in Anaheim, and I think what sometimes when you’re able to give that type of ice time to those guys, their confidence really starts to blossom, and I think that was exactly the case with him because the more ice I gave him, the better he got. To even get in the shootout and go out and bury it and put the shootout away reassured me that he’s going to be a great player.

Morris, on Zach Leslie:

 He’s a beautiful skater. He moves the puck well. He was very mobile. I think that as he learns about defensive line and controls his skating so the D’s not out of position, he’s got a huge upside. He’s a good passer. He sees the ice. He can skate. All that other stuff is correctable.

Morris, on any disappointment in Andy Andreoff’s trips to the penalty box:

 No. He plays that role for us right now. He’s got that element in his game where other than Sabourin, there’s not a whole lot of those personalities that are going to do that type of work. That puts him in a spot where he has to step up for his teammates, and he did that.

Morris, on Jordan Weal in the two rookie games:

 He’s very steady. He’s progressively gotten more and more reliable defensively. He’s very confident with the puck on his stick, and defensively now, his positioning is good, and he’s learning how to distribute the puck now. I’m encouraged by what I’ve seen from him. He’s kind of had to play second fiddle to Vey in Manchester, and there’s a guy that wants to be on the ice and you can just tell that he’s waiting his turn to be the man, and I think that with his work habits and his commitments to getting better every day, he’s going to be a great player in his own right.

Morris, on key saves by Patrik Bartosak early:

 We had some breakdowns. There’s no question about it. Our positioning was poor, and we got trapped giving up some odd-man rushes, and he was dynamic for us. I really thought both the goalies competed, but him in particular.

Morris, on how “coachable” Derek Forbort is:

 I found him to be very coachable last year when we had him in the playoffs. I think as he gains quickness and adjusts to the speed of the game here, he’ll be fine. I don’t worry about him. He’s a big body and a long stick. He’s just got to ramp up the pace of his game. [Reporter: At the college level some people thought he didn’t have enough of a mean streak. Any thoughts about that at the AHL level for the type of player he is at this point right now?] Well, when you’re thrust into that atmosphere, you sink or swim. He seemed to be able to hold his own when he played with us last year. I never saw him shy away from anything. He was hard to play against and he had a long stick, and I thought he did really well for us, and I think that’s continued. I’d like to see him pick up his foot speed a little bit and continue to play more with an edge, and I think that’ll happen.

Morris, on Robbie Czarnik:

 He had a pretty strong game, too. Robbie had a disappointing year last year. He’ll admit it. It wasn’t his greatest year, but he’s worked hard this summer, and I know he wants to rebound and be able to provide the type of play that everybody thought he would be. He’s got great speed. He likes to lug the puck. I think that his defensive game showed tonight, and when we put him out there on the penalty kill, he hounded it and really put a lot of pride in that part of his game. [Reporter: Do you see any similarities between him and maybe Trevor Lewis?] You know, we did make that analogy. I told him, I said, ‘Try and compare yourself with somebody.’ Trevor Lewis was not a pronounced goal scorer, so to speak, when he played for us in Manchester. But he became a very reliable player. He won faceoffs. His positioning was excellent and he was very coachable, and he was kind of the glue. A lot of nights Trevor came up big for us, and I’m sure that if Robbie continues on the path he’s on he’ll get more and more successful, and I think his confidence will start to take hold.
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Rookie game morning skate notes

-Patrik Bartosak will get two periods in net tonight, with Mathias Niederberger receiving one period of action. This means that Bartosak, Niederberger and J.F. Berube will each receive two periods of play in the Los Angeles-Anaheim rookie games. Bartosak, the reigning CHL Goaltender of the Year, was a fifth round draft pick of the Kings in 2013. The 20-year-old was 33-14-5 with a 2.26 GAA and .935 Sv% with WHL-Red Deer last season. Niederberger stopped all the shots he faced in Saturday’s 6-1 win after spelling Berube in the third period.

-J.F. Berube, Kurtis MacDermid, Linden Vey, Tanner Pearson, Tyler Toffoli, Justin Auger and Nicolas Deslauriers stayed on for extra work after the morning skate. These are your scratches for tonight.

-Brandon Kozun, who did not participate in Saturday’s game, is slated to play tonight.

Photo3-“Pace” and “competition” were two words that were used when discussing rookie camp and Saturday’s rookie game with assistant general manager Rob Blake and Manchester head coach Mark Morris. Morris, who will again serve as the coach of the rookie game, described the push to “incorporate pace in practice,” a challenge for younger players out of junior hockey who have seen a step up in the cadence of play this past week. It can be difficult, given that teaching and development is key.

-The team scored a power play goal in Saturday’s win and was perfect on the penalty kill. Morris has been implementing power play systems by having the rookies move the puck without resistance before running the same puck movement with a penalty kill countering. It allows the players to find success before being heavily challenged.

-One younger player who drew praise from Blake was 2013 sixth round pick Zachary Leslie. Leslie was commended for his competitiveness, with Blake saying that he was “mean” with his stick and engaged throughout the game. The competitive defenseman will be back in the lineup tonight.

-Jordan Weal, who tallied 33 points (15-18=33) in his first full season in Manchester a year ago, also drew praise. The elusive playmaker with plus speed was heavily involved throughout the game and was among the better forwards in the first period on Saturday (my opinion) before the rest of the team caught up. A former linemate of Jordan Eberle’s at WHL-Regina, Weal, a third round pick in 2010, was quoted heavily in my Development Camp feature in July. He’ll be back in the lineup tonight.
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Minutes available alongside a healthier Greene

Matt Greene acknowledged that he’s “ready to go” after undergoing elbow surgery over the offseason to remove a staph infection, his second surgery in a challenging calendar year.

The medical procedure wasn’t nearly as serious as the surgery to correct a herniated disc in his back following an injury he suffered in the 2012-13 season opener. He gave a mostly warm response when asked if his back was back at 100%, saying that “It’s getting there, for sure. Right around there.”

The question of how his body will hold up probably won’t be raised as much as the question of who will serve as his defensive partner once training camp opens this week in El Segundo.

Alec Martinez provided strong minutes alongside Greene during the team’s run to the Stanley Cup in 2012, but he played in only 27 regular season games and fewer than half of the team’s playoff games last season, and hasn’t always been in Darryl Sutter’s favor.

Jake Muzzin saw time alongside Greene late in the season, though it was a challenge for them to develop chemistry at a critical time in the year, and Muzzin’s postseason performance didn’t represent the peak of his 2012-13 minutes.

Other left-handed shots that would complement the righty-lefty pairing include six-foot-six Jeff Schultz and six-foot-five Keaton Ellerby, both of whom could form a sizable stay-at-home pairing with the six-foot-three Greene. There’s also the shifty 25-year-old Andrew Bodnarchuk, though he’s a long shot to make the team.

Of course, these projections are based on Drew Doughty seeing the majority of his minutes with Robyn Regehr and Willie Mitchell slotting back in with 2011-12 defensive partner Slava Voynov.

Questions surrounding the team’s defensive alignments were raised at Hockey Fest on Sunday morning at Staples Center.

Greene, on how the defense will “regroup” after losing Rob Scuderi to free agency:

 I think losing Scuds is huge, but I think with Mitchie coming back into the lineup, I think he’s going to replace a lot of Scuds’ minutes, and also with Robyn having a year in terms of getting to know the guys again, too, and having training camp, and becoming more comfortable with the system and the guys that we’re playing with, I think we’ve just got to kind of plug Rob’s minutes by committee. But I think Mitchie will be a big boost. Getting him back, getting him healthy and having him playing with us, I think it’ll be a big help.

Greene, on his first training camp under Darryl Sutter:

 Just getting the feel back for the game, getting sharp on the systems, getting an idea of who you’re going to be playing with, and just start to get into the groove and getting into the grind again. I think we all know what Darryl expects out of guys, and that’s just show up to work, play hard, and do your job.

Greene, on whether he trained any differently this summer:

 It’s different. I think once you get older, it’s more about not really doing a lot of the heavy weights like you did before when I was younger, and kind of like the constant pounding. Now it’s more just taking care of your body, and it’s more of a rehabbing-your-body rather than trying to build a lot of strength. I think I’m as heavy as I’m going to be. So just to make sure that you get your body in peak physical condition before the season rather than really trying to put on pounds of muscle. That’s the difference now.

Greene, on NHL realignment:

 It’s good. I mean, it’s good to go to every city and play every team. It’s always nice. It’ll definitely develop some rivalries. But, again…it really doesn’t matter what you think about it. It’s done. It’s happened. It really doesn’t matter.
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Willie Mitchell: “Business as usual”

Though the Kings hockey operations provided occasional updates on Willie Mitchell’s status a season ago, there wasn’t much gained from Mitchell’s camp, other than several videos the veteran defenseman posted on the internet that depicted him skating as he attempted to rehabilitate inflammation in his knee that required a pair of surgeries. At Hockey Fest on Sunday, Mitchell spoke in a media scrum for the first time since his surgeries and answered many of the questions that had arisen over the previous nine months.

With Rob Scuderi’s departure for Pittsburgh via free agency, the importance of Mitchell’s return from a year-long absence has been highlighted. Because Mitchell has experience playing with Slava Voynov – Scuderi’s defensive partner last season – there’s an opening for him in a role he had been comfortable with in the past.

On whether he had lost hope during any point in the rehabilitation process:

 No, I’ve had a much harder journey than this one. I had eight, nine months where I had a concussion and you’re just worried about life, not just a knee. You don’t have your brain, you don’t have anything. You tell your brain to talk, it talks. Your body talks, you tell it to do anything, it does it. That’s much more severe, and so I think that…gave me perspective. At the end of the day, I just didn’t want to leave anything on the table, so I just really committed myself to staying here all summer and working with these people and skating and doing that to give myself the best shot. Fortunately, things went really, really well. I’m just happy to be back and play hockey. That’s what I love to do. I wasn’t ready to not play again, and I’m really excited to help the mates.

On whether his knee is back to normal, and whether he has to wear a brace:

 No, I’m not wearing a brace or anything like that. I’m not going to go out and do a hundred box jumps right now or anything like that. It’s not that I feel it or anything on the ice. I started skating – there was still a little bit there. But now I’m at a point where I don’t feel a thing on the ice. Like I said, it wasn’t major pain, anyways, when I had my setback. It was more just dumping a lot of inflammation into the knee, and when the inflammation comes, then the pain comes. So I have none of that now, and because of that, it’s full speed ahead.

On watching the team last year, and his impressions of Slava Voynov’s emergence:

 It was tough. Quite honest with you – to be totally honest, I’ve had these chats with anybody who’s asked me about it – is certain sections I’d watch the game for a little bit and then turn the TV off, go downstairs because I knew I wasn’t coming back, and you take the one thing that you’re the most passionate about in your life, and you’ve got to sit there and watch it, watch everyone do it, it’s torture. So sometimes you’ve got to get yourself away from it. There’s day the TV went off, there’s days I watched. But, yeah, seeing Slava and the success, and seeing him emerge – obviously we had a really good year together when we made the run – and just seeing him continue with that, and I think what happens as coaches, your teammates get confidence in your abilities and who you are as a person and a player, and then the wind kind of gets at your back, and he plays with that confidence. Yeah, it was a lot of fun to see that. And just because he’s such a good guy. He’s not your typical Russian in the sense that he speaks fairly good English and engages and interacts. He might drink his Russian vodka.

On his recent conversations with Dean Lombardi:

 He’s excited. Excited that I’m back. I’ve had a lot of conversations with him. I’ve been here all summer, and everyone who knows Dean, he likes to have conversations and he’s around the office 24/7. So I’ve had lots of conversations. I just think that he’s no different than me. He’s really happy and excited, I know that. I think he’s a little more excited this time because I guess in the past I was trying to come back, and he was excited and thought I was going to be there, and then my knee would blow up. I guess early on in the summer he was cautiously optimistic. And I’d say now he’s more optimistic and more happy to see me out there scrimmaging and doing those things that I normally do.

On any previous criticism from Lombardi:

 Dean wants to win. I understand that. I want to win. I think when you’re on the other side of the fence, I think as a general manager, coach, et cetera, you want to push your players as much as you can, and if someone’s on the line, or something like that, sometimes maybe you feel like you need to push a little bit to get them over the line to get them out. I think at that point in time, maybe Dean didn’t understand the significance of what was going on, and even myself for that matter as far as the inflammation in my knee and all that. So I think after I went in and went out and saw the doctors I did see and then having to go back and have another procedure after seeing those doctors, I think that gave him some significance to why I wasn’t able to be there and give him a little bit more understanding with that. And then, yeah, business as usual.

On whether any criticism prompted him to post videos of his skating:

 I just wanted people to know ‘don’t count me out.’ I think there’s a lot of stories when we won the Stanley Cup here, and there were some doubters about Richards and Carter in Philly. There are doubters all the time in our lives, and I think that motivates people and lights a little fire under their ass, so to speak. I’m sure there’s lots of doubters. I’m sure you guys doubted I’d be standing here today. I’m sure ther’s a lot of people who doubted that I’d be back with my teammates, and I used that all summer. That was my motivation to do the tedious work, what rehab is, and get to a point where I’m back. I just wanted people to know that I was working hard, and I was skating, and I was coming back.

On where he is in the rehabilitation process:

 Ready to go. [Reporter: Full bore?] Full bore. Yeah, there’s no tiptoeing into this. I’ve been scrimmaging with the guys. I’ve been practicing, doing everything. Everything full steam and business as usual.
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Putting the Kids to Bed: September 7

Los Angeles 6 (Pearson x2, Andreoff x2, Deslauriers, Miller), Anaheim 1 (Rakell)

 W: Berube (26/27)

 L: Andersen (25/27)

-Other players had moments, but the three best skaters in the Kings’ 6-1 win over the Ducks in Saturday’s SoCal Futures Game were Tanner Pearson, Linden Vey and Tyler Toffoli. Pearson scored twice and distinguished himself well, though I came away awfully impressed with Vey, whose confidence with the puck and offensive awareness separated him from a crowded pool of talented prospects that included two Kings first rounders (Pearson, Derek Forbort) and four Ducks first rounders (Emerson Etem, Rickard Rakell, Shea Theodore, Hampus Lindholm). His beautifully threaded needle in the third period through a pair of Anaheim defenders sprung Pearson loose for a converted breakaway and was among the most deft touches of the evening. Pearson also drove the net well and was rewarded on a power play deflection off an Alex Roach shot, while Toffoli could have had one or two tallies had he generated his best attempts in the third period, where the goaltending wasn’t as exemplary. It’s probably a good sign that the team scored six times, and none of the goal scorers’ names was Tyler Toffoli.

-Los Angeles goaltenders turned in an encouraging performance. J.F. Berube was excellent through 40 minutes in stopping 26-of-27 shots before Mathias Niederberger shut the door in a perfect third period. Anaheim came out buzzing and tilted the ice towards L.A.’s end early and scored the game’s first goal; credit Berube for finding his rhythm by making several strong pad saves to put the Kings in position to tie the game when Andy Andreoff elected to shoot from an odd-angle two-on-one, beating Frederik Andersen up high. It’s unclear where Berube is headed this year – it very well may be Ontario, at least to start the season – considering Jones will eventually come to terms on a contract with the team. Niederberger, a native of Dusseldorf, Germany, was signed to an AHL contract by Manchester in July and turned in an intriguing third period in which Anaheim offered pressure throughout the game’s twilight and was much stronger than his counterpart, Igor Bobkov, who had already made his NHL debut.

-Andy Andreoff has an opportunity to make this Kings team and will be an interesting player to watch once main camp begins. He scored two goals – including his short-side snipe mentioned above – though any offense he can provide is an added bonus. Armed with a sandpaper-type skill set and sustained by a strong worth ethic, the 26-point (13-13=26) forward who banked 111 penalty minutes in his rookie AHL season a year ago is listed as a left wing but is also quite comfortable at center. Colin Fraser may be hearing some footsteps.
Hi John, what did you think about Jordan Weal? I thought he looked real good against the Ducks, but then again he could have been playing against the 3rd or 4th line.
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Good to finally see some of the kids play in person. Outside of the top line (which honestly, Toffoli looked the weakest of the 3), I thought Weal really stood out. Noticed him everytime he took the ice. Even though he's small, he controlled the play better than anyone else other than maybe Vey who was also very impressive. Too bad we already have so much depth at center.

Zykov was impressive in that he did not shy away from the physical play at all. He went to the hard areas and showed some nice quickness. With at least a year in Manchester, I believe he'll do well. Looked like he was playing RW though didn't it? Anyone else notice?

Kitsyn looked horrible. Slow and unengaged in the game. A couple nice plays, but overall was not impressed.

At first Deslauriers and Forbert didn't stand out but as the game went on, they both looked more comfortable and started to stand out more. Deslauriers looked close to being ready to take the next step, but lost some board battles he should be winning by now. Forbert definitely looks like he needs another year or two to get stronger and faster. Had a few guys sneak in behind him more than once.

As most would say, Andreoff had the most noticeable night. Nice goals, smart plays, good on the PK and of course, showed that grit and love of getting in the other team's face that we all hear about.

Speaking of the PK, the Kings looked good tonight, killing off 2 or 3 times being down by 2 men for more than a minute. Good things ahead!
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Any video of last night highlights? 
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Avatar

KingsOfKomedy 

• 10 days ago   △ ▽ 

⚑

When is the next free Kings rookie game in Anaheim? I wish they would have announced it before 11am
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⥅Share › 
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Neil > KingsOfKomedy 

• 10 days ago   △ ▽ 

⚑

It was announced a few weeks ago....
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⥅Share › 

Avatar

lake_forest > Neil 

• 10 days ago   △ ▽ 

⚑

He must mean 3 weeks ago before 11
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Avatar

Neil 

• 11 days ago   △ ▽ 

⚑

Jon...any chance of getting 'insiders' a reserve section tomorrow?? Some of us have a long drive and who hate not being able to get in...even if we all meet at 5 ...thanks 
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⥅Share › 

Avatar

Jon Rosen > Neil 

• 11 days ago   △ ▽ 

⚑

Unfortunately, no. Event is first come, first serve, and can't block away rows for people who get there early. There will be an Insiders event this year. Have inquired about a Suite Night.
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Avatar

goaliemom > Neil 

• 11 days ago   △ ▽ 

⚑

i answered you and it went away...
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Avatar

goaliemom > Neil 

• 11 days ago   △ ▽ 

⚑

morning Neilzy, off to Jr Kings first game.. love goalieson in his Kings gear! seating is pretty limited at TSC but since Cory has practice at the same time, maybe I'll see ya there...
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⥅Share › 

Avatar

Michael J. 

• 11 days ago   △ ▽  

⚑

Parking... free

Admission... free

Hanging out with @puck73, @Luc20rules, @Dominick, @Duncan, @TA & @LittleRhody... free 

Watching the Princes whip ducklings... free

Chatting with DL after the game... Priceless
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Avatar

backchecker 

• 11 days ago   △ ▽ 

⚑

where is the sound on the hockey fest video
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Avatar

Jmauricio 

• 11 days ago   △ ▽ 

⚑

The baby testosterone was in full swing last night! They proved in the first few minutes. To my liking the game seems to be old school hockey with the speed of new style. Andeeoff was a site to see and didn't back off the whole game. Can't wait to see more of that guy in black on the big stage. The only thing I didn't see mentioned above was the speed and raw talent of Weal. That kid can fly! 
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Avatar

GailWeb 

• 11 days ago   △ ▽ 

⚑

What a blast our Kings are excellent they played gritty and hard for us meet lots of wonderful people last night waited on line to meet the Ducks rookies and say hi they were so nice too and made some jokes to cheer them up 6 1 win for us fun game .

Neil goaliemom • 10 hours ago −

Settle down Gail and goaliemom!!!.....looks like the uniforms are large and no equipment inside makes the players look skinny..

2 •Reply•Share › TwitterFacebookLink

goaliemom Neil • 10 hours ago −

I think they look ripped, not skinny...

•Reply•Share ›

Saw DL, and Sutter outside but they did not see us too foscused 

Getting ready for hockey fest now cannot ask for a more great hockey weekend 

Thanks Jon

Go Kings Go!
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Avatar

Gustavo 

• 11 days ago   △ ▽ 

⚑

Jon,

What's your assessment of Alex Roach?

I remember he was injured a few weeks ago and had to sit out. Thanks.
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⥅Share › 

Avatar

Jon Rosen > Gustavo 

• 11 days ago   △ ▽ 

⚑

20 years old and out of junior, so still a bit raw. Big shot. Better positionally and better with gaps than he showed last night. Big shot. Country strong. Came from the same successful junior program that Kozun and Martin Jones came from.
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Avatar

Seanvert 

• 11 days ago   △ ▽ 

⚑

I was at the game and really enjoyed watching the baby kings look like the big team. They play the same system and after a slow start really came together. It makes sense, since they only have had a few days of practice together. I believe the ducks have some awesome talent and will give the kings a tough time over the next few years. The kings brand is tough and hard nosed, while the ducks are flashy and good. The present kings team is made up of very good and gritty players, but these young kings are going to press for the big show and some veteran players are only holding on by their finger tips. Ill be at the game Monday and hope there is room, because the Toyota facility doesn't hold many fans. 

 △   ▽   

•

<Reply

•

⥅Share › 

Avatar

Lawn Greene > Seanvert 

• 11 days ago   △ ▽  

⚑

Monday will be crazy. It's not going to work out at all, especially when people catch wind of the 6-1 result tonight.

The closer it gets, the more ill-conceived the idea is looking.

However, I haven't really paid attention to equivalent such games in the past.

Where have these been played and how was attendance for them?
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⥅Share › 

Avatar

KC23 > Lawn Greene 

• 11 days ago   △ ▽ 

⚑

Humm, ill-conceived idea? Free parking, free tickets and plenty of seating. Went to the Honda Center game last night and it rocked. That was a Saturday night game. Monday should be plenty of lower level seats.

Best pre-season fan deal of them all if you ask me.
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goaliemom > KC23 

• 11 days ago   △ ▽ 

⚑

ill conceived because mondays game is at TSC. great rink but not much seating...
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Avatar

Brian Brunet 

• 11 days ago   △ ▽ 

⚑

Additionally, goalies looked pretty good. Other D on a tryout looked decent enough, Sabourin played a strong game. In a way, I hope the Pearson-Vey-Toffoli line is able to reunite in the NHL some time. Kings have a pretty good pipeline and that doesn't include the NCAA guys. Manch should be good.
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Avatar

regulate > Brian Brunet 

• 11 days ago   △ ▽ 

⚑

"Other D on a tryout." 

Not sure what you mean by D on a tryout, 5 of the 6 Kings defensemen who played are signed professionally, and the other Leslie, is a Kings draft pick in Juniors. None of the defense was "on a tryout."

Agree with you about Sabourin, who is on a Manchester only contract, not signed by the Kings.
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Avatar

Brian Brunet 

• 11 days ago   △ ▽ 

⚑

Was there tonight and thought there were some awesome bright spots. 1st line was great after the 1st period and I was really impressed by Jordan Weal. Very quick, slippery, skilled, forced a lot of 1-on-1 plays though. Andreoff looks ready for the NHL and I could see him take the 4th line center role - refined, plays without fear, head up, good mixture of skill and grit. Zykov showed flashes but needs time to adjust to the speed of the game. Not impressed with Kitsyn; seemed stiff and slow-footed, but good on possession and has good size. Shore was decent, but he's not a flashy player. Maclise, Auger, and Kubalik all kind of disappeared. Roach pretty similar to Muzzin, see upside. Deslauriers still needs some work on spatial awareness. Miller looked pretty good, but missed on an epic hip check and embarrassed himself. Forbort also has some similarities to Mitchell, will be the kind of effective defenseman that goes unnoticed.
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Avatar

Jon Rosen > Brian Brunet 

• 11 days ago   △ ▽ 

⚑

All excellent observations.
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Avatar

KingMe20 > Brian Brunet 

• 11 days ago   △ ▽ 

⚑

Miller's missed check was painful to watch. He got less of his guy than Doughty did of Logan Couture in that playoff game a few of years ago. I liked what I saw from Forbort, too. I thought he was the best defenseman tonight from the Kings. Steady plays, didn't get overly aggressive on pinching in, and solid in front of his net

September 7, 2013 9:41 pm

Quotes: Pearson, Andreoff, Berube, Morris

Quotes following the Kings rookies’ 6-1 win over the Ducks rookies:

Tanner Pearson, on whether he could provide an option from the left side:

 Hopefully. I mean, it’s still rookie camp, and the main camp starts next week, so hopefully I can continue the scoring into next week.

Pearson, on his performance:

 Hopefully it got the message along, but it happens with linemates too. Veysey and Toffee – we’ve played together for a long time, so it’s nice to play with those guys, and it was just another game to us.

Pearson, on whether he continues to learn and develop things with Vey and Toffoli:

 I don’t know. We’ve played for a pretty long time. I think we’re just kind of trying to figure it all out again, having four or three months off, or whatever it was, trying to get back into things and get the rhythm with each other. We kind of started out slow in the first period, but as the game went along…we found it.

Pearson, on whether the team emphasizes puck possession:

 Yeah, I the Kings harp on puck possession and protecting the puck and that kind of thing. To do that and to generate offense off of it is good.

Andy Andreoff, on his line:

 Playing with Maclise and Zykov is a little bit different, but after the first period was over, I think we were connecting pretty well out there, so I was happy with them.

Andreoff, on a mostly clean game that had some chippy moments:

 Yeah, a little bit. A little bit of edge going on there. A couple guys doing cheap shots, but that’s fine. That’s part of the game. That’s the way it goes.

Andreoff, on whether he is more comfortable at center than left wing:

 Yeah, absolutely. I’m always playing center. I was playing center and left wing last year, so I’m kind of used to it now, and I’m enjoying it.

Andreoff, on any different feel to this year’s camp from previous camps:

 Well, after a year of pro in the AHL, I feel a lot more comfortable coming back. I’ve gone through a couple rookie camps, so like I said, I’m a lot more comfortable now.

J.F. Berube, on getting a rhythm going early:

 Yeah, all goalies would like to face that many shots the first game of the year, and I was ready. They had good, quality chances and D’s made a good job keeping it outside and helping me see the puck.

Berube, on Mathias Niederberger:

 It’s hard to come in after two periods, and he did a good job making sure he wasn’t giving any rebounds. He was strong, and he did his job tonight.

Berube, on controlling rebounds early:

 Yeah, I felt like I was really patient on shots. I was reading the releases really good, too. It was good – I was able to keep the pucks close to me, and it always makes it easier after that. It makes it easier on my D-men, too, so it was a good game, overall.

Mark Morris, on Andy Andreoff’s progression:

 You know, I think sometimes we get surprised. I may not think a guy can do it, but we’ve had guys that have been called up and their play just elevates. Even a guy like Muzzin – who’d have thought that he could have gone from where he was, say, a month prior to being called up to the level that he reached. So I think that when you’re playing with other good players and they think the game on a high level, I definitely think he could fit in. When you get those opportunities, your confidence shoots through the roof.

Morris, on Berube’s performance:

 Yeah, he played solid for us. We realy needed him in the first. I thought we were disconnected, and I didn’t think we played as a unit of five, which has been a major emphasis. We got into some habits, and they came with great speed. I think that if it wasn’t for him, it certainly would have been a different outcome.

Morris, on winning the possession battle:

 Well, we talked about it between the first and second period that we need to play hard for one another, meaning that our D and our forwards need to stay connected. I thought that our gap play was very suspect. There was so much separation between our forwards and our D that it allowed them to come at us with some very good speed. They got some quick guys that can score, and thank goodness Berube was as sharp as he was because he kept us in there, and the Andreoff goal certainly gave us a boost, too. We were able to hang around until we got our bearings, and we got better as the game went on.

Morris, on whether he discussed the potential for chippiness with his team:

 No, we didn’t even talk about it. Things happen in a game, and the players self-police sometimes. I don’t know what their past histories are with some of the guys that they were out there against, but often times there’s a lot of overlap from previous stints that they’ve done in junior hockey or other teams they’ve played on, so I imagine some of that maybe dusted up, or maybe guys took exception to some hits. It was a pretty calm game that way, I thought. [Reporter: We’ll see on Monday?] You know what? We’re more interested right now in finding out who can play hockey. We know where our toughness comes from, and our main focus is be good, honest, hard-nosed hockey players, and any of that stuff that flares up, you deal with it when it happens.

Morris, on why Ebert was left out of the lineup:

 No, that was a managerial decision as to who was going to go. There’ll be a new lineup come next game. Obviously it took everybody we had to produce the results we had, and obviously some of our top players that have been in Manchester last year played a big role in the outcome, so it was good to see them step up and kind of lead the way.

Morris, on Cam Maclise skating with Andreoff and Zykov:

 He’s grown on me. I thought he was very thorough. He’s a responsible guy, and often times you can just tell by body language how in step a guy is or how in tune he is with what’s going on out there. I felt pretty comfortable with those guys, and I hope he takes full advantage of this opportunity. I love that when guys can make the most of these chances. It’s always heartwarming to find those guys work their way in and earn the trust of the coaches and the organization.

Morris, on Zykov:

 I think he’s just trying to find his way, but he’s got tremendous creativity from what I can gather so far. He’s a good skater. I know he was disappointed he didn’t score in the shootout, but I think he’s going to be a tremendous player as his confidence grows.

Morris, on why he paired Forbort with Deslauriers:

 We felt like it would create more of a stay-at-home-type guy with a guy that can rush the puck. They saw a little bit of ice time together during the time that Forbort joined us at the end of last season, too. They were familiar with one another, and we felt like they could give us some stability back there, too.
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Berube: “I’m ready to take the next step”

Juan Ocampo / NHLThough goaltending coach Bill Ranford will determine the minutes allotted to J.F. Berube, Mathias Niederberger and Patrik Bartosak in rookie games against the Anaheim Ducks Saturday and Monday, Manchester Monarchs coach Mark Morris hinted that Berube, who has appeared in 61 career regular season ECHL games and five AHL games will draw the “lion’s share” of time in net.

The 6’1, 174 pound Berube, a fourth round pick in 2009, was 15-6-1-1 with a 2.24 goals against average and .910 save percentage last season with the Ontario Reign as he split time nearly evenly with former Winnipeg goaltending prospect Chris Carrozzi. 

Because established Manchester starter Martin Jones remains unsigned as a restricted free agent, Berube has an opportunity to continue to showcase his progress in games at Honda Center on Saturday and at Toyota Sports Center on Monday. On Friday, he spoke on what he’ll be looking to accomplish as he prepares for the upcoming season.

On what he’s looking to show as he competes for playing time:

 Yeah, I just want to show that I’ve improved in my game, and I came a long way since my surgery. Right now, I’m 100% and I’m ready to take the next step. [ED: Berube had hip surgery in 2011]

On Martin Jones’ contract holdout:

 It’s his own thing, and I’m doing own thing, so I’m just trying to, like I said, take the next step, and we’ll see what happens with Jonesy. But I’m ready to face adversity. I know it won’t be easy, but I worked hard all summer, and I’m ready for it.

On the challenge of getting into a rhythm in Ontario as minutes were divided:

 It was a hard situation there, being two goalies signed with the team, so we both wanted to play. Like you said, when you played good, you want to stay in the net. It was a coach’s decision to go alternate. I would have loved to see more ice time, but at the end of the day, coach is taking decision, and what’s best for the team. I just wanted to make sure that whenever I was in net or not, I just wanted to get prepared like I was playing. It helped me a lot to prepare for the next game, even though I was on the bench the night before. 

On the lack of playing time when backing up Jones in Manchester stints:

 I don’t think it affected me at all. I mean, I was working hard in practices, and I knew I would be on the bench for a long time, so I just told myself that I needed to work hard in practices, maybe do extra stuff, and that’s what I did. Right when I had the net, I was ready to go and I was fresh. It was hard, like you said, but mentally I was ready.

On vying to earn the number one job in Manchester should Jones remain unsigned:

 You know, if it happens, it happens, and I’ll be ready to take the role. I’ve matured a lot since then. I think I’m ready to be there. But right now, it’s still early in camp, so I’m sure good things are going to happen for Jones, and for me, I just want to concentrate on my game, and I’ll be ready if it happens.

On how he has developed:

 It’s just learning how to become a pro, like just maturity, reading the games and preparing for games. I think it came a long way, and that made a huge difference in my game, and I think that’s really the biggest thing for me. I know how to stop pucks. Right now, it’s just about how I’m going to mature, how I’m going to read plays, and just getting stronger physically and mentally. I feel really good this year, and I feel like I’m on top of my game right now.
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Saturday rookie game bullet points

-Tonight’s game at Honda Center begins at 6:00 p.m., with doors opening at 5:00 p.m. Parking and admission are free of charge.

-J.F. Berube was the first goaltender off the ice at the morning skate and will get the “lion’s share” of time in net for the two rookie games, per Manchester Monarchs head coach Mark Morris. Patrik Bartosak remained on the ice with the extra skaters, so it would appear that German goalie Mathias Niederberger, who turns 21 in November and signed a one-year AHL contract with Manchester in July, will back up Berube. Brandon Kozun also remained on the ice for the extra skate, so it is possible he may be out tonight as well.

-Tanner Pearson, Linden Vey and Tyler Toffoli will skate together through much of the game. Morris, who will be behind the bench for the rookie games, indicated that there will be a balance towards trying to win the game and continuing to identify the skill sets and dynamics between players, so expect a balance between relying on the experienced, top-end AHL players and rolling all four lines. Everyone at Saturday’s morning skate was taking part in special teams drills.

-After skating together during much of Friday’s practice, Maxim Kitsyn, Jordan Weal and Scott Sabourin saw some rushes together this morning prior to special teams work. Valentin Zykov skated opposite Kozun on a line centered by Andy Andreoff, though with Kozun taking extra work it is unclear who will skate on the right wing should Zykov and Andreoff remain together. Heading into main camp, one particular question will be whether Andreoff is more useful at center or on the wing; in junior hockey and the AHL, he has proven himself to be a versatile player up front.

-Defensive pairings over the last two days remained mostly steady and included Alex Roach/Nicolas Deslauriers, Zachary Leslie/Nick Ebert, Kurtis MacDermid/Marcus McIvor, and Derek Forbort/Colin Miller.

-The game will be a regulation game with three 20 minute periods. Intermission breaks will be 15 minutes, down from the standard 17 minutes. The game will go to overtime if tied, and the current plan is that there will be a shootout regardless of the score after the game has concluded.

-I’ll be broadcasting Monday’s rookie game in El Segundo live with Daryl Evans. More details will be posted closer to Monday.

Here are more KingsVision Rookie Camp videos from yesterday’s practice:

September 6, 2013 5:04 pm

Catching up with Linden Vey

22-year-old center Linden Vey led the Manchester Monarchs in scoring and tied for fifth in the American Hockey League with 67 points (22-45=67) in 2012-13 and has solidified himself as an intriguing offensive prospect with excellent hands, a quick release and strong offensive awareness. He was the skilled playmaker between Tanner Pearson and Tyler Toffoli on one of the AHL’s top lines last season.

He’s also continuing to develop the 200-foot aspects of his game, an effort that he detailed in a chat with LA Kings Insider at Rookie Camp on Friday.

On what he has to do to push himself over the top to earn a spot on the Kings:

 I think the biggest thing is improving your overall game. I think you look at guys that play in the NHL, they’re so complete, especially for the position I play. Center – I mean, you’ve got to be good in every zone and so reliable and trustworthy for the coaches to be able to play in your own end and in tough situations. So for me, coming into pro hockey, I needed some work in some of the areas, especially my defensive zone. So it’s just the continued progress, getting better every day on that.

On how he has improved since junior hockey:

 Yeah, I think junior hockey, especially where I played, is a lot of run-and-gun. You can get away with a lot of the cheating offensively and not playing so well in the defensive zone, and you can make up for it. But when you get to the pro ranks, you make one bad turnover, you cheat and you give the other team a chance to score, and they’re going to put it in your net. The biggest thing was for me the last two years just working on that, and being on the right side of the puck. It’s actually really helping me in my offensive side of the game.

On reuniting the Pearson-Vey-Toffoli line at rookie camp:

 For us, it’s easy when you’ve played with the two guys for the whole year, and especially with the chemistry we have. It’s good to be back. We looked forward to this all summer, getting back into camp and starting the season, and it’s obviously real comfortable for us, and we’re looking forward to the game.
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Toffoli: “I just want to make the team”

Though the lines that existed last season won’t necessarily be utilized once again in 2013-14, it does appear that there is a left wing vacancy on the Mike Richards-Jeff Carter line with Dustin Penner’s departure.

Darryl Sutter had previously alluded to Tyler Toffoli, a 21-year-old right-handed shooter who plays primarily on the right side, making an eventual shift towards the left wing, saying “He’s going to have to be a more versatile player in terms of position-wise,” on April 12.

Though he’s likely to see the majority of his time on the right side for rookie camp games against Anaheim on Saturday and Monday – he was reunited with Manchester linemates Tanner Pearson and Linden Vey – many of the topics presented to him at Toyota Sports Center on Friday centered around the potential position switch. Though it is a question that bears consideration, earning a regular spot on the team appears to be his primary concern.

On whether he felt he had developed chemistry with Mike Richards and Jeff Carter:

 Yeah. They’re easy guys to play with. They’re all-stars in the league, and if I get the chance to play left wing, I’m going to do whatever I can to stay on the line and just play my best.

On the last time he had played left wing for an extended stretch:

 I played it a couple of times in junior, and I played a couple of games here. But I don’t really see a huge difference. You’ve just got to take pucks on your backhand and just be strong on your stick, so we’ll see what happens at camp.

On his ability to battle along the boards and dig pucks loose:

 I’ve been working really hard, and that’s something that Darryl and Dean really focus on, so I really try and be good at that. That’s something that I really take pride in my game now.

On whether he has set any goals for the upcoming season:

 I just want to make the team. I want to be here full-time and earn my spot on the team.

On whether he prepared any differently during the off-season:

 I think I took more reps on the left side, obviously. Just working on my pivoting both ways, and just being quicker. That’s something people think that I’m not very good at, and I’ve been working hard at it, and I think I have taken a real big step this year.

On encouragement from Darryl Sutter last year:

 I think when I left at the end of the year, he really wanted me to just work hard and get stronger, and obviously in my skating, but in the gym and just be a pro, and I think I really took a huge step. I was here for a month working out, putting in a lot of time and effort, so I’m really looking forward for the season to start, and I want to make the team.

On how he would characterize the past year:

 Oh, it was a great season. It was a really good season for myself and for a lot of other guys, but I think you’ve got to put that in the past. It’s a new season, and you’ve got to be better and just pretty much forget about what happened last year.
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Rookie Camp update with Mark Morris

The start of the hockey calendar officially began on Thursday as Los Angeles Kings Rookie Camp opened at the Toyota Sports Center in El Segundo. Leading the camp is Manchester Monarchs head coach Mark Morris, who enters the 2013-14 season on a one-year contract as the winningest coach in club history.

Following Thursday’s skate, Morris discussed methods of development at rookie camp while looking forward to rookie games against Anaheim, offering evaluations of particular players and addressing his own future with the organization.

On whether there has been any particular message to the rookie camp participants:

 I think the number one message for our guys is that we want to play as a five-man unit, whether it’s offense or defense. Obviously we want to be hard and physical. That’s a trademark of Kings hockey, and I think that the message from Darryl and Davis and John is pretty clear, that we’re going to work our system. You can’t take any shortcuts. You work hard and the system works great. It won us a Cup, and we’ll continue to preach that with our guys and try and put some detail and structure into their games.

On any fundamental differences between development camp and rookie camp:

 I think that in years past when I’ve been around for development camp, it’s been a process, and now we’re at a stage – and I’ve been with three different coaching staffs, so I’ve seen an evolution of the development part of the system – and this is by far the most aggressive checking system. Certain coaches have things that work for them, and Darryl’s systems are obviously very aggressive. It’s something that’s music to my ears, because I think that that’s a game that‘s played by winning teams around the league. When you look at teams that are on you quick, and teams that play good offensively, good defensively, he’s right on the money. It’s really a great learning experience for us as minor league coaches to see it implemented and watch the video so we can impart that with our guys.

On what he wants the players in Manchester to take from the conclusion of last season:

 Ramp it up. I think that our guys, they show flashes of some pretty incredible plays and moves, but just watching today, it’s glaring to see the difference between a player that’s been in Manchester for a year and some of the guys that are here for the first time. You realize how much work you did, and not just the players, but coaches, you realize they’re all like a big ball of clay, and you’re just trying to mold something out of a kid where you see all kinds of potential, and obviously the scouts have seen it at other levels, and the development team’s had time with these guys, and now for the first time we’re seeing some of these guys, and hopefully we can bring them along to be players that max out their potential.

On memories of rookie games versus Phoenix in 2011, and the games’ importance:

 The thing I remember the most is how much information that you have to impart in such a short amount of time. You’ll be in the middle of a game and say, ‘Oops, we haven’t covered that yet. We really haven’t had enough time to really get into the detail of the game and the structure, but with the video work that John and Davis have done, it’s pretty clear, I think, at least it is to me, and I think our players will pick up a lot of things and hopefully clean up some parts of our game. But nothing can replace a scrimmage or a game-like atmosphere. You can do drills all day long, but until the puck drops and you’re against an outside shirt, you really don’t know what you’ve got. And I’ve seen a lot of guys that are great practice players that get into a game and are a totally different player, or vice versa – practice players that really struggle or fumble pucks, and you put them in a game and all of a sudden they compete their tails off. It varies from player to player.

On how the team will decide line combinations for rookie camp games versus Anaheim:

 Well, we kicked it around. I talked to the development guys, I talked to the scouts and I talked to Darryl, and what we ultimately decided was that if we put Vey and Toffoli and Pearson together along with, say, Nic Deslauriers, here are some guys that are familiar with our drills, familiar with what we’re asking. If they’re the first in line, then it’s going to be easier for some of the guys. But if you split them up, then you’ve got a lot of scrambly play. So that’s kind of how we chose that line. And then Andreoff and Kozun and Robbie Czarnik – those are guys that have been around for a little bit, so they’re accustomed to what we’re looking for, and it just brings a little bit better focus for us and expedites the learning process.

On distributing ice time in rookie games:

 You know, that one line of Vey, Toffoli and Pearson, they’re a pretty special combination. They think alike. They like playing with each other. Their strengths match up very well. They played against some of the top lines in the American League last year and were very good together, and if it’s working, why try and reinvent the wheel? We wanted to see some other combinations. Andy Andreoff – he can play center. He can play wing, and some guys see him as a wing, some guys see him as a center. I’ve seen him as both. I like him both places. So for now, he’s playing the middle. Brandon Kozun – he’s getting better every year. I think that his game and his maturity has really made the turn for the better. He just seems to be more in step with what we need from him, and in order for his game to grow. Jordan Weal – unbelievable on faceoffs last year. A guy that you can see the difference in strength that he has. Nic Deslauriers – he did a lot of work with Mike O’Connell and deserves a lot of credit for his maturity along the way. He has a real good understanding now as to what it takes to be a pro. All those things add up, and we’re doing our best to try and give these guys the best opportunity to show their potential.

On the scenario of losing Brandon Kozun, who is out of options:

 You know what? He’s been a bit of a project for us, there’s no question about it. But that kid’s got some unbelievable skill. We’ve had a lot of long talks, and our relationship is very good…I think we’d be missing a big component this year. I hope he shows well in the main camp. I really do. I hope he turns some heads and scores goals that I know he can score and plays the type of defense he’s capable of. Towards the end of last year we stuck him out there on the penalty kill. He’s grown, and he’s becoming a 200-foot player. He’s getting more pucks deep. He’s less risky. He is a special talent, and we’d miss him if we lost him.

Given his quotes, on whether Kozun has been “a headache” at times:

 No, I would say that what makes him the player he is is also the same thing that sometimes there’s an element of stubbornness which has made him a hockey player. He wants to prove people wrong. Size has been something that people have talked about. He doesn’t believe that’s an issue. He’s not the biggest guy in the world, but I’ll tell you what, he goes to hard areas and he’ll compete his tail off…and I think that’s wonderful. I think it’s a great quality that he has, but a lot of times because he takes so much pride in what he is as a player, I think sometimes people may read that wrong. He knows what makes him tick.

On his assessment of how Andy Andreoff utilizes instruction in games:

 You know what, Andy’s a very coachable kid. He has so many different aspects of his game that make him an intriguing prospect. The element of toughness is something that is always going to serve him well. But he’s a good hockey player. He knows how to play in all three zones. He carries the puck through the neutral zone as good as well as anybody I’ve seen since I’ve been in Manchester. Tough guys around the league respect him. He enjoys that part of the game, but I don’t think that’s the only part of him. I think he’s a good team guy, he’s well spoken, he thinks the game, he wants to be good. He makes other people around him better. He just has that quality. He’s one of those guys that you can utilize him on the penalty kill, power play, shorthanded situations, end-of-the-game situations. If the other team’s wanting to dance, he can do that, too. So he’s a very versatile player for us.

On what Andreoff has to change to make the NHL, or whether he has to change at all:

 Time will take care of that. Strength and quickness. I think his recognition of defensive scenarios or his ability to jump into a hole to have more urgency – and those are all natural things for young guys to learn. You’ve just got to do things quicker. You’ve got to do it with more conviction. All the pieces are there. He’s just got to fill in the gaps with quickness, and I think time will make him the player that everybody expects him to be.

On any disappointment that a holdout has kept RFA Martin Jones from taking part:

 I don’t even want to think about it. He is such a force for us, and projects to be one of the top goalies in the American League level and a guy that could probably challenge for a backup role here. I’m hopeful things work out for him. This is a business, and you know what, he’s been a great player for us. I don’t know the details. It’s not my position. I just hope that things work out for him. You start in the goal, and you work out from there, and I’ve been really lucky over the course of my eight years – Jason LaBarbera to Quick and Bernier, and Martin Jones. Those guys have all been tremendous. Barry Brust was real good for us. You go down the list, and we’ve always had great goaltending and great goaltending coaches. The work that Billy Ranford and Kim Dillabaugh do with our guys is invaluable.

On rumors that he was close to leaving the organization over the summer:

 I guess having been here for eight years, I really appreciate the opportunity that has been afforded to me. I love Manchester. It’s great. I think all coaches want to grow and have opportunities. But there was a point in time, I guess, where you want to know that what you bring is something that is going to lead to something bigger down the road. But for Dean to give me the opportunity to head up the rookie camp I think is a real positive thing for me. We all go through periods of growth, and it’s been a wonderful ride so far, and hopefully it continues. I think this is a business, and there’s a lot of people out there. There’s a lot of crossovers from times that I spent in the college game and my years of experience. I mean, I’ve been around. I’m not a spring chicken anymore. I’m learning. I want to continue to learn, and experiences like this are great for me. I think we’re all looking ahead, but at the same time you’ve got to keep your eyes on the job that’s at hand. Right now, that’s to get these guys ready for the Kings.
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Hello Neighbors: Anaheim Ducks

Projecting where the Anaheim Ducks finish in the 2013-14 season appears to be among the more difficult prognostications when handicapping the realigned Pacific Division.

Last season’s division champs, the Ducks were assigned 22/1 odds by Bovada – the same odds as Edmonton – to win the Stanley Cup. Los Angeles (12/1), Vancouver (16/1) and San Jose (18/1) were all listed ahead of Anaheim. Last month, 46% of you voted the Ducks as the most likely Pacific Division team to miss the playoffs that had made the postseason the year before.

And yet Anaheim won last year’s division in a boat race. They were 22-3-4 following a 4-2 home win over Chicago on March 20, 12 points ahead of second place Los Angeles. Though the Ducks plateaued and allowed the Kings to creep closer over the final month, Darryl Sutter was on the money when answering a question whether he had conceded the Pacific Division to Orange County.

“I went to school, and I graduated, and I can do the math. We’ve got a few games left. That’s pretty much impossible,” he said on April 7.

Considering the possession and shot generating metrics that determined Anaheim was moderately overachieving a season ago, it was a modest surprise, not a complete shock, to see the Red Wings dispatch the Ducks in a thrilling seven-game first round series. Anaheim had chances to go up 2-0 and 3-1 in the series, and win the series 4-2, though they surrendered overtime goals in all three games and deprived well-tanned hockey fans the first all-Southern California playoff match-up.

The Ducks were busy in the off-season, trading former L.A. Jr. King Bobby Ryan to Ottawa for highly touted forward prospect Jakob Silfverberg, Stefan Noesen and a first round draft pick. The Ducks will certainly miss Ryan’s consistent scoring – he tallied at least 30 goals per season in each of his four full, non-lockout NHL campaigns – and combined with a potential slight decrease in the numbers put up by Teemu Selanne, who recorded eight points (7-1=8) over his final 28 games, there are questions about Anaheim’s ability to score when Ryan Getzlaf and Corey Perry are off the ice.

Fortunately for the Ducks, there exists a stable of young, burgeoning forwards that has the potential to answer such questions with gusto, and it wouldn’t be surprising to see a player such as Kyle Palmieri, Emerson Etem or Silfverberg emerge as a dangerous and consistent top-six scoring threat. Silfverberg scored only 10 times on 134 shots as a 22-year-old rookie last year and has the potential to more than double his goal output. Palmieri, a U.S. Olympic camp invite who will turn 23 in February, scored 10 times in 42 games a season ago and has a sniper’s touch with terrific offensive awareness and finds soft spots on the ice to score goals. Etem, who developed his two-way credentials as one of the WHL’s most electrifying players while with the Medicine Hat Tigers, recorded 15 points (6-9=15) over 45 regular season and playoff games in his 20-year-old rookie season a year ago. There’s also Peter Holland, who boasts an excellent wristshot, and a mix of offensive prospects slightly down the developmental chain that includes Rickard Rackell and Irvine native Nicolas Kerdiles.

And, of course, there’s Getzlaf and Perry. The two signed eight year deals totaling 135 million dollars in March, and a team that had ranked 16th-to-21st in total payroll since 2008-09 leapt all the way up to eighth in the league, according to figures by CapGeek.com. Getzlaf rebounded predictably from a disastrous 2011-12 season in which his shooting percentage plummeted to 5.9% (!) by posting 49 points (15-34=49) in 44 games. The only realistic potential for surprise in his upcoming season would be if he deviates greatly in any direction from his almost-point-a-game NHL scoring pace. He is below average at faceoffs and has finished above 50% on draws only once in his eight-year career. His 48.0% rate a season ago represented a three-year high in that statistic.

Should there be any concern over Perry? After averaging 1.02 points per game between 2008-09 and 2010-11 – a stretch that included a 2011 Hart Trophy – he has posted 96 points in 124 games over his last two seasons for a .77 points per game average. Though he dealt with a coaching change in the 2011-12 season, his last two years were his 26 and 27-year-old seasons, and that significant of a drop-off is a touch puzzling. He fell to 23 assists over 80 games in 2011-12, a reduction partially intertwined with Getzlaf’s 5.9% shooting percentage. He would have been on pace for 28 goals over 82 games a season ago, which seems mild given his prime years and Anaheim’s top-10 offense. Expect him to better his numbers this season, though those numbers will be affected by whoever ends up serving as the line’s left wing – a vacancy that could very well be filled by 2006-07 linemate Dustin Penner. For more on that subject, listen to the lengthy Ducks discussion with the Orange County Register’s Eric Stephens embedded below.

There are some concerns defensively. Sheldon Souray suffered a torn ligament in his right wrist that necessitated surgery and is likely out until the season’s midpoint. Though his second half effectiveness dropped for the second consecutive season – Souray was also a healthy scratch for Game 3 of the Detroit series, a 4-0 Anaheim win – he still averaged nearly 21 minutes of ice time, posted five power play points (2-3=5) and tied for the league lead in defensive plus/minus with partner Francois Beauchemin with a plus-19. Despite his rough second halves, he is still a preferred option over Mark Fistric, who has reached 67 games played only once over his six NHL seasons and was signed to a one-year contract shortly after the injury was announced.

Beauchemin finished fourth in Norris Trophy voting a year ago and remains an excellent two-way workhorse on the Ducks’ blue line. He finished third in the Western Conference with 111 blocked shots and posted 24 points in 48 games while tying for the league lead in defensive plus-minus. His 23:27 average time on ice was actually the seventh-highest average ice time in any season over his career, and should increase as he absorbs a few extra minutes in all situations as his defensive partner Souray recovers from injury.

The Ducks would be well-served if one of their younger defenseman takes a step forward in reliability, and by “one of their younger defenseman” I’m really alluding to Cam Fowler. The former first round draft pick who turns 22 in December is a minus-57 in his NHL career and has seen his point output fall for two consecutive seasons. The volatility in his numbers isn’t exactly unexpected considering how young he is, though he’ll have to show improvement on the defensive side of the puck and an increased effectiveness against other large, puck possession teams in the Pacific such as Los Angeles and San Jose. Considering he posted 40 points during a season that began when he was 18-years-old, there’s certainly the possibility of a major breakout, and he’ll be given a significant opportunity with Souray out – though, to be fair, he hasn’t averaged lower than 20:26 minutes per night, which indicates that the opportunities have really been there for him all along.

23-year-old Luca Sbisa is intelligent and moderately useful on both sides of the puck. Though capable of playing in most situations, he hasn’t really excelled in any facet. He’ll block shots, he has some offensive upside and is mobile, though it remains to be seen where his ceiling is at, and how close to it he already is. Assuming he remains healthy, he’ll represent Switzerland at the Olympics in February.

Though defensive prospect Hampus Lindholm is still likely a year or two away, Sami Vatanen will be given every opportunity to earn a regular role with Anaheim this season. The 5-foot-9 Finnish defenseman made his debut as a 21-year-old last season and scored twice on six shots over eight games played; obviously he’ll have to answer questions about how he’ll contend with larger forwards in the grinding Western Conference. As a power play specialist, he has the opportunity to put up some points and possesses enormous offensive upside as a slick skater and puck-mover.

In net, Jonas Hiller and Viktor Fasth combine to form a solid duo of 31-year-olds. The right-catching Hiller has been nothing but consistent, save for a year-long spell in 2011 in which he battled vertigo and a defensively challenged Ducks blue line; he was 15-6-4 with a 2.46 goals against average and .913 save percentage in 2012-13. Though Fasth posted a nearly identical record with a slightly better GAA and Sv%, it was Hiller who was chosen to start all seven playoff games. Fasth was signed to a two-year extension in February, while Hiller’s contract expires on July 1, 2014.

Waiting in the wings is perhaps the league’s top goaltending prospect, John Gibson. The 20-year-old backstopped USA Hockey to a gold medal at the 2013 World Junior Championships and will be ticketed for AHL-Norfolk this fall in advance of what appears to be an opportunity to earn a spot on the roster in 2014-15.

The Ducks’ productive core, intriguing youth and sturdy goaltending should ensure that Teemu Selanne’s farewell season will be at the very least an interesting and competitive one. Whether Selanne ends his career with a lengthy postseason run will likely be based heavily on how the defense stacks up over 82-plus games amongst other factors. Considering Souray has faded down the stretch in recent years, could his wrist surgery and half-season actually benefit the team come April? Is Fowler able to take that leap towards becoming a reliable-in-all-situations defenseman? Which of the young forwards will emerge as a consistent scoring threat? Who will off-set the production loss spurred by Ryan’s departure? There are some questions hovering over this Anaheim team, but there also appear to be encouraging answers waiting in general manager Bob Murray’s hip pocket. There will likely be a fall from first place, though it probably won’t land Anaheim outside the playoff precipice. Expect the Ducks to lock up one of the Pacific Division’s top four playoff spots – or the fifth spot as a wild card, should the Central Division fall short on its quota.

And, while disregarding his 118 points in 102 career games against the Kings, let us all be thankful that we’ve been able to witness one of the greatest players in the history of the sport up close from our Pacific Division perch. Perhaps this is a year premature, but the division won’t be the same without Teemu.
September 3, 2013 1:28 pm

Stoll: “I feel a hundred percent”

As training camps draw near, the off-season contingent of players who have skated regularly at Toyota Sports Center has been whittled down to mostly Los Angeles Kings. Buffalo Sabres goaltender Ryan Miller remained in town for Tuesday’s skate, as did Manhattan Beach native and former L.A. Junior King Tyler Maxwell, a minor league forward. 

Kings that took the ice on Tuesday included Dustin Brown, Daniel Carcillo, Jeff Carter, Kyle Clifford, Matt Frattin, Dwight King, Trevor Lewis, Jarret Stoll, Justin Williams, Matt Greene, Alec Martinez, Willie Mitchell, Jake Muzzin, Jeff Schultz, Slava Voynov, Jonathan Quick and Ben Scrivens. Several players who appeared in Manchester last season also took part, including Andrew Campbell. 

Following the skate, LAKI spoke with Jarret Stoll to get a feel for the progress of these pre-training camp skates while checking in with the center to learn more about his return from a frightening early July seizure.

Jarret Stoll, on how the off-season skates are organized:

“It’s not much work, honestly. We all want to skate. We all want to get ready for camp. It’s just a matter of contacting Brad Sholl with Toyota Center, and then seeing what he wants, seeing what’s available. Usually they do a great job of blocking off ice for us. It’s just making sure all the guys know what time it is, making sure we have two goaltenders, which is a key. It’s fun. We have fun out here. There’s guys from other teams earlier on in the summer, and then obviously closer to September it’s most of our guys. It’s a good way to get back on the ice, get back into shape and have some fun with the guys.”

Stoll, on whether focus increases as training camp draws near:

“It’s definitely a better flow out there, and the passes are on the tape now. That wasn’t the case probably a month and a half ago. It’s great to have everybody back, and we’re all excited about the season. We were disappointed with how last year ended, and we feel like we have a chance at getting back to the top and then having some more fun.”

Stoll, on his early July seizure, and how he currently feels:

“I feel fine. I feel a hundred percent. That’s not an issue. I think it’s more of an issue if people talk about it, and it’s just one of those things that happened that I wish didn’t, but it did. I’m just moving on looking forward to the start of the season. Medically cleared, all those things, had a great doctors take care of me in terms of getting ready for camp and being cleared for play. So that’s all taken care of.”

Stoll, on what he looks forward to most at training camp:

“I think just getting in that game shape, getting in that flow. Playing games, too – getting into some exhibition games, which will be huge. I wish the start of the season was here already. It’s one of those feelings that I think everybody’s feeling, and we’re all excited and pumped up. We have a great team, like I said, again. So you can’t wait to start camp and get on the ice and do our hard, tough skates at the end. That all builds a lot of character, builds a lot of things within your team, and we’re having a little trip to Mr. Anschutz’s ranch here coming up, leaving Thursday and coming back Saturday. So that should be a good team bonding experience, too.”

Stoll, on whether he’ll ride a horse at Philip Anschutz’s ranch:

“No, no horses. But we’re going to shoot some guns, we’re going to play some golf, we’re going to do some skeet shooting, fishing, all those types of things. Have breakfast, lunch and dinner together and live together in a big lodge for a couple days and play some cards. It’s a lot of fun
August 31, 2013 12:21 pm

Hello Neighbors: San Jose Sharks

Any inkling over the last two years that the San Jose Sharks were facing an imminent decline was put to rest over the final two weeks in May as a stingy, committed, hard-working, well-coached, home-dominant club with excellent special teams and elite defense and goaltending took the Los Angeles Kings to seven games in the Western Conference Semifinals.

Yes, it was a battered and less-than-full-strength Los Angeles Kings team that eventually edged the Sharks. No, the Kings wouldn’t have won the series had Jonathan Quick’s save percentage dropped off moderately from .951.

Though the teams finished second and third place, they were the best teams in Pacific Division from mid-March onward and still represent the gravitation of power in the far west.

The Sharks couldn’t score last season. They posted 77 five-on-five goals, tied with Nashville and Detroit for the 25th-most in the league. Logan Couture (14), Joe Pavelski (11) and Patrick Marleau (10) were your double-digit even strength goal scorers. Always the playmaker, Joe Thornton scored five times at even strength.

The 24-year-old Couture has served as the primary bridge between the established stars on San Jose in Marleau, Thornton and Boyle and a younger generation that also includes Pavelski. Couture is the dynamic offensive force and provides consistent defensive intelligence and commitment. It’s awfully valuable that one of the conference’s purest goal scorers finished second in the league amongst forwards in blocked shots. As of this posting there is no “A” on Couture’s jersey – and with the experienced veteran core on this team, it’s not much of a surprise – but make no mistake, there is teal in his heart and soul, and it’s not long before there’s a letter on his jersey. It’s nitpicking a bit, but it would also improve the Sharks’ offensive fortunes if he developed into a high-30 goal scorer from a low-30 goal scorer. Should he remain healthy, that leap would represent the natural progression in the NHL tenure of one of the game’s elite young players.

Marleau will look to spread out his scoring more evenly this year, a task that should be less challenging over 82 games than it was over a 48-game sprint. After scoring nine times in his first five games, Marleau scored only once over his next 10, and then another seven times over the remainder of the regular season. The scoring in bunches continued in the playoffs as he scored in each game against Vancouver in the first round before tallying only once – in a Game 2 loss – against Los Angeles. As a 33-year-old veteran of 15 (!) NHL seasons, there’s the concern that the game may eventually take its toll on his body, though he remains an excellent skater and has retained a superb shooting percentage throughout his career – amazingly, his shooting percentage has never dipped below 10.3% in any NHL season – which makes any expectations of a Marleau drop-off a risky bet.

Joe Thornton is Joe Thornton and remains among the most difficult players to defend in the NHL. San Jose is often associated with being a team that is generally strong on puck possession, and his on-ice Corsi numbers mesh well with those of linemate Brent Burns. Burns’ move up front placed two of the team’s best possession and shot-generating players together, and there is certainly a possibility for increased even strength production from that line if they can find a left wing that complements the two better than TJ Galiardi could. Galiardi is now a Calgary Flame.

Tommy Wingels is one of the division’s better defensive forwards and strong in puck pursuit and battling, while Joe Pavelski has excellent speed and a good shot and can play any forward position and with any linemates. He’s also excellent on faceoffs, which furthers a strength that the Sharks have long been associated with: since 2008-09, San Jose has finished either first or second in the league in faceoff percentage. They won 55.8% of playoff faceoffs.

Good luck trying to earn a spot on this deep, veteran blue line if you’re a promising NHL prospect. Dan Boyle, Justin Braun, Jason Demers, Scott Hannan, Matt Irwin, Brad Stuart and Marc-Edouard Vlasic represent one of the deepest defenses in the league and one oozing with veteran character and leadership. 23-year-old East Bay native and graduate of the Junior Sharks program Matt Tennyson is a candidate to emerge as an option, perhaps in place of Jason Demers, who did not make a playoff impact and was used as a forward after returning from a sprained ankle.

When San Jose was struggling to score against Los Angeles in the playoffs, they found success by activating defensemen, a ploy that began in earnest in Game 2, a 4-3 Kings win. Brad Stuart and Marc-Edouard Vlasic scored in that game, and Dan Boyle also added a pair of goals during the series. Still, this is an outfit widely known as one that does an excellent job of keeping the puck out of its own net, and the team’s 2.33 goals against per game represents an excellent harmony between a veteran group and Vezina candidate Antti Niemi.

Niemi’s 2012-13 season was similar to Jonathan Quick’s 2011-12 regular season, though perhaps not as extreme. He kept a team that struggled to score during large stretches afloat within the playoff race and was the single most important player on the roster in what was a career campaign. He finished third in Vezina Trophy voting and should be expected to maintain the lofty numbers in 2013-14 he produced in 2012-13. He won’t have the benefit of a large margin for error, as the Sharks and their opponents combined to score four goals or less through (at most) 65 minutes in 22 games last season.

Niemi is also expected to compete – and very likely earn – an Olympic roster spot, though he’ll have to distinguish himself in Finland’s loaded crease amongst a group that includes Pekka Rinne, Tuukka Rask, Kari Lehtonen and Niklas Backstrom. Difficult decisions lay ahead for Finland’s coaching staff.

26-year-old former Minnesota-Duluth Bulldog Alex Stalock is expected to earn the backup role to Niemi after Thomas Greiss signed with Phoenix over the off-season.

Generally a team with standout special teams units, the Sharks will look to balance out their power play success between the newly-named SAP Center and road buildings after posting a 25.6% success rate at home and a 14.9% percentage on the road. It’s really part of a larger issue, as San Jose was an outstanding 17-2-5 at home and 8-14-2 on the road.

The Sharks have earned their share of divisional banners while navigating the busy waters of Western Conference authority. For the Kings’ Northern California rivals, it’s becoming clearer that yet another Pacific Division title would represent one of those “dirty banners” referenced by Darryl Sutter. This is a team that will continue to set its sights deep into the spring, and the distance past 82 games that San Jose is able to pilot will be the ultimate factor of the team’s success.

Todd McLellan’s veteran group is certainly equipped to be amongst the final eight teams left in hockey. One gets the sense that the degree to which the Sharks improve their offense and play away from the Shark Tank will determine whether they’re destined for another early playoff exit or, if they remain healthy, the organization’s first trip to the Stanley Cup Final.

2012-13 Sharks Statistics (NHL Rankings)

 Goals / Game: 2.42 (24th)

 Goals Against / Game: 2.33 (6th)

 Power Play: 20.1% (7th)

 Penalty Kill: 85.0% (6th)

 Shots For / Game: 31.8 (4th)

 Shots Against / Game: 29.0 (15th)

 Faceoff Percentage: 53.4% (2nd)

 Save Percentage: .919 (6th)

Expected Miles Traveled, 2013-14 (stick tap: On The Forecheck)

 San Jose: 57,612 (most*)

 Los Angeles: 48,432 (7th most)

2012-13 Kings-Sharks Results (LAK finished 2-1-1)

 3/14/13 / SJS 4 vs LAK 3 / W: Niemi (34/37) / L: Bernier (13/14) / GWG: Couture

 3/16/13 / LAK 5 vs SJS 2 / W: Bernier (20/22) / L: Niemi (14/18) / GWG: Stoll

 4/16/13 / SJS 3 vs LAK 2 (SO) / W: Niemi (41/43 + 3/3) / SOL: Quick (33/35 + 2/3) / SOWG: Torres

 4/27/13 / LAK 3 vs SJS 2 / W: Quick (23/25) / L: Niemi (24/27) / GWG: Williams

2013-14 Kings-Sharks Schedule

 Wednesday, 10/30/13: San Jose at Los Angeles

 Wednesday, 11/27/13: Los Angeles at San Jose

 Thursday, 12/19/13: San Jose at Los Angeles

 Monday, 1/27/14: Los Angeles at San Jose

 Thursday, 4/3/14: Los Angeles at San Jose

*San Jose will travel 4,979 miles more than the second-most traveled team, Phoenix
Notebook: Ryan Stanton contributes in win
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CHICAGO -- Ryan Stanton may already be an NHL defenseman if he was playing for another organization. 

Stanton plays for the Chicago Blackhawks, though, and that means trying to break into what may be the league’s hardest defensive group to crack. 

The Blackhawks have returned all seven defensemen from last season’s Stanley Cup team. In returnees Duncan Keith, Brent Seabrook, Johnny Oduya, Niklas Hjalmarsson, Nick Leddy, Michal Rozsival and Sheldon Brookbank, the Blackhawks possess skill and experience. None of the defensemen have played fewer than 176 career NHL games. The 24-year-old Stanton has played one NHL game. 

Stanton received an opportunity to play with some of the returnees in the Blackhawks’ preseason opener on Tuesday evening, and he took advantage of it. He had a plus-2 rating in 20:09 of ice time in the Blackhawks’ 2-0 win over the Detroit Red Wings at the United Center. 

“I’m just trying to play a solid game each night,” Stanton said. “Just trying to get better day by day here. Just go out, play my game, work as hard as I can and make their decisions hard by my play.” 

Blackhawks coach Joel Quenneville certainly noticed Stanton’s effort on Tuesday. 

“We’ve always liked him,” Quenneville said. “I thought he had a real strong [game] as the whole group of [defensemen] did tonight.” 

Stanton also showed a willingness to defend his teammates. After Blackhawks defenseman Mike Kostka was checked illegally into the boards by Red Wings forward Teemu Pulkkinen in the first period, Stanton skated in and shoved Pulkkinen as the officials quickly broke them up. Pulkkinen received a game misconduct for boarding, and Stanton was given a two-minute penalty for roughing. 

“That was definitely a dirty hit that [Pulkkinen] wants back,” Stanton said. “I tried to get in there. He was on there, and I just gave him a shove. 'Let him know I was there' type of thing.” 

Teravainen’s first game: Blackhawks prospect Teuvo Teravainen played in his first NHL game on Tuesday. He started at center alongside wings Patrick Kane and Bryan Bickell. Teravainen had zero points and a plus-1 rating. 

“Of course, it was a nice game and good win for us,” Teravainen said. “I think the game is a little bit faster than Finland. You need to be smart and ready on the ice. 

“It’s awesome [at the United Center]. The fans are crazy.” 

Faceoff struggles: The Blackhawks won 19 faceoffs and lost 30 against the Red Wings. None of the Blackhawks’ centers had a winning faceoff percentage. Brandon Saad, who is learning to play center, was 4-of-14 from the dot. 

“[The Red Wings have] always been one of the top teams in the league,” Quenneville said of the faceoffs. “They have some guys who are very efficient at it. It definitely wasn’t one of our strong points today. We got to learn from it.” 

Penalty kill contributor: Blackhawks forward Joakim Nordstrom was paired up with penalty-kill star Marcus Kruger on the team’s penalty kill, and Nordstrom drew a positive review from Quenneville. 

“That line was very effective,” Quenneville said. “I thought they had a good night. [Kruger], I thought was very good out there. I think he’s one of those guys who is easy to play with. I think [Kruger and Nordstrom] have a little relationship and rapport together those two guys being from Sweden. There’s a little chemistry on the PK. I think they will be more in tune as we go along.”
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CHICAGO -- Here's a quick look at the Chicago Blackhawks' 2-0 win over the Detroit Red Wings in a preseason game at the United Center on Tuesday. 

How it happened: The Blackhawks' defense starred in the team's preseason opener. The Blackhawks limited the Red Wings to five shots in the first period, eight shots in the second period and six shots in the third period. Blackhawks goaltender Corey Crawford wasn't challenged much, but he still kept the Red Wings off the board and made 19 saves. Blackhawks forward Patrick Sharp broke a scoreless tie when he tallied a goal from the right circle at 16:37 of the second period. One minute and nine seconds later, Ben Smith put the Blackhawks ahead 2-0 when he tipped in a shot from Jimmy Hayes. The Red Wings' Teemu Pulkkinen and Mitch Callahan both received game misconducts. Pulkkinen received his for boarding Blackhawks defenseman Michael Kostka in the first period. Kostka suffered an injury on the hit and did not return to the game. 

What it means: Some of the Blackhawks battling for a roster spot got on the score sheet in the win. Hayes and Smith hooked up for the second goal, and Jeremy Morin set up Sharp for the first one. Blackhawks forwards Brandon Saad and Teuvo Teravainen are both learning to play center and gained some game experience Tuesday. Saad and Teravainen struggled on the faceoff in the first period, but their numbers improved as the game went on. 

Player of the game: Blackhawks defenseman Brent Seabrook had an assist, a plus-2 rating and two blocked shots. 

What's next: The Blackhawks will play six preseason games before their season opener on Oct. 1. They will host the Pittsburgh Penguins on Thursday.
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CHICAGO -- Chicago Blackhawks defenseman Michael Kostka left Tuesday's preseason game in the first period and did not return against the Detroit Red Wings after being illegally checked into the boards by Red Wings forward Teemu Pulkkinen. 

Kostka laid face down on the ice for a few minutes and was attended to by the team's training staff. He was eventually able to skate off the ice under his power and went into the locker room. 

Pulkkinen was given a game misconduct and a five-minute major boarding penalty at 2:16 of the first period. 

After the game, the Blackhawks said Kostka suffered an upper-body injury. 

"I thought [the hit] was very dangerous," coach Joel Quenneville said. "[Kostka's] not bad, but he couldn't play. We'll see a little bit better assessment [on Wednesday.] 

"I think he's had a real good camp. We like what he brings to our team. He defends real well, real active in the attack, off the point. He wants the puck, make plays, sees plays. I think he's going to be useful." 

The Blackhawks signed Kostka to a one-year deal in July. He was previously in the Toronto Maple Leafs' organization and spent time with the Maple Leafs and their AHL affiliate, the Toronto Marlies, last season. He played in 35 regular-season games and one playoff game with the Maple Leafs last season.
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The Chicago Blackhawks made their first training camp cuts on Tuesday and reduced their roster from 56 to 47 players. 

The Blackhawks assigned forward David Gilbert to the Rockford IceHogs of the AHL and defensemen Dillon Fournier and Travis Brown and goaltender Brandon Whitney to their respective junior teams. They also released forwards Wade Brookbank and Pat Mullane and defensemen Joe Gleason, Jared Nightingale and Bobby Shea from training camp. 

The Blackhawks' active roster now includes 28 forwards, 14 defensemen and five goaltenders leading into their preseason opener against the Detroit Red Wings on Tuesday night.
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CHICAGO -- The Chicago Blackhawks completed a 3-1 series comeback and eliminated the Detroit Red Wings on an overtime game-winner in Game 7 of the Stanley Cup conference semifinals when the teams last met at the United Center. 

Blackhawks forward Patrick Kane expected that to be on players’ minds when the two teams face each other again in a preseason game at the United Center on Tuesday. 

“I haven’t seen their lineup, but I’m sure they have some players who were here last year that aren’t too happy with the way things went down, so they’ll probably be trying to get a little revenge,” Kane said. “I’m sure memories will fly if they have the same lineup as last year. …. I’m sure they’ll be thinking about the last time they were here and what happened in that Game 7.” 

Last season’s playoffs and the fact it’s the Red Wings may add some flare to the Blackhawks’ preseason opener, but Chicago coach Joel Quenneville was more concerned about his players getting off to a good start and continuing to evaluate players. 

“Guys like playing,” Quenneville said. “Whether it’s the first exhibition game, first regular-season game, I think there’s always that excitement in the air. I think the guys get a little nervous going into these type of games. I look forward to it. Detroit, I’m sure they’re excited about playing in it as well. It’ll be a good measuring stick for some guys as well. It’ll be a good part of our evaluation process watching a number of guys tonight.” 

After four days of scrimmages, Kane was looking forward to playing against someone who wasn’t wearing a Blackhawks jersey, too. 

“Just play the right way to start,” Kane said. “The big thing is you want to get used back to that game pace, especially you play some scrimmages and get used to it a little bit. Now you play some preseason games, so it’ll be ramped up a little bit more. You know you’re playing different players than on your own team. It’ll be fun. 

"I think it’s always a fun game when you’re playing against Detroit, no matter the time of year. It’ll be nice to get back out in front of the ice in front of the United Center, get the season under way.” 

(Read full post)
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CHICAGO -- Chicago Bulls coach Tom Thibodeau would like Chicago Blackhawks forward Brandon Bollig. 

Bollig knows his job. 

While Bollig likes the idea of having an expanded offensive role this season and was happy to discuss the goal he scored in the Blackhawks’ scrimmage Monday at the United Center, he understands he’s on the ice mainly for one reason -- to be an enforcer. 

“It’s no secret I’m not necessarily here to do that,” Bollig said of scoring. “It’s an added bonus if you score goals here and there, which I definitely like to do. 

“I don’t think fighting will ever go away from the game completely. I’m more than willing to do that part of it.” Blackhawks coach Joel Quenneville is also a believer in having an enforcer on his team. He utilized Bollig and Jamal Mayers in that role last season. With Mayers now gone and no one else around to fill that hole, Bollig is almost certain of a roster spot to knock people around coming out of the preseason. 

“I think in today's game, I think [Bollig is] that guy that can play, and he has that element of toughness that everyone is looking for," Quenneville said Friday. "That one-dimensional tough guy, that role, is evaporating from our game. You got to be able to play. You got to play against good players. You got to be comfortable and predictable with the puck. I thought his game last year filled that niche for us real well.” 

Bollig’s numbers last season didn’t reflect any offensive success -- he had zero points in 25 games -- but Quenneville thought he saw progress in Bollig’s game. With Bollig scoring a goal Monday and another one Friday at Notre Dame, Quenneville is hopeful Bollig can provide something extra this season. 

“When you got finish and production in that role, it’s a bonus,” Quenneville said. “But I expect him, with his shot and offensive recognition, that he should be more productive than he was last year.” 

Bollig joked about his goal Friday on Twitter. He wrote, “Was highly confused as to why I scored in the scrimmage today … Then I realized its Friday the 13th.” 

Bollig was more serious about scoring with the media Monday. He scored on a one-timer from the slot during the scrimmage. He knows that if he can provide other elements aside from being a physical force, he might be in the lineup more consistently. 

“There’s other parts of my game I like to work on and improve,” Bollig said. “Those are the things that are going to expand my role and expand my ice time and things like that. I’m happy to do the fighting part of it but also work on everything else that helps you increase your ice time.”
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CHICAGO -- Chicago Blackhawks captain Jonathan Toews is improving, but he will sit out a scrimmage on Monday and the first preseason game on Tuesday due to a lower-body injury, Blackhawks coach Joel Quenneville said on Monday. 

Quenneville said Toews skated at the United Center on Monday, and Toews gave him encouraging news afterward. 

“He said he felt great,” Quenneville said. “That’s a good sign. No aggravation.” 

Toews was kept out of the team’s scrimmages on Friday, Saturday and Sunday at Notre Dame. Quenneville said Friday that Toews’ injury was minor and it was something he suffered prior to the training camp. 

Quenneville said Toews would participate in future preseason games. The Blackhawks have six preseason games before their season opener on Oct. 1. 

“He’ll definitely be playing in preseason games,” Quenneville said. “We’ll be keeping an eye on him this week.” 

Michal Handzus, Michal Rozsival and Brandon Pirri will also not play in Monday’s scrimmage due to injuries. Quenneville described Pirri as being “OK,” and he said Handzus and Rozsival were improving. 

“Handzus and [Rozsival] have been skating a lot over the past few days,” Quenneville said. “They’re both progressing well. We see them both being ready to start the season.” 

Quenneville said Marian Hossa will sit out Monday’s scrimmage to give other players more ice time.
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SOUTH BEND, Ind. -- Chicago Blackhawks defenseman Nick Leddy isn’t sure where all the time went. 

Leddy may only be 22 years old, but he’s already played in 212 NHL regular-season and playoff games and is about to enter his fourth season with the Blackhawks. 

“It flew by,” Leddy said on Sunday. “I think I feel more and more comfortable every year. Just feels weird to me this being my fourth year.” 

Leddy is becoming an NHL veteran on paper, but he doesn’t feel that way on the ice. He and Blackhawks coach Joel Quenneville think he still has room to grow. 

Quenneville especially spoke positively of Leddy after Saturday’s scrimmages. 

“I thought he’s had a strong start to our season,” Quenneville said on Saturday. “I thought last year he got off to a really good start to our team. I thought he was a big part to our season. I thought he used that speed and quickness regularly [during Saturday’s scrimmages.] Looked like he had more pace to it. I think he’s a young kid. We expect him to keep improving offensively and defensively. But [Saturday] he showed he’s ready to take another step.”

Leddy appeared to take a step back during the playoffs last season. Quenneville lost confidence in him, and Leddy’s minutes were cut to a career-low 2:37 during Game 4 of the Stanley Cup finals. 

Leddy and Quenneville are ready to move on from what happened last season. 

“I think we talked about that after those games,” Quenneville said. “Hey, he can contribute in a lot of ways. Hey, let’s go, let’s move forward. We expect him to play regular minutes and even expanding on that this year with a good start.” 

Leddy said, “Obviously it’s motivational. But at the time I just had to be patient and control what I could control and go from there. 

“I think especially in the playoffs, talking to a lot of the guys you learn a lot of things. Watching [Duncan Keith] and [Brent Seabrook] and those guys, you learn a lot from them. There’s not always similar situations with defensemen. You keep learning.” 

Injury updates: Jonathan Toews, Michal Handzus, Michal Rozsival and Brandon Pirri were kept out of the scrimmages on Sunday. Toews, Handzus and Rozsival had sat out the previous two days of scrimmages, but Pirri missed his first day due to a minor injury, according to Quenneville. Handzus and Rozsival did practice on Sunday. 

Quenneville said Toews will skate on Monday, but he will not participate in the scrimmage during the training camp festival. 

Notre Dame camp: Quenneville left open the possibility of returning to Notre Dame for future training camps. He and a number of players said they enjoyed their experience on the campus. 

“We’re definitely pleased with the way it went here at Notre Dame and appreciative as well,” Quenneville said. “We’ll talk about [coming back.] When we wrap up different portions of training camp, we’ll always visit back and talk about it. But certainly definitely something to look at.” 

Monday’s scrimmage: Quenneville said not all the players will participate in Monday’s scrimmage at the United Center due to numbers. He said there would be nothing to read into with the players not included in the scrimmage.
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SOUTH BEND, Ind. -- Here are some observations from the four days of the Chicago Blackhawks training camp at Notre Dame: 

•Brandon Saad looked more comfortable playing center as the week went along. Early in the week he often glided to the left side of the rink and was getting ahead of the play. By Sunday he was waiting for the puck and skating down the middle of the ice. He’s also looking to distribute more and had a couple impressive passes. Faceoffs will be a work in progress for him, and he has to get more repetitions in. 

•Duncan Keith appeared to have some aggression to get out the past few days. He went all out on Ben Smith in a fight on Saturday. He was on the verge of another fight with Jimmy Hayes on Sunday. He knocked Hayes in the face wearing his glove, and the two had to be separated. Blackhawks coach Joel Quenneville downplayed both incidents, but they did seem out of the ordinary. 

• Hayes had to put himself in a good position for a roster spot with his play over the last three days. He’s got a big frame, but he also has a lot of speed and quickness. He was often around the puck and created a number of scoring chances. He scored goals on Saturday and Sunday.

Among the Blackhawks’ prospects, only a few may have earned themselves a roster spot in the camp. Hayes is probably one of them. Brandon Pirri may be another. It sounds like Brandon Bollig has a place on the team. Jeremy Morin and Ben Smith had their moments in camp, but they may have to show more in the preseason games. Kyle Beach was noticeable at times. 

•Patrick Kane is known as a fast starter, and he looks primed for that again. He scored goals on all three days of the scrimmages. 

•Teuvo Teravainen is ready for the NHL now. He might even be ready to be the Blackhawks’ second-line center now. He was strong with the puck, created for himself and his teammates, was quick with his stick and often stole or poked away the puck and held his own on faceoffs. He’s going back to Finland, but he could be playing with the Blackhawks as early as April. 

•Marian Hossa's back appears to be just fine. He looked like his old self and was active throughout the scrimmages. He and Patrick Sharp connected with each other on a few goals. Sharp’s shoulder seems to be good, too. 

•Andrew Shaw did a nice job of finding teammates around the net for scoring chances the past few days. Shaw appeared confident with the puck all week. Marcus Kruger was consistent, too. 

• Defensemen Brent Seabrook, Johnny Oduya, Niklas Hjalmarsson, Nick Leddy, Sheldon Brookbank and Keith all performed as expected throughout training camp. Along with prospects Ryan Stanton and Adam Clendening, you can also count Theo Peckham and Michael Kostka as defensemen who could see NHL playing time this season. Peckham and Kostka seem to be reliable in the back. 

•Drew LeBlanc's vision on the ice is special. He made some eye-opening passes to set up teammates all week. LeBlanc will likely start the season in the AHL, but he’s another player who could see eventually see NHL time. Mark McNeil and Philip Danault will also likely be headed to Rockford to begin the season. Both could use some more seasoning. 

•Nikolai Khabibulin didn’t look like a 40-year-old goaltender in the scrimmages. It was a small sample size, but Khabibulin was hard to beat all week. Quenneville said he was also impressed by Khabibulin’s fitness level. 

•Maxim Shalunov has a big shot. He showed off his power on a few occasions in the camp. He’ll need to work on his consistency to someday play with the Blackhawks, but you could see his potential. 

• Blackhawks 2013 first-round pick Ryan Hartman didn’t look out of place in his first experiences with the pros. He contributed offensively and wasn’t afraid to lay hits into the veterans. 

• They’re not going to make the team, but Brad Mills, Brandon Whitney, Pat Mullane, Klas Dahlbeck, Brad Winchester, Travis Brown and Terry Broadhurst did a few things where you definitely noticed them. Goaltenders Antti Raanta, Kent Simpson and Mac Carruth had their share of quality saves. It should be a healthy competition between the trio for net time in Rockford.
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SOUTH BEND, Ind. -- Chicago Blackhawks forward prospect Teuvo Teravainen will return to Finland this season despite playing well in training camp, Blackhawks coach Joel Quenneville said on Sunday. 

“I think we’re going to send him back, and he’s going to play over there,” Quenneville said. “But nice knowing there’s a real nice piece coming.” 

The 19-year-old Teravainen, the Blackhawks’ 2012 first-round pick, received rave reviews from Quenneville throughout the three days of scrimmages, which ended on Sunday, at Notre Dame. 

Teravainen was given a chance to play center with Bryan Bickell and Patrick Kane as his wings during two scrimmages on Sunday, and Teravainen’s play again caught Quenneville’s eye. Teravainen scored a goal, showed off a quick stick by stealing a few pucks, created chances for Bickell and Kane and appeared comfortable while possessing the puck. 

“I think he’s one of those players that he seems to be special as far as his play recognition, where he protects the puck, how he sees plays,” Quenneville said. “Both sides of the puck, I think he’s really responsible defensively which at a young age is pretty remarkable, especially over here and a different type of game.” 

Count Kane among the impressed as well. 

“He’s good,” Kane said. “He makes some good plays. You can tell his talent level is sky high. I had fun playing with him. It was my first time playing with him. Sometimes you got to develop some chemistry and things like that. But he’s going to be a good player.” 

Teravainen was excited for the opportunity to play alongside Kane and Bickell, but he didn’t feel out of place. 

“It was pretty awesome,” Teravainen said. “They’re really good players. They’re awesome players. I think I played good. 

“[The camp’s] been very fun. I think my legs felt very tired. It’s pretty tough, but it’s fun to play with the good guys. It’s an awesome experience for me. ... I feel good. I think I can maybe play here, but I think I need to get stronger and go back to Finland and get minutes there.” 

Teravainen is expected to play in at least the Blackhawks’ first two preseason games on Tuesday and Thursday. 

Teravainen signed a three-year, entry-level deal with the Blackhawks in August. According to his agent Markus Lehto, unless Teravainen appears in 10 regular-season games for the Blackhawks this season, his contract will slide a year and he won't become a restricted free agent until after the 2016-17 season. Lehto said it was possible for Teravainen to join the Blackhawks after his season is complete with Jokerit in Finland's Liiga.

Notebook: Saad sees progress at center
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SOUTH BEND, Ind. -- The Chicago Blackhawks' experiment with Brandon Saad as the second-line center completed its third day Saturday. 

Saad found the results to be more pleasing this time around. 

“I felt better today than yesterday,” Saad said. “[Friday’s scrimmage] was a new experience. Talking with the coaches positionally-wise and being able to play today, I felt much better today than I did yesterday.” 

Saad, who hadn’t previously played center prior to training camp, has noticed there are a couple of areas that have been especially difficult in making the transition. 

“Faceoffs are going to be something I’m going to need to work at, for sure,” Saad said. “But that is something you can work on to improve. Just not getting ahead of the play, coming to get the puck and supporting the wingers, it’s something new and something I’ll have to adjust to. 

“With the wing, you’re usually more ahead of the play. You kind of have to slow yourself down and think a little bit more just because it’s a new experience for me. Like I said, it’s getting better each day.” 

Blackhawks coach Joel Quenneville gave Saad a favorable review Saturday. 

“He looks alright,” Quenneville said. “It seems like he has the puck. Play recognition is there. Defensively, I think that continues to be a work in progress. But I like him right now, but we’ll see.” 

Saad will get his first taste of center in a preseason game against the Detroit Red Wings at the United Center on Tuesday. 

Toews still out: Blackhawks captain Jonathan Toews sat out Saturday’s practices and scrimmages due to a lower-body injury. Toews participated in a practice Friday, but he missed the scrimmages. Quenneville said Toews would likely rest again Sunday. 

“Toews, [he’s] much better today,” Quenneville said. “He wanted to skate today, but make sure we’re more than ready with him.” 

Handzus, Rozsival improving: Blackhawks forward Michal Handzus and defenseman Michal Rozsival participated in two practices Saturday, but they were kept out of the scrimmages. Quenneville said both were progressing.

Hayes impresses: Jimmy Hayes' play caught the eye of Quenneville on Saturday. Hayes, who played in 10 games for the Blackhawks last season, scored a goal and created a number of other scoring chances by utilizing his speed and 6-foot-6, 221-pound frame. 

“Jimmy Hayes had an outstanding day,” Quenneville said. “I thought he did yesterday, too. His quickness, his size, you put that together and you have the consistency of that, that’s quite a package. Jimmy’s had some good stretches with us in the past. Consistency is what we’re looking for. He’s pushing for a job here. If he keeps doing what he’s doing now every day, he’s really enhancing his chances.” 

Hartman’s first impression: Blackhawks 2013 first-round pick Ryan Hartman has made a good first impression on Quenneville during the training camp. Hartman missed the on-ice portion of the Blackhawks' prospect camp in July because of an injury. He scored a goal in the Red Team’s 3-0 win over the Black Team on Saturday. He is expected to return to the OHL this season. 

“I’ve liked him,” Quenneville said. “I think one thing he brings is he’s got a real good feel for the game. This is the first time we’ve had a chance to see him. You hear different things about him. But he’s an effective player as far as play recognition, positionally aware. He sees and makes play, and he knows where he is around the rink.” 

Beach contributes: Blackhawks 2008 first-round pick Kyle Beach had a productive day Saturday. He contributed a goal and an assist in the Red Team’s 3-0 win. 

Beach has been with the Rockford IceHogs of the AHL for the last three seasons and has yet to appear in the NHL. He was a restricted free agent after last season and signed a one-year deal in July. 

“The one thing about him is another guy [that gives us] organizational depth,” Quenneville said. “We still haven’t got him up here yet. But he’s one guy this year he should be pushing himself to be that guy where he gets a chance to play some guys. When you get there, you don’t want to get yourself in a situation go back. We’ll see how his camp today. I thought today was an outstanding day.”
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SOUTH BEND, Ind. -- Ben Smith is looking to do anything to earn a roster spot on the Chicago Blackhawks. 

Duncan Keith isn’t going to back down from anyone. 

Driven by those mentalities, neither Smith nor Keith stepped away from a fight Saturday and exchanged a handful of punches before being separated in the final minute of a scrimmage at Notre Dame. 

Neither player explained what triggered the fight, but they didn’t think it was a big deal. 

“Nothing [got into me,]” Keith said. “I’m just a competitive person. That’s how I play the game. … I don’t know what to tell you. It’s just part of the game. I’ll do anything. I don’t care.” 

Smith saw the fight in the same way. 

“Yeah, it happens,” Smith said. “We’re competitors. We’re out there to compete and work hard. I know for me I’m trying to win a spot here. Just one of those things, part of the game, just happy neither of us got hurt there.” 

A season ago, Smith wasn’t so lucky. While playing with the Rockford IceHogs in the AHL, Smith suffered a hand injury in a fight on Jan. 11. He missed more than a month because of the injury, and it may have caused him a shot at making the Blackhawks’ roster after the NHL lockout. According to hockeyfights.com, it was the only fight of Smith’s career. 

Keith also isn’t one to normally drop the gloves. He’s been in six NHL fights since 2005, according to hockeyfights.com. 

Despite rarely getting into hockey fights, Keith said he has occasionally been involved in street fights. 

“You don’t watch me,” Keith said. “I fight off the ice sometimes. But nobody cares about that, though. I’ve been in a lot of fights when I was younger, too. Just because you see me fight on the ice, it doesn’t mean I don’t fight off of it. Me and my buddies used to get in fights all the time, and nobody cared about that.” 

Keith said he had no problem with Smith, but he hadn’t talked to him after the fight. 

“I don’t know what there is to say,” Keith said. “He’s a competitor, right? It’s hockey. I’m not going to hold it against him. Why would I? It’s just hockey. It’s just a fight. I don’t know what else there would be to say about it.” 

Blackhawks coach Joel Quenneville summed it up in similar terms. Quenneville didn’t see the fight because he was preparing for a practice that followed the scrimmage, but he was also fine with it. 

“Things like that happen,” Quenneville said. “It can be a practice or a scrimmage. I’ve seen more fights than just one in a camp in the past. Some days you see several. It’s all part of it.”

Hawks' Pirri out to prove himself
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SOUTH BEND, Ind. -- Chicago Blackhawks forward Brandon Pirri had no time to be nervous when he was called to replace Jonathan Toews on the White Team's top line during a scrimmage on Friday. 

Pirri only discovered Toews was sitting out the scrimmage moments before the puck was dropped. 

"I was sitting on the bench, and the ref was sitting at the faceoff, and we only had four guys out there," the 22-year-old Pirri said. "Teddy [Dent] kicked me and said, ‘Get out there.'" 

Pirri jumped out onto the ice and found himself centering a line with Bryan Bickell and Patrick Kane as his wings. For a player like Pirri who is looking to prove in training camp he deserves a spot on this season's Blackhawks roster, the opportunity was priceless. 

Pirri felt the chemistry wasn't exactly there with Kane and Bickell, but he believed it was a good start. He scored one of the White Team's three goals in a 4-3 loss to the Red Team. 

"It was pretty cool," Pirri said. "Those are two talented guys. It was a fun opportunity. You just got to give a guy like Kaner the puck and get open and Bicks creates room for everyone, so it was a lot fun. 

"It's just playing my game; have puck possession, being smart defensively and offensively with the puck, not taking too many risks, but also playing offensively and that comes with a little bit of risk, but high-percentage risk. It was fun, and it's Day 1, but my goal is just to build off this." 

Pirri is coming off a 2012-13 season where he led the AHL with 75 points in 76 games for the Rockford IceHogs and appeared in one game for the Blackhawks. 

Pirri practiced with the Black Aces, the players called up from the IceHogs, throughout the Blackhawks' Stanley Cup playoff run. After the Blackhawks won the Cup, Pirri returned home to Canada for 1 1/2 weeks and then went back to Chicago to train for the rest of the summer. 

Pirri told himself he wasn't going to be outworked for a spot on the Blackhawks. 

"This is my job, and I have to treat it like my priority," Pirri said. "I stayed in Chicago, worked with [Blackhawks strength and conditioning coach Paul Goodman] and got in the best shape of my life. Hopefully, it pays off. 

"It was just getting stronger, just foot speed. That's what this game is about now since the lockout ended. It's just being quick on pucks and getting away from guys and being stable on the puck. That's something I really worked on." 

Pirri also put time into his faceoff ability, and that showed during Friday's scrimmage. There weren't any official stats, but Pirri appeared to win more faceoffs than he lost. 

Kane could tell Pirri was exactly in sync with him and Bickell on Friday, but he noticed Pirri's skill. 

"I don't think he was expecting to play with myself and Bicks before what happened to [Toews,]" Kane said. "It's just something you got to get chemistry. He's a great player. You can see it in his talent. He's got a great shot, great stick-handling and he scored a goal today. I'm sure he's happy about that." 

Quenneville has been closely watching Pirri and expects to play him in most of the Blackhawks' preseason games. Pirri could get a chance at the team's second-line center or somewhere on the third or fourth line. 

"Brandon's a guy we're going to give a good look here in training camp," Quenneville said. "Probably with him, the best measuring stick for him to get to that level is that consistency, game-in, game-out, predictability, both sides of the puck. 

"I think his awareness offensively is in the right place. Commitment to get the puck back defensively is where he has to get consistent with and show us he's ready to play at that NHL level. We'll play him in a lot of exhibition game and get a good read for him at the end."

Hossa stars in first scrimmages
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SOUTH BEND, Ind. -- Chicago Blackhawks forward Marian Hossa wanted to test his back during the two scrimmages at Notre Dame on Friday. 

Two goals and one assist later, Hossa and his back appeared to be doing just fine. 

"I liked him," Blackhawks coach Joel Quenneville said of Hossa. "He did some nice things. He had the puck a lot. He looked all right. I didn't hear any complaints [about the contact on his back.]" 

Hossa suffered a back injury in the Stanley Cup finals last season, and it caused numbness in his right leg. He avoided surgery in the offseason and said Thursday his back felt stronger. 

Sharp on faceoffs: Quenneville said utilizing forward Patrick Sharp more on faceoffs could be an option this season. Sharp has only been used occasionally on faceoffs in recent seasons, but he does have a lot of experience there and has had some success. 

Sharp has won 2,016 of 4,159 faceoffs during his career with the Blackhawks. He was 40-of-62 in the regular season and 32-of-60 in the playoffs last season. 

"He can always jump in," Quenneville said of Sharp. "If the guy who is taking them is having a tough night or is on his wrong side, we don't mind Sharpie taking faceoffs anywhere around the ice. It's not a bad option to have knowing you got three guys up front who can take faceoffs. We don't mind that flexibility." 

Roster cuts and season-opening roster: Quenneville said he'd likely make his first round of cuts prior to Tuesday's preseason opener against the Detroit Red Wings, and he was unsure whether they'd keep 21, 22 or 23 players for the season. 

"We haven't had that discussion yet," Quenneville said about the roster. "I think a lot of that, I'm sure, is going to be determined by salary-cap numbers." 

Spot for Bollig: Quenneville believes there is a place on the Blackhawks' roster for Brandon Bollig, one of the team's more physical players. 

The 6-foot-2, 223-pound Bollig played in 25 regular season games and five playoff games for the Blackhawks last season. 

"I think in today's game I think he's that guy that can play, and he has that element of toughness that everyone is looking for," Quenneville said. "That one-dimensional tough guy, that role, is evaporating from our game. You got to be able to play. You got to play against good players. You got to be comfortable and predictably with the puck. I thought his game last year filled that niche for us real well."
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Kane flaunts stick-handling skills in video
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SOUTH BEND, Ind. – Chicago Blackhawks forward Patrick Kane wasn’t exactly sure he’d be able to perform what Bauer was asking him to do in a recent video shoot. 

Bauer’s plan was to showcase Kane’s stick-handling ability by placing a growing amount of pucks inside a circle and have him continuously handle a puck around them all. 

“When they had the idea and told me how many pucks were going to be in the circle, I was like, ‘I don’t know if I can do it,’” Kane said Friday. “But I tried it with a few and said, ‘Why not throw all of them in there and see if I can do it? If not, we’ll stop it.’ 

“But, yeah, it was cool. It was fun. To see the final product, it was awesome.” 

The final product was released Friday, and it didn’t take long for the video to make its way around social media and create a buzz. 

The video begins with Kane handling one puck around four closely-placed pucks for about 10 seconds. He then operates one puck around about 20 pucks for 25 seconds. Finally, he handles a puck around about 40 pucks for 20-plus seconds. The video closes with Kane lifting the puck on his stick and hitting into the camera. He said the only part that wasn’t real was the camera breaking at the end. 

So how many takes did Kane need? His answer may be surprising. 

“Not too many takes, actually,” said Kane, who endorses Bauer. “It probably took 15-20 minutes to do the whole thing. … I remember there were times I was going through and stick-handling and hit a puck and it was 20-30 seconds in, and I would be [upset] because I hit the puck and would have to start over. 

“It was fun. It was fun to do something like that.” 

You can watch the video here.

Toews held out of scrimmage as precaution
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SOUTH BEND, Ind. -- Chicago Blackhawks captain Jonathan Toews was held out of the team’s scrimmage Friday for precautionary reasons because of a lower-body injury, Blackhawks coach Joel Quenneville said. 

Toews participated in a morning practice Friday at the University of Notre Dame, but he did not play in the scrimmage which immediately followed. 

“For precautionary [reasons], we kept him off for the game there,” Quenneville said. “It’s not serious, but we’ll see how he is [Saturday] and give him a couple days off the ice. 

“I think it was kind of bugging him before. He went through everything [Thursday] and [Friday]. Not bad, but let’s be smart.” 

Toews, who is entering his seventh season, had 23 goals and 25 assists last season. He won the Selke Trophy, which is given to the NHL's best defensive forward, and finished fourth in voting for the Hart Trophy for MVP. 

Brandon Pirri replaced Toews and skated with Bryan Bickell and Patrick Kane on a line during Friday’s scrimmage. 

The Blackhawks will continue training camp at Notre Dame on Saturday and Sunday. Their first preseason game will be against the Detroit Red Wings at the United Center on Tuesday.
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Chicago Blackhawks goaltender Corey Crawford says he's looking to push himself this season and is glad to have Nikolai Khabibulin as a backup.
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Hossa ready to test back in scrimmage
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SOUTH BEND, Ind. -- Chicago Blackhawks forward Marian Hossa described his back as “much stronger” and “better” following the first day of training camp at Notre Dame on Thursday, but he thought Friday’s scrimmage would be the true test. 

Hossa suffered a back injury during the Stanley Cup finals last season. He said one of the discs in his back was shooting into his nerves, and he couldn’t feel his right foot. He was scratched from Game 3 of the Stanley Cup finals and returned for Game 4, but he wasn’t as effective the last three games. Hossa was able to avoid surgery in the offseason. 

Hossa participated fully in Thursday’s practice and was hopeful he’d be cleared to participate in Friday’s scrimmage. 

“I would like to be,” Hossa said. “I got to talk to the coaches and staff, but I believe I will be. I really want to be because I want to test myself whether it’s OK or not.” 

Blackhawks coach Joel Quenneville said later Thursday that Hossa would play in the scrimmage. Quenneville also said Michal Rozsival and Michal Handzus will be held out of scrimmages for a few days, but they will participate in practices. 

Hossa, who will turn 35 in January, said he’s learned how to take care of his body better after a variety of injuries over the years. He played in 40 games last season (not counting playoffs) and had 31 points. 

“What I found is everybody’s body is a little bit different,” Hossa said. “But for myself, you have to take the time to really heal yourself. I think that’s really important. I know the summer wasn’t too long, but I had lots of time off, and I started slowly again. Like when I had the concussion, I took my time. So I feel like on the ice my back is much, much stronger and better. For me, that’s the key. Otherwise, I wouldn’t be skating or having contact if I had a little doubt in my head.” 

Quenneville also thought he may have to watch Hossa's minutes. 

“I think that’s something we’re always aware of -- health and in different situations and backing off guys, whether it’d being practice days, ice time in games,” Quenneville said. “Hossa, I don’t want to say he’s getting older, but if you’re not ready to play, you’re not ready to play. I think that’s something we’ll watch. It’s nice to see he’s started here and he’s ready to go. But that … works itself out. We have a pretty good feel on our training staff, doctors, players and coach.” 
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Saad getting chance to move to center
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Brandon SaadKirk Irwin/Getty ImagesThe Blackhawks are trying Brandon Saad at center in camp.

SOUTH BEND, Ind. -- Chicago Blackhawks forward Brandon Saad has never played center in his life. 

“I’ve played both sides of the wing, but never center,” Saad said on Thursday. 

That was news to Blackhawks coach Joel Quenneville, who began auditioning Saad as the team’s second-line center during the first day of practice at the University of Notre Dame on Thursday. Quenneville was under the belief Saad had played center in juniors.

“I think he played center a lot of his earlier years, and I think that versatility of playing more than one or two positions up front gives us more depth over time,” Quenneville said after holding two practices. 

Quenneville was then told by a media member Saad had just said he had never played center. 

“He’s never played center?” Quenneville said. “Oh, I thought he played in juniors at some point." 

Even with the new information, Quenneville was confident Saad could do the job. 

"He goes all over the ice anyways, and he seems like [he’s played center,]" Quenneville said. "No matter where he’s at, he has the puck a lot. I think him being in the middle of the ice or on the walls, I think you have the puck more in the middle. When he has it, he does some good things. You like his size. I think one thing he has to adapt to is how he plays down low in his own end. But I think that will be the determining factor on how well he’s going to be doing it and how long he’s going to be doing it.” 

Saad centered a line with Patrick Sharp and Marian Hossa on the wings during practice on Thursday and admitted it was an adjustment. 

“I got my first taste of it today,” Saad said. “It’s going to be a learning experience, but I’m going to be playing with some pretty good players, so that’s definitely going to help out. 

“I’m pretty excited, actually. Center’s usually one of the best players on the ice and get to come up the middle and play well defensively. So it’s going to be new for me. But I usually pride myself on playing well defensively. Hopefully that will work out.” 

Saad learned to make adjustments on the fly last season. He was a healthy scratch for the Blackhawks’ season opener, and he was unsure whether he’d stick in the NHL for the season. But then Daniel Carcillo suffered an injury in the season opener, and Saad was placed on the top line with Hossa and Jonathan Toews for the rest of the regular season. 

Saad held more than his own for his first season. He had 10 goals and 17 assists in 47 games and was voted a Calder Trophy finalist. 

“I guess there’s some similarities there throwing me into a new position,” Saad said. “But I’m ready for it and ready to go and ready for the challenge.” 

One area Saad thinks he needs to put a lot of work into is faceoffs. He won 17-of-46 faceoffs in the regular season and 7-of-17 in the playoffs. 

Saad plans on utilizing the team’s other centers, especially Jonathan Toews, to assist him. 

“Fortunately, I have guys like Jonny and centers like that to hope and talk me through it and learn part of that game,” Saad said. “I’m definitely going to use that to my advantage. [Toews is] definitely going to be the No. 1 guy. He’s the premier center in the league and he does a great job of it. He’s definitely going to help me out.”

Kane loves Hawks, but won't predict future
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SOUTH BEND, Ind. -- Patrick Kane said Thursday he would like to remain with the Chicago Blackhawks his entire career, but he just wasn’t certain how the future would play out. 

Blackhawks general manager Stan Bowman recently said he expected Kane and captain Jonathan Toews to remain with the organization forever. 

“I don’t know,” Kane said after the Blackhawks’ first training camp practice at the University of Notre Dame on Thursday. “That’s what you hope for. That’s obviously the ultimate goal to win championships and then play for an organization like this, but, you know, I’m still a young kid. I’m 24, turn 25 this year. To say what’s going to happen the rest of my career, I just don’t know. I mean obviously it would be ideal to stay here, but we’ll cross that path when we get to it.” 

[+] EnlargePatrick Kane and Jonathan Toews

Bill Smith/NHLI via Getty ImagesPatrick Kane helped the Blackhawks to two Stanley Cups and is still just 24 years old.

Kane and Toews become unrestricted free agents after the 2014-15 season and can’t negotiate a new contract until after the 2013-14 season. They both signed five-year contract extensions during the 2009-10 season. 

Kane and Toews have been often considered the faces of the franchise since their rookie season in 2007-08. Both have been among the team’s top players since then and were core pieces to the Blackhawks’ Stanley Cup championships in 2010 and 2013. They both finished among the top seven in voting for the Hart Memorial Trophy last season. 

Toews said on Wednesday he hoped to remain with the Blackhawks throughout his career. 

“If my potential is to spend a lot of time like that in Chicago, then so be it,” Toews said. “I’m just enjoying every season as it comes. I think right now it would be tough to find any reason to want to play somewhere else. I don’t think there’s any better place in the league or around the world to play hockey in.” 

Kane said he and Toews haven’t discussed their futures. 

“No, we haven’t talked about it,” Kane said. “We’ve talked about what was said and different things like that. Yeah, it would be great, but other than that I think we’re focused on this week and getting our chemistry back and trying to get back up to speed to playing where we were at the end of the playoffs last year. That’s our focus right now, not really worrying about what’s going to happen two years down the road whether we’re going to stay together or not or we’re going to play our careers with one team.” 

Bowman said Wednesday he was confident Kane and Toews wanted to stay Blackhawks. 

“No. 1, I know these players, and I know they want to win,” Bowman said. “I’ve had conversations with both of them, and they have faith in ownership. I think it really starts at the top. [Blackhawks chairman] Rocky [Wirtz] is going to do whatever it takes to make the franchise a perennial winner. I think ultimately that’s what these players are looking for. 

“They are certainly comfortable with the surroundings. They’ve been in Chicago their whole career. I’m not going to speak for them; they can probably explain these things. But I know the character of those two. They want to win. They want to win next year and the year after. I can make a commitment to them that’s our focus year to year. 

“The specifics of all the details, that’s not something we got to get caught up in. When you find two players like that, who are quality people, there’s no doubt you’re going to make it work.”

Hawks notebook: Not focusing on repeat
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SOUTH BEND, Ind. -- The Chicago Blackhawks obviously want to repeat as Stanley Cup champions. 

[+] EnlargeJonathan Toews

Gregory Shamus/Getty ImagesJonathan Toews says now is not the time to begin talk about the Blackhawks' chances of repeating their Stanley Cup season.

Blackhawks captain Jonathan Toews just didn't think Wednesday, the first day of training camp, was the time to be focused on that. 

"When you win the Stanley Cup and you come in the following season, it's happened to us twice now, the talk is always going to be about repeating," Toews said at a news conference at the University of Notre Dame. "We kind of understand that. But we know that we don't really want to be talking about that yet. It's a long ways away. Like we said, we got to focus on the start of the season and not making the mistakes we made last time. 

"Once we get to building ourselves up as a team the way we did last year and preparing ourselves for the playoff run, we want to put ourselves in a position come playoff time to be that team that can compete for it again. But we know with what happened last year, we know there's a lot of pressures, a lot of things that play into that. That's our goal for now. We believe that we can be that team that has a chance to [repeat] and can be one of those motivating factors." 

Blackhawks forward Patrick Sharp also said he thought he and his teammates had moved on from last season's success and the trophy that accompanied it. 

"If you ask the players, the three of us [Duncan Keith, Toews and himself], we're certainly done with [the Stanley Cup]," Sharp said. "We enjoyed it. We had our fun with it. But we're focused on starting a new season and kind of turning the page on what happened last year. Personally, I'm done with it. I had a great time; my family and friends enjoyed it. But I'm ready to go and try to win it again." 

Notre Dame annual training camp? Blackhawks general manager Stan Bowman left open the possibility of Notre Dame being an annual location for the team's training camp. Bowman chose Notre Dame this season because the United Center was occupied for the week. 

"We're not going to rule anything out," said Bowman, who graduated from Notre Dame. "We talked about seeing how this goes. There's a lot of excitement, I can tell you that from our players' perspective." 

Saad at center: Coach Joel Quenneville reiterated Wednesday that he planned to give second-year forward Brandon Saad a shot at second-line center. Saad played wing all of last season. 

The Blackhawks are entering their third consecutive season in search of a permanent solution to their second-line center void. Dave Bolland started there last season, but he was unable to hold on to the position because of injuries and inconsistencies. Michal Handzus assumed the role throughout the playoffs. 

"We're going to try him this week," Quenneville said of Saad. "It'll be nice to see him. We'll start [Thursday] and put him in the middle. I think one thing about [Saad], he's good with the puck; he's a big man, he's a big body, he can see and make plays as well; he protects the puck well. 

"Defensively is an area where we have a little bit more responsibility for what our centerman does down low in our end. I think that's where the growth would have to come and the learning experience for him, in that area. Both sides of the puck, he's got a pretty good head and mind for the game. I think that's where we're going to find out how he adapts to it." 

Full health: Quenneville and Bowman said they expected everyone to participate in the team's first practice Thursday. Specifically, Bowman said Handzus and Marian Hossa were "ready to go" after dealing with various injuries in the Stanley Cup finals last season. Handzus had two surgeries in the offseason, and Hossa was able to avoid surgery on his back. 

"There’s a couple players we're going to be seeing after [Thursday's] skate whether they'll be able to take full contact in the scrimmages," Quenneville said. "Everybody will be at least practicing to start with. I don't think there will be a hold on too many areas, and if there are, it's just going to be short-term, work their way through it and test it a little more." 

Replacing Frolik: Quenneville said a number of players will get to audition in training camp to replace Michael Frolik on the penalty kill. Frolik, who now plays for the Winnipeg Jets, keyed one of the league's best penalty-kill units last season. 

"I think internally we've talked about whether it's going to be an addition to our team where the guys have internally killed penalties for us in the past or could absorb some of that ice time," Quenneville said. "We talked about who's going to make our team coming from Rockford whether it's going to be Ben Smith, we talk about [Brandon] Pirri, we talk about Jimmy Hayes, we talk about [Jeremy] Morin. These guys are going to be competing. 

"[Frolik] had that nice niche with them. That's something we're going to evaluate as we go through training camp. We don't [want to] extend a lot of our top-minute guys with extra minutes if we can get that with one of those guys who doesn't play as much. That seemed to be the perfect fit, and if we can find that niche for another player. ... Let's see how it plays out."

Toews likes idea of being Blackhawk for life
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Jonathan ToewsDave Sandford/NHLI/Getty ImagesJonathan Toews has led the Blackhawks to two Cups in six seasons.

SOUTH BEND, Ind. – Chicago Blackhawks captain Jonathan Toews said Wednesday he’d like to play for the Blackhawks his entire career. 

Blackhawks general manager Stan Bowman recently said he planned to re-sign the 25-year-old Toews and 24-year-old Patrick Kane when they become free agents after the 2014-15 season and keep them as Blackhawks forever. 

“Of course, [I’d like to be here forever,]” Toews said at the University of Notre Dame on the first day of Blackhawks training camp. “It meant a lot to hear [Bowman say that.] 

“[I'm] sitting here with two other guys [Patrick Sharp and Duncan Keith] as well that I think understand how special it is to play in Chicago. For myself, to be drafted a number of years ago and to have played in six seasons for the Hawks and living in Chicago and to have won two Cups already, the amazing things that have happened since I’ve been a Blackhawk, not a lot of young players can count themselves that lucky to have those chances. I owe that to my teammates and organization. 

“If my potential is to spend a lot of time like that in Chicago, then so be it. I’m just enjoying every season as it comes. I think right now it would be tough to find any reason to want to play somewhere else. I don’t think there’s any better place in the league or around the world to play hockey in.” 

Kane and Toews have been often considered the faces of the franchise since their rookie season in 2007-08. Both have been among the team’s star players since then and were core pieces to the Blackhawks’ Stanley Cup championships in 2010 and 2013. They both finished among the top 7 in voting for the Hart Memorial Trophy last season. 

Kane and Toews agreed to five-year contract extensions in 2009 and will become unrestricted free agents after the 2014-15 season. Bowman is unable to negotiate a new contract with them until after the 2013-14 season. 

Bowman said Wednesday he had his reasons for being so confident Kane, who wasn't made available to the media on Wednesday, and Toews would be Blackhawks forever. 

“No. 1, I know these players, and I know they want to win,” Bowman said. “I’ve had conversations with both of them, and they have faith in ownership. I think it really starts at the top. [Blackhawks chairman] Rocky [Wirtz] is going to do whatever it takes to make the franchise a perennial winner. I think ultimately that’s what these players are looking for. 

“They are certainly comfortable with the surroundings. They’ve been in Chicago their whole career. I’m not going to speak for them; they can probably explain these things. But I know the character of those two. They want to win. They want to win next year and the year after. I can make a commitment to them that’s our focus year to year. 

“The specifics of all the details, that’s not something we got to get caught up in. When you find two players like that, who are quality people, there’s no doubt you’re going to make it work.” 

Bowman received a two-year extension himself on Wednesday and is signed through the 2017-18 season. Bowman previously re-signed forward Bryan Bickell, goaltender Corey Crawford and Niklas Hjalmarsson to lengthy extensions this offseason. Sharp, Keith, forward Marian Hossa and defenseman Brent Seabrook are all also signed through at least the 2015-16 season. 

The Blackhawks will attempt this season to become the first franchise to repeat as Stanley Cup champions since the salary-cap era began. The Blackhawks return 19 players who appeared in the playoffs for them last season.
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Chicago BlackhawksBrian Babineau/NHLI/Getty ImagesIs another Stanley Cup celebration in the cards for the Blackhawks this season?

ESPNChicago.com's Blackhawks reporter Scott Powers is counting down this season's top-50 storylines leading into this week's training camp. Here's the final installment: 

10. Defensive stability 

Blackhawks general manager Stan Bowman has made it a priority in the past few seasons to have veteran defensemen. He's willing to gamble with young forwards, but he doesn't like to rush young defensemen. That's why one of the Blackhawks' greatest strengths this season should be its defensive depth again. The Blackhawks return all seven defensemen -- Duncan Keith, Brent Seabrook, Niklas Hjalmarsson, Johnny Oduya, Nick Leddy, Michal Rozsival and Sheldon Brookbank -- from last year's Stanley Cup team, and all of those players except Brookbank are signed through the following season as well. ESPN recently ranked the Blackhawks' defensive group No. 1 in the league. 

9. Captain consistent 

Blackhawks captain Jonathan Toews is still 25 years old and has room to grow, but the Blackhawks wouldn't complain if he just kept doing on what he has done. He can be expected to produce 70-plus points, be among the league's leaders in faceoffs and takeways, be around a plus-20 rating, contribute on the power play and penalty kill and still be the team leader. The Blackhawks will be banking on similar numbers from Toews again this season. 

8. The second-line center question 

The Blackhawks are in search of a consistent second-line center for the third consecutive season. They were hoping Dave Bolland would be that guy last season, but Bolland failed there due to injuries and inconsistencies. Michal Handzus held the job down in last season's playoffs, but he is expected to move back to the fourth line this season. The assumption was Brandon Pirri, who led the AHL in scoring last season, would be the front-runner for the spot, but Blackhawks coach Joel Quenneville threw a curveball to that when he said Brandon Saad would get first crack in training camp. Saad played predominantly left wing last season, but Quenneville believes Saad can make the transition to center. Pirri, Andrew Shaw, Marcus Kruger and Drew LeBlanc could also get looks there. 

7. Little roster turnover 

The last time the Blackhawks won the Stanley Cup much of the team had been split up due to the salary cap. Blackhawks general manager Stan Bowman didn't have that problem this time around. The Blackhawks return 19 players who appeared in the playoffs for them last season. They lost a few key role players such as Michal Frolik and Ray Emery from last year's roster, but they're not irreplaceable. Chemistry, understanding roles, adjusting to Quenneville's techniques and so on shouldn't be a problem for the Blackhawks this season. They should be ahead of the curve in all of those areas. 

6. Bickell as a top-6 forward 

Blackhawks forward Bryan Bickell turned a monstrous postseason into a handsome payday this past season. After tearing up the playoffs for 17 points, which was second to only Patrick Kane, Bickell was given a four-year, $16 million dollar extension. With the money does come higher expectations. Bickell will be expected to perform as he did in the playoffs and be a top-6 forward rather than being a solid contributor like he was on the third line during the regular season. 

5. Strong start to the season 

Another 24-game points streak to begin the season is unrealistic, but the Blackhawks are focusing on getting off to a strong start this season. When looking back on their last Stanley Cup defense, the Blackhawks thought their ups and downs in the first 25 games of the 2011-12 season led to their struggle to get into the playoffs. The Blackhawks were 14-8-3 after 25 games in 2011-12. The Blackhawks' first 25 games this season will include 13 home games and 12 road games. 

4. Hossa's health 

When healthy, Marian Hossa has continued to be one of the league's premier two-way players. The problem is he hasn't been able to stay completely healthy for much of his stay with the Blackhawks. He dealt with lower-body injuries in the 2009-10 and 2010-11 seasons, suffered a severe head injury during the 2012 playoffs and missed time with upper- and lower-body injuries last season. There was some concern Hossa may require back surgery after last year's Stanley Cup run, but he was able to avoid it. It probably isn't going to get any easier for Hossa, who turns 35 this season. 

3. Crawford's consistency 

Blackhawks goaltender Corey Crawford proved his doubters wrong in 2013. He was among the league's top goaltenders in the regular season and followed that with an even stronger postseason while leading the Blackhawks to the Stanley Cup. He was recently rewarded for that play with a six-year, $36 million contract extension. Now, he must do it again. Crawford has yet to put together back-to-back consistent seasons in his three years as a starter. This season will be his chance to do that. The task will be tougher with the schedule returning to 82 games and him likely having to carry more of the regular-season load with Ray Emery moving on in the offseason. 

2. The continued development of Kane 

Some were wondering if Patrick Kane would be kept in Chicago much longer after the 2011-12 season due to his off-ice behavior and inconsistent play. Kane returned to the Blackhawks in 2013 a different person and player. He avoided the outside distractions and put together his strongest season since 2009-10. The Blackhawks need Kane to continue moving in that same direction. While the Blackhawks are full of talented offensive players, no one is as gifted an overall playmaker as Kane when he's at his best. 

1. Repeating 

No team has repeated as Stanley Cup champions in the salary cap era, which began with the 2005-06 season. The last team to repeat was the Detroit Red Wings, who won the Cup in 1997 and 1998 and were coached by Scotty Bowman, the father of Blackhawks general manager Stan Bowman. Stan has given the Blackhawks a better shot at repeating this time around as he was able to keep nearly all of last season's team together. The Blackhawks had a lot of breaks go their way last season, and they'll need some luck again. But they do have a lot of elements already in their favor, and they're expected to have a real shot at repeating.
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Brandon SaadKirk Irwin/Getty ImagesHow will Brandon Saad handle playing his first 82-game NHL season?

ESPNChicago.com's Blackhawks reporter Scott Powers is counting down this season's top-50 storylines leading into this week's training camp. Here's the fourth installment: 

20. Getting Leddy back to form 

Blackhawks defenseman Nick Leddy had a postseason to forget with a minus-8 rating in 23 games and was limited to a career-low 2:37 of ice time in Game 4 of the Stanley Cup finals. Blackhawks coach Joel Quenneville's lack of confidence in Leddy isn't expected to carry over into this season, but it would help both sides for Leddy to have a strong start to the season. He is still just 22, but he's now entering his fourth NHL season and will be expected to be more consistent. He signed a two-year, $5.4 million deal in the offseason. 

19. Keeping Shaw on the right side of the line 

Andrew Shaw thrived last season in the role of agitator and third-line center for the Blackhawks. On the third line, he was reliable enough defensively, was able to set up his wingers and could chip in the occasional goal. He has also been known to mix it up with opposing players and get under their skin. His post-whistle activities have at times worked against the Blackhawks and led to unnecessary penalties. Michal Handzus had a talk with Shaw during the playoffs about utilizing that additional energy, but also being smart about it. Shaw did a better job of doing that as the playoffs progressed. It will be important again for Shaw to find the right side of that line this season. 

18. Seabrook bouncing back 

Just as the Blackhawks have depended on Duncan Keith over the years, they have also expected Brent Seabrook to provide the same defensive stability. Seabrook wasn't as stable last season, especially in the playoffs, as Blackhawks coach Joel Quenneville would have liked him to be. After Seabrook averaged 22 minutes of ice time in the regular season, Quenneville began cutting Seabrook's minutes in the first two rounds of the playoffs. Seabrook's minutes were decreased to a season-low 12:03 in Game 4 of the Western Conference semifinals. He had a minus-4 rating through nine playoff games at that point. In hope of jumpstarting Seabrook, Quenneville reunited him and Keith as a defensive pairing. The move led to a plus-3 rating and three goals for Seabrook over the final 14 playoff games. The Blackhawks hope he can build off that late playoff push this season. 

17. Olympic participants 

The Blackhawks will be one of the most represented NHL teams in the Olympics. It's hard to say whether that's good or bad for the Blackhawks. It will obviously be a negative if someone gets injured. If the players perform well or get a leg up on the other players who weren't participating in games during that period, it could be beneficial. The Blackhawks' Olympic participants could include Corey Crawford (Canada), Niklas Hjalmarsson (Sweden), Marian Hossa (Slovakia), Patrick Kane (United States), Duncan Keith (Canada), Marcus Kruger (Sweden), Nick Leddy (United States), Johnny Oduya (Sweden), Antti Raanta (Finland), Brandon Saad (United States), Brent Seabrook (Canada), Patrick Sharp (Canada) and Jonathan Toews (Canada). 

16. Sophomore slump for Saad? 

Brandon Saad only found a permanent spot in the Blackhawks lineup last season when Daniel Carcillo went down with an injury in the season opener. Saad was thrown onto the first line in the second game and the rest was history. Saad had his inconsistencies last season -- 15 of his 27 points on the season came in March and he scored one playoff goal -- but he held more than his own all year and was a finalist for the Calder Trophy. Now the challenge for Saad will be playing his first 82-game NHL season and trying to avoid the dreaded sophomore slump. He is expected to be given a chance at the second-line center this season. If that doesn't work, the third line could provide a comfortable spot for him. 

15. Keith being Keith 

Duncan Keith is the Blackhawks' defensive rock. While other players deal with inconsistencies and injuries over the course of time, Keith seems immune to them. He's missed a total of 15 regular-season games over the past eight seasons. He's had 20-plus assists in seven of those seasons and a plus-15 rating or better in five of the last six. He's averaged 24-plus minutes of ice time in six of the last eight seasons. There are few defensemen like him in the NHL. The Blackhawks will look for the 30-year-old Keith to continue that trend this season. 

14. Sharp's full return 

The Blackhawks got by offensively during the regular season, but that doesn't mean they didn't still miss having sharpshooter Patrick Sharp. He missed 20 games due to injury and scored just six goals last season. Considering he's led the Blackhawks in goals in three of the past six seasons and has never been worse than third in goals during that period, his contributions are usually vital to the team's success. Sharp was healthy in the playoffs last season and led the team with 10 goals. The Blackhawks look forward to him bringing that type of performance for an entire regular season again. 

13. Penalty kill success 

The Blackhawks were able to have a mediocre power play last season because they had such a strong penalty kill. They ranked third with an 87.2 penalty-kill percentage in the regular season and third in the playoffs with a 90.8 percentage. The penalty kill helped the Blackhawks to a 19-3-5 record in one-goal games in the regular season and a 9-2 record in the playoffs. The Blackhawks hope to duplicate their penalty-kill play this season, but there's no guarantee that will happen. The Blackhawks have fluctuated from being among the best to being among the worst in penalty-kill percentage over the past five seasons. It should work to the Blackhawks' advantage that they return nearly everyone from last season's penalty-kill units. As noted in a previous storyline, replacing Michael Frolik will be important. 

12. Staying healthy 

The Blackhawks faced some injury adversities last season, but none of them affected their season too much. Part of that has to do with the Blackhawks' depth. When Daniel Carcillo went down, Saad stepped up. When Dave Bolland missed time, others emerged as the second-line center. The only significant injuries the Blackhawks really had to deal with was missing Sharp for 20 games and Marian Hossa for eight games. The Blackhawks got by without them in the regular season, but they were needed in the playoffs. The Blackhawks will undoubtedly have to overcome more injuries this season, but it will depend when and to whom those injuries occur to determine their impact. The Blackhawks' core has been able to remain relatively healthy in the recent past. 

11. Short offseason, compact season 

The Blackhawks played their last game of the 2013 season on June 24 and open training camp on Thursday. There's not much time in between there. The Blackhawks were at least lucky enough to complete their Stanley Cup run on June 9 in 2010. Aside from the short offseason, the Blackhawks will also have to combat a compact schedule again this season due to the Olympics. The Blackhawks will play 18 sets of back-to-backs this season. Expect Quenneville to adjust his team's ice time much like he did last season and cut back on his star players' minutes whenever possible. Fatigue will be an obstacle this season.
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Daniel Cleary and Michal RozsivalAP Photo/Nam Y. HuhMichal Rozsival posted one of the best plus/minus ratings for the Blackhawks last season.

 ESPNChicago.com’s Blackhawks reporter Scott Powers is counting down this season’s top-50 storylines leading into this week’s training camp. Here’s the third installment: 

30. Brookbank, Rozsival splitting time 

Good things happened for the Blackhawks last season when defenseman Michal Rozsival was on the ice. He had a plus-18 rating, third on the team, in the regular season and a plus-9 rating, tied for fifth, in the playoffs. During the regular season, Blackhawks coach Joel Quenneville split ice time between Rozsival and Sheldon Brookbank. Quenneville did that partly because Rozsival was dealing with an injury early in the season, but he also wanted to keep both players fresh. Quenneville eventually opted to use Rozsival throughout the playoffs, but expect Rozsival and Brookbank to be involved in another rotation this season. The Blackhawks hope Brookbank will bounce back from a subpar 2013 season and play as he did in his final season with the Anaheim Ducks, when he had 14 points and a plus-11 rating in 80 games. 

29. The third line -- Shaw and who else? 

Andrew Shaw is likely to center the third line for another season. It’s just not certain who will be beside him. Shaw, Bryan Bickell and Viktor Stalberg gave the Blackhawks a consistent third line last season. Bickell is now likely to move into a top-6 forward role after receiving a sizeable pay increase in the offseason, and Stalberg signed with the Nashville Predators. If Brandon Saad doesn’t work out as the second-line center, he could be a perfect fit on the third line. Saad would give the line some scoring punch and ease the pressure off him as he plays in his first 82-game NHL season. Jimmy Hayes is another possibility. He got called up from Rockford last season and had four points in 10 games with the Blackhawks. Jeremy Morin, who led the IceHogs with 30 goals last season, Brandon Pirri, who led the IceHogs in points, and Ben Smith could be in the mix as well. 

28. Oduya’s continued consistency 

Blackhawks general manager Stan Bowman hasn’t traded for many players over the last few seasons, but the few players he has acquired have worked out for the Blackhawks. Defenseman Johnny Oduya was dealt for in the 2011-12 season and quickly proved to be a valuable asset. Oduya continued to be a consistent defenseman last season and had a plus-12 regular-season rating and a plus-12 playoff rating. He and Niklas Hjalmarsson have given the Blackhawks a strong second defensive pairing. The Blackhawks will hope for more of the same this season. Not that Oduya is solely responsible, but the Blackhawks are 49-9-9 in the regular season since Oduya was traded for in 2012. 

27. The other Swedish defenseman 

There were rumors just a season ago that the Blackhawks could deal Niklas Hjalmarsson to free up money. A lot has changed since then. Hjalmarsson helped the Blackhawks to another Stanley Cup last season with a plus-15 regular-season rating and a plus-10 playoff rating, and Blackhawks general manager Stan Bowman recently showed how important Hjalmarsson is to the franchise’s future. Bowman made sure Hjalmarsson would continue to be a part of the Blackhawks’ core for many years to come as Hjalmarsson signed a five-year extension which will keep him in Chicago through the 2018-19 season. 

26. Bickell-Toews-Kane line 

Blackhawks coach Joel Quenneville toyed with the team’s lines during the playoffs last season until he found something that worked. One of the lines he found to be most the productive was Bryan Bickell, Jonathan Toews and Patrick Kane. The line had success in the Western Conference finals and Stanley Cup finals. It’ll be interesting to see whether Quenneville tries that line again to start the season. Bickell was a regular on the third line last season, but is expected to a be a top-6 forward this season after his new contract. Quenneville often split up Kane and Toews last season to balance the lines. Patrick Sharp and Marian Hossa are also expected to be on the first two lines, along with a new second-line center. 

25. Need some luck 

The Blackhawks possess plenty of skill. No doubt. But to win a Stanley Cup, you also have to possess some luck. In Rob Vollman’s "Hockey Abstract," he breaks down that luck can be accounted for by a team’s shooting and save percentages, special teams index, injuries, post-regulation record and record in one-goal games. After taking into account all those factors, Vollman determined the Blackhawks were the third luckiest team last season behind the Toronto Maple Leafs and Pittsburgh Penguins. He also calculated what the standings would have been last season if there had been 82 games and luck wasn’t a factor, and his luck-neutral standings were the Ottawa Senators would have finished with 104 points, the Detroit Red Wings with 103 points and the Blackhawks with 99 points. Finally, he predicted this season’s standings based on last season’s results, the removal of luck and major roster changes, and he has the Senators and New Jersey Devils finishing with 105 points, and the Blackhawks in 11th place overall with 93 points. 

24. A new, but old, backup 

The Blackhawks were the league’s best regular-season team last season largely because of the play of two goaltenders. Corey Crawford carried the goaltending load in the playoffs, but Ray Emery was just as important in the regular season, posting a 17-1-0 record, a 1.94 goals-against average and a .922 save percentage. Emery is gone now, and the Blackhawks’ backup responsibilities fall upon Nikolai Khabibulin, who is back with the Blackhawks for a second time. Khabibulin is 40 years old, but the Blackhawks are convinced he can still be a solid backup. He has been that at times the past few seasons, but he’s also had some inconsistencies due to injuries. If Antti Raanta progresses as the Blackhawks hope, he could fill in for Khabibulin if his play declines in the second half of the season. 

23. Hitting the road twice 

The Blackhawks will face two lengthy road trips this season. They will play seven consecutive road games from Nov. 19-Nov. 30 with games at Colorado, Winnipeg, Vancouver, Edmonton, Calgary, Dallas and Phoenix. They’ll also play seven consecutive road games beginning on Jan. 28 and ending on Feb. 27 with the Olympics in between those dates. Prior to the Olympics, the Blackhawks will play at Calgary, Vancouver, San Jose, Los Angeles, Anaheim and Phoenix. After the Olympics, the Blackhawks open on the road against the New York Rangers. The Blackhawks were 18-4-2 on the road last season and went 4-0-2 on their longest road trip of the season. 

22. That power-play issue  

No, a team doesn’t need an effective power play to win the Stanley Cup. The Blackhawks proved that again last season. But, yes, it wouldn’t hurt to have one. The Blackhawks’ power play struggled to find consistency for the second consecutive season last year. They ranked 19th with a 16.7 power-play percentage in the regular season. The Blackhawks undoubtedly have talented offensive players, but that hasn’t translated to power-play success. Blackhawks assistant coach Jamie Kompon said at the convention, “Eventually, there comes a time when players try to do too much as opposed to keeping it simple. When you simplify things, that's usually the way the pucks go into the net.” That will be the goal this season. 

21. Replacing Frolik 

Michael Frolik made himself a valuable piece to the Blackhawks’ Stanley Cup run last season with his play on the penalty kill. Frolik and Marcus Kruger were considered unsung heroes, but everyone knew about their penalty kill contributions by the end of the season. Blackhawks coach Joel Quenneville recently said Ben Smith could be the guy to replace Frolik. Smith hasn’t stuck in the NHL yet, but he has played in some big games – like Game 3 of the Stanley Cup last season – and seems mature enough to understand the importance of that role.
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Jonathan Toews and Patrick KaneVictor Decolongon/Getty ImagesLocking up Patrick Kane and Jonathan Toews to new extensions will be a priority for the Blackhawks.

ESPNChicago.com's Blackhawks reporter Scott Powers is counting down this season's top-50 storylines over the next week leading into training camp. Here's the second installment: 

40. Kane and Toews extensions 

Patrick Kane and Jonathan Toews aren't unrestricted free agents until after the 2014-15 season and can't negotiate contract extensions until after the 2013-14 season, but still expect this to be a storyline throughout this season. Those deals are Blackhawks general manager Stan Bowman's priorities, and he's been planning for them for a long time. Everything Bowman has done -- the extensions he gave Bryan Bickell, Corey Crawford and Niklas Hjalmarsson, signing restricted free agents, etc. -- has been with Kane's and Toews' contracts in mind. The salary cap is expected to be raised in the future, which will help the Blackhawks. Kane and Toews have implied they'd like to remain in Chicago and may be willing to give the Blackhawks a hometown deal. To put both among the top-15 paid players in the NHL, the Blackhawks would have to give them around $7.5 million each. 

39. The No. 3 shootout shooter 

The Blackhawks were slightly above .500 in shootouts last season with a 6-5 record. Blackhawks coach Joel Quenneville turned to Patrick Kane and Jonathan Toews in every shootout last season, and the pair scored 11 of the team's 16 shootout goals. But Quenneville couldn't consistently decide on a No. 3 shooter and used a number of different players there. Marian Hossa, Michal Rozsival, Brandon Saad, Andrew Shaw and Patrick Sharp were among the players to get multiple shootout attempts last season. Of the group, Hossa was the only player to score more than one goal. He had two goals in three attempts. It will be interesting to see whether Quenneville sticks with Hossa as the No. 3 shooter this season or goes a different route. 

38. Less of Detroit 

The Blackhawks consider the Vancouver Canucks their biggest rival now, but the Detroit Red Wings still weren't far behind. Last season's Western Conference semifinals certainly added another chapter to the Blackhawks-Red Wings' history. But now the Red Wings have moved over to the Eastern Conference, and the teams will see less of each other. The Blackhawks will travel to Detroit on Jan. 22 and host the Red Wings on March 16. They will also play two preseason games. And then there is also the chance of a Blackhawks-Red Wings Stanley Cup finals. 

37. Welcome to North America 

The Blackhawks are expected to play Finnish goaltender Antti Raanta, who was signed in June, at some point this season. When that will be likely depends on how quickly he adjusts to North American hockey after playing his entire career on the larger European rinks. The plan is for Raanta to start the season in the AHL with the Rockford IceHogs. Raanta's goaltending coach last season recently said he doesn't expect Raanta to have trouble adjusting to the small rink. Blackhawks backup goaltender Nikolai Khabibulin has worn down in recent seasons, and Raanta could be NHL-ready at the perfect time to help prevent that dip in the second half of the season. 

36. Faceoffs 

The Blackhawks will look to improve on their faceoff percentage this season. They were among the league's best in the regular season and were tied for 10th with a 50.8 winning percentage, but that dropped to 46.8 percent in the playoffs. Jonathan Toews accounted for much of the team's faceoff success. He had a 59.9 winning percentage in the regular season and a 53.1 winning percentage in the playoffs. The percentages dropped off from there in the regular season among the regular centers -- Marcus Kruger (46.2 percent), Dave Bolland (46.1) and Andrew Shaw (44.0). The addition of Michal Handzus (55.0 percent in 11 regular-season games) at the trade deadline did help the team. Shaw (47.2 percent) improved in the playoffs, but Handzus (46.4), Bolland (42.5) and Kruger (37.6) declined. Shaw likely will center the third line again, and Handzus and Kruger will split duties on the fourth line. Bolland has departed for the Toronto Maple Leafs, leaving the second-line center open. Brandon Saad has been talked about there, and he had varied success at the dot last season. He was 17-of-46 in the regular season and 7-of-17 in the playoffs. The Blackhawks could always use Patrick Sharp to take faceoffs. Sharp has won 2,016-of-4,159 faceoffs during his career with the Blackhawks. He was 40-of-62 in the regular season and 32-of-60 in the playoffs last season. 

35. A weaker division 

The Central Division should be easier for the Blackhawks with the Columbus Blue Jackets and Red Wings moving to the Eastern Conference. The Central is widely considered the weakest division among the four re-aligned ones. The Blackhawks are left with the Colorado Avalanche, Dallas Stars, Minnesota Wild, Nashville Predators, St. Louis Blues and Winnipeg Jets. The Blues (fourth seed) and Wild (eighth seed) made the playoff last season, and the Avalanche, Predators, Stars and Jets did not. 

34. The countdown for Teravainen 

The Blackhawks' success has allowed them not to rush the arrival of 2012 first-round pick Teuvo Teravainen. By all accounts, the 18-year-old Teravainen is ready to play in the NHL right now, but not exactly ready to star in it. He'll spend another season in Finland's SM-liiga and develop some more. Blackhawks general manager Stan Bowman has done nothing to extinguish the hype around Teravainen. He's expected to be the real deal once he gets to the NHL. His agent recently said Teravainen could join the Blackhawks as early as the end of his SM-liiga season. Teravainen could be playing for the Blackhawks just in time to help them in April. 

33. The jump from Rockford 

The Blackhawks will be turning to their prospect system more and more in the upcoming years as their core, especially Patrick Kane and Jonathan Toews, get more expensive and take up more of the salary cap. The Blackhawks dealt Dave Bolland and Michael Frolik and allowed Viktor Stalberg to walk away after last season to partly free up money, but also to start giving their prospects a chance in the NHL. Ben Smith, Brandon Pirri, Jimmy Hayes, Jeremy Morin, Drew LeBlanc, Ryan Stanton, Mark McNeil, Phillip Danault, Garret Ross, Adam Clendening, Dylan Olsen, Kent Simpson and Mac Carruth are among the prospects who could see time in the NHL this season. College players such as Stephen Johns and Justin Holl aren't far behind either. 

32. A full season of Handzus 

Bowman made one move at the trade deadline last season, and that was to acquire Handzus from the San Jose Sharks. The Sharks had pretty much given up hope on Handzus and often made him a healthy scratch. The move sparked Handzus, and he became a key player for the Blackhawks throughout the playoffs after being moved to second-line center. Now the question is whether Handzus, who signed a one-year deal in July, can continue to play at that rate for an entire season. He isn't expected to have as big a role this season unless the Blackhawks get desperate at second-line center. The 36-year-old Handzus is also coming off knee and wrist surgeries. 

31. Kruger's vital role 

Marcus Kruger likely earned himself some more money this past offseason by the way he played last season. Kruger became a valuable piece to the Blackhawks' Stanley Cup puzzle by embracing his role on the penalty kill. He and Michael Frolik were often the ones behind thwarting opponents' power plays and improving the Blackhawks' penalty-kill percentage. Kruger, who is still only 23, likely will be asked to do that again this season. He might also play more of a wing role with Handzus likely moving back to the fourth line as center.
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Andrew Shaw and Brandon Saad were among the participants the last time the Chicago Blackhawks were involved in a rookie tournament. 

That was September of 2011. Shaw earned a spot on the Blackhawks’ NHL roster that season, and Saad also made his NHL debut in the 2011-12 season and then became a permanent fixture in the NHL last season. 

After missing out on a rookie tournament last season because of the NHL lockout, the Blackhawks have teamed up with the Ottawa Senators, Pittsburgh Penguins and Toronto Maple Leafs again to create a round-robin tournament in London, Ontario beginning Thursday. The Blackhawks will play the Maple Leafs at 6 p.m. CST on Thursday, the Senators at 1 p.m. on Saturday and the Penguins at 1 p.m. on Sunday. 

There’s no guarantee any of the Blackhawks on this year’s rookie tournament roster will appear in the NHL this season, but it will be another opportunity to impress with Blackhawks general manager Stan Bowman and coach Joel Quenneville expected to be in attendance. 

Four players on the Blackhawks’ rookie tournament roster who could have a shot at seeing NHL time this season are forwards Phillip Danault, Drew LeBlanc, Mark McNeil and Garret Ross. Danault, McNeil and Ross finished up their junior careers last season, and LeBlanc joined the Blackhawks late in the season after completing his college career. All four are expected to be at the Blackhawks training camp. 

“I think first of all it gives the young players right off the start a chance to show management and scouts what they’ve been working on all summer, how hard they’ve worked,” Blackhawks hockey administration director and minor league affiliations general manager Mark Bernard said in a recent phone interview. “It’s a chance to play against players at their level. It’s not like putting them against Patrick Kane and Patrick Sharp, and they’re going to be intimidated. 

“I think it’s also useful because they don’t know each other. For Phillip Danault, Garret Ross, Mark McNeil, it’s time to together to form chemistry and create relationships on and off the ice. Whether their seasons start in Rockford or Chicago, they can get off to a good start. All of these guys have been quality players at the junior level or college level, and we want them to get back to that as professionals.” 

Defenseman Dylan Olsen, forwards Terry Broadhurst, Alex Broadhurst, Byron Froese and David Gilbert and goaltender Mac Carruth are also on the rookie tournament roster and are expected to begin the season with the Rockford IceHogs of the AHL. 

The 21-year-old Carruth could have made his professional debut last season, but the Blackhawks thought he would best benefit from another season in juniors. He went 30-7-2 with a 2.06 goals-against average and a .929 save percentage with the Portland Winterhawks in the WHL. 

Carruth will now get a chance along with Kent Simpson and Antti Raanta to be the IceHogs starting goaltender this season. 

“Last year, [Carruth] was eligible to play professional hockey, but it was just a matter of we didn’t have enough nets for the goaltenders we had,” Bernard said. “Mac handled everything from that conversation to the end of the year with the upmost professionalism. He understood the situation. He wasn’t a young kid who was nodding his head and agreeing with you. He went back to Portland as an older player on the team, leader on the team and led them all the way to the Memorial Cup. He didn’t put his head down and think he could be playing in the pro level because he had the ability.”
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Brandon Bollig, Torey Krug Robin Alam/Icon SMIIs there a spot for an enforcer such as Brandon Bollig on the Hawks roster this season?

A Stanley Cup repeat attempt with nearly everyone back, the Olympics, Bryan Bickell's emergence, the continued evolution of Patrick Kane and Jonathan Toews, Nikolai Khabibulin's return, trying to replace Michael Frolik, Andrew Shaw's continued growth as an agitator -- the storylines should be aplenty for the Chicago Blackhawks in the 2013-2014 season. 

ESPNChicago.com's Blackhawks reporter Scott Powers will count down this season's top 50 storylines over the next week leading into training camp. 

Here's the first installment: 

50. Bollig, the enforcer 

The Blackhawks will likely be auditioning for five roster spots during training camp. One of those positions will likely go to Brandon Bollig. Some may argue enforcers aren't really needed on a team, but Blackhawks coach Joel Quenneville has often liked to have someone who isn't afraid to drop his gloves and step up for his teammates. With Jamal Mayers and Daniel Carcillo gone, there aren't many of those type of players remaining on the roster. Bollig led the Blackhawks with five fights last season. He will be looking for his first career point this season. He has zero points in 43 career NHL games. 

49. Sellout and attendance streak 

The Blackhawks are aiming to lead the NHL in attendance for the sixth consecutive season. They have sold out the United Center for 187 consecutive regular-season games dating back to the 2008-09 season. They averaged a paid attendance of 21,775 during their 24 home games last season. 

48. Nashville, St. Louis trying to keep Hawks fans out 

The Nashville Predators and St. Louis Blues are tired of seeing Blackhawks fans fill their arenas when they host Chicago. To combat this problem, both teams devised plans this season to not sell single-tickets to their Blackhawks games. Fans now must buy tickets to multiple games to attend a Blackhawks game. This probably won't deter Blackhawks fans from attending these games, but it will probably add a few dollars to the opponents' wallets. 

47. Player milestones 

A number of Blackhawks are approaching personal milestones and could reach them this season. Marian Hossa is 65 points shy of 1,000 career points. Patrick Kane is 76 points away form 500 career points and 64 games away from 500 career games. Patrick Sharp needs one goal for 200 in his career. Jonathan Toews is 33 goals shy of 200 career goals and 28 points away from 400 career points. Brent Seabrook needs 10 assists for 200 career assists and to play one game to reach 600 career games. Michal Handzus needs 33 points for 500 career points and 50 games for 1,000 career games. Michal Rozsival needs 28 points for 300 career points. Nick Leddy needs 24 games to reach 200 career games. Corey Crawford needs 17 wins for 100 career wins. Nikolai Khabibulin is five games shy of 800 career games. 

46. New goaltending coach 

Blackhawks coach Joel Quenneville added a new member to his staff for the second consecutive season. Steve Weeks was hired in August as the goaltending coach after Stephane Waite departed for the Montreal Canadiens after 10 seasons with the Blackhawks. Weeks was most recently with the Atlanta Thrashers as an assistant coach and goaltending specialist from 2001-2010. Weeks will have two veterans in Corey Crawford and Nikolai Khabibulin to work with and likely a younger goaltender in Antti Raanta at some point. 

45. Facing old Stanley Cup teammates 

The Blackhawks return nearly everyone from last year's Stanley Cup roster, but there were a handful of players who moved on. Dave Bolland, who scored the game-winning goal in Game 6 of the Stanley Cup finals, now plays for the Toronto Maple Leafs. The Blackhawks host the Maple Leafs on Oct. 19. Goaltender Ray Emery signed with the Philadelphia Flyers, and they will play in Chicago on Dec. 11. Michael Frolik was traded to the Winnipeg Jets, and they will play in Chicago on Nov. 6 and Nov. 26. Viktor Stalberg signed with the Nashville Predators, and they will play in Chicago on March 13 and March 23. Daniel Carcillo returns to Chicago with the Los Angeles Kings on Dec. 15 and Dec. 30. 

[+] EnlargeJoel Quenneville

Jonathan Daniel/Getty ImagesJoel Quenneville is 40 wins away from 700 in his career.

44. Quenneville coaching milestone 

Quenneville has already placed himself among the NHL's elite coaches, but he has a chance this season to move further up that ladder. He's 40 wins away from 700 career wins, which would put him in third place behind Scotty Bowman's 1,244 wins and Al Arbour's 782 wins. The Blackhawks signed Quenneville in the offseason to a contract extension through the 2016-17 season. 

43. Camping in South Bend 

The Blackhawks had to move their training camp from the United Center due to a scheduling conflict, and Blackhawks general manager Stan Bowman chose his alma mater, Notre Dame, for the camp's location this season. Bowman said at the convention he was hopeful having the camp in South Bend, Ind., will be an early-season bonding experience similar to their 2009 European trip and having a long road trip early last season. The Blackhawks camp will run at Notre Dame from Sept. 12-15. 

42. Seeing the East again 

Like all teams, the Blackhawks will face opponents from the other conference again this season. Teams only played within their conference last season due to the lockout. The Blackhawks' first Eastern Conference opponent will be the Washington Capitals in the season opener in Chicago on Oct. 1. The Blackhawks will play the Pittsburgh Penguins, the Eastern Conference favorite, at Solidier Field in Chicago on March 1 and in Pittsburgh on March 30. They'll have a rematch of the Stanley Cup finals against the Boston Bruins in Chicago on Jan. 19 and in Boston on March 27. 

41. Outdoor hockey returns 

Some feared Chicago would have to wait at least another decade before it experienced another outdoor NHL game after the Blackhawks played the Detroit Red Wings at Wrigley Field in 2009. The wait ended up being a lot shorter as the NHL announced last season it was going to increase the number of outdoor games it had each season. The Blackhawks will host the Penguins at Soldier Field on March 1, 2014. Soldier Field was home to a college hockey doubleheader last season.

Blackhawks building for the long term
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The Chicago Blackhawks have their team and they’re making a run at becoming a dynasty with it. 

After having to dissolve a large portion of the 2010 Stanley Cup team due to salary cap restraints, Blackhawks general manager Stan Bowman is doing his best to keep nearly everyone together for years to come after their latest Cup win. 

The Blackhawks will now have at least 14 players, including seven forwards, six defensemen and one goaltender, from last season’s Stanley Cup roster together over the next two seasons, and that number will likely grow with Andrew Shaw and Ben Smith among the group of upcoming restricted free agents. 

Bowman took care of contract extensions for goaltender Corey Crawford and defenseman Niklas Hjalmarsson, who were set to become unrestricted free agents after the 2013-14 season, this week. The only other unrestricted free agents for after this season will be Brandon Bollig, Sheldon Brookbank, Michal Handzus and Nikolai Khabibulin. 

“It’s a little different than the last time we won in 2010 when pretty much half the team got split up,” Hjalmarsson said on Wednesday. “Now we still got a lot of guys left here from last year, so we can’t really complain about anything. We pretty much have the same team.” 

Bowman is looking well beyond the next two seasons, too. He still has to deal with the substantial task of re-signing Patrick Kane and Jonathan Toews, who will both become unrestricted free agents after the 2014-15 season, but he has laid the groundwork for a team built for the long haul. 

“It’s better to have a lot of good players on your team than searching for them,” Bowman said on Wednesday. “I got a lot of confidence in the players we have committed to. They have proven they can win. They are winners.” 

Here are the key players signed through at least the 2015-16 season: 

Defenseman Brent Seabrook -- Signed through 2015-16 

Forward Patrick Sharp -- Signed through 2016-17 

Forward Bryan Bickell -- Signed through 2016-17 

Forward Teuvo Teravainen -- Signed through 2016-17 (would be 2015-16 if he plays 10 regular-season games this season) 

Defenseman Niklas Hjalmarsson -- Signed through 2018-19 

Goaltender Corey Crawford -- Signed through 2019-20 

Forward Marian Hossa -- Signed through the 2020-21 

Defenseman Duncan Keith -- Signed through 2022-23 

The Blackhawks also have 2011 first-round picks Mark McNeil and Phillip Danault signed through the 2015-16 season. Both are expected to figure into the Blackhawks’ future plans. 

Aside from Kane and Toews, Bowman will have to deal with mostly restricted free agents in the next few seasons. One would assume re-signing Andrew Shaw and Brandon Saad would have to be priorities for Bowman going forward. 

Here are some notable contracts Bowman will have to deal with in the next couple years: 

Forward Andrew Shaw – Restricted free agent after the 2013-14 season 

Forward Ben Smith -- Restricted free agent after the 2013-14 season 

Forward Jimmy Hayes – Restricted free agent after the 2013-14 season 

Forward Jeremy Morin – Restricted free agent after the 2013-14 season 

Forward Brandon Pirri -- Restricted free agent after the 2013-14 season 

Defenseman Dylan Olsen -- Restricted free agent after the 2013-14 season 

Goaltender Antti Raanta -- Restricted free agent after the 2013-14 season 

Defenseman Johnny Oduya -- Unrestricted free agent after the 2014-15 season 

Defenseman Michal Rozsival -- Unrestricted free agent after the 2014-15 season 

Forward Brandon Saad -- Restricted free agent after the 2014-15 season 

Forward Marcus Kruger -- Restricted free agent after the 2014-15 season 

Defenseman Nick Leddy -- Restricted free agent after the 2014-15 season 

Defenseman Ryan Stanton -- Restricted free agent after the 2014-15 season 

Defenseman Adam Clendening -- Restricted free agent after the 2014-15 season

Hawks extend Niklas Hjalmarsson

Updated: September 4, 2013, 2:13 PM ET

By  Scott Powers | ESPNChicago.com
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The Chicago Blackhawks and defenseman Niklas Hjalmarsson agreed to a five-year contract extension, the team announced Wednesday.

ESPNChicago.com Blackhawks Blog

Blackhawks blog The latest Hawks news and notes from ESPN Chicago. Blog

Must-see: Hawks playoff gallery Photo Gallery 

A league source told ESPN.com's Pierre LeBrun that the deal averages $4.1 million per season.

Hjalmarsson was set to become an unrestricted free agent after the 2013-14 season. His new contract will run through the 2018-19 season.

"It's been a pretty unbelievable summer, that's for sure," Hjalmarsson said Wednesday. "It's going to be tough to top this one. It's been a lot of celebrating, a lot of fun stuff going on. But I'm really excited with the extension here, and I'm really looking forward to next season and that me and my wife get to stay in Chicago for six more years.

"As I've been saying before, I love the city, I love the people in Chicago. They're really friendly. Playing in the United Center in front of 23,000 people every game, it's really inspiring. On top of that, we have a good team that can compete for the Cup every year. I really wanted to stay in Chicago, and I'm really glad I got the opportunity to do that."

Selected in the fourth round of the 2005 draft, the 26-year-old Hjalmarsson has nine goals, 47 assists and a plus-48 rating in 306 regular-season games over six seasons. He was a key contributor during the Hawks' 2010 and 2013 Stanley Cup championships.

Hjalmarsson had two goals, eight assists and a career-high plus-15 rating in 46 regular-season games last season. He also had five assists and a plus-10 rating in 23 playoffs games.

Hjalmarsson's deal is the second long-term extension the Blackhawks have announced this week. The team and goaltender Corey Crawford agreed to a six-year contract extension Monday.

"I think part of the plan is determining which of your players are key and critical to the success of your team and making sure you have them for a long time," Blackhawks general manager Stan Bowman said. "Look at the role Niklas has played on our team, and he's a warrior the way he plays. He's a heart-and-soul guy, very relied upon by our coaching staff. They trust him.

"He does a lot of things other guys don't want to do -- penalty killing, blocking shots, defending, keeping the puck out of the net. That's really important when we got a lot of guys who play different styles than that. I think he's a great complement. When you have a player who hasn't really reached his best years yet, I think he's just coming into his prime at this point, you want to keep someone like that. He's been improving each year, and I expect him to continue to do so. I think for that reason it's an easy decision to commit to him because he's a warrior."

Blackhawks put faith in Crawford
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CrawfordBruce Bennett/Getty ImagesCorey Crawford cashed in on his Cup-winning season with a long-term contract Monday.

The Chicago Blackhawks' core has a new member. 

When the core has been spoken of since winning the 2010 Stanley Cup, it’s been in reference to the Blackhawks forwards (i.e. Patrick Sharp, Jonathan Toews, Patrick Kane, Marian Hossa) and defensemen (i.e. Duncan Keith, Brent Seabrook) who have been kept together over the years and continually given the organization a chance to win multiple Stanley Cups. 

And now a new player and position has been added to that group. Welcome goaltender Corey Crawford to the Blackhawks’ core. 

With the announcement of Crawford’s six-year, $36 million extension on Monday, which also happened to be Crawford’s day with the Stanley Cup, Blackhawks general manager Stan Bowman made the 28-year-old Crawford the Blackhawks’ goaltender of the future. Future Stanley Cups will be won or lost for the Blackhawks with Crawford in net through the 2019-20 season. 

The Blackhawks’ hope, of course, is Crawford can consistently repeat what he did last season when he was one of the league’s premier goaltenders. He was tied for second in the league with a 1.94 goals-against average, tied for fifth with a .926 save percentage and fifth with a 67.9 quality start percentage (a stat created by Hockey Prospectus to determine a goaltender's consistency) among those with at least 15 starts. He continued that level of play in the playoffs and had a 1.84 goals-against average and .932 save percentage in 23 playoff games. 

Until last season, Crawford’s first two years as a starter were full of ups and downs. He was above average in his first year and his play declined in his sophomore campaign, and the Blackhawks didn’t win a playoff series either season. The Blackhawks were optimistic Crawford would turn the corner in his third season, and that he did. He and others believed he was more focused and prepared before and during games last season than he ever had been before. 

Bowman is obviously convinced Crawford has put his inconsistencies behind him. Crawford is the first goaltender Bowman has given a lengthy contract to since taking over as GM in 2009. 

“There was never a question in our minds that we want to commit to him because it’s the most important position we have,” Bowman said on a conference call on Monday. “We have a lot of faith in his ability to continue, and he’s a young goalie. He certainly worked hard to get himself to the NHL. Now he’s proven he can do it at the highest level. 

“The other things [with the salary cap] we’ll figure out as time goes on. A lot changes from year to year. We don’t have all the knowledge of where the cap will be in two years or three years. The one thing we do know is we will have a great goaltender. That’s why this is an easy decision for us.” 

The Blackhawks did pay the going rate for a top-tier goaltender. Crawford’s deal is similar to what in recent years was given to the Phoenix Coyotes' Mike Smith, the Detroit Red Wings' Jimmy Howard, the Dallas Stars' Kari Lehtonen and the Nashville Predators' Pekka Rinne. They all signed 6-8-year deals from $5-8 million per season. 

All the money and faith could put pressure on Crawford, but he didn’t believe that would be the case. He’s ready to add more Stanley Cups to the core's list. 

“I don’t think [my mentality] changes at all,” Crawford said. “Every year the goal is to win. We work hard in the summer to get to a certain point in training. Going into the season, the goal is to win every year. It was fun to win last year and have a fun summer with it and I obviously have my Cup day today and do all that, but at one point you have to shut it all off and start all over again. I think we’re prepared to go at it again. 

“It’s more of the confidence in the team has in me to try and repeat and go for more championships in the future. That’s the way I look at it. I’m not going to put any pressure on myself. I’m just going to compete hard as I’ve always done. I don’t want to add any extra things to what it means, but it’s definitely exciting. I enjoy it. I’m happy we can get it done. I’m looking forward to next year. It’s going to be great.”

Corey Crawford gets extension

Updated: September 2, 2013, 8:01 PM ET
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CHICAGO -- The Blackhawks and goalie Corey Crawford have agreed to a six-year contract extension which, according to a league source, is worth a total of $36 million.

Crawford started every playoff game for Chicago last season, helping the Blackhawks win their second Stanley Cup title in four seasons. He went 16-7 with an NHL-best 1.84 goals-against average in the postseason.

More On The Blackhawks

For all the latest on the Blackhawks, check out Scott Powers' blog on ESPNChicago.com. Blog 

The Blackhawks announced the deal Monday. The contract runs through the 2019-20 season.

Crawford was spending the day with the Stanley Cup in his hometown in Quebec when the deal was finalized.

"To have a chance to bring the Cup back home, all of the people I played minor hockey with and grew up with and all of my family, is pretty special to start off with," he said. "To add this on top on it, it's amazing. I want to be in Chicago for my whole career. This is amazing to be able to do this and get this deal done."

After the Blackhawks won the Stanley Cup in 2010, they were forced to let a number of key players leave due to salary cap constraints. One of them was the team's top goalie at that time, Antti Niemi.

"The salary cap is something we have to certainly plan for and think about as an organization, but I don't think it's the focus right now in terms of this," Blackhawks general manager Stan Bowman said. "The reality is we need to have a top-notch goaltender in our organization. We got one right here in Corey. We know him well. He's grown up in our organization. He's experienced the ultimate with our group."

The 28-year-old Crawford was selected by Chicago in the second round of the 2003 draft. Crawford, who made his NHL debut in January 2006, is 83-43 with eight shutouts, a 2.40 GAA and a .913 save percentage in 152 career games with the Blackhawks.

Information from ESPN's Craig Custance and The Associated Press was used in this report.

Day with Cup shows Kane's evolution

Updated: August 30, 2013, 2:45 PM ET

By  Scott Burnside | ESPN.com
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BUFFALO, N.Y. -- Donna Kane is taking a break from the sweltering closeness inside the West Seneca arena where thousands of people, many wearing Patrick Kane jerseys, have lined up for a glimpse of her son and a couple of trophies he's brought along with him for the day.

She brought young Patrick here regularly as he was growing up. While he was tearing it up on the ice, establishing himself as a true, rare hockey prodigy, his three younger sisters would be running amok, playing under the frigid metal stands, often tumbling down the steps with their dolls, refusing their mother's pleas to wear their jackets.

The three sisters -- Erica, Jessica and Jacqueline -- are more women than girls now and are on hand this day, as is Patrick Kane's father, Pat senior, other family members and a clutch of close friends, many of whom were part of Kane's entourage when he first enjoyed the singular excitement of hosting the Stanley Cup after Chicago's seminal win in 2010 over Philadelphia.

We are often reminded when we share these moments with Stanley Cup champions that these days represent a journey, not just a visit with the Cup.

The local hockey hero rode into the arena parking lot aboard a Zamboni with the Cup perched next to him as fans swarmed around him. And not to stretch the analogy too far, but it put one in mind of a conquering Roman hero returning from Crusades.

For the second time, Kane brought the Cup to Imperial Pizza, the local pizza joint known for its charitable work in the community. It's a reminder of the days Kane would stop there as a boy on the way home from practice or a game, still clad in his hockey gear.

But the journey often means something else a little less tangible, a chance to gauge the evolution of a young man who has somehow managed to cram a gaggle of noteworthy moments into his 24 years.

[+] EnlargePatrick Kane

Scott Burnside/ESPN.com"I think a lot of us have grown up a lot, myself included," Patrick Kane said of bringing the Cup back to Buffalo three years later.

Highs?

Of course.

The first pick in the 2007 draft, Kane earned rookie of the year honors in his first season. He scored the overtime winner in Game 6 of the 2010 Stanley Cup finals a few months after being part of an American team that would fall to Canada in the gold medal game in the Vancouver Olympics.

Assuming good health, Kane is a lock to make the U.S. team that will compete in Sochi, Russia, next February.

Those are the kinds of accomplishments that whisper "Hall of Fame" and suggest that Kane is on a track to be the greatest of all Buffalo athletes.

That's assuming the most recent track is the true path for Kane, as opposed to the bumpier path he has also taken. In the summer of 2009, he had a scrape with the law in Buffalo over an incident with a cab driver, and last summer, he saw the Blackhawks organization embarrassed after an out of control weekend at the University of Wisconsin.

When Kane first celebrated with the Cup in his hometown three years ago, his maturity was just as much of a story. Maybe more.

But there was an undeniable change in the atmosphere around this day.

Kane recounted in a quiet moment with ESPN.com that he and his pals, many of whom he has been friends with since childhood, were joking about what they were doing three years ago at the same time. The implication is that three years ago, the focus would have been much more toward engaging in or planning for some whooping it up.

"I think a lot of us have grown up a lot, myself included," Kane said.

He also admitted that when he began contemplating his visit with the Cup (last time he had the Cup for two days, while this visit was just a single day), he pondered keeping it simple, out of the public eye. He has a gorgeous new lakefront home and lots of space for hosting an intimate gathering.

In the end, he said it didn't seem right to have the Cup in his possession and not share it. And so with much of the planning left again to his Aunt Bonnie, Kane spent most of the day traversing the city with the familiar silver trophy and its companion, the Conn Smythe Trophy -- given annually to the most valuable player in the playoffs.

The one thing Kane insisted on was somehow including the local military community. And so Kane found himself rolling into a giant hangar on the Niagara Falls Air Reserve Station outside Buffalo aboard a Humvee, his trusty companion Lord Stanley at his side.

Inside, hundreds of military personnel and their families cheered Kane's arrival. Some will deploy to Afghanistan or Iraq in a matter of days. Many have already served tours of duty there.

Kane told a small group that initially greeted him that he gets celebrated for carrying around 30-something pounds of trophy and yet they carry an entire country on their shoulders. It was a message he would repeat to the larger group.

Goodness knows there are enough cynics that might roll their eyes, but the reaction of that group to Kane's visit was a reminder of the hold the game and the symbols that reflect the game's greatest achievements have on the public.

Donna Kane recalled recently being at Kane's house and coming into the living room to find Kane and one of his sisters sitting on the couch weeping as they watch a show on ESPN about wounded veterans returning to their families.

"I was like, what is going on," Donna recalled.

Kane shared the story with the military families, telling them that he watched the segment over and over with tears streaming down his face.

Standing outside a hulking C130 H2 Hercules transport aircraft, Lieutenant Colonel Doug Eoute explained the missions the aircraft has and will continue to fly. His son, Lucas, was nearby, thrilled at the chance to rub shoulders with Kane.

"It just made his world," said Eoute, who two summers ago did a four-month tour of duty in the war zone.

[+] EnlargePatrick Kane

Scott Burnside/ESPN.comPatrick Kane brought the Cup to the Niagara Falls Air Reserve Station outside Buffalo aboard a Humvee to share the experience with the local military community.

"He'd rather meet Patrick Kane than the President or the pope."

Big picture, he said, it means a lot to the families to have Kane share his day with them, to acknowledge the work they do and the sacrifices they make.

It's interesting to juxtapose the kind of emotion that Kane brings to these kinds of events -- he was similarly emotive during a trip to a local cancer clinic during his last visit -- against the perception many have based on a few pictures on the Internet.

Erica, the oldest of the Kane sisters, said the nice thing about her brother is that he remains among the most sincere of people she knows.

"It's my favorite thing about him," she said.

A leasing agent in the Buffalo area, Erica still lives at home, a mark of the closeness that defines the Kane family. Although Kane has his own place now, having purchased the lakefront property in March 2012, his family is frequent visitors.

At the end of the season, Kane took his sisters shopping, and the competitive siblings recently enjoyed a night of miniature golf.

Growing up, the family's comings and goings revolved around Patrick's hockey schedule and trips, and the family was always together. It's not so different now.

"He likes us to be involved in everything," Erica said. "He wants to know about us and our stories.

"I've always seen him as Patrick, nothing more, which I think is really cool. I wouldn't trade it for the world, to be honest."

Erica acknowledged it's been difficult when people have been critical of her brother. Still, she can't recall a single negative part of being the sister of an NHL star. "That's really hard for me. I think we're still really protective of Patrick," she said. "We know he's not like that at all." We have been making these visits every summer but one since the 2006 offseason. It's been a chance to share a special, often emotional, time with a variety of players and coaches.

We have enjoyed the graciousness of a young Eric Staal and his veteran teammate Bret Hedican, the Niedermayer brothers Scott and Rob, the incomparable Scotty Bowman, four-time Cup winner Darren McCarty, Sidney Crosby and last summer Los Angeles Kings captain Dustin Brown.

This summer marks the first time we have returned to a Cup winner's repeat visit with the Cup.

In the world of sport, three years is a long time.

In the life of a young star, three years can seem even longer.

As a young boy, Patrick got a chance to meet former Colorado Avalanche captain and Hall of Famer Joe Sakic at an open practice in Buffalo.

"I remember just how in awe he was of that hockey player," Donna Kane recalled.

Now he is that larger than life person to a new generation of young hockey fans.

But it's not just Patrick Kane that is a different person than three years ago, insisted his mother. It's the entire Blackhawks team that has grown up.

"When you get older, you learn more. You learn more about life," she said.

It's a fair assessment. The core of that team has gone from being single men or newly married men to players with wives and families.

On this trip, Kane has a female companion from Chicago along for the visit.

Times change.

Ron Kelly is heading into his 16th year as a Chicago Blackhawks season ticketholder.

Standing in the back room of Imperial Pizza as workers shredded giant tubs of mozzarella cheese and Kane and his entourage sampled some of the familiar pies, Kelly talked about the nights he and 3,000 hardy souls were all that bothered to wander into the cavernous United Center.

Now, the Blackhawks sell out every game, the team's contests are on television and a championship is always a possibility. Apart from the rising ticket costs, Kelly jokes, what's not to like?

Kane is a big part of that renaissance.

Since Kane's arrival, Kelly has become good friends with the family. It's why he made the nine-hour drive to share Kane's day with the Cup, as he did three years ago.

"If they asked me to break down a brick wall, I'd probably do it," he said.

He wonders how he might have reacted as a man in his early 20s with all that Kane has.

"I didn't have 400 girls chasing me down the street," he said.

"He's learning on the job."

Almost on cue, "Chelsea Dagger," the Blackhawks' familiar goal celebration, could be heard blaring from the pizza place's crowded parking lot at the corner of Abbott Road and Eden Street.

Later that day, Kane returned to his house and played a little ball hockey on the fenced sports court with the Cup as a trophy. At one point, Kane took a ball in the face but hung in to score the winning goal.

For his friends, a day like this is a window onto the stage on which their longtime pal exists on a daily basis and a reminder of their shared past. Tom Vivian grew up on the same street. He can't imagine the spotlight that his friend has had shining on him since he was in his late teens and a projected No. 1 overall draft pick.

"I can't imagine being in that situation," he said.

While Kane has matured as a person, he is in many ways the same kid they have always known, said Vivian, who works at Merrill Lynch in the Buffalo area.

"In terms of our friendship, nothing has changed," he said.

Later, Kane hosted a gathering at a downtown hotel.

There he presented his grandfather, Donald Kane, with an autographed Blackhawks No. 88 jersey. His grandfather is turning 88 and has had some health issues. Kane admitted he'd never spent as much time signing any piece of memorabilia as this, writing on each line of the twin 8s on the back.

It was a special night for Kane and his grandfather.

Among the guests on hand were Darryl Belfry, who coached Kane when he was a youngster. Belfry now works with top-end talent, including Kane, helping them hone their offensive skills, find more space, and take advantage of specific teammates and situations to become more productive.

You can draw a line from Belfry's influence to Kane's increased goal production this season and his status as a clutch player in the postseason. Of course, no one gets better unless they want to, and Kane has clearly been motivated to prove that he is among the game's best players.

A second visit with Lord Stanley's Cup in three years should validate that effort.

"It's a process, but I think it's really coming together," Belfry said. "It's very exciting for him."

The best part, if Belfry is right in his assessment of the young man from South Buffalo, is that there is still more to accomplish and still challenges to be met.

"He's got a lot more in front of him, Belfry said. "I think there's so much more ahead of him. I think he's really turned the corner about how he's perceived."
Agent: Teravainen a year away from NHL
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Chicago Blackhawks prospect Teuvo Teravainen is ready to play in the NHL, not just ready to star in it, his agent said on Friday. 

The Blackhawks announced Thursday they had signed the 18-year-old forward to a three-year entry-level deal. Teravainen was selected by the Blackhawks as the No. 18 overall pick of the 2012 draft. 

"He can play in the NHL right now," said Teravainen's agent and Acme World Sports president Markus Lehto in a phone interview from Finland on Friday. "He's not quite ready to play 82 games as a top-6 forward. That's something else for a 19-year-old that's not 200 pounds. Teuvo understands that." 

Lehto said Teravainen, who will turn 19 on Sept. 11, will spend this season with Jokerit in Finland's SM-liiga and could join the Blackhawks as early as the end of Jokerit's season. He had 13 goals and 18 assists in 44 regular-season games for Jokerit last season. 

Lehto wouldn't go into financial details about Teravainen's contract, but he said the contract included bonuses and was designed for the Blackhawks to not take a significant salary cap hit. Unless Teravainen appears in 10 regular-season games this season, his contract will slide and he won't become a restricted free agent until after the 2016-17 season. 

Teravainen will also attend the Blackhawks training camp, which opens on Sept. 12. Lehto thought the camp would be a good test for him. 

"Him participating in training camp and probably a few exhibition games will benefit Teuvo and the Blackhawks, too," Lehto said. "It'll show him where he needs to be." 

Blackhawks general manager Stan Bowman has made it no secret how high he is on Teravainen's potential. Lehto backed up Bowman's optimism. 

"I've been doing this for 20 years," Lehto said. "I've seen a lot of Finnish players come to the NHL. I first saw Teuvo when he was 15. I think Teuvo is the most skilled out of all of those players. This doesn't surprise me."

Hawks' Raanta different than other goalies
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Antti RaantaAP Photo/Lehtikuva/Jussi NukariThe 24-year-old Antti Raanta is expected to start the season at Rockford.

Assat Pori goaltending coach Jaakko Rosendahl has never come across a goaltender as unique as the Chicago Blackhawks' Antti Raanta. 

Raanta's skill level put him in an elite category for Rosendahl, but it was much more than that. Working with Raanta last season at Assat in the SM-liiga in Finland, Rosendahl found himself often surprised by him on and off the ice. 

"He's so different than any other goalie," Rosendahl said in a recent phone interview. "He was so open-minded. He was so relaxed. If you think goaltenders don't talk to other people, he's the other side of it. His outlook, his behavior with people, it's really different. Kind of every day was funny. He worked hard, but he was so funny, so different than other goalies. 

"Before games -- two hours before a game -- he was like some guy who came off the street and into the locker room. 'Hey, let's go.' He's not heavy. He's not going to feel like not talking to anyone. He's relaxed. That's why he keeps so much in the game." 

The 24-year-old Raanta's looseness added to his ability, which is a mixture of above-average athleticism and being positionally sound, produced grand results. He won the league's regular-season MVP trophy (Lassa Oksanen Trophy) after having a 21-10-11 record, a 1.85 goals-against average and a .943 save percentage. He also won the league's playoff MVP (Jari Kurri Trophy) after leading Assat to the league title with a 1.45 goals-against average and a .955 save percentage. 

The Blackhawks had been scouting Raanta for much of the season and were able to beat out other suitors for him in early June. Raanta signed a one-year deal with the Blackhawks and is expected to contribute at some point in the NHL this season. 

Rosendahl wasn't surprised by Raanta's play last season, believing Raanta had been building up to such a performance. Raanta's goals-against average had dropped and his save percentage had risen in each season since he had entered the SM-liiga in 2009. 

"I was kind of watching his play the previous two years and collected that he would be better," Rosendahl said. "Last season, we started to develop what was bad in my opinion. We started it, and I think it went well." 

Rosendahl wanted Raanta to get more aggressive on the puck, and it didn't take long to see results. 

Rosendahl describes Raanta as a quick learner, and that's why Rosendahl doesn't believe his transition to North American hockey will take long. Raanta is expected to start the season with the Rockford IceHogs in the AHL to get him accustomed to the smaller rink. 

"I think he's going to learn pretty fast," Rosendahl said. "If he practiced something, it would be 2-3 days when he realized it physically. It was pretty easy to learn something new. I don't think it'll be a problem." 

Rosendahl believes Raanta has to add some more strength to his body, but his main advice for him going forward is to continue moving. 

"He needs to just move more and more and more," Rosendahl said. "There's so much speed in the game. The goalie needs more speed. You need to be faster and faster and faster. That's my advice -- don't stop skating." 

Rosendahl also doesn't expect competition to be an issue for Raanta, who will have Corey Crawford and Nikolai Khabibulin ahead of him to start the season with the Blackhawks. 

"If you don't have competition, you won't go anywhere," Rosendahl said. "He realizes that. It's not a problem. My opinion is he needs competition, and he wants it. I think he came to Pori because he wanted to play. He wanted to challenge himself. It was kind of the first step. Now the second step is a huge one going to Chicago from Pori." 

Rosendahl doesn't doubt Raanta will be a fan favorite at some point in Chicago. 

"People like watching him play," Rosendahl said. "He's the kind of goalie when he plays in the NHL people will want to be buy his shirt because he looks cool and thinks differently."

Winning ways on display

Exhibition win over Oilers may set tone for team's ascent
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John Woods / WINNIPEG FREE PRESS The Jets� Olli Jokinen (12) works his way around the Oilers� Denis Grebeshkov (37) in the second period Tuesday. 
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John Woods / WINNIPEG FREE PRESS Jets Mark Scheifele (55) and Michael Frolik (67) celebrate Frolik�s goal in the second period of Tuesday�s pre-season NHL game. 

Enlarge Image 

John Woods / WINNIPEG FREE PRESS Jets Mark Scheifele (55) and Michael Frolik (67) celebrate Frolik�s goal in the second period of Tuesday�s pre-season NHL game. (WINNIPEG FREE PRESS) Photo Store 

It will mean diddly and squat in two weeks when the puck drops for real and the first shift to the last carries a larger and deeper meaning.

But if the Winnipeg Jets are to morph into a playoff squad for the first time in their rebirth here in River City, then developing an expectation, not a hope, of winning has to become part of the dressing-room DNA.

And so while Tuesday night's 3-2 exhibition win over the Edmonton Oilers will mean zilch when the two open the regular season on Oct. 1, it does fuel the desire to change the collective thinking.

"You have to develop that mindset," said Michael Frolik, who scored one of the Jets' three goals. "What I learned in Chicago is you always have to believe. If you're going to be successful you need to believe and have the mindset you're going to give it every game.

"We are in a competition. Everybody wants to win. If you're not like that, you're can't be in this room. Everybody has to be like that."

THE BIG MAN'S DEBUT

His weight will remain a secret, but the trimmer, leaner Dustin Byfuglien who suited up for his first pre-season contest Tuesday did all the things management craves from his game. He's a physically dominant difference-maker who hammered Ryan Hamilton into the end boards so hard in the first period, one of the doors swung open. He played just over 24 minutes, finished with a team-high five shots but was also on the ice for one of the late Oiler goals.

"I guess whoever was in charge of that door over there didn't quite lock it and the poor kid went through," said Byfuglien of the Hamilton hit. "He just kind of looked at me like, 'Oh, oh.'... I think he was just as shocked as I was."

KANE, SETOGUCHI AND (INSERT CENTRE'S NAME HERE)

Take an unofficial poll of Jets faithful as to who should be the second-line centre between Evander Kane and Devin Setoguchi -- Mark Scheifele or Olli Jokinen -- and we'd guess the totals would hit 90 per cent in favour of the fresh-faced kid, not the grizzled vet.

A thought, based on two pre-season games as a sampling: It might not matter who mans the middle as long as these two snipers are together. The Kane-Scheifele-Setoguchi trio was good for five points last Saturday in Belleville and while the Kane-Jokinen-Setoguchi combo was held scoreless Tuesday against the Oilers, there were some signs of chemistry.

Perhaps the critical part of the question is this: With Kane and Setoguchi's game already blending, which pivot is both the better distributor and defender?

NO. 25... WITH A BULLET?

A big discussion point in Jetville this week was ESPN's ranking of Ondrej Pavelec as the 27th best goaltender in the NHL. What we saw for about 59 minutes Tuesday was the big Czech's counterpoint. Pavelec wasn't busy, but he was steady. And then for a 23-second stretch late in the third, the Jets took their foot off the gas and the Oilers potted two behind Pavelec.

All of which, of course, hammers home Claude Noel's assertion that once the attention to detail on defence improves so, too, will Pavelec's numbers.

"We got the win and we need to have that attitude right away," said Pavelec. "We have to learn from this game, that we have to be focused all 60 minutes."

FYI

-- Evander Kane was limited to three shifts in the third period before leaving the game with stomach cramps.

-- Claude Noel said after the game more cuts/reassigning of players will happen later this week.

-- Anthony Peluso could get used to this -- the Jets' resident tough hombre's personal stat line included last night's game-winning goal.

THE SECOND STAR

Eric Tangradi didn't see his name appear on the scoresheet often last year, but there he was Tuesday picking up two assists. And that's partly the byproduct of all the competition for jobs.

"I don't think I've ever been in training camp and had my name written on paper anywhere... And I think it's great," he said.

--with files from Paul Wiecek

ed.tait@freepress.mb.ca Twitter: @WFPEdTait
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Ex-journeyman now bench boss

Oilers coach Eakins often cut by Jets 1.0
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Dallas EAKINS used to hate to see Craig Heisinger coming his way because it usually meant he'd been cut by the Winnipeg Jets.

Eakins and a few other minor-leaguers referred to Heisinger, then the Jets equipment manager and now the club's assistant general manager, as the Grim Reaper.
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Heisinger's job was to tell players to report to the GM, but when he became one himself, he brought Eakins back to Winnipeg and made him captain of the Manitoba Moose.

Along the way, Heisinger noticed a few things about the man who is now head coach of the Edmonton Oilers that foreshadowed the day when he would have his own NHL bench.

“

'It's the only way I know how to do it. You have to believe your message. You have to live your message every day'

-- Oilers coach Dallas Eakins

"Dallas was a student of the game. He always knew what was going on and he has the right personality and demeanour," said Heisinger. "Dallas was very close to Roger Neilson and that's an important and good connection. It's hard to put your finger on it but it doesn't surprise me that Dallas is a coach."

While there were many nervous moments in Eakins' playing career, which saw him constantly shuttled between the NHL, AHL and IHL while playing over 1,000 pro games, there is little of that now.

Eakins is, and this might be a bit of an understatement, sure of himself.

Some might find Eakins' confidence a little premature as he's yet to have coached a single regular-season game in the NHL but it's that inner belief that kept him employed as a fringe player for all those years. It's also what makes him a good coach.

"It's the only way I know how to do it. You have to believe your message. You have to live your message every day," said Eakins. "The message for me, right now, isn't so much system. It's habits, how we're going to work, our expectations as individuals. Those will never change and we're pounding that home right now. Being a new coach, you have to flex your muscles. They have to know you mean business and, at the same time, that you have their best interests at heart."

The Oilers are one of the five youngest teams in the NHL and likely still have some learning to do before a young core that includes Taylor Hall, Ryan Nugent-Hopkins and Nail Yakupov are ready to dominate. Eakins doesn't want to hear it.

"I've made this very clear. This is not a young team anymore. This is a team of players where the expectation is to win every night," said Eakins. "I don't know how you coach a team where that isn't the expectation. Even if the experts think a team is going to finish in the basement, how do you go into a team and say, 'All right boys, let's play this year and it's OK if you finish 12th.' Well, it's not. I think organizations that use the young label, it says a quiet message to those players that it's OK to lose. It's not OK with me."

Eakins played his last games as a pro with the Moose and then joined the Toronto Maple Leafs organization as a coach, spending the last four seasons running the Marlies.

This summer, his name got hot and he was mentioned for a number of jobs including the Vancouver Canucks when the Oilers came out of the blue and hired him. Eakins, along with his actress-wife, Ingrid Kavelaars, and their two daughters packed up and moved to Edmonton.

One of Eakins' key coaching principles is based on fitness. He's a fanatic about it personally and he demands an elite level from his players. It's not a sometimes thing. It's an absolute.

"I don't understand this. Lots of people like to throw the Wayne Gretzky one at me. I don't know how they know this but they say he wasn't a very fit player but he was the best player in the game. Well, when Wayne Gretzky shows up again, he'll be allowed to not be fit. These guys are professional athletes. I just told my players the other day, 'You are (Rafael) Nadal, you are Usain Bolt, you are Simon Whitfield. You are all these great athletes," said Eakins. "You're a professional athlete and part of that is being fit. Every night these games in the NHL and the American league are so close, and they're usually decided by a mistake. And that mistake is almost always a tired mistake. So why wouldn't you want to be fit? Why would you push back on that?"

Not surprisingly, Eakins is clear and powerful as a shot of vodka on the subject of his goals.

"I shared this with the players. This organization has opened its arms to me. I feel like I've known Craig MacTavish and Kevin Lowe all my life. But I know I'm not one of them yet. And the reason is they have Cup rings and I don't," he said. "I asked the players, 'How many of you have a Cup ring?' Two put their hands up. So 99 per cent of the players and myself have something in common. We don't have something that our friends above us have.

"So that's it. I want to be part of a team that wins a Stanley Cup."

gary.lawless@freepress.mb.ca Twitter: @garylawless

Gary Lawless, Winnipeg Free Press
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Kane not shy about wanting ice

But mum on method of letting coach Noel know of hunger for shifts
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Trevor Hagan / the canadian press The Jets� Evander Kane (9) takes down the Oilers� Nail Yakupov (64) during their pre-season game at the MTS Centre Winnipeg Tuesday. 
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Evander KANE makes no bones about it. He likes to play and he likes to play a lot.

Kane has spent the last two seasons skating on what the fans refer to as the Jets' second line with a variety of players. Winnipeg's big line of Bryan Little centring Andrew Ladd and Blake Wheeler is referred to as the Jets' big line.

Kane says his team needs more of the same from the rest of the units.

"We need three lines that can score. In terms of the order, I don't look at myself as a second-line player," said Kane, who played briefly in the third period before leaving the game with stomach cramps. He's expected to be OK.

"I play a lot of minutes. I enjoy playing a lot of minutes and the coach knows it. I feel like sometimes I can go every other shift. And I let him know that. I want us to have two dominant lines this year."

When told of Kane's response, Noel smirked.

"Evander's not the only player that likes to play a lot. I would say they all want to play a lot," he said.

Kane was asked how he communicates to Noel during a game when he wants more ice.

"I'm not going to say what I do," he laughed. "But (Noel) knows when I want more. He knows."

IN THE CIRCLE: Jets centre Jim Slater says the pre-season is mostly about his work in the faceoff circle.

"You can't really work on your draws during the summer. It's not something you can do alone and it's hard to find a guy to drop the puck and another to go against," said Slater. "I find myself thinking about an invention that would let a guy work on his faceoffs alone. It's so important to my game. Now when we're all here and have time and the coaches to drop the puck, it's something I focus on during camp. Any time we can get the puck off the draw, it gives us an edge. Hey, most of my assists come from when I win a faceoff."

IN THE BUFF: Winnipeg Jets defenceman Dustin Byfuglien came into his 2013 pre-season debut Tuesday night against the Edmonton Oilers off a pair of seasons in Winnipeg that put him in some very elite company.

While Byfuglien has never led the NHL in single-season scoring among defenceman, his combined 81 points over the last two seasons were second among defencemen only to the 92 combined points registered by Erik Karlsson, Ottawa's Norris Trophy winner.

Pittsburgh's Kris Letang was third among NHL defencemen over that same period with 80 points, followed by Nashville's Shea Weber with 77 and Ryan Suter, who put up 76 points with Nashville and Minnesota the last two years.

PLAYOFF PLAYERS: The off-season additions of forwards Devin Setoguchi and Michael Frolik to the Jets lineup will add some much-needed playoff experience to the young Jets roster should the team get that far this season.

With 53 playoff games under his belt, Setoguchi ties Jets captain Andrew Ladd as the most playoff-seasoned players on the roster.

Those two are followed by Byfuglien, who has 39 playoff career playoff games, and then Frolik with 34 games -- 23 of those coming in his Stanley Cup run with the Chicago Blackhawks last season.

It's a steep drop-off after that to Mark Stuart's 22 career playoff games and Blake Wheeler's 21 playoff games.

gary.lawless@freepress.mb.ca paul.wiecek@freepress.mb.ca
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It will mean diddly and squat in two weeks when the puck drops for real and the first shift to the last carries a larger and deeper meaning.

But if the Winnipeg Jets are to morph into a playoff squad for the first time in their rebirth here in River City, then developing an expectation, not a hope, of winning has to become part of the dressing-room DNA.
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And so while Tuesday night’s 3-2 exhibition win over the Edmonton Oilers will mean zilch when the two open the regular season on Oct. 1, it does fuel the desire to change the collective thinking.

"You have to develop that mindset," said Michael Frolik, who scored one of the Jets’ three goals. "What I learned in Chicago is you always have to believe. If you’re going to be successful you need to believe and have the mindset you’re going to give it every game.

"We are in a competition. Everybody wants to win. If you’re not like that, you can’t be in this room. Everybody has to be like that."

THE BIG MAN’S DEBUT

His weight will remain a secret, but the trimmer, leaner Dustin Byfuglien who suited up for his first pre-season contest Tuesday did all the things management craves from his game. He’s a physically dominant difference-maker who hammered Ryan Hamilton into the end boards so hard in the first period, one of the doors swung open. He played just over 24 minutes, finished with a team-high five shots but was also on the ice for one of the late Oiler goals.

"I guess whoever was in charge of that door over there didn’t quite lock it and the poor kid went through," said Byfuglien of the Hamilton hit. "He just kind of looked at me like, ‘Oh, oh.’... I think he was just as shocked as I was."

KANE, SETOGUCHI AND (INSERT CENTRE’S NAME HERE)

Take an unofficial poll of Jets faithful as to who should be the second-line centre between Evander Kane and Devin Setoguchi — Mark Scheifele or Olli Jokinen — and we’d guess the totals would hit 90 per cent in favour of the fresh-faced kid, not the grizzled vet.

A thought, based on two pre-season games as a sampling: It might not matter who mans the middle as long as these two snipers are together. The Kane-Scheifele-Setoguchi trio was good for five points last Saturday in Belleville and while the Kane-Jokinen-Setoguchi combo was held scoreless Tuesday against the Oilers, there were some signs of chemistry.

Perhaps the critical part of the question is this: With Kane and Setoguchi’s game already blending, which pivot is both the better distributor and defender?

NO. 25... WITH A BULLET?

A big discussion point in Jetville this week was ESPN’s ranking of Ondrej Pavelec as the 27th best goaltender in the NHL. What we saw for about 59 minutes Tuesday was the big Czech’s counterpoint.

Pavelec wasn’t busy, but he was steady. And then for a 23-second stretch late in the third, the Jets took their foot off the gas and the Oilers potted two behind Pavelec.

All of which, of course, hammers home Claude Noel’s assertion that once the attention to detail on defence improves so, too, will Pavelec’s numbers.

"We got the win and we need to have that attitude right away," said Pavelec. "We have to learn from this game, that we have to be focused all 60 minutes."

FYI

❚ Evander Kane was limited to three shifts in the third period before leaving the game with stomach cramps.

❚ Claude Noel said after the game more cuts/reassigning of players will happen later this week.

❚ Anthony Peluso could get used to this — the Jets’ resident tough hombre’s personal stat line included last night’s game-winning goal.

THE SECOND STAR

Eric Tangradi didn’t see his name appear on the scoresheet often last year, but there he was Tuesday picking up two assists. And that’s partly the byproduct of all the competition for jobs.

"I don’t think I’ve ever been in training camp and had my name written on paper anywhere... And I think it’s great," he said.     

— with files from Paul Wiecek

ed.tait@freepress.mb.ca

Twitter: @WFPEdTait

Living the dream, one moment at a time

Morrissey may not stick around just yet, but he plans to enjoy every second of it
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‘I came in just like I’m here to show my best and make the team. Obviously, it’s pretty difficult to do as an 18-year-old player’ — Jets prospect Josh Morrissey  
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‘I came in just like I’m here to show my best and make the team. Obviously, it’s pretty difficult to do as an 18-year-old player’ — Jets prospect Josh Morrissey (KEN GIGLIOTTI / FREE PRESS ARCHIVES) 
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It can be a lot to process all at once, especially for an 18-year-old National Hockey League prospect trying to make his way alongside experienced pros -- some of them almost twice his age -- at his first big-league camp.

The advice, as much as he welcomes it, flows in hourly from all directions. And there are days where it seems everybody has a tip or a suggestion. Old timers spin "back-in-the-day" yarns. Coaches dissect every misstep. Family is calling and friends are texting every day.

And Josh Morrissey will look anybody straight in the eye and say this:

"You know what? It's just all been so cool. It's been a lot of fun."

As much as he won't allow himself to say the words or even think them, deep down the Winnipeg Jets' 2013 first-round draft pick understands he will soon be wearing Prince Albert Raiders colours.

The Jets have a lot of defencemen still in town, most of them with NHL experience, and Morrissey is likely best served heading back to the WHL and, possibly, playing a pivotal role for Canada at this year's World Junior Hockey Championships.

But everything Edmonton Oilers star sniper Jordan Eberle told him this summer, all the advice he soaked up from the likes of Zach Bogosian and former Jet-turned-Raiders coach Dave Manson focused on one thing: living in the moment.

"So many people have helped, but the best piece of advice probably came from Eberle back home in Calgary during the summer," said Morrissey after practice on Monday. "He said, 'Go to camp and act like you belong.' He said not be passive in the drills or hold back or defer to an older player. That's really helped me. Obviously, you're learning from those players but when you get into those drills or game situations you have to battle.

"I came in just like I'm here to show my best and make the team. Obviously, it's pretty difficult to do as an 18-year-old player. But when I'm here on the ice or in the weight room that has to be my attitude and my mentality."

It's that kind of answer -- on top of the poise and skills he shows regularly on the ice -- that helped Morrissey win over Jets management prior to this year's draft. The WHL's 2012-13 Scholastic Player of the Year may look like a fresh-faced prospect, but he churns out mature and thoughtful sound bites.

Just as important is his ability to digest all this information coming at him.

"I'm a competitive guy and I like to push myself," said Morrissey. "I want the opportunity. In Belleville (in the exhibition game against Washington) I wanted to be out there against (Alex) Ovechkin in that game and see how good he was and how I matched up against him.

"I'm going to make mistakes, I'm going to get beaten by a player like that. But then I learn and I know what to do for the next time.

"I feel more comfortable today than I did yesterday. And I felt more comfortable yesterday than the day before that. Each day I feel better on the ice... just everything I do now is feeling more comfortable."

Another piece of advice, this one delivered by head coach Claude Noel to all the players, has also been pivotal: enjoy these moments because hockey is supposed to be fun. Not sure if the coach dropped his trademark 'Joy in Joyland' line, but Morrissey is living it.

"I've been trying to do that every day," said Morrissey. "I mean, I'm at my first NHL camp wearing Winnipeg Jets logos and jerseys... that's pretty cool.

"It's been a whirlwind of a summer. There's so many firsts that you experience. Putting the Jets' jersey on at the draft was surreal. Heading to the Development Camp here in the summer and seeing the fans was surreal. Going to the prospects tournament and playing the first game was amazing and then on the weekend playing Washington in a game on Hockey Night in Canada against players like Ovechkin... each day it seems like something new is happening.

"It's been a lot, but it's been amazing at the same time. I've enjoyed every second of it."

ed.tait@freepress.mb.ca Twitter: @WFPEdTait
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At practice Monday, forward Jason Jaffray races to the puck in front of prospect Juho Olkinuora. 
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At practice Monday, forward Jason Jaffray races to the puck in front of prospect Juho Olkinuora. (BORIS MINKEVICH / WINNIPEG FREE PRESS) Photo Store 
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It's the most over-used, beaten-to-a-pulp cliche spit out during the National Hockey League pre-season and it's certainly been uttered a time or two during Winnipeg Jets training camp:

When the real games start in a couple of weeks, "Everybody starts at zero."

And then there was Olli Jokinen on Monday, a guy who has been around the loop long enough to have heard and perfected every cliche in the unofficial handbook, talking about how the Jets 'definitely wanted to get a win' against the Edmonton Oilers Tuesday night at MTS Centre.

His timing was interesting, given the comments came after Sunday night's listless 3-1 loss to the Ottawa Senators that left the Jets 0-1-1 through the first two games. But his not-so subtle point also speaks of an attempt to change the culture in Jetland.

“

'As you move forward past the first few games then things start to buckle down a bit more. You want to see team play, your roster is getting a little tighter as far as getting the right people in place'

-- Jets coach Claude Noel

After all, if a team is lousy in its dress rehearsals it sure as heck shouldn't expect a dramatic reversal when the curtain rises on opening night.

"It's a lot more fun to win," Jokinen said. "You compete against other teams. Every time you put that jersey on you play for that logo on the front of it. It would be foolish to be standing here and saying that winning doesn't matter. That would be the biggest joke ever.

"It is the pre-season, but you want to win games. You want to win every time you step on the ice, even in the intra-squad games over here. That should be something that every player has inside.

"Winning is not easy. So it's better to start in the pre-season because in the regular season it's going to get hard."

Of course, it would be ridiculous to draw any concrete conclusions from the first two of eight pre-season games for the Jets, especially with camp opening with 58 players in tow. Pre-season is a time for coaches to implement systems and for management to evaluate prospects. It's about cranking up the compete level and fine-tuning skills.

"It's a two-pronged thing," said Jets coach Claude Noel. "We like to look at our kids, especially early in the pre-season. In there you want to make sure your veterans are getting games and in there, as well, you want to establish a situation where you're trying to win games. So, there's a couple of agendas there.

"As you move forward past the first few games then things start to buckle down a bit more. You want to see team play, your roster is getting a little tighter as far as getting the right people in place."

That's why Jokinen brushed off the notion of reading into line combinations this early, just as Evander Kane and Devin Setoguchi stressed on the weekend in Belleville.

"In the pre-season the main thing -- especially in the early pre-season games -- is to try and get your battle level up and try to get your timing," said Jokinen. "Those are the main things. Keep the game simple and get that mindset in that you try to play the way the coaches want us to play and go from there. You can't over think, you can't worry about who you play (with) or who you play against.

"The focus has to be on what you can do out there to get yourself ready for when the season starts."

That thinking was echoed by Ondrej Pavelec on Monday -- knock off the rust and eliminate any bad habits right now before the real games start. But learning to win, and expecting to do so, is also a transformation that can take years to build.

"It's not the season, but you want to have that winning attitude right away," said Pavelec. "Every game you play you want to win. It doesn't matter what it is, if it's the playoffs, the season, exhibition games. That's the attitude we have to have."
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Ondrej Pavelec answers questions following practice at Iceplex on Monday. 
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Ondrej Pavelec answers questions following practice at Iceplex on Monday. Photo Store 

Ondrej Pavelec is not getting a lot of love from one of the biggest media outlets covering the NHL.

ESPN is ranking the best players in the league by position and on Monday released its' goaltenders list. And Pavelec -- who led the league in starts last year -- wasn't among the Top 25. In fact, he didn't appear on their on-line list at all, but apparently ranked 27th after a poll of its experts.
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"That's their opinion, but it's probably fair until his numbers change," said Jets coach Claude Noel. "Players get ranked a lot of times according to numbers and I think it's probably fair."

Pavelec finished with a 21-20-3 record last year and, if you were to conduct a poll of the dressing room, would have earned a lot of votes as the team's MVP.

But there's also no escaping some of his other numbers, including a .905 save percentage and 2.80 goals against average last season. Those stats will improve, Noel & Co. believe, with a better overall team approach to defending.

"I'm confident in our goaltending and I think our goaltending can help us get in the playoffs," Noel said. "We're going to have to play a good team game and our goalies are going to have to do their part.

"(Goaltending) is part of the solution. Your players have to check better, we have to do some things better from the previous two years to get into the playoffs. And goaltending is also going to have to pick up a little bit more."

THE ESPN GOALIE RANKINGS

1. Henrik Lundqvist, Rangers

2. Jonathan Quick, Kings

3. Tuukka Rask, Bruins

4. Sergei Bobrovsky, Blue Jackets

5. Pekka Rinne, Predators

6. Jimmy Howard, Red Wings

7. Craig Anderson, Senators

8. Corey Crawford, Blackhawks

9. Antti Niemi, Shars

10. Cory Schneider, Devils

11. Roberto Luongo, Van.; 12. Carey Price, Mtl.; 13. Mike Smith, Phx.; 14. Ryan Miller, Buff.; 15. Braden Holtby, Wash.; 16. Cam Ward, Car. 17. James Reimer, Tor.; 18. Martin Brodeur, N.J. 19. Jonas Hiller, Ana.; 20 (three-way tie): Niklas Backstrom, Minn.; Viktor Fasth, Ana.; Kari Lehtonen, Dall.; 23. Jonathan Bernier, Tor.; 24. Ray Emery, Pha.; 25. Jaroslav Halak, St.L.

-- OUCH REPORT: The Jets currently have three players, all forwards, on the shelf and listed as day to day: Adam Lowry, Chris Thorburn and Andrew Gordon. Jimmy Lodge, who had been injured but skating, was reassigned to Saginaw of the OHL on Monday.

-- FYI: It's a storyline that has already drawn a ton of attention and, it looks like, will continue to do so through this week's exhibition games: who centres the No. 2 line with Evander Kane and Devin Setoguchi?

In the first preseason game last Saturday in Belleville it was rookie Mark Scheifele, who picked up an assist in a five-point night from that line (Kane two goals, Setoguchi two assists).

But at practice at Monday it was veteran Olli Jokinen between the two snipers with Scheifele between James Wright and Michael Frolik when Group 1 was on the ice.

Asked if he thought he was auditioning for the role Jokinen, who has 1,087 games under his belt, said:

"I don't really think that way. I think it's more you guys (media) who like to make fantasy teams and lines. As a player, you do your best every day and try to get better every day. You play with whoever and whenever you step on the ice you try to do your best."

Jokinen's message: the regular season opener may be in two weeks, but it's way too early to read anything into line combinations.

"Every team is different," he said. "When I was in Calgary the lines were set in stone in the first day of camp and that was the way (Brent) Sutter was running over there. I've been on teams where you didn't play a single game with the guys you started the regular season with."

-- PAV TO PLAY: Noel wouldn't confirm who the starting goalie will be for Tuesday's exhibition tilt with the Oilers, but Pavelec did say he would play. And, just like a lot of vets, he knows he has to get the work in now to get ready, but would also like to fast forward to the real games.

"I like the training camp we had last year after the lockout (short camp, no preseason games)," said Pavelec with a grin. "But it's nice to have some games before the season. It's really up to the coach what the plan is going to be, I'm just going to go in when they tell me.

"I like to play the real games. It's part of the game. I'm not saying I don't like it, I just can't wait until the season starts.

"I think there are six exhibition games left. I don't know how many games I'm going to play, but I want to have that confidence right away and be confident in the net. That's my goal."
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THE first axe fell on the Winnipeg Jets training camp on Monday, though none of the young names who were reassigned came as any surprise.

Ten players were released after Monday's sessions at MTS Iceplex, with one -- defender Zach Bell -- headed to the St. John's IceCaps, and the rest headed back to their junior clubs. Among them were a raft of brand-new Jets prospects from the 2013 draft class, including lanky 18-year-old goalie Eric Comrie, who will resume his WHL career with the Tri-City Americans.
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Among the other 2013 draftees, Czech defender Jan Kostalek will return to the Rimouski Oceanic of the QMJHL, while Jimmy Lodge will head to the OHL's Saginaw Spirit and offensive phenom Nic Petan will keep developing his dazzling creative game with the WHL's Portland Winterhawks.

The moves leave three freshly drafted Jets in camp, including first-rounder Josh Morrissey, forward J.C. Lipon and 21-year-old Brenden Kichton, who the Jets snagged in the seventh round. Kichton, a highly-regarded prospect who was named the WHL's best defenceman last season, was up for grabs after the New York Islanders, who drafted him in 2011, failed to sign him.

Of the 2012 draft class, scoring forwards Ryan Olsen (Kelowna Rockets) and Scott Kosmachuk (Guelph Storm) will spend another year with their junior clubs, and 20-year-old Lukas Sutter will play his over-age year under the tutelage of his uncle, Red Deer Rebels coach Brent Sutter.

The Jets had three unsigned rookies in camp on a tryout, and all were released from the big club on Monday. Towering Axel Blomqvist, a 6-6 Swedish forward, was hoping to nab a pro contract this year, but the undrafted 18-year-old will instead join the WHL's Lethbridge Hurricanes and re-enter the NHL draft next summer. Mitchell Theoret will go back to the OHL's Barrie Colts, where he helped lead the team to the OHL final last year.

The 20-year-old Bell, meanwhile, is headed home to play. The 6-2 blueliner hails from St. John's, Newfoundland. He'll now get his chance on the IceCaps roster, having wrapped up his junior career with the Brampton Battalion earlier this year.
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Juho Olkinuora 
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THE first step in Juho Olkinuora's pro dream was when he signed with the Winnipeg Jets last spring, but the path that lies ahead starts with simple math.

To wit: the Jets have five goalies in training camp, after 18-year-old draftee Eric Comrie was sent back to the Tri-City Americans on Monday. Ondrej Pavelec, obviously, is staying with the Jets. Back-up Al Montoya likely will too, so that leaves Olkinuora, St. John's IceCaps regular Eddie Pasquale and former Boston Bruins prospect Michael Hutchinson to battle for two AHL spots.

Something will have to give, but what? All three prospects have promise: Olkinuora, 22, was a coveted undrafted free agent who rocketed up from a walk-on at the University of Denver in less than two years; Hutchinson played well in the Jets' second pre-season game on Sunday, including flat-out robbing Cory Conacher when the Ottawa Senators forward was knocking on his door.

"I was fortunate that I read the play well," he said. "It felt great. There was very little rust. I felt that my rebound control for the most part was pretty good, and I was able to see pucks through traffic, which in other years was an area I struggled with off the start of the season... I think that just comes with maturity, and being more used to playing at a higher level."

As for 22-year-old Pasquale, well, he's a famous figure in St. John's after two solid developmental years there.

So the competition is deep.

"It makes it interesting, for sure," Olkinuora said, and laughed the pressure off. "It's not going to help you to think about depth chart things, and who's going to go where, and any of that, because that's obviously not up to you. It's an old clich©, you try to control what you can control."

It makes the battle easier, a bit, that the competitors seem to be a jovial group. Hutchinson, just 23 and squeezed out of the Bruins' prospect pool when they drafted Malcolm Subban, wore a megawatt smile on Monday as he talked about his second chance. A Barrie, Ont. product, he remembers seeing Pasquale on the other side of Toronto-area rinks when they were just minor hockey kids.

Other friendly moments: Olkinuora roomed with Comrie, and got him hooked on the hyperaddictive iPhone game Candy Crush.

"They say goalies are weird, but I think he's the weirdest guy I've ever met," Olkinuora said, and that is definitely a compliment. "In a good way, a good guy. He's a smart kid."

Both of these two, don't forget, chose Winnipeg. When the Bruins didn't qualify Hutchinson after last season, Winnipeg showed "quite a lot of interest" in him, he said; having played the bad guy in St. John's with the AHL's Providence Bruins, he was pumped about a chance to have that sold-out Newfoundland crowd on his side instead. "It's kind of like a mini-Winnipeg, where fans get really loud, so I'm so excited."

Olkinuora, meanwhile, had his choice of offers after two seasons backstopping the University of Denver. He was sensational there, going 13-6-5 in his sophomore campaign with three shut-outs and .927 save percentage; after his freshman season, now-retired Denver coach George Gwozdecky said the Finn -- who played in the Finnish pro league as a teen -- was the best find the Pioneers had made in years.

What sold Olkinuora on the Jets was the "family-like feeling," he said, and the organization's commitment to developing goalies from within; when a whole echelon of Jets executives got him and his agent on a conference call to seal the deal, he felt very welcomed.

"It's a workspace, and it'd be nice to like the people at your office," he said. "Hockey's fun, but if you don't enjoy the people around you, it's tough."

For the Jets, now, the tough part will be the decisions, but in a way that's a blessing too: for the first time in years, the franchise looks to have loads of competition in net. Over the off-season, they hired former pro Dusty Imoo to be St. John's new developmental goaltending coach, so whoever wins the battle -- and bear in mind, it doesn't end after this training camp -- will have a watchful eye to guide them along.

"I've had a good opportunity, and they gave me a fair shake," Hutchinson said, and that smile popped out again. "I'm just being patient right now, and trying to work my hardest, and perform well here. As long as you're playing hockey somewhere, you can't really complain where it is."
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Coach Noel said he has confidence in goaltender Ondrej Pavelec. 
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Coach Noel said he has confidence in goaltender Ondrej Pavelec. 

The Winnipeg Jets made their first round of training-camp cuts on Monday, sending 10 players packing to junior or minor-league clubs.

Few of the cuts came as a surprise. A whole pack of the Jets’ 2013 draftees are headed back to their junior clubs, including:
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◾goalie Eric Comrie (Tri-City Americans), 

◾Jimmy Lodge (Saginaw Spirit), 

◾Jan Kostalek (Rimouski) and

◾Nic Petan (Portland Winterhawks).

A group of 2012 draft picks is also headed back, including:

◾Guelph Storm forward Scott Kosmachuk, 

◾Lukas Sutter – who will go to spend a year under his uncle, coach Brent Sutter, with the WHL’s Red Deer Rebels – and 

◾Kelowna Rockets forward Ryan Olsen.

The Jets also released their three unsigned rookies. Towering 6-foot-6 forward Axel Blomqvist, just 18, will be headed back to the Lethbridge Hurricanes, and will re-enter next year’s NHL draft after being passed over this year. Mitchell Theoret will return to the Barrie Colts for his overage year. Blueliner Zach Bell, meanwhile, has been assigned to the Jets affiliate St. John’s IceCaps.

The cuts leave 48 players in camp, including 2013 draft picks Josh Morrissey, Brenden Kichton and J.C. Lipon.

Top-goalie list omits Pavelec

The Jets’ goaltending numbers haven’t always been pretty, and while Jets fans crunch statistics and tangle over the reasons why – spotty defence? Bad positioning? – this much is true: they’ll have to rise, if the Jets want to make noise in the postseason.

With that in mind, Jets head coach Claude Noel conceded it was "probably fair" that ESPN’s list of the top 25 NHL goalies, released today, omitted starter Ondrej Pavelec from the ranking. "Judging from his numbers, I think those are assessments that get made in the media," Noel said after this morning’s training camp session at MTS Iceplex. "That’s their opinion, and it’s probably fair. Until his numbers change, then players get ranked a lot of times according to numbers."

To be clear, Noel said he has confidence in Pavelec, who will likely see his first game action of the year against the Edmonton Oilers on Tuesday night. But Pavelec is one of many players who will have to raise their game, he said. "I think our goaltending can help us get in the playoffs," he said. "We’re going to have to play a good team game. Our goalies are going to have to do their part."

"Yes, I am confident in our goaltending. I think it’s good enough to help us get in the playoffs. But that’s part of the solution. Our players have to check better. We have to do some things better from the previous two years to get in the playoffs, and goaltending is going to have to also pick up."

Adam Lowry and Chris Thorburn weren’t on the ice at today’s sessions, both recovering from injuries sustained earlier in camp.
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Erie Otters general manager Sherrie Bassin, left, introduces Connor McDavid in Erie, Pa., on April 6, 2012. McDavid continues to tackle the most daunting challenge of his young hockey career — helping rebuild the Erie Otters. He handled the hype surrounding his much-anticipated opening season in the OHL a year ago. He finished second among all rookies with 66 points in 63 games, and was named the league's rookie of the year. Yet the Otters posted only 19 wins and finished last in the Western Conference for the second straight season.THE CANADIAN PRESS/AP, Erie Times-News, Janet B. Kummerer 
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ERIE, Pa. - Connor McDavid showed in his impressive rookie season that he can be a team cornerstone. His next mission is to lead the Erie Otters back to respectability in the Ontario Hockey League's Western Conference.

McDavid handled the hype surrounding his much-anticipated arrival by winning the OHL rookie of the year award after finishing with 66 points in 63 games. However, his production didn't translate into victories.

The Otters won only 19 games and finished last in the conference for the second straight season.

"It was not fun last year not winning a lot of games," said McDavid. "The team had a couple of tough years in a row. We're so sick of losing. We're going to do whatever it takes to win."

Erie has plenty of talent up front this season with McDavid set to play with new linemates Connor Brown and Andre Burakovsky. Oscar Dansk will be in net for a second season and a revamped defence features recent addition Cory Genovese.

"The defence is better than people think," said Genovese. "We'll turn some heads."

Erie has dropped 107 of 134 games over the last two seasons. McDavid vows the team will be better this season because the players are putting in the necessary work.

"You always strive to get better," he said. "That's what it's going to take."

Regular-season play begins Thursday with a four-game schedule that features the defending Eastern Conference champion Barrie Colts at home to Saginaw.

The London Knights will likely be the team to beat in the West again this season. The defending OHL champions — who will host the Memorial Cup next spring — are loaded at both ends of the ice.

Provided they don't earn roster spots with their respective NHL clubs, Max Domi (Phoenix Coyotes) and Bo Horvat (Vancouver Canucks) lead the front-line attack for the Knights. London also has a pair of first-round picks on defence in Olli Maatta (Pittsburgh Penguins) and Nikita Zadorov (Buffalo Sabres) along with goaltender Anthony Stolarz, a second-round pick by the Philadelphia Flyers in 2012.

The Knights should be challenged by the Guelph Storm, who have a strong nucleus led by Winnipeg Jets prospect Scott Kosmachuk. The Owen Sound Attack also have a solid foundation with centres Gemel Smith and Cameron Brace along with defenceman Chris Bigras.

The Kitchener Rangers have a new head coach in Troy Smith, a new general manager in Murray Hiebert and a group of veterans in Justin Bailey, Evan McEneny and Radek Faksa. Those players will be counted on after the departures of goaltender Josh Gibson (Anaheim), defencemen Ryan Murphy (Carolina) and Frank Corrado (Vancouver) and forwards Joshua Leivo (Toronto), Tobias Rieder (Phoenix) and Matt Puempel (Ottawa).

The West Division appears wide open. The Sault Ste. Marie Greyhounds, with NHL first-round pick Darnell Nurse (Edmonton Oilers), and the Windsor Spitfires, behind Kerby Rychel and Slater Koekkoek, could make some noise this season.

The road to the division title should still go through Plymouth, as goaltender Alex Nedeljkovic anchors a promising Whalers team.

There is no clear favourite in the Eastern Conference as last season's top teams — the Belleville Bulls in the East Division and Barrie Colts in the Central — have to fill large voids in net (Belleville's Malcolm Subban) and up front (Barrie's Mark Scheifele).

The Oshawa Generals have a team to watch, especially if centre Scott Laughton returns from Philadelphia Flyers training camp. The Kingston Frontenacs have an up-and-coming squad with standouts like Henri Ikonen, Sam Bennett and Roland McKeown leading the way.

The Battalion played solid defence every year in Brampton. That shouldn't change during the franchise's first season in North Bay.

The Niagara IceDogs, meanwhile, will be counting on strong defensive play by Jesse Graham and Luke Mercer to help offset the departure of offensive stars like Ryan Strome and Brett Ritchie.

The Mississauga Steelheads' solid defence and the Sudbury Wolves' steady offence should keep those teams in the mix, while the Peterborough Petes and Ottawa 67s, who will unveil 2013 No. 1 pick Travis Konecny, will continue to rebuild this season.

As for the Otters, they believe they can do much more than escape the conference basement. Winger Joel Wigle recently said they are focused on winning the Midwest Division and finishing among the top three teams in the conference.

McDavid is also confident that Erie can be more of a force this season.

"It takes everybody to become a successful team. That's what we're going to do to build this thing back up," McDavid said. "This team is going to be a lot better this year. With a lot of hard work, we can be just as good if not better than any team in the league."
Noel has confidence in Jets goaltending but agrees it must get better
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Winnipeg Jets' goaltender Ondrej Pavelec, from the Czech Republic, during practice on the fourth day of NHL hockey training camp Saturday, September 14, 2013 in Winnipeg. THE CANADIAN PRESS/John Woods 
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WINNIPEG - Ondrej Pavelec of the Winnipeg Jets isn't on ESPN's list of top 25 NHL goaltenders and, given his numbers last season, his coach isn't surprised.

"Players get ranked a lot of times according to numbers and I think it's probably fair," Claude Noel said Monday at training camp.

Pavelec, a workhorse who played in a league-high 44 games last season, ranked 10th over all in wins with 21. But his save percentage of .905 ranked 51st in the NHL and his 20 losses were the second worst.

His goals-against average of 2.80 ranked him 52nd overall and he allowed a league high 119 goals.

Noel says the Jets have to improve in many areas this season, including goaltending.

But he still says he believes they have goaltenders who can get them to the playoffs.

"I'm confident in our goaltending and I think our goaltending can help us get in the playoffs," said Noel. "We're going to have to play a good team game and our goalies are going to have to do their part.

"That's part of the solution. Your players have to check better. You have to do some things, we have to do some things better from the previous two years to get in the playoffs and goaltending also going to have to pick up a little bit more."

The Jets showed their confidence in Pavelec last season, when they signed the Czech native to a new five-year, $19.5-million deal.

His numbers aren't just a reflection of Pavelec's efforts in goal.

In fact, he got a lot of credit from his coach and teammates last season for keeping the Jets in games when not much else was working.

There were also times when he could have used a little more help in front of the net. He was second only to Buffalo's Ryan Miller in the number of shots faced at 1,251.

Training camp is a time when a lot of players get ice time who likely won't see much, if any, action with the Jets this season. That has included goaltenders.

But that should start to change Tuesday night when the Edmonton Oilers visit, as the focus in goal at last turns to Pavelec and perhaps backup Al Montoya as well.

"The important thing for us is to get the two goalies that we have prepared to play and that's going to be the biggest thing moving forward here with these next exhibition games," said Noel, although he refused to go into more detail.

"I've been told I'm going to play, I don't know exactly what the plan is, but I'm excited to get to the game and get things going," said Pavelec.

The franchise has made the playoffs exactly once since it started in Atlanta. After a promising start last season that made them look like a safe bet, the Jets crumbled down the stretch.

This season, their third in Winnipeg, the pressure to qualify has increased and the players say they know what they must do.

Pavelec is no exception. He says it's time to start making good on expectations and he says the team has added players and gotten better in the off-season.

They will also have less travelling to do now that they're in a division composed largely of Central time-zone teams, although those teams look a lot tougher for the most part than their old Southeast rivals.

"You know first year, we just moved from Atlanta, last year was the lockout, this year . . . it's time to make it. I think we have the team to make it," said the goaltender. "We just have to stop talking about it and just make it."
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Winnipeg Jet Michael Frolik puts the puck past Ottawa Senators goaltender Robin Lehner but misses the net during action at the MTS Centre on Sunday. 
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Winnipeg Jet Michael Frolik puts the puck past Ottawa Senators goaltender Robin Lehner but misses the net during action at the MTS Centre on Sunday. (TREVOR HAGAN / WINNIPEG FREE PRESS) Photo Store 
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Michael Frolik could be here for a short time, but Winnipeg Jets management would like him to be here for a long time.

Frolik is not the typical stop-gap pickup, a regularly-used component of Kevin Cheveldayoff's strategy to date. This player has the potential to stay beyond the expiry date of his current contract and become part of the future and a piece of the furniture around here.

If Frolik can contribute, Cheveldayoff will try to keep him. It's a one-year audition for both the player and the club. If they decide they like each other, they'll try to make a marriage next summer.

A draft-day acquisition with one year left on his current contract and headed to restricted free agency this summer, the Jets are hoping Frolik can convince them to extend his stay.

“

Frolik has the foundation of a game that will always keep him in demand. Can he move up in the lineup? There's evidence to suggest he can.

Frolik, due to the opportunity the Jets present him and the presence of best friend Ondrej Pavelec, would like the same.

The 25-year-old has a pair of 20-goal seasons and a Stanley Cup on his resume. Frolik can skate, create and check. On a very good team, last year's Chicago Blackhawks for instance, he's a bottom-six player and an elite penalty killer.

On a non-playoff team like the Jets, Frolik could expand his role. Forty-point players that can kill penalties and log strong minutes on a third line are key to teams that aspire to play beyond the start of April.

There's also the consideration of depth. Frolik improves the Jets' bottom six and will push for work in the top six. Winnipeg hasn't had personnel that forced one another to be better, so Frolik represents a step in that direction.

The book on Frolik has two stories. He came to the NHL and was given an offensive role with the Florida Panthers and he flourished, collecting 40-plus points in his first two seasons.

The offence dried up and Florida flipped him to Chicago, where the Blackhawks asked him to take on a checking role. Lots of players balk at such a transition but Frolik took the opportunity and developed a new game.

By the end of last season he was an integral part of the Hawks lineup, scoring 10 points in their playoff run.

Frolik has the foundation of a game that will always keep him in demand. Can he move up in the lineup? There's evidence to suggest he can.

Cheveldayoff has nibbled around the edges of his team with short-term deals for players used as place-holders until his core and draft picks mature. The strategy provides flexibility and doesn't commit the Jets to long marriages with players that can quickly become obsolete.

Frolik, however, is young and has upside. The Jets own him for this season and then he'll be an RFA. An asset to keep or something to have sampled and then walked away from. Cheveldayoff will have options.

The player, as always, will determine what becomes of his time in Winnipeg, but there is impetus for him to stay. Frolik and goalie Pavelec are best friends from a childhood spent together in the Czech Republic city of Kladno.

This is a business and Frolik will do what's best for him, but the presence of Pavelec in Winnipeg doesn't hurt.

Neither does his association with a winning team in Chicago, something Cheveldayoff is familiar with and likes.

The Jets have acquired a number of players that arrived with expiry dates on their time in Winnipeg. Frolik is different. If he contributes he'll be asked to stay and grow with the organization.

gary.lawless@freepress.mb.ca Twitter: @garylawless

Gary Lawless, Winnipeg Free Press

Republished from the Winnipeg Free Press print edition September 16, 2013 C2
Winnipeg Jets Notebook

By: Staff Writer 

Posted: 09/16/2013 1:00 AM | Comments: 0  

  9 

  0 

 Reddit0 

 Tumblr0 

  44 

 Print 

 E–mail 

Jet's Anthony Peluso tangles with Sens' Michael Sdao. 
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Jet's Anthony Peluso tangles with Sens' Michael Sdao. (TREVOR HAGAN / WINNIPEG FREE PRESS) Photo Store 
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THE Winnipeg Jets have a lot of players -- 58 in camp right now -- but not a whole lot of chemistry.

And Jets head coach Claude Noel says the result was there for all to see Sunday night in an uninspired 3-1 pre-season loss to the Ottawa Senators at the MTS Centre.

"I think some of that is a lack of chemistry. You're chasing the puck, you look like you're playing basketball sometimes out there to a point -- bobbing all over the place," Noel said following the game.

"No continuity of plays, couldn't get started from our zone, that wears on you. It's tough."

Noel hinted cuts will be coming soon as he tries to get his roster down to a more manageable size and get his veterans more playing time in advance of the regular-season opener on Oct. 1.

JETS tough guy Anthony Peluso is going to be taking a lot of seven-minute fighting penalties this season.

A new rule levies an extra two-minute unsportsmanlike penalty on top of five-minute fighting majors on fighters who take their helmets off voluntarily and Peluso -- who missed the final 27 games of the 2012-13 season when he broke his hand in a fight March 2 at the MTS Centre -- said that's fine by him.

"I'd rather take that extra two minutes and not break my hand," said Peluso.

Both Peluso and his second-period combatant last night -- Ottawa's Michael Sdao -- were assessed the extra minors along with fighting majors when they tossed their helmets prior to the fight commencing.

THE Jets will have to wait for the regular season before they get to see most of their new division mates.

A pair of games this week against the Minnesota Wild -- at home on Thursday and Xcel Energy Centre on Saturday -- represent the only pre-season action the Jets will have against their fellow teams in the West's new Central Division.

The Jets, of course, switched conferences over the off-season as part of a league-wide realignment and will play this season in the same division as the Stanley Cup Champion Chicago Blackhawks, Colorado Avalanche, Dallas Stars, Nashville Predators, St. Louis Blues and the Wild.

The Jets play a total of eight pre-season games, with dates still to come this Tuesday at home against Edmonton; the two Wild games; in Edmonton against the Oilers on Sept. 23; and then home-and-home against the Boston Bruins, beginning at the MTS Centre Sept. 26 and continuing the following night in Boston.

The Jets open the regular season Oct. 1 in Edmonton against the Oilers.

NEWLY acquired Jets forward Jerome Samson, who played most recently in the Carolina Hurricanes organization, admitted to some nerves Sunday as he contemplated making his Winnipeg debut before a packed house at the MTS Centre.

"The first impression is always important," said Samson. "I've played a couple of games in the NHL already with Carolina so it's nothing new. It's the same game, I'm the same player.

"But I've got some butterflies in the stomach right now. It's my first game for this organization and a new start this year, so I want to make a good impression."

Samson, 26 (6-0, 195, Greenfield Park, QC), played a total of 46 NHL games over three seasons with the Hurricanes and is a physical forward who prides himself on his defensive game. His modest lifetime NHL numbers speak to that: two goals, seven assists and 18 penalty minutes.

The Jets had him playing on a line with Patrice Cormier and youngster Axel Blomqvist.

"I need to show my assets," said Samson. "I signed here as a free agent. They approached me over the summer and I picked this team because I thought it'd be a good fit. They've got good trust in my abilities so I just have to stay calm, stay composed and play my game."

paul.wiecek@freepress.mb.ca
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Ottawa Senators' Jim O'Brien, Winnipeg Jets' Andrew Ladd and Sens' Troy Rutkowski (right) battle for the puck during play at the MTS Centre on Sunday. 
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Ottawa Senators' Jim O'Brien, Winnipeg Jets' Andrew Ladd and Sens' Troy Rutkowski (right) battle for the puck during play at the MTS Centre on Sunday. (TREVOR HAGAN / WINNIPEG FREE PRESS) Photo Store 
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Let's go at it this way:

Pre-season hockey is like abstract art -- it's not always pretty and a lot of it is confusing, but the colouring isn't supposed to be inside the lines anyway and the best strategy for the average viewer is to just kind of let it wash all over you, warts and all.

So with that as your backdrop, let's consider Sunday night's pre-season contest at the MTS Centre between the Winnipeg Jets and Ottawa Senators, which went into the books as a 3-1 Senators victory:

Over before it began

The Sens iced something more closely approximating a regular-season team than the Jets did and Jets head coach Claude Noel was warning as early as the morning skate on Sunday that the team of mostly green prospects he was sending out was going to be in tough against what he called a "formidable" Sens roster.

Noel was right. Ottawa's top line of Jason Spezza, Milan Michalek and Bobby Ryan -- with assists to defensive stalwart Erik Karlsson -- accounted for two of Ottawa's three goals and Ottawa netminder Robin Lehner, who played 12 games for the Sens last season, was solid in turning away 27 shots.

“

'It'd been since March 2 that I played. I was getting pretty antsy -- I wanted to make something happen'

-- Jets tough guy Anthony Peluso

The Jets countered with their own top line of Bryan Little, Andrew Ladd and Blake Wheeler for the second and third periods after newcomer Michael Frolik occupied Ladd's place on the top line for most of the first period. The Little-Wheeler-Ladd trio showed flashes of mid-season form on a couple of rushes and accounted for 11 of the team's 28 shots, but the fine finishing around the net was missing in what was the pre-season debut for the threesome.

"We're still working out the kinks," said Little. "We haven't played a game in five months or so and we're trying to shake the rust off...

"It was the kind of game I expected -- a little bit sloppy and quite a few mistakes. But I was hoping at least for a little bit better than that... We were just a little bit flat. They were better than us in pretty much every aspect."

Jets goaltender Michael Hutchinson -- a 2008 third-rounder of the Boston Bruins who is competing this month for a job in St. John's -- did not look out of place, turning away 29 of 32 shots and getting named the game's second star.

The kids are all right

On a night that was mostly about giving the Jets brain trust a look at how some of their younger prospects played under duress, a few players stood out.

Topping that list was right-winger Matt Halischuk who blocked a couple of shots and accounted for his team's only offence, scooping up a loose puck at centre ice and scoring unassisted on a breakaway at 12:18 of the second period to get the Jets within one goal at 2-1.

"It was a tough flow tonight," said Halischuk. "But I thought we did some good things and we'll just try to carry that on."

Me hitting you and you hitting the floor

Jets tough guy Anthony Peluso, who missed over half of last season after he broke his hand in a fight, made very short work of Sens defenceman Michael Sdao.

After the customary dance invitation was issued and accepted at 12:53 of the second period, the two players did the usual two-step for a bit before Sdao made the mistake of getting within punching distance of Peluso. Peluso's first haymaker just missed the mark, but it knocked Sdao off balance and Peluso made no mistake with the second punch, finding nothing but meat and putting Sdao to the ice.

The crowd loved it -- and then loved it even more when Peluso mugged for the fans, raising his arms in triumph.

"It'd been since March 2 that I played. I was getting pretty antsy -- I wanted to make something happen," Peluso said after the game. "That's my role and I'm happy with it. I love it. Whatever I can do to help."

Up next

The Jets -- who dropped to 0-1-1 in the pre-season with Sunday night's loss -- play again Tuesday night at the MTS Centre against the Edmonton Oilers. Not many of the players that played for Winnipeg in their two exhibition games over the weekend will be in Tuesday's lineup, but veterans like Dustin Byfuglien, Ondrej Pavelec and Olli Jokinen -- who have all yet to play this pre-season -- are expected to finally get their turn at some ice time.

paul.wiecek@freepress.mb.ca
Veteran Senators squad too much for Jets hopefuls

By: Paul Wiecek 
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Left-winger #67 Michael Frolik at the Winnipeg Jets training camp held at the MTS Iceplex Friday morning. 
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Left-winger #67 Michael Frolik at the Winnipeg Jets training camp held at the MTS Iceplex Friday morning. 
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Let’s go at it this way:

Pre-season hockey is like an exhibition of abstract art — it’s not always pretty and a lot of it is confusing, but the colouring isn’t supposed to be inside the lines anyway and the best strategy for the average viewer is to just kind of let it wash all over you, warts and all.

So with that as your backdrop, let’s consider Sunday night’s pre-season contest at the MTS Centre between the Winnipeg Jets and Ottawa Senators, which went into the books as a 3-1 Senators victory:

Over before it began

The Sens iced something more closely approximating a regular-season team than the Jets did and Jets head coach Claude Noel was warning as early as the morning skate on Sunday that the team of mostly green prospects he was sending out last night was going to be in tough against what he called a "formidable" Sens roster.

Noel was right. Ottawa’s top line of Jason Spezza, Milan Michalek and Bobby Ryan — with assists to defensive stalwart Erik Karlsson — accounted for two of Ottawa’s three goals on this night and Ottawa netminder Robin Lehner, who played 12 games for the Sens last season, was solid in turning away 27 shots.

The Jets countered with their own top line of Bryan Little, Andrew Ladd and Blake Wheeler for the second and third periods after newcomer Michael Frolik occupied Ladd’s place on the top line for most of the first period. The Little-Wheeler-Ladd trio showed flashes of mid-season form on a couple of rushes and accounted for 11 of the team’s 28 shots, but the fine finishing around the net that is NHL goal scoring was missing in what was the pre-season debut for the threesome.

"We’re still working out the kinks," said Little. "We haven’t played a game in five months or so and we’re trying to shake the rust off...

"It was the kind of game I expected —  a little bit sloppy and quite a few mistakes. But I was hoping at least for a little bit better than that... We were just a little bit flat. They were better than us in pretty much every aspect."

Jets goaltender Michael Hutchinson — a 2008 thirrd rounder of the Boston Bruins who is competing this month for a job in St. John’s — did not look out of place, turning away 29 of 32 shots and getting named the game’s second star.

The kids are all right

On a night that was mostly about giving the Jets braintrust a look at how some of their younger prospects played under duress, a few players stood out.

Topping that list was Jets right-winger Matt Halischuk, who blocked a couple of shots and accounted for his team’s only offence on this night, scooping up a loose puck at centre ice and scoring unassisted on a breakaway at 12:18 of the second period to get the Jets within one goal at 2-1.

"It was a tough flow tonight," said Halischuk. "But I thought we did some good things and we’ll just try to carry that on."

Outmatched 

Me hitting you and you hitting the floor

Jets tough guy Anthony Peluso, who missed over half of last season after he broke his hand in a fight, made very short work last night of Sens defenceman Michael Sdao.

After the customary dance invitation was issued and accepted at 12:53 of the second period, the two players did the usual two-step for a bit before Sdao made the mistake of getting within punching distance of Peluso. Peluso’s first haymaker just missed the mark, but it knocked Sdao off balance and Peluso made no mistake with the second punch, finding nothing but meat and putting Sdao to the ice. 

The crowd loved it — and then loved it even more when Peluso mugged for the fans, raising his arms in triumph.

"It’d been since March 2 that I played. I was getting pretty antsy — I wanted to make something happen," Peluso said after the game. "That’s my role and I’m happy with it. I love it. Whatever I can do to help."

Up next

The Jets — who dropped to 0-1-1 in the pre-season with last night’s loss — play again Tuesday night at the MTS Centre against the Edmonton Oilers. Not many of the players that played for Winnipeg in their two exhibition games over the weekend will be in Tuesday’s lineup, but veterans such as Dustin Byfuglien, Ondrej Pavelec and Olli Jokinen — who have all yet to play this pre-season — are expected to finally get their turn at some ice time.

paul.wiecek@freepress.mb.ca
Capitals, Jets bring plenty of star power to small town in pre-season opener
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Washington Capitals' Nate Schmidt pushes against Winnipeg Jets' Scott Kosmachuk during pre-season NHL hockey action in Belleville, Ontario on Saturday, Sept. 14, 2013. THE CANADIAN PRESS/Sean Kilpatrick 
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Washington Capitals' Nate Schmidt pushes against Winnipeg Jets' Scott Kosmachuk during pre-season NHL hockey action in Belleville, Ontario on Saturday, Sept. 14, 2013. THE CANADIAN PRESS/Sean Kilpatrick 
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•Kane nets pair in Jets' shootout loss to Caps 

BELLEVILLE, Ont. - Brooks Laich could tell as soon as the Washington Capitals got off their bus Saturday morning how big of a deal this was.

They were arriving at Yardmen Arena to play the Winnipeg Jets in the NHL's pre-season opener as part of the Hockeyville event that takes the game to a small town in Canada.

"There was about 300 kids outside the rink lined up and I was there once," Laich said. "I know how they're feeling, I know how important it is."

Alex Ovechkin, Nicklas Backstrom and Mike Green were there for the Capitals, and Evander Kane and Zach Bogosian for the Jets. Star power was prevalent in the game, won by the Capitals 4-3 in a shootout in front of a packed house in Belleville.

"It was a lot of fun," said Green, who scored the shootout winner. "We didn't know what to expect, and the city welcomed us with open arms. We had a lot of fun today, yeah. It was exciting."

Kane knew the teams would put on a show for the event celebrating the nearby town of Stirling-Rawdon, Ont., and they did, with the Jets star doing his part by scoring twice. Kane was playing on a line with off-season trade acquisition Devin Setoguchi and top prospect Mark Scheifele, an experiment of Claude Noel's that seemed to work quite well.

"I thought me and Seto established some good chemistry and Scheifs did a good job of distributing the puck," Kane said. "Playing with Seto was great. Me and Seto seemed to find each other pretty well out there. It's only one game and it's going to be nice to grow, as this pre-season goes on heading into the regular season, together."

Six goals on 82 shots made for plenty of entertainment for the capacity crowd of over 3,000. The goaltenders were brilliant, but the back-and-forth play was at least partially the product of rust in the first pre-season game for both teams.

"It was a little more offence than defence for what we'd want but that's what happens in pre-season, games are pretty wide open," Capitals goaltender Braden Holtby said. "It's good to get back in that rhythm with those skilled guys on the ice to remember why it's so fun to play against the best in the world."

But even a lacklustre, low-scoring game would've meant everything in this community, that Washington defenceman Jack Hillen said "appreciated" seeing this level of hockey in person.

"I think sometimes as players, too, we forget really how important the NHL is to people and how delicate it is to be in the NHL," said Laich, who did not play because of a left hip flexor injury. "It's just a really, really cool experience."

Fans were almost robbed of the chance of seeing Ovechkin play a full game. He took a high stick to the face from Jets defenceman Ben Chiarot in the first period.

Ovechkin was down on the ice for some time before skating to the bench and going down the tunnel. He returned to the game a couple of minutes later.

"Ovi always seems to come out of it," Green said. "He looks mangled but he's always OK. I guess that's why they call him the Russian machine."

Ovechkin did not speak to reporters after the game, though he tweeted a photo of himself with the message that he "just had plastic surgery." Washington coach Adam Oates said he thought Ovechkin got a couple of stitches in his lip.

Oates said Ovechkin was fine "considering" how it could've been much worse.

"It was a very scary one," Oates said. "Obviously don't want to see that from anybody. He was skating at the guy, you knew the angle of the stick you knew that had some force behind it and obviously could have been a scary moment."
At 6-6, Blomqvist a big project

Undrafted Swede needs to develop, gunning for pro contract with Jets
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John Woods / the canadian press Towering Swedish forward Axel Blomqvist is one of three unsigned rookies in Jets camp. 

Enlarge Image 

John Woods / the canadian press Towering Swedish forward Axel Blomqvist is one of three unsigned rookies in Jets camp. (CP) 
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Axel BLOMQVIST -- all 6-6 of towering Swede -- knows, given his vantage point, what the highs in life look like.

But Blomqvist also saw the lows up close this summer when the 18-year-old forward -- projected by some to go as high as the fifth round of the 2013 NHL Draft -- saw the draft come and go without any team calling his name.

"I was ranked and my agent was pretty sure I was going to get drafted and so then when I didn't get drafted, it was very disappointing," Blomqvist said Saturday after Winnipeg Jets training camp workout at the MTS Centre.

"But then just a couple days after the draft, I got a chance to come here and that made it much easier. And now it's just in the past and I'm only focused on working hard."

Blomqvist is one of three unsigned rookies the Jets have in training camp -- the others are defenceman Zach Bell and forward Mitchell Theoret.

“

'It was a tough learning process for me. And I think that was maybe part of why I didn't get drafted -- I was just learning so much last year'

-- Axel Blomqvist

Blomqvist earned his ticket to the Jets main camp with a strong performance in the club's rookie camp earlier this month in Penticton, where the Swede with the impossibly long reach and stride showed some finish around the net too, notching two goals.

Blomqvist is taller even than veteran Jets defencemen Dustin Byfuglien, who is 6-5. Only one other player in Jets camp right now can look him straight in the eye -- defenceman Cody Sol, who is also 6-6.

But while he looks to be all arms and legs, Blomqvist is a strong skater and has what appears at first glance to be above average puck handling skills for someone still so young, both of which were on display Saturday on a tidy end-to-end rush he put together during scrimmage.

Brenden Kichton, another rookie in Jets camp this year, played against Blomqvist in the WHL last season and has had to contend with his physical presence on the ice again this week.

It isn't easy moving something that big, Kichton said Saturday. "He's a big guy -- he's tough to handle out there. And he's a pretty good skater for his size. He can mature into a really good player out there."

"We've had a few battles in the corners. He's tough to knock off the puck."

Born and raised in Sweden, Blomqvist spent his first year away from home last season as a rookie with the Lethbridge Hurricanes of the Western Hockey League.

His offensive production was a bit disappointing by his own admission -- seven goals and 26 assists in 59 games -- but he wasn't afraid to throw some of his size around, racking up 94 minutes in penalties.

In retrospect, Blomqvist says his rookie season on the ice was probably hampered a bit by all the adjustments off the ice that came with living away from home for the first time -- and in a new country on top of it.

"It was ups and downs. I missed home sometimes. It's so much different than Sweden," said Blomqvist, who comes from a family of athletes -- his father was a soccer player while his mother was a swimmer.

"It was a tough learning process for me. And I think that was maybe part of why I didn't get drafted -- I was just learning so much last year."

Blomqvist also still has some growing to do. He is undersized for his height at 194 pounds -- and that's only after he put on 10-15 pounds this summer.

"I need to get bigger and stronger for sure," he concedes. "I'm still growing into my body, but this year I feel way better."

Blomqvist said several teams approached his agent after this year's draft with tryout offers but he felt Winnipeg was the best choice.

"I talked to a couple of teams and Winnipeg felt best for me. It sounded like they were real interested in me," he said.

"They told my agent if I play good, they might sign me to a contract. "That's my biggest goal -- I'm going to play my game, play the best I can and if I get a contract, that would be a dream for me."

paul.wiecek@freepress.mb.ca
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Third time the charm for Scheifele?
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BELLEVILLE, ONT. -- No one is having his every shift studied more during the Winnipeg Jets training camp than Mark Scheifele.

The 20-year-old first-round draft pick from 2011 has been slotted into the No. 2 centre spot between Evander Kane and Devin Setoguchi, both proven NHL snipers, and the expectation is he will wrap his fingers around the opportunity and squeeze.

The Scheifele-Kane-Setoguchi trio combined for two goals and five points as the most intriguing subplot to the Hockeyville contest. But the Jets' brass is also trying to resist the urge to jump to any conclusions this early.

"They created some offence and I thought Scheifele really played a lot better in the third period," said Jets coach Claude Noel. "He came around and they looked like they were generating some chemistry as the game went on."

Setoguchi and Kane both spoke afterwards of being familiar with each other's game while watching from afar. Scheifele, meanwhile, found himself doing a little in-game studying of his linemates.

"I thought it went good for the most part," he said. "We started to jell and every shift we got better and better. We played a good two-way game and we were able to create some chances and bury two goals. I thought it went good overall.

"Just from practising with them I thought I was able to read their tendencies a little bit and as a centreman read off them a lot more and see what they do. I thought it was really good start to see some things."

Setoguchi liked the line's debut and offered this take on what signs indicate chemistry might be developing.

"You've got to play more, know where guys are, know their tendencies... where they're going to be, how they're going to play," he said. "I already know kinda how Kaner plays watching him for a couple of years and how explosive he is. You look for area passes or try to draw a guy to you and then get it to him in open space.

"Scheifs is just a young kid trying to learn, trying to get a chance and they're giving him one. I thought he did a good job tonight."

THE GOOD OL' DAYS: The first pre-season game offered a number of the young prospects a chance to pull on an NHL jersey for the first time. And that's an experience many will never forget.

"This is my 10th training camp," said Setoguchi. "It's fun to come in here and be around the guys. I'm really enjoying it.

"(My first game) was great. The first guy I lined up against was (Hall of Famer) Luc Robitaille. That was the coolest thing I've ever done. My first game was against L.A. in San Jose and (he) lined up against me. I'll never forget that one. It's tough just not to look at Lucky Luc and stare at him off the draw."

WELCOME BACK: Three Jets played all, or part, of their junior careers in Belleville: Austen Brassard, Eric Tangradi and Eddie Pasquale.

And for Tangradi, the chance to return was a real treat.

"I know when I left here I left with a tear in my eye, thinking I would never see it again," he said. "When this game came up on the schedule I was definitely really excited and just hoping to be in the lineup. There's tons of memories."

Tangradi went for dinner with his billets from his days with the Bulls -- Rob and Irene Cooke -- and then took his teammates out to a 'local spot' he used to hang out at as a junior.

"I like to consider myself a little bit Canadian," said Tangradi, who was born in Philadelphia. "I come back to this town and show all the Canadian boys around a Canadian city as an American... I thought that was kind of unique in a way."

ed.tait@freepress.mb.ca Twitter: @WFPEdTait
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Kane outflies Ovechkin

Jets winger impresses with speed in first exhibition game
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BELLEVILLE, ONT. -- WARNING: The following report details the first of eight pre-season games for the Winnipeg Jets.

Readers are free to jump to as many potentially meaningless conclusions as the author from Saturday night's 4-3 Washington Capitals 4-3 shootout victory over the Jets...
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THREE FIRST IMPRESSIONS

-- 1. The best skater on the Yardmen Arena ice wasn't Caps mega-star Alex Ovechkin, it was Evander Kane. By a lot. Interestingly, a discussion started in the press box just moments before he scored his first of two goals about how his speed just jumps out on the Olympic-sized ice surface.

Not sure if Team Canada GM Steve Yzerman was watching the Hockeyville telecast, but if he was, Kane -- named the game's first star -- had to open eyes as a candidate for Sochi.

By the way, memo to fellow media types: don't go there with the Oly question with Kane -- he was asked about it this week and brushed if off quickly. His message? He'll let his play early in the season do the talking on the subject and it spoke loudly and clearly in Belleville, even if it's just the pre-season.

-- 2. Consider this: When the Atlanta Thrashers relocated to Winnipeg the franchise's goaltending depth chart featured Ondrej Pavelec and Chris Mason with the big club with Eddie Pasquale, Peter Mannino, Chris Carrozzi and veteran David Aebischer in the minors.

That doesn't exactly scream out organizational depth at a critical position.

Fast-forward to the present and the Jets have Pavelec and Al Montoya in Winnipeg with Eddie Pasquale, Juho Olkiuora and former Boston Bruins' draft pick Michael Hutchinson in St. John's, two players coming off awards-loaded NCAA seasons in Connor Hellebuyck and Jason Kasdorf and 2013 draft pick Eric Comrie, who is on the radar for Canada's world junior squad.

That represents a significant upgrade. Period. Pasquale, the game's third star, stopped 35 of 38 shots and was outstanding.

"All you want to do is go out there and show them you can play," Pasquale said. "Last year I got up here but I didn't get any action. Maybe if something happens this will put something in the back of their minds. You never know. You just want to have a good impression with everyone watching you.

"I thought I was falling asleep a little bit with all the ceremonies... I'm not really used to that. I had a couple of chances early and it helped out a lot."

-- 3. Sometimes a teenager looks like that at the NHL level. Neither the Jets or the Caps iced their best, mixing in some proven stars with the top prospects in each organization. And all those who thought the leap from the NCAA or junior to the bigs would be instantaneous for the likes of Jacob Trouba or Josh Morrissey, Saturday's tilt was the perfect example of why teams don't like to rush kids.

Trouba struggled early but settled down as the game progressed. Morrissey and Scott Kosmachuk, who scored a nifty goal on a wraparound, also had their moments. But none of the young guns jumped off the page as an instant phenom.

'KANE FROM SETOGUCHI AND SCHEIFELE'...

Sometimes chemistry is instant. And sometimes things need to percolate for a spell. The Kane-Mark Scheifele-Devin Setoguchi trio finished with five points (two goals from Kane, two assists from Setoguchi and one helper from Scheifele) and there were moments when it looked like a dandy combo, just as advertised. Other times, understandably, a little rough around the edges.

Asked about all the outsiders -- read: fans and media -- that seem to want to anoint this as the Jets' No. 2 line, Kane laughed.

"You always jump the gun," he said. "You guys always play the coach. That's fine. But you can't draw conclusions. If you look at the roster and you look at guys and how the NHL works and you're trying to steal other guy's jobs, you're not going to do that in one game and you're not going to do it over five games. You're going to do it with some production over the course of the season.

"Scheifs is coming in and trying to be on the team full-time and earn a spot in the Top 6. He's going to have to take that spot away from somebody. I thought he played well as the game went on."

OUCH REPORT

Rugged forward Chris Thorburn pulled up lame in the morning skate and did not dress for the game with what is being called an "upper-body" injury. That left the Jets with 11 forwards.

UP NEXT

The Jets returned home to Winnipeg from nearby CFB Trenton immediately after the game. None of the players who dressed against the Caps will be in the lineup tonight when the Jets play host to the Ottawa Senators, 7 p.m., at the MTS Centre.

Twitter: @WFPEdTait
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Ex-Leafs centre Grabovski eager to begin new chapter with Capitals
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BELLEVILLE, Ont. - Mikhail Grabovski's only real link to the Washington Capitals has come in the form of text messages from Alex Ovechkin.

"He always tries to help me, texts me messages and tries (to) explain to me about the area in Washington," Grabovski said.

The former Maple Leafs centre doesn't know much about the city he signed in because visa issues have prevented him from joining his new team. Trapped in limbo in Toronto, Grabovski has been happy to spend more time with his family but is also eager to begin a new chapter of his career with the Capitals.

Grabovski was so eager that he made the almost-200-kilometre drive to Belleville to skate with his new teammates Saturday morning before their pre-season opener against the Winnipeg Jets. It was at least a brief chance to get acclimated to a team that's still unfamiliar to him with the start of the regular season less than three weeks away.

"(I'm) a little bit frustrated but I'm not worried because I know they make for me visa, so everything (is) going to be fine," Grabovski said. "I'm just excited to see the guys today. I'm very happy to be here."

Skating at Yardmen Arena represented another high in an up-and-down few months for the 29-year-old, who signed a one-year, US$3-million deal with the Capitals in late August. Earlier in the off-season, the Maple Leafs bought Grabovski out of the final four seasons of a five-year, $27.5-million contract, just before he got married and went on his honeymoon.

Grabovski has since expressed a desire to move on from his tenure in Toronto, which ended with some critical comments about coach Randy Carlyle. Not being able to join the Capitals yet is delaying that process.

"New scenery, you want to get off to a great start and a visa issue kind of derails you," coach Adam Oates said. "You’ve got to feel for him."

Grabovski's not asking for sympathy, though. He would like to be in Washington's camp but is making the most of some extra time in a place he called "kind of my hometown."

"I train myself and just work out (in the) gym and just spend time with my family," he said. "I kind of lost days in the summer, so it was a little bit (of a) gift to my family."

Grabovski's gift to the Capitals would be replacing Mike Ribeiro as their second-line centre. Before he can do that, though, he has to practice.

For now, Grabovski and the team are waiting for his visa to get taken care of. They hope the problem will be settled on Monday so he can get to Washington and begin trying to fit in.

"I think he’s very excited and he feels kind of, when you come to new group, little shaky," Ovechkin said. "But I’m sure the guys and myself are going to treat him well and he’s going to feel much better. "

Once Grabovski gets to camp, he'll have an adjustment to make. But it's not an entirely new process.

"It's not my first time I play for a different team," said Grabovski, who was traded from the Montreal Canadiens to the Maple Leafs in July 2008. "But it's always new people and new characters. But it's a good experience for me. I (am) always looking forward and enjoy this moment. It's the time of life when you just have a good experience."

The Capitals would like to make it a good experience for Grabovski, and Oates figures he'll get into five pre-season games to build up some familiarity with linemates.

Saturday was just a quick introduction because Grabovski wasn't able to fly back with the Capitals or even play against the Jets.

"It's obviously short," goaltender Braden Holtby said. "We haven't really got to know him yet, but it's nice to have all the pieces in place."

It'll be nicer for Grabovski once he can put on a Capitals jersey day after day and feel like a part of the team.

"It's just tough to come to a new team and new partners," he said. "But after first ice, everything's good right now and I feel comfortable."
Jets ecstatic to hit MTS Centre ice Sunday
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Winnipeg Jets fans aren’t the only ones excited about the club’s pre-season home debut at MTS Centre Sunday night versus the Ottawa Senators.

"It’s awesome. And we’re lucky — our building is going to be sold out so it’s going to be like a regular season game," Jets forward Blake Wheeler said Saturday following practice at MTS Centre.

"The guys who haven’t had a chance yet to play here, they’re going to have fun out there tomorrow night. It’s pretty unique in that sense...We’re really treated well here. It’s a lot of fun to play a game and to play in front of these fans is a privilege. We need to treat it like that tomorrow night and come out and work hard for them."

With the Jets players divided into three groups for training camp, fans will only get to see about one-third of the players the Jets have in camp on Sunday night.

But the expected Jets lineup versus the Senators will include the team’s top line of Wheeler, Andrew Ladd and Bryan Little as well as veteran defencemen Paul Postma and Toby Enstrom.

The lineup for tomorrow night was also supposed to include young prospect Adam Lowry, but he is an expected scratch after he missed practice for the third day in a row Saturday with an upper body injury sustained on the first day of camp when he fell heavily into the boards.

One prospect who will be playing Sunday night is newly signed defenceman Brenden Kichton, last season’s defenceman of the year in the WHL, who will be making his NHL pre-season debut against the Senators.

"It’s going to be very exciting. I’ve never played in front of that many fans before — and especially for my first exhibition game," said Kichton. "But it’s what I’ve been training for and what I’ve been looking forward to these past couple years.

"It’s a real dream come true."

What game?

Wheeler was asked if he intended to watch Hockey Night in Canada Saturday night as some of his other teammates take on the Washington Capitals in a pre-season game in Belleville.

"What game tonight?," Wheeler joked. "I think there’s some college football on, so I will probably be flipping back and forth a little bit. It might be a little too early to start zeroing on hockey."

Competition fierce

With 18 defencemen in camp, Postma says it doesn’t take a mathematician to figure out what those numbers mean.

"It makes it extremely competitive that’s for sure. You look at the number of roster spots and the number of players and they don’t really add up. It makes for a good healthy competition.

"And down the stretch, when there’s injuries and what-not, we’re going to have the right number of guys. We have different kinds of defencemen too -- the stay-at-homes and the offensive. We’ve got a mix of everything that should make for a good group."

Short straw

Everyone would rather play than practice and Jets forward Olli Jokinen’s Group C in Jets training camp drew the short straw in that regard.

The Group C Jets, which also include defenceman Dustin Byfuglien and goaltenders Al Montoya and Ondrej Pavelec, have the role of spectators this weekend as their Group A teammates play Saturday night in Belleville and Group B teammates play Sunday night at MTS Centre.

Jokinen, Byfuglien et al won’t get their chance to hit some people in anger until Tuesday night when most, if not all, the Group C players will finally get their chance in a pre-season game against the Edmonton Oilers at MTS Centre.

"Obviously, everybody is looking to play a game," Jokinen said Saturday. "But you play when they tell you to play and you don’t worry about things you can’t control. We have 58 guys -- some play today, some play tomorrow, some play Tuesday.

"You go day by day. That’s the only way to do it."
Kane nets pair in Jets' shootout loss to Caps

By: Ed Tait 
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Winnipeg Jets goalie Eric Comrie stops the puck cold during practice at the Yardmen Arena in Belleville, Ont. Tonight, the Jets will play the Washington Capitals in an NHL preseason match, part of the Kraft Hockeyville celebrations in Stirling, Ont.  
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BELLEVILLE, ONT. – Don’t tell Eric Tangradi, Mark Scheifele, James Wright, Nic Petan and the rest of the Winnipeg Jets tonight’s Kraft Hockeyville tilt is only a preseason game.

The club’s brass is all here for the first exhibition game of the 2013-14 season and every one of them will be evaluating who does what on the ice.

"I just want some energy," said Jets head coach Claude Noel after his club skated in front of about 1,000 fans at the Olympic-sized ice at Yardmen Arena. "There’s big ice out here so you’re going to have to skate and hopefully maintain puck control.

"We just want to play organized and try to get some things happening offensively. I want to see who can play, who can do some of the things we taught in the first couple of days in training camp like our forecheck and ‘D’ zone coverage. That will be challenging on this big ice because that will be quite a big difference for our guys."

The Jets, who flew into nearby CFB Trenton Friday night, will showcase their possible second line in Belleville with Mark Scheifele centering Evander Kane and Devin Setoguchi. For what it’s worth, Jim Slater was centering Chris Thorburn and J.C. Lipon, Nic Petan was between Eric Tangradi and Scott Kosmachuk with the fourth trio featuring Austen Brassard, James Wright and John Albert at the morning skate.

Defencemen Jacob Trouba, Zach Bogosian and Zach Redmond are also here, along with 2013 first-round draft pick Josh Morrissey. Goaltender Eddie Pasquale will play the entire game in net.

The Belleville stop is particularly special for a couple of Jets as both Brassard and Tangradi played their junior hockey here.

"When I heard the news I was going to be playing here I was pretty excited, so I’m looking forward to tonight," said Brassard. "I Just want to work hard, do the little things right and hopefully it goes well."

"I know when I left here I left with a tear in my eye, thinking I would never see it again. When this game came up on the schedule I was definitely really excited and just hoping to be in the lineup. Now that I am, I’m looking forward to tonight. I think it will be a really special night."

"There’s tons of memories," added Tangradi. "My first thought is I don’t remember (the ice surface, which is Olympic sized) being this big. A lot of guys were shocked at just how big the ice surface was. The pre-game skate was an opportunity to take it all back in. But there’s a lot of guys on this team that are trying to fight for a job and there’s a couple spots up for grabs. When we leave the rink now there’s a lot of guys who are really dialed in and focused on just playing a good game and, of course, we’re here to try and win."

Tangradi went for dinner with his billets from his days with the Bulls — Rob and Irene Cooke — and then took his teammates out to a local spot where he used to hang out at as a junior.

"I like to consider myself a little bit Canadian," said Tangradi, who was born in Philadelphia. "I come back to this town and show all the Canadian boys around a Canadian city as an American… I thought that was kind of unique in a way."
Thorburn the go-to guy

At ancient age of 30, young Jets see him as voice of experience

By: Melissa Martin 
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With eight NHL seasons under his belt, Chris Thorburn is the man many young Jets turn to when they have questions. 
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Eight years around the NHL isn't so long and 30 years isn't so long in the tooth, and yet Chris Thorburn is already the guy young players look up to.

It's a peculiar twist of pro sport, how it conspires to make elder statesmen of young men, but so it goes in a league where the median career length is only four seasons. The Jets are a young team, a phrase echoed in interviews again and again, and here's a fun fact: when Thorburn turned 30 in June, he became just the third regular Jet to pass that milestone. Only Olli Jokinen, born in 1978, and 30-year-old centre Jim Slater have been alive longer.

Careers go by fast, and Thorburn's has too. It wasn't that long ago he was suiting up for his first two games with the 2005-06 Buffalo Sabres alongside vets including Teppo Numminen. The next season, he played 39 games with the Pittsburgh Penguins, where he watched older guys such as Mark Recchi, Gary Roberts and Sergei Gonchar get 'er done. The lessons of those early days stuck.

"I was lucky to play with some great veterans, I learned a lot young," Thorburn said on Friday, just before hopping a plane for Belleville, Ont. where the Jets will face the Washington Capitals tonight. "I just try and instill that to the young kids who are coming up. I treat everyone the same... If guys have questions, I'm an easy guy to talk to, and an easy guy to get along with. Guys have been approaching me, and it's been fun."

There's value to that, in a training camp rife with young players still finding their way. Thorburn isn't going to win any scoring awards, but he came to camp fit and ready to play. He has biceps the size of small children, and he knows what's expected of him, whether he plays two minutes or 10. He has poured 427 regular-season hockey games, 60 fights and six years of his life into this franchise, and a lot of blood, too.

"Yeah, my face doesn't look as good as when I first came into the league," he said laughing. "That's all part of it. A couple scars here and there, it just creates character. And you get to brag a little bit too. If you get a black eye, you know, it looks kinda cool."

And if the Jets need someone to give a confidence boost to their young stars, well, Thorburn can be that guy too.

For instance, his thoughts on Mark Scheifele, who came to his first Jets camp in 2011 with eyes wide as saucers and a jangly grin:

"He's just a great kid to be around, a great kid," Thorburn said. "The Winnipeg Jets would be proud to say Mark Scheifele will be their poster boy. He's going to be a special player in the future."

Then there is Thorburn's friendship with Evander Kane. The two razz each other on Twitter sometimes, taking jabs about who is better at bulldozing through corners, and that's just evidence of a closeness that has grown since Kane's first year in the league. What has Thorburn taught the lightning-strike forward since then?

"Kaner's come a long way," Thorburn said. "Being there when he was younger in Atlanta, there was times when he experienced stuff that he wasn't used to. Just to be there to give him some advice, and have somebody that he knows he can trust and talk to when things are tough."

melissa.martin@freepress.mb.ca
D-man living for the moment

After last year's horrible injury Redmond has new perspective

By: Ed Tait 
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Zach REDMOND'S focus is singular and intense, just like the other 57 players attending Winnipeg Jets training camp. His goal? More than anything, he wants to be in the lineup with the big club for opening night.

But his perspective on the battle for that spot, it could be said, is different than most Jets regulars and prospects gathered here. How many others, for example, would look at Anthony Peluso, the tough-hombre winger, or strength coach/assistant athletic therapist Lee Stubbs and think, "Those are two of the guys that helped save my life?"
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"There's a long, long list of people that helped me that day," said Redmond. "I think I've thanked everybody, but you obviously just can't thank them enough. I mean... Peluso... I'll owe him for the rest of my life. Without him things would have turned out a lot differently. Him and everybody.

"And Stubby, the trainer, he was there with me the whole week I was in the hospital. It really helped having him there with me. Everybody that helped support me... I just can't thank them enough."

Ask Zach Redmond about "that day" -- Feb. 21, 2013 in Raleigh, N.C., when he almost lost his life -- and he'll offer up a polite enough response.

"I don't mind talking about it, if you want," said the affable 25-year-old Michigan product at MTS Iceplex this week. "I don't think about it but if people want to know about it, it's fine by me. It was pretty weird."

"Weird" doesn't even begin to describe it. Just to recap the horrific incident that drew attention from around the hockey world, Redmond was on the ice at PNC Arena doing some extra work prior to a game against the Carolina Hurricanes when he lost his balance and fell. Antti Miettinen's skate sliced through the main arteries on his right thigh and the loss of blood was immediate. Assistant coach Perry Pearn raced to take off his Jets jacket and fashion a tourniquet near the wound while the training staff rushed to the scene.

And Peluso, one of the unsung heroes of the day, got down on his hands and knees and squeezed the gash on Redmond's leg closed to help stop the bleeding. Surgeons at a nearby hospital would take three hours to complete their work, including taking a piece from another vein to splice it into the femoral artery.

So the latest chapter of Redmond's story is about both his recovery and his attempt to reclaim his hockey career. He had appeared in eight games with the Jets at the start of the 2013 season, showcasing a poised, polished game some nights and looking like a raw, untested rookie on others.

But the Jets were intrigued by the upside, his maturity and how he soaked up and processed information so quickly. After the surgery, there were concerns that Redmond might not play again but, in what was called a medical miracle, he was back on the ice before season's end in St. John's and introduced to a standing ovation crowd while in civvies for a game at the MTS Centre.

He's completely healed now and his game shows no signs it has suffered.

What's changed is this: his perspective. He is all-in to make the Jets roster, but also understands now how to shrug off one bad shift and focus on the next. And maybe that comes both with maturity and almost having the game you love snatched away for good.

"It helps," said Redmond. "You go through things like that, it helps you in the long run... I'm just living in the moment. I just try to take it day by day."

ed.tait@freepress.mb.ca Twitter: @WFPEdTait
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THE Winnipeg Jets' youngsters will be in the spotlight in Belleville, Ont., tonight, with all of the Jets' last three first-rounders -- Mark Scheifele, Jacob Trouba, Josh Morrissey -- making the trip to face the Washington Capitals in a Kraft Hockeyville tilt. In a twist, the Caps announced they'd bring their big guns, including Alexander Ovechkin.

"I think the young players will be thrilled to play against him," Jets coach Claude Noel said.

Though the superstar presence may throw an extra challenge to the Jets' prospect group, Noel was nonplussed.

"We've got some guys in our lineup too who are good players," he said. "We'll deal with Ovechkin and their team."

Veteran winger Chris Thorburn, who is also on the roster for tonight's game, concurred with the chin-up assessment of leading a roster composed mainly of rookies against guys like Ovechkin, Karl Alzner and Nicklas Backstrom.

"That's all right, good challenge for us," he said. "We got a lot of young kids who are pretty excited to play."

-- -- --

The full roster for tonight, composed of the Jets training camp Group A, includes NHL forwards Evander Kane, Devin Setoguchi, James Wright, Jim Slater, Thorburn and Eric Tangradi, rounded out by prospects Scheifele, Petan, J.C. Lipon, Austen Brassard, Scott Kosmachuk and John Albert. On the back end, Zachs Bogosian and Redmond will be the most veteran guys on a blue-line squad that includes Trouba and Morrissey, as well as St. John's IceCaps defenders Ben Chiarot and Julian Melchiori. Goaltending will be supplied by IceCaps starter Eddie Pasquale and 2013 draftee Eric Comrie.

The game kicks off at 6 p.m. on CBC, and will be broadcast on TSN 1290 Radio in Winnipeg.

-- -- --

It's been 761 days since the Jets last played a pre-season game, what with last year's... unpleasantness. So what will Noel look for from his squad tonight?

"We try and make evaluations about who can think, who can make adjustments to their game if they're not familiar with the systems," he said. "I want to be able to see just what the players bring to the table."

-- -- --

Hand it to Olli Jokinen: he slogged through a disappointing season last year, and now many Jets watchers expect Mark Scheifele to push past him on the depth chart. Still, the veteran centre voiced his support for the up 'n' comer after practice on Friday.

"We are all rooting for him, you know?" Jokinen said. "He's a great young player. We want him to take that step to be an NHL player. Hopefully things go well for him. A guy like him coming in the lineup, for us it's going to make our team better."

melissa.martin@freepress.mb.ca
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Winnipeg Jets Evander Kane (left) and Devin Setoguchi celebrate a goal during scrimmage. 
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Winnipeg Jets Evander Kane (left) and Devin Setoguchi celebrate a goal during scrimmage. (JOHN WOODS / THE CANADIAN PRESS) 
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Devin Setoguchi and Michael Frolik may be nice players, but they have been brought to Winnipeg to fill holes, not prop up the entire tent.

They are complementary pieces. Not foundation elements. But they raise the Jets level of skill and provide balance to a lineup that was very top-heavy last season.

"They give us depth. Depth that will create competition from within, which is good for us," said Jets coach Claude Noel. "That's the biggest addition they bring to us."

Right off the bat, Setoguchi has settled in on the club's second line to add more balanced scoring. Training camp's early lines have Setoguchi on the right side with Evander Kane on the left and Mark Scheifele at centre.

Frolik is pegged to work with Matt Halischuk and Ollie Jokinen to provide a third line that can both check and score.

For the Jets to be a better team than last season, they needed to address a few key areas. First is a better goals against record and second is more balanced scoring.

If any of the Jets top six forwards have become comfortable in their spot they should know Frolik will be banging on the door for expanded minutes all season.

He can be an elite defender and he's shown he can score in the tough areas as well with 10 points in last year's Stanley Cup run as a member of the Chicago Blackhawks.

Setoguchi has a top shot and used it to score a career high 31 goals and 65 points in 2008-09 with the San Jose Sharks.

"They can both contribute offensively. The addition of these players helps us because it gives us depth. We can have four lines," said Noel. "Setoguchi has scored in the past and he can finish. Frolik has shown he can score and he can check. Both will get an opportunity to play different roles."

The 26-year-old Setoguchi is a veteran of six NHL seasons and said the most important thing for him upon joining the Jets was the attitude among the organization and the players.

"Everyone here wants to win. That's the expectation and you can feel it as soon as you get here," said the Alberta native. "Everyone knows this team is young. Any time you change cities as a franchise there's an adjustment but they have definitely climbed. The guys I've talked to have been disappointed with the results here and this is the year they want to make the playoffs."

Known for a big shot but inconsistent effort, Setoguchi doesn't want to talk about his own play.

"I want to play my best," he said. "I'm not going to tell you what I'm going to bring or what goals I've set. My goal is to come in here and play the way I can. To use my speed and get in there and be a gritty player. Shoot the puck and get to the net. Simple things. Winning games for the team. That's my focus."

Setoguchi was traded to the Jets by the Minnesota Wild for a second-round draft pick in the 2014 NHL Draft and is in the last year of a contract that will pay $3.25 million this season. He says he likes the intensity and expectations that come with playing in a market like Winnipeg.

"Everyone likes to play under pressure. To play in big games. Playoff games," he said. "For me, they expect me to score goals and I'm going to try and do my best. If I play my game, goals will come."

A veteran of six seasons in the Western Conference, Winnipeg's home this season, Setoguchi says divisional alignment can't be something the Jets use as an excuse.

"Every team is tough. Doesn't matter if it's in the East or the West. People can say the West will be tough for the Jets but we don't listen to people. We don't listen to media. We like the media but it's what we do as a group that matters," said Setoguchi. "It doesn't matter where you play. If you want to win you have to rise above stuff like that."

While Setoguchi likes the sound of the playoff talk he's hearing in and around the Jets dressing room, he says it won't move the needle. Hard work and day-in, day-out attention to the details get teams to the post-season.

"I've only been here for a little bit. Some guys have been here since Atlanta days and they haven't got in. It's been tough for them. We want to make the playoffs but it doesn't happen halfway through the year," he said. "It's day by day. We can't look ahead. Usually you don't even talk about it until the end of the year."

Frolik was a first-round pick of the Florida Panthers in 2006 and at 25 has won a Stanley Cup with the Chicago Blackhawks before coming to the Jets in a draft-day trade this summer for the 74th and 134th picks in the 2013 draft.

A mix of speed and skill as well as a willingness to play a defensive role give Frolik a versatile package. Dangerous on the penalty kill, Frolik was excellent for the Hawks in their playoff run last spring.

"I can do both roles. In Chicago I played PK and on a checking line and in my first years in Florida I played an offensive role. So I can play both ways," said Frolik, who had a pair of 20-goal seasons with the Panthers. "They brought us here to help the team. Devin is a great scorer with a great shot and he can help with some goals."

A veteran of life in both NHL conferences, Frolik says the West has more parity.

"The West is tight. Every team is good. You have to play every night. It comes right down to the end, to the last game, to see who is going to get in to playoffs," he said.

gary.lawless@freepress.mb.ca Twitter: @garylawless
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VANCOUVER - The heir apparent to the Vancouver Canucks' backup goaltender job was not lacking humour Friday.

But Eddie Lack's happy-go-lucky demeanour contrasted with his long recovery from a major hip injury. The 25-year-old Norrtalje, Sweden native took part in his first meaningful on-ice workouts since being sidelined last November with a torn labrum that required surgery.

"First of all, it was just like a huge relief to see that everything went well and everything was working," he said. "Then it was just so much fun being back again. I missed the daily routine and seeing shots and being with the guys in the locker-room and everything."

Lack took part in the Canucks' inaugural scrimmage and practices at training camp. He has been ticketed as Vancouver's next backup goalie since the Canucks voiced plans to move Roberto Luongo in the spring of 2012. Even though Cory Schneider was moved to the New Jersey Devils instead, Lack was tagged for the No. 2 role.

But Lack's future has been in question since he underwent surgery, which also involved the shaving of the wonky hip. He was hurt while playing for Vancouver's former AHL affiliate in Chicago during his third season as a Canucks farmhand.

But even with his personal ordeal and the importance of ensuring that Luongo has good support, Lack's desire to get to the NHL is trumping the pressure of the situation.

"I always put the most pressure on myself, and I want to play as soon as possible," he said. "For the past two and a half years of my life, I've been waiting to step into the backup role here and just support Roberto."

Lack is a prime example of goaltending prospects who travel a long and winding road as they attempt to reach the NHL. Never drafted, he signed as a free agent with Vancouver in 2010 and commenced the North American segment of his pro career with the Canucks' former farm club in Manitoba, which was displaced by the revival of the Winnipeg Jets following the sale and relocation of the Atlanta Thrashers.

Last season, he posted a 7-4-1 record, 3.00 goals-against average and one shutout with the Chicago Wolves before his season ended early. Altogether, Lack has 10 shutouts over three AHL seasons with the last one limited to 13 games.

He also has six seasons worth of junior and pro experience with Swedish organizations Djurgarden, Leksands and Brynas, compiling goose eggs.

If he can regain his form in game action and handle the jump to the NHL, the Canucks could be well served following Schneider's departure. Lack impressed in a workout and morning scrimmage and appears to have the upper glove hand on the only other backup candidate who has toiled in the Canucks organization. Joe Cannata, a 23-year-old Wakefield, Mass., native, spent his first full pro season with Chicago of the AHL and Kalamazoo of the ECHL.

But Cannata, who signed with the Canucks as a free agent in the spring of 2012 after four seasons at Merrimack College, has only toiled in only 22 regular-season games and 10 post-season games as a pro.

Swedish compatriot Joacim Eriksson, 22, who signed as a free agent this summer, also hopes to push for the backup job. Lack and Eriksson, who appears to need development in the minors, have waged a friendly rivalry.

"When we're on the ice, we're always trying to beat the other guy," he said. "But off the ice, we're having dinner together every night and just talking about a lot of stuff and having fun together."

Lack has also had a good time exchanging comments with Luongo on Twitter in the past. But the backup hopeful plans to be careful on line after new coach John Tortorella told reporters that Twitter was "nothing but trouble."

"He kind of had a talk with the whole team about it, too," said Lack. "I'm just going to have to wait and see if Roberto throws the first stone — and then maybe I'll follow."

While looking for Luongo's lead on Twitter, Lack will also try to follow the veteran's example on the ice.

"He's been in this league for 10 years now, and he's proven himself to be one of the best in the league," said Lack. "So I'm just trying to look at him and trying to learn as much as possible and trying to win the backup job."

Mathieu Corbeil, a 21-year-old Montreal native, who is signed to a minor-league contract with Vancouver's new farm team in Utica, N.Y., is the other goaltender in camp. The second-year pro played just 21 games with Missouri of the CHL as a rookie.

Although Lack's three seasons of pro experience appear to give him an edge over the other candidates, Tortorella said he still needs to figure out the backup goaltending situation.

"In this situation, I know Roberto's going to be our No. 1 guy," said Tortorella. "I'm not sure where we are with our backup yet. We'll formulate something as we break camp and see what we have."

Notes_Lack's father Jan, a carpenter, watches each of his son's games in the early morning hours back in Sweden, offers feedback before catching a nap, and then goes to work. … Captain Henrik Sedin welcomed Tortorella's 45-minute practices, saying it's hard to stay focused in longer sessions. … Tortorella said Friday's scrimmage was okay, but he wants to see more intensity in coming days.
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TORONTO - Over six seasons with the Vancouver Canucks, Mason Raymond always approached training camp like he had to earn a place on the roster.

"There's always somebody trying to take your spot," he said. "You have to be out there earning and be fully prepared to earn your spot."

The 27-year-old Raymond is using the same approach now that he's at training camp with the Toronto Maple Leafs on a professional tryout. Raymond and other veteran players in their prime or not long past it have been forced to go to camp without guaranteed NHL contracts, a product of the salary cap going down by almost $6 million.

"There is other guys going through it, so it's an odd year," Raymond said. "This is reality, this is the situation that myself as a player is in, and you deal with what you have."

Others dealing with the same situation include Brad Boyes with the Florida Panthers, Ryan Whitney with the St. Louis Blues, Chuck Kobasew with the Pittsburgh Penguins, Hal Gill with the Philadelphia Flyers, Ian White with the Winnipeg Jets and David Steckel with the Minnesota Wild.

Each of those players was making at least $1 million last season but couldn't find teams willing to provide a guaranteed deal for 2013-'14.

"The general consensus is, in talking to teams (I heard), 'You'd help our team, we just don't have the money,'" Gill said in a phone interview Friday. "I think it is bad timing. Of course with the buyouts it would've been nice to have another year and then go into free agency after that once the cap goes back up a little bit. But that's the breaks."

The Nashville Predators used a compliance buyout on Gill, a veteran defenceman who was set to make $2 million. Every team was given two compliance buyouts to use this past summer or next because under the new collective bargaining agreement, the cap went from $70.2 million to $64.3 million.

"I think with the cap coming down, everything kind of gets squeezed a little bit," Leafs left-winger James van Riemsdyk said. "That's just the way it works, I guess, now."

Raymond and the others at camp on tryouts have come to accept that.

"It's probably a bit of tough luck, but at the same time there's nothing you can really do about it," Kobasew said in a phone interview. "That's why we had a lockout, the (cap) coming down, that was a big part of it. And there's a lot of guys in my situation that are either at camps or sitting at home just hoping that something works out."

Gill's agent first called around to teams asking for a guaranteed deal before checking about just getting to camp, while Raymond's had been in touch with Toronto general manager Dave Nonis for much of the off-season. Steckel came to grips with the possibility of a tryout as the summer dragged on without much traction.

"It's difficult not only for me as a player but for me and my family — it's out there and you don't really know what's going to happen," Steckel said in a phone interview. "I think it's tough not only with the cap going down, but a lot of GMs, once it does go down, they're looking at younger guys and they want to give them a shot."

Even with younger players around, Raymond has an excellent chance to make the Leafs' roster, as long as there is salary-cap space to accommodate him. His speed is an element that could be lacking with Mikhail Grabovski and Matt Frattin gone.

The cap isn't a problem for Boyes in Florida, and he could be the player on a tryout most likely to turn it into a guaranteed contract. The 31-year-old winger had 35 points for the New York Islanders last season and turned down their camp invitation to try to make a young Panthers team.

"It's probably the first time that I've had to (try out)," Boyes told local reporters this week. "Even at junior you get drafted and kind of sign a deal and then when you're younger you have that contract before you even start. This is new to me, but it's a different mindset. It's something that you definitely have to go out and earn, and nothing's given to me."

While Raymond looked at previous camps as competitions, the 38-year-old Gill conceded it's tough to change his approach after playing 1,102 games in 16 NHL seasons.

"Obviously it's different going in. You're not on the team," he said. "But in the same respect, I think once I get into the locker-room and once I get on the ice, there's no real other way to do it than to feel like you're part of a team and to go out and practise hard and try and help out teammates. That's the fun part about hockey is you forget about the business of it once you're on the ice."

Overthinking the situation isn't something Raymond is concerned about. After making $2.275 million with the Canucks last season and slightly more the previous two years, the left-winger almost certainly will have to take a pay cut to stick around with the cap-strapped Leafs.

"To be honest, the cap and all that's secondary to me right now," Raymond said. "I have to focus on getting a job, and I think when you're playing well and you can earn a job, everything else takes care of itself."

For those players who parlay tryouts into guaranteed one-year deals, this season could take care of their future. The cap is expected to rise for the 2014-'15 season.

If the cap reaches $70 million, that would bring upwards of $170 million back into the system. It doesn't mean Raymond, Boyes and others will hit the jackpot, but there will be more opportunities out there.

"I think the way the cap system works is elite players are going to get paid more money, and there's going to be guys fighting for the scraps, so to speak, Gill said. "I think that's just part of the nature of having a salary cap. The best thing to do is worry about first things first and go from there."

First things first for these NHL veterans is showing they deserve to make it over younger, potentially cheaper players.

Kobasew said this situation is similar to his first couple of years in the league when he was on an entry-level, two-way contract and could be sent to the minor leagues. The alternative this time is no contract at all, but the basics are similar.

"You just go play and you're trying to make a team, you're doing everything you can to make the team," he said. "There are no guarantees."
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Winnipeg Jets' Dustin Byfuglien on the second day of NHL hockey training camp Thursday, in Winnipeg.  
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Winnipeg Jets' Dustin Byfuglien on the second day of NHL hockey training camp Thursday, in Winnipeg. (JOHN WOODS / THE CANADIAN PRESS) 
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Sooner or later the dice stops tumbling and it can be determined whether a bet placed was good or bad.

According to several members of the Winnipeg Jets, the time is now, when conclusions can be drawn upon a wager on their worth.

If the high-priced, long-term contracts Kevin Cheveldayoff has showered the core of his Winnipeg Jets with result in a playoff berth, this could be the dawning of a long and prosperous era of pro hockey in these parts.

The opposite is also true. If these Jets don't announce themselves as playoff contenders soon, we could be stuck with a load of duds for some time.

The Jets, depending on who makes the club out of camp, will enter the season with a cap hit around $63 million.

Over and over this summer, the question was asked by hockey people: Did Cheveldayoff pay too much? The answer to that question comes in many forms but if this group reaches the playoffs this year, no one will be questioning the GM's allocation of funds.

Cheveldayoff took some time to evaluate his roster and determined the core was substantial enough to be the foundation for a winner. So he locked them up.

The other path would have been to blow this roster up and start from scratch. Cheveldayoff didn't do that and this summer, in Year 3 of his plan, he spent a lot of money to secure his core.

"They showed a lot of faith in the group of us. We have a lot of guys on long-term contracts. They've done their part. Now it's time for us to show what we can do and reward them. We need to make the playoffs this year," said centre Bryan Little, who was inked to a five-year, $23.5-million contract this summer.

"It started out this city was just happy to have a team back. Now they want us in the playoffs. And they should. That's not unreasonable. It's time to do our part."

It's one thing for coach Claude Noel to spout about the playoffs and another for fans to clamour. But it's something altogether different when the players step forward and state the time is now.

The Jets opened their third training camp since their return and there is one story that rides higher than all others this season.

Have the Jets finally arrived?

They've been a cute story so far. Lots of "glad to be back" stuff. But when the hometown hero comes back after being away, the glory soon fades unless new triumphs are achieved.

The men who run the Jets and the players in the uniforms might pay polite lip service to all the nostalgia storylines but the reality is they are in this business for one reason: To win.

Zach Bogosian takes it one step further, saying titles are the aim.

"Our goal is to win a championship and making the playoffs would be the first step," said Bogosian, who bristled when asked if missing the playoffs this season would represent a failure. "I'm not thinking about not making the playoffs. We have to have a positive outlook that we're going to make it."

Bogosian is driven to be the best at his position. It can be seen every day in the way he approaches his job. He's in elite condition and he loves to compete. Bogosian says a new contract, a seven-year deal worth $36-million, must spur him on to be better and not give him reason to relax.

"We can't just sit back and be comfortable. I can't sit back and say, 'I've got a seven-year contract,' and then just mail it in," said Bogosian. "I need to show that I've earned it and do it every night. I'm confident the entire group will have the same mindset."

The future of the franchise doesn't rest on this season's results. And it may turn out the Jets still have a way to go.

But it's clear the expectations are now higher. From within the organization and without.

Failure to take the next step will, to some degree, be an indictment against the players Cheveldayoff has secured. Reaching the playoffs will be an affirmation of these players and the organization's plan.

Higher and more defined expectations result in clear results. The payout could be bigger this season.

Or the losses.

gary.lawless@freepress.mb.ca Twitter: @garylawless
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Defenceman Ian White (left) battles Patrice Cormier for the puck on the opening day of training camp Thursday. 
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Defenceman Ian White (left) battles Patrice Cormier for the puck on the opening day of training camp Thursday. (WAYNE GLOWACKI / WINNIPEG FREE PRESS) Photo Store 
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A year ago, Ian White thought he saw how the story of his NHL career would unfold. With Nick Lidstrom and Brad Stuart's departures from the Detroit Red Wings opening some holes, White thought he could be the defenceman to fill them, or at least take on a bigger role.

But when the script of the shortened 2012-13 season was actually written, White found himself cast as a supporting part, and then pushed right off the page.

The Steinbach-raised defenceman sat as a healthy scratch for 18 games, the second most of any Red Wing.

"It's brutal," White said Thursday, still flushed from the first day of the Winnipeg Jets' training camp. "You never want to sit out like that, especially when you know you can help the team... It was definitely not the way I thought it was going to go."

“

'The cap going down threw a big monkey wrench into everyone's plans'

-- Ian White

Worse, he struggled to understand why, especially coming off a solid 2011-12 campaign alongside Lidstrom, where he notched 32 points in 77 games -- behind only Lidstrom and Niklas Kronwall amongst Red Wings blue-liners -- and pushed a positive possession game against tough competition. Maybe, White mused, the Red Wings just wanted bigger guys on the back end.

"I've heard that my whole life," said White, who stands at a compact 5-10.

Time to write a new script, then. After signing a professional tryout contract with the Jets on Tuesday, White at least has another chance.

Things could be worse. The off-season was a rough one, as the plunging salary cap choked the free agent market and left many battle-worn NHL journeymen hunting for work. A bunch of them still are.

While that was going on, White retreated to his family's off-season home in Kenora. He tucked offers from Europe into his back pocket and waited, if a little nervously.

"Getting closer to camp, it seemed like there was hardly anyone being signed," he said. "The cap going down threw a big monkey wrench into everyone's plans."

So now, for a veteran of five NHL teams and 503 regular-season games, a new plan: White will battle to make the cut. The Jets have 18 blue-liners in camp, with seven on one-way NHL contracts already and few spots up for grabs. There's also Zach Redmond, who appeared to solidly install himself with the big club before his horrific leg injury last season and talented youngsters Jacob Trouba and Julian Melchiori will push for their NHL chance.

A pro, though, can't get caught up worrying about all of that.

"Your mindset's gotta be that you're going to fight for a job, and show you deserve to be here and can help the team win," White said. "I know I have a lot of game left. I'm only 29, and as a D-man, that's kind of where guys start really getting into their comfort zone."

Besides, there's a little extra spark in getting a chance at home, for once. White remembers playing shinny as a kid and dreaming about pulling on that old Winnipeg jersey; he has his own kids now, aged four and two, and his family will soon settle into a house in Waverley West.

"It's a really neat feeling, not having to move," he said. "It seems like I've been moving for the last decade, every year, twice a year."

melissa.martin@freepress.mb.ca
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Jets coach Claude Noel says he's not planning to make a rush to judgment, particularly in the case of rookie centre Mark Scheifele. 'Calm down and watch this situation develop,' says Noel. 
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Jets coach Claude Noel says he's not planning to make a rush to judgment, particularly in the case of rookie centre Mark Scheifele. 'Calm down and watch this situation develop,' says Noel. Photo Store 

If it were simple -- if there were no surprises or disappointments, no trades percolating and no one pulling up lame -- then National Hockey League training camps would not only be moot, they would be excruciatingly dull.

Without the drama that comes from the scrapping for jobs and young stars pushing old vets, the big brains in the Winnipeg Jets' hockey operations department would simply carve their depth chart into stone. Every player on the roster would buy, not rent, and also start hammering out their side deals with car dealers, mortgage companies or -- hello, Zach Bogosian -- any outfit that might peddle camouflage gear.
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And so while there were certain givens as the Jets opened camp on Thursday -- Bryan Little between Andrew Ladd and Blake Wheeler; the usual questions about how high the numbers got when Dustin Byfuglien stepped on the scale, etc. -- there was also just enough intrigue to set up the next few weeks before the club's regular-season opener in Edmonton on Oct. 1 as particularly riveting.

Questions like:

◾Can Mark Scheifele nail down the No. 2 centre spot? (He was between Evander Kane and Devon Setoguchi in the first morning scrimmage).

◾Is Jacob Trouba, the 19-year-old defenceman, really ready for The Show?

◾Does Olli Jokinen still have enough gas in his tank?

◾Who rounds out a defensive corps that looks to be about 10 deep?

◾Is there room for two tough guys in Chris Thorburn and Anthony Peluso?

◾And which players are on the bubble to crack the opening-night lineup?

"There's lots of really good guys here," said winger James Wright, one of the bubble boys. "Everyone is fighting for a job, everyone is fighting for a spot. There's young guys who want to make this team.

"You're fooling yourself if you believe these guys who say they're 'just here for the camp.' Everyone has a goal to make the team. As a guy who has been here before I know I have to play well and play better than them in order to keep that spot."

The juiciest roster subplots revolve around two of the franchise's young stars: Scheifele and Trouba. A more-mature-looking Scheifele is now listed at 192 pounds and, with two brief tastes of the NHL over the last two years, makes no secret of his desire to stick and contribute.

And Trouba, who played for the U.S. at the IIHF World Championship and is on the radar for the American Olympic team, has a unique outlook that is tough to describe. It's a quiet confidence-slash-too-young-to-know-any-better approach that must have the team's brass beaming.

Asked if he thought he was ready to make the jump to the pros, Trouba gave a why-the-hell-not shrug and then offered a three-word answer:

"Yup, I do."

(Note to the Jets Gear Store types: double order those No. 3 jerseys).

"He looked good out there in the scrimmage," said Zach Bogosian, who was 18 when he first suited up for the Atlanta Thrashers. "He's a strong guy, a good skater and he can move the puck. I like what I see out of him, but it's up to him to go out there and show the coaches and management that he belongs here. I think he's going to be a really good player.

"It's a lot of responsibility for a young kid. I remember going through my first few years... a lot of up and down years. But you learn to let things go when you make a mistake. I remember playing my first couple of years and if I made a mistake I was thinking about it the whole game, especially the first couple of games, wondering what the management was thinking. It's just learning to let things go."

But as much as everyone wants to flip the pages to the end of this chapter and fill out their own lineup cards, it was head coach Claude Noel who threw up the yellow caution flag when asked specifically about Scheifele and the No. 2 centre job that seems to be his to lose.

Essentially, his message is this: Sit back and watch this drama play out over the next little while.

"I don't look at it the way you guys are presenting it," said Noel. "I'm just patient. I just go day-by-day and see how things go. I don't want to be hypothetical about what might happen and if this and if that.

"Let's just calm down and watch this situation develop and take it from there."

ed.tait@freepress.mb.ca Twitter: @WFPEdTait
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Dustin Byfuglien says the prospect of a spot on the U.S. Olympic team provides extra motivation. 
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Dustin Byfuglien says the prospect of a spot on the U.S. Olympic team provides extra motivation. 

DUSTIN BYFUGLIEN won't ever reveal the number. His weight -- listed at 265 pounds in the Winnipeg Jets training camp guide -- will remain between him and the club.

But he does look leaner and quicker, for what it's worth. And when he was asked if he was down in weight after the first official on-ice session, offered up this:
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"Yeah. A little bit. Up and down."

Byfuglien spent more time on the ice this summer working on fine-tuning his game and also attended the U.S. Olympic Orientation camp. But there is no secret diet or training regime involved here.

"I didn't really do anything different. I was on the ice a little bit more," he said. "I did what I had to do to come to camp ready to go."

The Jets clearly need Byfuglien to be more engaged, more consistent and more committed if they are to become a playoff team. When he's on, he's a difference-maker. And when he's not, he's a difference-maker for all the wrong reasons.

"Everyone tries to be as consistent as they can, that's the main focus," said Byfuglien. "It's something I just have to bear down on and try to do my hardest and my best and just work with it."

As for his own goals in 2013-14, he added:

"Same as every year. Try to get to the top and try to be the best player out there I can be and try and take over games."

Byfuglien also riffed on a couple of other timely topics.

On how many exhibition games he'd like to play in to get ready for the regular season:

"I'd rather play in all of them. Who wants to sit and watch? That's the way I look at it."

On whether the possibility of playing for the United States is any extra motivation to start the year:

"It helps. It helps me maybe get out of the gates a little better but when I was there I was focused on that camp and now that I'm here I'm focused with the Jets.

Asked what it would mean for him to be able to don the American jersey, Byfuglien said with a smirk: "It'd be nice to take the gold from Canada."

HAINSEY FINDS A HOME: The Carolina Hurricanes added former Jet D-man Ron Hainsey on Thursday, signing him to a one-year $2-million contract. His addition came after the Canes announced Joni Pitkanen, also a defenceman, will be out for the entire season with a heel injury.

"Hainsey was a guy we liked coming into free agency and we wanted him to come here," Carolina general manager Jim Rutherford told reporters in Raleigh, N.C. "We were trying to make it work, so we are thankful for him being patient.

"He's a veteran who has logged between 20 and 22 minutes a night over his career, so he's capable of playing more than 20. We're going to be better balanced defensively, so we don't have to have the same two guys logging the most minutes each game."

ed.tait@freepress Twitter: @WFPEdTait
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VANCOUVER - A new chapter in the Vancouver Canucks' goaltending saga is about to unfold at the NHL club's training camp.

But this one is not specifically about Roberto Luongo or another crease crusader. Instead, it involves rookie centre Bo Horvat, the club's top pick in this year's NHL draft.

Horvat will get a chance to make an impression Friday as the Canucks hold their first on-ice workouts after on-ice testing Thursday at UBC and off-ice evalutions on Wednesday at Rogers Arena.

Horvat, an 18-year-old Rodney, Ont., native, was selected with the ninth overall pick that the Canucks acquired in a trade from the New Jersey Devils for goaltender Cory Schneider. But Horvat is trying not to get caught up in the hype surrounding the deal, which resulted after Schneider was expected to remain as No. 1 and Luongo anticipated for more than a year that he would be dealt.

Horvat's future will determine the return on the Schneider trade. But, aside from the pleasure of being wanted in a high-profile trade, the rookie tries not to think too much about the deal.

"It's always going to be in the back of your mind, it's always going to be brought up everywhere," said Horvat, who had 33 goals and 28 assists with the London Knights of the OHL last season.

"But I just try to be positive about it."

The six-foot 206-pound centre is among few prospects expected to merit serious consideration for permanent NHL employment with Vancouver's veteran-laden club.

"I just want to play the best I can," said Horvat. "You always want to take that spot. You always want to make the team in your first year, but whatever happens, happens. It's a win-win, I think, just for me. I've got the Memorial Cup to fall back on."

Horvat's junior club, the London Knights will host the Canadian major junior championship tournament. He is also a candidate for Canada's entry at the world junior championships during the Christmas holidays.

If Horvat does not crack the Canucks lineup, he must return to junior because he is too young to play in the minors under the terms of the NHL's collective bargaining agreement. But a roster opening to shoot for after fourth-line centre Max Lapierre left the Canucks via free agency and the third line middle spot is in flux as Jordan Schroeder attempts to come back from off-season shoulder surgery.

"I just try not to think about it too much," he said. "I just try to go out there and play my game; and whatever happens, happens. Obviously, I know that there's a spot open. But you just keep that in the back of your mind and go out there and play your game and show them what you can do."

Horvat made his first audition before new coach John Tortorella in the on-ice tests. Tortorella deployed short skating tests that mirror shifts in a game.

The coach, who has pledged to try and integrate young players into the lineup, said he is looking forward to seeing Horvat in action.

The difficult time tests offered an early idea of the arduous workouts that Canucks rookies and veterans will face in coming days.

"It was a pretty good (bag skate) — that's for sure," said Horvat. "But it was good to get it over with, and I'm glad I did it."

He fared well in a group with veterans Daniel and Henrik Sedin and Zack Kassian.

"You've got the Sedins trailing you, and they're pushing the pace, and Kass was out there in my group, too," he said. "It was not always like that back in junior."

It was not like that at a recent prospects tournament in Penticton, B.C., either where Horvat scored on his second shift in the tournament that included Calgary Flames, Edmonton Oilers, Winnipeg Jets and San Jose Sharks draft picks and farmhands as well as free agent hopefuls on tryouts with the clubs.

Tortorella was not in Penticton, so Horvat's first real test before the new bench boss will occur in a scrimmage Friday. Horvat just wants to play his best as pre-season games approach, but realizes his best will have to be better than it was in Penticton.

"You're up against men now and you're up against a lot of veterans now who have been there and played in the league and been through it all," he said. "So it's definitely going to be a lot tougher, but I'm looking forward to getting going."

Notes_Tortorella indicated it was too soon to get an impression of Horvat, but Hunter Shinkaruk, the club's other first-round pick (24th overall), piqued his interest with his skating ability. ... Goaltenders worked out separately with goaltending coach Roland Melanson and consultant Dan Cloutier while other position players went through their tests.
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Winnipeg Jets' Mark Scheifele (55) reacts after getting a stick in the mouth during a scrimmage on the second day of NHL hockey training camp Thursday, September 12, 2013 in Winnipeg. THE CANADIAN PRESS/John Woods 
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WINNIPEG - Mark Scheifele was sporting a split lip Thursday after the Winnipeg Jets took to the ice for the first time at camp this season.

But the young forward is more than willing to shed a little blood if that's what it takes to make the team this season.

"It caught me pretty good, dazed me for that shift, but I didn't want to be off the ice for too long," he said after practice, his lip still bleeding a little despite the plastic stitches holding it together.

Scheifele has played 11 games with the Jets since he was drafted in 2011. The last two seasons he was sent back to the Barrie Colts, his junior team in the Ontario Hockey League.

He was a major force for the Colts during the playoffs last spring but was injured for the last game and the Colts missed out on a berth in the Memorial Cup.

The Jets know they need more offensive talent for a second and perhaps third line as they enter the more competitive Central Division and Western Conference under realignment.

Last season, Winnipeg consistently fielded only one solid top-six line — Blake Wheeler, Bryan Little and team captain Andrew Ladd. The Jets were unable to find the right mix to complement the obvious scoring talent of left-winger Evander Kane.

The four of them still scored almost half of the 128 goals the Jets scored last season and had a combined total of 152 points.

Olli Jokinen spent some time with Kane but failed to live up to the potential his statistics suggest is there. The Jets acquired Devin Setoguchi and Michael Frolik in the off-season to add more depth.

Kane, Scheifele and Setoguchi lined up at times in a scrimmage Thursday but all know it's too early to say how things would shake out.

"It was good, we made some nice plays, we won the hockey game," said Kane.

"(But) you know it was just a camp scrimmage, so it's tough to kind of see what happens unless you play an actual NHL game."

Kane would no doubt like to see himself on a line that can rival the Wheeler, Little and Ladd trio.

"I wouldn't say anxious, I'm probably more on the excited part and hopeful we can find some chemistry and we can get things clicking early on," he said. "Two points in October is just as important as two points in April and that's kind of the mentality we have going into this season."

Setoguchi said it's way too early to predict where he might fit into the Winnipeg lineup.

At 26, he has played 384 NHL games over four seasons with the San Jose Sharks and two with the Minnesota Wild. His best campaign was with San Jose in 2008-'09, when he scored 31 goals and added 34 assists in 81 games.

"I thought today was kind of a feeler day," he said. "The coaches they just wanted us to go out there and put in the work, kind of go through the systems a little bit and get used to it."

Noel can't predict what will happen yet but he knows where he wants to be when camp ends.

"You'd like to come out of training camp knowing the structure of your group, what you've got," he said. "Your two offensive lines, potentially your third, with some players possibly being able to play up ...

"You want to be a position where you know what your special teams are going to be, who's killing penalties, who's on the power play ... You know that these things are subject to change with a lot of factors."

Byfuglien wants 'to be the best player out there'
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Winnipeg Jets' Dustin Byfuglien said he spent more time on the ice this summer working on fine-tuning his game and also attended the U.S. Olympic Orientation camp. 
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Dustin Byfuglien stepped in front of a throng of media today, an occurrence as rare as an audience with the Pope.

He looked leaner and moved well on the first on-ice day of Winnipeg Jets training camp, but would not reveal what he weighed in at during the medicals (the club training-camp guide lists him at 265 pounds).

Asked if he was down in weight, Byfuglien said:

"Yeah. A little bit. Up and down."

Byfuglien did say he spent more time on the ice this summer working on fine-tuning his game and also attended the U.S. Olympic Orientation camp.

"I didn’t really do anything different. I was on the ice a little bit more," he said. "I did what I had to do to come to camp ready to go."

The Jets clearly need Byfuglien to be more engaged, more consistent and more committed if they are to become a playoff team. When he’s on, he’s a difference maker. And when he’s not, he’s a difference maker for all the wrong reasons.

"Everyone tries to be as consistent as they can, that’s the main focus," said Byfuglien. "It’s something I just have to bear down on and try to do my hardest and my best and just work with it."

As for his own goals in 2013-14, he added:

"Same as every year: try to get to the top and try to be the best player out there I can be and try and take over games."

"Buff’s a very dynamic player," said teammated Zach Bogosian. "When he’s on top of his game, he’s one of the best in the league. He can help us out a lot when he’s on top of his game. He looks good this year."

More Byfuglien, riffing on a couple of timely topics:

On how many exhibition games he’d like to play in to get ready for the regular season:

"I’d rather play in all of them. Who wants to sit and watch? That’s the way I look at it."

On whether the possibility of playing for the United States is any extra motivation to start the year:

"It helps. It helps me maybe get out of the gates a little better but when I was there I was focused on that camp and now that I’m here I’m focused with the Jets.

Asked what it would mean for him to be able to don the American jersey, Byfuglien said with a smirk:

"It’d be nice to take the gold from Canada."

ed.tait@freepress

Twitter: @WFPEdTait
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Evander Kane and his teammates hit the ice at the MTS IcePlex this morning for the first day of training camp. 
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The first day of Winnipeg Jets 2013-14 training camp is in the books, the buzz is in the air, and Jets coach Claude Noel is already proffering a voice of restraint.

Yes, fans and media are clamouring to know where Mark Scheifele might land, if he could be the centre Evander Kane has needed, or how the glut of defencemen in training camp might shake out. But for now, Noel said, the process must play on.

"We certainly feel the excitement everybody has, but right now, it's just we'll take it one day at a time, one game at a time, and we'll go from there," Noel said, after being asked about where on the roster Scheifele might fit.

Noel said he was pleased with the first day of that process though, one which saw the club focus on defensive coverage and run a scrimmage between two of its three training camp groups. A couple of hundred fans turned out to MTS Iceplex to watch the sessions and the scrimmage go down.

There wasn't much physicality yet, with players still feeling the soreness of Wednesday's fitness testing, but some still took a few hits: Scheifele turned up before the media with medical tape over a split and bloody lip, after taking a stick to the face during the morning scrimmage.

Still, where Noel wasn't ready to speculate about where Scheifele might land, the 20-year-old has a place in mind, right between Kane and slick-shooting Devin Setoguchi.

"To be able to play with players like that, unbelievable scorers, it would be an honour to play with those guys," he said.

Though the weight of expectations must weigh heavy on Scheifele's shoulders, Jets captain Andrew Ladd said he thought the young forward would handle it well.

But now, Ladd said, the Jets must step up in training camp from a "tentative" start on Thursday, and ramp up the physicality.

"The biggest thing is the contact," he said. "You go a whole summer without hitting."

Making plans for 2013-14

Ed Tait's guide to Winnipeg's pre-season preparations
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Young guns Lukas Sutter (from left), Mark Scheifele and Scott Komaschuk will be among the rookies trying to make a positive impression at main training camp beginning today. 
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Free Press hockey writer Ed Tait offers up a handy-dandy guide to some of the players to watch during the Winnipeg Jets 2013-14 training camp:

THREE INTRIGUING ADDITIONS

1. THE OFFENSIVE PUNCH

40 RW Devin Setoguchi

Former 30-goal man with San Jose potted 13 for Minnesota last year. But the Jets will be his third team in as many years. Pencil him in on the right flank, for now, of the second line. The knock on him is he needs more consistency and must be engaged every night to be productive.

"When I'm at my best I'm physical, which kind of gets me involved, and I get to the net," said Setoguchi. "I'm not going to make some serious dekes but I've got to score the dirty goals, get to the front of the net and win puck battles and use my speed as much as I can. My biggest thing is the compete level has got to be really high. That's when a lot of guys are successful."

2. MR. VERSATILE

67 LW/RW Michael Frolik

Arrives fresh from a Stanley Cup championship with Chicago, where he had 10 points in the playoffs. Can play either wing, adds more speed to the forward lines and is a dynamite penalty killer. Scored 21 goals in each of his first two years in the NHL with the Panthers, but the tallies have been down since. He's also one of Ondrej Pavelec's longtime pals.

3. UNSUNG MAN

|15 LW Matt Halischuk

Had "shoulder-stabilization" surgery in the spring after injuring himself late in Nashville's season. He brings leadership and some grit, even if the knock on him is he's a little undersized (6-0, 185) to play that role. Did score 15 goals in 73 games in 2011-12 despite only averaging 11:15 per contest.

NEW VETS NOW WITH THE JETS

7 D Ian White

The Jets confirmed Wednesday that veteran NHL defenceman Ian White has been signed to a professional tryout contract. The 29-year-old Steinbach product has appeared in 503 NHL games with Toronto, Calgary, Carolina, San Jose and Detroit. Does he stick?

2 D Adam Pardy

Big dude at 6-4, 220 who keeps it simple. Has 200 NHL games under his belt with Calgary, Dallas and Buffalo, but is hardly an offensive threat with the puck.

20 RW Andrew Gordon

Has played for Washington, Anaheim and Vancouver but is likely headed to St. John's.

21 RW Jerome Samson

Appeared in 46 games in Carolina, but was with Charlotte in the AHL last season.

AU REVOIR

These ex-Jets have found work elsewhere or are still looking for a new address:

C Alex Burmistrov: Restricted free agent who signed with the KHL's Ak Bars Kazan for $2 million and torched some bridges after leaving by lashing out at coach Claude Noel.

C/W Nik Antropov: Unrestricted free agent who signed with the KHL's Barys Astana, his home during 2012-13 lockout.

RW Antti Miettinen: Couldn't find work in the NHL as an unrestricted free agent so he signed with HC Fribourg-Gott©ron of the Swiss National League A.

C/W Mike Santorelli: Played just 10 games with the Jets after being acquired from the Panthers at the trade deadline. Signed with his hometown Canucks on July 6 as a free agent.

D Ron Hainsey: Gave the Jets some solid minutes last year, but remains an unsigned unrestricted free agent.

C/W Kyle Wellwood: Veteran of 489 NHL games, including 116 with the Jets, but currently a player looking for a team.

D Derek Meech: The 29-year-old Manitoban saw a crowded Jets blue-line and signed with Dinamo Minsk of the KHL this summer.

D Arturs Kulda: Not in the team's plans; likely headed to Dynamo Riga of the KHL.

THE YOUNG STARS

55 C Mark Scheifele

There's a second-line centre spot waiting -- and potentially a pair of dandy wingers flanking him in Evander Kane and Devon Setoguchi -- if the 20-year-old can prove he's ready.

"Mark just has to play, I don't think he can try to do too much," said Jets coach Claude Noel. "He's just going to have to be a reliable player in both ends of the ice and play a 200-foot game like everybody else. He has skill and we're going to see that. That's the way he plays. He doesn't need to do anything outside of what he's capable of doing. I don't think he needs to put a lot of pressure on himself to be this guy... let's just take one day at a time and just focus on getting better every day."

3 D Jacob Trouba

He's got a nasty streak and outstanding skills. Is the 19-year-old defenceman ready for the show or does he need grooming in St. John's? Many already have him pencilled in to the Jets' Top 6.

"Jacob has a chance to make this team, we'll see how he performs," said Noel. "I liked his game in Penticton (at the Young Stars Tournament) and what I saw there. He's a guy that was with us at the end of the season and although he didn't play, he's played at the world championships and at pretty high levels. He's a guy that we see having a pretty good opportunity here."

UNDER THE MICROSCOPE

12 C Olli Jokinen

Signed as a potential No. 1 centre in the summer of 2012, Jokinen is now battling to reclaim his career after an icky 2013 campaign. Slot him in to the No. 2 or 3 spot down the middle but the Jets hope he rediscovers some touch around the net.

KEEP AN EYE ON

25 D Zach Redmond

There was a lot to like about what he flashed in eight games a year ago, although consistency was an issue. Recovered quickly from a horrific life-threatening on-ice incident last winter and if he's back and with the big club it will be a helluva story.
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Jets head coach Claude Noel has a tough task ahead -- transforming his often porous squad into a tight, defensively responsible unit. 
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JETS TRAINING CAMP SCHEDULE

TODAY AT MTS ICEPLEX

Group A: 9:15 a.m.-10:45 a.m.

Group B: 9:15 a.m.-10:45 a.m.

Group C: 10:30 a.m.- noon

Scrimmage: Group A vs. Group B: 10:00 a.m.-10:45 a.m.

FRIDAY AT MTS ICEPLEX

Group A: 10:30 a.m.-11:45 a.m.

Group B: 9:15 a.m.-10:45 a.m.

Group C: 9:15 a.m.-10:45 a.m.

Scrimmage: Group B vs. Group C: 10:00 a.m.-10:45 a.m.

SATURDAY AT MTS ICEPLEX

Group B: 10:00 a.m.-11:30 a.m.

Group C: Noon-1:30 p.m.

SATURDAY AT YARDMAN ARENA

KRAFT HOCKEYVILLE GAME

Group A: Pre-game skate in Belleville, Ont.: 10:30 a.m.-11:15 a.m.

Game: Jets vs. Capitals @ Yardman Arena, 6 p.m.

SUNDAY AT MTS CENTRE

Game: Jets vs. Ottawa Senators @ MTS Centre, 7 p.m.
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It's not a difficult question, although finding the answer over the last couple of winters has been anything but simple for Claude Noel and the Winnipeg Jets.

So if Noel could have his team take on one identity -- one clear-cut collective trait -- it would be... well, what, exactly?

"I'd like a team that is hard to play against, meaning a lot of different things," said Noel Wednesday in a pre-training camp address with the media. "We've got good speed on our team and I'd like to use that speed to take away time and space. We've got size on our team and I'd like to use that as well. Does that lend itself to physicality? I would think it would.

"When you become a hard team to play against, you make the other team earn every inch of ice towards your net. That's something we're looking for."

And if there is any one reason the Jets -- and the Atlanta Thrashers before them -- have not qualified for the playoffs since 2006-07 the answer is found in Noel's scouting report on his own club.

Yes, there have been many nights in their return to Winnipeg where the Jets have been a team that is hard to play against.

It's just that there have been more nights where they have been anything but.

That's what should make the Jets' 2013-14 camp over the next two-three weeks such a juicy little drama to watch unfold. The club's brass has added solid, proven pieces in Devin Setoguchi, Michael Frolik and Matt Halischuk and spent millions to lock up a young core that has secured 11th- and ninth-place finishes over the past two years, but has been watching the opening round of the Stanley Cup derby just like every other fan.

But life in the Western Conference and the new Central Division featuring teams that are the epitome of hard to play against -- hello Chicago, St. Louis, for example -- is hardly the same as what the Jets have lived in the Southeast.

"There's a little bit of differences in the conferences but for our team, we've got size (on opening night last year the Jets were the fourth-heaviest team and tied for the tallest) and we've got speed," said Noel. "With the addition of the players we've added, it's given us some depth and skill. The changes we've made during the summer, it fits in with that conference. I like our team, the way it's built, because we have size and speed.

"One of the areas we have to get better, clearly, is our checking game. We have to get better at our goal differential (an ugly minus-16 a year ago). It has to be on the right side of the ledger and in order to do that we're going to need a lot more commitment from players on both sides of the puck. You play teams like St. Louis and L.A., Chicago... a lot of these teams can really check so you're going to have to earn every inch of ice.

"We have size and we have speed and can get after teams. We have to do a lot better job at checking and that's something we're going to focus on."

But that's something the Jets can really bite into after the roster is finalized. In the meantime, Noel & Co. will use camp to start moving pieces around to see what fits where. And he's got more bona fide options to work with now than during the first two camps.

"It's good. The more depth that you have... right now it looks like we're shaping up to have four pretty solid lines with a solid set of defence," said Noel. "The one thing that is good for us is the motor that drives the team is really the competition that gets created between the players. That's something that as a coach you have to drive and you have to do that through accountability.

"Clearly, we've got some options here. I think it's going to be dependent on some players and how they perform through training camp and where they slot themselves. The competition is going be everywhere, whether it's the first two lines or the bottom two lines."

ed.tait@freepress.mb.ca Twitter: @WFPEdTait
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Montreal Canadiens Alex Galchenyuk, left, wipes away sweat as he runs with teammate P.K. Subban during their physicals as the team opens its full training camp Wednesday, September 11, 2013 in Brossard, Que..THE CANADIAN PRESS/Ryan Remiorz 
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As players arrived for the start of NHL training camps, the bigger focus was on those who didn't report.

In St. Louis it was defenceman Alex Pietrangelo, in Toronto defenceman Cody Franson, in Ottawa defenceman Jared Cowen, and in New York centre Derek Stepan, all restricted free agents without contracts. Those players aren't holdouts but nevertheless their absences were noticeable.

"Talks between the Blues and Alex’s camp have broken off for now and Alex will not be reporting for our camp today," Blues general manager Doug Armstrong said in a team statement Wednesday morning.

Cody Hodgson went into Buffalo unsigned, but the centre announced his new six-year contract in a video message posted on the social media site Vine.

The Maple Leafs got a last-minute deal done with RFA centre Nazem Kadri, but they couldn't sign Franson in time for the start of camp.

"At this point there's nothing to report," Toronto general manager Dave Nonis said. "We've made him an offer that we want him to take. He's declined to take it."

Sometimes the situation isn't that simple. The Philadelphia Flyers expect Dan Cleary to report to training camp Thursday after agreeing to a professional tryout contract, despite a report that the left-winger would not be signing.

In Carolina, the absence of Joni Pitkanen was more troubling. The defenceman who suffered a broken heel bone during an icing play in March will miss the entire season, and the fear is that his career could be over.

"Any time someone has an injury like that, especially what Joni did with a broken heel, it can be never mind starting the season, it can be career-threatening," captain Eric Staal said last week.

The Senators were dealing with more than just Cowen not reporting. They were dealing with life after the departure of longtime captain Daniel Alfredsson, who signed with the Detroit Red Wings after 17 seasons in Ottawa.

"It's been talked about so much and I know I've talked about it so much that it doesn't really seem like today has any impact on him not being here," centre Jason Spezza said. "It will be different a little bit, but in hockey you're used to guys moving on and having lots of change."

As the Calgary Flames embark on the next chapter of their rebuild, they're doing so without both former captain Jarome Iginla and veteran netminder Miikka Kiprusoff for the first time in 11 years. The battle to be the Flames No. 1 goalie is expected to be between Joey MacDonald of Pictou, N.S., Karri Ramo of Finland and Swiss native Reto Berra.

"Most years coming to camp, most teams have their clear-cut number one," MacDonald said. "Being in Detroit for so long, you always had an old guy there that you had to battle. This year, it's going to be exciting. The opportunity is there and it's going to be an exciting team."

In other places, arrivals were the cause for conversation, like Montreal, where the Canadiens welcomed Daniel Briere.

"I'm really happy he's here," forward Brendan Gallagher said. "It is hard to find a guy in the NHL that's scored more clutch goals at bigger times than him right now. So any time you can add a piece like that that will show up in big moments, you'll take that any time."

The Winnipeg Jets' focus was at least in part on prospects Jacob Trouba and Mark Scheifele, both of whom are expected to make the team. Coach Claude Noel doesn't need either player to do anything special to accomplish that.

The Vancouver Canucks and Edmonton Oilers ushered in new coaching eras with John Tortorella and Dallas Eakins, respectively. Eakins may do some experimenting at training camp, which includes trying Taylor Hall at centre.

"Don't make too much of that," Eakins cautioned. "I want as many options as I can."

— With files from Bill Beacon, Donna Spencer, John Korobanik and Lisa Wallace.

Noel aims for depth as Jets training camp gets underway
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Winnipeg Jets head coach Claude Noel answers questions from the media during a break in the Winnipeg Jets training camp at the MTS Centre Wednesday. 
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The battles begin, in earnest, Thursday morning. And Winnipeg Jets head coach Claude Noel is as eager as anyone to see how things unfold in the team’s third training camp.

"The focus for me is with some of the additions we’ve made, how are we going to make this team play the way that we want it to play to elevate us to the point where we now become a playoff team?" said Noel during his first media availability of the season on Wednesday.

Noel confirmed the Jets will have 58 players in camp, including 2013 draft pick Jimmy Lodge, who is injured but will skate. The additions of NHL vets Devon Setoguchi, Michael Frolik and Matt Halischuk, among others, have given the Jets more roster options.

"It’s good. The more depth that you have… right now it looks like we’re shaping up to have four pretty solid lines with a solid set of defence," said Noel. "The one thing that is good for us is the motor that drives the team is really the competition that gets created between the players. That’s something that as a coach you have to drive and you have to do that through accountability. When I look down the roster at the potential players that are going to be here and where you slot them we’ve got a lot of good things to look forward to both with the forwards and the defence.

"Setoguchi is an offensive player; Frolik has been an offensive producer and on our team he would probably play a little bit different role than he would in Chicago. Both are very capable players. Where they fit and where they land will be determined by a lot of different factors through training camp."

The Jets also confirmed news from Tuesday that veteran NHL defenceman Ian White has been signed to a professional tryout contract. The 29-year-old Steinbach, Man., product has appeared in 503 NHL games with Toronto, Calgary, Carolina, San Jose and Detroit.

The full training camp roster will be released later on Wednesday with the first on-ice session beginning Thursday morning at MTS Iceplex at 9:15 a.m.

Ed.tait@freepress.mb.ca
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Toronto Maple Leafs Nazem Kadri answers questions in the dressing room during the Leafs final media availability of the season in Toronto on Thursday May 16, 2013. Kadri was all smiles as he reported to Maple Leafs camp Wednesday fresh off signing a two-year contract.The 22-year-old centre called the US$5.8-million deal  
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Toronto Maple Leafs Nazem Kadri answers questions in the dressing room during the Leafs final media availability of the season in Toronto on Thursday May 16, 2013. Kadri was all smiles as he reported to Maple Leafs camp Wednesday fresh off signing a two-year contract.The 22-year-old centre called the US$5.8-million deal "fair for both sides." THE CANADIAN PRESS/Frank Gunn 

Here are the top 10 storylines to watch for at Canadian NHL training camps:

Maple Leafs Kadri and Franson unsigned

Nazem Kadri would slide into Toronto's lineup perfectly as the second-line centre behind Tyler Bozak and ahead of Dave Bolland. Cody Franson would play top-four minutes on the blue-line. Only problem is, neither restricted free agent has a contract yet. Leverage is hard to come by for RFAs, so deals could be done sooner rather than later, but until they are it's a major question for the Leafs. Toronto GM Dave Nonis also must consider extending defenceman Dion Phaneuf and forward Phil Kessel now, before their contract seasons get underway.

Tortorella's first impression on Canucks

Like he did with the Rangers, coach John Tortorella sent Canucks players a list of what to expect at training camp as far as fitness testing. It's going to be a lot different than life under Alain Vigneault, something centre Ryan Kesler readily acknowledges. How the Canucks take to Tortorella's style is a storyline that will develop throughout the early part of the regular season, but the first taste of it could be a culture shock.

Senators move on from Alfredsson

Daniel Alfredsson's gone, something centre Jason Spezza said the Senators were prepared for, just not the former captain leaving for another team. Filling the leadership void is the first step in Ottawa's process, while the addition of Bobby Ryan on the ice will also help. Spezza said even during Alfredsson's tenure, leadership happened by committee, so there's no reason to believe that won't continue. He and defenceman Chris Phillips are the favourites to wear the C.

Flames roster wide open

With the rebuild going full tilt in Calgary, there aren't many veterans around who have roster spots locked down. More than any other camp in the league, young players have a chance at cracking the lineup. That includes No. 6 pick Sean Monahan, who could have much more than a bit part for the Flames. With Miikka Kiprusoff officially retired, Karri Ramo figures to be the starting goaltender, but Swiss star Reto Berra could earn the backup job as he battles Joey MacDonald.

Rielly in a tough spot in Toronto

Defenceman Morgan Rielly is perhaps too good to go back to the WHL, and he's too young to play in the AHL. But the 19-year-old might not be able to crack the Maple Leafs blue-line, which already has a developing prospect in Jake Gardiner. Rielly wants to make sending him back to Moose Jaw a "hard decision" for management and the coaching staff, and it'll be up to him to prove he belongs for more than just a cameo.

Canadiens blue-line without Emelin

Defenceman Alexei Emelin's right knee injury from late last season will keep him out until December. P.K. Subban and Andrei Markov are the rocks on the blue-line, and it'll be up to Raphael Diaz and Josh Gorges to help make up for Emelin's absence early on. How the hard-hitting but slowing Douglas Murray fits in during training camp and exhibition games is worth watching.

Scheifele and Trouba fitting in with Jets

The future is now for centre Mark Scheifele and defenceman Jacob Trouba, Winnipeg's top prospects who have been given time to develop. They're expected to be in the NHL for good, but it's not quite certain how big of roles they will have. Scheifele could slot in as the third-line centre if he embraces that responsibility, and Trouba might be good enough to challenge for top-four minutes on defence.

Briere's place with Canadiens

Daniel Briere signing in Montreal was a feel-good story, but now the question is how he'll help the Canadiens remain a playoff team. He played centre and wing for the Philadelphia Flyers, and that back-and-forth could continue. David Desharnais and Briere could figure that out during training camp.

Hemsky stuck in Edmonton

Dallas Eakins is the Oilers' new coach, and every top-six forward is 25 years old or younger. That leaves veteran right-winger Ales Hemsky in a difficult situation. General manager Craig MacTavish tried to trade Hemsky but instead announced the 30-year-old was off the market. He'll likely be a third-liner counted on far less than he was the last time the Oilers made the playoffs, 2006.

Maple Leafs goaltending competition

James Reimer's 2.46 goals-against average and franchise-best .924 save percentage last season notwithstanding, the Maple Leafs traded for goaltender Jonathan Bernier from the Los Angeles Kings. General manager Dave Nonis said he liked having Reimer and Bernier as a great tandem, and it's conceivable that they'll split regular-season starts evenly. Who starts opening night at the Montreal Canadiens will be determined over the next few weeks.

Canadian camps compelling

Torts guides Canucks, Alfie no longer with Sens and Briere finally a Hab

By: Stephen Whyno 

Posted: 09/11/2013 1:00 AM | Comments: 0  

  0 

  0 

 Reddit0 

 Tumblr0 

  0 

 Print 

 E–mail 

John Tortorella could bring a culture shock to the Canucks.  
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John Tortorella could bring a culture shock to the Canucks. 

Here are the top 10 storylines to watch for at Canadian NHL training camps:

Nazem Kadri remains unsigned. 
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Nazem Kadri remains unsigned. (CP) 

Maple Leafs' Kadri signed, Franson unsigned

Nazem Kadri will slide into Toronto's lineup perfectly as the second-line centre behind Tyler Bozak and ahead of Dave Bolland. Cody Franson would play top-four minutes on the blue-line.

Kadri signed a two-year, US$5.8-million deal late Tuesday, ending contentous contract talks.

Meanwhile, Franson remains a restricted free agent. Leverage is hard to come by for RFAs, so a deal could be done sooner rather than later, but until Franson is, it's a major question for the Leafs. Toronto GM Dave Nonis also must consider extending defenceman Dion Phaneuf and forward Phil Kessel now.

Tortorella's first impression on Canucks

Like he did with the Rangers, coach John Tortorella sent Canucks players a list of what to expect at training camp as far as fitness testing. It's going to be a lot different than life under Alain Vigneault, something centre Ryan Kesler readily acknowledges. How the Canucks take to Tortorella's style is a storyline that will develop throughout the early part of the regular season, but the first taste of it could be a culture shock.

Senators move on from Alfredsson

Daniel Alfredsson's gone, something centre Jason Spezza said the Senators were prepared for, just not the former captain leaving for another team. Filling the leadership void is the first step in Ottawa's process, while the addition of Bobby Ryan on the ice will also help. Spezza said even during Alfredsson's tenure, leadership happened by committee, so there's no reason to believe that won't continue. He and defenceman Chris Phillips are the favourites to wear the C.

Flames roster wide open

With the rebuild going full tilt in Calgary, there aren't many veterans around who have roster spots locked down. More than any other camp in the league, young players have a chance at cracking the lineup. That includes No. 6 pick Sean Monahan, who could have much more than a bit part for the Flames. With Miikka Kiprusoff officially retired, Karri Ramo figures to be the starting goaltender, but Swiss star Reto Berra could earn the backup job as he battles Joey MacDonald.

Rielly in a tough spot in Toronto

Defenceman Morgan Rielly is perhaps too good to go back to the WHL, and he's too young to play in the AHL. But the 19-year-old might not be able to crack the Maple Leafs blue-line, which already has a developing prospect in Jake Gardiner. Rielly wants to make sending him back to Moose Jaw a "hard decision" for management and the coaching staff, and it'll be up to him to prove he belongs for more than just a cameo.

Briere's place with Canadiens

Daniel Briere signing in Montreal was a feel-good story, but now the question is how he'll help the Canadiens remain a playoff team. He played centre and wing for the Philadelphia Flyers, and that back-and-forth could continue. David Desharnais and Briere could figure that out during training camp.

Hemsky stuck in Edmonton

Dallas Eakins is the Oilers' new coach, and every top-six forward is 25 years old or younger. That leaves veteran right-winger Ales Hemsky in a difficult situation. General manager Craig MacTavish tried to trade Hemsky but instead announced the 30-year-old was off the market. He'll likely be a third-liner counted on far less than he was the last time the Oilers made the playoffs, 2006.

Canadiens blue-line without Emelin

Defenceman Alexei Emelin's right knee injury from late last season will keep him out until December. P.K. Subban and Andrei Markov are the rocks on the blue-line, and it'll be up to Raphael Diaz and Josh Gorges to help make up for Emelin's absence early on. How the hard-hitting but slowing Douglas Murray fits in during training camp and exhibition games is worth watching.

Scheifele and Trouba fitting in with Jets

The future is now for centre Mark Scheifele and defenceman Jacob Trouba, Winnipeg's top prospects who have been given time to develop. They're expected to be in the NHL for good, but it's not quite certain how big of roles they will have. Scheifele could slot in as the third-line centre if he embraces that responsibility, and Trouba might be good enough to challenge for top-four minutes on defence.

Maple Leafs goaltending competition

James Reimer's 2.46 goals-against average and franchise-best .924 save percentage last season notwithstanding, the Maple Leafs traded for goaltender Jonathan Bernier from the Los Angeles Kings. General manager Dave Nonis said he liked having Reimer and Bernier as a great tandem, and it's conceivable that they'll split regular-season starts evenly. Who starts opening night at the Montreal Canadiens will be determined over the next few weeks.

-- The Canadian Press

Republished from the Winnipeg Free Press print edition September 11, 2013 D2
Playoffs or bust?

Ten storylines that will impact the Jets' chances of advancing to the NHL post-season

By: Ed Tait 

Posted: 09/11/2013 1:00 AM | Comments: 1  | Last Modified: 09/11/2013 11:42 AM | Updates 

  77 

  15 

 Reddit0 

 Tumblr0 

  424 

 Print 

 E–mail 

Winnipeg Jets capitan Andrew Ladd, left, Jim Slater, and Evander Kane at practice at the MTS Iceplex Tuesday. 
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One by one they stood at the same spot at the MTS Iceplex and spit out -- more or less -- the same answer to the same innocuous question about how their summers went.

"Too long," said Zach Bogosian, a response that was parroted by Evander Kane and Ondrej Pavelec and Andrew Ladd.

Interestingly, that answer is part of THE predominant storyline as the 2013-14 Winnipeg Jets' training camp opens today with medicals and physical testing.

Just how does this outfit morph into a playoff team -- effectively shortening those drawn-out summer vacations -- for the first time since relocating to Winnipeg and for just the second spring in the franchise's 14-year existence?

Jets management obviously thinks the pieces are in place, having committed $93 million to the likes of Bryan Little, Blake Wheeler and Zach Bogosian in one week this past summer while augmenting that core with the likes of Devon Setoguchi and Michael Frolik through trades and Matt Halischuk in free agency.

That said, writing those big, fat cheques represents a considerable leap of faith, based on the club's 11th and ninth-place finishes in the Eastern Conference over the past two years. So is this the year hockey fans in these parts finally see a Stanley Cup playoff game?

"It has to be," said goaltender Ondrej Pavelec. "It's the third year in Winnipeg after we moved from Atlanta. Last year after the lockout we were close, but that wasn't good enough. This year I think we have the team to make the playoffs. I thought we did last year but we just didn't make it. This year I think is the time to do it.

"I think it was a great summer for the Jets and Chevy (GM Kevin Cheveldayoff) did a great job. Setoguchi is going to score some goals and is a very good player. Same thing with Frolik. We signed some big guys. Now it's time to make the playoffs."

"In order to make that extra push you can't really talk about it now," added Setoguchi, who has never missed the post-season in his six-year NHL career with San Jose and Minnesota. "Throughout the year you've just got to feel it. You expect yourself to win and every day you come to the rink you've got to get better.

"That's the mentality I've gotten from this place so far... guys are out on the ice early, guys are staying out there late. Frolik was on the ice (Monday) for an extra hour... stuff like that, that little extra is what makes the difference between just normal teams."

Here are nine other storylines to track over the next few days/weeks/months as the Jets chase a spot in the playoff derby:

A COMMITMENT TO 'D'

HOCKEY fanatics in these parts can fixate on line combinations and defensive pairings from now till next spring's thaw -- all of which makes for some lively debate -- but the most-glaring weakness with the Jets the last two seasons has been its inability to keep the puck out of the net.

The Jets finished 25th in goals against last year; 26th the year before that. Winnipeg surrendered 29.7 shots against per game in last season's lockout-shortened campaign and it was the quality of those chances that was particularly alarming.

The Jets have committed just under $23 million to eight defencemen -- Toby Enstrom, Dustin Byfuglien, Zach Bogosian, Grant Clitsome, Jacob Trouba, Mark Stuart, Paul Postma and Adam Pardy (NHL vet Ian White will attend camp on a professional tryout) -- and, for that kind of coin, the puck shouldn't be in the net as often as three times a game.

THE LAST LINE OF DEFENCE

WE know this after watching Ondrej Pavelec over the last couple of years: the man isn't afraid of a little work. Check that... a lot of work. The big Czech led the NHL in starts last year with 43, but his 2.80 goals-against average was 37th among qualifying goaltenders and his .905 save percentage did not rank in the top 30.

And yet take a poll of the dressing room and Pavelec would likely garner the most votes for MVP. Clearly, if the Jets are to become a playoff contender, Storyline 1 and 2 -- the commitment to a defensive blueprint and Pavelec finding more consistency in his game -- are intertwined.

"I've said since I first started playing with him: his athleticism and what he does for the team and why we've won so many games in the past, he's been a big reason for that," said Evander Kane on Tuesday. "I'm looking forward to seeing his game grow and getting better and getting recognized, finally, as one of the top goalies in the league.

"That statistic (save percentage) is a a team statistic... you have to play well in front of any goaltender in order for him to have a good save percentage. I mean, if you look at his highlight reel I don't know if any other goalie in the league can compare to it."

YOUNG BLOOD CONTRIBUTIONS

It says something of where the Jets are as a still-developing franchise that two roster spots with some potentially significant minutes are essentially waiting for 19-year-old defenceman Jacob Trouba and 20-year-old centre Mark Scheifele. But both are said to be NHL ready right now and with some holes in the lineup -- the centre position screams out for more offensive punch and the D corps has been injury-prone -- it's not unfathomable to forecast these two first-rounders in the opening-night lineup.

THE POWER?-PLAY/PENALTY KILL

Hard to imagine there might be a number uglier than the Jets' goals-against totals, but there is -- the power play was absolutely dead last in the NHL with a measly 13.8 per cent success rate. Just to hammer home that ineptitude: the Jets had 10 5-on-3 chances last year totalling nine minutes and did not score a single goal.

Earlier this week in Penticton, head coach Claude Noel said the chores of fixing the power play had been assigned to assistant coach Pascal Vincent. Based on last year's numbers, we'll offer this: good luck with that.

The penalty kill is an entirely different matter as the numbers -- 24th overall -- are actually a bit deceiving. The Jets had one horrific three-game stretch last year in which they gave up eight goals on just 16 chances. Eliminate that nightmare and Winnipeg's PK unit would rank in the NHL's top 10.

BIG BUFF

Odd scene at the MTS Iceplex Tuesday as a row of reporters watching practice, yours truly included, were all snapping pictures of Dustin Byfuglien with their phones. Here's the thing as everyone studies his facial features in Twitter pictures and Facebook photos wondering if he has lost weight: management may worry about his fitness levels, but most of his teammates are weary of discussing it (Byfuglien rarely does interviews, forcing others to opine on the subject).

"I never worry about Buff," said captain Andrew Ladd. "Buff, after the summer, is always excited to come back and have some fun. I think everyone knows how important he is to this team and we need him playing at his best and I'm sure he will be.

"He can be a lot of different things. I don't know if you can name any other player in the NHL who can be an all-star defenceman and top forward, too, if he wanted to be. For him, I think it's more consistency. He knows that. We've had that conversation before. He needs to be better consistently on a nightly basis and when he does that he's one of the better players in the league."

EVANDER KANE AND...?

If the Jets leave their top line intact -- Bryan Little centring Ladd and Blake Wheeler -- then who lines up with Kane on the second trio will, again, be one of the more intriguing subplots to training camp and the early part of the season.

The combo many would be intrigued to see would feature Scheifele between Kane and Setoguchi. And, before camp has even opened Setoguchi has already been asked roughly a gazillion times about the prospects of working with the Jets' No. 9.

"Time will tell," Setoguchi said Tuesday when the question came up again. "I would obviously love to play with the guy. I thought I was fast until I tried to keep up with him. It's always fun playing with a guy like that who can really skate and use his presence and shoot the puck."

SWITCHING CONFERENCES -- THE MOVE OUT WEST

The Jets flew more than 44,000 kilometres last year in the condensed season, most in the Eastern Conference and 8th overall in the NHL. All that said, while the move from the Southeast Division to the Central makes much more sense, it's not like the Jets will be regularly hopping on a bus for quick jaunts to their road games. Winnipeg's travel total will be ninth overall at 46,477 and the schedule will feature just 10 games on back-to-back nights -- tied for the fewest with Colorado and San Jose.

The travel aside, what the Jets will find most different in changing conferences relates back to our first storyline: defence. Seven of the top 10 defensive teams from a year ago were based in the West: Chicago (1), Detroit (5), San Jose (6), Los Angeles (7), St. Louis (8), Columbus (9) and Vancouver (10), although the Red Wings and Blue Jackets are now in the East.

Life in the Central -- which features the Stanley Cup champion Blackhawks, two playoff teams in the Blues and Wild as well as the Predators, Dallas Stars and Colorado Avalanche -- will mean much sturdier competition night in, night out than in the old Southeast.

THE FOOT SOLDIERS

As much as the Jets' top six was under the microscope a year ago -- particularly the lack of production from the second line, outside of Kane -- it was the club's third and fourth lines which featured the most turnover.

Gone is the talented but enigmatic Alex Burmistrov (a restricted free agent, he signed in the KHL) along with vets Nik Antropov, Antti Miettinen, Mike Santorelli and Kyle Wellwood. Two upgrades are the versatile Michael Frolik and the under-rated Matt Halischuk.

If Olli Jokinen can rebound from his horrific season a year ago and Jim Slater can stay healthy -- providing, too, that Scheifele lands the No. 2 centre job -- then this bunch has some intriguing pieces.

STOP THE BLEEDING

The Jets were 18-14-2 on March 26 last year, good for top spot in the Southeast Division and the third seed in the conference. And then the engine blew and the nosedive commenced. Winnipeg would go on a horrible five-game losing skid through the trade deadline that dropped them out of the playoff picture completely and effectively ended their playoff dream.

But we've seen this movie before with this team, which has lacked the depth to overcome injuries and the superstar-loaded roster that enables them to muddle through 'off' nights.

"Consistency has been our biggest thing the last couple of years," said Ladd. "We've had great games and not-so great games and those not-so great games are the difference between making the playoffs and not."

Buckle up and hang on, Jets fans, for this should be a heckuva ride.

ed.tait@freepress.mb.ca Twitter: @WFPEdTait
NHL training camps are set to begin after condensed off-season
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Pittsburgh Penguins' James Neal (18) celebrates his second goal of the game with teammates Evgeni Malkin (71) and Jarome Iginla (12) during the during the third period in Game 5 of the Eastern Conference semifinals in their NHL hockey Stanley Cup playoffs series against the Ottawa Senators, Friday, May 24, 2013, in Pittsburgh. For hockey players, time is relative.The Penguins getting swept out of the playoffs has Malkin itching to get back on the ice with his teammates. THE CANADIAN PRESS/AP/Gene J. Puskar 
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For hockey players, time is relative.

The Pittsburgh Penguins getting swept out of the playoffs has Evgeni Malkin itching to get back on the ice with his teammates.

"I miss hockey," he said. "It's (a) long summer."

Yet it's actually the NHL's shortest summer in recent history. Training camps open around the league Wednesday, just 79 days after the Chicago Blackhawks wrapped up the lockout-shortened 2013 season by winning the Stanley Cup.

"I think for us, it's a short off-season but we're excited to go back to camp and be together with a team again, get things started and just get back to our daily job as hockey players," Blackhawks captain Jonathan Toews said last week.

Condensing a 48-game regular season and playoffs into a window from mid-January to June made for a June 24 ending. The draft and free agency came and went in a blur.

Blackhawks players got to celebrate with a parade and now must shift focus to the business of trying to repeat. For players from the runner-up Boston Bruins and everyone else, preparations for training camp have been underway for a while.

It doesn't seem to matter that the off-season was so brief.

"From how you prepare for a season I don't think it has any effect," Winnipeg Jets left-winger Andrew Ladd said. "I think you would always usually come into town a couple weeks early and skate with the guys and start preparing for the season."

Those informal skates are over, as are rookie camps. Teams have physicals and other off-ice activities scheduled for Wednesday and the first on-ice sessions Thursday.

For teams featuring new coaches — John Tortorella with the Vancouver Canucks, Alain Vigneault with the New York Rangers, Lindy Ruff with the Dallas Stars and Dallas Eakins with the Edmonton Oilers — training camp is the first taste of change. As he did when in charge of the Rangers, Tortorella sent a letter to Canucks players detailing what fitness testing would be like, and strength trainers sent videos of what it looked like.

"I heard we need two ice sheets just for the tests," centre Ryan Kesler said. "I heard it's tough. It's going to be rigorous, he even says that. I've been doing it this summer and, yeah, it's not fun. I think that's going to be the mindset though. We're going to work hard, some days aren't going to be fun, but it's for the better of the team."

One benefit of the new collective bargaining agreement being in place and an 82-game season on the horizon is that teams will get more than a cursory glance at players, which was the case in January. There are more mandatory off days and limits on ice time under this CBA, which changes a little bit from previous years.

Camps are limited to 20 days for veterans, and each player is required to have two days off.

"Camp is shorter now than it used to be," Toronto Maple Leafs general manager Dave Nonis said. "There's not a lot of time for making people feel good. So I think Randy (Carlyle) and the coaching staff, they'll give everyone an opportunity, but we need to get to work pretty quick."

Ottawa Senators centre Jason Spezza similarly expects camp to be "full throttle" even with reigning coach of the year Paul MacLean in charge again. The post-Daniel Alfredsson era begins with the addition of Bobby Ryan and a changing leadership dynamic in the locker-room and on the ice.

Even in places where not much has changed, players voiced an eagerness to get started.

"I enjoy training camp. I know a lot of guys don't, but I actually do," San Jose Sharks centre Logan Couture said. "It's good to see all the guys again, I haven't seen them in a couple months, and just get back to feeling good about your game and relearning the system. I'm sure ours is going to be very similar to what it was last year and the years before that, but I'm looking forward to that."
Jets getting fired up about new season

By: Ed Tait 
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Winnipeg Jets captain Andrew Ladd, left, Jim Slater and Evander Kane skate during a practice at the MTS Iceplex Tuesday.  
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This city's and province’s passionate love affair with all things Winnipeg Jets is officially about to heat up again.

The Jets’ 2013-14 training camp opens Wednesday with medicals and physicals before approximately 57 players take to the ice Thursday morning for the first time.

A number of veteran players were on the ice Tuesday at MTS Iceplex for one last informal skate before the opening of camp.

"It was too long of a summer, but it was good," said defenceman Zach Bogosian. "I’m looking forward to getting things going."

Of the Jets returnees, all but Grant Clitsome and Toby Enstrom skated Tuesday – including defenceman Dustin Byfuglien, who looked leaner after his summer, as well as still-unsigned unrestricted free agent Ian White of Steinbach.

Also working out were new faces Matt Halischuk, Devon Setoguchi, Michael Frolik and Adam Pardy, all of whom have NHL experience while first-round draft picks Mark Scheifele and Jacob Trouba were spotted after practice and following their return home from the Young Stars Tournament in Penticton. B.C.

"I think it was a great summer for the Jets and Chevy (GM Kevin Cheveldayoff) did a great job," said goaltender Ondrej Pavelec. "Setoguchi is going to score some goals and is a very good player. Same thing with Frolik. We signed some big guys. Now it’s time to make the playoffs."
Jets D-man shows up for camp looking fit as a fiddle

By: Gary Lawless 
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Dustin Byfuglien arrived back in Winnipeg appearing to have lost at least 30 pounds, Gary Lawless estimates, which could make this a breakout year for the D-man. 
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The truth behind the impetus for Dustin Byfuglien to alter his body will likely never be known to us but it's very clear changes have been made.

Somebody got to him, whether it was his agent, a teammate or Jets management and Byfuglien showed up at Jets practice Monday in far better shape than Winnipeg has seen him.

How this impacts the Jets remains to be seen but coach Claude Noel spoke the other day about Byfuglien gaining more consistency and repeating what we've heard from the coach again and again, "how Buff goes is how we go."

The Jets have one player capable of winning a major NHL award based on play and that's Byfuglien and the Norris Trophy. Byfuglien at his best is elite and among only a handful of defencemen in the NHL.

The problem to this point, has been getting Byfuglien to hold his play at its highest level for long stretches. A lack of conditioning has been pointed to as the obstacle to such consistency. It appears Byfuglien has heard that message, accepted it as accurate and done something about it.

Byfuglien skated with the rest of his Jets teammates for the first time on Monday, taking a 20-minute twirl while looking fit and happy.

“

'... When he decides to take over a game, he has that ability'

-- Jets forward Blake Wheeler, on Byfuglien

Players have not been weighed or given medicals but a safe guess is that Byfuglien is 30 pounds lighter, and maybe as much as 40, from late in last season.

Reports came out this summer pegging his weight at 302 pounds at one point last season but he's clearly well below that weight and looked to be in his best condition since his arrival in Winnipeg in 2011.

Training camp doesn't officially open until Wednesday and Byfuglien was under no obligation to speak with the media and he exercised his option. Teammate and fellow Minnesota native Blake Wheeler, however, spoke about Buff's new look.

"He's committed himself to himself and the team. Most importantly, his head is in the right place. He put in hard work this summer," said Wheeler. "I haven't pinched him, I haven't put him on a scale yet. He looks really good and that's as far as I'll go. He worked really hard this summer and he's in a good place."

Last season was at times a struggle for Byfuglien, and he and Noel failed to stay on the same page. The coach took the step of moving his most talented player out of position and Byfuglien didn't take the change well. He bit his tongue but the strain was evident.

The exit meeting between the player and coach at season's end was very lengthy and reportedly heated.

Noel's job, in large part, hangs in the balance of Byfuglien's play.

It's not a stretch to suggest Byfuglien can move the Jets from an outsider to a playoff team. If Byfuglien struggles or is indifferent, the Jets won't be able to take a step forward, and Noel is likely out of chances to reach the post-season. He needs Byfuglien to raise his game and by extension the entire team's.

"He's a unique player. There aren't many like Buff in the NHL. You've seen it the last couple of years, when he decides to take over a game, he has that ability. If we get that out of Buff, it will be huge for our team," said Wheeler. "The most important thing is having his head in the right place. He wants to be an integral part of getting this team over the hump."

The key player in Byfuglien's evolution, however, likely isn't Noel. Certainly the coach has played a role but GM Kevin Cheveldayoff is the more likely source of Byfuglien's motivation.

A few years back, Florida Panthers GM Dale Tallon spoke about motivating Byfuglien, explaining that during his time running the Chicago Blackhawks he'd learned a thing or two about the player from drafting him and bringing him along to the NHL.

Tallon said punishing Byfuglien wouldn't work and that an organization had to put its arms around the player and make him feel comfortable. A delicate balance of accountability and positive reinforcement needed to be struck.

Cheveldayoff knows the player well from their days of winning a Stanley Cup together in Chicago. Might there be a bit of a blind spot where Chevy and Buff are concerned? Maybe. Cheveldayoff may give off a cool exterior but he can run very hot and has strong emotions.

To make the conclusion there's a bond between the two men wouldn't be a great leap.

Many GMs would have traded, or at least tried to move Byfuglien. Cheveldayoff hasn't been interested in such a strategy. In many ways he's hung his hat on Byfuglien. Partially because players like this don't come along every day and maybe a little because of their connection.

Cheveldayoff has put his trust in Byfuglien. It looks like the player has done the same in return.

This story has long been about a player's heart. Maybe now it will be more about its strength rather than how fast it's beating.

gary.lawless@freepress.mb.ca Twitter: @garylawless

Gary Lawless, Winnipeg Free Press
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Tourney bolsters faith in prospects

Coach pleased with play even in 2-1 loss

By: Tim Campbell 
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The next five

MARK Scheifele and Jacob Trouba appear on the fast track to the Jets' roster but here are five others who made a mark at the Canucks Young Stars tournament in Penticton, B.C., in the last five days:

Scott Kosmachuk, LW (2012 draft). Has improved his shot and his skating -- his shot was already pretty good -- and fired three goals in the first two games of this tournament.

Eric Comrie, G (2013 draft). The first look at the 18-year-old goalie was impressive. Clearly he showed no ill-effects of his hip surgery last season and he's one cool cucumber.

Adam Lowry, C (2011 draft). Some wonder about his skating but it looks to be improved. It's very easy to see why the Jets' brass and their coaches do and will like him; he's a responsible sort who thinks the game well on the ice.

Nic Petan, C (2013 draft). Lots of wonder if the Jets weren't reaching when they snatched the smallish Petan out of the second round in June. Of course the final assessment on that pick will come well down the road, but as first impressions go, Petan is clearly a doer on the ice, with great instincts.

Josh Morrissey, D (2013 draft). Like Petan, not the biggest of players but again, easy to see what the Jets see in the 18-year-old. He was the target of a lot of incoming forwards at this tournament but he knows how to navigate around the ice with his excellent wheels and agility.

Related Items

Videos

•Noel on Trouba, Kane and Clitsome Sep 17 

•Pavelec and Mark Stuart pre game Sep 17 

Slideshows

•Winnipeg Jets vs. Edmonton Oilers, Sept. 17, 2013 

Articles

•The future is now 

•Winning ways on display 

•Ex-journeyman now bench boss 

•Jets-Oilers stars, summary 

•Kane not shy about wanting ice 

•Jets edge Oilers for first win this pre-season 

Jets Scores

Edmonton 2

Winnipeg 3

FINALBoxscore

Powered by Sports Direct Inc.

Eric Comrie 

Enlarge Image 

Eric Comrie (CP) 

Scott Kosmachuk 

Enlarge Image 

Scott Kosmachuk 

Josh Morrissey 

Enlarge Image 

Josh Morrissey 

Adam Lowry 

Enlarge Image 

Adam Lowry 

PENTICTON, B.C. -- The day was not a success, since the Winnipeg Jets' rookies fell 2-1 to the host Vancouver Canucks in the last game of the Canucks' Young Stars Classic tournament.

But Keith McCambridge, the coach of the AHL's St. John's IceCaps who was running the Jets' bench for this tournament, still had a pleased look on his face at the South Okanagan Events Centre Monday afternoon.

"We're doing a good job as an organization stockpiling good draft picks, good players in the organization," McCambridge said after his club scored two victories prior to Monday's defeat. "We had success in the first two games and we wanted to finish undefeated and you can see from the game we had against Edmonton (a 7-2 win on Saturday), that teams knew there were some good players on this (Winnipeg) roster.

"Most definitely this had more of a closer feel to the regular season compared to the other games."

“

'We're doing a good job as an organization stockpiling good draft picks, good players in the organization'

-- Young Jets head coach Keith McCambridge, also head coach of the Jets' farm team, the AHL St. John's IceCaps

A goal on the power play with just less than seven minutes remaining by Hunter Shinkaruk was the difference on Monday.

Austen Brassard had Winnipeg's only goal, putting the Jets into a 1-0 lead in the first.

The rest of the way, the young Jets found Canucks prospect goalie Joacim Eriksson, who's likely bound for the AHL, very difficult. They outshot Vancouver 32-23 over the contest.

And Eriksson looked cool in turning away Winnipeg's serious onslaught in the final five minutes of the game.

"I thought their goalie played pretty well," McCambridge said. "We had lots of chances, just were unable to finish on him. That said, both of our goaltenders, Eric (Comrie) and Jussi (Olkinuora), played real strong also and not the ideal situation for Eric, coming into the game half-way through."

As for other assessments, McCambridge was happy to throw around some compliments after the game.

"Players that have stood out to me?" he said. "The whole group was good but Petan was a real good player for us in this tournament. And both of our goaltenders were excellent. I'm really impressed.

"And (Jacob) Trouba, he's got that polish to him that he looks like he's on the right path. (Josh) Morrissey, same thing. Calm, composed, really poised with the puck.

"Scheifs (Mark Scheifele), it was his best game here today of the three. And some of the guys we didn't know a lot about, well, Ryan Olsen from a coach's perspective is a real reliable player. And (tryout Axel) Blomqvist, big guy and skates well with some raw tools to work with. That's exciting that you might have a chance mould something out of a player you don't know much about. He's young and has size."

Blomqvist, who had two goals Saturday, and Mitch Theoret, who had four points in the first two games, are on their way to Winnipeg, having earned invites to main camp with their performances here.

The outcomes aside, the tournament provided a good leg up for the young players hoping to make their marks in the coming weeks.

"It allows you to get into the swing of things," said Jets centre Adam Lowry, a 2011 draft pick who had an assist Monday. "It's tough to replicate game-like situations in the summer so it's always nice to get into a few games and get up to speed and get all that rust off you have from the summer, get used to playing in systems again. I think it really helps going into main camp.

"I think the guys are fighting to impress each team's GM and you want to be at your best. I think that brings out the best in everyone. There was definitely some intensity out there (today). You see that with some of the big hits and some of the battles and some of the chirping after the whistles. It's a pretty good game-like feel."

tim.campbell@freepress.mb.ca
The future is now

Trouba-Scheifele era appears to be upon us

By: Tim Campbell 
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Mark Scheifele faces off against Alex Friesen of the Vancouver Canucks Monday in what coach Keith McCambridge said was his best game of the tourney. 
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PENTICTON, B.C. -- They are the next wave and their presence on the Winnipeg Jets is likely upon us.

Mark Scheifele and Jacob Trouba are Jets-drafted, Jets-developed and many hope the Jets' future and that focus begins Wednesday with the start of the team's NHL training camp.

Jacob Trouba 
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Both players were participants and a focus at the weekend's Vancouver Canucks Young Stars Classic, ending with a 2-1 loss to the Canucks Monday afternoon.

And the duo, who would appear to be destined to be on the roster to start the NHL season barring a disastrous camp, both said Monday the three-game stint here against other NHL prospects will be a valuable stepping stone when real business begins.

"I think so," said Trouba, the 19-year-old defenceman taken ninth overall in the 2012 draft. "Getting back to playing hockey is always a good feeling. It's going to help going in."

“

'It's a process and it's going to take a little while to get through this but I feel like I'm ready'

-- Jacob Trouba

After playing in these three rookie games with partner Josh Morrissey, the team's 2013 first-round pick, Trouba said he's ready for what's next.

"I think so," he said. "I felt good coming in. I feel good now. It's a process and it's going to take a little while to get through this but I feel like I'm ready."

Having joined the Jets with three weeks to go in the regular NHL season last spring ought to help him in the next three weeks, even though he didn't play a game then.

"I'm just trying to have fun and to enjoy it," he said, asked about nerves. "I've gotten this far in hockey just having fun so I might as well keep doing it.

"That's why I play the game."

Scheifele, the team's seventh-overall pick in 2011, had just one official assist in the three games here but seemed more concerned with his readiness for the start of main camp.

"I'm excited to get to the next step," Scheifele said Monday. "If I were going into main camp without any games, it would definitely be a struggle going up against big guys, veterans in the league.

"I thought these three games got me more comfortable with game situations and how games are played. You can practice as much as you can but once you get into games, it's a lot different."

As an 18-year-old two years ago, Scheifele starred in this tournament and then went on to surprise many by making the Jets' roster.

Though he made the team and lasted a few games, he went back to junior in each of the last two years.

"That (2011) was a lot different," he said. "Last time, it was my first time to an NHL camp and definitely a lot of nerves and unfamiliarity with what to do so I'm that much more comfortable this time."

He said he's got his focus squarely on one thing in the next few weeks.

"I think it's just getting better each day," he said. "Every day's a stepping stone and every day you have to take it in stride and work your hardest, give your all."

And he's ready for the onslaught of attention he's likely to receive when training camp begins.

"Definitely," he smiled. "Going through it a few times in the last few years, I'm definitely ready for that aspect of it."

tim.campbell@freepress.mb.ca
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Byfuglien arrived sometime over the weekend and reported for practice this morning looking slim and fit. 
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Dustin Byfuglien’s arrival to Jets training camp is always a major happening and this year is no different.

The all-star defenceman arrived in Winnipeg sometime over the weekend and reported for captain’s practice this morning looking slimmer and fitter than he has in his time with the Jets.

Byfuglien was dogged with injuries and inconsistent play last season resulting in head coach Claude Noel attempting to skate him as a forward at one point. Reports came out over the summer pegging Byfuglien’s weight at 300 pounds during a late stretch of the lockout shortened season. A renewed approach to off-season fitness, however, has Byfuglien looking better conditioned and that can only be a plus for the Jets.

Today is not an official Jets workout and Byfuglien is not required to talk to the media but could decide to offer voluntary comments.
Sutter looking to rebound

Faces another year of junior following poor season

By: Tim Campbell 
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Winnipeg Jets prospects (from left) Lucas Sutter, Mark Scheifele and Scott Komaschuk at the MTS Iceplex. 
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PENTICTON, B.C. -- The door would now appear to be open to go back for another year of junior hockey.

Lukas Sutter's job now, he says, is to slam that door shut.

The 19-year-old forward, who turns 20 on Oct. 4, was chosen by the Winnipeg Jets in the second round of the 2012 draft, under the well-known theme of Sutter family, character and grit and all the rest of it.

Only it didn't quite turn out that way in the early days of this relationship.

Sutter simply didn't measure up during the 2012-13 season with the Saskatoon Blades and Jets GM Kevin Cheveldayoff over the weekend raised the return-to-junior scenario in conversation about the coming weeks.

"There are lots of options with Lukas," Cheveldayoff said, not committing to anything just yet, including a contract for Sutter. "Generally speaking, when you draft a player out of junior, you have two years of development.

"With Lukas's age, he has several different options available to him. Because he's a late birthday draft pick, we have the opportunity to turn him pro if we choose to, but he also has the opportunity to go back to junior. It's really not different than any junior player. A two-year development cycle is not uncommon before you turn them pro.

"There's an opportunity there, but there's also an opportunity to turn him pro. We'll see how the whole camp process goes and make our determinations from there."

If that doesn't spell out how important the weekend's Vancouver Canucks Young Stars Classic tournament and the coming Jets' training camp are to Sutter, nothing does.

The tournament isn't off to a bad start for Sutter, who's been on a line with Mark Scheifele and Scott Kosmachuk. He's been involved through the Jets' victories in the first two games, and hopes to be again today when their tournament wraps up with a 1:30 p.m. CT start against the Canucks rookies.

"It's been fun, to play with a guy like Scheifs," Sutter said. "He's an extreme talent and the way that he moves the puck, it's pretty special. And Kos has been lights out in this tournament. He can shoot the puck pretty well. You don't see a shot like that too often. He gets it off pretty quick.

"Me, with those two guys, I know my role and that's to get the puck deep and bang and try to get the puck back to them. It's pretty easy to play that game with those two guys."

But back to the main subject, the coming fork in the road.

Sutter has played three full WHL seasons. He doesn't relish a fourth.

"I want to earn a spot in pro hockey," he said. "I don't want to go back and play junior. Obviously going back to junior isn't the worst thing that can happen to me, but my goal is to play pro hockey. Any young hockey player's goal is to play at the highest level possible and that's pro hockey for me. That goal does not change.

"My job here is to make Chevy and Zinger (assistant GM Craig Heisinger) realize that I'm ready for pro and that's something I'm trying to do day in and day out. It's not just the games, it's the off-ice, how I carry myself and handle myself.

"That's something I'm really trying to prove them and to myself."

Part of that was doing something about his poor 2012-13, when his production dropped from 28 goals and 59 points ahead of being drafted to just 13 goals and 24 points last season.

"There are no excuses for the start that I had," Sutter said, explaining it led to his playing time and offensive situations being reduced. "It was a learning curve for me. I learned a lot about myself as a player and as a person. It was a tough mental road for me but I grew a lot as an individual and I think I've come a long way."

That includes his summer commitment to training, attending Gary Roberts' fitness program.

"The biggest thing for me was my skating and my conditioning," Sutter said. "The one thing I found was that my explosiveness has come a long way, my skating has come a long way. I'm still proving myself on a consistent basis but this early in the year to feel the way I do, I'm really happy with it and the training speaks for itself when you feel the results."

In time, he hopes.

tim.campbell@freepress.mb.ca
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PENTICTON, B.C. -- Tyler Bunz came to a rude realization in his first season as a professional goaltender.

"At this level, guys can shoot the puck no matter what position they play or what role they play," said Bunz, who is "starting over" as his second campaign as an Edmonton Oilers farmhand approaches.

"The game is a lot faster, and it's going to take a lot more years than I thought to develop and become an elite goalie at the pro level."

Others competing in a tournament here for Oilers, Vancouver Canucks, Calgary Flames, Winnipeg Jets and San Jose Sharks prospects teams also know they are on a long, winding road to the NHL -- if they get there at all. Traditionally, goaltenders take longer than other position players to reach the game's top level.

But, like Bunz, a 21-year-old St. Albert, Alta., native who played 37 games for the Stockton Thunder of the ECHL and one contest with the Oklahoma City Oil Barons of the AHL last season, they are willing to be patient as they pursue only two permanent jobs available per team.

"This position is a lot different than the other three," said Bunz, who posted a 16-16-4 record and 3.35 goals-against average with Stockton. "You're kind of fending for yourself back there. You're the last line of defence. You've gotta be able to bail your team out when they make mistakes."

First-year pro Ty Rimmer, 20, who completed his junior eligibility with Lethbridge of the WHL last season, hopes to land a deal with his hometown Oilers after being bypassed in the NHL draft, even though he was a first-team WHL all-star in 2011-12 with Tri-City.

Rimmer is trying out with the Oilers after he could not stick with Dallas following a summer camp due to a "logjam" of Stars goalies under contract.

"I'm just going to play my heart out (here), and when the time comes, discuss where my chance is at," he said.

Based on the fact draft picks usually get priority over free agents, Eric Comrie, 18, already has a decent shot at reaching the NHL. The Edmonton native was drafted in the second round this year (59th overall) by the Winnipeg Jets and has a chance to play for Canada in the world junior championship. He expresses a willingness to be patient as he appears headed back to Tri-City for a fourth season with the Americans, but it will be a challenge for him to wait his turn to reach the NHL.

"I'm not really a patient guy," he said. "I want to get out there and get everything as quickly as I can."

Comrie, the son of Brick furniture store chain founder Bill Comrie, started down the goaltending path from the backyard of his family home while playing shinny with his much older brothers, former NHLers Paul and Mike Comrie.

"They needed somebody to shoot on, so they stuck me in net and used me as a shooter tutor," he said.

Meanwhile, Franky Palazzese, a 20-year-old Mississauga, Ont., native who is playing for the Oilers prospects squad, hopes that being around pros for a while will help him in the future. He is willing to plod along the path to the NHL for as long as necessary.

"You have to be, especially me, not being drafted three drafts in a row."

He is slated to return to Sudbury of the OHL for his final year of junior. But some goalies here have a chance at NHL employment this season.

Flames prospect Joni Ortio, 22, hopes he can gain a spot with the big club as a result of fellow Finn Miikka Kiprusoff's impending retirement. "There's one guy missing right now, so there's opportunity to be had," said Ortio.

Ortio is vying for a job in North America two seasons after a brief stint with Calgary's AHL farm club in Abbotsford, B.C., did not go as smoothly as planned.

However, another Finnish compatriot, Karri Ramo, appears to be the heir apparent to Kiprusoff's starting job, and Joey MacDonald looks like a lock for the backup role after making a good impression following his arrival from Detroit via waivers late last season. MacDonald received a new one-year, $925,000 contract in the off-season.

Canucks hopeful Joacim Eriksson also hopes to push for NHL employment. Starter Roberto Luongo could be in need of a short-term backup as minor-leaguer Eddie Lack, the heir apparent for the No. 2 role following Cory Schneider's trade to New Jersey, recovers from a hip injury.

Eriksson, a 23-year-old Gavle, Sweden, native who has spent the past five years playing in his homeland, signed with Vancouver as a free agent in June. He is determined to make good on a second shot at the NHL after the Philadelphia Flyers drafted him in the seventh round (196th overall) in 2008 but chose not to sign him.

-- The Canadian Press
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PENTICTON, B.C. -- The line combinations? You'll have to wait and see. But Winnipeg Jets head coach Claude Noel has some other moves in mind for the 2013-14 season.

Noel said on the weekend he's decided to alter some of the coaching staff's responsibilities.

Perry Pearn, hired last season to help with special teams in particular, will now just have responsibilities in that area for penalty-killing, along with fellow assistant Charlie Huddy.

Noel said the power play will now belong to assistant Pascal Vincent.

The Jets were 30th out of 30 teams in power play last season, and 24th in penalty-killing.

"This year we're going to put Pascal running the power play so he can focus on that," Noel said during a break from watching action at the prospects tournament. "And I will work with it. And Perry and Charlie will work the penalty kill. It's a bit of a switch. Pascal has done a lot of work studying what we did and didn't do and has done a lot of homework in assessing teams that have had success, knowing as well that we maybe don't have the same personnel as others.

"You've got to work with your own personnel and one of the things that's clear is we have to do a better job with net presence."

To be fair to the penalty-killing side, Pearn brought some major changes in philosophy to the unit last season and without a real training camp or exhibition games, the Jets were brutal early. Over the final two-thirds of the season, though, their percentage was 87.8, a top-three number had it been for the whole season.

"With almost no practice time or exhibition games, it was an adjustment and we paid for it," Noel said.

Special teams are just one of the areas the coach seeks to improve.

"Our expectation has to rise," he said. "We need better play from some of our guys. We've made long-term commitments with players, been able to look at who we had and decide who we wanted to keep and not so we have to put more pressure on each other to play better.

"Our special teams need to be better and our goal differential has to be better. Until we get on the right side of that ledger, we're going to be only close and close is not going to be good enough."

It may still be the off-season until training camp starts Wednesday but there's been plenty of summer Jets news, including last week's revelations of another Evander Kane indiscretion, this time over unpaid traffic fines.

Noel said he has only enthusiasm with Kane.

"I think Evander Kane has come leaps and bounds for me in a lot of ways," the coach said. "The focus is always on a lot of things in the off-season, anything to write about. I don't have any concerns with him. I see a huge change in him.

"I saw it last year. I've seen it through the summer. I've seen it both on and off the ice and I've really liked what I've seen. He's very focused. I think he's matured. This is part of the process. The problem is we're under a microscope and that's a little bit of an adjustment for a young player, a young man. I like a lot of what I've seen and I'm very excited to have him play this year. I think he's got a lot to play for and I certainly know one thing, he wants to have success."

And on the seemingly never-ending chatter about defenceman Dustin Byfuglien and his fitness coming into camp, the coach all but batted that one away, too.

"All I know is that I've spoken to Buff, I've spoken to his teammates," he said. "There's no way of really knowing but all the things I hear are positive. For me, I think he's looking forward to the season. I think he's looking forward to being a contributor to our team and he's certainly going to have a big impact on our team.

"We'll need him to be a big contributor along with a number of guys. We want to lean on him and I think he's looking forward to that."

That Byfuglien is a serious candidate for the U.S. Olympic team could help matters, Noel agreed.

"The Olympic (issue)? I can't answer for Buff but I think for Dustin it's a good thing for him," he said. "I think he enjoyed it there (at the orientation camp). There were a lot of elite players and he's one of them."

tim.campbell@freepress.mb.ca
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‘I think you hit the nail on the head — speculation and gossip’ — Kevin Cheveldayoff, on rumours of Dustin Byfuglien’s newfound fitness  

Enlarge Image 

‘I think you hit the nail on the head — speculation and gossip’ — Kevin Cheveldayoff, on rumours of Dustin Byfuglien’s newfound fitness (KEN GIGLIOTTI / FREE PRESS ARCHIVES) 

Related Items

Videos

•Noel on Trouba, Kane and Clitsome Sep 17 

•Pavelec and Mark Stuart pre game Sep 17 

Slideshows

•Winnipeg Jets vs. Edmonton Oilers, Sept. 17, 2013 

Articles

•Winning ways on display 

•Ex-journeyman now bench boss 

•Jets-Oilers stars, summary 

•Kane not shy about wanting ice 

•Jets edge Oilers for first win this pre-season 

Jets Scores

Edmonton 2

Winnipeg 3

FINALBoxscore

Powered by Sports Direct Inc.

PENTICTON, B.C. -- The start of Jets' training camp is only two days away and GM Kevin Cheveldayoff is staying out of any past, present or possible future debate about star defenceman Dustin Byfuglien and his fitness or weight.

Cheveldayoff was asked over the weekend at the Vancouver Canucks Young Stars Classic if he could offer fans any preview of Byfuglien's condition, given how much chatter there normally is among Jets fans and a summer photo on Twitter that suggested the defenceman may actually have trimmed down significantly from a reported weight of 300 pounds late in the 2013 season.

"I think you hit the nail on the head -- speculation and gossip," Cheveldayoff said. "Training camp is obviously an opportunity for everyone to begin. We'll certainly look forward to all the veteran players being in camp on the 11th and I don't know why Dustin should be any different than anyone else. It's a good opportunity for us to begin a new season."

As he's readying for the new season, Cheveldayoff has been observing all the action at the South Okanagan Events Centre, where five NHL teams are competing at the rookie tournament.

"We tell the players to be themselves, go out and play the way they have played," he said.

Can he make any decisions based on what he sees from his prospects at this tournament?

"It's always part of the scouting process that you make predictions and projections," Cheveldayoff said. "That is part of being a scout. Are they definitive projections or something etched in stone? I don't think they ever are because when you're dealing with development, there is a development curve.

"Sometimes players, at different points in their development, plateau, and sometimes they plateau for a little while and then take off. Everyone is different. To just say 'This guy will be this,' at this point in time, I don't know that anyone can do that. But certainly part of the process is to make evaluations and projections."

Theoret looking good

ONE youngster who may have done enough already to earn a reward is tryout forward Mitch Theoret.

Playing on a line with Jets draft picks Nic Petan and J.C. Lipon, the 20-year-old left-winger from the Barrie Colts of the OHL has been easy to like in the first two games of the prospects tournament.

He had a goal and an assist in each of the first two games, both Jets' wins, and it now sounds likely he's earned an invitation to main training camp.

Theoret was drafted by the New York Islanders in 2011 but went unsigned.

"I came to camp here with the idea of proving the Islanders wrong for not offering me a contract," Theoret said. "I want to turn some heads here, hopefully get a shot in the American League and start my pro career."

Though the Jets have seen plenty of him in the last year because he was a teammate of top prospect Mark Scheifele in Barrie, it's not why he was invited.

"I've heard that," Theoret smiled. "Hopefully it's not the case. I think I can show I can play hockey and I'm not just here because I'm buddies or teammates with the top prospect for the Winnipeg Jets. I'm just trying to do what I do best and that's earn myself a spot."
Goaltending prospects travelling on a long and winding road to the NHL 
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Canada's goalie Tyler Bunz stretches during Canada's annual selection camp in preparation for the upcoming IIHF World Junior Championships in Calgary, Alta., on Sunday, Dec. 11, 2011. Bunz came to a rude realization in his first season as a professional goaltender. 
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PENTICTON, B.C. - Tyler Bunz came to a rude realization in his first season as a professional goaltender.

"At this level, guys can shoot the puck no matter what position they play or what role they play," said Bunz who is "starting over" as his second campaign as an Edmonton Oilers farmhand approaches.

"The game is a lot faster, and it's going to take a lot more years than I thought to develop and become an elite goalie at the pro level."

Others competing in a tournament here for Oilers, Vancouver Canucks, Calgary Flames, Winnipeg Jets and San Jose Sharks prospects teams also know they are on a long and winding road to the NHL — if they get there at all. Traditionally, goaltenders take longer than other position players to reach the game's top level.

But, like Bunz, a 21-year-old St. Albert, Alta., native who played 37 games for the Stockton Thunder of the ECHL and one contest with the Oklahoma City Oil Barons of the AHL last season, they are willing to be patient as they pursue only two permanent jobs available per team.

"This position is a lot different than the other three," said Bunz, who posted a 16-16-4 record and 3.35 goals-against average with Stockton. "You're kind of fending for yourself back there. You're the last line of defence. You've gotta be able to bale your team out when they make mistakes."

He and all of the other hopefuls here are on deeply personal quests. On his mask, Bunz sports tributes to an aunt and two close friends who died at young ages. Late Oilers prospect Kristian Pelss, a "close buddy" who drowned while in his native Latvia in June, is among those honoured.

"I just keep them close in my mind and, really, I play for all them, and they keep me going as well," he said.

Bunz also sports a tattooed expression over his heart. The gist: Never give up.

"Those are the words that I live by," he said. Bunz got the tattoo while playing for the Tri-City Americans of the WHL.

But at least Bunz has two years left on an entry-level contract. Many others here are free agents and just playing for a chance to attend NHL main training camps when they start later this week.

First-year pro Ty Rimmer, 20, who completed his junior eligibility with Lethbridge of the WHL last season, hopes to land a deal with his hometown Oilers after being bypassed in the NHL draft — even though he was a first-team WHL all-star in 2011-12 with Tri-City.

Rimmer is trying out with the Oilers after he could not stick with Dallas following a summer camp due to a "logjam" of Stars goalies under contract.

"I'm just going to play my heart out (here) and, when the time comes, discuss where my chance is at," he said.

Based on the fact draft picks usually get priority over free agents, Eric Comrie, 18, already has a decent shot at reaching the NHL. The Edmonton native was drafted in the second round this year (59th overall) by the Winnipeg Jets, and has a chance to play for Canada in the world junior championships. He expresses a willingness to be patient as he appears headed back to Tri-City for a fourth season with the Americans, but it will be a challenge for him to wait his turn to reach the NHL.

"I'm not really a patient guy," he said. "I want to get out there and get everything as quickly as I can. But I understand the situation."

Comrie, the son of Brick furniture store chain founder Bill Comrie, started down the goaltending path from the backyard of his family home while playing shinny with his much older brothers, former NHLers Paul and Mike Comrie.

"They needed somebody to shoot on, so they stuck me in net and used me as a shooter tutor," he said.

Meanwhile, Franky Palazzese, a 20-year-old Mississauga, Ont., native who is playing for the Oilers prospects squad, hopes that being around pros for a while will help him in the future. He is willing to plod along the path to the NHL for as long as necessary.

"You have to be, especially me, not being drafted three drafts in a row … obviously, I get frustrated, but you've just got to keep active and stay focused. That's all it is," said Palazzese.

He is slated to return to Sudbury of the OHL for his final year of junior. But some goalies here have a chance at NHL employment this season.

Flames prospect Joni Ortio, 22, hopes he can gain a spot with the big club as a result of fellow Finn Miikka Kiprusoff's impending retirement.

"There's one guy missing right now, so there's opportunity to be had," said Ortio.

Ortio is vying for a job in North America two seasons after a brief stint with Calgary's AHL farm club in Abbotsford, B.C., did not go as smoothly as planned.

However, another Finnish compatriot, Karri Ramo, appears to be the heir apparent to Kiprusoff's starting job, and Joey MacDonald looks like a lock for the backup role after making a good impression following his arrival from Detroit via waivers late last season. MacDonald received a new one-year, $925,000 contract in the off-season.

Canucks hopeful Joacim Eriksson also hopes to push for NHL employment. Starter Roberto Luongo could be in need of a short-term backup as minor-leaguer Eddie Lack, the heir apparent for the No. 2 role following Cory Schneider's trade to New Jersey, recovers from a hip injury.

Eriksson, a 23-year-old Gavle, Sweden native who has spent the past five years playing in his homeland, signed with Vancouver as a free agent in June. He is determined to make good on a second shot at the NHL after the Philadelphia Flyers drafted him in the seventh round (196th overall) in 2008 but chose not to sign him.

"I'm going to compete every day to show that I want to be in the best league," he said.

Canucks goaltending consultant Dan Cloutier, who toiled with the New York Rangers, Vancouver, and Tampa Bay in a 15-year pro career, wants his club's prospects to do the little things right in order to be ready for an NHL opportunity — because they never know when it will come.

"It's a different story for everyone," said Cloutier.
He's TNT, dynamite
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PENTICTON, B.C. -- It's another level up, this gathering of the top prospects of five different NHL organizations for the Vancouver Canucks Young Stars Classic for five days.

But it appears to be the same old story when it comes to Winnipeg Jets draft pick Nic Petan -- underestimate him at your peril.

The native of Delta, B.C., is only 18 years old, and yes, small at 5-9. Old news there.

But as part of the Jets' crew and future, Petan has been involved and effective on the ice here.

And early in the process, he has endeared himself to those in decision-making positions.

After Friday's 5-3 victory over the San Jose Sharks, in which he had an assist and was plus-one, the second-round pick from last June's draft was singled out by both Keith McCambridge, the St. John's IceCaps coach handling the Jets bench at the tournament, and the organization's top hockey official, GM Kevin Cheveldayoff.

McCambridge, who put Petan on a line with fellow 2013 pick J.C. Lipon and tryout Mitch Theoret, said he loved watching Petan's in-game thought process and how the puck always seemed to be on his stick or nearby.

And Cheveldayoff, not normally disposed to hype of any kind, was happy to volunteer some praise for the young centre, saying he really liked what he saw.

"He had a very strong game (Friday)," the GM said before Saturday's game against the Edmonton Oilers. "As a junior player, he's certainly someone who's put up tremendous numbers and earned the opportunity that he got to be drafted.

"It was very exciting to watch his game. He's someone that when the puck is on his stick, you're always looking for something to happen and something generally does happen."

Petan, who had 120 points and shared the WHL scoring crown last season, seems to prefer a poker face when asked about his early days in the Jets organization, but granted that he feels like he belongs.

"Maybe a little bit," he said. "I'm starting to get that a little bit right now, get into my comfort zone. I'm looking forward to keeping going with that, keep making those plays."

There would seem to be no reason Petan doesn't figure to contribute, at least at this level of competition. Even at last season's elite junior event, the Memorial Cup, he had 10 points in five games as his Portland Winterhawks finished second.

"I think it's similar in level," Petan said. "There's a lot of guys that played in the same league as me. You do compare yourself to the rest of the guys out there but it's all about working hard, basically, and see how you fit."

The fit, given size considerations, could be a big factor in Petan's future in the Jets' organization.

If it was up to him, who would play on his forward line?

"Just guys who could be playmakers, guys who can pass the puck back and find open lanes and read a lot of things," he said. "That's kind of my game as well. So playmakers and guys with abilities to make passes."

Which is one reason Petan matched so well last season in Portland with Winnipegger Brendan Leipsic, with whom he shared the WHL scoring title.

"I think he's a guy who's similar to me, a guy who puts passes on the tape and knows where you are. That's chemistry and it's always nice to have."

Of course, the tests will keep on coming for Petan, especially when the Jets' regular training camp opens Wednesday in Winnipeg. But so far, his instincts and skill have made a mark and the beginning of the case for the draft selection.
Young Jets drill Oilers 7-2

2-0 record suggests Jets successful at building depth
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Scott Kosmachuk is turning heads at the Young Guns tournament in Penticton. His two goal performance Saturday sparked the Jets to a 7-2 rout of the Oilers. KEN GIGLIOTTI / WINNIPEG FREE PRESS ARCHIVES 
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PENTICTON, B.C. — The Winnipeg Jets have put much focus and many resources into improving their organizational depth in their first two years back in the NHL.

The results of their first two games at the Vancouver Canucks Young Stars Classic tournament at the South Okanagan Events Centre would suggest some real results in that area.

Sparked by a two-goal effort by 2012 draft pick Scott Kosmachuk and a strong game by goalie Eric Comrie, a 2013 pick, the Jets waxed the young Edmonton Oilers 7-2 on Saturday night for their second win in as many days.

Kosmachuk has three goals now in this tournament.

The third-rounder of his draft class, likely to be returning to the OHL’s Guelph Storm for one more year this fall, has been a standout so far.

"The skill level, he can shoot the puck but the skill level came out in tonight’s game," said Keith McCambridge, coach of the St. John’s IceCaps who’s handling the Jets’ bench in this tournament. "I really liked that goal, driving down the wall there and the shot when he found that area.

"And his short game, his first couple of strides are really strong. He can get there quickly. I liked the way he played tonight."

Kosmachuk, who fired 35 goals last season in the OHL, said he’s feeling the results of some of his summer training.

"Obviously I’ve been working on everything this summer, skating, shooting, stickhandling, working on my overall strength and fitness," the right-winger said. "It’s just a bigger, better me I guess.

"We had a couple of practices to get together and work as a team and get some kinks out. There are still a few there but it’s working them out."

No doubt he’s been helped by being placed on a line with top prospect Mark Scheifele and Lukas Sutter.

"Definitely, (Mark) is a highly touted player and it’s great to have him on a line, centring us," he said. "It just makes it that much easier."

The Jets led 3-0 and 6-0 by periods. Their big leads helped ease Comrie into a comfort zone and he responded with a final tally of 34 saves, many of them during 11 Edmonton power plays.

Only Greg Chase and Kyle Platzer beat him in the third period when the result had long been determined.

It was an exciting development, given that Comrie’s 2012-13 junior season ended prematurely due to hip surgery.

"I feel 110 per cent right now, better than I ever have," the 18-year-old goalie, a second-round pick this summer, said. "Faster, quicker, more flexible. Just excited to get this season going.

"I felt great. I was really excited to get out there and just be here with a great group of guys. Just being here, seeing (Mark) Scheifele’s and Jacob Trouba’s name across the locker room was really exciting.

"A lot of good rookies here. I’m just excited to be here."

When the Oilers, who have lost both starts here, had much trouble slowing down this group of fleet Jets, the game descended into many fouls and chippiness.

"It’s not fun," McCambridge said. "The third period, the back half of the second, the game gets a little bit out of structure for me and the same for the players.

"Some penalties you agree with, some you don’t. I did like our work ethic.

"Even for the penalty trouble we got in, we still had a pretty high compete level. For the second game for this group together, they played with some pretty good hockey sense and awareness. Regardless of the score, they kept pushing.

"I liked the fact we didn’t lay off the gas for a long period of time."

Tryout Axel Blomqvist, who played last year in the WHL for Lethbridge, also scored twice, while Jets’ singles came from Nic Petan, Ryan Olsen and tryout Mitch Theoret, who scored for the second straight night.

Winnipeg wraps up this tournament with a Monday day game, 1:30 p.m. CT against the Vancouver Canucks.

tim.campbell@freepress.mb.ca
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Defenceman Brenden Kichton had two goals and an assist in his Jets debut. 
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PENTICTON, B.C. -- Brenden Kichton's first competitive response since being drafted by the Winnipeg Jets last June had some tongues wagging Friday night.

Kichton was credited with two goals and an assist to help the Jets rookies defeat their San Jose Sharks counterparts 5-3 before a sparse crowd at the Vancouver Canucks Young Stars Classic game at the South Okanagan Events Centre.

"I thought Brenden was real strong," said Keith McCambridge, coach of the Jets' AHL affiliate in St. John's. McCambridge is handling the Winnipeg bench at this tournament. "We knew that he was a power-play guy and I liked the goal he scored at the end there (with six minutes left).

"We knew that he had some real offensive upside. That obviously was there and there with a real good presence for his first game. But also defensively I thought he made some good reads and he moved the puck up the ice efficiently. Good first impression for me."

Kichton, drafted by the Islanders in 2011 but not signed, was chosen by the Jets with their seventh-round pick last June after a season of 22 goals and 85 points with the WHL's Spokane Chiefs.

He signed 10 days ago.

"It's only the first game, two more to go, but I like the way we started," Kichton said Friday night. "(The contract) is added confidence. But you can't take lightly what's been given to you. You've got to earn everything that's been given to you."

The Jets forged three one-goal leads but needed two third-period goals, the final one by Kichton, to pull away from the Sharks.

"It was a good start," Kichton said. "I thought we all played well. We let off a bit in the second period but overall it was it was a great team game."

The 21-year-old from Spruce Grove, Alta., said his first-period goal belonged to forward Ivan Telegin.

"The first one, Telly was calling for it there and I was lucky enough to shoot it off his skate," Kichton said. "So that was his goal. The second one, Ty (Stanton) made a good pass there and I just let it go, lucky enough to find the net. That's what you've got to do to make impressions here."

Other Jets prospects who hit the ground running on Friday included 2012 third-round draft pick Scott Kosmachuk, who fired the eventual winner early in the third period, after escaping the penalty box.

He converted a well-executed two-on-one with Austen Brassard.

"As the game wore on, I thought he had some more detail to his game," McCambridge said of Kosmachuk. "I noticed him more. He was making some nice plays. But I though he settled in and got stronger as the game wore on."

Winnipeg's first-round pick of 2013, defenceman Josh Morrissey, and tryout Mitch Theoret, a former teammate of Mark Scheifele, had the other goals on Friday.

San Jose, which has dropped both its games at the tournament, had two goals from Rylan Schwartz and the other from Konrad Abeltshauser against Jets goalie Jussi Olkinuora.

Winnipeg's second game of the tournament comes tonight against the Edmonton Oilers (9:30 p.m. CT).

tim.campbell@freepress.mb.ca
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Jets speedster fully recovered from injuries, ready to fly
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Winnipeg prospect Ivan Telegin, shown here in a Young Stars Classic game vs. San Jose, has speed to burn and is just starting to pick up the nuances of the NHL game. 
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Winnipeg prospect Ivan Telegin, shown here in a Young Stars Classic game vs. San Jose, has speed to burn and is just starting to pick up the nuances of the NHL game. 

PENTICTON, B.C. -- Skating away from his recent past will be Ivan Telegin's biggest test when it comes to determining if he's part of the Winnipeg Jets' future.

The good news is that the 21-year-old speedster was back on the ice in a competitive setting Friday at the South Okanagan Events Centre, part of the Jets' roster for their Vancouver Canucks Young Stars Classic game against the San Jose Sharks.
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Telegin, a fourth-round pick of 2010 by the Atlanta Thrashers, has been missing in action since midway through the 2012-13 AHL season, when he suffered a concussion in his 34th game with the St. John's IceCaps.

Prior to that, a mysterious hand injury had set him back heading into his first pro year. Telegin has refused to talk about it and nothing much had changed Friday.

"After my season in Barrie, that was a great season for me (35 goals), I went back to my home in Russia and I hurt my hand," Telegin said Friday. "That was some bad stuff. It took me three months (to recover).

"It's a long story."

He was asked if there was a short version of it.

"No," was the answer. "What happened, I don't care right now. It feels good now. Everything's normal now."

Starting with the IceCaps, there was some optimism within the Jets' organization that a 6-3 forward with elite speed could be part of the team's future.

But the path to the NHL is rarely straight.

Telegin initially found the AHL difficult.

"It was a different league, pro guys, older guys," he said. "A lot was different. Longer schedule. It was tough for me. But my coach helped me a lot. He showed me video, (sat me out) one game to watch. He was showing me how I needed to play, offensive zone, defensive zone.

"I felt better and better every game. After 30 games, I felt like Superman. Better every time. And then that concussion."

IceCaps coach Keith McCambridge said the injury -- Telegin was driven into the boards from behind -- was a true setback because the rookie was beginning to figure things outs.

"He's always had this speed, but you could see he was starting to learn the pro game, getting some more structure to use and when to use his speed to his advantage," McCambridge said. "I remember that hit like it was yesterday and that was it. He tried it but just wasn't there. Ever since then, you can see the frustration, that he hasn't been able to go on the ice."

Telegin tried but couldn't practise. His treatment options led him to medical experts in Vancouver, which helped temporarily, but when he returned to St. John's, the dizziness and headaches returned.

"I would spend a lot of time thinking about when I'd be ready, when I'd start to play again," he said. "I felt bad. I couldn't sleep overnight, maybe two, three hours most. I went to Winnipeg for a couple of weeks to see the doctors. Then we had some meetings, and I think I needed to go back to Russia, be home, be around my parents, be comfortable."

So back he went to Novokuznetsk in early April until the Jets prospects camp in July. He returned to Winnipeg but still didn't feel quite right and never did join the week-long camp.

Just in the last few days, Telegin was added to the roster for the Young Stars tournament. He feels he's turned the corner.

I'm fine. I'm sleeping," he said. "I can't express it. I'm so happy to play again. I'm so excited, nervous, too. I haven't played in eight months maybe. Lots of emotions."

McCambridge, handling the Jets rookies here, is among those that think the Jets still have a major prospect on their hands in Telegin.

"He's definitely still a prospect for this organization," he said. "The skills he possesses, with his size and speed, he's a guy we were excited to have at the beginning of last year for a whole season.

"We don't expect him to be 100 per cent here. It will take some time for sure but pretty much building back from scratch and taking that time off, only having been able to play that half a season in the AHL, we'll start here at square 1 and see how he does at Winnipeg's camp and then adjust from there."

tim.campbell@freepress.mb.ca
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PENTICTON, B.C. - Justice Dundas is heading towards the end of the tunnel, but it remains to be seen whether there is a light.

The 19-year-old Richmond Hill, Ont., native is among many NHL prospects who have come to the Young Stars Classic tournament. But unlike many players here, he was not drafted and has no guarantee of a contract as he plays for a San Jose Sharks prospects squad against Vancouver Canucks, Calgary Flames, Edmonton Oilers and Winnipeg Jets hopefuls.

"Obviously, it's getting to that time," he said after a morning workout Friday. "My junior career is coming to the end, so this is really crunch time, trying to get a contract and, hopefully, get on to the next level. That's my goal for the next two years. Hopefully, something works out."

Dundas, a winger who finished up last season with the Oshawa Generals and expects to return to the OHL in the upcoming campaign, is among a number of young players at this tournament who are approaching the crossroads of their careers.

In his case, Dundas must find a new hockey home after his junior eligibility expires at the end of 2014-15. He will be 20 then and too old for junior.

"It keeps me on my toes and gets me going, definitely, because I have more to prove than some guys who have been drafted," he said. He hopes reach the top again, like he did after he was chosen in the 12th round of the OHL draft by the Sarnia Sting and stuck before he was traded to Oshawa last season.

"It's always tough," said Dundas, an energy-line winger who produced nine points last season. "You don't have that much time left in junior. I've just got to keep working hard and, hopefully, I'll get a contract."

Cain Franson, a 20-year-old winger who is on an amateur tryout with the Vancouver Canucks here, is taking the same approach. Unlike his older brother Cody, who plays defence for the Toronto Maple Leafs, the younger Franson was overlooked in the NHL draft. The Sicamous, B.C., native hopes to make a final impression before he heads back to the WHL's Vancouver Giants, presumably, for his final year of junior.

"Everybody's paths are different, and mine has been a little bit of a different path so far," he said. "I think it's going to make me a better player at the end of the day."

Undrafted junior players are not the only ones here nearing the crossroads. Others who have been drafted and toiled in the minors or Europe are attempting to keep their pro careers alive as they face the end of entry-level NHL contracts and clubs, under increasing pressure to develop talent quickly, evaluate a new crop of draftees.

According to Canucks assistant general manager Laurence Gilman, teams have a balancing act as they seek players who can help them win now and prepare for the future.

"Young players are the lifeblood of an organization now," said Gilman. "And with the salary cap, it's extremely important that you acquire good ones and you develop them as quickly as possible and get them into the lineup because, in essence, they serve as the indentured servants that allow you to provide cheap labour into your group as you deal with the organic things that happen in a player's career — like salary arbitration, impending free agency where's a player's salary begins to rise dramatically."

Gilman believes that top players will always find their way to the NHL, no matter where they come from or when they were drafted. He points to the examples of Canucks undrafted defenceman Chris Tanev, a Rochester Institute of Technology product who played in the Stanley Cup finals as a rookie.

Gilman also cites the likes of late Detroit Red Wings draftees Pavel Datsyuk and Henrik Zetterberg, who are now superstars.

"It's a combination of their own individual development and the support that we can provide for them to maximize their skill set and their efficiency," said Gilman, adding teams must be patient and provide as much as possible.

But Todd Nelson, coach of the Oilers prospects team and the bench boss for their AHL farm club in Oklahoma City, said teams like Edmonton and Calgary, which are in rebuilding processes, can't afford to be as patient as a perennial contender like Detroit does.

Undrafted players will always have a bigger hill to climb to the NHL than drafted players, he said, because organizations have invested in the players they have selected. Meanwhile, minor-leaguers must prove themselves quickly because of reduced NHL rosters and other factors in the post-lockout era.

"The biggest thing about guys on entry-level contracts is, they have to make an impact in the American Hockey League. … First year is always a tough year for every player," he said. "But your second year, you start turning the corner. In your third player, you should be an impact player if you want to graduate (to the NHL). If you're not, you're going to be a minor-leaguer."

Andrew Miller, an undrafted player who earned a one-year contract with the Oilers, does not believe young hopefuls are in danger of going undetected if they play, no matter where they play.

"The NHL scouting is unbelievable," said Miller, a centre who has always battled negative perceptions about limited size and was signed after four seasons at Yale. "They have scouts come to every game. I don't think too often NHL players fall through the cracks. … The best players rise to the top, no matter where that is. If you can prove yourself, you'll get an opportunity to play."

Despite the economic challenges in today's NHL, he believes it is always up to the player to get the most out of himself.

"It's all based on yourself and what you do for yourself and how you play," he said.
NHL teams weigh reduced salary cap implications vs. players' ability
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PENTICTON, B.C. - Todd Nelson has been to a few of these tournaments before, but this one feels different.

"There's a lot more opportunity," said Nelson, the coach of an Edmonton Oilers prospects squad competing in the five-team event. "It's up to (players.)"

As summer begins to fade and fall looms, Oilers, Vancouver Canucks, Calgary Flames, Winnipeg Jets and San Jose Sharks prospects have come to the South Okanagan Events Centre to pursue their pro dreams in advance of NHL training camps that start next week.

The annual pre-season tournament has resumed after last year's version was scrapped due to the NHL lockout.

Now, the salary cap negotiated in the new deal is slated to dip to $64.3 million from $70.2 million. According to a widely expressed theory, the lower salary cap will create, if not mandate, opportunities for younger, more affordable up-and-coming talent.

Nelson, coach of the Oklahoma City Barons of the AHL, Edmonton's top farm club, feels a greater sense of urgency in his role of developing NHL-ready talent.

"It seems like there's a lot more importance to it," he said.

Such tournaments featuring other NHL prospects are being held elsewhere around this time. They have become increasingly common in different regions of North America over the past two decades, but the emphasis has often been on determining how a young player today will turn out a few years into the future. There has been a realization that not all players, who include draft picks and free agents, will reach the NHL.

And that is often the case.

But Oilers president of hockey operations Kevin Lowe said that clubs now have a greater onus to produce NHL-ready talent.

"Development in the salary-cap world is so critical," said Lowe. "You're trying to find pieces that fit within the organization. But every player that you have, whether through the draft or a free agent signing, they're all valuable assets, and you want to develop them as best you can.

"Even if they don't play for you, you want to create some value so that they can, perhaps, turn into something for you down the line or, perhaps, something for another organization (trade-wise) that would be of value to your organization (in return.)"

Lowe, the first-ever NHL draft pick of the Oilers in 1979, has been a player, coach, general manager and top executive with the club. Despite modern advances in scouting that now see scouts use computers, video and other technology for evaluation purposes, it's more difficult to grade talent than in decades gone by.

"There's more competition," said Lowe. "It's a much tougher business than it used to be, I believe, in terms of the (preparedness) on the ice. Everybody's spending money on development. This tournament is good from an evaluation aspect. But there's a lot of day-to-day evaluating as well."

But Lowe, who has had the luxury of drafting three No. 1 overall picks in recent years in Taylor Hall, Ryan Nugent-Hopkins and Nail Yakupov and granting them NHL employment right away, does not express a future-is-now view in wake of the reduced salary cap this coming season.

"It's probably no different," said Lowe of the cap's effect on development time. "There are specific players that can jump in right away, but in most cases, it takes player a couple, three years after they become a pro to move along the ranks."

The Canucks, who have limited cap space, in part because of a 12-year, $64-million contract given to goaltender Roberto Luongo, have expressed a desire to identify players who might be able to step into their lineup quickly as a result of financial constraints and poor drafting in recent years.

As he watches Flames and Oilers prospects warm up before a game, Calgary coach Bob Hartley is also taking a highly-critical approach with the present in mind - something a coach does not always do with young prospects. But Hartley, whose team missed the playoffs last season and unloaded captain Jarome Iginla as part of a youth movement, bases his comment largely on the team's strong need to improve following a difficult season.

But after talking to team management and scouts, it's evident that the theory of the lower salary cap generating more young talent will be seriously tested, even in wake of young stars like Sidney Crosby of the Pittsburgh Penguins and Chicago's Jonathan Toews and Patrick Kane emerging in recent years - and the fact this year's draft crop is considered above average.

Toronto Maple Leafs pro scout Mike Penny said tournaments like this still give teams a chance to find diamonds in the rough. Teams can see how players respond after the puck is dropped and they can just play. Unknown players also get a chance to make a name for themselves with NHL dreams - and pro contracts - on the line.

"They have to start somewhere, and this is a good opportunity for these young guys to get noticed," said Penny, adding some players will take the experience back to junior and others who don't have contracts secured will earn invitations to NHL or AHL training camps.

Salary cap or no salary cap, he said, young players will only get the opportunity to skate in the NHL if they can perform at that level.

"You're not going to meld anybody in before their time," said Penny. "They'll work their way in."

It would be nice if the reduced salary cap enables teams to find more NHL-ready talent. But Penny is skeptical that it will lead to an infusion of new talent at the appropriate time.

"You'd like that to be the case," he said. "But if a guy's not capable of playing at the NHL level, you're not going to put him into your lineup if he can't do it. That's not going to work."

Even with all of the technology available and reduced salary cap, it's still important for teams to see their prospects perform over a considerable period of time, said Canucks scout Dave Babych.

"There's nowhere to hide anymore when you're out scouting," said Babych. "For me, personally, you can see someone and see that they have the talent to play. But then you have to watch them numerous times and see if their heart's in the same rank, and character and all that kind of stuff. When you see it's all put together, then you'll see them move up."

Boston Bruins scout Tom McVie said there is a greater sense of urgency to identify young NHL-ready talent because players don't get traded anymore - their salaries do.

"Your good players have gotta get the salaries and you've gotta bring new blood into your organization right away," he said.

But Canucks top 2013 choice Bo Horvat and Max Reinhart, who played 67 games last season, his first as a pro, with Calgary's AHL farm team in Abbotsford, B.C., and 11 games with the Flames, said they don't spend a lot of time thinking about how a reduced salary cap offers more NHL opportunities.

The Flames, said Reinhart, have been very clear in their expectations, and players know they have to meet them before sticking in the NHL.
Chevy hopes change is progress

Jets had 'productive summer,' GM says
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PENTICTON, B.C. -- After his busiest summer as general manager of the Winnipeg Jets, Kevin Cheveldayoff, now into his third season in charge, finally sees his team in transition.

When the franchise relocated from Atlanta, and through the lockout-shortened season, changes to the team's roster were limited.

"You're constantly in a state of trying to improve," Cheveldayoff said ahead of this week's return to the ice with the prospects tournament in Penticton, B.C., where the Jets' rookies will be facing rookie squads from San Jose, Calgary, Edmonton and Vancouver. "If you look at all the different players that are here and the ones that are gone, I don't know if you can take a snapshot every day and see the changes, but an overview of who was here, who is here, who's staying and who's gone, you're seeing a lot of changes.

"There's an evolution and a growth and hopefully the two intersect and lead to some good things."

The team has chosen not to re-sign free agents Ron Hainsey, Nik Antropov, Kyle Wellwood and Antti Miettinen over the summer, while re-upping with key players like defenceman Zach Bogosian and forwards Blake Wheeler and Bryan Little.

"We had obviously a lot of things that needed to happen," he said. "From a signing standpoint, there was a lot on our plate. We knew there would be processes in place and in the NHL you work on different deadlines. I thought it was a very productive summer. The acquisitions of (Devin) Setoguchi and (Michael) Frolik, we are certainly waiting anxiously to see how they integrate."

IVAN THE HEALTHY: Ivan Telegin remains one of the Jets' top prospects -- and a bit of an enigma, too. Scouts and coaches have been raving about his speed for years, but his 2012-13 season was crushed by injuries, including a concussion that limited him to just 34 games (three goals, seven assists) with the St. John's IceCaps.

"It's unfortunate the injury did hit him so hard and he missed a good portion of the season," said Cheveldayoff. "But it's all part of the process. All of these players will develop under their own time frame.

"It's just good to have a guy with his speed and ability and size back on the ice and in the prospects' stable is exciting."
Playing with sense of urgency

Prospects tournament chance for new pros to make impression with Jets management
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Axel Blomqvist leads a group of Winnipeg Jets prospects onto the ice at the MTS Iceplex for one last skate at the Winnipeg Jets Rookie Camp Thursday morning before the players catch a flight to Penticton, B.C., to play in the Vancouver Canucks Young Stars tournament. 
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Axel Blomqvist leads a group of Winnipeg Jets prospects onto the ice at the MTS Iceplex for one last skate at the Winnipeg Jets Rookie Camp Thursday morning before the players catch a flight to Penticton, B.C., to play in the Vancouver Canucks Young Stars tournament. (JOE BRYKSA) 
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PENTICTON, B.C. -- Summer's hiatus from hard-core hockey -- especially making nice and making friends at development camp -- gives way this week to reality as the Winnipeg Jets ready a group of prospects for a five-team tournament in B.C.'s interior.

Nothing over the next four days is going to determine who will be part of the Jets roster when the NHL's regular season begins Oct. 1 but it's a lot more important for some than others.

First-round draft picks Mark Scheifele (2011) and Jacob Trouba (2012), for instance, will participate in this Vancouver Canucks Young Stars tournament, and given their projected fits on the Jets' main roster, they are expected to look pretty good this week.

But these three games will be but a minor part of the decision on how much the Jets will put on their shoulders come October.

Likewise, some of the team's draft picks such as 2013 first-rounder Josh Morrissey, Nic Petan, Eric Comrie, Jimmy Lodge and 2012 picks Scott Kosmachuk and Ryan Olsen all have junior eligibility remaining. The Jets' brass would like to see something from all of them but there is not massive pressure on those players to be NHL players next week.

Urgency, however, begins rather immediately for a group of new pros, including Adam Lowry, Lukas Sutter, Brenden Kitchon and J.C. Lipon. Their junior days are up and qualities and assets need to be seen now.

Lowry, in particular, is one to monitor.

The 20-year-old centre was last year's WHL player of the year after putting up 45 goals and 88 points with the Swift Current Broncos, leading to a contract with the Jets in the spring. His growth in size, to 6-5, and the development of his game, have opened some intriguing possibilities for the future, to the point where some in Jets' management hope he's a lot closer to being an NHLer than many suspect.

"Going in as a young guy, you don't have many expectations," Lowry said about gearing up for his first pro season. "You're trying to leave a good impression and there's not a whole lot of pressure.

"You know you're going to be returned to your junior team after the camp. Now being signed, you start to put a little pressure on yourself, show Chevy (GM Kevin Cheveldayoff) that you're continuing to develop and you're not taking for granted being signed. I definitely want to leave a good impression so that when I come into main camp, I'm at full stride and able to keep up with those guys."

Lowry said the growth in his offence last season in the WHL, from 12 to 45 goals, does not mean he's simply turned into an offensive player.

"More of a two-way player," Lowry said. "I was fortunate this year, played with a couple of good linemates and I got a lot of points from fortunate bounces.

"But as player I'm more successful when I play both ends of the rink. I've always been comfortable with how I've thought the game and with my decision-making but as I've matured in the last couple of years, my offence has rounded out.

"I'm not just a pure offensive guy but that part of my game is continuing to develop and improve."

A hint as to his state of mind going forward might be telling.

"Coming into this one, I definitely want to chip in, be a key, go-to guy," he said.

Heading into this tournament, Cheveldayoff said the evaluation process is again underway in earnest and cautioned that it's not all for some players and nothing for others.

"I wouldn't overemphasize anything but I wouldn't minimize anything," he said. "From our perspective, we approach each day with an open mind and you hope to be surprised or wowed or certainly that someone jumps out at you.

"That's kind of the process. This tournament for Mark Scheifele two years ago was fabulous and it led to him having a comfort level in our organization as to where he was."

The organization's new pros will have most eyes on them this week but Cheveldayoff didn't want to heap on the pressure.

"It's an important exercise for them but it's more than an exercise," he said. "It's a start to evaluation, preparedness. Any time they're stepping on the ice now, it's important. Having said that, what they do in Penticton isn't make or break. It's all part of the process.

"I don't know that there's a make-or-break point for anybody in this situation. But at the end of the day, it's still exhibition season. It's part of fine-tuning your game but you should always be trying to make an impression."

tim.campbell@freepress.mb.ca
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Evander Kane on this week’s controversy: ‘It’s not something I’m going to dwell on or think about. I’m here for the hockey season and that’s what I’m going to do.’  
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Evander KANE is back in Winnipeg and eager to make news for his hockey exploits only.

And so the Jets winger has taken care of a pair of outstanding traffic tickets after the Manitoba government filed a Court of Queen's Bench motion to garnishee his wages in an attempt to recoup $650.80 in fines and costs.

The tickets came after Kane was charged on June 4, 2012 for "using a hand-operated electronic device while driving a motor vehicle." That $249.80 ticket went unpaid, leading Manitoba Public Insurance to put a hold on his licence. Kane was stopped again by police last Oct. 18 and charged with driving without a valid licence and fined $311.

"It's something I thought I had taken care of before. It came a bit of a surprise, but it's rectified and taken care of now," said Kane Thursday after an informal skate with some of his Jets teammates at the MTS Iceplex. "I don't really remember what it was for. I just know there was an outstanding balance."

The Jets, as an organization, said they became aware of the unpaid tickets on Wednesday and less than a day later the issue had been handled. Both Kane and GM Kevin Cheveldayoff were made available to the media so that an explanation could be provided.

"Everybody has a personal life and different things happen in their personal lives but from what I understand it's been taken care of and it's complete," said Cheveldayoff.

"These kind of things, certainly when you're in the public spotlight they get brought to light. As citizens of the community we all have a responsibility to make sure we take care of different things. It's something that has been dealt with and certainly we're ready to move forward with it and he is as well."

Kane has been in the spotlight for positive and negative reasons in the past since the team's arrival from Atlanta, where the Thrashers drew far less media attention than the Jets.

"It's obviously something that you don't want to be dealing with consistently," Kane said of the negative press and whether that affected his reputation. "But... you play in a Canadian market and people are going to find anything to talk about or write about and the next thing you know it's front-page news.

"I'm moving forward, I'm moving on. It's not something I'm going to dwell on or think about. I'm here for the hockey season and that's what I'm going to do."

ed.tait@freepress.mb.ca Twitter: WFPEdTait
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Winnipeg Jets prospects, from left: Lucas Sutter, Mark Scheifele and Scott Komaschuk at the Winnipeg Jets Rookie Camp at the MTS Iceplex Thursday. 
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Mark Scheifele desperately wants to be wearing a Winnipeg Jets jersey for the regular-season opener next month. And so any chance he gets to impress the organization’s brass is critical in chasing that goal.

The Winnipeg Jets rookies took to the ice at MTS Iceplex Thursday morning before preparing to leave for Penticton, B.C. and the Vancouver Canucks Young Stars tournament this weekend. Scheifele said he is "just under 200 pounds" – all of it muscle – and that speaks to his growth both as a player and a man since being the club’s first-round draft choice in 2011.

"I have to show my progression throughout the summer and that I’ve gained a lot over the last few months since development camp and just continue to show what I can do on the ice," said Scheifele, who spent the summer working with ex-NHLer Gary Roberts on his strength and conditioning. "Gary wants you to get strong, wants you to get bigger but he doesn’t want to take anything away from your speed. He does a good job at that and I feel good."

There’s a spot on the Jets’ depth chart for Scheifele, providing he can earn it during camp.

"That first year I felt a little awestruck… not knowing what to expect, not knowing how to adapt to playing against guys like (Dustin) Byfuglien and (Zach) Bogosian and huge guys like that," he said. "Now that I’ve went through it two years and seen what it takes to handle playing against big guys like that I definitely think my mental side has gone a big way since my first year.

"To be able to grow as a player and to be able to go back to Barrie (Colts) and learn from Dale (Hawerchuk) and then coming back for camp each year, you definitely gain that confidence each and every year. You get more comfortable with being around the rink and knowing what to expect. That helps a lot."

The Jets are bringing 24 players to the tournament in Penticton, including Scheifele and fellow first round draft picks Jacob Trouba (2012) and Josh Morrissey (2013).

Ed.tait@freepress.mb.ca

Twitter: @WFPEdTait
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Winnipeg Jets' Evander Kane practising at the MTS Iceplex Thursday. 
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Evander Kane said he is back in Winnipeg to make news for his hockey exploits, not unpaid traffic tickets.

And so the Jets winger said Thursday he has taken care of a pair of outstanding tickets after the Manitoba government filed a Court of Queen’s Bench motion to garnishee his wages in an attempt to recoup $650.80 in fines and costs. The tickets came after Kane was charged on June 4, 2012 for "using a hand-operated electronic device while driving a motor vehicle." That $249.80 ticket went unpaid, leading Manitoba Public Insurance to put a hold on his licence.

Kane was stopped again by police last Oct. 18 and charged with driving without a valid licence and fined $311.

"It’s something I thought I had taken care of before. It came a bit of a surprise, but it’s rectified and taken care of now," said Kane Thursday after an informal skate with some of his Jets teammates at MTS Iceplex. "I don’t really remember what it was for. I just know there was an outstanding balance. On that subject (driving while texting) obviously it’s very dangerous and I don’t recommend it to anybody."

Asked if he was worried he was developing a reputation for some of his off-ice behaviour, Kane added: "It’s obviously something that you don’t want to be dealing with consistently. But… you play in a Canadian market and people are going to find anything to talk about or write about and the next thing you know it’s front-page news.

"I’m moving forward, I’m moving on. It’s not something I’m going to dwell on or think about. I’m here for the hockey season and that’s what I’m going to do."

The Jets said they became aware of the unpaid tickets on Wednesday.

"Everybody has a personal life and different things happen in their personal lives but from what I understand it’s been taken care of and it’s complete," said GM Kevin Cheveldayoff.

"These kind of things, certainly when you’re in the public spotlight they get brought to light. As citizens of the community we all have a responsibility to make sure we take care of different things. It’s something that has been dealt with and certainly we’re ready to move forward with it and he is as well."

Ed.tait@freepress.mb.ca

Twitter: WFPEdTait
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After ramping up his off-season fitness training, Jets centre Olli Jokinen plans to answer critics with a big season in 2013-14
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Olli Jokinen still believes he can be an impact player, even if others are now doubting him. 
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Olli JOKINEN, after being poked and pushed and probed on the subject of his disappointing season, finally put an end to the discussion with a pronouncement that, if true, could dramatically alter the complexion of the Winnipeg Jets.

"Let's leave it at this. You ain't seen nothing yet," said Jokinen, before turning and walking away and then stopping to look over his shoulder to repeat himself. "You ain't seen nothing yet."

It's a point of fact that Jets followers have seen very little, and some might argue nothing from Jokinen, who scored just seven goals and 14 points in 45 games last season.

A free agent signing in the summer of 2012, Jokinen was brought in to add offence and provide Evander Kane with a running mate. It didn't pan out and Jokinen knows it.

The veteran went to the point of telling Jets coach Claude Noel in his exit meeting last spring if he had performed at a higher level, the team would have reached the post-season.

That's a lot for a player to put on himself but in that assessment lies what Jokinen expects of himself at this stage of his career. He still believes he can be an impact player, even if others are now doubting him.

"I'm honest with myself. You have to be. There were some guys that had good seasons last year and others that didn't get enough accomplished," said Jokinen, who will turn 35 this season. "I didn't play as well as I can. That's no secret."

Jokinen admits to making a mistake, albeit for the right reasons, by not playing in Europe during the lockout. While others kept their legs moving at game pace, Jokinen remained in Winnipeg and when the season resumed, he was behind. And he stayed behind all season.

"I should have played but I had the family moved up here and we were trying to get settled and I kept pushing it back hoping the lockout would end," said Jokinen.

It was an eye-opener for a player that works hard on his fitness and has always been one of the fastest in the pack. Age is something Jokinen is aware of but never had it been so clearly defined as a factor.

"I've done some things different this summer. I started skating in July. I've never skated that early," said Jokinen, who took almost no time off this summer but immediately started training three days after the Jets' season ended.

Down six pounds in an attempt to revive the speed that powers his offence, Jokinen has a determined look right now.

Long past the point of having to prove anything as a player with over 1,000 NHL games and 697 career points, Jokinen didn't enjoy underachieving. He wants to perform for the Jets and for himself.

"I have one year left on my contract. But I'd like to play five or six more years and I think I can," he said. "I like short-term deals at this stage of my career because they motivate me. Don't get me wrong. I'd love to have a 10-year deal right now but no one is going to give me one."

The Jets made some additions to their roster this summer by bringing in Devon Setoguchi and Michael Frolik. The club also expects first-round pick Mark Scheifele to push for work in Winnipeg.

Jokinen can see all that's going on around him and he knows if he's going to get the kind of ice time he got last season, he'll have to produce.

There will be more competition for the prime opportunities this season. Last year, Noel kept putting Jokinen on the ice despite a lack of production because he felt he had no one else.

That won't be the case this season.

Jokinen is right when he says we "ain't seen nothing yet."

And we will either see something from him this season or it will be bye bye, Olli.

lawless@freepress.mb.ca Twitter: @garylawless

Gary Lawless, Winnipeg Free Press
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Jets' Mark Scheifele takes a breather at the MTS Iceplex Tuesday. 
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FORWARDSPOSHTWTHOMETOWNBIRTHDATE12/13 CLUBGPGAPTSPIM

65 Blomqvist, AxelLW6'5"194Osby, SWEJan 30 1995Lethbridge (WHL)597263366

61Brassard, AustenRW6'2"203Windsor, Ont.Jan 14 1993Belleville (OHL)6214193394

83Cisse, YasinRW6'3"210Westmount, Que.Mar 11 1992Blainville-Bois. (QMJHL)27861427

57Dupuy, JeanRW6'3" 195Orleans, Ont.Oct 6 1994Kingston (OHL)4243779

72Kosmachuk, ScottRW6'0"190Richmond Hill, Ont.Jan 24 1994Guelph (OHL)68353065105

46Lipon, J.C.RW6'0"180Regina, SKJuly 10 1993Kamloops (WHL)61365389115

45Lodge, JimmyRW6'2"166West Chester, Pa.Mar 5 1995Saginaw (OHL)6428396728

56Lowry, AdamC6'5"210Calgary, Alta.Mar 29 1993Swift Current (WHL)72454388102

68Olsen, RyanC6'2"190Delta, BCMar 25 1994Kelowna (WHL)6932245687

38Petan, NicC5'9"170Delta, BCMar 22 1995Portland (WHL)71467412043

55Scheifele, MarkC6'2"192Kitchener, Ont.Mar 15, 1993Barrie (OHL)4539407930

47Sutter, LukasC6'1"214Lethbridge, Alta.Oct 4 1993Saskatoon (WHL)72131124168

52Telegin, IvanLW6'2"195Novokuznetsk, RUSFeb 28 1992St. John's (AHL)3437108

88Theoret, Mich.tchellLW6'2"212Montreal, Que.June 8 1993Barrie (OHL)257111814

89Verrier, JeromeRW5'11"181Drummondville, Que.May 10 1994Drummondville (QMJHL)68354075116

DEFENCEMENPOSHTWTHOMETOWNBIRTHDATE12/13 CLUBGPGAPTSPIM

82Bell, ZachD6'2"228Brampton, Ont.Feb 13 1993Brampton (OHL)679182750

59Kichton, BrendenD6'0"189Edmonton, Alta.June 18 1992Spokane (WHL)7122638530

53Kostalek, JanD6'1"181Prague, CZEFeb 17 1995Rimouski (QMJHL)485131853

36Morrissey, JoshD6'0"186Calgary, Alta.Mar 28 1995Prince Albert (WHL)7015324791

64Sol, CodyD6'6"235Woodstock, Ont.Feb 11 1991St. John's (AHL)2613463

Colorado (ECHL)25538109

73Stanton, TyD6'3"173St. Albert, Alta.May 23 1995Medicine Hat (WHL)442141629

3Trouba, JacobD6'2"196Rochester, Mich.Feb 26 1994Michigan (CCHA)3712172988

GOALTENDERSPOSHTWTHOMETOWNBIRTHDATE12/13 CLUBGPW-L-OT GAASV%SO

60Comrie, EricG6'1"167Edmonton, Alta.July 6 1995Tri-City (WHL)3720-14-3 2.62.9152

1Olkinuora, JuhoG6'2"200Helsinki, FINNov 4 1990Denver (WCHA)2413-6-5 2.35.9273
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It's different in the West

IT'S still the National Hockey League, but the guys in the know say the style of play Winnipeg Jets fans will see now the Jets are no longer in the Eastern Conference will be different.

"I don't know if there's a huge difference, but there's definitely a difference," Jets forward Evander Kane said Tuesday. "I think the West is a little more tight-checking, it's bigger, I'd probably say it's even a little slower than the East...
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"I enjoyed the East -- it was more run and gun, an open style. But I'm looking forward to getting into some different cities and different buildings and win some hockey games."

Jets captain Andrew Ladd was asked if it's daunting moving into a new Central Division with the defending Stanley Cup Champion Chicago Blackhawks.

"In my opinion, I think it will be good for us -- looking at what some of those teams have done in the past and realizing we will have to take our game to the next level to be able to challenge those guys for a playoff spot.

"I think the last two years, we've played our best hockey against the top teams and it seems to bring the best out of us, for whatever reason. So hopefully it does that from the get-go this year."

Devin Setoguchi, one of the newest Jets, spent the last six seasons in the Western Conference as a member of the San Jose Sharks and, most recently, the Minnesota Wild.

He said some of the geographical realignment that went along with the Jets switching conferences should make things easier on everyone.

"I know last year in Minnesota we travelled like 32,000 miles and that was a lot," said Setoguchi. "The realignment is nice."

On IQ scale of 1-10, a 10

SETOGUCHI, probably wisely, has decided to shed his customary number now that he's a member of a Winnipeg Jets team whose fan base equates the number '10' with royalty.

"'10' kind of has a history here," Setoguchi laughed Tuesday morning. "It's tough following up 50-goal seasons wearing number 10. Dale Hawerchuk did that pretty well, so I decided to go with something else. "

Hawerchuk, of course, played centre for nine seasons with the Jets, recording six seasons of 100 points or more and never averaging less than a point-per-game as a Jet.

Setoguchi, who was acquired from Minnesota in the off-season, said wearing '10' in Winnipeg "crossed my mind" but in the end he opted for a more unconventional hockey number that at least resembles his old number.

"'40' kind of looks like '10,'" said Setoguchi, "just with a little mark on it...A number is one thing, but it's more about what's on the front, not what's on the back."

Setoguchi carries big shot

LADD said he likes what he's seen out of Setoguchi. "He's got a hell of a shot. He's a guy that can score a lot of goals. And anyone who's followed us the last couple of years know we need probably a little more secondary scoring.

"He'll give us that and hopefully he can find chemistry with whoever he's put with. He's definitely a guy, if you get him the puck in the right spot, he's going to put it into the net."

Jokinen vows bounce-back

THE rumours of Olli Jokinen's demise have been greatly exaggerated, says Jokinen.

Asked on Tuesday if he thought he had another big season in him after what was a disappointing season last year, Jokinen was bold.

"I think I'm going to have five or six big seasons left. I'm not nearly as done as you guys think," said the 34-year-old centre. "I've been playing a long time and still feel like I can play a bunch."

Jokinen had seven goals and seven assists in 45 games last season.

Keane on board

THE Winnipeg Jets have added local hockey legend Mike Keane as their assistant of player development.

A three-time Stanley Cup winner who played 1,161 career NHL games in Montreal, Colorado, New York (Rangers), Dallas, St. Louis and Vancouver, Keane wrapped up his career in Winnipeg, where he was a member of the AHL's Manitoba Moose from 2005-2010.

The Jets announced Tuesday that Keane will work with Jimmy Roy -- the team's player development co-ordinator and a former Moose teammate -- and will focus in particular on developing and evaluating players on the club's AHL farm team in St. John's.

-- Paul Wiecek

Republished from the Winnipeg Free Press print edition September 4, 2013 D3
Best NHL draft picks have a certain intangible

Jets call it being 'a hockey player'
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All draft picks have something that caught a scout's eye, but going from prospect to pro takes more than speed or size or shootout skills. You have to be... a player.

"We're looking for hockey players. The guys that do the little things right. You're up 3-2 and the other team pulls the goalie, you're looking for the guy that passes the puck instead of shooting it," said Jets assistant GM Craig Heisinger. "Everybody has their term. At the end of the day we're looking for what we call hockey players. That doesn't get said about every guy that plays. There are some that we look at and say, 'that's a hockey player.' Those guys separate themselves when put in a situation like this."

Related Items

Videos

•Noel on Trouba, Kane and Clitsome Sep 17 

•Pavelec and Mark Stuart pre game Sep 17 

Slideshows

•Winnipeg Jets vs. Edmonton Oilers, Sept. 17, 2013 

Articles

•Winning ways on display 

•Ex-journeyman now bench boss 

•Jets-Oilers stars, summary 

•Kane not shy about wanting ice 

•Jets edge Oilers for first win this pre-season 

Jets Scores

Edmonton 2

Winnipeg 3

FINALBoxscore

Powered by Sports Direct Inc.

The Jets will welcome their prospect class to Winnipeg on Thursday morning and put them through a quick skate before whisking them off to Penticton, B.C. to take part in the Vancouver Canucks Young Stars tournament, featuring the youth of the Canucks, Jets, Sans Jose Sharks, Calgary Flames and Edmonton Oilers.

GM Kevin Cheveldayoff, Heisinger and head coach Claude Noel will be among the Jets staffers watching from the stands.

"One of the scout's favourite slogans is, 'the outline of the player is there.' There's a lot that goes into determining whether there's enough to fill out that outline of the player," said Heisinger. "It comes down to things like effort and compete and will. Hockey sense. The outline is the vision, the size, the skating, the strength. The rest of it is what makes up a hockey player."

The Jets already know the statistical side of their draft picks, now they're looking to find out more about them as actual players when put in a setting against the best of their age.

"The rookie tournament is to get that peer group together that will hopefully grow up to one day be Winnipeg Jets. You get to see them as players against their peer group," said Heisinger. "We'll see them in social situations and game situations and see how they react."

The Jets will have prospects on the verge such as Mark Scheifele and Jacob Trouba in Penticton, as well as hopefuls like Nick Petan and first-round pick Josh Morrissey.

The club is getting closer to establishing the organizational depth at the prospect level Cheveldayoff has been aiming for since taking over the team.

"It's at times like this tournament where it's clear we're becoming the Winnipeg Jets and not the transplanted Atlanta Thrashers," said Heisinger. "We have three drafts under our belt, so for the most part these are our players that the Winnipeg Jets have drafted and believe in."

The Jets have continually preached a message of draft, develop and retain. This summer Cheveldayoff re-signed a number of young free agents to long-term deals. Now he's hoping his work at the draft table can begin to supply his organization with young players pushing for work with the AHL's St. John's IceCaps and the NHL's Jets.

Scheifele is likely to crack the Jets lineup out of camp and Trouba is also a possibility. Players such as Adam Lowry, J.C. Lipon and Brenden Kichton will fight for work in St. John's.

"We would like to have a bunch of young guys in St. John's that come up together. That work together and learn together and maybe win together down there and then maybe make the step to the next level together," said Heisinger. "That's how you get better. Look at the Ottawa Senators, the Chicago Blackhawks, the Boston Bruins. Those guys have come up as a group. Tried to win in the AHL, and then it translates to the NHL."

Most of all, Heisinger says this is a chance for players to introduce themselves.

"These are the opportunities players have to take advantage of. They'll have management and coaches all looking at them. They can show us something," he said.

gary.lawless@freepress.mb.ca Twitter: @garylawless

Gary Lawless, Winnipeg Free Press
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Jets' Mark Scheifele takes a breather at the MTS Iceplex Tuesday. 
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OUR picks for the five players to watch:

1. Nick Petan: He's heading back to junior but there is a buzz within the Jets organization about this player that's hard to ignore. Petan's size is the big question mark, but if he can play in NHL at 5-9, Winnipeg might have a No. 1 centre on their hands.

2. Mark Scheifele: The Jets would like to season Scheifele a bit in the AHL but a quick look at the organization's depth at centre says that's unlikely. Scheifele will have to get badly outplayed in training camp to not make the Jets opening night roster.

3. Jacob Trouba: If you talk to evaluators with other NHL teams they're all sure Trouba is NHL ready. The Jets, however, need to weigh Trouba's ability to contribute in the NHL against his development curve in the AHL. If it's better for Trouba to play in all situations in the AHL and log big minutes versus a minor role in the NHL, expect him to get some time in St. John's.

4. Joshua Morrissey: This year's first-round selection will have lots of eyes on him as he gets his feet wet as a pro. Book on Morrissey is he's a smart player with skill, but not a physical presence.

5. Adam Lowry: Lowry has rapidly developed since being drafted by the Jets and proved to be a consistent scorer at the WHL level. Size and skill but one major question mark -- whether he can skate well enough to be effective as a pro.
CALGARY -- When the buzzword "opportunity" is thrown around at an NHL training camp, it usually applies to rookies trying to crack the big team's roster.

But for the Calgary Flames it also applies to a guy like six-year NHL veteran TJ Galiardi, who is looking to take his career to another level at a new position.

The Calgary native was converted from wing to centre just a week ago when camp opened, and he has settled into his new responsibilities quite nicely.

He had a goal and an assist and was the best player on the ice Tuesday as a Flames split squad scored four times in the second period on its way to a 5-3 victory over a New York Islanders split squad in NHL pre-season action.

"I played centre growing up, I played centre in college, in the WHL and in my first year in the NHL when (current flames assistant) Jacques Cloutier was my assistant coach," said Galiardi, who centred Lee Stempniak and Curtis Glencross. "I think he was the one that suggested it to (Flames coach) Bob (Hartley) when they traded for me."

Despite having played the wing the last four years, including the last year and a half spent with San Jose, Cloutier knew Galiardi could perform well as a centre.

"I felt he could help us in the middle and it's the perfect time of the year to try him because you need repetition," said Cloutier, who ran the bench with Hartley in Regina with the other half of the Flames split squad. "He needs to play down low and needs some forechecking and I think tonight was probably his best game. He was moving well and hopefully he can keep it up and we can keep him in the middle."

Galiardi's work included a strong play along the boards to help set up the first of two goals for Dennis Wideman, a couple other nifty set-ups including one to Tim Jackman and a nice toe drag move that he almost turned into a beautiful goal.

On his goal, which made it 4-1 late in the second, he patiently waited for Islanders goalie Anders Nilsson to commit then stepped around him and rifled a shot under the crossbar.

He hasn't hit the 10-goal mark since scoring 15 in 2009-10. But it's something he's been working at as he knows he's capable or producing more and the Flames, who are very thin at centre ice are going to need it.

"That's something I wanted to work on for sure. The last couple years, I feel like I could have had 10 more goals each year if I just beared down a little," said Galiardi, who was acquired from the Sharks for a fourth round draft pick. "There was even that chance early in the game that I probably should have scored. Those are things you learn from watching guys that are very consistent scorers."

That's players like Joe Thornton, who he ended up on a line with during last year's playoffs.

"If you look at the way he finished last year and played in the playoffs on the big line with Thornton and (Brent) Burns, he played some pretty important minutes and I think that maybe helped him recapture a little bit of his confidence. Now he's got a little bit of a different role. Especially playing in the middle. It's a big difference," Cloutier said.

So far, so good for the 25-year-old.

"I think that's part of the reason why they brought me in here. They saw that I could step up offensively but you have to prove it, right, or else it's not going to happen," Galiardi said. "I've been getting a lot of great opportunities, the coaching staff has been great to me and I want to take advantage of it."

Also scoring for Calgary was Lance Bouma and Glencross into an open net.

The Islanders got goals from Michael Grabner, Griffin Reinhart and Riley Wetmore.

"It was exciting. My Mom's family grew up here, My Dad (Paul) played here, Max is with the Flames franchise now so it was a cool opportunity to get into my first game here," said Reinhart, the Islanders fourth overall pick in 2012.

Notes: Galiardi went 11-11 in 22 faceoffs ... Clutterbuck left the game early in the third period favouring his leg. He was shaken up after delivering a heavy hit on Paul Byron ... Joey MacDonald went the distance in net for Calgary, finishing with 18 saves ... Kevin Poulin finished with 14 saves on 16 shots while Anders Nilsson turned aside 11 of the 13 shots he faced.

Monahan, Ramo shine as Flames double Isles in Regina

Hartley gushing over first rounder, who potted two goals in 4-2 win

By Kristen Odland, Calgary HeraldSeptember 18, 2013

REGINA — Hard on himself as most players are, Sean Monahan had made no excuses about his sub-par pre-season game on Saturday night against the Edmonton Oilers. 

In Monday’s 4-2 loss to the Ottawa Senators at Saskatoon, No. 23 was noticeable — just not in the way Calgary Flames needed their sixth overall 2013 draft pick to be.

But at Regina’s Brandt Centre against the New York Islanders?

Monahan ignited the team’s offence, scoring two goals in the second period and capitalizing on the hard work of those around him to pace the group in a 4-2 split-squad victory, their third pre-season game in four nights.

Regardless, boarding the team charter back to Calgary with roster cuts on the horizon, Monahan was just as anxious as anybody.

“Obviously, I’m still young,” the 18-year-old centreman was saying. “I’m nervous and I don’t know what’s going to happen, but my goal is to play here. 

“So, we’ll see what happens.”

Whether or not Monahan stays or goes back to the Ottawa 67’s in the next few days (or weeks) is anyone’s guess. But, if you asked anyone in the assembled crowd of 4,189 in Regina (who have seen junior players like Jordan Eberle and Flames prospect Morgan Klimchuk roll through town), you’d likely get the same answer on his fate. Keep him.

Earlier in the day, after the game, and, really, since the start of 2013-14 training camp, head coach Bob Hartley has been raving.

“For such a young centreman, I think he’s adapting real well to NHL hockey,” Hartley said at the morning skate. “He still has things to learn which is perfectly normal for any kids that age. He doesn’t get rattled. He’s very poised . . . we have big plans for this young man.

“I don’t know Sean a lot but every day, I’m having fun watching him.”

On Tuesday, the fun began with the Monahan show in the second period. Hands-down, the kid’s impact changed the outcome of the game.

Monahan’s first strike came on an Islanders’ line change 1:11 into the middle frame when he accepted a feed from Corban Knight and found an open corner above veteran NHL goalie Evgeni Nabokov — a nice goal, pre-season or not.

Sure, he’d taken a hooking penalty immediately after and, of course, John Tavares — one of the best players on the planet — scored (Later, Monahan fessed up, “I guess I’ve gotta learn how quick the power-plays are in the NHL”). But he made up for it.

Shortly after, Flames veteran (and new resident tough guy?) Matt Stajan capitalized on a turnover up the boards to make it 2-1. Calgary centreman Mikael Backlund put the group up 3-1 thanks to some hard work done by prospects Emile Poirier and Corban Knight grinding along the boards.

Then, with 48.9 seconds left in the second, Monahan jumped on an open puck chipped out by Sven Baertschi and made no mistake.     

“The first one, I kind of knew I was going to go shelf there,” Monahan said. “But the second one, I was just trying to get a stick on it and get it to that side of the net since the goalie was going to slide over.”

Monahan wasn’t the only prospect who shone against an Islanders team still trying to find its legs in its first pre-season clash. 

Max Reinhart, playing shifts at centre and on the wing, battled along with long-shot Josh Jooris (who had a few bursts of speed and dug in front of New York’s net), defenceman Mark Cundari (who had the hit of the evening on Islanders winger Boulton in the second period), and Baertschi.   

But also impressing was the play of goalie Karri Ramo.

Although he was barely sweating after being tested just five times by the Islanders in the first period, Ramo fell into a groove in the second — especially while the Flames were trying to kill off Monahan’s penalty. With Tavares, Ryan Strome, and Matt Moulson playing keep-away, they unleashed four different attempts from four different angles and Ramo stopped all of them.

Although Tavares eventually put one past him on that advantage and setup Moulson on a third-period power play, there was no question Ramo looked more comfortable than Saturday night in Edmonton.

Immediately after the game, Hartley was on the phone to find out what happened in the other split-squad game in Calgary and was already planning to begin their discussions on the plane.

Early Wednesday morning, Hartley is meeting with general manager Jay Feaster to continue the decision-making process. 

“There are some kids that put money in the bank tonight,” Hartley said. “I don’t know how long it’s going to take them, but some kids were really impressive. Now, we have to put everything in the blender.

“We’re going to come up with our final decision and we’re going to start making some phone calls.”

ICE CHIPS . . . Flames D Chris Butler drew in for blueline prospect Pat Sieloff on Tuesday ... Sieloff broke his cheekbone in Monday’s fight against the Ottawa Senators and will be assessed by Calgary doctors when the team returns on Wednesday ... “That’s sad because here’s a young man who put in his time, showed up to camp in great shape,” Hartley said. ... D Ryan Culkin started Tuesday’s game but left with an injury.

Wideman struts trademark skills, leads Flames to 5-3 pre-season win over Islanders

It&#8217;s usually rookies and prospects aiming to make a difference in pre-season, but Flames vets are turning heads early

By SCOTT CRUICKSHANK, Calgary HeraldSeptember 18, 2013
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Calgary&#8217;s Ben Street, right, gets a chance close in on New York Islanders goalie Kevin Poulin during pre-season action in Calgary on Tuesday. The Flames won 5-3.
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With the Calgary Flames’ power-brokers scribbling in their clipboards, with the axe poised to fall many times Wednesday, the youngsters are understandably feeling the heat.

Something, though, has gotten into the veterans.

Monday in Saskatoon, you have Matt Stajan fighting some six-foot-four, 221-pound dude.

Tuesday in Calgary, you have Dennis Wideman laying out Cal Clutterbuck — yes, Cal Clutterbuck — with a huge hip check. For a chap who had collected 40 hits in 46 dates last season, that may seem a tad out of character. (After all, 10 of his teammates picked up more belts.)

But Wideman also strutted his trademark stuff.

Following his second-period collision, he drilled home two goals — one a sizzling slapper, one a expertly roofed power play wrister — to pace his squad to a 5-3 triumph over the New York Islanders in National Hockey League pre-season action at the Scotiabank Saddledome.

A one-man highlight package, eh?

“Well, I’d prefer it were in the regular season, not the pre-season,” said Wideman, chuckling. “I like to score, but hitting is fun, too.”

Burying hard shots? That, we’ve seen before. (Wideman, in fact, picked up a marker Saturday in Edmonton with a wicked wrister.)

But delivering that old-school hip check?

“Yeah, the old Rob Blake specialty,” said T.J. Galiardi. “That’s the thing with the league now — there’s guys who can hit and they’re very deceptive. Wides showed it right there.”

Wideman explains.

That particular approach carries an element of self-preservation.

“When you’re my size, you almost have to (hit that way),” said the defender, listed as six-feet tall. “A lot of the times, if you go in, you’re going to get that guy’s shoulder right in the face if you don’t get lower. When guys are bigger than you all the time . . . I’ve learned to have my hip first, even when I’m squeezing someone off. If I come in there (upright), a lot of times, I’m eating the shoulder pad — right in the jaw.”

The Flames, who outshot the visitors 30-21, also got goals from Lance Bouma, Curtis Glencross and Galiardi. Replying for the Islanders were Michael Grabner, Griffin Reinhart and Riley Wetmore.

“We had some spurts when we were really good,” said Wideman. “Then we had some spurts when we got caught in our own zone and got running around a little bit. But I thought, for the most part, we were pretty solid.”

The Calgarians, after three games in two nights, don’t play again till Monday when the New York Rangers roll into town.

For established players at this time of year, this is not only a fine-tuning exercise. There are experiments to conduct.

Such as Galiardi at centre.

On a unit with Lee Stempniak and Glencross — which combined for seven scoring points — he looked like a fit.

“Top-class players,” said Galiardi, who won 11 of his 22 draws, “and fun to play with.”

And it must be said — Galiardi’s power play tally was of the goal-scorer’s variety.

In possession of the puck — and moving backwards through the top of the crease, he waited. Then waited. Then calmly roofed the puck.

“The past couple years I feel like I could have had 10 more goals each year if I’d just beared down a little,” said Galiardi, who’s scored 39 times in 221 career appearances. “Things like that, you learn from watching guys who are very consistent scorers. I was lucky to play with a lot of guys last year (in San Jose) who helped me along.

“I just want to carry it over to this year.”

C-NOTES: Wearing A’s — D Mark Giordano, LW Curtis Glencross, RW Lee Stempniak . . . AHL Abbotsford opens its camp Friday. The Heat’s first pre-season display is Sunday against the Utica Comets, farm team of the Vancouver Canucks.

scruickshank@calgaryherald.com

Johnson: Local wants to be known for more than just being the guy who dropped the Memorial Cup

New York Islanders hopeful Chris Bruton chuckles about the night, as captain of the Spokane Chiefs, he broke the trophy

By George Johnson, Calgary HeraldSeptember 18, 2013
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Calgarian Chris Bruton is attempting to make the New York Islanders and it was a thrill for him to play a preseason game in his hometown on Tuesday night.

Calgarian Chris Bruton is attempting to make the New York Islanders and it was a thrill for him to play a preseason game in his hometown on Tuesday night.

Photograph by: Stuart Gradon, Calgary Herald

Being a YouTube curiosity isn’t enough for Chris Bruton.

“I’ve already had some laughs with the guys here,” admits the 26-year-old Calgary boy/New York Islanders hopeful. “I’ve got the (Memorial Cup) tattoo on my back so of course the question comes up of who I was with, what year we won.

“And after awhile, it all kind of winds down to: ‘Oh, yeah? Who was that idiot who dropped the Cup?’

“And I have say ‘Well, that idiot was me.’ ”

(Actually, the silly thing falls apart on its own, the cup detaching from the base, as a bushy-bearded Bruton, captain of the triumphant Spokane Chiefs, is handing the trophy off to teammate Trevor Glass).

Five years later, Bruton shrugs off any residual (and grossly unfair) infamy.

“Hey, my parents and my close friends tell me: ‘You’re going to be the team that’s remembered forever.’

“So winning that championship and being on a team that’s remembered forever, well, I guess I can live with that.”

Growing up virtually 10 minutes from the Saddledome, up in Parkhill, Chris Bruton wondered what Tuesday night would feel like. The cauldron of emotions he’d need to contain. Now two hours from puck-drop between the split-squad Islanders and Calgary Flames, the ice freshly cleaned, the place he regarded through his youth as a kind of a shrine silent, virtually empty, that moment is at hand.

“I used to get up,” he says, standing by the visitors bench, “and look down every day at this building and dream of one day being a Calgary Flame or, better yet, just being able to step on the ice wearing an NHL jersey.

“For me and my family, the whole culture of outdoor rinks, being in the Calgary minor system working my way up . . .

“I mean, this is the epitome of what I’ve worked my whole life for.”

See, there is no such thing as ‘exhibition’ game for Chris Bruton. Not after a frustrating run of post-Memorial Cup hockey time spent at Acadia University, the ECHL Alaska Aces and, most recently, the AHL Peoria Rivermen.

“I was fortunate enough to be captain of a Memorial Cup-winning team and I was a point-a-game guy basically and there wasn’t even a contract, anywhere, for a guy like me when my junior career was over. I was stunned. For the first time in my life I maybe didn’t believe in myself as hockey player as much I should’ve.

“I think I’ve learned a ton down the bumpy roads. Just keep persevering, just every day go to work. Anything you can do to catch a coach’s or a scout’s attention.

“I know I can play. I’ve shown that in the practice format and now, in a game, this is where they want to see it even more.”

This. At 26, the time is now.

“I don’t want to play in the American league. I want to play here. Everyone in this organization makes it pretty clear: If you’re someone that can help this team win, then you’re someone they want here, to be a part of this. Whatever you bring: Energy, hitting, blocking shots. Not everyone can score two or three goals a game, or be a John Tavares. But whatever you do bring, there’s value in that.”

And Bruton delivered a message of intent early Wednesday night, sending Michael Grabner off on a breakaway to give the Isles a 1-0 lead 3:20 into proceedings. Later, he dropped the mitts with Zach Mckelvie.

Now, THAT’s getting noticed.

Bruton had actually skated on the ’Dome ice before, twice during his stay in Spokane and once during a Flames’ summer development camp.

But this . . .

“This,” he tells you, “is special.

“I was around for the Cup run (in ’04), the Red Mile, a part of the excitement around the city. It was just . . . absolutely incredible. You just got completely engulfed by it all. Jarome Iginla was my favourite player. The way he carried himself. The way he played. What he meant to the city.

“Oh, yeah, I was a big Flames’ fan.’

Was. Past tense. A few others around this town have recently changed allegiances to the Isles, too.

“I’ve got a ton of friends and family coming to watch tonight,” laughs Bruton. “Most of them did the Stub-Hub thing, ’cause I think it was a little cheaper.”

His younger brother Thomas, attending the University of Victoria, flew in from the west coast to mark the occasion. Older sibling Patrick lives here anyhow. As does dad Ed, a corporate lawyer in town, and mom Catherine.

“I’d say there’ll probably 20 to 30 coming to the game. I played on all the outdoor rinks at Elbow Park, Rideau, Roxboro, with all my buddies, I’m sure a bunch of them wouldn’t miss this. And any time I make any play that looks half decent I’m sure they’ll say they were the ones that taught me that out on those rinks.

“My dad coached all three of us, my two brothers and I, growing up in the Elbow Park system. And he’s basically been my full-time sports psychologist ever since. He’s very objective, and very positive. He’s that one person I can always call and talk to. Says the right things, calms me down. He’s my best friend and I’m lucky to have him.

“And my poor mom. She wanted a girl and we got her a dog. Three boys . . . she’s seen enough scars in fights and bumps and bruises that’s she’s stronger for it.”

Post-Mem Cup, Chris Bruton reckoned Wednesday represented the most important 60 minutes of his career. There are only so many auditions a fella gets to strut his stuff, and at 26 time is, well, of the essence.

“Definitely,” he’s saying two hour before puck-drop. “But the last few years I’ve learned to be a professional. We’ve been playing hockey our lives, so nothing needs to change. Of course, the stage is set. It’s bigger, there’s a little more pressure, and this is a new opportunity.

“What I can’t do is let it all boil up and start gripping the stick too tight.

“I’m really happy to, in a sense, give back to my parents, being able to see me don that NHL jersey tonight. They’ve sacrificed so much. And my brothers, supporting me. So, yeah, maybe it is a little tougher when you have a few more people in the stands, people you want to please.

“But at the same time, it’s really special — so special — to be able to share my first NHL exhibition game with my family and friends.

“And to have it here, in this building? I couldn’t ask for more.”

George Johnson is the Herald’s sports columnist. E-mail him at gjohnson@calgaryherald.com

Follow George Johnson Twitter/GeorgejohnsonCH
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Hickey aiming to solidify spot on New York Islanders blueline

Calgarian feels career path on the upswing after once being waived by Los Angeles

By Kristen Odland, Calgary HeraldSeptember 18, 2013 2:00 AM
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New York Islanders defenceman Thomas Hickey skates in Regina during the team&#8217;s morning practice. The Calgarian is looking to solidify a spot on the Isles&#8217; blueline this season.
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REGINA — All Thomas Hickey needed was a chance, a change of scenery, and, apparently, a different coast.

Reflecting on the 2012-13 campaign which saw him, after three full seasons of being stalled in the Los Angeles Kings’ system, get snagged off waivers by the New York Islanders, the 24-year-old Calgarian feels like his career is on the upswing rather than stuck in neutral.

“In lot of ways, I’m thankful for my time there and respect everyone there,” said Hickey of the Kings organization that drafted the former rising star fourth overall in 2007. “But, at the same time, sometimes you need a breath of fresh air.

“One thing in hockey, if you’re going to a new place, it’s for a reason because they wanted you. That’s something I always understood.”

Speaking like a maturing professional hockey player, Hickey’s progression through the ranks as an undersized-ish (he’s five-foot-11, 184-pounds) defenceman has not been a smooth ride.

Up until that point, however, Hickey had been flying through his hockey career. He excelled through minor hockey in the Calgary Royals system and translated that into a stellar hockey career in the Western Hockey League for the Seattle Thunderbirds. He won gold twice with Canada at the 2008 and 2009 world junior championships and was team captain in 2009.

But his first few years living the dream were riddled with injuries (surgeries to both his ankle and shoulder) as he was limited to 172 games in the American Hockey League with the Kings’ affiliate Manchester Monarchs — and zero skates the NHL.

“I think at the start, I struggled with it a little bit,” Hickey said at Tuesday’s morning skate at Regina’s Brandt Centre, the site of a split-squad pre-season game against the Calgary Flames. “I sort of wondered if I was going to get left behind. But I realized that after a while, I wasn’t playing so much to make L.A.’s roster but to get myself ready to be an NHL player. I was just confident someone would find me and take a chance on me. And that’s what happened, that’s what kept me positive.

“I felt like I was good enough and if I kept improving, I’d be ready.”

Finally, after the 2012-13 NHL work stoppage ended and he was deported back to the minors, Hickey caught the eye of the Islanders looking for an extra body on defence.

And, from there, it was game on.

Hickey made his NHL debut, scored his first goal (in overtime on Montreal Canadiens goalie Carey Price) and had four points and a plus-nine rating in 39 games.

When the team qualified for playoffs for the first time since 2007, he also appeared in two of the Islanders playoff games against the Pittsburgh Penguins. Helping him along the way was defence partner Lubomir Visnovsky, a similarly sized veteran blueliner whom Hickey admired from their time in L.A.

But, despite his breakout campaign, Hickey is not assuming his spot in the Islanders locker-room is secure — especially not as of Tuesday, the team’s first pre-season action.

“There’s certainly another step I can take,” Hickey said. “I don’t think (last season) was near my ceiling. It’s getting comfortable and proving you’re an every day guy. And once you do that, it’s proving you’re more than that and you can handle more responsibilities. I feel like I’m in between those stages. But at the same time, I don’t take anything for granted.

“I’ve got to work to ensure myself a spot.”

Hickey, who calls Calgary home in the off-season, was half-hoping he’d be on the split-squad roster heading to the Saddledome on Tuesday night considering his parents, Roberta and Denis, and a handful of his friends were going to be in the stands.

“They had their fingers crossed that I’d be out there,” Hickey was saying Monday morning. “I had some friends with tickets and were excited to come see me play. But I understand there are so many moving parts as far as getting people in certain lineups. I understand that and I still get to play against the Flames. I come back in March during the regular season and that’s when it really counts. That’s when I’ll have a lot of people going to support me. It’s unfortunate, but I grew up out west and it’s good to be back here.”

kodland@calgaryherald.com

Follow on Twitter/KristenOdlandCH

Flames notes: Billins fresh off 2013 Calder Cup win

Mobile defender skated in 100 games last season

By Scott Cruickshank, Calgary HeraldSeptember 18, 2013
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Calgary&#8217;s Chad Billins skates during the warmup for Tuesday&#8217;s NHL preseason game vs. the New York Islanders on Tuesday night.
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Chad Billins, in his first crack, got the full measure of professional hockey.

He and the Grand Rapids Griffins went all the way to the American Hockey League season’s bitter end — only it turned out to be not so bitter. They captured the 2013 Calder Cup.

Meaning instead of prancing through the typically forgiving college schedule — he’d spent the previous four seasons at Ferris State University — Billins was very busy, skating in 100 games, exactly.

Billins, a mobile defender, collected a total of 51 points through 76 regular-season and 24 post-season dates.

“It’s all worth it in the end — guys battle through it,” said Billins, who, as part of his audition for the Calgary Flames, skated in Tuesday’s friendly against the visiting New York Islanders. “It was pretty exciting — just the long playoff run. To be able to put together a few wins and win the whole thing? A lot of guys play their whole lives and don’t get a chance to win a championship. To come out on top last year, as a first-year pro, it was pretty special — something I can’t take for granted.

“To raise that cup at the end, it made it all worth it.”

While the Flames were slogging through July’s development camp, Billins had been enjoying his prearranged day with the cup.

“I had family and friends, a bunch of people, over to my house,” said the 24-year-old native of Marysville, Mich. “We had a little get-together.”

Which capped an eventful debut season.

After graduation, Billins, undrafted, had signed an AHL deal with the farm club of the Detroit Red Wings. But, thanks to the lockout, he did not get a taste of an NHL camp. Now, committed to a one-year (two-way) contract with the Flames, he is getting a big-league look.

“I’ve just taken what’s been given to me and had to run with it,” said Billins. “It’s been a long journey. Playing in college for four years, then last year in Grand Rapids, it’s been quite a ride. It’s been really fun to be a part of.

“I didn’t really know what to expect (at main camp) because I hadn’t experienced one before. You’re put to the test. You have to work hard every day — that’s expected at this level. With practices and workouts, you have to stay focused and get through them.”

WOWED BY THOMAS

He sat out — and now he’s back. Tim Thomas, after missing an entire season, has joined the Florida Panthers.

Thomas, 39, won Vezina trophies in 2009 and 2011.

“I think it’s kind of incredible,” said Flames netminder Joey MacDonald, who spent time in 2006-07 with the Bruins, then-employers of Thomas. “Usually, you take the summer off and it takes a long time to get back into it. At his age, it’s going to be even tougher for him.”

Thomas, though, told Florida reporters Tuesday that he’s refreshed: “After 14 years of pro hockey, I got tired and I needed a break. Now I’m energized and I’m looking forward to it.”

MacDonald wasn’t doubting his former teammate’s intentions.

“He’s a battler and he likes to be in there,” said MacDonald. “He wants to play every game. He’s just itching and itching to get back. Good for him if he can.”

scruickshank@calgaryherald.com

Tough-guy Jackman likes what he sees in fight-filled tussle with Sens

By Scott Cruickshank, Calgary HeraldSeptember 17, 2013
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Ottawa Senators&#8217; Michael Sdao draws a tough assignment, fighting Calgary Flames tough guy Brian Mcgrattan during first period.
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Tim Jackman didn’t see the game, but he did see the summary.

And that told the Calgary Flames tough-guy enough.

Knowing that four of his teammates had shucked their mittens Monday night in Saskatoon against the Ottawa Senators is worth noting.

"You know what? It’s good," Jackman said this morning. "It’s good to see guys step up and play physical. Guys want to be here. Guys want to earn their job. Guys want to play in the NHL. So you’ve got to do some things that you’re normally not doing all the time."

Matt Stajan, Patrick Sieloff, Brian McGrattan, Shane O’Brien all scrapped.

"That’s a great example of him stepping up last night, showing his courage," Jackman said of Stajan (who fought after he’d seen linemate David Jones rocked). "Teams that play together like that are a lot tougher than individuals, obviously.

"If that’s the kind of team we’re going to be, it’s going to be exciting to watch. It’s going to help us along the way."

The Flames’ new (and first) president of hockey operations, Brian Burke’s influence, spoken or inferred, should not be discounted.

"Everyone knows the kinds of teams that he likes, and the way that he wants them to play — obviously, guys know that," said Jackman. "So it does trickle into the locker-room. We’re trying to instill full team-toughness concept, that we’re going to play together and stick up for each other. And I think you saw an example last night. Guys were stick up for each other. When you play for each other, that stuff is going to happen. It shows that we’re in this thing together. We have to do whatever it takes to win games."

Tonight — on two fronts — the Flames are busy.

One group faces the New York Islanders in Regina (7 p.m.).

The rest of the Flames face their Isles’ split-squad counterparts here at the Scotiabank Saddledome (7 p.m.).

Wednesday, expect the Flames brass to cut a wide swath through the camp, with multiple re-assignments.

The camp of the AHL Abbotsford Heat opens Friday.

Tonight in Calgary:

Lines:

•Glencross-Galiardi-Stempniak 

•Byron-Street-Jackman 

•Bouma-Horak- 

•Elson-Granlund-Gordon 

•Bancks-Nenisz-Olson 

Defensive pairings:

•Russell-Ramage 

•Giordano-Billins 

•Smith-Wideman 

Goalies:

•MacDonald 

•Brossoit

It’s been a subject of debate since the Calgary Flames opened their 2013-14 training camp — who will fill the open spots up the middle?

With only Matt Stajan and Mikael Backlund inked into the top-six (both of whom are here on this two-game preseason tour through Saskatchewan), head coach Bob Hartley is experimenting with his other green candidates.

In Monday’s 4-2 loss to the Ottawa Senators in Saskatoon, he put Josh Jooris in the middle between Ben Hanowski (left) and Blair Jones (right) while their plum 2013 sixth overall pick Sean Monahan stuck it out between prospects Max Reinhart on the left wing and Emile Poirier on the other side. Backlund, meanwhile, was centering Corban Knight and tough guy Brian McGrattan.

It’s interesting to note because Jones, Reinhart, Monahan, and Knight can all play up the middle — and that’s just the players that are here. Stationed in Calgary are a list of candidates including Roman Horak, Paul Byron, Lance Bouma, Markus Granlund, and T.J. Galiardi.

Hartley can explain.

“The reasoning is pretty simple,” he was saying after Monday’s game. “Right before we go to Washington (for the season opener on Oct. 3) and we have to make a decision on who is our top-four lines, well, let’s say we have no room for Corban Knight at centre. Is he better on the wing playing in the NHL or playing centre in the American League?

“It’s of value for those kids to learn different positions and I think to be versatile, is a great thing for a young player because you know different responsibilities.”

Of course, it’s much easier to play the game on paper and pencil in your pivots in a perfect-world-scenario. But, that’s not real-life.

When situations arise on the ice and injuries and penalties alter your lineup, Hartley said versatility comes in handy when you need to improvise.

“At one point (on Monday), Marty (Gelinas) had one defenceman left,” he said. “They were all sitting in the box and he came to me … I said, ‘What do you want me to do about it?’

 “You get into a game … and suddenly, you’re short of left wingers and right wingers, those games for the kids are tests and for me, it allows me to experiment.”

Knight, 23, who has plenty of experience playing centre at the NCAA level with the University of North Dakota, did not look out of place on the left wing. He scored short-handed in the third period, had a few nice chances throughout the game, and clearly had no problems driving to the net. After the game, Knight admitted picking up pucks off the boards was a challenge and being in the correct position took some adjusting.

The High River native understands that adapting could be his meal ticket on the Calgary Flames roster.

“That’s what you have to do at this level,” Knight said. “Especially being a young guy. Wherever they put you, you have to learn to adjust and play. I’ve been working on it the last couple days here and I didn’t feel too out of position.

“Guys helped a lot, giving me advice on the bench and stuff. It wasn’t too bad.”

Hartley said on Monday that Karri Ramo would start and play the entire game on Tuesday. As promised, Reto Berra (looking surprisingly impressive on Monday) played all three periods against the Senators and, talking to Flames goaltending coach Clint Malarchuk following the clash, the Swiss product seemed to be very responsive to in-game adjustments offered. Interesting to note.

In other news from Regina, the 2013 Grey Cup parade route has NOT been set up yet and no one appears to be scalping tickets — yet (it’s only 9:30 a.m.). Also, I have not seen a Roughriders jersey or those terrible green special-edition 2009 Canadian World Junior sweaters that seem to pop up out of nowhere whenever I’m in this province.

Heading to the rink now …. will update with lines/defence pairings/goalie news/green jersey updates in a few hours. For now, here was last night’s Flames lineup from the game:

BAERTSCHI/STAJAN/D. JONES

 REINHART/MONAHAN/POIRIER

 HANOWSKI/JOORIS/B. JONES

 KNIGHT/BACKLUND/MCGRATTAN

WOTHERSPOON/BRODIE

 CUNDARI/O’BRIEN

 BUTLER/SIELOFF

BERRA

 RAMO

Spares: EDDY/CULKIN/LAMB/ORTIO

Flames cut Howse after receiving no contact from once-promising prospect

Forward indicated before camp that he&#8217;d lost his passion for hockey and didn&#8217;t report

By Kristen Odland, Calgary HeraldSeptember 16, 2013
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Ryan Howse was brilliant in his final Western Hockey League campaign, scoring 51 goals for the Chilliwack Bruins. But conditioning was his constant battle at the pro hockey level.
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The Calgary Flames have finally cut ties with Ryan Howse.

After countless attempts at helping the 2009 third-round prospect in his hockey career and several seasons of trying to develop him as a National Hockey League player, Flames general manager Jay Feaster went through the process of terminating his contract last week.

“Ryan had indicated to us through Craig Conroy a few days before he was scheduled to come in for rookie camp and had indicated he wasn’t sure he wanted to play,” Feaster said in Saskatoon on Monday prior to the Flames’ pre-season clash against the Ottawa Senators. “Craig talked to him and tried to convince him his heart should be in it. (Conroy) said, ‘Are you sure you want me to go to Jay? Because if I tell Jay this is what you’re thinking, it’s in the stream and kind of out of your control.’

“He said, ‘Yeah. I don’t want to play, my heart isn’t in it.’ He went home, thinking he’d get his passion rekindled being around his former teammates and buddies. But he hadn’t.”

When Howse, 22, did not report for rookie fitness testing and physicals on Sept. 3, the Flames sent him a letter indicating an “anticipatory repudiation” of his contract.

However, Feaster said they still encouraged him to come to Calgary to have a face-to-face meeting.

And, still, no word from the player.

“We had a flight booked for him,” Feaster said. “He didn’t come to Calgary. We went to Penticton and sent him a letter that gave him five days to report. That deadline was noon Monday. He didn’t report. He didn’t communicate.

“And, so, that Monday afternoon, we placed him on waivers and the waivers would take effect Tuesday (unconditional for the purpose of terminating a contract).”

Howse cleared unconditional waivers last Wednesday and the Flames sent notice to Howse, his agent, the NHL, and the NHL Players’ Association of the termination of his contract. As of last Thursday, Howse was a free agent.

Feaster expressed his disappointment on many levels.

“Because of the time we invested in him,” he said. “Last year in Abbotsford, not only Troy Ward but Mike Thompson our strength and conditioning coach. Mike basically not only worked on him in the gym, trying to help him get in shape. But Mike took him to the grocery store and said, ‘Here are the aisles you avoid and here’s where you shop. Here’s how you fix a meal and here’s how you eat healthy.’ Mike took him to restaurants and said, ‘Here is the area of the menu you order from and here’s where you avoid.’ Even talking to Ryan’s agent, he made that comment; that he’s never seen an organization go out of his way with a player the way we did with Ryan.”

The Prince George native had been a star in the Western Hockey League with the Chilliwack Bruins, topped the goal-scoring chart for the team three years in a row and 51 in his final WHL campaign in 2010-11.

But before the 2011-12 season, Howse’s first year in the pro ranks with the Flames’ No. 1 farm team, Feaster had publicly challenged the six-foot sniper to take those areas seriously and shed some weight from his 205-pound frame. His conditioning issues continued and it got to the point where Heat head coach Troy Ward forced him to take a month off to get that part of his game — and life — under control.

Howse split last season between the Flames’ East Coast Hockey League affiliate, the Utah Grizzlies, registering two goals and seven points in 20 games and also played 20 games with Abbotsford in the American Hockey League.

Their efforts aside, Feaster is also disappointed that he doesn’t see a plan in place for Howse’s future.

“When I was in Tampa, I had a player that wanted to go be a carpenter and wanted to build houses,” Feaster said. “That was his passion, it’s what he loved to do. There was a plan. In the conversations that Craig had with Ryan and we had with his agent, I’m not aware of a clear cut plan. So, that’s disappointing.”

There was an option to suspend the player, opting to keep him on Flames’ reserve list with the option of extending a qualifying offer at the season’s end.

But Feaster said this wasn’t the first time he’d expressed “a malaise about continuing to play.”

“Again, doing everything we’ve done the last couple years to reach out to him and try and get him on the right path, it’s time for us to cut bait,” he said.

kodland@calgaryherald.com

Follow on Twitter/KristenOdlandCH

Johnson: The once-forgettable Blair Jones is making everyone stand up and notice him

Forward has come into training camp with a burr under his saddle

By GEORGE JOHNSON, Calgary HeraldSeptember 16, 2013
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Calgary Flames forward Blair Jones fights Edmonton Oiler Travis Ewanyk during split-squad action at the the Scotiabank Saddledome on Saturday.
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It’s not so much that Blair Jones had been marginalized, exactly, as virtually expunged from memory.

Blair Jones?

Hmmm. Blair Jones ... Blair Jones ...

Wait a moment. Steady on. A small hint would be nice.

“We offered him to the 29 other teams and he cleared waivers,” reminded Calgary Flames’ coach Bob Hartley on Sunday, as the Calgary Flames finished up training at WinSport.

Oh yeah.

THAT Blair Jones.

Rangy kid. Acquired from Tampa for defenceman Brendan Mikkelson in January of 2012, isn’t that right? No goals and one point in a pauper’s 15 starts with the big club a year ago. Got relegated to Abbotsford for 21 games. Offered, as Bob The Rebuilder noted, gratis to any team willing to roll the dice in February.

Significantly, no takers.

“It was a tough year, no two ways about it,” understates Jones. “A very hard year for me. But I had time to reflect when the season ended, take a step back, look at it from a different angle and maybe realize some things I could’ve done differently.

“I had a good summer of training. I was prepared for what I had to do when I came here. I’m trying to be a guy that’s getting under the opponents’ skin and just working hard.”

The skin part is working. So far this camp, Blair Jones been a virtual outbreak of psoriasis. He’s been as much fun as foot fungus.

First day, he takes dead aim and rocks captain-in-waiting Mark Giodarno, a clear indication of that realization that standing on proprieties is no longer an option. Not liking the cut of Curtis Glencross’ jib, he shucks the mitts with the cowboy-up winger a day or so later. Then during Saturday’s split-squad games, there he is again, into another tiff, this time against Travis Ewanyk of the Oilers.

Hey, this is someone fighting for his career. And if every once in a while knuckle-dusting is part of the means to that end, well, so be it.

“Jonesy’s playing with desperation,” says assistant coach Martin Gelinas. “He’s not the only guy. There are lot of guys battling for jobs here and you’ve got to find a way to get yourself noticed. A guy like Jonesey, he’s not going to score a lot. So he has to find other ways to contribute and that means being physical, being in people’s faces. That’s how he’s going to make his mark.

“We’ll see where this goes. We’re not even one week into it. But at the same time, he’s trying to do the right thing.”

In a career that has yet to take root, continues to hang precariously in the balance with only 15 goals in 114 regular-season games, this season represented a fish-or-cut-bait moment for from Central Butte, Sask.

The dissatisfaction within this organization was made abundantly clear during his exit meeting in spring time.

“I think the coaching staff made it pretty clear what they needed and wanted,” he says now. “I took it to heart and just tried to work on stuff they wanted from me. I certainly agreed (with what they said). It’s not an easy league to get into or stay in. You’ve got to find a way to do so. I had no problem what they were asking of me.”

Chimes in Hartley: “I think the message was pretty clear on the wall.”

Sometimes, chips in old Lightning teammate Shane O’Brien, finding a niche at this level takes time.

“In Tampa, he was a young kid trying to find his game. Obviously I wasn’t here last year, so I can’t really comment on what happened then.

“But he’s big, can skate, right shot. And he seems to be playing with an edge now. It’s not easy. I’m sure his whole career he’s been viewed as a skilled guy, playing power play, stuff like that. Everyone comes here out of junior or college and you’re regarded as the best player. Even if you go to the American league, you’re probably still playing the role you did before.

“But if you want to play in the NHL a long time, it’s not always that easy. You’ve got find where you fit in, how you can help. If that means adjusting, you do it. Jonesy’s a guy who can play on your third or fourth line and if need be, step up onto the second, as well.

“For him to adapt, to get out of his comfort zone and show the coaching staff that he wants to be here, you’ve got to give him all the credit in the world. He’s involved, hitting, initiating, fighting.

“He’s just got to play with that little bit of an edge. We’ve got a lot of toughness here in guys like Grats (Brian McGrattan) and Jacks (Tim Jackman), so he’s got people who’ll protect him. And he can protect himself. So hopefully he’s realized that. I think he has.

“He’s a good kid. I know there are a lot of guys in there” — a quick nod towards the locker-room — “who are pulling for him.”

Blair Jones fully understands his career has reached a crossroads. The way ahead is apparent. One thing’s certain: He never, ever wants to go through another season like the one just suffered through.

“I’m not necessarily erasing everything from last year from my memory,” he says. “There are still things I need to reflect on, to learn from. But I wanted to come in with a positive attitude.

“I have one year left on my contract. And I told myself I wasn’t going to let last season be my last.”

If nothing else, in a few short days the nearly-forgotten man is making everyone remember he’s still around. Being as maddening as a hunk of pink asbestos insulation on skin on a nightly basis is a difficult, largely thankless job. But on a team conspicuously in need of sandpaper up front, if Blair Jones can rub people the wrong way, he’s got a shot at turning this around.

“It’s night and day from last year,” praises Hartley. “He’s in much better shape. He put in the work in the summer. We had a great meeting last year — it might not have been fun but the truth and he put in the work in the summer.

“From Day 1, he’s been real good. He tested great. The evaluation process keeps going on, the battle is not over yet, but we have to give him credit. He’s turned it around. He showed up.

“Like I said, we had a great meeting last year and it might not have been fun, but the truth was on the table. He had the choice to take it or to leave it.

“And he took it.”

George Johnson is the Herald’s sports columnist. E-mail him at gjohnson@calgaryherald.com

Follow George Johnson on Twitter/GeorgejohnsonCH

Jooris comes out of nowhere to turn heads at Flames training camp

Club brass pleased with newcomer&#8217;s play so far, which includes two goals against the Oilers on Saturday
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Calgary Flames hopeful Josh Jooris has come out of nowhere to put his name on the map.
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Blinkers on, Josh Jooris is galloping through the process.

Training camp can be fraught with distractions, real and imagined. No wonder Jooris, one of the Calgary Flames’ best newcomers, has embraced a “tunnel-vision” mindset.

But even he couldn’t help but notice a wrinkle for Sunday’s on-ice sessions — his wingers were named Curtis Glencross and Lee Stempniak.

“Obviously, it’s pretty cool to be able to play with NHL linemates like that,” Jooris, 23, said at the WinSport Ice Complex. “I just wanted to do my best and try to keep up with those guys. Obviously, I wanted to make some plays. And they did a great job of settling me down.

“But everyone’s a great player here. It doesn’t matter who you’re playing with.”

Monday at Saskatoon — against the Ottawa Senators — Jooris, a tenacious sort, centres Ben Hanowski and Blair Jones.

The Flames’ brass, undoubtedly, plans to take a long squint at No. 86.

“He’s been one of the pleasant surprises,” said John Weisbrod, assistant general manager. “It’ll be interesting to see how it pans out for him.”

He’s a guy who checked into the summer’s development camp as one of the fittest prospects — and earned a contract.

He’s a guy who played solidly in the Young Stars Classic in Penticton, B.C. — and earned general manager Jay Feaster’s praise.

He’s a guy who suited up in Edmonton for his first NHL pre-season match — and earned two third-period goals.

Jooris, clearly, is no slouch.

“I’ve been really pleased,” said Weisbrod. “Both development camp and here (at main camp), he didn’t come in like a wide-eyed rookie. He doesn’t take a back seat to anybody. He came into camp like, ‘Here I am. Deal with me.’ You don’t normally see that with younger guys.

“He’s a real interesting player. He’s got really good offensive instincts and quickness. Even though he’s light” — carrying 190 pounds on his six-foot-one frame — “he’s relentless. He just keeps coming.”

Jooris had hardly been a stranger to Weisbrod.

While working for the Boston Bruins, he received an intriguing call one day from college scout Mike Addesa, who had coached Jooris’s father, Mark, at R.P.I. in the mid-1980s.

“He said, ‘John, you need to go to Union (College). The son of one of my former players is there. His name is Josh Jooris. I think you’re going to like him,’ ” recalled Weisbrod. “I went during his freshman year — he was even smaller and lighter then — but you could see he really had a knack.”

So Weisbrod, in one of his last acts for Boston, lured Jooris to the Bruins’ summer camp. After joining the Flames, he continued to monitor Jooris’s progress.

“We felt like he was a guy that was under the radar,” Weisbrod said, “because he was at a school that played a real defensive style, a real conservative system, and I knew he was an offensive player.”

The whole organization knows that now.

Jooris collected two assists in three dates in Penticton, then had been instrumental in Saturday’s comeback against the Oilers. His parents had the good fortune of being on site.

Even with two timely goals — barely two minutes apart — Jooris, post-game, found out that Mom and Dad had actually been expecting a third tally.

“Because my first game at Union, I scored a hat trick, and they thought it was going to be the same thing,” said Jooris, chuckling. “(Dennis) Wideman actually fed me in overtime, but I choked up on the shot. That would have been pretty cool.

“All in all, they were pretty excited.”

Sonny, meanwhile, is doing his best to keep excitement out of his approach.

Everyone in the city realizes the Flames are auditioning centremen. And Jooris, to his credit, has shoved himself into the conversation.

Not that he’s eager to dissect his career arc.

“A new day, a new shift, a new rep in practice . . . that’s what I’m going to focus on,” said Jooris. “Obviously, it’s nice scoring those two goals, but I’ve still got a lot to work on. I mean, it’s a fast-paced game out there. I find myself, sometimes, like, ‘Oh, geez, where am I supposed to be?’ But I’ve got a lot to learn, just playing this pro game. I’m going to keep working.”

scruickshank@calgaryherald.com

Flames notes: Goalie competition getting wound up

The first round is in and still no clear winner
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Calgary Flames goalie Joni Ortio takes a breather during their split squad pre-season game against the Edmonton Oilers at the Scotiabank Saddledome on Saturday.
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Four candidates demanded consideration for the job opening.

They were heard.

Now it’s their turn to deliver.

“It’s a good problem,” Calgary Flames coach Bob Hartley said of the race to fill Miikka Kiprusoff’s shoes as the No. 1 goalie. “But at the same time I’d like someone to show consistency and say, ‘Hey, I’m the guy.’ They told us, ‘I want to be the guy.’ Now I would like them to show us who wants to be the guy.”

Saturday, the contenders got their first stabs at the vacated throne:

* Karri Ramo stopped 13 of 17 shots in Edmonton

* Reto Berra stopped 13 of 14 shots (then two more in the shootout)

* Joey MacDonald stopped 10 of 11 in Calgary

* Joni Ortio stopped eight of 10

Five pre-season dates remain, and the season opener — Oct. 3 in Washington — is not far away. Which means that first-year pro Laurent Brossoit is unlikely to see any live action.

“I’m not saying yes, I’m not saying no,” said Hartley. “If he doesn’t play, it’s because he’s been caught in the numbers game. If we were to have a clear-cut No. 1 — an established NHL No. 1 goalie — Brossoit would have played (Saturday).

“We still have no answers at this point about who is going to be our No. 1 goalie in Washington.”

INJURIES GIVE BUBBLE BOYS A STAY

If Hartley had his way, the axe would have fallen Sunday.

But given the camp-wide assortment of nicks, the Flames are keeping everyone handy — especially with an unprecedented three games in two nights coming up. Yes, three in two.

“We wanted a big start and we got a big start,” Hartley said of the team’s cramped schedule. “But after those three games, it’s going to quiet down a little bit.”

Monday, the Flames face the Ottawa Senators in Saskatoon.

Tuesday, the Flames’ split squads take on their New York Islanders counterparts — in Regina and in Calgary.

“We don’t have nothing serious,” Hartley said of the injuries, “but those are the growing pains of a training camp.”

Prospects, however, should brace for a wave of re-assignments Wednesday.

“I told them that we have a parade going on right now,” said Hartley. “They have two choices — either they’re sitting on the sidewalk waving at the parade or they jump right in. Jumping right in is much better for you and your bank account. More fun, too.”

Lines for Monday:

* Baertschi-Stajan-D.Jones

* Reinhart-Monahan-Poirier

* Hanowski-Jooris-B.Jones

* Knight-Backlund-McGrattan

Pairings:

* Wotherspoon-Brodie

* Cundari-O’Brien

* Butler-Sieloff

Goalies:

* Berra

* Ramo

SPECIAL MOMENT

Saturday’s 3-2 loss to the Edmonton Oilers at the Scotiabank Saddledome was significant for many players in the home dressing room.

But for John Ramage, whose dad was part of the Flames’ 1989 Stanley Cup-winning team, playing his first game was especially meaningful.

“Initially going out for warm-ups, it sunk in a little bit,” Ramage, Calgary’s 103rd pick from the 2010 NHL draft, said. “But I also changed my focus to the game, it being my first exhibition game with the big club. I had to get ready and be fully prepared.

“For an exhibition, there was a good crowd and it was definitely fun to play out there.”

Rob Ramage, the first overall pick from 1979, played 80 games for the Flames and now his boy — a 22-year-old blueline prospect who has been developing for the past few seasons with the University of Wisconsin Badgers — is itching to follow in his footsteps.

Wearing a training-camp-issued No. 49 against the Oilers, the six-foot, 195-pounder made his presence known, registering more than 18 minutes of ice time, recording three blocked shots, and taking a penalty.

But on top of the big-league experience, putting on a Flames sweater had been a thrill in itself.

“It’s an honour to wear the Calgary uniform,” said Ramage. “In my family, there is so much tradition with it. And winning the Stanley Cup, my dad always said Calgary was one of the best places to play and it was a special team. (Saturday) was special to me.”

C-NOTES: Scoring in Sunday’s scrimmage — C Ben Street, RW Emile Poirier, C Corban Knight.

scruickshank@calgaryherald.com

Flames’ prospect report: Ben Hanowski

Part of Jarome Iginla trade, Minnesota native aims to bring energy
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Some observers think Calgary Flames prospect Ben Hanowski could evolve into the second coming of David Moss.
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RW Ben Hanowski

Size: six foot two, 203 pounds

Age: 22

Home town: Little Falls, Minn.

Last season: Hanowski capped a four-year run at St. Cloud (Minn.) State with a trip for the Frozen Four. He then collected one point, a goal, in five appearances for the Flames.

The Skinny

Hanowski was part of the return in the March trade that sent Jarome Iginla to the Pittsburgh Penguins. The Flames also received Yale forward Kenny Agostino and a first-round pick (Morgan Klimchuk). Hanowski, originally, had been a third-round pick of the Pens in 2009. Following the swap, he rushed to Calgary and suited up for his first NHL game — in which, in fairy-tale fashion, he scored.

But fast-forward to this year — the first time he’s had to endure a make-or-break camp. “It is a little bit (nerve-racking). There’s a little pressure to it. You want to do well. There’s a lot of good hockey players here.”

The Upside

He’s mature. And a leader. He was St. Cloud’s captain. Additionally, the chap is proving to be committed. In the off-season, he stayed in Calgary and dropped 10 pounds, knowing he needed to be leaner to excel. “It’s a different animal, the pro game compared to college,” he said. “A lot of different variables.”

The Downside

Hanowski comes to the Flames at a time when they’re adding swift-skating attackers (Sean Monahan, Emile Poirier, Morgan Klimchuk). Despite being the Minnesota high school’s all-time leading scorer — no small thing, with 405 points in 117 games — Hanowski is not an offensively dynamic presence.

The Outlook

Hanowski realizes he won’t be a lamplighter at this level. “I’m just going to bring a lot of energy,” he said. “I’m going to get in on the forecheck and bring pressure and put pressure on other teams’ defencemen. I’m going to finish checks when I get chances to and play physical and try to come up with pucks and get to the front of the net.” For what it’s worth, some observers suggest that Hanowski could evolve into the second coming of David Moss.

Quote

“I’m just going to keep working hard. There’s a lot of great players, a lot of guys fighting for spots. But I’m just going to worry about myself. Play hard and bring it every day and give it my best. If I make the team right away — or get called up during the year — that’s awesome. That’s what you’re shooting for. Right now, I’m just trying to bust my butt.”

— Ben Hanowski

Reto Berra had to do a pile of adjusting in a hurry.

In his first bit of official action for his new employers, he entered the contest halfway through the second period. Never great to come in cold.

Compounding matters, he’d found the visiting players’ bench at Rexall Place kind of cramped, so he had no space to loosen up his six-foot-four frame.

Then, once he got out on the ice, he discovered that his crease was kind of oddly shaped.

“It’s different,” said Berra. “In Europe it’s round. Here, it’s different.”

And if all that wasn’t enough? Then came the game action.

He’d barely had a chance to settle into his crouch when he allowed a goal to Jesse Joensuu and — given that fact that Karri Ramo had already surrendered four goals on 17 shots — it didn’t bode well for the Swiss contender.

“It was really a tough start,” said Berra. “First shot, then rebound goal. But I kept focus and everything” — here he tapped his forehead — “and I knew it was going to be a long game.”

A long game — and an increasingly impressive one for Berra, who, as everyone knows, is looking to nail down the starter’s gig for the Calgary Flames.

He ended up blocking 13 of 14 shots — including tremendous saves on Nail Yakupov (with 30 seconds remaining in a deadlocked game) and Ryan Smyth (midway through overtime) — as the Flames rallied for a 6-5 win over the Edmonton Oilers in National Hockey League pre-season action Saturday at Rexall Place.

For good measure, Berra made two dandy shootout saves, foiling both Linus Omark and Taylor Hall.

“I like shootouts,” said Berra. “It was nice, but I was really lucky one or two times.” (As the netminder explained his solid night of work, teammates sauntered past, merrily referring to the newcomer as Yogi.)

Including the full overtime, he got nearly 37 minutes of work.

“For me, that was perfect,” said Berra. “Every minute is good for me, to get used to the ice and everything. It was a great game today.”

Especially when you’re trying to get separation in the Flames’ four-horse race for No. 1.

“I set a goal in my mind (about) what I wanted to do this game and in every game,” said Berra. “And in the end, I did that and I’m happy.”

What was the goal?

“Oh, that’s personal. Sorry.”

Ramo’s re-introduction to NHL hockey had not been smooth.

Hall scored a goal — replays show it didn’t actually go in, even though the wrister struck Ramo and bounced over his shoulder — only 24 seconds into the game. He also surrendered goals to Smyth, Kyle Platzer and Mark Arcobello.

Nevertheless, the Finn took the lesson in stride. He was hardly disheartened.

“Kind of an unlucky start there,” said Ramo. “Then a lot of scrambling in front of the net, bounces here and there and goals. But, overall, I still felt pretty good there. It’s a pre-season game. So you have to find your game in these ones, because when the pre-season is over, there’s no time for that. I was still happy with the things that happened inside the game. Now the first one is done.

“I got scored on a couple times, but the team bounced back in the end and we grinded a win.”

Grinded a win — no better way to put it.

Ben Street and Dennis Wideman scored for Calgary before the second intermission.

But when the Flames trotted out for the third period, they trailed 5-2.

Cue the comeback.

At 11:01, Lance Bouma scored.

At 13:07, Josh Jooris scored.

At 15:09, Jooris, on the power play, scored again.

The extra period solved nothing.

But in the shootout, Sven Baertschi and Roman Horak, with dekes, both beat Oilers backup Olivier Roy to seal the comeback.

“We were down 5-2 and we never quit — a good character win,” said Jooris, who performed with his parents, from Burlington, Ont., in the pews. “Just sticking to the game plan. I think we were buzzing all game. We were good on the forecheck and if we just stuck to the game plan, good things were going to happen. That’s what we did. We got some good physical hits on the forecheck, got first touches on the puck, got pucks to the net and good things happened.”

And, for Jooris, good things happened twice.

“Obviously, it’s a pretty special feeling, being able to contribute for these guys,” he said. “Especially in the Battle of Alberta, even though it’s only pre-season, it’s still a big game. We want to send a message early. I think that’s what we did tonight.”

In the morning, Jooris figured he’d be nervous come game time. He wasn’t wrong.

“But once I got that first shift out of the way, it all kind of settled in,” said Jooris, one of the surprises through rookie camp and the early stages of main camp. “Just a regular game. The same boards, the same ice. I just went out there and did my thing.”

___

Youth, for better or worse, on display in 3-2 loss to the Oilers
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Calgary Flame Lee Stempniak, right, collides with Edmonton Oilers goalie Richard Bachman during their split squad pre-season game at the Scotiabank Saddledome in Calgary.
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Flames rally, win in shootout in Edmonton

Berra boosts Flames to shootout triumph in Edmonton

They say their new brand of hockey is supposed to be rough and tough. Fast and exciting. Upbeat and up tempo.

And the Calgary Flames certainly showed all of those things Saturday against the visiting Edmonton Oilers. At times.

It’s National Hockey League preseason — split-squad preseason, at that — so there was no surprises that the game wasn’t a masterpiece.

And the incoming youth?

That was on full display Saturday night, too, as many of Calgary’s up-and-coming stars showed both their talent and inexperience in a 3-2 loss which was the first result at the Dome since the devastating floods that hit Southern Alberta in June.

Emile Poirier, one of Calgary’s top gems from the 2013 NHL draft, gave Calgary’s fans a treat when he connected on a third-period rebound —- made possible thanks to veteran defenceman Shane O’Brien’s slapshot from the point — and ignited a late comeback in the game.

After Edmonton’s Ryan Jones and David Perron put the visitors up 2-0 through two periods, Poirier’s marker got Flames on the board. Then, it was only a matter of time before Michael Cammalleri tapped in a pass from Matt Stajan to tie it (Oilers goalie Richard Bachman, trying to play an iced puck, couldn’t get back to his net in time).

However, when Edmonton started pouring on the pressure with five minutes to go, the Calgarians cracked.

Goaltending prospect Joni Ortio fumbled a Jordan Eberle backhand and, boom, Martin Marincin stunned the youngster with 4:52 remaining and the Flames couldn’t recover.

“I can’t fault the effort,” Hartley said. “The first two goals, they were some kids mistakes. But that’s why we play (preseason games). We want to put them in those kinds of situations. If they do well, good. If they do bad … this is a game of mistakes.

“I felt like those kids recuperated real well and kept going.”

But the young and old(er) Flames, true to Hartley’s word, did play physical for the most part.

Newcomer O’Brien laid down the law, letting Ty Bilcke have it for most of the game. Centreman Blair Jones, who was in Hartley’s dog house last season, also showed how badly he wants to earn a role with the Flames and got in the kitchen of a few Oilers, particularly on a second-period scrap with Edmonton prospect Travis Ewanyk.

Then, of course, there was (captain?) Mark Giordano.

He set the tone in the first period, landing a big hit on Bilcke in the Oilers’ corner and, when Bilcke tried to give him the business back at the top of the circle, Giordano (wanting no part of that) simply poke-checked him to end the exchange.

“The guys stood up for themselves well,” Hartley said. “I thought we played well as a team. It’s not like we’re playing crazy hockey and spending time in the box … we’re starting a new culture here.

“So let’s make sure it’s a blue collar one. Everyone accepts his role.

“Even though this is the third day of camp and we lost the game, I felt there were plenty of good things to build on.”

While Poirier, fellow 2013 first-rounder Sean Monahan, and Michael Ferland were singled out for their efforts, Calgary’s blueline prospects John Ramage, Ryan Culkin, and Patrick Sieloff also held their own.

They did a good job of clearing the net when they could and, when they needed him to, veteran goalie Joey MacDonald (who played the first half of the game) had their back.

Case and point was a sequence in the second period when things started to get scrambled in the corner and Edmonton’s Derek Nesbitt offered a no-look pass out to Bilcke in front.

MacDonald, far from being a rookie as a longtime NHL journeyman goalie, read the play and turned aside Bilcke’s shot.

With 8:52 left in the second period, MacDonald stepped aside to let Ortio take a shot at the Flames net.

And it wasn’t long before the 22-year-old Finn (not to be mistaken for the 36-year-old red-headed Finn that retired a few weeks ago) was tested.

Oilers capitalized and made it 2-0 when O’Brien and rookie Culkin were scrambling. An unmanned Perron lets one go and Ortio’s reflexes simply weren’t fast enough.

Edmonton hit the scoresheet 3:41 into the game when Jeff Petry let a point shot loose on a powerplay. Sieloff, trying to tie up Ryan Jones in front, was out-manned and Jones gets a piece of it.

So, you ask, what does this all mean?

Well, it’s another evaluation tool for the Flames coaching staff as they try to assemble their 2013-14 roster.

And one of Hartley’s main objectives was seeing how his older players mixed with the incoming talent, hence the evening of line juggling which, for example, saw Monahan between Curtis Glencross and Cammalleri at one point.

“I want to make sure that I see my veterans react to playing with younger players,” Hartley said. “I want to see my younger players react to key positions. We put some kids against Eberle and (Edmonton’s other top players) and, for me, that’s what I wanted to see.”

Both groups return to Calgary on Sunday, hitting the ice for another set of practices at WinSport Arenas, while preseason continues Monday in Saskatoon against the Ottawa Senators.

Another split squad game is scheduled against the New York Islanders on Tuesday in Regina and Calgary.

---

Finally, finally, finally — the puck is set to drop at the Scotiabank Saddledome.

 After a busy summer off the ice (dealing with the aftermath of the devastating flooding which caused rush renovations of the arena’s entire ice-level, the historic 2013 NHL draft, trades, Miikka Kiprusoff’s retirement, and a complete rebuild), the Calgary Flames are back in action.

 It’s preseason, of course; a split squad game against the Edmonton Oilers (7 p.m.). Meaningless, by all accounts, but Saturday night will be meaningful for two reasons.

1. It’s the first time the team has hit the ice since the lower bowl was submerged under water.

 and…

2. It’s Calgary’s first look at the young guns that will make up their 2013-14 roster.

Head coach Bob Hartley took full advantage of their very first Saddledome ice time Saturday morning, extending it well past the typical 30 minute morning skates expected on a regular game day.

“There are no morning skates in exhibition games; they’re practices,” he said. “I told the boys, ‘Don’t even think it’s a morning skate’. We want to be ready for Washington (their first NHL regular season game on Oct. 3). We want to win tonight. We want to win. That’s our mandate.

“At the same time, we need to be ready. There’s no time to say ‘Oh, we’re going to save the players for the game’. We have some young bucks in there. We have some great veterans. Our conditioning is great. The players deserve lots of credit for this. They had a great summer and the testing is there to prove it.”

So, it begins.

 On display will be current stars (Mike Cammalleri, Curtis Glencross, Mikael Backlund) and rising stars (Sean Monahan, Corban Knight, Patrick Sieloff). Veteran goalie Joey MacDonald will likely get the start in net with youngster Joni Ortio taking over at some point.

“I’m looking for a great team effort,” Hartley said. “It always has to come from the veterans but if I’m Monahan or I’m a Ferland, I’m a Poirier and those guys, the parade is started. I told the boys in a parade there are two places you can be; you’re either in the parade or you’re on the sidewalk waving at it.

“I hope they choose the right option.”

Hartley said he wanted to give the fans a treat by putting the “kids” (Michael Ferland, Sean Monahan, and Emile Poirier) together to showcase what they can do — for the first 10 minutes, at least. After that, he’ll be mashing them all over the place.

Forwards (L-C-R)

 Curtis Glencross-Matt Stajan-Lee Stempniak

 Mike Cammalleri-Mikael Backlund-David Jones

 Michael Ferland-Sean Monahan-Emile Poirier

 Blair Jones-Corban Knight-Greg Nemisz

Defence (L-R)

 Mark Giordano-TJ Brodie

 Ryan Culkin-Shane O’Brien

 Patrick Sieloff-John Ramage

Goalies

 Joey MacDonald

 Joni Ortio

The Oilers are icing a lineup that looks something like this:

Forwards (L-C-R)

 Ryan Hamilton-Sam Gagner-Jordan Eberle

 Ryan Jones-Boyd Gordon-David Perron

 Ben Eager-Will Acton-Tyler Pitlick

 Ty Bilcke-Travis Ewanyk-Greg Chase

Defence (L-R)

 Ladislav Smid-Jeff Petry

 Nick Schultz-Tyler Fedun

 Philip Larsen-Martin Marincin

Goalies

 Jason LaBarbera

 Richard Bachman

Well, this is certainly better than having no pre-season dates.

While veterans generally don’t dig seeing a whole pile of friendlies on their agenda, last season’s shortened schedule — with nary an exhibition game — had not been ideal.

“It’s nice to get in some pre-season games before the season starts,” said Flames defenceman Chris Butler. “Last year, just jumping right into (regular-season) games was a little bit different. It was almost a feeling-out process, which I don’t think you want going into the start of the season. So it’s good.

“I thought our scrimmages the last couple days have had great intensity — they really simulated pre-season games and almost regular-season games, I would say. So, playing a handful more, will really help get ready for the year.”

On two fronts today, the Flames face the Edmonton Oilers — 7 p.m. (The FAN 960) at Calgary, 8 p.m. at Edmonton.

And on two fronts, newbies will be nervously taking their first big-league baby-steps.

“You tell them to relax, more than anything,” said Butler. “The best advice I ever got was, ‘Do what you did to get here.’ Don’t try to change your game. Don’t try to be something you’re not. Play to your strengths and keep it simple.

“I remember my first pre-season game, my first regular-season, and you’ve got so many thoughts going through your mind . . . then thinking about all the different things you’re trying to do. Before you know it, the game starts and you probably haven’t even prepared properly or thought about the right things. You’re so nervous, you’re so anxious.”

Josh Jooris, 23, could be one of those guys, getting his pro-hockey taste after three years at Union (N.Y.) College.

“Hopefully, I can keep my emotions in check,” said the forward, whose parents have flown in from Burlington, Ont., to take in the game. “Dream come true. Kind of a surreal feeling, looking across the ice and seeing some big-namers and playing against the Edmonton Oilers. It’s a big rivalry. I’m looking forward to it.

“Every level you make, there’s a first game. It’s the same thing every time — the emotions are running. And every start to the season is kind of the same thing.

“But now it’s the big stage — it’s the NHL.”

===

 ===

FLAMES LINES

 * Baertschi-Galiardi-Hudler

 * Hanowski-Horak-Jackman

 * Bouma-Street-Jooris

 * Byron-Granlund-McGrattan

=

FLAMES PAIRINGS

 * Butler-Wideman

 * Kulak-Russell

 * Kanzig-Smith

 * Cundari

=

FLAMES GOALIES

 * Ramo (starts)

 * Berra (finishes)

===

 ===

 Taylor Hall, a splendid winger, is getting a look at centre.

He got his first (re-)taste of the position in Friday’s scrimmage.

“Yesterday was a good prelude to an exhibition game,” said Hall, who figures he played 50 games at centre in the OHL. “A little bit scrambly out there, which is to be expected. The centre position is definitely a lot of different than what I’ve experienced at left wing . . . but in the third period, I felt I made a nice play there. Even though it’s a scrimmage, you build your game as it goes along. I didn’t expect to be lights out.

“We’ll see how it goes tonight.”

No one is sure how long the experiment will last.

But the kid appears to prefer the flank.

“Well, I like playing left-wing — I think I’ve made that pretty obvious,” said Hall, 21. “But, as a team right now, we need a centreman. Whether it’s me or it’s (Mark) Arcobello or (Will) Acton, someone’s going to have to step up. So if they feel one of those two guys is playing better at centre, then that’s fine. I’m not going to take it as a slight. It’s just an experiment. I don’t think there’s a whole lot of pressure on me to do extremely well.”

=

Darnell Nurse, six foot three and 192 pounds, is a physical player. But there are limits.

“No, no, I’m not eager (to fight in the pre-season),” said the 18-year-old defender. “If it’s there and needs to be done, I’m never afraid to do it. But it’s not something I go out there and look for. I’m not going to make the NHL being a fighter. My job is the play hard in the D-zone and try to add some offence, too.”

=

OILERS LINES

 * Smyth-Hall-Hemsky

 * Omark-Arcobello-Yakupov

 * Joensuu-Lander-Roy

 * Brown-Martindale-Platzer

=

OILERS PAIRINGS

 * Ference-Nurse

 * Davidson-J.Schultz

 * Grebeshkov-Leach

=

OILERS GOALIES

 * Dubnyk

 * Roy

A win today against the San Jose Sharks — 6:30 p.m., The FAN 960, calgaryflames.com — would cap a perfect tournament for the Flames, who prevailed in their first two games at the Young Stars Classic in Penticton, B.C.

Finishing 3-0 would be relatively meaningful.

“I think so, yeah,” coach Troy Ward said after this morning’s skate. “Any time you say, ‘Well, we’re going to be young,’ or rebuilding or whatever the word, it’s important that you learn to win. We strive to finish every day 1-0 in Abbotsford and that’s what our approach has been here. Whether it’s an off day or a regular day, you’ve got to win those days. So we have hopes that we can put this thing to bed.

“We’ve had a good trip. I think this has been an extension of our development camp (in Calgary in July). I thought we had a really good week earlier this summer.”

The 0-2 Sharks — with five scraps in their opening two games (the Flames have had two) — will present an aggressive challenge. Which isn’t necessarily a bad thing.

“Yeah, it’ll be a good test for us,” said Ward. “This will be a good test for us physically. It’ll be another growth step for these guys mentally . . . because sometimes a wounded dog hunts best. And they’re wounded right now and we’re not. So it’ll be a good test for our guys.

“We challenged them yesterday in a couple areas and we want to see what that brings to the table . . . certainly for our management team and (Bob Hartley’s) staff moving forward to see if these guys are ready.”

So far this week, the Flames have been ready.

“We’ve gotten off to a good start,” said Ward. “We’ve had two different types of games — actually maybe three.”

Meaning a solid effort in Thursday’s 5-2 win over the Edmonton Oilers (“I thought our execution was tremendous”); a struggle in the early stages Friday against the Vancouver Canucks (“Weathering the storm when we were a little bit slow mentally”); a rebound in the last half of the game en route to posting a 4-1 triumph.

Monday at 7 p.m. — their fourth game in five nights — the Flames rookies take on the University of Calgary Dinos at WinSport.

=

 The Lines

 * Baertschi-Jooris-Gordon

 * Ferland-Granlund-Smoskowitz

 * Elson-Knight-Hanowski

 * Taranto-Monahan-Poirier

=

 The Pairings

 * Sieloff-Ramage

 * Kanzig-Kulak

 * Roy-Wotherspoon

=

 The Goalies

 * Brossoit

 * Ortio

=

 The Scratches

 * Culkin, Davies, Penner, Reinhart

He has bloodlines — as in a big brother who was a first-round pick of the Minnesota Wild.

And he has blood lines — as in a straight inch-long slit starting from the left corner of his mouth, a high-sticking souvenir from Friday night’s game against the Vancouver Canucks.

Everyone knew about Markus Granlund’s brother, Mikael, who was taken ninth overall in the 2010 National Hockey League draft.

Fewer folks knew about Granlund’s grit, which has been on display this week at the Young Stars Classic in Penticton, B.C. One of the most eye-catching of the Calgary Flames’ prospects, the Finn is producing nightly without taking a step backwards, despite being only five-foot-11 and 185 pounds.

“He plays with a real edge,” says Craig Conroy, special assistant to the general manager. “The first time I ever saw him play, what really struck me was how fearless he was. He was not afraid of anything. He would take cross-checks, he would battle in front (of the net) — and he wasn’t afraid to give it back. He had an edge to him that I wasn’t expecting. And that hasn’t changed.

“Getting hit doesn’t bother him. Getting a stick in the face. People aren’t going to deter him by trying to be physical. He plays right through that, which is nice.

“He’s left a great impression in two games.”

Thursday against the Edmonton Oilers, Granlund scored twice on a game-high six shots.

Friday against the Vancouver Canucks, he might have performed even better. He drew a power-play assist — and took a goaltender-interference minor — and pinked a shot off the post.

“My own game, it’s pretty good but I can always improve,” Granlund, 20, says after Saturday’s practice at the South Okanagan Events Centre. “Always when you score, it’s a good thing and that really boosted my confidence, for sure.

“Of course, I’ll try to make the team. It’s my goal. I’ll try to do my best.”

To his credit, Granlund hasn’t eased gently into the process, either.

On the ice, he is busy. One of the those take-charge chaps who demands the puck. Constantly. And he appears willing to sprint with it into traffic.

“I was expecting him to do well here,” says Conroy, “but he’s wants to prove to everybody . . . he’s probably got a chip on his shoulder because everyone talks about his brother. But he’s a good player. Awesome on the draws. And his skating — it’s looks a lot better than even when we drafted him.”

The Flames, in 2011, had grabbed Granlund in the second round, 45th overall.

The kid can produce. Seven points in seven games at the world junior tourney two years ago. Twelve points, including five goals, in six games at the world junior tourney last year.

Granlund has spent the past two seasons with HIFK Helsinki of SM-liiga, collecting 64 points in 99 dates. Last winter, goalie Joni Ortio was there, too.

Now the two friends are here, trying to earn lineup spots in the NHL.

“Markus is like his brother, so to speak — the brother being Ortio,” says coach Troy Ward, chuckling. “They’re kind of in cahoots here. They’ve both matured significantly as people. I think they’re very comfortable in our surroundings in Calgary, with the Flames organization and the people and the coaching, and it’s showing on the ice. I think they just feel at home now.”

Granlund’s career arc is yet to be determined.

Because, really, who knows? As well as he’s played, it is only two games in September.

Ward, though, insists Granlund’s well-rounded brand of hockey will serve him well.

“The one thing about Markus, he’s got good ice balance,” says Ward. “In a few years, he can probably finish (offensively) at the NHL level. At the same time, if that wasn’t to come to fruition for him, he’s a very trustworthy guy. He can play a 200-foot game. He’s in a good position in his development, whether he goes up into the top-six or whether he develops into a middle-core player.

“I like where he’s at — he’s got good ice balance.”

Brow furrowed, game face firmly on, he stomped off the ice in the morning. He stomped past reporters. He stomped into the dressing room.

Minutes later, through an intermediary, he declined to serve as a translator for countryman Markus Granlund.

So, yes, you could say that Friday’s start meant a lot to Joni Ortio.

Focus paid off.

The Calgary Flames netminder stole the show, making 39 saves in a 4-1 triumph over the Vancouver Canucks at the Young Stars Classic at the South Okanagan Events Centre.

“It was a hell of a first game,” said Ortio. “Like, you never know. After a long period of not playing in a game, you never know what can happen. Fortunately, I got a couple of shots early on and that got me into the game.”

A couple of shots? There had been 18, all repelled, in the first period alone.

Ortio was asked if getting a lot of shots is a good thing.

“Oh yeah, sure — if you’re stopping them,” he chuckled. “If they’re going in, that’s not good. When you get all those shots early on, you stop thinking and just go by your instincts. That’s the best way to do it.”

For a guy trying to muscle his way into the Flames’ netminding picture, it was perfect. Lots of pucks, lots of saves, in a winning cause.

Like everyone else in the hockey world, Ortio knows the crease in Calgary is wide-open.

With a smile, he said: “There’s a guy missing right now.”

With mainstay Miikka Kiprusoff out of the picture and no obvious No. 1 goalie in the paddock, Ortio is determined.

“I want to be wearing that Flaming C in October,” the 22-year-old said. “I want to be in the race for that spot up top, no doubt about it.”

Added coach Troy Ward: “It looks like he’s trying to make a statement. I was real happy for him. Things have settled down. He’s grown up as a man.”

Ortio is over the hump that saw him come to North America in 2011-12, then, after nine appearances with Abbotsbord, beat a path to Finland.

“Well, I’ve matured quite a bit,” said the 22-year-old, a sixth-round pick in 2009. “Playing back home last, playing almost 80 games (for HIFK Helsinki), really taught me how to compete and to be consistent day in and day out. You can only develop to a certain point just practising. You need the games. Games help you go forward.”

And he gave his employers a lift Friday.

A soggy start, he made up for them.

Giveaways — Max Reinhart and Sven Baertschi were guilty parties — didn’t matter. Ortio was there.

But down 1-0 (and being outshot 20-8) in the second period — Frankie Corrado had drilled home a power-play slapper — the Flames needed more than superb goaltending.

Enter Michael Ferland, who, at 6:01, dropped his gloves with Alexandre Mallet and gave him a bit of a right-handed drumming.

“We hung in there,” said Ward. “We had a couple of turning points. Obviously, Ortio was a turning point. So was Ferland’s fight. Those are good lessons for the guys.”

Ferland’s aggression — there had also been a heavy hit on Philippe Maillet late in the first period — delighted Ward, who’d watched the winger falter badly last winter.

“You have to have a unique feel for the game,” said Ward. “And for all the things Ferland’s been through in the last year — both in the media and in his personal life — it was perfect timing for Michael. Here’s a guy the organization’s very high on. He’s got huge upside. To take that step as a young man, we’re real proud of him.

“He was in Abby last year and didn’t get off on the note he wanted to. He went back to major junior. He’s shown a lot of maturity. I was really happy for a guy like that. He’s fought through a lot.”

Momentum starting to swing, the Flames connected on the power play.

 Dylan Smoskowitz, one-timing a knee-high puck, put them on the board. A late addition to the roster, he got the call Tuesday morning.

“I was happy to get the first goal and get the boys on the board,” said Smoskowitz, who, if not here right now, would be securing an overage spot with OHL Mississauga. “This is definitely a cut above any junior hockey. I come in here with an open mind, just to seize the opportunity, to make the most of it. Obviously, the goal of anyone coming to a camp like this is to make the big club — or, at least, earn a contract. So I’m just going to do what I do. I was an invite for a reason. Scoring goals is what I do.”

And that was certainly integral to the night’s about-face.

 Ortio’s netminding.

Ferland’s fighting.

Smoskowitz’s scoring.

And, suddenly, the Flames were away.

John Ramage, with a sizzling wrister, made it 2-1 at 17:35.

Early in the third, the Calgarians shoved the score out of range.

At :57, Eric Roy, with a power-play blast, connected.

At. 1:29, Sean Monahan, after a terrific steal-and-feed from Ferland, buried his second goal in as many nights.

The Flames’ final contest of the tourney is Sunday, 5:30 p.m., against the San Jose Sharks.

But this win, more than Thursday’s, was one to be savoured.

“It was a different kind of challenge,” Ward said of facing the Canucks — and rallying from a sluggish opening stanza. “It couldn’t have been a better game to prepare yourself for an NHL camp. We’re going to have some exhibition games . . . and some of these guys are going to be in those. They’re going to be tight. We’re going to start slow at times, both in Abbotsford and Calgary — that’s the reality of pro hockey.

“We just had good resolve. We didn’t panic on the bench when it was 1-0.”

Sure, the Calgary Flames dominated the Young Stars Classic opener Thursday against the Edmonton Oilers.

But coach Troy Ward isn’t expecting a repeat today (8:30 p.m., The FAN 960, calgaryflames.com). Because the Vancouver Canucks — with first-round forwards Bo Horvat, Hunter Shinkaruk, Brendan Gaunce — will be another story entirely.

“It’ll be a good game,” said Ward, head coach of the AHL Abbotsford Heat, who has his own set of first-round forwards — Sven Baertschi, Sean Monahan, Emile Poirier. “They won (Thursday over San Jose), too. It’ll be a good test. It’s a step-brotherly rivalry. Just another rival that we get after. It’s good. In our (AHL) world, we’re going to play Utica quite a few times — 12 times — so for some of these guys, it’ll be the first time they see each other.

“It’s a big game because of their physicality . . . and to see how we handle that. And they skate pretty well. I’d like to see us use our skill a little more, move pucks quicker so they can’t get to us. We’ll see how it goes.”

In the 5-2 decision over the Oilers, the Flames had looked, oddly enough, in synch. Surprising, given the amount of practice time these teams have had (read: very little).

“For a first game, you couldn’t be more proud about a group of kids,” said Ward. “I thought we managed the puck really well. I thought we made really good decisions. The guys that had the puck worked hard to keep it. And I thought the other guys worked really hard away from the puck to make themselves available.”

Ward pointed to Markus Granlund’s second goal of the first period — on a terrific setup by Michael Ferland, who had gained the zone with speed, then found Granlund — as an example.

“They’re pretty goals, so that means we had some selfishness with the puck (in a good way) and we made some complete plays. So, offensively, I was really happy. Defensively, it was a work in progress.”

=

For tonight . . . .

The Lines

 * Reinhart-Jooris-Penner

 * Ferland-Monahan-Smoskowitz

 * Hanowski-Granlund-Poirier

 * Elson-Knight-Baertschi

=

 The Pairings

 * Kanzig-Culkin

 * Davies-Wotherspoon

 * Roy-Ramage-Sieloff

=

 The Goalies

 * Ortio

 * Brossoit

=

 The Scratches

 * Gordon, Kulak, Taranto

Everyone, of course, is talking about Brian Burke’s first day on the job. 

Laurent Brossoit is punching in for the first time, too.

The Calgary Flames’ young netminder will start today, 5 p.m. (live-streamed on flames.com), against the Edmonton Oilers in the opening game of the Young Stars Classic in Penticton. (Which means that the team’s other goalie, Joni Ortio, gets Friday’s nod against the Vancouver Canucks.)

A highly regarded prospect, Brossoit had been hurt two years ago, so he didn’t make the trip to Penticton. And last year’s tournament was cancelled because of the NHL lockout.

So this is it for No. 1. His pro debut.

“Yeah, I’m more than excited,” Brossoit said after the morning skate at South Okanagan Events Centre. “It’s been a long time coming. I’m just glad that I finally get a game in.”

A sixth-round pick in 2011, the Surrey, B.C., native blossomed with the WHL’s Edmonton Oil Kings, including last season’s 33-8-6 record, 2.25 GAA.

“A lot of struggles, a lot of success — I mean, the two go together,” Brossoit replied when asked about his puck-stopping career since being drafted. “I was lucky enough to have a couple solid groups of players to play with the last two years in Edmonton. The experience has helped me all the way through.”

And while he is eligible to return to the Oil Kings as an overager, he definitely wants to turn pro this winter.

His competitive nature, for certain, isn’t lacking.

At July’s development camp, the 20-year-old had been the fittest prospect. No small feat.

“It’s not only to show them I’m in good shape, it’s to help my game,” said Brossoit, six foot three and 200 pounds. “The quicker I can get around the crease, in the most control, it’s going to help me in the long run. That’s just a commitment I have, whether it’s fitness testing or not.”

=

The Lines

 * Baertschi-Knight-Gordon

 * Elson-Monahan-Poirier

 * Taranto-Reinhart-Jooris

 * Ferland-Granlund-Hanowski

=

 The Pairings

 * Kanzig-Wotherspoon

 * Culkin-Ramage

 * Sieloff-Kulak

=

 The Scratches

 * D Zach Davies, D Eric Roy, RW Linden Penner, RW Dylan Smoskowitz

=

 The Injuries

 * LW Morgan Klimchuk (abdomen)

Zachary Fucale’s father is a proud Canadiens fan

By BRENDA BRANSWELL, THE GAZETTESeptember 17, 2013
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Zachary Fucale made his Canadiens debut in preseason game Sunday against Buffalo. He was returned to the junior Halifax Mooseheads on Monday, but could become the Habs&#8217; goalie of the future.
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MONTREAL — When the Canadiens selected his son, Zachary, in the second round of June’s National Hockey League entry draft, they spared Jack Fucale and his cousins, who are diehard Habs fans, from rooting for another team.

That potential scenario had been the subject of fun, lighthearted exchanges among them before the draft.

“We were all discussing this. I said: ‘How are we going to do this?’ ” Jack Fucale recounted on Tuesday.

“It’s only automatic that we’re going to become fans of whatever team he goes to.”

As it turned out, the talk was for naught. The Canadiens selected Zachary Fucale, a goaltender with the Halifax Mooseheads, in the second round (36th overall).

“It makes everything so much easier, right?” his father said.

“How can a Canadiens fan become a Toronto Maple Leafs fan or a Boston Bruins fan? How do you do that? You just can’t.”

Jack Fucale, his wife, who is also a big Canadiens fan, and their two daughters, along with other family and friends, watched Zachary make his Bell Centre debut at Saturday’s scrimmage and again on Sunday when he played for part of the Canadiens’ first preseason game against the Buffalo Sabres.

Fucale called it “very heartwarming and overwhelming at the same time” to see his son play there.

The two had watched a number of Canadiens games together at the Bell Centre in the past. Fucale, who owns a transportation company, would buy Canadiens game packages. “So there were a few years when Zach and I were at the Bell Centre quite often,” he said.

Asked if he had any concern about his son being put in the media spotlight in Montreal, Fucale said: “No, because he can handle it. He’s handled it up until now at a very, very young age. And so I don’t see it getting problematic at all.”

Fucale grew up in a bilingual home in Rosemère and attended French and English schools. He looked poised at the Canadiens’ training camp, fielding reporters’ questions in both languages. He’d already faced some media attention in the past as a top prospect and No. 1 goalie for the Halifax Mooseheads, who won the Quebec Major Junior Hockey League championship last season and the Memorial Cup.

Fucale, who signed a three-year entry level contract with the Canadiens last weekend, was among 14 players released from the Habs’ training camp on Monday after their 6-3 preseason loss to the Boston Bruins. It’s not a surprise that Fucale, who is only 18, is returning to his major-junior team.

Fucale called the training camp helpful for his development and said he learned a lot.

“I saw the level of play is very high, it’s very fast. So for me, it’s very important to work on every part of my game,” he told reporters Monday night.

“There are so many screens during the game. A lot of people are trying to obstruct the view. And guys are stronger, they’re smarter, their shots are just harder,” Fucale added.

“Every little aspect of the game is better in the NHL and you’ve got to adjust and get better.”

Fucale said he didn’t want to look too far ahead when asked about trying to land a spot on Canada’s team for the world junior championship in Malmö, Sweden, which starts on Dec. 26.

“I just want to continue doing my job, just keep working, and if I earn a spot on that team I’ll be super happy,” he said.

bbranswell@montrealgazette.com

Twitter: bbranswell

Leblanc reaches low point with Habs

By PAT HICKEY, THE GAZETTESeptember 17, 2013

MONTREAL — If Louis Leblanc remembers the night of June 26, 2009 as one of the high points in his life, the night of Sept. 16, 2013 has to be one of the low points.

June 26, 2009 was the night when the Bell Centre exploded after the Canadiens announced that Leblanc was their first-round selection (18th overall) in the National Hockey League entry draft.

In a city starved for a francophone hero, Leblanc was a popular choice. He was a homegrown talent, coming up through the Lac St. Louis Lions organization. He was articulate in both official languages and was headed to Harvard, although he made it clear that his career goal was to play in the NHL.

Sept. 16, 2013 was the night Leblanc came off the ice after playing in a preseason game against the Boston Bruins and was told his NHL training camp was over. He was among 10 players assigned to the American Hockey League’s Hamilton Bulldogs.

This was a surprise, not because Leblanc was being returned to Hamilton — where he spent all of last season — but because he was sent packing in the first major culling of the Canadiens’ talent.

There were two theories being floated in the aftermath of Leblanc’s demotion.

The first is that the Canadiens were sending him a message: go to Hamilton, work hard, dominate at the AHL level and there will be a job in Montreal in the future.

The second theory is that the Canadiens don’t like him.

Leblanc played a decent game in his only preseason appearance Monday in a 6-3 loss to the Bruins. In a game where it was difficult to find positives in the Canadiens’ performance, Leblanc assisted on the first Montreal goal. He was involved, blocking a shot and racking up four hits. He was one of only two Montreal players to finish on the positive side in the plus/minus ratings.

But it didn’t matter what Leblanc did. In his comments following the game, coach Michel Therrien said it was impossible to make any evaluations based on the game and he conceded that the decisions that were announced shortly after his post-game news conference had been made before the game.

The party line from the Canadiens is that Leblanc is still a part of the organization, but the demotion casts a shadow on his prospects. With the cuts, there are 20 healthy forwards in camp, which means Leblanc has dropped considerably on the depth chart from two seasons ago, when he played 42 NHL games, collecting five goals and five assists with a plus-3.

Injuries provided Leblanc with an opportunity during a dysfunctional season in 2011-12 that saw coaching changes and a series of panic moves by former general manager Pierre Gauthier. There were questions about Leblanc’s strength, but he played well on a checking line with Lars Eller and Travis Moen.

The lockout saw Leblanc start the 2012-13 season in Hamilton, and that’s where he would stay. He had 10 goals and eight assists in 62 games, and a high ankle sprain provided an excuse for his paltry production.

But Leblanc’s problems began before the injury. He wasn’t happy that the Canadiens saw him as a checking centre and asked him to play that role in Hamilton. As one member of the organization told me: “He has to understand that there are a lot of third-line players making a good living in the NHL.”

Leblanc said he was disappointed when he wasn’t among the players added to the Canadiens’ roster before the playoffs last season and went into the summer determined to go “back to the basics, back to the things that worked for me in the past.” He worked out with long-time Lac St. Louis coach Karel Svoboda and went to Toronto to train with Andy O’Brien, whose high-profile clients include Sidney Crosby, Hayley Wickenheiser and figure-skater Patrick Chan. He consulted with sports psychologists Sylvain Guimond and Wayne Halliwell.

After all that work — and nobody has ever doubted Leblanc’s work ethic — Monday’s decision must have seemed like a kick in the teeth.

At 22, Leblanc is still young, and there’s no reason to believe he can’t make it in the NHL, but his career might have reached the point where he needs a change of scenery.

phickey@montrealgazette.com

Twitter: zababes1

The skinny: The Canadiens trotted out more veterans than they did in their preseason opener Sunday — a 5-4 shootout loss to the Buffalo Sabres — but it didn’t make a difference as the Boston Bruins exploded for three unanswered goals in the third period for a 6-3 win Monday night at the Bell Centre. What made this loss difficult to swallow was the way the Canadiens lost. They went 12 minutes without a shot on goal to start the game and were outshot 40-20 by a Boston lineup that included the bare minimum of National Hockey League talent.

Shaky start for Price: Starting goaltender Carey Price played 29:09 and gave up three goals on 22 shots. There wasn’t much he could do on Jarome Iginla’s power-play one-timer, but he should have stopped both of rookie Nick Johnson’s goals. The first came on a long shot from the blue line during the Bruins’ second power play. Johnson scored his second goal on a breakaway after blocking Jarred Tinordi’s shot from the point. Price made the initial save, but Johnson took advantage of a rebound to score.

The other Johnson: If Price’s performance left something to be desired, what can you say about Chad Johnson, who is pencilled in to be Tuukka Rask’s backup? He surrendered three goals on eight shots. Johnson gave up two power-play goals as P.K Subban used Francis Bouillon for a screen to score in a 5-on-3 situation and Max Pacioretty went hard to the net to convert a pass from David Desharnais.

Better later than never: The Canadiens went more than 12 minutes from the opening faceoff before Louis Leblanc was credited with the team’s first shot. Chad Johnson stopped Leblanc’s shot from the top of the faceoff circle, but he left a rebound for Francis Bouillon at the side of the net. Travis Moen went to the net and redirected Bouillon’s shot to tie the score 1-1.

Sibling rivalry: P.K. Subban didn’t score on Boston goaltender Malcolm Subban, no doubt because he took only one weak shot from the point on his younger brother. Malcolm was perfect as he made 12 saves. Montreal backup Robert Mayer stopped 15 of 18 shots. He gave up the game-winner to Iginla and was beaten on the power play by David Krejci and Zach Trotman.

What’s next: The Canadiens will enjoy a day off before preparing for three games in four nights, beginning with a game against the Carolina Hurricanes Friday in Quebec City. The Canadiens return to the Bell Centre for games Saturday against Carolina and Monday against New Jersey.

phickey@montrealgazette.com

Twitter: zababes1

© Copyright (c) The Montreal Gazette

Subban Summit goes Malcolm’s way

Bruins rookie goaltender gets the better of his brother P.K. in preseason victory

By Dave Stubbs, The GazetteSeptember 17, 2013
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Bruins goalie Malcolm Subban, right, gets tangled with Canadiens forward Travis Moen during preseason action on Monday.
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Canadiens’ Carey Price struggles in loss to Bruins

Daniel Brière makes debut, while Louis Leblanc sent to Hamilton

Photos: Habs vs. Bruins

MONTREAL — The Boston Bruins were congratulating goaltender Malcolm Subban at game’s end Monday night, having beaten the Canadiens 6-3, and the delicious sense of occasion was at hand:

The final puck used in the game lay snow-caked in the corner, and Bruins forward Milan Lucic skated slowly to it, bent down and gloved it off the ice.

And then, as he skated toward the goal, souvenir in hand, Lucic flipped the puck over the glass to a fan.

We don’t know whether Malcolm Subban, having just stopped every one of the dozen shots he had faced in his first-ever NHL game, is a collector of memorabilia.

But his first “game puck” went not back to Boston on the Bruins charter flight, perhaps bound for a plaque, but out of the Bell Centre in the pocket of a fan.

The Canadiens vs. the Bruins is a compelling story in normal times, if such a thing exists between these two clubs.

Historic rivals, bad blood, pathways to the Hall of Fame both paved and potholed, wildly passionate fan bases.

So how many more layers of fun is it when the Habs and the Bruins dress two brothers, a shooter on one team and a goaltender on the other?

Monday offered a half-game duel of sorts between Canadiens defenceman P.K. Subban and his 19-year-old sibling, Malcolm, a blue-chip goaltending prospect for the Bruins.

It was the first meeting of the pair in an official game, which was witnessed in person by their grandfather, father and a Toronto neighbour.

P.K., a greybeard at 24, says he’d only previously faced Malcolm in summer hockey, “road hockey, with mini sticks in the hallway or on the backyard rink.”

P.K. Subban had two shots on goal Monday.

His first, a power-play laser, probably gave windburn to Bruins starter Chad Johnson 1:15 into the second period as it whistled into the net.

P.K.’s second, well, let’s charitably say it wasn’t fired from the same cannon, coming on his brother from along the boards just inside the blue line, 8½ minutes into the third period.

“I think he had one (shot),” Malcolm Subban said after the game, having kicked it effortlessly aside.

And then, with a mischievous grin:

“It was about the slowest shot ever. A little knucklepuck.”

P.K. called the game a “cool experience,” saying any goal he might have scored on his kid brother would have come second to helping his team win.

Malcolm Subban, a first-round selection of the Bruins in 2012 (24th overall), almost surely is headed to the minors to spend his first year as a pro. Boston is expected to make its first camp cuts on Wednesday.

When Malcolm was drafted at Pittsburgh’s Consol Energy Center, P.K. went to the Bruins table to congratulate Boston management on their selection.

Bruins fans, who loathe P.K. with every breath in their bodies, didn’t know whether to cheer, boo or punch themselves in the face.

“I texted him (Sunday), but he’s kind of been giving me the cold shoulder,” P.K. joked before the game of trying to reach Malcolm on the eve of their first meeting. “I don’t know what they’re telling him over there.”

Malcolm sat on a stool behind the glass in a corridor outside the Bruins dressing room for the first period and 9:09 of the second. It wasn’t the perfect situation for his NHL debut, the Canadiens having just made it 3-3 on a pretty Max Pacioretty goal that dramatically lifted the building’s energy.

But in came Subban for a short warm-up, the announcement of his name bringing the vowel-heavy catcall from the crowd.

“Boo,” of course, can be heard as “Sooo-ban” if the target so chooses.

“It was great to get the support of the fans,” Subban said with a straight face, praising the “great atmosphere” in the arena.

On the giant scoreboard, he saw the crowd-lifting rocket scored by his brother a few minutes earlier.

“I was aware. I was watching the game,” he said, grinning.

Bruins coach Claude Julien praised the youngster for his control and sense of calm in a building that would have turned on him with a single miss.

“He made the saves look easy because he was well positioned,” Julien said. “He’s shown good signs of maturity and poise. Certainly he’s on the right track. I couldn’t have been any happier for him tonight, playing so well against his brother.”

As special a moment as was this Subban Summit, it wasn’t even the first Canadiens-Bruins shooter vs. goalie meeting.

One Dec. 5, 1968, making his first of 886 career NHL starts, Canadiens netminder Tony Esposito faced his Bruins brother, Phil, in a freewheeling game at Boston Garden.

Tony would make 33 saves, beaten twice in the 2-2 tie. As the script would have it, Phil had a team-high five shots and would score both Bruins goals — the first of the game and the equalizer with 10:12 to play.

“My mother gave Phil heck for that,” Tony told me brightly in a talk five years ago, then on his way to Montreal for an Original Six tribute.

Tony had better luck at the Forum not quite three weeks after he first played his brother, earning a shutout — the second of 76 in his career — in a 0-0 result against Boston’s Gerry Cheevers.

And with the Canadiens, it was Esposito’s last against Phil’s Bruins, Tony O left unprotected by the Habs in the NHL’s intraleague draft of June 1969.

Chicago would claim him for $30,000 and in Esposito’s first year with his new team, he would win the Calder and Vézina trophies as the league’s outstanding rookie and best goaltender while earning a modern-era record 15 shutouts.

More than four decades after one Esposito was taking shots on another on Montreal ice, Malcolm Subban dove into a cauldron here and didn’t just survive, he thrived.

For now, the kid has family bragging rights.

And he vowed, for public consumption but with a hint of a smile, that he won’t use them.

dstubbs@montrealgazette.com

Twitter: Dave_Stubbs
Daniel Brière makes debut, while Louis Leblanc sent to Hamilton
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Canadiens centre Daniel Bri&#232;re made his debut on a line with David Desharnais and Max Pacioretty Monday night.
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MONTREAL — Canadiens coach Michel Therrien said it was difficult to make any evaluations based on his team’s 6-3 loss to the Boston Bruins Monday night.

The preseason game was a stinker from the opening faceoff and the spotty play of Boston goaltender Chad Johnson was the only reason the Canadiens went into the third period tied 3-3.

The game marked the first appearance of Daniel Brière in a Canadiens uniform. He lined up with Max Pacioretty and David Desdharnais, and while they scored the night’s prettiest goal, it was clear the line is a work in progress.

“They need time and we’re going to give them time,” Therrien said.

The line displayed its potential midway through the second period when Pacioretty scored a power-play goal to pull the Canadiens even at 3-3. The Bruins were caught in their own end and Montreal scored on a tick-tack-toe play with Brière playing the puck along the boards and finding Desharnais in the middle. Desharnais then hit Pacioretty cutting to the net as the two displayed the chemistry that made them so effective two years ago.

“That was a good feeling,” Brière said. “There was no hesitation, and hopefully we’ll do that more often. The puck didn’t stay on our sticks too long, and when you have a scorer like Max you want to get the puck to him.”

But while the line received the most ice time among the Canadiens forwards, it produced only three shots on a night when Montreal was outshot 40-20.

“I wish we had the puck a little bit more,” Brière said. “In the second period, we had some chances, but you have to give the Bruins a lot of credit. They were jumping, they were hungry, they were on the puck and they won most of the battles.”

Brière summed up his debut in Montreal by saying: “It was cool. The only thing I would change was the ending.”

Pacioretty said Brière adds a new dimension to the line.

“People know I’m shooting a lot and Davey’s passing a lot, and now we have Danny, who can do both,” Pacioretty said. “It’s going to take some time to come together, but I think we’re going to be effective.”

Brière has one other talent that was apparent Monday night — he has the ability to draw penalties. At least two of the Canadiens’ seven power plays were the result of penalties drawn by Brière.

“That’s going to be a part of my game,” he said. “I’m not a guy who’s going to run around and hit guys, but I’m going to try to get under their skin. A little stick work here and there to let them know I’m there. I’m not going to back down. Brendan Gallagher does it really well and hopefully I can join in the fun.”

There wasn’t much fun for 14 Canadiens players who were reassigned after the game. The biggest surprise was former first-round draft pick Louis Leblanc, who was among the players sent to the Hamilton Bulldogs of the American Hockey League.

Also going to Hamilton are goaltender Robert Mayer, defencemen Morgan Ellis, Dalton Thrower and Darren Dietz, and forwards Steven MacAuley, Jonnas Nattinen, Sven Andrighetto, Erik Nystrom and Stefan Fournier. Defenceman Matt Lashoff, who was in the Canadiens’ camp on a pro tryout, will get a similar chance in Hamilton.

Three players will return to their junior clubs — goaltender Zach Fucale (Halifax), and forwards Charles Hudon (Chicoutimi) and Martin Reway (Gatineau).

The Canadiens have a day off Tuesday and resume training Wednesday in Brossard.

phickey@montrealgazette.com

MONTREAL — Tennis player Aleksandra Wozniak was apparently not pleased when the Canadiens included centre Louis Leblanc among their first cuts from training camp.

The former world No. 21 from Blainville sent messages on Twitter in French and in English blasting the Canadiens for the move on Tuesday. The messages have since been deleted.

One message read: "He did everything the CH organization told him to do and what. . . get cut this early? Oh and the reason. . . worst excuse ever! This is wrong"

A tweet in French read: "A real joke with the worst excuse for cutting someone. Truly not a fair shot."

She did not say what reason was given for cutting Leblanc, who was drafted 18th overall by Montreal in 2009.

Various media reports described 23-year-old Leblanc as 26-year-old Wozniak's boyfriend.

Plagued by injuries in recent seasons, Wozniak has dropped to 377th in WTA rankings.

Leblanc was among 14 players cut after a 6-3 pre-season loss to Boston on Monday night.

The Montreal native had five goals and five assists in 42 NHL games in 2011-12. Last season, he battled injuries and produced only 18 points in 62 games for Hamilton of the AHL.

But he showed up to camp in good shape and looked sharp in training camp scrimmages.

His agent, Pat Brisson, advised him not to get discouraged.

"Louis is disappointed for sure," Brisson said. "But as I told him, if a player is cut now or next week, it doesn't change anything.

"It's not where you're playing on Sept. 30 that's important, it's where you're playing on March 30.

"Personally, I'm satisfied with how he's progressed since last year. At last year's camp, on a scale of one to 10, I'd have given him a three or four. This year, it would be eight. He didn't do all that work for nothing. He'll keep his chin up and keep going."

MONTREAL — It was only an “informal scrimmage” but Canadiens’ fans showed up Saturday in their usual numbers at the Bell Centre — all 21,273 of them.

It was an enthusiastic full house for an intra-squad Red vs. White scrimmage.

The event also had an altruistic purpose: raising money for rebuilding efforts in Lac-Mégantic.

Forty-seven people died in Lac-Mégantic when a runaway train carrying crude oil derailed on July 6, setting off explosions.

Fans paid $5 a ticket to watch the scrimmage, which included a free hot dog, bag of chips and soft drink. All proceeds from the scrimmage go to the Fonds Avenir Lac-Mégantic.

Those who arrived early — and many did for the general admission seating — received a surprise welcome in the Bell Centre lobby from the Canadiens who formed a receiving line near two entrances.

Fans high-fived, shook hands and fist-pumped the players as they moved down the line. Many snapped photos. One boy walked away beaming after getting Lars Eller’s autograph.

“I just, like, waved at them and they waved back,” said a visibly delighted Maria Christina Zaruso, 14.

“Oh my God, it’s amazing. Just to see them again and just to know that hockey is starting again, it’s just making me so anxious,” said Zaruso, who has followed the team since she was little.

Julie Pomerleau, 16, got to shake hands with her favourite player, Alex Galchenyuk.

“I didn’t know. I was really excited, really shocked. It was crazy,” Pomerleau said of the Habs’ welcoming committee at the door.

Canadiens defenceman Francis Bouillon received a warm ovation in the third period when he thanked fans for attending the event.

“I think Lac-Mégantic is something that touched us all this summer. And it’s nice to see people support a cause like this,” he said after the scrimmage.

The White team prevailed 2-1 over the Red team.

Stefan Fournier, who grew up in Dorval and scored a goal for the White team, and goalie Zachary Fucale, from Rosemère, are no strangers to the Bell Centre, but this was different.

Fournier worked for two summers as a bus boy at Wienstein & Gavino’s restaurant downtown.

“Whenever I’d get home from junior I remember the guys used to come and eat over there and I’d pick up their dishes,” Fournier said. “Now I’m skating on the ice with them. So it’s pretty cool.

“For me it was a great day,” he said of playing at the Bell Centre.

Fucale also called his Bell Centre debut a special experience.

The Canadiens announced on Saturday that they’ve signed Fucale to a three-year entry level deal.

“It’s amazing,” said Fucale, who was selected by the Canadiens in the second round of this year’s NHL draft.

“I think that having that done now it helps me just concentrate on just keep developing and keep having fun and keep working hard. And in the end I think by doing those things it will help me develop.”

Saturday’s scrimmage was part of the Canadiens’ efforts to help the Lac-Mégantic community. About 100 residents from Lac-Mégantic will attend each of the Canadiens’ five preseason games courtesy of the team, with transportation provided by Le Groupe Transbus. The team also plans to stage a practice on Oct. 3 in Lac-Mégantic.

“It’s beyond anything we could imagine,” Colette Roy-Laroche, the mayor of Lac-Mégantic, said of the Canadiens’ efforts.

Roy-Laroche took part in a ceremonial puck drop on Sunday at the Bell Centre before the Canadiens’ first preseason game against the Buffalo Sabres. She was joined by a woman from the town who lost her boyfriend and father of their child in the tragedy along with a volunteer firefighter who was one of the first responders. A moment of silence was also observed before the game.

Marie-Onile Rodrigue, a 17-year-old CEGEP student and singer from Lac-Mégantic, sang the national anthem before the game, a lovely and poised performance.

When she started singing and people joined in, “it really warmed my heart,” she said.

bbranswell@montrealgazette.com Twitter: bbranswell
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Sabres edge Habs 5-4 in shootout

In the Habs room
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MONTREAL — The Canadiens’ 2012-13 season, counting the months iced and games on ice, lasted 220 days, the team and its fans surfing every emotion in the high tide of success and the undertow of despair.

What an interesting coincidence, then, that Sunday's preseason opener for both the Canadiens and the visiting Buffalo Sabres, a 5-4 shootout loss for the Bell Centre hosts, came on the first anniversary of the padlocks being snapped on the game, the NHL lockout dragging on for 113 days.

Last season's schedule would run 100 days, the Canadiens tacking on another seven days during which they'd be bounced in five Eastern Conference quarterfinal games by the Ottawa Senators.

It was a memorable ride no matter how you looked at it, the Habs roaring back from a 15th-place, dead-last Eastern finish in 2011-12 to win the Northeast Division one year later.

But the late rash of injuries were enough to overflow the clinic.

Six regulars were out of action on May 9 when the end came, the Senators pounding out a 6-1, series-clinching Bell Centre decision:

Goaltender Carey Price. Forwards Brian Gionta, Lars Eller, Brandon Prust and Ryan White. Defenceman Alexei Emelin. Playing with a dislocated shoulder: Max Pacioretty. Hobbled by a tender groin: Tomas Plekanec.

And those are the guys we knew about.

Canadiens fans treated the end, when it came, as a disaster.

Which it wasn't, of course. Not when you stop to consider what truly matters in this world.

As the new season began Sunday with the Canadiens' first of seven exhibitions, a pre-game Bell Centre tribute was paid to the unflinching spirit and remarkable resolve of the courageous souls of Lac-Mégantic, who have been living an unimaginable nightmare for more than two months.

Forty-seven lives and countless livelihoods were lost on July 6 when a runaway freight train derailed in the Quebec community, the fireball of crude oil incinerating a huge part of the town core and forever scorching its heart.

On Saturday, the Canadiens played a 45-minute sold-out Bell Centre scrimmage, every nickle of each $5 ticket going to Lac-Mégantic relief efforts. The final total, which the team will be north of $100,000.

On Sunday, Lac-Mégantic minor hockey players Davin Baillargeon and Yourik Longchamps sprinted around the rink as pre-game flag-bearers.

A moment of silence remembered those who perished. Then, Lac-Mégantic mayor Colette Roy-Laroche dropped the ceremonial opening faceoff, joined by Alexia Dumas-Chaput, who lost a loved one in the tragedy, and by Frédéric Durand, a volunteer firefighter.

Marie-Onile Rodrigue, a 17-year-old native of the town, sang an a capella O Canada, clear and steady of voice and accompanied softly and emotionally by the Bell Centre crowd.

One hundred or so from the community were guests of the team in private loges, as will be similar numbers for the remaining four preseason games at the Bell Centre.

And on Oct. 3, two days after the season opener against Toronto, the Canadiens will bus three hours to Lac-Mégantic to hold a you're-not-forgotten practice in the town's arena, then bus back the same day.

On that day, the Habs will present a town with a cheque for the amount raised by Saturday's scrimmage.

Sunday's tribute was heartwrenching in some ways but uplifting in others, a devastated town's pain salved at least a little by support it was being shown from the big city down the road.

And then we got to the business at hand, the Canadiens setting off into the seven preseason games and 82 more from Oct. 1 through April 12 that will finish on the doorstep of the playoffs.

This was a first look, in game conditions, for head coach Michel Therrien to grade some talent, seven players on his roster in their first NHL action of any kind.

Among them was hulking forward Michael McCarron, the Canadiens' first-round pick, 25th overall, in June's entry draft.

"It was nuts, just walking out there," he said of Saturday's scrimmage. "I got the chills with everyone screaming. With the loud music, you can't even hear yourself in warmups. It's the most fun I've ever had in my life."

Until Sunday night, that is. McCarron had a busy scoresheet, assisting on both of linemate Michaël Bournival's goals to finish at plus-2. He played a role in another goal by Martin St-Pierre and added two shots, five hits in and took a second-period hooking minor during his 13:56 playing time.

The teams combined for 64 minutes of penalties, the Sabres outsinning the Canadiens 40-24.

"It was definitely a memorable first game for me," McCarron said. "Getting on the scoresheet a little bit helped. My linemates were talking out there, letting each other know where we were at. It clicked between us."

If McCarron didn't have his Michigan-rooted family in the stands, goaltender Zachary Fucale had a healthy cheering section - his parents, sister, girlfriend, cousins and uncles, best he could figure, along with 21,000-plus new best friends.

Fucale lived some kind of weekend: a scrimmage Saturday for his first time in pads at the Bell Centre, followed by his signing a three-year entry-level contract with the Canadiens, followed by the half-game he played after Peter Budaj, making 13 saves on the 15 shots he faced before surrendering one in the shootout.

"It's a little bit of a blur but I've been preparing myself well, living these experiences early in my life," Fucale said. "These big experiences are good for my development. The more I can see, the more it will help me develop and grow as a goaltender. Things have been going well for that lately."

He admitted beore the game that he'd have butterflies and they might have still been in his belly when he was beaten by Buffalo's Zemgus Girgensons on the first NHL shot he faced. Stuff happens.

If Fucale had a charge from the weekend's energy he felt in his first taste of big-league hockey, the voltage will only increase in the days and weeks ahead.

The generator heats up Monday with a visit by the bad attitude of the Boston Bruins, and a delicious subplot could be at hand - a sibling faceoff between the Canadiens' P.K. Subban and his brother, Malcolm, a Boston goaltending prospect.

So, a scrappy game against the Sabres and now here come the Bruins. Except for the endless construction, summer in Montreal has again been just a rumour.
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Buffalo Sabres&#8217; goaltender Jhonas Enroth, right, makes a save against Montreal Canadiens&#8217; Brendan Gallagher during first period NHL pre-season hockey action in Montreal, Sunday, September 15, 2013.

Buffalo Sabres’ goaltender Jhonas Enroth, right, makes a save against Montreal Canadiens’ Brendan Gallagher during first period NHL pre-season hockey action in Montreal, Sunday, September 15, 2013.

Photograph by: Graham Hughes, THE CANADIAN PRESS

More on This Story

Sabres edge Habs 5-4 in shootout

Emotional, energetic start to Habs’ season

MONTREAL — Michel Therrien had lots of reasons to be proud of the Canadiens' performance in their first exhibition game.

The Canadiens dropped a 5-4 shootout decision to the Buffalo Sabres on Sunday night, but there were more than enough positives to leave Therrien smiling.

For starters, he received a strong performance from a team that doesn't have to waste a lot of time shaving.

"We had six or seven guys who could still be playing junior," Therrien noted.

One of those players is Michael McCarron, who was the Canadiens' first-round draft choice in June. He picked up a couple of assists and turned in what Therrien described as his best performance of the camp.

"When you have guys like that (McCarron is 6-foot-5 and 237 pounds), it's sometimes difficult when they're playing against their own teammates. But you get them in a game like this, they get a chance to show what they can do."

McCarron combined with Michael Bournival and Martin St. Pierre to form the Canadiens' most productive line. Bournival scored twice and St. Pierre added one. McCarron made good use of his size to create room for his linemates and was credited with a team-high five hits.

Bournival, who played in Hamilton last season, said he was pleased with his two goals but the Shawinigan native has been around long enough to say: "It's only one game. I have to be consistent."

Exhibition games are about making impressions and the defensive duo of Jarred Tinordi and Greg Pateryn delivered on that front. Tinordi hit people, blocked shots and came to the aid of his teammates as he logged more than 23 minutes.

"I worked hard in the off-season on handling the puck and moving it," Tinordi said. "I want to be known as an all-around defenceman."

Pateryn produced three assists and Therrien said he noticed the improvement in the former Michigan star after a season in Hamilton.

"You can see that the year of pro hockey really helped him," Therrien said. "He's one of the most improved players in camp."

The question is whether that improvement will lead to a regular job in the NHL. The Canadiens have seven healthy defencemen on one-way contracts and, while Tinordi, is on a two-way entry-level deal, he has his foot in the door after finishing last season in Montreal.

Zach Fucale's magical weekend continued as he relieved Peter Budaj midway through the game and the 18-year-old from Rosemère stopped 13 of 15 shots.

"I knew I was going to get a chance to play 30 minutes and I got to play 35," said Fucale, who signed a three-year entry-level contract on Saturday. "I did some good things out there and there are some things I have to do better."

Fucale showed his mental strength as he bounced back after being beaten on the first shot he faced.

The Canadiens' one line with NHL experience had Lars Eller between Alex Galchenyuk and Brendan Gallagher. They displayed lots of energy, but had nothing to show for it on the scoresheet.

"That's a little frustrating," Galchenyuk said. "You can have all the energy but if you don't score, it doesn't matter."

Galchenyuk and Gallagher were involved in a controversial incident during the third period. After Galchenyuk levelled Jamie McBain with a clean check, Patrick Kaleta sought retribution and Gallagher came to his linemate's defence.

It was one of several incidents in which the Sabres tried to physically intimidate the Canadiens, but it backfired in the long run because Montreal scored twice on the power play.
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Canadiens forward George Parros has an economics degree from Princeton and, in 2010, The Sporting News ranked him at No. 4 on its list of the 20 smartest athletes in sports.
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MONTREAL — New Canadiens George Parros and Douglas Murray have more than a few things in common.

They are both 33 years old and were both selected in the eighth round of the 1999 National Hockey League entry draft, Parros going to the Los Angeles Kings with the 222nd overall pick and Murray to the San Jose Sharks with the 241st pick.

They both played university hockey in the United States and both were captains of their teams. And they both graduated from their Ivy League schools, Parros with an economics degree from Princeton and Murray with a degree in hotel administration from Cornell.

In 2010, The Sporting News ranked Parros — who had a 3.18 grade-point average and a 1,250 SAT score while at Princeton — at No. 4 on its list of the 20 smartest athletes in sports. The only three athletes ranked ahead of Parros were major-league pitcher Craig Breslow, who has a degree in molecular biophysics and biochemistry from Yale; National Football League player Myron Rolle, a Rhodes scholar with a master’s degree in medical anthropology from Oxford; and MLB pitcher Ross Ohlendorf, who has a degree in operations research and financial engineering from Princeton.

Murray and some of his friends from Cornell invented UberTap, a hands-free, three-spout beer keg tap, and he is a co-founder and managing partner of Uber Dispensing Co. When asked a couple of years ago by Ian Walker of the Vancouver Sun how he earned the nickname “Crankshaft,” Murray replied: “Long secret story. A fun trip with some guys on the team about four years ago and I guess I keep on going pretty strong. That’s all I’ll say about that.”

GQ did a Q & A feature on Parros in 2011 and called him “The Most Interesting Man in the NHL.” When asked how he started his famous moustache, Parros replied:

“I was always fascinated with the guys in the NHL in the ’70s and ’80s. There’s always been a strong connection between moustaches and hockey players, and the guys back then had some incredible facial hair. My ’stache was kind of an homage to them and it’s turned into the greatest marketing tool for me. It’s taken on a life of its own.”

Parros has already become a favourite with Canadiens fans. The final scrimmage at the Habs’ rookie camp in Brossard on Monday was delayed for a minute or so while the regular Canadiens skated across the main practice rink to get to the secondary rink for an informal skate. The only player who received a round of applause from the fans in attendance was Parros, who flashed a big smile from behind his famous moustache.

And when the regular Canadiens held their practice with no coaches on the ice, it was Parros who was drawing up the drills on the board and giving the instructions.

Parros and Murray have both beaten the odds as eighth-round draft picks to enjoy long careers in the NHL while earning millions of dollars. Parros, who had only 119 penalty minutes in 111 games during his four years at Princeton, learned how to fill an NHL role by dropping the gloves. In his final season in the American Hockey League with the Manchester Monarchs in 2004-05, the 6-foot-5, 224-pounder had 247 penalty minutes in 67 games.

Despite questionable foot speed for a defenceman, the 6-foot-3, 240-pound Murray used his strength and hockey smarts to get to the NHL.

“He was physically dominant at the college level … that was his strength,” Mike Schafer, who is entering his 19th season as the head coach at Cornell, recalled on Thursday afternoon. “He was physically dominant, a great teammate, great leader … great in the locker room with the players.

“During his four-year career, he got better and better every year,” Schafer added. “What makes him special is his competitiveness. He’s not the flashiest player in the world, but he’ll block shots … he’ll do everything he possibly can to win.

“Anyone who’s played against him is well aware of his physical strength. He’s big … but there are a lot of guys who are big. But the fact he’s so competitive and has great hockey sense … you just figured that despite his limitations he’d figure out a way to play in the NHL.”

Earlier this year, Murray — who was a two-time first-team all-American during his university career — was one of 12 new members selected for induction into the Cornell University Athletic Hall of Fame.

“His feet were always the question mark for him as a player,” Schafer said. “But if you really study him closely, he puts himself in great position … it looks ugly at times, but his hockey sense and his competitiveness make up for it. He puts himself in great position to block shots or defend or contain. With his physical strength, if he gets a piece of you you’re not going to continue.”

Schafer was asked if he has a favourite Murray story from the defenceman’s days at Cornell that he could share.

“I have lots of stories about Dougie,” Schafer said with a laugh.

“He got slashed on the hand during one game and it chopped the tip of his pinky off. As he came to the bench and the trainer was looking at it, he was still screaming at the guy that he was going to kill him. He told the trainer just to tape it … his whole focus was not on his hand, but was on the kid that he wanted to go after. That just kind of shows how tough he is and how competitive he is as a player.

“He’ll be great for Montreal,” Schafer added. “True hockey fans will understand what he’ll bring to the table. He’s a great teammate and a tough guy to play against.”

Sounds like something else Murray has in common with Parros.
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The Canadiens have defenceman Matt Lashoff at training camp on a professional tryout, one he hopes will land him a contract somewhere.
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Canadiens’ David Desharnais looking to bounce back

MONTREAL — Defenceman Matt Lashoff is hoping to rekindle his dream of a National Hockey League career with a strong showing at the Canadiens’ training camp.

“I want to show people what I can do and try to get a contract out of it,” said the 27-year-old Lashoff, who is in camp on a professional tryout. “I’m here with the goal of making the team. I hope to attract some attention and get a contract, a one-way or a two-way or whatever.”

Lashoff, who grew up in the Albany, N.Y., suburb of East Greenbush, has had a roller-coaster career since the Boston Bruins drafted him in the first round (22nd overall) in 2005.

The 6-foot-2, 205-pounder has played parts of five seasons with three different NHL teams. He has a total of 74 NHL games under his belt, but the most games he ever played in a season was 28 in 2008-09, the season Boston moved him to Tampa Bay at the trade deadline to acquire Mark Recchi.

Lashoff spent last season with the Zurich Lions in the Swiss League, but said the move was not a question of giving up on his NHL dream.

“I went to Europe because of the lockout,” he explained. “I missed most of the previous season after having knee surgery and I couldn’t wait around for the NHL to settle because it would have been a year and a half or possibly two years without playing.”

Lashoff said Zurich was a good fit because former NHL head coach Marc Crawford was behind the bench.

“I enjoyed playing over there and I think playing on the bigger ice surface made me a better defenceman,” Lashoff said.

Lashoff faces an uphill battle. The Canadiens have been stockpiling defencemen in recent years and he is one of 15 healthy defencemen in camp, including seven with one-way NHL contracts. The good news is that with seven preseason games, there will be opportunities for Lashoff to prove himself.

Lashoff has also displayed talent in another area. He has recorded a CD of original songs and covers — you can check him out on youtube.

“Music has always been a part of my life,” he explained. “My father used to be in some local bands and I was glad I had an opportunity to record, but that part of my life is on hold right now. I have to concentrate on playing hockey.”

The camp moved into high gear Thursday with the first on-ice session and an hour-long scrimmage that provided a glimpse of what the team will look like when the season opens with a home game against the Toronto Maple Leafs on Oct. 1. While coach Michel Therrien insists that it was only Day 1 and he’s still experimenting, there was a familiar look to most of the lines.

There was Lars Eller between the two Gallys, Alex Galchenyuk and Brendan Gallagher. Rookie Christian Thomas lined up with Tomas Plekanec and Rene Bourque, but the newcomer was merely keeping a spot warm for captain Brian Gionta, who is easing his way back following biceps surgery.

Old friends David Desharnais and Max Pacioretty were joined by veteran Daniel Brière. And Ryan White was between Travis Moen and Brandon Prust until he was clipped over the right eye by Eller’s stick. White left a trail of blood as he headed to the clinic.

Therrien said he didn’t have an update on White’s condition other than to say: “I know he got cut.”

Defenceman Andrei Markov, who was paired with Rafael Diaz, scored early in the second period to give Team White a 2-2 draw in the scrimmage. Markov surprised Robert Mayer with a low shot from the point.

Erik Nystrom scored the other goal for the Whites, beating Peter Budaj. Michael Blunden and Louis Leblanc scored for the Reds with both goals beating Carey Price.

Gionta and George Parros, who had rotator cuff surgery in the off-season, skated with the team, but did not scrimmage.

Joonas Nattinen, Alexei Emelin and Steve Quailer are injured and working out separately. They were joined Thursday by rookie forward Sebastian Collberg. The second-round pick from 2012 suffered a knee injury last month while training with the Swedish national junior team in Lake Placid. Collberg has signed an entry-level contract with the Canadiens, but he’ll return to Frolunda in the Swedish Elite League if he doesn’t make the big club.
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&#8220;You&#8217;ve just got to turn the page and learn from it and be ready for this season,&#8221; says Canadiens centre David Desharnais, who is coming off a frustrating season.
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MONTREAL — When David Desharnais landed a four-year, $14-million contract extension in March, it was a feel-good story about a player who has had to prove himself every step of the way in his pro hockey career.

But the honeymoon was short-lived as Desharnais struggled through the season and the Canadiens’ playoff series against the Ottawa Senators.

It was a disappointing followup to his first full season with the Canadiens in 2011-12 when the 5-foot-7 centreman posted the third-highest point total on the team — an impressive performance that no doubt helped secure his contract extension.

Trying to bounce back this season won’t be the first or biggest challenge Desharnais has faced in his hockey career. He was never drafted into the National Hockey League even though he recorded more than 100 points in his last two seasons in the Quebec Major Junior Hockey League. His path to the NHL included a stint in the East Coast Hockey League, where he led the league in points in 2007-08.

On Thursday, during the first scrimmage at the Canadiens’ training camp, Desharnais centred a line with new Hab Daniel Brière and long-time linemate Max Pacioretty.

Desharnais said it was great playing on the same line as Brière, an experienced player “who is going to be good for me and Max on and off the ice.”

Desharnais has dropped about five or six pounds, weighing in at training camp at 170 pounds.

“It was my goal this summer to lose a bit of weight and gain speed,” said Desharnais, who worked on his explosiveness.

“It was a learning process,” he said of last season. “It was a short season. Of course, it’s frustrating. But you’ve just got to turn the page and learn from it and be ready for this season.”

Consistency is something he needs to work on, Desharnais added.

“I want to be better and better each year,” he said. “And, for sure, consistency is among the things to improve upon.”

A 48-game season is less forgiving of mistakes, he suggested, than a regular 82-game schedule. If you have a little slump in an 82-game season it might be less apparent, he added.

At his end-of-season news conference last May, Canadiens general manager Marc Bergevin predicted Desharnais would bounce back and be better.

“We want David to compete,” coach Michel Therrien said at his news conference Thursday after the morning sessions.

“We want him to be David Desharnais. We want him to be at the net. We want him to be first on the puck. We want him to skate. This is how he’s got success. And he knows this.

“It’s not a matter of points, but usually when players compete hard the results get there,” Therrien added.

Asked if that was lacking last season, Therrien said: “Last season was last season.”
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Montreal Canadiens forward Rene Bourque, left, pretends to tackle teammate, forward Brandon Prust, during practice at the team's training facility in Brossard near Montreal, Thursday September 5, 2013.
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BROSSARD, Que. - Life should be a little easier for Brandon Prust this season with enforcer George Parros in the Montreal Canadiens lineup.

The stocky Prust did much of the fighting for the undersized team last season, but at least some of that work will now go to the six-foot-five Parros, who signed with the Canadiens as a free agent for one year at $937,500.

Beefing up was one of general manager Marc Bergevin's off-season goals.

"It's always good to have a few guys like that," Prust said Thursday. "It takes the stress away a bit.

"Some nights, the other lineup might have three or four guys and now we can match them pretty good."

Parros skated in drills wearing a no-contact jersey, but did not take part in a one-hour scrimmage as the Canadiens were on the ice for the first time in camp. He is recovering from rotator cuff surgery and hopes to be ready when the regular season opens on Oct. 1.

The scrimmage was only a few minutes old when Prust's linemate Ryan White skated off bleeding heavily above the right eye after a high stick from defenceman Greg Pateryn. He did not return.

Only a few minutes later, rearguard Nathan Beaulieu looked to injure his left shoulder when he was hit into the boards by Charles Hudon.

Coach Michel Therrien had no update on the condition of either player, other than to point out in jest that White had an "upper-body" injury.

Prust was Montreal's top acquisition for the lockout-shortened 2012-13 campaign, adding some grit as well as decent hockey skills to a team that had finished last in the Eastern Conference the previous season. He had five goals, nine assists and 110 penalty minutes in 38 games.

The London, Ont., native took on all comers, even though he is more of a middleweight by NHL enforcer standards, and helped the Canadiens rocket to second in the conference.

But the battling looked to take its toll. He missed time in March with a separated shoulder, then separated a rib during Montreal's five-game loss to the Ottawa Senators in the first round of playoffs.

Much of that work will now fall to Parros, although Prust said he'll mix it up when needed. Last season, Prust took 10 fighting majors while Parros had nine in 39 games with the Florida Panthers.

"I'm still going to go out and do the same things I did last year," said Prust. "Whether you have four heavyweights or you don't, it doesn't change a lot for me."

Parros said there is no competition with Prust.

"We've had plenty of conversations," he said. "There's nothing big there.

"We're excited to play with each other. I think we have a lot of good character on this team."

Prust spent most of last season skating on scoring lines, but he started camp on a unit of grinders with White and Travis Moen.

Only two seasons ago, Moen was doing much of the fighting for Montreal.

But last season, after Bergevin signed him to a four-year deal worth $1.8 million per season, there was less pressure to fight. Moen's offensive production plummeted to two goals and four assists in 45 games.

The 31-year-old needs to rediscover his energetic, checking game.

"With a guy like Travis, it's simple — we want to make sure he competes every night and we want him to play with an edge," said Therrien. "That's what grinders do to have success."

Therrien said he will tinker with line combinations throughout camp, but the units on the first day looked very much like the ones that could start the regular season.

With Brian Gionta recovering from a biceps injury, newcomer Christian Thomas was on right wing with the Tomas Plekanec and Rene Bourque duo.

Danny Briere, the top off-season signing, skated with David Desharnais and Max Pacioretty. Lars Eller centred sophomores Alex Galchenyk and Brendon Gallagher.

The defence pairs had Raphael Diaz with Andrei Markov, P.K. Subban with Josh Gorges and newcomer Douglas Murray with Francis Bouillon. Davis Drewiske skated with Jarred Tinrodi.

When the lockout ended in January, teams had only one week to prepare for the season. This time, Therrien is grateful to have a full camp.

"Last year was really demanding," he said. "A lot of credit goes to the players for buying into what we taught.

"There's going to be a few adjustments to the way we're going to play. The players like the way we play, so we're not going to change things too much. We're just going to tweak a couple of things that probably people won't see. But from the inside, we think we'll have a bit better success.

"A regular training camp gives young guys a chance to show what they can do. It gives me a chance to work on combinations, and that's what we'll do during the intra-squad and exhibition games."

The first scrimmage was marked by some nifty play by Louis Leblanc, who is rebounding from injuries, and from Thomas, who was obtained from the New York Rangers for prospect Danny Kristo.

Goalie Peter Budaj stoned Subban on a penalty shot.

Right-winger Sebastian Collberg, a 2012 draft pick, did not skate. He is nursing a knee injury suffered during exhibition games with the Swedish junior team last month in Lake Placid, N.Y. Therrien said the injury was "nothing major."

Video: Off-season changes hot topic as Habs open camp

By pat hickey, THE GAZETTESeptember 12, 2013

Story

Photos ( 28 )

Montreal Canadiens Alex Galchenyuk, left, wipes away sweat as he runs with teammate P.K. Subban during their physicals as the team opens its full training camp Wednesday, September 11, 2013, in Brossard.
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Don’t tell Daniel Brière that playing against the Canadiens is easy.

“I don’t know where people get that idea, because whenever I’ve played against Montreal they’ve been tough to play against,” said Brière, a 14-year veteran who joined the Canadiens as a free agent after spending the past six seasons with the Philadelphia Flyers.

“The Canadiens are always on you, putting pressure on you with their speed and making you work hard,” Brière added. “They don’t give you any room out there.”

Brière was among 55 players who reported to the Bell Sports Complex in Brossard Wednesday as the Canadiens’ main training camp got underway with physical exams and fitness testing. The team will hold-its first on-ice session Thursday at 10 a.m. with a scrimmage scheduled for 11 a.m.

“For the players, this is the worst day of the year,” Brière said. “You get poked and probed and put through all the tests, but we’ll be back to playing hockey tomorrow.”

The Canadiens’ off-season changes were a hot topic Wednesday. In addition to the highly skilled Brière, the Canadiens added size and toughness in forward George Parros and defenceman Douglas Murray.

Brière said the newcomers will provide the Canadiens with an added measure of respect, but noted that general manager Marc Bergevin had already started changing the image of the team.

“You saw it last year with Brandon Prust and (Colby) Armstrong,” Brière said. “Things didn’t go well for Armstrong, but he’s one of those guys who’s tough to play against. And it’s the same with Frankie Bouillon.”

Brière has been a centre for most of his career, but he’ll be playing on the wing in Montreal.

“We’ll have to see how the chemistry works (in training camp),” said Brière, who said he’ll play wherever he can help the team.

Veteran Tomas Plekanec had a similar outlook as he coped with jet lag Wednesday. Plekanec delayed his return from his native Czech Republic to spend some time with his mother following the death of his father.

Plekanec has been the Canadiens’ No. 1 centre since the departure of Saku Koivu in 2009, but he hasn’t always played with the team’s top wingers. At times, Plekanec has been a victim of his versatility and his willingness to do what’s best for the team.

“I’ve never been one to go to the coach and say I want to play with this guy,” Plekanec said. “I’ll leave it up to the coach to make those decisions.”

Plekanec did have some chemistry with captain Brian Gionta, who has missed significant portions of the past two seasons following surgery to repair torn biceps, and they will probably start the season on the same line.

Plekanec is hoping to continue in his jack-of-all-trades role, playing at even strength, on the power play and as a penalty-killer. When someone suggested he might be sacrificing some offensive production by playing a strong defensive game, Plekanec replied: “That’s okay as long as you guys don’t write about it.”

Plekanec’s workload should be even greater this season because he’s expected to represent the Czech Republic at the Winter Olympics in Sochi.

“I’m not thinking about that yet,” he said. “I’m still trying to figure out tomorrow.”

The Canadiens don’t have much time for chemistry experiments. They will have scrimmages Thursday and Friday at 11 a.m. in Brossard and Saturday at 1 p.m. at the Bell Centre before playing their first exhibition games Sunday against Buffalo and Monday against Boston.

The players were run through a battery of tests on Wednesday to determine their strength and endurance. The players got one break because the oxygen-sucking wingate cycling test has been scrapped, but it was replaced by the beep test, which sees players shuttling between two points in time to beeps. The time between beeps grows shorter as the test goes on.

There will be three bodies on the sidelines as the team hits the ice Thursday. The oft-injured Joonas Nattinen has recovered from off-season shoulder surgery, but he has been hit by a virus. Alexei Emelin is out indefinitely after major reconstructive knee surgery and Steven Quailer suffered an undisclosed injury on the final day of the rookie camp Monday.

Gionta and Parros, who had shoulder surgery in the off-season, will practise, but will probably be held out of the scrimmage sessions.
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Twitter: zababes1

Habs’ Pacioretty hungry for start of new season

By DAVE STUBBS, THE GAZETTESeptember 12, 2013

Story

Photos ( 1 )

Montreal Canadiens Max Pacioretty grimaces while running the beep test during physical testing on the first day of training camp at the team's practice facility in Brossard, south of Montreal Wednesday September 11, 2013.
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MONTREAL - Canadiens forward Max Pacioretty arrived at his team’s medical exams and fitness testing Wednesday in his usual superb shape, his 6-foot-2 frame carrying 217 pounds and a tremendously lean nine per cent body fat.

With long-time personal trainer Ben Prentiss in Connecticut, Pacioretty spent his off-season first rehabilitating a shoulder he separated in Game 1 of last May’s first-round playoff series against the Ottawa Senators, then retooling for the season ahead.

“It was tough at first,” he said of mending the shoulder. “I had a couple of setbacks. I had to get that cleaned up, but I felt good after that. …

“(Rehab) was nagging for most part of the summer. I had to get a little extra attention toward the end of it, but I feel confident that I’m 100 per cent now.”

To get to this point meant training ferociously five days a week, sometimes twice daily; skating two to four times per week; and stretching and working with both a massage therapist and an acupuncturist.

If Pacioretty was hungry for fitness, his appetite was off the charts every waking minute. But he still watched his diet closely.

“I’ve learned a lot about nutrition since I’ve been a pro,” he said. “I’ve learned how to handle my body and I’ve noticed the huge impact it’s had.”

Yet for a few moments of his 20-minute chat Wednesday at the Bell Sports Complex in Brossard, on the eve of stepping on the ice for the first official day of training camp, Pacioretty spoke about indulging.

A lot.

“During the summer, even during the season, I give myself one day a week to really go all out,” he said through a grin. “My ‘cheat day’ makes up for the whole week.”

There’s a method to this fantastic feasting, of course. This isn’t aimless gluttony, just for the sake of it.

“Cheat day spikes your metabolism,” Pacioretty said. “If you’re eating clean your whole life and you never eat anything bad, it slows down your metabolism. So you want to spike it and get it used to having it burn calories easier and quicker.

“Literally, I eat as much as I can (that one day) — desserts, pizza, everything.”

Pizza, he said, is his go-to cheat food, in the off-season usually shovelled in on a weekend. Anything else that his wife, Katia, hasn’t nailed down or hidden is in grave danger, too.

“Most cheat days I have to leave the house because there’s not enough food in it,” Pacioretty joked, saying there’s never more than one day of excess because “once you start that, it’s like a black hole — you can’t stop.”

Being on the road during the season offers certain opportunities, too.

“That’s a great time to go to one of your favourite restaurants,” he said. “You go somewhere pretty bad and eat some pizzas.”

That he used the plural of pizza wasn’t by accident.

It’s unlikely the Canadiens are counting on more from Pacioretty this season than the player is expecting from himself.

He’s been the team’s leading point-scorer the past two seasons and, at 24, he says “I should be” when asked whether he believes he’s entering the prime of his career, heading into his sixth NHL season.

“I look at every season as one in which I have to get better,” Pacioretty said. “I think I’ve done that every year in the league. I have a lot to build off of to be the player I want to be and I hope to improve every year.

“I’ve learned a lot since I’ve been a pro. It seems like I’ve played 15 years. There’s been a lot of ups and downs (in six seasons) and hopefully, it’s a little smoother process in the next six.”

Like a few of the young guns on the Canadiens, Pacioretty has grown up before our eyes.

He rattled off a remarkable list that’s lengthened since 2008-09, his first year as a professional:

In minor-pro Hamilton, he had four coaches; in Montreal, he’s had two team owners, three general managers and five coaches.

Pacioretty’s resilience is uncommon; his recovery from horrific injury is legendary.

He’s been incredibly fortunate to bounce back. But much of it, too, has been his fanatical approach to training and, between pizzas, his attention to the fuel he consumes.

Pacioretty works religiously on his explosive power, saying his game is built on sprinting, not on a marathoner’s cardiovascular endurance.

“I try to get more powerful and stronger every summer. It’s good to come to camp and get those long skates and conditioning in,” he said.

Of the most beastly fit Canadien in Wednesday’s muscle-torching, lung-searing testing, Pacioretty paused, then laughed.

“I know you probably want me to answer, ‘The guy who posts (training) videos online all summer,’ ” he joked, defenceman P.K. Subban’s name left unspoken. “But I won’t give him that satisfaction.

“It’s awful,” Pacioretty added of the fitness evaluation. “Testing wouldn’t be as bad if you weren’t sitting around for five hours then jumping right into beep test (a punishing running-based cardio test). Everything in your body is so stiff and sore.

“When you’re younger, you want to be at the top of everything. But as you get older, you realize more what’s important (to yourself).”

Pacioretty likes the grittier roster that steps onto Brossard ice for the first time Thursday morning, saying there were “a couple of needs that our team had to address. We trust management and they went in the right direction.”

The sandpaper addition of George Parros and Douglas Murray, along with offensive threat Daniel Brière, adds to the Canadiens’ depth.

“We had a lot of injuries last year, especially in the playoffs,” Pacioretty said. “That’s where we ran out of steam, I guess, (with) not enough depth.

“We’ve got that now, guys who can fill roles, and that’s important. We have a lot of (defencemen) who can step up with Emmy’s injury,” he added, rearguard Alexei Emelin still rehabbing from ACL surgery.

“I don’t know what’s going to happen with Gio (captain Brian Gionta, recovering from biceps surgery) but we have a lot of guys who can step up. When everyone’s back, we’ll have one of the deeper teams in the league.”

A candidate for the U.S. Olympic team to Sochi, surely being scouted game by game with fellow Canadiens forward Alex Galchenyuk, Pacioretty says he’ll block out anything but playing his best for the Habs and “let the rest worry about itself.”

Last season’s hasty five-game exit from the playoffs was “unfortunate,” he said. “But it was a good learning experience for everyone.”

Whether or not Pacioretty skates with friend and long-time linemate David Desharnais, he says simply that he’s willing to play in any spot where he’ll best help the club.

The season begins on Thursday, the first rotten day of school — and the pain that testing inflicts — now done.

“The testing’s the same every year,” Pacioretty said. “With that out of the way, we can focus on hockey.”

And more immediately, the healthy spread of chow that awaited in the players’ lounge downstairs.
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Habs’ Pacioretty hungry for start of new season

MONTREAL - They arrived at the last Canadiens’ training camp in January with the same “Gally” nickname and the same hope of making the team.

With successful rookie seasons under their belts, Alex Galchenyuk and Brendan Gallagher now face the challenge of repeating and exceeding those performances in their sophomore seasons.

Gallagher heard a lot about the so-called “sophomore slump” over the summer, but isn’t worried about it.

“I think you’re just confident in the work that you did in the summer,” said Gallagher, 21, who was a finalist last season for the Calder Trophy awarded to the NHL’s top rookie.

“If you can think back and you can say, you worked as hard as you (could) and you gave yourself the best chance, it’s just a matter of going on the ice and playing,” he said.

“When you think about it that way you don’t think anything should change and you should be the same.”

The 5-foot-9 forward focused on the same things he always does in his off-season training: lower body, power, quickness and agility.

“To be a smaller guy and to be effective you need to be the hardest-working guy on the ice,” Gallagher told reporters Wednesday at the start of the Canadiens’ training camp.

“You need to continue to work on your quickness and power. And for me every summer that’s my focus. So I come in every year trying to build on that and so far it’s been working.”

He’s a little bit heavier but “most importantly I feel like I’m stronger and quicker,” he said.

Gallagher quickly won over fans last season with his fearless play, rushing to the net, and paying the price for his net presence from bigger opposing defenders.

“I’m going to play the same way. I know I’m going to get hit. I know I’m going to take a bit of a beating on the ice. But for me, if I’m not playing that way I’m not a very good player,” Gallagher said.

“Quite simply, I can’t play any other way and play in the league.”

Gallagher plans to live with defenceman Josh Gorges and his wife again this season.

“I was a bit surprised they wanted me back,” Gallagher laughed. “But I was happy to take the offer.”

Galchenyuk, along with teammate Max Pacioretty, attended USA Hockey’s pre-Olympic camp late last month and called it a great experience. They were among 48 players invited to the camp as part of the process for selecting the U.S. men’s Olympic hockey team for the Winter Games next February in Sochi, Russia.

Galchenyuk got to spend much more time in the gym this summer focussing on his training than in his hectic draft year, for example, when he said he took 11 flights in one month. He weighed in at 203 pounds at training camp, adding seven pounds to his 6-foot-1 frame — the biggest jump among all Habs.

“I’m really confident and comfortable where I am right now,” he said.

In terms of goals for this season, Galchenyuk said he wants to contribute as much as he can to the team’s success.

“Looking back on the last year, I just have to stay consistent because there were moments when I didn’t score for 12 games and didn’t score for 18 games. Then I had a stretch where I scored quite a bit towards the end of the year.”

Coach Michel Therrien said at the Canadiens’ golf tournament last week that Galchenyuk will have more responsibility and “time will tell us when he’s going to be ready to be a centreman.”

“We all understand that Alex eventually will be a centreman. But he’s only 19 years old,” Therrien told reporters.

Galchenyuk said he feels comfortable on the wing and at centre and would be happy with either assignment.

“I trust the coaches and they know what they’re doing. I just have to go out there every time I’m on the ice and make something happen.”
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Don’t tell Daniel Brière that playing against the Canadiens is easy.

“I don’t know where people get that idea, because whenever I’ve played against Montreal they’ve been tough to play against,” said Brière, a 14-year veteran who joined the Canadiens as a free agent after spending the past six seasons with the Philadelphia Flyers.

“The Canadiens are always on you, putting pressure on you with their speed and making you work hard,” Brière added. “They don’t give you any room out there.”

Brière was among 55 players who reported to the Bell Sports Complex in Brossard Wednesday as the Canadiens’ main training camp got underway with physical exams and fitness testing. The team will hold-its first on-ice session Thursday at 10 a.m. with a scrimmage scheduled for 11 a.m.

“For the players, this is the worst day of the year,” Brière said. “You get poked and probed and put through all the tests, but we’ll be back to playing hockey tomorrow.”

The Canadiens’ off-season changes were a hot topic Wednesday. In addition to the highly skilled Brière, the Canadiens added size and toughness in forward George Parros and defenceman Douglas Murray.

Brière said the newcomers will provide the Canadiens with an added measure of respect, but noted that general manager Marc Bergevin had already started changing the image of the team.

“You saw it last year with Brandon Prust and (Colby) Armstrong,” Brière said. “Things didn’t go well for Armstrong, but he’s one of those guys who’s tough to play against. And it’s the same with Frankie Bouillon.”

Brière has been a centre for most of his career, but he’ll be playing on the wing in Montreal.

“We’ll have to see how the chemistry works (in training camp),” said Brière, who said he’ll play wherever he can help the team.

Veteran Tomas Plekanec had a similar outlook as he coped with jet lag Wednesday. Plekanec delayed his return from his native Czech Republic to spend some time with his mother following the death of his father.

Plekanec has been the Canadiens’ No. 1 centre since the departure of Saku Koivu in 2009, but he hasn’t always played with the team’s top wingers. At times, Plekanec has been a victim of his versatility and his willingness to do what’s best for the team.

“I’ve never been one to go to the coach and say I want to play with this guy,” Plekanec said. “I’ll leave it up to the coach to make those decisions.”

Plekanec did have some chemistry with captain Brian Gionta, who has missed significant portions of the past two seasons following surgery to repair torn biceps, and they will probably start the season on the same line.

Plekanec is hoping to continue in his jack-of-all-trades role, playing at even strength, on the power play and as a penalty-killer. When someone suggested he might be sacrificing some offensive production by playing a strong defensive game, Plekanec replied: “That’s okay as long as you guys don’t write about it.”

Plekanec’s workload should be even greater this season because he’s expected to represent the Czech Republic at the Winter Olympics in Sochi.

“I’m not thinking about that yet,” he said. “I’m still trying to figure out tomorrow.”

The Canadiens don’t have much time for chemistry experiments. They will have scrimmages Thursday and Friday at 11 a.m. in Brossard and Saturday at 1 p.m. at the Bell Centre before playing their first exhibition games Sunday against Buffalo and Monday against Boston.

The players were run through a battery of tests on Wednesday to determine their strength and endurance. The players got one break because the oxygen-sucking wingate cycling test has been scrapped, but it was replaced by the beep test, which sees players shuttling between two points in time to beeps. The time between beeps grows shorter as the test goes on.

There will be three bodies on the sidelines as the team hits the ice Thursday. The oft-injured Joonas Nattinen has recovered from off-season shoulder surgery, but he has been hit by a virus. Alexei Emelin is out indefinitely after major reconstructive knee surgery and Steven Quailer suffered an undisclosed injury on the final day of the rookie camp Monday.

Gionta and Parros, who had shoulder surgery in the off-season, will practise, but will probably be held out of the scrimmage sessions.
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Rich Peverley said he wasn’t feeling great before the physical that showed an irregular heartbeat, but said the treatment has worked well and he expects no further problems.

“A couple of days last week, I was feeling a little bit like my heart was racing.” he said. “I think people hear it’s a heart thing and they think it’s life-threatening. It’s not. Normal people have it, and they can go through daily life.”

Peverley, 31, got treatment from a specialist in Cleveland, and is on blood thinners now. He said he expects a full recovery and also said he should be able to play without any issues once he returns to games sometime in early October.

“I’m not really worried about it,” he said. “I’m on medication to help me, and if it does come back, it’s not a career threatening thing. I can play through it, and there are other things I can do to help me.”

Peverley skated with his teammates Tuesday for the first time since he found about the problem. The versatile winger, who was acquired from Boston in the Tyler Seguin trade, skated on his own Sunday and Monday and rejoined the team Tuesday. He can skate, but can’t have contact.

“It feels good to be with the guys, trying to get in a rhythm and a pace.” he said.

He said he believes he’s in great shape and will be ready to go once he’s cleared for contact.

“I don’t feel like I’m behind at all. I think playing two months later (in the season) than most guys last year helps me,” he said of a trip to the Stanley Cup Final with Boston last season. “I don’t worry about it. I’ll just have to take practices as serious as I can and be ready to go.”
Stars cut training camp roster by four on Monday, including sending prospect John Klingberg back to Sweden
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Dallas Stars head coach Lindy Ruff speaks to Dallas Stars right wing Erik Cole (72) on the bench during the third period of an NHL pre-season hockey game against the St. Louis Blues Sunday, Sept. 15, 2013, in Dallas. (AP Photo/LM Otero)

Here is the press release:

FRISCO, Texas – Dallas Stars General Manager Jim Nill announced today that the team has reduced the training camp roster by four players.

The following three players have been assigned to their respective clubs:

PLAYER POSITION            TEAM ASSIGNED TO ACQUIRED 

Philippe Desrosiers Goaltender  Rimouski (QMJHL) 2013 NHL Draft (22nd round, 54th overall) 

John Klingberg Defenseman  Frolunda (Sweden) 2010 NHL Draft (5th round, 131st overall) 

Troy Vance Defenseman  Charlottetown (QMJHL) 2011 NHL Draft (5th round, 135th overall) 

Also, the following player was released from his professional tryout:

PLAYER                    POSITION           

Josh Robinson           Goaltender

Heika: Dallas Stars prospect John Klingberg going from late-round pick to hot commodity 
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The Dallas Stars unveiled their new uniforms for the first time in a game at American Airlines on Sunday. So are fans happy or not? Here are a few items of note with a poll on each. Offer your opinions and give us your comments in the related link 
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John Klingberg is like a surfer dude in one of those teenage romance movies.

The homecoming queen wants him, the head cheerleader wants him, the nerdy bookworm with the cute smile wants him.

It’s not the worst situation in the world.

Klingberg is a 21-year-old, puck-moving defenseman who was seen

Observations: Stars lose to St. Louis in shootout, but it was a fun night at the ol’ barn

By Mike Heika
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Dallas' Valeri Nichushkin (43) and Luke Gazdic (52) celebrate after a goal during a preseason game between the Dallas Stars and the St. Louis Blues at the American Airlines Center in Dallas, Sunday, Sept. 15, 2013. (Garett Fisbeck/The Dallas Morning News)

Here’s the box score from Sunday’s 6-5 Stars shootout loss to St. Louis in American Airlines Center. Lots of numbers there to ponder.

Watch the video highlights here. (Valeri Nichushkin’s second goal is at about the 2:00 mark).

There are a lot of ways to look at Dallas’ 6-5 shootout loss to the Blues.

I’m going to take this one: After just four days of watching this new-look Stars team, I get the feeling they are going to be very exciting. They have speed, they have skill, they have a lot of moving parts that the coaching staff is going to have to learn to assemble in just the right manner. And if it does, there’s no telling how good this group can be.

Yes, this is pre-season Game 1. Yes, the Blues brought a fraction of their best players. Yes, drawing conclusion at this time of the year is folly at best.

But when you watched Valeri Nichushkin power his way around the ice, score two goals and put nine shots on net, you really believed he could do that against any players at any level. When you watched the power play move the puck with laser passes on just one day of practice, you envisioned a team that doesn’t stink with the man advantage. When you saw that the Stars had a 38-35 edge in shots on goal and a 38-29 advantage in faceoffs, you thought to yourself, “Huh, that seems different from last season.”

So why can’t they keep that up, right?

Nichushkin is just 18. He was just drafted in June. He is a real wildcard for this team, because they really, really don’t want to send him back to the KHL. They really, really want him to develop his skills on this size ice, in this league, with this kind of physical play. They really, really want him to learn English and embrace the culture, and become a Stars player for the next 20 years. They want him to be like Pavel Datsyuk or Henrik Zetterberg or Sergei Zubov or Jere Lehtinen. And by that, they don’t exactly want him to become a superstar (although that would be nice), they want him to become a foreign player who is a part of the organization, a happy professional, a guy who fits in Dallas.

The first step in that process is making sure he’s on the ice. If he’s a player the coaches trust, who helps the team win, then there’s less worry about a battle with a coach or an unhappy agent, or discussions about returning to Russia. If he plays well, he’s going to be just fine here.

And watching Sunday’s offering, it sure looks like he can play well. He pounded the front of the net for a rebound goal. He was nothing short of spectacular in scoring an unassisted goal while skating two thirds the length of the ice in the third period. He had nine shots on goal. Nine! He was a force to be reckoned with.

And even if that’s playing street hockey in Coppell, it has to be seen as a good sign at this time of the year.

There will be time to ask more from him, but now is not yet that time.

“He was able to push through and skate well in the game,” head coach Lindy Ruff said. “He was responsible for creating a number of opportunities, and he scored a couple. And when you look at his all-around game, he was trying to pay attention to where was supposed to be defending. He’s got a lot on his plate, and I think it was a good effort for him.’’

So that’s got fun potential written all over it.

As for the top line, well, they also had moments of fun. Erik Cole scored an early power play goal off a tic-tac-toe play on passes from Tyler Seguin and Alex Chiasson. Seguin, Cole and Shawn Horcoff created a memorable second goal with the man advantage. It was an impressive display of either raw natural talent or a budding chemistry that could be electric. Either way, you chuckled in that cocky “Homer Call of the Week” way when you saw it.

Defensively, there was a lot more grimacing. Sometimes, Seguin, Benn and Cole got a little too caught up in the fun. Sometimes, the younger players made mistakes. Sometimes, the defensemen weren’t in position. That’s a familiar refrain from last season, and it will scare fans a little, even this early in the process. They have seen the Stars break down before. They have seen late game losses or shootout deflations. They fear putting that kind of pressure on Kari Lehtonen.

And walking out Sunday, those ghosts have plenty of cozy corners still at American Airlines Center.

But, hey, it’s early.

“We had some breakdowns that cost us that we’d like to clean up,” Ruff said. “I think our younger defense probably hurt us a little bit, but I really liked what our forwards did. They did a nice job of creating some good opportunities.”

Dan Ellis looked pretty good in his debut in net. He allowed two goals on 18 shots, but was solid. It seems that the Stars should be better set at back-up goalie with the veteran Ellis in there.

Jack Campbell played the second half of the game. He allowed three goals on 17 shots and also allowed a goal to Vladimir Tarasenko in the shootout. There’s no real crime in that, but Campbell would have liked a better start. The first-round draft pick and “goalie of the future” is destined for the AHL and probably won’t even be considered for back-up duty to Lehtonen until Ellis’ contract is up after next season. But he still is a huge part of this organization and people love to see progress in his game _ and that’s something he still needs to show in this pre-season.

Again, this is just the start, this is just one game. They’ll take Monday off and get right back at it Wednesday when they face the Florida Panthers in preseason Game 2 at AAC, and then go for the back-to-back road weekend (vs. Florida at San Antonio Friday and at St. Louis Saturday).

They’ll probably make some cuts soon and start to get more of the regular lineup together. In addition, the coaches will stress more details and more team play in the defensive end. Those are things that can be coached, that can be fixed.

But just blatant talent? Shinny-level skating? Highlight-reel dangling? There was plenty of that to be seen Sunday, and that’s not a bad place for this Rising Star thing to get started.

Young defense, top forwards will be focus of Stars’ pre-season opener with St. Louis Sunday
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Dallas Stars' Shawn Horcoff (10) skates into the offensive zone during training camp at the Fort Worth Convention Center, Thursday, September 12, 2013. (BRANDON WADE/Special Contributor)

The Stars already start their pre-season schedule tonight, taking on St. Louis in a 6 p.m. tilt at American Airlines Center.

The lineup is expected to look something like this:

Jamie Benn-Tyler Seguin-Erik Cole

Shawn Horcoff-Cody Eakin-Valeri Nichushkin

Antoine Roussel-Vernon Fiddler-Alex Chiasson

Luke Gazdic-Chris Mueller-Brett Ritchie

Alex Goligoski-John Klingberg

Brenden Dillon-Jamie Oleksiak

Kevin Connauton-Jordie Benn

Dan Ellis (starter/first half of game)

Jack Campbell (second half of game)

The game is not on local TV or radio.

Some of the fun things to watch will be:

*How does that top line fare against another team. Benn-Seguin-Cole looked great against Cody Eakin in Saturday’s scrimmage, but it will be interesting to see if it has the same firepower in a pre-season game.

*The Stars are going mostly with young defensemen in this one, and yet they are using four guys who could be regular NHLers. That says something about the shape of the defense. Brenden Dillon is one of the team’s top blueliners at age 22, while Jordie Benn, 26, and Kevin Connauton, 23, are expected to play a good deal in the NHL this year. In addition, Jamie Oleksiak, 20, will probably be the first call-up from the AHL. John Klingberg, 21, is going back to Sweden after this game, so he also will be interesting.

*The odd combination of Cody Eakin and Shawn Horcoff on the second line. We all knew that when Jim Nill loaded up on centers in the off-season, some centers would have to play wing. Most felt the leading candidate would be Rich Peverley. However, with Peverley (irregular heartbeat) out until the start of the season, coach Lindy Ruff still wants to see if two centers can co-exist on the same line. Expect Eakin to work mostly out of the pivot, but there could be a lot of switching during the game, and that could be a glimpse of what we might see during the regular season.

*What does Valeri Nichushkin look like in a real game? He played in Traverse City in the Prospects Tournament and looked good. He has played in the scrimmages and looked good. Now, it’s time to see what the 18-year-old (who was taken 10th overall in the 2013 draft) can do in a pre-season game. Nichushkin is almost assuredly going to be in the opening day NHL lineup, so it’s all just a matter of gathering information on him right now.

*Vern Fiddler and Eric Nystrom had some solid chemistry last season, but Nystrom signed as a free agent with Nashville in the off-season. Now, it’s time to find a new partner for Fiddler, and Antoine Roussel might be that guy. He plays the game with speed and aggression, like Nystrom, so it could be an interesting experiment.

*Dan Ellis gets the start and the first part of the game. The back-up goalie has been a position of contention for Dallas in recent years, so Ellis (a veteran who signed a two-year free agent contract in the summer) will be an important part of this team. Jack Campbell will take the second half. The 21-year-old is on the path to becoming Kari Lehtonen’s eventual challenger, but he’ll be headed back to the AHL.

Coach Lindy Ruff told reporters after the morning skate in Frisco:

“I want to do the little things better than the other team,” Ruff said. “I want the execution part, I want the discipline in the game. We’re looking for all the little areas, the passing, how were defending and coming back in our own end and how we are playing in the offensive zone. Are we having enough zone time? All those little areas.”

Check out the Blues lineup and updates here at the St. Louis Post-Dispatch.
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Dallas Stars' Jamie Benn calls for the puck during training camp at the Fort Worth Convention Center, Thursday, September 12, 2013. (BRANDON WADE/Special Contributor)

Maybe it was the fact that nobody could handle them.

Maybe it was the fact they were just that good.

Either way, the line of Jamie-Benn-Tyler Seguin-Erik Cole was dominating Saturday at the Stars intrasquad scrimmage at Fort Worth Convention Center. While it’s just the first intrasquad scrimmage three days into camp, it was a great indication that Benn and Seguin could have terrific chemistry.

“Not bad,” Benn said with a huge smile on his face. “He’s a pretty special player. You can just see it out there. It feels pretty good to play out there.”

Benn and Seguin might have scored two goals on their first shift. Benn appeared to put a puck in the net, but it quickly bounced back out of the net. Seguin then scored moments later.

“I thought it might have gone in,” Benn said with a chuckle. “But we’ll give it to Seg’s.”

Stars goalie Kari Lehtonen was the recipient of the barrage, and said he was impressed with his teammates.

“It’s about how well they read the game, and how smart they are,” Lehtonen said. “Anybody can make plays if you give them time, but it’s hard to get time in this league. Those two, they don’t need time. They react so quickly and they have such quick hands. They can make plays quickly in tight spots. I’m just happy that’s going to be on my side when we really start playing.”

Benn is moving from center to left wing, and Seguin is moving from right wing to center, so there is some expected transition time needed. The fact that they looked so good so quickly has to be seen as a good sign.

“For Day 1 playing together, it was nice,” said Seguin. “Away from the rink, the Benn boys and me have been together pretty much 24/7, so the chemistry on the ice is just going to come.”

Asked about the position swapping, Seguin said communication is key.

“Its a lot about us talking to each other and reading off each other,” Seguin said. “There were times when he was coming across the middle and me taking his position, and I’m totally fine with that. There will be a lot of interchanges. But with both of us having good speed and Coley with his hard work, I think we’re definitely going to connect.”

Cole was a nice complement. The veteran winger struggled at times last season after he was acquired in a trade from Montreal. But he was able to move his family down in the summer, and this will be sort of a fresh start for him. While there are other options at right wing for that top line, Cole brings size and experience, as well as the speed to keep up with the kids.

“They were impressive. They made a lot of good plays, had real good speed,” Stars coach Lindy Ruff said. “I thought Tyler had a real good day. He had a good day yesterday and I thought he had an even better day today. Erik probably had his best day. They were fun to watch play.”

Benn said Seguin makes everyone look slow.

“He’s so fast and skilled, and me and Colesy are moving sort of in straight lines,” Benn said of Seguin. “He’ll do the flashy stuff, and me and Colesy will just keep it grindtime.”

The line is expected to play against St. Louis on Sunday in the pre-season opener, and that will be just the next step in the process of seeing if they can create chemistry.

“I’m just excited to be in this community and this surrounding,” Seguin said. “It’s such a positive atmosphere right now. Everyone is walking around with a chip on their shoulder, like they have something to prove. It’s quite the privilege to be playing with guys who want this so badly.”

Here were the lines for the two teams from the scrimmage:

Team A

Benn-Seguin-Cole

Garbutt-Horcoff-Chiasson

Roussel-Faksa-Sceviour

Wathier-Morin-Stransky

Goligoski-Robidas

Jordie Benn-Oleksiak

Jokipakka-Klingberg

Ellis

Nilstorp

Team B

Whitney-Eakin-Nichushkin

MacDermid-Fiddler-Ritchie

McKenzine-Mueller-Glennie

Gazdic-Petersen-A. Smith

Dillon-Gonchar

Nemeth-Daley

Connauton-Gaunce

Lehtonen

Campbell

Among the highlights was a laser shot by rookie Valeri Nichushkin. You can watch that here.

Nichushkin ended up on a line with Ray Whitney and Cody Eakin, and while they struggled to go head-to-head with Benn-Seguin-Cole, they had their moments.

Lindy Ruff said he will go with a younger defense on Sunday that includes Brenden Dillon, Jamie Oleksiak and John Klingberg. He said Dan Ellis and Cristopher Nilstorp will split time in net
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Group C had a clear upper hand on Group A today as it took a 6-3 scrimmage victory. In addition to the Group C having played on Thursday while Group A had had not, the Group C also had Tyler Seguin and Cody Eakin, who might have been the two best players in the scrimmage.

Seguin was in on two goals, including a beautiful unassisted play where he stole an outlet pass while on the forecheck and then rifled a shot in. Eakin had seven key plays and set up Jamie Oleksiak for a goal.

“I thought (Seguin) had a real good day. They were chasing him around quite a bit,” Stars coach Lindy Ruff said. “Then on the bench, with a couple of the reads, he was trying to help out Val (Nichushkin), which is pretty impressive. I thought yesterday was good, I thought he was even better today.”

Eakin spent a lot of time with Alex Chiasson, Brett Ritchie and Curtis McKenzie Friday. Ruff said he would like to try Eakin with Ray Whitney and Chiasson as a potential second line either in Saturday’s scrimmage or Sunday’s preseason game.

“We’d like to see (Jamie) Benn playing with Seguin. We’d like to try Eakin maybe with Whitney and Chiasson. We’ve got some ideas we’d like to try,” Ruff said. “I really liked the way (Eakin) played today. He might have been the best player on the ice. He made a great play to Oleksiak on his goal, he really irritated a few players on the other team, he drew some penalties, he likes having the puck, he’s tough on the wall. I know he’s on the smaller side, but he just comes out and competes every shift.”

Ruff said some of the lines in Saturday’s 10 a.m. scrimmage at Fort Worth Convention Center could be lines you will see in Sunday’s 6 p.m. preseason opener vs. St. Louis at American Airlines Center. He said he expects a very good lineup for that game.

“My belief is you want to start off well in training camp, you want to win, you want to create a winning atmosphere,” Ruff said. “It’s our first game at home, and it will be a good roster.”

The scrimmage on Saturday is free and open to the public.
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Dallas Stars' Shawn Horcoff (10) looks for room against teammate Alex Goligoski (33) during training camp at the Fort Worth Convention Center, Thursday, September 12, 2013. (BRANDON WADE/Special Contributor)

The Stars opened training camp in Fort Worth today, and among the key words were quickness and speed. New coach Lindy Ruff put his team through drills that were fast-paced and physical, and he said that’s a style he will be enforcing throughout practices.

“I’ve got about eight or nine drills that I really like, and players know I don’t like going to the (white) board between drills,” Ruff said. “I’m big on a lot of pace. If you practice at high speed, you’ll play at high speed. Plus, I like to do it where you do your drill, then you rest, and then you roll again. It’s just like lines in a game.”

The Stars are broken down into three groups for training camp. Group A practiced early and Groups B and C then held a three-period scrimmage with running clock. To spread the groups evenly, some potential linemates were on different teams. In addition, each group had 10 forwards, so there was shuffling during the scrimmage

“I wouldn’t take much out of the lines right now,” Ruff said. “We’re looking more at running an efficient practice than anything else. There was a lot of shuffling out there.”

Some of the intriguing combinations were Tyler Seguin spending time with Valeri Nichushkin, Alex Chiasson, Brett Ritchie and Erik Cole. Cody Eakin also spent time with Cole, Ritchie and Curtis McKenzie. And Vernon Fiddler was out with Ryan Garbutt and Austin Smith.

On defense, Sergei Gonchar spent some time with Jamie Oleksiak, while Trevor Daley was with Jyrki Jokipakka and Stephane Robidas was with Etienne Boutet. Robidas looked solid throughout, and also threw a couple of hits on rookie winger Nichushkin.

“I like to see that,” Ruff said. “That’s Robi being competitive. I liked the physicality in practice. We’ve talked a lot about compete level, and I thought the compete level was really good. You’re going to get hit a lot harder than that in the game.”

Cody Eakin scored on a rebound in the scrimmage. Ryan Button scored on a penalty shot (used in place of power plays). Robidas appeared to have a goal on a shot through a screen. Lane MacDermid slid in a goal from a battle in front of the net. And Seguin probably had the most noticeable goal of the scrimmage on a hard shot.

The Stars will practice at 9 a.m. Friday at the Fort Worth Convention Center and will scrimmage around 11:45 a.m.

Rome, Peverley miss first day of practice: Veterans Aaron Rome and Rich Peverley missed the first day of practice. Rome had hip surgery during the summer, and probably won’t be able to skate until near the end of September.

“He should be ready for close to the start of the season,” said GM Jim Nill. “I don’t want to give a definite time, because I know how injuries are, but he should be ready sometime in October.”

Peverley had a “blip” on his EKG during his physical, so the Stars decided to see if that settled down with rest.

“We’re very sensitive to that, so we’re getting him checked over more,” Nill said. “If everything is OK, he’ll be back on the ice (Friday).” 
Michael Rehkemper5 days ago

Robidas is terrible. Hard to like the screening he does to his own goalie and the goals he scores on his own team. Hard work and toughness do not equal talent. I didn't know anyone really liked his play lol. He's a career 3rd or 4th line dman at best which makes me wonder about why he was placed on the top line. Ever since Robidas has been our number 1 dman, we have not made the playoffs. In 2010 we had a 3 game losing streak, Robidas got injured for 4 games we had a 4 game winning streak, he cam back and we lost. Hope we don't resign him. He cant clear the zone without icing lol. So it's easy not to love Robidas, but easy to hate his play.
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I talked to Tyler Seguin Tuesday, so here’s a quick Q&A plus some links.

Seguin also was in New York last week, so there are a lot of stories out there on him.

Here is Nick Cotsonika’s story from Yahoo Sports.

Here is Kevin Allen’s story from USA Today.

Here’s my Player Profile on Seguin from earlier in the summer.

Here he is after skating on Tuesday:

Q: It seems like there are a lot of people in this organization who might have a chip on their shoulder and feel like they have something to prove going into this season. Do you get that feeling?

SEGUIN: I think so. I think a lot of people have something to prove, speaking for myself definitely. There’s a lot of new faces here, and I think everyone is excited. Training camp hasn’t even started and yet it feels like we’ve been at training camp for a week.

Q: Can you appreciate what the fans have gone through with no playoffs for five years?

SEGUIN: Definitely. It can be frustrating. But I think we’re going to get in here and work hard and get off to a great start. There will be some growing pains, I think that could definitely happen, but I think we’re all looking to gel together and really become a good team.

Q: Stars GM Jim Nill said the team is getting a more mature player now that you have three years in the league, do you agree with that?

SEGUIN: I think so. Any time you play in the NHL, you get better. It’s such a huge step up, this league, and you can take any player and the first year or two are such a transition. Honestly, first overall, second overall, whatever you are picked, you really don’t know what kind of player you are until you play in this league. I’m happy with my resume so far, but I definitely want to continue to improve.

Q: What do you learn from two trips to the Stanley Cup Finals?

SEGUIN: Too much to put into words. There’s so much that goes into the experience on a day to day basis, whether that’s the atmosphere of the games or the pressure surrounding the event, or just how you feel afterward. I’ve been there and won it and I’ve been there and lost it, and I know the taste of both of those feelings. When you lose, it kills you, and all you want to do is go back and win it.

Q: How do you feel about the move back to center?

SEGUIN: I’m excited about it. It’s going to be a learning experience, and it’s going to be difficult to adjust to. But I’m looking forward to the challenge, and I can’t wait to get started.

Q: It seems that the defensive assignments for centers might be the toughest adjustment. There’s going to be some very good centers you’ll have to defend out there.

SEGUIN: Boston was a defensive team, and I shared that responsibility with the center a lot, so I think I have a head start there.

Q: What are the challengers for you and Jamie Benn as you each get used to new positions? He seems to like the puck on his stick and you seem to like to shoot a lot, which seems an odd combination for the positions you’ll now be playing.

SEGUIN: Well, he’s going to be shooting a lot more, and I’ll be carrying the puck more. I know I usually have the most shots on the team, but that will change. I’ll be looking for him a lot more than I’ll be shooting pucks.

Looking back at a summer of stories: Shawn Horcoff, Tyler Seguin help make over Stars’ center position in one week
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As we get ready for the start of Stars training camp Thursday in Fort Worth, I’m going to bump up a few stories from earlier in the summer, just to remind you how much the Stars have changed since April. This ran, July 9.

The Stars on Tuesday brought in two of the three centers they have acquired this summer, and the feeling is that Dallas really has changed everything with the addition of Tyler Seguin, Shawn Horcoff and Rich Peverley (who was not able to attend the press conference).

Mix that trio with veteran Vernon Fiddler and youngster Cody Eakin, and you have a lot of options.

“I’m a fan of depth,” said Horcoff of the five-man group of NHL pivots, and the addition of veteran Chris Mueller in the AHL. “I have played on teams with depth, and I’ve played on teams with not much. And the problem with teams with not much, is there are always going to be lulls throughout the years or on certain lines, and just that change or tweak can keep things fresh. You can reignite by juggling things around. This depth will give (coach) Lindy (Ruff) the opportunity to do that.”

One, Peverley and Seguin are right-handed. The Stars last had a regular right-handed center when Stu Barnes patrolled the ice in 2007-08. They have been primarily left-handed for the past five seasons, all years in which they missed the playoffs. The lack of variety creates issues in the faceoff circle _ as players often have to take draws on their weak side _ and also in putting lines together, as a right-handed center can work better with certain linemates.

“It is important,” Horcoff said of the faceoff issue. “It’s a puck possession game now and you need to have the puck. I think with the ability we have as far as defensemen who can skate and handle the puck and forwards with speed, we’re going to want the puck. It’s a battle for the puck every game, and I believe that over the course of 82 games if you have the puck more than the other team, the odds are you’re going to win. That starts in the faceoff circle. If you’re chasing the puck all night, it can be exhausting, so I think it’s great we have options with lefties and righties. It’s not as comfortable on your weak side, it just isn’t.”

The Stars last season ranked 27th in the league in faceoff winning percentage at 47.2 percent. They were led by Jamie Benn’s 709 faceoffs, and Benn won just 46.1 percent of his draws. Vernon Fiddler was solid at 51.5 percent on 619 draws, while Cody Eakin won 48.6 percent of 626 faceoffs.

Peverley last season was 58.5 percent on 361 draws and won 63 percent of his faceoffs in the playoffs. Horcoff is a 50 percent career guy and won 49.0 percent last season. Seguin said he was a good faceoff man in junior hockey, but he hasn’t taken many NHL draws. The Bruins needed him in the circle just 45 times last season, and he won 48.9 percent.

Seguin believes he will improve once he starts logging a lot of faceoffs again.

“I was good at faceoffs,” he said of his junior career. “I haven’t done it too much since then, but obviously that’s something I’ll be focused on for the summer. When I was growing up, I was always more of a quick guy, I was always beating players with more quickness than actual strength. It’s going to be an adjustment. I still worked on draws every year for the few years in Boston with the other centermen, so it’s not going to be exactly brand new to me.”

GM Jim Nill said he was looking at faceoffs and hoping to add at least one righty when seeking to remake the center position.

“You want balance, that’s for sure,” Nill said. “We addressed a lot of question marks, and we were fortunate, and now we have to go out and show that these moves work. But there was planning, and there was timing, and these things worked out for us. I give the management team a lot of credit, because we were prepared with a lot of options.”

Peverley appears to be the most likely candidate to move to the wing, but he’s also been consistently the best faceoff guy. There are some who believe his faceoff ability and his defensive awareness make him a perfect fit on the right wing on the top line with Seguin and Jamie Benn. However, both are right-handed, so that could take away the faceoff edge from another line where he could help a left-handed center. There’s likely to be a lot of experimentation by Lindy Ruff before anything is settled, and Seguin said Peverley’s versatility and leadership should allow him to play anywhere.

“I played with Pevs for two and a half years now,” Seguin said. “Great player. We actually sit beside each other in the locker room back in Boston, so we were talking all the time. I think he’s a great player, an all-around good player, good guy. Very nice family, and I think he’s going to fit in just perfect with this system.”

Horcoff said he too can play wing, and Seguin has played wing for the past three seasons. In addition, Jamie Benn could move back to center, although the Stars say that’s something they really want to avoid.

“We feel Jamie is best used as a wing, and we want to keep him out there and let him concentrate on his game out there,” Nill said.

Horcoff said that the key is for all of the players to be versatile, and for all of the players to be ready to contribute both offensively and defensively.

“The teams that win have centermen who can play both sides of the puck,” he said. “My belief is if you are going to play that position, you have to be able to play on both sides of the puck. For me, I’m not worried about the defensive side. I’ve played a few years now against the best center on the other team. But what I need to do, and what I’m looking forward to, is showing I can get back and play the offensive side again.”

Looking back at a summer of stories: Observations on hiring Lindy Ruff: Sometimes, your second choice might be the right one
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As we get ready for the start of Stars training camp Thursday in Fort Worth, I’m going to bump up a few stories from earlier in the summer, just to remind you how much the Stars have changed since April. This ran, June 21.

The Dallas Stars wanted to hire Alain Vigneault. I don’t think there’s any doubt to that.

He was their first choice, and they were disappointed when he picked the New York Rangers over them. But, Stars GM Jim Nill is a big believer in faith and destiny, and that might be the best place to look when considering the hiring of Lindy Ruff today. Bottom line, Ruff and Nill just seem to fit together.

Ruff is from Warburg, Alberta. Nill is from Hannah, Alberta. Ruff is 53. Nill is 55. Ruff spent 10 seasons as a player with the Buffalo Sabres and returned to coach for another 15 seasons. Nill spent the last four seasons of his playing career in the Red Wings organization and then later returned to spend almost two decades in administration as a scout and assistant general manager.

That says something. It says something about their people skills, it says something about their preferences, it says something about their ability. Usually, you stay in a job because you’re good at it, and these guys stayed in jobs for a long time.

So should we be worried that both are moving onto something different, that maybe this “new challenge” might reveal some cracks in the armor that were hidden by their comfort level in their old posts? Possibly. Nill had choices and was more than ready for the next step. He just had to pick the right place, and he’s confident that this is it. That has to make Stars fans feel pretty good. Reports are he has come at this with all sorts of energy and ideas in just a couple of months on the job. This is the opportunity he’s been preparing for his entire life.

Ruff is a bit different. He bleeds Sabres’ colors. he was fired in February after a 6-10-1 start. His teams missed the playoffs in seven of the past 11 seasons (this one included, even though he didn’t finish the year). This is not so much of a choice, he is being forced to change.

But sometimes good things come out of forced changes. While Ruff could get along with anyone, he might not find a better match in the GM chair than Jim Nill. While there is a rich irony that Ruff will make his next step with an organization that was on the other side of the ice for the defining moment in his NHL coaching career (and he will have to deal with the “No Goal” talk as long as he is here), this is not the same Stars organization. They have done more than just change uniforms, they have changed ownership and leadership, and they are ready to go onto the next stage.

That’s a good thing.

Nill’s history in Detroit is with strong two-way players and organizational depth. You rarely saw Henrik Zetterberg or Pavel Datsyuk, or even Sergei Fedorov or Steve Yzerman before them, among the leaders in average time on ice. Sure, Nick Lidstrom played a ton, but he was an exception. The Red Wings asked centers to play wing, they asked scorers to check, they asked checkers to score. They mixed as much as any team in the league.

Likewise, Ruff has used balance in his lines while in Bufflao. Some criticize him for it, but he clearly is a coach who wants players to play both sides of the ice and to be ready to play in every situation.

At the very least, these two seem to be on the same philosophical page, hockeywise.

That seems like a good fit for young Stars forwards like Jamie Benn, Loui Eriksson, Radek Faksa, Alex Chiasson and Cody Eakin. It could be even more important for young Stars forwards like Reilly Smith and Matt Fraser and Brett Ritchie. There will be a lot of teaching about defensive responsibility in the years ahead.

Of course, they also seem to be on the same philosophical page lifewise. They are laid back, but serious. They are hard-working, but compassionate. They are driven by their own pride and by their pride in their organization. Nill said he would like this to be his last job, and he is serious about that. He said he wanted to find a coach who would share the ride with him, and he also is serious about that.

Now, you might say that a couple of weeks ago, that coach seemed to be Alain Vigneault, so doesn’t that taint the selection of Ruff a little bit? Yeah, it probably does. But sometimes the second choice is the right choice. And at least on the surface today, Nill appears to have found a very similar horseman to take this journey with him.

Looking back at a summer of stories: Coach search shows Stars are different, but still a little of the same

By Mike Heika

mheika@dallasnews.com

4:40 pm on September 10, 2013  | Permalink

0 

2 

0 

16 

As we get ready for the start of Stars training camp Thursday in Fort Worth, I’m going to bump up a few stories from earlier in the summer, just to remind you how much the Stars have changed since April. This ran, June 16.

CoachSearch2013 has been a bit disappointing for Stars fans.

And, really, the happenings of the past two days are probably pretty disappointing to the Stars front office, as well.

When Alain Vigneault called up Jim Nill late on Friday night and informed the Stars he was going to take himself out of contention for their open head coaching job, the No. 1 candidate went off the board. The Stars wanted Vigneault, and they made that clear to him. So, when he had a couple of meetings with the New York Rangers, and decided to go in that direction, it had to hurt everyone who has been a part of rebuilding this team. Bottom line, the Rangers can offer more money, more fame, a possibly higher payroll and the possibility that there already is more talent in the lineup.

That shouldn’t be surprising to any of us. They are the Rangers and the Stars are the Stars. That’s like saying a coach chose the Blackhawks five seasons ago over the Lightning. No-brainer, right?

And yet, I still think it does hurt.

The Stars were once one of those organizations that commanded respect and deserved to be in the mix when talking about the best teams in the league, and now they aren’t. That’s obvious to anyone who has been around here for the past five years and went through the bankruptcy, but I’m not sure it’s clear to those inside.

At least, I think they believed they had already changed that perception.

When Jim Nill, who really could have had his pick of GM jobs over the past five years, decided Dallas was the place for him, the people inside believe they started the franchise moving in an upward direction again.

And I agree with that.

Nill does have that respect around the league. He does have the presidential demeanor that Bob Gainey carried. He does get an instant break on any knee-jerk decision over a move he makes, because…well, because he’s Jim Nill. He comes from a great organization, he has a great history of talent evaluation, he carries himself as a real pro.

And, truth be told, he hasn’t had the chance to make mistakes yet. His record is clean, so everyone will cut him slack. That’s just the way things go.

So when his patient style wasn’t enough to convince Vigneault to come, when the former Canucks coach seemed to be wowed by the Rangers’ full-court press, there had to be a little sag in the collective shoulders of the Stars _ maybe a “well-we-haven’t-got-this-thing-quite-figured-out” moment.

But the thing you sense about this team is it didn’t last long.

Nill is back at it again. He never really stopped. Even though it appeared he had focused on Vigneault, he still was arranging interviews, making calls, doing his homework. “Preparation meeting opportunity,” we talk about it all of the time in sports, and it might not be any more important than in the GM’s job. You never know when the signing, the trade, the draft pick that is going to change the franchise might present itself.

And you never know when the right coach might fall into your lap.

Nill reads Twitter and the blogs and the usual websites. He understands the murmur of NHL gossip, so he understands perception. He probably was hoping that San Jose might decide to part ways with former Detroit assistant and good friend Todd McLellan. He probably was hoping Pittsburgh might part ways with Dan Bylsma. Even though those candidates were never available for a phone call, he understands that fans considered them to be in the mix.

That’s how perception works. I firmly believe that Dallas Eakins wasn’t a top candidate, that the team was moving forward on Vigneault but still wanted to keep options open. But because Eakins had to cancel an interview with Nill to take the Edmonton job, it’s seen that he slipped through Nill’s fingers.

Perception.

It’s wrong on that one, and yet it’s out there.

And the perception of the Stars around the NHL hasn’t been good in recent years. It’s what Dallas fans probably think of the Panthers or the Islanders or the Blue Jackets. Honestly, this team just isn’t on the radar of many fans out there in other cities. They are one of the great unwashed, an also-ran, an “opponent.”

Getting Nill was supposed to change that. He convinced Sergei Gonchar to waive his no-trade clause and come to Dallas when the KHL was probably making a significant offer. He has been in the mix with all of the top coaching candidates, mentioned right up there with the Canucks and Rangers in most speculation. He was living up to his billing.

But, he didn’t win this one. Did the Rangers offer more money? The guess is quite a bit. Is that a better job right now for a veteran coach? Yeah, you can surmise that. Would you have done exactly what Vigneault did? Probably.

So armed with that information, Nill will move forward. He hasn’t lost any of his calm, he hasn’t lost any of his confidence. He is a steadying force who believes in building for the long-term future. He lives his life with a tangible faith that things are going to work out, and that is maybe his greatest asset.

The guess now is that former Sabres coach Lindy Ruff moves to the top of the Stars’ list, and that former Rangers coach John Tortorella will also be in the mix. The Canucks are still looking for a coach, and either of those candidates could choose to go there. You also have to believe that losing Vigneault at this date could make the Stars more open to waiting for July 1 to see if Phoenix coach Dave Tippett chooses to make himself available as a free agent (his contract expires June 30 and he has yet to sign an extension).

In addition, Texas Stars coach Willie Desjardins is in the mix, and Grand Rapids Griffins coach Jeff Blashill will almost surely get an interview when the AHL finals are over. Nill had a hand in hiring Blashill to run Detroit’s AHL affiliate last summer.

There is a perception out there that the Stars lost out on this one, that they still are eating at the kids’ table in the NHL, and there’s some truth to that. You don’t change the past five seasons in a couple of months. But the perception is changing, and Nill is patient enough to know it takes time.

This coach search is a great example of just how he is going to go about his business as Stars GM. He has a back-up plan, and probably a back-up plan to that. And if he is prepared when opportunity presents itself, then perception will change eventually.

And he seems fine with that.

Looking back at a summer of stories: Sergei Gonchar taking a leap of faith with Stars, says winning is his No.1 priority
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As we get ready for the start of Stars training camp Thursday in Fort Worth, I’m going to bump up a few stories from earlier in the summer, just to remind you how much the Stars have changed since April. This ran, June 10.

Sergei Gonchar has never played for a Western Conference team.

He knows the Stars do not yet have a coach.

He realizes they have missed the playoffs for five straight seasons.

But he said he is coming to Dallas because he is confident the Stars can win.

“Honestly, winning is my No. 1 priority, and I feel this team has good chance to win,” said Gonchar, who Monday signed a two-year contract with the Stars after Dallas acquired his rights from Ottawa on Saturday. “I believe in what they are doing and where they want to go. At my age, winning is very important.”

Gonchar is 39. He will make $5 million a season and become the team’s highest paid defenseman. While Gonchar has logged 1,177 NHL games, Stars general manager Jim Nill said he believes Gonchar has plenty of hockey left in him. Gonchar averaged 23:59 in ice time per game last season for Ottawa, more than any player on the Stars.

“He keeps himself in great shape, and he’s a real professional,” Nill said. “We’ve seen with players like Jaromir Jagr and Ray Whitney that you can clearly be a top-level player into your 40s.”

Gonchar said he believes in flexibility and uses a lot of yoga in his training to stay healthy. Whitney has voiced a similar training regimen. Gonchar said he believes he can continue to play well at his age.

“It’s just a state of mind,” he said. “I don’t make too big a thing about it. I just get ready and play. Hockey is hockey. It doesn’t change that much.”

Gonchar has the same matter-of-fact attitude about playing in Dallas. While the weather will be hotter and the Western Conference teams somewhat unfamiliar, he said he believes in the simplicity of the game. He said he really wasn’t even worried that Nill had not yet named a coach, and the Stars still have to find out what style they will be playing.

“I have watched a lot of Detroit hockey, and I am familiar with a lot of the players (in Dallas). I have been in the league for a long time,” Gonchar said. “They have good people in charge and good players on the team, and I think they want to get even better. So, to me, it’s a good time to be playing for them.”

Gonchar said he spoke with former teammate Mark Recchi, now an advisor to the Stars front office, as well as Nill. He said he liked what he heard.

“Everyone is excited, everyone wants to win, I think there are good feelings there,” he said.

Gonchar said he considered playing in the KHL in Russia but liked the situation in Dallas. He said he and his family will probably summer at their home in Florida and then head right to Dallas to get a head start on next season.

A left-handed shot, Gonchar said he has played the right side for most of his career. That’s important for the Stars, as they are heavy on left-handed defensemen who prefer the left side.

“I might slide over to the left on the power play, but I’m mostly right,” he said. “It’s not that hard. You have to be on your backhand against the wall, but other than that you can see the ice well.”

Looking back on a summer of stories: Stars have a ways to go before they can reach playoff level of intensity we’re seeing right now

By Mike Heika

mheika@dallasnews.com

4:00 pm on September 10, 2013  | Permalink

0 

3 

0 

4 

As we get ready for the start of Stars training camp Thursday in Fort Worth, I’m going to bump up a few stories from earlier in the summer, just to remind you how much the Stars have changed since April. This ran May 31.

As a pair of Game 7s played out in the Western Conference Tuesday and Wednesday, maybe the most sobering byproduct for Stars fans was how unfamiliar it was to view that level of competition.

The Stars last tasted post-season hockey in 2008, so just getting to the playoffs has been a distant mirage. But the real purpose of this little dance is to win it all, right? And when you look at what kind of intense battles the Kings and Blackhawks had to endure just to get out of the second round, you start to realize how far the local lads have to go.

Is Dallas capable of the physicality it takes to win a series? Does it have the kind of consistent defensive presence required? Can it muster the intensity to do the little things every second of every shift? Clearly, there’s a lot of work to be done.

When the Stars made it to the Western Conference finals in 2008, they were underdogs who played with a certain lightness, took early leads, and put pressure on both the Ducks and the Sharks. But they also were a team that had Brenden Morrow, Marty Turco, Mike Modano, Stu Barnes and Jere Lehtinen. Even with Sergei Zubov hobbled, they still had Mattias Norstrom, Stephane Robidas and Philippe Boucher on defense.

You’re talking hundreds of games of playoff experience with that group. What’s more, the Stars as an organization were on their fifth straight season in the playoffs.

Bottom line, there was no panic. Success was expected.

Fast forward to today. We have no idea how new GM Jim Nill is going to construct this team, but we’re pretty sure about some core parts. Kari Lehtonen has two career playoff games. Jamie Benn has none. Robidas and Trevor Daley and Loui Eriksson last made the playoffs in 2008.

Ray Whitney, Erik Cole and Alex Goligoski have won Stanley Cups, so that is a little comforting, but a lot of these other players have no idea just how intense the playoffs are. And, if the team is looking to trend younger, then that problem is only going to get bigger.

Consider the performances of inexperienced teams this season. The Islanders broke a five-year drought and lost in the first round to the Penguins in six games. It was a gritty effort, but it showed just how much veteran leadership matters in the playoffs. The Wild returned to the playoffs with its new-look roster and lost to Chicago in five games.

The Maple Leafs visited the playoffs for the first time since 2005 and also lost in the first round. Toronto pushed Boston to overtime in Game 7, but they blew a 4-1 lead in the third period, and it was clear that inexperience had a lot to do with the historic meltdown.

Teams typically need some time to understand exactly the commitment needed to succeed in the Stanley Cup playoffs.

The Final Four for the NHL this season is Los Angeles, Boston, Chicago and Pittsburgh _ the last four Stanley Cup winners. The Penguins have made the playoffs for seven straight seasons, the Bruins for six, the Blackhawks for five, the Kings for four. They built on drafts, they learned what it took to compete, and they established a winning culture.

And that is what Jim Nill is talking about.

Yes, it seems vague or ambiguous to use the word “culture,’’ but it makes perfect sense when you watch these games. The Blackhawks were dealt a really tough card in the third period Wednesday when a bad call robbed them of a game-winning goal. But the level of calm on that bench could be felt through the television, and the level of determination could be seen when Chicago won in overtime. That is culture.

When the Bruins were down to the Leafs in the third period and found a way to come back, that is culture. When the Kings grabbed a 2-0 lead early and then patiently nursed it home to a Game 7 win over a desperate San Jose team, that is culture.

When Anze Kopitar and Jonathan Toews and Patrice Bergeron are your best defensive forwards, that is culture. When Justin Williams and Bryan Bickell and Gregory Campbell are scoring key goals, that is culture.

You can’t always describe it, but you know it when you see it.

The Stars have a lot of work to do, and in a lot of ways, they’re just getting started. So watching the intensity we have seen in recent nights can be scary. But it definitely shows the level that’s needed…a level we have not seen in these parts in some time.

Looking back at a summer of stories: Stars looking to change `culture’ with change of GM, hoping for long-term success and a higher bar
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As we get ready for the start of Stars training camp Thursday in Fort Worth, I’m going to bump up a few stories from earlier in the summer, just to remind you how much the Stars have changed since April. This ran, April 29.

The Stars Monday announced Jim Nill as the new general manager and said a “culture change’’ is coming.

Nill, 55, served as assistant general manager for the last 15 years with the Detroit Red Wings, and has spent 19 years with the organization. The Red Wings have made the playoffs for 22 straight seasons, the longest current streak in North American sports, and Nill said he would like to bring that kind of culture to Dallas.

“I’m excited about this,’’ said Nill, who signed a five-year contract. “The bar’s set high. I didn’t come here to be in the playoffs one year, lose another year, be in the playoffs two years, lose two years. That’s not why I came here.

“We’re going to restore this franchise back to what it was, Mike Modano’s years, Derian Hatcher’s years,’’ he added. “We want to win here, and the bar’s going to be set high. We’re going to change the culture a little bit, and I’m excited about that. We have a great staff in place and it’s going to be a great fit.’’

The Stars have missed the playoffs for five seasons, and Nill said that culture has to change.

“Knowing how to win, being accountable to yourself and to your teammates. Everything we talk about has to become a lifestyle,’’ Nill said. “When you come to the rink, there’s certain expectations, when you leave the rink, there’s those same expectations. It’s an everyday thing. When the season is over, that doesn’t mean things change. That has to happen in the dressing room, that has to happen with the players. Your profession has to become a lifestyle.’’

“It sounds easy, but it’s not,’’ he added. “It’s young kids, and they need to learn to do that. And that’s going to be instilled in the dressing room.’’

The Stars have a solid prospect system and some young top talent in players like Jamie Benn and Loui Eriksson, but Nill still has some tough decisions to make concerning depth at the center position, and a group of defensemen that look a lot alike.

Stars owner Tom Gaglardi said he is leaving all of the personnel decisions to Nill, but he also believes that a culture change is needed.

“Culture is always a funny thing. It’s a word that gets overused at some level, because the culture we had here this year was clearly a bunch of successful people trying to be successful and get the team into the playoffs. It didn’t work out,’’ Gaglardi said. “It’s really hard to get on top of the hill, but once you do it properly, once you get up on the hill, it’s hard to knock the guy off the hill. I think that explains a lot about what Detroit is today.”

Both Nill and Gaglardi said they believe the Stars need to expect more.

“We’ve got to aim higher, raise the bar higher, and not be satisfied with where we’re at,’’ Gaglardi said. “It’s about having a winning attitude. You have to have people in the leadership roles that have the experience to know what to do and how to do it and how to get us there, and that’s really why we’re sitting here today.’’

Gaglardi said that with the team missing the playoffs for five straight seasons, there is a danger of acceptance with losing _ a message that Nill said was clear to him.

“It’s been four or five years out of the playoffs, and something does have to change,’’ he said. “There has to be some accountability, and we need to go from there.’’

Nill has had other offers and turned them down because they didn’t feel right. His wife Bekki is battling cancer, and he said that has been a factor in his decisions. But Bekki Nill said she is doing well and very much endorses the decision.

“I think he was shocked on how on board I was with this,’’ Bekki Nill said. “But you just know when it’s right, and this is right.’’

The Nills’ three children are all 20 or older and now living out of the house, and that helped make the decision easier.

And Nill said when he talked to Gaglardi and Stars CEO Jim Lites, it didn’t take long to accept the offer.

“The two people I’m sitting up here with,’’ Nill said when asked why he decided now was the time to leave Detroit. “I met with them and talked with them, and you just got the gut feeling that `this is it.’ And here we are.’’

Looking back at a summer of stories: Observations from the Stars’ 3-0 loss to Detroit on Saturday _ Emulating the Red Wings organization might not be the worst idea in the world
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As we get ready for the start of Stars training camp Thursday in Fort Worth, I’m going to bump up a few stories from earlier in the summer, just to remind you how much the Stars have changed since April. This ran, April 28.

Henrik Zetterberg had a very Detroit Red Wings-like moment on Saturday.

Sure, the Wings captain had a monster shift late in the first period that gave Detroit an all-important 1-0 lead in an eventual 3-0 win. Zetterberg, who is listed at 5-11, 197, knocked over a Stars player or two, went into the corner with Stars rookie defenseman Brenden Dillon (listed at 6-3, 228), won a physical battle, came out with the puck, and fired it at the net from a hard angle. The puck bounced off the skate of Alex Goligoski and went right past Richard Bachman with 1:43 left in the first period.

The goal was important for a number of reasons. One, the Red Wings needed a win. Had they lost in regulation and both Columbus and Minnesota won _ which those teams did _ the Wings would have seen an end to their consecutive run of playoff appearances at 21 years. And with that pressure riding on their shoulders and Bachman playing very well while facing 18 shots in the first period, the Detroit players could have started pressing if not for that first goal. They could have changed their approach to the game.

So Zetterberg stood up, took control, and made a difference. He and Pavel Datsyuk continued to show that they typically play best when the game _ or season _ is on the line. And that is very much what the Red Wings foster _ their best players beating the other team’s best players.

But that wasn’t the moment where he looked so much like a “Detroit type of player.’’

No, that came after the game when he was asked about keeping alive the playoff streak _ the longest current streak in North American sports. Was he excited? Was he relieved? What did it mean to be a part of history like this?

“We’re happy with the way we’re playing right now but, still, we haven’t really done anything,’’ he said. “We just made the playoffs. This is not the end. We have to play good hockey if we want to continue playing.”

Wow. “This is not the end.’’ That’s an interesting take. You kind of get the feeling that if the Stars made the playoffs, confetti would rain down from the ceiling and they would hoist another banner to the rafter. You kind of get the feeling that if the Stars made the playoffs, it would be “the end’’ for their team.

Now, to be fair to Dallas, this organization has been in a different place in a lot of ways from the Red Wings. Hicks Sports Group used to fund high-dollar payrolls on a consistent basis, but it lost the team to banks in 2010 and eventually filed bankruptcy in 2011. The Stars hit bottom last season when they were among the lowest payrolls in the league and were often playing before crowds of less than 10,000.

So there has been a lot that has gone into Dallas’ run of five straight years without the playoffs, which is the longest in franchise history dating back to its start as the Minnesota North Stars in 1967. Where the Stars are now, it’s a different world from the Red Wings.

Stars coach Glen Gulutzan has been under a lot of fire lately. The 41-year-old in just his second season of NHL bench time helped the Stars forge a five-game winning streak after the trade deadline that pushed the team back into contention. And because they did that without Brenden Morrow or Jaromir Jagr or Derek Roy, there is a feeling of pride.

“The guys did a hell of a job battling hard, and I thought we battled hard tonight, too, to finish it off’’ he said after the loss to Detroit. “That’s a good hockey club.”

And that’s part of the problem here. Detroit is a good hockey team, but it has had its share of troubles, too. It lost Nicklas Lidstrom this season to retirement. It hasn’t had the high drafts the Stars have had to help fill the prospect pool. It has had to rebuild its defense on the fly. And yet, it stepped up at the end of the season.

The Red Wings went 4-0-1 down the stretch with the season on the line. It outshot the opposition 168-111 in that span (or 33.6-22.2 a game). It outshot the Stars 37-17 on Saturday. It earned its wins.

The Stars conversely went 0-4-1 to finish. They were outshot 124-160 (or 24.8-30.2 per game). They didn’t earn a berth.

Just like last season, when they finished 0-5-0 down the stretch when they had control of their destiny.

Just like in 2010-11 when they lost the final game of the season to Minnesota when they controlled their own destiny.

You guys know the history, so this is just the painful memories of reading past obituaries. And comparing the Stars organization to the Red Wings, well, that’s just apples and oranges right now, so what’s the point?

Well, there is a significant point if Detroit’s assistant GM Jim Nill becomes the next general manager of the Stars. Darren Dreger of TSN reported that Saturday night, and while Stars management went into quick lockdown mode on the subject, there appears to be a lot of indications it’s true.

Joe Nieuwendyk slipped quietly out of the arena on Saturday and did not return texts. We expect to find out on Sunday if he has been fired after four years on the job.

If Nieuwendyk is let go and Nill is hired, then the actions of the Red Wings will be brought up a lot to Stars fans in coming months. Nill has been in Detroit for 19 seasons. He has had a big role in obtaining their players, but he also has had a big role in maintaining their attitude. If nothing else, he has learned from that attitude.

There are a series of dry erase boards that hang in the Detroit locker room that have the rankings of the main statistical categories of the NHL _ goals for, goals against, power play success, penalty kill success, shots on goal, shots against. And every day, those boards are updated and players walk by them. If they rank first, they feel pride. If they rank 30th, they feel shame. It’s a constant reminder that details are important. When Detroit coach Mike Babcock addresses the media after morning skates on game days, he walks to the middle of the locker room, stands on the Red Wings logo (a no-no in many other organizations) and talks about the players who sit at their stalls just a few feet away.

The Red Wings want to maintain an honest look at who they are at all times.

The Stars felt in recent years that they needed an optimistic look at who they are. There was a feeling some positivity needed to be injected after all the negativity of the bankruptcy and the struggles of missing the playoffs. There was a feeling they had to get up off the canvas before they could even think about throwing punches.

It was a big part of how Nieuwendyk and Gulutzan did their respective jobs. They always wanted the players to feel supported. It was also a big part of their personalities, they are truly very nice guys.

But in a world of professional sports that often crushes nice guys, the Stars didn’t get it done when it mattered. They didn’t sprint past the finish line as if they were looking to run a longer race, they trudged across as if they had already given everything they had at mile No. 24.

And they did it consistently.

Has the positivity and emphasis on youth brought the Stars to a very good place? Yeah, I think most people will say that. Is it unfair that Nieuwendyk and Gulutzan might not be able to see the fruits of their labor evolve? That’s also probably true if it happens.

But it is the way of pro sports. Buck Showalter managed the Texas Rangers from 2002-06 and never finished higher than third, but many believe he helped get that team in a position to win. Avery Johnson helped the Mavericks learn to play better defense from 2004-08, but like Showalter, he was fired before he could cash in on the results of his work.

Different people with different ideals _ and maybe a higher bar _ came in and finished the job. It happens.

The Stars need to raise their bar. It’s time. And if anyone knows about keeping the bar high, it has to be someone from the Detroit Red Wings.

Babcock was asked at the morning skate how he felt about goalie Jimmy Howard stepping up and taking responsibility for a loss to Calgary last week, and how that affected the Red Wings’ final winning push.

 “Well, I just like guys that take responsibility,’’ Babcock replied. “Life’s always better when you take responsibility for what you’re doing.  And if you look after yourself, that’s the first key to any kind of leadership, getting yourself right first _ then, you can help the other guys.’’

The Detroit way…it could be talked about quite a bit here going forward.

Stars finish Traverse City Prospects Tournament with 7-1 win and 3-1-0 record

By Mike Heika

mheika@dallasnews.com

10:42 pm on September 9, 2013  | Permalink
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It wasn’t the tournament championship they were seeking, but the Stars still had a pretty good week in Traverse City, Mich.

Dallas finished third in an eight-man tournament, posting a 3-1-0 record after a 7-1 win against Columbus Monday. The Stars finished second in their division behind eventual champion Detroit, and the Red Wings took care of Buffalo, 4-2, in the championship game Monday.

Meanwhile, the Stars crushed Columbus in the battle of second-place teams as they took a 4-0 lead in the first period and never looked back. Check out the boxscore here.

Dallas had much to be happy about. First-round draft pick Valeri Nichushkin scored today to finish the tournament with three goals in four games. The 18-year-old winger was playing for the first time in North America and finished with 16 shots on goal in the tournament, tied for fourth. Alex Chiasson had two goals Monday and jump-started his push to make the NHL roster. Chiasson had six goals in his first seven NHL games last season.

Jamie Oleksiak continued his strong play with a goal, an assist and a fight. The 6-7 defenseman will probably have a tough time making the NHL roster, but could be one of the most important players on the AHL Stars.

Goalie Jack Campbell, meanwhile, allowed one goal on 25 shots Monday. He finished with a 1.50 GAA and .938 save percentage in two games. He too will be a key player for the AHL Stars.

The players will fly back from Michigan on Tuesday and NHL training camp will start Thursday in Fort Worth. Check out the team stats from the tournament here.

Stars’ Prospects take 2-1 shootout win against Minnesota, still have chance to finish 3-1-0 in Traverse City

By Mike Heika

mheika@dallasnews.com

10:19 pm on September 8, 2013  | Permalink
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While their championships hopes were dashed in that Friday loss to Detroit, the Stars came back Sunday and beat Minnesota, 2-1, in a shootout. That means they can still finish 3-1-0 and officially get third place in the Traverse City Prospects Tournament.

Dallas was outplayed for much of the game in a 4-2 loss to the Red Wings’ prospects, but they came back with a vengeance Sunday. The Stars had a 17-9 advantage in shots on goal in the first period and finished with a 43-28 cushion. Minnesota scored first on Stars’ No. 3 goalie Maxime Lagace, but then Lagace toughened and the Stars continued to pelt Wild goalie Johan Gustafsson and finally tied things up.

Valeri Nichushkin, who was taken in the first round of June’s draft, scored his second goal of the tournament and forced overtime. The Stars and Wild exchanged scoring chances, but neither could score. Then, Alex Chiasson tallied the only goal in the shootout. Chiasson, who has a good chance to make the opening night NHL roster, also assisted on Nichushkin’s goal.

Dallas is now 2-1-0 in the tournament and has a chance to finish 3-1-0 when it plays Columbus Monday in the placement game. The Blue Jackets finished second in the B Division at 2-1-0, and lead the tournament with 108 shots on goal.

Jack Campbell is expected to start the game in net for the Stars.

Here is the boxscore from the Minnesota game.

Here is the lineup, according to Mark Stepneski of Dallas Stars Inside Edge, who is attending the tournament.

Valeri Nichushkin-Radek Faksa-Alex Chiasson

Matej Stransky-Brendan Ranford-Brett Ritchie

Cole Ully-Mike Winther-Cody Payne

Remi Ellie-Jason Dickinson-Curtis McKenzie

Patrik Nemeth-Jamie Oleksiak

Jyrki Jokipakka-John Klingberg

Rinat Valiev-Troy Vance

Max Lagace (starter)

Philippe Desrosiers (backup)

DRW Training STANDINGS

Division B 

Team  GP W L OTL PTS WPCT GF GA PIM SHOTS S% SV SV% HOME AWAY 

 Buffalo Sabres 4 3 1 0 8 .667 18 15 52 121 .149 115 .885 2-0-0 1-1-0 

 Columbus Blue Jackets 4 2 2 0 6 .500 14 17 71 133 .105 70 .805 2-1-0 0-1-0 

 New York Rangers 4 1 2 1 4 .333 15 16 100 118 .127 100 .862 1-1-0 0-1-1 

 Carolina Hurricanes 4 1 3 0 3 .250 16 25 50 101 .158 130 .839 0-2-0 1-1-0 

Division A 

Team  GP W L OTL PTS WPCT GF GA PIM SHOTS S% SV SV% HOME AWAY 

 Detroit Red Wings 4 4 0 0 12 1.000 15 6 61 135 .111 82 .932 3-0-0 1-0-0 

 Dallas Stars 4 3 1 0 8 .667 16 8 67 114 .140 97 .924 1-1-0 2-0-0 

 St Louis Blues 4 2 2 0 5 .417 14 14 101 104 .135 107 .884 1-0-0 1-2-0 

 Minnesota Wild 4 0 2 2 2 .167 6 13 69 100 .060 111 .895 0-0-1 0-2-1

RK PLAYER TEAM Pos. GP G A PTS  +/- PIM PP PPA SH SHA GWG SHOTS S% 

1  TOLCHINSKY, SERGEY  F 4 5 3 8 +3 0 0 2 0 0 0 11 45 

2  LINDBERG, OSCAR  F 4 5 2 7 +3 2 3 0 0 0 0 12 42 

   BAPTISTE, NICHOLAS  RW 4 4 3 7 +5 2 0 1 0 0 0 12 33 

   KRISTO, DANNY  F 4 2 5 7 +2 2 0 2 0 0 1 16 13 

5  LOCKE, ERIC  C 4 2 4 6 +3 2 0 0 0 0 1 10 20 

   MURPHY, RYAN  D 4 0 6 6 -3 2 0 3 0 0 0 7 0 

7  MANTHA, ANTHONY  RW 4 3 2 5 +2 2 2 0 0 0 0 17 18 

   LANGLOIS, JEREMY  C 4 2 3 5 +1 0 0 0 0 0 0 7 29 

   PULKKINEN, TEEMU  RW 4 1 4 5 +5 0 0 1 0 0 1 10 10 

   OUELLET, XAVIER  D 4 1 4 5 +6 4 0 3 0 0 0 12 8 

11  RATTIE, TY  F 4 3 1 4 +3 2 1 0 0 0 0 10 30 

   McKENIZIE, CURTIS  F 4 3 1 4 -1 5 1 1 0 0 1 7 43 

   WANNSTROM, SEBASTIAN  F 4 3 1 4 -1 2 1 0 0 0 0 10 30 

   McGINN, BROCK  F 3 3 1 4 -1 5 2 0 0 0 1 8 38 

   JENER, BOONE  C 4 0 4 4 0 2 0 1 0 0 0 12 0 

   JACOBS, COLIN  C 4 0 4 4 +4 4 0 0 0 0 0 4 0Buffalo Sabres 

Active Players

# PLAYER P GP G A PTS +/- PIM PP PPA SH SHA GWG SHOTS S% 

73 BAPTISTE, NICHOLAS
  RW 4 4 3 7 +5 2 0 1 0 0 0 12 .333 

79 LOCKE, ERIC
  C 4 2 4 6 +3 2 0 0 0 0 1 10 .200 

75 JACOBS, COLIN
  C 4 0 4 4 +4 4 0 0 0 0 0 4 .000 

54 PETER, TRAINER
  F 4 2 1 3 +3 0 0 0 0 0 0 5 .400 

61 ZADOROV, NIKITA
  D 4 2 1 3 +3 6 1 0 0 0 1 2 1.000 

22 LARSSON, JOHAN
  LW 4 1 2 3 -1 2 1 0 0 0 0 7 .143 

28 GIRGENSONS, ZEMGUS
  C 4 1 2 3 +2 6 0 1 0 0 0 10 .100 

15 BAILEY, JUSTIN
  RW 4 2 0 2 +2 0 0 0 0 0 0 6 .333 

45 NELSON, LOGAN
  C 4 1 1 2 0 2 0 0 0 0 0 10 .100 

34 GAUTHIER-LEDUC, JEROME
  D 3 1 1 2 +4 4 0 0 0 0 0 6 .167 

58 ROY, FREDERICK
  LW 2 1 1 2 -1 2 0 1 0 0 0 3 .333 

43 CATENACCI, DANIEL
  C 4 0 2 2 +3 2 0 0 0 0 0 9 .000 

55 RISTOLAINEN, RASMUS
  D 4 1 0 1 0 0 0 0 0 0 1 8 .125 

51 LEPKOWSKI, ALEX
  D 4 0 1 1 +4 5 0 0 0 0 0 2 .000 

5 RUHWEDEL, CHAD
  D 2 0 1 1 +3 0 0 0 0 0 0 3 .000 

33 ARMIA, JOEL
  RW 4 0 0 0 +2 2 0 0 0 0 0 11 .000 

41 KEA, JUSTIN
  C 4 0 0 0 0 11 0 0 0 0 0 4 .000 

67 AUSTIN, BRADY
  D 4 0 0 0 +3 0 0 0 0 0 0 1 .000 

42 BOLAND, CONNOR
  D 3 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 8 .000 

13 SUNDHER, KEVIN
  C 2 0 0 0 -1 2 0 0 0 0 0 0 .000 

50 LIEUWEN, NATHAN
  G 2 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 .000 

35 MAKAROV, ANDREY
  G 1 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 1 .000 

49 KNAPP, CONNOR
  G 1 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 .000 

25 GRIGORENKO, MIKHAIL
  C 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 .000 

59 SCHALLER, TIM
  C 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 .000 

  TOTALS: -  4 18 24 42 +38 52 2 3 0 0 3 121 .149 

Active Goalies

# GOALIES GP MIN W L OTL SOL SO GA GAA SV SV% 

50 LIEUWEN, NATHAN  2 119:35 1 1 0 0 0 5 2.51 62 .925 

49 KNAPP, CONNOR  1 60:00 1 0 0 0 0 4 4.00 26 .867 

35 MAKAROV, ANDREY  1 64:37 1 0 0 0 0 5 4.64 27 .844 

  TOTALS: 4 -  3 1 0 0 0 15 3.75 115 .885

Carolina Hurricanes 

Active Players

# PLAYER P GP G A PTS +/- PIM PP PPA SH SHA GWG SHOTS S% 

61 TOLCHINSKY, SERGEY
  F 4 5 3 8 +3 0 0 2 0 0 0 11 .455 

7 MURPHY, RYAN
  D 4 0 6 6 -3 2 0 3 0 0 0 7 .000 

51 McGINN, BROCK
  F 3 3 1 4 -1 5 2 0 0 0 1 8 .375 

49 RASK, VICTOR
  F 4 2 0 2 -1 0 0 0 0 0 0 6 .333 

66 GARLET, HUNTER
  F 4 1 1 2 -2 0 0 0 0 0 0 6 .167 

43 KARLSSON, ERIK
  F 4 0 2 2 0 2 0 0 0 0 0 5 .000 

48 SUTTER, BRODY
  F 4 0 2 2 -4 2 0 0 0 0 0 4 .000 

56 WOODS, BRENDAN
  F 4 0 2 2 0 10 0 0 0 0 0 2 .000 

41 BIEGA, DANNY
  D 4 1 0 1 -3 0 1 0 0 0 0 13 .077 

46 CARRICK, TREVOR
  D 4 1 0 1 -4 7 1 0 0 0 0 5 .200 

67 PEDERSEN, BRENT
  F 4 1 0 1 -2 0 0 0 0 0 0 7 .143 

68 GANLY, TYLER
  D 4 1 0 1 -3 2 0 0 0 0 0 3 .333 

79 MITCHELL, ZACK
  F 3 1 0 1 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 7 .143 

55 LEVI, AUSTIN
  D 4 0 1 1 -1 2 0 0 0 0 0 3 .000 

64 SCHMITZ, BEAU
  D 4 0 1 1 0 6 0 0 0 0 0 1 .000 

54 Lorentz, Zach
  F 3 0 1 1 -7 6 0 0 0 0 0 0 .000 

69 PIEROG, STEPHEN
  F 3 0 1 1 -1 0 0 0 0 0 0 1 .000 

45 LOWE, KEEGAN
  D 2 0 1 1 0 6 0 0 0 0 0 3 .000 

65 SHEA, BRANDON
  F 2 0 1 1 -2 0 0 0 0 0 0 1 .000 

16 LINDHOLM, ELIAS
  F 2 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 4 .000 

40 ALTSHULLER, DANIEL
  G 2 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 .000 

50 LOTZ, AUSTIN
  G 2 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 .000 

71 BRACE, ADAM
  F 2 0 0 0 -2 0 0 0 0 0 0 4 .000 

 LORENTZ, ZACH
   0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 .000 

  TOTALS: -  4 16 23 39 -33 50 4 5 0 0 1 101 .158 

Active Goalies

# GOALIES GP MIN W L OTL SOL SO GA GAA SV SV% 

40 ALTSHULLER, DANIEL  2 118:56 1 1 0 0 0 9 4.54 64 .877 

50 LOTZ, AUSTIN  2 120:00 0 2 0 0 0 15 7.50 66 .815 

  TOTALS: 4 -  1 3 0 0 0 25 6.25 130 .839 

Columbus Blue Jackets 

Active Players

# PLAYER P GP G A PTS +/- PIM PP PPA SH SHA GWG SHOTS S% 

82 LANGLOIS, JEREMY
  C 4 2 3 5 +1 0 0 0 0 0 0 7 .286 

38 JENER, BOONE
  C 4 0 4 4 0 2 0 1 0 0 0 12 .000 

27 MURRAY, RYAN
  D 4 2 1 3 +1 0 1 0 0 0 0 8 .250 

88 SAKARIS, PETER
  F 2 1 2 3 +3 0 0 0 0 0 0 4 .250 

54 MADAISKY, AUSTIN
  D 4 2 0 2 -2 2 1 0 0 0 0 15 .133 

37 SMITH, DALTON
  LW 4 1 1 2 -1 14 0 0 0 0 0 6 .167 

65 BJORKSTRAND, OLIVER
  RW 4 1 1 2 -1 0 0 0 0 0 1 10 .100 

67 MOUTREY, NICK
  LW 4 1 1 2 0 2 0 1 0 0 0 3 .333 

53 ANDERSON, JOSH
  LW 4 1 0 1 0 9 0 0 0 0 1 6 .167 

62 LARKIN, THOMAS
  D 4 1 0 1 -2 13 0 0 0 0 0 13 .077 

64 HEATHERINGTON, DILLON
  D 4 1 0 1 -1 2 0 0 0 0 0 10 .100 

92 BERAN, MATEJ
  C 2 1 0 1 -1 0 0 0 0 0 0 2 .500 

39 CHAPUT, MICHAEEL
  C 4 0 1 1 -3 4 0 0 0 0 0 3 .000 

52 KERBY, RYCHEL
  LW 4 0 1 1 -2 9 0 1 0 0 0 7 .000 

59 HANSEN, JAKE
  RW 4 0 1 1 -2 2 0 0 0 0 0 5 .000 

84 ALEARDI, ALEX
  RW 4 0 1 1 0 4 0 1 0 0 0 5 .000 

85 SEDLAK, LUKAS
  C 4 0 1 1 0 2 0 0 0 0 0 3 .000 

79 SEFTON, JUSTIN
  D 3 0 1 1 +2 0 0 0 0 0 0 2 .000 

87 MERMIS, DOKOTA
  D 3 0 1 1 -1 2 0 0 0 0 0 8 .000 

60 DANSK, OSCAR
  G 3 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 .000 

86 GOSSELIN, ALEXANDRE
  D 2 0 0 0 -2 4 0 0 0 0 0 3 .000 

81 DEKORT, JORDAN
  G 1 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 1 .000 

46 GABRIEL, OLIVER
  LW 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 .000 

57 CURCURUTO, GIANLUCA
  D 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 .000 

  TOTALS: -  4 14 20 34 -11 71 2 4 0 0 2 133 .105 

Active Goalies

# GOALIES GP MIN W L OTL SOL SO GA GAA SV SV% 

60 DANSK, OSCAR  3 179:12 2 1 0 0 0 10 3.35 53 .841 

81 DEKORT, JORDAN  1 60:00 0 1 0 0 0 7 7.00 17 .708 

  TOTALS: 4 -  2 2 0 0 0 17 4.25 70 .805

Dallas Stars 

Active Players

# PLAYER P GP G A PTS +/- PIM PP PPA SH SHA GWG SHOTS S% 

29 McKENIZIE, CURTIS
  F 4 3 1 4 -1 5 1 1 0 0 1 7 .429 

43 NICHUSHKIN, VALERI
  F 4 3 0 3 +3 2 1 0 0 0 1 16 .188 

5 OLESIAK, JAMIE
  D 4 2 1 3 +2 24 1 1 0 0 0 6 .333 

12 CHIASSON, ALEX
  F 4 2 1 3 +5 2 0 0 0 0 0 8 .250 

25 RITCHIE, BRETT
  F 4 1 2 3 -1 4 1 2 0 0 0 13 .077 

94 FAKSA, RADEK
  F 4 1 2 3 +4 2 1 1 0 0 0 4 .250 

62 PETERS, TAYLOR
  F 3 1 1 2 +1 2 0 0 0 0 0 2 .500 

74 PAULOVIC, MATEJ
  F 2 1 1 2 +3 0 0 0 0 0 0 3 .333 

64 RANFORD, BRENDAN
  F 4 0 2 2 -1 2 0 1 0 0 0 7 .000 

44 STRANSKY, MATEJ
  F 3 1 0 1 0 4 0 0 0 0 0 4 .250 

37 NEMETH, PATRIK
  D 4 0 1 1 +3 12 0 0 0 0 0 5 .000 

58 KLINGBERG, JOHN
  D 4 0 1 1 +3 2 0 1 0 0 0 5 .000 

47 SMITH, GEMEL
  F 3 0 1 1 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 3 .000 

45 JOKIPAKKA, JYRKI
  D 4 0 0 0 +3 0 0 0 0 0 0 6 .000 

40 VALIEV, RINAT
  D 3 0 0 0 -3 2 0 0 0 0 0 1 .000 

50 BOUTET, ETIENNE
  D 3 0 0 0 +3 2 0 0 0 0 0 3 .000 

67 DICKINSON, JASON
  F 3 0 0 0 -2 2 0 0 0 0 0 1 .000 

1 CAMPBELL, JACK
  G 2 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 .000 

42 VANCE, TROY
  D 2 0 0 0 -2 0 0 0 0 0 0 6 .000 

49 WINTHER, MIKE
  F 2 0 0 0 -1 0 0 0 0 0 0 3 .000 

57 ULLY, COLE
  F 2 0 0 0 +1 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 .000 

60 PAYNE, CODY
  F 2 0 0 0 -1 0 0 0 0 0 0 5 .000 

63 ELIE, REMI
  F 2 0 0 0 -1 0 0 0 0 0 0 4 .000 

65 PAUL, NICHOLAS
  F 2 0 0 0 +2 0 0 0 0 0 0 1 .000 

35 LAGACE, MAXIME
  G 1 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 .000 

70 DESROSIERS, PHILIPPE
  G 1 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 .000 

  TOTALS: -  4 16 14 30 +20 67 5 7 0 0 3 114 .140 

Active Goalies

# GOALIES GP MIN W L OTL SOL SO GA GAA SV SV% 

1 CAMPBELL, JACK  2 120:00 2 0 0 0 0 3 1.50 45 .938 

35 LAGACE, MAXIME  1 65:00 1 0 0 0 0 1 .92 27 .964 

70 DESROSIERS, PHILIPPE  1 59:39 0 1 0 0 0 3 3.02 25 .893 

  TOTALS: 4 -  3 1 0 0 0 8 2.00 97 .924

Detroit Red Wings 

Active Players

# PLAYER P GP G A PTS +/- PIM PP PPA SH SHA GWG SHOTS S% 

39 MANTHA, ANTHONY
  RW 4 3 2 5 +2 2 2 0 0 0 0 17 .176 

56 PULKKINEN, TEEMU
  RW 4 1 4 5 +5 0 0 1 0 0 1 10 .100 

61 OUELLET, XAVIER
  D 4 1 4 5 +6 4 0 3 0 0 0 12 .083 

72 ATHANASIOU, ANDREAS
  LW 4 3 0 3 -1 2 1 0 0 0 1 15 .200 

26 JURCO, TOMAS
  LW 4 2 1 3 +1 4 1 0 0 0 0 19 .105 

62 nASTASIUK, ZACH
  RW 4 2 1 3 +7 0 0 0 0 0 2 6 .333 

48 SPROUL, RYAN
  D 4 0 3 3 +8 6 0 1 0 0 0 9 .000 

15 SHEAHAN, RILEY
  C 4 2 0 2 +4 2 1 0 0 0 0 9 .222 

42 FRK, MARTIN
  RW 4 1 1 2 0 2 0 1 0 0 0 3 .333 

60 Tvrdon, Marek
  F 4 0 2 2 +1 2 0 1 0 0 0 4 .000 

47 MARCHENKO, ALEXEY
  D 4 0 1 1 -1 2 0 1 0 0 0 1 .000 

58 NICASTRO, MAX
  D 4 0 1 1 -2 2 0 0 0 0 0 3 .000 

63 HUDON, PHILIPPE
  RW 2 0 1 1 +2 0 0 0 0 0 0 2 .000 

59 BERTUZZI, TYLER
  LW 4 0 0 0 0 18 0 0 0 0 0 3 .000 

70 JARNKORK, CALLE
  C 4 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 4 .000 

77 NEDOMLEL, RICHARD
  D 4 0 0 0 +1 5 0 0 0 0 0 5 .000 

74 McNUTLY, MARC
  D 3 0 0 0 -2 8 0 0 0 0 0 4 .000 

84 GOODROW, BARCLAY
  RW 3 0 0 0 -2 2 0 0 0 0 0 7 .000 

31 COREAU, JARED
  G 2 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 .000 

36 PATERSON, JAKE
  G 2 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 .000 

64 MALETTA, JORDAN
  RW 2 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 .000 

67 BODIN, RASMUS
  C 1 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 .000 

75 PLUTNAR, MICHAL
  D 1 0 0 0 +1 0 0 0 0 0 0 2 .000 

68 LANIGAN, CAM
  G 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 .000 

  TOTALS: -  4 15 21 36 +30 61 5 8 0 0 4 135 .111 

Active Goalies

# GOALIES GP MIN W L OTL SOL SO GA GAA SV SV% 

36 PATERSON, JAKE  2 120:00 2 0 0 0 0 2 1.00 42 .955 

31 COREAU, JARED  2 120:00 2 0 0 0 0 4 2.00 40 .909 

68 LANIGAN, CAM  0 0:00 0 0 0 0 0 0 .00 0 .000 

  TOTALS: 4 -  4 0 0 0 0 6 1.50 82 .932
Minnesota Wild 

Active Players

# PLAYER P GP G A PTS +/- PIM PP PPA SH SHA GWG SHOTS S% 

71 BUSSIERES, RAPHAEL
  F 4 2 0 2 -1 4 1 0 0 0 0 6 .333 

80 SANDLAK, CARTER
  F 4 2 0 2 +1 10 1 0 0 0 0 6 .333 

53 GRAOVAC, TYLER
  F 4 1 1 2 -1 0 0 1 0 0 0 11 .091 

52 KOULES, MILES
  F 3 1 1 2 -3 0 0 0 0 0 0 7 .143 

75 WALKER, BEN
  F 4 0 2 2 -1 0 0 0 0 0 0 3 .000 

56 HAULA, ERIK
  F 4 0 1 1 -6 2 0 1 0 0 0 14 .000 

62 GABRIEL, KURTIS
  F 4 0 1 1 -1 14 0 0 0 0 0 2 .000 

73 BASSO, ALEX
  D 4 0 1 1 -3 2 0 1 0 0 0 2 .000 

82 ARCHAMBAULT, OLIVER
  F 4 0 1 1 -2 0 0 0 0 0 0 5 .000 

43 DUMBA, MATHEW
  D 3 0 1 1 -3 4 0 1 0 0 0 7 .000 

67 EVERSON, MARSHALL
  F 2 0 1 1 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 2 .000 

57 CORBETT, CODY
  D 4 0 0 0 -6 2 0 0 0 0 0 5 .000 

61 PHILLIPS, ZACK
  F 4 0 0 0 -4 0 0 0 0 0 0 20 .000 

78 LABBE, DYLAN
  D 4 0 0 0 -1 0 0 0 0 0 0 1 .000 

38 BALDWIN, CORBIN
  D 3 0 0 0 0 11 0 0 0 0 0 1 .000 

68 CARON, JOSH
  F 3 0 0 0 -2 11 0 0 0 0 0 0 .000 

70 GUSTAFSSON, JOHAN
  G 3 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 .000 

74 JOBKE, COLTON
  D 3 0 0 0 -4 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 .000 

76 BEATTIE, JASON
  D 3 0 0 0 -1 2 0 0 0 0 0 5 .000 

81 HEFFLEY, COLTON
  F 3 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 1 .000 

47 DIENO, RHYSE
  F 2 0 0 0 -1 2 0 0 0 0 0 0 .000 

79 Price, Jeremy
  D 2 0 0 0 +1 5 0 0 0 0 0 2 .000 

50 BELANGER, ALEXANDRE
  G 1 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 .000 

83 JONES, ZANE
  F 1 0 0 0 -1 0 0 0 0 0 0 1 .000 

54 BULMER, BRETT
  F 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 .000 

  TOTALS: -  4 6 10 16 -39 69 2 4 0 0 0 100 .060 

Active Goalies

# GOALIES GP MIN W L OTL SOL SO GA GAA SV SV% 

70 GUSTAFSSON, JOHAN  3 185:43 0 1 1 1 0 7 2.26 92 .929 

50 BELANGER, ALEXANDRE  1 59:15 0 1 0 0 0 4 4.05 19 .826 

  TOTALS: 4 -  0 2 2 0 0 13 3.25 111 .895

New York Rangers 

Active Players

# PLAYER P GP G A PTS +/- PIM PP PPA SH SHA GWG SHOTS S% 

48 LINDBERG, OSCAR
  F 4 5 2 7 +3 2 3 0 0 0 0 12 .417 

46 KRISTO, DANNY
  F 4 2 5 7 +2 2 0 2 0 0 1 16 .125 

49 YOGAN, ANDREW
  F 4 3 0 3 -1 4 0 0 0 0 0 11 .273 

31 FAST, JESPER
  F 4 2 1 3 +2 0 0 1 0 0 0 6 .333 

50 NICHOLLS, JOSH
  F 4 2 1 3 +3 0 1 0 0 0 0 9 .222 

37 ALLEN, CONOR
  D 4 0 2 2 +1 11 0 0 0 0 0 8 .000 

85 GRAVES, JOSH
  F 3 1 0 1 -2 2 0 0 0 0 0 2 .500 

57 ST CROIX, MICHAEL
  F 4 0 1 1 -1 2 0 0 0 0 0 9 .000 

63 DUCLAIR, ANTHONY
  F 4 0 1 1 +1 2 0 0 0 0 0 2 .000 

78 OLIGNY, JIMMY
  D 3 0 1 1 -1 0 0 1 0 0 0 7 .000 

74 GRAVES, RYAN
  D 4 0 0 0 -1 0 0 0 0 0 0 8 .000 

84 WILSON, KLARC
  F 4 0 0 0 -7 9 0 0 0 0 0 3 .000 

51 Leroux, Paxton
  F 3 0 0 0 -4 32 0 0 0 0 0 0 .000 

52 HUGHES, TOMMY
  D 3 0 0 0 0 2 0 0 0 0 0 3 .000 

53 DONNAY, TROY
  D 3 0 0 0 -2 22 0 0 0 0 0 2 .000 

72 FANELLI, BEN
  D 3 0 0 0 -2 0 0 0 0 0 0 4 .000 

79 NOREAU, SAMUEL
  D 3 0 0 0 -2 6 0 0 0 0 0 4 .000 

89 BARNETT, J T
  F 3 0 0 0 -6 0 0 0 0 0 0 3 .000 

91 DODERO, CHARLIE
  D 3 0 0 0 -1 2 0 0 0 0 0 3 .000 

73 KANTOR, MICHAEL
  F 2 0 0 0 -4 2 0 0 0 0 0 3 .000 

80 MALCOLM, JEFF
  G 2 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 .000 

81 SKAPSKI, MACKENZIE
  G 2 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 .000 

97 SPELLING, THOMAS
  F 2 0 0 0 +1 0 0 0 0 0 0 2 .000 

71 JEAN, KYLE
  F 1 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 1 .000 

  TOTALS: -  4 15 14 29 -21 100 4 4 0 0 1 118 .127 

Active Goalies

# GOALIES GP MIN W L OTL SOL SO GA GAA SV SV% 

80 MALCOLM, JEFF  2 124:37 1 0 1 0 0 8 3.85 48 .857 

81 SKAPSKI, MACKENZIE  2 120:00 0 2 0 0 0 8 4.00 52 .867 

  TOTALS: 4 -  1 2 1 0 0 16 4.00 100 .862

St Louis Blues 

Active Players

# PLAYER P GP G A PTS +/- PIM PP PPA SH SHA GWG SHOTS S% 

18 RATTIE, TY
  F 4 3 1 4 +3 2 1 0 0 0 0 10 .300 

73 WANNSTROM, SEBASTIAN
  F 4 3 1 4 -1 2 1 0 0 0 0 10 .300 

70 TESINK, RYAN
  F 4 3 0 3 +2 8 0 0 1 0 1 6 .500 

52 CARRIER, WILLIAM
  F 4 2 1 3 0 4 0 1 0 0 1 10 .200 

26 JASKIN, DMITRIJ
  F 4 1 2 3 +2 4 0 1 0 0 0 11 .091 

62 EDMUNDSON, JOEL
  D 4 0 3 3 +4 10 0 2 0 0 0 7 .000 

82 VALK, CURTIS
  F 4 0 3 3 +2 0 0 0 0 1 0 6 .000 

54 POCHIRO, ZACH
  F 4 1 1 2 -2 8 0 0 0 0 0 11 .091 

83 SLIGHT, GABRIEL
  F 2 1 1 2 +2 9 0 0 0 0 0 2 .500 

64 WALTERS, NICHOLAS
  D 4 0 1 1 -1 4 0 0 0 0 0 3 .000 

65 FOX, DANE
  F 4 0 1 1 0 17 0 0 0 0 0 7 .000 

67 VEILLEUX, YANNICK
  F 4 0 1 1 -2 11 0 0 0 0 0 5 .000 

51 HAKANAPAA, JANI
  D 4 0 0 0 +2 4 0 0 0 0 0 1 .000 

63 HENLEY, SAM
  F 4 0 0 0 +1 2 0 0 0 0 0 5 .000 

71 LEFEBVRE, MARTIN
  D 4 0 0 0 -2 2 0 0 0 0 0 4 .000 

76 DOTY, JACOB
  F 4 0 0 0 0 14 0 0 0 0 0 0 .000 

78 MILLER, BRENDEN
  D 4 0 0 0 -1 0 0 0 0 0 0 2 .000 

30 BINNINGTON, JORDAN
  G 3 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 .000 

77 GOW, REID
  D 3 0 0 0 +3 0 0 0 0 0 0 2 .000 

68 MURPHY, MATTHEW
  D 2 0 0 0 +1 0 0 0 0 0 0 1 .000 

80 BETZOLD, GREGORY
  F 2 0 0 0 -1 0 0 0 0 0 0 1 .000 

60 TREMBLAY, FRANCOIS
  G 1 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 .000 

72 BEACH, CODY
  F 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 .000 

  TOTALS: -  4 14 16 30 +12 101 2 4 1 1 2 104 .135 

Active Goalies

# GOALIES GP MIN W L OTL SOL SO GA GAA SV SV% 

30 BINNINGTON, JORDAN  3 179:34 2 1 0 0 0 9 3.01 80 .899 

60 TREMBLAY, FRANCOIS  1 59:27 0 1 0 0 0 3 3.03 27 .900 

  TOTALS: 4 -  2 2 0 0 0 14 3.50 107 .884 

Stars fall to Detroit 4-2, Friday at Traverse City Prospects Tournament

By Mike Heika

mheika@dallasnews.com
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The Stars got a strong game from Philippe Desrosiers in net, but were outplayed by Detroit Friday in a 4-2 loss at the Traverse City Prospects Tournament.

Desrosiers, a second round pick of the Stars in the June NHL entry draft, had 25 saves while allowing three goals. Detroit also added an empty-netter. The Red Wings had a 29-19 advantage in shots on goal, took an early 2-0 lead and then held off a late push from the Stars that ended when Matej Stransky took his second penalty of the game.

Dallas received goals from Matej Paulovic, a fifth round pick in June, and Jamie Oleksiak, the big defenseman who is pushing for an NHL job. Paulovic had three shots on goal, while 10th overall pick Valeri Nichushkin had four shots on goal but did not score.

The Stars made several substitutions to better evaluate the 25-man roster.

The lineup looked like this, according to Mark Stepneski from Dallas Stars Inside Edge, who is attending the tournament:

Valeri Nichushkin-Radek Faksa-Alex Chiasson

Matej Stransky-Brendan Ranford-Brett Ritchie

Cole Ully-Taylor Peters-Matej Paulovic

Nicholas Paul-Gemel Smith-Curtis McKenzie

Patrik Nemeth-John Klingberg

Rinat Valiev-Jamie Oleksiak

Etienne Boutet-Jyrki Jokipakka

Philippe Desrosiers (starter)

Maxime Lagace (backup)

Here is the boxscore.

The Stars have Saturday off and will return to round-robin play Sunday against Minnesota. Lagace is expected to start in goal. 
Stars’ prospects take 5-2 win over St. Louis to open Traverse City tournament

By Mike Heika
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The Stars’ prospects opened in style Thursday, taking a 5-2 win over St. Louis at the Traverse City Prospects Tournament.

Tough winger Curtis McKenzie had a hat trick, and Jack Campbell finished with 21 saves to get the win. Valeri Nichushkin and Radek Faksa also scored goals for the Stars, who outshot the Blues, 27-23.

McKenzie, 22, finished off a four-year career at Miami (Ohio) in the spring, and is slated to be a third or fourth-line player for the Texas Stars this season. However, a strong camp could throw him into the competition to move up to the NHL in his first season as a pro.

“He’s a hard worker, an honest player, he does a lot of good things,” said Stars assistant GM Les Jackson. “He scored his goals going to the net and spent a lot of time there all game, and that’s what we need to see from him.”

McKenzie scored on a 5-on-3 power play, and the Stars went 2-for-6 on the power play for the game. They also killed all six of St. Louis’ power plays. Jamie Oleksiak was ejected after a fight in the second period for an equipment violation. Jackson said Jyrki Jokipakka and Troy Vance stepped up with additional minutes on defense. John Klingberg also was strong on defense, and finished plus-3.

“Sometimes those things end up being positives for you,” Jackson said. “We had to adjust, and some of the players were challenged, and they responded well. That’s a lot of what these evaluations are about.”

Campbell is one of three goalies on hand. He is expected to sit out the next two round-robin games and play the placement game on Monday. Dallas will play Detroit’s prospects on Friday night.

According to Dallas Stars Inside Edge’s Mark Stepneski, who is on hand for the tournament, Dallas went with this lineup:

Valeri Nichushkin-Radek Faksa-Alex Chiasson

Curtis McKenzie-Brendan Ranford-Brett Ritchie

Remi Elie-Taylor Peters-Mike Winther

Gemel Smith-Jason Dickinson-Cody Payne

Patrik Nemeth-John Klingberg

Jyrki Jokipakka-Jamie Oleksiak

Etienne Boutet-Troy Vance

Jack Campbell (starter)

Philippe Desrosiers (backup)

Scratches Maxime Lagace, Rinat Valiev, Matej Stransky, Cole Ully, Nick Paul, Matej Paulovic

Who are these guys? Let’s take a look at Stars roster for Traverse City Prospects Tournament

By Mike Heika

mheika@dallasnews.com

1:36 pm on September 5, 2013  | Permalink
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The Stars are expected to have one of the most talented rosters on the ice this week when they play seven other NHL teams at the Traverse City Prospects Tournament. So who are these guys and what do the Stars hope to learn?

Traverse City Prospect Tournament Roster

Forwards

No. _ Name _ Ht. _ Wt. _ DOB _ Comment

12 _ Alex Chiasson _ 6-3 _ 206 _ 10-1-90 _ Made a huge impression when he scored six goals in seven NHL games late last season. Is definitely in the mix for a spot in opening day lineup. But is he really a legitimate goal-scorer or more a third-liner? Expected to start at RW on line with Valeri Nichushkin and Radek Faksa at tournament.

43 _ Valeri Nichushkin _ 6-4 _ 205 _ 3-4-95 _ The 18-year-old is being called the steal of the 2013 draft, as he slipped to No. 10. New Stars GM Jim Nill needs to play him in the NHL this season or send him back to the KHL until he is ready, so this tournament and training camp will be a big test. He’s normally a right wing, but will play left wing in this tournament because the Stars have depth at right wing.

94 _ Radek Faksa _ 6-3 _ 210 _ 1-9-94 _ Sturdy Czech center can do it all, but was slowed by injuries last season. He’ll get high-end minutes in this tournament, even though he is probably slated as an NHL third-liner.

25 _ Brett Ritchie _ 6-3 _ 209 _ 7-1-93 _ His progress has been eclipsed a bit by Chiasson’s impressive NHL debut, but many believe Ritchie is the player in the system with the highest ability as a goal-scorer (he had 41 in 53 games for Niagara last season). This could be his chance to show that talent.

44 _ Matej Stransky _ 6-3 _ 215 _ 7-11-93 _ Big strong, experienced, Stransky has a great opportunity to show that he can be the top prospect among Ritchie, Chiasson and Scott Glennie. Stars would like to see more maturity and more disciplined play.

47 _ Gemel Smith _ 5-10 _ 171 _ 4-16-94 _ Scrappy agitator has some skill and played well with Owen Sound last season. Scheduled to go back to junior hockey this season, and this could be a great stepping stone to a big year.

67 _ Jason Dickinson _ 6-1 _ 179 _ 7-4-95 _ Taken 29th overall in this summer’s draft, Dickinson is just getting to know the Stars organization. He’s a skilled center, so it will be interesting to see how he interacts with the skilled wingers.

57 _ Cole Ully _ 5-11 _ 164 _ 2-20-95 _ One of the finds off of owner Tom Gaglardi’s junior team in Kamloops. Ully is another one of the skilled kids who can score goals.

62 _ Taylor Peters _ 6-3 _ 212 _ 1-24-92 _ Free agent signing, Peters is penciled in for the Texas Stars this season. Good, solid center who can play second or third line.

94 _ Remi Elie _ 6-1 _ 203 _ 4-16-95 _ The Stars took a chance by selecting Elie in the second round (40th overall) when he hasn’t produced big numbers yet. However, he was pushed down a talented lineup in London and he’s expected to get more ice time this season.

29 _ Curtis McKenzie _ 6-2 _ 209 _ 2-22-91 _ It’s been a long haul for McKenzie, 22, who just finished four years at Miami (Ohio). He’s a gritty winger who should help on the third or fourth line in the AHL.

49 _ Mike Winther _ 6-0 _ 181 _ 1-9-94 _ Stars’ second round pick from 2012 is coming off a solid season in Prince Albert and headed back there. Flexible winger can slide up and down left side.

74 _ Matej Paulovic _ 6-3 _ 205 _ 1-13-95 _ The Slovakian winger has been playing in Sweden, and has been under the radar. That’s why the Stars were able to get him in the fifth round in 2013. Many scouts will be interested in seeing how he performs this week.

65 _ Nicholas Paul _ 6-2 _ 202 _ 3-20-95 _ Solid power winger who was taken in the fourth round this year. Raw potential and plenty of room for improvement

64 _ Brendan Ranford _ 5-10 _ 189 _ 5-3-92 _ Another Kamloops player who is on a tryout basis. Small for a gritty player, but he has a nose for the puck. Drafted by the Flyers but now an unsigned free agent at age 21.

Defensemen

5 _ Jamie Oleksiak _ 6-7 _ 254 _ 12-21-92 _ The big defenseman could be the team’s most important prospect, so his progress will be watched closely. While Nichushkin and Chiasson could make a more immediate impact, Oleksiak has the ability to be a significant player on defense for a decade or more _ and that is a huge area of need for this team.

45 _ Jyrki Jokipakka _ 6-3 _ 205 _ 4-20-91 _ Coming off a very nice season in the Finnish Elite League (18 points in 59 games while averaging more than 23 minutes in ice time), and will be a part of the Texas Stars defense this season. This is a transition season, so he could have some growing pains in North America.

37 _ Patrik Nemeth _ 6-4 _ 233 _ 2-8-92 _ Considered a more skilled version of Nicklas Grossmann, Nemeth was sidetracked last season by a head injury. There are high expectations for the big defender, but he still has to move past Oleksiak, Jordie Benn and Kevin Connauton before he can worry about playing in the NHL.

58 _ John Klingberg _ 6-1 _ 174 _ 8-14-92 _ Considered an “offenseman” by many, Klingberg is a skilled skater who is great on the power play. The question has always been whether he is good in his own end _ something that will be watched closely this week. Klingberg will play this tournament and head back to Sweden.

42 _ Troy Vance _ 6-5 _ 203 _ 8-2-93 _ A late developing prospect, the Stars will probably send him back to juniors after training camp. Has a chance to show some physicality against some very good prospects in Traverse City.

50 _ Etienne Boutet _ 6-0 _ 205 _ 6-1-92 _ Tryout defenseman offers solid skating, experience and physicality.

40 _ Rinat Valiev – 6-2 _ 205 _ 5-11-1995 _ Russian defenseman who played in USHL last season. Looking to get some experience and be seen by other teams. Also a good person to have around for Valeri Nichushkin.

Goalies

1 _ Jack Campbell _ 6-2 _ 205 _ 1-9-92 _ The 11th overall pick in 2010, Campbell is seen as one of the top goalie prospects in the NHL. He performs very well in pressure situations and loves the tournament atmosphere. He’ll play the first game Thursday and probably play placement game on Monday. Stars have him on the slow track to the NHL.

70 _ Philippe Desrosiers _ 6-1 _ 187 _ 8-18-95 _ Stars took him in the second round this year, and expect him to be a nice long-term prospect.

35 _ Maxime Lagace _ 6-2 _ 180 _ 1-12-93 _ The free agent signing has struggled on bad teams so far. He should get one game this week.

Trevor Daley (neck), Aaron Rome (hip) doing well after off-season surgery

By Mike Heika

mheika@dallasnews.com
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While several Stars were dinged up near the end of last season, only two had off-season surgery. Trevor Daley had neck issues, and had a bone taken out of his hip and placed in his vertebrae. Aaron Rome, meanwhile, had bones in his hip socket scraped, smoothed and cleaned up.

Both are skating in Frisco and said they feel much better.

“When you deal with the neck, it is pretty serious, but I feel great now. I’ve been cleared to do all of my workouts,” Daley said. “It definitely affected me last season. It needed to be done.”

Daley said the recovery has been slow.

“I was shut down for a good month where I didn’t do anything, and then I slowly got into it,” he said. “I’ve been skating for a while now, about a month-and-a-half. I got cleared pretty early. I felt like I was behind, so I felt like I needed to catch up.”

Daley will turn 30 on Oct. 9, and said he understands how important it is to keep up with his health so that he can play his best. He said he has learned a lot from older players like Stephane Robidas, 36, Ray Whitney, 41, and Sergei Gonchar, 39.

“Your body is your throne, and you have to maintain it,” he said. “I want to play as long as I can, so I have to stay healthy. You’ve got to take care of yourself. Robi, Wizard, Gonchar, they’re all doing fine, and I wouldn’t mind looking like that when I’m that age.”

Rome said he had bone growth on the neck of his femur removed, and said he hopes that will improve his hip flexibility. He still is not fully recovered, but said he expects to be ready by the start of the regular season.

“I definitely feel better,” he said. “The procedure went well, and they said anywhere from four to six months, and last week was exactly four months. I feel like I’m on the right track right now.”

Rome said he’s motivated by the changes the Stars have made in the off-season.

“It’s exciting,” he said. “There are a lot of changes here, and I know the people are very motivated. Sometimes, change is a good thing. We have the energy of young players coming in, and we have the experience and hunger of some older guys, so it should be a good mix.”

Rome said he has not worked with either head coach Lindy Ruff or new assistant coach James Patrick, but that it will be fun to learn from two guys who have plenty of experience both playing and coaching defense in the NHL.

“They’ve been through everything, both of them,” Rome said.

Ruff has coached in 1,165 NHL games, while Patrick was his assistant in Buffalo for seven seasons. Both played in the NHL, and Ruff also will coach the defense for Team Canada at the Olympics.

“I do think that experience can help you,” Rome said. “They understand the position from so many different levels. They’ve coached all sorts of players and been through so many different games, and I think that helps you understand the position and teach the position.”
Sergei Gonchar on Olympics in Russia and his decision to come to Dallas
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I got a chance to talk to new Stars defenseman Sergei Gonchar recently about having the Olympics in Russia. Gonchar has already participated in four Olympics, but this will probably be his last chance at age 39, so it’s important to him. Here’s what he had to say:

Q: How do you feel about the Olympics being in Russia this year?

Gonchar: It’s big. I was just in Sochi before I came here, and there is a lot of excitement. When I was growing up, there was no NHL for us, so we didn’t dream about playing in the NHL, we dreamed about playing in the Olympic games. So now to have those games in Russia and be able to compete, it’s very special. It’s huge for me, and for the whole country. They have put a lot of effort in, and they want it to be high class.

Q: Will it affect how you play at the beginning of the season?

Gonchar: I don’t think about these things too much. It’s not for sure I am going to be on the team, so I have to prove myself, but I think if you worry about that too much, it can be a negative. I want to start well to play for a new team, I am more worried about that. If I focus on me helping the Stars, then everything else will take care of itself.

Q: How do you feel about where the Stars are and what they are trying to do?

Gonchar: I’m excited. I have played with Alex (Goligoski) and against some of the others, and I think it’s a matter of just getting to know everyone and come together as a team. I have probably looked at the defensemen more than anything, so I look forward to getting out here and skating with the players.

Q: Is this an adventure for you and your family, playing in the West for the first time?

Gonchar: Maybe a little bit, but it’s more what is best for me in hockey. You have a lot to think about when you make a decision like this, but I really think the biggest thing is how you feel you can play and do you think the team can win. It doesn’t matter if you’re playing in the nicest city in the world, it you are losing or frustrating, you won’t be happy. That’s what I was thinking about when I signed here, that I would have a chance to win.

Q: What have you seen in Alex Goligoski, and how do you view his game after playing with him in Pittsburgh?

Gonchar: He’s a very skilled guy, great skater, good shot, good hockey sense, reads the game well. To me, he’s one of those guys who can be very helpful on any team he plays. With his maturity, I think he will get even better.

Q: Have you been impressed with Valeri Nichushkin?

Gonchar: I’m just getting to know him. He has good hands and good size, and a lot of room to develop. He’s got a great attitude, and a great future.

Q: How hard is it to make this transition to the NHL and North America?

Gonchar: It is hard, especially when you don’t know the language. But I will help him as much as I can, and he already is helping himself by taking lessons. It’s hard for anyone first year in the league, but I know he very much wants to do well here.
Player Profile: Ryan Garbutt
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We’ll continue our annual summer Player Profiles today with center Ryan Garbutt.

Ryan Garbutt

Center

Shoots: Left

Age: 28

Height: 6-0, Weight: 190

Contract: In second year of two-year deal that averages $575,000 a season.

Coming off: A season in which he had 10 points (3 goals, 7 assists) in 36 games.

Ryan Garbutt took the long way to the NHL, but he seems to have arrived at the perfect time. The 28-year-old forward has offensive skill, good speed, and the ability to hit and fight _ and that’s what needed to be the prototypical fourth-liner in today’s NHL.

Garbutt spent four years at Brown University honing his offensive skills, and then had some solid minor leaguer seasons where he polished his hitting and fighting. The result is a player who is smart, tough and cheap (by NHL standards).

Garbutt is on a one-way deal at $575,000, and that will allow him to get every opportunity to secure a regular place in the lineup. While several youngsters on two-way deals keep trying to push up from the AHL, Garbutt’s contract gives him the chance to step into the lineup every night. Yes, injuries to other forwards could force some call-ups and allow Garbutt to be challenged, but he should get first chance to prove to the new coaching staff that he’s reliable.

While Garbutt has the skill to score, he isn’t going to put up big numbers on the fourth line. Three years ago with Chicago Wolves, he had 37 points (19 goals, 18 assists) in 65 AHL games. Two years ago, he had 33 points (16 goals, 17 assists) in 50 games with the Texas Stars. Last season, he was able to tally 10 points (3 goals, 7 assists) in 36 NHL games with the Stars. That’s just how the progression goes for guys like Garbutt.

Garbutt missed half of March with a hand injury last season, and when allowed to play bigger minutes after he returned had five assists in 13 games in April.

Garbutt will fight sporadically and allows the Stars to brawl when necessary. He is an aggressive skater who can bring some grit when it’s needed. But, in a league where many teams are developing younger players who can do everything Garbutt does and also have more size, Garbutt (6-0, 190) is going to have to keep playing hard.

The Stars have some interesting players pushing up _ including Colton Sceviour (6-0, 196), Lane MacDermid (6-3, 205), Matej Stransky (6-3, 193), Taylor Peters (6-2, 205) and Scott Glennie (6-1, 204). Some are more physical, some are more skilled, but does anyone have the combination Garbutt currently touts?

That will be the key to whether or not he can stay in the lineup, and whether or not the Stars have an effective fourth line.
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We’ll continue our annual summer Player Profiles today with center Shawn Horcoff.

Shawn Horcoff

Center

Shoots: Left

Age: 34

Height: 6-1,  Weight: 208

Contract: In fifth year of six-year deal that averages $5.5 million a season.

Coming off: A season in which he had 12 points (7 goals, 5 assists) in 31 games for Edmonton.

New Stars GM Jim Nill might not have taken a bigger risk in the off-season than the trade for Shawn Horcoff. Nill is familiar with Horcoff because of a mutual connection to Michigan State University (Horcoff played there and often works out there, and Nill’s son Trevor played there from 2008-12) and the fact the two live in the Detroit area. What’s more, Nill has said countless times that he believes in Horcoff and wants the 34-year-old to provide leadership for a young group of Stars forwards.

Nill gets plenty of support from Horcoff fans in Edmonton, who support Horcoff and believe a change of venue will help get the former Oilers captain back on track.

But there are a lot of reasons to doubt that Horcoff will see his career make a sharp upturn this season. One, his decline has been slow _ meaning there’s a real chance the game is passing him by and he simply isn’t the player he once was. Two, he was playing with young forwards in Edmonton, and still found himself sliding down the lineup. Three, he was extremely respected as the Oilers captain and still found himself sliding down the lineup.

In a lot of ways, he was like Edmonton’s version of Brenden Morrow.

Many Stars fans have been rooting for Morrow, and the organization has been hesitant to fade him out during his recent decline, and yet they still did that. In the end, the Stars traded Morrow to Pittsburgh to clear space for younger players, and Morrow has yet to catch on with another team as an unrestricted free agent.

Like Morrow, Horcoff is 34. Unlike Morrow, Horcoff wasn’t able to produce the 25 points Morrow had in 44 games last season. Horcoff battled neck and knuckle injuries last season and had 12 points (7 goals, 5 assists) in 31 games. That’s pretty alarming.

In 2011-12, Horcoff had 34 points (13 goals, 21 assists) in 81 games. Again, not the numbers you’re looking for from a No. 2 center _ if that’s what he is.

Now, there’s a chance Cody Eakin or Rich Peverley end up in the No. 2 center spot. There’s a chance that the trio rotates and spreads the scoring across the lineup. There’s a chance the Stars are a lower scoring team and succeed by shutting down the opposition. In that case, then maybe Horcoff’s veteran presence is bigger than his points.

But the Stars are used to having a No. 2 center who scores in the 50-70 point range. Mike Ribeiro was one of the highest scoring No. 2 centers in the league behind Jamie Benn and Brad Richards. Jason Arnott and Joe Nieuwendyk were clearly offensive forces in their time behind Mike Modano.

Horcoff, it seems, is not.

He has had one 70-point season in his career (2005-06), and has mostly been a 50-point guy. In more recent years, he has fallen short of 50 points. So, is scoring all that important for Horcoff? Could he be pulled up by potential linemates Ray Whitney and Alex Chiasson? Is it more important that he simply play well at even strength and let other players load up points on the power play? Could plus-minus really be his most important stat (he was plus-8 last season with the Oilers)?

These are all things that will be worth noting, as the “new look’’ Stars try to find their identity.

The one thing that Nill did with the acquisition of Horcoff and Sergei Gonchar is limit his options a little. Horcoff has a cap hit of $5.5 million for the next two seasons. Gonchar will make $5 million. The Stars sit at $62.9 million in cap commitment with a salary cap of $64.3 million. Because of bonuses, they still are about $2.5 million under the cap. Now, there’s a very good chance that cap goes up in the next year, so there is some wiggle room. There’s also a chance that Nill can pull a trade or two if he needs to create some space for a big move.

The other thing to remember is the Stars are only scheduled to spend $59 million in real cash, as Horcoff is near the end of his contract and will make $4 million this season and $3 million next. So, there is more flexibility in the budget than it appears.

Yet, the Stars had no plans to pay Brenden Morrow that kind of money, and it’s a legitimate concern to wonder how much better Horcoff will be than Morrow.

It’s one of the things that makes this a risky move by Nill _ maybe his riskiest of the off-season.
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We’ll continue our annual summer Player Profiles today with goalie Dan Ellis.

Dan Ellis

Goalie

Catches: Left

Age: 33

Height: 6-1,  Weight: 191

Contract: In first year of two-year deal that averages $900,000 a season.

Coming off: A season in which he had a 6-8-2 record, a 3.13 goals against average and a .906 save percentage for Carolina.

Dan Ellis is an NHL veteran who understands the nuances of being a back-up goalie and has experience being a No. 1 goalie.

And while there’s little chance he’s going to take the No. 1 goalie job away from Kari Lehtonen or even really push him to relinquish for a week or two, Ellis can be an upgrade at the back-up spot for the Stars.

While Richard Bachman performed admirably in his opportunities over the past two seasons and Cristopher Nilstorp will likely be better in his second season of North American hockey, the Stars’ back-up goalie has been a concern in recent years. Andrew Raycroft had a meltdown season in 2011-12, going 2-8-0 with a 3.52 goals against average, and Bachman had to step in. He was solid at 8-5-1 with a 2.77 GAA and .910 save percentage, and that earned him another shot last season.

However, he and Nilstorp combined for a 7-8-1 record with a GAA of plus-3.00 and a save percentage under .900. Bachman finished with an ugly 3.25 GAA and .885 save percentage, and the Stars decided to look for something better (He has since caught on with Edmonton).

While the Stars pondered experimenting with a veteran who would push Lehtonen (someone like former Vezina Trophy winner Tim Thomas, who still is available as a free agent), they decided to go the safe route with Ellis. Not only is the 33-year-old talented, he has the perfect disposition to be a back-up goalie.

He is dependable, professional, and quiet. What’s more, he is excited about returning to the organization that drafted him in 2000 and nurtured his career for four seasons as he worked his way through the minors.

“Honestly, when I started looking at free agency, Dallas was No. 1 on the list,” Ellis said this week after working out in Frisco. “I loved my time here, and I’m excited about what they’re building here.”

Ellis and Mike Smith came through the minors at the same time, and often pushed each other in training camps or on teams like the Iowa Stars. When Smith won the battle to become Marty Turco’s heir apparent, Ellis was set free and found a nice stepping stone in Nashville. He went there in 2007, and had a fantastic rookie season. Splitting time with Chris Mason, Ellis turned out to be the better goalie with a 23-10-3 record, a 2.34 GAA and a .924 save percentage.

That had many believing Ellis would be the No. 1 goalie in 2008-09, but he shared time with Pekka Rinne and saw his numbers dip to 11-19-4 with a 2.93 GAA and .900 save percentage. He bounced back with a solid back-up season in 2009-10 (15-13-1, 2.69, .909), but the Predators decided to go in a different direction.

Ellis landed in Tampa Bay, and had a decent year there with a 13-7-6 record, and then was traded to Anaheim, where he went 8-3-1 to finish out 2010-11. The Ducks were excited to bring him back in 2011-12, but he battled a couple of groin injuries and also had to have surgery to repair a sports hernia. He went 1-5-0 with a 2.72 GAA and .911 save percentage and was let go.

Carolina decided to give him a shot on a one-year deal in 2012-13, and he struggled at times. What’s more, he cut himself with his own skate, and that sidelined his season a bit. He finished with a 6-8-2 record and a 3.13 GAA, but he had a decent save percentage at .906.

So are the Stars getting an injury-prone veteran who has been inconsistent in recent years and has had trouble catching on in Tampa Bay, Anaheim or Carolina? It’s certainly possible. But Ellis believes he is 100 percent healthy, and 100 percent ready to go. He has a 78-65-17 career record with a 2.73 GAA and .908 save percentage. And by the Stars’ recent standard for back-up goalies, those are pretty good numbers.

Ellis is not going to push Lehtonen too hard or make him feel uncomfortable at all about his place as a No. 1 goalie. However, he can go a long way toward being a big part of a winning team by simply doing a good job when his opportunity comes up.

“I’ve played with really good goalies in Pekka (Rinne) and Mike Smith and Cam (Ward), and I think that does help you understand the relationship between the two goalies,” Ellis said. “You know you’re there to push your partner, but you’re also there to support him. I want to do everything I can to help make Kari the best goalie he can be, and I think by doing that, I’m going to make myself the best goalie I can be. It’s a competition, but it’s a fun competition. If you do that, I think it can create a bond with the whole team.”
Jamie Benn: `It definitely feels different around here’

By Mike Heika

mheika@dallasnews.com

7:01 am on August 27, 2013  | Permalink

10 

12 

0 

9 

Jamie Benn and brother Jordie have decided to leave the cool summer of British Columbia and jump head first into the Texas heat, and that has to be seen as a good sign for the Stars. Both have arrived early from summer vacation to get ready for training camp and were out skating in Frisco Monday with several teammates. Jamie Benn took some time to answer a few questions.

What did you do this summer?

Benn: I played some charity golf tournaments and had a pretty hard summer of training and now I’m back here.

Was the wrist injury at the end of the season a big deal and how did it heal?

Benn: It got healthy with a couple of weeks I took off at the end of the season. The body feels good right now, 100 percent, and I’m ready to go.

What does your training consist of at this age (24)? You probably have a better idea of what can help you during the season.

Benn: I think now you know what your body needs and how to make yourself feel good out there. It’s a lot of work, and you have to put in the time, but I feel pretty good right now and I know what I have to do to put myself at the top of my game.

Are there different requirements for a winger? Can you carry some extra weight at that position?

Benn: I think you can. I’ve gained about five pounds and I feel good out there on the ice.

What about the move from center to wing?

Benn: I’m excited about that, just looking forward to whoever I play with. (You work on) Stops and starts, shoot more pucks from more angles, I probably won’t pass the puck as much.

It’s going to be interesting, because we’ll put you with Tyler Seguin on paper, and you both are trying to figure out new positions and how much you should carry the puck or pass the puck.

Benn: Whoever we play with, we’ll figure it out during training camp and try to find chemistry as fast as possible.

How do you feel about not being invited to Team Canada’s orientation camp for the Olympics?

Benn: It gives you a little fire. You kind of want to shove it in their face. It is what it is. I definitely want to be there, and I’ll just have to prove myself the first half of the year…I know they want to find the right players to play on the big ice.

What was the difference for you on the big ice when you played in Germany during the lockout?

Benn: They definitely know how to move the puck around over there. You think you have more time, but you really don’t. It’s a fast game, and European teams play as a team over there. Everything is one or two or three more steps. You definitely have to skate.

How do you feel about the off-season changes that were made to the Stars?

Benn: It’s definitely exciting. Bringing in a talented, young superstar like (Tyler) Seguin is exciting for our hockey team and the city. We definitely brought in some other players that have some experience in (Shawn) Horcoff and (Sergei) Gonchar, so it’s going to be exciting and I think we are definitely looking forward to this year.

Does it feel different? The team has made coaching changes and player changes in the past, but this seems different for some reason.

Benn: It definitely feels different around here. There are maybe five or six guys left from my first year here. It’s good to have Lindy (Ruff) behind the bench, he has a lot of experience, and Jim Nill definitely knows what he’s doing. So, as a player, we are all excited and ready to go.

Any thoughts on the captaincy?

Benn: I’ve got nothing to say about that right now (smiles).

Would you be intimidated by that at all?

Benn: No, I don’t think so.
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We’ll continue our annual summer Player Profiles today with center Rich Peverley.

Rich Peverley

Center

Shoots: Right

Age: 31

Height: 6-0,  Weight: 195

Contract: In second year of three-year deal that averages $3.25 million a season.

Coming off: A season in which he had 18 points (6 goals, 12 assists) in 47 games.

Rich Peverley is listed as a center, but there might not be a player on the Stars who better defines the nebulous term “forward.” It has been both a boon and a burden for Peverley in his career, but he can play pretty much any forward position up and down the lineup.

Before the Stars even open camp, there are many who believe he will be best used on the right wing on a top line with prospective superstars Tyler Seguin and Jamie Benn, while others see him as a natural No. 2 center and still others believe he could be a great fit on a third line with Cody Eakin and Erik Cole.

How the Stars decide to use Peverley will likely influence his scoring success this season.

Two seasons ago, Peverley stepped in for an injured Nathan Horton and had a great offensive run in Boston. In 57 games, he tallied 42 points (11 goals, 31 assists) and was plus-20. He averaged almost 17 minutes in ice time, including a team-high 2:44 on the power play before he was sidelined with a knee injury.

Last season, the Bruins were healthy and over-run with forward depth, and Peverley slid down the lineup. He averaged 15:15 in ice time, including 1:41 on the power play. The result was 18 points (6 goals, 12 assists) in 47 games, and a team-worst minus-9. He followed that up with a team-worst minus-8 in the playoffs and just two points in 21 playoff games.

So which Peverley will the Stars get? It’s an interesting question, and the answer really does lie in how coach Lindy Ruff decides to use him. While many saw him as a “throw in” on the Tyler Seguin trade to make the money work, Peverley is highly valued by GM Jim Nill. The former Detroit assistant has seen how the Red Wings use versatile centers, and believes that you can never have too many talented pivots around.

“It’s a lot easier to switch from center to wing than it is from wing to center,” Nill said. “I think if you have great center depth, then you can have great forward depth.”

And with Peverley, the Stars have a potential “winger” who can win 58 percent of his draws and help out a young center who might be struggling in the faceoff circle. Or, he simply could be used as a specialist on the power play or the penalty kill to win a key draw and switch out if needed.

So it really is easy to imagine Peverley helping Benn and Seguin as each tries to adapt to new positions on the top line. Not only can he take faceoffs, but he is a solid two-way player who can help cover defensively, and he’s a right-handed shot who can give Seguin a nice outlet while Seguin tries to transition back to center and the fact that he will have to carry the puck a lot more.

That said, there are a lot of people who would like to see rookie Valeri Nichushkin get a shot on the top line, so Peverley could slide in as the No. 2 center with Ray Whitney and Alex Chiasson on his wings. A solid play-maker who had to work his way up through the college ranks and the minors, Peverley has posted strong assist numbers with the Milwaukee Admirals, Atlanta Thrashers and Bruins when give the chance to be a traditional “skilled” center.

If the Stars find a different solution on the second line (possibly Shawn Horcoff), Peverley could slide down and form a nice wing/center combination on the third line with Eakin. Many see Eakin, 22, as a similar player to Peverley, so the 31-year-old could prove a great mentor to the youngster, and help him understand the intricacies of being a leader on a “shut down” line.

While Peverley struggled at times in Boston to find his place and was a healthy scratch at times in the playoffs last season, he seems a better fit in Dallas. The Stars still are thin on depth, and they really could use the positives that Peverley offers on just about any line. They definitely need players who can win faceoffs (after finishing 27th in the league last season), and they definitely need players who can help youngsters be better (with the possibility that as many as seven of their forwards will be 24 or younger).

Peverley fills those needs.

Now, players who are good at a lot of things can hurt themselves if they can’t find a regular spot in the lineup. Not only do they allow coaches to seek different options and possibly move them around too much, they sometimes don’t find a comfortable rhythm to their own game. Peverley seems to have battled those problems at times in his career _ maybe more than ever last season.

But with a fresh start, a lot of opportunity, and some skills that are in demand in Dallas, being simply a “forward” could be a very positive thing for Rich Peverley.
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We’ll continue our annual summer Player Profiles today with defenseman Trevor Daley.

Trevor Daley

Defenseman

Shoots: Left

Age: 29

Height: 5-11,  Weight: 198

Contract: In third year of six-year deal that averages $3.3 million a season.

Coming off: A season in which he had 13 points (4 goals, 9 assists) in 44 games.

The indications you get from the Stars organization is that there is a belief the defense is going to change in the coming years (if not this season). They either expect players like Jamie Oleksiak, Kevin Connauton and Patrik Nemeth to move up from the minors or they expect the Stars to be in the market for a top-level defenseman in trade of free agency.

That leaves you to wonder what happens to the current guys.

While it’s easy to say Sergei Gonchar and Stephane Robidas will slide aside in coming years because of age, it’s not quite as easy to ponder the future of players like Trevor Daley. He has been a solid soldier throughout the past, and you can make the argument that the Stars could definitely use him when they get serious about contending for a Stanley Cup.

Sure, there are critics of Daley who will argue this point, but it seems he could be that elusive do-it-all complementary defensemen that so many Stanley Cup contenders have had. Rob Scuderi did it for both Pittsburgh and Los Angeles. Dennis Seidenberg has filled that role for Boston. Johnny Oduya did it for Chicago last season. Is Daley that different from those players?

Daley is not big (listed at 5-11, 196), but he is thick and has a low center of gravity. He can defend the area around the net and doesn’t lose many leverage battles. He also has quick feet, can skate well, and has solid puck-handling skills. When you look at possible future minute munchers for the Stars in Brenden Dillon or Oleksiak, you can imagine Daley as a partner. He can skate the puck out of danger, and help transition to offense, and he’s good enough to offer defensive support and experience to a younger player.

The question, I guess, is can someone else do it better?

Would you rather have Scuderi or Oduya or Seidenberg? Or would you rather go out and find someone like them who are younger? That always seem to be the question with the Stars. It’s not that Robidas or Daley or Alex Goligoski are bad, it’s just that fans would like someone better. They want to be a team with a couple of top two defensemen instead of a team with a bunch of second tier guys.

Daley will turn 30 in October and has 621 NHL games under his belt. He has four years left on his six-year contract that averages $3.3 million, and that seems like a pretty fair price for what he has done and where he slots among NHL defensemen. In other words, if you wanted to trade him, you could find another team that wanted him.

But doesn’t that mean that you should want him, as well?

He had 13 points (4 goals, 9 assists) in 44 games last year during the lockout-shortened season, and is pretty much guaranteed for somewhere around 25 points in a regular 82-game season. What’s more, he has been a plus player for each of the last five seasons. At plus-16 over those years when the Stars have missed the playoffs, Daley has been a pretty positive contributor over a span where the Stars weren’t a great team.

That has to mean something, right?

Through the previous two coaching changes, we have heard the Stars plans to turn Daley into a more offensive force. There have been experiments in allowing him to get the green light to join the attack, and some talk of having him on the No. 1 power play unit.

But, despite all of the plans, coaches in the end used Daley more as a penalty killer than a power play specialist, and gave him more defensive starts at even strength than offensive starts. He seems to be a defensive defenseman now who has a little more offensive upside than the super skilled guy many thought he could become.

And there’s nothing wrong with that. Like we said about Scuderi and Seidenberg and Oduya, that makes you versatile enough to play on any pair, and important enough to make your team pretty good (if you’re not the No. 1 defenseman).

So as the “new look” Stars try to figure out what they should keep and what they should replace, Trevor Daley will get a very close inspection this season. There’s a chance the Stars do move him elsewhere, but they have to think about why another team wants him. He could be just the missing piece a contender needs to get to the Stanley Cup finals…and that’s something the Stars need to consider as they go through their assessments.
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during the Phoenix Coyotes vs. the Dallas Stars NHL hockey game at American Airlines Center in Dallas on Friday, February 1, 2013. (Louis DeLuca/The Dallas Morning News)

We’ll continue our annual summer Player Profiles today with forward Antoine Roussel.

Antoine Roussel

Forward

Shoots: Left

Age: 23

Height: 6-0,  Weight: 180

Contract: In last year of two-year deal that averages $625,000 a season.

Coming off: A season in which he had 14 points (7 goals, 7 assists) in 39 games.

Antoine Roussel was looking for a job last summer after the Chicago Wolves deemed him a little too risky for their AHL team. The agitating forward was a minus-13 in 61 games with the Wolves in 2011-12, and rang up 177 penalty minutes. He certainly stirred things up, but he also probably went over the line a little too much.

And when the Texas Stars decided they would roll the dice on the scrappy little forward from France, they too found out that he could become a distraction to his own teammates at times. While Roussel was generally seen as a positive influence during the NHL lockout last fall, he did roll up 107 penalty minutes and took some penalties at the worst time in Cedar Park.

But he did enough in his 43 games with the Texas Stars (8 goals, 11 assists for 19 points) to earn a shot with the NHL Stars, and he grasped that opportunity with both enthusiasm and caution. The young forward jumped in and made a difference in just 9:23 a game (among the lowest average ice time for regular forwards), and he also kept his penalty minutes to 85 in 39 games. In the end, that meant a positive value for Roussel, and a lot of excitement about his place on this year’s squad.

Roussel walked into a perfect situation last season. One, Steve Ott had been traded to Buffalo, so the role of annoying forward was wide open. Two, the team has moved away from the strict “fighter” role and embraced a fourth line of speed. That meant Roussel’s unique skillset fit perfectly with the Stars. He is quick, hard-working and doesn’t mind saying a word or two to upset the opposition, so he can create chaos in a number of ways.

The key is he has to walk the fine line of not creating chaos for his own team.

Ott had learned to balance on that line perfectly, and was so good that he was moved into the top six forwards with the Stars. And while Dallas would take Ott back in a second, there is a belief that the agitator role is better performed on the third or fourth line and at a cost that might be cheaper on the payroll (Ott will make $3.2 million this season in Buffalo). How do you get the effect you want without making it too big a part of your overall game?

Roussel is the answer to that question.

He is young, hungry and talented enough to keep up with the speed of the NHL. Like Ott, he can scale up the lineup at times, but he’s perfectly happy on the fourth line if all of your skill is playing well. He’s also smart enough to tone down the histrionics if it appears it’s not helping the team. And if your coach feels it’s time to keep Roussel on a leash, he can easily accomplish that fact by reducing his minutes with no real backlash.

Fact is, the best thing that might have happened to Roussel last season was his respect of NHL players and his fear of going too far. He was able to find the right mix and still add 14 points (7 goals, 7 assists). While he spent games chasing the opposition’s star players in the AHL (Taylor Hall in Oklahoma City was a favorite target), he was more subtle and timely with his jabs in the NHL.

It will be interesting to see how Roussel handles that decision-making this season. He still is on a two-way contract ($65,000 over $625,000), so he could be sent to the AHL at any time. He also is playing for a new contract, and he has the experience of the Chicago situation to know that you have to find a niche to make a team want you.

But he clearly has earned his shot this season. He will be in the top 12 forwards when the Stars open the season, and many have him penciled in on the third line rather than the fourth.

Roussel also has become somewhat of a leader for Team France. He helped them to a 2-4-1 record at the World Championships and had the game-winning goal in a 2-1 upset of Russia. While France didn’t qualify for the 2014 Olympics, Roussel certainly understands his role for his country and will continue to shape the skill and leadership parts of his game.

And if last year is any indication, finding the right balance in all aspects could make him a fairly valuable NHL forward.

What if game: Stars were a `yes’ or two away from being a very different team
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Discussions like this drive GMs crazy, but it’s August so they’re fun for us. So let’s play the “What if” game.

What would have happened if two people would have said “yes” to the Stars this summer instead of “no?” What if Vincent Lecavalier had accepted the Stars’ free agent offer and signed a four-year deal with Dallas instead of a five-year deal with Philadelphia? And what if Alain Vigeault would have accepted the Stars’ offer to coach the team instead of deciding to go to the New York Rangers?

It seems the Stars finished second in both contests, and it seems the decision was not easy for either Lecavalier or Vigneault, so what if both would have said yes to the Stars?

Well, the first guess is that the Stars would have been out on Tyler Seguin had they signed Lecavalier for four years at an average of $4.5-to-$5 million, but that’s not the case at all. The Bruins had some real payroll problems in the summer, and they had to do something. Trading Seguin and Rich Peverley for Loui Eriksson and prospects was the best solution for Boston, so that still would have been on the table. The guess here is that GM Jim Nill was getting Seguin somehow. The only real problem would have been if Philadelphia was still looking for a center and could have made a better offer.

What probably would have happened if the Stars got Lecavalier, Seguin and Peverley is they wouldn’t have been able to get Shawn Horcoff. So would you have been OK with that? Lecavalier has been in a slump the last few seasons, and he’s still coming off a campaign in which he had 32 points (10 goals, 22 assists) in 39 games. Plus, he would be walking in as the No. 2 center behind Seguin, and would face a lower level of competition. There’s a real thought that Seguin and Lecavalier could have formed a No. 1 and No. 1A the way Mike Modano and Joe Nieuwendyk did back in the day.

Now, Horcoff has just two years left on his deal with a cash average of $3.5 million, so that opens up a ton of options to get an even bigger No. 2 center in the future. Lecavalier would have four years left with a cap hit around $4.5 million, so if he started to deteriorate, any upgrade at No. 2 center would have to come through the draft or on an entry-level contract

So, there’s a real chance the Stars would be better now and possibly weaker later under that scenario.

As for the coaching staff, Vigneault and Ruff work from similar mindsets. Both push two-way hockey and both have had very strong goals against numbers over their careers. They also both have similar shot differential numbers, with neither being that dominant in either shots for or shots against.

Vigneault has leaned more heavily on his star players and had better offensive numbers, but that might simply be a case of him having better talent in Vancouver.

So, would he coach the Stars differently? Well, the guess is he would definitely rely on Seguin and Lecavalier to carry the brunt of the work and would go with heavy zone matching and offensive zone starts for his offensive players. He also pushes the defensemen to join the rush and create outmanned situations. In short, the team would have been very up-tempo and offensive-minded.

Ruff is a little tougher read. He adjusts to his talent, tries to roll all four lines and doesn’t really have a set style, per se. He could be heavy offense one season and more conservative the next, depending on his talent. He will probably be helped by the fact that GM Jim Nill is looking for consistency, while his old employers in Buffalo went through a lot of changes

So would you rather have had Lecavalier and Vigneault or are you happy with Horcoff and Ruff? It’s certainly worthy of a mid-August discussion.
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We’ll continue our annual summer Player Profiles today with center Vernon Fiddler

Vernon Fiddler

Center

Shoots: Left

Age: 33

Height: 5-11,  Weight: 197

Contract: In last year of three-year deal that averages $1.8 million a season.

Coming off: A season in which he had 17 points (4 goals, 13 assists) in 46 games.

When Stars GM Jim Nill brought in centers Tyler Seguin, Rich Peverley and Shawn Horcoff during the off-season, Vern Fiddler had to be just a little discouraged. The 33-year-old center had been pushed down the depth chart last season, only to rebound with a late-season run. The push from Fiddler came after Dallas had traded away Derek Roy and coaches decided to see what they could get from the Fiddler-Eric Nystrom line. The result was 11 points (3 goals, 8assists) from Fiddler in eight games during April. Dallas went 6-2-0 in that span, and Fiddler played 15 minutes or more in six of those eight games

So, if you were worried Fiddler was too old (he’s 33) or too slow or simply too defensive-minded, then you received a little bit of a lesson on just what the scrappy center can do when given ice time.

And yet, it doesn’t seem like that matters now. Vernon Fiddler is a solid, gritty, character player who will battle on the fourth line for the new-look Stars. There’s nothing wrong with that, but those who would like Fiddler to do more probably won’t get their wish this season.

The Stars simply seem to be moving forward.

On the good side, Fiddler provides great depth in case of injuries. If players do get hurt, he can scale up as high as the No. 2 spot and still be effective. He played 18 minutes a game at times during the late-season run, and looked fine. He’s the kind of player who loves the extra minutes, so you have an opportunity to inject plenty of emotion into the game to combat any sort of letdown created from an injury.

On a day-to-day basis, Fiddler will probably see his time on ice drop from the 12:51 a game he logged last season. Fiddler was hardly used on the power play (0:26 per game), but was the team’s leader in shorthanded time on ice among forwards at 2:23 per game. With players like Horcoff and Peverley available, and with the expected use of Seguin and Jamie Benn on the penalty kill, Fiddler will probably drop to a lower forward pair short-handed.

And while he had a nice renaissance last season with 17 points in 46 games, his days as a 30-point scorer (or possible even a 20-point scorer) could be over in Dallas.

So where does that leave Fiddler? He’s in the final year of a three-year deal that averages $1.8 million. The Stars have an extra center who might play wing in Peverley, they signed a great minor league center in Chris Mueller, and they could be making room for Radek Faksa next season. It just seems there isn’t room for Fiddler after this season.

But the interesting thing about that is Fiddler is one of the most determined athletes you will find. He was undrafted out of junior hockey and worked his way up through the minors to earn a contract with the Nashville Predators back in 2002. Even last season, when all plans were to reduce his role on the team, Fiddler pushed hard to not allow that to happen. Glen Gulutzan said at the time that Fiddler was not about to simply step aside and let someone else take his job _ and that’s what made him great.

You can probably expect more of the same out of Fiddler this season. He will show up with a smile on his face, he will work quietly and without making too much of a fuss, and he will battle for every second of ice time he can get. That’s just the way Fiddler is built. He really does want to win every second of every game, and he’s going to maintain that attitude no matter what his role is or how long he’s with the Stars.
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Dallas Stars' Cody Eakin (20) is pictured during the Columbus Blue Jackets vs. the Dallas Stars NHL hockey game at the American Airlines Center in Dallas on Thursday, April 25, 2013. (Louis DeLuca/The Dallas Morning News)

We’ll continue our annual summer Player Profiles today with center Cody Eakin.

Cody Eakin

Center

Shoots: Left

Age: 22

Height: 6-0,  Weight: 190

Contract: In last year of three-year entry level deal that averages $637,778 a season.

Coming off: A season in which he had 24 points (7 goals, 17 assists) in 48 games.

One of the hidden gems of the Stars’ youth pool is Cody Eakin. Acquired from Washington last season in a trade for Mike Ribeiro, Eakin had a solid first year in Dallas with 24 points in 48 games, and clearly is showing he could be a key player even at age 22.

Eakin has an impressive pedigree. He finished off his junior career with two huge seasons, including a run to the Memorial Cup. In 2009-10 with Swift Current, Eakin posted 91 points (47 goals, 44 assists) in 70 games. Midway through his final season, he was traded from Swift Current to Kootenay. He produced 83 points (36 goals, 47 assists) in 56 combined regular season games that year, and then went on to have a great playoff run.

In 19 playoff games in the WHL and the Memorial Cup, he produced 27 points (11 goals, 16 assists).

In other words, he has plenty of skill.

The question, it seems, is whether or not he has enough skill to be a No. 2 center. With all of the injuries and transition last season for the Stars, Eakin was able to play at No. 2, No. 3, and No. 4 center. He had games of nine minutes, he had games of 20 minutes. Some of his best performances came when he had limited ice time, some came when he was relied upon heavily. He also had bad games at both ends of the time on ice scale.

So, how far can Eakin slide up the depth chart and still be effective?

There are many who would love to pencil him in as the No. 2 center going forward and wait for someone like Radek Faksa or Jason Dickinson to eventually force him out of that role. There are some who believe Eakin is a career No. 3, and it would be good to get him comfortable in that spot while Dallas relies on veterans or eventually acquires a high-end No. 2 center in a future trade.

And, to be quite honest, there’s no telling how that will affect Eakin this season.

In acquiring Shawn Horcoff and Rich Peverley , Stars GM Jim Nill has established depth at center ice and also provided coach Lindy Ruff with some solid veteran hands who have plenty of motivation. Horcoff, 34, is coming off some harsh times in Edmonton, but he has the confidence of Nill, who has known him for a while. It seems as if the veteran will get every chance to resurrect his game and could very well be already penciled in as the No. 2 center. Peverley, 31, is a versatile player who can slide onto one of the wings. However, he’s also one of the best faceoff men on the Stars and had a 42-point season in 2011-12, so he clearly also could be an option on the second line.

That seems to indicate that Eakin will be on the third line to start the season and could see a reduction in the 15:05 time on ice he averaged last season.

The bad thing about that is the Stars have relied on veterans in the past and seemingly slowed the growth of players like Fabian Brunnstrom, Tom Wandell or even Reilly Smith last season. The good thing about it is that Eakin could still have some very nice linemates on the third line.

Depending on how you draw up the roster, Eakin could be spending time with first-round draft pick Valeri Nichushkin, veteran Erik Cole, firecracker Antoine Roussel or even Peverley on the third line. In addition, young wingers like Alex Chiasson, Brett Ritchie, Matej Stransky and Scott Glennie could end up on the third line at different points in the season.

So can Eakin be productive even if he isn’t “officially” the second line center? Definitely. Like I said, a lot of people believe he slots in perfectly in the No. 3 spot, and a lot of people believe the third line needs to produce points for the Stars to be a top-notch NHL squad. And, it seems, that’s how Nill and Ruff want to build this thing _ with an eye toward contending for a Stanley Cup.

That could make it a little tougher for Eakin to show exactly what he can do in this league this season, but it could also mean that he is an effective player for a long time on a very good team

Game thread: Red Wings fall in Chicago, 2-0, in exhibition
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The Red Wings lost to the Blackhawks, 2-0, in an exhibition tonight. Come back to freep.com for details and photos from the game.

Detroit Red Wings forward Johan Franzen was scheduled to play in his first exhibition tonight, at Chicago, but is sidelined by a sore hip flexor.

General manager Ken Holland told the Free Press that Franzen is day-to-day. The Wings will take Wednesday off, their first break since training camp began a week ago, and then play Thursday at Boston. It's doubtful that Franzen would play any earlier than the weekend, and that's probably an outside chance. 

• Listen live: Red Wings-Blackhawks on WGN radio

Franzen was penciled in to play left wing next to newcomers Daniel Alfredsson and Stephen Weiss, but Todd Bertuzzi — like Franzen, a big winger with soft hands — will play in that spot tonight.

Finnish prospect Teemu Pulkinnen will fill the void on a lower line.

Led by Pavel Datsyuk's top line, the Wings topped the Penguins, 4-1, in Monday's exhibition opener at Pittsburgh.

Tonight's group also includes goaltender Jonas Gustavsson, who needs to show he can handle the backup job after a disastrous 2013 season.
TwitterDetroit Red Wings @DetroitRedWings

DEFENSEMEN: Kronwall-Ericsson, Ouellet-Sproul, Lashoff-Paetsch, Nicastro-Nedomlel GOALIES: Gustavsson, Coreau #RedWings 

3:09 PM

TwitterDetroit Red Wings @DetroitRedWings

Forwards for tonight at Chicago: Bertuzzi-Weiss-Alfredsson, Nyquist-Sheahan-Jurco, Miller-Emmerton-Eaves, Callahan-Athanasiou-Pulkkinen
TRAVERSE CITY — The job isn’t as easy as it looks. Tomas Holmstrom sounded that lament for years, and now he’s being championed by someone who would know.

Justin Abdelkader will start the Red Wings’ exhibition season on top of the heap, next to Henrik Zetterberg and Pavel Datsyuk, the highlight line for the Wings as they head to Pittsburgh tonight. Abdelkader spent most of last season doing the dirty work for Datsyuk and now is doing it for Datsyuk and Zetterberg, two guys who dazzle with the puck — if they have it.

Following in the footsteps of Holmstrom, Abdelkader has shown a knack for going to hard areas to retrieve the puck and dish it to his linemates.

“He really does a good job,” Zetterberg said. “He looks even faster than he was last year. It’s fun to see.

“I think everyone thinks it’s easy to play with me and Pav, but it’s kind of tough. You don’t see the puck that often. Homer’s been trying to tell everyone that for five or six years, but no one believed him. I think it takes awhile to understand the way we play.”

This fits right in with Abdelkader’s leitmotif. He’s 26, and his mental understanding of what it takes to succeed in the NHL has caught up to his physical ability.

“Just from the experience of playing,” Abdelkader said, “you get confidence. Last year was a big year for me, confidence-wise. I’ve felt like my game has progressed. Each year I try and get better and work on small aspects of my game to hopefully round it out.”

In talking about the mental toughness the NHL requires, Abdelkader sidetracked to teammate Jakub Kindl, who took as big a stride last season as Abdelkader.

Having joined the organization in the same draft year, Abdelkader has been one of Kindl’s biggest boosters, telling him “to have faith in yourself. For a while, he was down on himself, but once he started to play really good, he’s just taken off.

“Confidence isn’t just going to be given. You’ve got to earn it.”

Abdelkader earned his last season, getting numerous endorsements from Datsyuk. That confidence got another boost in August, when Abdelkader was invited to attend U.S. Olympic orientation camp. Competition to make the Sochi Games team will be intense, but the enticement is invigorating.

“USA Hockey, it’s probably the most depth they’ve had at that camp,” Abdelkader said. “If I ever got the chance to represent my country, it would be the biggest honor in the world. I’m pretty patriotic, and I support everything in this country and what we do and what we’re for.”

Abdelkader would get much more attention as an Olympic hopeful on the top line than the third line, so while scoring in a scrimmage might not seem like much, it’s important because Abdelkader’s hold on the role appears tenuous.

Coach Mike Babcock said he’d planned to put Daniel Cleary there had Cleary been on the team when rosters were initially drawn up last week. Babcock said he’s still flirting with the idea, but conceded Abdelkader is doing everything right to stay put.

“People can say he’s playing with good players,” Babcock said, “but he’s playing hard every day. That’s what he does. When you work hard and play hard, good things happen for you.

“I think confidence is the hardest thing to get. You’ve got to earn it. No one can give it to you. He’s an every-dayer. He took advantage of an opportunity last year, and now he’s making more plays for those guys and he understands that when they give him the puck, to give it back to them.”

Contact Helene St. James: hstjames@freepress.com. Follow her on Twitter @helenestjames.
TRAVERSE CITY — Tomas Tatar got about as ringing an endorsement as possible Sunday, as both of his bosses said the young forward has a future with the Red Wings.

Tatar earlier told the Free Press he “wouldn’t be very happy” if his future was determined just on training camp and exhibition games. His comments were prompted partly by the arrival of Daniel Cleary, who put the Wings at 17 forwards, three more than they plan to carry.

Tatar will get his first shot at making a case for minutes tonight when he’s part of the group that will play at Pittsburgh. Tatar is with Luke Glendening and Landon Ferraro, neither of whom will make the club, but that grouping is mostly a reflection on the fact the Wings will use about 40 players for the first two exhibition games.

Tatar, 22, is coming off a great year in the minors, which saw him capture the Calder Cup playoff MVP with 21 points in 24 games, following up on 49 points in 61 regular-season games. Tatar can’t be sent to the minors without being exposed on waivers, and since another team would be certain to pluck him, that’s not happening.

“Tats is going to be on the team,” general manager Ken Holland said. “He’s a good player. He plays hard, he competes hard. He played 18 games for us last year, had four goals. That’s a 16- to 18-goal pace playing on the third line and not getting much specialty teams. That’s a lot of goals.”

Coach Mike Babcock echoed those thoughts, saying Tatar’s concern about his future is simply because “he can count. I like him.”

What’s likely to unfold is what happens to every young player, save the superstars: Tatar will play some games, sit some games. Like Jiri Hudler before him, another guy who came in as a young standout minor leaguer, Tatar will need time to translate his game to the NHL level. Tatar is a better skater than Hudler and better defensively, so with hard work there’s a good chance Tatar will mirror Hudler’s ascension into the top-six mix within a few seasons.

“Everybody is looking for young with upside potential,” Holland said. “I like Tats, he plays hard, he goes to the hard areas, he wants the puck, and he wants to score.”

Contact Helene St. James: hstjames@freepress.com. Follow her on Twitter @helenestjames.
TRAVERSE CITY — Coach Mike Babcock plans to give his second line a good look early in the exhibitions, but might not give it much more time.

Stephen Weiss, Daniel Alfredsson and Johan Franzen saw their most challenging outing in Sunday’s Red and White Game at Centre Ice Arena, winning, 4-3, after a shoot-out by their White team. Alfredsson scored in the shoot-out; otherwise, the trio was quiet.

Babcock called the group “still a work in progress,” an understatement given Weiss and Alfredsson not only are new to each other but also to the team. Babcock said he “might need to change” the group around, because “they’ve got to be better.”

Alfredsson and company will see their first action against nonteammate opponents Tuesday at Chicago.

“We’ve never played together before,” Alfredsson said. “Today was really the first game I felt there was a little bit more structure out there and we kind of knew where to be most of the time. We’ll take it one day at a time and see where it goes. I think it will be good to play against someone else.”

Alfredsson isn’t having to learn all that much that’s new, because much of what the Wings do structurally is similar to what he used to do with the Ottawa Senators. Weiss has a tougher learning curve coming from Florida, but his role is pretty simple — get the puck to Alfredsson or Franzen.

Weiss said: “We’re still trying to piece the systems together and make sure we have that down pat. Once that becomes second nature, I think it will be easier to play within the system. It might take a little bit, but it will be nice to get into exhibition games, for sure.

“We’ve got to score some goals, help out the top guys. We’ve got to find a way to be productive offensively.”

Contact Helene St. James: hstjames@freepress.com. Follow her on Twitter @helenestjames.
TRAVERSE CITY — Anthony Mantha spent this morning watching Pavel Datsyuk be Pavel Datsyuk.

This evening promises a peek at another hockey superstar: Pittsburgh's Sidney Crosby.

Mantha, the 20th overall pick in June's NHL draft, is part of the Detroit Red Wings team scheduled to open the exhibition season against the Penguins. Forgive Mantha for being starstruck.

"We were laughing about it, that I'll ask him for an autograph at the face-off," Mantha said of seeing Crosby up close. "We were just kidding about it, but it's one of the greatest players out there, and playing against him, I can learn off of watching him play."

Mantha, 18, isn't unaware that he has been surrounded by such examples during Wings training camp, which wrapped up Sunday with the Red and White game. With another game Tuesday at Chicago, the Wings stayed in Traverse City to practice but will relocate to Joe Louis Arena for the latter half of the week.

After the morning skate, Mantha watched Datsyuk and Jakub Kindl go one-on-one. That a guy of Datsyuk's skill does that left an impression.

"He has one of the best pair of hands in the league, and he still practices," Mantha said. "Little details make the difference.

"You need to learn if you come up here. There are so many good players, every day learn something new."

The Wings were delighted to get Mantha, who posted 50 goals last season for Val-d'Or Foreurs and already stands 6-feet-4. Despite his repeated claims that he wants to make the club as soon as possible, he has several years before that will happen.

"He's a talented kid," coach Mike Babcock said. "He looks like he can skate. He looks like he can really shoot the puck, and he's got good hockey sense. He's a kid. So he gets to play in an NHL game, which is a good opportunity for him. He's got to go back to juniors and learn to be an every day-er. When you compete every day and you live it every day, one day, you get to play here."

Mantha spent the first week in Traverse City helping the Wings capture the prospects tournament championship, and the second week sharing a locker room with some pretty notable players. Now comes games, even if they are exhibition.

"It's been incredible because, a few years ago, I was watching these guys play, and I was like, ‘Maybe one day.’ And the day came and it's really exciting for me.

"I'm just living in the moment and playing how I should play. The details are coming in."

Contact Helene St. James: hstjames@freepress.com. Follow her on Twitter @helenestjames.
TRAVERSE CITY — Jimmy Howard doesn’t see 4 inches as making much difference.

As the Red Wings start the exhibition season, Howard will get his first taste of the shallower nets the NHL is implementing, another tool in chasing hockey’s holy grail of increased scoring.

“I really don’t think there’s going to be much of a difference,” Howard said Monday. “I don’t have the foggiest clue how these shallower nets are going to work.”

Howard skated at Centre Ice Arena on Monday, before being part of the group slated to travel to Pittsburgh for the Wings’ 4-1 win. He was in high spirits after a 45-minute practice, joking that someone left him off the goalie’s newswire because he didn’t get the memo about stricter equipment either — not that it made any difference to Howard. Backup Jonas Gustavsson, however, lost 2 inches off each leg pad, he said.

In addition to making the nets shallower — in theory, creating more room for skaters to maneuver behind the net, and creating more wraparound attempts — the corners where the posts and crossbar meet are closer to a 90-degree angle.

Howard doubts either change will impact scoring. “I really don’t see much of a change just because of the way everyone plays defense nowadays. Everyone packs in tight.

“They keep trying to find ways to boost scoring, but goalies nowadays tend to figure it out.”

Pavel Datsyuk noted: “If you good forward, you need be in front of net, not behind net.”

Jim Bedard, the team’s goaltending coach, said Gustavsson and Petr Mrazek, both Europeans, won’t notice much difference because “they’re used to a lot more room behind the net.” As for Howard, his post-to-post mobility “is extremely good in tight,” Bedard said. “It’s not by accident he’s as good as he is.”

Howard’s focus during the exhibition season is “getting in game shape, getting my eyes focused. These scrimmages have been really good to get guys moving in front of you and help you following the puck and all that.”

Coach Mike Babcock said Howard would play two periods Monday, and Gustavsson two periods at Chicago tonight.

Contact Helene St. James: hstjames@freepress.com . Follow her on Twitter @helenestjames.

Columnist Jeff Seidel will answer your questions about all things Detroit sports in a live chat at 11 a.m. Friday at freep.com/sports. Submit early questions here.
TRAVERSE CITY It was a gray and rainy day as the Detroit Red Wings capped training camp with a thrilling scrimmage.

A Red and White game that went to something like a dozen-round shoot-out finally ended with the White group prevailing, 4-3, at Centre Ice Arena today.

The White team got goals from Ryan Sproul, Xavier Ouellet, and Patrick Eaves in regulation, while Justin Abdelkader and Jakub Kindl had the first two goals for the Red. Mikael Samuelsson scored in the last minute to force a shoot-out that went on and on and on.

To the delight of teammates, Johan Franzen and Pavel Datsyuk got under each others skin, with Datsyuk slashing Franzen’s stick to make a play with the puck, and then Franzen retaliating by gently dumping Datsyuk to the ice.

Coach Mike Babcock came away wondering if he needs to tinker with his second line of Franzen, Stephen Weiss and Daniel Alfredsson, because the trio hasn’t seemed to gel all that well, although to be fair, they’ve had two scrimmages followed by a slightly more structured scrimmage.

Alfredsson came away from Sunday’s event in one piece, which is good because at one point in the first half, he was flat on his back with a goalie stick in his skates and a body on top. “I had no idea what happened,” Alfredsson said. “I was laying down and somebody fell on top of me. My knee was going one way and my foot was going the other.

“I was a little worried, but whoever it was that fell on me let up pretty quick.”

Abdelkader came away from the day with a goal and two assists, and he along with Datsyuk and Zetterberg and goaltender Jimmy Howard will be among the group playing in Monday’s exhibition opener in Pittsburgh.

The Wings will stay in Traverse City through Tuesday to skate, using it as a home base for the first two exhibition games. A half-dozen players were sent back to their junior teams Sunday, and essentially, camp is over. Now the real stuff begins.

“You get to do things fast, we’ll get better quickly here now,” Babcock said.

Babcock said no one besides Datsyuk’s group has really shown any separation, but that’s because, “our third and fourth lines in the Red and White game are way better than we’ve had since I’ve been here. It’s harder to stand out for players.”

While the Wings played, the rain poured, and so players came off the ice and into their locker rooms and promptly were told the afternoon’s golf tournament had been canceled. Many said they’d use the time instead to watch the Lions game.

Contact Helene St. James: hstjames@freepress.com . Follow her on Twitter @helenestjames.
TRAVERSE CITY — Danny DeKeyser wore the shirt with all the pride befitting a three-day event, that is, with shorts and flip-flops and a grin.

DeKeyser had an assist in Saturday’s scrimmage at Centre Ice Arena, helping Team Delvecchio to the title of Red Wings training camp champions 2013. It didn’t hurt that the squad included Pavel Datsyuk and Henrik Zetterberg, but DeKeyser has his own skills.

The Wings have known that for a year, chasing DeKesyer along with every other NHL team as he finished his last season at Western Michigan. In one of those situations that proves when doors close, others open, the Wings won DeKeyser’s services, partly because he’s a local product, but also because the departures of Nicklas Lidstrom and Brad Stuart spelled immediately playing time for DeKeyser.

DeKeyser, 23, looked very capable in games late last season before getting hurt, so much so he was invited to August’s U.S. Olympic orientation camp. Now he’s coming in from orientation camp with the Wings, and should be so much better.

“I think it’s going to help him, big-time,” veteran defenseman Niklas Kronwall said. “He already got a taste of it last year. He came in and did unbelievable. Coming in now, he knows what to expect, and he knows what’s expected of him. I think he’s going to do really well.”

Just spending a few days bonding at camp already has helped, as DeKeyser has gotten a chance “to get to know a lot of the guys better,” he said. “It made my transition a little easier, so now I’m just looking forward to having a good year.”

Coach Mike Babcock said DeKeyser, Jakub Kindl, Brendan Smith and Brian Lashoff — the youngest guys on defense — are “huge for us because they’re kids. Can they do it again? Because if they don’t do it again, we’re not as good. We need them all to advance if we’re going to be a good team.”

DeKeyser in particular, “just skates so good, and he’s so smart,” Babcock said. “He’s gotten way stronger — he came in at 197 pounds, which is significantly stronger and heavier than last time. One day he might be 210, but right now, it’s still great advancement for him.”

Even at a young age and with only 11 NHL games to his credit, DeKeyser “makes things look so simple,” Kronwall said. “Regardless of the situations he gets put in, he just seems to figure out a way to do it. DK really solidified our top six when he came in, even our top four. He was that good.”

Defensemen tend to be less vulnerable to the so-called sophomore slump than forwards, who put much more stock in offensive numbers. DeKeyser is in for a big adjustment going from the relaxed pace of college hockey to an 82-game marathon, but to his good luck, that comes just as the Wings are moving to the Eastern Conference, so at the very least, he escapes a lot of jet lag.

And he is paired with Jakub Kindl, who took huge strides last season after a slow start to his NHL career.

DeKeyser finished last season winning the Calder Cup with the Grand Rapids Griffins, where he was sent after recovering from a broken hand.

Now he begins another season, with another championship. That’s the kind of heady success that can leave even a college-educated young man speechless.

Asked to describe being camp champ, DeKeyser laughed: “I don’t know if I have words to describe it, to be honest.”

Contact Helene St. James: hstjames@freepress.com. Follow her on Twitter @helenestjames.
TRAVERSE CITY — After three days of a hard workload, the Red Wings have a relatively soft day Sunday, limited to the annual Red and White game that sort of caps training camp.

The top two lines will face off against one another, with Pavel Datsyuk and Henrik Zetterberg and Justin Abdelkader headlining the Red team against Daniel Alfredsson and Stephen Weiss and Johan Franzen on the White team. The Red squad also gets Gustav Nyquist, Joakim Andersson, Mikael Samuelsson, Jordin Tootoo and Tomas Tatar up front, while the White features Daniel Cleary, Todd Bertuzzi, Drew Miller, Cory Emmerton and Patrick Eaves.

The White team gets the top defense pairing of Niklas Kronwall and Jonathan Ericsson, but the Red team has more NHL-caliber depth, with Danny DeKeyser, Jakub Kindl, Brendan Smith and Kyle Quincey.

Jimmy Howard and Petr Mrazek are in net for the Red team, and Jonas Gustavsson and Jared Coreau are on the White team. Both rosters are fleshed out with numerous minor leaguers.

Not a whole lot should be read into intrasquad competition, but the Wings do have a handful of forwards who have to be curious where they’ll fit in given there’s 17 on board and only room for 14.

Darren Helm remains bothered by a sore groin — he still hasn’t gone on the ice — but even subtracting him, that leaves two players out and and two who will be reserves.

That picture will become clearer starting Monday, when the Wings begin their eight-game exhibition schedule with a game in Pittsburgh. Split squads will practice through Tuesday in Traverse City, before relocating to Joe Louis Arena.

■NUMBER 11 GOES TO: For marketing reasons relating to the Winter Classic, etc., Alfredsson will keep No. 11, the number he wore in Ottawa but said he would give up when Cleary returned midweek.

However, it would cost a couple hundred thousand dollars to switch Alfredsson to 24, his other pick, so Cleary has been assigned No. 71. He’s usually a low-number guy, so that could change
TRAVERSE CITY — A few guys urged Tyler Bertuzzi to take a playful run at his uncle but, not being stupid, Bertuzzi declined.

Tyler Bertuzzi is the son of Todd Bertuzzi’s sister, Angela, and became a Wing this summer when the team drafted him in the second round. Friday afternoon at Centre Ice Arena, Tyler and Todd took several shifts against one another, as Tyler’s Team Howe used goals from Daniel Alfredsson and Max Nicastro to record a 2-0 victory over Todd’s Team Lindsay.

Separated by 20 years, both Bertuzzis consider it pretty cool to be in this situation.

“It was a neat experience, for sure,” Todd said. “He looked pretty good out there. Sometimes when you’re younger, you get running around a little bit, but I thought he had some nice plays and did well.”

Tyler called it “very exciting” to be on the ice with a guy he’s used to watching play, be it over the past couple seasons at Joe Louis Arena or a decade ago on TV when Todd was a star power forward for the Vancouver Canucks.

Tyler is an aggravator, a pest with an offensive upside, but running guys in scrimmages isn’t smart, so he held off. “I’m still going to play hard,” he said, “but I’m not going to do something stupid.”

Todd and Tyler had plans to go to dinner Friday, when Tyler planned to feel out his uncle about advice on making an NHL team - not that that will happen for a few years.

Tyler, 18, will be going back to juniors within days. Todd, 38, will be going into exhibition season with the Wings, with minutes on the line. Thursday’s return of Daniel Cleary bumped Todd off a line with Joakim Andersson and Gustav Nyquist and onto a line with Riley Sheahan and Tomas Tatar, a bit of an odd-ball line.

Mike Babcock said he reassembled his lines just based on “who has a chance to play in the NHL, and try to put them in good spots.” He reiterated that he may still put Cleary with Henrik Zetterberg and Pavel Datsyuk, which would bump Justin Abdelkader.

“We have eight exhibition games to figure all this out,” Babcock said. “These are walk-throughs for me. I make that very clear every year. They have four or five opportunities in exhibition to grab their chunk of the ice time. We give everyone an opportunity on the power play, we give everyone an opportunity on the penalty kill. So when you leave here, you know you were given an opportunity - the ball is in your court.”

Babcock put Todd Bertuzzi on a lesser line because Bertuzzi is a known quantity – his assets are a big body and soft hands, and the willingness to play in front of the net. Todd missed much of last season with back pain, but he’s been skating for nearly three weeks, and so long as he remains healthy, Babcock knows what he has in Todd.

Contact Helene St. James: hstjames@freepress.com. Follow her on Twitter @helenestjames.
TRAVERSE CITY — Tidbit Henrik Zetterberg has experienced from being at training camp with Daniel Alfredsson: He is an excellent golfer.

Tidbit Alfredsson has experienced: Zetterberg is an extremely good hockey player.

As coach Mike Babcock said with just a hint of a grin: Alfredsson and fellow newcomer and linemate Stephen Weiss “got lit up” playing against Zetterberg and Pavel Datsyuk, who together with winger Justin Abdelkader provided all the goals in Team Delvecchio’s 4-0 rout of Team Howe on opening day of camp at Centre Ice Arena on Thursday.

“I think their team is probably a little better than that,” Babcock said, “but it never hurts anybody.”

Zetterberg and Datsyuk, of course, also have the advantage of having been Wings for a decade, while Alfredsson and Weiss are both fresh additions. Their linemate, Johan Franzen, tried to help out.

“He’s been around with Babs a lot of years here,” Alfredsson said. “He knows what to expect, so he made sure I didn’t mess up too much. He said he would in trouble if I did.”

Babcock isn’t going to judge the trio until they have been through several exhibition games, which start next week.

It’s a line the Wings want to see work, because if Weiss can center Alfredsson and Franzen, Datsyuk and Zetterberg can play together. Patience, then, is in order, as Weiss and Alfredsson get used to each other and to being on a new team.

Within the group, enthusiasm was high. Weiss called it “awesome” to be on the ice with his new teammates.

“It was great to get out there, try to get used to get new players and new systems,” Weiss said. “It’s not going to take long. The key for us is to hold onto the puck and make sure we’re making plays. The longer you stay together with certain people, the more chemistry you’ll find.”

Weiss finds a lot about the Wings great: It’s “awesome” that they’re committed to competing for the Stanley Cup every year, it’s “awesome” to be surrounded by so many skilled players.

“The Mule is a big, strong, skilled guy,” Weiss said. “Daniel has been around forever, and his intelligence is amazing. To play with those guys is pretty special.”

Weiss might turn out to be a surprise — there’s potential for him to have some breakout seasons now that he’s on a skilled team after spending the first half of his career in Florida.

Alfredsson isn’t going to be a surprise on the ice — he’s a world-class player — but he has been one on the greens.

“It’s fun to have him here in camp,” Zetterberg said. “It’s fun to show him around, have some time to play some golf, even though he’s much better than me.”

For all the Swedes the Wings employ, Zetterberg said Alfredsson “was probably the last Swede I expected to play with over here. When he got here, I was really happy, excited to see what we can do together.”

Contact Helene St. James: hstjames@freepress.com. Follow her on Twitter @helenestjames.
TRAVERSE CITY — Tomas Tatar had heard the news and knew his future just got cloudier.

Daniel Cleary’s return to the Detroit Red Wings increased the number of NHL-tabbed forwards to 17, three more than they will carry. For a guy trying to establish a footing, much less hoping to become a regular, the competition for a job just got more crowded.

“It’s going to be really hard,” Tatar said after practice at Centre Ice Arena. “We have like eight exhibition games and it’s part of the season. Maybe you’re not scoring, nothing is going your way - I wouldn’t be happy if this is going to decide my next future.”

Even before Cleary’s return, Tatar appeared an odd man out as coach Mike Babcock’s training camp divisions have Tatar on a line with Riley Sheahan and Tomas Jurco, both of whom will start in the minors.

Tatar, 22, is at the point in his career when he has to make the Wings, because he can’t be sent down without waivers. He appeared in 18 games last season for the Wings, producing four goals and three assists, but mostly starred at the AHL level with the Griffins, where he collected 23 goals and 26 assists in 61 games, followed by 21 points in 24 games as he helped Grand Rapids to the Calder Cup.

“I was really happy I was doing good, there were lots of good moments,” Tatar said. “I was really happy I could help win.”

The challenge now is for Tatar to show he belongs at the NHL level. He’s not going to be used in an offensive role with the Wings, so he’s got to figure out how to work as a role player before he can make an argument for more minutes.

“I think I’m a skilled player,” Tatar said. “I can bring some really good offensive part of the game. I know Mike wants me to get better on defense, so I will try to get better at that and will try to manage the puck and not lose it a lot, so hold it for us. I think this is going to be my focus for the season.”

Contact Helene St. James: hstjames@freepress.com. Follow her on Twitter @helenestjames.
TRAVERSE CITY — Daniel Cleary was backed up against a wall, surrounded by reporters, smiling away as he explained his decision to stay with the Detroit Red Wings when Niklas Kronwall sauntered by.

“Hey, hey,” Kronwall cheered as he spotted Cleary.

“See what I deal with,” Cleary said, laughing. “It’s hard to leave.”

So it was. Cleary’s decision this morning to accept a one-year, $1.75-million offer from the Wings capped a stressful few days that saw him almost become a Philadelphia Flyer, until he couldn’t bear the thought of not being a Wing.

“I just followed my heart,” Cleary said. “I wanted to come here.”

At midnight Monday, Cleary agreed to a professional tryout contract with the Flyers. They agreed that a three-year, $8.25 million deal would materialize at the end of the month, after the Flyers had created room under the salary cap.

On Tuesday, Cleary found it hard to breathe.

“I was ready to go to Philly,” Cleary said, “and I just couldn’t go.”

That led to a meeting Wednesday with general manager Ken Holland and coach Mike Babcock at Traverse City’s airport. Cleary returned home to metro Detroit to wait for an offer. He said Flyers general manager Paul Holmgren “was supportive” the whole time.

Holland and Babcock both wanted Cleary back; Holland offered both a two-year deal worth around $4.5 million and a three-year deal worth slightly under $6 million in June, but those offers were shelved after signing Daniel Alfredsson and Stephen Weiss.

Holland crunched new numbers and agreed to take the Wings about $2.4 million over the salary cap and put them at 17 NHL-tabbed forwards. Teams don’t have to be compliant until Sept. 30, by which time Holland expects to have moved a forward or two. The most vulnerable is forward Jordin Tootoo, who might not fit into Babcock’s plans.

“Over the next few weeks, we’re going to have to make some moves to get cap-compliant before the Buffalo game, but we think we’re a better team with Clears,” Holland said. “He’s valuable in the room. He’s versatile on the wing.”

Cleary, 34, was the team’s second-leading scorer in the playoffs overall and tops against Chicago. A one-year deal made sense to him because the salary cap will rise next summer, leaving more room to negotiate an extension.

Babcock originally was going to put Cleary with Henrik Zetterberg and Pavel Datsyuk during camp, but reconsidered after Justin Abdelkader scored two goals for the line in Team Delvecchio’s 4-0 triumph over Team Howe in the first scrimmage at Centre Ice Arena today.

What matters to Babcock is that Cleary gives him another ultra-competitive forward.

“I’m thrilled,” Babcock said. “He makes our team better. It’s going to be a tough team to play on up front; we’ve got a lot of depth up front.”

To make matters even better for Cleary, he’s going to get to keep his number 11. Alfredsson, who wore No. 11 for 17 seasons with Ottawa, said he’s fine leaving it as his legacy with the Senators and is leaning toward wearing No. 24 with Detroit.

Teammates were delighted by the news. Many found out as they were working out or skating at the arena.

“What a way to start camp,” Kronwall said. He and Zetterberg had taken Cleary out to lunch last week, urging him to stay.

“It’s nice that everything got solved,” Zetterberg said. “I’m glad to see him here. He’s a big part of our group off the ice, and it wouldn’t be the same not having him. He brings a lot, and he helps keep a good atmosphere in the locker room.”

Contact Helene St. James: hstjames@freepress.com. Follow her on Twitter @helenestjames.
The Red Wings embark every season confident they’ll be the last team standing. They haven’t accomplished that since 2008, but fresh blood, seasoned youngsters and some short flights imbue renewed faith a Stanley Cup is on the horizon.

After a season shortened by a labor dispute, the NHL returns this fall with a full schedule. The Wings begin Oct. 2 when they host the Buffalo Sabres, but before that, there’s training camp, which opens today in Traverse City, and eight exhibition games that will help settle some of the competition for jobs among the forwards.

There are many reasons behind the Wings’ excitement: The Winter Classic on New Year’s Day against the Toronto Maple Leafs at Michigan Stadium, where a record-setting crowd is a given. The Sochi Olympics, from where someone on the team likely will make a gilded return. Realignment, which put the Wings in the Eastern Conference and thus most of their road games in the Eastern time zone after years trekking around the West.

Here’s how the Wings stack up as camp convenes:

What are their strengths? A goaltender in Jimmy Howard who has emerged as one of the higher-end netminders in the NHL. He is coming off a great season and almost certainly will be buoyed by a spot on the U.S. Olympic team. A defense that helped the team finish fifth last season in goals against, despite losing Nicklas Lidstrom and Brad Stuart, and which now will include Danny DeKeyser from the start. A forward group that stands at 16, which will translate into great competition for jobs, and which still is led by superstars Pavel Datsyuk and Henrik Zetterberg.

What are their weaknesses? The power play hasn’t intimidated anyone for two seasons. And that has hurt them in some regular-season games and stung them hard in some playoff games. It’s not that they lack for talent — Datsyuk, Zetterberg, defenseman Niklas Kronwall — but too often they’re one-and-done: Take a shot, opponent gets first to the puck, it’s cleared, and there goes 20-25 seconds to get set up again. Success would come much more smoothly if these units become a regular danger to opponents. In goal, backup Jonas Gustavsson must prove right away he can handle the job after failing to do so last season.

Who is new? Daniel Alfredsson left Ottawa after 17 seasons because he saw the best chance to finally win a Stanley Cup in Detroit. Fellow Swedes on the team revere this guy, who is your typical humble hockey star. He’s a leader, and maybe he will help light a fire under Johan Franzen when needed. Alfredsson shoots right, which should help the power play. There’s also Stephen Weiss, brought in to center the second line. Weiss, who had spent his career entirely in Florida, has offensive talent that should blossom as he’s surrounded by skill.

What are some possible line combinations? Zetterberg and Datsyuk are back together, with Justin Abdelkader holding the inside track on doing the line’s dirty work. Weiss is between Franzen and Alfredsson, a line with potential to thrive as it will face opponents’ lesser defenders. Darren Helm is starting camp hurt, so for now, picture a third line with Joakim Andersson between Gustav Nyquist and Todd Bertuzzi. That leaves Cory Emmerton to center the fourth line, with wingers drawn from a field of Drew Miller, Patrick Eaves, Tomas Tatar, Jordin Tootoo and Mikael Samuelsson.

The Wings enter camp with 16 NHL-ready forwards. Nyquist can be sent down without waivers, but that’s unlikely. Maybe Helm goes on long-term injured reserve, maybe Samuelsson, too.

How does the defense shape up? Kronwall with Jonathan Ericsson, Brendan Smith with Kyle Quincey, DeKeyser with Jakub Kindl, Brian Lashoff in reserve.

Every pair will be able to move the puck and help the offense.

Will the Wings make the playoffs for a 23rd straight season? Bank on it. And bank on that streak going on and on because the Wings’ AHL team, the Griffins, finished the 2013 season by hoisting the Calder Cup, and the Wings’ prospects began the 2013-14 season by beating out seven other teams in this month’s NHL Prospects Tournament. The Wings making the playoffs is almost up there with death and taxes.

Contact Helene St. James: hstjames@freepress.com . Follow her on Twitter @helenestjames.
The pair was so good together last season for the Red Wings, how could they not given them another shot?

The Wings open training camp today in Traverse City, and the early third line has Gustav Nyquist paired with Joakim Andersson, and veteran Todd Bertuzzi on the right side. Putting Nyquist with Andersson makes sense: The two have terrific chemistry, nurtured during their time together in the minors. They, along with former Wing Damien Brunner, made a formidable follow up to the lines centered by Pavel Datsyuk and Henrik Zetterberg.

Nyquist, 24, is the only one of the 16 forwards currently on the roster who can be sent to the minors without waivers, but this is an unlikely scenario because Nyquist is way too skilled to be victimized by numbers. Not this season. He helped out with five points in 14 playoff games after seeing action in 22 regular-season games.

He comes to camp determined to start and stay in Detroit.

“I’m going to do my best, that’s what I’m planning to do to earn a spot,” Nyquist said. “I’ll have to make it even a harder decision for him, show him what I’ve got.”

The “him” is coach Mike Babcock, who was sold on Nyquist’s readiness two years ago. Nyquist is all finesse, capable of moves that baffle opponents, while Andersson brings the defensive element to the line. Bertuzzi is making a comeback after missing much of last season with a sore back, and if healthy will add a soft pair of hands, strong stride and a big body.

“It’s going to be a fun camp,” Nyquist said. “It’s going to be high-tempo out there, we’ve got a couple too many forwards, so I think we’re all excited.”

Nyquist ended up having a very exciting finish to his 2013 season. After the Wings were eliminated, Nyquist — and Andersson — went to Grand Rapids and helped the Griffins to the Calder Cup championship. First, though, came a nail-biter of a series with Oklahoma, thanks to severe weather.

“We had to delay a game,” Nyquist said. “We were down in the basement, where water was coming down the ceiling. The press box was all filled with water. So, yeah, that was one-of-a-kind experience. But to go all the way with the guys that we played more than half the season with, was a great experience.”

Contact Helene St. James: hstjames@freepress.com . Follow her on Twitter @helenestjames. The Detroit Red Wings start training camp Thursday and have been split into three teams for the next few days.

No big surprises — Pavel Datsyuk and Henrik Zetterberg are together, with Justin Abdelkader as the right wing. Stephen Weiss is between Johan Franzen and Daniel Alfredsson.

Darren Helm is nursing a sore groin and is out of the mix. That has put the early third line as Joakim Andersson with Gustav Nyquist and Todd Bertuzzi. The fourth line features Cory Emmerton with Drew Miller and Patrick Eaves.

That leaves Jordin Tootoo, Tomas Tatar and Mikael Samuelsson as the odd men out, for now.

Here is the breakdown of how the Red Wings are distributed:

TEAM DELVECCHIO

Forwards

Henrik Zetterberg - Pavel Datsyuk - Justin Abdelkader

Mikael Samuelsson - Luke Glendening - Jordin Tootoo

David McIntyre - Louis-Marc Aubry - Martin Frk

Philippe Hudon - Andrej Nestrasil - Mitchell Callahan

Defense

Danny DeKeyser-Jakub Kindl

Brian Lashoff - Nathan Paetsch (professional tryout)

Marc McNulty - Alexei Marchenko

Goaltenders

Jonas Gustavsson

Tom McCollum

Coaches

Tom Renney

Spiros Anastas

TEAM HOWE

Forwards 

Johan Franzen - Stephen Weiss - Daniel Alfredsson

Drew Miller - Cory Emmerton - Patrick Eaves

Anthony Mantha - Andreas Athanasiou - Teemu Pulkkinen

Tyler Bertuzzi - Barclay Goodrow - Trevor Parkes

Defense

Niklas Kronwall-Jonathan Ericsson

Xavier Ouellet - Brennan Evans

Gleason Fournier - Max Nicastro

Goaltenders

Jimmy Howard

Jared Coreau

Coaches

Bill Peters

Jim Paek

TEAM LINDSAY

Forwards

Gustav Nyquist - Joakim Andersson - Todd Bertuzzi

Tomas Jurco - Riley Sheahan - Tomas Tatar

Marek Tvrdon - Calle Jarnkrok - Landon Ferraro

Triston Grant - Zach Nastasiuk - Kevin Lynch

Defense

Kyle Quincey - Brendan Smith

Adam Almqvist - Ryan Sproul

Michal Plutnar - Richard Nedomlel

Goaltenders

Petr Mrazek

Jake Paterson

Coaches

Jeff Blashill

Keith McKittrick

Contact Helene St. James: hstjames@freepress.com. Follow her on Twitter @helenestjames.
Jordin Tootoo used his summer to refresh and reinvigorate, to ready himself for the Red Wings.

This will be Tootoo’s second season with Detroit, and one that he and the team hopes will see him recapture his potential. Tootoo is primarily a sandpaper player, the sort who’ll throw down his gloves on behalf of team and teammates, but during his last season in Nashville he also showed offensive potential.

That didn’t translate much into his first go-around with the Wings, as he finished with eight points in 42 games and was a healthy scratch all playoffs. Tootoo will try to show he should be a regular again when training camp begins Thursday in Traverse City, even as he’ll have to elbow for room.

“Every year is a tryout camp for me,” Tootoo said. “That’s how I take it mentally. Just have to prepare myself mentally every day to be the best that I could because there’s hundreds of other guys that would rather be in your spot. So, I’m coming into camp with the mindset of fighting for a spot on the team.”

The Wings are taking 16 NHL-ready forwards to camp, though Darren Helm already is nursing a groin injury and isn’t expected to join teammates on the ice until next week. Tootoo is up for a role in the bottom six, as a winger. Given how much talent the Wings have, Tootoo could find himself on a crowded fourth line.

Tootoo, 30, said he worked on a few things over the summer, but he didn’t want to go into details: “I did everything I could to make sure I gave myself every opportunity to make this team.”

Coach Mike Babcock said at the end of last season that Tootoo did everything asked, which is the feedback Tootoo got in exit interviews. And yet, at $1.9 million a season and with two years left on his deal, Tootoo is expensive if he isn’t going to be factor in the playoffs. He could be moved — maybe back to Nashville, where the Predators could use a huge fan favorite like Tootoo — but Tootoo does not allow that to weigh on his mind.

“That’s out of my reach,” he said. “For me, it’s about having the opportunity to play in the NHL. I’ve just got to make sure I worry about my game and take it one day at a time.”

Contact Helene St. James: hstjames@freepress.com . Follow her on Twitter @helenestjames.

Columnist Drew Sharp will answer your questions about all things Detroit sports in a live chat at 11 a.m. Wednesday at freep.com/sports. Submit early questions here.
Eight years after the Detroit Red Wings welcomed Daniel Cleary on a tryout, he departed for another team on another tryout.

The Philadelphia Flyers announced that Cleary, who helped the Wings win the Stanley Cup in 2008, has been invited to their camp on a professional tryout, as reported Monday night by the Free Press.

Cleary has spent the previous eight years with the Wings, segueing from tryout to role player to leader to close friend.

“It’s sad to see him leave,” Niklas Kronwall said. “Still hasn’t sunk in yet. He has been a huge part of our team for many years. Not only on the ice but a big presence in the room as well. A great guy, and he will be missed, big time.”

Todd Bertuzzi, who hit it off with Cleary after joining Detroit in 2007, said losing him “stinks.”

Ultimately it came down to numbers. The Wings couldn’t crunch them in Cleary’s favor.

"I'm a big Dan Cleary fan," general manager Ken Holland said today. "I think he really grew into a real solid NHL player in Detroit. He was a good leader. We tried to re-sign him."

Cleary, 34, agreed to a three-year, $8.25-million deal. He can't yet be signed by the Flyers because they are $2 million over the salary cap. However, they'll get cap relief when defenseman Chris Pronger's $5-million salary gets put on long-term injured reserve, and they also could make a move.

Cleary also had significant interest from the Florida Panthers and San Jose. He remained in talks with the Wings until late Monday, but when the Wings couldn’t match the Flyers, the decision was made. He told the Free Press Monday, “I’m off to Philly,” but he didn’t want to make any further comments.

Twelve hours before he accepted the Flyers’ offer, he stood in the locker room at Joe Louis Arena, wearing a Tigers hat, saying “there’s nothing like being a Red Wing.”

The Wings are $640,000 over the cap and already are at 16 forwards. Under the new collective bargaining agreement, a team cannot hide players on one-way contracts in the minors anymore, as rules limit cap relief to the first $900,000 on a player's contract.

Even the Wings aren’t immune to the economy, though. The team is $640,000 over the cap and already carry 16 forwards. Under the new CBA, a team cannot hide players on one-way contracts in the minors anymore, as rules limit cap relief to the first $900,000 on a player’s contract. The Wings offered Cleary deals in July for two years in the low $2-million range, and three years just below $2 million. Cleary said Monday he didn't regret not taking those offers.

Holland, in the meantime, moved on, signing forwards Daniel Alfredsson and Stephen Weiss.

“We made Danny offers and unfortunately he wasn’t receptive,” Holland said. “What he was looking for and what we had to offer was apart. We went out and spent money and everything changed.”

Cleary first came to the Wings in September 2005, invited to earn a spot on the team after his NHL career had stalled. He earned a job, worked his way up, and, until Monday night, figured he’d retire in red and white.

Contact Helene St. James: hstjames@freepress.com. Follow her on Twitter @helenestjames.
The saga of Darren Helm's health continues to stumble along, tripped up these days by a pulled groin.

Helm, 26, played once during last season's 48-game NHL schedule, undone by a sore back. Now, with Detroit Red Wings training camp days from starting, Helm isn't skating, and he isn't cleared to take part in any scrimmages.

"It is almost kind of comical the way these things keep happening," Helm said today, after working out at Joe Louis Arena while his teammates took part in an informal skate. Helm tweaked his groin while skating Friday. "I came off, I wasn't too happy. But it wasn't my back, so I'm not too upset about it. I don't think this is going to be too long."

Helm will go on the ice when he feels good again. One positive is that he does feel like, he said, he has made progress with his back over the summer. "It's disappointing that my groin had to have a little effect here, but just move forward. There's nothing I can do about it."

Helm said an MRI revealed the injury is limited to a small strain. However, groin injuries almost never take less than 10 days to two weeks to heal, so even if Helm goes on the ice later this week in Traverse City, he may already be doubtful for the start of next week's exhibition games.

The Wings are hoping to have Helm center their third line, but if not, Joakim Andersson is more than able to fill the role. If Helm doesn't improve, the Wings can put him on Long Term Injured Reserve for the salary cap relief.

Contact Helene St. James: hstjames@freepress.com. Follow her on Twitter @helenestjames.

Chris will be here in a minute. We only have 30 minutes today, so we'll plow through as many questions as we can.

by James Jahnke  September 9 at 12:59 PM

Here are some details about his new gig: www.freep.com

by James Jahnke  September 9 at 1:00 PM

Hi guys. I'm here and ready to chat.

by Chris Osgood  September 9 at 1:01 PM

Thanks for joining us, Chris!

by James Jahnke  September 9 at 1:01 PM

Well, we all know Ozzie has the gift of gab so no worries there. I'm wondering if this new gig will cut into or eliminate his work with the goaltenders here in Grand Rapids?

by Sandiva17  September 9 at 1:01 PM

I won't be on the ice in Grand Rapids but will still communicate on the phone as friends. I like them and want them to do well as goalies.

by Chris Osgood  September 9 at 1:03 PM

Chris are you working on your own brand of "Mickeyisms" in preparation for color commentating across from Ken?

by FiveDH  September 9 at 1:03 PM

Not as of yet. Work in progress - still learning the job with practice with Ken. My aspirations are to be half as good as Mickey. Any sayings you'd like to hear?

by Chris Osgood  September 9 at 1:04 PM

How well do you think the Red Wings would do this year Now that they are in the Eastern Conference?

by Sara  September 9 at 1:05 PM

I think they will do very well. I don't want to predict anything yet but their core players along with the young players coming up will give them a great opportunity to win the division.

by Chris Osgood  September 9 at 1:05 PM

Out of all the memories you made with the red wings which one ranks number one in your mind ?

by Kevin Jackson  September 9 at 1:06 PM

Hey Kevin. All three times we won the Stanley Cup - hanging out with the players and heading out on the town with the team and the Cup celebrating with the fans out & around the Detriot area.

by Chris Osgood  September 9 at 1:07 PM

What do you think the biggest challenge will be going from player to commentator

by defenceman101  September 9 at 1:07 PM

Getting my timing down with Ken Daniels and trying to make Ken look good in a very short amount of time!

by Chris Osgood  September 9 at 1:09 PM

With the addition of DeKeyser, and Brendan Smith maturing, how do you think the Wings' D stacks up relative to other teams in the league?

by Btown  September 9 at 1:09 PM

I think as a whole they're just as good as anyone else. It has the potential to be better than a lot of people give them credit for. They have a lot of good young players coming from Grand Rapids & already having DeKeyser & Smith for a year, which will help going into this season. The emergence of Kindl will be a great compliment for Kronwall, Ericcson and hopefully a bounce back year from Quincey, they should be as good as any team.

by Chris Osgood  September 9 at 1:13 PM

Idea: Could you do a follow-up report on your buddie Stevie Y.? I'm sure I speak for a lot of us in saying we'd love to see and hear about how things are going for him in sunny FL. Maybe you can get him back here to help out?

by JAG  September 9 at 1:13 PM

Jag, I think he's busy trying to build a contender in Tampa Bay. His main concern is figuring out the goaltending situation, which I think he's done a good job of solidifying that situation. Our main job here is now to get him to play in the Winter Classic Alumni game.

by Chris Osgood  September 9 at 1:16 PM

Chris will you be getting a twitter account? I'd love to shoot you some "Ozzieisms" as they come to me :)

by FiveDH  September 9 at 1:16 PM

I will be doing some Twitter Chats on @FOXSportsDet. You can shoot your "Ozzieisms" there. I need all the help I can get!

by Chris Osgood  September 9 at 1:17 PM

In the brief amount of games I've seen Mrazek play, he has impressed me. What do you think about his potential. Future Red Wings starter?

by mmorton  September 9 at 1:18 PM

He still has alot of development to do first before he is going to get a chance to be the starter. At this time, he's a very good prospect and has a ton of potential. What's most impressive about him is he is a winner. He makes the big saves when he has to and has a good head on his shoulders, which makes him perfect for Detroit in the future.

by Chris Osgood  September 9 at 1:20 PM

The Wings currently have 16 forwards under contract, including Helm and Samuelsson. Its customary to carry 12-14 on the roster during the regular season. Even if Helm and Sammy cannot play, why do the Wings continue to have serious interest in Dan Cleary? Would he not be pushing out guys like Tomas Tatar and Gustav Nyquist from the Top 9, both of whom had stellar pseudo-rookie seasons last year given the time they were played?

by AStark  September 9 at 1:20 PM

For starters they won't be pushing out Tatar and Nyquist. These two players have earned the opportunity to be full-time Red Wings with their play in Grand Rapids and Detroit last season. As for Cleary, his veteran presence and experience is invaluable. If somehow, they can add him to the team and work the cap numbers out, he'd be a very valuable addition in more ways than his play as he is very well liked in the dressing room.

by Chris Osgood  September 9 at 1:24 PM

Goalie equipment is always a big topic. Lots of non goalie players favor smaller gear. How about you?

by Konaking  September 9 at 1:24 PM

What are your thoughts on the change in size of goalie pads? Also, you think the NHL should change the size of the net?

by Brian  September 9 at 1:24 PM

Congratulation on the new gig!! I'm sure you be providing us with some valuable insights about the game, and hopefully about the goalies. How do you see the reduction of the pad size affecting the game, i.e., more goals? 

by EJH1070 edited by James Jahnke  September 9 at 1:24 PM

It's funny you ask that because they made adjustments to goalie pads this year. They've measured them and made the adjustment to the height of the goalie - so the shorter the goalie, the smaller the goalie pads. Gustavsson had to adjust his pads to a smaller height as did Mrazek. Jimmy Howard's pads were adjusted but not as much. And he told me he actually felt better with them on as he can move better & quicker than before.

by Chris Osgood  September 9 at 1:27 PM

We only have time for a couple more quick ones with Chris today ...

by James Jahnke  September 9 at 1:27 PM

What are your thoughts on the goalie that was recently signed from Northern Michigan University, Jared Coreau?

by alexisjocelyn  September 9 at 1:28 PM

I don't think the adjustment of smaller goalie pads will create more goals as the goalies nowadays are bigger, better athletes and will actually be able to move better with the smaller pads.

by Chris Osgood  September 9 at 1:28 PM

Jared is having a good rookie camp. He won his first game, 4-2, stopping 19 shots. He's a tall goalie but doesn't rely on his size as he's very athletic and aggressive in the net. Tonight he is playing in the final in the rookie camp. So good luck to him!

by Chris Osgood  September 9 at 1:31 PM

OK, Ozzie has to run. Unless he has any parting words of wisdom for Wings fans! :-)

by James Jahnke  September 9 at 1:31 PM

Congrats on the new gig ...

by James Jahnke  September 9 at 1:31 PM

Ozzi you are my favorite goalie ever!!we got the same b-day even :P But congrats on the new job glad to see more of ya,you always had a thing for getting camera time haha Go Wings!

by Scott Norton  September 9 at 1:31 PM

Hey Chris - Congrats! Also, I would love to hear a few "Holy Jumpins" from you in honor of Mickey

by Hambrony88  September 9 at 1:32 PM

OZZIE! OZZIE! OZZIE! OZZIE!

by Btown  September 9 at 1:32 PM

Ozzie. Way back, a moment I remember. 2007 Conference finals against the Ducks. Not sure which game. There was a melee in front of your net. You eased out of the way and made your way to the circle and saddled up next to Pronger who was just watching. And then you said something to Pronger and he lost it. Do you remember what you said?

by Matt S  September 9 at 1:32 PM

Ozzie, first off I want to say congrats.

by AStark  September 9 at 1:32 PM

Hey Ozzie this is wreckin ball, congrats on your new job with FSD! How much money have you taken from Drapes on the golf course this summer?

by Reggie  September 9 at 1:32 PM

No question here, but so glad to see you back! Hearing you commentate should make for an entertaining season. :-)

by DetWingsGirl  September 9 at 1:32 PM

# 30 4 ever !!!!!!

by motownrulez!  September 9 at 1:33 PM

Look forward to an exciting Red Wings season. They have a great mix of young and older talent. The sky is the limit for this team. Short of any predictions as of now, they will be vying for a Stanley Cup hopefully in June. Thanks for all the congrats. Looking forward to the new role!

by Chris Osgood  September 9 at 1:33 PM

Can't wait t see you again!!! My stick was still my best bday present ever

The off-season passed quickly for defenseman Danny DeKeyser.

“It went quick, but it was a good summer,” DeKeyser said after practicing Friday at Joe Louis Arena.

The season ended for the Red Wings in late May, after losing to the Chicago Blackhawks in the second round of the playoffs. DeKeyser, who had broken his right thumb against the Ducks, came back to help the Grand Rapids Griffins win the Calder Cup in the American Hockey League in mid-June.

While many of the Griffins got a chance to celebrate with the Calder Cup for a day, DeKeyser missed out. On the day he was scheduled to have it, he was in Florida on vacation.

“I never got a chance to pick it up,” DeKeyser said. “I was a little disappointed.

“It’s always fun to win, especially when you’re joining a team late in the playoffs. It doesn’t happen too often like that. It was an awesome experience.”

DeKeyser also was invited to USA Hockey’s Olympic orientation camp last month.

DeKeyser, 23, is now preparing for his first full season in the NHL.

After three seasons at Western Michigan, he signed with the Red Wings as an undrafted free agent and made a big impact in 11 regular-season games and two playoff games.

“I’m just going to try to take it up another notch,” DeKeyser said. “Just going to try to have a good season. It’s a long season. Eighty-two games will be a bit of a grind. Just have to battle through that and have a good season.”

Contact George Sipple: gsipple@freepress.com . Follow him on Twitter @georgesipple.

Daniel Cleary skated with the Detroit Red Wings today at Joe Louis Arena, wondering whether he’ll do so again.

Cleary is an unrestricted free agent, and as much as he'd like to stay with the Wings, for whom he has played since 2005, there are complications. The Wings already have 16 forwards under contract and are over the salary cap — though they don't have to be compliant until October.

Cleary, though, has offers from two other teams — he wouldn't name them — and said he has to make a decision on one of them today.

"It's not an easy decision to make," Cleary said. "But I've got to come up with something today, figure out what I'm going to do. Got some options."

Cleary isn't keen on going to Traverse City with the Wings on a tryout, though that would change if he can get a handshake agreement from general manager Ken Holland that a deal will be forthcoming.

"I've got options with guaranteed contracts from other teams," he said, "so that's what I'm trying to make a decision on."

Coach Mike Babcock is pushing hard for Cleary to come back, not the least because Cleary, 34, was the team's second-leading scorer in the playoffs and their leading scorer in the Chicago series.

Cleary said he had no regrets about not taking the deal the Wings offered in June, before they signed Daniel Alfredsson and Stephen Weiss.

Cleary is likely to get a three-year deal, somewhere in the $2.5-million-per-season range. He's still hoping that materializes here.

"There's nothing," Cleary said, "like being a Red Wing."

Contact Helene St. James: hstjames@freepress.com. Follow her on Twitter @helenestjames.
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 Henrik Zetterberg slips the puck past goalie Jared Coreau for a goal during the shootout of the annual Red-White game at Red Wings training camp at Centre Ice Arena in Traverse City on Saturday, Sept. 15, 2013. (David Guralnick/Detroit News)1 / 42 

Traverse City — The plan was to test different wingers on the top line with Henrik Zetterberg and Pavel Datsyuk.

But Justin Abdelkader isn’t giving coach Mike Babcock that opportunity.

Abdelkader continues to impress while playing with the two stars, Sunday scoring a goal and assisting on two others.

“It’s just awesome,” Abdelkader said of the opportunity to play with Zetterberg and Datsyuk. “They’re two of the great players in the game. Playing with them, I’m just trying to go out there and do my job, do my part. I know the areas I have to go to and I’m just trying to keep it simple.”

Sunday Abdelkader played on Team White, which lost 4-3 in a shootout.

No line was more effective than the Zetterberg-Datsyuk-Abdelkader line, which accounted for four goals in Thursday’s intrasquad scrimmage.

Much has to do with Abdelkader’s continued development.

“You come into the league as a young player, with a locker room of veterans, you’re not sure where to fit in,” Abdelkader said. “Now I know how to play, where I’ll be playing and what I need to do.

“Last year was a big year for me confidence-wise. I’ve felt like my game has progressed and each year I try to get better with small aspects of my game.”

It takes a special player to work with Zetterberg and Datsyuk.

“It’s kind of tough because you don’t see the puck that often,” Zetterberg said. “Homer (Tomas Holmstrom) was trying to say that for five or six years but nobody believed him.

“It takes a while to understand the way we play. He’s a good skater, a strong guy, gets pucks and gets in front of the net. He looks faster this year than last. It’s fun to see.”

Sluggish lineOne line that has found it difficult to generate offense thus far is Stephen Weiss centering Johan Franzen and Daniel Alfredsson.

Babcock will play the line Tuesday in Chicago (the Red Wings open the exhibition season tonight in Pittsburgh) but already is thinking of shuffling personnel.

“It might need a change around,” Babcock said. “I don’t know for sure. They have to be better than that.”

Weiss believes getting into exhibition games will help.

“We’re slowly getting better, just trying to piece the systems together,” Weiss said. “Once that becomes second nature, it’ll be easier to play within the system.

“It’ll be nice to get into exhibition games. It’s tough to play in this game when everyone knows what you’re doing. There’s not a lot of room.”

Red-white gamePatrick Eaves, and young defensemen Ryan Sproul and Xavier Ouelletscored for the White in regulation time, while Abdelkader, Mikael Samuelssonand Jakub Kindlscored Red goals.

Alfredsson, Ouellet and Riley Sheahan scored for the white team in the shootout for the victory.

First cutsThe Red Wings reduced their training camp roster, assigning six players to their respective junior teams.

With the moves, Detroit’s training camp roster stands at 59 players.

Players assigned Sunday were forwards Tyler Bertuzzi, Philippe Hudon, Kevin Lynch (Grosse Pointe), Zach Nastasiuk, defenseman Michal Plutnarand goalie Jake Paterson (Saginaw, OHL).

On to PittsburghBabcock will take the Datsyuk line, and the line of Daniel Cleary-Joakim Andersson-Mikael Samuelsson to Pittsburgh, along with the Danny DeKeyser-Kindl and Kyle Quincey-Brendan Smith defensive tandems, as key veterans.

Jimmy Howardand Petr Mrazekwill split time in net.

Ice chipsBabcock has been impressed by the young defensemen in camp, particularly Sproul and Ouellet.

“They’re going to be ready for prime time pretty soon,” Babcock said.

… Datsyuk and Franzen were getting testy with each other throughout Sunday’s scrimmage. Teammates got a kick out of it. Will the two work it out?

“Probably,” Zetterberg said.

From The Detroit News: http://www.detroitnews.com/article/20130916/SPORTS0103/309160025#ixzz2fD8QMHhl
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Wings' rookie Anthony Mantha tries to keep skates grounded playing against Sidney Crosby
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 Detroit's Tomas Tatar breaks away from Pittsburgh's Olli Maatta during an exhibition game Monday, Sept. 16, 2013, in Pittsburgh. The Wings won, 4-1. (Keith Srakocic/Associated Press)1 / 19 

Traverse City — Anthony Mantha celebrated his 19th birthday Monday.

And for a present? He was in the lineup of the first exhibition against the Penguins in Pittsburgh.

And his teammates were needling him, saying he’d be getting Sidney Crosby’s autograph like any star-struck teenager.

“We were laughing about it, that I’ll ask him for an autograph in the faceoff circle,” said Mantha, a first-round pick at left wing. “They were just kidding about it, but he’s one of the great player out there and playing against him, I can learn from watching him.”

Putting on a Red Wings sweater and playing in an NHL game, albeit an exhibition, was special for Mantha, too.

“I’ve been waiting for this for a long time,” he said.

Mantha (6-foot-4, 190 pounds) has shown the Red Wings didn’t make a mistake selecting him last June, scoring three goals during the prospects tournament, including two in the championship game.

“It’s been incredible because a few years ago I was watching these guys play,” Mantha said. “I’ve never lived this, so I’m living this moment (right now) and just playing the way I should and I’ll keep playing that way until the end.”

Coach Mike Babcock wanted Mantha to learn from this experience.

“It’s just like anything, you have to learn to compete like a pro and that’s a work in progress,” Babcock said. “He has to go back to juniors and learn to be an every-dayer. When you compete every day, when you compete on every puck, get strong enough, one day you get to play here.”

Get your eyes backGoaltender Jimmy Howard looked forward to playing in the exhibition.

“It’s the time of year to get yourself ready,” Howard said. “It’s about getting out there and continue to work on things like picking up the puck through traffic. That’s what I’ll be doing tonight and continue to work on playing the puck and little things like that I know I can improve.”

Because of the lockout last season, training camp was cut to almost a week and with no exhibitions.

Howard felt the difference.

“The big thing was your eyes,” said Howard, who played the first two periods Monday, with Petr Mrazek playing the third. “Getting your eyes back and just feeling comfortable out there with a lot of movement in front of you and picking up the puck.”

Howard made 13 saves in Monday’s 4-1 victory over the Penguins.

Ice chipsDarren Helm (groin, back) said the range of motion in terms of his groin is better and he hopes to get on the ice “in a few days.”

… Johan Franzen believes any concern about Franzen and linemates Stephen Weiss and Daniel Alfredsson not clicking yet isn’t warranted.

“We haven’t played yet,” Franzen said. “We’ll see when we get playing. They’re good, smart guys, good hands.”

... Swiss news outlet Radiotelevisione Svizzera is reporting former Red Wing forward Damien Brunner, 27, is heading to the New Jersey Devils training camp on a professional tryout. He had 26 points last season in Detroit.

ted.kulfan@detroitnews.com

From The Detroit News: http://www.detroitnews.com/article/20130916/SPORTS0103/309160067#ixzz2fD8WOk1g
Traverse City — Anthony Mantha celebrated his 19th birthday Monday.
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“We were laughing about it, that I’ll ask him for an autograph in the faceoff circle,” said Mantha, a first-round pick at left wing. “They were just kidding about it, but he’s one of the great player out there and playing against him, I can learn from watching him.”

Putting on a Red Wings sweater and playing in an NHL game, albeit an exhibition, was special for Mantha, too.

“I’ve been waiting for this for a long time,” he said.

Mantha (6-foot-4, 190 pounds) has shown the Red Wings didn’t make a mistake selecting him last June, scoring three goals during the prospects tournament, including two in the championship game.

“It’s been incredible because a few years ago I was watching these guys play,” Mantha said. “I’ve never lived this, so I’m living this moment (right now) and just playing the way I should and I’ll keep playing that way until the end.”

Coach Mike Babcock wanted Mantha to learn from this experience.

“It’s just like anything, you have to learn to compete like a pro and that’s a work in progress,” Babcock said. “He has to go back to juniors and learn to be an every-dayer. When you compete every day, when you compete on every puck, get strong enough, one day you get to play here.”
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Goaltender Jimmy Howard looked forward to playing in the exhibition.

“It’s the time of year to get yourself ready,” Howard said. “It’s about getting out there and continue to work on things like picking up the puck through traffic. That’s what I’ll be doing tonight and continue to work on playing the puck and little things like that I know I can improve.”

Because of the lockout last season, training camp was cut to almost a week and with no exhibitions.

Howard felt the difference.
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… Johan Franzen believes any concern about Franzen and linemates Stephen Weiss and Daniel Alfredsson not clicking yet isn’t warranted.
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 Daniel Cleary, left, is followed closely by Tomas Tatar during practice at the Red Wings' training camp in Traverse City on Friday, Sept. 13, 2013. (David Guralnick / The Detroit News)1 / 36 

Traverse City — Gustav Nyquist and Tomas Tatar don’t have much to prove in Grand Rapids.

Each impressed the Red Wings during stints with the team last season.

And they did the same in Grand Rapids — Nyquist had 60 points in 58 games, led all playoff scorers with 16 goals in 24 games and was the Calder Cup MVP.

But, is it enough to stick with the Red Wings all season?

With 17 forwards on the roster — the Red Wings plan on keeping 14 — there are going to be odd men out.

“A few of us won’t be here,” Nyquist said.

Nyquist has minor league options and could be sent temporarily to Grand Rapids.

“If you (think about) that, you just stress yourself even more,” Nyquist said. “I can only go out and do my best and play the game I play and show them I want to be up here.”

Tatar, on the other hand, is out of options, and would be lost on waivers if he’s not on the Red Wings roster.

“It’s a business,” Tatar said. “I love it here. It’s where I started and it’s the team that drafted me and have had the patience to develop me, and I want to pay them back.”

Said coach Mike Babcock: “They don’t give you the job, you have to earn it. You do that during the exhibition season games.”

Bertuzzi vs. BertuzziFriday’s intrasquad scrimmage featured an intriguing matchup: Bertuzzi vs. Bertuzzi.

As in Todd Bertuzzi taking on his nephew, rookie Tyler Bertuzzi.

“It was a nice experience, we had a couple of photos done and it’ll be nice to send them back home,” Todd Bertuzzi said.

The Bertuzzis lined up against each other on a couple faceoffs.

“I was a little nervous,” Tyler Bertuzzi said. “He likes to joke around a lot. He didn’t really say anything, just gave me a little tap. It was exciting. I’ve been watching him in the NHL so many years.”

Alumni gameBabcock, general manager Ken Holland, former Red Wings Chris Chelios, Kris Draper, Kirk Maltby and Chris Osgood, and several Red Wings broadcasters are expected to be in the lineup for tonight’s alumni-celebrity game.

“You don’t know how sore my hip flexors and groins are even after a little glide (skate) yesterday,” Babcock said. “It will not be one of my all-time highlights.”

Ice chipsTeam Howe evened its record at 1-1 with a 2-0 victory over Team Lindsay on Friday.

Max Nicastro and Daniel Alfredsson scored late third-period goals to secure the victory.

... Nyquist teamed with Todd Bertuzzi to top Jimmy Howard and Daniel Clearyon the golf course during the annual outing Wednesday.

… Babcock said he’d like to see Cleary play with Henrik Zetterberg and Pavel Datsyukat some point during exhibitions. Justin Abdelkaderis on the wing with Zetterberg and Datsyuk in camp.

ted.kulfan@detroitnews.com 

twitter.com/tkulfan 
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 The Detroit Red Wings watch video before the start of practice at the 2013 training camp at Centre Ice Arena in Traverse City on Thursday, Sept. 12, 2013. (David Guralnick / The Detroit News)1 / 52 

Traverse City — The line of Henrik Zetterberg, Pavel Datsyuk and Justin Abdelkader made quite a first impression during Thursday’s intrasquad scrimmage.

It scored all four goals in Team Delvecchio’s 4-0 victory over Team Howe.

Abdelkader scored two goals, and Datsyuk and Zetterberg had one apiece.

“It was fun to be out there again,” Zetterberg said of the action on the first day of camp. “This is Day 1 and it’s fun to go out and play and skate again. It’s another step and fun to actually scrimmage.”

Abdelkader looked comfortable going to the net and complementing Datsyuk and Zetterberg’s offensive prowess.

“Playing with those two guys, it’s fun,” Abdelkader said. “They’ll find you. You have to be ready with your stick on the ice all the time because the puck will end up there.

“I can bring something different to that line, whether I’m there or not, who knows? It’s the first day.”

Coach Mike Babcock believes Abdelkader is on the threshold of taking a major step.

“He’s 26 years old, it’s about that time to become a player in league, it takes that long,” Babcock said. “He has confidence. Going to the (U.S.) Olympic camp hasn’t hurt. You shoot two in the net, you just begin to think that’s your job.”

Back to normalBecause of the lockout last season, training camp consisted of a few days of practice and no exhibitions.

Getting back to the regular routine this season will be a positive experience, Babcock said.

“For the new guys coming in, it’s very important to have training camp, so they can understand, get comfortable, feel good about themselves,” Babcock said. “This will be a month of getting better before we even start (the regular season).”

Smooth transitionForward Daniel Alfredsson believes his adjustment will be quick because of the similarities between his former team, the Senators, and the Red Wings.

“I don’t know if it’s because Mac (Senators coach Paul MacLean, a former assistant under Babcock) was part of this organization for a long time and applied some the ideas along with his own,” Alfredsson said. “It’s not that far off. The drills are pretty similar. It looks like it should be an easy time adjusting.”

ted.kulfan@detroitnews.com 

twitter.com/tkulfan 

From The Detroit News: http://www.detroitnews.com/article/20130913/SPORTS0103/309130030#ixzz2fD8pPNrb
Traverse City — It’s time to get back to work for the Red Wings.

Training camp essentially began Wednesday morning with physicals, along with a golf tournament to benefit northern Michigan charities in afternoon.

The Red Wings will hit the ice for intrasquad scrimmages Thursday, and the task of building upon an impressive playoff run last season begins.

“We can’t get hung up on last year,” coach Mike Babcock said. “Last year was last year. You had a good run at the end, but we have to re-establish things.

“Are we a good team? We have to prove that each and every day. That’s our focus.”

Babcock likes the depth of this team, especially after the addition of free agent forwards Daniel Alfredsson and Stephen Weiss.

Competition, particularly for jobs up front, will be fierce.

The Red Wings have 16 forwards and plan on keeping 14.

“We’re going to have to make decisions, but those decisions probably won’t be made until three or four days prior to us starting the season,” general manager Ken Holland said. “We’ll let this play itself out for the next three weeks.”

Helm hurting

The number of forwards has essentially been cut by one already as Darren Helm will not be on the ice to start training camp because of a groin strain.

The back problems which cost Helm last season are taking a back seat to the groin. Holland said the injury likely will cost Helm one to three weeks.

“He can’t skate,” Holland said. “He’s been off (the ice) for a few days. Groins are usually one to three weeks. We’ll see (how he is) in a few days.”

Helm said he has not been cleared for contact.

“I don’t think it’s in the cards right now,” said Helm of his skating Thursday.

Team rosters

The Red Wings will have three training camp teams in Traverse City.

Team Delvecchio is highlighted by the top line of Pavel Datsyuk centering Henrik Zetterberg and Justin Abdelkader, while Luke Glendening is between Mikael Samuelsson and Jordin Tootoo.

Danny DeKeyser and Jakub Kindl are the top defensive pairing, while Jonas Gustavsson is the goalie.

Team Howe will have Stephen Weiss centering Johan Franzen and Daniel Alfredsson, while Drew Miller-Cory Emmerton-Patrick Eaves comprise a second line.

Niklas Kronwall and Jonathan Ericsson are the top defense, with Jimmy Howard as the goalie.

Team Lindsay will have Gustav Nyquist on the top line, centered by Joakim Andersson, with Todd Bertuzzi on the right wing. Tomas Jurco- Riley Sheahan-Tomas Tatar comprise the second line.

Kyle Quincey and Brendan Smith are the top defensive pairing, with Petr Mrazek the goalie.

Change is good

Alfredsson was greeted by several members of the Canadian media on his first day of camp as a Red Wing.

Leaving the Ottawa Senators after 17 seasons remains a story, but change is good, Alfredsson said.

“It’s the same kind of feeling you go through each and every camp, it doesn’t change,” Alfredsson said. “I’ve been around a long time and it’s still exciting. It’s a big change coming here for me.”

Alfredsson likes the idea of having camp in northern Michigan, away from Joe Louis Arena.

“It’s great coming up here, no distractions, just hang out and get to know the guys on and off the ice,” Alfredsson said.

Night and day

The start of this season doesn’t compare at all to last season for Patrick Eaves.

A combination of the lockout and lingering concussion concerns made for uncertainty for Eaves, who did get cleared just in time for a quick training camp.

This season, there’s obviously no lockout issue and Eaves, after going through an entire shortened season injury-free, is completely healthy.

“You can’t even compare,” said Eaves of the two seasons.

Eaves is among the forwards fighting for their jobs, but he’s looking forward to it.

“It’s always good to have competition,” Eaves said. “That’s why we play the game. Everybody wants to compete, and it’s great that we’re starting up here.”

From The Detroit News: http://www.detroitnews.com/article/20130911/SPORTS0103/309110083#ixzz2fD8xDHmg

September 3, 2013 at 3:17 pm

Wings prepared Stephen Weiss for team's 'ultra competitive' environment

Ted Kulfan 

The Detroit News

22

Comments 

 Daniel Alfredsson participates in an informal practice session with his new teammates at Joe Louis Arena on Tuesday, Sept. 4, 2013. (David Guralnick / The Detroit News)1 / 26 

Detroit -- When the Red Wings were recruiting center Stephen Weiss this past summer, they were direct and up front with the free agent.

The expectations for Weiss were laid out by general manager Ken Holland and coach Mike Babcock quite clearly.

"We explained the situation to him very clearly," said Babcock Tuesday after the Red Wings' conditioning skate. "We told him if he's not ultra competitive, he couldn't come here. If he didn't bring it every day, he couldn't come here because he's going to hate it if he didn't (compete), he's going to dislike the coach and dislike playing here.

"That was what we talked about. It's not like it's a surprise."

Weiss, 30, had no problems with the expectations with the Red Wings. He was actually hoping for a chance to play for a Stanley Cup contender after continually missing the playoffs with the Florida Panthers.

Weiss signed a five-year contract worth $24.5 million the first day of unrestricted free agency; he is anxious for the season to get underway.

"Just walking in (to Joe Louis Arena) this morning and seeing the pictures and all the history here, it's something you don't have in Florida," Weiss said. "Right away it hits you. Just going into the arena is pretty special. I've only played here a few times in my career and I've enjoyed it thoroughly, the history here. It's so awesome."

Babcock envisions Weiss at center -- replacing the departed Valtteri Filppula -- with Johan Franzen at one wing. Who completes that line is to be determined.

"We're looking for a guy to generate more in the middle. So can we Weiss get 50 points in the middle of the second line?" Babcock said. "I'm going to watch and see. We think he's going to be a better player here. The demand is high."

The opportunity to play for a winning organization is big for Weiss.

"This is one of the teams everybody in the league would like to play for at some point in their career," Weiss said.

Alfredsson adjusting

The kids get into school Wednesday, the Alfredsson family moves into their house the middle of the month, and their four boys (age 2 to 10) will be placed in various sports programs soon enough.

For winger Daniel Alfredsson, the adjustment of coming from Ottawa is nearly complete.

The hockey adjustment is getting easier, too.

"Locker rooms over the hockey world are pretty much the same talk, same atmosphere," Alfredsson said. "The hardest part for me is bringing a family. For my wife, it's all new. She doesn’t have 20 friends right away. She's met some of the wives already, we knew some of the people from before. That makes it easier.

"It's an exciting time for the family."

Line combos

Babcock said he wants to keep Pavel Datsyuk and Henrik Zetterberg together but hasn't decided on the third member of that line.

Babcock can see Justin Abdelkader being anywhere from the Datsyuk line, to a third line centered by Darren Helm, or maybe even with Weiss.

Where Alfredsson fits, either with Weiss or Datsyuk, Babcock isn't clear on yet.

Ice chips

As for Helm, who played only one game last season because of back problems, Babcock expects him to be ready for training camp Sept. 12.

"It's going to take some time for him to be Darren Helm," Babcock said. "Just strength-wise, you can't be who you are when you've been out so much.

"But he's feeling good and getting better."

… Local NHL players Ryan Kesler (Livonia, Vancouver Canucks), Chris Conner (Westland, Pittsburgh Penguins) and Nathan Gerbe (Oxford, Carolina Hurricanes) also skated Tuesday at Joe Louis Arena.

… Babcock on Red Wings backup goalie Jonas Gustavsson, who had a disappointing first season: "He knows and I know, this is real clear, you have to do something to help yourself. Grab your own piece of the pie, otherwise someone else eats it."

From The Detroit News: http://www.detroitnews.com/article/20130903/SPORTS0103/309030098#ixzz2fD9Detb1

Belov plays catch up at Oilers training camp

Former KHL defenceman faces tough competition for the No. 7 spot on the blue-line
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Ask Matty: Trade Ales Hemsky for Steve Ott? You bet

Eakins to honour only current players in Oilers’ dressing room

Oilers defenceman Belov stuck in Moscow awaiting his visa

EDMONTON - Anton Belov has finally arrived in Edmonton.

The Russian defenceman looked like he could use a lot more sleep following a daylong journey from Moscow to Edmonton after being granted a visa to travel to Canada.

“My legs? Not so good,” the 27-year-old said following practice Monday at Rexall Place. “Twenty-hours to get here.”

Nevertheless, Belov, whom the Edmonton Oilers signed to a two-way, free-agent contract this summer, is here.

He had to jump through a series of hoops to leave Russia, but he was on the ice Monday for his first practice with the Edmonton Oilers.

Belov, who won’t be playing Tuesday in Winnipeg or Wednesday in Vancouver, isn’t travelling the same road as fellow Russian Oilers defender Denis Grebeshkov, who came to North America as a teenager, though.

He was a solid KHL blueliner — a big body (six-foot-three, 185 pounds) who can hammer the puck and be a two-way player. He felt he’d done everything he could in Russia through four years with CKSA Moscow and five in Omsk.

Belov’s in the mix for a spot as the Oilers’ seventh defenceman, if you consider Justin Schultz, Andrew Ference, Ladislav Smid, Jeff Petry, Nick Schultz and Grebeshkov as the top six. Belov is late for camp, six days after team medicals and fitness testing, but he might be able to get into the lineup for Saturday’s home game with Vancouver.

Belov is married and has a one-year-old child. His family will be joining him in the near future.

“It shows a lot of courage to come over at his age,” said Grebeshkov, who was a Russian teammate of Belov’s in one international tournament.

“Belov had a comfortable life in the KHL as one of the league’s better defenders. He played on the Russia’s world championship team this past spring in Helsinki/Stockholm. Now, he’s gambling he can play in the best league in the world, and he was willing to take a two-way contract.

Belov might have to go to the AHL, which isn’t as good as the KHL.

“I know the ice is smaller, and I have to be smart,” he said of the North American minor-league circuit, which includes the Oilers’ principal farm team, the Oklahoma City Barons.

If he doesn’t make the Oilers’ 23-man roster for the first league game Oct. 1, he said he will gladly report to the AHL.

But he doesn’t want to be there for weeks.

“I know (an AHL detour is possible), but not for a long time because I know my level. I can play in the NHL,” he said.

He may have a verbal deal with the Oilers that he only has to learn the ropes in the AHL for so long if he doesn’t crack the Oilers top seven.

For now, Belov is in a fight with Philip Larsen, Corey Potter, Taylor Fedun and Brandon Davidson for the No. 7 spot. Larsen and Potter have one-way deals. Fedun, Belov and Davidson have two-way contracts, which could factor into the final decision. Money often talks.

Oilers coach Dallas Eakins welcomed Belov to the crowded blue-line, knowing Belov is playing catch-up.

“There was no downside to the things they were telling me,” Eakins said of the scouting report on Belov.

“He’s not going to play the next two games, but we have to get him in game (soon).

ON THE BENCH — Ryan Nugent-Hopkins was skating at practice Monday with two injured players — Jujhar Khaira (shoulder) and Andrew Miller (suspected back). He won’t play any games until the doctors give him the green light following recovery from shoulder surgery ... Tryout goalie Ty Rimmer is still here after Tyler Bunz and Olivier Roy were farmed to Oklahoma City, and will back up Devan Dubnyk in Vancouver on Wednesday night.

© Copyright (c) The Edmonton Journal
Where does the top prospect Oscar Klefbom fit on the Edmonton Oilers blueline?

Maybe nowhere, for now.

Unless I’m reading the wrong tea leaves, it appears the Oilers have six guys with spots locked up — Ladislav Smid, Jeff Petry, Justin Schultz, Andrew Ference, Nick Schultz and Denis Grebeshkov (one-way deal, not brought back to play in OKC for $1.5 million) — which means Klefbom is in a dogpile with Corey Potter (currently nursing a sore back), Philip Larsen (one-way contract for$1.025 million), the recently-arrived Russian Anton Belov, and farmhands Taylor Fedun and Brandon Davidson for the seventh spot if head coach Dallas Eakins doesn’t change things and opt for eight D-men to start the season.

In the long-term Klefbom could be a top-pairing guy with Justin Schultz, but for now, he may have to start in the AHL with the Oklahoma City Barons, at least for a while to get familiar with the North American game. Plus, he’s on a two-way contract, even if he’s played in the Swedish Elite League for a couple of years against grown men. Whatever the case is, Klefbom will play in Tuesday night’s preseason game against the Winnipeg Jets with Grebeshkov as his partner.

He’s waited a week since taking a shoulder in the face from U of Alberta Golden Bears’forward Levko Koper late in the 4-3 Bearswin over the Oilers rookies.

Klefbom was bent over as he tried to check Koper. It wasn’t as bad as it first looked but Klefbom took the check on the chin. He had concussion-type symptoms so was kept out of the weekend games against the Calgary Flames.

Nugent-Hopkins, Oilers talking contract extension

Taylor Hall and Jordan Eberle got them last year — now, it looks like contract-extension talks between Ryan Nugent-Hopkins’s agent and the Oilers are underway.

Agent Rick Valette is in Edmonton to talk with Oilers general manager Craig MacTavish and senior vice-president of hockey operations Scott Howson about it.

An extension to the 20-year-old centre’s contract will probably be six to seven years in length.

The Oilers inked Hall to a seven-year extension worth $42 million in late August 2012, with Eberle scoring a six-year extension worth $36 million a week later.

Oilers dispatch 10 to AHL farm

The Oilers released 10 players to the Barons on Monday.

 Goalies Tyler Bunz and Olivier Roy, who had a rocky game against Calgary on Saturday, defencemen Martin Gernat, David Musil and Joey Leach, and forwards Travis Ewanyk, Austen Fyten, C.J. Stretch, Derek Nesbitt and Matt Ford have been farmed.

Moroz could be going back to the WHL Edmonton Oil Kings after the game. against the Jets Forward Andrew Miller (back) and Kale Kessy (knee) are hurt.

Forward lines, defensive pairings, goaltenders for Tuesday night’s preseason clash with the host Winnipeg Jets

Forwards

Jesse Joanssu – Anton Lander – Tyler Pitlick

Linus Omark – Sam Gagner – Ryan Jones.

Ryan Hamilton – Mark Arcobello – Nail Yakupov.

Mitch Moroz – Ryan Martindale – Cameron Abney

Defence

Ladi Smid – Jeff Petry.

Philip Larsen – Brandon Davidson

Oscar Klefbom – Denis Grebeshkov

Goal

Jason LaBarbera – Richard Bachman
Ask Matty: Trade Ales Hemsky for Steve Ott? You bet

By Jim Matheson, Edmonton JournalSeptember 16, 2013

Story

Photos ( 1 )

Edmonton Oilers forward Ales Hemsky takes a break during Edmonton Oilers training camp in Sherwood Park on Sept. 12, 2013.

Edmonton Oilers forward Ales Hemsky takes a break during Edmonton Oilers training camp in Sherwood Park on Sept. 12, 2013.
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Oilers defenceman Belov stuck in Moscow awaiting his visa

Eakins to honour only current players in Oilers’ dressing room

Jones looks like his old self after playing timid last season

Q: Would you trade Ales Hemsky for Steve Ott? If no, why not? Who would win the trade? (Brad Crosson)

A: Interesting idea. The Oilers give up a superior offensive talent for a longtime disturber who would bring sandpaper to a third-line. Hemsky makes more money ($5 million per season) than Ott’s ($2.950 million). Both are unrestricted free agents next July. Ott is 31, Hemsky 30. Ott had 24 points in 48 games last year for Buffalo; Hemsky had 20 points in 38 games for the Oilers. I believe the Oilers would make that deal because they are loaded with skill forwards, but Ott’s team, the Buffalo Sabres, needs abrasiveness as much as the Oilers do, so they likely wouldn’t be interested in such a deal. Ott’s been traded for a skill guy once before (from the Dallas Stars to the Sabres for Derek Roy). I suspect the Oilers would have to take another contract along with Ott for Hemsky to even out the dollars. Ott for Hemsky? Yeah, I’d seriously consider it.

Q: Who will be rookie of the year? (Ben Fyshe)

A: The Calder Trophy is a funny thing. Does anybody remember who the best NHL rookie was in 2009? It was Columbus goalie Steve Mason, not Anaheim winger Bobby Ryan, who was second. Which player would you rather have on your team? How about 2003? St. Louis defenceman Barret Jackman beat Detroit forward Henrik Zetterberg. I’m guessing Z is a better player and has been for several years. This is a long answer to a short question. It doesn’t always go to the player who turns out to be the better player over the long haul. It’s a one-year award. So, I’m not going to take Nathan MacKinnon, the first overall pick by the Colorado Avalanche. I’m going for Dallas Stars winger Valeri Nichushkin, who was the 10th pick. He’s an exciting, big guy from Russia, who will find his way onto the Stars’ top two lines. I think MacKinnon could be like Steve Stamkos in time, but Nichushkin, who got the overtime goal that sank Canada at the most recent world junior championship, is my pick.

Q: Are any Oilers veterans in danger of not making the team? (Joey Myopic).

A: Yeah, I’d say Corey Potter is in a real fight on defence. After years of moving around the minors, he scored a one-way contract ($775,000 this year) and the Oilers could certainly use his big shot on the point, but there is a lot of depth on the back-end. He was in that carousel last season with Ryan Whitney and Mark Fistric as a No. 6 guy, playing 33 of 48 games. If he was put on waivers before the start of the season to send him to the Oilers’ American Hockey League affiliate in Oklahoma City, it wouldn’t surprise me. I’d say the top six now are Justin Schultz, Andrew Ference, Ladislav Smid, Jeff Petry, Nick Schultz and Denis Grebeshkov. Potter has to fight off former Stars defenceman Philip Larsen, who has a one-way contract for $1.025 mil, for the No. 7 spot, I figure. Russian Anton Belov, finally here after visa issues, is starting late and has a two-way NHL/AHL contract, so could be sent to Oklahoma City, but I suspect he has an agreement with the Oilers not to be there long when he could make infinitely more in the KHL. Taylor Fedun and Brandon Davidson are also very much in the Oilers’ defensive picture.

Q: Can Taylor Fedun make the Oilers? I really like him. Smart, good work ethic, worked very hard after terrible injury. (Daniel Carlyle)

A: Fedun is one of those guys you pull for. He’s on the cusp of an NHL job. Smart on the ice, and as a mechanical engineer who build a hovercraft as a part of his thesis at Princeton, he’ll do just fine someday down the road when he isn’t playing hockey.

Q: What’s with the lack of Oilers afternoon games. Those are great to take the young ones to. (Daniel Wear)

A: I couldn’t agree more. U.S. teams are big on afternoon weekend games, but Canadian teams seem locked into night affairs (in part for TV’s Hockey Night in Canada, and they can’t come back with an afternoon tilt on a Sunday). The Oilers have had just 28 afternoon games at Rexall Place since they came into the NHL in 1979. This upcoming season, they have none.

Q: Do you feel it makes sense to dress Ben Eager if he shouldn’t fight because of his concussion history? Can he get by just playing the puck? (Dan Mowat-Rose)

A: He can get by getting in on the forecheck and pounding people. He’s a superior skater for such a big man (six-foot-two, 225 pounds), but Eager has also had a penchant for taking bad penalties. He definitely should be able to get one of the 14 forward spots if that’s the route new Oilers head coach Dallas Eakins wants to go with his size. The Oilers need bigger people throughout the lineup, which is why they badly need a forward such as Ryan Hamilton at six-foot-two, 230 pounds, to push his way to a spot on one of the top three lines and Will Action at six-foot-two, 195 pounds, to give Anton Lander and others a run as fourth-line centre when Ryan Nugent-Hopkins is heathy. Eager has had concussion worries, but if he sticks to forechecking, he can be effective because he can score 8-10 goals a year.

Q: What is your opinion of Calgary Flames goalie Reto Berra? Will he be enough in Calgary to keep them out of a lottery position? (Scrubs 64)

A: Nothing’s going to keep Calgary out of the bottom five in the league as they rebuild. Berra was certainly better than Finn Karri Ramo here last Saturday in the split-squad game, but the Flames feel Ramo, who played the past four years in the KHL for Avangard Omsk, and journeyman Joey MacDonald are probably their top two goalies. There’s been talk of the just-retired Miikka Kiprusoff, living in Calgary, might come by the Saddledome to tutor Ramo. Berra, who came to Calgary as part of last season’s Jay Bouwmeester trade with the St. Louis Blues, is more of a wild-card. He’s 27 in January and hasn’t played a regular-season NHL minute, but he was very good at last spring’s world championship for the Swiss and is part of their initial Olympic team roster for Sochi. He stands six-foot-five and covers lots of net, but they might open the season with Ramo and MacDonald and see what happens. Ramo was signed to a two-year, $5.5-million deal over the summer, so they see the one-time Tampa Bay Lightning goalie as a starter.

Q: Which of the possible Team Canada junior returnees could make an NHL team this season? Does Griffin Reinhart have a shot with the New York Islanders? (Shawn Donaghy)

A: I think we’ll be seeing Reinhart back in the WHL as the Edmonton Oil Kings captain. The Oil Kings will eventually trade him at the deadline to a Memorial Cup contender for kids and bantam draft picks. The Isles have a good team with a host of returning defencemen. Certainly Nathan MacKinnon (Colorado Avalanche) and Jonathan Drouin (Tampa Bay Lightning) are making their teams and won’t be on Brent Sutter’s Canadian world junior championship team this year. Morgan Rielly in Toronto has an outside shot at sticking with the Maple Leafs as long as Cody Franson is unsigned.

Got an NHL question for Matty? Email him with one: jmatheson@edmontonjournal.com

On Twitter: @NHLbyMatty
Eakins to honour only current players in Oilers’ dressing room

Pictures of former stars are gone; only five Stanley Cup replicas remain

By Joanne Ireland, Edmonton JournalSeptember 16, 2013
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Jesse Joensuu of the Edmonton Oilers lands on his face after being upended by Calgary Flames defenceman Dennis Wideman during Saturday&#8217;s National Hockey League exhibition game at Rexall Place.
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Jones looks like his old self after playing timid last season

Oilers’ Taylor Hall tries to find the right speed to play at as a centre

EDMONTON - When new head coach Dallas Eakins refurbished the Edmonton Oilers’ dressing room, he was not sweeping out all traces of team history.

The five Stanley Cup replicas are still standing in the entry showcase and, as Eakins stated on Sunday, “that’s a great piece of history. That’s the only thing that counts.”

But many of the pictures and plaques that once decorated the walls are gone and will be replaced with more current photos.

The “Once an Oiler, always an Oiler” sign is also being relocated.

“I thought it was really important that our team be featured in that room. I’m going to do my best to make sure that there is a picture of every guy on our roster in that room somewhere,” said Eakins. “That is their dressing room. It is not Mark Messier’s dressing room, and this is no disrespect. We will definitely try and emulate the play of those teams and the success they had. I just want these guys to be comfortable with their room.”

Most of the items that have been removed will be hung in other areas of the rink, so the fans can see them. The carpet was also replaced and will soon sport a new team logo rather than the synthetic ice rink that once covered the centre of the floor. Eakins said there are other elements to be added, as well.

He also said in the end, it is still about competing when the puck drops, that you could paint “flowers and dinosaurs on the walls,” but you still have to go out and play the game.

“It’s certainly no disrespect to the players who used to be here,” said goaltender Devan Dubnyk. “There’s a lot of incredible history here that will never be forgotten, but it is nice to have the room feel like this is us now, this is our team, and that we’re going to do something special with what we have here.”

The changes don’t end with the room, either.

Eakins said that the staff will be putting the test results into play this week and players, according to their individual programs, will need to work out in the weight room or on the bike in the mornings and after games.

He said he was caught off-guard on Saturday when he went into the dressing room 20 minutes after the game and saw players in their suits already.

“This is a new routine,” he said. “That’s my routine for my teams.”

jireland@edmontonjournal.com

@jirelandEJ
Oilers’ Taylor Hall tries to find the right speed to play at as a centre

Edmonton's star left-winger fills the void in the middle while Nugent-Hopkins recovers from off-season shoulder surgery

By Joanne Ireland, Edmonton JournalSeptember 15, 2013
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Ryan Smyth of the Edmonton Oilers slips the puck past Calgary Flames goalie Karri Ramo during an National Hockey League exhibition game at Rexall Place on Sept. 14, 2013.

Ryan Smyth of the Edmonton Oilers slips the puck past Calgary Flames goalie Karri Ramo during an National Hockey League exhibition game at Rexall Place on Sept. 14, 2013.

Photograph by: Shaughn Butts, Edmonton Journal

EDMONTON - Moving from left wing to centre is nothing more than a temporary adaptation as far as Taylor Hall is concerned.

He went out for a test run on Saturday at Rexall Place, playing between Ryan Smyth and Ales Hemsky in the Edmonton Oilers’ split-squad pre-season game against the Calgary Flames and wasted no time finding the back of the net in a 6-5 shootout loss.

Twenty-four seconds after the puck dropped, Hall snapped a shot that hit goaltender Karri Ramo’s glove before trickling to the goal-line. Was it over? Maybe not, but there was no video review to determine otherwise.

The Oilers later surrendered a 5-2 lead they took into the third period.

Calgary’s early score came from Ben Street, (1:18 into the first period), then Dennis Wideman, Lance Bouma and Josh Jooris pulled Calgary to within striking distance.

Jooris, who’s had a strong training camp, sent the teams to overtime with his second goal of the game.

At the other end of the rink, Smyth, with a power-play goal on a spin-around rather than his vintage wraparound, added to the first period tally as did Kyle Platzer.

In the second, Mark Arcobello finished off a play that began with a one-timer Nail Yakupov fired at the Calgary netminder. The sophomore’s shot has not lost any of its zip and his play earned him time alongside Hall and Smyth when Hemsky left the game with an illness.

Midway through the second period, Devan Dubnyk turned the Oilers’ net over to Olivier Roy, who immediately surrendered a goal to Wideman.

Finnish recruit Jesse Joensuu chipped in his first goal as an Oiler to give Edmonton its 5-2 lead.

Sven Baertschi and Roman Horak both beat Roy in the shootout while Linus Omark and Hall, with a forehand attempt, were stopped by Ramo, who played in the Flames’ net from start to finish.

“I came in my first year, I just wanted to go all the time,” Hall said of his move to the middle. “I really had to slow my game down and make sure I wasn’t ahead of the play all the time. I got really good at that in the second and third year. Now as a centreman, you have to slow it down even more. That’s really the big thing for me. I have to pick my spots.”

Hall started strong and had some good moments, but he took three penalties, including a hooking minor in overtime. He finished with two shots on net and was an impressive 65 per cent in the faceoff circle.

Hall has no aspirations of relinquishing his regular spot in the lineup; he’s only doing what he can to fill the void left by Ryan Nugent-Hopkins, who is still recovering from off-season shoulder surgery. If more efficient candidates step up during the next two weeks, Hall will not balk for a moment.

He played centre for three games in his rookie season under head coach Tom Renney. Before that, he figured he played somewhere between 40 and 50 games in the middle with the Windsor Spitfires in junior.

“If it doesn’t work out, it doesn’t work out, but I’m having fun with it right now,” he said. “I like playing left wing. I think I’ve made it pretty obvious, but as a team, we need a centreman.

“Whether it’s me or (farm team centre Mark) Arcobello or (newcomer Will) Acton, someone is going to have to step up. If they feel one of those two guys is playing better than I am, that’s fine. I’m not going to take it as a slight.

“It’s just an experiment. I don’t think there’s a whole lot of pressure on me to do extremely well. We’re just seeing how it goes.”

Hall said it’s essential that he doesn’t complicate his game, but the start of the transition was easier with the two veterans on his wing.

“If I do get caught up ice, Smyth is a guy who can play down low and I’ve always liked playing with Hemsky. It’s just me finding a speed where I can stay level with these guys on the ice. That’s probably the hardest thing.”

Smyth, meanwhile, is determined to make the most of his time in an offensive role. There was plenty of talk on the streets of Edmonton in the off-season as to whether the veteran should even return for another season.

The 37-year-old is in the final year of his contract and hopeful he can prove last year was an anomaly. He was moved to centre at one point and later acknowledged that he struggled with the move. He was also on the penalty kill, not the power play, which limited his time in front of the net.

Where Smyth ends up this season remains to be seen. New head coach Dallas Eakins delivered the same message to Smyth that several of the Oilers received: that the slate is clean, that it’s a new start.

“He just said I’m going to give you your opportunity and you make the most of it. I’m fortunate right now to be with the guys I’m playing with,” Smyth said. “Hopefully, this can work out.

“There have been a lot of changes here, so it’s a matter of seizing the opportunity. I know I have one more year on my deal here and I want to make the most of it. I’ve always said I want to play as long as my body can hold up, and I’ve been feeling good.

“It’s not a case of keeping up to (Hall). It’s a case of getting him the puck in the right areas and letting him go. He’s a dynamic player,” continued Smyth. “By no means am I slow. I still have some jump in my step. I know what I can do and what I can contribute.

“I believe I can still be a factor offensively. I have more to give than I did last year.”

jireland@edmontonjournal.com">jireland@edmontonjournal.com

On Twitter: @jirelandEJ
Jones looks like his old self after playing timid last season

Oilers winger struggled while adjusting to a shield protecting his injured eye

By Jim Matheson, Edmonton JournalSeptember 15, 2013
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Ryan Jones of the Edmonton Oilers celebrates his goal on Calgary Flames goaltender Joey Macdonald during Saturday&#8217;s National Hockey League exhibition game at the Scotiabank Saddledome.
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Photos: Oilers and Flames battle in split-squad preseason game at Rexall Place

Oilers’ Taylor Hall tries to find the right speed to play at as a centre

Well-travelled journeyman sets up game-winner for Edmonton Oilers' split-squad in Calgary

EDMONTON - For all his quick-witted repartee on Twitter and in the dressing room, Ryan Jones is introspective about what he saw last season as he peered through a Plexiglas visor to protect the damaged retina in his left eye.

“I was timid,” said the Edmonton Oilers winger. “That’s tough, expecially for somebody like myself, when you second-guess whether you can go to the areas that made you successful. If you don’t go there, you’re basically useless out on the ice. Unfortunately, that’s the way it was for me last year.”

Off his work in Saturday’s exhibition game at Calgary, where he tipped in a Jeff Petry power-play shot and was a handful on a number of shifts with the Oilers’ best line (teaming up with Boyd Gordon and David Perron), the old Jones looks like he’s back.

“Tenacious on the puck,” said Todd Nelson, the Oklahoma City Barons coach who ran the bench at Calgary.

He was also in front of the net a lot, rewarding Nelson for his power-play generosity with the Ryan Smyth-type deflection.

“I told him he was on the power play, so he got all excited and decided to do some extra work at the morning skate,” said Nelson.

Athletes will concede a slowness of foot or a shortness of muscle, but they do not like to admit the battle gets the best of them. But Jones, who took a puck in the eye on New Year’s Eve 2012 during a workout in Minnesota with other locked-out NHL players, is no dummy. He got to the NHL on dogged work in the greasy elbows-up areas, forging a nice career and payday as a third-liner who scored an inordinate amount of goals five-on-five for his ice-time.

Last year, after getting the green light to play a month into the season, he was a very pale facsmile of the old Jones. He knows it, the fans saw it, and the Oilers management opted to give Jones a do-over when it was time to decide whether to re-sign him.

If he plays the way he can play, Jones is a very useful, versatile forward who can slide up and down a lineup. But he has to be the old Jones, pre-puck to the eye.

“I switched contacts four or five times last year, kind of trial and error, but when I wear my corrected lenses, I can see as well as before,” said Jones. “Unfortunately, I was doing it mid-season, but that’s not an excuse. I wasn’t sure if I took a hard hit to the head, whether that was it for me.

“Like they say, time heals. I was able to train as hard as any other summer. I’m going to throw some fuel in the fire and get after it.”

Jones had some trouble with light reflection last season. Would he wear a tinted visor, like Alex Ovechkin?

“I hate to jump on a bandwagon. I’m a trend-setter,” said a joking Jones. “Maybe I should have one of those holograms where I look out at people and it’s perfect, but when people look at me, they see four eyes.”

It’s taken a while for Jones to get used to the visor.

“I took a puck to the eye, needed surgery and the healing time when it was safe to play was totally different,” he said.

Jones wasn’t a visor guy until his accident.

“It would be hypocritical for me to walk around and say wear one,” he said. “People getting a puck in the eye isn’t a new thing. I’m not the first guy and, unfortunately, I won’t be the last.

“I’m a strong advocate for them now, but with the new rules this year (every new player coming into the league has to wear one), it will make it more acceptable, whether you are a skilled guy or a tough guy and I think it will spill over.”

Jones tried one when he was just starting his NHL career in Nashville and Predators coach Barry Trotz had him out in practice trying to deflect defenceman Shea Weber’s shot.

“Barry told me I had to put a visor on. ‘It’s Shea Weber shooting. You won’t have time to react to a deflection.’ I said, ‘Sure, OK.’ ”

ON THE BENCH: Free-agent signee Gordon was as advertised in the faceoff circle, winning 11 of 17 draws on Saturday. No forward had more shifts than Gordon’s 25.

jmatheson@edmontonjournal.com

Well-travelled journeyman sets up game-winner for Edmonton Oilers' split-squad in Calgary

Hamilton is a player with a big body who can kill penalties and has a knack around the net

By Jim Matheson, Edmonton JournalSeptember 15, 2013
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Ryan Jones of the Edmonton Oilers celebrates his goal on Calgary Flames goalie Joey Macdonald in the first period of Saturday&#8217;s National Hockey League exhibition game at Scotiabank Saddledome in Calgary.
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Oilers’ Yakupov sticks with No. 64 out of respect for Horcoff

Acton worked hard for opportunity to play his first NHL game

MacKinnon: Brown’s facial hair an evolving process

CALGARY — There were no stop signs on Sam Gagner’s road to the National Hockey League. He played his first game a month or so after turning 18.

But some roads to the NHL are harder than others — more detours, more construction work, more proceed with caution signs along the way. Like former Toronto Marlies captain Ryan Hamilton’s often-times tortuous health journey to where he was Saturday, on Gagner’s left wing with an Edmonton Oilers' split-squad.

Hamilton is 28 years old and has played 12 NHL league games, about 400 behind Gagner. He’s a load at six-foot-two and 230 pounds, but is still trying to find regular employment.

On Saturday, he was showing what he could do with Gagner and Jordan Eberle against a Calgary Flames’ split-squad. It wasn’t a bad place for the left-winger to start.

Hamilton was the Marlies’ captain for Dallas Eakins in the American Hockey League, so obviously, there is some trust there with the Oilers’ new head coach. It may also have been a reward for time served in the minors.

“His personality and character is second to none,” said Eakins. “If I can raise my daughters to have the same character as Ryan Hamilton, I’ve done a helluva job. But hockeywise, there’s no quit in Ryan. He’s always coming back for more.

“He’s an excellent penalty-killer and he has a great knack around the net. He had 30 goals last year in the American League. That’s not a bad thing,”

Hamilton didn’t score in the Oilers’ 3-2 victory at the Scotiabank Saddledome, but he set up the winner by Martin Marincin with five minutes left. His shot was stopped by Calgary backup goalie Toni Ortio and the defenceman raced in to bury the puck.

Ryan Jones (tip-in of a Jeff Petry power-play shot) and David Perron (25-footer off a nice Taylor Fedun feed) got the other Oilers’ goals. Calgary’s first-round draft forward Emile Poirier (scramble) and Mike Cammalleri (tap-in after Oilers goalie Richard Bachman couldn’t play the puck outside the trapezoid and Matt Stajan beat Philip Larsen to the loose puck) scored for Calgary.

Both of the Flames’ goals were on Bachman, with backup goalie Jason LaBarbera pitching a 12-shot shutout over the first 30 minutes.

Hamilton was noticeable most of the night, with three shots and two hits.

“He brings some size to the picture … and that’s well-needed as has been determined here,” said Eberle.

“He’s a heavy body who provides some tenacious forechecking. He is a presence in front of the net … and he and (fellow Marlie) Will Acton did a nice job on the penalty-kill,” said Oklahoma City head coach Todd Nelson, who handled the Oilers’ bench.

Anderson is the ultimate late-bloomer. He was undrafted, spent years and years of riding buses through minor-league stops, has had lots of injuries along the way, but continues to dig in. He got 10 late-season games with the Toronto Maple Leafs last season, so maybe the NHL door has cracked open just a bit.

For sure, the Oilers, who have speed and skill to burn, need a big body who can work the corners and get the puck around the net. If he can keep up with the racehorse NHL speed, he might make the team.

The key for Hamilton might be staying in one piece. Admittedly, he’s been in far too many doctor’s offices.

Hamilton says he’s never thrown up his hands and felt like getting a different job, even though his road has been rockier than most.

“You know what? I guess I’m stubborn or I try not to let it creep into my mind. Obviously, I’ve battled injuries,” he said. “But, it’s all about the process, all about the ride. Obviously, you wish you could get in there sooner, but there’s no complaints.”

He’s not envious of the Taylor Halls and Eberles and Gagners.

“They’re world-class players, they’re fun to watch,” he said. “Me? I played with Joel Ward in the minors in Houston and saw how his career blossomed in the NHL at a later age. He’s an example for me. You hope for something like that. You keep grinding away. I enjoy working my butt off and trying to get better every season.”

About those injuries, get out the chart.

“I had heart surgery (irregular heartbeat) where they go in through an artery one year,” he said. “I had knee surgery another year. In junior I had mono a whole year. I had a broken sternum.”

He also fell into a glass stanchion with the Marlies and, as former teammate James Reimer says, “ripped half of his face off. There were stitches everywhere, but he kept playing.”

The heart problem “caught his attention.”

“Puts things in perspective. Obviously, there’s been some tragedies (Alexei Cherepanov died in Russia during a game). Anytime somebody complains about a heart-rate, you take it very seriously, but I had the procedure done and they fixed it.”

He’ll get lots of chances during the pre-season to make the Oilers as a complimentary piece to the smaller forwards.

“I’ve always gone to the net, banging away. That’s where I usually get my goals,” he said.

He was a 30-goal in the AHL, but could that translate to the big league? He was a role player with the Leafs.

“I was on the third or fourth line. I have no trouble being a checker or a banger,” he said. “Whatever it takes.”

Time is not on Hamilton’s side.

For Nelson, Saturday’s win was his first this season while running the bench after three losses at the Young Stars tournament at Penticton, B.C., and a 4-3 exhibition loss to the University of Alberta Golden Bears.

“I got a text from (general manager) Craig MacTavish. He said, ‘About time,’ ” said Nelson.

“I asked Jonesy (Ryan Jones) if I was getting the game puck,” he added as a joke.

ON THE BENCH: Fedun had an excellent game on the Oilers’ back end, playing with Nick Schultz. He had two assists in almost 20 minutes of work. Fedun is a longshot to make the team because he’s got a two-way contract, but he looks much more comfortable with the puck than he did the training camp where he broke his ankle in 2011 … The best Oilers line by lots was Boyd Gordon with Jones and Perron … Ex-Oil Kings centre Travis Ewanyk had a brief second-period scrap.

jmatheson@edmontonjournal.com
Oilers’ Yakupov sticks with No. 64 out of respect for Horcoff

Sophomore could have switched to the No. 10 jersey he has previously worn

By Joanne Ireland, Edmonton JournalSeptember 14, 2013

Story

Photos ( 1 )

Nail Yakupov of the Edmonton Oilers checks out the action before hitting the ice during the NHL team&#8217;s training camp at Millenium Place in Sherwood Park on Thursday.
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EDMONTON - It would have been an easy switch, given that the No. 10 jersey is available.

It’s the number Nail Yakupov has had regularly stitched onto his jerseys in the past. Yet he has no intention of making that change now that Shawn Horcoff has been traded from the Edmonton Oilers to the Dallas Stars.

Yakupov said on Friday he’ll continue to wear 64, chosen last year because the six and four digits add up to 10. The decision was made because he wanted to pay respect to Horcoff’s tenure with the team and because he wanted to carve out his own identity.

“He played a lot of years here. Forever ... I want the fans to know Horc for No. 10,” Yakupov said after Friday’s training camp scrimmage.

Yakupov will play alongside Mark Arcobello and Linus Omark again on Saturday when one group of Oilers plays the Calgary Flames in an exhibition game at Rexall Place while another squad plays in Calgary.

“I had 64 in my first year and that was actually good year for me ... so I’ll still wear 64,” he said.

Despite the signs of maturity, there’s still a boyishness that continues to personify the winger. Take his recap of the day he found out he was not one of the three finalists for the rookie of the year honours, despite a late-season flourish that pushed him to the top of the rookie scoring list.

Yakupov finished the 48-game lockout-shortened season with 17 goals and 14 assists. The Florida Panthers’ Jonathan Huberdeau (14 goals, 17 assists) won the Calder Memorial Trophy.

“At the time, I was with my buddies playing a computer game on-line. There were, like, seven of us,” Yakupov said. “I got the message from the NHL and I thought, ‘OK, whatever.’ And I went back to playing the game.

“It wasn’t that big a thing for me. Everybody thought I was so pissed, that I’m not happy about it. But it’s OK. It happened. It’s not a sprint. It’s a marathon. You have to play more years like (agent) Igor Larionov said. You just have to work hard every day, every year.”

Drafted first overall in 2012, Yakupov didn’t want to waste much time talking about his rookie campaign, although he did say his biggest takeaway was that he had to work harder than he expected when he first stepped into the NHL.

It wasn’t like he didn’t put in the time last year. Often, he was the last one off the practice ice and he was a regular in the gym, but he said there’s still room for improvement. He’s also got his sights set on making the Russian Olympic team, which means a solid start is imperative.

“It is easy this year, though,” he said. “Last year, I didn’t know anything about the NHL. Everything was different. Life was different. Now I’ve had four months here, I know the guys, I know the coaches, I know what I have to do now.”

Head coach Dallas Eakins admitted he’s already got a good gauge of Yakupov’s passion for the game and was equally impressed with what he saw when the sophomore and Omark scored in the shootout to propel the Blue team to victory.

“The thing I really love about Yakupov is his passion for the game,” said Eakins. “I think he’s one of those guys that ... if there were a bunch of kids playing out on the street, he might go out and play with them.”

Yakupov, who turns 20 on Oct. 6, will once again remain under the comfortable wing of his mother, who is returning to Edmonton again with his sister. He also returned to Edmonton following a month of training with Larionov, who brings several Russian players into Detroit during the off-season.

“It’s always going to be one thing with me; it’s always going to be more,” Eakins said of his expectations for Yakupov this season. “I don’t like limits. So if he is a 25-goal guy, we want 30. If he gets 30, we’ll want 35. It will never end.

“The one thing with him is that we firmly want him to understand our plan that is in place. When the other team finally does get the puck off of us, it’s about how we’re going to get it back very quickly. We’ll teach him that, and it will be the same teaching process for the whole team.”

jireland@edmontonjournal.com

On Twitter: @jirelandEJ
MacKinnon: Brown’s facial hair an evolving process

Oilers enforcer currently sports a modified handlebar moustache

By John MacKinnon, Edmonton JournalSeptember 14, 2013
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Edmonton Oilers forward Mike Brown shares a laugh with teammates during a training camp practice at Sherwood Park on Thursday.
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EDMONTON - Oooh, la moustache!

Edmonton Oilers winger Mike Brown grew one in the off-season and it’s a doozy. Brown’s is a modified handlebar reminiscent of the one featured in the 1970s and ’80s by Oakland A’s relief pitcher Rollie Fingers, complete with waxed tips.

As a concession to training camp, Brown trimmed the tips, so they don’t curl up with a flourish. They just sort of straighten into sharp points.

“With the wax on the ends, I think it looks really classy,” said Oilers veteran winger Ryan Smyth, who knows something about signature hair styling.

“Lanny’s (McDonald, the longtime Calgary Flames star) is the best. It’s hard to top that one, but it’s a close second.”

The Hall of Famer McDonald’s moustache is his signature: a bushy, red (now silver) Walrus-style growth, not unlike that sported by former New York Yankees reliever Sparky Lyle.

Let’s face it, if McDonald were still playing in the age of social media, his iconic moustache would have its own Twitter account. McDonald’s is the sort of moustache that must make those inclined to grow one wonder what’s the use.

Sculpted facial hair is part of Brown’s presentation of self; also, just not any particular moustache, goatee or beard.Since Brown is an energy forward and enforcer for the Oilers, an obvious question was whether he went all Snidely Whiplash to present a more intimidating visage to the opposition.

You think of, say, Al Hrabosky, The Mad Hungarian who sported a Fu Manchu ’stache as a reliever for the St. Louis Cardinals, the better to put the fear of God into opposing batters. In the same vein, Hrabosky would hunker behind the pitcher’s mound in furious moments of self-talk, trying to psych himself up for the one-on-one battle ahead of him.

You also wonder, what is it with relief pitchers and facial hair? From Rich Gossage (also the Fu Manchu) to Jeff Reardon’s beard to Lyle to current reliever Brian Wilson and his House of David full beard, it’s almost obligatory with those athletes.

Among NHL tough guys, you think of big ol’ George Parros, now throwin’ ’em for the Montreal Canadiens. His Black Bart moustache, goatee, flowing mullet and on-the-job enthusiasm camouflage the fact that Parros is a product of the Ivy League, a graduate of Princeton University.

What motivated Brown to install a little flair, a hairy sneer on his face for the upcoming season?

“I get bored of just shaving my face every day, same thing,” said Brown, one of those men blessed (cursed?) with a facility for facial hair growth. “It doesn’t grow that fast, it just grows thick.

“I always do something different. There’s no rhyme or reason. I support the Movember (movement where participats grow a moustache to raise money for cancer research), obviously. I always have some facial hair.

“I had the Fu Manchu for a few years. I grow a beard every once in a while. This was just something I did at the beginning of the summer.

“Things like this ... I like it and I keep it for a little while and then I just change it up again. It has nothing to do with (being a tough guy). It’s something I do. If I didn’t play hockey, I would grow a beard or something. My dad has a beard almost down to his stomach ... he’s had it my whole life. Maybe it’s genetic.”

Brown had a beard going for a while, but shaved it into the handlebar one morning because that was what he was feeling. He already had a supply of moustache wax that was suppled by the “Movember guys a while ago, but I had never really used it. I thought, ‘Oh, moustache wax, let’s put it into play.’ ”

If this shaving and waxing sounds high maintenance, fuhgedaboudit.

“This is the easiest thing I’ve had,” said Brown.

And the hardest?

“Just a long beard. You’ve got to brush it all the time, shampoo it, all that stuff.”

He sported the long beard during the lockout in 2004-05, a six-month growth for charity to raise awareness of Movember in Toronto, when he played for the Maple Leafs.

“That six-month mark was terrible, wetting it and drying it all the time, brushing it. This is easy. Shower, wax it, done.”

How long does he give the handlebar moustache as a facial fixture?

“I have no idea. Until I get sick of it. It’s going to change all the time, I really have no idea. Hair, I change all time, too.”

He had what he calls a mullet-hawk a few years back — a mullet in back with a Mohawk on top, the young Ryan Smyth meets Robert De Niro in Taxi Driver.

“That was pretty goofy,” Brown said.

His current creation is stylish and provides a certain visual cachet, as Smyth noted.

We’ll see how long it lasts before boredom sets in and Brown’s razor comes out.

jmackinnon@edmontonjournal.com

On Twitter:@rjmackinnon
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Acton worked hard for opportunity to play his first NHL game

Son of Oilers associate coach has his father&#8217;s fire for the game, but not his skill level

By Jim Matheson, Edmonton JournalSeptember 13, 2013
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Offical roster photo of Will Acton when he signed a minor league conract with the Toronto Maple Leafs in 2011.
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EDMONTON - Edmonton Oilers coach Dallas Eakins says centre Will Acton is like “a smell that won’t go away.”

Eakins means that in a good way with the soon-to-be 26-year-old Acton, whose journey to the big leagues starts Saturday night in his first NHL game. The Oilers have split their squad into two for a pair of exhibition games with the Calgary Flames, with one group including the centre Acton at the Scotiabank Saddledome and the other at Rexall Place.

Acton is the son of Oilers associate coach Keith Acton, who won a Stanley Cup with Edmonton in 1988 as a feisty, skilled pivot. He isn’t just window dressing at this training camp. Realistically, he could be the Oilers’ fourth centre this season if he beats out Anton Lander.

Eakins, who coached Will Acton with the American Hockey League’s Toronto Marlies, admittedly has a soft spot for the late-bloomer, who was never drafted and fell into the pro game after graduating from Lake Superior State with a degree in finance and economics. This is a guy who was still cleaning members’ clubs in the backshop at a golf course in Toronto for about $10 an hour, even after getting his first pro sniff with the Marlies.

While Eakins admires the skill set of a Taylor Hall, Sam Gagner or Jordan Eberle, all first-round picks, he has a different admiration for the never-say-die guys like Acton and fellow Marlie forward Ryan Hamilton, who will also be part of the Oilers’ squad in Calgary.

“You admire them differently. I was sitting in the seats admiring how they (Gagner, Hall, Eberle, Nail Yakupov) would handle wobbling pucks in the air and get them right on their tape and they wouldn’t miss a stride,” Eakins said about Friday’s scrimmage. “But to see guys who weren’t drafted, still sniffing around (the NHL) ... that’s what you want to see from all of your guys.

“If you can get that (competitive level) not just from the workhorses, but the lifeblood of the team from your skilled guys and get that sort of grit, they’ll take their games to another level.”

Acton is a genuine feel-good story. There is no pretense to him. His dad is Eakins’ righthand man, but if he makes the Oilers, it’ll be on his blue-jeans work ethic, not his genes.

“From the time I was 14 or 15, I was trying to make the Single A team back home … I was always the guy on the bubble, but I always seemed to find a way to bring something to the table,” Acton said.

“In school, there were always players a lot better than me, but I always tried to make an impression. There’s other things to help a team than getting the game-winner.”

Keith Action, who played more than 1,000 NHL games, scored a game-winner for the Oilers in Game 1 of the 1988 final against the Boston Bruins and was prominent in the Oilers’ group celebration on the ice after their Stanley Cup victory.

“He’s got a picture of that hanging in the basement and I always kid him that I’ve never seen him smile that much. And he made sure he was right up front. He wasn’t going to be hanging out in the back,” said a joking Will, who doesn’t have his dad’s skill, but inherited Keith’s fire for the game.

“My dad didn’t get out to see me much because he was coaching, but when he did, after games, he’d pull me into the garage when we got home and we had two sticks whacking each other,” said Will.

“I got the tryout with the Marlies when they had a lot of injuries at the end of the year and they’d been eliminated from the playoffs. They said I might get some games, but if somebody came back (from the injured list), I’d be the first one out the door.

“I took it as a great opportunity. Luckily, I made my mark there and made the team the following year.

“I’m certainly not comfortable by any means, but that’s a good thing. I’m trying not to think too much of this being my first NHL game,” Will said.

jmatheson@edmontonjournal.com
Staples: Maturing Oilers look to engineer big wins this season

Kids line and company entering stage of career where losing should not be an option

By David Staples, Edmonton JournalSeptember 13, 2013
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Edmonton Oilers&#8217; Ryan Nugent-Hopkins, left, Taylor Hall, Jordan Eberle and Corey Potter, right, celebrate a goal against the Nashville Predators during their NHL game in Edmonton on Oct. 17, 2011. The maturing Oilers roster are will looking to engineer big wins for the 2013-14 NHL season.
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Fresh start for Oilers goalie Dubnyk

The core of the Edmonton Oilers — Taylor Hall, Jordan Eberle, Ryan Nugent-Hopkins, Justin Schultz and Nail Yakupov — will be the same age this season as the core players of other similarly built teams in their turn-around seasons, the years when those teams finally put mediocrity behind them.

In other words, youth is no longer an excuse for the Oilers. This team is now starting its peak years. If it can’t manage a turn-around season in 2013-14, where the Oilers at least fight to get into the playoffs until the very last days of the regular season, it’s a sure sign that Edmonton’s rebuild is off-track.

This year, as of Feb. 1, 2014, the ages of the Oilers’ core players will be: Eberle, 23; Hall, 22; Nugent-Hopkins, 20; Schultz, 23; Yakupov, 20; Sam Gagner, 24; David Perron, 25; Ladislav Smid, 27; Jeff Petry, 26; Ales Hemsky, 30; and Devan Dubnyk, 27.

In 2006-07, when the Pittsburgh Penguins shot up from mediocrity to ninth overall in the NHL, Sidney Crosby was just 19; Marc-Andre Fleury, 22; Kris Letang, 19; Evgeni Malkin, 20; Sergei Gonchar, 32; Ryan Malone, 27; Brooks Orpik, 26; Rob Scuderi, 28; Jordan Staal, 18; Maxime Talbot, 22; and Ryan Whitney, 23.

Two years later, much of that same core group won the Stanley Cup.

In 2007-08, the Chicago Blackhawks moved up from the depths of the league to finish one spot out of the playoffs in the Western Conference. That year, the ages of the Blackhawks’ core players were: Duncan Keith, 24; Patrick Kane, 19; Brent Seabrook, 22; Patrick Sharp, 26; Jonathan Toews, 19; Dave Bolland, 21; Dustin Byfuglien, 22; Martin Havlat, 26; Niklas Hjalmarsson, 20; and Andrew Ladd, 22.

Two years after the Blackhawks’ breakout year, and then again this past season, the core of that team led Chicago to Stanley Cup wins.

Then there’s the Washington Capitals and the Los Angeles Kings.

In 2006-07, the Caps were out of the playoffs, last in the lowly Southeast Division with just 70 points. One year later, Washington turned the corner, winning 43 games and earning 94 points. On that team, Niklas Backstrom was 20; Alexander Ovechkin 22; Mike Green, 22; Olaf Kolzig, 37; Viktor Kozlov, 32; Brooks Laich, 24; Jeff Schutlz, 21; and Alex Semin, 23.

The Capitals have now been in the playoffs six straight years.

The Kings were a mediocre team from 2002-09, six years out of the playoffs. Finally, in 2009-10, Los Angeles made the playoffs, earning 101 points.

That year the ages of the Kings’ core players were: Drew Doughty, 20; Anze Kopitar, 22; Jonathan Quick, 24; Dustin Brown, 25; Matt Greene, 26; Michal Handzus, 32; Jack Johnson, 23; Rob Scuderi, 31; Jarret Stoll, 27; and Justin Williams, 28.

This Kings have since made the playoffs four straight years. They won the Stanley Cup in 2011-12.

Can the Oilers engineer a similar kind of turn-around? Expectations are certainly high.

This week, hockey writer Kevin Allen of USA Today took a poll of players on which NHL team will become a powerhouse, with the Oilers the runaway leader. Wrote Allen: “USA Today Sports surveyed 29 top NHL players and asked them to choose one team that will rise up to be a powerhouse in three seasons. The Oilers received 16 votes. No other team picked up more than five votes.”

In a Cult of Hockey poll this week, 86 per cent of respondents said they thought the Oilers would become an NHL powerhouse within three years.

In looking at these comparisons to successful teams, it’s fair to say the Oilers don’t have a goalie as good as Quick or a forward as good as Ovechkin, Toews or Crosby, or a defenceman as good as Doughty.

As a result, one might argue that the Oilers shouldn’t be expected to contend for the playoffs this year, and that a finish around 20th overall in the NHL is plenty good enough.

But it’s also fair to say that while the Oilers might lack one or two players who are the very best at the NHL, few of the other turn-around teams had such depth in terms of their attacking talent. Hall, Eberle, Nugent-Hopkins, Yakupov and Schultz are a remarkable group to come together at one time for one team.

That said, if the Oilers again go sideways this year or improve only a bit, don’t expect the best, expect something with a much less happy ending.

The time for the Oilers to start winning is today.
Fresh start for Oilers goalie Dubnyk

With No. 1 job his to lose, Oilers goalie can relax while prepping for season opener

By Joanne Ireland, Edmonton JournalSeptember 12, 2013
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Oilers goalie Devan Dubnyk takes a break during team practice Thursday at Russ Barnes Arena.
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EDMONTON - In training camps past, Devan Dubnyk admits he was an irredeemable hand-wringer. He’d replay every goal that got by him during the scrimmages and in the exhibition games, never quite sure where his actions had left him in the pecking order.

But he’s not only come into this camp knowing he’ll start in goal on Oct. 1 when the Edmonton Oilers open their season against the Winnipeg Jets, he’ll also have had the advantage of a full training camp.

Last January, after the lockout ended, the teams held abbreviated camps before they charged into a compacted 48-game schedule. Dubnyk, who couldn’t find a place to sharpen his game during the work stoppage, had only the Spengler Cup for a warm-up.

“Without those few games, I don’t know how I would have fared,” he said. “This will definitely be better. By the time the puck drops for real, after all the exhibition games, I’ll have a pretty good feel for game situations.

“As weird as it sounds, it’s that game-day preparation. That first Spengler Cup game, it was like I was trying to remember what it was that I did. I was thinking my way through my routine rather than just doing it.”

By the end of the December tournament, Dubnyk had his old routine down pat, from the number of shots he took in the pre-game skate to the stretches he needed in the warm-up. It helped quell some of the nerves when the puck dropped on Jan. 20 and he collected a season-opening 3-2 shootout win over the Vancouver Canucks.

This fall, the Oilers have eight exhibition games and 20 days to ready themselves for their opener.

“When I come to camp now, it’s more about getting ready to play and preparing for that first game of the season instead of worrying so much about every single second you’re on the ice, and how many goals you’re letting in at practice,” Dubnyk continued after the club’s first on-ice session Thursday at Millennium Place in Sherwood Park. “I can just focus on making sure that I take a path from now until Oct. 1.

“In the past, I’d go through all of camp thinking about every single puck that goes in. At the same time, there’s still pressure there. It’s just different.”

Dubnyk played 38 games last season, maybe more than he would have had Nikolai Khabibulin not been on his way back from off-season hip surgery. Dubnyk finished with a .920 save percentage, a 2.57 goals-against average, then listened to the off-season talk that new general manager Craig MacTavish was pursuing the likes of Jonathan Bernier and Cory Schneider.

In the end, the Oilers signed free-agent Jason LaBarbera while Khabibulin rejoined the Chicago Blackhawks.

Dubnyk, who will earn US$3.75 million in this, the final year of his contract, doesn’t yet know how his season will break down in terms of the number of starts he’ll make but he knows he’ll be sharing the net with his off-season training partner.

“I fully expect him to go out and play great whenever he plays. He was a little under-appreciated in Phoenix so this is good chance for him here,” said Dubnyk. “It’s a good chance for us both. You need wins from both to make the playoffs.

“It’s just fun to get back out there and start playing for real. Summer hockey gets old pretty fast. That said, for whatever reason, I still had some nerves for the first 10-15 minutes because we’re doing it for real again.”

jireland@edmontonjournal.com
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This Finn’s an Edmonton Oilers fan

New forward Jesse Joensuu glad for chance at regular spot in the NHL with team he grew up cheering for

By Jim Matheson, Edmonton JournalSeptember 12, 2013
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New Edmonton Oilers forward Jesse Joensuu stretches following practice during training camp on Thursday, Sept. 12, 2013, at Millenium Place in Sherwood Park.
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EDMONTON - Jesse Joensuu has admired the Edmonton Oilers since he was in elementary school, growing up in the small city of Pori, population 80,000, which is located on the west coast of Finland, miles and miles from The House That Wayne Gretzky Built.

Coming here is legitimately the stuff of dreams for Joensuu, who turns 26 next month.

The forward who was signed to a two-year, one-way contract by the Oilers is slated to play regularly in the same rink in which No. 99, Finnish great Jari Kurri and, yes, his current teammate Ryan Smyth have plied their trade.

“I became a fan of the Oilers when I got Wayne Gretzky’s book when I was 10 years old ... there was something about how Gretzky spoke of Edmonton,” Joensuu said as the Oilers hit the ice in Sherwood Park for the first time in preparation for the upcoming 2013-14 NHL season. “It was like heaven on earth to me when I was a 10-year-old. We had about seven or eight teams in the city from years five to eight and the teams were named for NHL clubs. My side of the city was the Edmonton Oilers.”

Joensuu said he read Kurri’s autobiography (translated into English by your friendly correspondent) from cover to cover, too. Mandatory reading for all Finnish kids, right?

“In the beginning, I was more of a Gretzky fan, but when I started realizing my own origins, I started respecting and being more proud what Kurri did for Finland,” Joensuu said.

The Oilers’ signing of Joensuu right after NHL free agency started July 5 was unexpected.

The team pursued, wooed and won Andrew Ference’s signature on a contract and secured gritty centre Boyd Gordon, but Joensuu’s signing was a surprise. He had played 177 AHL games with little to show for spot duty with the New York Islanders, who drafted him with a second-round pick in 2006. By his own admission, Joensuu didn’t do enough (42 games in 2010-2011, nine points was his best look with the Isles), but they just weren’t into him. The feeling was mutual, actually.

“I struggled a lot with the coach I had for the first two and a half seasons there. We never connected,” Joensuu said of his time with the Islanders under bench boss Scott Gordon, who is now an assistant to Randy Carlisle with the Toronto Maple Leafs. “Part of it was my fault (not playing well) but I went to Sweden (HV71 in Jonkoping in 2011-2012) and it saved my career.”

“I wanted to enjoy hockey again and get the best out of my body and ability to play. I didn’t want to play in the AHL anymore, because of the money and there were so many nights when we played in buildings that had 100 fans.”

Tired of playing on two-way contracts, playing in Sweden rekindled his love for the game, but he came back to the Islanders last season. He wrangled a one-way NHL deal off his play in Europe in 2011-2012 but got hurt playing in Pori during the lockout, suffering a sports hernia. He got into seven late-season Islanders games. He threw his weight around and even had eight shots during his NHL return in an early April game against Tampa Bay, showing flashes of his strong European play.

The Isles were lukewarm on bringing him back, though — “They had no interest in resigning me,” Joensuu said —

Instead, the Oilers called in the lead-up to free-agency when teams were granted a window to talk to UFA’s.

The six-foot-four, 209-pound Joensuu could be a big-body third- or fourth-line winger.

Again in a city he’s loved for as long as he can remember.

“Edmonton is a hockey town and Long Island was a hockey place,” said Joensuu, who is wearing No. 6.

“Everybody is passionate about hockey. It’s a good extra for your game when you know everybody in the city cares about you.”

Got an NHL question for Hockey Hall of Fame writer Matheson? 

Email: jmatheson@edmontonjournal.com

On Twitter: @NHLbyMatty
MacKinnon: Thoughtful Mr. Ference strong candidate for Oilers captaincy

Veteran defenceman promotes environmentalism, gay rights and strong leadership on and off the ice
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Edmonton Oilers&#8217; Andrew Ference takes a breath during training camp at Millenium Place in Sherwood Park on Thursday.

Edmonton Oilers’ Andrew Ference takes a breath during training camp at Millenium Place in Sherwood Park on Thursday.
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Matheson: 10 questions before Edmonton Oilers training camp

Grebeshkov returns for another stint with Oilers

MacKinnon: Eakins wants his Oilers to be tough, fit big boys

Sherwood Park — Three days after Edmonton Oilers head coach Dallas Eakins joined a pre-dawn fitness “flash mob” led by Andrew Ference, the veteran defenceman skated through his coach’s baseline endurance test Wednesday with the rest of his teammates as training camp began at Millennium Place.

“His was good,” the 34-year-old Ference said of the high-tech stops-and-starts session that Eakins, a first-year NHL head man, opened camp with. “I think his excludes a lot of people that mine doesn’t.”

Ference scores high on the core value of inclusion, whether it’s leading average citizens in early-morning stair runs, doing pushups and jumping jacks, educating other NHL players in how to minimize their carbon footprint, or being part of a cohesive, successful and professional hockey team.

It’s a key reason he is one of a cluster of strong candidates — including Taylor Hall, Jordan Eberle and Sam Gagner — for the Oilers captaincy, which was vacated when longtime captain Shawn Horcoff was traded to the Dallas Stars in the off-season. Not that he’s fixated on that outcome.

“You spend enough time on successful teams you realize that it’s an honour to have letters on your jersey, but — it sounds a bit clichéd — it’s a group leadership thing that successful teams have,” Ference said. “Never should that elevate you to a different level of having more of a voice in the room, or your opinion being any more important.

“The most effective teams I’ve been on have had input from the fourth-line guys, from the young guys, from the old guys, from the coach. And they’re listened to and respected.”

Thoughtful Mr. Ference has spoken about more than just hockey-related issues.

For example, Ference talked about the intervention by Brian Burke, the new Calgary Flames president of hockey operations, and the ongoing international debate over Russia’s anti-gay propaganda law that was passed June.

Burke, whose late son Brendan was gay, has been a passionate voice for gay rights. As is his son, Patrick, who helped found the You Can Play charity that champions gay rights in sport.

Sports Illustrated recently published Brian Burke’s powerful denunciation of what is happening in President Vladimir Putin’s Russia, less than six months away from the 2014 Winter Olympics in Sochi.

Ference believes the overarching hockey family has become more socially aware in recent years, partly as a reflection of changes in society and partly owing to the leadership of people like the Burkes.

“You know, the league and the world has changed,” Ference said. “The new crop that comes in every year are not the same as the guys from 20 years ago.

“Now, I think guys are growing up in a world where it’s wrong to exclude people. And you’re growing up with friends that are open about being gay or lesbian.

“I look at my own daughters and her school in Boston. In her class alone, she had, I think, three same-sex couple parents. So, that’s the world they grow up in.

“How could they ever see that as right to exclude those people?”

Ference cares about community. He has made thoughtful contributions wherever he has played, including his work with the NHL Players’ Association’s Carbon Neutral Challenge, a project born of conversations he had with environmentalist and mentor David Suzuki.

In Boston, Ference has worked with the city’s recycling, bike share programs and a campaign that promotes less car use. And the November Project, which is a mass appeal fitness movement he imported to Edmonton from Boston.

“As an athlete, you have a huge platform,” Ference said. “And your actions definitely speak louder than words.”

When it was suggested to him that, even in 2013, his socially aware approach to life remains far from commonplace, Ference said: “I think it isn’t commonplace, but I think it’s a bit ridiculous that it isn’t. Because I think we are a huge part of the community.”

Ference said the personal benefits of what has come to be called “giving back,” are massive as well.

“You get rid of that barrier of I’ve got my little bubble, please stay out of it,” he said. “There’s no need for that.”

Ference has cultivated “a ton of friendships outside of hockey” that are built on a foundation of community involvement, not pro hockey.

“People get over the B.S. of getting an autograph, or something like that, because they realize they can just have a conversation with you,” Ference said.

Any wonder he’s a strong candidate for captain of the Oilers?

jmackinnon@edmontonjournal.com

Twitter.com/rjmackinnon

Check out my blog at edmontonjournal.com/Sweatsox

Facebook.com/edmontonjournalsports
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From left, Edmonton Oilers players including Ales Hemsky, left, Ladislav Smid, third from left, and Boyd Gordon, right, take part in fitness testing during the first day of training camp at Rexall Place on Sept. 11, 2013.
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Golden Bears down Edmonton Oilers prospects

MacKinnon: Oilers prospects look to make a mark as training camp opens

Oilers’ Hall to be a centre of attention

When you haven’t made the NHL playoffs since Sam Gagner was 17 and not old enough to legally consume a beer in Alberta, there are obviously more questions than answers with the Edmonton Oilers.

Thankfully, new head coach Dallas Eakins is already a scribe’s delight.

“I’m not looking for son-in-laws here, I’m looking guys who can win hockey games,” Eakins said when asked what he expects from his team.

Here are 10 questions to ponder for the next three weeks of training camp:

1. Can Taylor Hall make the shift to centre, while Ryan Nugent-Hopkins continues rehab from shoulder surgey, and perform at a standard that could be compared to Jonathan Toews? The idea for Hall at centre came from Eakins over the summer — a spitball that might work. “You guys are making too much of this. It’s just hockey. I should have thought this might happen months ago when Nuge had his surgery,” Hall said.

2. Who plays with Justin Schultz on the top defensive pairing? It was Schultz and Nick Schultz for much of last season, but that might change. Look for Eakins to experiment but keep coming back to putting Andrew Ference with Justin Schultz. Ference has won a Stanley Cup and has further experience in two other Cup finals.

3. Before Hall, Jordan Eberle or Sam Gagner get to wear the captain’s “C” will Ference become a temporary place holder when the Oilers hit the rink for their first regular season game against the Winnipeg Jets on Oct. 1? Ference is the odds-on choice. He wore an “A” for the Boston Bruins, the NHL’s second best team last year. He talks, he leads, he’s a respected NHLer. It is a choice Eakins must make, but Ference has the inside track. Eakins won’t be rushed into appointing a captain, however.

4. Who’s Jesse Joensuu? They gave this six-foot-four, 209-pound Finnish winger a two-year, one-way contract as an unrestricted free agent after he played 67 NHL games, and made 15 points with the New York Islanders over four seasons. What did they see that the Islanders didn’t? Can he be better than compatriot Teemu Hartikainen, who left the Oilers in the off-season to play in the KHL?

5. What will happen with forward Mark Arcobello, the most consistent player in the Oklahoma City Barons AHL playoff campaign last season? Arcobello scored 88 points in 91 games last year, including the playoffs. He’s listed at five-foot-nine and 165 pounds, but he’s a gamer. Could he make himself into a fourth-liner, if need be, just to get to the NHL?

6. Can Linus Omark, the scoring leader in the Swiss League last season, find a spot as one of the 13 or 14 forwards? The Oilers are rich in skill already, but Omark deserves a very good look. He’s worthy of a spot in the NHL.

7. Where does a much trimmer-looking winger Ben Eager, now 225 pounds not 240, fit after being banished to Oklahoma City for the final months of last season when he cleared waivers? He can still hit, skate (he’d be top five on the Oilers) and score some. He can also protect people. Could he make the fourth line? Absolutely, if he can stay healthy. He’s spent too much time in the training room the last few years.

8. Will the media see any doughnuts on the table outside the dressing room through training camp or are we stuck with celery sticks, mini carrots and pineapple chunks for morning practices at the rink now that the health-conscious Eakins is on the scene? Eakins said no to the crullers Wednesday.

9. Can Will Acton — new associate coach Keith Acton’s son — make it as a fourth-line centre now that he is done playing for Lake Superior State college in the U.S.? He is 26 years old and has forged a reputation as a tireless worker and very good faceoff man for Eakins’ former Toronto (AHL) Marlies. “He’s like a smell that won’t go away,” said Eakins, who loves his work ethic. Could he bump Anton Lander as fourth-line centre? Sure.

10. Will Oscar Klefbom — who has played against men in the Swedish Elite League but is coming off shoulder surgery — make the top seven or eight on defence or will he have to start in the AHL for some education to the North American game? The Oilers may feel Klefbom can eventually play with Justin Schultz, but the back end is deeper than it’s ever been, with a whack of guys on one-way contracts, something Klefbom doesn’t have.

Got an NHL question for Hockey Hall of Fame writer Matheson? Email: jmatheson@edmontonjournal.com

On Twitter: @NHLbyMatty
Golden Bears down Edmonton Oilers prospects

By Jim Matheson, Edmonton JournalSeptember 11, 2013
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Brandon Baddock of the Edmonton Oiler prospects, is hit by Zack Dailey of the University of Alberta Golden Bears in a exhibition hockey game at Clare Drake Arena in Edmonton.
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Brandon Baddock of the Edmonton Oiler prospects, is hit by Zack Dailey of the University of Alberta Golden Bears in a exhibition hockey game at Clare Drake Arena in Edmonton.
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MacKinnon: Oilers prospects look to make a mark as training camp opens

Oilers’ Hall to be a centre of attention

EDMONTON - So what did we learn from the renewal of the rivalry between the Edmonton Oilers rookies and the University of Alberta Golden Bears that started 25 years ago at the hockey barn named for the legendary Clare Drake?

(1) Bears forward Sean Ringrose, who had the game-winner in 2009 before the battle went on a hiatus, had the deciding goal again Tuesday in Alberta’s 4-3 victory — one of his three against Oilers goalie Tyler Bunz, who gave up all four goals in only 17 shots over 30 minutes.

(2) Oilers first-round draft pick Darnell Nurse will never be a bystander when a teammate goes down. He rushed to Oscar Klefbom’s defence at the first-period buzzer to try to even the score after Klefbom was steamrollered by Travis Toomey with the puck nowhere in sight.

(3) Klefbom was a target much of the night, taking an elbow to the kisser from Levko Koper with five minutes left. There was no penalty on the play.

(4) Todd Nelson — the Oklahoma City Barons coach who looked after the rookies through the prospects tournament in Penticton and against the Bears — didn’t make one victory speech in four games. But his team, which lost Yale grad Andrew Miller to an undisclosed injury just before game time, then Kale Kessy to a knee injury in the first period, showed more control than the Bears, who were sneaky dirty. Koper got away with his elbow on Klefbom and defenceman Thomas Carr plowed tough guy Todd Bilcke’s face into the boards in the first period with a blindside hit and didn’t get tossed out.

Oh, and one more thing. The Golden Bears hockey program pocketed about $90,000 from the 3,009 in the seats, paying $30 a seat. A nice win on the ice, and a huge windfall for the hockey squad — like a 50-50 win at an Eskimos game.

Greg Chase (Calgary Hitmen), Brandon Baddock (Edmonton Oil Kings camp invitee) and Reid Petryk (Everett Silvertips) scored for the Oilers — the first two on Kurtis Mucha, the Bears’ No. 1 goalie last year and the third against newcomer Luke Siemens, who played in Prince Albert. Siemens only saw four shots in his 29 minutes work.

“The guys all stuck up for one another, right to the end,” said Nelson, who didn’t like the hit on Bilcke at all. He instructed his guys to turn the other cheek, but it was hard. Again, the Bears were the nastier team in this one. Often in past Bears-Oilers games, it has been the Oilers kids losing their cool.

Nurse had his best game before main camp starts Thursday morning with on-ice sessions. He moved the puck nicely and wanted to fight Toomey.

“You see something like that, 10 times out of 10 I’m rushing in. I’m standing up for my teammates,” said Nurse.

If that had been in the Ontario Hockey League all hell would have broken loose. But if you fight in the CIS, you get tossed out, so the Bears don’t drop their mitts very often.

“In junior, guys drop their gloves and stand up for themselves, but in this situation, this is how it goes.”

Nelson was tickled by Nurse’s game.

“At times he was very dominant, making some great plays at the offensive blue-line,” said Nelson.

“It’s good to get my feet wet (rookie games). Now I’m excited for the main camp,” said the first-round choice Nurse.

Klefbom shrugged off the hits. “The first one? A little bit late, I’d say, but that’s hockey. No puck (by me) but what can you do? The second one (elbow). You should be prepared for that, that was a hard one,” said Klefbom, who fell to his knees, trying to shake out the cobwebs.

If Klefbom was blindsided a few times, so were the referees. They missed a goal by Ben Lindemulder that went through the net on Bunz.

ON THE BENCH: Martin Gernat dressed as a seventh defenceman when Miller was a late scratch. Nelson was going to play Miller and Jujhar Khaira on the wing, flanking second-round draft Marc-Olivier Roy, but Khaira has a bruised shoulder and couldn’t go. Khaira played centre in Penticton but might move to wing at main camp … Oilers assistant coach Kelly Buchberger is recovering from rotator cuff surgery when his son ran him over playing hockey and the former Cup winner’s arm got extended … Russian free-agent signee defenceman Anton Belov is still waiting to get his visa stamped to enter the country. He’s iffy to be on the ice for the first sessions Thursday, with a long flight here … Oil Kings winger Mitch Moroz, who had knee surgery this summer and didn’t play in Penticton at the prospects camp, is skating but his conditioning might be off right now … As of today, the Oilers haven’t extended any professional tryout offers to camp to any free-agent NHLers, unlike several other teams, like Philadelphia, which has Dan Cleary coming in and Ryan Whitney in St. Louis. Anxious players are calling general manager Craig MacTavish, though … Hockey Canada’s new chief scout Ryan Jankowski was in the house, probably looking at Nurse and Roy for the world junior squad … The Oilers haven’t released their main camp roster yet, but could have more than 60 players there. The veterans will take their physicals and fitness testing Wednesday.

For highlights from the 2007 Bears, Oilers game click the links below:
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Edmonton Oilers prospect Kyle Platzer, right, celebrates a goal with teammates Joey Leach and Jujhar Khaira during action against the Vancouver Canucks prospects at the South Okanagan Event Centre in Penticton on Sunday, Sept. 8.
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Oilers notes: Ryan Smyth’s role with Oilers in limbo

Oilers rookies winless in Young Stars tourney

Oilers’ Ference leads early-morning workout at Alberta Legislature grounds (with video)

EDMONTON - The Oilers open training camp with the obligatory tedium of medicals Wednesday, but the clock already is ticking for those auditioning for jobs with an organization that is fraught with talent and unmet promise.

Andrew Miller is just one of the 55-65 so candidates at Rexall Place, at once exceptional and just another camp body who has to prove himself all over again.

Miller, a smallish — he’s generously listed as five-foot-10, 178 pounds — skilled forward with the Yale the last four years, was the tournament MVP last spring as the Bulldogs won their first NCAA hockey championship. He led Yale with 41 points in 37 regular-season games, including 18 goals.

The Yale captain, Miller scored the overtime winner in the tournament semifinal and the championship-winning goal against Quinnipiac in the final.

Signed to a one-year contract as an undrafted free agent, Miller is 24 as he joins his first National Hockey League training camp trying to meet some high expectations,

“He’s a skilled guy that definitely can make plays,” said Todd Nelson, head coach of the Oilers’ top farm club in Oklahoma City. “I don’t think we’ve seen his best yet, and I think he’d be the first one to admit that.”

It’s safe to say the Oilers haven’t seen the best of many of their rookie crop, given the three straight losses they endured to their counterparts from the Calgary Flames (5-2), Winnipeg Jets (7-2) and Vancouver Canucks (5-2) at that mini-tournament in Penticton, B.C., last week.

“We’re looking at a player like him to get better and better every ice session he’s out there,” Nelson said. “And, quite frankly, he’s going to have to be better, and he knows that because he comes in with high expectations placed upon him.”

Those sessions did not include the game between the Oilers rookies and the Golden Bears on Tuesday night at the Clare Drake Arena. Miller played all three losses in Penticton and was nursing a bit of a sore back, so he was scratched.

“It’s a quick turnaround (from college hockey), four games in six days is a lot, but it’s fun to get out there and play,” Miller said at the morning skate before he learned he was a scratch.

Miller reckons he was on the radar screen of a number of NHL clubs even before the dream finish to his season — and university career — with Yale.

“That definitely didn’t hurt,” Miller said. “But I was talking to teams all year, I think starting my sophomore year.”

What attracted him to Edmonton?

“The staff, (general manager) Craig MacTavish is a great guy. They play an offensive game and they’ve got some great skill players that, hopefully, I’d like to play with at some point.

“It’s a great hockey town and I’m excited to be here.”

If things unfold as expected, Miller will be a fixture in that great hockey town called Oklahoma City this season, not Edmonton. He’s quick and “I like to make plays all over the ice, keep my head up and try to make my linemates better.”

But he has to earn a spot first.

Nelson believes the intensity level Miller was exposed to in Penticton would have been at a higher level than he has been accustomed to, for starters.

“For players to come in and think it’s going to be easy is the wrong thing to do,” Nelson said. “I’m not saying that Andrew thought that.

“You see young kids that are 17-18 work as hard as they can. As big as they are, as physical as they are. It’s kind of an eye opener. He got those three games under his belt and I kind of think it set the stage for what he has to encounter in the future.

“He’s only going to get better and better. Once he starts playing with better hockey players, I think his skills will shine through.”

Nelson thinks the American Hockey League is the hardest league to play in for skilled players because the play is not yet as structured as it is in the NHL, passes are not as crisp, positional play not as precise, on and on.

At the Penticton tournament none of the teams had any systems in place: “It’s all over the map, so it’s hard to play in that.”

A smart, disciplined player like Miller, in other words, may well show his game to better effect in an NHL training camp against better competition, Nelson suggested.

Tapping into the college free-agent talent pool is something the Oilers want to do with more frequency and success, so they do have a vested interested in seeing Miller succeed.

“If he ends up with us (Oklahoma City), we expect him to be top six (forwards) and we expect him to put points up,” Nelson said. “Our job down there is to develop everybody, but there are some players, let’s face it, they do have a bit of a priority.

“He falls into that category where he doesn’t have a lot of time. He’s an older player, he’s not like a junior player who has three years to develop.

“It’s up to him to take ownership of that. It’s up to him.”

Twitter.com/rjmackinnon

jmackinnon@edmontonjournal.com

Check out my blog at edmontonjournal.com/Sweatsox
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Edmonton Oilers Ryan Smyth watches the replay of his goal against the Vancouver Canucks in Edmonton on February 4, 2013. Smyth is actively involved in the local Hockey Ministries International chapter.
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Oilers’ Hall to be a centre of attention

Oilers’ Ference leads early-morning workout at Alberta Legislature grounds (with video)

EDMONTON - So the question was posed to Ryan Smyth.

How many head coaches is this for you with the Oilers, with Dallas Eakins coming aboard?

Who was Smyth’s first?

“Uh, George Burnett,” said the left-winger, who played his first National Hockey League game 19 years ago.

“Then there was Ronnie Low, Kevin Lowe (current president of hockey operations), MacT (current general manager Craig MacTavish), Tom Renney, Ralph Krueger, now Dallas.”

That’s seven for the 37-year-old Smyth, whose role in the bottom six forwards is in limbo.

If Taylor Hall moves from left-wing to centre with Ryan Nugent-Hopkins rehabilitating after shoulder surgery, Smyth could move up in the pecking order. Maybe he would be the third-line left-winger, not fourth, with centre Boyd Gordon and say, Ryan Jones.

“Whatever happens, happens,” said Smyth.

“I still believe I can deliver some offence,” said Smyth, who had a meagre two goals last season.

“I can certainly give more than I did last year. I have to start quicker.“I don’t want to be known as just a defensive player now.”

Smyth was tickled to hear the new change for goal nets, where the depth will be four inches shallower, allowing for more room behind the cage to make a play, or in Smyth’s case, more area to try his signature wraparound. “Might give me four or five more goals,” he said, laughing. “It’s been hard to score on wraparounds. Look at the goalies. They’re all six-foot-five and capable of getting their leg right across the crease. The extra four inches for us should help a little bit.”

Smyth got negligible power play time last season, even though 154 of his 376 goals have come there. Maybe he’ll get a little second power play time this season. He still stands in front of the net better than any other Oiler forward.

“I was called upon to play PK last year and I thought I was responsible. And if I get called on to play power play, I’ll do the same,” he said.

Smyth conceded he’s fortunate to have a second year on his two-year contract with so many unrestricted free agents with their noses pressed up against the glass, hoping for work with the salary cap down to $64.3 million, “The timing of having a two-year deal certainly helps with the CBA knocking down the salary cap. I’m taking that good fortune. I’’m just trying to enjoy where I am,” he said.

Smyth is expecting hard practices from Eakins, a stickler for conditioning.

***

Ryan Nugent-Hopkins shrugged when told the Oiler management has Nov. 1 as a target date for him to play after his shoulder surgery. “I haven’t even talked to them (doctors or upper brass). As a player you want to get back as soon as possible but you also have to be smart,” he said, cognizant that teams always err on the side of caution and are being pessimistic about his return date. He doesn’t think he’ll miss October, which would be 14 games, or one-sixth of the season.

**

New Oiler Andrew Ference, Eakins and centre Sam Gagner were at the Alberta Legislature grounds at 6 a.m. Monday to kick off Ference’s November Project fitness program. It’s an initiative that started in 2011 in Boston with two of Ference’s friends to stay in shape in the winter months with physical activity throughout the city. “It morphed from them (rowers) wanting to stay fit to being accountable to each other to becoming a community building, half fitness-oriented initiative,” Ference told the Oilers’ website. The cross-fit and yoga people became heavily involved. About 200 people showed up Monday morning to see Ference, Eakins and Gagner. “It’s about getting back to making face-to-face contact with people and making real friendships.” You won’t find a fitter NHL coach than Eakins.

***

If Hall plays the middle in camp, who’s the first-line left-winger? David Perron? Nail Yakupov? Here’s how it could look with the top two lines in exhibition season, from left-wing to right. Perron-Sam Gagner-Jordan Eberle; Nail Yakupov-Hall-Ales Hemsky. Or Eberle and Hemsky could switch lines. So far, no word on whether Yakupov will be switching from 64 to his junior No. 10 with former captain Shawn Horcoff now in Dallas. The ex-St. Louis Blues’ winger Perron will wear 57. Smyth and Ryan Jones could flank Boyd Gordon on a third line. Only sure thing about the fourth line: Mike Brown will be on it. Still feel the Oilers need a bigger tag-team pugilist for the game but light-heavy Brown to ride herd but they don’t think so. Brown had 12 fighting majors last season.

***

ON THE BENCH — Former Oiler defenceman Ryan Whitney, who is going to St. Louis’s camp on a tryout, will be one of 16 blueliners there, and we’re not counting Alex Pietrangelo, who is looking for a home run long-term, at least $6 million a year deal. Whitney is insurance in case they can’t sign their best defenceman Pietrangelo for the start of the season but really Whitney took the professional tryout offer to stay active, so somebody else notices him. Eventually the Blues will sign Pietrangelo. There were 25 Oiler players at Terwillegar Monday. Notable absentees: Hemsky, who may have had another commitment, and newcomer/Russian Anton Belov, who has immigration issues. Fellow Russian Denis Grebeshkov is here for a second whirl with the club ... Brown, who’ll be on the fourth line as the team’s bodyguard, was sporting a nice handlebar moustache ... Winger Ben Eager looks noticeably thinner, certainly in the face, after his first two Oiler seasons. He’s fighting for a fourth-line spot, after clearing waivers and winding up in Oklahoma the last few months last season. He’s got one year left at $1.2 million salary ... Another one-time Oiler Dan Cleary says he hasn’t signed in Philly, but it’s imminent. Dallas was a strong possibility but they’re depth chart won’t allow for another older player. They have lots of kids to look at.

jmatheson@edmontonjournal.com
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Oilers’ Hall to be a centre of attention

Shifts from left wing to middle for start of season
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Taylor Hall takes part in informal skate with Edmonton Oilers teammates at the Terwilliger Rec Centre on Sept. 9, 2013.
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Oilers’ Ference leads early-morning workout at Alberta Legislature grounds (with video)

Oilers rookies winless in Young Stars tourney

Nugent-Hopkins return to Oilers lineup still slated for November

EDMONTON - Taylor Hall is ready to be a lab rat.

He has no trouble with the impending experiment where he’ll give centre a shot after three years on left-wing, where he should have been a National Hockey League second-team all-star last season but for an embarrassing voting snafu which cost him second spot to the Pittsburgh Penguins’ Chris Kunitz.

Maybe Hall will be Mark Messier. If you’re of a certain vintage, you know that Messier was an NHL all-star twice in his first five years on left-wing before moving to centre to combat New York Islanders’s heavy Bryan Trottier. It worked fairly famously for The Moose, as we all know.

Or maybe Hall, the centre of attention on the left flank since being first pick in the 2010 draft, will only be in the middle for a short time, with Ryan Nugent-Hopkins told to stay away from games throughout training camp, at the minimum. Who knows how this experiment will work?

We haven’t heard from new Edmonton Oilers coach Dallas Eakins on Hall shifting gears, but Hall figures that’s where he’ll be throughout pre-season, at least.

“They told me to be ready. It’s pretty safe to say I’ll be tried out there (centre),” said Hall. “We only have so many true centremen here, so somebody has to fill the void. I’m kind of excited; it is a big change, it’s not something I’m really used to, but you’re still trying to score and keep pucks out of your end (no matter the position). I can’t make it too hard on myself.”

“It’ll be fun … a challenge at first, but I have a full training camp to get this under my belt and I can watch video. I played centre growing up,” he said.

People have been crying for the Oilers to give Hall a good shot at centre for a while, but for now he’s only moving because of Nugent-Hopkins’ situation. It might only been for three weeks of camp, it might leak into the first month while Nugent-Hopkins waits for the green light to play. Maybe if Hall is terrific in the middle, he’ll stay there like Messier did. And, it wouldn’t hurt to have a larger body to go against Anze Kopitar, Ryan Getzlaf and Joe Thornton; for now Nugent-Hopkins has filled that role, with Sam Gagner as No. 2 centre on the depth chart.

Hall laughed off the Messier comparison.

“That was a long time ago. I never saw Messier play live, so I can’t say what he was like as a player, but it is a very hard adjustment for a full-time position (going from the wing to centre),” admitted Hall. “When Nuge gets back I probably won’t be playing centre, but I’m anxious to try it and I’m positive about it.”

He doesn’t know how long he’ll be there.

“We just signed Sam (Gagner) to three years and Nuge is a great centreman,” said Hall.

Hall has played centre in junior in Windsor and before that through the novice, peewee, bantam rungs of the ladder. But he was basically a left-winger for the junior Spitfires and he’s been there but for a brief flirtation with centre when Tom Renney was coaching in his freshman campaign.

“I played the equivalent of one of my three junior seasons at centre. It’s still a little familiar,” he said.

“I like to play wing probably better — my game is pretty much north-south and suited to the wing — but if the team needs me to play centre, that’s what I’ll do. We have so many good wingers in our top six.”

Nugent-Hopkins said last week he thought he’d be ready for the start of the season after shoulder surgery to repair a torn labrum in April, but the Oilers are taking the pessimistic view that he might miss all of October.

“They’ve monitored Nuge’s rehab and he looks great out there but he’s still only four and half months ... he has to take a good amount of time to heal,” he said.

Hall knows playing centre is more skating, coming back deeper to help out the defence, then getting on his horse to get the puck up the ice. Pavel Datsyuk is the model for the 200-foot game, but if Hall needs any tutoring on play away from the puck, he need only call general manager Craig MacTavish, who was an elite defensive centre for almost 20 NHL seasons.

“In the offensive zone there’s no set goal of where you’re supposed to be, whether it’s a cycle or bringing pucks to the net,” said Hall, “but in the defensive zone, the centreman is down low, doing the dirty work to get the puck back. It will be tough covering guys like Joe Thornton … I’m used to having to escape guys with the puck, not be the one defending them. I’m not as big as those guys (Kopitar, Thornton, Getzlaf) but it’s about playing hard and getting the puck into their end.”

Hall is auditioning for a spot on the Sochi Olympics squad as a winger, and playing centre might throw a monkey wrench into things, but he’s an Oiler before he’s wearing the Maple Leaf for Canada.

“I haven’t put to much thought into it. I don’t think that’s a great way to look at things. My focus is helping this team out. There’s always going to be the doubt in the back of your mind if you have a bad game, that somebody (Olympic team scouts) might be watching, but I can’t be thinking of that,” said Hall.

Hall’s buddy, winger Jordan Eberle, is keen to see how Hall does in the middle.

“The biggest thing is the faceoffs and handling guys down low. Centres have to play a full 200 feet, and you’re almost a defenceman in the defensive zone. Wingers just have to cover their points, you only have to worry about one man. Playing centre is a tougher position,” said Eberle.

jmatheson@edmontonjournal.com
Oilers rookies winless in Young Stars tourney

By Joanne Ireland, Edmonton JournalSeptember 9, 2013
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Edmonton Oilers prospect Kyle Platzer, right, celebrates a goal with teammates Joey Leach and Jujhar Khaira during action against the Vancouver Canucks prospects at the South Okanagan Event Centre in Penticton on Sunday, Sept. 8.

Edmonton Oilers prospect Kyle Platzer, right, celebrates a goal with teammates Joey Leach and Jujhar Khaira during action against the Vancouver Canucks prospects at the South Okanagan Event Centre in Penticton on Sunday, Sept. 8.
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Oilers test out goalie candidate in 7-2 loss to Jets in Young Stars tournament

Khaira’s plans changed dramatically after Oilers development camp

Edmonton Oilers prospect ‘stronger’ following cancer ordeal

PENTICTON – If there are lessons to be gleaned from going 0-3 in a three-game tournament, the Edmonton Oilers rookies will have left the Young Stars Classic tournament a much wiser bunch.

Outscored 12-4 in their first two games, the Oilers closed out their time at the South Okanagan Events Centre with a 5-2 loss to the Vancouver Canucks on Sunday afternoon.

“Failure here is maybe the biggest motivator these players have,” said general manager Craig MacTavish. “Maybe the most important thing we expose these kids to through the course of this is failure — and we’ve accomplished that.”

In previous tournaments, the Oilers have had skill to spare in their forward ranks – sending out No. 1 draft picks Taylor Hall and Ryan Nugent-Hopkins in 2010 and 2011. During the inaugural season, they also had Jordan Eberle and Magnus Paajarvi to provide some offensive punch alongside Hall.

This time, their top draftee was defenceman Darnell Nurse, the seventh overall pick in the June draft. He played his best game of the tournament against the Canucks but like his teammates, was not happy with the end result.

“If I’m playing Yahtzee against my sister, I want to win. That’s the mentality we all have, so it’s disappointing not coming out with a win,” said Nurse.

“It definitely didn’t go the way we see it going. It’s disappointing,” echoed AHL-bound defenceman Brandon Davidson, who was cut with a skate blade and required stitches before he could return. “But we can learn from this. We can take something from it.”

For the first time in the tournament, the Oilers scored the game’s first goals, with second-period markers from Marco Roy (second-round pick in 2013) and London Knights winger Kyle Platzer before Vancouver tied it up with goals from Philippe Maillet (Victoriaville) and Cole Cassels (Oshawa).

The Canucks then took control of the feisty affair with the benefit of a third-period five-on-three. They capped the proceedings with an empty-netter.

The Oilers’ Franky Palazzese, in Penticton on a tryout, saw 43 shots — 20 more than his Canucks counterpart.

“It’s disappointing, obviously,” MacTavish said. “It’s an informal way to get your prospects some high level competition and when you’re discussing the makeup of your team in the middle of August, it seems that one of the last things on your mind is trying to be competitive. Then you get to the games and things go wrong. You have to step back a little bit and realize it’s a developmental tool, and nothing more than that.”

Most of the players will now head to the main camp, with the first round of significant cuts to come after split-squad exhibition games on Saturday. Some will get one last look in Tuesday’s game against the U of A Golden Bears. Halted after 2009, the rookies/Bears game has been reinstated this fall.

Defenceman Oscar Klefbom, who had not played in almost a year, looked very much like a player shaking off the rust that had accumulated since his shoulder surgery. He didn’t play Sunday but will play against the Bears.

Nurse will definitely get an extended stay at main camp so he can get a better handle on the process.

“We want to give him as much exposure as we can and see what he’s like when the game becomes more organized,” said MacTavish. “A lot of times you’ll hear that it’s more difficult to play at the American League level than the NHL because it’s just not quite as predicable. This is maybe one (level) below that in terms of a helter-skelter brand of hockey, a very individualized brand of hockey.

“We want to give Darnell lots of opportunity to see what he can do in a more controlled environment.”

Forward Jujhar Khaira, perhaps one of the most impressive rookies the Oilers had on the ice, will likely need a season in the Western Hockey League before he’s ready to make his pro debut. Marco Roy, the Oilers’ second pick in 2013, has skill but will need to bulk up.

“We’re not at the same skill level with our forwards,” said MacTavish. “A lot of our young players are playing in Edmonton right now. That’s not an organizational need in terms of where we are. We’re looking for bigger, stronger guys like Jujhar.

“It’s never good to be beat to the level we had been beaten.It’s disappointing, but at the same time you try and look at the group we brought in here and they have not quit. They have worked hard, shown a lot of toughness, a lot of good qualities. I don’t think there’s a big correlation between having success here and having success developing hockey players.”
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Edmonton Oilers prospect ‘stronger’ following cancer ordeal

Brandon Davidson&#8217;s treatment, road to recovery has helped him prepare for challenges on and off the ice

By Joanne Ireland, Edmonton JournalSeptember 6, 2013
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Edmonton Oilers defensive prospect Brandon Davidson listens to direction from coaches at the South Okanagan Events Centre in Penticton, B.C., on Thursday, Sept. 5, 2013. Davidson is preparing to hit the ice in the Oilers&#8217; system after battling cancer and taking time away from the game last season.

Edmonton Oilers defensive prospect Brandon Davidson listens to direction from coaches at the South Okanagan Events Centre in Penticton, B.C., on Thursday, Sept. 5, 2013. Davidson is preparing to hit the ice in the Oilers’ system after battling cancer and taking time away from the game last season.
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Edmonton Oilers rookies buckle in 5-2 loss to the Calgary Flames

Redford refuses funding for Oilers practice rink in letter to Mayor Mandel

Recovery from injury likely to force Edmonton Oilers prospect to watch, not play in Young Stars Tournament

PENTICTON, B.C. - For the most part, Brandon Davidson doesn’t have time to ponder ‘what ifs.’ Not with so much living to do.

Not only is he about to head into another season with the Edmonton Oilers organization, he’s determined to play an even more prominent role with the Oklahoma City Barons defence. Physically, he’s bigger and stronger than he was this time last year. Mentally, he’s now equipped with the kind of perspective that follows a fight with an insidious disease.

Davidson, 22, was diagnosed with testicular cancer last year, requiring surgery and a debilitating round of chemotherapy.

“It’s definitely changed everything. It changed my attitude. It’s changed my outlook on life. It’s definitely made me stronger,” he said. “You know the old saying? What doesn’t kill you makes you stronger. That’s what it was.

“It’s definitely motivated me to be all that I can be because you do only have so much time. So I’m really excited, really looking forward to this year.”

It was November of last year that Davidson announced he would be putting his first pro season on hold while he underwent treatment. At least he had hoped it would only be a temporary leave.

He underwent a 21-day cycle of chemotherapy, requiring 13 injections — eight hours each — to try to ensure the last of the cells were killed. He lost his hair, he lost strength but he didn’t lose hope — even on his worst days — and by January, he was back on his skates, returning to the Barons on Feb. 8.

He’ll be in the lineup again on Saturday when the Oilers rookies take on the Winnipeg Jets in the Young Stars tournament in Penticton.

“I was hit and miss. Some days I was fine, some days I’d be flat on my back. My body handled it better than most, but there were definitely ups and downs. The doctors said I had a good run with it because I was in such good health before I was diagnosed.

“I couldn’t imagine what it was like for the people in there doing it for a year and a half. It takes everything from you.”

His parents flew to Oklahoma City, where he was treated, and his teammates shaved their heads to show their support.

By season’s end, Davidson, a sixth-round 2010 pick and former captain of the Regina Pats, was the AHL’s recipient of the Fred T. Hunt Memorial Award, which is handed out annually to the player who best exemplifies sportsmanship, determination and dedication to the game.

“When I was sick, I was wondering how things were going to end up. Was I going to get another chance to come back and play? The Oilers did a tremendous job taking care of me medically, physically, everything, then the guys starting showing up at the hospital. They kept my spirits up. If I was down, I’d just go to the rink to see them. They didn’t treat me any differently.

“But it was hard to get back. I trained so hard with Kevin Hanlon in Oklahoma City — he got me to where I needed to be — but it was the hardest I’ve ever pushed my body. I earned it.

“Physically, I am bigger and stronger now than I was before last year. I just feel like my position called for me to be bigger and I just needed to get my strength back up, especially after losing so much from the therapy (chemo).”

Still, there are times when even he can’t keep thoughts of cancer at bay — especially not when he finds tufts of hair.

After camp, Davidson will have another of his regular checkups but is certain this one, like the last, will be clean. He is checked every three months for the next two years then once a year for five.

“It crosses my mind. Sometimes, I’ll comb my hair and I get hair coming out, so I think, ‘Is it going to be back?’ It’s a high recurring cancer, but we did the therapy. Hopefully, that kicked it in the butt.

“I just try not to think about it.”

Davidson speaks easily about his journey because he wants to spread the word that it’s important to get checked and that the disease can be controlled with early detection. He’ll be featured in a public service announcement later this month, and he has donated items for an auction that will be held in his hometown of Taber, Alta, in conjunction with the annual Terry Fox run.

“Like I tell people, I’m not sick now. I’m not dying anymore. I’m just very anxious to get back out there.”
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Recovery from injury likely to force Edmonton Oilers prospect to watch, not play in Young Stars Tournament

Expect 2012 NHL draft pick Mitch Moroz&#8217;s knee to recover in time for main camp starting next week

By Joanne Ireland, Edmonton JournalSeptember 5, 2013
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Edmonton Oilers prospect Mitch Moroz might miss NHL pre-season rookie action Sept. 5-9 in Penticton, B.C., but could be ready for main camp starting Sept. 12.
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Edmonton Oilers rookie game tonight vs. Calgary Flames prospects to feature plenty of trial and error

Oilers rookie Klefbom eager to get back in action

Hemsky stays put, pledges he’ll take any role to make the Oilers succeed (video)

PENTICTON, B.C. — Playing the role of the patient spectator is not a role Mitch Moroz wants to grow accustomed to.

It is, however, a role he may have to play for the duration of the Young Stars Tournament.

Moroz underwent an arthroscopic knee surgery eight weeks ago on Monday and while his progress is tracking as it should, there isn’t a reason to push him too hard too soon.

“It’s been a little frustrating, but I know it’s important not to rush it,” the 2012 draft pick of the Edmonton Oilers said. “So as far as them throwing me into the fire here, in a pretty intense tournament, it might not be the best thing for me.”

Moroz was injured before the Edmonton Oil Kings’ spring WHL playoff run, but the diagnosis wasn’t made until weeks later. Earmarked to step into a top six role with the Oil Kings this season, filling the void left by Travis Ewanyk, his primary focus now is the Oilers camp, which gets underway on Sept. 12.

He’ll be up to speed by then.

“Nobody knew what was wrong. The initial incident happened before playoffs, then it just got worse,” Moroz said. “I thought I was recovering, but I was still being hampered, so when I went to development camp, I had had an MRI done and that’s when they found some tearing. They went in and repaired it as soon as they could.

“I still missed a chunk of training (time) so I’m still trying to hit my stride, but it’s good that it got done when it did. I’ve only been on the ice for maybe less than two weeks, and now I’m getting into a heavier workload.”
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Edmonton Oilers rookie game tonight vs. Calgary Flames prospects to feature plenty of trial and error

NHL pre-season tournament in Penticton, B.C., gets underway

By Joanne Ireland, Edmonton JournalSeptember 5, 2013
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Edmonton Oilers rookie defenceman Martin Gernat is directed by team photographer Andy Devlin prior to having his picture taken and doing his physical testing at Edmonton's Rexall Place on Sept. 4, 2013.
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Oilers rookie Klefbom eager to get back in action

Hemsky stays put, pledges he’ll take any role to make the Oilers succeed (video)

Edmonton Oilers forward Ryan Nugent-Hopkins says surgically repaired shoulder ‘feels really good’

PENTICTON, B.C. — There are players coach Todd Nelson still doesn’t know, which is to be expected given the saddle ‘em up and get ‘em on the ice approach that is the Young Stars Tournament.

Nelson will run the Edmonton Oilers bench when the club’s rookies take on the Calgary Flames prospects at the South Okanagan Events Centre in the opening game of the five-day tournament that also features the Vancouver Canucks, Winnipeg Jets and San Jose Sharks.

“First day, first practice, everybody is nervous. The first drill we just said: ‘Go through your routes, it’s not a race’. They were going 110 miles an hour. It’s human nature,” Nelson said after the rookies’ first on-ice run through.

“It’s my first time with a lot of these guys, and I don’t know what they are able to do, so it’s going to be trial and error for the first game.”

Nelson did draw on information from general manager Craig MacTavish and head amateur scout Stu MacGregor to put the players in positions that will at least give them a chance to succeed, but he admitted a lot of tonight’s contest will be trial and error.

“It’s kind of good for the players,” SAID Nelson, who will eventually have several of these players with him when the Oklahoma City Barons open their AHL season in October. “They don’t have to think as much. Just go out there and play. ‘Do what got you here’. That’s the biggest thing. We’re just going to keep it really simple.”

The Oilers have an abundance of right-handed forwards and nothing but left-handed defencemen so there will be players who have to play their offsides.

“There are new guys, new faces, and we’re all here for the same reason, to try to make the Oilers — and it starts tonight,” said Tyler Bunz, who will start in net against Calgary.

The Flames will counter with Laurent Brossoit, who was last seen playing for the WHL’s Edmonton Oil Kings.

“It’s tough to come in off a flight, get in a pre-game skate then play a four-o’clock game, but we’re ready to go,” Bunz said. “There are a lot of guys that are really excited. I’ve been there before. But we’re all looking forward to this.”
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Oilers rookie Klefbom eager to get back in action

Defenceman hasn&#8217;t played since he suffered a shoulder injury last October

By Joanne Ireland, Edmonton JournalSeptember 4, 2013
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Edmonton Oilers prospect Oscar Klefbom
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Edmonton Oilers prospect Oscar Klefbom
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Hemsky stays put, pledges he’ll take any role to make the Oilers succeed (video)

Edmonton Oilers forward Ryan Nugent-Hopkins says surgically repaired shoulder ‘feels really good’

Matheson: Bruins' loss is Oilers' gain in defenceman Andrew Ference

EDMONTON - Eleven months have passed since Oscar Klefbom skated in anything more competitive than a scrimmage. It was an endless stretch of time, as far as the Edmonton Oilers defensive prospect is concerned.

At least those days are behind him.

Klefbom headlines the list of rookies who will take part in the Young Stars Tournament, which gets underway at Penticton, B.C., on Thursday, when the Oilers play the Calgary Flames. Edmonton also meets the Winnipeg Jets on Saturday and Vancouver Canucks on Sunday.

The San Jose Sharks are also taking part in the tournament.

“It’s been a long time,” Klefbom said in-between the mandatory physical and medical tests the rookie players had on Wednesday. “(But) I’ve had a really good summer. I had a good chance to prepare myself for the season.”

Klefbom, the 19th selection in the 2011 NHL draft, left the ice last October with a shoulder injury that derailed his final season with Farjestads in the Swedish Elite League. Surgery was superseded by rehabilitation, which was replaced by the wait to get back into a game.

He attended the Oilers’ development camp in July, then got in some preparation time with Fjaestads before its season got underway in August. Since then, Klefbom trained with the Minnesota Wild’s Jonas Brodin and the Washington Capitals’ Marcus Johansson.

“I’m looking forward to hitting the ice tomorrow,” said Klefbom, who will go from the rookie tournament to the Oilers’ main training camp, intent on competing for a spot on the NHL roster.

First, there are the Young Stars to contend with. Twenty-four players selected during the 2013 NHL entry draft will compete in the tournament, including the Flames’ Sean Monahan, who was selected sixth overall and the Canucks’ Bo Horvat, the ninth pick. Horvat arrives with the added pressure of being the player acquired in the trade of goaltender Cory Schneider. Unable to move veteran Roberto Luongo, the Canucks flipped Schneider to the New Jersey Devils on draft day.

The Oilers, who attended the previous two tournaments with the No. 1 draft picks (first, Taylor Hall; then Ryan Nugent-Hopkins), will have five of their 2013 selections in tow, including defenceman Darnell Nurse (seventh overall) and winger Marc-Olivier Roy, their second-round pick.

There will be more seasoned players there, as well. Andrew Miller, a free-agent signing who honed his game with the Yale University Bulldogs while studying political science, is among Edmonton’s 27 players at the rookie camp. Also in attendance are Edmonton Oil Kings alumni Travis Ewanyk, David Musil and Martin Gernat.

Goaltender Tyler Bunz, who spent most of last season with the Stockton Thunder in the ECHL, is not a newcomer to the rookie camp, nor is Cameron Abney, who turned pro in 2011-12. Defenceman Martin Marincin, who logged 69 games with the American Hockey League’s Oklahoma City Barons last season, is also on the roster.

“I’m real confident with what I’ve done this summer. I’ve put myself in a good position for the tournament,” said the 18-year-old Nurse.

After attending the Oilers’ development camp, Nurse signed his entry-level deal, went to the Canadian world junior selection camp and the start of the Sault Ste. Marie Greyhounds’ training camp. He also snuck in a day of fishing, but didn’t catch anything of note.

He did, however, put on some weight, enough that he figures he’s reached the 195-pound mark, which will equip him with the strength to battle with older, stronger players.

“I’ve heard the competition is great. Everyone at the tournament is trying to make the team,” said Nurse. “You’re going to be pushed on a daily basis to show who you are.

“The best part about it is that you get to hit people with other jerseys on. It’s difficult when you go through a practice. Sometimes you want to step on the gas pedal, but you can’t because it’s your own team.”

jireland@edmontonjournal.com

On Twitter:@jirelandEJ
Hemsky stays put, pledges he’ll take any role to make the Oilers succeed (video)

Winger off trade market as NHL training camp approaches

By Jim Matheson, Edmonton JournalSeptember 4, 2013
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Edmonton Oilers GM Craig MacTavish and forward Ales Hemsky speak to media at Rexall Place on September 4, 2013 in Edmonton.
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Video: Oilers hanging on to Hemsky

Edmonton Oilers forward Ryan Nugent-Hopkins says surgically repaired shoulder ‘feels really good’

Matheson: Bruins' loss is Oilers' gain in defenceman Andrew Ference

Linus Omark rejoins Edmonton Oilers in attempt to get back to NHL

EDMONTON - Ales Hemsky is still the artist-in-residence.

While Edmonton Oilers general manager Craig MacTavish painted a picture months ago that 30-year-old winger and the captain Shawn Horcoff might be best served with a new place to work because they were perhaps beaten down by all the losing, Hemsky is still here.

Horcoff was dealt to Dallas Stars for defenceman Philip Larsen, freeing the Oilers of his $5.5-million cap hit. MacTavish either couldn’t or wouldn’t move the skilled Hemsky over the summer so he will be back on right-wing. He might be on the third line, making $5 million, with Jordan Eberle, for sure, and Nail Yakupov, quite possibly, ahead of him on the depth chart.

“It’s important to me that when you walk through the door, you have a fresh canvas,” MacTavish said Wednesday.

“Ales will have that opportunity.”

So the artist, who has had brush strokes of greatness with his end-to-end rushes up the right side, is still in the house.

MacTavish said he had conversations with his NHL lodge brothers about trading Hemsky, but didn’t like what he was hearing. The general consensus on Hemsky is he’s hurt a lot, in large part because he goes into areas where you can get wallpapered. His salary is probably an albatross for teams trying to get him, too. So the Oilers have chosen to dance with somebody they know.

“At the end of last season, Ales and I sat down and I advised him that it might be in both our interests to move in separate directions,” MacTavish said.

“It wasn’t a negative reaction to how Ales was playing. I had a similar conversation with Shawn Horcoff. Players who’ve gone through the seven years of losing here, it’s emotionally tough to overcome that. In this game you need energy to play well ... the losing and the frustration of losing can sap the energy level.”

“So this summer, there was a potential to move Ales and Horc. I found, at the end of the day, I had a greater appreciation of his skill set than most people I talked to ... I’ve seen him at the best. Albeit it was seven years ago (playoff run), but he was spectacular when we went to the finals,” MacTavish said.

Translation: teams were offering blue jeans for a blue, pinstriped suit. Not nearly enough.

“Sometimes the best deals are the ones you don’t make and I view this as potentially that,” MacTavish said.

“I know how good a player Ales is. If this team turns it around and there’s lots to do, Ales will have a prominent part.”

“At the end of the year we could be doing another contract with Ales but that will be determined over time.”

He’s completing a two-year, $10-million deal this season. Maybe he gets a new one, maybe they trade him when teams are scrambling for another gun in their holster just before the season ends. Usually, unrestricted free agents are hot items at trade deadline time because their contracts are minimal.

Hemsky, who has played 597 Oilers games with 451 points, was ready for a new turn in the road. It didn’t happen.

“There’s been a lot of frustration (here). Not being in the playoffs for seven years, it’s hard for everybody,” said Hemsky, who never asked for a trade but knew he might have a new address this fall. “I told Mac I would do whatever they wanted, whatever was best for the team.”

“But now, I’m back and I’m happy to be back. I want to help the team turn things around, try to be a leader, help the young guys.”

For now, he’s an Oilers. Is he off the market today?

“Yes, he is,” MacTavish said.

Hemsky likely won’t be a first-unit power play guy. His minutes dropped significantly last season to 15:42 a game, sixth most among the forwards, and about two fewer minutes a night than the previous five seasons. He isn’t as much of a go-to guy, but he can still turn a seemingly nothing play into a goal. Again, that makes him unique. He’s got world-class ability and will likely be on the Czech Olympic squad after missing 2010 in Vancouver to get his shoulder fixed.

“I know I have to make some changes. I have to accept my role and help the kids be better around you,” Hemsky said.

“I’m sure the coach will explain what he wants from me, whatever role he wants, I’ll do it.”
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Follow us on Twitter: @EJ_Oilers, @EJ_Sports
Edmonton Oilers forward Ryan Nugent-Hopkins says surgically repaired shoulder ‘feels really good’

NHL team&#8217;s top centre expects to be ready for training camp next week but &#8216;cautious&#8217; in quest to stay healthy

By Jim Matheson, Edmonton JournalSeptember 3, 2013
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Edmonton Oilers centre Ryan Nugent-Hopkins controls the puck against the Colorado Avalanche during a game April 19, 2013 in Denver. Nugent-Hopkins expects to take regular part in Oilers training camp following shoulder surgery four-and-a-half months ago.
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Matheson: Bruins' loss is Oilers' gain in defenceman Andrew Ference

Linus Omark rejoins Edmonton Oilers in attempt to get back to NHL

Hall, Eberle in tough to make Canadian Olympic team

EDMONTON - The first Edmonton Oilers’ game that counts under the watch of new head coach Dallas Eakins is four weeks from now.

Will he breathe easier, seeing Ryan Nugent-Hopkins on the ice as his first-line centre Oct. 1?

Maybe it’s not as big a long-shot as it seemed 4-1/2 months ago, when the 20-year-old had surgery on his left shoulder. The talk then was he might miss the first month of NHL play — 14 games worth — but the way Nugent-Hopkins was buzzing around at an informal Oilers skate Tuesday morning at Terwillegar Recreation Centre, whipping wrist shots, working his way through some traffic, he could be ready for the season-opener at Rexall Place.

“Time will tell if I’m ready for Oct. 1. We’ll talk to the doctors and go from there,” said Nugent-Hopkins, who went under the knife April 23 to repair a labrum tear in his shoulder. “Everybody will be a little bit cautious. It’s important the shoulder is good for the rest of my career.

“I think I’ll be on the ice pretty much with the guys right away (when camp opens Sept. 12) but I’ll probably wear a yellow (no hitting me, please) jersey to start, but it feels really good. I have 100 per cent range of motion. No pain.”

Nugent-Hopkins, who has missed 28 games his first two seasons, said he wasn’t concerned that 102 games into his NHL career he was already having major surgery.

“Some people genetically have weaker, looser shoulders,” he said. “It can be a small incident that starts it (sliding into the boards in Chicago halfway through his rookie season). It’s a pain no matter what age you are, but the positive thing is I got it done at this age. It’s not something you can’t fix. Other guys on this team have had similar injuries (such as Taylor Hall, Ales Hemsky and Shawn Horcoff, now in Dallas) and they say they’re stronger from it.”

Hall’s repair work may have been more extensive. He had surgery about the same time, but he didn’t play until November during the lockout, on the farm in Oklahoma City. He experienced no problems when he returned, finishing ninth in NHL scoring last season.

Nugent-Hopkins admits that he sucked it up and played many games last year when he might have taken more games off.

“It was definitely sore at times, and there were times when it didn’t feel right, but when I got out there, I tried to put that (thought of pain) away,” he said. “Maybe my sub-conscious was telling me it wasn’t all right, but now I have confidence in it that it’s strong.

“There was a lot of care last season with exercises and stuff. I was icing it after every game.”

It stuck in his craw that he put up 24 points — just four of them goals — in 40 games.

“I made some strides in my defensive play (plus three on a team solidly minus) but I was a little disappointed on the offensive side of things,” said Nugent-Hopkins, who recorded 52 points in 62 games as an NHL freshman, finishing second to Gabriel Landeskog for the Calder Trophy as NHL rookie of the year but had only one game with more than two points last season. “As a centreman, you have to be defensively smart. It takes a lot to play a good offensive and a good defensive game in the NHL, but I want to be a two-way player. I have to make sure it’s two ways not just one.”

He looks like he bulked up (we use that term loosely with this kid) with work to rehab his shoulder. “

Yeah, I’ve put on a few pounds. I’ll be between 180 to 185,” he said. “Last year, I was 175, 176. I’d like to play heavier, in the 180-185 range, if I can maintain it.”

Heavier or not, the Oilers need Nugent-Hopkins to shoulder the offensive load.

jmatheson@edmontonjournal.com
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Linus Omark rejoins Edmonton Oilers in attempt to get back to NHL

Crafty forward played in Swiss Elite League last season

By Joanne Ireland, Edmonton JournalAugust 27, 2013
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Linus Omark scored 30 points in 65 games with the Edmonton Oilers during the 2010-11 and 2011-12 NHL seasons.
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EDMONTON - The master of the spin-o-rama is doing an about-face.

Linus Omark, who left Edmonton after the 2011-12 season convinced his time with the Oilers had passed, is returning to the NHL club.

With a one-year, two-way deal in hand, the crafty forward is returning with the understanding that he could end playing for the Oklahoma City Barons in the American Hockey League.

“I want to give this another chance,” he said on Tuesday. “My dream is to play in the NHL.”

Omark, 26, spent the 2012-13 season with Zug, eventually leading the Swiss Elite League with a total of 69 points in 48 games.

“I want another chance. I want to play in the NHL again,” continued Omark, who will be an unrestricted free agent next July.

He scored 30 points in 65 games with the Oilers and garnered plenty of attention for his shootout moves.

The trouble was he couldn’t crack the top-six forwards then, and isn’t apt to do so now.

“It’s up to me now. I don’t expect anything to be given to me, but if I end up (in Oklahoma City), I’m going to work hard down there and, hopefully, that will give me a chance later on,” said Omark. “I’ll do my best to get up to the NHL again. It’s hard to get ice time, (but) I’m going to have to play hard. I’m more mature now.”

Selected by the Oilers in the fourth round of the 2007 draft, Omark was assigned to the Barons early in the 2011-12 season only to end up with a broken ankle that kept him off the ice for months. At season’s end, he tweeted: “I really hope edm let me have a chance in another NHL team.”

Unable to find a trade partner, the Oilers retained his NHL rights, so his road back to the big league had to come through Edmonton.

Omark will give the Oilers more depth up front, particularly since Toni Rajala was placed on waivers last week. The Finnish farmhand had 61 points in 63 games for the Barons last season, but wanted to ply his trade over in Europe.

Not so Omark, who will make less money in the AHL than he would have made in Europe.

“It’s been my goal to go back to North America since I left and we looked at different options — the KHL has always been an option — but in the end, I really wanted to go back to the NHL and to the Oilers.

“I had a good year last year. I played big minutes and, when you play a lot, you grow as a player. I think I’m smarter with the puck now. I don’t throw it away as often. I’m heavier too, but we’ll see. I think I’m stronger, it’s just too early to say.”

jireland@edmontonjournal.com">jireland@edmontonjournal.com
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Matheson: Bruins' loss is Oilers' gain in defenceman Andrew Ference

By Jim Matheson, Edmonton JournalAugust 29, 2013
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Andrew Ference, left, has been signed by the Oilers to four-year deal reportedly worth $13 million. The veteran defenceman is a valued for his experience winning a Stanley Cup and his leadership qualities.
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Joining Edmonton Oilers spurs trip down memory lane for Andrew Ference

MacTavish eager to see Grebeshkov in Oilers lineup

I suspect new Edmonton Oilers head coach Dallas Eakins will not try to make former Boston Bruins defenceman Andrew Ference into something he's not.

The only thing Eakins might do is change the important letter on his NHL jersey from an A to aC because Ference is certainly acquainted with winning, something that's been in short supply in Edmonton for quite some time.

Plus,Ference,who was part of the strong leadership inner circle in Boston, knows how to talk the talk and walk the walk. This is not some guy who is just good in the locker-room. He is good, where it counts - on the 200-by-85-foot sheet of ice as well.

Just take it from his former boss, Boston general manager Peter Chiarelli, who's part of Hockey Canada's selection committee for the 2014 Sochi Olympics men's team. He hated to lose Ference, one of his top four defencemen, somebody who could move up and down his line up-mostly playing with fellow Edmontonian Johnny Boychuk.

Chiarelli simply couldn't afford his assistant captain with the NHL salary-cap squeeze, not after having to sign goaltender Tuukka Rask.

"Andy's a competitive little s.o.b.," Chiarelli said. "He plays harder than his size (five-foot-11, 189 pounds).

"A challenge for Andy when he first started with us was a lot of injuries. A lot of pundits knocked him for missing time because he played hard ... but he adapted his game and he still plays hard,and he became very durable."

Ference did take a shot off his foot (wasitbroken?)in the first play off round this past spring against the Toronto Maple Leafs and missed the next series against the New York Rangers. But he was back for the last two rounds against he Pittsburgh Penguins and the Chicago Blackhawks.

"He's aggressive, he's efficient, he closes on guys really well, defends well and for his size,he's very strong. He's one of those guys with a low centre of gravity. He'll fight, and was part of our leadership group," Chiarelli said. Ference, whose mother is a physician and whose father a dentist, is no fresh-faced 19-year-old. He's 34, which might be the only negative with his signing as he returns home to Edmonton.

But nobody thinks Ference's gas tank is anywhere close to being empty.What the Oilers are buying for four years and $13millionisa20-minute-anight player and somebody who has a Cup ring. The only other Oiler who can say that is Ben Eager (Blackhawks). Ference has also been to the final two other times(Calgary Flames,2004,when they lost to the Tampa Bay Lightning, and this spring, losing in six games to Chicago).

The Oilers need somebody who can not only lead, but somebody who has won, which is why Eakins will give Ference a long look for the captaincy through the pre-season. He would make a great bridge captain for a couple of years, along with any other contenders such as Taylor Hall, Jordan Eberle, Sam Gagner,Ladi Smid, Nick Schultz or Ryan Smyth.

The Bruins had a very strong leadership group last season - Zdeno Chara, Patrice Bergeron, Chris Kelly, Ference and Shawn Thornton.It was Ference who came up with the gaudy 1980s warm-up jackets for the game heroes in the Bruins' 2011 Cup run, and the Army Ranger (an elite infantry unit of the U.S. army) jackets given to game stars in 2013.

He gave his Army Ranger jacket to a paralyzed former high school player who had become a buddy, just before Ference left Boston. He has a good heart, for sure. And a clear voice. Could he import some of that leadership skill into an Edmonton group that's trying to emulate what the Bruins are doing? "I think so," said Chiarelli, "but I think he's also cognizant of the fact that you just can't take it from here and put it there. It's case by case. The Oilers are a lot younger and you can't force feed some of that stuff on younger players.

"With us, it was just (salary) cap attrition. I told Andy that," said Chiarelli, who will maybe move the much cheaper Matt Bartkowski in to the top six. "We tried to help (Ference) out by letting him talk to teams in advance" of free agency opening.

Is Ference good enough to partner with Justin Schultz, for example,in the first Oilers defence pairing? Or is that asking too much? Ference only played 19:27 on average during the 2013 regular season in the lockout 48-game campaign, not 24 minutes a game.

"He moved up in our lineup. He was in our top four for a considerable period of time. What he did was calm his partners down," Chiarelli said.

Ference could play with Schultz - that's Eakins' call or the call by his assistant coach and former D-man Steve Smith. For sure, he will be a mentor.

Chiarelli said he was a safety blanket in Boston. "He spent time with Boychuk and (Adam) McQuaid," Chiarelli said. "He'd calm themdownbecausehisgame is a simple game."

He leaves a large hole in Boston, although the Bruins have young players like Bartkowski and Dougie Hamilton asking for more playing time.

"Andy cares. He cares about the community he's in and so does his wife. This is one solid citizen, off the ice and on the ice," Chiarelli said.
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Hemsky stays put, pledges he’ll take any role to make the Oilers succeed (video)

Winger off trade market as NHL training camp approaches

By Jim Matheson, Edmonton JournalSeptember 4, 2013
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Edmonton Oilers GM Craig MacTavish and forward Ales Hemsky speak to media at Rexall Place on September 4, 2013 in Edmonton.
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Video: Oilers hanging on to Hemsky

Edmonton Oilers forward Ryan Nugent-Hopkins says surgically repaired shoulder ‘feels really good’

Matheson: Bruins' loss is Oilers' gain in defenceman Andrew Ference

Linus Omark rejoins Edmonton Oilers in attempt to get back to NHL

EDMONTON - Ales Hemsky is still the artist-in-residence.

While Edmonton Oilers general manager Craig MacTavish painted a picture months ago that 30-year-old winger and the captain Shawn Horcoff might be best served with a new place to work because they were perhaps beaten down by all the losing, Hemsky is still here.

Horcoff was dealt to Dallas Stars for defenceman Philip Larsen, freeing the Oilers of his $5.5-million cap hit. MacTavish either couldn’t or wouldn’t move the skilled Hemsky over the summer so he will be back on right-wing. He might be on the third line, making $5 million, with Jordan Eberle, for sure, and Nail Yakupov, quite possibly, ahead of him on the depth chart.

“It’s important to me that when you walk through the door, you have a fresh canvas,” MacTavish said Wednesday.

“Ales will have that opportunity.”

So the artist, who has had brush strokes of greatness with his end-to-end rushes up the right side, is still in the house.

MacTavish said he had conversations with his NHL lodge brothers about trading Hemsky, but didn’t like what he was hearing. The general consensus on Hemsky is he’s hurt a lot, in large part because he goes into areas where you can get wallpapered. His salary is probably an albatross for teams trying to get him, too. So the Oilers have chosen to dance with somebody they know.

“At the end of last season, Ales and I sat down and I advised him that it might be in both our interests to move in separate directions,” MacTavish said.

“It wasn’t a negative reaction to how Ales was playing. I had a similar conversation with Shawn Horcoff. Players who’ve gone through the seven years of losing here, it’s emotionally tough to overcome that. In this game you need energy to play well ... the losing and the frustration of losing can sap the energy level.”

“So this summer, there was a potential to move Ales and Horc. I found, at the end of the day, I had a greater appreciation of his skill set than most people I talked to ... I’ve seen him at the best. Albeit it was seven years ago (playoff run), but he was spectacular when we went to the finals,” MacTavish said.

Translation: teams were offering blue jeans for a blue, pinstriped suit. Not nearly enough.

“Sometimes the best deals are the ones you don’t make and I view this as potentially that,” MacTavish said.

“I know how good a player Ales is. If this team turns it around and there’s lots to do, Ales will have a prominent part.”

“At the end of the year we could be doing another contract with Ales but that will be determined over time.”

He’s completing a two-year, $10-million deal this season. Maybe he gets a new one, maybe they trade him when teams are scrambling for another gun in their holster just before the season ends. Usually, unrestricted free agents are hot items at trade deadline time because their contracts are minimal.

Hemsky, who has played 597 Oilers games with 451 points, was ready for a new turn in the road. It didn’t happen.

“There’s been a lot of frustration (here). Not being in the playoffs for seven years, it’s hard for everybody,” said Hemsky, who never asked for a trade but knew he might have a new address this fall. “I told Mac I would do whatever they wanted, whatever was best for the team.”

“But now, I’m back and I’m happy to be back. I want to help the team turn things around, try to be a leader, help the young guys.”

For now, he’s an Oilers. Is he off the market today?

“Yes, he is,” MacTavish said.

Hemsky likely won’t be a first-unit power play guy. His minutes dropped significantly last season to 15:42 a game, sixth most among the forwards, and about two fewer minutes a night than the previous five seasons. He isn’t as much of a go-to guy, but he can still turn a seemingly nothing play into a goal. Again, that makes him unique. He’s got world-class ability and will likely be on the Czech Olympic squad after missing 2010 in Vancouver to get his shoulder fixed.

“I know I have to make some changes. I have to accept my role and help the kids be better around you,” Hemsky said.

“I’m sure the coach will explain what he wants from me, whatever role he wants, I’ll do it.”

jmatheson@edmontonjournal.com
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Edmonton Oilers rookies buckle in 5-2 loss to the Calgary Flames

But coach pleased with potential on defence

By Joanne Ireland, Edmonton JournalSeptember 6, 2013
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Edmonton Oilers prospect #88 Brandon Davidson during practice on Thursday with the other prospects at the South Okanagan Event Centre in Penticton.
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Recovery from injury likely to force Edmonton Oilers prospect to watch, not play in Young Stars Tournament

Edmonton Oilers rookie game tonight vs. Calgary Flames prospects to feature plenty of trial and error

PENTICTON, B.C. — There’s work to be done, of that Todd Nelson was certain after the Edmonton Oilers rookies went out for their first test run.

The Oilers spotted the Calgary Flames a 3-0 first period lead in the opening instalment of the Young Stars Tournament then settled down and made a game of it in the second before buckling in a 5-2 loss.

Outshot 32-19, the Oilers looked very much like a team that had been thrown together the morning of the game.

But the head coach, who will again tutor the Oklahoma City Barons when the American Hockey League season is underway, can’t quite contain his enthusiasm for the potential on the defence. Not only is there size on the back end, there’s skill — a combination he hasn’t seen in his tenure with the organization.

“This group on defence is probably the most talented we’ve ever had,” Nelson said on Thursday, in a break in the action at the South Okanagan Events Centre.

“We’ve had size before and the skill level wasn’t up to par. Then we had some skill but didn’t have the size to work with,” Nelson said. “Now we’re complementing both. We have guys who can move the puck, play the power play, but they’re also big defencemen.

“I think Brandon Davidson is our smallest — and he’s not a small kid. He’s a pretty thick guy and he’s strong. So when we look at the back end, it’s a good mixture of size, skill and grit.”

The Oilers arrived at the tournament with the likes of Oscar Klefbom, a six-foot-three, 213-pounder who may even see some time with the Oilers this coming season, as well as Darnell Nurse, their 2013 first round draft pick. He, too, is six-three but is just 18 so there’s still room to grow widthwise.

Davidson, at 6-foot-1, is the smallest of the lot — losing four inches to Martin Marincin.

But the product is far from polished. The Oilers slipped out onto the ice in the morning for their first skate as a group then headed out for the opening faceoff. Nelson sent out Klefbom and Nurse, the team’s top prospects at this tournament, in even strength situations and on special teams.

Nurse took a boarding penalty 29 seconds in; Klefbom, who hadn’t played a game in 11 months because of a shoulder injury, was overzealous but more seasoned than his partner.

“It’s good to get the first (game) under my belt,” said Nurse. “For me, coming into my first tournament, playing with a guy like that makes it a lot easier.”

“You tend to put pressure on yourself, that’s human nature, but once (Nurse) did settle in, he was fine. You could say that about a lot of guys,” echoed Nelson. “The guys were pretty uptight before the game. It’s natural but once we settled in in the second, we had a better period.

“It’s just going to take time for them to feel comfortable but they’ll be a lot better come Saturday.”

In a penalty-marred opening period, the Flames built a 3-0 lead on a pair of goals from Markus Granlund (power play, even strength) and Max Reinhart.

The Oilers responded with second period goals from Juhar Khaira, who tipped in a wrister from defenceman Martin Gernat, and a goal that was credited to Travis Ewanyk after the Flames Ryan Culkin scored into his own net. Sean Monathan, the sixth pick in the 2013 draft, put Calgary ahead 4-2 in the third then Emile Poirier pushed another past an overworked Tyler Bunz.

“We’ve gone up in size and up in skill,” said Davidson, who will play on Saturday when the Oilers meet the Winnipeg Jets. “Guys are harder working, bigger, stronger so it’s definitely a shift.”

“We have got some experience back there too,” Nelson said. “We have some guys who have played in the American league and Oscar, who’s played at a very high level. That should be one of our strengths in this tournament and I think everybody is very excited about that.”
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Khaira’s plans changed dramatically after Oilers development camp

2012 draft pick was given an entry-level contract, is on the verge of turning pro

By Joanne Ireland, Edmonton JournalSeptember 6, 2013
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Edmonton Oilers prospect Jujhar Khaira takes part in practice at the South Okanagan Event Centre in Penticton,B.C., on Thusday.

Edmonton Oilers prospect Jujhar Khaira takes part in practice at the South Okanagan Event Centre in Penticton,B.C., on Thusday.

Photograph by: Ward Perrin, PNG

More on This Story

Recovery from injury likely to force Edmonton Oilers prospect to watch, not play in Young Stars Tournament

Oilers rookie Klefbom eager to get back in action

PENTICTON, B.C. — When Jujhar Khaira left Michigan Tech University after his first year, he was certain he’d be back, so he just packed what he needed for the summer and headed to the Edmonton Oilers’ development camp.

But Khaira, 19, impressed the Oilers so much he was given a entry-level contract. He is now determined to make the Oklahoma City Barons’ roster in the American Hockey League, although it’s more likely he’ll spend the season in junior with the Everett Silvertips of the Western Hockey League.

“If that’s what has to happen, I wouldn’t be upset, but the goal is to play at a higher level, so we’ll see,” he said. “But it was a really tough decision. I had a great time in college last year. It was one of my best years. At the same time, this was a great opportunity. I wanted to sign and start my professional career.

“I went into the prospect camp not knowing my plans would change. I thought I was going back for another year,” he continued. “My plan was to go back to school, but after the camp, Edmonton talked to my agent.”

The six-foot-three, 214-pound forward was one of the Oilers’ most effective players in Thursday’s 5-2 loss to the Calgary Flames at the Young Stars tournament. He’ll get another look on Saturday when the rookies play the Winnipeg Jets.

Khaira has put on 20 pounds since the Oilers selected him in the third round of the 2012 draft. He was with the Prince George Spruce Kings in the British Columbia Hockey League at the time.

He scored 25 points in 37 games as a freshman at Michigan Tech, good enough for third place in team scoring.

“I noticed a drastic change at this development camp. He’s improving every time I see him,” said Barons head coach Todd Nelson, “and after seeing his brothers, if everything goes as planned, he’s going to fill out nicely.”

Nelson said Khaira will play more games in the WHL, which will speed up his development, but acknowledged that he’s knocking on the door that leads to the pro ranks.

“I still have a lot of stuff in Michigan, but I think my roommates will send it out to me,” said Khaira.
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Oilers test out goalie candidate in 7-2 loss to Jets in Young Stars tournament

By Joanne Ireland, Edmonton JournalSeptember 8, 2013
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The puck gets past Edmonton goaltending prospect Philippe Cadorette during pre-season action between the Oilers rookies and their Winnipeg Jets counterparts in Penticton, B.C., on Saturday Sept. 7, 2013.
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Edmonton Oilers rookies buckle in 5-2 loss to the Calgary Flames

Eakins in no hurry to name new captain, but demands work ethic from Oilers immediately

Edmonton Oilers prospect ‘stronger’ following cancer ordeal

PENTICTON – For the last three seasons, Todd Nelson, the head coach of the Oklahoma City Barons, has looked at his depth chart, noted that he was secure in goal, and shifted his attention to other positions.

Uneasy? Not so much.

This year? It’s another story.

Yann Danis, the Barons starter for the last two years, signed with the Philadelphia Flyers in the off-season, leaving the starting job up for grabs. There also hasn’t been much in the way of stockpiling in the organization.

The Edmonton Oilers didn’t select a goalie in the June draft, nor did they leave the 2012 draft with a netminder. Frans Tuohimaa, a seventh-round pick in 2011, has been signed but has returned to Finland where he has a chance to hone his game as a starter.

So the Oilers arrived at the Young Stars tournament with four goaltenders, three of whom are on tryouts, including Philippe Cadorette, who got the start Saturday against the Winnipeg Jets.

The Baie-Comeau product saw 31 shots in a 7-2 loss to the Jets — a team that made short work of the Oilers, scoring six goals through the first 40 minutes at the South Okanagan Events Centre.

Winnipeg’s Nic Petan, all alone in the slot three minutes in, backhanded the game’s opening goal. Two minutes later, Scott Kosmachuk made it 2-0 with the fourth shot on net, backing a shot in the stick off defenceman Martin Marincin.

Mitchell Theoret, Ryan Olsen and Axel Blomqvist with two also contributed to the tally, and Kosmachuk got his second of the night before the second intermission.

Kyle Platzer snuffed out Eric Comrie’s shutout bid with a wrister five minutes into the third period. Greg Chase added a power-play marker in the final three minutes.

The Oilers close out the tournament on Sunday with an afternoon game against the Vancouver Canucks. From there, most of the players will head to Edmonton for the main camp.

Nelson said before the game that he knew nothing about Cadorette, other than what he’d been told by goaltending coach Frederic Chabot. What he does know is that his goaltending candidates must make a statement if they want to seize the opportunity they will now have.

“For the players, it’s opportunity. If any player comes in playing goal and plays well, they’re going to get the opportunity,” said Nelson. “It’s up for grabs right now, so for them it’s an exciting time.

“For me, I’m a little bit nervous.”

The Barons had veteran Martin Gerber and Jeff Drouin-Deslauriers in net during their inaugural season; then Danis took over, even securing the nod as the American Hockey League’s goaltender of the year in 2011-12.

The Oilers countered by signing Richard Bachman, who was in the Dallas Stars organization, playing 32 NHL games during his stay, including 13 last season. He will be the man Oliver Roy will have to beat.

Roy, a 2009 draft pick, has been making the climb, playing pro for the last two seasons, but Chabot indicated he has to step it up this year if he’s going challenge for the No. 1 job.

“We will still need to develop Tyler (Bunz). The effort is there but he needs to improve his game,” said Chabot.

Bunz had his struggles in the ECHL last season, something he readily acknowledges.

The Oilers are going into the season with Devan Dubnyk and Jason Labarbera, a free-agent addition.

“You never know what’s going to happen up top. Hopefully everybody is healthy, but you just never know so we have to make sure we’re covered in that area,” Nelson continued.

When Craig MacTavish was named general manager last spring he said it was imperative for the team to start scouting Europe for goaltending prospects. The club has since hired Sylvian Rodrigue, who will tutor the AHL and ECHL goalies and scout for candidates. Rodrigue had been working in Germany and Switzerland and, before that, spent some time in the Swedish Elite League.

“We do need to draft goalies, we need to develop more,” said Chabot. “But I do think if there hadn’t been a lockout last year, Olivier would have given Yann a good run. He would have got more ice than he did. He’s on the right track. It takes time. Most goalies hit their stride when they’re 25-27 years old.”

OIL DROPS: The Oilers’ Jackson Houck (Vancouver Giants), driven into the boards by Josh Morrissey (Spokane), left the game in the second period with a head injury and did not return. Morrissey received five for boarding and a game misconduct.
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Nugent-Hopkins return to Oilers lineup still slated for November
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Ryan Nugent-Hopkins will not play any pre-season games, and won't return to the Oilers lineup until November.
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Edmonton Oilers forward Ryan Nugent-Hopkins says surgically repaired shoulder ‘feels really good’

PENTICTON — Rather than take any chances with Ryan Nugent-Hopkins’ surgically repaired shoulder, the Edmonton Oilers will not send their centre out for any pre-season games

That also puts into question his availability for the first month of the regular season.

General manager Craig MacTavish said on Sunday that the club is still following the initial timeline, which was a November 1 return.

Nugent-Hopkins has been skating in Edmonton and readying himself for camp and will be tested on Wednesday when the players report for their medicals. The first on-ice session is set for Thursday with eight pre-season games to be played between Sept. 14 and the Oct. 1 season opener.

“I would say absolutely not at this point,” MacTavish said when asked if he thought Nugent-Hopkins would play any pre-season games. “I’ve talked to our medical staff and everything is on schedule but it’s important for them that we maintain the most pessimistic schedule we started with, which was Nov. 1.”

If Nugent-Hopkins isn’t ready for the opener, the Oilers will need to find another centre. MacTavish did not rule the possibility of Taylor Hall moving from the wing but said it would be a coaching decision.

Nugent-Hopkins had surgery in April to repair the torn labrum in his left shoulder.

jireland@edmontonjournal.com

Twitter.com/jirelandEJ
Grebeshkov returns for another stint with Oilers

By Jim Matheson, Edmonton JournalSeptember 12, 2013
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Edmonton Oilers defenceman Denis Grebeshkov takes a shot during February 2010 National Hockey League action at Rexall Place.
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10 questions before Edmonton Oilers training camp

MacKinnon: Eakins wants his Oilers to be tough, fit big boys

EDMONTON - When last we saw Denis Grebeshkov in the National Hockey League in Nashville, he was finishing a game — unbelievably, after his testicle was crushed when the Russian defender dove to block a Christian Ehrhoff blast.

Proving, of course, that the one-time Edmonton Oilers puck-moving defenceman is tough as nails.

Grebeshkov, who is back with the Oilers after three years in the Kontinental Hockey League, isn’t just a one-trick offensive pony. He’ll do anything for a victory and now we’re about to find out if his signing to a one-year, $1.5-million free-agent contract is a win for both sides. Grebshkov loved his 190 games here, and he has retrieved his old No. 37. He liked to make plays, sometimes finding their way onto opposing sticks because he had some riverboat gambler in him, but he could easily find his way into the top six on the back end this season and the second power play unit.

Grebeshkov never lost his love of the Oilers or the NHL while back in Russia, but he admits he was surprised to see his old coach Craig MacTavish pursuing him this summer.

“The reason I left the NHL was personal stuff. I was 26 years old and by himself and I wanted a family and now I have a girl … but hockey-wise I always wanted to be in the NHL,” he said.

Nashville, who gave up a second-round draft pick for Grebeshkov but didn’t get much of a look because he was hurt offered him a new contract in 2010. But he declined.

“My agent saw Craig in Europe or the United States and they started talking. I decided to try it again.” said Grebeshkov, who started his NHL career as a first-round Los Angeles Kings draft pick, was traded to the New York Islanders, and then to the Oilers for Marc-Andre Bergeron and a third-round pick.

“When I was in the KHL, I still followed the Oilers, I saw the highlights. Like they say, once an Oilers, always an Oilers.”

The Oilers dealt him to the Predators because his contract was up and he was making more than $3 million a year. Mainly, it was financial.

“Yeah, probably but my last year, my third with the Oilers wasn’t that good. It was probably right for the Oilers to trade me.”

The Ehrhoff shot that nailed him was a low blow. He needed surgery after four league games with the Predators.

“Lots of pain (when the puck hit him) but I played through it. End of the game, I found out it was really swollen down there,” he said.

Grebeshkov, who turns 30 next month, had a so-so time in the KHL, playing in St. Petersburg, then got traded to a weaker team.

“I really appreciate that Craig is giving me a second chance in the NHL. He worked with me my first year. He was hard on me but it worked out pretty well. I had the best year and a half in the NHL under his coaching,” said Grebeshkov, who continues to be a strong puckhandler.

“I’ll try to not do too much,” he said with a slight laugh when asked about his gambling and trying to force passes.

Grebeshkov’s fellow Russian defenceman Anton Belov, who signed a two-way, one-year contract, will likely be here in two days after discouraging visa issues with the Canadian Embassy.

“I played with him on the national team in some tournaments. It’ll be tough for him to go from the KHL to the NHL, especially with no time. We’re similar players. I won’t say who’s better. He’s not here yet. It took me longer than usual to get my visa too. I wanted to be here at the beginning of August to prepare myself, but got here four days ago. I think Belov will be here Friday,” said Grebeshkov.

jmatheson@edmontonjournal.com
MacKinnon: Eakins wants his Oilers to be tough, fit big boys

&#8220;This is a fresh start for this team with ... different expectations&#8217;

By John MacKinnon, Edmonton JournalSeptember 11, 2013
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Edmonton Oilers left-winger Ryan Smyth goes through the paces at his fitness test at Rexall Place on Wednesday.
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10 questions surrounding the Edmonton Oilers heading into NHL training camp

Ben Eager aims to reclaim spot on Edmonton Oilers roster

Golden Bears down Edmonton Oilers prospects

EDMONTON - If first-year Oilers head coach Dallas Eakins, like NBA coach Gregg Popovich, wants his players to be big boys now, needs them to be gritty, ultra-fit competitors who push the pace as hard in the last minute of games as they do off the opening puck-drop, well, they say they are eager to oblige.

Of course, everybody’s eager to come out of the gate snarling on medicals day at an NHL training camp. What else would you expect them to say?

But the likes of Sam Gagner, Jordan Eberle and others were mighty convincing Wednesday at Rexall Place on the subject of this talented team living up to its dazzling potential.

“There’s a point, and it probably (came) a few years ago, when you start getting sick and tired of hearing how good you’re going to be,” the 23-year-old Eberle said. “You just want to get to that point.”

An entire season still must unfold before any firm judgment can be applied on how good this group is going to be.

But, on first reference, there seems to be strong buy-in into the new regime that is led by rookie GM Craig MacTavish and Eakins, his hand-picked head coach.

Over the weekend, Eakins said he no longer wants the team referred to as a ‘young team,’ just as a team, with of mix of youth, mid-level experience and deep experience. Big boys, in other words, all of them to be held accountable every shift, every game, all season long.

Which sure works for Gagner, the 24-year-old centre entering his seventh season with the Oilers, preparing to work for his fifth head coach and never having played a single NHL playoff game.

“You like to hear that as a player,” Gagner said. “You have to come to the rink every day and compete for a spot in the lineup.

“As a player, that’s exciting ... All you want as a player is for your coach to be fair.”

Eakins promises to be tough, in the bargain, setting high standards for effort, grit and competitiveness that he will consistently enforce. There is to be no more coddling of talented youngsters.

“I think it’s a cop-out to be labelled young,” Gagner said. “It allows you to kind of go through some growing periods, and I think that’s done now.

“We’ve been through a lot as a core now and it’s time for us to move forward as a group.”

It was Popovich, the San Antonio Spurs coach, who told his players during a timeout in Game 5 of the NBA finals: “This game is a big boy game — physicality, tough with the ball.

“It’s supposed to be hard, it’s the finals! Give them some adversity — knock the stuffing out of them!”

For Eakins, knocking the stuffing out of the opponent means puck possession, speed, grit, competing tenaciously to retrieve the puck when the Oilers lose it, being relentless all game long.

A high degree of fitness is required to fuel all that, but it’s not as if Eakins has introduced anything radically new on the fitness front. Gagner, for one, didn’t do anything differently this off-season, which he always uses for intense training blocks on his own, as so many players do.

“For us, the way we want to play is an aggressive style — tracking the puck and making sure we play with the puck,” Gagner said. “The only way to do that is being able to push the pace.”

For his part, Eakins is aware of the team’s seven-year run out of the playoffs, knows expectations are high, but isn’t burdened by any of that.

“We can’t move forward without looking (at) what’s gone on in the past,” Eakins said. “But as soon as I say that, I don’t care what happened here last year, or the year before or the year before that.

“This is a fresh start for this team, with a couple of new coaches, some new players but, most importantly, different expectations. We are not rebuilding, we are not a young team, we’re not trying to get by. Our expectations are to prepare to win every night. And that’s what we’re going to try to do.”

Eakins, a smart fellow, wouldn’t bite on the ‘will-you-make-the-playoffs’ query.

“I don’t like going big picture,” Eakins said. “I think if we have our expectations in line, and we’re able to deliver on a nightly basis, and you start winning on a nightly basis, the big-picture stuff looks after itself.

“I don’t want to look 82 games down the road, I want to look at the first exhibition games coming up, and we’re going to try to win those. And then the next one, we’re going to try to win that one, and then the next one after that.

“That’s the way this is going to go.”

Still, the prospect of putting his stamp on the Oilers moved the media-savvy Eakins to send out a Tweet on Tuesday night that read: “It was the night before Christmas ...”

Why?

“You’re just so excited,” Eakins said. “It was my first night in our new home, that I was going to sleep there for the first time.

“I was in bed and I was excited. I felt like I was a little kid again. It’s always like that, whether you’re a player or a coach or a manager.

“The night before training camp is such an exciting time. You’ve waited all summer to get back at it. It just felt like I was eight years old and today was going to be Christmas Day.”

It turns out that even big boys retain that capacity for wonder and tantalizing possibility.

If the Oilers walk their big boy talk, Edmonton fans will be even more excited than Eakins.

jmackinnon@edmontonjournal.com

On Twitter: @rjmackinnon

Check out my blog, Sweat Sox

Check out the Edmonton Journal's Facebook page
Ben Eager aims to reclaim spot on Edmonton Oilers roster

Big centre went unclaimed on waivers last season, played on AHL farm team

By Joanne Ireland, Edmonton JournalSeptember 11, 2013
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Edmonton Oilers forward Ben Eager is ready to try to earn a spot on the NHL team&#8217;s roster for 2013-14 following a campaign in which he was demoted to the minors.
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10 questions surrounding the Edmonton Oilers heading into NHL training camp

Golden Bears down Edmonton Oilers prospects

MacKinnon: Oilers prospects look to make a mark as training camp opens

EDMONTON - Ben Eager had two options after he was unclaimed on the NHL waiver wire and en route to the Oklahoma City Barons — and he elected to resuscitate what was left of his career with the Edmonton Oilers.

Consequently, it was a leaner, more determined winger who reported to the Oilers camp on Wednesday. If Eager can indeed pick up where he left off during his banishment, he could very well provide that sandpaper the Oilers need in their bottom six because he can skate and can use his 225-pound frame to bang and crash.

“I know we need some size in our lineup, and I believe I can provide that,” he said the day before the team stepped on the ice before its first sessions.

“Going to the minors last year turned out be a great thing for me. I haven’t had that much fun playing hockey in three or four years. It was a great experience.

“We had a great bunch of guys down there. We won games down there and we had a deep (playoff) run. I’m a playoff-type player and I think I showed a lot of people that during the run. I played well ... and I got my confidence back up.”

Eager, assigned to the Barons last March, played nine regular season games with the farm team then registered five points and 64 penalty minutes in 13 playoff contests — in short, he made the kind of statement that earned him another chance this fall.

The Oilers had the option of using a compliancy buyout with him but used just one, cutting ties with centre Eric Belanger.

“I don’t know what their plans were before the run we had with OKC, but I’m sure it changed after that because I played pretty well,” said Eager, who hadn’t played in the minors since 2006-07 when he was with the Philadelphia Flyers organization.

“I’m looking to earn an opportunity to play. The last couple of years didn’t go very well for me. The team struggled, too, and it’s hard to have personal success, especially on a younger team.”

Eager said he has dropped about 15 pounds since he was last in Edmonton, and it shows. He’ll also be an unrestricted free agent at season’s end, which should only add to his motivation. He’s in the final year of a three-year, $3.3-million contract.

What he also gets this time around is a bit of fresh slate given Eakins is now the head coach and Craig MacTavish the general manager.

“There’s an opportunity for every player on this team to either get up either on the depth chart, to maybe seal a spot, or maybe force us to move somebody,” Eakins said. “But for a guy like Ben Eager, who played in the league and ended up in the American Hockey League last year, this an opportunity.

“And there’s no better time to strike than at training camp.”

jireland@edmontonjournal.com

On Twitter:@jirelandEJ
First Cuts 9/17

September 17th, 2013

5 Comments

Just a quick update, as Pittsburgh made its first round of cuts today, sending seven players to WBS and four back to juniors.

Tom Kostopoulos, Brian Gibbons, Paul Thompson, Dominik Uher, Reid McNeill, Nick D’Agostino and Clark Seymour were assigned to AHL camp, which begins this weekend. J-S Dea, Matia Marcantuoni, Tristan Jarry and Matt Murray were returned to juniors.

Dea got a three-year entry-level deal before he was cut, so he’ll be Penguins property next fall when he turns pro. Dea is a small, shifty center who scored 45 goals in 68 games for Rouyn-Noranda last year and impressed at the rookie tournament in London. With a thin prospect pool at forward, Dea is precisely the kind of player the Penguins have to beat the bushes to find.

As for the WBS assignments, Gibbons and Thompson were sent down while Tom Kuhnhackl, Jayson Megna and Adam Payerl remain in Pittsburgh. I think you can probably read something into that as far as who stands where on the organizational depth chart.

Forty-four players remain on the NHL camp roster, so plenty of cuts are still on the way.
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The Kobasew Situation 9/16

September 16th, 2013

1 Comment

Scoring two goals in the first exhibition game probably ranks somewhere near having good table manners and not ending sentences with a preposition on the list of attributes that will earn a roster hopeful a spot on an NHL team coming out of training camp.

But Chuck Kobasew did score two goals for Pittsburgh last night and it does get you thinking. Isn’t Kobasew a Dan Bylsma kind of guy? He’s experienced. He’s an excellent skater. He can play center or wing. Kind of describes Richard Park, who made the team a few years back, doesn’t it?

The big question isn’t whether Bylsma would like to have Kobasew on his roster. It’s how can he shoehorn the guy on there?

The roster situation in Pittsburgh, to sum up if you haven’t been playing close attention, can be summarized in one sentence fragment: Twenty-one players on one-ways plus Simon Despres and Beau Bennett, about $1 million over the cap.

Assuming that one of the top eight defensemen is trimmed from the roster by some means or another to satisfy the cap situation, a forward would have to go to make room for Kobasew. So who could it be?

I’ll consider the top eight — Kunitz-Crosby-Dupuis, Bennett-Malkin-Neal, Jokinen-Sutter — off limits. So that leaves Matt D’Agostini, Tanner Glass, Joe Vitale, Craig Adams and Dustin Jeffrey.

I can’t imagine the Penguins signed D’Agostini to a one-way contract a month or so ago to send him to the minors. Craig Adams isn’t going anywhere. Some might suggest Tanner Glass, but there are complications there. For one thing, he makes $1.1 million, so if he were to be waived, not claimed and sent down, a portion of his salary would remain on Pittsburgh’s cap as dead money. Plus, Pittsburgh is lacking grit up front and Glass is gritty. I’d rule him out. Joe Vitale is similarly gritty, and at a cap-friendly salary of $575K, it’s hard to see him going anywhere.

So that leaves Jeffrey. Two years ago, he was still getting back from knee surgery. Last year, he didn’t really find a spot in the lineup and was a healthy scratch for half the season. Add that up and he hasn’t been an impact player in the NHL for two full years. Sounds like a waiver candidate to me.

However, Jeffrey also scored in Columbus, looked pretty good on the first three days of camp, has a strong AHL and junior pedigree and is a versatile player. I mean, it’s not like he doesn’t have  redeeming qualities. He has quite a few.

And that’s to say nothing of about a dozen other guys who could stake a claim to that final roster spot, from Chris Conner to Harry Zolnierczyk.

The path of least resistance is to keep the 12 one-way forwards plus Bennett, send Kobasew on his way and send the rest to WBS. I just wonder if that’s what is going to happen.

– Two injury notes from the Columbus game. According to reports out of Pittsburgh, Brian Dumoulin is out about a week with an upper-body injury and Bobby Farnham is out with a lower-body injury and will be evaluated by doctors. Both those guys have been having pretty good camps.

– Mike Carman tweeted today that he’s on his way to Wilkes-Barre, presumably for training camp, which would be a solid addition to the WBS roster. He’s a fourth-year pro out of the University of Minnesota (and national team development program) who hasn’t been a big scorer, but has been a lineup regular for Lake Erie and Hershey the last three seasons. From what I remember, a good faceoff guy and a good skater.

Bye for now,
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NHL camp — Day three 9/14

September 14th, 2013

1 Comment

More stream of consciousness blogging from the third intrasquad scrimmage of Pittsburgh Penguins camp this morning:

– I wrote about this in the story that went online and in the paper today. It’s easy to see how Dustin Jeffrey makes the team in Pittsburgh. He can play center or wing on all four lines. But it’s hard to see what kind of role he fills on a regular basis. Does he beat out Jussi Jokinen or Matt D’Agostini for a third-line spot? (Those are his two linemates in this scrimmage. Regular third-line center Brandon Sutter seems to be with LW Brian Gibbons and RW Chuck Kobasew.) Does he beat out Joe Vitale for the fourth-line center job? I don’t know if I can see it.

– D’Agostini just scored on a nifty little backhand move.

– Harry Zolnierczyk and Bobby Farnham have both played up some contact in this scrimmage, tumbling to the ice. Gotta practice drawing calls too.

– Robert Bortuzzo tripped Chris Conner, so they did one of those chase penalty shot deals. Bortuzzo caught Conner and knocked the puck away. Assuming Conner was unaware of the rules, because while Bortuzzo has looked quick in camp so far, catching Conner on a breakaway seems a bit out of the realm of possibility.

– Stop the presses. Derrick Pouliot just made the nicest play of all three scrimmages to date, corraling a puck in the high slot and making a spinning backhand pass to Jussi Jokinen for a one-time snipe from the right circle.

– Dominik Uher and Reid McNeill with some post-whistle pushing and shoving. Good to see some competitiveness in a scrimmage like this.

– He’s not a big-name prospect or anything, but I think Clark Seymour is an interesting player, a big, rangy, right-handed unsigned fifth-round draft pick. Getting shots through from the point in this scrimmage. If you think about it, he might have more pressure on him than anyone else in camp because he’s playing for a job. So are J.S. Dea and Kobasew, technically, but Dea is only 19 and can go back to juniors and Kobasew has 500 NHL games and 100 NHL goals to his credit. If things don’t work out here, he could find an AHL job in about a second if he’s so inclined.

– Marc-Andre Fleury looked sharp and didn’t give up a goal in his half of the scrimmage. Goals-against average on Sept. 14 means next to nothing, of course, but after his tough day in the first intrasquad scrimmage Thursday, he probably welcomed a clean 15 minutes.

– Tristan Jarry stops James Neal on a 2-on-1 with Beau Bennett. Had to be a highlight for that kid.

– Pouliot scored a goal. He’s the No. 1 star of this scrimmage, for sure. Of all the top defense prospects, I get the impression management is most excited about Olli Maatta because he’s big and can play a two-way game, but Pouliot, to me, has the highest upside. He has star potential.

– No one has fought for ice in front of the opposing goal more or more effectively in this scrimmage than Zolnierczyk.

– If you had Bobby Farnham in the first-boarding-call-of-training-camp pool, you win. Hit on Pouliot, who seems OK. Farnham apologized. Jeff Zatkoff stopped the Pouliot penalty shot.

– Nick Drazenovic is bigger than I remembered him being for Springfield. More of a power-forward kind of guy.

EDIT: Add Tom Kuhnhackl and John Hynes to the list of interviews from this week. I’m hoping to catch Pierre-Luc Letourneau-Leblond after this practice session and then hit the road back to Wilkes-Barre. AHL camp opens at Coal Street next weekend, with the first on-ice practices tentatively scheduled for Saturday.

I’ll have plenty of content in the meantime, with stories planned on Zach Sill, Kuhnhackl, Chris Conner, Bobby Farnham and Harry Zolnierczyk and Brian Dumoulin in the next week, so stay tuned. Also, I’ll have some observations and whatnot from Pittsburgh’s first two exhibition games. The season is in full swing as far as the blog goes.

Bye for now,
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NHL camp — Day two 9/13

September 13th, 2013

0 Comments

Something a little different today: Stream of consciousness blogging while watching Pittsburgh’s intrasquad scrimmage:

– Kris Letang scored the scrimmage’s first goal with an assist to Rob Scuderi. They were playing with the Kunitz-Crosby-Dupuis line. If Scuderi played with those four guys every shift, how many points would he have in a season? 40? 50?

– Letang is going to LOVE playing with Scuderi. They already call Scuderi “The Piece.” They should start calling him “Bounty,” because he cleans up messes so well.

– Bobby Farnham just plastered Clark Seymour with a hit as Seymour handled a puck at the point. There’s sort of an unwritten guideline for how physical players should be during these scrimmages. Farnham gets my vote for player most likely to forget where he is for a moment and cross that line.

– Simon Despres with an awkward hit on Sidney Crosby at the blue line. That’s probably a hit to skip in a scrimmage like this.

– Crosby is fine. He just scored a goal, in fact.

– Jayson Megna wearing No. 59, doing Robert Dome proud.

– Aside from the Glass-Vitale-Adams fourth line, Pittsburgh’s lineup lacks sandpaper. That’s an opportunity for Robert Bortuzzo, who looks like he bulked up a bit — in a good way — in the offseason. Also, it could present an opportunity for gritty WBS players to get called up later on down the road. I’m thinking of guys like Zach Sill, Farnham, Adam Payerl and a few others.

– I know Tom Kostopoulos signed an AHL deal with the intention of helping the young forwards develop in a mentor role, but sandpaper is his game.  I can’t shake the idea that his NHL days might not be over just yet.

– Dejan Kovacevic had a column in the Pittsburgh Tribune-Review today about how nothing is really going to matter much for Pittsburgh until the playoffs. Jeff Zatkoff is in the same boat. You know he’s going to have a good regular season because A) he always does and B) WBS has good defensive coaching and good defensive players. But Zatkoff still has to prove he can backstop a playoff run.

– Kuhnhackl-Ebbett-Payerl is an interesting line. Ebbett has lots of NHL experience and he’s dressing in the NHL locker room, so it’s clear the organization thinks of him as a major-league caliber of player. The fact that he’s centering the organization’s top two homegrown offensive winger prospects is probably another vote of confidence from the brass. Let a veteran playmaker like Ebbett help get the kids going early in camp.

– @jreeders: J.S. Dea is too young for the AHL this year. He’ll be headed back to juniors. The Chuck Kobasew situation strikes me as an NHL-roster-or-bust type of deal, but I don’t know that for sure. I’ll ask around next time I get the chance.

– As I typed that, Dea scored a goal. It was the first goal the stacked Group B lineup has given up in two scrimmages. Dea is small but quick. He darts into open areas in the offensive zone.

– Letang with his second goal of the scrimmage. A snipe from the left circle. Then Dupuis with the empty netter. 4-1 Group B.

– There were a couple of hybrid icing calls in this scrimmage. No one seemed to notice much.

EDIT: Talked to Dustin Jeffrey, Harry Zolnierczyk, Bobby Farnham, Jayson Megna, Jeff Zatkoff, Simon Despres and Steve MacIntyre today, so, yeah, stay tuned for much, much more Penguins coverage over the next week or so. Two interesting notes:

– Farnham and Zolnierczyk often played on the same line at Brown. Zach Sill overheard that conversation and volunteered to center them if they’re ever reunited in Penguins colors. Imagine having to play against those three.

– Talked to Zatkoff about the changes to goalie pads. As it turns out, the pads he was using before were already legal. Zatkoff said he thinks goalies will make adjustments, whether to their knee pads or two their style of play, and there won’t be an epidemic of five-hole goals this season.

Bye for now,
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NHL camp — Day one 9/12

September 12th, 2013

4 Comments

I was in Toronto for a few days in May of 2002 when the Leafs and Ottawa Senators met in a second-round playoff series. The Leafs and goalie Curtis Joseph lost 5-0 at home in Game 1, and the headline on the cover of the Toronto Sun read, “Joe Sieve.”

The first intrasquad scrimmage of Pittsburgh Penguins training camp this morning got me thinking about that. Marc-Andre Fleury, whose playoff struggles were well documented last spring, sprung a leak in the first half of the scrimmage, giving up four goals.

It made me wonder what the headline writers would have done to Fleury if the Pittsburgh media environment was that snarky.

It’s not, though, which is a good thing in this case. Fleury might rebound from his playoff problems with a great season and he might not, but nothing that happened in the first scrimmage of training camp will affect that one way or the other.

Some developments from today that might end up having longer-lasting effects involve the lineup.

Kunitz-Crosby-Dupuis was together and dominant, scoring three times in the scrimmage. Beau Bennett drew the assignment on the left wing with Evgeni Malkin and James Neal. Jussi Jokinen, Brandon Sutter and Matt D’Agostini were on the third line. The Glass-Vitale-Adams fourth line scored twice in the scrimmage.

I would expect those 12 forwards, plus Dustin Jeffrey as a spare, to start the season in Pittsburgh, maybe even in that exact configuration.

There are literally at least a dozen forwards capable of knocking someone out of the bottom six — from Chuck Kobasew, Chris Conner and Harry Zolnierczyk to Jayson Megna, Bobby Farnham and Adam Payerl — but that would require Pittsburgh moving out a player on a one-way contract. That’s not an insurmountable hurdle, of course, but it’s a hurdle nonetheless.

On defense, the top four — Scuderi-Letang, Martin-Orpik — looks set. Matt Niskanen, unless he gets traded, can probably be penciled in as a No. 5. Who’s No. 6? Judging by today, I’d say Robert Bortuzzo.

First, he was paired with Niskanen in drills. Second, he looked awesome in the on-ice conditioning testing, practically lapping the field as they skated sprints. Simon Despres probably would have been considered by most the top contender for the No. 6 job coming into camp. He was on the fourth pair with Deryk Engelland in drills and lagged behind in the testing.

All the usual caveats about making snap judgments on the first day of training camp apply, but it sure looks to me like, as the Pittsburgh Tribune-Review reported today, there is a possibility Pittsburgh alleviates its cap problem by sending down Despres.

I’ll be at camp in Pittsburgh for two more days, doing as many interviews as possible, so I’ll have plenty to write about next week as well. Today, for example, I talked to Conner, Rob Scuderi, Brian Dumoulin, Tom Kostopoulos, Bortuzzo, Bennett and Zach Sill and sat in on Dan Bylsma’s press conference. Look for updates on all those guys in the coming days.

First up, online and in the paper tomorrow, is a look at Scuderi’s return to the Penguins organization. If Scuderi isn’t the all-time greatest Wilkes-Barre/Scranton success story — hard work and dedication in the AHL for four full years turns into two Stanley Cup rings — he’s in the top two along with Mike Yeo.

Bye for now,

jb
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WBS Hall of Fame 9/4

September 4th, 2013

15 Comments

The WBS Penguins announced the creation of a hall of fame today. Here’s the press release.

I was going to give my opinion of who should be in the first induction class here off the top of my head, but I decided to think about it a little while longer and make it into a full-fledged column for this weekend.

In the meantime, I’d love to read your thoughts. Check out the list of nominees on the press release and hit the comment section. In addition to the two players you would choose, I’d like to hear your thoughts on a non-player who also belongs in the inaugural class.

jb

More Sharing ServicesShare|Share on facebookShare on twitterShare on emailShare on print

Author: jbombulie
Categories: Uncategorized
Tags: 


Kostopoulos, veterans and puzzle pieces 9/3

September 3rd, 2013

Comments Off

As college football is getting going these days, it got me thinking about recruiting.

Recruiting is an important part of AHL hockey too. Take a player like Tom Kostopoulos. He’s got 630 NHL games on his resume, 15 of them last year with New Jersey. He could easily get an invitation to an NHL training camp as a tryout. He could easily find a job in Europe too. Why sign in Wilkes-Barre?

The WBS Penguins have a few recruiting tools at their disposal. One is facilities. The practice rink at Coal Street is as nice as you’ll find in the AHL and the arena, while 15 years old now, is still in good shape. There’s the issue of fan support too. Players won’t be playing in front of 800 fans on a Wednesday, like they are in some AHL towns, which I’m sure would be depressing. Cost of living is also low compared to other AHL markets.

But in the case of Kostopoulos, the most effective recruiters were John Hynes and Alain Nasreddine. Kostopoulos doesn’t know if he wants to stay in hockey in a coaching or management capacity after his playing days are over, but he knows that if he does, learning under those two coaches in a top-tier organization is the best way to prepare.

So he signed an AHL deal today, returning to the franchise that he leads in all time games played, goals and points. It’s a great signing from a hockey perspective. Kostopoulos was very good in his 17-game stint last year, showing that he can still bang on the forecheck and be effective on the power play. A nice addition, no doubt.

You can read Kostopoulos’ thoughts on returning online and in the Citizens’ Voice tomorrow. In the meantime, here are two other issues the signing calls to mind.

First, the depth chart up front.

Pittsburgh’s 13 forwards seem to be pretty close to written in ink. It’s the 12 guys on one-ways plus Beau Bennett. That leaves WBS with a good mix up front.

You’ve got veteran newcomers — Kostopoulos, Nick Drazenovic, Andrew Ebbett, Chris Conner and Harry Zolnierczyk.

 Homegrown guys with experience — Zach Sill, Brian Gibbons and Paul Thompson.

 Young guys with upside — Bobby Farnham, Adam Payerl, Jayson Megna, Dominik Uher, Tom Kuhnhackl and Anton Zlobin.

 And veteran toughness — Pierre-Luc Letourneau-Leblond and Steve MacIntyre.

It’s got a little bit of everything. I have no idea how those puzzle pieces are going to fit together into a lineup, but that’s what training camp is for.

Now, the veteran situation.

WBS is one over the limit of six, but that shouldn’t be a serious problem.

Kostopoulos (1,029), Conner (494), Ebbett (438), Drazenovic (392) and Brendan Mikkelson (327) are veterans with more than 320 high-level pro games. AHL teams may dress five of them. No problem there.

MacIntyre (270) and Leblond (315) are tweener veterans, meaning they fall between 261 and 320 games. AHL teams may dress one of those. So the bottom line is if everyone is healthy and not in Pittsburgh, Hynes will have to choose between his two veteran heavyweights on any given night, or give one of the other veterans a rest and dress an extra-tough lineup.

Zach Sill, incidentally, has 259 career games, one under the veteran limit. That’s a good spot for him to be in.

Bye for now,
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AHL schedule/Rookie tournament roster 8/22

August 22nd, 2013

2 Comments

I don’t usually get too deep into analyzing schedules because, hey, all teams play 38 at home and 38 on the road and it’s impossible to tell an easy schedule from a hard one until we know which teams will be good and which teams will be bad this season.

That said, the AHL announced schedules today and I think it’s pretty safe to say WBS is going to want to be in a comfortable playoff position on the morning of New Year’s Day, because the schedule gets pretty rough in the second half of the season.

WBS plays 10 sets of three-games-in-three-days. Nine of them come after Jan. 1. Check out this stretch that month: They’ll play three in three at Providence, Portland and Providence on Jan. 17-19 then come home for a couple days before heading out for another three in three in Norfolk, Norfolk and Hershey Jan. 24-26.

The AHL schedule is traditionally heavier late in the year than early, so it’s not like the Penguins’ opponents won’t be going through the same thing, but it’s something to keep an eye on nonetheless.

As for highlights, six straight home games leading into Christmas and two March games at Boardwalk Hall in Atlantic City sound pretty good.

I’ll tell you what I found most interesting today, though. Pittsburgh announced its roster for the rookie tournament in London, which will be played Sept. 5-8.

The defense corps looks really good, needless to say. There are three goalies who are actual prospects, which hasn’t happened in a while. But the interesting part is the forwards. The Penguins’ prospect pool is very shallow up front, and many of the prospects they do have are in college and thus not eligible for this tournament. So they loaded up the roster with a bunch of unsigned tryout guys, and some of them have really impressive credentials. For example:

– Cameron Brace is a right wing with speed and skill who has scored 64 goals in 134 games over the last two seasons for Owen Sound in the OHL. He could go pro or go back to the OHL for an overage season.

– Jean-Sebastien Dea scored 45 goals for Rouyn-Noranda in his second year in the QMJHL last year. He won’t turn 20 until February, so he has a year of junior ahead of him, but he was also in Pittsburgh’s development camp and seems to be someone they have their eye on.

– Liam O’Brien is a 6-1, 205 winger who had 10 goals and 10 fights for Rouyn-Noranda last year. Like Dea, he’s 19.

– Connor Rankin is only 18, but he had 32 goals and 58 points in 71 games for Tri-City in the WHL last year.

– Carter Rowney is the 6-2, 202 potential power forward out of North Dakota who looked good in the development camp scrimmage.

– Cody Sylvester was captain of Calgary of the WHL the last two seasons. Two years ago, he scored at a point-per-game clip. Last year, he blew up for 41 goals and 90 points in 68 games. He’s 21, so he’s going pro somewhere in the new few weeks.

Now, it could be that the Penguins are just filling their rookie tournament roster with the best available players and there’s nothing more to it than that. But it wouldn’t surprise me if they’re actually looking to beef up their prospect pool at forward by signing a couple of these undrafted guys. There is, of course, more than one way to build organizational depth.

Bye for now,

jb

More Sharing ServicesShare|Share on facebookShare on twitterShare on emailShare on print

Author: jbombulie
Categories: Uncategorized
Tags: 


Scouting Letourneau-Leblond

August 21st, 2013

5 Comments

The Penguins already have Steve MacIntyre under contract for this season. Why, then, would they want to sign Pierre-Luc Letourneau-Leblond to an AHL deal, like they did on Tuesday?

The answer may lie in the simplest form of pro scouting. Leblond has done some pretty impressive things against WBS over the last couple of seasons.

On Feb. 8 of last year, he and fellow fourth-liner Jay Rosehill of the Norfolk Admirals handed the Penguins a 4-1 loss. Leblond had a goal and two assists. Here are the highlights:

AHL Wilkes-Barre/Scranton Penguins at Norfolk Admirals

2/8/13 at Norfolk Scope Arena, Norfolk 4- Penguins 1

SendtoNews News Distribution Services

Now, here is a look at the last three fights Leblond has had against WBS opponents:

Ryan Schnell:

Carl Sneep:

and Jesse Boulerice in a brutal, bloody war.

Meanwhile, the AHL schedule is expected out tomorrow afternoon, so check back then for some highlights.

Bye for now,
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Some prospect observations 7/22

July 21st, 2013

22 Comments

Just wanted to throw out some observations after summer prospect camp.

– I’ve been covering the Penguins since 1999 and I don’t remember them ever being this deep in legit goaltending prospects. In the camp scrimmage, Sean Maguire from BU looked tremendous and Eric Hartzell looked very good. The junior kids, Tristan Jarry and Matt Murray, looked a little further behind, but they’re younger, so that’s to be expected.

– When Matia Marcantuoni blasted a slap shot over Hartzell’s shoulder in the scrimmage, a thought occurred to me. Hartzell is listed at 6-foot-4, one of the biggest goalie prospects the organization has ever had. I assume avoiding going into the butterfly too early is going be something he works on in his early days as a pro.

– Marcantuoni’s slapper was nice and his speed is impressive, but I’ve been told he’s not really a top-six kind of prospect. The organization is excited about him, but as a speedy and relatively skilled forechecker more than a scorer.

– I thought Brian Dumoulin was maybe the best player on the ice in the scrimmage. He uses his reach so effectively and is an excellent passer. If he develops some snarl, he’ll be in the NHL for good.

– Speaking of snarl, defenseman Ryan Segalla, a fourth-round pick in June who’s going to UConn, has tons of it. There’s a difference between effectively using one’s size in a physical way and playing mean. He plays mean.

– Derrick Pouliot oozes talent. He’s stockier than I thought and his skating is as good as advertised. It will be fun to see, years from now, who becomes the best pro out of the group of recent Penguins top draft picks on D — Joe Morrow, Scott Harrington, Olli Maatta and Pouliot. Maatta’s all-around game and smoothness is impressive, very impressive, but I think my money would be on Pouliot.

– I’d like to see Carter Rowney get a shot to play in Wilkes-Barre. He’s a big winger with a right-handed shot who came off the wall to score a goal in the scrimmage. Put up some decent numbers at North Dakota too. Guys who can create their own shot off a puck battle in the offensive zone are pretty rare. If he really is the kind of guy who can do that, he deserves a look.

– The forward group has been rightly maligned for its lack of top-end prospects, but one guy who might someday earn that tag is Scott Wilson. Not the greatest skater in the world, but decent size, competitive and confident. He’s willing to try to make creative plays. Hope that doesn’t get beaten out of him as he gets coached more.

– I’ve always got the impression that the Penguins weren’t as high on Notre Dame’s Bryan Rust as some of their other forward prospects, but he impressed me in the scrimmage. Don’t know if he has any offensive upside, but he can skate, and sometimes, that’s more than half the battle.

– Third-round pick Jake Guentzel opened some eyes in the scrimmage. He’s small, but he finds open spots in the offensive zone and competes. One to watch as he heads to Nebraska-Omaha.

– Speaking of UNO, Jayson Megna looked good in the scrimmage, using his skill and speed to create room for himself and his linemates. This is a big year for Megna. He needs to produce on the stat sheet. He’s got all the tools, but if there isn’t some element of offensive production, he’s a fourth-line RW prospect as far as the NHL is concerned. There’s nothing wrong with being a fourth-line RW in the NHL. Tom Kostopoulos has done it for a decade. I’m just saying it’s hard to tell where Megna’s ceiling is right now.

– It sounds like the organization is high on Adam Payerl, and it’s easy to see why. He has an NHL body already and played the best hockey of his brief pro career in the Calder Cup playoffs. If he develops as more of an intimidating presence, maybe drop the gloves and muck it up more frequently, he could be a force.

Bye for now,

jb
Penguins Phil need, sign Mikkelson 7/19

July 19th, 2013
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Sorry about the headline. Been watching the British Open all day.

The Penguins signed 26-year-old defenseman Brendan Mikkelson to a one-year, two-way deal today, giving them a good veteran option at the bottom of the NHL depth chart and top of the AHL depth chart. Mikkelson is a rangy 6-foot-3, 210-pound left-handed shot who can handle the puck.

The Penguins needed a guy like Mikkelson because when an NHL team is looking for a short-term call-up to replace an injured player, for instance, a potentially wide-eyed young kid like Brian Dumoulin or Scott Harrington isn’t always the best option. There would be a shorter transition period for a guy like Mikkelson.

Another added benefit from the Mikkelson signing: The Penguins have excellent prospect depth on defense, but that doesn’t necessarily translate into a complete WBS top six. Mikkelson will help fix that problem.

Let’s say the Penguins didn’t sign Mikkelson and remember, Olli Maatta and Derrick Pouliot are too young to play in the AHL this season. So WBS would have gone in with a top six of Brian Dumoulin, Scott Harrington, Philip Samuelsson, Reid McNeill, Nick D’Agostino and Harrison Ruopp. Those six guys could all play in the NHL some day, but they’d make a pretty shaky AHL defense corps in 2013-14. Way too young. Plus there needs to be veteran competition for roster spots. Kids like McNeill, D’Agostino and Ruopp need to earn an AHL job. It’s an important part of their development.

Frankly, it wouldn’t surprise me if WBS adds another veteran D in free agency. Mikkelson is essentially a replacement for Dylan Reese. Adding an experienced player on an AHL contract to basically replace Joey Mormina might still be a good idea.

Two interesting facts about Mikkelson on the way out:

1. He has split the last five seasons almost exactly evenly between the AHL (130 games) and NHL (131 games).

2. He has killed WBS in the playoffs in his career. He had a goal and four assists for Portland in a seven-game loss to WBS in the 2008 Eastern Conference finals and two goals for Syracuse in a five-game victory over WBS in the conference finals last spring. That’s not always the best method of pro scouting — maybe he stunk against everyone else, right? — but it shows his offensive upside.

Bye for now,
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Depth is expensive 7/8

July 8th, 2013
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The headline says it all. NHL depth does not come cheap. Capgeek keeps a list of largest AHL salaries for players on two-way contracts and three players the Penguins signed last week — Andrew Ebbett, Nick Drazenovic and Chris Conner — are near the top.

If none of the three steps foot on an NHL rink this season, Mario will be cutting them checks worth $800K  (Ebbett $300,000 and Drazenovic and Conner $250,000). They’ll probably all be called up at some point, as short-term injury replacements at the very least, so the total bill will almost certainly hit seven figures.

The Penguins aren’t alone in paying these prices for NHL depth, of course. Fourteen other players have already signed deals that will pay them at least a quarter of a million to play in the minors. It’s the cost of doing business these days.

One other note today. I think the Penguins still need to add a veteran defenseman with size to replace Joey Mormina. The good news for them is that there are plenty of players like that available and some of them might even be amenable to an AHL deal. Off the top of my head, Travis Ramsey, Garnet Exelby, Dean Arsene, Joe Callahan, Tyler Sloan, Jared Nightingale, Scott Ford and Zach McKelvie would be candidates.

Bye for now,
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Cool Fun in December (schedule change) 
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Thanks to a faithful correspondent who noticed that the Sound Tigers’ schedule now lists Cool Fun 101 on Dec. 10, still a Tuesday. It had been set for Nov. 5. The change isn’t listed elsewhere but appears to have the approvals needed.

Had they just put it one week later, they could’ve celebrated the 10th anniversary of Cool Fun on the 10th anniversary of Cool Fun. (That “no four-in-fives” rule gets in the way.)
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OK, I lied: Notes from the Island 
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One of the people I’d been trading voicemails with was Scott Pellerin, and we finally caught up with each other Saturday afternoon*. Got to ask him about a few of the things I’d wondered from way afar. “Rookie camp went well,” he said. “I was very happy with the effort, the attention to detail of the players. After that, it’s been good to have an NHL camp. … They’re doing very well.”

Right-side D? He hasn’t gotten that far yet; he has thought about it, but he isn’t tipping his hand, in deference to the fact that some of those thought-about players could make the NHL. But there’s a quirk in the group: With 11 defensemen, there haven’t been set pairs, so guys have played with different guys, some on different sides. “That’s been a positive for me, to see the different combinations,” Pellerin said. 

Persson-Sundstrom-Kabanov: “I’ve been very happy with the way they’ve been moving the puck and communicating,” Pellerin said. “It’s a dynamic group.” He’s liked all the units so far, he said, liked the execution. They’re a big group (29 men), they’re right after the first group: The ice isn’t always perfect, but they’ve handled that well, Pellerin said. “The guys have been communicating, playing the systems, doing things the right way,” Pellerin said. 

Also, in taking notes, it struck me — nope, doesn’t take me long — that Strome-Nelson-Lee, if it’s together for any length, lends itself to some variety of “Live From New York” nickname. “Three Wild and Crazy Guys.” Bah. There’s time. We’ll work on it. 

A couple of thoughts, at any rate. Hopefully we’ll have a chance to track them all down in about a week. 

….

Completely unrelated: Awesome.

*-Yeah, that whole “laying low” thing; sorry I didn’t get it up until now. Back to that. At least with the delay I can note Arthur’s tweet that tomorrow’s preseason game in Calgary will stream on the Flames’ website.
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Camp From Afar, Day 2 
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Lines! Who doesn’t like lines? Lines! (Yes, that’s most of what I could get off Twitter. Been trading voicemails with people around football games and soccer previews. Fun.) 

Strome-Nelson-Lee

 Kabanov-Sundstrom-Persson

 Halmo-Quine-Clark

 Diamond-Miller-Bruton

 Gallant-Wetmore-Johnson

Looks mostly like what they had been running at rookie camp. The top line’s intriguing if they all stick around. We saw a little of that Kabanov-Sundstrom-Persson line, with the wingers on their own sides, last year. The wingers played together a bit, actually, with at least three different guys in between. I don’t remember Kabanov playing on the left, and Persson played mostly on the left. Which kind of makes me wonder if maybe they are on their own sides, but anyway. Will try to track that down along the way. It’s far from the biggest deal in the world, anyway.

I’ve not seen defense pairs. There are 11 guys in that group, two of whom (Reinhart, Pulock) likely can’t play here. As is traditional, of the nine, they’re lefty shots aside from Mayfield. Interested to see who plays the right side. They had the vets on the right last year: Wishart, Landry, McIver almost every night after Hamonic went back up. Jackson did it a bit last year; Keenan, too at the end. Cantin maybe once; Donovan did it playing with him. I’ve got a vague recollection of Ness playing a bit there, but not much. 

A little training-camp scrap at practice. (Unofficially and from far away, we hear the college boy gets the decision.) Meanwhile, Riley Wetmore had better protection today than the president. 

The preseason games start next week, including that split-squad trip to the Canadian prairies, so a bunch of these guys could get a crack at it. 

….

Meanwhile. Will be laying low for the next little bit, but not going anywhere, so if anything crazy happens, leave me out of it I could be nearby. There is a Bridgeport camp beginning Sept. 23; the Larson release this morning reiterated that. Where that will be has suddenly become unclear. Either way, once they start, not quite two weeks will remain until Season 13. 
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Add another AHL deal: Larson 
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Bridgeport announced an AHL two-way contract for forward Nick Larson. A Calgary draft pick originally; played four years at Notre Dame and an ATO with Peoria last year. 

Bridgeport now has roughly the population of Stockton on AHL deals but has no mathematical AHL veterans. 

….

Crossing the timeline at about the same time: RIP, Ray Dolby.

More later — bookkeeping, if nothing else.
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Tryouts: 
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The Islanders announced training-camp tryouts for Radek Martinek and Bridgeport-contracted Justin Johnson, as Arthur Staple noted over the past couple of days. 

And the Bruins announced that Scott Campbell, former Sound Tiger, and Jack Downing, former Senator from New Canaan, will be in their camp. Mark Divver reported that both have contracts with Providence. 
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Camp From Afar, Day R5/0 
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Rookie camp wrapped up Tuesday at the Coliseum with a scrimmage. No real surprises among those the Islanders sent back to junior. If I count correctly that leaves first-rounders Griffin Reinhart and Ryan Pulock and re-entry draftee Alan Quine as junior-eligible players still in camp. (Quine, I’m fairly certain, is the one who could also play in the AHL.)

The Big Club reports officially Wednesday and hits the ice in Brooklyn on Thursday (Hey, it’s still blue and orange!) before coming back to Nassau County. There are actual, albeit non-counting, games just a week away. 

Today’s update on Portland’s lease drama from Chris Roy. 

One of the last vestiges of the days when the Mets owned New York is coming to an end: Neil Best of Newsday broke that the Yankees are close to moving their radio ‘casts to WFAN (and WFAN-FM). My former colleague has a point. 

And it’s Sept. 11. We remember. As if we could forget. 
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Bring on Sweden 
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The idea had been talked about for a while, but now it’s happening: The AHL announced that its all-stars will face Farjestad BK of the SHL (formerly Elitserien, Sweden’s top league) in St. John’s on Feb. 12, with a skills contest the night before. 

Categories: 'Round the League 

Camp from Afar, Day R4 
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But first off, as Brendan McCarthy has been beating the drum on since pretty much January, the All-Star Game’s going back to St. John’s: The AHL announced a major announcement there Tuesday morning at 9:30 Eastern. 

Rookie camp rolls on (until Tuesday, when it ends); official-site features on Calvin de Haan and Anders Lee. Timing and other factors may actually keep us away from camp for a while. We’ll see. That main camp, reports Arthur Staple, is expected to include Radek Martinek and maybe Brad Boyes on tryouts.

Kael Mouillierat is apparently going to camp with Winnipeg. 

And the Chicago Wolves signed technical-Islander Shane Harper, acquired from Philadelphia as 50-contract coverage in the Mark Streit trade. (You may remember that the poor guy got the subhead, while the draft pick got the headline.)

Camp from afar, Day R1 
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Morning edit: Single-game tickets on sale Tuesday.

They took to the ice legitimately on the Island on Friday. A Ryan Strome bit then hit the Sound Tigers’ site. Meanwhile, Rich Elliott reported the UConn women will play in Bridgeport on Jan. 11 at noon. As it stands, the Sound Tigers are home that night at 7. (The Sound Tigers are in Springfield on Dec. 28, when the UConn men are coming.) 

Stockton trade. There’s a familiarish name in there. 

The latest on Portland’s lease drama. 

An MLB.com story on Gary, Keith and Ron and their Mets broadcasts. During recent years, when I’d sit there watching or listening to Mets games in dismal Augusts and Septembers, the biggest reasons for watching or listening were simple: Gary, Keith, Ron and Howie (and lately Josh). 

And it’s Sept. 7, a new date that will live in infamy. It used to be our blog anniversary — eight years? gotta enroll the little guy in Little League — but two years ago it became the date of a horrible memory. They’re missed. 
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Rookies camp 
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The Islanders’ rookie camp roster, out today, has 31 names, no tryouts, all either under contract or draft picks. (Edit: the Sound Tigers put out a release noting the tryout contracts that their AHL-contract guys had to sign to go to NHL camp, for completeness’ sake.)

Stockton has a couple of exhibition games, Oct. 11-12 out in California.

Interesting story about Dave Steckel and his wife and their struggles to have children. Good on the NHL — and obviously it’s great that they have the ability to do so, which not every company or person can — for giving players and their families more chances. Expensive process (in more ways than one). 

More brightly (in more ways, unfortunately, than one): Remember those T-shirts you had as a kid, with the big “Property of” and 900 colors? RT @UniWatch: Ladies and gents, your Buffalo Sabres third jersey.

And a fond farewell, again, to Futurama. At its best, the best thing on television. 
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Rookies report, don’t play 
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The Islanders announced their rookie camp schedule today; it included no rookie games. An assortment of entry-level types* will be there at the Coliseum (closed to the public). They show up Thursday and hit the ice Friday-Tuesday, and then the Big Club gets to work. Some of them will probably be up here in a couple of weeks for Bridgeport’s camp. Some will battle a little longer on the Island. 

(Probably won’t make it down there this week, but we’ll keep an eye on what comes from there.) 

Tom Kostopoulos back to Wilkes-Barre again with some recruiting ideas from Jonathan Bombulie. 

Masuk’s Thomas Milone got promoted to the New York-Penn League for tonight’s game. Good things happened, including his first professional home run. (Hat tip: guaranteed contracts in Major League Baseball from Yahoo Sports. (Hat tip: Glenn Wong (@WongSportsLaw))

And RIP, Tommy “Duke” Morrison, and also David Frost, who’ll probably always be associated with Richard Nixon, but whose “That Was the Week That Was” probably resonates more for me though I’d never actually seen an episode until this weekend. 

*-Full roster not included, but the release listed “Calvin de Haan, Matt Donovan, Kirill Kabanov, Anders Lee, Scott Mayfield, Brock Nelson, Anders Nilsson, Andrey Pedan, Ryan Pulock, Griffin Reinhart, Ryan Strome, Johan Sundstrom” and promised others.
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Look who’s back (though not here) 
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Look who’s back on these Shores: Rob Collins, Bridgeport’s all-time leading Scorer for exactly five Years until Jeremy Colliton passed his 163 Points, signed with the new Brampton Beast of the Central League. He went to Germany in 2006 and hadn’t played in North America since. (h/t Elite Prospects). 

Lease drama in Portland. (The Press Herald version.) Bridgeport had been slated to play Portland’s second-to-last game in Lewiston before the Pirates got back to a renovated CCCC. Well, maybe not so fast. 

Teemu Selanne makes the best YouTube video you’ll see all day. Oh, and comes back for a final season in Anaheim. (He wrote the darn thing. Come on. Some showrunner, give him a job next year.)

And RIP, Seamus Heaney. See one Irish legend quote another: the late Tommy Makem recites Heaney’s “Requiem for the Croppies” before singing his own “Four Green Fields.”

Categories: 'Round the League, Alumni watch, Just business, Rampant nostalgia, RIP 

Wishart to Germany 

 Thursday, August 29, 2013 by:Michael Fornabaio
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As was reported as possible a few days ago over there, Ty Wishart has signed to play in Germany after two and a half years here. 

Onetime Sound Tigers defenseman Steve Tarasuk has an AHL deal with Worcester.

And RIP, Frank Pulli.

Categories: Alumni watch, Fun With Babelfish (ObFWB), RIP 

On defensemen 

 Tuesday, August 27, 2013 by:Michael Fornabaio
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Among my favorite Family Guy bits is in the (first) Star Wars episode, when the power comes back on and everyone cheers a sarcastic “heyyyyyyy!” ‘Cause it’s so true. Just did it.

Stockton has acquired from Fort Wayne the ECHL rights to Mathieu Gagnon, so he’d be able to go to the Thunder with the rest of the guys from here if he’s sent down. Meanwhile, a report from Germany has Ty Wishart a candidate to go to Germany. (Hockey365 punched that onto my twitter feed.) 

Free backpack if you get there early when Bridgeport visits Hershey on Nov. 9. Go to the Dec. 21 game instead. Seriously, take a look.

Rangers Fall to Devils in Preseason Opener

September 16, 2013  

The Ranger organization saw its first game action of the 2013 preseason Monday night, as the Rangers fell to the New Jersey Devils by a score of 2-1 at the Prudential Center in Newark, in the preseason opener for both teams.

The lone New York goal was scored by Dominic Moore, who skated in 148 games with the Wolf Pack during the 2003-04 and 2004-05 seasons and re-signed with the Rangers this summer after six seasons away from the organization.  The assists on the goal went to Danny Kristo and Marek Hrivik, two young forwards who are battling to find their way on to the big club’s roster.

Marek Hrivik

Marek Hrivik

Among other individuals on the Ranger/Wolf Pack “bubble”, defenseman Danny Syvret played 14:39 and was even with one shot on goal; Brandon Mashinter saw 7:17 of ice, had two hits and fought Devil tough guy Cam Janssen; Stu Bickel, who the Rangers weren’t sure was going to be able to play because of a sore back, logged 20:35 of ice and had a hit and blocked a shot; Justin Falk was -1 but had two hits and two blocks in 14:30 of playing time; and Aaron Johnson was -1 with one shot in 18:58 of ice.

Cam Talbot played the second half of the game, after Henrik Lundqvist started, and allowed one goal on 12 shots.

Also of note, Shawn O’Donnell, a tryout camp invite out of St. Mary’s University in Nova Scotia who survived the first round of Ranger cuts, got 12:06 of ice time and was -1 with one blocked shot.

The Rangers are right back in preseason action Tuesday night in Philadelphia at 7:00.

Posted in Uncategorized | 1 Comment »

Offensive Depth will be Key for Pack in ’13-‘14

September 3, 2013  

With the Traverse City NHL Prospects Tournament, the unofficial opening of the NHL training camp season, set to begin this week, the Rangers and Wolf Pack have largely completed their organizational roster and now will begin the process of shuffling the pieces around.

The Pack have some holes to fill, with the top seven scorers from last year all gone from the organization.  Kris Newbury (trade to Philadelphia), Brandon Segal (Washington/Hershey), Logan Pyett (KHL), Christian Thomas (trade to Montreal), Mike Vernace (Germany), Nick Palmieri (Germany) and Benn Ferriero (Vancouver) have all moved on.  The Rangers have upgraded their defensive depth, however, which is a real positive, and let’s face it, having missed the playoffs last season for only the second time in franchise history, the Wolf Pack had no appetite to stand pat.

I put Ken Gernander on the spot last week, asking him who he was targeting to replace the offense provided last year by Newbury, Segal & Co., and he expressed optimism that the scoring would be more diversified than it was in 2012-13.

Ken Gernander

Ken Gernander

“In large part it might be by committee,” he responded.  “I’m a little bit reluctant to make a specific pick for someone who may create offense for us this year, given that we hope some of these guys are pushing for NHL jobs this fall, first and foremost.  And then when our team is assigned here and we take a long look at who we have, I think our offense may be a little more spread out than it has been in past years, but I think that we’re comfortable in that it’s competent from top to bottom.  Everybody can generate and participate in the offensive portion of things.”

It will be very interesting to see what the Pack’s top-six forward group looks like to start the season, with the situation complicated by the fact that stalwart Ranger wingers Ryan Callahan and Carl Hagelin are both slated to miss the start of the season while rehabbing shoulder injuries.  Fellow veterans Arron Asham and Darroll Powe were both waived this summer for salary cap space reasons and may end up as part of the Pack’s forward nucleus, but also may be needed to fill the Callahan/Hagelin void early on.

If you assume Derek Stepan, Derick Brassard, Rick Nash, Benoit Pouliot, Brad Richards, Mats Zuccarello, Taylor Pyatt, Dominic Moore, Derek Dorsett and Brian Boyle as sure bets to start the season with the Rangers, and then throw in Chris Kreider, that’s 11 forwards.  Powe and Asham would make 13, and I would imagine that J.T. Miller and Danny Kristo (acquired from the Habs in exchange for Thomas) would be given long looks as well.

The parent club starts its season with a week-long, four-game West Coast swing, and then plays its fifth game in St. Louis before returning east, so they will probably carry a bigger roster than normal.  I would be surprised to see them keep more than 14 forwards, though, so it seems likely that at least one name from the above group would start the year in the AHL, and a couple more would have to come down once Callahan and Hagelin are ready to play.

Oscar Lindberg and Jesper Fast are a pair of Swedish imports who figure to be playing on this side of the pond this year, and are thought to be guys who will push for NHL spots and would be impact players if they end up with the Wolf Pack.  Hopefully Marek Hrivik is healthy, as he should be at worst a top-six guy in the AHL if he is physically sound, and holdovers Micheal Haley and Brandon Mashinter also should be in the NHL/top six AHL conversation.  Other names I see as in the mix for the Wolf Pack are the likes of (in no particular order) Ryan Bourque, Andrew Yogan, Kyle Jean, Josh Nicholls, Michael Kantor, Chris St. Croix, Andrew Carroll, Jason Wilson and Andrew Rowe.

“I think there’s a couple of guys that could be pushing for NHL jobs,” Gernander said, “and we’re going to have some young guys that come in with good offensive numbers, and have some offensive prowess, that it might take them to find their sea legs but I think should be able to be offensive contributors.  That would be their calling card or their strong point coming in, and they’re just not real familiar with the people here because they’re coming from Junior or college hockey.  But I think they’ll, in a short amount of time, be competent offensive contributors.”

There is always the possibility that a youngster might come in and blow away expectations, becoming a star player in the AHL and a premier NHL prospect after not being one of the ballyhooed names coming into training camp.  An example of that would be Cory Conacher, who won AHL Rookie of the Year honors, and a Calder Cup, with Norfolk two seasons ago, after being signed to an AHL contract out of Canisius College.

“I think there are going to be a lot of players that spend some time with the NHL club, given that they’re going to be on that western swing and they can’t just pull up guys for a day or two here or there,” Gernander said.  “That being said, we’ve got several invites (free-agent tryout players) coming in that’ll be at our camp, and it’ll be a good opportunity to show themselves.  And we hope that we can find a diamond in the rough, much like a Jonathan Audy-Marchessault, Kelsey Tessier joined us that way, I think Danny Girardi was an AHL invite, so the possibility exists, and oftentimes it pays off in a big way for us.”

Through the Rangers’ yearly summertime prospect camps, Gernander has gotten previous glimpses of many of the young players who will be battling to make an impression in the upcoming Traverse City tournament and Ranger training camp.  He is reserving judgment, however, on whether these youngsters will be able to make a quick transition to the pro game.

“You don’t want to put the cart before the horse,” the Wolf Pack head man said.  “We have to see how things play out.  Everybody develops at a different level, and it’s fun to go to the development camp and see what some of the skills or attributes they possess might be, but how that translates into a heated battle at the AHL level remains to be seen.”

On defense, the NHL top four of Dan Girardi, Ryan McDonagh, Marc Staal (assuming he is healthy) and Michael Del Zotto seems pretty well set, and I would think that Anton Stralman is pretty much a lock for a Ranger spot as well.  That leaves one spot in the top six, and I’m sure that John Moore, Justin Falk, Stu Bickel, Aaron Johnson, Danny Syvret and Dylan McIlrath all feel like they have a shot to lay claim to that slot.

I can’t see the Rangers not taking at least one extra D-man out west, and they may keep seven for the whole year, but even if you take two out of Moore/Falk/Bickel/Johnson/Syvret/McIlrath, that still leaves the Wolf Pack with a darned good top four on the blueline.  Brendon Nash, an AHL signee this summer, has a resume indicating that he is of top six AHL caliber, and the organization also has under contract blueliners Tommy Hughes (NHL), Samuel Noreau (NHL), Connor Allen (NHL), Charlie Dodero (AHL) and Mike Marcou (AHL).

Brendon Nash (Francois Lacasse/NHLI via Getty Images)

Brendon Nash (Francois Lacasse/NHLI via Getty Images)

In goal, Cam Talbot is back for a fourth season in the organization, and it will be interesting to see if Yale product Jeff Malcolm can push Jason Missiaen for the second spot in Hartford, after Malcolm had such a stellar senior season with the Elis.  Scott Stajcer remains in the organization, but is injured.

Posted in Uncategorized | 4 Comments »

Tessier Headed to Sweden

July 16, 2013  

Forward Kelsey Tessier, one of the real fixtures on the Wolf Pack/Whale roster the last three seasons, had another year to run on his American Hockey League contract with the Pack.  Another opportunity suddenly came up for the 23-year-old New Brunswick native, though, and the parent New York Rangers agreed today to release him from the second year of his deal.

“They were really nice to release me,” Tessier said of the Rangers in a telephone conversation this afternoon.  “I got an offer in Europe and I was still under contract, so I didn’t know if I was going to be able to (accept the offer) or not, but [Wolf Pack general manager/Rangers assistant GM Jim Schoenfeld] was really nice to cooperate with me and release me from my contract so I can go there and get a good opportunity.  So I was really happy to hear that.”Tessier Action Shot

The offer came from the Swedish club Rögle, which plays in the Allvenskan, the next league below the top-level Swedish Hockey League.  And like so many opportunities in hockey, or anywhere in life, it came via a good connection.

“The GM there (in Rögle) is Anders Carlsson,” Tessier said.  “When I was drafted to the NHL with Colorado, he was the head European scout.  He called me up, and he and I had a great connection since I got drafted there, and every time I talked to him we really clicked.  It was really nice to hear that after three or four years he still remembered me and really wanted me on his team and gave me that opportunity.  So I was really, really happy.”

As thrilled as he was to be wanted by Rögle, Tessier stressed that it was hard to be leaving Hartford, where he arrived right out of Junior hockey and had three solid seasons.

“I’m definitely going to miss that town,” he said.  “I made a lot of good friends, on and off the ice, and the people around were great, and passionate about hockey too.  So that’s the big thing I’m going to miss, the people that I met there, and just everything.  Hartford was the one that gave me my opportunity to play pro, and my coaches, Kenny (Gernander) and when (former assistant) J.J. (Daigneault) was there and just having Pat Boller and all the staff, I’m definitely going to miss those guys.  I’ve been there three years and was expecting to go there again this year, and having them not around is going to be different.  I’m going to have a new chapter in life, same thing but different league, so it’s kind of weird.”

As valuable a cog as he was on the ice, Tessier made an equally strong impact on the Hartford community, winning the team’s community service award the past two seasons.

“Every year we’d go to the children’s hospital (Connecticut Children’s Medical Center) and all that, that’s something I’m definitely going to miss, but at the same time I already plan to do that in Sweden,” Tessier said.  “I’ve always been that guy, to get outside my bubble and do something around town.  And my girl (Audrey Houle) is going to follow me there too, and one of our goals is to do the same thing over there, and that’s something I always do.

“I haven’t been to Sweden, but I’ve been to Europe, I’ve been to pretty much everywhere around it but Sweden.  We’ve been reading up on it and all that.  It (signing with Rögle) just happened, so I’ve got to read more about it and everything, but just really, really excited.”

Tessier played 221 total games in a Wolf Pack/Whale uniform, 15th all-time in franchise history, and had 33 goals and 49 assists for 82 points.  This past year the 5-9, 177-pounder scored 11 goals and added 13 assists for 24 points, and led the team in shorthanded goals with three.

New-look Heat set to host Canucks farm team on Sunday

By Dan Kinvig - Abbotsford News

 Published: September 17, 2013 6:00 PM     

We're still several weeks away from finding out precisely what the Abbotsford Heat's season-opening roster will look like, but the prevalence of peach fuzz is sure to be a defining trait.

With the NHL parent Calgary Flames undergoing an epic tear-it-to-the-ground roster renovation, having traded away veteran stars like Jarome Iginla and Jay Bouwmeester in exchange for prospects and draft picks, Abbotsford becomes ground zero for the rebuild.

The composition of the AHL club will trend toward the youthful end of the spectrum this season – wizened elders like Ben Walter, Quintin Laing, Krys Kolanos and Joe Callahan have departed since the end of the Heat's playoff-less 2012-13 campaign, making room for rookie pros like Markus Granlund, Ben Hanowski and Tyler Wotherspoon to fill their skates (providing they don't crack the Flames roster out of training camp).

Heat head coach Troy Ward and new assistant coach Robbie Ftorek are charged with shepherding the youngsters obtained by the organization into NHL-ready contributors, ideally sooner rather than later.

"We're trying to elevate the status of the whole organization in a fast-paced way," Ward acknowledged in a phone interview with The News on Tuesday. "As much as you're patient and you're teaching, you've got to be disciplined and you've got to be hard (on the players) at times. We've got to get a lot out of the young people.

"We'll be extremely young, which is good . . . we'll maybe only have one or two, or maybe someday three, vets. That's significantly different for our fans in Abby. But it's exciting as a coach."

On Wednesday, the Flames are slated to make their first cuts and assign a wave of players to Abbotsford. Players will be traveling on Wednesday and Thursday, with the first on-ice training camp session set for 10 a.m. Friday at the Abbotsford Entertainment and Sports Centre (AESC). Practices are open to the public.

The first opportunity to take a gander at the new-look Heat in a game situation comes this Sunday, when they host the Utica Comets – the Vancouver Canucks' freshly minted AHL affiliate – in an exhibition tilt (7 p.m., AESC).

It's the first time since 2010-11 that the Heat will face an AHL opponent in the preseason, owing to their far-flung location relative to the rest of the league.

"We have some tryout guys coming in because we have a new affiliation with Alaska (the ECHL's Aces), so we'll take a look at some guys," Ward said, looking ahead to the exhibition game. "But 95 per cent of our players are going to be coming from Calgary."

Ward helmed the Flames' prospect squad at the Young Stars tournament in Penticton earlier this month, and transitioned from there into the NHL club's training camp. Asked who among the youngsters has impressed him in the early going, he declined to delve into specifics.

"To be honest with you, I don't know if there's really one guy," he said. "I think everybody's having a little blip of the screen, so to speak. They're all doing OK.

"The reason I say that is, now we've got to figure out the whole emotional toll of being cut (on Wednesday) . . . That's a real hard time. It's a little bit of a work in progress."

Ex-Heat forward Howse has contract terminated by Flames

By Staff Writer - Abbotsford News

 Published: September 17, 2013 1:00 PM 

Updated: September 17, 2013 1:23 PM     

Former Abbotsford Heat forward Ryan Howse had his contract terminated by the Calgary Flames last week.

Howse, a prolific goal-scorer with the WHL's Chilliwack Bruins during his junior days, was a third-round draft choice by the Flames in 2009. But the Prince George native never really found traction at the AHL level after turning pro in 2011.

Howse began his rookie year with a month-long stint on the sideline to address fitness and nutrition issues, and he responded well to the discipline, returning to post nine points (six goals, three assists) in 39 games largely in a bottom-six role.

Last season, with the Heat boasting unprecedented depth in the forward corps during the NHL lockout, he began the campaign with the ECHL's Utah Grizzlies and only ended up getting into 20 games with Abbotsford, mustering just one assist in 20 games.

Howse did not report for rookie camp earlier this month, indicating to the Flames that he'd lost his passion for hockey. He cleared unconditional waivers on Sept. 11, and the team terminated his contract.

"He had gone through Craig Conroy (Flames special assistant to the general manager) actually and had indicated that he wasn't sure that he wanted to play," Calgary GM Jay Feaster stated in a press release. "Craig talked to him and tried to convince him that his heart should be in it.

"As he said, 'Are you sure you want me to go to Jay? Because if I tell Jay this is what you're thinking, then it's kind of in the stream and kind of out of your control.' And he said, 'Yeah, I don't want to play. My heart's not in it.'"

Flames, Heat prospects excel at NHL Young Stars tourney

By Staff Writer - Abbotsford News

 Published: September 10, 2013 4:00 PM 
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Future members of the Abbotsford Heat were in Penticton last weekend, winning two of three games with the Calgary Flames prospects squad at the Young Stars tournament.

The Flames opened the tourney with a 5-2 triumph over the Edmonton Oilers last Thursday behind a pair of goals from rookie pro Markus Granlund and singles from Heat alum Max Reinhart and 2013 first-round draftees Sean Monahan and Emile Poirier. Goalie Laurent Brossoit, another rookie pro who will be battling for playing time in Abbotsford this season, stopped 17 of 19 shots in the win.

Joni Ortio, a netminder who began the 2011-12 season with Abbotsford before returning home to play in Finland, was the story in the Flames prospects' 4-1 win over the Vancouver Canucks on Friday. Ortio made 40 saves, while Monahan, Dylan Smoskiwitz, John Ramage and Eric Roy scored the Flames' goals.

The Flames contingent wrapped up the tourney with a 3-2 loss to the San Jose Sharks on Sunday. Surrey native Brossoit made 31 saves, while Granlund and Corban Knight accounted for the Calgary goals.

The prospects squad returned to Calgary for an exhibition vs. the University of Calgary Dinos on Monday prior to the opening of Flames training camp. Michael Ferland, who began last season with the Heat before heading back to the Western Hockey League, set the pace with two goals, while Smoskiwitz, Sven Baertschi, Ben Hanowski and Zach Davies also tallied.

 AHL ALL-STAR GAME TO FEATURE SWEDISH SQUAD

Former Heat goalie Danny Taylor, who signed with Färjestad BK of the Swedish Elite League in May, will be making a return to North America somewhat sooner than expected.

The AHL unveiled a new format for its all-star game on Tuesday. The contest, to be staged in St. John's, Nfld. on Feb. 12 and preceded by a skills competition the day before, will feature a squad of AHL all-stars facing off against Färjestad. It will be televised nationally on Sportsnet, and will mark the first time a team from Sweden's top league will compete in North America.

Bancks, Begin ink AHL contracts with Heat

By Staff Writer - Abbotsford News

 Published: August 28, 2013 2:00 PM 

Updated: August 28, 2013 2:59 PM     

The Abbotsford Heat added some depth up front on Wednesday, signing Steve Begin and Carter Bancks to one-year AHL contracts.

Heat fans are familiar with Bancks, who has spent three full seasons with the club. The 24-year-old's most productive offensive season was in 2010-11, when he posted 19 points in 29 games before being sidelined by a concussion. The gritty forward also missed significant time due to injury each of the two subsequent seasons, suiting up for 55 games in 2011-12 and 59 in 2012-13. He made his NHL debut at the tail end of last season, playing two games with the Calgary Flames.

Begin represents a veteran presence in what is shaping up to be a youthful Heat squad this season. The 35-year-old has 524 NHL games under his belt with the Flames, Montreal Canadiens, Dallas Stars, Boston Bruins and Nashville Predators. He suited up for 36 games with Calgary last season, notching four goals and four assists.

Heat notebook: New ECHL affiliate, Young Stars roster announced

By Staff Writer - Abbotsford News

 Published: August 21, 2013 2:00 PM 
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The Abbotsford Heat announced a new affiliation agreement with the ECHL's Alaska Aces on Wednesday.

The Heat had previously been partnering with the Utah Grizzlies, while the Anchorage-based Aces had operated as an independent (non-affiliated) club the past two seasons.

The Aces have won the ECHL's Kelly Cup championship on two occasions, in 2006 and 2011 – the latter title-winning team featuring Abbotsford-born defenceman Mark Isherwood.

“We have a serious commitment to rebuilding and getting our prospects ready to contribute as quickly as possible in Calgary,” said Jay Feaster, general manager of the Heat's parent club, the Calgary Flames. “In support of these objectives, we are excited to be able to add such a quality organization as the Alaska Aces to our development process.”

BAERTSCHI, REINHART AMONG THOSE NAMED TO YOUNG STARS ROSTER

Also on Wednesday, the Flames unveiled their roster for the upcoming Young Stars Classic in Penticton.

The round-robin preseason tournament runs Sept. 5-9 and brings together young players from the Flames, Vancouver Canucks, Edmonton Oilers, San Jose Sharks and Winnipeg Jets.

Players on the 24-man roster who have seen action with the Heat in the past include forwards Sven Baertschi, Max Reinhart, Ryan Howse, Michael Ferland and Turner Elson; defenceman Brett Kulak; and goalie Joni Ortio.

The Flames' Young Stars entry also features several draftees who could spend the upcoming season with the Heat, including forward Markus Granlund, blueliner Tyler Wotherspoon and goalie Laurent Brossoit.

The complete roster and tournament schedule are as follows.

Goalies

Laurent Brossoit

Joni Ortio

Defencemen

Ryan Culkin

Zach Davies

Keegan Kanzig

Brett Kulak

John Ramage

Eric Roy

Patrick Sieloff

Tyler Wotherspoon

Forwards

Sven Baertschi

Turner Elson

Michael Ferland

Coda Gordon

Markus Granlund

Ben Hanowski

Ryan Howse

Josh Jooris

Morgan Klimchuk

Corban Knight

Sean Monahan

Linden Penner

Emile Poirier

Max Reinhart

Young Stars Classic tournament schedule (all game times Pacific)

Game 1: Edmonton vs Calgary - Sept. 5 at 4 p.m.

Game 2: Vancouver vs San Jose - Sept. 5 at 7:30 p.m.

Game 3: Winnipeg vs San Jose - Sept. 6 at 4 p.m.

Game 4: Vancouver vs Calgary -  Sept. 6 at 7:30 p.m.

Game 5: Alumni Game - Sept. 7 at 5 p.m.

Game 6: Edmonton vs Winnipeg - Sept. 7 at 7:30 p.m.

Game 7: Vancouver vs Edmonton - Sept. 8 at 2 p.m.

Game 8: San Jose vs Calgary - Sept. 8 at 5:30 p.m.

Game 9: Winnipeg vs Vancouver - Sept. 9 at 12 p.m.

Phantoms sign Clarkson, VandeVelde 

By Diana C. Nearhos

The Phantoms announced that they signed two forwards Friday morning: Chris VandeVelde and Doug Clarkson.

VandeVelde spent the past three seasons playing in Edmonton's organization. The 6-foot-2, 190-pound center played 57 games with Oklahoma City last season, scoring seven goals and 13 assists. He also played 11 games with the Oilers, but did not record a point.

The 26-year-old will join former Baron teammate Yann Danis on the Phantoms.

Clarkson spent his first professional season in the ECHL, first with Toledo and then with Trenton.

He played 25 games with Toledo and scored four goals and four assists. Clarkson, 6-foot-5, 242 pounds,  was then traded to Trenton where he played five games without scoring.

September 13, 2013 10:14 am(0)  

Flyers announce training camp roster 

By Diana C. Nearhos

The Flyers announced their final training camp roster and it is, unsurprisingly, full of Phantoms. 

There are, however, a few surprises. Zack FitzGerald has been invited to camp. FitzGerald has played eight years in the AHL and has not played a NHL game. 

In addition to FitzGerald, Rob Bordson, Steven Delisle and Carsen Chubak are on AHL contracts and were invited to training camp. Eric Wellwood was also, but his situation is a little different as he is only on an AHL contract because he is still recovering from his Achilles injury and cannot play yet.

Cullen Eddy, the only Phantom on a NHL contract who has not played in the NHL and was not invited to rookie camp was invited to training camp.

Four players who did not play above the ECHL last season were invited: Doug Clarkson, Tyler Hostetter, Mark Nemec and Todd Orlando. 

The full training camp roster is below, with players who spent time with the Phantoms last season in bold and those coming from juniors or college in italics.

Forwards: Jason Akeson, Brandon Alderson, Rob Bordson, Tyler Brown, Doug Clarkson, Dan Cleary, Nick Cousins, Sean Couturier, Zack FitzGerald, Kyle Flanagan, Claude Giroux, Tyrell Goulbourne, Adam Hall, Scott Hartnell, Ben Holmstrom, Andrew Johnston, Scott Laughton (too young to be assigned to Phantoms), Taylor Leier, Matt Mangene, Derek Mathers, Tye McGinn, Kris Newbury, Marcel Noebels, Michael Raffl, Matt Read, Zac Rinaldo, Jay Rosehill, Brayden Schenn, Wayne Simmonds, Petr Straka, Max Talbot, Chris VandeVelde, Jakub Voracek, Eric Wellwood

Defensemen: Mark Alt, Marc-Andre Bourdon, Braydon Coburn, Steven Delisle, Cullen Eddy, Bruno Gervais, Hal Gill, Nicklas Grossmann, Erik Gustafsson, Tyler Hostetter, Matt Konan, Maxim Lamarche, Oliver Lauridsen, Brandon Manning, Andrej Meszaros, Samuel Morin, Mark Nemec, Todd Orlando, Chris Pronger, Luke Schenn, Mark Streit, Kimmo Timonen

Goaltenders: Carsen Chubak, Yann Danis, Ray Emery, Cal Heeter, Steve Mason, Anthony Stolarz
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Monday press conference

Monday press conference 

This is Sports Editor Greg Brownell pinch-hitting for Diana, who was out of town on Monday. News-side reporter Maury Thompson and I both went to the press conference at the Civic Center today.

I've attached a picture of the 25th anniversary commemorative logo that was unveiled. This one comes from team. The fuzzy picture I took looks like something taken by an old guy who's still learning to use a cell phone camera.

Aside from the logo unveiling, there wasn't much new information that came out on the effort to get a new AHL team. It seems to me this was more of an opportunity for the city to keep the issue front and center, and to make a statement that they're going to press hard for a new team.

You don't have to read between the lines to see one thing -- the city's history of hosting AHL hockey will be a selling point in the effort to get a new team.

Co-owner Rob Brooks made the point that this is a very unusual situation, where the present team is willing to help the city find a new team. The plan is to have Mayor Diamond address the AHL Board of Governors later this month, which is probably an opportunity other cities wouldn't have.

I pressed Brooks, a bit, on what the chances are for Glens Falls getting a team next season. He said, "I would have given it a better chance than Utica. That one took me by surprise." Which is a polite way of saying: if Utica can get a team, anybody can get a team. If you've ever been inside Utica Memorial Auditorium, you know that the Civic Center is superior in many ways.

But ... who knows. A lot of this depends on what teams are interested in moving next season, whether Glens Falls fits for them, what if any money is available for improvements to the Civic Center, etc. I doubt there will be much specific news about possible teams until we get later in the season.

No reason for me to drone on when Maury wrote a story. Click here to read it.

September 09, 2013 6:32 pm(0)  

Flyers re-sign Manning ... finally 

By Diana C. Nearhos

With rookie camp (the unofficial start of training camp, if you will) only a week away, the Flyers and Brandon Manning have finally agreed on terms.

The Flyers announced Thursday that they signed the third-year defenseman to a one-year, two-way contract.

Manning had an off year last season - general manager Paul Holmgren pointed to injuries and illness to explain it. He played 65 games for the Phantoms, scoring six goals and 15 assists. Manning was had the third-worst plus-minus in the AHL at minus-28. (Plus-minus is an inexact science, but that's an extreme.)

On his final trip to Glens Falls of the season, Holmgren said the Flyers were definitely still interested in Manning and felt he could bounce back if he remained healthy.

Manning was called up at the end of the Flyers' season and played six games, recording two assists.

August 29, 2013 11:44 pm(0)  

Flyers announce rookie camp roster 

By Diana C. Nearhos

The Flyers announced their rookie camp roster on Thursday.

The list includes 12 of last season's Phantoms. Most of the '12-13 Phantoms who also played in the NHL were not invited, Matt Konan and Scott Laughton being the two exceptions.

Goaltender Carsen Chubak was the only player on an AHL contract to be invited. Chubak signed a deal with the Phantoms after finishing his junior season at Niagara University. He had a 1.91 goals against average and a save percentage of .939 in 35 games.

Cullen Eddy was the sole Phantom on a NHL contract without any NHL games under his belt who was not invited to rookie camp. 

Tyler Hostetter was the only current professional who did not play with the Phantoms last season to be invited. Hostetter was assigned to the Phantoms, but never made it on the ice.

The camp will run Sept. 6-8 at the Flyers Skate Zone in Voorhees, N.J. and will culminate with a rookie game against the Washington Capitals rookies on Sept. 9.

Full rookie camp roster:

Forwards: Brandon Alderson, Tyler Brown, Nick Cousins, Kyle Flanagan, Tyrell Goulbourne, Stephen Harper, Andrew Johnston, Scott Laughton, Taylor Leier, Matt Mangene, Derek Mathers, Marcel Noebels, Andrew Ryan, Petr Straka.

Defensemen: Mark Alt, Jared Hauf, Tyler Hostetter, Matt Konan, Maxim Lamarche, Colin MacDonald, Samuel Morin, Mark Nemec.

Goaltenders: Carsen Chubak, Cal Heeter, Anthony Stolarz.

August 29, 2013 11:30 pm(0)  

Phantoms schedule released 

By Diana C. Nearhos

The Phantoms will start and end their final season as the Adirondack Phantoms on the road - in Hershey, about an hour and 15 minutes away from their new home in Allentown.

The AHL season opens Oct. 5, with the Phantoms at Hershey. Adirondack's home opener will be the third game of the season, against the newly renamed Hartford Wolf Pack.

This season, the Phantoms will play two games at the Wells Fargo Center in Philadelphia; they've played one game per season since coming to Glens Falls. First, the Phantoms will host Hershey Feb. 1 and then Bridgeport Feb. 22.

The longest homestand and string of away games will both be five games (it's not a road trip because they return home between games). The Phantoms host Providence, Worcester, Hershey, Albany and Wilkes-Barre/Scranton between Dec. 28 and Jan. 10. They travel to Providence, Hartford, Hershey, Bridgeport and Utica starting March 9 and finishing March 21.

Once again, the Phantoms play Albany 12 times, but this year they also play 10 games against Hartford - four more than they played against Connecticut last season.

Phantoms sign Delisle 

By Diana C. Nearhos

The Phantoms addressed the question mark that is the their blue line on Tuesday, as they announced the signing of Steven Delisle. 

The 6-foot-6 210-pound defenseman has spent much of his two-year professional career in the ECHL. Last season, he played 61 games with Greenville, scoring 20 points and finishing with a plus-23 rating. Delisle played four games with the Whale, recording two assists.

The Phantoms have only five returning defensemen, assuming that Brandon Manning resigns and Oliver Lauridsen begins the season in the AHL. 

The Flyers signed Maxim Lamarche out of the QMJHL earlier in the offseason and he will likely begin the season with the Phantoms. That gives Adirondack a likely total of seven defensemen, at least until we see how training camp shakes out.

August 20, 2013 7:27 pm(0)  

Phantoms re-sign Zack FitzGerald 

By Diana C. Nearhos

Zack FitzGerald announced on Twitter that he will be joining the Phantoms again next year.

Other players have made announcements on Twitter - Andrew Ference's "thumbs up" tweet announcing the end of the lockout comes to mind, never mind Dwight Howard's profile picture announcement - but this seems especially appropriate given the #freefitzy, #fitzyfreed and #followfizty campaigns last year.

FitzGerald quickly became a fan favorite due to his fun-loving personality and propensity to drop the gloves, but spent almost half of the season as a healthy scratch.

Head coach Terry Murray moved FitzGerald from defenseman to left wing and his ice time picked up.

At the time, FitzGerald said he just wanted to get on the ice, wherever he played. Murray said that part of the reasoning was that it was easier to have a forward in the box for five minute fighting majors than a defenseman.

FitzGerald scored one goal last season for his only point. He was a minus-six and has 202 penalty minutes - had he played a whole season at that pace, FitzGerald would have blown away his previous penalty-minute high.

July 19, 2013 10:58 am(0)  

Phantoms announce opening night 

By Diana C. Nearhos

The Phantoms will begin what is expected to be their final season in Glens Falls on Oct. 12. 

The team announced it's opening date on Tuesday, but will not announce the opponent until the AHL schedule is released in August.

Previously, the Phantoms announced that they will be playing a preseason game against Albany at the Civic Center on Sept. 28.

The Phantoms will be announcing more guaranteed home dates in the "near future," according to the release.

July 16, 2013 12:31 pm(0)  

Greenville to be Flyers' ECHL affiliate again 

By Diana C. Nearhos

When Trenton closed its doors after the season, the Flyers/Phantoms needed a new ECHL affiliate. 

That new affiliate will be the teams' old affiliate: Greenville, as reported by Bill Meltzer.

The Flyers will share that affiliate with the Rangers, which is not uncommon at that level.

Ten players on the Phantoms 2012-13 roster spent time with Trenton, ranging from a couple of games to most of the season.

Sestito: ‘There’s a lot of excitement about the Comets’ in Utica

 Wednesday, September 11, 2013 by:Pete Dougherty, Staff writer  
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NEWARK, N.J. — Tim Sestito still has hopes of making the New Jersey Devils out of training camp, but his friends and family already are trying to make plans with him for Wednesday, Oct. 23.

That is the date that the Albany Devils make their first trip to Utica, which returned to the American Hockey League after 21 seasons. Sestito is from Rome, about 20 miles northwest of Utica.

“I’ve got a lot of family and friends already asking for tickets,” Sestito said. “Hopefully I’m not there, but if I’m am, it will be exciting.”

Sestito visited Memorial Auditorium, home to the Comets, on Saturday night. He said the building is undergoing renovation.

“There’s a lot of excitement about the Comets,” he said. “I know they’ve done very well in season tickets. It’s all anybody’s talking about. I know they’re real excited for the season to get going. You hope you make the big club, but if not, we go there fairly quick in the season.”

The Devils also open their home schedule Saturday, Oct. 12, against the Comets.

Training camp brings conditioning to a new level

 Wednesday, September 11, 2013 by:Pete Dougherty, Staff writer  
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NEWARK, N.J. — Training camp isn’t for getting into shape. Hockey players have rigorous offseason programs — on and off the ice — to improve their speed, strength, conditioning, etc. The New Jersey Devils, as players on most teams, take the summer seriously.

“I think I’m in the best shape I’ve ever been in,” goaltender Keith Kinkaid said, then quickly added, ”I probably keep saying that every summer, but I keep working hard every summer to get there.”

Then training camp arrives, and players realize it’s not quite the same.

“It was good,” Kinkaid said after Monday’s opening workout. “It was tiring. It was short and sweet.”

“As hard as you work in the summer, the first day on the ice is always a shock to the system,” forward Chris McKelvie said. “You can’t mimic the real practice from the start of the year and the excitement from coming on and playing. You can try to prepare yourself, but it always hits you a little.”

Rookies and AHL players get a two-day head start on the veterans, who arrived today for physicals and will be on the ice for the first time Thursday.

It’s a rare opportunity for the prospects to work with the NHL coaches.

“It’s always nice for those coaches to see what you’ve got and see your work ethic,” defenseman Dan Kelly said. “They’re not always up in Albany to see guy, so to make an impression here on how you present yourself on and off the ice is pretty good, so you’ve got to take advantage of that.”

The entire roster likely will remain in Newark for two weeks before some are dispatched for Albany for the start of AHL camp. No reporting date has been determined, but it likely will be a few days before the A-Devils’ first exhibition game Sept. 26 at Hartford.

Depth could mean goals for Albany Devils

By Pete Dougherty

Published 10:30 pm, Sunday, September 15, 2013 
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Democrats challenge just 2 Troy ballots

Driver charged in July crash

Megyn Kelly moving to prime time

DiNapoli urges rise in legal aid for poor

Newark, N.J.

Some forward thinking in the off-season has the New Jersey Devils boasting in training camp about their depth up front.

Will that trickle down to help their American Hockey League affiliate in Albany, which has been goal-challenged the past several seasons?

The A-Devils can only hope so after two of last season's top three scorers — on a team ranked 23rd among 30 AHL franchises in goals — fled for Europe.

"There's a lot of depth," New Jersey coach Peter DeBoer said. "There's a lot of NHL players in our minds, and there's going to be some great competition to see who separates themselves for jobs."

Those who don't land NHL jobs could give the AHL Devils, who have finished in the lower third of the league in goals scored in all three seasons in Albany, a boost. The A-Devils also need to replace forwards Matt Anderson (Russia) and Steve Zalewski (Finland).

The organization signed two veteran AHL free agents in Rod Pelley (Norfolk) and Rostislav Olesz (Rockford). Newcomers Jaromir Jagr (Bruins) and Ryane Clowe (Rangers) will occupy two roster positions in New Jersey.

Even if Pelley, 30, and Olesz, 29, make the big club, a couple of the Devils' youngsters — perhaps Mattias Tedenby or Jacob Josefson (although both are on one-way contracts), or maybe Stefan Matteau or Harri Pesonen — could visit Albany for awhile.

Albany general manager Chris Lamoriello said: "Knowing that we're going to have second- and third-year players with the organization with added experience is putting ourselves in good position and putting our players in good position for a very competitive camp."

The Devils also re-signed veteran minor leaguer Tim Sestito, 29, and gave Darcy Zajac, 26, his first AHL contract.

"Being in the American League so long, it's hard to say," Sestito said when asked about the forward depth. "A couple of years we went into seasons thinking maybe we would have been better or worse. There's so much turnover, so it's hard to say until you get the season going. Especially with some of the young guys who came up last year, they injected some life into us. The guys who return we're all pretty excited about."

Joe Whitney, Albany's scoring leader the past two seasons, was rewarded with his first NHL contract. He likely will lead a group of familiar faces returning to Albany.

"I worked hard over the last couple of years to earn it," said Whitney, 26, who was undrafted out of Boston College. "Nothing changes in my mind-set. I'm going to continue to work until I'm here (in the NHL)."

Chris McKelvie, 27, likely headed to Albany for his second season, said each new season brings a period of adjustment.

"I've been playing professionally for a few years now," he said, "and it's something you have to take with the territory. You can't really worry about things you can't control. No matter who comes in, you have to earn your spot on the team."

pdougherty@timesunion.com • 518-454-5416 • @Pete_Dougherty

Devils defensemen sense opportunity

Summer trade leaves an NHL spot available for a young New Jersey player

By Pete Dougherty

Published 9:08 pm, Friday, September 13, 2013 
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.Devils #33, Alexander Urbom, left, and Adirondack Phantoms' #13 Garrett Roe during Saturday's game at the Times Union Center in Albany Jan. 28, 2012. (John Carl D'Annibale / Times Union) Photo: John Carl D'Annibale / 10015984D 

Devils #33, Alexander Urbom, left, and Adirondack Phantoms' #13 Garrett Roe during Saturday's game at the Times Union Center in Albany Jan. 28, 2012. (John Carl D'Annibale / Times Union) 

Adirondack's #38 Jason Akeson, at right, gets past Devils' #24 Eric Gelinas during Saturday's game at the Times Union Center in Albany Jan. 28, 2012. (John Carl D'Annibale / Times Union) Photo: John Carl D'Annibale / 10015984D

Adirondack's #38 Jason Akeson, at right, gets past Devils' #24 Eric Gelinas during Saturday's game at the Times Union Center in Albany Jan. 28, 2012. (John Carl D'Annibale / Times Union) Photo: John Carl D'Annibale / 10015984D

NEWARK, NY - SEPTEMBER 15: Eric Gelinas of the New Jersey Devils poses for his official headshot for the 2011-2012 season on September 15, 2011 at the Prudential Center in Newark, New Jersey. (Photo by Bruce Bennett/NHLI via Getty Images) Photo: Bruce Bennett / 2011 NHLI
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Newark, N.J.

The New Jersey Devils felt secure enough in their stable of young defensemen over the summer to trade veteran Henrik Tallinder to the Buffalo Sabres.

Now it is up to one of the players who honed his craft in Albany to seize the opportunity and earn himself an NHL job.

Of the 58 players who reported to Devils camp this past week, 18 are defensemen. Seven are veterans who spent most of last season in New Jersey: Marek Zidlicky, Adam Larsson, Andy Greene, Mark Fayne, Peter Harrold, Bryce Salvador and Anton Volchenkov.

The Devils likely will keep eight in the NHL, especially if they use Harrold, as they have in the past, occasionally at forward.

"Everybody is very aware of the competition in camp," Devils coach Peter DeBoer said. "I don't think you have to remind them of that, and, if you do, then that's their problem, not ours."

The defensemen who are best-positioned to make the jump are Alexander Urbom and Eric Gelinas.

Urbom, 23, was New Jersey's third-round draft pick in 2009. A 6-foot-5, 215-pounder, he has spent most of his three pro seasons with the Albany Devils, though he has sprinkled in 14 career NHL games.

"I've been here for three years now in this organization," Urbom said. "The coaches have seen me more and hopefully I'm a better player. I think I'm a better player than I was three years ago."

Gelinas, 22, was taken in the second round of the same draft, 19 spots ahead of Urbom. At 6-4 and 210 pounds, Gelinas is an offensive force who has produced 59 points in 132 games over two seasons in Albany.

"My mind set is to stay here," said Gelinas, who got into one NHL game last season. "I proved that I can play here, and all I want to do is play my best here and try to convince them that it's going to be me here."

What likely will determine whether Urbom or Gelinas or another young defenseman will make the jump is consistency and playing a two-way game.

More specifically, Urbom, given his size, needs to show more physicality. Gelinas hopes to get his defensive game to the level of his offense.

"There's opportunity," Albany general manager Chris Lamoriello said. "It's really upon the player to tell us where he belongs and what he's ready for."

pdougherty@timesunion.com • 518-454-5416 • @Pete_Dougherty

Brylin a rookie all over again in Albany

Former River Rat returns as Devils assistant coach

By Pete Dougherty

Published 9:06 pm, Tuesday, September 10, 2013 
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EAST RUTHERFORD, NJ - JANUARY 21: Zach Parise #9 of the New Jersey Devils celebrates after assisting on a goal by teammate Sergei Brylin #18 during the first period against the New York Islanders on January 21, 2006 at the Continental Airlines Arena in East Rutherford, New Jersey. (Photo by Mike Stobe/Getty Images) 
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EAST RUTHERFORD, NJ - JANUARY 21: Zach Parise #9 of the New Jersey Devils celebrates after assisting on a goal by teammate Sergei Brylin #18 during the first period against the New York Islanders on January 21, 2006 at the Continental Airlines Arena in East Rutherford, New Jersey. (Photo by Mike Stobe/Getty Images) Photo: Mike Stobe / Getty Images North America

EAST RUTHERFORD, NJ - JANUARY 21: Zach Parise #9 of the New Jersey Devils celebrates after assisting on a goal by teammate Sergei Brylin #18 during the first period against the New York Islanders on January 21, 2006 at the Continental Airlines Arena in East Rutherford, New Jersey. (Photo by Mike Stobe/Getty Images) Photo: Mike Stobe / Getty Images North America
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Newark, N.J.

As a 20-year-old away from his Russian homeland for the first time, Sergei Brylin arrived in Albany to mature as a person and as a hockey player.

Two decades later he will return to the Capital Region to start the next chapter of his career, that as an assistant coach for the Albany Devils.

The New Jersey Devils, the only team Brylin played for in a 13-year NHL career, made the announcement Tuesday, the first day of training camp. Brylin will join Tommy Albelin and Dave Caruso as assistants to Albany coach Rick Kowalsky.

Brylin, 39, acknowledged that his rookie season of 1994-95 at what was then known as Knickerbocker Arena seems long ago.

"A young kid from a different country, no language, not knowing much about North American style of hockey, it was tremendous for me to be there," said Brylin, who played 150 games in parts of three seasons for the Albany River Rats. "We had a good team. It was the lockout year. Larry Robinson was there. Jacques Caron was there. Some NHL coaches worked with us. It was a great experience, and obviously it helped me down the road."

Brylin retired as a player in 2012 after four seasons in Russia's Kontinental Hockey League. He was a special-assignment scout for the Devils last season and made a few trips to what is now Times Union Center.

"It's a great opportunity for Sarge," New Jersey coach Peter DeBoer said. "He wants to coach. That's the next step for him. After you play, you've got to jump in at whatever level you can to coach and learn the coaching trade."

"Maybe I can bring some Russian flavor into it," Brylin said, "but I don't think the style of hockey I played can be considered Russian."

Indeed, he did not embrace the free-wheeling, offensive style of many of his countrymen. Brylin was a solid two-way player, respected for his defensive prowess even though he produced 129 goals and 179 assists in 765 NHL games.

He was a fan favorite with the River Rats, who won two division titles with Brylin on the roster.

"I met him last year and certainly did my research on him," said Joe Whitney, who led Albany in scoring last season. "He had success at this level, and he's a smaller guy (5-foot-10, three inches taller than Whitney) who played a third-line, second-line role. That's a guy I can look to to ask questions and get advice."

"He stands for everything the New Jersey Devils stand for — work ethic, playing the right way and competitiveness and professionalism," DeBoer said. "Hopefully all those things rub off on the young players down there."

pdougherty@timesunion.com • 518-454-5416 • @Pete_Dougherty

In review, next step uncertain

Evaluation process set to begin after another season ends without playoff berth

By Pete Dougherty

Updated 11:52 pm, Monday, April 22, 2013 
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.Coach Rick Kowalsky talks to his players during the Albany Devils hockey practice at the Times Union Center on Tuesday, Oct. 9, 2012 in Albany, NY. (Paul Buckowski / Times Union) Photo: Paul Buckowski / 10019577A 

Coach Rick Kowalsky talks to his players during the Albany Devils hockey practice at the Times Union Center on Tuesday, Oct. 9, 2012 in Albany, NY. (Paul Buckowski / Times Union) 

Albany Devils? Jay Leach defends against the Adirondack Phantoms in the third period, Sunday evening April 21, 2013, at the Times Union Center in Albany, N.Y. (Will Waldron/Times Union) Photo: Will Waldron / 00021748J

Devils's #2 Jay Leach gets under Adirondack's #16 Tye McGinn in Saturday night's game at the Times Union Center in Albany April 7, 2012. (John Carl D'Annibale / Times Union) Photo: John Carl D'Annibale / 00016873E

Albany Devil's Jay Leach (2) , gets sent to the penalty box after a fight with Rochester American's Alex Biega (4) during their game on Sunday, April 7, 2012 at the Times Union Center in Albany, N.Y. (Dan Little/ Special to the Times Union) Photo: Dan Little / Dan Little
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Albany

Robbie Ftorek, the coach with the most victories in Albany's 20-year American Hockey League history, was spotted over the weekend at Times Union Center.

It may have been merely a courtesy visit by Ftorek, 61, who is loyal to the New Jersey Devils organization, but he has been without a job since the Ontario Hockey League's Erie Otters fired him in November.

The appearance by Ftorek, who compiled a 199-171-58 record in two stints with the Albany River Rats, might have gone unnoticed, except that loyal fans of the city's current AHL team are frustrated. New Jersey's top minor-league affiliate has missed the playoffs for 12 of the past 13 seasons.

Rick Kowalsky, seemingly respected within the league and by his players, is 94-109-29 in three years as Albany Devils' head coach. As the road to next season began Monday with individual player meetings, Kowalsky acknowledged that the evaluation process must include him.

"At the end of the day, the coach is measured in wins and losses, whether it's justified or not," Kowalsky said. "I felt we were in a (playoff) position this year that we let slip away. I absolutely have to take responsibility for that.

"Every year's a new year. There will be discussions whenever they're ready as far as what lies ahead for me, but, yeah, you feel pressure as a coach."

There will be player turnover, as there is every season. Figuring out who may or may not be here, or where the off-season priorities may lie, is left for speculation.

"We don't have enough information," Albany general manager Chris Lamoriello said. "We're not looking toward next year right now. We're still reflecting about this year."

The organization will have plenty of evaluation time. The NHL Devils, after advancing to the Stanley Cup Finals a year ago, also are on the postseason sidelines this year.

Albany finished 12th in the 15-team Eastern Conference, six points from a playoff spot, although the A-Devils mathematically were eliminated with four games to play.

Over the next several weeks, the organizational brass must determine which of its unrestricted free agents are worth trying to keep. Most seem interested in staying, if there's room:

Jay Leach, 33, Albany's captain: "I do enjoy this organization. The Lamoriellos and I have had a good relationship. At the same time, I'm not an idiot. There are 10 defensemen, young kids, that need to play. ... I'd like to come back. I feel like there's unfinished business."

Chad Wiseman, 32, limited to 36 games because of injury: "I'd love to get into coaching when my career is done, but I really hope that's not now. I feel like I can still get another two or three years out of this."

Matt Anderson, 30, who made his NHL debut this season: "Fortunately, there is opportunity out there for me. I'll just keep forging ahead, wherever the road might take me."

Tim Sestito, 28, an assistant captain who is a native of Rome, N.Y.: "I love it here. This is a great town for myself and my family. We felt really comfortable here the last three years. We'll see what the future holds."

Cam Janssen, 29, also will be an unrestricted free agent.

Most of the expiring contracts on the current roster are for players who will be restricted free agents. Few likely will wind up elsewhere, since a player's current club can match any offer, and teams signing another organization's RFAs must pay draft-choice compensation.

One restricted free agent who would seem to be outward bound is fifth-year goaltender Jeff Frazee, who put up better numbers than Keith Kinkaid (2.58 GAA, .916 save percentage vs. Kinkaid's 2.72, .905) but got only 38 percent of the available playing time.

Kinkaid and rookie Scott Wedgewood are considered the organization's goalie prospects.

"I don't think I necessarily played bad," said Frazee, who was 8-14-5 to Kinkaid's 21-17-6. "We just rode whoever was getting wins. Unfortunately, I didn't really string together a lot of wins."

Joe Whitney, the team's scoring leader the past two seasons, also will be looking for a new contract. He said Monday he would like to stay.

"They treat me well here," said. "It's a great organization. We have good guys in the locker room, and the coaching staff and management."

pdougherty@timesunion.com

Devils at a glance

A synopsis of the Albany Devils' 2012-13 season:

Fadeaway: The team was 27-20-11 on March 15 and held a playoff position but finished 4-12-2 to miss the postseason for the third straight season.

Off target: The Devils were 3-12 in games decided by shootout, setting an AHL record for shootout losses.

Power shortage: Albany converted only 11.3 percent of its power-play opportunities and allowed 12 short-handed goals, ranking next-to-last in the league in both categories.

Devils' Pete DeBoer calls Damien Brunner 'a pretty savvy guy'

Anthony-Brodeur-Sciarrino.JPG

Time is running out for Anthony Brodeur (with Scott Stevens) to dress for a preseason game alongside his dad. (Robert Sciarrino/The Star-Ledger)
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Clearly, the Devils are serious about Damien Brunner.

 They had him on the power play in practice today and he skated on a line with Patrik Elias and Dainius Zubrus.

“Well, I’m serious, too,” Brunner said with a smile. “That’s where I have to make an impression. To create offense and make some good plays, try and shoot the puck as much as I can.”

So is it a foregone conclusion and just a formality that the Devils will sign him?

“We’ll see. Let me first play a couple of games. We’ll talk about it then when we see how I play,” he said, still smiling.

 Coach Pete DeBoer liked what he saw on Brunner’s first day.

“Pretty savvy guy. He’s got some skill, he’s always moving. He’s got a good stick. He looks like a good offensive player,” DeBoer noted.

 The Devils intend to use him on the power play in preseason games.

“Absolutely. I don’t think there is any mistake in what he is. He’s here to bring speed, bring some offense and creativity,” DeBoer said.

Brunner wore No. 96 in Switzerland, which is not a number the Devils are likely to give out. He had No. 24 with the Red Wings last season, which is captain Bryce Salvador’s number.

 Growing up in Switzerland, Brunner first idolized Chris Chelios and Jeremy Roenick.

“First of all the only two teams I knew about back then were Pittsburgh and Chicago,” he pointed out. “I was a Chelios and Roenick fan. From time to time we got NHL Power Week once a week. Then we got to see some highlights and learned more about the games. I really liked Mike Modano after.”

Modano and Roenick make sense for an offensive talent. But Chelios?

“I don’t know. He was probably the first player I saw in a Blackhawks uniform, so that’s why I probably liked him,” Brunner suggested.

 He said his first practice went fine.

“Actually not too bad. The legs were there but the hands were a little bit stiff,” he said.

 There is a good chance he’ll play in Thursday night’s preseason game against the Islanders.

“We’ll see. I’ll probably be ready for Thursday,” Brunner said.

* * *

DeBoer said of Jaromir Jagr: “I saw him today. He looks better. He’s talking about skating here in the next 24 hours.”

The coach also named Martin Brodeur as his opening night goalie.

“He’s going to start Game 1 and we’ll go from there,” DeBoer said.

 There are, however, no plans at this point for the Devils to dress both Martin and Anthony Brodeur for a preseason game.

“Time is running out in camp,” Martin said. “I hope it happens. If not, I’m going to have to play another year to do it.”

Despite the natural worries after losing Ilya Kovalchuk and David Clarkson in the offseason, Patrik Elias believes the Devils might be better offensively with their new cast of players.

 Especially if they sign Swiss forward Damien Brunner, who is in camp on a tryout basis. 

“From what I’ve seen and the way he played last year in Detroit, you can see he’s got skills,” Elias said of Brunner. “He’s got a good shot and he moves to the right places. He reminds me a little bit of Sykie (Petr Sykora) the way he moves on the ice and how confident he is with the puck. He never needs too many chances to score a goal.”

In his first practice with the team, Brunner skated today on a line with Elias and Dainius Zubrus. He was also on the power play.

 So is it a foregone conclusion that he’ll be signed?

“It’s tough. You look at the guys who are here and there aren’t too many spots open,” Elias pointed out. “If you add that type of player you want him to play on the top two lines. You look at our top two lines and what we have, I don’t know what Lou (Lamoriello) is thinking. Maybe it’s to make guys compete a little harder for spots. Or maybe he has something more cooking, like moving someone thinking ahead. Who knows?

“We have to see something special from (Brunner), obviously, because I thought with the guys we have here we had a pretty good team already. You add him, there will be guys competing for spots.”

With Michael Ryder, Ryane Clowe, Jaromir Jagr and Brunner, the Devils could be better than they’ve been since Zach Parise left.

“We hope so,” Elias said. “But you can add the biggest names you want. You don’t know how it will work with the team. To be, Clowe looks real good on the ice. He’s a strong guy and a smart player. You add Brun ner and the other guys and I think these guys can combine for more offense than Kovy and Clarkson, the two guys we had.”

Elias said he’s taken some time off in training camp because of a sore groin, the same issue that bothered him in the past.

“I was a little sore, but it’s nothing. It was a little nagging. We have plenty of time so I took a couple days off. Today I was fine. It’s just something I have to stay on top of,” he said.

“No matter what you do in the summer, you come to camp and sometimes the ice isn’t great. I had this nagging me at the beginning of training camp the last two years. I feel okay. I don’t know if it’s a groin, hamstring or something else. It’s in that area. It gets a little tired at the end of practice.”

It's been a good two years since Josh Harris bought the Philadelphia 76ers. He's dipped into hockey, purchasing the Devils, and more than doubled his net worth, according to Forbes. 

Harris was ranked by Forbes the 222nd-richest American with a net worth estimated at $2.5 billion. He was ranked 298th last year at $1.6 billion. 

The increase in his net worth has little to do with his purchase of the Devils earlier this year. Instead it's the nearly doubling of the shares from his successful buyout firm Apollo Global Management. 

Harris is tied with a group of 13 men at 222nd on the Forbes list, including Mavs owner and entrepreneur Mark Cuban and former Dolphins owner Wayne Huizenga. 

Harris' primary residence is listed as New York, New York. His source of income is considered private equity. Jerry Jones, No. 166 on the list, has the Dallas Cowboys listed as his source of income. He's worth $3 billion. 

The richest majority owner of a professional sports franchise is Microsoft cofounder Paul Allen, who owns the Seahawks. He ranks 24th with a net worth estimated at $15.8 billion.
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Damien Brunner took part in his first practice with the Devils today in AmeriHealth Pavilion while Jaromir Jagr remained sidelined with lower body soreness.

Brunner, signed to a professional tryout contract, skated on a line with Patrik Elias and Dainius Zubrus.

Some players who played in last night's 2-1 preseason win over the Rangers did not skate, such as Adam Henrique, Steve Bernier, Krys Barch, Cam Janssen, Cory Schneider and Anton Volchenkov.

The lines for practice today:

Dainius ZubrusPatrik Elias-Damien Brunner

 Ryane Clowe-Travis Zajac-Michael Ryder

 Stefan Matteau-Jacob Josefson-Mattias Tedenby

 Reid Boucher-Stephen Gionta-Ryan Carter

 Rostislav Olesz-Andrei Loktionov

Defense:

Bryce Salvador-Marek Zidlicky

 Andy Greene-Adam Larsson

 Eric Gelinas-Alex Urbom

 Mark Fayne-Jon Merrill

Goalies:

Martin Brodeur and Scott Wedgewood

* * *

After resurfacing the ice, practice resumed with a power play session.

Devils PPs:

Clowe-Elias-Ryder with Greene-Larsson on points.

 Brunner-Zajac-Boucher with Gelinas-Zidlicky on points.
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The Devils are looking for a young defenseman to generate some offense from the blue line. 

Eric Gelinas made the first good impression Monday night when he scored the second goal in a 2-1 preseason win over the Rangers. He saw some time on the power play and moved the puck well before displaying his hard shot.

“It’s good to show what I can do out there,” Gelinas said. “I’m a shooting defenseman and that’s what I was trying to do tonight. I was trying to keep it simple and not get myself carried away. I guess it worked out pretty well.”

His goal came 31 seconds into the third period with a screen from Steve Bernier.

“Steve screened the goalie pretty well,” Gelinas said. “All I had to do was put it on net. I could’ve shot a little wrister and it would’ve done the same thing. (Cam Talbot) didn’t see it. Not at all. I watched the replay, too, and he was looking on the right side and I was on the left side.”

Coach Pete DeBoer will also take a good look at Jon Merrill and Alex Urbom in training camp, but the 6-4, 210-pound Gelinas started well.

“That’s what he does. It’s the adage with players: ‘Do what you do best out there.’ And I thought 'Gelly' did what he does best out there tonight,” DeBoer said. “He created offense with his shot, he was solid defensively and he was dangerous on the offensive blue line.”

* * *

Another young player looking to make an impression is Reid Boucher. He played 11:53 and had two shots on goal, but nullified a Devils power play by taking a hooking penalty in the first period.

“It wasn’t the ideal situation there,” Boucher admitted.

 Asked if he was nervous, Boucher said: “My first shift I felt more excited than nervous. I was kind of a little jittery, a little overexcited I think.”

But he felt he played well overall.

“It was a lot of fun, especially when you play against the Rangers with the rivalry,” Boucher said. “I had a blast.”

* * *

Mattias Tedenby scored the Devils’ first goal. 

“I thought Teddy had a very good game tonight,” DeBoer said. “With him it’s one game at a time. Like with all of those guys fighting for those roster spots. You play a good game and it gets you an opportunity to play another one.”

DeBoer comented on Swiss center Damien Brunner, signed to a professional tryout contract.

“I’m excited to see him. I guess he’s going to practice with us tomorrow,” DeBoer said. “I don’t know a lot about him. He was a name that came up a lot over the summer in my conversations with Lou. I think it’s great we’re going to get a chance to look at him.

“I think the book on him is he’s very skilled. He’s put up points at every level he’s played at. You can always use some of that.”
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Cory Schneider’s debut in goal for the Devils couldn’t have gone much better.

 In a 2-1 preseason victory over the Rangers at Prudential Center, Schneider stopped all 22 shots he faced in the first two periods.

“It’s always nice to get a little action, make some saves and winning never gets old,” Schneider said. “It is preseason but that was probably one of the most spirited preseason games I’ve ever seen. That was the first one. The fans were great and both teams had a lot of energy and were playing hard.”

Coach Pete DeBoer was happy for Schneider, who was acquired in a draft day trade with the Vancouver Canucks.

“I’m just glad for him. The first game is always a tough one when you go to a new team,” DeBoer said. “You obviously want to win the home fans over and he’s playing against his old coach from last year in Vancouver, Alain Vigneault. It was nice for him to put up the performance he did and for us to get him a win.

“I thought he was excellent. I thought both of our goalies were good in net.”

Schneider said he wasn’t rusty.

1 / 24

New Jersey Devils center Andrei Loktionov (21) defends against New York Rangers defenseman Aaron Johnson (47) in the 2nd period during their first preseason game, Monday, September 16, 2013 at the Prudential Center. (Saed Hindash/The Star-Ledger)

Saed Hindash/The Star-Ledger

“I felt good in certain areas, tracking pucks and seeing plays develop,” he said. “There are other things-- some footwork, rebounds, playing the puck—you can always get better at. I can be a little bit better.”

His best stops came against Brad Richards. He robbed the Rangers forward at the left post during a power play 58 seconds into the second period. 

 He made a glove save on Richards at 7:28 of the same period came after a turnover by Adam Larsson. 

 The crowd of 11,906, chanted Schneider’s name.

“That was incredible,” he said. “I’ve heard a lot about the fans here, how passionate they are and how supportive they are. And that was just the first preseason game. Hopefully we’ll get a lot more of that support. I’ll just have to post a shutout every game to get that reception.”

* * *

Keith Kinkaid allowed one goal (Dominic Moore) on 12 shots.

Devils went 0-for-3 on the power play. Rangers were 0-for-4.
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Cory Schneider is an east coast kid from Marblehead, Mass., so he has an idea of what the Devils-Rangers rivalry is like.

 Making his Devils debut in goal against the Rangers will be even more special because of the opponents.

“I’m looking forward to it, especially against the Rangers,” Schneider said after the morning skate at Prudential Center. “First preseason game. It’s a big rivalry here. We don’t like losing to them. Even though it’s a preseason game, it’s a game you want to win.”

It will also come against his former coach Alain Vigneault, now behind the Rangers’ bench.

 Schneider, slated to play two periods, said it will undoubtedly take some time to really get the full impact of the rivalry.

“I’m sure it will. I’m from the east coast. Any of those serious rivalries, Boston-New York-Philly-Washington, are quite intense,” he said. “I know the Devils and Rangers have a long history in the playoffs and some pretty big series I remember watching. What was it, ’94?

“I’m pretty much aware of what it means to both sides.I’m really excited to be into it. In Vancouver we really didn’t have that. We were rivals with some teams but they probably weren’t as heated as this one. It will be fun to jump into one like this.” 

Coach Pete DeBoer said he isn’t focused too much on Schneider’s performance in the preseason.

“No. I know what we have. I’m very comfortable with him,” DeBoer said.

 And certainly Schneider is more comfortable than he was in Vancouver, sharing the net with Roberto Luongo. There will be no circus-like atmosphere surrounding Schneider and Martin Brodeur.

“Different situation,” DeBoer pointed out. “We’re not trading either one of them and neither of them is waiting to get traded. I can guarantee you that. So I don’t see any issues. They’re both professionals.

“It gives us a great luxury as a coaching staff. I think the teams that are able to roll two elite goalies out there have an advantage this year, particularly with our schedule and the number of back-to-back games we have.”

Schneider said he wasn’t sure if he’d be nervous for his Devils debut, but the reality of the trade is finally setting in.

“Until you really start playing games it doesn’t feel real,” Schneider said. “When you play games with each and compete for each other, it helps to build bonds and friendships. We’re all excited to get going here.”

Does he have to build into regular season shape?

“I’m not sure what my habit is, whether I’m a slow starter or a fast starter. I don’t know whether I take a long time or not,” he said. “I just kind of see where I’m at and make the adjustments from there. Tonight is important as far as winning and losing, but you have to get a barometer of where you are individually as to what you need to work on.” 

* * *

Neither Jaromir Jagr or Patrik Elias skated this morning.

“No news is good news, so I’m assuming they’re both heading in the right direction,” DeBoer said.

 Elias said he wasn’t injured.

“No. Just a day off,” he reported.

“I don’t have any concerns with Patrik,” DeBoer said. “He probably could’ve skated yesterday if we wanted, but there is no sense in pushing it.”

* * *

DeBoer wouldn’t say if he plans to dress Anthony Brodeur for any preseason games before the 18-year-old goalie returns to juniors.

“Too early to tell that,” the coach said. “My focus right now that is one area I’m not looking at evaluating. We’ve got our two goalies. It’s getting them both ready for the first game of the season.

“If it happens we can get some young guys in the net for short periods, that would be a bonus. That’s not our mindset right now. We’re doing whatever we have to do to make sure (Martin) Brodeur and (Cory) Schneider are comfortable and ready to go game one.”

He could create havoc in Montreal by dressing the two Brodeurs for the Sept. 23 exhibition game at Bell Centre.

“That’s a good suggestion,” DeBoer said with a smile. “It’s a great story, but it’s way down on my list we’re trying to get accomplished right now.”

The Devils could also sell some tickets by dressing the father and son goalies for a home preseason game and revealing it beforehand.

* * * 

What is DeBoer looking for in the opener against the Rangers?

“You’re starting to implement building blocks with the team. System and identity-wise. You just want to keep building on that,” he explained. “We have a lot of things to cover and a short time to get there over the next 2 ½ weeks. At the same time, you don’t want to paralyze these guys. A lot of them are still trying to separate themselves from the group for either a spot on the team or playing time. So that’s the fine line you walk.”
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Reid Boucher, the Devils’ 20-year-old left winger, enters this preseason with as much promise as any young forward in the organization.

 So it will be interesting to see whether Boucher’s 62-goal season in juniors translates to the NHL level.

“I hope some of it translates,” said Boucher, who will be in the lineup tonight in the first preseason game against the Rangers at Prudential Center.

“I’d like to contribute offensively as much as I can. But I want to play a solid overall game, play good in the D zone and play physical. If I get a couple chances hopefully I can score. But I’m not putting too much pressure on myself that I have to score tonight.” 

What does coach Pete DeBoer expect to see from Boucher, who is listed as a right winger but will play the left side tonight with Jacob Josefson and Mike Sislo?

“I talked to him a little bit in the pregame skate,” DeBoer said. “I told him, ‘Don’t worry as much about your positioning. Just worry about what you do best and that’s getting pucks to the net.’ I’m not as worried about goals. This guys has some things and tools that are very rare. He has those instincts on the ice. He looks dangerous every time he steps on the ice. It’s a great asset to have and I’m excited to see him in preseason play.”

DeBoer and general manager Lou Lamoriello will determine whether Boucher makes the NHL roster, so what must the Lansing, Mich., native do in training camp to win a job?

“I don’t have the answer to that,” DeBoer answered. “If he gets five goals is he going to be on the team? That’s not necessarily so. And he might not score and he could have a great camp. It’s much bigger than that. For me, he’s in that group with the Tedenbys and those type of guys that we’re going to give a real legitimate look. They have to make the most of that opportunity.”

That would be right winger Mattias Tedenby. 

“He’s going to get every opportunity. Teddy is a speed guy. We can use that type of speed in our lineup,” DeBoer suggested. “He’s a guy that is in that group of guys that are looking to separate themselves from the others for a job.”

DeBoer was asked how much preseason games weigh in judging players.

“It depends on the guy. If it’s (Jaromir) Jagr, I could care less what he does during the preseason. If it’s (Patrik) Elias, same thing,” the coach said. “If it’s one of those young guys, obviously this is their chance to separate themselves. So obviously it’s much more weighted for those guys.”

Boucher, the Devils’ fourth-round pick (99th overall) in 2011, said he gained 5-6 pounds during the offseason. He’s 5-11, 195.

“To prevent injuries and feel more solid out there. I didn’t put on a lot of fat. I put on a lot of muscle,” he said.

 Muscle is needed at this level. He scored 62 goals in 68 games for Sarnia (OHL) last season, but he’s discovering the difference facing NHL players in camp.

“The biggest surprise is the strength of the guys you’re playing against. Everybody is fast, big and strong,” Boucher noted. “And the goaltenders so much better, too. It makes everything more difficult.”

Although it is just preseason, Boucher will get a taste of facing the Rangers.

“It’s obviously a good rivalry between the Devils and Rangers. It’s going to be fun to step right into that a get a taste of it,” he said. “I’m very excited about it. Hopefully it will be a good experience. I’m sure I’ll have fun with it.”

* * *

The Devils' lineup:

Harri Pesonen-Adam Henrique-Steve Bernier

 Rostislav Olesz-Andrei Loktionov-Mattias Tedenby

 Reid Boucher-Jacob Josefson-Mike Sislo

 Krys Barch-Darcy Zajac-Cam Janssen

Anton Volchenkov-Mark Fayne

 Eric Gelinas-Peter Harrold

 Alex Urbom-Adam Larsson

Cory Schneider-Keith Kinkaid
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The Devils’ power play wasn’t terrible last season, finishing 16th overall in the 30-team NHL. But it must be better if they are to make the playoffs this season.

“I think it was a weaker part of our game as a whole. It’s an area we need to improve,” forward Adam Henrique said today as the Devils worked on the power play and penalty kill.

 The Devils worked on the power play and penalty killing today. Neither Jaromir Jagr nor Patrik Elias, both penciled-in for the power play, skated. There were very few goals scored and captain Bryce Salvador joked that the power play was off to a slow start while the PK unit was off to a flying start. 

 Marek Zidlicky and Adam Larsson were on the points with Michael Ryder, Travis Zajac and Dainius Zubrus up front on one power play unit. Andy Greene and Peter Harrold worked the second unit’s points with Ryane Clowe, Andrei Loktionov and Henrique up front.

“I think it has to be better. It can always be better,” Zajac said of the power play. “Special teams is such a big part of the game nowadays it can easily win or lose you games during the season.”

Assistant coach Dave Barr is now running the power play while Mike Foligno handles the PK. After just one day, the power play doesn’t look drastically different than the one Matt Shaw ran last season.

 In fact, it is rather similar. 

“I think so,” coach Pete DeBoer said. “The basics and the principles are similar. As we get more into it there will be some tweaks, but definitely a lot of similarities in the foundation of it.”

Zajac added: “It’s pretty much the same right now. It was the first day. I think the philosophy is the same and that’s getting pucks towards the net and getting bodies towards the net and trying to create some of those goals. It’s a fast power play, I think. There are always guys moving up and down the walls. We want to create some shots coming off the wall.”

There will be two changes for sure. Ilya Kovalchuk, who played the full 2:00 on the power play, is gone. And Jagr, so adept at coming off the half wall, will see PP time.

“We’re going to look at all kinds of options with him,” DeBoer said of Jagr. “Probably not on the point, at least 5-on-4. But 5-on-3 he’s a guy you could potentially move around to some different spots. We’ll see.”

Jagr did not practice again today as he recovers from lower body soreness. But he did come out and take a peek at the power play session in AmeriHealth Pavilion.

“I think he will (make a difference) just because of his size and the way he can hang onto pucks and his vision,” Zajac noted. “He makes people around him better.”

Kovalchuk was a power play workhorse, although he scored only two power play goals last season. Still, he was a key part of it. 

“It changes a little because he brought some attention. Guys had to worry about him, maybe one or two guys at a time,” Zajac said.

Henrique said: “It’ll be a little different look. He was obviously a huge part of it. He was out there for the whole power play and played the point.”

Greene said the way the Devils can improve is simple.

“Execution,” he said. “That’s what it comes down to.”

* * *

Cory Schneider will start Monday night’s preseason opener in goal against the Rangers. Martin Brodeur won’t dress.

“We’ll decide whether (Schneider) plays a whole game or two periods or half the game,” DeBoer said. 

 DeBoer on Jagr: “He did not skate today. I had a conversation with him this morning. He’s feeling good. He’s heading in the right direction. So that’s good.” 

The coach said of Elias getting the day off: “Maintenance.”
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Two of his Swedish mentors are gone, Henrik Tallinder to the Sabres and Johan Hedberg for a tryout with the Rangers, but Devils defenseman Adam Larsson feels a summer of hard work has put him on the brink of a breakthrough season in the NHL.

“I know what it takes and I know what I have to do. I especially have to be stronger and faster. That’s what I was working on this summer,” Larsson said today. “It’s fun to be back around the guys. I’m enjoying it right now.”

He couldn’t have said that last season, when he played in Albany (AHL) during the lockout and started the season with the Devils as a scratch. When he got into the lineup he was told to keep his game simple and concentrate on defense rather than getting involved too much in the offense.

 In fact, Larsson is looking at last season, when he played 37 of the 48 games and had six assists without a goal, in a positive way.

“I think it could be good for me,” he said. “I’m a young guy. Not to have that upside all the time and all the bounces. You have to try and see it in a positive way. It’s a learning process. That’s what I’m trying to do. I’m reloaded after this summer.”

Tallinder was critical this week about his own diminished role last season, but Larsson was not.

“The coaches always play the best D-men. It’s always up to them. I try to play my best but it’s their decision who they put out there,” Larrson said.

“I can’t say it was a bad season for me. Even when I was down in Albany (AHL) it was a good time for me to play a lot of minutes. I know it will take a couple of years for me to really adjust and get used to the game. This is an important year for me. I have to step up and show the coaches and the organization I can earn a spot for 82 games this season.”

He would like to add the offensive side of his game.

“For sure. You always want to show the coaches that you can play defensively. That’s what I was trying to do last year,” Larsson said. “Of course you want to play on both sides of the ice. Maybe I’ll try to be more offensive this year. We’ll see what the coaches ask from me.”

Is there pressure to be the player the Devils drafted in the first round (fourth overall) in 2011?

“No. Not really. I don’t think about that,” he said of the high expectations. “I think about what I have to do and what I have to do to help the team. I can’t really sit there and think about what other people think of me.”

Larsson said he was sad to see Tallinder traded and Hedberg not re-signed.

“Of course I would rather see him here,” he said of Tallinder. “He helped me a lot my first two years. At the same time, that’s how this league is. It can change quickly.

“He was frustrated, that’s for sure. I understand that. I know how it felt. I was in that spot at the end of my first year. You never want to sit in the stands. You always want to play, so it’s frustrating when you don’t.” 

Even if it’s in a Rangers jersey, like Hedberg.

“I’m glad for him. He told me he still wanted to play when I talked to him last week. He had to get an offer close to his home and family. This is perfect for him. It’s kind of sad that we don’t have him around. He’s a really nice guy.”

* * *

Jaromir Jagr was the only player who did not practice in the group that did not play in the scrimmage.

Martin Brodeur, Patrik Elias, Cory Schneider, Dainius Zubrus, Travis Zajac, Mark Fayne, Jon Merrill and Stephen Gionta were among those in the practice group.
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During a tramatic summer for the Devils, the signing of forward Rostislav Olesz seemed to be minor news. The fact that the 27-year-old Czech’s career had been derailed by two serious knee injuries meant the team was rolling the dice to a certain degree.

 But Pete DeBoer, who had Olesz when he was coaching the Florida Panthers, believes he is still an NHL player who can make a differnce for the Devils. 

“I don’t like to put numbers on players. For me, this guy is an NHL player,” DeBoer said. “He scored double digit goals two or three times in his career, so he is capable of that. He’s capable of making plays with the puck. He’s a big body. He’s one of those guys who can play either wing. I think he can kill penalties and maybe chip in on the power play. There is a lot there to like.”

Patrik Elias also knows Olesz, who is called Rusty or Olie.

“I met him a few years back. We have the same agent and we train together in the summer in Montreal, so I know him from way back,” Elias said. “He’s a good kid, strong guy and a strong player. He’s got potential.

 "I think he was drafted pretty high and sometimes the expectations are hard to live up to. Just because you’re drafted high doesn’t mean you have to score 40 goals a season. I think the expectations weren’t set the right way for him. They were a little bit too high. He’s a good player who can step into any kind of role. Very strong. He can handle the puck and protect it. Hopefully he’ll have a strong camp and make sure he has a spot here.”

Knee problems hurt Olesz more than any pressure from being a first-round draft choice. The Panthers took him with the seventh overall pick in 2004. 

“I turned my knee twice,” Olesz recalled. “The first time was in Florida when Pete was the coach. It took me probably 6-7 months to get back. I got traded to Chicago, played just six games on the fourth line and I got sent to the minors. Then I got hurt when two guys fell on me from the side. I turned my knee again and it took me over a year (13 months). Last season I played just 14 games.”

Asked about his health, Olesz said: “Once you turn something you never really feel it’s back 100 percent. I did my best to get my knee back and I don’t think about it any more. I just wear the brace.”

The Devils think about it.

“It set him back quite a bit,” DeBoer said. “Two major knee injuries. He hasn’t had a lot of luck with injuries. Like any player in that situation, I think the biggest hurdle for him is going to be staying healthy and getting a body of games in here.”

The Devils couled wind up with four Czech players—Jaromir Jagr, Elias, Marek Zidlicky and Olesz.

“It helps to have guys from the same country,” Elias noted. “I’ll stay on top of him. I’ll be in his ear and make sure he does the right things out there to have the best chance to play.”

Olesz said of the chance to play with Elias and Jagr: “It would be really fun for me because those two guys are the best hockey players in the Czech Republic. But we have more than just those two players. We have (Travis) Zajac, (Martin) Brodeur, a lot of experienced guys on this team.”

The Devils are hoping Olesz turns out to be a bargain signing for a $700,00 salary with the potential for a $300,000 bonus.

“We’ve got the entire training camp and exhibition games,” DeBoer said. “I haven’t seen him play in a couple years, but I had a pretty long tenture with him. It wasn’t a month or two. We had him for over a year, so I think I have a pretty good handle and comfort level that he’s an NHL player.

“But obviously he’s fighting for the same things everyone else is here in camp. Whether or not you’re in the NHL is one thing. What kind of role you’re going to play and how big a role you’re going to play is another thing.”
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Former Devils defenseman Henrik Tallinder said he told GM Lou Lamoriello he wanted to leave the team after a disfunctional relationship with coach Pete DeBoer.

 The Devils traded Tallinder, 34, to the Buffalo Sabres on July 7 in exchange for forward Riley Boychuk.

“I’m excited definitely to get away from New Jersey; not the organization, but a couple of individuals over there on the coaching side,” Tallinder told Bill Hoppe of the Olean Times Herald. 

 Tallinder’s comments were surprising because of the Swedish defenseman’s low-key personality, along with the fact most Devils players speak highly of DeBoer.

 But at the conclusion of last season, in which Tallinder appeared in only 25 games, he let Lamoriello know he wanted to leave.

“I had a long conversation with the GM after the season,” Tallinder was quoted. “We both made it pretty clear what we wanted.”

The Devils were happy to clear some room for a younger player while shedding Tallinder’s salary.

 Tallinder was happy to get away from DeBoer.

“We didn’t create positive images for each other,” Tallinder told the paper. “When Jacques Lemaire was coaching there, he played me like a No. 1 D, which was awesome. The coach (Lemaire) is with all his trophies and whatever, that’s really something I’m going to take with me from there. But sometimes, yeah, I had tough stretches.

“I didn’t have my best seasons when I played over there. I can play better than I did.”

Tallinder signed a four-year, $13.5 million contract with the Devils as a free agent July 1, 2010. He played three seasons with the Devils, missing 37 games in 2011-12 with acute thrombophlebitis (blood clots) in his left leg.
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The Devils are now a team with two No. 1 goalies, which hasn’t been the case since Martin Brodeur was a rookie in 1993-94.

 So how does coach Pete DeBoer avoid a goaltending controversy with two top goalies like Brodeur and Cory Schneider?

“It doesn’t even cross my mind because of the people you’re dealing with,” DeBoer said today. “When you know Marty and you get to know Cory you’re talking about professionals I don’t think would ever let the situation deteriorate to that. So it doesn’t concern me.

“Watching from the outside you saw how (Schneider) handled that situation (alongside Roberto Luongo in Vancouver) and his professionalism. It’s a non-issue as far as I’m concerned.”

Brodeur will be the No. 1 goalie. Unless he loses the job via injury or poor play, the two will share the duties to some as-yet unknown degree.

“My expectations are to play as well as I can whenever I get the opportunity to play,” Schneider said yesterday after posting a 2-0 victory against Brodeur in a two-period scrimmage. “I’m coming to a new team, a team that expects to win and doesn’t miss the playoffs very often. Their expectations are to be in the playoffs every year.

“You want to come in and help them attain that goal. You don’t want to be the guy who comes in and isn’t prepared or ready and costs his team points. I’m not sure what the playing rotation or schedule will be like. When I get in there I want to be a difference maker.”

Brodeur, who has dealt with various injuries in recent seasons, played 59 games in the last full NHL season (2012-13) and 56 the prior campaign. He said he doesn’t know what the rotation will be.

“Not really. I know what we’re going to do in preseason,” Brodeur said of the six exhibition games. “We’ll probably split them. Each game will have me or Cory in net.”

He guessed that over the final four exhibitions, he and Schneider would each get two full games.

“At least one game. Hopefully two,” Schneider said. “I know they have to get some of the young guys in and Marty has to get his. At least one (full) game and everything else I get would be great.”

Schneider, acquired in a draft day trade with the Vancouver Canucks, played 30 games in the lockout-shortened 2012-13 season. Luongo appeared in 20.

 In the last full season, Luongo played 55 games and Schneider 33.

“The past few years, not playing as frequently in Vancouver, I’ve had some experience coming in when I haven’t played in a while,” Schneider said.

 He said he feels he must prove himself to his new teammates.

“I believe so. Obviously they traded for me, so they have faith in me,” Schneider reasoned. “But I don’t know how much they know about me. Seeing a guy on the ice is one thing and see him behind the scenes and how he prepares is another.

“I think absolutely I have a lot to prove to both my teammates and the organization that they made a good move in picking me up. You want to reward someone like that for giving you the opportunity. You don’t want to be the guy that lets them down.”

Brodeur isn’t ready to give up the No. 1 designation, but he’s ready to share the work load.

“I know him as a goalie. We all watched that saga in Vancouver. It takes a pretty good goalie to take Luongo out of the net,” Brodeur suggested. “Cory is a really good goalie. He’s still young but he’s ready to take the role of No. 1 goalie. We’re glad we have him.

“It’s a lot different when you’re the age of Heddy (Johan Hedberg). You know he’s going to be the backup here. Cory is working to be the No. 1. It will be a great challenge for me to keep my game at a certain level. We could push each other and do well for the team.”
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Marek Zidlicky still feels the sting of the Devils missing the playoffs last season.

 After signing a one-year, $3 million contract this summer to stay with the team, he believes he can help contribute some of the offense the Devils may be lacking. But he must also control his game to avoid being a defensive liability. 

“I am still thinking about why we didn’t make the playoffs,” said Zidlicky, who took part in today's scrimmage in AmeriHealth Pavilion. “If the team needs me to push more offensive or on defense, that is sometimes my decision and sometimes you can feel after the first or second period what you have to do. It’s reading the situation.”

Zidlicky has the capability of being a dynamic offensive threat, which is why the Devils wanted to keep him. But there are times when his aggressiveness can be costly.

“You have to read the situation, but that’s my style. That’s what I’ve done my whole life,” he said. “If our team needs offensive help, I will be there. If I have to stay on defense, I will do it. I’ll battle to get to the Stanley Cup (Finals) like two years ago. That was a good time for me. I want to feel that again.”

That is part of the reason he wanted to stay with the Devils.

“There were other teams interested but I kept focused on the Devils because I wanted to stay in New Jersey,” Zidlicky explained. “My first priority has always been to stay where I was. When I was in Nashville I wanted to stay there. When I was in Minnesota, same thing. I’m not that guy who wants to change teams. If you like something, you stay where you like it and your family is happy.

“That’s why I waited for Lou (Lamoriello). I didn’t want to talk to other teams. When we had a meeting after last season I said I’d like to stay here. My family liked it and I was happy with the coaching staff and everything.”

Zidlicky wasn’t happy with the way he was used in Minnesota before being acquired in a Feb. 24, 2012, trade with the Wild.

Although the Devils have some young defensemen who will challenge for jobs in training camp, Zidlicky figures to be a key part of what could be a drastically different club. 

“We will see. That’s what happens in the NHL. Somebody leaves, somebody comes in. That’s the hockey business. I think we have a pretty good team this year,” he said.

“We didn’t make it to the playoffs. I didn’t make it to the playoffs. Every time I think about the team. I don’t think about myself. I was frustrated a little bit because I think we played pretty good games. That was the first time in my life we’d have 40 shots, give up 15 and lose the game, 2-1 or 3-2. It’s a new season. We have to forget about last season.”

* * *

Jaromir Jagr (soreness) did not take part in the scrimmage. Neither did Patrik Elias, Dainius Zubrus, Andy Greene, Adam Larsson, Steve Bernier or Peter Harrold.

White team

Cory Schneider

Mike Sislo, David Wohlberg, Stefan Matteau, Jacob Josefson, Mattias Tedenby, Graham Black, Stephen Gionta, Rostislav Olesz, Ben Johnson, Myles Bell, Travis Zajac, Krys Barch

Corbin McPherson, Dan Kelly, Jon Merrill, Mark Fayne, Eric Gelinas, Anton Volchenkov

Red team

Martin Brodeur

Ben Thomson, Reid Boucher, Ryan Carter, Harri Pesonen, Andrei Loktionov, Joe Whitney, Darcy Zajac, Adam Henrique, Chris McKelvie, Ryan Kujawinski, Ryane Clowe, Michael Ryder

Bryce Salvador, Damon Severson, Marek Zidlicky, Raman Hrabarenka, Brandon Burlon, Seth Helgeson

* * *

Henrique centered for Ryder and Clowe. Loktionoc centered for Boucher and Whitney. Travis Zajac centered for Tedenby and Olesz.

Zidlicky was paired on defense with Salvador. Merrill and Fayne were paired together.

* * *

Olesz snapped a scoreless tie by scoring on Brodeur with just over one minute left in the second period. Matteau then added an empty net goal after Brodeur went to the bench, giving the white team a 2-0 victory in the two-period scrimmage.
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Travis Zajac was healthy last season, but the Devils center’s statistics were a bit anemic despite the fact that it was a lockout-shortened schedule.

 Zajac, who overcame a torn Achilles tendon the previous season, believes he is ready to bounce back along with the team in general. 

“It wasn’t the season statistically I would’ve wanted,” Zajac said today. “I think I improved in some areas and some areas I can still get better at. I had another full summer to work on some things. I think that’s in the past and I’m excited about this year to get going.”

So what happened last season, when Zajac scored 20 points (seven goals, 13 assists) in 48 games?

“I don’t know. I think it was just as a team we played well but we couldn’t score goals,” he said. “That was, for the most part, throughout the lineup. But it’s hardto say because I felt like we played good at times. I felt like I played well for most of the season. That happens. You just control what you can control and that’s going oit and playing hard.

“I think my faceoffs got better. But there is still lots to work on. Hopefully I can get off to a good start this year.”

He prepared differently this summer.

“I just wanted to make sure I was in the best shape possible coming into camp,” Zajac said. “With the lockout last year it was a waiting game.You didn’t know when to train or when to skate. It was a short camp. I prepared myself this year to make sure I was ready to go when camp started.”

It wasn’t the eight-year, $46 million contract he signed last January that weighed on Zajac.

“I don’t think that’s in my head at all, to be honest,” he said. “I think I know what I have to do to be successful. I know what the coaches expect of me. I just have to worry about that and make sure I go out there and do what I do best. That’s play at both ends of the ice and make sure I’m liable and contribute offensively.”

Zajac believes the Devils can bounce back strong.

“I think this is the biggest turnover we’ve had here in a while. I think it’s good,” he said. “I’m sure there will be some adjustment. I think the players we got are really good players who can score and do a lot of good things on the ice. I’m really looking forward to that opening game. Hopefully we can get some chemistry going here.”

* * *

Coach Pete DeBoer will tinker with his line combinations throughout training camp, so the Patrik Elias-Zajac-Jaromir Jagr unit that took a few shifts today isn’t definite.

 Right now, DeBoer isn’t worried about line chemistry.

“We’re going to play around with a lot of things. We have a three-team camp here so chemistry isn’t at the top of things we’re trying to accomplish right now,” DeBoer said. “It’s more planning some of the system and identity seeds, getting these guys in a game and see how they look. I think as we go through exhibitions we’ll work more on line chemistry.”

DeBoer revealed assistant coach Dave Barr will handle the team’s power play.

“Dave has experience having run the power play in Minnesota when he was there,” DeBoer explained. “He got to work hand in hand with Adam Oates and Matt Shaw, a couple of different power play philosophies.”

Mike Foligno run penalty kill. 

“Mike’s had a history and experience of running penalty kill, including when he was in Anaheim. I think it’s a good fit,” DeBoer noted.

 DeBoer hasn’t decided which player will get the ‘A’ that Ilya Kovalchuk wore.

“I have not decided that yet. There are a lot of candidates,” he said.

 The coach, beginning his third season with the Devils, was pleased with the way Martin Brodeur, Jaromir Jagr and Patrik Elias reported to camp.

“You’ve got, in my mind, three Hall of Fame players there in Brodeur, Elias and Jagr, who are all over 40 or close to 40. All three came in fantastic shape and are excited to be here. That has to be contagious.”
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Devils coach Pete DeBoer said he isn’t worried about the injury Jaromir Jagr suffered on his first days of training camp.

“Just some general soreness. That’s probably the best way to term it,” DeBoer said today. “Nothing I’m overly concerned about.”

Jagr left the second session early. Soreness is usually a term used during the season when players get banged around in games and practices.

“There are different types of soreness,” DeBoer said. “Obviously it’s a different level when you step onto the ice. It’s not the first time I’ve dealt with guys having some aches and pains the first day. It’s a long summer. Especially with the older guys. Sometimes it takes a little bit longer for the guys to get used to that.”

Jagr actually had a short summer.

“The man showed up in fantastic shape, lighter than he’s ever been. He looks great. He was enthusiastic,” DeBoer noted. “I don’t know the reason (for the injury). Time is on our side. I’m not concerned about it. I’m sure he’ll be back.”

He said he is unsure whether Jagr will take part in Thursday's team scrimmage.

 Before he left, Jagr skated on a line with Patrik Elias and Travis Zajac. DeBoer said not to read too much into it, but that could be a line.

“It seems that way,” Elias said. “You never know what the combinations are going to be. It seems like the opportunity is going to arise. It’s going to be interesting for both of us. I’ve never played with him on a line. We played on national teams but never on the same line.”

It is a dream line for Czech Republic fans.

“It’s a big thing in Czech for us to play together,” Elias said. “Obviously what he has done and accomplished in his career is amazing. I’m somewhere behind him, but for Czech people and the Czech media it’s a big thing.” 

Elias said having Jagr as a teammate will not push him.

“I don’t think that particular thing will push me. I love the game. I enjoy playing,” Elias explained. “When I feel good physically, I enjoy going to work. It’s being around the guys. We have a good group of guys here. Pete and the coaching staff make it easy for us to come to work. That makes it fun for me and motivates me to play well.

“Him being on the same team? I think it motivated me more to play against him. He is considered the best player from Czech and I always wanted to play well against him and be on top in that particular game.”

So, will Zajac have to learn Czech?

“Arnie (Former A Line center Jason Arnott)never learned Czech and it worked out pretty well,” Elias pointed out.

 Zajac said: “I don’t know if I want to learn it. I’m sure I’ll be hearing some things said about me that I probably don’t want to hear.”

It is a line Zajac think might be effective.

“They’re creative. When you play with those two guys it’s about controlling the puck,” the center said. “They’re going to make plays and get in the open. As a center you have to find holes and create some space for them with some speed. They’ll find those plays not too many players can make.

“We have a lot of different combinations with this team right now so we’ll see where that goes with those guys. Obviously they’re two of the best Czech players to ever play the game. I’m kind of fortunate if I get to start with those two guys.”

Elias has begun showing Jagr around New Jersey. Jagr will probably live in the West Orange Montclair area.

“It’s probably a good idea for him to stay close to me and Zid (fellow Czech Marek Zidlicky) so he has drivers. And home-cooked meals. He’s a smart guy. He knows where to stay. If he stays in Hoboken there is no way he gets to use the amenities from me and Zid.”
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The Devils held their first full day of training camp today in Newark with both rookies and veterans on the ice in AmeriHealth Pavilion.

Three groups were scheduled to skate today.

The first group included:

Goalies-- Martin Brodeur, Scott Wedgewood

Defensemen-- Bryce Salvador, Marek Zidlicky, Brandon Burlon, Raman Hrabarenka, Seth Helgeson, Damon Severson

Forwards-- Ryan Carter, Andrei Loktionov, Darcy Zajac, Reid Boucher, Harri Pesonen, Michael Ryder, Ryane Clowe, Joe Whitney, Adam Henrique, Ben Thomson, Chris McKelvie, Ryan Kujawinski

Henrique centered a line with Clowe and Ryder. Loktionov centered for Boucher and Whitney. Kujawinski centered for Carter and Pesonen. Darcyu Zajac centered for Thomson and McKelvie

* * *

In the second group were:

Goalies-- Cory Schneider, Anthony Brodeur

Defensemen-- Mark Fayne, Anton Volchenkov, Dan Kelly, Eric Gelinas, Corbin McPherson, Jon Merrill

Forwards-- Jaromir Jagr, Mattias Tedenby, Patrik Elias, Travis Zajac, Jacob Josefson, Graham Black, Myles Bell, David Wohlberg, Ben Johnson, Mike Sislo, Stefan Matteau

Elias has an A on his jersey. There has been no second A (which Ilya Kovalchuk wore) yet.
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Devils right winger Reid Boucher was simply a fourth-round draft pick with some promise when he attended training camp in 2011.

 Now, the Michigan native is in training camp with a reputation as a prolific goal-scorer and a chance to make the NHL roster. Boucher, 20, believes it is possible.

“Absolutely. My goal is to make the team here this season. I came back in a lot better shape than I was in two years ago,” Boucher said. “I feel a lot better. Hopefully I perform this week.”

Boucher said he is not nervous, but pressure often comes with high expectations.

“No, I just have to worry about myself and take care of the things I need to, perform the best I can,” he said. “Two years removed, I feel really good,” Boucher said.

 After scoring 62 goals for Sarnia (OHL) in juniors, Boucjer played 11 games for Albany (AHL) last season and had 3-2-5.

“Definitely a good experience to get some pro games under my belt,” Boucher said. “I just got a little taste last year. I kind of know what to expect a little more.”
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With Devils rookies on the AmeriHealth Pavilion ice for the first time in training camp today, Martin Brodeur emerged from the dressing room and took a few moments to watch his son, Anthony, in goal.

 Anthony Brodeur, 18, laughed about it. His dad is more nervous now than when he was a little kid.

“I think he’s a lot more nervous now,” Anthony said. “He was up for one of my preseason games up there (in Gatineau, Quebec) and everyone was telling me how nervous he was. They were in the box with him. I thought it was pretty funny.”

He gets more tips from his dad now than as a nine-year-old.

“I was so much younger. Now it’s more he’s looking at what I’m doing and what I’m doing wrong. He’ll tell me and he’ll help me out,” Anthony said.

 Although he enjoys it when his father watches, Anthony Brodeur knows there are more important observers.

“The coaches. I’m not trying to impress my dad. He’s not the coach. He’s not the onbe who is going to give me a spot,” he said.

 There are hopes that the two Brodeurs will face each other in a scrimmage during training camp, or at least take the ice together in practice.

“That will be fun. I haven’t been on the ice with him really in a couple of years,” Anthony said.

Martin Brodeur reports for his physical tomorrow with Devils veterans.

 He has spent the last month in camp with the Gatineau Olympiques, so this is a break.

“I’m at home here. I’m used to being around here, so it’s a good break,” he said.

“I’ve been there (in Gatineau) for at about a month. The first week or two we were doing two ice sessions a day with a workout in between. It was a long couple of weeks there,” he said.

He is excited about the upcoming season in junior with Gatineau (QMJHL).

“Hopefully they’ll split it 50-50. Just being on the team there is going to be a good time. I’m excited it’s up and running,” he said.

In the second session for rookies, the following players skated:

Forwards Harri Pesonen, Tim Sestito, Riley Boychuk, David Wohlberg, Chris McKelvie, Reid Boucher, Darcy Zajac, Remy Giftopoulos and Myles Bell.

Defensemen Eric Gelinas, Jon Merrill, Seth Helgeson, Dan Kelly and Reece Scarlett. 

Goalie Scott Wedgewood and Maxime Clermont.
Evgeny Kuznetsov Undergoes Successful Shoulder Surgery in Munich

On September 11, 2013, In News, Translations, By Igor Kleyner
Kuzya’s new avatar on Twitter. Wait, when did he get back on Twitter?

The start of the 2013-14 season has not gone very well for Evgeny Kuznetsov. In his first game, against the defending Gagarin Cup champions Dynamo Moscow, he put up a minus-4, garnering special recognition from Traktor’s head coach during the post-game press conference.

But Kuznetsov’s second game turned out to be even more of a disaster. He went hard into the boards just 30 seconds into the game and did not return. Shortly afterwards, Kuznetsov paid a visit to his favorite shoulder specialist, Dr. Emlich in Munich. Kuzya’s left shoulder joint (the same one Dr Emlich fixed a couple of years ago) was found to have sustained a tear in the capsule, and after additional tests today, Kuznetsov underwent a successful surgery. 

Here is what he told Alexei Shevchenko of AllSportInfo.ru:

I had a second evaluation at the clinic in Munich. Doctor Stefan Emlich checked out the nerve in my shoulder. Luckily, there was no damage. So the decision was made to go ahead with the surgery – to accelerate the return to hockey. The surgery took place today, everything was successful. I am not even sure how long it took, because I fell asleep at 12.30 and woke up three and a half hours later. I would like to express my sincere gratitude to doctor Emlich. He has hands of gold! I plan to return to Russia next week.

In two months or so, Kuzya’s shoulder should be as good as new, and we will never have to write about it again.

On September 10, 2013, In News, Translations, By Ian Oland
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evgeny-kuznetsov-skating

Photo credit: sovsport.ru

Last Friday, Washington Capitals top prospect Evgeny Kuznetsov was injured in Traktor Chelyabinsk’s game against Vityaz. After absorbing a legal hit from Maxim Rybin, Kuznetsov immediately skated off the ice holding his shoulder. The next day, Kuznetsov — who’s had a long history with shoulder injuries — headed to Germany to get examined.

On Monday, the Russian media was its normal self, breaking false news about the injury, which was eventually refuted. But today, All Sport’s Alexey Shevchenko published an interview with the horse’s mouth, getting an explanation. RMNB’s Fedor Fedin has your translation.

The preliminary diagnosis is a fracture of the shoulder capsule. The doctor said the preliminary recovery time is four to six weeks. But tomorrow I’ll undergo the new evaluation and it may result in a correction in the rehab timetable. It’s unclear what’s up with the nerve — it took time for the doctors to figure it out today. But anyway, on Sept. 11th I’ll go home. The doctor said that during the rehab any physical activity is prohibited. In three to four weeks I’ll have to come back to Munich to get my condition checked.

While this injury is serious, it looks like Kuznetsov will be able to return in time to showcase his game to Russian national team executives before the Olympics. Let’s  hope the 21-year-old can be patient enough to let his injury heal fully. 
On September 8, 2013, In News, Translations, By Fedor Fedin
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Washington Capitals prospect Evgeny Kuznetsov flew to Germany where he’ll undergo an examination of his latest shoulder injury. Kuznetsov, who was injured after a hit by Vityaz’s Maxim Rybin Friday, is out indefinitely.

During a post-game presser following Traktor’s 4-3 victory over Torpedo Sunday, their first win of the season, Traktor head coach Valery Belousov commented broadly on his star forward’s status.

Sport-Express quotes Belousov:

We don’t know a lot because it’s the weekend. I think tomorrow we’ll have some clarity. We sent Evgeny to the same clinic where he underwent surgery and the doctor knows what happened to him. I think they’ll figure it out.

Kuznetsov absorbs a hit in Traktor’s season opener against Dynamo. (Photo credit: HC Traktor)

Washington Capitals top prospect Evgeny Kuznetsov played all of 30 seconds in his team’s second game of the regular season, a loss to Vityaz Podolsk, 5-3.

According to AllHockey.ru, Kuznetsov was hurt as a result of a hard hit by Vityaz power forward Maxim Rybin. After getting up, Kuznetsov went straight to the locker room.

At the post-game press conference, Traktor coach Valery Belousov was tight-lipped regarding Kuznetsov’s condition, revealing only that “he has some shoulder issues.” Kuznetsov has a long history of shoulder injuries.

Kuznetsov has had at least two two surgeries to repair damage from previous injuries, with one done— unsuccessfully– in Moscow, and another in Germany.

Kuznetsov has missed time due to injury each season he has been in the KHL. We’ll update this story when we know more.
Capitals Announce Training Camp Schedule and Roster

On-ice practices are open to the public and free of charge

Tuesday, 09.10.2013 / 11:37 AM / News 
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ARLINGTON, Va. – The Washington Capitals will begin their 2013-14 Training Camp at Kettler Capitals Iceplex on Thursday, Sept. 12, vice president and general manager George McPhee announced today.

Training camp will last 18 days with the NHL regular season beginning on Tuesday, Oct. 1. This marks the Capitals’ seventh training camp at Kettler Capitals Iceplex, the Metro-accessible, inside-the-Beltway practice facility that features two NHL-sized rinks. All on-ice sessions, like every Capitals practice at Kettler Capitals Iceplex, will be open to the public and free of charge.

The training camp roster will be broken up into three squads (Teams A, B, C) and their schedule will vary. Players will be available to the media at the conclusion of their on-ice sessions (approximate times are listed below). Those media members seeking specific players should check with the Capitals media relations department in advance for the best time to gain access to individuals as it will likely change daily. Head coach Adam Oates will be made available to the media following the final on-ice session of each day.

The Capitals complete training camp roster and schedule is attached and listed below. The roster must be trimmed to 23 players by Monday, Sept. 30. Unlike other professional sports, there is no mandatory schedule for making roster cuts.

The Capitals will open the 2013-14 regular season versus the Chicago Blackhawks on Tuesday, Oct. 1 at United Center. The home opener will take place on Thursday, Oct. 3 against the Calgary Flames at Verizon Center.

2013 Washington Capitals Training Camp Roster

FORWARDS (40)

#       Player                                       Ht.        Wt.       Shoots     Born             Birthplace                                          2012-13 Club                                     League(s)        

19     BACKSTROM, Nicklas          6’1”       213        Left            11/23/87         Gavle, Sweden                                    CAPITALS                                          NHL

83     BEAGLE, Jay                           6’3”       215        Right         10/16/85         Calgary, Alberta                                  CAPITALS                                          NHL/AHL

63     BRAID, Chance                       6’0’’       184        Left            9/26/94           Chauvin, Alberta                                 Prince Albert                                       WHL

20     BROUWER, Troy                   6’3”       213        Right         8/17/85           Vancouver, British Columbia             CAPITALS                                          NHL

65     BURAKOVSKY, Andre           6’1’’       178        Left            2/9/95             Klagenfurt, Austria                              Malmo                                                 Swe-1

50     BYERS, Dane                          6’3’’       204        Left            2/21/86           Nipawin, Saskatchewan                     Hershey/Oklahoma City                    AHL

25     CHIMERA, Jason                   6’3”       213        Left            5/2/79             Edmonton, Alberta                              CAPITALS                                          NHL

94     DESCHAMPS, Nicolas          6’2’’       186        Left            1/6/90             Lasalle, Quebec                                  Hershey/Toronto                                AHL

10     ERAT, Martin                          6’0’’       196        Left            8/29/81           Trebic, Czech Republic                     CAPITALS/Nashville                         NHL

16     FEHR, Eric                              6’4’’       212        Left            9/7/85             Winkler, Manitoba                              CAPITALS                                          NHL

3       FOSTER, T.J.                         5’11’’     173        Left            5/28/92           Slave Lake, Alberta                             Edmonton                                            WHL

49     GALIEV, Stanislav                   6’1”       188        Right         1/17/92           Moscow, Russia                                 Hershey/Reading                               AHL/ECHL

84     GRABOVSKI, Mikhail             5’11’’     183        Left            1/31/84           Potsdam, Germany                            Toronto                                                NHL

91     HARNDEN, Zach                   6’3’’       215        Right         9/3/89             Thunder Bay, Ontario                         Univ. of Western Ontario                   OUAA

90     JOHANSSON, Marcus          6’1”       205        Left            10/6/90           Landskrona, Sweden                          CAPITALS                                          NHL/AHL

62     JOHNSON, Jamie                  5’10’’     185        Right         1/23/82           London, Ontario                                   Riga                                                     KHL

21     LAICH, Brooks                        6’2”       210        Left            6/23/83           Wawota, Saskatchewan                     CAPITALS                                          NHL

93     LARSON, Justin                      6’3’’       220        Left            3/23/90           Buckhorn, Ontario                               Univ. of Waterloo                               OUAA

46     LATTA, Michael                      6’0’’       213        Right         5/25/91           St. Clements, Ontario                         Hershey/Milwaukee                           AHL

64     LEBLANC, Peter                     5’11’’     200        Left            2/3/88             Hamilton, Ontario                               Hershey/Rockford                              AHL

75     LEIER, Boston                         5’11’’     186        Right         7/9/93             Saskatoon, Saskatchewan                 Medicine Hat                                      WHL

76     MITCHELL, Garrett                5’11”     195        Right         9/2/91             Regina, Saskatchewan                       Hershey                                              AHL

15     MONARDO, Domenic           5’11’’     190        Right         10/6/88           Oakville, Ontario                                 Lake Superior State/Gwinnett            CCHA/ECHL

8       OVECHKIN, Alex                    6’3”       230        Right         9/17/85           Moscow, Russia                                 CAPITALS                                          NHL

85     PERREAULT, Mathieu           5’10”     185        Left            1/5/88             Drummondville, Quebec                    CAPITALS                                          NHL

22     SEGAL, Brandon                     6’2’’       215        Right         7/12/83           Richmond, British Columbia             New York/Connecticut                       NHL/AHL

96     STEFISHEN, Taylor               6’0’’       185        Right         8/15/90           North Vancouver, BC                         Univ. of Calgary                                 CWUAA

17     STEPHENSON, Chandler     5’11’’     191        Left            4/22/94           Saskatoon, Saskatchewan                 Regina                                                 WHL

29     STOA, Ryan                            6’3’’       228        Left            4/13/87           Bloomington, Minnesota                     Hershey                                              AHL

84     SYNER, T.J.                            5’9’’       180        Left            10/13/88         Springfield, Massachusetts                Hershey/Reading                               AHL/ECHL

26     TAFFE, Jeff                             6’3’’       215        Left            2/19/81           Hastings, Minnesota                           Hershey                                              AHL

54     RECHLICZ, Joel                     6’4”       220        Right         6/14/87           Brookfield, Wisconsin                        Hershey/Portland                               AHL

24     VOLPATTI, Aaron                   6’0’’       215        Left            5/30/85           Revelstoke, British Columbia            CAPITALS/Vancouver                       NHL

78     WALKER, Nathan                   5’10’’     185        Left            4/7/94             Sydney, Australia                                Vitkovice HC/Youngstown                 Czech/USHL

42     WARD, Joel                            6’1”       226        Right         12/2/80           North York, Ontario                            CAPITALS                                          NHL

33     WATKINS, Matt                      5’10’’     190        Left            11/22/86         Regina, Saskatchewan                       Bridgeport                                           AHL

48     WELLMAN, Casey                 6’0’’       173        Right         10/18/87         Brentwood, California                         Hershey/San Antonio                         AHL

71     WHITMORE, Derek               5’11’’     185        Left            12/17/84         Rochester, New York                         Augsburg/St.John’s                            DEL/AHL

43     WILSON, Tom                        6’4’’       210        Right         3/29/94           Toronto, Ontario                                  CAPITALS/Hershey/Plymouth          NHL/AHL/OHL

DEFENSEMEN (23)

27     ALZNER, Karl                         6’3”       213        Left            9/24/88           Burnaby, British Columbia                 CAPITALS                                          NHL

55     BOWEY, Madison                   6’1’’       195        Right         4/22/95           Winnipeg, Manitoba                            Kelowna                                              WHL

59     BROUILLETTE, Julien           5’11’’     185        Left            12/5/86           St. Esprit, Quebec                               Hershey/Reading                               AHL/ECHL

47     CAJKOVSKY, Michal             6’3’’       228        Left            5/6/92             Bratislava, Slovakia                            Ottawa                                                 OHL

58     CARRICK, Connor                 5’10’’     183        Right         4/13/94           Orland Park, Illinois                            Plymouth                                             OHL

74     CARLSON, John                     6’3”       212        Right         1/10/90           Natick, Massachusetts                       CAPITALS                                          NHL

4       ERSKINE, John                       6’4”       220        Left            6/26/80           Kingston, Ontario                                CAPITALS                                          NHL

68     FLEMMING, Brett                   5’11”     184        Right         2/26/91           Regina, Saskatchewan                       Hershey/Reading                               AHL/ECHL

95     GENOWAY, Chay                  5’9’’       177        Left            12/20/86         Morden, Manitoba                               Hershey/Houston                               AHL

52     GREEN, Mike                         6’1”       207        Right         10/12/85         Calgary, Alberta                                  CAPITALS                                          NHL

53     HAAR, Garrett                         6’1’’       198        Left            8/16/93           Huntington Beach, California             Western Michigan University           CCHA

38     HILLEN, Jack                          5’10’’     190        Left            1/24/86           Minnetonka, Minnesota                      CAPITALS                                          NHL

39     KOLOMATIS, David               5’11’’     190        Right         2/25/89           Livingston, New Jersey                      Manchester                                         AHL

36     KUNDRATEK, Tomas           6’2’’       201        Left            12/26/89         Jrinec, Czech Republic                      CAPITALS/Hershey                           NHL/AHL

77     LEWINGTON, Tyler               6’1’’       189        Right         12/5/94           Sherwood Park, Alberta                     Medicine Hat                                      WHL

81     ORLOV, Dmitry                      6’0”       210        Left            7/23/91           Novokuznetsk, Russia                       CAPITALS/Hershey                           NHL/AHL

61     OLEKSY, Steven                     6’0’’       190        Right         2/4/86             Chesterfield, Michigan                       CAPITALS/Hershey                           NHL/AHL

92     PETGRAVE, Matt                   6’2’’       189        Left            1/29/92           Brampton, Ontario                              Oshawa                                               OHL

28     RISSLING, Jaynen                  6’4’’       222        Left            9/21/93           Edmonton, Alberta                              Calgary                                               WHL

45     SCHILLING, Cameron           6’2’’       182        Left            10/7/88           Carmel, Indiana                                  CAPITALS/Hershey                           NHL/AHL

88     SCHMIDT, Nate                     6’0’’       194        Left            7/16/91           St. Cloud, Minnesota                          Hershey/Univ. of Minnesota              AHL/NCAA

23     STRACHAN, Tyson               6’3’’       215        Right         10/30/84         Melfort, Saskatchewan                       Florida/San Antonio                            NHL/AHL

41     WELLAR, Patrick                    6’3’’       231        Left            12/4/83           Carrot River, Saskatchewan             Hershey/Reading                               AHL/ECHL

56     WEY, Patrick                           6’3’’       210        Right         3/21/91           Pittsburgh, Pennsylvania                    Boston College                                   H-East

GOALTENDERS (7)

78     ANDERSON, Brandon           6’1”       184        Left            7/13/92           Langley, British Columbia                  Reading                                               ECHL

35     GILL, Riley                               6’1’’       215        Right         6/1/85             Northfield, Minnesota                         Reading/Louisiana                              ECHL/SPHL

31     GRUBAUER, Philipp              6’1”       184        Left            11/25/91         Rosenheim, Germany                        CAPITALS/Hershey/Reading            NHL/AHL/ECHL

1       GUINDON, Louis-Philip         6’0”       167        Left            4/21/95           Montreal, Quebec                               Drummondville                                  QMJHL

70    HOLTBY, Braden                     6’2”       203        Left            9/16/89           Lloydminster, Saskatchewan             CAPITALS/Hershey                           NHL/AHL

40     LEGGIO, David                       6’0’’       180        Left            7/31/84           Williamsville, New York                    Rochester                                           AHL

30    NEUVIRTH, Michal                 6’1”       209        Left            3/23/88           Usi Labem, Czech Republic              CAPITALS                                          NHL

Rosters as of Sept.10, 2013

Instant analysis: Capitals 4, Flyers 3, SO 
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Caps blow early lead but win in shootout

Your browser does not support iframes. 

Philadelphia Flyers center Vincent Lecavalier (40) and Washington Capitals center Michael Latta (46) face-off during preseason game at the Wells Fargo Center.

  (Eric Hartline-USA TODAY Sports)  

PHILADELPHIA -- Instant analysis of the Capitals’ 4-3 preseason shootout win over the Flyers Monday night at the WellsFargoCenter.

How it ended: Joel “The Wrecker” Rechlicz won it for the Caps when he scored the only goal in the shootout on the Caps’ fourth attempt. Jason Chimera, Eric Fehr and Andre Burakovsky all were stopped and Caps goalie David Leggio stopped all four shooters he faced.

Neuvy makes his mark: Making his first start of the preseason, Caps goaltender Michal Neuvirth stopped all 16 shots he faced in 30:55 of work. Neuvirth was replaced by David Leggio midway through the second period.

Neuvirth’s only shaky moment came 7:17 into the second period when a shot by Flyers prospect Chris Vandevelde squirted through his pads and rolled toward the goal line, only to be smothered by Neuvirth.

Neuvirth followed with big stops on Jake Voracek and Sean Couturier.

Who scored: For the Caps, John Carlson, Joel Ward and Ryan Stoa. For the Flyers, Jake Voracek, Vinny Lecavalier, Jason Akeson.

After a sleepy and scoreless first period, Caps defenseman John Carlson gave the Caps a 1-0 lead 3:29 into the second period with a power-play blast from the point. The Caps were on a rare 6-minute man-advantage after Wayne Simmonds took a holding penalty on Mathieu Perreault, a cross-checking penalty on Garrett Mitchell and an unsportsmanlike penalty for complaining about it.

The Caps made it 2-0 on a goal by Joel Ward with 3:25 remaining in the second period. Ward took a centering pass from Jason Chimera, was stopped by Ray Emery and scored on a backhander.

The Flyers made it 2-1 with 44.1 seconds remaining when Voracek was left alone in front of Leggio, then tied it 1:53 into the third period on a power-play one-timer by Vinny Lecavalier with Eric Fehr in the box for high sticking.

The Flyers scored the go-ahead goal 6:09 into the third when Jason Akeson scored on a Sean Couturier rebound, but the Caps rallied to tie with 21.7 seconds left when, with Leggio pulled for the extra attacker, Ryan Stoa scored to send the game into overtime.

Caps power play: Mathieu Perreault, Joel Ward, Garrett Mitchell, John Carlson and Tomas Kundratek got the bulk of power-play time for the Caps, while John Erskine, Dmitry Orlov, Kundratek, Eric Fehr, Jason Chimera and Michael Latta saw substantial minutes on the penalty kill.

Fehr look: Eric Fehr got his first taste of playing center at the NHL level and faired well, picking up assists on goal by Carlson and Ward. He also took a high-sticking penalty on Sean Couturier off a draw. The penalty led to the Flyers’ game-tying goal.

Lotta Latta: Caps prospect Michael Latta had an active game, getting time on both special teams and dropping the gloves against Flyers center Kris Newbury.

Look ahead: The Caps’ A Team, led by Alex Ovechkin and Nicklas Backstrom, will take on the Boston Bruins Tuesday night at 1st Mariner Arena in Baltimore, the Caps’ third of eight preseason games.

Grabovski cleared to join Caps at Kettler 

September 16, 2013, 6:45 pm

Share This Post

Cheer 

0 

Boo 

0 

Email 

Toronto Maple Leafs center Mikhail Grabovski (84) drives to the net with the puck against the Boston Bruins during game six of the first round of the 2013 Stanley Cup playoffs at the Air Canada Centre. The Maple Leafs beat the Bruins 2-1.

  (Tom Szczerbowski-USA TODAY Sports)  

Mikhail Grabovski’s visa issues have been cleared and the 29-year-old center will report to Kettler Capitals Iceplex for practice on Tuesday morning, a team spokesman said Monday night.

Signed to a one-year, $3 million contract on Aug. 23, Grabovski had been stuck in Toronto with visa difficulties since last week.

Grabbovski skated with the Caps in Belleville, Ontario on Saturday morning, prior to the Caps’ 4-3 shootout win over the Winnipeg Jets in their preseason opener.

The Caps are back in action tonight in Philadelphia, where they’ll face a Flyers team that split itself into two squads – one playing in Toronto against the Maple Leafs and another playing against the Caps in Philly.

Here’s the anticipated lineup for the Caps:

Forward Lines

Jason Chimera-Eric Fehr-Joel Ward

 Martin Erat-Mathieu Perreault-Garrett Mitchell

 Andre Burakovsky-Jeff Taffe-Brandon Segal

 Ryan Stoa-Michael Latta-Joel Rechlicz

Defense pairings

John Erskine-John Carlson

 Dmitry Orlov-Tomas Kundratek

 Patrick Wey-Michal Cajkovsky

Goaltenders

Michal Neuvirth - David Leggio

CSN adds Sept. 20 game

CSN will kick off its preseason game coverage of the Capitals Tuesday night at 1st Mariner Arena for the second Baltimore Hockey Classic. The network will also carry the Caps’ preseason home opener Friday night against the Chicago Blackhawks at VerizonCenter and their Sept. 27 exhibition game against the Flyers at VerizonCenter.

Green: We haven't proven we're a great team 

September 16, 2013, 9:00 am
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Washington Capitals defenseman Mike Green (52) during warmup prior to game against the Ottawa Senators at Scotiabank Place.

  (Marc DesRosiers-USA TODAY Sports)  

For the past four years, Mike Green has arrived at Capitals training camp proclaiming he’s feeling great and healthier than ever, when in reality ...

“You always tell yourself that, but I really feel it this time,” Green said. “I think the hardest part about playing in this league is staying healthy.”

Green should know. Over the past three seasons he’s missed 96 of the Caps’ 212 games, which means over that time he’s played in just 55 percent of the team’s games.

More than half of those nights spent in the press box were due to groin-related injuries or surgeries, forcing Green to know more about the working parts of adductors and hip flexors than most med students.

This summer Green says he’s been able to train harder than in any of the previous three offseasons and he’s seeing the results he’s been wanting to see for years.

“I was able to actually build up some muscle again and get strong,” he said, “which I haven’t been able to do in a few years.”

Brace yourself for this next sentence: Green will turn 28 next month and is about to begin his ninth season in the NHL.

Even Green finds that hard to fathom, telling friends all summer he was beginning his seventh season in the league. Maybe that’s because he’s sat out nearly two seasons with injuries during his first eight years with the Caps.

“I’m obviously proud to be able to play in this league for that long and hopefully I’ll have 10 more years.”

With two years and $12.25 million remaining on his current contract, Green is planning to build off last season, when he led all NHL defensemen with 12 goals in 35 games. That’s a 28-goal pace, Green’s highest since setting a career high with 31 goals in 2008-09. And he thinks he can be even better this season.

“I’ll push past that, for sure,” Green said.

Since his first full season in the NHL in 2006-07 Green and the Caps have been to the playoffs six straight seasons [2008-13] and have yet to get past the second round.

“We’ve been there every year,” he said. “We’ve been a team that competes. Making it to the playoffs is hard. It’s not easy to do in this league.

“We’ve proven ourselves in that aspect, that we’re a good team. But we haven’t proven that we’re a great team and the only way to do that is by winning the Stanley Cup.”

MORE ROSTER CUTS

The Caps released 16 more players from their training camp roster over the weekend, trimming their number to 49 – 29 forwards, 16 defensemen and four goalies.

Among those released were goalies Brandon Anderson and Louis-Philip Guindon, forwards Boston Leier, Jamie Johnson, T.J. Syner, Derek Whitmore, Chance Braid, Domenic Monardo and defensemen Madison Bowey, Tyler Lewington, Jaynen Rissling, Julien Brouillette, Brett Flemming and Patrick Wellar.

The Hershey Bears open their training camp Sept. 23.

The Caps return to action tonight in Philadelphia against the Flyers. CSN will begin its preseason game coverage Tuesday night when the Bruins face off against the Caps at 1st Mariner Arena in Baltimore.

Second thoughts on Caps' preseason win 

September 15, 2013, 7:30 am
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Already comfortable, Caps preparing for season

Your browser does not support iframes. 

  (John E. Sokolowski-USA TODAY Sports)  

Sudden thoughts and second thoughts as the Caps reflect on their 4-3 shootout victory over the Winnipeg Jets in their first of eight preseason games Saturday night at Yardmen Arena in Belleville, Ontario:

Ovi OK: It looked far worse than it was, but Alex Ovechkin got clipped in the face by a careless high stick by Ben Chiarot early in the first period. When the Capitals’ captain pulled himself off the ice he had a bloodied lip and Chiarot had himself four minutes in the penalty box.

Ovechkin required stitches [see his post-game Twitter photo here] but returned to the game and took a regular shift the remainder of the game.

Olympic speed: Yardmen Arena is an Olympic-sized sheet of ice and the pace of the game was a reflection the wider ice surface. Capitals coach Adam Oates told reporters that goaltending coach Olie Kolzig returned to the coaches’ room after the first period and “couldn’t believe” the pace of the first 20 minutes.

“The speed of the first period was incredible,” Oates said. “I was very shocked.”

Return of the wraparound: Saturday marked the Caps’ first look at the shallow nets being introduced by the NHL this season. The new nets are 4 inches more shallow than the ones used last season.

While four inches may be hard to discern from the stands or on TV, it means a lot to players like Nicklas Backstrom, who likes to operate from behind the net, and Marcus Johansson, who like to attempt wraparounds.

The Jets’ Scott Kosmachuk used the extra space to beat Caps goalie Braden Holtby on a wraparound in the second period.

Backstrom said the extra space behind the net will “absolutely” increase scoring chances.

“If you have more space like that, that’s almost like a second extra you have,” he said. “It will be an advantage to us.”

Holtby called the change “very subtle” and wondered if the extra space might give goaltenders even more room to handle the puck behind the net.

The new nets have not yet arrived at Kettler Capitals Iceplex but Oates said he’s anxious to see how the shallower nets alters the angles of shooters.

“I’m more curious to see the bounces off the boards on dump-ins,” Oates said. “Does it hit the back of the net and stop? Does it ricochet out on an angle?”

Goalie shuffle: Holtby allowed two goals in his preseason debut and Philipp Grubauer allowed one.

The Caps will hit the ice for three practice sessions again at Kettler today before embarking to Philadelphia Monday for a preseason game against the Flyers. Goaltender Michal Neuvirth is expected to get the start, with David Leggio expected to replace him midway through the game.

Stephenson makes prime time debut for Caps 

September 14, 2013, 12:30 pm
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When Chandler Stephenson was a kid growing up in Saskatoon, Saskatchewan, he’d spend his Saturday evenings in front of the television with his mom, Bev, his dad, Curt, and his older brother, Colton.

Same channel, every Saturday night, they’d watch Hockey Night in Canada.

“I still hear the theme song in my head,” Stephenson said.

Tonight in Bellville, Ontario, Stephenson will make his preseason NHL debut when the Capitals face off against the Winnipeg Jets. Featured as the NHL’s Kraft Hockeyville game the contest will be played at Yardmen Arena, the 3,257-seat home of the OHL’s Belleville Bulls. it will be televised throughout Canada on Hockey Night In Canada.

“I’m just trying to take it all in,” said Stephenson, who is expected to center a line with Troy Brouwer and Australian-born prospect Nathan Walker. “I see this as another step forward in my career. It’s not something every kid can say; it’s a huge honor.”

Taken by the Caps in the third round of the 2012 NHL draft [77th overall] Stephenson, 19, has another year of eligibility with the Regina Pats of the Western Hockey League. But if he can follow a strong rookie camp with a solid preseason, the Caps could sign him to his first pro contract.

“I watched him in the rookie game and he’s got some skill to make some plays,” Brouwer said. “Maybe he can showcase himself a little bit and get some attention from the coaches and George [GM George McPhee].”

“I don’t know if it’s a reward or not,” Stephenson said. “I just want to take advantage of being on the ice with those guys. It’s amazing.”

Stephenson has put up excellent numbers in three seasons with the Pats [106 points in 161 games] but he’s been injured in each of those three seasons – a lacerated foot in 2010-11, a torn MCL in 2011-12, and a severed tendon in his foot last season.

“I haven’t had a full season yet and I want to go back there and have a real good year,” he said. “Right now, I want to know what it takes to be a pro.”

The Caps have released two players from their training cap roster, forwards T.J. Foster and Zach Harnden. Following tonight’s game in Bellville, the Caps will again break into three practice groups on Sunday. Most of Group B will visit the Flyers in Philadelphia on Monday night, with Alex Ovechkin’s Group A returning to action Tuesday night against Boston in the second Baltimore Classic.

Johansson hopes bridge contract leads to Cup 

September 13, 2013, 2:00 pm
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Brooks Laich suffers injury on first day of Caps training camp

Your browser does not support iframes. 

Washington Capitals center Marcus Johansson during the game against the Buffalo Sabres at the First Niagara Center. Capitals beat the Sabres 4-3 in a shootout.

  (Kevin Hoffman-USA TODAY Sports)  

Marcus Johansson could have taken the path that Derek Stepan took with the Rangers, Alex Pietrangelo took with the Blues and Cody Franson took with the Maple Leafs.

Each of them entered the first week of September without contracts and all but Johansson has elected to hold out in an effort to get what they feel they deserve.

Johansson, 22, settled on a two-year, $4 million “bridge” contract with the Capitals on Saturday and arrived from Sweden on Tuesday. He’ll be on the ice in Bellville, Ontario Saturday night when the Caps open their preseason schedule against the Winnipeg Jets.

“I was hoping and thinking I was going to be here when [training camp] started,” Johansson said. “If it didn’t come to that then I would have dealt with it then. But it worked out and I’m really happy it did.”

So why did the Caps decide on a bridge contract for Johansson, as opposed to the long-term deals they gave defensemen John Carlson and Karl Alzner?

“The bridge deal is a little safer route to go, for lots of reasons,” Caps general manager George McPhee said. “You have to know exactly what you’re buying if you’re going long term.

“You worry about long-term contracts sometimes because you wan to keep athletes hungry. People get hurt sometimes and that’s costly. The bridge deal buys you a little more time to sort out what you have.”

McPhee said Johansson’s deal is the highest “bridge contract” the Caps have given a player and if he takes advantage of playing alongside Alex Ovechkin and Nicklas Backstrom, they’ll be at the bargaining table two summers from now hammering out a lucrative long-term deal.

At least that’s what Johansson is hoping, after seeing his is points per game average climb from .39 in his rookie year, .57 in Year 2 and .65 last season.

“I’m focusing on playing the best hockey I can,” Johansson said. “When it’s time for the next deal it’s time for it, but for right now I’m happy to be here and play the best I can.”

Of course, Johansson would have been foolish to walk away from the opportunity to play with Backstrom and Ovechkin, who will be on his line in Bellville, Saturday night. If he can be a productive top-line player, Johansson will cash in following the 2014-15 season.

“We think there’s lots of upside there and it buys him more time to prove himself,” McPhee said. “Playing on that line he’ll probably get a lot of points get a better deal.”

Ovechkin said that unlike other linemates who tried changing their games to fit in with Ovechkin and Backstrom, Johansson played a straight-line speed game that allowed him to be the first on the forecheck.

“When came to our line he didn’t do different stuff,” Ovechkin said. “He was the kind of puzzle [piece] that fits in. He’s grown up as a player.”

Johansson said his only goal this season is to play well enough to stay on the top line and help take the Capitals where they have not been during the Ovechkin era.

“I’m happy I’m here for two more years,” he said, “and I want to help this team win a Cup.”

Oates: Russian visit with Ovi 'fantastic' 

September 14, 2013, 11:00 am
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At 51, Adam Oates has been around hockey long enough to know that a coach can only go as far as his best players take him.

And if that means traveling more than halfway across the globe for a meeting of the minds with the face of the Capitals’ franchise and his heir apparent, he's literally willing to go the extra mile.

Last month, after exhausting his time on Florida’s finest golf courses, Oates and Capitals director of player development Steve Richmond embarked on a five-day journey to Russia, where they were wined and dined with Alex Ovechkin in Moscow and Evgeny Kuznetsov in Chelyabinsk.

Oates said he planned the trip after Ovechkin won the Hart Trophy as the NHL’s Most Valuable Player for the third time in his career.

“It was fantastic,” Oates said. “He won the Hart and there was no ceremony and I didn’t get to see him. I wanted to talk to him about it see his way of life.”

Oates’ first journey to Russia began with a six-hour flight to Munich, followed by a three-hour flight to Moscow, where Ovechkin met him and Richmond at the airport.

“It was intimidating because of the language and it was my first time,” Oates said. “It was great. He took care of us, from picking us up at the airport to taking us into the city.

“I didn’t know what to expect. But once we got downtown to the Kremlin, the architecture is gorgeous. You could see how the city is changing to a cosmopolitan type city.”

Ovechkin took Oates to a posh restaurant and gave him a tour of the Dynamo rink he played in as a youngster. They worked out together with Ovechkin’s trainer and went over film together, highlighting the benefits of Ovechkin’s move from left wing to right wing.

Mostly, however, it was a chance for Oates to get a glimpse of his soon-to-be-28-year-old captain’s way of life in Russia, which will place big demands on him as host of the 2014 Winter Olympics.

“He’s the man around there, so he took us into his thing,” Oates said. “It was a great experience. There’s pressure [on him] as far as family and himself and obviously he cares about his country. We try to respect that. We’re trying to figure out the puzzle along the way, so no one gets offended.”

Oates’ Russian excursion did not end in Moscow. After spending time with Ovechkin, he and Richmond caught a 3 1/2-hour flight to Chelyabinsk, where they spent two days with Kuznetsov, the Caps’ highly touted top pick in the 2010 draft.

At 21, Kuznetsov is considered one of the world’s best players not employed by the NHL. But after four seasons with Traktor Chelyabinsk of the KHL, the center/left wing has verbally committed to play for the Capitals, possibly as soon as the end of this season.

With that in mind, Oates thought it was imperative to meet with Kuznetsov for the first time.

“I was so far over there and I had never seen him play,” Oates said. “There’s a chance he’s going to be playing for us, so it was kind of a good will thing to let him know that we care. It was a good experience.”

In his time in Chelyabinsk, Oates saw Kuznetsov play in two games and twice had dinner with Kuznetsov and his wife. He said he was impressed with Kuznetsov’s grasp of the English language.

“He’s a super nice kid,” Oates said. “We talked hockey, about the games I just watched.”

Oates said he wanted to impress upon Kuznetsov that although they are thousands of miles away the Caps are there for Kuznetsov if he needs them.

“We’re around, no pressure,” Oates said. “At first I was worried [Traktor Chelyabinsk] might get upset I was there, but he’s told them he’s leaving.

“He took charge. He took care of us. He got us a hotel room. ... He’s more like Ovi. Outgoing, laughs, engaging, talkative.”

And, like, Ovechkin, Oates said Kuznetsov oozes with hockey talent.

“Yeah, I saw he’s a talented man, no question,” Oates said. “It’s tough, you don’t want to judge the hockey because it is different; they play a different style. But you can see he’s a real talented man.”

Like many Caps fans, Oates said he’s anxious to see Kuznetsov in a Capitals jersey, but he says that after three years of waiting, Kuznetsov is equally anxious to start his NHL career.

“He wants to test himself with the best, that’s what he said, which is a huge compliment,” Oates said. “Obviously, he’s thought about it [leaving the KHL for the NHL] because he’s well taken care of over there, and he wants to see how he can do in our hockey.”

Oates said his first journey to Russia was a taxing one – it took him two days to get home – but it’s one he’s thankful he took.

“Overall,” he said, “it was a great experience.”
Grabovski resolves immigration issues 

September 13, 2013, 2:30 pm

Share This Post

Cheer 

0 

Boo 

0 

Email 

  (John E. Sokolowski-USA TODAY Sports)  

News and notes from Day 2 of the Caps’ training camp at Kettler Capitals Iceplex:

Grabovski cleared: Capitals center Mikhail Grabovski’s visa issues have been resolved, allowing the 29-year-old forward to leave Toronto and participate in his first training camp with the Caps.

Signed to a one-year, $3 million contract on Aug. 23, Grabovski is expected to practice with the team on Sunday. His first game with the Caps could come in the preseason home opener at VerizonCenter on Thursday night.

“I feel for him because obviously he wants to be here and not get off on the wrong foot,” Oates said. “A lot of people don’t understand, walking into a new locker room is a tough thing. You kind of want to settle in and have as much time as possible.”

Oates plans on using Grabovski between right wing Troy Brouwer and either Brooks Laich or Martin Erat this season.  

Bellville lineup: Goaltenders Braden Holtby and Philipp Grubauer are expected to split Saturday night’s preseason opener in Bellville, Ontario, which will be televised by Hockey Night In Canada.

The Caps’ lineup is expected to look something like this:

Forward Lines

Marcus Johansson – Nicklas Backstrom – Alex Ovechkin

Nathan Walker – Chandler Stephenson – Troy Brouwer

Aaron Volpatti – Jay Beagle – Tom Wilson  

Dane Byers – Casey Wellman – Stan Galiev

Defense Pairings

Karl Alzner – Mike Green

Jack Hillen - Steve Oleksy

Connor Carrick – Garrett Haar
Caps anxious to see the real Grabovski 

September 13, 2013, 8:45 am
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On their first day of training camp the player the Capitals talked about most was the only player not in attendance.

Center Mikhail Grabovski, who was signed to a one-year, $3 million contract by the Caps on Aug. 23, has spent the past week in Toronto, trying to get immigration paperwork processed.

“I can’t seem to put a finger on what’s going on up there, but hopefully it’s another day or so at the most,” Caps general manager George McPhee said.

McPhee spent the better part of his summer trying to find a replacement for Mike Ribeiro, who seemed to be the perfect fit to the Caps’ need for a productive second-line center. Ribeiro finished second on the Caps and tied for 10th in the NHL with 49 points in 48 games last season and was a driving force on the NHL’s top-ranked power play.

But at 33, Ribeiro was seeking at least four more years and when the Caps would not relent, Ribeiro signed a four-year, $22 million deal with Phoenix.

Enter Grabovski, a 29-year-old center who clashed with Toronto Maple Leafs coach Randy Carlyle last season over a lack of playing time. Grabovski finished the season with  16 points in 48 games and the Leafs made him a compliance buyout, agreeing to pay him $14.33 million over the next eight seasons.

Despite the fact that he set career highs in goals [29] and assists [29] three seasons ago Grabovski received little attention at the start of free agency and waited all summer before agreeing to a one-year deal with the Caps.

“We always liked the player,” McPhee said. “He’s really quick, brings great speed and really plays hard.”

Midway through the summer McPhee told reporters the Caps would move Brooks Laich to second-line center, but always kept Grabovski in the back of his mind.

“We thought, ‘Boy, if we can get this guy at the right price and the right time, it makes our team better and gives us more depth and more options on how we play people.”

As a playmaking center with a left-hand shot, Oates said Grabovski should be a nice fit with right wing Troy Brouwer, who put up 19 goals in 47 games last season, mostly on a line with Ribeiro.

“I talked to him about that,” Oates said. “Obviously it’s a shame he’s not here yet. We don’t want to put too much pressure on him, but I’m sure he’s very motivated. He’s not happy about what happened at the end of the year and we’re just looking for him to play good hockey for us.”

Brouwer said he doesn’t know a whole lot about Grabovski, but if he can feed him the puck as much as Ribeiro, they’ll become instant friends. Brouwer said he spoke with some of Grabovski’s former teammates and received good reviews.

“They liked him,” Brouwer said. “I think with him it was just butting heads with the coach there and that’s all the problem was. Ribs’ philosophy was any time I give it to you make sure you shoot. I don’t want it back.’ Maybe it’ll be the same with Grabo.”

While it would probably be unrealistic to expect Grabovski to put up the kind of offensive numbers Ribeiro will in Phoenix, it’s also a safe bet the 5-foot-11, 183-pounder will provide more grit, more speed and take fewer penalties than Ribeiro.

“He’s a tough kid, he goes to tough territories,” Oates said. “He’s not a huge man but he goes to territories you have to go to score goals. He has European vision, where he can see all the guys and he knows what to do.”
Training camp notebook: Fehr gets crack at center 

September 12, 2013, 7:30 pm
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News and notes from the Capitals’ first day of training camp at Kettler Capitals Iceplex:

Fehr at center: While Caps coach Adam Oates kept his top line of Alex Ovechkin, Nicklas Backstrom and Marcus Johansson intact, he tinkered with several other forward lines.

Rookie prospect Chandler Stephenson served as a placeholder for visa absentee Mikhail Grabovski, centering a potential second line of Brooks Laich on the left and Troy Brouwer on the right.

But the real surprise was Eric Fehr centering a line with Jason Chimera on his left and Joel Ward on his right. Another line had Mathieu Perreault centering left wing Martin Erat and right wing Garrett Mitchell and a fourth/fifth line of Jay Beagle between left wing Aaron Volpatti and Tom Wilson.

Fehr has never played center in his NHL career but he earned big points last season under Oates, seeing increased ice time as the season wore on.

Room for Wilson?: Now that training camp has begun and the preseason is just a few days away [Saturday night in Bellville, Ontario against the Winnipeg Jets] the immediate future of Caps prospect Tom Wilson is about to go on trial.

“What indication is he going to give us?” general manager George McPhee asked. “At this point we don’t know. He’s going to have to play. Can we trust to put him out there every shift? Can we trust that he’s going to be good enough defensively and give us something offensively?”

Wilson, 19, has another year of eligibility with the Plymouth Whalers of the OHL. Oates said there is “absolutely” room for Wilson to make the 23-man roster but he hedged when asked if he thinks Wilson is ready now.

“We’re evaluating him all the time,” Oates said. “He’s going to be a great hockey player and we don’t want to slow him down. We’re just trying to figure the best course of action for him.”

Kuznetsov update: McPhee spoke with top forward prospect Evgeny Kuznetsov on Thursday and said the 21-year-old center/left wing is “probably” going to miss 4-6 weeks with an injury to his left shoulder.

McPhee said he spoke with  Kuznetsov five days ago, which is when Kuznetsov suffered the injury. He said the Caps have “a great relationship” with the unsigned Russian star, who has one year remaining on his KHL contract with Traktor Chelyabinsk.

 “It’s been consistent,” McPhee said of the contact between the Caps and their top prospect. “Once we draft them they’re part of our group and we stay on them, get to know them and work with them and try to help them be [NHL] players.”

Asked if Kuznetsov will be with the Capitals at the end of the KHL season, which concludes March 4, McPhee said, “We’ll see. We hope so, but we’ll see.”

Grabovski update: Mikhail Grabovski remains in Toronto, where he is trying to iron out immigration issues that have delayed his arrival in Washngton. McPhee said the paperwork should have taken 48 hours to process and is hoping Grabovski to be in camp by the end of the weekend.

Game time: Following the Caps’ preseason opener Saturday night in Bellville, Ontario, which will be televised on Hockey Night in Canada, they will return to Kettler for practice on Sunday, then head to Philadelphia for a preseason game against the Flyers, followed by a Tuesday night game in Baltimore against the Bruins, which will be televised by CSN.

The Caps will play their first game at VerizonCenter on Friday, Sept. 20 against the Stanley Cup champion Chicago Blackhawks. All of the Caps’ eight preseason games will be 7 p.m. starts.
Oates: Ovechkin has 'a lot of room to grow' 

September 12, 2013, 4:15 pm
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Washington Capitals left wing Alex Ovechkin (8) celebrates with teammates after scoring a goal against the Tampa Bay Lightning in the second period at Verizon Center.

  (Geoff Burke-USA TODAY Sports)  

CSN Washington / Capitals TV Schedule 2013-2014

Capitals coach Adam Oates spent all of last season trying to get right-handed shooting left winger Alex Ovechkin comfortable playing on the right side.

The two were rewarded when Ovechkin led the NHL with 32 goals and won the Hart Trophy for the third time in his career.

“I’ve said this lots of times,” Oates said Thursday after overseeing his first day of training camp at Kettler Capitals Iceplex.

“I’m very thankful that he trusted me enough to try it. He was a very successful man before he met me and he was willing to try it. We’re all glad he had some success.”

So what do Oates and Ovechkin have up their sleeves this season?

“I think he’s got a lot of room to grow,” Oates said “He’s obviously a fantastic hockey player and all it did [moving from left wing to right wing] was allow him to touch the puck more. I think if he gets used to that he’s going to want the puck more and that’s going to help his linemates.”

Ovechkin, who will turn 28 next week, is scheduled to start the season on the same top line that ended last season, with center Nicklas Backstrom and left wing Marcus Johansson.

But when the Olympics roll around in February, Backstrom and Johansson will be playing for Sweden and Ovechkin could go back to playing left wing for Team Russia. With that in mind, will Oates make a phone call to Russian Olympic coach Zinetula Bilyaletdinov and insist he play Ovechkin on the right side?

“They’d be crazy not to,” he said. “The whole team, they play different hockey. They’re used to all their guys being on the wrong side.

“That’s the way they play. But they’ve had success doing it that way, that’s their style. I don’t want [Ovechkin] to not succeed over there. I want him to do well. So whatever their coach thinks will make sense for him.”

Oates said there is still no clarity to Ovechkin’s plans on traveling to Greece for the Olympic torch lighting ceremony on Sept. 29, two days before the Caps’ season opener in Chicago on Oct. 1.

Capitals general manager George McPhee also laid to rest persistent rumors of Ovechkin being lured to play in the KHL. Ovechkin has eight years and $79 million remaining on the 13-year contract McPhee gave him in 2008.

“He’s always been straight up with us,” McPhee said. “He says he wants to be here, he is here, and he’s committed.”
Laich: Injury 'completely unrelated' to last year 

September 12, 2013, 12:30 pm
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Capitals center/left wing Brooks Laich left the ice 10 minutes into training camp on Thursday after tweaking his left hip flexor.

Speaking to reporters about an hour later, Laich said he first suffered the injury while skating at Kettler one week ago but emphasized the injury is “completely unrelated” to the right groin issues that sidelined him for all but nine games last season.

Laich said he had 4½ weeks of “great skating” in Saskatchewan before coming to Arlington and tweaking his left hip flexor Thursday of last week. He said the softer ice at Kettler Capitals Iceplex might have contributed to the injury.

“Something I noticed was that the ice here is a lot softer than the ice I skated on back home,”  he said.

Laich, 30, stayed off the ice from Friday through Monday, skated without pain on Tuesday and underwent “aggressive acupuncture” on Wednesday, which could have contributed to some of the pain he experienced Thursday.

“The other thing I went through last year is 100 percent,” he said. “I have no inhibition or fear. I have full power, full flexibility, stride, everything. This is just a little tweak.”

Laich admitted he was “miserable” last season, trying to find ways to get into the lineup and stay there.

“The physical pain off the ice, daily living, rolling over I bed, getting out of a chair, getting in and out of your vehicle were nightmares,” he said. “That takes a huge toll on you.”

Laich said the key to recovering from this latest setback – patience -- is something he admits he’s not very good at.

“I’m really learning that leasson,” he said.

Capitals defenseman Mike Green went through similar groin issues in two of the past three season, missing 83 games in 2010-11 and 2011-12. He said one groin injury can often lead to another and he’s already talked with Laich about the patience required to come back to full strength.

“Brooks is a stubborn … bee,” Green said. “He’s in his own world. But it doesn’t hurt as a teammate to go up and maybe ask a question. Maybe I can give him some information he didn’t think about.

“I know he loves to be out there. But at the same time you have to do the right thing and prepare yourself so that you’re 100 percent for the start of the season.”

Laich is slotted to play left wing on a second line with center Mikhail Grabovski, who remains in Toronto with visa issues, and right wing Troy Brouwer. He said he didn’t pay much attention to George McPhee assertion earlier in the summer about him playing second-line center.

“I saw that article and threw it on my fridge,” he said. “I’ve kind of learned my role here is that I might be on the left side, I might be on the right side, I might be on defense. If they wanted me to play center I’ll play center and if they want me to play wing I’ll play wing. I’m sure I’ll end up playing both.
Laich leaves ice early with lower body injury 

September 12, 2013, 10:30 am
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Washington Capitals center Brooks Laich (21) watches from the bench against the Buffalo Sabres at First Niagara Center.

  (Timothy T. Ludwig-USA TODAY Sports)  

Ten minutes into their first day of training camp the Capitals already were dealing with a lower body injury to center/left wing Brooks Laich.

Sidelined for all but nine games last season with groin-related issues that required a procedure midway through the season, Laich skated on a line with center Chandler Stephenson and right wing Troy Brouwer before removing himself from the ice.

A team spokesperson said Laich, 30, had suffered a lower body injury unrelated to the groin problems that plagues him last season.

More to come…   
Holtby says Caps capable of winning it all 

September 11, 2013, 6:00 pm
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Ovi has goal of winning Gold medal and Stanley Cup
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 Former teammate applauds Grabovski signing

 Baltimore Classic kicks off CSN Caps TV coverage

Over the next three weeks of training camp the Capitals are likely to be asked this question over and over again:

Having  failed to get past the second round of the playoffs in each of the past six seasons, what are the realistic expectations on these 2013-14 Caps?

Goaltender Braden Holtby cut right to the chase.

“Hopefully, it’s the Stanley Cup,” Holtby told CSNWashington.com.

“That’s everyone’s expectations at the start of the year. It’s going to be a long grind, but we’re ready for it. I think we have the guys that can battle through a full season to give us the opportunity to win the Stanley Cup.

“We’ve gained a lot of experience in the past and we know sooner or later we’re going to put it to good use. We have as good a chance as any.”

If the Caps are going to be the last team standing in the middle of June, there’s a good chance Holtby will be a big reason.

Despite being the Caps’ starting netminder each of the past two springs Holtby has yet to play a full NHL season, having played 36 NHL games last season and seven the year before.

This season, Holtby will look a little trimmer between the pipes, but it will have nothing to do with a summer weight-loss program. New NHL rules reducing the size of goalie equipment take effect this season.

Holtby says his pads are about two inches shorter than they were last season and he’s going to need to retire his knee pads, which the competition committee felt took away too much of the net when goalies were kneeling in their crease.

“Those couple extra inches of protection helped me,” said Holtby, who says he can skate better with the lighter pads. “I honestly don’t think you’ll see a big change in goals being scored. Players can adapt to anything.”

LOOSE PUCKS

Look for newly signed Marcus Johansson to be on the ice Thursday, but possibly not Mikhail Grabovski.

Johansson, who agreed last week to a two-year, $4 million contract, arrived in Arlington on Tuesday and participated in the team’s physicals on Wednesday. Grabovski, who signed a one-year, $3 million deal in August, was still in Toronto waiting immigration clearance.  

Caps GM George McPhee is expected to address the shoulder injury suffered by top prospect Evgeny Kuznetsov when McPhee addresses the media on Thursday. Kuznetsov injured his left shoulder early in Traktor Chelyabinsk's game over the weekend. He reportedly is expected to miss 4-6 weeks with the injury.
Five training camp questions facing Caps 

September 11, 2013, 4:30 pm
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 Hopes still high for prospect Galiev 

 Former teammate applauds Grabovski signing

 Baltimore Classic kicks off CSN Caps TV coverage

The Capitals reported to Kettler Capitals Iceplex on Wednesday for physicals and off-ice testing and will hit the ice for the official start of training camp on Thursday morning.

With that in mind, here are five pressing questions heading into camp:

1. Are these Caps better or worse than the one that ended last season with a 5-0 loss to the New York Rangers in Game 7 of the Eastern Conference Quarterfinals?

Well, the Caps lost second-line center Mike Ribeiro and fourth-line banger Matt Hendricks and replaced them with Mikhail Grabovski. While Grabovski should fit in well on the second line, it’s hard to put him in an offensive category with Ribeiro, who was tied with Alex Ovechkin for the NHL lead in power-play points with 27.  And unless Michael Latta makes the team as a fourth-line disruptive force, there’s no one that replaces Hendricks.

If you factor in the fact that Marty Erat and Brooks Laich are healthy, these Caps are certainly better than the one that lost Game 7 in embarrassing fashion. It’s also worth noting the Caps went 15-2-2 down the stretch last season and there should be no learning curve under second-year coach Adam Oates this time around.

2. Is Brooks Laich healthy, and if so, where will he play this season?

By all indications Laich has fully recovered from the groin problems that sidelined him for all but nine games last season, including the playoffs. This time last month Laich was the Caps’ No. 2 center. But when the Caps signed Grabovski, Adam Oates decided Laich’s game is better suited for left wing, where he’ll begin the season on the second or third line.

3. Who will play alongside John Carlson as the Caps’ fourth defenseman this season?

Take your pick from the following list of left-handed blue liners: John Erskine, Dmitry Orlov, Jack Hillen, Tomas Kundratek, Nate Schmidt. Right now it’s Erskine’s job to lose, but the Caps would love to see Orlov rebound from his concussion-plagued season and be the hard-skating, hard-hitting defenseman he was as a rookie two years ago.

4. What kind of shape is Alex Ovechkin in?

Ovechkin says he’s probably 70 to 75 percent, in terms of game shape. Much of that is because he spent five weeks in a walking boot after suffering a hairline fracture in his left foot in Game 6 of the Caps-Rangers series. Ovechkin played three games with the injury -- two for the Caps and one for Team Russia in the World Championships.

Ovechkin said he was able to begin full workouts midway through the summer but will need to ramp up his skating in the three weeks of training camp. Ovechkin’s stamina will be tested in the Oct. 1 season opener in Chicago, which will come after the soon-to-be-28-year-old captain returns from a two-day excursion to Greece for the Olympic torch lighting.

5. What will it take for Tom Wilson to make the team?

A dominant preseason. The Caps like everything Wilson brings – mostly his size and snarl -- but he needs to play third-line minutes to justify a roster spot. If Wilson makes the team out of camp, someone will have to go to make room for his salary and that could mean veterans Jason Chimera, Joel Ward or Erskine are shopped around the NHL.

The Caps can play Wilson in nine regular season games before deciding whether to return him to his junior team in Plymouth, Ontario. If he plays 10 NHL games he burns up the first year of his entry-level deal.  
Ovechkin unplugged: 'I'm healthy, 100 percent' 
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A very pleasant Alex Ovechkin met with reporters on Tuesday and shared his thoughts on everything from playing for Russia in the 2014 Winter Olympics to playing another season on the right wing and the Caps’ chances of winning the Stanley Cup.

In the second of a three-part series, Ovechkin discusses the pressure of representing his country in the Olympics and his physical condition after suffering a hairline fracture in his left foot in Game 6 of the Eastern Conference Quarterfinals.

On peaking for the Olympics in February, then again for the playoffs in April:

Until February, we have lots of time, four months. You're just gonna play hockey. You're gonna be in shape, it doesn't matter what. Of course, you have to be smart to do something off the ice, but most important thing, you have to be ready mentally for future, because it's gonna be one tournament and you have month and a half to get ready for another one, big one. You have to be just smart and do what the coach asks of you.

On the pressure Russian players will face in Sochi:

Of course there’s going to be pressure on us. Like I say, it’s going to be big pressure and it’s going to be nice pressure because we’re going to play in front of fans, families, kids. I’m sure our president is going to be watching and there is going to be big pressure for us.

On the bigger ice surface being an advantage for the Russians:

Not really, because most of the players are going to be from NHL. It’s going to be the same position as the Canadians, Sweden, everyone.

On Russia grabbing the spotlight as Olympic host:

I was there almost a week in Sochi and they’re building a new city. I hope the construction and all those buildings will be there for years after. I’m pretty sure people who live in Sochi are excited about it because they’re going to have lots of fans going there, places to go out. It’s very nice.

On his training this summer:

I have same trainer as last year. Of course, sometimes it was hard. He flew to Moscow and we do some training but it was hard because of the schedule I had, like commercials and that sort of stuff. I’d work all day straight and then have a break for two days because I have a lot of stuff to do, but it’s OK. I still have almost a month, two or three weeks until the first game.

On how he feels physically:

I feel pretty good, not 100 percent, but every day it gets better and better. Of course, after tomorrow we’re going to have first practice [Thursday] with the coach and the team and it’s going to help me to feel better because I know lots of guys didn’t skate a lot.

On clarifying his health:

Oh, no. I’m healthy, 100 percent. But if you take my physicality [game readiness] it’s probably like 70 percent, 75 percent. The most important thing is to be ready for the first game.

On wearing a boot on his left foot at the start of the summer:

Sometimes I’d be at a tennis tournament [with fiancée Maria Kirilenko] and there’d be 10 minutes break because Maria has a break and I take a tennis racquet and I play with her father and I start running and I realize, ‘Geez, I have a broken foot.’ When I take [the walking boot] off and I start running it was very hard because I didn’t move it most of the time. But right now it’s good.

On whether he would have continued playing in the playoffs on his broken foot:

Probably I would play. I didn’t take X-ray right after I blocked the shot. I thought it was not broken, it was just a bruise. But I come back to go to World Championships, play one game. It’s over so we take X-ray and I have a broken [foot].
Winnik Leads Team Black to 6-1 Victory in Scrimmage
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By Kyle Shohara

 AnaheimDucks.com 

Once again, the team donning black jerseys came out victorious in the Ducks’ intrasquad scrimmage held at THE RINKS – Anaheim ICE.

Propelled by Daniel Winnik’s two goals and strong performances from the Silfverberg-Bonino-Selanne and Maroon-Winnik-Smith-Pelly lines, Team Black rolled to a 6-1 victory over Team White in front of another packed house at the team’s practice facility.

New Duck Jakob Silfverberg got the game’s scoring underway, converting on a rebound chance in front of goaltender Jonas Hiller. It was Silfverberg’s second goal in as many scrimmages, both coming off rebound chances. Shortly after, Devante Smith-Pelly buried a rebound to quickly give Team Black a 2-0 lead. After Patrick Maroon’s goal was disallowed, Winnik increased Black’s lead to 3-0 on a shot that went top-shelf on Hiller to close out the period.

Austin Carroll got Team White on the board in the second period, but Winnik responded with a power-play goal, his second tally of the contest. Maroon potted his second goal of the game - and the fourth for his line - to increase Black’s lead to 5-1. Defenseman Kevin Gagne iced the game with a shot that beat Etienne Marcoux from the top of the circle, giving Team Black a 6-1 lead.

“I thought we played really well as a line,” said Winnik, who’s been centering his line throughout training camp. “We’re all big bodies and when we get it down low, it’s tough to get it off of us.”

Though Winnik said he hasn’t played the center position on a regular basis since his first professional season in 2005 with San Antonio of the American Hockey League, head coach Bruce Boudreau wants to give him an extended look.

“He’s going to stay there for a while, at center, during the preseason,” Boudreau said. “We wanted to try this last year, but there was just never a break, and we didn’t want to throw him into the fire.

“The upside of it is manyfold. If he goes back to wing, we know now, in a pinch, he can play center. Secondly, depth at center is [as tough a position] to add depth as you can get. It just gives you better balance all around.”

Boudreau wouldn’t reveal his lineup for tomorrow’s preseason opener against Phoenix (7 p.m., Honda Center), but said “we’ve got the first three games mapped out, in a perfect world, and all seven games mapped out for the goalies.”
Wagner Leads Team Black to 4-3 Victory over Team White on Day 4 of Camp
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 CLICK HERE FOR MORE PHOTOS OF DAY 4

By Kyle Shohara

 AnaheimDucks.com 

Fans once again packed the stands inside THE RINKS – Anaheim ICE this afternoon to watch the Ducks battle it out in an intrasquad scrimmage on Day 4 of training camp.

Today’s scrimmage featured groups A (White) and C (Black) in a highly physical matchup with both teams not shying away from laying the body. Team Black’s Matt Beleskey and Team White’s Nolan Yonkman were seen jawing at one another throughout the scrimmage, and came close several times to dropping the gloves.

Chris Wagner scored the game’s first goal on a wrist shot from the left circle that beat goaltender Jonas Hiller. Ryan Horvat increased Team Black’s lead to 2-0 on a nice centering pass from John Kurtz, but Team White’s Dustin Penner would cut the lead in half on a shot that beat John Gibson up high shortly before the period expired.

Yonkman tied the game on a wrister from the point that snuck through traffic minutes into the second period. However, Peter Holland regained the lead for Team Black after beating netminder Etienne Marcoux over the shoulder. Wagner extended Team Black’s lead to 4-2 on his second goal of the game.

Yonkman got White back to within a goal on his tip in front with under a minute to play, but it was Team Black who came out with a 4-3 victory.

“It was intense,” said Team Black defenseman Hampus Lindholm. “Everyone wants to impress and do their best. We tried to play the way the coaches wanted us to do.”

Lindholm’s play during the scrimmage impressed head coach Bruce Boudreau. “I thought that was the best I’ve seen him play so far,” Boudreau said. “He’s got a couple gears in him, as far as speed goes. He jumps into the play well, and today he was a real factor.”

Another standout player was Wagner, who tallied two of Black’s four goals today. “He was very good,” Boudreau said. “I liked him last year, I like him this year. He’s a solid worker bee. If you look at his college stats, he had very good offensive numbers. It’s no surprise he scores a couple goals here and there.”

Shea Theodore took part in his first scrimmage of main camp, and the 26th overall pick in the 2013 NHL Draft found out what it’s like to play against bigger, stronger competition.

“It was definitely a lot faster and stronger,” he said, of today’s scrimmage. “I was just trying to adjust my style of game, and I felt like I got more comfortable as the game went on.”

Theodore says he’s focusing on getting bigger and stronger to handle bigger, stronger competition. “The weight of these guys are 215, 220, for some of the bigger guys,” he said. “You’ve got to be a lot stronger to handle them.”

“He’s a young guy that’s getting better,” said Boudreau, on Theodore. “He’s taking it in, he’s like a sponge. He’s getting better. He’s going to be a really good prospect.”

One of the benefits for younger players at training camp is the opportunity to learn from veterans. And for Theodore, that veteran influence comes from the hulking 6-foot-6 defenseman Yonkman.

“[Yonkman] said in his draft year [1999], I was four years old,” Theodore said, with a laugh. “He was helping me out during the game quite a bit with little tips here and there. Anything from the older guys really helps.”

ON-ICE SESSIONS CONTINUE TOMORROW

 The Ducks will take the ice at 10 a.m. and follow with a 12 p.m. scrimmage tomorrow. All times are tentative, so fans are encouraged to visit AnaheimDucks.com for updates. The remainder of the club’s practice schedule will be announced at a later date.

Sunday, Sept. 15: Practice 10 a.m. - 11:15 a.m.; Scrimmage: 12 p.m.

 Monday, Sept. 16: Anaheim vs. Phoenix, 7 p.m. at Honda Center

 Tuesday, Sept. 17: Anaheim vs. Los Angeles, 7 p.m. at Honda Center

 Wednesday, Sept. 18: Anaheim at Colorado, 6 p.m. PDT at Pepsi Center

THE RINKS - Anaheim ICE presented by Honda is located at 300 West Lincoln Avenue in Anaheim (one mile east of the 5 freeway off the Lincoln Ave. exit). Parking is available in two separate structures adjacent to the facility.

Training Camp Day 5: Projected Lines vs. Montreal, Campbell "Very Close" to Game Action

Monday, 09.16.2013 / 10:00 AM
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WILMINGTON, MA - Day 5 of Training Camp for the Bruins kicked off with a 10:00 a.m. practice at Ristuccia Arena in Wilmington, MA, before the team was set to travel to Montreal for the first preseason game against the Canadiens at the Bell Centre at 7:00 p.m. ET. Coverage of the game can be found on NHL Network (TSN2 and RDS in Canada), 98.5 The Sports Hub and on Twitter @NHLBruins.

 "Group B" from Training Camp all week is the first set of B's to see game action, with those in "Group A" likely to travel to Baltimore for the match-up with the Washington Capitals on Tuesday night.

Projected Lineup

The short practice resembled a pregame skate, with projected lines for tonight as follows:

 Milan Lucic-Krejci-Iginla

 Fraser-Soderberg-Cunningham

 Camara-Spooner-Johnson

 Paille-Fallstrom-Thornton

 The defensemen on the ice in Wilmington - Torey Krug, Matt Bartkowski, Zach Trotman, Adam McQuaid, Kevan Miller and Tommy Cross - were rotating pairings and sides, so be sure to follow @NHLBruins for the projected pairings during pregame warm-ups, which begin at 6:30 p.m. at the Bell Centre. 

 Forward Rob Flick and camp invite, blueliner Ben Youds, are both listed in the lineup for tonight's game in Montreal, but did not hit the ice today before traveling.

 Chad Johnson and Malcolm Subban will be splitting time between the pipes, as we see the first Malcolm vs P.K. brotherly rivalry match-up of their careers. Subban will be suiting up in his first-ever preseason game as a Bruin, with Johnson also making his debut in the spoked-B.

 We've seen Lucic, Krejci and Iginla begin to form chemistry this week at camp, but we'll finally get to see them at game speed, something the trio is looking forward to as well.

 "Once you get to games and things happen a lot quicker and more natural, you get a better feel for where guys are going and where we all go naturally, where we want the puck and how we talk to each other," said Iginla. "You can't replicate that in practice. That's an important part of preseason. It's definitely more fun playing in the regular season, but it has a purpose in getting ready and getting back into it and getting that timing and working on chemistry."

Campbell, Bergeron Not Yet Cleared

Zdeno Chara and Gregory Campbell will not be making the trip, though they skated with Group B at camp this week. Zee's absence is likely to allow room for the young players in the B's system to see game action. Alex Fallstrom will be sliding into Campbell's spot on the "Merlot Line" for tonight. 

 Campbell's absence is due to the fact that he is yet to be cleared for game action, as he continues to recover from the broken leg he suffered in June.

 "He's very close and could probably play is what I've been told," said Julien. "We're just being cautious, we're going to hold him off there for a little bit more."

 "I have a pretty good feeling he'll play in some preseasons before the season starts."

 As for Patrice Bergeron's recovery, "same thing," said Julien. "It'll be more when he feels he's ready to go but he's looking good. So both of those guys should be in some preseason games."

Habs Outlook

 On Sunday night, Buffalo defeated Montreal, 5-4, in the shootout, with Michael Bournival scoring twice for the Habs. Peter Budaj, who stopped 10 of 12 shots in the loss, shared time between the pipes with Zachary Fucale who saved 13 of 15 shots. With a separate group of Habs tonight, it will obviously be a different look, with the Bruins facing Carey Price and Robert Mayer in goal. For both clubs' lineups for tonight, click here.

 The last time the Bruins faced the Canadiens during the preseason was prior to the 2011-12 season, with back-to-back games in Halifax and Montreal. The B's took both, winning by scores of 7-3 and 2-1, respectively.

The Krug-McQuaid Blend: A Different Look at "Chemistry"

Sunday, 09.15.2013 / 7:31 PM
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BostonBruins.com - We talk about "chemistry" with lines. Wingers acclimating themselves to their centerman say it's only a matter of time, before they can "find each other" on the ice.

"You hope that the chemistry is there right off the get-go. Obviously, it's hard to build that chemistry but you hope that it's there," Milan Lucic would say, of playing with a new linemate.

When we refer to magic, and soft hands, and sixth sense on the ice, it's usually in some comparison to David Krejci and Milan Lucic, or the "secret stuff" of the Merlot Line.

"We click very well," Daniel Paille would say, of the forechecking and cycle game he and his linemates Shawn Thornton and Gregory Campbell effortlessly put into action. "We're all pretty comfortable with each other and, at the same time, we really enjoy playing together."

We don't often use it to reference defensive pairings.

But sometimes, not only can a trio click, but so can a pair. Like, say, Adam McQuaid and Torey Krug.

"Oh, I love playing with Adam," remarked Krug, as his smile stretched, when he spoke about No. 54 following Day 4 of on-ice practices at training camp.

It wasn't necessarily the response I would think to get, but I knew the duo enjoyed manning the blueline together, and the immediate, genuine remark was just perfect.

"I know where he’s going to be all the time and I hope he knows where I’m going to be all the time, but we’ve started to build a little bit of chemistry."

"And I know he’s always going to be in the right position to back me up if I make a mistake so, once again, it’s another teammate giving me some confidence to play the game that I need to play."

 For a risk-taking blueliner like Krug, that "stay-at-home" type quality to a game like McQuaid's helps shore up the back end when he makes the quick decision to jump up into the play.

Amidst Boston's training camp, combinations and pairings are never set in stone. There's nearly of month of practices, exhibition games and competition to crack the lineup before the regular season begins on October 3.

A quick look at the camp lineups this past week shows, among the 16 defensemen, Chara with P-Bruin Zach Trotman, Matt Bartkowski with Kevan Miller, who he formed a solid pairing with in Providence last season, Johnny Boychuk along the blueline with David Warsofsky, and Dennis Seidenberg alongside Dougie Hamilton, a duo we saw frequently in Boston during the 2012-13 regular season.

When it comes to the back end, there has been much conversation around Torey Krug, Bartkowski and Hamilton are all vying for full-time roles for the 2013-14 campaign, joining mainstays McQuaid, Chara, Seidenberg and Boychuk.

"They’re together now right now, I think it’s something that we’ve seen in the past. Got a big defensive defenseman that is strong and big and the other guy is quick and agile and will carry the puck, so it’s a good mixture there," Head Coach Claude Julien told reporters following the team's fourth day on the ice at camp.

A good "chemistry," one might say.

"And that’s certainly something that we may see down the road, but that’s one of the things that we like about it; there’s a good blend there."

Torey Krug and Adam McQuaid prepare for a line rush during Training Camp.

The duo combined that mix of force and explosiveness for 15 postseason games in 2012-13, and have been the match when Krug had been called up to the big club before his playoff coming out party with four goals in his first five games en route to the Stanley Cup Final.

"You know, we played a little bit in my whopping three regular season games that I’ve played with the Bruins," he said, sarcastic emphasis on the 'whopping.'

But is hasn't taken long at all for one to understand the other's approach to the game.

"We’ve played a little bit together, but obviously in the postseason, we started to gel a little bit and we were able to talk out our problems, what we thought about certain plays, and we’ve been able to work a lot out so hopefully we can continue to do that and just keep getting better each day."

They've been rubbing off on each other, too. Krug isn't shy of the fact that he's 5-foot-9. There are only two other 5-foot-9 blueliners currently on NHL rosters and one who is listed at 5-foot-8. Most league blueliners pass the 6'0" threshold -- like McQuaid, who uses his 6-foot-4 frame to throw his weight whenever he can. There's a reason the B's call him "The Lone Wolf," and it's not just because he's a stay-at-home defenseman (look up "Lone Wolf McQuade" with Chuck Norris and you'll see what I mean).

When Krug spent 2012-13 in Providence (he only suited up in one game with Boston during the regular season), he was mostly paired with Garnet Exelby, and they formed a solid pairing for the P-Bruins, especially when Matt Bartkowski was recalled to the big club in March and through the end of April.

"A real physical guy; they're always banging bodies around," smiled Krug, of playing with the likes of Exelby and McQuaid. "If anything, it makes me more physical."

Any maybe Torey's laser shot (do we call it the TK47, yet?) will rub off on McQuaid…

"As you can see as well, we’re kind of different style defensemen," said No. 54, with a brief laugh and hint of 'you know what I'm talking about it.'"

"So I think we complement each other well. He can get up on the play and I tend to hang back a little bit more so it’s nice to able to play with a guy like that. And we have a pretty good relationship off the ice so that helps a lot, too."

It's not just during camp, when McQuaid is paired with Krug, that he's been speaking highly of the success they had last season, albeit for 15 playoff games and a regular season go-round.

"Obviously we'll see what happens, but I enjoyed playing with him last year in the playoffs," the defenseman had said at the team's annual golf tournament Monday, before camp began. "It was a short time but I think if we got the opportunity to play together more, I think it could be a good thing."

They have that chance now, even though we won't yet have a clear picture whether it's short-term for camp, a trend that continues towards the regular season, or a pairing we'll see in the Black & Gold's future.

"I think it’s no question how well he did last year and hopefully he can just build on it," said McQuaid. "You don’t really look at him as a guy who’s only had a few regular season games, you almost kind of look at him like a veteran on our team."

A compliment for the complement (who, in the first episode of the Bruins' all-access TV show "Behind The B," was projected as possibly the "next warrior for us," similar to Andrew Ference - a remark that hit home for the defenseman).

Krug may have picked up some grit to his game, and we did see McQuaid rifle in a shot from the point to clean out the series against Pittsburgh and send the B's to the Final…

So, maybe a few of the elements in Krug's make-up will transfer to his game?

"Maybe. I don’t know," he laughed. "I think we’ll kind of try and stick to our strengths. But, you’re always looking to chip in other ways that you can."

Preseason Games on Tap, B's Ready to Get Physical 
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BostonBruins.com - While teams around the league have been making cuts to their training camp rosters at various points, the Bruins will be sticking with their full 51-player group for at least two days longer.

Following the B's fourth day of on-ice sessions at camp at TD Garden (with a few thousand roaring fans on hand), Head Coach Claude Julien said no cuts will be made until Wednesday, following the first two preseason games.

The Bruins' first exhibition game kicks off in Montreal on Monday, September 16, against the Canadiens at the Bell Centre at 7:00 p.m. ET (NHL Network, TSN2, RDS, 98.5 The Sports Hub).

Tuesday's match-up sees the B's head to Baltimore Arena in Maryland to face the Washington Capitals at 7:00 p.m. ET (broadcast info TBD).

Julien and the B's brass, no doubt, want to see all of their prospects in game action, as well as the roster players who are ready for a change of scenery following four days of intense learning and competing.

"There are guys that are great in practice, you get them in a game and you don’t see them. And you've got guys in practice…and then you see them in a game and it’s like ‘Wow, what a different player,'" said Julien, of looking forward to the ramped up speed in game action this week.

"And that’s why you have to be careful when you analyze players," he added. "I think the game is going to really tell the tale here and I think it’s important that we watch those closely this year because there’s going to be some real big decisions to make down the road."

Throughout the week, the 51 players at camp have been broken up into two separate groups, and that will translate to game action as well, with one group of players traveling to play in Monday's game, and another set to play on Tuesday night. Those in Zdeno Chara's group (as shown below) will most likely be traveling to play in Montreal (though not all will make the trip), according to Julien. Stay tuned, as the full lineup will be announced Monday morning.

Though only one group each is traveling to each game, both will have practice sessions at Ristuccia Arena in Wilmington, MA, at 10:00 a.m. and 11:15 a.m. on Monday and Tuesday (open to the public).

Group A:

FORWARDS: Patrice Bergeron, Scott Campbell, Carter Camper, Jordan Caron, Jack Downing, Loui Eriksson, Justin Florek, Seth Griffith, Chris Kelly, Alexander Khokhlachev, Jared Knight, Matt Lindblad, Brad Marchand, Bobby Robins, Reilly Smith

DEFENSEMEN: Johnny Boychuk, Chris Casto, Dougie Hamilton, Mike Moore, Joe Morrow, Dennis Seidenberg, Steven Spinell, David Warsofsky

GOALTENDERS: Tuukka Rask, Niklas Svedberg

Group B:

FORWARDS: Anthony Camara, Gregory Campbell, Craig Cunningham, Alex Fallstrom, Rob Flick, Matt Fraser, Jarome Iginla, Nick Johnson, David Krejci, Milan Lucic, Daniel Paille, Tyler Randell, Carl Söderberg, Ryan Spooner, Shawn Thornton

DEFENSEMEN: Matt Bartkowski, Zdeno Chara, Tommy Cross, Torey Krug, Adam McQuaid, Kevan Miller, Zach Trotman, Ben Youds

GOALTENDERS: Chad Johnson, Adam Morrison, Malcolm Subban

---

Time to Get Physical

Another perk of game action? You don't have to keep hitting your teammates.

All week, the B's haven't been shy about battling (even with Patrice Bergeron) and throwing hits, or even stirring the pot a little, like Brad Marchand did (all in good fun) with Bobby Robins during a scrimmage.

But finally being able to go up against an opponent will be refreshing.

"Yeah, even in here you don’t really want to crank guys on your own team," Johnny Boychuk told media Sunday following his group's skate. "But it will be nice to go and play against different teams other than just ours and scrimmaging; it’ll be nice to get out there and play an actual game."

That it will, Johnny, that it will.

"I can’t wait," added fellow blueliner, Torey Krug. "You know, anytime you can put a jersey on and go hit a few guys and not have to worry about the consequences, is a little bit better."

"When you’re out here, you don’t want to hurt a teammate, but at the same time you’re working as hard as you can because you’ve got to earn a spot on the team. These are just great opportunities to show what you can do and like I said, go out there and just work as hard as you can."

"I’ve never played an exhibition game at the NHL level, so I would assume that there’s a lot of guys out there flying around, trying to impress management, and a lot of big hits, and hopefully not too much chaos, but I’m sure it’ll be fun hockey with a lot of energy, and the fans should be excited."

Those impressions will be lasting, whether it results in a shot up with the big club or not.

"You have to go out there like its your last shift. You have to do anything and everything to make an impression," said Boychuk, who knows that feeling quite well, having spent five seasons in the AHL, including three with the P-Bruins, before solidifying his full-time role with Boston.

"If you don’t make the team right of the bat, then you go down to Providence and they still have that memory of what you did in preseason when they're looking to call up a guy when somebody gets hurt."

"We’re all looking forward to getting back into games and competing against other teams as opposed to competing against your teammates," said McQuaid, who came into camp feeling the strongest and best he has in two years. He'll be looking to put that strength to use.

"So that’s going to be nice, hopefully not have too many kinks, but work out what we do have and be ready to go for the home opener."

The puck drops on that come October 3 at TD Garden against the Tampa Bay Lightning, so for now, the B's will have nearly three more weeks to through those kinks.

Bruins Release Six Rookie Camp Attendees, Return Dempsey to Juniors
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BOSTON, MA - The Bruins announced today, September 15, that they have released six Rookie Camp attendees. None of the player participated in the full 51-player camp still taking place; the week-long Rookie Camp amp from September 4-10 included a three-game tournament down in Coral Springs, Florida against rookies from Tampa Bay, Florida and Nashville.

The following players were released from their ATO/PTO (Amateur Tryout Agreement/Professional Tryout Agreement):

 Mickael Beauregard

 Alex Cord

 Jayden Hart

 Jesse Lees

 Wayne Simpson

 Maxime Villemaire

 Mitchell Dempsey, who was drafted by the Bruins in the seventh round of the 2013 NHL Entry Draft, has been returned to his junior team (Sault Ste. Marie Greyhounds, Ontario Hockey League).

 Of the players who took part in the 2013-14 Rookie Camp, 13 continued on to Boston's training camp, which includes two preseason games this Monday and Tuesday in Montreal and Baltimore, respectively.

 Here's a look at the Rookie Camp attendees still with the B's:

 FORWARDS: Anthony Camara, Alex Fallstrom, Justin Florek, Seth Griffith, Alexander Khokhlachev, Jared Knight, Matthew Lindblad, Ryan Spooner

DEFENSEMEN: Chris Casto, Tommy Cross, Zach Trotman

GOALTENDERS: Adam Morrison, Malcolm Subban

 For the "rookies" who made the jump to main camp, players likely making the jump from juniors to the pro game this year include Camara and Subban (Griffith could as well, but has not been mentioned yet from management in the mix making the transition to pro). Linblad, Fallstrom and Khokhalechev all saw limited action with Providence towards the end of the 2012-13 season, whether by making the jump from the OHL like "Koko" or from the collegiate level, like Lindblad and Fallstrom (though Lindblad returned to Dartmouth to finish out his school year and was not with the P-Bruins for their postseason). Florek, Knight, Spooner, Casto, Cross, Trotman and Morrison were all with the P-Bruins last season (or the ECHL's South Carolina Stingrays).

Rookie Standouts

While the focus for main camp has been centered around the big club, and those with a possible "inside" track at the open roster spots, there are still a slew of young prospects who had made themselves known throughout the past few weeks.

 Among those who impressed Providene Bruins Head Coach Bruce Cassidy during Rookie Camp were Zach Trotman, who is paired with - and getting to learn from - Zdeno Chara at training camp, Ryan Spooner's "very dynamic" game and the line of Khokhalachev, Griffith and Camara, impressed him in the first two games of the rookie tournament. 

 Camara certainly has a physical presence, not shying away from board battles, while Khokhlachev has risen his game battling against the likes of Patrice Bergeron and looks much stronger on the puck. 

 Cassidy also highlighted Fallstrom's two-way game and said Florek stood out to him as being good on the walls. 

 Subban, who is still considered in the "back-up conversation" will likely be in Providence this season, challenging for the starting role. With Chad Johnson and last season's AHL Goalie of the Year Niklas Svedberg in competition for the back-up spot, Subban will have time to develop in his first pro season. Cassidy made sure to note following rookie camp that Subban some "terrific saves" down in Florida. He's picked up his compete level during the main camp, and should get a look in one of the upcoming presesason games.

As for what Head Coach Claude Julien has noticed from the prospects, he said it's tough to intricately evaluate all players at camp (currently 51 in all) on the same level without any game action yet. 

 "For me, I’ll be honest with you, when you’re dealing with almost four hours of ice and two sessions and you’re trying to give the guys an idea of what you’re trying to accomplish, and adjustments, sometimes, you know, you’ll see players but I’m not able to see everyone as closely as I will in a game situation," said Julien.

 "But I can’t say I’m necessarily disappointed in any of those guys.  [Alexander Khokhlachev] is, for example, is a guy that, he’s hard to stop, he works hard, and everybody knows this kid, he may not be A-plus but he makes up for it with his work ethic and his skill level. The [Jared Knight]s are guys that can shoot the puck, and if he uses speed down the wall and then takes pucks at the net, those things we’ll see pretty quickly how well they fare against players in the NHL."

That opportunity will come as early as Monday night at the Bell Centre in Montreal (7:00 p.m. ET, NHL Network, 98.5 The Sports Hub, @NHLBruins on Twitter) and Tuesday night in Baltimore against the Washington Capitals (7:00 p.m. ET, @NHLBruins on Twitter).

Training Day Camp 4: McQuaid's Cup Motivator, Smith Gets Gritty

Sunday, 09.15.2013 / 9:00 AM
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Day 4 of Training Camp kicks off today with two on-ice sessions at 10:00 a.m. and 12:15 p.m., with both sessions today at TD Garden open to the public. Follow along here for a running blog all day as I take you around TD Garden, in the locker room and behind the scenes at Training Camp. ^CS

10:05 AM - Huge fan turnout today! A few thousands packed in on a beautiful Sunday in New England to take in some hockey.... #IsItOctoberYet

--------------------------------------------------------------------------------

Day 4, Group B Lines/Pairings

Lucic-Krejci-Iginla

 Fraser-Soderberg-Cunningham

 Paille-Campbell-Thornton

 Camara-Spooner-Johnson

 Flick-Fallstrom-Randell

 Chara-Trotman

 Krug-McQuaid

 Bartkowski-Miller

 Cross-Youds

 Johnson, Subban

--------------------------------------------------------------------------------

10:33 - A lot of "crispness" to the start of the day, with sharp passes and good flow. Bobby Robins appears in the visiting team tunnel at TD Garden (players on Boston's roster last season are using their room, with Providence players and young guns are using the visiting team locker room). 'How's it looking?' he asks. 'Boys look good.'

11:07 - The Lucic-Krejci-Iginla line show good tic-tac-toe passing chemistry (is anyone surprised?)

11:09 - Matt Bartkowski fires one home. He's been paired with Kevan Miller for all of camp. While pairings like Zdeno Chara and Zach Trotman will be getting to know one another, Bartkowski and Miller know each other well, having formed a solid pairing in Providence last season.  

11:19 - David Krejci feeds Torey Krug for a laser past Malcolm Subban from the high slot during 4v4 practice. He gets a huge roar of cheers. No. 47 does the post-practice bench interiview to the fans with me; he jokes it's been very different having the fans in the building (first two practices were closed to the public) -- but it's obviously a nice change to get that support, even if it's just during practice.

11:25 - Center-ice stretch, led by the ever affable and always vocal Shawn Thornton today.

11:56 PM - Adam McQuaid speak with media in the locker room... 

 The Bruins' practice today looked sharp, with crisp passes and a smooth flow to it. After Day #4, No. 54 feels like signifcant progress has been made, to all get in line before the preseason games.

 "I feel like in a short period of time, we’ve gotten a lot sharper and even in some of our scrimmages and some of our 5-on-5 type drills, our guys are finding their positions and knowing where they need to be," said McQuaid. 

 "And that just takes a little bit of time, but the guys have been doing it for a while so it doesn’t take very long for them to get back to where they need to be."

 The B's may be getting back to where they want to be in the short term, but the long-term goal awaits. So, a beat reporter asked McQuaid about the team's obvious ultimate goal. Only, with a twist.  

 'Which is the greater motivator,' the reporter began. 'Winning the Cup, or coming so close - and not winning?'

 "It’s not easy, obviously. I think it definitely motivates you to get that close and just come up short," said the defenseman. "You can learn just as much from losing, if not more, in many ways. It’s something that we’ve been through both sides of it and we know how it feels both ways, so again we don’t want to have to feel what we did last year again and hopefully we’ll be able to get back there and finish on top."

--------------------------------------------------------------------------------

12:15 - Next group hits the ice, to Dropkick Murphy's (nice touch - that doesn't happen during a close practice) and another welcome reaction from the fans. 

12:36 - There's a "Tuuuuuk" chant that erupts whenever Tuukka skates from the bench to go between the pipes. Literally, every time. It's great. Here he is earlier, in the locker room, preparing for practice with long-time Equipment Manager Keith Robinson.

--------------------------------------------------------------------------------

Day 4, Group A Lines/Pairings

Marchand-Bergeron-Eriksson

 Caron-Kelly-Smith

 Lindblad-Camper-Griffith

 Florek-Khokhlachev-Knight

 Downing-Campbell-Robins

 Seidenberg-Hamilton

 Warsofsky-Boychuk

 Morrow-Casto

 Moore-Spinnel

 Rask, Svedberg, Morrison

--------------------------------------------------------------------------------

A teaching moment for Justin Florek with Brad Marchand...

No. 63 later does the post-practice bench interview with me to a crowd still full of fans after the second session. 

 At one point, with these fans getting their first glimpse at Loui Eriksson this week, I ask him what he's seen from his line so far during camp and what fans can expect out of his new trio, along with Bergeron.

 Marchand pauses, and says to the fans, "Loui's looking pretty good, eh?" The crowd-pleaser gets a roar....  

 1:19, or, too many times to actually write one time - Reilly Smith has speed to his game, has been labeled by Chiarelli for his "silky smooth" type of play and vision, and has quite a shot in his aresenal. He's showcased that throughout camp. 

 I wrote this piece on Smith, Fraser and the third line following the third day of camp, and have noticed the grittier side to his game, to go along with his "hockey smarts." 

 "When you join a new team, sometimes that changes your style of play a little bit, just to better suit yourself in the new organization," said Smith. "That's always been a part of my game; it kind of just depends on the team that you're playing for and what they want to see out of you."

 Smith has been playing on the right wing, with Jordan Caron on the left and Chris Kelly as his centerman. They're both gritty; they both go hard to the net. Maybe a bit of that has rubbed off on him, and he's absorbed what the B's are looking for out of him.

 "Absolutley, it's definitely the line I'm playing on, but it's also the organization and their outlook on how you play and be successful in the NHL."  
Training Camp Day 3: Zee in Front, Bergeron Line's Forecheck, Shallower Nets, Campbell Doesn't Miss a Beat 

Saturday, 09.14.2013 / 9:00 AM

By Caryn Switaj - BostonBruins.com / Bruins Blog 
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Day 3 of Training Camp kicks off today with two on-ice sessions at 10:00 a.m. and 12:15 p.m., with both sessions today at TD Garden open to the public. Follow along here for a running blog all day as I take you around TD Garden, in the locker room and behind the scenes at Training Camp. ^CS

Group 1 Lines/Pairings

Marchand-Bergeron-Eriksson

 Caron-Kelly-Smith

 Lindblad-Camper-Griffith

 Florek-Khokhlachev-Knight

 Downing-Campbell-Robins

 Seidenberg-Hamilton

 Warsofsky-Boychuk

 Morrow-Casto

 Moore-Spinnel

 Rask, Svedberg

--------------------------------------------------------------------------------

 10:18 AM - First group on the ice. Definitely a different feeling to have fans in attendance with the cheering, "oohhs" and "ahhs." During drills, a great feed from Patrice Bergeron to Loui Eriksson. The newcomer's first shot doesn't make it, but he's in a great spot for the rebound, powers it home. Cheers from the crowd. 

10:23 - Loui feeds Chris Kelly cross-ice; Kells fires it in net. Cheers from crowd; stick taps from  Bruins.

10:24 - Alexander "Koko" Khokhlachev races over the blueline with Jared Knight, who snipes one from the left faceoff circle. 

10:27 - Tuukka slides left to right to thwart Eriksson. "Ohhhs" from the crowd.

10:38 - There it is. The first "Tuuuuuuuuk" chant from the thousands in attendance. 

11:23 - In the midst of cycling and screening. Jordan Caron's big body in front. He battles down low and bats in a rebound from mid-air. Chris Kelly also manning that spot during drills, with "teaching moments' throughout for all B's.

11:35 - Scrimmage time! ... Scott Campbell nets the lone goal, a gritty one from a rebound in front. He's been skating on a "grinder line" with invite Jack Downing and Bobby Robins. P-Bruins 'tough guy' Robins gets into it with the Little Ball of Hate. "All in good fun out there," Marchand later says to media, smiling.  

11:50 - First group heads off the ice. Patrice Bergeron and Brad Marchand stop to sign autographs on their way out.

--------------------------------------------------------------------------------

12:15 PM - Group 2 hits the ice, as the players from the first group finish up media availabiilty in the locker room.

Group 2 Lines/Pairings

Lucic-Krejci-Iginla

 Fraser-Soderberg-Cunningham

 Paille-Campbell-Thornton

 Camara-Spooner-Johnson

 Flick-Fallstrom-Randell

 Chara-Trotman

 Krug-McQuaid

 Bartkowski-Miller

 Cross-Youds

 Johnson, Subban, Morrison

--------------------------------------------------------------------------------

 1:45  - Power play work. David Krejci up top with Torey Krug, Milan Lucic and Jarome Iginla down low. Zee's big body in front. 

1:50 - Scrimmage ensues for the second group. No goals during this go-round, but seen throwing a big hit on 6-foot-2, 200-pound winger Nick Johnson near the boards: Torey Krug.

2:10 - Jarome Iginla leads his first center-ice stretch on TD Garden ice as a Bruin. It might seem like a small gesture, but for the past three days, the leaders of the stretch have been Bergeron, Chara, Kelly, Lucic, Marchand, and now, Iginla. Sometimes a guy is goaded into leading the stretch (like, when the team is on the road and a 'B' leads the stretch in his former barn e.g. when Jarome visits Calgary with the B's), but having seen the sequence of stretch "leaders" these past few days, I took it a pretty nice gesture to "Iggy."

Day 3 Notebook

Bergeron Working to Get Core Back

- Bergeron's brief discomfort he still experiences (lasts no more than 30 seconds after contact) isn't stalling his progress at all. No setbacks, but he's just working extra hard to get his core stronger and where it needs to be, considering he couldn't do much with the area this summer, as his rib was healing.

Marchand-Eriksson-Bergeron's Forechecking Magic

- Three days in the books, and the line of Patrice Bergeron, Brad Marchand and Loui Eriksson - albeit in practices and not games - is started to gel. They were able to talk off the ice on Friday about their tendencies on the ice. Marchand was extra vocal with his linemates today, a result of that talk, no doubt. But, of course, when asked about the uptick in communication, Marchand's response was, well, Marchy being Marchy: "I'm always yapping about something..."

 On a serious note, this line's two-way play is going to be impressive this season.

 "Playing with him [Loui] and getting used to one another on the ice, I really feel like on the forecheck we’re going to do some good things," said Bergeron. "And it’s just about getting used to each other offensively."

Zee Down Low on the PP

- It's something many have been calling for on a regular basis (fans, I'm looking at you) - Big Zee in front on the power play. We saw that during extra attacker plays during the playoffs (most notably, Game 7 vs Toronto). And we saw some tinkering with that during today's session. Of course, there are different formations to the PP, which become pretty fluid in game situations, but this one saw Torey Krug and David Krejci on the points, Milan Lucic and Jarome Iginla down low, with Chara's 6-foot-9 frame in front. 

 "You know what, it’s something that I’ve done before but it’s going to be part of getting used to each other in those different spots," said Chara. "And we can always rotate to, again, a new formation but, again, we’re going to be practicing in that formula and we’ll see how it goes."

 When it comes to Loui Eriksson, Julien agreed he could picture the winger possibly in the halfwall spot on the power play, as well as Carl Soderberg on a unit with Eriksson and Bergeron. Since Soderberg is in a separate group than those two, he hasn't been able to mix and match all options yet. 

Shallower Nets

- Saturday's sessions at camp saw the debut of the new, shallower nets being on the ice at TD Garden. They're also being implemented at training camps throughout the league. The depth of the net was decreased by four inches, from 44 to 40, leaving a bit more room in "Gretzky's office" (or, Jagr's, if you saw his PP work last season with Boston). It's going to be tested during the preseason, and could be carried over into the regular season.

 "I didn’t notice any difference, I don’t know, it probably looks [like it] to the fans but I didn’t feel any difference, it doesn’t even look that that much different [to be honest], I don’t know why they changed it," remarked Rask.

 "At first no, but then when you take a closer look, yeah, you notice it’s a few inches more narrow behind that," said Chara, of the space he frequently occupies before breakouts. "So it’s going to give more room to work with either for D or forwards."

Soupy Doesn't Miss a Beat

- Gregory Campbell said following his first on-ice session at Training Camp that he wasn't feeling out of place conditioning-wise out on the ice; just that he was still getting used to the screws and plate that he feels from the surgery to repair his right leg in June.

From his Merlot linemate Daniel Paille's point-of-view, Campbell hasn't missed a beat. "Ah, Soupy looks great," he smiled. "He's definitely one guy you don't have to worry about when he's injured, not being in shape. He keeps himself fit all year round and I don't think he looks a step behind at all. He looks actually really good speed for us and he looks confident.

Training Camp Day 2: Iginla Only Knows One 'Looch,' Söderberg 'Looking Good'

Friday, 09.13.2013 / 9:00 AM

By Caryn Switaj - BostonBruins.com / Bruins Blog 
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Day 2 of Training Camp kicks off today with two on-ice sessions at 10:00 a.m. and 12:15 p.m., with groups from Thursday's practice flip-flopped. Follow along here for a running blog all day as we take you into TD Garden, in the locker room and behind the scenes at Training Camp.

9:30 AM - For the past two days, the B's have been going through their annual photo and video shoots before hitting the ice. Yesterday, the group that had to be in to the Garden at the crack of dawn for their shoots, hit the ice second; and today, vice versa.

 This was what I walked into, when I glanced in the "portrait" station (there were about 5-6 different areas they went through that took over an hour for each player). "Hey, Marchy!" (His new haircut looking clean-cut for the photo).  

10:00 AM - The first group with Captain Zdeno Chara hits the ice.  

10:36 AM - 2-on-2's see Milan Lucic and David Krejci together. The pair has a sixth sense when they're both on the ice; no communciation necessary - they always find each other. 'Looch' roofs one.

 This group has a few extra on-lookers today, in Marchand, self-proclaimed "rink boy" Dougie Hamilton and Jordan Caron...

10:43 AM - The sound of Coach Julien's whistle is heard constantly throughout the Garden, leading the charges through their drills. These first few days especially are used for going over the system. Line rushes underway, with a 5-man unit working on breakouts. Jarome Iginla skates through the right faceoff circle, and whips in a shot - nothing but net.

 Same lines and defensive pairings in this group as yesterday...

--------------------------------------------------------------------------------

Day 2, Group 2 Lines/Pairings

Lucic-Krejci-Iginla

 Fraser-Soderberg-Cunningham

 Paille-Campbell-Thornton

 Camara-Spooner-Johnson

 Flick-Fallstrom-Randell

 Chara-Trotman

 Krug-McQuaid

 Bartkowski-Miller

 Cross-Youds

 Johnson, Subban

--------------------------------------------------------------------------------

11:07 AM - A good Zamboni clear for the second half of the first session, and Group 2 heads right back to the drawing board with Julien.

11:17 AM - Not as quick of a pace to today's practice, as positioning is the sole focus of this portion of the on-ice session. Lots of learning and stoppages for the coaches' direction taking place...

11:50 AM - Carl Söderberg fires a shot that finds the top left corner behind Malcolm Subban. The line of Matt Fraser, Carl Soderberg and Craig Cunningham has been turning it up a notch. Though Cunningham hasn't been looped into the "third line" conversation, the third year pro put up a combined 82 points (45 goals, 37 assists) in his first two seaons with Providence. He might not have the inside track for a spot on the big club just yet, but he'll definitely challenge the guys around him as camp goes on.    

12:00 PM - Milan Lucic leads the center-ice stretch, an honor bestowed upon Captain Zdeno Chara on Day 1. Hard to believe Looch is already entering his seventh season as a Bruin. I expect to take on an even greater leadership role this year. No. 17 summons three spirited stick taps from the group and another chat from Coach wraps up their session.

--------------------------------------------------------------------------------

Iginla Fitting In with Krejci, Lucic

For the second straight day, Jarome Iginla was skating on the right wing with Milan Lucic and David Krejci. The LW and centerman had plenty to say following Day 1 about the trio finding chemistry with one another (though the line is obviously not yet set in stone) and "the big talk," as Krejci put it, that they needed to have as a group.

 With another chance for the group to be together on Day 2, that communication is already starting to form.

 "Yeah, I've enjoyed it the last couple of days, getting to skate with them for sure," said Iginla, from in front of his stall in the B's locker room. "They're great players and have a great chemistry together. I'd like to play with them and help them out. It's really, just, as far as building chemistry, it's time together and where guys like pucks, where you go, getting used to talking to each other and just really getting used to tendencies."

 "I've enjoyed the first couple days and looking forward to more, and when we actually get into games," he said, before catching himself and adding with a smile, "If that's the case."

 Yesterday, Krejci and Lucic both likened Iginla to a similar player as Nathan Horton, a power forward with a scoring touch. Today, Iginla had the chance to compare his seemingly new counterparts. 

 "I don't know if I've played with - there aren't as many Looches I've played with," he remarked, as he couldn't really make a comparison to the one the Boston faithful call "Looooooch." As for Krejci, Iginla views him as a playmaking centerman, who seems just to keep getting better and better. 

 The first preseason game is already this Monday, September 16 in Montreal. Usually, the entire group (in this case, of 51 players) doesn't travel to every game, so it's unknown yet which game Iginla will be getting into, wearing the spoked-B for the first time (albeit, in an exhbition setting), but it's a safe assumption it will be with Lucic and Krejci alongside him.

 "I'm not sure who's playing [Monday], but for the last number of years now, training camps have been shorter. Guys come in and guys are in great shape; they're ready to go, everyone's been skating pretty much since the beginning of August and it's kind of nice to jump right into games and compete there, and get a chance to rest up and have a chance to 'show our stuff.'"

--------------------------------------------------------------------------------

12:15 PM - Second group hits the ice, as the Chara's group finishes up their media availability in the locker room. Upon returning to the arena bowl, lines and defensive pairings from Day 1 are intact... 

--------------------------------------------------------------------------------

Day 2, Group 1 Lines/Pairings

Marchand-Bergeron-Eriksson

 Caron-Kelly-Smith

 Lindblad-Camper-Griffith

 Florek-Khokhlachev-Knight

 Downing-Campbell-Robins

 Seidenberg-Hamilton

 Warsofsky-Boychuk

 Morrow-Casto

 Moore-Spinnel

 Rask, Svedberg, Morrison

 *Goalie Adam Morrison is the only player to alternate groups today, having skated in Chara's group on Day 1.

--------------------------------------------------------------------------------

1:08 PM - Coach Julien is implementing the system and positioning this week, and there's a heavy emphasis today on "drill, stop, repeat." A lot of whistles to halt the sequence when he wants something corrected, or, when he sees something done well.   

1:09 PM - Johnny Boychuk appears to have figured out the new implementation. He rockets a shot in behind Tuukka. "Yeah, Johnny!" is heard from Assistant Coach Doug Houda (who focuses on the B's defense). 

1:10 PM - They're realllllyyy getting it now.... "Kells, yes!" shouts Houda again, as Chris Kelly finds Boychuk for his second straight rocket into the back of the net.

1:12 PM - Niklas Svedberg flashes the glove on invite Steven Spinell; admires his work.

1:57 PM - Second session is in the thick of scrimmaging right now. Malcolm Subban holding his own at one end (looks like he's stepped up his game around the big guns), while Tuukka Rask mans the other net. 

--------------------------------------------------------------------------------

Third Line Battle Rages On

While one group has the combination of Matt Fraser, Carl Söderberg and Craig Cunningham, the other sees Chris Kelly centering Jordan Caron and Reilly Smith. The trios are fitting, given their competiton for the the third line.  

 "They both have been skating well; I've played with Jordy before so there's some famliarity there, but with Reilly, I've been impressed the first two days we've been skating togther," said Kelly following their skate. "I know there's been competition for the so-called third line, and competition is great. I like to put in that mix; I'm competing for a spot, just like everyone else. That's the way, personally, I'm approaching this."

 So, what does he think of all of the "young guys" coming up and competing for spots?

 "I am young," quipped Kelly, who smiled and paused for a second. "Maybe not as young as them," he added. "Camp's always an exciting time, it doesn't matter how many camps you've been to, or how old you are."

 Though he considers himself in the mix as a "candidate" for a spot on the roster, truth is, Kelly has been a mainstay on that "third line," aside from playing in Gregory Campbell's spot for a couple of games when No. 11 broke his leg during the Eastern Conference Final. 

 While players have come and go, Kelly has been a steady anchor.

 "I hope we kind of do a bit everything," the 'B' who wears the 'A' remarked. "To be a defensive line, defensively sound, but contribute offensively."

 "In our system, you need to be able to play defense, and I think our line has done that in the past."

 Who will fit into that makeup? We'll have to wait and see...

--------------------------------------------------------------------------------

Day 2 Notebook

-Puck drops on the first preseason game Monday night in Montreal at 7:00 p.m. ET (live listening for both available via 98.5 The Sports Hub), before a game in Baltimore against the Washington Capitals on Tuesday night. I'll bring live updates, as always, via Twitter @NHLBruins ^CS. 

 But likely the entire 51-player group won't be traveling. In fact, there could be cuts before Monday, and we could see one group travel to one game, and another group of players playing in the next match-up.

 "That’s something Peter [Chiarelli] and I talk as we go along here," said Julien, of when cuts will be made. "Sometimes, we stay, 'Okay, well there’s certain guys there it’s pretty clear and let’s bring the group down a little bit' and, at the same time, you know you've got a lot of games and don’t want to overtax certain players and veterans that have played a lot last year so on and so forth, so we keep guys around and give them a look and give the veterans a bit of a break here."

 "We've got back-to-back games and there’s a good chance you’re going to see one team playing one night and then the next team, a totally different group. The first two games are an opportunity to give everyone a chance, so that may be what you see."

 -Carl Söderberg is looking good. He dropped about 7-8 pounds and gained muscle. He's strong on the puck and Julien is looking forward to seeing him in the preseason games. That's really when he'll be able to start shifting around Kelly and Söderberg, and seeing who is the best fit at center.

 "Every second night, especially in the playoffs and the grind of the schedule that we had when he came here was pretty impressive and eye opening for him," Julien said of Söderberg's approach coming into camp. "So I think recognizing that, he took the appropriate measures to get himself in shape so that he can be able to sustain that kind of tempo." 

The next two days - Saturday and Sunday - at Training Camp are open to the public. Full details found here. 

Post a new comment

Login

Post 

13 Comments

RSS|Subscribe

ECHOS1 day ago

Soderberg might become one of our better goal scorer's but I doubt he will replace Peverley on the faceoff and PK? 

Either way I am really anticipating how these new lines will do! GO BRUINS GO!

Reply 

Michael Tripodes2 days ago

Soderberg will score 25 goals...... Watch. 

Reply 

Steve Malcolm2 days ago

cant wait til OCT!!!!!

Reply 

drahcir613 days ago

We were fortunate last year avoiding major injuries to core players, every season hinges on that. Assuming the "core" stays healthy, this year we add Iginla, Ericksson, Soderberg ... replacing Seguin, Horton, Peverley. 

IMHO ... I'd make that 3-for-3 trade any day of the week. I realize Soderberg has only played 6 NHL games & the center position with the B's might be a challenge for him (assuming he plays center) but his size, speed, & skillset are unmatched with the 3rd liners in camp. If it's true that he came into camp 7-8 lbs. lighter in preparation for a grueling NHL schedule then he could be our 7th player come next May. Not sure if he will play for Sweden in the Olympics ... I hope he doesn't, the rest would do him good but he is still one of the top young talents from Sweden so I expect he will join a very talented Swede team. 

Kelly needs to rebound from an awful year. Soderberg would be a huge talent upgrade from what he's used to. We could be looking at ANOTHER 3rd line that can score & check ... woo!!! 

Reply 

Henry O'Connell3 days ago

How bout camera the scrapper on the 3rd line???

Reply 

1 reply 

Mike2 days ago

Still way too inexperienced. They are obviously intrigued with his skill set and maturity, but will want to see him in Providence, unless he just completely wows during the pre-season...no­t likely. Cassidy will groom him for the next year or 2 in Providence.

Reply 

Chris Wynn3 days ago

We Want The Cup

Reply 

drahcir613 days ago

"Hard to believe Looch is already entering his eighth season as a Bruin." He's played 6 seasons, this will be his 7th. 

Reply 

1 reply 

NHLBruins3 days ago

sheesh, thank you for the catch. even talked with him when we visited him in Van about entering his seventh season. oy, thanks for keeping me in line! -CS

Reply 

Calvin Pipher3 days ago

I am loving this team. I think Söderberg and Ericksson will be very good Bruins and the new blood on defense will make us stronger. GO BRUINS!!!!!!

Reply 

Terry Larkin3 days ago

New look Bs gunna be a force..bring it on!

Reply 

NeoBruinX23 days ago

WHERE IS RASK?!!? 

Reply 

1 reply 

Emily Hoffman3 days ago

Second group. He was in the first group yesterday. They did say the groups switched times today.
Bergeron, Campbell Not 100 Percent, But Not Feeling Out of Place

Thursday, 09.12.2013 / 5:53 PM

By Caryn Switaj - BostonBruins.com / Bruins Blog 
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BOSTON, MA - The question streams in nearly every day now for Patrice Bergeron and Gregory Campbell. 'How are you feeling?'

So when the pair hit the ice with their respective groups for the first day of on-ice sessions at training camp on Thursday at TD Garden, the question was again asked.

But now that they have skated in a structured practice with Head Coach Claude Julien and his staff pushing the B's through their paces, both Bergeron and Campbell have a better idea of where they stand.

For Bergeron, who (as you know) recovered from his broken rib, torn cartilage, collapsed lung and separated shoulder this offseason, he's inching closer to 100 percent.

Last Sunday during Captain's Practices, he began battling along the walls for the first time and felt fine; in the first high-tempo, competitive practice at training camp Thursday, he was right in the thick of battling drills.

He felt tenderness, but it didn't seem to concern the B's alternate captain.

"It wasn't bad - I felt it [discomfort] a couple times in one or two battles, but it doesn't seem to linger after it; it stays for 30 seconds or so and then it goes away so I think it's good news. I'm just going to have to go through it for a couple of weeks, and then it should be fine."

"Medical staff is not worried about it, so I'm not worried about it."

"Honestly, I feel good right now…I think it's just a matter of dealing with that and getting stronger."

That small stings of pain won't set him back; he's confident he'll be fine.

I was curious if he had to tell any of his teammates or the younger guys in the group to not back off when battling.

"It's Training Camp, and everyone's trying to push themselves, so I don't think they thought about it, which is a good thing, so that's what I want to make sure I see where I stand."

While Bergeron hasn't shied away from contact, neither has Gregory Campbell. But, with the screws and plate put in after surgery to repair his right leg in June (after breaking it during the Eastern Conference Finals), the centerman has been getting used to the uncomfortable feeling. The training staff has helped put in padding to ease the discomfort, so it's only a matter of time before it fades away.

"He looked good; he’s skating well, and I don’t think that’s the issue right now with him as far as his skating and all of that," said B's Head Coach Claude Julien, who actually thought the entire Merlot Line of Campbell, Daniel Paille and Shawn Thornton looked great on the first day of camp. "It’s more about the contact part of it. You have to make sure it’s healed well enough that it doesn’t fracture itself again."

"You saw there was a little bit of bumping and it’s at that stage where it’s so close. But training camp is where you’re able to be a little bit more cautious. The regular season doesn’t start for almost a month, so it gives him time to recover properly and give our doctors a better feeling of saying ‘we feel confident that he can play now.’"

Conditioning-wise, though, Campbell fit in on the ice.

"It was the first time I participated at that level with a structure like that, so I don't think I was out of place," said Campbell. "That's a good sign and I'll just continue to build."

With Campbell's level of commitment to fitness, however, he doesn't feel like his quickness is right where he wants it to be just yet.

"I think it's just a matter of getting comfortable; every day, I feel more comfortable in the skate and trusting myself to do the things that I want to do and be at the speed that I want to be at," said Campbell, of getting his quickness back. "I don't think it's that I had a late start; I've worked hard to catch up and I'm not that far behind."

"It's just, I have high standards, and it was the first day of camp; so, considering that, I felt pretty good."

"I'm just very critical of myself and how I feel and try to be in tune with my body so I guess, in that sense, I'm just very aware."

"I was trying to push myself to be at the pace practice was at; it was a good pace for the first day so I'm happy with it overall."
Training Camp Day 1: No Surprises, as Bergeron Centers Eriksson, Marchand; Iginla Joins Lucic, Krejci

Thursday, 09.12.2013 / 3:34 PM

By Caryn Switaj - BostonBruins.com / Bruins Blog 
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BOSTON, MA - The Bruins hit the ice at TD Garden for their first on-ice sessions at Training Camp on Thursday, with the 51 players taking part in camp separated into two groups.

The first group of skaters took the ice at 10:00 a.m., with the second set going through their paces at 12:15 p.m. Both practices mirrored each other, and were high-tempo, with only a stoppage for a Zamboni clear halfway through each session.

Head Coach Claude Julien's focus heading into camp centers around acclimated the new players to the Bruins' system, improving his group's execution and getting to know the players vying for a spot on his opening night roster. So it was no surprise when he went straight to the drawing board on the glass next to the B's home bench, the players all taking a knee as their coach quickly eased them back into their routine.

"The one thing I can say is everybody came in really good shape, and that’s a real plus because when even the Providence players come in shape, the way we’ve asked them to come in shape, that’s a good sign," Julien told reporters, of his observations from the first two days of camp.

"That’s what was probably more impressive, is that we've got some really good players that seem to understand what it takes and what we expect from them - and it showed on the ice, I thought we had pretty good pace today for the first day."

While you can't read too much into line combinations and defensive pairings with the groups separated, and only Day One in the books, the B's top-six has been all but solidified, at least on paper.

With the departures of Nathan Horton and Tyler Seguin, it was expected that the two-way, crafty scorer Loui Eriksson would slide in on the right with Patrice Bergeron and Brad Marchand; and that the tough, shoot-first right winger Jarome Iginla would take Horton's former place alongside David Krejci and Milan Lucic.

So it was no surprise when those lines took their first rushes together on Thursday.

"We traded for those guys not to say ‘you guys are on a tryout’ but to put them in spots where we think they can fit in," said Julien of his top-six. "This is what training camp is for; we’re going to give them that opportunity to maybe build some chemistry, get to know each other a little bit better and at one point we are going to have to make a decision whether it’s seems to suit our needs or not."

Keep reading below for more from the linemates on the dynamic of their trios - if they stick moving forward, of course - and how they have already begun forming chemistry. Also after the Day One lineups, Coach Julien gives his observations and input on the camp positional battles.

--------------------------------------------------------------------------------

Group 1 Lines/Pairings

Marchand-Bergeron-Eriksson

 Caron-Kelly-Smith

 Lindblad-Camper-Griffith

 Florek-Khokhlachev-Knight

 Downing-Campbell-Robins

 Seidenberg-Hamilton

 Warsofsky-Boychuk

 Morrow-Casto

 Moore-Spinnel

 Rask, Svedberg

 ---

Group 2 Lines/Pairings

Lucic-Krejci-Iginla

 Fraser-Soderberg-Cunningham

 Paille-Campbell-Thornton

 Camara-Spooner-Johnson

 Flick-Fallstrom-Randell

 Chara-Trotman

 Krug-McQuaid

 Bartkowski-Miller

 Cross-Youds

 Johnson, Subban, Morrison 

--------------------------------------------------------------------------------

Marchand-Bergeron-Eriksson

"Felt pretty good - you can tell, obviously that Loui is a great player and he has great speed and great skill, so I'm very excited to have him with us," said Patrice Bergeron on the new line for Thursday's skate.

"It's obviously the first practice, so we've got some work to do on the chemistry but still, I thought it was pretty good and fun to see these two guys on my side."

"I think we're all smart players and can figure out where to be on the ice and read off of each other, so I think [chemistry will take] a little bit of time, but not that much; games will be the best indicator of where we stand and help us the most."

"It's great to have this time right now to get used to each other and learn how each other play," added Brad Marchand. "Who knows if this is what they'll be during the season, but for right now, we're going to use this time to our advantage and really get to know each other."

"He's a great player, he's shown that in the past and you can see that just by watching him out there on the ice so it will be a lot of fun playing with him…I'm sure he'll complement us very well."

--------------------------------------------------------------------------------

Lucic-Krejci-Iginla

"You hope that [the chemistry] is there immediately, but obviously it's something that no matter who you play with, it's something you have to work at," said Milan Lucic of skating with Jarome Iginla Thursday on his line with David Krejci.

"I think all three of us are determined to make it work and find that chemistry."

"As you know, its a guy I've looked up to as a teenager and the way that he plays. It's pretty cool to be sitting here talking about him being my linemate," Lucic smiled.

Nathan Horton was a "shooter, right-handed, physical" and doesn't mind fighting, so Krejci had made the assumption (like the rest of us) that Iginla could easily slide into that spot. The biggest transition now is communication on the ice.

"I knew what to expect, he knew what to expect from me; we talked a little bit, but we still need to have the big talk about what we expect from each other out there, so we're going to talk about it in the next couple of days."

--------------------------------------------------------------------------------

Day One Notebook

-Julien, as he has stated before, is keeping his options open when it comes to the third line. He's fairly high on the chemistry of the Merlot Line with Daniel Paille, Gregory Campbell and Shawn Thornton (and has liked what he's seen from them even after just one day of camp), but isn't discounting Paille getting a promotion to the third line. If that's the case, the spot will be open for the taking on the fourth line.

Whether it's a spot on the third or fourth, it's there for the taking.

"The most important thing right now for them is as individuals to show that they belong on our hockey club and I think that is the first thing that should be looking at and if they deserve that look then we’ll hopefully place them in that position where they get an opportunity to play on that line."

-Jordan Caron skated on the right wing with third-line mainstay Chris Kelly and Reilly Smith during their on-ice session. He's been "knocking on the door" of the Boston roster for the past couple of seasons and could take the reigns of the grit and forechecking role Julien likes on his third line. 

"It’s my fourth year now, and I’m really, really excited for this year coming up. I think there’s more room on the lineup than the last few years so I want to put my foot down and take the room that there is."

 -Providence Bruins defenseman Zach Trotman was a standout at the B's Rookie Camp and three-game tournament down in Florida, according to Providence Head Coach Bruce Cassidy and Julien. Whether it's because of that play or not (I'll guess it at least had something to do with it), the young blueliner was paired with Big Zee for the first day on the ice. The two appeared to be chatting it up the whole way through, with Trotman no doubt taking in every word.

 -After a while watching these Bruins' practices, you pick up on simple actions that you know have more meaning to the B's than an outside eye may see -- like no "rookies" leaving their benches for warm-up rounds before Bruin Brad Marchand first hit the ice to start the trend (seems like just yesterday I was writing a story about his first NHL goal; now, he's entering his fifth year pro). Or Bergeron and Chara leading their respective group's center-ice stretches following the sessions, and starting a stick tap after a quick few words.

-Julien said this is the best shape he's ever seen Matt Bartkowski in. That seems to be a trend with this group.

"He’s in a situation now where, as you know, we've got at least three young guys that are going to be battling for a regular spot in the lineup and I certainly wouldn’t say he’s going to be in and out…I think there’s a lot of things that will get resolved here as camp moves on and a lot of it will depend on their play. Their play will help us make that decision."
Physical Testing Kicks Off Opening of Training Camp

Wednesday, 09.11.2013 / 5:12 PM

By Caryn Switaj - BostonBruins.com / Bruins Blog 
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BOSTON, MA - Anxiety. That's what the opening of Training Camp brought for the 51 players who reported to TD Garden Wednesday morning.

It could be your first camp, or your 15th camp. Some liken it to the first day of school, coming back from the summer, catching up with teammates and being forced in front of the camera for photo shoots and interviews to kick off the new campaign.

Only, there's no recess here. Intense, physical testing to make sure this group in Black & Gold is in peak condition to start the 2013-14 season. It's also in front of your bosses (the B's brass and coaching staff), so make sure you're on point.

"Oh man, the anxiety," Torey Krug had said on the eve of testing. "You prepare all summer. You know, I have so much confidence going into the testing that I'm going to do better than last summer and pass all of the tests, but there's just something about it, with the management and coaching staff sitting there, watching the tests and it adds that little element to it."

The verdict?

Everyone gets a passing grade.

"No disappointments, no surprises," said Bruins Head Coach Claude Julien, who took in the off-ice action of his players on Day One. "It was all great news for a coach to see that these guys are ready to go."

"I don’t think I’m going to need camp to really assess it; I feel it right now," he remarked, of seeing his team's readiness. "I think our group's in the right place."

"I like the feeling of our hockey cub right now, these tests today just kind of solidified what I thought. Guys are in great shape and it would have been easier for guys after finishing so late to just kind of shut it down for the summer, but they’ve kept themselves in great shape and they look excited to get off to a new start here."

 Of note, both Patrice Bergeron and Gregory Campbell will be taking part in camp practices; they are not yet cleared for game action, but those decisions won't need to be made until the group gets ready to travel to Montreal on Monday for the first preseason game.

Rookies? New Faces? All Are Boston Bruins Here

Winger Reilly Smith is taking part in his first Training Camp in the Black & Gold, since coming Boston in the Dallas trade with other new faces Loui Eriksson, Matt Fraser and Joe Morrow.

It was a whirlwind offseason for Smith, but the transition has been smooth.

"It's a great group of guys - they're very welcoming. It makes it easier for guys like me, Joe, Fras to come in here and make the transition easier when you have that kind of atmosphere going around."

It also helps that Captain Zdeno Chara is leading the charge, along with a strong veteran group that has grown over the summer.

"I mean, it's always been an M.O. for this team. We don't like to treat anybody differently, no matter who you are," said Chara, who doesn't like to assign the "rookie" label to anyone in the room. In fact, last season, when he received an influx of questions from reporters about Dougie Hamilton as a "rookie," Big Zee made sure to say that he's not a rookie to their room; he's an integral member of the team.

His point: you could have been in the league for 20 years, or entering your first season, and still, you will only be treated in their room as a Boston Bruin. Same goes for the so-called "new faces" as well, like Jarome Iginla and Loui Eriksson, who, after two weeks of Captain's Practices, really don't seem all that new anymore.

"It's always been, as far as I know and [as long as] I've been part of this team as the Captain, nobody's better than anybody else. We're all the same and it only makes the team so much more equal and better to function. I don't see any reason why that should change."

Third Line Needs Grit…And Scoring

So, have you heard that there's a spot open on the Bruins' third line?

It has been much analyzed, discussed, imagined and dissected - and I'm not just talking about the hoards of fans and media speculating about the B's bottom six. The wheels have been turning in Claude Julien's mind all summer.

What's his ideal look for the trio that's sandwiched between the Bruins' hefty new top-six and the fourth-line Merlot-style grinders?

"I think ideally we saw the third line that we’ve liked when we won the Cup. You know, we had [Chris] Kelly, we had [Rich] Peverley, we had [Michael] Ryder. Not only were they kind of a dependable line but they were able to give us some scoring," said Julien.

"In the real perfect world, you’ve got your top two lines and you’d like to see them score on a regular basis. Your third line should be able to give you some secondary scoring and then your third line should also be able to give you some secondary grit that the fourth line gives you."

"So they're kind of, to me, caught in the middle where they give you a little bit of both and that is what we are looking for from that line."

Can't you just picture the wheels turning? I'm ready to see this in action, after writing and reading about it all summer.

"We've got some great leaders, a great core group of guys and we've added some quality people in there, too," added Julien. "But also we've left room for some guys to come in and win themselves a spot."

Tightening the Gap

While NHL vets are likely ready to hop into game action right at the start, Training Camp offers an opportunity for younger players in the Bruins' organization to learn the system, acclimate themselves to the team and coaching staff, and absorb everything around them, from watching how B's like Zdeno Chara and Patrice Bergeron carry themselves and prepare.

The first few days on-ice sessions will heavily focus on positioning and getting everyone accustomed to the system. For those well-versed, it will be about helping the others, executing to a T, and finding ways to still keep improving.

"System-wise, we thought we could improve our gap, I think we can be a little tighter and those are things we’re going to be working on and making sure that’s at the top of our list," said Coach Julien, of his focus for camp centering around his system of defensive layers, from the back end out.

"I thought that was one of the things that we could do better and when we did it well. It gave us success but we didn’t do it on a consistent basis so that’s one of the things we’re going to be tweaking."

Let's Play Hockey!

Now that physical testing is complete, five straight straight days of on-ice sessions commence Thursday. The Saturday and Sunday practices at TD Garden, which both begin at 10:00 a.m. ET, are open to the public, followed by Monday's session (also at 10:00 a.m.) at Ristuccia Arena, before the group heads to Montreal for the first of seven preseason games that night. Puck drops at the Bell Centre at 7:00 p.m. ET.   Click here to view the camp schedule.
Bergeron, Campbell Set to Practice; Not Yet Cleared for Game Action

Wednesday, 09.11.2013 / 2:08 PM

By Caryn Switaj - BostonBruins.com / Bruins Blog 
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BOSTON, MA - Training Camp is officially open for the NHL and the Boston Bruins, who reported to TD Garden on September 11 for physical testing and media availability.

Patrice Bergeron and Gregory Campbell have done a slew of interviews throughout the past couple of weeks about their conditions. Both were on track for camp and had been on the ice skating. Now that camp has arrived, they both have the go-ahead to join their teammates on the ice, as they have at Captain's Practices.

"They're going to practice with us, they're going to be on the ice," Head Coach Claude Julien told gathered reporters, of the duo's conditions after physical testing. "And when it comes time to play those exhibition games, it'll be a conversation again with our trainers in making sure if they're going to play, that there's not a risk factor."

"Right now, I would tell you that they would not be cleared to play a game if we started today but that might change in the upcoming days or in a week from now."

Bergeron, of course, had to spend the early part of his summer recovering from the broken rib, torn cartilage, collapsed lung and separated shoulder he played through during the Stanley Cup Final. He's all healed up, including his "perfectly healed" lung, and was able to do his running test today.

"95 percent" has been the mantra from the alternate captain, as he continues to feel his way through any discomfort. He tested out battling along the boards in Sunday's informal skate and felt fine, but the ramped up camp practices should give him a much better indication.

"If I feel fine in the first couple practices and I feel I can bang around and play physical in the 1-on-1's and stuff like that on the ice," said Bergeron, of how to judge if he's ready for game action.

"The next couple days will really tell me where I stand with the lingering issues."

Campbell Adjusting After Surgery

Gregory Campbell is still recovering from the broken leg he suffered during last season's Eastern Conference Final. He's been skating without too much trouble, but is working through the new feeling of the screws and plate put in during his surgery to repair the right leg back in June.

"When you skate you obviously go back and forth, forward and back, so it's constant rubbing," Campbell said Monday at the Bruins' annual golf tournament. "I felt fine when I was out of my skate and then I put my foot in my skate and it was just kind of an eye opener to me."

"But I've worked through that a little bit so going forward I'm not expecting to have to remove that but it's definitely a possibility talking to the surgeon, that's happened before. And if I were to have that surgery down the road, it's not an invasive one where I'm out for too long - it's just simply taking it out and there's no rehab involved. I'm hoping not to have it but if that were the case then I'm sure it would probably be after the season, next summer."

To help the discomfort, the training staff has helped him insert padding in his skate around the tender area to protect it.

"To be honest, I'm gonna feel it for a while," said Campbell. "If you've ever had a broken bone, there's a certain time frame where it's expected to be fully healed but there's weeks and months after that that you still feel the break. So that's where I'm at right now, I'm still going to feel it and I'm fully expecting to feel it for a while now. As much as I can protect the area and make it as comfortable as possible, I think there's still gonna be some pain there and it's just something I'm going to have to work through."

Regardless of how much future recovery time is necessary, it's still great to see both Bruins on the ice skating, and we'll be watching their progress as camp goes along before the team travels to the first preseason game Monday in Montreal.
Captain's Practices Wrap, Training Camp On Tap

Tuesday, 09.10.2013 / 3:01 PM
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WILMINGTON, MA - The final Captain's Practice took place Tuesday morning at Ristuccia Arena, with the recovering Gregory Campbell leading a 15-skater group, that included defenseman Matt Bartkowski, through on-ice drills. The pair marked the only B's on the ice from last season's Boston roster, as most stayed off the ice in preparation for physical testing on Wednesday at TD Garden. (Full roll call found here.)

That day - September 11 - marks the opening of training camp, when players officially report for the 2013-14 season.

It begins with the off-ice testing (that includes a 300-year shuttle test), and segues into five straight days of on-ice sessions. The Saturday and Sunday practices at TD Garden, which both begin at 10:00 a.m. ET, are open to the public, followed by Monday's session (also at 10:00 a.m.) at Ristuccia Arena, before the group heads to Montreal for the first of seven preseason games that night. Puck drops at the Bell Centre at 7:00 p.m. ET.

BostonBruins.com, the B's mobile app and Twitter updates from @NHLBruins will bring you all of the coverage from camp, and will be keeping a close eye on the competition.

For the players, their excitement is at an all-time high. It's the official "turning of the page" on last season. And for these Bruins, that next chapter can't begin soon enough.

"You're solely focused on this year. I think everyone will agree that it's a tough way to go out, tough way to end the season, to get that close," blueliner Adam McQuaid said to media before the Boston Bruins Golf Tournament on Monday, about coming in after the devastating Final loss. "But at the same time, you're able to move on and refocus and just be ready for this year."

"The day the season ended, you hope you can fast forward to start the the new year," said fellow blueliner Torey Krug, from Ristuccia Arena on Tuesday, the day prior to camp. "Because at that moment, that year's goal is unattainable and the next year's goal is something you work for. So, you know, ever since that day, I've been looking forward to tomorrow [Wednesday] and can't wait to get going."

With competition expected among the forward corps, on the back end, and between the pipes for the back-up role, the entire group is anticipating the energized camp.

"I think it's important to the season to be able to get together and have a good strong training camp," said McQuaid. "We've got a good group of guys this year, I think we're looking forward to getting out there and playing with one another and pushing one another."

With testing starting it all off on Wednesday, the players have worked themselves into their best physical shape, on and off the ice. But, their mindsets need to be in order, as well.

All of the physical tests take place in front of the B's brass, so the sharpness and focus has to be in line.

"Oh man, the anxiety," said Krug, of what the Bruins are feeling heading into the first day of camp. "You prepare all summer. You know, I have so much confidence going into the testing that I'm going to do better than last summer and pass all of the tests, but there's just something about it, with the management and coaching staff sitting there, watching the tests and it adds that little element to it."

"And your heart's racing, and you expend a lot of energy. It's a tough day, but everyone in here is prepared for it, so it's something you look forward to."
Bartkowski Working to be Boston's "Next Guy"

Monday, 09.09.2013 / 9:22 AM
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BostonBruins.com - Last December, Matt Bartkowski was Providence's guy.

The blueliner played 20-25 minutes a night against the opponent's top lines with the Bruins' American Hockey League affiliate. His uptick in consistency was rubbing off on his defense corps, and coincided with the team's solid play, as they became one of the hottest teams in the league (going 7-2-0-1 to start December with a goal and five assists from Bartkowski in that span).

"Right now, Matt is definitely still a prospect," Providence Bruins Head Coach Bruce Cassidy had said to BostonBruins.com back on December 26. "But I don’t want him to wake up one day and just be a guy that, you know, Boston can just use in a pinch. We want to convince him that, you’re going to be the 'next guy.'

"So he’s taken on that mindset…and that challenge."

Bartkowski may not have had the start to the season that he wanted with the P-Bruins, but after the December upswing in his game, he continued that steady play through the second half of the season on the back end, while contributing two goals and 14 assists in 29 games from January through March.

And when Johnny Boychuk and Adam McQuaid suffered injuries on Boston's blueline, Bartkowski was the one to get the call.

He stayed up with the big club for a month, and experienced quite a whirlwind, being one of the pieces in the Jarome Iginla trade that fell through with Calgary (oh, the irony) and notching his first two NHL assists. He also inked a new one-year, one-way deal during that time. Julien noticed a more assertive player than in his two previous years in the organization - there was more consistency, more poise to his game.

The D-man was then assigned to Providence on April 26 to help with the Calder Cup playoffs, where he put up five assists in five games, as the P-Bruins overcame an 0-2 deficit to win three straight against the Hershey Bears and advance to the second round.

His stay wasn't long - a depleted Boston back end needed support. Again, Bartkowski got the call. His playoff debut came just one game before playing in the 4-3 overtime comeback thriller over Toronto in Game 7 of the Eastern Conference Quarterfinals, in which he also scored his first NHL goal.

The B's brass liked what they saw. He received full marks from Head Coach Claude Julien for his puck-carrying ability and Assistant GM Don Sweeney said that "he earned the trust of the coaches by skating with authority, making strong decisions and playing well."

"Now I know how to play and I know that I can play my game at this level," the defenseman remarked after the game.

In his previous three seasons in Boston's system, (after his rights were acquired from the Florida Panthers along with Dennis Seidenberg in 2010), Bartkowski had come into training camp focused on proving himself.

Now, heading into 2013-14, he's looking to pick up where he left off. Being Providence's guy is great, but he wants to be Boston's guy.

"Absolutely; that's what I train for in the summer, and work for during the season," said Bartkowski, as I caught up with him recently, before heading into a competitive camp.

"That's definitely what I'm aiming for, shooting for, and where I expect to be this season, and anything less would be a disappointment."

The 25-year-old played in seven NHL postseason games, from Game 6 against Toronto, through the Rangers' second-round series. Despite the toughness of being a healthy scratch for the final two series of the playoffs, Bartkowski finally felt the confidence to play consistently at the NHL level.

"Playing the way I was and knowing that I can be a part of the team and help and be effective. It's never fun to watch - I want to be playing," he remarked. "And knowing that I'm able to do it is definitely motivation to want to have a regular role on the team."

"[I just have to] pick up where I left off, how I was playing in playoffs - being physical, moving the puck, using my feet and just being pretty strong all over the ice, so if I can do that and start the season off that way and progress that way, it should go pretty well."

And just as the coaching staff in Providence helped Bartkowski increase his confidence, so too did Julien and the B's.

"It definitely helped a lot, them showing confidence in me," he said. "[They] let me more or less, just be able to go out and there and play, and get into the flow of the game and be able to be effective."

"Before that, I was playing a limited role, limited minutes, and kind of just playing as if I didn't want to make a mistake, and towards the end of the season, I was just able to go out there and play my game, which helped a lot."

A Path Like Johnny's

Bartkowski's trajectory in the B's system has been awfully similar to another Bruin he knows well. He and Johnny Boychuk may have matching personalities - both easygoing, while exuding a ruggedness on the ice (and never ones to shy away from our BostonBruinsTV cameras) - but it's their progressions from the AHL to the NHL that mirror one another the most.

After three seasons with Providence, Bartkowski grew into an expanded role during the postseason, and is working to make the jump to being a full-time NHLer. Boychuk spent five seasons in the 'A,' including three with the P-Bruins before solidifying his play during the 2010 postseason.

"I have thought about that - I mean, I'm making similar - pretty much, identical progression to what he made, where coming into playoffs and playing a role," said Bartkowski, who was often paired with Boychuk this season.

"Just, you control what you can control, and pretty much that's on the ice during the season, just putting your best foot forward."

It's with that attitude that he heads into a training camp, where, with the departure of Andrew Ference, he's face "healthy competition" with his fellow blueliners, including Torey Krug and Dougie Hamilton.

"There's going to be a lot of competition," acknowledged Bartkowski. "And I don't really worry about anything that anyone else is doing. Because at the end of the day, if you're playing better than they are, then you're going to play. So there's no real reason to concern yourself with how this guy made this play, or this and that."

"It's just worry about what you can control and play as well as you can, and the rest will take care of itself."
Bruins Rookie Game #2 vs. Florida Panthers

The Bruins scored four goals in the first period, but it wasn't enough to hold off the Florida Panthers who scored five unanswered goals.
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Coral Springs, FL - Another hot and humid day in Coral Springs saw the Black & Gold rookies take on the tournament host Florida Panthers in their second game of the three-game exhibition set. After tying the Tampa Bay Lightning rookie squad on Friday, 5-5, the B's set out to earn their first win with many members of the Bruins brass and scouting department on hand, including General Manager Peter Chiarelli and Assistant GM's Jim Benning and Don Sweeney, as well as Head Coach Claude Julien. B's goaltender Adam Morrison was given the start between the pipes opposite Florida goaltender Michael Houser.

Saturday's lines and defensive pairings, per pregame rushes:

Florek-Spooner-Knight

 Camara-Khokhlachev-Griffith

 Elynuik-Fallstrom-Villemaire

 Dempsey-Lindblad-Simpson

 Trotman-Spinell

 Cross-Spinell

 Cord-Casto

 Morrison

 Subban

Game Recap:

The fast-paced first period saw high levels of intensity, which started when Chris Casto dropped the gloves with Florida's Tony Turgeon, who grappled and had a spirited bout before being escorted to their respective penalty boxes. Seconds after the fighting majors were assessed, Zach Trotman connected for his second goal in as many games to give the Bruins and early 1-0 lead. Alexander Khokhlachev doubled the lead, back handing one past Houser with just under 12 minutes remaining in the first period to boost the Black & Gold rookies ahead by two.

With 6:35 remaining in the first frame, Trotman served as a catalyst for a Bruins goal yet again, sending in a shot from just below the blueline that forward Anthony Camara was able to skillfully tip past Houser with the shaft of his stick to make it 3-0 in favor of Boston. Moments after Camara's second goal of the tournament, the gritty winger engaged with Florida's Jonathan Rancine, trading punches, before falling to the ice and being pulled apart by the referees to serve their fighting majors.

The Bruins weren't done scoring in the first, as Jared Knight flipped one in for good measure for his first goal of the tournament, giving Boston a 4-0 advantage heading into the second period.

But the Bruins were unable to hold on to the lead as they surrendered five unanswered goals (three in the second period and two in the third period), including a hat trick from Florida's Nick Bjugstad, to top the B's in the closing minutes of the final period, and handing the Boston rookies their first loss of the tournament.

After the game concluded, both squads had five players skate in an exhibition shootout, in which Providence Head Coach Bruce Cassidy sent Jared Knight, Alexander Khokhlachev, Alex Fallstrom, Ryan Spooner and Matt Lindblad to represent the Bruins with Kohkhlachev, Fallstrom and Spooner all converting on their chances.

Stay tuned to BostonBruins.com and on Twitter @NHLBruins as the B's rookies wrap up their weekend against the Nashville Predators rookie squad. Puck drop is set for 12:00 noon ET at the Saveology.com Iceplex.
Bruins Rookie Game #1 vs. Tampa Bay Lightning

Following Thursday's on-ice session at Ristuccia Arena, the B's rookies migrated south to partake in a round-robin tournament in Coral Springs, FL.
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Coral Springs, FL - Following Thursday's on-ice session at Ristuccia Arena in Wilmington, MA, the B's rookies migrated south to partake in a round-robin tournament featuring the Boston Bruins, Florida Panthers, Nashville Predators and the Tampa Bay Lightning at the Saveology.com Iceplex in Coral Springs, Florida.

Friday marked the first exhibition game for the B's as they squared off against the young hopefuls of the Tampa Bay Lightning. Malcolm Subban got the nod in net, coming off last year's campaign where he led the OHL (Ontario Hockey League) in goals-against average (2.14) and ranked second in save percentage (.934).

Friday's line combinations and defensive pairings:

Lindblad-Spooner-Knight

 Camara-Khokhlachev-Griffith

 Florek-Fallstrom-Villemaire

 Dempsey-Hart-Simpson

 Cross-Spinell

 Beaureguard-Trotman

 Cord-Casto

 Subban

 Morrison

Game Recap:

The B's rookies struck first, which started when blueliner Tommy Cross sent a pass to Seth Griffith behind the Tampa Bay net. Griffith then sent a slick feed to Anthony Camara, who was positioned out front, blasting it past the Lightning goaltender for the 1-0 lead at 12:08 in the first period, marking the first power-play goal of the game.

Tampa Bay answered halfway through the second period with Lightning rookie Adam Erne scooping up a rebound and chipping it past Subban, knotting the game up at 1-1. Not long after, Boston was able to convert on a power-play opportunity, which saw Zach Trotman send a one-timer past Lightning goaltender Kristers Gudlevskis to give the Bruins the lead once again. However, in the final two minutes of the middle frame, Tampa's Nikita Kucherov evened the score at 2-2 with the games first even-strength goal.

The third period featured the most action, with six goals being scored: three from each squad. Moscow native Alexander Khokhlachev started things off for the Black & Gold scoring an even strength goal 8:22 into the final period, which was assisted by Camara and Trotman. Tampa Bay countered 15 seconds later and tied the game yet again with a tally from Danick Gauthier, who was able to slip one by Subban. Less than a minute later, B's rookie Maxime Villemaire responded with the first of his two goals, regaining the Boston lead with 10:12 to go. Villemaire found the back of the net a second time on a power-play goal with just under four minutes remaining, giving Boston a two-goal cushion.

But the Bruins were unable to hold the lead as the Lightning rookies were able to battle back to score two late goals from from Dan Milan and Tanner Richard to ultimately end the game tied, 5-5.

Following the exhibition game, both squads sent five players to partake in a shootout, which held no bearing on the outcome of the game and was more for fun. Ryan Spooner, Seth Griffith, Anthony Camara, Jared Knight and Alexander Khokhlachev represented Boston in the shootout, with Knight notching the lone goal among the five of them. Subban kept four out of five Tampa Bay shootout attempts out of the net, demonstrating great quickness and side-to-side push.

Stay tuned to BostonBruins.com and on Twitter @NHLBruins as the B's rookies take on the tournament host Florida Panthers in the B's second game of the tournament on Saturday. Puck drop is set for 4:00 p.m. ET.
Blueliners Back, Krug's Camp Mindset & Captain's Practice Observations
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BostonBruins.com - The group assembling at Ristuccia Arena in Wilmington, MA for Captain's Practices grows larger by the day. on Friday, defensemen Adam McQuaid and Matt Bartkowksi were the latest B's to join in the informal skates.

Defensive prospect Joe Morrow, acquired in the trade with Dallas in July, also hit the ice with the group for the first time in Black & Gold. He joins Reilly Smith and Matt Fraser as the trio of "prospects" who came to Boston with Loui Eriksson from the Stars.

The group of 15 forwards, nine defensemen and two goalies was by far the most on the ice at a time this week, and it allowed for the first 5-on-5 scrimmage during Captain's Practices. It was also the skate most resembling a B's practice, with hardly any stoppages and the sounds of gliding skates, crisp passes, slap shots and the outbursts of stick taps for a teammate's slick goal once again filling the rink.

With about two weeks of these practices in the books, here are a slew of observations…

-It may have been a "short offseason," but these B's wasted no time getting into conditioning - and it shows. Of course, it won't fully show until physicals and Training Camp, when they push themselves amidst the presence of Head Coach Claude Julien and co.

-Carl Soderberg is no doubt much more comfortable on the NHL sheet. I'll be curious to see where he's slotted in on the ice during camp. The wing, or at center? Chris Kelly seems all but a lock for his usual center position, and Coach Julien is never shy about having two centers on a line, with the emphasis he places on faceoffs.

-Gregory Campbell can't stop smiling, now that he's been back on the ice skating for two weeks and gets to join his teammates as he continues his path to a full recovery from his broken leg suffered during the playoffs. He seems to be taking turns fine and have his usual skating stride, though he says putting his foot into the skate is the biggest adjustment because that area is the most sensitive. It's more his conditioning level that he doesn't feel is not where he wants it to be yet.

"In my mind I feel like im still a little a step or two behind especially these other guys that have been going hard for some time now, so I think I can definitely participate in practices and things like that - I think ill just have to see how it goes and how I progress and not push it."

 -Dennis Seidenberg also never stops smiling (maybe it's something about those T-Blades...)

-Loui Eriksson and Jarome Iginla look like they've been Bruins much longer than two months. Whether it's their demeanor as they grow accustomed to their new teammates, their sniper shots or their work ethic, they're fitting in just fine. Also, Loui met Milan Lucic on Wednesday, and then supported him at his charity softball game the next day -- so maybe it's the fact that they already appear to be excellent teammates. Intangibles.

-Bobby Robins and Rob Flick (acquired on Trade Deadline Day in April when Boston sent Maxime Sauve to the Blackhawks in a trade) were sparring for a lengthy amount of time following a practice this week, with P-Bruins 'tough guy' teaching the grinder the art of the hockey fight (Shawn Thornton was already off the ice, but he and Campbell have been known to drop the gloves after practices in a similar fashion).

-As far as players who may not know too well, Nick Johnson (signed as a free agent to a one-year, two-way deal in July) has blended in well with the group, as has new goaltender Chad Johnson. No relation, but N.J. - though he is a winger - reminds me of one Aaron Johnson. N.J. has been somewhat of a journeyman, but put up 26 points (8 goals, 18 assists) in 77 games with the Minnesota Wild in 2011-12. He may be considered a "depth player," but he'll be excited for a chance with the Black & Gold, whichever side of I-95 that lands him.

-Though Andrew Ference's leadership (and all-around good-natured-ness) is gone, the B's blueline doesn't seem like it has missed a beat. Chalk that up to the trio of Torey Krug, Matt Bartkowski and Dougie Hamilton proving themselves in the postseason, and the extremely apparent camaraderie that has formed among all of those who guard the Bruins' back end.

Speaking of Krug...

The crafty defenseman spoke with media following Friday's Captain's Practice, about his focus this summer and heading into the start of camp next Wednesday, on September 11.

"This summer, coming into camp, it's a little bit more exciting," said Krug. "I'm more comfortable in the room, obviously I've been talking about that ever since I got here, how comfortable it is in this room with the group of guys in here; a family atmosphere. So coming in, I'm more comfortable, confidence is high, I'm just gonna keep my head down and go to work."

And about those high expectations on him coming into camp, following a stellar postseason with Boston, that saw him score his first four NHL goals in just his first five playoff games...

"I'm okay with that. I have those expectations of myself as well," he told the gathered reporters. "Obviously, I'm not going to be scoring goals at that rate that I did in the playoffs but that's what I want to try to do. And as long as I'm helping the team win that's all I care about."

"You know, that's the reason I came to Boston, to win the Stanley Cup. That's the goal at the beginning of the season and that's the way you have to approach every game."

I spoke with the blueliner a few weeks back, as he was gearing up to come to Boston, so check out this BostonBruins.com full feature on his summer training and his take on the "healthy competition" set to take place during camp.
Gregory Campbell Progressing, on Track to Participate in Camp
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BostonBruins.com - On Thursday, Gregory Campbell stood near the dugout at LeLacheur Park in Lowell, MA, donned in a No. 11 baseball jersey, there to support Milan Lucic for his annual charity softball game. Fans quickly noticed him, and when he was announced during the Bruins' introductions, the crowd roared as he ran onto the field and down the third base line high-fiving his fellow B's.

Earlier in the day, he had been back skating at Ristuccia Arena for Captain's Practice. The last time the centerman had hit the ice in Black & Gold with his teammates, he suffered his broken leg during the Eastern Conference Finals in May.

Three months after successful surgery on June 10, and Campbell was back smiling, taking strides as if he had never left the ice - and running around the baseball diamond with ease.

Actually, he's been cleared to run and skate for two and a half weeks now (since August 20), and came right to Boston once he got the good news.

In fact, the next day, he went right on the ice, having been extremely anxious for nearly three months waiting for that news. His leg didn't feel the best then, but Campbell said "it's gotten better ever since."

"I feel pretty good - it's a difficult rehab process in the sense that I've had to be patient - and that's not one of my strong suits," smirked Campbell, as he spoke with a crowd of reporters near the dugout at the softball game, while fans shouted down from the stands. "So the patience pays off in the end and just making sure that it heals properly."

"I kind of pushed the envelope, actually, the entire summer just trying to do as much as I can," he added. "As far as being on track, it’s been a pretty smooth rehab. I’ve been back to Boston a couple times, got X-rayed and each step of the way things have gone well as far as what the surgeon thinks about the healing process."

"As soon as I got the word that I could start running and skating, I took that to heart and got right on the ice and so every day, I’ve progressively gotten a little better I think, a little more comfortable in the skate."

The biggest adjustment so far for Campbell has been putting his right foot back in his skate, since it's the most tender and sensitive area from the injury. He had to work with the B's training staff to support the area and try different materials like foam to take the pressure off the area. It's still a work in progress, but the temporary solution feels pretty good for the Bruin. And it shows, as his skating doesn't seem too affected.

So, with Campbell's overall progress going smoothly, will he be ready to join the B's when Training Camp opens on September 11?

"I think so," he said, before adding later, "I think I can definitely participate in practices and things like that - I think I'll just have to see how it goes and how I progress and not push it."

Every Bruin keeps himself in outstanding shape, but Campbell's dedication to his routine is one of the most meticulous I have ever seen. He's almost always the first to the rink before a game, and the amount of work he puts into what you see translate as "toughness" on the ice is incredible.

So, though he is glad to be skating and getting back to his usual workouts (adding in more running, as opposed to the biking he had to do this summer), he feels he will be playing catch-up for a while to get where he wants to be.

"You know, at this point in time, guys are really peaking…you're in pretty good shape this time of year and you've been skating for a month already," said Campbell. "I take a lot of pride in training and being ready physically and my fitness, I always like to be on top of that, so I guess in my mind, I feel like I'm still a little step or two behind, especially these other guys that have been going hard for some time now."

The center definitely has his eye on being ready to play in preseason games with the doctors and trainers approval, but admitted that "definitely the smarter approach is to be ready for the regular season."

The preseason games would help in that progress, but Campbell wants to get a better feel the more he skates with the B's.

"I haven't been skating at this high level yet, so I guess I'll see how comfortable I am with that and as time goes on, I'll make that decision."

Humbling Experience for Campbell

When I was sitting up in the stands at Ristuccia Arena on Thursday morning before Captain's Practice, I looked down to see two Bruins about to use the saw that sits on the workbench right outside the players' locker room door. A closer look showed them to be Chris Kelly and Gregory Campbell.

My reaction was to immediately go get a photo for Twitter ("fans will love this," I thought). So I descended the stands and captured the moment - 'Soupy' was back at the rink (!!!) and preparing his stick for hitting the ice. When Chris saw me with phone in hand, ready to snap a photo, he quickly maneuvered his way out of the shot. "They don't want a photo of me," he joked.

Why was that my first reaction, and why did Kelly react the way he did? No. 23 may be camera-shy, but that clearly wasn't the reason. Ever since the viral sensation of Campbell blocking Evgeni Malkin's shot and continuing the penalty kill shift essentially on one leg, without knowing he had broken the other, the center has been the center of attention for what defines "a hockey player."

Campbell definitely appreciates it, and reactions like mine won't be going away anytime soon, but for him, he's just staying focused on his recovery and getting himself ready for 2013-14.

"It's been a little humbling," he said to a group of reporters he spoke with during Lucic's charity softball game on Thursday. "It's definitely not the way I want to get noticed [by breaking my leg], but for me, I’m just taking it and I’m appreciative of all the support I’ve gotten from many different people inside the game and outside the game."

As an athlete, he's at a crossroads when he thinks about how much of a defining moment that shift became. For Campbell, the fact that he couldn't be on the ice helping his team in the Stanley Cup Final was what consumed him the most.

"For me, it's just, I don’t really put a lot of stock into the attention that that play brought, more that I was kind of wrapped up in the fact that I wasn’t playing, I wasn’t part of it, and for an athlete, that’s the hardest part is to have that pulled away from you."

"That’s a tough pill to swallow, but as far as attention goes; I’d rather get attention by helping the team win and, you know, raising the Cup, rather than getting hurt and breaking my leg, so I’m appreciative of the fact that people realize that I was really just trying to help the team, but in another sense for me, it was more of a discouraging moment that I had to overcome."

The inner-workings of an athlete's mind.

And now that Campbell has nearly overcome one of the major setbacks he's ever experienced in his pro career, he'll certainly appreciate the standing O the Boston faithful gives him on opening night, and he won't mind the photos and attention -- but the athlete in him will also continue working hard towards giving us something else to cheer about.
Patrice Bergeron Keeps Pushing Himself with Camp a Week Out
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BostonBruins.com - Considering the laundry list of injuries we learned were plaguing Patrice Bergeron at the end of last season, it seems there can never be enough updates from the Bruins' alternate captain on his health heading into Training Camp.

The verdict? No setbacks, and still on track as camp inches closer and closer, set to begin this coming Wednesday, September 11.

Bergeron has not been able to join his teammates yet for Captain's Practices at the B's practice facility, Ristuccia Arena, in Wilmington, MA. He returned to Boston Wednesday from his native Quebec, but had to jet off to New York City for the annual NHL Player Media Tour, a two-day affair with photos shoots, interviews and publicity to aid in the League's marketing and promotion for 2013-14.

"I'm looking forward, first of all, to being back and seeing the guys in Boston," Bergeron told me via phone from New York City on Thursday.

"I would have loved to be there today [Thursday] but I can't wait to be back on the ice with them."

He may not have seen his teammates yet, but he's certainly been skating. The centerman has been on the ice for three weeks now and has been working out for the past month, at least.

"[I'm] feeling like I can do the workouts that I want to," said Bergeron. "I've been going on the ice and felt okay so, very positive, actually. So I feel pretty confident I'll be on time to start camp with all of the guys and go from there."

Just as the B's at Captain's Practice were ecstatic to see teammate Gregory Campbell back smiling on the ice and around the locker room (and on track for camp), the welcome for a healthy Bergeron joining his 'mates on the ice will bring its own fair amount of fanfare.

Though his injuries didn't require surgery, Bergeron had to force himself to rest for four weeks following the Stanley Cup Final, letting his rib area and collapsed lung to heal, along with physical therapy for his separated shoulder.

He was finally able to begin working out around the end of July and early August, and he has been on the upswing ever since - while still exercising caution.

"I've been increasing [my workouts], seeing if I feel ready," Bergeron said, of having to feel his way through his recovery. "I was going on pain, I was just trying to figure it out as I went on - if the pain wasn't too bad, I kept pushing myself."

Heading into camp, the B's leader won't have to take any strict precautions, as his prescribed "rest time" has long passed.

"I had some precautions that I needed to take, and had to take, in the first four or five weeks after the injury," stressed Bergeron. "So I talked with the doctors and they were clear on me not doing anything for that time because my lung needed to heal and everything around it needed to heal, to make sure it was back to normal."

Though the toughest part (mentally, at least) of the recovery phase is over, the center will still have to stay extremely in tune with his body, in order to keep pushing ahead and make sure he's ready for the start of the regular season on October 3.

"[The rest time] was the biggest thing that I needed to do and then after that, it was about going with how I felt and increasing the workouts when I could."

Bergeron is no stranger to the strain of working his way back from injury. His most grueling recoveries have come following concussions, with no timetable in sight.

This time around, he has a distinct set of steps in the rehab process, and that process is nearly complete. Now, the focus is on making sure he's 100 percent ready to help his team.

"I think it's going to be all by feel," Bergeron said.

And right now, he's feeling pretty good.
Campbell Back Skating 
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WILMINGTON, MA - It had been roughly four months since we had seen Gregory Campbell on the ice, skating with his teammates. When Thursday's Captain's Practice rolled around, there was Campbell, heading out of the B's locker room and hitting the ice at Ristuccia Arena, all smiles, just a step in front of Jarome Iginla.

It was a welcome sight for those in attendance, and his teammates felt the same.

"Seeing him out there today, he's finally smiling, so it's nice to see him and just have him in the room being himself and being part of the team and doing everything with us," said defenseman Johnny Boychuk, also taking part in the informal skates.

"It's nice to see and just great to have him back on the ice."

Campbell has been on a recovery path this summer since suffering a broken right leg on June 5, during Game 3 of the Eastern Conference Final against the Pittsburgh Penguins. Following his surgery to repair the break on June 10, Campbell was optimistic.

"I'm fully expecting to be 100% at camp," he had said, with a cast on his leg and crutches nearby. "If you look at six to eight weeks, it puts me in mid July to late July, early August [when] I'll be back on my feet."

"Soupy" is certainly back on his feet, and that optimism has translated to the ice, with just under a week left until Training Camp officially kicks off on Wednesday, September 11.

Captain's Practice Notes

Campbell was one of the latest additions to the Captain's Practices at Ristuccia Arena, in addition to Jordan Caron, who no doubt has his eye on making the big club out of camp.

Zdeno Chara, Milan Lucic, Jarome Iginla, Chris Kelly, Shawn Thornton, Dennis Seidenberg and Dougie Hamilton also participated in the skate, along with P-Bruins and recent additions to the organization Niklas Svedberg, Reilly Smith, Matt Fraser, Carter Camper, Bobby Robins, Nick Johnson, Rob Flick and David Warsofsky.

Much of the talk heading into camp has been focused on the "young competition" that is expected to take place both for Boston's forward corps and the back end. (I can already sense that "healthy competition" will be the buzz word from players and media alike.)

Johnny Boychuk remembers what that experience was like. It's not too long ago, that he was trying to crack the B's roster.

"It does [take time] and when you get that chance, you have to take it, and do as well as you can," said the blueliner. "Because there's always somebody new coming up, trying to take your spot. It's always a competition and everyone pushes each other. It's healthy."

"We've got a lot of good, young players and it's going to be good competition for guys and everybody's just excited."

"There are some spots they could be fighting for, and will just make for better skates and better competition."

One of the top shutdown defenseman (should we still call him such, when he notched five more goals during the postseason than he did during 44 regular season games?), Boychuk knows that heading into camp, that competition for the lineup will only help fuel the veterans as well.

"I've played with [Andrew Ference] for the last couple years so it's going to be different playing with somebody else, besides Zee, but we've got these three young guys that are more than capable of stepping up and taking those minutes," said Boychuk.

"They're good players and it's going to be good competition for them, and it's just going to make everybody better."
Loui Eriksson May Feel the Pressure, But He's Ready to Prove Himself
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BostonBruins.com - Loui Eriksson has been wearing the Black & Gold for two days now, during Captain's Practices at Ristuccia Arena in Wilmington, as he preps for the start of Training Camp next Wednesday on September 11.

And for him, as it was for Jarome Iginla to don his new team's color scheme, it "feels really good."

On July 5, the blockbuster seven-player trade between Boston and Dallas featured Eriksson at the center of the deal. The 6-foot-2, 196-pound right winger racked up 501 NHL games in seven seasons with Dallas, notching 150 goals and 357 points, before coming to the Bruins.

Eriksson arrived in Boston on Saturday and Tuesday marked his second day on the ice with a number of his new teammates, including Brad Marchand, David Krejci Carl Soderberg, Tuukka Rask, Daniel Paille, Shawn Thornton, Dennis Seidenberg and fellow new Bruin, Jarome Iginla.

"It's nice to finally get here," Eriksson told reporters following the informal skate. "It's nice to see some guys here and go on the ice a little bit and skate around and just have fun."

Coming from the Stars in the Western Conference, Eriksson has played against Boston through the years but is coming in fairly blind, acclimating himself to a completely new city, fan base and teammates.

"I've played against them, for sure, but it's a brand new team for me and I'm excited to be here and excited to meet them too," said the winger.

"It's very nice to come in earlier, a couple weeks before, and see the guys before and I think everyone is really ready to get going here, too."

He may not have known any current Bruins until arriving to Boston, but Eriksson knows P.J. Axelsson -- and has heard plenty of good word of mouth from the former longtime Bruin, who recently rejoined the organization as a European Amateur Scout.

"He said a lot of good things about Boston. He really loved it here; it's a great town to play in and great fans, and it's a really good organization too, he said," Eriksson rattled off, about Axelsson's glowing remarks about the B's. "So, he had a lot of good things to say about Boston."

The winger has also heard no shortage of positive feedback from the Bruins he's met so far.

"They say the fan base is really good here, and they really like the players here," said Eriksson. "It's going to be fun to play my first game here, it's going to be awesome, and a great feeling. They've just been saying a lot of good things about it."

The forward is acclimating himself to the area, and will soon be experiencing the Boston faithful for the first time.

"It's just fun to be out there and play, and doing the things I'm good at, and that's scoring goals and playing well defensively too," said Eriksson, when asked what fans could expect when he hits the ice. "So I'm really excited to see the system here, too, and play in it."

So, with this new passionate fanbase in front of him, a highly talked about trade behind him, and new players alongside him, is he feeling the pressure?

The 28-year-old, standing in front of his new stall in the locker room, acknowledged the situation -- but didn't seem all that phased.

"Maybe a little bit, but that's how it is to play in this game - you have to have pressure on you," he remarked.

"And I think everyone is ready for it, so I'm just going to do all I can to prove to all of the guys here that I'm a good player."
Boychuk, Krug Latest B's Back in Boston
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WILMINGTON, MA - We've reached the point during Captain's Practices, when you never know who will be next to walk out the players' locker room door at Ristuccia Arena and take to the ice.

On Tuesday, blueliners Johnny Boychuk and Torey Krug were the latest players in Black & Gold to join in the informal skates. New winger Matt Fraser, (acquired in the trade with Dallas in July) wearing No. 25 on the back of his helmet, donned the spoked-B for the first time, and goalie Niklas Svedberg joined Tuukka Rask between the pipes for the roughly hour-long session.

Brad Marchand and Carl Soderberg made their returns to the ice in Wilmington on Monday, along with new 'B' Loui Eriksson.

Here's the roll call of 20 players (11 forwards, seven defensemen, two goaltenders) who took part in the skate…

As the group grows larger every day, the practices start to ramp up to more game-like situations, though the players would tell you they still have a ways to go before game action (pretty much in line with their consistent "never satisfied" approach).

Following passing, shooting and flow drills, the group - split into nine players in the white jerseys and nine in black - played a 4-on-4 scrimmage for close to a half hour. While the goalies get some breaks in action and aren't getting peppered with pucks, it still resembles game action and helps get their timing down and their legs back under them.

For those wondering who Eriksson and Iginla are playing with during the skates, the players rotate through who they're playing with pretty frequently. Though, during 4-on-4, Marchand and Iginla took a few shifts.

We'll all have to wait until training camp (which kicks off next Wednesday on September 11) to get our first look at line combinations from Head Coach Claude Julien.

But it's very apparent that the new teammates are getting along easily with the group. And Rask didn't see any reason why the atmosphere around the room would change too drastically.

"The core group is still here - seeing these guys coming here, they seem like nice guys," said Rask, as he spoke to media after the practice wrapped. The netminder added that they're fitting in just fine, and it's great for them to be here early and get more comfortable before the season.

Eriksson joined Rask in speaking with the media, so stay tuned for more coverage from the day on BostonBruins.com, the mobile app and check out todays' Bruins Beat video for the interviews.

Also, it's one month until the season opener at TD Garden on October 3…
TRAINING CAMP: MONDAY, SEPT. 16
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Session One – 10:30 a.m.

Christian Ehrhoff 

Christian Ehrhoff is ready to play and he’ll get the chance to lace up his skates sooner rather than later.

The Buffalo Sabres defenseman said he will be one of the players that will suit up in the Sabres’ second exhibition game Tuesday night in Columbus. The game can be heard on WGR 550 at 7 p.m. The official lineup has yet to be finalized.

“That’s the fun part about our job, playing the games and I’m definitely looking forward to it,” Ehrhoff said after practice at First Niagara Center on Monday.

Ehrhoff is entering his 10th NHL season and his third with the Sabres. Due to some roster turnover, he’s already one of the longest-tenured Sabres defensemen in training camp.

While rookies like Rasmus Ristolainen and Mark Pysyk have been given opportunities to make the team, the Sabres also brought in veterans like Henrik Tallinder and Jamie McBain.

Ehrhoff aims to set a good example both on and off the ice for the younger players in camp that are vying for roster spots in the NHL.

“I never really set any personal goals, especially not any statistics I want to achieve. It’s more that I want to play a consistent season,” he said. “It’s 82 games. It’s a long season and there are ups and downs. I try to keep the downs as few and as short as possible and just try to play solid for my team.”

Thomas Vanek – Cody Hodgson – Marcus Foligno

 Tyler Ennis – Mike Zigomanis – Joel Armia

 Tim Schaller – Daniel Catenacci – Corey Tropp

 John Scott – Matt Ellis – Jamie Tardif

Christian Ehrhoff – Tyler Myers

 Alexander Sulzer – Drew Bagnall

 Brayden McNabb – Chad Ruhwedel

Ryan Miller

 Nathan Lieuwen

--------------------------------------------------------------------------------

Session Two – 12:45 p.m.

 The afternoon group consisted of players that played Sunday night in the team's preseason opener in Montreal. The squad left Quebec with a 5-4 shootout victory.

 Steve Ott – Mikhail Grigorenko – Ville Leino

 Zemgus Girgensons – Johan Larsson – Drew Stafford

 Luke Adam – Kevin Porter – Brian Flynn

 Colton Gillies – Cody McCormick – Patrick Kaleta

 Philip Varone

Henrik Tallinder – Mark Pysyk

 Mike Weber – Rasmus Ristolainen

 Nikita Zadorov – Jamie McBain

 Jerome Gauthier-Leduc

Jhonas Enroth

Matt Hackett

--------------------------------------------------------------------------------

Buffalo Sabres General Manager Darcy Regier announced today the team has returned the following five players to their respective junior clubs:

 Forwards Justin Bailey (Kitchener, OHL), Nicholas Baptiste (Sudbury, OHL), Justin Kea (Saginaw, OHL) and Logan Nelson (Victoria, WHL), and defenseman Connor Boland (Peterborough, OHL).

 This leaves the Sabres with 56 players still in training camp (33 forwards, 17 defensemen and six goaltenders).
DUFF'S OBSERVATIONS FROM MONTREAL

Who stood out in Buffalo's preseason opener in Montreal
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Brian Duff takes a look at some of the players that caught his eye in Buffalo's preseason opener in Montreal. 

   Nikita Zadorov 

Nikita Zadorov was active early, laying the body on Brendan Gallagher, and as the game progressed was counted upon in critical penalty killing situations late in the third period and again in overtime.

Using every inch of his 6-foot-5 frame, he laid out in the slot and managed to get his feet on a point shot towards the tail end of the Habs final 4-on-3 advantage. It capped a wild sequence where all three 3-man units did a terrific job.

Coach Ron Rolston liked what he saw from this year’s 16th overall pick

“He has a ton of ability, a lot of poise, he can makes plays and really skate and cover a lot of ground for his size,” Rolston said.

--------------------------------------------------------------------------------

Rasmus Ristolainen played perhaps a more “mature game” than his fellow first rounder, according to Rolston, but that didn’t make it any less impressive.

Shorthanded, with just under 14 minutes to go in the third period, Ristolainen was drilled on the right side of his lower body. As quick as he went down, he was right back up, determined to get through the remainder of the play, which lasted longer than any of them would have liked.

Upon his arrival at the bench, veteran Henrik Tallinder was the first to lean in, put his glove on the helmet of the sturdy Finn and offer a “well done” type comment. That sequence seemed to put more of a spotlight on No. 55 for the remainder of the game.

Five minutes later, he made another block on the PK and a few minutes after that, his point shot was perfectly placed, making for a rebound off the pads of Zachary Fucale, leading to an assist on the tying goal by Colton Gillies.

And just like Zadorov, Ristolainen then gutted out more shorthanded ice time to close out the third, and in overtime.

Aside from being quick to prop up Ristolainen on the bench, Tallinder was impressed with both first rounders in their NHL preseason debuts.

“They’re big, they can move, and they can move the puck which is really impressive,” he said.

--------------------------------------------------------------------------------

Mikhail Grigorenko was relatively quiet for much of the game, playing between Steve Ott and Ville Leino. But despite being on for a goal against that made it 2-1 Montreal, they quickly answered to get the game even.

In the numerous power plays that followed, it appeared as though Grigorenko became more comfortable in those offensive situations. The Sabres had good zone time on many of their odd-man situations, but the Canadiens shot blocking ability was simply superior.

Shorthand situations late in the third and in overtime limited his ice time but his shootout winner showed he was eager for the opportunity to contribute.

“He’s got a ton of talent and you can see what he can do on the power play and in shootout situations that he was in tonight, but he’s going to have to continue to improve in other areas,” Rolston said.

--------------------------------------------------------------------------------

Zemgus Girgensons silenced the Bell Center on two occasions; once short-handed on a power drive down the left wing, while the other tally was a welcome to the NHL moment for the barely warmed-up Zachary Fucale, who came into the Montreal crease in relief of Peter Budaj with a 3-2 lead.

Girgensons also took a goaltender interference penalty with a rugged net drive from the off wing, and showed tremendous hustle in overtime - quickly negating a Montreal odd-man rush after his shot was blocked in the offensive zone.

As many observers marvel at his work ethic and tenacity, Girgensons believes the offense has to be there if he is to stick with the Sabres.

“Definitely yeah, if you want to help the team it’s not only about defense, you have to do everything to help the team and that means scoring goals, making plays and doing the dirty work altogether,” he said.

Rolston was impressed with Girgensons play as well.

“I thought Z was one of our best players tonight,” Rolston said.

--------------------------------------------------------------------------------

Some of the other noteworthy performances were turned in by Steve Ott, Drew Stafford, Colton Gillies, Matt Hackett and Henrik Tallinder.

Next stop: Columbus on Tuesday.
PRESEASON: SABRES AT CANADIENS
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                 Rasmus Ristolainen 

The future is coming on for the Buffalo Sabres.

The Sabres take on the Montreal Canadiens on Sunday at the Bell Centre for their first preseason game at 7:30 p.m. and the Buffalo lineup is filled with young players striving to make the NHL this season.

Among those players are five first-round picks from the past four years. Mark Pysyk (23rd overall, 2010), Mikhail Grigorenko (12th overall, 2012), Zemgus Girgensons (14th overall, 2012), Rasmus Ristolainen (eighth overall, 2013) and Nikita Zadorov (16th overall, 2013) will all be on the ice for Buffalo. The game can be heard live on WGR 550.

For Ristolainen, 18, it’ll be his first game on North American ice against NHL-ready players. The 6-foot-4, 224-pound Finnish defenseman played with Zadorov and Girgensons in a prospect tournament in Traverse City, Mich. last week, but being in an NHL training camp for just a few days has already made him aware of some key differences.

“There is more tempo than in Traverse and in the Finnish league,” Ristolainen said after the morning skate at First Niagara Center. “I think I’m [big enough where I] can play the plays, take a couple hits and win the battles.”

Ristolainen is ready for his first real professional experience in a building that will likely be very rowdy. The Habs had over 21,000 fans show up for a scrimmage on Saturday.

“I’ve been waiting a lot to play a game,” Ristolainen said. “It’s nice to play in Montreal. I’ve heard it’s one of the best rinks in this league and all the fans there so I’m so excited.”

Sabres coach Ron Rolston said after practice that the preseason lineups will have a younger flair. The coaching staff is looking to give younger players an opportunity to showcase their talents while making sure the veteran players, while getting the necessary reps in, are well rested for the start of the season.

“There’s going to be a lot of opportunity for those [younger] players and they’re going to get a lot of time here in the exhibition,” Rolston said. “They’re important to where we’re headed. We have a lot of faith in all those guys so it’s going to be exciting to watch them grow even through this exhibition schedule.”

An example of mixing rookies in with veterans can be seen in the line combination of Johan Larsson between Girgensons and right wing Drew Stafford, who’s entering his ninth season in the NHL.

“We talked a little bit about combinations and we’re just trying to find the right chemistry, but also give guys opportunities like Zemgus playing with a guy like [Stafford] who’s a veteran offensively," Rolston said. "As far as [Larsson] goes, he’s a gritty, two-way center but he can make plays, so there are three guys there that can all make a play but we’ve got a lot of compete on that line, too.”

Rolston also said Jhonas Enroth and Matt Hackett will split time in Montreal. Enroth was the first goaltender off the ice during the morning skate, so he’ll likely start in goal.

--------------------------------------------------------------------------------

Line Combinations

Steve Ott – Mikhail Grigorenko – Ville Leino

 Zemgus Girgensons – Johan Larsson – Drew Stafford

 Luke Adam – Kevin Porter – Brian Flynn

 Colton Gillies – Cody McCormick – Patrick Kaleta

Henrik Tallinder – Mark Pysyk

 Mike Weber – Rasmus Ristolainen

 Nikita Zadorov – Jamie McBain

Jhonas Enroth

 Matt Hackett
MAKING STRIDES

Patrick Kaleta looks to improve in all areas of his game
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Patrick Kaleta 

To go forward, Patrick Kaleta has been moving backward.

The Buffalo Sabres right wing has been relied on to kill penalties for the club and he spent the offseason in Buffalo focusing on an aspect of his skating that he believes will help him on special teams.

“I worked heavily on my backwards skating, which a little weird if you’re wondering, because I play forward,” Kaleta said after practice at First Niagara Center on Saturday. “But I want to become the best penalty killer possible. I want to take that step to the next level with that aspect of my game.”

Sabres coach Ron Rolston has said that he’s looking for players on the fourth line that can play a physical game, create energy and play a defensive role, particularly on the penalty kill.

That pretty much describes Kaleta’s game, but he’s also been working to improve on the offensive side. He had one goal in 34 games last season. He scored 10, a career-high, back in 2009-10.

“That is what I do and I am expecting to improve my offensive ability this year. I’ve been working on that, too, watching video and all that sort of stuff,” he said. “I’m putting a little bit of pressure on myself to contribute and help in our goal scoring column and in the points column a little bit more too.”

CLICK HERE TO VIEW TRAINING CAMP PHOTO GALLERY

The high intensity level of this training camp has been noticeable. Defenseman Tyler Myers mentioned on Friday that the up-tempo pace in practices and scrimmages was welcome as the team prepares for its first preseason game in Montreal on Sunday and ultimately for the regular season opener on Oct. 2 in Detroit. Kaleta agreed with that assessment.

“I like that. Get a little body going on in the scrimmage, which prepares me even more for the regular season. But that’s what you want,” Kaleta said. “You want the older guys to lead the way and you want the younger guys to push the older guys.”

And as younger guys make that push, Kaleta, who’s entering his eighth NHL season, is also looking to play a leadership role and help out the less experienced players in camp.

“I’m an older guy now, which is kind of hard to believe, but it’s my job to show the young guys the way,” he said. “…I remember my first camp, I came in here hitting everything and I came in with the mentality of making the team even though it wasn’t a reality at that point.

“That’s what I try to instill into some of these guys’ heads that you’re coming here to make a team. You’re not coming here just to see the big guys go to work and that’s it. You want to come here and push us and get that roster spot.”
SABRES PROSPECTS REPORT: #BLUEPRINT EDITION

Kris Baker from SabresProspects.com profiles defenseman Nikita Zadorov
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NIKITA ZADOROV

The Present

 A towering presence on the blue line, Zadorov enters the Sabres’ pipeline with an aggressive, physical style and a developing offensive knack. Zadorov steadily worked his way into a key role on the crowded London blue line in 2012-13, emerging with timely goals and game-changing hits in the Knights’ run to the Ontario Hockey League, along the way solidifying his spot as a top prospect for the 2013 draft.

Zadorov will take his hard shooting, hard hitting game back to the OHL for the 2013-14 season, where the Knights are expected to be a leading contender, while also being assured extended minutes in pressure situations with London hosting the 2014 Memorial Cup. In between, a date with Team Russia for the 2014 IIHF World Junior Championship also remains a strong possibility.

The Future

Zadorov has the look of a solid top-four defender who can play big even-strength minutes and fill a role on the power play. Before making an impact at the pro level, subtle improvements will need to be made in the areas of skating, pivoting, and consistency, while dialing in the details of his defensive zone coverage. With the big-bodied mentality comes the need to execute within proper range. Bone jarring collisions and the odd chip-and-charge into the offensive zone can provide the team energy as long as they don’t leave his partner defending an odd man rush.

The mix of size, shooting, and abrasive checking has scouts drawing comparisons to Chris Pronger. The pieces are in place to achieve that lofty potential, making the next two years of his development paramount to both he and the Sabres’ youth movement.

--------------------------------------------------------------------------------

For more on all the youngsters in the Sabres pipeline, check out Kris Baker’s web site - sabresprospects.com. You can also follow him on Twitter @sabresprospects for in-game updates throughout the week on any Buffalo prospects that are in action.
TRAINING CAMP: SATURDAY, SEPT. 14
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SESSION ONE (8:45-9:45 a.m.)

Practice Group

 Tyler Ennis – Johan Larsson – Drew Stafford

 Corey Tropp – Cody McCormick – Patrick Kaleta

 Daniel Catenacci – Philip Varone – Jamie Tardif

 Colton Gillies – Justin Kea – Nicholas Baptiste

Henrik Tallinder – Mark Pysyk

 Mike Weber – Rasmus Ristolainen

 Brady Austin – Nick Crawford

Jhonas Enroth

 Connor Knapp

--------------------------------------------------------------------------------

SESSION TWO (10-10:45 a.m.)

Team Blue

Marcus Foligno – Cody Hodgson – Thomas Vanek

 Zemgus Girgensons – Kevin Porter – Brian Flynn

 Kevin Sundher – Colin Jacobs – Shawn Szydlowski

 Frederick Roy – Eric Locke – Logan Nelson

Christian Ehrhoff – Tyler Myers

 Drew Bagnall – Jerome Gauthier-Leduc

 Nikita Zadorov – Matt MacKenzie

Ryan Miller

 Andrey Makarov

--------------------------------------------------------------------------------

SCRIMMAGE (11:15 a.m.-Noon)

 Team Gray vs. Team Blue

--------------------------------------------------------------------------------

SESSION THREE (12:15-1 p.m.)

Team Gray

 Steve Ott – Mikhail Grigorenko – Ville Leino

 Luke Adam – Mike Zigomanis – Joel Armia

 John Scott – Matt Ellis – Justin Bailey

 Peter Trainor – Jonathan Parker - Johnny McGuire

Brayden McNabb – Jamie McBain

 Alexander Sulzer – Chad Ruhwedel

 Alex Lepkowski – Connor Boland

Matt Hackett

 Nathan Lieuwen

TRAINING CAMP: DAY THREE

Friday, 09.13.2013 / 7:30 AM
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Session One (7:45-8:45 a.m.)

Matt Hackett 

Matt Hackett has had a few months to get acclimated with the Buffalo Sabres organization and is enjoying his first training camp in Buffalo.

  “The on-ice is tough, but I feel like I’m getting better,” Hackett said after practice Friday morning at First Niagara Center. “To work with [Sabres goaltending coach] Jim Corsi and to see Ryan Miller and these guys out here, it’s fun to be a part of.”

He and center Johan Larsson were acquired as part of the trade that sent Jason Pominville to the Minnesota Wild in March. Hackett was drafted in the third round by Minnesota during the 2009 NHL Draft (77th overall) and has played in 13 NHL games over the past two seasons.

 After the trade, Hackett appeared in three regular season games for the Rochester Americans of the American Hockey League and started Game Two of the team’s first-round playoff series against Toronto. He’s had the chance to work with Amerks goaltending coach Bob Janosz to improve his game.

“Bob Janosz is good to work with. It’s nice to have a goalie coach down there full-time that you can work with and lean on and talk to constantly,” Hackett said. “That’s a big difference than when I was in Houston [of the AHL]. I had no one to talk to really. My goalie coach would come down once a month and it’s just nice to have someone there all the time.”

Hackett is the favorite to start in goal for the Amerks this season, but he has aspirations to play in the NHL as soon as this season.

“I’d like to be here at some point,” he said. “I feel like I’ve proved myself here [in the NHL] for a few games in Minnesota and I feel like I can play at this level. That’s my goal and I’m sure that’s everyone else’s goal here to make the team as well.”

Practice Group

 Steve Ott – Mikhail Grigorenko – Ville Leino

 Luke Adam – Mike Zigomanis – Joel Armia

 John Scott – Matt Ellis – Justin Bailey

 Peter Trainor – Jonathan Parker - Johnny McGuire

Brayden McNabb – Jamie McBain

 Alexander Sulzer – Chad Ruhwedel

 Alex Lepkowski – Connor Boland

Matt Hackett

 Nathan Lieuwen

--------------------------------------------------------------------------------

Scrimmage (9:15-10:30 a.m.)

Team Blue vs. Team Gold

Team Blue

 Thomas Vanek – Cody Hodgson – Marcus Foligno

 Zemgus Girgensons – Kevin Porter – Brian Flynn

 Kevin Sundher – Colin Jacobs – Shawn Szydlowski

 Frederick Roy – Eric Locke – Logan Nelson

Christian Ehrhoff – Tyler Myers

 Drew Bagnall – Jerome Gauthier-Leduc

 Nikita Zadorov – Matt MacKenzie

Andrey Makarov

Connor Knapp  

Team Gold

 Tyler Ennis – Johan Larsson – Drew Stafford

 Corey Tropp – Cody McCormick – Patrick Kaleta

 Daniel Catenacci – Philip Varone – Jamie Tardif

 Colton Gillies – Justin Kea – Nicholas Baptiste

Henrik Tallinder – Mark Pysyk

 Mike Weber – Rasmus Ristolainen

 Brady Austin – Nick Crawford

Jhonas Enroth

Ryan Miller has been excused from practice on Friday by the team. On Thursday, he was inducted into the Michigan State University Athletics Hall of Fame.

NO DOUBT

Cody Hodgson was never worried about his contract talks
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For Cody Hodgson, there was never any doubt he’d hit the ice on time.

The 23-year-old center was a restricted free agent without a contract when the Buffalo Sabres opened training camp Wednesday morning. He went through the normal routine for the first day of camp, which including off-ice testing and physicals.

By Wednesday evening, he had signed his new six-year contract extension and was able to lace up his skates for the team’s first on-ice workouts Thursday morning at First Niagara Center.

“I knew we were going to get it done. It was just a matter of when,” Hodgson said after practice. “I’m really thankful for the opportunity.”

Hodgson was selected 10th overall by the Vancouver Canucks in the 2008 NHL Draft and is a member of the same draft class as Tyler Myers and Tyler Ennis. The Sabres acquired Hodgson and defenseman Alexander Sulzer at the 2012 NHL Trade Deadline for forward Zack Kassian and defenseman Marc-Andre Gragnani.

He recorded three goals and five assists in 20 games with the Sabres that season. In the 48-game, lockout-shortened season last year, Hodgson finished second on the team in scoring with 34 points (15+19).

Sabres coach Ron Rolston said he thought it was important that Hodgson didn’t miss any of the training camp sessions and noted that Hodgson is still a young player who is learning and developing.

“He’s one of those players that in the future, he’s going to be a leader for us. He’s an important player and we wanted him from the start,” Rolston said. “And I think he wanted to be here. He was here and was chomping at the bit to get things done so he could play today so it says a lot about him.”

You need a level of maturity and you need a level of understanding [about] who you are, what you do and the commitment that comes with that. So the decision for us was, does Cody have that and we believe he does. - Darcy Regier

Sabres general manager Darcy Regier has expressed concerns in the past when it comes to giving young players long-term, big-money deals. Regarding Hodgson’s situation, however, Regier said that Hodgson’s offseason and off-ice work habits made this new contract easier to agree to.

“You need a level of maturity and you need a level of understanding [about] who you are, what you do and the commitment that comes with that. So the decision for us was, does Cody have that and we believe he does,” Regier said.

Hodgson was on the ice early in the morning as part of the first practice group. He skated on a line with Thomas Vanek and Marcus Foligno. Hodgson and Vanek were linemates for much of last season and developed some strong chemistry.

Regier had talked to Vanek about Hodgson earlier in the week and relayed that the two do enjoy playing together.

“I think we have a good thing going,” Vanek said on Wednesday. “Over the last two weeks, while we were both here, we worked hard again and [were] talking a lot.”

Hodgson told the media that there were two aspects of his game that he has focused on improving over the summer. The first was his power and explosiveness when it comes to skating and his shot. The other was getting tougher to play against defensively. Last season, Rolston started to lean on Hodgson more and more in their own zone.

He also said that having a full training camp with Rolston and the new coaching staff will be very beneficial when it comes to learning systems and understanding the type of style the team will play.

“He wants to be a number one guy from the standpoint of he wants to be counted on,” Regier said. “He wants to be recognized in a leadership position. He wants the opportunity to be in positions where you can make a difference.”

Hodgson believes there will be some added pressure when it comes to filling the role he desires and developing into the elite player he wants to become.

“I think obviously there’s pressure just playing professional sports,” he said. “And when they have that much faith in you, you obviously want to try even harder to make sure you reward them for that opportunity.”

BLUEPRINT SERIES: NIKITA ZADOROV

The big Russian brings a mix of offense and defense to the Buffalo blueline
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      Nikita Zadorov (Credit: Bill Wippert) 

He likes to hit people and score goals.

That’s how defenseman Nikita Zadorov describes his game, and he did both for the Buffalo Sabres at the NHL Prospects Tournament in Traverse City, Mich. last week.

Zadorov scored two goals in the tournament, both in the game against the New York Rangers prospects. His second goal was the overtime winner, a blistering slap shot he stepped into from the point.

If he was still playing in Russia, taking that shot may not have been encouraged. However, since he came to North America last season to play for Dale Hunter and the London Knights of the Ontario Hockey League, his offensive game has started to open up.

“All my coaches and ex-coaches before [in Russia], they don’t like to play an offensive game. If you’re a defenseman, you should play just defense,” Zadorov said. “Here, in London, Dale told me if you play defense, you can play offense after if you can.”

The Sabres selected the 6-foot-5, 219-pound Russian with the 16th overall pick in the 2013 NHL Draft. He was the second defenseman they chose in the first round after taking Rasmus Ristolainen with the eighth overall pick.

“The plan wasn’t going in to take two defensemen, but we had those guys neck and neck, Zadorov and Ristolainen,” assistant general manager Kevin Devine said in Newark after the draft. “Some [scouts] actually liked Zadorov better than Ristolainen. To get those two big guys was pretty nice.”

As Zadorov kept sliding down the draft board, Sabres rookie center Mikhail Grigorenko, his friend and fellow countryman, was hoping he would still be around when Buffalo stepped back up to the podium.

“I was really excited for the 16th pick and he was still out there,” Grigorenko said. “I was really hoping Buffalo would call his name and they did it, so I was really happy.”

Zadorov and Ristolainen were paired together in Traverse City and were the Sabres’ best tandem for much of the tournament. The coaching staff relied on them in the first game against the Columbus Blue Jackets prospects on a defensive zone face off with less than a minute to play while holding a one-goal lead. Zadorov ended up running out the clock by pinning the puck along the boards.

“[Ristolainen’s] a great player. We both can play offense. We both can play defense and I like playing with him,” Zadorov said.

One of three members of the London Knights drafted in the first round in 2013, Zadorov will likely head back there this fall and be a top defenseman for them.

Like he says, he likes to score and hit, so I think he’ll be really fun to watch. - Mikhail Grigorenko

He said he moved to North America in order to boost his chances of playing in the NHL one day and gives a lot of credit to the front office in London, especially Dale Hunter and his brother Mark. 

 They helped him adjust to life in North America and the culture changes that come with it. They also watch video with him and try to improve his on-ice game. He picked up the English language along the way from his teammates and lessons with a teacher.

Zadorov wasn’t selected to play for Team Russia during the 2013 IIHF World Junior Championship, but teammates on the defensive corps like Olli Maatta and Scott Harrington left the Knights to play for their respective countries. Their absences opened the door for Zadorov. He started to see more and more ice time and began to play against the opposition’s top lines.

“There were no defensemen in London and I played a lot. I played good. I think Dale, he watched my game and he saw that I was ready to play as a top-four defenseman on the team and I started to play there,” he said.

The Knights won the OHL title last year but lost in the Memorial Cup semi-finals to the Portland Winterhawks. London hosts the Memorial Cup this season and the prospects of playing in that tournament again excite Zadorov.

“Next year, London’s going to be crazy,” he said on the Sabres Hockey Hotline radio show in July. “I think the fans are so happy and we’re happy because we’re hosting the Memorial Cup.”

Zadorov is now one step closer to reaching his goal of becoming an NHL defenseman and as training camp progresses, he’ll look to impress members of the Sabres organization.

“He hits pretty hard and he’s also just a real good player,” Grigorenko said. “He can skate. He has real good skills and like he says, he likes to score and hit, so I think he’ll be really fun to watch.”

TRAINING CAMP: DAY TWO
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Group One (8:45-9:45 a.m.)

Marcus Foligno 

Marcus Foligno had played center at the end of last season, but is back on the wing for now. And back with Cody Hodgson, whom he played on a line with in Rochester during the lockout.

 "To be on a line with him, it’s going to be great to get open for him," Foligno said. "Obviously I played with him in Rochester and we put up some points there and had a good time in Rochester, too." 

 They're joined on the line by Thomas Vanek. Both Folgino and Vanek are more comfortable on the left wing, so Sabres coach Ron Rolston said they'll go through the preseason trying both on the left and right wings in order to find the right combinations, .

 "We like [Vanek and Hodgson] together for sure. They were good last year. I think Cody can make plays, really good vision plays and obviously [Vanek's] a good finisher," Rolston said. "Right now we've got Marcus there to provide some heavy hockey hopefully on the wing hopefully if Marcus can come in and continue to play that way, be physical and make some space for those guys." 

Practice Group

 Thomas Vanek – Cody Hodgson – Marcus Foligno

 Zemgus Girgensons – Kevin Porter – Brian Flynn

 Kevin Sundher – Colin Jacobs – Shawn Szydlowski

 Frederick Roy – Eric Locke – Logan Nelson

Christian Ehrhoff – Tyler Myers

 Drew Bagnall – Jerome Gauthier-Leduc

 Nikita Zadorov – Matt MacKenzie

Ryan Miller

 Andrey Makarov

--------------------------------------------------------------------------------

Group Two (10-10:45 a.m.)

Ville Leino 

Ville Leino was limited to eight games last season due to injuries. He missed the final 13 games of the year but has been back skating for about four weeks now.  He’s back on the right wing too, which he’s described as his favorite 

“Everything is going the way you want it to go at this point,” he said. “Also, I’m really excited to go back out there. It’s a new start. I feel like I didn’t play for a year.”

Center Mikhail Grigorenko spent the summer in Buffalo and hopes the work he’s put in during the offseason pays dividends in his second NHL season. He skated on a line with Steve Ott and Leino on Wednesday and will look to them for guidance.

“For me it’s really good to play with those guys,” Grigorenko said. “They’ve helped me out a lot on the ice and I can learn from the every day. Hopefully [coach Ron Rolston] will like us and we’ll be playing together.”

Team Gray

 Steve Ott – Mikhail Grigorenko – Ville Leino

 Luke Adam – Mike Zigomanis – Joel Armia

 John Scott – Matt Ellis – Justin Bailey

 Peter Trainor – Jonathan Parker - Johnny McGuire

 Brayden McNabb – Jamie McBain

 Alexander Sulzer – Chad Ruhwedel

 Alex Lepkowski – Connor Boland

Matt Hackett

 Nathan Lieuwen

--------------------------------------------------------------------------------

Scrimmage (11:15 a.m.-Noon)

 Team Gray vs. Team Gold

--------------------------------------------------------------------------------

Group Three (12:15-1 p.m.)

Patrick Kaleta 

Many roster spots are up for grabs and Rolston will use training camp as a competition to fill those roles. 

 Rolston had Cody McCormick centering Corey Tropp and Patrick Kaleta during the third session and that combination could very well serve as the Sabres’ fourth line come opening night on Oct. 2 in Detroit. 

 Rolston said he’s aware of the different possibilities and will look for fourth liners that are responsible players that can kill penalties too.

“That’s what kind of what we talked about in the competition. We can go a lot of different ways, but we’ll definitely have some guys that can do that – that play with a lot of energy and are physical on the fourth line,” Rolston said. 

 Team Gold

Tyler Ennis – Johan Larsson – Drew Stafford

 Corey Tropp – Cody McCormick – Patrick Kaleta

 Daniel Catenacci – Philip Varone – Jamie Tardif

 Colton Gillies – Justin Kea – Nicholas Baptiste

Henrik Tallinder – Mark Pysyk

 Mike Weber – Rasmus Ristolainen

 Brady Austin – Nick Crawford

Jhonas Enroth

 Connor Knapp

MILLER EYES FRESH START
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Ryan Miller took extra time out on the ice after the last game of the 2012-13 season – his 500th in the NHL – to wave to cheering fans at First Niagara Center. The Buffalo Sabres goaltender knew there was a chance that it could be the last time the fans in Buffalo would be rooting for him.

The Sabres missed the playoffs last season and with Miller’s contract expiring at the end of this coming year, there was much speculation that he could be traded sooner rather than later.

General manager Darcy Regier said before the 2013 NHL Trade Deadline in March that he was looking at offers from other teams for every player in the organization and that he had been asked about Miller’s availability. Questions loomed throughout the summer.

But Miller’s back and ready for the start of a new season in Buffalo.

“I’m happy to be here obviously. I have a great connection with the city and I’ve enjoyed my time here, so I’m just looking forward to getting started and do it all over again,” Miller told the media during the first day of training camp at First Niagara Center on Wednesday.

I’m happy to be here obviously. I have a great connection with the city and I’ve enjoyed my time here, so I’m just looking forward to getting started and do it all over again. - Ryan Miller

Accoring to Miller, it was important for him to potentially say goodbye after that game in April because of that long-lasting connection. He’s been the Sabres’ starting goaltender since the start of the 2005-06 season.

“We’ve had ups and downs and I didn’t want to risk leaving town without the chance to at least wave a few times,” Miller said. “…Last year, it was really just about [how] I didn’t want to risk leaving town without people knowing how I felt. Hopefully they know how I feel. I try to be active in the community and I feel that’s a part of being in the community for a long time.”

Miller said neither he nor his agent asked for a trade. Miller has a limited no-trade clause in his contract and can submit a list of teams to which he does not want to be dealt to. However, he said they didn’t go into any deep discussion about a trade.

“We were just trying to see how things were going to play out. We obviously had to have a discussion about some possible teams. I have a limited no-trade agreement so we just knew there was a possibility of it out there,” Miller said. “There really wasn’t a need to go out and say anything because I didn’t know if that was the best thing for me anyways. We just wanted to let things kind of play out and look at the environment out there.”

There haven’t been any recent discussion between Miller’s camp and the Sabres about a contract extension. That doesn’t mean that Miller isn’t open to those talks. He said both sides are just waiting to see how things go during the season.

“The one thing I will say is that I do like the energy. I do like the attention to detail so far and I feel like this is an opportunity to get a group of players to really feel for each other and play for each other,” he said. “If we do it the right way, it can definitely be a good situation.”

The Sabres signed backup goaltender Jhonas Enroth to a two-year contract extension in June. Enroth was set to become a restricted free agent. They also acquired goaltender Matt Hackett as part of the trade that sent Jason Pominville to the Minnesota Wild in March.

Miller finished last season with a record of 17-17-5, a .915 save percentage and 2.81 goals against average. He played in all but eight games in 2012-13.

“I’m happy to be here. I feel like I’m in a good place,” he said. “I have a lot of goals this year that I want to accomplish and a lot of it revolves around me playing good hockey and that’s always the case every year. So I’m just trying to approach it that way. It’s another year to play NHL hockey and that’s a good thing.”

One of those goals is to play for Team USA in the Winter Olympics in Sochi, Russia. Miller backstopped the Americans to a silver medal during the 2010 games in Vancouver and earned Most Valuable Player honors.

However, the U.S. now has a deep pool of goaltenders to choose from including Miller, Jonathan Quick, Jimmy Howard, Cory Schneider and Craig Anderson. Miller knows he’s going to have to be playing well during the NHL season if he wants to be wearing the stars and stripes come February.

“If I want to start, if I want to make that team, I need to be playing at a high level,” he said.

Miller will get his opportunity for a fast start when the Sabres open the season on Oct. 2 in Detroit. The team’s first preseason game is on Sept. 15 in Montreal.

THE LEADERS OF MEN

A group of veterans will be called upon to lead a young Sabres team

Wednesday, 09.11.2013 / 4:03 PM / News 
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With a potential youth movement on the way, veterans of the Buffalo Sabres are preparing for leadership roles.

Four players that younger players may look up to are entering the final year of their contracts. Forwards Thomas Vanek and Steve Ott served as alternate captains last season. Goaltender Ryan Miller has been with the team full-time since the 2005-06 season, and defenseman Henrik Tallinder was brought back to provide some guidance on the blue line.

The team also has a captaincy void to fill after Jason Pominville was traded to the Minnesota Wild at the NHL Trade Deadline in March.

Both Vanek and Ott said they would happily serve as captain if asked by coach Ron Rolston.

“We’ve got great leaders on this team. We have a bunch of guys who are very, very capable of wearing that letter,” Ott told the media Wednesday at First Niagara Center. “Leadership-wise, I think, for myself personally, I’m going to continue to do what I do with it or without it.”

I may not be the most vocal guy, but if I have something to say, I’m saying it. I’m not afraid anymore of saying what I want. - Henrik Tallinder

Vanek said that he doesn’t think being in a contract year will have any effect on how he approaches his teammates – especially younger ones – or the role he can play in the locker room.

“I don’t think it changes. I think I’ve always been a good teammate and helped out guys,” Vanek said. “I think what changes is instead of talking to two or three guys, I’d want to help out six or seven of them.”

Rolston, who will make the final decision on the captain, said that any player with the team will have an opportunity to wear the “C” and lead the team. He plans on rotating the captaincy through the preseason.

General manager Darcy Regier said that he has had “conceptual” talks with Ott’s agent about an extension. In the cases of Miller and Vanek, all sides continue to evaluate the situation. Regier said both players have been “very professional” and he understands it is their right to test unrestricted free agency if they so choose.

“I think in their situations, they want to take a good look and [at] the opportunity they have by becoming unrestricted and they want to get a better sense of where they are, where the League is, where we are,” Regier said.

Ott, now a 10-year NHL veteran, cited players like Bill Guerin, Brendan Morrow and Don Sweeney as leaders he looked up to. Vanek, who has spent his entire eight-year career with the Sabres, said that former Sabres Chris Drury and Mike Grier were big influences on him.

“From Day One they helped me out,” Vanek said. “They understood the grind of an 82-game season. I was a good player, but at times, you just don’t have it and they were like, ‘We don’t have it for 82 games.’ And the nights you don’t have it, you still have to be effective, maybe in a different way.

“That’s the biggest thing I’ve learned from them and that’s the message I’m going carry on because I do think they’re right and I believe in that message.”

Tallinder was drafted by the Sabres in 1997 and played parts of eight seasons in Buffalo before signing with the Devils as a free agent in 2010. He was re-acquired by the Sabres in a trade with the Devils in July. Being a player who’s been in the league for so long, Tallinder said he’s naturally going to be looked upon to set a good example both on and off the ice.

“I think with my experience, whether I want it or not, they’re going to look to a more experienced guy,” he said. “When I think back when I got into the league, who do you look to? Not necessarily talking, but showing and just acting like the way I am, hopefully that helps them out a little bit."

Tallinder also won’t back down from speaking his mind.

“I may not be the most vocal guy, but if I have something to say, I’m saying it,” he said. “I’m not afraid anymore of saying what I want.”

For Miller, he said he sees the makings of a good foundation with the Sabres and that he would like to be a part of it for as long as possible.

“You start to see a situation here where you can build something good and you can build something that’s going to last,” Miller said. “That’s what I want to be a part of whether this is the last season I can make a difference or if it’s going to continue forward.

“I just want to make sure I’m a positive influence on this team moving forward and that Buffalo has a lot of success or a foundation to build success on in the future because I do care about this area and the people. I do believe they deserve to be cheering for a team deep into June and my hope is we can do that this year.”

Veteran MacDonald poised in goalie race

Monday, 16.09.2013 / 4:59 PM / News 
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You know what, those things I don't worry about. Let them worry about themselves. I can only control myself and that's kind of the way my motto's been since I started 13 years ago and I'm not going to change now. - Joey MacDonald

CALGARY, AB -- He's the only goaltender you can classify as veteran in the race to capture the Calgary Flames crease.

And Joey MacDonald is every bit playing the part.

The 33-year-old veteran of 122 career National Hockey League games was saying all the right things in his battle for net time against the likes of Reto Berra, Karri Ramo and Joni Ortio.

"We all sit in the same room, we all sit beside each other and we all kind of chat it out," said MacDonald, the organization's only returning netminder. "It's great to have three or four goalies battling for the same spot. But you can only control how you play and they can control theirs. It's healthy. When you've got goalies battling for positions, it's always good."

If MacDonald is sizing up the competition in the room designated specifically for camp goalies, he's not telling. He's not concerned about Berra's save percentage, Ramo's goals against average or Ortio's minutes.

"You know what, those things I don't worry about," he said. "Let them worry about themselves. I can only control myself and that's kind of the way my motto's been since I started 13 years ago and I'm not going to change now."

The only thing that's about to change is his workload.

With Ortio, Ramo and Berra on the Saskatchewan leg of a split-squad trip, MacDonald had a crease all his own during Monday's two-hour practice.

"It's nice," he said. "As camp goes on, you kind of want to get more and more shots and more and more work. To stay here and play tomorrow at home again it's good. You know what, it's nice playing on the road too in barns you haven't played in before but on the other hand, (I) get a chance to stick around with a lot of the older guys and be ready for [Tuesday]."

Tuesday MacDonald will mind the crease at Scotiabank Saddledome and is expected to play a full 60 minutes when the Flames host a split-squad of the New York Islanders.

That in itself will offer the career back-up an opportunity to build on his 31 minute performance from Saturday's 3-2 loss against the Edmonton Oilers. MacDonald stopped 10 of 11 shots during his tour.

"It's kind of nice to ease into a game like I did the other night, play half the game and then get into it," he said. "It's that time of year again. I thought (when) the second period came along, I didn't even want to come out the other night. I was starting to feel good.

"You scrimmage and scrimmage and you play summer hockey, and now it's time to get into it and I felt good. Last game I felt good as the game went on."

As he gets more crease time, MacDonald is feeling more like the goaltender who earned his way into 21 games for the Flames, posting a 2.87 goals against average and .902 save percentage.

He's getting more comfortable with each minute between the pipes, making each appearance an increasing important outing.

"I think it's coming more and more the more ice time I get," MacDonald said. "The more practice and not sharing a net and having your own net, everything comes together. I think the more ice time and getting into a game [Tuesday], it's just going to come even better."

Veteran poise from the only goalie in camp that can be classified as such.

Morning Skate Report: Flames vs. Senators

Notes from the Flames pre-game skate in Saskatoon, SK
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MORNING SKATE REPORT

HEADLINES

Projected Lines: CGY vs. OTT

Jones embracing new opportunity

Poirier strong in Sunday's intra-squad game

FEATURED VIDEO

Game Day: Bob Hartley

Sven Baertschi - 15.09.13

Josh Jooris - 15.09.13

INTERACTIVE

Flames on Facebook

Flames on Twitter

Flames on Instagram

WOTHERSPOON READY TO GO

Defenceman Tyler Wotherspoon will get into his first NHL pre-season game tonight, playing alongside TJ Brodie in Saskatoon.

"It's really exciting for me," the 20-year-old told CalgaryFlames.com. "It's been a long a build-up to this opportunity so I'm pretty excited to be with these high-caliber players and play against some of the best in the world.

"I'm more excited now but I think I'll be a little more nervous right before the game. But once that first shift is over, it's all business and right back to the game I've got to play."

On Sunday, Wotherspoon was paired up with Brodie in the intra-squad game between Team White and Team Black. Having that opportunity to create some chemistry before tonight's game has helped ease some of the anxiety Wotherspoon figures he will feel before the puck drops at the Credit Union Centre.

"It really helped. He's a great player. I've watched him over the past couple of years. He's a guy who can skate and move the puck really well so I've got to play smart with him. We'll talk a lot and we'll be find."

Wotherspoon was selected by the Flames in the second round of the 2011 NHL Draft. He has spent his entire junior career with the Portland Winterhawks (WHL), winning the Ed Chynoweth Cup and playing in the Mastercard Memorial Cup this past season. Wotherspoon also played for Team Canada at the 2013 World Junior Championship in Ufa, Russia.

NEXT STEP IN THE EVALUATION PROCESS

With one exhibition game under his team's belts, head coach Bob Hartley is looking for his charges to take the next step tonight in their game against the Ottawa Senators.

"(I want to see) progression," Hartley said after the hour-long morning skate. "Basically, I think apart from Tyler Wotherspoon, this is going to be everyone's second game. Yes, we have long days right now but there is no excuses in set-up.

"I like the energy, I like the execution. We still have a bunch of kids and that's perfectly normal for us. That's what we want. We're going to play them in all kinds of situations."

GOALTENDING DECISION

Reto Berra will get the start tonight and is expected to play the full game. On Saturday, he split time with Karri Ramo in Edmonton, making 13 saves on 14 shots.

"He's a big guy and he covers a lot of the net," Matt Stajan said of Berra. "One thing I've really noticed is his quickness. He gets from post-to-post really quick and I think everybody saw a glimpse of that in the shootout on Saturday.

"Right now, he's playing really well and he's got all the tools."

LINES AND DEFENCE PAIRINGS

CalgaryFlames.com has tonight's projected lines HERE.

However, Hartley has cautioned that he will mix his lines throughout the game as he experiments with different combinations.

QUOTABLE

"All of us older guys have been there where it's your first few games and the nerves are there, the excitement is there ... I stress to the youngs, 'Go out and play. Do what you've been doing your whole life.'" - Stajan on keeping the rookies anxiousness in check and providing a steady presence on the ice.

UP NEXT

The Flames play split-squad games against the New York Islanders on Tuesday night at 7:00 PM. One game will be played in Calgary while the other will take place in Regina, SK.

Preview: Flames vs. Senators

The Flames take on the Ottawa Senators in Saskatoon, SK on Monday night

Sunday, 15.09.2013 / 9:32 PM / News 
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SASKATOON, SK -- After splitting their first two pre-season games against the Edmonton Oilers on Saturday, the Calgary Flames are looking to build off strong performances in both spit-squad outings as they take on the Ottawa Senators on Monday evening at 7:00 PM.

The Flames picked up a 6-5 shootout victory in Edmonton on Saturday, scoring three goals in the last 9:00 of regulation to force overtime. Head coach Bob Hartley, who coached the squad in Calgary, caught the last 15 minutes of the game and loved the team's ability to come back from such a deficit in such a short amount of time.

In Calgary, the Flames fell behind 2-0 but tied the game up in the third period thanks to tallies from Emile Poirier and Mike Cammalleri. Edmonton managed to score late to edge Calgary 3-2 but Hartley was pleased with his team's passion and intensity throughout the game.

"In my way of doing things, exhibition games - especially the first one - you're not really looking for perfect execution because you're not going to get it. You have guys who are still adjusting, lots of new blood. You're asking for intensity, you're looking for teamwork. That's what we got. I think they battled all the way to the end."

A lot of that new blood Hartley spoke of comes in the form of rookies with little or no NHL experience. The Flames have plenty of youth on their training camp roster and the coaches haven't shied away from utilizing the kids in all situations.

On Saturday, the likes of Sean Monahan, Michael Ferland, Patrick Sieloff, John Ramage, Ryan Culkin, Ben Hanowski, Brett Kulak, Josh Jooris, Markus Granlund, Keegan Kanzig, and Poirier logged a lot of ice time. Hartley wants to continue to hand rookies more responsibility to see how they react.

"They've made great NHL plays and they've made junior plays too," Hartley summarized. "But that is why we play them. If we wouldn't want to see them make mistakes, they would have played 3:00 or 4:00.

"I will never bring a kid to camp if I'm not going to put him in a situation to either fail or succeed. We tell the players, 'We don't decide. You decide. We watch.' If we're going to watch, we've got to put them in situations where they will either succeed or fail."

KEEP AN EYE ON

The line of Max Reinhart, Monahan and Poirier.

Reinhart, who missed the first portion of training camp with an undisclosed injury, played in Sunday's intra-squad game and didn't miss a beat. He was tenacious on the forecheck and generated a number of scoring chances for Team White.

Monahan and Poirier played together on line on Sunday and the pair of 2013 first round draft picks meshed very well, combining for two points in Team White's 2-1 win over Team Black.

VIEW THE FLAMES PROJECTED LINES

GOALTENDING

It appears Reto Berra, acquired in the Jay Bouwmeester trade earlier this year, will start in net in Saskatoon with Karri Ramo backing up the Swiss goaltender. Berra was stellar in Edmonton on Saturday, backstopping his club to a 6-5 SO victory over their northern rivals with 13 saves on 14 shots in his 36:42 of ice time.

On Sunday, Hartley noted that the goaltenders in the three pre-season games over the next couple of days will likely play full games rather than splitting them.

"We just have to finalize who will get the starts where," he stated. "Today, if you had asked me who is ahead, who is last - it was basically a photo finish until this morning. It's a good problem to have but at the same time, I'd like someone to show consistency and say, 'I'm the guy.'

"They told us that they want to be the guy, now I would like them to show us who will be the guy."

Netminder Joni Ortio, who was selected by the Flames in the sixth round of the 2009 NHL Draft, is with the team in Saskatchewan but isn't slated to dress in Saskatoon.

EXTRA SKATERS

David Eddy, Braden Lamb and Culkin are with the team in Saskatoon but aren't scheduled to dress for the game against the Senators.

UP NEXT

After Monday's game in Saskatoon, the Flames will fly to Regina to take on the New York Islanders at 7:00 PM MT in one half of a pair of split-squad games. The group that did not travel to Saskatchewan will take on the Islanders at the Saddledome. The game in Calgary will be broadcast by Sportsnet 960 The FAN.

Jones embracing new opportunity in Calgary

Sunday, 15.09.2013 / 7:12 PM / News 
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At the end of last year, we had a good meeting with Blair and we put the cards on the table, what we wanted to see and what he needed to do. - Bob Hartley

CALGARY, AB -- Forward Blair Jones is just trying to play his hand the best way he knows how.

Seemingly out of coach Bob Hartley's plans last season, the Calgary Flames forward has found a way to leave a lasting impression on his boss through the opening days of this year's training camp.

"At the end of last year, we had a good meeting with Blair and we put the cards on the table, what we wanted to see and what he needed to do," Hartley said following Calgary's 3-2 preseason-opening loss to the Edmonton Oilers on Saturday.

"I told him, I said 'Right now, I'll be honest with you. We have no plans of (the) first line with you. If you want to be on the third or fourth line, there's a job description that fits that role' and you saw it [Saturday]."

Amongst the prerequisites for the gig include tenacity, ferocity and persistence.

The candidate has shown his qualifications in the young camp.

"I was prepared for what I had to do when I came here," said Jones, who has 15 points in 114 career games. "I'm just trying to be a guy that's getting under the opponents skin and working hard."

Jones, though, has a lot of work to do to erase memories of a difficult 2012-13 campaign with the Flames that saw him tumble down Hartley's depth chart.

So far, in fact, that the 26-year-old found himself falling through the waiver wire and landing on the Abbotsford Heat. He remained in the American Hockey League until a late-season stint back with the Flames.

He was the first to admit that his ride was a little on the rough side.

"It was a tough year, no two ways about it," Jones said. "It was a very hard year for me but I had time to reflect when the season ended and kind of take a step back and look at it from a different angle and maybe realized some things I could've done differently."

Things that were clearly laid out for Jones in retrospect.

"Last year we offered him to the 29 other teams; he cleared waivers," Hartley said. "I think that the message was pretty clear on the wall.

"He turned it around; he showed up. Like I said, we had a great meeting last year. It might not have been fun, but the truth was on the table and he had the choice to take it or to leave it and he took it. The battle is not over yet, but he's doing very good."

The 6-foot-2, 216-pound forward could've spent the summer sulking.

Instead, he opted for opportunity.

"I had some time to think," Jones said. "I have another year on my contract here and I told myself I wasn't going to let last season be my last so I put in a lot of work this summer and was very focused.

"It's not an easy league to get into or stay in and you've got to find a way to do so. I had no problem with what they're asking of me and what they thought I needed to do."

By no means is the former Tampa Bay Lightning pick out of the woods yet.

But Jones knows he's taking the right steps and is in control of his final destination.

"I'm basically in a way that I'm in control of what I'm doing," he said. "So I put my best foot forward and I'm trying to give myself the best opportunity to not have a season like last and take a couple steps forward and in the right direction and keep getting better as we go here."

He's going in the right direction.

And if he continues moving forward, Jones could win a spot on Calgary's roster out of camp.

Injury won't rain on Klimchuk's first camp experience
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Having to watch (hurts). I was pretty excited to come to my first NHL training camp and to get hurt before was something that was pretty devastating. - Morgan Klimchuk

CALGARY, AB -- They were drafted in the first round together just three months ago in New Jersey.

Weeks later, they made their debut together at Development Camp in Calgary.

But while Sean Monahan and Emile Poirier stepped on the ice at the Scotiabank Saddledome together for the first time on Saturday, Morgan Klimchuk stepped through the press box.

Unable to join his fellow 2013 NHL Draftees in Flames' opening preseason game against the Edmonton Oilers in Calgary, Klimchuk has remained sidelined with an abdominal wall strain originally suffered while in camp with his Regina Pats.

And while the injury sounds painful, it's nothing compared to being forced to simply watch.

"Having to watch (hurts)," said Klimchuk, who has been skating with a handful of others still in the infirmary. "I was pretty excited to come to my first NHL training camp and to get hurt before was something that was pretty devastating.

"I've been doing it for a little bit now and it's not as bad watching anymore but it's definitely still tough."

Klimchuk -- who was born in Calgary and grew up with Flames season tickets -- isn't about to put a pout on about the injury.

After all, that's not productive.

"That's part of the game," the 18-year-old said. "It's going to happen in your career and you can't let injuries or anything like that get you down. [Monahan and Poirier] are older than me. At this time next year, I'll be doing the same thing they're doing this year. That's fine with me. I just want to make sure when I get back I'm 100 percent and I'm not rushing back and not completing the process properly.

"I'm still probably the youngest guy here I think and hopefully I get a chance in the future. I've just got to make sure I'm paying my dues and getting back ready when I'm ready to play."

Because it's not all bad on the sidelines.

Despite long, lonely skates and the lack of game action, the Regina Pats standout is getting plenty of value in his time camping in Calgary.

"It's still a great experience being here," Klimchuk said. "You see what everyone goes through and you know what to expect next year. It's an advantage in itself.

"I'm still around the guys, still with the guys and still training with the guys and skating with some of them. It's not like I'm completely on the sidelines. I'm still pretty involved in everything that's going on here. I'm fortunate enough to sit in all the meetings. The only thing I can't do is play.

"Obviously you don't want to be doing that but it's an advantage for sure coming back next year knowing what to expect."

With open eyes and open ears, Klimchuk has given himself a leg up for next year's camp.

The biggest lesson learned to date? Being a pro off the ice.

"How to act as a professional, how seriously they take training, their flexibility and making sure everything is in working order and the way it should be every day," he said. "You don't take any time off here. You'll play a game, practice and then work out again just to get a little extra in and try to get yourself ahead of the pack.

"To see the best players in pro hockey like Cammalleri work that much harder is eye opening and something I can really appreciate."

It's something he can take back to the Pats.

Coincidently, though, Regina is another sore spot for the 6-foot, 180-pound winger.

With the Flames scheduled to tangle with the New York Islanders at the Brandt Centre on Tuesday night in Regina, Klimchuk agonized about missing an opportunity to showcase himself in front of his Western Hockey League fans.

"That's probably one of the toughest parts," he said. "I was looking forward to playing in that game but injuries are a part of your career and you can't really dwell on it too much because that's not going to benefit anyone."

Besides, complaining won't make him heal faster.

"There's a process you've got to go through and I understand that," Klimchuk admitted. "It's a little bit of a jump up from getting injured in junior but you go through the process to get back in game shape and you try to get back playing.

"I have no problem with that."

Even if it has forced him to watch his peers from the press box during his first camping trip in Calgary.

Projected Lines: Flames vs. Senators

A look at the projected lineup for the Flames pre-season battle with the Ottawa Senators in Saskatoon, SK
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Alex Tanguay 

Sven Baertschi

Matt Stajan

David Jones

Max Reinhart

Sean Monahan

Emile Poirier

Ben Hanowski

Josh Jooris

Blair Jones

Corban Knight

Mikael Backlund

Brian McGrattan

Tyler Wotherspoon

TJ Brodie

Mark Cundari

Shane O'Brien

Chris Butler

Patrick Sieloff

Reto Berra

Karri Ramo

EXTRA SKATERS & GOALTENDER: David Eddy, Ryan Culkin, Braden Lamb, Joni Ortio
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Flames rally back, top Oilers in Edmonton

Oilers edge Flames in Calgary
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Highlights: Flames 6, Oilers 5 (Edmonton)

Highlights: Flames 2, Oilers 3 (Calgary)

Pre-season opening video
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NEW FORMAT ON DAY 4

Four days into camp for the Calgary Flames, coach Bob Hartley switched up the schedule, putting two groups through simultaneous practices before having the two squads battle in a White vs. Black game.

The switch-up was a necessity after playing late in Edmonton on Saturday and to nurse some nagging injuries that have crept up in camp.

"It's just that we have some little nagging injuries and there was no sense putting those guys on the ice and at the same time, by subtracting those guys, it was putting at risk the rest of the groups," Hartley said. "By going two groups, we gave a little bit more rest. The guys who played in Edmonton last night landed at 1. We had three great days. Today we met with the players first, we said it's going to be a little bit easier, we don't want to hear about being tired or stuff like that.

"We want a good day and credit to them, they gave us a great working day."

Hartley didn't play coy about who was in pain and who was just resting.

"All the guys who were not on the ice, they're injured," Hartley said. "We don't have nothing serious but I guess those are the growing pains of the training camp."

Among those missing out on the scrimmage were Mike Cammalleri, who scored in Calgary's game at Scotiabank Saddledome and Jiri Hudler.

HARTLEY LIKED OILERS ACTION

Though the Flames' game up in Edmonton might've left the team a little tired and bruised, Hartley liked what he caught of the contest.

Tuning in for the third period following his own game at home, the Flames bench boss caught Calgary's third period comeback and eventual 6-5 shootout win.

"We got in after our game and we caught maybe the last 10, 15 minutes of the game and we were down 5-2," he said. "Pretty good comeback."

That comeback was made possible by a two-goal effort by Josh Jooris.

Joorish, making his professional exhibition debut, felt stronger as the game went on.

"It felt pretty good," he said. "Once I got that first shift under me I settled in and the game started. The nerves leading up to it were definitely in there. The vets did a good job settling the rookies down. It was fun. I had a blast."

Hartley said he enjoyed Calgary's effort in Edmonton but was equally impressed with the way he watched his club battle back from a two-goal deficit, only to lose 3-2 in Calgary.

"I loved the intensity," he said. "In my way of doing things, exhibition games -- especially the first one -- you're not really looking for perfect execution because you're not going to get it. You have guys that are still adjusting, lots of new blood, you're asking for intensity, you're looking for teamwork and that's what we got and I think they battled all the way to the end. It's too bad that Edmonton got that late goal, but those things happen."

CUTS LOOMING AFTER TUESDAY TILTS

Though injuries have gotten in the way of trimming his roster, Hartley has eyes on making his first round of cuts after Tuesday's split-squad games.

"We have a chance to play lots of our young players, give them plenty of ice time with the intra-squad games, practices, the exhibition games and after this we're going to proceed with the cuts," Hartley announced. "We're going to go with the final cuts later on, but at the same time I think that we wanted a big start, we got the big start and after those three games, it's going to quiet down a little bit.

"I would've liked to make some cuts today but with our injury situation, we just can't."

GOALIES CONTINUE TO BATTLE

It isn't likely that any of the four goaltenders competing for Calgary's No. 1 job will get cut, but the scrutiny will intensity for Joey MacDonald, Joni Ortio, Reto Berra and Karri Ramo.

"Today if you would ask me who was ahead, who's last, it's basically a photo finish until this morning," the coach said. "It's a good problem, but at the same time I'd like someone to show consistency and say, 'I'm the guy'. They told us they want to be the guy. Now I'd like them to show us who wants to be the guy."

With no clear-cut starter after four days and the netminders will get a longer look while playing a 60-minute schedule.

"Most likely in the next three games, we will go with full games," Hartley said. "We just have to finalize who will get the starts where and everything, but (the) time has come now."

That leaves 20-year-old Laurent Brossoit on the sidelines. The first-year pro isn't likely to see any exhibition action.

"We would like to, but in part of our situation right now, I can't say," Hartley said. "I'm not saying yes, I'm not saying no, but if he doesn't play, it's because he's going to get caught in a numbers game.

"If we would have a clear-cut No. 1, an established NHL No. 1 goalie, Brossoit would've played last night but in our situation right now, it's unfortunate. I'm not saying he will not play, but we have no answers still at this point who is going to be our No. 1 goalie in Washington."

REINHART BACK IN PRACTICE

After missing the start of training camp with a mysterious ailment, Max Reinhart drew back into practice and is medically cleared for exhibition action.

With the grace of a veteran, the 21-year-old played coy on what kept him on the sidelines.

"There's nothing bothering me now," Reinhart said. "I'm fine."

Was it the same issue from prospects camp?

"It's not the same thing. It's completely different."

Is it a string of bad luck?

"I don't think so. I mean, it's happened before."

But it's not an allergic reaction that forced you to miss the prospects tournament two summers ago?

"Completely different thing again…so I guess it is a run of bad luck."

Regardless of Reinhart's injury, Calgary's third round pick from 2010 is excited to be back on the ice and pushing for a place on the Flames.

"It feels amazing (to be back)," he said. "I had a good Penticton tournament and obviously you don't want to miss time but these things happen. I was thrilled to be able to get back on the ice today again."

Some pain may have slowed Reinhart's momentum, but the former Kootenay Ice standout has plenty of time to make an impression and earn a roster spot on the Flames out of camp.

"You'd hate to say an injury take it away," he said. "I feel fortunate I only missed a minimal amount of time."

Poirier builds off strong pre-season game, scores in intra-squad match-up
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CALGARY, AB -- Just over 14 hours after netting the Calgary Flames first pre-season goal of the 2013-14 season, Emile Poirier was back at in an intra-squad game at training camp, scoring a huge goal for Team White in their 2-1 win over Team Black on Sunday morning.

Taking up residence at the side of Team Black's net, Poirier deflected Ben Hanowski's wrister to even things up between the two sides at one apiece. Team Black centre Ben Street had opened the scoring earlier in the game.

Corban Knight scored the winner late in the game when he was able to bat in a pass from Markus Granlund, who dished the puck to Knight from behind the net.

TEAM BLACK LINES, DEFENCE PAIRINGS AND GOALTENDERS

Glencross - Jooris - Stempniak

Byron - Galiardi - Jackman

Bancks - Street - B. Jones

Bouma - Horak - Nemisz

Eddy

Smith - Wideman

Russell - Ramage

Giordano - Billins

Culkin - Kulak

MacDonald

Ortio

Brossoit

TEAM WHITE LINES, DEFENCE PAIRINGS AND GOALTENDERS

Baertschi - Stajan - D. Jones

Hanowski - Monahan - Poirier

Reinhart - Granlund - Knight

McKelvie - Backlund - McGrattan

Olson

Wotherspoon - Brodie

Cundari - O'Brien

Butler - Sieloff

Martin - Lamb

Kanzig

Berra

Ramo

BOXSCORE

TEAM BLACK GOAL: Street (38) from Bancks (46)

TEAM WHITE GOAL: Poirier (57) from Hanowski (58), Monahan (23)

TEAM WHITE GOAL: Knight (10) from Granlund (60)

The Flames played just one intra-squad game on Sunday due to injuries. Several players sat out of the match-up with minor maladies.

Half of the training camp roster will travel to Saskatoon, SK on Sunday evening in preparation for two pre-season tilts in Saskatchewan. The non-traveling portion of the roster will practice at WinSport (Joan Snyder Arena) at 10:00 AM on Monday.

Training camp roster cuts will likely come after Tuesday's split squad games (Flames vs. the Islanders in Regina, SK and in Calgary, AB).

Hartley finds positives in setback to Oilers in Calgary
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I want to make sure I see my veterans react to playing with younger players. I want to see the younger players react against key position. - Bob Hartley

CALGARY, AB -- It didn't put a tick in the win column, but it was a victory nonetheless.

Knotted at 2-2 late in the third period, Martin Marincin's goal 4:52 remaining in the third period may have given the Edmonton Oilers a 3-2 victory, but being able to evaluate how his young roster responded in the first game of preseason action was a win for Bob Hartley.

"I was pleased," Hartley said. "I can't fault the effort. The first two goals, there was some kids mistake but that's why we played them. We want to put them in those kinds of situations and if they do well, if they do bad…I shouldn't even say bad. If they make a mistake this is a game of mistakes.

"I felt those kids recuperated real well and they put it behind them and kept going."

Marincin tapped in a pass from Ryan Hamilton after Joni Ortio, on for the back-end of the 60-minute tilt, couldn't corral Jordan Eberle's initial shot. Edmonton's goal came a shift after Emile Poirier just about added his second of the night to give Calgary their first lead of the game, letting traffic funnel to the net before ringing the puck off the post.

Calgary's contingent -- playing opposite their split squad in Edmonton -- trailed by two after two periods, but Poirier put the Flames on the board early in the third.

Shane O'Brien's point shot was blocked but the rebound skirted over to the 22nd pick in the 2013 NHL Draft. Poirier one-timed the puck behind Oilers netminder Richard Backman just 2:43 into the frame to cut the lead to 2-1.

"I think I just went to the net," Poirier said. "It was the right time and it's an unbelievable feeling. First game and (I) scored."

It wasn't just his goal that caught the coach's eye.

"Poirier, especially the second half of the game," Hartley said. "I felt his speed really generated some good scoring chances for us, gave us the rebound goal."

Veteran Mike Cammalleri squared the game after some hustle from Matt Stajan.

Outracing the Edmonton defence to a dump in deep in the Oilers zone, Stajan pivoted and fired a pass squarely onto the stick of Cammalleri, who promptly deposited it behind Bachman at 6:31.

Marincin's late goal put the game out of reach, but Hartley wasn't disappointed with the end result.

Still, the game had plenty of value for Hartley.

"I put some kids with some veterans," he said. "I want to make sure I see my veterans react to playing with younger players. I want to see the younger players react against key position. We played some kids against (Jordan) Eberle and for me, that's what I wanted to see."

Though the Flames had the game's first scoring chances, it was the Oilers who found the back of the net first.

With Ryan Culkin in the penalty box for interference, Ryan Jones deflected a Jeff Petry point shot behind starter Joey MacDonald to give the Oilers a 1-0 lead just 3:41 into the game.

Mark Giordano almost drew Calgary even at Jones' expense. With the Oilers' forward in the penalty box for cross checking, Giordano walked in from the slot and beat Jason Labarbara but not the post at 8:40.

The chance came just minutes after Sean Monahan was denied his first of the season. Taking a cross-ice pass at the top of the crease from Curtis Glencross, Monahan's tap-in was denied by the Edmonton goalie.

Not to be outdone, MacDonald flashed the glove to deny Ty Bilcke his first of the exhibition series at the eight minute mark of the second period. After winning a footrace to the puck, Derek Nesbitt found Bilcke in the slot, but the Flames goaltender was equal to the task for his best save of the night.

With goaltenders splitting action, MacDonald was relieved by Ortio with 8:52 remaining in the middle frame after stopping eight of nine shots. Labarbara stopped all 12 shots he faced before being relieved by Bachman.

It didn't take long for Ortio to be tested.

Edmonton forward David Perron walked off the boards and snapped a shot from the right dot that beat the Flames goaltender short side just 2:05 into Ortio's shift and two minutes after John Ramage's penalty for holding had expired.

Flames get back in the Saddle
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It's just unbelievable to put this great rink back on its feet in so few weeks. It's just unbelievable. It allows us to be back in the saddle tonight and have fun." - Bob Hartley

CALGARY, AB -- The 'Dome wasn't rebuilt in a day, but now it's time to get back in the saddle.

Following a massive undertaking to get Scotiabank Saddledome back in game shape following the floods that devastated Southern Alberta in late June, the Calgary Flames have returned home and will christen the recently renovated rink when playing host to the Edmonton Oilers in preseason, split-squad action on Saturday.

Simply put by coach Bob Hartley, it's good to be home.

"It's just unbelievable to put this great rink back on its feet in so few weeks," Hartley said in advance of the game Saturday. "It's just unbelievable. It allows us to be back in the saddle tonight and have fun."

Almost miraculously, crews from CANA Construction worked around the clock to ensure the arena was ready for action. Their work, dedication and pride in preparing the building is something Hartley's used repeatedly as a metaphor for the rebuilding project underway on the ice.

"If we just match the workers intensity and especially their will..." Hartley said. "It's funny, the president of CANA when he entered my office, he even has the picture on his phone. I have a saying on my board, 'Without courage there's no hope'. He said that when the water went down, that line was still on my white board and he took a picture and he showed the employees and said 'That's where we're starting from'.

"It's just unbelievable. If we can just match their intensity and their will, our fans will be very pleased with us and we will have a great season."

Defenceman Mark Giordano, who saw the finished product a week ago a week ago while picking up some gear, thinks his Flames can draw from the building rebuild.

"We can definitely use that. Bob's mentioned it a bunch of times to us already," he said. "We have to take that workmanlike attitude and that belief and carry it over to our game. We're all NHL players, we're all confident in ourselves and as a team, if we play the right way and we do the right things and get some performances this year we feel like we can make some noise."

As for the renovation itself, he's is impressed.

"I came in to grab some equipment about a week and a half ago and just got my first taste of it and it was like 'Wow, I can't believe it's ready'," said Giordano, who left Calgary a day before the floods hit. "It seems a little brighter in here, a little more spacious. It looks good.

"The picture where the water was almost right up to the suites there. I saw that one and wow, that was the worst one I've seen. To know that it's come from that to what it is today, it's pretty impressive.

"It looks great. Basically, everything's brand new. They obviously finished everything up. It looks great. It looks brand new. Everything's brand new. It looks great to us players."

Giordano's not the only player to come away impressed.

Greg Chase, who is used to being on the Calgary end of the 'Battle of Alberta' as a member of the Western Hockey League's Hitmen, is getting his first glimpse at his new, old digs with the Oilers.

"I got to see the (Hitmen) dressing room early this morning and what they did there was unbelievable," said Chase, selected in the seventh round by the Oilers in the 2013 NHL Draft. "It's disappointing what happened. It wasn't really a fun time for Calgary but the way everyone came together and made this situation happen and made hockey happen back here at the 'Dome is impressive and we're grateful for it."

Hockey's back at the 'Dome thanks in large part to the contractors who worked tirelessly to make it happen.

They'll be rewarded Saturday as part of 'Contractor Appreciation Night' at Scotiabank Saddledome. It's only fitting, after all, they get the chance to relax at the rink they helped rebuild.

And put the Flames back in the saddle in advance of the start of the season.

No shot at sleep for excited Flames' rookies
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I wouldn't bet on [sleeping]. I think I'll try to get some shut eye but I don't think it's going to happen. - Corban Knight

CALGARY, AB -- Admittedly, Calgary Flames rookie Corban Knight isn't about to get a lost of rest when his head hits the pillow for his afternoon nap.

The 23-year-old will try to chase some Z's, but said he'll inevitably come up empty handed.

"I wouldn't bet on [sleeping]," Knight said. "I think I'll try to get some shut eye but I don't think it's going to happen."

Knight isn't alone in falling short on the napping end.

Counting sheep is going to help fellow rookie Emile Poirier rest up.

Poirier, selected 22nd overall just three months ago at the 2013 NHL Draft, is going to have about as much success at sleeping as Knight.

"I'll try. I'll try to have a nap. I don't know if I'm going to sleep but I'll try to make the same routine, change nothing."

The reason for the lack of shuteye? Both are slated to play in their first professional exhibition game Saturday against the Edmonton Oilers.

For Knight, the High River product who inked a pro deal with the Calgary Flames in July, is set to step on the ice at the Scotiabank Saddledome and play his first professional game in front of friends and family.

"The fact that I get to play my first NHL exhibition game in the Saddledome here in Calgary at home, it's pretty special," he said. "I think the crowd is going to be rocking tonight. I think it's very exciting."

Playing so close to home, Knight will have plenty of supporters in the crowd to push him on.

"I've got quite a few coming tonight, I think," he said. "It will be fun to play in front of some familiar faces."

Fortunately, he doesn't have to shell out too much dough to put friends and family in the seats.

"[The Flames] are hooking us up pretty good but I think I've got to foot the bill for a couple," he admitted. "I've got a pretty big crew coming."

Poirier isn't likely to match Knight's contingent coming to the game, but just because he's from Montreal and plays his junior with the Gatineau Olympiques doesn't make his debut experience any less exciting.

"I think more excited than nervous," he said. "I think it's just great to finally play here."

Meanwhile, it's old hat to a veteran like Mark Giordano, who is entering his eighth season as a member of the Flames.

"I'm going to sleep, yeah," he said with a laugh. "I'll get a couple hours in today, just try to relax a bit and hang out at home but I'll be good.

"I'll be able to nap."

Parade has started for Hartley's rookies
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I told the boys in a parade there are two places you can be; you're either in the parade or you're on the sidewalk waving at it.  - Bob Hartley

CALGARY, AB -- There are drivers and there are passengers. 

 Participants and fans. Grand Marshalls and spectators.

Be on the float.

That's the message from Calgary Flames coach Bob Hartley to the likes of Sean Monahan, Michael Ferland and Emile Poirier, who will start on a line Saturday in exhibition action against the Edmonton Oilers.

Be the Grand Marshall.

"It always has to come from the veterans but if I'm Monahan or I'm a Ferland, I'm a Poirier and those guys, the parade is started," Hartley said. "I told the boys in a parade there are two places you can be; you're either in the parade or you're on the sidewalk waving at it.

"I hope they choose the right option."

The trio have looked like veterans in practice and inter-squad games in the days leading up to the Flames' opening preseason action, split-squad games simultaneously being played in Edmonton in Calgary.

Lead the march. Don't be caught in the risers.

The memo is well received by Poirier, selected 22nd overall in the 2013 NHL Draft.

Poirier, 18 and just three months removed from draft day, can further his chances of sticking around in Calgary with a strong exhibition series.

He knows what he has to do.

"I think just play my game, with speed, with intensity, work hard," he said. "That's what [Hartley] wants. Just play with a good pace and intensity."

And leave the nerves on the sidelines.

"I think more excited than nervous," Poirier said. "I think it's just great to finally play here."

Veteran Mark Giordano, entering his eighth season as a member of the Flames, doesn't have a strategy to squash any nerves in the rookie contingent.

Instead, his advice didn't differ much from Hartley's.

Get engaged.

"You can't really, you can just tell them to play their game and all that sort of stuff," Giordano said.

"It doesn't matter really. Your first few games, whether it's exhibition or a regular season game, you're going to be nervous no matter what. I think the main thing is to try to make a play or a hit or get something early the first shift to sort of relax your nerves.

"I found if I got hit or made a play early when I was young in my first few games. If I did that I felt a lot better and a lot more comfortable."

As Giordano pointed out, the nerves will be there. No doubt about it.

That's especially true for Corban Knight, who grew up a Flames fan in the neighbouring High River.

But even he can turn those nerves into positive energy.

"The fact that I get to play my first NHL exhibition game in the Saddledome here in Calgary at home, it's pretty special," the 23-year-old said. "I think it's very exciting. I think the crowd is going to be rocking tonight."

As long as he's not caught being one of the spectators at the game, he'll have followed his coach's directive.

And be on the proper side of Hartley's parade.

Sieloff settling in

Defenceman Patrick Sieloff is fitting right in at training camp
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It's exciting. It puts a smile on your face. You know that the work you put in is getting you somewhere.  - Patrick Sieloff on playing his first NHL pre-season game

CALGARY, AB -- From watching his first couple of intrasquad games at the Calgary Flames training camp, you wouldn't guess this is Patrick Sieloff's first full-fledged experience at an NHL camp.

The 19-year-old has carried his strong play at the Young Stars Classic into main camp, looking poised and steady on the blueline. He hasn't looked nervous at all and has logged a ton of minutes

Sieloff has also managed to get under the skin of a few of his teammates in his opening two intrasquad games thanks to his in-your-face, hit-everything-in-sight style of play.

Curtis Glencross, after getting slammed against the boards of couple times, made sure give the youngster a whack or two whenever they were in each other's vicinity. Carter Bancks went through the same ordeal as Glencross, being sent flying into the glass more than once, and hasn't hesitated to shove and jostle the blueliner whenever he gets an opportunity.

"I'm feeling pretty comfortable," he told CalgaryFlames.com. "On Thursday, I took a couple of shifts to get into the game, see how they play here, and settled in.

"I've carried over what I got from (the first game) and feel pretty good."

As for his pesty, intense nature in intrasquad games and practices?

"It's how I play my game," he stated. "If I don't play that way, I'm not going to be successful. Bottom line."

The biggest adjustment Sieloff has had to make is his reaction time. He has spent the last three seasons playing in the USHL and OHL and while there are plenty of speedy players in each league, they take longer to make decisions with the puck and read plays.

"Guys here are smarter. It's not that it's faster - maybe one step faster - but guys are just smarter with the puck. You have be on your toes when you're out there because anything could happen.

"You have to focus."

Sieloff's take-no-prisoners attitude will come in handy tonight in the first edition of the 2013 Battle of Alberta. The Flames start the pre-season with split squad games against the Oilers, with Calgary's game beginning at 7:00 PM MT and Edmonton's game starting at 8:00 PM MT, and Sieloff will be a part of the first game in the Scotiabank Saddledome since the flood.

"It's exciting," he said, elation evident in his tone. "It puts a smile on your face. You know that the work you put in is getting you somewhere.

"The nerves are going to be going a little bit but you've got to get them out of you as quick as can and get going."

Sieloff was the Flames second round pick in the 2012 NHL Draft. The Flames signed him to a three-year entry-level deal on July 19.

Morning Skate Report: Flames vs. Oilers
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MORNING SKATE REPORT

HEADLINES

Projected Lines: CGY vs. EDM

Projected Lines: CGY @ EDM

Sieloff is settling in at training camp

FEATURED VIDEO

Matt Stajan - 13.09.13

Mark Giordano - 13.09.13

Mike Cammalleri - 13.09.13
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FLAMES SET FOR EXHIBITION ACTION

After two days of simultaneous practice and intra-squad games, the Calgary Flames will play their first of seven preseason games Saturday night in split-squad action against the Edmonton Oilers.

And after banging heads with potential teammates for the past 48 hours, Mark Giordano is ready to battle against their provincial rival.

"The inner-squad games are great," Giordano started. "They get your timing down and sort of get you into it a bit but there's nothing like playing against another team and really getting into the game feel, all the little things. We get the refs. We get the TV timeouts -- the little things we don't get in an intra-squad game gets you really into the feel of a game."

"We'll get the little breaks between the intermissions. It's exciting. It's been a long time since we've played exhibition games. We didn't get any last year. It's a good way to get tuned up for the season."

It's also an audition.

"I'm looking for a great team effort," bench boss Bob Hartley said. "It always has to come from the veterans but if I'm (Sean) Monahan or I'm a (Michael) Ferland, I'm a (Emile) Poirier and those guys, the parade is started. I told the boys in a parade there are two places you can be; you're either in the parade or you're on the sidewalk waving at it.

"I hope they choose the right option."

LINES WILL BE SHUFFLED

Though Hartley plans on starting Matt Stajan between Curtis Glencross and Lee Stempniak, the Calgary coach isn't going to be shy about throwing his lines in a blender.

That means the likes of Sean Monahan, Emile Poirier and Michael Ferland will get mixed in with some veterans.

"They might get the first 10, 15 minutes and after this you'll see Monahan with Glencross and Stempniak or you're going to see a Ferland with (Mikael) Backlund and (David) Jones," he said.

Hartley is purposely starting the trio of youngsters together.

"Right now, I want to show our fans the three kids on the same line; Poirier, Monahan and Ferland but after this, you guys will have a full buffet tonight."

CHASE-ING HIS DREAM

Greg Chase is no stranger to playing on Scotiabank Saddledome ice as a member of the Calgary Hitmen, but he'll be skating opposite the Flames Saturday night as a member of the Oilers.

Drafted in the seventh round, 188th overall by his hometown team, Chase now enters the Battle of Alberta at the NHL level after being a part of it in the Western Hockey League.

"It's a little weird to think about," Chase said. "I come out here almost every night and play for the Hitmen and put on a Calgary uniform and now I'm going out there on the other side of the fence and putting on an Oiler uniform.

"It's definitely weird to be on both sides of the Battle of Alberta but they're both great organizations and I'm proud to be a part of them."

He hasn't faced any good-natured jests from his Hitmen teammates now being on the other end of the provincial rivalry.

"No, not yet but I'm sure it might come," he said. "I haven't got any ribbing from them. I think they're all pretty excited that I get to play here. I kind of miss them a little bit but this has been a good experience."

2013 Flames Training Camp Guide: Forward Fight
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CAGE MATCH

BLUELINE BATTLE

FORWARD FIGHT

KIDS CRUSADE

FORWARD FIGHT

Though there are a handful of Calgary Flames forwards who can rest easy as a lock heading into training camp, there are plenty of players who won't sleep comfortably as the rebuilding process begins to take form.

With a youthful contingent ready to make an impact at the National Hockey League level and only so many roster spots available, Calgary's camp has the opportunity to provide plenty of surprises as to what the Flames' lineup may resemble when the puck drops on the 2013-14 season.

Eleven players remain on one-way contracts, but with financial flexibility and a commitment to working younger players into the rotation, few spots are guaranteed.

CALGARYFLAMES.COM 3 PLAYERS TO WATCH

--------------------------------------------------------------------------------

Mike Cammalleri

 Mike Cammalleri 

Left Wing  - CGY

Goals: 13 | Assists: 19 | Pts: 32

 Shots: 102 | +/-: -15

 Mike Cammalleri - The most lethal offensive weapon at the disposal of coach Bob Hartley, Cammalleri will be counted on to provide the type of offense that he brought during his 39-goal campaign during his first tour with the Flames. 

He's scored 24 goals in 72 games since returning to Calgary a year and a half ago and finished with a share of the team lead alongside Lee Stempniak in 2012-13 with 32 points. His 13 goals in 44 games was second only to Curtis Glencross' 15, too.

The veteran is entering the year in the final season of a five year, $30 million contract, so there's plenty on the line for the 31-year-old Cammalleri, too. Looking to earn a new contract, the assistant captain can help both himself and the Flames with a big contribution.

--------------------------------------------------------------------------------

Curtis Glencross

 Curtis Glencross 

Left Wing  - CGY

Goals: 15 | Assists: 11 | Pts: 26 

 Shots: 92 | +/-: -8

 Curtis Glencross - Glencross, another assistant captain and big part of the Flames' leadership core, will be counted on to replicate the success he's found in Calgary in recent years. 

After back-to-back seasons with 24 and 26 goals respectively, the 30-year-old led Calgary in goals with 15 in 40 games -- a 30 goal pace over a full 82-game schedule.

Glencross has been dependable in his duration with the Flames, both offensively and in the leadership he provides in the locker room. It's what is both expected and needed from him as the rebuild hits full stride come October.

--------------------------------------------------------------------------------

Mikael Backlund

 Mikael Backlund 

Center  - CGY

Goals: 8 | Assists: 8 | Pts: 16

 Shots: 88 | +/-: -6

 Mikael Backlund - When healthy, Backlund showed flashes of emerging as the center Calgary hoped to have in making him their first round pick in the 2007 NHL Entry Draft, but the 24-year-old hasn't shown the durability to be a top-six forward. When he was in the lineup, though, Backlund was a bright spot at both ends of the ice. 

Offensively, Backlund had eight goals and 16 points in 32 games, a pace that would have established new career bests in both categories over an 82-game schedule. Defensively, the 6-foot, 196-pound pivot earned trust from coach Bob Hartley and in turn added responsibility in his own end.

With an eye on replicating his campaign a year ago over a full season in 2013-14, Backlund could become Calgary's most important player down the middle.

--------------------------------------------------------------------------------

Keep an eye on… - David Jones, acquired in an offseason deal that saw the departure of Alex Tanguay, will be given an opportunity to return to his 20-goal form. The former Colorado Avalanche winger has hit that plateau twice in his career…Sven Baertschi finished last season on a strong note with a seven-game point streak and will look to carry the momentum over…At times in 2012-13, Roman Horak showed flashes that he was ready to be a regular NHLer. He could be ready to take the final step in making the jump full time.
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They comprise the future of the Calgary Flames and they'll be given every opportunity to contribute on the basis of meritocracy, and pushing the veterans will be the role Calgary's youth will play this year, both in training camp and throughout the season.

Boasting as deep a pool to draw from as at any point in club history, there is plenty of opportunity for the kids to push veterans out of the picture and earn a spot on the Flames' roster when the puck drops on the 2013-14 season.

CALGARYFLAMES.COM 3 PLAYERS TO WATCH

--------------------------------------------------------------------------------

Sean Monahan

 Sean Monahan 

Center  - CGY

2012-13 - Oshawa Generals (OHL)

 GP: Goals: 31 | Assists: 47 | Pts: 78

 Sean Monahan - Drafted sixth overall in the 2013 NHL Draft after a 31-goal, 78-point season with the Ottawa 67's of the Ontario Hockey League, Monahan has the chance to earn a lengthy nine-game audition before the Flames have to decide whether or not to burn the first year of his freshly-inked entry-level contract. 

He certainly has the looks of one that will earn such an audition. The 6-foot-2, 185-pound rookie stood out for all the right reasons at the Young Stars tournament in Penticton and is expected to carry that momentum into his first professional camp.

Should the mature Monahan prove to be worthy of sticking around, the 18-year-old will add valued depth down the middle on a team that has been lacking just that.

Markus Granlund

 Markus Granlund 

Center  - CGY

2012-13 - SM-liiga (Helsinki)

 Goals: 10 | Assists: 20 | Pts: 30

 Markus Granlund - Inking a three year entry-level pact in April, Granlund confirmed he would be coming to play in North America for the first time in his career. 

The 20-year-old is coming off a successful final stint with HIFK Helsinki in which he put together a 10-goal, 30-point campaign -- finishing second in team scoring and a share of 40th league-wide.

Granlund's biggest obstacle could come in adjusting to the North American game, though he showed no signs of struggle when representing Calgary at the Young Stars tournament in Penticton, pacing the Flames with a tournament-best three goals and one assist in three games.

--------------------------------------------------------------------------------

Michael Ferland

 Michael Ferland 

Left Wing  - CGY

2012-13 - WHL (Brandon/Saskatoon)

 Goals: 9 | Assists: 22 | Pts: 31

 Michael Ferland - After recommitting himself to his conditioning, Ferland has proven to re-invent himself after a trying campaign a year ago. 

The 21-year-old struggled to earn ice time with the Abbotsford Heat and ended up returning to the Western Hockey League for his overage season following a demotion to the ECHL. He spent 2012-13 between three leagues and four different teams.

Fast-forward to training camp and Ferland is 24 pounds lighter, noticeably quicker and a candidate to make noise in Calgary's training camp. His first step towards earning serious consideration came with his performance at the Young Stars tournament in Penticton, where the former fifth round pick from 2010 showed he was serious about redefining himself.

--------------------------------------------------------------------------------

Keep an eye on… - After concluding his four year stint at the University of North Dakota, High River, AB product Corban Knight is set to embark on his first year of professional hockey. The former Florida Panthers fifth rounder signed in Calgary as a free agent and hopes to help bolster Calgary's depth down the middle…Ben Hanowski, acquired as part of the deal that sent Jarome Iginla to the Pittsburgh Penguins, scored in his brief stint last season and will look to earn another audition…Emile Poirier, drafted 22nd overall in June, is another option to earn an extended look. Like Monahan, the 18-year-old can earn a longer look with a strong performance at camp.
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CAGE MATCH - GOALTENDING PREVIEW

For the first time in a decade, the Calgary Flames don't have a man in mind between the pipes. After retiring earlier this week as the franchise's all-time leader in wins (305), shutouts (41) and games played (576), Miikka Kiprusoff has removed any chance of backstopping the Flames for a 10th consecutive season.

Kiprusoff's departure didn't come as a surprise and as such, general manager Jay Feaster ensured there was plenty in the pipeline. He acquired Karri Ramo from the Montreal Canadiens in the deal that brought back forward Michael Cammalleri and ensured Reto Berra was a part of the trade deadline deal that sent defenceman Jay Bouwmeester to the St. Louis Blues.

Those acquisitions, the re-signing of Joey MacDonald in late April and Kiprusoff's subsequent retirement paint a picture of opportunity in Calgary's crease.

--------------------------------------------------------------------------------

CALGARYFLAMES.COM 3 PLAYERS TO WATCH

Karri Ramo

 Karri Ramo 

Goalie  - CGY

2012-13 (KHL) Record: 26-9-5

 GAA: 2.00 | Sv%: .929

 Karri Ramo - Inked on July 5th to a two year, $5.5 million contract on July 5th, Ramo will have every opportunity to emerge from training camp as Calgary's top 'tender heading into the 2013-14 season. 

The two-time KHL All-Star is no stranger to the National Hockey League, having broke into the league as a 21-year-old with the Tampa Bay Lightning. After two seasons split between the NHL and American Hockey League, Ramo returned to Europe to backstop Omsk Avangard in the Kontinental Hockey League. Ramo, 27, found great success in the KHL, twice named an all-star in his four seasons of action while compiling a 99-48-22 record with a 2.01 goals against average and .923 save percentage.

Those totals include the work Ramo put in last season, arguably his best year with Omsk. The 6-foot goaltender recorded a 26-9-5 record with a 2.00 goals against average and .929 save percentage in 40 games.

Set to make his re-debut in the NHL with the Flames, the former sixth round pick in the 2004 NHL Entry Draft could have a line on the crease when Calgary's season opens.

--------------------------------------------------------------------------------

Reto Berra

 Reto Berra 

Goalie  - CGY

2012-13 (Swiss-A) Record: 24-21-1 

 GAA: 3.01 | Sv%: .906

 Reto Berra - Spending his entire career in Switzerland, Berra is venturing into professional hockey in North America for the first time after signing a one year entry-level deal. 

Berra, acquired with defenceman Mark Cundari, was originally a fourth round pick of the St. Louis Blues in the 2006 NHL Entry Draft. Berra was selected after shining for Switzerland in international action, including memorable performances at the 2005 World Under-18 Championship and the World Junior Championship in 2006.

The 26-year-old has been equally spectacular on home ice, starring in Switzerland's top league as the starter for EHC Biel and is a candidate to represent his country at the 2014 Sochi Olympics. Berra thrust himself into the Olympic debate after a strong playoff performance with Biel coupled with a standout performance at the 2013 IIHF World Championship, helping Switzerland into the gold medal final against Sweden. The silver was Switzerland's second-ever at the event and first since 1935.

If Berra can move that momentum to North America, the 6-foot-4 stopper can inject himself into the goaltending picture in Calgary.

--------------------------------------------------------------------------------

Joey MacDonald

 Joey MacDonald 

Goalie  - CGY

2012-13 Record: 8-9-1 

 GAA: 2.87 | Sv%: .902

 Joey MacDonald - The only returning goaltender from the Flames' roster last season and the elder statesman at 33-years-old, MacDonald could be the man with the inside track in Calgary. 

With seven years of NHL action split between five franchises, MacDonald has logged 122 games of

experience and is the only goaltender coming to camp who has played in the league in the past four seasons.

MacDonald's most notable action has come as a member of the Flames. Plucked off waivers from the Detroit Red Wings after overcoming a back injury in mid-February, the 6-foot journeyman performed admirably in the wake of an injury to Kiprusoff. In all, MacDonald saw action in 21 of 48 games for Calgary, recording an 8-9-1 record with a 2.87 goals against average and .902 save percentage.

With the chance to earn a full-time starting gig and an opportunity to eclipse a career-best 49 games played in a single season, MacDonald will be more than motivated to tend Calgary's vacant crease.

Keep an eye on... - Ramo isn't the only Flames' property to be making a return to North America. Joni Ortio, who had brief tenures with the Abbotsford Heat in 2010-11 and 2011-12, will also provide competition for the aforementioned trio. The 22-year-old returns a more mature goaltender after developing his game in Finland…Laurent Brossoit, 20, will also be in camp for the Flames as he embarks on his first season of professional hockey after wrapping up a successful Western Hockey League career with the Edmonton Oil Kings.
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BLUELINE BATTLE

Though they have seven defencemen in camp on one-way contracts, competition will prove to be fierce on the Calgary Flames blueline. Inviting 18 rearguards in total, coach Bob Hartley will have plenty of combinations to tinker with throughout camp as the team continually looks to develop some of the team's more youthful players.

Though there's a great veteran presence on the back end with the likes of Mark Giordano and Dennis Wideman, first-year pros like Tyler Wotherspoon and John Ramage will have plenty of opportunity to push for bottom-paring positions. Mark Cundari, who joined the Flames from St. Louis alongside Reto Berra, will also look to earn his first full-time gig on the point, as will several other pro-ready prospects.

Calgary's commitment to getting younger should put several veterans on notice, ensuring the battle on the blueline is a healthy one entering camp.

CALGARYFLAMES.COM 3 PLAYERS TO WATCH

--------------------------------------------------------------------------------

TJ Brodie

 TJ Brodie 

Defense  - CGY

12-13: Goals: 2 | Assists: 12 | Pts: 14 

 Shots: 44 | +/-: -9

 TJ Brodie - Emerging as one of the most pleasant surprises for the Flames last season with his play after Jay Bouwmeester was dealt to the St. Louis Blues, Brodie will have every opportunity to prove last year's stint with an increased role is something he can replicate. 

Starting last season as a healthy scratch, Brodie became one of Calgary's most reliable rearguards, recording 12 assists and 14 points while appearing in 47 games. As the 23-year-old's workload increased as a result of munching Bouwmeester's minutes, so seemingly did his play.

As a result, Brodie -- who has played all of 104 games in his career -- was rewarded with a two year, $4.5 million contract in the hopes that he can continue to develop as one of Calgary's best blueliners.

--------------------------------------------------------------------------------

Mark Giordano

 Mark Giordano 

Defense  - CGY

12-13: Goals: 4 | Assists: 11 | Pts: 15 

 Shots: 58 | +/-: -7

 Mark Giordano - Though it was Brodie who saw the spike in minutes after the trade deadline last season, it will be Mark Giordano as the defenceman who is expected to be the cornerstone of Calgary's defense this year. 

Though he didn't lead the corps from the back end in goals, points or average time on ice, the 28-year-old was among the team's best in each category and has developed into arguably the Flames' most reliable rearguards in all three zones.

He's also continually boasted a lead-by-example mantra which will be tested as one of the team's most important figures in the dressing room. For a team attempting a rebuild, the package Giordano brings become invaluable to Calgary's club.

--------------------------------------------------------------------------------

John Ramage

 John Ramage 

Defense  - CGY

12-13 (University of Wisconsin): 

 Goals: 8 | Assists: 12 | Pts: 20

 John Ramage - After wrapping up a successful four year collegiate career with the University of Wisconsin, Ramage has his sights squarely on his first professional season. 

Ramage, the son of former Flames' defenceman Rob, capped his tenure in Wisconsin with a career-high in goals (8), points (20) and penalty minutes (65) in captaining the Badgers to a WCHA Championship.

The steady defenceman enters Calgary's camp as a mature rookie at 22, and showed just that at the Young Stars tournament in Penticton. The poise shown in the prospect showcase by Calgary's fourth round pick in the 2010 NHL Entry Draft has raised questions on whether or not Ramage will spend his first season in the National Hockey League or American Hockey League.

Keep an eye on... - Though he appeared in just four games to close out the campaign last season, Mark Cundari left a favorable impression with a goal and two assists. He'll look to push hard for his first full-time NHL gig…Though he's eligible to return to the Windsor Spitfires, hard-hitting Patrick Sieloff has a pro contract in hand and has quickly earned a reputation as one of the hardest hitters in the organization…Local product Kris Russell, acquired in the offseason, has some pop to his game that can boost scoring from the point. At 26 and with one year remaining on his contract, Russell has plenty to prove.

Sabres D Myers focused on rebuilding confidence
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You have to be your best and when you stop a lot of pucks you're going to play. That's the same thing right now. It would've been the same thing with [Kiprusoff]. It doesn't change." - Karri Ramo

CALGARY -- For the first time in a decade, the Calgary Flames have a big question mark in training camp.

Who starts in goal?

After making his retirement official earlier in the week, longtime franchise face Miikka Kiprusoff isn't the answer. Kiprusoff, 36, left the crease as the Flames' leader in wins (305), shutouts (41) and games (576).

"He was one of the best goalies who ever played and I really looked up to him when I was younger," said Karri Ramo, one vying for Kiprusoff's spot. "I followed him a lot since 2004. He was one of the biggest idols for me.

"It would be really nice to play with him but there's not that chance anymore."

Ramo is one of four contenders between Calgary's pipes. He's joined by fellow Finn Joni Ortio, Reto Berra and Joey MacDonald, who spent the shortened 2012-13 season with the Flames after being plucked off waivers from the Detroit Red Wings in early February. He appeared in 21 games, sporting an 8-9-1 record with a respectable 2.87 goals against average and .902 save percentage.

Kiprusoff retired with 623 games of NHL experience. Calgary's four candidates combine for just 167 -- split between MacDonald and Ramo.

Experience doesn't matter when you're making saves, though.

"You have to be your best and when you stop a lot of pucks you're going to play," Ramo said. "That's the same thing right now. It would've been the same thing with [Kiprusoff]. It doesn't change."

But MacDonald is hoping it is experience that gives him the inside track for the No. 1 job. MacDonald leads the troop with 122 career NHL games under his belt, serving as a journeyman netminder for the Red Wings, New York Islanders, Boston Bruins and Toronto Maple Leafs.

"Me being the older guy that everyone is kind of looking up to is a little bit different," said MacDonald, who played a career-high 49 games in 2008-09 for the Islanders. "It puts a little bit more pressure on me to battle for that No. 1 spot. When you've got goaltenders battling for one spot, it's good competitiveness.

"It's kind of nice coming into the season knowing that you've got a good chance at being the No. 1 or the No. 2, whatever it is. It makes it a little bit easier on your brain knowing that and knowing you've got more experience than the rest.

"Hockey's a strange game, though. You never know what's going to take place and injuries and stuff like that. It can change in a hurry. You've just got to give yourself the best opportunity to take advantage."

Others are hoping to make the competition more intense. Neither Berra nor Ortio have NHL experience but both come highly regarded.

And while Berra hasn't skated on NHL ice, his experience with Calgary coach Bob Hartley may give him a leg up; Hartley faced Berra as coach of the ZSC Lions in Switzerland.

"He knows me a little bit when he coached in Zurich and he played against me," Berra said. "He gave me a call and we spoke a little bit together about normal stuff, about life and other things and how the other guys he knows from his old team in Zurich. Things like that."

Though he hasn't played in the NHL either, Ortio, has spent time in North America with the Abbotsford Heat, Calgary's American Hockey League affiliate. After a standout performance at the Young Stars tournament in Penticton, he's thrust himself into contention as well.

Ortio's play, along with what he's seen from the other three goaltenders in camp has Hartley feeling confident in finding a new starting goaltender.

"We anticipate a great battle," he said. "We have two Finns, a Swiss and a Canadian battling for the No. 1 job and we have a very promising young prospect in Laurent Brossoit that is performing real well.

"Those four others, they have professional experience and that's, for me, this is very good. I feel very confident around those guys."

"Talking with them, I get mixed up every day because they only talk to me about they want to be No. 1. That's the good part. The sad part is there's only one net."

One net that, when the dust clears from training camp, will be minted by a new starting goaltender for the first time in 10 years.
.

. 
Calgary's collegiate kids bonding at camp 

Friday, 13.09.2013 / 6:13 PM / News 

By Aaron Vickers 

3 

5 

8 

Email 

Comment

Print

CALGARY, AB -- There's a sense of bonding that comes with a campus.

That seems to be the case after it, too.

Graduating from the college ranks after signing professional contracts this summer, that post-secondary pact still exists for the likes of Corban Knight, Josh Joorish and John Ramage.

Knight graduated from the University of North Dakota program after four years of schooling. Ramage spent four with the University of Wisconsin. Joorish played three seasons with Union College.

And while they may not have been closely acquainted before inking in Calgary, the group of 20-somethings are quickly being welcomed into the Flames fraternity.

"Those are definitely some solid guys," Knight said. "The fact that we all have that college route there's similarities there. It's been nice to chat with those guys and get to know all them. For the most part, everybody here's really good guys and they're buying into the team concept so it's been good to get to know everybody."

The former Hobey Baker nominee was quick to mix in Ben Hanowski.

Hanowski was acquired in the deal that sent Jarome Iginla to the Pittsburgh Penguins and signed with Calgary late last season after wrapping up his collegiate career. He closed out his year playing five games with the Flames, scoring once.

"Obviously the college guys, it's a little easier to talk to them because you have similar situations," said Hanowski, who had 62 goals and 113 points in four seasons at St. Cloud State. "The rookie camp, it was good. You meet a lot of guys."

Being the only one with National Hockey League experience has made Hanowski the go-to in what to expect at camp.

But even he admits he isn't the best to ask despite suiting up alongside the likes of Mike Cammalleri, Curtis Glencross and Mark Giordano just five months ago.

"I've shared some stories with them and other things but they all work extremely hard," Hanowski said. "I was kind of 'deer in the headlights' for a couple weeks so I don't know how much good advice I could give them anyway."

Last season, Hanowski was prepping freshmen.

This year, he is one.

"It's a little different," he said. "You get right into it and it's all about hockey and that's all you have to worry about which is nice, but it's also your job and you have to take it really serious. You're not going to class and hanging out. It's strictly hockey."

The same was said by Knight.

"It's definitely been weird not going back and getting ready for classes but it's a nice change, that's for sure, to just focus on hockey and try to make your dream come true," he said.

But that doesn't mean the kids aren't studying.

If anything, they're getting a crash course at training camp on what it takes to be an NHLer.

"I'm here with all these guys and seeing what it takes," Knight said. "It definitely makes you want to work that much harder to make this team come October. It's a pretty special thing that's going on here and I want to be a part of it."

So what's the 23-year-old learned in his first pro tryout?

"The one thing I've noticed so far how strong and quick everyone is at this level," Knight said. "You look at these guys and there's a reason they're in the NHL, just the way they battle and compete out there. They're so smart too in every zone. It's not very often you're going to be able to make a mistake and not have it cost you. You've got to try to be as careful as you can with the puck and really protect it and try to limit the mistakes."

Hanowski took his course last April after spending time with the organization.

He's busy applying what he's learned.

"I've dropped some weight, tried to get lighter and faster and be a little quicker and be able to play longer and play harder," he admitted.

That's not all.

"You've got to always be doing the little things right because if you're not, someone else is willing to do them," he added. "You've just got to bring it every night."

Valuable lessons being both taught and learned for Calgary's four collegiates.
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We have a bunch of young guys that are good players that can step in and make the job, too. Better depth this year and we'll see what happens. - Mikael Backlund

CALGARY, AB -- Last season, depth down the middle was a cause for debate.

This year, it's the centre of attention for the Calgary Flames.

Returning two key pivots in Mikael Backlund and Matt Stajan and with a plethora of potential hopefuls chomping at the bit for an opportunity, the Flames are heading into the 2013-14 with plenty of options.

Flames coach Bob Hartley has said he'll add newly acquired winger TJ Galiardi to that mix too, an experiment he tinkered with last season between Mike Cammalleri and the departed Alex Tanguay.

But Hartley put the onus on the youngsters in camp to step up and force Galiardi back to the wing.

"The play of our young players will dictate where TJ Galiardi will play," Hartley said. "That's how much confidence I have in TJ. If the best youngsters are on the wing, most likely we'll see TJ at center. If the best prospects are at center, we will find either the left wing or the right wing for TJ.

"I have some nice options. We will experiment all this in intra-squad and in exhibition games."

Backlund agreed.

"We have a bunch of young guys that are good players that can step in and make the job, too," he said. "Better depth this year and we'll see what happens."

Among the candidates to push Galiardi back to the wing include Max Reinhart and rookies Corban Knight, Sean Monahan and Markus Granlund. The foursome come from distinctly different backgrounds.

Reinhart, entering his second professional season, played 11 games late in the season for Hartley, recording one goal and two assists. The 21-year-old former Kootenay Ice assistant captain added seven goals and 21 points in 67 games for the Abbotsford Heat of the American Hockey League.

Knight, 23, wrapped up his senior year at the University or North Dakota, finishing top-10 in Hobey Baker voting as the top collegiate player in the country after amassing 16 goals and 49 points in 41 games during his final collegiate campaign.

Granlund had 10 goals and 30 points in 50 games in SM-liiga with HIFK Helsinki, just his second year of professional hockey. The 20-year-old has yet to make his North American debut but has already caught the attention of the Flames.

Just 18, Monahan serves as the Flames' top pick from the 2013 NHL Draft. The Ottawa 67's product has put up back-to-back 79-point seasons in the Ontario Hockey League as was selected sixth overall last June.

How he, Granlund and Knight fare against National Hockey League opposition remains to be seen. How Reinhart holds up after his audition last season is a question, too.

If any need support, the veteran Stajan is there to lend a hand.

"It feels like yesterday I was one of them," the 29-year-old recalled.

"I'm there for these guys and hopefully they adapt quickly."

Their biggest adjustment?

"The one thing I've noticed so far how strong and quick everyone is at this level," Knight said. "You look at these guys and there's a reason they're in the NHL, just the way they battle and compete out there. They're so smart too in every zone. It's not very often you're going to be able to make a mistake and not have it cost you.

"You've got to try to be as careful as you can with the puck and really protect it and try to limit the mistakes."

Backlund, hardly an elder statesman at just 24-years-old, had different advice for Knight and the other prospects.

"Don't be shy in camp, just want to be the best player out there," he offered. "That's the only way to make the team."

And close the contest at centre.
Flames Today: 13.09.13
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PACE CONTINUES TO PICK UP

Two days of on-ice action in the books, and both veterans and Calgary Flames hopefuls alike are starting to feel the workout in the legs.

Friday's sessions continued where Thursday's left, having simultaneous scrimmages and practices going on opposite rinks. Team C (Peplinski) picked up a 2-0 win over Team B (McCrimmon) in the day's opening game, but Team B (McCrimmon) rebounded to trump Team A (McDonald) 5-1.

All the action has limbs a little stiff, according to Matt Stajan.

"The legs are a little sore, a little tight in the hips, but that's usual for training camp," Stajan said. "Now we get to play some games tomorrow. The fun starts now. You can't feel sorry for anybody. We've all done the same workload. You've got to push."

In his first professional camp, Ben Hanowski admitted he wasn't sure exactly what to expect.

"It's intense," Hanowski said. "There's a lot of guys fighting and trying to show what they can do and what they can bring to the table. It's been a lot of fun. You get into these games and guys are competing. It's been really intense, maybe a little more intense than you think right away. It's been a good two days so far."

That intensity and hard work will result in plenty of benefits, though.

"A couple weeks down the road we'll be happy with the work we've put in here because we'll feel that much better," Stajan added. "We're all in this together."

It's the exact identity coach Bob Hartley wants to install on his club.

It's time to get to work.

"We want to be a blue collar team," Hartley said. "No disrespect to anyone in our organization but at this time today, I don't think that we have a franchise player. We don't have a Sidney Crosby, but at the same time, 20 guys who go on a sheet of ice with a firm intention of playing their best game at the same time, you can do a lot, you can achieve a lot."

He needs his team working like so many that rallied around the flooding of Southern Alberta in June.

"This city after the flood, they regrouped, rolled up their sleeves, put on the hard hats and went to work. That's what I told them. I think that the city of Calgary gave a great lesson of life to Canada, North America, the rest of the world how quickly they turned around this is a beautiful city.

"I think we can achieve a lot, but we have to work as a team."

WIDE OPEN ROSTER

The team Hartley has at his disposal remains unknown, but what is clear is that the Calgary coach has let his players know that if they're skating in camp, they're a consideration for the Flames' opening night roster.

"Everyone at this camp has a chance," Hartley said. "That's the message that we gave everyone. We're evaluating them on basically a shift-by-shift basis."

Meaning the door is open to those that are deserving.

"We're not going to give exhibition games to someone who doesn't deserve it and at the same time, we won't let anybody go who deserves to stay here," Hartley said.

MONAHAN DRAWING PRAISE

He's not quite the youngest player in camp (that honour goes to fellow 2013 NHL Draftee Emile Poirier), but that hasn't stopped Sean Monahan from looking like a veteran.

The 18-year-old has been solid at both ends of the ice as he makes his bid to earn a roster spot in his first training camp.

"You can tell just by talking to him, by watching him that once you give him a mandate, he wants to do it as a pro," Hartley said. "I think that that's huge. Usually, first-year kids coming at camp, they're still lots of kid left in them and that makes the beauty of it and then you can start judging their progression usually in their second camp. With Sean, we can already see a really good progression, a good understanding of the game."

Stajan, who has twice gone up against Monahan in intra-squad play, is impressed with the sixth overall pick from 2013.

"He looks good," Stajan said. "He's a big kid, he's a little shy so far but I think today he scored a nice goal, showed his hands in front of the net, tucked a few nice goals in that second game. Playing in the middle against him, he does the little things right, lifting the stick and he's a little sneaky. As a centreman, you have to be. He's got a bright future and he's getting better and better every day and as he gets confidence, he'll keep getting better."

GOALIE BATTLE CONTINUES

The fight for Calgary's crease continues and will only intensify when the Flames set out for a pair of split-squad preseason games against the Edmonton Oilers.

And while intra-squad games still count, it's the exhibition bouts that have Hartley interested.

"Obviously, exhibition games, you're playing against someone who wears a different colour of jersey than you, so I think it's motivation and on the competitive side, it should bring the best out of everyone," he said. "But, at the same time, we have such a big decision to make regarding our goaltending that those inter-squad games, they mean a lot. Every time we're on the ice, it's business. We're tabulating the shots. We're tabulating the save percentage, the goals-against.

"We're keeping an eye on everything but, obviously, the more that camp will progress, every time we'll step on the ice, it will mean even more.”

Both Reto Berra and Karri Ramo will make the trip up to Edmonton to face the Oilers. Joey MacDonald and Joni Ortio will share the goaltending duties when the Flames welcome the Oilers to Calgary.

..
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Monahan leads Team B to a 5-1 win over Team A on Friday

Sean Monahan registered four points in Team B's victory over Team A
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CALGARY, AB -- He was held off the scoresheet in Team B's opening tilt on Friday but Sean Monahan wouldn't be denied in his squad's second intrasquad game of the morning.

The Flames first round pick in the 2013 NHL Draft scored two goals and registered two assists in Team B's 5-1 win over Team A. He spent the bulk of his time on a line with Mike Cammalleri and David Jones but also skated with a few other lines as the teams shuffled centremen.

"We rotated through double shifts and you get to know the guys better and see what your hockey IQ is all about," Monahan said afterwards, noting the team built chemistry through line shuffling. "You have to be smart and react to who you're playing with."

Flames head coach Bob Hartley raved about Monahan's strong play on Friday afternoon, lauding the pivot's play in his own zone.

"Here's a big-sized centre that takes care of his game in the three zones. You can tell just by talking to him, by watching him that once you give him a mandate, he wants to do it as a pro. I think that's huge.

"Usually, first-year kids coming into camp, they're still lots of kid left in them ... you can start judging their progression usually in their second camp. But with Sean, we can already see a very good progression, a very good understanding of the game."

Team C was backstopped to a 2-0 win in the morning's first game by Joni Ortio and Reta Berra. Jiri Hudler and Brian McGrattan scored for Team C.

Karri Ramo was in net for Team B in both games. Reto Berra and Joni Ortio played 25:00 each for Team C while Joey MacDonald and Laurent Brossoit split the game for Team A.

GAME 1: TEAM B VS. TEAM C: 2-0 TEAM C

TEAM C GOAL: Hudler (24)

TEAM C GOAL: McGrattan (16) from Culkin (67), Street (38)

GAME 2: TEAM B VS. TEAM A: 5-1 TEAM B

TEAM B GOAL: Ferland (79) from Monahan (23), Wotherspoon (56)

TEAM B GOAL: Cammalleri (13) from Monahan (23)

TEAM A GOAL: Jooris (86) from Glencross (20)

TEAM B GOAL: Monahan (23)

TEAM B GOAL: Monahan (23) from Byron (32)

TEAM B GOAL: Jones (54) from Cammalleri (13)

SATURDAY SCHEDULE

The team will play a split-squad game against the Edmonton Oilers on Saturday evening. Half of the roster will play at the Scotiabank Saddledome at 7:00 PM MT while the other half will make the trip north to battle the Oilers at Rexall Place at 8:00 PM MT.

The game in Edmonton will be streamed live on CalgaryFlames.com..

....
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Flames Today: 12.09.13

Notes from the first on-ice sessions at the Flames training camp
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Berra prepared for North American game

Glencross pots 3 goals in opening games

Numerology: Joey MacDonald

FEATURED VIDEO

David Jones - 12.09.13

TJ Galiardi - 12.09.13

Kris Russell - 12.09.13
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PACE PLEASING OFF PUCK DROP

It was the start to camp that Calgary Flames head coach Bob Hartley was hoping for.

After veterans checked in for physicals on Wednesday, Thursday's session quickly put 54 Flames hopefuls on the ice in simultaneous scrimmages and practices. The on-ice sessions were matched with an equally challenging off-ice set.

Hartley was pleased with what he saw.

"Very impressed," Hartley said. "Very impressed by the players conditioning, players commitment. We saw two great games, great goaltending, great play, good physical play. I thought two great games and at the same time I was going on the other side to watch the practices.

"Even though the numbers are small -- and that's what we want because we really want to focus on details and conditioning -- the boys did a great job. Good day at the office."

Team A (McDonald) dispatched of Team B (McCrimmon) by a score of 3-2 while Team C (Peplinski) practiced. Team A (McDonald) won their second game of the day, beating Team C (Peplinski) while Team B (McCrimmon) practiced.

Sven Baertschi, on the losing end of the second game, liked the camp format.

"I think it's a totally different camp than we've had in previous years," Baertschi said moments after completing an off-ice workout. "We've got the practice, we got a scrimmage and we got a workout. It's three hours of hard work. You've got to put everything out there that you've got. It's going to get tough."

FLAMES HAVE THEIR CAPTAIN

Hartley has his next captain.

He's just not ready to share who that individual is.

Without a captain after dealing the long-tenured Jarome Iginla last March, the club is ready to move forward with a new face. But who that 'C' is stitched on remains to be seen.

"We have a certain timing that we want to reach and obviously I can't share this with you because that morning, [the media] will all be at the door at my house," Hartley said. "I'll keep it a surprise."

Among those likely considered by Hartley include Curtis Glencross, Mike Cammalleri and Mark Giordano. The trio served as assistant captains last season.

And according to Hartley, finding their recipient wasn't a difficult discussion.

"Our choice is made up a long time ago," Hartley said. "We sat last year, we went through the individual meetings, we talked with the players, I sat down and talked with Jay, I talked with management, I even talked with ownership and our choice was clear-cut. We have some very good prospects to be captains, to be assistant captains. All our meetings were done and basically we were coming up with one name.

"It was basically unanimous that it was the one guy."

The characteristics Hartley has in his newly minted leader are simple.

"The number one quality of a captain, you have to be a great individual and that goes with the choice that we made," he said. "At the same time, it's added responsibilities but this year it's about being a team. We don't have that one or two big names on our team. We're going to have to be a very tight family whether we're on the ice, off the ice, in the gym.

"I think this guy can really be the glue that we need to be a solid family."

CENTRE OF ATTENTION

With just two returning centres under contract in Matt Stajan and Mikael Backlund, Hartley expects to try plenty of experiments down the middle.

Among them include giving new face TJ Galiardi an opportunity to slot down the middle in a similar exercise that saw both Cammalleri and the now-departed Alex Tanguay play pivot a year ago.

"Right now, we're playing TJ Galiardi at centre," Hartley said. "TJ played lots of center before being an NHL player.

How long Galiardi stays at centre is on the younger players in camp. Whether or not the likes of Max Reinhart, Corban Knight and first round pick Sean Monahan continually adjust in the preseason will go a long way in deciding whether the team can slot Galiardi back on the wing.

"The play of our young players will dictate where TJ Galiardi will play," Hartley said. "That's how much confidence I have in TJ. If the best youngsters are on the wing, most likely we'll see TJ at centre. If the best prospects are at center, we will find either the left wing or the right wing for TJ. I have some nice options. We will experiment all this in intra-squad and in exhibition games."
Glencross notches three goals in first camp games
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CALGARY, AB -- Curtis Glencross showed off his scoring prowess on Thursday morning, notching three goals in the first two games at the Calgary Flames training camp.

The winger scored twice in Team A's 3-2 victory over Team B and then sniped one more in his team's 2-0 win over Team C later on in the morning.

Team A's top line, which had Matt Stajan centering Glencross and Lee Stempniak, did most of the damage for their squad. Stempniak assisted on all three of Glencross' tallies while Stajan picked up one helper in the victories.

Roman Horak also put forth a strong performance for Team A, setting up a goal in each game. In the opening tilt with Team B, Horak fed Greg Nemisz deep in the offensive zone and Nemisz was able to quickly snap off a shot in tight that slipped past Joey MacDonald. In the second game, Horak dished the puck to Ben Hanowski off of a face-off in Team C's zone. Hanowski sent a wrister past Karri Ramo in close to open the scoring.

GAME 1: TEAM A 3, TEAM B 2

TEAM A GOAL: Glencross (20) from Stempniak (22), Horak (21)

TEAM A GOAL: Nemisz (48) from Horak (21)

TEAM A GOAL: Glencross (20) from Stajan (18), Stempniak (22)

TEAM B GOAL: Backlund (11) from Ferland (79)

TEAM B GOAL: Knight (10) from Gordon (62)

GAME 2: TEAM A 2, TEAM C 0

TEAM A GOAL: Hanowski (58) from Horak (21)

TEAM A GOAL: Glencross (20) from Stempniak (22), Brodie (7)

FRIDAY'S SCHEDULE

Team B vs. Team C - 10:00 AM - Snyder Arena (WinSport)

Team B vs. Team A - 11:05 AM - Snyder Arena (WinSport)

All on-ice sessions are open to the public.
Berra prepared for the adjustment to North American ice

The 2013-14 campaign will be the netminder's first season in North America
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I feel pretty comfortable. It's for sure a bit different - the ice in Europe and the ice here - but now I think I'm good to go. - Reto Berra

CALGARY, AB -- Reto Berra has quite the resume.

The 26 year-old netminder has represented Switzerland in multiple international tournaments and was key in the Swiss advancing to the gold medal game at the World Championship this past spring.

He has played his way up from the National League B to the National League A in his home country, eventually taking on the starting role with EHC Biel after stints with the ZSC Lions and HC Davos.

He has solidified himself as one of the best netminders in Europe with his stellar play with Biel, capturing the NLA Goalie of Year Award and being named to the NLA All-Star Team in the 2011-12 season.

But Berra doesn't have single North American pro game under his belt and understands there will be challenges in the transition to the smaller ice surface. Wanting to minimize the adjustment period, the Bülach, SUI native has spent a big chunk of his summer in Calgary.

He attended the Flames week-long development camp in July before heading back to Switzerland to participate in the Swiss Olympic orientation camp. He put in a couple of weeks of training after the Olympic camp had concluded, moving to Calgary to continue his on-ice work in late August.

"I start going on the ice with my old teammates in Biel," the netminder said. "I was on the ice with them for one or two weeks. Then I came here into Calgary two weeks ago already and was on the ice with a couple of the guys here.

"I feel pretty comfortable. It's for sure a bit different - the ice in Europe and the ice here - but now I think I'm good to go."

With the retirement of Miikka Kiprusoff, the starting gig is open for the first time in years. Veteran Joey MacDonald has the most experience in the NHL and with the Flames but he will have to fend off Karri Ramo, who signed a two-year deal with the team on July 5, Joni Ortio, who is coming off a stellar performance at the Young Stars Classic, Laurent Brossoit, who is looking to make the leap to the pro's this year, and Berra.

The competition will be extremely tight and it could be easy to get wrapped up in watching other guys jostle for the starting position. Berra wants to avoid that kind of distraction as he makes his bid take over the reins in net.

"For sure I came here to make the team. That's no question. Mentally, I try to focus on my game, getting better every day. That's the best things I can do to make the team.

"I don't try to think too much about all the other guys, all the other goalies. I have my own goals that I want to reach and I try to get better every time I step on the ice ... (I'll) show up and show what I can do here on the ice. Then, we'll see what happens."

Flames rookies finish off prospect camp with a win over Dinos
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CALGARY, AB -- On the back of a two-goal outing from Michael Ferland and a strong performance from netminder Joni Ortio, the Calgary Flames prospects downed the University of Calgary Dinos 6-3 on Monday night.

The game, which was held at the Markin MacPhail Centre at Canadian Olympic Park, signifies the end of rookie camp for the prospects, with the start of training camp around the corner on Wednesday.

In what turned out to be a penalty-filled affair, the Flames were the first one on the boards in the scoring department.

Defenceman Zach Davies took advantage of the PP, scoring about 16 minutes off a shot from the left corner.

Calgary expanded their lead in the second frame, courtesy of back-to-back markers from Ferland. The former Brandon Wheat King put forth an extremely strong performance in prospect camp, picking up an assist in each of the three games at the Young Stars Classic in Penticton, BC over the weekend.

At the end of 40 minutes, the Dinos had the 21-16 advantage in shots.

Both teams scored a trio of goals in the final frame, with the Flames goals coming from Dylan Smoskowitz, Ben Hanowski and Sven Baertschi.

Walker Wintoneak, Max Ross, and Drydn Dow all put up single markers for the Dinos.

The Flames scored four goals on eight power play opportunities, while successfully killing off five of six penalties.

Ortio turned away 23 shots in the game for the victory, while Jacob DeSerres and Kris Lazaruk combined for 29 saves in the Dinos net.

Reinhart a veteran presence on Flames Young Stars roster
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I got help from a lot of very good players coming through the system. Now I'm trying to do what they did for me. - Max Reinhart

PENTICTON, BC -- At the ripe old age of 21, Max Reinhart is considered a veteran on the Calgary Flames Young Stars roster.

The 2010 Flames third round draft pick has been through multiple development and rookie camps during his time with the organization and has worked extensively with Abbotsford Heat head coach Troy Ward, who is coaching the Calgary prospects at the Young Stars Classic. He knows what the expect and understands the level of commitment the coaches want to see out of their charges.

He also knows how daunting a players first rookie camp can be. Reinhart, feeling much more comfortable and relaxed than he has in past years, has taken on a leadership roster and is hoping to provide guidance for the 18 and 19 year-olds at camp.

"I got help from a lot of very good players coming through the system," Reinhart stated. "Now I'm trying to do what they did for me."

The West Vancouver, BC native takes the "lead by example" approach and that is exactly what he did on Thursday night in the Flames first game at the Young Stars Classic.

Centering Josh Jooris, who signed an entry-level deal with the club earlier this summer, and Andy Taranto, who is attending prospect camp on a try-out agreement, Reinhart and his linemates got the Flames right into the game with a tenacious, unrelenting forecheck. They hemmed the Oilers in deep, kept the Edmonton defenders at bay and were rewarded with a goal off of Reinhart's stick early in the first period.

"I wasn't really sure what to expect," he said of the opening game. "I put a lot of work in over the summer and I was anxious to just get out, feel my way through it. I was pretty pleased with how I started.

"It's a confidence booster."

Due to the NHL work stoppage, Reinhart's 2012-13 season started at the Abbotsford Heat training camp. He played 67 games with the Heat last year, potting 7 goals and registering 21 points, before being recalled by the Flames. He had an 11-game cup of coffee with Calgary, notching his first NHL goal and posting 3 points.

His goal is make the Flames roster out of training camp this year and is using his performance at the Young Stars Classic as a stepping stone for main camp. Reinhart wants to ensure he has given his all throughout prospect camp as management will be judging the effort each player has put in when making their roster decisions.

"I know I can't get too complacent - no one can because that's when it can come back to bite you.

"We all have to earn (a roster spot). They've told us that repeatedly. I think the way all of us want it to be. From playing on the big team last year, (I know) there is a lot of good players that we have to try to take their spots and it is not going to be easy."

Morning Skate Report: Flames vs. Sharks
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MORNING SKATE REPORT

HEADLINES

Projected Lines: Flames vs. Sharks

Roster Preview: Calgary Flames

Roster Preview: San Jose Sharks

Reinhart a leader for the Flames

FEATURED VIDEO

One-On-One: Michael Ferland

One-On-One: Patrick Sieloff
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BROSSOIT BACK IN NET

Laurent Brossoit will make his second Young Stars Classic appearance tonight as the Flames take on the San Jose Sharks. The netminder made 19 saves on Thursday when Calgary defeated the Edmonton Oilers by a score of 5-2.

Joni Ortio handled the netminding duties on Friday, making 39 saves in a 4-1 win over the Vancouver Canucks.

TAKING ON THE SHARKS

The San Jose Sharks are 0-2 at the Young Stars Classic but Abbotsford Heat head coach Troy Ward and the Flames aren't taking the boys from California lightly. They know that their rivals will want to finish off their tournament on a positive note and will be bringing a desperate, hungry style of hockey to game.

"It will be a good test for us," Ward noted. "It will be another growth step for these guys mentally going forward because sometimes, a wounded dog hunts best. They're wounded and we're not right now.

"It will be a good test for our guys. We've challenged them a bit in a couple of areas ... we want to see what that brings to the table."

The Flames are coming into the game riding high. They have outscored their opponents 9-3 in two games and had a solid day of on and off ice practice on Saturday. With a few more practice sessions under their belts, they are feeling more comfortable with the style of play Ward and the Flames want them to play.

"We tried to accomplish a couple of things on ice," Ward said of their hour-long skate yesterday. "Two things mainly that support the systems that we will play in Calgary and in Abbotsford. A little bit of a defensive and offensive philosophy to our game yesterday."

While the Flames are happy with their performance in their first two games, Ward and the rest of the coaching staff have been adamant that their charges keep things in high gear. The organization wants to surround players in a winning culture at all levels within the organization.

"I think any time that you say that, 'We're going to be young,' and 'We're rebuilding,' or whatever the word may be ... it is important that you learn to win," Ward emphasized. "We strive to finish every day 1-0 in Abbotsford and that is kind of our approach here. Whether it is an off day or a (game) day, you have to win those days. We have to win our practice days and our game days.

"We have hopes that we can put this thing to bed 3-0."

SCRATCHES

Max Reinhart (C), Linden Penner (C), Zach Davies (D). Ryan Culkin (D)

QUOTABLE

"I'm having a blast." - Sean Monahan on his Young Stars Classic experience

SPORTCHEK BROADCAST SCHEDULE

Tonight's game will be streamed live on CalgaryFlames.com at 6:30 PM MT. Sportnet's Rob Kerr will provide play-by-play coverage of the Flames last game at the 2013 Young Stars Classic.

Monahan thrilled to be at Young Stars Classic

Sunday, 08.09.2013 / 12:15 AM / Future Watch 

NHL.com

2 

2 

4 

Email 

Comment

Print

I'm working my butt off to make that a reality. - Sean Monahan on his goal of making the Flames roster this season

PENTICTON, BC-- The rebuild may be in its early stages, but the Calgary Flames are already reaping the rewards of their burgeoning prospect pipeline.

After being chosen sixth in the 2013 NHL Draft, all eyes are on 18-year-old Sean Monahan while the Flames compete at the 2013 Young Stars Classic.

The 6-foot-2, 187-pound center spent the 2012-13 season co-captaining the Ottawa 67's of the Ontario Hockey League; he scored 31 goals (15 on the power play) and had 78 points in 58 games.

In addition to his prowess offensively and on special teams, he's an ace on draws, a defensive-zone force, and a high-level performer in pressure situations.

For a team in need of a top-line center to build around, Monahan could earn a spot on the Flames' opening-night roster.

"I'm working my butt off to make that a reality," Monahan said after Friday's practice here. "I know there are certain things I need to work on to make it, but I've dedicated my summer to ironing those things out. I was in the gym six days a week working on my conditioning, which I know is huge at the next level. I was mostly focusing on my core strength, which worked out well because I've gained some solid muscle mass since the draft. On the ice, I focused on my explosiveness, and I got an excellent chance to work on that when we had our development camp earlier this summer.

"I feel like I'm a much better and more refined player than I was a few months ago."

Monahan, from Brampton, Ontario, has made a strong impression on general manager Jay Feaster and Flames brass. In the tournament-opening game Thursday against the Edmonton Oilers, Monahan scored an insurance goal early in the third period of a 5-2 Flames victory.

"I was really nervous before the game, but I think that's normal. Everyone was," he said. "As the game went on, I began to get more and more comfortable out there. The overall experience was a thrill, and capping the night with a win made it that much sweeter.

"I'm trying to do whatever I can to make a good impression here, so it was nice to get involved on the score sheet. Still, I can't be satisfied with my performance, not yet. I know I can be better and I'll definitely show that over the next couple games."

Since their run to the 2004 Stanley Cup Final, the Flames have struggled to develop talent through the draft (Monahan was their earliest selection since Rico Fata was the No. 6 pick in in 1998).

But with an aging core and the failure to qualify for the Stanley Cup Playoffs the past four years, the Flames have assembled a formidable pool of prospects poised to make the jump. Monahan, Sven Baertschi, Michael Ferland, Patrick Sieloff and Ben Hanowski are the future of for Calgary.

Hanowski, a 22-year-old captain of St. Cloud State University (WCHA), was acquired as part of a trade that sent longtime Flames captain Jarome Iginla to the Pittsburgh Penguins in March. Finishing the season in Calgary after leading St. Cloud to a berth in the NCAA Frozen Four, Hanowski made an immediate impact in his NHL debut.

Pouncing on a rebound left by teammate Mikael Backlund at the doorstep, Hanowski scored his first NHL goal batting a shot past Minnesota Wild goaltender Niklas Backstrom on April 15.

"As someone who grew up in Little Falls (Minnesota), it was an incredible moment," Hanowski said. "As a kid, you always dream about playing in the NHL and scoring your first goal. Usually it's an end-to-end rush or something fancy like that, but I'll certainly take it.

"Getting the chance to suit up late in the season, to get some experience and contribute like that was huge. Just seeing what [the NHL] was all about and how guys go about their business, and what it was going to take for me to get to that level, meant a lot. I'm very grateful for that opportunity and I think it's given me a leg up coming into camp this year."

Appearing in five games last season, Hanowski emerged with a more complete understanding of what it takes to stick at the NHL level.

"Obviously the speed is different and most guys are bigger, stronger, but I think the biggest thing is the conditioning. It's insane," he said. "Some guys are playing upward of 20-25 minutes a night and they're not even tired. So after see that, watching how they keep rolling and rolling, I knew I wanted to focus on my conditioning and stamina over the summer."

The 6-foot-2, 210-pound right wing has had a strong start to the Young Stars Classic. Though he wasn't credited with any points Thursday night, Hanowski played a pivotal role helping set up goals by linemates Markus Granlund and Emile Poirier.

Monahan and Max Reinhart capped the scoring; it was a balanced effort from start to finish.

"I think we have a lot of good young guys here, a lot of talented players that can put the puck in the net," said Hanowski, who scored 17 goals and 14 assists last season with St. Cloud. "It's exciting when you have that kind of future. It's fun to be around and it's a good culture for the young guys to learn from.

"I'm thrilled to be a part of it."

Author: Ryan Dittrick | NHL.com Correspondent

Ortio making a statement at Young Stars Classic
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Playing back home last year and playing almost (all the) games in that season really taught me how to compete and how to be consistent day-in and day-out.  - Joni Ortio on his time with HIFK Helsinki

PENTICTON, BC -- As Joni Ortio walked off the ice after Friday's morning skate, he had his game face firmly in place.

He looked extraordinarily focused as he marched past the media, not even appearing to notice them as he made his way back to the Flames locker room at the South Okanagan Event Centre. In short, he was in the zone.

That kind of intense concentration and mental preparation definitely paid off later that evening.

Ortio was absolutely sensational in the Flames 4-1 victory over the Vancouver Canucks at the 2013 Young Stars Classic, making 39 saves in his first appearance in this year's tournament.

"After a long period of not playing a game, you never know what's going to happen. Fortunately, I got a couple of shots early on and got me into the game. It took care of itself then."

A couple of shots is putting it mildly. Ortio made 18 saves in the opening stanza, keeping the Canucks at bay while his team got their feet going. When asked if facing that number of shots - many of them being solid scoring opportunities - gets him into a groove, he chuckled.

"Sure, if you're stopping them. If they're going in, that's not good," he smiled. "When you get those shots early on, you stop thinking. You just go by your instincts and that's the best way to do it.

"I just went out there and tried to do my best, the way I can. Fortunately, it turned out good."

The 22 year-old has come a long way from his first Young Stars Classic appearance in 2011. With very little experience on North American ice, the Turku, FIN native struggled mightily at that tournament.

In his first game, the San Jose Sharks scored six goals on him and the netminder looked nervous. He looked a bit more comfortable in his second outing but the Flames ultimately fell 4-3 in overtime to Vancouver Canucks. In his third and final game at the 2011 Young Stars Classic, Ortio picked up his first win, a 4-3 victory over the Edmonton Oilers.

Ward, who was behind the bench in the 2011, feels Ortio has made great strides since his 2011 tournament debut.

"Here's a kid who has come over here for a few years now and if you remember, it was a couple years ago, he got up lit up here pretty good," Ward remarked. "He's battled. He's went away, back overseas, and he's prepared. He looks like he's trying to make a statement that he's ready to play.

"I'm really happy for him."

Ortio credits his time with HIFK Helsinki in SM-liiga for the poise and maturity he has shown at this year's Young Stars Classic and at development camp. He played with 54 games with HIFK last season, posting a 2.42 GAA and a .917 save percentage. Taking on the starting role for the club accelerated his development and has given him more confidence heading into the 2013-14 campaign.

"Mostly it is the games I played last year. You can only develop to a certain point just practicing. You need the games. Games help you go forward.

"Playing back home last year and playing almost (all the) games in that season really taught me how to compete and how to be consistent day-in and day-out. I'm just trying to give the guys a chance to win every night and that is probably the biggest thing I took with me from back home."

In 2011-12, Ortio started the year in Abbotsford and wasn't able land the starting position with the Heat. He played just nine games before heading back to Finland to finish off the campaign with TPS Turku. Now, feeling much more prepared to make the jump overseas, he is looking to make an impact in North America. He wants to make the Flames brass life difficult by challenging for a spot in Calgary, giving them a difficult decision to make regarding their goaltenders.

"I want to be in that race for that spot up top. No doubt about it. But the only way to do it is to just play my best, compete every day and push for that spot."

Flames Today: 07.09.13

Notes from the Flames practice in Penticton, BC 
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OFFENSIVE PROWESS

Markus Granlund is currently tied for the lead in tournament scoring with two goals and three points in two games. He scored twice on Thursday and assisted on Eric Roy's third period tally on Friday.

"Always when you score, it's a good thing," Granlund said after practice. "That really boosted (my) confidence."

Granlund was selected in the second round of the 2011 NHL Draft. He has spent the last two seasons with HIFK Helsinki (SM-liiga).

JOORIS FITTING RIGHT IN

Watching Josh Jooris in Thursday and Friday's games at the 2013 Young Stars Classic, it would appear the pivot is a seasoned veteran within the Flames system.

He has meshed well with his linemates, has logged a lot of minutes, has played in all situations and has registered two points in two games at the tournament.

However, Thursday and Friday's games were his first two outings in a Flames jersey as Jooris signed his first pro contract earlier this summer.

"I feel pretty good," he told CalgaryFlames.com. "It's quite surreal putting that jersey on. It's what I've dreamed about since I was a little kid. It's been pretty cool.

"The coaches have been really good. I've just been getting the basics these past few days. They're leaving the hockey sense part to us but they've definitely done a good job giving us guidelines to rely on."

The pivot's first experience with the Flames came a couple of months ago when he was invited to the Flames development camp. Jooris had caught scouts attention with his play at Union College (ECAC), where he spent the last three seasons. He helped guide the Dutchmen to back-to-back ECAC Championships (2011-12, 2012-13), playing a top-six role for Union.

Flames hockey operations members were extremely impressed with Jooris' performance at camp and signed the Burlington, ON product to a two-year entry-level contract on July 30.

"Josh is a right shot center with size and skill," said Flames general manager Jay Feaster said after inking the forward. "During our recent development camp he played an aggressive, up-tempo style and displayed good grit and a high compete level."

Abbotsford Heat head coach Troy Ward, who is coaching the Flames prospects at the tournament, has liked what he has seen from Jooris at the Young Stars Classic.

"You saw Jooris protect the puck and he had some separation, meaning he can get away from people and has some time to make some plays."

Jooris wants to build off his strong play against the Edmonton Oilers and Vancouver Canucks and make a push for a roster spot during main training camp next week in Calgary.

"I'm really looking forward to the rest of camp, going out there and giving 100 per cent."

QUOTABLE

"They both have matured significantly as people. I think they're very comfortable in our surroundings in Calgary ... the Flames organization, the people, the coaching and it's showing on the ice. I think they feel at home now." - Ward on Granlund and Joni Ortio

UP NEXT

The Flames play their final game at the Young Stars Classic on Sunday at 6:30 PM MT, taking on the San Jose Sharks. The game, brought to you by SportChek, will be streamed live on CalgaryFlames.com with commentary from Sportsnet's Rob Kerr.

GOALTENDING QUESTION

Ward has yet to decide which netminder will play in tomorrow's tilt with the Sharks.

"Game 3 here is a little bit of a work in progress based on performance and based on some gut feel."

PENTICTON, BC - Flames goaltending prospect Joni Ortio faced 40 shots, backstopping the Flames hopefuls to a 4-1 victory over the Vancouver Canucks prospects at the Young Stars Classic tournament on Friday.

"It was a hell of a hard first game," the goaltender said. "You never know - after a long period of not playing a game, you never know what's going to happen. Fortunately, I got a couple of shots early on and it got me into the game. It took care of itself then."

The Canucks broke the ice in the middle frame with a powerplay marker courtesy of Frankie Corrodo. Calgary responded shortly after in a big way and never looked back, rattling off four straight goals. Dylan Smoskiwitz, a late addition to the prospects camp roster, tallied on the powerplay to get things going for the Flames squad. John Ramage added to the lead snapping one under the crossbar before Eric Roy and Sean Monahan would close out the scoring collecting a pair of goals shortly after the puck dropped to start the third period.

Markus Granlund had another solid performance picking up an assist to share the scoring lead in the tournament with three points.

"It couldn't have been a better game to prepare yourself for an NHL camp," Abbotsford Heat head coach Troy Ward noted. "We're going to have some exhibition games with Bob's group and some of these guys are going to be in those. They're going to be tight. We're going to start slow at times, both in Abbotsford and Calgary, and that's a realization of pro hockey.

"We hung in there. We had a couple of turning points. Obviously Ortio was a turning point and so was Ferland's fight. Those are good lessons for the guys."

The Flames will close out the tournament on Sunday with a contest against the San Jose Sharks before returning to Calgary to take on the University of Calgary Dinos in an exhibition game slated for Monday night at Winsport. The final game against the Sharks can be seen live on calgaryflames.com.

Morning Skate Report: Flames vs. Canucks
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BUILDING OFF A BIG WIN

On Thursday night, the Calgary Flames kicked off their 2013 Young Stars Classic tournament with a 5-2 win over the Edmonton Oilers and were dominant offensively through all three periods. They outshot their Alberta rivals 32-19 and spent the majority of the game in the Oilers zone.

Abbotsford Heat head coach Troy Ward lauded his club on their puck possession game, making it known how impressed he was with their play in the offensive zone.

"I thought we managed the puck really well. I thought we made really good decisions," the bench boss said after an hour-long skate at the South Okanagan Events Centre. "The guys that had the puck worked hard to keep it and I thought the other guys worked really hard away from the puck to make themselves available.

"An example is the Ferland goal. Goals like that are really pretty goals and that means we had some selfishness with the puck and we made some complete plays."

Overall, Ward was pleased with his team's defensive efforts but deemed the Flames play without the puck as a work in progress.

"We're just trying to lay the foundation of what we're going to do in Calgary and what we're going to do in Abbotsford. I thought we made some good steps."

Looking forward to tonight's tilt with the Vancouver Canucks, Ward expects to see a bit more cohesion amongst his charges now that they've had a chance to practice together a couple of times and sit through systems meetings.

"It will be a good game because they won (last night) too - it's a good test," Ward mused. "It's another rival we get after.

"It's a big game because of their physicality will play an important role - see how we handle that. And they skate pretty well. I'd like to see us utilize our skill a little bit more and move pucks quicker so they can't get to us."

LEARNING FROM HIS MISTAKE

The Edmonton Oilers second goal on Thursday night was officially credited to Travis Ewanyk but the last player to touch the puck before it ended up in the back of the net was Ryan Culkin. The 19 year-old was understandably frustrated with the play and wanted to head to the bench to cool off.

His defence partner, John Ramage, had other ideas. Ramage knew the youngster would be better off playing through it and would be able to glean a better understanding of the game with that approach.

"He gave up that goal to make it 3-2 and Culks is a young guy; he wanted immediately off. Like, 'I gotta get out of here.' And Ramage said, 'You're not going anywhere,'" Ward said.

"I thought Ramage took the bull by the horns. That was the most interesting part of the game. It was one of those leadership moments you're looking for."

SWITCHING NETMINDERS

Joni Ortio will start for the Flames tonight. Last night, Laurent Brossoit helped lead the Flames to a 5-2 win over the Oilers, making 17 saves in 60:00.

Ortio was the Flames sixth round pick in the 2009 NHL Draft.

QUOTABLE

"That helped me mature as a player and as a person too, to know what it takes to be there. I took that into my summer training." - Patrick Sieloff on the time he spent in Calgary rehabbing a groin injury last year

SCRATCHES

Coda Gordon (RW), Brett Kulak (LD), Andy Taranto (C)

SPORTCHEK BROADCAST

Tonight's game will be streamed live on CalgaryFlames.com at 8:30 PM MT.

Post-Game Report: Flames 5, Oilers 2

The Flames opened the 2013 Young Stars Classic with a 5-2 win over the Edmonton Oilers
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PENTICTON, BC -- The Calgary Flames prospects took to the ice for the 2013 Young Stars contest at the South Okanagan Events Centre in Penticton, BC, and out-shot their provincial rivals 17-4 in the first stanza on route to a convincing 5-2 victory on Thursday.

"Our team played so well. We were on them. On the forecheck, we were relentless," Vancouver, BC native Max Reinhart said afterwards. "We didn't have a whole lot of d-zone time and I think every forward thrives off of that ... I expect us to keep this momentum going."

Reinhart opened the scoring for Calgary finishing off a series of passes near the goal-mouth to give the Flames prospects an early lead. Markus Granlund would then add a pair of markers, just over two minutes apart, to give the Flames a three goal cushion after the opening frame.

The Oilers would answer back in the second with goals from Jujhar Khaira and Travis Ewanyk to cut the Flames lead to a goal. The goals came shortly after Calgary's hulking blueliner Keegan Kanzig dropped the mits with Ty Bilke in a spirited tilt which would set the tone for the final period.

The Flames struck twice in the third period with tallies from a pair of 2013 first round draft selections, Sean Monahan and Emile Poirier. The two played on a line together and developed great chemistry as the game wore on.

"He's a good player and he's smart," Monahan said of Poirier. "He's easy to play with. It was fun to play with him."

Laurent Brossoit, a product of the 2011 NHL Draft, turned aside 17 Oilers shots for the victory. Tyler Bunz stopped 27 shots in goal for Edmonton.

Despite having just a single practice under their belts before the game, the Flames were an incredibly cohesive group right from the drop of the puck.

"This is the first time we've all played together as a group," Reinhart said of the how well the team clicked. "I guess that just speaks volumes to the character in that room. Everyone bought into the one practice of the system and obviously, I think we executed pretty well tonight."

The Flames prospects will get back at it on Friday night at 8:30 MST with a match against the host Vancouver Canucks. The game will be streamed live on calgaryflames.com.
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The Flames opened the 2013 Young Stars Classic with a 5-2 win over the Edmonton Oilers
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PENTICTON, BC -- The Calgary Flames prospects took to the ice for the 2013 Young Stars contest at the South Okanagan Events Centre in Penticton, BC, and out-shot their provincial rivals 17-4 in the first stanza on route to a convincing 5-2 victory on Thursday.

"Our team played so well. We were on them. On the forecheck, we were relentless," Vancouver, BC native Max Reinhart said afterwards. "We didn't have a whole lot of d-zone time and I think every forward thrives off of that ... I expect us to keep this momentum going."

Reinhart opened the scoring for Calgary finishing off a series of passes near the goal-mouth to give the Flames prospects an early lead. Markus Granlund would then add a pair of markers, just over two minutes apart, to give the Flames a three goal cushion after the opening frame.

The Oilers would answer back in the second with goals from Jujhar Khaira and Travis Ewanyk to cut the Flames lead to a goal. The goals came shortly after Calgary's hulking blueliner Keegan Kanzig dropped the mits with Ty Bilke in a spirited tilt which would set the tone for the final period.

The Flames struck twice in the third period with tallies from a pair of 2013 first round draft selections, Sean Monahan and Emile Poirier. The two played on a line together and developed great chemistry as the game wore on.

"He's a good player and he's smart," Monahan said of Poirier. "He's easy to play with. It was fun to play with him."

Laurent Brossoit, a product of the 2011 NHL Draft, turned aside 17 Oilers shots for the victory. Tyler Bunz stopped 27 shots in goal for Edmonton.

Despite having just a single practice under their belts before the game, the Flames were an incredibly cohesive group right from the drop of the puck.

"This is the first time we've all played together as a group," Reinhart said of the how well the team clicked. "I guess that just speaks volumes to the character in that room. Everyone bought into the one practice of the system and obviously, I think we executed pretty well tonight."

The Flames prospects will get back at it on Friday night at 8:30 MST with a match against the host Vancouver Canucks. The game will be streamed live on calgaryflames.com.

Burke impressed with prospects in the Flames system

Thursday, 05.09.2013 / 3:31 PM / News 

By Bryce Forbes 

4 

4 

8 

Email 

Comment

Print

CALGARY, AB -- When Brian Burke was watching the 2013 NHL Entry Draft in New Jersey, he was a member of the Anaheim Ducks as a pro scout.

He came away with one conclusion – the Calgary Flames had the best draft of the bunch.

“I was working for Anaheim at the time – I had no dog in this fight – and sitting upstairs watching, I think Calgary had the best draft,” Burke said.

Burke, the Flames President of Hockey Operations, saw his new team draft Sean Monahan with their first pick, and added Emile Poirier and Morgan Klimchuk later in the first round.

He said it repeatedly during the press conference — he loved the selections. As for the talent pool as a whole, he says he sees improvements coming.

“I have seen Abbotsford play, I do think there is help on the way,” Burke said, referring to the Flames AHL affiliate.

When it comes to the rebuild, Burke refuses to put a time frame on it’s completion – he says it just buys the decision-makers extra time – but he as a gameplan as to what the roster will look like.

“I think you need a blueprint when you run a team,” he said. “If you start without a blueprint, you’ll fail.

“My three pillars are simple. We play an entertaining style of hockey, we play a physical brand of hockey, and I think that’s something people in Calgary will appreciate. We are going to stay that course of getting bigger and more physical. I think you’ve seen in the NHL that successful teams are big, we are going to get bigger.”

The second pillar is financial responsibility, Burke said.

“We try to make prudent financial decisions and we try to make sensible decisions. We are in a good position right now in terms of cap space. We have cap space, ownership is prepared to spend to the cap, that is not the issue. The issue is we want to spend the money wisely.”

The final aspect is community service, something he identified as already being in line with ownership beliefs.

“For my teams it’s simple, the players give back and if they don’t, they play somewhere else, it’s really simple.”

Based on the new structure of hockey operations, general manager Jay Feaster will answer to Burke. But Burke feels Feaster already has a good start on the rebuild.

“Jay has made some acquisitions that have already started the rebuild. It’s hard in the cap system to turn your team around, you have unrestricted free agency, but in a cap system, it’s a slower process than it is in a non-cap system.”
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BROSSOIT GETS THE NOD

The Calgary Flames kick off the 2013 Young Stars Classic with a game against the Edmonton Oilers and will be utilizing a netminder who has plenty of experience playing alongside a few of Edmonton's prospects.

Laurent Brossoit, Calgary's sixth round pick in the 2011 NHL Draft, has spent the last three seasons with the Edmonton Oil Kings. Oilers prospects Travis Ewanyk, Mitch Moroz, Martin Gernat, David Musil, and Brandon Baddock, who is attending Edmonton's camp on a try-out agreement, have all played with Brossoit in the past.

"I'll be seeing a lot of (my Edmonton) teammates tonight," he chuckled. "I'm excited to see them out there."

Despite being in the Flames organization for three years, this is Brossoit's first appearance at the Young Stars Classic. He missed the tournament in 2011 due to a minor injury and the 2012 Young Stars Classic was cancelled due to the NHL work stoppage.

"I'm more than excited," he said after practice at the South Okanagon Event Centre. "It's been a long time coming. I'm just glad that I finally get to get a game in."

Brossoit has been a pillar of strength for the Oil Kings over the last two years, taking them all the way to the WHL Championship series in both seasons and capturing the Ed Chynoweth Cup in 2012. It appears he is ready to make the jump to the pro ranks rather than play out his overage year in the WHL and this tournament is the first step in that process.

"I don't want to think too much about it," he said. "I don't want to look at how in depth their decision is going to be. I'm just going to go out there and control what I can control. That's my performance on the ice."

Joni Ortio also is in Penticton for the Young Stars Classic. The pair may split the goaltending duties evenly at the tournament so there is a good chance he will take over in net tomorrow night when the Flames face the Vancouver Canucks at 8:30 PM MT.

2013 FIRST ROUNDERS READY TO GO

Sean Monahan, the 6th overall pick at the 2013 NHL Draft, and Emile Poirier, the 22nd overall pick, will be in the lineup tonight and both are eager to get the tournament underway.

"I think I've been preparing for this throughout the whole summer," Monahan stated. "I think it's an exciting time and just getting out there for pre-game skate ... there was a bit of nerves but like I said, it's an exciting time."

Both Monahan and Poirier already have a few games under their belt this summer as they were invited to the Hockey Canada World Junior development camp in Brossard, QC & Lake Placid, NY. According to Poirier, that experience was beneficial in preparing for this tournament.

"I had the chance to compete before coming here so it helped me."

Morgan Klimchuk, the 28th overall pick in the 2013 NHL Draft, will not participate in the Young Stars Classic. He suffered an abdominal wall strain injury during a recent pre-season game with the Regina Pats. He is expected to miss 2-4 weeks.

FLAMES ROSTER NOTE

The Flames announced on Wednesday that Ryan Howse has been suspended for failing to report to training camp.

"The Club will have no further comment at this time," general manager Jay Feaster said in a press release.

QUOTABLE

"We have to get these guys feeling comfortable within the system and feeling good about themselves as they put themselves in a position to make the Flames." - Abbotsford Heat head coach Troy Ward on what he wants his charges to get out of this tournament.

SPORTCHEK BROADCAST SCHEDULE

All Flames games will be broadcast on CalgaryFlames.com.
2013 Young Stars Classic: Calgary Flames
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CALGARYFLAMES.COM THREE PLAYERS TO WATCH

Sean Monahan 

SEAN MONAHAN - FORWARD: There will be plenty of eyes on the Flames 2013 first round pick at the Young Stars Classic and for good reason. Monahan is exceptionally talented and will be an absolute pain for opponents to defend against.

Smart, skilled and creative, Monahan has all the tools to become an impact player in the NHL. He thinks the game at a high level, has excellent instincts, is defensively responsible, is an excellent skater and is a leader amongst his teammates. Despite being one of the youngest players at the Flames development camp in July, he stood out in practices and in scrimmages as one of the best players on the ice.

The Flames inked the pivot to a three-year entry-level deal earlier this summer. He has the opportunity to land a spot in Calgary this year or will head back to Ottawa to play with the 67's in the OHL.

--------------------------------------------------------------------------------

Ryan Culkin 

RYAN CULKIN - DEFENCEMAN: After an impressive season with the Quebec Remparts in the QMJHL and turning heads at the Flames 2013 development camp, general manager Jay Feaster has pegged Culkin as a candidate to make the jump to the pro ranks this year. The Young Stars Classic is the next step in his quest to turn pro and there is no doubt he will want to put forth his best performance at the tournament.

Culkin is a strong skating two-way defenceman who has put up solid numbers in the QMJHL. Last season, he led all Rempart blueliners in scoring with 5 goals and 45 points through 67 games. He has good hockey sense and is sound positionally. Culkin has been very diligent with his off-ice training regimen, putting on close to 10-pounds of muscle over the last year, and is now better equipped to defend against larger opponents.

The Flames selected the Montreal, QC product in the 5th round of the 2012 NHL Draft.

--------------------------------------------------------------------------------

Markus Granlund 

MARKUS GRANLUND - FORWARD: When asked which prospect he would be keeping a close eye on at the Young Stars Classic, Jay Feaster singled out Granlund. The centreman is coming off a stellar showing at the Flames development camp and is expected to play in North America this season after spending the last two years with HIFK Helsinki in Finland.

The Oulu, FIN native is an adept playmaker who can create a ton of chances for his wingers. He plays with poise, has a pro level shot and is an excellent puck handler. He has put on close to 20-pounds since joining HIFK in the 2011-12 campaign, giving him more confidence heading into puck battles. In addition to being better able to jostle with opponents, his work in the gym has made him a stronger skater.

Granlund was drafted in the second round of the 2011 NHL Draft.

--------------------------------------------------------------------------------

CALGARY FLAMES YOUNG STARS CLASSIC ROSTER

FORWARDS

Jersey Number  Name  POS Height Weight   S Date Of Birth BIRTHPLACE 

47 SVEN BAERTSCHI

 LW 5' 11" 190 L 5 OCT 1992 BERN, CHE 

65 TURNER ELSON    LW 6' 0" 185 L 13 SEP 1992 NEW WESTMINISTER, BC, can 

79 MICHAEL FERLAND    Lw 6' 2" 215 L 20 APR 1992 SWAN RIVER, MB, CAN 

62 CODA GORDON    LW 6' 2" 190 L 4 AUG 1994 CALGARY, AB, CAN 

60 MARKUS GRANLUND    C 5' 11" 185 L 16 APR 1993 OULU, FIN 

58 BEN HANOWSKI    RW 6' 2" 210 L 18 OCT 1990 LITTLE FALLS, MN, USA 

64 RYAN HOWSE    LW 6' 0" 215 L 27 Feb 1995 PRINCE GEORGE, BC, CAN 

86 JOSH JOORIS    C 6' 1" 180 R 14 JUL 1990 BURLINGTON, ON, CAN 

52 MORGAN KLIMCHUK    LW 6' 0" 180 L 2 MAR 1995 REGINA, SK, CAN 

10 CORBAN KNIGHT    C 6' 2" 195 R 10 Sep 1990 OLIVER, BC, CAN 

23 SEAN MONAHAN    C 6' 2" 185 L 12 OCT 1994 BRAMPTON, ON, CAN 

93 LINDEN PENNER    C 6' 4" 220 R 10 JAN 1995 SHERWOOD PARK, AB, CAN 

57 EMILE POIRIER  RW 6' 1" 185 L 14 DEC 1994 MONTREAL, QC, CAN 

59 MAX REINHART  C 6' 1" 190 L 4 FEB 1992 WEST VANCOUVER, BC, CAN 

85 Dylan Smoskowitz  RW 6' 0" 183 R 11 FEB 1993 RICHMOND HILL, ON, CAN 

96 Andy Taranto  C 6' 0" 208 r 23 jun 1988 Woodridge, il, usa 

DEFENCEMEN

Jersey Number  Name  POS Height Weight   S Date Of Birth HOMETOWN 

67 ryan culkin   D 6' 2" 185 L 15 dec 1993 montreal, qc, CAN 

72 zach davies    D 6' 0" 185 L 1 jul 1988 SMITHERS, BC, CAN 

73 KEEGAN KANZIG    D 6' 7" 240 L 26 FEB 1995 ATHABASCA, AB, CAN 

61 BRETT KULAK    D 6' 1" 190 L 6 JAN 1994 EDMONTON, AB, CAN 

49 JOHN RAMAGE

 D 6' 0" 200 R 6 FEB 1991 MISSISAUGA, ON, CAN 

84 ERIC ROY D 6' 3" 180 L 24 OCT 1994 MEADOW LAKE, SK, CAN 

50 PATRICK SIELOFF    D 6' 1" 200 L 15 MAY 1994 ANN ARBOR, MI, USA 

56 TYLER WOTHERSPOON   D 6' 2" 210 L 12 MAR 1993 BURNABY, BC, CAN 

GOALTENDERS

Jersey Number  Name  Height  Weight   C Date Of Birth HOMETOWN 

1 lAURENT BROSSOIT  6' 3" 200 L 23 MAR 1993 PORT ALBERNI, BC, CAN 

37 Joni Ortio    6' 1" 185 L 16 APR 1991 TURKU, FIN 

2013 FLAMES YOUNG STARS CLASSIC SCHEDULE

Date Visitor Home Time (MT) BROADCAST 

THU, 5 SEP 2013 Oilers FLAMES 5:00 PM CALGARYFLAMES.COM 

FRI, 6 SEP 2013 CANUCKS FLAMES 8:30 PM CALGARYFLAMES.COM 

SUN, 8 SEP 2013 SHARKS FLAMES 6:30 PM CALGARYFLAMES.COM

2013 Young Stars Classic: San Jose Sharks
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CALGARYFLAMES.COM THREE PLAYERS TO WATCH

Mirco Mueller 

MIRCO MUELLER - DEFENCEMAN: The Swiss blueliner saw his draft stock rise throughout the 2012-13 campaign - his first season in the WHL, playing for the Everett Silvertips - and ended up being selected 18th overall by the San Jose Sharks.

One of the reasons Mueller was a draft riser is his skating ability. He is a big man at 6-foot-3 and 185-pounds but is a fluid skater with excellent mobility and speed. The rearguard is agile on his feet as well, maneuvering easily to close gaps or box out an opponent.

The blueliner also reads the game extremely well. He makes responsible, mature plays with or without the puck and can slow the game down when needed. Mueller's poise and hockey sense comes in handy in all three zones; he can shut down opponents in his own end thanks to his ability to read plays as they're developing, his gap control comes in handy in the neutral zone and his long stretch passes can generate scoring opportunities for forwards.

--------------------------------------------------------------------------------

Tomas Hertl 

TOMAS HERTL - FORWARD: After an exceptional season with HC Slavia Praha in the Czech Extraliga league, Hertl looks like he is ready to play pro in North America. He led HC Slavia Praha in scoring last year with 18 goals and 30 points in 43 games and the Sharks, liking what they saw from their 2012 first round draft pick, inked him to three-year entry-level deal on June 4.

While his offensive prowess is something opponents must take note of, Hertl is a strong backchecker and defensively responsible. He uses his size to keep forecheckers at bay and will try to grind out his opponents along the boards. Coaches have used Hertl as a penalty killer in the past as he shows great instincts in his own end.

The Praha, CZE product was selected 17th overall in the 2012 NHL Draft.

--------------------------------------------------------------------------------

Matthew Nieto 

MATTHEW NIETO - FORWARD: The Long Beach, CA product is about to enter his first full professional season and the Young Stars Classic will be the perfect opportunity to show both the San Jose and Worcester Sharks coaching staff members he is ready for the next level.

Nieto spent the last three seasons in Hockey East with Boston University, developing into a top-six forward for the Terriers. He rattled off 18 goals and 37 points in 39 games last year, good for 9th amongst all Hockey East skaters. Feeling he was ready to move on from his collegiate career, he signed an entry-level deal with the Sharks after his season had concluded and ended up playing 11 games in Worcester at the end of the year, scoring 6 points.

The 20 year-old has great wheels and can leave his opposition in the dust when he hits top speed. Nieto has a quick release, is creative with the puck and is very opportunistic in the offensive zone.

--------------------------------------------------------------------------------

SAN JOSE SHARKS YOUNG STARS CLASSIC ROSTER

FORWARDS

Jersey Number Name POS Height Weight   S Date Of Birth HOMETOWN 

53 Gabryel Boudreau LW 5' 11" 170 L 21 Feb 1995 Otterburn Park, QC, CAN 

90 Riley Brace LW 5' 11" 180 L 7 MAR 1992 Woodlawn, ON, CAN 

89 Colby Cave C 6' 0" 185 L 26 Dec 1994 Battleford, SK, CAN 

73 Chris Cane RW 6' 1" 190 R 2 Dec 1991 West Chester, OH, USA 

68 Justice Dundas LW 6' 0" 190 R 2 May 1994 Richmond Hill, ON, CAN 

76 Eriah Hayes RW 6' 4" 210 R 7 Jul 1988 La Crescent, MN, USA 

48 Tomas Hertl C 6' 2" 210 L 12 Nov 1993 Prague, CZE 

82 Christophe Lalancette C 6' 0" 180 R 6 May 1994 Roberval, QC, CAN 

83 Matthew Nieto LW 5' 11" 190 L 5 Nov 1992 Long Beach, CA, USA 

60 John Padulo C 5' 10" 190 R 6 May 1992 Rochester, NY, USA 

78 Lane Scheidl LW 5' 11" 205 R 14 Jan 1992 Saskatoon, SK, CAN 

72 Rylan Schwartz C 5' 10" 200 L 8 Jan 1990 Wilcox, SK, CAN 

50 Chris Tierney C 6' 0" 195 L 1 Jul 1994 Keswick, ON, CAN 

DEFENCEMEN

Jersey Number Name POS Height Weight   S Date Of Birth HOMETOWN 

51 Konrad Abelthauser D 6' 5" 225 L 2 Sep 1992 Bad Tolz, GER 

84 Kyle Bigros D 6' 4" 235 R 12 May 1989 Upland, CA, USA 

46 Nikolas Brouillard D 5' 10" 150 L 7 Feb 1995 St. Hilaire, QC, CAN 

74 Dylan DeMelo D 6' 1" 195 R 1 May 1993 London, ON, CAN 

28 Max Iafrate D 6' 2" 220 R 28 Mar 1994 Livonia, MI, USA 

59 Spenser Jensen D 6' 4" 190 R 2 Jul 1995 Airdrie, AB, CAN 

41 Mirco Mueller D 6' 3" 195 L 21 Mar 1995 Winterthur, CHE 

GOALTENDERS

Jersey Number Name Height  Weight   C Date Of Birth HOMETOWN 

36 J.P. Anderson 5' 11" 185 R 27 Apr 1992 Toronto, ON, CAN 

34 Troy Grosenick 6' 1" 185 L 27 Aug 1989 Brookfield, WI, USA 

2013 SHARKS YOUNG STARS CLASSIC SCHEDULE

Date Visitor Home Time (MT) BROADCAST 

THU, 5 SEP 2013 CANUCKS SHARKS 8:30 PM VANCOUVERCANUCKS.COM 

FRI, 6 SEP 2013 JETS SHARKS 5:00 PM WINNIPEGJETS.COM 

SUN, 8 SEP 2013 SHARKS FLAMES 6:30 PM CALGARYFLAMES.COM

Draft eligible Bauer signs with Edmonton Oil Kings

Tuesday, 03.09.2013 / 9:38 AM / Future Watch 
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CALGARY, AB -- 2014 NHL Draft eligible forward Lane Bauer has signed with the Edmonton Oil Kings (WHL).

The 17 year-old spent the 2012-13 season with the Alaska Jr. Aces (Midget 18AAA), scoring 34 goals and 49 points in 29 games.

"Lane’s player on our list for a couple years, and we’re very happy that he decided to come to the Oil Kings," said Edmonton general manager Randy Hansch said in a press release. "Lane’s a honest, hard-working two-way player that can produce some offensive numbers and competes any time he’s on the ice."

Prior to the signing, the Anchorage, AK native was committed to the University of Alaska Fairbanks.

2013 Young Stars Classic: Vancouver Canucks

Sunday, 01.09.2013 / 3:05 PM / Future Watch 
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CALGARYFLAMES.COM THREE PLAYERS TO WATCH

Nicklas Jensen 

NIKLAS JENSEN - FORWARD: The 2013 Young Stars Classic will be Jensen's first step in earning a full-time job with the Canucks this season and there is no doubt the skilled winger will be firing on all cylinders at the tournament.

The 20 year-old is very gifted offensively. He has a very quick, accurate shot that allows him to be a goal scorer but he also can thrive as a playmaker thanks to good hockey sense and passing skills. At 6-foot-2 and 202-pounds, he uses his frame very well when it comes to protecting the puck. He has good core strength and isn't thrown off the puck easily.

After spending two seasons in the OHL with the Oshawa Generals, Jensen turned pro last year, skating with AIK in the Swedish Elite League (17 goals, 23 points in 50 games), the Chicago Wolves in the AHL (2 goals, 4 points in 20 games) and had a two-game cup of coffee with the Canucks.

--------------------------------------------------------------------------------

Hunter Shinkaruk 

HUNTER SHINKARUK - FORWARD: Shinkaruk may be undersized at 5-foot-10 and 181-pounds but his stature hasn't stopped him from piling up the points in the WHL. The Medicine Hat Tigers have benefited greatly from the Calgary product's offensive acumen; Shinkaruk has racked up 219 points in 193 games over the past three years.

That kind of production is a result of Shinkaruk's high-end skill - he has incredibly quick hands, a sniper's shot and has great wheels that allow him to maneuver around the offensive zone with ease. He is very creative with the puck and has the ability to generate a plethora of scoring opportunities for both himself and his linemates. Shinkaruk has been lauded on numerous occasions for his work ethic and hustle; he won't shy away from battling against much bigger opponents.

The Canucks selected Shinkaruk 24th overall in the 2013 NHL Draft.

--------------------------------------------------------------------------------

Jordan Subban 

JORDAN SUBBAN - DEFENCEMAN: If the Canucks are going to generate offence from their backend, you can bet Subban will play a big part in it. The youngest Subban brother is offensive defenceman, posting 15 goals and 51 points in 68 games with the Belleville Bulls last year - good for 6th amongst defencemen in the OHL.

The 18 year-old is a strong skater who hits top speed in a few strides, making it very easy for him to leap into the rush when he sees an opening. Also aiding in his offensive game is his shot. Subban possesses a heavy, hard shot but he also has quick hands - he can snap off a howitzer in no time, handcuffing a netminder. He is working on shoring up his defensive game, an area some scouts questioned heading into the draft, but has a good work ethic and is dedicated to becoming a better all-around blueliner.

Subban was selected by the Canucks in the 4th round (115th overall) of the 2013 NHL Draft.

--------------------------------------------------------------------------------

VANCOUVER CANUCKS YOUNG STAR CLASSIC ROSTER

FORWARDS

Jersey Number Name POS Height Weight   S Date Of Birth HOMETOWN 

58 Ludwig Blomstrand   LW 6' 3" 198 L 8 Mar 1993 Uppsala, SWE 

52 Cole Cassels C 6' 0" 178 r 4 MAY 1995 Columbus, OH, USA 

64 Adam De Champlain LW 6' 1" 177 L 15 Feb 1994 Sherwood Park, AB, CAN 

71 Mitch Elliot    LW 6' 5" 230 L 15 Jul 1993 Prince George, BC, CAN 

74 Cain Franson LW 6' 1" 175 L 25 Mar 1993 Sicamous, BC, CAN 

56 Alex Friesen C 5' 10" 200 L 30 Jan 1991 St. Catherine, ON, CAN 

50 Brendan Gaunce C 6' 2" 205 L 25 Mar 1994 Markham, ON, CAN 

65 Alexandre Grenier RW 6' 5" 200 R 5 Sep 1991 Laval, QC, CAN 

72 Zach Hall C 5' 11" 172 L 29 Apr 1993 Belleville, ON, CAN 

70 Kyle Hope LW 6' 1" 188 L 20 Apr 1993 London, ON, CAN 

53 Bo Horvat C 6' 0" 206 L 5 Apr 1995 Rodney, ON, CAN 

46 Niklas Jensen LW/RW 6' 3" 187 L 16 Mar 1993 Herning, DEN 

77 Philippe Maillet C 5' 10" 185 L 7 Nov 1992 Lechaine, QC, CAN 

78 Alexandre Mallet C 6' 1" 194 R 22 May 1992 Amqui, QC, CAN 

79 Jesse Mychan LW 6' 2" 200  L 2 Jul 1992 Saskatoon, SK, CAN 

59 Wesley Myron F 6' 2" 190  L 16 Aug 1992 Victoria, BC, CAN 

51 David Pacan RW 6' 4" 220  R 31 Mar 1991 Ottawa, ON, CAN 

48 Hunter Shinkaruk C 5' 10" 181 l 13 Oct 1994 Calgary, AB, CAN 

DEFENCEMEN

Jersey Number Name POS Height Weight   S Date Of Birth HOMETOWN 

80 Peter Andersson D 6' 3" 194 L 13 Apr 1991 Kvidinge, SWE 

73 Jeremie Blain D 6' 2" 192 R 19 Mar 1992 Longueuil, QC, CAN 

57 Anton Cederholm D 6' 1" 205 L 21 Feb 1995 Helsingborg, SWE 

26 Frankie Corrado D 6' 2" 191 R 26 Mar 1993 Toronto, ON, CAN 

62 Daniel Johnston D 6' 2" 211 R 17 Oct 1992 Calgary, AB, CAN 

68 Miles Liberati D 6' 0" 195 L 21 Jun 1995 Cheswick, PA, USA 

61 Evan McEney D 6' 2" 205 L 22 May 1994 Hamilton, ON, CAN 

67 Jordan Subban D 5' 9" 175  R 3 Mar 1995 Rexdale, ON, CAN 

60 Henrik Tommernes D 6' 0" 176  L 28 Aug 1990 Karlstad, SWE 

43 Sacha Guimond D 6' 2" 175 L 28 Mar 1991 Ville Marie, QC, CAN 

GOALTENDERS

Jersey Number Name Height  Weight   C Date Of Birth HOMETOWN 

34 MATHIEU CORBEIL  6' 6" 200 L 27 SEP 1991 MONTREAL, QC, CAN 

31 EDDIE LACK*    6' 5" 193 L 5 JAN 1988 NORRTAJLE, SWE 

75 JOACIM ERIKSSON    6' 1" 189 L 9 APR 1990 GAVLE, SWE 

*Eddie Lack is expected to be a non-playing reserve during the Young Stars Classic.

2013 CANUCKS YOUNG STARS CLASSIC SCHEDULE

Date Visitor Home Time (MT) BROADCAST 

THU, 5 SEP 2013 canucks sharks 8:30 PM vancouvercanucks.com 

fri, 6 SEP 2013 canucks flames 8:30 PM CALGARYFLAMES.COM 

sat, 7 SEP 2013 canucks oilers 3:00 PM vancouvercanucks.com 

mon, 9 SEP 2013 jets CANUCKS 1:00 PM NOT BROADCAST 

2013 Young Stars Classic: Edmonton Oilers

Sunday, 01.09.2013 / 3:04 PM / Future Watch 
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CALGARYFLAMES.COM THREE PLAYERS TO WATCH

Andrew Miller 

ANDREW MILLER - FORWARD: At 5-foot-10 and 180-pounds, Miller isn't a physically intimidating presence on the ice but possesses excellent hockey sense and high-end puck skills, making him a threat every time he steps onto the ice. He also has decent wheels, making him hard to catch when he gets time and space.

The 24 year-old pivot is heading into his first professional season after spending the last four years at Yale. Last year, as the Bulldogs captain, he helped lead his team to the Frozen Four and capture the NCAA Championship for the first time in school history.

Interesting note: Miller played on Yale's top line with Flames prospect Kenny Agostino last year. The pair were tied for the team lead in scoring with 41 points in 37 games. Agostino is not participating in the Young Stars Classic as he is returning to Yale for his senior season.

--------------------------------------------------------------------------------

Darnell Nurse 

DARNELL NURSE - DEFENCEMAN: A formidable force on the blueline, Nurse is constantly trying to make life unbearable for the opposition. He relishes going in for a big hit, grinds out his opponents along the boards and makes forwards fight tooth and nail for time and space.

Heading into the 2012-13 season, it appeared Nurse would be strictly a shutdown defender going forward but the blueliner ended up quadrupling his points totals from the 2011-12 campaign, scoring 12 goals and 41 points in 68 games with the Soo Greyhounds. In addition to making a good first pass, he has become more confident in his ability to jump into the rush and won't hesitate to fly into the offensive zone when the opportunity presents itself.

The Oilers, who selected Nurse 7th overall in the 2013 NHL Draft, signed the rearguard to a three-year entry-level deal on July 25.

--------------------------------------------------------------------------------

Kale Kessy 

KALE KESSY - FORWARD: Earlier this year, the Oilers dealt offensive dynamo Tobias Rieder to Phoenix in exchange for the truculent Kessy, instantly injecting more grit into their prospect pool. The Shaunavon, SK native uses his 6-foot-3, 202-pound frame to knock around opponents and aggressively forecheck.

The 20 year-old, who was selected in the 4th round (111th overall) by the Coyotes in the 2011 NHL Draft, is coming off his fourth WHL season in which he put up career-high offensive numbers. In 60 games (split between the Medicine Hat Tigers, Vancouver Giants and Kamloops Blazers), he scored 21 goals and registered 43 points.

Kessy isn't afraid to drop the gloves so if tempers flare during Oilers games, don't be surprised to see him tossing punches.

--------------------------------------------------------------------------------

EDMONTON OILERS YOUNG STAR CLASSIC ROSTER

FORWARDS

Jersey Number Name POS Height Weight   S Date Of Birth HOMETOWN 

73 Cameron Abney    RW 6' 5" 205 r 23 May 1991 Aldergrove, BC, CAN 

39 BRANDON BADDOCK    LW 6' 2" 195 r 29 MAR 1995 vermillion, ab, can 

47 TY BILCKE    rw 6' 2" 217 r 23 APR 1994 EXETER, ON, CAN 

96 Gregory Chase    C 6' 0" 195 R 1 Jan 1995 Sherwood Park, AB, CAN 

67 Travis Ewanyk    C 6' 2" 192 L 29 Mar 1993 ST. ALBERT, AB, CAN 

52 AUSTIN FYTEN    LW 6' 2" 200 L 3 MAY 1991 SUNDRE, AB, CAN 

61 Jackson Houck    RW 6' 0" 184 R 27 Feb 1995 North Vancouver, BC, CAN 

49 Kale Kessy    LW 6' 3" 202 L 4 Dec 1992 Shaunavon, SK, CAN 

54 Jujhar Khaira    C/LW 6' 3" 198 L 13 Aug 1994 Surrey, BC, CAN 

58 Andrew Miller    C 5' 10" 180 R 18 Sep 1988 Bloomfield Hills, MI, USA 

53 Mitch Moroz    LW 6' 2" 208 L 3 May 1994 CALGARY, AB, CAN 

43 reid petryk    C 6' 1" 200 R 2 FEB 1993 EDMONTON, AB, CAN 

71 Kyle Platzer    RW 5' 11" 184 R 4 Mar 1995 Waterloo, ON, CAN 

42 Marco Roy    RW 6' 0" 175 L 5 Nov 1994 BOISBRIAND, QC, CAN 

65 CHASE SCHABER    c 6' 0" 194 l 3 jan 1991 red deer, ab 

DEFENCEMEN

Jersey Number Name POS Height Weight   S Date Of Birth HOMETOWN 

95 Ben Betker    D 6' 5" 200 L 29 Sep 1994 Cranbrook, BC, CAN 

88 Brandon Davidson    D 6' 1" 202 L 21 Aug 1991 Lethbridge, AB, CAN 

78 Martin Gernat    D 6' 5" 187 L 11 Apr 1993 Kosice, SVK 

84 Oscar Klefbom    D 6' 3" 204 L 20 Jul 1993 Karlstad, SWE 

82 Joey Leach    D 6' 4" 200 L 29 Jan 1992 WADENA, SK, CAN 

80 Martin Marincin    D 6' 5" 196 L 18 Feb 1992 Kosice, SVK 

87 David Musil    D 6' 3" 196 L 9 Apr 1993 delta, bc, CAN 

74 Darnell Nurse    D 6' 4" 185 L 4 Feb 1995 Hamilton, ON, CAN 

GOALTENDERS

Jersey Number Name Height  Weight   C Date Of Birth HOMETOWN 

34 Tyler Bunz    6' 1" 198 L 11 Feb 1992 Regina, SK, CAN 

60 PHILIPPE CADORETTE    5' 11" 183 L 7 APR 1995 ST-HYACINTHE, QC, CAN 

50 FranKY PALAZZESE    6' 1" 160 L 28 MAY 1993 MISSISSAUGA, ON, CAN 

  TY RIMMER    6' 1" 175 L 23 MAR 1993 EDMONTON, AB, CAN 

--------------------------------------------------------------------------------

2013 OILERS YOUNG STARS CLASSIC SCHEDULE

Date Visitor Home Time (MT) BROADCAST 

THU, 5 SEP 2013 Oilers FLAMES 5:00 PM CALGARYFLAMES.COM 

SAT, 7 SEP 2013 JETS OILERS 8:30 PM EDMONTONOILERS.COM 

SUN, 8 SEP 2013 Oilers Canucks 3:00 PM EDMONTONOILERS.COM

Abbotsford Heat sign Begin, Bancks

Wednesday, 28.08.2013 / 1:22 PM / Future Watch 

calgaryflames.com

5 

14 

19 

Email 

Comment

Print

ABBOTSFORD, BC -- The Abbotsford Heat announced today that they signed forwards Steve Begin and Carter Bancks to one year deals.

Begin played 36 games for the Flames last season picking up four goals and four assists along with 22 penalty minutes. The 35 year-old native of Trois Rivieres, QC had two tours of duty with Calgary after suiting up for the Flames from 1997-2003 playing in 123 games and scoring 11 goals, seven assists for 18 points and 192 penalty minutes. Begin was originally drafted by the Calgary Flames in the 2nd round with the 40th overall pick in the 1996 NHL Entry Draft. Last season, Begin was nominated for the Bill Masterton Memorial Trophy by the Calgary Chapter of the Professional Hockey Writers’ Association (PHWA) which goes to the player who best exemplifies the qualities of perseverance, sportsmanship and dedication to hockey.

STEVE BEGIN – CENTRE

BORN:  Trois Rivieres, QC DATE: June 14, 1978

HEIGHT: 6’0” WEIGHT: 195 lbs.

SHOOTS: Left

HOW ACQUIRED: 2nd round, 40th overall, in the 1996 NHL Entry Draft

In his fourth season with the Abbotsford Heat, Carter Bancks played 59 games last season registering five goals and seven assists for 12 points and 53 penalty minutes. He was also called up by the Calgary Flames on April 21 and played in a pair of NHL games, the first of his career.

CARTER BANCKS – LEFT WING

BORN:  Marysville, BC DATE: August 9, 1989

HEIGHT: 5’11” WEIGHT: 180 lbs.

SHOOTS: Left

HOW ACQUIRED: Sign as a free agent on August 28, 2013

Feaster eager to evaluate Granlund at Young Stars tournament

Tuesday, 27.08.2013 / 12:26 PM / Future Watch 

By Torie Peterson 
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He's a wildcard in my mind and he's someone I'm anxious to see when he's up against the top guys on these other teams and teams that are our rivals. - Flames general manager Jay Feaster

CALGARY, AB -- The Calgary Flames will have plenty of fire power at the 2013 Young Stars Classic in Penticton, BC next month.

The Flames three 2013 first round draft picks Sean Monahan, Emile Poirier and Morgan Klimchuk will be there.

Sven Baertschi, who has 25 NHL games on his resume, and Ben Hanowski, who scored his first NHL goal in his first NHL game last spring, will be suiting up in the rookie tournament.

The three-game affair will be Corban Knight's first step to earning a spot on the Flames roster.

And while Flames general manager Jay Feaster is eager to see all of these forwards face off against the Vancouver Canucks, Edmonton Oilers and San Jose Sharks top prospects, he is particularly excited to see one player who hasn't had received as much attention as some of his fellow prospects.

"If there is one guy I really am anxious to see, it would have to be Markus Granlund," Feaster told Sportsnet 960 The Fan last week. "When you look at what he did this past season over in Europe and I thought he was one of the most pleasant surprises of development camp."

Granlund spent the 2012-13 season with in SM-liiga with HIFK in Finland, scoring 10 goals and 30 points in 50 games - good for second in team scoring. He also played for Finland in the 2013 World Junior Championships in Ufa, Russia. While the Finns were disappointed with their seventh place finish, Granlund excelled from a personal standpoint, scoring 5 goals and 12 points in 6 games.

During the Flames development camp in July, Granlund impressed Feaster in both scrimmages on more than one front. Centering Baertschi and Flames 2012 draft pick Coda Gordon, the Oulu, FIN product was dominant in the offensive zone and was reliable in his own end - an area he has markedly improved in since participating in the 2012 camp.

"He looked very, very comfortable at center ice, was doing a good job two-way, doing a good job on face-offs ... he's a guy we know can make plays, he can score goals."

The Flames signed the 20 year-old to a three-year entry-level deal on Apr. 19 and he's expected to make the leap to North America this fall. If his play at development camp is any indication, Granlund could be one of the youngsters on the cusp of earning time with the Flames this upcoming season.

"He's a wildcard in my mind and he's someone I'm anxious to see when he's up against the top guys on these other teams and teams that are our rivals," Feaster commented. "I'm anxious to see what he does there."

The 2013 Young Stars Classic takes place Sept. 5-9 in Penticton, BC. Tournament ticket packages, which include a ticket to eight tournament games, are $70 plus applicable fees. Tickets are available online at www.valleyfirsttix.com, by phone at 1-877-763-2849, or in person at the Valley First Box Office at the South Okanagan Events Centre or at Penticton & Wine Country Visitor Centre.

View the Flames full Young Stars Classic roster HERE.

Roster for USA Hockey All-American Prospects Game announced

Monday, 26.08.2013 / 9:23 AM / Future Watch 

By Torie Peterson 
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CALGARY, AB -- The roster for the 2013 CCM/USA Hockey All-American Prospects Game was announced on Monday morning, which will be held on Sept. 26 at Consol Energy Center in Pittsburgh, PA.

The game features 40 of the top American-born players eligible in the 2014 NHL Draft. 28 of the players selected appear on NHL Central Scouting's 2013-14 Futures North American list.

Former Flames forward Joe Mullen and Pittsburgh Penguins alumnus Mark Johnson will act as coaches in the game.

2013 USA HOCKEY ALL-AMERICAN PROSPECTS GAME ROSTER

Name

Pos

Ht

Wt

Date of Birth

S

Hometown

State

2013-14 Team

College Commitment

Louis Belpedio D 5-10 171 1996-05-14 R Skokie, IL Ill. U.S. National Under-18 Team (USHL) Miami University 

Greg Betzold F 6-2 194 1995-03-11 L Bel Air, MD Md. Peterborough Petes (OHL)  

Anders Bjork F 5-11 156 1996-08-05 L Mequon, WI Wis. U.S. National Under-18 Team (USHL) University of Notre Dame 

Ryan Bliss D 6-1 193 1996-06-22 L Bedford, NH N.H. U.S. National Under-18 Team (USHL) Cornell University 

Connor Chatham F 6-2 209 1995-10-30 R Belleville Ill. Plymouth Whalers (OHL)  

Blake Clarke F 6-2 196 1996-01-24 L Wildwood Mo. North Bay Battalion (OHL)  

Ryan Collins D 6-4 179 1996-05-06 R Bloomington Minn. U.S. National Under-18 Team (USHL) University of Minnesota 

Chase De Leo F 5-7 130 1995-10-25 L La Mirarda Calif. Portland Winterhawks (WHL)  

Tony DeAngelo D 5-11 175 1995-10-24 R Philadelphia Pa. Sarnia Sting (OHL)  

Thatcher Demko G 6-3 190 1995-12-08 L San Diego Calif. Boston College (Hockey East) Boston College 

Jack Dougherty D 6-1 190 1996-05-25 R Cottage Grove Minn. U.S. National Under-18 Team (USHL)  

Shane Eiserman F 6-2 196 1995-10-10 L West Newbury Mass. Dubuque Fighting Saints (USHL) University of New Hampshire 

Jared Fiegl F 6-1 199 1996-01-23 L Parker Colo. U.S. National Under-18 Team (USHL) University of Denver 

Keegan Ford D 5-9 180 1996-05-30 L Waunakee Wis. Dubuque Fighting Saints (USHL) University of Wisconsin 

Shane Gersich F 5-11 163 1996-07-10 L Chaska Minn. U.S. National Under-18 Team (USHL) University of North Dakota 

Jack Glover D 6-3 173 1996-05-17 R Golden Valley Minn. U.S. National Under-18 Team (USHL) University of Minnesota 

Aaron Haydon D 6-3 197 1996-01-06 R Plymouth Mich. Niagara IceDogs (OHL)  

Ryan Hitchcock F 5-9 151 1996-03-30 L Manhasset N.Y. U.S. National Under-18 Team (USHL) Yale University 

Keegan Iverson F 6-0 222 1996-04-05 R St. Louis Park Minn. Portland Winterhawks (WHL)  

Josh Jacobs D 6-2 190 1996-02-15 R Macomb Mich. Indiana Ice (USHL) Michigan State University 

Kevin Labanc F 5-10 172 1995-12-12 R Staten Island N.Y. Barrie Colts (OHL)  

Dylan Larkin F 6-0 172 1996-07-30 L Waterford Mich. U.S. National Under-18 Team (USHL) University of Michigan 

Ryan MacInnis F 6-3 161 1996-02-14 L St. Louis Mo. Kitchener Rangers (OHL)  

Johnathan MacLeod D 6-1 178 1996-06-02 R Dracut Mass. U.S. National Under-18 Team (USHL) Boston University 

Seamus Malone F 5-8 174 1996-05-06 L Naperville Ill. Dubuque Fighting Saints (USHL) University of Wisconsin 

Ryan Mantha D 6-5 225 1996-06-18 R Clarkston Mich. Sioux City Musketeers (USHL) University of North Dakota 

Sonny Milano F 5-10 159 1996-05-12 L Massapequa N.Y. U.S. National Under-18 Team (USHL) University of Notre Dame 

Ed Minney G 6-4 200 1996-03-29 R Wind Gap Pa. U.S. National Under-18 Team (USHL) Michigan State University 

Alex Nedeljkovic G 6-0 193 1996-01-07 L Parma Ohio Plymouth Whalers (OHL)  

Austin Poganski F 6-1 204 1996-02-16 R St. Cloud Minn. Tri-City Storm (USHL) University of North Dakota 

Jack Ramsey F 6-2 165 1995-11-02 R Minnetonka Minn. Penticton Vees (BCHL) University of Minnesota 

Nick Schmaltz F 6-0 170 1996-02-23 R Verona Wis. Green Bay Gamblers (USHL) University of North Dakota 

Tyler Sheehy F 5-9 157 1995-11-20 R Burnsville Minn. Waterloo Blackhawks (USHL)  

Nolan Stevens F 6-2 170 1996-07-22 L Manhattan Beach Calif. U.S. National Under-18 Team (USHL)  

Alex Tuch F 6-3 219 1996-05-10 R Baldwinsville N.Y. U.S. National Under-18 Team (USHL) Boston College 

Dominic Turgeon F 6-2 211 1996-02-25 L Cherry Hills Colo. Portland Winterhawks (WHL)  

Michael Turner F 6-2 190 1995-09-23 L Chicago Ill. Cushing Academy (USHS)  

Hunter Warner D 6-3 190 1995-09-21 R Eden Prairie Minn. Waterloo Blackhawks (USHL) Minnesota State University, Mankato 

Joe Wegwerth F 6-3 210 1996-06-16 L Brewster N.Y. U.S. National Under-18 Team (USHL) University of Notre Dame 

Blake Wegwerth G 6-2 205 1996-02-02 L Ojai Calif. U.S. National Under-18 Team (USHL)

Culkin on the cusp of turning pro

Friday, 23.08.2013 / 5:58 PM / Future Watch 
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This is another chance for him to step up and show that he doesn't need to go back and play an overage year - (that) he's better served signing as a pro and going into Abbotsford. - Jay Feaster on Ryan Culkin's play at the 2013 Young Stars Classic

CALGARY, AB -- When Ryan Culkin hit the ice at the 2012 Calgary Flames development camp, the first thing you noticed was his size.

Or lack thereof.

The blueliner, who stood around 6-feet at the time, had a frame that could best be described as lanky, weighing in at 176-pounds.

When going up against a larger forward in the corners or along the boards, Culkin wasn't winning the majority of his puck battles due to his size. The Flames 2012 fifth round pick had the skill set to play a great two-way game against smaller competition but struggled when pitted against players who had a leg up in the strength department.

So, after the week-long camp came to close, Calgary Flames general manager Jay Feaster lauded the young rearguard on his work ethic but gave him some advice.

"One of the things we told him was, 'You have to get bigger. You have to get stronger.' He did that," Feaster told Sportsnet 960 The Fan on Wednesday afternoon. "We were all in watching him prior to the season resuming at the NHL level during the work stoppage.

"Really, even from December until coming into this summer's development camp in July at WinSport, he did get bigger."

Culkin's work in the weight room has paid off. The Montreal, QC native logged a ton of minutes under former Quebec Remparts head coach Patrick Roy's watch, registered career-highs in assists (40), points (45) and plus/minus (+28), and, as his 46 PIM show, had a more physical edge to his game.

His development was also evident at the 2013 Flames development camp. He put on over 10 pounds of muscle and grew an inch since last summer's fitness testing sessions. He was step ahead of his competition in game-like situations and scrimmages, looked more more confident than he did last summer and was consistent, day-in and day-out.

Calgary hockey operations members were extremely impressed with Culkin's play and his progression has pushed them to question whether or not he should go back to the QMJHL for his overage year. His performance at the Young Stars Classic in Penticton next month will play a big role in what his 2013-14 season will look like.

"We informed him that, 'If you play at that same level in Penticton, you may just earn yourself an NHL two-way (deal),'" Feaster noted.

"This is another chance for him to step up and show that he doesn't need to go back and play an overage year - (that) he's better served signing as a pro and going into Abbotsford."

The 2013 Young Stars Classic takes place Sept. 5-9 in Penticton, BC. Tournament ticket packages, which include a ticket to eight tournament games, are $70 plus applicable fees. Tickets are available online at www.valleyfirsttix.com, by phone at 1-877-763-2849, or in person at the Valley First Box Office at the South Okanagan Events Centre or at Penticton & Wine Country Visitor Centre.

Three 2014 NHL draft eligible forwards sign with OHL teams, leaving NCAA commitments

Tuesday, 20.08.2013 / 9:04 AM / Future Watch 
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CALGARY, AB -- The CHL has gained three notable 2014 NHL Draft eligible forwards in recent weeks with Nick Magyar, Christian Dvorak and Conor McGlynn signing with OHL teams.

Former Ohio State recruit Magyar has signed with the Kitchener Rangers, Dvorak, who had committed to the University of Wisconsin, has signed with the London Knights and Boston College lost McGlynn to the Kingston Frontenacs.

By opting to play major junior, they have lost their NCAA eligibility.

Magyar split the 2012-13 season between the Sioux City Musketeers and the US National Team Development Program (USNTDP) in the USHL. Prior to jumping to the USHL, he spent time with the Cleveland Barons. The Mentor, OH product was drafted by the Rangers in the 12th round of the 2012 OHL Priority Selection.

Dvorak spent the bulk of the 2012-13 campaign with the Chicago Mission (MWEHL) where he amassed 35 goals and 92 points in 58 games. He also played 9 games with the Chicago Steel (USHL), registering 2 goals and 5 points. The forward was the Knights eighth round pick in the 2012 OHL Priority Selection.

McGlynn also played in the USHL last year, suiting up for the Sioux City Musketeers. The pivot scored 7 goals and 10 points in 48 games. The Oakville, ON native was drafted by the Frontenacs in the 2011 OHL Priority Selection.

Former Flames defenceman Al MacInnis' son Ryan also chose to go the CHL route in recent weeks, signing with the Kitchener Rangers.

Newcomers Get Acclimated

Monday, 09.16.2013 / 4:00 PM / Tracking the Storm 
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From left to right, Mike Komisarek, Ron Hainsey and Andrej Sekera sit next to each other in the Carolina Hurricanes locker room. 
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They are the three new faces on the blue line as the Canes, due to injuries and in an effort to become a tougher team to play against, have added three big, reliable bodies to their defensive corps.

Five days into the on-ice portion of training camp, it’s been a smooth transition for the newcomers.

“There is a bit of a learning process with the systems, but you pick that up quickly,” Komisarek said. “For the most part, it’s just building chemistry with the guys around you, creating that trust, communicating with your teammates on and off the ice.”

“I’m taking it day in and day out,” Sekera said. “Learning the system, learning the habits of the other guys, what they do, what I should do, where I should be. It’s getting better each day.”

Sekera, 27, was acquired from Buffalo in a draft-day trade on June 30. Komisarek, 31, was signed at the outset of free agency on July 5. Hainsey, 32, agreed to terms just last Thursday. All three came to the team under different circumstances, yet they all find themselves in the same situation now: getting acclimated to a new city, a new dressing room, new teammates, a new coaching staff and a new system.

“We’ve got six exhibition games in two weeks to make sure we have everything sorted out, and we will,” Hainsey said.

“I think a lot of us are coming here trying to work the rust off,” Komisarek said. “During the summer, you’re practicing, working out and doing a lot of drills, but you’re not getting into those 5-on-5 situations and battles in the corners with guys leaning on you.”

Head coach Kirk Muller singled out Sunday’s Red-White scrimmage as a strong point for the new faces on defense as they become comfortable with the defensive aspects of the Canes’ game.

“Sekera looks like he’s getting better everyday,” he said. “I loved his Red-White game yesterday.”

Sekera, who said he likes to skate, enjoys the high-energy system the Hurricanes play.

“This is more up-tempo. Everybody has to be tight with good gaps everywhere. It’s a little bit different,” he said. “I’m taking away time and space and joining the rush if I can.”

Off the ice, the trio has found a number of willing helping hands in the adjustment to a new city.

“I think the guys make it pretty easy. The organization, first and foremost, makes the transition very smooth with helping you with what you need off the ice, whether its housing, schools, doctors, anything like that,” Komisarek said. “Settling into Raleigh has been smooth and easy for my family.”

“I’m getting used to the environment, the people and getting around the town,” Sekera said. “It’s the same group of guys, just different names. They welcomed me pretty well. They try to make my life easier on and off the ice, and I’m very thankful for that.”

Notes from Monday’s Training Camp Skates

Jiri Tlusty, who has been off the ice since Friday, skated with Group B today in a yellow, no-contact sweater.

Nathan Gerbe, who has been away from the rink due to personal reasons since the start of camp, was back on the ice with Group B today.

“It’s always tough missing days,” Gerbe said. “Now, I just have to jump in, get going and work my hardest to get up to speed.”

Looking Ahead

One practice session remains before the Hurricanes face Columbus in the preseason opener on Wednesday. The team will then travel to Buffalo, Quebec City and Montreal for a three-pack of games to finish the week.

“At the end of the day, all they want to really do is play hockey games,” Muller said. “I think we’re right on target with our objectives of introducing one part of the system one-by-one and making it competitive.”
Veterans Take Charge in Red-White Scrimmage

Sunday, 09.15.2013 / 4:30 PM / Tracking the Storm 
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 Led by Eric Staal and Alexander Semin, the veterans took charge in the annual Red-White scrimmage, as Team Red topped Team White 3-1. 
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Drayson Bowman, Semin and Staal netted goals for Red, while Zac Dalpe potted the lone goal for White as the annual Caniac Carnival attracted 9,200 fans on a sunny Sunday afternoon.

“I was pleased with the effort, and I thought some of the veterans took hold of it today,” said Canes head coach Kirk Muller. “I thought Semin was really good. Eric, Jordan and the leaders of the group had strong games. That’s what you want to see.”

Without linemate Jiri Tlusty, who should return to the ice as early as Monday, the coaching staff rotated Bowman and Chris Terry onto Staal and Semin’s line. The two responded with noticeable performances.

Bowman’s goal, which opened the scoring, came off a tic-tac-toe play from Staal to Semin to Bowman for the easy tap-in on the power play. In the second period, Bowman found Staal open for a one-time shot that beat Mike Murphy.

Terry was stoned by Ward on a chance on the doorstep early in the first period, and in the second period, Terry out-waited a sliding Tim Gleason on a two-on-one to dish to Semin for the goal.

“I thought Terry was really good,” Muller said. “Bowman continued to skate well.”

In net, Cam Ward saw a fair amount of work before being relieved by Murphy at the 11-minute mark of the second period. Muller said he was pleased with the all-around netminding.

“I thought he (Ward) was strong today,” Muller said. “He seems focused, ready, working and in shape.”

On the back-end, Muller noted that newcomers Andrej Sekera and Ron Hainsey looked more comfortable.

Gleason continued to play with a snarl today. At the end of the first period, he mixed it up with Jared Staal, perhaps a spillover from the physical edge present during Friday’s scrimmage.

“Maybe I’m really good-looking, and they want some of my looks,” Gleason quipped. “I just play my game. Maybe because I’m known to fight here and there or have a little temper and they want to test it out.”

“Gleas needs to play on the edge,” Muller said. “He needs to play physical.”

Today’s scrimmage was the third in as many days for the Canes, who now turn their attention to the upcoming preaseason schedule.

“Overall, I think the depth of our organization right now, that’s the fun thing,” Muller said. “Guys are going to push for those few open spots.”

What to Expect Moving Forward

The Canes made their first two cuts of training camp following the scrimmage, returning defenseman Trevor Carrick and forward Sergey Tolchinsky to their respective junior clubs.

Muller said the team’s focus would shift slightly to more X’s and O’s in the next couple of days in preparation for the team’s slate of four preseason games in four days.

“These next few days, we’ll start working more on systematic stuff,” he said. “The key will be these exhibition games.”

The Canes host the Columbus Blue Jackets on Wednesday to open the preseason before traveling to Buffalo, Quebec and Montreal in the three following days.
Canes Return Carrick, Tolchinsky to Junior Clubs

Carolina’s training camp roster now at 47 players

Sunday, 09.15.2013 / 3:45 PM / News 
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RALEIGH, NC – Jim Rutherford, President and General Manager of the National Hockey League’s Carolina Hurricanes, today announced that the team has returned defenseman Trevor Carrick (Mississauga – OHL) and forward Sergey Tolchinsky (Sault Ste. Marie – OHL) to their respective junior clubs. 

An updated Carolina Hurricanes training camp roster can be found here.
Canes Battle Through Fatigue, Power Outage on Day Three

Saturday, 09.14.2013 / 2:00 PM / Tracking the Storm 
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While day three of Carolina Hurricanes training camp, which included group practices and an abbreviated scrimmage, might not have been as feisty as Friday’s sessions, the 40-plus skaters in camp battled various bumps and bruises, fatigue and a 20-minute in-arena blackout to compete for a stall in the Hurricanes dressing room. 
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“I thought it looked a little bit like the hump day, which you see all the time on day three of camp,” said Canes head coach Kirk Muller. “It looked like guys were trying to push through it, but it’s just the fatigue level of day three. Whatever it is, it’s always there.”

Scrimmage

With a little more room to move on a standard ice sheet, Zach Boychuk shined in Saturday’s scrimmage, potting two goals en route to a 2-1 victory for Team White (Group A).

“I think yesterday might have been more intense, especially with the fights and a few more hits,” Boychuk said. “But the guys are definitely showing that they’re ready to take these spots, and the competition is high.”

Boychuk’s first tally beat Cam Ward top-shelf, and his second goal was highlight reel material, as he dangled through the defense and roofed the finish. He then sent the puck wide on an empty net in a hat-trick bid.

“Yeah, saving those ones for later, I guess,” he said with a smile. “Can’t get them all now.”

Boychuk, 23, enters camp coming off a shortened season in which he bounced around to Pittsburgh, Nashville and back to Carolina, before finishing the season in the AHL with Charlotte. He skated in 13 NHL games, recording a goal and an assist.

“Last year didn’t go the way that I wanted to. I want to be a full-time NHL player,” he said. “I took this summer to really prepare, come down early and now I want to prove some people wrong. This camp is very important to me, so I’m looking forward to showing what I can do.”

“We’re giving everyone a chance in evaluation, and I’m sure he’s trying to find his place again,” Muller said. “Where he can help is he can score goals, and you saw it today.”

Having just recently signed a one-year, two-way contract, Boychuk, who was selected by Carolina 14th overall in 2008, is eager to establish himself.

“It’s nice to see that there are some open spots on forward. There is a lot of competition and some great players here that are vying for those spots,” he said. “It’s going to be a fight right to the end.”

Jeff Skinner tallied a goal for Team Red (Group B). Another standout in the scrimmage was Tim Gleason, who continues to play a physical brand of defense. He also jumped into the rush at one point and promptly skated back to break up a two-on-one chance.

Group Practices

A few faces switched sides in Saturday’s new groupings, as the two bunches skated for around an hour in similar fashion to Friday’s practices.

But at 9 a.m. on a Saturday morning, the first group might have been a step behind.

“It looks like the second session is always better,” Muller joked. “You know which guys are the married guys and which guys are the single guys, I know that.”

Saturday’s skates marked the first on-ice action for defenseman Ron Hainsey, who the Canes signed as a free agent on Thursday. The 32-year-old defenseman drove down from Connecticut to Raleigh on Friday, jumping right into the mix this morning.

"Well, I went right into the scrimmage. No practice. That decision was made easy for me," Hainsey said with a smile. "And that was fine. The quicker you get into game situations … you’ve got to get that timing back."

Jiri Tlusty, who was crunched hard along the boards Friday, was held off the ice again and is likely to return Monday, according to Muller. Sergey Tolchinsky, who was pulled off the ice on the first day of camp, probably won’t skate again before the first round of cuts.

What to Expect Moving Forward

Sunday’s Red-White scrimmage, the highlight of the Caniac Carnival, will serve as one of the final evaluation points before the coaching staff begins to cobble together exhibition lineups.

“[Sunday] will be the final day to decide how we want to structure the exhibition games to give guys the opportunity to keep moving forward,” Muller said.

The scrimmage gets underway at 1 p.m. The Caniac Carnival runs from 10 a.m.-3 p.m. More information is available here.

Red Team Roster

Bowman-E. Staal-Semin

 Terry-Welsh-Dwyer

 Boychuk-Rask-Blanchard

 Shugg-J. Staal

 Sekera-Faulk

 Jordan-Bellemore

 Hainsey-Corrente

 Levi-Biega

 Khudobin, Peters

White Team Roster

Ruutu-J. Staal-Dalpe

 Skinner-Lindholm-Dvorak

 McGinn-Sutter-Westgarth

 Woods-Palushaj

 Gleason-Komisarek

 Harrison-Murphy

 Rissanen-Flood

 Lowe-Carrick

 Ward, Murphy
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Fiery Scrimmage Heats Up Camp on Day Two

Friday, 09.13.2013 / 3:45 PM / Tracking the Storm 
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 Carolina Hurricanes training camp shifted to Raleigh Center Ice, the team’s practice facility, on day two. With competition already running high, the smaller rink only served to magnify the swell of intensity. 

Michael Smith

Follow on Twitter 

Two group practices sandwiched an up-tempo, physical scrimmage, which was the highlight of the day and didn’t disappoint Canes head coach Kirk Muller.

“I’m very pleased. The competitive level was great,” he said. “We said there are jobs available, and we want you to go out and compete. The season started yesterday, not October 4. I was quite happy because I think a lot of guys got the message.”

Scrimmage

Before they can battle as one, they must battle against one another.

And that’s exactly how the first scrimmage of training camp played out Friday, as Group A (Team Eric) was pitted against Group B (Team Jordan) in a physical, fiery 40-minute intrasquad exhibition.

There were hits – like the one Jared Staal lay on Tim Gleason early in the match, to which Gleason responded with a friendly slash.

“I thought [Staal] set the whole tempo of the practice today,” Muller said.

There were scraps – like when cross-checks in front of the net turned into punches with Mike Komisarek and Nicolas Blanchard.

“A lot of these young guys run around with all this energy, and sometimes you’ve got to quiet them down a little bit,” Komisarek quipped. “It just sort of happens. It’s not like you wake up this morning and say, ‘You know, let’s try to grab someone and fight them right off the bat.’ It’s part of the game, and it happens.”

“Blanch is a guy who wants to try to make the team,” Muller said. “Mike is a new guy who is showing why we brought him in: he’s a great character guy.”

Later in the scrimmage, Brendan Woods crunched Jiri Tlusty along the near boards. A dazed Tlusty was wobbly on his feet and missed the rest of the skate but said he was fine as he left the ice; Muller said he should be back skating as early as Saturday.

“Hey, camp’s started. There are a lot of guys ready to go,” Muller said. “If I’m a player, I worked hard all summer, I trained in the gym all summer and I knew there was a job open right now, you’ve got to go out and show it.”

Shortly after the Tlusty hit, Matt Corrente settled the score with Woods in a quick scrap.

“I’ve been in some camps that people have said, ‘Hey, no fighting. Let’s just play.’ But you know what, that’s great if you’re at a certain level,” Muller said. “For me and the staff, we said we didn’t make the playoffs last year. We’ve got to get a more competitive group. We made some changes, and there are some guys in the system that are there.”

“The guys are sick and tired of working out and doing drills,” Komisarek said. “You just want to get into games and start battling, competing and playing. That’s just the build up of a long summer, and guys are showing that they’re ready.”

There were also goals – one aside to be exact, with Zac Dalpe and Drayson Bowman finding the back of the net – but the result didn’t carry much weight.

“I think everyone was really eager to get in there, start competing and battling and get in that game environment,” Komisarek said. “The scrimmage definitely brought out some intensity.”

“We’re not a team that made the playoffs or was in the Stanley Cup Final last year,” Muller said. “We don’t have our 20 set guys. We’re looking for guys that want to play a certain style and play hard. I thought the guys got the message, and they did it on the ice today.”

Group Practices

Each group practiced for around an hour on Friday with a similar set of drills that honed in on defensive zone positioning with battling in the corners and in front of the net.

Nathan Gerbe (personal) and Sergey Tolchinsky (day-to-day) didn’t skate with Group B but could be back on the ice at some point this weekend. Tlusty, who was shaken up in the scrimmage, didn’t skate in Group A’s practice afterward. With the exception of these missing players, lines were fluid from Thursday’s skate and will likely remain so through Sunday’s scrimmage.

What to Expect Moving Forward

Saturday’s slate, which sees the team back at PNC Arena, looks identical to today’s with the first group on the ice at 9 a.m., followed by a scrimmage and a second practice. The Caniac Carnival is Sunday, the highlight of which is the Red/White scrimmage set for 1 p.m.

“We’ve got a lot of work to do and a lot of decisions to make,” Muller said. “We’re not letting up. What we saw today, that was a start. But we want to see that again tomorrow.”
Canes Turn to Hainsey

Thursday, 09.12.2013 / 7:30 PM / Tracking the Storm 
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When the Carolina Hurricanes announced Wednesday that Joni Pitkanen would miss the 2013-14 season while he continues to recover from a broken heel bone, many wondered how the team would ease the loss of a veteran defenseman who regularly logged 22 minutes a game. 
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The Canes answered that question Thursday, signing Ron Hainsey to a one-year, $2 million contract.

“I’m very excited,” Hainsey said in a phone interview. “We’ve been talking since July 5, and this was my number one choice that I’d hoped would work out.”

Narrowing down his ideal targets, Hainsey said his number one priority was to find a team that he felt had a chance to win. The Canes fit that mold.

“You look at this team, and the players are certainly in place for us to do that,” he said.

In Hainsey, the Canes get a reliable, 32-year-old blue-liner who is a veteran of 10 seasons in the NHL. Hainsey has recorded 192 points (34g, 158a) in 591 games and has averaged more than 22 minutes of ice time per game in five of his last seven seasons.

A member of the Atlanta/Winnipeg franchise for the last five years, Hainsey has led his team in blocked shots in three of the last four seasons (ranked second in the other). Over that stretch, he has averaged over 144 blocked shots in a season, and, at well over 2.5 blocked shots per game in 2012-13, he was on pace to record over 214 blocks in an 82-game campaign.

“A lot of that comes off the penalty kill,” he said. “You’re going to block shots five-on-five, too, but my role on the penalty kill increased over the last three years.”

The Canes also get an old fan of the Hartford Whalers, as Hainsey grew up in Bolton, Connecticut, a small town due east of Hartford.

“My family had season tickets growing up, so I went to a ton of games,” he said.

American-born defensemen now account for two-thirds of the Canes’ expected opening night top six, as Hainsey joins Tim Gleason, Justin Faulk and Mike Komisarek, two of whom are somewhat familiar faces.

Hainsey said he and Komisarek played for the same teams a few times growing up in the Northeast; the two were also Montreal’s top draft picks in 2000 and 2001, as Hainsey was selected 13th overall in 2000 and Komisarek seventh the following year. Hainsey has skated with Gleason in international competition, including the World Junior Championship in the early 2000’s and also got to know Kevin Westgarth “quite a bit” during last year’s work stoppage, as both played a hands-on role with the Players Association.

Not to mention, he’s regularly faced the Hurricanes playing in the now-defunct Southeast Division.

“Playing against these guys six times a year for five years, you get to know some guys on the ice, too,” he said.

Now, Hainsey joins the Hurricanes. Making the southbound trek from Connecticut to Raleigh on Friday, he said he’ll skate with the team Saturday.

“[I’m looking forward to] just getting out there, getting together with my new teammates and getting ready for the season,” he said. “I think there’s a lot to be excited about with this group.”
Competition Drives First Day of Camp

Thursday, 09.12.2013 / 4:00 PM / Tracking the Storm 
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 It’s not October yet, but hockey season is essentially underway, as the first day of Carolina Hurricanes training camp is in the books. 
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Two groups of skaters took to the PNC Arena ice on Thursday for 90-minute sessions, chalk full of intensity and battle, the underlying theme of camp.

“I thought [the energy] was really good, and that was the message from last night’s dinner: we want this to be a competitive camp, and we want guys to earn their spots,” said Canes head coach Kirk Muller, who finds himself at the helm of his first full training camp 105 games into his NHL head coaching career. “As a group, collectively, we want guys to push the buttons and learn to be a more competitive team to play against. I think both groups did a great job today.”

Group A: Team Eric

The first group hit the ice promptly at 9 a.m., and just a few drills into the session, bodies were banging in the corners and in front of the net thanks to a two-on-two scenario that emphasized net-front presence with guys constantly pushing, shoving, bumping and jockeying for position.

Eric Staal, who was giving his knee the first real test since suffering a third-degree MCL sprain at the World Championship in May, said he felt 100 percent.

“Guys were hitting me pretty good,” he said with a smile. “It felt good to hit and battle”

“Eric seemed confident this morning, and mentally, he looks like he’s ready to go,” Muller said.

On a particular rush during those two-on-two drills, Alex Semin skated into the zone, spun and dished a behind-the-back pass to Staal, who rung a shot off the post.

They’ve still got it.

“I felt like my chemistry with Alex and Jiri was still there,” Staal said. “It was a good day.”

Following a brief intermission past the midway point of the skate, the intensity ramped up with full-ice drills. Muller’s instructions were simple: hustle hard down the ice, and “bust to the bench,” as he barked.

“This is Kirk’s staff first training camp, so I’m trying to lead by example as far as what they want,” Staal said. “I think they’re going to go through training camp instilling a competitive spirit, a competitive attitude and an accountability to push each other to be better.”

The first session wrapped with one-on-one battle drills in the center faceoff ring, an intimate setting that resembled a Fight Club of sorts. And I just broke the first rule.

“Everyone’s going the first day of camp,” said defenseman Justin Faulk. “Everyone was in a pretty good mood and excited to get out there. I thought it was a pretty good pace for the first day.”

Notes from the first session: Khudobin on what it’s like joining a new team: “You’re changing teams, but the job is still the same: stopping the puck.” He said that in his six season in North America, he hasn’t a Russian teammate. Not being in the same room as Semin, he said it feels great to “talk a little bit in my own language.”

Team Eric (Group A) forward lines: Tlusty-E. Staal-Semin, Bowman-Nash-Dwyer, Terry-Welsh-Blanchard, Boychuk-Rask/Bro. Sutter-J. Staal

Team Eric (Group A) defensive pairings: Sekera-Faulk, Jordan-Bellemore, Lowe-Corrente, Levi-Biega

Team Eric (Group A) goaltenders: Khudobin, Peters

Group B: Team Jordan

Shortly after the stroke of noon, the second group hit the ice for the same set of drills as the first experienced. The skate was just as energetic and battle-driven as the first, if not a bit more vocal thanks to Kevin Westgarth and newcomer Mike Komisarek.

After injuring his shoulder in July during Prospects Development Camp, fifth-overall draft pick Elias Lindholm seemed to respond well to the physicality thrown his way on the first day of training camp.

Perhaps figuring into that is the fact that he got a couple games (and assists) under his belt in Traverse City at the end of the tournament.

“I haven’t played since March, so I think it was good for me [to play in Traverse City],” Lindholm said.

Though it’s still rather early to prognosticate how lines will shake out come opening night on Oct. 4, Lindholm skated on a line with Jeff Skinner and 36-year-old camp invitee Radek Dvorak.

“We figured we’d put them (Lindholm and Skinner) together now and see if there’s chemistry,” Muller said. “Today wasn’t much of a practice for those types of things, but as it goes along, we’ll see if the chemistry connects.”

After the 2012-13 season ended, Ruutu underwent a planned second surgery on his hip. He said after today’s skate that he felt good. Muller agreed.

“Ruutu was looking as strong, fresh and healthy that I’ve ever seen,” he said.

Notes from the second session: Nathan Gerbe did not skate today, and Muller said it will probably be a couple of days until he gets back on the ice due to personal reasons … Sergey Tolchinsky, who ripped through Traverse City with a tournament-best five goals and eight points, left the skate early. Muller said he got dinged up a bit at the tournament and pulled him off today as a precaution. Tolchinsky is day-to-day.

Team Jordan (Group B) forward lines: Ruutu-J. Staal-Dalpe, Skinner-Lindholm-Dvorak, McGinn-Bre. Sutter-Westgarth, Palushaj-Woods-Tolchinsky

Team Jordan (Group B) defensive pairings: Gleason-Komisarek, Harrison-Murphy, Carrick-Rissanen, Flood-Schmitz

Team Jordan (Group B) goaltenders: Ward, Murphy

What to Expect Moving Forward

Camp shifts to Raleigh Center Ice on Friday for a short scrimmage sandwiched between two practice sessions. Combined with the already-elevated intensity, the small ice at the team’s practice facility should make for a fun second day of camp.

“It’s going to be a competitive camp and an opportunity for guys to seize jobs That’s exciting, and that’s what you want,” Staal said. “You want to push each other and drive that competitive level up. That’s what we’re after.”
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Canes Set for Training Camp
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 It’s that time of year again. 
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After a shotgun training camp just nine months ago, the Carolina Hurricanes will skate back onto the ice for a much more traditional camp that will span three weeks and include six preseason games leading up to Opening Night against the Detroit Red Wings, a new Eastern Conference opponent, on Oct. 4.

The Hurricanes have invited 48 players – 27 forwards, 17 defensemen and four goaltenders – to camp, including 12 who skated with the team at the 2013 NHL Prospects Tournament in Traverse City, MI, and one invitee, veteran forward Radek Dvorak.

This will mark head coach Kirk Muller’s first proper training camp with the Canes, even though he’s already been the team’s bench boss for 105 games. If you ask him about it, he’s excited from a coaching perspective, but he’s more excited for the competition that should manifest itself among the 48 players.

“The area that we’re really focusing on a lot is the competitive level,” Muller said in a Wednesday interview. “We’re going to emphasize that a lot on the structure of our game for everyone on the ice. Competing to be a better and harder team to play against is what we’re after.”

Forwards

On Thursday, 27 forwards split among two groups will step onto the ice for the Canes. By October, that figure will be pared down by about half.

Aside from the top line of Eric Staal, Alexander Semin and Jiri Tlusty, a trio that combined for 135 points (54g, 81a) in the 2012-13 season, a number of forward slots are up for the taking.

Who will flank Jordan Staal on the second line? Who will center the third line? What will be the make-up of the fourth line?

At the conclusion of last season, Tuomo Ruutu and Jeff Skinner surrounded Staal on the second line, but heading into camp, the Canes could tinker with the idea of Skinner as a third-line winger.

“It’s not determined who’s going to play on the right side with Jordan Staal yet,” Muller said.

Drafted fifth overall in the 2013 NHL Draft, Elias Lindholm has been pegged as the team’s possible third-line center. A summer shoulder injury slowed him down, but he logged two assists in Carolina’s third Traverse City game just a week ago. Riley Nash handled center duties on the third line for the better half of last season.

“The third-line center, the opportunity is there,” Muller said.

With the departure of center Tim Brent and the glut of forwards pushing for a full-time spot on the roster, the fourth line appears to be the most wide-open of the bunch heading into training camp.

“What I think will be really interesting are guys battling for the fourth line,” Muller said. “There are a lot of guys, and that’s where I think it’s going to be a real competitive camp to see who’s going to fight for that fourth line.”

Defense

The Hurricanes received sobering news on the eve of on-ice camp activity: Joni Pitkanen, who suffered a devastating heel injury on April 2, will miss the 2013-14 season.

In Pitkanen, the Canes lose a top-four defenseman who has averaged over 22 minutes of ice time per game since the 2005-06 season.

Between Ryan Murphy, Brett Bellemore, Michal Jordan, Matt Corrente and Mark Flood – to name a handful – the competition for a full-time roster spot on the back-end is suddenly intruiging.

“We’ve got a lot of depth right now on our defense, and Pitkanen’s situation will open the door. We just have to experiment in camp,” Muller said. “There should be a lot of competition back there on the blue line.”

Pitkanen’s injury will also jumble the projected defensive pairings. Acquired in a draft-day trade with Buffalo, Andrej Sekera was penciled alongside Tim Gleason, with Pitkanen and Justin Faulk rounding out the top four.

The question remains of how the Canes plan to shore up the blue line in Pitkanen’s absence, whether through a trade, a free agent signing or by plugging in someone already in the system; this is something that will play out over the next few weeks.

Goaltending

After suffering a third-degree MCL sprain in early March, Cam Ward enters training camp healthy. Free agent signing Anton Khudobin figures to be the team’s back-up goaltender, as Justin Peters and Mike Murphy, re-signed after a brief stint in the KHL, round out the foursome of goaltenders in camp.

The 48 camp invites have been divided into two groups, and Khudobin and Peters are listed as the two goaltenders for Team Staal (Group A). This will be worth keeping an eye on as the first weeks of training camp unfold and the two battle it out for the back-up spot.

Preseason Schedule

The Hurricanes will play six preaseason games, including a slate of four straight games from Sept. 18-21. The team will play a home-and-home series with Columbus and Buffalo in addition to two games in Canada against Montreal.

“The first four games will be a lot of personnel evaluation,” Muller said. “It’s really about giving guys a fair opportunity to win themselves a job on the team.

“After that, we’ll cut it down, and the last two games will be pretty much our team and [will feature] a lot more structure to our system.”

New Rule

The NHL will experiment with hybrid icing in the preseason, and a vote from the Players Association at the end of the preseason could see it implemented for the 2013-14 regular season.

With hybrid icing, the linesman will blow the play dead if the defender is first to the faceoff dot (closest to the goal line). If the attacker beats the defender to the dot, play will continue as it does currently, and a tie, according to Elliotte Friedman, will go to the defender in an effort to curb risk of injury. In the case that play is blown dead but the puck does not cross the goal line, the ensuing faceoff will take place at center ice.
Hurricanes Notebook: Staal Healthy, Free Agent Talk
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While the Carolina Hurricanes might be without defenseman Joni Pitkanen to begin the season, captain Eric Staal should be ready to go. 
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Staal, who participated in the annual media golf outing on Tuesday and has been skating at Raleigh Center Ice, said that he has recovered from his knee injury sustained in this summer’s World Championship.

“I feel good now, and I feel as normal as I have in years past,” he said. “There should be no issues once camp starts.”

Staal took a knee-on-knee hit from Swedish defenseman Alexander Edler on May 16 in a World Championship quarterfinal match-up and was diagnosed with a third-degree MCL sprain, which did not require surgery.

“By the end of June, I was functioning close to normal with my range of motion,” Staal said. “Where I’m at now, I’m not worried about it.”

“I feel good today because it’s the first time I’ve had a good chat with him about it,” said Canes head coach Kirk Muller. “You can tell that he felt confident.”

In addition to his health, Staal is also confident about the makeup of the team.

“I really like the type of people that we have throughout the lineup. I think we got stronger on the back-end, and I think Cam [Ward] being healthy is important,” he said. “It’s been a few years [since qualifying for the playoffs]. We need to perform and get back there. I think everybody on our team is eager to try to do that.”

Canes Invite Dvorak to Training Camp

Veteran forward Radek Dvorak will be attending the Hurricanes training camp as an invitee, according to team President and General Manager Jim Rutherford.

“We need to fix is our specialty teams, and [Dvorak] is a really good penalty killer,” he said.

Dvorak, 36, has logged exactly 1,200 career regular-season games, scoring 581 points (223g, 358a). He spent the 2012-13 season with the Anaheim Ducks after stints with six other NHL teams. As a teenager, Dvorak skated alongside Muller for three seasons with Florida in the late 1990’s.

“He’s had the ability to be a good penalty killer late in his career, and that’s an area we have to get better at,” Muller said. “If he’s capable of playing at a certain level, he can have a valuable contribution to the hockey team.”

Team Talking to Morrow

Brenden Morrow remains on the team’s free agent watch-list, according to Rutherford and Muller, but the veteran forward isn’t going to rush to a decision.

“He’s under consideration,” Rutherford said. “Kirk [Muller] has talked to him periodically.”

“I know he has different opportunities, but it’s clear that Carolina is a spot he has on the radar, and I think he’s just hanging tight right until the end. We’ll just see what happens,” said Muller, who was teammates with Morrow for four seasons in Dallas. “I’ve talked to him a few times, and the things he’s looking for I think we can offer him.”

Morrow has played in 850 career regular-season NHL games, logging 249 goals and 293 assists (542 points). After 13 seasons with the Dallas Stars, Morrow was dealt to the Pittsburgh Penguins leading up to last season’s trade deadline. He recorded 14 points (6g, 8a) in 15 regular-season games for the Pens, adding a pair of goals and assists in 14 playoff games.

Traverse City Rookie Tournament Gets Underway Thursday

The puck drops in the annual Traverse City Rookie Tournament on Thursday, with the Canes facing off with the New York Rangers at 3:30 p.m.

The team’s 22-man roster consists of 14 players drafted by Carolina, two players signed as free agents and six tournament invitees. First-round picks Ryan Murphy and Elias Lindholm highlight the group, but Rutherford said the Canes plan to hold back Lindholm due to his lingering shoulder injury from Prospects Development Camp.

“There’s no structural damage. It’s a bruise. For a young guy, we don’t want to put him in a bad position,” Rutherford said. “We’ll try to slow it down, but unfortunately, he doesn’t get a jump on the big camp. We want to make sure he’s healthy.”

You can find the Hurricanes schedule here and a roster here.

Follow @Canes_Gameday on Twitter for game updates, and if any video content comes our way, we’ll be sure to share it with you.
Pitkanen to Receive Further Evaluation, Could Miss Beginning of Season
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What was once thought to be a promising recovery took a turn in the opposite direction. 

Michael Smith

Follow on Twitter 

Defenseman Joni Pitkanen will travel to Raleigh to undergo a CT scan on Thursday and might not be ready for the beginning of the regular season, according to Carolina Hurricanes President and General Manager Jim Rutherford.

Pitkanen suffered a broken left calcaneus (heel) bone after crashing into the boards during the second period of an April 2 match against the Washington Capitals. He was originally projected to miss 10-12 weeks, healthy in time for the team’s upcoming training camp. That changed a week ago when Rutherford received news from Pitkanen’s agent.

“He was having trouble standing on [his heel],” Rutherford said. “We’re pretty sure he’s not starting the season. It’s a real serious injury, and this could go a long time.

“I’m getting prepared for the worst at this point.”

Pitkanen’s absence, length undetermined, leaves a hole in the Hurricanes’ defense. The 29-year-old blue-liner has averaged over 22 minutes of ice time per game since the 2005-06 season and was penciled into Carolina’s 2013-14 roster as a top-four defenseman.

“When you take a guy out of the lineup that played that many minutes, you really have to look at your defense,” Rutherford said. “What Kirk [Muller] might have to do is balance [the minutes] out more, which I do think we have a better chance of doing with the addition of [Andrej] Sekera and [Mike] Komisarek.”

The forthcoming updated prognosis could have an effect on how the Hurricanes plan to replace Pitkanen in the lineup, Rutherford said. The Finnish defenseman’s absence opens the door for a Ryan Murphy, who is entering his first full professional season, or a Brett Bellemore to make the team out of training camp. Given the right fit and a salary cap-friendly contract, the Canes could also opt to look outside of the organization.

“We don’t know how long it’s going to be that he’s going to be out. Is he going to be out a couple of weeks? A month? Half a year? A whole year? I don’t know,” Rutherford said. “So until we get a better idea of how long he’s out, we’re going to try to replace him with what we have.”
Guy Behind the Guy: Breaking In
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On July 18, we posted a job opening in the Carolina Hurricanes Media Relations department. This is the third season we’ve had our Media Relations Coordinator position, a part-time, graduate-assistant-type gig in which the primary responsibilities include game notes and assisting with the @Canes_Gameday Twitter account. 
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Despite the fact that the job has irregular hours and a salary that requires an additional form of income, we received nearly 300 resumes in just a few days.

It’s a stepping stone job – more involved than an internship, but not a full-time, salaried position. Last year, after a year as an intern with the Hurricanes, Pace Sagester served in the role. This summer, Pace joined the Washington Capitals in a full-time role as Media Relations Manager. That’s pretty much the playbook for how we want the job to work – a launching pad to full-time sports PR employment.

Ultimately, we narrowed the candidates to five and then hired Brian Verdi for the job. Brian had all the qualities we were looking for: an extensive writing background that included a degree in journalism, experience writing game notes for multiple sports franchises and a strong knowledge of hockey. He spent this summer interning for the New York Yankees, after previously completing internships for the St. Louis Rams and Charlotte Bobcats and holding a full-time job with the Sporting News.

I am asked fairly often about careers in sports, and how students can best prepare to work in the field. After completing this hiring process, I wanted to share some general thoughts for those of you who are in high school or college and want to break into the industry:

•Scarcity: On average, NHL teams have about three full-time positions in PR. That’s 90 total jobs. By comparison, there are 690 available roster positions for players to work in our league. Unless you can skate like the wind or fire a 100-mph slapshot, you’re probably not in line for a job as a player. So, like Brian, you have to work to separate yourself from the crowd. Even then, there is no guarantee. We have two full-time media relations positions at the Hurricanes, and we have had exactly zero openings in the 10 years since Kyle Hanlin was hired in 2003.

•The Job Description: This obviously applies to any application for employment, but if you are applying for a job, you should probably know what you are applying for. The job description doesn’t just tell you what you would do if hired, it explains what we are looking for. So structure your cover letter and resume to show us how you are prepared to handle the job.

•Salary Range: Like many other job posting systems, TeamWork Online has a line in which an applicant can list “salary requirements.” This is a useful space if you have a full-time job that you are happy with and know exactly what it would take to convince you to leave your current position. But if you’re applying for a part-time, entry-level position, you might want to think about leaving it blank or temper your expectations. More than a dozen applicants typed $80,000+ there. For a seasonal, part-time sports job. Man, if only.

•Social Media: If you don’t think employers are going to Google you before hiring you, you’re kidding yourself. We’re a few key swipes away from an easy character check. So think about what they might see on your Twitter, Instagram or Facebook. I found one of the candidates for our position on Twitter, and more than half of his tweets were expletives directed at @KingJames. If you hated The Decision that much, at least have the common sense to not tie that Twitter account to your own name.

•Internships, Internships, Internships: I say this every time I speak to a class or student group, but it is close to impossible to break into sports without gaining experience while still in college. A walk down the fourth-floor hall at PNC Arena puts that on display. Turn left and look at the names on the doors to the right: Brian Tatum (interned for the Canes), Ron Francis (in the Hockey Hall of Fame), Mike Sundheim (interned for the Canes), Kyle Hanlin (interned for the Canes), Doug Warf (interned for the Canes). So, basically, unless you’re a Hall of Famer, you probably want to consider an internship. I instantly eliminated about 75 percent of the resumes I received because they had zero sports experience.

•And don’t just intern: Every summer, there are three or four job openings around the NHL. Often, when there is one, the PR Director in the market will send an email around, asking if we have any strong candidates. Sergey Kocharov with the Caps did this, and I sent him Pace. I didn’t do that because he went through the motions every day as an intern, texting his friends and playing on Facebook. I did it because Pace had excelled as an intern, working his tail off and making us a better department. His drive to make an impact is what convinced us to hire him as Media Relations Coordinator and the reason Sergey ultimately brought him on full time.

This post is not meant to discourage anyone who wants to sit in my office someday. I love what I do, and if you are dedicated to being a part of this field, you can as well. That being said, in choosing Brian to fill our open position, we honestly did not care what his GPA was or even where he went to college. (It was SUNY Cortland, and I had to glance at his resume just now to remember.) Brian got the job because he has shown complete devotion to being a part of this field – holding internships in three different states and volunteering for events in several more – and his references from those positions unanimously agreed about his professionalism, character, ability and work ethic. That’s how you break in.

And if you’re a junior or senior at N.C. State, UNC, Duke, Shaw, Elon, Campbell, NCCU or anywhere else within driving distance of PNC Arena, we’re looking for interns right now.

Follow Mike on Twitter at @MikeSundheim, and feel free to tweet at him for information about internships in the Hurricanes media relations department.
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The Carolina Hurricanes closed the book on Prospects Development Camp on Saturday with a mini-scrimmage, power play practice and shootout before 3,500 fans at PNC Arena. 
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The 26 camp attendees will now pack their bags to disperse to various parts of the globe; some will meet up again in Traverse City, MI, for the annual rookie tournament and some will attend Canes training camp in Raleigh come September.

Here are some notables from today’s skate.

•I love the way Brock McGinn plays. He throws his shoulder into everyone he skates near. It’s a shame that he falls two months shy of meeting the AHL age requirement for this season, but he’ll be worth keeping an eye on in September.

•Sergey Tolchinsky gave Team Red a 1-0 lead in the first period with some nifty stickhandling, as he picked the corner blocker-side on Collin Olson. This kid is a lot of fun to watch. And he wasn’t done there.

“He was probably the biggest surprise or explosive guy this week that really made people look at him” said head coach Kirk Muller. “He had an impressive finish.”

•Ryan Murphy – an NHL No. 7 among training camp numbers in the 50’s, 60’s and 70’s – was a noticeable standout. He tied the scrimmage 1-1 on a shot from the left circle, as he was looking for a one-timer but had to corral and settle the puck before beating Daniel Altshuller.

“Murphy stepped it up today, and it shows the level that he has,” Muller said.

•Camp invitee Charlie Millen replaced Olson in net for White, as Altshuller continued to tend for Red.

•A fifth-round pick of the Canes this year, Brent Pedersen gave White a 2-1 lead, slipping the puck past Altshuller after a nice feed from Murphy.

•Brandon Shea, another camp invitee, had a nice takeaway at his own blue line and finished the play off with a top-shelf backhand goal on Altshuller’s glove side.

•Altshuller then had a pair of dandies, stoning Justin Shugg with a pad save on a rebound opportunity and denying McGinn on a breakaway. A lot of work for the 19-year-old goaltender who logged 58 games with Oshawa of the OHL last season.

•It sounds like I’m a broken record, but there was Tolchinsky again, stickhandling through a few defenders and scoring his second goal of the game. It was 3-2 White at this point.

“He didn’t get drafted – let’s be honest – probably because of his size. But there’s a good example here where you get a look at him and get to know him,” Muller said. “He’s got a great attitude, he’s very much an extrovert, he’s a very fun-loving guy with the other guys and he goes out, plays hard and produces. He really made us turn our heads.”

•Camp invitee Adam Brace made a sharp dish to defenseman Trevor Carrick, who joined the rush, for the easy goal on the near side. The mini-scrimmage would end in a 3-3 tie.

Odds and Ends

•A shootout capped the week, as Team Red claimed victory and brought what was an exhilarating week both for the players and fans alike to an end.

“I think we’re really excited about the week,” Muller said. “It was a great opportunity for us as coaches to finally see some of these guys that are not only new from this year’s draft but the last few years, too. It’s great to understand your depth.”

•CanesVision and Chantel McCabe did a superb job with live broadcasts from PNC Arena each day this week. For those 30-minute shows and all the features that aired Tuesday through Saturday, visit the video page. Stay tuned for plenty more live streaming throughout the season.
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Friday, 07.19.2013 / 8:15 PM / Tracking the Storm 

By Michael Smith 

0 

0 

0 

0 

Email 

Print

 The penultimate on-ice session of Carolina Hurricanes Prospects Development Camp is in the books. Today’s skate featured the full group and was about an hour in length. Here are some notables. 

•
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 Canes head coach Kirk Muller had a quick update on Elias Lindholm, who did not skate today but was present for an on-bench interview with Chuck Kaiton: “He just tweaked his shoulder a little bit. He should be fine. It’s July.”

Michael Francis skated in Lindholm’s stead. Phil Di Giuseppe has been off the ice all week due to a hand injury, and Michael Chiasson has also been kept off the ice for the past few days.

•Today’s skate began with drills before moving into five-on-five full-ice scrimmages. The ice then shrunk to neutral zone mini-scrimmages and two-on-two corner battles. The sessions have been gradually ramping up in intensity in preparation for Saturday’s mini-game capper.

•Coaches on the ice today included Muller, assistant coaches John MacLean, Dave Lewis and Rod Brind’Amour, goaltending coach Greg Stefan and Tim Turk, skills coach and “Kirk’s buddy.”

•For 20 out of the 26 prospects at camp this week, the future is somewhat clear, as they leave with specific goals knowing they are a product of the Hurricanes.

 Paths are yet undecided for the six others – camp invitees that include forwards Adam Brace, David Pacan, Brandon Shea and Sergey Tolchinsky, defenseman Michael Chiasson and goaltender Charlie Millen.

“To be honest, I’m not too sure,” Pacan said when asked what was next. “I’ll go home, continue to work out and see what happens.”

Tolchinsky, who attended the New York Rangers’ camp two weeks ago, said he will head back to Moscow for the under-20 World Junior national team camp before coming back to Toronto to continue his offseason training. He might also join the Rangers for the annual rookie tournament in Traverse City, MI, where the Canes will be as well.

 Muller said he hopes this week proves to be beneficial for both sides. The players can walk away with a unique learning experience in tow, and the coaches and management can get a first-hand look at players who potentially slipped through the cracks.

“They come in and see the surroundings, see what we’re all about, what the culture’s about, what the area is like and bond with their peers,” Muller said. “If they have a good experience, they can say, ‘Hey, this is a place I’d like to hopefully make a match with.’

 “There are always sleepers out there, and it’s always nice to look and see if you can get that guy.”

At 22 years old, Pacan, who has skated in camps with Florida and Chicago in previous years, is one of the older camp attendees, yet he still takes the opportunity to absorb all the knowledge he can manage.

“You’re like a sponge when you come here. You just take in all the information,” he said. “It’s been amazing. The coaches tell it how it is. They help you out whenever you’re doing something wrong or incorrect. They’re very hands-on people, and as a player, you want to get better. Having a coach around telling you things to work on really helps out.”

Tolchinsky, who was first draft-eligible this year, said the experience was invaluable.

“I really loved this week,” he said. “They’re trying to teach us and give us something new to help us develop.”

•All week long, Chantel McCabe anchored live streaming coverage of Prospects Development Camp. If you missed this morning or any day’s installment of Summerfest Live, be sure to check them out here.

•Saturday – the final day of Prospects Development Camp and Summerfest – will feature a four-on-four game with two, 15-minute periods, followed by a power play practice and shootout. Complete details of tomorrow’s goings on can be found here.
Breaking Down the 2013-14 Schedule
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 With the release of the Carolina Hurricanes’ 2013-14 schedule, here is a quick look at some of the highlights. 
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Also, be sure to check out our schedule downloads. There are a variety of options available, including single-page PDFs, .ics and .csv files.

Finally, if you need a refresher on realignment and its implications on the schedule, click here.

Ushering in a New Era

The Hurricanes will open the season on Friday, Oct. 4 by hosting the Detroit Red Wings, now an Eastern Conference opponent. It will mark the Wings’ first visit to Raleigh since April 6, 2011, and under realignment, it will be a visit made at least once each season.

Opening weekend continues on Oct. 6 with a Sunday evening matchup with the Philadelphia Flyers, a new Metropolitan Division opponent.

The Hurricanes will sneak in three additional home games – two against the most recent Stanley Cup Champions in Chicago (Oct. 15) and Los Angeles (Oct. 11) – before shipping out for a light and spacious four-game State Fair road trip taking them through Toronto, New York, Minnesota and Colorado over a nine-day stretch.

New Year’s Eve Game Returns (Again)

Carolina will face the Montreal Canadiens at 7 p.m. at PNC Arena on Dec. 31, marking the first time since 2009 that the Hurricanes have hosted a New Year’s Eve game. (Note: The original 82-game 2012-13 schedule had the same game planned, but it was wiped out due to the work stoppage.) Since 2004, the team is 2-3 in New Year’s Eve games, and on Dec. 31, 2005, the Canes topped the Canadiens 5-3.

Olympic Break

The NHL will take a two-week break in the latter half of February so that players can participate in the 2014 Winter Olympics in Sochi, Russia. The result of the extended break is that the Hurricanes will play just four games in February, the first three of which are at home. After the Canes host the Habs on Feb. 8, nearly a month will pass on the calendar before the March 7 home game versus the New York Rangers.

Road-Heavy Conclusion

The home stretch of the season unofficially begins after the Olympic break, and the Hurricanes will spend the majority of the last seven weeks of the season on the road. The Canes will play 15 of their last 24 games away from PNC Arena, including a four-game road swing immediately following the Olympic break.

Variety in Opponents

A once-over of this season’s schedule immediately reveals a positive impact of realignment. In October alone, the Hurricanes host Detroit, Philadelphia, Los Angeles, Phoenix, Chicago and Pittsburgh; under the league’s old schedule matrix, half of those teams might not have even flown over the state of North Carolina. Now, for the first time in PNC Arena history, the Canes will host every team in the league at least once each season.

Odds and Ends

In somewhat of a scheduling quirk, the Hurricanes play just once on a Wednesday throughout the entire season, a Thanksgiving Eve tilt in New Jersey on Nov. 27. … The 2013-14 schedule features 20 back-to-back sets for the Hurricanes, one game shy of the team’s franchise record set last in 2010-11. Not unusually, all but two involve travel; Carolina will play host to Florida and Tampa Bay on Jan. 18 and 19 and will face Florida and Montreal at home on consecutive nights in early February. … The Hurricanes have 10 Sunday games, seven of which will be played at PNC Arena; two are at 1:00 p.m., one is at 3:00 p.m., three are at 5:00 p.m. and the remaining one is a 7:00 p.m. start time. … March is the Canes’ busiest month, as they will play six games at home and 10 on the road for a total of 16 games in 31 days. … The longest road trip for the Hurricanes is just four games, found thrice on the schedule: in mid-October, early December and early March. … The longest home stand for the Canes is five games, found in the home-heavy month of November (nine of 14 games in Raleigh).
Rask's Development Brings Him Closer to NHL
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Along the left wall of the Carolina Hurricanes dressing room during Prospects Development Camp sit Victor Rask, Erik Karlsson and Elias Lindholm, congenially referred to as – for lack of a better term – “the three Swedes.” 
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Maybe one day the three forwards will form an NHL line.

“Yeah, that’d be awesome,” Rask said. “It’s pretty nice to talk Swedish with guys here, and I’m happy they’re here.”

Lindholm is likely the closest of the three to making the big club, based on expectations of Hurricanes management.

But Rask might not be far behind.

“It’s just a matter of time before he gets to the NHL, and he’s got as good of a chance as anybody this September,” said Ron Francis, the Hurricanes vice president of hockey operations. “He’d be a good guy to keep an eye on, for sure.”

Rask, 20, was selected by the Hurricanes 42nd overall in the second round of the 2011 NHL Entry Draft. He skated in 37 games with Leksands of the then-Swedish Elite League in 2010-11; since then, he’s played in two seasons with the Calgary Hitmen of the Western Hockey League.

In his two-year junior career, he’s been better than a point-per-game producer for Calgary, recording 104 points (47g, 57a) in 101 games. En route to the Hitmen’s 4-3 series loss to the Edmonton Oil Kings in the Eastern Conference Final of the WHL playoffs, Rask posted six goals and 10 assists (16 points) in 17 games.

“It’s a very demanding schedule, and he got a better taste for what it’s like in North America, the style of game and the smaller rink,” Francis said of Rask’s time spent in the WHL. “Those adjustments happen naturally in junior.”

“It’s so much different off the ice than it is back home, so it was definitely important for me to get used to the North American style,” Rask said.

Rask began the 2012-13 season with the Charlotte Checkers, logging 10 games and five points (1g, 4a) before returning to Calgary. Had their not been an influx of NHL-qualified talent in the AHL, the Leksand, Sweden, native might have remained in Charlotte for the balance of the season, Francis said.

“We had a lot of bodies, and we wanted to make sure he was going to play and play a lot, which he was going to do in Calgary,” Francis said. “For him to come in and see that level – you’re playing against bigger, stronger men and the pace of the game is much faster – it was a great process for him to understand where he’s at, gauge himself and find out the areas he needs to get better in, which he’s done a good job.”

“It was definitely huge for me,” Rask said. “I think I stepped up my game when I came back to Calgary. It was a great experience to get a taste of the pro life and an awesome feeling.”

Two years removed from his draft year, Rask is now poised to turn pro.

“The one thing he needed to do when he was drafted was get stronger, and he’s certainly done that. You can see it in his release and the power behind his shot,” Francis said. “He’s always had a knack for scoring goals, but with that extra zip, it makes it tougher for goalies to defend. He’s made a lot of good strides in the right direction in the past few years.”

Come September, Rask will be vying for a depth position with the Hurricanes. He’s perhaps more of a long shot than say Lindholm or Ryan Murphy, but he’s got the raw ability to do so.

“All the talent he has – his hockey sense, his vision and patience with the puck – is something you can’t teach,” Francis said. “He’s very close [to making the jump to the NHL].”

And Rask is prepared to prove he’s ready. Just ask him.

“Absolutely,” he said with confidence. “I’m looking forward to it.”
Prospects Development Camp: Day 3
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 Thursday marked the third day of Prospects Development Camp. The evening session featured the full group, and here are some notables from the skate. 

•
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 Running this skate like a full team practice makes it feel like October already. (Side note: 61 days until the first preseason game against Columbus.)

•The first half of the skate was quick – a 30-minute session led primarily by “Kirk’s buddy” Tim Turk, a skills coach. Other coaches on the ice included head coach Kirk Muller, assistant coaches John MacLean, Dave Lewis and Rod Brind’Amour, director of defensemen development Glen Wesley and goaltending coach Greg Stefan. The second half of the skate, which ran about an hour, was headed up mainly by Muller, similar to how he runs a Hurricanes’ in-season practice.

•The intensity of on-ice activity jumped up a few notches today, as many drills were up-and-down the ice with bodies banging in front of the net and in the corners.

“We just wanted to gradually introduce stuff this week,” Muller said. “The first day was just skill level [evaluation] – seeing where they’re at with the passing, shooting and skating. And then we led more drills and introduced our system.Then after a few days like that, we try to start into more physical battling to see the hockey instincts and battle level.”

Look for the pace to be equal, if not greater, on Friday and Saturday as camp draws to a close.

“It’s a little push for them, but it gives them an opportunity to go, ‘OK, this is where I’ve got to get to,’” Muller said.

•With the jump in intensity comes inherent physicality. Elias Lindholm got crunched along the the boards, and he gingerly got up wincing. MacLean motioned him off the ice, and he had left the arena by the time the skate had concluded.

“He went off to the doctor to get evaluated,” Muller said. “He’s tough, so I’m sure he’ll be OK.”

•Ultimately, Muller envisions Prospects Development Camp as an introduction to being a member of the Hurricanes and what that means on and off the ice.

“Not every organization has won a Cup, and [Carolina has]. There are some great, quality people that were a part of that around here,” Muller said. “We want them to feel, when they walk away from this week, that they are really excited to be a part of the organization.

“They get to know their peers, coaching staff, management, everybody that’s involved. We want them leaving feeling good about themselves and knowing what they have to do to get better.”

•Tonight’s skate concluded with a shootout. Prior to the final skills competition, there were some one-on-one and two-on-two battle drills. Sergey Tochinsky pulled a toe drag move that made both benches stand up in awe. In the shootout, Austin Levi was the hero. We’ll see if he has the same magic on Saturday.

•Don’t forget to tune into CarolinaHurricanes.com at 10:00 a.m. on Friday for an exclusive live stream of the team's final closed morning practice. If you missed today’s live stream, you can watch it here.
A Lesson in Powerskating
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 Revamped for this year, the Carolina Hurricanes Prospects Development Camp aims to hone the various details of players’ games. 
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The focus Wednesday evening was skating. Enter Kim Muir, who led two groups through powerskating lessons as players lunged, hopped and pulled each other down the ice.

“I’m not teaching basic skills out here. I’m teaching high-end skating for the game,” Muir said. “We try to make sure we teach the kids how to do the drills without the puck, with the puck or in game situations.”

Muir hails from the suburbs of Detroit, where she grew up with in a hockey family. Her dad coached and refereed, and her brother played college hockey at Minnesota. She took up figure skating.

“I would tell my brothers, ‘You should try this move and that move’ because as figure skaters, we’re taught technically how to skate,” she said. “Of course, them being 10-12 years older than I am, they were like, ‘Whatever, Kim.”

When Muir was 15, she was approached by a hockey coach who wanted her to teach his team how to skate.

Today, she packs 21 years of powerskating instruction under her belt and has worked with the Detroit Red Wings and Plymouth Whalers (OHL), among other teams and clients. She also led the Charlotte Checkers in a few midseason lessons in 2012-13.

“Having new guys, it’s great to inspire them,” she said. “The gratification is the instant ‘Ah-ha!’ moment that they see why they would use [a certain move].”

“She really wants you to take your time with things, but at the same time take those things forward and maybe use them in a game,” said defenseman Austin Levi, who has worked with Muir in Plymouth. “You’re honing skills, and I think that’s something they’re trying to do at camp here.”

Muir said she has trained with Canes defenseman Tim Gleason since he was a teenager.

“To have them back then, see them develop, grow, succeed and do well is gratifying, and it’s an honor to be a part of their life,” Muir said.

A number of the 26 prospects in town for this week’s camp have had powerskating lessons before, with Muir or otherwise.

Wednesday was goaltender Daniel Altshuller’s first time working with Muir but not his first time doing powerskating. He and the two other goaltenders at camp – Charlie Millen and Collin Olson – completed the drills in full equipment.

“Sometimes you look a little goofy, but it helps out with our balance,” Altshuller said. “Sometimes you get in those tight situations where maybe you have to throw in a twirl or two to make a save.”

Powerskating training is different than running standard drills in practice, but that’s the point; it forces players to think about and approach their skating in a new manner.

“It takes you out of your comfort zone a little,” Altshuller said. “When that happens you can either just throw it out the window and say, ‘Yeah, I can’t do that,’ or you give it a try. Sometimes you can surprise yourself.”

“Your legs feel it a lot more,” said Brody Sutter, who worked with Muir in Charlotte. “As long as you stay focused, you can get a lot out of it.”

Including sore muscles the next morning.

“Oh, definitely,” Levi said. “The groins will be a little sore tomorrow, that’s for sure.”

“They should be [sore],” Muir said. “If not, we’ll do it again.”

Muir said she plans to lead more powerskating instruction at the Hurricanes and Checkers training camps in September. Becoming a more refined skater through powerskating is accomplished through repetition, she said.

“Through performance comes confidence,” she said. “You need to have someone tell you, technically, what you’re doing right and wrong.”

Muir concludes each powerskating session with a hug for each player, something that never ceases to elicit a smile.

“[Hugs] are free, right? When you make a connection with someone, that’s what it’s all about,” Muir said. “If that’s what connects you and you make them feel good, then you had a great day.”
Prospects Development Camp: Day 2
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 On the second day of Prospects Development Camp, the Carolina Hurricanes had a pair of powerskating sessions, the first with the defensemen and goalies and the second with forwards. Here are some notables from Wednesday evening. 
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Defensemen Session

•These powerskating drills look like they’re going to hurt tomorrow. There were a lot of lunges, leg kicks and backwards skating.

“Oh, definitely,” Austin Levi said. “The groins will be a little sore tomorrow, that’s for sure.”

•The lesson began sans sticks – just the players and their skates. Sticks and pucks were then slowly reintroduced.

 This, of course, was purposeful.

“I’m not teaching basic skills out here. I’m teaching high-end skating for the game,” said Kim Muir, the powerskating instructor who worked with the Charlotte Checkers this past season. “We try to make sure that we teach the kids how to the do the drills without the puck, with the puck or in a game situation.”

•Ryan Murphy does these drills with incredible fluidity and effortlessness. Of course, after I noted that, he not so gracefully caught an edge.

•All three goaltenders – Daniel Altshuller, Charlie Millen and Collin Olson – were on the ice for this session doing the drills in their full equipment, which almost seemed unfair.

“Sometimes you look a little goofy, but it helps out with our balance,” Altshuller said. “Sometimes you’re in those tight situations where maybe you have to throw in a twirl or two to make a save.”

•

Coaches on ice during this session included Muir and her assistant and Tim Turk, “Kirk’s buddy” from Tuesday. We’ll have more on Muir and the concept of powerskating in Thursday’s feature story.

Forwards Session

•Brody Sutter was skating beside Sergey Tolchinsky. I don’t have a photo to illustrate the discrepancy, but just imagine: 6-foot-5, 203 pounds beside 5-foot-9, 160 pounds.

 Later, during a drill in which one player had to pull another from behind, Sutter had a more comparable matchup, as he tried to haul a 6-foot-3, 205-pound David Pacan.

•Aside from the attempted restraint drill, the other that grabbed my attention was one in which players had to, for lack of a better term, hop down the ice on their skates. It was unreal to watch the balance many of them had.

“Your legs feel it a lot more,” Sutter said, when asked to compare a powerksating session to a regular practice. “As long as you stay focused, you can get a lot out of it.”

•Coaches on the ice for this session were the same: Muir, her assistant and Turk.

Odds and Ends

•At the end of both sessions, Muir gave each player a hug.

“You know, [hugs] are free, right?” Muir said. “When you make a connection with someone, that’s what it’s all about.”

•The drills run in each session differed quite a bit; the defensemen honed their backwards skating while the forwards focused more on quick feet while stickhandling.

 This, again, was purposeful, but Muir said that over time, the two sessions would blend in an effort to mold more well-rounded players.

“You can never be more marketable than to be a two-way player,” Muir said.

•Thursday evening’s camp sessions will get back to skill development. Don’t forget to tune into CarolinaHurricanes.com at 10:00 a.m. on Thursday and Friday for an exclusive live stream of the team’s closed morning skate. If you missed today’s live stream, you can watch it here.
Patience Key for Murphy
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Under rather unique circumstances, Ryan Murphy got a taste of the NHL in the shortened 2012-13 season. 
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This year, he wants more, and he’s out to prove it beginning with this week’s Prospects Development Camp.

“This week is good because it gets you back on the ice and gets you almost back to game speed,” he said. “I’m enjoying myself, and it’s a great week.”

Drafted 12th overall in the first round of the 2011 NHL Entry Draft, this is Murphy’s second such development camp, a bit of an oddity for a player who has four NHL games under his belt.

But it’s also not the same camp as it was two summers ago.

“The first camp I went to was a bit more high-tempo,” he said. “There was a bit more off-ice than on-ice.”

Along with the rest of the camp attendees, Murphy has a stall in the Hurricanes dressing room. Unlike most others, this is somewhat of a familiar spot for him.

“I’ve been in this room a few times now, and it never gets old,” he said. “It’s still pretty surreal.”

Murphy was recalled by the Canes midseason on an emergency basis, as the then-19-year-old unexpectedly skated in four games for Carolina in late February. In his NHL debut, he logged 23:51 of ice time, and in his second game, 25:27.

Should he make the team this year, perhaps as a seventh or eighth defenseman, Murphy probably won’t see that same workload as he learns the league at his own pace.

“It’s not putting too much pressure on me to play big minutes. It’s easing me into it,” he said. “I think if I’m a seven or eight D, I’d obviously want to move up in the lineup. I’d do my best to prove myself and get more minutes.”

In his four-year OHL career, Murphy was nearly a point-per-game producer with 53 goals and 167 assists (220 points) in 228 regular-season games. Murphy, 20, joined the Charlotte Checkers at the conclusion of the season, skating in three regular-season games and posting two assists.

“I’m just coming out of junior now, so there are a lot of aspects of my game that I want to improve,” he said. “Mainly, I want to get bigger and stronger in the defensive zone. Positionally, I need to focus on the little things on the ice.”

Murphy said his brief stints in the NHL and AHL were invaluable learning experiences, as they highlighted the aspects of his game that need fine-tuning.

“There are little things I can get away with in junior, like making a mistake and using my skating to make up for it,” he said. “If you make a mistake at a higher level, there’s no way you’re going to make up for that mistake. Just little things that you have to pay attention to each shift.”

The Aurora, Ont., native also got a glimpse of playoff hockey, as he played in five first-round games with the Checkers in late April and early May.

“It was a great experience,” he said. “It’s great hockey with a great pace, and I learned a lot.”

Following the Checkers’ exit from the Calder Cup Playoffs, Murphy said he took a week off to let his body rest before getting back into the weight room and hitting the ice three times a week to keep his skating and hands sharp.

His training has also beefed up his 5-foot-11 frame. When he was drafted two summers ago, Murphy weighed in at 165 pounds. Today, he’s up to 185 pounds and ready to call Raleigh his home.

“I’m going to play my game, work hard and do everything I can to make the big club,” Murphy said. “Patience is key. I’ve been patient to make the squad, and hopefully next year is my year.”
Prospects Development Camp: Day 1
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 The Carolina Hurricanes wrapped the first day of Prospects Development Camp Tuesday afternoon. Here are some notables from the two sessions. 
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Forwards Session

•It was just his first day in camp, and he admittedly didn’t have his best stuff, but it was fun to watch Elias Lindholm handle the puck. It was effortless in nature, yet smooth and accurate. The 18-year-old, who said it was his first time on the ice in a few months, was more critical of his session.

“I couldn’t even get some shots on net. I was awful,” he said, smiling. “But hopefully I’ll get better tomorrow.”

•Brody Sutter is unmistakably a Sutter. With a tall and lanky build, he towered over all the other forwards on the ice at 6-foot-5. His hands aren't bad either, and he'll be one to watch come training camp.

•Camp invitee Sergey Tolchinsky is small – 5-foot-9, 160 pounds to be exact. But instead of that being a hindrance, he employs it to his advantage.

“I don’t really care about my size,” he said. “I’m small so I can be faster and quicker.”

He said that in pretty clear English, too, impressive considering he moved from Moscow to North America just a year ago. Living in Sault Ste. Marie and playing for the Greyhounds of the OHL, Tolchinsky picked up English over the course of the 2012-13 season.

 This is the 18-year-old's second development camp this summer; he attended the New York Rangers' camp two weeks ago.

•The hour-long session featured drills that focused on skating, stickhandling, passing and shooting. Not a lot of battling going on, which is understandable since this morning contained grueling off-ice fitness testing.

•Coaches on the ice for this hour included assistant coaches John MacLean, Dave Lewis and Rod Brind’Amour, goaltending coach Greg Stefan, director of forwards development Cory Stillman and a man known by the simple title of “Kirk’s buddy” – Tim Turk, a skills coach who has worked with the Montreal Canadiens and Tampa Bay Lightning.

Defensemen Session

•When the Hurricanes drafted defenseman Austin Levi with the 85th overall selection (third round) in 2010, he was listed at 6-foot-3, 192 pounds. This summer, he comes into camp at 6-foot-4, 210 pounds. It will be interesting to see how he stacks up in September.

•Not that this is earth-shattering breaking news, but Ryan Murphy can fly. The kid has wheels, and he’s packed some weight onto his 5-foot-11 frame, too. He said that when he was drafted, he weighed in around 165. Two years later, he’s added 20 pounds to get to 185.

 How’d he do it? “Eating and skating,” he said.

 We’ll have more on him on Wednesday, as he looks to challenge for a defensive spot on this year’s team.

•As with the forwards session, there wasn’t a lot of battling, but rather a heavy focus on the skills – skating, stickhandling, passing and shooting. Lewis was actively involved in this session, running drills throughout the hour with a group of defensemen. Other coaches on the ice included Brind’Amour, Stefan, director of defensemen development Glen Wesley and Turk.

Odds and Ends

•Dubbed Prospects Development Camp, this year’s weeklong training course is altered from years past, growing in size and refocusing in content.

 Recent conditioning or rookie camps, as they were called, featured intense off-ice instruction and light on-ice activity.

“In the past when we brought them in, it was more educational off-ice in the training aspect and the things they could do in the weight room, on the track, on stairs or on bikes to get them physically ready for the NHL and show them what the grind was going to be like with a little bit of on-ice stuff,” said Ron Francis, the team’s vice president of hockey operations. “It was a pretty tough camp, and by the time they got to the end of the day, we weren’t really sure we were seeing on the ice all they had to offer.”

This year, the camp’s structure is geared more toward on-ice skill development through drills, powerskating lessons and off-ice video instruction.

“It’s little things that they can work on in their games,” Francis said.

 The venue has also changed, as the camp migrated from Raleigh Center Ice – the team’s practice facility – to PNC Arena. It works better logistically, but it also is a mental boon to the players.

“It gives our prospects a better understanding and idea of where they want to get to,” said Jim Rutherford, the Canes president and general manager. “They’re actually going to sit in the stall that they are working toward to becoming a regular in the NHL.”

•A couple of late camp invitees were on the ice for today’s sessions: forward David Pacan and goaltender Charlie Millen.

 Pacan is a right-shooting winger from Ottawa, Ont., who logged time with San Antonio of the AHL and Cincinatti of the ECHL in 2012-13.

 Millen is the son of Hockey Night in Canada personality Greg Millen, a goaltender who played four seasons with the Hartford Whalers in a 15-year NHL career.

•If you missed our Summerfest live stream today with Chantel McCabe anchoring coverage with a mound of informative interviews and material, you can watch the replay above. Be sure to click over to CarolinaHurricanes.com at 10:00 a.m. on Wednesday, Thursday and Friday, as we give you an exclusive look at the closed morning on-ice sessions.

Canes Ink Lindholm Before Development Camp
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 Just a day after arriving in Raleigh, Elias Lindholm has signed his first NHL contract. 
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The Swedish forward, selected by the Carolina Hurricanes fifth overall in the 2013 NHL Draft, inked a three-year, entry-level contract on Monday. Lindholm will receive $832,500 at the NHL level or $70,000 at the AHL level in all three years, in addition to a $277,500 signing bonus.

“I dream about playing in the NHL, and this is a step in the right way,” Lindholm said. “It was a dream come true to sign the contract. Now I have to prove that I deserve that contract.”

With written logistics in the rear-view mirror, Lindholm’s attention now turns to the Hurricanes’ revamped annual Prospects Development Camp, which begins on-ice Tuesday evening at PNC Arena.

“I want to play my game. If I play my game, hopefully I can play in the NHL,” he said. “I want to improve my strength, skating and shot.”

Thousands of miles away from his native Boden, Sweden, Lindholm found a familiar face in fellow Swede and Canes prospect Erik Karlsson waiting for him in Raleigh. That helps ease the adjustment of being away from home, but there will undoubtedly be more.

“It’s far away back to my mom and dad,” Lindholm said. “I lived with them during the season, but after the season, I was living in my own apartment. I think that was good for me to take care of myself.”

Other than his familiarity with the Hurricanes from video games, Lindholm said he didn’t know much about the team or Raleigh, but he’s impressed with everything he’s heard so far.

“It’s hot. There are great golf courses. I’m playing golf, and hopefully I can bring some friends soon and play some golf,” he said. “I’ve heard only good things.”

The Hurricanes front office can say the same about Lindholm’s on-ice talent.

“I don’t think he’ll surprise us,” said Ron Francis, the team’s vice president of hockey operations. “We really like him a lot. He’s highly-skilled and can really skate.”

“The advantage he has is that he’s already played with men,” said Jim Rutherford, the Canes president and general manager. “His development is way ahead from a skills and physical point of view, but the biggest thing I see is that he plays the game at a high-tempo.”

While expectations might be high in the long run for the 18-year-old forward, Lindholm won’t be over-slotted in training camp. His versatility – he played right wing with Brynas and center for the Swedish national team in the World Junior Championship – and experience already makes him a valuable commodity at any forward position, whether it’s the second or third line. If head coach Kirk Muller wants to balance the lines, for instance, Rutherford said Lindholm could play alongside Jeff Skinner.

“We do have to recognize how old he is and the fact that he’s going to move to a new country and there’s going to be an adjustment period. But he doesn’t have to light it up from day one,” Rutherford said. “We all know that with a healthy team, we have a good team going into camp. He can just be part of that and go along at his own pace. But based on the experience he has, I don’t think it’s going to take him very long to fit into our team.”

Rutherford and Francis both anticipate seeing Lindholm don the new red and white Hurricanes uniforms this fall.

“The opportunity is there for him to start with the Hurricanes, and I would be shocked if he doesn’t,” Rutherford said.

“We fully expect this guy can make our lineup,” Francis said. “He’d be a good one.”

For his part, now officially under contract with the team that drafted him just over two weeks ago, Lindholm confidently feels up to the challenge.

“I think I’m ready,” he said.

Hurricanes Notebook: Rumors, Lindholm and More
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At a July 5 press conference, a question was posed to Carolina Hurricanes President and General Manager Jim Rutherford about the attractiveness of the Raleigh market to free agents. 
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Rutherford answered with an anecdote about “one of the bigger free agents” that pondered signing with Carolina on a one-year contract.

From there, imaginations ran wild and discussion swirled about the identity of this mystery player. Recently, various reports and rumors honed in on 41-year-old winger Jaromir Jagr.

Rutherford confirmed to CarolinaHurricanes.com on Thursday that Jagr was not the player he referenced last Friday.

This isn't to say that signing this unnamed player will not happen. Just don’t hang your hat on it.

“In order to make room for that player who would like to come here, I’d have to make a player trade,” Rutherford said. “That hasn’t come along, and it may not come along.”

Lindholm’s Entry-Level Contract

Less than two weeks after drafting Elias Lindholm fifth overall in the 2013 NHL Draft, Rutherford said the process of signing the Swedish forward to an entry-level contract has begun.

“We’d like to get it done,” he said.

Lindholm, 18, will be one of 24 players to descend upon Raleigh for the team’s Prospects Development Camp next week. Expectations are that July 16-20 won’t mark his only time spent in the Tar Heel State this year.

“I feel that with all the information I’ve seen, he’ll be on our team, he’ll play somewhere in our top six or top nine and he’ll make an impact,” Rutherford said.

Sanguinetti Signs in KHL

According to the team’s website, defenseman Bobby Sanguinetti has signed a two-year deal with Atlant of the KHL.

Sanguinetti, 25, skated in 37 of the Hurricanes’ 48 games last season. He recorded his first NHL point on Feb. 23 against Tampa Bay, and the next night, he scored his first NHL goal in New York, the game-winning goal in the Canes’ 4-2 victory over the Islanders.

The Hurricanes acquired Sanguinetti, an unrestricted free agent this summer, from the Rangers in exchange for a pair of draft picks on June 26, 2010. Since then, the Trenton, NJ, native logged 127 games with the Charlotte Checkers and 40 with the Hurricanes.

UPDATE: Sanguinetti confirmed the report on his Twitter account Thursday afternoon.

Revamped Development Camp Begins Tuesday

What has traditionally been small in size and heavy in off-ice training will take on a bit of a different look, as the Hurricanes host the revamped Prospects Development Camp at PNC Arena July 16-20.

The camp will feature 12 forwards, 10 defensemen and two goaltenders, enough skaters to stage a Friday team practice and mini-scrimmages during Saturday’s Summerfest Celebration.

“We have a very good group of young players. This will be an opportunity for fans to see them on NHL ice,” Rutherford said. “It gives our prospects a better understanding and idea of where they want to get to.”

Each day of camp will feature two evening sessions – one for forwards and one for defenseman – with instruction from the Hurricanes’ coaching staff, and Wednesday’s sessions are highlighted by powerskating lessons.

CanesVision will help launch Summerfest on Tuesday night from 5:30-6:30 p.m. with a live streaming show hosted by Chantel McCabe. In addition, closed morning skates on Wednesday, Thursday and Friday from 10-11 a.m. will stream live on CarolinaHurricanes.com.

A full schedule for Hurricanes Summerfest can be found here.

“I really feel with how it is set up this year where there’s more on-ice activity and the fact that it’s at PNC Arena, it will be exciting for everybody,” Rutherford said.

Komisarek: A Breath of Fresh Air with Carolina
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At the outset of free agency in 2009, Mike Komisarek landed in Toronto after six years with the Montreal Canadiens, the team that drafted him seventh overall in the 2001 NHL Entry Draft. 
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He signed a five-year, $22.5 million dollar deal and was the Maple Leafs' high-profile signing of the day.

“He was a high draft pick, he played very well in Montreal and he earned the right to get a big contract,” said Jim Rutherford, the Canes president and general manager. “So, the expectations where he went to play were very, very high.”

Four years and four days later, Komisarek was snatched up on the opening day of free agency, this time by the Carolina Hurricanes on a one-year, $700,000 deal.

A vastly different scenario, for sure.

“This is my second experience with the whole free agency thing, and I can definitely say that this was a lot more enjoyable going through it,” Komisarek said on a Friday conference call. “It wasn’t as hectic or crazy.”

Komisarek became an unrestricted free agent after Toronto exercised one of its two compliance buyouts on the 31-year-old defenseman earlier this week. The West Islip, NY, native logged just four games with the Leafs in 2012-13, adding seven with the Marlies of the American Hockey League.

It was the end of a tumultuous road of four seasons that, for whatever reason – injuries, unattainable expectations or otherwise – just didn’t pan out.

“The best way I can sum it up is that you sign a big contract, you come in there as a hot free agent and you want to change the world,” he said. “I didn’t get off on the right foot and never recovered from there. It just wasn’t working out, bottom line. We’re in a business of results and producing, and it didn’t happen.

“With that being said, you don’t complain and you don’t whine. You go to the rink to try to find solutions and be part of the answer.”

The answer was hard to come by. In 2009-10, the season after signing his five-year deal with Toronto, Komisarek suffered a shoulder injury, missing 48 games. His ice time was cut the following season, and he hadn’t been able to stake a role since.

That could change in Carolina, where he figures to slot in as a third-pair defenseman with Jay Harrison, who he’s met before. And the microscope isn’t as finely focused.

“Now he’s away from those expectations, and I’m sure he’s learned a lot from all those things he had to go through,” Rutherford said. “[His role here] gives him a much better chance to succeed.”

“I don’t think there will be that same sort of pressure and expectations, and you’re not under the microscope every day,” Komisarek said. “It’s going to do wonders for me, and I’m looking forward to the opportunity.”

Inserting the 6-foot-4, 235-pound defenseman into the lineup, Komisarek edges Kevin Westgarth by a pound to become the heftiest player on the roster. The grit on the back-end, supplemented by Andrej Sekera’s 6-foot, 201-pound frame, is what the Hurricanes were looking to add in an effort to shore up the team defense.

He will also bring a veteran element to the Canes’ dressing room.

“He is really good with young players, and he will help our locker room,” Rutherford said.

An NHL All-Star starter in 2009 and U.S. Olympic team selection in 2010 (didn’t participate due to injury), Komisarek is already familiar with Canes head coach Kirk Muller, who was an assistant coach in Montreal for Komisarek’s last three seasons with the Habs.

“Kirky was a heart-and-soul guy. There’s no gray area with him,” Komisarek said. “You know exactly where you stand.”

In 2005-06, Komisarek and the Habs claimed the first two games of the Stanley Cup Playoff’s first round in Raleigh before the Canes won four straight to advance. The rest of that, of course, is history.

“You see how the city embraced the team and the players. It was such a great atmosphere,” Komisarek said. “I’ve always enjoyed coming down there. It’s a great city, a great place and a great environment.”

Having identified Carolina as an ideal career destination, once Komisarek learned of interest on the opposite side, there wasn’t much of a decision to be made.

It might not have been as flashy as July 1, 2009, but that’s just the way he wanted it.

“It was a no-brainer for me,” he said. “I thought this would be the best fit for myself and my family to go down there and get a fresh breath of air and a new opportunity to contribute, play and be part of a team that’s up-and-coming and a great organization.”

Hurricanes Sign Two on First Day of Free Agency
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 A week ago, Carolina Hurricanes President and General Manager Jim Rutherford had a specific set of goals: draft an elite player and acquire a top-four defenseman. 
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He ended up doing that – and more.

After selecting forward Elias Lindholm fifth overall and trading for defenseman Andrej Sekera last Saturday in Newark, NJ, the Hurricanes made two moves on the first day of free agency, signing defenseman Mike Komisarek and goaltender Anton Khudobin to one-year deals.

“We had hoped to get an elite player in the draft, which I feel we did in Lindholm. We also got a top-four defenseman in Sekera,” Rutherford said. “And now, we got Komisarek and a real strong back-up goalie. Within a week, I feel pretty good that the Hurricanes have improved their team.”

Even after acquiring Sekera at the 2013 NHL Draft, Rutherford said that he might not be done tinkering with the defense.

He was right, as the Canes inked Komisarek, a veteran American-born blueliner, to a one-year, $700,000 deal in the first 30 minutes of free agency on Friday.

“This is an important piece to our defense group,” Rutherford said. “We’re very pleased to add him to give us a more balanced defense.”

Komisarek joins draft-day addition Sekera as the two new faces among the Hurricanes’ defensive corps. Sekera will likely skate in the top four of the defense, while Rutherford said Komisarek should pair with Jay Harrison as the five-six tandem.

In 519 career regular-season NHL games, Komisarek has recorded 665 penalty minutes and 77 points (14g, 63a). He’s logged 29 career playoff games, all with the Montreal Canadiens.

“Based on our background check, he’s in great shape,” Rutherford said of the 31-year-old defenseman. “He’s really good with younger players, and he will help our locker room.”

The team’s second move of the day came about three hours later. After Dan Ellis signed a two-year deal with the Dallas Stars, the team that drafted him in the second round of the 2000 NHL Entry Draft, the Hurricanes agreed to terms with Khudobin on a one-year, $800,000 contract.

Khudobin, 27, posted a 9-4-1 record, one shutout, a .920 save percentage and a 2.32 goals-against average with the Boston Bruins in 2012-13.

“He played on a very good team with the Bruins, and he had great numbers,” Rutherford said. “We have a scout right in Boston that saw a lot of him. He started talking about him midway through the season.

“He played extremely well, and we feel that he can do that for us.”

In addition to what the scout noted, the Hurricanes can mine data from when Khudobin backstopped the Florida Everbaldes, the organization’s ECHL affiliate, in 2008-09. That season, the Russian-born goaltender posted an 18-10-1 record with four shutouts, a .907 save percentage and a 2.71 goals-against average.

Bringing Khudobin into the fold, Justin Peters will likely see a majority of his playing time in Charlotte. Peters is on a one-way deal in the second year of his two-year contract, but Rutherford is not looking to move him.

“Peters has given us some good games and taken some time to develop, and he’ll still get some games next year,” he said.

Though perhaps more low-key compared to others, the Komisarek and Khudobin signings – both low-risk, high-reward – were equally important in addressing the identified shortcomings of the Hurricanes.

That's not to say the Canes’ roster is set for training camp. In late July of 2012, the team signed Alexander Semin, who inked a five-year extension this March.

A forward who comes along at the right price, Rutherford said, is always worth the consideration. That said, with the addition of a probable third-line center in Lindholm and the influx of talent from Charlotte vying for depth positions, the door on signing another forward or bringing back Tim Brent or Chad LaRose is closing quickly.

“As far as we’re concerned, today went as we hoped it would go,” Rutherford said.

JOHN WAWROW (AP Sports Writer) September 13, 2013 3:42 PM  AP - Sports 

 .

BUFFALO, N.Y. (AP) -- Tyler Myers has come to the realization he still has plenty of room to grow.

Though, the Buffalo Sabres' 6-foot-8 defenseman isn't getting any taller, Myers said Friday he spent the offseason developing his mental approach to rebuild his confidence. That's something the 23-year-old felt was necessary after wilting under the distractions and weight of expectations of playing his first season under a $38.5 million, seven-year contract.

''It played a factor for sure,'' Myers said, referring to a deal that paid him a $10 million signing bonus. ''A lot of things went on last year that got in my head.''

It was a forgettable, lockout-shortened season for Myers, who too often looked lost at both ends of the ice. He finished with three goals and five assists and a minus-8 rating in 39 games before missing the final seven after breaking a bone in his leg.

''I'll be the first one to say, that's not me as a player. I have to be better,'' Myers said. ''You have a year like you did last year, you want to change things.''

He began the transformation by using what Myers called mental-training techniques to avoid familiar pitfalls of self-doubt that would linger after a bad game.

''It's an everyday process that's taking time,'' Myers said. ''But it's definitely the right direction.''

The next step is proving he's capable of achieving the potential Myers once showed in becoming the NHL's rookie of the year in 2010. That's when he led Sabres defensemen with 11 goals, 40 points and notched a team-high 23:44 of average ice time.

Confident as Myers is in getting off to a fresh start, he's not yet ready to make any promises after two days of training camp.

''We can stand here and talk about it all you want. But none of it matters unless you come to play Oct. 2,'' Myers said, referring to Buffalo's opener at Detroit. ''I think every guy comes in each year looking to prove themselves.''

The Sabres are counting on Myers to play a key role in the team's ongoing transformation.
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Having missed the playoffs in each of the past two seasons, Buffalo is in the midst of a youth movement after purging much of its veteran core over that past 18 months. And it's a changeover that might not be done.

Goalie Ryan Miller and forward Thomas Vanek's futures are uncertain with both entering the final year of their contracts.

The Sabres enter this season with a new coach in Ron Rolston, who took over after Lindy Ruff was fired in February. They're young at center, and entertaining the possibility of having rookie first-round draft pick, defenseman Rasmus Ristolainen, make the immediate jump to the NHL level.

Myers refuses to call this a rebuilding year, and has taken it upon himself to become a vocal leader.

''I've been here long enough that if something needs to be said, I'll say it,'' Myers said. ''But there's a lot of guys in this room right now that can do that as well. I think a big part of success is everyone in this room holding each other accountable.''

One knock against the Sabres has been a leadership vacuum that's been unfilled since the team lost co-captains Chris Drury and Daniel Briere to free agency in July 2007. Buffalo has not won a playoff series since, while missing the postseason altogether four times.

Aside from addressing his mental approach, Myers dedicated much of the offseason to staying in shape. He spent seven weeks working out in Buffalo. And when he traveled home to Kelowna, British Columbia, Myers had one of the team's strength and conditioning coaches join him to oversee daily workouts.

Rolston is impressed with the commitment Myers showed.

''I think he had an unbelievable summer,'' Rolston said. ''He's gotten a lot stronger. He's in really good shape, both physically and I think mentally. I think he's going to play well.''

For Myers, it was an opportunity to lead by example, and acknowledge a desire to improve.

''You never want to be in denial,'' Myers said. ''That would just make even more you have to handle mentally. And I wouldn't be able to take one step in mental training if I didn't accept that.''

Stars' Peverley out 3 weeks after heart procedure
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Stars' Peverley out 3 weeks after heart procedure
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View gallery

Boston Bruins center Rich Peverley (49) moves the puck past Chicago Blackhawks center Patrick Sharp (10) …
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FORT WORTH, Texas (AP) -- Dallas Stars forward Rich Peverley will miss three weeks after undergoing a procedure to correct an irregular heartbeat.

General manager Jim Nill said on the second day of the team's three-day training camp in Fort Worth on Friday that the 31-year-old Peverley might miss the first couple of games of the regular season. Dallas opens against Florida on Oct. 3.

The Stars reported on their website that the issue was discovered during a physical Wednesday, and doctors decided to perform the procedure after more tests Thursday. Peverley can skate in the coming weeks but must avoid contact.

Dallas acquired Peverley, center Tyler Seguin and defenseman Ryan Button in a seven-player deal that sent Loui Eriksson and three prospects to the Bruins.

LA Kings return to camp after short summer
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 .

EL SEGUNDO, Calif. (AP) -- Although coach Darryl Sutter has won a Stanley Cup title and made two conference finals with the Los Angeles Kings, he had never taken his club through a proper training camp until this month.

''This is my third season with this group, and I haven't been on the ice with them (at camp),'' Sutter said Thursday.

The Kings are confident they'll benefit from all that preparation as they get back to work following two long seasons and one short summer.

With their first workouts of camp at their training complex, the Kings began the process of adding several new pieces to the core of a team that won a club-record six playoff series and its first championship over the last two years.

''You'd rather have a short summer than a long summer,'' center Colin Fraser said. ''We've been looking forward to getting back together and making another run. We can never be satisfied.''

Los Angeles had plenty of time to recover from its 2012 championship run thanks to the lockout, but this offseason was compressed into three months after the Kings' loss to eventual champion Chicago. Yet the Kings went back to work largely healthy, with even defenseman Willie Mitchell looking good after a 15-month absence for two knee surgeries.

The Kings returned from their Stanley Cup run with their championship-winning roster completely intact. Los Angeles didn't keep last season's entire group, but the Kings are hoping they've found replacements for departing veterans while getting a boost from within.

''If we would have had training camp last year, (the roster) was pretty well set,'' Sutter said. ''Our team was set. This is a big difference. There's not minor changes. There's guys that are clearly fighting for spots, and you can't keep everybody.''
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After valuable defenseman Rob Scuderi left as a free agent for Pittsburgh, the Kings signed veteran defenseman Jeff Schultz while hoping to get improved performances from several regulars. They're hoping Mitchell returns at something close to full strength, while Matt Greene and Robyn Regehr will play larger roles around young stars Drew Doughty and Slava Voynov.

The Kings don't have many openings in the forward ranks, but center Brad Richardson created a small opening when he left for Vancouver. Los Angeles acquired agitating forward Daniel Carcillo, but several youngsters will attempt to grab a roster spot with a strong camp.

Los Angeles also traded backup goalie Jonathan Bernier to Toronto, getting forward Matt Frattin and goalie Ben Scrivens in return.

Bernier was a big factor in keeping the Kings in playoff contention last season while Jonathan Quick played his way back into top form. He left behind a healthy competition for the backup job: Scrivens is up against AHL goalie Martin Jones and NHL veteran Mathieu Garon, the Kings netminder from 2005-07 who returned on a tryout contract.

Sutter said Thursday that the Kings' contingent of left wings last season ''didn't produce enough for us.'' Los Angeles will attempt to fill that void with several players sporting a wide variety of skills.

Frattin will get ''every opportunity'' to play on the Kings' top lines behind captain Dustin Brown, while Kyle Clifford will get a long look - and there's a chance the Kings could move youngster Tyler Toffoli to the left side after he impressed during last season's stretch run.

Frattin has only been in Los Angeles for about a month, but he's already optimistic about the possibilities around his new team.

''I didn't think I was going to get traded, but anyone wants to be part of a winning team,'' Frattin said. ''They're a big, strong, fast team that doesn't give up too many goals. That's pretty exciting to a player.''

Islanders take practice run at new Brooklyn home
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 .

NEW YORK (AP) -- The New York Islanders rode the train from Long Island to Brooklyn - a trek they hope many of their fans will take once the club moves there in two years.

Training camp opened for the Islanders on Thursday at Barclays Center, which will become the team's new home for the 2015-16 NHL season. The Nassau Coliseum will be a distant memory for the Islanders as they leave the aging building for the first time since they entered the league in 1972.

''One word for it: beautiful,'' team owner Charles Wang said. ''When you look at what is going on here, it's unbelievable. I am very happy as you can see from the smile.''

He stopped short of comparing this day to other big ones in his life.

''I'm ecstatic today. Is it happier than the day I got married?'' Wang asked, before an answer was drowned out by laughter. ''You enjoy that moment. I have a big smile on my face.''

One by one, the players left the Long Island Railroad train that carried them from Garden City, N.Y., to Brooklyn on Thursday morning. They were decked out in their jerseys and received a warm welcome as they approached the sparkling new arena.

Reporters, television crews and photographers were there to greet them on a near 90-degree day that was more suitable for baseball than hockey.

''It was good to get camp open,'' newly named captain John Tavares said. ''It's been a little different with the train ride and getting here and getting on the ice real quick.''

The ice wasn't quite up to pro standards yet, but Tavares said that will improve in time.

''It would be really tough to play a game on something like that,'' he said. ''I would say it still needs a few more layers and it needs time to really get set.''

Wang beamed as he spoke of his excitement regarding the club's move to Brooklyn. He tried long and hard to get a new arena built on Long Island as part of his expansive Lighthouse Project, but that never came to fruition.
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While the scheduled arrival date is 2015, it isn't completely out of the question that the Islanders could move up their transfer if adjustments can be made to their lease and if necessary work at the arena can be completed earlier.

''Our plan is to live to the commitment of the lease,'' Wang said. ''We've always wanted to get here as soon as possible, but we are living to our lease. We'll honor that lease.''

Wang said he was particularly impressed to see his team skate on the ice and the bright blue and orange club logo adorning center ice.

The Islanders will get only a brief look at their new digs. Thursday was the only scheduled practice day in Brooklyn, and the Islanders will host the New Jersey Devils in a preseason game Sept. 21.

Much work will be needed to be done before the Islanders are a permanent tenant. While the NBA's Brooklyn Nets have already resettled at Barclays, a dressing room will have to be built for their hockey brethren.

''It definitely feels really new,'' Tavares said. ''We're going to have to take some time. It will be an adjustment once we do get here to make it feel comfortable.''

Officials said about 10,000 tickets have been sold for the preseason game. The building will hold 15,813 for hockey - slightly fewer than the Nassau Coliseum. There are also 400 additional seats, not included in the total, that have obstructed views. But Barclays is a state-of-the-art facility with top amenities and sightlines that provide a unique feel.

''It will still almost feel like a neutral site because the Coliseum is still for all our home games for a couple of more years,'' Tavares said. ''That is where everything is kind of situated right now. We don't have a locker room here or anything set up, but it will nice to play, for sure.

''We are really looking forward to the game.''

New York's four Stanley Cup championship banners are already hanging in the arena, and will remain there through the preseason game. How soon the Islanders, who advanced to the Eastern Conference playoffs last season but lost to Pittsburgh in the first round, might be able to add titles to the four straight they won from 1980-83 remains to be seen.

''The certainty of knowing where we're going to be is a positive going forward,'' general manager Garth Snow said. ''It's going to be spectacular.''

SOUTH BEND, Ind. (AP) -- The Chicago Blackhawks opened training camp in unfamiliar territory, with a pair of NCAA Frozen Four banners hanging overhead instead of Stanley Cup banners and a sign at the other end of the rink reading: ''God, country, Notre Dame.''

The Blackhawks took to the ice in two separate shifts Thursday at the Compton Family Ice Arena, which sits on the edge of the Notre Dame campus in the shadows of the Golden Dome and Touchdown Jesus, just across the parking lot from Notre Dame Stadium.

''When you walk into this place and see the mystique, I think it's perfect,'' Blackhawks coach Joel Quenneville said.

Conn Smythe Trophy winner Patrick Kane said starting training camp 100 miles from Chicago gave the opening practice a different feel.

''It's exciting to be here at such a historic place as Notre Dame. To be part of it is fun,'' he said.

.

.

Fantasy Football Signup  ..

Quenneville compared it to the first day of school, saying he believes being together away from the city should help bring camaraderie because they are more likely to do things together. Most of the squad spent Wednesday afternoon watching the football team practice, and team president John McDonough spoke to the Fighting Irish.

''They were some cool guys,'' Notre Dame nose guard Louis Nix III said. ''I'm not a big hockey fan, but I might just jump on the bandwagon.''

Irish coach Brian Kelly said Thursday he was happy to have the Blackhawks at practice, even though he was cheering for the Boston Bruins in the finals.

''They're champions. They're winners. We like to have winners around us, so it was great to have them. Even as a Bruins fan,'' he said.

Several of the Blackhawks players said they enjoyed watching the Irish practice.

..View gallery."

Blackhawks take to the ice to begin 2013-14 season

Chicago Blackhawks' goaltender Nikolai Khabibulin, of Russia, makes a save during a drill at NHL hoc …

''They're working hard, I can tell. It was hot and muggy from the rain,'' defenseman Brent Seabrook said. ''It was nice to see something like that.''

Even goalie Nikolai Khabibulin, a Russia native, said it was exciting to be on campus, saying one of the first movies he ever watched in English was ''Rudy.'' He played with the Blackhawks from 2005-09 and signed as a free agent during the offseason. He said he senses a different feeling in the locker room.

''It seems like there's more confidence in the room,'' he said. ''Whether it's the guys being here or the guys in the minors, it seem like there's kind of a swagger, I guess. It's explainable. You win two Stanley Cups in four years, it makes you that way.''

The Blackhawks are expecting standing-room only crowds of more than 5,000 fans to watch practices Saturday and Sunday. Quenneville said he that should add some energy for the Blackhawks, who have played before sellout crowds for 227 straight home games.

''I think it's going to help with the pace. I think guys love playing in that type of environment,'' he said.

..View gallery."

Blackhawks take to the ice to begin 2013-14 season

Chicago Blackhawks' Patrick Kane waits for a pass during a practice at the teams NHL hockey training …

All the Blackhawks took part in practice. Quenneville said Michal Rozsival and Michal Handzus would take part in practices but not in scrimmages in the next several days as they continue to recover from injuries.

Stars start short camp with plenty of new faces
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FORT WORTH, Texas (AP) -- The Dallas Stars are back on the ice, with a six pack of major acquisitions led by new coach Lindy Ruff and not much time to get ready for the season opener.

The Stars opened a three-day training camp in Fort Worth, 30 miles from their home ice in downtown Dallas, and didn't waste any time getting to work Wednesday.

''The ice got a little bit tough, but I thought the speed in practice and the stuff we tried to work on in the offensive zone, I thought we did a nice job with it,'' Ruff said on a day when the temperature surpassed 90 outside the Fort Worth Convention Center. ''It was a good first day.''

Tyler Seguin, acquired in a trade with Boston after winning the Stanley Cup with the Bruins in 2011, and first-round pick Valeri Nichushkin of Russia were among the newcomers in their camp with Dallas.

The Stars also added veteran centers Shawn Horcoff and Rich Peverley and 39-year-old defenseman Sergei Gonchar, another Russian who figures to be a mentor for the 18-year-old Nichushkin.

Peverley and defenseman Ryan Button were part of the Boston deal that sent steady forward Loui Eriksson to the Bruins.

Dallas opens the preseason Sunday night at home against St. Louis. The season opener is in three weeks - Oct. 3 against Florida in Dallas.
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''No one uses camp anymore to get in shape. It's nice to jump into games right away,'' said Horcoff, who spent the first 12 seasons of his career in Edmonton before getting traded in the offseason. ''But having said that, we've got a bunch of new faces here. All the lines are going to be different this year from last. And we have a new coaching staff so it's new for everyone. We actually need some practice time, and we're going to need all of camp to get comfortable with each other - both coaches and players.''

Seguin was the flashiest offseason pickup for the Stars, partly because he ended up causing a stir when an anti-gay comment was posted on his Twitter account and he agreed to abandon Twitter for a while.

The 21-year-old is likely to be the top-line center, which will allow last year's leading scorer, Jamie Benn, to move to his more natural position on the wing.

Nichushkin was notable because the Stars made a rare move for them by drafting a player knowing the risk that he might decide to play in his home country. He was the No. 10 pick by new Stars general manager Jim Nill, who was part of Detroit's history of developing Russians into NHL stars during nearly 20 years as an assistant in the Red Wings' front office.

Nill replaced Joe Nieuwendyk as general manager after the Stars extended their franchise record to five straight years without a trip to the playoffs. Nieuwendyk was in charge the past four of those, and Glen Gulutzan was coach for the past two before Ruff replaced him.

''He's got good size, strength, he skates with them,'' Ruff said Nichushkin. ''He's going to have to get used to a little more physical nature of players at this level. But it looks like he can handle it.''

---

Follow Schuyler Dixon on Twitter at https://twitter.com/apschuyler

Laich injured 10 min. into 1st Capitals practice
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ARLINGTON, Va. (AP) -- Amid bright expectations and newfound stability, the Washington Capitals opened training camp Thursday. It didn't take long for the mood to change.

Roughly 10 minutes into the opening practice, forward Brooks Laich - coming off an injury-ruined season - left the ice at Kettler Iceplex, saying he had a ''flare-up'' of a strained hip flexor suffered a week ago on his first day in Washington after a summer of successful rehab of a pulled groin.

Laich, one of the Capitals' locker room leaders, was anxious for the start of camp after playing only nine games last year.

''The ice here is a lot softer than the ice I skated on back home (in Saskatchewan), and when I skated here I just tweaked it a little bit,'' Laich said. ''It's completely nonrelated to anything I went through last year and on the other side of my body.''

Laich's status is day-to-day. Neither general manager George McPhee nor coach Adam Oates sounded particularly concerned.

''Hopefully it's a day or two,'' McPhee said.

While the injury may not be serious, it is symbolic of a star-crossed team that has consistently underachieved in the postseason.
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Franchise cornerstones Nicklas Backstrom, 25, Mike Green, 27, and Alex Ovechkin, who turns 28 on Sept. 17, have helped propel Washington to five division titles in the last six years but with no trips to the conference finals. Last year's 5-0 loss to the New York Rangers at home in Game 7 of the opening round after leading the series 2-0 was perhaps the team's most embarrassing playoff pratfall.

''We've proven (to) ourselves that we're a good team. But we haven't proven we're a great team,'' Green said. ''The only way to do that is to win a Stanley Cup.''

Washington hopes that stability will help achieve that goal. The team underwent a radical makeover in the middle of the 2011-12 season when Dale Hunter replaced Bruce Boudreau as coach. There was another difficult transition when Oates took over last summer, with little preseason to install his system due to the NHL lockout.

''Last couple of years we've had a little bit of chaos in there as far as knowing where you fit in on the team, knowing where your role is,'' forward Troy Brouwer said. ''This year with very limited spots on the team, everyone kind of knows where they fall in and what's expected of them even before camp starts.''

On the ice, Washington will look for improvement from young goalies Braden Holtby, 23, and Michal Neuvirth, 24, under the direction of Olie Kolzig. The former Caps great was promoted to head goaltender coach after two seasons with the team in a developmental role.

Many of the Caps expressed their approval of the realigned NHL. Washington will play in the Metropolitan Division along with traditional rivals including the New York Rangers, New York Islanders, Pittsburgh Penguins, and Philadelphia Flyers.

The Capitals open the regular season on Oct. 1 on the road against the NHL champion Chicago Blackhawks, a prospect that doesn't please Brouwer, a former Chicago player who still resides in the city.

''I spent a lot of the summer trying to avoid Chicago,'' Brouwer said. ''The worst thing that could happen to me this summer was having to play them opening night and see the banner.''

New faces at Red Wings camp
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TRAVERSE CITY, Mich. (AP) -- New Detroit Red Wings forward Stephen Weiss says the franchise's perpetual contender status was a big reason he decided to come to Detroit.

Detroit signed Daniel Alfredsson and Weiss and extended Pavel Datsyuk's deal, giving the team a better chance for success as it shifts to the Eastern Conference under NHL realignment. The Wings also agreed to bring back veteran forward Danny Cleary on Thursday with a one-year deal for $1.75 million.

''It's really refreshing,'' Weiss said as the Red Wings opened training camp. ''They try to win the Stanley Cup every year and they going to try and do what they have to do to make that happen. That's awesome for me, coming here and try to do whatever I can to help out.''

With established veteran stars like Datsyuk and Henrik Zetterberg already in the fold and adding two proven vets in Alfredsson and Weiss, the Red Wings aim to improve their offense from a year ago. At 2.54 goals per game, Detroit was 20th out 30 NHL squads.

''One of the things we wanted to accomplish in the offseason was secondary scoring,'' general manager Ken Holland said. ''Last year, we were fifth in the league in goals against. We needed to be a little better in the goal-scoring department. Injuries were a factor, but we also changed the personnel.''

.

.

Fantasy Football Signup  ..

Johan Franzen paired with Alfredsson and Weiss in Thursday's scrimmage, while Justin Abdelkader was on the Datsyuk and Zetterberg line.

The 40-year-old Alfredsson had a slight drop-off in his numbers in last year's shortened season, scoring 10 goals and 26 points in 47 games. In the previous 11 years, he was a 70-point scorer nine times, including a 103-point 2005-06 campaign. He inked a one-year, $5.5 million contract with Detroit in July.

Weiss, 10 years younger than Alfredsson, has put up 394 points in 654 career NHL games, including 42 or more points in each of the last six non-shortened seasons. He signed a five-year, $24.5 million deal in July.

Alfredsson said the first day of Red Wings activity wasn't that big of a change for him.

''It's not too different,'' Alfredsson said. ''I see a lot of similarities. I don't know if it's because (Paul MacLean) in Ottawa was part of this organization for a long time and applied some of the ideas with some of his own. It's not far off. ... It looks like I should have a pretty easy time adjusting.''

Cleary said he returned to Detroit after turning down an offer for more money from the Philadelphia Flyers.

''Tuesday, I was ready to go to Philly,'' Cleary said. ''And then I just couldn't go. I decided to come out and meet with Babs and Kenny to get closure on the situation. I had to know deep in my heart, 'Was it going to happen?' We figured out a way to get something to happen to get something signed.''

Cleary has played for the Red Wings since the 2005-06 season and has 160 career goals and 377 points in 869 NHL games. Detroit starts the preseason Monday at Pittsburgh and opens the regular season Oct. 2, hosting Buffalo.
OILERS, FLAMES TRADE ROAD WINS AS SPLIT SQUADS MEET
HE CANADIAN PRESSCALGARY -- It may only be a limited showing for now, but the Calgary Flames' 2013 first-round picks Sean Monahan and Emile Poirier took centre stage at the repaired Scotiabank Saddledome on Saturday night and left a positive impression.

Their pre-season debut did not come in a victory, the Oilers won 3-2 on a late goal from Martin Marincin, but Poirier with one nice goal and nearly a second and Monahan with a gritty night in the face-off circle gave Flames fans a reason to be excited about the future.

"Those guys are only going to get better, they're so young and so fresh, it's an exciting team for our team," said veteran Flames defenceman Mark Giordano.

Trailing 2-0 headed to the third period, the Flames finally got on the scoreboard when Poirier had a puck carom out to him at the face-off circle and he buried a shot behind Richard Bachman to cut the lead in half at 2:43.

With the scored tied 2-2, Poirier nearly put the Flames in front hitting the goal post.

"It took one or two shifts to get up to the speed and physicality of the game, for sure," said Poirier, selected 22nd overall with the pick the Flames got from St. Louis in the Jay Bouwmeester trade. "I learned the pace of the game, the speed and the physicality. It's good to see where you stand."

Mike Cammalleri, a qualified observer with 606 NHL games and 210 goals on his resume, liked what he saw from Poirier.

"I saw him finding pucks out there. He seemed to be in the right spot at the right time and that's not always necessarily lucky. If it happens more often than not, it's usually because the player has a knack for that and he showed that kind of hockey sense tonight," Cammalleri said. "He was able to bury a nice goal. He created another chance where he hit a post, showing nice patience to get to the middle and make that play."

While Poirier is expected to return to Gatineau, Que., and another year of junior hockey, the situation is less clear with Monahan. Through development camp in the summer, the team's rookie camp and now the first few days of main camp, Monahan has looked very good and the decision on whether he stays with the Flames may not happen until the regular season as he can play up to nine games before his entry level contract kicks in.

"I feel fine out there. I think I can fit in well but I think I could have been a lot better today," Monahan said.. But this is the first one, I was a little bit nervous and it's a different kind of atmosphere so I'm going to get used to that quickly and I'm going to learn quickly."

A position of need for the Flames is centre as they've been dreadful in recent years in the face-off dot. That's an area that Monahan specializes in and he showed it tonight, in particular when he battled head to head with noted face-off specialist Boyd Gordon of the Oilers.

"Face-offs are something I take a lot of pride in since I was a young player and it's something that's always been stressed in me from my Dad and my Grandpa and it's something that's a big part of my game," Monahan said.

Giordano liked how Monahan got right in there and competed and wasn't shy.

"He has a lot of skill obviously," Giordano said. "Sean impressed me tonight. He's battling, getting right in there against Gordon who's one of the best in the league. He took a few from him and he wasn't afraid to get in there before the puck was dropped and butts heads with them a little bit, which is nice to see."

Now it's up to them to build on this first outing.

"I always felt when I played in those rookie tournaments, I always felt the first couple games, you felt really, really, really good and after that, it was up to you to sustain that," said Giordano. "The pace is a bit quicker but you've always got that extra camp under your belt. They carried over, they played well and they look like they're confident players, which is really what you want to see out of your young guys."

Edmonton also got goals from Ryan Jones and newcomer David Perron.

Cammalleri also scored for Calgary, which beat the Oilers 6-5 in a split-squad shootout later Saturday in Edmonton.

The Flames started veteran Joey MacDonald and in his half of work he stopped 10-of-11 shots. Finn Joni Ortio, 22, played the second half and was beaten twice on 10 shots.

Jason Labarbera, acquired in the summer to be Devan Dubnyk's back-up was perfect on 12 shots faced before giving way to Bachman halfway through the second period.

Notes: Calgary's third first-round pick this summer was Morgan Klimchuk but he's out with an abdominal injury ... Throughout the game, special recognition was paid to the thousands of contractors that helped get the Scotiabank Saddledome game-ready after the June flood. Contractors involved in the repairs were given tickets to the game. ... Playing left wing with Sam Gagner and Jordan Eberle was Ryan Hamilton, 28, who has spent the past seven seasons in the AHL with the exception of 12 games he got into for the Maple Leafs the past two years. ... The only fight was between Calgary's Blair Jones and Edmonton's Travis Ewanyk. ... Edmonton was 1 for 3 on the power play while Calgary was 0 for 3.

Ducks Hold Intrasquad Scrimmage on Day 3 of Training Camp
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By Kyle Shohara

 AnaheimDucks.com 

A capacity crowd was on hand to watch the Ducks hold an intrasquad scrimmage at THE RINKS – Anaheim ICE on Friday afternoon.

Team Black and Team White battled in a spirited two-period contest that eventually fell in favor of Black, which got the game-winning goal off the stick of Peter Holland.

Patrick Maroon, Charlie Sarault, Jakob Silfverberg and Ben Lovejoy scored for White. Kyle Palmieri, Andrew Cogliano, Matt Beleskey, Alex Grant and Holland found the net for Black.

“Pretty fast paced,” said Devante Smith-Pelly (Team White) of the action. “It was fun, it was good. I thought all the guys played pretty good.”

Smith-Pelly is one of many Ducks vying for a roster spot, and he knows he needs to bring his best throughout camp. “I thought I did well,” he said of his play today. “I played how I had to. Played physical. Playing with Winnie [Daniel Winnik] and Patty [Patrick Maroon], two other guys who like to play how I play down low. I thought we did a good job today.

“I like playing with guys who are similar to me, and I know exactly where to go. And when I have the puck, they know exactly where to go, too. It’s pretty simple. All pretty strong guys who like to play down low.”

The trio of Selanne, Silfverberg and Bonino has gelled so far during training camp.

CHEMISTRY DEVELOPING?

 For the second consecutive day, the trio of Silfverberg, Nick Bonino and Teemu Selanne skated together, and they looked dangerous throughout the scrimmage. The line converted on a goal when Silfverberg outwaited John Gibson to bury a rebound right outside the crease. Could this line still be intact come opening night?

“I have an idea of what I want to see, and I’m going to allow that to take shape,” said head coach Bruce Boudreau. “Not everybody’s going to play in the same preseason game, so lines will have to be changed at that point. But at practice, I like to keep the top-18 forwards or 16 forwards the same.”

Bonino said his line began skating together before the start of training camp.

“We both came in a little early, so I was able to play with him a lot last week,” said Bonino, on Silfverberg. “And me, "T" [Selanne] and him all wore the same jersey and tried to get a little chemistry going. [Silfverberg’s] a good player. He’s got a great shot and he’s really responsible in the D zone, which is nice. Playing with those two is a lot of fun, and I hope it can continue.

“It’s early, and I know “T” and I know each other a little bit, but when you get a smart player like Jakob in there, it shouldn’t take long to mesh,” said Bonino. “We’re comfortable with where each other is. It’s been good so far.”

Boudreau, on Silfverberg’s goal: “His quickness, for him to get from the corner to the front of the net for that rebound before anybody else, and have the intelligence to hold onto it for an extra second for his goal, I thought was really good.

“When [you’re looking for] potential fits, that was a fit. Teemu likes playing with Bonino. There’s your second line, and you’re looking for that other guy to come in. Silfverberg can play the left side, so we’ll start with him there.”

ON-ICE SESSIONS CONTINUE TOMORROW AND SUNDAY

 The Ducks will take the ice at 10 a.m. and follow with a 12 p.m. scrimmage tomorrow and Sunday. All times are tentative, so fans are encouraged to visit AnaheimDucks.com for updates. The remainder of the club’s practice schedule will be announced at a later date.

Saturday, Sept. 14: Practice 10 a.m. - 11:15 a.m.; Scrimmage: 12 p.m.

 Sunday, Sept. 15: Practice 10 a.m. - 11:15 a.m.; Scrimmage: 12 p.m.

 Monday, Sept. 16: Anaheim vs. Phoenix, 7 p.m. at Honda Center

 Tuesday, Sept. 17: Anaheim vs. Los Angeles, 7 p.m. at Honda Center

 Wednesday, Sept. 18: Anaheim at Colorado, 6 p.m. PDT at Pepsi Center

THE RINKS - Anaheim ICE presented by Honda is located at 300 West Lincoln Avenue in Anaheim (one mile east of the 5 freeway off the Lincoln Ave. exit). Parking is available in two separate structures adjacent to the facility.
Offseason Knee Surgery Doesn't Keep Beauchemin Away From Camp's First Day
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“My knee felt pretty good after the first session, so I just decided to stay for a little extra and see how I felt,” Beauchemin said matter-of-factly. “It’s just more ice time and getting the tempo and the rhythm going.” 

By Adam Brady

 AnaheimDucks.com

 Less than four months after having reconstructive surgery to repair a torn ACL in his right knee, there was Francois Beauchemin on skates with the rest of the Ducks for the first day of on-ice training camp. 

 That in itself was impressive, but it became astonishing when the group of exhausted players who skated in the day’s second one-hour session headed to the locker room – and Beauchemin stayed out there for another go-round. (Every other player took part in just one session for the day.)

“My knee felt pretty good after the first session, so I just decided to stay for a little extra and see how I felt,” Beauchemin said matter-of-factly. “It’s just more ice time and getting the tempo and the rhythm going.”

Ducks coach Bruce Boudreau just shook his head when he saw the 33-year-old Beauchemin out there for the next session. “That was on his own,” Boudreau said afterward. “It’s a testament to him that he’s even doing anything at this stage. But again, he’s been told by the doctors that he knows his body very well and he can do what he wants.” 

The extra skating Boudreau could accept. What he couldn’t abide by was the moment when Beauchemin -- who has been asked to avoid contact in practice for the time being – stopped Emerson Etem in his tracks with a hip check during one-on-one drills. 

“When I hit Emerson, I’m not supposed to do contact, so [Bruce] said, ‘Okay, back off. Back off.’”

Then he smiled and added, “But I wasn’t just going to let him beat me wide.” 

It’s yet another testament to Beauchemin’s toughness, something that has been a hallmark of his career in the NHL – notably last year when he had arguably his best season. The 33-year-old defenseman appeared in all 48 games for the Ducks in 2012-13, earning 24 points and a +19 rating, earning second team All-NHL honors. 

 He injured his knee in an early April game against Dallas at Honda Center, but played through it for another month and a half – including the rest of the regular season and a grueling seven-game playoff series with Detroit. 

 That’s partly why he was surprised when he was told by a doctor that it was a torn ACL, the same injury he suffered on the other knee in November of 2008 (which kept him out 4 ½ months). 

“Today was the first real day with the guys. You can skate as much as you want by yourself, but you’re not really pushing it until you practice with the team. What we did today was good, and I’ll just go day to day and see how it feels. Hopefully there will be no setbacks and I’ll just keep pushing." 

“This wasn’t like the last time,” he said. “Last time I felt a sharp pain right away and I couldn’t put any weight on my leg. This time it was a little different. It was 90 percent torn, so the 10 percent I had left was enough to keep playing and keep my knee strong enough. The doctor asked me about it and I said, ‘No, it feels fine.’ It was just sore doing the full extension, so I just never thought the ACL was damaged like that. “

He spent the entire summer rehabbing the knee in Orange County and back home in Montreal with a goal that hasn’t wavered since – to be ready to play in time for Anaheim’s opening game on October 2. 

“Yeah, that’s my goal,” he said. “Today was the first real day with the guys. You can skate as much as you want by yourself, but you’re not really pushing it until you practice with the team. What we did today was good, and I’ll just go day to day and see how it feels. Hopefully there will be no setbacks and I’ll just keep pushing. 

“I’m right where I wanted to be. That’s the same timing I’ve pretty much had when I hurt my other knee. I came back playing in 4 ½ months, and I think I’m right on time to do that now.”

All of it leaves Boudreau pleasantly surprised. “Goodness, it’s a six-month injury and it’s just over 3 ½ months since the surgery,” he said. “I’d say he’s way ahead [of schedule]. We want to make sure we don’t push it too much. If Beau had his way, he’d be playing on Monday. But we’ve got to do things a little slower. You love it when you have a leader like him out there, but you’ve got to pull in the reins a little bit.”

The Ducks start scrimmages tomorrow, and Beauchemin does not plan to take part for now. “I’m gonna take it day by day,” he said. “I don’t know how it’s going to feel tomorrow. It might be a little bit sore and I’ll have to back off a bit. If it feels good, I’ll just keep going.

“I know my body. I know how I feel. When I feel strong enough, I can start pushing it and be confident I can play physical again.” 

Ducks Skate in First On-Ice Session of Training Camp
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Jakob Silfverberg skated on a line with Nick Bonino and Teemu Selanne during the first on-ice session of training camp. 

 CLICK HERE FOR MORE PHOTOS FROM DAY 2 

By Kyle Shohara

 AnaheimDucks.com 

The Ducks began their first on-ice portion of training camp today at THE RINKS – Anaheim ICE, as three separate sessions were held at the team’s practice facility.

Fans in attendance got their first glimpse of the team, including offseason acquisition Jakob Silfverberg, who skated on a line with Teemu Selanne and Nick Bonino.

“It was a pretty tough practice, but at the same point it was a lot of fun,” said Silfverberg. “You get to meet a lot of guys and watch and learn. So far, it’s a lot of fun.”

The 22-year-old begins his second NHL season after a successful rookie campaign in Ottawa, where he tallied 10 goals and 19 points with a +9 rating in 48 games. He also added four points (2g/2a) in 10 playoff games.

Silfverberg is close friends with goaltender Viktor Fasth and said he’s gotten to know a lot of the guys during his time here, his first venture to Southern California.

“I gotta say, it’s amazing,” he said. “The weather is so nice and the people here seem super nice, too. So far, I’ve enjoyed it a lot and I hope it gets better from here.”

Head coach Bruce Boudreau was impressed with Silfverberg early on, saying, “He looks like he’s going to be a good player. His skating stride is so nice and when he gets the puck, he’s off. I haven’t talked to Bones [Bonino] or Teemu, but quite frankly, I think they enjoy playing with him.”

PENNER SKATES WITH FAMILIAR FACES

 As expected, Dustin Penner skated on a line with Ryan Getzlaf and Corey Perry during the first on-ice session of the day. The trio last played on a line together during Anaheim’s 2007 Stanley Cup championship season, and Penner said he enjoyed the moment.

“It was a lot of fun to be out there with those guys again,” he said. “It’s déjà vu. I keep noticing things like that over and over again. The guys, the atmosphere, and just being here at Anaheim Ice. We were even looking at pictures from eight or nine years ago from the guys who were here.”

Penner, who’s known for his sense of humor, said it was his mother who “led the charge” for him to get number 17. “She didn’t want to change the number on the jersey she had at home,” he said.

On his offseason training, Penner said he did a lot of yoga to help with his flexibility. “As you get older, keeping your flexibility and range of motion is important to stave off injuries. You can have more of a push, as far as in the corners and maintaining it. I focused more on the flexibility part and keeping [my] body healthy.”

Perry hopes the trio can regain the chemistry that made them so lethal some six years ago. “It’s going to be good,” he said. “Hopefully we can get back to where we were when he was here. We were a dominant line. Once he gets going, there aren’t too many guys who can stop him with that big body.”

SOMETHING TO PROVE

 Ducks defenseman Cam Fowler enters his fourth NHL season and comes into camp ready to take the next step in his career. Fortunately for Fowler, he has guys like Selanne who push him early on.

“Those guys, especially ‘T’ [Selanne], he always comes out in great condition and he’s one of the fastest guys out there,” Fowler said. “He pushes us young guys and makes it challenging for us, which gets us prepared for the year.”

Adds Fowler, “I’m trying to continue to grow every day as a player. I’m not a rookie anymore. I’ve been here for three years now, and I know my teammates and coaches rely on me.

“And also with it being an Olympic year, I need to prove I’m a top-caliber player to try and represent my country. If that’s not motivation, then I don’t know what is.”

SPEED, SPEED, SPEED

 The line combination of Andrew Cogliano, Saku Koivu and Emerson Etem had defensemen at their mercy during their on-ice session this afternoon, and Boudreau was impressed with what he saw.

“I’ve got to believe the speed of those guys is going to create a little bit of havoc with anybody they play against, because they play with enthusiasm all the time as well,” he said, though he noted it’s still very early in training camp. “They were going around the [defensemen] where the other groups weren’t able to. It’s what you see right now, but I was impressed with them.”

ON-ICE SESSIONS CONTINUE TOMORROW, WEEKEND

 From Friday, Sept. 13 through Sunday, Sept. 15, the team will take the ice at 10 a.m. and follow with a 12 p.m. scrimmage each day. All times are tentative, so fans are encouraged to visit AnaheimDucks.com for updates. The remainder of the club’s practice schedule will be announced at a later date.

Friday, Sept. 13: Practice 10 a.m. - 11:15 a.m.; Scrimmage: 12 p.m.

Saturday, Sept. 14: Practice 10 a.m. - 11:15 a.m.; Scrimmage: 12 p.m.

Sunday, Sept. 15: Practice 10 a.m. - 11:15 a.m.; Scrimmage: 12 p.m.

Monday, Sept. 16: Anaheim vs. Phoenix, 7 p.m. at Honda Center

Tuesday, Sept. 17: Anaheim vs. Los Angeles, 7 p.m. at Honda Center

Wednesday, Sept. 18: Anaheim at Colorado, 6 p.m. PDT at Pepsi Center

THE RINKS - Anaheim ICE presented by Honda is located at 300 West Lincoln Avenue in Anaheim (one mile east of the 5 freeway off the Lincoln Ave. exit). Parking is available in two separate structures adjacent to the facility.

Ducks Report for First Day of Training Camp
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Jakob Silfverberg (left) and Viktor Fasth pose for a photo on the first day of training camp.

 CLICK HERE FOR MORE PHOTOS 

By Kyle Shohara

 AnaheimDucks.com 

In a way, it was the unofficial start of Ducks season, and to many, it probably felt like the first day of school. Either way, the first official day of Ducks training camp is in the books, after players underwent various fitness and medical tests, as well as headshots and interview sessions at Honda Center.

The hallways of the lower level of the arena were filled with players trying to get from one destination to another as quickly as possible. Some found time to catch up with one another after a summer apart, while for others, today served as an opportunity to meet their new teammates.

“This is the day we start the new year,” said Teemu Selanne, who’s participating in his final training camp. “But it’s one of those days you don’t want to do very often.”

Selanne, who announced this would be his final year in this widely viewed and well-received video, says he’s relieved he made his decision early on.

“You can enjoy every day,” he said. “It was a good decision to say it right away [this being his final season], and just take advantage of every day and enjoy it. That’s a good thing.”

As Selanne begins his farewell season, some players, including Ducks captain Ryan Getzlaf, wonder aloud if this really is his final year. “He said that six years ago, five years ago, four years ago,” Getzlaf said. “I’ll believe it when he stops coming to the rink on this day.”

UNFINISHED BUSINESS

 Many Ducks players were seen today wearing provided t-shirts with the words Unfinished Business on the back. Players alluded to it during their exit interviews after last season’s first-round loss to the Red Wings, and the mentality has carried over into training camp.

“Quite frankly, we have higher aspirations than making the playoffs,” said head coach Bruce Boudreau. “I don’t make that sound as a cocky thing, but our goal is to win here.

“We want our fans to know that, so I want it to remind these guys, ‘Don’t be satisfied with what you’ve done in the past.’ We want to push forward and do better. And thusly, unfinished business is, well, it is what it is.”

When asked if this applies to players who were not a part of last year’s team, Boudreau said, “It’s like adopting a child. You’re part of the family, so it’s unfinished business for them.

“Dustin [Penner] didn’t finish what he started out to do last year, and [Jakob] Silfverberg didn’t, as well. And none of the other guys I know played on the Chicago Blackhawks. It’s unfinished business for all of us.”

Selanne echoed similar thoughts. “We all feel we have a great team here,” he said. “Last year, the way we played during the regular season was so much fun. And now when I look back, maybe it was too easy. It wasn’t easy, easy, but it was way easier than before. Maybe we just couldn’t take the next step in the playoffs. That’s why we all feel there’s unfinished business here.”

Adds Selanne, “Hopefully we all remember how disappointed we were after the last game last season. I think that team is going to help us this year. We all have a good feeling about this one. A lot of hard work ahead, but we’re here together and we have to push each other. Usually good things happen when you have a good group.”

REUNITED

 The rookie line of the 2007 Stanley Cup champion Ducks is back together, and the trio of Penner, Getzlaf and Corey Perry hope to find the same chemistry that made them so dangerous six years ago.

Getzlaf said he talked to Ducks GM Bob Murray “a lot” and also with Boudreau about bringing Penner back to the Ducks. “One mindset that we came out of our meetings, at the end, was we were hoping to find a winger that could stay with us consistently, where we could develop that chemistry,” he said. “Dustin is one of my good friends. Last time he was here, he was energetic and excited to be here every day, and loved playing with us. And that was our mindset going out and getting him.”

Said Penner, “I’m pretty excited. It feels like home. When you start with a team, I think you always want to go back, especially in my case with the way I left.”

A lot can change in six years, and Penner took a tongue-in-cheek approach to making them known. “A few things have changed,” he said. “Perry has some chest hair now, Getzy has lot a little bit.

“It’s nice to be able to see them every day, because it’s a different type of friendship when you’re practicing every day and working out together, than it is just on the phone or through text. It’s a really nice feeling coming back here.”

ADDITIONAL TRAINING CAMP INFORMATION

 The Ducks’ first on-ice session will be held tomorrow at Anaheim ICE beginning at 9:45 a.m.

From Friday, Sept. 13 through Sunday, Sept. 15, the team will take the ice at 10 a.m. and follow with a 12 p.m. scrimmage each day. All times are tentative, so fans are encouraged to visit AnaheimDucks.com for updates. The remainder of the club’s practice schedule will be announced at a later date.

Thursday, Sept. 12: Practice 9:45 a.m. - 10:45 a.m.; 11 a.m. - 12 p.m.; 12:45 p.m. - 1:45 p.m.

Friday, Sept. 13: Practice 10 a.m. - 11:15 a.m.; Scrimmage: 12 p.m.

Saturday, Sept. 14: Practice 10 a.m. - 11:15 a.m.; Scrimmage: 12 p.m.

Sunday, Sept. 15: Practice 10 a.m. - 11:15 a.m.; Scrimmage: 12 p.m.

Monday, Sept. 16: Anaheim vs. Phoenix, 7 p.m. at Honda Center

Tuesday, Sept. 17: Anaheim vs. Los Angeles, 7 p.m. at Honda Center

Wednesday, Sept. 18: Anaheim at Colorado, 6 p.m. PDT at Pepsi Center

THE RINKS-Anaheim ICE presented by Honda is located at 300 West Lincoln Avenue in Anaheim (one mile east of the 5 freeway off the Lincoln Ave. exit). Parking is available in two separate structures adjacent to the facility.

Ducks Prospects Edged by Kings 3-2 in SoCal Hockey Futures Game in El Segundo
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It was a typical physical Ducks-Kings affair that saw eight fighting majors and 64 combined penalty minutes. 

MORE PHOTOS 

By Adam Brady

 AnaheimDucks.com

 A late rally by the Ducks prospects fell just short as they were edged 3-2 in the second SoCal Hockey Futures Game in front of a packed house at Toyota Sports Center in El Segundo. 

The Ducks scored the only goal of the third period to pull within one, but LA held on late to sweep the two-game series.

It was a much different atmosphere from Saturday night's first stanza of the two-game series, a 6-1 Kings victory in front of more than 7,500 at Honda Center. The Toyota Sports Center (the practice facility for the Kings) seats around 500, but the fans remained just as enthusiastic in what was a physical affair from the start. (The first period saw two fights and 26 combined penalty minutes alone, and there were 20 penalties total on the night.)

 "As far as hits go, we saw a lot of fights and that’s kind of what happens in these games," said Chris Wagner, who scored Anaheim's first goal. "I think we definitely matched their physicality and it kind of showed out there. We were able to get pucks in deep and bang their defense."

The Kings got on the board first, late in the opening period, as defenseman Alex Roach connected on the power play. LA took that 1-0 lead into the intermission, despite being outshot by the Ducks, 15-3.

The Kings got two more in the second, as Jordan Weal banked one off the back of Ducks starting netminder John Gibson. Almost five minutes later, Nick Shore snuck a shot through Gibson's pads from the right circle.

"I had a couple of mistakes," said Gibson, who did not play in the first game of the series, "but I’m going to learn from it and get better."

 Anaheim came back with its first strike halfway through the second, as Wagner tipped through a Steven Whitney point shot.

 "We started off really well again," said Wagner, who played in both games of the series. "We had a good first [period]. We got the puck in deep. They got a few bounces and then we fought back from a 3-0 lead, and you can’t ask for much more in terms of determination and effort. We can definitely learn from this."

The Ducks made it 3-2 late in the third, as Whitney redirected a Brent Andrews pass with just under four minutes remaining.

But the Kings held on down the stretch, notably when the Ducks sent goalie Igor Bobkov to the bench for an extra attacker with a minute and a half left.

"As a team, we always want to get a win," Whitney said. "It hurts to lose two in a row against the same team. We came back a lot stronger this time around, and we played well. They got a couple power play goals and we couldn’t get the job done."

 The game marks the end of Ducks rookie camp, though many of these players will remain in Anaheim for regular Ducks training camp, which begins Wednesday. The first on-ice day is Thursday morning at Anaheim Ice and is open to the public.

ANAHEIM DUCKS 2013 TRAINING CAMP ROSTER

FORWARDS (33) Regular Season Playoffs Acquired

No. NAME HT WT POS S BIRTHPLACE D.O.B. 2012-13 CLUB GP G A PTS PIM GP G A PTS PIM

75 Brent Andrews 6-2 202 C L Charlottetown, P.E.I. 1/19/93 Halifax (QMJHL) 67 15 30 45 32 17 4 7 11 8 ATO

39 Matt Beleskey 6-0 206 LW L Windsor, Ontario 6/7/88 Anaheim (NHL) 42 8 5 13 56 7 2 1 3 2 ANA 4th rd., 112th in 2006

13 Nick Bonino 6-1 194 C L Hartford, Connecticut 4/20/88 Anaheim (NHL) 27 5 8 13 8 7 3 1 4 4 Trade (SJ 6th rd., 173rd in 2007)

76 Austin Carroll 6-3 216 RW R Scottsdale, Arizona 3/26/94 Victoria (WHL) 67 15 27 42 152 4 1 1 2 2 ATO

7 Andrew Cogliano 5-10 180 C/RW L Toronto, Ontario 6/14/87 Anaheim (NHL) 48 13 10 23 6 7 0 1 1 4 Trade (EDM 1st rd., 25th in 2005)

82 Joseph Cramarossa 6-0 192 C/LW L Toronto, Ontario 10/26/92 Belleville (OHL) 68 19 44 63 89 17 5 4 9 35 ANA 3rd rd., 65th in 2011

65 Emerson Etem 6-1 195 LW L Long Beach, California 6/16/92 Anaheim (NHL) 38 3 7 10 9 7 3 2 5 2 ANA 1st rd., 29th in 2010

Norfolk (AHL) 45 13 3 16 12 - - - - -

84 Max Friberg 5-11 195 C/LW R Skovde, Sweden 11/20/92 Timra (Sweden) 55 8 8 16 12 - - - - - ANA 5th rd., 143rd in 2011

Norfolk (AHL) 6 1 0 1 0 - - - - -

15 Ryan Getzlaf 6-4 211 C R Regina, Saskatchewan 5/10/85 Anaheim (NHL) 44 15 34 49 41 7 3 3 6 6 ANA 1st rd., 19th in 2003

74 Peter Holland 6-2 192 C L Toronto, Ontario 1/14/91 Norfolk (AHL) 45 19 20 39 68 - - - - - ANA 1st rd., 15th in 2009

Anaheim (NHL) 21 3 2 5 4 - - - - -

85 Ryan Horvat 6-0 194 LW L Simcoe, Ontario 2/9/93 Guelph (OHL) 58 10 19 29 69 5 0 0 0 6 ATO

83 Ross Johnston 6-4 224 LW L Charlottetown, P.E.I. 2/18/94 Moncton (QMJHL) 53 12 15 27 96 3 0 0 0 4 ATO

11 Saku Koivu 5-10 182 C L Turku, Finland 11/23/74 Anaheim (NHL) 47 8 19 27 18 7 1 2 3 6 FA (MTL 1st rd., 21st in 1993)

41 John Kurtz 6-2 210 LW L Windsor, Ontario 5/16/89 Norfolk (AHL) 59 3 5 8 103 - - - - - FA

49 Antoine Laganiere 6-4 190 C L Montreal, Quebec 7/5/90 Yale (ECAC) 37 15 14 29 58 - - - - - FA

62 Patrick Maroon 6-3 229 LW L St. Louis, Missouri 4/23/88 Norfolk (AHL) 64 26 24 50 139 - - - - - Trade (PHI 6th rd., 161st in 2007)

Anaheim (NHL) 13 2 1 3 10 - - - - -

63 John Mitchell 6-5 216 LW L Madison, Wisconsin 7/10/86 Norfolk (AHL) 61 10 4 14 48 - - - - - FA

64 Stefan Noesen 6-2 205 RW R Plano, Texas 2/12/93 Plymouth (OHL) 51 25 28 53 43 15 7 12 19 24 Trade (OTT 1st rd., 21st in 2011)

21 Kyle Palmieri 5-11 197 RW R Smithtown, New York 2/1/91 Anaheim (NHL) 42 10 11 21 9 7 3 2 5 4 ANA 1st rd., 26th in 2009

17 Dustin Penner 6-4 245 LW L Winkler, Manitoba 9/28/82 Los Angeles (NHL) 33 2 12 14 18 18 3 2 5 8 FA

10 Corey Perry 6-3 210 RW R Peterborough, Ontario 5/16/85 Anaheim (NHL) 44 15 21 36 72 7 0 2 2 4 ANA 1st rd., 28th in 2003

67 Rickard Rakell 6-0 199 C R Sundbyberg, Sweden 5/5/93 Anaheim (NHL) 4 0 0 0 0 - - - - - ANA 1st rd., 30th in 2011

Plymouth (OHL) 40 21 23 44 12 - - - - -

78 Charlie Sarault 5-11 181 C L Fournier, Ontario 2/20/92 Sarnia (OHL) 68 22 86 108 28 4 1 3 4 4 FA

Norfolk (AHL) 11 0 6 6 0 - - - - -

48 Maxime Sauve 6-2 184 LW L Tours, France 1/30/90 Providence (AHL) 52 10 13 23 24 - - - - - PTO

Rockford (AHL) 8 1 2 3 4 - - - - -

8 Teemu Selanne 6-0 198 RW R Helsinki, Finland 7/3/70 Anaheim (NHL) 46 12 12 24 28 7 1 2 3 6 FA (WPG 1st rd., 10th 1988)

33 Jakob Silfverberg 6-2 196 RW R Galve, Sweden 10/13/90 Ottawa (NHL) 48 10 9 19 12 10 2 2 4 2 Trade (OTT 2nd rd., 39th 2009)

Binghamton (AHL) 34 13 16 29 2 - - - - -

77 Devante Smith-Pelly 6-0 211 RW R Scarborough, Ontario 6/14/92 Norfolk (AHL) 65 14 18 32 65 - - - - - ANA 2nd rd., 42nd in 2010

Anaheim (NHL) 7 0 0 0 4 - - - - -

59 Nick Sorensen 6-1 175 RW R Holbak, Denmark 10/23/94 Quebec (QMJHL) 46 20 27 47 18 8 7 3 10 10 ANA 2nd rd., 45th in 2013

25 Brad Staubitz 6-1 203 RW R Edmonton, Alberta 7/28/84 Anaheim (NHL) 15 1 1 2 41 - - - - - FA

46 Zach Stortini 6-3 216 RW R Elliot Lake, Ontario 9/11/85 Hamilton (AHL) 73 2 4 6 241 - - - - - FA (EDM 3rd rd., 94th in 2003)

80 Chris Wagner 6-0 195 C/RW R Wellesley, Massachusetts 5/27/91 Norfolk (AHL) 70 8 13 21 65 - - - - - ANA 5th rd., 122nd in 2010

79 Steven Whitney 5-7 162 C/RW R Wakefield, Massachusetts 2/18/91 Boston College (H.E.) 38 26 19 45 54 - - - - - FA

Norfolk (AHL) 8 3 1 4 2 - - - - -

34 Daniel Winnik 6-2 213 LW L Toronto, Ontario 3/6/85 Anaheim (NHL) 48 6 13 19 16 7 0 1 1 7 FA (PHX 9th rd., 265th in 2004)

DEFENSEMEN (21) Regular Season Playoffs Acquired

No. NAME HT WT POS S BIRTHPLACE D.O.B. 2012-13 CLUB GP G A PTS PIM GP G A PTS PIM

55 Bryan Allen 6-5 229 D L Kingston, Ontario 8/21/80 Anaheim (NHL) 41 0 6 6 34 7 0 1 1 2 FA (VAN 1st rd., 4th in 1998)

23 Francois Beauchemin 6-1 207 D L Sorel, Quebec 6/4/80 Anaheim (NHL) 48 6 18 24 22 7 2 4 6 4 Trade (MTL 3rd rd., 75th in 1998)

81 Kyle Becker 6-4 200 D L Burnaby, British Columbia 1/24/94 Medicine Hat (WHL) 57 4 17 21 28 8 2 3 5 8 ATO

73 Mat Clark 6-3 225 D R Lakewood, Colorado 10/17/90 Norfolk (AHL) 71 1 9 10 79 - - - - - ANA 2nd rd., 37th in 2009

42 Kyle Cumiskey 5-10 185 D L Abbotsford, British Columbia 12/2/86 MODO (Sweden) 46 7 25 32 30 5 1 4 5 0 FA (COL 7th rd., 222nd in 2005)

Garnet Exelby 6-1 215 D L Craik, Saskatchewan 8/16/81 Providence (AHL) 52 2 7 9 95 12 0 2 2 31 PTO

28 Mark Fistric 6-3 231 D L Edmonton, Alberta 6/1/86 Edmonton (NHL) 25 0 6 6 32 - - - - - FA (DAL 1st rd., 28th in 2004)

4 Cam Fowler 6-1 196 D L Farmington Hills, Michigan 12/5/91 Anaheim (NHL) 37 1 10 11 4 7 0 3 3 0 ANA 1st rd., 12th in 2010

60 Kevin Gagne 5-8 176 D L Edmundston, New Brunswick 4/14/92 Saint John (QMJHL) 31 11 23 34 14 - - - - - FA

Rimouski (QMJHL) 31 6 31 37 22 6 1 1 2 0

Norfolk (AHL) 5 0 1 1 0 - - - - -

51 Alex Grant 6-3 200 D R Antigonish, Nova Scotia 1/20/89 Wilkes-Barre (AHL) 46 4 16 20 73 13 2 2 4 27 FA (PIT 4th rd., 118th in 2007)

57 Kenton Helgesen 6-3 185 D L Grand Prairie, Alberta 3/19/94 Calgary (WHL) 70 0 20 20 116 3 0 1 1 0 ANA 7th rd., 187th in 2012

47 Hampus Lindholm 6-3 195 D L Helsingborg, Sweden 1/20/94 Norfolk (AHL) 44 1 10 11 16 - - - - - ANA 1st rd., 6th in 2012

6 Ben Lovejoy 6-2 215 D R Canaan, New Hampshire 2/20/84 Anaheim (NHL) 32 0 10 10 29 7 0 2 2 0 Trade

Pittsburgh (NHL) 3 0 0 0 0 - - - - -

*54 Andrew O’Brien 6-4 208 D L Hamilton, Ontario 11/21/92 Rouyn-Noranda (QMJHL) 67 2 16 18 113 14 0 4 4 22 ANA 4th rd., 108th in 2012

5 Luca Sbisa 6-2 204 D L Ozieri, Italy 1/30/90 Anaheim (NHL) 41 1 7 8 23 5 0 0 0 4 Trade (PHI 1st rd., 19th in 2008)

*44 Sheldon Souray 6-4 237 D L Elk Point, Alberta 7/13/76 Anaheim (NHL) 44 7 10 17 52 6 0 1 1 4 FA (NJ 3rd rd., 71st in 1994)

53 Shea Theodore 6-2 182 D L Langley, British Columbia 8/3/95 Seattle (WHL) 71 19 31 50 32 7 0 2 2 4 ANA 1st rd., 26th in 2013

45 Sami Vatanen 5-10 169 D R Jyvaskyla, Finland 6/3/91 Norfolk (AHL) 62 9 36 45 44 - - - - - ANA 4th rd., 106th in 2009

Anaheim (NHL) 8 2 0 2 0 - - - - -

69 Stefan Warg 6-3 220 D R Stockholm, Sweden 2/6/90 Vasteras (Sweden) 52 4 15 19 40 - - - - - FA (ANA 5th rd., 143rd in 2008)

40 Nolan Yonkman 6-6 253 D R Punnichy, Saskatchewan 4/1/81 San Antonio (AHL) 71 0 7 7 93 - - - - - FA (WSH 2nd rd., 37th in 1999)

Florida (NHL) 7 0 0 0 11 - - - - -

52 Teigan Zahn 6-2 220 D L Regina, Saskatchewan 1/4/90 Stockton (ECHL) 34 5 8 13 68 - - - - - PTO

Oklahoma City (AHL) 5 0 1 1 4 - - - - -

GOALTENDERS (6) Regular Season Playoffs Acquired

No. NAME HT WT C BIRTHPLACE D.O.B. 2012-13 CLUB GP MIN W-L-OT SO GAA GP MIN W-L SO GAA

31 Frederik Andersen 6-4 220 L Herning, Denmark 10/2/89 Norfolk (AHL) 47 2685 24-18-1 4 2.19 - - - - - ANA 3rd rd., 87th in 2012

72 Igor Bobkov 6-6 230 L Surgut, Russia 1/2/91 Norfolk (AHL) 28 1570 11-17-0 2 3.13 - - - - - ANA 3rd rd., 76th in 2009

30 Viktor Fasth 6-0 186 L Kalix, Sweden 8/8/82 Anaheim (NHL) 25 1428 15-6-2 4 2.18 - - - - - FA

Norfolk (AHL) 3 183 1-2-0 0 1.96 - - - - -

36 John Gibson 6-3 226 L Pittsburgh, Pennsylvania 7/14/93 Kitchener (OHL) 27 1615 17-9-1 1 2.41 - - - - - ANA 2nd rd., 39th in 2011

Norfolk (AHL) 1 40 0-0 0 4.50 - - - - -

1 Jonas Hiller 6-2 192 R Felben Wellhausen, Switz. 2/12/82 Anaheim (NHL) 26 1498 15-6-4 1 2.36 7 439 3-4 1 2.46 FA

68 Etienne Marcoux 6-0 160 L Laval, Quebec 9/29/93 Blainville-Boisbriand 42 2,439 27-10-3 4 2.14 14 843 10-4 2 2.13 ATO

Ducks Prospects Face Rematch With Kings Tonight in El Segundo
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"This is going to be a big game tonight to prove to ourselves and the staff that we can play at the next level." 

 -- Chris Wagner

By Kyle Shohara

 AnaheimDucks.com 

Ducks prospects will look to bounce back when they face a rematch with Kings prospects in the second So Cal Hockey Futures Game tonight at 6 p.m. at the Toyota Sports Center in El Segundo. A very limited amount of tickets for tonight's game can be purchased upon entry at Toyota Sports Center for $5, with proceeds from the game benefitting the Los Angeles Junior Kings Hockey Club. The game will also be streamed live on LAKings.com.

A crowd of more than 7,500 saw the Kings roll to a 6-1 victory in the opening So Cal Hockey Futures Game last Saturday night at Honda Center. Young wingers Tanner Pearson and Andy Andreoff scored two goals apiece for the Kings.

The Ducks enter tonight’s game with a chip on their shoulder and one last chance to impress before main camp begins with on-ice work on Thursday.

“We’ve been watching a lot of video and we’re analyzing our mistakes,” Emerson Etem said after the morning skate. “We’re making sure it’s not going to happen again tonight. We looked at the positives and worked on the negative aspects of last night. We should be coming out on fire.”

There were instances during Saturday’s game when the Ducks appeared to make things too fancy, and Etem said sticking to simplicity is the key to success for tonight’s game.

“A huge part of our team is small, fast, and also gritty,” he said. “We need to get on their defense, we need to be first on the forecheck and make sure we’re finishing every check.”

Chris Wagner, Anaheim’s fifth-round pick in the 2010 NHL Draft, says he expects a hard, physical game between the two rival teams tonight. “We’ll have something to prove after a 6-1 loss,” he said. “These teams are rivals. We’ll definitely be physical and I think we can match their physicality. They were a little more physical than us last game.”

With main camp looming on the horizon and hopes of cracking the opening night roster, tonight’s game serves as a final opportunity for Ducks prospects to make an impression.

“I thought I had a pretty good game on Saturday, but I’m not exactly happy about it,” said Wagner. “This is going to be a big game tonight to prove to ourselves and the staff that we can play at the next level.”

Defenseman Hampus Lindholm says he feels good about his time at rookie camp, and is anxious to play more games. “I think I’ve been doing pretty good,” he said. “It’s going to be nice to get some games now and get into the heat here.”

And for Etem, it’s about keeping up with good habits on this last day of rookie camp. “Make sure the bad habits aren’t creeping into my game,” he said. “Especially offensively, make sure I’m coming hard off the changes and being first on the backcheck. Just little stuff like that, that makes good habits going into main camp.”

More Than 7,500 Watch Ducks Prospects Fall to Kings in SoCal Hockey Futures Game

Saturday, 09.07.2013 / 11:14 PM / News 
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Rakell scored the only Ducks goal on the night, flipping in a rebound in the first period. 

MORE PHOTOS

By Adam Brady

 AnaheimDucks.com 

Ducks fans clearly craving the return of hockey -- any hockey -- poured into Honda Center to see Anaheim prospects take on a team of Kings youngsters in tonight's So Cal Hockey Futures Game.

A crowd of more than 7,500 saw the Kings roll to a 6-1 victory on the strength of two goals apiece from wingers Tanner Pearson and Andy Andreoff.

Game tickets and parking were free to all fans, many of whom lined up outside Honda Center well before game time to secure the best seats.

Ducks 2011 first round pick Rickard Rakell opened the scoring 9:44 into the game, as the 20-year-old lifted in a rebound that leaked just in front of Kings goalie J.F. Beruba.

 "We had a good play in the neutral zone, Emmer [Emerson Etem] did a good move in the corner, and Stevie [Steven Whitney] shot it on net," Rakell said. "I just found the puck and it bounced right in front of me and the net was wide open.

 "I thought I had some good shifts, but I’m not happy with how the whole game played out. I think I have more to prove."

The Kings came roaring back after Rakell's goal, starting with the first of two Andy Andreoff goals with 6:19 left in the first, a wrist shot from the slot that beat Ducks netminder Frederik Andersen. Andreoff was taken in the third round of the 2011 draft by LA.

Pearson (taken by LA with the 30th pick of the 2012 draft) gave the Kings a 2-1 lead with a power-play goal four minutes into the second, deflecting a shot past Andersen.

Andersen (taken by Anaheim in the third round of the 2012 draft) had 25 saves on the night. "Personally, I thought it was nice getting some game action again," he said. "It’s been a long summer and everyone has worked hard to get back on the ice. The positive is we came out pretty good in the first period, and then I felt like we took our foot off the gas a little bit. They got the initiative and that’s what happened towards the end of the game, too."

 The young Kings all but put the game away with two early ones in the third. Just a half-minute into the period, Nicolas Deslauriers gave the Kings a two-goal lead with a shot that trickled through the pads of new Ducks goalie Igor Bobkov and just over the goal line.

Pearson tallied his second of the game soon afterward, beating Bobkov through the pads from the left circle.

With 4:19 left in the third, Andreoff picked off an errant pass and beat Bobkov from the slot to make it 5-1 Kings. LA added a sixth goal with 2:43 left, as Colin Miller took advantage of a lucky bounce off the glass and whipped it home.

 The Ducks did get a small victory after the game, edging the Kings in a prearranged shootout as Devante Smith-Pelly has the only goal with a nice backhander top shelf.

 "I thought it was pretty fast, coming from the Western [Hockey] League," said Ducks defenseman Shea Theodore, taken in the first round of last June's draft. "It was a pretty good pace, but I felt like I held up pretty well. It was good to get those first few shifts out of the way and get the flow of the game going."

Said Rakell about the crowd: "It was really fun to see. Even though L.A. scored a couple goals, they were still loud and cheered us on."

 The Ducks and Kings prospects will face off again two nights from now at the Kings' practice facility, the Toyota Sports Center in El Segundo (6 p.m. start).

 "A lot of these kids never played a pro game. To see them in front of 7,000 people, I thought it was a great experience for them," said Ducks coach Bruce Boudreau, who wasn't on the bench for the game as the team was led by the staff of AHL affiliate Norfolk. "It’s the first game for a lot of them putting a Ducks jersey on. Sometimes you practice and you think you’re doing well, and you realize the bar has got to be raised higher. They’ll be better the next game."

Rookie Camp Recap: Day 2

Players share their thoughts on tomorrow's SoCal Hockey Futures Game against the Kings

Friday, 09.06.2013 / 4:06 PM / News 
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"It's every kid's dream to put on one of those jerseys, even if it's in a little game against L.A. It's pretty big for me."

 -- Shea Theodore

By Kyle Shohara

 AnaheimDucks.com 

The second day of rookie camp has come to a close at Honda Center, and the attention now focuses on the SoCal Hockey Futures Game against the Los Angeles Kings prospects.

Tomorrow’s contest will be the first time many of Anaheim’s prospects have seen game action since the end of their respective seasons. And for some, it will become another instance where dream becomes reality.

“It’s our first game wearing a Ducks logo,” said a bright-eyed Shea Theodore after the second day of rookie camp. “It’s every kid’s dream to put on one of those jerseys, even if it’s in a little game against L.A. It’s pretty big for me.”

Theodore, who just turned 18 last month, was Anaheim’s 26th overall pick in last June’s NHL Draft and is coming off an impressive season with the Seattle Thunderbirds of the Western Hockey League. Theodore earned 50 points (19g/31a) in 71 games with the Thunderbirds last season, ranking eighth among all WHL defensemen in scoring, and second among team leaders in assists and third in points. Theodore also won gold with Team Canada at the 2012 Ivan Hlinka Memorial Tournament and registered five assists en route to gold at the 2013 Under-18 World Championship. He also won a gold medal with Team British Columbia at the 2011 Canada Winter Games.

“Experience,” he said, when asked what he’s hoping to take out of tomorrow’s game. “Take some notes from the veteran guys and just soak everything in. I hope it’s a good game.”

Joseph Cramarossa, Anaheim’s 65th overall pick in the 2011 NHL Draft, knows tomorrow’s game is an opportunity to take the next step in his development. “It’s just a chance to prove myself,” he said. “I worked hard this summer and had a good year last year. It’s time to make that step. I’m going to do what I can and see if they like what I’m showing out there. Everyone had a long, hard summer and it’ll be fun to see how it turns out tomorrow.”

Another player looking forward to tomorrow’s game is Devante Smith-Pelly, who has appeared in 56 career NHL games with the Ducks since being drafted in the second round (42nd overall) of the 2010 NHL Draft. Smith-Pelly appeared in 49 games with the Ducks in 2011-12, but only skated in seven games last season. He spent the majority of the 2012-13 season with the Ducks’ American Hockey League affiliate in Norfolk. Smith-Pelly knows this is the time to make his push for a roster spot.

“I’m trying to bust my way into the lineup, and it starts tomorrow,” he said. “I know everyone is thinking the same thing. You don’t want to get left behind, so you better be ready tomorrow.”

Much like teammate Emerson Etem, Smith-Pelly is using rookie camp as a way to get a head start on main camp next week. “No matter how much you skate at home, I highly doubt anyone is skating this intense. It’s good to get the rust off, it’s good to get the hands going, and just get ready right into camp.”

Additional info regarding tomorrow’s SoCal Hockey Futures Game at Honda Center

The game (and parking) will be free of charge to the general public, with doors opening at 5 p.m. (6 p.m. start time).

For those not able to attend the game, it will be streamed live in its entirety on AnaheimDucks.com.

Following the game (traditional three period, 60-minute contest), all players will participate in an autograph session inside Honda Center (for all fans). More details will be available closer to the game.

Rookie Camp Recap: Day 1

Thursday, 09.05.2013 / 5:34 PM / News 
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Emerson Etem says he's embracing his leadership role for the younger guys attending rookie camp.

By Kyle Shohara

 AnaheimDucks.com  

Fans longing for hockey found their fix this afternoon as the Ducks opened their first day of rookie camp inside Honda Center. Among those who took to the ice were former first-round draft picks Shea Theodore (2013), Hampus Lindholm (2012) and Rickard Rakell (2011), and offseason acquisition Stefan Noesen.

 CHECK OUT PHOTOS FROM DAY 1

Also on the ice was 21-year-old Emerson Etem, who says he’s embracing a leadership-type role during this camp.

“Being a leader, first and foremost,” he said, when asked what he’s looking forward to achieving during rookie camp. “I’m one of a couple guys here with some NHL experience. I think it’s up to us to show the guys who maybe have nerves heading into this, that we’re here to help.”

Etem is among a handful of Ducks who have NHL experience on their resumes, including Devante Smith-Pelly, who has 56 career NHL games under his belt.

“I like to joke around and have a good time,” Etem said. “I think they kind of gravitate to that, and it makes it easy for them to feel more comfortable.”

One of the reasons why Etem is excited about this camp is the opportunity to get him prepared for main camp next week. “Get the legs going, get the timing back, on the ice every day,” he said. “It’s very intense. You’re in game situations and you’re going over the systems again, so come main camp, you already have it down.”

As Etem noted, today was an opportunity to get the legs going and shake off any rust that may have stuck around from the summer.

“It’s been a while since I’ve skated here,” said World Junior Championship MVP and Gold Medalist John Gibson (drafted by Anaheim in the second round in 2011). “I’m just happy to be back out there and be with all the guys. We’re all just looking forward to getting some high quality play.”

Much like Etem, Gibson now finds himself in a mentoring-type role for the younger players attending camp. “You always want to help the rookies out in any way possible,” he said. “I’m still learning from those guys, too. I think everybody has something to learn, and we’re all trying to help each other out.”

A first-timer to rookie camp this year is Stefan Noesen, a hard-nosed physical forward who the Ducks acquired from the Senators in the offseason trade that sent Bobby Ryan to Ottawa. The 20-year-old picked up 25 goals and 53 points with a +7 rating and 53 PIM in 51 contests with the Plymouth Whalers (OHL) last season, including 19 points with a +15 rating in 15 postseason contests, ranking second on the club in points and plus/minus.

“Today was more of a tracking day,” he said. “We were backchecking a lot and working on getting up and down the ice. That’s what we need right now, to get back in game shape. Just being able to get on the ice and have an actual practice instead of sticks and pucks is good for us.”

Day 2 of rookie camp will be held tomorrow at Honda Center, with practice scheduled from 9:15 to 10:45 a.m. Admission is free, though the practice time is subject to change. Fans interested in attending should check AnaheimDucks.com for schedule updates.

ANAHEIM DUCKS 2013 ROOKIE CAMP ROSTER

FORWARDS (15) Regular Season Playoffs Acquired

No. NAME HT WT POS S BIRTHPLACE D.O.B. 2012-13 CLUB GP G A PTS PIM GP G A PTS PIM

75 Brent Andrews 6-2 202 C L Charlottetown, P.E.I. 1/19/93 Halifax (QMJHL) 67 15 30 45 32 17 4 7 11 8 ATO

76 Austin Carroll 6-3 216 RW R Scottsdale, Arizona 3/26/94 Victoria Royals (WHL) 67 15 27 42 152 4 1 1 2 2 ATO

82 Joseph Cramarossa 6-0 192 C L Toronto, Ontario 10/26/92 Belleville (OHL) 68 19 44 63 89 17 5 4 9 35 ANA 3rd rd., 65th in 2011

65 Emerson Etem 6-1 195 LW L Long Beach, California 6/16/92 Anaheim (NHL) 38 3 7 10 9 7 3 2 5 2 ANA 1st rd., 29th in 2010

Norfolk (AHL) 45 13 3 16 12 - - - - -

84 Max Friberg 5-11 195 C/LW R Skovde, Sweden 11/20/92 Timra (Sweden) 55 8 8 16 12 - - - - - ANA 5th rd., 143rd in 2011

Norfolk (AHL) 6 1 0 1 0 - - - - -

85 Ryan Horvat 6-0 194 LW L Simcoe, Ontario 2/9/93 Guelph (OHL) 58 10 19 29 69 5 0 0 0 6 ATO

83 Ross Johnston 6-4 224 LW L Charlottetown, P.E.I. 2/18/94 Victoriaville (QMJHL) 53 12 15 27 96 3 0 0 0 4 ATO

49 Antoine Laganiere 6-4 190 C L Montreal, Quebec 7/5/90 Yale (ECAC) 37 15 14 29 58 - - - - - FA

64 Stefan Noesen 6-2 205 RW R Plano, Texas 2/12/93 Plymouth (OHL) 51 25 28 53 43 15 7 12 19 24 Trade (OTT 1st rd., 21st in 2011)

67 Rickard Rakell 6-0 199 C R Sundbyberg, Sweden 5/5/93 Anaheim (NHL) 4 0 0 0 0 - - - - - ANA 1st rd., 30th in 2011

Plymouth (OHL) 40 21 23 44 12 - - - - -

78 Charlie Sarault 5-11 181 C L Fournier, Ontario 2/20/92 Sarnia (OHL) 68 22 86 108 28 4 1 3 4 4 FA

Norfolk (AHL) 11 0 6 6 0 - - - - -

77 Devante Smith-Pelly 6-0 211 RW R Scarborough, Ontario 6/14/92 Norfolk (AHL) 65 14 18 32 65 - - - - - ANA 2nd rd., 42nd in 2010

Anaheim (NHL) 7 0 0 0 0 - - - - -

59 Nick Sorensen 6-1 175 RW R Holbak, Denmark 10/23/94 Quebec (QMJHL) 46 20 27 47 18 8 7 3 10 10 ANA 2nd rd., 45th in 2013

80 Chris Wagner 6-0 195 C R Wellesley, Massachusetts 5/27/91 Norfolk (AHL) 70 8 13 21 65 - - - - - ANA 5th rd., 122nd in 2010

79 Steven Whitney 5-7 162 C R Boston, Massachusetts 2/18/91 Boston College (H.E.) 38 26 19 45 54 - - - - - FA

Norfolk (AHL) 8 3 1 4 2 - - - - -

DEFENSEMEN (9) Regular Season Playoffs Acquired

No. NAME HT WT POS S BIRTHPLACE D.O.B. 2012-13 CLUB GP G A PTS PIM GP G A PTS PIM

81 Kyle Becker 6-4 200 D L Burnaby, British Columbia 1/24/94 Medicine Hat (WHL) 57 4 17 21 28 8 2 3 5 8 ATO

60 Kevin Gagne 5-8 176 D L Edmundston, New Brunswick 4/14/92 Saint John (QMJHL) 31 11 23 34 14 - - - - - FA

Rimouski (QMJHL) 31 6 31 37 22 6 1 1 2 0

Norfolk (AHL) 5 0 1 1 0 - - - - -

57 Kenton Helgesen 6-3 185 D L Grand Prairie, Alberta 3/19/94 Calgary (WHL) 70 0 20 20 116 3 0 1 1 0 ANA 7th rd., 187th in 2012

47 Hampus Lindholm 6-3 195 D L Helsingborg, Sweden 1/20/94 Norfolk (AHL) 44 1 10 11 16 - - - - - ANA 1st rd., 6th in 2012

*54 Andrew O’Brien 6-4 208 D L Hamilton, Ontario 11/21/92 Rouyn-Noranda (QMJHL) 67 2 16 18 113 14 0 4 4 22 ANA 4th rd., 108th in 2012

53 Shea Theodore 6-2 182 D L Langley, British Columbia 8/3/95 Seattle (WHL) 71 19 31 50 32 7 0 2 2 4 ANA 1st rd., 26th in 2013

45 Sami Vatanen 5-10 169 D R Jyvaskyla, Finland 6/3/91 Norfolk (AHL) 62 9 36 45 44 - - - - - ANA 4th rd., 106th in 2009

Anaheim (NHL) 8 2 0 2 0 - - - - -

69 Stefan Warg 6-3 220 D R Stockholm, Sweden 2/6/90 Vasteras (Sweden) 52 4 15 19 40 - - - - - FA (ANA 5th rd., 143rd in 2008)

52 Teigan Zahn 6-2 220 D L Regina, Saskatchewan 1/4/90 Stockton (ECHL) 34 5 8 13 68 - - - - - FA

Oklahoma City (AHL) 5 0 1 1 4 - - - - -

GOALTENDERS (4) Regular Season Playoffs Acquired

No. NAME HT WT C BIRTHPLACE D.O.B. 2012-13 CLUB GP MIN W-L-OT SO GAA GP MIN W-L SO GAA

31 Frederik Andersen 6-4 220 L Herning, Denmark 10/2/89 Norfolk (AHL) 47 2685 24-18 4 2.19 - - - - - ANA 3rd rd., 87th in 2012

72 Igor Bobkov 6-6 230 L Surgut, Russia 1/2/91 Norfolk (AHL) 28 1570 11-17 2 3.13 - - - - - ANA 3rd rd., 76th in 2009

36 John Gibson 6-3 226 L Pittsburgh, Pennsylvania 7/14/93 Kitchener (OHL) 27 1615 17-9 1 2.41 - - - - - ANA 2nd rd., 39th in 2011

Norfolk (AHL) 1 40 0-0 0 4.50 - - - - -

68 Etienne Marcoux 6-0 160 L Laval, Quebec 9/29/93 Blainville-Boisbriand 42 2439 27-10-3 4 2.14 14 843 10-4 2 2.13 ATO

Competition Drives First Day of Camp

Thursday, 09.12.2013 / 4:00 PM / Tracking the Storm 
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 It’s not October yet, but hockey season is essentially underway, as the first day of Carolina Hurricanes training camp is in the books. 
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Two groups of skaters took to the PNC Arena ice on Thursday for 90-minute sessions, chalk full of intensity and battle, the underlying theme of camp.

“I thought [the energy] was really good, and that was the message from last night’s dinner: we want this to be a competitive camp, and we want guys to earn their spots,” said Canes head coach Kirk Muller, who finds himself at the helm of his first full training camp 105 games into his NHL head coaching career. “As a group, collectively, we want guys to push the buttons and learn to be a more competitive team to play against. I think both groups did a great job today.”

Group A: Team Eric

The first group hit the ice promptly at 9 a.m., and just a few drills into the session, bodies were banging in the corners and in front of the net thanks to a two-on-two scenario that emphasized net-front presence with guys constantly pushing, shoving, bumping and jockeying for position.

Eric Staal, who was giving his knee the first real test since suffering a third-degree MCL sprain at the World Championship in May, said he felt 100 percent.

“Guys were hitting me pretty good,” he said with a smile. “It felt good to hit and battle”

“Eric seemed confident this morning, and mentally, he looks like he’s ready to go,” Muller said.

On a particular rush during those two-on-two drills, Alex Semin skated into the zone, spun and dished a behind-the-back pass to Staal, who rung a shot off the post.

They’ve still got it.

“I felt like my chemistry with Alex and Jiri was still there,” Staal said. “It was a good day.”

Following a brief intermission past the midway point of the skate, the intensity ramped up with full-ice drills. Muller’s instructions were simple: hustle hard down the ice, and “bust to the bench,” as he barked.

“This is Kirk’s staff first training camp, so I’m trying to lead by example as far as what they want,” Staal said. “I think they’re going to go through training camp instilling a competitive spirit, a competitive attitude and an accountability to push each other to be better.”

The first session wrapped with one-on-one battle drills in the center faceoff ring, an intimate setting that resembled a Fight Club of sorts. And I just broke the first rule.

“Everyone’s going the first day of camp,” said defenseman Justin Faulk. “Everyone was in a pretty good mood and excited to get out there. I thought it was a pretty good pace for the first day.”

Notes from the first session: Khudobin on what it’s like joining a new team: “You’re changing teams, but the job is still the same: stopping the puck.” He said that in his six season in North America, he hasn’t a Russian teammate. Not being in the same room as Semin, he said it feels great to “talk a little bit in my own language.”

Team Eric (Group A) forward lines: Tlusty-E. Staal-Semin, Bowman-Nash-Dwyer, Terry-Welsh-Blanchard, Boychuk-Rask/Bro. Sutter-J. Staal

Team Eric (Group A) defensive pairings: Sekera-Faulk, Jordan-Bellemore, Lowe-Corrente, Levi-Biega

Team Eric (Group A) goaltenders: Khudobin, Peters

Group B: Team Jordan

Shortly after the stroke of noon, the second group hit the ice for the same set of drills as the first experienced. The skate was just as energetic and battle-driven as the first, if not a bit more vocal thanks to Kevin Westgarth and newcomer Mike Komisarek.

After injuring his shoulder in July during Prospects Development Camp, fifth-overall draft pick Elias Lindholm seemed to respond well to the physicality thrown his way on the first day of training camp.

Perhaps figuring into that is the fact that he got a couple games (and assists) under his belt in Traverse City at the end of the tournament.

“I haven’t played since March, so I think it was good for me [to play in Traverse City],” Lindholm said.

Though it’s still rather early to prognosticate how lines will shake out come opening night on Oct. 4, Lindholm skated on a line with Jeff Skinner and 36-year-old camp invitee Radek Dvorak.

“We figured we’d put them (Lindholm and Skinner) together now and see if there’s chemistry,” Muller said. “Today wasn’t much of a practice for those types of things, but as it goes along, we’ll see if the chemistry connects.”

After the 2012-13 season ended, Ruutu underwent a planned second surgery on his hip. He said after today’s skate that he felt good. Muller agreed.

“Ruutu was looking as strong, fresh and healthy that I’ve ever seen,” he said.

Notes from the second session: Nathan Gerbe did not skate today, and Muller said it will probably be a couple of days until he gets back on the ice due to personal reasons … Sergey Tolchinsky, who ripped through Traverse City with a tournament-best five goals and eight points, left the skate early. Muller said he got dinged up a bit at the tournament and pulled him off today as a precaution. Tolchinsky is day-to-day.

Team Jordan (Group B) forward lines: Ruutu-J. Staal-Dalpe, Skinner-Lindholm-Dvorak, McGinn-Bre. Sutter-Westgarth, Palushaj-Woods-Tolchinsky

Team Jordan (Group B) defensive pairings: Gleason-Komisarek, Harrison-Murphy, Carrick-Rissanen, Flood-Schmitz

Team Jordan (Group B) goaltenders: Ward, Murphy

What to Expect Moving Forward

Camp shifts to Raleigh Center Ice on Friday for a short scrimmage sandwiched between two practice sessions. Combined with the already-elevated intensity, the small ice at the team’s practice facility should make for a fun second day of camp.

“It’s going to be a competitive camp and an opportunity for guys to seize jobs That’s exciting, and that’s what you want,” Staal said. “You want to push each other and drive that competitive level up. That’s what we’re after.”

Canes Set for Training Camp

Wednesday, 09.11.2013 / 4:30 PM / Tracking the Storm 
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 It’s that time of year again. 
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After a shotgun training camp just nine months ago, the Carolina Hurricanes will skate back onto the ice for a much more traditional camp that will span three weeks and include six preseason games leading up to Opening Night against the Detroit Red Wings, a new Eastern Conference opponent, on Oct. 4.

The Hurricanes have invited 48 players – 27 forwards, 17 defensemen and four goaltenders – to camp, including 12 who skated with the team at the 2013 NHL Prospects Tournament in Traverse City, MI, and one invitee, veteran forward Radek Dvorak.

This will mark head coach Kirk Muller’s first proper training camp with the Canes, even though he’s already been the team’s bench boss for 105 games. If you ask him about it, he’s excited from a coaching perspective, but he’s more excited for the competition that should manifest itself among the 48 players.

“The area that we’re really focusing on a lot is the competitive level,” Muller said in a Wednesday interview. “We’re going to emphasize that a lot on the structure of our game for everyone on the ice. Competing to be a better and harder team to play against is what we’re after.”

Forwards

On Thursday, 27 forwards split among two groups will step onto the ice for the Canes. By October, that figure will be pared down by about half.

Aside from the top line of Eric Staal, Alexander Semin and Jiri Tlusty, a trio that combined for 135 points (54g, 81a) in the 2012-13 season, a number of forward slots are up for the taking.

Who will flank Jordan Staal on the second line? Who will center the third line? What will be the make-up of the fourth line?

At the conclusion of last season, Tuomo Ruutu and Jeff Skinner surrounded Staal on the second line, but heading into camp, the Canes could tinker with the idea of Skinner as a third-line winger.

“It’s not determined who’s going to play on the right side with Jordan Staal yet,” Muller said.

Drafted fifth overall in the 2013 NHL Draft, Elias Lindholm has been pegged as the team’s possible third-line center. A summer shoulder injury slowed him down, but he logged two assists in Carolina’s third Traverse City game just a week ago. Riley Nash handled center duties on the third line for the better half of last season.

“The third-line center, the opportunity is there,” Muller said.

With the departure of center Tim Brent and the glut of forwards pushing for a full-time spot on the roster, the fourth line appears to be the most wide-open of the bunch heading into training camp.

“What I think will be really interesting are guys battling for the fourth line,” Muller said. “There are a lot of guys, and that’s where I think it’s going to be a real competitive camp to see who’s going to fight for that fourth line.”

Defense

The Hurricanes received sobering news on the eve of on-ice camp activity: Joni Pitkanen, who suffered a devastating heel injury on April 2, will miss the 2013-14 season.

In Pitkanen, the Canes lose a top-four defenseman who has averaged over 22 minutes of ice time per game since the 2005-06 season.

Between Ryan Murphy, Brett Bellemore, Michal Jordan, Matt Corrente and Mark Flood – to name a handful – the competition for a full-time roster spot on the back-end is suddenly intruiging.

“We’ve got a lot of depth right now on our defense, and Pitkanen’s situation will open the door. We just have to experiment in camp,” Muller said. “There should be a lot of competition back there on the blue line.”

Pitkanen’s injury will also jumble the projected defensive pairings. Acquired in a draft-day trade with Buffalo, Andrej Sekera was penciled alongside Tim Gleason, with Pitkanen and Justin Faulk rounding out the top four.

The question remains of how the Canes plan to shore up the blue line in Pitkanen’s absence, whether through a trade, a free agent signing or by plugging in someone already in the system; this is something that will play out over the next few weeks.

Goaltending

After suffering a third-degree MCL sprain in early March, Cam Ward enters training camp healthy. Free agent signing Anton Khudobin figures to be the team’s back-up goaltender, as Justin Peters and Mike Murphy, re-signed after a brief stint in the KHL, round out the foursome of goaltenders in camp.

The 48 camp invites have been divided into two groups, and Khudobin and Peters are listed as the two goaltenders for Team Staal (Group A). This will be worth keeping an eye on as the first weeks of training camp unfold and the two battle it out for the back-up spot.

Preseason Schedule

The Hurricanes will play six preaseason games, including a slate of four straight games from Sept. 18-21. The team will play a home-and-home series with Columbus and Buffalo in addition to two games in Canada against Montreal.

“The first four games will be a lot of personnel evaluation,” Muller said. “It’s really about giving guys a fair opportunity to win themselves a job on the team.

“After that, we’ll cut it down, and the last two games will be pretty much our team and [will feature] a lot more structure to our system.”

New Rule

The NHL will experiment with hybrid icing in the preseason, and a vote from the Players Association at the end of the preseason could see it implemented for the 2013-14 regular season.

With hybrid icing, the linesman will blow the play dead if the defender is first to the faceoff dot (closest to the goal line). If the attacker beats the defender to the dot, play will continue as it does currently, and a tie, according to Elliotte Friedman, will go to the defender in an effort to curb risk of injury. In the case that play is blown dead but the puck does not cross the goal line, the ensuing faceoff will take place at center ice.

Canes Turn to Hainsey

Thursday, 09.12.2013 / 7:30 PM / Tracking the Storm 
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When the Carolina Hurricanes announced Wednesday that Joni Pitkanen would miss the 2013-14 season while he continues to recover from a broken heel bone, many wondered how the team would ease the loss of a veteran defenseman who regularly logged 22 minutes a game. 
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The Canes answered that question Thursday, signing Ron Hainsey to a one-year, $2 million contract.

“I’m very excited,” Hainsey said in a phone interview. “We’ve been talking since July 5, and this was my number one choice that I’d hoped would work out.”

Narrowing down his ideal targets, Hainsey said his number one priority was to find a team that he felt had a chance to win. The Canes fit that mold.

“You look at this team, and the players are certainly in place for us to do that,” he said.

In Hainsey, the Canes get a reliable, 32-year-old blue-liner who is a veteran of 10 seasons in the NHL. Hainsey has recorded 192 points (34g, 158a) in 591 games and has averaged more than 22 minutes of ice time per game in five of his last seven seasons.

A member of the Atlanta/Winnipeg franchise for the last five years, Hainsey has led his team in blocked shots in three of the last four seasons (ranked second in the other). Over that stretch, he has averaged over 144 blocked shots in a season, and, at well over 2.5 blocked shots per game in 2012-13, he was on pace to record over 214 blocks in an 82-game campaign.

“A lot of that comes off the penalty kill,” he said. “You’re going to block shots five-on-five, too, but my role on the penalty kill increased over the last three years.”

The Canes also get an old fan of the Hartford Whalers, as Hainsey grew up in Bolton, Connecticut, a small town due east of Hartford.

“My family had season tickets growing up, so I went to a ton of games,” he said.

American-born defensemen now account for two-thirds of the Canes’ expected opening night top six, as Hainsey joins Tim Gleason, Justin Faulk and Mike Komisarek, two of whom are somewhat familiar faces.

Hainsey said he and Komisarek played for the same teams a few times growing up in the Northeast; the two were also Montreal’s top draft picks in 2000 and 2001, as Hainsey was selected 13th overall in 2000 and Komisarek seventh the following year. Hainsey has skated with Gleason in international competition, including the World Junior Championship in the early 2000’s and also got to know Kevin Westgarth “quite a bit” during last year’s work stoppage, as both played a hands-on role with the Players Association.

Not to mention, he’s regularly faced the Hurricanes playing in the now-defunct Southeast Division.

“Playing against these guys six times a year for five years, you get to know some guys on the ice, too,” he said.

Now, Hainsey joins the Hurricanes. Making the southbound trek from Connecticut to Raleigh on Friday, he said he’ll skate with the team Saturday.

“[I’m looking forward to] just getting out there, getting together with my new teammates and getting ready for the season,” he said. “I think there’s a lot to be excited about with this group.”

Fiery Scrimmage Heats Up Camp on Day Two

Friday, 09.13.2013 / 3:45 PM / Tracking the Storm 
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 Carolina Hurricanes training camp shifted to Raleigh Center Ice, the team’s practice facility, on day two. With competition already running high, the smaller rink only served to magnify the swell of intensity. 
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Two group practices sandwiched an up-tempo, physical scrimmage, which was the highlight of the day and didn’t disappoint Canes head coach Kirk Muller.

“I’m very pleased. The competitive level was great,” he said. “We said there are jobs available, and we want you to go out and compete. The season started yesterday, not October 4. I was quite happy because I think a lot of guys got the message.”

Scrimmage

Before they can battle as one, they must battle against one another.

And that’s exactly how the first scrimmage of training camp played out Friday, as Group A (Team Eric) was pitted against Group B (Team Jordan) in a physical, fiery 40-minute intrasquad exhibition.

There were hits – like the one Jared Staal lay on Tim Gleason early in the match, to which Gleason responded with a friendly slash.

“I thought [Staal] set the whole tempo of the practice today,” Muller said.

There were scraps – like when cross-checks in front of the net turned into punches with Mike Komisarek and Nicolas Blanchard.

“A lot of these young guys run around with all this energy, and sometimes you’ve got to quiet them down a little bit,” Komisarek quipped. “It just sort of happens. It’s not like you wake up this morning and say, ‘You know, let’s try to grab someone and fight them right off the bat.’ It’s part of the game, and it happens.”

“Blanch is a guy who wants to try to make the team,” Muller said. “Mike is a new guy who is showing why we brought him in: he’s a great character guy.”

Later in the scrimmage, Brendan Woods crunched Jiri Tlusty along the near boards. A dazed Tlusty was wobbly on his feet and missed the rest of the skate but said he was fine as he left the ice; Muller said he should be back skating as early as Saturday.

“Hey, camp’s started. There are a lot of guys ready to go,” Muller said. “If I’m a player, I worked hard all summer, I trained in the gym all summer and I knew there was a job open right now, you’ve got to go out and show it.”

Shortly after the Tlusty hit, Matt Corrente settled the score with Woods in a quick scrap.

“I’ve been in some camps that people have said, ‘Hey, no fighting. Let’s just play.’ But you know what, that’s great if you’re at a certain level,” Muller said. “For me and the staff, we said we didn’t make the playoffs last year. We’ve got to get a more competitive group. We made some changes, and there are some guys in the system that are there.”

“The guys are sick and tired of working out and doing drills,” Komisarek said. “You just want to get into games and start battling, competing and playing. That’s just the build up of a long summer, and guys are showing that they’re ready.”

There were also goals – one aside to be exact, with Zac Dalpe and Drayson Bowman finding the back of the net – but the result didn’t carry much weight.

“I think everyone was really eager to get in there, start competing and battling and get in that game environment,” Komisarek said. “The scrimmage definitely brought out some intensity.”

“We’re not a team that made the playoffs or was in the Stanley Cup Final last year,” Muller said. “We don’t have our 20 set guys. We’re looking for guys that want to play a certain style and play hard. I thought the guys got the message, and they did it on the ice today.”

Group Practices

Each group practiced for around an hour on Friday with a similar set of drills that honed in on defensive zone positioning with battling in the corners and in front of the net.

Nathan Gerbe (personal) and Sergey Tolchinsky (day-to-day) didn’t skate with Group B but could be back on the ice at some point this weekend. Tlusty, who was shaken up in the scrimmage, didn’t skate in Group A’s practice afterward. With the exception of these missing players, lines were fluid from Thursday’s skate and will likely remain so through Sunday’s scrimmage.

What to Expect Moving Forward

Saturday’s slate, which sees the team back at PNC Arena, looks identical to today’s with the first group on the ice at 9 a.m., followed by a scrimmage and a second practice. The Caniac Carnival is Sunday, the highlight of which is the Red/White scrimmage set for 1 p.m.

“We’ve got a lot of work to do and a lot of decisions to make,” Muller said. “We’re not letting up. What we saw today, that was a start. But we want to see that again tomorrow.”

Joni Pitkanen to Miss 2013-14 Season

Defenseman suffered a major heel injury on April 2

Wednesday, 09.11.2013 / 2:20 PM / News 
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RALEIGH, NC – Jim Rutherford, President and General Manager of the National Hockey League’s Carolina Hurricanes, today announced that defenseman Joni Pitkanen will miss the entire 2013-14 season. 

Pitkanen, 29, suffered a broken left calcaneus (heel) bone on April 2 against Washington, and missed the Hurricanes’ final 13 games of the season. The 2013-14 season would have been his sixth with Carolina and 10th in the NHL. The Oulu, Finland, native has scored 57 goals and earned 225 assists in 535 career NHL regular-season games with Philadelphia, Edmonton and Carolina, since beginning his NHL career in 2003-04. Since the team’s relocation in 1997, Pitkanen (6’3”, 210 lbs.) ranks third among defensemen in assists (116) and points (140), tied for fourth among club defensemen in goals (240) and eighth among team blueliners in games played (266).

CAROLINA HURRICANES TRAINING CAMP ROSTER

As of Sept. 10, 2013

SKATERS

# Player Pos. Ht. Wt. Shoots Birthplace Birthdate Acquired 12-13 Team Lge. GP G-A-P PIM

4 SEKERA, Andrej D 6’0” 201 Left Bojnice, Slovakia 6/8/86 Trade w/BUF (6/13) Buffalo NHL 37 2-10-12 4

5 KOMISAREK, Mike D 6’4” 235 Right West Islip, NY 1/19/82 Free Agent (7/13) Toronto NHL 4 0-0-0 2

Toronto AHL 7 0-0-0 10

6 GLEASON, Tim D 6’0” 217 Left Clawson, MI 1/29/83 Trade w/LA (9/06) Carolina NHL 42 0-9-9 40

7 MURPHY, Ryan D 5’11” 185 Right Aurora, Ont. 3/31/93 Draft ’11 (1-12-1) Carolina NHL 4 0-0-0 2

Charlotte AHL 3 0-2-2 0

Kitchener OHL 54 10-38-48 34

8 WESTGARTH, Kevin RW 6’4” 234 Right Amherstburg, Ont. 2/7/84 Trade w/LA (1/13) Carolina NHL 31 2-2-4 45

11 STAAL, Jordan C 6’4” 220 Left Thunder Bay, Ont. 9/10/88 Trade w/ PIT (6/12) Carolina NHL 48 10-21-31 32

12 STAAL, Eric C 6’4” 205 Left Thunder Bay, Ont. 10/29/84 Draft ’03 (1-2-1) Carolina NHL 48 18-35-53 54

13 STAAL, Jared RW 6’4” 210 Right Thunder Bay, Ont. 8/21/90 Trade w/ PHX (5/10) Carolina NHL 2 0-0-0 2

Charlotte AHL 52 4-3-7 25

14 GERBE, Nathan LW 5’5” 178 Left Oxford, MI 7/24/87 Free Agent (7/13) Buffalo NHL 42 5-5-10 14

15 RUUTU, Tuomo W 6'0" 205 Left Vantaa, Finland 2/16/83 Trade w/ CHI (2/08) Carolina NHL 17 4-5-9 8

16 LINDHOLM, Elias C/RW 6’1” 192 Right Boden, Sweden 12/2/94 Draft ’13 (1-5-1) Brynas Sweden 48 11-19-30 2

18 DVORAK, Radek RW 6’2” 195 Right Tabor, Czech Republic 3/9/77 Camp Invitee Anaheim NHL 9 4-0-4 2

Davos Swiss 7 3-4-7 2

19 TLUSTY, Jiri LW 6’0” 209 Left Slany, Czech Republic 3/16/88 Trade w/ TOR (12/09) Carolina NHL 48 23-15-38 18

20 NASH, Riley C 6’1” 200 Right Consort, Alb. 5/9/89 Trade w/ EDM (6/10) Carolina NHL 32 4-5-9 8

Charlotte AHL 51 13-24-37 20

21 BOWMAN, Drayson LW 6’1” 195 Left Grand Rapids, MI 3/8/89 Draft ’07 (2-72-3) Carolina NHL 37 3-2-5 17

Charlotte AHL 37 14-8-22 21

22 DALPE, Zac RW 6’1” 195 Right Paris, Ont. 11/1/89 Draft ’08 (2-45-2) Carolina NHL 10 1-2-3 0

Charlotte AHL 54 21-21-42 12

23 WELSH, Jeremy C/LW 6’3” 210 Left Bayfield, Ont. 4/30/88 Free Agent (4/12) Carolina NHL 5 0-1-1 0

Charlotte AHL 69 14-12-26 16

25 PITKANEN, Joni D 6’3” 220 Left Oulu, Finland 9/19/83 Trade w/ EDM (7/08) Carolina NHL 22 1-8-9 12

27 FAULK, Justin D 6’0” 215 Right South St. Paul, MN 3/20/92 Draft ’10 (2-37-2) Carolina NHL 38 5-10-15 15

Charlotte AHL 31 5-19-24 16

28 SEMIN, Alexander RW 6’2” 209 Right Krasnojarsk, Russia 3/3/84 Free Agent (7/12) Carolina NHL 44 13-31-44 46

32 BOYCHUK, Zach C/W 5’10” 185 Left Airdrie, Alb. 10/4/89 Draft ’08 (1-14-1) Carolina NHL 1 0-0-0 0

Pittsburgh NHL 7 0-0-0 2

Nashville NHL 5 1-1-2 4

Charlotte AHL 49 23-20-43 16

33 FLOOD, Mark D 6’1” 195 Right Charlottetown, PEI 9/29/84 Free Agent (7/13) Yaroslavl KHL 52 1-5-6 25

37 PALUSHAJ, Aaron W 6’0” 187 Right Livonia, MI 9/7/89 Free Agent (7/13) Hamilton AHL 21 7-3-10 18

Colorado NHL 25 2-7-9 8

38 CORRENTE, Matt D 6’0” 205 Right Mississauga, Ont. 3/17/88 Free Agent (7/13) Albany AHL 11 0-2-2 32

39 DWYER, Patrick RW 5’11” 175 Right Spokane, WA 6/22/83 Free Agent (7/06) Carolina NHL 46 8-8-16 12

41 BIEGA, Danny D 6’0” 205 Right Montreal, Que. 9/29/91 Draft ’10 (4-67-3) Charlotte AHL 1 0-0-0 0

Harvard ECAC 32 2-9-11 43

42 SUTTER, Brett C/LW 6’0” 200 Left Viking, Alb. 6/2/87 Trade w/CGY (11/10) Carolina NHL 3 0-0-0 4

Charlotte AHL 70 19-29-48 62

44 HARRISON, Jay D 6’4” 220 Left Oshawa, Ont. 11/3/82 Free Agent (7/09) Carolina NHL 47 3-7-10 72

45 LOWE, Keegan D 6’2” 195 Left Greenwich, CT 3/29/93 Draft ’11 (3-73-3) Edmonton WHL 64 15-16-31 148

46 CARRICK, Trevor D 6’2” 180 Left Stouffville, Ont. 7/4/94 Draft ’12 (5-115-4) Mississauga OHL 56 10-21-31 56

47 JORDAN, Michal D 6’1” 195 Left Zlin, Czech Rep. 7/17/90 Draft ’08 (3-105-4) Carolina NHL 5 0-0-0 2

Charlotte AHL 54 6-10-16 22

48 SUTTER, Brody C 6’5” 203 Right Viking, Alb. 9/26/91 Draft ’11 (6-193-7) Charlotte AHL 23 3-2-5 13

Florida ECHL 37 8-8-16 13

49 RASK, Victor C 6’2” 200 Left Leksand, Sweden 3/1/93 Draft ’11 (2-42-2) Charlotte AHL 10 1-4-5 0

Calgary WHL 37 14-27-41 16

51 McGINN, Brock LW 5’11” 185 Left Fergus, Ont. 2/2/94 Draft. ’12 (2-47-2) Charlotte AHL 4 0-0-0 0

Guelph OHL 68 28-26-54 71

52 SHUGG, Justin RW 5’11” 185 Right Niagara Falls, Ont. 12/24/91 Draft ’10 (6-105-4) Charlotte AHL 39 7-14-21 10

Florida ECHL 19 11-11-22 20

53 SKINNER, Jeff LW 5’11” 200 Left Markham, Ont. 5/16/92 Draft ’10 (1-7-1) Carolina NHL 42 13-11-24 26

55 LEVI, Austin D 6’4” 212 Left Columbus, OH 2/16/92 Draft ’10 (5-85-3) Plymouth OHL 58 2-15-17 49

56 WOODS, Brendan LW/C 6’3” 215 Left Humboldt, Sask. 6/11/92 Draft ’12 (7-129-5) Wisconsin WCHA 41 5-7-12 47

58 TERRY, Chris LW 5’10” 195 Left Brampton, Ont. 4/7/89 Draft ’07 (4-132-5) Carolina NHL 3 1-0-1 0

Charlotte AHL 70 25-35-60 40

61 TOLCHINSKY, Sergey LW 5’8” 165 Left Moscow, Russia 2/3/95 Free Agent (8/13) Sault Ste. Marie OHL 62 26-25-51 12

62 RISSANEN, Rasmus D 6’3” 217 Left Kuopio, Finland 7/13/91 Draft ’09 (5-178-6) Charlotte AHL 61 0-9-9 84

64 SCHMITZ, Beau D 5’10” 195 Right Howell, MI 3/26/91 Free Agent (4/12) Charlotte AHL 21 4-6-10 18

Florida ECHL 50 0-8-8 31

72 BLANCHARD, Nicolas W 6’3” 205 Left Granby, Que. 5/31/87 Draft ’05 (8-192-6) Carolina NHL 9 0-0-0 20

Charlotte AHL 61 4-5-9 124

73 BELLEMORE, Brett D 6’4” 225 Right Windsor, Ont. 6/25/88 Draft ’07 (5-162-6) Carolina NHL 8 0-2-2 7

Charlotte AHL 68 2-11-13 87

GOALTENDERS

# Player Pos. Ht. Wt. Catch Birthplace Birthdate Acquired 12-13 Team Lge. GP W-L-OT GAA S%

30 WARD, Cam G 6’1” 185 Left Saskatoon, Sask. 2/29/84 Draft ’02 (1-25-1) Carolina NHL 17 9-6-1 2.84 .908

31 KHUDOBIN, Anton G 5’11” 203 Left Ust-Kamenogorsk, Kaz, 5/7/86 Free Agent (7/13) Boston NHL 14 9-4-1 2.32 .920

Atlant-Moscow KHL 26 6-14-4 2.96 .912

35 PETERS, Justin G 6’1” 210 Left Blyth, Ont. 8/30/86 Draft ’04 (2-38-2) Carolina NHL 19 4-11-1 3.46 .891

Charlotte AHL 37 22-12-1 2.29 .921

70 MURPHY, Mike G 5’11” 172 Left Kingston, Ont. 1/15/89 Draft ’08 (4-165-6) Charlotte AHL 1 0-1-0 5.04 .891

Spartak KHL 7 1-5-0 4.34 .877

TORONTO - Joe Colborne believes he is at last ready to be a regular in the NHL.

"But it's one thing to feel it and it's another thing to go out and show it," said the now 23-year-old prospective Leafs centre. "And I realize that."

Colborne has had a few cups of coffee with the big club in Toronto over the course of two-plus seasons in the organization – 16 career regular season games – but has yet to stick the landing for good. Inked to a one-year, one-way contract this past summer, he is staring hard at perhaps his final shot with the Leafs. With opportunity there for the taking, he knows no better time than the present to pronounce himself ready. 

"The only way you can do that is to come out and actually do it so that's what I'm happy to do, come out and prove to people that I'm an NHL player," Colborne said, acquired from Boston in the Tomas Kaberle trade of February 2011. "Doesn't mean anything if I think it, it has to be the coaching staff and the management."

With a first round pedigree (2008), Colborne has long had the raw potential to make an impact in the NHL, what with the lofty stature (listed at 6-foot-5) and offensive handiness to make any scout scribble furiously in a notebook. Thicker these days at 220 pounds and now boasting an improved arsenal which includes increased speed – following continued work with Leafs skating consultant Barb Underhill – and an obvious infusion of confidence, it's clear that Colborne is in position to put it all together.

"He looks like he's grown into his body a little bit more," observed Leafs coach Randy Carlyle. "He's a bigger man, thicker man. He seems more confident out there; he's handling the puck with more confidence. He's a young player trying to cut his teeth."

After tiptoeing into the Leafs lineup for Games 6 and 7 against the Bruins late last spring, Colborne returned home to Calgary this past summer where he could thankfully shoot pucks in the old barn with a clean bill of health. Memories of the previous summer still seem to sting. After he and the Marlies were thwarted by Norfolk in the Calder Cup Final in June, Colborne underwent wrist surgery that would force him to the sidelines for nearly all of the offseason. 

"In a word, it was frustrating," he recalled of the summer of 2012. "I felt like I was just spinning my wheels the whole time just sitting there. I couldn't do a lot of things. I couldn't be out shooting pucks in the old barn that we have out back that I've done since I was little. I couldn't get on the ice until a week before camp [started]. 

"I rode the crap out of the bike and that was about all I could do."

Forced to near-dormancy for most of the warmer months, Colborne arrived at Marlies training camp that fall with a swagger set at low, the effects of the wrist injury still lingering following an offseason seemingly wasted.

"My one arm was so much skinnier than the other," he recalled. 

In spite of the surgery, the wrist still gave him trouble. He had difficulty shooting the puck, the result a lost first half of one goal in 25 games. 

Then one night a scary hit rocked Colborne, one that "actually scared me pretty bad". There was a "big pop" and from it the lengthy Boston draft pick believed he'd reinjured the wrist. He returned to the bench in anger, slamming his stick to mark the frustration. "I kind of freaked out," he remembered with a grin.

But after about a minute's worth of time the sting was gone and Colborne realized that he could move the once tender zone of his wrist better than he had since the injury first occurred. The results followed. Over the final 37 games, Colborne would tally 12 goals and 32 points before joining the Leafs towards the end of the year.

"It was a tough situation," he reflected of the two-faced 2013 season, "but definitely something you learn from and I made sure I made up for it this summer."

This fall represents perhaps the best chance for Colborne to finally realize his NHL potential with opportunity there for the taking in the bottom half of the Leafs forward ranks. Failure to land a spot might spell the end for him in Toronto. Colborne now requires waivers to return to the AHL and considering his age and talent package, it's likely he would be lost to another club if they tried to pass him through to the Marlies.

"I just want to go out and show that I can work well in both ends," Colborne said, stressing the importance of proving his worth in the defensive zone under Carlyle. "It's finding the right balance that the coaching staff wants me to have and pretty much playing whatever role they tell me to do and I'll go out there and do it to the best of my ability. Just show that I can play in a defensive role if they want me and in an offensive role [too]."

"Anytime you have that kind of intangibles as far as size and skill and speed the sky's the limit," Carlyle noted. "It'll be up to him to continue to show growth and take the next step and it'll be us to provide him with the strong environment that he can do that."

Now is the time for Joe Colborne and he knows it.

"This year, knowing that I put in the work this summer I know I can come and I can handle the bag skates and I can handle all those other things," he said. "It's just now about going out there and making sure I go play the way I know I can."

Devils goalie Martin Brodeur responded to a personal challenge from David Clarkson during today’s morning skate by lining up three pucks about 10 feet from his goal crease and letting the right winger fire away.

“I challenged him because we don’t know the future. He actually challenged me,” Brodeur said of Clarkson. “He couldn’t put one in. He tried. It was not for lack of trying.”

Clarkson will become an unrestricted free agent in July. The Devils will try to re-sign him, but there may be enough interest from around the league to generate offers that convince him to sign somewhere else.

 There has long been speculation that his hometown Toronto Maple Leafs will be interested and cap space could be an issue for the Devils.

“I don’t know where I’ll be. I have no idea what will end up happening,” Clarkson told The Star-Ledger today. “There haven’t been any negotiations between Mr. (Lou) Lamoriello and my agent. I’ve had no decisions to make yet.”

Not yet, but that time is coming.

“I love playing here. My daughter is from here. I’ve loved my time here,” Clarkson pointed out. “What better situation could there be? I have a coach (Pete DeBoer) I’ve had since I was young who I believe, besides my father, has been the biggest part of my hockey career. And Mr. Lamoriello was the first GM to give me an opportunity.”

Like the Devils, Clarkson’s season hasn’t gone as he’d hoped.

 He scored 10 goals (with six assists) in the first 14 games, undoubtedly pushing his name near the top of some GMs’ wish list.

 But in the last 32 games, Clarkson has just four goals (with three assists). Between Feb. 16 and Mar. 13 he went 13 games without a goal. 

“There were 13 games there when I didn’t score. I wasn’t going to keep up that pace, but I would’ve liked to keep scoring and for the team to keep winning,” Clarkson said. “When a team is doing well, scoring is coming from everybody. When a team is not doing well, guys aren’t putting the puck in the net. That’s hockey. We went through a span where the puck wasn’t going in for a lot of us.”

Consequently, the Devils were eliminated from playoff contention by the Rangers last weekend.

“It’s been strange, starting with the shortened season and then with the ups and downs,” Clarkson said. “But like I’ve said to everybody, it’s not for lack of effort what’s gone on here lately.”

So what has the problem been? Losing Zach Parise in the offseason and injuries to Brodeur and Ilya Kovalchuk were major factors.

“It’s huge when you lose a guy like Zach. It’s obviously a dent in the lineup. Then Kovy gets hurt for a while and Marty gets hurt for a while. Those things add up,” Clarkson said.

 But it has now been two of three seasons in which the Devils have missed the postseason.

“Since I’ve been here we’ve always been one of the more competitive teams in this league, and that’s due to Mr. Lamoriello,” Clarkson said. “Every year he wants to compete. As a team we’re not happy with the situation we’re in. It’s not fun. All we can do as players is finish strong.”

The Devils were unable to convince Parise to come back. Losing Clarkson would be another loss and raise questions about where the team is headed.

“I have a lot of faith in Mr. Lamoriello. I believe we have a great locker room. We have a great core of guys,” he said. “We could be in a totally different situation. I think the true fans see how hard we’ve played. They’re behind us and know what we went through. These last 20 games have been hard to swallow.”

Seeing Clarkson walk as a free agent would be, perhaps, even worse. 
February 20, 2013

Update:Clarkson said his back feels better and will play Thursday against the Capitals, Tom Gulitti of the Bergen Record reports.

Analysis:Clarkson tweaked his back during Monday’s game, but it appears that he will be able to play through it going forward, although it’s unknown how it will affect his play. In 16 games this season, he has 16 points and a plus-4 rating.

February 19, 2013

Update:Clarkson is dealing with some upper back stiffness, Tom Gulitti of The Record reports. “Just stiff,” Clarkson said Tuesday on the heels of Monday’s loss to Ottawa. “I tweaked my back in that scrum yesterday and I’m just stiff.”

Analysis:That said, Clarkson — who has 16 points in 16 games to date — noted that he would have practiced Tuesday if there had been a session, adding that he will play Thursday against the Caps.

Islanders name Tavares 14th team captain

Monday, 09.09.2013 / 3:52 PM / News 

By Brian Compton 

18 

0 

0 

18 

Email 

Print

FARMINGDALE, N.Y. -- The lone benefit of finishing last in the NHL standings in 2008-09 was the New York Islanders' ability to select John Tavares with the No. 1 section at the 2009 NHL Draft.

With each passing season since, Tavares has gotten better. He was a Hart Trophy finalist last season, and he helped the Islanders return to the Stanley Cup Playoffs after a six-year hiatus. That's why it was no surprise when he was named the 14th captain in franchise history Monday during a press conference at Bethpage State Park.

"It's pretty special," said Tavares, who replaces Mark Streit as captain after the veteran defenseman was traded to the Philadelphia Flyers in June. "You understand the responsibility, but at the same time, I don't think too much will change. I'm not going to try and force anything. It's a great group and being here with the guys, it just feels like we're back to normal. So many familiar faces … a few new guys, but guys that are going to fit in really well. The group's really growing together nicely, so I don't think the feel or the atmosphere of our guys, or the naming of me captain, is going to change a whole lot.

"But it's a great honor, especially part of such a great team and organization like the Islanders."

Tavares, who will celebrate his 23rd birthday Sept. 20, has led the Islanders in scoring in each of his first four seasons in the NHL. In 291 games, he has 112 goals and 137 assists. He finished third in the League with 28 goals in 48 games last season, and had three goals and two assists in the New York's six-game loss to the Pittsburgh Penguins in the Eastern Conference Quarterfinals.

While his skill set is unquestioned, it's Tavares' work ethic that has allowed him to establish himself as one of the better players in the League at such an early age.

"He's always trying to take his game to the next level, and that gets contagious in a locker room," Islanders general manager Garth Snow said. "He's a perfect captain for our team and we're looking forward to getting the season started.

"From the day we drafted John we knew he had a high skill set and that he could dominate on the ice. It's been fun to see him take on a leadership role and I think people from the outside now recognize what a high-character person he is and what a leader he is. John's in a good spot with the 'C' because he has a lot of character people around him in that locker room."

Tavares attributed his early success in the League to veteran players such as Streit and Doug Weight, both former captains of the Islanders. Weight now is an assistant coach and a senior adviser to Snow.

"I think I've been pretty comfortable in my shoes," Tavares said. "I've learned a lot since Day 1, especially from Dougie and from Mark. They've become two great friends of mine. I've learned a lot from what they did as captains. I think I do lead more by example, but I think every year I've grown and become more vocal and comfortable within the locker room. I think that'll continue."

Ready to compete in the newly-formed Metropolitan Division, the Islanders are eager to build off their first playoff appearance since 2007. With young players such as Tavares, Travis Hamonic, Josh Bailey, Michael Grabner and Kyle Okposo already in place and more on the horizon (Ryan Strome, Griffin Reinhart and Ryan Pulock, to name a few), the worst seems to be behind a franchise that is two seasons away from moving into the state-of-the-art Barclays Center in Brooklyn.

"We're extremely bullish on where we stand now and in the future," Snow said. "It's nice to see. I know it was painful at times, but it's been worth the wait."

Follow Brian Compton on Twitter: @BComptonNHL

Author: Brian Compton | NHL.com Deputy Managing Editor
Reinhart Living up to Expectations

The 2012 fourth overall pick is making an impression in Rookie Camp

Sunday, 09.08.2013 / 5:09 PM / News 

By Corey Hersch 
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With a father who played in the NHL and an older brother who was an NHL draft pick two years before he was, Griffin Reinhart has the pedigree of a true hockey player. This season, the fourth overall pick in the 2012 Draft is hoping to continue to follow in his family’s footsteps.

Paul Reinhart had a very solid career as an NHLer, scoring 560 points in 648 games for the Atlanta/Calgary Flames and Vancouver Canucks from 1979 to 1990. Griffin’s older brother, Max, was drafted by the Flames in 2010 and played in 11 games for Calgary last season.

For the Islanders first-round pick (fourth overall) in 2012, being surrounded by hockey players was commonplace.

“For me, I don’t know anything different,” Reinhart said. “My dad played in the NHL, my uncle was drafted by the Maple Leafs and decided to go to college. For me, it’s just pretty normal and I wouldn’t know what it’s like without it.”

Reinhart, a highly-touted prospect coming into the draft, was part of an outstanding crop of draft-eligible Western Hockey League defensemen that year.

“I had talked to a lot of teams so I really had no idea where I was going to go.” Reinhart said. “Obviously it was a bit of a surprise but definitely a lot of excitement coming here.”

Following the draft, he returned to his junior team, the Edmonton Oil Kings for the 2012-13 season, unable to participate in NHL preseason activities due to the work stoppage.

“Last year was a little tough with the lockout,” Reinhart said. “So this year I’ll be able to really get a feel for where I’m at. I’m going to do everything I can to make this team.”

In three full WHL seasons, Reinhart has showcased his abilities both offensively and defenseively. He’s scored 90 points (26 goals, 64 assists) and has a plus-60 rating. He has also represented Canada on multiple occasions, including last season’s World Junior Championships.

Bridgeport Sound Tigers head coach Scott Pellerin, who has led drills all week, has been impressed with the way the North Vancouver, B.C. native has looked in his first Rookie Camp.

“I feel like he’s progressing and he’s moving the puck well,” Pellerin said. “He’s a really, really good skater. I’m real happy with his attention to detail and the way he’s been paying attention to our development staff.”

As a former NHL defenseman, Islanders Director of Player Development Eric Cairns has had his eyes on the blueliners all week. Like Pellerin, he likes what he sees from Reinhart.

“He looks really good,” Cairns said. “This summer, Griff took a step in his off-ice training and really put some good work in. He’s working hard on the little details of the game. He’s a smart defenseman who moves the puck very well and a big, tall guy with a long reach who can use that to defend.”

Pellerin likes that the Islanders have someone like Cairns on staff who can really be a mentor to the camp's defensemen, six of whom are still teenagers. Both coaches got a better look at Reinhart Sunday, the first day in which the players at camp took part in 5-on-5 play.

“He’s put a lot of hours in with our younger defensemen as far as going through the fundamentals and getting their habits down,” Pellerin said. “You can see that translating into Griffin’s play during practice time and especially today during the scrimmage.“

Reinhart and the 30 other players in attendance at Islanders Rookie Camp will continue to skate through Tuesday at Nassau Coliseum. Islanders Training camp will commence on Wednesday.

Rookies Take Part in Scrimmage

Day 3 of Islanders Rookie Camp gave players a taste of game action

Sunday, 09.08.2013 / 1:43 PM / News 

By Travis Betts 
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All 31 players were on the ice for a long practice Sunday, highlighted by the first game action of Islanders Rookie Camp. The players participated in drills from 10-11 a.m., then split up for a 40-minute scrimmage. The intrasquad game was broken down into three segments: A 20-minute 5-on-5, followed by 10 minutes of alternating 5-on-4s and finally 10 minutes of 4-on-4 play. Because of the high number of defensemen at camp, most of the blueliners rotated onto forward lines.

The blue team scored the only two goals of the morning, as goaltenders Parker Milner and Ken Reiter combined to shut the door against the orange team. Matt Donovan tipped in the first goal, directing a centering feed over Anders Nilsson’s shoulder. Toward the end of the session, Mike Keenan’s shot from the left side hit traffic on its way into the net, giving the blue side a two-goal cushion.

Aaron Ness

Aaron Ness (Photo: New York Islanders) 

On playing up front

 "I think all of us were pretty lost. It’s been a while since any of us have played forward. It’s fun every once in a while to mix it up a bit. The forwards get to see what we go through, and we get to see what they go through. It was good to get back in scrimmage shape too."

On getting ready for Islanders Training Camp

 "It’s an honor to go to any NHL camp. It’s going to be a big test for all of us. I think we’re all competing for spots. The play is going to be at a high level."

Anders Lee

On his summer

 "Summer has been real good. I spent a lot of time at school (Notre Dame), finishing up classes. I’ve still got a couple more credits to finish up, but I’ll take care of that next summer. I’ve been doing a lot of hard training there as well, getting ready for the upcoming season."

On the difference between offseason training for professional hockey vs. college hockey

 "You come into camp here in early September, and you’re expected to be in shape and ready to play some games. In the college season, you have six weeks from September to figure out yourself and find your hands. It moves things up a little bit, but that makes it all the more exciting. I’m looking forward to it."

On the long practices so far during rookie camp

 "You’re going to have two hour practices anywhere you are at the beginning of the year, so that’s nothing new. The intensity level is up there, and it’s something you’ve got to adjust to, but you work all summer to be ready for this."

Blue Team

Skaters

 18 Ryan Strome

 27 Anders Lee

 29 Brock Nelson

 33 Andrey Pedan

 43 Mike Halmo

 46 Matt Donovan

 48 Mike Dalhuisen

 50 Adam Pelech

 54 Greg Miller

 57 Marc Cantin

 58 Dallas Jackson

 63 Loic Leduc

 64 Joe Diamond

 70 Mike Keenan

Goaltenders

 30 Parker Milner

 35 Ken Reiter

Orange Team

Skaters

 6 Ryan Pulock

 8 Griffin Reinhart

 10 Alan Quine

 24 Kyle Burroughs

 28 Johan Sundstrom

 42 Scott Mayfield

 44 Calvin de Haan

 55 Aaron Ness

 56 John Persson

 61 Riley Wetmore

 62 Jesse Graham

 71 Victor Crus Rydberg

 72 Jason Clark

 77 Kirill Kabanov

Goaltender

 45 Anders Nilsson

Healthy de Haan a leader at Rookie Camp

Saturday, 09.07.2013 / 4:41 PM / News 

By Corey Hersch 
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Calvin de Haan made his NHL debut on Dec. 15, 2011 vs. Dallas (Photo: Mike Stobe/Getty Images) 

After missing most of the 2012-13 season due to injury, defenseman Calvin de Haan is eager to prove himself to the organization that selected him 12th overall in 2009.

Following that draft, which saw the Islanders selected John Tavares first overall, de Haan remained with the Oshawa Generals of the Ontario Hockey League for two more seasons of junior hockey. One of those was also cut short, as a shoulder injury limited the Carp, Ont. native to play in just 34 games in 2009-10.

The Oshawa captain returned healthy the following season and reminded everyone of his offensive ability, scoring 48 points (six goals, 42 assists) in 55 games. He was an alternate captain for Team Canada in the 2011 World Juniors, where he notched five assists in six games.

de Haan’s first professional season came in 2011-12, when he saw action in 56 American Hockey League games for the Bridgeport Sound Tigers. He also made his debut for the Islanders on Dec. 15 vs. Dallas. Heading into last season, he appeared to be on track to compete for a full-time spot on the Islanders, but after three games with the Sound Tigers, de Haan dislocated the same shoulder that hampered him in juniors, bringing his 2012-13 campaign to a close.

“I’m feeling good now,” de Haan said Friday after the second on-ice session at Islanders Rookie Camp. “Obviously, I got injured last year, but there were no problems at all over the summer and the shoulder feels really good now.”

de Haan, 22, has skated at Islanders Rookie Camp every year since he was 18. Many players in camp are still teenagers, and de Haan is trying to impart as much wisdom on them as he can.

“I know what to expect from the coaching staff in regards to work ethic and things like that,” de Haan said. “I try to pass it on to the younger guys and hopefully they can use some of my knowledge for years to come.”

Sound Tigers head coach Scott Pellerin, who led drills at Rookie Camp on Saturday, has seen firsthand de Haan’s influence on the younger players.

“He's a leader,” Pellerin said. “He's been around. We have a really young group; we need guys like him to step up to help direct the ship a little bit and he's doing that on and off the ice, so that's good to see.

While he isn’t the most vocal player on the ice, de Haan feels he can give the players on the ice some guidance simply by the way he plays.

“I’m not the loudest guy - I kind of like to save my breath here and there,” de Haan said. “But I think I can help the younger guys out by leading by example, making crisp passes and jumping up in the play.”

A goal of any AHL coach is to see his players develop into NHL-ready contributors, but Pellerin wouldn’t mind seeing more of de Haan on his bench, at least a little while this season.

“Cal is a tremendous skater,” Pellerin said. “He skates with a lot of poise. He's so strong with and without the puck. For me, I didn't get a real good chance to see him play last year since he was injured. I'm really looking forward to seeing him play with confidence and bring out his game.”

de Haan, feeling stronger than ever, is brimming with confidence as he looks to bounce back from last season’s injury.

“I’m looking forward to getting back on the ice and playing hockey again,” de Haan said. “If I don’t make the Islanders and end up in Bridgeport, that’s totally fine. But my ultimate goal is to play for the New York Islanders this season.”

Islanders Rookie Camp continues through Tuesday at Nassau Coliseum.

Strome Staying On Course

First-Year Pro Embracing His Opportunity At Rookie Camp

Friday, 09.06.2013 / 4:47 PM / News 

By Corey Hersch 
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Ryan Strome and 30 other Islanders prospects hit the ice Friday, Sep. 6 for Islanders Rookie Camp at Nassau Coliseum

NHL Draft picks, even those taken in the first round, often have to wait a while to get their shot. For the fifth overall pick in 2011, forward Ryan Strome, the dream is getting closer and closer.

“Obviously you’ve been skating all summer, but the intensity really picks up now,” Strome said after his first on-ice session at Islanders Rookie Camp. “You’re trying to prepare for Camp and the season, and this is the best way to do it.”

The 20-year-old spent four seasons of junior hockey in the OHL, mostly with the Niagara Ice Dogs. His most productive offensive season came in 2010-11, in which he scored 106 points (33 goals, 73 assists) in 65 games. Strome’s impressive year was rewarded with a high selection by the Islanders, though the organization elected to keep him with Niagara to continue his development.

“Obviously, you never want to get set down from anywhere and always want to play at the highest level,” he said. “But it’s about a 15-year career, not a one or two-year career. It’s better to climb the ladder slowly and stay there than get to the top quick and fall off.”

Following the 2011 Draft, Strome stayed with Niagara through the 2012-13 season. In his final three years of juniors, Strome scored a combined 268 points (97 goals, 171 assists). After the Ice Dogs’ season ended in 2012-13, he quickly jumped into the fray with the Bridgeport Sound Tigers, scoring seven points (two goals, five assists) in 10 American Hockey League games.

“That was huge to know what that’s like, coming to the rink every day as a pro and putting your time in,” Strome said. “It was good to play with guys who are hopefully going to be a part of this organization for a long time and gain that chemistry. I’d say that was one of the biggest things to help my development in the past few years.”

Strome wasted no time making an impact in Bridgeport, scoring a goal and an assist in his first game as a pro, a 4-2 Sound Tigers win on April 2.

“It was really nice to get the monkey off my back early,” he said. “It definitely made the transition easier. The guys are always going to respect you a little bit more when you’re putting up numbers to help out the team.”

During the offseason, Strome spent the summer training with someone with whom he shares a lot in common, John Tavares. The two were both recent top picks of the Islanders (Tavares was a the No. 1 overall pick in 2009) and also hail from the same town, Mississauga, Ont.

“He’s really someone that I strive to be like and to work as hard as he does,” Strome said. “It was great to be able to be with him every day and learn some things off the ice as well as keep up with him. You just try to soak up everything you can.”

The two had worked together a bit over the past few offseasons, but this summer it became more of a one-on-one study session.

“You can never learn too much from a guy like that,” Strome continued, “especially someone who has accomplished so much at such a young age.”

Now in his third Rookie Camp with the Islanders and preparing for his first full season as a professional, Strome is getting more and more comfortable as a member of the organization. He understands nothing is guaranteed, however, and won’t let his status as a top draft pick allow him to feel complacent.

“I’m just going to go out and do my best every time out there,” Strome said. “I’ll work hard and when the time comes [to talk about the upcoming season], we will.”

Gulitti: Devils will give youth a long look

Saturday September 7, 2013, 9:47 AM 

BY  TOM GULITTI

STAFF WRITER

The Record

Print | E-mail 

When the Devils’ rookies and minor league players report for their physicals Monday morning, it will mark the beginning of an intriguing training camp in which the team’s youth will have an opportunity to help mold what kind of season 2013-14 will be.

There will be plenty to sort out among the veterans as well – they report for their physicals Wednesday. But with a group of young defensemen apparently close to being NHL ready and an intriguing young goal scorer in Reid Boucher participating in his first camp as a pro, there is the potential at least for some interesting competitions.

Devils general manager Lou Lamoriello and coach Pete DeBoer have said the young players will be given the opportunity to show what they can do during camp and the team’s six-game preseason slate.

And if 21-year-old Jon Merrill and/or 22-year-old Eric Gelinas or 22-year-old Alex Urbom or 19year-old Damon Severson demonstrate they are ready to play in the NHL now, that will give Lamoriello and DeBoer some difficult choices to make on defense.

After trading veteran defenseman Henrik Tallinder this summer, Lamoriello and DeBoer say there is already room for one young defenseman on the roster.

If two show they are ready, then Lamoriello has stated, “If we’ve got a young player that’s better than a veteran, then it’s our job to make room for him.”

Whether that happens before the regular season opener on Oct. 3 in Pittsburgh or takes some time, getting younger would be a plus for a defense that looked old and slow at times last season.

Just having 20-year-old Adam Larsson, already beginning his third NHL season, playing every game will be a boost.

Boucher, who netted 62 goals last season in junior, probably will begin the season in the AHL with Albany, but if he lights up NHL goalies in the preseason that will be difficult for a team that scored the second fewest goals in the league in 2012-13 to ignore.

- See more at: http://www.northjersey.com/sports/Devils_will_give_youth_a_long_look.html#sthash.k83Eer4i.dpuf 
Oilers' Nugent-Hopkins on ice after shoulder surgery
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Edmonton Oilers center Ryan Nugent-Hopkins, who had season-ending shoulder surgery in April, sounded upbeat Tuesday after an informal skate with some of his teammates.

Nugent-Hopkins, the first player taken in the 2011 NHL Draft, had the procedure done April 23 to fix a torn labrum; the surgery ended his 2012-13 season five games early. He said the shoulder felt good, although he stopped short of penciling himself into the Oilers lineup for the season opener Oct. 1 against the Winnipeg Jets.

Ryan Nugent-Hopkins

Ryan Nugent-Hopkins - 2012-13

Center - EDM

GOALS: 4 | ASST: 20 | PTS: 24

 SOG: 78 | +/-: 3

 "I think I'm going to be on the ice with the guys right away. I'll probably wear a yellow [no contact] jersey to start. It's feeling good and I'm just excited to get back here and get going," Nugent-Hopkins said following the skate. "It feels good right now, but I know it has to heal and I have to get my strength back. There are going to be a lot of discussions with the doctor and the medical staff over the next few weeks. I've just got to make sure it's 100 percent before I go out there." 

Nugent-Hopkins admitted prior to the surgery the shoulder injury had been nagging him for a couple of years. He tied Gabriel Landeskog of the Colorado Avalanche for the rookie scoring lead in 2011-12 with 52 points despite missing 20 games due to an injury to the shoulder. Nugent-Hopkins struggled for most of last season, finishing with four goals and 20 points in 40 games before he was shut down.

The Burnaby, British Columbia, native said he added some muscle thanks to an intense summer training schedule; he's listed at 6-foot-1, 185 pounds. The 20-year-old said he feels his shot has improved.

"My shot feels great. It feels probably a little bit better than last season even. I'm definitely happy with that. It was something I wanted to improve, even if I didn't have the surgery," said Nugent-Hopkins, who did not place a date on his eventual return. "I think everybody is going to be a little bit cautious. It's important to make sure that it's going to be good for the rest of my career and make sure that it's 100 percent when I start back up."
Maple Leafs scout Dave Morrison watches over prospects

Dave Morrison is doing more than babysitting the Leafs he drafted. He wants to see what other teams have
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LONDON, Ont.—Dave Morrison is kind of the proud papa here at the Maple Leafs rookie camp.

Morrison is the Maple Leafs chief amateur scout and 20 of the 25 players here were selected through the draft by Dave Nonis and Brian Burke on Morrison’s say-so.

“I feel good about this group,” said Morrison. “I think is going to be a lot of competition.”

While Morrison is impressed with Morgan Rielly’s maturation, or the fact that Swedish defenceman Petter Granberg’s hits are so devastating, or that Stuart Percy looks better—more confident—already.”

“It’s fun for us to see them, and to see how the kids we drafted over last few years are doing,” said Morrison. “We’re really happy with this group have been sent before but I’m excited to see what they’re capable of.”

.
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But Morrison is not really here to watch the players he’s drafted. He’s here to look at the players who have not been drafted. On every roster there are a handful of players who were invited to fill out the team. 

The Leafs have three: Goalie Christopher Gibson of the Chicoutimi Saugeneens, defenceman Trevor Murphy of the Windsor Spitfires, defenceman Kevin Raine of the Sudbury Wolves, defenceman Zachary Yuen of the Tri-City Americans, winger Matt Rupert of the London Knights (the twin brother of 2012 pick Ryan).

The other teams here—Ottawa, Chicago and Pittsburgh—have similar free-agent invitees.

“I’m watching the guys in the other teams,” said Morrison. “There are invitees other team to pay attention to. We don’t just invite them for them to have fun at the tournament. You want to see what they can do and see if they’re worth a contract.”

Andrew Crescenzi earned himself a contract with the Leafs a couple of years ago, in part, based on the strength of his play in rookie camp.

There’s another thing Morrison is looking for: he wants to watch how the drafted players on other teams are playing. After all, he’s scouted them all. 

“I want to see where they are in this environment as opposed to where I thought they might be,” said Morrison. “There’s always something you can do to learn.”
Blues notebook: Roy adds a creative ingredient
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Derek Roy, Kevin Shattenkirk, Patrik Berglund, Barret Jackman

The St. Louis Blues acquired free-agent center Derek Roy, right, from Vancouver this offseason. The question is: How he will fit in with his new team? (AP Photo/Tony Gutierrez)

Enlarge Photo

As an outsider playing in Vancouver and Dallas last season, center Derek Roy liked the Blues’ playoff chances.

“Actually, they were my dark horse last year,” Roy said Tuesday. “I picked the Blues to make the conference finals, or even the finals. It’s tough … there’s a step to make the playoffs and there’s that extra step to get past the first round, the second and the third. I think this organization is going in the right direction. You just need a few different pieces of the puzzle.”

After the Blues fell in the first round against Los Angeles, one of the pieces they added was Roy. They signed the 5-foot-9, 184-pound free-agent center to a one-year, $4 million contract.

Roy, 30, was brought in by the Blues to be the play-making middleman the club had been lacking. The roster was built with two big-body, drive-to-the-net-and-shoot centers in David Backes and Patrik Berglund, and it’s been successful to a degree, but Roy gives them a different dimension.

Backes and Berglund combined for 30 assists last season, with each playing in 48 games. Roy had 21 assists in 42 games with Vancouver and Dallas.

“You’ve got to mix in a little of both, I think,” Roy said. “You can’t win a Stanley Cup by just throwing pucks at the net, hoping it hits off a skate and goes in. You’ve got to make plays. You’ve got to make plays to get out of your zone, you’ve got to make plays in the neutral zone, you’ve got to make plays at the net.

“A prime example, look at Chicago. They play offensive, but when they turn the puck over, they come back and they work just as hard playing defense. To win a Cup, you can’t just hope for the best all the time. You’ve got to create … and that’s what I’m here for.”

Roy, who spent eight years with Buffalo in the Eastern Conference before joining the West last season, said the reason he liked the Blues’ postseason potential is because their style is difficult to match up against.

“I kind of hated the style of play actually,” Roy said. “It’s really a grinding game and they chip pucks in the offensive zone and then they get in on it and you’ve got to go 200 feet to come back the other way just to make an offensive play on the net. And then they’ve got the big (defensemen) on you, too. It was really tough to play against, so if you can’t beat ‘em, join ‘em right?”

But how do Roy’s attributes fit in with the philosophy of Blues head coach Ken Hitchcock, who has preached funneling the puck to the net and scoring hard-working goals?

“One of Hitch’s motto’s is make sure that you take care of your own end first and then you worry about the offense,” Roy said. “Once I get across that blueline, I just try to use my creativity to make plays and try and find guys when they’re open. We’ve got a bunch of good shooters here, some big bodies, and you’ve just got to feed them the puck.”

Roy played for Hitchcock with Team Canada at the World Championships in 2008, when he had five goals and 10 points in nine games.

Hitchcock believes that Roy has the perfect demeanor to be a play-maker in his system if he can recapture what made him successful in the past.

“He’s really smart defensively and he’s really patient with the puck offensively,” Hitchcock said. “It’s a different player than what we have here. He isn’t big but he has an edge to him. He can really play feisty and nasty at times for a small guy. That’s what we want to see from him again ... getting back to that level. For a play-making guy, he has some real grit to him.”

Roy hopes he is the piece the Blues need to become the playoff contender the center thought they were last season.

“I wanted to go to a winning team that was a good fit for me,” Roy said. “I thought the Blues were a great fit for the way I play.”

Backes to lead Team USA

Backes, the Blues captain for the past two seasons, has arrived in St. Louis after attending Team USA’s Olympic orientation camp.

Backes, who won a silver medal with the Americans in Vancouver 2010, was named last week to the country’s five-player leadership group for the 2014 Winter Games in Sochi, Russia.

“I think I felt a little more comfortable in my own shoes (at this camp), a little bit more seasoned,” Backes said. “Guys that I was in awe of last time, like Jamie Langenbrunner and Mike Modano, weren’t at this camp and it was a group of us (age) 29-33 whose responsibility it was to control the tempo and the mood. It’s definitely a different experience, but one that will be relished.”

Bound for Traverse City

Blues prospects will depart today for the NHL Prospects Tournament in Traverse City, Mich.

Players attending the tourney that runs Thursday through Monday include forwards Ty Rattie and Dmitrij Jaskin, defenseman Jani Hakanpaa and goaltender Jordan Binnington.

“It’s going to be a lot of fun, get back playing again,” Hakanpaa said. “The team looks really good and all the guys are excited.”

The eight-team, round-robin event features prospects from Dallas, Minnesota, Detroit, Carolina, Buffalo and Columbus and the New York Rangers. The Blues open against Dallas Thursday at 6 p.m.

Jeremy is a reporter at the Post-Dispatch. Follow him on Twitter at @jprutherford.

Strauss: Blues hold hammer in Pietrangelo negotiation
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Let’s not kid ourselves about the unresolved contractual matter between the Blues and Alex Pietrangelo. It is clear at this writing that The Note holds the hammer.

One of the game’s best young defensemen remains a restricted free agent, meaning he is under the Blues’ control unless a rival club tenders an offer sheet they decline to match. With training camp set to open Wednesday, Pietrangelo remains in limbo — or at least in suburban Toronto — waiting for the club and his representation to narrow their differences on term and average annual value.

Pietrangelo’s leverage stems from his talent. The Blues gain strength from Pietrangelo’s NHL service time, his desire to represent Canada in next year’s Olympics and this team’s status as a rising power.

If this was Shelby Miller holding out for a contract extension from the Cardinals or James Laurinaitis staying out of Rams camp, the matter would represent a mushroom cloud. Because it’s the Blues and because of the NHL’s baroque rules regarding players of Pietrangelo’s demographic, the issue has largely remained a secondary one locally. Still, that seems odd given Pietrangelo is widely believed the best player on a team Hockey News projected as the 2013-14 Stanley Cup champion.

The sides could agree on anything from a 2-year to an 8-year contract.

The shorter alternative might leave Pietrangelo with $3 million per season; the longer could involve $5.5 million-$7 million annually.

Barring a change in the status quo, the 23-year-old Pietrangelo will not report or be on ice for Thursday’s first official workout. He has until December 1 to agree to terms, a possibility the Blues see as real. It’s apparently also one they’re willing to live with.

General manager Doug Armstrong made clear during a Tuesday press conference the club will be aggressive in acquiring veteran depth for its backline in the event Pietrangelo stays out.

During the same presser he referred to a player the organization has long promoted as a future Norris Trophy winner as merely “a very good player.” Was Pietrangelo’s 2012-13 so dull that it changed the club’s perception, or has the unresolved contract lowered the player’s ceiling? Or, might the Blues be flexing their leverage?

The Blues believe this will get done. Perhaps they intend to match any competing offer due to the belief that no other club would dare offer its player more than $6 million per season.

This is a tough year to be in Pietrangelo’s position because the recently-enacted collective bargaining agreement dropped the salary cap. Power teams have slashed payroll. Most teams well below the cap are leery or unable to commit so heavily to one player.

Pietrangelo, who earned $787,000 last season in the final installment of his entry-level contract, would be eligible for arbitration if he had a fourth year’s service time.

Because the Blues deftly managed/manipulated Pietrangelo’s exposure to fewer than 10 games in his first two of five NHL seasons, the player is credited with only three years’ time. If Pietrangelo had signed his first contract at 20, his service time would be enough to receive arbitration rights. Because he signed at 19, no such luck or leverage.

The Blues are also acutely aware of Pietrangelo’s desire to play for Team Canada at the Sochi Olympics come February. Pietrangelo currently projects as part of the squad’s fourth defensive line. It is almost impossible to envision him retaining such status after missing training camp and the season’s first six weeks.

And, by the way, Armstrong serves as Team Canada’s associate director for player personnel while Blues head coach Ken Hitchcock is top assistant to Team Canada bench boss Mike Babcock, who as Detroit Red Wings head coach once said of Pietrangelo’s skills, “It looks like he’s been touched by a wand by God.”

Three deadlines present themselves: next week’s opening of training camp; the NHL regular season’s Oct. 3 opener and Dec. 1, when any unsigned player becomes ineligible for the remainder of the season.

The situation could mutate into the bizarre. Only in the NHL might a player remain on the roster but not with the team while receiving an offer sheet from another club almost two months into the regular season.

Pietrangelo has appeared in 224 NHL games, amassing 121 points and a plus-25 plus-minus. His representation may be tying his value to Los Angeles Kings superstar defenseman Drew Doughty, who signed a six-year, $42 million extension two years ago at 23. At the time, Doughty had scored 126 points in 239 games while compiling a plus-16 plus-minus.

Unlike Doughty, Pietrangelo’s platform season was less than compelling. He struggled when placed alongside Ian Cole, Barret Jackman and reclamation player Wade Redden. Following the late February trade for Jay Bouwmeester, Pietrangelo produced a plus-4 plus-minus compared to a minus-4 before Bouwmeester’s arrival.

Everyone acknowledges St. Louis remains a Cardinals town. Most would still recognize it as a company town. Even established stars are sometimes begrudged stratospheric contracts by a fan base more understanding of team profits. (Yes, the Blues are stressed financially.) There appears little value in the Blues signing Pietrangelo following a protracted, unsightly process that might paint a gifted talent as a soulless, would-be mercenary.

If the Blues are to grow from a niche attraction into a civic fixation, Pietrangelo should be positioned as a leader as well as an asset.

Armstrong emphasized Thursday he wants “to get this done as quickly as possible.” He continued: “We want our fans to know we’re working hard to come to resolution with a player we trust and respect and who wants to be in St. Louis. We don’t’ take it personally. We think Alex understands it’s a business.”

Predicting a resolution remains an increasingly popular St. Louis parlor game.

“We’re going to sign him when we’re comfortable and he’s comfortable — and not before that,” Armstrong said. “It’s not going to be influenced by win-loss record.”

That sounds both reassuring and a little ominous. With what’s at stake for this team this season, one would prefer it sounded close to done. Armstrong’s carpentry has done much to help rebuild this franchise. One assumes that comes by judiciously swinging his hammer.
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Blues general manager Doug Armstrong delivered one clear message to the club's young players before they departed for the NHL Prospects tournament in Traverse City.

"We had a meeting and (told the players), 'No one is going to make the NHL in Traverse City or not make the NHL in Traverse City,'" Armstrong said. "But you've got a chance to make a good first impression."

Nearly every member on the Blues' hockey operations side will be in attendance. Some 20-plus staffers, including Armstrong, head coach Ken Hitchcock, Dave Taylor, Kevin McDonald, Al MacInnis, Rob DiMaio,Tim Taylor and Larry Pleau are making the trip to Traverse City.

The club will be coached by John Anderson, who has returned to the bench of the Chicago Wolves, the Blues' new affiliate in the American Hockey League.

"We are going to (outnumber) the players," Armstrong said. "We have twice as many management there as players. We told them, 'Listen, you won't be able to find a place to have a cold beer because we have somebody at each one.'"

So the Blues' prospects will be focused on hockey, and while none apparently has a solid chance of making the NHL opening-day roster, several have an opportunity to put their name on the team's short-list of call-ups.

One is defenseman Jani Hakanpaa, who is the captain of the Blues' squad traveling to Traverse City. Hakanpaa, 21, was a fourth-round pick in the 2010 NHL draft.

The 6-foot-5, 218-pound blueliner played in Finland's highest league before joining the Blues' affiliate in Peoria for the final 14 games of the 2012-13 season. He finished with one goal, three assists and an even plus-minus rating with the Rivermen.

"I got a peak of how things work here last year and now I'm just trying to come here and show what I've got," Hakanpaa said. "I'm not too nervous. You've seen pretty much all the guys and you've been around the coaches. That was the point of being here last year, just to get to know each other so now I can just concentrate on playing hockey." 

Hakanpaa will wear the "C" in Traverse City, while forward Dmitrij Jaskin and defenseman Joel Edmundson have been designated to wear the "A's."

"I'm looking forward to seeing how these three guys bring this group together," Armstrong said. "All have been leaders at previous times."

The Blues' roster features three players who were among the top players in their respective junior leagues last season. That list includes Jaskin (Quebec Major Junior Hockey League), forward Ty Rattie (Western Hockey League) and goaltender Jordan Binnington (Ontario Hockey League).

"One of the exciting things and it's certainly a feather in the cap of (director of amateur scouting) Bill Armstrong and his staff, you look at the three major leagues in Canadian hockey ... and we had a finalist for player of the year in each league," said Doug Armstrong (no relation). "So they have done well in providing that. There's some good players, but prospects have to become players too." 

Rattie, 20, a second-round pick in 2011, finished with 48 goals and 110 points in 62 games with the Portland Winterhawks of the WHL in 2012-13.

Jaskin, 20, another second-round pick in 2011, netted 46 goals and 99 points in 51 games with Moncton of the QMJHL last season.

"The reality is Ty Rattie and Dmitrij Jaskin are the players that are talked about the most, that have produced the most at lower levels, that have an element to their game that is exciting to our organization," Doug Armstrong said. "I want to see how they perform against their peers."

Binnington, 20, a third-round pick in 2011, ended with a record of 32-12-6 in with a 2.17 goals-against average and a .932 save-percentage for Owen Sound of the OHL.

Binnington has turned pro, but with Blues' prospect Jake Allen and Chicago Wolves' signee Matt Climie manning the nets in the AHL to start the season, Binnington could open the year with Kalamazoo of the ECHL. (Kalamazoo has an existing affliation with the Wolves).

"It's very important for a player in that position to play," Doug Armstrong said. "He's not going to get better in practice at (the AHL) level. So if he has to play in the East Coast Hockey League or a secondary league, the key thing is for him to get a lot of games."

That will be the key this week, too, at Traverse City, where many players will have a chance to make a good impression.

The Blues open the tournament at 6 p.m. tonight at the Dallas Stars prospects.

Hockey Guy: Crawford's deal should inspire Halak
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When Blues goaltender Jaroslav Halak seeks inspiration for the coming season, he should think of two words:

“Corey Crawford.”

Just two seasons back Crawford was a mess for the Blackhawks. He flopped about in his crease during goal mouth scrambles, lunging for the puck like it was a barn mouse. He flailed defensively at shots. Pucks seemed to fly right through his body into the net, like a Las Vegas magic.

His goals-against average soared from 2.30 to 2.72. His save percentage shrunk from .917 to .903.

Come playoff time, Crawford posted a dismal .893 save percentage in six games as Chicago caught an early postseason cab.

As a result of that failure, he entered last season sharing his duty with Ray Emery. Crawford pulled himself together behind Chicago's outstanding defense and went 19-5-5 with a 1.94 goals-against average and a .926 save percentage.

(Emery was even better: 17-1-0 with a 1.94 save percentage and a .922 save percentage. That earned him the chance to extend his career in Philadelphia this season.)

During the spring Crawford carried the load in goal as the Blackhawks rolled to another Stanley Cup. He played in 23 games and posted brilliant ratios (1.84/.932) during postseason play.

His reward: A six-year, $36 million contract extension that starts in 2014-15.

“There was never a question in our minds that we want to commit to him because it’s the most important position we have,” Blackhawks general manager Stan Bowman told reporters in a conference call Monday. “We have a lot of faith in his ability to continue, and he’s a young goalie. He certainly worked hard to get himself to the NHL. Now he’s proven he can do it at the highest level.”

That contract could force Bowman to make some hard calls on other players, due to salary cap considerations for 2014 and beyond.

“The other things we’ll figure out as time goes on,” Bowman said. “A lot changes from year to year. We don’t have all the knowledge of where the cap will be in two years or three years. The one thing we do know is we will have a great goaltender. That’s why this is an easy decision for us.”

A $36 million contract can get a man’s attention, especially as he enters the “walk year” of his contract. If Halak plays well and IF the Blues win the Stanley Cup – as The Hockey News boldly predicts they will do – then he will cash in one way or another.

If things go badly . . . well, then, Jaroslav might have his hat in hand as he look elsewhere for work. There are plenty of once-prominent goaltenders on the outside looking in right now, starting with veterans Ilya Bryzgalov and Tim Thomas.

Will Halak's earning power soar or plunge? He will start addressing that question next month.

AROUND THE RINKS: The Calgary Flames have a new sheriff in Brian Burke, the bombastic executive who built the Canucks into a contender and won a Cup in Anaheim before coming up short in Toronto. Finally that franchise has regained some credibility after long run of futility. But will the famously impatient Burke be able to guide that franchise on a steady course to relevance? . . . Salary cap considerations have created opportunities for several players to take bigger roles. Blues winger Vladimir Tarasenko is just one of many second-year forwards who could take a big step this season . . . There are plenty of unsigned veterans still looking for work, including several potential impact players. That salary cap reduction took a toll on some older guys, as well as a potential prime-age scorer in Damien Brunner . . . In hockey-mad Toronto, a lengthy Nazem Kadri holdout would create quite the circus. The skilled pivotman delivered a breakout campaign during the final year of his initial NHL deal, but the Maple Leafs want to see him do it again . . . Among the good young centers to keep an eye on this season is former Blues prospect Lars Eller, who assumed a more offensive role for the Canadiens late last season.

LeBlanc's past experience crucial to closing deal
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Bettman's efforts earn him savior status in Arizona 

Nobody fought longer or harder to keep the Coyotes in Glendale than NHL commissioner Gary Bettman. 

GLENDALE, Ariz. – There were times when Anthony LeBlanc thought his dogged, four-year pursuit of the Phoenix Coyotes was over. One of those instances came on June 25, when, one week prior to an expected Glendale City Council vote on an arena management deal, the council came back with a request for its own five-year out clause.

LeBlanc was out celebrating. Not because he thought the deal was done, but because it was his birthday. When he received word of the latest development, his mood changed dramatically.

“We were done,” he said Tuesday at a press conference at Jobing.com Arena to introduce the team’s new ownership group. “I had our attorneys inform the city that we were pulling our bid. 

“Fortunately for us, cooler and wiser heads prevailed.”

There were myriad factors in the long-awaited completion of the Coyotes sale this week: NHL commissioner Gary Bettman’s refusal to give up on the Phoenix market, Gary Sherwood’s yeoman efforts to secure four votes on the Glendale City Council and George Gosbee’s ability to assemble a willing group of investors among them. 

But one of the least chronicled factors in the consummation of this deal is how the street savvy LeBlanc gathered over his four-year quest with four ownership groups helped him navigate this minefield. 

“We went to school on the previous deals,” LeBlanc said. “We went to school on the things that didn’t work in the past.”

Knowing that the Goldwater Institute could be a formidable foe when pursuing an arena-management deal with Glendale, LeBlanc, on the advice of local attorney Nick Wood, was up front with the watchdog group.

“When our idea was being presented, we sent it to Goldwater to say, ‘here it is, we have nothing to hide,’ ” LeBlanc said. “We were very articulate to make sure we weren’t flying in the face of Goldwater or the state’s gift clause.”

To ensure that his group could assemble the right investors, LeBlanc enticed Gosbee. He kept informed on possible citizen challenges to the arena lease through advisers, and in a break with the past, he built relationships at Glendale City Hall.

“The first time around, I didn’t talk to a single council member,” he admitted. “Now, I’ve built up a really good relationship with the four that voted for this deal. 

“I was actually surprised that the Mayor (Jerry Weiers) voted the way he did. I thought the Mayor was going to come our way, but now that he didn’t, we have to hope he’ll stand by his word and support us.”

There had been assumptions by many covering this story that council member and firefighter Sam Chavira would vote against the arena management deal because of the perception that this deal might lead to layoffs for Glendale firefighters.

LeBlanc wouldn’t address whether he took steps behind the scenes to secure that crucial fourth vote, and Sherwood likely played a major role in convincing Chavira to jump onboard, but the new ownership group was not likely silent and that sort of politicking is what it took to get this deal done.

“They were able to accomplish all of the things that needed to get done,” NHL commissioner Gary Bettman said of LeBlanc’s group, IceArizona. “We had other possibilities that never came to fruition, but to their credit, they kept at it and they kept doing the things that were necessary to get it done.”

Follow Craig Morgan on Twitter

With Boedker in limbo, Coyotes eye alternatives
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There is still time for the Coyotes and restricted free-agent forward Mikkel Boedker to come to terms on a new contract before training camp begins on Sept. 11. But the longer this current impasse persists, the more options the Coyotes will have to explore.

One of those options could be adding a significant free agent -- which may come as a shock to a fan base accustomed to frugality despite the recent, hefty contracts paid to goalie Mike Smith and center Mike Ribeiro. 

“We continue to look at all options,” assistant general manager Brad Treliving said Friday.

Reports surfaced recently that the team was close to signing free-agent forward Damien Brunner. Treliving shot those rumors down on Friday, saying there is no deal, nor is one imminent or in the works.

But the Coyotes have talked with Brunner’s agent, Neil Sheehy, just as they’ve talked to other free-agent options.

It’s well-known that the Coyotes would like to add another top-six forward to the lineup -- likely a left wing to provide scoring punch. Rookies Max Domi, Chris Brown and Lucas Lessio will all be given a crack to win the job in camp, and there is also the possibility that the team could swing a trade during camp if the youngsters don’t appear ready.

But the need for offensive help will increase if Boedker isn’t in the fold.

Brunner, 27, is one of the more intriguing free agents left on the market. He totaled 26 points in 44 games last season with Detroit and nine points in 14 playoff games. 

Granted, he got some playing time with the likes of Henrik Zetterberg and Pavel Datsyuk, which would help just about anybody, and there are also questions about his toughness and grit at 5-feet-11, 184 pounds. But he showed creativity and skill in his first NHL season after coming over from Switzerland. As a versatile, top-six forward, he would provide insurance in case the Boedker negotiations drag into the season.

Boedker’s agent, Jarrett Bousquet, did not return a message left for him on Friday, but his client and the team are at an impasse over – what else -- money. The Coyotes extended a qualifying offer to Boedker, 23, in early July. Since he made more than $1 million last season, the qualifying offer was for the same amount he made in 2013: $1.2 million. 

Boedker elected not to file for salary arbitration. By avoiding arbitration, he might have been admitting that he didn’t have much of a case and that the award would have come back on the lower end.

The Coyotes still don’t know exactly what they have in Boedker. He fell short of production expectations last season when he scored seven goals and 26 points in 48 games. Much of that production came over the first half of the season when general manager Don Maloney referred to him as the likely team MVP.  But in the Coyotes’ final 22 games, Boedker had just one goal and eight points. 

As a restricted free agent, Boedker’s options are limited. A team could conceivably sign him to an offer sheet, but it’s fairly rare for that to occur and even then, the Coyotes likely would match it. 

There is also the possibility of a holdout, which Treliving thought was highly unlikely earlier this summer, given his longstanding relationship with Bousquet.

Treliving still believes the team will get a deal done with Boedker, noting that Martin Hanzal signed his current, five-year, $15.5 million extension just before the 2011-12 season began. But the Coyotes won’t be sitting on their hands, hoping for that to happen. 

Follow Craig Morgan on Twitter
Coyotes launch new marketing campaign: Hungrier than ever

CRAIG MORGAN  |

  Published: Thursday, September 05, 2013, 7:37am

Coyotes' single-game ticket sales begin Sept. 5 

Coyotes begin single-game ticket sales on Thursday, Sept. 5. 

    GLENDALE, Ariz. – The general manager, coach and goalie are re-signed.  The Glendale city council has approved an arena management deal, the sale of the team has closed, training camp is about to start, and Mike Ribeiro will soon be dropping dimes.

With all of the hockey pieces in place (yes, we’re conveniently omitting Mikkel Boedker), the Coyotes are finally enjoying the fruits of stability, and that goes for the marketing of the team as well.

“Over the past four seasons, it’s been tough for us, based on all the uncertainties surrounding the team,” said Ted Santiago, the team’s vice president of marketing. “We’ve never, with 100 percent certainty, known that there was going to be another season.”

After years of operating on shoestring budgets with skeleton crews, the franchise is finally ramping up its marketing campaign -- one it hopes will help it stay true to its recent motto: Here to stay.

On Wednesday, Santiago gave a few media members a sneak peek at what’s to come at the team’s offices in Westgate, beginning with the team’s first new slogan: Hungrier than ever.

The team will launch a multimedia marketing campaign with a 60-second TV commercial during the Arizona Cardinals’ season opener on Sunday in St. Louis on FOX. The radio, newspapers, online and social media rollout will begin one day later.

The team, with ad firm Cramer-Krasselt in tow, hopes to utilize but update the lunch-pail, underdog tones of the previous “Join the hunt” and “Hockey the hard way” campaigns that play off all the team’s struggles, yet belief that hockey can succeed in the desert.

To nobody’s surprise, captain Shane Doan will be the face of the launch, but other players will eventually utilized. The team’s anti-diva coach, Dave Tippett, has apparently resisted all overtures to be part of the campaign, preferring to keep the message about the players.

One Doan spot that will be familiar to anybody who has ever set foot in the locker room, shows a pensive Doan in his stall, still dressed in his uniform and deep in thought. It could be a pre-game shot, but every media member who has covered the team also knows that is what you’ll find long after games with a player who, when he enters the arena, is consumed by the game.

Hungrier than ever isn’t the only slogan the Coyotes will roll out. Santiago showed media members slides that included these messages as well: “We check our egos at the blue line” and “Blood, sweat and teeth.”

Santiago confirmed that the team is spending more on advertising and marketing than it has in previous seasons, but he declined to name a figure. He also noted that new principal owners George Gosbee and Anthony LeBlanc were involved in every step of the process. Both have marketing backgrounds, and Santiago said that was a major help.

Follow Craig Morgan on Twitter
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When the Toronto Maple Leafs bought out the contract of center Mikhail Grabovski on July 4, the Washington Capitals were immediately identified by media outlets as a possible suitor.

The Capitals weren't going to re-sign Mike Ribeiro, so they were going to be short a second-line center. They weren't going to be able to commit to a big contract, so while other top free agents found new homes, the Capitals waited.

Fifty days after Grabovski became a free agent, he signed a one-year, $3 million pact with the Capitals. After not making any moves early, Washington might have landed the best value on the market.

"It is a very significant signing for us. We played some poker on it," general manager George McPhee told NHL.com. "It took a while, but it had to be the right deal for both parties. That's just the reality of the salary-cap world. We believe that this would be a real good fit for him. That's what players have to worry about more now than ever. Worry about the fit, then you'll play well and the money will be there. I don't think we had to do a lot to convince him it was a good fit."
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Grabovski could start on the second line for Washington, which likely means skating with Martin Erat and Troy Brouwer. Grabovski may see time with Alex Ovechkin, because though Ovechkin and Nicklas Backstrom have been together for years, they've also been split up for short spells on several occasions.

The Capitals likely were going to start the season with Brooks Laich as their No. 2 center, but he can now move to the third line and the team no longer has a potential issue with depth down the middle.

For about as long as Backstrom has been the Capitals' No. 1 center, finding someone to slot behind him has vacillated between a short-term answer and a serious concern. If Grabovski plays well, he might command a contract like the one Ribeiro signed with the Phoenix Coyotes (four years, $22 million).

"It wasn't about trying to replace Ribeiro," McPhee said. "When we made the trade for him, we knew we might only have him for one year but we thought it would be good for us and it was. It was really good for him and really good for us. I just don't see it as a replacement.

"The carousel just keeps moving. One player gets off and another gets on, but we think that we have three players coming into our lineup in Laich and Erat and Grabovski. We didn't have Laich or Erat for very long last year and hopefully we have them for 82 games each this year. When you add Grabovski, I think our forward group is really deep. We have a lot of elements, a lot of speed, guys that can score. We can roll four good lines."

Grabovski became a focal point for the advanced-statistics community after his production found on the back of a hockey card lagged in 2012-13. He was Toronto's best forward for several seasons in the advanced puck-possession stats and was among the best last season despite facing tougher competition and starting more shifts in the defensive zone, two things that naturally make it tougher to produce points (he finished with 16 in 48 games).

NHL teams are typically secretive about what types of advanced statistics they use, and McPhee is among the most reticent when it comes to offering up information, regardless of the sensitivity of the topic.

It is safe to say the Capitals were willing to look past a drop in goals and assists and recognize that Grabovski could be an impact player for them.

"We do our own analytics, and we're not going to give our ammunition away, but of course we do that," McPhee said. "There's lots of things to look at. There's [the analytics] and what your eyeballs tell you, and then you talk to people who have worked with him, whether it is teammates or managers or coaches, and you put it all together and try to make the best decision you can. Everything we did here came up like, 'This is a go. This would be a great move for the hockey club, a great addition.' We're really pleased it worked out. It is a late-summer signing that could make a big difference."
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For an organization that has built a roster it expects to contend for the Stanley Cup every year, the past couple seasons have been a little rocky compared to the previous four for the Washington Capitals.

There was a pair of coaching changes, but Adam Oates drew rave reviews from his players and his bosses in his first season and appears to have provided stability moving forward. The top stars on the team had dips in production but rebounded in a big way the second half of 2012-13.

The Capitals won a fifth division title in six seasons but lost another Game 7 on home ice. It was a quiet offseason, but given the way Washington played in the second half and the free-agent addition of Mikhail Grabovski, the Capitals expect to be back in the hunt for a high seed in the Eastern Conference and another chance to finally break through in the Stanley Cup Playoffs.

Here are six questions for the Capitals to answer if they are going to have that chance:
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1. Which half of last season is a better representation of where the Capitals are at? -- The Capitals finished the first half with a pair of lopsided losses at home to the New York Islanders and New York Rangers. At that point the Capitals were 10-13-1, an improvement after a 2-8-1 start.

They lost three of five to start the second half but finished with a 15-2-2 run and rallied from nine points down to win the Southeast Division. The schedule softened, their top players got hot, other teams in the division faltered; all of it combined for a remarkable surge.

"I was really delighted with the way we got playing because then you could see all of the things we had planned for and hoped for were real," general manager George McPhee told NHL.com. "It was happening for us. We felt like we had a good hockey team and it became a good hockey team."

Washington is moving to a tougher division (the new Metropolitan) but will open training camp with a better roster than it had in January. The Capitals will have their first full training camp with Oates, and there could be a built-in, impact, late-season addition (more on that later).

The Capitals performed at a 71-point pace in the first half of 2012-13 and at a 123-point clip in the second half. The middle is a 99-point team, and somewhere slightly higher than that might be the right range for this season.

2. Can the remaining "Young Guns" repeat their 2012-13 success? -- After two consecutive seasons of diminishing returns, Alex Ovechkin, Nicklas Backstrom and Mike Green each rebounded in a big way in 2012-13.

Ovechkin won his third Hart Trophy, Backstrom finished third in the League in assists, and Green led defensemen in goals for the fourth time in six seasons. Alexander Semin is no longer around, but the other three the team once marketed as "Young Guns" are all grown up and were back among the best at their position.

This Washington team could be better defensively and have more consistent goaltending than some of the high-flying editions from a few years ago. If Ovechkin, Green and Backstrom remain among the elite offensive producers, this group of Capitals won't need a late-season surge just to get into the playoffs.

3. Who is the fourth defenseman? -- Green, John Carlson and Karl Alzner are a strong top three. The problem for the Capitals last season was the chasm between them and the bottom three, regardless of who was in the lineup.

There are several candidates to earn the No. 4 role, which likely means playing in a pair with Carlson. John Erskine was there a lot last season. Dmitry Orlov had injury issues but has the most upside. Another possibility is Jack Hillen, who missed about half the season because of injury but was around for the big run to the finish.

"It might be right under our nose," McPhee said. "We've got some young guys we're committed to playing. Orlov needs to play, and Jack Hillen thinks he can be a top-four guy this year; he played very well for us last year. We've got young players there because we've built up the depth in our organization again, whether it is [Cameron] Schilling or [Nate] Schmidt or Orlov. It is time to take a look."

Brooks Laich

Brooks Laich - Career

Center - WSH

Goals: 117 | Assists: 165 | Pts: 282

 Shots: 1,177 | +/-: 8

 4. Who is the No. 3 center? -- Backstrom and Grabovski are set in the middle of the top two lines, and there are options for No. 3. The most likely candidates are Mathieu Perreault and Brooks Laich, but which one it is might be decided by someone else. 

That would be Tom Wilson, the 16th pick in the 2012 NHL Draft who could force his way onto the team with a strong training camp.

"We really like him. The issue this year will be, what's right for him?" McPhee said. "That's different than what's right for the Washington Capitals. If he's ready to play, we're going to play him. If we think he could use another year of junior, that's where he's going to play. We'll watch him closely during camp."

If Wilson makes the team, he probably will slot in as one of the wings for the third line. Laich will be on that line, either as a wing or the center. Eric Fehr is likely to be there too, so Wilson's arrival could push Perrault down the depth chart.

"I'm trying to take the next step," Wilson said. "I've played and I just want to be more permanent, work as hard as I can and make it tough for them to send me away."

5. Will the power play regress? -- The short answer to this is probably, yes it will. That could be misleading because the Capitals finished the 2012-13 season with a power-play proficiency rate of 26.8 percent. Not only was that tops in the NHL, it was the best figure in more than a decade.

Over the course of a full season, it will tougher to replicate that prowess. Oates earned a reputation as a power-play technician before he got the Washington job, so it won't be a surprise if the Capitals remain an elite team with the extra man. A healthy Martin Erat and Grabovski should make up for the departure of Mike Ribeiro, who signed with the Phoenix Coyotes.

"We would love it to be there again, but who knows?" McPhee said. "I think we'll always have a good power play, but in a short season that's a pretty high percentage. We expect that we will be at least a top 10 team on the power play and hopefully in the top five. Percentages are nice, but it really comes down to having a power play that scores you a goal when you need it."

6. Is there an end in sight to the Evgeny Kuznetsov saga? -- Kuznetsov is one of the best players in the world who won't be at an NHL training camp. He was Washington's first-round pick in 2010 (No. 26), and the Capitals want the center in their lineup as soon as possible.

They thought it was going to be two years after they drafted him, but this will be season No. 4 for Kuznetsov in the Kontinental Hockey League since then. His KHL contract is up at the end of its season and that could mean it's time for him to come to North America.

The 21-year-old is a dynamic offensive player. The Capitals have a deep group of forwards, but they will make room for him when he's ready.

"He's indicated to us that he's definitely coming over, so we do see a light at the end of the tunnel, and he indicated that as recently as two weeks ago," McPhee said. "We're hoping we see him late this season and that he is as good as advertised."

---
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At one point a few years ago, the Washington Capitals not only were in the midst of a string of division titles, they also boasted one of the best collections of prospects in the NHL.

The parent club was winning, and Karl Alzner, John Carlson and a trio of young goaltenders -- Semyon Varlamov, Michal Neuvirth and Braden Holtby -- were on the precipice of becoming impact performers in the League. A combination of those players graduating off prospect lists and trades made to try to help the Capitals reach the elusive second half of the Stanley Cup Playoffs left the development assembly line a little thin for Washington.

A couple of shrewd draft picks and breakout season have this list of Capitals prospects back on the upswing. There are more potential impact players on the horizon than there were a year or two ago.
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"That's how we feel," Washington general manager George McPhee told NHL.com. "When you're on a run like we are when you're consistently making the playoffs, when you get to the trade deadline it costs you assets to get pieces for your NHL club. You want to try to and help your club, so if there's something there, you go get it. We gave away a lot -- a lot of second-round picks and prospects -- but we've replenished it the last couple of years."

The Capitals have built toward six straight seasons reaching the postseason, including five division titles, with a succession of successful first-round picks. There are a few more of them on this list that could be key players as soon as 2013-14, but the two players in particular who make this group look a lot deeper are a pair of selections from late in the 2012 NHL Draft who surged forward in their development in forward Riley Barber and defenseman Connor Carrick.

"I was talking to one of the assistant coaches for the U.S. team at Lake Placid [for the World Junior Championship evaluation camp], and he said, 'I thought the two best players for our team were your two picks -- Carrick and Barber.' We like them a lot," McPhee said. "When you can get players like that in the rounds that we took them, that will really help the organization."

Here's a look at Washington's top 10 prospects, according to NHL.com:

1. Evgeny Kuznetsov, C: Kuznetsov dropped on draft night in 2010, and the word was some teams were uncertain about when he would come to North America. The Capitals were happy to select him with the No. 26 pick, and he's become one of the top prospects in the sport.

Those concerns about his availability also have proven true. Kuznetsov is set to spend another season playing for his hometown team in the Kontinental Hockey League even though he probably was ready for regular NHL duty two years ago. He turned 21 in May.

"It's been hard to wait this past year, year-and-a-half," McPhee said. "We expected when we drafted him that he'd probably play two more years in Russia. He's 18 and 19 years old, so that's fine, and he had explained that to us when we were drafting him. Having him stay there for another two seasons has been difficult because we think he's an outstanding player and would make a difference here. It is hard to make such a good selection and not be able to watch him play."

There is no question about Kuznetsov's talent. He scored more goals in Russia's top division as an 18-year-old than Alex Ovechkin and Pavel Bure did. He's led his team in scoring the past two seasons. He dazzled for two years at the World Junior Championship with game-breaking skill and an abundance of personality and confidence.

Kuznetsov might have had a spot in Washington's top-six forwards last season. The range of possibilities is wide for Kuznetsov (6-foot, 172 pounds), but All-Star seasons aren't out of the question. This is the final season of his KHL contract, and he could make his NHL debut in 2013-14 once his season in Russia is over.

"He's indicated to us that he's definitely coming over, so we do see a light at the end of the tunnel, and he indicated that as recently as two weeks ago," McPhee said. "We're hoping we see him late this season and that he is as good as advertised."

2. Tom Wilson, RW: Wilson had pedestrian numbers in the Ontario Hockey League before Washington selected him with the No. 16 pick in the 2012 NHL Draft. If that class were re-drafted today, Wilson might end up much higher. He had 23 goals and 58 points in 48 regular-season games for Plymouth last season, then had nine goals and 17 points in 12 playoff games.

The 6-4, 210-pound forward made his American Hockey League debut during the Calder Cup Playoffs, then joined the Capitals and made his NHL debut during the Stanley Cup Playoffs at the age of 19. Wilson has a chance to stick in the NHL with a good showing in training camp.

"He's a really competitive kid," McPhee said. "We just thought he'd be a guy who would eventually play in your top six and could play the game any way you want him to. He can score, kill penalties, play on the power play, and be physical.

"After we drafted him and talking to his parents, his mother said something about him that has always stuck with me. She said he's been so determined to be a hockey player that he's a kid who is never, ever going to give up on anything. You see that when he plays. He works as hard as a guy can work."

3. Andre Burakovsky, LW: He was Washington's first-round pick in the 2013 draft (No. 23) after playing his first full season for Malmo in the Swedish second division. The 6-1, 178-pound forward also played for Sweden at the Ivan Hlinka tournament and the 2013 World Under-18 Championship, scoring seven goals in 10 combined games.

Burakovsky, 18, has committed to playing for the Erie Otters in the OHL in 2013-14 and likely will represent Sweden at the WJC.

"[Burakovsky] was outstanding at [the WJC camp in] Lake Placid, I was told," McPhee said. "Not by our scouts, but I asked a guy who was coaching one of the other teams how our guy was doing. He said I don't know the names of the Swedish players but they had a guy, No. 18, who was the best player at the tournament. I went home that day and looked it up on the Internet and it was him. He's a really, really talented player."

4. Riley Barber, RW: Barber is a Pittsburgh native who had the chance to be selected in his hometown at the 2012 draft. He ended up waiting until the 167th pick before the Capitals nabbed him in the sixth round, and at this point it looks like the steal of the draft (though the next player on this list would have something to say about that).

Barber had 15 goals and 39 points at Miami University to lead the nation in scoring among freshmen, and had six points in seven games collecting a gold medal at the 2013 WJC. The 19-year-old is likely going to be a top-line player for the United States at the 2014 tournament.

"It was always in there," McPhee said of Barber (6-0, 194). "Our scouts really liked him. He was under the radar at the draft, and it was a heck of a pick for us. He's really got a chance to play [in the NHL]."

5. Connor Carrick, D: Carrick was drafted 30 picks before Barber (No. 137), and he also had a breakout season in 2012-13. He finished with 12 goals and 44 points for Plymouth in the regular season then had two goals and 18 points in 15 OHL playoff games.

At 5-11, 185, his offensive skills will have to make up for his lack of size. The 19-year-old did not play for the United States in the WJC last season but he's a near-lock for the 2014 tournament.

"Carrick is a real mature player, a smart player, physically strong player," McPhee said. "He reminds me a lot of Brian Rafalski. If things keep going in the right direction for him, he's got a chance to play and play for a long time."

6. Philipp Grubauer, G: The Capitals have had success developing goaltenders lately (Varlamov, Neuvirth, Holtby), and Grubauer could be next in line. A fourth-round pick (No. 112) in 2010, the 21-year-old started the 2012-13 season in the ECHL because Holtby was playing with the Hershey Bears of the American Hockey League during the lockout.

Grubauer (6-1, 184) played 28 games with the Bears and had a 2.25 goals-against average and .919 save percentage, and made two appearances for Washington. The Capitals have had some luck with goaltenders who have represented Germany in international play. Olie Kolzig, the organization's associate goaltender coach, holds about every franchise record for the position and backstopped the team to its only Stanley Cup Final appearance.

"[Grubauer is] our No. 1 guy in Hershey and has tremendous upside," McPhee said. "He will be an NHL goalie. He'll probably get some games this year if one of the other guys gets banged up."

7. Madison Bowey, D: Washington's first of two second-round picks in June, Bowey, the 53rd selection, had 12 goals and 34 points in 80 games in the regular season and playoffs for Kelowna in the Western Hockey League in 2012-13. The 6-1, 195-pound defenseman represented Canada at the Ivan Hlinka tournament and had a nice showing at the World U-18 tournament (two goals and four points in seven games). The 18-year-old likely will spend another season in the WHL.

8. Michael Latta, C: The Capitals lost a player who likely would be No. 2 on this list when they traded 2012 first-round pick Filip Forsberg to the Nashville Predators for Martin Erat and Latta, the 72nd pick in the 2009 draft. Though acquiring Erat was the primary reason for the deal, Latta, 22, could end up having a nice NHL career as a bottom-six forward.

Latta (6-foot, 209) had 10 goals, 38 points and 198 penalty minutes in 76 AHL games last season. He had at least 33 goals, 73 points and 157 penalty minutes in each of his final two seasons in the OHL.

"He's one of those players you like because he's reliable and plays the game hard," McPhee said. "He's got some bite to him. You have to have the right mix, and that's why you like to have players like him. He's another guy who will get a long look in training camp."

9. Nate Schmidt, D: The defenseman is another example of how the Capitals have been active in the undrafted NCAA free agent market, as well as signing players who have participated in their summer development camp. Jay Beagle was a summer camper, and Cameron Schilling made his NHL debut last season after being a college free-agent signing in 2012.

Schmidt (6-foot, 194) had 73 points in his final two seasons at the University of Minnesota and six points in 13 games at the end of the regular season and in the playoffs with Hershey.

"We had him at our summer camp and he had great wheels and processed the game well," McPhee said of the 22-year-old. "Then we watched him at Minnesota this year, and not unlike a guy like Jack Hillen, he's got a chance to play for us. He thinks the game well. He's really quick, and as we all know the game's gotten so fast the last five years and speed is critical."

10. Stanislav Galiev, RW: Galiev had 16 goals and 34 points in 17 playoff games for the Saint John Sea Dogs of the Quebec Major Junior Hockey League in 2011-12, but the 2010 third-round pick (No. 83) scuffled in his first taste of AHL hockey last season. The 6-2, 187-pound forward had one point in 17 games and was demoted to Reading of the ECHL.

Galiev had 27 goals and 58 points in 56 regular-season and playoff games for the Royals. The 21-year-old is a skilled player but will have to prove he can handle the AHL in his second try this season.

For all 30 in 30 stories go to NHL.com/30in30stories and for the full 30 in 30 schedule visit NHL.com/30in30.
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The first season in charge for Adam Oates began with the Washington Capitals in unfamiliar situation and ended with an all-too-familiar one. The Capitals needed a second-half rally to win the Southeast Division for the fifth time in six seasons, but that was followed by another disappointing Stanley Cup Playoff defeat.

It was a quiet offseason for the Capitals after they were eliminated by the New York Rangers in a seven-game, first-round series. Free agents Mike Ribeiro, Matt Hendricks and Joey Crabb signed elsewhere, and defenseman Jeff Schultz was bought out. General manager George McPhee signed defensemen John Carlson and Karl Alzner to long-term contracts, then had his patience rewarded when he was able to sign center Mikhail Grabovski to a one-year, $3 million contract in August.

2013-14 FANTASY PREVIEW: CAPITALS

Under-valued: Mike Green -- Health is always the major concern with Green, but after leading defensemen in goals (12) and putting up gaudy power-play numbers (14 of his 26 points came with the man advantage), he's certainly worth the risk to draft as a No. 1-2 fantasy D-man on any squad.

Over-valued: Troy Brouwer -- Brouwer easily put together the most productive season of his career (19 goals, 14 assists in 47 games), but that was largely because he skated on a line with either Nicklas Backstrom or Mike Ribeiro. Unfortunately, this season he'll likely be centered by Brooks Laich, and that will result in a lot of regression.

Sleeper: Martin Erat -- From a point-production standpoint, Erat had one of the worst seasons of his career, averaging 0.53 points per game (he's usually closer to the 0.70 mark), but there's a chance he will spend time on the top line with Alex Ovechkin and Backstrom, which would make the former Predators forward a must-own fantasy player.
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Adding Grabovski fills an obvious need and gives Oates more depth and flexibility up front. The offense should produce, the defense remains shaky after a solid first three, and the goaltending should be strong. A full training camp after a season with Oates in charge could lead to improvement, and Washington will be in position to compete for a playoff spot in the new-look Metropolitan Division.

Here is the projected 2013-14 lineup for the Capitals:

Forwards

Marcus Johansson - Nicklas Backstrom - Alex Ovechkin

Martin Erat - Mikhail Grabovski - Troy Brouwer

Tom Wilson - Brooks Laich - Eric Fehr

Jason Chimera - Jay Beagle - Joel Ward

Mathieu Perreault - Aaron Volpatti

Defensemen

Karl Alzner - Mike Green

Dmitry Orlov - John Carlson

Jack Hillen - Steve Oleksy

John Erskine

Goalies

Braden Holtby

Michal Neuvirth

NOTES: Whether Wilson and Orlov make the team will have a ripple effect on the rest of the roster. The top six looks set, provided Johansson (a restricted free agent) signs.

Laich or Perreault likely will be the No. 3 center. Where Perreault fits could be determined by Wilson being ready for a regular gig.

Carlson is Washington's No. 1 defenseman, but Alzner and Green played together most of last season. Orlov has the most upside as Carlson's partner. Erskine, Oleksy, Hillen and Tomas Kundratek will be in a competition for playing time. One of those four could be sent to the American Hockey League if the team keeps 14 forwards.

Holtby brought a sense of stability to the net, but Neuvirth likely will get plenty of starts and could play well enough at some point to make it a competition again. Holtby appeared in 75 percent of the games last season, something that hadn't happened for a goalie in Washington since 2003-04.

---
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The ability for Adam Oates to succeed as a first-time coach with the Washington Capitals always likely was to hinge on his relationship with Alex Ovechkin and the other star players on the roster.

Oates arrived with a detailed plan because he is a coach who is all about the details, just as he was as a Hall of Fame player. His ability to execute that plan was hindered at first because of the shortened training camp after the lockout. It wasn't without some adversity, but Oates found harmony with Ovechkin and the Capitals in his first season.

"He's real direct with the players and he tells them what he thinks he can accomplish with them," general manager George McPhee said of Oates. "It is not only having a good overall team play perspective; he thinks he can help players individually and help them improve. He spends a lot of time on details with players individually. That's something he told me he could do when we interviewed him, but he's really pulled it off."
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The early returns were not great. The team slogged to a 2-8-1 start, and Ovechkin and the other top players weren't producing. McPhee knew patience was required, but this is an organization and a fan base that has known only success in the regular season for the past half-decade.

"There were two points in the season that stand out," McPhee told NHL.com. "One was early in the season when we lost another game and it was at home and we were [2-7-1], but I liked the way we were playing. We had a couple of issues going on then. We weren't getting the saves from the goalies early, and as a team we were taking too many penalties. We thought if we could clean that up and get the goalies playing better, we're going to be fine.

"I remember going down [to the dressing room] after that game and the coaches weren't happy that we lost another game, but the message I had was, 'Don't change what you're doing and don't change the message or lose confidence in what you're doing.' Sometimes when things aren't going well you think you have to change things when you don't have to."

Part of Oates' plan was to move Ovechkin, a two-time NHL MVP, from his natural position at left wing to the other side of the ice. Former Capitals coach Bruce Boudreau had done this a couple of times in brief spurts, but Oates wanted to make it a permanent switch.

It took a while, but eventually Ovechkin not only figured out his new position but thrived, scoring goals and dominating games consistently like he hadn't in the previous two seasons.

"It made him a better player," McPhee said. "It took the risk out of his game. He wasn't turning the puck over at the blue line the way he was and it was giving opponents a different look because he got a little stale and too predictable on the left side. It made us better in our own end because he could slash through the middle and take a puck on his forehand. When he was on the left side, he just went straight down the boards and never came to the middle to help us get the puck out of the zone. When he was coming down the ice, he was driving the puck deeper and keeping it down low.

"It only works if the player is willing to buy in. Here you have this athlete who has been an MVP twice on the left side and you're asking him to change positions. It is not an easy thing to do, but he bought in and he was very coachable. In addition to that, Adam helped him a lot with regards to his positioning on the power play."

The Capitals started to turn things around as well. Oates helped everyone on the power play, and it converted 26.8 percent of the extra-man chances by the end of the season.

Ovechkin led the League in goals and became a three-time MVP. Nicklas Backstrom finished third in the League in assists and had 48 points in 48 games. Almost quietly, Mike Green led defensemen in goals playing 35 games.

The second pivotal point for McPhee started with another loss. Washington went to play the Pittsburgh Penguins, and he felt his team played its best game of the season to that point in a 2-1 loss. From there, the Capitals went to play the Winnipeg Jets in two critical games.

"That was the season right there," McPhee said. "They were up by [nine] points on us going into that weekend and we beat them 6-0 and 4-1 and really played the kind of hockey we thought we could play. I thought that week was the turning point."

The Capitals finished the regular season with a 15-2-2 flurry to win the Southeast Division, but the Stanley Cup Playoffs left the club with an all-too-familiar ending. The New York Rangers knocked the third-seeded Capitals out in the first round, finishing them with a 5-0 victory at Verizon Center in Game 7.

CAPITALS' OFFSEASON OUTLOOK

Additions: C Mikhail Grabovski, D Tyson Strachan 

Subtractions: C Mike Ribeiro, D Jeff Schultz, C Matt Hendricks, RW Joey Crabb, G Dany Sabourin, LW Wojtek Wolski

UFAs: D Tom Poti, C Ryan Potulny

Promotion candidates: RW Tom Wilson, C Michael Latta, D Nate Schmidt

The second half of the postseason remains an elusive place for these Capitals, who have won three playoff series in six years and lost a Game 7 on home ice four times in that span.

"You can point to certain things at the end of each season in the playoffs and why didn't we advance," McPhee said. "This past year I was really, it isn't the politically correct thing to say, but I wasn't happy with the way the games were officiated. I went on record with it, and that happens sometimes. You've got to get beyond that. You might not think it's fair, but others who are objective may have thought it was fair. That's what we were disappointed with this year, and of course losing a couple of top-six guys in [Brooks] Laich and [Martin] Erat hurt a lot."

Now there is renewed optimism in Washington. Oates will have a full training camp for the first time, and the players will be more comfortable with his system and his teachings. Erat and Laich combined to play 18 games for the Capitals in 2012-13, and their returns, along with the addition of free-agent center Mikhail Grabovski, give the team a formidable forward group (though restricted free agent Marcus Johansson needs a contract).

The biggest question in the lineup is, can the Capitals find a competent top-four defenseman from a group that includes Dmitry Orlov, Jack Hillen and John Erskine? The top three of Green, John Carlson and Karl Alzner is a strength, as is the goaltending, with Braden Holtby entrenched as No. 1 and Michal Neuvirth a capable backup.

Washington is moving to a new division (Metropolitan) with some old rivals, but the expectations remain the same: Compete for a division title then figure out a way to navigate an extended stay in the Stanley Cup Playoffs for the first time with this core group of players.

Oates was well-liked in this city as a player, but he'd be revered if he becomes the coach who led this franchise to its first Stanley Cup.

"I like where the organization is right now," McPhee said. "I think we have a real solid club here and a solid club in Hershey (American Hockey League), and some good prospects on the way. This club should stay competitive for a long time."

---
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It has been four seasons since the Pittsburgh Penguins won the Stanley Cup, and each of the past two have ended in shocking fashion. They've fallen behind 3-0 in series they were expected to win after being anointed one of the favorites to win the Cup in each of those regular seasons.

In 2012 it was a wild, defense-optional series against the rival Philadelphia Flyers. In 2013 the offense disappeared against the Boston Bruins.

In 2013-14 the Penguins will again be considered one of the top teams in the NHL. The goals will flow, but a major question in net remains after back-to-back poor postseasons for Marc-Andre Fleury.

The biggest moves of Pittsburgh's offseason were signing Evgeni Malkin and Kris Letang each to an eight-year contract extension, and securing Sidney Crosby's linemates Chris Kunitz and Pascal Dupuis. There was a bit of a surprise once free agency began: The Penguins were able to retrieve Rob Scuderi after he left for the Los Angeles Kings shortly after Pittsburgh won the Cup in 2009.

2013-14 FANTASY PREVIEW: PENGUINS

Under-valued: James Neal -- Besides the fact Neal is capable of scoring about 40 goals and 70-plus points, the forward's value in the penalty minutes department has been a tremendous bonus over the past four years. Oh yeah, he loves to shoot and racks up loads of power-play points too. He's a borderline first-round fantasy player even after a relatively quiet season; don't wait to draft him.

Over-valued: Paul Martin -- Martin had 23 points and a plus-14 in 34 games last year, but nine of those points came on the power play, where the defenseman will see a diminished role with Kris Letang and Evgeni Malkin healthy again. He has 131 shots on goal and 34 PIMs over the past two seasons (107 games).

Sleeper: Beau Bennett -- Pittsburgh's first-round pick in the 2010 NHL Draft, Bennett might find himself among the team's top six forwards, and that could mean fantasy gold. The 21-year-old had 14 points in 26 games for the Penguins last season and could post 20 goals and 45 points.

 -- Follow Matt Cubeta on Twitter: @NHLQubes
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All of the big trade acquisitions -- Jarome Iginla, Brenden Morrow and Douglas Murray -- were not retained. Two staples on the third line, Matt Cooke and Tyler Kennedy, are gone. The additions -- Matt D'Agostini, Andrew Ebbett and Chris Conner -- were low-cost moves because the team is tight against the NHL salary cap.

The expectations remain the same in Pittsburgh: Either NHL Commissioner Gary Bettman hands the Stanley Cup to Crosby in June or the season will be viewed as a disappointment.

Here is the projected 2013-14 lineup for the Penguins:

Forwards

Chris Kunitz - Sidney Crosby - Pascal Dupuis

Beau Bennett - Evgeni Malkin - James Neal

Jussi Jokinen - Brandon Sutter - Matt D'Agostini

Tanner Glass - Joe Vitale - Craig Adams

Dustin Jeffrey

Defensemen

Rob Scuderi - Kris Letang

Paul Martin - Brooks Orpik

Simon Despres - Matt Niskanen

Robert Bortuzzo - Deryk Engelland

Goalies

Marc-Andre Fleury

Tomas Vokoun

NOTES: Bennett with enter training camp as the favorite to join the five stars in the top six and would most likely fit with Malkin and Neal on the second line. The bottom six could look different without Cooke and Kennedy around, but versatile Jokinen could fit with that group. Jeffrey is another candidate, and the Penguins likely will rotate four players on the fourth line.

Scuderi will enter camp as the favorite to play next to Letang, but Despres could end up in that spot. The Penguins have seven defensemen on one-way contracts plus Despres, so roster places for the touted prospects might not be available. Any of Olli Maatta, Derrick Pouliot, Scott Harrington or Brian Dumolin could earn a chance, but Maatta and Pouliot are likely to end up with their junior teams unless there are injuries during camp.

The Penguins will go back to Fleury one more time. He has a new goalie coach, Mike Bales, and just as it was for Fleury in 2012-13, what he accomplishes during the regular season won't dissuade the doubters until he proves capable in the postseason again. Vokoun remains one of the top Plan Bs in the League.

---
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In the four seasons since Marc-Andre Fleury flung himself across his crease to deflect one final shot from the Detroit Red Wings and make the Pittsburgh Penguins Stanley Cup champions, his team has won 167 games in the regular season.
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The Vancouver Canucks also have won 167 games in the past four seasons, but no NHL team has been victorious more. All of those wins look even more remarkable considering Sidney Crosby and Evgeni Malkin have combined to miss 201 games in that span.

Yet the franchise that is tied for the most wins in the League since 2009-10, after winning the Stanley Cup the season before, will enter 2013-14 in a unique place among the 30 NHL teams for an entirely different reason. After four straight seasons of playoff defeats ranging from mild disappointments to massive failures, the Penguins remain loaded with talent but have more to prove than they have in years.

"We're a good team with good players that are entering the prime of their careers," Pittsburgh general manager Ray Shero told NHL.com. "The core of this team, and you talk about Crosby and Malkin and now Kris Letang, there's not a team over the last seven years that has won more games than the Penguins. We’ve been to the Final, we've won the Stanley Cup in that period.

"It has been four years since we've been to the Final and won the Cup. When you have Crosby and Malkin that is the expectation. I go back to the fact that there are good teams. The salary cap has evened the playing field a little bit, but those are the challenges that good teams face. We're one of those teams, I believe."

Losing to the Montreal Canadiens in the second round in 2010 was a shock, but the Penguins had made back-to-back trips to the Stanley Cup Final in 2008 and 2009 and some fatigue could be forgiven. The 2011 playoffs essentially were a throwaway, with Crosby and Malkin unavailable because of injuries; just reaching the postseason was commendable.

But in the past two seasons, things went awry. Crosby returned from his concussion problems near the end of the 2011-12 season and the Penguins were one of the favorites to win the Cup, until the rival Philadelphia Flyers bounced them in a memorably wild first-round series.

The Penguins again were one of the favorites in 2012-13. After adding Jarome Iginla, Brendan Morrow and Douglas Murray before the NHL Trade Deadline, Pittsburgh began to evoke comparisons to some of the juggernaut teams of the past two decades. They reached the Eastern Conference Final, but were dismissed by the Boston Bruins in four games, a defeat as shocking as it was swift.

"We didn't score, and we were not a team that was easy to shut down, but Boston did a good job," Shero said. "Game 1, especially in the first period, we had all kinds of chances that didn't go in for us but they ended up getting the first goal of the game. Game 2, no one really, from our standpoint, can explain what happened in Game 2 and why we played so poorly, but Boston deserved to win the series. Our power play finished fourth in the playoffs, but when we needed to score against Boston at critical times, it didn't do it. It didn't get the job done."

Penguins coach Dan Bylsma said, "It wasn't necessarily a lack of scoring chances or opportunities. We weren't able to solve the goaltender and we weren't able to score. Besides Game 2, where we didn't play well, it was a strong series, a one-goal, one-shot series. We just weren't able to get up on that team or get a power-play goal or a decisive goal late like they did."

By the time the series was over, the questioning of the foundation in Pittsburgh had begun. Whether it was in print, online, on the radio, or in line at the grocery store, opinions about how the Penguins should move forward varied, but nearly all involved removing a key component.

Should the coach take the fall? What about the goaltender who had been poor in back-to-back postseasons? What about breaking up the core for salary-cap reasons, either by trading Malkin or Letang before their next big-ticket contract kicked in?

PENGUINS' OFFSEASON OUTLOOK

Additions: RW Matt D'Agostini, C Nick Drazenovic, C Andrew Ebbett, RW Chris Conner, D Rob Scuderi

Subtractions: D Douglas Murray, D Alex Grant, RW Jarome Iginla, LW Matt Cooke, C Trevor Smith, RW Tyler Kennedy, C Philippe Dupuis, C Chad Kolarik, D Dylan Reese, G Brad Thiessen

UFAs: D Mark Eaton, LW Brenden Morrow, C Warren Peters

Promotion candidates: D Olli Maatta, D Scott Harrington

Shero remained patient, stayed committed to his plan and did none of those things. He extended Bylsma's contract. He locked up Malkin and Letang. He placed his public support with Fleury.

"You can talk about trading some of these guys, but they're good players,” Shero said. "We'll see what the future brings, but certainly in my opinion, we're moving forward with a good group of guys. When we lose like that in four games, you have to ask those questions. They are things I have to make decisions on, but they are great players."

Shero also signed Chris Kunitz and Pascal Dupuis each to a long-term contract. Put those two with Crosby, Malkin, James Neal and someone who can skate backward without falling, and the Penguins have one of the best top-six forward groups in the League.

Not only was Letang retained, but the Penguins welcomed back Rob Scuderi, who was skating around Joe Louis Arena with a big silver trophy the last time he was on the ice in a Pittsburgh uniform. He could provide an extra measure of defensive responsibility, and the Penguins have a wonderful collection of prospects at the position to replenish the blue line as needed in the coming seasons.

Also potentially helping in goal prevention is the addition of assistant coach Jacques Martin, who can add his proven defensive philosophies to Bylsma's offensive attack strategies.

There are some questions about roles among the bottom-six forwards, and if the depth up front can be better than it was. There also is the biggest question in net, where Fleury will try to bounce back, with Tomas Vokoun around again in case he falters.

So what to make of the Penguins? The Bruins lost a couple of key pieces, but again look formidable. Same goes for the Stanley Cup champion Chicago Blackhawks.

On paper, Pittsburgh looks like a potential champion. If Fleury had proven more trustworthy the past two postseasons, the Penguins might be prohibitive favorites.

After two years of postseason foibles, that isn't likely to be the case. All of those victories in the regular season can be forgotten when the franchise has the highest of expectations to chase.

---
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After assembling the most talented roster in the NHL, one of the few questions left for the Pittsburgh Penguins before the 2013 Stanley Cup Playoffs was their goaltending.

For a second straight season, Marc-Andre Fleury struggled. This time, the Penguins had a viable Plan B, and Tomas Vokoun helped the team into the Eastern Conference Final. At that point, goaltending was far from the biggest question; the prolific Pittsburgh offense disappeared in a four-game sweep by the Boston Bruins.

The Penguins remain loaded with offensive firepower. During the offseason they strengthened their ability to defend. Fleury and Vokoun are back, so much of the critical focus will be on the person who needs to play better in the postseason to remain a franchise goaltender.

"It is kind of a little bit comparable to the Matt Cooke situation a few years ago when everybody said to get rid of Matt Cooke," Penguins general manager Ray Shero said. "He's this, he's that. We tried to work with him and he wanted to change. He took the proper steps, and I really believe Matt Cooke has become a productive, valuable player in the National Hockey League. You give him that opportunity and try to work with him. The question with Marc-Andre is certainly going to be at the end of the day to answer with his play."
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Here is the requisite inquiry about Pittsburgh's goaltending, plus five other questions the Penguins will need to answer if they want to win the Stanley Cup for the first time in five seasons:

1. Which way does Marc-Andre Fleury go at the crossroads of his career? -- Want a crazy stat? Fleury turned 28 years old last season and has won 249 NHL games in the regular season. Martin Brodeur, the all-time leader in the category, turned 28 during the 2000 Stanley Cup Playoffs. He had 242 regular-season victories to that point.

The issue for Fleury has been the playoffs. Since winning the Cup in 2009, Fleury has four straight postseasons with a save percentage below .900, including a .834 two years ago and .883 in five games during the 2013 playoffs.

Instead of finding the quickest means of parting with Fleury, the Penguins will try to find the player who produced a .933 save percentage during the 2008 playoffs and stonewalled the Detroit Red Wings in Games 6 and 7 of the 2009 Final.

"With a guy like Fleury, my decision to stick with him is, No. 1, it is really hard to find goaltending, so to just say get rid of him or buy him out, well, OK, that's a reaction, but who do I replace him with?" Shero said. "At 28 years old, there's not a goalie in the League who's won more games than him the last four years, the last three years, the last two years. He's won more games than anybody. You've got to win games to get to the playoffs.

"For Marc, it is about taking the necessary steps to improve his game. He is coming to an important part of his career. There's no doubt about it. In terms of trying to help and make him as good as he can be, there are still some parts of his game that he can improve upon and focus on. Those are things that we're going to continue to work on with him. He's serious about trying to improve his game, and he's got to do that."

Fleury will have a new goaltending coach in 2013-14 with Mike Bales replacing Gilles Meloche. After losing defensive defenseman Rob Scuderi four years ago, the Penguins finally filled that hole … by re-signing Scuderi.

There is going to be plenty of focus on the player nicknamed "Flower." After this season, there is one remaining on his contract. That would make him easier to trade or buy out if he can't find his previous form. It also would mean he can negotiate an extension if he can revive his status an upper-tier player.

"Marc-Andre wasn't the guy who finished for us, so that's why [the media] are asking the questions," coach Dan Bylsma said. "We think going into this season Marc-Andre Fleury is going to be a guy like the last year and two years and three years that is going to win a lot of hockey games. He's going to win 38, 39, 40, 41 games for us this year. There is no question about that. That is what I believe. That's what we expect him to be able to do for us. Tomas is going to go in and help us as well. We're not going to have to play Marc-Andre 70 games. We're going to have Tomas to play big games for us as well.

"The question being asked of me is about the playoffs next year, because I know what is going to happen during the regular season. That is something Marc-Andre is addressing this summer, addressing right now in his game, and going into this season that is not just something we're going to talk about and address in April. We're going through that right now with Marc and that's going to start -- it has already started -- and will continue into training camp and throughout the year."

2. How will the new-look third line shake out, and can the depth forwards be better? -- Cooke and Tyler Kennedy are gone to the Minnesota Wild and San Jose Sharks, respectively. They had been part of the team's third line for much of the past five seasons, and when Jordan Staal was between them it was considered one of the best third units in the League.

Brandon Sutter is, barring injuries, certain to center this line. His wings could be decided during training camp. Jussi Jokinen could be one. He played well in place of injured Sidney Crosby after arriving from the Carolina Hurricanes, and Jokinen is a versatile player.

Dustin Jeffrey could be one. He's been in and out of the lineup the past couple of seasons. One of the team's low-cost free-agent signings could be one, with Matt D'Agostini the most likely to claim a spot. A young forward who is the subject of the next question could also land here.

"We have Brandon Sutter. We have Jussi Jokinen," Bylsma said. "Those two guys are going to fill prominent roles for us. Then we have the ninth forward, 10th forward, 11th forward; I don't want to say they're up for grabs, but that is a competitive spot on our team. That could be a left wing, it could be a right wing and it could be a young player. It could be D'Agostini. He’s got some skill and has had some good years in the League."

3. Who is the sixth among the top six forwards? -- The top five forwards are set, and the sixth likely will play on a line with Evgeni Malkin and James Neal. Second-year forward Beau Bennett, who just misses the cutoff to remain a rookie after appearing in 26 NHL games in 2012-13, will enter training camp as the favorite to earn this coveted spot.

"It is certainly going to be that way in training camp," Bylsma said. "We have a few other possibilities, but Beau is a guy who I really took to as a player that could have an extremely good year. He’s got high hockey IQ, high hockey sense on the offensive side of the puck. He can really make plays."

Simon Despres

Simon Despres - 2012-13

Defense - PIT

GOALS: 2 | ASST: 5 | PTS: 7

 SOG: 33 | +/-: 9

 4. Where does Simon Despres fit on the defense corps? -- Despres was a first-round pick (No. 30) in the 2009 NHL Draft, and he's always been at the head of Pittsburgh's group of defense prospects the past few seasons. He played in 33 games for the Penguins in 2012-13, and three playoff games. 

This likely will be Despres' first full season in the NHL. He could end up playing with Kris Letang on the team's top pairing, or he could fit on the third pair with Matt Niskanen. The talent and potential is there, but the same can be said for a couple of the prized prospects who aren't far from challenging for a spot in Pittsburgh's top six.

"Simon has gone through the learning process the last couple of years for what it means to play defense and be a sound and consistent defender," Bylsma said. "He's big and can skate and defend and play physically. He has the ability with the puck to make a play, make the first pass. Simon has a lot of things that he can add. I think he's learned the consistency part and what it means to be a defender in this League. He's more than capable of stepping in and helping our team in whatever role that is."

5. Who will take on a greater role on the penalty kill? -- Cooke had been one of the team's go-to penalty killers for years. He was second on the Penguins in average ice time shorthanded among forwards last season. Douglas Murray also saw plenty of penalty-kill action after arriving in a trade, earning the fourth-most ice time per game shorthanded among the defensemen.

Rob Scuderi is an obvious candidate on the back end to consume shorthanded minutes. Jokinen has been a contributor on the penalty kill in the past with the Hurricanes. Joe Vitale also is a candidate to earn more important minutes while centering the fourth line.

6. Will the Penguins remember how to score goals again? -- Yes.

OK, to expand on that a little: sample size, sample size, sample size. The Penguins scored goals by the bushel during the regular season and through the first two rounds of the playoffs. Making decisions or assumptions about the offense after a four-game slump is a mistake.

Pittsburgh will be among the most potent offensive teams in the League again in 2013-14. Preventing goals, and particularly the play of the goaltenders, will determine how successful the Penguins can be.

---
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The Pittsburgh Penguins have had a prolific offense for years, and the central characters in their group of forwards could stay together and productive for years to come.

Pittsburgh general manager Ray Shero is going to have the ability to supplement those forwards with a crop of exciting young defensemen in the coming seasons. Not all of them will play for Pittsburgh -- touted prospect Joseph Morrow was traded to the Dallas Stars for Brenden Morrow before the NHL Trade Deadline -- but they all are valuable assets and lead the list of top prospects in the Pittsburgh organization.

"I think some of it was best player available," Shero said of drafting so many defensemen recently. "When it was our turn to pick, we had guys who were just very strong on a certain defenseman. All of these guys are really good hockey players who are going to play in the National Hockey League. I can't say when and where the opportunity is going to be, but there is certainly a premium on defensemen in the League.
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"When it is time to turn some of your club over, it is really helpful to have guys like that ready to step in. We're looking forward to some of those guys getting into our lineup in the way that Simon Despres has had the opportunity or the way Robert Bortuzzo has had the opportunity. When you talk to people around the League, center icemen and defensemen are definitely the commodities teams are looking for. ... In the end, you are drafting assets, whether it is to play for your team or to be utilized in other ways."

Here's a look at Pittsburgh's top 10 prospects, according to NHL.com:

1. Olli Maatta, D: Maatta was the Penguins' second pick in the first round of the 2012 NHL Draft (No. 22), but had they selected him with their first choice, which was No. 8, it wouldn't have been considered much of a reach. In fact, if the draft was held with those players again today, he'd have a chance to be in that top 10.

Maatta (6-foot-2, 206 pounds) had 12 goals and 52 points last season for the London Knights of the Ontario Hockey League in a total of 78 games between the regular season and their run to the Memorial Cup tournament. The 19-year-old has played for Finland in the World Junior Championship three times, and has a chance to play a fourth at the 2014 WJC. He also has a chance to make the country's roster for the 2014 Sochi Olympics.

And he might force his way onto the Penguins roster for opening night.

"Olli Maatta is a guy we think really highly of," Penguins coach Dan Bylsma said. "He's had a great amount of success playing junior hockey in London. He has to play in the National Hockey League to turn pro. He cannot go to Wilkes-Barre (American Hockey League). He's a guy who is going to get an opportunity in [training] camp to really show what he can do. Whether that is in an exhibition game or a couple of games, he's going to get that opportunity. We want to see him play against pro players and practice against pro players. Depending on which scout you talk to, he's ready to play in the National Hockey League, so we're going to see."

2. Derrick Pouliot, D: The eighth pick of the 2012 draft, his position on this list is more a reflection of Maatta's ability than anything from Pouliot. Each is an elite prospect and could play next to Kris Letang and log lots of minutes for the Penguins someday.

Pouliot, 19, had 13 goals and 65 points in 65 regular-season and playoff games for the Portland Winterhawks of the Western Hockey League, whom he helped win the WHL title and advance to the Memorial Cup. Listed at 5-11, 195, he's an offense-first defenseman who can push the pace and produce points.

"I think he's a 19-year-old player who has a year left of junior if we want, so we'll see where he's at in training camp," Shero said. "He's a dynamic player. It is hard to find players like that with his skating ability and vision and ability to move the puck. It's going to be an important training camp for him to see where he's at. Last year a lot of these guys didn't really have that opportunity, whether it was rookie camp or training camp."

3. Scott Harrington, D: The third member of Pittsburgh's defense trio that participated in the 2013 Memorial Cup, Harrington was Maatta's teammate with London. The 20-year-old had a combined three goals and 23 points in 71 regular-season and OHL playoff games for the Knights, and represented Canada at the WJC for the second straight season. He was the 54th pick in the 2011 draft.

Maatta and Pouliot have plenty of offensive upside, and Harrington (6-2, 205) could provide the defensive cover for them in the near future.

"Scott Harrington is highly touted and has great experience with London playing for the Memorial Cup and playing in the World Juniors with Canada and showed leadership," Bylsma said. "He's turning pro this year and we think a lot of him. He's in the Rob Scuderi-type of mold with what he brings. He's solid, a great defender, really smart and intelligent player. He's going to get his first real look at pro hockey."

4. Brian Dumoulin, D: The third part of the trade package Pittsburgh received for Jordan Staal from the Carolina Hurricanes, Dumoulin turns 22 in early September and could make his NHL debut at some point during the 2013-14 season.

He had six goals and 24 points in 73 games with Wilkes-Barre/Scranton last season, and eight points in 15 games in the Calder Cup Playoffs.

Listed at 6-4, 219, he doesn't have the offensive upside of Maatta or Pouliot, but the 51st pick in the 2009 draft could be a valuable depth defenseman, offering solid play at a cheap rate, for the Penguins in short order.

"I think his second half and his playoffs were very good," Bylsma said. "He really put himself in a good position to where he's going to get a look in training camp and can add to our team here in games."

5. Tristan Jarry, G: Pittsburgh's first pick in 2013 (No. 44), the 18-year-old goaltender went 18-7-0 for the Edmonton Oil Kings in the WHL last season. He's listed at 6-1, 183, and had sparkling numbers (1.61 goals-against average, .936 save percentage) last season.

6. Josh Archibald, RW: A sixth-round pick (No. 174) in 2011, Archibald was a breakout performer in college hockey in 2012-13, when the 5-10, 181-pound forward had 19 goals and 36 points in 39 games for the University of Nebraska-Omaha. He will turn 21 in early October and is set for his junior year with UNO.

7. Scott Wilson, C: Wilson, listed at 5-11, 184, had 208 players taken before him in the 2011 draft. The Penguins nabbed him with third-to-last pick and the 21-year-old enters his third season at UMass-Lowell as one of the top players in Hockey East.

Wilson was league rookie of the years as a freshman and returned with the exact same stat line, 16 goals and 38 points, as a sophomore. The River Hawks reached the NCAA championship game, where they lost to Yale University in overtime.

"We really like Scott Wilson at Lowell. He's like Josh Archibald," Shero said. "They are similar players. Great speed, and I really liked what we've seen so far from them. There is a lot of speed and skill and tenacity for being later-round picks. We'll let them develop and see how they do."

8. Oskar Sundqvist, C: Sundqvist was a third-round pick in 2012 (No. 81). The 19-year-old has good size (6-3, 182), and he split last season between the junior team and men's team for Skelleftea in Sweden. He had one goal in 14 games in the top league.

"He was just in Lake Placid with the Swedish [junior] team," Shero said. "He's a real big kid, a right-hand shot at center who's going to spend another year in Sweden."

9. Bryan Rust, RW: Rust had 11 goals and 30 points combined in his first two seasons with Notre Dame in the CCHA. He surpassed those totals as a junior, collecting 15 goals and 34 points in 41 games.

Rust, 21, was a third-round pick (No. 80) by the Penguins in 2010. He’s listed at 6-foot, 190, and will be a senior this season with the Fighting Irish.

10. Theodor Blueger, C: A second-round pick in 2012 (No. 52), Blueger had six goals and 19 points in 37 games at Minnesota State-Mankato in the Western Collegiate Hockey Association. Blueger, 19, is listed at 6-1, 183, and is the second-highest drafted Latvian in League history (Zemgus Girgensons went to Buffalo with the 14th pick of the same draft).

For all 30 in 30 stories go to NHL.com/30in30stories and for the full 30 in 30 schedule visit NHL.com/30in30.
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Evgeni Malkin and James Neal are world-class players, and someone from the Pittsburgh Penguins is going to have the enviable opportunity to skate on a line with them this season.

The favorite as training camp approaches is Beau Bennett, a player who had zero experience as a professional hockey player before 2012-13 and 47 games at the collegiate level before that.

Bennett had three goals and 14 points in 26 games as a rookie, and most importantly did not look out of place when on the ice with some of Pittsburgh's stars.
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"We had a scrimmage just before the season started and he had the chance to play with better players," Penguins general manager Ray Shero said. "He jumped out, and he showed he had the ability to think the game at that level. You can play him anywhere in your lineup. He has the ability and hockey sense to do that."

Bennett is listed at 6-foot-2, 207 pounds, and won't turn 22 years old until late November. He was a first-round pick (No. 20) in the 2010 NHL Draft, but missed all but 10 games of his sophomore season, in 2010-11, at the University of Denver because of injury.

He left school after two years and began his professional career in the American Hockey League last fall. He had seven goals and 28 points in 39 games for Wilkes-Barre/Scranton, the Penguins' American Hockey League affiliate.

"He hadn't played a lot of hockey prior to turning pro," Penguins coach Dan Bylsma said. "He didn't play a lot his sophomore season, and I think he really benefitted from the lockout, going down to Wilkes-Barre, playing a lot of games and learning the pro game. He showed he can play in certain areas of the rink, like in the defensive end and in the corners.

"Then, when he did have a chance in the National Hockey League, he showed that it wasn't just his skill and his hands and his hockey sense. He could be depended on to hold onto the puck, and he could be depended on to play defense for us. He did that."

Bennett isn't exceptionally fast but he is smart and smooth. He's not afraid to hang on to the puck for an extra split second to find an opening, and some of his flashes of creativity are glimpses of elite potential.

"He's almost more of a pass-first player," Shero said. "I'd like to see him get more of a shoot-first mentality, but that seems to be the way guys are sometimes."

If Bennett is going to play with Malkin and Neal, looking to pass the puck might not be such a bad idea; those two combined for 90 goals in 2011-12.

Bennett's passing ability could allow him to rack up plenty of points during his second NHL season.

"I think he really grew in the first half of last year while playing for Wilkes-Barre," Bylsma said. "He played 26 games for us, and showed what he could do power-play-wise, what he could do making plays with the puck. I think there is an opportunity for Beau, and I think he's capable of adding in that regard on our top six with our skilled players. I think he's going to surprise a lot of people by the end of the year with how he can help our team."

---
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Last season was one to forget for the Philadelphia Flyers.

Injuries, ineffective play and the ongoing saga with Ilya Bryzgalov, even if he was playing well at times, played a part in the Flyers crashing out of contention and missing the Stanley Cup Playoffs for the first time since 2006-07.

After years of low-salary goaltenders, the Flyers splurged on Bryzgalov but terminated that relationship this summer, two seasons into a nine-year, $51 million contract. Now Philadelphia is back to not spending much on a chronic problem, in part because there wasn't much NHL salary-cap space left to allocate.

2013-14 FANTASY PREVIEW: FLYERS

Under-valued: Wayne Simmonds -- His 0.71 points per game (15 goals, 17 assists in 45 games) were easily the best of his career, and the forward is starting to become one of fantasy hockey's best all-around players (perhaps following Corey Perry's footsteps?). His plus/minus could use improvement, but his power-play production makes up for that (16 power-play points last season).

Over-valued: Kimmo Timonen -- Timonen's 29 points were tied for sixth among NHL defenseman, with 17 coming on the power play. Unfortunately, the addition of Mark Streit could mean Timonen will see less power-play ice time (3:48 per game last season). The 38-year-old is still a must-own fantasy player, but expect regression in 2013-14.

Sleeper: Steve Mason -- This Mason/Ray Emery tandem might just work for the Flyers, and Mason should be the most valuable goalie of the pair by season's end. A change of scenery could be what Mason needed, and if his seven games with the Flyers were a sign last year (four wins, 1.90 goals-against average, .944 save percentage), then good things might be in line.

 -- Follow Matt Cubeta on Twitter: @NHLQubes

FOLLOW @NHLFANTASY FOR DAILY UPDATES ›

MORE NHL.COM FANTASY HOCKEY COVERAGE ›

Ray Emery had a fine season as the backup in Chicago, and he was signed to compete with Steve Mason in net. Mark Streit doesn't solve the problem of Philadelphia's aging defense, but he should make the unit better. Danny Briere signed with the Montreal Canadiens and Vincent Lecavalier was added essentially as his replacement.

There should be less drama without Bryzgalov, but goaltending could be an issue. There are a lot of older players on this team, and injuries could again be a problem. If the Flyers stay healthy and some of those who regressed last season perform better, Philadelphia can be a playoff team again. If not, there could be some drastic changes next offseason.

Here is the projected 2013-14 lineup for the Flyers:

Forwards

Scott Hartnell - Claude Giroux - Jakub Voracek

Brayden Schenn - Vincent Lecavalier - Wayne Simmonds

Scott Laughton - Sean Couturier - Matt Read

Zac Rinaldo - Maxime Talbot - Adam Hall

Jay Rosehill

Defensemen

Kimmo Timonen - Luke Schenn

Mark Streit - Braydon Coburn

Erik Gustafsson - Nicklas Grossmann

Andrej Meszaros - Marc-Andre Bourdon

Goalies

Ray Emery

Steve Mason

NOTES: Laughton should have a chance to become a regular, and with him the top nine seems set. Several of those nine will be looking to put up offensive numbers more like they did in 2011-12 than last season.

Emery and Mason could end up splitting duties. Mason played better than he has in years once arriving in Philadelphia, but some of that could certainly be chalked up to a small sample size. Emery was great for Chicago last season but had a better defensive team in front of him.

There will be several questions about the defense during training camp. Philadelphia has 10 defensemen signed to one-way contracts worth more than $34 million, and it still could be the team's biggest weakness. Chris Pronger will be placed on long-term injury reserve to reduce that figure to nine, but Bruno Gervais and Marc-Andre Bourdon could be in danger of being exposed to waivers depending on how many the Flyers decide to keep (and if everyone can stay healthy).

---
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Sean Couturier's first two NHL seasons could not have been more different. The question facing the Philadelphia Flyers and their 20-year-old center as he enters his third is which version is closest to the real thing.

Couturier, selected by the Flyers with the eighth pick of the 2011 NHL Draft, made the team as an 18-year-old. By the end of the season, he had developed into their best defensive center, capable of playing against the opposition's top players.

The best example came in the 2012 Stanley Cup Playoffs, when Couturier blanketed and frequently frustrated Pittsburgh Penguins forward Evgeni Malkin, holding that season's Art Ross Trophy winner to eight points in six games in the teams' first-round series, with three of those points in one game.
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Couturier had four points in 11 playoff games, became the first rookie since 1945 to have a hat trick in a postseason game, and was a plus-2. That followed a regular season when he scored 13 goals and had 27 points in 77 games, along with a plus-18 rating that was second on the team.

Heading into last season, the belief was Couturier was ready for an increase from the 14:08 of ice time he earned as a rookie and that he had earned time on the power play.

"I think that a lot of times there's always that expectation when players come in that first year and they're contributing a certain way, there'll be that jump to new heights in the second year, but it doesn’t always work that way," coach Peter Laviolette told NHL.com. "Sean still played good games and played well defensively. … I think generally with our team, there were too many times where we just were inconsistent with our play. Not just Sean, but we needed to be more consistent with what we were doing."

Couturier's ice time increased to 15:53 per game, but his production sputtered. He scored two goals in his first six games, then didn't score again for more than two months. He finished with four goals, 15 points and a minus-8 rating in 46 games.

Opinions on what happened varied. Some blamed it on the lockout; Couturier started the season with the Flyers' American Hockey League team, the Adirondack Phantoms, where he had 28 points in 31 games and received premium ice time. But when the NHL season started, Couturier was shifted back to a somewhat lesser role and never adapted.

"It was a messed-up year in a lot of respects," Flyers general manager Paul Holmgren said. "We had some guys start the year with the Phantoms playing … a lot. And then they come to the Flyers when our season started and their roles changed, ice times changed."

The change didn't help Couturier; the harder he worked to find an offensive spark, the more his game struggled. In addition to his lack of offense, his defensive play slipped and his success rate on faceoffs dropped from 47.0 percent to 43.9.

"[My role] should be the same as last year," Couturier told CSNPhilly.com. "A solid two-way player who takes cares of details and my offense will come. I know I have the offensive tools to produce."

With Vincent Lecavalier's arrival in free agency, it's likely Couturier will be pushed back into a third-line, defensive-oriented role similar to his rookie season. However, he still will be expected to help supply offense -- certainly more than he did last season. And it's not like he's a stranger to the offensive zone, as he had back-to-back 90-point seasons in his final two seasons of junior hockey.

 "I think the only way to go about it is to go in there and dig in and do some work and make sure that doesn't happen again," Laviolette said of Couturier's 2012-13 output. "He's looking for a bump in his play at both ends of the ice. I'm sure he wants to be better defensively and a contributing player in the offensive zone." 

---
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While the Philadelphia Flyers are a team that in their past has invested heavily in free agency, they never have been shy about letting a young player earn a roster spot.

The team's previous three first-round picks (Scott Laughton, 2012; Sean Couturier, 2011; Luca Sbisa, 2008) all made their NHL debuts as 18-year-olds.

Can Samuel Morin, the 11th pick of the 2013 NHL Draft, make it 4-for-4? That decision will come in training camp. And it will be a camp with a few more young players set to make impacts and give the team's decision-makers some headaches when it comes to setting the roster for the 2013-14 season.

Here is a look at the Flyers' top 10 prospects, according to NHL.com:

1. Scott Laughton, C: The Flyers selected the 6-foot-1, 177-pound forward with the 20th pick of the 2012 NHL Draft, and after he had 13 goals and 20 assists in 32 games with the Oshawa Generals of the Ontario Hockey League last season, he was invited to the team's abbreviated training camp in January. He showed enough in camp to earn a spot on the opening-night roster, and while he didn't have a point in five games before being returned to Oshawa, the Flyers were impressed with what they saw.
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They were even more impressed with his play in the OHL, as Laughton finished second on the Generals with 56 points in 49 games. He then led the team in goals (seven), assists (six), points (13) and plus/minus (plus-8) in seven playoff games.

"In Oshawa last year when we sent him back after five games, he went back there and … he took a leadership role, even bigger than before he left, and he ran with it," Flyers director of player development Ian Laperriere told NHL.com. "I was so pleased by his attitude -- everybody was. The whole organization was pleased by his attitude, and it's going to pay dividends for his future."

Laughton will return to training camp next month hoping to make the Flyers, but if not, he'll go back for another season with Oshawa, and with a strong start likely earn a spot on Canada's team for the 2014 IIHF World Junior Championship.

"My goal is to make the NHL, for sure," Laughton told NHL.com during a junior evaluation camp earlier this month in Lake Placid, N.Y. "I think that's anyone's goal in the room [but] it would be an unbelievable experience to represent my country and be able to play in this tournament I've been watching all my life growing up and my family has been. I think it's a win/win [situation]."

2. Anthony Stolarz, G: It was an up-and-down 2012-13 season for the 6-5, 210-pounder picked by the Flyers in the second round (No. 45) of the 2012 draft.

He started at the University of Nebraska-Omaha, but left school in January because of a lack of playing time and signed with the London Knights of the Ontario Hockey League. In 20 regular-season OHL games, he went 13-3-2 with a 2.29 goals-against average and .920 save percentage.

In the OHL playoffs, though, he struggled and lost his starting job in the league finals, and wasn't much better in his three games at the Memorial Cup, posting a 4.50 GAA.

Stolarz admits a long season with a lot of moving around wore him out, but the Flyers were impressed with how he handled everything.

"I really like his attitude," Laperriere said. "He had a tough time in the [OHL] playoffs, it's no big secret. He had great moments and down moments at the Memorial Cup and he's the kind of kid that learns from it. He'll tell you, 'I struggled, but I'll be better.'"

Laperriere said Stolarz staying in the Philadelphia region during the summer has allowed him to spend time with Flyers goalie coach Jeff Reese, and those sessions already have started paying dividends.

"He worked with Jeff Reese at the end of the year about his technique and not fighting the puck so much," Laperriere said. "He's so big that he realized he should use his size rather than try to be over-aggressive. That comes with experience."

3. Tye McGinn, LW: McGinn made the most of an 18-game NHL call-up last season, totaling three goals and two assists. The 6-2, 205-pound forward wasn't afraid to throw his weight around, picking up 19 penalty minutes and 19 hits. He also had 14 goals and 12 assists in 46 games with the Adirondack Phantoms, the Flyers' American Hockey League team.

A 2010 fourth-round pick (No. 119), the 23-year-old answered a lot of questions the organization had about him.

"His speed has always been a big knock on him, a big worry," Laperriere said. "Yes, he's a big guy; yes, he's got great hands around the net; and yes, he's tough and physical. But is he fast enough? Last year when he played [in the NHL], he showed he could keep up at the NHL level."

Laperriere said if McGinn continues to improve his speed, he'll have a chance to stay in the NHL full-time.

"He realizes he needs to elevate his speed if he wants to stick in the Flyers' lineup," he said. "I like everything about Tye. He brings that size that Flyers hockey is all about and that grit. … The future's in his hands. If he comes to camp and proves that he belongs here, he's going to be here."

4. Oliver Lauridsen, D: When injuries riddled the Flyers' defense corps late in the season, Lauridsen was given the chance to show his skills in the NHL. The big blueliner (6-6, 220) had two goals and an assist in 15 games -- a surprising amount of offense from a player who had one goal in 59 AHL games.

The Danish-born 2009 seventh-round pick (No. 196) is better known for his physicality -- he had 77 penalty minutes in the AHL, and had 35 hits and 34 penalty minutes in his brief NHL time.

"He played physical, he fought, he scored, which was a very nice surprise because he's not known to be a goal scorer," Laperriere said.

The Flyers added defenseman Mark Streit in the offseason and will have a fully healthy group of blueliners back to start this season, but Laperriere believes Lauridsen can earn a full-time stay in the NHL because of his work ethic.

"He works so hard on and off the ice," he said. "He's one of those kids that do everything you ask him to do and he'll do even more."

5. Nick Cousins, C: The 2011 third-round pick (No. 68) had a breakout season in 2012-13, finishing third in the OHL with 103 points in 64 games with the Sault Ste. Marie Greyhounds. He also got into seven late-season games with Adirondack.

Laperriere compared the 5-10, 169-pounder to Boston Bruins forward Brad Marchand for his ability to mix offensive skill with being an irritant to the opposition. However, Laperriere said that if Cousins wants to stick in the NHL, he needs to get faster -- with his skating and his decision-making.

"Nick is going to have to pick up his speed," he said. "Skating-wise he'll have to pick up his speed, but more his execution. In junior [hockey] you have more time to make nice little plays, but at the pro level you have backside pressure that's a lot faster. It comes at you a lot faster than in junior. Nick's smart. He's spending his whole summer in Philadelphia, training hard, training smart. He was great in development camp, he worked really hard. I was pleased by his work ethic. … He has the attitude to do whatever it takes.

The offseason addition of Vincent Lecavalier makes the Flyers deep down the middle, meaning when Cousins starts his professional career this season, it likely will be in the AHL. However, Laperriere said with a good training camp, Cousins could make the team's final roster decisions difficult.

"I don't think he's going to break the lineup this year, but he's one of those kids that if he keeps working hard and picks up his speed execution-wise, you never know," he said. "He might be a good call-up."

6. Samuel Morin, D: At 6-6, 202, Morin, the Flyers' first pick at the 2013 draft, brings the back-end size and nastiness the franchise has needed. He had four goals, 12 assists and 117 penalty minutes in 46 regular-season games with the Rimouski Oceanic of the Quebec Major Junior Hockey League last season. However, eight of his 16 points came in 18 games he played after Dec. 6, when assistant Eric Dubois was added to coach Serge Beausoleil's staff. Morin said when Dubois arrived his playing time went up, and with that extra time came confidence and increased production.

"When we changed coaches in December, I got more ice after that," Morin told NHL.com. "I get power-play [time], I get penalty-kill [time]. My confidence goes up and my game, too. … When you play 25, 30 minutes in a game, for sure you have more chances to play a better game than if you play 10 or 15 minutes."

He missed five weeks with a broken collarbone sustained in January, but he returned with seven points in six playoff games, and then had two assists and a plus-6 rating in seven games to help Canada win the gold medal at the 2013 IIHF World Under-18 Championship.

Morin also made a strong impression on Laperriere during a two-week stay at the coach's house earlier in the summer.

"I really like his attitude," Laperriere said. "He's one of those kids that is in bed at 9:30 to wake up at 7 and make sure he's ready to train. I was like that as a player, and when I see that it puts a smile on my face.

"He's a big body, he moves well for a big guy. He'll probably go back to junior and I don't think that's a bad thing. Today's game is a young guy's game. There are some guys that are ready, but I'm not sure at the defense position if it's smart to keep an 18-year-old. But you never know -- he might come and blow the staff out of the water and force us to keep him. He'll do whatever it takes to do that."

7. Robert Hagg, D: The Flyers' 2013 second-round pick (No. 41), the Swedish blueliner broke out for the scouts with a strong performance for Sweden at the 2013 IIHF World Junior Championship. A late addition to the team because of injuries, he had a goal and an assist in five games, but was seen by scouts as the team's most effective defenseman as the team won the silver medal.

After totaling 24 points in 28 games with Modo's team in the Swedish under-20 league last season, he made his Swedish Hockey League debut with one assist in 27 games. He'll play at least one more season with Modo in the SHL in 2013-14 before considering a move to North America.

Laperriere was most impressed by how calm the 6-2, 204-pounder is on the ice.

"He's calm, very mellow on the ice, and that's what his game is," Laperriere said. "He calms the play down and makes those plays … Morin will have the big hit, once in a while will have a fight and be a presence out there. Hagg's the other way. You might not notice him, but he'll do the right thing 99 percent of the time."

8. Shayne Gostisbehere, D: The 2012 third-round pick (No. 78) had a strong sophomore season at Union College, with 26 points and a plus-19 rating in 36 games, and also helped the United States win a gold medal at the 2013 WJC with a goal and an assist in six games.

It was the World Juniors performance that most impressed Laperriere.

"He played at Union College, a great college and a good league, but he played with the best of the best at the World Juniors, and he was one of the best of the best with the best, which is great," he said.

The only question with Gostisbehere is his size -- he's listed at 5-foot-11 and 160 pounds. While it would be nice to see Gostisbehere get a bit stronger, Laperriere said he doesn't want the 20-year-old to bulk up too much.

"It's not the 1980s now," Laperriere said. "You do have defensemen that can move the puck well and they're not that big, but they're so smart they get out of the corner with the puck all the time. I think [Gostisbehere] can be one of those guys. I don’t want him to put 20 pounds on. That would be the worst thing for him to do that, because he's one of those guys that relies on his speed and relies on his quickness out there. If you do put 20 pounds on him, I don't care who you are, you're going to slow down a little bit. He's a smart guy. I really like his game. At development camp he had an edge on everybody in the way he played with the puck, the way his head's up, the way he makes that easy play, skates out of trouble all the time. The kid has a bright future."

9. Brandon Manning, D: Like Lauridsen, Manning got a chance to prove himself at the NHL level when injuries decimated the Flyers' blue line late in the season. The 6-1, 195-pounder had two assists and a plus-4 rating in six games, after an AHL season that saw him total six goals, 15 assists and 135 penalty minutes in 65 games.

"He's a kid that wants to play at the NHL level and will do whatever it takes to do that," Laperriere said of the undrafted free agent signed by the Flyers in November 2010. "He's got the right attitude, that's for sure. … What I like about him is he'll do whatever it takes. He's one of those kids that if he needs to throw the big hit or get in a fight for a teammate, he'll do that too, but I think game-wise he needs to be quicker, react quicker to the plays and make that simple play all the time. If he keeps playing like that, keeps training like he is, he's probably going to be one of our call-ups if there's injuries."

10. Jason Akeson, RW: The lockout forced the 5-10, 190-pound forward to start the season with the Trenton Titans of the ECHL, but after 10 points in 14 games he returned to the AHL and went on to lead the team with 20 goals and 53 points in 62 games. He also scored 11 power-play goals.

That earned him the chance to make his NHL debut in the Flyers' season finale in Ottawa -- his hometown -- and he made the most of it with a goal and an assist in 12:23 of ice time.

The undrafted free agent signed with the Flyers in March 2011, and earned praise for his work ethic.

"He had a tough year starting in the [ECHL]," Laperriere said. "He went back up, finished first in scoring on the [AHL] team after missing 10 or 12 games, and at the end of the year [the Flyers] called him up. These are the little messages you send to your players, a reward like that, and it goes a long way."

---

30 in 30: Flyers add veterans, expect better season
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Back in July, on the day the Philadelphia Flyers introduced their three biggest offseason signings, chairman Ed Snider was asked if his team was better with the additions of defenseman Mark Streit, goalie Ray Emery and center Vincent Lecavalier.

"You don't add three terrific players like that without getting better," Snider said. "We're better, no question about it."

There might be no question in the mind of the Flyers' founding father, but others might not be so sure.

In the summer of 2011 the Flyers signed Ilya Bryzgalov to a nine-year, $51.5 million contract in the hope he could be the undisputed long-term answer to the never-ending goaltending question in Philadelphia. Instead, he turned out to be what general manager Paul Holmgren called a "costly mistake," and in June the Flyers used one of their compliance buyouts to terminate the final seven years of Bryzgalov's deal. They'll pay him more than $1.6 million not to play in Philadelphia this season, or about the same amount they'll pay Emery to split time in net with Steve Mason.
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Mason, acquired from the Columbus Blue Jackets in April, was impressive in seven late-season games, going 4-2-0 with a 1.90 goals-against average and .944 save percentage. But that came after four mostly down seasons following his dazzling Calder Trophy-winning season in 2008-09.

Emery, playing behind an elite defense with the Stanley Cup champion Chicago Blackhawks, went 17-1-0 in 21 games, and was third in the League with a 1.94 GAA. However, the last time Emery was a full-time starter was his first time in Philadelphia, the 2009-10 season. And when the 30-year-old looks at the defense now in front of him, he certainly won't see Duncan Keith or Brent Seabrook.

Holmgren, who traded for Mason and signed Emery, said he was more than satisfied with what his team has in net.

"They're both good goalies that we like," Holmgren said. "Steve's a young guy (25) who obviously started out with a bang and had a couple down years. I think last year, even in his time in Columbus, it looked like he had bounced back, and we were certainly happy with the way he played for us at the end of the year.

"When you've got two good goalies that you're comfortable with, they're both extremely competitive, both very athletic, both good teammates … I think it's a real positive for our team."

Holmgren was effusive about Streit, the puck-moving defenseman he felt his team was missing last season.

"[Streit is] the type of defenseman we need," Holmgren said in July, "a guy who can play on the power play, a guy who can provide offense [at] 5-on-5, a defenseman who gets up in the rush and joins the rush, and at times can lead the rush and make plays come out of our end. We've needed that."

Streit has averaged 46 points the past six seasons he's been healthy (he sat out 2010-11 with a shoulder injury). However, he's 35, adding another veteran to a group that features one player younger than 27 in its projected top six: 23-year-old Luke Schenn. That position also was the most fragile on the team, with seven defensemen ending the season on the injured list and 13 players skating at least one game, tied for the most in the NHL.

Streit said he believes he's not the average 35-year-old, mainly because he didn't arrive in the NHL until 2005, when he was 28.

"I think it's a big difference when you're 35 and you've played 15 years in the League or you've played eight," Streit said. "The wear and tear is big in hockey, in the NHL. I feel great, I'm healthy. I had one unfortunate season with the Islanders when I was hurt the whole year, but other than that I've played almost all the games every year, so I'm in good shape and I want to play for a long time and I really think I can help this team."

It's a unit that could use some help. Braydon Coburn and Nicklas Grossmann, expected to be the top shut-down pair, combined for a minus-11 rating and had their seasons ended by injuries in late March. Andrej Meszaros had a slow start recovering from offseason back surgery, played 11 games and was done in late March because of a shoulder injury.

The most productive member of the unit was 38-year-old Kimmo Timonen, who had 29 points in 45 games and gutted out more than a month with a broken foot before sitting out the final three games of the season.

About the only benefit to the late-season rash of injuries that also claimed Kent Huskins (concussion) and Bruno Gervais (torn stomach muscle) was a chance to get prime NHL playing time for younger players Erik Gustafsson, Oliver Lauridsen and Brandon Manning. Lauridsen, at 6-foot-6, 220 pounds, is the most intriguing of the three.

Though Streit's offensive ability is something the Flyers were missing, Lauridsen's size and physicality are something the Flyers haven't had on a consistent basis since Chris Pronger left the lineup in November 2011. Lauridsen had two goals in 15 NHL games (one more than he had in 59 games in the American Hockey League), 35 hits and 34 penalty minutes.

FLYERS' OFFSEASON OUTLOOK

Additions: G Ray Emery, C Vincent Lecavalier, D Mark Streit, G Yann Danis, C Kris Newbury

Subtractions: LW Ruslan Fedotenko, D Kurtis Foster, G Brian Boucher, C Daniel Briere, D Andreas Lilja, D Danny Syvret, RW Shane Harper

UFAs: LW Simon Gagne, RW Mike Knuble, D Kent Huskins, G Ilya Bryzgalov, D Matt Walker

Promotion candidates: D Oliver Lauridsen, LW Tye McGinn, D Brandon Manning, RW Jason Akeson

"I think he made a big jump last year at the end of the year," Flyers director of player development Ian Laperriere told NHL.com. "We called him up because of injuries and he played really well. He played physical, he fought, he scored, which was a very nice surprise because he's not known to be a goal-scorer. He played really well for us last year."

The Flyers hope any issues they have on the back end will be more than compensated for with their offense. They had a deep group of forwards prior to signing Lecavalier to a five-year contract to upgrade the second-line center spot left open when Daniel Briere was bought out of his contract.

It's likely Lecavalier will center a second line with wings Brayden Schenn and Wayne Simmonds. The question is whether Lecavalier, 33, can keep pace with the up-tempo offensive attack preached by coach Peter Laviolette, and if he can stay in the lineup. He has played 65 games or fewer the past three seasons, and he missed nine games with a broken foot last season. Lecavalier said he feels strong and is excited to be a part of Laviolette's system.

"I want to be on my toes when I play the game, I don't want to be on my heels," he said in July. "He [Laviolette] is a very smart coach. When you get that puck, you want to go, you want to skate, you want to play in [the offensive] zone. From playing against them, here in Philly and Carolina, I thought it was a really tough team to play against. That's why I want to be part of it.

"I feel good, I feel healthy. The last injury I've had -- the last three -- were blocked shots."

The top line will feature Claude Giroux, who should be recovered from August surgery to repair torn tendons in his right index finger sustained during a mishap at a golf outing, between Scott Hartnell and the breakout star from last season, Jakub Voracek. The 24-year-old had a career-best 22 goals and was second on the team with 46 points (Giroux had 48).

The Flyers have solid depth on the lower lines. A third line of Couturier between Matt Read and Tye McGinn will be solid defensively and contribute offensively, especially if Couturier and Read can return to the level of their rookie seasons of 2011-12. A fourth line of Adam Hall, Maxime Talbot and Zac Rinaldo has the potential to create chaos in small doses.

"I like our team," Holmgren said. "I like our chances. I think we have a good mix of young and old, some skill, some players who maybe are a little more gritty. So, I really like our team. … We continue to look for any ways we can improve our team, but I think we're a team that is certainly competitive right now."

---

30 in 30: Flyers' questions involve goalies, defense
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It's been 38 years since Bernie Parent skated with the Stanley Cup, and more than 25 years since Ron Hextall won the Vezina Trophy.

So it's been about that long that fans have been asking what the deal is with Philadelphia Flyers' goaltenders.

However, who the main man in net will be in Philadelphia is just one of a few questions facing the Flyers this season, as they look to show last season's 10th-place finish in the Eastern Conference was just a blip on the radar.

Here are six questions facing the Flyers:

1. Will the goalie rotation work? -- Steve Mason, acquired from the Columbus Blue Jackets at the NHL Trade Deadline, showed flashes of his Calder Trophy-winning form in seven late-season games, going 4-2-0 with a 1.90 goals-against average and .944 save percentage.
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To supplement Mason, the Flyers signed Ray Emery, who went 17-1-0 in 21 games with the Chicago Blackhawks last season, and was third in the League with a 1.94 GAA.

After two seasons of Ilya Bryzgalov as the unquestioned starter, the Flyers enter this season with Mason and Emery on equal footing. The question, though, is will it work.

"They’re both good goalies that we like," general manager Paul Holmgren said. "Steve's a young guy who obviously started out with a bang and had a couple down years. I think last year, even in his time in Columbus, it looked like he had bounced back, and we were certainly happy with the way he played for us at the end of the year.

“When you've got two good goalies that you're comfortable with, they're both extremely competitive, both very athletic, both good teammates … I think it's a real positive for our team."

2. Can the defense stay healthy? -- Of the seven defensemen on last season's opening-night roster, only two were healthy at the end -- Luke Schenn and Kurtis Foster. The Flyers had 13 players skate at least one game on defense, tied for the most in the League.

They lost their most effective defensive pair 10 days apart in late March, when Nicklas Grossmann went out with a concussion and then Braydon Coburn followed him with a shoulder injury. Andrej Meszaros, who spent the lockout rehabilitating from back surgery, played 11 games before sustaining a season-ending shoulder injury. No. 1 defenseman Kimmo Timonen played more than a few weeks on a broken foot before it finally gave out on him with three games left. Kent Huskins (concussion) and Bruno Gervais (torn stomach muscle) also ended the season on the injured list.

The injuries gave the Flyers a chance to look at some of their younger players, and while Erik Gustafsson, Oliver Lauridsen and Brandon Manning did well in extended playing time, shoring up the defense was a critical offseason goal for Holmgren.

Whether they accomplished that remains to be seen. The only NHL-ready addition was Mark Streit, acquired from the New York Islanders and signed to a four-year contract before he hit free agency.

Streit may have made the defense a bit more mobile, but at 35 he didn't make it any younger, or less injury-prone. Timonen is 38, and while Grossmann (28), Coburn (28) and Meszaros (27) aren't old, injuries and their physical styles of play have left them with a bit less tread on their tires. At 23, Schenn is the youngest of the expected top six.

With questions in goal, the Flyers will need their defense to remain intact and productive to give Mason and Emery the best chance to be successful. Holmgren, though, is positive things will be fine on the back end.

"We really like our defense," he said. "We were able to add Mark Streit to our defense. We had a lot of injures last year. We're counting on [Coburn] and Andrej Meszaros and Nick Grossmann to bounce back and have the type of years we expect them to have. We'll be in good shape. … I'm very comfortable with our defense. I think we're big, I think we're mobile. Our puck-moving ability is better just by the addition of Mark Streit. I like our group. If the season were to start tomorrow I'd be very happy."

3. Is Jakub Voracek the real deal? -- Voracek was a big offensive producer growing up in the Czech Republic and in his two seasons with the Halifax Mooseheads of the Quebec Major Junior Hockey League.

However, prior to 2012-13 he never had found his scoring touch in the NHL -- in three seasons with the Columbus Blue Jackets, who selected him with the seventh pick of the 2007 NHL Draft, and one with the Flyers, his best output was 18 goals and 50 points.

Last season, though, the departure of Jaromir Jagr opened a spot at right wing on Claude Giroux's line and Voracek took advantage, scoring a career-best 22 goals while playing all 48 games. He also had 46 points; pro-rated over an 82-game season, those totals would have been 37 goals and 78 points.

The biggest difference for Voracek last season was his willingness to shoot -- his 129 shots on goal were second on the team, and in an 82-game season projected to a career-best 220.

Voracek might have caught some teams by surprise, but that won't happen this season. Can he fight through the extra attention to be productive again in 2013-14? For the Flyers to get back to the Stanley Cup Playoffs, he'll have to.

4. Will the real Sean Couturier step up? -- As an 18-year-old rookie in 2011-12, Sean Couturier had 13 goals, 27 points and a plus-18 rating that was second on the team in 77 games. He was even better in the 2012 Stanley Cup Playoffs, becoming the youngest player since 1945 to have a hat trick when he scored three times in Game 2 of the first round against the Pittsburgh Penguins. He also played outstanding defensively, where he was tasked with covering Evgeni Malkin. He held that season's Art Ross Trophy winner to eight points in six games, but three points came in one game.
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Center - PHI

Goals: 4 | Assists: 11 | Pts: 15

 Shots: 75 | +/-: -8

 The belief heading into last season was that Couturier was ready for an increase from the 14:08 of ice time he got per game as a rookie, including some time on the power play. While his ice time went up to 15:58 per game, though, his production plummeted. He had four goals and 15 points in 46 games, and was a minus-8. After scoring twice in his first six games, he went 27 games without a goal. 

So was last season a blip and Couturier will develop into a second-line center? Or is he more suited to a third-line role, where he can use his defensive abilities to chip in offensively? The addition of Vincent Lecavalier will push Couturier to a third-line role to start, but if he plays like he did as a rookie, he could earn a bump up the lineup.

5. Can Vincent Lecavalier keep up? -- Speaking of the veteran center, he was nowhere near the Flyers' thought process until the Tampa Bay Lightning opted to use a compliance buyout to get out from the final seven years of Lecavalier's contract.

"I certainly had no idea he was going to be bought out," Holmgren said. "We changed our [offseason] plan right away. He all of a sudden moved to the top of our list in terms of forwards."

The Flyers signed Lecavalier to a five-year, $22.5 million contract, with the expectation that he can center the second line, or shift to right wing on a line with Claude Giroux. But can Lecavalier keep up with the Flyers' up-tempo style of play? The 33-year-old hasn't played more than 65 games in a season since 2009-10, and has suffered from hand, wrist and foot injuries the last few seasons. He says he feels good now, though, and the Flyers expect to be stronger up the middle with Lecavalier's presence.

"Depth at center is huge," Holmgren said. "I'm a big believer that the more centers you have, the better off you'll be. We just added a guy that can play ahead of Claude, behind Claude. … With Giroux, Lecavalier and Couturier as your three centers, that's pretty good."

6. Are they better now than when the season ended? -- Holmgren never has been a general manager willing to sit still. If he sees a problem or an issue, he does his best to solve it.

He saw a need for a puck-moving defenseman, and found it in Streit. He needed to clear cap space, so he used a compliance buyout on Daniel Briere. He wanted to change course in goal, so he used his second compliance buyout on Bryzgalov and brought in Emery. He wanted to get bigger down the middle, and signed Lecavalier to a five-year deal.

While those transactions filled needs, were they the right moves to get the Flyers back to the Stanley Cup Playoffs?

That question won't be answered until April, but the people who made them certainly feel confident.

"I go into every season optimistic and excited," team chairman Ed Snider said on the day Streit, Emery and Lecavalier were introduced to the media. "You don't add three terrific players like that without getting better. We're better, no question about it."

---

Drouin, Bennett among Jensen's fantasy sleepers
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With few exceptions, the majority of top-tier players are established and well-known to the common fantasy owner. Though those players are integral components of a championship team, under-the-radar options with high potential -- better known as sleepers -- can pay huge dividends in fantasy leagues.
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2012-13 REG. SEASON (QMJHL)

Goals: 41 | Assists: 64 | Pts: 105

 PIM: 32 | +/-: 48

Whether drafted or added off waivers, these players typically are undervalued on draft day but ultimately can become major fantasy commodities by season's end. Sleepers are extremely unpredictable every season, but the bottom line is these players end up outperforming everyone’s expectations, regardless of their age, team or position.  

This week, NHL.com fantasy insiders Matt Cubeta, Pete Jensen and Matt Sitkoff take in-depth looks at underrated players who should be on your fantasy team's radar entering drafts. Each expert will provide 10 sleeper picks with corresponding stat projections (in order of preference), along with five additional candidates for fantasy owners to keep an eye on.

PETE JENSEN'S 2013-14 FANTASY HOCKEY SLEEPERS

1. Jonathan Drouin, LW, Tampa Bay Lightning

Drouin, the third pick in the 2013 NHL Draft, has the highest fantasy ceiling of any player in his class entering year one. The dynamic forward made a name for himself in the Quebec Major Junior Hockey League last season (41 goals, 64 assists in 49 games) by not only scoring but by finding his teammates, one of whom was Nathan MacKinnon, who was drafted No. 1 by the Colorado Avalanche. Drouin, 18, was held out of Canada's summer development camp because of a sore foot but should be a top-six forward for Tampa Bay in 2013-14. He could earn time on the Lightning's top line with Steven Stamkos, the NHL's top goal-scorer and point-producer over the past three seasons, and Martin St. Louis, who led the League with 60 points in 2012-13. Considering Drouin likely will be taken outside the top 100 in most leagues, he has a chance to be a steal as a rookie and needs to be your priority in mid-to-late rounds.

Projection: 25 G, 35 A, plus-3, 20 PIM, 11 PPP, 210 SOG

2. Beau Bennett, RW, Pittsburgh Penguins

Beau Bennett
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2012-13 REG. SEASON

Goals: 3 | Assists: 11 | Pts: 14

 PPP: 5 | +/-: 7

 Fantasy owners can expect Bennett to be the beneficiary of playing alongside Evgeni Malkin and James Neal, two coveted fantasy assets, on the Penguins' second unit. Bennett gave the team a glimpse of his promise with 14 points (five on the power-play), a plus-7 rating and 30 shots on goal in 26 games last season before falling out of the rotation more times than not in the Stanley Cup Playoffs because of his inexperience and Pittsburgh's depth. But with Jarome Iginla, Brenden Morrow and Tyler Kennedy no longer in town, the team has the perfect excuse to permanently turn to its 2010 first-round pick. It's not even a stretch to say Bennett could contribute on the power play, considering he saw 1:39 per game with the man-advantage last season, which exceeded Pascal Dupuis' 0:48 average by almost a minute. If that trend continues, Bennett could give your fantasy squad a lift in as many as five categories in 2013-14. 

Projection: 19 G, 31 A, plus-18, 15 PIM, 14 PPP, 145 SOG 

3. Patrick Wiercioch, D, Ottawa Senators

Wiercioch made NHL.com's consensus top 200 fantasy rankings but is vastly underrated after his breakout rookie season. Justin Schultz (15 PPP) and Wiercioch (10 PPP) were the only rookie defensemen with double-digit power-play pointss, but when looking at each team's goals scored and allowed last season, the Senators were more efficient with Wiercioch on the ice (35 GF, 13 GA) than the Oilers were when Schultz was (49 GF, 54 GA). He finished second among rookie defensemen in points (19) and was rewarded with a new contract in July. This season, with Erik Karlsson expected to be 100 percent and Sergei Gonchar with the Dallas Stars, there's a real chance Wiercioch's role at even strength will be elevated while he remains a factor on the power play. Though he may miss the presence of defense partner Gonchar early on, look for reigning coach of the year Paul MacLean to make any necessary adjustments while not compromising Wiercioch's productivity.

 If Ryan Strome earns a spot on the Islanders' top line with an elite point pair in John Tavares and Matt Moulson, the sky is the limit from a fantasy standpoint. (Photo: Getty Images)

Projection: 10 G, 31 A, plus-10, 40 PIM, 15 PPP, 170 SOG

4. Ryan Strome, C/RW, New York Islanders

Strome's fantasy upside hinges on whether he makes the Islanders roster, but nothing is off limits in terms of his potential. If New York's 2011 first-round pick cracks the lineup, the team can give him second- or third-line center duties, or go bold by moving him to wing alongside John Tavares and Matt Moulson, the NHL's fourth-best point pair last season. If the Islanders adopt the latter scenario, Strome could be in the running for the Calder Trophy. Along with playoff standout Kyle Okposo and acquisitions Pierre-Marc Bouchard and Cal Clutterbuck, Strome will compete for the top-line right wing spot in training camp. But considering the turnover at the position in recent years (PA Parenteau, Brad Boyes), the Islanders could instead see this 20-year-old being a long-term playmaker on the wing. If Strome joins forces with Tavares and Moulson for a full season in 2013-14, that trio could combine for close to 200 points.

Projection: 16 G, 29 A, minus-7, 46 PIM, 12 PPP, 160 SOG

5. Emerson Etem, LW, Anaheim Ducks

Etem and Jakob Silfverberg likely will battle it out for the left-wing slot on the Ducks' top line alongside top-tier fantasy assets Ryan Getzlaf and Corey Perry. Each young player should be on your keeper-league radar and is in favorable position to score 35-40 points, but neither is likely to score at the other's expense because of Anaheim's deep forward pool. Etem, a California native, showed off his goal-scoring touch with three in seven playoff games and played a bit with Perry and Getzlaf last season. His audition with that duo, and his production when buried in the lineup during the postseason, should be enough to warrant late-round fantasy consideration. Don't expect earth-shattering numbers from this 21-year-old because Anaheim coach Bruce Boudreau likes to shuffle his lines, but fantasy owners have legitimate reasons to anticipate a big step forward for Etem in 2013-14.

Projection: 21 G, 18 A, plus-9, 18 PIM, 5 PPP, 120 SOG

 Forsberg didn't make much of an impact during his short NHL stint last season, but owners can expect this Swedish playmaker to give the Predators an offensive spark in 2013-14. (Photo: Getty Images)

6. Filip Forsberg, RW, Nashville Predators

Fantasy owners can't take too much from Forsberg's five-game stint with the Predators in 2012-13 (0 goals, 1 assist, 14 shots on goal), but that late-season exposure to NHL competition can go a long way in helping the organization pinpoint areas of improvement for him to address in training camp. The team has Colin Wilson and Patric Hornqvist healthy and added Viktor Stalberg, meaning 19-year-old Forsberg has much more talent around him. He's likely to flank either Mike Fisher or David Legwand, and could make the Washington Capitals regret trading him as early as this season. If other owners in your league don't seem sold on Forsberg because of his youth and the Predators' offensive woes a season ago, it would be wise to grab him with one of your final draft picks before others catch on to this Swedish prodigy.

Projection: 17 G, 23 A, minus-5, 23 PIM, 10 PPP, 185 SOG

7. Jonas Brodin, D, Minnesota Wild

Ryan Suter was one of the most valuable fantasy defensemen during his first season with Minnesota, which bodes well for the long-term value of his partner, Brodin. The Swede played 45 games in his first NHL season, sharing nearly 75 percent of his total ice time with Suter. Brodin is not quite a seasoned offensive player, but he did finish 43rd among defensemen and second among Wild skaters in ice time, adding 11 points, a plus-3 rating and 51 shots. This 20-year-old is the perfect fourth, utility or bench defenseman to target once the top 35 are off the board in your draft. He's likely to see major minutes again in 2013-14 and is under the tutelage of Suter, who led the NHL in time on ice last season.
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2012-13 REG. SEASON

Record: 5-3-4

 GAA: 2.20 | SV%: 0.936

 Projection: 8 G, 22 A, plus-2, 28 PIM, 7 PPP, 115 SOG  

8. Robin Lehner, G, Ottawa Senators

Though timeshare goalie tandems are worth considering, it's much more effective to draft a workhorse starter and grab his backup in late rounds. If you're mulling this strategy, Ottawa's goalie duo might be the best option. Craig Anderson is a top-10 fantasy goalie entering the season, and Lehner, who can be obtained with one of the final picks of your league's draft, will back him up. But why is Lehner (5-3-4, 2.20 GAA, .936 SV% in 2012-13) worth a bench spot if Anderson is expected to start 60-plus games? It really comes down to having a young insurance option who can provide quality performance and potentially more if the opportunity presents itself. If Anderson stays healthy, Ottawa could get selective by giving this 22-year-old favorable starts, making him a strong complementary option for owners who draft Anderson. If Anderson has another injury-altered season, Lehner would be in position to blossom as the Senators' goalie of the future.

Projection: 13-6-2, 2.26 G.A.A., .921 SV %, 2 SO

9. Cam Atkinson, RW, Columbus Blue Jackets

Atkinson missed time last season due to a lower-body injury he sustained in January and played 35 of the 48 games. Now the 24-year-old appears to be the odd-man out at right wing on a team with Marian Gaborik and Nathan Horton. Though things may seem bleak, Horton is expected to miss time after offseason shoulder surgery, meaning Atkinson's value entering this season might be higher than most owners think. He had nine goals, nine assists and nearly hit the century mark in shots in 2012-13, and he should be a top-six mainstay while Horton recovers. When the team is fully healthy, Atkinson could potentially adjust to the other wing to stay productive. All in all, Atkinson is overdue for a breakout season and will be in position to make that happen for an underrated Columbus team.

Alex Chiasson

Alex Chiasson

2012-13 REG. SEASON

Goals: 6 | Assists: 1 | Pts: 7

 Shots: 13 | +/-: 3

 Projection: 23 G, 17 A, plus-7, 14 PIM, 9 PPP, 205 SOG 

10. Alex Chiasson, RW, Dallas Stars

Before being sidelined with a shoulder injury in April, Chiasson emerged as a trending waiver wire option for fantasy owners. He scored six goals operating mostly with Ray Whitney and Jamie Benn in his first seven games at the NHL level. It's well-documented Benn will be moving to left wing to accommodate Tyler Seguin's move to center on the Stars' top line, but one thing to remember is that Lindy Ruff will be implementing a new system that may not run smoothly right from the start. Therefore, though a name like Valeri Nichushkin may seem more enticing in the late rounds of your draft, Chiasson has a taste of the NHL level and should excel whether on the top line with Benn and Seguin or on the second unit with Whitney. There's always a chance Seguin could move back to right wing and Benn back to center, but Chiasson proved last season with his goal-scoring flair that he should be a big part of the future in Dallas.

Projection: 15 G, 22 A, plus-4, 17 PIM, 6 PPP, 163 SOG 

Honorable mentions: Mark Scheifele, Tommy Wingels, Andrei Loktionov, Zack Kassian, Jake Allen

---

Is Kichton draft day steal?

Jets sign late-round pick after stellar WHL career

By: Paul Wiecek 
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Ever wonder how it could it be that a guy who was the top defenceman in the Western Hockey League last season, averaging better than a point per game for the Spokane Chiefs, was still available to the Winnipeg Jets with the 190th overall pick in the 2013 NHL Draft?
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•Jets sign Kichton to three-year deal 

You're not alone in wondering that.

"You and me both. I honestly don't know," said Brenden Kichton with a laugh Wednesday after the Jets announced they had signed the 6-0, 190-pound, 21-year-old defenceman to a three-year, two-way contract worth an average of $620,000 per season.

"Obviously everybody's game needs work, but if you look at my plus-minus stats the last three years, I mean, it's not like I'm a liability on the ice. So I don't know -- maybe it was just lack of exposure in Spokane or something.

“

'Obviously everybody's game needs work, but if you look at my plus-minus stats the last three years, I mean, it's not like I'm a liability on the ice. So I don't know -- maybe it was just lack of exposure in Spokane or something. Obviously, my physical game needs to get bigger and stronger and faster. But no, I don't think my defensive game needs too much work'

-- Jets prospect Brenden Kichton

"Obviously, my physical game needs to get bigger and stronger and faster. But no, I don't think my defensive game needs too much work."

The WHL would seem to agree -- Kichton won the Bill Hunter Memorial Trophy as the league's top defenceman in 2012-13 after a sensational season in which he scored 22 goals and added 62 assists in just 71 games.

The season capped a remarkable five-year WHL career for Kichton in which he registered 67 goals, 201 assists and 143 penalty minutes in 333 career regular-season games.

So again -- how is it that Kichton was available to the Jets in the 7th round this year, while one of the men he beat out for last season's Bill Hunter award -- Moose Jaw Warriors defenceman Morgan Rielly -- was selected fifth overall in 2012 by the Toronto Maples Leafs?

Part of it might have had something to do with the long and unusual route to the NHL taken by Kichton, who was actually drafted twice -- the first time in 2011 by the New York Islanders (fifth round, 127th overall) and then again this summer by the Jets.

Kichton says the Islanders offered him a bare-bones contract in 2011.

"It was the minimum you could offer," Kichton said. "It was like $40,000, I think, and then like a $10,000 signing bonus. It was just bare minimum and they said that was pretty much all I was worth."

Kichton and his agent balked and the Isles never did come back with a second offer.

"I guess they just didn't like me," said Kichton. "There was nothing more me and my agent could have done. They just said they're not signing me."

That put Kichton back into the draft, where the Jets were only too happy to pluck him in a late round and hope he develops into that special kind of defenceman who can take care of business in his own end while also scoring points in his opponent's end.

Is he NHL-ready?

"Probably not," Kichton admitted. "I probably need a year or two to develop and learn the pro game, because the pro game is completely different from junior. The guys are so much bigger, stronger and faster. It's going to be a tough transition, but I'm looking forward to this new challenge."

What does he know about Winnipeg? "Blue Bombers," said the native of Spruce Grove, Alta., before conceding his CFL team isn't exactly anything to brag about either.

"Yeah, the Bombers and the Eskimos aren't doing so hot this year."

paul.wiecek@freepress.mb.ca
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Ladd has skills he could add to Canada

Being 50-goal man isn't everything

By: Gary Lawless 
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Andrew Ladd played in the 2013 world championship in Sweden. 
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Andrew Ladd played in the 2013 world championship in Sweden. (JACQUES BOISSINOT / THE CANADIAN PRESS ARCHIVES) 
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CALGARY -- Team Canada GM Steve Yzerman says there are no long shots with this group but, of course, there are and Andrew Ladd is one of them.

The Winnipeg Jets captain and one of the NHL's most underrated players is considered by many to be a second-tier player slotted into a first-tier role on a bad team.

On the surface the premise holds water, as Ladd skates on the top line of a non-playoff team. But the premise breaks down for one reason: Ladd is not second-rate.

Maybe he doesn't have a skill that stands out, such as blinding speed or elite ice vision, but he puts all his tools together for a rare complete package.

There is no team in the NHL that wouldn't want Andrew Ladd; his versatility makes him invaluable.

"When you're building a national team there are different roles and the conversations with the coaching staff have been all about building a team," said Team Canada coaching consultant Ralph Krueger. "The 14 forwards all have to have character. Andrew might not be seen as a top six guy but Andrew understands the 200-foot game and his understanding of winning is key. Every game here is a Game 7 and when you have a player with two Stanley Cups, he understands that part of the game. Andrew is in the mix."

Ladd need only look around to realize he's not in the upper crust of this group in terms of scoring. But the quiet confidence that underpins everything Ladd has achieved as a hockey player bubbles over a bit when that fact is pushed in his direction.

"They're not looking for just goals and assists and points. That's one thing I've done pretty well in my career and that's play the right way. If the puck isn't going in that's OK. It can work the other way too. Sometimes you're not playing very well and the puck is going in, but I think I'm pretty good at knowing I have to stick to the basics," he said.

"I think I skate well enough. It hasn't been a problem for me at world championships. I've played different roles there too, from a checker to a top-six forward. I don't think I've struggled at all. I'll get there."

Krueger adds the larger ice surface used at this Olympics will provide difficulties for some players, but not Ladd.

"You have to be very good positionally and an above average skater, which Andrew is," said Krueger, who has been tasked with figuring out a way to translate the Canadian team's strengths into success on the big ice. "You have to understand the angles and he's very good at that. He's been schooled very well."

Getting off to a strong start this season is pivotal. Ladd will have to score goals to keep his name in the conversation but he can't stray from the foundation his game is built upon.

"Skating and checking for me are key. When I'm doing that I'm on the body and on the puck. If I don't do that I'm not playing my best hockey," said Ladd, who potted 18 goals last season and has 75 over the last three campaigns. "The only negative effect it can have is if you start thinking you're better than you are and you start playing the wrong way. For me, my game starts with checking and the offence comes from that. My game is skating and checking and after you get the puck you have some freedom to try and make plays."

Ladd paid close attention to the rash of contracts Jets GM Kevin Cheveldayoff was able to complete this summer, including those of linemates Blake Wheeler and Bryan Little. The suggestion was made to him on Tuesday that Cheveldayoff had done his part and now the players must do theirs and develop into a consistent winner.

"Yep, for sure. First of all those guys deserve that. They've been a very important part of our team and if they weren't part of our team going forward there would have been some big holes to fill," said Ladd. "As a group we have to be ready to take the next step."

Ladd said he'd be leaving Calgary and making his way back to Winnipeg to begin final preparations for the regular season. Putting a winning Jets team on the ice is one goal, but making the Olympic team will also be on one of his front burners.

"I'll really only be happy if I get named to the final roster. It's nice to be here but the goal is to be in Sochi. That's the only thing that will make me happy," said Ladd.

The 27-year-old also sees some benefit to having himself and a number of teammates trying to make Olympic rosters.

"We've got a lot of guys on the U.S. side (four) that will be looking to make an impression with a good start and be in contention to make that team. If we can do it as a group and have success with our team, that's good for everyone," he said.

Good for everyone, and maybe most importantly, good for Jets fans.

gary.lawless@freepress.mb.ca

Twitter: @garylawless

Gary Lawless, Winnipeg Free Press
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Enstrom assault case goes awry

Accused convicted on minor charge

By: Ed Tait 
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Toby Enstrom 
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Toby Enstrom 
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A man accused of robbing Winnipeg Jets defenceman Toby Enstrom in Sweden in late June has been sentenced to one month in jail for giving a false name to police.

Enstrom was assaulted on the evening of June 29 in ñrnskldsvik, Sweden while attempting to take money out of an automated teller machine. The Jets defenceman had been out for dinner with friends and his sister that evening when witnesses say they saw him attacked and left unconscious. He was rushed to the hospital and needed stitches above his right eye, but was not seriously injured.

Enstrom told the court in ñrnskldsvik on Thursday that he did not recognize the accused and could not prove he had actually lost any money.

The accused, who was arrested along with two other men a few hours after the assault -- both of whom were later released -- denied the incident or ever having seen Enstrom in court.

The court determined that the testimony of the witnesses could not prove beyond a reasonable doubt that the accused actually robbed Enstrom.

Long record

But the defendant -- who has a long record dating back to 2004 for theft, fraud, receiving stolen goods and misdemeanor drug offences -- was sentenced for giving a false name to the police, who also admitted in court they recorded his name incorrectly and should have been more thorough in checking his identity.

Enstrom, who said he experienced some lingering effects from the assault for a few days but is fine now, is expected to report to Jets training camp next month.

ed.tait@freepress.mb.ca Twitter: @WFPEdTait
Jets unveil TV plans, itinerary for prospects

Deck deck
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Highly touted Jets prospect Jacob Trouba will participate in the Young Stars Classic in Penticton, B.C. 
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Highly touted Jets prospect Jacob Trouba will participate in the Young Stars Classic in Penticton, B.C. (JOE BRYKSA / WINNIPEG FREE PRESS ARCHIVES) Photo Store 
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A sure sign the lazy, hazy days of summer are coming to and end: the Winnipeg Jets have unveiled plans for both their prospects training camp and their TV broadcast schedule.

The Jets Prospects Training Camp will begin Thursday, Sept. 5 with a 10 a.m. practice at the MTS Iceplex before the players head to Penticton, B.C., for the Vancouver Canucks 2013 Young Stars Classic Tournament that afteronnon.

Jets prospects will play in three games in Penticton: vs. San Jose on Sept. 6, Edmonton on Sept. 7 and Vancouver on Sept. 9.

Jets veterans will report on Wednesday, Sept. 11 for medicals and testing and just three days later some of them will be participating in the Kraft Hockeyville Game in Stirling-Rawdon, Ont., on Sept. 14.

Meanwhile, the team also announced its TV broadcast schedule for the 2013-14 season.

All Jets games will be televised with their debut -- Tuesday, Oct. 1 (9 p.m.) in Edmonton against the Oilers -- once again featured on CBC's Hockey Night in Canada. The Jets will appear on HNIC 14 times, eight at home, six on the road.

Winnipeg will also be featured five times in TSN's national network (three home, two on the road), including a divisional match-up against the reigning Stanley Cup Champion Chicago Blackhawks on Wednesday, Nov. 6 at 7 p.m.

The other two home dates on TSN national will be against the Vancouver Canucks -- Jan. 31 and March 12 -- and Jets fans should note the game times for both have been changed to 7:30 p.m.

The remaining Jets games will be regionally televised (available in Manitoba, Saskatchewan and parts of Northwestern Ontario) on TSN Jets, including the three exhibition games, and feature play-by-play man Dennis Beyak and analysts Shane Hnidy, Brian Engblom and Mike Johnson. TSN Jets coverage kicks off with Minnesota at Winnipeg on Thursday, Sept. 19 at 7 p.m.

As well, all 82 games, including all seven exhibition games, can also be heard on the radio on TSN 1290 with play-by-play voice Brian Munz.

-- staff
Jets draft pick Mark Scheifele working hard to make team this season

By: Scott Edmonds, The Canadian Press 
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Mark Scheifele shows off his form at the MTS IcePlex Monday afternoon as the Winnipeg Jets put their draft picks through their paces at development camp. 
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Mark Scheifele shows off his form at the MTS IcePlex Monday afternoon as the Winnipeg Jets put their draft picks through their paces at development camp. (PHIL HOSSACK / WINNIPEG FREE PRESS) 
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WINNIPEG - It was almost 30 C outside but there was still hockey Monday as the Winnipeg Jets development camp got underway on the edge of the city with 43 young prospects.

Some, such as goaltender Eric Comrie, barely 18, probably have a long way to go before they lace up skates in the NHL.

But others, such as centre Mark Scheifele, 20, could have a far more immediate impact on the future of a team that is trying to get a lot better this season.

This is Scheifele's third such camp and he says he has one thing on his mind — making the team that made him their first draft pick in 2011. He was also the first draft pick of the Jets period, since the former Thrashers had just relocated to Winnipeg from Atlanta.

"I'm working my hardest to be on the team full time this year," Scheifele said after the first day on the ice.

The biggest thing Scheifele suggests he needs is strength and he is certainly a little bigger and stronger looking than he was in 2011.

Scheifele and 2012 draft pick Jacob Trouba have been training with Gary Roberts. The retired NHL left-winger, who played 21 seasons in the league, runs a high-performance centre in Toronto.

"I've been there just over a month now. I've already seen huge gains in my body and my strength," said Scheifele.

He also says it's good to have someone like Trouba around. Scheifele played for Canada and Trouba, the Jets top pick last year, for the United States in the world juniors.

The U.S. won gold and Canada came home without a medal this year at the competition, something Trouba admits he brings up now and then.

"We still joke about the world juniors quite a bit but we do push each other," said Scheifele.

The Jets have tried him out twice at the beginning of the last two seasons but both times felt he needed more seasoning and sent him back to his OHL junior team, the Barrie Colts, coached by a former original Winnipeg Jet, Dale Hawerchuk.

Scheifele developed into a major offensive threat in the OHL, leading his Colts to within one game of qualifying for the Memorial Cup this year. He was injured and had to watch as they lost Game 7 and missed the tournament.

"It was honestly the hardest thing I've ever done, to watch the game from the stands and not able to be out there in game seven. . . It was the toughest feeling I've ever had to deal with, to see the guys heartbroken like that and not being able to be with them."

This is the year many expect him to graduate but he suggests the pressure is the same he has felt every year.

"I think there's always pressure. I put a lot of pressure on myself every year I've been here."

The Jets have 22 forwards, 15 defencemen and six goaltenders in camp, which lasts until Friday.

Trouba also says the competitive spirit he and possible future teammate Scheifele bring to their training with Roberts is a good thing.

"We're pretty good friends and I think the kind of people we are we're both pretty competitive people. . . I think it's good and it's healthy for our relationship," he said.

"I want this place to be home for quite a while for me and I'm working hard to get there. . . I feel better than I have my whole career."
Gallagher happy to be at rookie showcase after not being invited last year

By: Dan Ralph, The Canadian Press 
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Montreal Canadiens' Brendan Gallagher speaks to reporters during practice at the Scotiabank Place in Ottawa on Monday, May 6, 2013. Gallagher was a reluctant veteran Tuesday.The 21-year-old Edmonton native was among 25 top NHL prospects/rookies particiapting in the NHLPA's rookie showcase at Mastercard Centre. THE CANADIAN PRESS/Sean Kilpatrick 
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Montreal Canadiens' Brendan Gallagher speaks to reporters during practice at the Scotiabank Place in Ottawa on Monday, May 6, 2013. Gallagher was a reluctant veteran Tuesday.The 21-year-old Edmonton native was among 25 top NHL prospects/rookies particiapting in the NHLPA's rookie showcase at Mastercard Centre. THE CANADIAN PRESS/Sean Kilpatrick 

TORONTO - Brendan Gallagher was a reluctant veteran Tuesday.

The 21-year-old Edmonton native was among 25 top NHL prospects/rookies participating in the NHLPA's rookie showcase at Mastercard Centre. A finalist for league's top rookie award last season, the Montreal Canadiens forward shared the spotlight Tuesday with Nathan MacKinnon, the highly touted 17-year-old who went first overall to Colorado in this year's draft.

"They (rookies) haven't asked me anything but I don't think I'm a veteran by any means," Gallagher said with chuckle. "I'm still learning.

"I like talking to these guys and hearing the stories they have to tell. It's fun to meet these guys, have a few laughs together and get to know them a little bit more."

The five-foot-nine, 178-pound Gallagher wasn't invited to last year's showcase, which gives Panini America and Upper Deck the chance to photograph many of the game’s top young players for trading card and memorabilia launches. After starting the lockout-shortened season with the AHL's Hamilton Bulldogs, Gallagher cracked Montreal's roster once the NHL campaign began.

The feisty right-winger not only impressed with his spirited play but finished tied for second on the team in goals (15) and game winners (three). Between Montreal and Hamilton, Gallagher had 25 goals and 23 assists in 80 combined games in his first full season of pro hockey.

Not bad for a player selected in the fifth round, No. 147 overall, in the 2010 NHL entry draft from WHL's Vancouver Giants. But Gallagher wasn't surprised.

"I never like to say it was unexpected because that's why you work and train so hard in the summer," he said. "You expect to be there but that said, you don't expect it to be handed to you, you need to work for it and can't take anything off.

"This summer I prepared the same way, did the exact same things. I'm taking nothing for granted."

Gallagher wants to prove he's much more than a one-year wonder in the NHL.

"I don't want to be complacent about a first year," he said. "I know a lot of guys have had good first years and struggle in their second so I'm aware of that.

"The most important thing is winning. I just want to be part of a winning hockey team and for me to contribute in that I need to continue to build on my season last year."

Especially after getting up close and personal with the likes of Pittsburgh Penguins superstar Sidney Crosby.

"When you're skating with Crosby and he gets the puck in the neutral zone, he's gone," Gallagher said. "You see how explosive he is, how quick he is, how his decision-making process is right there and happens so quickly.

"To play against a guy like that you see the level he's at and the obvious improvement you can make."

A fact not lost on MacKinnon, who trains with Crosby in the off-season and says the Pittsburgh superstar understands when to offer sage advice while allowing a young player to find his own way.

"He's going to let me feel it out on my own but at the same time he's said a couple of things here and there," said MacKinnon, who like Crosby, is from Cole Harbour, N.S.

But participating players also attended a seminar by the NHLPA discussing the expectations they now face as pro hockey players. Defenceman Dylan McIlrath, a 20-year-old Winnipeg native selected 10th overall in 2010 by the New York Rangers, said the message was clear.

"Definitely, the spotlight is on you at all times," he said. "The biggest thing is always be professional.

"Obviously you can do what you want but always know, especially with social media these days, you have to present yourself in good manner."

The 2012-'13 campaign was a solid one for Montreal, which was second to Pittsburgh in the Eastern Conference with 29-14-5 record. But its season ended abruptly in a 4-1, opening-round playoff loss to the rival Ottawa Senators.

This off-season, Montreal signed centre Daniel Briere (four times a 30-goal scorer) and defenceman Doug Murray as free agents while acquiring six-foot-five, 228-pound forward George Parros from Florida.

"Daniel Briere (is) a very skilled, a smaller guy I can learn from and who I'm excited to be around," Gallagher said. "Douglas Murray is a presence to play against to say the least, a big body who is going to be effective on the penalty kill and will fit nicely into our core of six defencemen.''

Gallagher said Parros will not only boost Montreal's toughness but his presence should help keep rugged forwards like Brandon Prust on the ice more.

"Having (Parros) around, I think, just makes everyone feel more comfortable," Gallagher said. "We had guys (last year) who were willing to stand up . . . you look at a guy like Brandon Prust who would go fight (Toronto forward) Frazier McLaren, who is a much bigger guy, and he did very well.

"But for us to have Prust on the ice is big as well."
Days of living off potential are over

Time for Jets players to reward faith shown

By: Gary Lawless 
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Supplied photo This recent photo of Dustin Byfuglien popped up on Twitter Tuesday. It appears the Jets defenceman has kept himself in shape this off-season. 

Enlarge Image 

Supplied photo This recent photo of Dustin Byfuglien popped up on Twitter Tuesday. It appears the Jets defenceman has kept himself in shape this off-season. 

Now, they must win.

They're rich. They have both financial security and stability in the form of long-term contracts. They're the Winnipeg Jets of the present and the future. All that remains to be seen is if they're winners or losers.

For a few years now we've been hearing about the potential and talent of the core group of players with the Jets. They're no longer being paid for potential on entry-level deals or even second contracts. They're now getting the big dollars reserved for performance deals. Long-term contracts worth tens of millions of dollars.

Time to buy that house on the lake or fishing boat you've always dreamed about owning. It's also time to win.

Growth and development is great and it's a process that has to unfold on its own schedule. But sooner or later the finished product either arrives or it doesn't.

Patience from the fanbase isn't infinite and the Jets are a different product than our Blue Bombers. It's a lot easier for the Bombers at their price point to get away with endless futility. But the kind of money and yearly increases the Jets are asking of people puts the organization on a much different clock.

Winning in the NHL is obviously much harder than in the eight-team CFL and a Stanley Cup is a generational goal for most franchises.

“

'Jets fans may wish for a Stanley Cup but they can't demand one. They can, however, expect a playoff team and more'

Jets fans may wish for a Stanley Cup but they can't demand one. They can, however, expect a playoff team and more. That's well within their rights as a fanbase paying the freight.

So now, after having some time to cut their teeth, this group of players must begin to return the investment made by the organization and backed by the community.

The window for the Jets to be winners is open. The players need to take the next step and become a playoff team. Such a statement will push GM Kevin Cheveldayoff into the next mode of fine-tuning the roster and adding pieces to turn the Jets into contenders.

But right now it's all about the core players Cheveldayoff has locked up. It's time for them to earn their keep and become more than just a cute story out on the Prairie. It's time for them to become a serious hockey team.

Cheveldayoff has made the only bet available to him in this market and that's to lock up the young players previously collected by Atlanta Thrashers management.

Andrew Ladd, Ondrej Pavelec, Evander Kane, Toby Enstrom, Zach Bogosian, Blake Wheeler and Bryan Little were members of the organization when it arrived from Atlanta and Cheveldayoff has now systematically signed them all to long-term contracts.

That's a lot of talent signed for a lot of years. It's a fine foundation with more talented draft picks coming on board every year as Cheveldayoff continues to bolster the organization's depth.

If this franchise is to become a playoff team or contender, it will be on the backs of these players.

To date, Jets fans have been thrilled to cheer on these young players and crow about their potential. But that will change now. Fans are well aware of the money that's been handed to these players and will instinctively point to contracts if and when they become disgruntled.

Veterans such as Ron Hainsey and Nik Antropov constantly had their play held up against their healthy contracts. It's the nature of the dynamic and the Jets newest group of highly paid players will either thrive in their next stage of their hockey lives or they'll bear the full force of a dissatisfied Canadian hockey market.

The Jets, in essence, grew up this summer. Now we find out if they're ready to accept all that comes with the money they've been handed.

Word out of Minnesota, and there was photographic evidence Tuesday on Twitter, is Dustin Byfuglien has taken a step in his conditioning.

"Buff's going to be a big-time player this year," said teammate Blake Wheeler, after spending some time with the talented defenceman last week. "I'm glad he's on my team this year."

Byfuglien can't take the Jets to the next level all alone but if he's ready to fulfill the unlimited potential trapped inside his body and mind, Cheveldayoff may have acquired the best player available this summer without having spent a dime or going outside his own house.

Byfuglien has hovered around all-star status the last few seasons but hasn't been able to crack the ceiling from very good to great. Conditioning is the key to unlocking that mystery and the Jets have addressed that with their star player again and again.

If Cheveldayoff and coach Claude Noel have found a way to reach Byfuglien, there's no limit to what he can accomplish. By extension, Byfuglien could drag the Jets to some unexpected places.

So things are looking good in late July. The best they've looked since the Jets returned to Winnipeg.

But, and Cheveldayoff said this himself on Monday, the games are won on the ice.

True enough.

So bring on the games. And the expectations.

gary.lawless@freepress.mb.ca Twitter: @garylawless
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Vancouver Canucks winger David Booth will be ready for training camp when it opens on September 11, according to his agent Mike Liut.

Liut tells News 1130 Sports his client still has a screw in his ankle, so Booth hasn’t skated yet this offseason. He remains on schedule, however.

The 2013-14 campaign is a pivotal year for Booth after two injury plagued seasons as a Canuck.

Just as he was taking off in 2011-12, he suffered a sprained knee that kept him out of the Canucks lineup for 18 games.

This past season, Booth injured his groin during the first day of training camp while undergoing physicals. He missed the first 14 games of the season as a result. Booth then suffered a left ankle injury in March and that kept him out for the balance of the season.

Many pegged him to be a buyout candidate this summer, but since Booth was injured, he could not be bought out.

David Booth Might Not Be Ready for Canucks Training Camp
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Vancouver Canucks winger David Booth might not be ready for training camp, according to the Vancouver Province’s Jason Botchford.

He reports Booth is dealing with multiple issues including a calf strain after undergoing surgery on his ankle in April. Booth is struggling to stay on schedule for a September return and the Canucks are currently “unsure” if Booth will be ready.

Last week, Booth’s agent Mike Liut told News 1130 Sports that his client hasn’t skated this offseason, but is on schedule and will be ready for training camp when it opens on September.

Who to believe? It is never a good sign when a player is yet to skate with just over three weeks to go until the opening of training camp. It will not be surprising if Booth is not ready given the new information we have now.

Many armchair coaches have pegged Booth to play on the second line with Alexandre Burrows and Ryan Kesler. If he is not ready, it will give Chris Higgins or prospect Nicklas Jensen a chance at a top-six role.

Canucks buffaloed by their wingers’ meagre production

A wing and a prayer: Vancouver needs scoring, but of the incumbents, there’s a dearth of goal-scorers

By Jason Botchford, The Province August 18, 2013
David Booth may have been a potential buyout candidate when the offseason started, but now he’s a player the Canucks need.

And badly.

Thin on top-six wingers, the Canucks need Booth productive and healthy. Both points remain questions.

The Canucks couldn’t consider buying him out this summer because Booth wasn’t medically cleared when the compliance buyout window opened in June and closed in July.

He still hasn’t been cleared.

Continuing his recovery from March ankle surgery, Booth has had other issues, including a calf strain, as he tried to stay on track in a rehab program designed to have him healthy for September.

That could happen. But the Canucks remain unsure if Booth will be healthy when training camp begins in three weeks.

If he’s not ready, it pries open some nice opportunity for young winger Nicklas Jensen. If he is healthy, there are only more questions for Booth, who really could use a career-reviving season after he scored one empty-net goal in 12 games last season. Not exactly what you expect for a $4.25 million-a-season player.

But how much production can you expect from a guy who will have spent six months off the ice?

It’s going to be difficult to count on Booth.

So, when it comes to Vancouver’s wingers, just who can you count on to score a lot of goals?

Anyone? 

ALEX BURROWS

It’s hard to fathom a season where Burrows doesn’t play most of his even-strength shifts tucked on the top line with the Sedins.

But one of the things that bothered some in the organization last year was Alain Vigneault’s reluctance to play Zack Kassian with the twins.

Will the young power forward take Burrows’ slot? And if he does, can Burrows do something he hasn’t been able to do throughout his career — produce on a line with Ryan Kesler?

With just 13 goals in 47 games, most assumed Burrows had a down year. They’re wrong. He was a force defensively, far and away the team’s best forward in his own end. Offensively, he was plagued by his lowest shooting percentage since his rookie year.

The 9.3 per cent he managed was well below his career average of 13.6 per cent.

If he was set to play with the twins, he’d be at the top of this list of players most likely to improve on his numbers from the 2013 season.

The issue, however, is Kassian. If he’s playing with the twins, that leaves Burrows playing with Kesler, a spot he’s played before, but one where he’s struggled to score.

The skinny: You can count on Burrows, but only if he’s on a line with the twins.There is no bigger question at wing than the hulking power forward.

ZACK KASSIAN

The Canucks management team loves him. And new coach John Tortorella needs him playing significant minutes to give his club some edge.

The math, then, is easy. Kassian will get every opportunity to stick in the top six, and no one should be surprised if that opportunity is with the Sedins to start the year.

But can Kassian deliver?

This is a player who had just two goals in his final 36 games last year. Although, he spent most of the season trying to figure why he was ripped from the top line after starting the year scoring five goals in seven games.

The skinny: You can’t count on Kassian.For six seasons leading up to the 2013 campaign, Daniel seemed a lock for 30 goals. He hit that number four times, and the other two he had 29.

DANIEL SEDIN

Last year he had just 12 goals in 47 games, suggesting his high-scoring days are behind him.

There was some concern that at his age (he’s about to turn 33), Daniel’s career had begun a steep slide.

But, like Burrows, Daniel had a ridiculously low shooting percentage. The 8.7 per cent he hit was well below his career average of 12.3 per cent, and was his lowest in 12 years.

There is a wild-card issue though. Tortorella seems bent on having the Sedins kill penalties. Unless the twins also see their time on ice jacked up, it would reduce Daniel’s offensive zone starts and therefore his opportunities to get shots on net.

The skinny: You can count on Daniel to score 25, but 30-plus seems a reach now if he’s playing regularly on the penalty kill.The Canucks made it clear they believe in him when they re-signed Higgins to a four-year, $10-million extension in April.

CHRIS HIGGINS

This, even after a disappointing season in terms of production. He had just 15 points in 41 games, though continued to prove he’s one of the team’s best two-way players.

Here’s the deal with Higgins — he’s a versatile forward who is a lock to score 17 goals, and one who finds ways to help even when he’s not scoring. What he’s not going to do is carry a second line.

If Booth can’t get going and Kassian is a bust, it will leave the Canucks depending on Higgins for that secondary scoring. That’s going to be a problem.

The skinny: You can’t count on Higgins to be that scoring winger the Canucks lack for their second line.At 27 years old, now is the time for the breakout season people have been predicting for a couple of years now.

JANNIK HANSEN

There are a lot of people who believe he can be a consistent 20-goal scorer in the NHL. But Hansen appears locked into a third-line role. There’s nothing wrong with that. He just may be the team’s best penalty killer.

The skinny: Hansen is at his best when he’s banging around on the third line. Counting on him to be a top-six winger would be a mistake.Gone, but is he forgotten?

MASON RAYMOND

Raymond remains unsigned. Just a few weeks away from training camps means he’s likely going to be forced to work cheap. It wouldn’t be surprising to see him sign a deal in the $1.5-million range for the season.

The Canucks have the money, but they haven’t shown any interest.

And why would they? Raymond brings speed, but the Canucks need toughness. He’s a player who shies away from the front of the net and disappears every year in the postseason.

The skinny: You definitely can’t count on Raymond.

jbotchford@theprovince.com

twitter.com/botchford
Canucks: D-man Tanev would thrive in KHL or Swiss League, says Tambellini

By Jim Jamieson, The Province August 13, 2013It seems a stretch that Chris Tanev would be forced to sign on with a Kontinental Hockey League club or one in the Swiss A league, but a player who should know says the young D-man would thrive in Europe.

Tanev, 23, a restricted free agent, is deadlocked in contract negotiations with the Canucks on a new deal, but over the weekend interest surfaced from the KHL and Swiss leagues.

Jeff Tambellini played with the Canucks in 2010-11 and was a teammate of Tanev – then a rookie – in the second half of that season. He also played for Zurich in the top Swiss league the last two seasons and is well acquainted with the KHL. Tambellini was reached in Ornskoldsvik, Sweden, where he's playing for Modo this season.

“He is a young talented defenceman who will have success in any league in the world,” Tambellini wrote in an email to The Province on Tuesday. “His skill set allows him to be a very reliable player both offensively and defensively. In both the KHL and NLA (Swiss A league), he would be able to log an elite level of ice time and be a great safety half to a top defence pairing. Chris always seems to complement any partner in the NHL and that would be no different in Europe.”

Currently, three KHL clubs and two from the Swiss league have been in contact with Tanev's agent.

jjamieson@theprovince.com
Brad Richardson was apparently antsy about starting this Vancouver Canucks thing.

The original plan was for Richardson, his girlfriend and their two dogs to spend a leisurely three or four days driving from Los Angeles to Vancouver last week. They ended up making it here in two days, albeit with help from a "couple of cans of Red Bull," he joked.

The 28-year-old, signed as a free agent by the Canucks in July after five seasons with the Los Angeles Kings, was part of a small group of players who skated Monday at UBC.

He's looking to add depth at the centre for Vancouver, something the team has struggled with ever since Manny Malhotra suffered his eye injury in the 2010-11 season.

Malhotra, who's an unrestricted free agent and looking to catch on with another club, was among the other players at UBC firing pucks at goalie Eddie Lack, along with Henrik Sedin, Chris Higgins, Andrew Alberts and Alexander Edler.

"A lot of energy, a lot of hard work," Richardson said when asked about what Canucks fans can expect from him, "but I also want to chip in offensively and fill that third-line spot.

"I've moved around the last few years, between centre and wing. It'll be nice to hopefully focus on centre. If you want to win, you need strength down the middle and I'm hoping to provide that."

Richardson had trouble sticking in the Kings' lineup early in the season. He became a regular again late in the campaign, and, in 16 games total, put up one goal, six points, a plus-two rating and 10 penalty minutes. He played 11 of the Kings' 18 playoff games, and had one assist, a minus-three rating and zero penalty minutes. He signed a two-year deal with Vancouver, which Cap Geek lists him receiving $1.15 million US per season.

"Looking at this team, looking at the potential, it's really exciting," said Richardson, a sixfoot, 197-pound Belleville, Ont., native.

Meanwhile, Alberts, 32, recently returned to Vancouver from his native Minneapolis, where he was skating with a workout group that included former Canucks rearguard Keith Ballard, now of the Minnesota Wild.

The six-foot-5, 228-pound Alberts, who was an unrestricted free agent and re-signed a one-year deal with Vancouver for $600,000 last week, has a chance at more minutes, what with Ballard's spot opening up.

Alberts played 24 games last year, and had one assist, a minus-seven rating and 32 penalty minutes. He'll be vying with free-agent pickup Yannick Weber, 24, and likely youngster Frank Corrado, 20, for that No. 6 spot.

"I think I can play an aggressive game under Torts' style," Alberts said, pointing to new coach John Tortorella. "I think it's a system I can play more minutes in.

"I think I can play every day. It's not easy with the lineup we have here, but you battle in practice, work hard, and hopefully you get in and contribute. I think I can, but time will tell."

twitter.com/steveewen
Gallagher: No time for Chris Higgins to be inconsistent

The Canucks need the up-and-down forward to be the same skilled and tough player all the time

By Tony Gallagher, The Province August 28, 2013 5:13 PM

There are times when Chris Higgins plays for the Vancouver Canucks when you wonder how they ever got a player of such special quality the way they did — for a song at the trade deadline the year they ran to the Cup final.

Great instincts for the puck, quick feet and an overbearing wrist shot are just a few of the great characteristic which would convince any observer they were watching one of the best players in the NHL.

These runs of excellence go for anywhere from three to seven games, and then they disappear like the sunshine does in Vancouver in November, giving way to long stretches when you wonder what ever would attract the Canucks to sign this guy for four seasons, which they did this summer.

And you reconcile this commitment to such an up-and-down player with the thought that they are convinced that as he matures, he will begin to bring forward the outstanding player far more often than has been presented in the past. The best part about it is that Higgins knows this is his own personal battle.

“Everyone has their ups and downs in this league, and what you’ve talked about is the same for every player. You’d like to be at your best 85 to 90 per cent of the time, but that doesn’t seem possible,” says Higgins, whose bonus contribution to the organization is his unfailing friendliness and even temper combined with a charming personality that surely must make him one of the best teammates you could hope to have.

“When you’re not scoring, you like to think you’re contributing in lots of other ways, but obviously this is something which I’d like to improve on. I want to think I can be at the top of my game more.

“I’d like to think I’m getting better with the idea of increasing my professionalism. (I’m) watching a lot more video, in fact, I watch a ton more video than I ever used to, trying to be more consistent. I think for me the key is moving my feet. When that happens, I think you see a better player.”

More of the great Chris Higgins would be such a tonic for this team it’s hard to describe. Not having a third-line centre they know they can count on, scoring goals this year just might be a significant challenge, and a top end Higgins going out there more often would be a marvellous step toward salving such concerns.

Because everyone knows it won’t be long until Ryan Kesler is once again subpar due to injuries he can’t stay away from, despite his proclamation recently that he’s finally healthy after two years (at least). And when he gets dinged to the point where he’s just ordinary Kesler, the whole load will fall on the Sedins again unless someone substantially steps up.

It might be one of the younger players, but that’s a lot to count on, although they finally have a few forwards from whom such expectations are no longer laughable. It might be Alex Burrows getting back to where he once was, although surely they’re hoping Zack Kassian will catch on with the twins.

It might be anyone, and Higgins is a good candidate. But it had better be someone because a consistently healthy Kesler is a concept that resides in Fantasyland.

Higgins spent all but about a month of the summer here in Vancouver for the first time in his career, and he was delighted it turned out to be such a good one, remarking on the quality of the weather run we had with his trademark smile. So he’s been around town and has been aware of the angst over the goaltending situation which he says he and the rest of the players have pretty much moved on from.

“It’s all over now, behind us, really,” says the 30-year-old winger from upstate New York.

“He knows it’s up to him to do his job, and that’s the way he likes it. We all know what to expect from him, he’s always been a great professional and his own worst critic. He’s our guy and we’re very lucky to have somebody of that calibre. Controversies come and go, and this one is pretty much over. I just don’t think it’s going to be an issue for us.”

He’s probably quite right. Scoring goals on the other hand, just might be a little more complicated.

tgallagher@theprovince.com

twitter.com/tg_gman

Willes: Daniel Sedin needs to play in a more ‘un-Swedish way,’ says brother Henrik

By Ed Willes, The Province March 21, 2013

In the aftermath of the Vancouver Canucks’ win on Tuesday night, it was gently suggested to Henrik Sedin that it’s not necessarily a good thing he has almost as many goals as his brother.

The Canucks captain thought about this for a moment, nodded his head in the affirmative, then dissected Daniel’s slump as neatly as he dissects the opposition’s defence.

“He needs to play in a very un-Swedish way,” Henrik said.

Do you mean selfishly, his interrogator suggested.

“Exactly. That’s when he’s at his best. You saw after he scored that goal I was open but he faked a shot and went through his legs. It’s great to watch and it builds up the guys around him.

“When you’re a goal scorer and you don’t score goals, it’s tough. You saw after he scored he started to make plays the way he used to.”

Daniel, in fact, had his best game in a month on Tuesday night, breaking out of an eight-game goalless schneid and picking up an assist in the Canucks’ 3-2 win over the Blues. That production, it goes without saying, was manna for a team that’s been in a longer scoring drought than the 40-year-old virgin.

But the most encouraging sign for the faithful was Daniel’s response after he flummoxed a first-period scoring chance. Visibly pissed, he came back and started to play angry, putting the puck between his legs, taking on two and three defenders at a time, playing with an edge.

Playing selfishly.

It was the look of a man who’d had enough. OK, it was one night and it’s illogical to think Daniel and his brother can put this team on their backs and lift them from the swamp in which they’ve sunk.

Then again, it’s not like they have a lot of choice in the matter.

“I mean, eight games,” Daniel said, shaking his head. “It’s just been frustrating because we’ve been losing games. But I think we’ve been around long enough to know that if you work hard enough, it will come.”

The twins, in fact, have seldom encountered a problem they couldn’t defeat through hard work. But this season might be different. As the team is currently constructed, there’s an almost inhuman burden placed on them to carry the Canucks offensively. They’re also aware if they don’t do it on a consistent basis, it won’t get done, and for long stretches of this season, Daniel hasn’t gotten it done.

This is also a little strange because Henrik has been exceptional. Generally, the twins’ individual production is indistinguishable from their collective efforts but, over the first 29 games of this lockout-shortened campaign, Henrik has been the Canucks’ best player and second place, with all due respect to Jannik Hansen, hasn’t been particularly close.

Daniel leads the Canucks with nine goals. Henrik and Hansen are next, each with eight.

The team’s most visible failing has been on the power play, and that’s where Daniel has been MIA. The loss of Ryan Kesler’s right-hand shot and the inability to develop consistent production from the point hasn’t helped. But when you’re an Art Ross and Ted Lindsay Trophy winner, more is expected — and a lot more is expected of Daniel than two power play goals in 29 games.

“He’s on pace for 27, 28 goals,” Henrik said. “That’s not terrible. He hasn’t scored lately. Maybe in an 82-game season it will even out, but in a shortened season it will look bad.”

And it’s looked bad for the Canucks this year. The real story, however, is the organization is burning another season of the twins when they’re at or near their prime. This may come as a news flash to some misguided souls, but the twins are the two best players in Canucks history and we won’t see their kind again for a generation. With a little help, they can still take this team places, but they can’t do it with the lineup that’s currently around them.

They don’t see it that way, of course. They think it’s their responsibility to lead this team out of the wilderness and if they don’t have enough help, then that’s the way it’s got to be.

Daniel, for his part, looked like he was ready to join the fight on Tuesday night. He also looked like he wanted to be a lot more than not terrible.

© Copyright (c) The Province

Luongo’s gong show has run its course

By Tony Gallagher, Postmedia News August 27, 2013

VANCOUVER — While it’s almost certain the Canucks are going to have more trouble scoring goals than preventing them this season — even if Roberto Luongo’s head is not in Vancouver for the short term — the lightning-rod goaltender remains the topic of conversation as the summer months close.

Having created a firestorm by not facing reality sooner than later — preferably on draft day when Cory Schneider was traded — Luongo has assured the media gong show, which has been unfolding this past week on TSN and in Calgary, will continue with another performance when he finally condescends to make an appearance here on behalf of the team that agreed to pay him $64 million some years ago.

There are those who would paint Luongo as a man who has been dreadfully put upon while earning this meagre sum, but let’s try to review the facts while grasping for perhaps a slightly differing emphasis on historical proceedings.

Having pledged their loyalty to the goaltender with their hearts, captaincy and money, the team found that he didn’t work out as well as they’d hoped as captain. Then after taking the team to the final of the Stanley Cup with many terrifying ups and downs along the way, his performances in Boston were not what anyone would have liked.

And despite some tremendous play mixed in, he was largely viewed less well by the fan base than when the deal was signed both then and now. Along the way, Cory Schneider appeared and eventually everyone, including those writing the cheques, perceived him to be a better goaltender until he stubbed his toe a little, pulling the chute in the first two games of the most recent playoff disaster this May.

Deciding the two both needed to be starters at some stage in this opera, the Canucks tried to trade Luongo. They misapprehended the market on a number of occasions, but each time it was because they thought more highly of Luongo than did the rest of the league, so much so they never approached him with a specific request to waive his deal until the most recent trade deadline.

The problem wasn’t disrespect, it was too much respect. Everything fell through because they thought Luongo was worth more than they were being asked to take back by anyone, including the Leafs who asked at the last-minute for Vancouver to pick up some of his contract at the trading deadline.

And, in fact, there is evidence to suggest Toronto was just messing with Vancouver, trying to make life difficult for them rather than expressing a real willingness to trade for Luongo.

To summarize, after earning and signing a deal that would pay him a monstrous amount of money — certainly more than any other team was willing to assume — Luongo played well, but not so well that a friend and rival didn’t come along and seemingly play better behind the same team. Attempts to move him were thwarted because the team showed him too much respect at first, then when the CBA landscape changes fully hit, couldn’t move him at all. So they traded the guy they could move and, somehow, this completely surprised Luongo?

Further, despite the fact it gives him a better chance at winning longer term by introducing some new blood up front, he was stony silent all summer despite the fact the team dispatched the owner himself to hold his hand in Florida. Then the GM and his assistant made a pilgrimage to his Florida shrine to genuflect and beg forgiveness for their sins, yet still there was silence.

There are those who would argue Luongo is the totally blameless, aggrieved party in this whole sorry mess. And reading into his long period of silence, maybe Luongo was buying into that type of thinking as well, and in his heart of hearts, perhaps he still is.

But enough. Cut the melodrama already.

Yes, he mentally had checked out at the end of the season, and was expecting a trade, and that didn’t happen, and we understand that.

Fair enough. It was tough and very unusual. But couldn’t he have rolled with the punches a little better? Couldn’t he imagine he’d been traded — to Vancouver? After all, with Alain the goaltender roaster gone, there will be a whole new direction to this team, and some new, young faces.

To his credit, even Luongo might finally be realizing that no matter how badly he might be feeling, this diva routine is getting a little embarrassing. As badly as the Canucks management misplayed this affair — and let’s be clear, they wholly miscalculated the goalie market — his response since June has not been as professional as his worshippers would have you believe.

Let’s hope for the sake of all concerned that his previously long-admired professionalism has finally returned, marked with his own words when he said: “I just want to play hockey.”

© Copyright (c)  Postmedia News

Brother glad Leafs Nation getting behind Kessel 
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Maple Leafs Maple Leafs sniper Phil Kessel (pictured) was joined by his brother, Blake, at a workout on Tuesday. (Toronto Sun/Files)
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TORONTO - Blake Kessel has heard his brother both cursed and cheered in Toronto and welcomes the swing in public opinion for the better.

The once rocky marriage between Leafs Nation and its leading scorer is on steadier ground as 2013-14 approaches and no observer is happier than Phil’s younger brother, an aspiring NHL defenceman.

“He’s done okay for himself,” said Blake, who moved in with Phil for a summer of conditioning at the Leafs practice facility. “He somehow figures out a way to (score). That’s something he worked really hard for. It’s great to finally see it paying off and everyone give him that little bit of credit.”

When Phil came to the Leafs from Boston in 2009, the high price to acquire him often overshadowed his trifecta of 30-goal seasons in a full NHL schedule. The early success of Tyler Seguin, chosen with one of the Kessel first-rounders, plus Boston’s Cup win in 2011 and Toronto’s playoff failures made his life as a Leaf difficult.

Kessel’s reticent nature also made it tough for him to connect with media and fans.

“It’s always going to be hard for him,” Blake said after he and Phil battled at Tuesday morning’s scrimmage. “He’s just a quiet guy. That’s what I’ve known for years and it’s nothing against anyone. It’s just how he has always been. He just has his close personal friends and he’s very close with his family (sister Amanda is a college star). That’s what he really likes.”

In the shortened 2013 campaign, Kessel turned a corner. He once more led the Leafs in points and showed he could play enough defence to satisfy coach Randy Carlyle. The playoff hex ended and Seguin fell to earth. Phil kept thriving with good pal and centreman Tyler Bozak, while gaining a new ally/linemate in Blake’s former University of New Hampshire teammate, James van Riemsdyk.

“It has been a good thing that Toronto’s really helped him open up a little bit more and he’s getting more and more comfortable,” Blake said. “We can’t wait for (Bozak) to get back in town. It’s fun to see those two interact.”

Blake is a 6-foot-2 blueliner with some scoring chops. When his contract with the Flyers ended (he was a mid-round pick of the Islanders) he became an AHL free agent, playing most recently with Adirondack. Getting prime summer ice with his brother and some talented Leafs is a bonus.

“He’s done a lot for me and this is a great learning experience,” Blake said. “Growing up was a little competitive between us. We tried not to go against each other too much out there. But he sees what defencemen do and he can give all kinds of little insights on how to avoid certain situations from a forward’s perspective.

“Eventually, one day, I hope to get to that NHL level.”

lonely nikolai

Nikolai Kulemin without Mikhail Grabovski?

It was an odd sight at the Leafs’ practice facility on Tuesday, Kulemin by his lonesome during the pre-camp scrimmage and departing the dressing room without his Russian-speaking pal, who had shared the Leafs experience since 2008. Grabovski was bought out in the summer and still is looking for NHL work.

“It happens sometimes, losing partners and linemates,” Kulemin said. “But we still have to play. We have a good team and I like to play in the organization. I’m going to keep doing my job.”

Kulemin smiled when asked how much of Grabovski he saw this summer.

“He was a little busy. His wedding and a lot of stuff going on. Maybe I’ve seen him once in the past two months. But I’m going to see him again for sure, on the ice and off the ice,” Kulemin said.

WILL BRENNAN SUIT UP?

With the high attrition rate of defencemen in an 82-game season, don’t be surprised if T.J. Brennan appears in a Leafs sweater before next April.

An under-the-radar signing by general manager Dave Nonis in early July, it’s worth noting that the Leafs are low on contracted NHL veterans, with Cody Franson an RFA, Mike Komisarek and Mike Kostka gone and UFA Ryan O’Byrne not yet retained, if at all.

South Jersey native Brennan (Terrence James to his family), arrived for pre-camp scrimmages ready to work his way up from the farm. Most recently a Florida Panther after a stint in Buffalo, he was quite familiar with all the Marlies he’s encountered so far from the endless Toronto-Rochester AHL series.

“It’s funny, they always had our number,” Brennan said. “I didn’t play them last year in the playoffs (a second straight Marlies sweep), but for the first part of the season, during the NHL lockout, we battled them hard.”

Brennan knows he has a long road ahead, with the Leafs likely giving a long leash to their young defencemen in training camp and exhibition games. But Brennan has a cap friendly $600,000 US salary.

“A surplus of defence is a good thing to have,” he said. “But (management) are the ones who have to make the hard decisions. Something like that is out of my control.

“I’ve met a couple of guys from playing against them, but now I’ll make some new friends along the way.

I’ve had a good summer so far and wanted to get here early and get to know the guys. So when camp comes, it’s just ‘go’ time, I can be 100% focused and ready to move on.”

Loose Leafs

Less than three weeks after his special day with the Stanley Cup, centre Dave Bolland was back on blades Tuesday. “To have finished up in late June and then get back on the ice ... my wind is a little bit gone,” said Bolland, who was traded to the hometown Leafs after his winning goal in the Blackhawks’ victory. “But you don’t want to go too hard too early and cramp up or pull anything. The skills are still there. That (Day 1 adrenalin) helped today, to meet new guys and see new players.” ... The Cup was overseas with the European-born Hawks the past couple of days, but made a recent stop in Schomberg, Ont., where former Leafs assistant coach Mike Kitchen had his day with the trophy, riding atop a vintage fire truck ... The goalies for Tuesday’s Leafs scrimmage were projected Marlie Garret Sparks and the newly signed, Finnish-born, QMJHL grad Christopher Gibson.
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Blues right wing Chris Stewart (center) celebrates his first period goal with teammates Vladimir Tarasenko (right) and Alexander Steen (left) during a game between the St. Louis Blues and the Detroit Red Wings on Saturday, Jan. 19, 2013, at the Scottrade Center in St. Louis. Photo by Chris Lee, clee@post-dispatch.com
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Two days after the Blues’ Chris Stewart exchanged wedding vows with his new wife Holley in July, the right winger was scheduled to be attendance at his contract arbitration hearing in Toronto.

“I would have been there, but I might have been wearing my tuxedo with a couple of stains on the white dress shirt,” Stewart joked.

Thus for multiple reasons, his honeymoon most notably, the restricted free agent said that he was thankful to avoid arbitration at the last moment, signing a two-year, $8.3 million contract extension.

The Blues now want Stewart to trade in his tux and get his Blues’ jersey dirty on a regular basis. While he led the lineup with 18 goals and 36 points last season, there were too many peaks and valleys, and that’s why it took until the sides were on the doorstep of their hearing before they could reach an agreement.

In a nine-game stretch in the middle of the regular season, Stewart netted eight of his 18 goals and 15 of his 36 points. Then he contributed just three points in a 15-game span and had only one point in six playoff games against Los Angeles.

Stewart will make $4.15 million in each of the next two seasons, taking him into unrestricted free agency after the 2014-15 season, but with any more consistency he could have been a $5 million per-year player and perhaps earned a lengthier extension.

“I think they want to see me for a few more years so that I show I can bring it on a consistent basis and I agree with that,” Stewart said. “I think that I’ve done pretty well in this league but I obviously think there’s room for growth. When it came down to it, we lost in the playoffs, and I know that I didn’t play my best hockey.

“I want to be one of those guys who can be counted on every game. I know a lot of people look at it from the statistic standpoint and I definitely got points in bunches. Honestly, I think that’s the way it goes sometimes … you just don’t get those bounces. But I truly believe the things I’m going to bring to the table this year will help me create those bounces.”

To aid Stewart, the Blues are bringing something to the table. They signed free-agent center Derek Roy to a one-year, $4 million contract in July, and the plan is to play the two together.

Roy eclipsed 40 assists in four of his eight seasons in Buffalo before back-to-back trades took him to Dallas and Vancouver and eventually free agency.

“We feel like Stewart’s a guy that gets open in the scoring areas and we feel like Derek Roy’s a guy that has patience to find people like that … that’s his strength,” Blues coach Ken Hitchcock said. “That’s when (Roy) was getting big numbers in Buffalo (playing with Thomas Vanek). He was that type of guy that had patience and bought time and made plays that a lot of people can’t make.”

Stewart, who has met and skated with Roy on a few occasions, said that their styles are “definitely” a match.

“He’s a skill-first center who can make plays and I think I’m definitely a guy who can go up and down the wing and create some space for him,” he said. “We’ve always had the big centermen down the middle, which is great. But I think in this game, you’re going to have to make plays, and I think to have that dynamic centerman up the middle is going to be a boost for us.”

A year ago, much of the focus was on Stewart’s physical condition. Following a disappointing 15-goal, 30-point season in 2011-12, he re-dedicated himself to his offseason training and came to camp after the lockout weighing 232 pounds.

Stewart said his workload in the gym “picked up a lot” this summer but his routine — which included pulling a 300-400-pound sled — was geared toward adding power as opposed to dropping weight. He currently is checking in at 235 pounds, with a plan to be 230 when players report for physicals Sept. 11.

“I didn’t really get on the scale that much this summer,” Stewart said. “I felt explosive and I felt fast on the ice. That’s more what I’m worried about. I think a lot of the people try to put how I’m playing, or the difference in me, is a number on the scale. I think I’m over that stage in my career and I’m not too worried about it from a weight standpoint.

“I think it’s overrated, to tell you the truth. When I got traded here from Colorado, I was probably around 245, and I finished with 16 goals in 25 games and no one had a word to say about it. So, I’m not really too worried about my weight. I have it under control and I feel comfortable anywhere from 230 to 235.”

Even though Stewart totaled 28 goals in both 2009-10 and 2010-11, led the Blues in scoring last season and remained property of the club this offfseason, there were some who wondered whether he would be back. But Blues general manager Doug Armstrong said the thought of moving Stewart never entered his mind.

“We had never contemplated giving up on him,” Armstrong said. “We traded for him for a reason. He had back-to-back 28-goal seasons. That’s an accomplishment in a league that’s hard to score in. ... Power forwards are very difficult to find.”

But now that he’s back, they don’t want Stewart to go missing.

“Stewie’s challenge is just sorting out why he’s having success,” Hitchcock said. “I think once you figure out why you’re having success, you don’t want to let go of the rope. I think he’s figuring out the harder he competes, the more he scores. So rather than looking to score, he’s looking to compete, and then the whole thing just takes care of itself.”

In another words, get some dirt on his shirt.

“To round out my game, I can’t be a guy who just thinks about scoring,” Stewart said. “I have more physical attributes to impact the game. Whether it’s barking at a guy, or dropping the mitts, that’s something that I’ve always been able to do throughout my career and that’s something I’ve got to do more of. I don’t want to ease into games. I want to get out there and let the opposition know that I mean business from the first shift to the last.”
Tarasenko could be primed for breakout season
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St. Louis Blues v Detroit Red Wings

Blues right wing Valdimir Tarasenko celebrates teammate Chris Stewart's first period goal during a game between the St. Louis Blues and the Detroit Red Wings on Saturday, Jan. 19, 2013, at the Scottrade Center in St. Louis. Tarasenko also scored a goal in the first period. Photo by Chris Lee, clee@post-dispatch.com
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A year ago, the Blues’ Vladimir Tarasenko was ready to make his NHL debut. The league, however, wasn’t ready, preparing to stage another lockout and delay the start of the 2012-13 season.

The development inconvenienced many, but for Tarasenko, the No. 16 overall pick in 2010, it was especially problematic.

The Russian right winger already had excited the Blues’ fan base by committing to play in North America, and he was in St. Louis practicing with his new teammates. The lockout pushed him to return home, to play in the Kontinental Hockey League, where he could make more money but also raise new concerns about his future being here.

Tarasenko re-affirmed his allegiance when the NHL returned to the ice in January, but suddenly he was faced with breaking into the league with a significantly scaled-back training camp and no exhibition games. Making the transition would be challenging enough in a normal season but for the offensively skilled prospect, then 20 years old, it put his adaptation skills to the test.

“It was a really difficult time,” said Tarasenko, who is in St. Louis three weeks before the Blues begin training camp on Sept. 12. “(This year) I know everybody here and everybody knows me, on our team and in our organization. It’s a little bit easier … much more.”

To say that Tarasenko seemed more comfortable in his surroundings Tuesday would be an understatement.

He practically invited conversation at his locker, in English, a language with which he’s more advanced 12 months later. He’s lighter at 219 pounds, down 10 from last year. And perhaps even more advantageous is that when the regular season begins Oct. 3, he has a working knowledge of the NHL’s style of play and opposing rinks.

“Vladi, he looks like he’s in much better shape, that’s step one,” Blues coach Ken Hitchcock said. “His ability to understand English has elevated a lot, that’s step two. And there’s nothing new. How we travel, where we go, what the arenas are like, what the opposition is like … all of this is going to take away the tension because he’s not going to have any distractions from competing.

“He’s not going to be surprised by anything, he’s going to be way more ready, so I think our hope is that you see a player more comfortable, more composed, more assured of himself and I think this year we’ll get a really good evaluation. In talking to him, he’s about as far away as you can get from sophomore jinx. He’s hungry, he’s focused. Now you get to see his natural ability on a daily basis.”

ups and downs

Overcoming the disadvantages in his first season, Tarasenko demonstrated that natural ability last season, posting five goals and 10 points in his first eight games and being named the NHL’s rookie of the month in January. 

But the combination of a concussion, opponents learning to defend him and a longer-than-normal season for him contributed to a less-than-spectacular second half.

The concussion came Feb. 20 in Colorado, where Tarasenko had his head down and was clobbered by the Avalanche’s Mark Olver on a hit that many believed was illegal.

“It was my mistake … just hold my head down for a second,” Tarasenko said. “It will teach me, never do it again. If you’re not ready for hard game, don’t go on the ice. If you go on, be ready for everything.”

Said Hitchcock: “We’ll look back career-wise and think in one hockey game he learned a lot of lessons. The biggest lesson he learned, when you’re a good player, this league doesn’t allow you to be a good player. They just don’t leave you alone; they go after you.”

But even if the opposition isn’t always after the knockout hit, it keys on rookies who play as well as Tarasenko did early. Dekes that worked for the winger in the first month didn’t work as well later.

“That’s what I was talking about with my father (Andrei, a former scoring champion in Russia) and my grandfather,” Tarasenko said. “When I played in Russia, my first couple of years was OK but after that, people started (to know) my moves and my game. That’s why you need to improve your skill every day, every hour.”

Tarasenko, however, wore down as the season extended. The most games he had played in his KHL career was 42, mostly recently in 2010-11.

Between the KHL and NHL, he suited up for 69 games last season, including 38 with the Blues.

“I (felt) it last year, but this summer I’m working hard and trying to be ready for a long, long season,” Tarasenko said. “I worked like last year but a little bit harder, and a little bit more. I need more power than in the last season.”

High expectations

The 2013-14 campaign hasn’t even started, and already the Blues have signaled their increased expectations for Tarasenko.

“One of the reasons that we (traded) David (Perron) was to create room for Vladi. … Vladi is a hungry-scoring player and we’ve got to put him in position both with how we play him five-on-five and on the power play,” said Hitchcock, who included Jaden Schwartz in that category. “We’re very confident that they can elevate their game and we’re going to give them every opportunity to excel — that’s our plan.

“Who they play with, how much they play, what lines they play on … they are a couple of guys with improved play that can really elevate our team game.”

Pietrangelo remains optimistic about new contract
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Blues defenseman Alex Pietrangelo reacts after scoring in the final minute of the third period to send the game to overtime during Game 5 of the Western Conference quarterfinals between the St. Louis Blues and the Los Angeles Kings on Wednesday, May 8, 2013, at the Scottrade Center in St. Louis. Photo by Chris Lee, clee@post-dispatch.com
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Despite not having a contract with just more than two weeks left before the start of Blues' training camp, restricted free-agent defenseman Alex Pietrangelo said he's optimistic he'll be in St. Louis on time.

The Blues and Pietrangelo's agent, Don Meehan, have been unable to reach agreement on a new deal this summer. There is the potential that if the defenseman is still unsigned when Blues' players report for physicals on Sept. 11, he could be a holdout.

But while in Calgary for Team Canada's Olympic orientation camp this week, Pietrangelo told NHL.com senior writer Dan Rosen that he's not thinking along those lines at this point.

"I've just kind of been moving forward as if I'm going to start the season like a regular year," Pietrangelo told NHL.com. "I've been working hard all summer, trying to put it behind me here for this week and trying to enjoy this process and, you now, hopefully something gets done here in the short term."

Pietrangelo, 23, did not hold arbitration rights this offseason because he signed his three-year, entry-level contract before the age of 20 and does not have four years professional experience.

In June, Pietrangelo wrapped up his entry-level deal, which paid him a base salary $787,500 plus bonuses (pro-rated due to the lockout) for the 2012-13 season. He is believed to be asking in the neighborhood of $7 million per season, while the Blues don't seem willing to go higher than $6 million.

As a rookie in 2010-11, Pietrangelo had 43 points, and in '11-12 he posted 51 points, which ranked No. 5 among all defensemen in the NHL. He was named to the league's second-team all-star team and garnered some Norris Trophy consideration.

But last season, despite registering 24 points in 47 games, was seen as a step back for Pietrangelo. In his two previous seasons, he had a plus-minus rating of +34, but in 2012-13 season he was even. In fact, he was a minus-4 before Jay Bouwmeester arrived in a trade in April.

Pietrangelo ad Bouwmeester had some chemistry at the end of the season and the Blues hope that can continue, after re-signing Bouwmeester to a five-year, $27 million extension this summer. Bouwmeester has one more year left on his current contract, so he is in the fold for six more seasons.

Although Team Canada is not skating at its Olympic orientation camp this week, Pietrangelo and Bouwmeester were paired together Monday during floor drills, according to reports.

Pietrangelo is not considered a lock for the Olympic team, which will compete in 2014 in Sochi, Russia, and his best chance is being on the ice for Olympic evaluation when the NHL regular season begins in October.

But with the days dwindling before the start of camp and no deal in sight, the possibility of Pietrangelo being a holdout looms large.

Last season, Montreal defensman P.K. Subban, who is represented by the same agent as Pietrangelo, held out for a new contract and missed four regular-season games before signing a two-year, $5.75 million. extension. Meehan and his agency have had other holdouts recently.

For now, Pietrangelo is saying that he hopes to avoid a similar situation. 

"Like I said," Pietrangelo told NHL.com, "I think both sides hope it gets done soon."

Less than three weeks before the start of camp, and but more of a sign than the calendar is that players are starting to come into town. I know a lot of you are ready for your hockey fix, so hopefully the chat is holding you over until camp starts. Let's get chattin...

by jrutherford  August 22 at 2:03 PM

I told @msgrmike that he had the first question today. He couldn't be on his computer at 1 p.m., so he tweeted me his question. Here it is: "Earlier the Blues tweeted that the Hockey News predicted them as 2014's Cup champion. What's your take? A blessing or a curse?"

by jrutherford  August 22 at 2:04 PM

I don't think it's either. Here's why: if this was the first year that the Blues have been predicted to win the Cup, then I think it might be a curse. But they have been the popular pick the past couple of years and it hasn't worked out. I think the Blues players, some who might have been caught up in the hoopla the past couple of years, realize that Cup predictions mean zilch. But I wouldn't consider it a blessing either. It will continue to remind other teams that the Blues are a team that you have to be ready for.

by jrutherford  August 22 at 2:06 PM

Who is in town already?

by Nathan Pigford  August 22 at 2:06 PM

I've been to a couple of pre-camp practices and it's mainly prospects. Halak, Tarasenko and Leopold are in town, but after them, it's guys like Jaskin, Hakanpaa, Wannstrom, etc. I think Monday is the day when more regulars will show up.

by jrutherford  August 22 at 2:08 PM

Are any of the informal practices at the Mills open to the public yet?

by Lgb  August 22 at 2:08 PM

I don't believe so. I was told by a rink staffer that the pre-camp practices were closed. I'm not sure if they'll open up Monday or when camp starts. I'll keep you posted on my twitter account @jprutherford if they open up.

by jrutherford  August 22 at 2:09 PM

Is Hitch down on Elliott in that he declared Halak the starter or the 1A?

by Daniel  August 22 at 2:10 PM

I don't think so. I think for those that read my Halak article this week saw was that Hitch was a little more clear on his view of the goalie situation the past year or so. He has made many comments since his arrival about it being a pair, a tandem, pick a guy to start and roll with it, etc. But explaining his comment about Halak being the starter going into this year, he said that the plan in the past has always been Halak 55-45 percent and in his eyes that's a starter. Hitch said he realized it's not 80-20 like some teams, but the plan is for Halak to get about 55 percent of the starts if both are healthy and he's calling that "the starter." So to answer your question, he's not down on Elliott ... he just believes that Halak should be asked to handle more of the load.

by jrutherford  August 22 at 2:13 PM

JR: Thanks for the chat. Always entertaining and enlightening. How do you judge the depth of this team? Injuries are a part of the game and the Blues have certainly had their fill the past few years.

by Blades  August 22 at 2:13 PM

I like the depth in goal and at forward. While the defense is probably one of the better top-6 in the league, the depth to me is suspect. I like Ian Cole as a 6-7 guy, but it drops off considerably after Cole. The Blues re-signed Taylor Chorney and he's serviceable, but I don't think he's a guy who can play a couple of months if there's a long-term injury. Every team can't be deep at every position, but if the Blues had an injury or two on defense, it could hurt them.

by jrutherford  August 22 at 2:15 PM

How soon until Steen contract talks heat up?

by Daniel  August 22 at 2:16 PM

Steen is a player the Blues really, really like and will do everything possible to keep in the fold. He is also a player who really likes St. Louis and wants to stay here. I would think this would be a negotiation that goes pretty smooth and gets done sooner than later.

by jrutherford  August 22 at 2:17 PM

What is the latest on the St Charles new hockey club?

by Mark from Missasauga  August 22 at 2:18 PM

They are hosting a "Make the Cut" Friday-Sunday, in which one player will be invited to training camp. The home opener is Oct. 19.

by jrutherford  August 22 at 2:19 PM

Any word at all on the Pietrangelo contract negotiations? C'mon, you knew this question was coming.

by Matt  August 22 at 2:19 PM

I knew this was coming before my eye-lids opened this morning. I picked your Pietrangelo question out of about 30 others. The latest is not news.... I was told today that there is nothing new to report and discussions are "ongoing."

by jrutherford  August 22 at 2:22 PM

So what would be worse a baseball or a puck to the face?

by AROD  August 22 at 2:22 PM

If I had my pick, I'd take the baseball first, the puck second and my wife's open palm third.

by jrutherford  August 22 at 2:23 PM

Do Jaskin or Rattie really have a chance of making this team out of camp? Wouldn’t a lot of players above them have to get injured for them to even have a shot? I mean, there’s guys like Aucoin, Hanson, Locke, etc. that will be pushing for spots as well and they’re already established pros.

by Philthy22  August 22 at 2:24 PM

I don't think so, no. Unless there are injuries in camp, I wouldn't count on seeing those guys until later.

by jrutherford  August 22 at 2:24 PM

Any plans to bring in a veteran 8th defenseman or is it going to be Chorney/Fairchild as the depth behind Cole?

by Daniel  August 22 at 2:27 PM

We touched on this issue earlier, but to answer your question, no plans that I'm aware of.

by jrutherford  August 22 at 2:27 PM

With the new CBA supposedly making it easier for teams to retain their "born and bread" players, which player do you see, outside of Jackman, with the best shot at playing their entire career in the Note?

by Ryan  August 22 at 2:28 PM

In other words, which jersey should you get?

by jrutherford  August 22 at 2:28 PM

Is the omission of guys like McEachern, Kurker Schmaltz, and Gardiner from the Traverse City roster procedural or philosophical? I have to admit that I don't know what determines a player's eligibility to play in the tournament, but I thought it would give the team an opportunity to get a better look at where these guys were at developmentally.

by Mook in 636  August 22 at 2:28 PM

It is against NCAA rules for those guys to play in Traverse. I'm surprised, however, the NCAA isn't selling Blues' jerseys with their numbers on the back.

by jrutherford  August 22 at 2:30 PM

JR: Please rate the Blues last three drafts. Are there any can't miss suspects or diamonds in the rough we can look forward to?

by Blades  August 22 at 2:30 PM

2011 appears to be a really good one: Rattie, Jaskin, Edmundson, Binnington and you might go further down the line with Veilleux, Lundstrom and Tesink. I would say the jury is definitely out on 2012: Schmaltz, Kurker, MacEachern. I'm not saying that because it was last year and we don't know about these players. I'm saying that because at this point, it would be a surprise if they developed into contributing NHL regulars. 2013 had only four picks: Carrier seems to be a player to keep an eye on.

by jrutherford  August 22 at 2:33 PM

I'm sorry I never really answered the question about which player could remain a Blue for life. I was joking about the jerseys because I get that a lot. Well, my pick is a guy who doesn't have a contract right now. Players who spend their career with one franchise are rare, but if I had to pick one, I would say Pietrangelo has the best chance of any current guy.

by jrutherford  August 22 at 2:35 PM

What will the 4th line look like to start the season? Will Ryan Reaves be on the ice opening night?

by AntOfTheSky  August 22 at 2:36 PM

If everyone is healthy, I think it's Sobotka-Lapierre-Porter. I suppose Reaves could play in place of Porter. I don't think of Reaves as an enforcer, more of an energy guy and people would like to see him banging around Predators on opening night. But my guess (weeks before the puck actually drops) is Porter.

by jrutherford  August 22 at 2:37 PM

Will the USA's participation or non-participation in the Olympics affect the NHL players participation?

by TG  August 22 at 2:38 PM

I haven't heard or read anything that leads me to believe the USA won't participate. In fact, the stuff I've stumbled on speaks to the contrary, that it will.

by jrutherford  August 22 at 2:38 PM

Hey JR, in a recent story, you said that Tarasenko lost 10 lbs this summer and is now down to 219 lbs. You mean to tell us that he was really at 229 lbs last year or is that a typo?!?

by Ryyan  August 22 at 2:39 PM

No typo. He was 229 last year at this time. He trimmed 2 percent off his body-fat, losing 10 pounds.

by jrutherford  August 22 at 2:39 PM

I saw the Blues Traverse City roster had Rattie listed as #18 instead of the #61 he wore in Blues' camp in 2011. Please tell me this is a permanent change. Trivial as it is in the big picture, I really hate it when guys get stuck with these big numbers and never change them.

by WhatWhatWHAT  August 22 at 2:39 PM

The Blues are considering retiring No. 61 for Cory Stillman. No, I don't know the answer. That does bring up a good trivia question, though. What number has been has been worn by the most Blues players in the organization's history?

by jrutherford  August 22 at 2:42 PM

Would you happen to know Jani Hakanpaa's official height? I read somewhere that he was 6'7, but the Blues website says he is 6'5.

by Jeff  August 22 at 2:43 PM

Hakanpaa is 6-5, but he is 6-7 when sitting on Panger's shoulders.

by jrutherford  August 22 at 2:43 PM

JR: Do you see the NHL implementing any form of instant replay or challenge system? Yes, I know that all goals are reviewed but some times the on ice officials err badly. Some of the calls that were made last year were brutal. The Chicago goal that was waved off between Detroit and Chicago comes to mind but there were many more.

by Blades  August 22 at 2:44 PM

The red-flag system has been discussed in the NHL and has some traction, but I don't see it happening anytime soon. As you mentioned, all goals are reviewed currently. Even if there is a challenge system in the future, I don't think we'll see something where coaches have the right to throw the flag on stuff like interference or hooking. My guess would be like the offsides call we saw in the Nashville game last year.

by jrutherford  August 22 at 2:46 PM

Bob Plager with #5, considering all the appearances he does.

(Actually, I have no idea if he does appearances, much less wears his jersey to them.)

by David  August 22 at 2:46 PM

The number that has been worn most in Blues' history is ..... No. 22. It's been worn by 32 different players. Currently, Kevin Shattenkirk is wearing double deuces. Who can remember some of the others?

by jrutherford  August 22 at 2:47 PM

Are Bert Godin and Ray Barile the longest tenured equipment manager and trainer in the league?

 They seem to be two of the best and I can't remember them not being Blues.

I wouldn't even know where to look that up, but Bert and Ray have to be way up on the list. Barile was hired in 1995. I'm not sure about Bert, but it's been awhile.

by jrutherford  August 22 at 2:48 PM

Conroy, Boyes and Laperierre all wore 22

by Daniel  August 22 at 2:48 PM

Would you consider Ian Cole to be a bust if he does not take on a major role this year? Seems like you should be able to get more from the 18th overall pick.

by chris  August 22 at 2:48 PM

I think the pressure is definitely on Cole to be a significant contributor this year. He obviously can't do it from the pressbox, but he has to be ready when he gets the call. I don't think he has been put in the best situations the past couple of years and it's tough when you don't play the second half of the season, in the NHL or Peoria. But now is the time, whether it's Game 1 or Game 15, for him to take advantage of his opportunity.

by jrutherford  August 22 at 2:50 PM

Paul Lukas (the uniform expert on ESPN) ranked the Blues' uniform as the 4th worst in the NHL today, and I must say I tend to agree; I've never been a fan of those stripes going down the front of the jersey or shorts. In fact, I think only 3 or 4 teams still use that Reebok template after quite a few did when the pattern first came out. I know you've said that you don't care about what the Blues wear, so I won't ask for your opinion, but I was wondering if you had any follow-up info on a jersey change in the works since your last article on the subject (such as maybe going back to the '98-'04 one, which wasn't broken and didn't need to be fixed in the first place)?

by David  August 22 at 2:50 PM

I saw the poll. I don't think it's the fourth-worst in the league. It's probably time to give the jersey an upgrade or a twist. Red anyone? Kidding, don't send me emails, please. Unfortunately, after letting the cat out of the bag that there could be changes ahead, I do not have any updated information. I will explore topic more when I start going to the rink everyday for practice.

by jrutherford  August 22 at 2:52 PM

I thought the "Long Live the Note" campaign was probably the best in Blues history. Any word if they're sticking with it? I really hope they do.

by Rob  August 22 at 2:53 PM

You'll be glad then to hear that the Blues are sticking with the Long Live the Note campaign.

by jrutherford  August 22 at 2:53 PM

Did you ever hear Army mention Mikhail Grabovski as a possibility prior to the Derek Roy signing (can't remember if he had been bought out before or after the signing, so this question might be pointless).

by dubbs  August 22 at 2:55 PM

I don't think the Blues were ever interested, even before they signed Roy. Grabovski is a good player, but not necessarily a player who makes others around him better. The Blues felt Roy was better in that department.

by jrutherford  August 22 at 2:56 PM

Some more players who wore #22: Martin Rucinsky, Mike Danton, Jeff Hoggan, Jorgen Pettersson, Rick Meagher, Ron Sutter, Craig MacTavish, Charles Huddie, Glen Metropolit.

by jrutherford  August 22 at 2:58 PM

Whats the deal with no single tickets for opening night? I fly in each year from Seattle and there is no way I can do a 12 game package.

by Paul Swebilius  August 22 at 2:58 PM

Here's the deal: Season-ticket holders can buy additional single-game tickets for opening night. I know this doesn't help you, but the Blues wanted to give season-ticket holders a perk and they also wanted to make sure that opposing fans don't buy up those opening-night tickets. I realize Nashville doesn't bring fans into Scottrade like Chicago does, but it's a preventive measure the team decided to take. You may have seen that in Nashville this season, if you want a ticket to the Preds-Hawks, you have to buy tickets to another game too. It's the teams' way of countering the flood of red into their building.

by jrutherford  August 22 at 3:01 PM

Where do you see Aucoin fitting in?

by CL  August 22 at 3:01 PM

In Chicago with a chance to be a call-up.

by jrutherford  August 22 at 3:01 PM

JR, is too much being made of Tarasenko’s fitness level? It just always seems to be a topic? Why? Is he really that out of shape or was he just a normal rookie trying to adjust to the league? To me, pretty much all rookies aren’t quite in NHL condition yet when they arrive and it takes a year or two for each to truly “get it” in terms of what it takes in the gym and in terms of nutrition to really take it to the next step…but for some reason, it seems to be a big talking point for Tarasenko. Should it be though??

by Mark  August 22 at 3:02 PM

I think there's a difference between being out of shape and being in the type of shape you need to be in to play 82 games in the NHL. Is Tarasenko grossly out of shape? I don't think that. But for a guy who played a max of 42 games in a season prior to last year, he needed to be in better shape. He admitted that he felt it last season and for a 21 year old player, that shouldn't be the case. Sure the first season is an eye-opener, but now he realizes what level of conditioning is required.

by jrutherford  August 22 at 3:05 PM

JR..any insight on Curtis Valk and Reid Gow attending the tourney? Both went undrafted. Where does the Blues interest lie? Possible contracts if they have good tourneys?

by NHLTIM  August 22 at 3:05 PM

I haven't had a chance to ask about these guys yet. I will soon. My apologies, but I will report back when I have some info.

by jrutherford  August 22 at 3:06 PM

was wondering why the blues front office thinks this core of forwards can produce goals when in the past they haven't shown they can do this? for the past several years the Blues have struggled to score goals with this same group of forwards.

by chris  August 22 at 3:06 PM

The only way I can answer that is .... Armstrong is not ready to blow up anything. He tweaked it with the trade of Perron and signing of Roy. I don't know that this group will score more than last year, so the only answer is we'll have to wait and see. If this group doesn't score, I think Armstrong will understand the criticism and I think he'll certainly be ready to make some changes.

by jrutherford  August 22 at 3:08 PM

Enjoy following you from Florida...I like the Perron trade and the UFA signing this summer. How would you rate Jaro K and his draft history with the Blues? Seems like he had a better record in Ottawa than STL. And more importantly, is the NHL going back to 'White' jersey's at home this year.

by TheBowTieGuy  August 22 at 3:09 PM

I think overall Jarmo did a decent job. I will say that when he was here, when the jury was still out on some guys, he did receive a little more credit than he probably should have received. Guys like Backes, Polak and Oshie were pretty good pickups. Even though Pietrangelo was the No. 4 overall pick, they really liked him at the time. It's hard, however, to look past the Erik Johnson situation (even though a lot of teams would have taken Johnson). Also, Blues fans will remember Jarmo taking Scott Jackson over Paul Stastny, but again, several teams passed on Stastny.

by jrutherford  August 22 at 3:13 PM

JR, earlier this summer, you seemed pretty convinced that Halak was going to be traded. What happened there? Did the Blues change their minds because of Halak staying in STL and working out or was the decision made for them because nobody would give them much of anything in return for him? I guess I'm just trying to find out if the Blues are happy they still have him or if they feel they are "stuck" with him.

by Ryyan  August 22 at 3:13 PM

It's a fair question. The Blues did try to trade him and couldn't find the right deal. In the meantime, Halak did put the work in and got himself into good shape and the Blues decided to ride it out with him this season. I am of the belief that there's probably a goalie or two out there (I'm talking about the guys legitimately available) that the Blues might prefer to have over Halak ... mainly because of the groin issue being a wild card. But I don't think they're upset, or feel "stuck" with a guy who's in great shape and in a contract year. If they wanted to deal him, they could have. But they felt that he was a better option than the ones they were presented.

by jrutherford  August 22 at 3:16 PM

do you feel that Petro's delay is more from him, or his agent, considering he has the same agent as subban?

by bluesand cardsforever  August 22 at 3:16 PM

Hard to read. I suppose it's possible that if Pietrangelo was represented by another agency, there could be a deal by now. But I don't think you can take that to the bank. Pietrangelo is his own person and while he is being represented by an agency that has had a few holdouts, he could have a contract if he wanted to have one. I don't think this is a situation where Pietrangelo is telling his agent, Don Meehan let's sign whatever the Blues' best offer is.

by jrutherford  August 22 at 3:20 PM

Has their been any word on Chris Stewart's training this offseason? Has he kept up the same program from last summer that led to his improvement?

by AntOfTheSky  August 22 at 3:20 PM

I will have a story on Stewart in Saturday's Post-Dispatch and will post a link on Twitter.

by jrutherford  August 22 at 3:20 PM

We've heard all about Halak's summer workouts but what about Elliott? What's he been up to this summer? Do you think he'll be his usual self or do you think he might come in really rusty like he came in after the lockout?

by Mark  August 22 at 3:21 PM

Not sure because I haven't seen or talked to him yet. With as upset as he was about the rust following the lockout, I can't imagine that he's not in good shape, ready to go.

by jrutherford  August 22 at 3:21 PM

Any chance FSMidwest broadcasts any of the Traverse City or Pre-Season games?

by Rob  August 22 at 3:22 PM

My guess would be no on both. They haven't in the past and I haven't heard about any changes.

by jrutherford  August 22 at 3:23 PM

What is Ken Wilson doing now and will we ever see him announcing again?

by Mark from Missasauga  August 22 at 3:23 PM

I spoke to him a couple of months ago. He was in the final year of his contract as the commissioner of the Pacific Coast League and he was on the verge of moving his family to Europe for a year. He told me that he and his wife always wanted to live in Europe for one year and they're going to take the plunge .... I want to say France, but I can't remember. Then they're moving back to Hawaii. He didn't talk about any broadcasting plans.

by jrutherford  August 22 at 3:24 PM

JR, any chance you are going to interview some of the players about their Olympic camps? Team USA concludes this weekend right? (Coaches too)

by BrettB  August 22 at 3:25 PM

I hope to, but the only real access is when they show up at the Mills. When that is, I'll do what I can.

by jrutherford  August 22 at 3:25 PM

With Roy added to the mix, do you think we will see more East/West movement of the puck in the offensive zone from his line? I know Hitch likes to funnel it to the net and crash, but that doesn't seem to be Roy's game from a couple years ago when he was at his best.

by HalakThatAlot  August 22 at 3:25 PM

I think we probably will see a little east-west. Hitch, as we all know, is a north-south guy, but he's familiar with Roy's game (this isn't an experiment) and he'll probably give Roy a little more leeway than most guys because he knows what he's capable of.

by jrutherford  August 22 at 3:26 PM

so, with the season opener... if the game doesn't sell out by a certain date, will they release single game tickets to non-season ticket holders? or will they just have empty seats on opening night? i really wanted to go!

by Rob  August 22 at 3:26 PM

Not sure. I wish I had more, but I'm telling you what they're telling me....

by jrutherford  August 22 at 3:27 PM

To follow up, did you mean, Schmaltz, Kurker, and MacEachern don't look to be NHL players, or GOOD NHL players?

by Blues1212 edited by jrutherford  August 22 at 3:28 PM

All threw could have long NHL careers, none of us know yet. But in terms of doing it at the junior level, putting up the numbers, making the world jr rosters, having the size, creating a buzz .... none possess what the guys in the 2011 class like Rattie, Jaskin and others have done so far.

by jrutherford  August 22 at 3:30 PM

Do you think both Halak and Elliott will be on the Blues roster by the end of the 2013-14 season?

by Dan  August 22 at 3:30 PM

I think so yes. If the Blues are headed to the playoffs, it means they like what they have. Sure, they could trade Elliott and plug in Allen even if they are cruising into the playoffs. But what really is Elliott going to bring back in a trade at the deadline, when teams can have him as a free-agent the following the summer without giving up anything? If the Blues are trading Halak at the deadline, that means either they are not making the playoffs, or Elliott is playing so well that they have confidence they don't need Halak. I don't see that being the case.

by jrutherford  August 22 at 3:32 PM

Thanks for the questions today. Chat next week.
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Your browser does not support iframes. 

August 15, 2013, 9:00 pm

Share This Post

Cheer 

0 

Boo 

0 

Email 

Claude Giroux is expected to miss 5-6 weeks after undergoing finger surgery on Thursday. (USA Today Images)

Claude Giroux suffered a right index finger injury that required surgery on Thursday and will need 5-6 weeks recovery.

Giroux was preparing for Friday’s Ottawa Sun Scramble golf event when his club shattered, necessitating surgery. He will miss the start of training camp.

Sun sponsors were told on Thursday night that Giroux was forced to pull out because of a wrist injury suffered earlier in the day.

LeDroitca d'Ottawa/Gatinea reported Giroux sliced four tendons -- not one. It also stated that the operation repaired all four, although none were completely severed.

Flyers general manager Paul Holmgren released this statement:

"Philadelphia Flyers captain Claude Giroux had successful surgery this afternoon on his right index finger performed by Dr. Katherine Boyd at the Ottawa Civic Hospital in Ottawa, Canada. Giroux was golfing today when his golf club shattered and splintered into his index finger. Although there were no broken bones, there was some damage to his extensor tendons in his finger. He is expected to have a full recovery in 5-6 weeks." 

Any surgery this late into the summer would obviously affect Giroux’s status for a successful start of the season. Suddenly, the acquisition of Vinny Lecavalier as another center comes into immediate focus for the Flyers. 

Giroux underwent dual wrist surgery in the summer of 2012, as well, following slashes incurred during the Flyers' playoff series against the Penguins that previous spring. He was the Flyers' leading scorer last season with 48 points. 
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by Wayne Fish  

VOORHEES — There could be more new names in the Flyers lineup this fall than just Lecavalier, Streit and Emery.

For one, Scott Laughton, who was in the opening lineup last season but returned to junior hockey after a five-game stint, has a good chance of sticking around this year.

Laughton made such a good impression in the lockout-shortened 2012 training camp and brief NHL trial that the Flyers staff had to put some thought into the decision of sending him back to the Oshawa Generals.

This time around, Laughton would like to stay on board, perhaps as a third-line guy with penalty kill potential.

“It was good to get a taste of what it was like,’’ Laughton said during Monday’s session of prospect camp at the Skate Zone. “It just gives me motivation to try and make it this year.’’

Laughton is listed as 6-foot-1 and about 177 pounds but don’t let the weight fool you. He plays with an edge and that opens up space for others.

Others meaning linemates on the Flyers?

“That’s my goal,’’ said Laughton, the Flyers’ No. 1 draft pick (20th overall) in 2012. “I want to come in here in top shape and try to make the team. Playing so much (at Oshawa), playing in key situations, the key minutes . . . I think that will help me (this season).’’

The Flyers have been keeping an open mind about letting their top young guns get a chance as teenagers.

Sean Couturier broke in as an 18-year-old in 2011 and both Claude Giroux (drafted in 2006) and Luca Sbisa (2008) saw NHL action before their 20th birthdays.

“It was unbelievable playing for five games last year,’’ Laughton said. “To see everything around me . . . it just gives me more motivation to try and make the team.’’

Laughton insists there was no disappointment going back to juniors last year.

“I just try to use that as motivation,’’ he said. “I had good numbers (23 goals, 56 points). I just tried to concentrate on the little things to become a better pro. Coming here, I’ve gained a lot of confidence.’’

There are some who believe coach Peter Laviolette might put Laughton and Couturier together, at least in the preseason, to see if there’s any chemistry there.

“(Couturier) is an awesome guy. He helped me a lot in the five games I played (with the Flyers),’’ Laughton said. “And even in the week I practiced here at the end of the season. He’s been great to me, kind of showed me how to be a pro.’’

Assistant coach John Paddock said the battle for jobs is an open competition.

“I thought he played real well, played his position well (in last year’s trial),’’ Paddock said. “In a shortened season, you don’t have time to let a guy go a long time without scoring. He’s going to push here (for a job) and make it interesting.’’

.

Wayne Fish: 215-345-3070; e-mail: wfish@phillyburbs.com; twitter: @waynefish1
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In this March 24, 2013, photo, Philadelphia Flyers center Claude Giroux skates during an NHL hockey game against the Philadelphia Flyers in Pittsburgh. The Flyers on Friday, July 5, 2013, signed Giroux to an eight-year extension worth over $64 million. They followed that with a $1.65 million, one-year deal with goalie Ray Emery. They even signed former Edmonton goalie Yann Danis to a one-year, two-way contract. (AP Photo/Gene J. Puskar)

.   Fish's predicted depth chart

First Line

Scott Hartnell;Claude Giroux;Jakub Voracek

Second Line

Brayden Schenn;Vincent LeCavalier;Wayne Simmonds

Third Line

Max Talbot;Sean Couturier;Scott Laughton

Fourth Line

Jay Rosehill;Adam Hall;Zac Rinaldo

First Defensive Pairing

Kimmo Timonen-Luke Schenn

Second Defensive Pairing

Mark Streit-Braydon Coburn

Third Defensive Pairing

Andrej Meszaros-Nicklas Grossman

Goalies

Ray Emery;Steve Mason

.
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Nobody ever seems to make all the right moves but the Flyers appear to have improved themselves with at least a few good ones over the last little while.

Just this week alone, they bolstered their goaltending situation, gave their best player peace of mind by making him the highest-paid player in team history and added a potent scoring weapon up front.

So general manager Paul Holmgren has reason to express optimism over his team’s immediate chances.

By signing netminder Ray Emery to a one-year deal two days ago, outbidding about half the NHL to secure Vinny Lecavalier last Wednesday and establishing Claude Giroux as the face of the franchise for years to come, Holmgren pretty much had business taken care of by the end of lunch hour on Friday, shortly after free agency started at noon.

Do all these transactions suddenly make the Flyers a contender again?

The answer to that is a definite maybe.

It looks like Emery and Steve Mason will sort of platoon in goal. That system could work and certainly won’t be any worse than Ilya Bryzgalov and whoever.

Lecavalier gives the Flyers a winning player/mentor in the Jaromir Jagr mold, only at 33, he’s eight years younger than the savvy Czech.

Meanwhile, Giroux can just concentrate on hockey and not worry about finances.

Things look promising but then again, the hockey season is a long way off.

“We made a couple tough decisions with (compliance buyouts) Danny Briere and Ilya to free up some (salary) cap space,’’ Holmgren said during a Friday media conference call, “but I think we’ve improved our team a lot.

“We added a very good puck-moving defenseman (Streit), one that’s going to bring us more offense from the back end. We added a player who’s still one of the best in the game in Lecavalier ... he gives us more options up front, more things the coach can do with his lineup.

“And adding Ray to bring along with Steve Mason, I think solidifies our goaltending. I think we’ve improved our team a lot.’’

Holmgren did all this without really taking any wanted parts off his roster.

“More importantly, we kept a real good nucleus together,’’ he said. “We didn’t dismantle anything. We have Streit and we expect (Braydon) Coburn, (Andrej) Meszaros and (Nick) Grossmann to bounce back and have the type of years we expect them to have. If they do, we’ll be in good shape.’’

Holmgren was asked why he went after Emery, who already put in one year of service with the Flyers back in 2009-10.

“Seventeen and one,’’ Holmgren said, referring to Emery’s record last season with Chicago. “I certainly have a positive memory of when Ray played for us. It ended in February (followed by season-ending hip surgery). Now we’re excited to have him back. We have a good combination to go to bat with.’’

As for Giroux, both sides wanted to get it done. While eight years and $66.2 million might seem like a lot, that’s the going rate for players like him and Evgeni Malkin.

“For him to go into his last year (without a contract) is risky for both sides,’’ Holmgren said. “It’s a huge commitment on our part, but we believe Claude is worthy of it. We’re happy to put it to bed and we can all move forward now.’’

Lecavalier’s availability last week changed the Flyers’ plans.

“He all of a sudden moved to the top of our list of forwards,’’ Holmgren said. “We were aggressive, talked to his agent. We had a good meeting with Vinny. We told him we would love to have him.’’

Holmgren said it will be difficult to sign someone like Simon Gagne (who finished the season with the Flyers on his second tour of duty here) simply because the team is closed to “(salary) capped out.’’

The Flyers probably would have to move a roster player by way of trade to open up cap space and Holmgren doesn’t sound too keen on that idea.

And why should he be? He believes he’s addressed all the team’s needs and now he’s hoping that with a return to order of a normal 82-game season, the Flyers’ fortunes are about to turn.

.

Wayne Fish: 215-345-3070; e-mail: wfish@phillyburbs.com; twitter: @waynefish1
30 in 30: Kristo leads list of Rangers prospects
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The New York Rangers have done an outstanding job of developing their prospects and turning them into major NHL contributors: Henrik Lundqvist, Marc Staal, Dan Girardi, Ryan Callahan, Derek Stepan and Carl Hagelin among them.

Chris Kreider and J.T. Miller, the team's first-round NHL Draft picks from 2009 and 2011, were integrated into the roster last season and likely will continue on that path in 2013-14. In light of that, and the veteran defensive corps that is one of the team's strengths, it's unlikely too many prospects will be skating at Madison Square Garden this season.

Here's a look at New York's top 10 prospects, according to NHL.com:

1. Danny Kristo, RW: Kristo has been a Rangers prospect for a couple of months. New York was thrilled to acquire the skilled forward from the Montreal Canadiens in July in exchange for forward Christian Thomas.

 Danny Kristo, who had an impressive senior season at the University of North Dakota, is knocking on the Rangers' door as the 2013-14 season approaches. (Photo: Getty Images)

A second-round pick (No. 56) in 2008, Kristo (5-foot-11, 172 pounds) had an excellent senior season at the University of North Dakota. He led the Fighting Sioux in goals (26), points (52), shots (161) and plus/minus (plus-17) and was a top-10 finalist for the Hobey Baker Memorial Award as college hockey's top Division I player. The 23-year-old was named a first-team All-American and College Hockey News' Player of the Year, along with winning bronze for the United States at the 2013 IIHF World Hockey Championship.

"Danny's a little older. He's a little more experienced playing a lot in college," Rangers director of player personnel Gordie Clark told the team's website following the trade. "We have a situation where Hagelin and Callahan are going to be out [with injuries], at least in the beginning. We feel he has a good chance to fill in one of those roles."

2. Dylan McIlrath, D: The Rangers knew what they were getting when they took McIlrath with the 10th pick at the 2010 draft. At 6-5, 215, the stay-at-home defenseman earned a reputation with the Moose Jaw Warriors of the Western Hockey League for being one of the most physical and feared players in junior hockey. That reputation didn't subside once he ended his junior career.

In his first full season with Connecticut of the American Hockey League, the Winnipeg native had 125 penalty minutes in 45 games while posting a plus-7 rating. After being sidelined with a knee injury, McIlrath, 21, didn't start the 2012-13 season until late-December. But with that injury behind him, he's looking to take the next step in his development.

"It was tough sitting out the first half watching. Hopefully this season I can stay healthy and try to crack this roster," McIlrath said in July at rookie development camp. "They're not going to hand a spot to me. I've got to earn it. It's going to be a challenge."
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3. Brady Skjei, D: After playing for two years with the U.S. National Development Team, Skjei, 19, started his college career last season at the University of Minnesota. The Rangers' first-round pick (No. 28) in 2012 was thrown into a great situation with the Golden Gophers.

Skjei (6-2, 196), a Minnesota native, had one goal and three points in 36 games and gained invaluable experience playing in a pairing with Nate Schmidt, who was named a second-team All-American and team MVP.

"I think I play a solid two-way game. I want to show them I can play at both ends of the ice. Stay calm out there and make the right play," Skjei said at rookie camp. "Coaches wanted me to be a shutdown guy. I thought I played well. My plus/minus was good. Playing against 24-years-olds was tougher. You have to use your body well."

4. Samuel Noreau, D: It was easy to see what the Rangers saw in the Montreal native when they took a flyer on the 20-year-old in the fifth round (No. 136) of the 2011 draft. At 6-5, 206, he was a giant on the blue line for Baie-Comeau of the Quebec Major Junior Hockey League.

Adding some muscle to his massive frame, Noreau was able to develop his game, enjoying a successful final season with the Drakkar, finishing second among the team's defensemen with 32 points and leading a strong Baie-Comeau team to the QMJHL final, where it lost in five games to a Halifax team that won the Memorial Cup.

5. Marek Hrivik, LW: An undrafted free agent who signed an amateur tryout agreement with the Rangers' AHL affiliate in 2012, the Slovakia native has been an established scorer since coming to North America as an 18-year-old to play for the Moncton Wildcats of the QMJHL. In his second season in Moncton, he led the team with 38 goals. His 70 points in 54 games convinced the Connecticut Whale to give him a shot.

Though he scored one goal in eight AHL games in 2011-12, they brought him back and Hrivik, 21, enjoyed a breakout season in 2012-13. In his first full pro season, Hrivik (6-1, 195) led Whale rookies with 19 assists despite missing three months with injuries.

6. Jesper Fast, RW: The Swede has developed nicely since the Rangers chose him in the sixth round (No. 157) of the 2010 draft. Undersized at 165 pounds when he was drafted, the speedy wing spent the next three seasons playing with men as a member of HV71 of the Swedish Elite League. It all came together last season, when the Fast (5-11) finished third on the team with 35 points despite missing time with injuries. He had five goals in five playoff games to establish himself as a player to watch.

Following the SEL season, Fast came to North America, where he scored the game-winning goal in the one game he played with Connecticut. That scoring touch has become the signature skill for the 21-year-old, who was the top scorer for the Swedish team that finished fourth at the 2011 IIHF World Junior Championship.

7. Oscar Lindberg, C: Of all the players on the list, perhaps no one has made a bigger jump in the past year than this Swedish center. A second-round pick (No. 57) by the Phoenix Coyotes in 2010, Lindberg, 21, developed his game by playing for Skelleftea of the SEL. But his breakout season last year took everyone by surprise.

Despite being several years younger than most of his teammates, Lindberg (6-1, 190) finished third on the team with 42 points in 55 games. He took off in the postseason, where he led Skelleftea to its first league championship in 35 years. His 12 points earned him the Stefan Liv Memorial Trophy as playoff MVP.

Also among his team's best performers in the faceoff circle, Lindberg was invited to Sweden's Olympic camp.

8. Conor Allen, D: There isn't much flash in this Chicago native's game, but there are some things to like. A two-time member of Hockey East's All-Academic team while at the University of Massachusetts, Allen enjoyed a strong junior season with the Minutemen. Allen (6-1, 210) led the team with 57 blocked shots and ranked eighth in Hockey East in defenseman scoring. It was enough to convince the Rangers to sign him as a free agent.

Considering the depth the Rangers already have on their blue line, there isn't a concrete plan for Allen's immediate future. But if the 23-year-old can continue to develop, he could someday find a spot in the NHL. After all, the Rangers had success with another undrafted defenseman: Girardi, who was a 2012 All-Star.

9. Adam Tambellini, C: The Rangers didn't have any picks in the first two rounds of this year's draft, but they did have three third-round selections. The first of those was used on Adam Tambellini at No. 65. The lanky center (6-2, 169) didn't have a standout junior career, although he was a key contributor with Vernon and Surrey of the British Columbia Hockey League. Tambellini does have a strong bloodline; his father, Steve, played nine NHL seasons and was Edmonton Oilers general manager, and his brother Jeff was a first-round pick in 2003.

The youngest Tambellini, the 18-year-old showed the ability to make plays as he developed in the BCHL. Now that he's committed to the University of North Dakota, one of the top Division I programs, he should further develop as a player, although it likely will be a while before he laces up for the Rangers.

10. Cristoval Nieves, C: Known more by his nickname, Boo, Nieves grew up in Western New York and appears to have all the tools needed to someday play in the NHL. Selected by the Rangers in the second round (No. 59) of the 2012 draft, he had a strong freshman season with the University of Michigan.

Playing for the Wolverines, Nieves, 19, was an honorable mention on the CCHA's All-Rookie team and led the team with 21 assists. He was named CCHA Rookie of the Month in February, when he led all freshmen in the nation with 10 points. With good size (6-3, 192) and established playmaking ability, he figures to be a Wolverine to watch.

"I think I did pretty well. The adjustment was pretty quick to college, which is nice for me," said Nieves, who gained some muscle over the past year. "We had to stay for spring. We worked out every day, so I feel like I'm getting there strength-wise. A few more years and I think I'll be ready for a big jump."

---
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When the New York Rangers traded wing Marian Gaborik to the Columbus Blue Jackets at last season's deadline, there was surprise that an Original Six team would part with one of the NHL's top scorers.

But the Rangers got back some important pieces, notably center Derick Brassard, who almost immediately became the Rangers' most consistent offensive force.
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With a spot centering the Rangers' second line and able to enter free agency next summer, this could be a big year for the Quebec native. Brassard's play could dictate how much the offense improves on a team that last season ranked 15th in the NHL in goals scored.

Brassard wasted little time making his presence felt in New York. In his first game with the Rangers, he collected a goal and four points, winning over the faithful. He scored 11 points in 13 regular-season games, providing offensive depth to a team that was lacking it.

Brassard led the Rangers with 10 assists and 12 points in the Stanley Cup Playoffs, getting time quarterbacking a sputtering power play. Following a second-round elimination by the Boston Bruins in five games, Brassard admitted his first playoff experience was an eye-opener.

"I learned with the playoffs, it's a grind. I learned about self-discipline and how hard I'm going to work this summer to be ready," Brassard said then. "I've been telling everyone here that I'm really excited to be here. I think I can bring a lot to the team. Next year it's going to be a full season. I'm just going to need to bring my game and be effective."

When former Vancouver Canucks coach Alain Vigneault was named Rangers coach this summer, one of his first staffing moves was to hire Scott Arniel as associate coach. Prior to coming to the Rangers, Arniel coached the Blue Jackets for a season-and-a-half. In Arniel's first season, Brassard established career highs in goals (17), assists (30) and points (47).

Brassard's offensive play made him a key in the Rangers' lineup, but it was his versatility that made him invaluable. Former coach John Tortorella was prone to juggling lines, and Brassard was one of the few players able to consistently produce offense no matter which wings flanked him.

"I just felt like in Columbus, my passion and the emotion of my game was gone. When I got traded, honestly I felt so good inside," Brassard said. "I feel really comfortable here. The organization is great. Next year I'm going to feel good starting a new season."

---
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On paper, a lot of things appeared to go right for the New York Rangers last season. They improved down the stretch and overcame injuries to finish second in the Atlantic Division before knocking off the NHL's hottest team, the Washington Capitals, in the opening round of the Stanley Cup Playoffs.

But the Rangers were overmatched against the Boston Bruins in the Eastern Conference Semifinals, bowing out in five games to the eventual conference champions. That second-round defeat spotlighted some deficiencies on a team that has all-star talent throughout its roster. Those problems ultimately cost coach John Tortorella his job.

With former Vancouver Canucks coach Alain Vigneault now in charge, there are questions surrounding a team with a roster as compelling as any in the League. Here are six:
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1: How will the Rangers offense respond to the new coach? -- With a stout defensive group and one of the world's best goaltenders (Henrik Lundqvist), defense should continue to be a strong suit. But the offense was stifled at times under Tortorella's disciplined system. The hope is Vigneault can jump-start a unit led by Rick Nash.

For three straight seasons, Vigneault's Canucks ranked among the League's top five in goals scored, leading the NHL in 2010-11. There will be a learning curve with a coaching staff built from scratch this summer, but a veteran-heavy team, led by captain Ryan Callahan, should help that transition.

"I always think the captain is an arm of the coach and has to extend what he's trying to teach to the players the best he can and vice versa, communicate what the players are thinking to the coach," Callahan said. "That's a relationship we have to build with [Vigneault]. As I get to know him better, that's something we'll work on."

2: Will Chris Kreider and J.T. Miller develop? -- Throughout last season, fans and Tortorella agonized over how to bring along the team's top two forward prospects without stunting their development.

Following an impressive playoff run in 2012, Kreider struggled at the start of 2012-13, scoring once in his first 13 games. He was sent to Connecticut of the American Hockey League before being called back up in the final month of the season. He was a healthy scratch in parts of the postseason but found his stride against the Bruins, scoring in overtime in the Rangers' win.

Miller, the team's first-round pick (No. 15) in 2011, was a standout last season in Connecticut and during the United States' gold-medal run at the 2013 IIHF World Junior Championship. After getting called up to the Rangers in February, Miller scored two goals in his first home game before failing to score in the next 24 games and being reassigned to the AHL. He and Kreider will be expected to take the next step in their development.

3: Can the Rangers overcome a tough opening month? -- A number of teams will have bumps at the beginning of 2013-14, but none will contend with the hurdles already in front of the Rangers.

With Madison Square Garden in the final phase of its renovation, the Rangers will open the season with nine road games. The team went through a similar trip when the arena began construction in 2011, starting that season with seven road games and going 3-2-2.

That tough schedule will be compounded by injuries that could trickle into the start of the season. Callahan and forward Carl Hagelin had shoulder surgery after the season and their rehab could stretch into the opening weeks. Defenseman Marc Staal engaged in a regular summer training program, but there's no real word yet on how the eye injury he sustained in March will affect his play in the long term.

4: Can Brad Richards rebound? -- In the second year of his nine-year, $60 million contract, things couldn't have gone much worse for Richards. He got off to a great start, centering a top line flanked by wings Marian Gaborik and Nash. Unfortunately, that first week would be the high point.

Brad Richards

Brad Richards - 2012-13

Center - NYR

GOALS: 11 | ASST: 23 | PTS: 34

 SOG: 110 | +/-: 8

 The 2004 Conn Smythe Trophy winner, Richards' production dwindled as 2012-13 went on, although he got red hot in the final two weeks playing with late-season addition Mats Zuccarello. With a six-game point streak (five goals, 11 points) to close the regular season, Richards disappeared in the playoffs. He scored one goal in 10 games before being a healthy scratch for the final two games against Boston. 

That lack of production inspired speculation the Rangers might buy out Richards' contract. But in the end, they decided to keep him with the hope he'll find his game.

5: Can the power play improve? -- On a team with prominent weaknesses, none was more glaring than the power play. In each of the past two seasons, the Rangers' power play ranked 23rd in the League with a 15.7 percent success rate. That performance was troubling, then the man-advantage disappeared entirely in the postseason.

At a 9.1 percent success rate in the 2013 playoffs, the Rangers ranked ahead of only the Minnesota Wild, who failed to score on 17 opportunities in their five-game opening-round loss to the eventual champion Chicago Blackhawks. With the Rangers' unit sputtering, Tortorella held an open audition to quarterback it, with everyone from Richards to Derick Brassard getting a chance.

Vigneault molded one of the League's top power-play units in Vancouver and will be expected to use some of that expertise to improve New York on the man-advantage.

6: Is the window closing? -- The Rangers signed defenseman Ryan McDonagh to a four-year contract extension this summer and added forwards Dominic Moore and Benoit Pouliot through free agency. But the team will have a number of big personnel decisions to make next summer that could alter its direction.

Many of the Rangers' biggest contributors are scheduled to enter free agency next summer, and the team will be hard-pressed to keep all of them. Entering 2013-14, players who can become unrestricted free agents include Callahan, Brassard, center Brian Boyle, defensemen Dan Girardi and Anton Stralman, along with Lundqvist and backup goaltender Martin Biron.

Kreider, Zuccarello and defenseman Michael Del Zotto could become restricted free agents, unless they sign contract extensions before free agency starts.

Though it's unlikely the Rangers will be able to bring back all these impending free agents, one player in particular doesn't see himself going anywhere.

"I love it here. I think the biggest thing is we're talking right now," Lundqvist said. "There's no pressure of getting this done now."

---
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Entering the 2012-13 NHL season, expectations couldn't have been higher for the New York Rangers. Coming off a season when they finished first in the East and advanced to the Eastern Conference Final, they enhanced their lineup over that summer with the acquisition of forward Rick Nash.

Despite being an early Stanley Cup favorite, the Rangers occasionally struggled to find traction last season. But a strong finish and an offseason coaching change have the club poised to make a run in 2013-14.
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Nash did his part last season, scoring 21 goals and 42 points in 44 games. The Rangers went 0-3-1 in the four games he missed due to injury. The offense and power play struggled for long stretches, but the team got hot at the perfect time. They were 10-3-1 in April and went more than a month without losing at Madison Square Garden.

The Rangers also managed to outlast the Washington Capitals, arguably the League's hottest team entering the Stanley Cup Playoffs, in seven games in the opening round.

But New York struggled against the Boston Bruins in the second round, bowing out in five games. A failure to match the Bruins' aggressiveness and clutch play ultimately convinced Rangers management it was time for a change.

Coach John Tortorella was let go after more than four seasons in New York. He was replaced by former Vancouver Canucks coach Alain Vigneault, who built a new coaching staff from scratch and could be exactly who the team needs to jump-start its offense.

"I haven't met [Vigneault] yet, but I've heard a lot of great things. I'm looking forward to meeting him and to get going and see what we can do this year," Rangers goaltender Henrik Lundqvist said. "I talked to a few players. They had a lot of great things to say about him. Every time you change a coach, you have to come in with an open mind and expect a lot of different things. For me personally, when it comes to my game, I don't change much. I try to play my game."

For a three-year stretch with Vancouver, Vigneault's offense was the class of the NHL. With Nash spearheading a forward unit that includes Derek Stepan and Carl Hagelin, the New York offense should improve.

The Rangers showed something of an offensive explosion late last season when they signed forward Mats Zuccarello and acquired center Derick Brassard in a deadline-day trade with the Columbus Blue Jackets. Each player had success with the Rangers, helping forward Brad Richards snap out of a lengthy slump that defined the toughest season of his career.

Partnered occasionally with Zuccarello and Brassard, Richards finished the regular season with a six-game scoring streak of 11 points. But the veteran center scored one goal in 10 playoff games before being a healthy scratch for the Rangers' final two games against the Bruins. With a new staff, Richards will need a bounce-back season if he wants to end speculation the Rangers might use their compliance buyout on his nine-year, $60 million contract.

The defense was typically stout, ranking fourth in the League at 2.25 goals allowed per game. The Rangers feature arguably the world's best goaltender, Lundqvist, and veteran defensemen who play responsibly in their own end. That unit includes Dan Girardi, Anton Stralman and Ryan McDonagh, who signed a four-year contract extension this summer. John Moore was acquired in the trade with Columbus and emerged as a strong presence, but Michael Del Zotto took a slight step back from his breakout 2011-12 season.

RANGERS' OFFSEASON OUTLOOK

Additions: C Dominic Moore, LW Benoit Pouliot, D Justin Falk, D Aaron Johnson, D Danny Syvret, RW Danny Kristo

Subtractions: LW Ryane Clowe, C Kris Newbury, D Matt Gilroy, RW Christian Thomas

UFAs: D Steve Eminger, D Roman Hamrlik, D Michael Sauer

Promotion candidates: RW Danny Kristo, LW Marek Hrivik

It remains to be seen what lingering effects the eye injury sustained by alternate captain Marc Staal will have on his play. If Staal can return to the form he showed prior to the injury, the unit should be one of the best in the League.

Hagelin and captain Ryan Callahan had shoulder surgery during the offseason and their rehab could cause each to miss the beginning of the season. Once they return, the offense is expected to take a step forward under Vigneault.

"I'm skating now. Pretty soon I can start shooting. So come training-camp time, I'll be able to do skating and shooting," Callahan said in mid-August. "I think the big thing with the shoulder is contact. I won't have an exact timetable until it gets closer.

"The injury isn't really a big deal to me. Obviously getting a new coach, there's going to be some adjustment with that. I'm excited to get going this year, the shoulder's not going to be a problem when I get going here."

For a team that came so close in 2011-12 and found its stride at the perfect time in 2012-13, a new coaching staff and core players who have had a few seasons to develop chemistry could give Madison Square Garden another playoff run. But the Rangers will need to make improvements under Vigneault in order to compete with the elite teams in the Eastern Conference.

"Personally, I want to win. That's why you play. Having a new coach, he's going to set the tone a little bit, how we do things. It's going to be interesting to see how that plays out," Lundqvist said. "But I think we can do it. We have the team to win, no question. But there are a lot of good teams out there. That's the biggest challenge, to try to play your absolute best for a long stretch. That's what we need."

---
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The New York Rangers have become regulars in the Stanley Cup Playoffs again, something that wasn't the case despite high payrolls before the salary-cap era.

John Tortorella is gone to the Vancouver Canucks, and Alain Vigneault has arrived in what essentially became a swap of coaches. Brad Richards is still here after much speculation his contract might be bought out.

After a pair of major trades with the Columbus Blue Jackets last season, most of the Rangers team that reached the second round before being brushed aside by the Boston Bruins returns. Ryane Clowe proved to be a rental, moving across the river to the New Jersey Devils.

2013-14 FANTASY PREVIEW: RANGERS

Under-valued: Derick Brassard -- He'll be a popular draft pick this year after posting 12 points in 12 Stanley Cup Playoff games, and deservedly so. Drafted No. 6 in 2006 by the Columbus Blue Jackets, the change of scenery to New York looks like it's exactly what Brassard needed -- he has excellent point potential and should see plenty of power play time for the Rangers in 2013-14.

Over-valued: Brad Richards -- With Brassard in the mix, Richards could end up as the team's third-line center, and after a disastrous 2012-13 season (11 goals, 23 assists in 46 games and then healthy-scratched during the playoffs), he should only be selected late in fantasy drafts just in case he finds a way to turns things around under new coach Alain Vigneault.

Sleeper: Ryan McDonagh -- McDonagh received just 0:38 of power play ice time per game last year under John Tortorella. Expect that to change with Vigneault at the helm, and that could do wonders for McDonagh's developing offensive game (four goals, 15 assists in 47 games). McDonagh is a future All-Star -- draft accordingly.

 -- Follow Matt Cubeta on Twitter: @NHLQubes

FOLLOW @NHLFANTASY FOR DAILY UPDATES ›

MORE NHL.COM FANTASY HOCKEY COVERAGE ›

The Rangers focused on remaking the depth of the roster in the offseason, adding free agents Benoit Pouliot and Dominic Moore up front, and a series of transactions brought Justin Falk, Aaron Johnson and Danny Syvret to replace Steve Eminger and Roman Hamrlik on defense.

This is one of the best rosters in the Eastern Conference, especially if Richards manages a better season with a new coaching staff. How the team plays for Vigneault could be the difference between challenging for a division title and being considered a Stanley Cup contender and just trying to get into the playoffs, like the Rangers did a year ago.

Here is the projected 2013-14 lineup for the Rangers:

Forwards

Carl Hagelin - Derek Stepan - Rick Nash

Chris Kreider - Derick Brassard - Ryan Callahan

Mats Zuccarello - Brad Richards - Brian Boyle

Benoit Pouliot - Dominic Moore - Derek Dorsett

Taylor Pyatt - Aaron Asham

Defensemen

Ryan McDonagh - Dan Girardi

Marc Staal - Anton Stralman

Michael Del Zotto - John Moore

Justin Falk

Goalies

Henrik Lundqvist

Martin Biron

NOTES: Hagelin and Callahan could miss time at the start of the season, and Stepan remains a restricted free agent. Add that to a new coaching staff and there is plenty of uncertainty how the Rangers will be aligned up front. Zuccarello could see time in the top six, and J.T. Miller could make the team during training camp if any of those other three aren't ready for opening night.

The defense looks more stable at this point. Staal should be ready after an eye injury last season, and Falk might prove to be a sneaky acquisition. There likely was some bad luck in his performance for the Minnesota Wild last season, but he might need an injury to someone to see regular playing time. Johnson has a one-way contract, and the Rangers could keep eight defensemen, but he could end up in the American Hockey League without penalty against the salary cap.

It will be an interesting season for Lundqvist, in part because the Rangers aren't likely to play as protectively in front of him, and because this is the final year of his contract.

---

Habs prospect Fucale backstops Canada to win over Sweden in junior exhibition game
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"We knew that Sweden would battle back. I was 100 per cent sure," said Canadian goaltender Zachary Fucale as Canada defeated Sweden 7-3 Thursday in a world junior hockey exhibition game.
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LAKE PLACID, N.Y. — Kerby Rychel had a pair of goals, including the game winner, as Canada defeated Sweden 7-3 Thursday in a world junior hockey exhibition game.

Canada scored three times in the span of a minute early in the second period to take a 4-0 lead. But Sweden stormed back with three goals to make it a one-goal game heading into the second intermission.

Frederik Gauthier gave Canada the momentum back with a goal 2:15 into the third period and Canada cruised to victory from there.

"We knew that Sweden would battle back. I was 100 per cent sure," said Canadian goaltender Zachary Fucale, who picked up the win. "During the second intermission we talked it over and made some little adjustments, and I think we responded very well in the third period."

Gauthier's goal early in the third took some of the pressure off Fucale.

"It's always good to have an early goal in a period, especially in that situation," said Fucale, who was selected by the Canadiens in the second round of this year’s National Hockey League entry draft.

Matt Finn, Connor McDavid, Sean Monahan and Bo Horvat also scored for Canada.

Carl Dahlstrom, Andre Burakowsky and Jacob de la Rose answered for Sweden.

Canada is now 2-0 at its summer junior camp after defeating Finland 5-3 on Wednesday.

Canada finishes its camp with a game against the United States on Saturday.

Fucale doesn't see Canada changing its game plan too much against the archrival Americans.

"In the past I think there have been some spectacular games that have been played between both countries," Fucale said. "In the end you make sure you just keep going and playing your game and make sure you give your best effort as a team no matter the opponent. We've got to keep going the Canadian way."

Fit, healthy Eller itching to get back

By Dave Stubbs, The GazetteAugust 5, 2013
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Canadiens centre Lars Eller, who was injured in the playoff last season, speaks to reporters in May in Brossard. Montreal lost to the Ottawa Senators 4-1 in the first round of the Stanley Cup playoffs.
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MONTREAL — Lars Eller reported to an abbreviated Canadiens training camp last January in the best shape of his life — fitter, stronger and faster than at any previous time in his young NHL career.

Next month, when the Habs open camp for 2013-14, Eller expects to be superior in every way.

The 24-year-old centre/forward enjoyed a breakout season in the lockout-shortened campaign, his 30 points in 46 games two points better than what he recorded in 79 games the year before.

If there was any bitter residue from the Canadiens having traded goalie Jaroslav Halak to St. Louis in June 2010 to acquire Eller, the forward’s performance last season should have erased it.

And then suddenly, it came to a sickening, bloody end at the Bell Centre in Game 1 of the Eastern Conference quarterfinals, Eller flattened by Ottawa defenceman Eric Gryba at the Canadiens blue line.

Eller was knocked colder than a banker’s heart, suffering a concussion, broken nose and shattered teeth that marked the beginning of the Canadiens’ playoff end. Montreal fell quietly to the Senators in five games, its roster decimated by injuries as the series wore on.

Eller didn’t remember anything about the check in its immediate aftermath, and he still doesn’t today.

“I’ve seen the replay, which is the closest I’m going to come to remembering it,” Eller said on Saturday. “Maybe it’s a good thing that I don’t remember. It was a shocking incident for everybody watching. I haven’t really thought much about it since. It’s in the past.”

Eller made a remarkable recovery in the days following the check, returning to near game shape in solo practice before the Canadiens were bounced by the Senators.

He last spoke with the media 12 weeks ago in the Habs’ Brossard dressing room as the team packed up for the summer.

At his stall with a bandage on the bridge of his nose, holding court beneath portraits of Hall of Famers Jean Béliveau and Bernie Geoffrion, Eller talked of neurological tests still to be done to confirm his full health.

Having passed them all and then trained ferociously through June and July, Eller sounded on Saturday like a caged animal that couldn’t wait for his trainer to open the door.

He returned to Montreal last week from his native Denmark, where he spent almost the past two months with his wife, Julie, and their 10-month-old child.

Eller has excellent dryland training facilities in Denmark, but says August ice is easier to find in Montreal. He expects to be skating within the next week, picking up the pace as more players return to town.

“I feel great, completely healed,” Eller said. “I did some more testing in Brossard (in mid- to late May) to make sure everything was back to normal, to make sure there were no symptoms related to the concussion. There haven’t been any.”

The summer of 2012 was Eller’s first offseason in his past three to train uninterrupted, twice previously rehabbing from shoulder surgery. He reported to Habs camp last January in tremendous shape, which carried him to an excellent season.

This summer, he’s turned everything up a notch.

“I’ve been able to train as freely as I wanted to,” Eller said, again working on the strength, nutrition and supplement plan of personal trainer Jean-François Gaudreau.

“I started training again three or maybe four weeks after the incident, which was the same time I think everybody else on the team was working out. So I wasn’t a step behind in terms of that.

“I’ve been able to bulk up and get into even better shape coming into this season than last, at least with the same setup and same possibilities.

“What it really comes down to is that weight isn’t the most important thing. Strength is, and that’s all you can really work on in the offseason.”

The Canadiens’ 2012-13 team guide listed Eller as having 201 pounds on his 6-foot-2 frame. In fact, he said he reported to camp at 213, knowing he’d lose two or three pounds during the season.

Today, Eller is about 220, not a gram of the new weight anything but muscle.

“It’s not like if you get bigger you lose speed or agility,” he said, eager to begin skating again in the next few days. “I make sure everything is properly balanced with the training, that the weight is properly placed.

“Last summer was more a matter of gaining some weight and mass. This year has been more fine-tuning my explosiveness, and we’ll be working on that a lot this month, too.

“I’m definitely fitter. That doesn’t necessarily mean I’m going to have a better season, but it’s going to give me a better platform to start from.”

Eller has kept intact what worked for him last season. He’s been in touch regularly with Gaudreau, tweaking the program and evaluating his progress; he also checks in occasionally with Canadiens strength and conditioning co-ordinator Pierre Allard, who sends players into the offseason with programs they can subscribe to in whole or in part, depending on their own personal-training methods.

And Eller will continue to work with Sylvain Guimond, the Habs’ sports psychology consultant, with whom he did valuable mental training last season.

“You can train your body all you want, but I strongly believe that your mind is probably the most powerful thing you can have,” Eller said.

“I have a good thing going with Jean-François and Sylvain, and those are two things I’m going to hold onto, to keep exploring and learning.”

Eller tries to disconnect from hockey as best he can during the summer, saying: “A mental break from Montreal is good. But you stay in touch with the guys to see what’s happening with the team, especially around free agency.

“It’s amazing. You can put away your phone (in Europe), but as soon as you come back here at the end of July and open the paper or turn on the TV, it’s hockey, hockey, hockey.”

Eller likes the addition of enforcer George Parros, “a heavyweight we’ve not really had since I’ve been here who can maybe relieve some of the pressure on our guys.”

And of incoming free-agent forward Danny Brière: “He’s going to come with a lot of good things. He’s a veteran, a skill guy who can make a difference when it comes down to the line. I don’t see how he’s not going to make our team better. It’s going to be fun to be playing with him.

“Every day closer to the season you get itchy, especially the way last season ended,” Eller said. “We had such a good thing going during the regular season then two games into the playoffs we lose three, four guys. A lot of injuries came at the wrong time. It ruined it a little for us.

“That’s too bad but the way things went for us most of the whole season, I’m excited to see what we can build this year. I have every reason to believe that everyone is going to be at least as good as they were last year, and all of us younger guys will be one year older.”

Eller is entering his contract year, a restricted free agent at the end of 2013-14. But he’s not wasting any thought on that with 89 games of exhibition and regular-season hockey to be played with more, he hopes, in the playoffs.

“The more you start thinking about chasing your next contract or the money, the more you have your focus in the wrong place,” he said. “You play your best when you’re just loving the game and having fun, thinking only about winning.

“For some guys, I’m sure that can be a challenge, especially the older guys who have families. They’re just battling for one-year contracts a lot of times. It’s a different scenario for everybody, but I think the less you can think about (contracts), the better it is for you.

“I’m open to everything,” Eller said, asked how he’d feel about an early start to new contract negotiations. “It’s also a question of how the organization feels about me. For me, nothing is written in stone but, of course, it has to work for both sides.”

All of that will work itself out, Eller unpacking his bags back in Montreal and preparing to put his fitter, stronger body back to work in the gym and on the ice.

Remarkably, he slipped into town almost unnoticed.

“I was on the same flight as Rafael Nadal,” he said of the Spanish tennis star inbound for this week’s Rogers Cup. “So he took all the attention away from me.”

And then Eller laughed, knowing that his own spotlight is coming soon enough.

dstubbs@montrealgazette.com

Newest Hab Murray: Swedish, smart, but not Cranky
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Douglas Murray, playing for the San Jose Sharks, defends against T.J. Oshie of the St. Louis Blues during Game Two of the Western Conference quarterfinals during the 2012 NHL Stanley Cup Playoffs.
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MONTREAL — Here are some things you may not know about newly signed Canadiens defenceman Douglas Murray:

Murray has a degree in hotel administration from Cornell University and is one of the inventors of the UberTap, a hands-free dispensing system that allows you to pour three beers at a time and drain a keg five times faster than a traditional tap.

In 2010, Sporting News selected Murray as the 16th-smartest pro athlete.

The Swede with the Scottish name has dated Tiger Woods’s ex, Elin Nordegren.

Murray answers to the nickname Crankshaft but gets upset if anyone calls him Cranky.

He shared the 2005 Cleveland Barons Rubbermaid Player of the Year award with Josh Gorges.

But the most important thing you should know about Murray is contained in this statement from Canadians general manager Marc Bergevin: “Douglas Murray is an experienced defenceman with good size and is a seasoned veteran. He will being a physical dimension to our team.”

Bergevin has been pursuing Murray for most of the off-season and reached agreement Thursday on a one-year deal worth $1.5 million. Murray was still on the open market because he had been looking for a longer deal for more money but there were no takers.

Murray fits into the Canadiens’ overall plan because Bergevin has limited cap space and, with some promising young defencemen in the system, he was reluctant to make a long-term commitment.

At 6-foot-3 and 240 pounds, the 33-year-old Murray brings much-needed size to the Canadiens’ roster and an element of depth to the defence corps. His offensive contributions over his career have been minimal but he is a physical defenceman who will contribute with hits and blocked shots.

It was important for the Canadiens to add a bruiser because the team’s most physical defenceman last season, Alexei Emelin, is recovering from major reconstructive knee surgery. The last report on the Russian indicated his recovery is on schedule, which means he could be back in the lineup by Christmas.

The Canadiens now have eight healthy NHL-calibre defencemen under contract, led by Norris Trophy winner P.K. Subban. The others are Andrei Markov, Raphael Diaz, Francis Bouillon, Davis Drewiske, rookie Jarred Tinordi and Gorges. They also have prospects Nathan Beaulieu, Greg Pateryn, Darren Dietz and Magnus Nygren in various stages of development.

Murray has seven goals and 55 assists in 465 NHL games. He played most of his career in San Jose but was traded to the Pittsburgh Penguins as they bulked up for the playoffs at the trade deadline earlier this year.

In other news, the Canadiens announced a series of initiatives to support the residents of Lac-Mégantic, which experienced a tragic train explosion of July 6.

The Canadiens will invite families directly impacted by the explosion and emergency personnel to one of the five pre-season games being held at the Bell Centre between Sept. 15 and Sept. 26.

A special ceremony remembering the victims of the tragedy will be held before the Sept. 15 game against the Buffalo Sabres.

On Sept. 14, the Canadiens will wrap up the first stage of its training camp with an informal scrimmage at the Bell Centre. Fans wishing to attend the scrimmage can purchase tickets for $5 and the proceeds will go to the Fonds Avenir Lac-Mégantic. Tickets go on sale Saturday online and at the Bell Centre box office and the price of admission includes a hot dog, bag of chips and a soft drink.

And residents of Lac-Mégantic will get an opportunity to see the Canadiens practice at the Centre Sportif Mégantic on Oct. 3.
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After five consecutive last-place finishes in the division, the promise of hope in the future for the New York Islanders arrived in the present in 2012-13.

The face of the franchise and leader of the renaissance, John Tavares, became a legitimate MVP candidate, and the Islanders returned to the Stanley Cup Playoffs for the first time since 2006-07. Though they put a scare into the Pittsburgh Penguins in the first round, there is more work to be done at Nassau Coliseum before the franchise heads west on the Long Island Expressway to Barclays Center in Brooklyn or the Islanders become a full-fledged Stanley Cup contender.

General manager Garth Snow continued to be patient, looking for low-risk additions who could add value without drastically altering what the Islanders have built around Tavares. Pierre-Marc Bouchard has concussion issues, but he could be a classic bounce-back candidate playing next to Tavares and Matt Moulson.

2013-14 FANTASY PREVIEW: ISLANDERS

Under-valued: Travis Hamonic -- With Mark Streit gone, Hamonic should see his role increase with the Islanders, especially on the power play (he averaged 1:14 per game there last season). Lubomir Visnovsky will see plenty of power-play time, but Hamonic's ability to chip in penalty minutes (101 over the last 121 games) and his quickly developing offensive game could make him the most valuable defenseman on Long Island.

Over-valued: Pierre-Marc Bouchard -- Over the past five seasons, Bouchard has averaged 0.60 points per game (equivalent to 49 points over an 82-game season) while missing 165 games. Between his lack of production (hardly any PIMs and shots on goal) and his health problems, the forward is not worth drafting, even if he ends up on the top line with Tavares and Moulson. 

Sleeper: Ryan Strome -- Strome has dominated the Ontario Hockey League (268 points in his past 164 games), and though the forward hasn't seen much American Hockey League time (seven points in 10 games), this likely will be the year he makes his NHL debut. It might not come at the start of the season, but eventually he'll get the call, and that means he should be selected late in fantasy drafts (he's worth stashing).

 -- Follow Matt Cubeta on Twitter: @NHLQubes

FOLLOW @NHLFANTASY FOR DAILY UPDATES ›

MORE NHL.COM FANTASY HOCKEY COVERAGE ›

There was friction with Nino Niederreiter, and he was traded to the Minnesota Wild for someone who can add physical play and some scoring depth: Cal Clutterbuck. Snow locked up underrated Travis Hamonic to a No. 3 defenseman-type contract even though he's the team's No. 1. Evgeni Nabokov was re-signed as the short-term option in goal.

The next step is incorporating the next wave. Core players Tavares, Hamonic, Frans Nielsen and Kyle Okposo are fully developed or close to it. Exciting prospects Ryan Strome and Griffin Reinhart will be counted on to push the Islanders upward.

The Islanders moved past the Philadelphia Flyers and New Jersey Devils last season and likely will need to stay ahead of one or both to book another postseason berth out of the Metropolitan Division. The future remains bright and it continues to get closer.

Here is the projected 2013-14 lineup for the Islanders:

Forwards

Matt Moulson - John Tavares - Pierre-Marc Bouchard

Josh Bailey - Frans Nielsen - Kyle Okposo

Michael Grabner - Ryan Strome - Cal Clutterbuck

Matt Martin - Casey Cizikas - Colin McDonald

Peter Regin - Eric Boulton

Defensemen

Andrew MacDonald - Travis Hamonic

Lubomir Visnovsky - Brian Strait

Matt Donovan - Thomas Hickey

Matt Carkner

Goalies

Evgeni Nabokov

Kevin Poulin

NOTES: Bouchard makes sense as a replacement for Brad Boyes, and his playmaking could mean extra goals for Tavares and Moulson. Strome could fit on the wing of the second line or end up in the middle of the third. Anders Lee and Brock Nelson could vie for a spot in the opening-night lineup.

If Reinhart has a great camp, it will be hard to keep him off the roster. Donovan, like Nelson, had a great season for Bridgeport in the American Hockey League. There are other young defensemen, Calvin de Haan and Scott Mayfield, who could be in the mix.

The Islanders have enough solid, competent NHL players they aren't desperate for any of the top prospects to make the team, but there should be opportunities for them to find regular minutes.

---
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In 2013, the New York Islanders ended two six-year streaks. Not only did they finally get back to the Stanley Cup Playoffs, but they went to the NHL Draft without a top-five selection.

Five straight seasons of finishing in the bottom five in the NHL standings allowed Islanders general manager Garth Snow to rebuild his roster basically from scratch. Alexei Yashin, Jason Blake and Brendan Witt have been replaced by John Tavares, Josh Bailey and Travis Hamonic.

The latter three, each signed to a long-term contract, played key roles in helping New York end its playoff drought last season. More help is on the way, perhaps as early as this season.

Here's a look at New York's top 10 prospects, according to NHL.com:
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1. Ryan Strome, C/RW: New York's first-round selection (No. 5) in 2011, Strome got his first taste of professional hockey late last season with the Bridgeport Sound Tigers in the American Hockey League (playing mostly right wing), where he had seven points (two goals) in 10 games. This was after Strome (6-foot-1, 188 pounds) completed his fourth season of junior hockey, when he had 94 points (34 goals) in 53 games with the Niagara IceDogs of the Ontario Hockey League.

Strome, 20, could spend the 2013-14 season honing his skills in Bridgeport, but could stick in the NHL with a strong training camp. If the Islanders move him on a full-time basis from center to right wing (something they are considering), he could be the long-term solution on the top line alongside center John Tavares.

"I think it's different because this year I know I can't go back to juniors; it's either pro in the NHL or the AHL," Strome said during development camp in July. "It'll be a different scenario. I think it's a great opportunity that I know I'm going to be down here, one way or another. I'm looking forward to getting my pro career full-time started."

2. Griffin Reinhart, D: Like Strome, Reinhart is a high first-round selection (No. 4 in 2012) who will arrive at training camp in September with the goal of playing in the NHL this season. The 19-year-old is a big (6-4, 202), mobile defenseman. He's the son of Paul Reinhart, who played more than 600 games in the NHL with the Calgary Flames and Vancouver Canucks.

In 59 games last season, Griffin had eight goals, 21 assists and a plus-30 rating for the Edmonton Oil Kings in the Western Hockey League, his third season with the team. He will return to Edmonton should he not make the Islanders roster, which has an opening after defenseman Mark Streit was traded to the Philadelphia Flyers in June.

"I'm going to do everything I can to make it and show the coaches that I deserve to be here, and try to prove that I can play here," Reinhart told the Islanders website. "I'm looking forward to that opportunity. Last year was a little bit different with the shortened season, so I never got to come into a full camp. I'm looking at it two ways: I have to make an impression, but at the same time, I look to enjoy the process."

3. Brock Nelson, C: The 21-year-old is coming off a solid first pro season at Bridgeport, where he had 25 goals and 27 assists in 66 games. A first-round pick (No. 30) in 2010, Nelson appeared in one game for the Islanders during their Eastern Conference Quarterfinal series against the Pittsburgh Penguins. Nelson (6-3, 196) will compete for a spot on the roster in training camp and could be the Islanders' No. 3 center behind Tavares and Frans Nielsen.

"[Nelson is] a guy who has really developed," Islanders coach Jack Capuano said. "He came out of North Dakota and spent time in the American Hockey League, put up really good numbers. More importantly, just his body and the way he's matured, his strength; he played a lot of hockey down there. He's a guy who's really come along for us."

4. Ryan Pulock, D: For the second straight year, the Islanders used their first-round selection (No. 15) on a defenseman. Pulock, 18, brings a heavy shot from the point; his slap shot has been clocked at more than 100 mph. Pulock missed some time last season due to an arm injury, but the 6-1, 213-pound defenseman managed 45 points (14 goals) in 61 games for the Brandon Wheat Kings in the WHL, his third season with the club. He'll likely return to juniors as Brandon's captain this season.

"I think my shot is a key part of my game," Pulock said. "I can move the puck well, read the ice well, help out on the power play. I think the biggest thing I need to work on is being tougher in the D-zone and being harder in front of the net."

5. Matt Donovan, D: New York's fourth-round selection (No. 96) in 2008, Donovan could be ready to make the jump to the NHL after scoring 93 points during the past two seasons in Bridgeport. The 23-year-old is a terrific skater who helped the United States win the gold medal at the 2010 World Junior Championship.

Donovan (6-0, 195) is primed to push Brian Strait, Thomas Hickey and Matt Carkner for playing time and could fill the offensive void on the blue line left by Streit's departure. Donovan's 48 points last season tied him with Justin Schultz for the most in the AHL by a defenseman. Donovan plays with an edge, evidenced by his 112 penalty minutes.

"His positional play has really improved," Bridgeport coach Scott Pellerin told the Connecticut Post. "I think his defensive habits -- whether it's body position, stick position -- and his compete level, those are areas within his game that he's improved."

6. Anders Lee, C: One of the top players in college hockey the past three seasons, the 23-year-old turned pro last spring and scored in his first NHL game, April 2 against the Winnipeg Jets at Nassau Veterans Memorial Coliseum. The 6-2, 225-pound center had 61 goals and 55 assists during his time at Notre Dame and could prove to be a steal after being selected in the sixth round (No. 152) of the 2009 draft. Lee likely will begin the season at Bridgeport to work on becoming more of a two-way forward.

"Being up here for a month and being able to understand how things work was beneficial," Lee told the Islanders website. "I got experience with the day-to-day life, getting my body ready every day and the mental side of things at the same time. I didn't know if I was in the lineup or not each day, and just had to be ready to go no matter what. It was just a good experience and I definitely learned a lot from it. That should help me in the future."

7. Ville Pokka, D: New York's second-round pick (No. 34) in 2012, Pokka, who turned 19 June 3, is coming off his second season with Karpat of SM-liiga in Finland, where he was again the youngest player on his team. In 47 games, Pokka (6-0, 205) had six goals, six assists and a plus-2 rating. The right-handed shot plays well in both ends of the ice and makes a solid first pass out of the defensive zone. He has represented Finland at the World Junior Championship the past two years and likely will be on its top defensive pairing at the 2014 tournament.

Pokka missed development camp in July fulfilling his commitment to the Finnish military, which runs through November. He will play for Karpat again this season.

8. Anders Nilsson, G: The 6-5, 227-pound goaltender missed most of last season due to an illness sparked by a recently discovered allergy to gluten and dairy products. It limited the 23-year-old to 21 appearances for Bridgeport, where he went 8-11-0 with a 2.98 goals-against average and a save percentage of .899. Now healthy, the third-round pick (No. 62) in 2009 is eager to get going. Nilsson will compete with Kevin Poulin for the backup job in New York, but after everything he dealt with last season, he'll likely start the season as the No. 1 goaltender in Bridgeport.

"Obviously last season didn't go the way I wanted it," said Nilsson, who in 2011-12 had a 2.42 GAA and .921 save percentage in 25 AHL games. "I'm healthy now, but the thing was it came up that I'm allergic to gluten and dairy products. When you're eating gluten and your body can't handle it, it's kind of like it's a poison for the body. If you're eating it a long time, your body stops absorbing the nutrients. So it was kind of like small things adding up to a big pile. I didn't have energy. I was feeling tired all the time. I'm not going to lie … last year was a really tough year for me, but at least we found a solution. I'm back to 100 percent now."

9. Scott Mayfield, D: Another big defenseman (6-4, 209), Mayfield turned pro in April after playing two seasons at the University of Denver. In 81 collegiate games, the St. Louis native had seven goals, 22 assists and 188 penalty minutes. The 20-year-old is a stay-at-home defenseman who does not shy away from the physical game. He appeared in six games for Bridgeport at the end of last season and will be in the Sound Tigers' lineup when the team opens its season in October.

"I definitely feel like I'm getting closer, especially with signing after my college season and turning pro," Mayfield said. "But at the same time, there's always work to be done. I'm still not there yet. Playing in Bridgeport was definitely another step up. There were a few challenges, but I think I handled them well. The guys are older and they've been around a little bit longer. They're more skilled and faster. So there's definitely that change. But I feel like I was ready and I handled the jump."

10. Johan Sundstrom, C: The Islanders have to be pleased with what they've seen from this second-round pick (No. 50) in 2011. Sundstrom is a big (6-3, 201) center who plays well at both ends of the ice, evidenced by his 32 points (11 goals) and plus-7 rating in 59 games (25 of those points came in 39 games before sustaining an upper-body injury) for Bridgeport last season, his first in North America. Sundstrom, who will return to Bridgeport, turns 21 Sept. 21.

---

30 in 30: Second-line Bailey X-factor for Islanders

Monday, 08.26.2013 / 3:00 AM / 30 in 30

By Brian Compton - NHL.com Deputy Managing Editor

49 

7 

56 

Email 

Comment

Print

Heading into the 2013-14 NHL season, it remains to be seen who will accompany Matt Moulson and John Tavares on the New York Islanders' top line. The most likely candidates are free-agent signee Pierre-Marc Bouchard and 20-year-old Ryan Strome.

That line will need to produce if the Islanders are going to qualify for the Stanley Cup Playoffs for a second straight season. But the No. 1 line can't do it alone.

New York's second line of Josh Bailey, Frans Nielsen and Kyle Okposo was productive last season. Bailey missed the start of the season due to a knee injury sustained playing overseas during the lockout, but the first-round pick (No. 9) from 2008 finished with 11 goals and eight assists in 38 NHL games.
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Owner Charles Wang and general manager Garth Snow were pleased with what they saw from Bailey last season. On July 15, Bailey, who was a restricted free agent, signed a five-year contract worth $16.5 million.

"You don't really think too much about it," Bailey told NHL.com. "Garth and I had talked about it at the end of the season in our meeting. Obviously, he knew where I stood on wanting to be a part of this team for a long time, and I was certainly happy that he felt the same way. I think Charles and Garth showing that faith in me, I think certainly gives you that much more confidence moving forward. I'm certainly excited to get back and get going.

"I wanted a long-term deal, but I think the fact that Charles and Garth and the whole coaching staff wanted to do that as well … I think that was key to the whole thing. I think they're in the driver's seat to a certain extent when it comes to that, and I was really thrilled that we were able to come to terms on a five-year deal."

It's been a roller-coaster ride for Bailey since the Islanders drafted him. They surprisingly kept him in the NHL as an 18-year-old, and Bailey showed glimpses of his ability with 25 points (seven goals) in 68 games on a team that finished at the bottom of the NHL standings.

Things went south for Bailey during 2010-11, when he went 13 straight games without a point and was demoted to the Bridgeport Sound Tigers in the American Hockey League. Though there have been more slumps since, Bailey's hands and vision are too impressive to ignore. The talent is there; the Islanders need him to show it on a consistent basis.

"After playing five years in the League, you go through your ups and downs, like any player," Bailey, 23, said. "I think you'll continue to have them, but you learn more about yourself and more about what it takes to be a pro and show up every night to compete and to contribute. Playing with great players like Kyle and [Frans] certainly helps a ton too. I'm certainly excited to do that for a full 82 [games], plus playoffs this year.

"At the end of the previous season with [Frans] and Kyle and myself, we seemed to play well together and I think we had a lot of confidence together. I think coming back from missing the first 10 games, I think it took me a few to get into the swing of things. But once that happened, I thought playing with two great players like them, the three of us really meshed well. We gained even more confidence together. I really enjoyed playing with those two guys. I think all those things combined really led our line to get some big contributions down the stretch."

Josh Bailey

Josh Bailey

Center - NYI

G: 58 | A: 81 | P: 139

 SOG: 468 | +/-: -25

 As with most other players, much of Bailey's game revolves around confidence. When it hasn't been there, neither has the production. Islanders coach Jack Capuano said he believes the combination started to arrive when Bailey was shifted from center to left wing during the second half of the 2011-12 season. 

"I think Josh puts a lot of pressure on himself, but I think he broke into the League at a really young age," Capuano said. "I think it took him a little bit of time to gain that confidence, but it's going real well. We kept that line together all year and we just thought down the stretch, just that little tweak with Moulson and Josh seemed to work for us. But he's another guy that came into the organization as a center and he's just played much better on the wing, for whatever reason.

"I think Josh is really coming into his own now. He's got that right frame of mind, he's got that confidence that he needs and hopefully he'll have another big year for us."

Bailey's production will be crucial this season as the Islanders compete in the newly formed Metropolitan Division with the New York Rangers, New Jersey Devils, Philadelphia Flyers, Pittsburgh Penguins, Carolina Hurricanes, Columbus Blue Jackets and Washington Capitals. Only the top three teams in the division are assured of a playoff spot, so the race truly begins when New York opens the season at New Jersey on Oct. 4.

Bailey, who spent some time on Tavares' line during the first-round playoff loss to the Penguins, told NHL.com he would have no problem skating again with Nielsen and Okposo. He said he believes the continuity and familiarity could benefit all three players.

"I certainly think it helps," Bailey said. "I think the more you play with someone or two people, the more comfortable you get, the more you know where one another is going to be out there. We don't really know what the plan for lines are going into the season yet, but if the three of us end up together, it'll be a welcomed thing for sure."

Now that the Islanders finally got over the hump and made the playoffs last season, bigger things could be on the horizon for a young core that has collected its lumps together. Can they take the next step in 2013-14? Much of that will depend on Bailey's performance. He's ready to do whatever it takes to help bring this franchise back to prominence.

"Every year has gotten more and more [exciting]," Bailey said. "I think this year is even more than the past few years by leaps and bounds. Coming in, it's a lot of the same group of guys. I thought we made some great additions to the team. I think there's a lot of excitement and we'll be excited to prove ourselves throughout the course of the season."

---
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The New York Islanders qualified for the Stanley Cup Playoffs last season for the first time since 2007, but their return was short-lived, eliminated by the Pittsburgh Penguins in six games in the Eastern Conference Quarterfinals. With a talented, young core a year older and more experienced, the Islanders won't be satisfied with simply making the playoffs in 2013-14.

Coach Jack Capuano returns for a third full season after guiding the team to a third-place finish (24-17-7) in the Atlantic Division. Garth Snow has been the general manager since July 2006 and, with the help of five straight lottery draft picks, has built one of the deeper prospect pools in the NHL. Some of those players had key roles in helping New York end its six-year playoff drought.

But with success comes greater expectations. Led by superstar center John Tavares, the Islanders can't afford to take a step back in 2013-14.
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Here are six questions facing the Islanders:

1. Is John Tavares the next captain? -- It's all but certain Tavares will be named the 14th captain in franchise history before the regular season begins. The Islanders have yet to make any announcement, but it's a foregone conclusion No. 91 will replace Mark Streit after the latter was traded to the Philadelphia Flyers in June.

The face of the franchise and a Hart Trophy finalist last season, Tavares leads by example on and off the ice. The 22-year-old is driven to be the best player on the ice every shift, and that rubs off on his teammates.

"I think that's something that Garth and I and our coaches will sit down [and discuss]," Capuano told NHL.com. "But we have a lot of leadership on this team. Johnny's been a guy that's really since my first day as coach here with the Islanders has really opened up. He was a pretty reserved guy at the start, but he's really opened up. He's a quiet leader. He's one of those guys that doesn't have to say much. He brings it every day.

"It starts in the summer with his training. I've always said it starts at home with his upbringing with his parents, and the way that he trains and prepares himself to be the best every day. Those are the kind of guys that you want as the leader of your hockey team. We've talked a little bit about it, but I'm sure when Garth and I sit down , it won't take us too long to make a decision on who we feel is going to be best to lead the team."

2. Can Ryan Strome and/or Griffin Reinhart make the team? -- New York's first-round draft choices in 2011 and 2012, Strome and Reinhart will be given an opportunity to make the NHL lineup. Strome, 20, had a brief taste of pro hockey last season when he had seven points (two goals) in 10 games for the Bridgeport Sound Tigers of the American Hockey League following the completion of his junior career. Likely pegged to play right wing (he is a natural center), Strome will return to Bridgeport should he not make the Islanders.

Reinhart, 19, is a 6-foot-4, 202-pound defenseman whom the Islanders envision playing roughly 25 minutes per night for years to come. If he doesn't make the team this fall, he will play another season for the Edmonton Oil Kings in the Western Hockey League.

"I would never say never to any of those guys," Capuano told NHL.com. "It's a situation that as we go through camp, Garth and myself and the coaches will sit down and we'll evaluate every day and after every game and see where we are. If there's somebody that's going to help us win games and get us to where we ultimately want to be, that guy's going to be penciled in. I don't like to pencil guys in right now on the back end, and we pretty much know what we have up front, but there's going to be opportunities for guys."

3. Who will provide offense from the blue line? -- Streit struggled at times in his own end of the ice last season, but his departure leaves a gaping hole in offensive production. The Islanders' power-play quarterback had 27 points (six goals) in 48 games, including 11 points with New York up a man.

Lubomir Visnovsky will take on an increased role (especially on the power play), and 23-year-old Matt Donovan will get a long look in training camp after scoring 93 points during the past two seasons at Bridgeport.

"The one area going into the season that I would like to get a little more production -- and we were successful when we did it -- is we need to get some points from our back end," Capuano said. "There's going to be opportunities for young guys this year to step in with Mark Streit being gone now. The one thing a lot of teams talk about now is making it a unit of five on your offensive attack and making sure that fourth man is getting up in the play. It's going to be important for us. That's something we'll continue to stress as we hit training camp."

4. Can Evgeni Nabokov continue to carry the load in goal? -- Nabokov's solid regular-season numbers (23-11-7, 2.50 goals-against average, .910 save percentage) were instrumental in helping the Islanders return to the playoffs. However, the 38-year-old struggled in the postseason against the high-powered Penguins, allowing three or more goals in each of the six games.

Nabokov appeared in 26 games during the final two months of the regular season, which may have played a role in his playoff performance. He's still unquestionably the No. 1 goaltender, but Capuano will have to find some playing time for Kevin Poulin so Nabokov can have gas left in the tank come playoff time.

"He played a lot of games, there's no question," Capuano said. "When you play a team like Pittsburgh and you play that amount of hockey and the intensity, it was probably a little taxing on him. I haven't really thought about it. Nabby's one of those guys that wants to play every night. If you look at history, he's a guy that's played a lot of hockey. But we haven't really laid that out. What I like to do is I like to sit with [goaltending coach] Mike Dunham and get a little bit of a game plan.

Evgeni Nabokov

Evgeni Nabokov - 2012-13

Goalie - NYI

RECORD: 23-11-7

 GAA: 2.50 | SVP: 0.910

 "Mike has a real good relationship with our goalies and an honest relationship where he knows exactly how they're feeling. Sometimes they might not want to hear what Mike has to say, but we've got to do what's in the best interest of our team too." 

5. Can Kyle Okposo pick up where he left off? – Inconsistency has plagued the Islanders' first-round pick (No. 7) from 2006 for much of his time in New York. The power forward had four goals in 48 games during the regular season in 2012-13, but Islanders brass is hoping his performance in Game 2 against the Penguins proves to be the turning point of Okposo's career.

His biggest moment in the NHL came that night, when he floored Matt Niskanen with a right hand in the second period and scored what proved to be the game-winning goal midway through the third. He scored two more goals in that series, giving everyone a glimpse of the player he can be when on top of his game. It's possible the 25-year-old opens the season skating on the top line with Tavares and Matt Moulson, a spot that will provide Okposo every opportunity to produce.

6. Is there added pressure on the coaching staff and players to take the next step? -- Now that the Islanders have returned to the playoffs, they won't be surprising anyone in 2013-14, nor will they be taken lightly. Snow clearly believes the majority of pieces to contend are already in place, given his relatively quiet summer. The Islanders acquired right wing Cal Clutterbuck from the Minnesota Wild for 2010 first-round pick Nino Niederreiter at the NHL Draft, then signed forwards Pierre-Marc Bouchard and Peter Regin when free agency began July 5. Snow also re-signed core players Josh Bailey and Travis Hamonic to long-term contracts.

With the majority of last season's team intact, it's up to Capuano and his staff to help the Islanders take the next step.

"I really never put a whole lot of pressure on myself, to be honest. I've never changed who I am," Capuano said. "I believe in a certain way to play and a certain way that we need to play. But I don't think there will be any added pressure on the guys or myself. I think I want them to come to the rink every day to make sure that we get better, that we're the best-conditioned team. Play within the team concept, play within the framework that makes us successful, and continue the habits that we need to have to continue to get better. I think that's the biggest thing.

"We've got a good, young core surrounded with guys that I wouldn't call veterans, but who have some experience under their belt and know what it takes to push one another. As coaches we have to hold guys accountable, but the successful teams, players hold themselves accountable. When players do that, you're going to have success. I'm starting to see that with our hockey club. That's the biggest thing for me."

---
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When Garth Snow became general manager of the New York Islanders in July 2006, he inherited a veteran club with little help on the horizon.

The Islanders made the Stanley Cup Playoffs in Snow's first season. He acquired Ryan Smyth, Richard Zednik and Marc-Andre Bergeron to help them get there, but New York was eliminated in the first round by the Buffalo Sabres.

After free agents Smyth and Jason Blake decided to leave town that summer, Snow changed course. With an outdated building and a budget smaller than the big-market clubs', Snow set out to rebuild the Islanders from the ground up.

30 IN 30: NEW YORK ISLANDERS

Playoff disappointment inspiring Islanders

New captain among Islanders questions

Second-line Bailey X-factor for Islanders

Subtle changes improve Islanders lineup

Strome, Reinhart top Islanders' prospects
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It's been a slow, methodical, sometimes painful process. The Islanders possessed a lottery pick at the NHL Draft every year from 2008-12 and used the No. 1 selection in 2009 on John Tavares, who is now the face of the franchise. They waited patiently to see if goaltender Rick DiPietro could stay healthy and regain the form he showed shortly after signing that historic 15-year, $67.5 million contract. All the while, owner Charles Wang was trying to secure a new arena to replace Nassau Veterans Memorial Coliseum, which opened in 1972.

Things finally started to turn around for the Islanders at the start of last season. Wang never got the building he wanted in Nassau County, but the franchise announced it would move to Barclays Center in Brooklyn in the fall of 2015. A few months after the announcement, the Islanders found themselves in the playoffs for the first time in six years. They lost in the opening round in a competitive six-game series against the Pittsburgh Penguins, a defeat the Islanders have been thinking about all summer.

"What makes it sting more is how well we played," Tavares told NHL.com. "The opportunity we had, I think we felt we really had them on the ropes. We outshot them a bunch of games and had a lot of pressure. You could say some of that inexperience came in. We didn't capitalize on some opportunities, they capitalized on theirs. Special teams weren't solid.

"But in saying that, it's a great motivating factor. I know how amazing that experience was. It's really hard to describe what playoff hockey is like in the NHL. There's really nothing like that. You see Chicago with the Cup and us getting a little taste of that experience, I think it drives you that much more to want to be successful and get to that ultimate goal."

Should New York achieve that goal, it will do so without DiPietro. The No. 1 selection in the 2000 NHL Draft, who had a 4.09 goals-against average and .855 save percentage in three games last season before being waived and demoted to the American Hockey League, was bought out by the Islanders on July 3. He will be paid $1.5 million annually for the next 16 years.

"It was an extremely tough decision to use the compliance buyout on Rick's contract," Snow said. "His drive to win games and compete at the highest level for the New York Islanders was never questioned. With Rick back at 100 percent health, we wish him nothing but the best as he continues to pursue his career."

Evgeni Nabokov returns as the No. 1 goaltender after signing a one-year contract July 5. Nabokov, 38, struggled during the playoffs (4.44 GAA, .842 save percentage), but his solid play during the regular season (23-11-7, 2.50 GAA, .910 save percentage) helped New York end its postseason drought. He will be backed up by 23-year-old Kevin Poulin, who may see more playing time in an attempt to keep Nabokov fresh should the team return to the playoffs.

The Islanders will have a similar cast this season, with the biggest exception the departure of defenseman Mark Streit. Captain the past two seasons, Streit was traded to the Philadelphia Flyers in June after failing to reach a new deal with New York. A new captain hasn't been named, but Tavares is the logical and most popular pick. He likely will be appointed during training camp.

Forward Cal Clutterbuck arrives from the Minnesota Wild after being acquired by the Islanders in a trade for Nino Niederreiter at this year's draft. Clutterbuck struggled offensively last season (10 points in 42 games) but finished in the top 10 in the League with 155 hits. Joining him in New York is Pierre-Marc Bouchard, a candidate to play right wing on the top line alongside Tavares and Matt Moulson. Bouchard, who signed a one-year contract July 5, had 20 points (eight goals) in 43 games for the Wild last season. New York also signed 27-year-old center Peter Regin from the Ottawa Senators for depth.

Two key pieces of the Islanders' rebuild were re-signed to long-term contracts this summer. Left wing Josh Bailey, who had 11 goals in 38 games last season, signed a five-year contract worth $16.5 million. Travis Hamonic, who has emerged as one of the better young defensemen in the League, signed for seven years, $27 million. Bailey (No. 9) and Hamonic (No. 53) were drafted by the Islanders in 2008.

"Garth didn't make a lot of moves … he believes in the guys that we have," Islanders coach Jack Capuano told NHL.com. "I think he proved that at the trade deadline, when we didn't do anything at all. We've got the core nucleus coming back. We have to make sure that we're focused from Day One and play the way that we need to play."

ISLANDERS' OFFSEASON OUTLOOK

Additions: RW Cal Clutterbuck, C/RW Pierre-Marc Bouchard, C Peter Regin

Subtractions: D Mark Streit, RW Nino Niederreiter, C Keith Aucoin, LW Jesse Joensuu

UFAs: RW Brad Boyes, G Tim Thomas, C Marty Reasoner, RW Sean Backman, D Radek Martinek, D Nathan McIver, RW Blair Riley

Promotion candidates: C Brock Nelson, C/RW Ryan Strome, C Anders Lee, D Griffin Reinhart, D Matt Donovan, D Aaron Ness

Streit's departure leaves a hole on the blue line, which the Islanders will attempt to fill internally. They are encouraged by the play of waiver-wire acquisitions Brian Strait and Thomas Hickey and could turn to Matt Donovan, a fourth-round pick (No. 96) in 2008 who had 93 points during the past two seasons for the Bridgeport Sound Tigers in the AHL. New York used its first-round selection at this year's draft on defenseman Ryan Pulock, whose slap shot has been clocked at more than 100 mph. Pulock likely will return to the Brandon Wheat Kings in the Western Hockey League for more seasoning.

Griffin Reinhart, the club's first-round pick (No. 4) in 2012, will compete for a roster spot, but he is 19 years old. Calvin de Haan, another first-round pick (No. 12 in 2009), is in the mix, but he could need some time in Bridgeport after a shoulder injury limited him to three AHL games last season.

"It's a great opportunity for those guys," Capuano said. "When you look at what Garth did July 5, we didn't do a whole lot on the back end. We've got guys back there now that we're going to give an opportunity to. You come in, you work hard and the best man wins. Those guys are going to get every opportunity in preseason to see how they fit. They're all working hard this summer, and I know they want that opportunity. We've always been an organization that gives an opportunity."

Training camp also will determine the fate of 2011 first-round pick (No. 5) Ryan Strome. The gifted forward could be ready to make the jump to the NHL after he had 94 points (34 goals) in 53 games in his final season of junior hockey with the Niagara IceDogs in the Ontario Hockey League. Projected as a top-six forward, Strome would join a mix that includes Tavares, Moulson (a three-time 30-goal scorer), Bailey, two-way center Frans Nielsen and power forward Kyle Okposo, who made a name for himself in the playoffs after struggling through the regular season.

That puts speedy wing Michael Grabner on the third line. Grabner had 16 goals in 45 games last season and is a breakaway threat every time he's on the ice. He could be joined by Clutterbuck and rookie Brock Nelson, who is competing for a roster spot after scoring 25 goals for Bridgeport last season. The fourth line of Casey Cizikas, Matt Martin and Colin McDonald provides the Islanders with balance throughout the lineup and the ability to get under the opposition's skin.

A lot of the pieces are in place. It's time to take the next step.

"I think things are coming nicely for us," Tavares said. "I think there's still a lot of work to be done. We have a lot of areas to improve in."

---
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Player evaluation: Williams

Noah Graham / NHL

JUSTIN WILLIAMS

This season: 48 games played, 11 goals, 22 assists, 33 points, 22 penalty minutes, plus-15 rating

The Good: Justin Williams, aka Stick, has been incredibly consistent during his last three years as a King. Following seasons in which he recorded 57 and 59 points, he posted 33 points in 48 games, which translates to 56.4 points over 82 games. What’s that, you say? “Justin Williams is injury-prone and 82 games is a long reach”? Nonsense. Williams hasn’t missed a regular season or playoff game over the last two seasons and played through a slight shoulder separation in the 2013 playoffs.

Here’s Dustin Brown, talkin’ some Stick.

On what Justin Williams brings to his line:

 It’s the same thing with Willie all the time. Kopi probably gets all the attention – and rightfully so – with his skill set, but Stick does a lot of the dirty work. His vision on the ice, he can kind of do the corner work. For not a huge guy, he’s pretty good in the corner and he finds that quick play that springs a guy or gives a guy a great scoring opportunity. A lot of times that’s me coming as the high guy because Kopi likes to get in the corners as well. I think we just complement each other really well, and Stick probably goes unnoticed.

On what Williams has provided that may not show up in the box score:

 I think when you look at people, I mean you look at Kopi’s stats – a big reason why he’s getting the numbers he’s getting is Stick. Even though [Williams] has not maybe been getting the assists or the points or the goals that he wants, he’s creating havoc in front of the net. Early on when we were struggling as a line, it was pretty evident we weren’t working hard enough, and now, the Anaheim game was a good example. He had a big impact on a lot of those goals and didn’t have a point. That’s when you can tell our line’s going really well. Regardless of his point total, he’s contributing in big ways.

The allusions to Williams being underrated correlate with the right wing’s possession stats. Often example A#1 when Corsi ratings and other metrics that gauge a player’s effectiveness in holding possession and generating shots and scoring opportunities are utilized, Williams is among the most useful even strength players in the entire NHL. In fact, his on-ice Corsi rating was higher than any other player in the league that played more than eight games. He accomplished this despite often matching up against other teams’ top scoring lines. For more on these possession values, Jewels from the Crown’s Williams evaluation has you covered.

There’s also his Game 7 history, which you might know something about. “How many” isn’t always as important as “when” when placing values on statistics, and Williams once again backed up his regular season scoring with a clutch playoff performance that included his two goals in a 2-1 Game 7 win over San Jose on May 28. He has posted five goals and nine points while winning all four Game 7s he has played in.

The maturity and leadership exuded by Williams – one of Los Angeles’ most vocal and emotional players – is an intangible that has helped develop the team’s culture and identity.

Also, how great was this shift against Chicago?

 -courtesy KingsVision

The bad: Williams’ shooting percentage dropped for the second consecutive year, an interesting trend considering his shots-per-game average was the highest it had been since his Carolina Hurricanes heyday. Williams’ career shooting percentage is 9.4% – a rate sustained by the 64 goals he scored over two seasons in Carolina from 2005-07 – though he dropped to 7.7% in 2012-13. Though he does have some history as a goal scorer, Williams’ game has gravitated more towards distribution and strong boards work as he has settled in well on a line with Dustin Brown and Anze Kopitar. He scored only once in his 103 minutes of power play time throughout the season.

Dave Reginek / NHL

Going forward: Williams turns 32 on the second day of the season, and it’s pretty easy to expect him to maintain his scoring output from 2011-12 and 2012-13 as as long as he remains healthy. There’s even the chance for him to raise his goal scoring rate, provided he accounts for more power play production and his shooting percentage rises back towards previous levels. There’s nothing much to hide – he’ll likely start out alongside Kopitar and Brown again, and unless injury or a prolonged dry spell affects the line, it’s a fairly safe bet that the trio will rely on their excellent chemistry once again and account for a heavy share of the team’s offense. There’s still plenty of value in Williams’ contract, which carries a cap hit of 3.65 million dollars and extends through the 2014-15 season.
June 24, 2013 11:21 am

Player evaluation: Brown

DUSTIN BROWN

This season: 46 games, 18 goals, 11 assists, 29 points, plus-6 rating

The good: Dustin Brown was consistently Dustin Brown in 2012-13. His numbers across the board were within the range of markers he had achieved in previous years, and for the fifth straight season since he was named team captain, he did not miss a game due to injury. His 18 goals ranked second on the team and calculate to 32 goals if applied to an 82-game season. This goal-scoring pace is a reflection of an increase in his shot output – his 142 total shots calculate to 253 total shots over 82 games, which would represent the second-highest shot count of his career – and a sturdy 12.7 shooting percentage, the second-highest single-season rate of his career. Brown’s shooting percentage over the last three seasons is 11.6%. He was also nominated for the Mark Messier Leadership Award and presented the President of the United States with a Kings jersey.

The bad: Brown suffered a torn PCL in Game 6 of the San Jose series and though he admirably played through the injury, he did not register any points in the six games that followed. His postseason production prior to the injury was below his regular season pace, having accounted for four points in the team’s first 12 playoff games. Though Brown’s hit total appeared low in the regular season – he ranked eighth in the league in hits after finishing in the top-three in the category for the six previous seasons – if applied to a full, 82-game season, there’s hardly any difference between this season’s hit total and the total from previous seasons. That there were seven players that were credited with more hits than Brown is more likely a reflection of a subjective statistic being applied more liberally around the league in 2012-13 than any changes in Brown’s game. He was also dinged with a two-game suspension – the first of his career – for an elbow to the head of Minnesota’s Jason Pominville during the final week of the regular season.

Going forward: The 2013-14 season is a contract year for Brown, and once the team has completed its pre-July 5 budgetary maneuvering, coming to terms on an extension for the team captain should be high on Dean Lombardi’s checklist. “Once we get through this, I think it’s safe to say that it would behoove us to start looking at that real close,” Lombardi said on Sunday. With a cap hit of 3.175 million dollars, Brown is currently playing below his market value in advance of the expiration of a six-year extension that was signed early in the 2007-08 season. Considering he’s a reliable conduit for the team’s focus and identity, is currently Los Angeles’ only consistent scorer from the left-side, and was the first King to raise a Stanley Cup above his head, a hefty pay raise is deserved – even before the 2014-15 salary cap ceiling is identified.

June 25, 2013 1:21 pm

Player evaluation: Carter

JEFF CARTER

This season: 48 games, 26 goals, 7 assists, 33 points, even plus/minus rating

The good: Jeff Carter scored 26 goals in 48 games. Only two players scored that many goals in the previous three seasons – Anze Kopitar scored 34 times in 2009-10, and Dustin Brown tallied 28 in 2010-11 – and they had 82 games to work with. Carter averaged .54 goals per game, which equates to a 44-goal season if stretched across 82 games. For a team that struggled to score consistently prior to his arrival, Carter significantly impacted Los Angeles’ leap from 29th in the league in 2011-12 goals per game (2.29) to 10th in the league in 2012-13 (2.73). He scored 18 even strength goals, a total only one goal off from the 19 even strength goals shared by Stamkos, Jonathan Toews, John Tavares and Jiri Tlusty to lead the league. With eight-game winning goals, he became the first King to ever lead the league in that category. He possesses an excellent release on his wristshot, which he is able to unleash at high speed off the rush. It wasn’t only the goal scoring that defined Carter’s season, as his 200-foot game and backchecking ability fit the Kings’ identity, while his average of 1:12 of shorthanded time on ice per game helped reinforce a strength of Los Angeles’ game. In addition to the statistics, his versatility allowed the Kings some flexibility when it was needed. He was effective at center when Mike Richards was dropped down a line earlier in the season and found success in the playoff series against Chicago alongside Dustin Penner and Tyler Toffoli while Richards was injured. He won 52.6% of faceoffs in the regular season, regularly taking draws on his strong side and forming an effective duo with Richards at the dot. In the ethereal, he also has the ability to teleport pucks to some alternate dimension. If you search the Forest Moon of Endor, you might find that puck.

The bad: Shall we nitpick? He scored only once over a 10-game span from March 11-25 (and then scored in six of the eight games that followed). His only power play goal in the playoffs came in the Kings’ lone road win, the 3-2 overtime win at St. Louis in Game 5 of the first round. It’s not necessarily a bad thing, but Scott Cullen pointed out this morning that his 26:7 goals-to-assists ratio (with a minimum of 20 goals) was the most goals-heavy of any player since Peter Bondra had 34 goals and nine assists in the lockout-abbreviated season of 1994-95. He won only 45.8% of faceoffs in the postseason. Duncan Keith cracked several teeth and accounted for roughly 20 stitches when he slashed Carter in the face in Game 3 of the Western Conference Final.

Going forward: Carter was terrific in 2012-13, and he’s going to have to be terrific again in 2013-14. And then 2014-15, and 2015-16, and all the way to 2022, when his contract (and 5.27 million dollar cap hit) expires. Looking so far ahead matters little in the Kings’ current window, which will still be wide open when next season begins. Assuming Los Angeles keeps its lines mostly intact heading into 2013-14, it will be interesting to see who skates opposite Carter on the Mike Richards line. Tyler Toffoli and Matt Frattin will be in the mix, though both are natural right wings. Dustin Penner could be resigned, though that prospect appears murky at this point. Dwight King could also see time there, if needed, while Tanner Pearson will be given a long look for what would likely be a depth role with the club. Regardless of who he skates with, a regression back towards the mean is likely on tap for Carter, whose 19.5% shooting percentage in 2012-13 is a full eight percentage points above his career average of 11.5%. Assuming he stays healthy, reaching 30-something goals next season seems to be a fairly safe bet.

June 27, 2013 12:53 pm

Player evaluation: Clifford

KYLE CLIFFORD

This season: 48 games, 7 goals, 7 assists, 14 points, plus-1 rating.

The good: With the lack of a substantial NHL training camp, power forechecker Kyle Clifford was well-prepared for the 2012-13 season after having played nine games with ECHL-Ontario in the lead-up to the delayed start of the season. Noting that “I just tried to keep my focus on the NHL game instead of being the Sidney Crosby” of the ECHL, the preparation paid dividends as Clifford was one of a handful of players that was able to find his game early in the season and posted five points in the season’s first four games. Though his game never changed, he showed versatility and took shifts up and down the left side of the Kings’ lineup in the team’s everlasting search for production from left wings. He eventually saw the majority of his shifts as the most reliable skater alongside a rotation of Colin Fraser, Brad Richardson and Jordan Nolan as part of a “fourth line” – though we don’t like to say those words around here – that was not quite as effective as the line was in 2011-12. A well-liked figure for his approach to the game on and off the ice and for his humble, blue-collar work ethic, Clifford’s size and skill set fits in well as a versatile, role-playing forward under Darryl Sutter. Despite the shortened season, he matched his career highs in goals (7), assists (7) and points (14) and took a moderate step forward in his overall development. He can fight.

The bad: Where, exactly, is Clifford’s ceiling? How much skill is there that accompanies his net-driving, hitting, agitating, scrapping and 200-foot play? Clifford is still so young, but is it a stretch to think that he could double his goal output in the coming years? He could start by shooting more: Clifford recorded points in all five regular season games in which he took at least three shots, totaling 4-1=5. With seven goals on 56 total shots, he surpassed a 10% shooting percentage for the second time in his three seasons. He received occasional penalty killing opportunities and scant power play time in his 10:36 average regular season ice time.

Going forward: Clifford is already a restricted free agent at the young age of 22, and his re-signing amongst L.A.’s six current RFAs (Lewis, Nolan, Martinez, Muzzin, Ellerby) should be the highest priority of the group. There’s nothing surprising about Clifford’s north-south game. He has proven to be reliable in the role he inherited when making the team as a 19-year-old out of the Barrie Colts’ program. The main question in his continued development is whether he tops out as a third line left wing, or whether there’s enough unearthed skill and production that could justify an eventual top-six role. There’s also the question of how his style of play will impact his health over an NHL career that began when he was a teenager. Though he has missed only seven total regular season games since joining the Kings, injuries have taken him out of the lineup in each of the last two playoff runs. Given his rugged attributes and willing and eager defense of his teammates – plus the Kings’ tendency to play deeper into the postseason – it wouldn’t be surprising to see the injury concern raised again.

June 26, 2013 11:54 am

Player evaluation: Doughty

DREW DOUGHTY

This season: 48 games, 6 goals, 16 assists, 22 points, plus-4 rating

The good: The Los Angeles Kings’ blue line opened the season with a significant challenge when it became apparent that stalwart veteran defensemen Matt Greene and Willie Mitchell would be sidelined with long-term injuries. While the Kings shifted players around, acquired Keaton Ellerby and Robyn Regehr and eventually welcomed Greene back to the lineup, Drew Doughty had inherited – and eventually excelled in – the surplus minutes afforded to him as a rebuilt defense finished the season ranked tied for seventh in the league in goals against. Doughty logged just shy of 1,267 minutes this season; only Ryan Suter and Brian Campbell registered more time on ice. His 26:23 TOI average during the regular season was over four minutes than the Los Angeles skater with the second-highest TOI average, Slava Voynov. His playoff TOI grew by over a minute and a half to 27:57. That he put up respectable numbers while logging extraordinary amounts of ice time alongside multiple defensive partners – often against the opposition’s top players – and still maintained quality possession and scoring chance metrics is an indication of how balanced and useful in all situations the dynamic 23-year-old defenseman is. Though he began to put up points consistently beginning in late March, the pairing with Regehr allowed him more freedom to join the rush and chip in offensively; over the final 21 games of the regular season he had six goals, six assists, 12 points and a plus-6 rating. After he opened the season without scoring on his first 62 shots, he scored six times in his next 43 shots. Very few players have hit Pavel Datsyuk like this.

The bad: Doughty started slowly. It wasn’t a significant concern; Dean Lombardi likened his improved conditioning and continued maturation to the process that all great defensemen have had to go through in a defense-oriented chat with LAKI in February. Still, the “So what’s up with Drew Doughty?” discussion began to creep into the national hockey conversation when he opened the season by registering a minus-2 rating in five of his first 13 games and had not yet scored. The occasional questions raised over Doughty trying to do too much were mostly forgotten during his outstanding second half of the season. He suffered an ankle injury in the San Jose series that did not appear to affect him on a shift-to-shift basis when viewed from the press box, though he was held without a point and was a minus-6 in the Western Conference Final.

Going forward: Doughty is a gem of a defenseman and should be considered a perennial Norris Trophy candidate. Though he hasn’t replicated his offensive production from 2009-10, his decrease in scoring can be written off as a byproduct of the advancements in his all-around game that came into light when Darryl Sutter took over as Los Angeles’ head coach. The strides that Doughty has made in his own end were illustrated during last season’s Stanley Cup run and sustained for most of the 2012-13 season, though there were occasional hiccups that are fully understandable when analyzing the overall development of a defenseman who will not turn 24 until midway through 2013-14. If you were to poll general managers around the league which defensemen they would want to build a blue line around, count on Doughty drawing the most votes.

July 9, 2013 1:16 pm

Player evaluation: King

DWIGHT KING

This season: 47 games, 4 goals, 6 assists, 10 points, 11 penalty minutes, minus-3 rating

The good: Dwight King spent a full season in the National Hockey League after serving as a mid-season call-up midway through the 2010-11 and 2011-12 seasons. He continued to use his large body to protect the puck well along the boards and fit in with the team’s cycling and puck possession game in the offensive zone. The numbers he produced fell within the range of what one would generally expect from a third line left wing, even if he didn’t score until March and was stuck on one assist through 14 games despite entering the season in a rhythm after playing in Manchester during the lockout. He recorded six points (4-2=6) in March and scored twice against Chicago in June to pass Wayne Gretzky as the franchise’s goal scoring leader in conference final history. Among players who skated primarily on the third or fourth line, he was the playoff scoring leader with five points (2-3=5), while his 13.5% shooting percentage over the last two postseasons is the highest on the team.

The bad: Remember this play from June 11, 2012? Watch King operate at top speed when he receives a pass through the neutral zone, lowers a shoulder on Mark Fayne and drives to the net to create an opportunity that Trevor Lewis finishes off. I can’t recall King using his size and momentum to generate a similar scoring opportunity in 2012-13. It’s representative of a team-wide concern as the Kings did not consistently benefit from peak performances from their depth contributors in the 2013 playoff run. At 6-foot-4 and 232 pounds, he’s tough to separate from the puck and effective along the boards in the offensive zone, though with one assist roughly every eight regular season games, it’s not clear how effective he was in actually generating offense – even if that isn’t King’s primary objective.

Going forward: Following his contributions in the spring of 2012, were Kings fans’ expectations too high for King entering the season? He certainly didn’t hit the marks many expected of him with a quiet first half. Still, when looking at the first 118 regular season and playoff games of his career, King’s 37 career points (16-21=37) represents a decent haul considering his usage as a grinding and possession winger. Keep in mind King doesn’t receive much power play time, and that 34 of his 37 points were recorded at even strength or while shorthanded. Skating opposite Trevor Lewis on Jarret Stoll’s line appeared like a more appropriate home for King than platooning with Dustin Penner as the left wing on the Mike Richards-Jeff Carter line; with Matt Frattin’s arrival and the possibility for Tyler Toffoli to earn minutes on the left side, King will likely see the majority of his minutes in his more comfortable banging and forechecking role. He’ll be an RFA in the summer of 2014.

July 24, 2013 5:22 pm

Player evaluation: Kopitar

ANZE KOPITAR

This season: 47 games, 10 goals, 32 assists, 42 points, 16 penalty minutes, plus-14 rating

The good: Anze Kopitar led the Kings in scoring for the sixth consecutive season and led all forwards in time on ice with 20:28 per game. With 32 assists in 47 games, he was on pace for 56 assists over 82 games, which would have represented a career high. He received four first place votes and ranked fourth overall in Selke Trophy voting, though there was a large drop off from third place Pavel Datsyuk. His reach and stick checking remained at an elite level, as did many facets of his 200-foot game. Kopitar won 53.3% of regular season and 51.9% of postseason faceoffs and remained among the sturdiest puck protectors in the league.

Said Darryl Sutter on March 18: 

He’s the best all-around centerman that I’ve coached, period. Period. Faceoffs, last minute, first minute, penalty killer. Plays against everybody’s top player, whether it’s a defenseman, a center, a checking role or an offensive role. He plays 20-plus minutes. Doesn’t take penalties. It’s the whole deal. He can play it whatever way we want. Do you want to come and get me? Come and get me…He can play it any way we want. And you know what? The best thing about Kopitar is he’s getting better. And when they do the comparisons with guys that are like that, there’s only a handful of them.

He can also weather a hit to create a scoring opportunity:

-courtesy KingsVision

The bad: Given Sutter’s evaluation, the expectations placed upon the team’s most skilled offensive player, and the point-per-game production experienced during the 2012 postseason, Kopitar’s late season drop off is among the team’s larger disappointments in 2012-13. After being held scoreless over the season’s final 16 games, he scored once in the St. Louis series, once against San Jose and once against Chicago. As Kopitar’s offensive production declined, so did that of the team. The Kings ranked seventh in the league, averaging 2.88 goals per game, following a 5-4 win at Chicago on March 25 in which Kopitar scored his 10th and final goal of the regular season. After that win, Los Angeles recorded 2.38 goals per game over the final 16 games of the regular season and averaged 2.06 goals per game in the playoffs. This isn’t to pin the team’s late season offensive funk on one player; the Kings were beaten up late in the season, and linemate/18-goal scorer Dustin Brown suffered a knee injury against San Jose that compounded the scoring woes. Kopitar’s 98 shots on goal translates to 171 shots over an 82-game season, which would have been 22 shots below his previous career low. He suffered a sprained knee shortly before the end of the NHL lockout while playing in Sweden’s HockeyAllsvenskan and spent the season in a knee brace that did not limit him or cause much discomfort.

Going forward: Other than his broken ankle in 2011 and the occasional scoring drought, Kopitar hadn’t faced much adversity in his stellar career prior to the second half of the 2012-13 season, and it will be interesting to see how the gifted forward responds following his second-half dropoff. Considering he has won a Stanley Cup, will turn 26 in a month and has posted 476 points through his first 522 NHL games, there’s really not much concern over any wilt in his career arc. A new wrinkle (and additional travel, wear and tear) will be added to the 2013-14 season as Kopitar will represent Slovenia at the Olympics as the first-time hockey qualifiers will join Russia, Slovakia and the United States in Group A. With preseason, regular season, Olympics and the playoffs combined, Kopitar is likely to play above 90 games should he remain healthy. An alternate captain and tenured member of the team’s established core, the upcoming challenge will be in trying to prove that last season’s goal scoring funk was only a hiccup in the evolution of a career of one of the NHL’s supreme two-way centers.

July 25, 2013 4:46 pm

Player evaluation: Lewis

TREVOR LEWIS

This season: 48 games, 5 goals, 9 assists, 14 points, 19 penalty minutes, plus-5 rating

The good: If there’s a player who has clearly taken a step forward in his progression and usage under Darryl Sutter, it’s Trevor Lewis. One of the fastest skaters on the club, Lewis has continued to refine his niche as a responsible defensive forward who forechecks effectively and is capable of providing some secondary scoring. He established a career high in points despite playing in a 48-game lockout-shortened season and finished his campaign with 14 points over his final 35 games after being held scoreless through the first 13. Here’s a trivia question: Who was the only player outside the team’s top two lines whose shots on goal total placed him amongst the top five forwards on the team? Surprise! It was Lewis. He finished with 92 shots, a number that was 10 shots higher than Mike Richards’ total and only six behind Anze Kopitar’s. Along with partner Jarret Stoll, he was reliable on the penalty kill and finally scored his first career shorthanded goal in a win over Colorado on February 23. His 15:12 career high in ice time marked the third consecutive year he increased his average time on ice. He accomplished all of this despite being placed mostly in the familiar defensive role that he has continued to succeed in. He can play all three forward positions.

Said Darryl Sutter on February 20:

He’s one of my favorites, so I want him to produce.

He also scored one of the more memorable goals in Kings history:

-courtesy KingsVision

The bad: For all the shots he takes, Lewis has not yet proven himself to be a goal scorer. He has 12 goals on 314 shots in 203 career regular season games, which equates to a startlingly low 3.8 shooting percentage. And though he set career highs in goals and points last season, where exactly is his ceiling? Has the 26-year-old already hit it? The 2006 first round draft pick has begun to bloom somewhat late in his tenure in the Kings organization, so there’s still likely more room to grow even if he’s not likely to make a substantial leap past his current role.

Going forward: Lewis signed a one-year, 1.325 million dollar contract earlier in the week and will become an unrestricted free agent should he not come to an agreement on an extension prior to July 1, 2014. What happens in the interim will be among the more interesting developments of the upcoming season. Lewis is practically a lock to line up to Stoll’s right, but who will skate on the opposite side? Matt Frattin? Dwight King? Tyler Toffoli? It wouldn’t be a surprise at all to see Lewis significantly exceed his career high of 14 points, especially if Frattin or Toffoli lock in as the regular third line left wing. A longshot to make the Olympic team, he’s one of 48 players headed to Arlington, Va. in late August for USA Hockey’s orientation camp.

July 26, 2013 4:11 pm

Player evaluation: Martinez

ALEC MARTINEZ

This season: 27 games played, 1 goal, 4 assists, 5 points, 10 penalty minutes, minus-2 rating

The good: Including playoff games, the Kings were 20-11-3 with Martinez in the lineup. Their 6-1 playoff record wasn’t a fluke, as he appeared to give the team a boost in puck advancing and ability to generate offense through his activation from the blue line. He also has a sense of humor (if not Mexican heritage). Though he didn’t appear in a regular season game after Robyn Regehr’s arrival, he was effective in his return to the lineup in the playoffs and in just his second game during a one-month span, he jumped up into the play to earn an attractive assist on this momentum-shifting goal:

-courtesy KingsVision

The bad: Despite the minutes and opportunities that opened up due to injuries on the back end, Martinez was not fully able to take advantage. His shots on goal per game, points per game and shooting percentage all fell despite a career high average ice time of 16:01. For a defenseman who generates offense and moves the puck so well, he finished with a total of seven points (1-6=7) in 34 regular season and playoff games, which appears low given his skill set. Darryl Sutter was often more inclined to use Keaton Ellerby when both were healthy, and didn’t exactly offer the strongest backing of Martinez throughout the season.

Said Sutter on March 7:

He’s struggled. Quite honestly, when he got hurt, the team was, quite honest, not playing as well as they should have and he…has to be a bigger part of the solution if he wants to stay in the lineup. I think that he’s a young player that hasn‘t played much in this league, and my job is to teach them and make sure they’re prepared to compete, but if they don’t learn and they don’t compete, then they’re going to have trouble with me in terms of how much they play and if they play. And that’s the truth.

Four days later, Martinez was on the wrong end of a Mikael Backlund highlight:

Going forward: Martinez was signed to a two-year, 2.2 million dollar contract earlier this month, and there are rational expectations that he can get back on track towards the natural progression that appeared evident between 2010 and 2012. It’s also likely that he was more useful than the numbers he posted last season, and for a team that has been among the league’s best possession teams over the last two years, Martinez’s passing and his ability to advance the puck out of his own zone is certainly in concert with the team’s efforts. Having turned 26 today, he remains young and certainly capable of improvement. There’s also the possibility that he could be traded given the team’s logjam on defense. Jake Muzzin took advantage of the opportunity presented him last season and appears to be the frontrunner to earn minutes in a potential pairing with Matt Greene; that leaves Martinez, Keaton Ellerby and Jeff Schultz in a bit of a holding pattern until Willie Mitchell’s status is more clearly understood. There’s still plenty to like about the makeup and composure of the intelligent defenseman who skates well and can provide quality minutes on the power play. There’s plenty of value and some upside in Martinez’s game, even if it wasn’t fully realized in 2012-13.

July 29, 2013 10:30 am

Player evaluation: Muzzin

JAKE MUZZIN

This season: 45 games played, 7 goals, 9 assists, 16 points, 35 penalty minutes, plus-16

The good: Though the quality of his minutes later in his season declined from his exceptionally productive March, make no doubt about it: Jake Muzzin took an enormous step forward in his development and his attempt to cement himself as a versatile National Hockey League regular in 2013. Despite appearing in only 11 NHL games prior to the start of the season, Muzzin was a mainstay in the lineup from early February through Game 2 of the Chicago series and recorded 11 points (5-6=11) during a 13-game span from February 25 through March 19. He was named March’s Rookie of the Month and finished in eighth place in Calder Trophy voting, generating two second place votes. He tied for third place in scoring amongst rookie defensemen; his plus-16 rating led all rookie D and finished tied for eighth amongst all defensemen league-wide. Armed with a crisp, accurate wristshot and a potent, heavy slapshot, Muzzin was effective on the power play while also possessing a strong first pass on the breakout. Considering the injuries that depleted the blue line early in the season, Muzzin’s ability to step in and take advantage of his opportunity was among the most positive story lines of the 2012-13 season. He averaged 17 minutes and 53 seconds of ice time in the regular season, fifth amongst Kings defensemen.

-courtesy KingsVision

The bad: Once Robyn Regehr joined the team and was paired primarily with Drew Doughty, Muzzin’s production decreased. Though he gradually improved as the playoffs progressed, he struggled throughout much of the St. Louis series and experienced a hiccup or two against Chicago. He was sheltered at times during the season and was not at his most effective when seeing time against the opposition’s top players. There was the “road apples” evaluation of his play in a game in Anaheim in early February. Confidence appears to be a significant pillar of Muzzin’s overall game when he is at his best, and late in the season, there may have been bouts of trying to recapture it.

Said Darryl Sutter in mid-March:

“He’s got to be a great defender to play in the NHL. End of the day, bottom line. There are tendencies that other teams have in terms of their forecheck, and top players, and he’ll get it with experience and with better training and better preparation. But he’s got to listen. Otherwise, he won’t.”

Going forward: Muzzin stands 6-foot-3 and 215 pounds. Considering the offensive attributes he exhibited in the lockout-shortened season, he could end up developing a fairly complete package if he’s able to soften out some defensive zone rough edges. There is a significant ceiling to his game, even if it will be a challenge to improve on the 82-game pace of his seven goals, which came alongside a 9.1 shooting percentage – the highest amongst Kings defensemen. He signed for two years and two million dollars earlier in July; if he’s able to build off his encouraging rookie season, there could be some major value in his contract. Of course, this is based on the projected improvements from his own zone, which will need to be the centerpiece of his focus heading into the 2013-14 season.

August 1, 2013 11:05 am

Player evaluation: Penner

DUSTIN PENNER

This season: 33 games, 2 goals, 12 assists, 14 points, 18 penalty minutes, minus-2 rating

The good: From a statistical standpoint, Dustin Penner engineered his most productive stretch of regular season hockey as an L.A. King in 2012-13. Having averaged .42 points per game during the regular season, his production – surprise! – actually decreased during the playoff run. An absurdly low 3.3% shooting percentage during his 33-game regular season indicates that he wasn’t always on the right side of luck. His L.A. shooting percentages of 5.6%, 5.9% and 3.3% are statistical anomalies when compared to the 8.7% / 14.2% / 11.4% / 12.4% / 15.8% / 15.3% he posted in his first five and a half seasons in the NHL. He recorded assists in five straight games and a total of seven points (1-6=7) in eight games from February 23 to March 9. His puck pursuit and protection of the puck along the boards in the offensive zone meshed well with the Kings’ style, benefiting his linemates and leading to his surge in assists. He was honest, well respected by his teammates, intelligent and more often than not jovial, and even in periods in which his production dropped he maintained the outlook of the larger picture. He scored one of the most memorable goals in Kings history.

He also earned the nickname Big Diesel.

You look at even Dustin [Penner], when he was out for the whole week, and basically all he did was skate. Well, his first game back we go into Dallas, and the first half of the game for us – especially the first period – was power play. So your top guys are playing for the most part. So Dustin’s sitting on the end of the bench. So when it’s time for the Big Diesel to go, Big Diesel’s a little slow, right? And even last night when I talked to him about it – because of power plays early, and just the way we’re using Richie and Jeff right now, Penns and Kinger and the big bodies, it’s hard to get [going]. We call it up to speed – I tell the guys, ‘You’ve got to be up to speed.’ Everybody has different speeds. But you’ve got to be up to speed.

The bad: Well, let’s just get it out there. Dustin Penner is now a Duck. Good, great, grand, wonderful. Darryl Sutter was not always complimentary of Penner’s contributions. He scored twice in 33 games. Shooting percentage aside, that was a low number to justify a continued presence in the top two lines, and Penner occasionally dropped below his familiar spot alongside Mike Richards and Jeff Carter despite the Kings’ lack of depth on left wing. He recorded no goals and one assist in a total of 29:28 of power play time. Despite his size and frame, he didn’t consistently drive to the net with the voracity and consistency that Sutter was hoping for. He was prone to dings and minor injuries.

 -courtesy KingsVision

Going forward: So Penner is a Duck again, and it’s going to be fascinating to hear the response he receives at Staples Center this season. Though his time in Los Angeles was not marked by the same productivity that accompanied him in Anaheim and Edmonton, he clearly grew on Kings fans and through his playoff heroics in 2012 and his 2013 efforts, he appeared to be amongst the more popular players on the team from the fans’ perspective. It seemed that by the end of his L.A. tenure Kings fans were clearly rooting for Big Diesel to succeed. That loyalty will obviously be tested the first time he takes the ice at Staples Center opposite Corey Perry on a line centered by Ryan Getzlaf. A rivalry that has never been catalyzed by a playoff series, there will be an additional narrative – and perhaps some lively quotes from the opposing locker rooms – when the Kings and Ducks meet this year.

August 6, 2013 6:55 pm

Player evaluation: Quick

JONATHAN QUICK

This season: 18-13-4 record, 2.45 goals-against average, .902 save percentage, 1 shutout.

The good: Do you see those statistics above? Pay little attention to them, because when the games mattered the most, Jonathan Quick was once again on a completely different plane than his opponents. As good as Slava Voynov and Justin Williams were during the playoffs, no player had as significant of an impact on the Kings’ postseason fortunes as Quick, who followed up a .944 save percentage from the St. Louis series with a two-shutout performance against San Jose in which he stopped 195 of 205 shots for a .951 Sv%. This next fact is more appropriate in “The bad” section, but to continue the narrative, he posted a .897 Sv% and allowed 14 goals over five games in the Chicago series, losing four of them. So, basically, Jonathan Quick was closely tied to the team’s efforts.

He’s also among the more humble and acutely focused athletes in professional sports. 

Quick, on whether a 2-0 series setback to St. Louis was a “new test” for the team:

Nope. Just got to go win a game. We’re up two-nothing, down two-nothing, just go play to win a game. That’s it. So we’ll do that.

Quick, on the “big picture” of a 3-1-1 roadtrip that ended with a loss:

Yeah, we could’ve done better. That’s the big picture. We could’ve done better.

Quick, on whether a 59-for-63 save performance against Phoenix and Dallas got him into a rhythm:

So we got two out of four points. So you’re .500. Got to be better than that. We’re a better team than a .500 team. We have an opportunity tomorrow to be a 600-change team. We’ve got to take advantage of that, and we’ll go from there.

He made critical stops in key moments of playoff games…

 -courtesy KingsVision

…and wasn’t afraid to mix it up with his opponents every once in a while…

…and elicited this Logan Couture tweet, which was the only good thing to come out of the first period of Game 5 of the Western Conference Final.

Despite his uneven play in the Chicago series, he finished his postseason run with a 1.86 GAA, a .934 Sv% and three shutouts. Those are Stats That Help Teams Win Playoff Games. Speaking of playoff games, Quick has played in 38 of them over the last two springs.

The bad: Quick was wildly inconsistent through March. Was it because of his off-season back surgery, combined with a shortened training camp? According to Quick and Darryl Sutter, the answer was a firm “No.”

Quick, on whether he ever felt more comfortable in his return following surgery:

If I felt I wasn’t a hundred percent in January, I would’ve told the coach and I wouldn’t have been playing. I felt a hundred percent going into the season. The back surgery I don’t think had anything to do with my lack of performance early on.

Sutter, on whether Quick’s surgery affects his usage on back-to-back nights:

[His] injury is a non-issue. That’s a long time ago. That’s a non-issue. That’s like a player that got hurt last year affecting him this year. That’s not a factor in the decision with Quicker at all. I think the factor that we have now is performance. It’s simple. I think that we’re giving up three goals a game, and…you’ll win one in three, which is kind of what we’re doing. So you give up three goals a game, you’re going to win one in three. So we need better goaltending – it doesn’t matter who our goalie is, to tell you the truth.

36 games into the season, Los Angeles’ save percentage ranked 23rd in the league at a Mendoza Line-clearing .899. We all remember the #LAKingsGoalieTweetOff as Jonathan Bernier steadily cut into Quick’s minutes with consistent performances that eventually allowed Quick enough time to find his own game despite the compacted schedule and reduced practice time. Despite the small sample size, Quick was unable to find his rhythm on the second night of back-to-back starts. He stopped 24-of-29 shots in a 5-2 loss at Phoenix on March 12 and was pulled midway through the second period after allowing four goals on 17 shots during a Game 2 loss at Chicago in the Western Conference Final. He is not the most sound goaltender in handling the puck behind his own net.

Going forward: Amongst Quick’s NHL contemporaries, who else has established himself as a world class goaltender in the midst of his prime? Henrik Lundqvist? Pekka Rinne? The 2013-14 season will be an interesting one for Quick, who will have to contend with added work and travel as the frontrunner for the United States’ starting gig at the 2014 Winter Olympics in addition to having the first year of his 10-year, 58-million dollar contract kick in. The latter issue is of little concern given Quick’s grounded approach, though the former has the slight potential to cause a disruption in the goaltender’s rhythm while prolonging the direction of his concentrated focus. Jonathan Bernier has departed for Toronto; will Ben Scrivens’ play be able to keep Quick on the bench when he is in need of and is deserving of some rest? These questions are really minor issues that would be quickly discarded by Quick. In net, the Kings have a Conn Smythe-winning goaltender capable of stealing games on his own and who is likely amongst a small cadre of netminders capable of winning the Vezina Trophy. No goalie has ever won the Vezina as a King. Is this Quick’s year?

August 9, 2013 12:00 pm

Player evaluation: Richards

MIKE RICHARDS

This season: 48 games, 12 goals, 20 assists, 32 points, 42 penalty minutes, minus-8 rating

The good: For a player whose value is not often contained in the statistics he produces, Mike Richards ended up having a pretty strong season statistically and another typically sound performance when vague intangibles such as grit, confidence and competitiveness are considered. He certainly benefited from his chemistry with Jeff Carter, as 14 of his 20 assists came on Carter goals. The two provided valuable interchangeability for the second consecutive season, with each player lining up for faceoffs on their strong side. Though Richards clocked in at 49.0% on draws, Carter finished at 52.6%, and their versatility lifted the Kings to 52.0%, the fourth-best success rate in the league. He was versatile and valuable on the power play, where his 15 points (6-9=15) ranked second on the team. By mid-season, Richards often manned one of the points on the power play and was capable of slotting in nearly anywhere with the man advantage. He contributed the team’s highest points-per-game pace in the postseason as he lead the team with nine assists and finished third overall with 12 points despite suffering a concussion in the Chicago series due to Dave Bolland’s unpenalized hit behind the Blackhawks’ net late in Game 1 that caused him to miss three games. All of these statistics avoid Richards’ greatest gift to the Kings – his ability to commit himself to on-ice fundamentals and positioning that may not show up on the boxscore but help teams win hockey games, and his unwavering gravitation to intelligent and dedicated two-way play. With wins over St. Louis and San Jose, Richards has now won 22 playoff series in his career between junior and professional hockey. 

The bad: There were questions of Richards’ readiness to open the season after the lockout.

Darryl Sutter’s evaluation of Mike Richards on February 16:

“We’re trying to watch ice time with these guys. Some of these guys, quite honest, didn’t do what they should’ve done in the summer. We’ve had to scale minutes back, and less is more.”

Three weeks into the season, Richards was centering the team’s third line as Sutter wanted to spread minutes around and get him back up to the level he deemed appropriate. There was a noticeable drop-off in minutes from the previous year: Richards: 16:21 TOI was the lowest average since his rookie year and over two and a half minutes lower from his first season in Los Angeles. Richards’ shots per game also dropped for the third consecutive season. His 82 shots (in 48 games) ranked seventh on the team and stretch out to 140 shots over 82 games – which would represent the lowest shots-per-game average of his career. Part of this is due to deferring to Jeff Carter, who more than adequately supplied his line’s goals, though a few extra shots wouldn’t have hurt: Richards’ 14.6% shooting percentage was easily the highest of his career. Despite averaging 5.1 shorthanded points per season through 2012, Richards did not record any shorthanded points and for the first season in his career was held without a shorthanded goal. This is due both in part to the compacted season and his decreased usage while shorthanded. Richards averaged 3:17 shorthanded TOI per game between 2006 and 2009 while with Philadelphia – he led the league with nine shorthanded points in 2008-09 – yet between his first two seasons in Los Angeles, his penalty kill time on ice per game dropped from 2:02 in 2011-12 to 1:17 in 2012-13.

 -courtesy KingsVision

Going forward: Richards is a exhaustively competitive center driven to succeed who is able to raise his game in key situations. His 27 points (7-20=27) in 35 postseason games with Los Angeles over two years is part of a larger demonstration that has seen him raise his production from .74 points per game (425 points / 575 games) in the regular season to .79 points per game (77 points / 98 games) in the playoffs. As noted before, Richards’ offensive numbers almost seem like a bonus when his full package is considered. He’ll be 28 when the season starts in under two months, and should be considered in the prime window of his career. Still, his concussion history is a concern, as he suffered one in each of his first two seasons with the Kings. Because Los Angeles and Philadelphia deploy vastly different styles of hockey, it would be a stretch to expect Richards to replicate his 2007-08 and 2008-09 seasons when he posted 75 and 80 points; a 50-to-60-point season is a more likely base that can be built upon. Should Matt Frattin, Tyler Toffoli or PLAYER C settle in alongside Richards and Carter – assuming Richards and Carter remain on the same line next year – and provide greater consistency than other left wings were able to etch out on that line over the last two regular seasons, there will be a raised ceiling for Los Angeles’ offensive potential and for Richards’ numbers. Of course, “Richards’ numbers” don’t tell the whole story of a valuable player who practically wills teams to win hockey games.

August 12, 2013 2:11 pm

Player evaluation: Stoll

JARRET STOLL

This season: 7 goals, 11 assists, 18 points, 28 penalty minutes, plus-1 rating

The good: Jarret Stoll embodies much of what teams search for in a third line center. He plays a rugged, two-way role that often begins with faceoffs in his defensive end against high-quality opponents. To call him a “shut-down” center is misleading; his seven goals and 18 points project to roughly 12 goals and 31 points over 82 games, a more-than-respectable calculation considering his usage and defensive-minded linemates. He’s not afraid to hit, he battles in difficult areas, and his level of fitness is a model for younger players to follow – so much so that it was referenced by Dean Lombardi when asked about what he hoped prospects at development camp would soak in during their week at Toyota Sports Center:

Lombardi, on July 11:

…there’s the hour and a half where Matt Greene, Dustin Brown, Jarret Stoll are working in the weight room, and you see how hard those guys work, and that these guys are Stanley Cup Champions or whatever, you know what? No words of wisdom are worth as much as that. That’s the thing – I talk about culture and the whole thing when you have that, how that can translate, and I don’t have to say anything. There’s Jarret Stoll. Look at that. See? Figure it out.

The value of continuity and identity – and the building of a team culture – has roots in the lengths to which Jarret Stoll prepares himself for each NHL season. He won a remarkable 56% of his faceoffs, while his shorthanded time on ice average of 2:04 per game was the most amongst L.A. forwards. His 16:31 average time on ice was more than that of Mike Richards and roughly half a minute less than Justin Williams, though it was his personal low since the 2004-05 lockout. He has missed only 21 regular season games over five seasons with the Kings and still has a deadly wristshot.

 -courtesy KingsVision

The bad: Stoll’s point production spiked in March. After recording 10 points (4-6=10) between March 4 and 28, he was held without a goal and tallied four assists in his final 28 games of the season, including the playoffs. This is a difficult stat to include considering the effects brought on by a concussion he suffered on a high hit by Raffi Torres in Game 1 of the San Jose series. There have been complaints in the comments section of this blog and elsewhere over the number of minor penalties Stoll takes; more often than not, I dismiss these observations because of the set of circumstances that sets Stoll up as one who will be whistled for his share of minors: he’s a physical player and a defensive forward often assigned to shut down the other team’s top offensive players. Because of his style of play, the penalties are practically inevitable. Still, for what it’s worth, he led all Kings forwards with 14 minor penalties. On July 3, Stoll suffered a seizure at his Hermosa Beach home.

Going forward: Brain injuries are frightening. More than anything that’s written here, it’s important that Stoll is able to remain healthy, safe and comfortable in his personal, day-to-day life. In terms of his on-ice projections, Stoll’s contributions in 2013-14 are likely to appear similar to his contributions in 2012-13, though there’s a chance he could see a rise in his production under the right circumstances (I’ll get to that shortly). As a shutdown center capable of chipping in with secondary scoring, it’s a bit of a reach to expect him to revert to levels of his consistent 40-plus-point efforts from his first three seasons with the Kings, when he received more ice time, offensive zone time and power play time. He projects as a low-to-mid-teens goal scorer whose value to a team gravitates more towards the intangible than the point totals he puts up. Still, there’s the potential for a rise in his scoring output – especially in the assist department – considering there’s the possibility he may see time alongside offensively intriguing young wingers in Tyler Toffoli and/or Matt Frattin. Entering the second year of a three-year, 9.75-million dollar contract signed an offseason ago, the Kings are compensating Stoll quite well for his role. The durable 31-year-old center with a knack for winning draws who serves as a dependable puckhound capable of making life difficult for opposing forwards is the type of player that, like Mike Richards and Trevor Lewis, has high value far beyond whatever point total is listed alongside his name.

August 19, 2013 7:52 pm

Player evaluation: Toffoli

Getty Images

TYLER TOFFOLI

This year: 10 games played, 2 goals, 3 assists, 5 points, 2 penalty minutes, plus-3 rating

The good: Tyler Toffoli, the American Hockey League’s rookie of the year, was called up by the Kings on March 10 during a 17-games-in-30-days stretch. He made his debut on March 16, scored his first goal on March 18 to begin a five-points-in-five-games stretch, and was sent down to Manchester after appearing in one game in early April. The move was temporary, as Toffoli rejoined the team in Detroit following Dustin Brown’s two-game suspension and eventually posted six points (2-4=6) over 12 postseason games.

On June 3, Brown commented on Toffoli’s postseason contributions:

I think he does the little things pretty well for a young guy. He’s not the biggest, most filled out guy. That will come with him. The one thing that stands out with Toffoli for me is his willingness to battle it out along the walls. Sometimes you don’t see it in a smaller, younger guys. He’s shown he’s willing to do that. That goes a long way in progressing as a professional. That’s probably the hardest part of the game. It’s the will on the wall.

Toffoli’s boards work and ability to battle along the walls drew praise late in the season, while his net-driving and hustle play over the final 10 minutes of Game 2 of the San Jose series served as an encouraging glimpse of the full package the skilled forward has at his disposal.

He also has a quick release that can surprise goaltenders:

 -courtesy KingsVision

How about that dangle on Dave Bolland to bring the puck up the ice, by the way?

The bad: Toffoli has never been known as the most gifted skater – though that’s not the sharpest concern when watching highlights of the speed and momentum he generated in setting up Trevor Lewis’ game winner against San Jose. He’s still a developing player in his own zone, and for him to earn a spot on one of Los Angeles’ top two lines, he’ll need to continue to fill out and make improvements in his own end. He also has only 10 regular season games of NHL experience (and 12 playoff games). Not to elevate his limited NHL experience too greatly, but is it even possible for someone eligible for the Calder Trophy to experience a sophomore slump?

Getty Images

Going forward: So, can Toffoli play on the left side? A center when he was younger, he emerged as a top-flight right wing prospect by scoring 163 goals over 252 Ontario Hockey League games – and then an additional 29 AHL goals – before confirming that the optimism surrounding his NHL ascent was justified. But the Kings have Justin Williams and Jeff Carter serving as their top two right wings, and Trevor Lewis has been effective serving to the right of Jarret Stoll. Adjustments are possible – Carter and Lewis could also play center – though it appears that for Toffoli to play alongside players who best extract his strengths, he may have to make a switch to left wing, where there is a vacancy on the Richards-Carter line caused by Dustin Penner’s departure. Darryl Sutter has hinted at a potential shift in the past, and where Toffoli slots in will be one of the intriguing questions entering training camp this year. Matt Frattin also appears to be in a similar situation, though the ex-Leaf gained experience on the left side last season.

Perhaps the primary question is whether Toffoli can first play at the required level for the full 82-games. Some might scoff at any hint of doubt; some also would have laughed at such questions asked of top Rangers prospect Chris Kreider an offseason ago, and he spent the majority of the season in the AHL. Toffoli still wears number 73.

Said Darryl Sutter on June 11:

Plan is to get him stronger first. Then see if he’s a good winger in the American Hockey League or a winger in the National Hockey League. That will be the first step.

Put your money on “a winger in the National Hockey League”. Toffoli showed as much intangibly – his maturity, his willingness to battle, his natural hockey sense – as the statistics provided when he was inserted into the lineup in the playoffs. Considering his scoring background and the improvements he made away from the puck, he’s certainly capable of a breakthrough season and should be considered a legitimate Calder Trophy candidate – though he’s likely to experience the usual highs and lows associated with young players.

August 21, 2013 6:56 pm

Player evaluation: Voynov

Getty ImagesSLAVA VOYNOV

This season: 48 games played, 6 goals, 19 assists, 25 points, 14 penalty minutes, plus-5 rating

The good: Where to begin? Slava Voynov experienced the NHL breakthrough that many had predicted. Showing poise and the innate knack of finding soft spots on the ice to generate offense, the positionally-sound puck moverwith a pinpoint-accurate shot followed his consistent regular season performance by finishing tied with Jeff Carter for the team lead in postseason scoring with 13 points (6-7=13) in 18 games. Though he’ll never be categorized as a stay-at-home type, he improved considerably in his own end and performed admirably well in the core aspects of his defensive responsibilities. He showed a good stick and a long reach in his own zone, he usually battled well along the wall while admirably containing larger bodies and finished second on the team with 48 blocked shots.

That “Is Slava Voynov undersized?” idea was shot down by Darryl Sutter on June 5:

I think there’s a lot of talk made about size, you know, big teams and all that. Quite honest, it’s a bunch of bull. When you look at the actual stats part of it, I think everybody’s team average is 6’1″ and about 204. That’s what our team is, that’s what their team is. Some guys are just under it, some just over it. Is there a big stature difference? I don’t think so. We try and have [Voynov] so he’s not always on the ice against Hossa, Bickell, so he’s more into his skill set, so he can maximize his skill set, not put the square peg in the round hole.

He finished second on the team with an ice time average of 22:18 per night, which was over three and a half minutes more than his nightly usage in 2011-12.

He scored four game-winning playoff goals, including a pair that weren’t exactly Zdeno Chara blasts:

 -courtesy KingsVision

He has also never done anything that would put his needs in front of the team’s or stunt his development. Though tempted with lucrative offers to return to Russia during the lockout, he opted to play a half-season in Manchester, which clearly served him well. Contract negotiations were a breeze, and when considering other similar contracts, it’s apparent that Los Angeles has an ideal agreement in place for the player who turns 24 in January.

The bad: As noted in Sutter’s comment, Voynov wasn’t always drawing the most difficult assignments. Expectations should also be tempered slightly due to Voynov’s lack of experience at the NHL level. Though he has been a part of Los Angeles’ last two playoff runs, he hasn’t appeared in a full, 82-game NHL season – in fact, he has only 102 regular season games to his credit.

On June 5 Sutter described the progress Voynov has made since he began coaching the Kings:

I think we put him in a position to succeed, not to fail. He’s a young player. He has so little experience, you think about it, game experience at this level. Quite honest, he’s probably got as much playoff experience as regular season experience. I bet it’s close now. There’s been highs and lows in this season. There’s been highs and lows in this playoffs, that’s for sure.

Through those 102 games, Voynov has a shooting percentage of 8.5%, which is somewhat high for a defenseman. Considering teams are more aware of Voynov now that at any part of his brief career, it is possible that the opposition may drop more players closer to the net in an effort to position for more blocked shots. It’s similar to the adjustments made against Drew Doughty, whose shooting percentage and goals scored have declined every year since tallying 16 goals in 2009-10 by virtue of an 11.3 shooting percentage. That’s not to say Voynov will tread an identical path, though over 82 games it’s incredibly unlikely he’ll be able to maintain his torrid postseason production rate.

Getty Images

Going forward: Having signed a six-year, 25-million dollar contract in June, Voynov is under contract through 2019 – the same year Drew Doughty’s contract comes off the books. It’s a fitting agreement that rewards him well for his patience and emerging package of skills while not breaking the team’s bank. Though his defensive partner Rob Scuderi is no longer a King, Willie Mitchell has made progress in his NHL return, and if all goes as hoped – which always happens, right? – Voynov should feel comfortable slotting back alongside the partner with whom he had cultivated such strong chemistry in 2011-12. Listed by John Kreiser of NHL.com as one of seven breakout candidates around the league in 2013-14, Voynov is clearly using the NHL to showcase his broad, offensively minded skill set, and by supplanting his arc of progression with continued experience, it’s not out of the question to think Voynov could emerge as a 40-plus point defenseman. It wouldn’t be that enormous of a stretch considering he has averaged .44 points per game in the regular season and .42 points per game in the playoffs; in any event, the young, west coast-based Russian won’t be flying under the radar in 2013-14.

July 6, 2013 12:20 pm

Player evaluation: Fraser

COLIN FRASER

This season: 34 games, 2 goals, 5 assists, 7 points, 25 penalty minutes, minus-4 rating.

The good: An energy line center, Fraser continues to etch out his role in the game’s less glamorous moments. Though he was only one point off his 2011-12 production despite playing in 33 fewer games, the offense that Fraser provides is an added bonus, and his responsibility gravitates more towards his ability to create tough minutes for the opposition as he throws his body around while generating energy and momentum for his teammates. He was a physical presence when called upon and recorded a “hit” for every 4:29 he was on the ice this season. Only Kyle Clifford, who registered one hit every for every 3:17 of ice time, logged more hits per minute on the team – even Dustin Brown recorded one hit for every 5:45 of ice time he earned. The Kings are built strongly down the middle, and Fraser’s skill set allows him to forecheck and remain useful within the team’s heavy identity. He averaged roughly a shift of penalty killing time per game and has succeeded in such situations in the past. There’s nothing surprising in Fraser’s game; the two-time Stanley Cup winner understands his responsibility well and rarely strays from a north-south effort. Jocular, opinionated and mature, he’s well thought of by reporters and broadcasters as much as he’s admired by his teammates, amongst whom he has seamlessly meshed with since joining the organization in the summer of 2011. “Leadership” and “support of his teammates” will always be hockey abstracts associated with the former Red Deer Rebels captain who is never tentative in inserting himself into the game’s edgier moments.

The bad: As Jewels from the Crown pointed out in their Fraser analysis, the fourth line disproportionately opened shifts against easier competition and in the offensive zone. He took a forward corps-low 19 shots on goal all season – a number eclipsed by Simon Gagne and Tyler Toffoli, both of whom played in a third of as many games. Fraser is not among the high-skill players on the team and won’t be associated with an ability to generate much offense, and considering he scored twice on his 19 shots, a significant spike in production isn’t likely to come over the course of the next 82 games. His 46.4% success rate on faceoffs was the lowest amongst regular centers (Kopitar, Richards, Carter, Stoll, Fraser). Any negatives associated with Fraser have to be shared with the skaters he shared his time on the ice with, as Los Angeles’ fourth line wasn’t as consistently effective as it was late in the 2011-12 season and during the 2012 Stanley Cup Playoffs, when it provided the team a significant advantage in head-to-head matchups.

Going forward: Fraser enters the final year of his two-year, 1.65 million dollar contract motivated by his desire to remain in the lineup for the full 82 games and to bolster his NHL stock beyond July 1, 2014. Sutter has praised Fraser’s hockey intelligence in the past, and the Kings are generally at their most effective when he pivots the fourth line. There will be competition for ice time even with the removal of Brad Richardson from the rotation, and Fraser will need to maintain the ferocity in his play to remain an effective role player under Sutter’s good graces. As a tireless worker who plays the game honestly, Fraser should be well equipped for the challenge.

July 8, 2013 12:59 pm

Player evaluation: Greene

MATT GREENE

This season: 5 games, 0 goals, 1 assist, 1 point, 8 penalty minutes, minus-1 rating.

The good: Greene’s rehabilitation from a herniated disk suffered in the first game of the season that required back surgery was completed in enough time to allow him to re-enter the lineup with five games to play in the regular season. He then suffered an injury unrelated to his back and did not play again until Game 4 of the second round. As important as his return to the ice was, Greene’s presence in the locker room, at practices, and in daily team meetings provided the team a well-respected voice to go along with his rugged on-ice defensive attributes. He was effective after returning in Game 4 of the San Jose series and provided a very Matt Greene-like take-out of TJ Galiardi in Game 5 after deflecting the puck away from him to disrupt an early Sharks scoring chance.

“He stepped up,” Mike Richards said of Greene’s performance in Game 5. “When he comes back, I think the things that you don’t see – the leadership in the dressing room, that powerful voice, I think – all year we missed him. On the ice, too, just how physical he plays and how hard he is to play against. Even before we got Regehr, too, I think that’s kind of what we were lacking on the back end, and we have some skilled guys, guys that move the puck well, but I don’t think you can replace somebody who plays that physical, and how hard both of those guys are to play against, and Matt coming back is a big boost for us. I think you can just see how different of a team we are with him in the lineup, just setting the tone physically.”

Though Greene missed 43 regular season games, his absence afforded Jake Muzzin an opportunity to grow into an important role with the club. 

The bad: Including playoffs, Greene played only 216 minutes in 2012-13. When he returned late in the regular season the time away from the rink was occasionally apparent, though the quality of his minutes improved in the postseason. 

Going forward: The 2013-14 season marks the final year of a five-year, 14.75 million dollar contract Greene signed prior to 2009-10. Though there’s no room for him to rise above fellow right-handed defensemen Drew Doughty and Slava Voynov, Greene’s stalwart defensive attributes and his presence in the locker room and amongst the team’s leadership committee should make an eventual contract extension among the team’s priorities in the coming season. Greene turned 30 during the 2013 playoffs, and though his style of play leads to inevitable lumps, he remains among the team’s most effective penalty killers and shot blockers. It’s not hard to envision Matt Greene at 30, or 31, or 32 contributing the same way that he did at 27, or 28, or 29. Considering Rob Scuderi is no longer a King, it’s important that Greene remains healthy and able to further the team’s defensive identity and strong penalty killing tradition.
July 3, 2013 2:58 pm

Player evaluation: Ellerby

KEATON ELLERBY

This season: 35 games, 0 goals, 3 assists, 3 points, 16 penalty minutes, plus-5 rating (with Los Angeles); 44 games, 0 goals, 3 assists, 3 points, 52 penalty minutes, plus-3 rating (total)

The good: Ellerby stepped into a challenging role with Los Angeles after he was acquired from Florida in exchange for a fifth round draft pick on February 8. There were very few options available via trade at the time, and Ellerby’s arrival from Florida represented the acquisition of a low-cost, low-risk player who could inherit minutes in the absence of Willie Mitchell and Matt Greene. Considering Alec Martinez suffered an upper-body injury three days after Ellerby’s arrival, the timing of the trade worked well. Ellerby originally skated with Drew Doughty before Jake Muzzin’s emergence; the eventual shift appeared to work well for the team, as both Muzzin (alongside Doughty) and Ellerby (often alongside Martinez) played their best hockey throughout March. When Muzzin and Ellerby skated together at even strength in April, Ellerby skated as a right defenseman, which showed some versatility as it took him away from his preferred side. A mostly effective penalty killer, Darryl Sutter always appeared appreciative of Ellerby’s contributions and his attempts to play more “abrasive” and move pucks quickly. It often appeared as though Sutter was trying to build up Ellerby’s confidence in his praise of the fourth-year player during media availability. The former 10th overall pick from the 2007 NHL Draft brought with him a humble, blue collar attitude and fit in well in Los Angeles’ room.

The bad: Ellerby never received as much ice time as he did in the first three games he played with the Kings, and after the arrival of Robyn Regehr, it became difficult to define his contributions outside of the penalty kill. He struggled to defend against faster players and teams, and only appeared in one playoff game after the first four games of the St. Louis series. At 6-foot-4, he adequately used his size, but if we’re to grade his performance based on Sutter’s desire for him to play “abrasive,” it would be tough to assign him a grade above a “B”. Though he was occasionally turnover-prone, his ability to quickly step in to fill a need for the Kings while occasionally playing on his off-side in an unfamiliar conference was praiseworthy, and he always appeared to have a good attitude about his role and his contributions.

Going forward: Ellerby did not receive a qualifying offer from the Kings on Tuesday and became an unrestricted free agent. He shouldn’t have any trouble signing with an NHL team as a depth defenseman.

August 7, 2013 6:12 pm

Player evaluation: Regehr

ROBYN REGEHR

This season: 12 games played, 0 goals, 2 assists, 2 points, 2 penalty minutes, 0 plus/minus rating (with Los Angeles); 41 games played, 0 goals, 4 assists, 4 points, 23 penalty minutes, minus-4 rating (total)

The good: Robyn Regehr came as advertised. Armed with a frame as sturdy as his character, the 6-foot-3, 225-pound stay-at-home blueliner was strong along the boards, in the corners, and as a defensive anchor that afforded partner Drew Doughty slightly more freedom to pinch and choose spots to jump into the play offensively. He ate up difficult minutes, jumping from 18:39 while with Buffalo to 21:16 with Los Angeles. Known as an effective penalty killer, Regehr helped lift a Los Angeles unit that operated at 81.7% before his arrival to a 90.0% success rate over his 12 regular season games in silver and black. In the playoffs, L.A.’s penalty kill operated at an 87.7% rate. He blocked 19 shots with the Kings, numbers that would have placed him atop the team in that category had he played all 48 games with Los Angeles. He’s a respected, experienced presence in the room that filled some of the aged veteran void vacated last season by Willie Mitchell.

Did I mention he can hit? This is vintage Regehr:

Wingels is Hemsky. Hemsky is Wingels. Finkle is Einhorn.

Regehr was excellent throughout the seven-game series victory over San Jose.

The bad: Regehr, once again, came as advertised. Possession metrics and advanced stats indicated (with a stick tap to Jewels From The Crown for the link) that while Regehr saw the toughest assignments out of anyone on the blue line, the Kings – a superb possession team – were less effective in zone entries, holding onto the puck, and creating scoring opportunities while he was on the ice. In the playoffs, only four Kings goals were scored with Regehr on the ice, while a team-worst 17 goals were scored against. This is bizarre considering Doughty, with whom he spent more time than any other defensive partner, was on the ice for 14 Los Angeles playoff goals. Though he dealt with a “bad arm,” Regehr was a minus-5 against Chicago after forging a strong performance in the San Jose series. He’s not fast, and at 33, his prime window in the NHL – as a masher with the Flames 10 years ago and when he posted 26 points (6-20=26) in 2005-06 – is in the rearview mirror.

Darryl Sutter, on Regehr and Doughty cultivating their chemistry late in the regular season:

“Big time. You know what? It just doesn’t happen. Even though they play together five on five, even tonight, Drew gets some power play time, Robyn doesn’t. Robyn’s a penalty killer, Drew’s on the back end of it, so the only time you see them together is five-on-five, four on four. There’s lots to learn and do there. The key is always how young guys respect the veteran, the veteran is trying to help the young guy get better.”

Regehr, on that hit on Ryan Reaves:

“Well, there was just a play where he was bringing the puck up the ice,” Regehr said. “We got to the neutral zone. I had a tight gap on him. I was trying to force him to make a play, and he just put the puck behind me and was going to chip it to himself. He ended up going around, and we raced for the puck. I let him have it at that first part, and then he tried to cut behind the net. That’s when I cut him off with an angle. That’s just kind of basically how it happened, and I forget who our player was after it, but they were right there to grab the puck, and away we went. It was a good job of positioning – I believe it was our forward. You get the puck back, and you don’t play in your zone a whole lot, and away you go.”

Going forward: Regehr was signed to a two-year extension at the end of May and should be at full health when he returns for training camp after undergoing surgery to his elbow in early June. He’s almost certain to start the season as Doughty’s partner – though Doughty often aligns with Jake Muzzin when the Kings are trailing in a game – and will see similar minutes to the ones he saw with Los Angeles late in the season. Though Willie Mitchell appears to be on track for a return, Rob Scuderi is no longer a member of the organization, which means that there shouldn’t be any major fluctuation in the amount of penalty killing minutes Regehr is assigned. There’s not a no-movement clause included in Regehr’s contract, which shouldn’t matter – unless Jake Muzzin or Alec Martinez or any of the other 750 six defensemen the Kings have under contract takes a substantial step forward, Regehr is firmly entrenched in L.A.’s top-four. He’s a veteran, a big body, and a character-instilled leader who formerly wore an “A” and has played in 59 career playoff games, including 51 under Darryl Sutter. There are drawbacks in his possession metrics and his advancing age, though the tangible (blocked shots, penalty killing numbers, time on ice) and intangible (leadership, veteran presence, experience) characteristics Regehr brings outweigh them.

August 17, 2013 2:35 pm

Player evaluation: Scuderi

Getty Images Sport

ROB SCUDERI

This season: 48 games played, 1 goal, 11 assists, 12 points, 4 penalty minutes, minus-6 rating.

The good: With the Pittsburgh Penguins lacking enough cap space to re-sign him in the summer of 2009, the allure of playing for an intriguing young team (and drawing a significant pay raise) was strong enough to draw defending Stanley Cup champion Rob Scuderi to the opposite side of the country, away from Syosset, Boston, Scranton-Wilkes Barre and Pittsburgh. The quietly dependable defenseman nicknamed “The Piece” signed a four-year, 13.6-million contract and departed the Eastern Time Zone for the first time in his career.

On July 3, 2009, he said this to Helene Elliott of the LA Times:

“Of the teams that were still offering I thought they had the most potential,” Scuderi said. “I really liked their thought process and the direction the team was going and I wanted to be a part of it.”

If only the longtime fan knew the Kings the way Scuderi knew the Kings: over four seasons he won a Stanley Cup, reached the Western Conference Final and appeared in 50 playoff games – one more than he had in Pittsburgh. He appeared in 264 consecutive regular season games over the final three and a half seasons of his Kings tenure and finished first or second on the team in blocked shots each year in L.A.

In 2012-13 Scuderi was once again a dependable defenseman who experienced a significant rebound after some early season struggles; paired primarily with Drew Doughty, he was a minus-7 nine games into the season. Any questionable characterization of his early play is likely representative of the team’s sluggish start as a whole, and he was more effective once paired with Slava Voynov.

He averaged 21 minutes and 47 seconds of ice time per game – the highest average of his career – and led the team in shorthanded time on ice. His production also rose – his 12 points (1-11=12) over 48 games translate to a 20.5-point season for Scuderi, spread out over 82 games.

Offensive production? Scuderi? Well, he did score the team’s first goal of the season.

He also provided maybe the most accurate description of his play ever recorded when he admitted to playing “the same ugly but effective game” he had played since he was 18 years old. That same February chat offered Scuderi’s account of his lead-by-example contributions: 

“I don’t have a lot of offensive talent, but putting yourself in the right position, just knowing where to be, knowing where to put your stick, trying to drive a guy in a certain direction – a lot of those things kind of happen naturally that you develop over the course of your life, and you hope that maybe it’s hard to explain, but hopefully a guy just sees it and sees how you do things.”

Win or lose, the intelligent veteran was always approachable post-game for insightful analysis, and it’s not difficult to think of Scuderi as a future coach. He finished in 17th place in Lady Byng voting, receiving a first place vote.

Dave Reginek
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The bad: The Kings’ top target in unrestricted free agency, Scuderi turned down the Kings’ offer to return to Pittsburgh. So, there’s that. A defensive defenseman, his possession numbers were off from the previous regular season, even though the quality of competition he faced decreased slightly and he started shifts a touch more frequently in the offensive zone than he previously had – though advanced statistics don’t account for Scuderi’s entire impact. 

He’s prone to being on the receiving end of a lot of collisions – a byproduct of his average hockey size and excellent positioning – and as someone who will turn 35 midway through the season, there’s the concern that the blocked shots and the challenging minutes he has been assigned could begin to catch up with him. 

   -courtesy KingsVision 

Going forward: There is a significant chunk of minutes missing from the Kings’ defensive rotation with Scuderi’s departure, and perhaps the biggest question mark heading into the season centers around how many of those minutes Willie Mitchell (and Matt Greene, and other members of the team’s defense) will be able to absorb. Though Mitchell has consistently been a 20-minute-a-game defenseman since establishing himself in the league, it is still unclear whether the 36-year-old will be able to assume a similar workload after having sat out a season due to a knee injury. Fortunately, Mitchell in 2011-12 may have been an even more effective penalty killer than Scuderi in 2012-13, and both are left-handed shots who have experience playing alongside Slava Voynov. It’s a challenge whenever a sound presence and defensive stalwart is no longer a part of a team’s dressing room; fortunately the Kings have youthful (Muzzin, Martinez, Ellerby) and tested (Schultz) options in heavy competition for a roster spot and ice time on what has been established as one of the league’s deepest blue lines.
June 21, 2013 3:10 pm

Player evaluation: Bernier

JONATHAN BERNIER

2012-13: 14 games played, 9-3-1 record, 1.88 goals against average, .922 save percentage, 1 shutout

The good: Bernier performed quite well in spelling Jonathan Quick during the 2012-13 season as the 24-year-old allowed two goals or fewer in 10 of his 12 starts. Though the statistics would indicate it was his most successful season as a Kings understudy, the impact that he had on this Los Angeles team went beyond the numbers and into the intangible. Because of the quality of Bernier’s minutes early in the season, Jonathan Quick was afforded more time to iron out the wrinkles in his own game so that he was playing his best hockey heading into the postseason. Bernier stopped 119 of 124 shots between February 11 and March 4, creating healthy competition not only between Quick and he, but also amongst the bloggers and writers (via #LAKingsGoalieTweetOff).

The bad: On the ice, there wasn’t any real concern. Other than an early game at Anaheim in which he replaced Quick, and the second of two consecutive starts in early March in which he was pulled early in the second period of an eventual come-from-behind win over St. Louis, Bernier was awfully good. Off the ice, Bernier sadly dealt with the passing of his grandmother in late March, which caused his absence from the team’s White House visit.

Going forward: There is a lot to like about the way Bernier carried himself during Quick’s ascendance over the last several seasons. He was always a composed, well-respected figure in the dressing room and never caused the slightest stir during a period of time in which he certainly was deserving of more ice time than could be afforded. He also has a really cool goalie mask. Because Quick’s 10-year contract kicks in next season and the team’s budget is constrained by a decreasing salary cap, Bernier is likely to be traded in the lead-up to the NHL Draft or at the draft itself. As an affordable restricted free agent with a high upside, it’s not surprising to see him draw considerable interest.
August 22, 2013 6:11 pm

Hello Neighbors: Phoenix Coyotes

To kick off our Hello Neighbors series, LAKI took a quick glance at the realigned Pacific Division and how the new playoff format could impact teams destined for the cusp of the playoff bubble. Clearly, the Phoenix Coyotes are right there on that precipice.

A season after reaching the Western Conference Final, Phoenix did not make the playoffs in 2012-13 as they dealt with the departure of Ray Whitney and the mid-season foot fracture of Radim Vrbata, who scored 35 goals in red dark red maroon Sedona Red (!?) the season prior. Zbynek Michalek, Martin Hanzal, Steve Sullivan, Lauri Korpikoski and Mike Smith also missed time when the Coyotes would have been expected to make a playoff push, so it’s not exactly a surprise that the team dealt with inconsistency – not to mention abysmal special teams. Phoenix’s power play (14.8%) and penalty kill (79.9%) in 2012-13 both ranked last amongst the seven teams that now make up the realigned Pacific.

As a result, the Coyotes missed the playoffs for the first time under Dave Tippett, who for the first time in his head coaching career guided a team to below a third-place divisional finish.

But…things are looking up, perhaps? The Coyotes are no longer in a state of ownership limbo, which certainly doesn’t hurt the thrust of the team’s hockey operations. The team retains among the league’s most mobile blue lines with soon-to-be American Olympian (and frequent trade rumor magnet) Keith Yandle and blossoming phenom Oliver Ekman-Larsson, who signed a lucrative six-year extension in March. Mike Ribeiro was signed to a four-year contract, which solidifies the team down the middle and complements Martin Hanzal and faceoff artist Antoine Vermette with good center depth.

Mike Smith re-upped for six more years of tending net and providing dubious player safety verdicts.

On the downside, shutdown center Boyd Gordon signed with Edmonton, while Mikkel Boedker, who turns 24 in December, remains a restricted free agent after accounting for a career-high 26 points (7-19=26) over 48 games a season ago.

You know this team. They’re the Coyotes. You know the Coyotes well.

To break things down even further, we brought in FOXSportsArizona.com Coyotes beat writer Craig Morgan to provide additional insight. Morgan’s thorough reporting and balanced analysis during the club’s ownership transition represented some of the best hockey reporting undertaken throughout the summer. He’s an excellent follow on Twitter.
July 30, 2013 11:14 am

Player evaluation: Nolan

JORDAN NOLAN

This season: 44 games played, 2 goals, 4 assists, 6 points, 46 penalty minutes, minus-5 rating

The good: Nolan remained with the big club for the entire year and was a regular season lineup mainstay. Through his 44 games he did as many energy line right wings do: he fought, he forechecked, he provided energy, he used his size and chipped in with the odd point or two.

He also showed a keen sense on when to drop the gloves. Los Angeles tied the game 12 seconds after this bout with Sheldon Souray and eventually beat Anaheim on February 25:

A sturdy open-ice hitter, he was usually good for one of these per game:

-remember this event; don’t ever expect to see another Jordan Nolan-Wade Redden scrap 

Nolan also has powerful strides that provide some deceptive speed for someone of his size and physicality. He ranked fifth amongst L.A. forwards in the nebulous category of “hits,” logging 72 over his 44 games.

The bad: Nolan occasionally strayed from his north-south role, and when he did, his ice time suffered.

Darryl Sutter, on Jordan Nolan’s return to the lineup in a March 21 loss to Dallas:

The fourth line gave us a little bit of juice. We just want him to get that – it’s not confidence – but it’s got to the point where he was turning too many pucks over on the boards coming out of his own zone, and then it affected his lack of time spent in the offensive zone. We just kind of go game-to-game with him. We need two or three more minutes out of the line, and I don’t like splitting them up. He’s got to play the right wing. He’s not as good on the left side. We need two or three more [minutes]. It doesn’t sound like much, but in the course of the game, it’s like four shifts, if you look at last night. And it’s the schedule – it is the schedule, and how top guys play. If you look at Kopitar’s line last night, they probably played two or three minutes too much, and that’s not because they were doing anything great as a line. They’ve had a hard time, but that’s partly my fault because I’ve played them more than I should, and that trickles down to the guys below them. It’s not so much Jordan, it’s just the group [and] how it spreads out.

Though he appeared in 44 of 48 regular season games, Sutter used him in only seven of 18 postseason games and at times chose to play Alec Martinez (as a seventh defenseman) and Tanner Pearson (once, for his NHL debut) instead of Nolan. Nolan’s ice time dropped 53 seconds from 2011-12 to 2012-13, which related to Sutter’s quote above and the fourth line’s general decline in effectiveness from the season prior. As mentioned above, Nolan and his linemates did not see the preferred amount of offensive zone time despite matching up consistently with the other team’s energy lines and often opening shifts in the offensive zone; as Jewels From The Crown noted, Nolan’s possession metrics and net shots-on-goal totals were poor. He took .52 shots per game, the lowest average amongst Kings forwards. 

Going forward: Considering Nolan was selected in the seventh round in 2009, the Kings hope to continue to get good mileage out of the crash-and-bang right wing who recently signed a two-year extension upon the conclusion of his entry level contract. At $700,000 per season, there’s some value inherent there if Nolan is able to return to his 2012 effectiveness in serving as a role-playing power forward that Sutter is comfortable to use in a wider variety of situations. He’s 6-foot-3, 225 pounds and possesses a quality shot from close range when afforded some space, and as a player who turned 24 last month, there’s still time for Nolan to put all of his attributes together. As long as he continues to work pucks deep while maintaining his physical, north-south game and avoiding untimely minor penalties – facets of his game that were inconsistently applied in 2012-13 – he’ll serve as a useful role player that fits the Kings’ methods well.
July 12, 2013 1:20 pm

Development camp scrimmage results

Below is the scoring account from this morning’s scrimmage at Toyota Sports Center. Keep in mind that much of the entirety of the first half of the scrimmage was played at either five-on-three or four-on-three, while the second half was played primarily four-on-four. 

FIRST HALF

BLACK, 1-0 

 MICHAEL MERSCH on a quick wraparound.

BLACK, 2-0

 VALENTIN ZYKOV chipped in loose rebound from close range.

WHITE, 1-2

 TANNER PEARSON, stationary, ripped a quick wristshot that beat the goaltender up high, glove side.

WHITE, 2-2

 JORDAN WEAL, finishing off a nice feed from Tomas Hyka with a one-timer. Kurtis MacDermid set up the play with a crisp two-zone outlet pass.

BLACK, 3-2

 TYLER TOFFOLI, scored during three-on-five situation. Up high, short side. 

BLACK, 4-2

 TYLER TOFFOLI, scored again during a three-on-five situation, quick release, up high, glove side.

BLACK, 5-2

 MAXIM KITSYN, deflection up high off a hard, low Colin Miller point shot.

WHITE, 3-5

 TANNER PEARSON, snapping in a Nick Ebert feed after Ebert had spun and fed Pearson with a backhand.

SECOND HALF

BLACK, 6-3

 MICHAEL MERSCH snapped in a cross-crease feed from point blank range.

WHITE, 4-6

 NICK SHORE on a contested breakaway.

< -----TEACHING BREAK----->

WHITE, 5-6

 ANDY ANDREOFF scored on a short-side, top shelf snipe.

WHITE, 6-6

 JORDAN WEAL on a breakaway snapped a low shot that beat the goalie, five-hole.

WHITE, 7-6

 JORDAN WEAL tapped in a loose puck behind the goalie.

SHOOTOUT

BLACK: GOAL, Valentin Zykov

 -backhand, five hole

WHITE: NO GOAL, Zachary Leslie

BLACK: NO GOAL, Justin Auger

WHITE: GOAL, Nick Ebert

 -backhand, top shelf

BLACK: NO GOAL, Jonny Brodzinski

WHITE: NO GOAL, Kurtis MacDermid

BLACK: GOAL, Michael Mersch

 -forehand through the five hole after stickhandling

WHITE: GOAL, Tomas Hyka

 -forehand through the five hole after stickhandling

BLACK: GOAL, Tyler Toffoli

 -wound up for a slapshot, held the puck, finally unleashed the slapshot and scored stick-side

WHITE: GOAL, Scott Sabourin

 -backhander, top shelf

Prettiest goals:

 1) Tanner Pearson, following Nick Ebert’s spin and backhanded pass

 2) Jordan Weal, one-timing Tomas Hyka’s feed after a Kurtis MacDermid outlet pass

 3) Maxim Kitsyn’s deflection of Colin Miller’s point shot

Honorable mention: Tyler Toffoli’s breakaway goal. It was like he held back the joystick on NHL 12/13/14/etc, counted to three, and then finally flicked his thumb forward with force.
July 9, 2013 5:41 pm

Brief development camp update

Several brief notes I’ve jotted down during the first two days of development camp:

-It’s tough to get a firm read on anyone this early in camp. The morning on-ice sessions are used to build fundamentals, and without the forwards, defensemen and goaltenders on the ice at the same time, it’s not easy to put the player development into perspective. In the afternoons, the three groups converge as camp gradually picks up in battling and intensity. On Monday, there were two-on-two possession and boards battles; today there were three-on-three scrimmages with goaltenders across the width of the ice.

-That said, the players who have participated in previous development, rookie and training camps are clearly the more developed players at TSC this week. In other words, the players who have played games in Manchester – or Los Angeles, in the cases of Tyler Toffoli and Tanner Pearson – are the more advanced players on the ice. Jordan Weal is another Manchester-based player who continues to grow. One on-ice instructor remarked “He wants to get better” while noting Weal’s competitiveness.

-You can hear about players’ size, but until they dress in their equipment, it doesn’t mean that much until you see them up close. Derek Forbort looks big in his gear and was solid in his boards battles on Monday. Kurtis MacDermid, Kevin Gravel and invitees Scott Sabourin and Cameron Maclise all have good size. Justin Auger is the biggest player in camp and showed some surprisingly soft hands in tight areas. Joel Lowry, Nic Dowd and Michael Mersch have filled out and look “big.”

-I’ve been impressed with Colin Miller, who appears to be among the smoothest skaters coming out of junior hockey at this camp. The 20-year-old captain of the Soo Greyhounds in 2012-13, Miller advances the puck well and appears to have a hard, accurate shot. He seems to be comfortable keeping the game simple and making plays – though again, it’s tough to get the most firm reading on these players without having seen them in a wider scrimmage.

-Valentin Zykov, the youngest player participating in camp, isn’t afraid to drive to the net. One on-ice instructor noted he “jumps on loose pucks.”

-6-foot-4 defenseman Alex Roach is present but not participating at camp due to an undisclosed injury. Dominik Kubalik is listed on the camp roster, though I haven’t seen him on or off-ice at TSC.

-More news will follow on Wednesday afternoon, which has been designated as the media-attended on-ice session.
Development camp chat with Nelson Emerson

The Los Angeles Kings’ development camp opened this morning at the Toyota Sports Center with the forwards, defensemen and goaltenders split into separate groups to receive training from coaches and instructors within the Kings’ player development. Because it was the first day of camp, much of the on-ice instruction this morning appeared geared towards building up fundamental aspects of hockey improvement.

Nelson Emerson heads player development and chatted with LA Kings Insider about the methods used to cultivate hockey players within Los Angeles’ system.

LA Kings Insider: It looked like there were a lot of fundamentals being worked on early today. What exactly are you looking for at camp this week?

 Nelson Emerson: It’s almost like you’ve got to re-program them because we do things a little differently here now. Ever since Dean’s been in charge, and myself and Mike O’Connell’s started this process, we kind of take that baseball philosophy of how they do their mini-camps and their training, and we’ve kind of taken that to hockey. What I mean by that is we break it down and take ‘em right back to the beginning and start working on fundamentals again. We do it very slowly and very meticulous, and we kind of walk them through things, almost like you would in baseball when you see a batter on a tee, or a second baseman taking groundballs. They do it like that, and we do the same thing here with hockey. You’re right when you say it was slow and a lot of teaching, because we’re teaching them the habits of what an L.A. King needs to be.

LAKI: Is camp geared so that the instruction these players receive this week works in concert with similar teachings that they get from the staffs of their junior or collegiate teams?

 NE: I mean, there could be differences, depending on the junior team or the college program that the kid’s at. We do have a couple of Manchester guys here, so they’re obviously familiar with what we’re teaching. The important thing is that we respect all the other coaches that these kids play for, but when they’re here in L.A., we’re trying to teach them the L.A. Kings way, and that’s to be able to play in a playoff series against a team like St. Louis.

LAKI: Is there anything different in regards to how you work with collegiate players as opposed to the junior or minor league-based players?

 NE: Yeah, there’s different level that the kids are involved with. I think if you saw the forwards out there, we had a group at one end who were either kids that were just drafted or maybe sophomores in college or freshmen in college versus the kids that were down at this end, were kids who were at a higher level. They might be in level three-type stuff, being able to be more advanced, and that’s your Toffolis and Pearsons and Andreoffs and that group. There’s different stages, for sure.

LAKI: Do you have to get the message to the college kids in a shorter amount of time due to the NCAA limitations that prohibit them from taking part in training camp or joining the team as Black Aces?

 NE: The time’s limited, but we also understand the college process where they’ll go back to school, and they’ll be in school for however long it is until they want to come out and graduate. The process is different, and it sometimes makes it more difficult because they’re not a junior kid, or they’re not a kid that you’re going to maybe be hands-on with all the time because of the NCAA restrictions. We won’t change things, but we will try and give them maybe a little extra time if they’d like it.

LAKI: How has Tanner Pearson developed in the full year since his first development camp?

 NE: I mean, just think about the education he got last year as a pro. It’s his first year pro. He has a good season going in Manchester on a great line, having a lot of fun. Good group of guys down there, and he’s kind of doing the right things – and then he gets to come up to L.A. at the end. Gets to play a playoff game. Gets to be there around the club and basically in the trenches. He’s coming in here now almost like a leader-type player and should have a ton of confidence, but also should know that there’s a lot in his game still to work on, and that’s why he’s here.

LAKI: Is there any effort to use Toffoli on the left wing at camp this week?

 NE: Not in this type of camp. This is all fundamental camp, and we’re just going through the mini-stages of development. We’re working on fundamentals. Ty’s going to be working like the other guys on puck protection and playing like a King. That’s not left wing-right wing stuff. That’ll be Darryl’s call.

LAKI: What were your early impressions of Valentin Zykov?

 NE: The nice thing is he’s got a little bit of size to him. Maybe not in height, but in stockiness. It’s exciting to have him here because we’ll be able to watch him a bit. But he’s got to be a solid player…good on his skates and well balanced. Obviously with the way the Kings play, we play a heavy game, and he’s going to need to be strong on the wall and strong on pucks. But from his body and how he looks on his skates, that should play into how we play. 

LAKI: Did you see that attitude and positivity from him?

 NE: He’s an excited kid. I mean, at the draft he was already talking and yucking it up. I think he’s got a lot of confidence. As this week goes along, we’ll be skating more. Today it’s very early and we’ve been doing things really slowly, but this afternoon we’ll have more pace to our practice. Again, he’s coming in with a lot of confidence, but also he’s got to be looking at some of the other kids here that have been with our program for two or three years, and it’s not easy. Again, he’s a young kid. This is just part of his education process.

LAKI: Did Maxim Kitsyn take the ice this morning?

 NE: He’s here, but he’s a kid we’ve had before and we really liked because of his skill, his assets – that way. It’s nice to see him back, and we’ll get reacquainted with him. 

LAKI: Is there anything you see from him right now, compared to where he was a year ago? Is there anything that you’ve noticed or that has stuck out about him? 

 NE: He looks older. I don’t know. It’s too bad that we didn’t have him this past season. We’re going to probably have to re-adjust his thinking on the NHL game and the North American game. He was a kid I know that liked it here when he played for Mississauga. He liked playing in that league. So we’re happy that he’s back, and we need to kind of get the progression going again.
Posted on Tuesday, 08.20.13

.

Florida Panthers

Florida Panthers’ Sean Bergenheim close to returning to ice

 .

Veterans Kris Versteeg and Ed Jovanovski are expected to miss the start of the season, but Sean Bergenheim is almost ready to play.

Get Adobe Flash player

Sean Bergenheim of the Florida Panthers poses for his official headshot for the 2011-2012 NHL season. 

Sean Bergenheim of the Florida Panthers poses for his official headshot for the 2011-2012 NHL season. 

 NHLI via Getty Images 

Related Content

•Florida Panthers Blog | On Frozen Pond 

BY GEORGE RICHARDS

grichards@MiamiHerald.com

As much as the Panthers would like to start fresh, last year’s injury-riddled season will follow them into this one as well.

At least three veteran players — Kris Versteeg, Ed Jovanovski and Sean Bergenheim — likely will be limited when the first practice is held Sept. 12.

Versteeg (knee) and Jovanovski (hip) are expected to miss the start of the season; Bergenheim (hip/abdominal muscle) could be ready to play after a few weeks of camp. 

“I was off the ice for like nine months, and that’s the longest break I’ve had since I first put on the skates,” said Bergenheim, who missed the entire 2013 season after having surgery in March.

“You miss it. You miss the NHL life, the team. It was good to see, you learn how much you miss it when it’s taken away from you. You appreciate it.”

When Bergenheim reported to camp hurt in January, the Panthers claimed he was injured during the lockout when he played in two games with HIFK Helsinki of the Finnish Elite League.

Bergenheim’s medical team contended that his injury was a preexisting condition and was sustained while with the Panthers.

Bergenheim filed a medical grievance with the league after being suspended by the Panthers without pay. 

He won the grievance, meaning the Panthers had to pay him his entire $2.75 million salary for the 2012-13 season. Players who weren’t injured and played in 2013 were paid a pro-rated salary because of the lockout.

Bergenheim said he spent the 2013 season in South Florida but stayed away from the team. On Monday, he was back getting treatment, saying he wanted to put the past behind him as well as get back into shape. 

“It’s already behind me. I’m back at the rink and can’t wait to play,” said Bergenheim, who scored 17 goals with six assists for the Panthers in 2011-12.

“What happened is in the past. I’m not thinking about it. It was tough, but it’s behind me. I’m getting healthy and that’s the most important thing. To play healthy this year will feel good for sure.”

Florida also could limit the likes of defenseman Dmitry Kulikov (shoulder) and center Drew Shore (wrist) early in camp. Both had surgery when the season ended and have been working in South Florida. 

Read more here: http://www.miamiherald.com/2013/08/20/3573376/florida-panthers-sean-bergenheim.html#storylink=cpy

Posted on Monday, 07.15.13
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Florida Panthers sign Barkov, Markstrom

 .

Aleksander Barkov, the No. 2 pick in the NHL Draft, signed a three-year, entry-level deal, and goalie Jacob Markstrom got a two-year contract.

Get Adobe Flash player

Aleksander Barkov poses for a portrait after being selected number two overall in the first round by the Florida Panthers during the 2013 NHL Draft at the Prudential Center on June 30, 2013 in Newark, N.J. 
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By George Richards

grichards@MiamiHerald.com

Moments after being taken by the Panthers with the second pick in the NHL Draft last month, Aleksander “Sasha’’ Barkov said his plan was to play in Florida this season.

Barkov took a step toward that on Monday by signing his first contract with the team, a three-year entry-level deal.

The Panthers also ended any sort of contentious negotiations it may have had with goalie Jacob Markstrom as he signed a two-year deal with the team on Monday as well. 

“This is the deal that works for both sides,’’ assistant general manager Mike Santos said after announcing the Markstrom signing.

“Jacob is, obviously, still a top prospect. As a goaltender sometimes it takes a little longer to develop. I think this was the right deal for him and for us. He’s by no means the complete goaltender we hope he will be someday. But, again, he’s young.’’

Markstrom, a second-round pick in 2008, became the Panthers starting goalie last season after Scott Clemmensen struggled and Jose Theodore tore his groin March 2 in Carolina.

Markstrom went 8-14-1 in his 23 starts for the Panthers last season.

The 23-year-old goalie will have a two-way provision — allowing him to be sent back to the minors — in the first year of his contract. Markstrom gets a one-way deal in the second year.

“We were forced into that situation last year because of the injury,’’ Santos said. “He was thrown into a tough situation. Given the time he came up and all the injuries we had in the short season, I think it was difficult to expect him to come in and play to the best of his abilities.”

Santos said he expects a starting goalie to emerge during training camp and that Markstrom won’t be handed the job. That said, the Panthers apparently aren’t actively looking for another goalie to come in, although Santos said that could change.

Santos said he hasn’t spoken to Theodore, a free agent, since the end of last season. Theodore said he wanted to come back to the Panthers, but that doesn’t appear to be a likelihood. Clemmensen is signed for another season.

Markstrom wrote he was excited to sign and “can’t wait for the season to start!’’ on his Twitter account on Monday afternoon, moments after Santos broke the news of the signing.

With Barkov in the fold, the Panthers will be younger than they were at the start of last season.

Barkov is expected to not only join recent top draft picks Jonathan Huberdeau (20) and Erik Gudbranson (21) in the Panthers’ lineup, but Alex Petrovic (21) and Nick Bjugstad (20) as well.

Veterans Ed Jovanovski (hip) and Kris Versteeg (knee) are coming off surgery and are expected to miss at least the beginning of the season. Those injuries could open the door for the likes of Vincent Trocheck and Colby Robak.

After scoring 21 goals with 27 assists in 53 games in the Finnish elite league over the past two seasons, there really was nothing left for Barkov to prove in Europe. He’s going to get his chance in the NHL in a few months.

Barkov is back in his native Finland after attending the Panthers’ developmental camp last week.

Although he couldn’t participate in on-ice drills after having shoulder surgery last March, Barkov was able to assimilate himself a little better within South Florida and the organization.

Rookie camp, which Barkov is expected to participate in, will be held Sept. 4. Training camp begins Sept. 11 in Coral Springs.

“There was no sense of putting [the signing of Barkov] off,’’ Santos said. “One reason why we took him with the second overall pick is we thought he was going to have the ability to step right in. He’s played in a men’s league for the past two years.

“It’s a different situation than other top picks we’ve had recently. We thought they needed another year. We drafted [Barkov] because we feel he’s ready and able to play.” 

Read more here: http://www.miamiherald.com/2013/07/15/3501777/florida-panthers-sign-barkov-markstrom.html#storylink=cpy
Some Panthers return to practice, including long-lost Sean Bergenheim
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By Harvey FialkovSun Sentinel

1:42 p.m. EDT, August 19, 2013

There has been a Sean Bergenheim sighting.

Finally, the long-missing Panthers forward, who sat out last year with an injury that led him to basically sue the team for his salary, was skating at Saveology.com Iceplex today with about two dozen other NHLers in an informal practice. Also skating were his Panthers teammates Ed Jovanovski, Drew Shore and Dmitry Kulikov.

All four players are recovering from various surgeries that shortened or wiped out their seasons. Kulikov had shoulder surgery; Jovanovski had knee surgery and Shore (wrist). Jovanovski and Bergenheim (hip and abdomen surgeries) said they’re not 100 percent yet and aren’t sure if they will be cleared to practice with the team when training camp opens on Sept. 11.

Team captain Jovanovski, 37, who has been busy training and putting the last touches on his Fort Lauderdale Intercoastal mansion, believes his career isn’t finished, but admitted it’s doubtful that he will begin the season with the team.

Bergenheim, who was last spotted at the first day of training camp last year, said there were no hard feelings after winning two medical grievances against the Panthers to receive his full salary.

Ads by Google

Severance Package IssuesExpert Lawyers Specializing In Labour & Employment Law www.stlawyers.ca

"I've talked to coaches and everybody here,'' said Bergenheim, 29. "It's like nothing has ever happened. I can only control myself. For me, I'm really happy to be here. I have no hard feelings. Business is business. That's what it is. What I'm gong to do when I get on the ice is I'm going to play as hard as I can for the Florida Panthers. That's all I really want to do.''

The Panthers claimed Bergenheim sustained his injuries during the lockout while playing in Finland (HIFK of SM-ligga), but the veteran forward insisted it occurred prior to the lockout. The Panthers suspended Bergenheim in January, but the arbitrator eventually believed Bergenheim and forced the Panthers to pay his $2.75 million salary.

Panthers GM Dale Tallon said last month that it was purely business and he is anxious to have Bergenheim play out the final two years ($5.5 million) of his contract. Bergenheim, 29, scored a career-high 17 goals, with six assists, in 62 games for Florida in 2011-12, and then added three goals and three assists in the seven-game playoff series with the Devils.

Captain Jovanovski, who only played six games last season, had knee surgery on Apri 5.

"I've been going good at it for 2 1/2 to 3 weeks where it's conditioning and movement,'' Jovanovski said. "Last week it was more in the line of simulation game situations. Obviously, contact is something that's got to be OK'd by the doctor. That's the next step.

"My mindset hasn't wavered, hasn't changed. I've been stuck on that goal to work hard throughout the summer with the trainer and get strong as possible as I can be to do it. I believe I'll be in training camp doing practices but probably wearing a different color jersey to avoid any contact.

"I'm not looking at it any other way of at some point, whether it's the start of the season or a week or a month down the line from that, it's playing an NHL game again.''
Panthers sign AHL center Pinizzotto; Huberdeau skating again
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By Harvey FialkovSun Sentinel

1:21 p.m. EDT, August 5, 2013

The Panthers continue to bolster their depth at their AHL affiliate in San Antonio by signing veteran minor league center Steve Pinizzotto to a one-year, two-way contract.

Pinizzotto, 29, has appeared in 13 NHL games, all last season with the Vancouver Canucks, including one playoff game. He had no points and 29 penalty minutes. He's not afraid to drop the gloves and could compete for a fourth-line enforcer-type spot that became vacant when George Parros signed with the Canadiens.

Pinizzotto, a 6-foot-1, 200-pound forward, is a Toronto native who won consecutive AHL Calder Cup titles with the Hershey (Pa.) Bears in 2009 and ’10. He had a career-high 178 penalty minutes in 2010-11 for Hershey, and has totaled 38 goals and 72 assists in 234 AHL games. He scored a career-high 17 goals with 25 assists in 68 games for Hershey in 2011.

More significantly, Panthers forward Jonathan Huberdeau, the reigning Calder Trophy recipient, announced vai twitter that he resumed skating today for the first time since undergoing offseason hip surgery. He is on track for training camp next month.

games for the Sharks.

 So what does Gomez arriving in South Florida mean outside of the fact his last name makes him a perfect fit for this part of the country? The chain reaction could be interesting.

 Assuming that the active American-born leader in assists(530) and points(701) makes the team, and plays center as he has done most of his career, some of the youngsters have to be wondering if there is a spot for them this season.

 For all intents and purposes, Peter Mueller returning to the Panthers is not happening. Signing Gomez was definitely the cheaper option, as Mueller was probably looking for a $2-2.5 million salary. The suddenly super frugal Panthers could not meet those demands.

 What happens to Drew Shore and Nick Bjugstad? The proper assumption would be that Barkov, Matthias, and Goc(probably in that order) are the top 3 centers. Does that make Gomez the 4th line center by default? He may not get a lot of press, but Goc does a lot of things right, and deserves at least 3rd line minutes.

 Obviously it is much easier for a player to move from center to wing than vice versa, so maybe the plan is to move Shore to 3rd or 4th line wing and let Bjugstad season in San Antonio to start the year and be the first injury call up. Even though the hulking Bjugstad scored the first goal of his career in the season finale at Tampa, his youth showed in his 11-game stint with the Cats. More experience is needed to be a consistent contributor at the NHL level.

 Perhaps Gomez's arrival creates a numbers game where Tallon would be more comfortable with trying to deal away one of the bad contracts on the squad(Upshall).

 With players like Vincent Trocheck and Quinton Howden pushing for playing time as well, this might be one of the more competitive Panther camps in early September, but it's not as if 8 guys are competing for one or two spots. 

 Is Gomez coming to South Florida a good thing for the organization? If he can come through with 30-40 points at that salary it's a heck of a deal. Tallon is never soft spoken about keeping a nice balance of veteran leadership and youth in the locker room, and this signing falls in line with that. Gomez can find his name twice on the Stanley Cup, and at 33 years old there is certainly still some life in him.

 Do you think Gomez can contribute in South Florida? Thanks for reading.
Was the culprit Krueger, Tamby or under-performing players?

Who is most to blame for the Oilers going sideways last season?

Krueger

Tambellini

Lowe

Players like Whitney, Belanger, Smyth, Jones, Petrell?

VoteView Results

Polldaddy.com

Quantcast 

The prospects for the Edmonton Oilers in 2013-14 have much to do with what exactly went wrong in 2013, when the team disappointed itself and its fans by going sideways.

If the problem with the Oilers last year was poor strategies employed by former head coach Ralph Krueger — and this is something of a trendy explanation right now — perhaps the Oilers are in for a big boost by fixing up their defensive zone and neutral zone play, as asst. coach Steve Smith said is about to happen.

Of course, Smith was part of last season’s coaching staff, which came up with such seemingly weak strategies in the first place.

Ralph Krueger (Photo: Dale MacMillan/Getty Images)

Ralph Krueger (Photo: Dale MacMillan/Getty Images)

If, on the other hand, the problem was GM Steve Tambellini and his so-called dithering ways, maybe that’s been solved by replacing Tambellini with new GM Craig MacTavish. Tambellini was blasted last year for failing to address the Oilers depth at centre, which blew up on the team when Shawn Horcoff and Anton Lander went out with injury.

Of course, MacTavish is already being criticized right now over the same issue.

Steve Tambellini, Edmonton Oilers

Steve Tambellini,  formerly of Edmonton Oilers

If the problem was a handful of weak (Lennart Petrell, Mark Fistric) and/or deteriorating and/or injured players (Eric Belanger, Ryan Smyth, Ryan Jones, Eric Belanger, Horcoff, Nikolai Khabibulin, Ales Hemsky), then maybe that will be solved by getting rid of such players, or them having better health this year.

Of course, Smyth, Jones and Hemsky are all back, and the players brought in  (Jesse Joensuu, Ryan Hamilton, Anton Belov, Boyd Gordon, Jason LaBarbera, Denis Grebeshkov, David Perron) may or may not be better than the ones who departed (Petrell, Magnus Paajarvi, Whitney, Petrell, Horcoff, Khabibulin).

Steve Smith delivers a message to Whitney

Steve Smith delivers a message to Whitney

With all these issues in 2013, Edmonton improved a bit in the standings last season, but failed to get more shots or scoring chances or to give up less shots or scoring chances in their own end. 

It’s hard to imagine the squad won’t be better this year, but it was hard to imagine that last season, and there’s no denying that that is exactly what happened, a massive fail to get better, save for the Oilers core group of young stars, Taylor Hall, Justin Schultz, Ryan Nugent-Hopkins, Jordan Eberle and Nail Yakupov, who all had good years.

My own take is that it was a combination of all of the above that led to the team’s poor play in 2013, that a number of key pieces deteriorated fast (Belanger, Whitney, Jones, Smyth) and a few key pieces deteriorated a bit (Horcoff, Hemsky). At the same time, Krueger’s strategies and line combinations did seem off very often, while Tambellini needed to do more to solve the depth issue at centre ice early on in the season.

All three of these issues had a massive impact on the team, and if I had to pick one issue as being the main one, I’d lay the blame on Tambellini.

Uh, can I change that to Krueger?

No, having thought it through, the problem was clearly the games of so many  players falling apart.

Ah, it was just a mess, the whole thing, a big, ugly mess, so it’s an encouraging thing that there’s been so much change on all fronts. It was broken and definitely needed fixing.

I think the fact that they are playing in the oldest arena in the NHL is to blame. According to what Staples, Katz, and Mandel tell me anyways.........
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 · 21 August at 08:27

Gord Bushewsky ·  Top commenter · University of Alberta

yah must be it. wait aint the islanders barn older?
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Chris Repka · Edmonton, Alberta

Could be......
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Gord Bushewsky ·  Top commenter · University of Alberta

one name escaped your analysis "six rings" lowe. doesn't the buck stop there?
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.

.

Will Colford ·  Top commenter

At least it wasn't our number one goaltender's fault. Much like how that position improved by subtraction (less games for Habby), I think our defence improves by subtraction of Whitney. The guy was simple terrible at all positions all year. Could he return to form was the huge question mark last year, and that was a resounding no. Also, there seemed to be a lack of chemistry on the second line, with Hemsky out, Yak playing his natural side, and hopefully a grittier yet equally skilled LW in Perron, that line has the chance to click and push the play in a better direction this year. Even if our defence is marginally better, and our second line doesn't get so badly outshot by pushing the play in one direction, that would amount to a significant swing in our goal differential. Add to that a healthy Nuge and Eberle, and a more experienced J Schultz who doesn't have the world on his shoulders, and our goal differential might just be getting to an even level.
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Evan Canete ·  Top commenter · Edmonton, Alberta

I think the players are to blame, they weren't competitive.They can win 8-2 and then lose the next 6. Next to blame is Tambo and Lowe for being quiet in the trade deadline and bringing crappy vets. Next is Krueger, he can be blamed for his system. The team suffered big time on 5 on 5 last season.
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Sheldon Schultz ·  Top commenter

Lowe Is indeed part of the issue. I would also as far as systems play wonder a bit about the coach having been great with the kids but were his systems and thinking a bit to European? Everything has been centered in the idea that "we might get hit a bit but we will be OK and have room to escape that kind of play on this huge ice surface" kind of thinking. I also wonder at the whole center mess being more of a long term issue starting with Lowe. It seems as if MacT wanted one very badly but to get one had to give up a much better player than he would get back. In the end he decided that the loss of his player was not worth what he would gain. Am I wrong here?
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 · 21 August at 10:45

Fred Luntz ·  Top commenter · U of Calgary

You cant compete in the nhl with n legitimate first line center and undersized wingers-we could win a battle anywhere on the ice -whether that meant winning key faceoffs to winning on the wall in our end or theirs-I suppose the management is to blame for not seeing what everyone could see. This has not been addressed and another bad season awaits.

Reply · 

 · 21 August at 12:28

Edmonton Oilers Prospects: #7 Dillon Simpson

Dillon Simpson was a good enough player to contribute in college hockey’s toughest conference, the WCHA, at the age of 17. For the sake of perspective, current Oiler Jeff Petry was two years away from college at that point, still playing in the USHL. Since his draft year, Simpson has seemingly made steady progress in all areas of his game.

The statistics at the college level don’t tell us a lot about a defenceman, but we’ll start there. Once again Simpson was highly reliant on the power play for his offence – 14 of 24 points came with the man advantage. After scoring seven points at even-strength as a rookie and seven last year, he upped his production to 10 points this year – not bad, but hardly breathtaking. He’s been a reliable plus player on a good team, though his plus-5 rating this year (against the backdrop of a team that went plus-29) was less impressive than last year,  perhaps reflecting more challenging assignments.

Of interest is the fact that Simpson’s penalty minutes are consistently low. On the one hand, it reflects a defender who relies more on positional play than physical game to shutdown opposition forwards; on the other, it also shows a player who isn’t trying to cover for poor positioning by clutching and grabbing. Simpson told Copper & Blue’s Alan Hull that positioning has always been something he placed great emphasis on, because with middling foot speed he wasn’t fast enough to recover if he got himself in a bad spot:

I try my best not to let myself get out of position and put myself in a position to take penalties. Growing up without the best footspeed like we talked about, positioning is something I knew I would have to rely on and something I have developed pretty well. I consider that one of my biggest strengths…being effective while staying on the ice and out of the box.

The whole interview is well worth reading; Simpson covers a lot of ground, including the increased responsibilities he has taken on over his time with the Fighting Sioux, his preference for playing the right side and this about his skating:

Well, for anyone who has followed me since before I was drafted, the draft notes likely all said that footspeed was something I need to improve, and so it’s something that I’ve really been working on over the last couple of years with my coaches and with the strength and conditioning coach. We’ve really tried to put a lot of emphasis on that part of my game and I think that so far this year it has been showing. I feel like I’m able to get myself up into the play a lot more. I feel much more confident in my footspeed in terms of being able to keep up with plays and close gaps. It’s certainly something I feel is improving and I’m going to continue working on it, so it’s definitely getting better.

Simpson has pretty decent size (listed at 6’2”, 200 lbs.), the skating is improving and he’s logging regular minutes in a good league at a young age. He has top-four potential in the NHL in a similar role to Jeff Petry – as a puck-moving defender competent in a lot of areas – but the jump to the professional ranks will be the truest test.

Expectations for 2013-14: Another year of steady improvement is the most reasonable outcome for Simpson. More minutes, a slight increase offensively, and continued rounding of his game in his final year at the college level.

Oilers assistant coach Steve Smith was interviewed on Oilers Now Monday, and he revealed some of the tactical changes that new head coach Dallas Eakins will be making at even-strength.

Asked specifically about changes in the team’s defensive strategy, Smith volunteered that it was another area of the team’s game last season that Eakins felt was most in need of an overhaul:

I’m not certain there’s going to be an awful lot of changes. I think we’re going to change some stuff in the neutral zone; there were some things [Eakins] didn’t believe in or understand that Ralph [Krueger] was doing and he wanted to change. In our own zone I think we’re going to probably move at least somewhat to a swarm system or a collapse system where we really choke people out when the opportunity presents itself to do so, which I think makes puck-moving defencemen feel a lot more comfortable about the defensive game when they have support at all times. It also helps when you don’t have that big strong centreman that are able to stop the offensive game of the other team. Those are the things that we specifically got into.

There’s been much speculation this summer that the Oilers last year had a head coaching problem. The 2011-12 Oilers under Tom Renney weren’t a good team, but despite a nearly identical roster they were worlds better at controlling possession than Ralph Krueger’s 2013 squad. Losing the possession battle is a pretty general description, though – it indicates the team got markedly worse at out-shooting the other team, but doesn’t explain how.

Enter Tyler Dellow, who spent much of the summer on his Big Oilers Data series. The whole thing is worth a read, but part nine and part 10 are the two that really stick out in my mind given Smith’s comments. This paragraph from part 10 does a nice job of summarizing the single biggest roster-wide problem Dellow identified:

The Oilers were slightly more likely to generate [a shot attempt for, or SAF] this year in the 45 seconds after [a neutral zone] faceoff win than they were last year. They were slightly less likely to generate multiple SAF. They were markedly more likely to allow [a shot attempt against, or SAA] and even more likely to allow multiple SAA once they had allowed the first one.

In other words, the Oilers had a problem where, on shifts where they won a faceoff in the neutral zone they would lose possession and the opposition would get a whole bunch of shots (relative to what the 2011-12 team faced). Given that the roster was virtually the same, that basically leaves the option of believing that a) the same players simultaneously collapsed or b) there was a specific tactical problem in the neutral zone. In that context, Smith’s comment that the Oilers are changing their neutral zone strategy because “there were some things [Eakins] didn’t believe in or understand that Ralph was doing and he wanted to change” stands out as highly significant.

There’s a chart in part nine of Dellow’s series that shows the Oilers’ Corsi percentage (the total percentage of all shots, missed shots and blocked shots) in certain situations. In seven of nine situations, the Oilers’ total Corsi percentage was within 10 percent of what they’d done in 2011-12; the two exceptions were following a neutral zone faceoff win (which we’ve already considered) and following a defensive zone faceoff loss. Could Smith’s comments about moving to a more aggressive swarm or collapse system be aimed at that latter problem? Oilers Now host Bob Stauffer followed up his comment by asking Smith to explain what he meant by a swarm system; here in part is how Smith responded:

If the puck happens to be stalled in the corner, the first defenceman going into the corner is on one side of the puck carrier, the centreman is on the other side of the puck carrier, the third defenceman is waiting in the wings in case of any breakdown, the winger has come down the wall and helped out and the fifth guy has come right over into that corner and is pretty darn close as well. The difficulty of what we had done in the past was just guys not buying into it and so we got away from it pretty quickly. Dallas really believes that it’s something we’ll be able to do and we’ll get through quickly… this is just not giving anybody time and space to breathe at all.

Will it make a difference? Only time will tell, but Eakins’ decision to address the areas the Oilers fell in the most in 2013 has to be seen as a positive step.

Oilers AHL farmhand Toni Rajala asks out of contract to play in Europe

By Jim Matheson, Edmonton JournalAugust 24, 2013
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Edmonton Oilers prospect Toni Rajala skates during the team&#8217;s development camp on July 9, 2009.

Edmonton Oilers prospect Toni Rajala skates during the team’s development camp on July 9, 2009.
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Edmonton Oilers farmhand Toni Rajala, who put up big offensive numbers in Oklahoma City last season, has asked out of his contract to play in Europe this season.

The Oilers chose not to loan Rajala, who had 61 points in 63 games for the Barons last season, to a Finnish or KHL team. That’s what they did with fellow Finn Teemu Hartikainen, who signed with Russia’s Salavat Ufa for two years. Instead, they put Rajala on waivers.

Rajala’s NHL rights could be picked up by another team, but because of his diminutive size, it’s unlikely. He played for Ilves in Finland after one junior season with the WHL’s Brandon Wheat Kings. A KHL club might come calling, too.

Rajala would have only made $50,000 to play with the Barons this season. He can easily make four to five times that in Europe.

“I don’t know the details of what Toni will make or where he’ll play over there,” said Oilers assistant GM Scott Howson.

The Oilers are not loaning Rajala, who would have likely got in some Edmonton exhibition games, to a European team because of numbers. They don’t want to be too close to the maximum of 50 on their reserve list.

“We don’t want to keep his contract and have him playing over there. We’re already doing that (Hartikainen) and another (goalie Frans) Tuomina (signed) will play in Finland. It’s contract space with Toni. We had 47 with him, now we’re at 46.

“He’s a good minor-league player. We told him we wouldn’t hold him to Oklahoma City.”

Howson said the team still retains the rights to Swedish winger Linus Omark, who led the Swiss League in scoring last season. But they only have his rights for one more season.

“He’ll turn 27 and become unrestricted,” Howson said of Omark.

They’ve tried to trade Omark’s rights, but have had no takers, even though he showed glimpses with the Oilers that he’s strong on the puck for a small winger. He’s not willing to sign a two-way deal to play in North America because he can make considerably more money to play in Zug, in Europe.

Oil Kings promotion

New Oil Kings GM Randy Hansch has named Jamie Novakoski director of scouting, something Hansch was doing before he was promoted to replace Bob Green, who’s now working for the Oilers.

Novakoski joined the Oil Kings as a bird-dog in 2007 and has 17 years experience working in the WHL.

“Jamie will be evaluating our future. He knows what we’re looking for in a player,” Hansch said.

Novakoski was responsible for finding forward Dylan Wruck and adding him to the Oil Kings list when he wasn’t a bantam draft pick. Wruck had 256 points in four seasons for the Oil Kings before graduating.

jmatheson@edmontonjournal.com

30 in 30: Devils set to begin life without Kovalchuk
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What a whirlwind of an offseason it has been for New Jersey Devils general manager Lou Lamoriello.

After all the player shuffling that took place in a span of 24 days beginning June 30, there was the ownership takeover earlier this month. It was enough to make anyone's head spin.

It began at the 2013 NHL Draft at Prudential Center, when Lamoriello acquired goalie Cory Schneider from the Vancouver Canucks and drafted goalie Anthony Brodeur, the eldest son of Martin Brodeur, in the seventh round (No. 208).
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Lamoriello re-signed veteran forward Patrik Elias to a three-year contract July 4, but one day later lost power forward and fan favorite David Clarkson via free agency to the Toronto Maple Leafs. That loss was offset by the signing of free-agent forwards Ryane Clowe, Michael Ryder and Rostislav Olesz.

But the bombshell hit six days after Clarkson left, when right wing Ilya Kovalchuk announced his retirement from the NHL after 10 seasons.

"After the work stoppage, [Kovalchuk] expressed how he wanted to stay in Russia and maybe that was a little bit of a red flag," Lamoriello told radio station Fan 590 in Toronto. "The discussion came up again after the season and that's when he told me what he wanted to do. I asked him if he wanted to be traded because he might have wanted to just go somewhere else. But he said, 'No, I want to play in Russia.' His conviction was strong and I had no choice … if a player doesn't want to play and he won't be any good to you, then it's the right time."

Kovalchuk left the remaining 12 years and $77 million of his contract on the table. To alleviate some of that offensive burden, Lamoriello signed veteran right wing Jaromir Jagr to a one-year contract July 23.

Jagr, 41, has proven he still has the work ethic and determination to be a big contributor in the League. He ranks 34th in NHL history in games played (1,391), 10th in goals (681), 12th in assists (1,007) and eighth in points (1,688). His career spans 19 seasons with six teams, five from the Eastern Conference.

Lamoriello is hoping Jagr will be able to fill a hole on right wing in the Devils lineup. Whether that means he's skating among the top six with Czech countryman Elias, or is given a bottom-six role alongside Andrei Loktionov, remains to be seen.

Whatever the case may be, Lamoriello said he's happy to have Jagr.

"I have watched Jaromir the last couple of years in [Philadelphia] and Boston and saw the commitment he had and how he handled every situation no matter who he played with," Lamoriello said. "All the feedback I received was how well he fit into the locker room and what a leader he was. So with our team, with some of the changes, I thought he might be a great addition."

The additions certainly give Devils coach Peter DeBoer a much bigger team than the one that failed to overcome injuries and finished 11th in the Eastern Conference, seven points out of a Stanley Cup Playoff spot. The Devils failed to reach the playoffs for the second time in three seasons even though they had a conference-best 8-1-3 start.

The big question is whether there's enough on the roster to overcome the deficiencies that plagued the team in 2012-13.

For instance, players who needed to step up when Brodeur and Kovalchuk were sidelined by injuries never answered the bell. The team was 3-10 in overtime, including 2-7 in the shootout, after going 12-4 in shootouts in 2011-12. The penalty-killing unit, tops in 2011-12 when it allowed 27 goals in 82 games, plummeted to 16th allowing 32 goals in 48 games.

Another area of concern is the work ethic when falling behind; the Devils were 5-18-6 when allowing the opening goal in 2012-13. When the Devils reached the 2012 Stanley Cup Final, it won 16 regular-season games after allowing the first goal, the sixth-best total in the League.

DEVILS' OFFSEASON OUTLOOK

Additions: G Cory Schneider, RW Jaromir Jagr, LW Rostislav Olesz, RW Michael Ryder, LW Ryane Clowe, LW Riley Boychuk

Subtractions: RW Ilya Kovalchuk, RW Matt D'Agostini, D Matthew Corrente, D Henrik Tallinder, RW David Clarkson, RW Matt Anderson, G Johan Hedberg

UFAs: LW Steve Sullivan, LW Alexei Ponikarovsky, RW Tom Kostopoulos

Promotion candidates: C Reid Boucher, LW Stefan Matteau, D Alexander Urbom, D Jon Merrill, D Eric Gelinas, RW Harri Pesonen

The Devils averaged 2.29 goals per game to rank 28th last season. When Kovalchuk missed 11 games with a shoulder injury, the team managed 19 goals, including one each from Elias, Travis Zajac and Adam Henrique.

New Jersey will enter 2013-14 with the same defensive unit that yielded 2.54 goals per game to rank 13th in the League. That group includes captain Bryce Salvador, Andy Greene, Adam Larsson, Marek Zidlicky, Anton Volchenkov, Mark Fayne and Peter Harrold.

DeBoer will have new assistant coach Mike Foligno to work with this season following the departure of Matt Shaw, who left to become coach of the Dubuque Fighting Saints of the United States Hockey League. DeBoer knew Foligno from coaching against him in the Ontario Hockey League, when the latter was with the Sudbury Wolves and DeBoer with the Kitchener Rangers.

Shaw ran the power play, but it remains to be seen if Foligno will be given that responsibility.

The offseason maneuvering wasn't solely limited to the roster. Joshua Harris and David Blitzer completed their purchase of the Devils from outgoing chairman and managing partner Jeffrey Vanderbeek on Aug. 15.

Harris said he will provide Lamoriello everything needed to deliver wins.

"Lou is a tremendous asset to this organization, and the Stanley Cup banners that hang here attest that he will continue to play a key role to the success in this organization moving forward," Harris said. "Tampering with success isn't a good recipe; Lou is in charge of hockey operations. I'll ask questions, probe and debate, but Lou is in charge of hockey."

---
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What a strange 36 months or so it has been for the New Jersey Devils.

After finishing first or second in their division 12 times in a 13-year span, the Devils have finished fourth or lower in each of the past three. Twice they've missed the Stanley Cup Playoffs, but once they accumulated 102 points in the NHL's best division and went on a run to the Cup Final.

Things haven't exactly been stable in northern New Jersey this offseason, but stability could be the end result moving forward.

The team's best player left for the second straight summer.

A year after Zach Parise went home to play for the Minnesota Wild, Ilya Kovalchuk went home to Russia and SKA St. Petersburg in the Kontinental Hockey League, retiring from the NHL with 12 years and $77 million left on his contract. The Devils signed Ryane Clowe and Michael Ryder shortly after free agency opened, then added Jaromir Jagr after Kovalchuk turned in his retirement papers.

Two other big moves could help bring about that stability. The Devils traded for Cory Schneider on the day they were host of the 2013 NHL Draft, providing a succession plan as Martin Brodeur nears retirement.

2013-14 FANTASY PREVIEW: DEVILS

Under-valued: Michael Ryder -- Ryder won't be able to replace Ilya Kovalchuk's production, but over the past two seasons the forward has proven to be a consistent scorer: 35 goals in 2011-12, 16 last season. Ryder should see plenty of power-play opportunities, but his plus/minus and penalty minutes won't help. 

Over-valued: Martin Brodeur -- It's not that Brodeur can't be a solid goaltender, it's just that Cory Schneider should slowly emerge as the team's No. 1 throughout the season. At 41, it's time for Brodeur  to pass the baton, and this means he shouldn't be viewed at as anything more than a No. 3 goalie on a fantasy roster.

Sleeper: Andrei Loktionov -- If he switches from center to wing, there's a chance Loktionov could skate among the team's top six, which would be a boost to his fantasy value. Regardless, his upside is worth the risk late in fantasy drafts after posting eight goals and 12 points in 28 games last season.

 -- Follow Matt Cubeta on Twitter: @NHLQubes

FOLLOW @NHLFANTASY FOR DAILY UPDATES ›

MORE NHL.COM FANTASY HOCKEY COVERAGE ›

On Aug. 15, the team was sold to Josh Harris, who owns the Philadelphia 76ers, and David Blitzer. With new ownership and a long-term option at goaltender in place -- and with more financial flexibility sans the Kovalchuk contract -- general manager Lou Lamoriello has the chance to return the Devils to their consistent playoff ways.

Whether or not New Jersey can get back to the postseason in 2013-14 could depend a lot on the veteran forward additions and if the two young Adams -- Adam Henrique and Adam Larsson -- can prove they are core-type players to build around.

Here is the projected 2013-14 lineup for the Devils:

Forwards

Patrik Elias - Travis Zajac - Jaromir Jagr

Ryane Clowe - Adam Henrique - Michael Ryder

Andrei Loktionov - Dainius Zubrus - Rostislav Olesz

Ryan Carter - Stephen Gionta - Steve Bernier

Krys Barch

Defensemen

Andy Greene - Adam Larsson

Bryce Salvador - Marek Zidlicky

Jon Merrill - Anton Volchenkov

Mark Fayne - Peter Harrold

Goalies

Cory Schneider

Martin Brodeur

NOTES: Let's get this out of the way: If both goaltenders are healthy, expect Brodeur to be given the start opening night. When there are back-to-backs, expect Brodeur to get the home portion.

That said, if both stay healthy all season, it says here Schneider will end up starting more games than the likely Hall of Fame member. It might be 42-40 or 45-37, but it will be more. Having two goalies remain healthy for 82 games is not a likely scenario, though, especially when one is Brodeur's age (41).

Up front, Jagr could slide into David Clarkson's spot on the top line. The Devils need a bounce-back season from Henrique, and having a pair of experienced wings with a track record of scoring goals could help him.

The team's fourth line has been together for a while now, so it is fair to expect them to stick together. Gionta won 35.1 percent of his 390 faceoffs last season, so Carter needs to take more draws or Gionta needs to improve significantly.

That leaves two wing spots on the third line, with a few other players -- Reid Boucher, Stefan Matteau, Jacob Josefson and Mattias Tedenby -- chief among the candidates. A great camp by Loktionov, Boucher or Matteau could push Clowe to the third line.

The Devils need more from Larsson. He and Merrill are the future on the blue line, but New Jersey could use an impact season from each in the present. Someone has to take Kovalchuk's place on the point during power plays, and expect Merrill, Larsson and Harrold to have their chances.

---
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After failing to qualify for the Stanley Cup Playoffs for the second time in three years, it was an adventurous offseason for the New Jersey Devils.

All the additions and subtractions have left many wondering what will happen in 2013-14. Does the team have the right mix of veterans and young players capable of not only leading the club to a playoff berth, but sustaining a long run once it gets there? Did the NHL retirement of Ilya Kovalchuk set the team back a few years?

A year ago at this time, questions surfaced about how the Devils would survive without Zach Parise, who left via free agency. This summer, it's Kovalchuk.

Here are six questions the Devils face heading into the 2013-14 season:
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1. How do the Devils compensate for the loss of Ilya Kovalchuk? -- There isn't a player on the roster capable of doing what Kovalchuk was able to on a nightly basis. Kovalchuk, 30, had 417 goals and 816 points in 816 regular-season NHL games and had his streak of nine-straight 30-goal seasons snapped by the lockout-shortened 2012-13 season.

Lamoriello added forwards Jaromir Jagr, Michael Ryder, Ryane Clowe and Rostislav Olesz during free agency to alleviate the offensive burden. There's also a very good chance one or more of the organization's top prospects -- Stefan Matteau, Harri Pesonen or Reid Boucher -- will spend considerable time in the NHL.

"We're hoping for surprises and hoping there's a young guy who can step in and grab a job and not let it go and contribute all year," coach Pete DeBoer said. "It's a big jump and there's no rushing that development, so I think we're all taking the approach that there is an opportunity here on this team. With [Kovalchuk's] departure and some of the turnover, we'll see who steps forward and tries to grab a job."

DeBoer acknowledged that Kovalchuk leaving was a big loss. He had 11 goals and was second on the team with 36 points last season, and his average ice time of 24:44 per game topped NHL forwards.

2. How does Pete DeBoer intend to use Martin Brodeur and Cory Schneider? -- Brodeur is the team's starting goalie, and barring injury will be between the pipes opening night, Oct. 3 against the Pittsburgh Penguins. There's no question, however, Schneider will receive his fair share of minutes throughout the season.

"Marty is still the No. 1 goalie; there's no question," Devils general manager Lou Lamoriello said after the trade with the Vancouver Canucks to acquire Schneider on June 30. "Cory is a goaltender not only for the present, but the future."

The Devils didn't trade away the ninth pick of the 2013 NHL Draft for Schneider to play only a handful of games.

Don't be surprised if Schneider gets as much as 45 percent of the starts, or about 36 games. When the 27-year-old Massachusetts native played a career-high 33 games with the Vancouver Canucks in 2011-12, he finished with career bests in wins (20), goals-against average (1.96) and save percentage (.937). The realization is that Schneider knows he's going to be the man in short order; Brodeur is 41 and signed only through this season.

"I think it's a situation that every coach wants," DeBoer said. "You have two great goalies. The bottom line for everybody is we're going to put the best lineup out there to help us win games. That will be the final decision-maker."

3. Is this the year Adam Larsson earns a regular role in the lineup? -- DeBoer has been very patient with the 20-year-old defenseman during his first two seasons in the League. The coach has  allowed Larsson to play alongside many of the veterans, including Andy Greene, and at times opted to have him watch from the stands as a healthy scratch. The fact Lamoriello traded veteran Henrik Tallinder means DeBoer might be willing to loosen the reins a little bit.

There were several moments last season when Larsson exhibited the ability scouts were drooling over prior to the 2011 NHL Draft, when he was the No. 4 pick. He was using his body effectively, was able to make smart decisions at the point, and was generating some quality chances. He averaged 18:06 of ice time and saw more action in penalty-killing situations than on the power play, something that could change in 2013-14.

The expectation is that Larsson establishes career highs across the board as a regular in the lineup this season. As a rookie in 2011-12, he had two goals and 18 points in 65 games. He had six assists and a plus-4 rating in 37 games in 2012-13.

4. How much does Jaromir Jagr have left in the tank? -- Jagr has been able to contribute in each of his stops since returning to the NHL for the 2011-12 season, so there's no reason to think it will change now that he's with the Devils.

Jaromir Jagr

Jaromir Jagr - Career

Right Wing - NJD

G: 681 | A: 1,007 | PTS: 1,688

 SOG: 4,881 | +/-: 278

 The Devils were 28th in the NHL in goals scored and 21st in power-play percentage in 2012-13, so even at 41, the likely Hall of Fame right wing should be able to contribute in some fashion. 

He played 34 games for HC Kladno in the Czech Republic during the work stoppage, then played 45 with the Dallas Stars and Boston Bruins, scoring 16 goals and 35 points. He had 10 assists in 22 playoff games with the Bruins.

Jagr was a big influence on many of the young players with the Philadelphia Flyers in 2011-12, his first season back in the NHL after three in Europe, when he had 19 goals and 54 points. He was equally valuable to the Stars and Bruins.

"I was pleasantly surprised not only by looking at him, but listening to him about what he does to train during the season," Lamoriello said of Jagr. "We're pleased we were able to sign Jaromir. He's acquired plenty of leadership the last several years."

5. Where will the offense come from? -- The Devils struggled when Kovalchuk sustained his shoulder injury against the Florida Panthers on March 23. The team lost 10 of the 11 games he missed (1-6-4) to fall out of a playoff position. During his absence, the Devils scored 19 goals, and Patrik Elias, Travis Zajac, Adam Henrique and David Clarkson mustered one apiece.

Though there is a bit more of burden placed on the shoulders of that next tier of offensive players, there's no question the Devils need a collaborative effort, something that didn't happen when Kovalchuk was out of the lineup.

The Devils will need their offensive catalysts to drive the team this year, which means Elias, Zajac and Henrique must step up, and newcomers Jagr, Ryder and Clowe must come through. Prior to Clowe's injury-riddled 2012-13 season with the San Jose Sharks and New York Rangers, he was good for 17-plus goals and 45-plus points during the four previous seasons.

"We're going to have to play more of a team game," DeBoer said. "We need five-man units and the systems have to be airtight. Special teams has to be better. There will be an emphasis on all those areas."

6. Will the Devils return to the Stanley Cup Playoffs? -- Lamoriello certainly expects the Devils to return to the postseason and challenge for the Cup.

"You know my boss [Lamoriello] … there's no taking your foot off the gas because some of these [changes] happen," DeBoer said. "This organization has dealt with this type of thing for the last decade, dating back to [Brian] Rafalski [in 2007] and [Scott] Niedermayer [in 2005] and on and on. You have to find a way."

New Jersey will compete in the new Metropolitan Division in the Eastern Conference, along with the Carolina Hurricanes, Columbus Blue Jackets, New York Islanders, New York Rangers, Philadelphia Flyers, Pittsburgh Penguins and Washington Capitals. The top three finishers in the division are assured a playoff berth, and though that presents a challenge, Lamoriello said he is happy with the roster he built for 2013-14.

"Our goaltending is solidified for quite a while," Lamoriello said. "I don't know if you can ask any two better goalies working together, with their abilities and personalities. We're happy with our defense, and what we tried to do was fill some needs [on offense]. We believe we've done that."

---
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After the opening day of New Jersey Devils rookie camp in July, coach Peter DeBoer couldn't help but be impressed with the high-caliber defensive prospects on the ice.

"By far, it's the most depth we have at a position in the organization," DeBoer said.

It includes Jon Merrill, Eric Gelinas and Alexander Urbom, each of whom has a pretty good shot at earning some type of role with New Jersey this season.

"I was excited by a couple of them," Devils general manager Lou Lamoriello said. "It's going to be very interesting. I will be shocked if there's not a young defenseman, at least one, in the lineup. But I've been shocked before. [That] would really force moves. It's happened in the past, but they have to be ready to play, and that's when you find out."
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Lamoriello's trade of veteran defenseman Henrik Tallinder on July 7 all but assured DeBoer that at least one of the top young prospects in the system will be playing a significant role.

Here's a look at New Jersey's top 10 prospects, according to NHL.com: 

1. Jon Merrill, D: The organization's top defense prospect is expected to make a big push to earn an NHL roster spot out of training camp in September. Merrill, 21, signed a three-year, entry-level contract with the Devils in March, after his junior season at the University of Michigan. The No. 38 pick in the 2010 NHL Draft, he had two goals and nine assists in 21 games after recovering from a fractured vertebra in his neck sustained during an exhibition game against the University of Windsor on Oct. 9, 2012. The 6-4, 205-pound Oklahoma City native finished his career with the Wolverines with 11 goals and 47 points in 82 games.

"The one thing that is different this year from last year is mentally I feel I'm in a good place," Merrill said during rookie camp in July. "I think I'm ready going forward into training camp. I think there is no exact mold for an NHL defenseman these days. I think everyone gets the job done differently. I think if you can bring something to the team, that's what they're looking for."

2. Alexander Urbom, D: The team's third-round draft pick (No. 73) in 2009 will be given every opportunity to grab a roster spot out of training camp. Urbom played one game with the Devils last season, and had eight assists and 64 penalty minutes in 68 American Hockey League games with the Albany Devils. In 190 AHL games, Urbom, 22, has four goals and 43 points. At 6-3, 216, the native of Stockholm, Sweden, is more of a stay-at-home type who enjoys the physical side of the game.

Urbom has played in 14 NHL games with the Devils, totaling two goals and nine penalty minutes.

3. Stefan Matteau, LW: Matteau (6-1, 215), the team's first-round pick (No. 29) in 2012, played 17 games for the Devils last season, with a goal and two assists before being returned to his junior team, the Blainville-Boisbriand Armada of the Quebec Major Junior Hockey League. His season didn't end well; Matteau, 19, was released by the team in April. It was an unfortunate situation, but the Devils don't believe it will hinder his development. Neither does Matteau.

"In September it's going to be a whole different camp," Matteau said. "It's going to be with the big boys and I want to make a good impression there so I can stay next year."

So what does DeBoer hope to see from Matteau in training camp?

"Improvement," he said. "He jumped in last year and got great experience and I think what you want to see with all the young guys coming back is their continued improvement. They're not going to improve in leaps and bounds, but if they're a little better this year than last year, they're heading in the right direction. It's only a matter of time before they're full-time NHL players."

4. Eric Gelinas, D: The 6-4, 205-pound defenseman might possess the hardest shot of any New Jersey prospect. He's spent the past two seasons with Albany, where he's totaled 22 goals, 59 points and 101 penalty minutes in 132 games. Gelinas, 22, played one game for the Devils, on April 25 against the Pittsburgh Penguins.

The 2009 second-round pick (No. 54) will make a big push to earn a role with the Devils out of training camp.

5. Reid Boucher, C: The versatile forward, who turns 20 on Sept. 8, is one of the more intriguing prospects entering training camp. The 2011 fourth-round pick (No. 99) is capable of playing all three forward spots, and he's spent the past two seasons with the Sarnia Sting in the Ontario Hockey League. The 5-10, 192-pound left-handed shot led the OHL last season with 62 goals -- 12 more than any player -- to surpass Steven Stamkos' single-season club record of 58. Boucher also led the league in power-play goals (21) and finished fifth with 95 points. In 11 games with Albany, Boucher had three goals and five points.

Much like Adam Henrique prior to his breakout rookie season of 2011-12, Boucher is coming off a productive season heading into his first full professional campaign.

Stefan Matteau appeared in 17 games for the Devils last season and scored his first NHL goal in a 3-1 win against the Penguins on Feb. 9.  WATCH NOW ›

FULL INDEX OF PROSPECTS STORIES ›

David Conte, the Devils' director of amateur scouting, said he's been pleased with Boucher's progression.

"It's pretty hard not to be happy with a fourth-round guy who gets 60-plus goals and has done a great job with himself physically," Conte said. "Ironically, his year took off after [Montreal Canadiens rookie Alex] Galchenyuk left. That showed a lot of impetus on his part to elevate his game, as opposed to cry about not having a great player with him."

6. Blake Pietila, LW: The 2011 fifth-round pick (No. 129) spent the past two seasons with Michigan Tech in the Western Collegiate Hockey Association. He became the first player from the Huskies to earn a gold medal as a member of the United States national junior team at the 2013 IIHF World Junior Championship in Ufa, Russia, excelling as a shut-down forward in a third-line role. One of the organization's swiftest skaters, he had two assists and a plus-5 rating in the tournament. The 20-year-old doesn't plan on making the roster as an offensive playmaker or goal-scorer, rather, the kind of third- or fourth-line grinder every team relishes.

In 74 NCAA games, Pietila (5-11, 189) has 24 goals, 48 points and 90 penalty minutes.

"Winning a gold was probably the most exciting moment in my hockey career and it has given me confidence going forward," Pietila said. "It showed that I could play with and against the best guys in the world, so my confidence is sky high now. I don't plan on making the NHL as a high-end guy. I'm just a guy who can play a good defensive, two-way game, and hopefully chip in offensively."

7. Harri Pesonen, LW: The versatile Finn had an impressive first season in North America, with 14 goals and 31 points in 64 games with Albany. Signed by the Devils in June 2012, he played four games with them and impressed.

At 6-foot, 194, Pesonen, who turned 25 on Aug. 6, knows how to get to the net and generate shots. He took 288 for JYP of SM-liiga, Finland's top professional league, in 2011-12, and had 21 goals and 35 points in 60 games averaging more than 16 minutes a game. The Devils will need to determine where Pesonen stands within the organization; he'll earn $550,000 this season in the last year of his contract and can become a restricted free agent next summer.

8. Brandon Burlon, D: The 2008 second-round pick (No. 52) will enter his third professional season in Albany after three seasons at the University of Michigan. The 23-year-old likes to throw his weight around and can chip in offensively; he had 16 assists, 17 points and a plus-9 rating in 53 games last season. Burlon (6-0, 195) has good awareness on the transition and has shown he can make a good first pass out of the defensive end.

9. Keith Kinkaid, G: If something were to happen to either Martin Brodeur or Cory Schneider, 6-2, 190-pound Kinkaid likely would be the first call-up. In 45 games with Albany in 2012-13, he went 21-17-6 with two shutouts, a 2.72 goals-against average and a .905 save percentage. Kinkaid, 24, stopped 12 of 13 shots in a relief appearance for Johan Hedberg with the Devils against the Tampa Bay Lightning on March 5.

10. Scott Wedgewood, G: With Brodeur entering the final season of his contract, this is an important season for Wedgewood, a 2010 third-round draft choice (No. 84). He was loaned to the Trenton Titans of the ECHL last season and went 20-22-5 with one shutout, a 3.22 GAA and a .900 save percentage. Wedgewood, who turned 21 Aug. 14, played five games for Albany (2-2-0, 3.47 GAA, .886 save percentage) when Kinkaid was called up.

Wedgewood (6-1, 190) performed very well for the Titans, despite his numbers. Expect him to share duties with Kinkaid in Albany this season.

---
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Two seasons ago, New Jersey Devils center Travis Zajac was sidelined by injury for more than half the schedule, but the team persevered and went all the way to the Stanley Cup Final before losing to the Los Angeles Kings in six games.

A healthy Zajac returned to the lineup and appeared in all 48 games last season, but produced  seven goals and 20 points, not the output one would expect from a player about to begin the first season of an eight-year, $46 million contract.
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In order for the Devils to have success in 2013-14, they'll need Zajac to rediscover his offensive game.

It got to a point last season that coach Peter DeBoer had no choice but to move Zajac to a third-line role in an effort to relieve some pressure and, perhaps, jump-start the offense. When the Devils opened the season 8-1-3 and Zajac stumbled out the gate with two goals and one assist during that stretch, it was much easier to accept because the team was winning.

Then the Devils began to struggle, and Zajac, who arguably is the organization's top center, couldn't seem to shift into that next gear. It wasn't too much of a surprise that Zajac's offensive woes were magnified following the departure of Zach Parise via free agency to the Minnesota Wild in the summer of 2012. But that's ancient history now, and it's time the 2004 first-round pick (No. 20) begins to shoulder more of the offensive burden as a respected 28-year-old top-line center in the League.

With Ilya Kovalchuk gone now, too, the Devils really need Zajac to regain his form from 2008-09 and 2009-10, when he had at least 20 goals and 60 points in each season.

One area DeBoer needn't concern himself with is Zajac's ability on faceoffs. He has ranked among the top two players on the team in faceoff winning percentage in five of the past six seasons; the only time he didn't was his injury-plagued 2011-12.

Zajac led the team with a 57.4 percent faceoff percentage last season, winning 506 of 881 draws.

Don't be surprised if DeBoer has Zajac centering Ryane Clowe and Michael Ryder to open the season in an attempt to give him a fresh start and, at the same time, begin forming some chemistry with two of the newest Devils.

---
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Dallas Stars' Cody Eakin (20) is pictured during the Columbus Blue Jackets vs. the Dallas Stars NHL hockey game at the American Airlines Center in Dallas on Thursday, April 25, 2013. (Louis DeLuca/The Dallas Morning News)

We’ll continue our annual summer Player Profiles today with center Cody Eakin.

Cody Eakin

Center

Shoots: Left

Age: 22

Height: 6-0,  Weight: 190

Contract: In last year of three-year entry level deal that averages $637,778 a season.

Coming off: A season in which he had 24 points (7 goals, 17 assists) in 48 games.

One of the hidden gems of the Stars’ youth pool is Cody Eakin. Acquired from Washington last season in a trade for Mike Ribeiro, Eakin had a solid first year in Dallas with 24 points in 48 games, and clearly is showing he could be a key player even at age 22.

Eakin has an impressive pedigree. He finished off his junior career with two huge seasons, including a run to the Memorial Cup. In 2009-10 with Swift Current, Eakin posted 91 points (47 goals, 44 assists) in 70 games. Midway through his final season, he was traded from Swift Current to Kootenay. He produced 83 points (36 goals, 47 assists) in 56 combined regular season games that year, and then went on to have a great playoff run.

In 19 playoff games in the WHL and the Memorial Cup, he produced 27 points (11 goals, 16 assists).

In other words, he has plenty of skill.

The question, it seems, is whether or not he has enough skill to be a No. 2 center. With all of the injuries and transition last season for the Stars, Eakin was able to play at No. 2, No. 3, and No. 4 center. He had games of nine minutes, he had games of 20 minutes. Some of his best performances came when he had limited ice time, some came when he was relied upon heavily. He also had bad games at both ends of the time on ice scale.

So, how far can Eakin slide up the depth chart and still be effective?

There are many who would love to pencil him in as the No. 2 center going forward and wait for someone like Radek Faksa or Jason Dickinson to eventually force him out of that role. There are some who believe Eakin is a career No. 3, and it would be good to get him comfortable in that spot while Dallas relies on veterans or eventually acquires a high-end No. 2 center in a future trade.

And, to be quite honest, there’s no telling how that will affect Eakin this season.

In acquiring Shawn Horcoff and Rich Peverley , Stars GM Jim Nill has established depth at center ice and also provided coach Lindy Ruff with some solid veteran hands who have plenty of motivation. Horcoff, 34, is coming off some harsh times in Edmonton, but he has the confidence of Nill, who has known him for a while. It seems as if the veteran will get every chance to resurrect his game and could very well be already penciled in as the No. 2 center. Peverley, 31, is a versatile player who can slide onto one of the wings. However, he’s also one of the best faceoff men on the Stars and had a 42-point season in 2011-12, so he clearly also could be an option on the second line.

That seems to indicate that Eakin will be on the third line to start the season and could see a reduction in the 15:05 time on ice he averaged last season.

The bad thing about that is the Stars have relied on veterans in the past and seemingly slowed the growth of players like Fabian Brunnstrom, Tom Wandell or even Reilly Smith last season. The good thing about it is that Eakin could still have some very nice linemates on the third line.

Depending on how you draw up the roster, Eakin could be spending time with first-round draft pick Valeri Nichushkin, veteran Erik Cole, firecracker Antoine Roussel or even Peverley on the third line. In addition, young wingers like Alex Chiasson, Brett Ritchie, Matej Stransky and Scott Glennie could end up on the third line at different points in the season.

So can Eakin be productive even if he isn’t “officially” the second line center? Definitely. Like I said, a lot of people believe he slots in perfectly in the No. 3 spot, and a lot of people believe the third line needs to produce points for the Stars to be a top-notch NHL squad. And, it seems, that’s how Nill and Ruff want to build this thing _ with an eye toward contending for a Stanley Cup.

That could make it a little tougher for Eakin to show exactly what he can do in this league this season, but it could also mean that he is an effective player for a long time on a very good team.
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We’ll continue our annual summer Player Profiles today with defenseman Alex Goligoski.

Alex Goligoski

Defenseman

Shoots: Left

Age: 28

Height: 5-11,  Weight: 181

Contract: In second year of four-year deal that averages $4.6 million a season.

Coming off: A season in which he had 27 points (3 goals, 24 assists) in 47 games.

Perception might be even bigger than performance for Alex Goligoski, and that clearly could be a problem for the 28-year-old defenseman.

Dallas Stars' Alex Goligoski (33) is pictured during the Pittsburgh Penguins vs. the Dallas Stars NHL hockey game at American Airlines Center in Dallas on Wednesday, February 29, 2012. (Louis DeLuca/The Dallas Morning News)

Bottom line, Goligoski put up solid numbers last season. He ranked 17th among NHL defensemen with 27 points, was a team-best plus-4 and averaged a team-high 22:23 in time on ice. On paper, you couldn’t really ask for much more.

But the perception too often is that Goligoski isn’t a true No. 1 defenseman, that he might be overpaid at $4.6 million per season, and that he is part of the losing end of a trade that sent James Neal and Matt Niskanen to Pittsburgh. The problem with that perception is Goligoski had nothing to do with any of that factors that now sit in his lap. He didn’t make the trade, or make the contract offer, or deem himself a No. 1 defenseman _ and yet he too seems to be affected by the perception that surrounds him.

When you watch him, Goligoski seems to lack confidence. He seems afraid to make a mistake, or maybe he just thinks a little too much, but it’s clear the move to Dallas and into the spotlight has been challenging for him.

And that might be why the new coaching staff and a few new players could be the best thing for Goligoski. In his first quarter season in Dallas, Goligoski was tremendous. Head coach Marc Crawford played him 26 minutes a game and relied heavily on Goligoski to perform well at even strength and on the power play (where he averaged 4:18 in time on ice). Goligoski responded with 15 points in 23 games _ a pace for a 53-point full season.

But when the new coaching staff came in, Goligoski was scaled back a little. He seemed to start thinking more, and he made a few more mistakes. Likewise, the new coaches also made a few more mistakes, and also seemed a little unsure of itself. The result was Goligoski had a good season with 30 points (9 goals, 21 assists) in 71 games and led the team in average time on ice at 22:46. But he didn’t really grab the No. 1 defenseman spot the way people expected. Sheldon Souray was a big factor at even strength and finished plus-11. Philip Larsen even became a more trusted defender.

Again, the numbers were good, but the perception wasn’t.

Goligoski went on and had a solid World Championships for Team USA and came back from the lockout in great shape. He’s a smaller defender at 5-11, 181, and he’s not going to muscle people, but he is a very talented blueliner who can make smart passes and help move the puck _ talents that became clear during the World Championships. And that’s why he might be better used by the Stars coaching staff this season.

With the acquisition of free agent Sergei Gonchar, Goligoski will probably not be looked at as the No. 1 defenseman, and that should relieve some pressure. Gonchar can help Goligoski on the power play, and possibly allow Goligoski to play a little more of the Darryl Sydor role as a great complementary defenseman. If the two are not paired at even strength, Goligoski still should have a nice partner in either Stephane Robidas or Trevor Daley. Now, each of those pairings have had troubles in the past, but if you slide that pair down, then the workload becomes a little more tenable.

As it is in most of these defensemen profiles, much will depend on how the coaches decide to pair up the blueliners.

Goligoski should be better off with this group. One, Gonchar helps take some pressure. Two, it appears the Stars should be better at puck possession _ and that’s really Goligoski’s game. If this team is better at winning possession and moving forward in the offensive zone, it plays into Goligoski’s strength. When you sit in your own end and defend the cycle for half the game, it plays into Goligoski’s weakness.

If he gets off to a good start and gains confidence, the perception could really change for Goligoski. And if he starts to gain a bit more of a positive mindset, there’s no telling where he could go.
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We’ll continue our annual summer Player Profiles today with winger Ray Whitney.

Ray Whitney

Left Wing

Shoots: Right

Age: 41

Height: 5-10 Weight: 180

Contract: In last year of two-year deal that averages $4.5 million a season.

Coming off: A season in which he had 29 points (11 goals, 18 assists) in 32 games.

In a lot of ways, Ray Whitney was in about the worst situation he could possibly find himself in last season. An active supporter of the NHLPA, he had to muddle through the dirt of negotiations for a new collective bargaining agreement and wait for the start of the season in February. After that, his start in Dallas was sidelined by a fracture in his foot. After that, the Stars began to sell off pieces like Michael Ryder, Brenden Morrow, Derek Roy and Jaromir Jagr.

It’s a wonder the 41-year-old winger had the mental strength to get through the season, let alone score almost a point a game…

But he did.

Ray Whitney tallied 29 points (11 goals, 18 assists) in 32 games. He did that while playing several games on a fractured foot that severely limited his mobility. He did that while playing with any number of different linemates. He did that while probably wondering what the heck he had gotten himself into by signing a two-year deal with the transitioning Stars

He did that because he might be one of the most mentally strong players the Stars have seen in some time

Whitney is old, he’s small, he’s probably not the skater he once was. And yet he is a joy to watch on the ice. Simply seeing him feed Alex Chiasson for that run of six goals in seven games during the late season Stars push showed you all you needed to know about the guy. At a time when many had given up on the Stars’ season, Whitney hadn’t. At a time when it would have been easy to dismiss a spunky kid and his dream, Whitney jumped on board and fed off the enthusiasm.

That’s impressive.

So, looking at this season, you have to figure Whitney might be even better. He is in terrific shape and uses stretching and yoga to stay healthy. He should be recovered from the foot fracture, although health is always a question for a guy who’s 41. And he should be a great fit with this organization. Whitney is an intense competitor, and the Stars are expected to be an intense and hungry team this season. In addition to adding coach Lindy Ruff, the Stars also have added veteran players in Shawn Horcoff, Rich Peverley and Sergei Gonchar. Each is getting a fresh start, and each should be in a good place.

While the Stars last season were unsure of the future of several players _ including Ryder, Roy, Morrow and Jagr _ this group is looking for a bit of solidarity. Yes, Whitney is in the final year of his deal, and yes, Gonchar also is approaching 40, but there seems to be a belief that Dallas is through with the big changes for right now and wants to “learn to be still,” to quote the great Don Henley.

And that could flow through a player like Whitney. He takes care of his own motivation, but he’s also affected by the motivation of others.

With Jamie Benn moving to the left wing and likely to play on the top line with Tyler Seguin, Whitney seems locked in at the second line left wing with Horcoff, Peverley or Cody Eakin at center and Chiasson at right wing. There are a lot of things Ruff is going to have to experiment with, including where to play rookie Valeri Nichushkin and veteran Erik Cole, but it sure seems like Chiasson and Whitney will play on the same line to start with. The two showed dynamic chemistry in that short run in April, as Whitney assisted on four of six Chiasson goals and Chiasson’s only assist set up a Whitney goal.

There is no way they are not going to at least explore that chemistry again.

You keep wanting to say this will be Whitney’s last NHL season, but he doesn’t feel that way, and you really won’t know until the year unfolds. After tallying 29 points in 32 games last season with all of the distractions, you can’t rule out another fantastic season in 2013-14. After all, he tallied 77 points (24 goals, 53 assists) in 82 games during his last full season (2011-12 with Phoenix), and the Coyotes decided not to re-sign him.

Somewhere in that scenario, there’s a lesson to be learned about Ray Whitney.
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We’ll continue our annual summer Player Profiles today with defenseman Stephane Robidas.

Stephane Robidas

Defenseman

Shoots: Right

Age: 36

Height: 5-11 Weight: 196

Contract: In last year of four-year deal that averages $3.3 million a season.

Coming off: A season in which he had 13 points (1 goal, 12 assists) in 48 games.

For the past five seasons, Stephane Robidas has had three different head coaches and three different assistant coaches, and each of the three basically used Robidas as a No. 1 defenseman.That says a lot about the scrappy 36-year-old, who simply shows up every day, plays through pain, and does what his team asks of him.

But after each of those seasons, where Robidas was among the leaders in almost all statistics for Dallas defensemen, the Stars have said they wanted to reduce his workload. This season is no different. So does that mean Robidas isn’t good at his job? Does it mean he’s being overused? Or does it simply mean the Stars need better defenders ahead of Robidas, and they need him to keep doing what he’s doing?

The latter seems the best answer.

Stephane Robidas is a valuable player even at 36. Last season, he finished second on the Stars in time on ice at 22:14, first in hits (136) and first in blocked shots (93). While his power play time (2:08) and scoring (13 points) each dropped, he still led the team in shorthanded time (3:06) and was out there in most key defensive situations.

Bottom line, he’s a solid NHL defender.

So, how can he best help the Stars this season? Well, Robidas is the team’s only right-handed defenseman at the NHL level, so that’s important to the structure of the defense. Lefties Trevor Daley and Sergei Gonchar play the right side, but Robidas has a right-handed shot and allows different options in pairings. He fits well with Brenden Dillon, and also has allowed Alex Goligoski to stay on the left when coaches have been tempted to move Goligoski to the right side.

That in itself makes him a player who will be a part of the “top four” discussions on defense. Putting him back with Dillon and letting those two play the hard minutes at even strength and shorthanded is definitely an option. They did it last season and were mostly successful.

I’m not sure they will play him beside Gonchar or Daley, because each can play the right side. However, if they are looking beyond the right-left thing and have other ideas on what will make a good pairing, Gonchar and Daley are lefties, so they could slide to the left side with Robidas if the fit is there.

There are many who believe Robidas might be best used on a third pair with Aaron Rome or Kevin Connauton, but I’m not sure the Stars are at that point yet. They still believe they can squeeze more out of Robidas and make use of him higher in the lineup.

If it’s any indication, Robidas played for Team Canada at the World Championships and was the second most used defenseman on the team behind Dan Hamhuis. Lindy Ruff was his head coach there, so Ruff obviously trusts Robidas and likes what he has to offer.

All of that said, you do have to wonder where Robidas sits in the long-term plans of the organization. He is 36, he’s in the last year of his contract, and there are some interesting defensemen like Connauton, Jamie Oleksiak and Patrik Nemeth pushing up from below. On paper, Robidas looks like the one to be moved if the Stars want to make space for the youngsters. His actual salary is $2.85 million, down from $3.55 million last season, and that helps make him desirable on the trade market.

Could the Stars dangle him at some point? Possibly, especially if Oleksiak or Connauton busts through and demands higher minutes (the way Dillon did last season).  Of course, they also could be dangling Daley or Goligoski at the same time, so it might come down to what deal makes the most sense for everyone.

You’d almost like to think Robidas can finish his career with the Stars as a great role playing defenseman and locker room leader _ the role that many have imagined for the past three or four seasons. But with the amount of kids pushing forward, that might not be possible.

Given the choice of keeping Robidas around for a few more years at a reasonable rate or keeping Rome or another veteran as the No. 7 guy, it seems Robidas is an easy choice. However, Robidas’ high value in the league might mean that can’t happen

The defense is in transition, so we’ll just have to wait and se. It could be that way with a lot of the defensemen this season.
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We’ll continue our annual summer Player Profiles today with center Tyler Seguin.

Tyler Seguin

Center

Shoots: Right

Age: 21

Height: 6-1, Weight: 182

Contract: In first year of six-year deal that averages $5.75 million a season.

Coming off: A season in which he had 32 points (16 goals, 16 assists) in 48 games.

Strange as it is to write this, the best way for Tyler Seguin to overcome any of the reports of immaturity coming out of Boston is to have the best season of his career on the ice.

Oh sure, the 21-year-old can curtail his partying, run with a more mature crowd, and stay off social networking like Twitter (all of which he will likely do). But in the real world of pro sports, most criticism goes away when you play well. Seguin hasn’t broken any laws and isn’t going to be suspended by the league, so people are only frustrated with him because he wasn’t a key member of a Stanley Cup championship team. Had the Bruins won it all, the parties would have been excused, the Twitter foibles pushed aside, and the tales of playoff distraction buried.

But, the Bruins lost, and now there needs to be a reason why. That’s how this entertainment business works.

But it can also work in your favor if you play well and win. The 1999 Stars had plenty of wildmen. They were seen as charming. Heck, Brett Hull and Ed Belfour became fan favorites because they could party and still show up and play their best. That’s how they did it in the old days.

But if Tony Romo goes to Cabo, he darn well better win the next game. If he doesn’t, he’s going to have to hear about it for years.

Seguin should have a strong year with the Stars. His numbers say he is a unique talent, and his situation puts him in a great place of opportunity. Not only does he get a fresh start off the ice, but Seguin really should be a different player in Dallas. He was a scoring winger in Boston, and a volume shooter. He led Boston with 161 shots in 48 games last season, a full 36 more than the second place Bruin in that category.

That can be seen as a selfish stat at times, and a concern for a player who is going to be the team’s top play-making center, but it speaks to the fact that Seguin is often in the offensive end of the ice. Yes, Seguin benefitted from a list of strong linemates, but he also helped make those linemates better, and they all seemed to camp out on the right side of the redline. Stars fans who watched this team struggle to get any shots on goal (they ranked 29th last season at 26.3 shots on goal per game last season) have to be excited about a player who gets the puck to the net.

He was a rock solid scoring winger for a team that made it to the Stanley Cup Final. If that’s all the Stars were getting, they’d probably be overjoyed.

But Seguin is much more than that.

The 21-year-old speedster was taken second overall in 2010 because he was one of the best centers in junior hockey. He put up 106 points (48 goals, 58 assists) in 63 games with Plymouth as an 18-year-old, a performance that happened in the backyard of new Stars GM Jim Nill, who was working with the Detroit Red Wings at the time.

And now Nill is hoping Seguin smoothly makes the transition back to that dominant, bell-cow type of leader.

Seguin said he’s actually glad he got moved to right wing in Boston, because it allowed him to see the game in a different way. Jamie Benn, who will be moving back to left wing, said he feels the same way about moving to the center spot with the Stars for the past three seasons. Now, with the two expected to forge chemistry on the same line, it should be fun to watch how they use what they’ve learned. Will Seguin still be a volume shooter? Can Benn give up carrying the puck so much? Or do the two simply rewrite the rules on how a center and winger interact?

Seguin averaged 17 minutes of ice time last season in Boston, including 2:11 on the power play. He had four power play goals and two assists for six points in 48 games. All of those numbers should go up with the Stars. He should be dancing around 20 minutes or more per game and likely will be among the minute leaders on the power play. He also should see his power play numbers increase.

And when you consider he’s already a guy who had 67 points (29 goals, 38 assists) in an 81-game season in 2011-12, that’s pretty exhilarating.

Bottom line, Tyler Seguin is a premier talent, and that’s something the Stars have been lacking. No, premier talents can’t do it on their own (see John Tavares with the Islanders), but if you want to be a real contender for the Stanley Cup, then one of the historic ways to get there is to have premier talents, especially in the center position.

Seguin is 21, so he still has some growing to do, but the Stars are getting a player who has seen plenty of NHL action. He has played 203 regular season games, tallying 121 points (56 goals, 65 assists) and is plus-53 in that span. What’s more, he has played 42 playoff games, already and has gone to the Stanley Cup Final twice, and already has won one Cup (2011).

You can criticize his playoff numbers (6 goals, 12 assists for 18 points), but, the fact he has been there and seen quite a bit is a boost to a Stars team that has missed the playoffs for five straight seasons. When the Stars finally do get back to the post-season, it would be nice to have people who are comfortable in that setting.

Seguin’s faceoff numbers are decent, but he took only 45 draws last season, winning 48.9 percent. He said he was a very good faceoff man in junior hockey and said he looks forward to getting back into a rhythm at the NHL level. If he struggles at all, the Stars can put Rich Peverley up on his right wing to help out.

One added bonus in Seguin’s satchel of talents is the fact he was the Bruins’ best shootout man for the past three seasons. He is 13-for-27 in his career (48.1 percent) and ranks fourth among active players with 25 or more attempts.

So quite a bit there to like.

Seguin’s start in Dallas was a bit bumpy off the ice, but there’s a very easy way to fix that. If he wins, and puts up numbers, there’s a pretty good chance he’ll fit in just fine.

That’s how pro sports has worked for years.

Jamie Benn: `I want to be on that Olympic team.’

By Mike Heika / Reporter

mheika@dallasnews.com
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Stars left wing Jamie Benn was not one of the 47 players invited to the orientation camp for Team Canada in preparation for the 2014 Winter Olympics, and he said he is motivated by that slight.

Benn is helping out in a hockey camp in his native Victoria, B.C., and talked to the local paper about it.

Here is an out-take from the story:

“It’s obviously their decision. But it’s given me the fire for the start of the [NHL] season. I want to be on that Olympic team. I’m going to have to go out in the first half of the season and make them want to pick me. I’m just going to have to have the best first half of the year I can have and make an impact for the Dallas Stars.”

International sport is important to Benn. More than that, it runs in the family. Benn won a gold medal at the 2009 world junior hockey championships and represented Canada in the 2012 IIHF world championships. Dad Randy Benn won gold medals in softball at the 1976 world championships in New Zealand and 1979 Pan American Games in Puerto Rico.

“It’s a totally different experience [than in club play] when you put on a national team jersey,” Benn said. “It’s a pretty special feeling to be representing your country.”

For the entire story in the Times Colonist, click here.
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We’ll continue our annual summer Player Profiles today with winger Erik Cole.

Erik Cole

Right Wing

Shoots: Left

Age: 34

Height: 6-2, Weight: 210

Contract: In third year of four-year deal that averages $4.5 million per season.

Coming off: A season in which he had 13 points (9 goals, 4 assists) in 47 games.

Maybe the most mysterious player on the Stars right now is Erik Cole. Is he a legitimate 30-goal scorer who deserves a chance to play beside Tyler Seguin and Jamie Benn? Is he a checking winger who might be a good fit next to Shawn Horcoff or Cody Eakin? Is he simply a veteran grinder who might have to find a fit next to Vernon Fiddler?

Or is he not long for the Stars’ roster?

All seem like viable options for the 34-year-old winger.

Acquiring Cole was one of the oddest moves for the Joe Nieuwendyk Stars. Yes, Michael Ryder was going to become an unrestricted free agent, and yes Niewuendyk didn’t want to lose him for nothing, but it seemed like Dallas could have gotten so much more for Ryder. Instead, Nieuwendyk obtained Cole, who many believe could have been had for nothing out of Montreal.

Not only was Cole struggling with the Canadiens, he had three years left on a contract that paid him $4 million a season, and new Montreal GM Marc Bergevin needed to make room for up-and-coming players. Some felt a change of venue would be good for Cole, who had 3 goals and 3 assists in 19 games for Montreal, but that hardly proved true in Dallas last season.

He was a decent player, but he simply did not live up to his contract or his ice time. Getting 16:53 a game in Dallas (a full four minutes more per game than Vern Fiddler). he fell flat. He tallied six goals and one assist overall, falling short of players like Fiddler and Antoine Roussel _ who came at much more reasonable prices. Cole averaged 2:51 in power play time on ice per game and tallied one power play goal and one power play assist in 28 games with the Stars

You can classify that as an unmitigated disaster.

There were some fans who were asking if the Stars should have used one of their buyouts on Cole this summer just so he wouldn’t take up any cap room going forward. That’s how bad the perception has been at times.

And yet new Stars GM Jim Nill is excited about the expectations for Cole. One, Cole is a big body at 6-2, 210. Two, he seems in great shape and is an excellent skater. Three, there is a real chance that Cole comes into training camp with a great mindset.

Cole is an ardent supporter of the NHL Players Association, and there are some who believe the lockout messed up his entire 2012-13 season. He appeared angry during the lockout, and he didn’t seem to meld well with either the new Canadiens or the transitioning Stars. In an article in the Montreal Gazette, he pondered if retirement might be an option because he was so upset with the results of the new CBA.

That’s certainly not the sound of a motivated player.

Now that the lockout is in the rearview mirror and Cole will be able to move his family to Dallas (they stayed in Montreal last year), he should be in a better state of mind.

Will that make a difference? That’s a big question.

Maybe the thing that most inspires Nill and the Stars is just how good a player Cole has been in his career. Two years ago, he tallied 61 points (35 goals, 26 assists) in 82 games with Montreal. Three years ago, he had 52 points (26 goals, 26 assists) in 82 games with Carolina. He is a technically sound player who can get to the front of the net with his bulk and keep up on the quickest line with his speed. He can be a volume shooter, with plus-200 shots twice in the past three seasons. He creates a lot of options, and some would say he creates a lot of “top six” forward options.

And, truth be told, the Stars are still a little unsure with their top six forwards right now. Gone from last year’s team are Ryder, Loui Eriksson, Jaromir Jagr and Brenden Morrow. Locked in on the left wing are Jamie Benn and Ray Whitney. That means the right wing spot on each the first and second line are wide open.

Could Valeri Nichushkin or Alex Chiasson grab those spots? Is Rich Peverley a candidate to help Benn and Tyler Seguin forge a special chemistry? Heck, could Brett Ritchie come out of nowhere to earn a place on the NHL Stars? All are possible.

But just as possible _ and maybe even more likely, considering his past _ is that Cole shows a lot of energy in training camp and lands smack dab on the top line. Cole is a left-handed shot, but he seems more comfortable on the right side than the left, so that means he could be the perfect player at the perfect time for the Stars.

He has tallied 20 goals or more five times in his career. He had 35 just two seasons ago. He is not slowing down and doesn’t seem to have any issues with injuries. It seems he really can live up to his contract and to his potential…if he can simply find his “Happy Place.”

Whether it’s as simple as that, we’ll have to wait to see this season. After all, he is a very mysterious player at this point.

Player Profile: Brenden Dillon
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We’ll continue our annual summer Player Profiles today with defenseman Brenden Dillon.

Brenden Dillon

Defenseman

Shoots: Left

Age: 22

Height: 6-3, Weight: 230

Contract: In third year of three-year entry level deal that averages $900,000 per season.

Coming off: A season in which he had 8 points (3 goals, 5 assists) in 48 games.

There are times when you get so ahead of yourself in planning the Hall of Fame career of Stars defenseman Brenden Dillon that you forget just how far he has come in three years.

Dillon was a late-bloomer who wasn’t even drafted. It’s a heck of a story that he even made the NHL, let alone that he might have been the Stars’ best defenseman for the first half of last season. But, he has done that, and so now you have to judge him going forward and see exactly what his potential is.

On the good side, Dillon is a physical specimen. At 6-3, 230, he clearly is the biggest and most physical defenseman in the Stars’ current stable of NHL defensemen (until Jamie Oleksiak moves up). He is a gym rat who has had to establish an incredible work ethic to make up for his lack of size growing up, and he maintains that work ethic now. He also has solid skating and passing skills. Again, because he had to be smart and quick when he was younger, he has built a base of skill that he hasn’t lost despite the growth spurt. And lastly, he might be one of those most dedicated and genuine people in the Stars’ locker room.

This all goes back to the fact he was 5-2 at age 15 and then 5-11 at age 17. He has had to work his whole life to prove people wrong, and now he has the ability to do just that. But the process of him doing that still could take some time. Dillon had a solid season in the AHL last fall while the NHL was in its lockout. He posted 14 points (3 goals, 11 assists) in 37 games for the Texas Stars and was their leader on defense. When the NHL season resumed, there was no doubt he was going to be a key participant on the Dallas Stars.

Dillon fell into a perfect situation, as veteran defenseman Stephane Robidas was his partner and also asked Dillon to live with him. The plan created a special bond, and that bond was clear on the ice. Dillon pointed out that he was learning not only how Robidas played the game and what tricks he used, but also his dedication to being a hockey player 100 percent of the time while also being a great family man.

It was an impressive lesson for the youngster.

Dillon and Robidas were the team’s top pairing on defense, and Dillon was probably the team’s best defensemen for the first 30 games. However, the Stars decided to spread the wealth and juggle their defense pairs, and Dillon started to fade at the end of the season. Now, there are several theories on why that happened. One, Dillon was at mid-season form (because of his AHL time) when the NHL started up, and the rest of the league simply caught up. Two, Dillon played 85 games between the NHL and AHL and was simply tired at the end of the season. Three, he really did miss playing beside Robidas.

Dillon was tabbed by Canada for the World Championships and had a great experience there. He averaged 14 minutes per game and helped Canada to a 6-1-1 record. His coach there was Lindy Ruff, and while Ruff played Dillon just four minutes in Canada’s tournament-ending shootout loss to Sweden, he said he was impressed by the youngster on the international stage.

So, all of that means that Dillon is in a good place heading into the 2013-14 season. He understands the NHL and is working hard to be prepared, and his coaches seem to understand his ability and how he can move forward.

In a perfect world, Dillon would be reunited with Robidas, and the two would form a nice shutdown pair this season. However, Dillon’s ability creates options for Ruff and new assistant coach James Patrick. Because Sergei Gonchar plays the right side, Dillon could be used to help support the 39-year-old, and that could become the team’s No. 1 pairing at even strength. Because Robidas is 36 and is in the last year of his contract, Dillon could be paired with 30-year-old Trevor Daley (who also plays the right side), and that could become the team’s future shutdown pair.

The fact that Dillon could be a good fit in so many situations says a lot about what he has become.

However, he’s still just a second-year NHL player who has much to learn, and the Stars need to keep that in mind. As much as you would like to treat him like a future superstar, you also are responsible for developing him in these very important formative years.

Player Profile: Sergei Gonchar

By Mike Heika / Reporter

mheika@dallasnews.com
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We’ll continue our annual summer Player Profiles today with defenseman Sergei Gonchar.

Sergei Gonchar

Defenseman

Shoots: Left

Age: 39

Height: 6-2, Weight: 206

Contract: In first year of two-year deal that averages $5 million per season.

Coming off: A season in which he had 27 points (3 goals, 24 assists) in 45 games for Ottawa.

How the new coaching staff chooses to use its personnel will have a lot to do with how individual players perform next season, and a lot of those decisions are still up in the air. However, one thing seems clear _ Sergei Gonchar will act as this team’s No.1 defenseman until he proves he can’t do it or someone steps ahead of him.

Yes, Gonchar is 39 and will be playing in the Western Conference for the first time in his career, but he was brought here for a reason. New GM Jim Nill traded for Gonchar’s rights in early June _ his first big move on the job _ and then signed him to a two-year deal at $5 million a season. That seems like a ton for an older player, but Gonchar is coming off a solid season in Ottawa and the Stars are starting to believe in older players.

They signed Ray Whitney last season to a two-year deal at age 39 and were rewarded when Whitney tallied 29 points in 32 games. What’s more, Nill worked with Nicklas Lidstrom in Detroit and watched him play strong hockey until he was 42. No, he wasn’t the same player he was at age 30, but because he was one of the greatest defensemen of all time, Lidstrom at age 42 was better than most of the other NHL defensemen in the league.

That’s what the Stars are hoping they are getting in Gonchar. He is one of the top defensemen over the past two decades. In 1,177 games with the Capitals, Bruins, Penguins and Senators, he has 775 points (217 goals, 558 assists). He is a plus-player (plus-39) and has averaged 24 minutes of ice time per game.

He has played in four All-Star Games and he understands the pressure and responsibility of being a No. 1 defenseman.

And that’s important on the Stars. While Alex Goligoski is trying to be that player, he has battled with heavy expectations and seemed to melt when the pressure was highest. While Stephane Robidas has filled that role with the Stars, most insiders have speculated that he would be better with less ice time. And while Brenden Dillon might one day be able to grasp that role, he’s still getting used to the NHL.

So that leaves Gonchar.

Even the Senators were expecting to scale Gonchar back last season, but when Norris Trophy winner Erik Karlsson went out with a lacerated Achilles tendon, Gonchar stepped up and led the Senators to the playoffs. He averaged 23:59 in ice time (after dropping to 22:15 the year before) and was second on the team in scoring with 27 points in 45 games. Bottom line, he was given a great challenge and responded in the most positive way.

So why didn’t the Senators keep him? Gonchar said he wanted to stay there, but he also said he wanted a two-year contract. That seemed to be too much for Ottawa, who has Karlsson at the ready now. It was a decision to not invest $10 million over two seasons in a 39-year-old, and that seems completely prudent.

So why would the Stars decide to take the risk?

One, Nill knows they have no No.1 defenseman without Gonchar. Two, Gonchar adds a lot of intangibles.

Gonchar is not small at 6-2, 206, so he gives the Stars a bigger defensive element than Goligoski, Robidas or Trevor Daley. He can defend intelligently, and he can take on several roles. If he is paired with Goligoski, he can help develop the skill game of the light defenseman. If he is paired with Brenden Dillon, he can teach the youngster some tricks on how to defend and how to make breakout passes. And, of course, he will quarterback the No. 1 power play unit and show all of the defenseman how that is done.

In addition, he will be extremely helpful with rookie Valeri Nichushkin. The two are from the same town in Russia (Chelyabinsk), and Gonchar already has a history of helping younger Russian teammates (check out this story on Evgeni Malkin). Bottom line, he should be able to help out a lot of younger players. He is a leader overall, and he could become the leader of the defense.

That, in itself, could help the beleaguered unit improve.

Right now, Gonchar is the Stars’ No. 1 defenseman, but the organization hopes that will change in the next two seasons. Either, they will swing a trade for a better, younger player, or Gonchar will help turn Goligoski or Dillon (or maybe eventually Jamie Oleksiak) into his replacement. Either way, they believe that he’s worth the investment in time and money.

Player Profile: Kari Lehtonen

By Mike Heika / Reporter
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We’ll continue our annual summer Player Profiles today with goalie Kari Lehtonen.

Kari Lehtonen

Goalie

Catches: Left

Age: 29

Height: 6-4, Weight: 217

Contract: In first year of five-year deal that averages $5.9 million per season.

Coming off: A season in which he went 15-14-3 with a 2.66 GAA and a .916 save percentage.

One of the unfair things about professional sports is your best players have to hit a very high standard or they are seen as underachieving. That’s the standard for Tony Romo. That’s the standard for Dirk Nowitzki. And that’s the standard for Kari Lehtonen.

As much as you can say Lehtonen has been the team MVP over the past two seasons, he has to do more this year. He’s starting a five-year contract that averages $5.9 million a season and his actual pay in 2013-14 of $6.25 million places him sixth on the salary chart of NHL goalies.

Yet he was 32nd in the league in goals against average last season at 2.66, and was 19th in save percentage at .916. Too often, he simply did not win the big game for the Stars. Too often, he did not do enough to get the Stars to the next level.

Now, it’s easy to look back and say that was an impossible task _ that the Stars simply didn’t have enough talent. But you can look around the league and see places where goalies did indeed come up and carry mediocre to bad teams. Sergei Bobrovsky did it with Columbus last season. Viktor Fasth did it with Anaheim, to some extent. Mike Smith put the Phoenix Coyotes on his back two seasons ago and carried them not only to the playoffs but to the Western Conference finals.

That’s what the Stars need from their goalie.

It’s been an interesting career for Lehtonen. He was the second overall draft pick in 2002, and he was given the opportunity to grow with the Atlanta Thrashers. However, he battled physical fitness issues, which led to injury issues, which led to performance issues. In the end, he lost his job to Ondrej Pavelec and was traded to the Stars in 2010.

The knock on Lehtonen was he just didn’t care enough, that he didn’t work hard enough, that he was lazy. Some of that may have been accurate, but some of it may have come from the fact that’s extremely calm and laid back.

The move to the Stars, however, ignited his competitive spirit, and Lehtonen lost weight, improved his flexibility, and became a top-notch NHL goalie. In 2011-12, Lehtonen went 32-22-4 and ranked 10th in GAA at 2.33 and eighth in save percentage at .922.

But even during that fantastic season, he didn’t carry the Stars into the playoffs with a strong stretch run. Just as he didn’t come up big in the key game against Minnesota that could have secured a playoff spot the year before. Just as he didn’t play his best hockey down the stretch when the Stars needed it last season.

While he wasn’t the only one who didn’t step up, he gets the focus because he’s the superstar. Just like Romo and Nowitzki, he gets increased scrutiny when the team can’t win the big game.

The new Stars front office very seriously thought about using the Jerry Jones strategy of making Lehtonen “uncomfortable” this season. They pondered bringing in Tim Thomas or another goalie who had designs on being the No. 1, and they really felt that would be a great strategy to not only improve the back-up goalie numbers, but to light a fire under Lehtonen.

But they backed away from that.

I’m not sure if that type of goalie didn’t want to come to Dallas, if the money was an issue, or if they simply decided that would be a bad strategy with the laid-back Lehtonen; but Dan Ellis clearly is a back-up at this stage of his career who is not going to really make the No. 1 goalie uncomfortable. That’s not a knock against Ellis, who is a solid back-up and a good guy, but it’s just a statement that whatever improvements Lehtonen makes this season will have to come from inside.

There is a belief he can definitely increase his inner drive on his own. He was left to float alone during the lockout last season, and some believe that hurt his edge. This summer, he has moved his home from Atlanta to Dallas, and has been working out diligently with goalie coach Mike Valley, who has proven to be a great friend and motivator.

Lehtonen also has the carrot of the winter Olympics hanging out there. He declined to participate in the World Championships so he could spend time with his wife and new son, so he knows he has to go a long way to prove himself to Team Finland officials. On one hand, he could see the task as improbable and keep it out of his mind. On the other hand, he could be extremely determined and know that the best goalies in the first half of the 2013-14 season will probably be going to Sochi, Russia.

But that really is just a footnote to the story of his career. As much as he has worked hard up to now, his real legacy will be forged with the new-look Stars in the next five seasons. The team seems prepared to win, but they need Lehtonen to lead the way, just as Nowitzki did with the Mavericks.

Marty Turco won two Roger Crozier Saving Grace Awards for having the best save percentage in the NHL. He played in three All-Star Games. He is the all-time franchise leader in goaltender wins and posted a 262-154-63 record with the Stars. He lost a  seven-game playoff series in which he posted three shutouts and an overall 1.30 goals against average.

And yet if you ask a lot of fans, he didn’t do enough. He wasn’t Ed Belfour. He didn’t win enough big games. He didn’t win enough in the playoffs. He has his critics, just like Tony Romo.

It’s not fair, but it’s the way of the world in sports.

And, it’s the way of the world for Kari Lehtonen until he can get to the playoffs and start winning playoff games.
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We’ll start our annual summer Player Profiles today with the expected top dog, Jamie Benn. Then, we’ll work our way through the roster.

Jamie Benn

Left Wing

Shoots: Left

Age: 24

Height: 6-2, Weight: 205

Contract: In second year of five-year deal that averages $5.25 million per season.

Coming off: A season in which he tallied 33 points (12 goals, 21 assists) in 41 games.

You can say this about a lot of Stars players in 2013-14, but it should be a huge year for Jamie Benn.

With all of the shuffling over the past few seasons, the Stars are looking to make a big impact under new GM Jim Nill and new head coach Lindy Ruff, and Benn is expected to be in the middle of it all. The 24-year-old forward is getting shifted from center back to wing, and that move is being done with the belief that Benn can legitimately be considered one of the best left wings in the NHL.

Is that a smart bet? Many in the Stars organization believe it is.

When former Stars GM Joe Nieuwendyk got the idea to move Benn to center, he was relying on a several factors. One, the Stars didn’t have a lot of centers in the organization. Two, the team was in a tough place financially, and centers are expensive. And three, Nieuwendyk firmly believed that Benn could become a strong two-way center that could win battles with the likes of Joe Thornton, Ryan Getzlaf and Anze Kopitar in the Pacific Division. And, in many ways, Nieuwendyk was right.

Benn was a solid center, he did improve his two-way game, and he was a handful for the big pivots out West

But, no matter how much Benn tried, he was playing out of position. He said he never once played center before it was brought up at the NHL level, and it was clear he still was learning how to play defense and how to win faceoffs. Last season, he was a team-worst minus-12 and won 46.1 percent of his draws.

He was better than that the season before, but the bottom line is he was a work-in-progress at center. It was like switching a tackle to center in football or an outfielder to shortstop in baseball _ it can be done, but it takes a lot of time to learn all of the details of the position.

Now, Benn is back to his normal position. In junior hockey, Benn was among the most feared scorers in the Western Hockey League. He tallied 82 points (46 goals and 36 assists) in 56 regular season games with Kelowna, and then carried the Rockets to the Memorial Cup finals with 33 points (13 goals, 20 assists) in 19 playoff games.

After his rookie season in the NHL, he was assigned to the AHL, and he led the Texas Stars to the Calder Cup finals. Benn had 26 points (14 goals, 12 assists) in 24 AHL playoff games, and was one of the best players in the playoffs.

So he’s pretty good at this wing thing.

This year, he should get a chance to play the wing with some aggressiveness, as well. With Tyler Seguin playing center, Benn should have a fantastic partner with which to forge a strong alliance for years to come. Seguin is 21 and was the second overall pick in 2010. He played right wing for three seasons in Boston, but is seen as one of the best young centers in the game and also is expected to get a charge moving back to his normal position.

There are some caveats to be considered with this pairing. Each Benn and Seguin have played out of position for three seasons, so there could be some growing pains as they try to switch back. In addition, Benn loves to carry the puck, and that could make the transition to wing a little tougher. Bottom line, they have to work to find their chemistry and also have to find the right man to man the right wing.

However, there also are enormous potential benefits. Because the Stars had plenty of scoring wingers in the past, Benn was often given the role of set-up man on the half wall during the power play. Last season, he tallied 10 power play points (3 goals, 7 assists) in 41 games. The season before, he had just 10 power play points (2 goals, 8 assists) in 71 games. Last season, he was third among forwards in power play time on ice at 3:22 per game. Two seasons ago, he was fifth among forwards at 2:17. Those numbers are shockingly bad for a player of his caliber, and speak to his misuse with the man advantage and the ineffectiveness of the power play in general.

This move will allow Benn to find his power play touch once again. In a normal season, there are typically 20 NHL players with 25 or more points on the power play. Those are the numbers Benn should be targeting.

With Jaromir Jagr, Michael Ryder and Loui Eriksson gone, Benn should be the leading shooter on the power play. He should be given the freedom to flash the front of the net for deflections, lurk in the high slot for redirections or sit in the circles for one-timers. In other words, he should be allowed to be a power forward and do what power forwards usually do.

If that part of his game improves (and if the Stars improve significantly on the power play because of it), the move will be worth it.

There is one other element that could be big for Benn this season, and that’s the decision on the captaincy of the team. Brenden Morrow served as captain since 2006 before he was traded last season, so naming the new captain will be important. It could be so important that the team goes with a group of alternate captains (A’s) and doesn’t put the “C” on anyone until next season. But I’m starting to get the feeling they are leaning toward naming a captain.

The guess is Benn would be that captain

Jim Nill comes from a Detroit organization where Steve Yzerman was named captain at age 21 and served in that role until he retired at age 41. The new Stars GM has talked about a Dallas plan that lasts for more than a decade and not mere years. Benn is 24 and could be the captain for a long, long time.

So that could be a lot on the plate of Jamie Benn this season, but he seems ready for it _ in fact probably enthused by the opportunity.

Benn is a quiet type who will do whatever the coach or GM tells him, so he’s tough to read at times. But I think he is genuinely excited about moving back to wing, and he’s genuinely excited about the direction of the organization.

And if things work out, he should be genuinely considered one of the top 20 or 30 players in the NHL.

Jim Nill on top pick Valeri Nichushkin: ‘He’s a man already’

By SportsDayDFW sports

websports@dallasnews.com

8:37 pm on July 29, 2013  | Permalink
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When the Stars selected Valeri Nichushkin in the first round of June’s NHL Draft, they knew they were taking a guy who expected to play right away. Part of the reason he fell to the Stars at No. 10 was his insistence that he’d rather play in Russia than in the American minors.

Now that Nill has been able to evaluate Nichushkin for a month, he thinks the center could contribute immediately.

“We think he’s very close, but I don’t want to put expectations on him either. I want to be careful,” Nill told NHL.com last week. “He’s going to get every opportunity in the world to be on the team. We want to keep him around for a while.”

Standing 6-foot-4 and nearly 200 pounds, Nill said it won’t be his physique that prevents him from getting a shot at the NHL right away.

“Physically, he’s ready,” Nill said. ”He’s a man already. We’re just going to monitor him real close and let him come in and see where he fits in. He can just come in and play, and that’s going to be key to his development.”

New Stars assistant coach James Patrick ready for change, excited about possibilities in Dallas

By Mike Heika / Reporter

mheika@dallasnews.com

2:34 pm on July 24, 2013  | Permalink
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James Patrick is learning about the Dallas Stars, and he said he likes what he’s seen and heard so far.

The new assistant coach said he has been making phone calls and watching a little video since the process of his hiring started, and said he’s excited about the opportunity to be a part of the turnaround in Dallas.

“It sounds like a lot of good things are happening, and I want to get down there and be a part of it,” said Patrick, who will run the defense.

The 50-year-old former defenseman has served the past seven seasons as an assistant coach under new Stars coach Lindy Ruff in Buffalo. Before that, he played under Ruff  with the Sabres at the end of his career. He also played on the New York Rangers with Ruff.

“Obviously, I know Lindy well, and that helps any transition, but I’m really excited to work with (new GM) Jim Nill,” Patrick said. “You hear so many good things about him around the league, and there’s just a buzz out there right now about Dallas and what’s going on down there. I feel like I’m walking into a great situation.”

Patrick has some interesting ties to the Stars. He has long been associated with Ruff, and he also played with Stu Barnes back in Buffalo. The two were part of the Sabres squad that battled Dallas in the 1999 Stanley Cup Final. The Winnipeg native also is friends with the family of Cody Eakin, and has known Eakin for a while. He also played college hockey with Stars television analyst Craig Ludwig back at the University of North Dakota.

Other than that, he said this will be a bit of a fresh start. He played most of his 21-year NHL career in the Eastern Conference (other than a stint from 1993-98 with Calgary), and has done all of his coaching out East, so he will have to adjust. Still, he said he likes the players he has to work with on defense.

“I think Lindy and I both like a group (of defensemen) that can skate and move the puck, and I believe this group can do that,” Patrick said. “You want to be good in every facet of the game and on both sides of the puck, but we really do believe in players who can skate well and play smart.”

Patrick himself started as a high-scoring puck-mover on defense with the New York Rangers and then transitioned into a solid defender in his later years with the Sabres. He should be able to relate to a lot of the Stars’ defensemen.

“I definitely see guys like Stephane Robidas and Trevor Daley, and I think I understand what they have done,” Patrick said. “I know Sergei Gonchar a little and I’ve seen Alex Goligoski when he was out in the East. I think I should have a pretty good head start.”

He said he knows he will be asked a lot about the comparisons between Tyler Myers and Jamie Oleksiak. Myers burst onto the scene in 2009 as the rare 6-8 defenseman who can skate. He posted solid numbers through his early career, winning the Calder Trophy as rookie of the year in 2010 with the Sabres. However, he took a step back last season. Oleksiak is the 6-7 defenseman drafted 14th overall in 2011 that the Stars hope might become their No.1 defenseman in the future.

“I definitely think it’s a fair question, but I won’t have an answer for a while,” Patrick said when asked about any comparisons between the two. “I do think it’s a challenge for a player of that size, and it is a learning process. Tyler still is learning.

“I think one of the things that affected him was he was given so much responsibility so early that he felt he had to maybe do too much, that he tried too hard at times,” Patrick said. “I’m not sure where Jamie is yet, but I do think there should be lessons that I’ve learned through Tyler that should be helpful in Jamie’s development.”

As of now, Oleksiak, 20, is slated to play in the AHL next season, but he could be called up in case of injuries to other defensemen or he simply could make the NHL roster out of camp.

Patrick said he and Ruff get along well, but that they definitely will have disagreements.

“I don’t think you could be together as long as we have and not disagree at times,” Patrick said. “We’ve handled those things constructively in the past, and I’m sure we will going forward. A good debate or good discussion can be a positive thing for a coaching staff.”

The Stars coaching staff appears to be completed. Ruff will be head coach, Patrick will coach the defense and lead the penalty kill, and Curt Fraser will coach the forwards and lead the power play. Expect Ruff to have a big hand in all special teams play. Mike Valley returns as the goaltending coach

Lindy Ruff should be able to sharpen skills on defense with Team Canada

By Mike Heika / Reporter

mheika@dallasnews.com
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New Stars coach Lindy Ruff will be greatly responsible for the defense and the power play for Team Canada at the 2014 Olympics, and that should be sweet music to the ears of Stars fans who have had concerns about both areas in recent seasons.

Ruff had the same role in the 2010 Olympics and helped Canada win a gold medal. He has very strong ideas about how to put a defense together and how a defenseman should play, and the Stars can definitely get a boost from that.

If you ask any fan what scares them before the 2013-14 season starts, it would have to be that the team changed little personnel on defense. They added 39-year-old All-Star Sergei Gonchar and subtracted youngster Philip Larsen. Yes, Kevin Connauton could come in and make an impact at age 23, but that’s a hope rather than a plan at this point. On paper, this defense still will have to be led by Alex Goligoski, Trevor Daley, Brenden Dillon and Stephane Robidas _ and that group has been under fire at times.

After all, the Stars in recent years have appeared too small, not physical enough, not fast enough. They have put Kari Lehtonen (and his back-up) in a shooting gallery far too many times. They have simply been a mediocre to poor team on defense.

But Ruff has the ability to change that. The Stars are expected to name James Patrick as the assistant coach in charge of defense any day now. There have been complications (he still is under contract to the Sabres even though he has been relieved of his duties) and delays, but Ruff and Patrick will almost assuredly be reunited. Patrick served as Ruff’s assistant coach for the past seven seasons in Buffalo, and the two know each other very well. Patrick also played his last six seasons with the Sabres.

But no matter who the assistant is, Ruff will have a very firm hand on the defense. He played left wing for most of his pro career, but switched to defense for his last six seasons. He was the assistant coach in charge of the defense on the Florida Panthers for four seasons, including a trip to the Stanley Cup Final in 1996.

And he has also that Olympic gold medal sitting at home.

Ruff said he has pondered his role since being fired by the Sabres last season, and said he will do things differently with the Stars.

“I’m definitely comfortable with defense, and I think getting back and being an assistant coach is always helpful,” Ruff said of the appointment to Team Canada. “It’s funny, when you have time to think about your career and things you’ve done like I have had, you do wonder about changes. I look back and think that I do need to be more hands on as a head coach. I think it’s important that you spread your voice around a little, and that you also get direct feedback from the players. That’s something I intend to do more (with the Stars).”

Ruff has already started studying Stars film, and said he liked the components of the defense. He coached Robidas and Brenden Dillon for Team Canada at the World Championships in Sweden, so he has a head start on understanding some players.

He spoke glowingly of Robidas’ ability, and that was reflected in the ice time that was doled out at the World Championships. Robidas played an average of 21:25 in eight games, second highest on Team Canada. In the quarterfinal game where Canada lost 3-2 in a shootout to Sweden, Robidas played 25:28.

“I definitely think you can look at ice time and see a player that a coach trusts and believes will help him win,” Ruff said. “Stephane Robidas has been that player for this team for some time.”

But is it time to start scaling Robidas, 36, back? Could they use more of Brenden Dillon, 23, who averaged 14:54 in the tournament and played just 4:54 in the quarterfinal game as part of an eight-man defense unit?

“We’re certainly going to look to move forward with our younger players, and we’re hoping to find the right balance with our pairs and our ice time,” Ruff said.

New Stars GM Jim Nill said he expects Ruff to gain a great deal of energy from the Olympic experience. Ruff has been in meetings with Team Canada already and will be at the orientation camp Aug. 25-28 in Calgary.

“When we were in Detroit, we encouraged every player or coach or employee to take advantage of any opportunity to represent your country, because it is a very positive experience,” Nill said. “I remember Mike Babcock coming back and telling us something new he learned about a player because he was able to coach with him or against him. It’s great for a coach.”

Babcock will be the head coach of Team Canada, while the other associate coaches are Ken Hitchcock of St. Louis and Claude Julien of Boston. Julien, of course, coached  Tyler Seguin for three seasons and should have plenty of information to share with Ruff. Hitchcock might be bending Ruff’s ear for information on new Blues center Derek Roy or offering tidbits up on coaching an 18-year-old Russian player (he coached Nikita Filatov in Columbus). There’s room there for all sorts of positive conversations.

“It opens the pipeline,” said Ruff. “I think we’re already pretty open, but you get in there and spend some time together, and you definitely learn new things.”

While there is potential for distraction from the Stars, Ruff said Team Canada is mindful that everyone has a regular job. He said most of the coaching preparation gets done before the NHL season even starts. In 2009-10 when he went to the Olympics in Vancouver, Ruff’s Sabres went 45-27-10 and won the Northeast Division.

“I think you can definitely do both,” he said. “I actually think it helps you with your team.”

Coming Into Focus

Posted Aug 22, 2013 by Aaron Portzline | 0 comments 

Three weeks from today the Blue Jackets will take the ice for the start of training camp. They'll have physicals on Sept. 11, but the first blades-to-ice practice - the moment when summer officially gives way to fall - takes place on Sept. 12.

What are the Blue Jackets up to?

They've had internal discussions this week about possible training camp invites on defense, this in the wake of Dalton Prout's abdominal surgery earlier this month. No official invites have been extended, GM Jarmo Kekalainen said this morning. But if training camp moves along -- a week, maybe 10 days -- and none of the "depth" defenseman impress them, the Blue Jackets could make such an invite, or sign a veteran to a one-year contract.

"We want to leave room for guys who perform well in the rookie tournament, because that can provide some surprises," Kekalainen said, referring to the Sept. 4-8 tournament in Traverse City, Mich. "We also want to get into camp and see how other guys look. Cody Goloubef played for us in the NHL last season and played well. David Savard is a guy who deserves a longer look, maybe. And we can't forget Ryan Murray. He's like a bonus for us after missing all of last season. Ilari Melart has played at a high level (in Europe) and we'll see how he adjusts to the NHL game.

"It was a bit of a curveball with Dalton's injury. We knew it was nagging, but we hoped it would go away. It didn't. The hope now is that he'll be ready for the start of the season, but it's not a small thing to miss all of training camp and the exhibition games."

The Blue Jackets contacted Douglas Murray's agent earlier this summer, but nothing materialized. It appears Murray will sign with another NHL club within the next 24 hours, but it won't be Columbus.

Other defenseman who still are without contracts include: Carlo Colaiacovo, Steve Eminger, Tom Gilbert, (former Jacket) Ron Hainsey, Tomas Kaberle, Filip Kuba, Toni Lydman, Radek Martinek, Ryan O'Byrne, Tom Poti, Wade Redden, Ian White, Ryan Whitney and Greg Zanon. And there are others.

Yes, that's a bunch. Some of those guys will sign contracts in the next couple of weeks. Some will have to bite the bullet and accept two-way (NHL/AHL) deals. Some may gamble and accept a camp invite to prove themselves worthy of a one-way deal.

The sense from Kekalainen is the Blue Jackets will look internally first.

"We have guys who deserve a look," he said.

But the Blue Jackets have taken steps -- re: phone calls to agents, lining up the possibilities -- in the event the Sept. 19-20 arrives and they aren't pleased with the prospects for the No. 5-6-7 positions.

"If we need more depth, we have to be ready to add some," Kekalainen said. "We have to be prepared. So we're preparing."

Amazing, isn't it, how Prout was No. 11 on the organization's defensive depth chart last season? Now, taking his name out of the mix changes the look of the entire group.

Jack Johnson, Fedor Tyutin, James Wisniewski and Nikita Nikitin are the certainties. That leaves Tim Erixon, Melart, Murray, Goloubef and Savard in a battle for the final two spots. Maybe Will Weber works his way in there, too.

Side dishes:

-- It's been six weeks since winger Nathan Horton had shoulder surgery, but it's still too soon to say if Horton is ahead of schedule, on schedule or behind schedule. The plan is still for him to return in December or January, Kekalainen said. "He's doing very well, recovering, doing his rehab," Kekalainen said. "His arm's not in a sling anymore. He was at a golf tournament (not playing) yesterday, and in good spirits. So that's a good sign. We're going to be very patient and follow instructions given by the doctors. But nothing's changed in terms of the timeline. If it heals 100 percent before we expect it, that would be a bonus and it would be nice. But we're not going to expect that."

-- The AHL schedule is to be released today at 3 p.m.

-- Aaron Portzline

aportzline@dispatch.com

twitter: @aportzline
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Blue Jackets defenseman Dalton Prout underwent abdominal surgery yesterday and is expected to miss six weeks, including most if not all of the team’s exhibition games.

Prout, coming off a breakout season in which he excelled after being recalled by the Jackets in late February, was originally diagnosed with a muscle strain after experiencing soreness this summer. But a small tear was found.

“Our hope is that he will be ready by the start of the regular season,” Blue Jackets general manager Jarmo Kekalainen said in a statement.

Prout, 23, played 28 games for the Jackets last season and had a plus-15 rating, second-best among NHL rookie defensemen. He scored one goal and had six assists with 25 penalty minutes and likely would have garnered consideration for the Calder Trophy had he played more games.

The Jackets also announced that all 82 regular-season games will be televised in high definition, including two on NBC Sports Network.

Games at Pittsburgh on Dec. 9 and at home against Detroit on March 25 will be carried nationally. The remainder will air on Fox Sports Ohio.

This season will be the first in which all 82 games will be televised. Eighty-one games were televised in 2011-12.

smitchell@dispatch.com

@smitchcd

- See more at: http://bluejacketsxtra.dispatch.com/content/stories/2013/08/16/blue-jackets-dalton-prout-out-six-weeks-following-surgery.html#sthash.GAg6eW5n.dpuf
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"Dispatch" Blue Jackets beat writer Aaron Portzline answered readers' questions during an hourlong chat today. Here's the transcript:

12:03:15 Rob_(moderator): Hi, Porty. Ready to hit it?

12:03:41 Portzline: Sorry. Klum always calls at the most inopportune time. Yeah, let's go!

12:03:46 BeGentle: Thanks as always for your great coverage Porty.  Live Long and Prospal?  Looks like there might be no Vinny this year.  What is the over under he is a Blue Jacket next season?  I can't fathom we'd be without him especially since Horton won't be in the lineup until December (realistically).

12:06:34 Portzline: If you're a fan who wants Vinny Prospal back in a Blue Jackets' sweater, it's not looking good right now. To be clear: neither side has said definitively that it's not going to happen. But it sure looks like the Blue Jackets have moved on, and only part of that is because of money. The Jackets have a bit of room under the salary cap ($2.6M), but not a ton. The idea that Prospal could come back as a placeholder for Nathan Horton until he's healthy makes sense, but I could see how it might be hard for Prospal to swallow. The man's played a long time. He has an abundance of pride. He's nobody's fill-in.

12:06:39 Prospals Pointing: What are the chances that any of the draft picks play on the team this year? And who do you think will fare the best in the NHL? There seems to be the most talk about Dano.

12:10:45 Portzline: I'd be surprised if any of the three first-round picks plays for the Blue Jackets this season. Very unlikely. At last check, it wasn't even a certainty that Wennberg and Dano would come for camp. They might just get started with their respective clubs in Europe and Russia. Of the three, Kerby Rychel is probably the closest to being NHL ready (my thought here) because he has a number of different ways he can contribute. He's not purely a skill guy who has to play in the top 6/9 to be successful. He can play on the fourth line, because he's a tenacious, hard-skating rascal. As to which of these players will have a better pro career ... that's really hard to say and would only be guesswork on my part, not even a well-formed opinion. I've only talked to people who have seen them play; I've never seen them play myself.

12:10:49 Robert Plant: Will the team hold off on choosing a captain until after camp in the fall?

12:12:55 Portzline: Asked Todd Richards about that yesterday, in fact. No timeline as of yet. I suspect they'll name a captain before, during or after training camp, but I don't know of any plans or any process as of today. Odds: Jack Johnson 2-5; Dubinsky 8-1; Field 10-1.

12:13:37 Sokko: If Kerby Rychel doesn't make the club out of training camp, is there much left for him to work on back in juniors?  He scored 40+ goals 2 years in a row and has a mans body at 6'1" 205+ lbs.

12:15:53 Portzline: Oh, sure there is. He can still get bigger and stronger. He can work on his defensive game. He can work to become more of an offensive force without requiring a playmaker. More than any of those, perhaps, he can continue to grow up off the ice. I don't think people realize the traps and pitfalls that await 18 year olds when they're handed large amounts of money and have plenty of free time on their hands. And 19 is often WAY different than 18, but we all grow up at different speeds.

12:16:51 JacketsFuture: Hey Porty, I think the top defensive pair is set with Tyutin and Johnson and then Nikitin and Wisniewski will be there but, who else do you see on the blueline opening night? Murray, Prout, Erixon?

12:19:15 Portzline: If Richards goes with what worked at the end of last season -- and he is that kind of guy, like most coaches -- the pairs will be Tyutin - Johnson, Nikitin - Prout; Wisniewski - xxxx. The battle would be between Erixon, Murray, Melart and Goloubef for the Nos. 6-7 spots. But camp always provides its dramas and news.

12:19:21 cautiously optimistic: Seems like most of the recent activity has been for Springfield.  Anything else likely to happen for the Jackets, or is this kind of a lull until training camp?

12:21:02 Portzline: Welcome to the lull. Ain't she beautiful. I wouldn't rule out the Blue Jackets signing a couple more two-way guys, and they have to get their RFAs done, of course. But what you see today is likely what you'll see come training camp.

12:21:08 LordStanley: HI Porty! I really loved the fact that J.D became upset in reference to the Canadian reporters comments when Horton signed with Columbus. We have needed someone with that kind of swagger in the front office for a while now. In my view, Columbus is the best of both worlds for many players. Especially with families. How do you see the perception of Columbus changing with wins, buts also with moving to the East where many of those teams have only played in Nationwide a handful of times.

12:23:55 Portzline: I have lots of thoughts on this. First, people who dismiss or crack on cities they've never visited -- and the airport, a hotel, rink and back to the airport doesn't count -- are foolish. Buffalo takes heat. It's a great place, with great people. Raleigh gets dismissed as a southern hillbilly town, which is really ignorant. It's one of the biggest research areas in our country. Anyway, you'll always have that kind of stuff. How to change it is the question, and there's no easy answer except to stop being bothered by it. If the Blue Jackets win, people will look with a different eye. If they come time to this city and spend time here, as many have, they come away with a different view.

12:23:58 Portzline: More answers ...

12:26:23 Portzline: I think back to the NHL entry draft now seven years ago. It ended with a very well-known Canadian writer standing - STANDING! - on a stool in the Hi-Beck declaring with great volume that the draft should be held in Columbus "Every year!" This city has so much to offer, and is such a wonderful place to be and live. It's growing in the right way. It's diverse, textured and convenient. The people are welcoming. It's already a great city. It will truly be a big city when nobody here cares what anybody thinks. 

12:26:30 Broken Skate: I've seen varying predictions as to how the CBJ organization and its fans will react upon the return of the ex-CBJ (now-Rangers, now-Flyers) players to Nationwide. Your thoughts on their homecomings?

12:26:31 Portzline: OK, rant ended.

12:28:17 Portzline: I can't imagine anything but a respectful cheer for those players. As for Nash in particular, I'm guessing he'll get a standing ovation. There will be boos, of course. There always are, and those people have every right to feel that way. But my guess is the overwhelming response will be positive. And then the puck will drop and all of the warm and fuzzys will fade. And that, too, is how it should be.

12:28:24 Piotr: There seems to be much competetion, some might even call it a log-jam, throughout the entire lineup, in particular for the bottom six forwards and final defensive pairing. So my question to you is if there happens to be some surprises at camp--there's no telling what might transpire--do you get the sense that previously established players (i.e. the Letestu's etc.), regardless of their sentimentality to the fans or some in the organization, will be dropped on the depth chart if they see a fit for a new player. (This may seem like an obvious question but it hasn't always been the case with previous administrations.)

12:30:46 Portzline: I don't see Gaborik playing in the bottom six, but I don't think anybody else is off limits. That's just how this club is configured. What's interesting about this team, and you touched on it in your question, is that spots have not been held open for Boone Jenner or Ryan Murray, their two top prospects. Both can make this club, absolutely. But the club isn't hamstrung (good word) if they don't make it. Jenner playing wing, by the way, so add that to your depth-chart scramble.

12:31:46 @BuckI_Joe: In light of Tyler Wright defecting to that team up north.  Any chance the Jackets could hire, on a part time basis, a Nik Lidstrom or a Chris Chelios to coach Dalton Prout into a Hall of Famer??? Prout has all the makings of an all star defenseman in my opinion.  Lets get him to the next level quick!!!

12:35:00 Portzline: I don't see Lidstrom or Chelios joining ranks, but the Blue Jackets do have an opening for a third assistant. Dan Hinote was elevated to Keith Acton's No. 2 spot after Acton left for Edmonton. Richards and associate coach Craig Hartsburg were both pro/NHL defensemen. That can't hurt. Further to your point, Adrian Aucoin is unlikely to be back with the Blue Jackets, too. So that's a veteran voice who won't be seated next to Prout in the dressing room.

12:35:07 Mattchieux: Which player on the roster do you feel is poised to make the biggest jump in performance this season?

12:36:15 Portzline: I can only pick one? Cam Atkinson. That's not easy. I believe Dubinsky and Umberger can score a lot more than they have the last two years, and I believe Johansen can emerge as a threat from the red line forward. Lots of room for growth on this team, which -- if you're a pessimist -- means lots of room for disappointment, too.

12:36:26 zinzwcbj: Hi portz, I think it is great that Todd Richards was picked as an associate coach for USA hockey, but will it be a distraction for him? Will the team suffer because he is committed elsewhere?

12:38:10 Portzline: No. Team USA will meet this summer. They'll pick the team in January or so. Poile and Bylsma are the lead dogs here. Richards will likely have some work to do, but I can't imagine him being displaced even briefly of his Blue Jackets responsibilities.

12:38:14 Robert Plant: Who do you think will emerge as the Jacket's biggest rival in the new (questionably named) "Metropolitan Division"?

12:39:43 Portzline: Well, the Rangers are the obvious early pick. Right now, it's a little brother - big brother scenario, where the Rangers have a lot of other clubs they'd consider rivals before they even remembered Columbus was in their division. But that will start to change Nov. 7. That game means more to Columbus fans than it does to Rangers fans, but it will be a spectable. And so will the games to follow.

12:39:52 Rimer's Mustache: Alright, Porty, stick your neck out there.  Do the CBJ make the playoffs this year?

12:42:43 Portzline: You just want a straight answer right, no goofing around, trying to avoid giving an answer? Hate when people try to dance around the issue. Just say it, dude. Put it out there. Nobody's going to hate on you, other than the 4 a.m. message boards guys and the Twitter crazies. It's just an opinion, right? An informed opinion. People are so weird about this stuff, afraid to say what they think. Totally annoying.

12:43:00 C.Ellwood: Porty, any truth to the ESPN report that Jarmo is interested in Tim Thomas?

12:44:44 Portzline: I suppose it's possible, but seems unlikely. 

12:44:48 JacketsFuture: When John Davidson was hired on, he repeated time after time "Brick by Brick". With Gaborik and Horton those are two big stones. Has the outlook on the team changed and this process went much faster than expected? Or is this brick wall just becoming a tower?

12:47:34 Portzline: My colleague and professional hero Michael P. Arace weighed in on this a few weeks back. Brick by brick has been accelerated, but only because the foundation here is better than anybody expected. It's a credit to the players and the coaches. Management is reluctant to say, even jokingly, that brick-by-brick -- which suggests 3-4 years maybe more -- has been abandoned, but that's what the Gaborik and Horton signings suggest. It's remarkable, really. The brick by brick of the team may be complete before the bricking of the Arena District is done. They've been bricking those buildings FOREVER! Still not done.

12:47:47 @BuckI_Joe: Any Jody Shelley updates in regards to playing, coaching, or announcing for Jackets??

12:48:43 Portzline: Calling him today or tomorrow. We'll see what's up.

12:48:51 Robert Plant: Any updates on our All-Star game?

12:49:14 Portzline: Was told over the weekend that there have been no updates, but I would suspect we'll know something soon.

12:49:40 Blue Jackets Hockey: Hey, Porty. Your take on Paul Grant's ESPN.com article that claims Bobrovsky will falter in '13 - '14?

12:52:38 Portzline: I can't disagree with the premise. There are lots of questions to answer, and next season will not be like last season for Bobrovsky in particular. It's going to be 82 NHL games in a compacted schedule, and he comes in with much higher expectations as the defending Vezina Trophy winner. There's also the pressure of playing for his country in the host city of the Olympics. That weighs heavy on the mind, ya know? Do I think he's a hell of a goaltender? Yeah, I do. But I'm not sure he's going to save 93.2 percent of the shots he faces this year, like he did last season. That's a very tall order. Can't wait to see the season play out, though. This is what it's all about.

12:52:53 Piotr: Is Jarmo's own work ethic too hard for the players to ignore? Can't imagine slackers lasting very long with him around.

12:53:48 Portzline: The first dumb question I asked he made me drop and do 20. Only took an hour. Dude is intense, but he's actually human once you get to know him. That comes through to the players, too, I'm sure. (P.S. He likes keeping people on edge a little bit.)

12:53:56 C.Ellwood: What stretch of the schedule do you see as the biggest challenge for the CBJ? Canada trip?

12:56:18 Portzline: March is coming in like a lion, and leaving that way, too. The Blue Jackets play 16 games in 29 days, and the matchups are not easy. Detroit (2), Chicago, San Jose, Pittsburgh ... that's the stretch drive, too, when the best teams suddenly have V-8 engines.

12:56:24 Robert Plant: Over the years, who was the hardest person to interview?

12:57:39 Portzline: Oliwa was difficult. Zherdev because of the language barrier, although we got along. Theo Fleury ... ya know, that one night. Lou Lamoriello gave be a verbal stiffarm one night. Otherwise, pretty pleasant.

12:57:48 JacketsFuture: I had to chuckle during Horton's press conference as a Tim Horton's cup sat in front of him. Coincindence or just good marketing?

12:58:26 Portzline: That cup is always there. I think that's really why he left Boston. Much prefers Tim Horton's to Dunkin Donuts.

12:58:32 JacketsFuture: Now that we have a full 82 game schedule. In year's past we can't handle December (at all). Do you se it differently this year with this team?

12:59:43 Portzline: Yeah, so much has changed. This is a club that works hard enough to suggest nothing they accomplish is a fluke. The other teams just weren't good enough, tough enough, driven enough. This club isn't sexy, but it's built to play hard and fast. That doesn't go away.

12:59:49 Rob_(moderator): Thanks, everyone. We'll do it again soon. That's a wrap.

12:59:57 Portzline: Thanks for all the great question. See you in a few weeks. Have great summers.

- See more at: http://bluejacketsxtra.dispatch.com/content/stories/2013/07/24/0724-transcript-of-todays-blue-jackets-chat.html#sthash.gszzl7iF.dpuf

Avs' new goalie coach Francois Allaire sets his sights on revamping Varlamov

The Denver Post
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Francois Allaire left, talks with Toronto Maple Leafs goalie James Reimer. (David Cooper, Toronto Star)

Francois Allaire calls it something of a "back to the future" moment of his career.

As the new goaltender coach of the Avalanche, Allaire is on the same staff with the player, Patrick Roy, he coached for 12 years with the Montreal Canadiens. Allaire also is back to coaching another goalie, Jean-Sebastien Giguere, whom he played a major role in developing into one of the NHL's best netminders.

But can Allaire work the same magic for Avs No. 1 goalie Semyon Varlamov as he did Roy and Giguere? That, the 54-year-old goalie guru said, is his biggest immediate challenge.

"I think Varly is looking for a fresh start," Allaire said. "I think he's open to trying something else. He didn't feel he was going in the right direction. He wants to flush everything out and start fresh."

If Varlamov needs encouragement that Allaire can make him a better goalie, he need only look at the bench at his new coach, or at Giguere. Despite never playing in the NHL, Allaire is widely credited with improving Roy when he served as a coach with Montreal (1984-96), and Giguere when he coached at Anaheim (1997-2009).

When the Avs parted ways with former coach Kirk McLean and Roy was hired, one of Roy's first calls was to Allaire. The goalie coach had been out of the league since 2012 after a three-year stint with the Toronto Maple Leafs ended badly, with cross words back and forth between him and the team. Roy didn't hesitate to bring him back.

"I was very lucky that I met him. I have no doubt in my mind that he was a huge help in my career," Roy said previously.

Said Giguere of his time with him in Anaheim, which included a Stanley Cup in 2007 and a Conn Smythe Trophy in 2003: "My career 
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was going nowhere. I immediately felt more confident. I revived my career with him."

Allaire doesn't divulge his secrets, but those who have played under him say he stresses constant repetition of fundamentals. He is known as very demanding, but with a track record of success.

Varlamov, who has had two mediocre seasons with the Avs so far, is his latest project.

"I want him to be comfortable. That's the main thing," Allaire said. "After that, I want him to understand I'm not coming from a different planet. It's the same stuff. We don't want him to change everything. I've met with him a few times already. One of my trademarks is I try to make sure guys are feeling good and keep it simple, create good routine, make sure the guy is happy coming to the rink. Then after that, look at the tape and then find their best strength and build around it. I'm not there yet with Varly, but I expect that to come."

Allaire's job is not full time, but he is likely to be around the team at least half the month. Working side by side with one of his former star pupils has him re-energized, he said.

"He's a guy I could tell an idea to and he might say: 'I like that. I'll try that in a game tonight.' " Allaire said. "Not too many guys can do that. A lot of guys don't have enough confidence in themselves, but Patrick could decide in a hurry. I think it's going to be a good environment with the Avs, with Patrick around. I feel really welcome by the organization."

Adrian Dater: 303-954-1360, adater@denverpost.com or twitter.com/adater

--------------------------------------------------------------------------------

Correction: This article has been updated in this online archive. An earlier version of this story incorrectly stated the years Jean-Sebastien Giguere won the Stanley Cup with Anaheim, and the Conn Smythe trophy. The correct years are 2007 and 2003.
Avalanche's Gabe Landeskog becomes face of franchise with new $39 million deal through 2020-21

By Mike Chambers

The Denver Post

Posted:   08/16/2013 12:01:00 AM MDT4 comments

Avs forward Gabe Landeskog has NHL career totals of 31 goals and 38 assists at age 20. (Hyoung Chang, Denver Post file)

By signing a seven-year contract extension that guarantees his NHL employment for the next eight seasons, Avalanche captain Gabe Landeskog has become entrenched as the face of the franchise.

The team signed the 20-year-old left wing to a $39 million contract Thursday that puts Landeskog under contract through the 2020-21 season.

"I wanted a long-term deal. I want to stay in Denver. I want to win a Cup in Denver," Landeskog said in a phone interview from his hometown of Stockholm.

With former Avs greats Joe Sakic and Patrick Roy now running the franchise, Landeskog believes in the team's direction. 

"It's a humbling thing to know that two Hall of Famers believe in you," he said. "Things have been moving really quickly the last couple years, but for the Kroenke family and the management to believe in me feels good. Now it's up to me to respond and prove myself again, and I'm looking forward to spending a long time in Denver and bringing the Cup back to Denver." 

Landeskog, the 2012 Calder Trophy winner as NHL rookie of the year, will make $3.575 million this coming season to conclude his three-year entry-level contract. His cap hit over the ensuing seven years will be $5.571 million, just below what 22-year-old center Matt Duchene ($6 million) will get through 2018-19. 

Duchene, whose contract was scheduled to expire after this coming season, agreed to a five-year, $30 million extension last month in Sakic and Roy's first major veteran signing. Landeskog and Duchene are the only Avs under contract in 2016-17 and beyond, but forwards P.A. Parenteau, Alex Tanguay, 2013 No. 1 draft choice Nathan MacKinnon and defenseman Erik Johnson are among seven players locked in over the next three seasons. 

"(Sakic and Roy) are making a big statement here that they're trying to build a young core and grow together as a team and move this organization to where it belongs — the top — so it's exciting," Landeskog said. 

"Gabe is and will continue to be a large part of the foundation of this hockey team for many years to come," Sakic, the executive vice president of hockey operations, said in a team release. "Signing our captain to a long-term extension demonstrates the commitment of Stan and Josh Kroenke to this franchise and to our fan base."

Landeskog, a strong candidate to represent Sweden at the 2014 Olympics, was the No. 2 pick in the 2011 draft and led the Avs in scoring as a rookie with 52 points (22 goals), games played, goals, plus/minus, shots and hits.

Mike Chambers: 303-954-1357, mchambers@denverpost.com or twitter.com/mchambersdp
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For a team that has made the Stanley Cup Playoffs just once since entering the NHL in 2000, there's an awful lot of optimism surrounding the Columbus Blue Jackets as they prepare for their first season in the new Metropolitan Division of the realigned Eastern Conference.

It's amazing what a fast finish can do.

The Blue Jackets came up just short of the playoffs last season. They tied the Minnesota Wild for eighth place in the Western Conference, but lost on a tiebreaker (Columbus had 19 non-shootout victories, three fewer than Minnesota). Most of their 55 points came during the last two months of the 48-game schedule -- Columbus went 20-5-3 after February after a 4-12-4 start.
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"There's lots of excitement here," coach Todd Richards told NHL.com. "There's lots of anticipation of the season. There's a real buzz. Everyone wants to talk hockey now, where in the past it wasn't that way. A lot of it has to do with the way we finished the season, plus the draft -- we had three first-round picks -- and free agency, where we got Nathan Horton and re-signing [goaltender Sergei] Bobrovsky and [center Artem] Anisimov. There are a lot of positive things that have happened, and there's a real, genuine excitement here."

The biggest reason for the turnaround and the optimism surrounding the team was the performance of Bobrovsky, acquired from the Philadelphia Flyers last summer. The 24-year-old Russian got his chance after Steve Mason continued to struggle, and played well enough to earn the Vezina Trophy as the NHL's top goaltender, finishing with a 21-11-6 record, a 2.00 goals-against average and a .932 save percentage. He was at his best in the final weeks of the season, going 8-1-0 in his final nine starts, while allowing 15 goals.

Winning the Vezina obviously was a big achievement for Bobrovsky, but Richards feels it also was a big deal for the organization.

"For our franchise, whenever you have someone win one of the major awards, that's a real accomplishment," he said. "Sergei had a great year. He was great himself, but what I think gets lost in the mix is how the guys played in front of him. He made some highlight-reel saves, and I think through the course of the season most goalies do that. He was real solid for us, but I think the guys in front of him played a good game."

The Blue Jackets signed Bobrovsky to a two-year contract this summer, and he'll have to prove he can carry the load for a full 82-game season; the only backup goaltender in the organization with any NHL experience is 30-year-old journeyman Curtis McElhinney, who spent last season playing for the Blue Jackets' American Hockey League affiliate, the Springfield Falcons. He is 19-26-4 with a 3.10 GAA in 69 NHL games with four teams.

"It was real important for us as a franchise that we brought him back," Richards said of Bobrovsky. "It was big news for our franchise and big news for our city that we were bringing back last year's No. 1 goaltender."

Center Brandon Dubinsky, starting his second season in Columbus, has no doubt that Bobrovsky can match his breakout season.

"I don't think he's one of those one-off guys," Dubinsky told NHL.com. "He has a great work ethic. I don't think there's a guy in the League that I've played with or seen who works as hard as he does. He has that quality that [Rangers goaltender Henrik] Lundqvist has, that focus. He has what it takes to be an elite goaltender; tack on his work ethic on top of that and the sky's the limit for him.

"Start with a guy like that and you can build a team around it."

The Bobrovsky signing was one of two major moves for the Blue Jackets this summer. The other was bringing in veteran forward Nathan Horton, a Stanley Cup winner with the Boston Bruins in 2011. Horton was second on the team during 2013 postseason with 19 points and led all players with a plus-20 rating, signed a seven-year, $37.1 million contract with the Blue Jackets on July 5. He won't be ready for the start of the season after undergoing offseason shoulder surgery, but he and late-season acquisition Marian Gaborik will give the Blue Jackets a 1-2 punch on right wing.

Horton said one reason he came to the Blue Jackets -- a team not previously regarded as a likely destination for top free agents -- was the perception that the team is moving forward under president of hockey operations John Davidson, general manager Jarmo Kekalainen and Richards.

"I want to bring what I can to the team," Horton said after signing. "I think that scoring goals, battling, bringing pucks to the net like a power forward does, that's what I want to do. But again, I'll do anything it takes, wherever I'm slotted and wherever the coach wants me to be, that's where I'll play and I'll be happy to do it because I want to get back and be in the playoffs, obviously, and everyone else does.

"I think we've got the team to do it. I think that's why we're so excited here. There's a buzz going around and I've felt it since I got here."

To Richards, the fact that a player like Horton would come to Columbus indicates the franchise is on the way up.

"I think it is a sign that we're on the upswing," he said. "Prior to this year, if you talked about Columbus, it wasn't a place players would really gravitate to.

"He could have gone anywhere in the NHL for the most part, and he chose to come here."

The Blue Jackets hope that Gaborik's every-other-year trend carries through to 2013-14. In each of the past six seasons beginning with an odd number, he's scored 40 goals and finished with at least 76 points and a plus-15 rating. Gaborik had three goals and eight points in 12 games after coming from the New York Rangers at the NHL Trade Deadline, but he's scored 30 or more goals seven times and gives the Blue Jackets the kind of home-run hitter they lost when Rick Nash was dealt to the Rangers last summer.

Gaborik is one of five ex-Rangers on the roster. Defenseman Tim Erixon and centers Anisimov and Dubinsky arrived last summer in the trade that sent Nash, the franchise's all-time scoring leader, to New York. Veteran defenseman Fedor Tyutin has spent the past five seasons with the Blue Jackets.

BLUE JACKETS' OFFSEASON OUTLOOK

Additions: RW Nathan Horton, RW Jack Skille, G Curtis McElhinney

Subtractions: C Colton Gillies; C Nick Drazenovic

UFAs: C Vinny Prospal; D Adrian Aucoin

Promotion candidates: D Ryan Murray, C Boone Jenner, D Cody Goloubef

Tyutin and Jack Johnson, a February 2012 acquisition from the Los Angeles Kings, formed a solid pairing down the stretch on a defense that could get a boost from the arrival of Ryan Murray, the second player taken in the 2012 NHL Draft. A shoulder injury that required surgery derailed his hopes of making the team as an 18-year-old, but he says he's completely healthy now and eager to show what he can do.

"I'm feeling really good," he told NHL.com. "The shoulder feels great. I got the opportunity [last spring] to do some rehab and watch a bunch of games and be around the guys. I learned a lot watching how they prepare and treat their job -- how serious they are and how hard they work."

"That's my goal," he said of cracking the top six in Columbus this season. "I have my work cut out for me, but that's definitely my goal."

The Blue Jackets will need big seasons from Gaborik and Horton after finishing 24th in offense last season. Mark Letestu led the Blue Jackets with 13 goals, and Anisimov was the only other full-time Blue Jacket still on the roster to reach double figures.

Richards said he feels the additions of Gaborik and Horton should give the Blue Jackets enough of a boost to push them into the top eight in the East.

"We've added two guys who are proven scorers at this level," he said.

The late-season surge has enthused the Blue Jackets' fan base, which never has seen their team win a playoff game. Richards said he can feel the excitement as well, but one of his jobs is to make sure expectations aren't too large for a team whose only playoff appearance was 2009.

"With all of the great stuff that happened, there are higher expectations now," he said. "There are a lot of positive things, but now people are expecting more. Our fan base is expecting more. Hockey people have been talking us up a lot, and there are a lot of good things in Columbus, but now they're expecting more.

"We have to take another step. We took two steps forward last year; we can't take a step back."
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Saturday, 08.24.2013 / 3:00 AM / 30 in 30

By John Kreiser - NHL.com Columnist

0 

1 

1 

Email 

Comment

Print

The Columbus Blue Jackets underwent a front-office shakeup last season, with John Davidson taking over as president of hockey operations and hiring Jarmo Kekalainen as general manager. One reason for the change was the Blue Jackets' inability to turn high draft picks into a winning team. In their first 13 seasons, they had a top-six pick 11 times, but they have made the Stanley Cup Playoffs once and only one of those 11 high picks (Ryan Johansen) remains in the organization.

Davidson and Kekalainen are hoping to change that. They had three first-round picks in the 2013 NHL Draft and are hoping those players, along with some holdovers, will give the organization the boost it needs to become a consistent playoff qualifier.

Here's a look at the best of the Blue Jackets' prospects, according to NHL.com:
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1. Ryan Murray, D: The 2012-13 season was a wasted one for Murray, the second player taken in the 2012 NHL Draft. The Blue Jackets returned him to his junior team, the Everett Silvertips, during the lockout, only to see the 19-year-old injure his shoulder in November and require season-ending surgery.

Murray, now 6-foot-1 and 198 pounds, is a year older, a year stronger and says his shoulder is fully healed. His coach in Everett, Craig Hartsburg, now is an assistant on coach Todd Richards' staff, and Richards said he's eager to see what a healthy Murray can do.

"I'm excited to see him," Richards told NHL.com. "He spent his whole summer here. He's ready to go. It's a big jump going from junior hockey to the NHL, especially missing the number of games and the time he missed last year because of his injury, so I don't know where he's going to be at. But from everything I've heard, I think he's the real deal and it's only a question of when."

2. Boone Jenner, C: The Blue Jackets will see what Jenner can do in the pros after a superb season with the Oshawa Generals of the Ontario Hockey League to finish his junior career. He had 45 goals and 82 points in 56 games, and then had three goals and an assist in five regular-season games with Columbus' American Hockey League affiliate, the Springfield Falcons. He also contributed two goals and five points in eight playoff games.

Jenner, 20, also impressed during Columbus' training camp in January, when he was one of the last cuts. With newcomer Nathan Horton out for the start of the season after offseason shoulder surgery, the 6-2, 204-pound center figures to get every chance to make the team, either in the middle or on the wing; if not, he'll likely be the No. 1 center in Springfield.

3. Oscar Dansk, G: The 19-year-old Swede, Columbus' second-round pick (No. 31) in the 2012 NHL Draft, had a rough introduction to North American junior hockey last season, going 11-23-6 with a 4.11 goals-against average while playing for the Erie Otters of the OHL, a team that got shelled on a nightly basis. Those numbers don't tell the whole story -- Dansk saw an average of nearly 37 shots a game and was among the top 15 in the league in saves. At 6-3, 187, Dansk can leverage his size to cover a lot of net and won't give up on plays. He'll be back in Erie and could be the starter for Sweden at the 2014 IIHF World Junior Championship.

4. Alexander Wennberg, C: The first of Columbus' three first-round picks (No. 14) in the 2013 NHL Draft is a 6-1, 190-pound center who's probably a bit of a longer-term project. He's a strong two-way player who put up 14 goals and 32 points in 46 games playing against men in the Allsvenskan, Sweden's second-tier professional league. Wennberg, 18, has good hockey sense and passing ability, and he prides himself on making the right play rather than the flashy one. He'll play for Frolunda in the Swedish Hockey League this season before considering a move to North America.

5. T.J. Tynan, C: Tynan, Columbus' third-round pick (No. 66) at the 2011 draft, is coming off the worst of his three seasons at Notre Dame. The 21-year-old finished 2012-13 with 28 points, continuing a trend that has seen him go from 23 goals and 54 points as a freshman to 13 goals and 41 points as a sophomore to 10 goals and 28 points last season, the first in which he was not named an All-American. At 5-8, 165, he's a terrific playmaker, sees the ice well and has become a better defensive player.

6. Cody Goloubef, D: After three seasons with the Blue Jackets' AHL affiliate, the Springfield Falcons, the 23-year-old is on the cusp of earning a spot on Columbus' blue line. He spent 11 games with the Blue Jackets last season and scored his first NHL goal. At 6-1, 190, Goloubef doesn't have overwhelming size, but the No. 37 pick in 2008 took steps to improve his play at both ends of the ice last season and could earn a spot as a depth defenseman.

7. Jonathan Audy-Marchessault, C: If Audy-Marchessault were an inch or two bigger and 10 pounds heavier than the 5-9, 175 he's listed at, he'd be a lot higher on this list, because there's no doubting his offensive skills. He's put up 64 and 67 points in two seasons in the AHL, finishing in the top 10 in scoring each time, and earned his first promotion to the NHL when the Blue Jackets called him up for two games. Audy-Marchessault, 22, competes and battles for loose pucks, and can kill penalties, but he'll have to show he can stand up to the physical game in the NHL.

8. Kerby Rychel, LW: Rychel, the son of former NHL forward Warren Rychel, was the 19th player taken in the 2013 NHL Draft after back-to-back 40-goal seasons with the Windsor Spitfires of the OHL. He's got an excellent shot, good puck skills and fine instincts offensively when he doesn't have the puck, and at 6-1, 205, he's got the size to battle in front of the net. Rychel, 18, will have to work on his skating and defense, and likely will spend at least one more season in junior hockey.

9. Mike Reilly, D: Reilly, taken in the fourth round (No. 98) by Columbus in 2011, had a solid if not spectacular freshman season at the University of Minnesota, with three goals and 11 points in 37 games. He played on the United States team that won the gold medal at the World Junior Championship. Reilly, 20, brings plenty to the table offensively: high-end speed along with good passing and puck-handling skills. But he needs to improve defensively and at 5-11, 156 (his listed measurements with the Blue Jackets), he'll have to add a lot of strength to avoid being overmatched physically.

10. Marko Dano, C: The third of the Blue Jackets' three first-rounders (No. 27) at the 2013 draft was one of the better players at the 2013 IIHF World Junior Championship and was good enough to play for Austria at the World Championship in May. He's quick on his skates, with good vision, passing skills and decision-making ability, and had three goals and seven points in 37 games against men with Slovan Bratislava in the Kontinental Hockey League. He's listed at 5-11, 183, meaning he'll need to add strength to play on the smaller NHL ice surface. Because he was drafted from a European club, the Blue Jackets could try to get the 18-year-old to come to North America and play in Springfield this season.

For all 30 in 30 stories go to NHL.com/30in30stories and for the full 30 in 30 schedule visit NHL.com/30in30.
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You can't get much closer to the Stanley Cup Playoffs than the Columbus Blue Jackets did last season. A surge during the final two months of the regular season enabled the Blue Jackets to finish with 55 points in 48 games, the same number as the Minnesota Wild. But the Wild's 22 non-shootout victories were three more than Columbus' 19, giving Minnesota the final playoff berth in the Western Conference.

Realignment has moved Columbus to the newly formed Metropolitan Division of the Eastern Conference, meaning that the Blue Jackets will be spending a lot less time in airplanes this season. Whether they'll be spending the spring competing in the Stanley Cup Playoffs depends largely on the answers to these six questions:
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1. Is Sergei Bobrovsky for real? -- Columbus' season took off at the start of March when coach Todd Richards made Bobrovsky his No. 1 goaltender. The Blue Jackets went 20-5-3 from March 1 to the end of the season largely because of Bobrovsky's brilliance. He finished the season with a 21-11-6 record, a 2.00 goals-against average and a .932 save percentage -- good enough to earn him the Vezina Trophy as the NHL's top goaltender. General manager Jarmo Kekalainen signed Bobrovsky to a two-year deal this summer, meaning that the 24-year-old Russian will have to continue to excel to get a long-term contract. The Blue Jackets have no one ready to step in should Bobrovsky falter, so if he can't come close to last season's performance, their playoff hopes will vanish quickly.

2. Which Marian Gaborik will the Blue Jackets see? -- Gaborik, a three-time 40-goal scorer, came to Columbus from the New York Rangers at the NHL Trade Deadline after struggling to recover from offseason shoulder surgery. He also was not a favorite of (since-departed) coach John Tortorella. Gaborik had three goals and eight points with his new team, capping a disappointing season that saw him finish with 12 goals and 27 points before undergoing abdominal surgery. The good news for the Blue Jackets is that Gaborik has had an on-year, off-year career since 2007-08 -- and this would project to be an "on" season. Beginning in 2007-08, Gaborik has alternated 40-goal seasons with seasons in which he's battled injuries and inconsistency. A 40-goal season from Gaborik, who's in the last season of a five-year contract, would go a long way toward pushing Columbus into the playoffs.

3. What will the Blue Jackets get from Nathan Horton, their big signing in free agency? -- Horton probably surprised a lot of people when he opted to sign a seven-year free-agent deal with Columbus, a team that never has been a prime destination in free agency. The good news is he brings a winning background (he was part of Boston's 2011 championship team and had 19 points in 22 playoff games for the Bruins last spring), good size and scoring ability. The bad news is he needed offseason shoulder surgery and may not be back until December. On a team not overflowing with skill up front, the Blue Jackets need Horton in the lineup sooner rather than later.

4. Is Ryan Murray ready to contribute? -- The Blue Jackets took Murray, a defenseman with the Everett Silvertips of the Western Hockey League, with the second pick in the 2012 NHL Draft and were hoping he'd be able to step right into the lineup. The lockout meant that Murray began the season back in the WHL, and any hopes that he'd join the Blue Jackets were ended when he injured his shoulder in November and underwent season-ending surgery. He was cleared for contact prior to development camp and showed quick hands and good awareness on the ice. The Blue Jackets are hoping he'll be ready to grab a spot on the blue line.

5. Will Ryan Johansen turn into a contributor on offense? -- When Columbus selected Johansen with the fourth pick of the 2010 NHL Draft; the hope was he'd be the No. 1 center they've never had. They're still waiting. Johansen played perhaps the best hockey of his NHL career down the stretch last season, but he wasn't a big offensive threat (five goals and 12 points in 40 games). Nor was he impressive when he was sent to Springfield to help the Blue Jackets' AHL team after the NHL season concluded. Columbus needs Johansen to contribute a lot more offensively if it hopes to make the Stanley Cup Playoffs.

6. What effect will moving to the Eastern Conference have? -- Moving from the Central Division of the Western Conference to the new Metropolitan Division in the Eastern Conference will cut down on travel (about 6,000 miles less than 2011-12) and means all but 14 games will be played in the Eastern time zone. But it also means battling a division that had four playoff teams in 2012-13 -- not including the improved Philadelphia Flyers and Carolina Hurricanes, as well as the 2012 Eastern Conference champion New Jersey Devils -- and the Atlantic Division looks even stronger. With only three guaranteed playoff berths in each division, the Blue Jackets figure to have a tough task making the postseason for the second time since entering the NHL in 2000.

For all 30 in 30 stories go to NHL.com/30in30stories and for the full 30 in 30 schedule visit NHL.com/30in30.
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The Columbus Blue Jackets' hopes of making the Stanley Cup Playoffs would get a major boost if Marian Gaborik's offensive history repeats itself.

Gaborik is riding one of the most pronounced every-other-season stretches in NHL history. In 2007-08, 2009-10 and 2011-12, he's had at least 41 goals, 76 points and a plus-15 rating while missing no more than six games. But those seasons have alternated with 13-, 22- and 12-goal performances during which he's battled injuries and inconsistency.

After an "on" season in 2011-12, in which he scored 41 goals and led the New York Rangers within two victories of the Stanley Cup Final, 2012-13 was one of the "off" seasons. Gaborik underwent shoulder surgery following the Rangers' playoff run, and despite the longer rest due to the lockout, he never found his scoring touch, was a target of criticism from coach John Tortorella and was sent to the Blue Jackets at the NHL Trade Deadline -- waiving his no-trade clause to do so.
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Gaborik, 31, gave the Blue Jackets a bit of an offensive boost, scoring three goals and contributing eight points in 12 games during a late-season run that finished just short of a playoff berth. But his willingness to waive his no-trade clause and come to a team that has made the playoffs just once in its history was as impressive to coach Todd Richards as anything Gaborik did on the ice.

"He wanted to come here," Richards told NHL.com. "Adding Gabby [Gaborik] and signing [free agent] Nathan Horton -- it's a sign that we're on the upswing."

Forward Brandon Dubinsky, a teammate of Gaborik's in New York before being traded to Columbus last summer, said the three-time 40-goal scorer was willing to drop his no-trade clause because he could see that the Blue Jackets are an up-and-coming team.

"This place is becoming a destination," he told NHL.com, "and I think Gabby saw that with the guys that we have here. We're glad to have him."

This season, the Blue Jackets will have Gaborik from the start for a full 82-game season, and Richards is eager to see what a healthy Gaborik can do. Gaborik underwent postseason surgery to repair an abdominal injury, but is expected to be ready to go when training camp opens next month.

"We're excited to have him for a full season," Richards said. "We saw a little bit of what he can do last year. To me, what he provided our team was the threat to score. I call him a three-zone player -- he can pick the puck up in his own zone, carry it down the ice and score a goal, whether it's with his speed or his great shot; with his release, because he gets it off so quickly."

At his best, Gaborik is the kind of offensive presence few teams can match -- and one of the toughest players in the NHL to defend against. He's the kind of player whose abilities attract attention from opponents to a degree that it leads to open ice for teammates.

"What I found with him was because of his speed and his danger in the offensive zone, opponents cheat a little more toward him or they cheat a little bit back into their own zone," Richards said. "That creates more space for us, so we can play a better offensive game.

"I saw one game where he was coming in on a defenseman and the player backchecking thought that there was a danger there and went over to help. That freed up somebody else, and [Gaborik] made a nice pass and we ended up scoring a goal. To me, that's what he provides."

And that's exactly what the Blue Jackets need. Columbus was 25th in the NHL in offense last season and missed the Stanley Cup Playoffs despite having the Vezina Trophy winner in goaltender Sergei Bobrovsky. Another big season by the 24-year-old could go to waste and the Blue Jackets' playoff hopes could be doused if Gaborik can't rediscover his scoring touch.

For all 30 in 30 stories go to NHL.com/30in30stories and for the full 30 in 30 schedule visit NHL.com/30in30.
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The Columbus Blue Jackets became the NHL's lovable underdog last season, and their mad dash for a berth in the Stanley Cup Playoffs after a slow start to the shortened season came up just short.

What looked like a long-term rebuilding project for new general manager Jarmo Kekalainen might not be that now with a Vezina Trophy-winning goaltender, a potentially deep defense corps, and new frontline talents at forward. Marian Gaborik arrived before the NHL Trade Deadline, and Nathan Horton joined him as one of the marquee free agent signings.

2013-14 FANTASY PREVIEW: JACKETS

Under-valued: Marian Gaborik -- Since 2005-06, Gaborik has been extremely productive every other year: 38 games, 66 points in '05-06; 42 goals, 83 points in '07-08; 42 goals, 86 points in '09-10; and 41 goals, 76 points in '11-12. The in-between years haven't been quite the same, but 2013-14 falls on the good year -- expect 35-plus goals and 70-plus points while Gaborik finds comfort playing for a new coach in Columbus.

Over-valued: Sergei Bobrovsky -- Bobrovsky's breakout campaign last season was no fluke, but it's still questionable whether he'll be a top-five goalie this year. Columbus as a team has certainly improved, but to replicate -- or even come close to -- the 2.00 goals-against average and .932 save percentage he had last season is unrealistic. Think more like a 2.35 GAA and .920 save percentage, which is still impressive. 

 Sleeper: Artem Anisimov -- At 25 years old, could this finally be his breakthrough year? After dealing with concussion issues last season and finishing with 11 goals and 18 points in 35 games, Anisimov should be on the top line alongside Gaborik, and he might just put it all together in 2013-14.

 -- Follow Matt Cubeta on Twitter: @NHLQubes

FOLLOW @NHLFANTASY FOR DAILY UPDATES ›

MORE NHL.COM FANTASY HOCKEY COVERAGE ›

Beyond signing Horton to a seven-year, $37.1 million contract, it has been a remarkably quiet offseason in Columbus. The Blue Jackets didn't add any players on one-way contracts or lose anyone to a one-way deal to another team. They had three first-round picks at the 2013 NHL Draft and ended up staying put and making each of the selections.

Horton isn't likely to be ready for the start of the season after shoulder surgery, and there is some regression expected. A productive year for Gaborik, or breakthrough seasons from Ryan Johansen or Cam Atkinson could divert some of that regression.

The Blue Jackets are moving to the new Metropolitan Division, where the Pittsburgh Penguins and New York Rangers look like the class of the group on paper, but the other six teams all seem like plausible candidates to finish anywhere from third to out of the playoffs.

Here is the projected 2013-14 lineup for the Blue Jackets:

Forwards

Cam Atkinson - Artem Anisimov - Marian Gaborik

RJ Umberger- Ryan Johansen - Nathan Horton

Matt Calvert - Brandon Dubinsky - Nick Foligno

Blake Comeau - Mark Letestu - Jared Boll

Derek MacKenzie

Defensemen

Jack Johnson - Fedor Tyutin

Nikita Nikitin - James Wisniewski

Ryan Murray - Tim Erixon

Dalton Prout

Goalies

Sergei Bobrovsky

Curtis McElhinney

NOTES: The three forwards expected to be the team's top goal-scorers (Gaborik, Horton, Atkinson) are natural right wings, and a shift to the other side didn't work so well for Gaborik in New York. When everyone is healthy, expect Atkinson to be the one who makes the move.

Until Horton is healthy, it is certainly possible Atkinson stays on the right side and Dubinsky is the likely candidate to move into the top six with Letestu sliding up to No. 3 center. Boone Jenner could force his way into the lineup during training camp.

Murray, the No. 2 pick in the 2012 NHL Draft, missed a huge chunk of last season with a shoulder injury. Whether or not he is ready for the NHL after missing the development time will be a story to watch during camp. There are some options if Murray isn't ready; David Savard, Cody Goloubef and Ilari Melart could compete with Prout for that opening in the top six.

There will be plenty of focus on Bobrovsky trying to repeat his amazing 2012-13 season. McElhinney could see some competition for the backup spot from free agent signing Mike McKenna.

---
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It was a tale of two seasons in 2012-13 for the Carolina Hurricanes.

It opened strong, with Carolina starting 8-4-1 and bolting to the top of the Southeast Division on Feb. 24.

The Hurricanes were in first place when they arrived for a game against the Florida Panthers on March 3. Carolina led 3-0 8:56 into the second period, when goaltender Cam Ward left with a lower-body injury that later was diagnosed as a third-degree sprain of the medial collateral ligament in his left knee. Ward didn't need surgery, but with a recovery time expected to be 6-8 weeks, his regular season was over.
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In theory, the Hurricanes' season also ended that night. They held on for a 3-2 victory against the Panthers, but won seven times the rest of the season, going 7-17-3 to finish 13th in the Eastern Conference, 15 points behind the Washington Capitals in the division.

"If you look at our season, it was almost like Jekyll and Hyde," Hurricanes coach Kirk Muller told NHL.com. "A lot of it had to do around the time Cam got injured. Up until then, we were leading our division. … All our stats were in our favor as far as plus/minus [scoring] differential, scoring more goals than we were giving up. We cut down on our goals-against from a year ago. I think we were 8-2 the last 10 games before Cam got hurt. We were just flying along great. Unfortunately, the injury happened and we were .500 for a few games and then after that we just couldn't keep the goals down and it affected our production in the second half."

Ward wasn't the only player sidelined due to injury. Backup goalie Dan Ellis and defensemen Joni Pitkanen and Justin Faulk were among those who missed time late in the season, all of which contributed to the late-season slide.

However, the injured players -- including captain Eric Staal, who sustained a knee injury at the 2013 IIHF World Championship -- are expected to be fully healthy before the 2013-14 NHL season begins. With those players returning, combined with offseason changes, Muller is positive his team can pick up where it left off in early March.

Part of his optimism comes from the changes to the team's blue line, where Andrej Sekera was acquired in a trade with the Buffalo Sabres and free agent Mike Komisarek signed a one-year contract after being bought out by the Toronto Maple Leafs.

"Sekera and Komisarek coming back there are veteran guys," Muller said. "We believe Mike can bounce back and Sekera can eat up some minutes. You throw the two of them in the mix with Pitkanen and hope he's 100 percent when he's here. You've got Faulk and [Tim] Gleason and [Jay] Harrison, it's a pretty decent-size [defense] back there. Then with kids like [Ryan] Murphy pushing the envelope, and whether they're ready or not they'll get a chance at [training] camp, it gives us a different dimension back there. The big thing is looking at those six [defensemen] and we feel we can be a little stronger in our end and also can cut down on goals-against."

Komisarek is a big variable in the Hurricanes' new defensive equation. He never lived up to the five-year contract he signed with the Maple Leafs in the summer of 2009 and was placed on waivers and sent to the American Hockey League after playing four games last season with the Maple Leafs. The team used one of its compliance buyouts to terminate the one year left on his contract.

Muller has history with Komisarek going back to their time together with the Montreal Canadiens, when Komisarek was establishing himself as one of the better stay-at-home defensemen in the League and Muller was an assistant coach.

"We wanted to bring in some real character guys, and one thing Mike is is a great character guy," Muller said. "Under the circumstances of what went on [in Toronto], I don't think anyone is going to say he handled it wrong or was a bad team guy or anything like that. When I was in Montreal, he was very close to being arguably maybe one of the next captains there. He brings great leadership and all that. I think what happened is the pressure … he's played in two major markets, Montreal and Toronto. Signing a big contract, going in and starting off on the wrong foot and playing in that type of market, the pressure really mounted on him and they're not markets you can get off to bad first impressions if you want to stay. It's hard to get out of the hole. He just wasn't in a comfort zone and it was tough to get out of it. Here, I think he's in a different type of market, a little more laid back, doesn't have to come in with high expectations. All he has to do is come in and be himself, play a good, hard, solid game, feel like he's part of the group and just go out and play his game."

Komisarek can help improve the team's penalty kill, which was 28th in the League last season and hasn't ranked above the bottom-third since the 2009-10 season.

Muller said the penalty kill and power play will be a heavy focus at training camp.

"I would say the two biggest things for us is special teams No. 1, and No. 2 is goals-against," Muller said. "Our big focus will be special teams and goals-against. Those will be the two big ones."

The power play was 27th in the League last season, but help for that aspect of the game also could come from the blue line in the form of 2011 first-round pick Ryan Murphy. The 11th pick of the draft proved to be an offensive dynamo in four seasons of junior hockey with the Kitchener Rangers of the Ontario Hockey League. Injuries forced the Hurricanes to bring him to the NHL as an emergency recall for four games last season, and though he didn't score a point, he averaged 21:03 of ice time.

"I was really pleased with him," Muller said. "He doesn't look intimidated at all. There were times he joined the rush and played his game, but we did call him up at a time where we were missing three regulars, so he never had that opportunity to come in and play with the proper veteran, stay-at-home defenseman that makes sense … so he never was matched up with the right partner to get a good evaluation of him [but] each game he started to get more comfortable.

"He showed that at times he's capable of doing things that will keep him in the NHL. Now it's being consistent."

One place Muller isn't worried about, at even strength or on the power play, is his team's offensive production. The top line of Eric Staal centering right wing Alexander Semin and left wing Jiri Tlusty proved to be among the best in the League, combining for 54 goals. Muller said the trio reminded him of a line he watched during his playing days.

HURRICANES' OFFSEASON OUTLOOK

Additions: D Mike Komisarek, D Andrej Sekera, C Nathan Gerbe, RW Aaron Palushaj, D Matthew Corrente, G Anton Khudobin.

Subtractions: D Jamie McBain, D Joe Corvo, D Marc-Andre Gragnani, D Bobby Sanguinetti, RW Jerome Samson, G Dan Ellis, RW Tim Wallace.

UFAs: D Marc-Andre Bergeron, RW Chad LaRose.

 Promotion candidates: D Ryan Murphy, C Victor Rask, LW Brock McGinn.

 "It's a lot like [Mike] Modano and [Brett] Hull and Jere Lehtinen when I was in Dallas," he said. "If you look at that line, Tlusty was the Jere Lehtinen of that line, the reliable guy, the guy who did all the work grinding it out in the corner, the two-way type winger. Given the opportunity, he showed he could score goals and produce on that line while being the real reliable guy. 

"Staal is a workhorse, and with his size and strength opens things up on the line by his presence and his size. And then you've got Semin, who the biggest surprise for me was how much of a playmaker he was. I took him as more of a goal-scorer. He might have the best hockey instincts on our team right now. He's a really smart player, loves to make plays and kind of just fed off the other two guys and played off of those two. The chemistry was really good with all three. You got a hard-working guy, you got a playmaker and a goal-scorer. They took a lot of pride in being a really good No. 1 line."

The key, however, will be finding complementary pieces to play behind them. There are options, with Jordan Staal, Jeff Skinner, Tuomo Ruutu and 2013 top draft pick Elias Lindholm all candidates to serve as secondary scorers.

"You look at getting Ruutu back and Jordan Staal being a lot more comfortable this year in our system with everything going on," Muller said. "Our top-six should be real strong. … The big thing will be the opening for who wants the No. 3 center position. If Lindholm can jump in there as a guy and play possibly with someone like Jeff Skinner and a good veteran guy on the left side, that is going to be the strength of our hockey team. If we can improve our third line … that will help our hockey club a lot."

As far as filling a second-line spot alongside Staal and Ruutu, Muller said that will be part of the competition of training camp -- the coach's first since being hired Nov. 28, 2011 -- where a number of spots will be available for those willing to seize the opportunity.

"I feel for the first time that we can grab guys in the organization and give them a full opportunity to win a job or lose a job," Muller said. "We have some decisions to make with these players. Training camp gives you an opportunity to really check these guys out and see what they bring. There's spots open this year."

---
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The Carolina Hurricanes have missed the Stanley Cup Playoffs six times in the seven seasons since winning their first championship. Twice they've been eliminated on the final day of the regular season, but it remains a remarkable lack of success for a team that won the Cup in 2006 and reached the Eastern Conference Final in 2009.

General manager Jim Rutherford is one of the deans of the NHL, and he made two big moves before last season, adding Jordan Staal and Alexander Semin. A leaky defense and injuries to Cam Ward and Joni Pitkanen capsized the Hurricanes in 2012-13, and Rutherford made moves to try to correct those potential problems.

The Hurricanes added defenseman Andrej Sekera from Buffalo for Jamie McBain and a second-round pick. The trade didn't receive a lot of fanfare, but Sekera could be a significant upgrade. Rutherford also added defenseman Mike Komisarek after the Toronto Maple Leafs bought him out, and Komisarek represents a low-risk move as a potential third-pairing guy, not unlike Wade Redden turned out to be for the St. Louis Blues last season.

2013-14 FANTASY PREVIEW: CANES

Under-valued: Justin Faulk -- He should quarterback the top power play unit and receive more time on the man advantage (2:38 last season), making him a potential top-20 fantasy d-man after putting together a disappointing sophomore season in 2012-13 (five goals, 15 points in 38 games).

 Over-valued: Jiri Tlusty -- While he should remain on the top line with Eric Staal and Alexander Semin, Tlusty won't score at a near 40-goal pace like he did last season. He is still a very valuable fantasy player, but he won't record penalty minutes (18 last year) and doesn't see a ton of power play time (2:37 per game last year), so temper your expectations.

Sleeper: Anton Khudobin -- Most of Khudobin's value hinges on Cam Ward's health, but even if Ward stays in the lineup all year (he played in 17 games last season), the former Bruin should still see plenty of time and could steal a lot of starts -- he has a 2.03 goals-against average and .920 save percentage in 21 career games.

 -- Follow Matt Cubeta on Twitter: @NHLQubes

FOLLOW @NHLFANTASY FOR DAILY UPDATES ›

MORE NHL.COM FANTASY HOCKEY COVERAGE ›

Another addition is goaltender Anton Khudobin, who played well in limited duty for the Boston Bruins and could allow coach Kirk Muller to rest Ward a little more than in recent years. Khudobin also could prove he's a legitimate No. 1 if Ward can't stay healthy.

The Hurricanes are moving into the Metropolitan Division, and it could be a wild scramble for the last couple playoff berths. Missing the postseason for a seventh time in eight years is an ignominious fate Carolina would like to avoid.

Here is the projected 2013-14 lineup for the Hurricanes:

Forwards

Jiri Tlusty - Eric Staal - Alexander Semin

Jeff Skinner - Jordan Staal - Elias Lindholm

Tuomo Ruutu - Riley Nash - Patrick Dwyer

Drayson Bowman - Jeremy Welsh - Zac Dalpe

Nathan Gerbe - Kevin Westgarth

Defensemen

Tim Gleason - Justin Faulk

Andrej Sekera - Joni Pitkanen

Jay Harrison - Mike Komisarek

Brett Bellemore

Goalies

Cam Ward

Anton Khudobin

NOTES: The top line was quite productive last season, but that trio could use some help. Rutherford has said he expects Lindholm, the team's first-round pick (No. 5) in the 2013 NHL Draft to make the team, and he could fit next to Skinner and Jordan Staal.

Scoring from the bottom two lines was a problem at times in 2012-13, though a healthy season from Ruutu and the late July addition of Gerbe might help. Someone from that young-ish group of Dalpe, Nash and Bowman stepping forward and becoming a consistent depth scorer also would make a difference.

If the top four on defense can stay healthy, they likely will be pretty solid. Ryan Murphy, a first-round pick in 2011 (No. 12) could play his way onto the team. In the four most recent seasons Ward has stayed healthy (scratch 2012-13 and 2009-10), he's played at least 68 games in each. Khudobin could allow him more rest and the chance to play about 60 games instead.

---
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The Carolina Hurricanes appear set on their top line, and their No. 1 goaltender is locked in.

After that, though, there are job openings across the roster, and the Hurricanes have a few young players who the club hopes will step into larger roles.

Here's a look at Carolina's top 10 prospects, according to NHL.com:

1. Elias Lindholm, C: The Swedish forward was taken by the team with the fifth pick of the 2013 NHL Draft, and general manager Jim Rutherford wasted little time lavishing praise on Lindholm, saying in July, "The opportunity is there for him to start with the Hurricanes. I will be shocked if he doesn't, based on all of the reports we have and what I've seen."

Ron Francis, vice president of hockey operations, told NHL.com he's liked what he's seen from the 18-year-old.

30 IN 30: CAROLINA HURRICANES

Healthy Hurricanes eager to bounce back

Ward's health key question for Hurricanes

Steady Skinner can be Carolina's X-factor

Hurricanes lineup adds Sekera, Khudobin

Lindholm tops Hurricanes' list of prospects

ALL 30 IN 30 STORIES ›          30 IN 30 CALENDAR ›

"I like the way he thinks and his hockey sense is good, his hands are real good," Francis said. "He skates well and does everything at high-end speed. The fact that he played with men already [in the Swedish Hockey League] is a feather in his cap and should make the adjustment [to the NHL] a little bit easier."

Besides the offensive ability that allowed the 6-foot-1, 192-pound forward to total 30 points in 48 games with Brynas and help Sweden win the silver medal at the 2013 IIHF World Junior Championship, Francis said he liked Lindholm's ability to adapt.

"The beauty of him is the versatility," Francis said. "He can play right wing like he played last year in the Swedish Elite League or center with the World Junior team. He's smart enough that if you had to ask him to play left wing he can do that too. Because of the versatility and the hockey smarts and skill level, he's a guy we feel can play coming out of training camp this year."

2. Ryan Murphy, D: Hurricanes fans got a glimpse of the future in February, when injuries forced the team to bring 20-year-old Murphy in from the Kitchener Rangers of the Ontario Hockey League on an emergency recall. In four games, the No. 12 pick in the 2011 draft went scoreless with a minus-4 rating and seven shots on goal averaging 21:03 of ice time.

Though his first taste of NHL action didn't produce much on the score sheet, Murphy is an offensive dynamo who had 220 points in 228 OHL games in four seasons, and he could step into the Hurricanes lineup and improve a power play that finished 27th in the NHL last season.

"The biggest thing was he got a taste [last season]," Francis said. "With injuries he got called up from junior, played four games and played well, didn't look out of place. That was a real positive for him. He sees the ice extremely well, he skates really well, he's pretty shifty."

The only knock on Murphy is his size; he's listed at 5-11, 185.

"Certainly the area you want him to continue to improve on is the overall strength," Francis said. "He's not an imposing defenseman who's 6-4, but he does a lot of things very well. With his smarts and his skating ability he can compensate for that lack of size. The four games he played were a real positive step for him and real good for the organization and our fans to see him do so well in that trial basis."

3. Victor Rask, C: A 2011 second-round pick (No. 42), Rask, 20, will turn pro this season and has a chance to earn a spot in the NHL. Rask started last season with Carolina's American Hockey League affiliate, the Charlotte Checkers, but after five points in 10 games the 6-2, 200-pound forward was returned to his junior team, the Calgary Hitmen of the Western Hockey League. He had 41 points in 37 WHL games, then had 16 points in 17 playoff games.

"He's gotten better every step of the way," Francis said. "Initially, like a lot of 18-year-olds, he wasn't strong enough and got some strength, especially in his upper body. He's really put the time and effort in. He's another player that I think sees the ice well, handles the puck, has a great release on his shot, understands all three zones very well. He's a guy that each and every time we see him he's gotten better and better. We think he's ready to push for a spot in our lineup."

4. Brock McGinn, LW: The 2012 second-round pick (No. 47) started the season at a bit of a disadvantage: Offseason surgery on his hand caused the Hurricanes to advise him to ease up on the physical play. He managed to have a solid season, with 28 goals, 54 points and 71 penalty minutes in 68 games with the Guelph Storm of the OHL. When his junior season ended, McGinn (5-11, 185) went to Charlotte for four regular-season and two playoff games, and though the 19-year-old didn't score, he certainly made an impression.

"I got a call from [Charlotte coach] Jeff Daniels and he said, 'Is it OK if I put this guy in?'" Francis said. "He doesn't look overly big or intimating, but I said, 'Jeff, if you put this guy in, he plays and he hits hard,' and he went in and he had the hit of the game the first night in. He skates well, he thinks the game well. He can hit hard. I think he's the kind of guy that can develop not only into that physical player, but also he's got real good hands and scoring ability."

5. Collin Olson, G: The 2012 sixth-round pick (No. 159) was behind a senior and played nine games as a freshman at Ohio State last season, limiting the 19-year-old's development. The hope is a summer that included an invitation to the USA Hockey National Junior Evaluation Camp earlier this month could serve as a springboard to a strong second NCAA season.

"The big thing is he's got good size," Francis said of the 6-3, 205-pound goalie. "He's big, he's quick, he's extremely competitive on all shots, he's willing to battle through screens and rebounds. There's certainly some areas to work on [but] he seems to be a guy that loves to play, and when he gets in those game situations, the competitiveness comes out and that's all positive for him."

6. Phillip Di Giuseppe, LW: The 2012 second-round pick (No. 38) will enter his third season at the University of Michigan, and after nine goals and 28 points in 40 games last season, the Hurricanes are hoping to see more production from the 6-foot, 197-pound forward.

"He had a little bit of an up-and-down year," Francis said of the 19-year-old. "I don't think it started as well as he would have liked last year, but that probably could have been said for the whole team at Michigan. They probably didn't start the way they wanted to, but down the stretch they were real good and Phil was a part of that. He's a guy that has good speed, good hands, can make plays as well as has a good shot. We've had discussions with him and I think he understands how important this year is for him. It's up to him to work as hard as he possibly can each and every time he's on the ice in practice and in games to continue that development."

7. Rasmus Rissanen, D: Last season, his second in North America, the 6-3, 217-pound Finnish defenseman had nine assists and 84 penalty minutes in 61 AHL games with Charlotte. It was the physical play from the 22-year-old that most impressed the Hurricanes' front office.

"What I like is he's big and he's strong," Francis said "He doesn't even know how strong he is at times. For a big guy, a strong guy, he moves really well on his feet. It's a little of a growing curve for a defenseman, they take a little longer, but he's made good strides. … He competes hard and has that little bit of an edge in his game that you always like to see, especially in big defensemen. I think he's progressing quite well."

8. Brendan Woods, LW: The 2012 fifth-round pick (No. 129) showed enough in two seasons at the University of Wisconsin to earn a contract in April, and after putting up 12 points in 41 games in college, the 21-year-old finished the season with two AHL games with Charlotte.

"This is a big guy (6-3, 215) that skates real well [and] understands the game," Francis said. "He's got a good shot as well. He's not a guy that you have to explain what his identity is; he understands what his strengths are and he plays to them. He uses that size and that skating ability and he's physical and on the battles. His dad's a hockey coach (Anaheim Ducks assistant coach Bob Woods), so he understands the game well, where to be and where his positions are. He's the type of guy we don't have a lot of in our system, so it's nice to have that size and skating ability from a guy like him.

"This is a guy that'll step in at training camp and won't look too far off."

9. Brody Sutter, C: The 2011 seventh-round pick (No. 193) is the latest member of the Sutter family (son of Duane) to attempt to reach the NHL. The 6-5, 203-pound forward turned pro last season, and after starting the season in the AHL with Charlotte, the 21-year-old was sent to the Florida Everblades of the ECHL. He had eight goals and eight assists in 37 ECHL games, which was enough for him to earn his way back to Charlotte. He showed how far he'd come in the playoffs, when he had two goals and three assists in five games.

"He made huge strides from the start to the finish of the season last year," Francis said. "He's a kind of kid that wants to learn, wants to know what it takes and what he has to do to get better. Certainly one of those guys that is willing to put in the time and effort to accomplish that. … It doesn't hurt to have a guy that's willing and wants to work at it. He'll get stronger, and as he gets stronger he's only going to get better."

10. Keegan Lowe, D: Another second-generation hockey player -- his father is Edmonton Oilers president Kevin Lowe – the 20-year-old finished his junior-hockey career last season by adding an offensive element to go with the physical style that impressed the Hurricanes enough to draft him in the third round (No. 73) in 2011.

In his fourth season with the Edmonton Oil Kings of the WHL, the 6-2, 195-pound defenseman had personal-best totals of 15 goals and 31 points, along with 148 penalty minutes, in 64 games. He had eight points in 22 playoff games as Edmonton reached the WHL final.

"He made huge strides from two seasons ago to this past year," Francis said. "When we first drafted him everyone was thinking more defensive-type defenseman, but he's certainly showed more offense to his game and I think that's an area he can continue to develop. He's an extremely competitive guy, he's more than willing to stick up for himself or his teammates if need be. He's going to work hard in the defensive part of the game, but the thing that's interesting is he's making the commitment and trying to learn the offensive part and jumping up in the rush and handling the puck and moving it to the right person. Those are all positive signs for his development."

---
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The Carolina Hurricanes surprised many by selecting Jeff Skinner with the seventh pick of the 2010 NHL Draft. The forward responded not only by earning a full-time NHL job at age 18, but also by scoring 31 goals and leading all first-year players with 63 points to win the 2011 Calder Trophy as the League's top rookie.

However, Skinner has yet to reach that same level of play since his fast start. As the 21-year-old enters his fourth NHL season -- the first of a six-year, $34.35 million contract -- his coach said it's time for Skinner to take the next step in his development.

"I think for Jeff, it's a big year for him," Hurricanes coach Kirk Muller told NHL.com. "He didn't get invited to the Team Canada [Olympic development camp], which I'm sure disappointed him. He knows that he's had stints of play that isn't at Jeff Skinner-caliber level. At times he didn't match up to where he probably should be. On a maturity level, it's around the time of his career where we're looking for consistency."
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Skinner's second season was marred by a five-week absence due to a concussion. He had 12 goals and 24 points in 30 games before the injury, which occurred during a game against the Edmonton Oilers on Dec. 7, 2011. When he returned, he was limited to eight goals in his final 34 games.

He sustained another concussion last season, returned after five games and finished with 13 goals and 24 points in 42 games. Those numbers weren't awful, but they certainly can be improved.

Muller sees Skinner's struggles as similar to what Buffalo Sabres defenseman Tyler Myers, the 2010 Calder winner who has struggled since then, has gone through.

"You look at Myers in Buffalo, he was rookie of the year and the next couple years were a challenge for him," Muller said. "When you have early success like that, you get humbled later on because of the attention you draw and players being aware of you and how hard you have to work to have the same success."

Another part of the problem could be self-applied pressure. Skinner signed his new contract in August 2012, and after scoring five goals in his first five games, had eight in his final 37. Muller said he believes the harder Skinner worked to produce at the level of the contract, the more it did to hurt his offensive play.

To prevent a recurrence, Muller said most of his offseason talks with Skinner have revolved around making sure the young forward understands how important it is to round out his game, especially his play without the puck, so that he's able to make a contribution even if he's not scoring.

"What I'm trying to hopefully introduce to Jeff is the importance of playing without the puck in the game," Muller said. "Today, more than ever, it's just as important as what your production is. You look at teams like Chicago that just won [the Stanley Cup], and their top players play the right way. That's where we've got to be at. It doesn't matter who it is, you have to play the game really well these days without the puck. When you sign a big contract like him and you start looking at your production and it's not there at the beginning, it's tough. You look for different ways to make up for it and what we're trying to do is educate him on, you can still be a heck of a hockey player and still produce, but if you do all these little things, all the production will take place and fall into place for you. I think that's the learning curve he's starting to understand."

Muller said he understands Skinner won't turn into a Selke Trophy finalist like Chicago's Jonathan Toews overnight, but said the response he's gotten has been positive.

"He's still a young guy and … it's new to him," Muller said. "It's hard sometimes, but we've got to be patient with these young guys. … It's a maturity level, learning some of these things. But when they put it all together and they get it, they're one heck of a player. Jeff has that great capability of being a great offensive threat and a game-breaking kind of player. He's fun to watch. Now what we've got to get is for him to have that same type of pride playing without the puck so he's that much more effective."

---
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The Carolina Hurricanes spent big last summer, bringing in Jordan Staal and Alexander Semin, but still missed the Stanley Cup Playoffs for the fourth straight season and for the sixth time in seven seasons since winning the Stanley Cup in 2006.

A combination of injuries and poor play can be blamed for last season's rough run, when the Hurricanes plummeted from the top of the Southeast Division at the beginning of March to 13th in the Eastern Conference when the season ended.

So how do the Hurricanes find a consistent level of play that lets them return to the postseason? How the team answers these six questions could go a long way toward answering that most important of questions:

30 IN 30: CAROLINA HURRICANES

Healthy Hurricanes eager to bounce back

Ward's health key question for Hurricanes

Steady Skinner can be Carolina's X-factor

Hurricanes lineup adds Sekera, Khudobin

Lindholm tops Hurricanes' list of prospects

ALL 30 IN 30 STORIES ›          30 IN 30 CALENDAR ›

1. Can Cam Ward stay healthy? -- On March 3 the Hurricanes defeated the Florida Panthers 3-2, but lost Ward 8:56 into the second period with what was diagnosed as a third-degree sprain of the medial collateral ligament in his left knee. He missed the remainder of the season, and with him went any hope of a playoff spot; the Hurricanes won seven of their final 27 games.

Ward is 29 but played at least 68 games in four of five seasons prior to 2012-13, putting a lot of wear and tear on his body.

Anton Khudobin, who went 9-4-1 in 14 games last season with the Boston Bruins, was brought in as the backup, but coach Kirk Muller said he expects Ward to be healthy when the season starts and to be hungry to disprove any doubters.

"I think the idea that the Olympics being this year, it's really up for grabs for goalie in Canada," Muller told NHL.com. "I think he wants to show people that not only is he capable of being on that team, but he's got the capabilities of being the No. 1 guy. I think he's got a lot to prove. He wants to get back on the map as one of the top goalies in the game."

2. Can the Hurricanes defense hold up? -- Last season, through injuries and poor play, the Hurricanes had 12 defensemen play at least one game, tied for the second-most in the League; four played at least 40 games. That inconsistency showed in the results: The Hurricanes allowed the second-most non-shootout goals last season (151) and had the second-worst goals-against average (3.31).

General manager Jim Rutherford made some changes on the back end, trading for Andrej Sekera and signing free agent Mike Komisarek. Joe Corvo, who led the team's defensemen in scoring, was not re-signed, and a few others were not asked back. Ryan Murphy, a 2011 first-round pick who got into four games last season, likely will play a prominent role this season, and other younger players, among them Michal Jordan, Austin Levi, Danny Biega and Tommi Kivisto, could earn playing time with strong training camps.

"Sekera and Komisarek coming back there are veteran guys," Muller said. "We believe Mike can bounce back and Sekera can eat up some minutes. You throw the two of them in the mix with [Joni] Pitkanen and hope he's 100 percent when he's here. You got [Justin] Faulk and [Tim] Gleason and [Jay] Harrison, it's a pretty decent-size [defense] back there. Then with kids like Murphy pushing the envelope, and whether they're ready or not they'll get a chance at [training] camp, it gives us a different dimension back there. The big thing is looking at those six [defensemen], and we feel we can be a little stronger in our end and also can cut down on goals-against."

3. Can the top line make the same magic? -- When the Hurricanes opened the 2012-13 season, Muller opted to flank franchise center Eric Staal with Jiri Tlusty on the left wing and newcomer Semin on the right. The result was a trio that combined for 54 goals (42.5 percent of the team's total) and 135 points.

Assuming the knee injury Staal sustained during the 2013 IIHF World Championship heals and he's ready to play opening night, that line should return intact to start the 2013-14 season. But can it have the same magical touch?

Staal, if healthy, easily could be in the 30-goal, 75-point range, and Semin averaged 31 goals per season in six seasons with the Washington Capitals before joining the Hurricanes. Tlusty could be the wild card. The 25-year-old set career-highs last season with 23 goals and 38 points playing all 48 games. That production prorated to 82 games is 39 goals and 65 points; can Tlusty hit those marks when teams have a season's worth of video to draw from and are focused on shutting down his line?

Muller said he believes so and compared his top line to the line of Mike Modano, Brett Hull and Jere Lehtinen, which he played with as a member of the Dallas Stars.

"You got a hard-working guy, you got a playmaker and a goal-scorer," Muller said. "They took a lot of pride in being a really good No. 1 line."

4. Can special teams be special? -- The Hurricanes were 27th on the power play last season (14.6 percent) and 28th on the penalty kill (77.6). It's become an annual problem in Carolina; the power play hasn't ranked above the bottom-third in the League since the 2008-09 season, when it was 19th, and the shorthanded unit has killed off better than 81 percent of opposition power plays once (81.2, 2010-11) since the 2008-09 season.

The power play could be where Murphy makes the biggest impact. The offensively gifted defenseman could be the missing ingredient on the point, getting pucks through to the team's talented forwards in good scoring position.

The penalty kill could benefit from having two full-time healthy pairs on the back end. Last season Faulk and Gleason played the majority of the minutes; having Komisarek, Sekera and a healthy Pitkanen would ease some of their burden.

"I would say the two biggest things for us is special teams No. 1, and No. 2 is goals-against," Muller said. "Our big focus [at training camp] will be special teams and goals-against. Those will be the two big ones."

5. How important will a full training camp be? -- Muller will enter his third season with the Hurricanes, but this fall will mark his first full training camp. Though he certainly has had time since his arrival in November 2011 to get his team playing the way he wants it, having a full training camp to reinforce his systems could be vital to improving.

"It feels, since we've gotten here, like we've been chasing the game," Muller said. "Came in … and it's bang, let's get playing. You're always playing catch-up, where it's one step at a time to get things going. Last year with the lockout, it was a couple days and here you go again; it was an unusual year. This year it feels like we're all starting out the same. We're all able to take a breath and say, 'Let's start with a process of getting better each day,' working on things. We have time to do all that stuff."

Muller said with time not only does he know the players he's been with in the NHL, but he's gotten to know a number of the prospects, which will make camp evaluations much smoother.

"I think we were jumping in and introducing a different system and a different style of play, them getting to know us, with our main guys," he said. "Now we can really focus more on the personnel, guys that have been in Charlotte [of the American Hockey League] for a while, 'What can you do, can you play this role, can you contribute to the team in this way or that way?' This will be the first time we can really focus on the personnel."

6. Can Elias Lindholm make an impact? -- Rutherford didn't need to watch Elias Lindholm long at the team's prospect camp to make a strong determination on the future of the team's 2013 first-round pick (No. 5).

"The opportunity is there for him to start with the Hurricanes," Rutherford said last month. "I will be shocked if he doesn't based on all of the reports we have and what I've seen."

The 6-foot-1, 192-pound forward had 30 points in 48 games with Brynas in the Swedish Hockey League last season and is lauded for his versatility and two-way abilities. But can he showcase his full skill set in the NHL at 18 years old?

"He doesn't have to light it up from Day One," Rutherford said. "We all know that with a healthy team we have a good team going into camp, and he can just be part of that and go along at his own pace. But based on the experience he has, I don't think it's going to take him very long to fit into our team."

---

Evaluation: The Top 2 Lines
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The Buffalo Sabres season is upon us once again. This time, no lockouts and no stalling. 27 days until the preseason begins, and 44 days until the first game of the year in Detroit. There are still a lot of questions on who is going to play and who is going to make the roster. I will be evaluating the roster for the Sabres and giving you my take on who will play where, who will make the roster, and how their season could play out. So here's my projected top six forwards for the 2013-14 Buffalo Sabres season:

Line 1: Vanek-Hodgson-Stafford

Line 2: Ennis-Grigorenko-Ott

Line 1:

Thomas Vanek was the talk of many trade rumors this offseason, however, he remains a Buffalo Sabre. The Sabres' leading scorer from last season will play in Buffalo for another year, unless he is dealt before or at the trade deadline. No worries, right? If Vanek can stay healthy then you wouldn't think so. Vanek has scored 20 or more goals in each of the eight seasons with the Sabres. However, Vanek has produced significantly less when he is nicked up, and if the trade deadline comes and he is playing hurt, then there will be very little chance he will be traded. A team is not gonna take a risk on Vanek, even with the talent and production he can bring to another team. Right now, Vanek is here to stay and will be a possible candidate to be the next Sabres captain. He will produce too, maybe enough to earn him a new contract from Darcy Regier. Doubtful because Vanek does not want to be part of a long rebuild, but you never know.

 Probably the biggest question right now is whether or not Cody Hodgson is going to re-sign with the Sabres. Cody Hodgson will re-sign with the Sabres, I am very positive. Hodgson, who led all sophomore players last year in scoring, is going to play as the Sabres first line center with Vanek. Vanek really helped Cody succeed last year and become a more productive player. Hodgson racked up 34 points last season (15+19) and spent a lot of time working with the first power-play unit. His defensive game is still shaky at times, but with Vanek at his side, Hodgson could learn a lot more from him and maybe take the reigns from Thomas when he leaves Buffalo. I believe Hodgson could be the most productive Sabre on this team, and working with Gary Roberts helps too. I am looking for big things to happen from #19 this season.

 Like Thomas Vanek, Drew Stafford has been the talk of trade rumors for quite some time now. Since signing his 4-year deal in 2011, Stafford has not put up the stats that Buffalo has been expecting of him. In 46 games last season, Stafford only put up 18 points (6+12). Those usually are not stats from a player being paid $4 million per year. Stafford definitely has the talent, but he has just not been able to turn his production into any benefits for the Sabres. However, I believe he could have a bounce back year if he finds a spark with the first line. Jason Pominville occupied that position at right wing for years. Now it's time for Stafford to be the first line right winger, and with Hodgson and Vanek, Stafford could bring some offensive production.

Line 2:

 To me, Tyler Ennis belongs as a winger on the Sabres. The typical center position today is dominated by bigger guys, and Tyler Ennis is too small. I think he would thrive if he moved back to left wing. Plus, it would give guys like Zemgus Girgensons and Johan Larsson a chance to make the roster by freeing up a center position. Tyler Ennis has had an increasing role with the Sabres organization. He's been working more on the power-play and his ice time is increasing. I can only see improvement in Tyler Ennis' game, and he will get many more opportunities this year.

 This is the year for 19 year old, Mikhail Grigorenko, to show the hockey world what he has got. Last year's 12th-overall pick in the NHL Draft is about to enter his second season (first full season) with the Buffalo Sabres. The kid wants to succeed, he wants to be a star in the NHL, and I think he can be. He has good hands and can skate very well. Grigo now just has to prove to Ron Rolston that he is worthy of the ice time. I can see Mikhail Grigorenko anchoring the 2nd power-play unit this season, and getting some much needed experience to give him confidence in his game. Could Grigorenko become the player Buffalo wants him to be?

Steve Ott is one of the biggest sensations to sweep Buffalo in years. He was a popular acquisition last year, and the fans love him now. I am a huge fan of Steve Ott, and I believe that he could be Buffalo's next captain. Ott is playing in a contract year this season, and I believe he will get his money soon enough. Ott was a key player this year, playing anywhere from the power-play, penalty kill, and even on the top line when the injury bug hit. Steve Ott produced well scoring 24 points (9+15) playing in all 48 games this year. Ott has grown into a seasoned veteran, but has played the same style of game since coming into the league. If he keeps it up, I fully expect the same excitement and energy he brings to every game, plus a new contract and maybe a "C".

 In a season where the Sabres are rebuilding and getting younger, I fully expect the top six forwards to bring veteran leadership and the offensive touch that is expected from a top six forward. Expect Vanek and Ott to lead the charge, and the rest of the young group to bring the excitement to the table.

 I will soon be evaluating the rest of the forwards shortly. Don't forget to follow me on Twitter @BraytonJWilson and tweet me your reactions or questions.

 As always, thanks for reading! 
30 in 30: Maple Leafs move on after rough ending
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The Toronto Maple Leafs have to prove that snapping a nine-year Stanley Cup Playoff drought in a lockout-shortened season was the first step toward becoming a perennial contender, not a detour on what since 2004 has been their seemingly never-ending road to mediocrity.

"We were tired of being the butt of some of the jokes in the League, especially in our market, where we have fans that are very intensely involved," Toronto coach Randy Carlyle told NHL.com. "We had to do a better job of preparing ourselves and expecting more of ourselves to put ourselves in a position to compete for a playoff spot. We did a lot of things as a group and we're going to have to continue to grow. We can do it if we stick together, stick to the plan. We have a group that can play to a higher level. We're going to have to this season."
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First, they're going to have to get over the heartbreak of how last season came to a stunning and crushing halt. The Maple Leafs had a three-goal lead in the third period of Game 7 of the Eastern Conference Quarterfinals against the Boston Bruins, but blew it and eventually lost in overtime.

Toronto general manager Dave Nonis and Carlyle said the franchise has done its post-mortem on that loss and has moved on, but they should expect a deluge of questions about that meltdown from the inquisitive Toronto media on the first day of training camp.

"If you play those last 20 minutes over again 100 times, we probably win 99 times, but there is that element of unpredictability in sports and you don't know how things are going to play out," Nonis told NHL.com. "This situation, the bounces didn't go our way and we just have to move on. I don't expect it to have any long-lasting repercussions for our group."

What about when it comes up in training camp? How will the players handle retracing the steps that led to that rugged ending?

"I just don't think it's an issue," Nonis said. "Right after it was over it was hard to deal with and hard to discuss and our players really felt bad about it, but talking to some of the guys since then, I haven't heard one of them bring it up. They're more focused on the season we had, the fact that we took some significant steps forward and they want to build on it."

Nonis clearly thinks building on last season, when they finished fifth in the Eastern Conference with 57 points and at least took the eventual Eastern Conference champions to overtime in Game 7 on the road, starts with adding experienced, gritty players to the lineup.

Dave Bolland, acquired in a trade June 30, won the Stanley Cup twice with the Chicago Blackhawks, and his last significant contribution was the Cup-clinching goal late in the third period of Game 6 in Boston on June 24.

David Clarkson, signed to a seven-year deal July 5, scored 30 goals for the New Jersey Devils two seasons ago, when he helped them get to the Stanley Cup Final. He had 15 goals in 48 games last season.

They each fit the profile of a Randy Carlyle-type player because they're tough, don't back down, play well at both ends of the ice and go to the front of the net, especially Clarkson.

"We're not penciling David Clarkson in for 30 goals, but anybody that has put up 30 at any time in his career has got a bit of a touch," Nonis said. "David Bolland seems to be a guy that scores goals at clutch times."

Bolland likely is ticketed for a third-line role, but Carlyle said he would be comfortable moving him up in the lineup. Carlyle and Nonis cited Bolland's numbers as a junior player for the London Knights (130 points in 59 games in 2005-06) as a sign he can provide more offense than he has so far in the NHL (168 points in 332 regular-season games).

"The one thing we feel is if you put him with skill players, he can get them the puck and he's around the net, involved," Carlyle said. "We don't just deem him a checker; that's not how we view him at all."

MAPLE LEAFS' OFFSEASON OUTLOOK

Additions: RW David Clarkson, C Dave Bolland, G Jonathan Bernier, D T.J. Brennan, D Paul Ranger

Subtractions: G Ben Scrivens, C Mikhail Grabovski, RW Matt Frattin, LW Clarke MacArthur, RW Leo Komarov, D Mike Komisarek 

UFAs: D Ryan O'Byrne

Promotion candidates: C Joe Colborne, D Morgan Rielly

 Nor do the Maple Leafs view James Reimer as their clear-cut No. 1 goalie anymore. That changed June 23, when Nonis traded Matt Frattin and Ben Scrivens to the Los Angeles Kings for Jonathan Bernier, who won nine games with a 1.88 goals-against average and .922 save percentage in a backup role last season. 

Bernier wasn't going to beat out Jonathan Quick to be the No. 1 in Los Angeles, but he'll be given that chance in Toronto, where Reimer put up 19 wins, a 2.46 GAA and .924 save percentage last season.

"[Reimer] had a pretty solid year, but it was only half a season," Carlyle said. "He's a young goaltender still cutting his teeth, finding a way to become a No. 1. The addition of Bernier solidifies our position. If we can create a competition between the two of them -- if you win you're in -- we think that's healthy for our group. That's the way you'd like to plan things, but things don't always go as planned in pro sports."

They actually did last season for the Maple Leafs, who reached their realistic goal of qualifying for the playoffs. The plan this season is to show they can do it in an 82-game season.

Toronto's team hasn't done that since 2003-04.

"A lot has been made of the grit and toughness and obviously that's a big part of how Randy likes his team to play, but we want to make sure that we're not one dimensional, that we have the ability to play a skill game, a grinding game," Nonis said. "We want to be able to play regardless of the opposition. Are we there? No. Are we closer? I think we're closer."

---
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What if Toronto Maple Leafs defenseman Jake Gardiner didn't have a strong six-game run in the Stanley Cup Playoffs? What if he didn't surprise and impress coach Randy Carlyle with his skating and decision making? What if he didn't play well enough to rediscover his confidence heading into the offseason?

What if …

OK, enough of the questions, because Gardiner did have a strong six-game run against the Boston Bruins, strong enough to surprise and impress Carlyle and to feel good about his game again.

"I want to go in there this season and be a contributor, be a difference-maker," Gardiner told NHL.com.

Gardiner thinks he can do it, and the Maple Leafs again have big plans for the 23-year-old defenseman, who after a forgetful, concussion-plagued 2012-13 regular season was at his best once Carlyle inserted him into the lineup for Game 2 of the Eastern Conference Quarterfinals.
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Carlyle still has to see an improvement in Gardiner's defensive play, but at least now he finally sees him as a defenseman ready for a top-four role with power-play time. It's no longer about the future for Gardiner; his time has come, and Toronto needs him to be good now, even better than he was as a rookie in 2011-12, when he had 30 points in 75 games and made the NHL's All-Rookie team.

"There aren't many people who can move on the ice and move the puck and skate the puck as effectively as he can," Carlyle told NHL.com. "We just think that he is going to be a fixture on our blue line for years to come."

They had the same thought at this time last season, but while the NHL and NHLPA were going through the labor dispute, Gardiner sustained a concussion playing for the Toronto Marlies in the American Hockey League.

It happened in early December and he missed the next six-plus weeks. The Maple Leafs brought him up for two games in late January, but clearly he was not right. He was sent back to the AHL and played in 21 games before being promoted again.

"I thought I was ready to play and I wasn't," Gardiner said. "I came back too soon and I wasn't the same player. It definitely took some time."

Gardiner wasn't himself until late March, when he returned to the Maple Leafs and played in 10 games. He occasionally was erratic.

"Right when I came back I made some poor decisions," Gardiner said. "I feel like I'm a pretty good skater, but I also have to be able to make good decisions or else sometimes it's going to end up in the back of your net. Turnovers were something I was definitely struggling with, but I think I was better toward the end."

He got his chance in the playoffs because an injury to Mike Kostka and the unreliable play of John-Michael Liles forced Carlyle to make changes on the blue line after a 4-1 loss in Game 1 against the Boston Bruins.

Gardiner had five points in six games and played more than 24 minutes in three of them.

"Even when he went back to the American [Hockey League, after his two-game stint with the Maple Leafs in January] it took him a long time to get his game going, but it was a pleasant surprise for him to come into the playoffs and make a contribution and play to the level he's capable of playing," Carlyle said. "We think that is just a maturing step, but he needs to continue to grow as a young player."

Gardiner wants to believe he did that last season, too. Maybe he wasn't able to build on his strong rookie season by playing another full season in the NHL, but he pushed his growing pains and his concussion aches to the side with a solid, albeit short, postseason for the Maple Leafs.

Now he has to play that way for at least 82 games. There could be more if he does.

"Last year was tough," Gardiner said. "Mentally I never knew when I was going to play, but definitely I feel I have the confidence now to go into camp and contribute to the team as a difference-maker. I tried to do that in the playoffs and I'm going to try to carry that over into this year. It's going to be an exciting year. I hope I can play at the same level I was in the playoffs."

---
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The Toronto Maple Leafs ended their NHL-long nine-year Stanley Cup Playoff drought last season, but they bowed out of the Eastern Conference Quarterfinals in heartbreaking fashion with a meltdown in Game 7 against the Boston Bruins.

After licking their wounds, the Maple Leafs got back up and had an interesting summer filled with transactions that drew praise and scorn across the NHL, but specifically in Toronto.

They want to believe they're on the right path with the type of tough, physical, no-holds-barred team Randy Carlyle loves to coach, but several questions face this team as it heads into 2013-14.
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Here are six:

1. Who is the No. 1 goalie? -- The Maple Leafs actually may have two.

James Reimer was good enough last season to help get Toronto into the Stanley Cup Playoffs for the first time since 2004. To reward Reimer, general manager Dave Nonis brought in a competitor for his job.

Jonathan Bernier long has been considered No. 1 material, but because he was playing behind Jonathan Quick in Los Angeles, he never got the chance on a full-time basis. He'll have to earn it in Toronto, but his chances of becoming a No. 1 with the Maple Leafs are much better than they were in L.A.

Reimer was solid, but not by any means spectacular last season, with 19 wins, a 2.46 goals-against average, a .924 save percentage and four shutouts. Bernier, in limited action with the Kings, won nine times in 14 games and had a 1.88 GAA and .922 save percentage.

No one is saying the Maple Leafs have to name a No. 1 goalie coming out of training camp, because it's always good to have two goalies you trust for an 82-game season. If all goes according to plan, Reimer and Bernier will push each other and perhaps have a near-even split in playing time throughout the season.

However, if the Maple Leafs want not only to make the playoffs, but do some damage once they get there, they're going to need one of their goalies to emerge as a No. 1. It should be a compelling competition to watch.

2. Will GM Dave Nonis work his magic to sign and keep Nazem Kadri and Cody Franson? -- It's a good thing Nonis got his five-year contract extension before having to make this happen, because it's a head-scratcher.

Kadri and Franson are restricted free agents who are due raises, but the Maple Leafs have a shade under $5 million in salary-cap space to work with, according to Capgeek.com. Nonis told NHL.com last week he thinks the Maple Leafs have enough room under the salary cap to get both players signed in time for training camp, but said there have been quiet periods in the negotiations and there was nothing to update.

Reports surfaced in lat July, starting with TSN's Darren Dreger, that Nonis could be looking to trade Franson. It hasn't happened yet and there has been no indicator anything is close, but Nonis has to at least be considering it.

Franson, who is 26 years old and coming off his best season (29 points in 45 games), is an intriguing option for any team.

Nonis, though, potentially could get both under contract if he can convince Kadri, who is 22 years old, to accept a bridge deal similar to what Montreal Canadiens defenseman P.K. Subban signed in January. This usually is a two-year contract with a reasonable cap number (under $3 million) that incentivizes the player to play well so he can land his big contract in his next deal, when the salary cap is expected to be higher than the $64.3 million it will be this season.

David Clarkson

David Clarkson

Right Wing - TOR

G: 97 | A: 73 | P: 170

 SHOTS: 1,033 | +/-: -32

 3. Will David Clarkson rediscover the 30-goal touch he had in New Jersey? -- Even though Nonis said Clarkson isn't expected to score 30, the GM wouldn't have signed him for seven years if he didn't think the power forward had it in him to do it. 

Clarkson became a 30-goal scorer in 2011-12, and had 15 goals in 48 games last season with the New Jersey Devils. He landed a seven-year, $36.75 million contract with Toronto on July 5 and immediately drew comparisons to former Maple Leafs power forward Wendel Clark, who was a four-time 30-goal scorer for Toronto, reaching a high of 46 in 1993-94.

Clarkson embraced the comparisons to Clark, his favorite player growing up in the Toronto suburb of Mimico, Ontario. Now Clarkson has to embrace the pressure that comes along with being the player who is supposed to be the new Clark in blue and white.

The plan, at least heading into camp, is to see if Clarkson can develop chemistry with Kadri.

The Maple Leafs also brought back Tyler Bozak, who likely will resume his duties as the top-line center, flanked by Phil Kessel and James van Riemsdyk. That leaves Kadri, Clarkson and perhaps Joffrey Lupul as a second line that has the potential to be dangerous, provided Clarkson finds his scoring touch and doesn't abandon the other powerful and antagonizing areas of his game that make him the power forward he is.

4. Is Jake Gardiner ready for a regular role? -- If how the defenseman played in the playoffs is an indicator, the answer is a resounding yes.

After going through a trying season, one split between the NHL and American Hockey League that included a concussion that derailed him for longer than he anticipated, Gardiner was one of Toronto's best players during the final six games against the Bruins in the Eastern Conference Quarterfinals.

He looked like a better version of the player who had 30 points in 75 games as a rookie in 2011-12. He was nothing close to the player who was inconsistent in 12 games with the Maple Leafs during the 2012-13 regular season.

Gardiner used his speed, touch, defensive acumen and strong skating ability to produce five points in six playoff games, and left Toronto after the heartbreaking loss in Game 7 with renewed confidence and a sense of belonging. Perhaps the best part about his game was that he was willing to take some risks again, something that was missing during the regular season.

It absolutely was necessary for Gardiner to end on a high note after all he went through last season. He needed a surge of positivity going into the offseason, and now he's ready to be a difference-maker with the Maple Leafs.

5. Can Dave Bolland deliver more offense, as Nonis says he can? -- Nonis made a surprising comment shortly after trading for Bolland at the 2013 NHL Draft on June 30. He said he thought Bolland, who scored the Stanley Cup-clinching goal for the Chicago Blackhawks, could do more offensively if given a chance in a higher-profile role. He cited Bolland's numbers in the Ontario Hockey League, when he had 130 points in 65 games with the London Knights in 2005-06.

Maybe Nonis was choosing to overlook the fact that when healthy during the 2012-13 regular season, Bolland primarily was the Blackhawks No. 2 center, with Patrick Kane and Patrick Sharp on his wings, and produced seven goals and 14 points. Bolland was shifted down the lineup in the playoffs and was a more effective player.

Toronto would welcome more production from Bolland, who has scored 19 goals twice in his career and had a personal-best 46 points in 2008-09, but odds are he'll still be playing center on the third line, unless Bozak and/or Kadri stumble.

The good thing is the Maple Leafs have seen enough to believe Bolland can move up to a scoring line if necessary, but he's most effective when he's in a checking-line role. Chicago used him that way in 2010 and in the playoffs last season, and that's why he's a two-time Cup champion.

The Maple Leafs should not try to make Bolland abandon what he does best, but he's good enough to deliver a fair amount of secondary scoring, and maybe that's what Nonis was going for in the first place.

6. What is the right thing to do when it comes to Morgan Rielly? -- The right answer will depend on how Rielly performs in training camp. The only thing known for sure is the defenseman isn't old enough to start the season in the AHL with the Marlies, so it's either the NHL or back to the Western Hockey League for the 19-year-old, who was the Maple Leafs' first-round pick (No. 5) in 2012.

If Rielly impresses, the Maple Leafs likely will keep him on the NHL roster at the start of the season;  they can afford to give him a nine-game tryout before the clock starts running on his entry-level contract. That should be enough time to see if he's ready for the NHL.

In addition, if Rielly is good in camp, Nonis would have to make difficult decisions on which players to keep on the blue line, and that calls into question the futures of Paul Ranger, Mark Fraser, Korbinian Holzer, T.J. Brennan and maybe John-Michael Liles.

If Rielly falters, the easy decision would be to send him back to the Moose Jaw Warriors in the WHL. It wouldn't be a terrible thing because Rielly would return as an older player on a younger team, which would give him a chance to develop leadership skills that could prove useful down the road in Toronto.

However, Maple Leafs executives aren't sure if another season in the WHL would do anything for Rielly. He was a near point-per-game player for Moose Jaw last season and they're not sure he needs more time developing at the junior level.

---
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The Toronto Maple Leafs finally returned to the Stanley Cup Playoffs after nearly a decade, but the ending of their first-round series with the Boston Bruins will be remembered for much longer than that.

General manager Dave Nonis had a pretty interesting summer as the Maple Leafs try to build on what was a successful regular season and move past the remarkable collapse in Game 7 against the Bruins.

Two decisions inevitably will be linked and already have been analyzed and scrutinized aplenty: Center Mikhail Grabovski was bought out, and center Tyler Bozak was given a five-year, $21 million contract. Another center, Dave Bolland, was added in a draft-day trade with the Chicago Blackhawks.

The most expensive move was adding forward David Clarkson on a seven-year, $36.75 million contract. Clarkson could be a prototypical power forward, but he’s scored more than 17 goals in a season once and never has had more than 46 points.

2013-14 FANTASY PREVIEW: LEAFS

Under-valued: Joffrey Lupul -- Because he played in 16 games last season (11 goals, seven assists), Lupul might slip in some drafts. Don't let him. As long as the forward can stay healthy, he should produce to at least a third-round-caliber fantasy player with about 30 goals and 60-plus points.

Over-valued: Tyler Bozak -- He might be the first-line center and just received a hefty contract, but he's not exactly the most valuable fantasy player. His best full season (2011-12) saw him post 18 goals, 47 points, 22 penalty minutes, 12 power-play points and 109 shots on goal. He could reach 20 goals and 50 points, but no other category will help you.

Sleeper: Jake Gardiner -- Many drafters will be eyeing Cody Franson, but don't forget about Gardiner. After posting four points in 12 regular-season games last season (due to injury and American Hockey League time), the defenseman erupted in the playoff series against the Boston Bruins for five points in six games. A first-round pick from 2008, Gardiner could outproduce Franson from the blue line this season.

 -- Follow Matt Cubeta on Twitter: @NHLQubes

FOLLOW @NHLFANTASY FOR DAILY UPDATES ›

MORE NHL.COM FANTASY HOCKEY COVERAGE ›

Nonis also traded for goaltender Jonathan Bernier, a sought-after commodity who could push James Reimer for playing time. The defense corps could look similar, though someone could be moved to free up salary-cap space because two key players (Nazem Kadri and Cody Franson) remain restricted free agents. Paul Ranger, who looked like a promising defenseman before giving up the sport in Tampa Bay, decided to try a comeback and is an intriguing depth signing.

Those who have embraced advanced statistics in hockey have been highly critical of the Maple Leafs' moves this offseason, and this was a club that already was a candidate to regress in 2013-14. Maybe Clarkson can become a more consistent scorer and either Reimer or Bernier can become an elite goaltender. Maybe the players with high shooting percentages last season don't regress.

Either way, there will be plenty of focus on Toronto in 2013-14.

Here is the projected 2013-14 lineup for the Maple Leafs:

Forwards

Joffrey Lupul - Tyler Bozak - Phil Kessel

James van Riemsdyk - Nazem Kadri - David Clarkson

Joe Colborne - Dave Bolland - Nikolai Kulemin

Frazer McLaren - Jay McClement - Colton Orr

Trevor Smith

Defensemen

Dion Phaneuf - Carl Gunnarsson

Jake Gardiner - Cody Franson

John-Michael Liles - Korbinian Holzer

Paul Ranger - Mark Fraser

Goalies

James Reimer

Jonathan Bernier

NOTES: There is plenty of statistical data to show that Kessel does not actually play better with Bozak, but the team believes in the chemistry they possess. Kadri is an undeniable talent, but he's also a prime regression candidate. Playing more meaningful minutes might help curb some of that.

Someone needs to lock down a spot on the third line next to Bolland and Kulemin. Colborne is a natural center, but it could be him. A young player -- Jerry D'Amigo or Tyler Biggs -- could surprise during training camp.

Gardiner had a frustrating season in 2012-13, but late last season he began to look like the player who was a revelation as a rookie in 2011-12. Reimer had a strong season and played well in the first six postseason games against the Bruins, but now will face a real challenge for his job from Bernier, long considered one of the top young talents at the position while waiting his turn with the Los Angeles Kings.

---
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The top executives inside the Toronto Maple Leafs organization want to believe they've entered a new phase with development of the NHL team, meaning there isn't, or at least shouldn't be, a lot of room for prospects on the roster this season.

Some rookies may emerge, but the Maple Leafs are hoping to have a lot of their top young players spend a full season with the Toronto Marlies of the American Hockey League.

"The Marlies are going to get a lot younger," Dave Poulin, Maple Leafs vice president of hockey operations, told NHL.com. "There will be as many as 17 entry-level contracts down there."

Here are Toronto's top 10 prospects, according to NHL.com:

1. Morgan Rielly, D: Rielly was the No. 5 pick in the 2011 NHL Draft and is coming off a season when he had 54 points in 60 games for the Moose Jaw Warriors of the Western Hockey League. He played a combined 22 regular-season and playoff games with the Marlies after Moose Jaw's season ended.

 If top prospect Morgan Rielly performs well in training camp, it's possible he could start the season with the Maple Leafs. (Photo: Gregory Shamus/NHLI)

Rielly, who is listed at 6-foot-1, 205 pounds, is too young (19) to start the season in the AHL, so his only options are to play for the Maple Leafs or return to the WHL. With a strong camp, it's possible he starts the season in Toronto, giving the team time to decide if he belongs in the NHL or if he isn't ready.

The clock on Rielly's entry-level contract wouldn't start ticking until he played in his 10th NHL game. Even if he played in 10 or more games with the Maple Leafs, they could return him to Moose Jaw at any point during the season.

"It's certainly up to him," Poulin said. "We call it punching a hole in the lineup, and if that's the case, then you adjust accordingly."

The Maple Leafs aren't sure if Rielly needs to play another season of junior hockey to be ready for the NHL, but Poulin said it could benefit him to go back to the WHL and be one of the best players there.

"Particularly in this day and age, so many kids play up so often that they never get to totally dominate a certain age group," Poulin said. "I always thought the best players in the NHL were ones that knew how to take over and dominate. There's a reason Mark Messier knew how to take over and dominate a game, because he had done it growing up at different levels. A lot of skilled and talented players never really get that chance because they're always playing up.

"You always hear, 'Well, he can play at that level.' Well, playing at that level and really playing at that level are two different things. Learning how to dominate at that level is a totally different thing. I have never minded a player being able to be the best player at a certain level. That's the benefit."

2. Joe Colborne, C: The 23-year-old forward signed a one-year contract in July and is expected to push for a roster spot this fall. Colborne, who is 6-5, 213, was pointless in a combined seven regular-season and Stanley Cup Playoff games for the Maple Leafs last season, but Poulin said the coaches and executives liked how he played in two playoff games.

Colborne, a 2008 first-round pick of the Boston Bruins (No. 16), was acquired by the Maple Leafs in a 2011 trade for Tomas Kaberle. Colborne has appeared in 16 games with the Maple Leafs during the past three seasons, posting one goal and five assists. He had 14 goals and 28 assists in 65 games with the Marlies last season. He may have to move to the wing in order to make the team.

"He's had ebbs and flows and some of them are related to injury, some of them are related to growing into a big body and some are related to just getting used to playing at a high level on a consistent basis," Poulin said. "We've seen the flashes of it, but at this level it has to be all the time."

3. Petter Granberg, D: Granberg, 21, is coming to North America for his first professional season and is ticketed to play for the Marlies, but Poulin said the 2010 fourth-round pick (No. 116) definitely is on the radar to get to the NHL sooner rather than later.

Granberg, who is 6-3, 200, has played for Skelleftea in the Swedish Hockey League for the past three seasons. He played with Alexander Edler on Sweden's top defense pair and primarily behind Henrik Sedin and Daniel Sedin at the 2013 IIHF World Championship. Even when Edler was suspended from play for his knee-on-knee hit on Canada's Eric Staal, Granberg stayed on the top pair and was one of Sweden's best defensemen as the team won the gold medal.

"He is very strong, stay-at-home and very steady," Poulin said. "He had injuries last season, but he finished the year very strongly for Skelleftea. He played a prominent role. He played 10 games in the World Championship, heads-up against the other team's best line, played against Steven Stamkos, and had a really strong World Championship."

4. Frederik Gauthier, C: The Maple Leafs’ 2013 first-round draft pick (No. 21) is a 6-5, 215-pound 18-year-old. He stood out for his size at Toronto's prospect camp in July, but the Maple Leafs will allow Gauthier time to develop his skating strength and technique before thinking about bringing him to the NHL.

He's expected to return to the Rimouski Oceanic of the Quebec Major Junior Hockey League this season. He was fourth among first-year QMJHL players last season with 60 points in 62 games. He won gold with Canada at the 2013 IIHF World Under-18 Championship and is expected to compete for a roster spot on Canada's team for the 2014 IIHF World Junior Championship after a starring role at a national junior evaluation camp in Lake Placid, N.Y., in August.

"I was not in Lake Placid, but we had both pro and amateur people in Lake Placid, and not only from within our organization but from outside our organization he had a tremendous camp," Poulin said. "The buzz was two ways but chipping in offensively, big and strong and making good decisions consistently."

5. Matthew Finn, D: The 19-year-old was a second-round pick (No. 35) in the 2012 NHL Draft and likely will return to the Guelph Storm of the Ontario Hockey League for another season. He captained the Storm last season, but was limited to 41 games because of illness and injury. The 6-foot, 199-pound defenseman had 31 points in those 41 games after putting up 41 points in 68 games the previous season. He's a hopeful for Canada's World Junior team.

"He dealt with a lot of injuries last year, but he had a really good junior camp in Lake Placid," Poulin said. "He looks very, very good right now."

6. Tyler Biggs, RW: Biggs is another one of the Maple Leafs' big prospects: 6-3, 224. He's tabbed as a power forward in the NHL, but Biggs, who played in the OHL last season for the Oshawa Generals, will need time in the AHL first.

He had 53 points in 60 games with Oshawa last season, and a goal in four games with the Marlies when he got his first cup of coffee in the AHL. Unless Biggs, a first-round pick (No. 22) by the Maple Leafs in 2011, has a monster camp and forces his way onto the team, the Maple Leafs will want him to get the full pot of coffee in the AHL.

"I assume he'll start with the Marlies and he'll grow some ownership in the group," Maple Leafs director of player development Jim Hughes said. "He has to grab the bull by the horns and make his presence felt early."
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7. Carter Ashton, RW: The Maple Leafs particularly like Ashton's size (6-3, 215), strength and skating ability. They think it's all NHL-level quality, but Ashton, 22, hasn't been able to find it consistently. He did not have a point and was a minus-10 in 15 games with the Maple Leafs in 2011-12. The 29th pick in the 2009 draft spent all of last season in the AHL, where he had 19 points in 53 games.

"There is an offensive upside that has been there at various levels in the past, but he's got to find it in the NHL," Poulin said. "He scored 21 goals in the AHL [in 2011-12], which is pretty good for a 20-year-old."

8. Stuart Percy, D: Percy, 20, was selected three spots after Biggs (No. 25) in the 2011 draft. Like Biggs, he's ticketed for the AHL after captaining the Mississauga Steelheads of the OHL last season, when the 6-1, 187-pound defenseman had 45 points in 68 games.

"He may very well be a better pro than he was a junior player because of poise, timing and playing with better players," Poulin said. "He stepped into the American [Hockey League] on two different occasions and looked totally comfortable. Don't get me wrong, he has to be good enough, but in the NHL everyone is where they are supposed to be most of the time and it is easier to play. Stuart is an outlet passer and very patient person who sees the ice well. If you're patient and you see the ice and no one is there to pass it to, than your strengths aren't showing.

"Particularly the way he came out of his own zone in the American league and made the pass up the middle was just an eye-opener because most young players aren't willing to have the patience to show that. So his view of the game and his patience for the game may be better suited at a higher level."

9. Josh Leivo, LW: Poulin said the Maple Leafs like the weight Leivo has put on during the past couple of years. They drafted the 6-2 left wing in the third round (No. 86) of the 2011 NHL Draft when he was 178 pounds; he's up to 198 now, according to Hughes.

Leivo, 20, will start the season with the Marlies. He put up 73 points in each of the past two OHL seasons.

"He's that prototypical power forward whose body is now catching up to the prototypical part," Poulin said. "He's put on significant, good weight in the past couple of years. He was a late bloomer in his OHL draft year, but has really emerged post that and the last couple of years has been one of the top players in the league. He plays very well down low, on the cycle, on the boards and he's kind of slippery in the way he operates."

10. Greg McKegg, C: The 21-year-old earned playing time under former Marlies coach Dallas Eakins last season. In 61 games he had eight goals and 15 assists, but most importantly he settled in at center and started to make a lot of plays that caught the eye of Poulin and other Toronto executives.

McKegg (6-foot, 191) has played in NHL exhibition games and likely will again this season, but he's most likely going to start the season in the AHL.

"We like his vision and his hands," Poulin said. "His skating has improved vastly over the last couple of years, but his hands and his hockey sense were always there. He had 270 points in 262 junior games, so he puts up numbers, but what he did is round out his defensive game for the Marlies and that earned him more playing time."

---
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The Bruins have an opening on their third line, a job that is Jordan Caron's to lose. (Photo by Joe Makarski, Bruins Daily). 

By Anthony Travalgia, Bruins Daily

When training camp opens up for the Bruins in less than a month, there won’t be many roster spots up for grabs as the Bruins look to return to the Stanley Cup Final for the third time in four seasons. But one position that will be fought for is the third line right wing spot.

When the Bruins traded Tyler Seguin and Rich Peverley to the Dallas Stars, a spot on the Bruins third line opened up. Chris Kelly returns for his third season with the Bruins and is a lock for the third line center role. Carl Soderberg who joined the Bruins last season is expected to skate to Kelly’s left. Who skates to their right is one of the biggest questions the Bruins will face as August turns to September and the Black and Gold get back to business.

The Bruins have a few guys who will battle it out as they look to be penciled into the lineup for opening night against the Lightning on October 3, but at the end of the day the job is Jordan Caron’s to lose.

Caron’s tenure as a Bruin has been a bumpy one, and if Caron’s latest contract with the Bruins is not an indication that this is his last chance to prove his worth, then I don’t know what is.

Coming off his three-year entry level deal this summer, Caron signed a one-year, one-way deal worth $640,000. Caron has spent the past three seasons bouncing back-and-forth between the AHL and NHL. The 22-year old forward has 11 goals in 88 games with the Bruins and 27 goals in 111 games with Providence.

A one-way contract means in order for Caron to be sent down to Providence he would need to clear waivers, something the Bruins may not be comfortable doing. Caron has shown signs of potential at times, but for the most part has struggled at the NHL level.

Looking to beat out Caron for third line right wing spot will be Bruins prospects Ryan Spooner and Jared Knight. Riley Smith and Matt Fraser—both of whom were acquired in the trade with the Stars—are also in the mix.

Caron’s NHL experience makes him the early favorite, but certainly doesn’t guarantee that the job will be his. Albeit 40 games and 13 games respectively, Smith and Fraser do have NHL experience.

Caron’s 6’2 200lb body makes him a perfect third line forward, espcially for a Bruins team who is known for it’s physical play, but it seems to be Caron’s confidence, or lack thereof that has hurt him in the past.

Spooner could be the dark horse—if you even want to consider him that—in this competition. The former 2010 second rounder made his NHL debut with the Bruins last season, playing in four games total where he failed to register a point. Spooner had a phenomenal rookie campaign for the “Baby B’s” last season with 57 points in 59 games.

There’s no doubt it’s going to be a fun battle to watch as training camp and preseason roll along. The job is Caron’s to lose; from here it’s up to him to make something happen with his NHL career.

When rumors broke during last April’s trade deadline that the Bruins were looking to acquire a legitimate scoring threat, Caron’s name was floated around, but “experts” quickly shot that rumor down saying the Bruins value Caron much more highly than other teams do in the league. If there is truth to that, it can only benefit Caron.

Rookies will report to training camp on September 3 with veterans reporting on the 11th. Almost there folks, we’re almost there.

 This blog is not written or edited by Boston.com or the Boston Globe.

 The author is solely responsible for the content.
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The Bruins signing of Jarome Iginla was just one of a handful of big moves made by the Bruins this off-season (Photo by Joe Makarski/Bruins Daily).

By Dan St. Pierre, Bruins Daily

Unlike the past few seasons, Boston Bruins GM Peter Chiarelli decided to shake up the organization’s group of forwards. 

By now, you know the stories of why Tyler Seguin resides in Dallas, how Tuukka Rask landed a monster contract this off season and why it was necessary for the club to say goodbye to Andrew Ference. As the NHL Free Agent frenzy nears a conclusion, we’ll take a look at the transactions Chiarelli made this off-season and let you know if the Bruins won or lost in each transaction. 

Arrival: Loui Eriksson (LW/RW)

 Departure: Tyler Seguin (RW/C)

Seguin’s skill set never really meshed with Claude Julien’s defensive-minded system and a departure of Seguin will help both player and organizations involved in the deal. Even though Seguin’s potential impact in Dallas still makes a verdict on this deal a mystery, in the short term, Chiarelli made a brilliant deal. Throughout his career, Seguin would often carry the puck into the offensive zone and flick a shoddy wrist shot on goal. 

In Eriksson, the Bruins instantly upgrade in all three phases of the game (offense, defense and special teams). Comparing the two from a statistical standpoint, you’ll notice similar totals, but unlike Seguin, Eriksson is an elite, polished player in his prime right now.

Win for the Bruins: Yes Seguin will put up tremendous numbers in Dallas, but Eriksson is a more complete player and will fit in better with the Bruins system than Seguin did.

Arrival: Jarome Iginla (RW)

 Departure: Nathan Horton (RW)

You’d be hard pressed to find a more clutch player than Horton during his three-year reign in Boston. Horton’s value to the Bruins was especially important during the postseason, led by six game-winning-goals and 36 points in 43 games played. Nonetheless, Horton decided it was time to move on and signed a lucrative contract with the Columbus Blue Jackets. 

When the news struck of Horton leaving, many expected Chiarelli to search for a low-cost veteran option due to a lowered salary cap. This time, Chiarelli had the interest of Jarome Iginla and inked the decorated Olympian to an incentive-laden, one-year contract. In Iginla, the Bruins receive the ideal replacement for Horton, who will quickly find a rhythm within Julien’s system. 

As Jaromir Jagr once said,“They always said, ‘You’ve got to drive to the net,’ and now I understand why they were saying that, and I never really drive to the net, now I know why,” and Iginla has an inept ability to wreak havoc in front of opposing nets.

Loss for the Bruins: Iginla is a great player, no doubt, but Horton was as clutch as they came during his tenure in Boston. It’s hard to find guys who can score big goals like Horton did for the Bruins. He surely will be missed.

Arrival: Chad Johnson (G) or Niklas Svedberg (G)

 Departure: Anton Khudobin

After not getting an opportunity to showcase his talents in Minnesota and Boston over the previous three seasons, Khudobin excelled in the role of backup goaltender in 2013 with the Bruins. Khudobin knew his playing time would be limited with Boston and departed, without a raise, to Carolina. Chiarelli quickly signed 27-year-old Chad Johnson, who is expected to compete with Niklas Svedberg in camp, who excelled with the Providence Bruins in his first season in North America in 2012-13. It’s important to remember Johnson saves the Bruins in cap space, compared to Khudobin, and that Tuukka Rask will get 75-80 percent of the starts between the pipes.

Push for the Bruins: This is a tough one to judge, for now. Khudobin was the perfect backup to Rask. As of now the backup job is Johnson’s to lose, but don’t be surprised if Svedberg edges Johnson for the spot.

Arrival: Torey Krug (D) and Matt Bartkowski (D)

 Departure: Andrew Ference (D)

With a plethora of young defensemen ready for NHL action, the Bruins had no choice but to part ways with Assistant Captain Andrew Ference, who first arrived in Boston during the 2006-2007 season. After a successful rookie campaign, Dougie Hamilton will receive a bump in playing time, while playoff sensations Krug and Bartkowski battle for the final spot on the blueline. Even though the Bruins lose the presence of a locker room leader in Ference, the skill sets of Krug and Bartkowski are in upgrade over Ference’s. 

Win for the Bruins: Krug and Bartkowski showed the Bruins some serious potential in last seasons’ playoffs. It should be fun watching these two young defensemen over the next several years.

Arrival: Carl Soderberg (LW/RW)

 Departure: Jaromir Jagr (RW)

After striking out on Iginla, Chiarelli turned to Jagr to help resurrect an offense that was having issues finding the back of the net. In 11 regular season games, the future hall-of-famer tallied two goals and nine points, including two power play points. In the playoffs, Jagr showed he still inhibited the necessary skill to continue his playing career, but failing to register a goal in 22 playoff games cemented all possibilities of a return to Boston. 

Win for the Bruins The cap flexibility and Jagr's playoff performance is what gives the edge to the Bruins going with Soderberg.
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While there is more roster upheaval heading into this season than any other for the nucleus of Boston Bruins players, there are some areas where change won’t be coming. It was thought that the Merlot Line might be one of those places after the trio of Shawn Thornton, Gregory Campbell and Daniel Paille proved once again last spring why they are the best fourth line in the NHL.

All three forwards dominated during the second round of the playoffs against the New York Rangers, and it’s clear the Bruins weren’t the same after Campbell went down with a broken leg in the Eastern Conference Final. Paille had four goals and nine points in 22 playoff games for the Bruins, and notched three game-winning goals in the playoffs helping push the Black and Gold to the Cup Final.

That’s where the bitter end arrived in the final minutes of Game 6 when the Bruins fell to the Blackhawks, a development Paille is still attempting to shake off.

“We have to look forward and realize what we’ve got,” said Paille. “I think we’re all looking forward to it. We definitely want to get the chemistry going early on, and progress as much as we can throughout training camp and the season.”

That was after Paille finished with 10 goals and 17 points in 46 regular season games in arguably his best regular season since arriving in Boston four years ago. Dougie Hamilton won the 7th Player Award for the Bruins at the end of last season, but there were many pulling for Paille to get some recognition after putting together such a solid all-around campaign.

One potential development after last year’s standout season: Paille might be in line for a promotion. The speedy, gritty winger was bumped up to a line with Chris Kelly and Tyler Seguin toward the end of the playoffs, and performed well as he has during intermittently getting bumped up the lineup over the last few years.

So it’s expected that the 29-year-old Paille could compete for an open wing spot on the third line depending on whether or not the Bruins coaching staff wants to bust up such a good fourth line. There should be an open competition on either side of Kelly with names like Jordan Caron, Carl Soderberg, Ryan Spooner, Matt Fraser, Reilly Smith and Jared Knight already expected to battle for roster spots.

Either way Paille said he’ll be ready to compete when training camp opens next month.

“There are definitely some big changes from last year,” admitted Paille. “For me I don’t want to change too much. I just want to continue the trend of last year, and build off of that. If an opportunity comes up where I get a chance to play that third line spot, then I definitely will.

“But I’m not quite sure what the circumstances are going to be at this point. I’m not going to go with any expectations going into camp. I’ll just see what the positioning is going to be. I definitely have no problem playing with Soupie and Thorny because we’ve had a lot of success over the years.”

Either way, both Paille and the Bruins are in a pretty good moving forward into next season with the versatile winger getting better with each and every season in Boston.
Shawn Thornton is entering the final year of his contract with the Boston Bruins, and is delving into the twilight years for an NHL enforcer at 35 years old.

 But the B’s right winger showed he still has plenty in the tank while shining for Boston in oft-times limited duty during their run to the Stanley Cup three months ago. He is a crucial part of the best fourth line in hockey along with Gregory Campbell and Daniel Paille. 

 It remains to be seen if that trio will be kept together once training camp opens for the Black and Gold next month, but Thornton is raring to play again after a short summer break.

 The Boston tough guy also said it’s going to be a frosty day in Hades – or something along those lines – before he starts thinking about retirement. Only Bruins teammates Zdeno Chara and Jarome Iginla will be older than Thornton entering next season, but the 6-foot-2, 217-pound winger isn’t dwelling on his age.

“I’m going to play until they rip the skates off of me, and tell me that I can’t anymore,” said Thornton on Monday during his Putts and Punches for Parkinson’s golf tourney at the Ferncroft. “I’m aware of how old I am, but I definitely don’t feel it. I’ve been fairly consistent over the last few years, I think. People probably have varying opinions about that, but I’ll continue to do everything I can do to show up in good shape.

“I just want to show up and contribute in a positive way. I hate losing more than anyone. Last year stung and that will stick with me for sure. I want to have a big year personally, but I like the moves we’ve made, and we’re built to be a good team and go a long way. I’d like to be a part of that.”

Clearly a role like Thornton’s can be only be one punch away from his career being in jeopardy, and the brutal fight against Buffalo Sabres behemoth John Scott was a reminder of that last season. 

 But “The Quiet Man” has always won a lot more of those battles than he’s lost over the years, and that’s why he’s still casting that air of intimidation 16 years into his pro hockey career.

 Good luck to the person that someday gets stuck with the unenviable job of trying to rip the skates off Thornton, because that won’t be any fun at all.
Additions have B's players feeling good 

August 13, 2013, 12:45 am

Share This Post

Cheer 

1 

Boo 

1 

Email 

Your browser does not support iframes. 

MIDDLETON – The one overriding theme for the Boston Bruins headed into a new hockey season is clear and unmistakable.

With the start of NHL training camp still one month away it’s all about inevitable change for the Black and Gold. A roster makeover is something Boston’s management held off on for as long as they could, but ultimately they couldn’t dodge it with a dropping salary cap ceiling and a pressing need to upgrade their right wings.

The strict economic limitations of the lowered salary cap may only be for the first full season coming out of the lockout, but that was enough to kick off some mutations to the team’s DNA.

The Bruins head into next season with four major contributors gone from their 2011 Stanley Cup team, and will experience more roster alterations than at any other point over the last five years. The names and faces that are gone from the Bruins scene are still a little unsettling to think about for a team that hasn’t changed much at all.

Game 7 playoff hero Nathan Horton decided he wanted a more quiet existence than Boston, and took a big, fat contract with the Columbus Blue Jackets as they move to the newly formed Metropolitan Conference. Former alternate captain and playoff warrior Andrew Ference is gone from Boston after seven solid seasons, during which he became as important a dressing room presence and inclusive force as anybody else in a Black and Gold uniform.

Rich Peverley is a versatile forward capable of playing wing or center, a master of the winning face-off and a speedy player able to perform in any given situation to potentially arise during a hockey game.  

Tyler Seguin was already an All-Star and on the cusp of being a 30-goal scorer at 21 years old after three seasons in Boston, and his former teammates still believe he’s fully capable of turning into a superstar in Dallas.

“It’s a couple of months ago now, so it’s tough to give you exactly what I felt right after the [Seguin] trade,” said Shawn Thornton. “A lot of it might have had to do with the fact he could have been one of our highest paid forwards next year. The performance and a bunch of things might have come together, and we got an unbelievable player in return [in Eriksson].

“It’s still a process for [Seguin]. I think people sometimes forget that he’s just 21 [years old]. Maybe it’s the fact that we had [Patrice] Bergeron here at 21, but I think he was more mature at 21 than I was at 31. He’s going to be an unbelievable hockey player, he’s going to score a ton of points and he’s going to mature into a great hockey player. I wish him all the success in the world in Dallas.”

Together the four players combined for 39 goals and 85 points during the 48-game shortened season last year, and have all had their “up” moments during their respective careers in Boston. The exiting Boston players move on with full acknowledgement from their former Bruins teammates that greatness may await them at their new hockey destinations.

“From what I’ve been told, it sounds like it will be a seamless transition with the guys we’ve got coming in,” said Thornton. “With Loui Eriksson, both Axelsson brothers texted me to tell me what a great guy he was, and how much we’re going to love him. I’ve heard a lot of rumors that he might be the most underrated guy [in the NHL] right now. He’s scored 25-30 goals each of the last five years, and he’s great defensively.

“Everybody knows who Iggy is, and that he’ll fit right in with that [David Krejci and Milan Lucic] line. You know Looch and Horton had a lot of chemistry, and they got along really well off the ice. But I think [Iginla] is going to fit in there really well even though these are probably questions that are better for Peter [Chiarelli] than me. I’m really exited for this upcoming year.”

But as much as the departures and the roster turnover will cause some level of uncertainty and unknown once camp opens, the Bruins also know that they didn’t exactly stand still and wave goodbye. Instead they’ll bring in 27-year-old All-Star forward Loui Eriksson, who has averaged 29.5 goals and 69.5 points in his last four full seasons for the Dallas Stars, and future Hall of Famer Jarome Iginla. The 36-year-old had scored at least 30 goals in each of his last 12 full NHL seasons before last year’s lockout-shortened campaign.

The argument is there that consistency and overall production will actually improve in trading Seguin/Horton for Eriksson/Iginla, and the young group of B’s defensemen (Dougie Hamilton, Torey Krug and Matt Bartkowski) showed a penchant for puck-movement during the playoffs. On paper, the three Bruins players at Shawn Thornton’s Putt and Punches for Parkinson’s golf tournament on Monday afternoon all believed that Boston can, and will, be better next season.

It might seem like a bit of braggadocio for a hockey club that made it to Game 6 of the Stanley Cup Final less than two months ago, but Thornton, Dan Paille and Tuukka Rask all believe the Bruins will be better next year.

“I think our team looks good. We really look competitive again. It obviously hurts to lose the guys that we did, but that’s the sad business side of it sometimes,” said Rask. “We lost the guys, but I think the replacements we got are as good . . . if they’re not even better. I think we’re in a good spot.

“You can always be better. Looking at last year I don’t think we really played our best hockey, but we still made it to the Finals. A lot of things have to click. You know how it is: you have to play as a team, and a lot of stuff has to happen for you. But if you look at the roster, I can’t see any reason why we can’t be better.”

On paper, Rask and the rest of the Bruins are 100 percent bang on in expecting that they’ll be even better than a team that was two wins away from capturing their second Cup in three years. With Eriksson and Iginla they’ll be more consistent at finishing off plays around the net, and the line of Bergeron, Marchand and Eriksson could be the most dynamic two-way forward group in hockey.

“Could” is the operative word in all of this.

Starting next month it will be about the Black and Gold proving it on the ice rather than relying on advanced stat geeks crunching the player projection numbers on sheets of paper.

The reigning Eastern Conference champion Bruins wouldn’t have it any other way.
Ducks put individual game tickets on sale

 August 21st, 2013, 4:04 pm by ERIC STEPHENS 

The Ducks announced that individual single-game tickets for their home contests in the upcoming 2013-14 season will go on sale Saturday at multiple outlets.

Tickets can be purchased beginning at 10 a.m. at either the Honda Center box office or online at http:// www.anaheimducks.com/tickets. They can also be bought over the telephone through Ticketmaster at (714) 703-2545.

After a three-game road trip to start the season, the Ducks will begin their home schedule on Oct. 10 ... 

Read the rest of this entry » 

Posted in: Ducks • Ducks community • 2013 offseason • 2013-14 regular season | 
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Ducks lose Souray for 4-6 months, sign Fistric

 August 20th, 2013, 11:23 am by ERIC STEPHENS 

The Ducks announced Tuesday that defenseman Sheldon Souray suffered a torn ligament in his right wrist and could miss four to six months after undergoing surgery in late July.

Souray injured himself while working out off the ice July 17 and had surgery to repair the ligament July 25 at Kerlan-Jobe Clinic in Los Angeles. Dr. Steven Shin performed the  procedure.

The veteran said he felt and heard a pop in the wrist when he was throwing a 40-pound medicine ball while ... 

Read the rest of this entry » 

Posted in: Ducks Personnel • Ducks • 2013 offseason • Edmonton Oilers • Sheldon Souray • Mark Fistric | 

 View comments .

Selanne: Decision to play or retire expected next week

 August 19th, 2013, 4:22 pm by BY ERIC STEPHENS 

ANAHEIM – Teemu Selanne indicated that next week could be when he makes it known whether he’ll return to the Ducks for a 21st NHL season, the winger told the Register on Monday.

After going through a 90-minute practice session at Anaheim Ice, Selanne said he plans to meet again with Ducks general manager Bob Murray later this week. The two met last week at Honda Center, with both characterizing it as a good discussion.

Selanne also said that he wants to ... 

Read the rest of this entry » 

 View comments .

Ducks A-Z: Jonas Hiller

 August 19th, 2013, 9:46 am by ERIC STEPHENS 

Let's face it, Jonas Hiller could start for the majority of teams in the National Hockey League. And when he's on his game, the Swiss goalie has the ability to steal wins.

The Ducks are blessed to have him and Viktor Fasth as a one-two punch in net that should give them a chance to win on the majority of nights in the upcoming 2013-14 season. The two were a key part of a surprising ... 

Read the rest of this entry » 
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Selanne meets with Ducks GM Murray

 August 14th, 2013, 10:12 am by ERIC STEPHENS 

Teemu Selanne is moving closer to a decision on his playing future and has discussed a return to the Ducks next season after meeting with the club on Tuesday.

Selanne met with Ducks GM Bob Murray to further discuss the winger's role for the upcoming 2013-14 season. The Ducks confirmed on Wednesday that the two got together for an hour in person at Honda Center.

Murray, through a team spokesman, characterized the meeting as "positive" and that he and Selanne agreed to ... 

Read the rest of this entry » 
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Ducks A-Z: John Gibson

 August 12th, 2013, 10:44 am by ERIC STEPHENS 

He has no NHL games on his resume and couldn't even take part in the Ducks' summer prsopect camp because of an ailment he chose not to disclose.

But there was John Gibson being asked by fans to take pictures with them and sign various items, which he did dutifully while watching scrimmage games from the stands at Anaheim Ice.

Such is life when you're a ballyhooed prospect in the vein of Cam Fowler and Bobby ... 

Read the rest of this entry » 
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Lombardi: Kings have not talked to Selanne

 August 8th, 2013, 6:09 pm by ERIC STEPHENS 

Teemu Selanne to the Kings? Not according to General Manager Dean Lombardi.

In an e-mail to the Register on Thursday, Lombardi said the Kings have not talked to the free-agent winger and added that "we are filled now anyway" with regard to their roster.

The Kings' salary cap situation also supports Lombardi's assertion as it relates to adding a player, particularly one of Selanne's stature. His club is about $87,000 over the cap according to CapGeek.com but it has until 48 hours ... 

Read the rest of this entry » 
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Ducks make Utah their new ECHL affiliate

 August 8th, 2013, 11:24 am by ERIC STEPHENS 

The Ducks have a new partner in the ECHL as they have forged an affiliate agreement with the Utah Grizzlies.

The Grizzlies have been in the ECHL since the 2005-06 season and have mde Kelly Cup playoff appearances in each of the last six seasons. Tim Branham will begin his first season as their coach after being named ot the position on July 8.

Branham, who is also the Grizzlies' new general manage, Read the rest of this entry » 
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Ducks A-Z: Ryan Getzlaf

 August 6th, 2013, 11:04 am by ERIC STEPHENS 

There were a lot of reasons for Ryan Getzlaf to be motivated for the 2012-13 season.

At the top of the list was a rebound from his disastrous 2011-12 to prove that it was an anomaly and not the sign of a downward trend. Running alongside that was the specter of free agency around the corner and a massive pay day from the Ducks -- or someone else.

One could sarcastically say that he had 66 ... 

Read the rest of this entry » 
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Ducks A-Z: Max Friberg

 August 5th, 2013, 12:43 pm by ERIC STEPHENS 

At 20, Max Friberg is at that stage where he's very much in the process of development.

Friberg has been in his native Sweden playing as a youngster against men older and, in some cases, much older. As with the majority of young hockey players, there have been breakthroughs and setbacks.

To move closer to the dream of playing in the NHL, Friberg will have to literally move closer. An internship in the American Hockey League ... 

Read the rest of this entry » 
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Ducks A-Z: Cam Fowler

 August 2nd, 2013, 9:37 am by ERIC STEPHENS 

In the lockout-shortened 2012-13 season, Francois Beauchemin did all the things that a No. 1 defenseman should do for the Ducks in leading an improved blue line.

Beauchemin's all-around play earned enough Norris Trophy consideration to give him a fourth-place finish. But he's also going to be 33 coming off a torn ACL injury and isn't what you would call a prototypical No. 1 defenseman.

Cam Fowler was that, at least for imagination's sake, when the Ducks eagerly snapped ... 

Read the rest of this entry » 
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Former Ducks defenseman Lydman likely to retire

 August 1st, 2013, 9:26 pm by By ERIC STEPHENS 

Veteran defenseman Toni Lydman, who spent the last three years with the Ducks, is reportedly on the verge of announcing his retirement after 12 NHL seasons.

Former defenseman and current TSN hockey analyst Aaron Ward posted on his Twitter account Thursday that Lydman, 35, will soon call it a career. Ward capped his 13-year NHL career with the Ducks.

Ward also tweeted that Lydman has turned down two-year contracts worth $5 million from two teams. Lydman is an unrestricted free agent after ... 

Read the rest of this entry » 
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Ducks A-Z: Viktor Fasth

 July 29th, 2013, 9:36 am by ERIC STEPHENS 

As out-of-nowhere hockey stories go, it is a pretty darned good one.

Viktor Fasth really isn't out of nowhere but he was still largely an unknown when he put on his Ducks game sweater for the first time and took his place in goal for his NHL debut on Jan. 26.

By the end of that Saturday night in Anaheim, Fasth had snatched David Legwand's backhand shot out of the air to preserve a 3-2 win. ... 

Read the rest of this entry » 
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Ducks sign Palmieri to three-year, $4.4M deal

 July 26th, 2013, 11:13 am by ERIC STEPHENS 

Banking on his promise as an up-and-coming goal scorer, the Ducks and Kyle Palmieri have agreed on a new three-year contract Friday.

Palmieri's deal is worth $4.4 million over the next three seasons and will carry a salary cap hit of $1.47 million, the Register has learned. The winger was a restricted free agent but didn't have arbitration rights.

His contract will pay him $1.35 million in the upcoming season, $1.45 million in 2014-15 and $1.6 ... 

Read the rest of this entry » 
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Ducks on lookout for new ECHL affiliate

 July 26th, 2013, 4:36 pm by ERIC STEPHENS 

The Ducks could be closing in on a new ECHL affiliate after they and the Fort Wayne Komets parted ways following a one-year association.

A Ducks spokesperson said the club has been working on securing a new partner and that an annoucement could come in the coming days, perhaps as soon as next week.

One possible option could be Stockton as the Read the rest of this entry » 
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Kariya gains entry into B.C. Hall of Fame

 July 26th, 2013, 1:47 pm by ERIC STEPHENS 

Paul Kariya did not gain entry into the Hockey Hall of Fame during his first year on the ballot and his career-shortening concussion issues may be the thing that keeps him out -- perhaps for a while or for good.

But there's no question that Kariya had a splendid 15-year career, especially during the Mighty Ducks portion where he was the franchise's first legitimate star and teamed with Teemu Selanne to make them relevant beyond ... 

Read the rest of this entry » 
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Ducks A-Z: Emerson Etem

 July 25th, 2013, 3:06 pm by ERIC STEPHENS 

He has all of 38 games in the National Hockey League under his belt but Emerson Etem can truly be called a hometown favorite. And that is something when your team is based in California.

Let's face it, most NHL players either emanate from the northern United States or further north in Canada. Or they come from outside North America altogeher.

Beyond his status as the greatest hockey player who ever lived in the eyes of ... 

Read the rest of this entry » 
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Ducks release full preseason schedule

 July 23rd, 2013, 5:37 pm by ERIC STEPHENS 

Bits and pieces of the Ducks' 2013 preseason schedule have been reported and released but the club officially released their seven-game slate Tuesday, which includes four home games.

The Ducks will start their exhibition schedule Sept. 16 with a game against Phoenix at Honda Center. They'll also host the Kings the next night before visiting Colorado on Sept. 18.

The Ducks will travel to San Jose for a game against the Sharks on Sept. 20 before ... 

Read the rest of this entry » 
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Five Ducks invited to Olympic hockey camps

 July 22nd, 2013, 1:45 pm by ERIC STEPHENS 

Cam Fowler is one of five Ducks to receive the call to Olympic orientation camps on Monday as the United States and Canada men's hockey governing bodies announced their list of invited players.

Fowler is on the initial list of 48 players for Team USA and the defenseman is joined by winger Kyle Palmieri and goaltending prospect John Gibson. Ducks forwards Ryan Getzlaf and Corey Perry are among 47 players that have been invited to ... 

Read the rest of this entry » 
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Ducks A-Z: Andrew Cogliano

 July 22nd, 2013, 10:29 am by ERIC STEPHENS 

If there is one thing to know about Andrew Cogliano, it is that he will be there. Always.

There will be times when he plays well and times when he doesn't but you never have to worry about Cogliano being available. He's been pencilled into his team's lineup from his four seasons in Edmonton to the last two with the Ducks.

But the Toronto native may have turned a corner in his career when Ducks coach
Powering up for the Ducks

 July 20th, 2013, 11:08 pm by  

The Ducks held their annual tryouts for the Power Players at Anaheim Ice Saturday.

Read the rest of this entry » 
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Notable returns highlight Ducks' 20th slate

 July 19th, 2013, 11:40 am by ERIC STEPHENS 

The NHL schedule for the 2013-14 regular season is out and Ducks Blog is jotting down some highlights as it relates to the team that inhabits Honda Center:

-- One of the few great moments of the 2011-12 season was when Teemu Selanne returned to play in Winnipeg for the first time since the original Jets traded him to Anaheim. Will Selanne be there to take one more stirring bow at the MTS Centre on ... 

Read the rest of this entry » 
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Ducks hit the road to start 2013-14 season

 July 19th, 2013, 10:38 am by By ERIC STEPHENS 

Now that the league finalized its agreement to let it players participate in the 2014 Winter Olympics, the NHL finally got to the business of letting people know who plays who and when.

The full 2013-14 schedule was released Friday, moments after the long expected move to send players to Sochi, Russia, in February was announced. The Ducks will open their 20th season of action on Oct. 2 at Colorado one night after six teams ... 

Read the rest of this entry » 
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Ducks A-Z: Nick Bonino

 July 18th, 2013, 3:49 pm by ERIC STEPHENS 

Travis Moen is in Montreal working on a nice decade-long NHL career. Kent Huskins is trying to stay in the league, having bounced around and battling injuries along the way. Timo Pielmeier is back home, playing goal somewhere in Germany.

Nick Bonino is the player left in a rare trade between the Ducks and rival San Jose Sharks whose future appears to be on the rise and the Ducks were betting on that when they ... 

Read the rest of this entry » 
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Ducks A-Z: Igor Bobkov

 July 17th, 2013, 12:15 pm by ERIC STEPHENS 

Goaltenders are largely said to take longer to develop before they reached the peak of their game. Team executives often proclaim that you can't rush them.

If you do, the NHL could crush them. Igor Bobkov was a project when the Ducks drafted him in 2009 and he remains that nearly four years later, the club giving the physically imposing netminder time to hone and refine his skills.

Bobkov now has one mixed bag of a ... 

Read the rest of this entry » 
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Ducks and Kings meet twice in preseason

 July 17th, 2013, 9:38 am by ERIC STEPHENS 

This much is known about the 2013-14 NHL schedule -- the Ducks will at least play two preseason games.

As the hockey world waits on a league-wide schedule that ultimately wasn't released Wednesday, the Kings went ahead and joined a few other teams in unveiling their preseason slate.

As expected, the Ducks are on it and there will be the usual two matchups -- Sept. 17 at Honda Center and Sept. 24 at Staples Center. The Ducks are expected to release their ... 

Read the rest of this entry » 
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Penner is back where he started, with Ducks

 July 16th, 2013, 3:31 pm by ERIC STEPHENS 

Dustin Penner is the only NHL player to have won Stanley Cups with the Ducks and Kings, and now the burly winger becomes the latest to prove true an old adage.

You can go home again.

The Ducks have brought back Penner into their fold on Tuesday as they signed him to a one-year contract worth $2 million, hoping he can rekindle the great chemistry he developed with Ryan Getzlaf and Corey Perry six years ago.

Penner became a free agent when the ... 

Read the rest of this entry » 
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Ducks bring back Clark on two-way deal

 July 16th, 2013, 1:57 pm by ERIC STEPHENS 

The Ducks re-signed defenseman Mat Clark to a one-year contract extension on Monday, the club announced.

Clark's deal is two-way and Capgeek.com is reporting that he'll make $550,000 at the NHL level and $67,500 in the American Hockey League.

Clark, 22, had a goal and nine assists in a team-high 71 games with the AHL's Norfolk Admirals, the Ducks' top farm team. He also had 79 penalty minutes and a minus-13 rating.

The 2009 second-round pick of ... 

Read the rest of this entry » 
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Holland believes his time with Ducks is now

 July 15th, 2013, 4:28 pm by ERIC STEPHENS 

Peter Holland certainly looks the part.

Holland has size, strength and is plenty skilled. A natural ease with the media doesn’t hurt.

The way he snapped a wrist shot between Igor Bobkov and the left post at the Ducks’ recent conditioning camp for its prospects only whets the appetite for more from the center. Now is the time for the club’s top pick in 2009 to be the part.

Holland knows the score and it has nothing ... 

Read the rest of this entry » 
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Ducks tab Skalde for AHL coaching staff

 July 10th, 2013, 3:40 pm by ERIC STEPHENS 

The Ducks hired former NHL player Jarrod Skalde as an assistant coach for its American Hockey League affiliate Norfolk Admirals.

Skalde, 42, was a member of the expansion Mighty Ducks in 1993-94 and had five goals and four assists in 20 games. He also had brief spells with New Jersey, Calgary, San Jose, Dallas, Atlanta, Chicago and Philadelphia.

Most recently, Skalde spent the last three seasons coaching the ECHL's Cincinnati Cyclones and was named the league's coach of the year in 2013 after leading ...

Grant now officially in the Ducks' fold

 July 10th, 2013, 1:04 pm by ERIC STEPHENS 

The Ducks continued to fill out their organization by signing defenseman Alex Grant to a one-year deal on Wednesday.

The sides agreed on a contract that will pay Grant an NHL-based salary of $550,000 and an American Hockey League amount of $75,000. Grant was a restricted free agent and the club acquired his rights from Pittsburgh for winger Harry Zolnierczyk.

Grant, 24, played in 46 games with Wilkes-Barre/Scranton, the Penguins' AHL affiliate, and had four goals, ... 

Read the rest of this entry » 
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Ducks sign Stortini, Yonkman to contracts

 July 10th, 2013, 8:53 am by ERIC STEPHENS 

The Ducks signed winger Zack Stortini and defenseman Nolan Yonkman to one-year contracts on Tuesday.

Both deals are two-way in nature. Stortini will make $600,000 at the NHL level and $150,000 in the American Hockey League while Yonkman will make $600,000 in the NHL and $200,000 in the AHL.

Stortini, 27, is an enforcer by trade and has 257 NHL games to his credit with Edmonton and Nashville. He spent the 2012-13 season in the AHL with the Hamilton Bulldogs and had ... 

Read the rest of this entry » 
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Ducks' Niedermayer elected into Hockey Hall of Fame

 July 9th, 2013, 12:17 pm by ERIC STEPHENS 

Rarely was Scott Niedermayer ever thrown off his game when he played and even the specter of a call from the Hockey Hall of Fame wasn't going to do so while vacationing with his family on Vancouver Island.

Niedermayer, who won four Stanley Cups as one of the greatest defensemen of his era and captained the Ducks to their one and only title, was elected to the Hall on Tuesday by its 18-member selection committee.

The much-decorated Niedermayer was, as expected, voted ... 

Read the rest of this entry » 
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Video: Camp talk with the Ducks' bench boss

 July 7th, 2013, 6:00 pm by ERIC STEPHENS 

ANAHEIM -- Ducks coach Bruce Boudreau and members of the front office have been interested observers at the club's July conditioning camp for its prospects and new draft picks. Boudreau offered his opinions on several topics, from what he wants to see from those prospects in the camp setting to his intitial thoughts on first-round pick Shea Theodore to the start of NHL free agency with the Register's Ducks beat writer Eric Stephens. Video by Tanya Lyon of ocregister.com. (Editor's ... 

Read the rest of this entry » 
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Beleskey signs back on with Ducks for two years

 July 7th, 2013, 2:49 pm by ERIC STEPHENS 

Matt Beleskey will return to the Ducks for the next season and potentially beyond after signing a two-year contract extention Sunday worth $2.7 million.

Beleskey, 25, was a restricted free agent and had arbitration eligibility but will go nowhere near that occasionally contentious process. He'll make $1.3 million in the coming season and $1.4 million in 2014-15.

"I couldn’t be happier to stay in Anaheim," Beleskey said. "I never wanted to play anywhere else, that’s for sure. ... 

Read the rest of this entry » 

Posted in: Ducks Personnel • Ducks • Matt Beleskey • 2013 offseason | 

 View comments .

Sorensen feels at home with Ducks

 July 6th, 2013, 7:13 pm by ERIC STEPHENS 

ANAHEIM – Nick Sorensen is wearing a Ducks sweater for the first time, but the young winger might as well be donning the familiar blue-and-yellow colors of Tre Kronor.

Sorensen is already feeling right at home at the club's week-long conditioning camp for its prospects in college, junior hockey and the minor leagues. Familiar faces abound.

Wherever he turns around, there seems to be a teammate of Sweden's national junior team to run into. Hampus Lindholm. Rickard Rakell. William Karlsson. Max Friberg ... 

Read the rest of this entry » 
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Ducks send Ryan to Ottawa in major trade

 July 5th, 2013, 12:43 pm by ERIC STEPHENS 

Years of rumors finally became reality Friday and the high-scoring Bobby Ryan is no longer a member of the Ducks.

The Ducks traded the perennial 30-goal scorer to the Ottawa Senators for forward Jakob Silfverberg, top prospect Stefan Noesen and the Senators' first-round pick in 2014.

Instead of Philadelphia, where he was long rumored to eventually play for his hometown Flyers, Ryan is headed to Canada's capital city. Ryan confirmed the deal himself, posting on to his Twitter account: "Ottawa.... Im coming ... 

Read the rest of this entry » 
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Koivu stays in place for another season

 July 5th, 2013, 10:48 pm by ERIC STEPHENS 

It took longer than anticipated but the Ducks finalized a one-year contract extension with center Saku Koivu on Friday, not long after trading away Bobby Ryan.

Koivu will earn $2.5 million in base salary and can potentially make an unspecified amount in performance bonuses, which NHL players 35 and over are eligible for on one-year deals.

Adapting well to a third-line role last season, Koivu got off to a torrid offensive start before slowing over the ... 

Read the rest of this entry » 
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Ducks limited in their options

 July 4th, 2013, 8:56 pm by By ERIC STEPHENS 

This much is known about what Ducks GM Bob Murray is up to as the market for unrestricted free agents officially opens for business Friday morning:

•Murray is working the phones from his office at Honda Center and not flying out to woo a specific someone and his representative that he has in mind.

•If he has brought in a free agent for a tour of the facilities (and that is a big if), it was done quietly to not tip ... 

Read the rest of this entry » 

 View comments .

Ducks qualify Palmieri, Beleskey to keep rights

 July 2nd, 2013, 2:50 pm by ERIC STEPHENS 

Kyle Palmieri and Matt Beleskey were among the four players the Ducks issued qualified offers to by Tuesday's NHL deadline in order to keep their negotiating rights.

Qualifying offers needed to be tendered to impending restricted free agents or those players earn unrestricted status and can sign with any team.

Both offers are a five percent raise from their NHL salaries in 2012-13, as stipulated in the college bargaining agreement. The Ducks will continue to negotiate ...
Player Profiles: Lindholm, Vatanen
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By Kyle Shohara

 AnaheimDucks.com

 With the 2013-14 season only a few months away, AnaheimDucks.com takes a look at some of the younger Ducks who will likely have expanded roles and responsibilities. 

Next up are defensemen Hampus Lindholm and Sami Vatanen.

Rookie Rewind

 For Lindholm and Vatanen, the 2012-13 season began in the American Hockey League, where the two defensemen began the year playing for Anaheim’s affiliate, the Norfolk Admirals. It was the first time both played professionally in North America, with Lindholm coming from Sweden’s Division 2, and Vatanen from the Finnish Elite League.

Lindholm 

Though injuries limited him to only 44 games in the AHL, Lindholm finished his rookie season with 11 points (1g/10a) and a +5 rating with the Admirals. The 19-year-old ranked tied for third on Norfolk and second among team defensemen in plus/minus, and recorded his first career AHL multi-point game (0-2=2), Mar. 8 vs. Hershey. The 2012 first-round pick (sixth overall) scored his first career AHL goal on Nov. 3 vs. Binghamton, and debuted on Oct. 12 vs. Worcester, becoming the youngest player in AHL Admirals history at 18 years, eight months and 23 days.

Vatanen 

Vatanen, the elder of the two at 22 years of age, appeared in 62 contests with the Admirals, earning 45 points (9g/36a) with five power-play goals and 44 penalty minutes. In addition, the 5-foot-10 defenseman was selected to the 2012-13 AHL All-Rookie Team. Vatanen led the Admirals in assists and ranked second overall in scoring, and, among AHL leaders, ranked tied for fourth among all defensemen in scoring. Vatanen also ranked tied for 10th in rookie scoring. Among his accomplishments were nine multiple point games (eight multi-assist).

Vatanen made his NHL debut with Anaheim, appearing in eight contests, scoring two goals (2-0=2) with a +3 rating. His first goal was scored on the power play in a 3-2 OT loss, Apr. 17 vs. Columbus, and his second tally came in Anaheim’s 3-0 shutout, Apr. 22 at Edmonton. Vatanen appeared in his first NHL game on Feb. 1 vs. Minnesota (21 years, 7 months, 29 days), going scoreless on one shot with 13:52 TOI and a +1 rating.

Emerging Stars

 Though both are young and coming off rookie seasons, Lindholm and Vatanen impressed the Ducks brass, including Executive Vice President and General Manager Bob Murray.

“I’m going to force the issue on Sami Vatanen,” Murray said in a July conference call. “I wanted him to play more last year. I want to give him a good, hard look. Lindholm, he’s only going to be 19 years old, but he was really coming gangbusters.”

By the Numbers

 13, the age of Lindholm when the Ducks won the Stanley Cup in 2007.

5, the age when Vatanen started playing hockey in his native Finland.

Looking Forward

 For Ducks fans, there is a lot to be excited about with Lindholm and Vatanen. Both have proven themselves at the AHL level, and Vatanen held his own with the big boys in his eight-game stint in the NHL. Though the Ducks are deep on defense, you can expect Lindholm and Vatanen to battle hard during training camp in hopes of making the opening night roster. Or, if injuries occur on the blueline, you’ll more than likely see either of the two (or both) inserted into the lineup.

Personal

Though the majority of his tweets are in Swedish, you can follow Lindholm’s Twitter account here: @HampeLindholm

Vatanen’s favorite NHL team growing up was the Ducks, and his favorite player was Scott Niedermayer.

He Said It

“It was a good experience with North American hockey, with the smaller rinks, and how everything goes off ice and on ice. I got to taste everything. It was a good experience for me to come over.” – Lindholm, on playing professionally in North America

“I trust myself on the ice. It’s like, ‘It’s just hockey,’ and you do your best, and after that, you can [look at yourself] in the mirror and say you did what you had to do. I don’t think I’m ever too nervous on the ice. Just enjoy the time and try to get better.” – Vatanen

Sheldon Souray Injury

Tuesday, 08.20.2013 / 1:53 PM / News 

15 

13 

28 

Email 

Comment

Print

Sheldon Souray suffered a torn ligament in his right wrist while working out (off the ice) on July 17. He had surgery to repair the damage at the Kerlan-Jobe Clinic in Los Angeles on July 25 (Dr. Steven Shin). 

He is expected to be out four-to-six months (from the time of surgery). 
Player Profile: Nick Bonino
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 MORE BONINO PHOTOS 

By AJ Manderichio

 AnaheimDucks.com 

With the 2013-14 season only a few months away, AnaheimDucks.com takes a look at some of the younger Ducks who will likely have expanded roles and responsibilities.

Today, we look at Nick Bonino.

Season Rewind

 Despite an injury that sidelined him for 20 games, Bonino enjoyed one of his best seasons in the NHL. Appearing in his fourth NHL season, the Ducks center finished the regular season with 13 points, including five goals, which tied a career high. He also hit a career milestone, playing in his 100th career NHL game against the Columbus Blue Jackets on Feb. 18.

After recording an assist in the season opener, Bonino broke out with his first career hat trick against the rival Los Angeles Kings on Feb. 2 at Honda Center. He added an assist for good measure, recording a career high four-point night.

 BONINO VIDEO HIGHLIGHTS

Bonino, who began the season on the fourth line, established himself as a top-six forward as the season progressed, and Ducks head coach Bruce Boudreau often paired him with Teemu Selanne. The two developed chemistry and became a lethal one-two punch on Anaheim’s second line. He also saw time on the power play, becoming a regular on the team’s second unit.

Bonino’s impressive year reached new heights during his second career postseason. His three goals tied him for the team lead with Ryan Getzlaf, Emerson Etem and Kyle Palmieri. In fact, two of those goals served as game winners, including his dramatic Game 5 overtime goal at Honda Center.

Emerging Star

 Bonino’s responsibilities only grew during the regular season. Boudreau used him in all situations, and the center saw his ice time increase by an average of three minutes during the 2012-13 campaign.

By The Numbers

55.1%, Bonino’s faceoff winning percentage during the postseason. He became one of Anaheim’s most reliable centers during the opening round, routinely taking draws at both ends of the ice, and in key moments.

Looking Forward

 Bonino heads into training camp looking to cement his spot among Anaheim's top-six forwards. His point production should increase with an expanded role and an increase in ice time. If he can remain healthy for the upcoming season, look for Bonino to be one of Anaheim’s leading point producers.

Personal

 Originally from Hartford, Connecticut, Bonino has spent his summer in the Northeast.  For in-season dining, he likes to grab a bite at Mastro’s Ocean Club in Newport Coast.

 Nick is an active member of Twitter and you can follow his tweets here: @NickBonino

He Said It

“I get a lot of guys messing with me for this, but every goal I score I celebrate like I’ve never scored before. I honestly just get so happy, and I guess the playoffs sort of amps it up a bit. I didn’t really know where to go. I just kind of skated as fast as I could somewhere, and ended up near the glass. I like that corner, apparently. I’ve done that a couple times this year.” Bonino, on his power-play goal in Game 1 of the Western Conference Semifinals

Player Profile: Emerson Etem
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 MORE ETEM PHOTOS

 With the 2013-14 season only a few months away, AnaheimDucks.com takes a look at some of the younger Ducks who will likely have expanded roles and responsibilities. 

First up is Emerson Etem.

Rookie Rewind

 It was a breakthrough 2012-13 rookie campaign for Long Beach, Calif. native Emerson Etem, who was drafted 29th overall by the Ducks in the 2010 NHL Entry Draft. Appearing in his first season, Etem made his NHL debut at 20 years, 7 months and 13 days on Jan. 29 at San Jose, becoming the 13th born-and-trained Southern California player to appear in an NHL contest (ninth player since 2005-06).

 ETEM VIDEO HIGHLIGHTS

In just his third career NHL game, Etem scored his first two points (both assists) on Feb. 2 vs. LA at Honda Center. Etem would go on to score his first career goal as part of a multi-point effort on Mar. 18 vs. San Jose, and earn his first career fighting major, Apr. 5 vs. Dallas.

Etem found himself playing on all four lines during his 38-game regular season stint, a testament to his versatility. He finished the regular season with 10 points (3g/7a) and a +7 rating. Etem also found himself on the penalty kill, forming a deadly duo with Andrew Cogliano, another one of Anaheim’s speedy forwards. Together, they wreaked havoc on opposing power-play units, combining speed and a tenacious forecheck to successfully kill off penalties while also creating chances of their own.

Etem shined in his first postseason appearance, finishing third on the Ducks in overall scoring, with three goals and five points in Anaheim’s seven-game series against the Detroit Red Wings. He shared the team lead in goals along with Ryan Getzlaf, Kyle Palmieri and Nick Bonino, and ranked tied for second in plus/minus (+4, with Ben Lovejoy).

Emerging Star

 Whether it was his first career NHL goal or his game-tying wrister in Game 7 against Detroit, Etem’s knack for scoring and his inspiring play earned him the Ducks Fan Award for Emerging Star, as voted on by the fans this offseason.

By the Numbers

29, his draft selection, making him the highest drafted Southern California born-and-trained player in Ducks history and the third-highest in NHL history.

Looking Forward

 After ending the season strong, Etem figures to increase his minutes and point total during his upcoming sophomore campaign. And despite only being 21 years of age, Etem is blessed with a man’s physique, thanks to his dedicated offseason workout regime with longtime trainer T.R. Goodman in Venice Beach. But will Etem be able to withstand the rigors of an 82-game season? Time will tell.

Personal

 Hails from Long Beach and enjoys surfing and playing the guitar in his spare time. Says Nick’s Deli (in Seal Beach) has “the best breakfast burrito you can find anywhere,” and lists Sublime as his favorite band. He started off playing roller hockey at the age of three before switching to ice hockey three years later. Played his minor hockey at the Los Angeles Hockey Club, and went on to attend Shattuck-St. Mary’s Prep School in Faribault, Minn.

He Said It

“If you’re getting seven or eight minutes a game, you don’t have too many opportunities, especially as far as offense is concerned. You maybe get one or two shots in there. But you feel the flow of the game a lot more when you’re playing and put in different situations. The more I was playing, the more confidence I got. It was great to have the coaches put their trust in my game.” – Etem, on playing with confidence.

Q&A: Palmieri On His New Three-Year Deal and His Summer So Far
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"I’m incredibly excited. I think coming into this summer and my contract negotiations, I was confident we were going to get a deal done. It took a little bit of time, but I think both sides were very happy. I’m just excited to get it out of the way and look forward to next season."  

By Adam Brady

 AnaheimDucks.com

 It was a breakout season in 2012-13 for Ducks winger Kyle Palmieri, one in which he scored 10 goals in 42 games and was sixth in the league with five game-winning goals. The 22-year-old also co-led the team with three tallies in the postseason, part of the reason the Ducks rewarded the free agent with a three-year contract extension last week.  

 It was some welcome stability for the native of Smithtown, New York, who has spent most of his summer back east mixing some quality relaxation time with getting ready for next season in Anaheim. Kyle spent a few minutes talking about his new deal, his offseason so far and answering a few questions submitted from fans via Twitter. 

What’s your feeling about signing that new deal?

 I’m incredibly excited. I think coming into this summer and my contract negotiations, I was confident we were going to get a deal done. It took a little bit of time, but I think both sides were very happy. I’m just excited to get it out of the way and look forward to next season. 

You’ve been with the Ducks organization your entire career, so was this the place you ultimately wanted to be?

 Without a doubt. I’ve been treated very well by the Ducks organization and the fans, and it’s awesome to play in Southern California. The Ducks gave me an opportunity to spend three more years there, and I’m really excited to take advantage of it. 

Is there something you treated yourself to after signing the deal?

 Well, when I got home to New Jersey after the season, I actually bought myself a new car. It’s a Ford Raptor, and it will get shipped out to California when I come back. Other than that I’m just trying to save some money. 

Other than that, what’s your summer been like so far?

It’s been pretty busy. I’ve had a wedding or two and I’ve been back home a lot back in Jersey to spend time with my family. Most of the summer I’ve spent in Boston. A bunch of my buddies live there, and I just love the city. During the summer, it’s an awesome place to be. You’re around a lot of good pro players, and you’re able to train with guys on a daily basis who have that same goal of being an everyday NHL player. That motivates you. It’s a fun spot to be around my buddies, working hard and at the same time relaxing during the summer months. 

"I’ve been treated very well by the Ducks organization and the fans, and it’s awesome to play in Southern California. The Ducks gave me an opportunity to spend three more years there, and I’m really excited to take advantage of it."  

What is your impression of the past season?

 I had a great time this year. With the lockout, I think it gave me a little bit of an edge on the competition as far as being able to play in the AHL and play at a high level from the beginning of October. That was something a lot of guys didn’t have the opportunity to do, and it allowed me to work and focus on what I needed to do to step in when the lockout was over and be an effective everyday NHL player. 

You’ve represented your country in international competition before, but what was your reaction to being invited to Team USA’s orientation camp for the next Olympics?

 I was really excited. I wasn’t expecting it, that’s for sure, and to get that text inviting me, and have that opportunity to be put on a roster with those guys and represent Team USA is an incredible feeling. It was something I didn’t expect coming into this year, so I’m definitely honored to have been invited. 

What was your reaction when you heard about the trade that sent Bobby Ryan to Ottawa?

 You have mixed feelings. Bobby is a great guy, and when I played my first NHL game, he was one of the first guys to come up to me and try to settle my nerves. He’s a great teammate and in the locker room he’s such a positive influence. He’s close with every guy. It’s tough to see a player like that go, but at the same time, it’s a new opportunity for him. It’s tough to see someone go like that, but I wish him the best.

Have you been out to Fenway while you’re there?

 Yeah, we’ve been out to Fenway a few times, a couple Red Sox games and I was there for a Jason Aldean concert a couple weeks ago. It was awesome. He had a two-day concert there and we went the first night. It was packed. I’m a big country music fan, so that was a blast. 

@mrswans asks: Which Ducks player has given you the best advice?

 That’s tough to say, but the morning of my first game, or the night of Game 7 recently, a lot of guys have given me something. I’m one of those guys who takes it all in and wants to learn as much as he can. 

@Kindschi asks: Palmieri, Cogliano, Bonino, Sbisa....Why are Italians so dang good at hockey?

 [Laughs] Maybe it’s all the pasta we eat. I really don’t know. 

@bren_miller asks: Is he going to change his number?

 Yeah, I think I’m changing it to 21 next year. 

"I think Madison Square Garden will be the one I’m really looking forward to on our schedule. Being from back there, I’ll have a lot of family there. I was a Rangers fan growing up, I’m not gonna lie. Being able to play at the Garden will definitely be an awesome opportunity."  

@OCkid714 asks: What kind of conditioning are you doing during the offseason?

 I do a lot of things. The first couple months, you stay off the ice and you’re doing mostly treadmill and bike, just to get your body away from skating a little bit since it takes a huge toll on you during the year. You try and mix it up. In those first couple of weeks, it’s kind of a grind, but when you get back into the swing of things it becomes easier. You’ve got to try and keep it fun. Any kind of running around , having some fun, trying to make it a competition, is good for you. We’re at the point of summer where you’ve got to be ready for camp and playing at your peak level, so I’m on the ice probably three or four times a week right now. 

@kleychavez asks: Favorite Seinfeld episode/quote? 

 That’s tough. I can’t put my finger on one. I do watch a lot of it though. I like them all. 

@CoryHink asks: What arena is he most excited to visit in the 2013-14 season?

 I think Madison Square Garden will be the one I’m really looking forward to on our schedule. Being from back there, I’ll have a lot of family there. I was a Rangers fan growing up, I’m not gonna lie. Being able to play at the Garden will definitely be an awesome opportunity. 

What’s your plan for the rest of the summer? 

 Right now I’m out in Syracuse visiting my girlfriend, and my agent is out of Rochester, so I do a hockey camp with him and some younger guys from the area. Next week I’m running a camp back home in Jersey for some kids, so that will be a fun experience. Other than that, I’ve got the Olympic camp coming up in August, then I head back to California first week of September. I can’t wait to get out there and get the season started. It will be nice to settle in for a winter in California. 

Q&A: New Ducks Winger Jakob Silfverberg
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"I did so much last year and coming into this year I felt I would do even more. And now playing with another team and other players and another coach, it’s going to be a good experience. I’m very excited." 

By Adam Brady

 AnaheimDucks.com

 Much of the focus on the Ducks’ prominent trade with Ottawa earlier this month has been on Bobby Ryan leaving after five seasons in Anaheim. But not enough has been on what the Ducks got back in the deal, which included – along with forward, Stefan Noesen and a first-round pick in 2014 – promising young right winger Jakob Silfverberg. 

Silfverberg Highlights

 The 22-year-old Silfverberg had a strong rookie campaign in Ottawa this past season, playing in all 48 games while scoring 10 goals and chipping in nine assists. Drafted by the Sens in the second round (39th overall) in 2009, Silfverberg represented his home country of Sweden five times, winning medals at the 2010 World Junior Championship (bronze) and the 2011 World Championship (silver). He was a teammate of Ducks goalie Viktor Fasth at the 2011 and 2012 Worlds. 

 Two seasons ago with Brynas of the Swedish Elite League, Silfverberg was named MVP for both the regular season and playoffs, scoring 24-30=54 points in 49 regular season games. 

 He has already been projected as a top-six forward by the guy who got him – Ducks Executive Vice President and General Manager Bob Murray, who called Silfverberg, “a very smart hockey player, great shot. He scores goals and can make plays, and he’s very good defensively. We really like him and have for a few years.”

Silfverberg is spending the summer in his hometown of Gävle, Sweden, where he talked about the trade and starting anew with the Ducks. 

On his rookie season: "Looking back on it, I’m very happy about it and I’m satisfied. I got to play a lot of minutes, and I got to play some important minutes too. That’s when you learn, and I think it was a great experience."  

First of all, how is your name pronounced? Is it like Jay-kub?

Silfverberg: It’s more like Ja-kub. It doesn’t really matter to me, but as long as people are asking, I keep saying “Ja-kub.”

[Hear him pronounce it]:       

 Q: How did you hear about the trade?

 First of all, I had a couple of calls from the Ontario area calling me, and I didn’t have those numbers in my Swedish phone. So I didn’t pick up the calls at first, but once I realized who was calling, I started thinking. About five minutes after that, my agent called and told me about it. 

 What was your reaction?

 I was a bit confused at first because you see it happen but you don’t really think it could happen to you. It’s a big thing. I did so much last year and coming into this year I felt I would do even more. And now playing with another team and other players and another coach, it’s going to be a good experience. I’m very excited. 

How much do you know about the Ducks? 

 Well, I haven’t gotten to play against them since we only played the East last year. And I’ve never really seen them play because in Sweden their games come on TV too late. But I’ve seen their roster and it’s a good mix between young and older. It looks really good. 

 Have you ever been to California before? 

 [Laughs] No, I haven’t. I know it’s going to be nice, from what I’ve heard from friends who have traveled there. I talked to Viktor Fasth about it too. From what I’ve heard, it’s just an amazing place to live, so of course I’m very excited about that. 

"I always try to work hard, and that’s the biggest thing about me. I never give up. I love to win. I think the strongest part of my game is I have a pretty quick and accurate and hard shot, and I try to shoot the puck a lot."  

How well did you know Viktor from the national teams?

 I played two World Championships with him, so I know him pretty well. I spent a lot of time with him, especially when we both played in our first World Championship. It will be good to be with someone I know. 

 How would you assess your rookie season in Ottawa?

 Looking back on it, I’m very happy about it and I’m satisfied. I got to play a lot of minutes, and I got to play some important minutes too. That’s when you learn, and I think it was a great experience. You always want to score more goals and help the team more, and be that guy who scores game-winning goals. Other than that, I’m very satisfied and I think I learned a lot. Coming into this season, I’m very excited. 

 What’s your plan for the rest of the summer?

 I usually just take it week by week. I’ll be in Sweden for the rest of the summer, and I’ll probably be leaving here the beginning of September for training camp. 

 Your father, Jan-Erik played professionally in Sweden for 11 seasons. Was he a big influence on you?

 Back then it was a different game, but he’s always been a huge help for me in pushing me to work harder and that kind of stuff. He’s happy for me that it’s been going good. When I grew up, he was a big part of me continuing to work on my game and that kind of stuff. 

 What would you want Ducks fans to know about you and your game?

 I always try to work hard, and that’s the biggest thing about me. I never give up. I love to win. I think the strongest part of my game is I have a pretty quick and accurate and hard shot, and I try to shoot the puck a lot. I love to play the power play and PK, and I’m just a hard-working, two-way forward who loves to shoot. 

Murray Discusses the Trade with Ottawa 
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Ducks Executive Vice President and General Manager Bob Murray spoke to reporters via conference call Friday afternoon about Anaheim acquiring right wing Jakob Silfverberg, left wing Stefan Noesen and a first-round selection in the 2014 NHL Entry Draft from Ottawa in exchange for left wing Bobby Ryan.

On why this trade appealed to the Ducks,

 It was the best hockey deal I was offered for him. When trading a guy of the caliber of Bobby, you’ve got to get a deal that helps you now and in the future. That’s what we were looking for. We got a real good hockey player back in Jakob Silfverberg. And the deal gives us Stefan Noesen. Funny story about him: He’s the reason we moved down in the draft a couple of years ago because he went right before our pick. He was a guy we had identified and when we didn’t get him we moved down. Now we’ve been able to get him and we also got a first-round pick in the deal. It was the best hockey deal. 

On whether this trade will open the door to more deals,

 It sure gives me a lot more [salary cap] flexibility. We were far too close to the cap before and I was not comfortable there. We did not enjoy those years where every morning you would have to figure out whether you were under or over [the cap]. This gives us room if another good hockey deal comes along. If we have to go and get somebody, I now have space to do it. I’m waiting and watching, making a few phone calls on certain individuals to let them know I’m interested. 

On whether the Ducks are looking for another center,

 There are a couple out there, and we’ve made phone calls. I don’t know that we’re well along the way with them. I don’t know if we’re their preferred destination in some respect, and I’m not going to give lots of term. I’m not doing that. I’m just not doing it. Nothing over four or five years. So we shall see how this goes, and if not, we’ve got a couple young kids who have earned the right to play. We’ve had kids come along that we really like. That’s a fine position we’re in. I have opened a lot of doors today. 

On Silfverberg,

 First of all, when he won those awards in Sweden, we were watching him. He’s a very smart hockey player, great shot. He scores goals and can make plays, and he’s very good defensively. He’s a two-way, top-six forward at either wing. He’s very versatile. We really like him and have for a few years. 

On whether Silfverberg could play on the top line,

 Oh yeah. He’s definitely smart enough and can make plays. He works and he competes. When we all get to camp and everyone is here, that will be up to Bruce [Boudreau]. 

On Noesen,

 Stefan is one of these guys who is a big man who has skills. But his skill has to come from playing the power forward role. The job of our organization will be to show him how to use the power forward stuff to make the skill come out. He’s got that combination, where players like him tend to want to go to the skill first and they don’t become the players they can be. The power game has to be part of his game. We’ve got some work to do, but we like what we have. Players like him are hard to find. 

On Ryan,

 Unfortunately, Bobby played second fiddle for so long here and never got the full opportunity. Through it all, he was an outstanding Duck. He was an outstanding player for us and he was a solid citizen. These are not easy days. I’ve known Bobby forever, since he was drafted. These are tough ones. You can only thank him. 

On Ryan’s reaction to the news,

 I think Bobby expected it. He was totally classy with me. I don’t think it shocked him. I thought the call went fine. They’re not easy calls to make. 

On the organization’s depth at forward,

 We’re getting back to that point where we have enough bullets, so that when we get close, we have enough to pull the trigger. I’m getting more and more comfortable with the bullets we have. We’re getting deeper and deeper and deeper. 

On the depth on defense,

 I’m going to force the issue on Sami Vatanen. I wanted him to play more last year. I want to give him a good, hard look. [Hampus] Lindholm, he’s only going to be 19 years old, but he was really coming gangbusters. 

On the timing of the deal,

 The rumors started out of Philadelphia, and once that starts, I get calls from people. When I get calls for players, I don’t care what their name is, I say, “What are you offering?” Anytime you can upgrade and make your hockey team better and stronger and deeper, you try to do it. It was about that time that call was first made, and we’ve been off and on ever since. I think Ottawa got pushed a little bit by the Alfredsson thing today, and that was a rough situation for them.

Madden Assesses Each of the Five Ducks Draft Picks
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Ducks Director of Amateur Scouting Martin Madden is in his fifth season with the organization. 

In the wake of Anaheim selecting five players in the NHL Draft at Prudential Center in Newark, NJ, Ducks Director of Amateur Scouting Martin Madden assessed the team’s selections and how he felt about their draft overall. 

 It was an interesting draft in terms of how we viewed the player breakdown in terms of tiers of players and where we stood. It was really strong at the top 10 and then it peaked in terms of the first two rounds, but at a level considerably under the top 10. We viewed the next tier of guys extending well into the low 30s. We looked into different scenarios for moving up, to try and get somebody that we had in our top 10, or moving down to get multiple picks in the second round and get a few more cracks at guys that we liked. There were so many teams that had multiple picks, so there were options for those types of trades. Before the draft, we figured there were two teams that had picks that might work for us. But we soon found out it wasn’t going to happen. Believe me, Bob was very active, but it takes two to tango.

 It’s always the best player available. We probably have a little less depth in the system on defense. Having said that, if we had been more passionate about a forward, we would have taken a forward. At that point in the draft, there is just no other way to approach it. Unless you’re terribly one-side in terms of depth, but that’s not a concern for us. 

 I like that we added five players that the staff was passionate about. We got players we expected to be available around the areas where we took them. We think they fit the Ducks mold, they’re dedicated athletes, they’re serious kids and they’re passionate about the game. At this stage, that’s why we’re excited.

Madden’s take on each of the players the Ducks drafted:

Shea Theodore (first round, 26th pick), D, Seattle (WHL)

 We love his offensive hockey sense, we love the way he is so poised under pressure with the puck and we love the way he is able to generate offense from the blue line. We were very pleased with that selection. You look at his performance playing for Team Canada in the summer and at the end of the year. He played first power play and first penalty kill for them in both tournaments. In Seattle, they were very challenged and didn’t have a very good year with their goaltender. That affected the plus/minus for him and the whole team. He was on an island, so to speak, and I don’t think it will be an issue going forward. 

Nick Sorensen (second round, 45th), RW, Quebec (QMJHL)

 Nick is a very hard-working, skilled player. He’s had to deal with injuries the past two years, but through those injuries he showed he’s serious and dedicated and can come back from setbacks. We’re really, really impressed with his character. He fits the Ducks’ style of play. We thought that with the games he had missed with injury that he would be available at the 45th pick, so we did our homework on him. He grew up in the same area of Sweden as Hampus Lindholm, and he’s good friends with both Hampus and Rickard Rakell.  

Keaton Thompson (third round, 87th), D, USA U-18

 There was a dropoff after the second round as far as our evaluation of players, but there are a number of guys on staff who had real passion for Keaton. He’s a very slick, mobile, puck-moving defenseman. He’s also one of the youngest players in this draft. Age-wise he made the draft by one day. So he’s still physically immature, even at 6-1, 187. You can see there is room for added muscle mass. He had a very good start this season and played well into mid-February. He had a bit of a setback with his confidence down the stretch in April, but we think it’s a little blip in his season and he’s going to a very good program at North Dakota. 

Grant Besse (fifth round, 147th), RW, Benilde-St. Margaret's, Minn.

 Again, with Grant it comes back to the level of passion I sensed from our scouts, and three guys had real passion for Grant. He went through the draft last year after a very good high school hockey season, and this year he had an unbelievably productive season, and it showed that he’s dedicated and motivated to get better. One thing he can do is score goals, and that’s what we drafted him for. If he makes it, it will be a home run type pick. 

Miro Aaltonen (sixth round, 177th), C, Espoo Blues (Finland)

 Miro is a very good playmaking centerman, though a little undersized. He was good in his under-18 year and he has gained some muscle mass. He played pro in Finland last year, but didn’t play as much, and this year the top picks for Espoo got some power play time. He played two outstanding games leading up to the world juniors and was one of the best players on the ice for those two games. He started that tournament on fire and had two goals and an assist in the first game, but towards the end of that game he ended up breaking his ankle. He didn’t play again until he came back for the finals of his junior team’s playoffs. He played well and showed he’s recovered from the injury. I spoke to the assistant GM there, and they’re really excited about the future for him. He’ll play a top six role again in Espoo and be part of the power play and penalty kill.

30 in 30: Drouin leads Lightning's top prospects
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Tampa Bay Lightning general manager Steve Yzerman said there's no time like the present to give a few of his team's best minor-league and junior prospects a chance in the NHL.

"I just believe we have a few guys [in the system] who have played two and three years in the minors who have really excelled at the AHL level," Yzerman told the Tampa Bay Times. "It's time to give them an opportunity to play in the NHL. We've got to find out if they can play, and based on what I saw in the limited time I saw them, I'm cautiously optimistic that they're going to be good players."

There were a few prospects raising eyebrows last year when given a chance with the team during the 2012-13 season, including Cory Conacher, Alex Killorn, Radko Gudas, Mark Barberio, Richard Panik and Tyler Johnson.

30 IN 30: TAMPA BAY LIGHTNING
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Bishop's chance to start makes him X-factor
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Conacher was traded to the Ottawa Senators in the deal that landed goalie Ben Bishop. Panik, Killorn and Gudas got lengthy look-sees. But there are several other youngsters vying for positions with the Lightning this season, most notably Jonathan Drouin, the third player taken in the 2013 NHL Draft.

Here are Tampa Bay's top 10 prospects, according to NHL.com:

1. Jonathan Drouin, LW: Drouin, 18, was recognized as the Quebec Major Junior Hockey League and Canadian Hockey League's most valuable player in 2012-13 after scoring 41 goals and 105 points for the Memorial Cup champion Halifax Mooseheads.

"Jonathan has a special compete level and a special skill set that you very rarely see come along," Tampa Bay director of amateur scouting Al Murray said. "If any of the fans are watching the YouTube videos of Jonathan, the thing they should really keep in mind is that the best part of his game is his playmaking and not his individual 1-on-1 goal scoring. He's very unselfish and sees the ice really well and really is a complete forward."

The Lightning are listing Drouin on their NHL roster rather than among their prospects. At 5-foot-11, 186 pounds, he'll have to get bigger and stronger in order to handle the grind of an NHL season, but there's no doubt that skills-wise, he's ready to play.

2. Andrey Vasilevskiy, G: The 6-foot-3, 210-pound left-hander had another stellar season with Ufa's junior team in Russia during the 2012-13 season, posting a 1.93 goals-against average and .930 save percentage in 27 games. In eight games with Ufa's team in the Kontinental Hockey League, he was 4-1-0 with a 2.22 GAA and .924 save percentage. The 19-year-old helped Russia earn a bronze medal at the 2013 World Junior Championship in Ufa, finishing with a 1.81 GAA and .950 save percentage in four games.

Vasilevskiy, Tampa Bay's first-round pick (No. 19) in the 2012 NHL Draft, has one year left on his contract in Russia, but there is a buyout clause. Should he opt to play in North America, he would have a year of junior eligibility remaining (his rights are held by the Mississauga Steelheads of the Ontario Hockey League), but the Lightning might send him to Syracuse in the American Hockey League.

"This guy is a terrific prospect," Murray told the Tampa Bay Times. "I haven't seen a goalie in my time scouting in 20 years as developed at this stage of his development. We're hoping he can get out of [the contract] and come over. He's right on the cusp of pushing his game to a whole other level; we're just not sure where that's going to be."

3. Nikita Kucherov, RW: The 2011 second-round choice (No. 58) had a sensational debut season in North America in 2012-13, scoring 26 goals and finishing with 53 points in 27 games for the Rouyn-Noranda Huskies of the QMJHL. The 20-year-old added nine goals and 24 points in 14 playoff games. At the 2013 World Junior Championship, Kucherov (5-11, 171) had five goals and eight points in seven games to help Russia win the bronze medal.

"He's a really gifted player and getting stronger and stronger," Lightning development coach Stacy Roest told NHL.com. "He has good vision out there and makes plays not many people can make, and it's pretty impressive to watch a player that young make those plays. He put up some big numbers in the [QMJHL] and we're hoping he can carry that over to the pros."

4. Ondrej Palat, LW: The 5-11, 174-pound wing could turn out to be the steal of the 2011 NHL Draft. The seventh-round pick (No. 208) will be vying for a roster spot at training camp after scoring 13 goals and putting up 52 points in 56 games with Syracuse. Palat, 22, led AHL scorers in the playoffs with 19 assists and 26 points.

"He works hard at both ends," Roest said. "He kills penalties, blocks shots and can play the power play. He always seems to be first in there on the puck, and hunts for pucks. I like the way he comes to play every game."

5. Tyler Johnson, C: The 2011 free-agent signee is one of the swiftest skaters among Lightning prospects. He won the Les Cunningham Award as the AHL's most valuable player last season after scoring a league-high 37 goals and finishing with 65 points in 62 games for Syracuse. Johnson (5-9, 182) has 68 goals and 133 points in 137 AHL games. The 23-year-old played 14 games with the Lightning last season, scoring three goals and finishing with six points and a plus-3 rating.

"He's fast, makes things happen and is sound defensively; I didn't realize just how fast he was," Roest said. "Players today must be good at both ends of the rink, and Tyler has that ability."

6. Vladislav Namestnikov, C: The 20-year-old nephew of former Detroit Red Wings forward Slava Kozlov sustained a shoulder injury in his first professional season in Syracuse but did manage seven goals, 21 points and 32 penalty minutes in 44 games. There's an outside chance Namestnikov (5-11, 171) sticks with the Lightning out of training camp, but it's more likely he spends another season in Syracuse.

"By the end of the season, he was the second-line center [in Syracuse] and working on the power play," Roest said. "He skates well and looks as if he can move out there. His vision is good and he makes plays and competes. He also goes into the corners. He's got to get stronger, but with more time and more pro games, I see a very bright future."

7. Andrej Sustr, D: The 6-8, 225-pound defenseman was one of most sought-after college free agents out of the University of Nebraska-Omaha. Yzerman signed Sustr in March following his third collegiate season, during which he served as alternate captain, scored nine goals and finished with 25 points and 53 penalty minutes in 39 games. Sustr, a native of Plzen, Czech Republic, had 15 goals and 51 points in 111 games during his three seasons at UNO. The 22-year-old spent eight games with Syracuse and played in two games for the Lightning in 2012-13. He'll likely refine his game with the Crunch next season.

8. Slater Koekkoek, D: The development of the No. 10 pick in the 2012 NHL Draft has been hampered by injuries. He served as captain for the Peterborough Petes of the Ontario Hockey League for the first 40 games of the 2012-13 season and had six goals, 28 points and a minus-26 rating before being traded to the Windsor Spitfires. The 19-year-old was able to play two games with the Spitfires after reinjuring the shoulder that limited him to 26 games in 2011-12. There's no question the Lightning would like to see the 6-2, 185-pound lefty shooter play a full professional season before an extended stint with Tampa Bay.

9. Mark Barberio, D: After earning AHL defenseman of the year honors when leading the Norfolk Admirals (then the Lightning's AHL affiliate) to the Calder Cup in 2011-12, Barberio (6-1, 185) slipped a bit last season for the Crunch, dropping from 13 goals to eight and 61 points to 42. The 23-year-old native of Montreal, taken by the Lightning in the sixth round (No. 152) of the 2008 draft, will be entering his fourth professional season. In 215 AHL games, he has 30 goals, 134 points and 111 penalty minutes. He possesses good transitional skills and received a cup of coffee with the Lightning last season, playing two games.

10. Matthew Peca, C: Tampa Bay selected the 5-foot-9, 165-pound forward in the seventh round (No. 201) of the 2011 NHL Draft out of the Junior A Pembroke Lumber Kings of the Canadian Junior Hockey League. At the time, Murray called him a hidden gem, and he might be spot on.

Peca, 20, completed his sophomore season at Quinnipiac University, which advanced to the NCAA title game before losing by Yale. He finished second on the team in goals (15), assists (15) and points (30) and led the Bobcats into the Frozen Four with a hat trick in the regional final against Union. In 78 NCAA games, Peca has 23 goals, 69 points and a plus-37 rating. He'll probably be considered a Hobey Baker Award candidate prior to the 2013-14 season.

"He played big minutes in Quinnipiac and he's getting stronger and bigger," Roest said. "He's quick and his skill level is impressive. He can fly on the ice … it's pretty amazing some of things he can do with the puck."

---
30 in 30: Drouin, Filppula new to Lightning lineup
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It has been a disappointing two seasons since the Tampa Bay Lightning came within one goal of the Stanley Cup Final in 2011.

Jon Cooper will run an NHL training camp for the first time in 2013-14 after being named coach in March, and he could use many of the players who excelled for him at his old post with the franchise's American Hockey League affiliate with the big club.

2013-14 FANTASY PREVIEW: LIGHTNING

Under-valued: Victor Hedman -- This projects to be Hedman's offensive breakout year. After posting a career-best 0.45 points-per-game last season, he will see a continued increase in power-play time (career-high 1:44 per game last year) and will put up about 40-45 points with solid penalty minutes, making him a top-15-caliber fantasy defenseman.

Over-valued: Valtteri Filppula -- Though centering a line with potential goal-scoring machine Jonathan Drouin (see below) is definitely a good thing, the fact Filppula doesn't shoot, score or take penalties hurts his value. Coming off a season with 17 points in 41 games, we'd let someone else overpay for the former Detroit Red Wings forward.

Sleeper: Jonathan Drouin -- Alex Killorn was a close second for this spot, but Drouin is all but guaranteed second-line duties (Killorn likely will be on the third line). Drouin will be a Calder Trophy candidate and could lead rookies in goals and points this season. Don't wait on him.

 -- Follow Matt Cubeta on Twitter: @NHLQubes

FOLLOW @NHLFANTASY FOR DAILY UPDATES ›

MORE NHL.COM FANTASY HOCKEY COVERAGE ›

The Lightning have collected a bushel of young talent, but being patient and waiting for those players to be ready to help Steven Stamkos and Martin St. Louis is easier said than done.

Another part of the transition happening for Tampa Bay was finalized this summer. This has become Stamkos' team, and the former face of the franchise, Vincent Lecavalier, was bought out to shed his long, expensive contract.

Valtteri Filppula was added on a slightly shorter, slightly less-expensive contract, and he'll be expected to anchor the second line. Jonathan Drouin, the No. 3 pick of the 2013 NHL Draft, will get every opportunity to prove he's ready for big minutes.

Any other changes likely will come from within as some of the team's prospects push for regular roles. Filppula and Drouin could help balance the offense, though plenty of questions remain about the defense and the talented but relatively unproven goaltenders.

Tampa Bay could have one of the most talented rosters in the Atlantic Division in coming seasons, but there could be more patience needed.

Here is the projected 2013-14 lineup for the Lightning:

Forwards

Jonathan Drouin - Steven Stamkos - Martin St. Louis

Ryan Malone - Valtteri Filppula - Teddy Purcell

Alex Killorn - Nate Thompson - Richard Panik

Tom Pyatt - Tyler Johnson - B.J. Crombeen

Dana Tyrell

Defensemen

Victor Hedman - Sami Salo

Matthew Carle - Radko Gudas

Eric Brewer - Andrej Sustr

Keith Aulie

Goalies

Ben Bishop

Anders Lindback

NOTES: Drouin likely will start the season in the top six, and a healthy Malone could offer size the other forwards can't. The competition for bottom-six slots could be wide-ranging during camp.

Besides Killorn, Johnson and Panik, there are several others who could force their way into the lineup. A couple of first-round picks, Brett Connolly and Vladislav Namestnikov, are at the top of that list.

A full season for Gudas and Sustr could lead to increased minutes for them and improved depth on the blue line for the Lightning. Better play from the defense also would help the goaltenders, Bishop and Lindback, who will compete for playing time.

Bishop might have a slight edge after playing well for Tampa Bay after arriving in a trade from the Ottawa Senators, but Lindback could end up being the player the Lightning expected last season after a year to get more comfortable.

---

30 in 30: Lightning look for return to playoffs
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It's hard to imagine how the Tampa Bay Lightning finished out of the Stanley Cup Playoffs for the fifth time in six years despite having the NHL's top two point-producers last season.

But it happened. At age 38, Martin St. Louis with 60 points became the oldest player to win the Art Ross Trophy, and linemate Steven Stamkos finished second with 57. But their production contributed little to the success of the team; the Lightning finished 28th in the overall standings at 18-26-4.

Offense wasn't the problem: The Lightning ranked third in the NHL averaging 3.06 goals per game. But they couldn't keep the puck out of their net, allowing 3.06 goals-per game to place 26th. A 6-1-0 start to the shortened season was followed by a 7-16-1 skid that cost coach Guy Boucher his job after two-plus seasons. Boucher's dismissal came one day after the Lightning fell behind by four goals in the first period of a 5-3 loss to the Ottawa Senators to drop to 13-17-1.
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Part of the problem was the Lightning allowed opponents to score first in 35 of 48 games. The Lightning were terrific in blowouts (10-3 in games decided by three or more goals), but poor in one-goal games (5-16; the five wins were the fewest of any team).

It certainly wasn't what general manager Steve Yzerman envisioned entering the season, particularly when he felt he had bolstered the team's defense with the acquisition of goalie Anders Lindback and the signings of free-agent defensemen Sami Salo and Matt Carle.

"We believe last year was somewhat of an anomaly in that the work-shortened season made things very unpredictable," Yzerman said. "You have players that have great stretches or really poor stretches, and I feel over the course of an 82-game season, everything kind of evens itself out."

Yzerman named Jon Cooper, coach of the American Hockey League affiliate in Syracuse, as the eighth coach in Lightning history one day after firing Boucher. The change didn't help; Tampa Bay went 4-8-3 under Cooper, who had led the Lightning's prior AHL affiliate, the Norfolk Admirals, to the Calder Cup in 2012.

Yzerman made his first major move of the offseason June 27 when he opted to use a compliance buyout on captain Vincent Lecavalier. The four-time All-Star, drafted No. 1 by the Lightning in 1998, helped the franchise win its only Stanley Cup in 2004 and scored a franchise-high 383 goals; he had 10 last season. The decision to buy out Lecavalier will cost the Lightning $32 million over 14 years, but it saved more than $7.7 million in salary-cap room for this season.

With veteran goaltender Mathieu Garon not re-signed, there figures to be a battle for the No. 1 job between 6-foot-7 Ben Bishop and 6-foot-6 Anders Lindback. Yzerman acquired 26-year-old Bishop in April from the Senators in exchange for forward Cory Conacher and a 2013 fourth-round draft pick. Nine months earlier he brought in Lindback, 25, from the Nashville Predators. Bishop got most of the playing time after coming to Tampa Bay and received a two-year contract extension.

Yzerman signed center Valtteri Filppula, right wing Geoff Walker and 2013 first-round draft pick Jonathan Drouin on July 5 to bolster the lineup. Filppula, who can play center or wing, was not signed to fill the void left by Lecavalier, according to Yzerman.

"Val is a totally different type of player than Vinny," said Yzerman, who knew Filppula from their time together with the Detroit Red Wings. "He's a good, solid, all-around complete player who checks and wins faceoffs. We can score goals, but we need to become a better defensive team, and Val is the type of player who can play that game, in all those situations."

There's no question training camp and the exhibition season will help Cooper gain a better grasp on potential lineups. For instance, are left wings Ondrej Palat and Pierre-Cedric Labrie, along with centers Alex Killorn and Tyler Johnson ready to take on bigger roles? Can Drouin, the No. 3 pick in the 2013 draft, have an immediate impact?

Drouin's playmaking skills could earn him a spot with Stamkos (29 goals, 57 points) and St. Louis (17 goals, 60 points) on the top line.

"It's possible that we'll have one-third of the forwards playing on opening night who weren't full-time players last year, and that includes [Filppula]," Cooper said. "There will be a different look up front."

LIGHTNING'S OFFSEASON OUTLOOK

Additions: RW Geoff Walker, C/LW Valtteri Filppula, D Drew Olson.

Subtractions: C Vincent Lecavalier, D Brendan Mikkelson, RW J.T. Wyman, LW/RW Benoit Pouliot.

UFAs: G Mathieu Garon.

 Promotion candidates: RW Brett Connolly, RW Nikita Kucherov, LW Jonathan Drouin, D Andrej Sustr.

 Defensively, Cooper likely will keep Victor Hedman and Sami Salo as his top pairing, followed by Carle and Radko Gudas, who was one of the biggest surprises of an otherwise disappointing season. After the top four, it gets a bit dicey; there's 34-year-old Eric Brewer, along with several young players in the mix, including Andrej Sustr, Mark Barberio, Slater Koekkoek and Nikita Nesterov. 

Rick Bowness, hired as an associate coach in June, will help provide Cooper with a foundation and stability on the back end. Additionally, Yzerman hired former University of Denver coach George Gwozdecky in August as an assistant coach in charge of the forwards and the power play.

"Our defense is relatively going to remain the same … we may have a few players coming up from the minors, but they've got fire and those young legs," Cooper said.

Keep in mind the Lighting made six picks at the draft on June 30: five forwards and a goalie. Yzerman said he feels the defense he has in place and those in the system are capable of getting the job done.

The Lightning were one victory away from the Stanley Cup Final in 2011. Two-plus years later, they're picking up the pieces after back-to-back non-playoff seasons. But Yzerman said any setbacks the team hits are temporary.

"I'm encouraged by what is happening here … it does take time and there are bumps in the road," Yzerman said. "I went through a 20-plus year career as a player [in Detroit] and we eventually got to where we wanted to go. But there are always unforeseen circumstances, like injuries or setbacks, along the way. You just have to stick with the plan."

---
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Ben Bishop finally has his chance to prove he can withstand the rigors of life as a No. 1 goaltender in the NHL.

The 26-year-old, who has a 2.67 goals-against average and .913 save percentage in 45 games spanning three seasons with three teams, will have every opportunity to do so when the Tampa Bay Lightning open training camp.

"It's exciting, it's something you work your whole life for to get the chance," Bishop told The Tampa Tribune. "With Craig [Anderson] getting hurt, I had the opportunity to play a lot of games [for the Ottawa Senators], and I tried to make the most of it."
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Bishop went 8-5-1 with a 2.45 goals-against average and a .922 save percentage for the Senators, keeping his team's postseason hopes afloat while Anderson recuperated from a right-ankle injury. Not long after Anderson returned to claim the starting job, Tampa Bay general manager Steve Yzerman pounced near the NHL Trade Deadline.

With Anders Lindback limited because of a high ankle sprain, and Mathieu Garon underachieving, Yzerman traded rookie forward Cory Conacher and a fourth-round draft pick to the Senators for Bishop, then gave him a two-year contract after six appearances with Tampa Bay. In doing so, Yzerman showed he believes he has secured the most important position on the ice for the near future. That's something the GM felt was a priority because his team was one of four to have four goalies suit up last season.

"We really believed he would solidify our goaltending," Yzerman said of Bishop. "The idea was to get him signed, which was always our intention, so now we look to move into [2013-14] with both Ben and Anders. They are both relatively young, and they each have tremendous upside."

In Bishop's Lightning debut April 4, he made 45 saves in a 5-0 victory against the Carolina Hurricanes and finished 3-4-1 with a 2.99 GAA and .917 save percentage in nine games following the trade. Bishop won a career-high 11 games in 2012-13 with a 2.67 GAA, .920 save percentage and two shutouts.

Bishop, who spent three seasons at the University of Maine, was selected by the St. Louis Blues in the third round (No. 85) of the 2005 NHL Draft and has yet to get the chance to be a No. 1 goaltender.

With St. Louis, he backed up Chris Mason and Manny Legace in 2008-09 and Jaroslav Halak and Ty Conklin in 2010-11. Bishop then served as Anderson's backup after the Senators acquired him in exchange for a 2013 second-round pick on Feb. 26, 2012.

Though Yzerman gave Bishop an extension not long after acquiring him from Ottawa, the 6-foot-7 goaltender will have to earn the starting job.

Yzerman brought in Bishop nine months after acquiring Lindback from the Nashville Predators and has publicly stated his preference for Bishop and Lindback to feed off the other and split duties to help alleviate some of the pressure associated with an 82-game season.

"Over the course of an entire season, it will give both of them an opportunity to play," Yzerman told Tampa Bay's website. "Having two guys with great potential, they'll now both be able to develop into the goaltenders we think they can become."

---
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After failing to qualify for the Stanley Cup Playoffs for the second straight year following a trip to the Eastern Conference Final in 2011, the Tampa Bay Lightning are undergoing a facelift.

Goaltending and defense proved to be the team's biggest issues in 2012-13, when the Lightning dropped to 14th in the East. That earned them the third pick in the NHL Draft, which they used to select forward Jonathan Drouin of the Halifax Mooseheads of the Quebec Major Junior Hockey League. Drouin figures to get every chance to spend the season with Tampa Bay.

One reason there's an opening is general manager Steve Yzerman made the tough decision to use one of his compliance buyouts on captain Vincent Lecavalier after 14 years with the organization.
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Yzerman, entering his fourth season as GM, said changes had to be made after back-to-back disappointing seasons.

"We finished 28th [last season]," Yzerman told the Tampa Bay Times. "We just can't continue going along with the same core. We don't have [salary-cap] space to do anything to really improve the team. We had two choices, really: Create some space and give ourselves the flexibility to look at other options, or just sit tight and just keep going along as we are."

He chose the former.

Here are six questions the Lightning face heading into this season:

1. How will the Lightning overcome the loss of Vincent Lecavalier? -- Since he scored 24 goals and 70 points in 2009-10 with the Lightning, Lecavalier's offensive numbers have declined.

"If we're going to be serious about change, this is something we had to look at doing," Yzerman said following his decision to buy out the captain June 27.

Though it wasn't an easy decision, the buyout was necessary in order to give the Lightning room to upgrade the roster and allow top prospects a chance to prove themselves. Tampa Bay should be fine offensively: The Lightning were third in the NHL with 147 non-shootout goals last season; Lecavalier scored 10 of them.

Steven Stamkos and Martin St. Louis will lead the offense again, and youngsters Brett Connolly, Richard Panik and Drouin figure to get the chance to step up in Lecavalier's place.

2. What is the biggest challenge facing coach Jon Cooper? -- In Cooper's first full season behind the bench, it's critical he have his players on the same page, especially when it comes to shutting down the opposition. The Lightning surrendered 147 non-shootout goals last season, putting them in the bottom five in goals allowed.

"If I could find a perfect marriage between the '80s Edmonton Oilers and the '70s Philadelphia Flyers, that's the way [my teams] play," Cooper told SI.com.

Cooper considers himself a players' coach who's more worried about how his team is playing than what the opposition is trying to do.

"I'm a huge believer in mastering your own game plan and letting everybody try and worry about you," Cooper said. "I don't put much stock worrying about other teams. Naturally, everybody has their systems, but ultimately if you can get your team to play your system better than the other team plays theirs, I think that weighs in your favor."

3. Who will succeed Lecavalier as captain? -- During Yzerman's state of the team address to season-ticket holders in July, the GM said Martin St. Louis still has a lot of seasons remaining in his 38-year-old body. Whether that's news to St. Louis remains to be seen, but Yzerman is hopeful.

The departure of Lecavalier, Tampa Bay's captain since 2008-09, leaves St. Louis as the lone member of the Lightning's 2004 Stanley Cup-winning team. St. Louis has been with the Lightning since 2000, and has 336 goals, 556 assists and 892 points in 910 regular-season games, and has always been the voice of reason in good times and bad within the dressing room. Getting the "C" would be an honor for a player whose No. 26 will be raised to the rafters of the Tampa Bay Times Forum soon after he retires.

The other possibility is Stamkos, the NHL's top goal-scorer during the past four seasons. Making Stamkos the captain would follow the trend of giving the "C" to the young, face of the franchise star.

Yzerman said the ninth captain in the organization's history is likely to be named during training camp. Don't be surprised if St. Louis is given the nod.

4. Who is the No. 1 goaltender? -- The competition between Ben Bishop and Anders Lindback begins in earnest during training camp in September. Yzerman acquired each goalies via trade and paid a big price, so neither figures to get preferential treatment.

Yzerman sent a pair of 2012 second-round picks, a 2013 third-rounder and goaltender Sebastian Caron to the Nashville Predators in exchange for Lindback, forward Kyle Wilson and a 2012 seventh-round pick in June 2012. Yzerman traded forward Cory Conacher and a 2013 fourth-round pick in exchange for Bishop, then signed him to a two-year contract extension.

5. Will first-round pick Jonathan Drouin remain with the team the entire season? -- The organization likes what it sees in Drouin. He brings great skill and hockey sense, and the fact Yzerman signed him to a three-year, entry-level contract five days after selecting him with the third pick in the 2013 NHL Draft speaks volumes.

Drouin skated in 82 games in two seasons for the Halifax Mooseheads in the Quebec Major Junior Hockey League and had 48 goals, 134 points and a plus-43 rating. He played in 34 playoff games, connecting for 21 goals and 61 points and helping the Mooseheads win the Memorial Cup in May. There doesn't appear to be much left for him to accomplish in juniors.

The Lightning passed on the draft's top defensive prospect, Seth Jones, to take Drouin, so the odds of him being returned to the Canadian Hockey League following his nine-game trial with the Lightning would appear to be slim.

"He's a special player, but as far as making the team, that will be up to him and the coaching staff," Lightning development coach Stacy Roest told NHL.com. "He's good with and without the puck and sees plays develop before they happen."

Look for Cooper to experiment with Drouin on the top line alongside Stamkos and St. Louis. The coach might also use Drouin with free-agent signee Valtteri Filppula at center and Teddy Purcell on right wing.

6. Will the Lightning qualify for the Stanley Cup Playoffs? -- Tampa Bay appears to have a good mix of youth and experience in Cooper's first full season behind the bench.

To help him, Yzerman added veteran Rick Bowness as an associate coach and former University of Denver coach George Gwozdecky as an assistant. Bowness spent the previous seven seasons with the Vancouver Canucks as an assistant and associate coach, primarily working with the defense. The team reached the Stanley Cup Playoffs in all but one of his seasons in Vancouver and appeared in the 2011 Cup Final.

"When you play a certain style and become successful at it, winning happens more than losing," Cooper said. "I like the energy our team will have and some guys have been around and have that fire in their eyes. Having Rick Bowness as an associate coach, working with the defense, will be great. All he has done is win wherever he has been."

---
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Right-winger Blake Wheeler proved his worth in this year's shortened NHL season, putting 19 in the net for the Jets and earning 41 points. 
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Right-winger Blake Wheeler proved his worth in this year's shortened NHL season, putting 19 in the net for the Jets and earning 41 points. 

Winnipeg Jets GM Kevin Cheveldayoff has methodically worked his way through his list of 2013 free agents, and now after Friday night's events that led to the signing of right-winger Blake Wheeler, he's got just one assignment left.

Wheeler and the Jets agreed to a new deal for the 26-year-old Minnesotan Friday night, giving the first-line forward a $33.6-million contract over six years.

Jets defenceman Zach Bogosian's salary arbitration hearing is next Friday. 
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Jets defenceman Zach Bogosian's salary arbitration hearing is next Friday. (JOHN WOODS / THE CANADIAN PRESS) 
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Wheeler's cap hit will go from $2.55 million on his last contract, which was a two-year deal, to $5.6 million for the next six years.

Wheeler and Cheveldayoff were both unavailable for comment Friday night.

The Jets had nine "regulars" who were restricted free agents at the end of the regular season.

Alex Burmistrov bolted for Russia and the KHL, and the team doesn't sound like it's pursuing defenceman Arturs Kulda.

Meanwhile, Cheveldayoff has signed six others and now has just defenceman Zach Bogosian left on his plate.

Bogosian has also filed for salary arbitration. That hearing is scheduled for next Friday.

Wheeler proved his worth in the lockout-shortened 2013 campaign, leading the Jets in goals with 19. He had 41 points in all in the 48-game year.

Slow start

When the franchise moved to Winnipeg and began play in late 2011, Wheeler had a painfully slow start to the year but rallied and finished with 17 goals and 64 points as one of the team's most consistent players.

In his five-year NHL career after originally being a first-round pick of the Phoenix Coyotes in 2004, Wheeler has scored 93 goals and 232 points in 372 games.

Friday's transaction gives the Jets a stable core of players going forward.

Cheveldayoff now has 10 regulars -- if you count anticipated 2013-14 rookies Mark Scheifele and Jacob Trouba -- under contract at least through the end of 2015-16.

tim.campbell@freepress.mb.ca
Dark horses at Olympics to benefit from NHL talent

Thursday, 07.25.2013 / 12:00 PM / 2014 Olympics

By Adam Kimelman - NHL.com Deputy Managing Editor

43 

10 

53 

Email 

Comment

Print

Can Switzerland's surprise run to a silver medal at the 2013 IIHF World Championship be the start of an Olympic medal run for the nation's men's hockey team?

That will be the goal when Switzerland adds a few more NHL regulars to its roster for the 2014 Winter Olympics, which will be held Feb. 12-23, in Sochi, Russia.

Switzerland hasn't had much Olympic success since NHL players began participating, with the team's best finish sixth place in 2006.

Austria, Norway, Latvia and Slovenia also will look to a boost from a few NHL players to carry them to Olympic success. Here's a look at which current and recent former NHL players could help those teams in their medal quests:

PROJECTED 2014 OLYMPIC ROSTERS

 Projecting Russia | video

Projecting Czech Republic | video

Projecting Slovakia | video

Projecting Sweden | video

Projecting Finland | video

Projecting Canada | video

Projecting United States | video

MORE 2014 OLYMPIC GAMES COVERAGE ›

AUSTRIA

Austria is back in the Olympics for the first time since a 12th-place finish in 2002. Offense shouldn't be a problem; the team's top line likely will include Buffalo Sabres left wing Thomas Vanek. He led the Sabres with 20 goals and 41 points last season and topped Austria with four goals and six points in seven games at the World Championship.

Potentially joining him on Austria's top line is New York Islanders right wing Michael Grabner. One of the fastest skaters in the NHL, Grabner had 16 goals and 21 points in 45 games last season to help the Islanders make the Stanley Cup Playoffs. He chipped in with four points in six postseason games.

Another NHL player who could make the team is forward Andreas Nodl, who split last season between the Carolina Hurricanes and the team's American Hockey League affiliate, the Charlotte Checkers. Nodl had one assist in eight NHL games last season. He last played internationally for his country at the 2009 World Championship.

NORWAY

After finishing 10th in 2010, Norway's Olympic return likely will feature arguably the country's most popular player, Mats Zuccarello. The 5-foot-7 forward broke out on the international stage four years ago in Vancouver with one goal and two assists in four games. He also led the Swedish league in scoring in 2009-10 and parlayed that success into an NHL contract with the New York Rangers, where he's become a valuable role player over the past three seasons.

Former NHL defenseman Ole-Kristian Tollefsen also is likely to be on the team. He last played in the NHL with the Philadelphia Flyers during the 2009-10 season. Since then he's played in Sweden and has captained Norway's team at the previous three World Championships.

Another player to watch is goaltender Lars Volden, a 2011 sixth-round pick of the Boston Bruins. He's played in Finland since getting drafted, and the 21-year-old got into two games at the 2013 Worlds.

LATVIA

Latvia finished 11th at the Worlds without its lone current NHL player, Kaspars Daugavins. He had four points in 25 games last season split between the Ottawa Senators and Boston Bruins, and played in six Stanley Cup Playoff games, including four in the Final. Daugavins was held scoreless in four games at the 2010 Olympics, when Latvia finished 12th.

Zemgus Girgensons, a 2012 first-round pick of the Buffalo Sabres, likely will have a spot on the team that goes to Sochi. The 19-year-old center had 17 points in 61 games with the Sabres' American Hockey League affiliate last season, and had one goal in five games at the Worlds.

Another player who could earn a spot on the roster is defenseman Arturs Kulda. A 2006 seventh-round pick of the Atlanta Thrashers, the 6-foot-2, 215-pound blueliner played nine games for the Winnipeg Jets in 2011-12. He spent last season in Russia but signed a new deal with the Jets in March. He had two points in seven games for Latvia at the Worlds.

SLOVENIA

Slovenia won a tournament in Denmark in February to qualify for the Olympics for the first time. They did it without the nation's best hockey player, Los Angeles Kings center Anze Kopitar. The Kings' recent Stanley Cup Playoff success has kept Kopitar from representing his country since 2008, but barring injury, he'll be the most prominent player on the team when the tournament starts in Russia.

Another player who could be with him is forward Jan Mursak. He played two games with the Detroit Red Wings last season, and helped the team's AHL affiliate, the Grand Rapids Griffins, win the Calder Cup, finishing second on the team with 11 goals in 23 playoff games. He'll play for Amur Khabarovsk in Russia this season.

SWITZERLAND

Years of improved development has the Swiss ready to make the jump to equal footing with the "Big 7" of international hockey.

Up front, expect recent NHL first-round picks Nino Niederreiter and Sven Baertschi to play major roles in the offense. Niederreiter, the fifth pick of the 2010 NHL Draft, spent last season with the New York Islanders' AHL team, the Bridgeport Sound Tigers, where he had a team-best 28 goals in 74 games, then had a team-best five goals for Switzerland at the Worlds. Traded to the Minnesota Wild over the summer, he should get the chance to earn a full-time NHL job this season. Baertschi, the 13th pick in the 2011 draft, had 10 points in 20 games with the Calgary Flames after totaling 26 points in 32 games with the club's AHL team, the Abbottsford Heat.

The big player on defense for Switzerland likely will be the Nashville Predators' Roman Josi. The 23-year-old capped his first full NHL season with a remarkable performance at the Worlds: He led the team with nine points and was named the tournament's best defenseman and most valuable player.

Also available to bolster the defense is Mark Streit of the Philadelphia Flyers, Luca Sbisa of the Anaheim Ducks and Yannick Weber of the Vancouver Canucks.

In goal likely will be the Ducks' Jonas Hiller. He played five games for Switzerland when it finished eighth at the 2010 Olympics in Vancouver. Competing for playing time will be former NHL goalie Martin Gerber. The 38-year-old last played in the NHL with the Edmonton Oilers during the 2010-11 season, and had a 1.81 goals-against average and .923 save percentage in six games at the World Championship.

---
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JOE BRYKSA / WINNIPEG FREE PRESS archives Mark Scheifele is working with NHLers and trainers at a camp in Toronto, with an eye on maximizing his game and cracking the Jets� lineup this fall. 
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TORONTO -- The pack of hockey players arrived at the small rink with a to-do list of goals.

Some came looking to get fit ahead of the new season, while others wanted to work out the kinks in their game.

Mark Scheifele stepped onto the ice hoping the extra effort leads him -- now, not later -- to the jersey he's been chasing for two years.

"My goal is to earn a spot on the Jets, and that's what I'm going to go to camp and do, and do whatever it takes to get that spot," he said Monday.

The Winnipeg Jets prospect is among 49 players taking part in the BioSteel strength and conditioning camp being run by former NHL player Gary Roberts and former Toronto Maple Leafs trainer Matt Nichol.

“

'I think this year's been a huge stepping stone for me. I think the year helped me out a lot and also this summer, I think I've had the best summer of my whole career'

-- Mark Scheifele

The players, including stars such as Tampa Bay's Steven Stamkos and Montreal's P.K. Subban, take part in a mix of off-ice workouts, on-ice drills and finally a tournament over four days to get ready for the start of NHL training camps in September.

Scheifele is hoping the work leads to a permanent spot on the Jets' roster.

The 20-year-old centre was drafted seventh overall by Winnipeg in 2011, but has played only 11 career NHL games before twice being sent back down to play for the Ontario Hockey League's Barrie Colts.

He took what he felt like a major step forward last season.

Scheifele led all skaters with 41 points during the playoffs en route to the Colts' Game 7 loss against the London Knights in the OHL final. He was also 13th in points overall during the regular season with 39 goals and 40 assists in just 45 games.

"I think this year's been a huge stepping stone for me," said Scheifele. "I think the year helped me out a lot and also this summer, I think I've had the best summer of my whole career.

"So I think I'm looking for big things in myself. I'm definitely pushing myself to get that spot."

Being in good company couldn't hurt either.

Scheifele was excited to share the ice with Stamkos, while pointing out Pittsburgh's James Neal and Detroit's Stephen Weiss as players he wants to learn from in his first year at the camp.

"Obviously Stamkos is an unbelievable player," said Scheifele. "Sixty goal scorer in the NHL, which is pretty unbelievable, so it'll going to be good to be on the ice with him. Obviously Neal as well, so it will be fun."

Scheifele is one of three OHL players -- the others are 16-year-old Erie Otters phenom Connor McDavid and Belleville Bulls goaltender Malcolm Subban -- on the camp's roster that features four AHL players, two from the ECHL, one U.S. college player and another from Europe.

Players pay to attend the camp at St. Michael's College School with different expectations.

Buffalo Sabres centre Cody Hodgson, for example, wants power.

"A lot more power," he said. "Working with Gary in the off-season, I'm going to the Buffalo workouts as well, just trying to get stronger in all areas but make sure I'm explosive in my shot and playing harder in front of the net, that kind of thing."

Neal, along with Stamkos and P.K. Subban, is preparing for Canada's Olympic orientation camp Aug. 25-28 in Calgary.

Scheifele wants to learn how to take care of his body and develop his game.

The 6-2, 184-pound native of Kitchener, Ont., describes himself as a two-way centre willing to make plays and shoot when the moment is right. Put another way, Scheifele wants to be good at everything.

"For the most part it's just I'm more confident with myself," he said. "I've matured physically, I think I've matured mentally as well. Confident with my game, confident with what I can do, I think that helps a lot when I get on the ice."

Whether or not Scheifele's progress leads to a Jets jersey being pulled over his head this season is another matter, but he's not too concerned.

"It's going to take a lot of hard work, but I'm ready to do it."

-- The Canadian Press

Republished from the Winnipeg Free Press print edition August 20, 2013 D2
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Mark Scheifele shows off his form at the MTS IcePlex Monday afternoon as the Winnipeg Jets put their draft picks through their paces at development camp. 
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WINNIPEG - It was almost 30 C outside but there was still hockey Monday as the Winnipeg Jets development camp got underway on the edge of the city with 43 young prospects.

Some, such as goaltender Eric Comrie, barely 18, probably have a long way to go before they lace up skates in the NHL.

But others, such as centre Mark Scheifele, 20, could have a far more immediate impact on the future of a team that is trying to get a lot better this season.

This is Scheifele's third such camp and he says he has one thing on his mind — making the team that made him their first draft pick in 2011. He was also the first draft pick of the Jets period, since the former Thrashers had just relocated to Winnipeg from Atlanta.

"I'm working my hardest to be on the team full time this year," Scheifele said after the first day on the ice.

The biggest thing Scheifele suggests he needs is strength and he is certainly a little bigger and stronger looking than he was in 2011.

Scheifele and 2012 draft pick Jacob Trouba have been training with Gary Roberts. The retired NHL left-winger, who played 21 seasons in the league, runs a high-performance centre in Toronto.

"I've been there just over a month now. I've already seen huge gains in my body and my strength," said Scheifele.

He also says it's good to have someone like Trouba around. Scheifele played for Canada and Trouba, the Jets top pick last year, for the United States in the world juniors.

The U.S. won gold and Canada came home without a medal this year at the competition, something Trouba admits he brings up now and then.

"We still joke about the world juniors quite a bit but we do push each other," said Scheifele.

The Jets have tried him out twice at the beginning of the last two seasons but both times felt he needed more seasoning and sent him back to his OHL junior team, the Barrie Colts, coached by a former original Winnipeg Jet, Dale Hawerchuk.

Scheifele developed into a major offensive threat in the OHL, leading his Colts to within one game of qualifying for the Memorial Cup this year. He was injured and had to watch as they lost Game 7 and missed the tournament.

"It was honestly the hardest thing I've ever done, to watch the game from the stands and not able to be out there in game seven. . . It was the toughest feeling I've ever had to deal with, to see the guys heartbroken like that and not being able to be with them."

This is the year many expect him to graduate but he suggests the pressure is the same he has felt every year.

"I think there's always pressure. I put a lot of pressure on myself every year I've been here."

The Jets have 22 forwards, 15 defencemen and six goaltenders in camp, which lasts until Friday.

Trouba also says the competitive spirit he and possible future teammate Scheifele bring to their training with Roberts is a good thing.

"We're pretty good friends and I think the kind of people we are we're both pretty competitive people. . . I think it's good and it's healthy for our relationship," he said.

"I want this place to be home for quite a while for me and I'm working hard to get there. . . I feel better than I have my whole career."

Playoff berth the next step for young Winnipeg Jets core  
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When Zach Bogosian spoke to Winnipeg Jets general manager Kevin Cheveldayoff after signing a seven-year, $36-million contract, his first comments weren’t about that but rather new deals for teammates Blake Wheeler and Bryan Little.

In what has turned out to be a busy off-season, the Jets have committed $93.1-million to those three restricted free agents, a major showing of faith in a young core that has yet to make the playoffs. That’s clearly the next step for Bogosian, Wheeler, Little, Andrew Ladd, Dustin Byfuglien and the rest of that group.

More Related to this Story

•

 Jets ink defenceman Zach Bogosian to seven-year deal worth $36-million  

•

 Winnipeg Jets re-sign forward Blake Wheeler to six-year, $33.6-million contract  

•

 Winnipeg Jets sign forward Anthony Peluso to two-year contract  

“A lot of people forget there are still a lot of young guys that have big roles on the team. Everyone is growing up together,” Bogosian said this week. “We’ve had a lot of good players on our team for a couple years now. So, it’s going to be a good challenge for us, and I think this group can do good things going forward.”

Bogosian believes this group can bring the Stanley Cup to Winnipeg, the No. 1 goal the 23-year-old defenceman said he and his teammates talk about every year. But the Jets were four points out of a playoff spot in a shortened 2013 NHL season and eight out in their first year in Winnipeg in 2011-12.

It doesn’t look like much will change roster-wise going into next season. The Jets traded for right-wingers Devin Setoguchi and Michael Frolik, signed defenceman Adam Pardy, watched restricted-free-agent centre Alexander Burmistrov leave for the Kontinental Hockey League and have not re-signed forwards Nik Antropov and Kyle Wellwood or defenceman Ron Hainsey.

Cheveldayoff didn’t shake things up, instead building around and extending the current core.

“I think you first have to evaluate where your group is, you have to show faith in them,” he said. “You have to try and show some consistency from an ownership group, from an organization that you have a plan in mind, that you’re sticking to it, that you’re not changing directions in mid-stream.”

The Jets have continued to do that as they prepare for life in the Central Division of the NHL’s Western Conference. Eleven players are signed for at least the next three years, including blue-chip prospects Mark Scheifele and Jacob Trouba, forward Evander Kane, goaltender Ondrej Pavelec and No. 1 defenceman Tobias Enstrom.

Management knows what to expect from Kane, Pavelec and Enstrom, but the key to playoff games taking place at MTS Centre could be improved contributions from Bogosian, the 25-year-old Little and 26-year-old Wheeler.

“If you look at the age of the players that we have signed here over the course of the summer, they’re all within relatively the same age demographic,” Cheveldayoff said. “Now we need to keep growing, we need to keep pushing. We need younger guys that maybe we have drafted, hopefully it is their time now to start coming into our organization and start pushing.”

Those younger players are Scheifele, the centre the Jets took with the seventh pick in the 2011 draft, and Trouba, the defenceman they selected ninth in 2012. Both figure to be the plans next season.

“The real exciting thing for us is to see some of the younger guys, like Mark Scheifele and Jacob Trouba, can try and push and make some difficult decisions for us going forward with the way the roster continues to evolve,” Cheveldayoff said.

The roster likely won’t evolve much before camp starts. Cheveldayoff completed his summer to-do list, but he wasn’t about to start bragging about his off-season of maintaining stability.

“We’re not sitting here, trying to say that, ‘This is great, this is great.’ This is the process that we planned out,” he said. “The real evaluation process starts when you drop the puck. No awards, no trophies, no wins or losses happen in June, July, August and September. It’s really, truly when the puck drops and as you continue to play throughout the season. That’s the evaluation that really matters.”

Money they can afford

Jets expected the big deals, Chipman says

By: Tim Campbell 
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It seems like a lot of money -- no, it IS a lot of money, but it's well within what the Winnipeg Jets were expecting and can afford.

So said Jets co-owner and governor Mark Chipman Thursday night when asked about the state of the team's budget after it committed to contracts for Zach Bogosian, Blake Wheeler and Bryan Little (seven, six and five years, respectively) for a total of $93.1 million in the future.

Also of note: The Jets are now among the NHL's top three teams in long-term commitments, with 11 players under contract through 2015-16.

There's no need to panic if you're a season-ticket customer.

"Our season-ticket-holder commitments have built-in maximum price increases," Chipman said Thursday, referring to the maximum three per cent increase the team may impose. It is bumping prices two per cent for this fall.

"It's something we'll look at each year as to whether to go to the maximum. This year, we judged we didn't need to do that. As you know, many of those agreements have several years yet to run. So no, I don't expect that the contracts we've committed ourselves to will have a direct impact on season-ticket prices."

The spending spree takes the Jets to a $63.2-million payroll for the fall, according to www.capgeek.com. Can the Jets afford it?

"Yes, we can," Chipman said. "As you probably know, we've got one of the largest number of multi-year agreements in the league. We've had plenty of time to consider this and we've had a plan established for some time and we're merely following it.

"We knew what the cost of doing business in this league was going to be, and as you've seen, it's come down, actually, in terms of the salary range.

"I expect it will be growing again, but we think it will grow at a manageable pace and we'll be able to manage within it."

It's worth noting that the franchise, with its future ticket commitments and its $100 million in revenue in its first season back in Winnipeg, is profitable and has been open that it plans to reinvest the profit in the roster and improvements to the MTS Centre.

Today, the Jets are just under the $64.3-million salary cap for the coming season. When the team entered the league after the 2011 relocation, Chipman was clear that budgets were important and the mid-range was where his franchise belonged.

"I think I said those things when we first got started... We were slightly above that (range) point last year ($58.4 million under a $70.2-million cap, pro-rated) but nobody knew when we started exactly where the cap was going to come in at.

"Now we do, so you're seeing an increase in our payroll. We're closer to the cap this year, but mostly because the cap has come down by a greater amount than our salary has gone up."

The team has decided to commit to several core players over multiple years and try to set the table for some of its own developing prospects for the future. This was an easy sell to ownership by GM Kevin Cheveldayoff, Chipman said.

"I think that we've been very consistent in saying that it was always our expectation to build this team around our core and through the draft and through the development of our young players," Chipman said. "It wasn't that difficult to estimate where these deals were going to land and where we were going to be this year.

"There's a process you go through, as we're learning, to wait and see where the market sets itself every summer, and sometimes it's different than you expect, but this summer we expected those players and knew of their value and knew that other teams and their agents would know their value as well.

"In the end, I can tell you where we came in was very, very close to where we expected to be with those players."

tim.campbell@freepress.mb.ca
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Winnipeg Jets Captain Andrew Ladd battles with Washington Capitals goalie Braden Holtby in a game at the MTS Centre in March. Both Ladd and Holtby are contenders to play on Team Canada.  
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Winnipeg Jets fans could be very busy watching their favourite players during the Olympics, with as many as eight from four countries expected to be on their nation's early watch lists.

Jets captain Andrew Ladd was officially invited to Team Canada's orientation camp on Monday while Zach Bogosian, Dustin Byfuglien, Blake Wheeler and Jacob Trouba were asked to the Team USA camp.

Olli Jokinen is on the Finnish list while Michael Frolik and Ondrej Pavelec are expected to get a look from the Czech Republic organization.

Manitobans Travis Hamonic and Jonathan Toews as well as Kenora's Mike Richards have been invited to Canada's camp.

"I was hoping for this. I don't know if I would say I was surprised. I thought I played well at the world championship this spring," said Ladd. "I hoped I had done enough there to showcase myself and to be on this list and then have consideration for the final roster."

Ladd has made the first step toward becoming an Olympian. However, it's the next hurdle that matters most.

“

'It's an exciting time. Vancouver was one of the best memories I have as a hockey player'

-- Mike Richards

He will take little comfort in knowing he was invited to Team Canada's orientation camp if he isn't selected for the Olympic roster. It's the trip to Sochi, Russia, and the chance for gold that is the big prize.

Toews is the only automatic in the bunch. He was arguably Canada's best player when they won gold in 2010 and will be on the team unless injury prevents him.

Next up among the locals will be Richards, a durable and versatile two-way centre who has added a Stanley Cup to his resume since the last Olympics.

"It's an exciting time. Vancouver was one of the best memories I have as a hockey player," said Richards. "I would love to get the opportunity to represent Canada again at the Olympics."

Ladd is a longer shot and will have to be on fire from the beginning of next season right up until the plane leaves for Sochi. He must turn GM Steve Yzerman's head and pop out coach Mike Babcock's eyes.

Finally, there is young Hamonic, out of St. Malo. He's a bruiser who can skate and has developed into one of the better shutdown defenders in the NHL. Depending on what Team Canada is looking for in a seventh or eighth defenceman, he's got a shot.

“

'It's the pinnacle for Canadian hockey players... to represent your country'

-- Andrew Ladd

Ladd was among 47 players invited by Team Canada to attend a camp in Calgary running Aug. 25-28. Management will unveil their plan for the tournament as well as rules and regulations. Babcock and his staff will show the players the systems they plan to use at the Olympics.

Getting the invite to the camp only puts Ladd in the mix and guarantees him nothing.

"It's an honour to be mentioned. It's the pinnacle for Canadian hockey players to be selected to represent your country, especially at the Olympics," he said. "Everyone understands that your play at the start of the year will dictate whether you make the team. It's stiff competition and you just want to give yourself a chance to make that final roster."

Team Canada will take three goalies and 22 skaters to Sochi. The breakdown of forwards and defence is to be determined, but 13 forwards and nine defence or 14 and eight are logical.

"I haven't looked at the list of players invited, but I don't think you really have to look at the list to understand the quality of hockey players Canada has, the options they'll have," said Ladd. "Hopefully I can put myself in a position to make the final list."

Byfuglien is the most intriguing of the American Jets invitees. His talent is obvious and he could be a huge benefit to the U.S. squad. His conditioning is an issue, however, and could hold him back. Or this could be a carrot to spur him to become a complete pro. It's an angle worth watching.

Bogosian and Wheeler will have legitimate shots, and how they start the season will be key. They won't be assigned spots but will have to play their way onto the team.

Trouba had a good showing for the U.S. at the world championship last spring, but it's not even known if he will crack the Jets roster or start the season in the AHL. He's a wild card.

Ladd, 27, played in 48 games with the Jets last season, scoring 18 goals and 46 points to lead the team.

In 532 career NHL games with Carolina, Chicago, Atlanta and Winnipeg, he's scored 138 goals and 166 assists, winning Stanley Cups with the Hurricanes and the Blackhawks.

He won a gold medal at the 2005 world junior tournament in Grand Forks, N.D. He has also played for Team Canada in 2011, 2012 and 2013 at the IIHF Men's World Championship.

gary.lawless@freepress.mb.ca Twitter: @garylawless

Does Canada have the makings of a gold-medal team? Join the conversation in the comments below.
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The Winnipeg Jets have locked up their last of their ‘Big Three’ restricted free agents as defenceman Zach Bogosian has signed a new seven-year contract worth $36 million.

"I’ve made it clear since my first time being in Winnipeg that it’s a place I’ve wanted to be a for a long time," Bogosian said Monday in a conference call.

"I’m just real happy that Winnipeg believed in me and gave me another chance to prove myself… I didn’t exactly have the best start to my career in Atlanta and obviously moving up to Winnipeg gave me a new chance to play in a hockey market and play in a hockey town. That’s where the term came in, it was definitely a no-brainer for me to want to stay there for a long time."

The 22-year-old Massena, NY product has played in 297 career NHL games, including 33 games with the Jets last season in which he recorded 14 points (5G, 9A).

Bogosian, drafted third overall in 2008 by Atlanta, was the last of the significant restricted free agents who had filed for arbitration, including Blake Wheeler and Bryan Little, but all three signed before a hearing with the arbitrator.

"I was really happy to see the rest of the guys get locked up long term," said Bogosian, who will attend the U.S. Olympic orientation camp next month.

"We’ve been talking over the course of the summer to see how things were going. I’m just really excited to be there for the next seven years. I’m extremely happy about it.

"Signing the guys that we did and getting the guys we did in free agency is obviously going to help. Every year we sit down and talk about our goals. Winning a championship and bringing the cup to Winnipeg would be the No. 1 thing. Moving forward, we’re a better team right now. I’m just very excited to be there for the next seven years. It’s felt like home since I got there last year and I can’t say enough about how the Jets organization runs things… it’s first class there."

Ed.tait@freepress.mb.ca

Twitter: @WFPEdTait

'Big Three' will keep Chevy busy this week

Still needs deals with Little, Wheeler, Bogo
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WINNIPEG Jets GM Kevin Cheveldayoff has a huge week ahead of him.

The Jets boss banged out deals with three restricted free agents over the last few days -- inking Eric Tangradi, Paul Postma and then Zach Redmond on Saturday -- but still has the "Big Three" left to get done: Zach Bogosian, Bryan Little and Blake Wheeler.

And the clock is ticking before the trio heads to arbitration hearings beginning this week in Toronto.

Little's hearing is scheduled for Wednesday, followed by Wheeler on July 29 and Bogosian on Aug. 2.

The NHL and the NHLPA have chosen eight arbiters to preside over the hearings. The rulings are final with the contract max limited to two years.

That makes the deadlines critical for the Jets, who would rather lock up their stars to longer-term deals. Little and Wheeler comprise two-thirds of the club's top line, along with captain Andrew Ladd, while Bogosian is a Top 4 defenceman most in the organization believe is just beginning to reach his potential.

Little earned $2.38 million in 2013 and finished fourth on the club in scoring with 32 points; Wheeler led the Jets with 19 goals and finished second to Ladd in points with 41 while earning $2.55 million; while Bogosian -- who began and finished the season out of the lineup with injuries, first recovering from a hand injury then suffering a concussion -- had 14 points in 33 games and was paid $2.5 million.

Meanwhile, the deal with Redmond might come across as a simple transaction on paper, but represents so much more for the 24-year-old defenceman. Remember, back on Feb. 21 Redmond's life was in jeopardy when his right femoral artery and vein were cut by teammate Antti Miettinen's skate in a horrific scene at the end of a practice.

Helped by the heroic work of assistant coaches, teammates and trainers, Redmond was rushed to hospital in Raleigh, N.C., where he needed three hours of surgery to repair the wound. When he was able to return to the ice six weeks later the club's doctors called his recovery 'miraculous.'

He skated with the Jets but did not play -- he did receive a standing ovation when introduced before a late-season home crowd -- and then suited up for two games with the St. John's IceCaps.

His new deal will pay him $715,000 next season.

-- staff

Jets' Redmond wants to be remembered for more than near-fatal injury 

By Ken Wiebe, QMI Agency 
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 . 

Zach Redmond (QMI Agency) 

Hard as it may be to believe, Zach Redmond has put the harrowing incident that nearly took his life behind him. 

Although it's nearly impossible not to bring up the near-fatal skate-cut injury when Redmond's name is brought up, the smooth-skating defenceman has spent the majority of the off-season focusing on one thing -- and one thing only. 

Doing everything possible to earn a spot on the Winnipeg Jets roster. 

Days of living off potential are over

Time for Jets players to reward faith shown

By: Gary Lawless 
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Supplied photo This recent photo of Dustin Byfuglien popped up on Twitter Tuesday. It appears the Jets defenceman has kept himself in shape this off-season. 
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Now, they must win.

They're rich. They have both financial security and stability in the form of long-term contracts. They're the Winnipeg Jets of the present and the future. All that remains to be seen is if they're winners or losers.

For a few years now we've been hearing about the potential and talent of the core group of players with the Jets. They're no longer being paid for potential on entry-level deals or even second contracts. They're now getting the big dollars reserved for performance deals. Long-term contracts worth tens of millions of dollars.

Time to buy that house on the lake or fishing boat you've always dreamed about owning. It's also time to win.

Growth and development is great and it's a process that has to unfold on its own schedule. But sooner or later the finished product either arrives or it doesn't.

Patience from the fanbase isn't infinite and the Jets are a different product than our Blue Bombers. It's a lot easier for the Bombers at their price point to get away with endless futility. But the kind of money and yearly increases the Jets are asking of people puts the organization on a much different clock.

Winning in the NHL is obviously much harder than in the eight-team CFL and a Stanley Cup is a generational goal for most franchises.

“

'Jets fans may wish for a Stanley Cup but they can't demand one. They can, however, expect a playoff team and more'

Jets fans may wish for a Stanley Cup but they can't demand one. They can, however, expect a playoff team and more. That's well within their rights as a fanbase paying the freight.

So now, after having some time to cut their teeth, this group of players must begin to return the investment made by the organization and backed by the community.

The window for the Jets to be winners is open. The players need to take the next step and become a playoff team. Such a statement will push GM Kevin Cheveldayoff into the next mode of fine-tuning the roster and adding pieces to turn the Jets into contenders.

But right now it's all about the core players Cheveldayoff has locked up. It's time for them to earn their keep and become more than just a cute story out on the Prairie. It's time for them to become a serious hockey team.

Cheveldayoff has made the only bet available to him in this market and that's to lock up the young players previously collected by Atlanta Thrashers management.

Andrew Ladd, Ondrej Pavelec, Evander Kane, Toby Enstrom, Zach Bogosian, Blake Wheeler and Bryan Little were members of the organization when it arrived from Atlanta and Cheveldayoff has now systematically signed them all to long-term contracts.

That's a lot of talent signed for a lot of years. It's a fine foundation with more talented draft picks coming on board every year as Cheveldayoff continues to bolster the organization's depth.

If this franchise is to become a playoff team or contender, it will be on the backs of these players.

To date, Jets fans have been thrilled to cheer on these young players and crow about their potential. But that will change now. Fans are well aware of the money that's been handed to these players and will instinctively point to contracts if and when they become disgruntled.

Veterans such as Ron Hainsey and Nik Antropov constantly had their play held up against their healthy contracts. It's the nature of the dynamic and the Jets newest group of highly paid players will either thrive in their next stage of their hockey lives or they'll bear the full force of a dissatisfied Canadian hockey market.

The Jets, in essence, grew up this summer. Now we find out if they're ready to accept all that comes with the money they've been handed.

Word out of Minnesota, and there was photographic evidence Tuesday on Twitter, is Dustin Byfuglien has taken a step in his conditioning.

"Buff's going to be a big-time player this year," said teammate Blake Wheeler, after spending some time with the talented defenceman last week. "I'm glad he's on my team this year."

Byfuglien can't take the Jets to the next level all alone but if he's ready to fulfill the unlimited potential trapped inside his body and mind, Cheveldayoff may have acquired the best player available this summer without having spent a dime or going outside his own house.

Byfuglien has hovered around all-star status the last few seasons but hasn't been able to crack the ceiling from very good to great. Conditioning is the key to unlocking that mystery and the Jets have addressed that with their star player again and again.

If Cheveldayoff and coach Claude Noel have found a way to reach Byfuglien, there's no limit to what he can accomplish. By extension, Byfuglien could drag the Jets to some unexpected places.

So things are looking good in late July. The best they've looked since the Jets returned to Winnipeg.

But, and Cheveldayoff said this himself on Monday, the games are won on the ice.

True enough.

So bring on the games. And the expectations.

gary.lawless@freepress.mb.ca Twitter: @garylawless
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D-man's fitness an issue
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DUSTIN BYFUGLIEN'S fitness has been an issue for some time now in his pro career, but perhaps the lure of playing for his country can be the catalyst to a new and more fit Big Buff.

The Winnipeg Jets defenceman has caught the eye of USA Hockey. Now can he convince them he's more player than baggage for the trip to Russia?

USA head coach Dan Bylsma won't be interested in having a gasping Byfuglien stranded on the larger international ice surface to be used in the Olympics.

But a well-conditioned Byfuglien could be a surprise weapon for Team USA. And by extension, the Jets.

To this point in his career no amount of poking and prodding has convinced Byfuglien to take his conditioning to an elite level. Maybe American GM David Poile has provided the carrot he needs to get over the hump.

Byfuglien was among four Jets invited to Team USA's orientation camp this fall in preparation for the 2014 Winter Olympics in Sochi, Russia. Also on the U.S. watch list are defencemen Jacob Trouba and Zach Bogosian and right-winger Blake Wheeler.

"I have to choose my words wisely. (Byfuglien) is a bit of a wild card. He's never participated in any USA Hockey tournaments. Our committee doesn't know him as well as some of the other guys and we want to get to know him a bit," said Poile. "He's a tremendous talent. The decision will come down to how he plays in October, November and December. We'll be watching him closely."

Poile and his selection committee also named Jets rookie Trouba to the list with a look to both the present and the future.

"We're trying to reward success. Trouba played in both the world junior and world championship this year. Whether he's going to make this team or not, he's going to be a big part of Team USA's future," said Poile. "I wanted, along with all the other guys on the committee, that component this year. For guys like Trouba, I want them to be around our core veterans. Whether it's for today or somewhere down the road, he's going to be a big part of things."

Bogosian will be in tough with a defensive group that could include the likes of Jack Johnson (Columbus), Ryan Suter (Minnesota), Ryan McDonagh (New York Rangers), Justin Faulk (Carolina), Kevin Shattenkirk (St. Louis), Keith Yandle (Phoenix) and Erik Johnson (Colorado).

"Zach's been at a couple of world championships and he's a young player that is starting to improve," said Poile. "He's talented, has size and the skating that we're really looking for in Sochi. We're going to have some changes on defence. Zach fits into a fairly big group of young guys fighting for a spot.

Wheeler could have the best chance of his teammates to crack the U.S. squad.

"An emerging young player with all the attributes we're looking for. Size and speed and very conditioned," said Poile. "We'll be watching a lot of Blake early in the season to see if he can swing into the mix to be a candidate for Sochi."

Team USA will hold its camp at the Washington Capitals practice facility in Virginia running Aug. 26-27.

Note: The Jets signed forward Eric O'Dell to a one-year, two-way contract worth $600,000 at the NHL level. The 23-year-old has 41 goals in 101 career AHL games.

gary.lawless@freepress.mb.ca
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"He’s (Byfuglien) a tremendous talent. The decision will come down to how he plays in October, November and December. We’ll be watching him closely," says U.S. GM David Poile. 

Winnipeg Jets defenceman Dustin Byfuglien has caught the eye of USA Hockey. Now can he convince them he's more player than baggage for the long trip to Russia?

Byfuglien was among four Jets invited to Team USA’s orientation camp this fall in preparation for the 2014 Winter Olympics in Sochi, Russia. Also on the U.S. early watch list are rookie Jacob Trouba, defenceman Zach Bogosian and winger Blake Wheeler.
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Here’s what U.S. GM David Poile had to say about the Jets:

Dustin Byfuglien: "I have to choose my words wisely. He’s a bit of a wild card. He’s never participated in any USA Hockey tournaments. Our committee doesn’t know him as well as some of the other guys and we want to get to know him a bit. He’s a tremendous talent. The decision will come down to how he plays in October, November and December. We’ll be watching him closely."

Jacob Trouba: "We’re trying to reward success. Trouba played in both the world junior and world championship this year. Whether he’s going to make this team or not, he’s going to be a big part of Team USA’s future. I wanted, along with all the other guys on the committee, wanted that component this year. For guys like Trouba, I want them to be around our core veterans. Whether it’s for today or somewhere down the road he’s going to be a big part of things."

Zach Bogosian: "Zach’s been at a couple of world championships and he’s a young player that is starting to improve. He’s talented, has size and the skating that we’re really looking for in Sochi. We’re going to have some changes on defence. Zach fits into a fairly big group of young guys fighting for a spot.

Blake Wheeler: "An emerging young player with all the attributes we’re looking for. Size and speed and very conditioned. We’ll be watching a lot of Blake early in the season to see if he can swing into the mix to be a candidate for Sochi."

Team USA will hold its camp at the Washington Capitals practice facility in Virginia running August 26-27.
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Zach Bogosian was happy to get his seven-year deal done, the latest Jet to sign a long-term contract with the club. 
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Zach Bogosian isn't a complicated man. He's a cowboy-boots-and-jeans guy, an outdoorsman as comfortable outfitted head to toe in camouflage and with a rifle in his hand as on the ice plastering somebody into the end boards while wearing the colours of the Winnipeg Jets.

So there was really no need to play a whole lot of games when the Jets and his agent first sat down to begin negotiating a new contract -- even with an arbitration hearing scheduled for this Friday in Toronto drawing close.

He wanted to be here long-term and the Jets saw him as a franchise cornerstone just beginning to showcase his skill set. The result of that mutual admiration came Monday when the club announced he had signed a new seven-year contract worth $36 million.

"I was pretty confident it was going to get done," Bogosian said in a conference call. "Obviously, I don't know that much about arbitration. I've heard it's not the greatest thing to go to. I was just happy to get it done. It was very humbling to know that Winnipeg wanted me to stay there for a long time as much as I did. It was mutual that both sides wanted to do a long-term deal from the get-go.

"I've made it clear since my first time being in Winnipeg that it's a place I've wanted to be for a long time. I'm just real happy that Winnipeg believed in me and gave me another chance to prove myself... I didn't exactly have the best start to my career in Atlanta, and obviously moving up to Winnipeg gave me a new chance to play in a hockey market and play in a hockey town.

"That's where the term came in. It was definitely a no-brainer for me to want to stay there for a long time."

Bogosian's signing wraps up a rather significant week of work for Jets GM Kevin Cheveldayoff, who was also able to ink Bryan Little and Blake Wheeler to new long-term contracts -- for a combined 18 years totalling $93.1 million -- before they went to arbitration. The Jets now have 11 players signed to long-term deals.

The key now for Bogosian, Little, Wheeler & Co. is to reward management's faith in them with a push into the Stanley Cup playoffs and beyond.

"A lot of people forget there's a lot of young guys who have big roles on the team," Bogosian said. "Everyone's growing up together. I know it's clich© to say, but we have a lot of good players on our team. It'll be a good challenge for us, and I think this group can do good things moving forward.

"Signing the guys that we did and getting the guys we did in free agency is obviously going to help. Every year we sit down and talk about our goals. Winning a championship and bringing the cup to Winnipeg would be the No. 1 thing. Moving forward, we're a better team right now."

The Bogosian signing pushed the Jets' 2013-14 payroll to $63,201,357, 10th in the NHL and just shy of the 2013-14 cap of $64.3 million.

Interestingly, Cheveldayoff hinted he might not be done tinkering yet.

"It's a little bit of a down time right now," he said. "I think, from the conversation standpoint with other general managers, it will certainly start picking up later in August and you'll see if there's opportunities for a trade or two or a tweak or two.

"When you have your core locked up with a lot of players you know you are going to be moving forward with, you can now start looking where are the little holes I can try and improve upon or look at."

Asked to evaluate the club's handiwork in the off-season, Cheveldayoff deftly avoided -- as per usual -- spitting out anything that might come across as the least bit cocky. With good reason: For all the money and term offered to this team's core, it's still looking for the franchise's first playoff berth since 2006-07.

"The real evaluation process starts when you drop the puck," Cheveldayoff said. "No awards, no trophies, no wins or losses happen in June, July, August and September. We're not sitting here trying to say, 'This is great! This is great!' This is the process.

"We worked hard trying to get the stability. It was very exciting in the conversations with the different players and representatives and the positive vibes about wanting to commit to the Winnipeg Jets and what we have going in this direction."

ed.tait@freepress.mb.ca Twitter: @WFPEdTait
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Burmistrov blames Noel and Jokinen for Winnipeg struggles

Joe Yerdon

Aug 5, 2013, 10:55 AM EDT

12 Comments

Alex BurmistrovAP


Alex Burmistrov is headed to the KHL next season but he’s not leaving without sounding off about what went wrong in his time with the Winnipeg Jets.

In speaking with Russia’s Sport-Express (link in Russian), Burmistrov pointed a finger at both coach Claude Noel and center Olli Jokinen for why he was seemingly buried last year. According to the (poor) translation of the story, some of his issues with Noel were know by now.

During the lockout Burmistrov wanted to play in the KHL, but the team and Noel had him play with St. John’s in the AHL instead. In 22 games with the IceCaps, he scored just two goals with nine assists. For what it’s worth, Noel has said he wasn’t aware of Burmistrov’s issues with him.

The issues with Jokinen, however, are new. Burmistrov wondered why the 15-year veteran continued to log top-six minutes despite playing poorly while he was kept seemingly buried.

For what it’s worth, Jokinen averaged two more minutes of ice time per game than Burmistrov and had just four more points than him. Maybe he had just cause to complain but when you’re just 21 years-old, those complaints don’t get you very far.

Burmistrov will play for Ak Bars Kazan next season.

Jagr a fit in Jersey, but not in D.C. 
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The Devils are expected to announce today that they’ve signed 41-year-old right wing Jaromir Jagr to a one-year contract, at least partially filling the void left by the departure of Ilya Kovalchuk [to the KHL] and David Clarkson [signed by Toronto].

Jagr was considered one of the best remaining free agents in a market that dried up rather quickly and will make a pair of visits to VerizonCenter, on Dec 21 and Feb. 8.

Does Jagr still have anything left in those 41-year-old wheels?

He managed 16 goals and 19 assists in 45 games for the Stars and Bruins last season, averaging 18:20 of ice time. He added 10 assists for the Bruins in the playoffs, playing all 22 games.

While Jagr has had an incredible career -- 681 goals and 1,688 points in 1,391 regular-season games with six different clubs – he would not have been a good fit with the Caps, where he failed to live up to expectations his first time around from 2001-04.

Jagr plays exclusively on the right side and now that Alex Ovechkin has been moved from left to right, the Caps are overloaded on that side with a depth chart of Ovechkin, Troy Brouwer, Joel Ward, Jay Beagle and Tom Wilson.

The Caps are significantly weaker on the left side with Marcus Johansson, Martin Erat, Eric Fehr, Jason Chimera and Aaron Volpatti rounding out that depth chart. Brooks Laich is being slotted as the Capitals’ second-line center, but could be moved to the left side if the Caps elected to make a move for a centerman.

Of those remaining on the free agent market, center Mikhail Grabovski remains the most intriguing. At 29, he skates well, is an excellent playmaker, and has put up 20 or more goals three times in his five-year NHL career. Apparently, there are three teams interested in signing him.

His best year came in 2010-11, when he had 29 goals and 58 points.

Caps general manager George McPhee said the players on the free agent market did not interest him this summer and that he would like to see his team in training camp before making any roster decisions.

Should Caps be interested in Grabovski? 
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Toronto Maple Leafs centre Mikhail Grabovski (84) passes the puck as Ottawa Senators right wing Erik Condra (22) approaches in the third period at Scotiabank Place.

  (Marc DesRosiers-USA TODAY Sports)  

According to capgeek.com, the Capitals rank 21st in the NHL with a 2013-14 payroll of $58.6 million -- $5.66 million below the new salary cap of $64.3 million.

Only the Islanders, Panthers, Senators, Sabres, Avalanche, Blues, Devils, Flames and Coyotes have committed less money for next season.

That, of course, is about to change. With the Caps and restricted Marcus Johansson still trying to hammer out a contract extension, that $5.66 million cushion undoubtedly will shrink to somewhere in the $3 million range.

And if you believe that an unrestricted free agent’s value drops with every passing day he remains unsigned, the Caps are beginning to look like a team that can afford second-line center Mikhail Grabovski.

But will they elect to go that route, even if it’s for one year?

It at least seems plausible.

Make no mistake. Grabovski is not this summer’s Wojtek Wolski, who was desperate to sign with any NHL team last season and failed to prove he belongs.

Because he was a compliance buyout by the Maple Leafs, Grabovski will be paid $14.3 million over the next eight years. So he’s not seeking a home-run contract.

And while he wouldn’t put up the kind of offensive numbers Mike Ribeiro produced last season – Grabovski had just 9 goals and 7 assists in 48 games with the Leafs last season compared to Ribeiro’s 13 goals and 36 assists with the Caps – he is a strong two-way player who could flourish under Adam Oates.

In theory, Grabovski could serve as the perfect bridge between Ribeiro and Russian phenom Evgeny Kuznetsov, who is expected to join the Capitals late next season or for the start of 2014-15.

Question is, would Grabovski consider a one-year, $3 million contract with the Caps if he believes he won’t be around beyond next season?

Perhaps not right now. But if Grabovski is still without an NHL team three weeks from now, he and the Caps might be a lot more interested in striking a deal that benefits both parties.
THN: Caps picked 6th in Metropolitan Division 

August 19, 2013, 4:15 pm
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It’s widely accepted that the road to the Stanley Cup Playoffs will be tougher for the Capitals next season thanks to realignment and a competitive Metropolitan Division.  Some respected pundits apparently don’t think the Capitals will make the postseason at all. 

While many analysts will be making their preseason predictions in the weeks ahead, The Hockey News has already released its 2013-14 Yearbook and one of the most respected publications in the game is predicting the first spring without playoff hockey in the District since 2007.

The ‘Bible of Hockey’ has the Capitals finishing in sixth place in the Metropolitan Division behind the playoff-bound Penguins, Rangers and Flyers as well as the Blue Jackets and Islanders. The only teams that THN is predicting will finish below the Capitals in the Metropolitan Division are the Hurricanes and Devils.

For what it’s worth, all preseason predictions should be taken with a grain of salt. THN Editor Jason Kay acknowledges in this year’s yearbook that the “prediction process has become increasingly perilous.”

Consider that just two years ago, THN picked the Capitals to win the 2011-12 Stanley Cup. Instead, the Capitals fired head coach Bruce Boudreau 22 games into the season and scrambled at year’s end just to secure the 7-seed in the Eastern Conference.

It’s also a little puzzling that the magazine gives the Capitals better odds to win the Stanley Cup (30-1) than the Blue Jackets (40-1) and Islanders (40-1), but has Washington finishing lower in the standings than both Columbus and New York. 

In addition to playoff appearances from the Penguins, Rangers and Flyers in the Metropolitan Division, THN is also predicting Eastern Conference playoff berths for the Bruins, Red Wings, Senators, Canadiens and Maple Leafs from the Atlantic Division. THN is picking the St. Louis Blues to beat the Pittsburgh Penguins in the Stanley Cup Finals. 

On the plus side for Caps fans, THN’s annual poll of the NHL’s Top 50 Players has Alex Ovechkin at No.2, behind only Sidney Crosby. In THN’s 2011-12 Yearbook, Ovechkin was rated No.22. 
Who will the Caps go with as starting goalie? 
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Washington Capitals goalie Michael Neuvirth (30) before the game against the Minnesota Wild at the Xcel Energy Center.

  (Brace Hemmelgarn-USA TODAY Sports)  
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The conventional wisdom says Braden Holtby will enter the 2013-14 season as the Capitals’ starter.

There’s good reason for that. Holtby has been the Stanley Cup playoff starter for the last two springs, seeing every minute of all 21 games. He also took control of the net after a slow start in 2013, starting 11 games in a row between Feb. 9 and March 7.

But should we count out Michal Neuvirth? He, too, has started in the playoffs as Washington’s primary goalie in 2011. He is still just 25. And last year wasn’t necessarily a fair fight with an illness knocking Neuvirth from the lineup for over a month in February and early March.

But whatever the reason, there can’t be any missed opportunities this time around. Holtby is likely to get first crack. If he falters then Neuvirth must be ready. He appeared in five consecutive games in January after Holtby struggled the first week of the season. He then played two more the following week. But after getting pulled from a Feb. 7 loss at Pittsburgh, we didn’t see Neuvirth again until March 10.

It was a second straight year with declining numbers for Neuvirth, whose save percentage in 2010-11 was .914 with a 2.45 goals-against average. That dropped to .903 in 2011-12 – the year Semyon Varlamov was traded, veteran Tomas Vokoun was brought in and Holtby established himself. Neuvirth rebounded to .910 last year with a 2.74 GAA. Overall, though, that wasn’t good enough.

There is reason for hope, however. The organization clearly still thinks it has a positive asset here. Neuvirth was signed to a two-year, $5 million contract extension earlier this year. You don’t do that if you aren’t comfortable having a guy start games for you. He and Holtby will both be on the roster the next two seasons barring a trade.

“It doesn’t matter what team you’re on – there’s going to be competition in the NHL,” Holtby said earlier this month. “I think we both understand that. You have to fight for your job and then fight to keep in.”

Looking for another positive sign? Neuvirth played very well in five of his last six starts of the season. Opponents managed more than two goals against him just once (Boston, March 16). Unfortunately, it was too late. Holtby was playing even better and had earned the No. 1 job. He has the early advantage when training camp begins next month.
Can the Blues take the next step? 

August 19, 2013, 10:30 am
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ST. LOUIS BLUES

2012-13: 29-17-2, 60 points

Where they finished: 2nd in the Central, 3rd in the West, 6th in the NHL

Coach: Ken Hitchcock (3rd season)

Key additions: C Derek Roy, C Keith Aucoin, C Max Lapierre, LW Magnus Paajarvi

Key subtractions: LW David Perron

Forwards

Patrik Berglund – David Backes – T.J. Oshie

Vladimir Tarasenko – Derek Roy – Chris Stewart

Jaden Schwartz – Vladimir Sobotka – Alexander Steen 

Magnus Paajarvi – Max Lapierre – Ryan Reaves

Keith Aucoin

Defensemen

Jay Boumeester – Alex Pietrangelo

Jordan Leopold – Kevin Shattenkirk

Barret Jackman – Roman Polak

Ian Cole

Goalies

Jaroslav Halak

Brian Elliott

Our take: A team that looks like it’s ready to take the next step in the Western Conference and a solid bet to make life difficult for both the Blackhawks and Kings this season. 

St. Louis has made the Stanley Cup playoffs two years in a row. A lack of top-end skill was evident last spring so center Derek Roy, a mainstay for years in Buffalo, was brought in to help. The Blues will be in the mix. But will they score enough against the elite teams? There may not be a 30-goal scorer on this roster, but there are enough solid forwards it may not matter. 

St. Louis is deep in goal with top prospect Jake Allen also waiting in the wings at AHL Chicago. The Blues still need to sign defenseman Alex Pietrangelo, a restricted free agent and rising star at age 23. Playing him with veteran Jay Boumeester, acquired in a trade with Calgary late last season, gives the Blues a formidable top pair.

Offseason Grade: B

Will they make the playoffs in 2013-14:  Yes.  
Caps hope Erat can make difference 

August 18, 2013, 12:45 pm
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The Capitals never really got to see forward Martin Erat last season. 

A late trade deadline – thanks again, NHL lockout – left just 12 regular season games before the Stanley Cup playoffs. Erat missed three of those with a left knee injury and a dislocated left elbow ended his season in the middle of Game 4 against the Rangers. 

The trade that brought him in from Nashville was controversial given that top prospect Filip Forsberg was the cost. Erat will turn 32 next week so the Caps must hope he serves as a steady top-six forward this year. 

He is certainly versatile. And that will help coach Adam Oates fill out his lineup. It’s expected that Erat will serve as the left wing on a line with center Brooks Laich and right wing Troy Brouwer. But his presence will also be required on the power play and the penalty kill.  

Erat posted eight consecutive years with between 49 and 57 points for Nashville before last year’s shortened campaign saw him drop to five goals and 19 assists (24). Is he realistically still a 50-point player? Laich isn’t a prototypical playmaking center like Mike Ribeiro, who served in that role last season. 

But that remains to be seen. First, the Caps want a healthy Erat back on the ice. While he returned from the knee injury suffered in his second game with Washington, it’s also true he never quite looked as advertised. 

Erat didn’t record a point in 11 different games after his return, including the series against New York before hurting his elbow. He had a goal and an assist in an April 16 win over Toronto and an assist two days later at Ottawa. That’s it. That’s the list.   

That won’t play this season. The Caps need more production from a top-six forward. So were Erat’s struggles based on injury and adjusting to a new city and new team? To be fair, there were flashes of the player they expected. And surgery wasn’t needed for his knee or his elbow so Erat should be healthy for training camp.   
Is this finally the Sharks' year? 
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SAN JOSE SHARKS

2012-13: 25-16-7, 57 points

Where they finished: 3rd in the Pacific, 6th in the West, 11th in the NHL

Coach: Todd McLellan (6th season)

Key additions: C Tyler Kennedy

Key subtractions: RW T.J. Galiardi

Forwards

Patrick Marleau – Logan Couture – Tommy Wingels

Thomas Hertl – Joe Thornton – Brent Burns

Raffi Torres – Joe Pavelski – Tyler Kennedy

James Sheppard – Andrew Desjardins – Adam Burish

Bracken Kearns

Defensemen

Marc-Edouard Vlasic – Justin Braun

Matt Irwin – Dan Boyle

Jason Demers – Brad Stuart

Scott Hannan

Goalies

Antti Niemi

Alex Stalock

Our take: Nine years in a row now the San Jose Sharks have reached the NHL playoffs. That doesn’t look to change this season, though you can question if better health and some minor roster moves are enough to put the Sharks back in the mix with the Blackhawks and Kings – the last two Stanley Cup champions. 

The early concern is the health of forward Martin Havlat, who missed most of the playoffs with a groin injury. He had hip surgery in the offseason and is back skating – but no one knows when he will return to the ice. 

Patrick Marleau and Joe Thornton remain the stalwarts up front. The third line looks formidable with Tyler Kennedy now aboard, too, next to Joe Pavelski. Can veteran blueliner Dan Boyle continue to play at a high level at age 37? Antti Niemi, who himself won a cup with Chicago in 2010, was again one of the league’s best goalies. 

Offseason Grade: B

Will they make the playoffs in 2013-14:  Yes.  
Can the Coyotes make a playoff push? 
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  (Associated Press)  
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PHOENIX COYOTES

2012-13: 21-18-9, 51 points

Where they finished: 4th in the Pacific, 10th in the West, 19th in NHL

Coach: Dave Tippett (5th season)

Key additions: C Mike Ribeiro

Key subtractions: C Boyd Gordon, G Jason LaBarbera

Projected lineup

Forwards

Mikkel Boedker – Mike Ribeiro – Radim Vrbata

Shane Doan – Martin Hanzal – Chris Brown

Lauri Korpikoski – Antoine Vermette – David Moss

Rob Klinkhammer – Kyle Chipchura – Brandon Yip

Paul Bissonette

Defensemen

Oliver Ekman-Larsson – Zbynek Michalek

Keith Yandle – Michael Stone

Rostislav Klesla – Derek Morris

David Schlemko

Goalies

Mike Smith

Thomas Greiss

Our take: In a way this season is already a win for the Coyotes given they are even still in the Phoenix area at all. With their ownership and arena situation finally settled this month, the organization can figure out a plan for the future.

But the damage may have already been done. While a better financial picture allowed the Coyotes to sign free-agent center Mike Ribeiro, they don’t look like a contender in 2013-14.

Smith’s play in goal was a huge factor in Phoenix’s playoff run to the conference finals in 2011-12, but he fell back to earth last season with a .910 save percentage. He’ll have to regain his form if he wants his team to make it back to the postseason at all.

At age 22, Oliver Ekman–Larsson is a legitimate Norris Trophy candidate. Keith Yandle (10 goals) provides scoring punch from the blueline. But even with Ribeiro’s addition there might not be enough skill up front.

Offseason Grade: B

 Will they make the playoffs in 2013-14?:  No.
What will new Metropolitan Division be like? 

August 17, 2013, 4:15 pm

Share This Post

Cheer 

0 

Boo 

0 

Email 

  (Joe Camporeale-USA TODAY Sports)  
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There are lots of things to love about the NHL’s new Metropolitan Division.

Okay, not the name. But you can learn to live with that. If you are a Capitals player, coach or executive - or just someone otherwise really invested in how they do - the increased difficulty in making the Stanley Cup playoffs is an issue, too, however.

There’s really no way around that. The top three teams in each of the NHL’s four divisions are guaranteed a playoff berth. Then there are two wild-card spots in each conference. The problem? Not only is Washington’s new division a harder proposition than the old, woeful Southeast Division, but the league added perennial playoff team, Detroit, to the Eastern Conference. The Red Wings last missed the playoffs in 1990 so good luck hoping they finally fall apart.

Also, the reconstituted Atlantic Division, with Detroit as a new member, is already pretty stacked itself with 2013 playoff teams Boston, Ottawa, Montreal and Toronto already in place.  

Of course, any of those three Canadian teams could regress. All were in some way a surprise last season. Or new Metropolitan Division rivals like Columbus or Carolina, joining from the Southeast like Washington, could make a push forward. The Hurricanes need a better year from longtime goalie Cam Ward, but certainly have offensive talent. The Blue Jackets made a surprise run at a playoff spot in the Western Conference’s rugged Central Division last year before falling just short.

But there’s no question NHL teams will have to reconfigure their goals. First and foremost is to finish in the top three in your division. Do that and it doesn’t matter what happens in the other one. 

Easier said than done for the Caps, of course. Pittsburgh still has a formidable lineup led by Sidney Crosby and Evgeni Malkin, and the New York Rangers and New York Islanders were both playoff teams last year, too.

And that’s also hoping neither Philadelphia or New Jersey, two longtime playoff teams who missed last season, rebound. It might be tough for the Devils, who lost top forward Ilya Kovalchuk to the KHL. The Flyers have a shaky blueline, but still possess plenty of talent even if they have to weather a freak summer golfing injury to star center Claude Giroux (finger surgery).  

The Caps haven’t made any changes this summer. The team that exited in the first round last year against the Rangers is basically – for now - the same one coming back. Did they do enough to keep up with the Metropolitans?

Nashville Predators: Rebuilt on the fly 

August 16, 2013, 4:30 pm
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NASHVILLE PREDATORS

2012-13: 16-23-9, 41 points

Where they ﬁnished: 5th in the Central; 14th in the West; 27th in the NHL

Coach: Barry Trotz (15th season)

Key additions: C Matt Cullen, RW Eric Nystrom, LW Matt Hendricks, RW Viktor Stalberg, G Carter Hutton

Key subtractions: D Hal Gill, LW Sergei Kostitsyn, D Jonathan Blum

Projected lineup

Forwards

Colin Wilson – Mike Fisher – Patric Hornqvist 

Viktor Stalberg – David Legwand – Filip Forsberg

Nick Spaling – Matt Cullen – Craig Smith

Matt Hendricks – Paul Gaustad – Eric Nystrom

Defensemen

Roman Josi – Shea Weber

Seth Jones – Kevin Klein

Mattias Ekholm – Ryan Ellis

Victor Bartley

Goalies

Pekka Rinne 

Carter Hutton

Our take: Is it possible to rebuild on the ﬂy? Nashville is trying to ﬁnd out. After making the playoffs seven times in eight years, including the second round twice, the bottom fell out. The Predators missed the playoffs completely after D Ryan Suter left for Minnesota.

It all could have all fallen apart if ownership hadn’t matched a massive offer sheet to star D Shea Weber from Philadelphia. But it did and that lets GM David Poile attempt to retool around one of the league’s best players. 

The forwards still aren’t ready for prime time. But swapping a veteran like Martin Erat to the Caps for top prospect Filip Forsberg at last year’s trade deadline looks like a good bet. Forsberg, 19, should be ready to crack the lineup this season.

Meanwhile, the Predators were elated when D Seth Jones, 18, fell to them with the fourth pick in the draft in June. He, too, should be ready right away. 

Nashville added some toughness with former Washington fan favorite Matt Hendricks, who signed a four-year contract as a free agent, and Eric Nystrom. Poile also added veteran center Matt Cullen (Minnesota) and winger Viktor Stalberg (Chicago).    

Offseason Grade: B

Will they make the playoffs in 2013-14: No.
Fehr pleasant surprise of last season 
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February 14, 2013; Tampa FL, USA; Washington Capitals right wing Eric Fehr (16) skates with the puck against the Tampa Bay Lightning during the first period at Tampa Times Forum.

  (Kim Klement-USA TODAY Sports)  

No hockey season ever goes according to plan. Players that were counted on get hurt or underperform and unexpected surprises always emerge. 

Last year for the Capitals it was forward Eric Fehr. The one-time first-round draft pick, traded to Winnipeg two years earlier during a salary-cap crunch, didn’t even have an NHL deal. He had to wait until the lockout lifted in early January and signed a contract just before training camp. He wasn’t even guaranteed a spot on the roster. 

But Fehr, healthy again after yet another shoulder surgery the year before, had produced while playing in Finland during the lockout. He then scored nine goals and had eight assists in 41 games for Washington and signed a two-year contract extension worth $3 million. 

That scoring rate (.41 per game) fell short of Fehr’s career best (.57) in 2009-10, but was beyond acceptable for a player signed off the street for $600,000. So who is the Caps’ 2013-14 version of Fehr? 

You could argue that player isn’t on the roster yet. Brooks Laich was hurt last season, but if he’s healthy the team expects numbers close to his career norm. 

Matt Hendricks was that player when he signed a tryout contract during training camp in 2010 and yet became a key contributor that season. Someone like Mathieu Perreault would count if he became a big part of the power play and put up 45-to-50 points. 

Or maybe it’s a rookie like top prospect Tom Wilson or one of the young defensemen. Tomas Kundratek showed some offensive flash last season and had 16 goals in 49 games with AHL Hershey – though with Mike Green and John Carlson ahead of him on the depth chart his power-play time will be limited. 

Whenever restricted free agent Marcus Johansson signs – and his agent, Marc Levine, isn’t talking right now – he could be a candidate. But if Johansson is playing top-line minutes with Nick Backstrom and Alex Ovechkin he won’t exactly get credit as a surprise even if he far surpasses his career-best 46 points. He’ll more be meeting the expectations imposed on him as a former first-round pick who begins the season still just 22. 

So who is your pick? Choose a player – even someone not expected to make the opening night roster - whose emergence as a key contributor would legitimately be an unexpected boost.  
Can Wild take the next step in 2013-14? 
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MINNESOTA WILD

2012-13: 26-19-3, 55 points

Where they finished: 2nd in the Northwest; 8th in the West; 15th in the NHL

Coach: Mike Yeo (3rd season)

Key additions: LW Matt Cooke, RW Nino Niederreiter, D Keith Ballard

Key subtractions: RW Devin Setoguchi, RW Cal Clutterbuck, D Tom Gilbert, C Matt Cullen, C Pierre-Marc Bouchard

Projected lineup

Forward

Zach Parise – Mikko Koivu – Jason Pominville

Nino Niederreiter – Mikael Granlund – Dany Heatley

Jason Zucker – Charlie Coyle – Matt Cooke

Mike Rupp – Kyle Brodziak – Torrey Mitchell

Defensemen

Ryan Suter – Jonas Brodin

Marco Scandella – Keith Ballard

Jonathan Blum – Jared Spurgeon

Clayton Stoner

Goalies

Niklas Backstrom

Josh Harding

Our take: Now it’s time for the next step. The Wild made it to the Stanley Cup playoffs last season – but barely. Minnesota needed the tiebreaker for the final Western Conference berth. It lasted just five games in a first-round series with eventual champion Chicago.

The Wild would like to do better. If they do it will because their talent-laden farm system begins to produce results.  Mikael Granlund, 21, and Charlie Coyle, 21, have arrived and Jason Zucker, 21, should stick this season. Nino Niederreiter, still just 20, has shown promise in the AHL and was acquired via trade from the Islanders. Zack Phillips, 20, and defenseman Matthew Dumba, 19, the No. 7 pick in the 2012 draft, are possible promotion candidates. 

But you need veterans, too. Matt Cooke was brought in to provide stability among the forward corps and in the short term he should help. Keith Ballard will play a similar role on the blueline.

Offseason Grade: C

 Will they make the playoffs in 2013-14: Yes.  
Mike Green could be ready for big season 
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Washington Capitals defenseman Mike Green (52) during warmup prior to game against the Ottawa Senators at Scotiabank Place.

  (Marc DesRosiers-USA TODAY Sports)  

The numbers were encouraging for the Capitals and defenseman Mike Green.

He was again an offensive force in 2013 with 12 goals to lead all NHL blueliners. He looked, at times, like the dynamic player who fueled one of the league’s great scoring machines just a few years ago.

But it can take a year before an athlete fully recovers from sports hernia surgery. Green had his on Jan. 17, 2012. Maybe it’s no surprise that he exploded during the second half of last season.

Those 12 goals and 14 assists (26 points) were impressive in a lockout-shortened campaign. But 19 of those points came after his return from a left groin injury on March 21. Add in the Stanley Cup playoff series against the New York Rangers and it was 12 goals and 11 assists in 26 games for Green. That was an astoundingly torrid stretch during a time when every game was critical to the Caps. 

“We all know what [Green] can do when he’s healthy and feels good about himself,” Caps goalie Braden Holtby said last week. “We’ve seen it before. He was there again.”

Now, the question: Can Green maintain that health? Certainly he’s had his share of bad luck – a puck to the head and a questionable hit in 2010-11 essentially knocked him from the lineup for nine weeks late that season. In 2011-12 he missed 50 games and required that sports hernia surgery.

But even in a year when Green resembled his old self there were still those 13 games missed with a left groin injury. His league-leading goal-scoring numbers came in just 35 games.

So there was both promise and concern in 2013. With his age-28 season upcoming, can Green build on the flashes of defensive maturity shown in his game in recent years and again provide elite offense? If it happens he can absolutely win a Norris Trophy. But first things first – the Caps need him on the ice for 70 games this season.  

Tom Wilson's backup plan 

August 12, 2013, 12:00 pm
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  (Bob Youngentob/CSN Washington)  

Tom Wilson still remembers the advice he received last December from Anaheim Ducks prospect Devante Smith-Pelly.

Soon after Wilson was cut from Team Canada ahead of the 2013 World Junior Hockey Championships, Smith-Pelly reached out.

“He sent me a message,” Wilson recalled last month, “and said 'Make their job tough next year. Make them beg to have you back. Make the NHL and make them beg to have you.'”

Eight months later, Wilson’s goal is to make the Capitals out of training camp and to spend the entire season in the NHL. But should the 19-year-old either return to the Ontario Hockey League or hit a wall in the NHL by mid-December, the possibility of representing Canada at next year’s WJC is a pretty decent backup plan.

“Hopefully I can stay up [in the NHL] as long as I can, but it's a tremendous honor to play for Hockey Canada. It's been a dream of mine since I was tiny.” 

While the 2014 World Junior Championships are more than four months away, WJC hopefuls from the U.S., Canada, Sweden and Finland gathered last week in Lake Placid, NY for a weeklong camp and a series of exhibition games. 

Wilson was among six Capitals prospects who took part, along with Americans Riley Barber, Thomas Di Pauli and Connor Carrick as well as Swedes Andre Burakovsky and Christian Djoos.

While Wilson appeared in just one of Canada’s three games in Lake Placid (a plan that was put in place by Hockey Canada before the camp began in an effort to get younger players more ice time), Barber had an impressive camp with the U.S.

Barber, Washington’s sixth-round pick (167th overall) from the 2012 NHL Draft, won a gold medal at the 2013 WJC and is one of only three players from last year’s American roster eligible to return in 2014. 

Barber, a sophomore at Miami University, spent much of last week’s camp on the Americans No.1 line with Stefan Matteau and Daniel O’Regan and also saw time on the U.S. power play. In the Americans’ 5-1 win against Canada on Saturday, Barber had a power play goal and an assist.
Can Evgeny Kuznetsov make the jump to the NHL from Russia? 
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The Capitals have long waited for 2010 first-round draft pick Evgeny Kuznetsov to make the leap from Russia’s KHL to the NHL.

Kuznetsov is consistently ranked one of the best prospects in the world. He had 32 points in the KHL at age 18, 40 at age 19 and 44 last season at age 20. Kuznetsov is entering the final year of a two-year contract extension he signed with Traktor Chelyabinsk, his hometown club. And he’s been invited to participate in Team Russia’s orientation camp ahead of the Winter Olympics in Sochi.

That will happen on Aug. 23 and 24. But the chances you see Kuznetsov at Verizon Center at all this season seem remote. Washington general manager George McPhee has said as much this summer – telling ESPN 980 on July 10 that there’s only “a chance” Kuznetsov could arrive here after his KHL contract ends.

The first order of business, of course, is actually signing Kuznetsov to a three-year entry-level contract. Once that happens he could jump right to the NHL. But even after that there are scheduling issues.

Chelyabinsk made it to the Gagarin Cup finals last season. Because of the three-week break for the Olympics, a return trip to the championship round would end at best on April 24, according to the KHL schedule, and as late as April 30. An appearance in the Eastern Conference finals would last until at least April 9 and could continue until April 15.

In either case, that would end any chance of seeing Kuznetsov before the conclusion of the NHL regular season on April 13. And if the Caps qualify for the Stanley Cup playoffs, does it make sense to bring over a 21-year-old and throw him immediately into a postseason series? By that time of year roles are defined, positions set. Barring a rash of late injuries, it’s hard to imagine Kuznetsov dropping right into an NHL lineup after a long season in Russia.

The “chance” McPhee left open occurs if Chelyabinsk loses in the Eastern Conference semifinals, which could last until March 30, or in the first round, which would be over by March 18. The best case would be Chelyabinsk missing the KHL playoffs completely. That would theoretically leave Kuznetsov available on March 3.

But given that Chelyabinsk has listed odds of between 8/1 to 12/1 to win the KHL title among some gambling sites, it’s hard to see any scenario that has Kuznetsov available in March. Only five or six KHL teams have better odds.

If Washington made it to the second round of the Stanley Cup playoffs, its series would begin around April 30. But while the organization believes Kuznetsov will be an impact player, that’s a far-from-ideal scenario no matter how good a prospect he is. In the end the most likely outcome is seeing a 22-year-old Kuznetsov in the Caps’ lineup on opening night of the 2014-15 season
Caps hoping Laich fills void at center 
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Capitals have difficult season ahead

Your browser does not support iframes. 

Washington Capitals center Brooks Laich (21) watches from the bench against the Buffalo Sabres at First Niagara Center.

  (Timothy T. Ludwig-USA TODAY Sports)  

Capitals general manager George McPhee insisted last month that Brooks Laich could capably take over as his team’s second line center this coming season. 

That plan has plenty of skeptics. Laich, after all, isn’t your prototypical playmaking center in the mold of the departed Mike Ribeiro. His best offensive seasons came on the wing with 53, 59 and 48 points between 2008-09 and 2010-11. Is that good enough on a team that still believes it’s a Stanley Cup contender?

There is also the question of health. Plenty of players have rebounded from groin surgery. Laich insists he did not, as multiple media outlets reported last spring, have a sports hernia procedure. But whatever the injury, it certainly derailed his season. He appeared in just nine of 48 games and didn’t have time to heal before the Caps were eliminated from the Stanley Cup playoffs in the first round. 

That stung a player who has long prided himself on his ability to play through and with pain. Laich missed four games total over a five-year period. That’s it. But at age 30 now, will Laich have a smooth rebound from his first major injury? Few players work harder to stay in condition off the ice, but until the Caps see him back on the ice at full strength during training camp there will be concerns. 

Looking at the current roster, you would assume Laich would center right wing Troy Brouwer, who had a career-year last season with 19 goals in just 47 games, and left wing Martin Erat, who himself never really showed Washington what he can do when healthy. A knee injury in his second game with the team after an April 3 trade hampered Erat the rest of the way – though he missed only three games. 

Is that trio, with Laich running the show, good enough to drive possession? Is Laich skilled enough to get Brouwer and Erat the puck in prime scoring positions? Can he find his own scoring touch again? Laich’s point totals have dropped three consecutive seasons. 

All are legitimate questions. Few players have been more versatile for the Caps over the last eight years. Laich has been a mainstay on the power play, the penalty kill, in a top-six role or on the third line, at wing and sometimes at center. One former coach once compared him to a Swiss Army knife. 

But if Washington hopes to make the playoffs in the difficult Metropolitan Division, it is betting a lot on Laich making the biggest adjustment of his career. If he pulls it off then McPhee can save his remaining cap space to patch a hole elsewhere on the roster. Maybe a top-four defenseman becomes expendable at some point during the season. But if Laich can’t fill that role at a high level then that troublesome hole at second-line center opens once more and the Caps are left searching again.  
Philipp Grubauer waiting in the wings in Hershey 
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The Capitals have goalies Braden Holtby and Michal Neuvirth both under contract for the next two seasons. As we examined earlier this week, that position appears set at a relatively cheap price.

But Washington has always treated its goalies as depreciating assets. Semyon Varlamov was traded when he wanted too much money as a restricted agent and – bluff or not - used the KHL as a negotiating tactic.

But that deal was possible because the organization knew it had Neuvirth in place and Holtby had shown promise at AHL Hershey and in brief bursts with the Caps.

To keep that trend going, Washington has Philipp Grubauer again in goal at Hershey for this season. The team’s fourth-round pick in the 2010 draft, Grubauer started 26 games at ECHL Reading last season thanks to the NHL lockout and another 28 for the Bears once Holtby was back with the Caps.

But is Grubauer on the same level as Holtby or Neuvirth? His numbers were excellent in 69 ECHL games spread over two seasons with South Carolina in 2011-12 and Reading last season.

At age 21 Grubauer played 28 games at Hershey with a 2.25 goals-against average and a .919 save percentage. What’s weird about those numbers? They are almost identical to what Holtby put up at age 21 at the same level (2.29, .920). Neuvirth in his age 21/22 season played 22 games in the AHL (2.24, .919) with eerily similar stats.

All are relatively small sample sizes, of course, and Holtby had already played 14 NHL games at that age while Neuvirth had appeared in 22. But what it means is that Grubauer has passed all the tests put before him. He’ll have AHL veteran David Leggio, 28, along side this season in Hershey to push him, but Grubauer should see more than the two NHL games he got last year.
Rangers struggling to keep Stepan

By DAN MARTIN

Last Updated: 7:44 AM, August 9, 2013

Posted:  12:34 AM, August 9, 2013

Slap Shots Blog

Brooks on Twitter

One of the few question marks surrounding the Rangers before training camp opens is the status of restricted free-agent Derek Stepan.

Assistant general manager Jeff Gorton said he expects a deal to get done with the 23-year-old, but added the Rangers aren’t willing to break the bank to do it — especially with the salary cap being reduced this season.

“I think there’s always a way to make a deal,” Gorton said Thursday.

At a Yankee Stadium press conference for January’s NHL Stadium Series involving the Rangers, Islanders and Devils, Gorton said coming to an agreement with Stepan is “definitely difficult for us.” 

DEREK STEPAN - 

 DEREK STEPAN 

“You don’t have an unlimited amount of money left, so that’s upon us and the player to work it out.”

Gorton also said that though he “didn’t want to rule anything out,” he believes the Rangers will remain under the $64.3 million cap.

That means they have roughly $3 million to spend, depending on other moves they make before the start of the season.

Gorton made it clear Stepan is an important piece going forward.

“There’s no denying [Stepan’s] a big player for us,” Gorton said. “He’s one of our core guys.”

Another member of the Rangers’ core, Ryan Callahan, has begun skating after offseason left shoulder surgery, but said there’s no timetable for his return.

“Pretty soon I can start shooting, so come training camp time I can be shooting and skating,” Callahan said. “I think the big thing with the shoulder is contact.”

Carl Hagelin, who also had offseason left shoulder surgery, is on a similar schedule.

Gorton also said there was “no real update” regarding a new deal for Henrik Lundqvist. The goalie is scheduled to become a free agent after this season.

“We’ve had a couple of conversations with him,” Gorton said. “We’ll keep working on it,” Gorton said. “Henrik wants to be here and we want Henrik. It shouldn’t be too difficult to get a deal.”

* As for the games in The Bronx, the Rangers will face the Devils on Jan. 26 and the Islanders on Jan. 29.

“I’m already getting ticket requests,” Devils captain Bryce Salvador said. 

dan.martin@nypost.com

30 in 30: Trade didn't diminish Senators' prospects
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The depth of the Ottawa Senators' pool of prospects took a serious hit this offseason when general manager Bryan Murray traded forwards Jakob Silfverberg, Matt Puempel and a first-round pick in the 2014 NHL Draft to the Anaheim Ducks for high-scoring forward Bobby Ryan.

Though it might pain someone who drafted those players to see them go, Senators director of player personnel Pierre Dorion said a move like that is a feather in the cap for him and his staff.

"You know you've helped your franchise get a player like Bobby Ryan who can produce right away," Dorion told NHL.com, "so you feel a sense of pride that the scouts have done their job well."

The Senators' crop of prospects remains deep despite losing Noesen, and this list will not take into account the young talent already playing in Ottawa: Mika Zibanejad, Kyle Turris, Erik Karlsson and Jared Cowen, to name a few.

 The Ottawa Senators' crop of prospects, highlighted by current backup goalie Robin Lehner, remains deep despite trading two players and a draft pick for Bobby Ryan. (Photo: Getty Images)

Here are Ottawa's top 10 prospects, according to NHL.com:

1. Robin Lehner, G: The veteran of 25 NHL games is a clear pick as the top player in the Senators' system. At 6-foot-4, 223 pounds, he has the size and athleticism to become a top-tier NHL goaltender.

"He's definitely someone we feel that down the road can be a quality No. 1 goalie, someone we can ride," Dorion said. "He's learning to face NHL shooters on a night-to-night basis, but the sky's the limit for a guy like Robin Lehner."

Lehner had a 9-9-4 record with a .925 save percentage and 2.49 goals-against average for the Senators last season. Under normal circumstances, the 46th pick in the 2009 draft would already be that quality No. 1 goalie Dorion was referring to. But Ottawa already has one of those, Craig Anderson, who has two years left on his contract.

Lehner, 22, will be 24 when Anderson's contract expires and may be ready by then to take over the job on a full-time basis. In the meantime, Lehner, the 46th pick in the 2009 draft, can learn the craft by watching Anderson, who has become one of the NHL's top goalies.

"I think he can only benefit because you're learning from one of the best in the League, you're learning how he handles facing back-to-back games, or his work ethic," Dorion said. "I think that everything that Craig brings can only help Robin Lehner.

"Having two good goalies can only be a good thing."

2. Cody Ceci, D: The Senators' first-round pick (No. 15) last year had an up and down season. Well, a better way to say that would be a down and up year, because it began poorly but ended on a high note.

Ceci, 19, began the season with the Ottawa 67's of the Ontario Hockey League and struggled. Though he put up 40 points in 42 games, there were some concerns with his defensive play on a losing team.

He was traded to the Owen Sound Attack and his play improved, with 24 points in 27 games in the regular season and 10 points in 12 games in the OHL playoffs.

But where Ceci really shined in the eyes of the Senators was when he went to Binghamton of the American Hockey League once his season in junior was over. He played six games (three in the regular season, three in the playoffs) and Dorion was very impressed.

"The way he played for us in Binghamton at the end of the year and in the playoffs, he was probably our best defenseman," Dorion said. "No, let me rephrase that. He was our best defenseman.

"He stepped in and just controlled games at times."

Ceci (6-2, 205) showed improved concentration in his own end, erasing the memory of his difficult start to the season playing in the Senators' backyard.

"His puck skills are always good, his skating ability is always good, but what impressed me was his level of compete in front of the net," Dorion said. "His defensive level of compete, compared to what I saw in junior where some games you were left wondering a bit, you didn't have any questions about it when you left the rink.

"His weaknesses weren't even exposed. They almost became strengths of his game."

3. Matt Puempel, LW: Puempel had a disappointing year in junior after he was drafted by the Senators with the 24th pick in 2011. But at the end of the 2011-12 season, the Senators sent the 20-year-old to Binghamton to play the final nine games there.

"I think he realized how hard he had to work and not just rely on his talent," Dorion said. "By going to Binghamton, I think it really clicked there for him. The American [Hockey] League is a tough league. Junior players step in there and think they can dominate; not many do."

Puempel (6-foot, 198) was a much-improved player with the Kitchener Rangers of the OHL last season, scoring 35 goals in 51 regular-season games and three goals and four assists in 10 playoff games.

"Matt Puempel had a great season," Dorion said. "It showed in his goals, but where it didn't show was how he played the game. For us, Matt took a huge step forward after having a disappointing season the year after he was drafted. He scored big goals, he shot the puck, he drove to the net, he battled for loose pucks, he showed great second effort.

"We saw that he's really progressing as a player."

4. Jean-Gabriel Pageau, C: Perhaps the biggest beneficiary of all the injuries the Senators had to weather last season was Pageau, the 96th pick in the 2011 draft who climbed the depth chart all the way to the Stanley Cup Playoffs.

Jean-Gabriel Pageau

Jean-Gabriel Pageau

2013 PLAYOFFS

GOALS: 4 | ASST: 2 | PTS: 6

 SOG: 21 | +/-: 4

 Pageau was one of Ottawa's most effective forwards in a first-round victory against the Montreal Canadiens, and his performance gives him an excellent chance of sticking with the Senators this season. 

"At the start of the year we weren't sure if we were going to send him back to junior or to the [ECHL] or if he was going to play in the American [Hockey] League," Dorion said. "To go from there to being a regular on the NHL team and being a key contributor to our playoff success against Montreal, he's definitely gone significantly up our depth chart."

Dorion was quick to point out Pageau's success over a few weeks in May doesn't necessarily guarantee him anything for this season.

"Having that kind of success that early is great, but nothing is taken for granted this year," he said. "He's going to have to fight to make his spot on the team."

Pageau (5-9, 163) showed he had the guile and smarts to overcome his lack of size, using good instincts and will to create scoring chances. At 20, he has some growth left as a player.

5. Shane Prince, C: A second-round pick (No. 61) in 2011, Prince, 20, played his first professional season in Binghamton and showed some promise, scoring 18 goals with 17 assists in 65 games.

Prince (5-10, 181) is an offensive sparkplug who scored 43 goals playing with Ceci in his final year of junior with the Ottawa 67's two years ago.

"He's one of our most skilled prospects," Dorion said. "When we talk about pure offensive ability, pure hands, pure shooting ability, I think Shane is near the top of our list, if not the top prospect in regards to pure ability. He's shown that he's progressing, and I think he will challenge for a spot in the near future."

6. Curtis Lazar, C: A first-round pick (No. 17) in this year's draft, Lazar is a 6-foot, 190-pound forward with great offensive skills.

The 18-year-old scored 38 goals with 23 assists in 72 games for the Edmonton Oil Kings of the Western Hockey league last season, and had nine goals and two assists in 22 playoff games.

"A guy like Curtis brings some offensive intangibles with his skating and scoring ability, but he also plays the game the right way and he has a lot of character," Dorion said. "What we've tried to do is bring character people into the organization, and Curtis definitely represents a character person."

7. Mike Hoffman, C: A broken collarbone cost Hoffman the second half of the 2012-13 season after he led Binghamton in scoring the season before. He played three games with the Senators before reinjuring the collarbone.

Hoffman, 23, will enter training camp looking to nail down one of the limited spots available on Ottawa's bottom six. It could be a make or break camp for the 5-foot-11, 176-pound forward who was the 130th pick in the 2009 draft.
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"I think he's in the mix to fight for a spot on the team," Dorion said. "It's unfortunate that he got injured last year, but he showed against one of the better teams in the League [the Boston Bruins] that he can be a force with his speed and his forechecking ability and his ability to get on the puck. I think he showed he's got the promise to be an NHL player.

"He's done his two years in the AHL now and we're looking for him to take the next step to the NHL. I think this camp will be a big indication of where Mike Hoffman's career is going to go down the road."

8. Mark Stone, RW: Stone, 21, completed his first full season as a professional in Binghamton and scored 15 goals with 23 assists in 54 games. He played four regular-season games and one playoff game with the Senators and was scoreless.

A 6-foot-2, 188-pound forward with scoring touch, Stone, drafted No. 178 in 2010, needs to improve his speed in order to stick with the Senators long-term and may find himself back in Binghamton this season.

"I think he'll come into camp this year and battle for a spot, and if he has to go back to Binghamton it's not the end of the world," Dorion said. "I don't see it as a step backwards, I just see it as someone who needs some time in the minors to refine his game for the NHL level."

9. Mark Borowiecki, D: A fifth-round pick (No. 139) in 2008, Borowiecki will need to assert himself soon to establish himself as a regular NHL player. Borowiecki, 24, plays bigger than his size (6-1, 200), and had 14 points and 127 penalty minutes in 53 games with Binghamton last season.

"He's a high-character, physical, high-energy defenseman with an element of toughness," Dorion said. "I think a lot of teams want defensemen like that in their lineup. I think the fact we gave him a two-way contract this year and a one-way next year shows we're committed to him, and committed to him in the longer term."

10. Chris Driedger, G: The Calgary Hitmen goaltender starred in the WHL playoffs last season, with a .931 save percentage and 2.39 goals-against average in 17 games to lead his team to Game 7 of the conference final.

Driedger, 19, has good size (6-3, 187), and the Senators were encouraged with what they saw from the 76th pick in the 2012 draft.

"We think Chris really matured more mentally than physically," Dorion said. "He took on the task of being a No. 1 and being a leader on his team. He showed in the playoffs that he can win games by himself; he went to Game 7 against Edmonton in the Eastern Conference. He was definitely his team's best player and he showed he can rise to challenge under pressure situations."

For all 30 in 30 stories go to NHL.com/30in30stories and for the full 30 in 30 schedule visit NHL.com/30in30.
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For the entirety of Jason Spezza's career with the Ottawa Senators, he had someone to lean on.

It was Daniel Alfredsson's team, and there was no questioning that fact.

Now, with Alfredsson gone to the Detroit Red Wings, it would be hard to argue that the Senators are not Spezza's team.

It's a big change from an off-ice perspective, and one Spezza appears ready to embrace.

"He wants that to be the case, I know that from talking to Jason," Senators general manager Bryan Murray told NHL.com. "He has great respect among his teammates, in particular the young guys seem to congregate around him. He brings a lot to the table on our team."
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Spezza in all likelihood will be named captain in Ottawa before the season starts. At 30 years old and with two years remaining on his contract, Spezza is a logical choice to get the nod over the other main candidate, defenseman Chris Phillips, who is 35 and entering the final year of his contract.

It may not always be easy for Spezza if he gets the "C" sewn on his sweater, considering the person he'll be replacing and the manner in which that person left the team made some fans angry. But Spezza has watched Alfredsson operate for years, and that surely will help.

"Any young player being around a guy like Alfredsson had to learn, and I think Jason had great respect for Alfie. So I think he blossomed to a degree," Murray said. "He's a real smart hockey guy. He understands the League and what goes on in the marketplace here. I think Jason brings a lot now. He's at that stage in his life where his performance level and his maturity level, he should benefit from being one of the leaders now and maybe stepping out from under that shadow."

On the ice, Spezza will be under scrutiny as well.

Making a quick recovery from back surgery in time to play Ottawa's final three games of the Stanley Cup Playoffs last season was impressive, but Spezza obviously was not nearly as effective as he normally is.

Now, with an entire offseason to recover properly, Spezza has been given perhaps his biggest weapon since Dany Heatley with the addition of high-scoring right wing Bobby Ryan in a trade with the Anaheim Ducks. Ryan has scored at least 30 goals in every full NHL season he has played, and that was in the shadows of Ryan Getzlaf and Corey Perry in Anaheim.

In Ottawa, Ryan will be expected to score, a lot. That responsibility will be shared by Spezza as the playmaker on a top line that likely will include Milan Michalek opposite Ryan.

Spezza will need to show he can stay healthy for an entire season, something that has happened once in the past four.

But if he is able to stay on the ice, Spezza should be poised to star as he settles into a new leadership role on a team that undoubtedly is his, centering what may be one of the most potent lines in the NHL.

"Jason is, I don't know what number he fits in the League, but he's got to be one of the top creative centers in the League," Murray said. "There's no doubt about that."

For all 30 in 30 stories go to NHL.com/30in30stories and for the full 30 in 30 schedule visit NHL.com/30in30.
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The Ottawa Senators had everyone questioning their ability to succeed last season, and they answered all of them with their play on the ice.

But entering this season, the Senators have a number of questions, and many of them are linked to the adversity the team overcame to qualify for the Stanley Cup Playoffs last season despite missing so many of its best players.

NHL.com has chosen six of them to try to answer here:

1. Can Erik Karlsson pick up where he left off? -- Karlsson's Achilles tendon injury was supposed to keep the defenseman off the ice until this season, but he worked extremely hard to make it back for the final three games of the regular season and the playoffs.
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It was a huge emotional lift for the Senators, and Karlsson had an immediate impact, playing at least 27 minutes in each of his three regular-season games and getting four assists. His first few games in the playoffs against the Montreal Canadiens were effective, but his play began to slip as the series went on and continued to deteriorate in a second-round loss to the Pittsburgh Penguins.

It was not the Erik Karlsson the Senators had grown accustomed to, and he knew it.

"I think coming back as quickly as he did definitely had a big effect on him," Senators general manager Bryan Murray told NHL.com. "I talked to Erik about this after the year, and he was thinking all the time about what he could do or couldn't do."

That hesitancy had a major impact on Karlsson's play. Instead of just making the move that came naturally to him, he was taking a split second to consider whether or not he could pull it off; that split second was the difference between success and failure.

"He's an instinctive player, and there's no question having time to get the Achilles back in the condition it has to be in. … I think he'll come back 100 percent healthy," Murray said. "I think he'll get back to what Erik Karlsson is."

2. Who will fill the leadership void left by the departures of Daniel Alfredsson and Sergei Gonchar? -- The Senators traded the rights to Gonchar to the Dallas Stars prior to the opening of free agency, then were shocked when Alfredsson signed with the Detroit Red Wings once the market opened.

In one fell swoop, 37 years of NHL experience left the organization.

"You have to give credit to the guys who left," Murray said. "[Gonchar] came in here and was a good veteran defenseman and [Alfredsson] was obviously a good captain and a good leader who did a lot by example. The respect level he brought to our young guys, I don't know if we can measure it yet." 

The Senators have gotten significantly younger as a result of Alfredsson and Gonchar leaving, but Murray said he is convinced there are enough veteran voices who remain to pick up the slack.

"We have a number of guys here who are really strong in the room, with [Chris] Phillips and [Chris] Neil and Jason Spezza and Milan Michalek," Murray said. "These are real strong people who have been around the League and are good veterans. I think they'll step in, and whether they do to the same level I can't say that, but I think they'll be good leaders."

In Alfredsson's absence, the Senators will have a new captain for the first time in 13 years. Spezza appears to be a natural candidate to take over, but Murray would not say whether that will be the case.

Regardless, Spezza will be looked upon to take on a larger role in the leadership department.

"Whether he wears the 'C' or not," Murray said, "I think he'll be one of the strong forces on the team going forward."

3. How will Bobby Ryan react to being the go-to-guy in Ottawa? -- Ryan has played second fiddle to Anaheim Ducks stars Ryan Getzlaf and Corey Perry his entire NHL career, but now he will be looked upon to be a top goal-scorer for the Senators after Murray acquired him in a trade July 5.

Ryan appears to be embracing the opportunity.

"I'm getting this opportunity where I've always been the fourth or fifth man in the offensive scheme to where I'm coming in and I think I'm going to be second or third and that's a cool feeling," Ryan told Team 1200 AM in Ottawa. "It changes things. There's a little more pressure with it, but it's a pressure I've been trying to embrace for a couple of years now as things have progressed and now I want to do it on a broader scale. I can't wait."

Murray gave up a lot -- Jakob Silfverberg, prospect Stefan Noesen and a 2014 first-round draft pick -- to acquire Ryan, and the GM is banking on the fact Ryan is ready to take this next step in his career.

"I think Bobby has just been champing at the bit to be a top guy," Murray said. "It was tough company in Anaheim; Getzlaf and Perry are big guys and big scorers and they certainly deserve the recognition they get.

"But I think Bobby has a chance now to be really recognized. In this hockey market, his game should blossom greatly."

4. Can Craig Anderson provide the same other-worldly goaltending he did last season? -- Anderson's .941 save percentage and 1.69 goals-against average in 24 games last season represented one of the best seasons for a goaltender in modern history. If it weren't for an ankle injury that cost Anderson more than five weeks, he was in position to make history.

Craig Anderson

Craig Anderson

2012-13 STATS

RECORD: 12-9-2

 GAA: 1.69 | SVP: 0.941

 His absence didn't derail his momentum, however. Anderson was dominant in the playoffs, playing a starring role in the Senators' five-game elimination of the Canadiens in the first round by stopping 171 of 180 shots (.950 save percentage). 

With the bar raised so high, how can Anderson possibly match it? Murray has little doubt.

"Very definitely I think he can do it again," Murray said. "He's a young goaltender, really (32). He's athletic, he's well-conditioned and he's real strong.

"But I think the biggest thing with Craig is his mental toughness. Whenever something bad happens he's just able to put it aside and move on. I think he's got a number of years left here where he's going to be a high-caliber guy."

Hitting those same numbers this season may be a tad unrealistic for Anderson, considering no goalie in the modern era who has played more than 40 games has done it. But if Anderson is able to make goaltending an afterthought when he's in net like he did last season, he successfully will have maintained his level of play.

5. Who will play on the second forward line and second defense pairing? -- The departures of Alfredsson and Gonchar created holes on the second forward line and second defense pairing.

Each will be filled as a result of a training-camp battle.

Kyle Turris and free-agent acquisition Clarke MacArthur are likely to play on Ottawa's second line, but who fills the remaining spot remains in question.

Murray said the Senators would prefer keeping Mika Zibanejad at center, meaning he would be in the middle on the third line. So the candidates to fight for that second-line spot include Colin Greening, Cory Conacher and Zack Smith, who would move to the wing after spending most of last season at center.

"Those are the interesting things coming into camp from a management point of view and a coaching point of view, is that we've got a couple of big decisions to make and a couple of opportunities to provide," Murray said. "It's just a matter of who steps up."

On defense, Karlsson and Marc Methot are set as the first pairing, but Cowen will need a partner on the second pairing.

Murray said Patrick Wiercioch, who was signed to a three-year, $6 million contract in the offseason, is ready to take on that role.

"I think Patrick Wiercioch has been waiting for a chance to become a prime player," Murray said. "He can play the right or left side, and if he has the camp we think he'll have, he could play the right side with Jared. Well, in my lineup, anyway."

6. How will Kyle Turris benefit from the return of Jason Spezza? -- When Spezza had back surgery Feb. 1, the role of No. 1 center fell to Turris. He had a difficult adjustment at first, with six assists with no goals in the 18 games following Spezza's surgery. But Turris finished the season with eight goals and eight assists in 23 games, and he shined in the playoffs with six goals and three assists in 10 games.

With Spezza returning, Turris should be freed to face less difficult matchups and play the role he was brought in by Murray to play when he acquired him from the Phoenix Coyotes in 2011.

"We never brought him here to be the No. 1 center; we thought he would be a really good No. 2 when we made the trade," Murray said. "This guy might wind up being a No. 1 center. He's been stuck in the gym all summer, he practices hard, he's become really confident and he's such a good teammate. He really cares about the team and the guys he plays with. I think he's just going to get better and better."

For all 30 in 30 stories go to NHL.com/30in30stories and for the full 30 in 30 schedule visit NHL.com/30in30.
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There may be no team in the NHL that is looking forward to next season more than the Ottawa Senators.

With all the drama that has surrounded this team since the fifth game of last season, general manager Bryan Murray is eager to reap the rewards of all the adversity his players and coaching staff overcame in 2012-13.
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For those with foggy memories, within the first month of the season the Senators lost Norris Trophy-winning defenseman Erik Karlsson (Achilles tendon), Jason Spezza (back) and Jared Cowen (hip) with what were believed to be season-ending injuries (though all three would come back to play). Starting goaltender Craig Anderson (ankle) and top-line left wing Milan Michalek (knee) also sustained long-term injuries.

Spezza and Karlsson were lost within a matter of days in late January, and Murray now can admit he didn't see how his team would be able to overcome blows like that and qualify for the Stanley Cup Playoffs.

They not only qualified, but won a round for the first time in six years.

"When Spezza got hurt and Erik got cut, I thought we'd be in for a long year," Murray told NHL.com. "The kids proved me wrong. They just hung in every night."

Those "kids" -- Kyle Turris, Mika Zibanejad, Jakob Silfverberg, Patrick Wiercioch, Colin Greening, Zack Smith and others -- filled roles they never were expected to fill, and some even younger players who weren't expected to reach the NHL last season took over the support roles that were vacated. Coach Paul MacLean made it all work by convincing his players they could win without the star power, and he was rewarded with the Jack Adams Trophy and a three-year contract extension.

Now, with all those young players having thrown their development on fast-forward due to last season's events, Murray said he expects the benefits to really shine through this season.

"The learning curves for those kids were huge, and I really think that each one of them should be a touch better," Murray said. "There's going to be one of them that might not take off the way we think, but other than that I think three or four guys should be considerably better from going through it.

"That's how you build hockey teams, when you give them a chance most of them improve, and your team winds up being better as a result. We paid the price with injuries last year, but opportunities were given to these guys and I think our team should be better as a result."

That was the underlying feeling following Ottawa's playoff elimination at the hands of the Pittsburgh Penguins: the best was yet to come. Unfortunately for Murray, the drama didn't end once the season was finished. In fact, the bulk of it only was beginning.

Captain Daniel Alfredsson decided in late June he would come back to play one more season, except it would not be in Ottawa after an apparent misunderstanding or dispute -- depending on which side you believe -- led him to sign a one-year, $5.5 million contract with the Detroit Red Wings.

The fallout in Ottawa over Alfredsson's departure was massive -- and still is -- but the Senators were not left empty-handed as a result; far from it.

Murray signed Clarke MacArthur away from the Toronto Maple Leafs for two years and $6.5 million, or $1 million more than Alfredsson’s 2013-14 salary-cap charge with the Red Wings. MacArthur had 28 goals with 35 assists for 63 points in 113 games the past two seasons while playing a second-line role in Toronto; Alfredsson's numbers the past two seasons were 37 goals and 48 assists for 85 points in 122 games.

Alfredsson has been more productive and has a treasure chest of intangibles that practically is unmatched in the NHL. But under the circumstances, MacArthur appears to be an adequate replacement, especially considering that at 28, he's 12 years younger than Alfredsson.

SENATORS' OFFSEASON OUTLOOK

Additions: RW Bobby Ryan, D Joe Corvo, F Clarke MacArthur

Subtractions: RW Daniel Alfredsson, RW Stefan Noesen, RW Jakob Silfverberg, D Sergei Gonchar, D Andre Benoit, C Peter Regin, RW Hugh Jessiman, D Mike Lundin

UFAs: LW Guillaume Latendresse

Promotion candidates: LW Dave Dziurzynski, C Mike Hoffman, C Jean-Gabriel Pageau, C Shane Prince, LW Matt Puempel, RW Mark Stone

MacArthur's value as a replacement for Alfredsson becomes far greater in light of Murray's acquisition of Bobby Ryan from the Anaheim Ducks, a deal which cost him Silfverberg, top prospect Stefan Noesen and a first-round draft pick in 2014.

Ryan gives the Senators their best pure goal-scoring talent since Dany Heatley left in 2009, and Murray is excited by the possibility of having Ryan team with Spezza and Michalek to form what could be one of the most potent offensive lines in the NHL.

"There's no question Bobby Ryan's a goal-corer," Murray said. "He's got good hands, a good head for the game, he understands how to play. If you ask Dany Heatley, I've heard him say that Jason Spezza was the reason he got 50 goals a couple of years in a row, and I think Bobby has the same type of thing in regards to his ability to finish. The two of them together should be real dynamite. And if Michalek plays there with his speed and work ethic, I think the threesome should be really good."

With the additions of Ryan and MacArthur countering the subtractions of Alfredsson and Silfverberg off the 2012-13 roster, and taking into account the continued development of Ottawa's young players, it would not be crazy to suggest the Senators will be a better team this season.

Murray, for one, is very eager to find out. But one thing he learned from last season is not to assume anything, because things can change drastically midstream.

"We really don't know at this point," he said. "We assume that with Spezza, Michalek, Karlsson, Cowen, Anderson being 100 percent healthy, hopefully for the long term, that our team will be quite different than it was.

"But I have to say that I was pretty proud of the way they played last year. We got the tag 'Pesky Sens' for a reason; these young guys didn't know enough to stop trying. We'd go into third periods down by two goals and come back and win. That became a real characteristic of our team. So when you get your veterans back and everybody's going fairly well, do you have the same perseverance at the end of games? We'll have to find that out."

For all 30 in 30 stories go to NHL.com/30in30stories and for the full 30 in 30 schedule visit NHL.com/30in30.
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The Ottawa Senators had to deal with injuries to key players last season but still managed to reach the Stanley Cup Playoffs and knock off a division rival before getting eliminated by one of the two best teams in the Eastern Conference.

Had the Senators not been dealt such bad luck with their health, they probably would have … reached the playoffs, defeated a division rival in the first round (maybe the Toronto Maple Leafs instead of the Montreal Canadiens in the 4/5 or 2/7 matchup) then been eliminated by one of the two best teams in the East.

2013-14 FANTASY PREVIEW: SENATORS

Under-valued: Craig Anderson -- Anderson would've been one the most valuable goalies last season if not for injury (he appeared in 24 games), but that shouldn't scare you come draft day. If he can stay healthy, he has a chance to be a top-five netminder this season with a solid team in front of him, and that's worth the risk.

Over-valued: Cory Conacher -- Acquired by Ottawa in the Ben Bishop swap, Conacher didn't exactly thrive with the Sens (two goals, three assists in 12 games) and eventually found himself as a healthy scratch in the playoffs. His red-hot start in Tampa Bay made him a hot commodity early on last year, but Conacher will likely disappoint in production this season.

Sleeper: Patrick Wiercioch -- His 19 points last season were second only to Justin Schultz's 27 among rookie d-men, but add in his 39 penalty minutes, plus-9 rating, 10 power play points and 81 shots on goal, and you'll quickly realize he was the most valuable rookie defenseman in fantasy hockey. Expect more improvement and plenty of opportunities in 2013-14.

 -- Follow Matt Cubeta on Twitter: @NHLQubes

FOLLOW @NHLFANTASY FOR DAILY UPDATES ›

MORE NHL.COM FANTASY HOCKEY COVERAGE ›

Ottawa was a prime example of how NHL teams are sometimes able to survive without star players over the course of a small sample size. But the Senators also managed to meet preseason expectations, albeit with a greater degree of difficulty because of the injuries.

The ensuing offseason has not lacked drama. Longtime captain Daniel Alfredsson made it to free agency without an extension and ended up joining a new division rival, the Detroit Red Wings. The breakup has been public and a little messy.

General manager Bryan Murray didn't take long to replace Alfredsson, sending a package of players to the Anaheim Ducks for Bobby Ryan. The Senators also added Clarke MacArthur as a free agent, and, if healthy, the top six forwards could be more potent, even with Alfredsson in Detroit.

Veteran defenseman Sergei Gonchar was set to leave as a free agent before being traded to the Dallas Stars, where he quickly signed. Veteran Joe Corvo was subsequently added as a depth defenseman, but Jared Cowen, a restricted free agent who needs a contract, will be expected to fill a bigger role.

With Craig Anderson and Robin Lehner, the Senators might have one of the top goaltending tandems in the NHL, especially now that Jonathan Bernier and Cory Schneider have changed addresses.

Ottawa looks like a solid playoff team and one that can close the gap on the elite teams in the conference. Whether or not the Senators can challenge the Boston Bruins, Pittsburgh Penguins and Detroit at the top of the East likely will hinge on better health and a couple of young defensemen improving. Then again, Paul MacLean has proven to be an elite coach who is able to produce results regardless of who is available to play on any given night.

Here is the projected 2013-14 lineup for the Senators:

Forwards

Bobby Ryan - Jason Spezza - Milan Michalek

Cory Conacher - Kyle Turris - Clarke MacArthur

Colin Greening - Mika Zibanejad - Zack Smith

Erik Condra - Jean-Gabriel Pageau - Chris Neil

Jim O'Brien - Matt Kassian

Defensemen

Marc Methot - Erik Karlsson

Patrick Wiercioch - Jared Cowen

Chris Phillips - Joe Corvo

Eric Gryba

Goalies

Craig Anderson

Robin Lehner

NOTES: Ryan seems like a natural fit on the top line, or he could end up providing more punch with the second group, which sounds remarkably similar to his previous role in Anaheim. Five top-six slots seem set, with a group that includes Conacher, Greening, Smith, Condra and maybe a surprise (rookie Matt Puempel) competing for the last spot and places on the wings next to Zibanejad on the third line.

The Senators would probably like to see Cowen and Wiercioch cement a place in the top four on the blue line, but Phillips or Corvo could eat some extra minutes if needed. Or Karlsson can just soak up more ice time, as he is known to do.

Anderson, if healthy, will be in contention for a spot on the United States Olympic team. Lehner could earn a trip to Sochi for Sweden, and give Anderson ample time to rest with the condensed schedule.

---
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NHL  Aleksander Barkov future club mate Sean Bergenheim believes in Tampere break into as early as next fall, the Florida Panthers play, but the assembly. 

 - Yes. I absolutely believe it, Bergenheim drove the IS sport.  - Nice to have a young Barkov there, all I can say. It is of course a great thing that he is Finnish, but he is still as good a player.  Bergenheim for Barkov historic second book did not come as a surprise.  - When [ Nathan ] MacKinnon went first, so I think Barkov was the right choice for us. Not really a surprise at all.  - It was great that he comes to us, we need the center column. He fills the place. Certainly there is a big role in the way.  Bergenheim referred Barkov said of congratulations immediately after booking. Nearly 400 National Hockey League regular season match of the veteran wants to help the young person to her husband as much as you can.  - He's a young guy, with a long and great career ahead. I hope it is a good start. But surely he is doing well, its a clever guy is the case.  Bergenheim went plörinäksi last season through injury. Now the man is reportedly in shape - and ready to light the red lamp in the tip of the booking with.  - The greatest thing would be to get to play with him, and even in the same chain at some point. I hope you get good work done.

Florida Panthers Morning Nips: 7/31/13

Jul 31st, 2013 at 7:16 am by Pat McGrathGeneral News

« Previous

Next » 

Home » General News » Florida Panthers Morning Nips: 7/31/13

 Share on Fancred


So here we are, the last day of July, tomorrow will be August and we are one day closer to the start of the Florida Panthers’ 2013-14 NHL campaign. That means there are only 64 days until the Panthers drop the puck on their season opener against the Dallas Stars. The news may be slow this time of year but we will do the best we can to provide your daily Florida Panthers fix, so without further ado, these. are. the links. (Kurtis Blow voice!!!)

Okay so this is a very old news article (March 1st to be exact) but it does a good job of summarizing the Sean Bergenheim situation from last year. I feel like the Bergenheim story did not receive enough coverage during the season hence why I am bringing it back. Here is the spark notes version: Bergenheim got injured sometime during the NHL lockout, lockout rules stipulate that if a player gets injured while playing overseas, that players NHL team does not have to pay said players contract while he is injured. The Panthers tried to use this as reasoning for not paying Bergenheim the $2.75 million that they owed him for the year. Bergenheim filed a medical grievance claiming that he sustained the injury prior to the season. Bergenheim won his medical grievance so the Panthers were forced to pay him his salary. Regardless of all the back room haggling, Bergenheim’s injury was serious enough to keep him out for the entire season. He should be back in time for the 2013-14 season and hopefully his relationship with the Panthers’ franchise has not soured too much.

The Florida Panthers may be an option for Tim Thomas next season. Would signing Thomas be a good move for the Panthers? Here, I argue that a Thomas signing would absolutely not be good for the Panthers.

Finally, are you bored without NHL hockey this summer? If you are, check out these five ways to occupy yourself during the NHL offseason.
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The Montreal Canadiens have a been a very consistent team when it comes to making the Stanley Cup Playoffs over the last nine seasons, failing to qualify twice in that span.

However, they have also managed to win four playoff rounds over that same span, and most people often point to what has been an organizational weakness for at least that long as the main reason: a lack of size.

General manager Marc Bergevin was at the Canadiens' table for the second time at the 2013 NHL Draft in June, and for the second year in a row, Montreal opted for a big forward with its first round pick. In 2012, it was Alex Galchenyuk who was selected with the No. 3 pick in the draft, a player the Canadiens hope will become the big, skilled center the team has lacked for years.

This year, the Canadiens picked much later in the first round at No. 25 and went a bit off the board by selecting Michael McCarron from the U.S. National Team Development Program, a 6-foot-5, 228-pound right wing who brings an element of nastiness with his game. Their first pick of the second round was also a big forward, Swedish center Jacob De La Rose, known for being a strong two-way player with some physical edge.
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For years the Canadiens had emphasized skill at the draft, but Bergevin made it clear that this year the goal was to beef up his pool of prospects via the draft because acquiring big, skilled players is near impossible any other way.

"We had a message," Bergevin said on the draft floor. "Time will tell, but we felt there was a need to be addressed and we did that today."

The list of Canadiens' top prospects is missing several of their brightest hopes for the future because they've played too many NHL games to be considered, names like Galchenyuk, Brendan Gallagher, Max Pacioretty, Lars Eller and P.K. Subban, all of whom are under 25 years of age. But the players who will be looked upon to support those young veterans in the coming years will likely come from this group.

Here are the Canadiens' top 10 prospects, according to NHL.com:

1. Nathan Beaulieu, D: A smooth-skating, puck-moving defenseman, Beaulieu learned a lot in his first season of professional hockey with the Hamilton Bulldogs of the American Hockey League and was named the team's top rookie and most valuable player.

Beaulieu, 20, got off to a difficult start to the season with just two points and a minus-6 differential in his first 16 games, but he was tremendous from that point onwards with seven goals and 22 assists with a minus-2 differential in 51 games the rest of the season to finish tied for the team lead in scoring with 31 points.

He was also given a brief six-game audition with the Canadiens from March 30 to April 15, and the 6-foot-1, 182-pound Beaulieu more than held his own, putting up two assists and looking anything but out of place while earning some time on the power play.

Beaulieu, the No. 17 pick in 2011, said that little glimpse of the NHL was a big step in his development, and he hopes to be able to make it a permanent move this season.

"I know what it takes now. I know I can play in that League," Beaulieu said at the team's development camp in July. "I just feel like getting those few games in made me mature and grow up a lot quicker and establish that I can be here."

2. Jarred Tinordi, D: Tinordi also had a very positive rookie season in professional hockey, sharing the Bulldogs' top defenseman award with Beaulieu and showing improved skating and mobility, two areas that will naturally need improvement when you are still growing into a 6-6, 205-pound frame.

Tinordi, 21, played difficult minutes for coach Sylvain Lefebvre in Hamilton, often facing the opposing teams' top lines and getting minutes on the penalty kill.

Like Beaulieu, Tinordi got a six-game audition with the Canadiens in March and showed an ability to play a physical game while also killing penalties at the NHL level, which earned him another call-up with two games remaining in the regular season and through the Stanley Cup Playoffs when injuries hit.

That gives Tinordi, the No. 22 pick at the 2010 draft, a good chance to stick with the big club out of training camp this fall.

3. Sebastian Collberg, RW: Collberg had a second consecutive strong performance at the 2013 IIHF World Junior Championships, scoring four goals with two assists in six games to help Sweden reach the final for the second year in a row. Collberg had four goals and three assists in helping Sweden to the championship in 2012, but this time the Swedes fell short when they lost in the gold medal game to the United States.

It was yet another highlight in Collberg's international resume as he has risen to the occasion whenever he has played on a world stage.

A second-round pick in 2012 who was ranked third among European skaters by the NHL Central Scouting Bureau, the 5-11, 181-pound forward also had some encouraging results in the Swedish Elite League with Frolunda last season upon his return from the worlds, scoring his first career goal and finishing with six goals and three assists in 35 games.

He played two games late in the season with the Bulldogs, giving him his first taste of playing on North American ice.

"It was a little confusing," the 19-year-old admitted. "But being a smaller guy and being quick and fast in the corners, it's better for me [instead of] the bigger ice in Europe."

He'll have at least one more year on that European ice as he is still under contract with Frolunda this season, but Collberg will likely be ready to come to North America to begin his professional career next year.

4. Zachary Fucale, G: The Canadiens had a glaring lack of goaltending depth in their system and stated a desire to address that at this year's draft. Little did they know what would fall into their laps.

Fucale, 18, was the top-ranked goaltender in North America by NHL Central Scouting and fell to the Canadiens at No. 36 in 2013. They were more than happy to scoop up the local product.

The 6-1, 181-pound goaltender won the Memorial Cup with the Halifax Mooseheads last season, and should have an excellent chance to be the No. 1 goalie for Canada at the 2014 World Junior Championships.

"He's a winner," Canadiens director of amateur scouting Trevor Timmins told the team website. "He's won at every level and he continues to win. His record in the CHL is impeccable. He's a guy that even if he lets in four or five goals in a game, he's a battler, he fights right to the bitter end. The last guy I saw in the draft like that was Jaroslav Halak. He's a fighter right to the end and even if he gives up six goals, maybe his team will win 7-6."

5. Michael McCarron, RW: McCarron will be playing his first season in the Ontario Hockey League under coach Dale Hunter with the London Knights this season, opting to go that route after committing to coach Andy Murray at Western Michigan University.

McCarron, 18, did not hesitate when he was asked to compare himself to a current NHL player after he was drafted, immediately naming Boston Bruins power forward Milan Lucic.

The Canadiens certainly would not mind if that ever came to pass, but Timmins insists there is more to McCarron than his brawn.

"Aside from his mean streak, his size and competitiveness and physicality dimension that he brings, he's also a good hockey player," Timmins said. "He has good hands, he has good hockey sense and he has continued to improve, especially over the last two years. He is probably the one player on the U.S. Under-18 development team that has improved the most. So we see his growth potential continuing and we're very excited about that."

6. Jacob De La Rose, LW: For a second consecutive year, the Canadiens had a highly-ranked Swedish forward drop to them in the second round of the draft. Last year it was Collberg, and this time it was De La Rose, a 6-2, 190-pound two-way forward who was ranked seventh among European skaters by NHL Central Scouting.

The Canadiens were very happy when the 18-year-old was available with the No. 34 pick in the draft, seeing as he filled their stated need for size up front.

De La Rose had expressed interest in coming to North America to play for the Windsor Spitfires of the Ontario Hockey League, who owned his Canadian Hockey League rights. But De La Rose was still under contract with Leksands of the Swedish Elite League and he was not released from his contractual obligations.

De La Rose had six goals and six assists in 38 games in his first season with the top club in Leksands, and he was held scoreless with 22 penalty minutes in six games for Sweden at the World Junior Championships.

7. Michaël Bournival, LW: A third-round pick of the Colorado Avalanche at the 2010 draft acquired in a trade for Ryan O'Byrne, Bournival was yet another Bulldogs rookie who had a solid entry into professional hockey last season.

Bournival, 21, had 30 points in 69 games with Hamilton to rank third in team scoring and had a very respectable minus-3 differential on a team where many players were further south.

Bournival (5-11, 179) will likely never become a top-six scoring threat for the Canadiens, but could become a valuable checker thanks to his exceptional motor and skating ability.

8. Tim Bozon, LW: Bozon, 19, was a third-round pick by the Canadiens in 2012 and has shown great offensive skills in his two seasons with the Kamloops Blazers of the Western Hockey League. After finishing third on the team in scoring as a rookie with 71 points in 71 games in 2011-12, Bozon was second on the team and ninth in the WHL with 91 points in 69 games last season.

At 6-1, 185, Bozon has a decent frame, but it his puck skills that set him apart.

9. Darren Dietz, D: A fifth-round pick by the Canadiens in 2011, Dietz has blossomed with the Saskatoon Blades of the WHL ever since.

In 2011-12 he had 44 points in 72 games, and last season the 20-year-old led WHL defensemen with 24 goals finish third for points by a defenseman with 58.

Dietz (6-1, 198) will be graduating to the Bulldogs this season, adding to the Canadiens crop of promising young defensemen on the farm.

10. Charles Hudon, LW: Undersized at 5-10, 177, the Canadiens were able to grab Hudon in the fifth round of the 2012 draft, and they are certainly happy they did.

Hudon, 19, is a strong candidate to play for Canada at the World Junior Championships because of his versatility as a penalty killer and checker who can also score.

He had 71 points in 56 games for the Chicoutimi Sagunéens of the Quebec Major Junior Hockey League last season, and is beginning to look like he could turn out to be a bit of a steal for the Canadiens.
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One of the biggest reasons the Montreal Canadiens were able to get off to such an excellent start to the 2012-13 season was the healthy return of defenseman Andrei Markov, a sight unseen for the better part of two years.

During the Canadiens' 20-5-5 start, coach Michel Therrien would often refer to Markov as a "general," someone with the unique ability to control the pace of the game whenever he was on the ice.

Markov had been gone for so long recovering from consecutive tears of the ACL in his right knee that many may have forgotten the extent to which he is able to impact a game -- whether by smartly and calmly moving the puck out of his own zone or the way he directs traffic on the Canadiens' power play.
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Markov began the season in the Kontinental Hockey League playing 21 games with Chekhov Vityaz during the lockout. That was one more than he had played in the two previous seasons combined.

Playing alongside fellow Russian Alexei Emelin in Montreal, Markov looked very much like his old self during the first two months of the NHL season. He had points on eight of Monteral's nine power-play goals of the season.

But as the Canadiens entered the final stretch of the 48-game season, Markov's play began to slip and signs of fatigue became increasingly evident with each passing game. His pairing with Emelin began getting victimized at even strength on a regular basis, and when Emelin tore the ACL in his left knee in a game against the Boston Bruins on April 6, the level of Markov's play dipped even further.

By the end of the season, Markov had been on the ice for 36 of Montreal's 79 goals allowed at 5-on-5, or 45.6 percent, according to behindthenet.ca. While Markov scored 10 goals and finished tied for fourth on the Canadiens with 30 points, his minus-9 differential was the worst on the team by a wide margin.

"He's a competitor," general manager Marc Bergevin said of Markov after Montreal's elimination from the Stanley Cup Playoffs by the Ottawa Senators in the first round. "He's a strong defenseman and these two played well together. Was it because [Emelin] was out? I don't know. … Not playing for two years, then playing back-to-backs and four [games] in six [days], he did get tired. But overall, I think we're pretty happy with the way he performed this year."

The question is whether Markov, who turns 34 on Dec. 20, will be able to manage the rigors of a full 82-game slate -- particularly in an Olympic year when the schedule will be similarly compressed, as it was last season?

With Emelin out until at least November recovering from his knee injury, the Canadiens will be quite thin on defense -- meaning that Therrien will likely rely heavily on P.K. Subban, Josh Gorges and Markov to carry a big load in the early going. Markov will be fresh for that portion of the schedule and shouldn't have trouble with a big workload, but it is the impact that may have on him late in the season that could be troublesome for the Canadiens.

Much of the team's ability to improve its performance in the spring will depend on how well Markov manages his energy to maintain his level of play until then.

For all 30 in 30 stories go to NHL.com/30in30stories and for the full 30 in 30 schedule visit NHL.com/30in30.
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The Montreal Canadiens enter the 2013-14 NHL season as a reigning division champion and second-place finisher in the Eastern Conference. But they are a team that lost nine of its last 14 games, including four of five in the Stanley Cup Playoffs.

So if there is one question that needs to be answered for the Canadiens, it is to find out which of those two facts best represent the truth?

There are several elements to the answer; six are addressed here:
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1. Is Carey Price an elite goaltender? -- Price is certainly paid like one, topping the Canadiens payroll with a $6.5 million salary-cap charge, and he definitely has the talent to be among the NHL's best. However he has yet to reach the upper echelon of his profession, and having turned 26 this past Friday, Price is leaving the realm of being considered young.

He had his best season in 2010-11, the first after the Canadiens traded Jaroslav Halak and made Price their undisputed No. 1. He led the League with 38 wins and was sixth in save percentage (.923), suggesting that at age 23 Price was ready to assert himself as one of the NHL's best.

It hasn't worked out that way. His save percentage has dropped in each of the past two seasons to .916 in 2011-12 and .905 last season, placing Price 35th in a League where there are 30 No. 1 goaltenders. Even before finishing the season with an .856 save percentage in his final eight starts, Price had a pedestrian .916 mark in 31 games.

Canadiens general manager Marc Bergevin decided to drop Price's goalie coach Pierre Groulx in favor of Stephane Waite, who helped two relatively unheralded goaltenders, Antti Niemi and Corey Crawford, win the Stanley Cup with the Chicago Blackhawks. Now Waite will be working with a prime talent who has yet to reach his potential, and he's excited for the challenge.

"I have an idea of what I want to do with Carey, little things," Waite said the day he was hired. "They won't be big changes. Carey's one of the good goalies in the League. I'm not here to change him from A to Z. He doesn't need to be changed from A to Z, far from it. He has qualities, and I'm going to work around those qualities."

There would be no better time than now for Price to start showing off those qualities on a more consistent basis.

2. Can the defense survive an 82-game schedule? -- The left knee injury that ended Alexei Emelin's season April 6 and will keep him out until at least late November showed to what extent the Canadiens lack depth on the blue line. Up to that point the unit managed to stay healthy, and the top four of P.K. Subban, Josh Gorges, Andrei Markov and Emelin were effective.

But once Emelin went down, Markov's play slipped significantly at even strength as the rigors of a long season split between the Kontinental Hockey League and NHL began to show, and there was a severe trickle-down effect. In the 10 regular-season games Emelin missed, the Canadiens allowed 34 goals.

In Emelin's continued absence, it's not clear how the defense will shape up to start the season. Subban and Gorges are likely to stay together, and Markov will get a lot of minutes, but after that there will be a battle between Raphael Diaz, Jarred Tinordi, Francis Bouillon, Davis Drewiske and perhaps Nathan Beaulieu and Greg Pateryn to fill out the remaining three spots.

It's a group that shows to what extent the Canadiens are vulnerable to injuries. Over an 82-game season, injuries will be inevitable.

Daniel Briere

Daniel Briere

Center - MTL

G: 286 | A:373 | P: 659

 SHOTS: 1,987 | +/-: -18

 3. Does Daniel Briere have enough left in the tank to bounce back? -- The prior time Briere had as poor an offensive performance as he did last season with the Philadelphia Flyers, he was a 22-year-old second-year player with the Phoenix Coyotes, and the world was freaking out about the Y2K bug. 

That was 13 years ago, when Briere had two points in 13 games during the 1999-00 season. His production last season was better than that, but Briere's 16 points in 34 games represented his worst point-per-game output since fully establishing himself in the NHL.

The Flyers may have bought out Briere's contract regardless of how he produced, but his difficult season surely made the decision a little easier for GM Paul Holmgren.

Briere turns 36 Oct. 6, a few days after the season starts, and it's difficult to imagine a player his age reversing what appears to be a rather steady decline. Since recording the fourth-highest points-per-game average of his career in 2010-11, Briere's number has dropped in each of the past two seasons.

But he is determined to prove he can do it, and playing for the team he rooted for as a boy adds to his resolve.

"I've always had highs and lows over my career, and every time I had a tough season I used it as motivation," Briere said. "So to me, I see it as motivation, giving me several reasons to be motivated for next season. It's behind me and I'm going to use that to come back strong."

The Canadiens are banking on the fact Briere is a clutch playoff performer, with 109 points in 108 postseason games. But Montreal needs him to produce in the regular season for that asset to be relevant.

4. Who is the second-line center? -- It is understood that Tomas Plekanec is the team's top center -- really, it would be impossible to think otherwise -- but it is not nearly as clear who will play the second-line role.

David Desharnais is the incumbent, and his status as Max Pacioretty's preferred partner gives him the inside track. Except by the end of last season, it was rather evident Lars Eller was far more effective than Desharnais and he essentially took over the role over the final month.

After Desharnais scored 60 points in his breakout season in 2011-12, he had trouble maintaining the pace last season and his play appeared to dip after he signed a four-year, $14 million contract extension March 15. He finished with 28 points in 48 games and continued to get quality ice time from coach Michel Therrien, used regularly for offensive-zone faceoffs and receiving consistent power play time.

"Two years ago he had a great season, but sometimes those types of players, a short season could hurt them," Therrien told TSN 690 last week. "David was an outstanding player for us two years ago and I believe he's going to have another good season. We believe in him and we're going to work with him."

Eller finished last season with a career-high 30 points, two better than Desharnais playing two fewer games, receiving 88 fewer seconds of ice time per game and more than two fewer minutes per game on the power play. In even-strength scoring, no one on the Canadiens had more than Eller's 25 points except linemate Alex Galchenyuk (26) and Pacioretty (27). In April, Eller had 13 points in 14 games and, for all intents and purposes, had grown into more of a second-line role.

Will that continue this season? Much of that will depend on Desharnais, who likely will get an opportunity to rekindle the magic he had with Pacioretty two seasons ago. Should Desharnais falter, it is hard to imagine Therrien sticking with him for as long as he did last season, especially with Eller ready to take on a bigger role.

5. Can Alex Galchenyuk become an elite point-producer this season? -- Galchenyuk was the youngest regular player in the NHL last season, and as a result Therrien sheltered the 19-year-old a great deal by giving him 12:19 of ice time per game, tied for 612th in the NHL. He often watched from the bench in the third period of tight games and was almost never sent out for defensive-zone faceoffs.

Galchenyuk's production of nine goals with 18 assists in limited ice time was impressive. According to behindthenet.ca, Galchenyuk's 2.83 points per 60 minutes at even strength was 13th in the NHL, better than Rick Nash (2.77), Martin St. Louis (2.77), Ryan Getzlaf (2.76), Patrick Kane (2.67) and Steven Stamkos (2.65).

Galchenyuk went through a rough patch between Feb. 25 and April 1, with three assists in 17 games. But he finished with a flurry of 12 points in 13 games playing on Eller's wing. Over his final seven games, Galchenyuk averaged 11:17 of ice time and managed three goals and three assists.

Therrien was annoyed by repeated questioning from the media toward the end of the season regarding Galchenyuk's ice time, and it's possible the coach will limit Galchenyuk again this season considering he's still eligible for junior hockey.

But if Therrien decides to turn Galchenyuk loose, look out.

6. How much better can P.K. Subban get? -- A lot better.

It's easy to forget Subban's Norris Trophy-winning 2012-13 season began on the sidelines, waiting out a contractual impasse with the Canadiens that cost him the first six games of the season. Then, once he did join the team, Therrien was reluctant to mess with a winning formula; the Canadiens were 4-2-0 by the time Subban played a game.

Subban began the season with Francis Bouillon as his defense partner on Montreal's third pairing, and was anchoring the team's second power-play unit with Raphael Diaz opposite Andrei Markov on the first unit.

Subban did not play more than 23 minutes until his 16th game. He had six points in his first 10 games, but over his next 26 Subban would score eight goals with 22 assists.

Subban will be entering training camp with his teammates and already has Therrien's trust, so his days on the third pairing should be long behind him. Add in the motivational factor of aiming for a spot on the Canadian Olympic team and playing for a lucrative, long-term contract he didn't get from the Canadiens last year, and you have the potential for a more productive season.

"I don't think there's anybody that has bigger expectations than myself," Subban said last week at Therrien's charity golf tournament. "I always put a lot of pressure on myself to continue to get better. I've said it many times before, my job is to come to the rink every day and get better, and every year get better, so there's no doubt in my mind that next year I'll improve again."
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The Montreal Canadiens are one of the NHL's most difficult teams to read entering the 2013-14 season.

On the one hand there's the team that got off to a 20-5-5 start last season under a new coaching staff led by Michel Therrien, effectively erasing all memory of a nightmarish 2011-12 season that saw the Canadiens finish 15th in the Eastern Conference and 28th in the League.

But the Canadiens finished the regular season on a 3-5-0 slide, and the slump continued in the first round of the Stanley Cup Playoffs when Montreal was eliminated by the Ottawa Senators in five games.
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So which team does general manager Marc Bergevin believe he has? The one that dominated opponents through the first 30 games, or the one that struggled once the games became more important and the level of competition went up a notch?

Bergevin appears to want to wait and use the 2013-14 season as a litmus test, leaving his team largely intact and avoiding any long-term commitments to players during the offseason. He allowed unrestricted free agents forwards Michael Ryder and Colby Armstrong to walk, and waiver pickup Jeff Halpern remains unsigned. In their place, Bergevin signed Daniel Briere to a two-year, $8 million deal after the Philadelphia Flyers used one of their compliance buyouts to set him free, and acquired veteran enforcer George Parros in a trade with the Florida Panthers.

Bergevin was spurned, however, in his attempt to lure another star player who was bought out by his team when Montreal native Vincent Lecavalier chose to sign with the Flyers for five years and $22.5 million. Bergevin said he was unwilling to match the term and dollar figure on the Lecavalier contract because the GM has an eye on the future and the money that eventually will be needed to keep his young talent in Montreal.

"I'm paying attention to where we are headed," Bergevin said July 5, the first day of free agency. "I have to leave us a cushion for things that might happen down the road."

A big part of the future of the franchise already is on the roster, and the financial cushion Bergevin referred to ultimately will be used to keep that young core intact.

In the meantime, the Canadiens' hopes for 2013-14 rest on those players taking another big step in their development.

Defenseman P.K. Subban, 24, won the first Norris Trophy of his career last season, and forwards Max Pacioretty (24), Lars Eller (24), Alex Galchenyuk (19) and Calder Trophy runner-up Brendan Gallagher (21) are on the upside.

They will be surrounded by veterans Briere, Tomas Plekanec, Brian Gionta and Rene Bourque, with David Desharnais looked upon to bounce back from what was a difficult 2012-13 season and return to the form that saw him score 60 points a season earlier.

That group of nine forwards should allow Therrien to enjoy the same level of offensive depth he had last season, when Montreal finished tied for fourth in the NHL with 3.04 goals per game despite not having a player among the NHL's top 30 in scoring.

Much of the problem for the Canadiens late last season could be found at the other end of the ice.

The Canadiens allowed 31 goals in their final eight regular-season games, then gave up 20 goals in the five-game playoff loss to the Senators. That’s 51 goals in 13 games, an average of 3.92 after allowing 2.32 per game over their first 40.

CANADIENS' OFFSEASON OUTLOOK

 Additions: C Daniel Briere, RW George Parros

 Subtractions: RW Colby Armstrong, D Tomas Kaberle, RW Michael Ryder, D Yannick Weber

 UFAs: C Jeff Halpern

 Promotion candidates: D Nathan Beaulieu, C Michael Bournival, C Gabriel Dumont, C Louis Leblanc, D Greg Pateryn, D Jarred Tinordi

A left knee injury to rugged defenseman Alexei Emelin on April 6 was the catalyst for the struggles, exposing a lack of depth on the back end that was not addressed during the offseason and which remains a problem with Emelin not expected to be ready to play before late November at the earliest.

After Subban, Josh Gorges and Andrei Markov, the Canadiens' defense thins out quickly.

"We have what we have in terms of our cap, and it's something that is often tough to manage," Bergevin said. "Would I like a big, tough defenseman who can play 25 minutes? Yes, I think every team wants that. But first of all you can't get them, and second of all you have to pay for them."

Though Bergevin was unable to address his defensive depth, he did make an acquisition that could allow his team to keep more pucks out of its net and which doesn't count against the salary cap.

Goaltender Carey Price will have a new mentor this season after the Canadiens decided not to renew the contract of goaltending coach Pierre Groulx; instead, they hired Stephane Waite away from the Stanley Cup champion Chicago Blackhawks.

Price's performance suffered greatly down the stretch and in the playoffs, never recovering from an April 13 start at the Toronto Maple Leafs when he allowed three goals on four shots. Over his next 10 starts, including four in the playoffs, Price went 3-6-0 with a 3.20 goals-against average and an .878 save percentage.

There are very few players in the NHL -- if any -- who have to live with the kind of scrutiny Price is under in Montreal, and he admitted following the season it can be a burden he struggles with at times. Teaching him to manage that pressure and feel confident in himself is something that will fall on Waite, making him perhaps Bergevin's most important acquisition.

Price's ability to bounce back, and the play of the defense in front of him, will go a long way toward determining whether the Canadiens legitimately are one of the top teams in the Eastern Conference or if their late-season swoon was a better indicator of where this team fits in the standings.
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The offseason before the 2012-13 season was an eventful one for the Montreal Canadiens, but this summer has been decidedly quiet.

There is no new general manager or coach to get acclimated with the franchise. Only one key player exited (free agent Michael Ryder signed with the New Jersey Devils) and he had already been replaced by the signing of former Philadelphia Flyers forward Danny Briere the day before.

2013-14 FANTASY PREVIEW: CANADIENS

Under-valued: Max Pacioretty -- After 33 goals and 65 points in a breakout season in 2011-12, Pacioretty quietly led the Canadiens in goals (15), points (39) and shots on goal (163) in 44 games last season. The forward is quickly turning into a superstar and should be drafted somewhere in the top three rounds.

Over-valued: David Desharnais -- Despite decent point production (88 points in his past 129 games), Desharnais' fantasy value is heavily diminished because of his lack of production in categories other than assists. The forward averaged 1.27 shots, 39 penalty minutes and 0.21 power-play points per game over the past two seasons.

Sleeper: Alex Galchenyuk -- Galchenyuk delivered in big ways his rookie season (nine goals, 18 assists), and the sky is the limit for this talented 19-year-old forward. With an increase of playing time (12:19 per game last year), he should be able to put up 20-25 goals and 50-60 points with solid peripheral stats.

 -- Follow Matt Cubeta on Twitter: @NHLQubes

FOLLOW @NHLFANTASY FOR DAILY UPDATES ›

MORE NHL.COM FANTASY HOCKEY COVERAGE ›

The main item on the to-do list before the 2013-14 season starts is figuring out what went wrong at the end of 2012-13. After a blistering start (20-5-5), the Canadiens finished 9-9-0 before bowing out in five games to the Ottawa Senators in the opening round of the Stanley Cup Playoffs. Injuries played a part in the postseason, but the Canadiens yielded five goals or more in six of the final 18 regular-season games and six of the final 13 games with the series against the Senators included.

Montreal won the final incarnation of the Northeast Division and will be moving to the new-look Atlantic Division. The Canadiens will need to fix their late-season goal prevention issues if they hope to contend for another division crown with the Boston Bruins, improved Detroit Red Wings and those pesky Senators in the same neighborhood.

Here is the projected 2013-14 lineup for the Canadiens:

Forwards

Danny Briere - Tomas Plekanec - Alex Galchenyuk

Max Pacioretty - David Desharnais - Brendan Gallagher

Rene Bourque - Lars Eller - Brian Gionta

Travis Moen - Ryan White - Brandon Prust

George Parros

Defensemen

Andrei Markov - P.K. Subban

Josh Gorges - Jarred Tinordi

Alexei Emelin - Raphael Diaz

Francis Boullion - Davis Drewiske

Goalies

Carey Price

Peter Budaj

NOTES: Galchenyuk could be a superstar, but he's going to have to earn a larger role first. The Canadiens are again likely to distribute the wealth among their top three lines up front.

Markov and Subban logged a ton of minutes and will likely do so again. Emelin will be back from a major knee injury, and Tinordi will have to keep his place in the top six during training camp; there are seven players on one-way contracts. He also could have to contend with Nathan Beaulieu, who has a year of seasoning in the American Hockey League and could force his way onto the big club.

Price had his lowest save percentage since 2008-09 last season. Budaj signed a new two-year contract to be his backup.

---

For all 30 in 30 stories go to NHL.com/30in30stories and for the full 30 in 30 schedule visit NHL.com/30in30.

Deep into the NHL off-season, it’s time to look at individual Red Wings and assess expectations for the coming season.

Forward Todd Bertuzzi

Looking at numbers: Had two goals and one assist and was a plus-three in seven games in the regular season. Was scoreless in six playoff appearances.

Looking at money: Has one year left with a salary of $2.175 million, salary cap hit of $2.075 million.

Looking back: The 2013 season was a rough stretch for Bertuzzi. He was falsely diagnosed with mononucleosis just as the season got under way in January. What he really had was a bad case of flu. He joined the lineup four games in, scoring two goals that night against Minnesota. Two weeks later he hobbled out of Scottrade Center in St. Louis as a nerve was shooting so much pain into his back and down his right leg that Bertuzzi ended up hospitalized for a few days. Bertuzzi was ready to play by the last week of the regular season, though he did not reappear until Game 2 of the first-round playoff series against Anaheim. He was scratched all but the first game of the second-round series against Chicago.

Looking ahead: Unlike fellow back-pain sufferer Darren Helm, who was no closer to playing at season’s end than at the beginning, Bertuzzi was able to play in May. That, combined with an off-season spent working out, should make him a viable contributor for the 2013-14. At 6-feet-3, 220 pounds, Bertuzzi, 38, is one of the biggest forwards on the team. He has demonstrated a willingness to play in front of the net, so he could push for some power-play shifts. He’s also one of their best converters in a shootout, a not insignificant asset in today’s NHL.

Bertuzzi has worked well as a winger for Pavel Datsyuk in the past — including the first two weeks of this past season — but that role now belongs to Justin Abdelkader. Where else can Bertuzzi fit? Mike Babcock likes a third line with Bertuzzi and Helm, but the Wings still don’t know whether Helm will able to play.

Bertuzzi is very motivated entering what is almost assuredly his last NHL season, not the least at the prospect of playing in the Winter Classic. Where he'll fit remains to be seen, but a healthy Bertuzzi could be a solid contributor for the Wings.
Deep into the NHL off-season, Helene St. James takes another look at individual Red Wings and assesses expectations for the coming season.

Today's focal point: D Niklas Kronwall

Looking at numbers: Kronwall produced five goals and 24 assists and was minus-five in 48 regular-season games. He had two assists and was minus-one in 14 playoff games.

Looking at money: He’s entering the second season of a seven-year, $33.25-million contract that has an average salary-cap hit of $4.75 million. Will make $6 million in 2013-14.

Looking back: Two significant events last summer had particular impact on Kronwall. Nicklas Lidstrom retired, pushing Kronwall to the forefront of the defense, and Brad Stuart departed, leaving Kronwall without his steadiest partner of the previous four years. Kronwall opted to spend the lockout staying put rather than signing with a team in his native Sweden. When the season began, he was partnered with Jonathan Ericsson, whose steady play in his own zone enabled Kronwall to jump up in plays, something he loves to do. Kronwall finished the season leading the team in blocked shots and minutes, both at even strength and with the man advantage. His plus-minus numbers reflect a defender who is always out against an opponent’s top stars.

Looking ahead: Kronwall, 32, has been a go-to guy for the Wings for the past handful of years, their top minute-muncher and shut-down guy, someone who could save the wear and tear on Lidstrom. The defense this past season was a question mark because of all the changes, and Kronwall helped steady the course.

Kronwall was known as “Nik Junior” for a while because he shared a first name and Swedish nationality with Lidstrom. Kronwall, though, always has had a bit of Vladimir Konstantinov in him, too, evidenced by some nasty open-ice hits and a knack for irritating opponents. Most important to the Wings, Kronwall is good with the puck, helping to generate offense.

The Wings have liked Kronwall since he was little more than a teenager playing in Stockholm, picking him 29th overall in the 2000 draft. As he embarks on his 10th season with the team, his level of skill and physicality and a cap hit that looks refreshingly reasonable make Kronwall a top-value asset.

Contact Helene St. James: hstjames@freepress.com. Follow her on Twitter @helenestjames.
Deep into the NHL off-season, Helene St. James takes another look at individual Red Wings and assesses expectations for the coming season.

Today’s

focal point

G Jimmy Howard

Looking at numbers:  21-13-7 with a .923 save percentage and 2.13 goals-against average in 42 regular-season games. Played every minute of the playoffs, going 7-7 with a .924 save percentage and 2.44 goals-against average.

Looking at money: Entering the first season of a six-year, $31.75-million contract that will pay him $5.5 million, with a salary-cap hit of $5.3 million.

Looking back:  Howard rose from the depth of an ignoble opener in St. Louis that saw him relieved after five goals on 28 shots to a team MVP-worthy regular season followed by a stellar playoff performance. When coach Mike Babcock lost faith in backup Jonas Gustavsson by late March, Howard started — and finished — every game in April and through the playoffs. When the Wings needed a winning streak the last week of the season to secure a 22nd straight appearance in the playoffs, Howard delivered two shutouts over the last four games. He had a save percentage in the .900s in all but one game of the Chicago series.

Looking ahead: In mid-April, the Wings committed to Howard as their starter for the next half-dozen years, signing him to a deal that pegs him, monetarily, just below first-tier guys like Jonathan Quick and Pekka Rinne. Howard, 29, has been a workhorse the past few years, shoring up the Wings even as they’ve struggled through one underperforming backup after another. The lockout-shortened 2013 season stood as a test for Howard — his first without defenseman Nicklas Lidstrom and with a different-looking defense overall — and Howard aced the exam.

Howard’s assets are numerous: He is confident and calm, much like his mentor, Chris Osgood. Teammates are comfortable playing in front of Howard, trusting him to make the save. His $5.3-million cap hit is reasonable, especially in what for next season is a shrinking salary cap. Howard isn’t yet 30 and already has appeared in 40-plus playoff games. He is, on many levels, ideal for the Red Wings.

Contact Helene St. James: hstjames@freepress.com. Follow her on Twitter @helenestjames.
Detroit Red Wings general manager Ken Holland talked about the off-season and the move to the Eastern Conference in a radio interview this week.

Holland was on the “Ryan and Rico” show on the new Detroit Sports 105.1 (WMGC-FM).

When asked about the signings of Stephen Weiss and Daniel Alfredsson, Holland described the Wings’ off-season as good.

He explained how in the new salary cap world, a lot has to come from within the organization, too. “We need some of the young kids Nyquist and Anderson and Brendan Smith, Jakub Kindl and Lashoff to take a step.” He added the Wings also need a “healthy” Darren Helm.

“We need some secondary scoring ... we’re hoping the addition of Alfredsson and Stephen Weiss will allow us to put two lines together that consistently produce some offense,” Holland added.

When asked if the Wings were suited for their new conference, Holland doesn’t buy into the idea that “you gotta be big” to win the East.

He pointed out that Detroit played St. Louis and the L.A. Kings in the West, both big teams. “A good team in the West is a good team in the East,” he said.

He called the idea that the East is big and the West is small is a “complete fallacy.”

NOTEBOOK: Red Wings and former Spartans Justin Abdelkader and Drew Miller are among the NHL players scheduled to participate in Michigan State’s annual Pro Camp next week at Munn Ice Arena.
Deep into the NHL off-season, Helene St. James takes another look at individual Red Wings and assesses expectations for the coming season.

Today’s focal point

D Jakub Kindl

Looking at numbers: Had four goals, nine assists and a plus-15 rating in 41 regular-season games. Had one goal, four assists and a plus-four in 14 playoff games.

Looking at money: Entering the first year of a four-year, $9.6-million deal that will pay him $1.6 million in 2013-14 and has an average cap hit of $2.4 million.

Looking back: It hardly boded well for Kindl when, in a season during which he was supposed to establish himself as an NHL regular, he left training camp with a sore groin. He played within a week, though — and thus began a transformative four months. Kindl, a top-20 pick from 2005 who had taken time developing, went from looking like a bubble player to leapfrogging a couple of veterans on the depth chart. Kindl utilized his 6-foot-3, 220-pound frame, generally made safe plays with the puck, and finished with a plus-minus rating second only to Pavel Datsyuk on the team. Late in the season, Kindl gained a new partner in Danny DeKeyser, forming a solid third pairing.

Looking ahead: The first half of 2013 saw Kindl show the Wings exactly what he needed to show them — that he’s a legit NHLer, not a reserve, not a guy one waiver away from the minors. In return, the Wings gave Kindl a four-year deal this off-season that will give him peace of mind. As the defense shapes up now, Kindl will be paired with DeKeyser, an ideal combination because Kindl’s effectiveness as a stay-at-home defenseman will give DeKeyser freedom to make plays with the puck. Kindl, 26, has plenty to work on, but he has demonstrated he can thrive as a third-pair, penalty-killing defenseman and comes at a good price.

Contact Helene St. James: 313-222-2295 or hstjames@freepress.com.
Hockey isn’t just for the young guys.

And in honoring the contributions of the game’s veterans, columnist John Kreiser chose the over-35 team on NHL.com this week, highlighting the NHL’s best players 35 or older (as of the start of training camp).

Two Detroit Red Wings made his list: Pavel Datsyuk, 35, on the first team and new Wing Daniel Alfredsson, 40, was honorable mention.

Kreiser wrote of Datsyuk: “The Detroit Red Wings obviously don’t think Datsyuk is losing anything as he gets older -- they wasted no time this summer getting his signature on a three-year extension. The master of the Datsyukian deke was 10th in the NHL with 49 points (15 goals) last season while finishing with a plus-21 rating -- the eighth consecutive season he’s been at plus-11 or better. Datsyuk is also a master of the shootout; his 33 goals are the most by any player in the history of the tiebreaker.”

Also on the first team are Islanders goalie Evgeni Nabokov, 38; Boston defenseman Zdeno Chara, 36; Dallas defenseman Sergei Gonchar, 39; Tampa Bay forward Martin St. Louis, 38 and Boston forward Jarome Iginla, 36.
Red Wings general manager Ken Holland said he spoke with forward Darren Helm last week in British Columbia, Canada and the progress report he got back was good.

Helm played in one regular-season game last season and missed all of the playoffs with a back injury. He skated at the Red Wings development camp in Traverse City last month.

“Everything’s good,” Holland said. “He feels good. He’s training. I know he trained very hard last week. He’s in Detroit. He’s very happy where he’s at. He has no issues. Obviously, the challenge is physical play. I’m cautiously optimistic.”

Holland is hoping Helm will be able to come to training camp next month without any issues.

“Getting banged around, that’s part of his game,” Holland said. “That’s part of what makes him special. He’s physical. He’s on the puck. He finishes body checks. He goes to hard areas.

“I’m sure early on we’ll probably go light with him in preseason games. But in order to be able to play the first game of the year against Buffalo on Oct. 2, he’s going to have to play three or four preseason games. My feeling is if he’s in the lineup against Buffalo we’re feeling pretty good about things.”

Helm would be a huge boost to the team’s depth as their third-line center. The Wings were essentially without an entire third line last season with Helm, Todd Bertuzzi (back) and Mikael Samuelsson (multiple injuries) limited to a combined 12 games.

The Detroit Red Wings locked up one of their restricted free agents Tuesday and could end up signing another in the next day or two.

The Wings agreed on a two-year, $1.465-million contract with forward Joakim Andersson on Tuesday. Now, they’re likely seeking a one- or two-year deal with forward Gustav Nyquist.

General manager Ken Holland said today that he has spoken with Nyquist’s agent a lot in the last two weeks and that the sides are “close.”

So what is holding up the deal? There could be a couple of things.

The Wings already are over the $64.3-million salary cap. Besides an eventual deal with Nyquist, the Wings also would like to bring back veteran forward Daniel Cleary, an unrestricted free agent. But they would have to clear cap room through trades to make that happen.

The Wings also could be aiming at a one-year deal for Nyquist, with Nyquist’s camp wanting two.

Nyquist has been a proven offensive player at every level except the NHL. He led all NCAA Division I players in scoring as a sophomore at Maine with 61 points in 2009-10.

He averaged more than a point per game in the American Hockey League the past two seasons. He had 22 goals and 36 assists for 58 points in 56 games with the Grand Rapids Griffins in 2011-12. Last season, he had 23 goals and 37 assists for 60 points in 58 games.

But Nyquist hasn’t had the same impact in the NHL. He has four goals and nine assists for 13 points in 40 career NHL games. He had three goals and three assists for six points in 22 regular-season games with the Wings last season. He also had two goals and three assists in 14 playoff games.

With regular minutes this season, it wouldn’t be a surprise if Nyquist scored 30 to 40 points and then be due a healthy raise.

But Nyquist, 23, might want the security of a two-year deal. If healthy, veteran forwards such as Mikael Samuelsson, Todd Bertuzzi and Patrick Eaves could see more minutes, thus limiting Nyquist’s chances to put up significant points.

Samuelsson, Bertuzzi and Eaves will be unrestricted free agents next off-season.

Note: The funeral for former Wings forward Shawn Burr will not be open to the public, but a public memorial event is in the works. Details are not available yet. In lieu of flowers, memorial donations can be made to his charity at http://shawnburrfoundation.org. Burr died Monday. He was 47.

Contact George Sipple: gsipple@freepress.com. Follow him on Twitter @georgesipple.

The Red Wings have agreed to a two-year, $1.465 million contract with forward Joakim Andersson, who was a restricted free agent.

His deal has an annual salary cap hit of $732,500.

Andersson, from Munkedal, Sweden, was a third-round pick (88th overall) in the 2007 NHL Entry Draft. He was called up early last season due to Darren Helm’s back injury and proved to be a steady, defensive center.

The 24-year-old wound up playing 38 regular-season games, chipping in three goals and five assists for eight points with eight penalty minutes. He also won 55.4% of his face-offs during the regular season (179 of 323). Only Pavel Datsyuk (335) took more face-offs during the playoffs for the Wings. Andersson won 99 of 177 draws (55.9%).

He appeared in all 14 postseason games for the Wings and finished with one goal and four assists and 10 penalty minutes.

Andersson (6-2, 198) could wind up centering the third or fourth line, depending on whether Helm returns to action.

Andersson spent parts of four seasons with the Grand Rapids Griffins of the American Hockey League. In 153 games with Grand Rapids, he scored 28 goals and 46 assists for 74 points and 66 penalty minutes.

The Wings still have to work out a deal with Gustav Nyquist, another restricted free agent.

Contact George Sipple: gsipple@freepress.com . Follow him on Twitter @georgesipple.

The Red Wings have agreed to a two-year, $1.465 million contract with forward Joakim Andersson, who was a restricted free agent.

His deal has an annual salary cap hit of $732,500.

Andersson, from Munkedal, Sweden, was a third-round pick (88th overall) in the 2007 NHL Entry Draft. He was called up early last season due to Darren Helm’s back injury and proved to be a steady, defensive center.

The 24-year-old wound up playing 38 regular-season games, chipping in three goals and five assists for eight points with eight penalty minutes. He also won 55.4% of his face-offs during the regular season (179 of 323). Only Pavel Datsyuk (335) took more face-offs during the playoffs for the Wings. Andersson won 99 of 177 draws (55.9%).

He appeared in all 14 postseason games for the Wings and finished with one goal and four assists and 10 penalty minutes.

Andersson (6-2, 198) could wind up centering the third or fourth line, depending on whether Helm returns to action.

Andersson spent parts of four seasons with the Grand Rapids Griffins of the American Hockey League. In 153 games with Grand Rapids, he scored 28 goals and 46 assists for 74 points and 66 penalty minutes.

The Wings still have to work out a deal with Gustav Nyquist, another restricted free agent.

Contact George Sipple: gsipple@freepress.com . Follow him on Twitter @georgesipple.

Deep into the NHL off-season, Helene St. James takes another look at individual Red Wings and assesses expectations for the coming season.

Today’s focal point

F Johan Franzen

Looking at numbers: Finished with 14 goals, 17 assists and a plus-13 rating in 41 regular-season games. Had four goals, two assists and a minus-seven in 14 playoff games.

Looking at money: Midway through an 11-year, $43.5-million deal that will pay him $5 million this season. Salary cap hit is $3.95 million.

Looking back: Franzen opted not to play anywhere last fall during the lockout, but it didn’t take the 33-year-old winger long to get his wind once the NHL season started in January. He was remarkably consistent — other than a six-game scoreless stretch in late February and into March, Franzen rarely went more than a game without at least a point. But he was less impressive in the playoffs, especially in the second round against Chicago, with only one goal and two assists in seven games, none the last three.

Looking ahead: Franzen can be a frustration for the Wings, who think highly of him because of his size, skill and consistency. and someone who will deliver at least 20 goals a season, but they also wish he would be tougher on opponents. At $4 million a year — not a bad salary-cap hit for a top-six forward — the Wings can live with Franzen’s deficiencies.

Franzen could have a good year ahead thanks to the off-season additions of Daniel Alfredsson and Stephen Weiss. Weiss should enable the Wings to unite as linemates Henrik Zetterberg and Pavel Datsyuk, who will draw any opponent’s top defenders. That likely will create a second line of Franzen, Weiss and Alfredsson, a trio that will have more room to roam against lesser defenders.

Franzen is at his best when he’s driving to the inside and going to his shot, whether at even strength or on the power play. At 6-feet-3 and 220-some pounds, he can be a bulldozer. He played center during much of his career in his native Sweden, a handy asset for the Wings when they face a foe with a big center.

The bottom line: As vexing as he might sometimes be, his occasional lethargy is outweighed by his assets.

Contact Helene St. James: hstjames@freepress.com . Follow her on Twitter @helenestjames.

Deep into the NHL off-season, Helene St. James takes another look at individual Red Wings and assesses expectations for the coming season.

Today’s

focal point

D Jonathan Ericsson

Looking at numbers: Had three goals, 10 assists and a plus-six rating in 45 regular-season games. Had three assists and was plus-two in 14 playoff games.

Looking at money: Entering the last season of a three-year, $9.75-million contract that will pay him $3.25 million.

Looking back: Ericsson’s season began ignominiously when, during a practice in Columbus, he stepped on a loose puck, crashed into the boards, dinging his ribs and his ego. Three games later he was back, forming a solid shut-down unit opposite defensive partner Niklas Kronwall. Ericsson’s solid play in his end eased Kronwall’s transition in his first year without Brad Stuart, who had been Kronwall’s stalwart partner for most of the previous four years. Ericsson performed well especially in the playoffs, when game after game he was matched against the likes of Ryan Getzlaf, Corey Perry, Jonathan Toews and Patrick Kane.

Looking ahead: At 6-feet-4, 220 pounds, Ericsson is the biggest defenseman on the team. Now 29, he has grown into his size and position, emerging as a solid stay-at-home guy and a good match for Kronwall, who likes to take risks with the puck.

Ericsson can handle tough assignments and is a big part of the penalty kill, where he topped all teammates in overall ice time and a per-game average above 3 minutes. Ericsson also led the team’s defensemen with 40 hits.

The Wings will work on getting Ericsson re-signed before next summer. He has steadily improved since first joining the team full-time in 2008-09, and is entering what’s considered prime age for an NHL defenseman. Ericsson adjusted well as he was cast into a bigger role last season because of the departures of big-minute men Stuart and Nicklas Lidstrom, and figures to be one of the defense’s cornerstones for the coming years.

Contact Helene St. James: hstjames@freepress.com. Follow her on Twitter @helenestjames.

Deep into the NHL off-season, Helene St. James takes another look at individual Red Wings and assesses expectations for the coming season.

Today’s focal point

F Cory Emmerton

Looking at numbers: Contributed five goals, three assists and a minus-one rating in 48 regular-season games. Had one assist and was minus-two in 13 playoff games.

Looking at money: One year left at $533,000.

Looking back: Emmerton was a bubble player coming out of training camp, but played in every game because he’s a center, and because the Wings never had Darren Helm available. Emmerton averaged around 11 minutes, thanks in part to helping on the penalty kill.

Looking ahead: The Wings are keeping Emmerton, 25, for now because it’s uncertain whether Helm will return from the back pain he suffered since January.

If Helm can play, he’ll be the third center, and Joakim Andersson will play in the fourth hole, leaving Emmerton the odd man out and vulnerable to a trade or waivers. If Helm can’t play, Andersson moves up, and Emmerton will have a chance to keep the fourth-line position.

To the Wings’ advantage, Emmerton takes up very little salary-cap space. He’s decent on face-offs, having more good nights than ineffective ones. If he wants to establish himself as an NHL regular, though, he could stand to be more physical — on the fourth line, the very least a guy needs to do is finish his checks. The uncertainty surrounding Helm aside, the push from below puts Emmerton in a fighting position for minutes.

Contact Helene St. James: hstjames@freepress.com. Follow her on Twitter @helenestjames.

Deep into the NHL off-season, Helene St. James takes another look at individual Red Wings and assesses expectations for the coming season.

Today’s focal point

F Patrick Eaves

Looking at numbers: Had two goals and six assists, and was minus-one in 34 regular-season games. Played 13 games in the playoffs, producing one goal and two assists along with a minus-one rating.

Looking at money: One year remaining at $1.2 million.

Looking back: Eaves was the feel-good story coming out of January’s training camp, which saw him cleared to play after spending more than a year recovering from a severe concussion. He was in and out of the rotation the first few weeks, but by the middle of the season played regularly as the right wing on the fourth line, and was part of the penalty-killing unit.

Eaves played in all but one playoff game. When coach Mike Babcock wanted to make a change for Game 6 of the Anaheim series, he said he didn’t know why he was pulling Eaves to make room for Mikael Samuelsson — but Eaves was still the guy who got the hook.

Looking ahead: Eaves is among the fastest skaters on the team, making him especially valuable on the penalty kill. He’s one of the few Wings who shoots right-handed, although he doesn’t play in a role that leads to much offense. He occasionally has helped on a top line in the past, but that’s unlikely to happen anymore given the arrival of Daniel Alfredsson and Stephen Weiss, as well as the ascension of Justin Abdelkader.

Eaves, 29, is a third- or fourth-line winger, and will be pressed to earn a spot as a regular next season given how intense competition will be for minutes. His positioning wasn’t helped when the Wings re-signed Drew Miller.

Eaves is a solid role player and provides good depth, but it remains to be seen where he will fit this coming season.

Contact Helene St. James: hstjames@freepress.com. Follow her on Twitter @helenestjames.

Deep into the NHL off-season, Helene St. James takes another look at individual Red Wings and assesses expectations for the coming season.

Today's focal point: D Danny DeKeyser

Looking at numbers: Appeared in 11 games late in the season, contributing one assist and a plus-four rating. Was scoreless through two playoff games before getting hurt.

Looking at money: One year left with a base salary of $925,000 plus bonuses that add up to a salary cap hit of $1.35 million.

Looking back: The Wings and a dozen other NHL teams wooed DeKeyser for a year leading up to the end of his career at Western Michigan in March. Within a week he signed with the Wings, who — still reeling from last summer’s departures of Nicklas Lidstrom and Brad Stuart — offered him both a chance to play at home and a chance at serious minutes on a defense. After spending a few days learning the Wings’ system, DeKeyser was inserted into the lineup, where he stayed until he suffered a broken right thumb two games into the series against Anaheim. He returned to play in the minors, helping the Griffins to the Calder Cup.

Looking ahead: DeKeyser, 23, wasn’t drafted and now looks like sure-fire top-four material. He’s a lanky 6-feet-3, and like all young newcomers needs to gain muscle and a little bulk. The reason he was so coveted is his skating, as he’s the sort of mobile, puck-moving D-man all teams need to jump start their offense.

DeKeyser made a favorable impression in just the one month he played, leapfrogging a couple of veterans to join the lineup. Come next season, he’ll be that much better from having gone through training camp. He’s a viable candidate to push his way into the top-four mix and can play both sides of special teams. He’s young and has lots to learn, but he figures to join the list of the Wings’ core players.

Contact Helene St. James: hstjames@freepress.com . Follow her on Twitter @helenestjames.
No rest for the dedicated 

For elite level hockey players, on-ice excellence requires off-ice discipline
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Clenched fists beat, moving black pads. Heads duck hurdle after hurdle. Legs powerfully spring up and land on the angled sides of a Russian Box.

These athletes aren’t training for the Olympics, they play minor hockey.

Matt Murray is one of those players. During the off-season, he spends four to five days a week at the gym doing speed and strength training.

Murray is 15 years old.

“You lose sleep because you have to get up early for runs (and) you’re not able to talk to a lot of friends because you’re trying to better yourself,” he said of his 11-year dedication to the sport.

“Basically, I’d sacrifice anything that’s necessary to do it because it’s my dream. It’s my dream to play hockey for a living (and) to play for as long as I possibly can.”

Much like their NHL heroes who are off the ice come the end of April, the off-season isn’t a vacation for many minor hockey athletes that wish to make it to the big leagues. Their summers aren’t just filled with on-ice sprints and stick handling clinics, dryland training consists of everything from sprints and hurdles, to plyometrics and mixed martial arts.

The off-season

At Athletes Nation Sports Performance Centre in St. Albert, 90 per cent of athletes that train in the summer are hockey players, explained Brad McNamara, head strength and conditioning coach.

He describes off-season training as “intense” where male and female hockey players age 11 to 16 will come from all over Alberta to train five days a week for two-and-half to three hours per day. The focus of training is to build speed and power.

“The first thing they notice at camp is how fast you are and how powerful you are,” said McNamara. “You may be able to stay on the ice and skate the whole time but if you’re not going to win a battle to the puck … then no one is going to notice you.”

At Athletes Nation, players alternate between days of high intensity central nervous system (CNS) workouts, with cardio and general fitness. Triggering different muscles via rapid stimulation of the brain and spinal cord with activities such as sprints and plyometrics has been shown to enhance speed and explosive power. The key tenet of CNS training is repetitions – the quality of the execution is stressed rather than the quantity.

Among coaches, a favourite piece of training equipment is the Russian Box, an apparatus made of two planks at a 45-degree angle, forming a “V” shape. When players jump from side-to-side, they activate their core muscles as well as build single leg strength and explosive power. Dodging hurdles increases mobility, while slide boards – where athletes don nylon booties and take strides on a lacquered plank – simulate lateral movement on the ice.

Cross-training in other sports besides hockey is key, noted McNamara, the difference in the athleticism of young players is obvious when they’ve only been involved in one sport.

“Their motor skills aren’t always there and they don’t know how to run because they don’t play any running sports,” he said.

“When we were growing up, kids played a lot of different sports at a young age. Since I came to Alberta and started in this industry, it seems like a lot of guys are choosing one sport – especially hockey.”

Mixing up different skill sets is why both professional and minor hockey players come to Luke Harris, owner and trainer at Hayabusa Mixed Martial Arts.

“It offers a good way to cross train,” he said of the Brazilian jiu-jitsu, muay-thai, wrestling, boxing and kickboxing disciplines that are intertwined and used to further develop hand and foot coordination in hockey players.

“It’s not just all hockey fighting. A lot of it is offensive and defensive drills … it takes them out of their comfort zone (and) it builds confidence.”

The mental game

Apart from the physical aspects of off-season training, players and coaches alike credit the importance of having your head in the game to improve performance.

“You have to be willing to give it day in and day out,” said Murray, of the professional hockey players he admires. “You have to be in that mindset that you can do it, push yourself and not take no for an answer.”

As part of summer programming at goalie school Gold in the Net, players receive a special lecture series on “mental toughness.”

“A lot of times at a regular team practice you have 18 players and two goalies, the focus has to shift to the team,” said Erick Robertson, owner of the St. Albert franchise. “That’s why we get a lot of goalies training with us throughout the season, to get that tune-up or confidence boost.”

He notes that as players advance to more elite levels, the stakes get higher as does the mental capacity to handle them. The qualities of pro-athletes are similar to those that Murray looks up to.

“The ones that we see move on are made from the same cloth. They have a tremendous work ethic,” he said. “Even when you’re on a team, there is always someone trying to replace you.”

Robertson acknowledged that the goal for many young athletes is to play professionally, but that goal isn’t always realistic.

“The percentages of guys that actually move on and play pro hockey or get scholarships is very low,” he explained, adding that it’s most important to teach the values instilled in hockey and have players carry them forward into everyday life.

“We make the guys better athletes, we can’t make them better players,” added McNamara. “It’s the skills acquisition – going out on the ice, shooting in their basement, practicing their stick handling – that are going to make them better players.”

“If you combine the two together, that’s when the guys really take it to the next level.”

Whether it be raw talent or drive, reaching that next level is only attainable for the select few, a group Trace Elson strives to be in.

The 18-year-old from St. Albert trains at both Athletes Nation and Hayabusa. He played for the Red Deer Rebels from 2011 to 2012 and for the Whitecourt Wolverines last year. His older brother Turner was signed to a free agent contract with the Calgary Flames in 2011.

“It’s a lot of work,” admitted Elson. “But it has kind of pushed me even more. I just want to be where he is and hopefully it happens.”
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Flames prospect Gillies becomes front-runner to land USA starter job for world juniors

After tearing it up for Providence last season, towering netminder generates strong buzz at U.S. evaluation camp

By Kristen Odland, Calgary HeraldAugust 13, 2013
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Flames prospect and U.S. goaltender Jon Gillies stares down Sweden&#8217;s Andre Burakowsky during an exhibition match in Lake Placid, N.Y. last week.
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Of course, people are talking.

And the buzz after a weeklong evaluation camp at Lake Placid, N.Y., which included two intra-squad games and a three-game series against Sweden, Finland, and Canada, is that Jon Gillies is likely going to start in net for the U.S. world junior team this winter.

But until the towering six-foot-five 224-pound Calgary Flames prospect actually hears the words or sees his name on paper, he’s not planning on getting too far ahead of himself.

“It’s definitely exciting to be thought of in that aspect and to have people saying that about you,” acknowledged Gillies who was finally getting a chance to enjoy his summer at a friend’s beach house, having wrapped up the U.S. development camp over the weekend. “But, then again, the people saying that about you aren’t really the people that have any say in the matter. It’s obviously flattering, for lack of a better term, and I’m really happy people believe in me like that. But at the end of the day, the only thing I can control in that scenario is how I play and how hard I work.

“I’m just going to go into the first half (of the season) and try to do that and hopefully prove to the people that believe in me that they picked the right guy.”

Providence College, of course, made no mistake last season and picked the “right guy” when they named Gillies — a freshman at the time — the Friars’ starting netminder during his first campaign in the NCAA’s Division 1 Hockey East conference. Apart from one period, he starred in net every night and posted a 17-12-6 record along with a 2.08 goals-against-average, a .931 save percentage, and logged five shutouts. At the NCAA awards banquet, he was dubbed the top rookie in the land and was a second-team all-American.

The U.S., too, has already put faith in him once when he was part of the 2013 world junior team that captured gold in Ufa, Russia, and are looking like they are ready to hand over the keys to the second-year veteran although he’s being challenged by Anthony Stolarz of the London Knights, Ohio State goalie Collin Olson, and Thatcher Demko of the U.S. under-18 national team.

At the U.S. development camp, he was one of the three returning veterans, including Flames prospect Pat Sieloff, a potential candidate for the team’s captaincy. Gillies stopped 19 of 22 shots in a 4-0 loss to Sweden and a razor-sharp second period in Saturday’s 5-1 win over the Canadians — which saw him face 10 shots as the U.S. killed off two back-to-back minors and another two later on in the frame — earned him rave reviews from Canadian coach Brent Sutter.

All of this confirmed what John Weisbrod already knew.

“From what I heard, he stood on his head and was just outstanding,” said the Flames assistant general manager who was receiving reports throughout the camp. “We’re thrilled about that. We’ve known since we drafted him that Jon’s physical abilities are immense. Sky’s the limit. He could be a top, top calibre NHL starter.

“We’ve really encouraged him about how important these camps are and to seize the moment; become THE guy for the U.S.A. program. It sounds like he took some very large steps in accomplishing that.”

It’s a tease, really, because Flames fans are simply forced to monitor Gillies — one of the team’s most promising prospects — from afar. Instead of joining the other hungry rookies at the Scotiabank Saddledome on Sept. 3, he’s set to report to Providence for the start of his sophomore year. Attending say, the team’s rookie tournament in Penticton, would force him to forfeit his college eligibility and turn pro.

That being said, Weisbrod feels the day Gillies joins the Flames might come sooner than his future employers originally expected.

“I mean, we all knew he had this kind of potential,” Weisbrod said of the third-rounder (75th overall) from their 2012 litter. “But I think it’s been a pleasant surprise he’s climbed the ladder and made such progress so quickly. At the same time, being a goaltender is the hardest position to transition into. There’s a big difference between a top amateur goaltender and a top professional goaltender.

“It’s very easy to damage kids by trying to rush them into the environment to quickly.”

Weisbrod said they’ll likely re-evaluate him again next summer and, depending on his progress, they might sign him after his sophomore year.

“When we drafted him last year . . . I thought maybe a good reasonable time frame was he spent a good three years in college,” he said. “Conceivably, he’d be ready to sign after his junior year. Since he’s performed so well, in a lot of ways, he’s probably ahead of schedule. Maybe that conversation — if he stays on track and stays healthy and everything continues to go as it has and he makes another step forward this year — maybe we have some discussion about that signing time being next summer.

“We try and ballpark projections as far as our planning but, really, the time frame is in control of the player.”

ICE CHIPS . . .

The Flames rookies are set to take on the University of Calgary Dinos on Sept. 9 at Winsport’s Markin MacPhail Centre (7 p.m.) . . . Tickets go on sale Aug. 15 on goDINOS.com and are $15. A portion of the proceeds go to supporting men’s hockey scholarships at the U of C.

kodland@calgaryherald.com
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Flames pleased with their prospects during world junior evaluation camps

Assistant GM John Weisbrod kept tabs on Poirier, Jankowski, Monahan, Gillies and Sieloff

By KRISTEN ODLAND, Calgary HeraldAugust 13, 2013
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Calgary Flames prospect Mark Jankowski battles Finland&#8217;s Ville Leskinen during exhibition action earlier this month in Lake Placid.
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For the Calgary Flames, a game featuring potential candidates for the 2014 Canadian and U.S. world junior teams was the perfect one-stop-shop to see many of their top prospects in action.

And, according to John Weisbrod, they didn’t disappoint.

In addition to being watched by their respective country’s junior hockey brass at Lake Placid, N.Y. — forwards Emile Poirier, Mark Jankowski and Sean Monahan for Canada, and goalie Jon Gillies and defenceman Pat Sieloff for the U.S. — were under close watch by the Flames assistant general manager during last Saturday’s exhibition game between the clubs and throughout the camps.

“I had some conversations with the coaches, particularly Brent (Sutter) coaching Canada,” he said. “So I was able to get some good feedback on how Jankowski, Poirier, Monahan and Sieloff and Gillies (were doing). I got a thorough rundown every day . . . I was really pleased.”

Hockey Canada auditioned their prospective group from Aug. 4 to Aug. 10 and racked up exhibition victories over Finland (5-3) on Aug. 7, Sweden (7-3) on Aug. 8 and lost 5-1 to the U.S on Aug. 10.

As expected, for the Canadians, top-prospect Monahan, on a top line with Frederik Gauthier and Curtis Lazar, against the Americans was solid and consistent. Weisbrod said Sutter sang the praises of Poirier, Calgary’s 22nd overall election this summer, a pleasant surprise of the camp.

Jankowski, the Flames’ first-round pick from 2012, garnered a late invite to the Canadian camp and was also a surprise.

“This was obviously the big event for him because he was an add-on and this was his first time competing at an event like this,” Weisbrod said. “He was the guy that caught most of the people by surprise. A lot of people gave me really strong feedback about how skilled he was and his reach and his size and how good everyone thought he was going to be. I was really happy about that. I was getting constant updates during the Canada/U.S. game.

“We’re really excited about all of them.”

As for the Americans, Weisbrod was excited about the performance of Gillies, who is a candidate for the starting netminder of the defending gold medallists. And Windsor Spitfires defenceman Sieloff, too, made an impact.

“Another friend called and told me what a physical presence he thought Patrick Sieloff was and what a key factor he was when the U.S. beat Canada,” Weisbrod said. “He’s been outstanding. He’s another guy we had at development camp last year after he was drafted and this year, he was bigger and stronger and more mature. Sieloff’s a guy that could, conceivably, be playing hockey very soon.”

Having signed a three-year, two-way entry level deal with the Flames this summer, Sieloff could crack the Flames roster but the question with the hard-hitting, six-foot 200-pounder is how his foot speed transfers at the National Hockey League level.

But Weisbrod said he’d seen improvements.

“We came out of this year’s development camp thinking, ‘Boy, this guy might be ready to play pro hockey now.’ We’re obviously in a different state as an organization than we were this time last year. We’re trying to improve our depth and restock our youth and retool our team. It’s really a good opportunity for a lot of the young guys that are ready to start growing in a pro environment.

“Patrick’s a mature, hungry disciplined kid. I think his time is coming sooner rather than later.”

All of which gives Weisbrod good reason to be satisfied (so far) with their 2012 and 2013 drafted gems.

“I know it’s tough to win with youth and I know it’s going to take time to build this thing and get these guys acclimated to being pros,” he said. “But I feel more bullish about the Flames future the more I get to see these recent picks grow and develop. It’s a really exciting time. I’m really excited about all of it.”

kodland@calgaryherald.com

Follow on Twitter/KristenOdlandCH

Canucks lock up top draft picks Bo Horvat, Calgarian Hunter Shinkaruk

Vancouver SunAugust 6, 2013

VANCOUVER — The Vancouver Canucks announced today they have signed both of this year’s first-round draft choices — forwards Bo Horvat and Hunter Shinkaruk — to entry-level contracts.

Horvat, a highly touted centre, was selected ninth overall with a pick that came from the New Jersey Devils in exchange for star goalie Cory Schneider. The 18-year-old Horvat starred for the London Knights of the Ontario Hockey League, scoring 61 points (33 goals and 28 assists) in the regular season, then adding a league-leading 16 goals and seven assists for 23 points in 21 post-season games, a feat that earned the six-foot, 206-pound native of Rodney, Ont., most valuable player honours in the OHL playoffs.

Shinkaruk, an 18-year-old native of Calgary, was selected with the Canucks’ own first-round pick, 24th overall, out of the Western Hockey League’s Medicine Hat Tigers. He was that team’s captain, scoring 86 points on 49 goals and 37 assists in 64 regular season games. The centre has played three seasons for the Tigers, and has consistently been one of their top scorers.

Both Horvat and Shinkaruk are now at Team Canada’s world junior hockey summer camp in Brossard, Que.

Sweden earns 4-3 victory over Canada at Ivan Hlinka Memorial hockey tournament

The Canadian PressAugust 6, 2013
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Jared McCann, shown here playing for the OHL Sault Ste. Marie Greyhounds, scored the opening goal in Canada's 4-3 loss to Sweden at the Ivan Hlinka Memorial world under-18 tournament in Breclav, Czech Republic on Tuesday.
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Sutter says 'change is good'
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Hamhuis calls Team Canada invitation a ‘huge honour’

Babcock, Hitchcock, Ruff and Julien to coach Canada at 2014 Olympics

Sutter returns to Canadian junior team

BRECLAV, Czech Republic — Sweden scored three straight goals en route to a 4-3 win over Canada at the Ivan Hlinka Memorial under-18 men’s hockey tournament on Tuesday.

Jared McCann opened the scoring for Canada at 3:14 of the first period before Sweden countered with three straight — including two from Kevin Elgestal — to take a 3-1 advantage into the third.

Sam Bennett’s power-play goal at 3:54 of the third pulled Canada (1-1) to within 3-2 but Sweden’s Michael Nylander Altelius countered with the man advantage at 6:09. Spencer Watson added another power-goal at 8:01 but that’s as close as the defending champion Canadians could get.

Robin Kovacs had the other goal for Sweden (1-1) against their Group A rival.

Canadian coach Dale Hunter said his squad dug itself in a hole it could never get out of.

“We didn’t come out well and got down 3-1,” said Hunter, the head coach of the OHL’s London Knights. “Against good teams like Sweden if you get down 3-1 it’s tough to come back.

“But we didn’t quit. We had good scoring chances to tie it up but couldn’t get one by the goalie.”

Swedish starter Jesper Eriksson left the game at 6:51 of the third with a suspected broken leg when a Canadian player slid into him after being tripped. Sweden’s Gustav Frosling received the tripping minor on the play.

That forced backup Linus Soderstrom into the game but he only allowed Watson’s power-play goal.

“He (Soderstrom) played very well,” Hunter said. “He made some big stops.”

Canada opened the tournament Monday with a 4-0 win over the Czech Republic while Sweden’s first game was a 3-2 loss to Switzerland. Fortunately for the Canadians, they don’t have time to worry about the loss as they face the Swiss on Wednesday in another Group A showdown.

“In our first two games we cycled the puck well and got pucks to the net,” Hunter said. “We had our chances, we just have to bury them.

“We gave up four goals (versus Sweden) and have to tighten up defensively.”

Sutter says 'change is good'

Coach endorses new format for national junior summer camp

By Bill Beacon, The Canadian PressAugust 4, 2013

Coach Brent Sutter likes the idea of facing real competition at the Canadian junior hockey team's summer camp.

He'll get that this year as players vying for spots on Canada's world junior championship team skate together for two days at the Montreal Canadiens practice rink and then head to Lake Placid, N.Y. for exhibition games against Finland, Sweden and the United States.

Sutter says that easily beats holding intra-squad matchups. "Change is good," Sutter said Saturday as the players arrived at the team hotel from across the country. "Talking to some players about it, they're excited.

"It's different from going through an evaluation, with red-white games. Now you're playing Sweden, Finland and the Americans and they're bringing their best. We'll get a better sense of where we're at. And, as a coaching staff, it's new for us too."

The camp, which opens with practices Sunday and Monday in Brossard, Que., is the first step in selecting the team that will play at the world junior championship Dec. 26 to Jan. 5 in Malmo, Sweden.

The players returning from the team that finished fourth in Ufa, Russia last year - forwards Nathan MacKinnon and Jonathan Drouin and defencemen Morgan Rielly and Griffin Reinhart - will skate the first two days but will not travel to Lake Placid.

Those four have already shown what they can do, and leaving them behind will give more ice time to those the coaches know less about.

"We're taking 32 guys and it's a lot of bodies," said Sutter. "You've got to get everybody in at least one game.

"It gives us a better feel for everybody else."

Jake Paterson was on last year's team as the third goalie, but didn't play. He will go to Lake Placid.

Sutter also likes that there are fewer players than the usual 45 or so at summer camp, so he has only what he called "the cream of the crop" to evaluate.

The group includes Erie Otters star Connor McDavid, who has a good shot at becoming a rare 16-year-old to make the squad. The gifted winger is already the favourite to go first overall in the 2015 NHL draft.

Sutter said he's watched McDavid on video, and is looking forward to seeing what he can do against the world's top juniors.

He said he wouldn't be shocked if he ends up on the roster when the team is picked in December.

"He's obviously an elite player," he sad. "A top player on his club team.

"He dominated at the under-18s, so we're actually thrilled that he's part of this and he's certainly going to get an opportunity to show us what he can do. When you have special players, there are special circumstances and he's certainly in one of those situations.

"We'll see how it all unfolds. There's no guarantee of anything come Christmas time, but the fact is, he has an opportunity here to compete against the best players and play with the best players and we'll see how he manages that."

Sutter has had special talent on his teams before. Sidney Crosby played as a 17-year-old at the 2005 world juniors.

Another "underage" player in camp is 17-year-old Kootenay Ice forward Sam Reinhart, who is expected to go high in the 2014 draft.

Before becoming an NHL head coach, Sutter coached the national junior squad for three years, winning gold in 2005 and 2006 and leading Canada to a 7-0-1 record in an eight-game Super Series against Russia in 2007. His record in those events was 19-0-1. He's aware that some of the players in camp won't be available in December because they'll be playing for NHL clubs.

MacKinnon and Drouin, linemates on the Memorial Cup champion Halifax Mooseheads, were top draft picks, with MacKinnon going first overall to Colorado and Drouin selected fourth by Tampa Bay.

Both have a good shot of staying in the NHL. Drouin said the camp may be the last time he and MacKinnon will skate together.

"Me and Nate have played together so long," he said. "I think we'll enjoy it.

"I don't know what I'm going to be doing next year, playing in the NHL or in junior, but I don't choose that. It's up to Tampa. But it's not a bad thing to come back and play in Sweden for Team Canada."

Sutter said he has about a dozen players in camp with a chance to at least start the 2013-14 campaign with NHL clubs. But they still need to meet their teammates and learn the playing system in case they end up going to Malmo.

"You've got to accept that there's a chance you won't have them for Christmas, but you never know," Sutter said.

© Copyright (c) The Province

Canada’s Olympic hockey boss looking for players who skate well and play the 200-foot game

THE CANADIAN PRESSJuly 23, 2013
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Steve Yzerman says &#8216;there is a priority and importance in being able to get around the ice&#8217; on the larger international rinks.
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NHL players to compete in 2014 Olympics in Sochi

Steve Yzerman wants speed and skill for Team Canada at the 2014 Winter Olympics in Sochi.

Canada’s general manager figures that was lacking during the 2006 failure in Turin.

Back on the bigger international ice surface after winning gold in Vancouver on an NHL-sized rink, the Sochi roster could have a slightly different composition.

“I believe there is a priority and importance in being able to get around the ice to skate,” Yzerman said this week in naming the roster for next month’s pre-Olympic camp.

“That will weigh into our final decisions on putting this team together. There will be more of a premium price on skating.”

Ultimately, though, Yzerman emphasized that he and his staff will “simply pick the best players available.”

“We’re not putting together a team for an NHL all-star game, we’re putting together the best possible team we can to compete against the best players in the world and try and win a gold medal,” Yzerman said.

“Part of that comes with having players that can do specific things for us.”

The pool is even deeper than the 48 players invited to the Aug. 25-29 Olympic orientation camp in Calgary, but here’s a look at what the roster could look like:

GOALTENDERS

Canada’s goaltending may be the biggest question mark heading into the Olympic tournament. More than five months before the final roster is due, there’s no definite No. 1, but Yzerman isn’t worried.

“We’ll worry about the starter after naming the final three that we’ll take to Sochi,” he said. “I think some of that will work itself out over the first part of the season.”

Roberto Luongo won gold in 2010, but Yzerman suggested on a conference call with reporters Monday that his playing more games for the Vancouver Canucks after the Cory Schneider trade should “bode well” for his chances of making the team.

Corey Crawford is obviously a hot name after helping the Chicago Blackhawks win the Stanley Cup.

Before his late-season struggles, Carey Price of the Montreal Canadiens was considered a front-runner to be the starter. A knee injury is part of his baggage.

It would take a sterling start next season for Marc-Andre Fleury of the Pittsburgh Penguins to make it, but consider him a long shot, along with Mike Smith of the Phoenix Coyotes, Cam Ward of the Carolina Hurricanes and Braden Holtby of the Washington Capitals.

“In goal there’s a whole bunch of guys vying for that job,” coach Mike Babcock said.

“It’s not a locked-down position like it’s been in the past, so the first three months of the season are going to be very important in making that decision there.”

Invited to camp: Luongo, Crawford, Price, Holtby, Smith

Projected goaltenders: Luongo, Crawford, Price

DEFENCEMEN

Yzerman wants puck-movers who can get up and down the ice with ease.

That’s not to say there isn’t room for size and physicality, but the international game on bigger ice makes speed essential.

Shea Weber of the Nashville Predators, Norris Trophy-winner P.K. Subban of the Montreal Canadiens, Drew Doughty of the Los Angeles Kings and Duncan Keith of the Blackhawks seem to be locks (barring injury) and make for an imposing top four.

All but Keith are right-handed shots, but Yzerman said lefty-righty balance isn’t the “end-all.”

Nor should it be — Canada has a plethora of strong right-handed defencemen who would be able to play their off-side without any issue. Yzerman expects to take eight defencemen to Sochi, so there will be extras in case Babcock doesn’t like what he sees.

There’s no shortage of offensive power available, including Subban, Kris Letang of the Penguins, Mike Green of the Capitals and even Dion Phaneuf of the Toronto Maple Leafs.

Babcock made sure to point out that among the defensive defencemen invited to camp in August, all are “still real good skaters.”

Invited to camp: Weber, Subban, Doughty, Keith, Letang, Green, Phaneuf, Karl Alzner, Jay Bouwmeester, Dan Boyle, Dan Hamhuis, Travis Hamonic, Marc Methot, Alex Pietrangelo, Brent Seabrook, Marc Staal, Marc-Edouard Vlasic

Projected defencemen: Weber, Subban, Doughty, Keith, Letang, Pietrangelo, Seabrook, Hamhuis

FORWARDS

No shocker here. Canada is deepest down the middle. Sidney Crosby of the Penguins, Jonathan Toews of the Blackhawks, Steven Stamkos of the Tampa Bay Lightning, Eric Staal of the Carolina Hurricanes, John Tavares of the New York Islanders and Claude Giroux of the Philadelphia Flyers lead the crop.

Too many good centres is a good problem to have.

“We’ve had success with it in the past of moving centres to the wing if necessary, and the reality is we’ll be forced in that situation to move a couple centremen to the wing just because we’re very deep down the middle,” Yzerman said.

“We are comfortable moving a few guys. Some centremen have had experience playing on the wing.”

Wanting to fill specific roles shouldn’t be hard for Team Canada up front.

Patrice Bergeron of the Boston Bruins, Jordan Staal of the Hurricanes and Mike Richards of the Los Angeles Kings could be shutdown centres, freeing up players like Crosby and Giroux to concentrate at the offensive end.

But Babcock wants a little bit of everything, counting on players to be “200-footers.”

“I really like our group up front,” he said. “We have a whole bunch of guys that can skate, move the puck, are really dangerous offensively but understand how the game’s supposed to be played with and without the puck.”

Fourteen forwards are expected to be on the roster of 25, which leaves room for the management team to select players based on how they fit into a lineup, instead of just the most talented or most prolific scorers.

Milan Lucic of the Bruins and Rick Nash of the New York Rangers are power forwards, Corey Perry of the Anaheim Ducks and Jeff Carter of the Kings are snipers and Marty St. Louis of the Lightning and Taylor Hall of the Edmonton Oilers are speedsters.

Scoring is a priority, as Yzerman called a lack of goals the “downfall” of Team Canada in Turin in 2006. Canada was shut out by Russia in the quarter-finals.

There’s plenty of talent there. Of course, the top offensive players “have to be responsible defensively,” Yzerman said.

How Canada’s management staff manages to wade through its seemingly never-ending forward pool, the major question is youth vs. experience.

Will a 39-year-old St. Louis or a 34-year-old Joe Thornton of the San Jose Sharks be passed over in favour of 22-year-old Matt Duchene of the Colorado Avalanche or 24-year-old Logan Couture?

Yzerman said age isn’t a huge factor, but he recalled Stanley Cup playoff runs in which veterans were relied on heavily in times of crisis.

“You can debate whether you want the young legs or whether you want the veteran experience,” said Yzerman, who won Olympic gold at the age of 36.

“There is great value in having that veteran leadership. ... (But) we’ve got to make room for some of these young players coming in.”

No matter the final 14, at least a couple of deserving forwards will be left off. Choosing the final few for this group could be the most difficult challenge leading up to the Dec. 31 roster deadline.

Invited to camp: Crosby, Toews, Stamkos, Eric Staal, Tavares, Giroux, Bergeron, Richards, Jordan Staal, Lucic, Nash, Perry, Carter, St. Louis, Hall, Thornton, Duchene, Couture, Jordan Eberle, Ryan Getzlaf, Chris Kunitz, Andrew Ladd, Brad Marchand, James Neal, Patrick Sharp

Projected forwards: Crosby, Toews, Stamkos, Eric Staal, Tavares, Giroux, Bergeron, Richards, Lucic, Perry, Carter, St. Louis, Hall, Sharp
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Hamhuis calls Team Canada invitation a ‘huge honour’
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Veteran Canucks defenceman Dan Hamhuis is looking forward to attending the Team Canada orientation camp in Calgary next month.
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Dan Hamhuis and Roberto Luongo have both been invited to Team Canada’s Olympic hockey summer orientation camp next month, but they won’t likely get a chance to let their play do their talking until the NHL season begins in October.

It’s doubtful the players will go on the ice in Calgary (Aug. 25 to 28) due to the high cost of insurance, so the invitation for the two Canucks is more about being included in the initial group of 47 players that will be whittled down to the final 25 for the Sochi Olympics next February.

For Hamhuis, 30 being part of the process is a chance to show he has more than a chance of cracking one of the eight defencemen slots expected to be available on Team Canada.

Luongo, 34, who’s been eerily silent on his relationship with the Canucks since the surprise trade of Cory Schneider at the NHL draft suddenly transformed him from demoted backup/trade fodder to No. 1 again, now has a huge incentive to play his best hockey and show the Team Canada brass he deserves to reclaim the Olympic starter job he earned in Vancouver four years ago.

Hamhuis, the Canucks’ top shutdown defenceman and an excellent skater with tons of international experience, was ecstatic to be invited.

“It’s a huge honour to get an opportunity in an Olympic camp,” said Hamhuis on Monday from his off-season home in Smithers. “There are so many great Canadian defencemen in the NHL.

“I have played in two world junior tournaments and five world championships. I’ve had great experiences playing on the international ice surface. I’ve always enjoyed the big ice. I love the style of the game. One of my strengths is skating, and it’s something I want to keep getting better at, and you need to be a good skater on that ice.”

Team Canada GM Steve Yzerman was very complimentary of Hamhuis, who’ll be trying to crack a group that includes the likes of Duncan Keith, Drew Doughty, Shea Weber, Kris Letang, Brent Seabrook and Norris Trophy winner P.K. Subban. Both Yzerman and head coach Mike Babcock stressed that mobility, versatility and the ability to accept a necessary role will be keys to making the team.

The fact that Hamhuis is a left-shot and nine of the 17 invitees are right-handers may work in his favour.

“Dan’s played with us on Team Canada and he’s been a very good player on the big ice, so his experience is important,” said Yzerman during a conference call. “He’s a reliable guy, very good defensively, his mobility, shot-blocking ability and hockey sense make him a candidate for this team.”

Asked about the goaltending competition — Corey Crawford, Carey Price, Mike Smith and Braden Holtby were also invited — Babcock said the No. 1 job was wide open.

“In goal there’s a whole bunch of guys vying for that job,” said Babcock. “It’s not a locked-down position, like it’s been in the past, so the first three months of the season are going to be very important in making that decision.”

Added Yzerman: “Obviously, (Luongo) was the goalie that was in net when we won in Vancouver and performed well in that tournament for us. He’s an experienced goaltender and, with the changes made in Vancouver, I would assume he would play a lot in the first half (of the NHL season), which will bode well for Canada and Roberto’s hopes of being on this team.”

Babcock returns as head coach of Team Canada, as do associate coaches Ken Hitchcock and Lindy Ruff, while Claude Julien is new to the Olympic staff.

As expected, Canucks centre Ryan Kesler was named to the Olympic summer camp for Team U.S.A. on Monday.

© Copyright (c) The Province

Johnson: Painful, bracing lessons learned

By George Johnson, Calgary HeraldJuly 13, 2013
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This was hardly the way he, or any of us for that matter, would've envisioned the tale unfolding. Injury. Benching. Demotion. Drought.

A series of cold, hard slaps of reality.

Bracing, painful. But now, in hindsight, he himself insists, utterly necessary.

"I learned,'' Sven Baertschi is saying, after Day 2 of the Calgary Flames summer development camp out at WinSport arenas, "a lot last year. So much, in fact.

"I learned that you've got to earn it. They're not going to give you everything, or anything, just because you're a first-round pick. No one cares. They're too busy. There's too much at stake.

"What counts is what you do out there on the ice. Not what number you're wearing. Not where you were drafted. Not what people say about you or how much attention you get.

"It's all out there on the ice. All in how you compete.

"Certain things take time.

I know that now. It's not like in one year, or after one summer, or even a after a few goals, you're going to be a star, you're going to be huge.'' Baertschi, of course, arrived at last season's lockout-delayed training camp lugging the crushing weight of unfathomable expectation.

An inordinately heavy burden even for someone as mercilessly upbeat as Swiss sniper Sven Baertschi.

Three goals in a fivegame audition the early springtime before had fired the imagination of an increasingly-dispirited local fan base frantic for a young star to hang its dreams on.

The pre-puck-drop chatter was all Baertschi. Could he score 20, 25 in a lockoutshortened season, the starry-eyed daydreamers murmured aloud.

Sven-sational! Well, hardly, as things turned out.

"He's a 20-year-old kid, so he has the entire NHL world to learn about," incoming coach Bob Hartley had cautioned early on, wisely trying to keep the publicity brush fire under some degree of control.

Those words turned prophetic quickly enough. A hip-flexor issue sustained during a January workout got the season offto a dreadfully slow start. Baertschi then struggled to make any sort of kinetic connection with Hartley. And for so long, it didn't look as if he was capable of hitting the Grand Canyon, even poised with a stick and a puck on the edge of the North Rim.

The chatter faded. His confidence flagged. The Flames limped lamely along to an inevitable conclusion.

On March 9, he suffered the embarrassment of being shipped down to Abbotsford. Didn't count his first NHL goal of the season until a little more than a month later, on April 13.

"Whatever happened," he says now, "was good. Those things, however difficult they were, had to happen.

"I'm not saying it was easy, or that it's all going to be smooth sailing from now on, but I had to learn. You need time. It took a while for me to adjust to NHL hockey, to feel as if I fit in."

Out of the charred ashes, an encouraging ember of hope. Baertschi was riding a seven-game point-scoring streak as the season ended. He finished with 10 points in 20 games in Flames' livery.

So while the hype may have ebbed, the hope remains strong.

"Last year," he says, "there were too many times when my spot was taken away from me. That's the worst feeling in the world. Believe me. You just don't want to have that. You just can't have that happening.

"It was a big process for me. There's so many things that come with it, as soon as you play in the NHL, not only the way you play out there. So much to get used to. So much to adjust to. After a while, my confidence was going away. I wondered instead of acted.

"But I know I belong here. I think it helps that I finished the season strong." The dynamics, the demographics, have altered substantially in only a few months. The rebuild is on here in earnest. The iconic Jarome Iginla is gone. Superslick Alex Tanguay, too. And there could be other veteran campaigners on their way out the door before September rolls around, Those necessary, cold, hard, bracing lessons Sven Baertschi endured during his abbreviated 'rookie' campaign now need acting upon. If the time for cultivating, for nurturing, hasn't passed, exactly, the newworld Flames' order calls for a fast-tracking of professional growth.

"It's important, to feel needed," agrees Baertschi, not much older but infinitely wiser. "We're going to be a different team this year, for sure.

"There are certain guys that, I know, will step up. It's up to us. Especially me. I want to put as much pressure as I can on the older guys on the team. I want to contribute.

"This is a huge opportunity. Not just for me, but for a lot of players. We're not like the Chicago Blackhawks or the Los Angeles Kings, where the chances are small that anyone new can crack the lineup. For us, now, it's there. That chance. We had a meeting and they said it: 'There are some open spots. So go get them.' "That's what I plan on doing."

gjohnson@calgaryherald.com

Cundari looking to earn Flames’ trust on blueline

Defenceman intent on sticking with the big club

By Kristen Odland, Calgary HeraldAugust 1, 2013
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Flames defenceman Mark Cundari understands the club&#8217;s desire to get bigger and tougher, but says he can play bigger than his five-foot-nine, 200-pound frame suggests.
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Mark Cundari can describe every detail of his National Hockey League debut with the Calgary Flames.

The proof though? The 23-year-old from Woodbridge, Ont., is still patiently awaiting its’ delivery.

At least, he hopes.

After scoring his first NHL goal in his first NHL game, the Flames trainers promised him the puck and the game sheet which also featured an assist and powerplay time on the road against the Minnesota Wild.

The only thing is it may or may not have been lost in June’s flood which submerged the Scotiabank Saddledome and destroyed basically everything in its’ path.

“They said they were going to send it out to me but obviously they have a lot on their plate with the flood … getting the building back where it needs to be,” Cundari said the other day. “I’m assuming they still have the puck. They said they were going to frame it and send it to me. It’s a huge memento, especially for my Mom. She loves that kind of stuff.

“But I haven’t gotten it yet, so, maybe I’ve gotta call someone down there and get them to send it over if they still have it.”

Puck or no puck, the good news for Cundari is there could be an opportunity to claim another one for his (or his mom’s) shelf in 2013-14.

After four games with the Flames last season (notching the aforementioned tally and three assists), the edgy defenceman recently inked a one-year, two-way pact. But, on a rebuilding squad fully intent on showcasing young talent, he has a chance to stick on the blueline.

Assuming the top-four spots are sewn up with Mark Giordano, (likely) T.J. Brodie (who still remains unsigned), and Dennis Wideman, he’ll be competing with Chris Butler, Shane O’Brien, Derek Smith, Chris Breen, Kris Russell, and an open stable of top prospects such as Patrick Sieloff and Chad Billins.

Cundari fully intends on making a push and carving out a role.

“I’m not saying I’m going to go in there and steal the show,” he said. “I’m just saying I’m going to go in there and be a reliable guy, be someone they can trust to have in the lineup full time and that’s what my goal is for next year.”

The five-foot-nine, 200-pounder makes no apologies for the type of game he plays — and Calgary fans only saw a glimpse of it in his four contests, all on the road.

“I can be that in-your-face, gritty kind of guy that helps your skill guys perform and makes it tough on opposing teams top lines,” Cundari said. “And when you play that role, it has to be 100 per cent. Every time. Or else people are going to know you aren’t as tough, mentally, as you say you are. I think the grittiness doesn’t necessarily mean fighting, just hard to play against and I think I can bring that to this team.”

Which is exactly why the undersized blueliner takes no offence to the fact that Flames general manager Jay Feaster intends on getting bigger on defence.

Not a new concept in Cundari’s world.

“That’s been a knock on me my whole life, it’s something I can’t control,” he said. “I’m not ever going to be above six feet in my life. But I think I do play with the mentality of being a bigger person in terms of the physicality and making it tough on other players.

“I think that when (Feaster) says that, he’s not taking a jab at me. He’s just saying he wants to get tougher and, basically, create a defensive lineup that’s going to be relentless and going to give other teams’ lines a chance to make anything happen. I think it’s just his way of saying we need to get more physical and stronger on the back end … and I think I fit that standard without being six-foot-four.”

At the trade deadline, the Flames had seen that potential in Cundari and called him on April 1 after dealing high-profile defenceman Jay Bouwmeester to the Blues. In the package, Calgary also received Swiss goalie Reto Berra and a first-round draft pick.

The undrafted former Windsor Spitfire, then playing for St. Louis’ American Hockey League affiliate in Peoria, was shocked but happy to join a rebuilding team brimming with opportunities.

“When the trade happened, it felt like I was going to a place that embraced me with open arms,” said Cundari, who reports to the Flames fall rookie camp on Sept. 3 but plans on coming a week earlier to adjust to Calgary’s ridiculous altitude. “Being involved in the Jay Bouwmeester trade was like, well, they obviously see some sort of value in you if they’re trading you for that kind of player.

“For me, it was an eyeopener and also gave me that extra confidence to say, ‘You know what? I’m going to get a chance to play with these guys so I want to make the best of my opportunity.’”

kodland@calgaryherald.com

Follow on Twitter/KristenOdlandCH
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Sabres announce 97 percent renewal of season tickets, boost cap to 16,000

August 15, 2013 - 10:18 AM

By Mike Harrington

Couched in a triumphant e-mail sent out by the team this morning is the fact the Buffalo Sabres have had a small drop in season ticket renewals for the 2013-14 season. 

But the team still has plenty of right to thump its chest on this topic in the face of its struggles on the ice. The Sabres' rate of keeping customers or bringing a few new ones on continues to be remarkable, even with the 4 percent price hike that was clumsily unveiled on the afternoon of Fan Appreciation Night.

The glossy numbers are these:

---The Sabres announced today that 97 percent of their season subscribers have renewed their seats, which is a small drop from the 99 percent that stood pat heading into the 2013 lockout-shortened season.

---The team has increased the cap of season ticket-holders from 15,400 to 16,000, which means it will have less work to do to get to the 19,070 capacity each night in First Niagara Center. This is the third straight year the cap has been increased. 

---The new 600 season seats came from members of the Blue & Gold club waiting list, which now has more than 2,500 names.

"We again wanted to continue to try and reach the demand that exists for Sabres season tickets," team president Ted Black said in a statement. "There have been thousands of very loyal and very patient fans in our Blue & Gold Club that have been waiting for years to be eligible to purchase season tickets. We wanted to reward that loyalty by continuing to transition people from that waiting list to our ever-growing base of season-ticket holders. Our fans remain among the most dedicated in the league and we continue to be appreciative of their support."

The Sabres also announced Mini-Packs will go on sale Sept. 5, allowing fans to purchase from 5-40 games at up to 10 percent off box office prices.  Existing Mini-Pack holders can renew their package starting on Aug. 28. Mini-Pack holders pay no ticket service charges and have the ability to purchase playoff tickets before the public (based on availability).

The Sabres are still taking enrollments for the Blue & Gold club at Sabres.com. In addition to getting on the waiting list, club members can purchase tickets (including playoff games) before the public and get 10 percent off at The Sabres Store.

Amerks, Niagara University, Sabres alumni all slated to play in Rochester outdoor hockey fest

August 13, 2013 - 8:44 PM

By Mike Harrington

Officials in Rochester unveiled plans Tuesday afternoon for a 10-day outdoor hockey festival at Frontier Field, home of the Red Wings. It's being dubbed "Frozen Frontier" and a rink will be laid out roughly from third base to first base in the 12,000-seat baseball stadium.

The showcase event will be Dec. 13 at 7 p.m., when the Rochester Amerks meet the Lake Erie Monsters -- the Colorado affiliate once coached by new Sabres assistant Joe Sacco -- in an AHL game.  The next night, the Niagara University men's team meets archrival RIT in another 7 p.m. game.

Here's the complete schedule of events.

• Friday, December 13 (7:00 p.m.): Amerks vs. Lake Erie Monsters

• Saturday, December 14 (Noon): Women -- RIT Tigers vs. Clarkson Golden Knights

• Saturday, December 14 (7:00 p.m.): Men -- RIT Tigers  vs. Niagara Purple Eagles

• Sunday, December 15 (1:00 p.m.): Sabres/Amerks Alumni Game

• Saturday, December 21: Section V Rivalry Day - matchups TBA

• Sunday, December 22: Section V Rivalry Day - matchups TBA

The Rochester Democrat & Chronicle has the skinny on ticket information. All-access passes for the entire 10-day festival are $110, $80 and $60 and went on sale Tuesday. The Amerks game is included in their season ticket package. Single-game Amerks seats go on sale Sept. 21 and $35 for 200-level seats, $25 for 100 ends, and and $15 for limited-view 100 level seats.

The Gretzky trade: Hockey changed forever 25 years ago today

August 9, 2013 - 12:18 PM

By Mike Harrington

It was 25 years ago this afternoon -- Aug. 9, 1988 -- that the NHL changed forever.

It happened via an epochal moment some say is akin to Paul Henderson's 1972 goal to beat the Russians or the 1980 U.S. Miracle on Ice, even though it never happened near the ice.

This is the anniversary of the day the Edmonton Oilers stunned Canada and the entire hockey world by trading Wayne Gretzky to the Los Angeles Kings. The Kings had been in the NHL for 21 years by that point but this is the moment most hockey experts say is responsible for the growth of the sport in California. The Kings and Ducks have won Stanley Cups and plenty of youth players nowcome from the Golden State, including Sabres defenseman Chad Ruhwedel.

The Edmonton Sun, naturally, has a special section that's well worth a look. It's in multiple parts, with lots of video and written by veteran columnist Terry Jones. Today's part, the trade day itself, is particularly noteworthy. 

For an incredible collection of newspaper images from the day, go to this page on BergerBytes, the lively blog by longtime Toronto radio reporter Howard Berger.

For 99 facts about the deal in honor of Gretzky's number, check out this entry on Yahoo's Puck Daddy blog.

NHL.com has a great collection of videos from the day at this page. The actual announcement of the trade by Oilers owner Peter Pocklington is at the top of this post and click below for Gretzky's memorable breakdown when he referred to teammate Mark Messier, and his recollections of the deal today. 

Go to the video: The work of Dan Dunleavy, RJ's heir apparent

August 8, 2013 - 8:46 AM

By Mike Harrington

Her's a couple of videos that show the work of new Sabres play-by-play man Dan Dunleavy, announced today as Rick Jeanneret's substitute for the next three years and the full-time voice of the team beginning in 2016.

The first is a collection of clips from the 2010 game in Anaheim that Dunleavy called with Harry Neale on MSG while filling in for Jeanneret and the latter is a pregame interview with Neale that Dunleavy did last season for Leafs TV.

Jeanneret signs 3-year deal, slates 2016 retirement; Sabres hire Dunleavy from Toronto to be groomed as replacement

August 8, 2013 - 8:27 AM

By Mike Harrington

Bright and early this morning, the Sabres answered a significant question in the minds of their fans that's been lingering around First Niagara Center for a few years: When is legendary play-by-play man Rick Jeanneret hanging up his microphone?

We now know the answer. Jeanneret has signed a new three-year contract that calls for him to reduce his schedule through the 2015-16 season before retiring to become an ambassador for the team.

DDThe club has also announced a succession plan for Jeanneret that includes the hiring of veteran Toronto sportscaster Dan Dunleavy (left) to be his heir apparent in the play-by-play role. Dunleavy will come on board this year and will work the games Jeanneret does not travel to, eventually becoming the team's full-time voice for the 2016-17 season.

(Go to this post for some video clips of Dunleavy's work)

“This decision was obviously very difficult for me to make,” Jeanneret said in a statement released by the team “It has become a yearly deliberation, deciding if the coming year would be my last or what season I would finally step away. I initially thought doing a full year of games this coming season and then retiring was the way to go.

"After discussing it with my family and with the Sabres, we all thought signing this new deal was the right choice. I get to continue to do what I love while slowly reducing my workload and eventually turning the reins over to Dan, who I greatly respect and believe Sabres fans will grow to love.”

Jeanneret was named the winner of the Foster Hewitt Memorial Award for excellence in broadcasting last November and will begin his 42nd season with the Sabres in October. If the plan holds, he will retire in 2016 after spending 44 seasons calling Sabres games. 

Continue reading... 

Tropp agrees to deal with Sabres

August 6, 2013 - 11:58 AM

Forward Corey Tropp and the Buffalo Sabres have agreed to terms on a one-year contract, general manager Darcy Regier announced Tuesday.

The 6-foot, 185-pound Tropp played in just six games with the Rochester Americans last season before he was lost for the year with a knee injury. Tropp, a third-round draft choice in 2007,  has 66 points (21 goals, 45 assists) and 166 penalty minutes  in 109 American Hockey League games. He has eight points and 20 penalty minutes in 34 games with the Sabres. 

Amerks slate preseason game; Sabres sign Tardif for Rochester

August 5, 2013 - 10:19 AM

By Mike Harrington

The Rochester Amerks announced today they will stage a home-and-home preseason series against the Wilkes-Barre/Scranton Penguins on Sept. 25 & 27. 

The first game will be played at Bill Gray’s Regional Iceplex (formerly The Sports Centre at MCC) on the campus of Monroe Community College in Brighton. Ticket information for the 7:05 game will be announced at a later date. The Sept. 27 game is in Wilkes-Barre.

Meanwhile, Canadian network RDS is reporting the Sabres have signed veteran forward Jamie Tardif to a one-year, two-way contract for $550,000. Tardif, 28, is a 6-foot, 205-pound right winger who instantly gives a boost to the Amerks' offense. He is a native of nearby Welland, Ont. 

(4 p.m. update: The Sabres confirmed the Tardif signing)

Tardif scored a career-high 30 goals in 62 games last year for the Providence Bruins and added seven goals in 12 playoff games. He also had a 27-goal season in 2010-11 for Grand Rapids, the Detroit farm club. 

Tardif, who has spent most of the last seven years in the AHL, made his NHL debut last year with two scoreless games for Boston. 

Sabres, now members of Atlantic, open at Detroit on Oct. 2

July 19, 2013 - 1:30 PM

John Hickey 

Photo by John Hickey/Buffalo News -- Second-year head coach Ron Rolston and his squad will host Lindy Ruff and the Dallas Stars Oct. 28.

By Aaron Mansfield 

The Sabres, playing in the newly formed eight-team Atlantic Division, open their slate on the road against the Detroit Red Wings on Wednesday, Oct. 2. The NHL released its regular season schedule today.

Buffalo’s home opener comes two days later against the Ottawa Senators on Friday, Oct. 4. Canisius grad Cory Conacher is a left wing for the Senators.

Jason Pominville will return to town with the Minnesota Wild on Oct. 14.

Exactly two weeks later comes the matchup many Buffalo fans are waiting for: Lindy Ruff will bring the Dallas Stars to First Niagara Center on Oct. 28.

The Sabres will host Milan Lucic and the Boston Bruins on Oct. 23, Dec. 19 and Feb. 26.

Buffalo native Patrick Kane and the recently crowned Stanley Cup champion Chicago Blackhawks will come to town March 9.

The league will take a 17-day break from Feb. 9 to 25 to allow players to participate in the Olympic Games in Sochi, Russia.

The complete schedule is listed below:

Continue reading... 

NHL schedule release continues to hang on Olympic decision; Florida leak shows 20-day break

July 17, 2013 - 6:17 PM

By Mike Harrington

If you're looking to mark your calendars for that visit by Patrick Kane and the Chicago Blackhawks or perhaps the return of Lindy Ruff with Dallas or Jason Pominville with Minnesota, you're going to have to wait at least another day.

The NHL's 2013-14 schedule, widely expected to be released late Wednesday afternoon, is not coming out even though all the teams have what is likely a final draft. The league cannot release the schedule until it wraps up a deal with the International Ice Hockey Federation to allow its players to compete in the Sochi Olympics.

The Olympics, of course, require a multi-week break in the schedule. Teams currently have two versions of the NHL slate, one with the Olympic break and one without it. Until the deal is signed, no schedule for the league can be released. 

Continue reading... 

Video: Defenseman Chad Ruhwedel focuses on trying to earn a spot with Sabres

July 12, 2013 - 8:33 PM

Chad Ruhwedel discusses his personal goals and recent developments with the team.

Darcy: No talks, no new news on Miller, Vanek

July 12, 2013 - 6:09 PM

By Mike Harrington

Darcy Regier met the media between periods of tonight's development camp scrimmage and there was no big news unveiled in the 10-minute chat, other than the confirmation that Chadd Cassidy has been promoted from interim coach of the Rochester Amerks to the permanent bench boss in place of Ron Rolston.

As with every chat with Regier, the topic of Ryan Miller and Thomas Vanek came up again and the response was much the same. Asked if he's getting resigned to the fact he may have both of them at training camp, Regier said, "I think that's fair. The nature of this business is that as we move through July lineups get more and more settled, there's less movement. Once training camp starts, things begin to change some again."

Regier said most conversations he's had with other GMs involve taking in money, a clear reference to the fact the Sabres aren't likely to be able to move the entire contract of either Vanek or Miller in a year the salary cap is shrinking to $64.3 million.

Regier said there's been no negotiations with Miller, Vanek or fellow 2014 UFA Steve Ott. "Talking to my counterparts around the league, that's not unusual right now," he said. "For whatever reason, there's not a lot of activity on players that are going to become unrestricted in '14."

In other news: 

Continue reading... 

Video: Sights & Sounds from Day 2 of Sabres Development Camp

July 12, 2013 - 11:48 AM

The News' Derek Gee provides a glimpse of the on-ice activities in First Niagara Center:

Video: 'Surreal' day at Sabres camp for WNY natives

July 11, 2013 - 11:34 PM

WNY natives Justin Bailey and Sean Malone discuss the awe of wearing a Sabres jersey for the first time at development camp.

Devil of a deal: Kovalchuk stuns hockey world with retirement, apparent bolt back to KHL

July 11, 2013 - 4:50 PM

 By Mike Harrington

The Ilya Kovalchuk contract, a 15-year, $100-million monstrosity signed in 2010, might be the single biggest reason we lost half a season -- and nearly an entire one -- to a lockout. It was voided in stunning fashion today and not for any further rules violation.  

Kovalchuk, the talented but enigmatic Russian who told me "who cares about goals?" after scoring an overtime winner here in 2010, has stunned the hockey world by announcing his retirement at age 30 -- with still 12 years and $77 million left on the deal. Of course, he's not really retiring, as there's already plenty of chatter he's going to play next year in the KHL. His statement through the Devils cited family reasons for his decision.

The Devils, remember, lost their first-round pick for next year as a penalty for Kovalchuk's initial 17-year, $102 million deal the league wouldn't authorize. His annual cap hit of nearly $6.7 million is gone with no post-age 35 recapture penalty.

That's all fine and well but think the Devils would have liked to have known this prior to the free agency period opening July 5? They could have gone elsewhere for help. They might have even kept David Clarkson. Just a selfish move by a selfish hockey player.

Sabres center Mikhail Grigorenko had just come off the ice at development camp this afternoon when he heard the news about one of his Russian idols.

"I don't understand. I was thinking is that some kind of joke or something," Grigorenko told me. "I'm really shocked. He's my favorite player in the NHL. He's a really good player and I was hoping he would keep playing in the NHL."

In new AHL alignment, Utica joins Amerks' division

July 11, 2013 - 2:03 PM

By Mike Harrington

While the NHL dawdles over announcing the names of its new four divisions for next year (anytime now, boys), the AHL has released its new configuration in the wake of some franchise shifts and there's a new built-in rival for the Rochester Amerks.

While holding their annual meeting in Hilton Head, S.C. the AHL Board of Governors have announced that the new Utica Comets, the Vancouver farm team, will play in the North Division of the Western Conference with the Amerks, Toronto Marlies (Toronto), Hamilton Bulldogs (Montreal) and Lake Erie Monsters (Colorado). The Utica franchise was transferred after last season from Peoria, Ill.

The Abbotsbord Heat, the Calgary franchise located in British Columbia, will no longer be in the absurd geographic location of being in a division with Eastern teams so the Amerks won't have to trek West anymore. The full alignment looks like this:

Eastern Conference 

Atlantic Division: Manchester Monarchs (LA); Portland Pirates (PHX); Providence Bruins (BOS); St. John’s IceCaps (WPG); Worcester Sharks (SJ) 

Northeast Division: Adirondack Phantoms (PHI); Albany Devils (NJ); Bridgeport Sound Tigers (NYI); Hartford Wolf Pack (NYR); Springfield Falcons (CBJ) 

East Division: Binghamton Senators (OTT); Hershey Bears (WSH); Norfolk Admirals (ANA); Syracuse Crunch (TB); Wilkes-Barre/Scranton Penguins (PIT) 

Western Conference 

North Division: Rochester Americans (BUF); Hamilton Bulldogs (MTL); Lake Erie Monsters (COL); Toronto Marlies (TOR); Utica Comets (VAN).

Midwest Division: Chicago Wolves (STL); Grand Rapids Griffins (DET); Iowa Wild (MIN); Milwaukee Admirals (NSH); Rockford IceHogs (CHI).

West Division: Abbotsford Heat (CGY); Charlotte Checkers (CAR); Oklahoma City Barons (EDM); San Antonio Rampage (FLA); Texas Stars (DAL).

The regular season schedule will be announced in August. The playoff format remains unchanged, with the three division winners in each conference earning the top three seeds and the next five best teams in order of regular-season points seeded Nos. 4-8. 

In other news, the league honored one club from each conference for top revenue growth in four areas and the Amerks were the Western Conference winner for group-ticket sales.

Video: Ristolainen and Zadorov eager to impress at Sabres development camp

July 10, 2013 - 9:45 PM

Rasmus Ristolainen and Nikita Zadorov are excited to get the chance to prove themselves, The News' sports reporters say.

Ristolainen says it's either Buffalo or Finland next season

July 10, 2013 - 7:28 PM

70417 SABRES PROSPECTS CA#8 

Finnish defenseman Rasmus Ristolainen was drafted by the Sabres last month.

By John Vogl

The Sabres hoped to have Rasmus Ristolainen in the organization next year, but it appears the only way that will happen is if he makes Buffalo’s roster.

After the Sabres drafted the Finnish defenseman eighth overall last month, they said he had no contractual obligations overseas. Thus, if he didn’t make the Sabres, it appeared the team could develop him in Rochester.

“I think no,” Ristolainen said today at development camp. “I’ve got a contract with my hometown team.”

The native of Turko, Finland, has spent the past two seasons in the Finnish elite league with TPS Turko. It appears he will head back there if he does not make Buffalo's roster -- unless the Sabres make him an offer he can't refuse.

Sabres sign three to minor-league deals, including Zigomanis of fax machine infamy

July 10, 2013 - 4:10 PM

By John Vogl

It took 14 years, but Mike Zigomanis is finally in the Sabres' organization.

The Sabres announced today they've signed Zigomanis, West Seneca's Alex Lepkowski and forward Frederick Roy to minor-league contracts with the Rochester Americans. 

Zigomanis is the most intriguing of the trio. Buffalo selected him in the second round of the 1999 draft, and it had two years to sign him. They finally agreed to a deal about a half-hour before the deadline, but their initial contract exchange had a salary error. They tried to fix it and fax the deal into the NHL, but it didn't arrive before the deadline because the league's fax machines were overworked.

Zigomanis went back into the draft, got selected by Carolina in 2001 and has played for nine NHL and AHL teams, plus a squad in Sweden.

Zigomanis had seven goals and 28 assists in 65 games with the Toronto Marlies last season.

The Sabres selected Lepkowski in the fifth round of the 2011 draft, but they didn't sign him in the two-year window that expired last month. He remained close with the organization and is participating in prospect camp this week. The defenseman had nine assists in 60 games with Barrie of the Ontario Hockey League.

Roy played in 64 games with the Amerks last season, putting up eight goals and two assists.

Pysyk eager for challenge along Sabres' blue line

July 10, 2013 - 1:20 PM

By John Vogl

Mark Pysyk has watched with interest as the Sabres made moves along the blue line this offseason. They drafted two defensemen in the first round, added two more in trades and re-signed another who was expected to walk out the door.

It's made things crowded, but Pysyk doesn't mind.

"It’s definitely exciting for the future," the 21-year-old defenseman said today at the Sabres' development camp. "A lot of defensemen, a lot of challenge to make the team, a lot of competition within the team, which will be good. I think it’ll push everybody to be that much better."

In his first year as a pro last season, Pysyk transformed from healthy scratch in Rochester to key player in Buffalo. He played in the 18- to 20-minute range during the Sabres' final seven games to seemingly lock down a spot for next year.

Now he'll have to work for it. Henrik Tallinder and Jamie McBain arrived via trade, No. 8 overall pick Rasmus Ristolainen will compete for an NHL job, and Buffalo re-signed Alexander Sulzer, who is coming off knee surgery. Add in Tyler Myers, Christian Ehrhoff, Mike Weber, Chad Ruhwedel and Brayden McNabb, and it's crowded.

"I’m just going to do the same thing as last year, come in in the best shape I can and be the best player I can be, and see what happens," Pysyk said in First Niagara Center. "I’m looking forward to it. I got a little taste. Once you get that taste, you’ll doing anything to get back there and keep playing there."

Pysyk participated in the first group of prospects this morning. The afternoon session, which will run from 3-4:30 p.m., will feature Mikhail Grigorenko, Justin Bailey, Sean Malone, McNabb, Ruhwedel and goaltender Andrey Makarov.

Jagr's agent: 'I have not talked to anybody in Buffalo'

July 9, 2013 - 2:32 PM

By Mike Harrington

Yes, I've read all the rumors and chatter over the weekend about the Sabres being in on Jaromir Jagr, being close to signing the future Hall of Famer etc. Nothing credible at all until a report surfaced in a paper out of the Czech Republic and was reprinted Tuesday on Yahoo's Puck Daddy blog that had the Sabres as one of Jagr's main pursuers.

Forget it. It's not true.

"I have not talked to anybody in Buffalo and the Sabres have not called," Petr Svoboda, Jagr's agent, told The News by phone this afternoon from Santa Monica, Calif. "It's absolutely not true. Speculation."

Svoboda, who played for the Sabres from 1991-94 as part of a 17-year NHL career on defense, said Jagr is still considering three teams. He said one of them is not Boston, where Jagr played this year and got within two wins of another Stanley Cup.

"He had a lot of fun there but it was an unfortunate finish for Jags," Svoboda said. "It's so unpredictable. You don't know who will go all the way. He just wants to play hockey where it's fun."

Most reports have Montreal and Carolina as two of the teams going hard for Jagr with perhaps Ottawa as the third. Jagr got huge credit for his work with young players last year in Philadelphia and again this year in Dallas, where he signed before getting traded to Boston at the deadline.

The thought by many was for Jagr to sign for big money in Buffalo, work with the Sabres' young kids -- especially maybe Mikhail Grigorenko -- and then get dealt at the deadline. Not happening. 

Prospect haul given huge nod by Hockey Prospectus

July 9, 2013 - 9:39 AM

By Mike Harrington

Just as the Sabres' annual development camp hits the ice Wednesday in First Niagara Center comes the annual organizational ratings from Hockey Prospectus and, for once, Sabres fans have some good news: Buffalo is currently listed as the No. 3 organization for its cadre of young players. 

The rankings are for non-NHL players only -- or players who have appeared in fewer than 25 games last season or 50 in their careers.

Author Corey Pronman admits the Sabres would have been slightly lower had Mikhail Grigorenko played one more NHL game and thus lost "prospect" status by playing more than 25 games, but says the Sabres have drafted so well in 2012 and 2013 the ranking would have been high anyway. He called the 2013 draft class "exceptional." Like many hockey observers, Prospectus loved the Jason Pominville trade that brought Johan Larsson, Matt Hackett and now, Nikita Zadorov.

Now it's all about getting these players to develop at the NHL level -- and for the NHL guys to not go belly-up once they hit Buffalo. No small task.

Tampa Bay and the New York Islanders were rated ahead of Buffalo, with Anaheim and Florida right behind. The bottom five were San Jose, Los Angeles, New Jersey, Philadelphia and St. Louis.

Sabres' development camp to feature Grigorenko, Girgensons, Pysyk and '13 draft picks

July 8, 2013 - 5:08 PM

By John Vogl

The Sabres' prospects are coming to town this week for the annual development camp, and the 40-player list features last year's top draft picks and all 11 selected this year.

Mikhail Grigorenko and Zemgus Girgensons headline the forwards scheduled to skate Wednesday through Friday in First Niagara Center, while the defense corps includes Rasmus Ristolainen, Mark Pysyk, Jake McCabe and Chad Ruhwedel. All five of the Sabres' goaltending prospects -- Connor Knapp, Nathan Lieuwen, Andrey Markov, Cal Petersen and Linus Ullmark -- will be in net.

Local draft picks Justin Bailey and Sean Malone will be joined by Eden's Alex Iafallo, West Seneca's Alex Lepkowski and Tyler Gjurich of the Buffalo Junior Sabres. 

Download 2013-14 Development Camp Roster

Capitals sign Leggio to one-year, two-way contract

July 8, 2013 - 12:19 PM

By John Vogl

David Leggio is on his way to Washington.

The 28-year-old goaltender from Williamsville has agreed to a one-year, two-way contract with the Capitals. Leggio spent the previous three seasons with the Sabres' minor-league clubs in Portland and Rochester.

Contract terms were not immediately available for Leggio, who made $105,000 in the American Hockey League last year.

He was an unrestricted free agent. The Sabres added goalie Matt Hackett in the late-season trade that sent Jason Pominville to Minnesota, and they have three prospects (Andrey Makarov, Nathan Lieuwen and Connor Knapp) who'll fight for playing time in Rochester.

Leggio went 38-24-1 with a 2.56 goals-against average, .924 save percentage and four shutouts in 64 games last season in Rochester. He led the AHL in wins and games played, and he ranked tied for fourth in save percentage.

He has yet to play an NHL game.

“I just wish I had a chance to throw on that sweater just once in Buffalo," Leggio told the Rochester Democrat and Chronicle today. "But it’s OK, it just wasn’t meant to be. I can’t be more grateful for the opportunity I’ve gotten in the Sabres' organization. Being able to play in Rochester and train in Buffalo all summer, it has been exciting for my family.”

Reviewing crowded defense corps (again)

July 7, 2013 - 3:34 PM

By Mike Harrington

As of this writing, the Sabres have no plans for any news conferences today with Darcy Regier in the wake of the Henrik Tallinder trade. Definitely an interesting transaction, one the team clearly hopes has huge benefit for the resurrection of Tyler Myers. The big guy thrived into a Calder Trophy winner playing with Tallinder in 2009-10 and hasn't been the same player since Tallinder headed for the land of Jimmy Hoffa in 2010.

(Any excuse to link to Rick Jeanneret's Dave Hannan call, right?)

But what does it mean for the defense now?

We went over what the blueline corps looked like as of yesterday, when Alexander Sulzer was re-signed. The addition of Tallinder, who certainly is immediately penciled into Buffalo's top six, makes things even murkier.

Let's assume Tallinder gets re-paired with Myers. And you can also assume Christian Ehrhoff and Mike Weber will be in the top six. Sulzer and Jamie McBain would have inside tracks for the other two spots, leaving Mark Pysyk, Chad Ruhwedel, Brayden McNabb and No. 1 draft pick Rasmus Ristolainen possibly headed for Rochester. One would likely stay in the NHL.

The Sabres just spent a No. 8 overall pick on Ristolainen. I still think he needs to open in the NHL but that's just me. Let's see how the kid looks this week at development camp and again at training camp.

And, remember, it's early July. We're more than two months away from the main camp. Pretty crowded group on defense -- especially for a team still looking for goals.

Bulletin: Sabres re-acquire Tallinder in deal with Devils

July 7, 2013 - 2:32 PM

Hank 

Henrik Tallinder is coming back to Buffalo. (Getty Images)

By Mike Harrington 

The Buffalo Sabres have re-acquired an old friend, getting veteran defenseman Henrik Tallinder back from the New Jersey Devils for prospect winger Riley Boychuk.

Tallinder, 34, has spent the last three years in New Jersey after leaving Buffalo via free agency in 2010, when he was the rock as Tyler Myers' defense partner during Myers' Calder Trophy season. His career with the Devils never really panned out, as he spent the last two years battling injuries and sitting out as a healthy scratch.

Tallinder played in 25 games last season, posting one goal and three assists with an even rating. He was minus-11 during the 2011-12 season. He will make $3.5 million this year in the final year of his contract with a cap hit of $3.375 million. 

Tallinder was Buffalo's No. 2 pick in the 1997 draft and spent parts of eight seasons with the Sabres. He was one of the key members of the defense of the 2006 team that got to the Eastern Conference finals and the broken arm he suffered in Game Four proved to be a major factor in the seven-game loss to Carolina.

"We are excited to have Henrik back in the mix on our blue line," general manager Darcy Regier said in a release from the team. "His experience will be invaluable not only in adding more stability to our back end, but also in the development of some of our younger defensemen." 

Continue reading... 

Stars plan sitdown with Seguin over social media snafus

July 7, 2013 - 1:59 PM

Tyler_Cup_01 copy-1 

Tyler Seguin hoists the Stanley Cup in his hometown of Brampton, Ont., in 2011 (Getty Images)

 By Mike Harrington

Old friend Lindy Ruff certainly felt like his new team acquired a No. 1 center for many years Friday when the Dallas Stars landed Tyler Seguin in a seven-player deal with the Boston Bruins. But, as the playoffs went on, Seguin's poor play in Boston was surrounded by murmurs of his party animal lifestyle and that was chronicled in this Boston Herald story.

Seguin's mother ripped the Bruins in a Toronto Star story last week, saying the team leaked some of the information to discredit Seguin. One problem? Dad admitted to the Star that kiddo is in fact prone to party. 

So what did Seguin allegedly do to commemorate his trade? Stage a big rave at his Cape Cod pad with friends. On Saturday, he then tweeted (since deleted) "Only steers and queers in Texas, and I’m not a cow.” Early Sunday afternoon, Seguin tweeted he was taking down his Twitter account due to hackers. Uh-huh. 

(4 p.m. update: The Stars have issued a statement denouncing the tweet, saying in part: "We've addressed the issue directly with Tyler and we'll continue to work on educating our players regarding the importance of their conduct on all forms of social media.")

All this can't sit well with Ruff and especially new Stars GM Jim Nill, who just sent valuable veteran Loui Eriksson to Boston as the key piece for Seguin. According to Mike Heika of the Dallas Morning News, Nill said today that Seguin is scheduled in Dallas on Monday and they will be having a heart-to-heart about social media and other things off the ice.

"My problem with social media is you just don’t know how much of it is true,” Nill said. “I think, as a society, we are trained to believe 100 percent of it is true, and that’s obviously not the case. It’s difficult to validate how things might happen, whether someone was truly hacked, or just what might have happened. I can’t go off hearsay, I need to ask questions.”

Nill will ask plenty Monday and the Dallas media is scheduled to ask Seguin some more Tuesday. That figures to be interesting.

Blue line updates: Sulzer signs again, Pardy heads to Peg

July 6, 2013 - 4:00 PM

By Mike Harrington

The Sabres have brought back a familiar face to their defense corps today, re-signing Alexander Sulzer to a one-year contract with an identical $725,000 salary as last seaason. The team has also confirmed the two-year, two-way deal with Drew Bagnall that we reported late Friday night.

Sulzer, 29, was acquired from Vancouver at the trade deadline in 2012 for Marc-Andre Gragnani and acquitted himself as a solid third-pair blueliner. Expected to contribute last year when the lockout finally ended, he played just 17 games before suffering a knee injury on a hit against the boards in the Feb. 23 loss to the New York Islanders -- Ron Rolston's first game as coach in First Niagara Center -- and did not play the rest of the season. He eventually had surgery on the knee.

Sulzer had three goals for the Sabres each of the last two years. He had one goal in 74 combined games with Florida, Nashville and Vancouver earlier in his career. 

GM Darcy Regier said at this week's free agency preview press conference that he would not offer a contract to Sulzer or fellow UFA Adam Pardy prior to Friday. But any team, like the Sabres learned the hard way in 2006, needs depth at defense and in the minor leagues. 

(Afternoon update: Pardy has signed a one-year, $600,000 deal with the Winnipeg Jets)

So the Sabres now have nine defensemen with NHL experience -- Christian Erhoff, Tyler Myers, Mike Weber, Mark Pysyk, Jamie McBain, Chad Ruhwedel, Brayden McNabb, Sulzer and Bagnall. Of course, the experience of Ruhwedel (seven games with the Sabres) and Bagnall (two games with Minnesota) is limited. And No. 1 draft pick Rasmus Ristolainen is expected to be given an opportunity to make the NHL roster in training camp as well.

Evening updates: Bruins sign Iginla, Wild nabs Pens' Cooke

July 5, 2013 - 8:12 PM

By Mike Harrington

The Boston Bruins thought they had Jarome Iginla at the trade deadline. They didn't, as the veteran went to Pittsburgh at the last minute. But with Nathan Horton gone today to Columbus, the Bruins had another opening on the wing and this time they got their man.

Iginla left the Penguins and signed with the Bruins Friday night as the dollars kept flying during NHL free agency. According to ESPN.com and TSN, it's a one-year contract with a $1.8 million base salary that features performance bonuses that could take Iginla up to $6 million. The low base salary gives the Bruins more wriggle room in their need to sign goaltender Tuukka Rask to a long-term deal.

The evening's other big name moving also left Pittsburgh, as rugged winger Matt Cooke signed a three-year, $7.5 million deal with Minnesota. Memo to Thomas Vanek: If you're thinking about returning to your collegiate home state and signing with the Wild as a free agent next summer, the Wild would likely have to make room for you by dumping either/or of Dany Heatley or old friend Jason Pominville. 

The top unsigned names as of this writing? Among skaters, it's bought-out Toronto center Mikhail Grabovski, old friends Derek Roy of Vancouver and Brad Boyes of the Islanders, the Detroit duo of Damien Brunner and Dan Clearly -- either of whom would look good in Buffalo Blue and gold -- and Vancouver's Mason Raymond.

Among goaltenders, if you dare, you can still sign Tim Thomas, Ilyz Bryzgalov, Jose Theodore or Johan Hedberg. Good luck there.

A reminder of what Sabres' depth chart looks like

July 5, 2013 - 2:13 PM

By John Vogl

As NHL teams try to upgrade their rosters through free agency (which is well underway here), here's a reminder of what the Sabres' depth chart looks like. This is in depth order, not actual lines.

Forwards

Thomas Vanek-Cody Hodgson-Drew Stafford

Steve Ott-Tyler Ennis-Joel Armia

Ville Leino-Mikhail Grigorenko-Brian Flynn

Marcus Foligno-Kevin Porter-Patrick Kaleta

John Scott-Johan Larsson-Corey Tropp

Zemgus Girgensons-Cody McCormick

Defense

Christian Ehrhoff-Tyler Myers

Mike Weber-Mark Pysyk

Chad Ruhwedel-Jamie McBain

Brayden McNabb

Goalie

Ryan Miller

Jhonas Enroth

Matt Hackett

Live blog: Updates as NHL free agency signing period begins

July 5, 2013 - 11:38 AM

<a href="http://www.coveritlive.com/mobile.php/option=com_mobile/task=viewaltcast/altcast_code=183f9ad487" >Live updates as NHL free agency signing period opens</a> 

Stunner from Ottawa: Sens captain Alfredsson leaving for Detroit or Boston

July 5, 2013 - 11:22 AM

Alfie

Daniel Alfredsson: Heading out of Ottawa. (Getty Images)

By Mike Harrington

Be sure to join us here at noon for the latest updates on NHL free agency, but here's some stunning news just emerging out of Ottawa -- captain Daniel Alfredsson is not returning to the only NHL team he has played for.

Alfredsson has informed the Senators he will not be re-signing, which had been considered a mere formality in the last couple of days. Instead, he is going to hit the free agent market and is expected to sign with either the Detroit Red Wings or Boston Bruins (most reports have Detroit in the lead, with Alfredsson joining fellow Swede Henrik Zetterberg and the deal being one year and $3.5 million).

Alfredsson is far and away Mr. Senator, a player who seemed destined to play his whole career in Ottawa. He has 426 goals, 682 assists and 1,108 points in 1,178 games since making his debut in Ottawa in 1995. He is the NHL's longest-tenured captain, having taken over the role from Alexei Yashin in 1999.

And, of course, he is forever tied to the Sabres-Senators playoff battles as the player Jason Pominville went around to score the short-handed overtime goal that ended the teams' Eastern Conference semifinal in 2006, and the overtime scorer that broke Buffalo's hearts in the decisive Game Five of the Eastern Conference finals in 2007. Alfredsson also scored his 1,000th career point in Buffalo in 2010 with an empty-net goal that capped a hat trick.

Ottawa went on to lose the Stanley Cup final in '07 to Anaheim and Alfredsson hasn't been that close to the Cup since. At age 40, a sudden move like this is clearly a chase of a championship.

And remember this point: If it's the Red Wings, Alfredsson is moving within the division. Detroit is joining Tampa Bay and Florida next season in the yet-unnamed division with the five holdovers from the Northeast. Instant new rivalry.

Briere signs two-year deal with Canadiens; Sabres' buyout of Gerbe is not of compliance variety

July 4, 2013 - 5:38 PM

By John Vogl

Sabres fans will get to see a lot of Danny Briere. He’ll just be playing against Buffalo rather than for it.

The former Sabres co-captain has agreed to a two-year deal with the division-rival Montreal Canadiens. He’ll make $4 million per year, according to Pierre LeBrun of ESPN and TSN.

The Sabres were one of eight teams in the running for Briere, he told The News earlier in the week, but the Canadiens won the sweepstakes.

In other news, the Sabres have informed The News their buyout of Nathan Gerbe is not a compliance buyout. It is just a normal buyout, which means they still have two compliance buyouts – buyouts that pay the player while erasing him from their salary cap – to use next summer.

Because of his age (25), the Sabres have bought out Gerbe’s contract for one-third the cost of his salary. He was set to make $1.85 million this year and will get $616,605.

CapGeek.com reports that the Sabres will receive a cap credit of $91,667 this season, while Gerbe will count $308,333 against the Sabres’ cap in 2014-15.

Bruins send Seguin to Ruff-coached Stars for Eriksson

July 4, 2013 - 3:27 PM

By John Vogl

The Sabres' division was already getting a shake-up with the arrival of Detroit, Florida and Tampa Bay. Longtime rival Boston is intent on changing things, too.

The Bruins have sent center Tyler Seguin, plus Rich Peverley and defense prospect Ryan Button, to the Lindy Ruff-coached Dallas Stars for Loui Eriksson, Joe Morrow, Reilly Smith and Matt Fraser, according to TSN.

Seguin, selected second in the 2010 draft, had 16 goals and 32 points in 48 games. He slumped in the playoffs, though, as Boston lost the Stanley Cup to Chicago. Seguin had one goal and eight points in 22 postseason games.

Eriksson had 12 goals and 29 points in 48 games. The 27-year-old scored between 26 and 36 goals in each of the previous four seasons.

Maple Leafs put themselves in prime position to make a splash

July 4, 2013 - 12:28 PM

By John Vogl

So what are the big-money, big-market Maple Leafs doing near the bottom of the NHL's salary cap list? Giving themselves plenty of room to get to the top.

Toronto is buying out winger Mikhail Grabovski, who had four years and $21.5 million left on a five-year, $27.5 million deal he signed just last year. It is the second of two available compliance buyouts for the Leafs.

The move puts the Maple Leafs' payroll 29th in the 30-team NHL, according to CapGeek.com, ahead of only the New York Islanders. Toronto has $40 million committed to 12 players, according to CapGeek, which leaves it with about $24.3 million to spend on 11 players when free agency opens at noon Friday.

The Leafs have an uphill job of re-signing players, though. Tyler Bozak is an unrestricted free agent, while Nazem Kadri, Cody Franson and Jonathan Bernier are restricted.

More from new Sabres assistant Sacco, a charter member of the Mighty Ducks

July 4, 2013 - 6:00 AM

Sacco DucksBy Mike Harrington

Be sure to read my story on new Sabres assistant coach Joe Sacco in Thursday's paper. Had a nice chat on the phone with him Wednesday and he had a good laugh when I asked him what it was like to be an expansion team guy. Didn't have room to get it in the story but he had some interesting thoughts on it.

Sacco played on the 1993-94 Mighty Ducks of Anaheim, a first-year expansion team that tied an NHL record for wins by a first-year team with 33.

They wore cartoonish uniforms based on the movie (note the pic of Sacco above) and had a team of castoffs. For his part, Sacco was chosen from Toronto in the expansion draft.

"All the players came from different teams. You get to Anaheim and you're in a similar situation -- you're coming from a team that I guess at the end of the day really didn't want you," Sacco said. "Because we all had that same attitude and felt we had something to prove, we really came through as a unit and a team. We didn't have a superstar, any name players. We were a bunch of muckers and grinders, castaways from other teams. 

"We had good leadership like Troy Loney, our captain. He won two Stanley Cups with Pittsburgh. We had a group that wanted to belong. We wanted to prove we could stay in the National Hockey League."

Sacco had a career-high 19 goals and 37 points and played all 84 games for the Mighty Ducks that year. It was the first of his five seasons in Anaheim. (Check out his career stats here)

"Young players have to have that similar mindset whether they've played half a year or one year that they have to belong," he said. "They're not there yet. I always say with young players that the real guys on real teams do it year after year after year. It's 10-12-13-14 years. What can make me stand out from the guy next to me? That's what I try to pass on as a coach and we had it on that team."

(Photo: Getty Images)

Sabres sign Ellis and other evening ice chips

July 3, 2013 - 7:00 PM

By Mike Harrington

---As GM Darcy Regier indicated yesterday, the Sabres announced they had reached agreement this evening with Matt Ellis on a two-year, two-way contract. Ellis, 31, is expected to serve as captain of the Rochester Amerks. According to Capgeek, Ellis will make $550,000 in the NHL and $300,000 in the AHL.

---The Sabres remain in the Daniel Briere sweepstakes. The Devils and Canadiens are also possibilities. Multiple reports this evening say Briere has eliminated the Islanders from consideration. RDS in Canada is reporting there could be as many as six teams still in consideration. Buffalo certainly freed a little more money with the buyout of Nathan Gerbe.

---The Bruins are going big-money with Tuukka Rask and Patrice Bergeron on eight-year deals. GM Peter Chiarelli said tonight a deal could be done Friday on Rask and CBC's Elliotte Friedman is saying it will be eight years and $56 million, with a $7 million cap hit that would tie with Pekka Rinne and Jonathan Quick for tops among NHL goalies. Bergeron is reportedly in line for $50-$52 million.

Boston is also going to set the old Northeast Division on its ear or give Daniel Alfredsson a bigger raise as the Bruins are trying to make a move on the Ottawa captain, who it was assumed was simply returning to the Senators for one more year.

---Some scary moments today in Los Angeles as Kings center Jarrett Stoll was hospitalized after having a seizure. Stoll, remember, missed six games in the playoffs after a hit from San Jose's Raffi Torres. 

---Ex-Sabre Jordan Leopold has agreed to a two-year, $4.5 million extension with St. Louis, the team the Sabres traded him to prior to the deadline. Leopold's second-round pick was turned into Williamsville's Justin Bailey. The Blues were first-round playoff losers to Los Angeles, which previously gave a two-year extension to Buffalo deadline acquisition Robyn Regehr.

---The Coyotes are staying in Glendale, Ariz., after a marathon session Tuesday night that stretched to nearly 4 a.m. Eastern time allowed them to reach a new arena lease deal.  The club will change its name to the "Arizona Coyotes".

Development camp schedule set

July 3, 2013 - 4:53 PM

By Mike Harrington

The Sabres have finalized their schedule for next week's development camp at First Niagara Center, which has been shortened to three days. All sessions are open to the public but times are subject to change.

The roughly 40 players will be split into two groups, with assignments announced next week.  On Wednesday July 10, Group 1 is scheduled from 10:30 a.m.-noon with Group 2 from 3-4:30. On Thursday July 11, Group 1 remains 10:30-noon while Group 2 goes from 2:15-3:30.

As previously announced, the Blue-Gold scrimmage is set for Friday, July 12 at 4 p.m (gates open at 3). Admission is $10 and includes a post-game concert by 10,000 Maniacs at Canalside.

All of the team's 2013 draft picks are scheduled to attend the camp, as our most prospects from the last couple of years. The only players excused to date are Johan Larsson (commitments in Sweden) and Joel Armia (wedding in Finland). Larsson was acquired from Minnesota in the Jason Pominville trade while Armia was the team's No. 1 draft choice in 2011.

Sacco on Sabres: 'It was the best situation for me moving forward'

July 3, 2013 - 1:54 PM

By Mike Harrington

New Sabres assistant coach Joe Sacco told me today he had no intention of taking some time away from the game after he was fired following the season by the Colorado Avalanche. He interviewed for the Vancouver head coaching job and was eyeing spots in the AHL as well, before ultimately deciding = to stay in the NHL as an assistant in Buffalo under Ron Rolston.

"I'm looking forward to the opportunity of working with Ron," Sacco said by phone from Denver. "I've never worked with him but we know some of the same people from USA Hockey. Sitting down with him and talking about philosophies was interesting. He asked my opinion on certain things and we just seemed to be on the same page as far as how things should be done moving forward. 

"I'm in a little different role, a different capacity. I'm there to support Ron 100 percent and make sure we have success as a team. I think I have a lot of experience dealing with young players. In Colorado, we were one of the youngest, if not the youngest teams every year so I can learn from my experiences of dealing with younger players and the hurdles they'll face dealing with a long season. You can help guys through those situations."

Sacco met with Rolston, GM Darcy Regier and toured First Niagara Center as well as learning about the plans for the HarborCenter project.

"After speaking with Ron and Darcy, going out there, seeing the facility, the arena. I had a good conversation with those guys," he said. "It seemeed to be a really good fit and I thought it was the best situation for me moving forward."

Sacco said he didn't have specific duties yet but would be in charge of one facet of Buffalo's special teams (Colorado was 24th on the power play and 20th on the penalty kill last year). He said he's going to tackle a video review of Sabres games, especially late-season ones featuring the club's young players, because there wasn't much crossover last season due to the lockout of coaches watching games from the other conference.

Sacco said he signed a multi-year deal with Buffalo. His wife, Tammy, and three children are in the midst of planning their move from Denver, so he may not attend the team's development camp next week.

Gerbe waived on apparent road to buyout

July 3, 2013 - 12:49 PM

By Mike Harrington

The Sabres have placed winger Nathan Gerbe on waivers, with TSN reporting it's for the purpose of using one of their two compliance buyouts on him. 

The 5-foot-5 Gerbe had five goals and five assists in 42 games last season, failing for the second straight year to become a major part of the offense as he struggled after offseason back surgery. He had a breakthough season in 2010-11, with 16 goals and 31 points in 64 games but slumped in 2011-12 to post just six goals in 62 games.

In 188 NHL games, Gerbe has 29 goals and 43 assists. He was Buffalo's fifth-round pick in 2005 out of Boston College, where he was named Most Outstanding Player of the 2008 Frozen Four and a Hobey Baker finalist to current Sabre Kevin Porter.

GM Darcy Regier has said on several occasions, including yesterday's free agency preview press conference, that the Sabres did not expect to use one of their compliance buyouts this summer. Teams have two to use in a period that ends at 5 p.m. Thursday or they have to wait until next June.

By buying out Gerbe, the Sabres would owe him $308,333 each of the next two seasons -- but his $1.45 million cap hit would be wiped from the books. Gerbe was scheduled to make $1.85 million this season. 

Preseason schedule includes 3 home games

July 3, 2013 - 11:51 AM

By Mike Harrington

Remember training camp? Preseason games?

They'll be back in September for the Buffalo Sabres and the rest of the NHL. Wiped from the slate last year because of the lockout, the teams are returning to their usual calendar for the 2013-14 season.

The Sabres have announced their preseason schedule, a seven-game slate that includes three contests in First Niagara Center -- Sept. 19 vs. Carolina, Sept. 21 vs. Toronto and Sept. 25 vs. Columbus.

The preseason opens on the road with games Sept. 15 at Montreal and Sept. 17 at Columbus. There are also road games Sept. 22 at Toronto and the finale, Sept. 27 at Carolina. All games, home and away, are at 7 p.m.

The regular season schedule remains tied up in discussions over whether the NHL will participate in the Sochi Olympics, necessitating a two-week break in February like the teams have had in previous Olympic years. The scuttlebutt continues to be July 17, the day after the MLB All-Star Game, will be schedule release day.

Briere says he's talking with eight teams, including Sabres

July 2, 2013 - 8:02 PM
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By John Vogl

There's about a 1 in 8 chance those Daniel Briere jerseys stuffed in the closets of Sabres fans will come back in style.

The free agent center, who was bought out by the Philadelphia Flyers, tells The Buffalo News he's had contract chats with Buffalo.

"We are talking to about eight teams," Briere said in a text. "Sabres one of them."

The 35-year-old had six goals and 16 points in 34 games last season. He was set to have a salary cap hit of $6.5 million for the next two seasons, but the Flyers used a compliance buyout and made him a free agent.

The former Buffalo co-captain helped lead the Sabres to the Eastern Conference finals in 2005-06 and '06-07.
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A year after a surprising division title, a mixture of injuries and regression left the Florida Panthers with the worst record in the NHL.

The Panthers did not make any seismic moves in attempt to yo-yo back into Stanley Cup Playoff contention, but another elite prospect, Aleksander Barkov, joins a stable of precocious talents, and general manager Dale Tallon will let the development of those players dictate how much the team can improve in 2013-14.

Stephen Weiss, the team's No. 1 center for the past five seasons, went to the Detroit Red Wings on a five-year contract, but Barkov, the No. 2 pick in the 2013 NHL Draft, is expected to center one of the top two lines immediately. The Panthers did add a couple of potential role players up front, Scott Gomez and Joey Crabb.

A healthy roster will certainly help the Panthers be a little better this season. How well young players Barkov, Jonathan Huberdeau, Erik Gudbranson and Jacob Markstrom play will determine if it is a large improvement.

Here is the projected 2013-14 lineup for the Panthers:

2013-14 FANTASY PREVIEW: PANTHERS

Under-valued: Tomas Fleischmann -- In two seasons with the Panthers, Fleischmann has yet to miss a game and has been extremely consistent, averaging 0.74 points-per-game and 0.73 points-per-game, respectively. The forward's plus/minus won't impress, but playing alongside Jonathan Huberdeau could allow Fleischmann to put together the best season of his career.

Over-valued: Shawn Matthias -- In a span of 16 games during March last year, Matthias scored 11 goals, but in his other 32 games, he had  three. The 14 goals were a career high (even with the shortened season), but as a third-line forward on a struggling team, Matthias should be avoided in fantasy drafts.

Sleeper: Aleksander Barkov -- Barkov likely will be the reason Matthias is on the third line; the Finn could step in as Florida's second-line center. The soon-to-be 18-year-old is big (6-foot-3, 209 pounds) and has loads of potential on a team that should be willing to give him plenty of ice time.

 -- Follow Matt Cubeta on Twitter: @NHLQubes

FOLLOW @NHLFANTASY FOR DAILY UPDATES ›

MORE NHL.COM FANTASY HOCKEY COVERAGE ›

Forwards

Jonathan Huberdeau - Nick Bjugstad - Kris Versteeg

Tomas Fleischmann - Aleksander Barkov - Drew Shore

Shawn Matthias - Marcel Goc - Tomas Kopecky

Quinton Howden - Scott Gomez - Scottie Upshall

Joey Crabb

Defensemen

Brian Campbell - Erik Gudbranson

Dmitry Kulikov - Mike Weaver

Ed Jovanovski - Colby Robak

Matt Gilroy - Mike Mottau

Goalies

Jacob Markstrom

Scott Clemmensen

NOTES: Bjugstad and Barkov have a combined 11 games of NHL experience. It is possible Gomez or Goc ends up on one of the top two lines to start the season, but Bjugstad and Barkov should be there in short order. Shore could be the long-term No. 3 center but might make sense on the wing until some of the other young players arrive.

One name to watch in camp is Vincent Trochek, who lit up the Ontario Hockey League last season and could earn at least a nine-game look with the big club. If Bergenheim is ready to play, then the battle for the bottom-six forward slots could start to get crowded.

Robak isn't the only young player who could earn a spot on the blue line. Alex Petrovic is another defenseman who looks like a future fixture for the Panthers.

For all 30 in 30 stories go to NHL.com/30in30stories and for the full 30 in 30 schedule visit NHL.com/30in30.
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The Florida Panthers prepared for last season expecting their overflowing pool of prospects to provide three players for the NHL roster. Turns out, five from NHL.com's top 10 list made their NHL debut in 2012-13, with a sixth playing one-third of the 48-game schedule and a seventh setting the stage to become a regular.

One, Jonathan Huberdeau, wound up winning the Calder Trophy as NHL Rookie of the Year. Another, Jacob Markstrom, enters 2013-14 as the No. 1 goaltender. A third, Drew Shore, skated in 43 games.

Then, Florida's fall from division champion to last in the League gave the organization two more top draft picks to add to a collection that remains among the NHL's best.

"The overall depth and the overall size … there are a lot of players, a lot of good players," general manager Dale Tallon said at this summer's development camp. "That's what I like. I like to see that we've got a solid depth chart now in all positions."
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Here's a look at Florida's top 10 prospects, according to NHL.com:

1. Aleksander Barkov, C: He'll forever be known as the player the Panthers took instead of Seth Jones, selecting the 17-year-old Finn with the second pick of the 2013 NHL Draft.

Tallon raved about Barkov (who turns 18 on Sept. 2) before and after the pick, saying a pre-draft interview, when the teenager was adamant about playing in the NHL as soon as possible, sealed the deal. This despite the fact he's recovering from shoulder surgery he had in March.

"He really wants to be a star, he wants to play here, and he wants to play right away," Tallon said at development camp. "It's a little frustrating for him right now that he can't compete with his future teammates, but he's in the gym working really hard and our trainers have worked extremely hard with him. He's excited to be here, he loves it here and wants to stay here, so that's a real positive."

Also on the plus side is Barkov's experience playing for Tappara in Finland's top league, where at a still-growing 6-foot-3 and 209 pounds he was able to more than hold his own. His 48 points (21 goals) in 53 games ranked ninth in the league.

"He's way beyond his age as far as maturity, and I'm anxious to get him playing and I'm anxious to watch him develop," Tallon said.

2. Nick Bjugstad, C: The 19th pick of the 2010 draft made his NHL debut April 6, signing after his third season at the University of Minnesota. It took him until the last of his 11 games to score his first goal.

"It was an eye-opener for me," Bjugstad told the Panthers website. "It was more so for me to learn and get a grasp of what the game is like. It was a short time, but it was a good experience for me. Probably not the best on paper, but I think it'll help me in the future and this coming training camp confidence-wise. I learned a lot and it was a good experience."

At 6-6, 215, the 21-year-old fits the Panthers' stated ambition to be huge down the middle.

"Well, Nick's a giant," director of player development Brian Skrudland said. "First and foremost, physically he's ready for the National Hockey League. We'll continue to work on the little aspects of the mental game and the challenges that he's going to face. He has such great skill and determination, as do a lot of [the prospects]."

3. Alex Petrovic, D: The 36th pick in the 2010 draft made his NHL debut April 18. He did not have a point in six games after getting 17 in 55 games for San Antonio in the American Hockey League.

"I'm ready to make that next step," Petrovic said. "Last year gave me confidence that I can play in the game and be effective too. For me it's just getting stronger in the upper body and coming in with a lot of confidence and just showing them that I'm ready to play here."

The 6-4, 206-pound 20-year-old did have 25 penalty minutes.

"He's a big, lanky guy who can really skate and move the puck; it's rare," Bryan McCabe, manager of player development, said. "He's got a little edge to him; he plays with a little grit. ... He's really coming into his own here."

4. Vincent Trocheck, C: Though one of the few who did not reach the NHL, Trocheck had the most successful season of anyone on this list.

The 64th pick of the 2011 draft was named Most Outstanding Player in the Ontario Hockey League after scoring 50 goals and a league-high 109 points in 63 games with the Saginaw Spirit and Plymouth Whalers, ending with a 21-game point-scoring streak. He had 24 points in 15 playoff games for Plymouth, and helped the United States win gold at the 2013 IIHF World Junior Championship.

"My mindset is I'm coming here to try to make the team and I'm going to do whatever it takes to wear that [Panthers] jersey," said Trocheck, who turned 20 in July.

At 5-10, 182, he, along with Rocco Grimaldi, provides a different look among the Panthers' hulking forwards.

"They're going to be surrounded by tall trees to play with them and protect them," Tallon said of Trocheck and Grimaldi. "Those guys are really good hockey players. They have good hockey sense, good quickness and they know where to go; and both of them are fearless, so it makes up for their lack of size."

5. Colby Robak, D: Drafted No. 46 in 2008, Robak made a three-game NHL cameo in February 2012 before returning a year later. He played 16 games, shuttling back and forth from Florida to San Antonio.

"It's every kid's dream to play in the NHL as quickly as possible," Robak said. "To have the opportunity to do it and try to make an impact and show you want to stay here as a young guy, it's something you have to take full advantage of."

Robak (6-3, 194) had one point for the Panthers, and 23 in 63 AHL games. The season prior he had 39 points in 73 AHL games and was a plus-15. The 23-year-old signed a two-year contract this summer.

6. Quinton Howden, C: The 21-year-old made a one-game NHL debut Jan. 26, then returned March 21 to play in the final 17. The 25th pick in the 2010 draft did not score a point.

"I was frustrated at the time," Howden said. "Everybody wants that goal. But I was helping the team, contributing in ways, and that's all I really wanted to do. As long as I can come back and contribute in those little ways, then that's all I want."

Howden (6-2, 189) did have 209 points in 177 games in his final three Western Hockey League seasons, and had 30 in 57 games with San Antonio last season.

7. Michael Matheson, D: The 19-year-old is bound for his second season at Boston College, but seems ready to graduate to the NHL.

"He's a great skater, everyone knows that. He's just got to mature and get some more experience," McCabe told the Miami Herald. "As a freshman at BC he played a lot of minutes. He had a great season. This year, we're looking for him to hopefully make the [Canadian] World Junior Championship team. It would be a great experience for him to play internationally."

Matheson (6-2, 180) had eight goals and 17 points for the Eagles. The 23rd pick of the 2012 draft will be college teammates with Ian McCoshen, chosen by Florida with the 31st pick in 2013.

"Both of us going through the same situation will help both of us, hopefully, get to this organization," Matheson told the South Florida Sun Sentinel. "Definitely, in the next year or two, I'll try to make this team. I don't think I'll stay at BC for all four years.''

8. Rocco Grimaldi, C: He responded after missing almost all of his freshman season at North Dakota with a knee problem by totaling 13 goals and 36 points in 39 games as a sophomore.

At 5-6 and 160 pounds, the 20-year-old is an annual attention-getter at development camp.

"I like playing like a big guy, I guess," Grimaldi said. "I'm not going to throw my body around all the time, but when the opportunity presents itself, that's what I'll do. So it's no big deal. I just like playing hard, I like being hard to play against, I like annoying the guys, come out of nowhere because I'm small. I use my size to my advantage, and I love giving defensemen a hard time when they're playing against me. It's one of the fun parts of the game for me."

The 33rd pick of the 2011 draft will return to school as MVP of the gold-medal game at the World Junior Championship, when he scored two goals in the Americans' 3-2 win against Sweden.

9. Jonathan Racine, D: A rare stay-at-home defenseman in the system, the 87th pick in the 2011 draft played eight games for San Antonio last season after accumulating 138 penalty minutes with the Moncton Wildcats in the Quebec Major Junior Hockey League.

"I work hard in practice; I'm a tough guy," Racine told the Sun Sentinel. "I'm not a skilled guy like those guys. … This is why no one talks a lot about me. I don't care. I do my thing on the ice. I think I will have my time.''

Racine (6-2, 202) was plus-36 in 122 QMJHL games the past two seasons. He turned 20 in May.

10. Michael Houser, G: It is almost impossible to believe the 20-year-old is on the brink of playing in the NHL.

Houser was born with bilateral club feet, had 15 surgeries on each foot before he turned 4, then two more when he was 12. Passed over in three NHL drafts, he attended 2012 development camp as a tryout and was given a three-year contract.

With Jose Theodore not expected back, Houser (6-1, 185) sits third on the organizational depth chart behind Markstrom and Scott Clemmensen.

"It's exciting, but at the same time it forces you to work that much harder," Houser said. "You know you could get the call at any time to come up. It's exciting, but at the same time you want to stay level-headed and work your way up, and I'm going to do whatever it takes to get here."

The 2012 OHL Goalie of the Year, Houser was 17-10-2 with a 2.55 goals-against average for Cincinnati in the ECHL last season.

NHL.com correspondent Alain Poupart contributed to this report.

For all 30 in 30 stories go to NHL.com/30in30stories and for the full 30 in 30 schedule visit NHL.com/30in30.
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You'll have to excuse the Florida Panthers if they seem especially eager for the 2013-14 season to begin.

The sooner they can erase the bad taste of 2012-13, the better.

"I'm excited about our future. The past is the past," general manager Dale Tallon said almost immediately after last season ended. "What happened should be a lesson to everyone that they have to be prepared and ready to play, and they have to compete for jobs, and no one is given a spot here."

The Panthers went from division champion to last in the NHL, a dive caused in part by injuries to almost all of their top players and deficiencies in their conditioning and consistency of effort.
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"[We were] blindsided by it all, unexpected obviously, after what happened [in 2011-12]," Tallon told the Panthers website. "The NHL's a tough league, and if you're not prepared and not ready to play and you're not at your best every night, you're not going to win. And we were not at our best on a lot of the nights.

"There were a lot of reasons for it, but if it's going to happen it might as well happen in a shortened season, I guess."

Then, to add insults to the injuries, the Panthers lost the NHL Draft Lottery and saw their franchise leader in games played leave as a free agent.

So when the puck drops Oct. 3, they could be without two of their better players, this after losing an incredible 320-man games over a 48-game schedule, along with 33 on the scoreboard (15-27-6).

Seeking any sunshine from their sorry state of affairs, Florida turned to its fruitful crop of top-level prospects, getting them NHL exposure earlier than planned.

"Because of the injuries and the tough season we had, some of our young guys gained some invaluable experience as far as giving them a leg up on the competition moving forward," Tallon said.

The Panthers are hopeful their fountain of youth can help them in their transfer from the friendly but now-extinct Southeast Division to the realigned Atlantic, where some Original Six NHL heavyweights (Boston Bruins, Detroit Red Wings, Montreal Canadiens) will extend a chilly greeting.

Goaltender Jacob Markstrom, 23, is ascending to the No. 1 job, with free agent Jose Theodore unlikely to return. The top-four defensemen will include 21-year-old Erik Gudbranson and 22-year-old Dmitry Kulikov, with 21-year-old Alex Petrovic likely to earn a roster spot.

Forwards Nick Bjugstad (21), Quinton Howden (21) and Drew Shore (22), who each made his NHL debut last season, could be part of the top six, where 20-year-old Calder Trophy winner Jonathan Huberdeau already is.

Add to that mix 20-year-old Vincent Trocheck, the Ontario Hockey League's Most Outstanding Player, and 17-year-old Aleksander Barkov, the No. 2 pick in the 2013 NHL Draft.

"I don't care about age," Tallon said. "I don't care about anything but ability and performance; [that's what] dictates who plays and who doesn't."

Injuries dictate that too. Seventeen Panthers were sidelined at one point last season, including captain Ed Jovanovski (hip) and top-line forward Kris Versteeg (knee). Those two may not be recovered by opening night.

Huberdeau, coming off hip labrum surgery himself, is the face of the franchise with forward Stephen Weiss gone to the Red Wings. Weiss left not only as the Panthers' all-time leader in games played, but also first in assists, second in points and fourth in goals.

Veteran forwards Tomas Fleischmann, Tomas Kopecky and Shawn Matthias return after productively surviving last season; with Huberdeau, they combined for 55 of the Panthers' 109 goals.

PANTHERS' OFFSEASON OUTLOOK

Additions: RW Bobby Butler, RW Joey Crabb, C Scott Gomez, D Matt Gilroy, C Jon Matsumoto, D Mike Mottau, RW Steven Pinizzotto, C Jesse Winchester.

Subtractions: RW Jack Skille, D Tyson Strachan, C Stephen Weiss, D Nolan Yonkman.

UFAs: G Jose Theodore.

 Promotion candidates: G Michael Houser, D Jonathan Racine, C Vincent Trocheck.

 Forward Joey Crabb was signed to improve a League-worst penalty kill, and Bobby Butler, Scott Gomez and Jesse Winchester add depth in case the injury bug devours again. 

"We do feel we have the pieces here to get better," coach Kevin Dineen said. "… I do believe we have the personnel, from our goaltenders to our scoring players, to be a better hockey team than we were."

The Panthers seemed like a team on the rise after winning the Southeast in 2011-12 with 94 points to make the Stanley Cup Playoffs for the first time since 2000. Their collection of high draft picks was lined up to foster improvement. 

But Florida started last season 1-5-0 after winning the opener, and closed 2-7-0. The Panthers won three games in a row once, went 4-23-4 when allowing the first goal, and finished last in the League in goals-for and goals-against.

"I want to build on what we did [in 2011-12], not tear down everything because we had a 48-game season that wasn't a very effective one," Tallon said.

The GM helped construct the core of the two-time Stanley Cup winning Chicago Blackhawks, and he recalled difficult times there coming out of the 2004-05 lockout. Two playoff-free seasons allowed Tallon to draft Jonathan Toews in 2006 and Patrick Kane the following year.

Tallon expects a similar payoff in Florida, someday.

"There's a lot of failure in this business before you have success," he said. "You take the positives from it, you learn from it and you move on. If you don't move on, then you'll be out of work."

For all 30 in 30 stories go to NHL.com/30in30stories and for the full 30 in 30 schedule visit NHL.com/30in30.
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Shawn Matthias played in 25 different months for the Florida Panthers and scored 28 goals.

Then, this March, he scored 11.

If he can come closer to that stretch more often than he hasn't, the center will be an incredibly helpful player for a Panthers team that has craved goals for years.

"I don't want to be a passenger, I want to be a leader," Matthias said in July, after re-signing for two years. "I'm working my butt off this summer and looking forward to having a big season."
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Matthias did not even have a big April, going without a goal in 12 games, but said he was playing through an injury.

"The thing a lot of people don't know is I was pretty banged up near the end of the year there," he said. "I think the key is to stay healthy, and I'm going to come to camp ready to go. … I want to be the best player on the team."

That title in the past was held by close friend and former housemate Stephen Weiss. The forward signed with the Detroit Red Wings as a free agent, leaving Matthias, at 25 years old and with 253 games, as the longest-tenured Florida player.

"He's a special guy. He's been with the team for so long and he really cared about the Panthers. … I learned a lot from him," Matthias said of Weiss. "Saying that, I want to be the guy now. He's a good guy, he's my buddy, but at the same time, I'm not too sad to see him go. I want to take on that bigger role now."

The Panthers need him to. His 14 goals last season were tied for second on the team with rookie Jonathan Huberdeau, one behind the 15 scored by Tomas Kopecky.

Florida has had one 30-goal scorer in the past five seasons (David Booth, 31, 2008-09), and newcomer Scott Gomez is the only player on the Panthers roster to have one in the NHL (33 for the New Jersey Devils in 2005-06).

Matthias' hot streak of 11 goals in 16 games equates to 56 over 82.

The 47th pick of the 2006 NHL Draft by the Detroit Red Wings, Matthias was acquired by Florida for Todd Bertuzzi in February 2007.

Matthias scored 70 goals in 117 games during his final two Ontario Hockey League seasons, but since making his NHL debut in January 2008, he had scored in back-to-back NHL games once before leaving March like a lion, with five goals in the last three games.

"He had flashes of brilliance last year, now he just has to get more consistent," general manager Dale Tallon said. "He's still young, he's big (6-foot-4, 220 pounds), he can skate, and he's going to fit into what we've got coming as far as size and speed. He fits into what the plan is."

For all 30 in 30 stories go to NHL.com/30in30stories and for the full 30 in 30 schedule visit NHL.com/30in30.
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After a 2012-13 season that created far more questions than answers for the Florida Panthers, one lingered above all others: "What the heck happened?"

A free-fall from division champ to NHL-worst has Florida entering this season wondering if anything else can go wrong.
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These six questions will help determine who the real Florida Panthers are:

1. Is Jacob Markstrom ready to be a No. 1 NHL goalie? -- The Panthers don't score much, so they have keep the other team from putting pucks in the net, and last season they didn't. Their 170 non-shootout goals allowed were 11 more than any NHL team.

Primary responsibility for stopping the puck now falls to 23-year-old Markstrom, who is being handed the starting job with Florida choosing to not re-sign Jose Theodore and keeping Scott Clemmensen as veteran insurance.

"[Jacob is] by no means the complete goaltender we hope he will be someday," assistant general manager Mike Santos told the Miami Herald this summer. "But, again, he's young.''

Markstrom allowed 68 goals in 23 games last season for a 3.22 goals-against average that resulted in an 8-14-1 record. During the final month of the season, when the Panthers were playing a number of young players on a nightly basis, he gave up six goals in a game twice, five once and four twice.

"We were forced into that situation last year because of the injury [to Theodore's groin]," Santos said. "[Jacob] was thrown into a tough situation. Given the time he came up and all the injuries we had in the short season, I think it was difficult to expect him to come in and play to the best of his abilities."

Markstrom signed a two-year contract July 15, so he must prove he is the long-term answer.

2. Can Jonathan Huberdeau avoid a sophomore slump coming off hip surgery? -- The 20-year-old's Calder Trophy season became even more impressive when it was revealed he had to have the labrum in his hip surgically repaired.

"That tells you a lot about this kid," general manager Dale Tallon said. "He played hurt and played extremely well. And we didn't have a lot of players, with our injuries; they had to focus on that guy and he still contributed and played his heart out. It tells you what kind of player and person he is, playing hurt and he still won Rookie of the Year."

Huberdeau was second on the Panthers with 14 goals and 31 points, skating in all 48 games. That's 23 goals and 53 points pro-rated to an 82-game season, numbers he certainly should be able to reach if he's healthy.

"You feel good, but you don't want to go too quick too soon," Huberdeau said in mid-July. "With this injury you want to take it slowly; it's a process and I'm just following it."

3. Can the Panthers become the first team in 45 years to win have back-to-back Calder winners? -- Not since Derek Sanderson won the 1968 Calder after Boston Bruins teammate Bobby Orr won it the year before has a team produced consecutive rookies of the year.

In the past 13 seasons, 13 NHL teams have had a Calder Trophy winner.

Huberdeau pioneered what's expected to be a long line of future all-stars to emerge from the Panthers pipeline. Forwards Nick Bjugstad and Vincent Trocheck -- maybe even Aleksander Barkov, the 17-year-old No. 2 pick in the 2013 NHL Draft -- will be given ample opportunity to duplicate Huberdeau's feat in 2013-14.

"We're going to go with our young guys," Tallon said. "That's been the plan all along and that's the way we're going to go. … The Barkovs and Bjugstads and [Drew] Shores and Trochecks. Those are the guys that are our future. That's what's going to have to get done here."

4. Can Erik Gudbranson live up to his draft status? -- A No. 3 draft pick, just like Huberdeau, Gudbranson hasn't produced the same results as a defenseman.

It went completely off track for him last September, when he injured himself while wakeboarding. He was sidelined and suspended, costing him what would have been valuable development time in the American Hockey League during the lockout.

After starting his NHL season Feb. 7, he had four assists in 32 games and was a minus-22. He's minus-41 over the past two seasons, tied for worst in the NHL (Mark Streit).

"It was difficult," Gudbranson told the Miami Herald. "The season didn't start very well on a personal front for me after hurting my shoulder. It was a tough season, but we tried to make it better and it just didn't happen."

At 21 years old, the 2010 draft pick already is facing a career crossroads.

"I think we had real constructive conversations with him on what he has to work on this summer," coach Kevin Dineen told the newspaper. "He’s already taking steps to make sure that his preparation will be exactly what we're looking for."

5. Should the Panthers have drafted Seth Jones? -- If Gudbranson does not improve, the decision to pass on Jones will become even more scrutinized.

The Panthers lost the 2013 NHL Draft lottery to the Colorado Avalanche, who chose forward Nathan MacKinnon at No. 1. Sitting second, Florida also picked a forward, Barkov, rather than Jones, the defenseman who was Central Scouting's No. 1-rated North American skater.

Asked the day before the draft for pros and cons, Tallon said this:

"The pros [for taking Jones] are we would have the best crop of young defensemen in hockey. ... We'd have a stable of young defensemen that really would solidify that position for many years to come. It would affect our offense, at first, because we wouldn't get that prolific forward in this particular draft. But long-term, we'll get a lot more offense from our back end.

"As far as taking a forward, well, it's a need. It gives our other players [from] our other drafts in the last two years a little more time to develop so they can get more confidence and score more goals … then when called up they're more ready to perform."

With 22-year-old Dmitry Kulikov also coming off a step-backward season on the Panthers blue line, Barkov will be judged against more than just his own play, at least in the near-term.

Jones fell to No. 4 and the Nashville Predators, who could use him on their top pairing this season.

6. Will Florida find rough waters in the Atlantic? -- Even though the Southeast Division produced just as many Stanley Cup champions as any other since the 2003-04 season (two), realignment was not kind to the Panthers.

Florida is leaving a competition-cozy collection of teams to take on some tradition-rich Cup contenders in the Atlantic Division, the new home of the Boston Bruins, Detroit Red Wings, Montreal Canadiens, Ottawa Senators and Toronto Maple Leafs.

At first glance, the Panthers likely will compete with the Tampa Bay Lightning and Buffalo Sabres for sixth place. Add to that a travel log of 45,136 miles (according to Ontheforecheck.com), most in the Eastern Conference.

The bright side? Midwestern snowbirds spending the winter in Florida could fill BB&T Center to watch their favorite teams.

For all 30 in 30 stories go to NHL.com/30in30stories and for the full 30 in 30 schedule visit NHL.com/30in30.
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With the Detroit Red Wings, the expectations are to compete for the Stanley Cup every season, and it's no secret that doing so requires a goalie who warms up along with the weather each spring.

The Red Wings have managed a remarkable feat in winning four championships over the past 17 years with a revolving door in net, claiming the Cup in 1997 with Mike Vernon, repeating in 1998 with Chris Osgood, taking a third title in 2002 with Dominik Hasek, and ascending to the top again in 2008 with Osgood.

Winning the Stanley Cup four times in relatively short time is always an impressive feat, but doing so with multiple goaltenders is particularly difficult. Detroit's crease has traditionally been home to a quality player, but it hasn't always been home to stability.
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General manager Ken Holland is hoping that will no longer be the case after signing Jimmy Howard to a six-year, $31.8 million contract extension this spring. Howard has been the Red Wings' starting goalie since 2009-10 and has put up solid numbers each season since, but in 2012-13 he was superb, posting a 2.13 goals-against average and .923 save percentage.

His extension takes away what could have been a significant question mark this season and beyond, something Holland didn't shy away from when the transaction was announced.

"Not only do I think he's a really good goaltender, for our organization, it's stability," Holland said at the time. "It's a really, really important position. We've got a player that wants to be here, that's grown up through our system, has gotten better every year."

The importance of that stability became all the more obvious in 2012-13, when Detroit spent much of the season struggling to stay in playoff position in the competitive Western Conference.

As his numbers reveal, Howard's play was not the problem. Detroit struggled to score relative to other years, a fact the team acknowledged with its offseason signings of forwards Stephen Weiss and Daniel Alfredsson. The Red Wings averaged 2.54 goals per game last season, the second straight year in which their scoring has declined and by far their lowest output since Howard became the starter.

Those kinds of deficiencies make solid play at the back end imperative, and with the days of Nicklas Lidstrom and Brian Rafalski a thing of the past, the Red Wings are thinner and younger on the blue line than they've been in years. All of this spells out how important it is for Howard to continue his stellar play from last season and provide the Red Wings the stability they've lacked in net throughout their run.

Detroit is expecting Weiss and Alfredsson, or perhaps emerging Gustav Nyquist, to address its offensive issues, but if those additions don't boost scoring as expected, Howard’s performance will ultimately determine the Red Wings’ fate.

The Red Wings do have firepower to spare in their top six and are talented enough to compete for the Atlantic Division crown. Are they a team that can roll four lines for seven games against prohibitive Cup favorites, the Chicago Blackhawks, Boston Bruins or Los Angeles Kings? Should the answer come in the negative, a top-flight goalie who can steal games or maybe even a playoff series is a necessity.

Howard showed last season he can be that type of goaltender. In Games 3 and 4 of Detroit's Western Conference Semifinal series against Chicago, he stopped 67 of 68 shots to put the Presidents' Trophy winners, who had swept Detroit in the regular season, on the brink of elimination.

Even as the Red Wings' season ended in an overtime loss in Game 7, Howard was sharp, stopping 33 of 35 shots. If the Red Wings reach the late stages of the playoffs this season, the pressure will be on him to do it again.

They will only go as far as Howard takes them.

For all 30 in 30 stories go to NHL.com/30in30stories and for the full 30 in 30 schedule visit NHL.com/30in30.
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As the NHL undergoes its biggest structural realignment in 15 years, there may be no team that is more affected by it than the Detroit Red Wings.

Since 1981, the Red Wings have called the Western Conference -- formerly the Campbell Conference -- home, but as the League shifts to a new four-division format, Detroit is one of three teams, along with the Columbus Blue Jackets and Winnipeg Jets, changing conferences.

The move is a mixed bag for Detroit, which waves goodbye to several strong geographic rivalries, most notably the NHL's longest-running grudge match with the Chicago Blackhawks. But the loss of quick regional trips to Chicago, St. Louis or Nashville is going to be offset by no longer having to take multiple trips out west to face the likes of Vancouver or Los Angeles. Those treks to the Pacific Division were a bigger burden on the team than it might have seemed, given that Detroit is in the Eastern time zone and would play a significant chunk of its schedule at 10 p.m. ET or later, making it difficult for fans to watch mid-week contests through to the end.
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Now the Red Wings will play a majority of their schedule at more fan-friendly times while theoretically enduring less physical wear. And though Detroit is being thrown into an entirely different group of teams in the new Atlantic Division, it will still be seeing some familiar faces, as fellow Original Six foes Boston, Montreal and Toronto are also in the group.

"I think it's a great time for our fans," defenseman Niklas Kronwall told Redwings.com earlier this year. "They'll be able to watch our games in prime time a lot more than they have in the past. And of course playing Montreal, Toronto, Boston more often, I'm hoping it's going to spark that (enthusiasm from fans) even more. I know it will for us, for sure."

In addition to changes to the schedule, the Red Wings will be working through some changes to the roster as the season gets under way. After their trip through the 2013 Stanley Cup Playoffs ended in a second-round collapse against the Blackhawks in which Detroit let a 3-1 series lead slip away, general manager Ken Holland made two significant splashes on the opening day of free agency, bringing in center Stephen Weiss and longtime Ottawa Senators captain Daniel Alfredsson.

Both are impact signings, as Weiss brings a dependable anchor to Detroit's second line and Alfredsson delivers dynamic offensive skill and veteran leadership to a locker room that already has championship experience. Detroit has long been a premiere destination for top NHL free agents, but Alfredsson's move came as a surprise given his longstanding ties in Ottawa, where he had played since first entering the League in 1995. Alfredsson even admitted in his introductory press conference that a move was unlikely as recently as a week before free agency opened.

"As we got closer to free agency, thoughts started creeping in that it's been 18 years and I haven't won the Stanley Cup. That's my dream," Alfredsson said at the time. "Everyone knows Detroit's goals are always to be at the top of the game and to win championships. They've done that in the past. I'm really excited to get this opportunity at this stage of my career to go for a Stanley Cup and fulfill a longtime dream."

Don't expect Alfredsson to merely be jumping on for the ride, either. Even at 40 years old he has been a steady contributor, recording 26 points in 47 games last season in addition to four goals and six assists in 10 playoff games.

The signing of Weiss to a five-year, $24.5 million contract is something of a gamble given a particularly difficult 2012-13 season in which he tallied four points in 17 games with the Florida Panthers before he was shut down following wrist surgery. Prior to last season, Weiss, the Panthers' all-time leader in games played, was a steady point producer and playmaker, averaging 19 goals and 33 assists over the previous six seasons.

RED WINGS' OFFSEASON OUTLOOK

Additions: F Stephen Weiss, F Daniel Alfredsson

Subtractions: F Valtteri Filppula, D Carlo Colaiacovo

UFAs: F Damien Brunner, F Daniel Cleary, G Daniel Larsson, D Ian White, F Jan Mursak, F Francis Pare, G Jordan Pearce, F Brent Raedeke

Promotion candidates: F Riley Sheahan, F Tomas Jurco, F Martin Frk

Those additions stand to make the Red Wings better, but they do come at a cost. Gone is forward Valtteri Filppula, who took his consistent scoring and solid faceoff win percentage to Tampa Bay via free agency. Center Damien Brunner, who was fifth on the team in scoring in his first season in North America, remains a free agent and is expected to sign elsewhere after rejecting the Wings' initial offers, and right wing Daniel Cleary, a solid two-way contributor in Detroit for eight seasons, is unlikely to return despite mutual interest because of salary cap constraints.

Detroit also bought out the contract of defenseman Carlo Colaiacovo, who played just six games in the first season of a two-year, $5 million deal.

Despite all of those changes, however, much of the gang is still here. Center Pavel Datsyuk, who at 35 led the team in scoring last season with 49 points in 47 games, signed a three-year extension this offseason, while captain Henrik Zetterberg and his 48 points in 46 games will still be on Datsyuk's wing on the top line. Johan Franzen, who had arguably the best all-round season among Detroit's forwards after Datsyuk, should bring his steady production at both ends of the ice, and the Wings could also get a boost from the return of a healthy Darren Helm, who is expected to center the third line after missing all but one game last season due to a back injury.

On the back end, Kronwall remains the elder statesman for a crop of blueliners that has a strong mix of youth and experience. Jimmy Howard, who signed a $31.8 million extension this offseason, should again be among the League's top goaltenders.

The Wings spent much of last season lingering around the eighth spot in the West, an unfamiliar place for the franchise with the longest current run of postseason appearances in the League, which now stands at 22 seasons. Much of that could be chalked up to a weaker offense than normal -- Detroit was tied with Vancouver for 19th in the League in goals last season -- which the team expects to be fixed by its offseason additions.

Despite their anemic scoring, however, once the Red Wings solidified themselves in the top eight, they proved they still belonged with an impressive first-round upset of the Anaheim Ducks and a near upset of the eventual-champion Blackhawks.

Regardless of their new conference, with the pieces the Red Wings have in place for next season, a 23rd consecutive playoff berth should be in the offing, even if it takes Detroit some time to adapt to its new lineup and division. And given the talent on the roster, there's no reason to think the team can't make a run at its fifth Stanley Cup championship in the last 18 years.

In the Motor City, it would seem the more things change, the more they stay the same.

For all 30 in 30 stories go to NHL.com/30in30stories and for the full 30 in 30 schedule visit NHL.com/30in30.
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The Detroit Red Wings have made the Stanley Cup Playoffs for so long it is a big deal in the NHL, and not making it would be a really big deal.

Detroit's streak of consecutive appearances in the playoffs was in doubt for longer than usual in 2012-13, but a younger-than-normal Red Wings team earned a spot in the final days of the season and ended up upsetting the second-seeded Anaheim Ducks in the first round before pushing the eventual champion Chicago Blackhawks to overtime in Game 7 of the second round.

2013-14 FANTASY PREVIEW: RED WINGS

Under-valued: Niklas Kronwall -- Many fantasy owners expected Kronwall's fantasy value to take a hit with Nicklas Lidstrom no longer around, but he proved otherwise. His 29 points were tied for sixth most among d-men last season and his .60 points-per-game were the second-best of his career -- expect more of the same in 2013-14.

Over-valued: Stephen Weiss -- Likely a better real-life player than a fantasy player, Weiss will get drafted much earlier than he should because of his new uniform. However, his power play ice time will diminish and he's now a No. 2 center, not a No. 1 center. After posting four points in 17 games last season, you shouldn't reach for him come draft day.

Sleeper: Justin Abdelkader -- Known for throwing his body around (he had 120 hits in 48 games last season), Abdelkader has a legit shot to play on Detroit's top line with Pavel Datsyuk and Henrik Zetterberg. Enough said.

 -- Follow Matt Cubeta on Twitter: @NHLQubes

FOLLOW @NHLFANTASY FOR DAILY UPDATES ›

MORE NHL.COM FANTASY HOCKEY COVERAGE ›

That series against the Blackhawks was a star turn for goaltender Jimmy Howard and a glimpse of what could be to come for the Red Wings. What was supposed to be a transition year was one goal from being an incredibly successful one.

This offseason was a pretty successful one for the Red Wings as well. Valtteri Filppula left as a free agent, but they quickly moved to replace him with a similar player, Stephen Weiss. Veteran Danny Cleary became a free agent, but general manager Ken Holland made maybe the most surprising move of the summer, landing Ottawa Senators captain Daniel Alfredsson on a one-year contract.

Neither Cleary nor the Red Wings' other top UFA, Damian Brunner, has signed a contract. It is possible, if the Red Wings could move some salary in a trade, one of them could return. If not, there are exciting, young internal options for a potential spot on the third line.

Ian White became a free agent, but the defense could be even better this season with a full year of Danny DeKeyser and improvement from a couple of the other young players. Howard will be trying to earn a place on the United States Olympic team and has wedged his way into the discussion of the best goaltenders in the League.

Detroit is moving to the Eastern Conference and looks like a top challenger for the Boston Bruins in the Atlantic Division.

Here is the projected 2013-14 lineup for the Red Wings:

Forwards 

Justin Abdelkader - Pavel Datsyuk - Henrik Zetterberg

Gustav Nyquist - Stephen Weiss - Daniel Alfredsson

Johan Franzen - Darren Helm - Tomas Tatar

Drew Miller - Joakim Andersson - Todd Bertuzzi

Mikael Samuelsson - Jordin Tootoo

Defensemen 

Niklas Kronwall - Jonathan Ericsson

Jakub Kindl - Danny DeKeyser

Brendan Smith - Kyle Quincey

Brian Lashoff

Goalies 

Jimmy Howard

Jonas Gustavsson

NOTES: Nyquist looked like a potential star in the playoffs, so it is possible he passes veteran Franzen on the depth chart. Coach Mike Babcock also might look for a little more distribution of speed among the top three lines by splitting up the old guys (Franzen and Alfredsson).

Babcock liked Abdelkader on the top line with the two superstars, and the addition of Weiss allows the coach to continue to play them together. Tatar is one of several young players who could squeeze into a crowded forward corps; any of the Red Wings' deep crop of prospects (Tomas Jurco, Calle Jarnkrok, Teemu Pulkkinen, Martin Frk, Riley Sheahan) could pop up in that spot at camp.

Helm missed most of last season with a back injury, and his availability at the start of ththis season is in question. If he needs more time, Andersson will not end up as the best fourth-line center in the League, but rather back in the No. 3 spot where he was in Helm's absence. Cory Emmerton could be the odd man out if a trade isn't made, but if Helm isn't ready he slots in as the No. 4 center.

Kronwall settled in as the team's first No. 1 defenseman not named Nicklas Lidstrom in a generation and played quite well. Babcock, typically tough on young players, fell hard for DeKeyser and quickly gave him important minutes before a broken thumb derailed his postseason. If Smith and Kindl take another step forward in their development, this group will be sneaky good in 2013-14.

Gustavsson was shaky at times behind Howard, and prospect Petr Mrazek is getting close to being ready for a real chance in the NHL.

---
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By no means are the Detroit Red Wings a team that's past its prime, but it it's not exactly young either.

The Red Wings have 13 players on their roster who will be 30 or older by the time the 2013-14 NHL season ends, meaning that while the inevitable transition to a younger crop of players isn't here yet, it isn't far off.

Fortunately for Detroit, a team known for plucking elite players like Pavel Datsyuk or Henrik Zetterberg from the darkest corners of the NHL Draft, there are a number of potential reinforcements almost ready. Detroit's American Hockey League affiliate, the Grand Rapids Griffins, won the Calder Cup last spring. More than one of these prospects could be wearing the Winged Wheel in the not-too-distant future.
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Here are NHL.com's top 10 prospects in the Red Wings' system:

1. Petr Mrazek, G: A fifth-round pick (No. 141) in the 2010 NHL Draft, Mrazek has become one of the top goalie prospects in the NHL. Mrazek, 21, completed his junior career with the Ottawa 67's of the OHL in the spring of 2012; in his first pro season, he went from the ECHL to the AHL and briefly to the NHL, where he saw action in two games for the Red Wings. Mrazek stopped 26 of 27 shots against the St. Louis Blues in his NHL debut, a 5-1 win.

In 42 regular-season games with the Griffins last season, Mrazek went 23-16-2 with a 2.33 goals-against average and .916 save percentage. He was 14-7 with a 2.20 GAA while backstopping Grand Rapids to a championship.

Mrazek figures to battle Jonas Gustavsson in camp for the backup job behind Jimmy Howard in Detroit -- but the six-year extension Howard signed in April likely means the starting job is out of reach for the foreseeable future. If Mrazek is to pay long-term dividends for the Red Wings, it may be as the centerpiece of a trade to a team that will make him its starter.

2. Calle Jarnkrok, C: Jarnkrok has limited experience playing in North America, having spent nine games with the Griffins last spring. But in four seasons with Brynas of the Swedish Elite League, he has been a solid playmaker whose numbers have improved each season. At 6-foot and 176 pounds, most scouts believe Jarnkrok will need to fill out and add more muscle to withstand the rigors of the NHL, but his offensive skills -- most notably his superb puck-handling ability -- and his advanced hockey sense are evident.

A second-round pick (No. 51) in the 2010 NHL Draft, Jarnkrok is expected to compete for a roster spot this fall and will end up in Grand Rapids if he does not make the big club, but his future is considered bright. Former Red Wings captain Nicklas Lidstrom, who scouted Jarnkrok in Sweden, is one of many who have praised the youngster's potential, noting similarities to current captain Henrik Zetterberg. While many project Jarnkrok to eventually be a top-six forward in the NHL, some believe he is good enough to one day be the Red Wings' top-line center.

3. Teemu Pulkkinen, LW: Having played for Jokerit in Finland since he was 16 years old, Pulkkinen has considerable experience -- and success -- at the professional level on his resume. He tallied 14 goals and 20 assists in 59 games last season and added five points in six playoff games in Finland before coming to North America to help the Griffins in their postseason run. He chipped in with three goals in 14 games while adjusting to the AHL's more physical style.

In all likelihood Pulkkinen, now 21, will spend 2013-14 with Grand Rapids, but he is expected to be a major contributor in the future. At 5-foot-11 and 183 pounds, he's a creative offensive player with a dangerous shot. The fourth-round pick (No. 111) in 2010 is expected to be a consistent goal-scorer at the NHL level.

4. Tomas Jurco, RW: The Red Wings may have prospects with more offensive potential than Jurco, but few can match the 20-year-old for flash -- he's become familiar to hockey fans due to his numerous YouTube videos of puck-handling tricks, and he has offensive skills on the ice to match. After three impressive seasons with the Saint John Sea Dogs of the QMJHL, the second-round pick (No. 35) in 2011 took some time to adapt to playing with Grand Rapids in 2012-13, tallying 28 points in 74 games in his first pro season. But he was much more prolific during the Griffins' Calder Cup run, scoring eight goals and finishing with 14 points in 24 playoff games.

Jurco may have scored the biggest goal of the season for Grand Rapids when he got the winner late in Game 7 of the Eastern Conference Finals. He will probably be in Grand Rapids again this season, but his dynamic offensive skills could earn him a call to Detroit at some point.

5. Danny DeKeyser, D: Compared to the rest of the roster, Detroit's defense is relatively young, but if that youth is comprised of players like DeKeyser, that may not be a bad thing. The 23-year-old Detroit native, an undrafted free agent, signed with his hometown team in March after finishing his third season at Western Michigan. DeKeyser tallied one assist while posting a plus-2 rating in 11 games with Detroit, then played in the Red Wings' first two Stanley Cup Playoff games before a broken right thumb ended his season. At 6-3 and 190 pounds, DeKeyser has to fill out a bit -- but his smooth skating and puck-moving abilities should give him a chance to earn a top-four spot on the blue line.

6. Riley Sheahan, C: With a sturdy 6-2, 212-pound frame, the 21-year-old could be a solid power forward at the NHL level. Sheahan spent three solid years at Notre Dame before putting up 36 points in 72 games with Grand Rapids in 2012-13 and earning his second one-game stint with the Red Wings. A first-round pick (No. 21) in 2010, he played a pivotal offensive role for the Griffins in the postseason with 13 assists in 24 games. While Sheahan's offensive abilities are evident, at least at the AHL level, his biggest asset is his responsible defensive play. He could have a bright future as a solid two-way player.

7. Martin Frk, RW: The Czech Republic native had a brilliant 2012-13 season with the Halifax Mooseheads of the Quebec Major Junior Hockey League in which he tallied 84 points in 56 games and has the look of a future NHL power forward. Frk, who turns 20 in October, impressed at the Red Wings' annual development camp in Traverse City in July -- noteworthy because he admitted being tired after a long season with Halifax. A second-round pick (No. 49) in 2012, Frk was a pivotal piece of the 2013 Memorial Cup champions, following up his excellent regular season with 13 goals and 20 assists in 17 playoff games. In addition to his offensive skills, he has a big body at 6-foot, 203 pounds, which could make him difficult to defend in front of the net once he reaches the NHL.

8. Xavier Ouellet, D: Ouellet won't be the biggest defenseman on the ice if he makes the NHL -- he stands at just 6 feet and weighs in at 187 pounds -- but in juniors he has shown himself to be a responsible two-way blueliner who can become a big offensive contributor. With the QMJHL's Blainville-Boisbriand Armada in 2012-13, the 20-year-old scored 10 goals and had 31 assists in 50 games before stepping his game up in the playoffs with 16 points in 15 games. Ouellet, a second-round pick (No. 48) in 2011, is a talented puck-mover who could one day be a quarterback on Detroit's power play.

9. Anthony Mantha, F: Though he is almost certain to start the 2013-14 season back with Val d'Or of the QMJHL, Mantha, who turns 19 in September, has said he plans on making the Red Wings this season -- something that hasn't happened in more than two decades. The 6-foot-4, 190-pound forward certainly isn't lacking for confidence, and considering the Red Wings' first-round pick in 2013 (No. 20) was the only draft-eligible player to score 50 goals in 2012-13, why should he? It will likely be at least a year before Mantha sticks in the NHL, but he has the look of an above-average goal-scorer and could be a top-six forward.

10. Ryan Sproul, D: At 6-foot-4 and 186 pounds, Sproul has plenty of room to fill out -- and once the towering defenseman puts on muscle he could be a dangerous two-way force. While the defensive side of the 20-year-old's game needs work, Sproul already has shown himself to be a strong offensive player, scoring 20 goals and adding 46 assists in 2012-13 with the OHL's Sault Ste. Marie Greyhounds. Those impressive numbers earned the 2011 second-round pick (No. 55) defenseman of the year honors in the Canadian Hockey League.
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Of the moves made by the Detroit Red Wings this offseason, the signing of Daniel Alfredsson was almost certainly the splashiest, or at least the most unexpected. Alfredsson had been a mainstay with the Ottawa Senators for nearly two decades, the type of player expected to spend his entire career in one uniform. After jumping south of the border, however, Alfredsson may still be wearing red, but the crest on his jersey is going to be different.

Alfredsson's one-year contract makes the objective very plain. Despite numbers that should one day put him in the Hockey Hall of Fame, Alfredsson is missing the one thing athletes play for, and his deal with Detroit is an obvious bid for the Stanley Cup championship that has eluded him.

This isn't the first time someone has come to the Motor City on a one-year deal, as Red Wings fans will remember well, but no one knows for sure what kind of impact Alfredsson will have when he first pulls on the Winged Wheel.
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That is one of six questions Detroit will have to answer this season:

1. Is Daniel Alfredsson the missing piece or a repeat of the Marian Hossa experiment? -- "When I compared the two teams, I felt like I would have a little better of a chance to win the Cup in Detroit."

This could easily read as something Alfredsson said after signing his one-year deal with Detroit in July, but they are actually the words of Marian Hossa after he spurned a multi-year offer to stay with the Pittsburgh Penguins for a one-year title shot with the Red Wings in the summer of 2008. Hossa was superb in 2008-09, scoring 40 goals and adding 31 assists in 74 games, but he and Detroit came up short of the ultimate goal, losing to Hossa's ex-mates in Pittsburgh in seven games in the 2009 Stanley Cup Final.

While neither the Red Wings nor Alfredsson's Senators reached the Final in 2013, his move to the Wings, on the surface, appears quite similar. However, Hossa was in his prime and sat poised to cash in on his impressive offensive resume as a free agent. Alfredsson is very clearly at the tail end of his career and likely to have a different role in the locker room from Hossa, who was 29 when he signed with Detroit.

The two were also very similar players at the time in which they arrived. Hossa was one of the League's most dynamic goal scorers, consistently scoring at least 30 and twice more than 40 goals per season. Alfredsson has been a consistent scorer as well, reaching the 40-goal plateau twice in his career, but his assist totals are often significantly higher, particularly in recent years.

Both Alfredsson's passing ability on the wing and his likely role as a veteran leader put him in a different category from Hossa, making it difficult to predict whether or not Alfredsson will be enough to push the Red Wings back over the top next spring, but both on and off the ice he should make a significant impact. The type of impact that is will go a long way in determining if the shotgun marriage is a happy one.

2. Can Stephen Weiss stay healthy? -- The Red Wings' other major acquisition brings much-needed offense and stability to their second line, but he also brings questions. Weiss had as difficult a season as anyone can when they're about to reach unrestricted free agency. He had four points in 17 games for the Florida Panthers while being hampered by a wrist injury that eventually ended his season. Detroit is betting Weiss will return to his previous form and betting big, to the tune of just under $5 million a year for the next five seasons.

If the pain in Weiss' wrist lingers, it could prove a major obstacle. NHL.com currently projects Weiss to center the Red Wings' second line with Alfredsson and Gustav Nyquist, and having a hole there could result in some major lineup shuffling for coach Mike Babcock.

None of this seemed to bother general manager Ken Holland, who reportedly had Weiss as his top target when free agency opened, and concerns about his health may be overblown. Prior to 2012-13, Weiss played at least 74 games in six straight seasons. For much of his career in Florida, where Weiss is the all-time leader in games played and assists, he was an example of consistency, putting up 50-point seasons like clockwork with some very subpar teams. If Detroit ends up getting that Weiss rather than the one who struggled through injuries last season, this will be one bet that pays off big.

3. Will Detroit miss Damien Brunner? -- 

Damien Brunner

DAMIEN BRUNNER

CENTER - DET

G: 12 | A: 14 | P: 26

 SOG: 123 | +/-: -6

 In his first full season in North America, Brunner's numbers (12 goals, 14 assists in 44 games) were solid if unspectacular, but the Swiss center came on in the postseason with five goals and four assists in 14 games and showed off some dynamic shootout moves in the process. Those numbers weren't quite as impressive as the ones Brunner put up in Switzerland, but he certainly showed the potential to be an exciting offensive player at the NHL level. 

Just what that is worth is a separate topic, and on that one Brunner and the Red Wings appear to disagree.

Detroit reportedly offered Brunner both a two-year and a three-year contract, with each being turned down, and it now seems clear the two parties have parted ways. Brunner remains unsigned and on the market, but the Red Wings likely feel they more than filled his void with Alfredsson and Weiss. But Brunner's offensive performance last season and track record in Europe hinted at production down the road, and given that he is younger than both of Detroit's big offseason signings he could have proven a valuable piece over the next few seasons.

4. How will the Red Wings be impacted by the move to the Eastern Conference? -- Detroit's schedule will look pretty unfamiliar this season after the team's move to the Eastern Conference, but while it will be odd to see the Red Wings playing divisional games in places like Florida and Buffalo, the change should be beneficial.

The Wings were one of two teams in the Eastern time zone to play in the Western Conference last season along with the Columbus Blue Jackets, who also shift to the East. Taking multiple road trips across four time zones can not only be grueling for the players, but it is also difficult for the fans, as a significant chunk of the Red Wings' road games started at 9 p.m. ET or later in Detroit.

"Some people think after you watch the game and turn off the TV (that) you're done," Red Wings defenseman Brendan Smith said earlier this year. "Maybe we have an eight-hour trip home. There is a lot of wear and tear on the body."

That doesn't mean it won't come without some adjustment. Even if traveling westward was a grind, the Red Wings and their coaching staff were familiar with their opponents. Learning how to play against their new Atlantic Division rivals could take some time. No team is better prepared to handle that transition, though. Holland has made a living of keeping the Wings among the NHL's elite despite obstacles like aging players or the implementation of the salary cap. Realignment is just the latest change, and if it means more rest and less exhausting travel it might only make the Red Wings better.

5. Is Detroit's window finally closing? -- Since the Red Wings reached the 1995 Stanley Cup Final, their first in 29 years, they have not gone more than six years without winning a championship. With their last title coming in 2008, they would appear due in 2014, but given Detroit's struggles for most of last season, perhaps it's just the opposite.

The Red Wings were outside the top eight in the Western Conference for significant stretches last season and speculation ran rampant that their League-best run of playoff appearances was about to end. Eventually, Detroit recovered and wrapped up the seventh seed before nearly advancing to the conference finals, but there is no denying the team is getting older. Pavel Datsyuk, Johan Franzen, Mikael Samuelsson, Henrik Zetterberg, Todd Bertuzzi and Niklas Kronwall are all huge parts of the Red Wings' core, and all of them are over 30 years old. Add Weiss, 30, and Alfredsson, 40, to the mix of elder statesmen, and Jimmy Howard, Jonathan Ericsson and Drew Miller will all join them in the 30-plus club during the season.

Being 30 years old isn't a death sentence for your career, of course -- many of these players are still in their primes -- but it does mean Detroit is aging and even if it doesn't come this season, the team will need to start the youth movement soon if it doesn't want a prolonged rebuild in its future. As the season wears on, the grind could have an impact on Detroit's aging roster, and that could reveal whether the Red Wings have one more Cup run in them, or if it's time to turn the page on the current era.

6. Can the Red Wings put last season's postseason defeat in the rearview mirror? -- With the Red Wings' move to the Eastern Conference, their longtime rivalry with the Chicago Blackhawks hasn't exactly come to an end, but it has certainly been muted to some extent. The teams will not play nearly as often, nor can they meet in the postseason unless each team reaches the Stanley Cup Final. That mean's last season's second-round playoff meeting might be the denouement of one of the great rivalries in North American sports -- and that might leave a sour taste in Detroit's mouth.

Most will remember Chicago's shocking rally in Game 6 of the Stanley Cup Final as its signature championship moment, but were it not for a stunning comeback against Detroit in the Western Conference Semifinals, that would never have come to pass and the Wings would have been back in the NHL's final four. But after taking a 3-1 lead in the series, Detroit watched the Blackhawks reel off three straight wins, including an overtime victory in Game 7.

Such a debilitating loss can linger into the next season. Teams that take a 3-1 lead in a postseason series lose less than 10 percent of the time, and of the 25 teams to suffer that fate, just three (the 1942 Red Wings, the 1989 Edmonton Oilers and the 2010 Boston Bruins) rebounded to win the Stanley Cup a year later. If these Red Wings want to become the fourth, they'll need a short memory.
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After the Buffalo Sabres' second consecutive season missing the Stanley Cup Playoffs, general manager Darcy Regier appears committed to rebuilding from the ground up.

First, Regier removed the interim tag from coach Ron Rolston, who ran the U.S. National Team Development Program (USNTDP) from 2004-11. Rolston bolstered his staff with Joe Sacco, an assistant with a successful record of prospect development.

Rolston and Sacco will be eager to work with a prospect pool brimming with talent at nearly every position, especially on the blue line. As a result of Regier's recent strategy of stockpiling draft picks, the Sabres have taken 20 players in the past two NHL drafts, top prospects Mikhail Grigorenko, Rasmus Ristolainen and Joel Armia among them.

Though their homegrown talent pool is as good as any in the League, the Sabres' list of prospects grew even stronger with the trade of Jason Pominville to the Minnesota Wild. In return, Buffalo received a pair of high-ceiling players, goalie Matt Hackett and Swedish scorer Johan Larsson.
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Here's a look at Buffalo's top 10 prospects, according to NHL.com:

1. Mikhail Grigorenko, C: A centerpiece of Buffalo's rebuild, Grigorenko is poised for a breakout season at the NHL level. The Sabres drafted the native of Khabarovsk, Russia, No. 12 in the 2012 after a season for the Quebec Remparts of the Quebec Major Junior Hockey League when he led all rookies in goals (40) and points (85).

Last season, after 50 points in 32 QMJHL games, Grigorenko earned a spot on Buffalo's 2012-13 opening-night roster. In 25 games, he scored a goal and had four assists playing mostly as a third- or fourth-line center. At 6-foot-3, 200 pounds, he exhibits a maturity and technical acumen well beyond his 19 years. With Buffalo's reconstituted lineup, expect to see all of Grigorenko's gifts on display on one of the Sabres' top lines this season.

2. Rasmus Ristolainen, D: Buffalo's first pick (No. 8) this summer, the "Finnish freight train" could make an immediate impact this season. With his 6-3, 207-pound frame and two-way abilities, Ristolainen tops Buffalo's stacked defensive class despite having spent only a month in the organization. The Sabres signed him to a three-year, entry-level contract in July after an impressive display at development camp.

Ristolainen, 18, is confident, calm with the puck, and loves getting into the rush almost as much as he enjoys crunching opposing forwards. What's more, he can do either with NHL-level skill. Ristolainen modeled his thundering slap shot after Shea Weber, his favorite player, and his game resembles the perennial All-Star's in more ways than one.

With two seasons in Finland's elite SM-Liiga under his belt, including 2012-13, when he scored 15 points and had 32 penalty minutes in 52 games, Ristolainen will receive a long look in training camp.

3. Zemgus Girgensons, C: When Girgensons was chosen two spots after Grigorenko (No. 14) in the first round of the 2012 draft, it appeared at first glance Buffalo selected identical players nearly back-to-back. Dynamic, imposing, two-way centers -- Girgensons is 6-2, 194 -- gifted in controlling the play and breaking the opposition down, the pair represented an exciting one-two punch.

Girgensons, who became the highest-drafted Latvian of all time, is more defensive and physical than Grigorenko. Most of Girgensons' forays last season for the Sabres' American Hockey League affiliate in Rochester found him on the forecheck instead of in front of the net.

The 19-year-old was a physical force all season in the AHL, and his offense finally clicked in the Calder Cup Playoffs, with three goals in three games. Girgensons projects as a second-line center who backchecks while more offensive-minded counterparts Grigorenko and Cody Hodgson create in the opposition's zone. Expect Girgensons to see a lot of ice time at First Niagara Center this season.

4. Chad Ruhwedel, D: Ruhwedel barely had time to blink before making his NHL debut this past April. Thursday, April 11, the 5-11, 180-pound defenseman for UMass-Lowell was eliminated from the Frozen Four. By Saturday night, Ruhwedel was skating alongside Mike Weber on Buffalo's blue line in a 1-0 win against the Philadelphia Flyers.

Ruhwedel, an undrafted free agent who signed a two-year, entry-level contract with the Sabres, played the final seven games in Buffalo as a replacement for injured Tyler Myers.

With a summer to put things into perspective, the jury remains out on the 23-year-old due to the small sample size of last season. An unknown in his draft year, the San Diego, Calif., native polished his game over three seasons at Lowell. In his junior season, when he led the River Hawks to the Frozen Four, he had a career high seven goals and starred in all situations. He excelled in his own zone, anchoring his team with impressive skating and puck movement, and picked up a raft of awards. Whether he can transition those skills to Buffalo remains to be seen.

5. Brayden McNabb, D: They like them big at Athol Murray College of Notre Dame in Wilcox, Canada. Myers, Buffalo's hulking 6-8, 227-pound defenseman, cut his teeth there, often partnered with fellow behemoth McNabb. Though smaller -- McNabb is 6-4, 205 -- scouts have said the 22-year-old could be an even more imposing presence on the blue line.

The Davidson, Saskatchewan, native played 25 games for the Sabres in 2011-12 as a 20-year-old, with a goal and seven assists, then spent all of 2012-13 with Rochester. He played well, with five goals and 31 assists in 62 games, and improved his skating ability and puck skills. Like Ruhwedel, McNabb, drafted 66th in 2009, is most comfortable in his own zone.

6. Joel Armia, RW: In a prospect pipeline clogged with defensemen and two-way centers, Armia's natural goal-scoring abilities are unique. Buffalo's best homegrown scoring threat since Thomas Vanek, the 6-3, 187-pound wing is physical with a proven goal-scoring record. The 20-year-old compensates for his lack of high-end speed with excellent puck control in tight areas and a mean wrist shot.

After being chosen No. 16 at the 2011 draft, Armia returned to Finland. In 101 games over two seasons with SM-Liiga club Porin Assat, Armia had 37 goals and 34 assists. He will be in North America this season, and with a solid showing at training camp, where he will join good friend Ristolainen, Armia's nose for the net should earn him a place in Buffalo's lineup sometime in 2013-14.

7. Mark Pysyk, D: Another defenseman who models his game after Weber, at 6-1, 193 pounds, Pysyk has huge upside as a two-way standout at the NHL level. Buffalo drafted him No. 23 in 2010, and he spent the next two seasons with the Edmonton Oil Kings of the Western Hockey League, where he was named MVP in 2010-11 and captain in 2011-12. Last season, Pysyk scored a goal in his professional debut for Rochester and was leading the Americans with a plus-8 rating when he was called up to Buffalo on March 17.

Pysyk finished the season in Buffalo, scoring a goal with four assists and a minus-7 rating in 19 games. Though the 21-year-old has much to prove before becoming a regular in the NHL, his high hockey IQ, puck-handling and decision-making should merit a call-up at some point in 2013-14.

8. Johan Larsson, C/LW: At 21 years old, Larsson has quite the trophy cabinet. Drafted in the second round (No. 56) in 2010 by Minnesota, he returned to Sweden under contract with Elitserien club Brynas IF. In 2011-12, Larsson helped his team to the Elitserien title. As captain of Sweden in 2012, he won the country's first gold at the IIHF World Junior Championship since 1981. He was named Elitserien Rookie of the Year, joining former winners Henrik Zetterberg, Loui Eriksson and Nicklas Backstrom.

These accomplishments were enough to catch the attention of the Sabres, who acquired him as part of the trade sending Pominville to the Wild, but Larsson's most impressive feat might be his transition to American hockey in 2012-13. In 69 AHL games for the Houston Aeros and Rochester, he had 16 goals and 25 assists. Larsson (5-10, 200) represents another offensive weapon ready to contribute should the Sabres need him.

9. Matt Hackett, G: The other prospect acquired from Minnesota in the Pominville trade, Hackett is the best of a group of Buffalo goalie prospects that includes Connor Knapp, Nathan Lieuwen and Andrey Makarov. Hackett (6-2, 173) was the primary starter for three seasons for Minnesota's AHL affiliate, with a plus-.900 save percentage.

With David Leggio, Rochester's starting netminder this past season, heading to the Washington Capitals, 23-year-old Hackett likely will open the season as the Americans' starter. Should Ryan Miller or Jhonas Enroth struggle in training camp, or at any point this season, expect a promotion for Hackett.

10. Nikita Zadorov, D: Add the 6-5, 221-pound defenseman to a class that includes Ristolainen and McNabb, and Buffalo could have the most physically imposing blue line in the NHL in short order. Zadorov, taken eight spots after Ristolainen at No. 16 in this year's draft, is an extremely raw, physical player whose size gives him tremendous upside.

Offensively, the 18-year-old has plenty of room to grow, but is unlikely to be a two-way player in the mold of Ristolainen or Pysyk. The Russian's wheelhouse is leveling opposing forwards and disrupting the opposition's flow, which he did with skill and regularity for the London Knights of the Ontario Hockey League in 2012-13. Zadorov did manage six goals and 25 points for London, but should he turn pro at some point next season, whether with Rochester or Buffalo, expect him to be deployed as a defensive nuisance.
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For the first time since 1997, the Buffalo Sabres will go to training camp without Lindy Ruff as coach.

The Sabres went into rebuilding mode after back-to-back disappointing seasons and traded captain Jason Pominville, Jordan Leopold and Robyn Regehr before the deadline in April. General manager Darcy Regier also traded Andrej Sekera to the Carolina Hurricanes for Jamie McBain and a second-round pick at the 2013 NHL Draft.

Two veterans who have not been traded are forward Thomas Vanek and goaltender Ryan Miller, and each is in the final year of his contract. Regier has been open about trading either or both if the right deal comes along.

Besides the trade for McBain, it was a quiet offseason in Buffalo. Regier added former Sabres defenseman Henrik Tallinder to provide some of the experience lost on the blue line. Forward Nathan Gerbe was bought out, and a couple of fringe NHL players moved on.

It looks like a transition year in Buffalo, especially if Vanek and/or Miller don't finish the season with the team.

2013-14 FANTASY PREVIEW: SABRES

Under-valued: Steve Ott -- Of the 34 players with at least 67 penalty minutes last year, only six had at least 24 points -- Corey Perry, Evander Kane, Wayne Simmonds, Milan Lucic, David Clarkson and Steve Ott (nine goals, 15 assists). He could be good for 15 goals, 40 points and 140 PIMs this season.

Over-valued: Tyler Myers -- Since earning the Calder Trophy in 2008-09, Myers has seen his production drop in every season, finishing with just three goals, eight points and a minus-8 in 39 games last year. At just 23, he could turn things around, but don't draft him based on his name anymore.

Sleeper: Mikhail Grigorenko -- Despite posting just five points in 25 games for the Sabres last season, the 12th pick in 2012 could have some real fantasy value if he can lock down the No. 2 center job, which is very realistic considering Buffalo's lack of talent down the middle.

 -- Follow Matt Cubeta on Twitter: @NHLQubes

FOLLOW @NHLFANTASY FOR DAILY UPDATES ›

MORE NHL.COM FANTASY HOCKEY COVERAGE ›

Here is the projected 2013-14 lineup for the Sabres:

Forwards 

Thomas Vanek - Cody Hodgson - Tyler Ennis

Marcus Foligno - Mikhail Grigorenko - Drew Stafford

Johan Larsson - Steve Ott - Ville Leino

Brian Flynn - Kevin Porter - Patrick Kaleta

John Scott

Defensemen 

Christian Ehrhoff - Jamie McBain

Henrik Tallinder - Tyler Myers

Mike Weber - Mark Pysyk

Alexander Sulzer

Goalies 

Ryan Miller

Jhonas Enroth

NOTES: One of the biggest things to watch will be the development of forwards Grigorenko and Foligno, who should have a chance to earn consistent top-six minutes. Luke Adam had that chance two seasons ago but spent most of last season with Rochester in the American Hockey League. He's one of several forwards not listed who could make a play for a spot on the opening-night roster.

Another player to watch is Myers, who looked like a No. 1 defenseman as a rookie but whose development has stagnated. He's under contract for a long time, and the Sabres need a bounce-back season from him. Adding McBain and Tallinder should keep the team's first-round picks, Rasmus Ristolainen and Nikita Zadorov, developing elsewhere unless one of them has an outstanding camp.

As long as Miller is in Buffalo, he will be the No. 1 goaltender. Enroth had a great World Championship for Sweden and could be ready to see if he can be a No. 1 netminder. Matthew Hackett, who arrived from the Minnesota Wild in the Pominville trade, is a top goaltending prospect and could earn some NHL duty this season.

---
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The Buffalo Sabres are rebuilding. That much is known. Everything else is uncertain.

The Sabres are the youngest team in the NHL. As of early August, the average age of the roster is 26.17. Tyler Myers and Cody Hodgson, each 23 years old, rank among the veterans.

Ron Rolston, who stood behind an NHL bench for the first time when he was promoted to interim coach last season, is being asked to lead Buffalo back to the Stanley Cup Playoffs in his first full season in charge.

Buffalo's on-ice leader for the better part of four seasons, captain Jason Pominville, was traded in April, and rumors of a similar outcome for goaltender Ryan Miller and right wing Thomas Vanek have swirled since the end of last season.
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Here are six questions facing the Sabres entering 2013-14:

1. How will coach Ron Rolston fare in his first full season? -- Rolston's first game as interim coach of the Sabres, a 3-1 loss to the Toronto Maple Leafs, was his first game behind an NHL bench. A former assistant around the NCAA, Rolston spent seven seasons coaching the USA Hockey National Team Development Program before taking over as coach of Buffalo's American Hockey League affiliate, the Rochester Americans, in 2011.

Promoted at midseason to replace Lindy Ruff, Rolston performed well enough over the final 31 games of the season (the Sabres went 15-11-5) for the organization to remove the interim tag on May 7.

Now Rolston faces a simple challenge: Lead the rebuilding Sabres back from the brink in his first full season as an NHL coach. Despite lofty expectations, Rolston assured NHL.com he was up to the challenge.

"Being able to come in during the season and coach 31 games, I think it gave me a good opportunity to get acclimated to the organization here, the players here and also the League," Rolston said. "Now in the offseason, because of that experience it gives me an opportunity to hit the ground running and get a head start on what to expect and exactly what kind of team we'll have."

2. Who will provide offense? -- Offensive impotency made it a very long 48-game schedule for the Sabres last season. They suffered in all situations, most glaringly on a power play that ranked 29th out of 30 NHL teams. The Sabres managed 118 goals overall, one of many offensive statistics that found them in the bottom-third of the League. Vanek scored 20 goals, and Hodgson broke out for 15, but no one else on the team scored more than 10.

Rather than adding any free-agent forwards in the offseason, the Sabres are hopeful scorers on the roster and in the system can step up. Drew Stafford and Ville Leino have proven scoring records, and second-year forwards Brian Flynn and Marcus Foligno will be expected to produce at a higher rate. There are forward prospects on the NHL cusp -- Mikhail Grigorenko, Joel Armia and Johan Larsson -- who could boost the attack should it struggle like it did last season.

Expect those same players and prospects to be rotated in on the power play, where Buffalo's 14-percent conversion rate looks even more one-dimensional when you consider Vanek scored nine of the team's 23 goals with the man-advantage.

3. Will veteran acquisitions or NHL-ready prospects anchor the blue line? -- For all of Buffalo's offensive struggles in 2012-13, the defense might have been worse. The Sabres gave up more shots per game than any team (33.8) and killed penalties 79.2 percent of the time. The Sabres often seemed to capitulate well before the final whistle, witnessed by their 1-10-1 record when trailing after the first period. At one point early in the season, Buffalo allowed four or more goals for six consecutive games.

This season, in addition to familiar faces Myers, Mike Weber and Christian Ehrhoff, a couple of veteran acquisitions will be battling for top-six spots against a slew of eager prospects. Buffalo acquired Henrik Tallinder, who paired with Myers in his Calder-winning season, and Jamie McBain, who had a goal and seven assists in 40 games for the Carolina Hurricanes last season. Those two will be competing with prospects Chad Ruhwedel, Mark Pysyk and Brayden McNabb, all of whom have spent stints with the senior Sabres.

Don't be surprised when Rolston tries a few different pairings in October, looking for the effective combinations that eluded Buffalo last season.

4. Will Jhonas Enroth have an increased role in goal? -- Miller, for seven straight seasons the undisputed starting goalie in Buffalo, saw his grip on the position slip slightly last season. Miller started 40 of the 48 games but posted the worst stat line of his career: 17-17-5 with a .915 save percentage and 2.81 goals-against average.

The best evidence of his struggles, whether due to age, lack of motivation or unhappiness, was when he allowed four goals on 14 shots against the New York Rangers on April 19, a loss that officially eliminated Buffalo from the postseason. It was the 14th start of the season in which Miller allowed four or more goals.

But the No. 1 job is still Miller's to lose. Should those poor performances seep into this season, 25-year-old backup Enroth may be asked to assume a larger role, and the Swede appears primed for a chance to show his skills on a nightly basis. Enroth took advantage of limited minutes last season to post career-best numbers and earn a two-year contract extension this summer. After the season, Enroth earned best goaltender honors at the World Championship, where he posted a .956 save percentage and 1.15 GAA and helped Sweden win the gold medal.

"He had a real positive second half in terms of the way he played, just in his preparation not only in game situations, but in practice to put himself in those situations in games where he could play well," Rolston said. "He was able to build up confidence in himself, and the organization knew what he had."

5. Will Ville Leino become the player the Sabres were hoping for? -- Leino signed a six-year, $27 million contract with Buffalo in the summer of 2011, months after helping the Philadelphia Flyers eliminate the Sabres from the Stanley Cup Playoffs. Thus far with the Sabres, the forward has shown none of the killer instinct that earned him that lucrative deal.

After scoring eight goals in 71 games in 2011-12, Leino was slowed by injuries last season and played in eight games. When general manager Darcy Regier chose to not buy him out this summer, questions turned to whether Leino can finally earn his salary-cap charge of $4.5 million in 2013-14.

Barring another injury, things are shaping up for the Finn's return to form. Before he went down with a collapsed lung that ended his season, Leino had two goals and four assists in those eight games. More than the points, Leino gave fans a glimpse of the talent and fire he can bring to the Sabres. This year's projected lineup also suits him; Leino had played his entire NHL career on the wing before arriving in Buffalo, where he was slotted at center to fill a need. With the emergence of Hodgson and the rise of prospects Grigorenko and Zemgus Girgensons, Leino should again be given the freedom to create offense as a top-line wing.

6. Which Drew Stafford will show up? -- There were individual disappointments up and down the Buffalo roster last season, but Stafford might have been the most troubling. Formerly part of the core group along with Pominville, Vanek and Miller, the forward has one 30-goal and two 20-goal seasons to his name. However, last season (the second of a four-year, $16 million contract), Stafford managed six goals, none of which came on the man-advantage. He had a team-worst minus-16 rating, the first time he's finished with a minus rating in his seven-year career.

Even when one considers the decline of the Sabres as a team, Stafford's lack of production is a concern. He obviously has the talent to be a dynamic second- or third-line wing, and just a couple of seasons ago scored 31 goals, 11 on the power play. As an alternate captain on the League's youngest team, Stafford will need to set an example.
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On the Holmes and Rahe stress scale, an "outstanding personal achievement" ranks among the most stressful events an adult can face.

Buffalo Sabres defenseman Tyler Myers knows all about outstanding personal achievement and the stress that comes with it. In 2009-10, Myers became one of a select group of defensemen to win the Calder Trophy and his team won the Northeast Division. A rabid fan base deemed the 19-year-old the future of the franchise, and the organization responded in the summer of 2011 by signing him to a seven-year, $38.5 million deal.

Myers' star then fell as quickly as it rose.
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Myers, who at 6-foot-8, 227 pounds is a rare combination of size and skill, endured a minor sophomore slump that extended into a deep malaise by the time the 2012-13 season, his fourth in the NHL, rolled around.

Myers has yet to match his Calder numbers (11 goals, 37 assists, plus-13 rating) in the three seasons since. The nadir of his nosedive can be traced to Feb. 9, when coach Lindy Ruff made Myers, at that point a team-worst minus-9, a healthy scratch for a weekend back-to-back against the New York Islanders and Boston Bruins.

Myers' numbers did not balloon after the benching -- he finished the season with three goals, five assists and a minus-8 rating in 39 games -- but his confidence and commitment grew. Now, following some organizational moves and carrying a new sense of personal responsibility, Myers is poised to surge again in 2013-14.

First, the Sabres fired Ruff and promoted noted talent developer Ron Rolston from Rochester of the American Hockey League on Feb. 20. Rolston was charged with nurturing Buffalo's stable of young players and prospects, with Myers one of his most pressing projects. After Buffalo removed the interim tag from Rolston on May 7, Myers expressed excitement at developing under the coach.

"For me, I thought it went really well with Ron the way we communicated with each other," Myers told WGR 550 radio. "He was really positive with me, and the bottom line is I've got to be a lot better than I was this year. I think Ron helped out with that since he came in, I thought I got better towards the end of the year."

In the offseason, Buffalo traded a minor-league forward to the New Jersey Devils in exchange for defenseman Henrik Tallinder, who partnered with Myers during his Calder-winning season. The organization no doubt hopes the veteran can anchor Myers as he did three seasons ago.

On a personal level, Myers told reporters at season's end that he planned to spend part of the offseason in Buffalo to work on his conditioning, diet and overall discipline. A common knock against Myers is his tendency for slow starts, and the organization is hopeful this individual focus and development will help its high-earning star out of the gate.

The good news is that at 23 years old, Myers is young for an NHL defenseman, and he has been far more productive in his first seasons than the star to which he is most often compared, Zdeno Chara. Like Chara at his age, Myers is growing into his frame and learning how to use his size on both sides of the puck.

Due to his lavish contract and the youth of the Sabres, Myers will remain under the microscope in Buffalo. Rolston told NHL.com he planned to give prospects a chance in training camp and wouldn't hesitate to shuffle the lineup at any point in 2013-14. With so many young players potentially rotating into First Niagara Center, consistent production, energy and maturity from Myers will be paramount to his team's success.

Rolston acknowledged Myers' importance in a press conference this summer.

"I think he understands where he needs to go and the growth he needs to have here, especially in the summer to get himself prepared for being an elite defenseman and one of the best defensemen in this league, which he's been before, we know he can be next year," Rolston said. "But a lot of that's going to come in the preparation and his growth over the summer, just to continue to obviously, one, work on his body, and then, two, just make sure he's just simplifying things and playing within himself.

"And when that happens, he's going to be a dominant player for us next year."
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It's a rebuilding year for the Buffalo Sabres now that the club has changed direction.

The gap between Buffalo and the competition, which widened in 2012-13, resulted in general manager Darcy Regier releasing two organizational pillars last season. Coach Lindy Ruff, who spent much of his 30-year career as a player and coach in Buffalo, was the first victim when he was fired Feb. 20 after a 6-10-1 start.

Captain Jason Pominville was next; the career Sabres forward was traded to the Minnesota Wild for prospects and draft picks at the NHL deadline. Defensemen Jordan Leopold (St. Louis Blues) and Robyn Regehr (Los Angeles Kings) also were traded for picks.
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By April 4, Buffalo owned the youngest roster in the League and is only getting younger, with 20 players selected in the past two drafts. Who better to lead a young, inexperienced team than a young coach.

After dropping Ruff, the Sabres promoted Ron Rolston from the Rochester Americans of the American Hockey League on an interim basis. In 31 games, his first in the NHL in any capacity, Rolston finished with a 15-11-5 record. The improvement in record and chemistry earned Rolston the permanent job May 7.

"When we first brought Ron in as the interim coach, that was the intention, to interview other candidates," Regier told reporters. "As it progressed, and seeing Ron's interaction with the team, both as a teacher and a motivator ... for me personally, it became more and more evident that he was a very good fit not only for the present but for the future."

In one of Rolston's first offseason moves, he added Joe Sacco as an assistant. Sacco brings a long NHL resume as a player and coach to the staff. Sacco coached the Colorado Avalanche from 2009 through last season.

"For me it's a great fit to have somebody with that experience, not only as a coach but playing in the League," Rolston said. "Being in the Western Conference, being a head coach and having the success he had, especially as a Coach of the Year candidate, him coming in was a major bonus for us moving forward in the future."

Rolston may be an NHL newcomer but his prospect-development chops extend over two decades at the NCAA, U.S. National Team Development Program and AHL levels. Rolston said he feels this experience will help him take a young team to the next level.

"I think the fact that we did make some changes, it works into some of my strengths, in working with younger players," Rolston said. "I think at the trade deadline there, we became one of the youngest, if not the youngest team in the League. It helps to have that kind of mindset, somebody in there that is kind of used to that more developmental situation."

With many of Buffalo's starters maturing, and a bevy of prospects beating down the door, Rolston will have his work cut out. The coach will use training camp as a competition, with players fighting for spots on a team that finished in the League basement in almost every major statistical category.

"Coming into camp is going to have some meaning to it in terms of jobs and positions for guys, especially with some of these younger players who have the potential to be in our lineup and are real hungry to come into camp and compete for those jobs," Rolston told NHL.com. "I think that'll be a real positive for our team overall, that that competition is going to be there from the start. It's just going to make us a better team when guys play for their positions on the team."

Though many of the prospects -- Zemgus Girgensons, Mark Pysyk, Brayden McNabb, Joel Armia, Matt Hackett -- may be relatively unknown, one most will know is Mikhail Grigorenko. The Russian played 25 games for Buffalo as an 18-year-old last season, scoring a goal and four assists skating mostly as a third- or fourth-line center.

SABRES' OFFSEASON OUTLOOK

Additions: D Henrik Tallinder, D Jamie McBain

Subtractions: LW Nathan Gerbe, D Adam Pardy, D Andrej Sekera

UFAs: None

 Promotion candidates: C Mikhail Grigorenko, D Rasmus Ristolainen, RW Joel Armia, G Matt Hackett, D Mark Pysyk, D Brayden McNabb, D Chad Ruhwedel, C Zemgus Girgensons

"I think he certainly had some growing pains at this level and I think he's still learning a lot about being consistent every day, and even shift to shift, in this League and how hard that is even with his skill level," Rolston said. "We have a lot of faith in Mikhail in terms of what he can bring to this team offensively, but again, we're in a situation here where people are going to have to earn what they get."

For all the change wrought by the organization -- a new coaching staff, a pool of NHL-ready prospects, an injection of youth -- the team that will take the ice Oct. 2 against the Detroit Red Wings is not unrecognizable.

Goalie Ryan Miller and forward Thomas Vanek, for example, are two veteran stars who survived the purge, but the emergence of younger players is further proof no job is safe in Buffalo.

Miller struggled last season, posting the poorest stat line of his career and occasionally allowing his frustrations to spill over. Trade rumors swirled at the deadline and this summer, but it looks like Miller will be the starter opening night. Should his play continue to falter, backup Jhonas Enroth, who finished strong in 2012-13 then won gold with Sweden at the World Championship, would jump at the No. 1 job.

Vanek scored 20 goals in 2012-13, the eighth straight season the Austrian wing scored at least 20, but faded for stretches. As he enters the final year of his contract, Buffalo is hopeful forwards Drew Stafford and Ville Leino, who each struggled last season, along with wing prospects Armia and Johan Larsson, can develop into viable alternatives.

Rolston said Vanek's production -- he accounted for more than a sixth of the Sabres' 118 goals and nearly half of the power-play scores -- was aided by the continued emergence of center Cody Hodgson. At 23, Hodgson scored 15 goals in 2012-13 and had 19 assists skating on the top line with Vanek.

"He's got really good vision, moves the puck well, complements players; whoever he's playing with he makes them better players," Rolston said of Hodgson, who remains a restricted free agent. "As good a goal-scorer as Thomas is, I'm certain he benefited from that kind of center who could find him and make the plays. He's certainly someone who's going to be a big part of our future."

As the overhauled Sabres enter their first full season, that future remains uncertain, but the plan is fully in motion.
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The Boston Bruins were two wins shy of a second championship in three seasons and are positioned to make another run at the Stanley Cup in 2013-14.

There was some turnover this offseason: Five of the 18 skaters who appeared in at least 14 of the Bruins' 23 Stanley Cup Playoff games are no longer with the team. Nathan Horton, Jaromir Jagr and Andrew Ference signed elsewhere as free agents. Tyler Seguin and Rich Peverley were traded to the Dallas Stars.

Jarome Iginla was signed to replace either Horton or Jagr, and Loui Eriksson, the prize in the Dallas deal, likely will replace the other. The Bruins will have a new-look third line, but the "Merlot Line" is back.

2013-14 FANTASY PREVIEW: BRUINS

Under-valued: Loui Eriksson -- His 0.60 points-per-game, minus-9 rating and 2.17 shots per-per-game last season were his lowest in five years. A change of scenery and playing alongside Patrice Bergeron could be exactly what helps this 28-year-old wing bounce back.

Over-valued: David Krejci -- Krejci posted an NHL-best 26 points in the playoffs, but outside of his 73-point performance in 2008-09 he has never eclipsed the 62-point mark. The forward doesn't shoot or score enough, won't record a lot of penalty minutes, and doesn't rack up power-play points -- don't overpay for his playoff heroics.

Sleeper: Dougie Hamilton -- Most will be looking at Torey Krug as a sleeper defenseman after his playoff totals, but Hamilton possesses immense upside (17 goals, 72 points in 50 games in the OHL in 2011-12). His minutes likely will increase (17:07 per game last year) and so would his production (five goals, 11 assists in 42 games).

 -- Follow Matt Cubeta on Twitter: @NHLQubes

FOLLOW @NHLFANTASY FOR DAILY UPDATES ›

MORE NHL.COM FANTASY HOCKEY COVERAGE ›

The Bruins have three young defensemen who saw action in the postseason, and a combination of Dougie Hamilton, Torey Krug and Matt Bartkowski will absorb Ference's responsibilities. Tuukka Rask signed a monster contract extension, and Chad Johnson was added to be his new backup in goal.

Boston should begin the 2013-14 season as the favorite in the Atlantic Division and one of two or three teams most likely to represent the Eastern Conference in the Stanley Cup Final.

Here is the projected 2013-14 lineup for the Bruins:

Forwards

Brad Marchand - Patrice Bergeron - Loui Eriksson

Milan Lucic - David Krejci - Jarome Iginla

Carl Soderberg - Chris Kelly - Reilly Smith

Daniel Paille - Gregory Campbell - Shawn Thornton

Jordan Caron

Defensemen

Zdeno Chara - Johnny Boychuk

Dennis Seidenberg - Dougie Hamilton

Torey Krug - Adam McQuaid

Matt Bartkowski

Goalies

Tuukka Rask

Chad Johnson

NOTES: Eriksson, a strong defensive player, seems a natural fit next to perennial Selke Trophy candidate Bergeron and Marchand on a line that could dominate teams in plenty of advanced statistical categories. That would mean Iginla plays with Krejci and Lucic in the spot vacated by Horton.

Smith, the other player added in the trade with the Stars, could fit on the third line. He, Soderburg and Caron could be pushed for roster spots by prospects Ryan Spooner and Jared Knight. Paille or Thornton could move up a line if needed, but coach Claude Julien would probably like to keep them with Gregory Campbell on the "Merlot Line," so named for the color of their practice jerseys.

Julien likes to put Chara and Seidenberg together during the playoffs, but they often skate apart at even strength during the regular season. Hamilton played in seven postseason games, but expect the Bruins to give him a long look during camp in a top-four role; he has the most upside of the younger players on the blue line.

Joe Morrow, who was traded from the Pittsburgh Penguins to Dallas for Brenden Morrow then to Boston in the Eriksson-Seguin deal, could push for a roster spot.

---
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The idea of an underrated hockey player in the NHL almost always comes from either possessing a skill that can't always be quantified with traditional statistics or from playing in what could be classified as a non-traditional market.

Loui Eriksson has been a player who qualified in both of those categories for years, and subsequently his name has always popped up on "most underrated" lists or in discussions on the topic. One of those details about Eriksson is no more; after being traded from the Dallas Stars to the Boston Bruins, there won't be any more stories written about how he doesn't get the attention he deserves.

30 IN 30: BOSTON BRUINS

With a little retooling, Bruins set to go again

Iginla's ability among Bruins' questions

Eriksson no longer under the radar in Boston

Bruins lineup stocked with veteran talent

B's have been able to restock prospects
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How well he can blend in and thrive with his new team will be a key part of determining if the Bruins are able to repeat as Eastern Conference champions and participate in the Stanley Cup Final for a third time in four seasons.

"Yeah, it will be a little different than Dallas," Eriksson said shortly after the trade. "I'm really excited to go there and see all the fans. I know they have a lot of people coming to the games and it's a really good hockey town. I heard a lot of good things about Boston, the whole city, and it'll be nice to check it out before everything starts. I'll be ready to play there, and it will be awesome."

Eriksson has been a productive offensive player, even an elite one at times for the Stars. He scored 36 goals in 2008-09 and had at least 70 points in each of the three seasons after that. What has set him apart from other 70-point producers is his defensive ability.

Any discussion of the top defensive forwards in the League is going to center around, well, the center position. Centers have the most responsibility, and winning faceoffs helps a team avoid playing defense. Jonathan Toews, Patrice Bergeron, Pavel Datsyuk and Mike Richards are frequently mentioned among the top defensive forwards.

How a wing impacts a team's defense is tougher to quantify, but Eriksson has earned the reputation as one of the best at his end of the ice. With Nathan Horton gone to the Columbus Blue Jackets, Jaromir Jagr off to the New Jersey Devils, and Tyler Seguin and Rich Peverley part of the package to land Eriksson, the Bruins will obviously need him to score. His particular set of skills will be welcome in Boston.

"He's going to be a real good player, a good two-way guy probably a little closer to the [Bergeron] mold than the guy who is more of a good one-way offensive player," Boston coach Claude Julien said after the trade. "He'll produce. He's going to hopefully produce even more with us with the people that he's going to be surrounded with, but he's a great all-around player and that's what our team is built on."

Where Eriksson fits is something Julien and the Bruins will hash out at training camp. Pairing him with Bergeron would have Boston fans who are into advanced statistics salivating at the possibilities. It is possible Julien would like more responsible play on David Krejci's line, or that Milan Lucic and Jarome Iginla are too similar to play together.

Either way, Eriksson is likely to play right wing on one of the team's top lines. He is listed at left wing on most hockey websites, but he's been a versatile forward with the Stars. He's also been "underrated," but that is going to change.

"I've played both sides through my whole time I played in Dallas. And I know both sides. But I like to play on the right side and I know I've been talking to [Boston general manager] Peter [Chiarelli] about it and he said he wants me to play on the right side," Eriksson said. "So I think that will be a good fit for me. I know they have real good players, especially Bergeron, and they have Krejci as centermen, and they have a lot of good players to play with. So I don't think it will be any problem to play with those guys because they're going to make me better and I'm going to try to make them better too. So it will be real nice to come and play with them."

---
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The Boston Bruins have represented the Eastern Conference in the Stanley Cup Final twice in the past three seasons, and 13 of the 20 players who dressed for Game 7 in 2011 against the Vancouver Canucks remain on the roster.

That type of stability doesn't leave a lot of questions, but there was some turnover this offseason and a few issues the Bruins need to sort out if they intend on contending for the Cup again.

Here's a look at six questions for Boston as the 2013-14 season approaches:

1. Can Jarome Iginla still be a top-six forward on a championship-caliber team? -- Iginla rebuffed the Bruins at the NHL Trade Deadline in April, was shut down by them in the Eastern Conference Final after being dealt to the Pittsburgh Penguins, and likely will slot in on one of the team's top two lines after signing with Boston as a free agent this summer.
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It was an interesting few months for Iginla, to say the least.

The longtime Calgary Flames captain figures to have a fresh start in Boston, but at age 36 he brings some questions with him. Iginla scored at least 31 goals in every season from 2000-01 to 2011-12; his 14 goals last season project to 24 over 82 games.

Iginla's regular-season numbers with the Penguins (five goals and 11 points in 13 games) looked more like his usual work. He had nine points in six games against the New York Islanders in the first round of the Stanley Cup Playoffs, then had three in the final two rounds, including a zero-point showing with five shots on goal in the sweep by the Bruins.

Iginla will play on an elite line for Boston, but can he continue to produce like an elite player?

"I still feel very good," Iginla said after signing with the Bruins. "I think last year was an average year, and I know as you get older, once you have one, that people start thinking, 'Oh, you know, how much is left in the tank?' and stuff. I still feel great. ... If you look over my career, I've had some average years. I think I'm going to bounce back. And I don't think it was a bad year. I think I got better, and also it was a half of a season, as far as the regular season. It's fun to get back into the playoffs and stuff."

2. Can Tuukka Rask replicate his 2012-13 season? -- Rask finished fifth in voting for the Vezina Trophy and probably somewhere between second and fifth on an unofficial list of top candidates for the Conn Smythe Trophy. It was a remarkable run for someone in his first full season as an unquestioned No. 1 goaltender.

Rask signed a seven-year, $49 million contract this offseason, which makes him the joint leader with Pekka Rinne of the Nashville Predators as the most expensive NHL goaltenders in 2013-14. It wasn't Rask's first great season in the NHL -- he took the No. 1 job from Tim Thomas during 2009-10 -- but 2013-14 will be the first time Rask is expected play at least 55 games, if not more.

"For me, it doesn't really matter if I'm making $4 million or $7 million or $10 million; you're just still trying to be worth your money and trying to prove yourself every night," Rask said after the contract was announced. "I don't really look at that if I'm making more or less than the guy sitting next to me. It doesn't really affect my mindset, but obviously people are going to expect great things from me, and as I do from myself, too, so it doesn't really change my mindset or my game at all."

3. Who will replace Andrew Ference on defense? -- The Bruins have had the same four players at the core of their defense in the playoffs for each of the past three seasons: Zdeno Chara, Dennis Seidenberg, Johnny Boychuk and Ference. But Ference left Boston to sign a four-year contract with the Edmonton Oilers, and the Bruins did not add a defenseman who played in the NHL last season. Late-season addition Wade Redden also was not retained.

That means it is likely one of the team's young defensemen will be in line for a promotion. The candidates are Dougie Hamilton and Torey Krug, with Matt Bartkowski and Joseph Morrow as the dark horses in the mix.

Hamilton has the pedigree. He was the No. 9 pick in the 2012 NHL Draft and played 42 games for the Bruins last season. He projects as a potential No. 1 defenseman, and getting to spend the season with Chara or Seidenberg as his partner would help him fulfill that promise.

Krug, an undrafted free-agent signing from Michigan State, has three games of regular-season NHL experience but passed Hamilton on the depth chart during the 2013 Stanley Cup Playoffs. Bartkowski could end up on the third pairing with Adam McQuaid, another candidate for top-four duty, but doesn't offer the same upside as any of the others.

Morrow was a first-round pick by the Pittsburgh Penguins who was traded twice in a span of a few months, first to the Dallas Stars for Brenden Morrow, and then to Boston as part of the Tyler Seguin-Loui Eriksson mega-deal. He most likely is ticketed for Providence in the American Hockey League.

4. How will the new-look third line shake out? -- Seguin and Rich Peverley each spent time on the third line last season, especially after Jaromir Jagr arrived from Dallas before the trade deadline. Chris Kelly is back and will center the team's third unit, but his linemates remain to be determined.

Carl Soderberg, who signed with the Bruins late last season after playing for years in his native Sweden, appeared in six regular-season games and two during the Stanley Cup Final. He seems like a favorite for one of the two spots next to Kelly.

The other opening (or both) could go to someone from a collection of young players who will come to training camp vying for a spot. Jordan Caron has the most NHL experience but hasn't been able to secure a permanent place in the lineup. Reilly Smith saw regular action for the Dallas Stars last season and could move into Peverley's place after being traded for him.

Other candidates include Matt Fraser (also from the Seguin-Eriksson deal) and homegrown prospects Jared Knight and Ryan Spooner. Coach Claude Julien could break up the "Merlot Line" and place Daniel Paille on the third line, as he did near the end of the postseason. Fraser, Knight or Spooner then could end up on the fourth line next to Gregory Campbell and Shawn Thornton.

5. Will postseason injuries affect the Bruins at the start of 2013-14? -- Campbell missed the end of the team's postseason run because of a broken leg. Patrice Bergeron spent the days following the Cup Final in a hospital with a variety of injuries, most notably a collapsed lung. Other players on the team were playing through injuries, serious or not.

At this point, it seems plausible everyone will be healthy and ready to play on opening night. Even if that is the case, several (especially Campbell and Bergeron) will not have had a "normal" offseason.

It already was going to be a short one because of last season's schedule. Boston's last game was June 24, the latest an NHL game has been played (the 1995 Stanley Cup Final also ended June 24). The 2013-14 season is starting about a week early because of the break for the 2014 Winter Olympics. Hockey players are typically creatures of habit, so the atypical offseason could have some sort of effect in the early stages.

6. Will Boston improve on the power play? -- This admittedly is a minor nitpick; the Bruins won the Cup in 2011 with an awful power play during the postseason. It was better in the 2013 playoffs, when they converted more than 17 percent of their chances and figured out the Chicago Blackhawks' previously impenetrable penalty kill in the Final.

But the Bruins have finished tied for 14th or worse in power-play proficiency every season since finishing tied for fourth in 2008-09. That was the last full season Marc Savard played, and the last before Phil Kessel was traded to the Toronto Maple Leafs.

Iginla scored at least eight power-play goals in 12 straight seasons before 2012-13 and hit double figures 10 times during that span. Krug and Hamilton are offensively gifted and could help with the extra man. The Bruins consistently have been excellent at even strength and on the penalty kill, so even a little bit of improvement on the power play would help their bid to win the Atlantic Division and finish first in the Eastern Conference.

---
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The Boston Bruins are positioned to contend for the Stanley Cup into the foreseeable future, but general manager Peter Chiarelli also has done a fine job of continuing to collect young talent.

Chiarelli traded forward Tyler Seguin, the No. 2 pick in the 2010 NHL Draft and a potential cornerstone player, this offseason, but there was future value in the return as well as the obvious present talent of forward Loui Eriksson.

Defenseman Dougie Hamilton, the player drafted with a high pick acquired in the Phil Kessel trade, graduated to the big club last season. A couple of players at the top of this list could join him in Boston as early as the start of the 2013-14 NHL season.

"Obviously you want to develop your talent and bring them in and let them play," Chiarelli said during summer development camp. "Sometimes there's not room for them and sometimes you use them as chips in deals, but you always have to develop.
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"It will be good; there will be some young guys that will breathe new life and new enthusiasm into the team."

Here's a look at Boston's top 10 prospects, according to NHL.com:

1. Malcolm Subban, G: The Bruins have one of the best young goalies in the NHL, Tuukka Rask, and one of the top prospects at the position after selecting Subban with the 24th pick in the 2012 NHL Draft.

Subban went 29-11-4 with a .934 save percentage for the Belleville Bulls in the Ontario Hockey League last season. He went 11-4-2 with a .933 save percentage in the playoffs.

The 19-year-old brother of Montreal Canadiens defenseman PK Subban was Canada's No. 1 goaltender at the 2013 IIHF World Junior Championship and played well in the tournament until the United States lit him up in a semifinal loss.

Rask signed an eight-year contract this offseason, but Subban (6-foot-2, 200 pounds) needs more development time, and the Bruins are in no hurry to decide what to do with the young goaltender for the long term.

"I don't think [Malcolm is] in a rush, nor should he be," Bruins assistant general manager Don Sweeney said at summer development camp. "He should just sort of embrace what's in front of him at that moment. And I think he does a good job of that. He's a really competitive guy. So he's going to want the net, and you love that in a goaltender."

2. Joseph Morrow, D: Morrow was a first-round pick by the Pittsburgh Penguins (No. 23) in the 2011 NHL Draft and immediately became one of the organization's top prospects. Then he was one of the Dallas Stars' top prospects. Now he's near the top of the Bruins' list.

It was a whirlwind few months for Morrow, who was traded to Dallas for Brenden Morrow in March, then again in July to Boston in the deal for Seguin and Rich Peverley.

Morrow (6-1, 204) had five goals and 19 points in 66 games as a rookie in the American Hockey League last season. The 20-year-old has plenty of potential and could help the Bruins in the near future.

"He is still a young player," Chiarelli said. "A very strong skater. Finding his way, but we have a lot of time for him and we think he can develop into a top-four NHL defenseman with the right development."

3. Alexander Khokhlachev, C: Khokhlachev began 2012-13 in his native Russia with Spartak Moscow in the Kontinental Hockey League but returned to the Windsor Spitfires of the Ontario Hockey League in early January, the team he played for the previous two seasons.

He had 48 points in 29 games, but when the Spitfires didn't make the playoffs he joined the Providence Bruins in the AHL and had two goals and an assist in 11 games.

Khokhlachev (5-10, 183) turns 20 years old in September. The Spitfires have retained his OHL rights, but the 2011 second-round pick (No. 40) could play for Providence if he doesn't make the Bruins' roster during training camp.

4. Ryan Spooner, C: Spooner was a second-round pick (No. 45) by the Bruins in 2010 and had a successful rookie season in the AHL. The 21-year-old scored 17 goals and a team-leading 57 points in 59 games before getting two goals and five points in 12 games during the Calder Cup Playoffs.

He is one of several young players who could contend for a spot on Boston's third line. If the 5-10, 180-pound forward doesn't make the team, he could end up competing with Khokhlachev for the No. 1 center spot in Providence.

5. Niklas Svedberg, G: While Rask was dominating in his first full season as a No. 1 goaltender in the NHL, and Subban was dominating the OHL, Svedberg was having a very successful season at Providence. He went 37-8-8-2 with a .925 save percentage but struggled during the Calder Cup Playoffs, when Providence blew a 3-0 series lead in the second round.

Though Chad Johnson was signed to a one-year, one-way contract, Svedberg (6-foot, 176) could win the NHL backup job during camp. At some point, finding Svedberg, 23, and Subban enough starts will become something the Bruins have to deal with, but their goaltending depth gives Chiarelli a position of strength to deal from in the near future.

Torey Krug burst onto the scene for the Bruins in the 2013 Stanley Cup Playoffs, starting with his first NHL goal on May 16.  WATCH NOW ›

FULL INDEX OF PROSPECTS STORIES ›

6. Torey Krug, D: Krug had a great college career at Michigan State but was never drafted and spent most of 2012-13 with Providence. When he was given a chance to play for the Bruins during the Stanley Cup Playoffs, the 22-year-old became something of a cult figure in Boston when he scored four goals in his first five games.

Krug (5-9, 180) has limitations, but he's probably a safer bet to have a 12-year NHL career than most of the players ahead of him on this list. He should see regular action for the Bruins this season and could be a second-pair defenseman who helps on the power play.

7. Jared Knight, C: The "other guy" from the Kessel trade, the 2010 second-round pick (No. 32) could join Seguin and Hamilton as an NHL regular at some point in the next two seasons, if he can get past the hamstring problems that sidelined him for much of 2012-13.

The 21-year-old forward could be in the mix for a spot on Boston's third line in camp, but after being limited to a total of 16 games (six during the playoffs), Knight (5-11, 186) might need more time with Providence.

8. Matthew Grzelcyk, D: If Bruins fans love Krug, wait until Grzelcyk arrives. At 5-9, 174, Grzelcyk is a Charlestown, Mass., native who is about to start his sophomore season at Boston University (yes, the 19-year-old takes "homegrown talent" to a new level).

The third-round pick (No. 85) in 2012 had 23 points in 38 games as a freshman and is a strong candidate to play for the United States at the 2014 IIHF World Junior Championship.

9. Anthony Camara, LW: Camara, who turns 20 next month, was a third-round pick (No. 81) in 2011. He took a big step forward last season for the Barrie Colts in the OHL, scoring 36 goals and 60 points in 50 games and nine goals and 16 points in 16 playoff games.

Camara (6-foot, 194) scored 30 goals in his first three OHL seasons combined. He's likely to earn regular playing time for Providence in 2013-14.

10. Seth Griffith, C: A fifth-round pick in 2011 (No. 131), Griffith has proven he can rack up points at the OHL level. The 20-year-old had 33 goals and 81 points in 54 games for the London Knights, his second straight 80-point season. Now it's time for the 5-9, 192-pound forward to prove he can produce in the AHL.

---
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The Boston Bruins did not build a Stanley Cup contender with what has essentially become the standard model over the past decade.

Unlike the Chicago Blackhawks, Pittsburgh Penguins, Los Angeles Kings (and what teams like the Edmonton Oilers and Calgary Flames hope to become), the Bruins did not procure a core of top-10 draft picks as a result of finishing at or near the bottom of the NHL standings. The Bruins did finish poorly enough to pick in the top 10 on merit twice in the past decade, and one of those selections (Phil Kessel) led to two more top-10 picks in a rather famous trade.
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Instead, the Bruins have built one of the NHL's best rosters in a variety of ways. The two previous administrations before Peter Chiarelli arrived did an incredible job of landing premium talent beyond the first round in the draft.

The 2006 NHL Draft, which occurred during a unique period for the Bruins because Chiarelli had been hired as the new general manager but wasn't allowed to officially leave the Ottawa Senators for the position, produced Milan Lucic and Brad Marchand as second- and third-round picks. David Krejci and Patrice Bergeron were second-round selections before Chiarelli arrived.

Boston also proved adept in the free-agent market, with high-profile signings (Zdeno Chara) and under-the-radar moves (Tim Thomas). Jeff Gorton, who served as GM during the interim before Chiarelli arrived, pulled off one of the best trades of the decade when he shipped goalie Andrew Raycroft to the Toronto Maple Leafs for a prospect named Tuukka Rask.

Chiarelli, like Ray Shero in Pittsburgh and Dean Lombardi in Los Angeles, made the necessary moves to flesh out a championship-worthy roster. He traded for Nathan Horton, Dennis Seidenberg, Rich Peverley and Chris Kelly. The Kessel trade landed Tyler Seguin, Dougie Hamilton and Jared Knight, and trading Seguin (along with Peverley) has added Loui Eriksson, Reilly Smith, Matt Fraser and Joseph Morrow.

There were more defections this offseason than there had been in the previous two, but the core of the 2011 championship team remains, and the Bruins are expected to contend for the Cup again in 2013-14. Boston was two wins shy of a second title in three seasons, and the way the 2013 Stanley Cup Final ended figures to still be fresh in the players' minds when training camp begins next month.

"The ending wasn't fun, and I still don't feel good about it," Chiarelli said on the Bruins' breakdown day. "None of us feel good about it, but my job as a manager is to look at this season and this group from 30,000 feet and to evaluate and to make decisions going forward, and at the end of the day I can tell you that I really liked what I saw. I liked the gumption. I liked what [coach] Claude [Julien] and his staff did with groups that were mixed and matched at times. I liked the performances by [Rask], [Krejci], everybody; Lucic, [Chara], all the guys.

"So I'm feeling a little better now than this morning, than yesterday, and when I get back to my perch of 30,000 feet, I'll feel even better."

Chiarelli had more work to do this offseason, but the changes made have ensured another season of high expectations in Boston. The Bruins lost both of their top two right wings from the postseason lineup, Horton and Jaromir Jagr, to free agency.

To replace them, Chiarelli landed Eriksson in one of the biggest trades of the summer and signed free agent Jarome Iginla. Seguin was on the team's third line for much of the postseason, so losing him and Peverley creates a couple of holes to fill. There are several candidates to replace them, including players Chiarelli's staff drafted (Jared Knight, Ryan Spooner, Jordan Caron) and ones they traded for (Smith and Fraser). Carl Soderberg, who was acquired by a previous administration but was finally convinced to cross the Atlantic Ocean by Chiarelli's group, is a favorite for one of those spots.

The other big moves the Bruins made this offseason were all about keeping the franchise as a Cup contender for years to come. Rask produced a season that had him in the Vezina Trophy and Conn Smythe Trophy conversations, and he earned an eight-year, $56 million contract. Bergeron also signed a long-term extension (eight years, $52 million).

BRUINS' OFFSEASON OUTLOOK

Additions: RW Loui Eriksson, RW Jarome Iginla, RW Reilly Smith, RW Matt Fraser, G Chad Johnson, RW Nick Johnson

Subtractions: RW Tyler Seguin, RW Nathan Horton, RW Jaromir Jagr, D Andrew Ference, G Anton Khudobin, RW Jamie Tardiff

UFAs: LW Jay Pandolfo, LW Kaspars Daugavins, D Wade Redden

Promotion candidates: G Niklas Svedberg, C Jared Knight, C Ryan Spooner, D Joseph Morrow

"That core is so important to a team," Julien said. "A lot of teams make changes along the way, so that's part of the business. You have to be ready for that. But any time you're able to keep that core group of guys together that you feel confident will give you a competitive team every year, it's a bonus."

Adding Chara changed the franchise, and the defenseman is one of the most indispensable players in the League. He, Rask and Bergeron can be the backbone of the Bruins for several more runs at the Stanley Cup. Bergeron in many ways exemplifies everything Julien wants his Bruins to represent.

A Selke Trophy winner and likely annual contender for the award, Bergeron has become one of the top players in the League. He plays excellent defense and drives possession on offense. He would be an easy choice as captain if the Bruins didn't have a Cup-winning one already, Chara.

The ultimate example of Bergeron's value could come in February at the Winter Olympics. Canada likely will bring a roster loaded with natural centers -- No. 1, franchise-type centers -- to Sochi, Russia. Bergeron has a chance to be one of the few who actually get to stay in the middle.

"The mentality in the organization is team first, and to me it means a lot," Bergeron said after agreeing to his extension. "That's the only way you can win. To me it exemplifies exactly the values that I have. … Over the past five years we have a great core of players that are working toward that same goal. It makes it fun to come to the rink every day for practice and games. I want to keep doing that and keep playing hockey in Boston."

There are a couple of new faces to work in, and one of the young defensemen Chiarelli has stockpiled needs to replace Andrew Ference in the top four. Rask needs to prove he can repeat 2012-13.

The Senators are trending upward, and the new kids on the block, the Detroit Red Wings, also look formidable, but the Bruins will enter the 2013-14 as not only a favorite to win the Atlantic Division but also to return to the Cup Final for the third time in four seasons.

"Obviously we've shown that we're still a championship-caliber team, and we're a team that plays with a lot of pride, and we can win," Lucic said.

That level of expectations, more than anything, is what the work of Chiarelli and Julien has fostered in Boston.

---
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The Winnipeg Jets' first two seasons in the NHL following the franchise's move from Atlanta went about as well as anyone could have hoped, everywhere but on the ice.

Fans have packed MTS Centre on a nightly basis since the move in May 2011, turning the NHL's smallest arena into one of the toughest stops for visiting teams. The love affair between the city and the Jets that began two years ago continues unabated; hundreds of fans swarmed the young players at rookie camp last month, looking for photos and autographs.
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The only fly in the ointment has been that the Jets have come up short of the Stanley Cup Playoffs in the two seasons in their new home.

Despite the lack of success on the ice, the Jets spent the summer locking up the core of their team, much of which came with the franchise from Atlanta. Andrew Ladd, Ondrej Pavelec, Evander Kane, Tobias Enstrom, Zach Bogosian, Blake Wheeler and Bryan Little were members of the organization that arrived in Winnipeg; general manager Kevin Cheveldayoff systematically signed all of them to long-term contracts after securing Wheeler, Little and Bogosian this summer. In all, 11 players have contracts that run through at least 2015-16.

The Jets have been good enough to compete in the past two seasons, but they haven't been able to get into the playoffs. They're betting that the personnel they have will improve enough to get them to the next level.

"I think you first have to evaluate where your group is," Cheveldayoff said. "You have to show faith in them. You have to try and show some consistency from the ownership group and the organization that you have a plan in mind and stick to it so you're not changing directions midstream."

With that commitment and those contracts comes the need to succeed. The fans who have filled MTS Centre are no longer going to be content merely with having the NHL back in town; they want to see a winning team and Stanley Cup Playoff games.

The Jets were ninth in the Eastern Conference in 2012-13 and will make their long-awaited move to the Western Conference this season. The travel will be easier; no more multiple trips to Washington, Carolina and to the two teams in Florida. But the tradeoff is being in a division led by the defending Stanley Cup champion Chicago Blackhawks.

For the Jets to make the playoffs for the first time since 2007 and the second in franchise history, they're going to have to do a better job keeping the puck out of their net. Not since 2006-07 has the Jets/Thrashers franchise finished better than 24th in goals allowed.

Pavelec, the unquestioned No. 1 goaltender, went 21-20-3 last season with a 2.80 goals-against average and a save percentage of .904; each was among the poorest figures for NHL starters. He played a League-high 44 of 48 games, as coach Claude Noel rode his No. 1 goalie hard; backup Al Montoya re-signed with the team after getting into seven games.

The big news on defense was the seven-year, $36 million contract given to Bogosian, the third player taken in the 2008 NHL Draft. The 23-year-old had five goals and 14 points in 33 games in 2012-13 and has never had more than 30 points in his five NHL seasons. The long-term deal was based at least as much on promise as on what he's accomplished thus far.

"I'm just real happy that Winnipeg believed in me and gave me another chance to prove myself," he said after the deal was announced. "I didn't exactly have the best start to my career in Atlanta and obviously moving up to Winnipeg gave me a new chance to play in a hockey market and play in a hockey town. That's where the term came in, it was definitely a no-brainer for me to want to stay there for a long time."

Improvement on the blue line could come from Jacob Trouba, the Jets' first-round pick (No. 9) in the 2012 NHL Draft. He left the University of Michigan after one season; with veteran Ron Hainsey allowed to leave as a free agent, the Jets would be delighted if the 19-year-old could step in.

JETS' OFFSEASON OUTLOOK

Additions: RW Devin Setoguchi, RW Michael Frolik, RW Andrew Gordon, RW Matt Halischuk, D Adam Pardy

Subtractions: C Nik Antropov, C Alexander Burmistrov, LW Antti Miettinen, C Aaron Gagnon, D Derek Meech

UFAs: D Ron Hainsey

Promotion candidates: D Jacob Trouba, C Mark Scheifele

"I think it's very realistic," Trouba said during development camp last month when asked about his prospects of making the team. "That's my goal. That's what I want -- to be in Winnipeg playing for the Jets -- so I'm going to do anything I can."

Also bidding for a job will be the No. 7 pick from 2011, Mark Scheifele, a center who has had brief stints with the Jets in each of the past two seasons before being returned to juniors.

"The real exciting thing for us is to see some of the younger guys, like Mark Scheifele and Jacob Trouba, can try and push and make some difficult decisions for us going forward with the way the roster continues to evolve," Cheveldayoff said.

The Jets were hurt last season by the absence of Enstrom, a playmaking defenseman who missed 26 games with injuries. Dustin Byfuglien (eight goals, 28 points) is one of the NHL's top offensive forces on the blue line.

Up front, Wheeler (19 goals, 41 points) and Little (seven goals, 32 points) received long-term contracts that avoided arbitration. They join Ladd (18 goals, team-high 46 points), the captain, and Kane (17 goals, 33 points), an emerging star, to give the Jets a talented offensive nucleus.

Cheveldayoff added to that group by bringing in Devin Setoguchi and Michael Frolik from the Minnesota Wild and Blackhawks, respectively. Those additions should make up for the loss of 2010 first-round pick (No. 8) Alexander Burmistrov, who opted to return home to Russia rather than re-sign with the Jets as a restricted free agent.

But is that enough to get the Jets into the playoffs? After making huge commitments to Little, Wheeler and Bogosian in an effort to keep the core together -- and making relatively few changes to a team that has missed the playoffs for six consecutive seasons -- Cheveldayoff is offering no guarantees.

"How close are we? I don't know," he said. "Obviously you have to play the game on the ice. I do know something: Ownership has shown a commitment to the city and ownership has shown they're willing to invest in the long-term future of this franchise. It has to start somewhere, and this is a good starting point."

---
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Zach Bogosian will be part of the Winnipeg Jets for a long time after signing a seven-year, $36 million contract this summer. What the Jets need now is for the 23-year-old defenseman to play up to that contract.

The Jets made sure the player the franchise took with the third pick in the 2008 NHL Draft wouldn't be going anywhere when they avoided arbitration by signing him for the long term. They made the commitment although Bogosian's career has been more promise than performance thus far.
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In 297 NHL games, Bogosian has 34 goals, 103 points and a minus-42 rating; not bad, but nothing earth-shaking. He's never scored more than 10 goals in a season and has reached the 30-point level once (in 2011-12). Bogosian has missed 11 or more games with injuries in four of his five NHL seasons and played 33 of 48 games in 2012-13, when he finished with five goals and 14 points.

When he's been able to play, Bogosian has averaged more than 23 minutes a game in each of the past two seasons, and obviously the Jets are convinced there's plenty of additional potential to his game.

"Zach is still a very young player when it comes to defenseman age," general manager Kevin Cheveldayoff said. "There is still a lot of room for his game to grow, and I think that's the exciting aspect. We have Zach locked up for what are the best years of a defenseman's career."

Bogosian has all the tools to be an elite NHL defenseman. He has good size (6-foot-3, 215 pounds), is an excellent skater who can move the puck, takes on the tough defensive assignments, and can contribute offensively. What he's lacked is the consistency to bring all of it together on an every-night basis.

The Jets decided his mix of skills, and the upside they offer, was worth the long-term commitment.

"He is someone that I really believe has a tremendous amount of untapped potential" Cheveldayoff said. "As he continues to mature as a player, he's going to blossom. His skating ability, his shot, his size, his work ethic, his physical strength; he is a young defenseman that for us is just going to continue to grow."

The long-term contract was one of three handed out by the Jets this summer, when management opted to keep the core of the team intact, even though the franchise hasn't made the Stanley Cup Playoffs since 2007.

Like Bogosian, the Jets have been more potential than performance so far. He said he's glad to see the nucleus of the current group will get the chance to grow into a winning team together.

"Signing the guys that we did and getting the guys we did in free agency is obviously going to help," he said. "Every year we sit down and talk about our goals. Winning a championship and bringing the Cup to Winnipeg would be the No. 1 thing. Moving forward, we’re a better team right now. I’m just very excited to be there for the next seven years."

Bogosian, an American, was drafted by the Atlanta Thrashers before the franchise moved to Winnipeg two years ago. After going through a young defenseman's usual growing pains in Atlanta, coming to Winnipeg, a market that had been pining for an NHL team since the original Jets left in 1996 to become the Phoenix Coyotes, gave him a fresh start.

"I didn't exactly have the best start to my career in Atlanta, and obviously moving to Winnipeg gave me a new chance to play in a hockey market and hockey town," Bogosian said. "It was definitely a no-brainer for me to want to stay there for a long time."

Cheveldayoff said he expects Bogosian to develop into the kind of cornerstone defenseman the Jets can build around to become a winner, and that the long-term deal was a way of expressing that conviction.

“Zach is someone that we wanted to show our faith in," he said. "We know that as he continues to grow [as] a defenseman, his role and his leadership and all aspects of his game are going to help this team to get to the next level."

---
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The Winnipeg Jets' franchise hasn't made the Stanley Cup Playoffs since 2007, when the team was based in Atlanta. The Jets have been competitive in their first two seasons since moving to Winnipeg, but the fans who have packed MTS Centre are moving past the stage when simply having the NHL back in town is enough; they want to see a playoff team.

Ownership has committed to keeping the core of this team together; 11 players are signed through the 2015-16 season after Zach Bogosian, Blake Wheeler and Bryan Little signed long-term contract extensions this summer. General manager Kevin Cheveldayoff is hoping the players he's committed to are ready to help the team take the next step and end its six-year absence from the postseason.

Here are six questions the Jets will need to answer to make that happen:
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1. Are Jacob Trouba and Mark Scheifele ready to contribute? -- The Jets kept the core of their team intact, but they have high hopes that the addition of first-round picks from 2012 (Trouba) and 2011 (Scheifele) will be enough to push them into the postseason.

Trouba, a defenseman, signed with Winnipeg after a spectacular season at the University of Michigan that included a gold medal with the United States at the 2013 IIHF World Junior Championship. Scheifele, a center, failed to stick with the Jets in each of the past two seasons. But he became an offensive force with Barrie of the Ontario Hockey League, scoring 39 goals and finishing with 79 points in 45 games last season before putting up 15 goals and 41 points in 21 playoff games.

"The real exciting thing for us is to see some of the younger guys, like Mark Scheifele and Jacob Trouba, try and push and make some difficult decisions for us going forward with the way the roster continues to evolve," Cheveldayoff said.

2. How good is the core? -- Cheveldayoff and ownership have obviously decided the Jets are still on the way up. They signed 23-year-old defenseman Bogosian, 25-year-old center Little and soon-to-be 27-year-old right wing Wheeler to long-term contracts this summer. Also signed through at least the 2015-16 season are forwards Evander Kane and Andrew Ladd along with goaltender Ondrej Pavelec and defensemen Tobias Enstrom, Dustin Byfuglien and Grant Clitsome. That's nine members of a non-playoff team who don't figure to be going anywhere.

The challenge is for that group to prove it can be the nucleus of a winning team. Bogosian, for one, is ready.

"We've had a lot of good players on our team for a couple years now," he said after signing his extension. "So it's going to be a good challenge for us. I think this group can do good things going forward."

3: Can the Jets keep the puck out of their net? -- Pavelec was the busiest goaltender in the NHL last season, starting 43 of Winnipeg's 48 games and appearing in a League-high 44. His 21-20-3 record wasn't awful, but his 2.80 goals-against was 37th among qualifying goaltenders and his .905 save percentage was 34th.

The Jets haven't been better than 24th in goals allowed in any of their past six seasons, and Pavelec has never had a GAA better than 2.73. With three seasons after this one remaining on his contract, Pavelec is not going anywhere. So he will have to step up his game if the Jets have any hopes of returning to the postseason. But the Jets will have to play a lot better in front of him.

4: Will Evander Kane fulfill his potential? -- Arguably the Jets forward most likely to emerge as an NHL star, Kane underwent surgery in June to remove pressure from a nerve in his left foot. He also finished last season with a wrist injury and has been sidelined by foot and knee problems.

Kane was back on the ice during development camp in July and said he expects to be ready to go when training camp starts in September. He has to be at full strength for the Jets to compete for a playoff berth. Of the Jets' core group, he's the one with the most upside, and they need him to become the All-Star power forward they hoped he would become when they drafted him at No. 4 in 2009.

5: Can Olli Jokinen bounce back? -- The Jets signed Jokinen to a two-year contract before last season, then saw him score seven goals and finish with 14 points and a minus-19 rating despite finishing fifth among Winnipeg forwards in ice time (17:07). At age 34, Jokinen is five years removed from the last of his three consecutive 30-goal seasons, but he had 23 goals and 61 points in 2011-12 for the Calgary Flames. The Jets need him to at least approach those numbers if they hope to make the playoffs.

6: What effect will realignment have? -- After playing their first two seasons in the Southeast Division and enduring a challenging travel schedule, the Jets are finally where they wanted to be all along: in the Western Conference. After realignment, Winnipeg is part of a Central Division that contains one team (the Colorado Avalanche) outside its time zone. The bad news is the Jets are moving from the NHL's weakest division in the old alignment (the Southeast) into one headed by the Stanley Cup champion Chicago Blackhawks.

Two playoff teams from last season, the St. Louis Blues and Minnesota Wild, also are in the Central Division, as are the improved Dallas Stars and Avalanche, and the rebounding Nashville Predators. Considering the competition, the Jets might need 95 points, a total reached once in franchise history, to make the postseason.

---
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The Winnipeg Jets have done their best to keep the core of their team together by handing out long-term contracts to players in their 20s. But there's still room on their roster for the kids.

In fact, the Jets are banking on a couple of recent first-round picks to give them the infusion of talent they'll need to make the Stanley Cup Playoffs for the second time in franchise history. Despite the loss of 2010 first-round pick Alexander Burmistrov, the Jets have been building depth in their system and could have two or three rookies in the lineup this season.

Here's a look at Winnipeg's top 10 prospects, according to NHL.com:

1. Jacob Trouba, D: After a sensational college season that ended with him signing an entry-level contract in April, it would be at least a moderate surprise if Trouba, the ninth player taken in the 2012 NHL Draft, wasn't in a Winnipeg uniform on opening night.

Trouba's lone season at the University of Michigan saw him named to the CCM Hockey All-America West Team, as well as to the CCHA's First All-Star Team, All-Rookie Team and All-Tournament Team after scoring 12 goals and finishing with 29 points in 37 games. He was named the best defenseman at the 2013 IIHF World Junior Championships after his four goals and nine points led the United States to the gold medal. Trouba also played seven games for the U.S. team that won bronze at the World Championship.
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Trouba is a shutdown defender and a punishing hitter with offensive skills and a heavy shot. The Jets expect him to play a significant role right away, and as his 6-foot-2, 187-pound frame fills out, he has the chance to become an elite defenseman. His goal is to be in the lineup when the season opens Oct. 1.

"Obviously I want this place to be home for quite a while," the 19-year-old said this summer. "I'm working to get there and we'll see how things go."

2. Mark Scheifele, C: The third time figures to be the charm for Scheifele, a talented center who has started each of the past two seasons with the Jets, playing a total of 11 games before being returned to the Barrie Colts of the Ontario Hockey League.

Scheifele, the seventh pick in the 2011 NHL Draft, thrived in Barrie under the tutelage of Hall of Fame member and former Jets star Dale Hawerchuk, scoring 39 goals and putting up 79 points in 45 games last season. He had 15 goals and 41 points in 21 playoff games for the Colts.

At Jets development camp, the 20-year-old measured 6-2, 184 and sounded like a player ready to make the jump to the NHL.

"The last two years I felt confident that I could stick with the team," he said. "I thought I developed well in juniors [last] year, and each and every year I get more and more confident. This year I just feel that much better, that much more confident in my game and my body.

"My goal is to get a role in the top-six [forwards] and do whatever I can to help the team win."

3. Josh Morrissey, D: The Jets grabbed Morrissey, a mobile defenseman, with the 13th selection in the 2013 NHL Draft after he scored 15 goals and finished with 47 points in 70 games with the Prince Albert Raiders of the Western Hockey League.

Morrissey, 18, is a tremendous skater who gets to top speed quickly and has good hockey sense offensively. He's willing to compete, but at 6-foot, 186, he'll have to get bigger and stronger to handle 1-on-1 situations, particularly in his own zone.

"I think I'm a two-way defenseman with an offensive upside. I like to compete hard and my biggest assets are my skating and my hockey sense," Morrissey said. "I have to work on my defensive game but my offensive side has really flourished."

4. Adam Lowry, C/LW: Taken in the third round (No. 67) of the 2010 NHL Draft, Lowry was named WHL Player of the Year in 2012-13 after scoring 45 goals and 88 points in 72 games with Swift Current. The son of former NHL forward Dave Lowry also had an assist in nine games with the Jets' AHL affiliate in St. John's. At 6-4, 187, the 20-year-old may have to fill out a bit, but he's eager for the opportunity to earn a roster spot in training camp.

5. Zach Redmond, D: Redmond's NHL debut last season ended when he sustained a ghastly skate cut to his right leg during a practice in late February. He needed surgery and sat out the remainder of the season.

Before the injury, the seventh-round pick (No. 184) in the 2008 NHL Draft had a goal and three assists in 12 games. That showing was impressive enough that the Jets made him a qualifying contract offer this summer. The 25-year-old is a solid skater, can move the puck out of his own zone, and at 6-2, 205 has the size to compete for one of the last three defense positions.

6. Connor Hellebuyck, G: The Jets' fifth-round pick (No. 132) in 2012 was one of the biggest surprises in college hockey last season. As a freshman, he won the starting job in goal for the University of Massachusetts-Lowell and led the River Hawks to their first NCAA Frozen Four. Hellebucyk's numbers were staggering; he went 20-3-0 with a 1.37 goals-against average, a .952 save percentage and six shutouts in 24 appearances.

At 6-4, 185, the 20-year-old fills a lot of net. He'll try to build on his sensational freshman season when he returns to Lowell this fall.

7. Edward Pasquale, G: A fourth-round choice (No. 117) in 2009, Pasquale saw the majority of action in goal for the Jets' American Hockey League affiliate in St. John's last season and got his first taste of the NHL when he was called up in February to back up Ondrej Pavelec.

At 6-2, 215, the 22-year-old has the size teams are looking for, and he led the IceCaps to the 2012 Calder Cup semifinals. He'll battle veteran Al Montoya for the backup job with the Jets.

8. Ivan Telegin, C: The 21-year-old Russian was a scorer and playmaker in junior hockey, where he was a year ahead of Scheifele with Barrie. But the 101st pick in the 2010 NHL Draft struggled to score in his first year as a pro, with three goals and 10 points in 34 games with St. John's. At 6-4, 195, he's got good size and can really skate, though he's likely to need at least one more season in the minors before competing for a job in the NHL.

9. Nic Petan, C: The Jets' second-round pick (No. 43) in June has spent his entire career playing bigger than his 5-9, 165-pound frame. The speedy center was a key to the Portland Winterhawks' run to the Memorial Cup Final last season, scoring 46 goals and tying for the WHL scoring title with 120 points in 71 games before contributing nine goals and 28 points in 21 playoff games. So far, Petan's speed and skill have compensated for his lack of size. If the 18-year-old is able to do that as he matures, he could be one of the steals of the 2013 draft.

10. Eric O'Dell, C: In his second season with St. John's, O'Dell led the IceCaps in goals (29) and points (55) playing 59 games. That was a big jump after getting 12 goals and 22 points in his first AHL season. A second-round pick (No. 39) by the Anaheim Ducks in 2008, O'Dell, 23, is a useful two-way center who sees the ice well. But at 6-foot, 185, he still needs to add strength.
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The 2013-14 edition of the Winnipeg Jets isn't going to look profoundly different from the 2012-13 team, but it is going to need to be more proficient at preventing goals.

Scoring isn't likely to be a problem, and the additions of Devin Setoguchi and Michael Frolik through trades, Matt Halischuk via free agency, and the potential graduation of Mark Scheifele to full-time NHL duty could make the Jets an even more formidable offensive club. Depth scoring was a major problem last season, but those four could end up among the top nine forwards.

There weren't as many alterations on the back end, with top prospect Jacob Trouba likely to be the only addition if he's ready for the NHL after one year at the University of Michigan. Better health for Zach Bogosian and Tobias Enstrom would help, and it is possible Frolik and Halischuk contribute as much at the defensive end as they do on offense.

2013-14 FANTASY PREVIEW: JETS

Under-valued: Andrew Ladd -- Though Ladd's 0.96 points-per-game might be unsustainable (they were easily the best of his career) and despite finishing with 22 penalty minutes last season, the forward could deliver close to 30 goals, 60-plus points, a solid plus/minus, 60-plus penalty minutes and 250 shots on goal this season.

Over-valued: Tobias Enstrom -- He's always been able to rack up plenty of points (0.63 per game over the past four seasons), but the defenseman is injury prone (he's missed 56 games during the past three seasons). He also averages 1.31 shots on goal per game for his career (0.95 last season), doesn't get a lot of penalty minutes, and his plus/minus won't be reliable. Be careful not to draft him too early.

Sleeper: Devin Setoguchi -- For the most part, Setoguchi disappointed in his two seasons with the Minnesota Wild. A fresh start in Winnipeg could help the forward, and the possibility of playing on a line with Evander Kane could help the 26-year-old score 25-plus goals.

 -- Follow Matt Cubeta on Twitter: @NHLQubes

FOLLOW @NHLFANTASY FOR DAILY UPDATES ›

MORE NHL.COM FANTASY HOCKEY COVERAGE ›

It is also time for Ondrej Pavelec to prove he's more than an average NHL goaltender (he's certainly being paid like an above-average one). The core is back together, and everyone has a long-term contract now, but another year without a Stanley Cup Playoff berth could make it time for some changes in Winnipeg.

Here is the projected 2013-14 lineup for the Jets:

Forwards

Andrew Ladd - Bryan Little - Blake Wheeler

Evander Kane - Mark Scheifele - Devin Setoguchi

Matt Halischuk - Olli Jokinen - Michael Frolik

Eric Tangradi - Jim Slater - James Wright

Chris Thorburn

Defensemen

Tobias Enstrom - Zach Bogosian

Grant Clitsome - Dustin Byfuglien

Mark Stuart - Jacob Trouba

Paul Postma - Adam Pardy

Goalies

Ondrej Pavelec

Al Montoya

NOTES: The most notable position battle in training camp will be Scheifele vs. Jokinen for the second-line center spot behind Little. If Scheifele looks like he can handle the job, he's almost certainly going to be given a chance. Halischuk is not on a one-way contract, but he averaged 1.68 points per 60 minutes of ice time with the offensively challenged Nashville Predators last season; that figure was better than all of the Jets' forwards after their big four (the top line plus Kane).

It might be time for Bogosian to pass Byfuglien on the right side of the defensive depth chart, at least at even strength. Adding Trouba potentially gives the Jets three quality offensive defensemen who shoot right-handed.

Pavelec has been a workhorse for the Jets, and that doesn't figure to change in 2013-14.

---

For all 30 in 30 stories go to NHL.com/30in30stories and for the full 30 in 30 schedule visit NHL.com/30in30.
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The St. Louis Blues' search for a center to complement a consistent set of wings may have been one of the NHL's worst kept secrets entering the offseason.

The idea was that it could help increase scoring for an offensively challenged team looking to take the next step in progression as well as give the team a bona fide No. 1 guy down the middle.

Signing veteran Derek Roy to a one-year, $4 million contract was done for two reasons: to re-establish the solid point production Roy proved while playing for the Buffalo Sabres, and, more important, to develop chemistry with power forward Chris Stewart.
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Stewart, who recently signed a two-year, $8.3 million contract, has seen his share of ups and downs throughout his young career, first with the Colorado Avalanche and now with the Blues.

The Blues acquired Stewart in 2011 along with defenseman Kevin Shattenkirk in a trade that sent defenseman Erik Johnson, the first player taken in the 2006 NHL Draft, to Colorado. Stewart has shown the ability to take over games as well as go through prolonged point and goalless streaks. Though he's 6-foot-2 and 231 pounds, Stewart, 25, has the kind of soft, deft hands a player his size normally doesn't possess, but he can play a power game with the best of them.

The Blues, who have been eliminated from the Stanley Cup Playoffs by the Los Angeles Kings in each of the past two seasons, are banking that Stewart will return to the form that saw him score seven of his team-leading 18 goals in a seven-game stretch last season. That's the kind of streaky play Stewart, a Toronto native, has been prone to; he scored three goals during the Blues' final 18 regular-season games.

"You can't put a number on it when it comes stat-wise," Stewart said. "I feel like if I can play the way I play, you're going to get your opportunities and those kinds of things will take care of themselves.

"As far as personal goals, I'm just going to fit them into team goals. Whatever I can do to help my team win every night, that's going to be the attitude."

Blues coach Ken Hitchcock, who has had experience with Roy and Stewart at the international level, is eager to see the combination when the Blues open camp. The veteran coach said he feels each can benefit from being on the ice together.

"We're comfortable with twosomes wanting to see threesomes," Hitchcock said, referring to his projected line combinations. "We really want to see Stewart play with Roy.

"With Derek Roy and Stewart, we feel like that Stewart's a guy that gets open in the scoring areas and we feel like Derek Roy's a guy that has patience to find people like that. That's his strength. That's when he was getting big numbers in Buffalo [playing with Thomas Vanek]. He was that type of guy that had patience and bought time and made plays that a lot of people can't make."

Stewart, who in his second and third seasons in the League scored 28 goals, dipped to 15 goals and 30 points in 79 games with the Blues in 2011-12. It was the kind of unproductive season that had Hitchcock moving Stewart anywhere from the top line to the fourth line in search of consistent production.

When Stewart seemed to find himself in a more productive role last season, his name was the subject of trade rumors. Blues general manager Doug Armstrong never actually contemplated giving up on Stewart after signing him to a one-year contract prior to last season. Stewart went on to lead the Blues with 18 goals and 36 points before receiving the two-year deal in July.

The Blues need Stewart, who recently got married, to produce in a consistent and continue to grow. It's OK to be creative, but play with a mean streak and do so by taking up real estate in front of the net.

"For us to be a successful team and for us to win in the playoffs, he has to be a big part of that," Armstrong said of Stewart. "We traded for a player (Roy) that I think can be a huge part of a good team. I'm looking forward to [Stewart] coming back in here and regaining the stats on our team and to get his ice time up to where he can produce in the 30-plus goal range.

"We had never contemplated giving up on him. We traded for him for a reason. He had back-to-back 28-goal seasons. That's an accomplishment in a League that's hard to score in. ... Power forwards are very difficult to find."

Stewart, who has 100 goals and 202 points in 319 NHL games, will get an opportunity to thrive with patient puck-handler Roy. The Blues have yet to determine who they will look at to complement the pair but feel they have two-thirds of a line that has the makings to be a good one.

"Stewy's challenge is just sorting out why he's having success," Hitchcock said. "I think once you figure out why you're having success, you don't want to let go of the rope.

"I think he's figuring out the harder he competes, the more he scores. So rather than looking to score, he's looking to compete, and then the whole thing just takes care of itself. When you have skill players who operate like that, they're hard to play against."

With a bevy of talented teammates, Stewart said he believes he can be a piece to the puzzle.

"There's really no restrictions here," he said. "You've got a lot of offensive power here. I think my job is not really to carry the puck; just kind of give it and go to the net. Just simplify things. The nights I simplify my game the most are the nights I have the most success.

"I think the sky's the limit for us."

For all 30 in 30 stories go to NHL.com/30in30stories and for the full 30 in 30 schedule visit NHL.com/30in30.
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There had to be a sense of déjà vu for the St. Louis Blues. They had a second straight strong season ended in the Stanley Cup Playoffs by the Los Angeles Kings.

How can the Blues get over the hump?
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"I think one thing we feel as an organization is we are in that window of opportunity to have success both regular season and playoffs," general manager Doug Armstrong told NHL.com. "We don't want to let these seasons slip through our fingers without some long playoff runs."

Here are six questions the Blues will need to answer to make that possible:

1. Could the Blues actually have three No. 1 goalies? -- Jaroslav Halak and Brian Elliott shared the Jennings Trophy two seasons ago and Elliott has been an All-Star. Then there's Jake Allen, who led rookie goalies last season in wins and goals-against average.

"I don't know where we would have been last year without Jake, and I don't know where we would have been without Elliott's strong finish," Armstrong said. "Jaro had a year he'd like to forget … but he's a guy that's taken a team deep into the playoffs.

"I certainly do like the depth we have in that position."

Coach Ken Hitchcock has done a masterful job finding time for Halak and Elliott the past two seasons, but will he be able to add Allen to the equation? And if the 22-year-old has to spend the season in the minors, will he have the right attitude?

Halak and Elliott each is in the final year of his contract, meaning one could be moved to solve the logjam, but in the interim, this could be a situation worth watching.

2. Who replaces David Perron? -- Perron showed he was fully recovered from concussion issues that plagued him the two previous seasons. He had 10 goals and 25 points in 48 games, numbers when prorated over 82 games come out to 17 goals and 42 points, not far removed from the 20 goals and 47 points he scored in 2009-10, his prior injury-free season.

When healthy, Perron was a staple on the Blues' top-two lines, last season playing with Patrik Berglund and T.J. Oshie. So with Perron traded to the Edmonton Oilers last month, who slides into that spot?

The Blues have plenty of options. Armstrong said Magnus Paajarvi, acquired from Edmonton in the trade, likely will get the first crack at starting there, but nothing is set in stone.

Vladimir Tarasenko had a promising start as a rookie last season but ended as a healthy scratch for all but one game in the playoffs. However, his talent was obvious, and though a natural right wing, with enough time in training camp could make the switch. Rookies Dmitrij Jaskin and Ty Rattie also have the talent to earn top-six jobs in their first pro seasons.

3. Can this core group make the next step? -- The Blues surged to the top of the Central Division in 2011-12, won a round in the Stanley Cup Playoffs for the first time since 2002, then lost in the Western Conference Semifinals to the eventual Cup-champion Kings. This spring the Blues were the fourth seed in the West, drew the Kings in the first round and lost in six games.

Almost the same core group from those two disappointing springs will return this season, and they'll have to again try to put what happened behind them as quickly as possible.

"I think last year there was a feeling that we were a team that could be competitive deep into the playoffs," Armstrong said. "We ran into the defending Stanley Cup champs and we were out early. But I think our goals and our mindset is still the same: We should be competitive with all the teams with an opportunity to be a strong playoff team."

4. Where will the offense come from? -- Under Hitchcock, the Blues have adopted a shut-down defensive mindset, and with Alex Pietrangelo, Kevin Shattenkirk, Jay Bouwmeester, Barret Jackman and Jordan Leopold, they might have the best defense corps in the League.

Then there's the other end of the ice. The Blues were 17th in the League at 2.58 goals per game last season, then scored 10 goals in six playoff game against the Kings.

The Blues had two players score at least 15 goals last season, and one other reached double-figures. The previous season, David Backes led the team with 24 goals, which tied for 60th in the League.

The hope is free-agent center Derek Roy can help change that.

"We have bigger players, we have scoring centermen, we were looking for a playmaking centerman," Armstrong said. "I think Derek adds diversity to our group of forwards. When you look at the centermen we've had in the past, maybe size down the middle was one of our strengths … now we have [David] Backes and [Patrik] Berglund, they're big men; we have a different component in Derek. We're hoping he's going to create offense for players like Chris Stewart on the wing."

5. How much will training camp help? -- This will be Hitchcock's third season with the Blues, but September will mark his first training camp as the team's coach. He replaced Davis Payne 13 games into the 2011-12 season, then had an abbreviated camp prior to the start of last season.

"It's going to be beneficial," Armstrong said. "We can … reconnect to the foundation that he's built."

Armstrong said he believes it's more important for the players to take a leadership role at training camp.

"We're at the point now where the responsibility isn't on Ken, in my opinion," he said. "The responsibility is on our leadership group and our players to take charge of the team. Ken now is here to guide and to coach, not to have to play the taskmaster on making sure everyone is doing things correctly. That now has to come from the leadership group. Because that's what good teams have -- good teams have internal leadership."

6. Will a rookie step up? -- The Blues have one of the strongest groups of emerging prospects in the League. With Perron's departure and the retirement of Andy McDonald, there will be a chance for Jaskin or Rattie, each starting his professional career this season, to step into a prominent role. But will they be able to?

"We're no longer in that spot where we need to put 18-, 19- or 20-year-old players on our roster," Armstrong said. "These players are going to be given an opportunity, but it's a very difficult lineup to crack."

Jaskin and Rattie are 20, but their talent at the junior level was impressive. Rattie had 48 goals in 62 regular-season games with the Portland Winterhawks of the Western Hockey League, 20 goals in 21 WHL playoff games, and six goals in five Memorial Cup games. Jaskin had 99 points in 51 games with the Moncton Wildcats of the Quebec Major Junior Hockey League last season, his first in North America. He was rewarded with a two-game call-up to the Blues late last season.

Other young players who could compete for jobs are promising defensemen Joel Edmundson, Jani Hakanpaa and Petteri Lindbohm.

"If we have to move out a veteran player because a younger player is better," Armstrong said, "then that's the nature of the beast in the NHL."

---
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It's the little things that show St. Louis Blues general manager Doug Armstrong the culture is changing around his team.

"This is probably the first year in the five years I've been in St. Louis that we're not leaving a space for an entry-level player," he told NHL.com. "We're no longer in that spot where we need to put 18-, 19- or 20-year-old players on our roster, to rejuvenate our fan base that we're in the growth process, or out of necessity because we don't have competent veteran players."
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Depth and skill across the entire roster and throughout the organization have the Blues focused on continuing the progress that's been made the past two seasons.

The change in culture started when Ken Hitchcock arrived as coach 13 games into the 2011-12 season. The Blues were 6-7-0 at the time but finished 49-22-11, won the Central Division, finished second in the Western Conference with 109 points, and won a Stanley Cup Playoff series for the first time since 2002.

Last season the Blues recovered from a slow start to finish fourth in the conference, but like the 2012 run, the 2013 trip to the Stanley Cup Playoffs ended in a loss to the Los Angeles Kings.

"We ran into a buzz saw in Los Angeles two years ago," Armstrong said. "A team that sort of was in playoff mode the last month of the season just to get in the playoffs, they were a dominant team throughout that run [and] we weren't a match for them that season. I thought last season was a much more competitive series. Still, we weren't able to find the necessary goals to push that in our favor. I think we have learned."

Part of that learning curve might have been the signing of free-agent center Derek Roy to a one-year contract in July. Roy averaged 60 points the previous six seasons with the Buffalo Sabres, but in 42 games split between the Dallas Stars and Vancouver Canucks in 2012-13, he had seven goals and 28 points and was limited to two assists in four playoff games.

Armstrong said he envisions Roy centering one of the team's top three lines and giving the team something it hasn't had the past few seasons.

"We have bigger players, we have scoring centermen, we were looking for a playmaking centerman," Armstrong said. "I think Derek adds diversity to our group of forwards. When you look at the centermen we've had in the past, maybe size down the middle was one of our strengths … we have [David] Backes and [Patrik] Berglund, they're big men; we have a different component in Derek. We're hoping he's going to create offense for players like Chris Stewart on the wing."

Though coming in on a one-year contract might serve as a motivating factor, Armstrong said that doesn't necessarily concern him.

"As a manager I don't really care what motivates these guys to have good years, I just want them to have good years," he said. "If it's a motivation of a one-year deal or the motivation of a long-term contract at the end of a good season is there, then so be it. We need him to be a good player for us if we're going to be a competitive team."

External competition certainly will be there from the rest of the League, including a new-look Central Division that includes the defending Stanley Cup champion Chicago Blackhawks. Armstrong said he's looking forward to roster battles up and down the lineup.

"What we say to all our players is internal competition makes us better," he said. "We have internal competition in our group of nine [forwards] for power-play ice time, for competitive ice time against other teams' top players. We have excellent competition on our back end for ice time, and now we have great competition for our goal."

Jaroslav Halak and Brian Elliott, barring injury, will start the season as the goaltending tandem, leaving Jake Allen to start the season in the American Hockey League. Allen, a 2008 second-round draft pick (No. 34), showed last season how far he had advanced in his development in his first NHL action when he went 9-4-0 with a 2.46 goals-against average and .905 save percentage in 15 games.

"It's certainly not going to hurt Jake to play the lion's share of the games in the American Hockey League for a year if that's where we get to, and I would say that's where it looks like we're going to be at," Armstrong said. "The strength of our team is our goaltending. I don't know where we would have been last year without Jake and I don't know where we would have been without Elliott's strong finish. Jaro had a year he'd like to forget … but he's a guy that's taken a team deep into the playoffs. You look at his numbers since he's been in St. Louis and they're near the top of the League in goals-against average and shutouts. I certainly do like the depth we have in that position."

The Blues also are extremely deep at forward, even with the retirement of Andy McDonald and the trade that sent David Perron to the Edmonton Oilers.

"We're probably not a team you look at as a top-six team and a bottom-six team," Armstrong said. "We're a group of nine, and maybe even deeper than that, we're a group of 10 now."

With Roy filling McDonald's spot at third-line center, that leaves an open spot at left wing on the second line heading into training camp. Among those who could get a shot there is Magnus Paajarvi, who came from Edmonton in the Perron deal.

Paajarvi was the 10th pick of the 2009 NHL Draft and was expected to be a big offensive producer, but it didn't happen in three up-and-down seasons with the Oilers. The hope is a fresh start will rejuvenate the 22-year-old.

"I think Paajarvi has some history with Berglund," Armstrong said of the Swedes. "I think Ken will give him an opportunity there to start the season, but ultimately he's going to have to fight for that ice time. You look at the left side of our team, it has [Alexander] Steen, it has [Jaden] Schwartz, it has [Vladimir] Sobotka, and it has Paajarvi. There's very good competition for ice time in there.

"Magnus understands he's going to have to come in and earn that ice time. He's going to a totally different environment than he left in Edmonton. Edmonton was one of, 'Play the young players and allow them to grow through their learning curve;' we're a team that's trying to win today."

Another player who could push for extra ice time is forward Vladimir Tarasenko, who as a rookie had five goals and 10 points in his first eight games, but had two goals and seven points in 21 games after returning March 16 from a three-week absence due to a concussion. He was a healthy scratch for five of the team's six playoff games.

BLUES' OFFSEASON OUTLOOK

Additions: LW Magnus Paajarvi, C Derek Roy, C Keith Aucoin, C Alexandre Bolduc, C Maxim Lapierre

Subtractions: LW David Perron, D Kris Russell

UFAs: RW Jamie Langenbrunner, LW/C Andy McDonald, C Scott Nichol, D Jeff Woywitka, C T.J. Hensick, C Andrew Murray

Promotion candidates: D Joel Edmundson, RW Ty Rattie, RW Dmitrij Jaskin, D Jani Hakanpaa, D Petteri Lindbohm

However, his slow finish doesn't diminish what's going to be expected of him this season.

"We left Schwartz and Tarasenko with a clear message: You have that one year under your belt now and for us to be a good team we need to count on you. … If we didn't think both those players were ready for that, those expectations, we wouldn't give it to them," Armstrong said. "We're going to need them to be competitive, probably minimum top-nine players and maybe even higher than that."

Also pushing for ice time will be forwards Ty Rattie and Dmitri Jaskin, and defensemen Joel Edmundson and Jani Hakanpaa, all entering their first full professional seasons in North America. Armstrong said roster spots will be determined on performance, not reputation or age.

"These players are going to be given an opportunity, but it's a very difficult lineup to crack," he said. "That's that internal competition. … If we have to move out a veteran player because a younger player is better, than that's the nature of the beast in the NHL."

Whatever the final makeup of the roster, Armstrong said the time to win is now for this group.

"I think one thing we feel as an organization is we are in that window of opportunity to have success both regular season and playoffs," he said. "We don't want to let these seasons slip through our fingers without some long playoff runs. I think last year there was a feeling that we were a team that could be competitive deep into the playoffs. We ran into the defending Stanley Cup champs and we were out early. But I think our goals and our mindset is still the same: We should be competitive with all the teams with an opportunity to be a strong playoff team."

---
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When St. Louis Blues coach Ken Hitchcock won the Jack Adams Award as the NHL's best coach following the 2011-12 season, he remarked that one of the best parts of his job was getting to work with so many young players.

In the past two seasons, that list included forwards Vladimir Tarasenko and Jaden Schwartz, defensemen Kevin Shattenkirk and Alex Pietrangelo, and goaltender Jake Allen.

That list is going to continue to grow; the Blues have a bumper crop of prospects set to turn pro this season, with more than a few of them ready to fight for -- and potentially win -- NHL jobs.
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Here's a look at St. Louis' top 10 prospects, according to NHL.com:

1. Dmitrij Jaskin, RW: The Blues got the big forward to agree to leave the Czech Republic to play for the Moncton Wildcats of the Quebec Major Junior Hockey League last season, and the result was an outstanding season for the 2011 second-round pick (No. 41).

In 51 games, the 6-foot-2, 196-pound forward led Moncton and was fourth in the league in goals (46) and points (99). He had three goals and three assists for the Czech Republic at the 2013 IIHF World Junior Championship.

His strong play earned him a two-game stint with the Blues late in the season, and though he didn't have any points, he showed a tantalizing skill set. He also displayed an improved attitude, which has Blues director of player development Tim Taylor even more excited.

"His work ethic changed from 2011 to 2012-13, and last year he worked out hard," Taylor told NHL.com. "I went in with Nelson [Ayotte], our strength and conditioning coach [and] we spent five days in Moncton with him and he understood the concept of working out and making sure he's in better shape. He acknowledged he wasn't in great shape at the World Juniors prior to that and he spent most of the summer in St. Louis working out with Nelson. He's really taken a step in the work ethic and understanding what being a pro hockey player is all about."

With the trade of David Perron and retirement of Andy McDonald, there are spots open in the Blues' top-nine forwards, and Jaskin, 20, will be given a shot to win one of them.

"He's [6-2], he skates very well, he's put a lot of muscle into his game," Taylor said. "He's a guy that I feel, out of all our prospects right now, that can adapt to the NHL game right away because of his size. He plays a physical game … a heavy game. We haven't seen it in the NHL level, we only had two games at the end of the season, but he's a guy that I think can do it."

2. Ty Rattie, RW: A 2011 second-round pick (No. 31), Rattie is best known for his goal-scoring ability. The 6-foot, 178-pound forward had 48 goals in 62 games last season with the Portland Winterhawks of the Western Hockey League, 20 in 21 WHL playoff games, and six in five games at the Memorial Cup. He had three goals in six games for Canada at the 2013 World Juniors.

Taylor said there are other things to like about Rattie's game.

"The thing that I don't think a lot of people realize about Ty Rattie until you watch him play consistently is that he's a lot better playmaker than people give him credit for," he said. "People look at his stats and say, 'Wow, what a goal scorer.' He can score and he's got a terrific shot; he scores big goals, timely goals.

"The thing that impressed me most about him … he's very methodical with the puck. He doesn't give the puck away. Coming out of his own zone he makes sure he protects it well off the boards. He doesn't just chip it out; he makes a play to get it into the middle, which for us as a team creates more speed up the middle of the ice. He doesn't give it away; he doesn't just chip it out and say, 'My job is over.' He gets it and makes a play and moves up behind the player he made the pass to."

Taylor said all Rattie, 20, has to do to earn an NHL job is showcase those skills every shift.

"The one thing he has to learn about the pro game is you can't take a shift off, because coaches have to be able to trust players to put them in situations," he said. "There are situations where the coaches have to trust young players to put them in situations to be successful. So he has to gain the trust of our staff in training camp that he'll be able to do those in-game situations that you rely on to win hockey games."

3. Joel Edmundson, D: It was a tale of two seasons for the big defenseman, whom the Blues selected with the third of three 2011 second-round picks (No. 46). After totaling eight points and a minus-11 rating in 29 games with the Moose Jaw Warriors of the WHL, he was rejuvenated after a trade to the Kamloops Blazers, and had 17 points and a plus-9 rating in 34 games. The 20-year-old had eight points in 15 playoff games.

"When he got traded this year his game skyrocketed and we have not heard enough good things about him," Taylor said. "Every person we talked to said how well he's playing. He really took off."

One thing that didn't change no matter where the 6-4, 207-pound defenseman played was the physicality he brought to the game. He totaled 141 penalty minutes in 68 games last season, and has 327 in three WHL seasons.

"He's a mean player to play against and a big guy," Taylor said. "We see him as a third/fourth guy in the NHL who can play a lot of minutes and be a physical force to play against."

4. Jani Hakanpaa, D: Taylor compared the big Finnish blueliner, whom the Blues picked in the fourth round (No. 110) of the 2010 NHL Draft, to Kevin Hatcher.

"He's got the ability to be offensive, he's a shutdown guy," Taylor said of Hakanpaa. "He's a big guy (6-5, 218), he's physical."

Hakanpaa had two goals and three assists in 34 games last season for the Espoo Blues in Finland's top professional league, and finished the season four points in 14 games with the Blues' American Hockey League team, the Peoria Rivermen. When that season ended, Hakanpaa joined the Blues as an extra player during the Stanley Cup Playoffs.

Taylor said Hakanpaa, 21, is committed to playing full-time in North America this season.

"When you bring European players over, they have to want to be here," Taylor said. "There can't be that crutch of, 'OK, if it doesn't work I'm going home,' because it never works out. You have to be 100-percent committed. … Hakanpaa is coming over to work out early and spend the rest of the summer. The only thing he wants to do is play in the NHL for the St. Louis Blues. That's a huge credit to him. That also gives him a chance to play in the NHL."

5. Jordan Binnington, G: Despite being a high NHL draft pick -- the Blues selected Binnington in the third round (No. 88) in 2011 -- he has spent a large amount of time overcoming obstacles placed in front of him.

He was the youngest of three goalies with the Owen Sound Attack of the Ontario Hockey League during the 2010-11 season, but emerged as the starter as the team went to the Memorial Cup. The following season he had to fight for playing time with over-ager Scott Stajcer, but again won that battle and played the majority of the games. Last season Binnington (6-1, 167) wasn't invited to Canada's summer junior evaluation camp but played well enough in the first half of the season that he earned a spot on Canada's World Junior Championship team and played two games.

The unquestioned starter in Owen Sound last season, Binnington, 20, was named the OHL's best goalie after finishing in the top four in wins (32), goals-against average (2.17), save percentage (.932) and shutouts (seven), playing 50 games.

"He's always been behind other guys wherever he's played [and] he's always come to the forefront," Taylor said. "He's a great, quality kid that understands the game and work ethic to be a pro. We're very excited about his development and where he's come since we've drafted him. Every year he's gotten better."

6. Jordan Schmaltz, D: After a solid freshman season at the University of North Dakota, the Blues are looking for Schmaltz, the 25th pick of the 2012 draft, to make bigger strides this season.

The 6-2, 190-pound defenseman had three goals and nine assists in 42 games, but was the youngest of six NHL-drafted defensemen and saw limited minutes. This season, though, the 19-year-old is expected to have a larger role, and numbers that should rise accordingly.

"This year we're looking for him to take that step and want to be the man back there and run the power play and be offensive and jump up and make more plays," Taylor said. "It's a big year for him … a big stepping stone in his growth as a player. We're looking for big things from him this year."

7. Petteri Lindbohm, D: Taylor didn't need to watch the 2012 sixth-round pick (No. 176) for very long to find an NHL comparable: Ulf Samuelsson.

"He moved the puck well, but he was physical, he was mean," Taylor said. "A 19-year-old kid playing against men, I really admired the way he played."

The 6-3, 198-pound defenseman had four assists in 35 games as a rookie with Jokerit in Finland's top professional league. He also had two assists and served as captain for Finland at the 2013 World Junior Championship.

Taylor said next for Lindbohm could be a move to North America.

"The way he's progressed, he's a guy that we're probably going to bring him over," Taylor said. "I love the way he plays. You don't get enough of those guys. With his attitude and his meanness on the ice, he's going to have a real long career. And guys are going to hate him. Guys are going to be all over him. But those are the guys you love to have."

8. Niklas Lundstrom, G: Lundstrom appears to be the latest in a rapidly growing pipeline of strong young Blues goalies.

The 2011 fifth-round pick (No. 132) was second in goals-against average (1.60) and third in save percentage (.944) in helping Sweden win the silver medal at the 2013 World Juniors. The 20-year-old had a 3.10 GAA in 15 games with AIK in the Swedish Hockey League.

"Lundstrom moves well," Taylor said. "He's a big guy (6-1, 194). From what I've seen watching film of him, he just plays a very, very relaxed game and makes the saves look easy."

9. Max Gardiner, C: After finding himself far off track, Gardiner, a 2010 third-round pick (No. 74), has re-emerged as a prospect for the Blues.

A Minnesota native, Gardiner left the University of Minnesota after 17 games in the 2010-11 season. After a middling 2011-12 with the Dubuque Fighting Saints of the United States Hockey League, Taylor said the Blues had lost faith in Gardiner.

"Max started at Minnesota, things weren't working out, he quits the program, he spends a year in Dubuque, it's almost taking a step back," Taylor said. "He's in a holding pattern. He doesn't have a very good year in Dubuque. He knows he's going to school the following year, but he's taken a step back in his career."

But a strong season at Penn State in 2012-13 -- a team-best 18 assists in 23 games for the first-year NCAA program -- has moved the 21-year-old back to a prominent spot among the team's prospects.

"He's taken a step in the right direction," Taylor said. "His body has matured. He's a big kid (6-3, 204). The biggest thing we need to see improvement this year is his skating, his first two or three strides. His strength is going to come. … He was off our radar, but he played himself back on."

10. Colton Parayko, D: A 2012 third-round pick (No. 86), Parayko had 17 points in 33 games as a freshman at the University of Alaska-Fairbanks.

What impressed Taylor most, however, was the way the defenseman arrived for prospect camp earlier in the summer.

"He's a kid that looks like Ivan Drago," Taylor said. "He's [6-5] and gained 14 pounds (to 214) from last year to this year and went down from 8.5 to 7.5 percent body fat."

With that kind of off-ice work ethic, Taylor believes the on-ice improvements that are needed will come from the 20-year-old.

"He needs to work on his ability to shoot the puck and really be aggressive in his skating," Taylor said. "He's a tad off in his skating; his legs need to get stronger. Once they do, we look for good things out of him."

---

For all 30 in 30 stories go to NHL.com/30in30stories and for the full 30 in 30 schedule visit NHL.com/30in30.
30 in 30: Plenty of depth, talent in Blues lineup

Tuesday, 08.13.2013 / 3:00 AM / 30 in 30

By Corey Masisak - NHL.com Staff Writer

47 

7 

54 

Email 

Comment

Print

In the days leading up the Western Conference Final, Chicago Blackhawks forward Patrick Kane was asked about the Los Angeles Kings and called them "a better version of the St. Louis Blues."

It would be hard to argue with Kane, considering the Kings and Blues do play a similar style, and Los Angeles has ended hockey season in St. Louis two years running. So the challenge for the Blues is pretty simple in 2013-14: catch up to the Kings (and the Blackhawks, who will be more direct competition in the Central Division).

The Blues are deep and they are talented. David Perron and Andy McDonald are gone, and likely to be replaced in the top nine by free-agent signing Derek Roy and either newcomer Magnus Paajarvi (who arrived in the Perron trade) or Jaden Schwartz.

Roy was the marquee add, but there is newfound depth at center for the bottom two lines as well with free agents Maxim Lapierre and Keith Aucoin on board. The biggest item of business this offseason for the Blues has actually yet to happen -- No. 1 defenseman Alex Pietrangelo is a restricted free agent and needs a new contract.

2013-14 FANTASY PREVIEW: BLUES

Under-valued: David Backes -- After two big seasons from 2010-12, Backes took a major step back last season, finishing with six goals, 22 assists and five power-play points. However, a potential move back to the wing should help him, and a return to his usual 25-30 goals, 50-60 points and 100-plus penalty minutes should be expected.

Over-valued: Jaroslav Halak -- Halak has put up stellar numbers in his three seasons in St. Louis, but the Blues have Brian Elliott and Jake Allen waiting in the wings, which could result in Halak getting traded at some point. Between the logjam and his injury history, Halak's fantasy value will diminish this season.

Sleeper: Jaden Schwartz -- The production wasn't there last season (seven goals, six assists in 45 games), but if the Blues' line combinations during the playoffs are any indication (he played with Backes and Alexander Steen), Schwartz has plenty of upside. The 14th pick of the 2010 NHL Draft is worth a flyer late in fantasy drafts.

 -- Follow Matt Cubeta on Twitter: @NHLQubes

FOLLOW @NHLFANTASY FOR DAILY UPDATES ›

MORE NHL.COM FANTASY HOCKEY COVERAGE ›

Once he signs, the Blues will have their defense corps and trio of goaltenders from 2012-13 intact. Preventing goals has not been the problem with coach Ken Hitchcock behind the bench, but the Blues need to scratch out a few more of their own if they are going to be more than the third or fourth-best team in the West in 2013-14.

Here is the projected lineup for the Blues:

Forwards 

Patrik Berglund - David Backes - T.J. Oshie

Vladimir Tarasenko - Derek Roy - Chris Stewart

Jaden Schwartz - Vladimir Sobotka - Alexander Steen

Magnus Paajarvi - Maxim Lapierre - Ryan Reaves

Chris Porter - Keith Aucoin

Defensemen 

Jay Bouwmeester - Alex Pietrangelo

Jordan Leopold - Kevin Shattenkirk

Barret Jackman - Roman Polak

Ian Cole

Goaltenders 

Jaroslav Halak

Brian Elliott

NOTES: Other than Hitchcock being interested in seeing how Roy and Stewart work together, the top three lines could be all over the place. Backes and Sobotka were both better than Berglund on faceoffs last season. While Berglund's goal total (17) might also seem like a good reason to move him to the wing, his shooting percentage is likely to decrease in 2013-14, and Backes will likely shoot "better."

There are at least 10 guys fighting for spots in the top nine, and that doesn't count Lapierre as the potential No. 3 center or top prospect Dmitrij Jaskin. Tarasenko, Schwartz and Paajarvi (and even Jaskin, potentially) can make the Blues younger and more fleet afoot up front.

Provided Pietrangelo signs, the defense corps is likely to look a lot like it did against the Kings in the first round of the playoffs. Jake Allen looks like he is ready for the NHL, but he's still the No. 3 goalie on the Blues' depth chart … for now. Both Halak and Elliott are unrestricted free agents after the 2013-14 season, so Allen could be the No. 1 guy in the near future.

---
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On the first day of NHL free agency last month, Nashville Predators general manager David Poile admitted he had never been so eager to upgrade his roster.

Failing to qualify for the Stanley Cup Playoffs for the first time in four seasons while equaling the lowest goals per game average (2.27) in the NHL can do that to someone holding his team to a much higher standard.

The Predators' transition game suffered a major blow with the loss of defenseman Ryan Suter to the Minnesota Wild via free agency in the summer of 2012, and the highest goal-scorer on the roster was forward David Legwand with 12 in 48 games.
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Nashville's leading point producer was defenseman Shea Weber, with 28.

There's no question Poile needed an upgrade on offense, particularly after the organization drafted top defensive prospect Seth Jones and with Mattias Ekholm on the verge of earning significant time with the big club. So the GM rolled up his sleeves and went to work July 5 by signing four forwards to multiyear contracts.

He signed center Matt Cullen and wing Viktor Stalberg and brought in some grit and tenacity with the signing of wings Matt Hendricks and Eric Nystrom. Poile also signed goalie Carter Hutton as the probable backup to starter Pekka Rinne, who is coming off a career-low .910 save percentage. Rinne is entering the second year of a seven-year contract signed in November 2011.

"We wanted to identify specific areas of need and I think we signed players that fill specific roles for our hockey club," Poile said. "I think the players we signed [July 5] are going to make us better next year."

Head coach Barry Trotz agrees.

"I like the type of people we brought in," Trotz told The Tennessean. "Guys like Hendricks and Nystrom really fill in that grit factor, and that backbone factor, so some of the young guys we have in our lineup can feel comfortable out there."

It's rather obvious that finishing last in the Central Division and 14th in the Western Conference with a 16-23-9 record didn't sit well with the coach or GM.

The maturation of sophomore defenseman Roman Josi, Nashville's 2008 second-round draft pick (No. 38), provides added hope along the blue line. Josi finished second among defensemen on the team with 18 points. The Predators provided Weber with additional support at the 2013 NHL Draft when they selected coveted defense prospect Jones with the No. 4 pick and 6-foot-5 defenseman Jonathan-Ismael Diaby in the third round (No. 64).

Trotz was particularly impressed with Jones' powerful skating stride, generated from a 6-foot-4, 205-pound frame. It wouldn't be surprising to see Trotz pair Jones with Weber to open the season.

PREDATORS' OFFSEASON OUTLOOK

Additions: RW Viktor Stalberg, C Matt Cullen, LW/RW Eric Nystrom, LW/RW Matt Hendricks, G Carter Hutton, D Bryan Rodney

Subtractions: LW Sergei Kostitsyn, RW/LW Brandon Yip, RW/LW Matt Halischuk, D Hal Gill, D T.J. Brennan, RW Bobby Butler, C/W Chris Mueller, D Jonathan Blum

UFAs: None

Promotion candidates: F Filip Forsberg, D Mattias Ekholm, F Austin Watson

"He moves really well for a young man at his size," Trotz said during the team's development camp in July. "It's exceptional."

The team also would expect improvement from Ryan Ellis, an offensive-minded defenseman who managed two goals and six points in 32 games.

After Legwand, the only other players to finish in double digits in goals were Mike Fisher (10 goals) and Gabriel Bourque (11 goals). The team re-signed forward Patric Hornqvist, a key piece to the team's core, to a five-year extension in April. Poile also re-signed the team's toughest player, left wing Rich Clune, to a two-year deal in July. Clune led the Western Conference with 159 hits last season.

Colin Wilson was having his best season to date before a shoulder injury sustained in March sidelined him after just 25 games. Much is expected of the fifth-year pro in 2013-14. The offense should also benefit from the addition of top offensive prospect Filip Forsberg, who was acquired from the Washington Capitals in exchange for Martin Erat and Michael Latta in April.

Forsberg played in five games for Nashville and had one assist and 14 shots on goal while averaging 15-plus minutes. He had 15 goals and 33 points in 38 games for Leksand in Sweden's No. 2 league and captained his country to a silver medal at the 2013 World Junior Championship with three goals and five points in six games.

The organization also is very high on prospects Austin Watson and Colton Sissons.

In addition to adding fresh faces to the lineup, Poile hired former NHL defenseman and United States Hockey Hall of Fame inductee, Phil Housley, to the coaching staff. Housley, who spent 21 seasons in the NHL, was coach of the U.S. National Junior Team that won the gold medal at the 2013 WJC in Ufa, Russia, in January.

Under Housley, the Americans finished with the fourth-highest power-play efficiency (29.27 percent) and the top-ranked penalty-killing unit (89.29 percent) among the 10 teams. The Predators ranked second to last in the NHL on the penalty kill in 2012-13 with a 75.5-percent efficiency.

---
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The Nashville Predators finished with the fourth-worst record in the NHL in 2012-13, but general manager David Poile is confident there are better times ahead.

That is if coach Barry Trotz can find a way to motivate his team to put the puck in the net. The Predators have long been a group that has thrived on scoring by committee, but they failed miserably last season when they connected for two or fewer goals in 27 of 48 games and had a 3-17-7 mark in those contests en route to finishing 14th in the Western Conference.

Naturally, one of several big questions surrounding the team entering 2013-14 is the state of the offense; no player had more than 12 goals and three finished in double digits.

30 IN 30: NASHVILLE PREDATORS

Revamped Predators hope for postseason return

Young defensemen among Nashville's questions

Wilson's health X-factor for Predators

Preds lineup restocked with new forwards

Jones leads pool of Predators' prospects

ALL 30 IN 30 STORIES ›          30 IN 30 CALENDAR ›

"We have world-class players here like [captain] Shea Weber and [goalie] Pekka Rinne, who are both in the prime of their careers, and the goal is to capitalize and build around them in order to win with them," Poile said. "It's my job to identify the right pieces to complement them and give us the best chance to compete for the Stanley Cup. That remains our goal, and returning to the playoffs is step one."

Here are six questions the Predators face heading into the 2013-14 season:

1. Can the Nashville offense turn it around? -- An upgrade was the offseason priority for Poile after his team scored 2.27 goals per game to match the Florida Panthers for the lowest average in the League last season. The veteran GM did just that on the opening day of free agency when he signed four forwards. Additionally, the Predators scouting department believes Swedish prospect Filip Forsberg could provide some needed production in his first full season in North America, and prospect Austin Watson might be promoted at some point, providing an added boost.

The Predators were 13-6-2 when scoring more than two goals last season. One area the offense likely will improve is shots per game; Nashville averaged a League-low 25.9 last season.

"The 3-2 game is a winning formula for the Nashville Predators," Poile said.

2. Will the free agent signings make a difference? -- Poile is hopeful his hard work to upgrade the offense pays off with the acquisitions of center Matt Cullen and wings Viktor Stalberg, Eric Nystrom and Matt Hendricks on the opening day of NHL free agency.

But not one of the additions has scored more than 49 points in a full season, which means the Predators may be forced to continue to grind out victories behind tough defensive play and stout goaltending. Cullen, whose 0.64 points per game average last season was his best since 0.83 in 2007-08, provides depth down the middle, but it remains to be seen if a 36-year-old can maintain that consistency required as a top pivot.

Stalberg offers speed and size, Nystrom possesses a relentless motor and ability to forecheck effectively, and Hendricks is a versatile player with a strong work ethic.

3. Will prospects Seth Jones and Filip Forsberg become impact players? -- Trotz was very impressed with each player during the team's development camp in July.

"You've seen a lot of players that you know have gone on to have careers and all that, and they carry themselves a certain way," Trotz said. "I can't explain it, you just see it, and I think both of them have that little bit of that 'it factor,' whatever 'it' is. I really can't explain it, but they seem to have that."

The idea is for each player to earn a roster spot out of training camp and continue to mature and develop while making contributions with the Predators in 2013-14. Jones dropped to Nashville at the No. 4 pick in the 2013 NHL Draft on June 30. Forsberg was acquired from the Washington Capitals on April 3, 2013; he was the No. 11 pick in the 2012 draft.

"Filip had the skill, size and humbleness … and a quiet confidence in him (during his brief stint with Nashville in 2012-13)," Trotz said. "Sometimes other players don't cheer for the young guy because he may be full of himself, but our players cheered for Fillip Forsberg. They know he will be a contributing factor for a number of years."

Whether or not one or both players become impact performers remains to be seen, but there's little doubt each is ready to make the jump. And Jones might have some extra motivation after falling a few spots in the draft.

4. Will goalie Pekka Rinne rebound? -- The bottom line is no matter how much better the Nashville offense might be, the team is reliant on the play of its exceptionally talented goaltender.

The Predators are hopeful the two-time Vezina Trophy finalist will be ready for training camp after he underwent arthroscopic surgery on his left hip in May. The surgery, which required approximately four months of recovery, was necessary to correct a situation team officials were aware of last season. That might explain why Rinne is coming off his lowest save percentage (.910) in five full seasons. Rinne, who ranks sixth in the NHL with 152 wins since 2008-09, has remained in Nashville during his recovery.

"The decision to go ahead and do the surgery was a tough one," Rinne told The Tennessean on July 13. "I knew that it was going to be a long road to recovery. I'm confident that I'll be ready for the season no problem."

Poile put a positive spin on the situation.

"If there is good news in this situation, the year that Tim Thomas had the [hip] operation, the following season, he won the Vezina Trophy and the Bruins won the Stanley Cup," he said.

Ryan Ellis

Ryan Ellis

Defense - NSH

G: 5 | A: 12 | P: 17

 SHOTS: 82 | +/-: 3

 5. Can defenseman Ryan Ellis become a transitional force? -- Despite a pair of assignments to the team's American Hockey League affiliate in Milwaukee last season, there's reason to believe Ellis will be able to turn things around this season. He'll reap the benefits of working closely with one of the finest and similarly sized defensemen to ever play in the NHL: assistant coach Phil Housley. 

Let's face it, Ellis wasn't selected in the first round (No. 11) of the 2009 NHL Draft for his stoic defensive play, rather his ability to transition quickly from defense to offense. But that's something that hasn't happened in 64 NHL games spanning two seasons; Ellis has five goals and 17 points.

Enter Housley, the second-leading American-born scorer with 1,232 points, a seven-time NHL All-Star and finalist for the 1992 Norris Trophy as the League's best defenseman. Ellis, who is in the final year of his entry-level deal before becoming a restricted free agent, can create chances for himself and draw penalties. The prevailing thought is that he finally puts a solid season together and becomes a key in 5-on-5 situations in a third-pair defense role.

6. Can the Predators reach 100 points? -- The Predators found playing at a 100-point pace without defenseman Ryan Suter a lot more difficult than expected, but they still found ways to remain competitive in 2012-13, losing seven games in regulation by one goal and nine in overtime.

Though the Predators might not eclipse the century mark this season, it's not too far-fetched to believe the team will top 90 points. In order to make that happen, Trotz said it must get back to basics and its culture as an organization.

"[In 2011-12] we finished in the top 10 in four categories -- goals for, goals against, power play and penalty kill -- and we didn't finish in the top 10 in any of those last season," Trotz said. "We need to be relentless and hard to play against … that's a cultural thing. We want to turn home ice into the Roman Coliseum."

The Predators finished two games above .500 on home ice and were 5-14-5 on the road in 2012-13.

---
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There's plenty to get excited about when the topic turns to the young talent close to making an impact in the NHL for the Nashville Predators.

"Yes, definitely," Predators chief amateur scout Jeff Kealty told NHL.com. "Looking at it, there's some good depth and high-end talent in the system."

Even before the Predators hit the jackpot by selecting defenseman Seth Jones of the Portland Winterhawks with the No. 4 pick at the 2013 NHL Draft, their system seemed to be filled with talented prospects at every position.
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The selection of Jones immediately gave the Predators depth along the blue line for the 2013-14 season. Kealty said the hope is for Jones to step right into training camp, make an impression and earn a spot in the NHL lineup.

"He's pretty well-polished and proven that in his career up to this point," Kealty said. "Obviously you're talking about the best League in the world now, and that'll be played out, but we're hopeful."

Kealty acknowledged that his entire staff was surprised that the most coveted defensive prospect was still on the board when it came time for their pick. They had been following Jones the past three years and Kealty said he was the top player on their board.

"All those players at the top were excellent prospects, but if you were to tell us a month before the draft that Seth would fall to us, I don't think we could have predicted that," he said.

So have the Predators found their ultimate replacement for Ryan Suter, who was lost via free agency last year to the Minnesota Wild? The organization certainly hopes so. Nashville made 10 selections at the 2013 draft: five forwards, three defensemen and two goalies.

"We were able to add a lot of different types of players … we have skill guys, character guys, Predator-type guys," Kealty said.

Here's a look at Nashville's top 10 prospects, according to NHL.com:

1. Seth Jones, D: Jones was ranked the No. 1 North American skater by NHL Central Scouting after finishing 2012-13 with 14 goals, 56 points and a plus-46 rating in 61 games to help the Winterhawks to their best regular-season record. He led Western Hockey League defensemen in scoring and earned the Jim Piggott Trophy as its rookie of the year. The 6-foot-4, 205-pound 18-year-old had five goals and 15 points in 21 WHL playoff games en route to the 2013 championship.

"Seth is a special prospect and we were fortunate to be in position to select him," Predators general manager David Poile said. "As a player, he brings so much to our organization, from size you can't teach to a skill set that every team hopes to add and a personality and maturity that will allow him to grow and develop with our veteran core and other young players."

2. Filip Forsberg, C/LW: A 2012 first-round pick (No. 11) of the Washington Capitals, Forsberg, 18, had 33 points in 38 games with Leksands in 2012-13 to help promote the team to the Elitserien from the second division in Sweden for the upcoming season. He gained valuable experience late in the NHL season when he played five games for the Predators and had one assist and 14 shots on goal. Forsberg (6-1, 186) was acquired from the Capitals in exchange for Martin Erat and Michael Latta in April.

"I think it was great experience for him," Kealty said of Forsberg's time in Nashville. "He's a higher prospect with a lot of talent and upside, so to expose him to a handful of games and having him work with us will really help him entering this season."

3. Austin Watson, RW: A prototypical power-forward at 6-4, 202, Watson is regarded as a solid two-way player who can do a little bit of everything. The 2010 first-round pick (No. 18) had 20 goals and 37 points in 72 games with the Milwaukee Admirals of the American Hockey League in 2012-13. The 21-year-old played six games with the Predators last season, scoring one goal and averaging 12:42 of ice time.

"He can handle the puck and has a good reach, is very responsible," Kealty said. "He can take faceoffs, kill penalties, block shots, and his offensive game is growing. He's grown and gotten better every year since we've drafted him ... he's stronger and more mature in all facets."

4. Mattias Ekholm, D: Before the selection of Jones at the 2013 draft, the 6-4, 176-pound Swede might have been regarded as the organization's top defensive prospect. He had a solid rookie season with Nashville's American Hockey League affiliate in Milwaukee, with 10 goals, 32 points and a plus-15 rating in 59 games. He probably would have played more than one game for the Predators if not for an injury that sidetracked the 23-year-old's development.

"He's really mobile and good on the transition with the way he can turn the puck up ice," Kealty said. "He can get involved in the offense; he had a very good first full year in North America and adjusted to the way the game is here with his defensive play and work in his own end. He gained experience in Nashville and hopefully can come into camp and be ready to go."

5. Colton Sissons, C/RW: The 19-year-old versatile forward sustained a pair of untimely injuries last season, the first coming at Christmas to knock him from contention for a roster spot with the Canadian entry in the 2013 IIHF World Junior Championship. The second occurred late in the season and during the WHL playoffs.

The 6-1, 194-pound right-handed shot finished with 28 goals, 67 points and a plus-43 rating in 61 regular-season games for the Kelowna Rockets. Predators general manager David Poile said Sissons reminds him of Nashville forward Mike Fisher and the organization is very high on his ability.

"Overall, we're happy with his development," Kealty said of Sissons. "He's another guy with a solid two-way game. He has good leadership qualities and that speaks volumes to his character. He's a real well-rounded player."

Sissons told The Tennessean, "I just want to play professional hockey this year, and I'm going to do everything in my power to do so."

6. Brendan Leipsic, LW: The feisty forward led the WHL with 120 points (49 goals) in 68 games last season and had 103 penalty minutes. He had 10 goals and 24 points in 21 playoff games to help the Portland Winterhawks win the Ed Chynoweth Cup as league champion. Leipsic, 19, has averaged a little more than a point-per-game in 201 career games in the WHL with 93 goals and 211 points.

"I'd compare Brendan to a Brad Marchand type of player," Kealty said. "He's a smaller guy (5-9, 165) but doesn't play small. He's fearless, he'll hit you, and he wants to be involved in the game. His 120 points last year speaks to the type of offensive capability he has."

7. Magnus Hellberg, G: The 6-5, 196-pound goaltender enjoyed a solid North American debut last season with Milwaukee, finishing 22-13-0 with six shutouts, a 2.14 goals-against average and .924 save percentage. Whenever Hellberg's NHL career takes flight, there's no doubt comparisons between him and Anaheim Ducks prospect John Gibson, who was drafted one spot behind the Swede, are inevitable. Hellberg was selected in the second round (No. 38), and Gibson, who many felt was the top goalie on the board at the 2011 draft, was No. 39.

Predators goalie coach Mitch Korn said there was a huge learning curve for Hellberg, 22, last season.

"It's not the fact that [the ice in North America] is narrower, it's the fact what the narrower ice does," Korn told The Tennessean. "It makes pucks come to the net quicker. It creates more traffic. It makes rebounds way more dangerous. It makes every shot that’s propelled at the net more dangerous. It just changes the way the game is played."

8. Miikka Salomaki, LW: The 20-year-old Finn (5-11, 198) will spend the 2013-14 season with the Admirals, marking his first season in North America. The 2011 second-round pick (No. 52) played for Karpat in SM-liiga the past three seasons, where he totaled 25 goals, 50 points and 153 penalty minutes in 122 games.

9. Jimmy Vesey, LW: He certainly impressed as a rookie at Harvard University in 2012-13. After getting 11 goals and 18 points in 27 games, Vesey (6-1, 194) was voted Ivy League Rookie of the Year and was selected to the ECAC All-Rookie Team. The 20-year-old won a gold medal with the United States at the WJC, chipping in with one goal and six points in seven games.

10. Pontus Aberg, LW: The 5-11, 192-pound right-handed shot finished his second season with Sweden's Djurgarden, leading the team with 40 points (12 goals) in 52 regular-season games. Djurgarden holds Aberg's contract rights to the end of the 2013-14 year, so the 19-year-old likely will spend one more season in Sweden before coming to North America.

---
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After making the Stanley Cup Playoffs seven times in the previous eight years, the departure of Ryan Suter and injuries to other key players played a large role in it becoming seven times in nine seasons for the Nashville Predators.

General manager David Poile was busy once free agency began. He signed forwards Viktor Stalberg, Matt Cullen, Eric Nystrom and Matt Hendricks to multiyear contracts worth a combined $36.4 million. None of those four are likely to revive a stagnant offense on his own, but each could be a slight upgrade over the players who held down their roles in 2012-13.

2013-14 FANTASY PREVIEW: PREDATORS

Under-valued: Pekka Rinne -- Finished as NHL.com's 12th-ranked fantasy goalie at season's end, but Rinne can deliver top-five value this season. His win total might not be as high as it was in 2011-12 (43), but his goals-against average and save percentage should remain close to his career norms (2.36 GAA, .920 SVP), making him an elite goalie option.

 Over-valued: Craig Smith -- After a strong rookie season in 2011-12 (14 goals, 36 points), Smith had four goals and 12 points in 44 games last season. He averages just 2.20 shots on goal per game over his career, doesn't see a ton of power-play time (around two minutes per game), and won't help in plus/minus or penalty minutes. Avoid on draft day.

Sleeper: Filip Forsberg -- Forsberg will be 19 when the season opens, but don't let that scare you. He has a legitimate shot to be a top-six forward for the Predators and has the potential to win the Calder Trophy. Colin Wilson also makes for an interesting sleeper, but we think Forsberg has a better shot to be among the team's top-six, giving him the slight fantasy edge.

 -- Follow Matt Cubeta on Twitter: @NHLQubes

FOLLOW @NHLFANTASY FOR DAILY UPDATES ›

MORE NHL.COM FANTASY HOCKEY COVERAGE ›

Landing defenseman Seth Jones with the No. 4 pick was a well-publicized coup at the 2013 NHL Draft, and expect him to see important minutes right away in Nashville. A step forward from Ryan Ellis and a solid rookie campaign by Jones could help replace the offense from the blue line lost when Suter left for the Minnesota Wild.

For the Predators to be a playoff team in the new-look Central Division, they are going to need more offense from somewhere and a return to Vezina Trophy form by Pekka Rinne.

Here is the projected 2013-14 lineup for the Predators:

Forwards

Colin Wilson - Mike Fisher - Patric Hornqvist

Viktor Stalberg - David Legwand - Filip Forsberg

Nick Spaling - Matt Cullen - Craig Smith

Eric Nystrom - Paul Gaustad - Matt Hendricks

Gabriel Bourque - Richard Clune

Defensemen

Roman Josi - Shea Weber

Seth Jones - Kevin Klein

Mattias Ekholm - Ryan Ellis

Victor Bartley

Goalies

Pekka Rinne

Carter Hutton

NOTES: Fisher's most frequent linemates in 2012-13, according to the line combinations at Dobberhockey.com, were Martin Erat and Sergei Kostitsyn. Neither is in Nashville anymore; Erat was traded before the deadline and Kostitsyn will play in the Kontinental Hockey League. The offense could receive a jolt if Forsberg or Austin Watson is able to claim a place on the top two lines, or if Colin Wilson finally puts together a healthy, breakout season.

The scrum for spots in the bottom two lines should be interesting to watch during training camp. Nashville has about 16 forwards for 12 spots, and the names not listed above are Smith and Taylor Beck, who can be sent to the American Hockey League without needing waivers.

Bourque was fourth on the team in goals last season but might not have a place in the opening-night lineup. Spaling was used heavily on the penalty kill last season, and newcomers Nystrom and Hendricks add a different level of toughness (and not just the ability/desire to fight). Hendricks should also boost this team's ability in the shootout, which is something a low-scoring, strong defensive team like Nashville tends to be involved in a lot.

Where Jones will fit on the blue line will be a big storyline in camp, but Ekholm and Ellis trying to secure full-time status should be as well. The Predators were happy with how Bartley played in 2012-13, and he would fit just fine as a top-six guy if one of the younger guys struggles.

Hutton had a strong year in the AHL for Rockford (Chicago's affiliate), and he could be pushed in camp for the backup spot behind Rinne by Magnus Hellberg.

---
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All systems were go for Nashville Predators forward Colin Wilson on his way to a breakout season before sustaining an injury in March.

The 6-foot-1, 216-pound left-handed shot was leading the Predators with 19 points, including seven goals, through the opening 24 games before a shoulder injury ended his run March 9, one day after striking for two goals and four points and being named the game's first star in a 6-0 victory against the Edmonton Oilers.

Wilson exited a game against the Minnesota Wild early in the second period after being checked hard into the end boards in the opposing zone by defenseman Justin Falk. Wilson had stabilization surgery on each shoulder within a span of a few weeks in April and began his core and lower-body offseason workout program in June.
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"I'm rehabbing every single day and doing everything I can," Wilson told The Tennessean in June. "I'm ahead of schedule right now."

Wilson's surgery involves a four-to-six month recovery, and it appears he's hoping to be ready for training camp next month, five months after his surgery.

If the 23-year-old can pick up where he left off, the Predators not only would feel more confident about returning to the Stanley Cup Playoffs but being considered legitimate Cup contenders.

"I think we just started to see the tip of the iceberg [in 2012-13] for what he's going to be like as a power forward that has the skill and production we knew when we drafted him," Predators assistant general manager Paul Fenton told The Tennessean. "There are so many different variables, it's hard to put a finger on it and say this is exactly why he started to take the next step. But I'd probably say his maturity started to take him to a different level."

There's a chance Wilson could move back to center, a position he played at Boston University for two seasons. There's no question that with Martin Erat now out of the picture, the opportunity is there to take hold of a featured role. Whether that's at left wing or center remains to be seen.

Wilson has the size, speed and offensive ability to relearn his role down the middle, but his consistency will always come into question. The native of Greenwich, Conn., has shown flashes of playing well in clutch situations and displays leadership qualities with a very mature attitude.

He entered 2012-13 having posted career-highs of 35 points, five power-play goals and five game-winning goals the previous season. Wilson was on pace for 30 goals in a projected 82 games last season, when he averaged 16:34 of ice time, including 2:22 on the power-play. He led the Predators with a shooting percentage of .269.

If healthy, Wilson will no doubt challenge for the team lead in scoring and offer fans reason for optimism.

---
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The Minnesota Wild qualified for the Stanley Cup Playoffs last season for the first time since 2008, but their return lasted five games, quickly ousted by the Chicago Blackhawks in the Western Conference Quarterfinals. With much of the roster returning this season, the Wild will aim to build off what they accomplished in 2012-13.

Coach Mike Yeo, who celebrated his 40th birthday July 31, returns for a third season after guiding the team to a second-place finish (26-19-3) in the Northwest Division. Chuck Fletcher has been the general manager since May 2009 and replenished the prospect pool while the Wild endured their four-year playoff drought.

This season will be a pivotal one for the Wild front office. After spending nearly $200 million on forward Zach Parise and defenseman Ryan Suter in July 2012, positive results are expected.
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"The new additions, the lack of training camp made it challenging in a lot of ways for us," Yeo told NHL.com. "But that first step of making the playoffs was big for us and getting that experience. Having that feeling of coming up short and taking that into next season, for sure, is going to be a good experience for us."

Here are six questions facing the Wild:

1. How will Minnesota fare in the new Central Division? -- Because of realignment, the Wild have moved from the Northwest to the Central Division and will begin new rivalries against the Blackhawks, Winnipeg Jets, St. Louis Blues, Dallas Stars and Nashville Predators. The Colorado Avalanche, who were with Minnesota in the Northwest, also moved to the Central.

Travel will be better for the Wild, who had to make frequent trips to western Canadian cities (Vancouver, Calgary and Edmonton) while playing in the Northwest. The shorter commutes could help moving forward.

"The travel part is going to be huge for us," Yeo said. "The schedule will be compressed again with the Olympic year, but in the two years that I've been here, it's been a real eye-opener for me, just the travel that we've had, especially coming from the East when I was in Pittsburgh. It affects you. You lose a lot of practice days because of travel days, you lose rest time bouncing through different time zones. I think it's going to bring a little more normalcy for us and give us a better chance."

2. Can Jonas Brodin actually improve off last season? -- Nobody could have expected the 10th pick in the 2011 NHL Draft to have the impact Brodin had in Minnesota last season, when the defenseman was so solid he joined Ryan Suter on the top pairing, led NHL rookies by averaging more than 23 minutes per game, and was named to the All-Rookie Team.

By the time the playoffs rolled around, Brodin was playing nearly 29 minutes a night. Not too bad for someone who was the youngest defenseman in the League at age 19.

So what does Brodin do for an encore next season? Can he really be even better?

"Hopefully he does just what he did last year," Yeo said. "With young players, the key is to make sure they come back and they have that same type of attitude where they're looking to prove themselves, where they're looking to establish themselves. I know he's the type of kid that won't come in with any complacency. He's the type of kid that plays with so much consistency in his game because of his maturity level. He's a very structured, very strong-minded player. His skating ability, his talent level should able him to keep playing at that level."

3. How durable is Niklas Backstrom? -- A healthy Backstrom will go a long way in determining whether the Wild will make it back to the postseason. The 35-year-old, who went 24-15-3 with a 2.48 goals-against average and .909 save percentage last season, signed a three-year contract worth $10.25 million at the end of June that will keep him in Minnesota through 2015-16.

Backstrom started 27 of the final 28 regular-season games, which may have played a role in the lower-body injury he suffered during warm-ups prior to Game 1 of the playoffs against Chicago. Backstrom, who underwent surgery to repair a sports hernia in May, will likely have to play more than 50 games if the Wild are going to make the playoffs.

"Last year, we were kind of forced into a situation where we played him a ton," Yeo said of Backstrom. "He was a warrior for us and did an unbelievable job. Certainly, we can sit here and say maybe he wouldn't have gotten hurt before Game 1 of the playoffs if we had an opportunity to give him a little bit more rest. But [he] has been feeling good and he's excited about the season. I know he wants to play more games next year, but we really are going to go in without a plan per se and just make sure we're just sort of evaluating it every day. We've got two capable goalies and we know [he] needs to get his games to be on top, but we also have to make sure that we're monitoring his rest and that we're giving him the best chance to be at his best every night."

4. Will Mikael Granlund make an impact? -- Competing for the No. 2 center job with the Wild, Granlund started the 2012-13 NHL season with Minnesota but was demoted to Houston of the American Hockey League after producing one goal and five assists in 17 games. He returned to Minnesota on April 4 and had one goal and one assist in eight games. Clearly, more production will be needed if Granlund is going to start next season behind Mikko Koivu on the depth chart.

"We're not going to go in with preset lines," Yeo said. "We're going to be trying a lot of different combinations, we're going to be trying guys at different positions. Luckily we've got a longer camp and it should be able to give us a chance to kind of see things progress.

"If Mikael Granlund is capable of filling that position, it would open a lot of things up for us, especially with his playmaking ability, his skill level coming up the middle of the ice, his ability to distribute the puck. I think it would be beneficial for him and for our team."

Keith Ballard

Keith Ballard

Defense - MIN

G: 36 | A: 129 | P: 165

 SHOTS: 611 | +/-: -3

 5. Who will be the physical force on defense? -- There's no doubting the talent on Minnesota's blue line. Suter is one of the best defensemen on the planet, and Brodin was the best rookie blueliner in the League last season. 

But who will be the guy clearing the net? More will be expected in that department from 28-year-old Clayton Stoner, who certainly has the frame (6-foot-3, 218 pounds) to assume the role. Keith Ballard, who arrives after spending the past two seasons with the Vancouver Canucks, also will be expected to bring a physical game each night. Matthew Dumba, the club's first-round pick (No. 7) in 2012, can provide that should he make the club out of training camp.

"A huge part of Clayton's game was to bring a physical presence, and we need him to do that every night," Yeo said. "We need to do that by committee, it doesn't matter what kind of player you are. If we're on the blue paint (in the crease), I think that's an area we can get a little harder, a little bit nastier, and I think we've got to make sure that we're bringing that. As a team, we're looking to get better and we're looking to add on to the things we're already doing well and improve some areas we're not doing well enough, and certainly that's one that we can improve on."

6. Will Nino Niederreiter thrive in his new home? -- The 20-year-old Swiss wing is coming off a somewhat tumultuous season after reports surfaced in January that he was seeking a trade from the New York Islanders when the team didn't invite him to training camp. The fifth pick at the 2010 NHL Draft, Niederreiter played in the NHL as an 18-year-old and had one goal in 55 games, though he spent much of that time on the fourth line alongside defensive-minded forwards Marty Reasoner and Jay Pandolfo.

Niederreiter played well in Bridgeport of the AHL last season, finishing with 28 goals and 22 assists in 74 games. His production decreased in the second half; he had three goals between March 17 and the end of the season, a span of 15 games.

Niederreiter, who was acquired at this year's draft in exchange for right wing Cal Clutterbuck and a third-round pick, could benefit from a change of scenery. He will be given every opportunity to make the Wild out of training camp.

"I know things didn't go right for him [with the Islanders], but you can see a lot of things that get you excited as a coach," Yeo said. "His size, his skating ability, his puck strength and puck-moving ability … I think he's a guy that's going to help us play the type of game that we want to play."

---
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After failing to qualify for the Stanley Cup Playoffs for a fourth straight season in 2011-12, the Minnesota Wild were willing to do whatever it took to end the frustrating drought.

Owner Craig Leipold spent nearly $200 million to land the two biggest prizes on the free-agent market that summer: left wing Zach Parise and defenseman Ryan Suter.

Suter averaged 27:16 of ice time per game (tops in the League) and was a finalist for the Norris Trophy in 2012-13. Parise led the Wild with 38 points (18 goals, 20 assists) in 48 games. Each played a pivotal role in helping the Wild clinch a playoff berth for the first time since 2008.
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"We were fortunate to sign both Zach and Ryan," Wild general manager Chuck Fletcher said. "Looking back now, in hindsight with a year removed, I can't even say how lucky we are that we did sign them. You hear horror stories of all these big free-agent signings that don't pan out, and we signed arguably the best defenseman in the League and one of the best goal scorers in the League. Both players lived up to expectations. They're great people."

The Wild's return to the postseason was short-lived. Minnesota was ousted by the Chicago Blackhawks in the Western Conference Quarterfinals in five games, scoring seven goals. The team obviously was frustrated, but the emergence of defenseman Jonas Brodin and forwards Charlie Coyle and Jason Zucker has everyone within the organization excited about what lies ahead.

As the youngest defenseman in the League (19), Brodin averaged more than 23 minutes of ice time per game and was named to the All-Rookie Team. Coyle had 14 points (eight goals, six assists) in 37 games, and Zucker had a goal and an assist in the playoffs.

"I think a lot of players did get a lot of good experience," Parise said after completing his first season with his new club. "You don't find every year where you get a guy like Brodin comes in and is a top-pairing defenseman as a young guy. And then Charlie comes in and plays on the top line … you don't get that. I think we should be really excited about what those guys have done for us and what it looks like going forward."

Coyle told NHL.com, "Chicago's a great team and they deserved it. That's obviously every team's goal, to make the playoffs and have a chance to win the Cup. We didn't get out of the first round, but a lot of guys on our team, they had been in the League for years and that was the first time they made the playoffs."

Seeking stability in goal, the Wild did not allow veteran netminder Niklas Backstrom to test the free-agent market. Backstrom, 35, signed a three-year, $10.25 million contract on June 24 to remain in Minnesota. He started 41 games for the Wild last season and went 24-15-3 with a 2.48 goals-against average and .909 save percentage. Backstrom, who started 27 of the final 28 games of the regular season, missed the Wild's five playoff games after sustaining a lower-body injury during warm-ups prior to Game 1 in Chicago and underwent surgery to repair a sports hernia in May.

"Our first priority was to resign Nik," Fletcher said. "He's been a model of consistency over his career. We found a way to give him some security in terms of a three-year deal and in exchange he was willing to work with us in terms of our [salary-cap] situation and give us a cap number that is very workable for not just this year, but going forward. It's a win-win."

In search of more size and grit, Fletcher was busy at the 2013 NHL Draft and when the market opened for free agency on July 5. At the draft, he traded popular right wing Cal Clutterbuck and a third-round pick to the New York Islanders in exchange for 20-year-old Nino Niederreiter. The 6-foot-2, 208-pound Swiss wing is coming off a solid season in the American Hockey League, where he had 28 goals and 22 assists in 74 games for the Bridgeport Sound Tigers. Niederreiter, the fifth pick at the 2010 NHL Draft, is expected to vie for a roster spot in Minnesota when training camp opens next month.

"He's a young guy who is a proven goal-scorer at every level short of the NHL so far," Fletcher told the Wild website. "We expect him to contribute at the NHL level in the near future."

Niederreiter said, "I'm very excited to get a new start and a new opportunity. Scoring goals and making the right play in the right situation, that's kind of my game. I'm a power forward and I'm going to bring that to the table."

Fletcher added experience to his blue line when he signed defenseman Keith Ballard to a two-year deal July 4. Ballard, 30, struggled over the past two seasons with the Vancouver Canucks, but Fletcher is hopeful the Baudette, Minn., native will rediscover his game.

WILD'S OFFSEASON OUTLOOK

Additions: RW Nino Niederreiter, D Keith Ballard, LW Matt Cooke, D Jonathon Blum

Subtractions: RW Cal Clutterbuck, C Pierre-Marc Bouchard, C Matt Cullen, RW Devin Setoguchi, D Tom Gilbert

UFAs: D Brett Clark, G Jeff Deslauriers, G Dennis Endras, C Jarod Palmer, C David McIntyre, C Joel Broda

Promotion candidates: D Mathew Dumba, C Zack Phillips

"We're pretty young on defense, so we wanted to add another quality player," Fletcher said. "Certainly, Keith is a player that's played close to 550 games in the NHL and brings a lot of experience to the table. But, he's a guy that can skate, he can move the puck and he competes. A few years ago in Florida, he was a really good two-way defenseman in this League. We're pretty confident we can get his game back and he can get his game back to where it was before. We're excited about it. He's a good hockey player."

After trading Clutterbuck to the Islanders, Fletcher knew he was going to have to find someone who could help in the hits department and on the penalty kill. On July 5, the Wild signed left wing Matt Cooke to a three-year, $7.5 million contract. Cooke, 34, had 21 points (eight goals, 13 assists) in 48 games for the Pittsburgh Penguins last season and finished fifth on the club with 97 hits. He helped the Penguins win the Stanley Cup in 2009.

"I've played a lot of playoff games, I've got a lot of experience," Cooke said. "I feel like I've excelled at the penalty kill over the last couple of years, which I want to come in and help do that. I pride myself on there not being any easy ice out there. I want to bring a physical element and get in the forecheck and hopefully create space for guys as well."

Needing to get under the salary cap, Fletcher allowed forwards Pierre-Marc Bouchard (Islanders) and Matt Cullen (Nashville Predators) to leave the club via free agency, and the GM traded right wing Devin Setoguchi to the Winnipeg Jets in exchange for a second-round pick in the 2014 NHL Draft. Minnesota also used a compliance buyout on defenseman Tom Gilbert, which freed up $4 million in cap space.

With so many young players ready to make an impact, Fletcher was comfortable making the moves.

"We like our mix," Fletcher said. "We have a good mix of veteran players and young players up front. We like our defense with the addition of Ballard. Certainly, with Nik Backstrom and Josh Harding and the emergence of Darcy Kuemper last year, we like our depth in goal. Every team could always use upgrades, but right now we're really happy with where we're at. There will be some good competition in camp and we're excited to see where some of our young players will sort out."

---
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It's difficult to search for positives when a team misses the Stanley Cup Playoffs four years in a row, but the Minnesota Wild were at least able to stock their prospect pool during those frustrating times.

Led by general manager Chuck Fletcher, the Wild, who ended their postseason drought in April, have collected a group of talented, young players who will be expected to have an impact in the NHL in the near future.

Some of Minnesota's young talent already enjoys life in the NHL. Defenseman Jonas Brodin, the Wild's first-round pick (No. 10) at the 2011 NHL Draft, had 11 points (two goals, nine assists) in 45 games last season and led NHL rookies by averaging 23:12 of ice time per game. He was named to the NHL All-Rookie Team.
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Forward Charlie Coyle, who was acquired at that same draft in the trade that sent Brent Burns to the San Jose Sharks, made the jump to the NHL from the collegiate and junior levels and had eight goals and six assists in 37 games. The 21-year-old is aiming to be a top-six forward again.

Mikael Granlund, the Wild's first-round selection (No. 9) in 2010, also broke into the League and had two goals and six assists in 27 games. Brodin, Coyle and Granlund are expected to have even bigger impacts in Minnesota this season. With a strong training camp, Granlund, 21, could be the No. 2 center.

The Wild did not possess a first-round pick at the 2013 NHL Draft after Fletcher traded it to the Buffalo Sabres before the trade deadline in exchange for veteran wing Jason Pominville. However, there are other young players are on the way.

Here's a look at Minnesota's top 10 prospects, according to NHL.com:

1. Mathew Dumba, D: At 6-foot, 180 pounds, the 19-year-old plays a physical game and can hit with the best of them. A Calgary native, Dumba completed his third season of junior hockey in 2012-13 and had 16 goals, 26 assists and 80 penalty in 62 games for the Red Deer Rebels in the Western Hockey League. He spent the end of last season with the Houston Aeros of the American Hockey League and skated as a "Black Ace" for the Wild during the Stanley Cup Playoffs. Dumba was Minnesota's first-round pick (No. 7) at the 2012 NHL Draft.

"In the coming years, the NHL's where I want to be and I'll do whatever it takes to do that," Dumba said during development camp in July. "But at the same time, I know there's a process and that comes with time.

"I think they know there's that internal belief that I'm going to push myself, and so do I. I have that confidence in myself that each day that I go to the gym or step on the ice, I'm doing that to get better, working towards my goal of being in the National Hockey League this year."

2. Gustav Olofsson, D: The Wild's first pick in the 2013 draft (No. 46), Olofsson had two goals, 21 assists and 59 penalty minutes in 63 games last season for the Green Bay Gamblers in the United States Hockey League. Olofsson (6-3, 191 pounds) turns 19 Dec. 1 and is attempting to model his game after Wild defenseman Jonas Brodin.

Olofsson will play for Colorado College next season.

"Jonas Brodin … just his fluidness and how he skates really stood out to me. That's how I'd like to play," Olofsson told the Wild website. "A two-way defenseman with string skating ability and good hockey sense."

3. Zack Phillips, C: A first-round draft choice (No. 28) in 2011, Phillips got his first taste of professional hockey last season in the AHL. In 71 games for Houston, the 6-1, 196-pound center had eight goals and 19 assists. He also had one assist in five Calder Cup Playoff games.

With a year of pro hockey under his belt, Phillips, who had 80 points (30 goals) in 60 games for the Saint John Sea Dogs in his final junior season in 2011-12, is ready to make a bigger impact, whether it be in Minnesota or for the Iowa Wild, the club's new AHL affiliate.

"Next year, I'm going to go in with more confidence," Phillips, 20, said. "It makes it a lot easier to stick to your game. It should be an easier year and I'm excited to get it started."

4. Johan Gustafsson, G: The 21-year-old completed his second season with Lulea HF of the Elitserien in Sweden, posting a 1.70 goals-against average and .932 save percentage in 33 appearances in 2012-13. Ready to tackle the North American game, Gustafsson (6-2, 202), a seventh-round pick from 2010 (No. 159), is expected to play with Iowa in the AHL.

"One thing about this kid is he's played in a lot of big games already for a young goalie," assistant general manager Brent Flahr said.

5. Mario Lucia, LW: The son of University of Minnesota coach Don Lucia, the 19-year-old recently completed his first season at the collegiate level. In 32 games for Notre Dame, Lucia (6-2, 187) had 12 goals and 11 assists. A second-round pick (No. 60) in 2011, he will return to Notre Dame this season.

6. Raphael Bussieres, LW: Signed an entry-level contract with the Wild in May after scoring 29 goals and 39 assists with a plus-27 rating in 60 games for the Baie-Comeau Drakkar in the Quebec Major Junior Hockey League, his third season with the club. Minnesota's second-round pick (No. 46) in 2012, Bussieres (6-1, 198) could return to junior for one more season, but his goal is to play at the professional level.

"I've lived my whole life and played juniors in Quebec, now my pro team is in the United States," Bussieres, 19, said. "It's fun. I learned my English from hockey. I want to play for the Wild or for Iowa. That's my goal."

7. Erik Haula, LW: A seventh-round draft choice (No. 182) in 2009, Haula has moved up Minnesota's prospect chart because of his hard work and production at the University of Minnesota. Over his final two seasons with the Golden Gophers, Haula (5-11, 192) had 100 points (36 goals) in 80 games.

Haula, 22, turned pro at the end of last season; he had a goal and an assist in five playoff games for Houston) and signed an entry-level contract in April. He is expected to start next season with Iowa.

"If you look at him from even two years ago, his physique, his physical maturity, he's grown a lot," Flahr said. "Obviously he's produced at the college level and been very good, and that experience in Houston for him was extremely valuable for him."

8. Kurtis Gabriel, RW: A power forward (6-4, 214), Gabriel was selected in the third round (No. 81) of the 2013 draft, but he's already 20, which means he can battle for a roster spot in Iowa next season. Gabriel, who had 13 goals, 15 assists and 100 penalty minutes in 67 games for the Owen Sound Attack (Ontario Hockey League) last season, was a physical presence at Wild development camp this summer and impressed team brass.

"I think a lot of people will tell you that I'm a really hard-working guy," Gabriel said after being drafted. "The way I came up really instilled that in me. I think some other guys come up the easy way, and I've come up the hard way. I know how to work hard and that's what I'm going to build my career on."

9. Darcy Kuemper, G: The 23-year-old impressed during his brief stint in Minnesota last season, when he had a 2.08 GAA and .916 save percentage in six regular-season appearances. The Wild's sixth-round pick (No. 161) in 2009, Kuemper (6-5, 207) boasted a 1.88 GAA and .934 save percentage in 21 games at Houston. He will battle Josh Harding for the backup job in Minnesota but likely will head to Iowa and share the goaltending duties with Gustafsson.

10. Tyler Cuma, D: Projected to be a top-four NHL defenseman when the Wild selected him in the first round (No. 23) of the 2008 NHL Draft, Cuma has appeared in one NHL game since turning pro in 2010. With Ryan Suter, Jonas Brodin, Keith Ballard, Marco Scandella, Clayton Stoner, Jared Spurgeon, Jonathon Blum, Nate Prosser and Dumba all in the mix on Minnesota's blue line, Cuma (6-2, 180) is likely headed back to the AHL after signing a one-year, two-way deal with the Wild on July 30. This could be a make-or-break season for the 23-year-old.

---
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It's all but a certainty Charlie Coyle will start this season with the Minnesota Wild. Where he'll play is still to be determined.

Coyle was selected in the first round (No. 28) of the 2010 NHL Draft by the San Jose Sharks, but he was traded a year later, along with right wing Devin Setoguchi and a first-round pick in 2011 (center Zack Phillips), to the Wild in exchange for defenseman-turned-forward Brent Burns.

Coyle made a huge impression with Wild brass last season after being promoted from the Houston Aeros of the American Hockey League. The 21-year-old was so impressive he found himself playing right wing on Minnesota's top line alongside center Mikko Koivu and left wing Zach Parise. The 6-foot-2, 205-pound native of East Weymouth, Mass., had eight goals and six assists in 37 games in his first taste of NHL hockey.
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"Obviously, it's every little kid's dream to make the NHL," Coyle told NHL.com. "But to finally get out there and play and reach that level … it was only half of a season, but it was still the real deal. I learned a lot. I'm with a good organization, a good group of guys, so it was a great experience overall."

He's unlikely to start this season on Minnesota's top line -- veteran Jason Pominville is expected to play right wing with Koivu and Parise -- but Coyle could remain a top-six forward. The question of where he'll play is likely to depend on center Mikael Granlund, another 21-year-old who's vying for a job. Should Granlund make the team, it is conceivable Coyle could be his right wing, with veteran Dany Heatley on the left side.

Whatever happens, Coyle enters training camp with confidence after the success he achieved while skating with Koivu and Parise, who helped him adjust to life in the NHL.

"It definitely gives me confidence from the coaches, knowing that they think I can play up there with those guys," Coyle said. "Just to be on the team was great, and then putting me up there was pretty special, to play with those guys and learn from them every day. They're awesome guys. They're great players and everyone can see that. They're even better guys off the ice. They always helped me with everything I did and made me feel comfortable out there. It was pretty cool to be with those two guys.

"[But] I think it took some time. I'm the little kid on the line, I guess. At the start it was, 'Oh wow, I'm with these two guys. Do I [have] to pass them the puck the whole time?' It takes a little bit to get comfortable. They helped me to do that. Just play hockey and do what I do and create some chemistry with them."

Coyle said he doesn't have a preference which position he plays.

"I really don't," he said. "Literally over the years, I've switched back and forth like every year, it seems like. Wherever they need me, I'd be happy to play. Whatever works for the team."

The Wild are confident he'll be successful at either position.

"Charlie Coyle's a capable centerman," Wild coach Mike Yeo told NHL.com. "He's played it his whole life. He's got a lot of things that you would want in the center position, but he's also a great winger."

Coyle told NHL.com he's spent the summer working on his overall game and his skating as he continues to adjust to the speed at the NHL level. After making a good impression last season, he knows he will arrive at training camp in September with higher expectations from the team and its fan base.

"There's always that pressure with everything," Coyle said. "I have my first year under my belt, so I can't just sit back. I'm not a rookie anymore. I want to be a guy who can contribute and help the team as much as I can in any way I can. There's going to be a lot of guys in that same boat who we want to help the team and not be complacent.

"Last year, I was on the first line most of the time. I can't just think I'm going to be up there again and just kind of like go through the motions. I've got to keep working and put myself in the best position to help the team. I'm looking forward to doing that again."

Coyle's ability to build on what he accomplished last season could go a long way in determining where the Wild finish in 2013-14. He was disappointed after Minnesota was ousted in five games by the Chicago Blackhawks in the Western Conference Quarterfinals, but he said he believes the Wild can build on what they accomplished last season, when they returned to the Stanley Cup Playoffs for the first time since 2008.

"It's never a goal to get knocked out in the first round, but we definitely took a lot of big strides in our team from the previous year," Coyle said. "We're [going] in the right direction. I think every guy sees that, and that's the most important part. I think next year, we'll [be] even better.

"I think it's going to be another good year for us. It should be special, so I'm really looking forward to it."

---
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The rebuild by the Edmonton Oilers has earned more attention because of that franchise's luck in the NHL Draft lottery, but the Minnesota Wild also have amassed one of the best collections of young talent in the past few seasons.

Despite not picking higher than seventh in the NHL Draft since 2005, the Wild have one of the deepest groups of young, potential impact players in the League.

Minnesota's crew was aided by a huge splash in free agency before last season, and the Wild are coming off a return to the Stanley Cup Playoffs. A couple of those prospects were traded to the Buffalo Sabres to add Jason Pominville before the 2013 NHL Trade Deadline, and a few more could join Charlie Coyle and Jonas Brodin as full-time members of the Wild this season.

2013-14 FANTASY PREVIEW: WILD

Under-valued: Mikko Koivu -- A second season centering Zach Parise (and possibly Jason Pominville) should mean big things for Koivu. He doesn't score a ton of goals, but a stat line of around 20 goals, 45 assists, a plus-5, 50 penalty minutes, 25 power-play points and 220 shots on goal should provide plenty of value.

 Over-valued: Dany Heatley -- His best days appear behind him, evidenced by his career-worst 0.58 points-per-game last season. He's still worth drafting as a bench fantasy forward, but we wouldn't expect more than 25 goals and about 50 points.

Sleeper: Jonas Brodin -- At age 20, Brodin has plenty of room to grow, but make no mistake -- this is a star in the making. Expected to be paired again with Ryan Suter on the Wild's top defensive unit, Brodin should develop more offense to his game and could finish with 30-40 points.

 -- Follow Matt Cubeta on Twitter: @NHLQubes

FOLLOW @NHLFANTASY FOR DAILY UPDATES ›

MORE NHL.COM FANTASY HOCKEY COVERAGE ›

The development of young players allowed Minnesota to let Pierre-Marc Bouchard and Matt Cullen leave during free agency and nab another prospect (and obvious buy-low candidate), Nino Niederreiter, in a trade for Cal Clutterbuck. Minnesota's big free-agent acquisition, Matt Cooke, will help replace some of what Clutterbuck provided. Keith Ballard was added as a potential bounce-back candidate on the blue line.

The Wild might still be a year away from challenging the top teams in the Western Conference, but the future is rapidly becoming the present in the Twin Cities. With better, and younger, depth throughout the roster, another playoff berth this season is not out of the question.

Here is the projected 2013-14 lineup for the Wild:

Forwards 

Zach Parise - Mikko Koivu - Jason Pominville

Dany Heatley - Mikael Granlund - Charlie Coyle

Matt Cooke - Kyle Brodziak - Jason Zucker

Torrey Mitchell - Zenon Konopka - Mike Rupp

Jake Dowell

Defensemen

Ryan Suter - Jonas Brodin

Clayton Stoner - Jared Spurgeon

Keith Ballard - Marco Scandella

Nate Prosser - Jonathon Blum

Goalies

Niklas Backstrom

Josh Harding

NOTES: Something resembling a return to form from Heatley would be a huge boost. Granlund or Coyle could end up being the No. 2 center behind Koivu. The list of kids trying to make the opening-night roster up front is long. Consider Granlund a favorite for a spot, with Zucker, Niederreiter, Brett Bulmer and Zack Phillips potential top-nine forwards.

Suter and Brodin made magic together last season, but the other two pairings need to support them a little better. Tom Gilbert and Justin Faulk were the third pairing for much of the first-round series against the Chicago Blackhawks, but they're gone now. Mathew Dumba is the wild card; if he is ready and forces his way onto the roster, the Wild will have a surplus at the position.

Backstrom is back with a new contract, and Harding will continue to try to play while dealing with multiple sclerosis. The Wild are loaded with prospects in goal too. Darcy Kuemper and Johan Gustafsson likely will split time in the American Hockey League.

---
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The Dallas Stars were probably in need of an overhaul after a fifth straight season without a Stanley Cup Playoff berth, and it is fair to say there has been one.

Dallas has a new general manager, Jim Nill, a new coach, Lindy Ruff, and as many as three new centers on the roster. It is possible the only member of the Stars' top-six forwards on opening night who was on the roster before the start of last season is Jamie Benn, who likely is going to be switching positions.

Jaromir Jagr, Derek Roy and Brenden Morrow were traded before the deadline last season. Loui Eriksson was part of the package sent to the Boston Bruins in one of the biggest trades of the offseason. Who joins holdovers Benn and Ray Whitney on the top two lines?

2013-14 FANTASY PREVIEW: STARS

Under-valued: Jamie Benn -- Regressed last season (33 points, minus-12 in 41 games), but this should mean you'll be able to get the forward on the cheap come draft day. Benn has the potential to be a fantasy star and could develop into a point-per-game player with 60-plus penalty minutes as early as this season -- especially with Tyler Seguin as his linemate.

Over-valued: Erik Cole -- After a breakout 2011-12 season with career-bests of 35 goals and 61 points, Cole regressed tremendously last season (nine goals, four assists in 47 games). He could end up a top-six forward for Dallas, but his monster season looks more like a fluke; expect around 20 goals and 45 points. 

Sleeper: Valeri Nichushkin -- Nichushkin has an outside chance to end up a top-six forward for the Stars (they aren't very deep on the right side), and this could be huge for the 6-foot-4 rookie. With his size and skill, he could be a Calder Trophy candidate and is worth selecting in the final rounds of your draft.

 -- Follow Matt Cubeta on Twitter: @NHLQubes

FOLLOW @NHLFANTASY FOR DAILY UPDATES ›

MORE NHL.COM FANTASY HOCKEY COVERAGE ›

Tyler Seguin was the centerpiece of the return from the Bruins and is expected to move to his natural position in the middle and play next to Benn. The other player from that trade, Rich Peverley, could earn the No. 2 or No. 3 center job, or he could end up on one of the top two lines as a wing.

On the same day Seguin was acquired, Nill added another center, Shawn Horcoff, in a trade with the Edmonton Oilers. Not to be forgotten, the Stars earlier traded for the rights to Sergei Gonchar and quickly signed him to a two-year, $10 million contract. If he can be healthy and productive, the Stars could have an above-average defense corps in front of goaltender Kari Lehtonen.

Are the moves enough to get Dallas back into the playoffs? The Stars are moving to the new-look Central Division, and there could be a wild scramble for two potential playoff berths behind the Chicago Blackhawks and St. Louis Blues.

Here is the projected lineup for the Stars in 2013-14:

Forwards

Jamie Benn - Tyler Seguin - Rich Peverley

Ray Whitney - Shawn Horcoff - Valeri Nichushkin

Erik Cole - Cody Eakin - Alex Chiasson

Ryan Garbutt - Vernon Fiddler - Antoine Roussel

Lane MacDermid - Chris Mueller

Defensemen 

Alex Goligoski - Brenden Dillon

Sergei Gonchar - Stephane Robidas

Trevor Daley - Jamie Oleksiak

Aaron Rome

Goalies

Kari Lehtonen

Dan Ellis

NOTES: With so many new faces up front and a new coach, projecting lines is not an easy task. Benn and Seguin are likely to play together on the top line. Beyond that, just about anything is possible. Horcoff, Peverley and Eakin could be competing for the No. 2 center job. Peverley or Eakin are likely to end up on a wing to fill a hole, perhaps both if the rookie Nichushkin is deemed not ready for NHL duty, with Fiddler sliding into the No. 3 center spot.

Nichushkin is likely to get a long look, and maybe even a nine-game NHL trial before a decision is made on him. Chiasson looked great in a short stint at the end of the season and could grab a top-six spot. A prospect -- Brett Ritchie, Scott Glennie or Radek Faksa -- could impress during camp and make the roster.

The questions on the back end are, who does Gonchar play with, and does Oleksiak earn a permanent place on the team? If Oleksiak is ready for full-time duty and the group stays healthy, this will be the strength of the club.

Lehtonen has developed into one of the top goaltenders in the League, and being mostly healthy for the past three reasons is a big part of that. He's starting a new five-year contract and has the seventh-highest NHL salary-cap figure at the position. Dan Ellis has arrived to back him up, with Jack Campbell set for a second year in the American Hockey League.
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When it became more and more apparent late last season that the Dallas Stars were going to miss the Stanley Cup Playoffs for the fifth straight year, the team began unloading most of its veteran talent.

They've since traded most of their marquee veterans, most notably Loui Eriksson, Jaromir Jagr, Brenden Morrow and Derek Roy, in favor of turning over the team to a farm system that has been building up nicely over the past few years.

With most of that veteran talent still unaccounted for, the Dallas prospect pool will be leaned on heavily to get this team back to the postseason. So expect a number of these names to make an impact.

Here's a look at Dallas' top 10 prospects, according to NHL.com:

 The Stars have room for young players, including Valeri Nichushkin and Alex Chiasson, to play big roles in 2013-14. (Photo: Bill Wippert/NHLI, John Russell/NHLI)

1. Valeri Nichushkin, RW: Dallas Stars general manager Jim Nill couldn't have been more pleased when the 6-foot-4, 202-pound Russian fell to them at the 10th pick of the 2013 NHL Draft. Heralded as a potential top-five pick, Nichushkin's contract with Dynamo Moscow of the Kontinental Hockey League scared off some teams. But Nill was more than happy to take a chance on an 18-year-old power forward who was named the KHL's top rookie last season.

"We're excited. We think he's very close, but I don't want to put expectations on him either," Nill told NHL.com. "I want to be careful. He's going to get every opportunity in the world to be on the team. We want to keep him around for a while."

2. Alex Chiasson, RW: Few prospects made more of an impact in a shorter NHL stint than Chiasson, who was Dallas' second-round selection in the 2009 draft (No. 38). He spent most of his first professional season in the American Hockey League with the Texas Stars, where he had 35 points in 57 games. That earned the 22-year-old a seven-game NHL trial last season, and he responded with six goals and seven points.

Of course, there's a world of difference between seven games and a full 82-game season, but Chiasson (6-4, 187) definitely will be looked at to provide a similar offensive punch for the Stars this season.

3. Jamie Oleksiak, D: There aren't too many players who can make Nichushkin appear diminutive, but at 6-7, 242, Oleksiak is one of them. Dallas' first-round pick in 2011 (No. 14), Oleksiak was a defensive force in the Ontario Hockey League before enjoying a standout rookie season with the Stars' American Hockey League affiliate in Texas. His play earned him a 16-game trial with Dallas last season.

Oleksiak, 20, struggled near the end of his time with the Stars, and had two assists and a minus-5 rating, but he's still a big part of this team's future, and most likely their present.

"He's right there," Nill said. "Jamie's going to come to camp. Show us what you can do. If you're in the top six, you're there. I don't want guys sitting in the press box with me. I want them playing every night. So if he comes in and shows he's a top-six guy, he's on the team."
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4. Jack Campbell, G: Kari Lehtonen has established himself as the franchise goaltender in Dallas, but the Stars benefit from having one of the world's top prospects waiting in the wings. The 11th pick in the 2010 draft, Campbell (6-3, 184) had an outstanding junior-hockey career, winning multiple medals at the World Under-18 Championship and World Junior Championship.

He started his professional career last season in the AHL, and the 21-year-old went 19-13-3 with a 2.65 goals-against average, .905 save percentage and two shutouts. He earned his first NHL call-up March 19, when he spent two games as Lehtonen's backup.

5. Brett Ritchie, RW: The trend of size and strength among Dallas prospects continues with Ritchie. The 6-3, 212-pound forward has shown a remarkable knack for scoring goals at every level. Dallas' second-round pick in 2011 (No. 44), Ritchie was a scoring sensation last season with the Niagara IceDogs of the OHL (41 goals in 53 games) and played a large role on Team Canada at the 2013 IIHF World Junior Championship.

It impressed Stars brass enough that the 20-year-old earned a five-game trial with Texas of the AHL, during which he had three goals and four points. He followed that with two goals in nine playoff games.

6. Radek Faksa, C: The Stars' run on size at the draft continued in 2012 when they selected the 6-3, 200-pound Czech-born forward with the 13th pick.

Faksa had a standout rookie season in 2011-12 with Kitchener of the OHL, totaling 66 points in 62 games, but missed a lengthy period last season with an MCL injury. Faksa played 39 OHL games and finished with two games in the AHL. His combination of size and skill has the Stars excited about the future for this 19-year-old.

7. Jason Dickinson, C: Dallas' second first-round pick in 2013 (No. 29), the Stars tabbed the Guelph Storm forward with the pick they acquired from the Boston Bruins in the Jaromir Jagr trade. Dickinson enjoyed a strong 2012-13 season, leading the Storm in plus/minus before helping Canada win gold at the 2013 IIHF World Under-18 Championship.

The 18-year-old Ontario native likely will return to Guelph this season to further his development. That development could be key for a player who already has established himself as a solid two-way forward. At 6-2, Dickinson has good reach but has expressed his intentions to put more muscle on his 176-pound frame.

8. Devin Shore, C: Selected in the second round of the 2012 draft (No. 61), Shore was a Hockey East standout last season as a freshman at the University of Maine. Though the Black Bears struggled, Shore led the team in assists (20) and points (26), and was named a co-recipient of the league's Top Scholar-Athlete Award.

In an ultra-competitive conference, Shore, 19, was named to the All-Rookie team. And new coach Dennis Gendron, who was an assistant on the New Jersey Devils' 1995 Stanley Cup team, likely will lean on Shore (6-1, 185) to help lead a Maine team looking for a bounce-back season.

9. Ludwig Bystrom, D: Dallas' second-round selection (No. 43) in 2012, Bystrom has all the makings of a classic, puck-moving defenseman, although it may be some time before Stars fans get a chance to see the 19-year-old. A product of Modo in Sweden, the smooth skater has been a contributor at all levels, including Sweden's U-16, U-17 and U-18 national teams.

Bystrom (6-1, 169) was selected by the Plymouth Whalers of the OHL in the 2012 Canadian Hockey League Import Draft but chose to stay in his native Sweden.

10. Patrik Nemeth, D: Like Bystrom, Nemeth hails from Sweden and was a second-round pick of the Stars (No. 41 in 2010). However, the similarities end there. Continuing a prominent theme on this list, Nemeth is a big, strong pillar on the blue line, measuring 6-3, 201 pounds.

The 21-year-old stay-at-home defenseman showcases strong passing ability and was a member of the national team that won gold at the 2012 World Junior Championship.
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In a busy offseason marked by wholesale changes on and off the ice, it's easy to forget the move that kicked off the summer free-agency season in earnest.

About a month before the start of free agency, the Dallas Stars acquired the rights to veteran defenseman Sergei Gonchar from the Ottawa Senators in exchange for a conditional sixth-round draft pick. Three days later, the Stars announced they signed the Russian to a two-year contract.

More moves would follow, most notably the trade that brought centers Tyler Seguin and Rich Peverley to Dallas from the Boston Bruins. But it's Gonchar who potentially could have the greatest influence this season on a young Stars team.
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"Another piece to the puzzle, and he's kind of the forgotten man, is Sergei Gonchar," Dallas general manager Jim Nill told NHL.com. "I think he's really going to solidify our defense. He gives us a dimension we don't have a lot of. We have a couple of power-play guys, but not as high-end as Sergei."

Gonchar's arrival surely will give a necessary bump to a Stars power play that ranked 18th in the NHL last season. After all, the 39-year-old has been among the League's top power-play quarterbacks for almost two decades. Last season, when many predicted he would start slowing down, Gonchar showed there was plenty left in the tank.

An Achilles injury to defenseman Erik Karlsson appeared to put the Senators' season in peril last February, but Ottawa thrived without their star, due in large part to the poise and leadership shown by Gonchar, who tied for 12th in scoring among NHL defenseman with 27 points in 45 games.

Gonchar's world-class puck skills will prove useful on a Stars team that, with the exception of Alex Goligoski, does not boast much firepower on its back end. But it's Gonchar's experience, gained from a Stanley Cup victory with the Pittsburgh Penguins and loads of international competition, which should most benefit a club likely to have one of the League's youngest rosters this season.

"That was the other thing I wanted to add to this team," Nill said. "The young kids need a veteran presence. Now you have that presence in the dressing room that you need. I come from a situation in Detroit where you can never have enough veterans. They know how to win. It's a lifestyle every day of what you have to do to win. I know these veterans are going to bring that to the young kids that we have, which down the road will pay dividends for us."

There's one young player in particular whom Nill hopes can learn from Gonchar: Russian right wing Valeri Nichushkin, a first-round pick (No. 10) at the 2013 NHL Draft. Nichushkin has all the tools to someday become a force in the League. At 6-foot-4 and 202 pounds, he's already big enough to compete in the NHL, and his skills were prominent enough that he was named top rookie last season in the Kontinental Hockey League.

Having expressed his desire to play in Dallas, Nichushkin could learn a lot from Gonchar, who hails from the 18-year-old's hometown of Chelyabinsk. It's a mentor-protégé relationship that worked well for Penguins center Evgeni Malkin, who was taken under Gonchar's wing when the pair played together in Pittsburgh. When Malkin was awarded the Hart Memorial Trophy as NHL MVP in 2012, he made a point to thank Gonchar for his guidance and friendship.

The Stars would love to hear Nichushkin give a similar speech someday.

"It was never planned this way, but Gonchar mentored Malkin, so we're looking for that same mentorship now with Nichushkin. That's another exciting piece to the puzzle," Nill said. "I think Sergei is really going to help Nichushkin. We're just going to monitor [Nichushkin] real close and let him come in and see where he fits in. We've added enough depth where he doesn't have to be a go-to guy. He can just come in and play and that's going to be key to his development."

It's a lot to take on for one player, but the Stars have no doubt that with Gonchar, they've picked the right person to assume all these responsibilities. He has played that role for some time now and, as the active leader among defensemen in goals, assists and points, the five-time All-Star commands League-wide respect.

He'll need to utilize all those skills and all that veteran savvy if the Stars hope to take the next step and qualify for the Stanley Cup Playoffs for the first time since 2008.
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For a team that underwent massive reconstruction in the wake of a fifth straight season out of the Stanley Cup Playoffs, it's fair to say there are more than six questions the Dallas Stars will need to answer coming into the season. But following some major additions to their roster and an overhaul of the front office and coaching staff, Dallas will be an intriguing team to watch entering the 2013-14 NHL season.

It starts with the hiring of Jim Nill as general manager and Lindy Ruff as coach. Each enjoyed successful stretches with the Detroit Red Wings and Buffalo Sabres, respectively, and are among the most-respected men in the game. They'll likely have to harness all their expertise to lead a team that is very different from the one that finished 2012-13 seven points out of a Stanley Cup Playoff spot.

Despite the changes, Dallas will have stability where it counts. Jamie Benn, easily the team's best all-round forward, will be expected to take the next step toward becoming a franchise player, and goaltender Kari Lehtonen again will be expected to carry the defense as far as he can.
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Other than that, there will be plenty of questions surrounding an intriguing Stars team. Here are six of them:

1. How will Tyler Seguin adapt to being at center? -- In an offseason filled with transactions, none earned the kind of headlines that came with Seguin's move to the Stars in July. The second pick in the 2010 NHL Draft led the Boston Bruins in goals and points as a 20-year-old in 2011-12 and earned a spot at the 2012 All-Star Game. But his play dipped last season and he was relegated mostly to third-line duty through the Bruins' run to the 2013 Stanley Cup Final.

That demotion isn't going to happen in Dallas, where Seguin is expected to shift back to his natural center spot on the Stars' top line and handle the kind of responsibility he never confronted in Boston. How successfully he handles that pressure and takes on that role likely will decide which direction this season goes in for Dallas.

"I think he's going to have to grow into the responsibility of playing against some of the top lines and being a guy who has to play down low," Ruff told NHL.com.

2. Can the kids take the next step? -- Last season saw a number of young prospects get a shot to crack the Stars' lineup. Some, Cody Eakin and Brenden Dillon, stuck around for much of the season. Others, Alex Chiasson and Jamie Oleksiak, had short stints with the club.

A refurbished Dallas team will be looking to all of these young players to assert themselves more this season. With 21-year-old Seguin centering the top line, and 18-year-old Valeri Nichushkin having a chance at making the lineup, this young team is sure to experience its share of growing pains. How the prospects weather that adversity and earn their stripes under Ruff could dictate how far this team goes.

3. Will Jamie Benn become a franchise player? -- Be it with a strong statistical season or a highlight-reel play, Benn has shown the ability to be a marquee offensive player for the Stars. It's the main reason the team signed him to a five-year, $26.25 million contract extension in January.

The past four months have seen the Stars trade most of their veteran forwards, including Brenden Morrow, Derek Roy, Jaromir Jagr and Loui Eriksson. With that experience now absent from the roster, much of the responsibility will fall on Benn to lead a unit that is one of the youngest in the League. Benn led Dallas last season with 33 points, and if he can answer the call, he could prove to be a star among Stars.

4. Can the Stars finish strong? -- For the past three seasons the Stars have found themselves on the playoff bubble only to miss the postseason with a late-season collapse. With an outside chance in 2012-13, the Stars finished 1-5-1, eliminating any hope of making the playoffs for the first time since 2008. It was yet another slump for a club that struggled through similar swoons in 2011-12 (3-9-0) and 2010-11 (5-6-3).

A young roster with a glaring lack of NHL experience could have trouble turning around this trend. But if the Stars hope to see playoff hockey for the first time in five seasons, they'll need to dig deep as the games become more important.

5. Can Ruff get the Stars to do the little things right? -- Put simply, the Stars lacked the polish required to win games last season. They ranked 29th in shots on goal per game and 22nd in shots allowed, posting a minus-13 goal differential. Throw in a 2-15-0 record when trailing after two periods and this is a team that had trouble carrying the play in a competitive Western Conference.

That's why it's important they take on the personality of their no-nonsense coach. Ruff likely won't tolerate youth as an excuse for sloppy play. In a new environment with a new team, the veteran coach will need to instill the character that has made him one of the game's most respected bench bosses.

6. Can Kari Lehtonen do it alone? -- Lehtonen has established himself as a franchise goalie since coming to Dallas in 2010. The second pick in the 2002 NHL Draft has been a rock in the Stars' net, although he occasionally has been prone to injury. That's been a problem, considering the lack of any contingency plan in the Dallas goal.

Last season Lehtonen's backups -- Richard Bachman and Cristopher Nilstorp - combined to go 7-8-1 with an .889 save percentage. That was only a slightly worse showing than the previous season, when the backups -- Bachman and Andrew Raycroft -- went 10-13-1 with a .905 save percentage. Lehtonen mostly was healthy last season, starting 35 games, but the lack of a proper backup was a glaring problem in a conference where the margin for error is razor thin. The Stars brought in veteran Dan Ellis to back up Lehtonen this season, but only time will tell if he provides an upgrade.
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In the past two years the Dallas Stars have seen an ownership change, two coaching changes and one general manager replaced. It's a lot of movement for a team that hasn't made the Stanley Cup Playoffs since 2008.

Owner Tom Gaglardi looked to establish some franchise stability when he named Jim Nill general manager in April. Nill was a fixture in the Detroit Red Wings' front office for nearly two decades, playing a prominent role on a team that won the Stanley Cup four times during his tenure.

In one of his first moves as GM, Nill provided more stability when he named Lindy Ruff the Stars' coach. Like Nill, Ruff had been a picture of consistency throughout his career, coaching the Buffalo Sabres for 15 seasons after spending a decade in Buffalo as a player.
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"You look at any good team and stability is the key. That was a big part of our system in Detroit, I know in Buffalo it was the same way," Nill told NHL.com. "Tom Gaglardi has given the green light for Lindy and I to come in and put that stamp on the team. Whatever business you're in, stability is the key."

With a new brain trust in place, the Stars decided the main ingredient in finding franchise stability was … more change.

The wholesale moves started when Dallas acquired the rights to veteran defenseman Sergei Gonchar from the Ottawa Senators in early June. The team signed Gonchar to a new contract three days later, and a month after that made a trade with the Boston Bruins that brought centers Tyler Seguin and Rich Peverley to Dallas in exchange for forward Loui Eriksson and prospects. With the acquisition of another center, Shawn Horcoff, that same day, Nill gave his team two things it desperately needed: depth at center and a quarterback on the power play.

Filling those holes was a big step. But Nill said he sees the biggest beneficiary from these moves being All-Star forward Jamie Benn, who can move to the wing after playing much of last season at center.

"I think we're going to see even more growth from Jamie Benn," Nill said. "By making these moves, this allows us to get Jamie back to his natural position. It gets him a real center to play with, a right-handed center to play with (Seguin). So I think you're going to see Jamie's game really grow."

Benn likely will have to take that step this season if the Stars hope to return to the playoffs. Ruff brought former Sabres assistant James Patrick with him to Dallas, reuniting a staff that had some success developing young players in Buffalo. That skill will be crucial, considering the Stars' 2013-14 season could be riding on their coaches' ability to groom a team that will be among the youngest in the NHL.

STARS' OFFSEASON OUTLOOK

 Additions: C Tyler Seguin, C Shawn Horcoff, C Rich Peverley, D Sergei Gonchar, G Dan Ellis, C Chris Mueller

 Subtractions: LW Loui Eriksson, LW Eric Nystrom, D Philip Larsen, RW Matt Fraser, C Tom Wandell

 UFAs: none

 Promotion candidates: D Jamie Oleksiak, RW Valeri Nichushkin, RW Alex Chiasson

Benn, 24, could be entering his prime, but Seguin is 21 and much of the team's depth will be made up of young players who came in last season and established themselves on the roster, among them Alex Chiasson, Brenden Dillon and Cody Eakin. Throw in potential roster spots for defensive prospect Jamie Oleksiak and 18-year-old forward Valeri Nichushkin, the team's first pick at the 2013 NHL Draft, and this group could experience some growing pains coming out of the gate.

"I think there's no easy solution to any team becoming a good franchise," Ruff told NHL.com. "I think that takes a lot of hard work and discipline. For the most part, the good franchises are teams that have been able to grow their young players and be able to keep them. I think you've got to develop a trust in the way you want to play and a commitment from players. When you get that, it's a really powerful thing."

Franchise goaltender Kari Lehtonen will be a rock in the Dallas crease, but the team will need a drastic improvement on the blue line if it wants to take the next step. Besides Gonchar, the unit mostly is unchanged from the one that last season ranked 22nd in shots-allowed per game and 24th in goals-against per game. Ruff knows the Stars will go only as far as their defense takes them.

"It was a team the last couple of years that had been knocking on the door," he said. "Offensively they've been OK, but on the defensive side you'd like to be a little bit better."

Improving that defense will be a key to Ruff's first season in Dallas. But he may be most excited by the prospect of having a potential franchise center, Seguin. The longtime Sabres coach faced off against Seguin in several Northeast Division matchups and hopes to help him fulfill the expectations that have followed him since the Bruins selected him with the second pick of the 2010 NHL Draft.

"For me, it's going to fall on how he handles the opportunity to play center," Ruff said. "That in the short term will be an adjustment for him. I will have to be patient with him. He can change the direction of the game with some of the tools that he has. You want to see a player like that use the gifts he's been given."
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Right off the bat, first-year Colorado Avalanche coach Patrick Roy erased any mystery about how No. 1 pick Nathan MacKinnon would be used when he announced shortly after the team selected the Halifax Mooseheads center at the NHL Draft on June 30 that MacKinnon will center Jamie McGinn and Steve Downie on the third line.

In fact, Roy has his top two lines set as well. He told the Denver Post that Matt Duchene will center Ryan O'Reilly and PA Parenteau on one unit with Paul Stastny between Gabriel Landeskog and Alex Tanguay on the other.

That doesn't mean there still aren't plenty of questions surrounding the Avalanche, who finished last in the Western Conference in 2012-13 and have a new coach, a handful of new division rivals, and a potential second Calder Trophy winner in three seasons in their lineup.
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Here are six of Colorado's pressing questions:

1. Will Patrick Roy be a successful NHL coach? -- As a goaltender, Roy's credentials rank with the best all-time. His 551 regular-season wins were a record when he retired, since eclipsed only by Martin Brodeur. Roy's 151 wins in the Stanley Cup Playoffs remain the standard. He won the Stanley Cup twice with the Montreal Canadiens and two more times with the Avalanche.

After retiring in 2003, Roy transitioned well into the coaching ranks with the Quebec Remparts of the Quebec Major Junior Hockey League, becoming the seventh coach to win the Memorial Cup in his first season.

Roy clearly knows about winning, whether it's with goalie pads strapped to his legs or standing behind a bench wearing a suit. But this is his first NHL gig as a coach, and as a Hall of Fame member back in one of the cities where he achieved stardom, he'll be under a constant spotlight. If he can even approach the success he enjoyed as a player, the decision to hire him will be a shrewd one.

2. Was Nathan MacKinnon the right pick at No. 1? -- For several months heading into the draft, the consensus seemed to be that whichever team ended up holding the top pick would select Portland Winterhawks defenseman Seth Jones. But Colorado executive vice president of hockey operations Joe Sakic wasn't shy about his interest in MacKinnon, and the Avalanche lived up to their word on draft day in making him the No. 1 selection.

There's no doubt the 6-foot, 182-pound center has the makings of a future star. He finished with 32 goals and 75 points in 44 games for Halifax last season and was MVP leading the Mooseheads to a Memorial Cup title. With plenty of young talent surrounding him in Colorado, it's not inconceivable MacKinnon could match or surpass the 22 goals and 52 points Landeskog put up winning the Calder two seasons ago.

Jones, drafted by the Nashville Predators at No. 4, also projects as a franchise player, and the Avalanche entered the offseason needing help on the blue line more than at forward, casting some doubt on whether MacKinnon was the wisest choice.

3. Can Gabriel Landeskog rediscover his rookie form? -- A turning point in the 2012-13 season for Colorado may have come early when, in its fourth game, Landeskog was on the receiving end of a crushing hit from San Jose Sharks defenseman Brad Stuart. Landeskog returned to finish the game but then missed almost a month with a concussion.

The extent to which that contributed to Landeskog's sophomore slump is hard to define, but his 17 points in 36 games represented a significant drop even when projected over an 82-game season. There's also the question of whether the Avalanche placed a little too much pressure on his shoulders by naming him the NHL's youngest captain prior to his 20th birthday.

On paper, the Avalanche appear to be a team that should score plenty of goals, but last season they were 26th in goals per game (2.38) and 24th on the power play (15 percent). If they can get a bounce-back season from Landeskog, those statistics figure to soar.

4. Has the defense improved enough for Colorado to contend? -- The Avalanche were one of five teams to have a goals-against average higher than 3.00 last season, and the 31.4 shots against them per game -- sixth-highest in the League -- certainly were a factor.

Passing on Jones, who could have stepped into the lineup right away, leaves Colorado with veteran Cory Sarich and 29-year-old journeyman Andre Benoit as the offseason upgrades. That means the core from last season is going to have to show improvement.

Simply put, the Avalanche must get more from Erik Johnson, who gave them four assists and a minus-3 rating in 31 games while battling injuries. A healthy season from Ryan Wilson, limited to 12 games in 2012-13, also would go a long way toward strengthening the blue line.

5. And how about the goaltending? -- The blame for Colorado's defensive shortcomings also has to fall somewhat on the men paid to stop the pucks. Despite facing a barrage of rubber, the cumulative .904 save percentage posted by Semyon Varlamov and Jean-Sebastien Giguere needs to be better.

Varlamov, who showed great promise with the Washington Capitals in taking over the starting job in the 2009 and 2010 postseasons before eventually getting lost in a goaltending glut and traded, endured his most difficult season in 2012-13 and will be looking to pare down a bloated 3.02 goals-against average.

Giguere, a Conn Smythe winner in 2003 and Stanley Cup champion in 2007 with the Anaheim Ducks, has settled in to the second half of his career as a useful backup, and he'll reunite with goaltending coach Francois Allaire, hired during the summer.

6. Are the Avalanche better off in the Central Division? -- With the NHL realigning to two seven-team divisions in the Western Conference, there are plenty of new neighbors for Colorado. In fact, the only former Northwest Division team to make the move with the Avalanche instead of shifting to the reshuffled Pacific is the Minnesota Wild.

On the one hand, the Avalanche are now rid of the Vancouver Canucks, who owned the Northwest for the past five seasons. However, the division had generally been weak otherwise, and now Colorado has to compete with the defending Stanley Cup champion Chicago Blackhawks on a more regular basis, as well as a tough St. Louis Blues squad.

Overall, the Avalanche went 7-10-0 last season against their 2013-14 division opponents (they didn't play the Winnipeg Jets, who had been in the Eastern Conference). The Avalanche fared best against the Blues and Predators, winning two of three matchups against each.
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From 1996 to 2006 the Colorado Avalanche were one of the NHL's model franchises, but recently that has not been the case.

After another disappointing season in 2012-13 there was a serious overhaul, even if there weren't a lot of notable changes in the dressing room. Former captain Milan Hejduk was not retained, but he was slipping to the fringes of the roster after being a key cog for years. One player who was around for Hejduk's prime, forward Alex Tanguay, is back after a trade with the Calgary Flames.

The biggest addition on the ice will be center Nathan MacKinnon, and the No. 1 pick in the 2013 NHL Draft probably won't need long to work his way into an important role. The biggest move of the offseason was hiring Hall of Fame goaltender Patrick Roy to be the coach, and he's already stated he wants to start MacKinnon on the third line and let him earn his way up the lineup.

Replacing Greg Zanon and Shane O'Brien with Cory Sarich (arrived in the same trade as Tanguay) and a couple of fringe NHL players signed to low-cost free-agent contacts is probably not going to be enough to improve what was a porous defense.

Maybe the Avalanche, with MacKinnon, Tanguay and full seasons from Gabriel Landeskog and Ryan O'Reilly, will score their way into Stanley Cup Playoff contention. It does look like the final two playoff spots in the Central Division (behind the Chicago Blackhawks and St. Louis Blues) could be up for grabs, though the Minnesota Wild's young players should improve and the Nashville Predators could be much better in 2013-14.

2013-14 FANTASY PREVIEW: AVALANCHE

Under-valued: PA Parenteau -- The forward has been extremely underrated for three straight seasons. Don't make the same mistake this year. Parenteau found immediate chemistry with Matt Duchene and you can expect close to 70 points with a healthy amount of penalty minutes as a nice bonus this season.

Over-valued: Paul Stastny -- Last season's 0.60 points-per-game were a new low for him. Add in the fact he's never eclipsed 200 shots on goal and isn't a "PIMS guy" and you're staring at a borderline undraftable fantasy forward. Hope for a bounce-back season, but cut ties quickly if he struggles out of the gate.

Sleeper: Tyson Barrie -- Nathan MacKinnon will likely be a household name going into fantasy drafts (and deservedly so), but Barrie has the potential to be Colorado's No. 1 offensive defenseman. With more PP ice time (2:38 per game last season) and more experience, he's worth selecting as a bench D-man.

 -- Follow Matt Cubeta on Twitter: @NHLQubes

FOLLOW @NHLFANTASY FOR DAILY UPDATES ›

MORE NHL.COM FANTASY HOCKEY COVERAGE ›

Here is the projected 2013-14 lineup for the Avalanche:

Forwards

Gabriel Landeskog - Matt Duchene - Ryan O'Reilly

Alex Tanguay - Paul Stastny - PA Parenteau

Jamie McGinn - Nathan MacKinnon - Steve Downie

Cody McLeod - John Mitchell - Mark Olver

Patrick Bordeleau

Defensemen

Jan Hejda - Tyson Barrie

Ryan Wilson - Erik Johnson

Matt Hunwick - Cory Sarich

Andre Benoit

Goalies

Semyon Varlamov

Jean-Sebastien Giguere

NOTES: O'Reilly is one of the best defensive forwards in the League, but the Avalanche said he could be the player who shifts to wing to make room at center for MacKinnon. It would make a lot of sense to put O'Reilly on a line with MacKinnon to help the rookie out in his own end of the ice, so don't be surprised if they end up spending a lot of time together. O'Reilly and Stastny are in the final year of contracts, and if the Avalanche are not in playoff contention, expect to see those names in a lot of possible trade-target stories.

Colorado needs a bounce-back season from Johnson on defense, but the development of 22-year-olds Barrie and Stefan Elliott could make the Avalanche a lot better on the blue line. There are a lot of defensemen under contract, but if Elliott has a strong camp it would be hard to keep him off the roster.

It will be interesting to see what happens with Varlamov in his first year with Francois Allaire as his goalie coach. Allaire has a great relationship with Giguere, and the veteran could help bring the two together. If Varlamov improves his technical consistency, he could be an elite player at the position.

---
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There isn't a great deal to smile about when an organization goes through tough times the way the Colorado Avalanche have during the past five seasons.

One of the bright spots, though, is high draft picks. The Avalanche have certainly had their fair share, and many of their selections are already making key contributions, Matt Duchene, the No. 3 pick in 2009, and Gabriel Landeskog, the No. 2 pick in 2011, chief among them.

Now, buoyed by the No. 1 pick in the 2013 NHL Draft, which the club used to select center Nathan MacKinnon, there are a host of Colorado prospects knocking on the door of NHL careers, in addition to those who are several years down the road from arriving.
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Here's a look at Colorado's 10 top prospects, according to NHL.com:

1. Nathan MacKinnon, C: In what was widely considered to be the deepest draft class in years, MacKinnon (6-foot, 182 pounds) was the cream of the crop in the eyes of Colorado brass.

In two seasons for the Halifax Mooseheads of the Quebec Major Junior Hockey League, he totaled 63 goals and 153 points in 102 regular-season games. He was the MVP when Halifax won the Memorial Cup title, scoring a hat trick in the championship game. One year earlier, his hat trick led Canada to the gold medal at the Ivan Hlinka Memorial Tournament.

Big-game performances and consistent excellence are hallmarks of MacKinnon's game. His new coach, Patrick Roy, already has him penciled in as the Colorado's third-line center, but it could be sooner rather than later that MacKinnon's first-rate skill set rockets him up the team's depth chart.

"He's a great competitor, he's a winner," Roy said of the 17-year-old. "People are going to be very surprised by his speed, especially his starts. He has that NHL skating ability, no doubt in my mind."

2. Michael Sgarbossa, C: An undrafted free agent originally signed by the San Jose Sharks, Sgarbossa had his rights acquired by Colorado in February 2012. At the time, he was in the midst of a 102-point season for the Sudbury Wolves of the Ontario Hockey League.

Sgarbossa, 21, debuted in the American Hockey League in 2012-13, posting 19 goals and 44 points in 57 games for the Lake Erie Monsters, and got into six games with the Avalanche shortly after the lockout ended. What he lacks in size (5-11, 175), he makes up for with strong hockey sense and other intangibles.

3. Duncan Siemens, D: Selected in the first round in 2011, nine picks after Landeskog, Siemens (6-3, 200) projects as a physical, shutdown defenseman of the future for the Avalanche. After being drafted, he spent two seasons in the Western Hockey League continuing to develop with the Saskatoon Blades, also appearing in three games for Lake Erie last season.

"Since the draft I think I've come a long way. The big thing I've tried to focus on has been my consistency from night in to night out," Siemens, 19, said in a May interview with the Avalanche Avenues blog. "If you want to make the jump to the next level, that's huge."

4. Chris Bigras, D: After passing on defenseman Seth Jones with the No. 1 pick in favor of MacKinnon, the Avalanche used their second-round choice to take this 6-1, 186-pound 18-year-old at No. 32.

Bigras is expected to bring more of an offensive game while performing steadily in his own end. He's coming off a strong season with the Owen Sound Attack of the OHL, where he's likely to return this fall for additional development.

"I've always been a two-way defenseman, a guy who is able to jump into the offense," Bigras told the Denver Post while attending Colorado's prospects camp last month.

5. Calvin Pickard, G: With Jean-Sebastien Giguere 36 years old, there figures to be a job opening for at least a backup goaltender soon enough. One of the candidates when that time comes could be Pickard, a 2010 second-round pick (No. 49).

Pickard (6-1, 195) is coming off his first full AHL season. As the No. 1 goalie in Lake Erie, he had a 20-19-5 record with a 2.47 goals-against average and .918 save percentage. He's not the only goalie prospect in the Avalanche system, but the 21-year-old's athleticism and competitive nature make him stand out.

6. Joey Hishon, C: Concussion issues threatened the career of Colorado's 2010 first-round pick (No. 17), but after sitting out the entire 2011-12 season and most of '12-13, Hishon made his pro debut playing nine games with Lake Erie, contributing a goal and five assists.

Standing 5-10, 170 pounds, the 21-year-old displayed excellent creativity and playmaking skills during his junior career with Owen Sound. He could further strengthen the Avalanche at center if he stays healthy and continues to develop.

7. Colin Smith, C: Colorado took a flyer on this 5-10, 162-pound pivot in the seventh round (No. 192) of the 2012 NHL Draft after he put up 30 goals and 85 points in 72 games for the Kamloops Blazers of the Western Hockey League.

It appeared to be a shrewd move when Smith followed that with 41 goals and 106 points last season in Kamloops. Like many prospects his age (20), he needs to bulk up a little and become stronger on the puck, but his offensive instincts stand out. He'll likely start this season in Lake Erie.

8. Garret Meurs, RW: On a Plymouth Whalers team boasting its fair share of NHL prospects, Meurs ranked second in scoring in 2012-13 with 65 points (32 goals) in 68 games. He had seven goals and 14 points in 15 postseason games.

A 2011 fifth-round pick (No. 123), Meurs (6-foot, 175) is above average in most areas of the game. The 20-year-old has playmaking skill and shows grit and a willingness to battle along the boards and travel into high-traffic areas.

9. Will Butcher, D: Selected in the fifth round (No. 123) this June, Butcher is set to start his collegiate career at the University of Denver in the fall after a couple of seasons with the U.S. National Team Development Program.

Butcher (5-10, 191) is seen as a bit of a high-risk, high-reward defenseman. The 18-year-old has the instincts to make things happen offensively but can be a liability at times with the puck. The Avalanche will hope to see his game smooth out the next few seasons.

10. Sami Aittokallio, G: Last season marked the North America debut for the Finnish netminder, who turned 21 on Aug. 6. Though his stats with Lake Erie as Pickard's backup weren't eye-popping (14-12-1, 3.00 GAA, .899 save percentage), it was Aittokallio who got the call for an April 11 start against the defending Stanley Cup champion Los Angeles Kings when Semyon Varlamov was injured. His first NHL appearance was impressive (23 saves on 25 shots), but also incomplete; leg cramps forced him from the game in the third period.

Aittokallio (6-1, 174) should continue to compete with Pickard for playing time in the AHL this season.
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It's fair to say the Colorado Avalanche have not been remotely the same organization since Patrick Roy announced his retirement as a player following the 2002-03 season.

The all-time NHL leader in wins by a goaltender when he hung up the skates, Roy powered the Avalanche to two Stanley Cup titles in their first six seasons in Denver, as well as eight straight division titles.
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Colorado hasn't won the Northwest Division since Roy's final season, and a fourth-place finish in the Western Conference in 2003-04 is the only time since then the Avalanche placed higher than seventh. Of even greater concern, the franchise has missed the Stanley Cup Playoffs in five of the past seven seasons, including three times coming in last or next-to-last.

Roy returns to the Avalanche for the 2013-14 season having made the transition from the crease to behind the bench, and he'll attempt to prove a successful tenure coaching the Quebec Remparts of the Quebec Major Junior Hockey League made him the right choice to bring a halt to Colorado's gradual decline and push the club back toward the West's elite.

"I think my No. 1 quality is I'm not afraid to put in the work," Roy said in May at his introductory press conference. "When you work hard and put in the time, nothing can go wrong."

However, force of will alone -- even a will as strong as Roy's -- probably won't be enough to significantly improve a team that won 16 of 48 games last season and finished 29th in the League standings. The question waiting to be answered is whether the Avalanche added the necessary pieces during the offseason to be a playoff contender, and how their rookie coach will manage his players.

In leading the Remparts to 348 wins and a Memorial Cup title over eight seasons, Roy displayed the same fiery temperament that was a trademark of his playing days with the Avalanche and Montreal Canadiens. Will his style of coaching translate well to the NHL and a team that, though relatively young, also has its share of veterans?

Joe Sakic, his former teammate and the current executive vice president of hockey operations for Colorado, certainly thinks so.

"There's no one more passionate about this game," Sakic said. "He'll bring a winning attitude to this dressing room and help this young team grow. I know he'll get the best out of each player. He's the perfect guy for this organization."

There is no shortage of young talent in the Avalanche dressing room for Roy to mold. Start with Nathan MacKinnon, the No. 1 pick of the 2013 NHL Draft who doesn't turn 18 until Sept. 1, and include past top-three selections Gabriel Landeskog and Matt Duchene along with Ryan O'Reilly -- each 22 or younger -- and there is the makings of a franchise on the rise.

Defenseman Erik Johnson -- like MacKinnon, a No. 1 pick -- and starting goaltender and fellow first-rounder Semyon Varlamov are 25 years old. Each is still trying to live up to the expectations that followed him into the League.

The Avalanche clearly have a nucleus in place, but turning potential into results will fall on Roy's shoulders.

The situation with Varlamov in particular bears watching. Colorado traded first- and second-round draft picks two years ago to acquire him from the Washington Capitals, but after posting 26 wins and a 2.59 goals-against average in his first season with the Avalanche, he went 11-21-3 with a 3.02 GAA in 2012-13.

In part, it will be new goalie coach Francois Allaire's task to help Varlamov rediscover his promise, but the relationship between Roy and his netminders will always draw scrutiny. Can arguably the greatest goaltender of all-time engineer a turnaround with a group that finished in the lower third of the League in goals-against average and save percentage a season ago?

"My objective is to be a bit of what the Avalanche has always been, a very offensive team, a lot of scoring chances, and the goalie, do your job," Roy said in May.

It's not far-fetched to believe Colorado could be an offensive powerhouse with its personnel and Roy's pedal-to-the-metal attitude. But in the NHL teams don't go very far without the goalie -- and the defense in front of him -- doing his job, and weaknesses on the back end get exposed a lot quicker than at the junior level.

Roy, though, is undaunted. If passionate is the word used most when describing him, confident can't be far behind.

"I understand there might be some adjustment to make. Junior is junior and NHL is NHL, but, at the end of the day, you prepare yourself pretty much the same and then the game is just a bit faster than maybe it is in junior,” Roy said. "All my years in junior, I've been using my NHL experience. The NHL experience I've been using is the one that I had with Montreal and Colorado and different types of coaches that I've had have been models for myself."
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Out with the old, in with the new.

Since the end of the 2012-13 NHL season, the Colorado Avalanche fired their coach, Joe Sacco, and replaced him with their former goaltender, Hockey Hall of Fame member Patrick Roy.

They said goodbye to one of the top offensive players in team history, veteran Milan Hejduk, and chose 18-year-old Nathan MacKinnon with the No. 1 pick in the 2013 NHL Draft, adding him to an exciting young nucleus of Matt Duchene, Gabriel Landeskog and Ryan O'Reilly.

And they bid farewell to the Calgary Flames, Edmonton Oilers and Vancouver Canucks as division rivals, moving into the realigned Central Division where they will have to battle the Chicago Blackhawks and St. Louis Blues.
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Coming off a shortened season that featured little besides disappointment -- the Avalanche finished last in the Western Conference for the second time in five years -- Colorado fans seemingly have a lot to be intrigued by heading into 2013-14.

"We still have good, quality players there that obviously are going through some growing pains now, but we really believe in them," said Joe Sakic, who has taken on a new role of his own, promoted in May to executive vice president of hockey operations.

"I was a player that went through that kind of situation as well. We were a young team, you think you're there and you have a setback, and that's what happened [in 2012-13]. You have those bumps. But one thing our group has to learn is to be more consistent and not to let the lows get too low."

Sakic experienced those bumps as a member of the Quebec Nordiques, but once the franchise moved to Colorado and traded for Roy during the 1995-96 season, it took off, winning the Stanley Cup twice by 2001.

Now Sakic and Roy are in management positions, tasked with restoring a once elite organization to its former glory.

"I know there's a lot of talent on this team and I think it'll be fun to work with them," Roy said at his introductory press conference. "My objective is really to give the team back to our fans. I certainly want to see our players very, very close to our fans and have the fans come to the rink and say, 'That's my team.'"

One new face with the potential to bring fans at Pepsi Center out of their seats immediately is former Halifax Mooseheads center MacKinnon, whom Colorado selected at the June 30 draft over defense prospect Seth Jones, who spent part of his childhood in the Denver area.

A stud scorer in juniors, putting up 43 goals and 108 points in 44 regular-season games and 17 playoff contests, MacKinnon won't feel pressure to spearhead the Avalanche attack. He's expected to begin his NHL career on a third line with Jamie McGinn and Steve Downie, a rugged forward who's recovered from a knee injury that cost him all but two games last season.

"We're going to have to be patient at the start, give him a chance to adapt," Roy said of MacKinnon. "I'm not going to compare junior [hockey] to the NHL. Just give him time to feel good."

The Avalanche also hope to have added to their offensive depth by reacquiring forward Alex Tanguay, who scored a pair of goals in Game 7 of the Stanley Cup Final to punctuate their 2001 championship.

Tanguay, who came over with veteran defenseman Cory Sarich in a June 27 trade with the Calgary Flames for forward David Jones and defenseman Shane O'Brien, still packs some punch at age 33; he had 11 goals and 27 points last season and is a noted shootout specialist.

"I haven't had my best year yet in the NHL, I really feel that," Tanguay told the Denver Post. "I have a big chip on my shoulder about that, I realize. I feel I can still perform, and I'm so happy to be back in Denver where I have so many great memories."

In addition to Jones, whose production had nosedived, and O'Brien, a third-pair defenseman, the most notable offseason departure was Hejduk, who at 37 no longer fit into Colorado's top-six up front and was given the opportunity to seek employment elsewhere. A former captain, Hejduk played 1,020 games for the Avalanche, with 375 goals and 805 points. He was limited to 29 games and 11 points last season.

AVALANCHE'S OFFSEASON OUTLOOK

Additions: C Nathan MacKinnon, LW Alex Tanguay, D Cory Sarich, D Andre Benoit, D Nick Holden, D Nate Guenin

Subtractions: RW David Jones, RW Aaron Palushaj, D Shane O'Brien, D Greg Zanon

UFAs: RW Milan Hejduk, RW Chuck Kobasew

Promotion candidates: C Michael Sgarbossa, C Joey Hishon, D Duncan Siemens, G Calvin Pickard, G Sami Aittokallio

Tanguay and 30-year-old PA Parenteau are now the "old men" up front, with Duchene, Landeskog, O'Reilly and Paul Stastny joining them on the top two lines to shoulder the load offensively. Duchene, whose 43 points last season tied Parenteau for the team lead, was signed to a five-year contract extension in July.

"So excited to be part of the Avs' future! Love this franchise, team and city, couldn't be happier!" Duchene tweeted following the deal.

Colorado does have questions on the back end, with the biggest offseason upgrades being 34-year-old Sarich, who has more than 900 games of experience, and Andre Benoit, who at 29 saw his first regular NHL action last season with the Ottawa Senators.

The Avalanche could use healthy, bounce-back seasons from Erik Johnson and Ryan Wilson as well as continued development from young Tyson Barrie and Stefan Elliott in order to make life a bit easier on goaltenders Semyon Varlamov and Jean-Sebastien Giguere.

If all the pieces fall into place, and Varlamov can replicate the numbers from his first season with Colorado in 2011-12 (26 wins, 2.59 goals-against average, .913 save percentage), the Avalanche could find themselves in contention for a berth in the Stanley Cup Playoffs. Any expectations beyond that are probably unrealistic for a club still rebuilding, but Roy won't use that as an excuse for not being competitive.

"One thing I know," he said upon taking the coaching job, "we're going to have a Stanley Cup attitude. I believe that's going to carry us a long way."

For all 30 in 30 stories go to NHL.com/30in30stories and for the full 30 in 30 schedule visit NHL.com/30in30.
The start of Blues training camp is less than six weeks away and defenseman Alex Pietrangelo, a restricted free agent, remains the team’s last unsigned player.

The Blues have waited deep into the summer to re-sign many of their own RFAs, but never this deep under general manager Doug Armstrong. The latest to sign previously was defenseman Erik Johnson, in 2010, when he was brought into the fold on Aug. 2. That date has now passed, and adding to the anxiety among fans is that despite dialogue between Armstrong and Pietrangelo’s agent, Don Meehan of Newport Sports Management, no agreement is imminent.

A breakthrough in negotiations is always possible, but with time slipping away, the potential of a holdout is also plausible. The last two NHL players to miss part of the regular season — Montreal’s P.K. Subban and Colorado’s Ryan O’Reilly — are represented by Newport.

“There’s really nothing to report,” Armstrong said. “My belief is that it’s better to stay quiet until we have a conclusion to it and we’re not there now.

“It’s not something that I’m overly concerned about at this particularly time. We’ve got six weeks until training camp and these things get done at different times. Alex knows we want him here, Alex wants to be here and at the right time things will take shape.”

In an email to the Post-Dispatch, Meehan confirmed “we have had discussions,” but he declined to comment on the negotiations, even in general terms.

The logical read into the lack of an extension between Pietrangelo, 23, and the Blues is that they are far apart in their expectations. It’s believed the defenseman is seeking a deal worth in the neighborhood of $7 million per season, while the club appears unwilling to eclipse $6 million.

Following Friday’s two-year, $2.4 million extension for newcomer Magnus Paajarvi, the Blues have approximately $57.3 committed against the 2013-14 salary cap, leaving about $7 million under the ceiling. The team saved $2.6 million in the recent trade of David Perron for Paajarvi, providing some flexibility in the Pietrangelo negotiations.

At this point, with both sides having established their financial parameters, the key to an agreement is length.

An eight-year term — the maximum allowed by the player’s current club under the NHL’s new collective-bargaining agreement — remains possible. But with the Blues not yet prepared to pay a premier price for Pietrangelo, it’s likely that a short-term agreement is in the offing.

“It’s just finding out is it a maximum-term contract of eight years or do both sides feel it’s better to go short?” Armstrong said. “We’re going to work hand-in-hand with Alex because it’s not a win-lose. We’re hoping to find a win-win for both sides.”

The Blues have had recent success with short-term, or “bridge,” contracts.

Perron and T.J. Oshie are among the team’s players who signed bridge deals and were eventually awarded long-term extensions. Going back to 2010, Armstrong signed Johnson, the No. 1 overall pick in 2006, to a two-year, $5.2 million extension out of his entry-level deal. That bridge deal might have made the difference in the Blues’ ability to trade Johnson to Colorado when he didn’t live up to their expectations.

Some NHL teams have benefited from taking a minor leap of faith, such as the Los Angeles Kings, who gave defenseman Drew Doughty, taken two spots ahead of Pietrangelo at No. 2 overall in 2008, an eight-year, $56 million contract. Ottawa, meanwhile, inked Erik Karlsson (No. 15 overall in ’08) to a seven-year, $45.5 million extension.

Doughty has a Stanley Cup on his résumé and Karlsson a Norris Trophy on his mantle.

But elsewhere around the league, clubs have handicapped themselves with high-priced contracts for young players.

After three seasons, Buffalo awarded defenseman Tyler Myers (No. 12 overall pick in ’08) with a seven-year, $38.5 million contract that included a $10 million signing bonus. With a $5.5 million AAV, Myers was a healthy scratch at times last season for the Sabres.

“There’s a lot of projection going out long-term with unproven players,” Armstrong said. “I would say (Pietrangelo) is not an unproven player. But there are some where you see teams give out long-term extensions after two years of pro (experience) … in my philosophy, there’s not enough history to do that. It’s worked very well for some teams, and for some teams it hasn’t worked well at all. We’re a little more crawl-walk-run than crawl-run.”

There are exceptions. Recently, the Blues gave defenseman Kevin Shattenkirk a four-year, $17 million extension ($4.3 AAV).

Pietrangelo’s offensive numbers (29 goals and 121 points in 224 games) are slightly higher than Shattenkirk’s (23 goals and 109 points in 201 games) and both blueliners were coming out of their entry-level deals when negotiations began.

However, there is a major difference between Shattenkirk and Pietrangelo: arbitration rights.

Players who sign their first professional contract at age 21, such as Shattenkirk, possess arbitration rights and players who sign at 20 or earlier, such as Pietrangelo, need four years of professional experience to be eligible for those rights. That leverage is vital in negotiations.

“The system is the system,” Armstrong said. “There’s (an arbitration) date that everything has to be done or else a third party makes that decision. With Alex, there are no arbitration rights, so you just let the dialogue continue up until training camp.”

The only leverage for Pietrangelo would have been receiving an offer sheet from another club, but that never happened. The Blues would have had a week to match the offer, or be compensated with draft picks.

“We made it very clear that we would match any offer sheet that’s out there,” Armstrong said. “I think that offer sheets only come because you believe you have a chance to get the player. I don’t think there’s any belief out there that Alex won’t be a Blue.”

But when will that be finalized?

Armstrong said that dialogue between the Blues and Newport would continue until camp, but the holdouts of Subban and O’Reilly sits as the backdrop. (Subban’s agent is Meehan and O’Reilly’s is Mark Guy).

Subban, 24, missed training camp and Montreal’s first four games of the 2012-13 regular season before signing two-year, $5.75 million deal (AAV $2.875). O’Reilly, 22, also held out through camp and sat out Colorado’s first 19 games before Calgary gave him a two-year, $10 million offer sheet, which the Avalanche matched.

Asked if he was concerned about a holdout with Pietrangelo, Armstrong replied: “I’m not going to rub a crystal ball and see where we’re going to be on Sept. 15. We’ve done a lot of deals with Newport Sports. David Backes, (Jaden) Schwartz, (Maxim) Lapierre. Newport Sports and the St. Louis Blues have done a ton of contracts and we’re going to get this one done.”

Jeremy is a reporter at the Post-Dispatch. Follow him on Twitter at @jprutherford.
Perhaps the best part of this hockey offseason is knowing a full season is ahead, complete with training camp and all the dressing.

Of course, this is the NHL, so nothing is ever completely copacetic. The 2013-14 season will be in full stride when it shuts down to participate in the Winter Olympics, because apparently the NHL considers the Olympics to be more important than its championship season.

Disruption is still in the mix, just not as prevalent. God willing and the CBA don’t expire, there will be an 82-game schedule. To that end, there have been some changes affecting the Blues’ roster. The movements have not been as dramatic as perhaps some anticipated, but they have not been negligible.

Andy McDonald retired and management filled a hole with free-agent center Derek Roy. He is essentially the same size as McDonald and carries a similar skill set. What Roy has left after a serious shoulder injury and two ordinary seasons remains to be seen.

Perhaps, if nothing else, he’ll play more often than McDonald. Andy Mac could be electrifying but injuries regularly tripped the circuit breaker. He essentially was a part-time participant in St. Louis, averaging fractionally more than 40 games a season.

Scott Nichol also retired, and the Blues adapted by signing free-agent center Maxim Lapierre, a shift-disturber if ever there was one. Lapierre will kill penalties and assume an “energy” role.

The Blues also traded David Perron, one of their original “come grow with us” pieces. Perron went to Edmonton for tongue-twisting winger Magnus Paajarvi and a second-round pick. Dave Checketts is gone, John Davidson is gone and now Perron. Growing season is over.

With training camp some six weeks away the Blues have their team, which suggests their biggest move was the one they didn’t make, the one most expected. His publicized quarrel with coach Ken Hitchcock notwithstanding, goaltender Jaroslav Halak is still here, as is veteran Brian Elliott, as is promising Jake Allen.

After Allen showed well in 15 rookie games last season, it seemed likely one of the veterans would go. But the goaltending market was a buyer’s paradise, one that did not lend itself to an impulse trade.

So, sorry Mr. Furley, it’s still Three’s Company where the Blues’ goal is concerned, although Allen appears headed to the American Hockey League for more prep work.

For a team that stepped back, eliminated in the first round of the postseason after going two rounds deep a year before, the summer winds were not especially strong. Or so it seems.

Beneath the surface, the Blues who will report for duty in mid-September are considerably different from the team that started play last January. Reason being, they made their biggest moves last spring, adding defensemen Jay Bouwmeester and Jordan Leopold.

The Blues enter the 2013-14 season with a No. 1 defense pairing of Bouwmeester and Alex Pietrangelo, a twosome that compares favorably with the best in the league. And yes, sooner or later, Pietrangelo will sign.

Playing alongside Bouwmeester from the start, Pietrangelo has a chance to re-establish himself as a difference-maker. Last season, the Blues were trying to resuscitate Wade Reddon as a Petro partner.

The second defensive set features the solid Leopold and the skilled Kevin Shattenkirk. Last season, Barret Jackman was No. 4.

Jackman now joins Roman Polak in the third set, an off-road pairing that promises to make things bumpy for opposing forwards. At the same time, 24-year-old Ian Cole, a former No. 1 pick, still has but 67 NHL games to his credit. Once he shakes off the rust from last season, perhaps he can earn a more prominent assignment.

The Blues are not radically different up front in terms of skill, but they are substantively better equipped to match up with big teams like Los Angeles and Chicago. When you’re battling for possession, banging bodies and bothering goaltenders, size matters in this game.

To put it another way: What could be better than a 5-foot-9, 170-pound Scott Nichol? The answer is a 6-2, 210-pound version, i.e. Lapierre.

Paajarvi is an excellent skater on a 6-3, 205-pound frame. He is not known for physical play, but he still represents a large frame with good speed. Perhaps the chemistry he cooked up alongside fellow Swede Patrik Berglund in international play will percolate again with the Blues.

At the same time, Jaden Schwartz appeared to take a dramatic step up during the final stages of his rookie season. He was among the Blues’ best players in the playoffs, certainly more offensively engaged than he demonstrated previously. Schwartz comes to training camp as a different player.

Likewise, this will be the second time around for Vladimir Tarasenko. After his spectacular start last January, Tarasenko discovered the NHL really isn’t a Russian rec league. Keeping your head down is encouraged during the annual “14 Fund” charity golf tournament, not wise on Saturday nights at the skating rink.

If Tarasenko can get past the self-preservation residue of last season’s concussion, he also should be a better player. Both Schwartz and Tarasenko figure to get power play work this time, opportunities they did not get last season.

And frankly, Halak has every reason to be motivated. He’s in the final season of a contract, coming off an injury-spoiled performance, eager to re-establish himself. Don’t forget his 1.97 goals-against and six shutouts in 2011-12 so quickly.

No, there wasn’t a big free-agent splash, management didn’t get the sniper of your dreams. But make no mistake, when the whistles come and the discs start flying, these are no longer your lockout Blues.

From the day that the Blues acquired Jay Bouwmeester in a trade last April, general manager Doug Armstrong openly discussed the defenseman as a part of the team’s long-range plans, not an asset that the club might soon be seeking a return on.

On Thursday, the Blues followed through on that commitment, agreeing to terms on a five-year, $27 million contract extension for Bouwmeester. He still has one season left on his current contract — which will pay him $6.6 million in 2013-14 — and then he’ll begin a new deal that will pay him $5.4 million per year through 2018-19.

So the Blues now have Bouwmeester, who wouldn’t have become an unrestricted free agent until July 2014, locked up for six seasons.

“(The team) mentioned something at the end of the year that at some point over the summer they’d be in touch, throw things around and see where everyone’s at,” Bouwmeester said. “When we started talking, it was good, it was exciting. When I got there, it seemed like a good fit, a good spot and it’s somewhere that I want to be for a while.”

The Blues sent a strong signal at last season’s trade deadline that they envisioned Bouwmeester being with the organization beyond the 2013-14 season. They sent a first-round draft pick, along with minor-league defenseman Mark Cundari and goalie prospect Reto Berra, to the Flames in exchange for the veteran defenseman.

“We certainly gave up a major piece — a first-round pick and two other prospects — to get him,” Armstrong said. “We were content on doing that to try and have a really good push to last season ... and knowing we’d have a pretty good opportunity to try to (re-sign) him.

“It was exciting when I talked to Jay and his representation that they felt this was a team that was on the rise and a team that he wanted to be part of. We’re entering a new phase in our organization with this current group. Now we’re a place we’re good players want to be.”

Bouwmeester said that the reason is because the talent is already here.

“It seems like that they’ve got pretty much everyone signed now through at least the next couple of years,” he said. “You’ve got that nucleus of guys that probably aren’t going anywhere ... The fact that everyone is going to be back, and you add some guys, there’s some optimism going forward.”

Bouwmeester was aware that the Blues wanted to make him part of that nucleus, but wasn’t sure how long the club had in mind. He was impressed when Armstrong proposed adding five years to his existing deal.

“The first offer that was talked about was for that length,” Bouwmeester said. “For them to show that interest and I guess have faith in me for that period of time, as a player, you view that as a real positive thing.”

Bouwmeester has played in 764 regular-season games, but he doesn’t turn 30 until September. He will be 36 when his new contract expires.

“Forwards, I deem their prime years from 24, 25-32 and defensemen from 27-34, so I think he’s going to be able to play through his prime during this term,” Armstrong said.

The Blues don’t believe they’re making this move based on a small sample size. After the trade, Bouwmeester played only 14 regular-season games last season, posting one goal and six assists. Making his first appearance in the NHL playoffs, he had one assist in six games.

“It’s the body of work,” Armstrong said. “(Blues coach Ken Hitchcock) and I have both had the opportunity work with Jay for Team Canada. He’s a minute-munching 6-foot-3 guy that plays 25-plus minutes a night. Those don’t fall off trees.

“His offensive numbers in Calgary weren’t what they were in Florida. But I think that he should be a 40-point plus player for us. His history shows that he’s an 82-game player. There’s not a lot of concern when you talk about Jay Bouwmeester.”

He was never a rental. He was always part of the plan moving forward.

“I got that feeling after the trade, where it was kind of mutual,” Bouwmeester said. “Overall, I think everyone had the general idea that we wanted to get something done. It’s nice when both parties feel that way.”

Jeremy is a reporter at the Post-Dispatch. Follow him on Twitter at @jprutherford.

David Perron’s natural tendency is deke his way out of uncomfortable situations. But when asked recently if he had been misunderstood during his six seasons with the Blues, he took a direct route to the answer.

“I believe I was a lot actually,” Perron said after learning 13 days ago that he had been sent to Edmonton in a trade that brought the Blues forward Magnus Paajarvi and a second-round draft pick in 2014.

Perron, now 25, was part of a Blues era in which players were promoted out of necessity. Credentials were optional. Hype was mandatory.

The No. 26 overall pick in the 2007 draft, Perron entered the NHL after only one year of playing major junior hockey in Canada. Asked during his first Blues’ development camp what he planned to work on upon returning to juniors, Perron indicated that he would make the NHL roster.

“I think that’s why some people took me as a cocky type of person,” he said. “I just got drafted by the Blues, and for most kids, they’re just really happy to be drafted. If I’m coming to camp, it’s not to be a passenger. Maybe that’s where some of the guys didn’t take it well … but it’s not because I wanted to be disrespectful. I felt I could really do it and I did.”

Perron netted 13 goals and 27 points as a rookie in 2007-08, but his production only somewhat offset concerns of immaturity and cockiness.

There was the memorable moment when Perron showed up to practice with white skates, only to have former Blues coach Andy Murray instruct the equipment staff to paint the skates black to match his teammates.

There was the day when he was placed on a line with a slumping Doug Weight and responded, “We need to get Dougie going.” A retired Blue asked a reporter to remove the comment to save Perron from a scolding.

“David didn’t come from the hockey culture background of having played AAA Midget all the way through as a kid,” Murray said last week. “So he was a little bit more naïve to what it meant to be a pro right from the start, but he listened. There were moments where you kind of shook your head and that kind of thing, but he was a free spirit.

“I think he was misunderstood (in that) people thought he should know all of these things about being a professional. Well, he didn’t know. He had a lot to learn about being a professional. So what’s misunderstood for me is the fact that everybody thought he should know all these things about being a professional right away and couldn’t understand when he did some things that were a little bit different.”

Murray said Perron “had his own way of playing the game,” which was also part of learning to be a professional.

Although Perron had 62 assists in his second and third seasons combined, some Blues teammates didn’t like being on a line with the winger because he held on to the puck too long. On some nights, former Blue Keith Tkachuk would have a trainer alert Perron to meet him in a closed-door room in between periods.

“I was probably one who kind of had to straighten him out,” Tkachuk said. “I was hard on him, but I did it for a reason. It was tough, but you want to make sure everybody respects the game and he did.

“It was a difficult position for a kid to be put in, but I thought he did a great job. He could barely speak English, but he wanted to learn. One thing about him, he wanted to get better and he loved the game of hockey, so it made it easier to deal with him.”

Perron wasn’t sure of Tkachuk’s intentions early on.

“You think he hates you for a year or so and you realize two or three years later that he loves you that much and that’s why he was so hard on you,” Perron said.

But even as recently as 2012, after Perron played a few seasons in the league, teammates questioned his motives.

The night before a game in Ottawa, Perron walked into a sporting goods store and shot pucks for 30 minutes. He scored two goals in a 3-1 win over the Senators and afterward retold the story about the practice shots, highlighting that the clerk told him he “had a hell of a shot” and that “I didn’t tell him who I was.”

Some in the Blues’ locker room rolled their eyes. No longer the coach then, Murray rolled his eyes at Perron’s teammates for being turned off.

“I mean, did he miss anything?” Murray asked. “Did he miss a practice or a meeting, or whatever? David spent more individual time on the ice than any player on our team. He was out there longer after practice, worked on his game, shooting, handling the puck. David is David, he’s got his own personality and he’s got a lot of passion.”

Perron echoed Murray’s assessment.

“I never did anything to bother anyone,” he said. “I think I have a mind-set of being so passionate about the game, every day I want to get better. I feel like that extra 10 minutes on the ice will make me a better player and maybe some guys, I don’t know if they took it the right way, every single time. But hey, I don’t have any regrets.”

Love it or not, Perron’s personality didn’t seem to play a part in his trade to Edmonton. The Blues appeared to check off two items by shedding salary and finding a different style of player in Paajarvi.

“I really liked (Perron) personally,” Blues coach Ken Hitchcock said. “I understand the business of hockey ... why you have to do that stuff. The times when I was disappointed in him were the times when he stopped playing reckless and he started to play careful. When he played careful or tried to play and put the skill in ahead of the work, he knew that the coaching staff wasn’t going to be happy with him. But when he put the work in ahead of the skill, I was happy. He’s a good player.”

A good player who is misunderstood?

“Yeah, I think he was,” Tkachuk said. “We were all at fault at times, but in the end, he’s a better player and a better person for what he’s learned for the last five or six years. I sent him a text after the trade and I wished him all the best. He’s going to do an excellent job. He probably needs a change of scenery. He’s had to grow up pretty fast and that’s hard to do.”

Jeremy is a reporter at the Post-Dispatch. Follow him on Twitter at @jprutherford.

The fact that the Blues and restricted free agent Chris Stewart reached an agreement on a contract extension Friday wasn’t a surprise. The two sides were scheduled to travel to Toronto for Monday’s arbitration hearing, and with Stewart getting married today, the thought of inconvenience might have prevailed.

“We finally came to a common ground knowing we were going to have to board flights and exchange briefs (this) morning,” Blues general manager Doug Armstrong said.

What was a surprise is that the Blues found common ground in a two-year, $8.3 million extension. The dollars are about where many figured things would settle. Stewart will be paid $4.1 million in 2013-14 and $4.2 million in 2014-15 ($4.15 million annual average value).

“I think Chris would have liked a little more and we would have liked a little less,” Armstrong said. “That to me indicates it’s probably fair.”

The two-year term, however, is what caught some off guard. It allows Stewart, 25, to become an unrestricted free agent at the end of the deal. If the right winger, who led the Blues with 18 goals and 36 points last season, continues to produce he could walk away without compensation after the 2014-15 season.

Had the case gone to arbitration Monday, the team would have had the option of electing a one- or two-year ruling by the arbitrator. It was expected that Armstrong would have chosen one year so that Stewart would remain a restricted free agent after the 2013-14 season.

But the Blues’ GM pointed out Friday that even if Stewart had been restricted next offseason, negotiations on a new deal would have focused on him becoming unrestricted, and “you’re almost paying him like an unrestricted free agent (in ’14-15),” Armstrong said.

The two-year deal was also designed to give the Blues more time to negotiate an extension with Stewart. If they had agreed on a one-year contract, by NHL rules the sides would have had a window of only January to July 2014 to re-sign him. By making it a two-year deal, they can talk from July 2014 to July 2015.

“This allows ‘Stewie’ to come in and know that everything is in place for two years, knowing that if he has a good year and the team has a good year, we can start talking about an extension that is exclusively for UFA years,” Armstrong said.

Stewart, who netted eight of his 18 goals and 15 of his 36 points in a nine-game stretch in 2013, is a player from whom the Blues would like see more consistency.

“I appreciate the statistics that he puts up, and at the end of the day, that’s his year’s numbers,” Armstrong said. “Those are very strong, the best on our team. But we’d like all of our players to have less peaks and valleys and more of a steady game that we’re going to know what we’re going to get every night.

“He is a player, and I’ve said this to Chris, for us to be a good team we need Chris to be a good player.”

Stewart’s signing pushes the Blues closer to the NHL’s $64.3 million salary cap ceiling for next season. They have approximately $56.1 million committed against the cap, according to Capgeek.com. That leaves the club $8.2 million to re-sign Alex Pietrangelo and Magnus Paajarvi. Jake Allen is also a restricted free agent, but the club may be gearing toward a two-way contract for Allen.

The fact that August is approaching and Pietrangelo remains unsigned has some concerned, but Armstrong said Friday that “we are going to do what is necessary to get him signed. Now whether we decide to go short-term based on what Alex wants or long-term based on a mutual desire…”

It’s believed that Pietrangelo’s camp is asking for close to $7 million a season, while the Blues may be seeking to play less $6 million or less. Either way, that represents the bulk of the Blues’ remaining cap space, leading some to believe another trade is necessary.

“No issue,” Armstrong insisted. “We have more than enough space to get everyone in the fold.”

But the club is cutting it close, he admitted.

“This year, because of the success our younger players have had — and they’re earning every dollar they’re making, in my opinion — we’re creeping very close to the upper limits of the cap,” Armstrong said. “So we have to be very aware of our cap for this year. No one has a crystal ball to know where the cap is going to be a year from now. If it continues to grow, then these aren’t issues. But if something happens where the (NHL) revenues don’t meet expectations … we want to make sure that we’re still able to afford as many good players as we can.”

Jeremy is a reporter at the Post-Dispatch. Follow him on Twitter at @jprutherford.

Restricted free-agent Chris Stewart and the Blues will have their case heard by an arbitrator on July 22 if the sides have not reached agreement on a contract extension by that time.  

The NHL Players' Association announced the arbitration schedule Tuesday with 15 players on the docket. Stewart is slated to be among the league's first cases.

After agreeing to a one-year, $3 million contract last summer, Stewart led the Blues in the 48-game lockout-shortened season with 18 goals and 36 points. But the right winger and the club have been unable to come to terms on an extension.

Stewart, 25, exercised his leverage last week when he filed for arbitration, although does not prevent the sides from continuing negotiations. A contract can be discussed and signed before the case being heard by the arbitrator. League sources, however, say that with six days remaining before the hearing that a deal between the club and Stewart's agent, Eustace King, is not imminent.

King has not returned several emails sent by the Post-Dispatch recently.

A year ago, the Blues reached a last-minute settlement with T.J. Oshie before his arbitration hearing.

Oshie's representatives and the Blues actually traveled to Toronto for the hearing, scheduled for July 20, 2012. The night before, the two sides traded "briefings," which highlight key points that each side will make against the other in their case to the arbitrator. Hours before the case was to be heard, an agreement was made on a five-year, $20.8 million extension.

The same can happen in Stewart's case.

However, if Stewart and the Blues can't find a middle ground — it's believed that the winger is seeking $5 million per season and the club is closer to $4 million — then the decision will be put into the hands of the arbitrator.

Stewart and the Blues will each submit a requested annual salary, but the arbitrator can choose any figure, not necessarily the one suggested by the player or the team.

Because Stewart elected arbitration, the Blues will have the option of electing either a one- or two-year extension at the amount decided by the arbitrator. In this case, a one-year request by the club would make the most sense because at the end of a two-year deal, Stewart would become an unrestricted free agent and the team could lose him without compensation.  

Also, a new wrinkle in the latest version of the NHL's collective bargaining agreement allows teams to walk away from rulings of $3.5 million or more per season for the player. It's almost a given that Stewart's salary would surpass that, but it's doubtful that the Blues would walk away from the contract because doing so automatically makes the player a UFA. 

Meanwhile, Blues restricted free-agent defenseman Alex Pietrangelo remains unsigned and an extension is not imminent according to sources. Pietrangelo, who has received a qualifying offer from the club, does not have arbitration rights.

Jeremy is a reporter at the Post-Dispatch. Follow him on Twitter at @jprutherford.

St. Louis native Philip McRae is leaving the Blues to play for Tappara Tampere in the Finnish Elite League.

McRae, 23, played 15 games for the Blues in 2010-11, collecting one goal and two assists. The son of former Blues winger Basil McRae, he played three seasons with the Peoria Rivermen in the American Hockey League, scoring 32 goals and 41 assists in 162 games, including seven goals and 11 assists in 45 games last season.

The 6-foot-2, 200-pound McRae was the Blues’ second-round pick in the 2008 draft, the 33rd player chosen overall. Earlier this week, during a Blues orientation camp, general manager Doug Armstrong mentioned this was an important season for McRae’s development, which has been slowed by injuries.

The Blues felt McRae would benefit from playing with a more talented Chicago Wolves team, their new AHL affiliate.

“He’s had some injury issues where he’s never been able to get his feet on the ground and run at a consistent pace,” Armstrong said Tuesday. “This is a huge year for him. He’s getting much bigger, he’s turning into a man …”

But on Wednesday, the team found out McRae was headed to Finland, where he will make an additional $50,000 to $60,000 for his services. Armstrong was a bit surprised by the news but wished McRae success. The Blues retain McRae’s NHL rights for four more years.

“It’ll give him an opportunity to play and we wish him the best,” Armstrong said. “Hopefully he’ll come back an even better player.

Conklin joins staff

The club announced on Friday it has added Ty Conklin as a goaltender development coach. Conklin, 37, will work with the club’s goaltenders in Chicago and elsewhere in the team’s system.

The Anchorage, Alaska native spent 11 seasons in the NHL, including two in St. Louis from 2009-11. Conklin played in 215 career games and had a 96-67-21 record, a 2.69 goals against average and a .906 save percentage.

He is the only Blues goaltender to shut out the New York Rangers, a game in which he had 27 saves in a 2-0 Blues win on Nov. 7, 2010 at Madison Square Garden.

One of the most compelling issues on the board when the Blues open training camp in September is what to make of the little right wing with all of the points by his name.

Rattie or not?

No player in the organization carries a more conflicted transcript than Ty Rattie. His numbers from the Western Hockey League cause salivary glands to work overtime. But they come with “buyer beware” qualifications.

Rattie, 20, was the Blues’ second-round pick in the 2011 draft, the 32nd player taken overall. He played four seasons at Portland in the WHL, and played pinball with the scoreboard.

In 269 games, Rattie had 151 goals and 197 assists for 348 points. He departed as the WHL’s all-time leader in playoff goals with 50 in 76 career games. He led the Winterhawks to the Memorial Cup finals last season and was named the MVP of the playoffs.

It’s exciting stuff, but it’s difficult to interpret.

Ken Hodge is a former part-owner, general manager and coach in Portland. He watched Rattie play throughout his WHL career, and he has seen a number of Winterhawks parlay sensational junior careers into successful NHL careers. Two of them recently competed for a Stanley Cup: Chicago’s Marian Hossa and Boston’s Andrew Ference.

Hodge knows the what happens in Portland sometimes stays in Portland. He recently told the Portland Tribune: “(Rattie’s) an excellent player. He had a great junior career. Sometimes junior careers are different from pro careers.

“You have to be careful in how you judge them. His numbers are great, and he would be one of the top juniors to ever play in Portland, as a goal-scorer especially.”

Remarkably, Rattie’s radical numbers place him only third on Portland’s career list. Todd Robinson played five seasons in Portland (1994-95 through 1998-99), scoring 145 goals and 325 assists for 470 points. Troy Mick played four seasons in Portland (1985-86 through 1988-89) for a line of 204-262-466.

Robinson is a small forward, 5 feet 8, 185 pounds. He played in the Central Hockey League as recently as last season. But for all of the glitzy WHL stats, he has never played a shift in the NHL. Likewise, Mick, 5-11, 193 pounds, never played in the NHL.

Rattie also is a bantam, generously listed as 5-11, 165 pounds in the media guide. Does his exciting junior performance hold weight in a bigger, faster NHL environment? Is Rattie ready or not?

“He’s going to get a very good look at training camp and he’s going to get a look with some of our better players,” Blues general manager Doug Armstrong said. “It’s a big step from junior hockey to the NHL.

“He’s a talented goal-scorer and he’s scored at every level. He’ll get a look and if he’s ready to play, he’ll play.”

Rattie does not have blazing speed like the diminutive Andy McDonald possessed. He does not have an especially hard shot. But he has a knack and if he can add a bit more heft, he’s confident it will translate. Size matters, yes, but it’s also relative.

“I’ve been trying to put on some weight,” Rattie said while attending the Blues’ three-day orientation program this week. “I’ve been working out for a couple of weeks now and I’ve already put on five pounds, so I’m on the right track. I’d like to put on maybe another five pounds before training camp.

“Everyone’s working toward training camp and (competing ) for a roster spot, so I’m going to work hard and do whatever they want me to do. I eat everything I can; I’ll get there eventually.”

There is a fine line between chaos and creation, and Rattie does not want to cross it. The things that made him special during his junior career — savvy, quickness, vision — are not based on bulk. He dares not compromise wiliness for waist size.

“I think, when they tell me to get bigger, I don’t want to get too big,” said Rattie, who is from Airdrie, Alberta. “I don’t want to loose my shiftiness, or my speed, things like that. If I lose that, I’m going to get killed out there.

“Like I said, I want to put five more pounds on, nothing more. Smaller guys can play this game nowadays. If I stay shifty and quick, I’ll be fine.”

The Blues’ organization is a testimonial that small, shifty players can succeed. There have been a number of them in Blues history, from Camille Henry to Cliff Ronning to McDonald. And the current roster includes mighty mites like Vladimir Sobotka and Jaden Schwartz.

The NHL is not necessarily a “go big or go home” league. Diminutive players can compete, they just have to possess exceptional attributes to compensate. Many consider Wayne Gretzky to be the best player in the history of the game. Gretzky was never the fastest on the ice, never had the hardest shot and was 185 pounds with a team of Clydesdales in his pocket.

Joel Edmundson was also in attendance at Blues orientation. A stout 6-4, 200 pounds, Edmundson was a second-round pick in the 2011 draft. He was a shut-down defenseman for Kamloops in the WHL last season and went head to head with Rattie a number of times.

“I was always up against his line, it was one of the top lines in the whole WHL,” Edmundson said. “He’s a good play-maker. ... He sees the ice really well and he just makes it look way too easy.

“Sometimes you won’t notice him and he comes out of the game with a couple of points. That’s the kind of player he is. He’s a setup man and a sniper. He was great on the power play. He knows his spots and he knows how to pick them.”

It’s hard to imagine the Blues have Rattie in their headlights right now. The current roster is crowded with one-way contracts for established occupants, at least two or three above what it will carry. Barring more trades, Rattie would have to force management’s hand with an amazing camp.

Then again, the Blues just traded their most skilled forward, David Perron, to Edmonton. And when they did, Armstrong suggested it opened a crack in the door.

“With Ty Rattie coming, and with Dmitrij Jaskin, we just felt this was the right time to try to create some space, for (Vladimir) Tarasenko and Schwartz for this year … but also understanding we believe in and we need Rattie. We are asking him to take the next step, also.”

One thing is certain, Rattie came to the right place. He was smitten by baseball growing up and played shortstop during his formative years before he had to choose between sports at age 15.

He got a taste of Baseball in St. Lou last week, attending a game at Busch Stadium and meeting some Cardinals during batting practice. It’s possible Rattie could have the best of both worlds this fall — playing for the Blues, watching October baseball in St. Louis.

“I’m a big baseball guy,” he said.

Big is good.
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In the world we live in today, there’s no business like private business.

It’s in newspapers and magazines, on televisions and websites. Scuttlebutt is king, scooped up in large portions, the juicier the better.

That world caught up with Jaroslav Halak and Ken Hitchcock last May when they conducted a heated discussion outside a team meeting in Los Angeles.

Keep in mind, loud arguments are nothing new to sports, certainly nothing new to Hitchcock. He coached Brett Hull for crying out loud.

But when the Halak-Hitchcock incident went public, the world we live in skipped a beat.

For a Blues community almost as frustrated by the circumstances as the principals, it was clear who wore the black hat — Halak. In the weeks since, handwriting had been all over the NHL walls.

With the emergence of Jake Allen, on the heels of another Brian Elliott renaissance, the message has been clear: Halak’s remaining time in St. Louis is borrowed. The rumor mills have Halak heading to Philadelphia, to Buffalo, to parts still unknown.

Reality has Halak out at St. Louis Mills, the Blues’ training facility in Hazelwood. He has been there all summer, running on treadmills, lifting and stretching, looking forward to a new season — with the St. Louis Blues. And nowhere on his person are hard feelings.

“I’m happy to be here,” Halak said. “I signed to play here for four years and I wanted to accomplish some goals when I came, and I haven’t done that. I still want to accomplish those goals.”

A native of the enchanting city of Bratislava, Slovakia, Halak’s reserved demeanor obscures his competitive intensity. His goals are based on winning, as are Hitchcock’s. Those ingredients can lead to impassioned speech and demonstrative debate.

‘I wasn’t upset’

Halak said the argument with his coach was history before it even became news.

“I wasn’t upset or anything,” he said. “A coach and a player have those discussions all the time. If someone hears it, obviously, they can make a big story out of it. But I don’t think it was anything bad. I was frustrated, I wasn’t playing. But I was injured and ... the whole season, the way it turned out, was just difficult.”

Sometimes, a simmering pot boils over.

“You know, when it’s enough, it’s enough,” Halak acknowledged. “Sometimes you keep it inside of you for a long time and then it gets out. Like I said, I wasn’t happy. I care about winning and about playing. I want the best for our team and at the same time, I want to play and help the team.”

That hasn’t changed. Those are things Halak still wants, things he wants here, playing for the Blues and for Hitchcock. He insists their relationship is unstained.

“It’s fine, Halak said. “Even after we talked, it was fine. It was nothing to make a big deal out of. It’s not like we don’t talk anymore; it’s not the case at all.

“He gets passionate about the game and he doesn’t want to lose. And when he gets frustrated with a guy, he lets him know. And the other way around, if a player is unhappy or wants to speak up, he can speak up. That’s the policy, and that’s all it was.”

Angst has been Halak’s frequent and uninvited partner in St. Louis. Over the past 18 months, he has been like a caged animal, a competitor who has been unable to compete.

First came a devastating ankle injury in a first-round playoff game against San Jose, a collision with Barret Jackman that knocked Halak from the remainder of the postseason. Then came a four-month lockout, followed by a sudden 48-game season.

Then came injuries and re-injuries, starts and stops, a scenario that limited Halak to 16 games.

For the most part, when he’s been healthy, Halak has been a terrific goaltender for the Blues. He won 26 games in 2011-12, pitched six shutouts, carried a 1.97 goals-against average. He combined with Elliott to capture the Jennings Trophy as the Blues allowed the fewest goals in the league.

He was numero uno in the Blues’ net until the collision with Jackman, until the interruptions.

Last season, Halak registered three shutouts and 2.14 GAA. But there was the groin injury and recurrences. With Halak hurt and Elliott struggling, Jake Allen got a chance and played well.

A Crowded goalcrease

“Three’s Company” in a successful television sitcom, but three’s a crowd where NHL goalies are concerned. There’s not enough practice time to accommodate three, not enough games, not enough roster.

The timing of it all did not favor Halak. Although he was cleared to play in the final week of the regular season, the Blues still were battling for playoff position. Hitchcock stayed with Elliott. For the second year in succession, Halak closed the season in a sitting position.

In the end, the 16 games he played contrasted with 38 games he watched.

“It was frustrating,” Halak said. “I got unlucky in the (2012) playoffs when I got injured. Then last season, it was unfortunate again for me, I just couldn’t recover from an injury. It was a weird season for a lot of guys. And it was really frustrating. I came back and I played a few games, but then we had the situation with three goalies, and that didn’t help, too.

“Then I got injured again … But that was all last season. So, I’m not worried about that anymore, I just want to train hard and get ready, and we’ll see what happens.”

The world we live in notwithstanding, it appears most likely Halak will be back with the Blues when training camp opens in mid-September. He will be back and the No. 1 label will still be his to lose.

Halak is 28 years old, in his athletic prime. He still has the reputation of being a difference-maker in goal, a reputation built on playoff performances in Montreal. For all of his outstanding regular-season work, Elliott has not established that same postseason property. Allen’s body of work is just 13 NHL starts long.

Allen, who turns 23 in August, has yet to sign a new contract. But Blues general manager Doug Armstrong insists there is no mandate to move any of his goaltenders.

“I think Jake came up and played very well for us last year,” Armstrong said. “But he still has some growth he can do, and I don’t think playing in the American Hockey League would stunt his development.

“Jaro and Brian Elliott won the Jennings Trophy just two short years ago. Last year was an interesting season in a sense of how quickly we started up, and neither guy had played. So if we go into this season with these three goalies, that’s excellent depth.”

Halak is entering the final year of his contract in St. Louis. He has every reason to put his best pads forward, to amplify his market value. The Blues have every reason to want the same, to perhaps re-up with a known commodity.

Meanwhile, Halak keeps on working at the Blues’ facility. He hears the gossip, knows the score. But he distances himself from that world to focus on his bottom line. He wants to play for the Blues. Most importantly, he wants to play.

“I can’t control if I get traded or not, or anything like that,” Halak said. “I just want to train hard and get ready and the rest is up to the management. Whether they keep me, or ‘Els’ or Jake, or whoever … I just want to play hockey and I want to enjoy it.”

That could be a win-win, for Halak and the Blues.

The Blues are breaking up the Boy Band?

Really? 

This isn't quite to the level of Justin Timberlake leaving N Sync, but still...

The beguiling forward David Perron, abundantly skilled but overpaid, is headed to Edmonton in exchange for forward Magnus Paajarvi and a 2nd round pick in the 2014 NHL Draft. 

I'm good with this.

Multiple reasons:  

1. It saves a bunch of money for a financially challenged franchise. Perron was good, but he should have been much better, and his production didn't justify the Blues' investment in him. Perron has three years and $12.25 million remaining on his contract with an annual salary-cap hit of $3.8125 million. Perron scored 10 goals last season. 

2. In a related note, despite their public spin the Blues clearly need to create some room to accommodate a contract extension for cornerstone defenseman Alex Pietrangelo. The Blues also have to come to an agreement with forward Chris Stewart, a restricted free agent. I'd be surprised if they gambled on a long-term deal for the enigmatic Stewie, but you never know. But given owner Tom Stillman's limited resources, no way this team can reside near the top of the salary-cap ceiling. 

3. The move alters the self-entitled celebrity culture that has prevented this team from playing to it's full potential. Perron wasn't a bad guy, but tended to go his own way... his individualistic play was a often a detriment. 

4. Paajarvi isn't just a guy. He's 22, or three years younger than Perron. He was the 10th overall pick in the 2009 NHL draft. He's a winger with height (6-3) and size (200+ pounds). He's known for his straight-line speed, which fits the Ken Hitchcock system. There's real upside here; we saw it when the kid scored 15 goals as an NHL rookie. In chucking the $12.25 million salary commitment to Perron, the Blues landed a young talent with real potential. Now it's up to Paajarvi to take a big step forward in his career. It starts by playing more physical. 

5. Paajarvi didn't get the opportunity in Edmonton that Perron received in St. Louis. So what can Paajarvi do with more ice time, and more minutes on the power play?

Put it this way: last season Perron played 710 even-strength minutes, which ranked 2nd to David Backes among Blues forwards. Perron scored 8 goals in those 710 even-strength minutes.

Eight. 

Paarjarvi skated 517 even-strength minutes for the Oilers; that ranked 7th among Oilers forwards. And he scored 7 even-strength goals, only one less than Perron... one fewer goal than Perron in nearly 200 minutes less ice time. 

Same deal on the power play...

Perron had the most PP minutes (119) by a Blues forward.

Paajarvi had only 59 PP minutes for Edmonton _ and he scored as many power play goals (2) as Perron. 

Perron was given top-six playing time status in St. Louis.

Paajarvi never had that chance in Edmonton. 

One NHL pundit wrote this in reaction to the trade: "For a team that could use the offense, dealing away Perron is tough to swallow."

Again people: Perron scored ONE MORE GOAL than Paajarvi last season despite playing about 255 more minutes (even-strength and power play combined.)

One.

6. Back to the cash: Paajarvi made $900,000 last season. He's a restricted free agent. His salary will jump _ probably to $1.5 million according to CapGeek. But Paajarvi doesn't come here dragging a long-term deal; he'll have to produce to get paid in a big way. A little extra motivation is a good thing. 

7. Perron's career was disrupted by a serious concussion. It was a shame. It wasn't fair. He returned to have a very good 2011-2012 season, scoring 21 goals. But he wasn't the same player in 2013. And let's face it, the concussion makes him vulnerable ... somewhat of a risk going forward. 

8. This move ,means more ice time for young Blues forwards Jaden Schwartz and Vladimir Tarasenko, just to name two. The kids looked good at times last season but need more ice to grow. 

9. Paajarvi clicked with Blues center Patrik Berglund when both excelled for Team Sweden during international competition. They have a chance to create instant chemistry here. 

10. The trade sends a message to the other members of the Boy Band nucleus: you're being held accountable. (Belatedly, but...) Don't get too comfy. Produce or else. 

Finally... 

Opinions Expressed on Twitter: 

* No question, Perron has been a better finisher during his NHL career. That point was reinforced repeatedly by hockey insiders and bloggers.

* The main criticism of Paajarvi? He was soft. The feeling was summed up by John MacKinnon of the Edmonton Journal: "Hockey technicians would say Magnus Paajarvi lacked ‘net drive.’ Old-timers would say he didn’t go to the net hard or often enough." 

* Edmonton media members and bloggers generally liked the deal from the Oilers' standpoint. As they should; Perron fits well with Edmonton's developing young talent up front. A few observers expressed trepidation over giving up on Paajarvi too soon. 

* Edmonton Sun columnist Terry Jones: "Concussion issue and question of why St. Louis is making the trade bother me when it comes to Perron…but are the Oilers better for this coming season with the deal? Yes."

* This from Jeff Chapman, Oil on Whyte blogger: "Profanities, profanities, Magnus Paajarvi, profanities." 

Rob Tychkowksi, Edmonton Sun: "I wonder how much more comfortable Paajarvi will feel on a tough, heavy team like St. Louis. This will be an interesting study."

* Robin Brownlee, Oilers Nation: "Perron easily a better offensive player than Paajarvi straight up right now. EDM just got better. Long-term? How’s Perron’s melon?" 

* Here's a more comprehensive assessment (non-Tweet) from Bruce McCurdy of the respected Cult of Hockey blog: 

"Paajarvi is projected by most as a third-liner, although potentially a very good one in the Radek Dvorak mold. That said, he’s 22 years old, a big guy who can skate like the wind whose career stretches out in front of him. Potentially it’s a trade Oilers and their fans could live to regret, even as they fairly clearly got the better player today.

"While not the plus-sized skill forward many Oilers fans were hoping for, at a listed 200 pounds Perron is currently the heaviest forward in the projected top six. He has been praised by many observers for his competitiveness and edgy play."

In conclusion... 

My takeaway: Obviously there's risk involved for both teams. If Perron continues to regress, Edmonton will be stuck with a sizable tab. And if Paajarvi fulfills his potential, they'll be whining in Edmonton. But if Perron clicks in his new life, and becomes the 30-goal scorer that he should be, then the Blues will be criticized.

After all, Timberlake became a much bigger star after he left N Sync.

But you can't honestly assess this deal unless you recognize the financial realities that went into it. And in that context the Blues did well here. It was a deal they had to make, and at least the player coming has a chance to be better than Perron. 

Thanks for reading ... 

-Bernie

David Perron’s time in St. Louis, often entertaining, always eventful, came to an abrupt end Wednesday. Magnus Paajarvi’s is just beginning.

The Blues traded Perron to the Edmonton Oilers in return for the 22-year-old Paajarvi and a second-round pick in the 2014 draft. Paajarvi (pronounced Pay-ar-vee) got news of the trade at his home in Noorkoping, Sweden, where it was nearly 11 p.m.

“It definitely came as a shock,” Paajarvi said. “You never know in this business. I suspected if anything would have happened, it would have happened during the draft. So I was focused on the season in Edmonton.

“Right now, I’m a little overwhelmed, but I’m actually very excited for a new chapter here. I talked to (Blues general manager) Doug Armstrong and my first feeling is all good, exciting.”

A number of aspects surround the deal, including salary cap room. Paajarvi is a restricted free agent and the Blues have to sign him. But before last season, the 25-year-old Perron signed a four-year deal that retains $12.25 million, or a $3.8 million cap hit. Paajarvi’s salary will be considerably less, and he won’t be unrestricted until age 27.

The Blues are trying to sign new deals with defenseman Alex Pietrangelo, forward Chris Stewart and goaltender Jake Allen, so they need the eggs, so to speak. Armstrong acknowledged cap space is relevant, but added:

“We certainly didn’t make this trade just for salary cap purposes,” Armstrong said. “If we’re going to make a move, we want a player we think fits into the organization where it is today and where it is moving forward.

“We think Paajarvi is just starting to enter the real good part of his career and we have his rights for (several) years. We just think he brings an element to our team that we don’t have, a winger with that size and that speed.”

Yes, size matters in this deal. The Blues recently added diminutive center Derek Roy and have several other players of modest proportions, such as Jaden Schwartz and Vladimir Sobotka. Perron is generously listed at 5 feet 11, 197 pounds in media guides.

At the same time, the Blues have lost in the playoffs to a Los Angeles Kings team with bigger forwards two years in succession. They will compete in a Western Conference with the reigning champion Chicago Blackhawks, who feature a number of big forwards.

A left wing by trade, Paajarvi is 6-3, 205 pounds. He was Edmonton’s No. 1 pick in 2009, the 10th player taken overall.

He had nine goals and seven assists in 42 games last season, where he was a complementary piece in an offense that features young craftsmen like Jordan Eberle, Taylor Hall, Ryan Nugent-Hopkins and Nail Yakupov.

Paajarvi’s NHL numbers don’t overwhelm, but they also don’t paint a complete picture. He led Sweden in scoring during the 2010 World Championships and was selected to the All-Tournament team. He also played for the Swedish team that finished with a silver medal in 2011. During that time, he mostly played on a line with Blues center Patrik Berglund. Connect the dots.

“I know Patrik Berglund and Alex Steen very well,” Paajarvi said. “They’re great guys and St. Louis always has been a big, heavy team for (Edmonton), a hard team to play against. In the World Championships, I played with Berglund and we had good chemistry and a lot of success together.

“Of course, it is up to coaches what they have in mind. But I’m looking forward to being there. It’s hard to leave Edmonton. I really enjoyed my time there and it’s a little hard to say how I feel right now. But my initial feelings are (the Blues) always have been up there as a contender. It feels like it is a team that is coming up and wants to contend badly.”

Perron was in Montreal, participating in a media function, when his phone rang. He saw the call was from “Doug Armstrong” and got a gut feeling.

“When I saw the name on the phone, I knew right away that’s what it was going to be about,” Perron said. “I didn’t know how it was going to go down, but when I heard ‘Oilers,’ I thought it’s going to be a really nice fit for me.

“It’s a chance to play the style of hockey I think I came into the league playing and a way I can really benefit as a player into a puck-possession guy, offensive player that can really use his instincts.”

But, Perron added it’s especially hard to leave St. Louis.

“I loved pretty much everything about St. Louis,” he said. “I just want to thank the whole organization. From the time Larry Pleau, Jarmo Kekalainen and John Davidson drafted me, through all of the coaches, I think everybody put a lot of energy, a lot of effort into me. And I feel like tried to do my best for them, too.

“I thank my teammates and trainers, they always treated me so well. And the fans always were really supportive of me, from day one. I know they’ll continue to support the Blues forever. But hopefully they can keep a little place for me in their hearts.”

For a player of his stature. Paajarvi has been scrutinized in the past for spending too much time on the perimeter. He is aware of the criticism and feels he made strides last season toward finding his niche and developing a more determined game.

“My response to that is I thought I took s step and found a good role on the team with Edmonton last season,” Paajarvi said. “I felt I was a guy who can be relied on offensively and defensively, who can play a two-way game and score some goals as well.

“That fits me pretty good. I think my game is relying on my skating forward and backwards, and to create offense with that. (The Blues) play a very disciplined, forward-and-back game. Of course, I have to talk with coach Ken Hitchcock and see what he plans for me, but I think it fits me pretty good.”

Perron, a No. 1 draft pick in 2007, the 26th choice overall, had 84 goals and 114 points in 340 games over six seasons. From the time he showed up for his first camp wearing white skates, Perron was sometimes controversial, sometimes tragic and almost always colorful.

His Blues career began awkwardly as he fell in and out of favor with coach Andy Murray during Perron’s first two seasons. However, the Sherbrooke, Quebec native broke through with 20 goals and 47 points in 2009-10, as Davis Payne succeeded Murray halfway through the schedule.

Off to a fast start in 2010-11, Perron was seriously sidetracked by a mid-ice hit from San Jose’s Joe Thornton on Nov. 4, 2010 . Thornton received a two-game suspension for the blow; Perron missed 97 games because of concussion symptoms.

But on Dec. 3, 2011, he made a triumphant return, scoring a goal at Scottrade Center in 5-2 a loss to Chicago. Perron continued the remarkable comeback, netting 21 goals and 42 points in 57 games upon his return.

Expectations were high for 2012-13, especially after he signed a new contract. But a four-month lockout fractured the season. Perron had 10 goals and 15 assists while playing in all 48 games.

But he finished in a prolonged slump. He scored one goal over the last 21 regular-season games and added just one assist in the playoffs. The young and highly skilled Oilers would appear to be a comfortable landing spot for Perron.

“I hope David goes to Edmonton and has a terrific career and they have success,” Armstrong said. “This is a trade that hopefully benefits both teams.”

That said, there is a perception the Blues needed to add skill during the offseason. While Roy has that reputation, the retirement of Andy McDonald and the trade of Perron had claimed two of the most talented offensive players from last season’s roster. But Armstrong said the presence of Paajarvi promises to create elevated roles for others to shine.

“With the number of players we had like David ... they’re all a little bit different but they all had a lot of the same attributes,” Armstrong said.“With Ty Rattie coming, and with Dmitrij Jaskin, we just felt this was the right time to try to create some space for (Vladimir) Tarasenko and Schwartz for this year.

“But also understanding we believe in and we need Rattie, and we are asking him to take the next step also.”

David Perron's time in St. Louis, both eventful and entertaining, has come to an abrupt end.

The Blues sent the 25-year old winger to the Edmonton Oilers on Wednesday in return for 22-year old forward Magnus Paajarvi and a second-round pick in the 2014 NHL draft.

Paajarvi, 6-foot-3, 208 pounds, has considerably more size than Perron, who is 5-11, 195 pounds. A No. 1 pick for the Oilers in 2009, Paajarvi was the 10th player taken overall. He shoots left and has played wing. He had nine goals and seven assists in 42 games last season for Edmonton. He had 15 goals and 34 points for the Oilers in 2010-11.

He played on a line with Blues center Patrik Berglund for Team Sweden during the 2011 World Championships in which the Swedes finished second. Paajarvi got the news at his home in Noorkoping, Sweden, at 10:45 p.m.

“It definitely came as a shock,” Paajarvi said. “You never know in this business. I suspected if anything would have happened, it would have happened during the draft.

“I was focused on the season in Edmonton. Right now, I'm a little overwhelmed, but I'm actually very excited for a new chapter here, I talked to (Blues general manager) Doug Armstrong and my first feeling is all good, exciting.”

A No. 1 draft pick in 2007, the 26th choice overall, Perron scored 84 goals and 114 points in six seasons and 340 games for the Blues. His time in St. Louis was sometimes controversial, sometimes tragic and sometimes triumphant.

It began awkwardly, as he fell in and out of favor with coach Andy Murray during his first two seasons. However, Perron broke through with 20 goals and 27 assists in 2009-10, as Davis Payne succeeded Murray behind the bench.

But early in the 2010-11 season, Perron absorbed a blow to the head on a mid-ice hit from San Jose's Joe Thornton. He suffered concussion symptoms that kept him inactive for more than a year. But on Dec. 3, 2011, he made a triumphant return, scoring a goal at Scottrade Center in a loss to the Blackhawks.

Perron went on to stage a remarkable comeback season, scoring 21 goals and 42 points in 57 games. Despite high expectations for 2012-13, a four-month lockout abbreviated the NHL season. Perron had 10 goals and 15 assists while playing all 48 games.

But his season ended with a prolonged slump. He scored one goal over the last 21 regular season games and then had just one assist in the playoffs.

Blues coach Ken Hitchcock is enjoying a European vacation this week, visiting historic World War II sites. On Monday, he and wife Corina had a bite to eat at an outdoor cafe in Dresden, Germany.

They listened to street musicians while sitting across the promenade from the Church of Our Lady, a building reduced to a 42-foot pile of rubble by Allied air strikes. The ruins stood untouched for years as an anti-war memorial. But the church was restored after the unification of Germany and was completed in 2005.

When he returns to St. Louis, Hitchcock will have his own building project. He will begin piecing together a hockey lineup for 2013-14, with some new bricks in the pile. That’s because Blues executive Doug Armstrong has not been on vacation. He was busy last week chasing free agents, including some of the high-priced kind.

Keep in mind that in St. Louis “GM” stands for general manager, not “go mad.”

Armstrong couldn’t hook the big fish, but he added forwards Derek Roy and Maxim Lapierre. Like others on the radar, Roy and Lapierre are centers by trade. And that being the case, speculation has run loose that centers David Backes and Patrik Berglund might move to the flanks to make room.

But that algebra is premature, if not imprecise. When training camp opens in mid-September, Berglund will be back at center and Backes might be there as well. For Hitchcock, the additions aren’t so much about specific positions as they are possibilities. Nothing goes better with depth than diversity.

“We’re just thinking like there’s a bunch of flexibility here,” Hitchcock said. “When Derek Roy played for us in the World Championships, he played as a left winger with Jonathan Toews and Patrick Sharp. And (Vladimir) Sobotka was unbelievable as a left winger (playing for Czech Republic).”

Roy played for Hitchcock and Team Canada during the 2008 World Championships. He had five goals and 10 points in nine games.

“I think our whole lineup is filled with flexibility,” Hitchcock added. “Obviously, we’re strongest when we have the two big centers and we’re running Backes in the middle. But I think we have a lot of players who can adjust, so we’re going to let it sort itself out in camp.

“I want to look at a couple of different combinations in camp to see if we can make ourselves better. Because we have so many players who can move into other positions seamlessly.

“Why not use the first week or two of training camp to experiment and try some things and see if it works? We know what we can go back to, we know what works.”

The 6-foot-3 Backes broke into the NHL as a right winger and moved to center during this third full season (2008-09). Twice a 31-goal scorer from the middle, the captain settled for six goals with 22 assists in the unorthodox schedule last season.

The 6-4 Berglund has been a center throughout, but he has not developed a “play-making” label to go with the designation. Berglund had 17 goals and eight assists last season. For his career, he has only four more assists (96) than goals (92). But if you think Berglund is taking a window or aisle seat, think again.

“With the addition of Roy, I don’t think Berglund now is who we would look at moving to wing; we’ll keep him in the middle,” Hitchcock added.

Hitchcock reiterated, Roy has demonstrated effectiveness at center or wing, as have Backes, Sobotka, Alex Steen, T.J. Oshie and even Chris Porter, for that matter..

Roy is “such a smart player,” Hitchcock said. “He came into the World Championships as the 13th forward and by the end of the first week of play, he ended up being the first left winger on a line with Toews and Sharp.

“That’s how well he played. I have a lot of confidence in him.”

As for Lapierre, he may fit a more specific hole. It was not lost on the Blues that both of the Stanley Cup finalists, Chicago and Boston, leaned heavily on robust players, forwards who could play regular forechecking roles and kill penalties.

For Chicago, it was Marcus Kruger and Michael Frolik (now with Winnipeg). For Boston, it was Gregory Campbell and Daniel Paille. The Blues already have Sobotka in place, contributing in that crusty area. Lapierre, at 6-2, 208 pounds, can do so with a little more heft. Two seasons ago, Lapierre had nine goals and 19 points attached to 244 hits for Vancouver.

“If you look at the two teams that played in the finals, both had fourth lines that were great checking lines, and they were players that were able to play on special teams,” Hitchcock said. “We have to have people who can kill penalties there, and this gives us a lot of flexibility.

“For us to get better, we have to get more minutes from that fourth line.”

Keep in mind, the Winter Olympics are looming. The NHL, NHLPA and International Hockey Federation are nearing a deal to send players to Sochi, Russia. The event will bring the NHL schedule to a screeching halt – again — in February .

Fans and players can anticipate another condensed format, not unlike what they saw last season when the league crammed 48 games into a 99-day window. The mental and physical toll is significant. The Blues might be better insulated this time. One way to chip away at fatigue is to spread significant minutes over both ends of the roster.

“We’re going to be eliminating three weeks of the season here, so it’s not going to be a lot different than last season,” Hitchcock said.

Blues make more moves

The Blues have acquired forward Pat Cannone from the Ottawa Senators in exchange for future considerations. Cannone, 26, played in 74 games for the American Hockey League’s (AHL) Binghamton Senators last season, collecting 25 points (10 goals, 15 assists) and 41 penalty minutes.

The 5-11, 192-pound forward has appeared in 152 career AHL games over three seasons with Binghamton (2010-2013), totaling 70 points (30 goals, 40 assists) and 75 penalty minutes.

The club also has promoted Jan Vopat from pro scout to head of European amateur scouting. He replaces Ville Siren, who moved on to the Columbus Blue Jackets organization. Vopat, 40, has worked as an amateur scout with the Blues since 2007 and will be responsible for overseeing all of the scouting efforts regarding European prospects.
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Blues left wing David Perron (left) was traded Wednesday to Edmonton for left wing Magnus Paajarvi and a second-round pick in the 2014 draft. (Photo by Chris Lee, clee@post-dispatch.com)

Enlarge Photo

The contract extensions continue to roll in. 

The Blues and Magnus Paajarvi, who was acquired in the trade with Edmonton for David Perron, has agreed to a two-year, $2.4 million deal ($1.2 annual average value) with the club.

Paajarvi (pronounced Pay-RV) was a restricted free agent. The 22-year-old left wing was the 10th overall pick in the 2009 NHL draft by Edmonton, where he's scored 26 goals and posted 58 points in 163 games.

Paajarvi (6-foot-3, 208 pounds) had nine goals and 16 points in 42 games with the Oilers in 2012-13.

"He looks like a player that's just starting to take his career seriously," Blues coach Ken Hitchcock said recently. "He's getting back from relying on just on his athletic ability and now he's starting to play with an identity."

Hitchcock pointed out that Paajarvi played the last 20 or so games with Edmonton's Sam Gagner, facing the opposition's top lines, and he also joined Gagner on the penalty kill.

"So they found this third-line identity for that line, and then (Paajarvi) really started to play," Hitchcock said. "His scoring chances didn't diminish. His scoring chances increased because he was getting more odd-man rushes and he started to play with an edge. That's the area we want him to carry forward."

The Blues are expecting to place Paajarvi on a line with fellow Swede Patrik Berglund. The two demonstrated some chemistry together playing for Sweden at the 2010-11 World Championships.

"Two big guys that hung onto the puck," Hitchcock said. "(The World Championships) is a month-long competition so how do you know? But all I know is the two guys held onto the puck. Nobody could get the puck away from them and they were hard guys to play against.

"To me, Magnus is just starting to understand what it takes to play as a good player in the National Hockey League. I think he's just starting to become serious about his craft and that's a good thing for us."

Paajarvi becomes the Blues' sixth RFA to re-sign and the 11th player receive a new contract from the club this offseason.

The list also includes Chris Stewart, Patrik Berglund, Kevin Shattenkirk, Ian Cole and Jake Allen, unrestricted free agents Adam Cracknell, Jordan Leopold, Derek Roy, Maxim Lapierre and one player already under contract in Jay Bouwmeester.

The last remaining restricted free agent is Alex Pietrangelo and an extension does not appear to be imminent with the defenseman. There will be more on that story in Sunday's Post-Dispatch and on STLtoday.com.

The Blues have agreed to terms on a contract extension with defenseman Jay Bouwmeester.

Bouwmeester, who will turn 30 in September, will ink a five-year, $27 million deal ($5.4 annual average value), which will begin 2014-15.

Bouwmeester will be entering the final year of a five-year, $33.4 million deal ($6.6 AAV) in 2013-14. That contract was agreed to by Bouwmeester and the Flames in 2009, and the Blues inherited it last season when they traded for the defenseman.

"They mentioned something at the end of the year that at some point over the summer they'd be in touch, throw things around and see where everyone's at," Bouwmeester said. "When I got traded there, it was a situation that hopefully it would be beyond the remainder of the contract. When we started talking, it was good, it was exciting. When I got there, it seemed like a good fit, a good spot and it's somewhere that I think I want to be for a while."

The Blues sent minor-league defenseman Mark Cundari, goalie prospect Reto Berra and a 2013 first-round pick to the Flames in exchange for Bouwmeester.

"We certainly gave up a major piece — a first-round pick and two other prospects — to get him," Blues general manager Doug Armstrong said. "We were content on doing that to try and have a really good push to last season and have a good season this year, knowing we'd have a pretty good opportunity to try to (re-sign) him.

"It was exciting when I talked to Jay and his representation ... that they felt this was a team that was on the rise and a team that he wanted to be part of. We're entering a new phase in our organization with this current group. Now we're a place we're good players want to be."

In 14 regular-season games with the Blues last season, Bouwmeester had one goal and six assists and was a plus-5. He made his first appearance in the NHL playoffs and had one assist in six games.

The Blues' goaltending picture cleared up Thursday afternoon with the announcement that Jake Allen has agreed to a two-year contract extension.

If there was any doubt that the Blues would begin the season with Jaroslav Halak and Brian Elliott as their tandem, there shouldn't be any more.

Allen, 22, signed to a two-year deal that, under the terms of the deal, is a two-way agreement in 2013-14. That means he will be paid $750,000 when he plays in the NHL and $125,000 when he's in the American Hockey League.

That gives the Blues the flexibility to play Allen in the AHL, with the team's new affiliate in Chicago, without his contract counting against the NHL salary cap of $64.3 million.

The second year of Allen's contract, however, is a one-way contract in 2014-15. He will be paid $850,000 whether he's in the NHL or the AHL. 

The contracts for both Halak and Elliott expire after the 2013-14 season, so the structure of Allen's new deal creates a situation in which he will be one of the team's two goaltenders in '14-15.

Allen led all rookie goaltenders last season with nine wins (9-4-0) and a 2.46 goals-against average. He was No. 2 among rookie goalies with a .905 save percentage.

Allen played 35 games with the Blues' AHL affiliate in Peoria, Ill., last season. He was 13-19-2 with a 2.89 GAA and a .904 save percentage.

The Blues and Chris Stewart have avoided arbitration, agreeing Friday to a two-year, $8.3 million contract extension.

Stewart, 25, had recently filed for arbitration and was scheduled to have his case heard on Monday. But now he and the Blues can discard their plane tickets to Toronto for the arbitration hearing.

The agreement between Stewart and the Blues perhaps came at a good time because the right winger is scheduled for another agreement on Saturday, according to his Twitter account.

"On the eve of my wedding, (I'm) proud to announce that I will be spending the next two yrs in STL," Stewart (@CstewSTL25) announced via Twitter.

Stewart, who led the Blues with 18 goals and 36 points in 2012-13, will become an unrestricted free agent after the contract expires in 2015.

A restricted free agent this time around, Stewart has agreed to a deal that will pay him $4.1 million in 2013-14 and $4.2 million in 2014-15. That's an annual average value (AAV) of $4.15 million, which is more than a $1 million raise for Stewart over his 2012-13 salary of $3 million.

Stewart is currently the fifth-highest paid player on the Blues' roster for 2013-14. For now, he's behind Jay Bouwmeester ($6.68 million), David Backes ($4.5 million), Kevin Shattenkirk ($4.25 million) and T.J. Oshie ($4.175 million). He will likely drop to No. 6 when restricted free-agent Alex Pietrangelo is re-signed.

The Blues' salary cap figure for 2013-14 with Stewart signed is $56,100,833, according to Capgeek.com. That leaves approximately $8.13 million for Pietrangelo and fellow RFAs Jake Allen and Magnus Paajarvi.

There is no update on talks with Pietrangelo, although Blues general manager Doug Armstrong is expected to speak with the media at 3 p.m. (St. Louis time) Friday.

St. Louis native Philip McRae is leaving the Blues to play for Tappara Tampere in the Finnish Elite League.

McRae, 23, played 15 games for the Blues in 2010-11, collecting one goal and two assists. The son of former Blues winger Basil McRae, he played three seasons with the Peoria Rivermen in the American Hockey League, scoring 32 goals and 41 assists in 162 games, including seven goals and 11 assists in 45 games last season.

The 6-foot-2, 200-pound McRae was the Blues' second-round pick in the 2008 draft, the 33rd player chosen overall. Earlier this week, during a Blues orientation camp, general manager Doug Armstrong mentioned this was an important season for McRae's development, which has been slowed by injuries.

The Blues felt McRae would benefit from playing with a more talented Chicago Wolves team, their new AHL affiliate.

“He's had some injury issues where he's never been able to get his feet on the ground and run at a consistent pace,” Armstrong said on Tuesday. “This is a huge year for him, He's getting much bigger, he's turning into a man …”

But on Wednesday, the team found out McRae was headed to Finland, where he will make an additional $50,000-$60,000 for his services. Armstrong was a bit surprised by the news, but wished McRae success. The Blues retain McRae's NHL rights for four more years.

“It'll give him an opportunity to play and we wish him the best,” Armstrong said. “Hopefully he'll come back an even better player.

***

The club announced on Friday it has added Ty Conklin as a goaltender development coach. Conklin, 37, will work with the club's goaltenders in Chicago and elsewhere in the team's system.

The Anchorage, Alaska native spent 11 seasons in the National Hockey League (NHL), including two in St. Louis from 2009-11. Conklin played in 215 career games and had a 96-67-21 record, a 2.69 goals against average and a .906 save percentage.

He is the only Blues goaltender to shut out the New York Rangers, which he did with 27 saves in a 2-0 Blues win on Nov. 7, 2010 at Madison Square Garden.

Blues, Roy agree to 1-year contract, pending physical
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The St. Louis Blues acquired free-agent center Derek Roy, right, from Vancouver on Saturday. The question is: How he will fit in with his new team? (AP Photo/Tony Gutierrez)

Enlarge Photo

The Blues are expected to sign unrestricted free-agent center Derek Roy.

Roy, 30, and the club have agreed in principal on a one-year, $4 million contract, pending a physical.

The longtime Buffalo Sabres center, who split time between Dallas and Vancouver, had seven goals and 28 points in 41 games last season.

Roy's best season in the NHL was in 2007-08 in Buffalo, where he posted 32 goals and 81 points. 

Roy, who is 5-foot-9 and 185 pounds, has been injury prone at times. He missed the final 46 games of the 2010-11 season and six playoff games after having surgery to repair a tendon in his left quadriceps. He also had shoulder surgery in July 2012.

But Roy does give the Blues the top-six center presence they were chasing during free agency. He has 168 goals and 455 points in 591 career games in the NHL.
Hockey Guy: Bigger paydays loom for Blues' Stewart 
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Blues right wing Chris Stewart takes a shot in second period action during a game between the St. Louis Blues and the Colorado Avalanche on Tuesday, April 23, 2013, at the Scottrade Center in St. Louis. Photo by Chris Lee, clee@post-dispatch.com
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NHL teams treasure power forwards. There is not much skating room in the North American game.

Bulldozing wingers offering skill and toughness command premium pay. So Chris Stewart will have every incentive to play large for the Blues during the next two seasons.

His two-year, $8.3 contract could be just a stepping stone toward more lucrative deals. Stewart is building worthy credentials. He delivered two 28-goal seasons earlier in his career and he scored at a similar pace (18 goals in 48 games) last season.

Stewart, 25, took a step back two seasons ago, scoring just 15 times in 79 mostly listless games. He redoubled his commitment to conditioning last summer and played a more vigorous game as a result.

He has size (6-foot-2 and 230 pounds) to fight through traffic. He has above average puck skills for a big man and he can fight well.

Stewart could become an unrestricted free agent in 2015 – and UFA power forwards have fared ridiculously well in the marketplace.

Consider some of this summer’s signings:

•Nathan Horton got $37.1 million over seven years from the Blue Jackets. John Davidson and Co. went “all in” on Horton despite his shoulder injury, which could sideline him well into this season as he recovers from surgery. Horton, 28, also carries a concussion history to Columbus. Playing with elite offensive teammates, he produced just 22 points in 43 games last season. Playing with lesser linemates, Horton could become a real salary cap killer for the Blue Jackets. But he once scored 31 goals in a season (for Florida) and played very well during his two postseason runs with the Bruins. So he is getting paid.

•David Clarkson got $36.75 million over seven years from the Maple Leafs – and turned down bigger offers elsewhere. Clarkson, 29, had one 30-goal season in New Jersey: His other season goal totals: 9, 17, 11, 12 and then 15 last season in 48 games. But he is a legitimate tough guy who causes havoc around the net and in the corners. He is the sort of combative player former GM Brian Burke always wanted to bring to Toronto but never did.

•Ryane Clowe got $24.25 million over five years from the Devils after scoring three goals in 40 games last season for the Sharks and Rangers. Clowe, 30, reached the 20-goal plateau just twice in his career. For further perspective, consider that former Blues coach Andy Murray once challenged Brad “The Body” Winchester to become the next Ryane Clowe. That was not like challenging Winchester to become the next Cam Neely. That was an attainable goal.

Stewart is tougher than Horton and more skilled than either Clarkson or Clowe. These are fair comparisons for him.

His buddy Wayne Simmonds could be another source of inspiration. Simmonds, a 28-goal scorer in 2011-12, got a six-year extension for $23.85 million from the Flyers. Rather than gamble on the potential for a bigger salary, Simmonds opted for long-term security.

If Stewart plays with urgency the next two seasons – as he did for much of last season for coach Ken Hitchcock – he will move in line for his own eight-digit deal.

Of course, that is easier said than done in the NHL. Playing a tough game shift after shift, night after night, week after week, month after month is difficult.

Stewart’s older brother Anthony has already bounced from the Panthers to the Thrashers, Hurricanes and Kings during his fledgling career. Anthony had a 14-goal season in 2010-11 but failed to build on that breakout. After the lockout ended last season, he toiled in the American Hockey League.

So Chris is acutely aware of the downside of NHL business. Big guys have to play big to get paid.

The challenge for Chris Stewart is clear. So is the potential reward. Playing a hard, straight-line game for the next two seasons will lead him directly to the big pay window.

AROUND THE RINKS: Last season's lockout hasn't stopped teams from giving top players gigantic contracts. Plenty of NHL players make Powerball money.  But the salary cap reduction caused the free agent marketplace to dry up on some pretty decent supplemental scorers this summer. Former Leafs center Mikhail Grabovski remains unsigned, which is a bit of a surprise. Some players will need to take one-year deals, then hope for better when the salary cap jumps back over $70 million . . . Hockey Guy remembers when Tim Leiweke was a hot shot marketing guy for the Kansas City Comets indoor soccer team. That team did a zillion clinics and won the youth market. The players oiled up and won the female 18 to 35 demographic as well. Leiweke went on to much bigger and better things, helping build a monstrous LA sports empire. Now he is running the storied Maple Leafs and taking heat in Toronto for stepping on the franchise's great tradition . . . This has been an interesting offseason, with new Stars GM Jim Nill raiding the Red Wings hockey staff, Ron Hextall moving from the Kings to the Flyers as GM-in-waiting and Rob Blake replacing him in LA's front office . . .  The NHL needs the big stage of the Olympics to promote itself. The Olympics need NHL to max out its star power. So the new international hockey deal is a win-win for both sides.
Hockey Guy: Kovalchuk defection raises KHL profile
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Ilya Kovachuk sent shock waves though the NHL by retiring from the New Jersey Devils so he could finish his career in Russia.

He walked away from the last 12 years and final $77 million on his contract. He abandoned his opportunity to become one of the NHL's all-time great Russian players.

The Devils signed off on his departure, but Kovalchuk gutted the franchise with his awkwardly timed decision. In the process of doing so he made every general manager employing top Russian players a bit more nervous.

The Kontinental Hockey League is becoming a worthy rival of the NHL in global competition. It has expanded beyond the borders of Russia to Belarus, Croatia, Czech Republic, Latvia, Kazakhstan, Slovakia and Ukraine.

Russian billionaire businessman Gennady Timchenko bought Hartwall Arena in Helskinki and prompted the Finnish club Jokerit to switch to the KHL for the 2014-15 season.

The KHL offers competitive pay, bigger ice surfaces and more player-friendly scheduling than the NHL. When Gary Bettman shut down the NHL last season with another of his mindless lockouts, the KHL brought many Russia stars back home and made a favorable impression on them.

Kovalchuk, 30, served as captain of the powerful SKA St. Petersburg team during the lockout. He will return to that role after leaving the Devils and he figures to wear the “C” for Russia during the Olympics in Sochi.

“This decision was something I have thought about for a long time going back to the lockout and spending the year in Russia,” Kovalchuk explained in a statement. “Though I decided to return this past season, (Devils GM) Lou (Lamoriello) was aware of my desire to go back home and have my family there with me.”

The rise of the KHL complicates life for NHL general managers, including Doug Armstrong of the Blues. Here are the reasons why:

•European players, especially Russians, are less willing to spend time in the American Hockey League making their adjustment to the North American game. The ambitious KHL has made the European market much bigger. The Blues have several unsigned draft picks playing in Russia, including goaltender Konstatin Barulin and forward Viktor Alexandrov. (Winger Sergei Andronov proved to be an exception to this rule. He left Russia before last season to sign an AHL deal with Peoria.)

• Established European players will be more difficult to woo to the NHL. Armstrong hoped to sign center Jori Lehtera to fill his No. 2 center slot, but the Finnish star opted to continue playing in the KHL. Armstrong had to turn to free agency instead, landing Derek Roy for about twice the money he hoped to pay Lehtera. That contract created a salary cap crunch that contributed to the David Perron trade.

•More Russian players may elect to stay in Russia or return there in their prime. So far the Capitals have failed to convince elite forward prospect Evgeny Kuznetsov to leave the KHL. The Blues convinced elite Russian prospect Vladimir Tarasenko to sign his entry-level deal to play in the NHL, but the KHL will keep wooing him. Signing Tarasenko when he becomes a restricted free agent could become a bigger challenge. 

Most experts see Kovalchuk’s case as an aberration. Pavel Datsyuk and Evgeni Malkin signed extensions with the Red Wings and Penguins respectively, chilling speculation that the KHL could put a serious dent in the NHL’s talent base.

But the KHL has attracted forwards Sergei Kostitsyn, Alex Burmistrov, and Roman Cervenka and defenseman Derek Meech from the NHL thus far this summer.

AROUND THE RINKS: Forward Phil McRae’s decision to play in Finland underscored the Blues’ spotty draft record in the second round. He joins Tomas Kana, Scott Jackson and Alexei Shkotov as significant misses. McRae never matured into the sturdy two-way center the Blues believed he could become . . . While the Oilers haven't added the big, physical winger the team needs, the team looks more playoff-ready than when the summer started. Perron's arrival from the Blues gives Edmonton a decided upgrade up front . . . Blues winger Chris Stewart seems likely to cash in big some day, given his unique size/skill/toughness combination. That makes his personal back story all the more compelling . . . With the lowered salary cap tying the hands of many NHL GMs, the Sabres haven't found a trade market for Ryan Miller and Thomas Vanek. Both could still be with the team when training camp opens.
Hockey Guy: Perron gets fresh start as Blues retool
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Blues winger David Perron was one of those players fans loved to complain about. If St. Louis had a Pantheon of Criticized Athletes, he would have been been there next to Matt Holliday and Steven Jackson.

But now folks will have to move on to another target.

Perron is an Edmonton Oiler now, thanks to Wednesday’s trade that made the Blues bigger up front and created more payroll maneuverability for Blues general manager Doug Armstrong.

Perron went to Edmonton for still-developing winger Magnus Paajarvi and a second-round pick in 2014. Paajarvi is a restricted free agent who should command well under the $3,812,500 cap hit Perron will carry for the next three seasons.

That is notable since the Blues are still trying to sign restricted free agents Alex Pietrangelo, Chris Stewart and Jake Allen. Stewart figures to cash in via salary arbitration and Pietrangelo could sign a record-setting Blues deal.

“We certainly didn’t make this trade just for salary cap purposes,” Armstrong told reporters in a conference call. “If we were going to make a move, we wanted to add a player that we think fits into our organization, where we are today and where we are moving forward.

“We think he is just starting to enter the really good part of his career at 22. We have his rights now for the next four years, which is important to us in a cap system. We just think he brings an element to our team that we don’t have, which is that size on the wing and that speed.”

Yes, Paajarvi will make the Blues look more imposing as they skate onto the ice. He stands 6 foot 3 and weighs 208 pounds. He has plenty of untapped offensive potential.

But Edmonton got the best player in this deal, by far.

Perron has produced 198 points and a plus-45 rating in 340 NHL games. He came back from a serious concussion to score 21 goals and add 21 assists in 59 games in 2010-11.

If he stays healthy in Edmonton, he could score a lot of points for the go-go Oilers. The deal was well-received in Alberta's Twitterverse.

“It'll be a good test for our analytics guys,” Oilers general manager Craig MacTavish told the Edmonton media. “They have him with some of the game's elite.”

Like most of the Blues, Perron failed to meet offensive expectations for last season. He ended the regular season in a deep slump and failed to step up during his team’s first-round playoff loss to the Kings.

But fans focused on Perron for a lot of reaons:

•Perron was over-hyped from the start. The Blues went forever without drafting and developing a real scorer, so David’s arrival caused a stir.

•The Blues rushed him into the NHL, for the above reason. He added some badly needed life to the front lines. But he had to mature on the fly, in the public eye. That is what they now call the Tyler Seguin Syndrome.

•Perron carried the confidence of a long-time NHL all-star. His personality was outsized. Fans quickly gravitated to him . . . but soon they expected much more from him on the ice.

•Although fellow draft picks T.J. Oshie and Patrik Berglund also failed to stay healthy and/or consistent, Perron took much of the heat from the whole group. These guys are merely good players and fans want them to be great.

•Finally, Blues fans came to believe they finally had a real Stanley Cup threat. When the Kings knocked the Blues out of consecutive postseasons, fans went looking for scapegoats. Perron was one of the easier marks: He scored just one goal in 15 postseason games the last two years while earning a minus-7 rating.

When Armstrong signed free agent center Derek Roy to fill the team’s playmaking void, he created serious salary cap concerns for next season. Perron’s name was in circulation at the NHL Draft so nobody was surprised when he moved along Wednesday.

Paajarvi is much less accomplished than Perron; in 162 games he has scored just 58 points with a minus-21 rating.

He failed to earn a significant role in Edmonton after arriving as the 10th overall pick in 2009. He developed some chemistry with Berglund playing for Sweden in international competition.

“We saw them play over the Worlds together and they had a very dynamic team,” Armstrong said. "They played in the gold medal game and those two players were very good. But this trade wasn’t based just on his ability to play with one player.”

Paajarvi will have to fight for playing time with the Blues.

“We see him coming in and competing in our group of nine,” Armstrong said. “We have been more of a group of nine than your prototypical first, second, third and fourth line. We’ve had nien forwards that are interchangeable. Ken (Hitchcock) has used them as interchangeable parts. Our team is built on balance.”

What this trade really means is that Oshie, Vladimir Tarasenko and Jaden Schwartz must step up in a big way. It also means the Blues will need to get some help from young wingers Dmitrij Jaskin and Ty Rattie too, especially if injuries hit.

If those guys don’t develop, the public view of Perron could change quite a bit in hindsight.
The NHL’s free agent market didn’t offer a whole lot of value this summer. Old guys, players coming back from injuries, former standouts coming off of poor seasons . . . it was a motley crew on balance.

And yet the owners spent like crazy again, proving that curbing salary inflation is an impossible task. Every NHL lockout yields the same results: temporary economic relief followed by profligate spending.

Players prosper. Agents prosper. Fans have to dig deeper into their wallets.

The Architect of Doom, Gary Bettman, starts planning ahead to his next work stoppage.

Around and around we go. Some teams proved to be much smarter than others in this irrational atmosphere.

Let’s sift through all the bests and worsts:

Best upgrades: The Red Wings added winger Daniel Alfredsson and center Stephen Weiss at fair prices while losing forwards Damien Brunner and Valtteri Filppula to free agency. Alfredsson will help the Detroit power play and Weiss, who was coveted by the Blues, gives the team a natural No. 2 center. His addition allows Henrik Zetterberg to continue flanking Pavel Datsyuk. The Winged Wheel roll into the Eastern Conference with quite a roster.

Worst exchange: The Lightning will pay Vincent Lecavalier $32.667 million for his compliance buyout. The team will also pay his replacement, Filppula, $25 million over the next five years. So that is a $57.667 million outlay to get a much lesser No. 2 center. In fairness to Tampa Bay GM Steve Yzerman, the franchise simply had to buy out Lecavalier. The new collective bargaining agreement levies heavy penalties when players retire before the end of their contracts – which Lecavalier would certainly have done. Still, this is a really crappy trade-off for the Bolts.

Best recovery: How could the Senators lose the iconic Alfredsson to the Red Wings? Fans will be asking that for years to come. But general manager Bryan Murray responded by acquiring prime-age scorer Bobby Ryan from the Ducks and signing supplemental scorer Clark MacArthur as a free agent. Ottawa could have an amazing offense if Jason Spezza, Erik Karlsson and Milan Michalek come back with healthy seasons.

Worst contract: Every NHL team would love to have rugged power forward David Clarkson. He is tough and honest. He is a natural team leader. He once scored 30 goals in a season. He is really a 15- to 20-goal scorer, so the Maple Leafs will likely regret giving him a seven-year, $36.75 million contract. And here is what really boggles the mind: Clarkson could have gotten ever more money elsewhere. Why?

Second-worst contract: After losing Clarkson to free agency, the Devils took a five-year, $24.25 million plunge on Ryane Clowe. In the bump-and-grind Eastern Conference Clowe is a useful player. He is a big guy who plays big. But Clowe scored three goals in 40 games last season. Three! New Jersey hockey czar Lou Lamoriello hopes Clowe can regain the 20-goal form he enjoyed in San Jose. Meanwhile Blues winger Chris Stewart is dreaming of the day he gains unrestricted free agency.

Best makeover: New Stars GM Jim Nill has not been shy since coming to Dallas from the Red Wings. He sacrificed arguably his best overall player, Loui Eriksson, but he added potential No. 1 center Tyler Seguin in addition to offensive defenseman Sergei Gonchar and secondary centers Rich Peverley and Shawn Horcoff.

Worst gamble: Nathan Horton is a fine hockey player. But his injury history (concussion, shoulder) hangs over him like a cloud and it remains to be seen how much offense he can generate without elite linemates. The Blue Jackets gave him a staggering $37.1 million over seven years. The franchise would have come out ahead keeping the more talented Rick Nash for the long haul.

Second-worst gamble: The Flyers are betting on Blue Jackets washout Steve Mason and Blackhawks reclamation project Ray Emery on goal. They had an unhappy experience with Emery before, but now he is healthy and refocused. He is coming off a brilliant campaign as Corey Crawford’s back-up in Chicago. Still, Philadelphia has been a graveyard for goaltenders and the Flyers look a bit vulnerable on defense. GM Paul Holmgren is asking a lot of Emery.

Best chemistry moves: The Oilers feature tremendous skill. Their young scorers have mind-boggling potential. But the team lacked defensive toughness, so the addition of center Boyd Gordon and defenseman Andrew Ference should make a big difference.

AROUND THE RINKS: Now that the Flyers have Lecavalier, how will they deploy the big fella? . . . National NHL scribes linked Jarome Iginla to the Blues, but he landed in Boston instead. You will recall he rebuffed the Bruins at the NHL trade deadline and accepted a trade to Pittsburgh instead . . . Speaking of old wingers, Jaromir Jagr is still shopping his services. Montreal and Ottawa are two possibilities . . .  Bettman got his way with the Coyotes, keeping the team in Phoenix so it can continue losing money at a staggering rate . . . The Capitals came a ways last season under Adam Oates, but how will that team replace Mike Ribeiro's playmaking and Matt Hendricks' leadership?

Follow Jeff Gordon on Twitter @gordoszone and on Facebook at Gordo'sZone.
Since the great Bill Laurie Bailout, the Blues have generally operated near the NHL’s salary floor. Season after season, they spent just enough to stay in compliance with the collective bargaining agreement.

That changes this summer. The salary cap came down for one season -- thanks to the new collective bargaining agreement -- and Blues spending is going up.

The Derek Roy signing guarantees that the Blues will sign at or near the $64.3 million salary cap for the 2013-14 campaign. Should restricted free agent Alex Pietrangelo attract a hostile offer sheet, the Blues could actually go over the cap while keeping him and fellow RFAs Chris Stewart and Jake Allen.

The Blues will compete on an even economic level with all of their Western Conference rivals. In fact, the team may actually need to shed salary before the season to get under the cap.

This is a big deal. The last two seasons the Blues have been the best small-budget team in the league, winning lots of games with a tight payroll.

But they won just one playoff series in that span, so Tom Stillman’s ownership group opened up the payroll budget. That process started last season with the Jay Bouwmeester trade, then continued with the re-signing of Jordan Leopold and the addition of Roy.

General manager Doug Armstrong has spent his money prudently. He made competitive bids for free agent centers Vincent Lecavalier, Stephen Weiss and Valtteri Filppula, but he did not make silly offers that could have handcuffed the franchise for years to come.

Instead, he landed Roy on a one-year “prove yourself” deal once the market settled down. Armstrong retained some long-term payroll flexibility with this move while offering Roy both an opportunity and a challenge.

Like Patrik Berglund – who also signed a one-year deal – Roy will try to use next season to build more earning power. If he performs, he could command the big money ($22 million over four years) that Mike Ribeiro got in Phoenix.

Money is a powerful motivator. The Blues could use more hunger, especially at the center position.

Roy is unlikely to score 81 points again, as he did in 2007-08. But he possesses the playmaking skill to score 50 to 60 points if he stays healthy and earns big minutes.

He is a "pass-first" pivotman. The Blues are starved for this element. They deployed many big forwards and plenty of versatile two-way forwards last season, but they didn't have a natural set-up man at center.

The arrival of Roy and the rambunctious forward Maxim Lapierre freshened up this team’s front-line chemistry. Ideally, Armstrong will now subtract one of his veteran goaltenders, re-sign Allen for the No. 2 role and wedge Pietrangelo and Stewart under the salary cap.

If all that happens the Blues will have enough talent, experience and depth to make a big postseason run under coach Ken Hitchcock. There should be no more “yeah, buts” for this franchise come playoff time.

Better yet, the retooled Blues seem equipped to contend for years to come. Many of their key players are 26 years old and younger and most of their true veterans are still in their athletic prime.

With the salary cap likely to climb significantly in 2014-15, Armstrong will be able to keep the team nucleus intact for years to come -- assuming that he likes what he sees.

Stillman, Armstrong and the rest of the front office has taken care of the business side. The Blues have made the same talent investment as the other contending franchises.

Now it’s up to the players to deliver the results.

Follow Jeff Gordon on Twitter @gordoszone and on Facebook at Gordo'sZone.
Blues general manager Doug Armstrong could have made his life much simpler during the past week.

He could moved one of his three starting-caliber goaltenders at the NHL Draft and bought a playmaking center in free agency.

But Armstrong didn’t want to just give away a netminding asset and he didn’t want to spend extravagantly on a center.

So he has some more work to do going forward – as does coach Ken Hitchcock -- unless some key roster changes occur before training camp.

Here are some thoughts on the state of the team:

•Fans have no reason to panic despite this lack of major activity. The Blues could contend for quite a while with the current group. Here are the players 26 and younger: Alex Pietrangelo, Kevin Shattenkirk, Chris Stewart, Patrik Berglund, David Perron, T.J. Oshie, Vladimir Tarasenko, Jaden Schwartz, Vladimir Sobotka, Jake Allen, Ian Cole, Ryan Reaves, Dmitrij Jaskin, Ty Rattie and Jani Hakanpaa.

•With the exit of Andy McDonald, Jamie Langenbrunner and Scott Nichol, the Blues feature more players in their athletic prime. Roman Polak is 27, Jaroslav Halak, Brian Elliott and Maxim Lapierre are 28 and key veterans David Backes, Alex Steen and Jay Bouwmeester are just 29 years old. By not overpaying a free agent center, the Blues retained the flexibility to match a hostile offer sheet for Pietrangelo and perhaps extend potential 2014 free agents Steen and Bouwmeester as well.

•Like it not, the eight-year, $58 million contract extension for Penguins defenseman Kris Letang impacts Pietrangelo. Letang is much deeper into his career and had the threat of unrestricted free agency as leverage. But I’m guessing most GMs would take Pietrangelo over Letang. Alex played Norris Trophy-caliber hockey two years ago and could be a Top 5 NHL defenseman for many years.  He is Armstrong’s No. 1 asset, so Doug is not bluffing when he promises to match any offer sheet. A massive bid from another team could be a blessing, since it could lock Pietrangelo into a long-term deal and end all the uncertainty. Armstrong is wary of such contracts, but Alex is this team’s franchise player.

•Re-signing Jordan Leopold – at a value price, two years for $4.5 million -- left the Blues with an exceptional defensive corps. The signing gave added value to last spring’s deal with Buffalo that sent two draft picks to the Sabres. In the near term the Blues have a strong seven-man unit. In the long-term, Armstrong could have trade leverage.

•Armstrong can make the Big Trade when necessary. He doesn’t fall in love with his own players, as some GMs do. He is willing to make changes. But he tends to make changes on his terms, when circumstances favor the Blues. If that means the team has to carry three goaltenders for a while or experiment with myriad line combinations in the fall, so be it.

•But . . . the three goaltender scenario is not ideal. Elliott earned his lead role by starring down the stretch. Allen earned the No. 2 job by developing right on schedule and saving the Blues through the middle of the season. The Flyers could have alleviated this problem by trading for Halak. But GM Paul Holmgren opted to sign retread Ray Emery instead.

•Hitchcock seems eager to see what Berglund could do on the wing, where he could size and “net front presence.” Armstrong likes Berglund in the middle, where can use his size to control the puck in the offensive zone and defend much ice in the defensive zone. If the Blues can’t add an impact center for next season, Berglund could become especially important.

•Schwartz was surprisingly strong with the puck during the playoffs, despite his unimposing stature. Might he be capable of playing center on one of the top three lines?  Of the internal candidates to bolster the team’s playmaking, he is the most intriguing.

•Steen is another X Factor for next season. He turned heads in the playoffs while scoring three times against the Kings. Injuries have caused much fluctuation in his play here, but the good Steen makes his teammates better. This is an element the forward lines lacked at times last season.

•It’s easy to like the Lapierre free agent signing for the third or fourth line. He is big, strong and unpleasant to play against. The Blues are a puck-pressure, puck-control team and Lapierre will make them that much nastier.

Here are some thoughts on free agency:

•Vincent Lecavalier would have been a great fit for the Blues. He is no longer a game-changing performance, but he can do a lot of damage on the power play with his size and strength. He chose to play for the Flyers, a franchise that spends big season after season but generally disappoints its rabid fan base. Media coverage of the team is, um, aggressive and Holmgren tends to churn his top-end players. Vinny is in for quite a culture change after enjoying a very comfortable career in Tampa. He may rue not giving the Blues more consideration.

•Stephen Weiss would have been a nice addition for the Blues, too. He is a classic No. 2 center who can use his speed to back defensemen off the blue line and create room for his linemates. But can anybody blame him for signing with the Red Wings? The Blues talk about winning titles, but the Red Wings have won titles. That gap cannot be overcome with a dandy presentation.

•Mikhail Grabovski is a skate-and-shoot center. He doesn’t make his linemates better. He is skilled and he can help any team by skating and shooting. Alas, he came off as self-centered and delusional with his not-so-gracious departure from Toronto.

•At the right price, Derek Roy would be worth a spin. Not so long ago he was a point-per-game center. Serious injuries diminished his production and he was just so-so for Dallas and Vancouver last season. He could be a steal IF he dedicates himself to rebuilding his earning power. He would be a speculative buy. A team like Calgary might overpay him, but the Blues wouldn’t.

All of this points to an interesting summer and autumn for the Blues. Armstrong refused to deviate from his principles and his game plan for free agency to take a short cut, so there is still much work to do.

Follow Jeff Gordon on Twitter @gordoszone and on Facebook at Gordo'sZone.
The National Hockey League sure knows how to celebrate Independence Day.

With American-based hockey scribes trying to enjoy the Fourth, NHL GMs stayed busy on the even of free agency. The Boston Bruins and Dallas Stars grabbed the headlines with a rarity in the industry today: a blockbuster trade.

The Bruins sent centers Tyler Seguin and Rich Peverley to Dallas for winger Loui Eriksson, one of the sport’s best two-way wingers. Dallas also received defenseman Ryan Button and Boston also got youngsters Joe Morrow, Reilly Smith and Matt Fraser in the deal.

New Stars general manager Jim Nill was committed to upgrading at center so Jamie Benn could move back to the wing. Given the rather weak free agent market for centers, he opted to pursue the trade route in a big way.

He landed one of the top young forwards in the game today.

Bruins general manager Peter Chiarelli expressed consternation over Seguin’s perceived immaturity. He had second thoughts about paying him all that money ($34.5 million over six years) in his new deal and tried to deal him at the NHL Draft.

Chiarelli failed to move Seguin for one of the top picks, but he kept him in play. This deal went down this afternoon while NHL GMs were busy "interviewing" potential free agent additions.

It looks like a bold win-win swap for the Bruins and Stars. Here is what the Twitterverse had to say about the trade:

Nick Cotsonika, Yahoo! Sports: “Key to trade is obviously Seguin. If he takes this the right way, buckles down and fulfills potential, great for Dallas. If not, not.”

Jesse Spector, Sporting News: “Here's something to consider: Lindy Ruff coaching Tyler Seguin. That will be interesting.”

Darren Drager, TSN: “Good trade for both teams. Stars need centres and Seguin will welcome that. Boston also gets high-end prospects in addition to Eriksson.”

Jeff O’Neill, former NHL star: “Seguin will flourish at center ice in Dallas. Tremendous upside. Love the deal for stars. Everyone goes out at 21. Get over it.”

Mike Heika, Dallas Morning News: “Seguin and Peverley are right-handed centers, and Peverley is very good on draws. This will fill a big hole in the middle.”

Chip Alexander, Raleigh News & Observer: “So I take it this means the Bruins weren't just ‘sending a message’ to Seguin with trade talk.”

Nick Cotsonika, Yahoo! Sports: “Eriksson has been underrated for so long, his underratedness is overrated.”

Shawn Roarke, NHL.com: “Covered Boston ton in playoffs in past 3 years. Always loved what Peverley brought to table. Not high-end guy but glue guy all good teams need.”

Nick Kypreos, TSN: “Defensive prospect Joe Morrow is on move again as he's included in the Seguin trade. Wonder why teams like #Pens and #Stars give up on him?”

Jim Matheson, Edmonton Journal: "Edmontonian D-man Joe Morrow must feel like ping-pong ball. traded twice already. At least he's in demand."

AROUND THE RINKS: Rumors of the Flyers' trade interest in Jaroslav Halak are circulating again. This came after Philly seemed to fall out of the Tim Thomas sweepstakes, according to CSN Philadelphia . . . The Flyers are also trying to finalize an eight-year deal for Claude Giroux that would pay him well over $60 million . . . The Devils took unrestricted free agent Patrik Elias off the market by signing him to a three-year, $16.5 million contract . . . The Maple Leafs caught the Toronto media off-guard by buying out the last four years of Mikhail Grabovski’s five-year, $27.5 million contract. Teams looking for additional speed and goal-scoring will be interested in that move. Meanwhile the Maple Leafs will have a chance to spend money more wisely moving forward . . . The Senators were working hard to keep iconic winger Daniel Alfredsson off the market, but the Bruins tried to stay in the hunt . . . Montreal was closing in on UFA Daniel Briere, who was eager to stay East after getting his buyout in Philly.

Follow Jeff Gordon on Twitter @gordoszone and on Facebook at Gordo'sZone.
When the Tampa Bay Lightning bought out Vincent Lecavalier and put him on the free agent market, Blues fans got their hopes up.

Here was a legitimate offensive center, albeit a 33-year-old clearly in the twilight of his career. Maybe, just maybe, Lecavalier would see St. Louis as favorable fresh start and an opportunity to put a contending team over the top.

But Lecavalier quickly dashed those hopes by selecting the Philadelphia Flyers as his next employer. (The Detroit Red Wings, Dallas Stars and Boston Bruins also took big runs at him.)

Of course Paul Holmgren landed him. Whenever the Flyers GM sees something shiny, he has to have it.

He tends to trade or buy out these players at some point, but that doesn’t discourage him from making his Next Big Buy. “Willy nilly” doesn’t begin to describe his management style.

Mike Richards? Holmgren traded him and the remainder of his $69 million contract to the Los Angeles Kings.

Jeff Carter? He traded to Columbus, which later sent him to LA to play with his buddy Richards? Amazingly, Carter’s $58 million contract moved twice.

Daniel Briere? He got a compliance buyout of the final two years of eight-year, $52 million contract.

Ilya Bryzgalov? He got a buyout, too – totaling $23 million. He had seven years left on his $51 million contract.

Holmgren turned around and committed $22.5 million over the next five years to Lecavalier. This move puzzled experts who see Philadelphia’s biggest need in goal, where the famously unreliable Steve Mason is the de facto starter.

Yahoo! Sports hockey pundit Greg Wyshynski had this take: “Wait . . . the Flyers might overspend at other positions and try to go goaltending on the cheap? It’s like the 1990s never ended!”

To create cap room for Lecavalier, Holmgen may have to deal somebody from his already vulnerable defensive corps. Braydon Coburn ($4.5 million salary) or Andrej Meszaros ($4 million) are possible trade targets.

It is hard to see how any of this makes the Flyers better, but that is Holmgren being Holmgren. He operates in a way Blues general manager Doug Armstrong would never emulate.

Armstrong doesn’t have Monopoly money to play with, as Holmgren does, and he doesn’t believe in shifting course spastically from year to year. He's just no fun at all.
Blues fans can take away plenty from the Chicago Blackhawks’ Stanley Cup triumph.

A quality cornerstone defenseman can make a gigantic difference, as Duncan Keith demonstrated. Folks around here hope Alex Pietrangelo was taking notes.

A true No. 1 offensive center has great value, too, as Jonathan Toews demonstrated. The Blues must find or develop such a playmaker.

Sometimes young offensive stars need time to mature, as Patrick Kane proved. He fought through Boston’s tight checking and became the difference maker against the Bruins.

David Perron and T.J. Oshie don’t have Kane’s offensive skill, but they, too, have room to grow as overall players. Writing them off could be a big mistake.

And then there is this: Goaltender Corey Crawford transformed from a liability last season to a champion this spring and summer. An unproven playoff goaltender led his team to the Cup.

It can happen. Seriously, it can really happen.

Many Chicago fans blasted Blackhawks general manager Stan Bowman for sticking with Crawford after last season. Many experts agreed.

Many fans looked back and lamented Bowman’s decision to let goaltender Antti Niemi exit as a free agent after leading the Blackhawks to the 2010 Stanley Cup. Shouldn’t the team have found other ways to get under the salary cap?

Crawford was an accident waiting to happen in 2011-12. Bad goals flew past him from every angle. His goals-against average blew up to 2.72. His save percentage shrank to .903.

He flopped around the crease like a beached carp. It was hard to watch, especially if he was on your fantasy hockey team.

Last spring’s playoffs offered more failure: Crawford lost four of his six games while posting sub-par ratios (2.53 GAA, .893 save percentage).

“The media really blew it out of proportion,” Blackhawks defenseman Brent Seabrook told ESPN.com. “We knew what we had in Crow. We had full confidence in Crow.”

That is easy to say now. This season Crawford posted a 1.94 goals-against average. His save percentage rose to .926. He earned three shutouts.

He suffered a few glitches during the postseason, but still finished 16-7 with a 1.84 GAA and a .932 save percentage. “He was a big reason why we had a chance to win throughout the playoffs,” Seabrook said.

Blues fans know the value of goaltending all too well. Jaroslav Halak enjoyed a bit of postseason glory in Montreal, but he has failed to stay healthy and consistent as a Blue.

Brian Elliott has been brilliant in stretches here . . . and then terrible at times as well. Young Jake Allen showed great promise while filling in this season, but he has yet to establish his true value at this level.

Blues general manager Doug Armstrong faces a goaltending quandary. Which two of these three guys should be on the team next season? Which guy is his No. 1 netminder? Are any of these three good enough to win a Cup?

Crawford’s story offers some hope. The same goaltender that killed a team one season carried it the next year.

One of more of the Blues goaltenders need to take Crawford's story to heart and make it happen next season.

Crawford worked on his deficiencies. He regained his confidence. With the Blackhawks playing great in front of him, he managed to build upon his success.

He entered the playoffs in a great frame of mind. He did not let mistakes snowball against him on the big stage.

Even after the Blackhawks Games 2 and 3, Crawford remained confident. Even when he allowed five goals in Game 4, he remained strong and finally prevailed in overtime.

He won his next two games and prepared for the team’s parade. “I’ve worked my whole life, my whole life to get to this point,” Crawford told the Boston Globe in the celebratory din Monday night. “It feels great.”

If Crawford can pull it all together, why can’t Halak or Elliott or Allen?

Follow Jeff Gordon on Twitter @gordoszone and on Facebook at Gordo'sZone.
By Shelly Anderson / Pittsburgh Post-Gazette 

When the Penguins get going in 2013-14, Beau Bennett might pick up where he left off for part of last season -- on a line with center Evgeni Malkin and right winger James Neal.

Bennett is a right winger by trade but embraced a move to the left side to play on that high-octane second line in his first pro season, at least until some late-season trades altered the team's line combinations.

"I started to mesh with them a little bit through the year," Bennett said Tuesday, the day after he got word that he is on USA Hockey's radar for the 2014 Olympics in Sochi, Russia, and beyond.

He has been invited to an Olympic orientation camp next month in suburban Washington.

If everything goes well for those three forwards, they could take an interesting path -- a good first four months of the season together, a split to play for three teams in the Olympics (Malkin is Russian, Neal is Canadian), then back together for the NHL stretch run.

That's a little much for Bennett, 21, to fathom right now. It's still soaking in that, in addition to trying to continue establishing himself in the NHL, he will be auditioning for Team USA, which will watch players closely this season before finalizing its Olympic roster around the end of the calendar year.

"It's going to be a good experience to take forward," Bennett said. "I know I'm young, but I'm just going to try my best. Just to be considered and them to be thinking of me is pretty important."

Team USA general manager David Poile, also the Nashville Predators general manager, isn't ruling out anyone based on age for the Olympics and embraces a new wave of younger players.

Eleven of the 48 players invited to camp next month were born after 1990. Some have yet to play an NHL game. The youngest defenseman is Seth Jones, 18, who was drafted by Nashville last month. The youngest goaltender is John Gibson, 20, a Whitehall native who is an Anaheim prospect.

There are three forwards younger than Bennett, including Brandon Saad, 20, of Gibsonia, who just won the Stanley Cup with Chicago

"We have a future component to this camp that we probably didn't have back in 2010," Poile said of a team that won a silver medal in Vancouver. "For sure, we have our eyes on 2014, but we also have a little bit of an eye toward the future.

"I want them to be around some of these more veteran guys. I want them to be a part of it. Whether it's today or somewhere down the road, they're going to be a big part of it. I think they're all tremendous young players."

Bennett, a first-round draft pick in 2010, has played in 26 NHL regular-season games (three goals, 14 points) and six playoff games (one goal), all last season. During the NHL lockout, he had seven goals, 28 points in 39 games with Wilkes-Barre/Scranton of the American Hockey League. He left Denver University after his sophomore season to turn pro in spring 2012.

"There's a lot of NHL players he competed with to get that invitation," said Penguins assistant Tony Granato, who Tuesday was named one of three Team USA assistants for Sochi.

"It's well deserved. He's worked extremely hard to get himself this opportunity."

With or without Bennett this time around, the hockey tournament in Sochi will have a strong Penguins flavor.

Bennett, Malkin, Neal and five other players have been invited to participate in their countries' orientation camp. The Penguins' Dan Bylsma is coaching Team USA and general manager Ray Shero is a Team USA assistant general manager.

In addition, Penguins video coordinator Andy Saucier will serve in the same capacity for Team USA.

Granato, who played in the 1988 Olympics before NHL players participated, has been a Penguins assistant the past four seasons, working with the forwards and penalty killers.

He said the staff hasn't settled on which coach will do what for the Olympics. His comfort level working with Bylsma will help, he said, but mostly he's just keyed up about his appointment.

"It will be one of my most exciting things in hockey, to get a chance to coach in the Olympics, get a crack at the gold medal," Granato said. "It's going to be a very competitive tournament. The games are incredible. The hockey, the skill on that ice, are incredible."

The other American assistants are Philadelphia Flyers coach Peter Laviolette and Columbus Blue Jackets coach Todd Richards, a former Penguins minor league coach.

During the season, Bylsma and Granato are on opposite sides from Laviolette in one of the league's most-heated rivalries.

In the closing couple of minutes of the Penguins-Flyers final regular-season game of 2011-12 at Consol Energy Center, there was an on-ice brawl after a hit, and a blowup on the benches. Laviolette, in frustration, broke a stick over the glass, sending a piece onto the Penguins bench. Granato and Laviolette then stood on the dasher boards at the end of each bench screaming at each other.

After the game, Laviolette said Bylsma made "a gutless move" in sending out his fourth line with a less than two minutes left in a game the Penguins trailed. Granato was fined $2,500, Laviolette $10,000 for the incident.

It turns out Granato's friendship with Laviolette goes back a long way. They were teammates on the 1988 Olympic team.

"It's pro sports. It's hockey. It's the way it is," Granato said of times when tempers flare. "I played against friends. There are battles on the ice. I still have a lot of respect for Peter."

For more on the Penguins, read the Pens Plus blog with Dave Molinari and Shelly Anderson at www.post-gazette.com/plus. Shelly Anderson: shanderson@post-gazette.com and Twitter @pgshelly.
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By Shelly Anderson / Pittsburgh Post-Gazette 

Defenseman Nick D'Agostino has not been able to attend a Penguins fall training camp or a preseason rookie tournament with other prospects in the organization, but he has had several avenues for learning a lot about the NHL and pro sports in general.

The first would be the Penguins' summer development camps. At 23, he is five years removed from being selected by the Penguins in the seventh round of the 2008 NHL draft.

"I've been coming to these camps for five, six years now, so I know it's a high level of play," D'Agostino said as this year's development camp, held last week, was winding down.

"This is probably the most talent that we've had. There are a lot of good players, a lot of high-end picks. It's always nice to get down here."

Another lesson D'Agostino got about the NHL -- and even the NFL and NBA -- came in the classroom at Cornell. He graduated this year with a degree in industrial and labor relations, and the lockouts that those three major pro leagues endured the past couple of years were a discussion point.

"You'd be surprised how the sports world is a microcosm for labor relations, stuff like that," he said. "We've been learning about that all along."

With an Ivy League degree, D'Agostino is interested in following some of the other students in his major to law school, but not just yet, and maybe not for several years.

"I'm going to try hockey, see what happens," D'Agostino said. "Once I'm done, I'm going to try to take advantage of that awesome degree I got and maybe try my hand at law school."

Now that he's out of college eligibility and signed by the Penguins -- a two-year, entry-level deal -- D'Agostino can delve into being a pro player. He can attend training camp in September and is a candidate to play at Wilkes-Barre/Scranton of the American Hockey League this season, although the Penguins have a stable of strong defensive prospects.

At Cornell, in Ithaca, N.Y., D'Agostino was in the vicinity of AHL teams in Syracuse and Binghamton, and the native of Bolton, Ontario, tracks the Toronto Marlies in the same league, so he has a feel for the level of play in the league.

Then there are his Cornell connections.

"From my freshman year to my senior year, there are probably six [former teammates] who have played in the NHL," D'Agostino said, rattling off the names of Colin Greening in Ottawa, Ben Scrivens in Los Angeles, Riley Nash in Carolina and Sean Collins in Columbus.

"My best friend who I grew up with at home, Nick Crawford, is in the Buffalo Sabres organization. He's already finished his third pro season. He helps me out a lot."

As immersed as D'Agostino is in hockey, one other source for advice on being a pro athlete is his father, Paul, who played in the North American Soccer League with Calgary, Memphis and Toronto.

"It's not hockey, but he was a pro, too, so I've learned a lot from him," he said. "Just how to be a pro. My dad's really big on work ethic and being humble, controlling what you can control. He was my coach from when I was 4 or 5 years old, and he maybe missed a handful of my games at Cornell.

"He tried to get me into soccer, too. I played until I was 16, 17 years old, but eventually I had to make a decision."

Now that D'Agostino, 6 feet 2 and 197 pounds, has reached the point of being a pro hockey player, he can add the instruction from coaches and staff in the Penguins organization to his list of resources, but how he progresses is in large part up to him.

He arrived at Cornell mostly an offensive defenseman, and 10 of his 25 career goals there came on the power-play.

"I was maybe a little bit too risky in my play," he said of his pre-college days. "That's one of the reasons I chose to go to Cornell, to develop my defensive game. I think I've turned into a pretty decent two-way defenseman. I really worked on my defensive side and my play without the puck at Cornell to where I can be relied on in late-game situations, play the penalty kill, as well as contributing on offense when I can."

In the prospect scrimmage Saturday that marked the end of development camp, D'Agostino drew a penalty and, with no special teams play in the game, got awarded a penalty shot.

He skated in on goaltender Sean Maguire, deked and ripped a shot off the right post.

"I thought I made a pretty decent move," D'Agostino said with a big smile. "I just wanted to get the goalie moving left to right and try to beat him. I just hit the post."

A little later in the scrimmage, he found yet another tutor for this game of hockey, a fellow Penguins prospect who scored on a penalty shot.

"[Winger] Scott Wilson showed me how to do it," D'Agostino said. "He pulled the same move, and he put it upstairs."

For much more on the Penguins, read the Pens Plus blog with Dave Molinari and Shelly Anderson at www.post-gazette.com/plus. Shelly Anderson: shanderson@post-gazette.com, 412-263-1721 and Twitter @pgshelly.
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Penguins rising forward prospect Jayson Megna impresses front office, coaches
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Penguins forward Jayson Megna skates up ice during the Penguins development camp at Consol Energy Center.
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By Shelly Anderson / Pittsburgh Post-Gazette 

There was detectable admiration in Bill Guerin's voice this week when he talked about the rapid ascension of Penguins prospect Jayson Megna.

Guerin, the team's development coach, pointed out that Megna, who wasn't drafted, spent 2010-11 in the United States Hockey League, moved to the University of Nebraska-Omaha the next season for his only college year, then turned pro and spent last season with Wilkes-Barre/Scranton, the Penguins' American Hockey League affiliate.

Three years, three big rungs.

Megna, 23, had injuries that limited him to 56 games last season but got the full effect of being a professional hockey player.

"There's a confidence boost that you're so close to recognizing your lifelong dream," he said Saturday. "Also, it's kind of an eye-opener in the same way. You see guys who are going up to the NHL."

Megna, a 6-foot-1, 195-pound center, scored two goals plus a shootout goal Saturday in a scrimmage at Consol Energy Center that marked the close of this year's prospect development camp.

In a camp defined by at least a half-dozen strong defensive prospects, Megna's name kept coming up when coaches and management were asked about the forwards.

He's someone for Penguins fans to watch, but probably from a distance for at least awhile longer.

"Sometimes you've got to remember that he's still green," assistant to the general manager Tom Fitzgerald said. "There's a lot to learn.

"You honestly could look at this year as being a first-year pro because of what he went through last year with the lack of experience."

Megna attended last year's development camp with his college eligibility intact, but after that experience, he was wooed by the Penguins, decided to turn pro and signed with them shortly afterward.

He had an equally good experience at this year's camp.

"They told me to come in here and have kind of a leadership role," Megna said. "The skill level here is very high. A lot of good prospects, good college free agents.

"It's a great skate."

The NHL lockout wiped out Megna's shot at attending Penguins training camp last fall, but, "he had an exceptional American League camp," Wilkes-Barre coach John Hynes said.

Injuries hindered Megna, but Hynes said he got healthy and came on strong late in the season in the AHL playoffs. Megna had two goals, five points in 12 playoff games after registering five goals, 12 points in the regular season.

Megna has a scoring touch in his background. In 2010-11, his second season with the USHL Cedar Rapids RoughRiders, he had 30 goals in 60 games and was named a league all-star.

In his lone season at Nebraska-Omaha, Megna had 13 goals, 31 points in 38 games, leading all freshmen in scoring and ranking third overall, and was named to the Western Collegiate Hockey Association all-rookie team.

He also got some good genes and sound advice from his father, Jay, who played two years in the NFL with New Orleans and Miami before a career-ending injury.

"He loves to provide input," Jayson said of his father. "I listen to him because he's been there before. It's all about competing and working hard every day. That's the kind of attitude that's rubbed off on me."

Even if father and son opted for different sports.

"It doesn't matter," Jayson said. "Work ethic is the same in every sport."

Opportunities are not the same from team to team, though.

Megna is a center prospect with a club where Sidney Crosby and Evgeni Malkin, two of the brightest stars in the NHL, man the top two center positions and Brandon Sutter, who is just a year older than Megna, is the third-line center.

He is not projecting himself to surpass Crosby and Malkin, certainly, but is not deterred in terms of making it to the NHL somehow, some way.

"I've got to believe I can bust through the ceiling, or else I guess I wouldn't have the drive to work as hard," Megna said. "You've got to reach for the stars, I guess."
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By Shelly Anderson / Pittsburgh Post-Gazette 

The Penguins management seems to be getting this summer prospect development camp thing down pretty well.

"We really do feel like each year it improves," assistant to the general manager Tom Fitzgerald said Saturday after this year's camp concluded with a scrimmage at Consol Energy Center.

"You get wiser and the vision becomes clearer in what you want to do to help these kids -- educate them with this camp, show them the city. There are a lot of things we can do."

The Penguins invite recent draft picks, a few players who have graduated to the American Hockey League and young free agents -- some of them still in college -- to development camp. Among other things, the players are taught the basics of the system used by the Penguins and by their AHL affiliate, Wilkes-Barre/Scranton.

Watching the scrimmage, Fitzgerald realized that the message sank in over the course of five days.

"Particularly with the defensemen," he said. "The [puck] retrievals -- something that is a staple with our organization. You did see a lot of reversing, a lot of dinks, a lot of willingness to take a hit to go back and make that play.

"On the other side, the forwards, you saw a lot of corner work, crisscross cycles, cutting the seams, getting pucks to the net -- things that we spoke of or showed them on video.

"To me, that's what the week's all about. That's how we do things here in Pittsburgh and in Wilkes-Barre. We try to get that across."

Goal scorers were Jayson Megna (two), Bryan Rust, Scott Wilson, Matia Marcantuoni, Jean-Sebastien Dea and Carter Rowney, all forwards. In addition, Megna, Dominik Uher and Adam Payerl scored in a postgame shootout.

No statistics were kept for the scrimmage.

Jarry toughs it out

Goaltender Tristan Jarry, the Penguins' top 2013 draft choice, played one period of the two-period scrimmage, as did the other three goaltenders.

The scrimmage came a day after Jarry took a shot to the collarbone in a practice.

"It was a game-time decision, but I was ready for the game," said Jarry, who was selected 44th overall last month.

"I'm probably going to put a neck guard on after that."

Hartzell signs two-year deal

The only one of the three goalies in camp who wasn't a Penguins draft choice, Eric Hartzell, played in the scrimmage hours after signing a two-year, two-way contract worth $550,000 at the NHL level.

Hartzell, 24, is 6 feet 4, 187 pounds. He first signed with the Penguins in April out of Quinnipiac after the Frozen Four and then became a restricted free agent. It's expected he will play this season with Wilkes-Barre/Scranton, where Jeff Zatkoff is the only returning goaltender.

"One thing that jumps off the page is [Hartzell's] size and his athleticism," said Wilkes-Barre coach John Hynes, who isn't conceding the starting job to Zatkoff.

Hynes said Hartzell will be expected to "create a real competition with Jeff in Wilkes-Barre."

In his college career, Hartzell was 58-27-17 with a school-record 1.96 goals-against average, a .924 save percentage and 10 shutouts in 106 career appearances.

Tip-ins

Bench coaches for the scrimmage were development coach Bill Guerin and Wilkes-Barre assistant Alain Nasreddine. ... Defenseman Olli Maatta, a first-round draft pick in 2012, doesn't turn 19 until next month. Still, having been at the camp a year ago, he felt like something of a veteran. "I felt like one of the older guys here," he said. "I felt like I could help the younger guys get used to it here." ... Fitzgerald on Marcantuoni, a fourth-round pick last year: "He has NHL speed for sure. He's a kid that has a chance to play in the National Hockey League because of that." ... Hartzell's signing leaves defenseman Robert Bortuzzo as the only prominent restricted free agent yet to sign. Bortuzzo has an arbitration hearing set for Aug. 1, but the sides could reach an agreement before then.

For much more on the Penguins, read the Pens Plus blog with Dave Molinari and Shelly Anderson at www.post-gazette.com/plus. Shelly Anderson: shanderson@post-gazette.com, 412-263-1721 and Twitter @pgshelly.
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Penguins notebook: Top draft pick Tristan Jarry absorbs painful shot at camp
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Penguins goalie Tristan Jarry makes a save during the Pens development camp at Consol Energy Center.
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By Shelly Anderson / Pittsburgh Post-Gazette 

Goaltender Tristan Jarry, the Penguins' top pick in the recent draft, had some discomfort Friday after taking a shot in the first of two practice sessions at development camp at Consol Energy Center.

"He got popped pretty good on the collarbone," assistant to the general manager Tom Fitzgerald said. "But he's OK. He's going to be fine."

Jarry signaled for fellow goaltender Eric Hartzell to relieve him after he got hurt. He did not leave the ice, but he did not return with the other three goalies for the second practice.

"I'm sure he's going to put a protector on now, protecting his collarbone," Fitzgerald said.

Jarry, 18, was selected by the Penguins in the second round, 44th overall. His status for the scrimmage today is unknown.

Ready for scrimmage today

The scrimmage, open to the public, marks the end of development camp. It begins at 3 p.m. at Consol Energy Center. Admission and parking are free.

Fitzgerald said he and other camp organizers specifically wanted a lot of players in camp so that each team can have 10 forwards, six defensemen and two goaltenders.

"We really look forward to [today], thinking that with the numbers, the intensity and the pace should be very high," he said.

The scrimmage won't be overly controlled. There will be penalty shots instead of power plays since special teams weren't covered in practice. Although several players have at least some chance to get a sniff of the NHL this season, their performance today -- and this week --will not make or break that chance.

"They can make an impression; they're not making our team in July," Fitzgerald said. "The summer's only halfway over.

"They still have more training to do."

Crosby in familiar routine

Penguins center Sidney Crosby, who participated in the playoffs despite a surgically repaired broken jaw, has had several upper and lower teeth replaced and is training as usual this summer.

"I feel really good," Crosby said. "It's actually a short offseason this year with everything being pushed back because of the lockout. I'm trying to make the most of the summer and get ready for next season."

Another defenseman in fold

The Penguins signed defenseman Brendan Mikkelson to a one-year, two-way contract worth $550,000 at the NHL level. Mikkelson, 26, is 6 feet 3, 210 pounds and has split his career between the NHL and the minors. He had an assist in four games with Tampa Bay this past season, but spent more time with Syracuse of the AHL.

With the Crunch, he had two assists in 14 regular-season games and two goals in 13 playoff games. He started the season with Vasteras in Sweden, getting three goals, seven points in 17 games. He was drafted by Anaheim in the second round in 2005. In 131 NHL games, he has one goal, nine assists and 59 penalty minutes.

For much more on the Penguins, read the Pens Plus blog with Dave Molinari and Shelly Anderson at www.post-gazette.com/plus. Shelly Anderson: shanderson@post-gazette.com, 412-263-1721 and Twitter @pgshelly.
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Undrafted forward making a big impact at Penguins prospect development camp

July 20, 2013 12:05 am

Aimee Dilger/Times Leader via AP

Penguins Adam Payerl, an undrafted forward, has stood out at the Penguins prospect development camp.
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By Shelly Anderson / Pittsburgh Post-Gazette 

All week, the coaches and staff members most heavily involved in the Penguins' development camp have fielded many questions about the bevy of top defensive prospects.

When asked about the forwards in camp, they voluntarily and quickly have gushed about one player in particular.

Adam Payerl.

It's all right if those outside of the organization haven't heard much, if anything, about Payerl. He wasn't drafted. At 22, he hasn't played in an NHL game and spent some time last season with Wheeling in the ECHL. So, why the buzz?

Penguins player development coach Bill Guerin said Payerl, a right winger, has shown the most improvement from one year to the next he has seen.

Tom Fitzgerald, assistant to the general manager, said Payerl fits the Penguins' playing style and is suited to playing their F-1 role, which is the first forward in on the forecheck and responsible for getting after the opponents' defensemen.

It might be a little too soon to project Payerl into one of the Penguins' vacant third- or fourth-line roles this season. He does, however, seem to be on a course that eventually could carry him to the NHL in some capacity.

If you're inclined to be an optimist, think Chris Kunitz, only bigger. As in a solid 6 feet 3, 218 pounds.

"I definitely see myself as a power forward kind of guy," Payerl said after camp practices Friday at Consol Energy Center. "I bring a physical element to my game every night, but I think I can chip in in different areas as well.

"I think I can be an offensive threat and play well in my [defensive] zone as well.

"When I was younger, I was more of a skill guy, and I've kind of grown into my frame a little bit and developed my game as a power forward the past few years. I'm going to try to build on that."

Payerl is from Kitchener, Ontario, where he played organized lacrosse up through a summer ago -- "My sidearm and my underhand were my secret weapons, I think probably from hockey," he said -- and practices shooting pucks into a backyard net.

In his final season of junior hockey, 2010-11 with Belleville, he had 22 goals, 47 points and 106 penalty minutes in 61 games.

His last name sounds like "peril," and that's what opponents might face if they bother his teammates.

He is not afraid to stick up for those teammates with his fists.

"If the opportunity presents itself, I won't shy away from that, but I don't think that's the only facet of my game that I can bring to the table." Payerl said.

He signed as a free agent with the Penguins in March 2012. Last season, he had one goal, 15 penalty minutes in four games with Wheeling of the ECHL.

Playing for Wilkes-Barre/Scranton in the higher-level American Hockey League, he amassed three goals, 10 points, 53 penalty minutes in 44 games.

"I got more confident as the season went on and had a good playoff run," Payerl said. "It's a short offseason, but I'm trying to maximize that.

"I'm more confident than I was here last year, and I'm just going to try to keep building on that."

Payerl occasionally posts on Twitter, where his handle is @adampayerl, but his main message is right there on his profile:

"Never push something to tomorrow that you could do today."

"It's just a mindset, whether you're working out or you're on the ice, you always want to try and improve as much as you can in the present," he said.

Fitzgerald, attempting to inject a little reality into Payerl's rising star, employed a similar message in offering a reminder that while the winger has shown a great deal of progress, he's not necessarily ready to skip ahead too far too quickly.

"I think first and foremost, his goal is to be an everyday top-three-line player in the American Hockey League, with the potential of playing NHL games with his game being consistent," Fitzgerald said.

"We all dream, but just worry about the now, because the now will take care of tomorrow."

For much more on the Penguins, read the Pens Plus blog with Dave Molinari and Shelly Anderson at www.post-gazette.com/plus. Shelly Anderson: shanderson@post-gazette.com, 412-263-1721 and Twitter @pgshelly.
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Penguins young defensive crowd can't rest
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Defenseman Philip Samuelsson skates in the Penguins development camp Wednesday at Consol Energy Center.

Defenseman Philip Samuelsson skates in the Penguins development camp Wednesday at Consol Energy Center. 

Penguins defenseman Olli Maatta skates up ice in the Penguins' development camp Wednesday at Consol Energy Center. Maatta, a strong skater with versatility, is part of a young corps of talented defensemen in the Penguins system. 
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By Shelly Anderson / Pittsburgh Post-Gazette 

It has been brewing for several years, and now a shift in the Penguins' organizational makeup on defense is tangible -- and, by all accounts, welcome.

It doesn't mean that Norris Trophy finalist Kris Letang or veteran Paul Martin need to squirm. The new wave of young defensemen who seemingly are upwardly mobile is not likely to have a huge effect on the team's NHL roster immediately -- but there could be some impact this season.

Six defensemen taking part in the development camp this week at Consol Energy Center, ranging in age from 18 to 21, are among the Penguins' top prospects. At least one or two have a shot at making their NHL debut in 2013-14. A few could be expected to play regularly at Wilkes-Barre/Scranton of the American Hockey League. One or two could wind up back in junior hockey, but still solidly on the club's radar.

"I think everyone is certainly progressing in the way the Penguins want everyone to play," said Philip Samuelsson, the most experienced of the group with two seasons in the AHL on his resume.

"Everyone is having good junior seasons or good American League seasons. The [defensive] core is looking pretty promising for the future."

Samuelsson was a second-round draft pick in 2009. Three other Penguins draft picks are among the six: Scott Harrington (second round, 2011), Derrick Pouliot (first round, 2012) and Olli Maatta (first round, 2012).

The Penguins also have high hopes for Brian Dumoulin, 21, who was acquired a year ago in a trade that sent Jordan Staal to Carolina and played for Wilkes-Barre last season; and Harrison Ruopp, 20, obtained a summer ago in a trade that sent defenseman Zbynek Michalek back to Phoenix.

Those six can expect to be back for the Penguins' main training camp in September.

"Hopefully, I'll push for a spot here in Pittsburgh. I want to do everything I can to be ready for that," said Pouliot, who expects tough competition.

"Those guys are competing for jobs, too. You've got to look at it in a positive way. It will push me to be better, too."

While the NHL roster seems cluttered, salary-cap considerations could lead to a trade before the start of the regular season. It's different in Wilkes-Barre, where spots are open after the departure of defensemen Joe Morrow, Dylan Reese, Alex Grant and Joey Mormina.

Harrington, a stay-at-home defenseman with good puck-moving skill, served as captain with London of the Ontario Hockey League. A teammate and sometime partner was Maatta, a strong skater and versatile defenseman. They helped the Knights win the OHL title and advance to the Memorial Cup tournament. Pouliot, an offensive defenseman, helped the Portland Winterhawks win the Western Hockey League championship and also advance to the Memorial Cup series.

After their playoffs, those three joined Wilkes-Barre in the AHL Eastern Conference final. Maatta played three games, Harrington two and Pouliot one.

"We wound up putting them in some pretty important games," said Wilkes-Barre coach John Hynes, running the on-ice portion of the camp. "They did a nice job."

It gave the junior players a good indication of what they can expect in pro hockey.

"That was a great experience," Harrington said. "The third round of the AHL playoffs, it doesn't get much more competitive than that."

Harrington, 20, seems like nearly a lock to at least land a spot with Wilkes-Barre. A couple of the younger players with junior eligibility remaining could get squeezed out.

"It always was a dream to play in the NHL, and I'm going to do my best to make the team, and, hopefully, I will, but it's tough for a 19-year-old defenseman to make the team," said Maatta, who called himself an "all-round" defenseman who can fill several roles.

"I don't mind playing another year in London. That would be a good experience, getting better and getting stronger there."

Hynes puts Dumoulin in the same category as the three junior players.

"The four of them are special players," he said.

Dumoulin, who was a first-year pro coming out of Boston College, called himself "a two-way defenseman" and said he grew more comfortable and felt more consistent over the course of last season.

Ruopp, 20, is a physical, defensive defenseman who was a third-round pick by Phoenix in 2011 and has spent the past four seasons with Prince Albert of the WHL.

Samuelsson, who turns 22 next Friday, is at a point where he will either be an AHL veteran or an NHL rookie expected to learn and be steady.

"Anytime you're going to move on, you have to start at the bottom and work your way up," Samuelsson said of a potential NHL debut. "That's something I'm prepared to do -- come in and fight for ice time and earn everything you're given. I think you can take anything you can learn and try and pass it on to the younger guys, be a mentor and, at the same time, be mentored by older guys."

•

NOTES -- The Penguins signed restricted free-agent forward Dustin Jeffrey to a one-year, $625,000 contract. Jeffrey, 25, had three goals, six points in 24 games last season after playing in the Austrian League during the NHL lockout. He did not crack the Penguins' lineup in the playoffs.

For much more on the Penguins, read the Pens Plus blog with Dave Molinari and Shelly Anderson at www.post-gazette.com/plus. Shelly Anderson: shanderson@post-gazette.com, 412-263-1721 and Twitter @pgshelly.
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Penguins notebook: New path in career suits Bill Guerin
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Penguins development coach Bill Guerin watches drills during the Penguins prospect development camp this week at Consol Energy Center.

Penguins development coach Bill Guerin watches drills during the Penguins prospect development camp this week at Consol Energy Center. 
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Penguins' newest goalie a quick learner

By Shelly Anderson / Pittsburgh Post-Gazette 

Anyone who pushes on for 14 years between his first and second Stanley Cup has to have a measure of patience, and that's what Bill Guerin is bringing to his second career.

Guerin, a popular winger who won a Cup with New Jersey in 1995 and another with the Penguins in 2009, would seem to be on track for a post-playing career in hockey management. Could he be a future NHL general manager?

Guerin, the Penguins' development coach, smiled at that question after practices Wednesday at the second day of development camp at Consol Energy Center.

"Right now, I'm just taking it as it goes," he said. "I try to be involved in as much as I can."

Guerin, 42, travels a good bit during the season. When he is in town with the Penguins, he can often be found with general manager Ray Shero and assistant general manager Jason Botterill. Same goes for assistant to the general manager Tom Fitzgerald when he and Guerin are in the same city.

Guerin was a lot of things as a player. He was a scorer (429 goals), respected veteran, a winger for Sidney Crosby, a cut-up. Now, he is a sponge.

"Ray, Jason, [Fitzgerald] have been fantastic for me," Guerin said. "They've put me in position to learn. That's one thing I want to do. Wherever I end up ... I don't know ... but if I do keep climbing the ladder or start to climb the ladder, I want to do it the right way. Right now, I've got three guys that I'm working with and an entire pro scouting staff and amateur scouting staff that I learn from every day."

He is fine with spending time in Wilkes-Barre/Scranton with the club's American Hockey League players or traveling to other minor league or junior hockey cities.

"I don't want to skip steps," Guerin said. "I want to go to the Rimouskis and the Portlands and the Prince Alberts of the world and see what it is. "

At these annual summer development camps, Guerin is on the ice with prospects every day, teaching and busting a few chops.

"This is a great week for us," he said. "We work hard at putting it together, making sure that we cover all of our bases. More important, that the guys have fun, and they have a good experience."

Small, but still growing

Center Jean-Sebastien Dea, 19, a free-agent invitee, has some of the best 2012-13 numbers among those at development camp -- 45 goals, 85 points in 68 games for Rouyn-Noranda of the Quebec Major Junior Hockey League.

To understand why he was not drafted, take a look at a couple of his other numbers. He is listed at 6 feet, 155 pounds. And consider this:

"Last year, I gained 10 pounds during the summer, and this year I gained another 10 pounds." Dea said. "It's getting good. It will help for sure."

He doesn't know for sure that size is what scared away NHL scouts.

"Maybe that's a reason," he said. "I have to work harder and show them that it's a mistake."

Dea is speedy and flashes skill, things he is trying to show some NHL teams this summer.

"I went to Montreal's camp two weeks ago," he said. "It was a great experience, too, like this one."

There is one marked difference between the Canadiens' development camp and the Penguins'.

"I'm the only one who is French here, so it's fun," Dea said.

Schedule still pending

The NHL schedule usually is out by now, but there is a holdup for the 2013-14 version.

The league is awaiting official word on a renewed and restructured agreement that would allow NHL players to participate in the 2014 Sochi Olympics. That agreement -- which involves the league, the NHL Players Association, the International Ice Hockey Federation and the International Olympic Committee -- has seemed close for weeks, and there has been widespread optimism that it will be announced this week.

As it has in past Olympics when NHL players were involved, the league will shut down for nearly three weeks in February.

The 2013-14 schedule will be the first under the NHL's latest realignment.

For much more on the Penguins, read the Pens Plus blog with Dave Molinari and Shelly Anderson at www.post-gazette.com/plus. Shelly Anderson: shanderson@post-gazette.com, 412-263-1721 and Twitter @pgshelly.
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Penguins' newest goalie Tristan Jarry a quick learner

July 18, 2013 12:11 am
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Penguins goalie Tristan Jarry makes a save during the Penguins development camp at Consol Energy Center.

Penguins goalie Tristan Jarry makes a save during the Penguins development camp at Consol Energy Center. 
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By Shelly Anderson / Pittsburgh Post-Gazette 

There are junior hockey teams in outposts across Canada and in parts of the United States. Moose Jaw to Moncton, Red Deer to Regina, Portland to Peterborough.

Tristan Jarry, a goaltender who was the Penguins' first pick in the 2013 draft, is lucky. He plays junior hockey in an NHL City. Even in an NHL arena.

At 18, Jarry's pro career is not right around the corner. He expects to spend a third season with the Edmonton Oil Kings of the Western Hockey League in 2013-14.

"It's great," Jarry, who is attending Penguins development camp at Consol Energy Center, said Wednesday. "We get to see what it's like to be at the next level."

The Oil Kings share Rexall Place with the Edmonton Oilers. Jarry said veteran Oilers winger Ryan Smyth often visits the Oil Kings' dressing room.

"They're usually on the ice an hour before us," Jarry said of the Oilers, "so a lot of the guys come in pretty early and get a good watch on them. Most of our guys are drafted by the Oilers, so it's great that they can watch practice, but it's great for all of us to watch."

Jarry isn't disappointed he wasn't selected by the Oilers. He called Pittsburgh "a great development city for me," and on his first visit here enjoys the fact that the hills and trees of Western Pennsylvania remind him some of his hometown, Vancouver.

Growing up there, Jarry became a hockey fan at a young age and played but wasn't always a goalie in pickup games.

"We had a rotation back home," he said. "Every once in while, I would go in net, and I really enjoyed it. I guess I stuck with it."

The Penguins did not have a first- or second-round draft pick this year before trading Tyler Kennedy's rights to San Jose to acquire a second-round pick, 44th overall. They used that to claim Jarry.

Jarry is 6 feet 1, 183 pounds. He was 18-7-0 with a 1.61 goals-against average, a .936 save percentage and six shutouts in 27 games with the Oil Kings this past season. Various scouting reports list his strengths as his glove hand, side-to-side movement, puck-handling and athleticism.

Which doesn't leave a lot of room for weaknesses.

"I think I can improve on everything," he said. "I can't really say I have too many weaknesses or too many strengths. I like to work on everything. I'd rather everything be equal."

Jarry is getting a lot out of development camp, which has been divided into two practice groups. After a fairly standard 45-minute practice Tuesday with basic drills, the hour-long session Wednesday included drills for skaters that did not involve the goalies, so during one session Jarry and Eric Hartzell got several minutes of individual instruction from Penguins goaltending development coach Mike Bales.

Jarry said he was still figuring things out Tuesday.

"[Wednesday was] a whole different experience," he said. "You're ready to go and working as hard as you can, so it's a great experience."

There have been several goaltending prospects in the Penguins organization who appeared to be close to becoming Marc-Andre Fleury's full-time backup, but none have stuck or panned out. They include names such as John Curry, Alex Pechurskiy, David Brown, Chad Johnson, Patrick Killeen and, most recently, Brad Thiessen, who became a free agent and this week signed with a club in Finland.

Jarry and Hartzell are part of a next wave that also includes Jeff Zatkoff and 2012 draft picks Matt Murray (third round) and Sean Maguire (fourth round). Hartzell technically is a restricted free agent, although it's believed that signing him is mostly a formality. He stands a good chance to join Zatkoff in Wilkes-Barre/Scranton of the American Hockey League in the fall. Murray and Maguire are in development camp.

Jarry gained some notoriety at this camp for an anecdote passed along by assistant to the general manager Tom Fitzgerald, one of the camp's lead organizers. According to Fitzgerald, Jarry was so wide-eyed over his first day Tuesday that he asked general manager Ray Shero if they use smaller pucks at this level. Asked Wednesday whether he was joking or was taken aback by the step up in play, Jarry's jaw dropped. He swore he never said any such thing to Shero and didn't know anything about it.

Jarry previously did not know anyone in the Penguins organization or any of his fellow Penguins prospects at the camp. And while he recognized the names of a couple of Western Hockey League players, there are none he has a history with or bragging rights on.

"Not really so far, but there will be now," Jarry said, grinning.

Looking ahead

• What: Development camp scrimmage among Penguins prospects.

• When: 3 p.m. Saturday.

• Where: Consol Energy Center.

• Of note: The scrimmage is open to the public. Admission and parking are free.

For much more on the Penguins, read the Pens Plus blog with Dave Molinari and Shelly Anderson at www.post-gazette.com/plus. Shelly Anderson: shanderson@post-gazette.com, 412-263-1721 and Twitter @pgshelly.
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By Shelly Anderson / Pittsburgh Post-Gazette 

There used to be a thought that NHL prospects attending July development camps should have limited time on the ice since most are not in game shape.

The Penguins, who opened their development camp Tuesday with a 45-minute practice for each of two groups of young players at Consol Energy Center, have moved away from that.

"We've actually picked up the on-ice portion," said organizer Tom Fitzgerald, assistant to the general manager for the Penguins.

They have gone from three days on the ice several years ago to four days with an off day mixed in to five days on the ice this year. The 2013 camp ends Saturday with a 3 p.m. scrimmage that is open to the public.

Bortuzzo's arbitration set

Penguins defenseman Robert Bortuzzo's salary arbitration hearing has been set for the morning of Aug. 1. Bortuzzo is a restricted free agent who received a qualifying offer from the team but opted for arbitration.

The sides can avoid arbitration if they can come to terms before the hearing.

The eyes have it

Goaltender Tristan Jarry, the Penguins' second-round pick in the recent NHL draft, had big eyes after his first practice.

He ran into general manager Ray Shero and asked a question that Shero felt compelled to repeat to Fitzgerald.

"Tristan asked him, 'Are the pucks smaller here?' " Fitzgerald said, with a chuckle.

"Guys are shooting the pucks quicker than he's used to. The maturation process for a goaltender is longer.

"You have to be patient with young goalies."

Among the missing ...

Winger Anton Zlobin (shoulder surgery), impressive at this camp a year ago, is not in attendance. He was a sixth-round draft pick in 2012.

Two other prospects who gained some attention at previous camps also are not here. Winger Josh Archibald, entering his junior season at Nebraska-Omaha, bowed out to attend summer classes and serve as a mentor to incoming freshmen, said Fitzgerald, who supported Archibald's decision. Defenseman Alex Velischek finished his career at Providence College but is expected to negotiate a contract with Wheeling (ECHL).

Sundqvist update

Center Oskar Sundqvist, a third-round draft pick last year, is big at 6 feet 3, 182 pounds, and is coming off of a strong season, with 18 goals, 34 points in 52 games split between the junior level and Skelleftea in the Swedish Elite League. While he might be seen as a strong candidate to move to Wilkes-Barre this season, he said he signed a three-year contract with Skelleftea.

"I will see what Pittsburgh wants after this week, and we'll go from there," he said. "I can break [the contract] when I go to Pittsburgh. I maybe think one or two years back in Sweden and see what happens."

Another Shero shows up

Chris Shero, Ray Shero's son, practiced with the first group at development camp in an informal capacity. He got the experience of going through drills with the prospects and tune up for an upcoming tournament.

For much more on the Penguins, read the Pens Plus blog with Dave Molinari and Shelly Anderson at www.post-gazette.com/plus. Shelly Anderson: shanderson@post-gazette.com, 412-263-1721 and Twitter @pgshelly.


First Published July 17, 2013 12:00 am 

Join the conversation:

Commenting policy | How to report abuse

Read more: http://www.post-gazette.com/stories/sports/penguins/development-camp-changes-695714/#ixzz2bNzrsCiQ

Kuhnhackl tries to get career back on track
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Penguins prospect Tom Kuhnhackl, a right winger, goes through his paces Tuesday on the first day of the team's development camp at Consol Energy Center.

Penguins prospect Tom Kuhnhackl, a right winger, goes through his paces Tuesday on the first day of the team's development camp at Consol Energy Center. 

Goalie Tristan Jarry listens during a break in the Penguins' development camp. 
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Penguins' prospects participate in development camp

By Shelly Anderson / Pittsburgh Post-Gazette 

The first practice of the annual summer development camp was over. Consol Energy Center workers were ready to bring the Zamboni onto the ice before the second group of prospects came out.

They had to wait a few minutes.

Just in front of the Zamboni entrance, Penguins development coach Bill Guerin was working one-on-one with winger Tom Kuhnhackl. The two pushed and clashed in a puck battle along the boards.

Penguins' prospects participate in development camp

The PG's Shelly Anderson takes a look at prospects in the Penguins' development camp, now under way at Consol Energy Center. (Video by Nate Guidry; 7/16/2013)

Guerin, known for his cutting wit as a player, was all business.

"He didn't say anything," Kuhnhackl said Tuesday after the practice, then smiled.

"He was just trying to get the puck -- but he didn't get it today."

Kuhnhackl, 21, is making a push to get his promising career back on track.

He made a splash when he was drafted in the fourth round in 2010 because of his unbridled enthusiasm, his longtime affinity for the Penguins and the fact that his father, Erich, is considered the greatest hockey player in Germany's history.

Things started out well in his North American career. His first season of junior hockey, he had 39 goals, 68 points in 63 games for Windsor of the Ontario Hockey League.

His star faded some over the past couple of years. In 2011-12, he got traded in-season from Windsor to Niagara, drew a 20-game suspension for a hit on New York Rangers prospect Ryan Murphy and, on the same play, injured a knee.

Last season, Kuhnhackl turned pro and joined the Penguins' American Hockey League affiliate in Wilkes-Barre/Scranton. That season got gutted when he got hurt in November and had season-ending surgery on his left shoulder.

The 45-minute practice Tuesday was the closest thing he has done to playing hockey since. His numbers in 2010-11 were better than the past two seasons combined: 11 goals, 34 points in 47 games.

"I want to show them that I'm back to almost normal, that I can play hockey, that I can score, that I can protect the puck in the corner and create scoring chances," said Kuhnhackl, a strong puck-handler.

He vowed that he will sit out the camp-ending scrimmage Saturday if he doesn't feel his shoulder is sound, "but the way it looks right now I feel pretty comfortable and pretty good, so I'm probably going to play."

The best test came from Guerin, who made sure to test Kuhnhackl's shoulder.

Asked how his game has developed spending his winters in North America and after turning pro a year ago, Kuhnhackl laughed.

"I couldn't tell you. I haven't played [much] the last couple of years," he said.

The 6-foot-2, 172-pounder not only wants to play a full season, but also hopes for a chance to get called up and make his NHL debut.

"I want to play for the Penguins. Maybe this year," he said. "Who knows what's going to happen? Obviously, the last couple of years weren't good for me."

Tom Fitzgerald, an assistant to the general manager, and Wilkes-Barree coach John Hynes are key figures in running the development camp.

Both identified Kuhnhackl as someone who might get that chance as a midseason call-up if the Penguins have injuries or other reasons to summon a forward. The organization is much heavier with defensive prospects than at forward.

"He's a talent," Fitzgerald said. "A big body. Strength was always an issue. And then he got derailed with the injuries. He never has gotten any traction in the summer because of those injuries and surgeries. He's healthy right now.

"He still has half a summer to continue to get stronger. [He is someone] that could, with some games under his belt, come up and contribute. But it's a big step and a learning process.

"Hopefully, knock on wood, the injury is behind him and he can move forward."

This is the first season that playing in the NHL is a realistic goal for Kuhnhackl, who missed the 2012 development camp.

"This is why this camp is big for me," he said. "I want to show them after the surgery that I can come back."

If that call comes to report to the Penguins, Kuhnhackl will face an extra challenge.

"I would probably be so nervous that I probably couldn't even speak," he said. "It would be huge for me. It would be really exciting to play with guys like [Sidney] Crosby, [Evgeni] Malkin in the same lineup."

Looking ahead

• What: Development camp scrimmage among the Penguins' prospects.

• When: 3 p.m. Saturday.

• Where: Consol Energy Center.

• Of note: The scrimmage is open to the public. Admission and parking are free.

For much more on the Penguins, read the Pens Plus blog with Dave Molinari and Shelly Anderson at www.post-gazette.com/plus. Shelly Anderson: shanderson@post-gazette.com, 412-263-1721 and Twitter @pgshelly.
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By Shelly Anderson / Pittsburgh Post-Gazette 

Sprung by the New Jersey Devils, forward Matt D'Agostini fielded a few offers over the past several days, but it wasn't a difficult decision to sign with a perennial playoff team and Stanley Cup contender.

"There were a couple of options, but we definitely knew it was a good idea to hop on this," D'Agostini said Wednesday after signing with the Penguins. "The most exciting part is coming to a team that's been so successful and still has all those pieces in place."

D'Agostini, 26, signed a one-year contract for $550,000 and aims to compete for a third- or fourth-line role at training camp in September.

A native of Sault Ste. Marie, Ontario, D'Agostini grew up with former Penguins forward Tyler Kennedy -- "I know him pretty well" -- and he just might replace the longtime third-line right winger who was recently traded to San Jose on draft day.

Or perhaps D'Agostini will find a spot on the fourth line. Or ...

"I'd like to think I bring a little versatility," said D'Agostini, who is identified as a right winger but also can play left wing "and a little bit up the middle."

D'Agostini will attempt to wrest a regular spot among the bottom-six forwards at training camp in September and said he's looking forward to what could be strong competition.

"They've got guys that play different kinds of roles and up and down the lines," he said of the Penguins. "They've got a lot of dynamic forwards up front, so maybe [I can fill a] third- or fourth-line checking role if they want. It will be fun to try to add whatever I've got to add."

D'Agostini was a sixth-round draft pick by Montreal in 2005 and regularly topped 20 goals a season in junior hockey and the American Hockey League. In 267 NHL games with the Canadiens, St. Louis and New Jersey, he has 47 goals, 95 points.

His best season was 2010-11, when he had 21 goals, 46 points with the Blues. That dipped to nine goals in 55 games the next season as competition got tougher. Last season, split between St. Louis and New Jersey, he had four goals, 12 points in 23 games.

D'Agostini was a restricted free agent, but Devils general manager Lou Lamoriello elected not to extend a qualifying offer, citing his $1.8 million salary and he became an unrestricted free agent.

The Penguins signed him for the league minimum salary. That puts them less than $200,000 under the salary cap with three restricted free agents, who were given qualifying offers, yet to sign. One of those three is defenseman Robert Bortuzzo, 24, who has opted for salary arbitration but could reach an agreement on a new contract before a hearing. Hearings run July 22-Aug. 6 in Toronto.

D'Agostini said he might have been scared off from signing with the Penguins if he were a defenseman because the team is loaded with NHL players and prospects. As it is, he is hoping to pick up where 2011-12 left off.

"That was a good year with the Blues," he said. "I'm hoping to come in and establish myself as an everyday player.

"I've always scored goals at every level I've played. I believe I can score at this level. And also play any kind of checking role, use my speed to create some chances."

Shelly Anderson: shanderson@post-gazette.com, 412-263-1721 and Twitter @pgshelly
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Penguins general manager Ray Shero must make personnel moves to get the team under the cap maximum for the upcoming season.
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By Dave Molinari / Pittsburgh Post-Gazette 

Ray Shero had a plan for this offseason.

No surprise there. He might be able to react on the fly as well as any general manager in the NHL, but Shero isn't in the habit of making it up as he goes along.

Nothing in his vision for trying to preserve the Penguins' place among the NHL's top teams, however, included Rob Scuderi.

Not until the middle of last week, anyway.

"I never thought we'd get Rob Scuderi back," Shero said. "That was never on my radar. Things change pretty quickly."

Indeed, several things did when Scuderi accepted a four-year contract from the Penguins Friday with a salary-cap hit of $3,375,000.

The Penguins' defense corps gained a reliable, responsible presence. One who should help lower the stress level for goalies Marc-Andre Fleury and Tomas Vokoun, along with the team's goals-against average.

Shero, meanwhile, got a revision in his summer to-do list: For the first time in his career, he will have to make a personnel move simply to get under the NHL's salary-cap ceiling.

That is set at $64.3 million for the 2013-14 season. CapGeek.com -- the leading authority on such matters for anyone who doesn't have a team-issued cap specialist in an adjoining office -- reports that, after the agreements Shero made with Scuderi and fourth-line forward Craig Adams Friday, the Penguins have $676,667 to work with for the coming season.

Shero still has to sign three restricted free agents, defenseman Robert Bortuzzo and forwards Harry Zolnierczyk and Dustin Jeffrey, so it's a given that the Penguins will breach the cap maximum because those players have received qualifying offers worth a total of more than $1.9 million.

Teams are allowed to exceed the ceiling by up to 10 percent in the offseason, but must be down to it before the start of the regular season.

Assuming Bortuzzo, Zolnierczyk and Jeffrey accept their qualifying offers or negotiate longer-term deals, it's unavoidable that the Penguins will end up north of the ceiling, likely by a couple of million dollars.

Adding Scuderi leaves the Penguins with at least eight defensemen who project onto the NHL roster this fall -- Paul Martin, Brooks Orpik, Kris Letang, Matt Niskanen, Simon Despres, Deryk Engelland and Bortuzzo are the others -- and teams generally carry no more than seven.

That might make it seem logical, even obvious, that Shero will slice the Penguins' cap hit by dealing a defenseman. Which explains why Matt Niskanen, whose cap hit for 2013-14 will be $2.3 million and who is scheduled for unrestricted free agency next July if he isn't re-signed, has been a popular subject of trade speculation.

Shero, though, declined to commit to moving a defenseman, perhaps because there's no urgency to get under the ceiling.

"I haven't made that decision," he said. "I think it depends on what comes our way in terms of value [in a trade] for guys.

"I've learned that what I'm looking at now might not be the same next week, or might not be the same a month from now."

Transition rules for the NHL's new collective bargaining agreement had put the ceiling at $70.2 million in the just-concluded season, so it will be dropping significantly for 2013-14.

"It's coming down $6 million," Shero said. "Things are going to be tight this year."

Nonetheless, there generally is a market for NHL-caliber defensemen, so Shero probably wouldn't have troubling finding a taker if he offers one.

"People look at your team, what you might need or might need to get rid of," he said. "You might have an excess number of [players at a particular position]. You just kind of see how it sorts itself out."

The most striking feature of Scuderi's contract might be that it covers four years. That's a serious commitment to a 34-year-old defenseman, but one Shero felt was necessary.

"If I only want to offer a guy a two-year contract, he's going to go to the next team for a four-year contract," he said.

"We know Rob Scuderi. If I'm going to pass on Rob Scuderi because I'm a little worried about what he's going to be like when he's 38, I'm not going to get him."

Dave Molinari: Dmolinari@Post-Gazette.com or Twitter @MolinariPG.
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By Dave Molinari / Pittsburgh Post-Gazette 

Bringing back Rob Scuderi made perfect sense for the Penguins in a number of ways.

On the ice.

In the dressing room.

Almost everywhere, it seemed, except on the salary-cap spreadsheet.

No one disputed that the Penguins could use a reliable defensive defenseman. The issue was whether they could afford to give a 34-year-old a four-year contract with an annual cap hit of $3,375,000 to fill that role.

General manager Ray Shero and his staff, however, decided Scuderi was worth that investment -- and whatever financial repercussions came with it -- and Friday lured Scuderi back to the team he had left as a free agent four summers ago.

"It was a mistake to let Rob Scuderi go," Shero said. "To have a chance to have the do-over to bring Rob back is one thing I really wanted to do."

And so he did, although it's going to force Shero to make at least one more personnel change before the start of next season.

Especially after the Penguins and fourth-line forward Craig Adams subsequently worked out a two-year deal with a salary-cap hit of $700,000.

The Penguins have roughly $676,000 of salary-cap space available. Trouble is, they have extended about $1.9 million in qualifying offers to three additional players -- defenseman Robert Bortuzzo and forwards Harry Zolnierczyk and Dustin Jeffrey -- and that means they're guaranteed to exceed the cap ceiling of $64.3 million for the 2013-14.

That isn't a pressing concern, because NHL regulations allow clubs to exceed the cap ceiling by up to 10 percent in the offseason, but Shero will have to pare his major league roster before the games start.

"We have three months to get cap-compliant," he said.

"We have certain decisions to make."

He does not, however, have a deadline, other than the one imposed by the league, for doing so.

"We're not going to go too fast here, unless something presents itself that makes sense," Shero said.

It's not clear whether Adams' signing is the final one the Penguins will make, because Shero suggested he still was poking around the talent available on the free-agency list, but any deal they give out in coming days likely would involve a modest salary and a short-term commitment.

Certainly, Shero won't be handing out any contracts similar to the one Scuderi received.

Then again, no free agent still on the market would be counted on to make the contribution the Penguins will expect from Scuderi.

While his precise role isn't settled, he's a candidate to be paired with Kris Letang, providing the responsible defense that would allow Letang to maximize his offensive involvement.

"If that's their plan, that's fine," Scuderi said. "You know what you're gong to get [with me].

"I'm going to stay back. I don't take a lot of risks. I'll be there to clean up a mess if I have to or make a safe play if I have to.

"I think the Penguins know exactly what they're going to get."

They do. And they like it.

"As a defenseman, Rob Scuderi makes other people better," Shero said.

If the Penguins didn't see their issue with the cap ceiling coming until the past few days, it's probably because they didn't see any possibility of Scuderi returning here until then.

"The feeling was, he was probably going to go back to Los Angeles," Shero said.

The Penguins decided to express their interest to his agent Wednesday, however, and Scuderi reciprocated, in part because of his desire to be closer to family on Long Island.

"I wasn't going to leave Los Angeles to play for another team in the Western Conference," he said. "It wasn't a very long list [of potential employers].

"Pittsburgh wasn't even on it because I didn't think they would offer.

"When it came down to it and they offered, I was very intrigued by the possibility."

Being closer to family was a major factor for Scuderi. So was his familiarity with the city and organization.

Oh, and one other thing convinced him to return.

"Certainly, most importantly," he said. "The team is in a win-now mode."

At any cost, apparently.

Dmolinari@Post-Gazette.com or Twitter @MolinariPG
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By Seth Rorabaugh / Pittsburgh Post-Gazette 

According to a source with the Penguins, defenseman Paul Martin played most of the Eastern Conference final with an ankle injury that required pain-killing injections in order for him to play in the final three games of the series.

After the season, the Penguins announced that Martin played against the Boston Bruins despite a "significant injury" but declined to specify the nature of the injury.

Martin, who is still wearing a walking boot nearly a month after the final game of that series, is expected to be ready for the training camp in mid-September.

•

NOTE -- Forward Chris Conner, 29, returned to the Penguins on a one-year, two-way contract worth $550,000 at the NHL level. Conner spent parts of the 2009-10 and 2010-11 seasons with the Penguins. Former Wilkes-Barre/Scranton forward Bobby Farnham, former Blues Jackets forward Nick Drazenovic and former Canucks forward Andrew Ebbett also signed two-way contracts at the same pay level.

Seth Rorabaugh: srorabaugh@post-gazette.com and Twitter @emptynetters.
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By Dave Molinari / Pittsburgh Post-Gazette 

You could flesh out a pretty competitive lineup with free agents the Penguins have signed since 2005.

In fact, they have done just that.

Sergei Gonchar (2005) got here that way. So did Jarkko Ruutu (2006). And Petr Sykora (2007). And Matt Cooke (2008). And Paul Martin (2010). And Steve Sullivan (2011).

So did a number of others, not all of whom had the anticipated impact.

Zigmund Palffy, brought in as a linemate for rookie center Sidney Crosby in 2005, might be the prototype for that.

The NHL's 2013 free-agent signing period begins at noon today -- four days later than usual, thanks to the lockout that shut down the league for much of fall and winter -- and there's every indication the Penguins again will be involved.

Just not as prominently as most years.

Certainly not the way they were in 2012, when they vigorously pursued the top two players on the market, forward Zach Parise and defenseman Ryan Suter.

Both ended up signing big-money deals with Minnesota.

There's no reason to think the Penguins will be offering gaudy contracts today, and not just because there's a fairly lackluster collection of free agents from which to choose.

They have little salary-cap space with which to work and no glaring voids that would have to be filled by a big-ticket talent.

NHL regulations do allow teams to exceed the salary-cap ceiling, which will be $64.3 million next season, by as much as 10 percent until the end of training camp but that's not a tool Penguins general manager Ray Shero has used since replacing Craig Patrick in 2006.

Barring a trade, the Penguins likely will chase a blue-collar forward or two, since Matt Cooke almost certainly will be moving on and Craig Adams is hardly a lock to return.

Perhaps they'll target some players to plug into the organizational depth chart, as well, but most indications are that neither their profile nor their offers will be high the next few days.

"We don't have many holes to fill right now," Shero said. "We might have something to fill up front at some point."

Although the Penguins probably would like to add a shutdown-type defenseman, it's hard to see that happening unless there would be other moves to open cap space.

The Penguins are proceeding as if Cooke, a third-line winger, won't return.

As Shero noted Wednesday night, players who reach unrestricted free agency rarely end up re-signing -- Penguins defenseman Brooks Orpik is one notable exception from recent seasons -- and it's not a reach to suggest that, even with the cap ceiling dropping, other clubs will see Cooke as a valuable role player.

Cooke had eight goals and 13 assists in 48 games with the Penguins in 2013. He is an effective forechecker and has been a fixture on their penalty-killing unit.

"Matt's been a real good player for us," Shero said.

Cooke remains one of the game's most accomplished agitators, as well, although he has virtually exorcised cheap shots and borderline hits -- once staples of his repertoire -- from his game in the past two seasons.

While he still ranks among the league's most-disliked figures, he hasn't done much lately to merit a high place on that list.

But Cooke will be 35 when training camp opens and, having just signed veterans Chris Kunitz and Pascal Dupuis -- they are 33 and 34, respectively -- to new contracts, the Penguins seem wary of having too many aging wingers on the payroll.

Adams' age (36) likely works against him, too, even though he has been a reliable fourth-liner and penalty-killer.

The Penguins are not believed to have submitted a formal contract proposal to Adams' agent, Neil Sheehy, and that's a pretty important first step toward getting a deal done.

If Cooke and/or Adams move on, the Penguins might opt to have prospects such as Zach Sill from their American Hockey League affiliate in Wilkes-Barre audition for spots on the third and fourth lines in training camp.

Dave Molinari: Dmolinari@Post-Gazette.com or Twitter @MolinariPG.
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By Dave Molinari / Pittsburgh Post-Gazette 

It's not official yet and can't be for another day, at least.

But the evidence is accumulating that Matt Cooke won't be with the Penguins in 2013-14.

Cooke, a blue-collar winger, is on the cusp of unrestricted free agency, and will be eligible to sign with any team Friday.

General manager Ray Shero acknowledged Wednesday evening that precedent strongly suggests that, now that Cooke is about to be free to move on, he almost certainly will do so.

"Most guys, if they get [to unrestricted free agency], there's more money, or they want a change," Shero said.

Cooke's agent, Pat Morris, could not be reached for comment.

The Penguins' other unrestricted-free-agent-to-be, forward Craig Adams, might be more likely to return, if only because he will command a lower salary than Cooke.

Cooke's cap hit under his expiring contract was $1.8 million while Adams' was $675,000.

The Penguins already have a little more than $60.1 million of cap space committed to players for the 2013-14 season, when the ceiling will be $64.3 million.

Enforcer Steve MacIntyre, who is expected to play primarily in the American Hockey League, accounts for $625,000 of that, so a more realistic figure probably is closer to $59.5 million.

That total, however, does not include an estimated $1.9 million worth of qualifying offers extended to defenseman Robert Bortuzzo and forwards Dustin Jeffrey and Harry Zolnierczyk, all of whom figure to be on the major-league depth chart this fall.

Shero said that he and Morris "exchanged offers a few weeks ago," but confirmed that he still hasn't put a contract proposal on the table for Adams.

"Pittsburgh is interested [in Adams], but could not offer yet," agent Neil Sheehy said Wednesday. "We will speak later. In the meantime, we are open to other opportunities."

Wednesday was the first of two days in which teams could have contact with prospective free agents, even though they're not allowed to sign them until Friday.

The interview period, which was introduced by the NHL's new labor agreement, also allows agents and players to gauge the level of interest clubs have.

The Penguins kicked the tires on a players who might fit in at various levels on their organizational depth chart.

"We checked in with some people, both NHL and two-way contract guys," said Shero, who described the day as "our first kick at the can."

He added that he expected Cooke to "go out, look around and see what's there," although he did not know whether Cooke and Morris actually had done so Wednesday.

While the front office continues to try to assemble the final pieces of the 2013-14 roster -- the early-July version of it, anyway -- two key players who got new contracts Tuesday insisted that looking for work elsewhere never was a serious consideration.

"I never thought about going to free agency [next summer] at all," said defenseman Kris Letang, whose eight-year, $58 million deal will take effect in 2014-15.

"I made it clear with Ray and the owners that I wanted to stay."

Right winger Pascal Dupuis never tried to hide his desire to remain with the Penguins and said that while he might have been tempted to see what he could get on the open market as an unrestricted free agent -- "It's human nature, that curiosity to know what you're really worth" -- he didn't regret accepting his four-year, $15 million contract.

"I feel like I'm getting a fair deal here and staying in a place where I want to play," he said. "What I have in Pittsburgh is special. ... It came down to, you don't mess with happiness."

Dupuis will be 38 when his new deal runs out, but isn't ready to concede that retirement would be his next logical step.

"I take good care of my body and work hard," he said. "It may not be my last contract."

For Letang and Dupuis, the stresses that go with trying to get a new contract have passed. Not so for players such as Cooke and Adams, who remain uncertain about where they will be working in the fall.

The closest thing to a safe bet at this point is that there will be personnel moves over the next few days that few, if any, people saw coming.

"There are always some surprises," Shero said. "We'll see what [today] brings."

Dave Molinari: Dmolinari@Post-Gazette.com and Twitter @MolinariPG.
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Penguins notebook: Three players earn All-Star honors

PENGUINS NOTEBOOK Kunitz, Crosby chosen for first team; Letang on second

July 4, 2013 12:10 am

Peter Diana/Post-Gazette

Sidney Crosby was one of three Penguins to be named an NHL All-Star Wednesday. Along with Crosby, Chris Kunitz was named to the first team. Kris Letang was named to the second team.
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By Shelly Anderson / Pittsburgh Post-Gazette 

Penguins center Sidney Crosby and his left winger, Chris Kunitz, are on the first team and defenseman Kris Letang is a second-teamer in postseason NHL All-Star voting, the league announced Wednesday.

Crosby won the Ted Lindsay Award as most outstanding player as determined by fellow players and was a finalist for the Hart (MVP) Trophy, and Letang was a finalist for the Norris Trophy for top defenseman.

But Penguins coach Dan Bylsma figures the All-Star honor was extra special for Kunitz, a first-time All-Star at age 33. Kunitz led all left wingers with 22 goals and 52 points and finished tied for seventh overall in scoring.

"Chris Kunitz, in particular, is a guy who ... stepped into the top echelon this year in terms of wingers and production," Bylsma said. "He was right up there for two-thirds of the year in goal-scoring and points."

Bennett set for new role

Bylsma sounded as if he is leaning toward trying Beau Bennett, a right winger by trade, as a full-time left winger on a line with Evgeni Malkin and James Neal.

"Beau has played on the left side a lot, so he's comfortable there and he's done a really good job, at the beginning of this year, proving he can play on the left side," Bylsma said. "That's really not an issue."

Bennett, a 2010 first-round draft choice, had three goals, 14 points in 26 games with the Penguins in his first pro season.

"Skill set-wise, the ability to play with high-end players, read the plays, hockey sense and the ability to make plays to and from those players, I think he has shown that. He has grown into that," Bylsma said. "I look at some of the games he played right at the end of the hockey season when we had some injuries, what he did on the power play when Sidney was not in the lineup and Malkin was not in the lineup. He really showed what he could do.

"Over the course of a full season, I think you're going to see him be able to play with those type of players, whether it is a power-play situation ... or a with Malkin and Neal. I think he's got that ability."

Salary cap realities

Bennett will still be playing under his entry-level contract this season, and Bylsma said that the NHL salary cap will force the Penguins to at times rely considerably on other young players because it's expensive to keep core players locked in.

"As you go down the road with the young players and prospects we have coming in -- particularly the ones on defense -- they are going to be playing roles for us," Bylsma said, adding that some prospects might get a shot to play this season.

Among the top prospects on defense, Bylsma pointed to Brian Dumoulin, Olli Maatta, Scott Harrington and Derrick Pouliot.

Dumoulin, Bylsma noted, "had a good first year of pro hockey, excelled in the second half of the season and the playoffs."

Dumoulin, obtained last summer in the Jordan Staal trade, had six goals and 24 points in 73 games with Wilkes-Barre/Scranton, and another two goals, eight points in 15 AHL playoff games.

Beyond him, Bylsma said, "You're talking about Maatta and Harrington, Pouliot, guys that project to be very big players for us down the road on their entry-level contract. I think it's going to be a must."

Maatta and Pouliot were first-round draft picks a year ago, Harrington a second-round pick in 2011. All three played in junior hockey last season.

Bylsma's Olympic memories

Bylsma last weekend was named coach of the United States Olympic team for the 2014 Sochi Games. That is contingent upon an agreement to continue to send NHL players to the Olympics, something that seems close but isn't finalized.

"The preliminary [NHL] schedule this season has got the break for the Olympics in it. ... We're talking about it as if the NHL players are available," Bylsma said.

Bylsma's appointment brought to mind childhood memories of the American hockey gold medal in 1980, including the "Miracle on Ice" upset of the Soviet Union, which was televised only on tape delay.

"My first recollection of the Olympic Games is in 1980," Bylsma said.

"I remember very clearly the [TV] screen and the roll across the bottom of the screen. My memory is that I was watching 'The Joker's Wild' on Saturday night and that came across the screen, that USA beat the Russians in that semifinal game. And then getting to stay home from church -- which is something that never happened in my household -- to watch on Sunday and see how that unfolded."

For much more on the Penguins, read the Pens Plus blog with Dave Molinari and Shelly Anderson at www.post-gazette.com/plus. Shelly Anderson: shanderson@post-gazette.com, 412-263-1721 and Twitter @pgshelly.
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Dupuis joins Letang with new contract for Penguins
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Peter Diana/Post-Gazette

Pascal Dupuis agreed to a 4-year deal with the Penguins late Tuesday.
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Penguins general manager Ray Shero worked out a four-year deal with first-line right winger Pascal Dupuis. 
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Empty Netters: Letang's deal will be a bargain

Crosby, Kunitz, Letang named NHL all-stars

By Dave Molinari / Pittsburgh Post-Gazette 

Penguins general manager Ray Shero locked up one of his key players early Tuesday evening when he agreed to an eight-year, $58 million contract with defenseman Kris Letang.

He must have liked the feeling, because he did it again just hours later, working out a four-year deal with first-line right winger Pascal Dupuis.

The deal carries a salary-cap hit of $3.75 million.

Unlike Letang, who has a year left on his current agreement, Dupuis was poised to become an unrestricted free agent. He would have been eligible to start discussing his future with prospective employers at 12:01 a.m. today.

Dupuis, 34, is coming off one of the most productive seasons of his career, having put up 20 goals and 18 assists in 48 games, many of which he spent on Sidney Crosby's right side.

--------------------------------------------------------------------------------

The terms

•

Eight years, $58 million

•

Begins with 2014-15 season

•

Runs through 2021-22 season

•

Average annual value of $7.25 million

--------------------------------------------------------------------------------

He also is one of the Penguins' top defensive forwards and a fixture on their penalty-killing unit.

While the finer points of Dupuis' contract still aren't known, Letang's includes a limited no-trade clause that will allow him to specify 12 teams before each season to which he will not accept a trade.

The new contract cemented Letang's place in the foundation of the franchise, likely for the better part of the next decade.

"Finalizing Kris Letang is really important for us," Shero said. "A 26-year-old defenseman like that is very difficult to replace."

Trying to fill out a championship-caliber lineup for the coming season while working with a relatively modest slice of salary-cap space is pretty challenging, too, and that's something else with which Shero has been dealing lately.

That has nothing to do with Letang's deal, which won't take effect until 2014-15, but is a byproduct of the money Shero already has committed to other players.

According to CapGeek.com, the leading authority on such matters, before the Dupuis deal was complete, the Penguins had pledged about $56.4 million to 18 players (one of whom is rugged winger Steve MacIntyre, who figures to play in the American Hockey League) for 2013-14.

The salary-cap ceiling is set at $64.3 million.

Shero has a pretty good idea of who he'd like to use to flesh out his roster -- wingers Matt Cooke and Craig Adams come immediately to mind -- but whether he will be able to make the numbers work before they qualify for unrestricted free agency Friday remains to be seen.

Shero has discussed new deals with the agents for both, but his efforts haven't paid off so far.

And, beginning at 12:01 a.m. today, other teams are getting an opportunity to try.

Under the terms of the NHL's new collective bargaining agreements, unrestricted-free-agents-to-be such as Cooke and Adams can meet with prospective employers today and Thursday, even though contracts can't be formalized until Friday.

In previous years, such contact would have constituted tampering. Now, it's more like due diligence for both parties.

Players can gauge the level of interest on the open market in their services, and clubs can find out whether a guy is interested in working for them, as well as get a feel for what it might cost.

Shero said "I don't know what to expect" from the two-day interview period, and said extent of the Penguins' involvement likely will be determined by what transpires with the players they hope to retain.

"I think wait and see what happens with our guys," Shero said.

Pat Morris, who represents Cooke, said he is "still having dialogue" with Shero.

Even as the Penguins have been trying to re-sign Cooke and Adams, they retained their rights to eight players headed for restricted free agency by extending qualifying offers to them.

Defenseman Robert Bortuzzo, goalie Eric Hartzell and forwards Dustin Jeffrey, Harry Zolnierczyk, Zach Sill, Brian Gibbons, Paul Thompson and Ryan Holzapfel received the offers, which allow the Penguins to match any contract proposal they receive from other teams.

Minor league forward Keven Veilleux is the only player the Penguins declined to qualify. He will become an unrestricted free agent, eligible to sign with any team.

The Penguins are trying to work out an agreement longer than the one-year qualifying offer with several of those players, including Bortuzzo, Zolnierczyk and Jeffrey.

None should expect to get anything close to the contract Letang received, however.

As of now, it will carry the third-highest cap hit among defensemen in 2014-15 -- the only larger contracts belong to Nashville's Shea Weber ($7.8 million) and Ryan Suter of Minnesota ($7.5 million) -- and pushes the Penguins' financial commitment to nine players that season to $48.95 million.

The cap ceiling is projected to rise to about $70 million then, and Shero is keenly aware of those numbers.

"You're always looking at that," he said. "I know you have to make decisions today with an eye on the future."

Dave Molinari: Dmolinari@Post-Gazette.com or Twitter @MolinariPG
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Ron Cook: Little return on big investments for Penguins

July 1, 2013 12:01 am

Matt Freed/Post-Gazette

The Penguins have invested a lot of money in core players such as Sidney Crosby, Evgeni Malkin, and are close to signing defenseman Kris Letang to a lengthy extension.
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Ron Cook / Pittsburgh Post-Gazette 

Since Ray Shero became Penguins general manager in May 2006, he has given out long-term contracts worth more than $425 million to Sidney Crosby, Evgeni Malkin, Chris Kunitz, James Neal, Paul Martin, Brooks Orpik and Marc-Andre Fleury. Apparently, he is close to pushing the total to nearly half a billion dollars with a new deal for Kris Letang.

Isn't it about time the boys start giving a little more back to Shero and the franchise?

It wouldn't be quite accurate to suggest the Crosby-Malkin era has been a bust. The Penguins did win the Stanley Cup in 2009 after going to the Cup final in 2008. But the return on Shero's investments since then haven't been much. The team is 3-4 in playoff series. It lost in the second round in 2010 and the first round in 2011 and 2012. It went to the Eastern Conference final this season, which is pretty good. But it was swept by the Boston Bruins, which is pretty bad.

Penguins owners Ron Burkle and Mario Lemieux are paying for so much more than that.

Shero clearly still believes in his core players. Forget about the Tyler Kennedy trade Sunday for a second-round pick in the NHL draft. He had become a spare part. After a painful 1-0 defeat June 7 to the Bruins in Game, Shero quickly gave a two-year contract extension to coach Dan Bylsma. He announced that goaltender Marc-Andre Fleury, who was benched for backup Tomas Vokoun in the postseason, will return next season as the No. 1 netminder. He gave Malkin and Kunitz long-term extensions. Then, Sunday, RDS of Canada reported that Letang agreed to an eight-year, $58 million deal, although neither his agent nor the Penguins confirmed it. If it goes through, it will bring Shero's spending on his eight top players to $485.8 million, according to capgeek.com.

The good news is Crosby, Malkin and Letang, if signed, almost certainly will play their prime years with the Penguins. Crosby, who signed a 12-year, $104.4 million extension last summer, is signed through the 2024-25 season. Malkin, with his eight-year, $76 million extension, is signed through 2021-22. Letang also would be signed through 2022.

What's troubling is that is enormous money to invest in three players in a salary-cap league. Crosby will continue to have a cap hit of $8.7 million. The new contract for Malkin kicks in for the 2014-15 season with a $9.5 million hit. Letang's new deal also would start in 2014-15 at $7.25 million. All of it makes it difficult to believe the Penguins will be able to keep valuable winger Pascal Dupuis, Crosby's linemate, or superb role player Matt Cooke.

Shero is smart to take the gamble. It was an easy call to keep Malkin with Crosby. As Dupuis noted after the Boston series, "They are 1 and 1A as the two best players in the world. Why wouldn't you want to keep them both?" Teammate Brenden Morrow, who is not expected back next season, added, "You could throw some meat and potatoes with those guys and have a heck of a hockey team. You keep those guys and [Letang] and you're going to have a heck of a hockey team for a long time here."

The apparent extension for Letang is a bit more of a surprise, but it still will make sense. The negotiations were reported to be acrimonious. It's nice that the two sides apparently haven't allowed a good business deal to become personal. Letang is a great young player with a huge upside. He was a finalist this season for the Norris Trophy as the top defenseman in the NHL and could win it more than once before his career is done.

Letang had better win multiple Norris trophies.

Crosby and Malkin had better win multiple NHL scoring titles and most valuable player awards.

These Penguins had better win a few more Stanley Cup titles.

Shero's faith in his team has come at a heavy price. He is giving the boys a chance to win every season for many years to come. It's not just Crosby, Malkin and likely Letang who are locked up. Winger James Neal is signed through the 2017-18 season at $5 million per year. Kunitz is signed through 2016-17 with a cap hit of $3.85 million. Fleury and defenseman Paul Martin are signed for two more seasons at $5 million per year.

It's long past time for the players to really start earning the big money. They certainly have the talent to do it. That's why Shero is wise to keep his team largely intact. But he won't be patient forever. Neither will Burkle and Lemieux. Eventually, they will get tired of investing in underachievers.

Ron Cook: rcook@post-gazette.com. Ron Cook can be heard on the "Vinnie and Cook" show weekdays from 10 a.m. to 2 p.m. on 93.7 The Fan.
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It was quite a season for the Chicago Blackhawks, and the summer hasn't been too bad either.

After winning the Presidents' Trophy and the Stanley Cup, the NHL's version of "winning the double" as a soccer fan might say, the Blackhawks have had a considerably less stressful offseason in the wake of a championship than the previous time in 2010.

2013-14 FANTASY PREVIEW: HAWKS

Under-valued: Jonathan Toews -- Is it possible to be Jonathan Toews and somehow be under-valued? Yes. Thanks to the forward's underwhelming playoff performance (three goals, 11 assists in 23 games), fantasy owners might be a little hesitant to draft Toews. Don't be. He will put up gaudy numbers in all categories but PIMs.

Over-valued: Bryan Bickell -- Bickell's case is basically the opposite of Toews. After a decent regular season (nine goals, 14 assists in 48 games), the forward thrived in the playoffs (nine goals, eight assists in 23 games). Unfortunately, the regular season stats are a better gauge of what to expect.

Sleeper: Brandon Pirri -- The forward continues to put up big numbers in the American Hockey League (131 points in his past 142 games), but when will he develop into a regular for the Blackhawks? This should be the year, and if he lines up as a second-line center playing with any of the stars in Chicago, he could be a Rookie of the Year candidate.

 -- Follow Matt Cubeta on Twitter: @NHLQubes

FOLLOW @NHLFANTASY FOR DAILY UPDATES ›

MORE NHL.COM FANTASY HOCKEY COVERAGE ›

General manager Stan Bowman traded role-playing forwards Dave Bolland and Michal Frolik to make enough room below the salary cap to retain playoff revelation Bryan Bickell. Free agent Viktor Stalberg, who expressed unhappiness with his role during the postseason, was unlikely to return and signed with the Nashville Predators.

Backup goaltender Ray Emery, who had a wonderful regular season as the No. 1b netminder but saw as much action between the pipes as Bowman did in the Stanley Cup Playoffs, signed with the Philadelphia Flyers and was replaced with former Blackhawks goalie Nikolai Khabibulin.

Otherwise, Bowman added more depth in goal by singing Antti Raanta after a great year in Finland and on defense by inking Theo Peckham to a two-way contract.

There are a couple of openings to fill up front, but there are several prospects expected to battle for those jobs. Another reason this has been a good offseason for Chicago is several of the top teams chasing the Blackhawks in the Western Conference -- the Los Angeles Kings, San Jose Sharks and Vancouver Canucks, in particular -- did not make any significant additions to their rosters.

Chicago will face a strong challenge from the St. Louis Blues in the new-look Central Division, but the Blackhawks will enter the season as one of the favorites to win the conference and the Stanley Cup for a third time in five seasons.

Forwards

Bryan Bickell - Jonathan Toews - Patrick Kane

Patrick Sharp - Brandon Pirri - Marian Hossa

Brandon Saad - Andrew Shaw - Jeremy Morin

Michal Handzus - Marcus Kruger - Ben Smith

Brandon Bollig

Defensemen

Duncan Keith - Brent Seabrook

Niklas Hjalmarsson - Johnny Oduya

Nick Leddy - Michal Rozsival

Sheldon Brookbank - Theo Peckham

Goalies

Corey Crawford

Nikolai Khabibulin

NOTES: The Blackhawks have been looking for a long-term solution at center behind Toews for years; maybe Pirri can be that guy. There are options in the short term (Handzus, Sharp, maybe Saad) if he isn't.

There are a couple of spots in the bottom six open, with Smith, Morin and Jimmy Hayes among the young players who will be in contention for them. The defense returns intact, and it seems reasonable to think the pairings will look just as they did when the season ended.

Crawford will likely see a higher percentage of starts with Emery gone, and his star turn in the postseason has him firmly on the radar of the evaluators for the Canadian entry in the 2014 Winter Olympics.
30 in 30: Blackhawks have spots open for prospects
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Chicago Blackhawks general manager Stan Bowman said change is necessary, even for a team with a proven group of players good enough to repeat as Stanley Cup champions.

"If you bring the exact same team back year to year, it's awful tough to push through the grind of a schedule and a season," Bowman told NHL.com during the Stanley Cup Final. "If you have a few guys who didn't win it and they want to get there, I think it brings some energy to the group. I don't mind the fact that you have to make some changes."

Some of the changes the Blackhawks are contemplating for this season involve prospects they've been marinating in the American Hockey League. Training camp could be a graduation of sorts for at least five of the top prospects in the Blackhawks' system.

Here is a look at Chicago's top 10 prospects, according to NHL.com:
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1. Brandon Pirri, C: After leading the American Hockey League in scoring last season (75 points in 76 games), Pirri could become the Blackhawks' No. 2 center this season. At the very least he'll be in the group that will be given the chance to earn that job in training camp in September. It's a coveted spot playing between Patrick Sharp and Marian Hossa.

Pirri is 21 years old and was chosen in the second round (No. 59) of the 2009 NHL Draft. He has appeared in seven games with the Blackhawks and has two assists. He had 56 points in 66 games in the AHL during the 2011-12 season.

"I think he's improved in the puck area, strength in the puck area," Blackhawks coach Joel Quenneville told NHL.com. "Offensively we know he can do the right thing. He sees and makes plays. That awareness defensively is something we'll be keeping an eye on."

2. Ben Smith, RW: Smith is 25 years old and has been on the cusp for a while. The Blackhawks have plans for him to be in the lineup this season. Quenneville said he could see Smith taking over Michael Frolik's duties as one of the team's top penalty killers along with Marcus Kruger.

Smith has four goals in 20 NHL games over the past three seasons and three goals in eight games in the Stanley Cup Playoffs. When Hossa was a late scratch in Game 3 of the Stanley Cup Final, Quenneville surprisingly turned to Smith, who handled himself well in more than 10 minutes of ice time.

He had 27 goals and 47 points in 54 games with Rockford last season.

"You look at the game when Hossa couldn't go, who Joel went to and that tells you right there what kind of confidence Joel has in him," Blackhawks director of amateur scouting Mark Kelley told NHL.com. "He plays with persistence. He was injured in the minors, lost a good portion of the year in 2011-12 and this past season he just put it all together."

3. Jeremy Morin, LW: Morin, 22, was tied for fifth in the AHL last season with 30 goals. He had 58 points in 67 games for the Rockford Ice Hogs. It was by far Morin's best professional season and there may be an opening for him on the NHL roster this season. He played three games with the Blackhawks last season and had a goal and an assist. He has five points in 15 NHL games over the past three seasons.

"He's another one that's just knocking on the door," Kelley said. "He's going to play. He's going to get that opportunity this year. Whether or not he can seize it and run with it we'll see. Jeremy offers so many things. He's got a great stick, shoots the puck and plays with a lot of character. He can play on any of the forward lines."

4. Adam Clendening, D: Clendening was an AHL All-Star in his first professional season after playing two seasons at Boston University. He had 46 points in 73 games, with 37 assists, second on his team behind Pirris' 53 and tied for 11th in the AHL.

The Blackhawks expect Clendening, 20, to play some games in the NHL this season.

"It's hard to crack the 'D,' but I think this year on an 82-game schedule, looking at our team, I think Joel is going to have the luxury of being able to play some players during periods of the season where in that short season and the year we were having, with the start that just wouldn't stop, your best laid plans get altered," Kelley said. "This year, we know there is going to be a graduation for some players coming up from Rockford and deservedly so."

5. Drew LeBlanc, C: When discussing candidates for the second-line center opening, Quenneville surprisingly mentioned LeBlanc, who has played two professional hockey games. Chicago signed LeBlanc to a one-year contract in April, after he finished his senior season at St. Cloud State. He played two games with the Blackhawks at the end of the regular season and was a minus-3 with zero points.

LeBlanc, 24, may need some time to learn what being a pro is all about, but the Blackhawks are high on him. If Pirri makes the NHL roster, don't be surprised to see LeBlanc quickly take over as the No. 1 center in Rockford.

"I wouldn't say he's a long shot," Kelley said. "With his circumstances, when he was signed, he couldn't play in Rockford. He played at the World Championships [for the United States]. We have to give him a little bit of time to adjust to the speed of the pro game, but for him it could happen soon."

6. Stephen Johns, D: Johns, a 6-foot-4 stay-at-home defenseman, is entering his senior year at the University of Notre Dame after putting up 14 points on a goal and 13 assists in 41 games as a junior. He was a plus-12, led the Fighting Irish with 62 penalty minutes and had 45 blocked shots. Johns, 21, was a second-round pick (No. 60) in 2010.

"When [Notre Dame's] season ends he could go right to Chicago," Kelley said. "He's right in that mix because of what he adds. He is big and mobile. The defensemen who go out after him have it a lot easier because the forecheck is not quite as strong. Right now he probably gets penalties because he makes too much noise when he hits. He's a big hitter."

7. Teuvo Teravainen, C: Teravainen, Chicago's first-round pick in 2012 (No. 18), will be in training camp next month but is expected to spend his third straight season playing for Jokerit in the SM-Liiga, Finland's top professional league. Bowman said Teravainen, 18, likely will be Jokerit's No. 1 center. He had a career-high 31 points in 44 games last season after 18 points in 40 games in 2011-12.

"The real plan is for him to play another year in Europe," Kelley said. "He'll get ice time obviously with the under-20 team. He might get some looks with the national team. With Teuvo, we have the luxury of being patient with him. It's let him mature physically. For us, the excitement is that he's just an elite talent. He'll get there."

8. Antti Raanta, G: Raanta, a 24-year-old goalie from Finland, signed a one-year deal reportedly worth up to $1.4 million, but he likely will start the season with Rockford because the Blackhawks signed Nikolai Khabibulin to be Corey Crawford's backup. Raanta is someone the Blackhawks are eyeing for future years provided he can learn the North American game.

"He's 24 years old and hopefully he can adjust to North American [hockey] quickly," Bowman said. "Sometimes that takes a little bit of time, so we're not trying to rush him into anything."

9. Phillip Danault, RW: Danault, Chicago's first-round pick in 2011 (No. 26), is entering what should be his first full professional season after finishing his junior career in the QMJHL last season. He split time between the Moncton Wildcats and Victoriaville Tigres and had 85 points on 23 goals and 62 assists in 56 games.

He played five games in Rockford at the end of the season and did not register a point. Danault, 20, played for Canada in the 2013 World Junior Championship and had one assist in six games.

"He's very good along the walls, he has a great stick, good body position and loves to take it to the net," Blackhawks director of player personnel Barry Smith told the team's website. "He's not afraid of traffic and he really competes. I like his chances. I like his game. I think he's really going to improve."

10. Mark McNeill, C: McNeill, like Danault, was a first-round pick in 2011 (No. 18) and went to Rockford last season after his junior career wrapped up. He likely will be in Rockford on a full-time basis after completing four seasons with the Prince Albert Raiders of the Western Hockey League. McNeill, 20, had 67 points in 65 games last season and finished his WHL career with 243 points in 276 games, including 217 points in 206 games over the past three seasons.

"We project him as a third-line player, but with that size and he has puck skills, he could slide up and play with your skill players because of the skill he has," Kelley said.

---
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When Brandon Pirri says he should be the Chicago Blackhawks' No. 2 center this season his intent isn't to sound cocky or to step out of line.

Pirri's feeling that he should be the one to play between Marian Hossa and Patrick Sharp is instead born out of experience, confidence in his ability, and the understanding that he is one of the reasons Blackhawks general manager Stan Bowman never sought to fill the job through a trade or free agency this summer.

"It's something I think I've earned the opportunity to do and I have to take advantage of it," Pirri told NHL.com. "I want to make that jump and I think I'm ready."
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Pirri, 22, led the American Hockey League in scoring last season with 75 points in 76 games for the Rockford IceHogs. He has spent the past three seasons turning himself into a two-way center in the AHL. He said his defense has improved dramatically, evidenced by the fact Rockford coach Ted Dent was putting him out late in games for defensive-zone faceoffs.

If Pirri can convince Blackhawks coach Joel Quenneville he is ready, that his defensive game now matches his offensive ability to the point he can slide in at No. 2 behind captain Jonathan Toews, the rest of Chicago's lineup can take shape from there with little to no change from this spring, when the Blackhawks won the Stanley Cup.

Pirri's emergence would allow Quenneville to keep Sharp on his preferable left side instead of in the middle and let Brandon Saad and Andrew Shaw form two-thirds of what would likely be a dangerous third line. Quenneville said Saad also will be given a chance to become the No. 2 center because he's played the position prior to getting to Chicago.

With Pirri in the middle on the second line, Quenneville could keep Marcus Kruger, a long shot to be the No. 2 center, away from a prominent 5-on-5 role so he stays fresh for his penalty-killing duties. Michal Handzus would slide into a fourth-line role, which over the course of an 82-game season is better suited for the 36-year-old veteran.

"Could [Pirri] do it? I think he could, but that's a big job, and with him we're looking for that consistency," Quenneville told NHL.com. "We know he's capable of doing a lot of good things offensively and defensively he's improved over the last few years, but now game in and game out getting to that level of predictability that we want, that's going to be the challenge. I think he's capable of it for sure, so he's one guy under consideration."

Pirri is doing what he can to back up his own belief this summer. Instead of going back home to Toronto and training with former NHL player turned noted workout leader Gary Roberts, which Pirri had done the past two summers, he moved into left wing Brandon Bollig's downtown apartment and is training at United Center with Blackhawks strength and conditioning coach Paul Goodman.

"I really wanted to make an impression with all the Blackhawks brass," Pirri said. "I want to be around. I want them to see my face all the time and think of me. I've been working hard in the gym and I'm trying to make an impression."

Pirri said it was his idea to live in Chicago this summer.

"Working out with Paul, who is a terrific trainer, and just being around, being in the city, I think shows that I'm willing to give up going back home and spending time with my family because this is really what I want," he said.

He isn't sure if his decision has registered with the Blackhawks, but he is confident it will make a difference when he gets to training camp and his becomes a familiar face.

"In the end it's my job to force their hand into saying, 'This kid deserves to be here and he deserves to play with these two great players [Sharp and Hossa],'" Pirri said. "That's what I'm working for this summer. I want to make Joel's and Stan's decision easy. I want them to say, 'He's performed and he's earned the chance.'"

---
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It's been 15 years since the Detroit Red Wings became the last team to repeat as Stanley Cup champions. The Chicago Blackhawks are built to do it again, but so were the Los Angeles Kings last season and that didn't quite work out as advertised.

Chicago's roster changeover isn't that significant, certainly not in comparison to when the Blackhawks won the Cup in 2010 and had to overhaul nearly half the roster because of salary-cap constraints. Chicago has to replace three players who played in Game 6 of the Stanley Cup Final: Dave Bolland and Michael Frolik were traded, and Viktor Stalberg was not re-signed.

The Blackhawks have it all in place to win the Cup again, but that doesn't mean they're free of questions heading into training camp next month. Here are six:
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1. Who is the No. 2 center? -- There are as many as five legitimate candidates and two wild cards for coach Joel Quenneville to choose from. He's expected to give Brandon Saad and Brandon Pirri, who led the AHL in scoring last season, first dibs.

Pirri would be the ideal candidate. Not only is he a natural center and a point producer, but if he were to be the No. 2 center it would allow Quenneville to keep Saad at left wing to potentially push Bickell for playing time in the top six. Pirri needs to prove to Quenneville his defensive game is sound. It's been the knock on him since he turned pro three years ago.

"There's no question what he can do offensively, but it's never offense that gets you here," Blackhawks director of amateur scouting Mark Kelley told NHL.com.

Quenneville said he likes the idea of Saad having the puck more, but there is no way to know how he will react to being a center in the NHL.

The other candidates are Andrew Shaw, Marcus Kruger and Michal Handzus. Quenneville would prefer to have 36-year-old Handzus in a smaller role, but he called him the safe option if the others don't work out. The wild cards are Patrick Sharp and Drew LeBlanc.

Quenneville wants Sharp on the left wing, but he knows he can move him to the middle if need be. LeBlanc, who played two games with Chicago in April after turning pro, would have to have an outstanding camp to be on the radar; he's more than likely ticketed to start the season in Rockford, Chicago's AHL affiliate.

2. Is Nick Leddy going to be better than he was in the playoffs? -- He'd better be or the Blackhawks will have a problem on their hands, because at 22 years old Leddy should be making progress, not going through a regression.

Quenneville did not trust him as the games got bigger in the Stanley Cup Final. Leddy averaged 4:18 of ice time over the last three games, including a season-low 2:37 in Game 4. He was stapled to the bench as Quenneville went with five defenders, including Michal Rozsival, who spent most of the regular season in a No. 6 platoon with Sheldon Brookbank.

Leddy is supposed to be a fleet-footed, puck-moving defenseman, but he was stationary and turnover-prone in the playoffs, when he had zero points over the final 17 games and finished as a minus-8.

The Blackhawks showed faith in Leddy by giving him a two-year contract on July 3. It'll either be a bridge deal to something bigger and more lucrative if he develops the way Chicago thinks he can, or it will be a bridge deal to nowhere if he regresses the way he did in the postseason.

3. Is Marian Hossa healthy? -- Quenneville says yes.

"All our guys should be ready to go when we start," Quenneville said.

Hossa missed Game 3 of the Stanley Cup Final because of a bad back and he was limited in Games 4, 5 and 6. After initially thinking he would require surgery, doctors determined Hossa's back would heal on its own.

He had 16 points in 22 games in the playoffs after producing 17 goals and 31 points in 40 regular-season games.

4. Who takes over for Michael Frolik on the PK? -- Bowman knew the gamble he was taking in trading Frolik to the Winnipeg Jets on draft day, but he likely wouldn't have done it without thinking there are solid in-house candidates to take over as Kruger's partner on the PK.

Quenneville said he is eyeing Ben Smith as a replacement for Frolik, who averaged nearly two-and-a-half minutes of shorthanded ice time per game in the regular season and almost three minutes in the postseason. Chicago was better than 87 percent on the PK in the regular season and nearly 91 percent in the playoffs.

Smith first has to make the team in training camp, but that is expected to be a formality. Quenneville wants someone with grit, speed and some offensive skill to play with Kruger on the PK, and he'd prefer it not be top-six forwards Toews or Hossa, who typically comprised the team's second PK duo.

Depending on who wins the battle to be the No. 2 center, Saad could be a candidate to take Frolik's shorthanded minutes.

Bryan Bickell

Bryan Bickell - 2013 PLAYOFFS

Left Wing - CHI

GOALS: 9 | ASST: 8 | PTS: 17

 SOG: 49 | +/-: 11

 5. Can Bryan Bickell build on his postseason and live up to his contract? -- The Blackhawks wouldn't have given him a four-year, $16 million contract if they didn't believe he could. Bickell wouldn't have given up a chance to test his worth on the free-agent market if he didn't believe in Chicago. 

Quenneville said he thinks Bickell is the ideal NHL power forward because of his size (6-4, 233 pounds), skill, hands around the net and physical prowess. He played well down the stretch on the top line with Toews and Kane, who found more space to work with and another option around the net with Bickell on the left side.

Now Bickell has to prove he can do it on a more consistent basis. He has to build on his excellent postseason, when he scored nine goals and had 19 points.

Bickell is 27 years old and his time has come. Chicago needs him to be worth every penny.

"There's going to be more pressure," Bickell said. "They're going to rely on me more. I feel this playoffs I took a big step in the way I need to play and the consistency level I need to bring, but I feel I can bring that every night. I know what it takes now, what they want, and hopefully I can just bring it."

6. Will Corey Crawford mesh well with Khabibulin and his still to be determined goalie coach? -- Last season, Crawford, backup goalie Ray Emery and goalie coach Stephane Waite had a productive working relationship. The goalies fed off each other, competing for the net in practice and when they got the call from Quenneville to play in the games. Emery's injury late in the season gave Crawford the opening he needed to become the unquestioned No. 1 goalie, which he obviously is now.

Emery left to sign with the Philadelphia Flyers and Waite moved on to work with Carey Price and the Montreal Canadiens. Chicago signed Nikolai Khabibulin to be Crawford's backup and they're searching for Waite's replacement.

Crawford's confidence should be strong enough that he doesn't need as much of a support system as he did last season. The Blackhawks signed Khabibulin to be the veteran to help Crawford through any rough patches and push him for playing time, the way Emery did last season.

"Khabibulin coming in gives us the reassurance of a guy who is really experienced, knowledgeable," Quenneville said. "I can see him being a good working partner with [Crawford] because he's a real student of the game. He's excited being back in Chicago. They've been around each other as goaltenders so there is some familiarity there. I just think it'd be a nice tandem at this stage.

"I don't think there should be any questions about what [Crawford] is capable of doing and the consistency of what we should be expecting from our goaltenders."

---

30 in 30: Stability makes Blackhawks favorite again
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Chicago Blackhawks coach Joel Quenneville predictably doesn't want to discuss or even utter the word "dynasty," not when it comes to his team, which is the closest thing the NHL has to a present-day dynasty with two Stanley Cup championships in the past four seasons.

"In today's game it's tough to even think like that with the significant changes to your roster," Quenneville told NHL.com.

Except the changes the Blackhawks have made since they won the Cup in Boston on June 24 aren't that significant, at least when compared to what they went through in the months after winning the Cup in Philadelphia on June 9, 2010.

30 IN 30: CHICAGO BLACKHAWKS

Stability makes Blackhawks favorite again

Leddy, Hossa on list of Blackhawks' questions

Pirri's potential an X-factor for Blackhawks

Chicago's lineup remains mostly intact

Blackhawks have spots open for prospects

ALL 30 IN 30 STORIES ›          30 IN 30 CALENDAR ›

Chicago experienced a roster overhaul necessitated by the NHL salary cap in 2010, losing eight players who suited up for Game 6 against the Philadelphia Flyers before the next season started. This summer, general manager Stan Bowman chose to trade Dave Bolland and Michael Frolik and not re-sign Viktor Stalberg or Ray Emery, but those are the only subtractions from the lineup Quenneville used in Game 6 against the Boston Bruins.

Emery, the backup goaltender, didn't play in the game. Bolland scored the winning goal.

With Bryan Bickell, Michal Rozsival, Michal Handzus, Marcus Kruger and Nick Leddy all retained with new contracts, the Blackhawks' roster for this coming season isn't all that different from last season, when not only did they win the Cup but had a historic start, going an NHL-record 24 straight games without a regulation loss to start the season.

With the salary cap designed to be the great equalizer, "dynasty" may be a dangerous word in the NHL today. The Blackhawks, though, could be on their way to becoming a legitimate one. They just don't want to recognize it publicly.

"The will to win it again will definitely be in place because we know the character these guys have and what they bring … but the opportunity to prove that [a dynasty] is not what we're trying to prove," Quenneville said. "We're just trying to win and be successful. It comes with it. It's been a nice start to these guys' careers and they should be proud of what they have achieved, but I don't think anyone is satisfied."

Nor is anyone in Chicago guaranteeing the Blackhawks will win the Cup again next season even though they are the August favorite to come out of the Western Conference. Like every team, the Blackhawks have some issues to iron out.

The Bolland trade to the Toronto Maple Leafs created an opening at center, and because Quenneville would prefer to use Handzus in a smaller role than he had in the Stanley Cup Playoffs last season, the Blackhawks are going to hold open tryouts for the No. 2 center position. Brandon Pirri and Brandon Saad are the leading candidates.

Pirri has spent the past three seasons in the American Hockey League, leading the league in scoring last season with 75 points in 76 games. Saad was a left wing for the Blackhawks last season, but Quenneville said he played center in his development years and the coach wants to give him a look there in camp.

BLACKHAWKS' OFFSEASON OUTLOOK

Additions: G Nikolai Khabibulin, D Theo Peckham

Subtractions: C Dave Bolland, RW Michael Frolik, RW Viktor Stalberg, G Ray Emery, LW Daniel Carcillo, D Steve Montador, LW Rostislav Olesz

UFAs: RW Jamal Mayers

Promotion candidates: C Brandon Pirri, RW Ben Smith, LW Jeremy Morin, RW Jimmy Hayes, D Adam Clendenning, C Drew LeBlanc

"[Saad] with the puck is a good thing," Quenneville said. "He's big, protects it well, and defensively he's been fine on the wall. Down low you've got a little bit more responsibility in our system for what you have to do, but I think he's capable of grabbing it. We'll see."

Quenneville also mentioned Kruger, Andrew Shaw and Drew Leblanc as candidates. Quenneville called Handzus the safe option should nothing else work out, and Sharp could move back to center if need be, but the team prefers him playing on the left side.

"I'm not concerned because we've got about six or seven different options and you know something is going to work," Quenneville said. "That's how I see it."

Bowman gave Bickell a four-year, $16 million contract based off of his breakout performance in the postseason, when he finished second on the team with 17 points and tied for second with nine goals, establishing a significant role on the top line with Jonathan Toews and Patrick Kane.

That's where the Blackhawks want Bickell to be this season, but he has to play up to the level of his contract.

"He has all the ingredients you want in a power forward," Quenneville said of Bickell (6-foot-4, 233 pounds). "He's big, strong, can shoot, can hit, can play tough, has a nice set of hands. The consistency is what kept him away from playing up there regularly. That's the challenge.

"I think he's capable of doing it, but the everyday stuff and the challenges that come with that consistency is what we're going to be pushing him for and he's going to be striving for as well. It should be a good progression for him in the development of his career."

By trading Frolik to the Winnipeg Jets, Bowman gambled by dealing away one of Chicago's top penalty-killing forwards. Frolik and Kruger were on in every big situation on the PK, but now the Blackhawks need someone to step into that role.

Quenneville would prefer it be someone who doesn't play a prominent 5-on-5 or power-play role, so he's eyeing 25-year-old right wing Ben Smith, who first has to make the team in training camp. Smith was the surprise last-minute replacement for injured Marian Hossa in Game 3 of the Stanley Cup Final. Smith has played in 20 regular-season games and eight playoff games.

"Hopefully that guy who gets the opportunity, which is good, quality ice time, can fit well with Kruger," Quenneville said.

There are other unknown issues, such as how will Corey Crawford get along with new backup goalie Nikolai Khabibulin and their yet-to-be-named goalie coach (Stephane Waite left for the Montreal Canadiens), but the point remains that Chicago has a legitimate chance to repeat, an opportunity to become a modern-day dynasty.

Maybe then Quenneville will at least say the word.

---

Reinhart puts skills on display in Canada victory

Wednesday, 08.07.2013 / 5:10 PM / Prospects

By Adam Kimelman - NHL.com Deputy Managing Editor
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LAKE PLACID, N.Y. -- Sam Reinhart is viewed by many as the early favorite to be the first player picked at the 2014 NHL Draft, and on Wednesday against Finland he showed why.

Reinhart, who plays for the Kootenay Ice of the Western Hockey League, scored a goal, showed his puck management skills and killed penalties as Canada made its debut here at the USA Hockey National Junior Evaluation Camp with a 5-3 victory against Finland.

Reinhart is known as an offensive dynamo -- he led Kootenay in goals (35), assists (50) and points (85) last season -- but he was a key part of Canada's perfect 6-for-6 effort on the penalty kill.

"I know Sam is an 18-year-old player," Canada coach Brent Sutter said. "He's a very good hockey player and I have no problem whatsoever putting him in all those key situations."

WJC CAMP BLOG

World Junior Evaluation Camp coverage

While Reinhart enjoyed scoring a goal, being able to kill penalties was also nice. He said he does that with Kootenay, but to do it on this stage is a bit of a badge of honor.

"It's good," he said. "It always gives you a little more confidence when he relies on you in certain situations."

While the second-youngest player at the camp, Reinhart already has distinguished himself as a strong candidate to make the 2014 IIHF World Junior Championship team. He certainly had no problem keeping up with the pace in his first taste of top-level under-20 international hockey.

"It was good, went really well," he said. "I think both teams took a couple minutes to get going, but once we did, it was a pretty fast-paced game the whole way through."

Finland opened the scoring when Kasper Kapanen, another top 2014 draft prospect, wristed a shot from the slot past Canada goalie Eric Comrie 51 seconds into the game.

Reinhart evened the score with a great individual effort. He held onto the puck as he skated through the Finland zone, lost it for a second, but recovered, spun and fired a hard shot that eluded Finland goalie Juuse Saros at 10:11.

"It seemed like a broken-down play," Reinhart said. "I just quickly turned around and shot and Rykes [Kerby Rychel] was in front and doing a great job of screening the goalie and I had a lot of net to shoot at."

Just 27 seconds later Canada took the lead when Frederik Gauthier knocked in a loose puck in front of the Finland net to make it 2-1.

In between the goals, Canada had to kill off three Finland power plays. Reinhart teamed with Felix Girard, a Nashville Predators draft pick, to help the effort.

"You look at [Reinhart] and Felix, they're both really, really solid two-way guys," Sutter said. "They understand the details of the game, they're smart players. I'm very comfortable using those guys killing penalties."

Girard, who previously played with Reinhart at the 2012 IIHF World Under-18 Championship, said he's seen great growth from his teammate, even though Girard remembers being highly impressed with how Reinhart, then 16, handled the pressure of high-level international hockey.

PROSPECTS
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"I think he's smarter with puck management now," Girard told NHL.com. "When I saw him, he was 16 years old, he was good with the puck, I could tell he had good hockey sense and he's a smart kid. I see right now he's way smarter with the puck and he has experience to his game. … He's a good player, got great hockey sense. He knows where the puck is going before it goes there. He's a smart kid on the ice. It's nice to play with him."

Saku Salminen's one-timer off a pass from Juuso Ikonen 3:07 into the second period tied the game, and Saros kept things that way through the middle 20 minutes. His best save came midway through. With Canada's Mark Jankowski hanging on the crossbar, Saros was down on his belly and used his glove to slap away a Brendan Gaunce shot. He also held strong through back-to-back Canada power plays late in the period, including a 14-second 5-on-3 advantage.

Canada swapped its lines around the third and the result was three goals, including the tie-breaker from Girard 3:39 into the period. Emile Poirier carried the puck to the net but was stopped by Saros. Girard followed the play and scored on the rebound.

"I think this is how international hockey and high-level hockey is played," Girard said. "You need to go to the net and grab some rebounds because there's so many good players here, it's hard to make highlight goals and carry the puck all the way. You need to play a simple game, put the puck on net and that's how it worked for my goal."

The same could be said for a goal by Gaunce at 10:03 of the period. A newly constructed line of Gaunce between Anthony Mantha and Rychel resulted in Gaunce digging the puck out from under Saros and scoring as he was knocked down to make it 4-2.

"That's how they have to play," Sutter said of the trio. "That's the type of game they have to play. They have to be dependable players and they have to be heavy players. … To get to play on this team, they're not going to be top-six forwards, they have to play heavy, play the right way, and I thought in the third period that line played well for us."

Artturi Lehkonen rifled a shot from the slot past Comrie at 15:07 to make it a one-goal game, but Hunter Shinkaruk closed the scoring when he picked up a puck in the neutral zone, skated through a Finland player's check and scored into an empty net at 18:46.

"You're getting a group of young men together that play on all different club teams across our nation, you're trying to gel them, trying to get them to understand one way we want to play here," Sutter said. "It takes a little bit of time [but] for the first game I was extremely happy."

Reinhart also was happy with his game, and to have the first one out of the way.

"That first one is huge to get under your belt," he said. "[Thursday against Sweden] will be a better game."

---
Senators' Spezza finds offseason motivation

Wednesday, 08.07.2013 / 6:20 PM / NHL Insider
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Ottawa Senators center Jason Spezza does not have to look hard to find offseason motivation.

He's coming off an injury-shortened season, his team is thought to be worse off because Daniel Alfredsson is gone, he could replace his former teammate as captain, and he was left off the preliminary roster for Canada's Olympic team.

Alfredsson signed with the Detroit Red Wings as a free agent this summer after 17 seasons in Ottawa, 13 as captain, 10 with Spezza.
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"I think we feel like we have a really good team, and I don't think I agree with the assessment that [Detroit is] in a much better place than us to win," Spezza said Wednesday in a radio interview, via the Senators' website. "We've made some good acquisitions, and his decision was made on what he felt was best for him personally. We feel strongly about our group here and we think we've made some big strides."

Those strides could be made with Spezza, 30, as the new captain.

"If you ask any player, you'd love to have the distinction of being captain of your club," Spezza told Team 1200. "It's something that I pride myself on being a leader in our room, and we've always led as a group leadership core. I think it'll continue that way whether it's me or someone else as captain.

"I feel like I'm one of the leaders on our team that has to be good night in and night out and make sure things are running smoothly in the room and take a lot of responsibility with how I'm playing."

Alfredsson's scoring will be replaced, in part, by forward Bobby Ryan, who was acquired in a trade with the Anaheim Ducks on July 5.

"He's a heck of an addition for our club," Spezza said. "... He'll bring a different element to our team that maybe we haven't had in a few years. To get a guy at his age [26] that's in the prime of his career that feels like he's got a bit more to give ... I talked to him he's really excited about coming and I think there's a lot of things I think I can probably help him along with to make him a better player."

Spezza missed almost all of 2012-13 with a back injury; he played five games to start the regular season and was able to return for three games in the Stanley Cup Playoffs, where the Senators lost in the second round to the Pittsburgh Penguins.

"I feel great, and the only impact it has had on my training is it's making me feel really motivated to make sure I'm coming to camp in great shape and excited to go," he said. "I can't remember having the excitement coming towards a season like I have right now for a long time just because of the time that I've missed."

The injury could be part of the reason Spezza, the fourth-leading scorer in the NHL in 2011-12, was not included on Canada's preliminary roster for the 2014 Winter Olympics in Sochi, Russia. The team will have 25 forwards at its orientation camp later this month.

"I was a little bit surprised, but as these things are and you don't control how they pick these teams or what," Spezza said. "Like I said, I was pretty motivated going into this season because I had missed all of last year and I'd say this has definitely added to it a little bit."
Sweden defeats U.S. with power play at WJC camp
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LAKE PLACID, N.Y. -- U.S. coach Don Lucia has spent the better part of this week's National Junior Evaluation Camp advising his players about what can happen when you give a talented team like Sweden an excessive amount of power-play opportunities.

So far, it doesn't appear the lessons are sinking in.

"That's about eight power-play goals in three games," Lucia said. "Hopefully they got a little hockey IQ so you can figure that out."

Through three games against the United States, facing a pair of split-squad teams and a cut-down group, Sweden has scored eight of its 12 goals with the man-advantage, including two on seven attempts in a 4-0 victory Wednesday.
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Sweden is 8-for-23 (34.8 percent) with the man-advantage in the three games.

It has created those power-play chances through an aggressive, attacking style that often has kept the American skaters behind the play.

"I think we have shown these three games that we're a puck-possession team," Sweden coach Rikard Gronborg said. "Sometimes other teams might get frustrated that we have the puck a little bit, and then there's a tripping penalty or a hooking penalty. We have quite a few players, especially our forwards, that are strong on the puck. It's frustrating playing against players like that. We earned those penalties, and since we are getting power plays, we need to have an efficient power play. It's nice to see as a coach."

He saw a lot of it Wednesday. Sweden's Tobias Tornkvist scored 6:04 into the game to give Sweden a 1-0 lead, and the Swedes had a pair of power-play chances to build on it, but the U.S. was able to keep them off the board.

It didn't work as well for the Americans in the second period. With Stefan Matteau in the penalty box for roughing at 2:26, Sweden got a fortuitous bounce when Jacob de la Rose's shot from the left circle was blocked by Quentin Shore in front, but the puck bounced off the shaft of his stick and landed right on the blade of Sweden's Andre Burakovsky, and the Washington Capitals 2013 first-round pick (No. 23) scored into a mostly empty net at 4:19.

Later in the period, American defenseman Steven Santini was assessed a double-minor for high-sticking and Sweden needed 11 seconds to take advantage when Gustav Possler crashed the net to poke in a loose puck at 8:42.

Sweden worked the puck around the offensive zone effortlessly on the man-advantage. Considering the team has been together for less than a week, it was even more remarkable.

"I just think we're really good, talented players and great with the puck on the power play," de la Rose, a Montreal Canadiens prospect, told NHL.com. "We're taking care of the chances we get. … All the guys here have played on national teams over the years, under-16, under-17, so we know each other. We try to keep it simple, too, a lot of shots … it's all about fast passing and a lot of shots."

More satisfying to Gronborg is the fact his team is having so much success without star forwards Filip Forsberg and Elias Lindholm, first-round NHL draft picks who are eligible to play in the 2014 IIHF World Junior Championship but likely will be in the NHL when the tournament starts Dec. 26.

In addition, Sweden played without top-six forwards Sebastian Collberg and Oskar Sundqvist, who were injured in the team's game Monday. Collberg is out with an injury to his right knee, and Sundqvist has a sore neck from colliding with a metal stanchion.

"When it comes to power play, we were a little worried today because Collberg is a big part of that," Gronborg said. "Forsberg and Lindholm are not available here, so we were concerned with Collberg out and Sundqvist out; they're guys that run the power play on the first and second power plays. But other guys stepped up. [Daniel] Zaar had a good game, a couple other guys stepped up to the challenge.

"It's nice to see there's options out there, because in big championships there's going to be injuries and guys stepped into different positions."

Lucas Wallmark finished the scoring with a goal off a Burakovsky set-up at 12:36, five seconds after a penalty on the United States' Adam Erne for slashing had ended.

"I would like to see us eliminate the offensive-zone penalties," Lucia said. "You're going to get penalties for hard hits. … The four-minute [penalty], he tried to get his stick and hit him in the head. A couple of those tonight were unintentional that resulted in penalties. Still, you have to be responsible for your stick, and that's the discipline part. That's the learning curve and understanding how the game is going to be called.

"We're not going to be a high-scoring team, so we've got to be smart and make sure we manage games, and being disciplined is part of it."

When they're not, games like Wednesday happen.

---
U.S. beats Slovakia, makes Hlinka semis

Wednesday, 08.07.2013 / 3:54 PM / News
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Nick Schmaltz scored twice and Blake Weyrick made 15 saves as the U.S. Under-18 Select Team beat Slovakia 5-2 Wednesday on the final day of preliminary-round action and advanced to the semifinals at the 2013 Memorial of Ivan Hlinka in Piestany, Slovakia.

 The victory gave the United States seven points, good for first place in Group B and a berth in the semifinals on Friday against the Czech Republic, which finished second in Group A. Slovakia, which lost all three of its games and was outscored 12-4, will play in the seventh-place game earlier Friday.

In the other semifinal, five-time defending champion Canada plays Russia. The winners will meet for the championship on Saturday.

"The job's not done yet," U.S. coach Bob Corkum told the tournament website. "We're two wins away from our ultimate goal. This is another step in that direction. I thought our team played very well [against Slovakia], very composed, despite the great officiating."

The U.S. has finished among the top three 10 times since the tournament's inception in 1991, including a first-place finish in 2003. It has earned second place seven times and third twice, but was coming off a seventh-place finish last year.

The Americans opened a 4-0 lead in the first period on a pair of goals by Schmaltz of the Green Bay Gamblers in the United States Hockey League, and one each by Keegan Iverson (Portland Winterhawks, WHL) and Kyle Connor (Youngstown Phantoms, USHL). Slovakian starting goalie Maximillian Pajpach was replaced by Stanislav Skorvanek to open the second period.

Schmaltz, a potential first-, second-, or third-round pick in the 2014 NHL Draft, might be the player to watch in the USHL this season. The 5-foot-11, 158-pound center for Green Bay will attend the University of North Dakota next fall. He's the younger brother of Jordan Schmaltz, who was chosen in the first round (No. 25) by the St. Louis Blues in 2012.

Nick Schmaltz, who was named the player of the game for the United States on Wednesday, had 18 goals, 52 points and 18 power-play points in 64 games with the Gamblers in 2012-13.

The Slovaks pulled within 4-2 in a span of 15 seconds early in the second period on a penalty-shot goal by Adam Hascic and a blast from the right point by Christian Jaros. The Americans added an insurance goal when Kyle Connor scored off a drop pass from Joe Snively 6:47 into the second.

"We knew that we had the firepower to get any goals back that we needed," Corkum said. "The Slovaks played hard, they got a little momentum off the penalty shot and then the power play. We did a good job regrouping after that. The fifth goal was a big goal."

Hascic's goal was a result of U.S. defenseman Ryan Mantha being whistled for a five-minute major penalty for hooking Filip Kundrat 2:12 into the second. Kundrat had to leave the ice on a stretcher following the penalty.

The U.S. was forced to play the remainder of the game short one defenseman, but persevered.

"I thought we had the game under control," U.S. defenseman Brandon Carlo said. "After that I knew we weren't going to let them come back. We already let them get those two goals and that was enough so we shut them down after that."

Carlo was also asked about the team playing down a defensemen after the loss of Mantha.

"Everybody has to go through some adversity, and we will play with six D if we have to," he said.

The Slovaks had an opportunity to narrow the deficit late in the game when they got a two-man advantage for 45 seconds with forward Ryan Wagner (slashing) and defenseman Brandon Carlo (delay of game) serving minor penalties. The Americans did a superb defensive job and closed out the game to move on to the medal round. Weyrick, who was making his first start in the tournament, came up with seven saves in the final period.

In other action on Wednesday

Czech Republic 5, Sweden 2: David Pastrnak scored a pair of goals and added an assist to help lead his country into the semifinal round in Breclav, Czech Republic. The Czechs, who finished second in the Group A pool, will meet the United States on Friday.

In the other semifinal, Group A winner Canada, a 4-3 shootout winner against Switzerland, will meet Russia, which beat Finland 7-3.

Sweden trailed 3-0 after 40 minutes but pulled within 3-2 on third-period goals by Oskar Lindblom and William Altelius Nylander. But Pastrnak's second goal of the game gave the Czechs a 4-2 edge with 3:12 remaining in regulation, and Lukas Vopelka added an empty-net goal with 56 seconds left.

Pastrnak opened the scoring at 15:50 into the game when he converted a feed from Filip Pyrochta to give the host country a 1-0 lead. Jakub Zboril made it 2-0 at 59 seconds of the second on an assist by Pastrnak.

Milan Svarc scored with 17 seconds remaining in the period to give the Czechs a 3-0 lead, much to the delight of the hometown fans.

---
Canada tops Switzerland in shootout at Ivan Hlinka
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Spencer Watson and Brayden Point scored in a shootout as Canada's Under-18 Select Team beat Switzerland 4-3 Wednesday on the final day of preliminary-round competition at the 2013 Memorial of Ivan Hlinka in Breclav, Czech Republic.

The victory, coupled with the Czech Republic's 5-2 victory over Sweden later in the day, enabled Canada to finish first in the Group A pool and earn a semifinal-round berth against Russia on Friday. In the other semifinal, the United States will face the Czech Republic.

 The championship round is slated for Saturday.

 Canada opened the tournament with a 4-0 win against the Czech Republic on Monday, but lost 4-3 to Sweden on Tuesday. The Swiss beat Sweden 3-2 before blowing a three-goal lead and losing 4-3 in a shootout to the Czech Republic on Tuesday.

Canada dominated the five-minute overtime prior to the shootout, but Swiss goalie Kevin Fehr was equal to the task. In the shootout, Canadian goaltender Julio Billia stopped the first Swiss shooter before Watson connected to give Canada the edge. After Billia denied the second shooter, Point made good on his attempt to end the game.

Switzerland captain Simon Kindschi had pulled his team into a 3-3 tie when his blast from the point eluded Billia with 5:32 remaining in regulation. Canada had taken a 3-2 lead when defenseman Aaron Ekblad's screened shot found the back of the net at 17:48 of the second period.

The countries exchanged goals late in the first period. Kindschi beat Billia on the short side from the left hash on a rising wrist shot with 2:43 left before Point evened the score by firing home his own rebound 83 seconds later.

Canada took its first lead 7:46 into the second period when Sam Bennett knocked home a rebound for a 2-1 edge. The Swiss pulled even 2:43 later when Kevin Fiala backhanded a shot over Billia for an unassisted goal.

In other action on Wednesday:

Russia 7, Finland 3: Russia blew a three-goal lead but got a pair of goals from Maxim Lazarev and one each from Artur Boltanov and Yevgeni Nazarkin during a four-goal third period in Group B preliminary-round action in Piestsany, Slovakia.

Lazarev, who was named Russia's most valuable player for the game, closed out the scoring by hitting the empty net with 2:28 remaining in regulation.

The victory assured the Russians (six points) a medal-round berth on Friday. Finland, which had rallied from a 3-0 deficit with three goals in the second period, finished third in Group B and will play in the fifth-place game on Friday.

"The guys wanted to play to win," Russian coach Pavel Baulin told the tournament website. "They really focused on winning the game. In the second period, we maybe thought that the game was finished, but we came back in the third period and won."

In an interesting move prior to the game, forward Ivan Nikolishin was stripped of the captaincy and the coach instead handed the "C" to defenseman Eduard Nasybullin. The Russians were coming off a 4-2 loss to the United States on Tuesday.

Russia took a 3-0 lead in the first period on goals by Ilya Dervuk, Kirill Pilipenko and Maxim Ryzkov. The Finns rallied to tie the game on goals by Markus Haapanen, Juho Lammikko and Sami Niku in the opening 15:13 of the second period.

"After two periods, we knew in the locker room that we had to win," Nikolishin said.

Russian goalie Maxim Sidorov, making his first start of the tournament, finished with 15 saves, including all seven shots he faced in the third. Finnish goalie Kaapo Kahkonen, who entered the game with a 1.00 goals-against average and .930 save percentage in two victories (one in regulation, the other in overtime), allowed five goals before being relieved by backup Joona Voutilainen midway through the third period.
U.S. goalies Gillies, Demko praised by coach

Wednesday, 08.07.2013 / 9:08 PM

By Adam Kimelman - NHL.com Deputy Managing Editor / World Junior Evaluation Camp blog
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LAKE PLACID, N.Y. -- Though the United States lost 4-0 Wednesday to Sweden, coach Don Lucia said he was happy with the play of his two goalies, starter Jon Gillies and Thatcher Demko, who each played half the game.

"I thought they both made some real good saves tonight," Lucia said. "I'm not going to fault our goaltending in any way for the result of the game."

Gillies, a Calgary Flames prospect, finished with 19 saves on 22 shots in his 30 minutes. Demko, considered by some to be the top goaltending prospect in the 2014 NHL Draft class, stopped 16 of 17 shots.

Demko has played high-level international hockey before, including when the United States won the silver medal at the 2013 IIHF World Under-18 Championship. He said after the game Wednesday it was nice to be part of a higher level of play, even if the result wasn't what he or the team wanted.

"You play for the under-18 team like I did, the World Juniors, everyone seems like they're so much older," Demko said. "Then you finally get here and you're trying to settling in with the older guys … It feels good."

Demko will play at Boston College in the fall, and though he would love to have a spot on the team that goes to Malmo, Sweden, for the 2014 World Junior Championship, he said he's going to ignore those thoughts for now.

"It'll be in the back of my mind," he said, "But you have to focus on the game because that's what important. … I'll try not to [think about the WJC], I feel that could be a distraction, but it would be an honor to represent your country in any event."
Sweden plays without Collberg, Sundqvist

Wednesday, 08.07.2013 / 9:04 PM

By Adam Kimelman - NHL.com Deputy Managing Editor / World Junior Evaluation Camp blog
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LAKE PLACID, N.Y. -- Sweden played Wednesday without two of its top six forwards, when Sebastian Collberg and Oskar Sundqvist were out of the lineup with injuries.

Collberg twisted his right knee during the second period of a game Monday against the USA White squad. Sundqvist sustained a neck injury when he collided with a metal stanchion in the final seconds of the second period.

Sundqvist's injury appeared at first to be the most serious, but Gronborg said the Pittsburgh Penguins draft pick has a sore neck.

"[Thursday] we'll have a new check on Sundqvist," Gronborg said. "He had no setbacks when it comes to his injury, so that's a good sign. [Thursday] we'll check him out, see where he's at."

Gronborg said there have been no further issues with Collberg's knee injury.

"It wasn't as bad as we thought at first," Gronborg said. "It's day by day."

Gronborg wouldn't say if either player would be in the lineup for a game Thursday against Canada, but he did not rule them out.

"Our trainers are continuously checking them out, seeing how they're doing," he said. "Right now it's a guessing game a little bit, but there's nothing major on either one, which is good news."

Follow Adam Kimelman on Twitter: @NHLAdamK
Canada's Comrie strong in first game after surgery

Wednesday, 08.07.2013 / 3:57 PM

By Adam Kimelman - NHL.com Deputy Managing Editor / World Junior Evaluation Camp blog
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LAKE PLACID, N.Y. -- For his first game in nearly seven months, Eric Comrie acquitted himself quite nicely.

The Canada starting goalie, who last played Jan. 9 and had season-ending hip surgery in February, finished with 37 saves on 40 shots in Canada's 5-3 defeat of Finland on Wednesday.

He allowed a goal on the first shot he faced less than a minute into the game, but was strong throughout, including backstopping Canada to a perfect 6-for-6 effort on the penalty kill.

"He played outstanding," Canada coach Brent Sutter said. "I thought he played very, very well. For a young man that hadn't played in a long time, he'd been out for a good portion of last season, that's what we wanted to see, how he could handle it. He made some huge saves, great saves for us. He was very poised in net. You could tell he was very athletic. He's a smart goaltender. You could tell he knows how to play the game."

Comrie said he was happy with his effort, but said he needed an early challenge to get himself going. He certainly got one, as Finland got three power plays in the first period. Their best offensive push came on the first one, but Comrie sprawled to deny Henri Ikonen twice all alone in front.

"Took a little while to get going, but after the first shot I buckled down and got going," he said.

When asked if he wanted a mulligan for any of the ones that got past him, Comrie said he wanted three of them.

"Every single game I play I want to stop every single puck," he said, "and I think every single puck is stoppable."

---
Lineups for United States vs. Sweden

Wednesday, 08.07.2013 / 3:42 PM

By Adam Kimelman - NHL.com Deputy Managing Editor / World Junior Evaluation Camp blog
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LAKE PLACID, N.Y. -- Sweden will be without forwards Sebastian Collberg and Oskar Sundqvist from their game Wednesday against the United States.

Collberg twisted his right knee in the second period of a game Monday and did not return. Sundqvist sustained a neck injury when he collided with a metal stanchion in the same game. 

Also out for Sweden is goaltender Oscar Dansk, as Marcus Hogberg will start, with 2014 NHL Draft prospect Jonas Johansson serving as the backup.

For the United States, Jon Gillies will start in goal, with Thatcher Demko the backup.

Here are the lineups each team will use Wednesday:

UNITED STATES

Nicolas Kerdiles - Daniel O'Regan - Riley Barber

Taylor Cammarata - Quentin Shore - Michael McCarron

Tyler Motte - J.T. Compher - Hudson Fasching

Stefan Matteau - Boo Nieves - Adam Erne

Zach Stepan

Will Butcher - Connor Carrick

Patrick Sieloff - Brett Pesce

Brady Skjei - Michael Brodzinski

Ian McCoshen - Steven Santini

Jon Gillies

Thatcher Demko

Scratched: Matthew Grzelcyk, Dominic Toninato, Andrew Copp, Thomas Di Pauli, Connor Clifton, Jake Guentzel, Henrik Samuelsson, Anthony Stolarz

FINLAND

Gustav Possler - Alexander Wennberg - Daniel Zaar

Jacob de la Rose - Erik Karlsson - Filip Sandberg

Andre Burakovsky - Lucas Wallmark - Malte Stromwall

Ludvig Nilsson - David Gunnarsson - Tobias Tornkvist

Linus Arnesson - Christian Djoos

Carl Dahlstrom - Jesper Pettersson

Robert Hagg - Robin Norell

Arvid Lundberg - Anton Lindholm

Marcus Hogberg

Jonas Johansson

Scratched: Sebastian Collberg, Oskar Sundqvist, Oscar Dansk
Bernie Parent, For Philly.com 
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There’s a lot of excitement brewing in this city for the sports fans. We have experienced some down-time over the last year with all four teams failing to make the playoffs. Eh, it is what it is. But I see a lot of good things happening, starting with the Flyers (of course).

Training camp is only six weeks away and Flyers have made two good moves:

1. Bringing in Lecavalier. I refer to him as “the great move.” The best way to describe how I see this turning out is comparing Lecavalier’s foreseen impact to the role Jagr played when he was with Philly; a strong, well-rounded player that has been around the block. Lecavalier is a good playmaker and he’s going to help the team tremendously.

2. Bringing Emery back in goal. And what a wonderful story, too. Emery went from having hip replacement surgery to working his way back up to the NHL after playing in the minor leagues for two years. What Emery did last year was incredible and he’s a great goalie.

More coverage 

Poll:  Who will start in net for the Flyers?

Poll: Is Giroux the best young athlete in Philly sports?

2013-14 Flyers regular season schedule 

Flyers' 2013 preseason schedule set 

Forum: What moves do the Flyers need to make?

Latest hockey videos 

We have two strong goaltenders now; Emery at the age of 30 and Mason at the age of 25. They are not competing against each other. They are working as a team and helping each other. We got a couple defensemen, I think Paul Holmgren did a wonderful job and I think the team will perform well.

In addition to this, the organization brought Hextall back, who has had so many brilliant years in Philly, among other places throughout his career in the NHL, of course. Hextall has obviously been great as a player, but he’s done an outstanding job as an assistant general manager in Los Angeles. He is bringing a lot of wisdom back with him, and I think it was a wise move by the Flyers. I have faith that Hextall will aid this organization by continuing to make quality draft picks, trades, and ultimately, build a winning team.

A forecast for this upcoming season? Hard to predict, especially with last season being so short. I believe, to be successful in any sport, you have to prepare. The Flyers, among the rest of the teams in National Hockey League, weren’t able to prepare as they should have last year with the lockout. This year, we have training camp, the whole team is together and there are a few new personnel, and I have high expectations for this team, even being in a tough division.

After the amnesty of Bryzgalov and Briere, Holmgren managed to keep the nucleus of this young team alive, instead of blowing the team up approaching the trade deadline. Holmgren kept it together. You have to take notice when you have a good base. You don’t want to disrupt the symmetry. You buy the players out for the main reason that it doesn’t go against the cap. The cap came down from 72 million to 64 million this year, and we will see what happens as the team continues to improve.

Read more at http://www.philly.com/philly/columnists/bernie_parent/Theres_a_lot_to_like_about_Flyers_Eagles_Phillies_and_Sixers.html#SbV3SB2izFRBCLHf.99

A look at past and present Pa. hockey players 

August 6, 2013, 2:45 pm
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Colby Cohen, left, Mike Richter, middle, and Eric Tangradi, right, are all Pennsylvania-born hockey players who have played in the NHL. (AP)

To date, there have been 28 Pennsylvania-born hockey players to have played in the NHL.

Downingtown, Pa. native Jimmy Lodge, a 6-foot-0, 183-pound forward, was invited to the 2013 U.S. National Junior Evaluation Camp in hopes of making the World Junior Championship U-20 team in Sweden in December. 

Lodge on Saturday sustained an upper-body injury and was among a dozen players cut on Tuesday. He was drafted 84th overall by the Winnipeg Jets and currently plays for Saginaw in the OHL. He has a bright future ahead of him. Will he be the next on the list? (We focused mainly on those from the Philly area.)

The pioneers

The first Pa.-born player in the NHL was Jesse Spring. He was from Alba, Pa., which back in 2000 had less than 200 people living there. The entire town is just 0.7 square miles of land so the chance of getting a player to play professionally back then was a real long shot. In 1923, the NHL’s seventh season, he patrolled the blue line for the Hamilton Tigers, standing tall at 6--foot-0, 185. In 1925, he played for the Pittsburgh Pirates franchise. His five goals that year put him among the top 10 scorers on his team.

Three more players followed after that. Pete Babando, who was born Braeburn, Pa. but grew up in Ontario. He scored a Game 7, double-overtime winner for the Detroit Red Wings in the Stanley Cup Final back in 1950. It was the first Game 7, OT Final win, so he’ll always be remembered.

The two other players were locals. Irwin “Yank” Boyd, a 5-foot-10, 152-pound right winger who played for the Boston Bruins and the Detroit Red Wings, was born in Ardmore, Pa. He played locally for the Philadelphia Arrows of the Can-Am League, a semi-pro league. In 1932-33, he was tied for the team lead with 21 goals. He played two seasons there and in a few other leagues. His best NHL year saw him get six goals in 1942-43, when the NHL had a lot of players enlisted to fight WWII.

Tom Brennan was also in the NHL from 1943-45. This Philadelphia native moved to Montreal at the age of 15, eventually playing for the Boston Bruins at that time, but suited up for just 12 games. Before playing in the NHL, he played in a lot of different leagues. He did play at home for the Philadelphia Falcons of the EAHL, a minor-league like today’s ECHL, in 1942-43. The 5-foot-9, 155-pound right winger scored 34 goals and had 68 points, clearly earning him that chance to play in Beantown.

The other guys

Without naming them all, some other notables from the area are: Chad Kolarik (Abington), Jay Caufield (Towamencin Township) and Eric Tangradi (Philadelphia).

Kolarik played a few NHL games for the New York Rangers and Columbus Blue Jackets, and he’s now playing in the Swedish Elite League.

Caufield was an enforcer who racked up some good PIMS in seven NHL seasons.

Tangradi, who is now a member of the Winnipeg Jets, hasn’t really found his game yet, but at 24, this 6-foot-4 forward can play some meaningful minutes. He played high school hockey for Archbishop Carroll, and won a Pennsylvania AA championship back in 2004.

American idol

Mike Richter (Flourtown) had an amazing career. Most know about him being an integral part of the hated New York Rangers 1994 Stanley Cup championship team, but he also got a chance to play in front of his home crowd when he was a big part of Team USA’s win in the 1996 World Cup of Hockey. A few of those games took place in the Flyers' current building. Team USA actually lost to Canada, 4-3, in overtime in Philadelphia, but then they won the next two in Montreal to give the United States a comeback win in the tournament. He was voted the tournament MVP and it was a rare day when Flyers and Rangers fans were rooting for a common cause.

"Everybody was so close in 1996. We all knew each other and it was probably the most talented team I have ever been around," Richter said when he was inducted into the U.S. Hockey Hall of Fame in 2008. "You are playing against and with the best players in the world."

Hockey Hall of Famer Brian Leetch remembers that tournament well and talked about it at his induction ceremony back in 2011.

“Yeah a lot of those players had certainly good years after, but it was right at the right time for John LeClair, Keith Tkachuk, Mike Modano, myself, Chris Chelios, Brett Hull, and everybody was kind of about to hit their peak in 3-4 years or was at that," Leetch said. "We weren’t sure going into the tournament, a lot of those guys have a lot of self confidence, and it rubs off in the locker room and we felt good about our chances and we just didn’t know until we got into the midst of it where we were going to end up.”

Flyers great Eric Lindros was on the losing side in that game.

“His consistency was something that always stood out,” said Lindros at Madison Square Garden when the Rangers retired Richter’s number in 2004. “In the ’96 World Cup, we were in Montreal for the final game, he stood on his head. In my eyes he won it for the American team. We threw everything at him and he was just spectacular.”

Who's close?

Colby Cohen -- the Radnor High School graduate -- did get a three-game cup of coffee with the Colorado Avalanche in 2010-11, and since then he’s been playing in the Bruins system.

As a 24-year-old blueliner, Cohen has still has a chance, but right now he’s playing in the Finnish Elite League. He already made a name for himself by scoring the overtime game-winning goal in the 2009 Frozen Four Finals for Boston University en route to a National Championship. He was voted the most outstanding player of the tournament.

There are more and more players drafted from this area every year. Some will make it and most won’t.

NHL Notes: Bryz reportedly to train in Sweden 
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Ilya Bryzgalov had a .905 save percentage in two seasons with the Flyers. (USA Today Images)

Ilya Bryzgalov will train in Sweden this week with Eric Granqvist, the goaltending coach for Färjestad of the Swedish Hockey League.

According to a report from Greg Wyshynski of Yahoo! Sports' Puck Daddy, Granqvist told Swedish tabloid Aftonbladet that he and Bryzgalov spoke via Skype after being approached by Bryzgalov's agent Ritch Winter.

Granqvist called Bryzgalov “a fantastic goalkeeper” and that he is focused on regaining his form that led to success with the Phoenix Coyotes.

Bryzgalov's play on the ice was inconsistent in his two seasons with the Flyers. Add in his off-ice antics, and the Flyers walked away from the remaining seven years on his nine-year, $51 million contract.

Last season, Bryzgalov 19-17-3 with a 2.79 goals against average and a .900 save percentage. He does hold the Flyers' all-time shutout streak, which he set in his first season with the team.

Panthers: Gomez signs for one year

Scott Gomez has found another home -- his third team in seven months.

The Panthers have agreed to a one-year deal with Gomez.

Gomez signed with the Sharks after the Canadiens used a compliance buyout on the 33-year-old center before the season. With San Jose at a reasonable price, Gomez reinvented himself into a solid third-line player, adding two goals and 13 assists. He made the biggest impact in the dressing room  with the added playoff experience and leadership.

A two-time All-Star, Gomez has 101 postseason points, and was awarded the 2000 Calder Memorial Trophy, given to the league's top rookie.

He won the Stanley Cup twice with the Devils -- 2000 and 2003 -- before leaving New Jersey for the Rangers in the summer of 2007. That contract brought him much scrutiny in a tough hockey market and him not living up to his contract. New York was able to move him to Montreal in a deal that brought Ryan McDonagh to the Rangers.

Flyers agree to 2-year extension with Couturier 

July 20, 2013, 1:00 pm
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In two seasons with the Flyers, Sean Couturier has appeared in 123 games. (USA Today Images)

Sean Couturier would have been a restricted free agent next summer.

In yet another tidying-up move by the Flyers, general manager Paul Holmgren got a head start on next year’s chores by giving the 20-year-old centerman a two-year contract extension and a slight bump in salary.

Couturier’s new deal is worth $3.5 million with a salary cap hit of $1.75 million that kicks in during the 2014-15 season.

This upcoming season will mark Couturier’s final year of his entry-level deal with a $1.375 million cap hit.

He was the victim of a classic “sophomore jinx” last season with just 15 points -- four goals -- in 46 games during the lockout-shortened season.

His numbers were better with the Phantoms during the lockout --10 goals and 28 points in 31 games.

The reality is, several Flyers had subpar “lockout seasons” in the NHL last winter, not just Couturier. Yet, his campaign was in stark contrast to his rookie year when he posted 13 goals and 27 points in 77 games and was among the club’s most valuable penalty killers.

Brayden Schenn will also be an RFA next summer while Matt Read will be unrestricted. Look for the Flyers to lock up Schenn next.

For Scott Laughton, making Flyers won't be easy 

Your browser does not support iframes. 
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Scott Laughton spent five games with the Flyers in 2013. (USA Today Images)

VOORHEES, N.J. – Scott Laughton, the Flyers’ 2012 first-round draft pick, has one very simple objective this year.

“I want to make the team,” he said. “That’s my main goal. I hope I can accomplish that, and to be successful in that, I just need to get in shape and work on my game offensively, and just focus on my game away from the puck and stuff like that.”

Laughton, a center chosen with the 20th-overall pick last year, returned to Philadelphia last week to take part in the Flyers’ prospect development camp. It was the second time the 19-year-old attended the five-day program, led by the team’s director of player development, Ian Laperriere.

The two camps, however, are far from the only experience Laughton has with the Flyers. He spent five games with the team during the abbreviated 2013 season, making the roster right out of training camp. He was sent back to his OHL team, the Oshawa Generals, only because a year would have been burned off of his entry-level contract with the Flyers had he played more than five games at the NHL level.

Laughton did very well during the time he spent with the Flyers. He didn’t register any goals or assists, but averaged 11:31 on the ice. At the time, general manager Paul Holmgren acknowledged the decision to send Laughton back to Oshawa was a tough one.

“It was difficult – he played very well,” Holmgren said at the time. “We thought it was in the best interests of the Flyers and of Scott [to send him back to Oshawa]. He needs to play and he needs to play in all situations.”

Laughton excelled after returning to the Generals, scoring 23 goals and adding 33 assists in 49 games. The only teammate with more points was Boone Jenner, who played seven more games. With the Adirondack Phantoms, whom he spent time with when Oshawa's season ended, he registered a goal and two assists in six games.

Despite his success, though, the cards are stacked against Laughton this year. Danny Briere’s contract was bought out, but the Flyers still remain very deep at center. The team’s top three centers are basically already set – and training camp is still two months away.

Simply put, there’s a lot of competition.

“Yeah, there is,” Laughton said. “They made the team better for sure with adding Vinny [Lecavalier] and those guys. Competition is good. That’s what they’re here to do. I’m just going to learn from them at camp and try to stay.”

Laughton has already put on 14 pounds since the end of last season, which he spent with the Phantoms. He’s spending the month of July locally to work out with the Flyers’ training staff. In August, he’ll attend both World Junior camp and Oshawa Generals camp, before returning to Philadelphia for Flyers training camp in September.

When he does return, he said, his aim is to be in condition to compete for that NHL-level job.

“Just trying to stay lean,” he said, “and hopefully come back in tip-top shape and be ready for camp.”

Flyers' draft pick Morin like Pronger? Not yet 
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Flyers first-round pick Sam Morin (6-6, 202) grew up idolizing Chris Pronger. (USA Today Images)

VOORHEES, N.J. – Moments after the Flyers selected Sam Morin with their 11th-overall pick in last month’s NHL draft, the comparisons began.

Morin, a 6-foot-7 defenseman, is reminiscent of Chris Pronger. He’s big, he plays with an edge, and he’s far from afraid to be physical.

He even looks like Pronger – who, it should be noted, was his favorite player growing up.

But Flyers director of player development Ian Laperriere says it’s time to back off those assessments. At least for now.

“The big guy moves really well for a big guy,” Laperriere said. “It’s impressive. He’s got a great shot and his feet are pretty great for a 6-foot-7 guy. But everything I read, people throw [Chris] Pronger in there. People have to relax a little bit. The kid is [18].  
“If he does become Chris Pronger-like in the future, we’ll be very happy. But he’s a long way from that.”

Morin took part in last week’s Flyers development camp at Skate Zone, his first taste of the organization. The five-day camp, led by Laperriere, took 25 skaters and six goalies through a host of on- and off-ice sessions focused on everything from skating to cooking (see story).

For Morin, who turned 18 the day after camp concluded, the experience was even better than he expected.

“It was amazing,” Morin said Thursday, a few hours before his parents came to pick him up and take him back to Lac-Beauport, Quebec. “Just learning with [Laperriere]. There were great coaches. It was very fun to be here.”

There were no scrimmages held during this year’s development camp, a deliberate decision by Laperriere. Because of that, he has yet to see Morin actually compete in game action. He won’t get to see him – or the Flyers’ second-round pick, Robert Hagg – play until August. 

That said, Laperriere was pleased with what he did see of Morin during the handful of on-ice sessions held during development camp.

“He does have all the [Pronger-like] qualities,” Laperriere said. “And his biggest quality, he wears it all week with a smile on his face and wants to learn. For me, it’s Christmas. When I see a kid come in like that, and they’re like, ‘We just drafted that kid, take care of him,’ it’s so easy. He wants to learn. He’s like a sponge.”

Pronger was a part of the team the Flyers took to the draft in New Jersey, and he was on stage to shake Morin’s hand and pose for photographs with him after he’d been selected. It was a different defenseman, however, who Morin learned from while he was here last week.

“I think all the guys here are great, but there are some great D-men,” Morin said. “I played with Marc-Andre Bourdon, he was there for the camp (rehabbing from post-concussion syndrome). A French guy, too, so he helped me. He impressed me. Good guy.”

Morin will return in two weeks to train at Skate Zone with Flyers players who are remaining in town for the summer. Though he isn't sure yet, he'll likely get a call to participate in the team's rookie camp in early September. Until then, he knows what he needs to work on most.

"My skating," he said. "I have to improve that. But I think I showed good things here."

In Atlantic Division, Flyers have improved most 
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Ed Snider said the additions of Vinny Lecavalier, Ray Emery and Mark Streit exceeded the Flyers' expectations. (AP)

Ed Snider sounded excited even though he was battling a cold.

“We didn’t know [Vinny] Lecavalier would be there,” the Flyers' chairman said. “We knew we needed a forward and didn’t know we’d get him.

“We didn’t know Ray Emery would leave Chicago. We knew we wanted a goalie. We definitely knew about Mark Streit. We sort of had him in our plans.

“But to have these two guys fall into our lap? It exceeded our plan. It exceeded with the three guys we got. We lost nothing. That’s the best part about it. We kept our players and our draft picks.”

The Flyers made three acquisitions in free agency and despite the ages of two of them, they did very well.

Center Lecavalier (33) and defenseman Streit (35) have some years left in them. Really, if they, along with Ray Emery (30), give the Flyers a fighting chance for the Stanley Cup, no one is going to question their ages.

General manager Paul Holmgren improved his hockey club and addressed three areas of concern without losing any assets from his organization.

For the first time in a generation, it seems, you look at the Flyers' goaltending and actually feel good about Emery and Steve Mason as opposed to the other revolving door of goalies the Flyers have had in net since Bernie Parent.

“I think we’re a team that is certainly competitive right now,” Holmgren said. “We didn't make the playoffs last year, so we’ve got to put our best foot forward and try to get back in the playoffs and then we'll go from there.

“In terms of competing for the Stanley Cup, my opinion on it, I think it's been the same way in the salary cap era: If you get in, anything can happen.”

Which brings us to this: How did the Flyers’ chief nemeses do?

Let’s start with Pittsburgh, which won the No. 1 seed in the conference last season.

GM Ray Shero rolled the dice at the trade deadline, and none of the deals that brought him Jarome Iginla, Douglas Murray and Brenden Morrow panned out, as the Boston Bruins vanquished them in four games in the Eastern Conference Finals.

Shero’s biggest concern was how to re-sign Evgeni Malkin, Kris Letang and Pascal Dupuis. Remarkably, he found a way to do it and still went out and got the best free agent stay-at-home defenseman on the market in Rob Scuderi, who was a vital part of the Pens’ 2009 Cup club. The Pens also had a couple of minor signings, but they kept their core nucleus together while also improving.

Obviously, the Penguins again will be the favorite in the East this season, especially after the losses Boston suffered in free agency -- not the least of which was the departure of Nathan Horton to laid-back and lowly Columbus -- and the trade of Tyler Seguin.

There was much anticipation that the Rangers would use a compliance buyout on Brad Richards, which would have posed an interesting dilemma for the Flyers, because Holmgren had great interest in Richards before new Rangers coach Alain Vigneault nixed the buyout in June.

Richards or Lecavalier? Who do you think the Flyers would have chosen if that had been the offering?

Anyway, the Rangers saw Ryane Clowe, who had a very low impact on them, depart for New Jersey. New York GM Glen Sather signed Dominic Moore, whom the team once drafted. Moore, you will recall, took the lockout-shortened season off following the death of his wife, Katie, last January.

Sather’s priority this summer was re-signing defenseman Ryan McDonagh. He achieved that while also adding forward Benoit Pouilot and journeyman defenseman Aaron Johnson, who joins his seventh team.

Did the Rangers do as well as the Flyers or Pens? No.

Which brings us to the Devils, who have owned the Flyers the past two seasons -- much as the Rangers have, but for different reasons.

Losing David Clarkson to free agency was a huge blow, just as losing Zach Parise was last summer. Which is why GM Lou Lamoriello went out and secured Clowe and then free agent forward Michael Ryder.

What Lamoriello never expected, however, was that Ilya Kovalchuk would announce a week after all the top free agents were gone that he was “retiring” and going back to Russia.

Kovalchuk’s departure cripples the Devils’ already anemic offense. Forget his lockout stats -- he scored 37 goals the season before and was a point-a-game player in the NHL for 11 years, with 816 points in as many games.

Clowe and Ryder now face that much more pressure to compensate for the losses of Clarkson and Kovalchuk. If the Russian winger had told the Devils a week sooner, it’s likely Lamoriello would have been able to re-sign Clarkson, who signed a seven-year, $36.75 million contract with the Maple Leafs.

Clearly, the Devils took a beating here, simply by the unexpected retirement of Kovalchuk, who walked away from the final 12 years and $77 million on his contract.

And what of the Islanders?

GM Garth Snow’s biggest move was to re-sign goalie Evgeni Nabokov and ink right wing Pierre-Marc Bouchard from Minnesota, who got $2 million for scoring eight goals last season after scoring just nine the year before.

Right.

All in all, the Flyers did the most to improve their hockey club, though it remains to be seen whether they’ve gained ground on Pittsburgh.

Either way, people are smiling again in the Flyers' front office.

“I feel better than I have in years,” Snider said. “I feel very good about this team.”

He should. They’ve improved.

Cooking? Flyers camp about more than hockey 
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Former player Ian Laperriere is the Flyers' director of player development. (AP)

VOORHEES, N.J. -- Flyers director of player development Ian Laperriere remembers what it was like to live on his own as a young hockey player with little life experience.

Among a whole host of challenges associated with living independently for the first time was one very simple issue: getting food on the dinner table.

“I didn’t know -- I still don’t know -- how to cook anything,” Laperriere said. “But I didn’t know how to cook anything at that age. ... I didn’t know at 17, 18. Now I know by experience. Sometimes it’s an easy choice to make for them that will make a big difference at the end of the day. Like we tell those guys, everybody’s good, but that little difference -- nutrition, training -- is going to make you be in the NHL instead of the guy next to you.”

And so at this week’s Flyers development camp, which wrapped up Thursday evening, Laperriere added a different kind of off-ice training to the schedule. Split into two groups, the campers first toured the ACME Market down the street from Skate Zone with team dietician Amy Kaminski.

“We took them through the grocery store to show them how to shop the perimeter of the store and make better options with their food choices,” Kaminski said. “So if they were going to choose yogurt for example, that they had a low-fat yogurt versus a higher-fat yogurt.”

Kaminski spent about 45 minutes educating the prospects and answering questions like whether almond milk is better than cow’s milk, or if whole eggs are preferable to egg whites, despite the cholesterol.

“They like milk, and yogurt’s good,” said Sam Morin, the Flyers’ 2013 first-round pick, when asked what he took away from the experience. “Meat, protein -- we need protein. We need fat sometimes, too. Not a lot, just a little bit. And a lot of vegetables.”

The culinary education didn’t end there. Later, the Flyers’ prospects took a cooking class at a caterer nearby the Wells Fargo Center. That experience was received very well, Laperriere said.

“They told them how they prepared [the meal] -- grilling instead of using oil, smart little tips,” Laperriere said. “... I don’t want those kids to cook a seven-course meal, just common sense. Because a lot of those guys are going to be on their own next year. They went from mommy and daddy to billet family and now it’s just you.

“If you play in the minors, you can’t eat at the restaurant every day. And that’s probably the worst place you want to eat, with all the salt and all in it. You want those kids to be able to cook for themselves.”

This year’s camp was the third Laperriere has spearheaded, and was focused on the idea of its participants learning what it takes to “be a pro.” That explains the on-ice sessions, as well as the nutrition classes and a sort-of sex education session the entire group sat through.

The latter two were both firsts for the camp this year.

“Being a pro, you’re on your own,” he said. “Some of those kids might play when they’re 21 or 22. No girlfriend, their own apartment. It’s a big change. And I’ve been through it. I was lucky enough I had two older guys living with me. But those kids might be alone or living with other guys that don’t know how to cook or don’t know what to do as a pro.

“I think we covered, not everything, obviously, but we covered a lot and every year I try to bring something different and [trainer] Jimmy McCrossin tries to bring something different. We’re all in it together.”

Developing Gostisbehere out to send a message 
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Shayne Gostisbehere was selected in the third round (78th overall) by the Flyers in the 2012 draft. (Flyers)

Shayne Gostisbehere admits he never thought he had it within himself to do what he did.

“I just saw red and something snapped in me,” said the Flyers’ 20-year-old defensive prospect. “I haven't seen that in myself before. Other people would say they hadn't seen that in my game, but it looked pretty bad, I guess.”

What the 5-foot-11 defenseman did was launch his stick from behind between the legs of Slovakia’s Matus Matis and into his groin at this past winter IIHF World Junior Championships in Ufa, Russia.

Gostisbehere earned a one-game suspension yet returned in time to help the Americans win their third world title -- first since 2010.

“My stick just floated up there, I guess,” Gostisbehere recalled this week at the Flyers' development camp at Skate Zone.

He wanted to send a message.

“Just because I'm a little guy, people can't pick on me,” he said. “There are guys on my team that will take care of those guys, but I like to take care of myself sometimes. I'm not saying I'm a big fighter, but I don't like to take any crap from anyone. I never got into a fight before. Never dropped the gloves. Nothing serious. It'll come.”

Obviously, this is one prospect who seems to fit the image of the Orange and Black.

“I got that little snot, I guess,” he smiled. “As everyone says, that little Flyer in me.”

Gostisbehere was the Flyers’ third-round pick in 2012. He completed his second season at Union College this past year.

“He had a very nice year,” said Chris Pryor, the Flyers' director of hockey operations. “From where he was -– nobody knew about him -- to where he is this year. Being on the world stage and being compared to others, it was good to see where he stacked up against his peers. Named an All-American, too. He had a strong year.”

Indeed, he had 26 points (eight goals) in 36 ECAC games at Union.

“It's definitely a quick learning process,” he said of his collegiate experience so far. “When I got there, I didn't touch the offensive side of my game. Definitely, they polished off my defensive side greatly.

“They helped me a lot. You learn. At Union, you play with guys who are 24 years old, older guys. You learn quick. Nothing's a joke out there. You gotta go learn and put in all your effort every day.”

At 170 pounds, he hopes to add some weight and get above the six-foot range, too, though that may not occur.

“They don't want me being too heavy out there,” he said. “I'd lose my quickness, my speed and my agility. But definitely I'm putting on 10 more pounds or so. I weigh 165-170. I'd like to see 10 more. I'll try to do it. We'll see how it goes.”

Gostisbehere was born in Margate, Fla., and grew up a fan of the Florida Panthers. His sister, Felicia, now 23, was a former figure skater and because of her, he took up hockey.

“I don't know how she got into figure skating, but she was really high level and I was always at the rink,” Gostisbehere said. “My grandpa moved from Montreal with my mom to Florida when she was little and he wanted to put me on the ice right away. So when I was three, I jumped on the ice and stuck with it ever since.”

Pryor said the Flyers are in no hurry with Gostisbehere, one of eight defensemen the organization has drafted in the last two years as it tries to replenish an area of concern for the Flyers.

Gostisbehere said as much as turning pro would be tempting right now, he gave his word to stay in college.

“I made a commitment for four years to my coach Rick Bennett, and that's what I intend to do,” he said.

He feels he needs more time, anyway, to develop all aspects of his game.

“If I need a year of polish in the AHL or anywhere in any league, that's what I'll have to do,” Gostisbehere said. “I'm taking it one step as a time right now.”

Is Emery the best NHL signing this offseason? 
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Ray Emery signed a one-year, $1.65 million deal with the Flyers on July 5. (AP)

Ray Emery may be the top offseason acquisition this summer. 

No, not just the Flyers' best free-agent find. 

The best free-agent signing of any team. 

Disregard the organization, the player and the circumstances for a moment. Acquiring a goaltender who posted eye-popping numbers this previous season -- 17-1-0 record, 1.94 goals-against average and .922 save percentage -- and you’ve instantly solidified your goaltending position. Throw in the bargain-bin price tag of $1.65 million and Emery is an absolute steal.

Three years ago, Emery 1.0 was a Flyers experiment on a one-year, $1.5 million deal. Emery had spent the 2008-09 season in the KHL as he attempted to repair his reputation that cost him his job in Ottawa. Excessive tardiness and temperamental behavior forced Senators general manager Bryan Murray to seek a trade, but there were no takers for a hot-headed prima donna goaltender. Emery was eventually waived.

With the Flyers in 2009-10, Emery posted respectable, but not overly impressive numbers in 29 games. However, the team around him was in turmoil. John Stevens was fired in December and replaced with Peter Laviolette. Emery was the one calm in the Flyers' stormy season until he suffered a hip injury that was eventually diagnosed as Avascular Necrosis, the same injury that claimed Bo Jackson’s football career. Many believed Emery would have a tough time walking again and only Emery believed he would play hockey again.

“I'm fortunate to the organization because of the diligence they put into finding the best surgery," Emery said last Friday. "I mean, that's kind of an experimental surgery and every year it just keeps getting better and better. And for them to put that much effort into ... they flew me all over the place to look for doctors and all that. So coming back, especially after how things went, it's real special for me to get a chance to play for them and hopefully do well in the situation just from that effort that they put into saving my hip and allowing me to play.”

A hip doctor saved Emery's career after removing more than five inches of bone in his hip. Not long after Emery’s surgery, the Flyers went on their remarkable playoff run. Brian Boucher and Michael Leighton proved an unlikely tandem could lead a team to Game 6 of the Stanley Cup Final, and because of that, Paul Holmgren felt compelled to re-sign Leighton for two more years. After all, it was as close as the Flyers had come to drinking from Lord Stanley’s Cup since 1987. Holmgren to this day can only wonder what if.

“Everyone remembers our goaltending situation after that -- who didn’t we have playing net after that? And we went to the Finals," Holmgren said. "If we had Ray Emery that year, who knows? It's easy to look back and say ‘who knows,’ I guess.”

Emery was the forgotten man, and not just in and around the Flyers' crease. It wasn’t until February of 2011 Emery had to prove himself all over again, signing a one-year, two-way contract with the Ducks. By the end of the season, he was Anaheim’s best goaltender. Despite starting and losing to Nashville in six games in the first round of the playoffs, it wasn’t good enough and Emery eventually signed a tryout contract with the Chicago Blackhawks, with whom he spent the past two years.

In a league that hands out long-term deals like business cards at a bankers’ convention, Emery has been forced to play on a series of one-year contracts over the past four years. It wouldn’t be too surprising if Emery’s NHL contracts had a condo rental agreement stapled to the back. 

Yet, Emery smiles as if he’s cashing Ilya Bryzgalov’s paychecks, and more importantly, Emery wants to be here.

“I kept good relationships within the team,” Emery said. “I have a lot of friends in the organization -- knowing how classy of an organization it was, knowing how passionate Mr. Snider is, knowing how passionate Paul is.”

When he walks into the Flyers' dressing room this fall, Emery will command the respect of his teammates, something Bryzgalov failed to do during his two seasons in Philadelphia. In his battle to return from that career-threatening injury, Emery was a 2011 finalist for the Bill Masterton Memorial Trophy, awarded annually to the player who best exemplifies the qualities of perseverance, sportsmanship and dedication to the game of hockey. His former teammate, Ian Laperriere, won the Masterton that year after dealing with post-concussion symptoms, the result of taking a slap shot to the face.

“He (Emery) had baggage coming from Ottawa, but when I played with him he was a great teammate, and I don’t see any problem,” Laperriere said during the team’s prospect camp. “I’m pumped he’s back and he’s pumped. He’s just excited to come here and he feels as if there’s unfinished business here.”

It should be a perfect fit. Two goalies working on one-year contracts out to prove they have the ability to be a No. 1 again in this league. Between Emery and Steve Mason, they’re oozing incentive. Goaltending may very well be the Flyers' strength this season. 

Perhaps Emery will dig up that mask he wore three years ago with the Flyers -- the one that depicted legendary Philly boxers Bernard Hopkins and Smokin’ Joe Frazier. An avid fan of the sport, Emery is a proven fighter, battling to stay in the league, having picked himself off the canvas when many people had counted him out. 

There’s another Rocky story in the works here, even if the big, bad Russian has already walked away with all the prize money.

Snider & Holmgren: The Flyers are better 
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The Flyers had no idea the Tampa Bay Lightning planned to buy out Vincent Lecavalier's contract. (AP)

Generally speaking, the summer of 2012 was a failure for the Flyers.

Besides the storied attempt to acquire defenseman Shea Weber, the Flyers made just a handful of minor tweaks ahead of the lockout. We all know how those changes worked out.

On Tuesday, though, new additions center Vincent Lecavalier, defenseman Mark Streit and goalie Ray Emery sat on a stage at the Wells Fargo Center alongside team chairman Ed Snider, Comcast-Spectacor president Peter Luukko and GM Paul Holmgren. 

For those keeping track at home, sitting next to the Flyers’ brass were two players who wore the “C” for their teams last year, as well as a goalie who helped his to win the Stanley Cup.

There’s still a long way to go until training camp, but it’s already very clear those at the helm of the Flyers are feeling good about how the team has shaped up so far.

“I go into every season optimistic and excited,” Snider said. “But this is very unique, to have three outstanding players on the podium at the same time that we recently signed. You don’t add three terrific players like that without getting better. We’re better, no question about it.”

Holmgren had a plan heading into this summer to make sure the issues that arose in 2013 would not occur again come fall. As he’s said for a few seasons now, he wanted to do as much as possible without disrupting the Flyers “good young core,” which consists of players like Sean Couturier, Brayden Schenn and Jakub Voracek.

He managed to do that – and surpassed the team’s expectations in the process. Only weeks ago, the Flyers had no idea the Tampa Bay Lightning would buy out Lecavalier and weren’t convinced Emery would want to leave Chicago.

"Paul put together the plan, and quite frankly, he put it together and it even worked out better than we thought," Snider said. "We didn’t know that Lecavalier was going to be available when we put the plan together. Very exciting. We didn’t know that Ray would leave Chicago to come with us. We knew we wanted another goalie, we’re thrilled – [Emery] would have been the No. 1 on our list without question.

"Mark Streit, the same thing. We just think that we’re got three great veteran players here to go with our kids. We didn’t have to give up any kids, any draft picks, anything, which to me is spectacular."

There are arguments to be made that the Flyers do still have some areas that require improvement. After the moves made during free agency, defense, still, seems only moderately improved compared to last year’s model. Holmgren has left the door open for further moves as the summer progresses (the team eventually needs to clear some cap space), but has also indicated he would be happy with his current defense if the season were to start tomorrow.

“I feel great,” Holmgren said. “We added Mark, a type of defenseman that we need, a guy that can play on the power play, a guy that can provide offense 5 on 5, a defenseman that gets up in the rush and joins the rush and at times can lead the rush and make plays coming out of our end – we’ve needed that.”

Despite losing a centerman in Danny Briere, the Flyers – if they forgo further change – will enter 2013-14 with a plethora of centers, something that seemed to make the Lecavalier addition a bit puzzling at first. With Claude Giroux, Max Talbot, Couturier, Schenn and even Matt Read, it felt as if center was the one position the Flyers definitely didn't need to put effort into bolstering.

Holmgren saw it differently.

“Adding Vinny,” Holmgren said, “I said this, we have Claude, we have a couple young centers, we have Max that can play center, and Matt Read. Depth at center is huge. I’m a big believer in the more centers you have, the better off you’ll be. We just added a guy who can play ahead of Claude, behind Claude. 

“With Giroux, Lecavalier and Couturier as your three centers, you’re pretty good. That’s pretty good.”

Add those to guys to Emery, a guy who "all he does is win," Holmgren says, and you can begin to see why the two men are so excited about next season's club.

The last time the Flyers held a large press conference at the Center was to welcome Schenn, Couturier and Wayne Simmonds to the club in 2011. That represented a new beginning.

But asked to compare how he felt Tuesday with how he felt in summers past, Snider smiled.

“I feel better than I have in years," Snider said. "I feel very good about this team."

Lecavalier chose Flyers before an offer was made 
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Even before the first legit offer came in, Vinny Lecavalier says he knew where he was headed.

It wasn’t Montreal or Boston or Dallas or Detroit or any of the four other clubs vying for his services.

No, the 33-year-old centerman pretty much had his mind made up after visiting with general manager Paul Holmgren and coach Peter Laviolette in New York City the weekend of the NHL draft.

He wanted to be a Flyer.

“The meeting I had with them, that was the place I really wanted to go,” Lecavalier said Saturday during his first conference call with the Philly media.

“I started off with a pretty big list of about 10 teams. After I talked with Philly, even before any offers, they went right to the top of the list. I just liked what they were saying and looked at their lineup.”

Lecavalier signed a five-year, $22.5 million contract this week after his buyout in Tampa Bay.

“We were aggressive, we spoke to his agent right away, we were here in Voorhees and went up to New York [last] Saturday -- Peter Laviolette, Peter Luukko and myself,” Holmgren recalled. 

“We had a good meeting with Vinny and with his agent and Vinny’s brother, who’s another agent in their group. And it kind of just went from there.

“We told him this is what we have, we’d love to have you, we'd like to put you in our lineup with our young centers that we already have in place and the forwards that we have in place. 

“We think we're a much better team and we think you can give us a real good chance to be competitive and compete for the Stanley Cup.”

It helped that Lecavalier's wife visited the Philadelphia and liked what she saw.

“It just kind of went from there,” Holmgren said.

Lecavalier said he was impressed with how Laviolette explained his offensive approach to the game -- his attack system.

Lecavalier isn’t quite as fleet as he was five years ago, yet says playing an “up tempo” style will be better for him because it will keep him locked into the game and keep his feet moving.

“I like that better than staying on your heels,” he said. “When you are on your heels ... you are not in the game as much. Not as sharp or as quick. If you are on your toes, the way the Flyers play, it makes you a better hockey player.

“You are always on the go, aggressive in the offensive zone. Obviously, you have to play well defensively, but once you are out of that zone, you’re skating and you have to skate. It makes you skate harder. Makes you quicker for those 18-20 minutes [ice time].”

Now here’s the catch: Just like Danny Briere, Lecavalier is a natural centerman. Briere was switched to left wing much of his time last season under Laviolette and wasn’t effective.

Lecavalier said he would be “very comfortable” on right wing and admitted he was asked about that by Laviolette in their meeting. The Flyers need scoring on the right side and once again have a log jam of centers.

There’s just one more thing, however.

Lecavalier said he would love to play right wing on Claude Giroux’s line. That’s a problem because Jakub Voracek on the right side was an outstanding fit for the Flyers last season, when he scored 22 goals and was second to Giroux (48 points) in total points with 46.

You can’t ruin the obvious chemistry by moving Voracek to the left side.

“If you watch me in a game, if I have a choice of going on the left side with the puck or right side, I choose, 99 percent of time, going on the right side,” said Lecavalier, who is a left-handed shot.

“It’s not something I really worry about, especially after being told you might play with Claude Giroux. I’m open to that and would be excited for that.

“I would be very comfortable [there]. That is something they asked me at the meeting if I could play wing and I said, certainly. I’m a lot more comfortable on the right wing than on the off-wing.”

That will be Laviolette’s problem to deal with in training camp unless he makes the obvious move and puts Lecavalier between Brayden Schenn and Wayne Simmonds.

“You look at Schenn and Simmonds, they play really hard,” Lecavalier said. “I played against them. They play hard and are great hockey players. They fit well with the Philadelphia Flyers mold.”

Rick Tocchet, Jeremy Roenick and Keith Jones all said this past week that Lecavalier will come here as a “motivated” player after having been bought out by the Lightning. He’ll have something to prove.

Lecavalier had a full week to think about what was inevitable after being told in late June by Bolts GM Steve Yzerman that a compliance buyout was likely going to happen.

“I was part of that organization for 14 years,” Lecavalier said. “It was a tough few days. ... When you hear it, it’s tough. My mom and wife took it pretty hard.”

Financially, the Bolts have 14 years to pay Lecavalier $33.2 million. That’s a helluva retirement check to get him past the feeling of being unwanted.

As for revenge or motivation, it’s not quite in Lecavalier’s character to feel anger.

“I guess I want to prove that the Flyers were right,” Lecavalier said. “It’s not about proving someone else wrong. Or the Lightning wrong.”

Oh, one more thing. About that fight last January with Luke Schenn that you lost ...

Lecavalier started laughing.

“Luke Schenn texted me and said, ‘At least we won’t get to fight, anymore,’” Lecavalier said. “That was good news for me.

“He’s a big boy, strong boy. In the heat of the moment, things happen. In the middle of that fight, I realized that maybe I should not have [fought him].”
Paul Holmgren: 'We improved our team a lot' 
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Paul Holmgren and the Flyers have been busy this offseason, and Holmgren says he's happy with the changes. (AP)

Friday wasn’t the busiest of free agency days for Paul Holmgren, but considering the moves the Flyers had made earlier in the week, it didn’t have to be.

The Flyers' general manager seems to be more than content with how his team has come together so far this summer.

“If the season were to start tomorrow,” Holmgren said, “I’d be very happy.”

On Friday, the Flyers were able to sign goalie Ray Emery (see story) as well as pick up another goalie, Yann Danis, for the Adirondack Phantoms (see story). Adding those moves to the signings of Mark Streit and Vinny Lecavalier, and the re-signing of Claude Giroux, and Holmgren believes he’s improved the Flyers of 2013-14 significantly over last year’s iteration.

“I think we improved our team a lot,” he said. “We added a very good puck-moving defenseman that's going to bring us more offense from the back end (Streit). We added, in my opinion, still one of the better players in the game in Vinny Lecavalier. … And adding Ray to bring in along with Steve Mason, I think, solidifies our goaltending position.  …

“More importantly, we kept what we think is a real good nucleus together. We didn't do anything to dismantle anything.”

The biggest change, so far anyway, is in net. 

Mason returns, of course, but he has played only seven games in a Flyers jersey. Joining him is Emery, who returns for a second stint in Philadelphia. And despite Emery’s impressive 17-1 record from last season, Holmgren has made it clear the two goaltenders will split the work and battle for the starter’s job.

“That’ll all be decided once we get going,” he said. “They’re both good goalies that we like. Steve’s a young guy who obviously started out with a bang and had a couple down years. I think last year, even in his time in Columbus, it looked like he had bounced back, and we were certainly happy with the way he played for us at the end of the year.  

“When you've got two good goalies that you're comfortable with, they’re both extremely competitive, both very athletic, both good teammates … I think it’s a real positive for our team.”

What the Flyers have been unable to do, at least so far, is re-sign Simon Gagne. Gagne, an unrestricted free agent, has made no secret of his desire to remain in Philadelphia. In fact, he and the Flyers have agreed upon a price they’re both comfortable with, according to a source – but it’s entirely dependent upon the Flyers' clearing enough cap space to make it happen.

And that’s the issue. While NHL teams are allowed to go 10 percent over the cap ceiling this summer, as long as they become cap compliant by the beginning of the season, the Flyers have already gone over the limit by about $1 million, and they’re not looking to add to that debt.

As far as the likelihood a deal with Gagne is completed, Holmgren said, "It’s probably too soon to say."

“We’re sort of capped out,” he added. “We don’t have a lot of space here to maneuver unless we were to make some kind of move. That's something I don't think any of us around here want to do right now, because we feel comfortable with our team.”

It's important to note that that "comfort" goes for the team's defense, too. With the exception of Streit, whose rights were acquired back in mid-June, the Flyers haven’t done anything to improve their blue line – arguably the Achilles' heel of last year’s squad.

Holmgren, as it turns out, says he's OK with that.

“We really like our defense,” he said. “We were able to add Mark Streit to our defense. We had a lot of injures last year. We’re counting on [Braydon Coburn] and Andrej Meszaros and Nick Grossmann to bounce back and have the type of years we expect them to have. We’ll be in good shape.”

However, he added, “you never say never on anything.”

“There's a lot of time left in the summer,” Holmgren said. “But I'm very comfortable with our defense. I think we're big, I think we're mobile. Our puck-moving ability is better just by the addition of Mark Streit. I like our group.”

How close was Bobby Ryan?

After months of speculation, the book has closed on the Bobby-Ryan-to-Philadelphia rumors.

Ryan, a Cherry Hill, N.J., native, was traded to the Ottawa Senators by the Anaheim Ducks Friday.

The Flyers had talked with the Ducks about a possible scenario that could send the 26-year-old winger to Philly, but those discussions never really got close, Holmgren said.

“Probably over the last year and a half we’ve had conversations,” he said. “But nothing that ever really made sense for us. I think Anaheim made a good deal. I think both teams made a good deal.  

“Ottawa obviously lost [Daniel] Alfredsson today, and they were able to get Bobby Ryan, but they gave up one real good young player off their team, another good young player that I believe's going to play right away, and a first-round pick. We've had talks, but not really much recently.”

Free agent watch

The Flyers are monitoring the situation in St. Louis where defenseman Alex Pietroangelo has not yet accepted his RFA qualifying offer sheet. It would take a lot to pry him from the Blues.

Briere: Flyers' buyout 'is a source of motivation' 
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Danny Briere had just 16 points (six goals) in 34 game for the Flyers last season. (USA Today Images)

In his final interview with Flyers media, Danny Briere said the Philadelphia area would remain his home, no matter where he ended up for the 2013-14 NHL season.

But that doesn’t mean he won’t use the Flyers’ decision to buy him out as fuel to perform for the Montreal Canadiens, with whom he has signed through 2014-15 (see story).

“I have nothing bad to say about the Flyers,” Briere said Thursday. “But [the buyout] is a source of motivation, sure.”

More than half a dozen teams had expressed interest in the 35-year-old center after it was announced that the remaining two years of his contract would be bought out, despite his difficult final season with the Flyers. Briere had just 16 points (six goals) in 34 games.

In certain ways, his decision to join the Canadiens makes plenty of sense; Briere has friends and family in the Montreal area. But the city is a notoriously difficult one to play in – and its fanbase is known to be unforgiving, particularly on French Canadian players like Briere.

“I've things to prove, sure,” he said. “Got in late last year, what with the injuries. I’m looking forward to redeeming myself. This is why this is an easy decision. There's no better form of motivation, and I will do everything to get back to form. I wish to prove to all that last year was a fluke."

Briere had been a Flyer since 2007-08, when he elected to come to Philadelphia from Buffalo, instead of Montreal, which had been heavily pursing him. That he turned down the Canadiens made him a target of ire in Quebec, and he was regularly booed at the Bell Centre, even years after snubbing the team.

But now, perhaps unlike six years ago, he's ready to play for the Habs.

"I'd say I'm more mature now [than in '07]," Briere said. "Lest we forget, I've played in Philly. ... It's not Montreal, but there is still a lot of pressure there. If I wasn't ready, I wouldn't be here. But I feel ready. At my age, I won't have any other chance at becoming a Canadien."

In that last interview at Skate Zone, Briere said he believes he has at least a couple years of NHL-level play left in him. Though he acknowledges he would have been happy to finish his career in Philadelphia, there is a part of him happy to for the chance to play in Montreal before he retires.

"In my heart of hearts, I always dreamed of one day playing for the Canadiens," Briere said. "And I'm glad to have gotten a second chance. It’s why I'm here now. This is such an honor for me."
Giroux: 'I play my best to help the team win' 
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Claude Giroux signed an 8-year, $66.2 million extension with the Flyers. (USA Today Images)

PHOTO GALLERY

Claude Giroux through the years 

Claude Giroux never expected to get one of those long-term deals that essentially can lock a player up for the bulk of his NHL career, while assuring he’s their No. 1 guy.

Yet that’s just what happened on Thursday.

The franchise is secure for a while longer as the Flyers locked up their 25-year-old center to an eight-year contract extension worth $66.2 million with an annual cap hit of $8.275 million that kicks in 2014-15.

“I just go out and play hockey,” he said during a conference call on Friday. “I love playing the game. I play my best to help the team win.

“Five years ago, I was just trying to get a spot in the NHL and get as much ice time as I could to prove what I can do.

“A lot of that credit goes to the coaching staff and management. To have that trust in me.”

The native of Hearst, Ont., Giroux would have been a restricted free agent after 2013-14. He is represented by agent Pat Brisson, who also handles Mark Streit, Danny Briere and Max Talbot.

Brisson and general manager Paul Holmgren wanted the deal done before free agency began on Friday.

“That was one thing Homer wanted to do – make sure and get this out of the way and start focusing on the right thing,” Giroux said.

He seemed excited about the acquisition of Vinny Lecavalier earlier this week.

“I don’t know him personally,” Giroux said. “Heard a lot of good things about him. Growing up, I’ve been watching him play a lot. He’s going to be a player Flyers fans enjoy watching. He’s an intense guy. Goes in the corners and play pretty rough.

“Obviously, he can put the puck behind the net. It’s great to have him. I’ve been talking to some of the guys and everyone is pretty pumped to have him.”

Giroux was named the 19th Flyer captain last January once the lockout ended. Needless to say, he had a very difficult first-year with a team that struggled throughout the shortened season and failed to make the playoffs.

He admitted it was hard watching games on television this past spring instead of being in them.

“It’s always tough to watch games after you’re done,” Giroux said. “You kinda want to be there.

“Especially, when you have that best before of the NHL finals. It’s really tough to watch. But it’s something that will motivate guys.”

Giroux has grown considerably since his first full season with the Flyers in 2008-09 when he played in 42 games, had 27 points, and displayed a keen sense that he was going to be something special during the playoffs that season against Pittsburgh.

Look at his goal progression since then: nine goals, 16, 25, 28 and though he had only 13 in this recent half-season, he still led the Flyers with 48 points in as many games. He has become a point-a-game player.

Giroux’s team-high 93 points in 2011-12 saw him become the first Flyer to hit that mark since Eric Lindros.

Flyers coach Peter Laviolette said on breakup day in late April he expects Giroux will be a better captain for the adversity he experienced this year.

“It was a tough year for a first-year captain, and I think he did a really good job,” Laviolette said. “He has terrific leadership qualities. He's driven. He is an excellent teammate.

“I think sometimes when you're not successful -- or not as successful as you'd like to be -- you really get to, whether you want to or not, use and try that leadership and it becomes more in the forefront.

“I think that when sometimes things are cruising along in the right direction and you just go day to day winning hockey games. And you really get to see what kind of a leader he is and what kind of a person he is. And I think he did an excellent job in his first year as the captain of this team.”

His contract extension contains a full no movement clause, as reported by ESPN.com.

Giroux is currently participating in his usual off-season training regime with Tony Greco in Kanata, Ont.

“I’ve been training with Tony Greco for the last seven, eight years now,” Giroux said. “I always come to [training] camp feeling good.”

He’ll come to camp this fall feeling even better knowing he’s set for life as a Flyer.

With new outlook, Ray Emery returns to Flyers 
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Ray Emery went 17-1 with a 1.94 goals-against average and .922 save percentage last season. (USA Today Images)

There was a time when Ray Emery played in Ottawa that he felt he had to play every game, had to be the confirmed starter, and didn’t understand the complexities of a goaltending tandem.

That was 2005-06 when his partner was Dominik Hasek.

Now 30, Emery won a Stanley Cup this season as the backup to Corey Crawford in which he was very much in partnership, though still the No. 2 guy.

And Emery handled it brilliantly, which is one big reason why the Flyers signed him Friday to a one-year deal worth $1.65 million to tandem with Steve Mason in goal this season.

Emery has the edge to be the No. 1 going into camp based on his experience.

“I changed my outlook,” said a more mature Emery on a conference call this afternoon. “When I was younger, I wanted to play all the games, and kinda got a pouty attitude when I didn’t.

“You start to realize that if the team is successful, everyone does well. It’s a better working relationship that. It’s a different philosophy.

“You learn and you grow. It’s fun to have a great group of guys that learn and get to grow. Especially, sharing success.”

Flyers captain Claude Giroux was happy to see Emery return.

“I obviously had a chance to play with Emery before and he is an unreal guy,” Giroux said prior to Emery’s signing.

“A good teammate and a great goalie. It’s too bad when he came to Philly, he got hurt. If he’s coming to Philly, that would be fun.”

Emery appeared in 21 games during the lockout-shortened season with the Hawks with a remarkable 17-1 record, 1.94 goals against average and .922 save percentage.

He posted an NHL-record 12 straight wins.

Emery and Crawford jockeyed in goal, but the fact was, under coach Joel Quenneville, the job was always Crawford’s to lose and that never happened. Crawford often faced the  tougher opponents.

Emery never questioned that he was the back-up even though his numbers were just as good as Crawford. A late-season groin pull locked the starter’s job up for Crawford, who played every game in the playoffs.

It will be a fascinating competition in Philly with the 25-year-old Mason, who was brilliant in his own right in seven appearances as a Flyer late in the season.

“I’m excited and I haven’t talked in specifics to Homer [general manager Paul Holmgren],” Emery said, adding he lives near Mason in Toronto and has skated with him.

“He’s a great young goalie. A guy who started off as a Calder winner … He’s had success and will continue to get better. I look at it as a tandem relationship.

“Last year, me and Corey kinda helped each other get better. That’s the best way to treat a goaltending relationship. I’m excited to work with him and teach him what I know about the game.”

Mason can help Emery in other ways.

“Whatever I learn is usually off the young guys,” Emery said. They’re kinda like the pioneers. You go and watch these young kids, they’re amazing.”

It’s easy to see why Emery would be a god fit here, from his viewpoint. He can finally nail down the starter’s job. Uncontested.

“Corey has one year left [in Chicago],” Emery said. “He’s probably gonna end up making $5 million or $6 million for the next little while. I feel like the writing was on the wall in Chicago, as far as myself.

“In Philadelphia, it would be a new situation for both me and Steve. Going forward it’s a chance to play more games than I would have in Chicago. It’s a great time and a situation I knew, from the last time I was there, I was comfortable in.”

Emery remains very close to Flyers assistant coach John Paddock, who coached him in 2007-08 in Ottawa. The quiet and sometimes shy goalie resurrected his NHL career in 2009-10 with the Flyers, after signing here directly from the KHL in Russia.

He was 16-11-1 that season in Philly with a 2.64 GAA and .905 save percentage, but developed AVN disease in his right hip in early February, missing the final 22 games of the season.

AVN is a debilitating necrosis disease in the hip. That Emery overcame the disease to resume a career as professional athlete against daunting odds, resulted in being Anaheim’s nominee for the 2011 Masterton Trophy. He was a finalist for that award, but the Flyers' Ian Laperriere won it.

When the Flyers' Cup run failed, it appeared Emery’s career was over and he wasn’t re-signed.

Emery began an arduous comeback with Anaheim the following season, appearing in 10 games before signing on with the Blackhawks as a free agent in late July 2011 where he’s been since.

“I understood there was a possibility I might not play again,” Emery said, recalling how it ended as a Flyer, the first time around.  “It was kinda, what was the next step ...

“The next step was finding the best doctor, the best procedure. The next step after that was taking care of it. Just getting off crutches, getting out of a hospital bed, one step at a time. You normally get what you want when you look at it that way.”

It’s turned out well for him, to say the least.

In all now, the Flyers will spend just $3.15 million against the salary cap next year for their two goalies. Mason earns $1.5 million.

That’s a huge savings in net from Ilya Bryzgalov, who alone, had a $5.66 million cap hit last season.

The new era of WB Mason, err, Emery-Mason, begins this fall.

“It’s been a couple of crazy days,” Emery said. “I got wind that [Philly] would be an option. I’m happy to be back …”

Free agent watch

The Flyers are monitoring the situation in St. Louis where defenseman Alex Pietroangelo has not yet accepted his RFA qualifying offer sheet. It would take a lot to pry him from the Blues.

Flyers president Peter Luukko: 'We're not done' 
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Flyers president Peter Luukko and general manager Paul Holmgren have used the same word in recent weeks to describe what will unfold at noon on Friday when free agency opens.

Crazy.

Actually, if you live in Philadelphia, it’s already been a crazy offseason with the buyouts of Danny Briere and Ilya Bryzgalov, the early signing of Mark Streit and, of course, this week’s $22.5 million contractual agreement with Vinny Lecavalier, who was bought out by Tampa Bay.

“We’re not done,” Luukko understated.

Indeed, they’re not.

The Flyers still need a veteran goalie who can become the right “fit” to pair with young Steve Mason.

As of now, it appears as though Chicago backup Ray Emery is the Flyers' main target.

If they fail to get a deal done there, Evgeni Nabokov remains in the picture, as does Jaroslav Halak -- if the Flyers make a trade with St. Louis.

Given Emery’s strong ties to the Flyers -- assistant coach John Paddock had him in Ottawa -- including his solid play as a Flyer in 2009-10 and the fact Emery wants to be a No. 1, it seems he could be headed this way.

If the Flyers can somehow stretch their cap dollars correctly, they also need to fortify their defense, especially if Holmgren decides to move Braydon Coburn.

Coburn, who hails from Alberta, has been widely rumored to return to his native province with the Edmonton Oilers for two weeks now.

The Flyers and Oilers have had several discussions, even at last week’s draft, yet failed to accomplish anything.

The thing is, if Holmgren moves Coburn without an adequate replacement, he needs to be 100 percent certain Andrej Meszaros is going to be a healthy player this fall.

The feeling there is Meszaros, who has had one injury after another for over a year now, will never be the same player he once was and represents a gamble going into this season.

Around the NHL, among of the bigger names who could be on the move Friday include Daniel Alfredsson, Nathan Horton, Rob Scuderi, Tim Connolly, Ryane Clowe, Derek Roy and David Clarkson.

The goalie list? Tim Thomas tops it, but he may no longer be on the Flyers' radar.

New Jersey may be looking to move Johan Hedberg, who has become the third goalie there and odd man out with the arrival of Cory Schneider at the draft last weekend.

The Flyers remain interested in re-signing Simon Gagne, but much like how they handled Jaromir Jagr last summer, that will all depend on how much cash they have remaining when the dust settles.

Flyers qualify Erik Gustafsson, three others 
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Erik Gustafsson scored five points and averaged 20:08 in 27 games for the Flyers last season. (USA Today Images)

The Flyers’ rather expensive corps of defensemen is about to get a tad more expensive this week with the club handing out a qualifying offer to pending restricted free agent Erik Gustafsson.

Gustafsson’s one-year qualifier is for $850,000, if he plays for the Flyers and $67,500 if he goes to the AHL’s Phantoms, according to a league source.

His game rose considerably last season with the Flyers -- his ice time increased by four minutes to an average of 20 minutes a night.

Were it not for a difficult-to-find fracture in his right leg last winter, Gustafsson would have played the entire lockout-shortened season instead of just 27 games.

The Flyers came into the week with approximately $33.2 million committed to their blue line, according to Capgeek.com.

Other qualifying offers were:

• Defenseman Oliver Lauridsen, who performed very well in the later part of the season as an injury call-up, was given an offer of $643,500 ($65,000 minors)

• Fellow defensive call-up Brandon Manning got $715,000 ($65,000)

• Forward Eric Wellwood, one of the fastest skaters in the organization who continues to recover from a gruesome skate injury, remains at $594,000 ($65,000).

Wellwood is many months away from playing competitively again.

Loose pucks

Flyers forward Ruslan Fedotenko, who was not going to be re-signed, agreed to a contract with the KHL's Donbass today, according to a league release.

Flyers exit 2013 draft with four defensemen 
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The Flyers needed defensive depth, and walked away from the 2013 draft with four new defensemen, a forward and a goalie. (AP)

NEWARK, N.J. -- Flyers general manager Paul Holmgren emphatically denies he was on a mission Sunday to restock his depleted defensive depth at the NHL draft.

That’s exactly what he did, however, at Prudential Center, as the club diversified itself with big, mean, Pronger-like, 17-year-old Quebec product Samuel Morin and 18-year-old puck mover in Robert Hagg.

Morin, who goes 6-foot-6,  went No. 11, and Haag was their second-rounder (No. 41).

The last time the Flyers chose two blueliners as their first two picks in the draft was 1994, when they plucked Artem Anisimov in the third round and Adam Magarrell in the fourth. They had no higher picks that year.

In all, the Flyers chose four defensemen, a forward and a goalie with their six picks – they had no fourth-round pick.

“It was a chance to strengthen that part of our organization,” said Chris Pryor, director of hockey operations. “We leaned more on defensemen because it was side-by-side with forwards and defensemen. But these guys are good players.”

Their third defenseman came in the fifth round with 19-year-old John-Terrance Amorosa No. 132), from Holderness Prep School in New Hampshire. He plans to play for Sioux City in the USHL next fall.

The Flyers last pick in the 7th round (No. 192) was also a D-man -- David Drake from Des Moines in the USHL.

Though Holmgren talked about getting two goalies, he got just one, Merrick Madsen from Proctor Academy in New Hampshire, in the sixth round (No. 162). Madsen had a 3.20 goals against and .908 save percentage in 20 games and has committed to Harvard for the fall of 2014.

The Flyers have had success over the years drafting from the QMJHL with players such as Simon Gagne, Alexandre Picard, Claude Giroux, and Sean Couturier. They hope Morin follows in their footsteps. Simon Nolet is the Flyers lead scout there in the Province of Quebec. Nolet’s partner, Todd Hearty, also scouted Morin.

“Samuel has come a long way in a short time,”  Holmgren said of Nolet’s latest find, Morin. “He is ultra-competitive. For a guy that big, he skates awful well.

"He has great range, obviously, and a pretty good understanding of the game. His puck skills have gotten so much better in not a very long period of time.

“I think he is a very good prospect with the chance to really blossom over the last year or two.”

Haag was projected as a late first-rounder or early second.

“He’s one of the guys we had in a group in the second round. We were hoping [would] be there and were happy to snap him up,” Holmgren said. “Robert has good size, moves good, and moves the puck well."

Haag captained Modo in Sweden this season.

“There was nothing special to me, I just tried to be myself,” Haag said. “I tried to be a leader on the ice and be myself in what I can do.”

Haag was brutally honest in admitting he had no feel whatsoever that he’d be coming to the Flyers based on one interview and seemed bothered that he had fallen so far down the ladder. NHL Central Registry had Haag ranked the eighth-best European prospect.

It wouldn’t be a Flyers draft if they didn’t get some kind of agitator, and they found just that in third-round pick (No. 72) Tyrell Goulbourne, a 5-11, 195-pound forward, who racked up 135 penalty minutes this past season in the WHL. He’s an older player, too, at age 19. Goulbourne was not present at the draft.

“That little guy reminds people of Zac Rinaldo -- an energy guy who plays with enthusiasm and brings that element,” Pryor said. “The other kids are going to school and got a lot of time [to develop]. They will play a year or two of junior and then have college after that. Those guys will be a work in progress, but they have an upside.”

The start of the draft saw Portland defenseman Seth Jones slip farther than anyone expected.

Colorado wasn’t kidding when it said it would bypass Jones and pluck Halifax forward Nathan MacKinnon with its top pick; the Avs did just that. That wasn’t surprising.

What was, however, was Jones falling to fourth-overall before being selected by Nashville, which lost Ryan Suter to free agency last summer. How about the Predators new look on the blue line: Shea Weber and Jones? No one thought it was possible Jones would slip that far.

“Not really [surprised]," Holmgren said. “At the top of the draft, there were a lot of good players. With the players who went in the top six, they were [the] ones we thought would go but not necessarily in that order.”

Florida, picking second, surprised everyone with Finnish center Aleksander Barkov. Jones literally fell into Preds general manager David Poile’s lap.

“I’ll try to make, in a good way, those teams regret not taking me,” Jones said.

When Carolina took Swedish center Elias Lindholm at No. 5 and Calgary grabbed Ottawa forward Sean Monahan at No. 6, it significantly raised the prospects of the Flyers getting a defensemen they wanted. Of course, then came another surprise when the Buffalo Sabres took fleet-footed defenseman Rasmus Ristolainen from TPS Finland with the eighth pick. Ristolainen would have been the Flyers pick had he been available.

Still, the Flyers had options open to them when their pick arrived at No. 11 and went with Morin, who projects to be two years away from the NHL.

“I'm never going to say never … I think that's a stretch [that he will play now],” Holmgren said.  “We'll get a look at him next week with some of our other young kids when they come into town. 

“We'll see. But my opinion right now, I'd say it's a stretch. It's not to take anything away from him. We think he's a very good prospect for the Flyers for the future.”

Loose pucks

Chris Pronger, looking much healthier than the last time we saw him months ago in Philadelphia, was at the draft table. He watches a lot of video to offer advice on prospects (see story). … Flyers chairman Ed Snider was on the floor, a place he usually is never seen. Then again, the Devils don’t have the kind of luxury boxes other arenas have for club owners. That said, no one could remember the last time Snider attended an NHL Draft.
Hagg surprised but happy to be drafted by Flyers 
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Paul Holmgren and the Flyers have been busy this offseason, and Holmgren says he's happy with the changes. (AP)

FLYERS' 2013 DRAFT PICKS

Round 1, Pick 11: Samuel Morin (6-6, 203), Defenseman 

Round 2, Pick 41: Robert Hagg (6-2, 201), Defenseman

Round 3, Pick 72: Tyrell Goulbourne (5-11, 195), Center

Round 5, Pick 132: Terrance Amorosa (6-1, 185), Defenseman

Round 6, Pick 162: Merrick Madsen (6-4, 177), Goalie

Round 7, Pick 192: David Drake (6-4, 155 pounds), Defenseman

NEWARK, N.J. -- The Flyers took two defensemen with their first two draft picks for the first time since 1994 on Sunday, but the two they selected couldn’t be more different.

With their first-round pick (11th overall) they took Samuel Morin, a big, tough stay-at-home defenseman with his sights set on making the NHL right away (see story). But in the second round, they called Robert Hagg’s name with the 41st selection.

Hagg, an 18-year-old from Uppsala, Sweden, is a more mobile, puck-moving blueliner.

And, arguably, a much more realistic one, too.

“I need to play more before I go to the NHL,” Hagg said. “I need a couple more years in Sweden before I come over here. But say in two years in MODO, and after that, we’ll see, maybe I can come to play in the NHL.”

Hagg, at 6-foot-2 and 201 pounds, already believes he has the necessary size to compete at the NHL level. He knows he’s got a good shot and that he’s at his best when he’s carrying the puck.

He also knows exactly what his biggest problem is.

“I need to be more consistent,” he said. “Play on the highest level every game. Because now, I can play in a high level maybe two games and after that maybe be down under the ground for a couple games. I need to be more consistent.”

Consistency is the biggest knock against Hagg, who split his season between MODO's Elitserien and U20 Super Elite league team, where he was captain. He was actually rated just a bit higher than the Flyers’ first-round pick, Morin. Plenty of mock drafts and rankings suggested he could have been selected in the late first round (Central Scouting listed him as the eighth-best international skater).

In fact, Hagg even seemed a bit surprised he remained available for so long Sunday. He was certainly shocked when the Flyers picked him.

“Yeah, I got a little bit surprised,” he said. “I only talked to them once at the combine. So when they called my name I got a little surprised, but I’m really happy to get the Flyers. I look up a lot of them, their season, that’s a pretty good team. I’ll go to their camp and do my best and let’s see what happens after that.”

Hagg admitted he knows “nothing” about Philadelphia, and will rely on former Flyer Peter Forsberg to bring him up to speed on the organization. While he’s obviously watched a lot of hockey, he’s never had a favorite NHL team before.

“No, I never have,” he said. “When I was younger, I always would look at Swedish players, so I looked at a lot of Detroit and Vancouver and Colorado, of course. And Philadelphia, when Peter [Forsberg] was there.”

Despite his rather stoic and quiet demeanor, Hagg considers himself a leader. He is generally regarded as a solid all-around player, a guy who can play in all situations and has a real shot of succeeding at the next level.

And he isn’t at all dismayed by getting drafted later than he’d hoped.

“It’s just a number,” he said. “So of course I got a little surprised. But I’m just happy to be in a good organization like the Flyers.”
Pronger weighs in on Morin, who idolizes him 
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Flyers first-round pick Sam Morin (6-6, 202) grew up idolizing Chris Pronger. (USA Today Images)

Flyers' 2013 Draft Picks

Round 1, Pick 11: Samuel Morin (6-6, 203), Defenseman 

Round 2, Pick 41: Robert Hagg (6-2, 201), Defenseman

Round 3, Pick 72: Tyrell Goulbourne (5-11, 195), Center

Round 5, Pick 132: Terrance Amorosa (6-1, 185), Defenseman

Round 6, Pick 162: Merrick Madsen (6-4, 177), Goalie

Round 7, Pick 192: David Drake (6-4, 155 pounds), Defenseman

NEWARK, N.J. -- Maybe we shouldn’t be surprised that the Flyers chose a lower-rated defenseman than Ryan Poluck in the first round.

The Flyers have always been about big, mean and tough.

That’s precisely what they got in the first round of Sunday’s NHL draft at Prudential Center in 6-foot-6, 202-pound defenseman Samuel Morin (see story).

He is a prototypical Flyer.

He represents the safe pick -- a stay-at-home guy who will make players pay a price, will carve out a large piece of real estate in his own zone, and won’t allow any squatters.

Chris Pronger liked what we saw in a soon-to-be 18-year-old kid, who said he idolized Pronger -- no one else -- growing up in Lac-Beauport, Quebec.

“You don’t necessarily have to catch them,” Pronger said of smaller, quicker players like a Patrick Kane. “Because when you are mean, they don’t come near you."

Pronger analyzed some film for the Flyers on Morin in his new role as a part-time scout.

“You want to see how they can compete,” he said. “How they make players pay a price. Whether it be stand in front or go in the corner, whatever case it may be. Those little intangibles ... a big strong kid. He obviously plays tough, plays mean. Good feet for a big man.”

Morin would project very much like Luke Schenn -- a defensive defenseman with an edge. He had 117 penalty minutes last season for Rimouski in the Quebec Major Junior Hockey League.

Pulock was ranked the 12th best North American player by NHL Central Scouting, whereas Morin was ranked 23rd. Also, there were six other defensemen, including Pulock, who were on the board and ranked ahead of Morin when the Flyers chose.

“Two different types of players,” Pronger said of Morin versus Pulock, who dropped to the Islanders at No. 15.

“Having a big man that plays tough and mean and can move. He has a lot to work on as most players do. The maturation process of where he was at the beginning of the year and it’s been trending [upward], it intrigued a lot of scouts, a lot of people who watched. Add that with the toughness factor and the way he plays the game.”

In two years of junior play, Morin only has 24 total points. Offense is not his game.

“I wouldn’t characterize him as a power-play quarterback,” Pronger said. "That being said, nothing beats a good outlet pass. It helps your transition game and allows you to get on the attack faster and that is something every player wants.”

Former NHL executive Craig Button, now an analyst for TSN, predicted the Flyers would take Morin.

“Look at what Zdeno Chara does.” Button said. “It’s size, it’s wing span, and Samuel Morin has just gotten better and better and better from the time he was 15. He skates well.

“He can turn and go for the puck. He can escape when in trouble. He makes a really good pass out of the zone. Part of offense is not spending a lot of time in your own zone. Not only can he close the play defensively, he can get the puck out of trouble.”

Bob Clarke once said that he hated playing against big, tall defensemen, and Clarke was a Hall of Famer.

“This kid has an edge, has a mean streak and he will hit and fight and he has a lot of room to get better. Isn’t that a Flyer defenseman?”

Pronger said the challenge now -- Morin projects to be about two years away -- is for him to continue to be quicker than smaller players in tight spaces.

“As a big man, he has to continue to work on his feet, his quickness, his mobility,” Pronger said. “As a big man, you can never be quick enough trying to catch all those water bugs out there [on the ice].

“Recognizing that quick first pass, puck skills, handling the puck, those are things all young kids have to work on, especially when you are that big, and play with an edge.”
Outside first round, Flyers own poor draft history 
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Paul Holmgren, Peter Laviolette and the Flyers' organization haven't had much success finding talent in the NHL Draft after the first round. (AP)

NEW YORK -- Redemption is a strong word.

In the Flyers' case, as it pertains to the draft, it’s long overdue.

Sunday’s NHL Draft in Newark, N.J., is one of the best ever (see story). And it offers the Flyers a chance to start on the path of redemption -- and to start finding more NHL talent in later rounds.

Historically, the Flyers have done well in the first round despite drafting fairly low –- a consequence of going deep most playoff years.

In the last 13 drafts alone, going back to 2000, the Flyers have had 12 first-round picks. Ten have or are playing in the NHL, although just two of those -- Claude Giroux and Sean Couturier -- are currently with the team.

But the point is that their first-round picks always make the roster. The problem has been that they have drafted poorly from the second round on.

First off, the club often uses its second-round picks as trade bait. Yet even when the Flyers have kept them around, their turnover rate for those picks becoming actual NHL players is terrible.

Since 1995, their best second-round player who made it to the NHL has been Andreas Nodl, now playing for the Carolina Hurricanes.

Which means they have “zero” second-round picks playing in orange and black. That’s unacceptable.

Their true bright spot is last year’s second-round pick -- goalie Anthony Stolarz.

Looking at the Flyers’ picks from third round through seventh since 2000, they have just four drafted players who are active and playing regular minutes on an NHL roster, but only one player on their own roster -- Zac Rinaldo:

· Rinaldo – 2009 (6th round, 178th overall);

· Colin Fraser – 2003 (3rd, 67th) with Los Angeles;

· Patrick Sharp – 2001 (3rd, 95th) with Chicago and

· Dennis Seidenberg – 2001 (6th, 172) with Boston

A few late-rounds picks have given them some relief here.

Eric Wellwood (2009, 6th, 172nd) and Oliver Lauridsen (2009, 7th, 196th) have provided the Flyers with some call-up minutes, as has Marc-Andre Bourdon (2008, 3rd, 67th), whose career has been jeopardized by post-concussion syndrome.

That’s it.

If an NHL prospect is going to make it, he’ll generally hit the big-league roster within four or five years. Otherwise, he’s destined to become a career minor leaguer.

The most common exceptions are goaltenders. Of course, the Flyers have not any goalie-drafting success in over a decade.

The most-recent Flyers-drafted goaltender to start a game in the NHL was Roman Cechmanek, who was already 29 years old by the time he was taken in the 6th round of the 2000 draft.

Incredibly, “Checko” -- not Bernie Parent -- still holds the Flyers’ all-time record for goals against average (50+ games) at 1.96, even though he was regarded by teammates as a head case who once walked off the ice during a playoff game in Ottawa to protest how Bill Barber’s team was playing in front of him.

All that aside, players from the 2009 draft forward are still developing, if you go by the four- or five-year rule.

Yet the undeniable fact is that the Flyers, as an organization, have been woefully inadequate in their drafts since the 1990s outside of the first round and need to start producing NHL players on their roster.
Sources: Finding goalie still Flyers' primary focus 
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Will Flyers GM Paul Holmgren target Ryan Miller (left), Jaroslav Halak (middle) or Evegeni Nabokov (right)? (USA Today Images)

NEW YORK -- On the eve of Sunday’s NHL draft at Prudential Center in Newark, N.J., the Flyers appear to be leaving no stones unturned in their efforts to live up to their reputation as a club that makes a splash at the league’s largest annual gathering.

Numerous sources say Flyers general manager Paul Holmgren has discussions with more than a half-dozen teams about various draft scenarios and player trades.

Finding another goalie remains Holmgren’s primary focus with several side issues.

“He’s made it known he’d like a goalie with no years or one-year left where they can get a read on that player before committing,” a source said.

Several sources say a deal for St. Louis’ Jaroslav Halak, as reported by CSNPhilly.com on Friday, would make sense for both clubs, but the Flyers feel Halak’s salary cap hit of $3.75 million is a bit high. A Blues-Kings source said Halak would be "a great goalie for the Flyers right now."

The Flyers could feel differently after the draft, if they return home empty-handed.

One source said today the Flyers had also talked to the Islanders about Evgeni Nabokov and that the Buffalo Sabres had asked Holmgren if there were interest in Ryan Miller, who has a year left on his deal with a very pricey $6.25 million cap hit, even if it’s just one season.

Coburn front

For weeks now, the Flyers have floated Braydon Coburn’s name out there to various clubs as trade bait.

TSN reported earlier the Flyers would like to strike a deal with Edmonton. However, an Oilers source said on Saturday the Flyers’ target here is not Edmonton’s No. 7 overall pick but rather both of the Oilers' second round picks - No. 37 and No. 56 (from Anaheim). The Oilers want to retain their first-round pick.

The Flyers pick 41st that round. They could conceivably have three picks in that round if a deal went down. NHL Central Scouting says this draft is very deep through the second round which makes it more likely some club could strike it rich if it had multiple picks.

The Calgary Flames offered the Flyers their sixth overall pick for Matt Read, Coburn and the Flyers 11th pick - an excessive amount to ask.  GM Jay Feaster feels he can get that from a team like the Flyers looking for an impact player now. Sources said the Flyers rejected the offer. 

Lecavalier and the Flyers

According to a report from TSN and ESPN's Pierre LeBrun, the Flyers are "quite keen" on former Lightning captain Vincent Lecavalier and met with him Saturday.

Tampa Bay GM Steve Yzerman announced in a statement on Thursday that his team would buy out buy out the remainder of Lecavalier's 11-year, $85 million deal. The total buyout comes to $32.67 million over the next 14 years.

The No. 1 overall pick of the 1998 draft, Lecavalier helped lead the Lightning to their first Stanley Cup in 2004 and owns the team record for games played (1, 037) and goals (383). He is second to Martin St. Louis in total points and assists.

Nathan Horton

The Bruins realize he’s headed for free agency. Horton is going to generate a huge amount of interest and plays a physical brand of hockey which would be perfect for the Flyers.

Alas, Horton will command at least $6 million a year and he wants nothing less than a five-year deal.

Given the Flyers just bought out Danny Briere, who’s cap hit was $6.5 million, Horton would not be a prudent financial investment for the Flyers unless the club could lose more salary.

Kris Letang

Sometime next season, Penguins general manager Ray Shero may have to trade his most mobile defenseman, who rejected an eight-year, $56 million contract extension earlier this week.

But not just yet. Shero said on Saturday he was still hoping to get something done and time is an ally here.

“Kris seems happy in Pittsburgh and says he wants to stay here, so we’ll work at it,” Shero said.

“He’s worth waiting on in terms of making the right decisions and have all the information. There’s a time to make a deal.

“To sign a player, there’s also time you realize that you can’t. That’s not apparent to me right now.”

It goes without saying, Shero would never trade a franchise defenseman within the division to a rival such as the Flyers.
Mark Borowiecki tries to work his way back into Senators’ plans

For Ottawa Senators defenceman Mark Borowiecki, the 2012-13 season started the way he had hoped it would.

For Ottawa Senators defenceman Mark Borowiecki, the 2012-13 season started the way he had hoped it would.

 He had an excellent start with the Binghamton Senators and, when the NHL lockout ended in January, he was one of seven AHL players invited to Ottawa’s training camp.

 Unfortunately, the rest of his season didn’t play out as he would have scripted it.

 After playing just six NHL games over a two-week period, he was returned to Binghamton and spent the rest of the season there, edged out on the NHL roster by Andre Benoit, Patrick Wiercioch, Jared Cowen, who returned earlier than expected after hip surgery, and, later, Binghamton teammate Eric Gryba.

 Borowiecki was eventually named Binghamton’s captain, filling the vacancy left with Benoit’s recall, but that wasn’t much consolation for a spot in the NHL.

 So it’s not all that surprising to see the 24-year-old Ottawa native already preparing for the 2013-14 season.

 In addition to sessions in the gym, he’s part of a group — comprised of teammates and other local players who are on other NHL teams — that has been skating twice a week for the last three weeks.

 For the modern hockey player, that’s the way life is today. The season has stretched out to almost a year-long affair.

 But there’s a lot at stake, which is why you see veterans such as Chris Neil skating with youngsters such as Borowiecki and Jean-Gabriel Pageau during midsummer training sessions.

 In today’s NHL, established players still command big dollars and long contracts, but the salary cap, which will drop from a pro-rated $70.2 million in 2012-13 to $64.3 million next season, has put the squeeze on older and younger players alike.

 Borowiecki is right on the edge.

 The recipient of a new two-year contract, he will earn a salary of $100,000 if he plays in Binghamton, but [Note] a salary of [/NOTE] $550,000 if he plays in the NHL.

 While that’s a powerful incentive in itself — and in 2014-15 he’ll earn $600,000 wherever he plays — his main goal is to be in the NHL.

 Whether Borowiecki can boost himself back into Ottawa’s plans is the question.

 Barring a trade or injury, Ottawa’s top six will be Erik Karlsson, Chris Phillips, Marc Methot, Patrick Wiercioch, Joe Corvo, and Jared Cowen.

 That’ll leave Borowiecki and Gryba fighting it out to be the seventh defenceman.

 And right behind are a couple of promising defencemen in Cody Ceci and Fredrik Claesson

 Borowiecki concedes he was stung when he was returned to Binghamton last season.

 It left him, he said, “with a chip on my shoulder,” which he knows can be dangerous.

 It’s always in the back of your mind a little, but you have to let it be a motivation more than something that weighs you down,” he said.

“You just have to come in with a positive attitude.”

The key for him, he said, will be showing general manager Bryan Murray and coach Paul MacLean that he can play with confidence.

 That was what he didn’t do during the six NHL games he played last season.

 He almost felt like two different players. In the AHL, he was comfortable. He wasn’t afraid to handle the puck, or to make plays.

 But in the NHL, which is a lot faster than the AHL, he didn’t have that same confidence.

“I think I have my defensive side down, but I think the big thing now is having more confidence with the puck,” he said. “I know what I can do and I’m sure management knows, too.

 Obviously the game is different up here. It’s a bit quicker and there’s more structure, but you have to stick to your strengths and try to play your game.

“For me, it’s just a matter of time and sorting a few things out. But I hope it’s sooner rather than later.”

Borowiecki can do the math as well as anyone. He knows the Senators are not going to carry a lot of extra NHL salaries, so he’ll have to be in the top seven if he wants to stick around.

“I’m working real hard on the things I need to work on this summer and hoping to make a good showing and we’ll see what happens,” he said.

“It’s not really for me to decide. If I stick, I stick. If I don’t, (Binghamton coach) Luke (Richardson’s) done a great job down there. It’s a pretty positive environment to play in.

“But no one comes into training camp thinking they’re going to go down. It’s always a goal to make the team, and you never know.”

Surprise playoff hero Pageau looks to take the next step

As 20-year-old Jean-Gabriel Pageau prepares to enter just his second season as a professional hockey player, he faces a daunting question: What does he do for an encore?

As 20-year-old Jean-Gabriel Pageau prepares to enter just his second season as a professional hockey player, he faces a daunting question: What does he do for an encore?

At the beginning of last season, he was little more than an undersized (5-9, 164-pound), fourth-round draft pick (96th overall) who would struggle to make the AHL Binghamton Senators.

The Ottawa Senators had their fingers crossed that he would amount to something in a few years, but they weren’t ready to place any bets.

But after a 19-game stint with the Senators, which included a dazzling hat trick in Game 3 of the opening round series against the Montreal Canadiens, the Gatineau native became a local hero and one of the team’s brightest lights for the future.

The hat trick, only the fifth in the playoffs by a player under 21, came in just his third playoff game, faster than Mike Bossy (eight games), Wayne Gretzky (six), Mario Lemieux (nine), Alexander Ovechkin (16) and Sidney Crosby (33).

It was also, notably, one of the top eight individual performances of the 2012-13 season as selected by NHL.com.

If Pageau never plays another NHL game, he’ll dine out on that for a very, very long time.

But he is aiming for a very, very long NHL career, which is why, if everyone can’t forget his magical night, he’d like it to be tucked away in the record book as part of ancient history.

It’s not something that’s going to help him make the team this season.

“Yeah, I did have a pretty good playoff,” he said on Tuesday, after an informal skate with Ottawa teammates and rivals at the Sensplex.

“There was a lot of emotion in not a lot of time. But I think that’s in the past right now.

“I need to prove myself again. I need to come to the camp and win my spot to be in the lineup again. This is a new start.”

You’d have to think that Pageau will get a long look from coach Paul MacLean and general manager Bryan Murray, but there won’t be much room for error.

Barring a trade, 11 forward jobs appear to be locks: Jason Spezza, Bobby Ryan, Milan Michalek, Kyle Turris, Clarke MacArthur, Chris Neil, Colin Greening, Zack Smith, Mika Zibanejad, and Cory Conacher and Erik Condra.

And there’s a big group after the 12th and 13th forward spots, including Pageau, Jim O’Brien, Mark Stone, Matt Kassian, Mike Hoffman, David Dziurzynski, Stephane Da Costa, Shane Prince, Corey Cowick, and Matt Puempel.

So Pageau is realistic enough to see that his future could include spending more time in Binghamton.

“Obviously I hope I can play with the Senators again,” he said.

“But you never know what the coach is going to think about you, so I want to make a good impression at the camp.

“I’m working out hard this summer with other guys that I had the chance to play with last year, and I just hope they’re going to give me a chance again this year.

“But if it doesn’t go the way I’d like it to go, I’m going to go to Binghamton and just work harder for the chance to come back here.”

One thing working in Pageau’s favour is that his growing familiarity with the organization, coupled with the NHL games he played last season, has given him a great boost in confidence.

When you know your teammates, and you don’t feel nervous on the ice, you feel more comfortable, he said.

One thing’s certain: No one will be able to escape the nervousness that comes with training camp.

But all he can do is work harder than the next guy.

It was the road map he followed to success last year, albeit with a few bumps along the way.

“At the beginning of the season in Binghamton, I had trouble making the team,” he said.

“It was pretty hard, a big competition with a lot of good players.

“But I finally won my spot, and after the lockout I had the chance to play more and more and that helped my confidence on the ice with the puck.

“When you have confidence, it’s a lot easier to play. But we’re all coming back for a new start this year.

“The coach is real fair,” he added. “If you work hard, you’re going to be on the team, and if you’re the best player, you’re going to stay.

“But if not, you’re going to go down. He was clear about that.

“I’m just working out this summer to make sure that I’ll be the best player.”

Twitter.com/allenpanzeri2
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They may have the same last name, but there won’t be any mistaking Ludwig and Erik Karlsson on the ice.

The Ottawa Senators signed hulking Northeastern University Huskies forward and Stockholm native Ludwig Karlsson to a two-year, entry-level contract Friday, and he’s already looking forward to a chance to play with the team’s diminutive Norris Trophy-winning defenceman.

“I know it won’t be easy to come into an organization with my name when they already have one that is one of the best in the league, but I would love to get a chance to play with a Karlsson like that,” the 22-year-old expressed in a written exchange from Spain, where he’s vacationing with family.

Ludwig (no, no relation to Erik), who knows Senators goaltender Robin Lehner through Sweden’s national hockey program, says he’s excited to get started on the road to the NHL.

“I want to make the Ottawa Senators, that’s my main goal,” he said. “I know it’s going to take a lot of work on my part to get to that. I have a lot to learn and I know this is the right spot for me to do just that.

He’s also aware there will be a steep learning curve, with time spent honing his professional hockey skills in the American Hockey League.

“I’ve heard good stuff about the staff in Binghamton and I’m going to learn from them and earn a lot of experience,” he added. “I’m aware of how important the hockey culture is in Ottawa and to their fans.”

Karlsson spent the last two seasons with the Huskies, where he scored 15 goals and 19 assists in 49 games. He led the team in scoring with 10 goals and 16 assists as a freshman before running into injury problems during his second year.

Prior to joining Northeastern, the 6-3, 200 pound forward played two seasons with the United States Hockey League’s Green Bay Gamblers. He was the team’s leading scorer in 2009-2010, when the Gamblers won the Clark Cup.

Asked to describe his game for people who haven’t seen him play, Karlsson said: “I’m a big guy that can skate and that loves to have the puck.

“I like to play fast and move the puck to my teammates and score goals.”

Karlsson has already attended two NHL development camps, joining the Nashville Predators earlier this month for a few days and skating with the Anaheim Ducks last summer.

The Senators have a history of locking up NCAA free agents, signing the likes of Jesse Winchester, Bobby Butler and Stephane Da Costa in recent years.

Twitter.com/SensReporter

A tall order for Methot

Aside from a couple of pals who suggested needing time off from work in February, Marc Methot is unaware of any family or friends who might have jumped the gun and placed a call to their travel agents, inquiring about Winter Olympic travel packages for Sochi, Russia, in February.

Aside from a couple of pals who suggested needing time off from work in February, Marc Methot is unaware of any family or friends who might have jumped the gun and placed a call to their travel agents, inquiring about Winter Olympic travel packages for Sochi, Russia, in February.

Not yet anyways.

As one of 17 defenceman selected to attend Team Canada’s orientation camp in late August in Calgary, the former Ottawa Sting and now Senators defensive stalwart is truly honoured and aware of where the opportunity could lead him.

Methot is also wise enough to know that competing head-to-head with a who’s who of Canadian-born defencemen for one of eight roster spots will be just a little tougher than finally cracking the Columbus Blue Jackets roster and earning an NHL spot for good back in 2008-09.

“My buddies were only joking about taking time off,” Methot said Wednesday

“They understand how difficult this is going to be,” said Methot. “Like, let’s not get too far ahead of ourselves only to see me not make the team.

“I kind of heard I might be in the mix, and friends and family were always asking if I had heard yet. But it’s still a surprise when you get the call. I was ecstatic. I am honoured to be associated with that class of player. And if (Team Canada) just need me to be an extra, I would be ecstatic with that too.”

It’s heady company Methot will hang with when you consider names like Drew Doughty, Duncan Keith, Jay Bouwmeester, PK Subban, Shea Weber and Dion Phaneuf, just to mention a few.

Then there’s the star-studded list of forwards, with big names from (Patrice) Bergeron to (Jonathan) Toews.

Around the league, though, Methot might not be one of the first names to pop out of mouths of fans when thinking about who should line up for Canada in Sochi.

The group of five goaltenders, the two rosters’ worth of standout defencemen, and 25 forwards will hit Calgary Aug. 25 for four days and Methot still doesn’t know if he’s supposed to bring his skates and sticks.

The real purpose of the camp is for management, led by executive director Steve Yzerman and head coach Mike Babcock, to present the players with the team’s plans for Sochi, including playing systems, international rules, and logistics. Team Canada has done the same before each of the last three Winter Games.

Methot is already familiar with the international game, having represented Canada at both the 2011 and 2012 world championships.

“You have got to be able to defend on that ice and you have to be able to skate,” said Methot.

“Going to Sochi would be incredibly overwhelming,” he continued. “I can’t think of a bigger deal than hoisting a Stanley Cup. I had the pleasure of playing in Columbus with (Rick) Nash and to see his gold medal (from Vancouver in 2010) was pretty cool.

“But having played with some great players, I know I can hang in there with them. I’m going to be nervous and excited going to the camp. The depth we have is so intimidating. You look at our roster and they’re all all-stars.

“I have to work hard and show what I can do, and I know most of the evaluation will be on what we do on the ice. But I like the fact I am being respected in that group.”

Methot spoke to the media Wednesday while also taking time to regale kids at the Senators youth camps at the Bell Sensplex with his self-deprecating humour. He told them his hockey idol growing up was Raymond Bourque, “until I found out I couldn’t do many of the things Ray Bourque did.”

dcampbell@ottawacitizen.com

 Twitter.com/doncampbellCIT

The agent for restricted free-agent defenceman Jared Cowen says negotiations with the Ottawa Senators will soon pick up pace.

“It’s fine,” Rick Valette of Octagon Sports said Wednesday from his office in High River, Alta. “(The Senators) went through free agency, and they had a lot of things going on. We agreed early in July that we’d wait for a week or three and let things settle out.

“We have talked a couple of times, and we are going to move the process along now.”

Cowen, 22, was drafted ninth overall by the Senators in 2009 and signed a three-year entry-level contract in February 2010. He played one regular-season game that year, but was returned to his major-junior team, the Spokane Chiefs of the Western Hockey League, for 2010-11.

He cracked Ottawa’s roster and played all 82 games in 2011-12, but missed most of the lockout-shortened 2013 season following surgery to repair a hip labrum that had been torn in a game with the American Hockey League’s Binghamton Senators. He rejoined the Ottawa Senators in time to play seven regular-season games and 10 playoff contests.

In those 17 games, Cowen produced one goal, three assists and 31 penalty minutes.

Under terms of the collective agreement between the NHL and the National Hockey League Players’ Association, Cowen is a restricted free agent without the right to salary arbitration.

Valette said he and Senators representatives talked in generalities during a couple of telephone conversations, and he expected more talks in the next week or two. “Nothing really to report at this time,” he said.

The agent declined to comment on whether talks aimed at reaching a new deal for Cowen were focused on the so-called “bridge” contract common to NHL players who have played out their entry contracts, but aren’t eligible for arbitration, “other than to say that there are different options that we can look at.”

Generally regarded as a key component of the Senators’ future, Cowen is the only remaining regular not yet under contract. The website capgeek.com says the team has 22 players under contract for $50,877,500 U.S., with a $53,835,833 hit against the NHL salary cap due to contract structure.

The league’s salary cap for 2013-14 is $64.3 million, and the minimum per team is $44 million.

gholder@ottawacitizen.com

 Twitter.com/HolderGord

Patrick Wiercioch had more than a passing interest in the infamous Ottawa Senators events of July 5, given he’s expected to be a key piece of the team’s re-vamped power play next season.

The only problem was that newlywed Wiercioch, who had been married all of six days, was in transit from his in-laws’ place in Minnesota to his native Burnaby, B.C. The start of NHL free agency, combined with a day of travel for the new couple, made getting information about the annual signing frenzy especially frustrating.

“(The day) was really memorable, in that we were travelling back to Vancouver having just got married the week before in Minnesota,” Wiercioch said Monday after signing a new three-year contract with the Senators to end his brief time as a restricted free agent. “We’re driving to the airport and my phone is going crazy with news and I turned to my wife and said, ‘this has to be the worst day to be in the U.S. without TSN and not being able to get the news.’

“I hated to see Jacob (Silfverberg) go to Anaheim but everyone knows what Bobby (Ryan) is capable of. Fans are going to love him.”

Less than three weeks later, Patrick and wife Kresson are still very much a happy couple — even happier with the pay boost that will see Wiercioch’s base salary jumps from the pro-rated $875,000 he earned last season after making the jump from AHL Binghamton to the parent club to $2 million this upcoming campaign.

And like most newlywed couples, they plan on renting just a little while longer before jumping into the local housing market.

“We’re excited to say Ottawa is the first place that we will call home,” said the 22-year-old Wiercioch, who led Senators defencemen with three power-play goals while ranking second among rookie defencemen in scoring and ninth overall among all rookies. “We still have the lease going from the point at which I was told to find a place and I think, having just unpacked our last box of stuff, we’ll just stay where we are for now.”

Wiercioch appeared in 42 of Ottawa’s 48 regular-season games in 2012-13, registering 19 points on five goals and 14 assists. His plus-nine rating also led team defenceman and saw him finish the season tied for the overall team lead.

All that was after recording 19 points, including 10 goals, on the farm before bidding the AHL farewell for good. His time there also included the memorable run to the Calder Cup championship in 2010-11.

Wiercioch is at a perfect point in his young career. And more will be expected with the departure of Sergei Gonchar to Dallas.

“Honestly, everything about the deal allows me to grow into a role with the team — not to win a Norris Trophy, but to continue to progress and develop,” said Wiercioch, the Senators’ second-round selection (42nd overall) in the 2008 NHL Draft.

“I put expectations on myself too. I have to begin to mature as a player, where I hope I will be playing the last minutes of games and earning time on the penalty kill too. This deal allows me to grow into that.”

dcampbell@ottawacitizen.com

 Twitter.com/doncampbellCIT

After spending parts of the past three seasons killing penalties and defending leads alongside Daniel Alfredsson, pesky checker Erik Condra respects the decision of the former Ottawa Senators captain to move on to the Detroit Red Wings as an unrestricted free agent.

Condra, who lives outside Detroit, even offered up his condo if the Alfredsson clan is looking for a place to stay during the 2013-14 season.

Yet when it comes to Alfredsson’s suggestions he left because the Red Wings have a better shot at winning the Stanley Cup, Condra begs to differ, claiming the comments will serve as motivation for the Senators next season.

“That’s (Alfredsson’s) opinion, he has been in the league long enough,” said Condra, who signed a two-year, $2.5 million extension with the Senators Friday, avoiding salary arbitration. “But it gives us a little bit of an incentive, I think.”

Condra is anxious to play against his Alfredsson and his “home team”, which moves to the Eastern Conference from the West next season.

“That’s a big signing for them, they got him and (Stephen) Weiss and they’re making a big push for the Cup,” he said. “But I’m excited to go after Alfie a little bit.”

While few outsiders would label the re-signing of Condra as a “big signing”, the 26-year-old serves an invaluable role as the club’s top penalty killer. He’s a player coach Paul MacLean trusts with the Senators defending late leads.

“We were one of the top teams on (the penalty kill) and he had the most minutes on our team, so that’s a big part of our game and his game,” assistant general manager Tim Murray said in an audio statement released by the team. “We hope we can just keep helping him improve his offensive game and he can be around for awhile.”

Condra scored four goals and eight assists in 48 regular season games last season and led the team’s forwards with 32 blocked shots. In 10 playoff games, Condra had one goal and six assists, fourth in team scoring, finding chemistry on a line with Colin Greening and Jean-Gabriel Pageau.

Condra’s value to the team, however, isn’t measured in offensive statistics Condra, 26, who has scored 18 goals and 30 assists in 155 regular season games during his career with the Senators, says he’s “excited” to be back with a team where he believes he fits in well and where he has earned the respect of the coaching staff.

He’s also glad to have avoided salary arbitration, an exercise he says can sometimes leave “bad water in everyone’s mouth” and understands why the guys with the big statistics earn the big money deals.

“That’s how the league is and the goal scorers can do things that not a lot of guys can do,” he said. “With the salary cap it pushes some guys back, but I’m happy with the contract.”

Condra has been busy since the Senators second round playoff exit.

When Ottawa’s season ended, he took part in a three-game tour of Australia, showcasing hockey to the population Down Under, while also raising money for stopconcussions.com, an organization set up by former NHL star Keith Primeau to draw attention to head injuries.

Tough week to be a Senators fan

Alfredsson bolts, then team owner cites “substantial losses” while rolling craps on casino bid
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First, the good news. 

Your Ottawa Senators didn’t lose any hockey games this week. In fact, they are undefeated (along with the Canadiens, Maple Leafs, Oilers etc.) during the start of an offseason meant to provide pause to reload and refresh for the new season just around the corner. 

So why do Senators fans feel today as though they’ve just gone 10 rounds with Muhammad Ali in his prime?

Because the past week has been one of the most gut-wrenching in the recent history of the hockey franchise. 

It began last Friday with the bombshell – captain Daniel Alfredsson, the heart and soul of the franchise, was jumping to the Detroit Red Wings via free agency. On a conference call, Alfredsson said the move was nothing more than a player in his twilight years wanting to try to win a Stanley Cup – this despite the fact Detroit finished last season with the same number of points as Ottawa (56 in a 48-game schedule), and was eliminated in the second playoff round, same as the Senators. The Red Wings did, however, extend the eventual Cup winners, the Chicago Blackhawks, to a seven-game semifinal series while the Senators fell in five to Pittsburgh, the last two games by lopsided scores. 

Then there is this: The Wings current payroll is $65 million U.S. Minus bonuses, it tucks in about $2.3 million beneath the NHL salary cap of $64 million, which is expected to rise substantially by the 2014-15 season. 

Look for the Red Wings payroll to rise along with the rising cap. 

The Senators, for better or worse, are running a comparatively austere operation. General manager Bryan Murray has a player budget of about $50 million, roughly $14 million beneath the cap, which means those big catches have to be left swimming in the free agent sea. That’s not all bad. Fans here are smart enough to appreciate the wisdom of avoiding the crazy long-term deals that are handed out every July. 

Likewise, the community was on board with a rebuilding program that began with the trades of Mike Fisher, Chris Kelly and Alex Kovalev as the Senators got younger, and built from within. The result has been surprisingly pleasing – a playoff berth in 2012, after missing the dance in 2011, and then a stirring performance in 2013, wherein the Senators overcame all manner of injuries and setbacks to earn the moniker #peskysens that the marketing department might have dreamed up, except that the fans and players beat them to it. 

In short, it was a compelling season such as this club has not known since reaching the Stanley Cup final in 2007, after beating the Buffalo Sabres in the Eastern Conference final on Alfredsson’s overtime winner. 

So, when did the feel-good wagon start to veer off course, with a case of wobbly wheels? It began before the NHL entry draft and free agency liftoff, when the club made it clear it was not going to spend anywhere near the cap. That sent hardcore fans grousing. Considering the consistent fan support at the Canadian Tire Centre (6th in the league at 19,400), and a run to the second playoff round, exactly what does it take to turn a profit? And when will management be turned loose to pursue the player or two that could help turn a good team into a legitimate contender?

The grumbling ceased, replaced by weeping and cursing, when Alfredsson bolted in his first minutes of freedom. Hours later, a trade for winger Bobby Ryan was enough of a diversion to prevent a complete PR disaster (though at a steep cost – forward Jacob Silfverberg, former first round pick Stefan Noesen and next year’s first round pick).

Then on Tuesday, when Senators owner Eugene Melnyk made an impassioned but unsuccessful pitch to city council for an opportunity to build a casino next to his Kanata hockey rink, many started to view the Alfredsson departure in a new light. While insisting he had no financial difficulties, Melnyk spoke to reporters about “substantial losses” from running the hockey club, thus the need for a third revenue stream to be viable (the hockey club and concerts being the first two streams). 

As recently as September, 2011, a decidedly more buoyant Melnyk went on the Prime Time Sports radio show in Toronto to say, “we don’t have to make the playoffs anymore to make money.” This was after the payroll savings from Fisher, Kelly, Kovalev etc. 

What has changed, besides the messaging? It’s hard to know, exactly. As documented in a Citizen story last week, Melnyk’s personal wealth is not what it used to be. In addition, the Senators are coming off a shortened season in which many tickets were discounted in an effort to win back fans following the lockout. 

Factor in servicing the team’s debt load of an estimated $130 million, and the revenues are up against it. According to a Forbes Magazine assessment in November, 2012, the Senators had then an overall value of $220 million, operating income of $14.5 million and revenues of $113 million against a payroll of $56 million. 

The year to year bottom line of a company has always been a moving target, as once phrased so eloquently by one of the country’s best-known chartered accountants, Toronto Blue Jays president and CEO Paul Beeston: 

“I can turn a $4-million profit into a $2-million loss and get every national accounting firm to agree with me,” Beeston said. 

Ottawa hockey fans don’t need to know how every dollar is accounted for, in and out. They do need – as do NHL players – faith that the operation is stable and capable of going for it on occasion. Events of the past week, including ominous messages after rolling craps on a casino bid, have rocked the feel-good wagon. 

twitter.com/@HockeyScanner

Borowiecki re-signs, Cowen, Wiercioch up next for Senators

Two more restricted free agents agree to new deals with the Senators.
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OTTAWA — Next up, Jared Cowen and Patrick Wiercioch.

Now that the Ottawa Senators have locked up one restricted free-agent defenceman — Mark Borowiecki on Wednesday signed a two-year extension with a guaranteed NHL salary of $600,000 in 2014-15 — the team will get down to serious business with Cowen and Wiercioch.

Cowen, 22, is a unique case. Even though he has only played only two professional seasons (including only seven regular-season games last season following surgery to repair an injured hip), his three-year entry-level contract had expired because he signed it when he was 19.

At 6-5 and 230 pounds, Cowen can be a dominating physical presence, and he’s expected start next season as one of the Senators’ top four defencemen, again charged with shutting down top opposition forwards. He served in that capacity in the playoffs against the Montreal Canadiens and Pittsburgh Penguins, when he was often matched up against Evgeni Malkin.

“We’ve only had preliminary discussions,” Cowen’s agent, Rick Valette, said Wednesday. “We’ve talked about various things in broad terms and I will get back to them in the next few days. They’ve been busy with (unrestricted free agency), and we’ll circle back.”

Cowen has played only 90 regular-season games for the Senators, scoring six goals and 12 assists. However, he has been a fixture in the playoffs, playing all seven games against the New York Rangers in 2012 and all 10 versus the Canadiens and Penguins this past spring.

Typically, National Hockey League players coming out of entry-level deals sign “bridge” contracts, a link between their first and third deals, and there is an established market for defencemen in Cowen’s situation.

Following their Stanley Cup triumph, the Chicago Blackhawks signed 22-year-old Nick Leddy to a two-year extension for $5.4 million U.S.

After the lockout ended in January, Montreal Canadiens defenceman P.K. Subban, 24, agreed to a two-year contract worth $5.75 million U.S. Like Subban, the Florida Panthers’ Dmitry Kulikov, 22, has one year left on the two-year, $5-million deal he signed last summer, and 23-year-old Michael del Zotto of the New York Rangers is in the middle of a two-year, $5.1-million deal.

Wiercioch established himself as an NHL regular last season, taking advantage of injuries to Cowen and Mike Lundin to earn a spot with the Senators. He scored five goals and 14 assists in 42 regular-season games, but played only one game in the post-season because of his own injury and the return of Cowen.

Also 22, Wiercioch should receive additional ice time, particularly on the power play, following the trade that sent Sergei Gonchar to the Dallas Stars.

While Cowen and Wiercioch figure to play major roles in the Senators’ future, the club has also shown its faith in Borowiecki with his new deal: $100,000 if he’s with Binghamton in the American Hockey League next season, but $600,000 if he’s in the NHL, and he has a guaranteed NHL salary for 2014-15.

“Regardless of what your contract states, you’ve got to earn it, nothing is given to you,” Borowiecki said during a conference call. “But I’m happy about. It’s more of a push for me to try and make the next step.”

Borowiecki, 24, served as Binghamton’s captain last season, when he had four goals, 10 assists and 157 penalty minutes, a total boosted by 14 fighting majors. He had no points and 18 penalty minutes during a six-game stint in Ottawa.

When the Senators signed the offensively-minded Joe Corvo to a one-year contract Monday, it pushed Borowiecki down the depth chart. Borowiecki, however, said he was doing his best not to get too caught up in all the transactions.

“You try to be even-keeled,” he said. “You see it as part of the game and teams are going to sign guys. Any time a guy is going to compete with you, you take notice, but you don’t dwell on it.”

If and when Borowiecki makes his mark in the NHL, it will be because of his hands, one way or another. He understands the Senators want him to improve his puck-handling, but he’s not going to forget about further developing his strengths. The punching bag in his garage still gets a lot of work and he’s fine-tuning the technical side of fighting by taking boxing lessons.

“I’m not the biggest guy, so it’s important to work on that,” said Borowiecki, who stands 6-1 and weighs 205 pounds. “I’ve talked to (winger) Chris Neil. He has got some good tricks to be able to matchup against some of the (heavier fighters).”

DIZZY RETURNS

The Senators also re-signed left winger Dave “Dizzy” Dziurzynski to a one-year, two-way contract.

Dziurzynski was one of several Binghamton call-ups to experience surprising success in the NHL last season, scoring two goals in 12 games, but he was also on the wrong end of a devastating punch from the Toronto Maple Leafs’ Frazer McLaren and was knocked out cold in a Battle of Ontario game.

He had four goals and 16 assists in 54 games with Binghamton.

Claesson and a band of brothers stand out at Development Camp

It’s obvious how important player development is to the Ottawa Senators

It’s obvious how important player development is to the Senators organization. 

How to tell? Just watch the faces of the people who drafted, signed or are charged with bringing these prospects along. As development concluded with a three-on-three tournament Tuesday morning, watching intently from the corner balcony at the Sensplex, were the proud “poppas” who develop the young talent: general manager Bryan Murray, player personnel director Pierre Dorion, player development and hockey operations director Randy Lee along with other staff. Assistant GM Tim Murray was absent but monitored the progress of the players from the outset last Wednesday. 

Which players stood out among the rest? Senators evaluators base their assessments on relative merit, so that NHLers like Mika Zibanejad and Cory Conacher aren’t held up for comparison against players that haven’t yet played a season in the pros. 

Among those cited for merit: 2013 first round draft pick Curtis Lazar, Swedish pick Tobias Lindberg, late draft pick Chris Leblanc, former Princeton defenceman Michael Sdao, former Ohio State forwards Ryan Dzingel and Max McCormick, 6-5 free agent signing Buddy Robinson and another undrafted forward in Cole Schneider. Also noteworthy were several camp “veterans” including former Ottawa 67′s Cody Ceci and Shane Prince, 

Dorion was impressed with all of the goaltenders in camp, while 2012 third round pick Chris Driedger was kept out of action as a precaution due to a minor injury. 

CLAESSON WINS ‘BOWL’

The Senators love to make a fuss over the player deemed the hardest worker in camp, bestowed with a makeshift “trophy” donated by the team’s video coach. This year’s winner of the ‘Tim Pattyson’s Mother’s Ceramic Bowl Award’ is Swedish defenceman Fredrik Claesson, a fifth-round pick from 2011 who spent the entire 2012-13 season with AHL Binghamton as a 20-year-old. 

“The first 10 games I was pretty lost,” Claesson admits. “It’s different.”

Yet, unlike many European defenceman, Claesson loves a physical game, which he exhibited again in Tuesday’s final action. 

“I’m not as good a skater as most of the guys so it’s better for me to play in a small rink,” says the six-foot, 205-pound Claesson. “I like to hit guys, it’s better here to do that.”

Dorion says of Claesson’s development at Binghamton: 

“He went from being just a guy in the lineup to an important guy in the lineup.”

The Senators don’t hand out this ceramic bowl lightly. Lee speaks with coaches, trainers, drivers, everyone in contact with these young players to note which among them are courteous, arrive on time and pay attention in seminars. The end vote was extremely close among Claesson, Prince, Chris Wideman, Sdao and Dzingel, who deserves credit for showing so well as a seventh-round, 204th overall pick in 2011 . 

HERE’S TO YOU MR ROBINSON

Robinson admits people have an expectation of him just seeing the 6-5, 236 pounds beside his name in the game program. 

“Everyone sees on paper this big guy — and that’s what I like to do, get the puck in deep and just work their defence in the corners and find someone out front to shoot the puck and make me look good,” Robinson says. 

When he was 17, the New Jersey native decided to give junior hockey a try, first spending a year and a half with Hamilton of the OJHL, and then half a season with the Nepean Raiders of the CCHL. That landed him a scholarship with Lake Superior State University, where he spent two seasons before signing a free agent contract with the Senators and turning pro with AHL Binghamton for the final six games of 2012-13. 

“School is important to me and my parents,” Robinson said. “But I can always go back.”

Up next is the Senators main camp and a chance to impress yet again. Robinson can expect to play a full season in Binghamton. 

TRADE TALK

 Bryan Murray said he will consider further moves, but is likely done for the summer after the trade that delivered winger Bobby Ryan from Anaheim for Jacob Silfverberg Stefan Noesen and a first round pick. 

“I don’t want to give up more kids right now if I can help it,” Murray said. “Eventually we’ll have to move a couple of young guys to get a piece. Right now, we’ve got a couple of young guys that really deserve a chance to come to camp and see where they fit and if we have to make a move at that time we’ll do it.”

While he admires Jaromir Jagr and thinks he can still play at age 41, Murray feels he’s too expensive as a free agent and is the type of veteran to acquire at a trade deadline. 

By the way, the Ducks wanted two of the following three Senators roster players for Ryan: defenceman Jared Cowen, forwards Zibanejad and Silfverberg. 

ON PLAYING ZIBA AT C

 Murray imagines Ryan on the left side with Jason Spezza at centre and Milan Michalek on the right wing. One day, perhaps soon, the Senators would like to see Zibanejad settle in at centre, although he has been used mostly at wing in the NHL so far. 

“I will talk to (head coach) Paul (MacLean) about that, but if we could get him playing in the middle we could have a real dynamic centre for a lot of years here,” Murray said. 

twitter.com/@HockeyScanner

Corvo better suited to role play in Canadian market

Joe Corvo isn’t nearly as surprised as some are in Ottawa that he’s a Senator again

by Wayne Scanlan


on July 9, 2013 

in Main


Leave a comment


    share  

Joe Corvo isn’t nearly as surprised as some are in Ottawa that he’s a Senator again. 

“Have you looked at my history with Carolina?” Corvo said on a conference call Tuesday. “I think I’ve gone back three times. So, going back to a team isn’t really a surprise for me.”

Indeed, Corvo, the 36-year-old defenceman from Oak Park, Illinois, had three stops in Carolina, and is working on his second Ottawa stint. He’s also been with the Los Angeles Kings, Washington Capitals and Boston Bruins in an NHL career that began in L.A. 11 years ago. 

This week, Corvo signed a one-year contract with the Senators for $900,000, saying he’s just happy to be the league. 

“I’m getting older and realizing the time in this league is kind of winding down,” Corvo said. “You’ve to adapt and get in with a team you feel comfortable with, that has a need for you.”

Corvo had a good season, producing 37 points on a Senators team that reached the Stanley Cup final in 2006-07. While Corvo scored a double over time goal against the Buffalo Sabres in the Eastern Conference Final, he didn’t feel he played well in the final (he had company) and sees that as a career regret. 

“I felt like I let that chance slip away,” he says. 

The next season, Corvo said he requested a trade because he wasn’t happy with his playing time, wanting top four minutes. 

But he also mentioned at the time that he didn’t enjoy the scrutiny of playing in a Canadian market. What has changed?

“I’m more comfortable with it now, I faced a lot of scrutiny in Boston (in 2011-12),” Corvo said. “You’ve just got to understand you can’t be on your phone all the time, looking at blogs and reading into anything, which I don’t even do anymore.”

When he was with the Senators five years ago, Corvo was frustrated at not getting top four minutes. In his mid-30s, colour him more realistic.

“As I’ve gotten older I think I have a better idea of different pieces of a puzzle on a team,” Corvo said. “I’m way more open minded as to where a coach feels I fit in on a team.” 

Where that is with the Senators, is likely in the third pairing, with power play time. In talks with general manager Bryan Murray, Corvo was told he’s expected to fire the puck from the point, always a strength. 

As to his defensive game, he labels criticism of it understandable but also “unfair.” 

“I think so, but when you’ve played your whole career as not really a physical-type D or a shutdown D, people are going to criticize you,” he said. “It doesn’t matter. You’ve just go to have more upside than downside.

“Once that flips over on you, then you’re done. Probably.”

With his old No. 7 now affixed to centre Kyle Turris, Corvo joked that he would “fight him for it,” then added he might look into 77. 

“I can guarantee you it’s not going to be 14,” Corvo said, warming up. “That was my number in Boston. My most unlucky number.”

How so? 

“I was there the year after they won the Cup and they decided they wanted to take the year off,” Corvo said, “to rest.”

twitter.com/@HockeyScanner
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If any prospect at the Ottawa Senators development camp ever questions whether the long days of practice, power skating drills, off-ice workouts, nutritional tips and motivational seminars is worth the time and effort, they only have to look up to – or, rather down to – the 5-9, 168-pound Jean-Gabriel Pageau.
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Let’s call it the Jean-Gabriel Pageau factor.

If any prospect at the Ottawa Senators development camp ever questions whether the long days of practice, power skating drills, off-ice workouts, nutritional tips and motivational seminars is worth the time and effort, they only have to look up to – or, rather down to – the 5-9, 168-pound Pageau.

There’s Pageau, exhausted from the tough workouts, but excited about the year to come after his unlikely rise to Senators playoff hero in the spring.

At this time last year, he was deep down on the organizational depth chart, not knowing whether he would be in Binghamton of the American Hockey League Elmira of the ECHL or back in junior somewhere. Now, he has the inside track on starting next season as the Senators third or fourth line centre.

Accordingly, he has become a poster child for motivation.

“I think Pageau coming up and doing well is a great sign,” said Shane Prince, the former Ottawa 67′s winger who is among the candidates to earn a spot on one of the Senators top two lines next season. “He’s a great player and to see a guy like him go up and do well, it gives me a lot of confidence to go up and do the same thing…and hopefully, I’m given that chance.”

Prince, like Pageau, learned countless valuable lessons with Binghamton in 2012-13, including patience and perseverance. His slow start began by suffering a leg injury in a scrimmage in the opening day of training camp. The roster was jammed with players owning NHL experience, including Mika Zibanejad and Jakob Silfverberg due to the NHL lockout, along with minor league veterans. Finally, late in the season, he started producing, finishing with 18 goals and 17 assists in 65 games. He scored once in three playoff games.

“As a first year pro, I had to work my way back into the lineup and I had to earn my ice time and respect and I think once I did that, as we went through the year, things started to click a little bit better,” said Prince.

He also saw the rewards as a steady stream of Binghamton teammates jumped on the shuttle to Ottawa due to the never-ending injury list and received a chance.

“There are no favours, there is no sense of entitlement,” said Randy Lee, the Senators director of hockey operations and player development. “If you’re the best player at the position at the time we need you, you’re going to get the call up. Paul (MacLean, Senators coach) has done a good job of reinforcing the value of ‘if you play well, you’re going to get on the ice.’”

Lee says Prince was one of the most improved players within the system, by listening to what he was told and by watching what was happening and by putting it all into action.

“The (AHL) is a challenging league,” Lee said. “Some guys do respond and some guys don’t. I was most impressed with the way he engaged himself, the way he fought to get to lose pucks. He was harder to play against. He was all of the things we wanted to see.”

There shouldn’t be any danger in Prince getting ahead of himself, however. When he looks around at training camp, he sees Zibanejad and Cory Conacher, an American Hockey League MVP and an early candidate for the Calder Trophy as NHL rookie of the year last season.

“They know too that competition is there, they don’t want somebody to go past them,” said Lee, explaining why there are several established NHL players at the camp.

That group also includes Pageau, who insists his head isn’t too swollen from the playoff success to forget about what got him here in the first place. He’s not assuming anything about next season.

“I know that I’m not guaranteed anything,” said Pageau. “I’m going to have to put some work in. I’m still learning. I’m still working hard to get better every day. I don’t want to sit back.”

LAZAR ON THE RADAR: Curtis Lazar, selected 17th overall by the Senators at the June 30 entry draft, insists he isn’t looking ahead to the Senators main training camp in September, even though GM Bryan Murray has suggested he has a shot at starting the season as a second line right winger. He helped his cause by scoring one goal and one assist in a 3-1 intrasquad game victory Saturday.

“I’m hearing stuff coming around, but all I’m going to do is give it my all,” said Lazar. “In the scrimmage, for example, I was playing with Zibanejad and Conacher and playing right wing. If there’s a spot open, I’ve going to give it my all to fill that role, but right now, I just want to get the experience as a professional hockey player.”

When Lazar was drafted, he said he wasn’t familiar with too many Senators player, but he was in awe of playing with Daniel Alfredsson.

Does Alfredsson leaving change the feeling?

“Yes and no,” he said. “We’re all trying to write our own history, so to (speak). We want to be the next generation of Senators coming along. When you look at what Alfie has done with the organization and for the city of Ottawa, he’s going to be missed for sure. I didn’t get to meet him personally. I would have liked to do that.”
It’s the summer of shocking twists for the Ottawa Senators.

First, Daniel Alfredsson, the guy who nobody thought would ever leave the capital, is gone.

And now, veteran defenceman Joe Corvo, a guy nobody ever thought would return, is coming back.

In February, 2008, the offensively gifted but defensively challenged Corvo received his wish for a trade out of Ottawa – Corvo and Patrick Eaves went to the Carolina Hurricanes for Cory Stillman and Mike Commodore – to get away from the media pressure of playing in a Canadian market. General manager Bryan Murray, who served as Senators coach during the 2006-07 season, also regularly grew frustrated with Corvo’s defensive commitment, including cutting his ice time during the Stanley Cup finals against Anaheim in 2007.

Clearly, it’s not a match made in heaven. Yet with the Senators in need of an offensive defenceman to replace Sergei Gonchar on the power play and with Corvo in need of a job – he signed a one-year, $900,000 contract as an unrestricted free agent – Murray made the move.

It’s a controversial signing, especially since the Senators let Andre Benoit skate away as an unrestricted free agent. Benoit has since signed a one-year, $900,000 deal with the Colorado Avalanche.

“Joe brings us a veteran defenceman who has a history of scoring points in the NHL,” Murray said in an audio statement released by the team. “We needed depth and we certainly have that provided now in Joe.”

Corvo, 36, scored six goals and 11 assists in 40 games with Carolina Hurricanes last season and has 89 goals and 211 assists in 683 career games with five teams. During his two-year stint with the Senators from 2006-08, he scored 14 goals and 50 assists in 127 games. Corvo still holds the franchise record for points in a game by a defenceman (five in a 7-2 win over Toronto in October 2006) and scored a double overtime goal against Buffalo in the Eastern Conference finals in 2007.

Yet he may best be remembered for publicly airing his confidence issues after giving away the puck to lose a game in overtime against Atlanta earlier that season. “If you know me as a person, it’s going to be hard for me to bounce back from something like that,” he said at the time. “We’ll see how it goes for the next game.”

In some ways, Corvo never recovered from the resulting criticism. Murray, in his taped statement, said “he has an understanding of what it takes to play in this market now.”

The jury is out on that.

The Senators now have five defencemen signed to guaranteed NHL contracts: Erik Karlsson, Chris Phillips, Marc Methot, Eric Gryba and Corvo. Jared Cowen, Patrick Wiercioch and Marc Borowieki are restricted free agents.

The signing of Corvo also means Cody Ceci, the Ottawa native and former Ottawa 67′s defenceman who was drafted 15th overall in 2012, will likely begin next season with Binghamton of the American Hockey League.

“I’ve still got to work just as hard to try and earn a spot on the team,” Ceci said after taking part in the Senators’ development camp Monday at the Sensplex. “I know this spot wasn’t going to be given to me I knew it was going to be a tough thing for me to make that team and this is just going to make it a little tougher and I will have to work that much harder.”
Warren: On paper, maybe Senators are better off

It wasn’t a long weekend in Ottawa. It only seemed that way for area hockey fans, still dealing with the emotions following Daniel Alfredsson’s startling exit to the Detroit Red Wings.
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It wasn’t a long weekend in Ottawa. It only seemed that way for area hockey fans, still dealing with the emotions following Daniel Alfredsson’s startling exit to the Detroit Red Wings.

Alfredsson’s growth with the Ottawa Senators and contributions to the city will never be forgotten. His success story here was unlikely and remarkable.

Some of us can remember when he first arrived, with little fanfare and limited English in the fall of 1995. As I drove him home from the airport one night during his first exhibition season, he carried a huge chip on his shoulder and his eyes burned with competitive desire after reading an article suggesting the sad-sack organization was nothing without Alexei Yashin, who was in the midst of one of his countless holdouts.

Alfredsson went on to win the Calder Trophy as NHL rookie of the year. Year after year after year he was the one constant as the Senators went way up the standings, back down to near rock bottom in 2010-11 and back up again in the past two seasons. Along the way, the franchise sidestepped several major financial landmines.

For all that, his decision to move on provides a cold, hard — and necessary — reminder that this whole big thing called the National Hockey League is a business.

Owners routinely lock out the players, crying poverty, before returning to the same ridiculous, compulsive shopping addictions. Players join the party by shopping themselves around to the highest bidder or where the opportunity for success is greatest.

Yes, even Alfredsson has gone there.

He has joined a Detroit team that will spend to the salary cap. Don’t discount the fact he’s now part of a pseudo-Swedish all-star team in an Olympic year. Maybe just maybe, Alfredsson wants to close out his career as just a hockey player with a big winner, not as a larger than life figure called upon to answer for every big and little thing that goes right or wrong with his team.

“This is hockey, this is pro sport, and people come and go when you don’t want them to,” Senators general manager Bryan Murray said in the midst of his grief. “We have to turn the page.”

Yes, we do.

Now, if we can ever get past thinking about what Alfredsson was for so long and instead think about what he is now on the ice — a highly competitive second- or third-line right-winger with outstanding leadership skills — it’s open to debate whether the Senators could actually be a step ahead of where they were when the 2013 playoffs ended.

For the first time since Dany Heatley — oops, sorry about dredging up another painful franchise memory — the Senators have a proven, consistent, not injury-prone, 30-goal winger to take passes from Jason Spezza.

Spezza might, in fact, be the biggest beneficiary of all from Friday’s developments. Bobby Ryan has topped 30 goals in every full season he has played. He scores pretty goals and ugly goals. He’s only 26, and, since a player’s peak years often come in their late 20s, he may not yet have reached his potential. The Senators power play should be better.

Coach Paul MacLean will make the lineup calls, but there should be some excitement about the potential of a combination of Ryan, Spezza and Milan Michalek, if Michalek can stay out of the trainer’s room for an extended period.

Every blockbuster trade comes with a gamble, of course. In this case, the hope is that the instant dividends Ryan should provide will be better than what Jakob Silfverberg and Stefan Noesen will eventually deliver for the Anaheim Ducks. If the Senators remain competitive and make the playoffs next season, losing the first-round draft pick in 2014 won’t be as costly as if they struggle, don’t make the post-season and end up giving away a top-10 pick.

There is only so much room on the roster and the Senators had the prospects to make the deal. They also believe that Curtis Lazar, whom they selected 17th overall in the June 30 draft, will fill a top-six forward role within a couple of years. His performance at the club’s development camp last week — he scored a goal and an assist in Saturday’s 3-1 intrasquad contest — has some people wondering whether he might seriously push for a spot as soon as next season.

For those who can’t stop thinking about hockey in the summer, here’s a fun topic: Who joins Spezza, Ryan, Michalek, Kyle Turris and Clarke MacArthur on the top two lines? Mika Zibanejed? Cory Conacher? Mark Stone? Shane Prince? Mike Hoffman?

MacArthur is one of the few players who has switched sides in the Battle of Ontario, and it’s reasonable to think he can match Alfredsson’s expected offensive output next season: somewhere in the 20-goal, 45-point range. With Spezza back from his back and knee injuries, Turris will be restored to a more comfortable second-line centre spot.

What the on-paper fantasy GM analysis can’t predict, however, is how the leadership void is filled.

All criticism aside, it seems logical Spezza would inherit the captaincy of the Senators, with defenceman Chris Phillips and winger Chris Neil continuing to be loud voices in the dressing room. Erik Karlsson, the Norris Trophy winner in 2011-12, will have his say.

Can they be the ones who relay the messages from MacLean to the rest of the team? Can that group put out any fires that develop behind closed doors? Can they motivate and inspire the Senators’ youngsters as Alfredsson once did?

Every team faces question marks when a season begins, and queries about the Senators leadership will be at the forefront.

Change is the nature of the game, though, and by “game,” I mean the business of the NHL. Players come and players go.

We’ve just forgotten that because Alfredsson hung around here for so long.
Bobby Ryan “couldn’t be happier” to land in Ottawa

Bobby Ryan is a lot of things.But he’s no Daniel Alfredsson. Just ask him.
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Bobby Ryan was a dynamic junior star, selected second behind Sidney Crosby in the NHL entry draft in Ottawa in 2005. He’s a perennial 30-goal scorer and a member of the U.S. Olympic team. He’s unquestionably a first-line NHL talent and will soon find a home alongside Jason Spezza.

In short, Ryan is a lot of things.

But he’s no Daniel Alfredsson. Just ask him.

“I don’t think Daniel Alfredsson will ever be replaced,” Ryan said in a conference call following the blockbuster deal with the Anaheim Ducks Friday which brought him to the Senators in exchange for Jakob Silfverberg, Stefan Noesen and a first round draft pick. “I just want to try and play the way I can and get accustomed (to Ottawa). It’s a turnover day for the franchise and I understand that, but replacing Alfredsson is not going to happen.”

While the talkative Ryan recognizes he’ll be walking into a vastly different environment in the Senators dressing room, he’s ecstatic at finally being able to skate away from the uncertainty of constant trade speculation.

It’s long been believed Ryan was going somewhere because the Ducks simply couldn’t afford his salary – Ryan is under contract for $5.1 million next season and in 2014-15 – with fellow forwards Perry and Ryan Getzlaf also commanding big dollars.

“I was surprised,” he said. “I was on high alert at the draft (last weekend), because I thought if anything would happen, it would be there. But when it didn’t, I thought maybe we would be going into another season. For it to happen this way, I couldn’t be happier. It’s like a re-start, not having to deal with (trade rumours) day in and day out.”

Ryan says he isn’t making any assumptions about where he might fit in the Senators lineup, but if it happens to be beside Spezza, he won’t complain.

“Spezza is a skating highlight reel,” he said. “I’m more than happy to stand at the side of the net and watch him work.”

Senators general manager Bryan Murray has been discussing a possible Ryan trade with Anaheim general manager Bob Murray for awhile – the original proposal called for two players off the existing Senators roster and a second round pick – but it had been on the backburner. When the Senators failed in their quest to sign David Clarkson as an unrestricted free agent (Clarkson ended up in Toronto), the Senators and Ducks re-worked the deal.

“I think we got a star in Bobby Ryan,” said the Senators’ Murray. “He scores goals. He plays big minutes. He’s good around net, with and without the puck and we’re younger.”

Ryan scored 11 goals and 19 assists in 46 games last season and has topped the 30-goal mark in all four full seasons he has played with the Ducks.

The deal didn’t come cheap. The Senators gave up Silfverberg, who scored 10 goals and nine assists last season and promising prospect Noesen. Barring another trade, they’ll also be without a first round pick at the draft table next summer in Philadelphia.

While Ryan should immediately land on the Senators top line, Murray is also optimistic that left winger Clarke MacArthur, also acquired Friday as a free agent, could play on a second line, possibly beside Kyle Turris. MacArthur, who has topped the 20-goal mark in the past two seasons with the Toronto Maple Leafs, signed a two-year, $6.5 million deal with the Senators.

“He has a history of scoring goals, we think he can score 15-20 goals (next season),” said Murray. “He’s a skilled guy, he shoots the puck real well, he’s fairly competitive. He’s not a great big body (6-0, 191 pounds), but he skates really well and he has experience and that’s something we need on left wing..”

Murray says he isn’t finishing looking for help and is in the market for a depth defenceman after the Senators traded away Sergei Gonchar to Dallas and saw Andre Benoit sign a one-year, $900,000 deal with the Colorado Avalanche as a free agent.

After an emotional day, Murray wasn’t ready to say the Senators were an improved team.

“I would like to think our team is growing up fast and I would like to prove to (Alfredsson) and the rest that we’re right there with them,” he said.

“This is hockey, this is pro sport and people come and go you don’t want them to. (Alfredsson leaving) is totally a desire of a player to try something different. If that’s part of the history, that’s part of the history. We have to turn the page. I hope our fans understand that this is what happens sometimes.”
Alfredsson departs, Ryan arrives in a wild day for Senators

Sports fans are used to emotion swings . . . but this was a white knuckle roller-coaster ride
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The next time Ottawa Senators fans walk down the tunnel outside Canadian Tire Centre to see their team play, Alfie will not be there.
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Sports fans are accustomed to emotional swings, ebbs and flows of a game or a series.

Even so, Ottawa wasn’t braced for the white-knuckle roller-coaster ride that was the NHL’s free-agent frenzy. One minute Senators fans were in tears over losing captain Daniel Alfredsson to Detroit as a free agent, the next minute digesting a blockbuster trade that delivered flashy Anaheim Ducks winger Bobby Ryan.

At dusk, the dust settled on one of the wildest days in the history of the Senators. Where to begin? With the departing icon, of course.

Those who follow the hockey club and their resident hero, “Alfie,” could sense something wasn’t right. It didn’t add up: the Senators unable to get the NHL’s longest-serving captain and their first legacy player signed to a contract before the free agent period opened Friday at noon.

Yet, for all the ominous signs, the news Friday that Alfredsson was ending a 17-season career with the Senators by signing a one-year, $5.5-million deal (including $2 million in potential bonuses) with the Detroit Red Wings hit the National Capital Region like a thunderbolt out of a clear blue sky. Some fans wept openly. Others railed against Senators ownership and management for letting this happen. Some vowed not to darken the newly named Canadian Tire Centre next season.

Instant public-relations nightmare … at least until general manager Bryan Murray landed the colourful Ryan in a massive deal Friday afternoon.

How did Alfredsson get away?

Something clearly triggered a change in the mind of No. 11. At the winter trade deadline, he had an opportunity to accept a move to the Boston Bruins if he wished to take a run at a Stanley Cup with a more serious contender (with assets coming this way in return). Though it would have saddened fans who came to adore Alfredsson with god-like reverence (never more apparent than during the 2012 All-Star Game in Ottawa), they would have understood their beloved Alfie, at age 40, taking a last shot at winning a Cup, much as Bruins legend Raymond Bourque did when he accepted a move to the Colorado Avalanche.

But no, Alfredsson declined a move to the Bruins or any other contender because, as he said many times “I like the direction we’re going here.” Just six weeks ago, on Jim Rome’s syndicated radio show, Alfredsson said that, if he was going to win a Cup in his twilight years, “I want to win it here.”

Upon reflection as free agency approached, he didn’t believe the Senators could win soon enough. If money was a factor, it was Ottawa’s overall hockey budget, not his personal deal. With a salary cap hit of $3.5 million, Alfredsson’s contract with Detroit is one that Ottawa could have, would have, easily matched.

To the departing captain, this was “sports” driven, not financial. Ironically, Alfredsson is fleeing a Senators team that ranked seventh in the Eastern Conference this past regular season to join a Red Wings team that was merely seventh in the Western Conference. (But they’re moving east next season, meaning lots of chances to see Alfredsson wear the winged wheel). One could make the case that the Senators are as close to glory as are the Red Wings; the Wings picked up a strong centre in Stephen Weiss, while Ottawa added former Toronto Maple Leafs winger Clarke MacArthur and then Ryan, who was drafted second overall behind Sidney Crosby in 2005.

The price was steep: promising winger Jakob Silfverberg, prospect Stefan Noesen and Ottawa’s first round-draft pick in 2014, but the Senators are knee-deep in young talent and in Ryan the they acquire a dynamic 26-year-old they needed to ease the pain of Alfredsson’s departure.

During a conference call, Alfredsson said he agonized over what he called “a selfish decision” to try to win a Stanley Cup before he retired. He has also long admired Detroit’s “puck-possession game” with the likes of Henrik Zetterberg and Pavel Datsyuk and believes the Red Wings can contend for a Cup next season.

Will he return to Ottawa with his wife and four boys after his playing career? Alfredsson is not sure. For now, the focus is on a bold new experience in the last gasp of a fine career, and he understands the “anger and resentment” Senators fans feel today.

Once the shock wears off, fans who adored him here should wish him well, be grateful for 17 special seasons together and hope that those he leaves behind can pick up the torch.

“He deserves the opportunity to do what he did,” Murray said in a classy salute to his departing captain. “We’re going to miss him as a person, a leader, a guy in the community.” In a phone conversation Thursday night, Murray told Daniel his decision felt “devastating” to Murray and owner Eugene Melnyk.

“One more year!” has been the Alfie arena chant for some time. Without a proper goodbye, suddenly it’s time to move on, time for the succession plan to kick in. Centre Jason Spezza has been dying for an opportunity to lead this team, and he has plenty of support with Erik Karlsson, Chris Phillips and Chris Neil, plus two new experienced forwards in MacArthur and Ryan.

No one ever said it was easy being a sports fans, investing emotion, energy, hard earned cash in the hometown team. For the legions of Alfredsson fans in Ottawa, Friday was a hard day. Better days are ahead.

wscanlan@ottawacitizen.com
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Daniel Alfredsson talks to reporters in Ottawa Thursday May 23, 2013.(Photo: Fred Chartrand/The Canadian Press)
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Former Ottawa Senators captain Daniel Alfredsson understands the frustration, the resentment and the hollow feeling that many Ottawa Senators fans are feeling after his “selfish” decision to leave for the Detroit Red Wings.

“I’m not worried about my legacy in Ottawa,” Alfredsson said in a conference call Friday following his shocking decision to leave the only NHL team he had known during his 17-year career, in pursuit of a Stanley Cup with the Detroit. “I suspect there will be anger from fans and there should be and I thought that question through, as well.”

Alfredsson will receive a one-year contract that pays him $5.5 million, including bonuses, but it wasn’t about the money. Ultimately, the former face of the Senators franchise says the decision boiled down to looking at his best options to win a Stanley Cup and believing that Detroit is closer to that quest than the Senators.

“I didn’t really see myself making a change, if you had asked me a week ago,” he said. “But then thoughts started creeping in. Everybody knows Detroit’s goals are always to be at the top of the game and to win championships and they’ve done that in the past.”

The 40-year-old Alfredsson, who owns his own chapter in the Senators record books, says he likely would have been satisfied playing out his career in Ottawa, but that his competitive nature wouldn’t allow him to turn down the opportunity for a shot with Detroit. Henrik Zetterberg, a fellow Swede, made some convincing arguments.

“Just to stay in Ottawa and enjoy my last year there and retire as an Ottawa Senator probably would have been a great ending, too,” he said. “But I’m a competitive person and I wouldn’t have felt the same drive, sort of being the mentor and playing it out.”

Senators general manager Bryan Murray was sharing the feeling of the fans Friday, feeling like he had been kicked in the gut. When Alfredsson broke the news to him in a telephone conversation late Thursday, Murray says it was a “devastating” feeling.

Murray’s attempted to talk Alfredsson out of the decision. The Senators general manager promised him the moon and more to stay, discussed possible trades and also debated whether the Senators were so far behind the league’s perceived front-runners. After all was said and done, he admits to having a restless night, knowing the organization would never be quite the same way again.

“You’ve got to feel what a terrible loss it is for the franchise,” a remarkably candid Murray said. “If you didn’t feel that, then you weren’t here very often. He’s a big game player, a good man, a guy who helped all our kids…it’s hard to lose this guy.”

In case you have been living on an island since Alfredsson broke into the NHL with the Senators during the 1995-96, you know what what he meant to the team. Alfredsson is a borderline Hall of Fame candidate. He has played in 1,178 regular season games, scoring 426 goals and 682 assists. His playoff resumé includes a franchise record 121 games played and a franchise-high 51 goals and 49 assists.

Way more than that, however, are the intangibles. He has become the living definition of a leader by example, talking softly while carrying a lethal stick. Over time, he became a bigger and bigger piece of life in Ottawa outside the arena, embracing his children’s events and establishing himself as a face for countless charities within in the city. If he ran for Mayor, Jim Watson would soon be uttering his concession speech.

All of that makes his departure all the more startling. Even to his teammates.

“I’m shocked, like everybody else,” said right winger Chris Neil. “I thought he would be around and retire here, with his legacy, along with his family and all the stuff he does in the community.”

Neil says he was aware of the rumblings for the past few days and the possibility that Alfredsson could leave, but he still didn’t believe it would ever happen.

“He will be tough to replace. I’ve always said that Alfie is not the most vocal guy in the locker room, but he always led by example, always scoring that big goal or having that big shift or slowing the game down for a shift.”

“You expect your captain back and it changes the whole make up of the locker room.”

It’s expected that centre Jason Spezza will inherit the captain’s role, but any such decision likely won’t be made until training camp. Murray says there are several players who have been here for lengthy periods, who can help fill the void.

Still, defenceman Marc Methot echoed Neil’s thoughts, caught completely off guard by the news.

“It’s disappointing, we all love Alfie so much,” he said. “He’s such a great guy in the room. There’s a reason why we praise him all the time. I’m surprised, but Alfie does have the right to exercise his options.

“I still thought we had the best chance of (keeping) him.”

Murray was startled at how Alfredsson slipped away, saying that negotiations on a contract extension with the Senators “never really started, really” after Alfredsson announced his desire to return for another season on June 28.

Murray and Alfredsson’s agent, J.P. Barry, exchanged preliminary offers that neither side were happy with at the NHL draft last Saturday. There was limited talk between the sides during the week and once outside teams were allowed to express their interest in pending free agents Wednesday, Alfredsson began seriously entertaining offers from Detroit and the Boston Bruins.

Red Wings GM Ken Holland acknowledges he was surprised his interest in Alfredsson went anywhere and Murray was convinced that he simply needed to talk to Alfredsson to get a deal done.

When the two finally spoke and Alfredsson suggested it was simply like he was fading away into retirement, Murray didn’t want to hear it.

“I told him, ‘but Alfie, you didn’t retire, you’re going to play in our league, and dammit, in our division.”

Alfredsson says he had long, “difficult” discussions with his family before finally taking the leap, but he insists the Senators are on the right track.

“Ottawa is in a great spot, going in the right direction and has a lot of things going for it,” he said. “If this is my last season, I don’t want to change anything that’s going on there and not demand that Bryan or Eugene have to make a push because of me to go for it. They have too many good things going on there to not stay the course.”
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Tobias Lindberg could not have been more shocked to be drafted by the Ottawa Senators
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Tobias Lindberg could not have been more shocked to be drafted by the Ottawa Senators. 

When he was selected, he couldn’t have been happier to cut short his Greek vacation. 

Lindberg, a 6-2 power forward taken by the Senators in the third round of Sunday’s NHL entry draft, was with several of his Djurgardens IF teammates on the Greek Island of Rhodes when the draft was raging in New Jersey. Needless to say, there was no televised coverage of the event in Greece, unless someone cared to follow it on the internet or via a sling box. 

Not Lindberg. He was in Greece to relax, to escape the hype. Then his cell phone rings. It’s his agent, telling him he’s been drafted by Ottawa, 102nd overall. Say, what??

His mind racing, Lindberg quickly packed up, hustled to the Rhodes International Airport and jumped on the first flight home to Sweden, not that he actually had the time to go “home.” He’d already arranged for his parents to meet him at the Stockholm airport with his hockey gear. 

From Stockholm, Lindberg grabbed a flight to Ottawa, arriving late Tuesday night in time for the start of the Senators development camp sessions Wednesday. Not surprisingly, his head was still spinning just a bit, considering he had gone to Greece to avoid thinking about the draft – now he was preparing for his first skate in more than two months, with NHL brass looking on. 

“I didn’t expect to be drafted this high, or at all, because I hadn’t heard so much from different teams,” Lindberg says. “You meet people here who spoke to 20 teams. I had only spoke to two, so I was pretty insecure but when they picked me I was so happy.”

Interestingly, Ottawa was not one of the two NHL clubs that spoke to Lindberg. Once he landed at Canadian Tire Place, he found a couple of familiar faces and more than a few Swedish-speaking mates. What else is new in Ottawa? – a minor Swedish invasion following the draft. 

Along with Lindberg, the Senators selected one other Swede among their seven 2013 picks – Marcus Hogberg, a 6-4 goaltender from Linkopings HC. Hogberg was Ottawa’s second selection on Sunday, a third-rounder taken 78th overall. 

Even as they were trying to get their top Swede, Daniel Alfredsson, signed to a new contract, the Senators presented a Swedish flavour at their annual development camp, which finished with two hours of on-ice drills Thursday afternoon. Lindberg and Hogberg both looked more comfortable on day two. 

Since general manager Bryan Murray and the current hockey operation group took over in 2007, Swedish picks have dominated Ottawa’s European selections – and it’s not even close. Eleven Swedes have been drafted by the Senators from 2008 onward, compared to only one other European, Czech Jacub Culek in 2010. In that span, the Senators have drafted 11 Americans and 19 Canadians. 

Why another Swedish goaltender when Robin Lehner is emerging as a bona fide NHL goalie? Teams can never have enough depth at the position. 

Senators assistant GM Tim Murray says the club’s European scouts believed Hogberg was “the best draft-eligible goaltender” in Europe, and the Senators wasted no time making him their second choice Sunday, after top selection Curtis Lazar, a centre from the WHL Edmonton Oil Kings. 

Hogberg said he expects to return to Sweden in the fall, to play in the second division with Mora. He has also been invited to Sweden’s world junior camp.

And no, Hogberg doesn’t know the Senators’ other Swedish goalie, Lehner, although he certainly knows of him. Lehner, a second-round Ottawa pick in 2009, is about to enter his first full NHL season working with starter Craig Anderson. 

“I haven’t met him,” Hogberg said. “He’s big, like me.”

That size was partly what landed Hogberg in Ottawa. 

“We’ll see his competitive level,” Murray said of Hogberg. “That’s what stood out with Robin in his draft year, besides his size.”

Why do the Senators draft so many Swedes?

“I don’t know, it’s probably Alfredsson, he talks to the coaches and stuff,” joked Fredrik Claesson, a Swedish defenceman drafted in 2011 and now playing for AHL Binghamton. 

“We work hard, and I think most of the Swedes are good in a group,” Claesson said. “There’s a lot of Swedes now in the NHL, so that’s good for us.”

Claesson thinks Detroit still has the most most fans in Sweden, slightly ahead of Ottawa, though he thinks the Red Wings following has dipped since Nick Lidstrom retired. In the years ahead, the Senators are assured of being among the NHL’s most-watched club in Sweden. 

PROSPECT SCHOOL 

Randy Lee, the Senators director of player development, was asked to name the most important aspect of development camp for new prospects. 

“To understand how big of a step it is to take the step to the next level,” Lee said.” A lot of them think it’s easier, they don’t appreciate how much they have to grow, don’t understand how much information they have to learn.”

School is in session again Friday, heading toward a Saturday evening scrimmage. 

twitter.com/@HockeyScanner
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Dunn has already whipped Dany Heatley in a shooting competition. 
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Vincent Dunn could be years away from playing for the Ottawa Senators, but he already has credentials to become a fan favourite. 

1. The Senators fifth-round selection from Sunday’s NHL entry draft plays that gritty, in-your-face style that fans love.

2. Dunn has already whipped Dany Heatley in a skills competition.

Dunn was “11 or 12” when he was invited on the Canadian Tire Centre ice to participate in the target shooting event. Heatley, coming off his second consecutive 50-goal season with the Senators, made a deal with young Dunn. If the Gatineau peewee player could hit more shooting targets than Heatley, Heatley would give him his hockey stick. 

Sure enough, Dunn hit four of eight targets, to easily beat Heatley, who has a gentler side than most fans in Ottawa care to acknowledge after a messy departure in 2009. He may have let up just a bit against Dunn. 

“I still have his stick at home,” said Dunn, during day one of the Senators development camp Wednesday. “He signed it, on the blade. 

“It was funny – a kid beats a guy who scored 50 goals (twice) in an NHL season. That’s unreal, actually.”

Surreal better describes Dunn’s sense of being in the Senators organization today, having grown up watching them from just across the river. Once his 2012-13 junior season was over with Val d’Or of the QMJHL, Dunn watched a couple of Senators games live, against Washington and Pittsburgh. 

Dunn had another reason to attend those games. He happens to be pals with a certain other Gatineau native, J.G. Pageau, who became an instant fan darling in Ottawa by scoring a playoff hat trick against the Montreal Canadiens.

Pageau, who spent most of last season in Binghamton of the AHL before joining the senior Senators for nine games late in the season, was only drafted two years ahead of Dunn. 

The 17-year-old Dunn couldn’t have a better role model. 

“Character is the main word,” Dunn says he would use to describe Pageau. “He’s small, he’s a great hockey player, he’s a nice guy, too. He’s from Hull also. I want to be like him. He got his chance this year and he took it. One day if I have my chance I want to take it too.”

Dunn was thrilled that his “buddy” would make the most of his opportunity and hopes he can as well, when the time comes, even if it doesn’t include a hat trick. 

Stirring up mischief is more the style of Dunn, the son of former Quebec Liberal MNA Roch Cholette. 

Senators player personnel director Pierre Dorion loves the energy of Dunn, “a guy that, every time you go see him you notice him,” Dorion says. 

“Whether it’s providing offence or playing a hard-nosed game, he gets under the opponents’ skin,” Dorion said. “He’s the type of player you like to have on your team and you hate to play against.”

Like the other six players drafted by Ottawa on Sunday, Dunn has things to work on, mostly related to the pace and consistency of his game. 

“His skating has to come along, but it’s good,” Dorion said. 

Though his English is already impressive, Dunn learned a new word Wednesday – serendipity. It’s a word to describe the past few weeks of Dunn’s life, during which so many things have fallen into place – traded from Val Dor to his hometown Gatineau Olympiques, then drafted by the neighbouring Senators. 

“It was awesome,” Dunn says. “ I can’t ask for better right now. I think I have the best scenario possible.” 

Though he doesn’t turn 18 until September, Dunn hopes to take his NHL development and rookie camp experiences to the Olympiques and be a leader. 

ALFREDSSON ANGUISH 

For fans of the Ottawa Senators these are agonizing days, waiting for news that the Senators have re-signed captain Daniel Alfredsson. 

Although the free agent “frenzy” doesn’t begin until noon Friday, the Alfredsson camp received numerous calls from other NHL clubs as a 48-hour window of opportunity opened Wednesday. Boston Bruins general manager Peter Chiarelli acknowledged making a pitch for the 40-year-old Alfredsson,

 who would be an easy fit in Boston alongside such former Senators as Chris Kelly, Zdeno Chara and Chiarelli himself, who started in hockey management with the Senators before moving to Boston to become GM of the Bruins. 

Meanwhile, Senators GM Bryan Murray continues to try to hammer out a contract with Alfredsson and his agent J.P. Barry. While the rest of the Senators management and coaching staff were at the Sensplex to watch 40 Senators prospects go through skating drills, Murray remained in his office working the phones. Alfredsson and his family are in Sweden. 

While few expect Alfredsson to leave Ottawa, the Senators captain has leverage and opportunity he hasn’t before known. Fans won’t rest easily until news has signed a contract to cinch his Senators legacy. 

LAZAR LANDS GEAR 

Development camps follow so hard on the heels of the entry draft, many players scramble to get their equipment in time. Just hours before Senators top pick Curtis Lazar (17th overall) took to the ice in Ottawa, he didn’t have his hockey gear in his possession. 

“I’m here and my gear isn’t,” Lazar said, after finishing the morning strength tests. “I’m just going with the flow and enjoying myself.” 

Lazar was counting on his mother and father to get the equipment from Vernon, B.C. to Ottawa in time for the 1:30 skate. Lazar did get his gear at about 12:30, just in time for him to suit up for his first Senators skate. So, the first clutch performance by a Lazar here was by mom and dad. Son Curtis needed a bit of time to adjust, even with his familiar equipment. 

“It was rough, actually,” Lazar said, after a two-hour session at Sensplex. “I haven’t been on skates for over a month and haven’t worked out for a week so when I first got out there – I was pretty bad. As the nerves got out and I felt more comfortable I started doing my thing.”

Lazar’s “thing” included wheeling around a defencemen to break in on goal, showing hands and smooth skating ability. 

LAWSON SIGNS 

The Senators have re-signed goaltender Nathan Lawson to a one-year, two-way contract. In 23 games with the AHL Binghamton Senators last season Lawson had a 12-6-2 record with a 2.19 goals-against average and .938 save percentage. Lawson started all three of the B-Sens playoff games. 
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Some NHL clubs talk a good game when it comes to the entry draft. 

Others appear to draft players for the benefit of the rest of the league. The Philadelphia Flyers come to mind. Over the years the Broad Street boys have drafted the likes of Jeff Carter, Mike Richards, Simon Gagne, Justin Williams, Patrick Sharp, James Van Riemsdyk and Dennis Seidenberg – only to trade them away. 

Not that wheeling and dealing generally works for the Flyers, but God bless ‘em, the NHL would be a dull place without them. With only a handful of homegrown players in their lineup, Philly missed the Stanley Cup playoffs this past season, but were in the Cup final as recently as 2010, when the Flyers lost to the Chicago Blackhawks. Now they’ve signed aging forward Vincent Lecavalier, after Tampa Bay bought him out, and of course, the Flyers desperate need is in goal. Go figure. 

For a variety of reasons, partly financial, the Ottawa Senators have never been that love them/leave them style of club. From the very beginning, when founders Bruce Firestone, Cyril Leeder, Randy Sexton conceived of establishing an NHL franchise in the Nation’s Capital, they viewed the New York Islanders as their role model. The Islanders, of course, built a dynasty through the draft in the early 1980s. 

Check out the names that go with the list of retired Islanders numbers: Denis Potvin, Mike Bossy, Brian Trottier, Clark Gillies, Bobby Nystrom and Billy Smith. Each of these players came to NYI through the draft, the first five via what was then called the “amateur” draft (today’s entry draft) and Smith in an expansion draft. 

How many drafted Senators do you suppose will have their numbers retired? One, for sure. Captain Daniel Alfredsson will see his No. 11 hanging from the rafters when he is done playing in a year or two. First, the Senators have to get Alfredsson signed to a new contract. Given that Alfredsson and his agent J.P. Barry will begin receiving receiving phone calls from outside clubs Wednesday in the prelude to Friday’s free agency launch, fans in Ottawa are starting to get nervous. The deal is expected to get done this week, but the two sides have to agree on a price and the term, either one or two years. 

When Senators general manager Bryan Murray has been asked about his own potential free agent signings, he has referred us to the club’s budget limitations, and repeated that it will likely take a trade to bring in an experienced, scoring forward to Ottawa. One of the reasons the Senators are in a position to trade, of course, is a successful string of drafts in recent years that have made the club deep in young, mostly talent. 

From the beginning, the Senators were a financially-challenged team (particularly when the Canadian dollar was U.S. chump change) that counted on high draft picks for competitive survival. 

Alfredsson, a late-round gem, Alexei Yashin (later used to fetch Zdeno Chara and the second overall draft selection that became Jason Spezza), Chris Phillips, Marian Hossa, Martin Havlat, Mike Fisher and Chris Neil were are all homegrown players who developed into cornerstone pieces on the Senators road to respectability. 

When the window closed on the Senators Cup contention after a trip to the final in 2007, a door opened to the opportunity for young players in a very fast rebuild. As Senators fans said goodbye to veterans Fisher, Chris Kelly, Brian Elliott and Alex Kovalev, draft picks between the years of 2005 (Colin Greening) to 2011 (Mika Zibanejad and J.G. Pageau) got a chance to play. 

In between those years, the Senators drafted several more who have become part of the program: Jakob Silfverberg, Jared Cowen and Robin Lehner from the 2009 draft pool, Erik Karlsson, Patrick Wiercioch and Zack Smith from 2008; Eric Condra (211th overall) and Eric Gryba from 2006. Among others. 

Thanks to the youth movement, and a bad run of injuries in the recent 2012-13 season, as many as 16 draftees were in the lineup on any given night. Most of them also participated in Ottawa’s two playoff rounds, with rookies like Pageau, Silfverberg and Zibanejad playing big roles. 

DEVELOPMENT CAMP JULY 3-9

 Now, it’s time for the next wave of draft talent to join the party. All seven of the club’s selections from Sunday’s entry draft in New Jersey will be on hand for Ottawa’s development camp July 3-9 at Canadian Tire Place and the Bell Sensplex. Sessions are open to the public, including the first on-ice session Wednesday at 1:30 p.m. at the Sensplex. 

The camp features 40 invited players – five goaltenders, 11 defencemen and 24 forwards, led by 2013 first round draft choice Curtis Lazar of the Edmonton Oil Kings. 

Among the fan-friendly segments: a Saturday evening (6:45 p.m.) scrimmage at the Sensplex followed by a meet and great session with season ticket holders; and a 3-on-3 tournament Tuesday July 9, beginning at 9:30 a.m. at the Sensplex. 

Say goodbye to the world’s shortest off-season. The first stage of the 2013-14 NHL campaign is underway, as the Senators take a peek at their developmental future. 

twitter.com/@HockeyScanner
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Round 1, 17th overall

Curtis Lazar, C, Edmonton Oil Kings, Western Hockey League. Forecast: Competitive two-way forward with excellent offensive skills, has been compared favourably to Dustin Brown of Los Angeles and Ryan Callahan of New York Rangers.

Round 3, 78th overall

Jonas Hogberg, G, Linköping, Swedish Junior League. Forecast: Big (6-foot-3, 195 pounds) and athletic, the Senators are hoping that with advancement into Swedish Elite League and better coaching, he will eventually become a legitimate NHL prospect.

Round 4, 102nd overall

Tobias Lindberg, LW, Djurgardens, Swedish Junior/Swedish Elite League. Forecast: He has three tools all NHL teams covet: speed, skill and size. If he puts it all together, he could be the second coming of Colin Greening.

Round 4, 108th overall

Ben Harpur, D, Guelph, Ontario Hockey League. Forecast: Rangy, stay-at-home defender, (6-foot-6, 210 pounds) improved in late stages of first OHL season. If skill improves, could be a third-pair NHL defenceman

Round 5, 138th overall

Vincent Dunn, F, Gatineau, Quebec Major Junior Hockey League. Forecast: Feisty, energetic centre/winger has enthusiasm in spades, but needs to improve skating to be impact player as a pro.

Round 6, 161st overall

Chris Leblanc, F, South Shore, EJHL (Quebec). Forecast: A late bloomer, he’s a long-term project who will play at Merrimack College next season.

Round 6, 168th overall

Quentin Shore, F, University of Denver. Forecast: Part of a family with strong hockey bloodlines, he moved up the roster at Denver last season and the Senators are gambling he’ll continue to improve.
Lazar was destined for on-ice success — one way or another

If Curtis Lazar had been a little less stubborn, he might just have become the next Elvis Stojko. Or perhaps the second coming of Carolina Hurricanes star Jeff Skinner.
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Lazar was destined for on-ice success — one way or another 

urtis Lazar puts his jersey on after being selected number seventeen overall in the first round by the Ottawa Senators during the 2013 NHL Draft at the Prudential Center on June 30, 2013 in Newark, New Jersey. (Photo by Bruce Bennett/Getty Images)
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NEWARK, N.J. — If Curtis Lazar had been a little less stubborn, he just might have become the next Elvis Stojko.

Or perhaps the second coming of Carolina Hurricanes star Jeff Skinner.

You see, the moment that Lazar — selected 17th overall by the Ottawa Senators in Sunday’s NHL entry draft — put his feet into a pair of skates, he was destined for stardom on the ice. One way or another.

The crossroads came at the tender age of four, however, when Lazar was rising through the CanSkate program in Vernon, B.C., at a ridiculous pace.

He was promptly tagged as a future figure skating star, just like Skinner, Carolina’s star 21-year-old winger, who was an Ontario figure skating champion before focusing his full attention on hockey in his early teens.

Not so fast.

We’ll let Karen Lazar, Curtis’s mother, tell the story.

“It was one of those completely natural things when he started skating,” she said, enjoying the moment in a suite overlooking the draft floor at the Prudential Center late Sunday night. “And they wanted him to be a figure skater. They immediately wanted to put him into pairs. But he made me write them a note, saying that he would only go to to the lessons if he could wear a hockey sweater.”

Dave Lazar, Curtis’s father, explains what happened next.

“He completed the CanSkate program in a year, but as soon as he could get that stick in his hands, well, that was it,” he said.

Indeed, there was hockey in his blood. The competitive spirit and the stubborn streak has always been with him. After getting his first taste of junior hockey in Pentincton, B.C. at 15, he went on to the Edmonton Oil Kings of the Western Hockey League, where he scored 38 goals and 23 assists during the 2012-13 season.

More than that, however, he has impressed observers with his determination to get to the hardest scoring areas and to do just about everything else — including fighting good friend and 6-foot-5 defenceman Darnell Nurse at a Canadian Hockey League top prospects game last year — for success. The Edmonton Oilers chose Nurse with their first pick Sunday.

“I wanted to leave an impression, but I didn’t know what it would be,” said Lazar, talking a mile a minute moments after being selected by the Senators. “It’s kind of a funny story. During the morning of the pre-game skate, he was looking for someone to fight and then I saw the way things were going during the game and it was time to do something. Darnell is a good friend of mine, but if I have to step up for my teammates, I will do it. I’m not the biggest guy by any means (5-foot-11 and 193 pounds), but it shows I will do anything to win.”

If you’re looking for NHL comparisons, Lazar has been likened to Los Angeles Kings captain Dustin Brown and New York Rangers captain Ryan Callahan, players who have good offensive skills, are solid defensively and are capable of playing on both the power play and in short-handed situations.

“Those guys are complete players, they have an offensive game to them and they play with an edge,” said Murray. “(Lazar) is not being compared simply to ‘energy’ players in the NHL. He’s compared to guys who have energy, grit and determination, but we also expect them to score dirty goals and skilled goals. That fits the (style) we’re trying to present.”

The Senators were thrilled Lazar was still available when they selected him. On their own scouting lists, they had him rated among the top 10-12 players.

While Lazar had to wait longer to hear his name than some might have expected, it hardly fazed him. After all, it took him an extra day to arrive in New York — his original connecting flight from Toronto on Thursday circled LaGuardia three times before returning to the Ontario capital — meaning he didn’t make it to the Big Apple until late Friday.

His family — mother, father, 16-year old sister Jenna and brothers Ryan, 14, and Corey, 12 — had all arrived in New York earlier, spending the week as tourists before draft weekend.

Dave Lazar joked that it wasn’t a problem if Curtis didn’t make it in time for the draft.

“I told him not to worry about it,” he said. “I told him, ‘if you don’t get here, I’ll just go up on stage and put the jersey on.’’’

There are plenty of laughs in the busy Lazar house. In the weeks leading up the draft, Curtis was slightly unnerved at the prospect of his father being a little too exuberant celebrating the announcement, whenever and wherever he was picked.

“We like to have our fun. I was telling him I was going to do the big double pump or even the sprinkler when his name was announced,” said Dave Lazar. “He was really teasing me lately, saying I was going to take all the attention away. But I didn’t do anything. That was the last thing on his mind. It’s his day.”

Yes, it was.

Lazar isn’t getting ahead of himself and wants to see where he stands alongside pro players before suggesting whether he could make the unlikely jump to the NHL for the 2013-14 season. If he doesn’t stick with the Senators, he’ll go back to Edmonton and he’ll have a good chance of playing for Canada’s world junior team.

“The draft year is behind us now, I can get on with my career and get some guidance from the organization,” he said. “I haven’t played with pro guys, but I want to be there (in the NHL) as soon as I can. My goal is to make it as difficult as I can for them to send me back to junior.”

kwarren@ottawacitizen.com

Twitter.com/Citizenkwarren
Monahan, Poirier are Alberta bound

Can we start calling them the Calgary Capital Flames?
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Monahan, Poirier are Alberta bound 

Sean Monahan poses for a portrait after being selected number six overall in the first round by the Calgary Flames during the 2013 NHL Draft at the Prudential Center on June 30, 2013 in Newark, New Jersey. (Photo by Jamie Squire/Getty Images)
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NEWARK, N.J. — Can we start calling them the Calgary Capital Flames?

The Flames, loaded with early NHL draft picks Sunday, went hard at Ottawa-area talent.

They took Ottawa 67′s centre Sean Monahan sixth overall and then selected Emile Poirier of the Gatineau Olympiques with the 22nd overall pick.

Once the initial shock wore off for Monahan — “I didn’t actually realize I had been picked and I kind of blacked out for a second” — the 67′s captain made a bold statement to the Calgary Flames and their fans.

“I think I’m NHL ready. This summer is going to help that. I’m worked out a lot since our season ended March 17.”

Monahan scored 31 goals and 47 assists in 58 games for the 67′s in 2012-13, his third full year in the Ontario Hockey League. While it’s rare for a player to step directly out of junior into the big leagues, the Flames have been searching for a talented young centre seemingly forever.

Monahan, who turns 19 in October, says the lead-up to the draft, full of interview after interview, was “crazy,” but he had a strong feeling that the Flames would call his name — unless somebody beat them to it.

“I wasn’t 100 per cent sure, but I knew they had an interest and I knew one of their needs was a centre. I had a few interviews with them and I thought I left a good impression.”

Poirier, a centre/left winger, scored 32 goals and 38 assists with Gatineau last season and the Flames hope he eventually develops into a third- or fourth-line winger.

Sunday was a big day for several other Ottawa prospects, as well. Nick Baptiste, the former star of the Ottawa Junior Senators who currently plays for the Sudbury Wolves, was chosen in the third round by the Buffalo Sabres.

The big-league Senators selected Gatineau teenager Vincent Dunn and the New York Islanders gave Ottawa’s Alan Quine a second chance to make a first impression.

Quine, a third-round draft pick of the Detroit Red Wings in 2011, was not signed by Detroit before June 1, giving him a chance to re-enter the draft. Quine, who scored 14 goals and 27 assists in 28 games with Belleville in 2012-13, could step directly into the American Hockey League next season.

The final round included a somewhat sappy moment, when New Jersey Devils hero Martin Brodeur announced the Devils had drafted his son, Anthony, also a goaltender, in the seventh round. The younger Brodeur will play for Gatineau next season.
Baptiste: From unlikely hockey background to Buffalo

Even though his parents grew up with no idea what hockey was, Ottawa’s Nick Baptiste credits them for being “instrumental in my success.”
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NEWARK, New Jersey — Even though his parents grew up with no idea what hockey was, Ottawa’s Nick Baptiste credits them for being “instrumental in my success.”

Baptiste, a 6-foot-1, 190-pound right winger from Ottawa, who has spent the past two seasons with the Sudbury Wolves, immediately thanked his parents, Ralph Baptiste and Michele Emond. Their background isn’t exactly typical of those who have a hockey prospect for a son.

“They weren’t big in hockey and my Dad, coming from Haiti, well, he wasn’t really a big (hockey player),” said Baptiste. “It’s overwhelming for them, but I’m just so excited to have such a great family.”

Ralph Baptiste came to Ottawa from Haiti when he was 10 years old. When Nick expressed an interest in skating on the local rink, he didn’t think much of it. In a Citizen article three years ago, Baptiste told the Citizen’s Andrew Duffy that he didn’t think his original investment of $2.99 to buy Nick a pair of skates at the Salvation Army would go anywhere.

Instead, Baptiste developed into a star for the Tier II junior Ottawa Senators before being drafted by the Sudbury Wolves of the Ontario Hockey League.

And now, he’s a Buffalo Sabres draft pick.

Baptiste likens himself to Philadephia’s Wayne Simmonds and Ryan Kesler of the Vancouver Canucks, “somebody who can play both ends of the ice.”
Senators look to Sweden again at the NHL Draft

After choosing Curtis Lazar in the opening round, the Senators went back to familiar scouting ground – Sweden – to bolster their prospect depth.
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Senators look to Sweden again at the NHL Draft 

Vincent Dunn gets set to slide the puck into the net past Olympiques' goaltender #36 Robert Steeves during 1st period QMJHL hockey action in Gatineau. (photo by Mike Carroccetto / Ottawa Citizen)
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After choosing Curtis Lazar in the opening round, the Senators went back to familiar scouting ground – Sweden – to bolster their prospect depth.

The Senators didn’t own a second round choice, but in the third round they selected, Marcus Hogberg, whom some suggested was the best goaltending prospect in Europe.

Hogberg, who was taken with the 78th pick, has great size – 6-3 and 196 pounds – and posted a 2.41 goals against average and .917 save percentage with Linkoping of the Swedish junior league last season.

He will play in the Swedish Elite League next season.

“He can use his size, he’s involved in the game and he brings confidence to the team with big saves,” said Senators scout Vaclav Burda.

Burda acknowledges it will take some time and coaching guidance for Hogberg to get to the NHL.

“He needs to learn patience,” Burda said. “But with (goaltending coach Rick Wamsley) in the organization, we think he’s an asset. Hopefully he can make some progress and we’ll see after next season if he’s ready to play in Binghamton or if he’s going to stay another year in Binghamton.

“He’s got a chance to play (in the NHL).

The Senators stayed in Scandanavia with their next choice, picking Djurgardens forward Tobias Lindberg 102nd overall – the pick acquired in the deal which sent Ben Bishop to the Tampa Bay Lightning for Cory Conacher.

Burda likens Lindberg to Colin Greening, a big body who can drive hard to the net and could, one day, be difficult to play against if his game develops in Sweden.

Lindberg, 6-2 and 187 pounds, scored nine goals and 13 assists in 22 games with Djurgardens junior squad last season.

From there, the Senators selected stay-at-home defenceman Ben Harpur from the Guelph Storm and Gatineau’s Vincent Dunn, who scored 25 goals and 27 assists for Val d’Or of the Quebec League.

Harpur, 6-6 and 210 pounds, acknowledges being a tad anxious, not knowing what to expect considering his ranking varied significantly from one drafting organization to another.

“A big relief,” he said. “Waiting was kind of tough, but to hear my name called by the Ottawa Senators was a great honour, the next step in my career and I’m excited to get started.”

Harpur will be in development camp next week and hopes to get an invite to the club’s main camp following rookie camp in September, but he knows it will probably take time for him to get to the NHL.

“He’s a big body, a defensive defenceman, he plays a shut down role,” said Greg Royce. ”He’s pretty raw. It was his first year in the (Ontario Hockey League) last season and he really improved after Christmas, come into his own. He’s learning to become more assertive and use his size more and as that comes forward, he’ll be able to handle the puck a bit more and his confidence will grow.”

The Senators took a chance in the later rounds, hoping that a pair of late-blooming forwards — Chris Leblanc of the South Shore Kings of the Eastern Junior Hockey League and Quentin Shore of the University of Denver — can develop into prospects
Monahan says he’s “NHL ready” after going sixth overall to Flames

The Calgary Flames selected Ottawa 67′s centre Sean Monahan sixth overall at the NHL Draft in New Jersey Sunday.
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Monahan says he’s “NHL ready” after going sixth overall to Flames 

Sean Monahan (L) and Brett Gustavsen of the Ottawa 67's against the Owen Sound Attack during second period OHL action at the Scotiabank Place in Ottawa, January 20, 2013. (Jean Levac/OTTAWA CITIZEN)
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NEW JERSEY – Once the initial shock wore off for Sean Monahan — “I didn’t actually realize I had been picked and I kind of blacked out for a second” — the Ottawa 67′s captain made a bold statement to the Calgary Flames and their fans.

“I think I’m NHL ready,” said Monahan, who is off to Alberta after being selected sixth overall by the Flames in Sunday’s NHL entry draft here. “This summer is going to help that. I’m worked out a lot since our season ended March 17.”

Monahan scored 31 goals and 47 assists in 58 games for the 67′s in 2012-13, his third full year in the Ontario Hockey League. While it’s rare for a player to step directly out of junior into the big leagues, the Flames have been searching for a talented young centre seemingly forever.

Monahan, who turns 19 in October, says the lead up to the draft, full of interview after interview, was “crazy,” but he had a strong feeling that the Flames would call his name – unless somebody beat them to it.

“I wasn’t 100 per cent sure, but I knew they had an interest and I knew one of their needs was a centre. I had a few interviews with them and I thought I left a good impression.”

While the 2013-14 season was long and trying for Monahan as the 67′s endured one of their worst seasons ever, he says the experience of playing through constant flux – loss after loss and the trading away of players to rebuild for a more promising future – he believes that will only serve to make him a better player in the long run.

“You’ve got to go through a lot of adversity and bumps and you learn a lot about yourself and your team,” he said.

Monahan isn’t exactly setting a low bar of expectations for himself, either. He looks up to Chicago Blackhawks captain Jonathan Toews, now a two-time Stanley Cup winner, as the type of NHL player he would like to strive to become.

“He plays a two-way game and he competes hard game after game. He’s a leader and he also produces. That’s the kind of player I want to be in the NHL.”

If Monahan has played his final game in the OHL – the decision on whether he stays or goes figures to go right down to the end of training camp and possibly into the opening 10 games of the NHL season – he only had positive things to say about the 67′s organization.

“I couldn’t thank Ottawa enough,” he said. “(Former coach and GM) Brian Kilrea drove down to my house when I was 15. That’s a special memory for me. Thinking back, it seems like yesterday.”
Ottawa Senators draft Curtis Lazar with No. 17 pick

The Ottawa Senators used the 17th overall pick at the NHL Draft in New Jersey Sunday to select Edmonton Oil Kings centre Curtis Lazar.
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Ottawa Senators draft Curtis Lazar with No. 17 pick 

Edmonton Oil Kings Curtis Lazar celebrates after scoring against the Moose Jaw Warriors during second period WHL Eastern Conference Final game action in Edmonton on Friday April 27, 2012. (Photo by Larry Wong/Edmonton Journal)
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NEWARK, N.J. — A big fight raised Curtis Lazar’s stock in the eyes of National Hockey League scouts. A bad flight delayed his arrival here for the biggest day of his life.

Yet when the Ottawa Senators chose the 18-year-old Edmonton Oil Kings centre with their 17th overall selection at Sunday’s NHL entry draft, the first thing Lazar thought about was all the people who helped him along the way to his big moment at the Prudential Center.

“Absolute shock,” said Lazar, speaking a mile a minute when asked about the reaction to hearing his name called by Senators assistant general manager Tim Murray. “There’s no other way to put it. You forget to breathe, it’s so exciting. You get up to the stage and you think about all the people that helped you get to this point. And then, before you know it, it’s over.”

The Senators were surprised Lazar, a native of Salmon Arm, British Columbia, was available. Lazar, 5-11 and 193 pounds, scored 38 goals and 23 assists with Edmonton during the 2012-13 season and scouts rave about his shot, competitiveness and ability to find open spaces on the ice. He scored nine goals and two assists in 22 playoff games with the Oil Kings.

While he has had some bouts of inconsistency, Lazar made a mark when he fought Darnell Nurse – selected seventh overall by the Edmonton Oilers Sunday – in the Canadian Hockey League’s Top Prospects game.

“I wanted to leave an impression, but I didn’t know what it would be,” said Lazar, who claimed every team he talked to during interviews mentioned the dust-up. “It’s kind of a funny story. During the morning of the pre-game skate, he was looking for someone to fight and then I saw the way things were going during the game and it was time to do something. Darnell is a good friend of mine, but if I have to step up for my teammates, I will do it. I’m not the biggest guy by any means, but it shows I will do anything to win.”

Heading into the draft, The Hockey News had Lazar rated ninth overall. The International Scouting Service rated him 12th.

 Senators general manager Bryan Murray says Lazar’s determination stood out.

“We had him rated as a good player, very competitive, a point getter, a guy who fits in with real character and the effort he puts in every night tells us that he has a chance to be a very good pro,” Murray said.

Senators scout George Fargher says Lazar has the potential to develop into a player like New York Rangers captain Ryan Callahan.

“He’s a great character kid, a real solid player, we hope he can be a second line guy,” said Fargher. “He’s a gritty player, a two-way guy (sound offensively and defensively), who can score goals and (perhaps) be a potential leader on the team in the later years.”

Lazar has never been to Ottawa before and he’s excited to get rolling at the Senators development camp next week.

He had also never been to the New York City/New Jersey area before and he might have wondered whether he would ever get here.

Lazar flew from the west to Toronto on Thursday and boarded a connecting flight to New York Thursday evening. Due to weather issues, however, the flight circled New York twice before heading back to Toronto. He eventually made it here late Friday, trying to take in all the sights and sounds without getting too anxious about what was about to come.

He’s pumped about the challenge and pressure of eventually playing in a Canadian city.

Lazar, who was surrounded by his parents, his girlfriend, his two brothers and sister, and an aunt and an uncle, isn’t overly familiar with the Senators lineup.

Except, that is, for captain Daniel Alfredsson.

“It’s great he’s coming back,” said Lazar.

Lazar isn’t getting ahead of himself and wants to see where he stands alongside pro players before suggesting whether he could make the unlikely jump to the NHL for the 2013-14 season.

“The draft year is behind us now, I can get on with my career, get some guidance from the organization,” he said. “I haven’t played with pro guys, but I want to be there (in the NHL) as soon as I can. My goal is to make it as difficult as I can for them to send me back to junior.”
MacLean a happy man at the draft

Ottawa Senators coach Paul MacLean was all smiles on the draft floor Sunday.
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NEW JERSEY – Ottawa Senators coach Paul MacLean was all smiles on the draft floor Sunday.

And why not? MacLean now knows captain Daniel Alflredsson will be back to lead the Senators into the 2014-15 season and he’s confident that his long-term future behind in the bench is secure.

At this point, MacLean isn’t overly concerned about getting a new deal done immediately – he’s under contract for the 2013-14 season – acknowledging that “we have other priorities right now.”

However, he can’t help but notice that Alain Vigneault of the New York Rangers and Dave Tippett of the Phoenix Coyotes have secured five-year contracts. As the reigning Jack Adams Trophy winner, MacLean couldn’t be in a better bargaining position once talks with general manager Bryan Murray get more serious.

As for Alfredsson’s return, MacLean says it’s difficult to explain all the intangibles he brings to the team, but he suggests that the club’s ability to survive and even thrive without five regulars for extended periods last season was due to the presence of Alfredsson and fellow leaders Chris Phillips, Sergei Gonchar and Chris Neil.

While MacLean is largely an outsider to the draft day proceedings – he arrived in New York on Thursday and took a keen interest in the scouts’ sometimes heated discussions on Friday and Saturday – he has a deep respect for the work they put in.

As a ready example, he says the importance of drafting quality players showed up throughout the 2013 season, when the club was forced to reach down to Binghamton of the American Hockey League for replacements again and again due to injuries.

Mika Zibanejad, the Senators sixth overall selection in 2011, established himself as an NHL player following Jason Spezza’s injury. Jean-Gabriel Pageau, selected 96th overall in 2011, was a surprise hero late in the regular season and in the playoffs. Defensively, Patrick Wiercioch (42nd overall in 2008) and Eric Gryba (68th overall in 2006) proved they can be everyday NHL defencemen.

If MacLean has any regrets, one month after the Senators elimination from the playoffs, it’s that they they paid “too much respect” to the Penguins, ultimately losing the Eastern Conference semifinal in five games.
Marc Staal on the mend

Special to The Chronicle-Journal 
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By Matt Vis

 Marc Staal knows that his National Hockey League career very nearly ended on March 5.

 That was the night that the New York Rangers defenceman suffered a frightening injury to his right eye after he was struck by a puck in a game against the Philadelphia Flyers.

 However, the Thunder Bay native is now focused on getting his career back on track while counting his blessings that the damage done was not more severe.

“It was a tough injury, a scary injury,” reflected Staal in July at the Freedom 55 Financial Hockey Celebrity Golf Classic a little more than four months after the incident. “It could have been a lot worse with the trauma that did happen. Right now, I’m just adapting to it and every day it feels like it is getting better and becoming more natural.

“I’ve already come to terms with it not being 100 per cent.”

The injury occurred after a slap shot from Flyers defenceman Kimmo Timonen was deflected and sent on a direct line for Staal’s face.

 The scene of Staal, 26, writhing on the ice shocked the hockey world, and forced the Rangers defenceman to miss the team’s remaining 27 regular season games after he had seemingly rediscovered his elite form after struggling with concussion woes during the previous season.

“It was a scary incident to see him go down like that,” said Rangers’ teammate and fellow Thunder Bay native Taylor Pyatt. “It was such a terrible injury. He was playing such great hockey when the injury happened and I know it’s been sort of a slow recovery for him, but with this offseason hopefully he’ll be able to get a little more comfortable on the ice and with a full training camp he’ll be ready to go in the fall.”

Staal’s pre-injury play was at the level that it warranted him being one of 47 players, along with brothers Jordan and Eric of the Carolina Hurricanes and fellow Thunder Bay NHLer Patrick Sharp of the Stanley Cup champion Chicago Blackhawks, invited to Hockey Canada’s Olympic orientation camp from Aug. 25 to Aug. 28 in Calgary.

 He is one of 17 defencemen that were invited to the camp in hopes of vying for a roster spot in the squad that will compete in the 2014 Games in Sochi.

 The immediate aftermath scared the Rangers alternate captain, as he had no vision in the eye and had concerns that it might end his career. He credited the team’s medical staff for supporting him through the process and putting him on the beginning of the path towards rehabilitation.

 If any good has come from the injury, it is that two of his brothers have been convinced to don the protective visors to shield their eyes.

“Everyone thinks they’re invincible out there and that was a rude awakening to watch that happen to someone so close,” said younger brother Jordan, a forward with the Carolina Hurricanes. “It can make it difficult and obviously both Eric and I made the decision to put the visor on and it was an important decision.”

Staal attempted to make a comeback during New York’s playoff run, as he suited up for Game 3 of their first-round series against the Washington Capitals, but realized he was not ready to return and shut himself down.

 He insists that he will be ready to go for the start of the upcoming NHL campaign.

“The eye was causing problems after that game and didn’t feel all that comfortable while I was on the ice,” he said. “I thought it was best to not continue, and I have a lot more time through the summer to get prepared and ready to go. I don’t see any problems once the season starts.”

July 2, 2013 1:20 PM

NY Rangers development camp: Ulfie in the house, Dylan McIlrath working on skating, Anthony Duclair impresses in scrimmage

BY Pat Leonard

New Rangers assistant coach Ulf Samuelsson watched with GM Glen Sather and other team brass on Tuesday as prospects scrimmaged during the second day of the franchise’s annual, week-long development camp at its Greenburgh training facility.

 Samuelsson’s hiring hasn’t been announced officially – even though he was wearing a Rangers jacket – so he was unavailable to talk about joining Alain Vigneault’s staff. But there was plenty to observe on and around the ice, as top Blueshirts draft picks clashed with other players trying out for the chance at their first NHL contracts.

 Here’s a quick breakdown of some of Tuesday’s activity (most player heights and weights, not including draft picks, are from beginning of season):

Dylan McIlrath, D, 6-5, 220, under contract – shoots right – Underwent surgery almost one year ago to repair a dislocated left kneecap suffered at this camp in a collision with forward Kyle Jean. McIlrath, 21, said Tuesday that even though he recovered to play 45 games this past season for the Connecticut Whale (five assists, 125 penalty minutes), he called it “an adjustment year.” He said when he returned to the lineup, his on-ice skills started feeling right after about 15 games. But he admitted he never felt fully comfortable, even though he provided a physical presence and continues to be an intimidating fighter. Here’s what he said he needs to improve to take the next step: “skating.” “I feel like I’m a good skater for my size,” he said. “But I can always improve that and my decision making and puck handling.” McIlrath was punishing forwards on the opposite team into the glass in Tuesday’s scrimmage. He can set a tone that forwards should not go into the dirty areas with him on the ice without checking first over their shoulder. But as he said, the skating must improve. He got caught badly on an offensive zone pinch, for example, and simply couldn’t recover. But McIlrath was on the ice after the scrimmage with a few others working on his power skating. “I want to be able to show that I can get up ice after a long shift,” he said. “I don’t think I’ll often be the guy leading a rush, but you focus on joining the rush and being reliable on both ends, that’s the biggest thing for me.” McIlrath said that he’s “not expecting anything” as far as a Rangers roster spot this upcoming season, that if he spends even all season if necessary with the Hartford Wolfpack that he’ll trust the coaches have his best interest in mind. “Anything I earn, I’m going to have to work for,” McIlrath said. “I just want to make them have a hard decision (at training camp).”

Christian Thomas, RW, 5-9, 170, under contract – shoots right – The only player with NHL experience in camp, Thomas, 21, is undersized but plays a strong north-south style and figures to have as good a chance as any forward on the ice Tuesday at cracking the lineup this season. Last season, he posted 19 goals and 35 points in 73 games for the Connecticut Whale. Thomas made his NHL debut in his only league experience thus far on Feb. 23 in Montreal, a 3-0 whitewashing of the Rangers by the Canadiens. Thomas put two shots on goal in almost 13 minutes of ice time and even earned 1:35 on the power play with his strong play on even strength, but as a team the Rangers were overwhelmed, and Thomas only saw fourth-line minutes with Brian Boyle and Brandon Mashinter.

Marek Hrivik, LW, 6-1, 195, under contract – shoots left – Has good size and made a beautiful set up today that his team didn’t convert, but the Rangers are very high on Hrivik’s skill and potential. He suffered two concussions this past season, one in September and a much more severe concussion later in the season that sidelined Hrivik with no activity for a full three months. Hrivik said part of him wondered “what could have happened if I’d stayed healthy,” since he was playing well and the NHL lockout ended just five days after his second concussion. But he’s focused now on demonstrating energy and playmaking ability and going into camp healthy.

Michael St. Croix, C, 5-11, 179, under contract – shoots right – Like several players, came into camp having taken some time off after a long season and through the first two days hasn’t had his legs under him. Wasn’t featured much in the scrimmage. St. Croix, 20, however, is an offensive machine, with postseason career-highs of 13 goals and 26 in 22 playoff games this past season with the Edmonton Oil Kings of the Western Hockey League. He’s undersized, but St. Croix can skate and snipe and if he enters camp in shape this fall has a chance to open eyes. I remember talking to assistant GM Jeff Gorton last summer about how high of a ceiling St. Croix has and about how encouraged the team is with his trajectory/improvement from year to year.

Conor Allen, D, 6-1, 210, under contract – shoots left – Allen, 23,signed in March out of UMass-Amherst. Saved a goal in front with good positioning during Tuesday’s scrimmage and teamed often on Tuesday with McIlrath. Keep an eye on him.

Brady Skjei, D, 6-2, 203, 2012 first-round pick playing at University of Minnesota – shoots left – Looks much bigger and in very good shape compared even just to last year. Blocked several shots during Tuesday’s scrimmage, skates very well, is positionally sound. Had three goals, five points in 36 games as a freshman at Minnesota. Rangers expecting big things from Skjei (pronounced: Shea).

*** PLAYER TO WATCH ON A TRYOUT – Sergey Tolchinsky, RW, 5-9, 179 – shoots left – Undersized, but the Russian winger posted 26 goals and 51 points in 62 games for the OHL’s Sault Ste. Marie Greyhounds this season. Tolchinsky, 18, taped his stick standing next to me Tuesday morning, and I had no idea who he was. Minutes later, he was buzzing all over the ice, creating chances, feeding saucer passes. Rangers director of player personnel Gordie Clark told me: “This little guys’ work ethic is scary. He’s smart, and he’s got good sense and energy.”

THIS YEAR’S DRAFT PICKS

 Here are some brief notes from my first look at most of the Rangers’ prospects selected in Sunday’s NHL draft in Newark:

65th pick (third round): Adam Tambellini, C, 6-2, 180 – shoots left –tweaked his knee on Monday, so he was off ice for precautionary reasons on Tuesday.

*** PLAYER TO WATCH: 75th pick (third round): Anthony Duclair, LW, 5-11, 180 – shoots left –REALLY like this kid’s game, and he’s only 17. Very, very good skater who frequently arrives at the puck or the spot first. Clark told me he and his scouts watched Duclair often go head-to-head with this year’s first overall pick, Nathan MacKinnon in juniors, and loved what he saw. Duclair got pushed around a little on Tuesday. He needs to get stronger, but that’s normal for a young prospect who needs to grow and develop physically. He’s shifty, dips out of checks often, too. The Rangers even had him taking faceoffs at points in the scrimmage. Clark said Duclair was one of several underage players who fell in Sunday’s draft because they had subpar stretches in their play recently, though Duclair had battled injury and his upside was too good to pass up when he fell down the draftboard.

80th pick (third round): Pavel Buchnevich, F, 6-1, 176 – shoots left – Made McIlrath fall down on one move in the offensive zone, though McIlrath still was able to force a harmless shot before he went down. Buchnevich whiffed on a terrific chance, also, but it’s easy to tell he likes to hover on the wing and use his big frame to cut inside. He’s a little rough around the edges, but definitely has talent.

110th pick (fourth round): Ryan Graves, D, 6-4, 220 – shoots left – Positionally sound, doesn’t back down, has good size, worked on extra skating after the scrimmage with McIlrath.

170th pick (sixth round): Mackenzie Skapski, G, 6-3, 185 – shoots left – Tough to evaluate a goalie after only one scrimmage. I’ll leave this one to Benoit Allaire for now.
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Slap Shots Blog
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The projected opening two-to-three week absences of top-six wingers Ryan Callahan and Carl Hagelin following their respective postseason labrum surgeries has created an opportunity for Mats Zuccarello to remain a Ranger, but it also has limited the cap space available to sign restricted free agent Derek Stepan.

Zuccarello, who might not have received a qualifying offer if not for the rehab confronting Callahan and Hagelin that is expected to go deep into October, signed a one-year, $1.15 million deal yesterday. He and the club thus avoided an arbitration hearing that had been scheduled for this morning.

The 24-year-old Norwegian, who recorded eight points (three goals, five assists) in 15 games after rejoining the Rangers in late March following a full KHL season in Magnitogorsk and had seven points (goal and six assists) in 12 playoff matches, will compete in training camp for at least a temporary spot on incoming coach Alain Vigneault’s top two lines.

Rick Nash has one such spot, andon lockdown Chris Kreider, Benoit Pouliot, J.T. Miller, Danny Kristo and Taylor Pyatt appear to be the other contenders.

The Rangers seem to have between $2.8-$3.6 million of roster-cap space with which to sign Stepan, the first-line center who is a restricted free agent without arbitration rights — and by extension, without leverage beyond withholding his services. 

The Rangers could create additional space by placing either Callahan or Hagelin on Long-Term Injury, but a player must miss 10 games and 24 calendar days in order to qualify for the exemption. 

The medical staff does not believe either winger will miss that much time to start the season that opens on Oct. 3 with a nine-game road trip concluding on Oct. 26. The Garden opener on Oct. 27 represents Game 10. 

As such, the club will be forced to carry cap charges for 14 or 15 forwards (plus a combined $217,000 hit for Arron Asham and Darroll Powe if the veterans are waived through to the AHL Wolf Pack) through the opening few weeks of the season.

Hence, the squeeze on Stepan ... unless a competitor steps in with an offer sheet the Rangers surely would match but would force general manager Glen Sather to make training camp roster moves not currently contemplated.

By LARRY BROOKS
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The Rangers will prepare for a season in which they will trek back and forth across the continent more often than any time since 1999-2000 by, what else, trekking back and forth across the continent on their exhibition schedule.

After opening camp on Sept. 11, the six-game preseason commences with back-to-back matches in New Jersey and Philadelphia (Oh, what possibly could go wrong in a game against the Flyers?) on Sept. 16 and 17, respectively. 

The Blueshirts will then spend a few days at their Greenburgh practice rink before the young men go west for a quartet of matches in two more back-to-backs.

The Rangers will play in Calgary on Sept. 23 and in Edmonton the following night before heading to Vancouver and the Changing Places match between Alain Vigneault’s Blueshirts and John Tortorella’s Canucks on Sept. 26.

The preseason will end on Sept. 27 with a match against the Kings in Las Vegas before the team returns to New York for a final handful of prep days for the regular season that will begin in the west on Oct. 3 or 4.

The Rangers, unable to get into the Garden until late October because of the final phase of the building’s renovation project, are expected to play up to eight games on their opening regular-season road trip.

The NHL, which has changed its alignment and format this season so that all teams play home-and-home against every other club in the league, is expected to announce the regular-season schedule once an agreement has been reached regarding participation in the Olympics.

* Mats Zuccarello’s salary arbitration hearing has been set for July 31, though the Blueshirts and his representatives are attempting to negotiate a deal. Zuccarello, who recorded eight points (3 goals-5 assists) in 15 games last year upon joining the club in late March after spending the lockout in the KHL as an unsigned Group II, has a career total of 34 points (11-23) in 67 NHL games.

Ville Koistinen is the last player to go through an arbitration hearing with so few career games, the then-Nashville defenseman doing so in 2008 after having played 48 NHL games. Pittsburgh defenseman Robert Bortuzzo has filed for salary arbitration against the Penguins this year with a career total of 21 NHL games.

Zuccarello, who will turn 26 on Sept. 1, received a qualifying offer of $735,000. The wing is believed to be seeking between $1.5 million and $2 million, with the Rangers offering considerably less than that. Under a change in the CBA, teams cannot walk away from arbitration awards of under $3.5 million.

* There is no progress regarding talks with Derek Stepan, sources report. Stepan, the club’s first-line center, is a Group II free agent without arbitration rights. Absent pressure points (or an unexpected offer sheet), negotiations with Stepan could well go into September and perhaps bleed into training camp.

The Rangers will likely need to carry 15 forwards on their opening roster because of the post-labrum surgery rehab that will sideline both Ryan Callahan and Carl Hagelin for the first few weeks of the year — but not for enough time to qualify for long-term exemption — and the need to have a healthy spare available on the opening trip.

Because of the crunch that creates, the club appears to have just over $4 million of cap space available for Stepan and Zuccarello.

By LARRY BROOKS
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So the Rangers took care of business signing Carl Hagelin and Justin Falk yesterday, leaving Derek Stepan and Mats Zuccarello as the club’s remaining unsigned restricted free agents.

Hagelin re-upped for a two-year deal that carries a cap hit of $2.25 million per while Falk, whom the Rangers acquired from the Wild at the NHL Draft, is in for one year at $975,000.

Zuccarello filed for salary arbitration yesterday. Stepan does not have arbitration rights.

The Rangers are at approximately $58.7 million on the $64.3 million season cap with a shadow roster of two goaltenders, seven defensemen and 11 forwards, including Hagelin and Ryan Callahan, whose projected absences the first few weeks of the season (postseason labrum surgery for both) complicate the matter.

The number includes approximately $217,000 devoted to Darroll Powe and Arron Asham as hypothetically waived veterans with the AHL Wolf Pack.

The shadow roster does not include forwards J.T. Miller ($832,500 base) or Danny Kristo ($875,000) or defenseman Aaron Johnson ($600,000).

Zuccarello, whose arbitration case will be a difficult one coming off three NHL seasons in which he has recorded 34 points (11 goals, 23 assists) in 67 games, is believed seeking in the neighborhood of $2 million per while the Rangers likely are offering around $1.5 million.

Stepan easily could make the argument he is worth around $4 million off of the last two seasons in which his 95 points (35-60) rank 17th among NHL centers—and third behind Steven Stamkos and John Tavares of those 23 or younger— but without the leverage that comes with arbitration, it is hard to believe he will be able to command close to that number. 

Though there is a cushion of an additional $6.43 million built into the summer that would allow the club to go through training camp before cutting down to $64.3 million, the Blueshirts are attempting to operate under the constraints of the season cap.

The Rangers and Mats Zuccarello have taken care of business, avoiding a salary arbitration hearing by agreeing Tuesday morning to a one-year, $1.15 million contract.

The deal leaves approximately $2.8 million of space for the Blueshirts to sign Derek Stepan, their lone remaining restricted free agent. Stepan, the club’s first-line center, does not have arbitration rights.

The projected opening three-week absences for top-six wingers Ryan Callahan and Carl Hagelin, both of whom underwent labrum surgery following the playoffs, has created a cap squeeze for the Rangers, who will probably have to carry 15 forwards coming out of training camp.

The Blueshirts are at around $61.6 million for a shadow roster that features 14 forwards including J.T. Miller, and Danny Kristo, plus a combined $217,000 charge against Arron Asham and Darroll Powe, assuming both veterans begin the season with the AHL Wolf Pack. 

Zuccarello, who recorded eight points (3-5) in 15 games after rejoining the Rangers in late March after playing the entire KHL season with Magnitogorsk and added seven points (1-6) in 12 playoff matches, probably would not have received a qualifying offer if not for the projected absences of Callahan and Hagelin.

Circumstances not only dictated that the Norwegian winger received a QO, but will allow him to compete in camp for a role on the top two lines.

Zuccarello, who will turn 25 in September, filed for arbitration off the $735,000 qualifier rather than seek a job in Europe. The hearing had been scheduled for Wednesday.

The Rangers have not gone through an arbitration hearing since 2009, when the club walked away from Nikolai Zherdev after the winger came away with a $3.9 million award.
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Ryan McDonagh could have plotted a path that would have taken him to unrestricted free agency in three years.

Instead, the Blueshirts’ 24-year-old blue chip defenseman chose to commit to spending the next six seasons on Broadway by signing a deal of that length yesterday for $28.2 million, equating to $4.7 million per against the cap, a figure mutually equitable for the athlete and the club.

“I was hoping they were thinking multiple years, and then they started with six years, which was just right for me,” McDonagh, who had been a restricted free agent since Friday, said by phone. “It was great to see the Rangers have that confidence in me to make that offer.

“I’ve established a role here that I think fits me perfectly, and this is where I want to be. The team is so passionate about wanting to win, it’s really special to be a part of.”

McDonagh is a superior skater with a work ethic to match. He has emerged as Dan Girardi’s first-pair partner on the left side, given the extended absences of Marc Staal the past two seasons. Including the playoffs over those past two campaigns, McDonagh has played the third-most minutes (4,021) in the NHL behind only the Kings’ Drew Doughty (4,206) and Girardi (4,170).

“I want to continue to improve upon my skills,” McDonagh said. “Being in the playoffs for the third straight year, you see guys step up and make big plays in big moments. That’s what I want to really try and focus on.”

The University of Wisconsin product the Rangers stole from Montreal in the 2009 Scott Gomez trade after he was the Canadiens’ 12th overall selection in the 2007 Entry Draft — kind of the inverse of the Rick Middleton-Ken Hodge deal — became a go-to guy with John Tortorella behind the bench.

Now, McDonagh will go to work for Alain Vigneault.

“From what I hear from guys who have played for Vigneault, he’s very professional and respects both veterans and young guys and is honest with you,” said McDonagh, who has not yet spoken with the incoming head coach. “He’s a very relaxed coach who doesn’t cross the line.

“I have nothing but respect for Torts. He taught me a lot, especially about the mental side in how to handle the ups-and-downs of a season and a game.”

McDonagh, who recorded 19 points (four goals, 15 assists) in 47 games last season after getting 32 (7-25) in 82 games in 2011-12, said he committed to using his skills in order to become more involved at the offensive end of the rink.

“I have to get it in my mind where [getting up on the play] becomes natural,” McDonagh said. “I know being responsible in my own end comes first, but it’s so important to be involved at the offensive end to create second and third opportunities, keep the puck in the zone, or maybe create a turnover in the neutral zone from being up the ice.

“I’ll be thinking about that over the summer when I’m on the ice. I hope I can [contribute more on offense],” he said. “A lot of that is confidence in yourself, but I do see myself being more involved.”

With the contract behind him, McDonagh’s mind is clear to focus on his wedding, three weeks away.

“I’m very excited about that, and this makes it even more special,” McDonagh said. “I can take it all in with less stress.

“It will be great to not have this to worry about on such a special day.”

* The Rangers have between $6 million and $8 million of roster space with which to work to sign their remaining Group II free agents Derek Stepan, Carl Hagelin, Mats Zuccarello and Justin Falk.

Don Meehan, who represents Zuccarello, told The Post in an email, “As of now, our expectation is that we will re-sign with NY [rather than sign in Europe].”

By BRETT CYRGALIS
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It wasn’t as much a cross-river coup as it was a move made out of necessity, so at Friday’s opening of the NHL free-agent market, Ryane Clowe went west.

The 30-year-old power forward, who finished last season with the Rangers, signed a sweetheart five-year deal with the Devils worth $4.85 million per year. If the price was steep, the spot Clowe will take on the roster is one of importance, because former Devils forward David Clarkson left for a massive seven-year, $36.75 million deal with the Maple Leafs.

“On draft day, we made a substantial offer to Clarkson, once that was rejected, we turned the page on that situation,” general manager Lou Lamoriello told The Post Friday night. “We focused on trying to put a player of similar style and Ryane Clowe was the individual we had targeted and we feel very good about him. 

HUDSON CROSSING: Free-agent forward Ryane Clowe, who was a Ranger, signed a five-year deal with the Devils yesterday.
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HUDSON CROSSING: Free-agent forward Ryane Clowe, who was a Ranger, signed a five-year deal with the Devils yesterday.

“He’s the type of player that makes everyone else an inch taller.”

Lamoriello also added some scoring touch by signing Michael Ryder to a two-year deal worth $3.5 million per year. Ryder, 33, had 10 goals in 27 games for the Canadiens last season, and had back-to-back 30-goal years in Montreal from 2005-07.

“I like our hockey team right now,” Lamoriello said, “but we’ll continue to try and get better. You’re never satisfied.”

The acquisition of Clowe was also made possible because of the Rangers’ minimal amount of space under the salary cap. By virtue of his leaving New York, the Rangers now send the Sharks a fifth-round pick instead of the second-rounder they would have if he stayed.

Clowe played 12 regular-season games and then just two playoff games for the Rangers, coming back from a concussion only to suffer another one in Game 5 of the first-round series against the Capitals. Clowe had suffered another concussion earlier in the year while with the Sharks, but Lamoriello said he was given a clean bill of health before the signing.

Lamoriello said he also was comfortable with the fact there are people who think Clowe was drastically overpaid.

“I’m never comfortable with any term and value of any contract that’s too high,” Lamoriello said. “But there’s a value to that. This [type] player here, in my opinion, he’s too important to this lineup to take a chance losing. I won’t apologize.”

* The Devils also signed forward Rostislav Olesz to a one-year, $1 million deal. The 27-year-old forward has dealt with some recent injuries, playing just 14 games last season in the AHL, and played for coach Pete DeBoer in Florida. Lamoriello said he fills their role as a third-line left wing.
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On the first day of Rangers training camp in 2003 at Burlington, a young man out of Harvard named Dominic Moore sent Mark Messier flying to the ice in an open-ice collision in the neutral zone.

“I looked up at the last second and didn’t know who it was,” the then 23-year-old center said. “I was just trying to protect myself. It was basically an accident.

“After my visor was cleaned off, I figured out pretty quick who it was. You never know if you’re going to have a flying elbow come at you. But he was real nice about it.

“I’m just doing my best to make the team.”

WELCOME BACK: Former Ranger Dominic Moore, pictured above on the Lightning in 2010, last played in the NHL for the Sharks in 2011-12. He returned to the Blueshirts yesterday, signing a one-year, $1 million deal.
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WELCOME BACK: Former Ranger Dominic Moore, pictured above on the Lightning in 2010, last played in the NHL for the Sharks in 2011-12. He returned to the Blueshirts yesterday, signing a one-year, $1 million deal.

Moore did not make the club out of his first pro training camp, though he would play five games with the Rangers that season, during the first of which in Montreal on Nov. 1, 2003 he recorded three assists.

But he did make the Blueshirts and the NHL for good in 2005-06, spending the year centering Ryan Hollweg and Jed Ortmeyer on the effective and popular HMO fourth line before going to Nashville for Adam Hall on the front end of a three-way deal with Pittsburgh following the season that would trigger a nine-team odyssey across seven seasons.

Now, Moore is returning to where it all began after signing a one-year, $1 million contract with the Blueshirts on an opening day of the free-agent market when the Rangers did not have enough cap space to make either a big splash or a big mistake. 

The Rangers also signed veteran winger Benoit Pouliot to a one-year deal worth $1.3 million and 30-year-old defenseman Aaron Johnson to a one-year deal worth $600,000. 

The three signings leave the club little wiggle room in negotiations with Group II free agents Ryan McDonagh, Derek Stepan, Carl Hagelin and Mats Zuccarello.

The club’s interest in Moore was reported exclusively in The Post in yesterday’s editions. The center, who will turn 33 next month, sat out last season following the death of his wife, Katie, who lost her battle against a rare form of liver cancer on Jan. 7, one day after the lockout was settled. 

As The Post previously reported, the Rangers had talked with Moore before the lockout commenced in September about bringing him back to Broadway last year if his wife’s medical condition had so allowed. 

Moore, who has recorded 185 career points (67 goals, 118 assists) in 530 games while skating for the Rangers, Penguins, Wild, Maple Leafs, Sabres, Panthers, Canadiens, Lightning and Sharks, will be a candidate to kill penalties. 

Pouliot, who will turn 27 in September, is a role-player whose best season came two years ago when he recorded 32 points (16-16) in 74 games with the Bruins.

Johnson, meanwhile, joins recently acquired Justin Falk as depth replacements on the blue line for free agents Steve Eminger, Roman Hamrlik and Matt Gilroy, who will not be re-signed. A left-hand shot, Johnson played 10 games for the Bruins last year before finishing the season with AHL Providence.

The defenseman is also the sixth Ranger with ties to the 2011-12 Blue Jackets, joining Rick Nash, Derick Brassard, Derek Dorsett, John Moore and assistant coach Scott Arniel. Columbus went 11-25-5 before Arniel was fired midway through that season. 

* Lacking the cap space, the Rangers never engaged seriously with free agent Ryane Clowe, who scooted to New Jersey for a five-year deal worth $24.25 million. Clowe played 12 regular-season games (three goals, five assists) and two playoff games (no goals, one assist) for the Rangers after coming to the club from San Jose at the trade deadline for the final cost of second- and third-round picks in 2013 and a fifth-rounder next year.

If the Blueshirts had re-signed Clowe, who sustained a pair of concussions 16 days apart in the penultimate match of the regular season and Game 5 of the Washington first-round series, next year’s fifth-rounder would have become a second-round selection.

By LARRY BROOKS

Last Updated: 12:23 PM, July 5, 2013

Posted:  12:25 AM, July 5, 2013

Slap Shots Blog

Brooks on Twitter

The Rangers won’t make a splash when the free-agent market opens at noon. The limited amount of cap space available simply doesn’t allow for the big-market team to be in play for the big boys.

Of course, given history in the form of Wade Redden, Scott Gomez, Chris Drury, Bobby Holik, Alexander Frolov, Patrick Rissmiller and Ales Kotalik, to name but a few, perhaps the constraints on general manager Glen Sather are every bit as much a blessing as a curse.

Still, the Blueshirts do need to produce a ripple in the pool, even if not necessarily today. The roster isn’t deep enough and the prospects aren’t sure enough to enter the lengthy season-opening trip without cost-effective reinforcements to fill lineup holes that will be created by the absences of Ryan Callahan and Carl Hagelin, who are both recovering from offseason shoulder surgeries.

The Post has learned the Rangers have held discussions with fourth-line, checking-oriented center Dominic Moore, who is pondering a return to the league after sitting out last season after the death of his wife, Katie, who lost her two-year fight against a rare form of liver cancer on Jan. 7. 

A source has confirmed Moore, who will turn 33 next month, had spoken extensively with the Rangers last year before the lockout and likely would have signed with the club if his wife’s medical condition had allowed.

Moore, who began his career with the Blueshirts in 2005-06 as the center of the HMO Line between Ryan Hollweg and Jed Ortmeyer, earned an average of $1.1 million his last three seasons. That’s a number the Blueshirts can accommodate.

Signing Moore would allow the Rangers to move Brian Boyle, whose $1.7 million cap hit is a bit pricey for a fourth-line center under prevailing conditions, to the wing to at least start the season — or out of town as part of a trade.

If the Rangers pass on Moore, the club could have interest in fourth-line center Maxim Lapierre, who filled the role as the defensive faceoff specialist in Vancouver last year for coach Alain Vigneault after Manny Malhotra went on long-term injury reserve with an eye injury.

The 28-year-old Lapierre is coming off a two-year deal under which he carried a $1 million cap hit.

On Wednesday, Sather spoke about wanting to leave roster spots open for the Rangers’ prospects. But there is a difference between giving an opportunity to kids such as Danny Kristo, Marek Hrivik, Oscar Lindberg and Jesper Fast — not to mention Chris Kreider and J.T. Miller — and guaranteeing them roster spots they may not earn.

The Rangers could use depth on defense as well, though they seem to be prepared to enter the season with the current seven-man group consisting of Dan Girardi, Ryan McDonagh (presuming he is re-signed), Marc Staal (believed recovering well from his eye injury), Anton Stralman, Michael Del Zotto, John Moore and Justin Falk.

* The Rangers yesterday placed Darroll Powe ($1.067 million cap hit) and Arron Asham ($1 million) on waivers. Unless claimed (extremely unlikely), this will have no impact on the club’s cap space for the summer. If they are sent to the AHL Wolf Pack at the start of the season, Powe’s cap charge will become $142,000 while Asham’s will be $75,000.

By LARRY BROOKS
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When assistant coach Ulf Samuelsson begins working with the Rangers at training camp, the veteran of 16 NHL seasons will impart two fundamental principles to his defensemen:

“No one screening the goaltender and no getting rebounds,” is how the one-time Blueshirt described his “ideal defensive environment” Wednesday after the third day of the club’s prospect camp.

Samuelsson, who spent the last two seasons as head coach of Modo Hockey in Sweden after four years as an assistant in Phoenix under first Wayne Gretzky and then Dave Tippett, will join former Winnipeg head coach Scott Arniel, and perhaps another aide as well, on Alain Vigneault’s staff.

“I’m not at all where I want to be on tactical and knowledge of the Rangers, but I have my computer loaded and it’s going to be a busy summer,” said Samuelsson, who played nearly four seasons for the Blueshirts in the late-’90s. “I think there’s great potential here and can be a very successful few years for me here, looking at the roster.”

It is incumbent on the Rangers to keep Ryan McDonagh on the roster in order to fulfill the team’s potential. The 24-year-old first-pair defenseman appears on his way to restricted free agency and will thereby become eligible for an offer sheet when the market opens at noon Friday.

“There’s nothing new to report,” Ben Hankinson, McDonagh’s agent, told The Post via email. “We met at the draft but there’s still some work to be done before a deal is made.”

McDonagh is likely to sign a deal worth between $4.5 and $5 million for anywhere from three to five years, with the price escalating as does the term. If the defenseman goes to arbitration,— the player can file by July 10; if he does not, the club can file the following day — he would be liable for a two-year contract.

The offer-sheet business gets tricky. Though the Rangers have approximately $13.3 million of space with which to accommodate signing McDonagh and fellow Group II’s Derek Stepan, Carl Hagelin, Mats Zuccarello and recently acquired Justin Falk, that number swells to about $19.7 million with the 10 percent summer allowance.

So if a team were to come in with an offer sheet worth, say, $6.728 million per to McDonagh — which would equate to signing compensation of a first, a second and a third-round draft pick —, the Rangers would have the ability to match, though it would definitely cause some pain.

The chance of McDonagh getting an offer-sheet seems remote, but what if the Islanders, who have an immense amount of available cap space and need to use a fair amount of it in order to reach the floor, decide to make mischief?

The Blueshirts, in that case, probably wouldn’t be able to sign Zuccarello, whom they have slotted at somewhere around $1.25 million, and they would then have to play hardball with Stepan, who is not eligible for arbitration. 

They would likely also have to waive both Darroll Powe and Arron Asham at the start of the year, cutting their combined $2.067 million cap hit to $217,000 as members of the AHL Wolf Pack.

Complicating the Rangers’ cap issue is the expectation that top-six wingers Ryan Callahan and Hagelin will miss the opening few weeks of the season while recovering from labrum surgery. The Blueshirts could get relief by placing either or both on long-term injury reserve at the start of the year, but doing so would make them ineligible for the first 10 games and 24 days of the schedule.

Wrapping up the “Goes Without Saying” Award for 2013, general manager Glen Sather said, “We think he’ll be much better next year,” in explaining the decision not to use an amnesty buyout on Brad Richards.

By DAVID SATRIANO
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Brock Beukeboom’s father, Jeff, played 15 seasons in the NHL, won four Stanley Cups, and was a fan favorite during his time with the Rangers. He knows his career might not be as illustrious as his dad’s, but he just wants a chance to crack the NHL someday.

“It’s been about 14 years since I’ve been back [in New York] but it’s good,” the younger Beukeboom said after playing in a scrimmage with other Rangers draft picks and free-agents yesterday. “Obviously my dad made a household name for himself. I’m nowhere near the player he was, but I’m just here like everyone else doing the best I can, making the most of my opportunity.”

BEUK SMART: Brock Beukeboom, son of former Ranger Jeff (background, behind bench), skates during yesterday’s scrimmage with the Blueshirts’ draft picks and free-agents.

Robert Kalfus

BEUK SMART: Brock Beukeboom, son of former Ranger Jeff (background, behind bench), skates during yesterday’s scrimmage with the Blueshirts’ draft picks and free-agents.

A defenseman like his dad, Brock, 21, is with the Rangers this week on a tryout during Prospect Development Camp. He was drafted in the third round in 2010 by the Lightning, who traded his rights to the Blues. After St. Louis didn’t sign him, he played in the OHL, where he has spent the last three seasons with three different teams.

Last season, in 67 games with the Guelph Storm, the 6-foot-1, 205-pound Beukeboom had a goal, 21 assists, 40 penalty minutes and led the team with a plus-31 rating. But he wasn’t offered an AHL contract or tryout, so he will attend the University of Prince Edward Island in the fall on a scholarship in order to get a degree, while also playing hockey there and continuing to chase his dream.

“My dad said, ‘If nothing comes your way, take advantage of [college]. Get your degree and then try to go pro after. You’ll only be 25 when you graduate and that’s not old by any means necessary,’ ” Brock said. “It’s a tough business to crack and he said, ‘Take advantage of the education you’re going to get since that’s something you can use for the rest of your life.’ ” 

Jeff, who won three Stanley Cups with the Oilers in the late 1980s before becoming an integral part of the Rangers’ 1994 Cup-winning team, was a physical, shut-down defenseman who had 30 career goals and 1,890 penalty minutes. He now serves as an assistant coach with the Rangers’ AHL affiliate Hartford Wolf Pack, formerly the Connecticut Whale. During camp this week, he is serving as a coach to the prospects. Although the elder Beukeboom declined to be interviewed, Brock said he has received plenty of advice from his dad.

“I told him I was coming back here, he said, ‘Just play your game. What I did, I did. This is your time. Make the most of it and do the best you can,’ ” Brock said.

While Brock (6-foot-1, 205 pounds) noted he doesn’t have the same build as his father (6-foot-3, 230), he said he relishes being more of a two-way player, and idolizes one current Rangers blueliner in particular.

“One of my personal role models is Dan Girardi,” Brock said. “He’s just a solid defenseman. Loves to block shots. He is always playing against the top line. It’s something I pride myself in, just a solid-two way game, and he’s someone that I look up to and I think that’s something I could bring to this organization.” 

Jeff’s career was cut short by numerous concussions, something Brock is aware of, but he said he wouldn’t let the possibility of one impact affect how he goes about his game. For now, he is just trying to make it to the NHL. 

“It’s always hard to not sign with the team that drafted you,” Brock said, “but at the end of the day, it’s never over. I’ve got an opportunity here to showcase myself and just want to do the best I can.”

* Scott Arniel will join the Rangers’ coaching staff as an assistant. The team recently hired Ulf Samuelsson as an assistant, joining head coach Alain Vigneault behind the bench. Arniel coached the Blue Jackets for parts of two seasons, and was fired midway through the 2011-12 campaign. He compiled a 45-60-18 record with Columbus and coached current Rangers Rick Nash, Derick Brassard, John Moore and Derek Dorsett. ... The Rangers acquired forward Danny Kristo from the Canadiens in exchange for forward Christian Thomas. Kristo, a 2008 second-round draft pick, spent the last four years in college at North Dakota, and led the WCHA with 26 goals last season. He also had three assists in nine games with Hamilton of the AHL and is entering the final year of his Entry Level contract.
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The Rangers won’t have to wait until the regular season to get their first exposure to John Tortorella as an opposing coach. And the same, of course, holds true for the Canucks and Alain Vigneault.

The Post has learned the Rangers will play the Canucks in an exhibition game in Vancouver in what will be the first installment of the NHL’s version of “Trading Places.”

Tortorella, however, may not actually be behind the Canucks’ bench for the match, given his preference for watching some preseason games from the press box management suite as part of his personnel evaluation process.

NHLI via Getty Images

New Vancouver Canucks head coach John Tortorella talks during a press conference at Rogers Arena in Vancouver, British Columbia, Canada.

Vigneault, meanwhile, will be returning to the place where he worked the past seven seasons. 

It is believed the Blueshirts, who will play the first month of the season on the road to accommodate the final stage of Garden reconstruction, will play in Vancouver on their opening swing before making their way back across the continent. 

The Canucks will play once at the Garden during the season under the new schedule matrix, which calls for every team in the league to play a home-and-home against every out-of-conference club. 

The NHL schedule is expected to be released within the next couple of weeks, the same period in which the Rangers are expected to announce their entire preseason schedule.

By BRETT CYRGALIS
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The Undertaker is one step closer to Broadway.

Dylan McIlrath, the Rangers’ 6-foot-5, 21-year-old defenseman with the macabre nickname, is anticipating his left knee will be 100 percent by the opening of training camp in early September and has his sights set on making the team.

“I think I have a legitimate shot,” McIlrath said yesterday at the opening of the weeklong prospects camp in Westchester, the place where a year ago he collided with Kyle Jean and dislocated his kneecap, forcing major reconstructive surgery that abbreviated his first pro year. 

Dylan Mcilrath

Reuters

Dylan Mcilrath 

“I’m going to work my hardest,” said McIlrath, the team’s first-round selection (10th overall) in the 2010 draft. “The knee is not an excuse anymore — it’s over and done with. Hopefully by camp I’ll be 100-percent ready and I’ll have a good shot.”

The biggest attribute the 220-pound McIlrath carries is his toughness. His moniker came from a long line of fights and the stockpiling of penalty minutes. After returning to the AHL’s Connecticut Whale last season following surgery, McIlrath had 125 penalty minutes in 45 games. Most of them came within the first two months following his return, as he began to climb back atop a pedestal of enforcement.

“It was definitely an adjustment,” McIlrath said. “I’ve never come back from an injury like that, so it was tough. Getting my skills back, that came back pretty quick. It took me about a month before I could skate with the guys.”

Though McIlrath does not put up many points — he had just five assists and zero goals this season — he is said to rely on his skating ability to produce his physical style of play. The adjustment from the junior-level WHL to the AHL was not easy, and playing through pain didn’t help, either.

“The speed and the decision-making,” he cited as the most drastic changes. “You have less time to think.”

McIlrath also is not delusional about the makeup of the Rangers’ current defense corps. With Ryan McDonagh presumably set to sign his restricted free agent contract soon, along with the pre-draft trade that brought Justin Falk to the Blueshirts from the Wild, there is no clear open roster spot on the backline. 

So it might not be for game No. 1, if everyone on the current roster remains healthy, but if McIlrath can make a good impression in camp, his name will not be far down on the list of those to call on when needed.

“It’s going to take a lot of hard work,” McIlrath said. “The only thing I can control is being in the best shape I can be coming into the camp, and hopefully that’s going to make it a tough decision for them.”

* The Rangers traded forward Kris Newbury to the Flyers in exchange for minor league defenseman Danny Syvret, 28, who played last season for the AHL Adirondack Phantoms.

* Other notables at prospects camp were all five of the Rangers’ picks from Sunday’s draft, — only goalie Mackenzie Skapski did not skate — along with Christian Thomas (one NHL game last season), Michael St. Croix and Brady Skjei.

J.T. Miller, who played 26 games for the Rangers before being shut down with a wrist injury, is not attending.He was on the original list, but it was a mistake and he was never supposed to attend.
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The Vancouver Canucks had 25 players appear in at least 12 games last season. Only one of them -- forward Jordan Schroeder -- was a draft pick by the team since 2005.

A long run of success (10 Stanley Cup Playoff berths in 12 seasons) meant a talented roster was tough to crack. The resulting late first-round picks made it more difficult to find a top-level prospect able to break through.

That is about to change.

"Well, we have to; we don't have a choice," general manager Mike Gillis said.

Vancouver enters this training camp proclaiming there are vacancies on its roster for prospects, though maybe not as many as the brass makes it seem.

"We have some kids that are knocking on the door," new coach John Tortorella said. "We want to give them every opportunity to try to crack this lineup.

 Nicklas Jensen, who got a taste of the NHL last season for Vancouver, should make an impact in 2013-14. (Photo: Jeff Vinnick/NHLI)

"We have to be careful in how we develop them; they need to go through the process of understanding what it is to be a pro. If we feel it's hurting them, then they'll go to the minors and play. But we're going to give them every opportunity because I think that's how you create the enthusiasm, that's how you build your team to be competitive for a long time with the [salary-cap] world. ... You need some youth in your lineup."

Here are Vancouver's top 10 prospects, according to NHL.com:

1. Nicklas Jensen, LW: No. 2 last year, the 29th pick in the 2011 NHL Draft will look to get off this list for good by becoming a full-time NHL player this season.

The 6-foot-2, 202-pound native of Denmark started last season with AIK of the Elitserien, the top professional league in Sweden, where he had 17 goals in 50 games. He had two goals and two assists in 20 games for the Chicago Wolves of the American Hockey League before going scoreless in a two-game NHL debut.

"I think it's all about hard work, coming prepared and preparing yourself over the summer and really feel that you're confident to come here and show what you've got," Jensen, 20, said at this summer's development camp. "... Right now I think it's most about preparation, just coming here and being focused and being in good shape too."

2. Bo Horvat, C: The player who indirectly solved the Canucks' goaltending controversy (for now), Horvat was chosen with the ninth pick of the 2013 NHL Draft, acquired from the New Jersey Devils in the trade for Cory Schneider. He is the Canucks' highest pick since the Sedins were taken second and third in 1999.

"I think I can bring a lot to the team, and I think I'm ready to step in," Horvat, 18, said. "There's definitely some things I have to work on during the summer, but I think I continue to keep getting better at it and prove that I can be there next year."

Horvat (6-foot, 206 pounds) had 61 points (33 goals) in 67 games for the highly successful London Knights in the Ontario Hockey League. The team won 24 straight games, finished 50-13-2-3 and won the league championship.

"I'm a two-way centerman that you can put out there in any key situation, whether to take a big draw at the end of the game, or be on the penalty kill or power play," Horvat said. "So I was kind of like the everything guy this year on the Knights and I hope to continue that through my hockey career."

3. Brendan Gaunce, C: Captain of the Belleville Bulls of the OHL, the 26th pick of the 2012 NHL Draft had 60 points (33 goals) in 60 regular-season games last season, missing almost a month with a separated shoulder. He had 22 playoff points (eight goals), scoring at least one point in 14 of 17 games.

"I started out pretty slow then I separated my shoulder on Oct. 19," Gaunce, 19, said. "It took a bit to rehab that, but after Christmas I thought my year kind of turned around a bit, and I finished pretty strong."

At 6-foot-2, 207 pounds, Gaunce was voted the best defensive forward in the OHL's Eastern Conference and is training with Gary Roberts this summer.

"I think every single guy here is trying to get that same opportunity [to play in the NHL]," Gaunce said at development camp. "Whether it's Nick Jensen, Bo Horvat, Hunter Shinkaruk, or even my roommate Wes Myron, we are all going for the same job because in the end we all want to play for the Canucks."

4. Frank Corrado, D: The 20-year-old defenseman played in the Stanley Cup Playoffs last season, quite a climb from being the 150th pick in the 2011 NHL Draft.

"… It doesn't matter how high you get drafted, or what your name is. [Tom] Brady went 199th overall and he's one of the best quarterbacks in the NFL," Corrado said. "I love hearing stories like that, you know, being the guy [who] was picked late and never really had the recognition before the draft. It's great motivation hearing stories like those."

Corrado (6-foot, 190 pounds) made his NHL debut April 22 and played three-regular season games and all four playoff games for the Canucks; he did not have a point and was a minus-2.

During the OHL season, he was traded from Sudbury to Kitchener and finished with 45 points (seven goals) and a plus-19 rating in 69 games. In 259 OHL games, he had 15 goals, 95 assists and 310 penalty minutes.
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5. Joacim Eriksson, G: The Canucks signed Eriksson as a free agent on June 17, two weeks before they traded Schneider.

Eriksson, 23, has played his entire career in Sweden; last season with Skelleftea he had a 1.06 goals-against average and .952 save percentage in 10 playoff games to win the Swedish Elite League championship. That followed a 1.67 GAA and .931 save percentage in the regular season.

"His performance has improved each of the last three seasons, and his all-round play has matured, and he's developed into one of the most reliable goalies in Sweden," Canucks director of player development Dave Gagner told the team's website. "He's a right shot too, which gives us a different look."

Eriksson (6-foot-2, 190 pounds) could compete with Eddie Lack for the job backing up Roberto Luongo. Lack, No. 1 on this list last year, turns 26 in January; he missed most of last season with a hip injury that required surgery but is expected to be healthy for training camp.

"It feels very good to be here and I want to take this chance," Eriksson said. "It feels very good. I want to be here and fight ... I want to play as high as possible."

Eriksson was chosen by the Philadelphia Flyers in seventh round (No. 196) in the 2008 NHL Draft but never signed with them.

6. Hunter Shinkaruk, LW: Vancouver drafted Shinkaruk with the 24th pick this year; the forward was the No. 5 rated North American skater in Central Scouting's final rankings after scoring 86 points (37 goals) for Medicine Hat in the Western Hockey League last season.

"He is a very skilled player with crazy quick hands, way above average, like off the charts as far as his hands are concerned," Medicine Hat coach Shaun Clouston told the Canucks website. "[He's] just a very, very skilled player, an upper-level skilled hockey player that plays with good energy."

Shinkaruk had 219 points in 193 WHL games, scoring 49 goals in 2011-12. At 5-foot-10, 181 pounds, he turns 19 in October.

"I think just getting a little bit stronger," Shinkaruk said of his offseason objectives. "I work hard with my trainer so that's not really something that I need to add on, it's just going to be something that I need to keep doing. I think that that's the main thing to try to get me success when I come into camp."

7. Patrick McNally, D: The 21-year-old had his sophomore season at Harvard cut short when he was suspended because of a university-wide academic scandal. McNally (6-foot-2, 180 pounds) played seven games, with a goal and two assists.

"It was more of a misunderstanding; he'll be reinstated this season," Gillis said this summer. "We talked to Patrick about coming out. We think he has great potential; he's a good young player. But he felt he had a commitment to the Harvard coaches and he wanted to see that through."

As a freshman, the 115th pick in the 2010 NHL Draft was a finalist for the ECAC Rookie of the Year Award, with 28 points (six goals) in 34 games.

"We still have a very high opinion of him," Gillis said. "He went through an unfortunate incident with a number of other students, but he's going to come through it and be better for it."

8. Joe Cannata, G: The 23-year-old American took advantage injuries to emerge within the organization. Cannata (6-foot-1, 200 pounds) dressed as Luongo's backup when Schneider was sidelined at the start of the Stanley Cup Playoffs.

Cannata, the 173rd pick in the 2009 NHL Draft, also moved up to take Lack's place with the Chicago Wolves. In 14 AHL games, Cannata had a 6-6-0 record, 2.65 goals-against average and .912 save percentage. With Kalamazoo of the ECHL, he was 3-4-0 with a 3.29 GAA and .905 save percentage.

"Joe has played very well," Canucks assistant general manager Laurence Gilman told the Vancouver Sun during the season. "He's still a young goaltender, he is evolving, but we have been very happy with his performance thus far."

9. Kellan Lain, C/LW: Signed as a free agent in March after three seasons at Lake Superior State, Lain, at 6-foot-6, 222 pounds, is proving to be hard to overlook.

"Kellan is a big, strong, detailed player; wins faceoffs, finishes checks, plays with an edge, is hard on his opponents, and skates well too," Gagner said.

Lain had 39 points and 210 penalty minutes in 108 games for Lake Superior, including 111 penalty minutes in 32 games last season. His college coach, Jim Roque, said the 23-year-old could get even bigger.

"His body needs to fill out, he needs to get thicker," Roque said. "He is still a thin kid for a big kid. His body needs to fill out and get bigger if he is to play at 80 games plus playoffs at the pro level."

10. Yann Sauve, D: The 41st pick of the 2008 NHL Draft made his NHL debut with five games in 2011 and hasn't been back since. But the Canucks chose to re-sign the 23-year-old in July and perhaps can find a spot for the 6-foot-3, 220-pound veteran of 174 pro games and 251 in junior.

"I have a big body and can play against the best line. I can be a good two-way defenseman," Sauve told MLive.com during the season. "The offensive part of my game is there. It's all part of having confidence."

Last season, he had two assists in 17 games with the Wolves, and 19 points (10 goals) in 32 games with the Wings.

"I need to get better every day," Sauve said. "For me, it's consistency with puck possession. I have the assets, I need the mental aspect."
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There is only one Vancouver Canucks player who knows firsthand what a season with coach John Tortorella is like.

Chris Higgins, take it away:

"He wants your compete level to be 100 percent at all times when you're on the ice. He wants to play his best players. He wants his best players to be his best players night after night, and a lot of pressure falls on them. But the main thing he wants out of all his players is their compete level to be the highest it can be."

Initiation begins at training camp.
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"He runs a pretty high-intensity camp, so I think make sure you're in shape is step No. 1. Then it's all about the process. Throughout training camp he's going to build you up every day, he's going to make you work a little bit harder, and implement his style a little bit more every day, and I think you just have to be open every day to incorporating those little lessons he puts in to your workout."

It's a brand new world for the Canucks, who in 2013-14 head into a different division being schooled by Mr. Tortorella instead of player-friendly Alain Vigneault, fired in May after seven seasons.

Tortorella, a 2004 Stanley Cup winner with the Tampa Bay Lightning and for parts of five seasons coach of the New York Rangers, admits to knowing little about the players he's inheriting, other than Higgins, whom he coached for one season in New York.

"I won't know them, they won't know me, until we get in that room and we start camp," Tortorella said. "That's where the interaction happens, that's where the coaching happens, that's where maybe sometimes there's conflict that comes into play and you find out about one another through some conflict, which is a very healthy thing in our game. … Where there's conflict there's honesty. I think that's when you start finding out about one another.

"So I'm trying to learn, but there's no better learning than being in a coach's uniform, them on the ice, and going through what you do each and every day getting ready to be a competitive hockey club."

There's no arguing the Canucks have been competitive for quite some time, with a points percentage of .623 since 2002-03. Vancouver won the Presidents' Trophy back-to-back in 2011 and 2012, has won five straight division titles, and finished with at least 100 points four seasons in a row (and seven of nine) prior to last season, when the Canucks were 26-15-7 and the third seed in the Western Conference.

But since taking a 2-0 lead in the 2011 Stanley Cup Final against the Boston Bruins, the Canucks are 2-12 in the playoffs, and were swept last season in the first round by the San Jose Sharks, costing Vigneault his job.

It seems the team -- and its fans -- have yet to recover from a 4-0 home loss to the Bruins in Game 7 of the Final two years ago.

"Everyone changed after that seventh game," general manager Mike Gillis said this summer. "What happened in the city changed us, what we felt about the way the series was played changed all of us, and it's taken a while to come back."

Tortorella was hired to provide tough love. The coach wants his team to be as difficult on its opponents as he sometimes can be with the media.

"I think we need some more bite," Tortorella said. "I think the attitude of just being a stiffer team is going to come to the forefront as we try to build this to get it to another level."

It will be an interesting transformation to watch. Making the media rounds after he was hired, Tortorella sent the message that he would ask more from each player, mentioning all-star forwards Henrik Sedin and Daniel Sedin every time.

"I know he's honest, he's going to treat everyone the same way," Henrik said. "… I don't think it matters if you're 35 or you're 19, you can have expectations to perform, and those might be different for different guys, but you're going to be held accountable if you don't play the way you can, and I think that's good."

Tortorella also brings a reputation as defensive-minded with him from New York, though that wasn't his primary focus while in Tampa Bay.

"We want to go," Tortorella said of the pace he wants to play. "I think I've been kind of coined as a defensive coach because we didn't score a lot of goals in New York. I kind of argue with that. It's tough to score goals, period, in this League for a lot of teams. But we certainly want to be aggressive."

He'll find his new team has fewer top-level scoring options than the Rangers had. Henrik Sedin led last season's Canucks with 45 points in 48 games, and Daniel Sedin was next with 40. No other player had more than 27 (Jannik Hansen). The top-scoring defenseman was Dan Hamhuis with 24 points.

After ranking second in goals in 2009-10, leading the League in goals in 2010-11, then finishing fifth in 2011-12, the Canucks were 19th last season, with 122 goals -- four fewer than the Rangers.

"We want to play a hard, in-your-face style, but we're always looking to try to create some offense," Tortorella said. "We're going to go about our business that way."

Tortorella most likely won't have a goalie controversy to navigate, now that Roberto Luongo again is the team's No. 1 following the draft-day trade of Cory Schneider to the New Jersey Devils.

Tortorella, Gillis and team owner Francesco Aquilini each reportedly made separate trips to visit Luongo and smooth over any hard feelings, but the 34-year-old goalie publicly has been quiet and hired new representation even though he has nine years and more than $47 million remaining on his contract.

CANUCKS' OFFSEASON OUTLOOK

Additions: F Benn Ferriero, F Brad Richardson, F Mike Santorelli, D Yannick Weber

Subtractions: C Andrew Ebbett, C Maxim Lapierre, RW Steven Pinizzotto, C Derek Roy, G Cory Schneider

UFAs: D Andrew Alberts, D Cam Barker, C Manny Malhotra, LW Mason Raymond

Promotion candidates: D Frank Corrado, C Brendan Gaunce, LW Nicklas Jensen, G Eddie Lack

"We had a really good conversation," Gillis said. "From the outset, Roberto is a consummate professional, he's a great goaltender, and what happened could have been the result all the way through. … At the end of the day we had to make a choice, and we made the choice to go with Roberto."

Thirteen Canucks who appeared in at least 30 games last season return, with the top eight older than 26. That does not include forward Ryan Kesler, 28, who was limited to 17 games by injuries to his shoulder, wrist and foot.

Gillis added free-agent forwards Brad Richardson and Mike Santorelli, and defenseman Yannick Weber, leaving a few spots open for prospects. Forward Bo Horvat, taken with the No. 9 pick acquired in the Schneider trade, is a possibility, as are forwards Nicklas Jensen and Brendan Gaunce.

"One of the reasons that [Tortorella] was so appealing for me as a head coach is young players have thrived in New York," Gillis said. "And we need to have young players in our lineup. Now whether Bo's ready, we'll find out."

Rather than tear down the roster and start a rebuild, Gillis opted for a veteran coach he hopes can lead an experienced team on another postseason run or two.

"I'm not prepared at this point to break up a core group of players that I think are really solid players and really solid people," Gillis said. "I think they deserve another opportunity, and with [Tortorella] here I'm really excited about what he's going to bring to this team and this organization.

"When I talk about a reset for us, this is the reset, right here. And I am very, very confident that we are headed in a new direction with a new voice, and I'm excited about it."

30 in 30: Canucks want more from Kassian
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By Mike Battaglino - NHL.com Staff Writer

0 

3 

3 

Email 

Comment

Print

If the Vancouver Canucks didn't already have Zack Kassian on their roster, they'd have to go out and get him.

With new coach John Tortorella saying he wants the team to have more bite, Kassian is the player who can give them teeth.

"Zack is a unique package," general manager Mike Gillis said. "He is big, strong, he fights and he's got talent. And they are hard players to get and hard players to find and hard players to develop."
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Kassian, a 6-foot-3, 214-pound right wing, is the Canucks' second-tallest and second-heaviest forward, behind 6-foot-5, 228-pound part-timer Tom Sestito.

Kassian ranks second among returning Canucks in hits (70) and fighting majors (five) from last season, behind forward Dale Weise (84, seven) in each category.

Tortorella never can have enough players like that, ones willing to throw their weight around, go into tough spots, protect teammates and drop the gloves when necessary.

"If we want to get where we want to be, we have to ask more, and that's a big part of winning in this League, is how hard you play in areas," Tortorella said. "And we're certainly going to try to improve in that area."

Kassian's offensive upside makes him more than a grinder/enforcer and a key component of the Canucks' success this season and in the future.

He had 77 points (26 goals, 51 assists) in 56 games for Windsor of the Ontario Hockey League in 2010-11, and 63 points (24 goals, 39 assists) in 61 games for Peterborough in 2008-09 as an 18-year-old.

But other than a five-goals-in-seven-games start to last season, Kassian has six goals and 10 assists in his 76 other NHL games.

The Canucks traded forward Cody Hodgson to the Buffalo Sabres at the 2012 trade deadline to acquire Kassian. Hodgson had 34 points (15 goals, 19 assists) last season, and Gillis found himself defending the deal during a question-and-answer session with fans this summer.

"When you have an opportunity to get one of those players, it's very difficult to not have a very hard look at it," Gillis said of Kassian. "He's still only 22 years old, he showed signs last year of what he's capable of, and if we can get that consistency out of Zack, I think you may change your mind on that trade."

Kassian started last season on the top line with Henrik Sedin and Daniel Sedin, but managed two goals in his final 36 games. He was bothered by back pain, was demoted to the fourth line, ended up in the American Hockey League (reportedly in part for discipline), and did not have a point in a four-game, first-round loss to the San Jose Sharks in the Stanley Cup Playoffs.

"I spoke to management before I went down and they stressed the things I need to work on, both on and off the ice," Kassian told the Vancouver Sun in April. "On the ice, it was just play the way I was early in the season, moving my feet and playing physical. Off the ice, it was just being professional, especially in a market like this. You have to be a professional."

The Canucks are hopeful Kassian can extend his productive play for longer stretches and create trouble only for opponents next season.

"I have really high expectations of Zack," Gillis said.

30 in 30: Luongo among questions facing Canucks
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There was one question that lingered over the Vancouver Canucks since the 2012 Stanley Cup Playoffs: What are they going to do with Roberto Luongo?

Turns out, it was answered in a way no one -- especially Luongo -- expected.

The 34-year-old is the Canucks' No. 1 goalie again after the team traded Cory Schneider to the New Jersey Devils at the 2013 NHL Draft.

That resolution brings a new question, one of six the Canucks face heading into the 2013-14 season:

1. How does Roberto Luongo feel about all this? -- The poker-playing goalie never could have expected the hand he's been dealt. He's kept his cards close to the vest since, going without public comment.
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Luongo hired new agents in July, an interesting move when you consider he has nine years remaining on his contract. It raised speculation that perhaps he wanted someone to negotiate a way out of Vancouver for him. His high-priced condo reportedly remains on the market.

But if Luongo's Twitter account, @Strombone1, is an indicator, he might be warming to his situation. In a message to his expected backup, he wrote, "Hey Eddie Lack, I'm warning you now! Don't get any ideas this upcoming season!!! Got it???"

The plight -- demoted behind Schneider two playoffs ago, on the trade market since, unable to be dealt because of his contract, given back his starting job -- compelled owner Francesco Aquilini, general manager Mike Gillis and new coach John Tortorella to each visit Luongo in Florida.

"I have talked to Roberto after the deal was made. I think I needed to," Tortorella said. "And I hope what will help him is that you have new guys coming in as far as a coaching staff, and how they feel."

2. Can John Tortorella get along with the media? -- Imagine if the Canucks' new coach, famously adversarial with reporters, had to answer questions about his goalies every single day. With that off the docket, Tortorella can try to make good on his vow to be more approachable and forthcoming under what's sure to be perpetual scrutiny.

"It's a huge part of my job here, I know that," Tortorella said during his first round with the local press. "… I have certainly made my own bed in the situations I've put myself and other people in. And I'm going to cultivate a relationship here with the media.

"I think that's a huge part of any job in the National Hockey League, but coming to a market, Vancouver, province of B.C., basically, that's who you're serving; I want this to work. … I do come with some baggage with that, I readily admit that and I am not going to hide from that. I made some mistakes along the way, but I am compelled to make this work and cultivate that type of relationship, where we're working together."

3. Can Tortorella adjust to the demands of the Western Conference? -- Other than two seasons as an assistant with the Phoenix Coyotes, the 55-year-old's entire NHL coaching career has been spent in the Eastern Conference, where travel isn't nearly the burden it will be now.

Moving to the realigned Pacific Division, the Canucks will travel 48,510 miles this season, according to OnTheForecheck.com. By comparison, Tortorella's former team, the New York Rangers, will log 29,839 miles.

"That's something that really concerns me, because I don't have enough knowledge of what goes on with our travel, as far as how it takes a toll on the athletes," Tortorella said. "I believe this team here … it's some of the worst travel you can possibly have in the League as far as coming out of here, where in the East, you're on the bus."

The Canucks, five-time Northwest Division champions, also are now among a much tougher group. Teams in their new division combined for 16 playoff berths in those five seasons; the other teams from their old division had two.

4. Can Canucks players adjust to the demands of Tortorella? -- Forward Dale Weise played under Tortorella for 10 games as a rookie with the Rangers in 2010-11. Here's what Weise told the Vancouver Province before the coach was hired:

"I think you can kind of look around and see that his style is kind of fading out of coaching," Weise said, via Sportsnet. "There's a way to be hard on guys and to push guys. But I think nowadays you've got to be a little more of a communicator. You can't just put guys in the dirt and expect guys to get out of there themselves."

 After the Canucks were swept in the first round of the 2013 Stanley Cup Playoffs, the team hired John Tortorella and gave Roberto Luongo a vote of confidence as its starting goalie. (Photo: Jeff Vinnick/NHLI)

Forward Ryan Kesler was a member of the 2010 U.S. Olympic team when Tortorella was an assistant and has a different view.

"He likes compete, he likes work ethic, doesn't like mistakes," Kesler said. "He's going to play the guys that are going, and he's going to keep everybody accountable, and that's what I like."

Tortorella has vowed to ask more of Canucks players and has made sure to specifically mention the team's biggest stars, Henrik Sedin and Daniel Sedin.

"You can be fiery and have an in-your-face type of attitude, which is totally fine if it makes sense," Henrik said. "You can't just come in and scream and yell at guys if they don't believe it makes sense. I never had him before, but I don't see a problem with him doing that."

5. How many shots will the Sedin twins block? -- One of the things Tortorella will ask the Sedins to do is block shots. Last season Henrik blocked nine, while Daniel blocked seven.

"I'll tell you right now, they're going to kill penalties, and if they're going to kill penalties they're going to block shots," Tortorella said. "Do I expect to turn them into an ex-player of mine, a Ryan Callahan (66 blocked shots last season)? Absolutely not. But if you're going to play proper defense, that has to be part of the equation."

As a team, the Canucks blocked 566 shots, ranking them 27th in the NHL; the Rangers were sixth with 773 blocks.

"I think shot blocking is part of playing good defense," Tortorella said. "I think it's part of play to get the puck back. So it's not just the Sedins. … I think a team takes on a whole mindset of being a harder team to play against, a team that'll play along the boards, a team that'll give themselves up to get the puck back, defend the proper way. It does, it permeates through your team.

"So that is going to be asked, of not just the Sedins, but everybody, because I think that's the proper way to play the game when you don't have the puck."

Ryan Kesler

Ryan Kesler

2012-13 STATS

GOALS: 4 | ASST: 9 | PTS: 13

 SOG: 36 | +/-: -5

 6. Can Ryan Kesler stay healthy and start scoring goals again? -- Kesler sustained a broken foot blocking a shot last season. That came after he got a late start after recovering from wrist and shoulder injuries, and he wound up playing 17 games.

A 41-goal scorer in 2010-11, the Canucks certainly need Kesler, who had four goals last season, to rediscover that touch; since 2006-07, Alexandre Burrows (35 in 2009-10), Mikael Samuelsson (30 in 2009-10) and Daniel Sedin (three times) are the only Vancouver players to score 30 goals in a season.

"[Tortorella is] going to expect more from everybody, and we're going to need more," Kesler told the Vancouver Province. "The way things ended last year, I don't think anybody looks at themselves as a top dog anymore. We've got to find our way and battle every night."

Kesler, who missed the opening five games of 2011-12 after offseason hip surgery, said he is healthy.

"Right now I'm enjoying life," Kesler told the newspaper. "It's great. I can focus on training and not having to deal with being injured and doing rehab and everything that goes along with it."

For all 30 in 30 stories go to NHL.com/30in30stories and for the full 30 in 30 schedule visit NHL.com/30in30.
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Another division title wasn't nearly enough to consider 2012-13 a successful season for the Vancouver Canucks.

Not only did they lose in the first round to a lower-seeded team for the second straight year, they've lost 10 of their past 11 playoff games after being swept by the San Jose Sharks. Not much has gone right in Vancouver since the Canucks had a chance to win the 2011 Stanley Cup on home ice in Game 7 against the Boston Bruins.

Last season was particularly wacky because of the ongoing goaltender saga. General manager Mike Gillis finally traded one of them, but it was Cory Schneider, not Roberto Luongo, who had long ago made peace with leaving Vancouver and finding a new home.

Gillis did receive a top prospect in return -- the Canucks took Bo Horvat with the No. 9 pick acquired from the New Jersey Devils -- but Horvat might not be ready to help in 2013-14. Vancouver's offense has stagnated and could use a boost up front.

2013-14 FANTASY PREVIEW: CANUCKS

Under-valued: Alexandre Burrows - Despite a disappointing 24 points in 47 games last season, Burrows still had a plus-15, 54 PIMs and nearly three shots per game, proving his overall fantasy value. He'll likely play with the Sedin twins, which means a return to the 30-goal, 60-point marks seem very possible. 

Over-valued: Kevin Bieksa - After recording a career-high 44 points two years ago, Bieksa totaled just six goals and 6 assists in 36 games last season. His 21:56 of ice time per game were his lowest in four years and his offensive game seemed lost -- keep an eye out for how he's utilized under new Canucks coach John Tortorella. 

Sleeper: David Booth - It feels like forever since he's been a valuable fantasy player, but at 28, Booth still has the speed and skill to have a solid year. If he can hold down second-line duties alongside Ryan Kesler, Booth could be a great draft pick late in the final round of fantasy drafts.

 -- Follow Matt Cubeta on Twitter: @NHLQubes

FOLLOW @NHLFANTASY FOR DAILY UPDATES ›

MORE NHL.COM FANTASY HOCKEY COVERAGE ›

Mason Raymond wasn't retained, and Maxim Lapierre signed with St. Louis. Brad Richardson was signed away from the Los Angeles Kings and will replace Lapierre as a bottom-six center. On defense, Keith Ballard was bought out and Yannick Weber was signed as low-cost depth.

Here is the projected 2013-14 lineup for the Canucks:

Forwards

Daniel Sedin - Henrik Sedin - Alexandre Burrows

David Booth - Ryan Kesler - Zack Kassian

Chris Higgins - Brad Richardson - Jannik Hansen

Benn Ferriero - Mike Santorelli - Dale Weise

Tom Sestito - Zach Hamill

Defensemen

Alexander Edler - Kevin Bieksa

Dan Hamhuis - Jason Garrison

Frank Corrado - Christopher Tanev

Yannick Weber

Goalies

Roberto Luongo

Eddie Lack

NOTES: Let's start with the strength of the team: The defense will again be one of the top groups in the League, provided restricted free agent Tanev is signed. Beyond that, there are some serious questions for the Canucks, who could be hard-pressed to win their division for the sixth straight season.

Booth has to prove he can stay healthy and be productive again, and Kassian has to prove he is worthy of a top-six spot in the NHL. Kesler had multiple health issues last season and needs to show he is still an elite player. If any of those three aren't healthy or productive, Higgins or a young player likely would see second-line minutes.

There might not be a lot of offense from the bottom six either. There are a few young players -- namely Horvat, Jordan Schroeder and Brandon Gaunce -- who could drastically alter the look of the forwards if they are ready for full-time roles.

Then there is the goaltending. If Luongo is content and healthy, the Canucks could be fine. If he's not, Schneider isn't around anymore as maybe the League's best insurance policy.

The competition in the division improved a lot this summer, and not just because the Edmonton Oilers might have the best collection of young talent in the League. Realignment moves Vancouver into a division with the Los Angeles Kings, San Jose Sharks and Anaheim Ducks, and the California teams look like strong playoff contenders again.

If a few things don't break right for the Canucks, it isn't just the division title streak that could be in jeopardy, but reaching the postseason for a sixth straight time could be in peril.

---

30 in 30: Young players emerge in Calgary lineup

Friday, 08.02.2013 / 3:00 AM / 30 in 30

By Corey Masisak - NHL.com Staff Writer

The Calgary Flames finally committed to a full-scale rebuild before the 2013 NHL Trade Deadline, and it could lead to plenty of young players receiving the opportunity to log important minutes in 2013-14.

Jarome Iginla and Jay Bouwmeester were traded, and Miikka Kiprusoff may retire with one season left on his contract. General manager Jay Feaster acquired David Jones, TJ Galiardi, Kris Russell and Shane O'Brien in trades during the offseason. Goaltender Karri Ramo, who has spent the past four seasons in the Kontinental Hockey League, was the team's biggest free-agent addition.

Calgary likely will be predicted to finish near the bottom of the Western Conference standings, and if the Flames don't surprise and make a run at a spot in the Stanley Cup Playoffs, another high draft pick would infuse more talent into the rebuild. The Flames need 2013 first-round pick Sean Monahan and 2011 picks Sven Baertschi and Johnny Gaudreau to develop; Calgary hasn't drafted and developed an impact player since Dion Phaneuf in 2003.

Here is the projected 2013-14 lineup for the Flames:

Forwards

Curtis Glencross - Mikael Backlund - Mike Cammalleri

Sven Baertschi - Sean Monahan - Jiri Hudler

TJ Galiardi - Matt Stajan - Lee Stempniak

Tim Jackman - Roman Horak - David Jones

Blair Jones - Brian McGrattan

Defensemen

Mark Giordano - Dennis Wideman

TJ Brodie - Kris Russell

Chris Butler - Shane O'Brien

Derek Smith

Goalies

Karri Ramo

Joey MacDonald

NOTES: Calgary's search for long-term answers at center continues, and Monahan, a 2013 first-round pick (No. 6), likely will be given every chance not only to make the opening-night roster but to secure a spot in the middle of one of the top three lines. Backlund remains more potential than performance but could start the season as the top center. If other, younger options don't work out, Cammalleri and Stajan are fallback options.

Monahan and Baertschi lead a group of young forwards who will try to win roster spots during training camp. Count Corban Knight, Max Reinhart and maybe Ben Hanowski in that group.

The Flames re-signed Brodie, a restricted free agent, and he likely will see an increase in playing time with Bouwmeester gone.

If Kiprusoff is done playing for the Flames, Ramo is the favorite to be the team's No. 1 goalie. He has been great in the Kontinental Hockey League but was the opposite of that in his brief NHL career with the Tampa Bay Lightning. Another free-agent addition, Reto Berra, had a strong run at the 2013 IIHF World Championship for Switzerland and could push MacDonald for a place on the roster.

For all 30 in 30 stories go to NHL.com/30in30stories and for the full 30 in 30 schedule visit NHL.com/30in30.

2013-14 FANTASY PREVIEW: FLAMES

Under-valued: Curtis Glencross -- The forward led the team with 15 goals in 40 games last season and should see first-line caliber minutes this season. He's a sneaky-good player who will help in all categories, except plus/minus.

Over-valued: Dennis Wideman -- After a productive fantasy year with the Washington Capitals in 2011-12 (11 goals, 46 points), the defenseman slipped to six goals, 22 points and a minus-9 in 46 games last season. The latter indicates what might be coming with the Flames in full-blown rebuild mode.

Sleeper: Karri Ramo -- If/when Miikka Kiprusoff officially retires, Ramo is the frontrunner to receive the bulk of playing time in goal for Calgary. That might not be the best thing with the group that's in front of him, but his past three years in the KHL have been extremely impressive (2.11 GAA in 2009-10; 1.97 GAA in '10-11; 1.96 GAA in '11-12) making him  draftable in most fantasy leagues.

 -- Follow Matt Cubeta on Twitter: @NHLQubes
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The opportunity for Anaheim Ducks forward Kyle Palmieri was as obvious as the writing on the lineup card for Game 3 of the Western Conference Quarterfinal playoff series against the Detroit Red Wings. He was listed as the left wing on the top line, alongside the team's franchise players, Ryan Getzlaf and Corey Perry.
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Though he had 10:30 of ice time in that game, could it have been a bit of foreshadowing?

There's a big hole on the left side of the Ducks' top line following the trade of Bobby Ryan, who was shipped to the Ottawa Senators in July. Palmieri, selected No. 26 in the 2009 NHL Draft, could be the player coach Bruce Boudreau picks to fill that spot on a full-time basis.

Palmieri, 22, received his largest taste of NHL action last season, playing 42 games, and he responded with 10 goals, including five game-winners. He's split the past three seasons between the Ducks and the American Hockey League, but he looks poised to make the jump to permanent NHL player.

"At the end [of the season], he played very well," Ducks general manager Bob Murray told NHL.com. "It was unfortunate for a lot of players who had put in a couple years in the minors and they had to spend the beginning part of the [2012-13 season] in the minors. People don't understand how hard that is. It's hard to get yourself motivated. Once he got to the [NHL], he was excited and ready to go. He played very well."

Boudreau rewarded Palmieri's solid play with short stints alongside the Ducks' top-line duo during particular games, but starting there in a Stanley Cup Playoff game made a major statement.

"We were always looking for someone to play with those two," Murray said. "Kyle handled it very well. He got a few opportunities to play there. Bruce is very good with the young players, and putting [Palmieri] in a position of playing his off-wing, we like him very much offensively on his off-wing, but we want to be fair to him defensively on the off-wing and we don't know if we've given him enough opportunity to grow used to playing left wing all the time in his own zone. Playoff games are critical; little mistakes inside your own blue line. Bruce moved him in and out of there and Kyle acquitted himself very well."

 Kyle Palmieri could be the player coach Bruce Boudreau picks to fill Bobby Ryan's spot on a full-time basis. (Photo: Getty Images)

Short stints on the top line are one thing, but with Ryan's departure in the summer, there's a full-time job available. However, it won't just be handed to Palmieri. Veteran Dustin Penner was signed as a free agent, and Murray said reuniting the Ducks' second line from the 2007 Stanley Cup championship season went into the decision to bring back Penner. Rookie Emerson Etem is coming off a solid season; Jakob Silfverberg, who came from Ottawa as part of the Ryan trade, is coming off a strong first NHL season; and physical forward Matt Beleskey could be an option.

"Kyle will fight for that," Murray said. "I fully expect Emerson Etem to come into camp. He's going to get an opportunity there. And we just signed Dustin Penner, who had great success playing there before. Competition is healthy, and we have lots of it going on."

But Palmieri got a big chance there in the spring and could be the first to get a shot there in the fall.

"He's pushing a lot of positions and a lot of spots," Murray said. "Kyle, I can just sense he wanted it badly and I hope he shows up in the same frame of mind this year."

For all 30 in 30 stories go to NHL.com/30in30stories and for the full 30 in 30 schedule visit NHL.com/30in30.
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After missing the Stanley Cup Playoffs in 2012, the Anaheim Ducks rebounded in a big way in 2012-13, winning the Pacific Division and finishing second in the Western Conference.

Though the season didn't end the way anyone in Anaheim wanted -- a seven-game loss to the Detroit Red Wings in the first round of the Stanley Cup Playoffs -- it had to be viewed as a successful one.
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Now the Ducks have to show which team they really are: the one that missed the playoffs two seasons ago, or one able to build off last season's success. That's just one question facing the team heading into 2013-14.

Here are six others:

1. Who plays on the top line? -- Trading Bobby Ryan to the Ottawa Senators opened a significant hole on the team's top line.

Who slides into that spot? Kyle Palmieri saw time there in the postseason, and after a breakout 2012-13 season when he scored 10 goals in 42 games, he could get the first shot there this season. Jakob Silfverberg, acquired from Ottawa in the Ryan deal, could jump into that spot. He had 10 goals and 19 points in 48 games last season.

Another option could be free-agent signing Dustin Penner, creating the intriguing possibility of a reunion of arguably the team's best line in its run to the 2007 Stanley Cup: Penner with Corey Perry and Ryan Getzlaf.

The Ducks could look to go physical by placing Matt Beleskey on the line, or add speed with Emerson Etem.

"It's going to be a hell of a dogfight in our training camp to see who comes out playing," Ducks general manager Bob Murray told NHL.com.

2. Will Teemu Selanne return? -- Selanne turned 43 last month, but he certainly doesn't act his age. He was fourth on the team with 12 goals last season, and tied for fifth with 24 points playing 46 of 48 games. So the skill and durability are still there. But is the will?

Having gone this far into the summer without an answer from Selanne is nothing new. The Ducks have an open door, allowing him to spend as much time as he needs to make a decision.

Clearly Selanne can't play forever, and the Ducks have a group of young forwards ready to earn top-six ice time. But if Selanne wants to play and is committed, the Ducks would welcome him.

"If he's sure he wants it bad, then we'll make it work," Murray said. "Whatever I have to do. I don't care when he tells me. We'll find a way. We've got lots of cap space [and] we have enough contract [room]."

 How the Ducks split time between Jonas Hiller and Viktor Fasth is one of the most compelling questions facing the team entering 2013-14. (Photo: Dave Reginek/NHLI, Debora Robinson/NHLI)

3. Who's in net? -- The Ducks signed goalie Viktor Fasth, 30, in September 2012 to add organizational depth, but he emerged as a surprise star in place of Jonas Hiller. Fasth won his first eight starts and keyed the team's strong start.

He finished 15-6-2 with a 2.18 goals-against average and four shutouts. Hiller took back the starting job with an 8-0-2 run from mid-February through mid-March, and finished 15-6-4 with a 2.36 GAA.

When the Stanley Cup Playoffs started, coach Bruce Boudreau used Hiller exclusively, and though the Ducks lost the series, Hiller had a respectable 2.46 GAA.

Hiller and Fasth appeared to create a strong partnership last season; if that stays true this season, the Ducks could be poised for another successful run.

"I love the way our goaltending was last year," Murray said. "They picked each other up. I think we have good goaltending and we have good young goaltending coming. I like where we are with goaltending."

4. Will the kids step up? -- Palmieri, the Ducks' first pick in 2009 (No. 26), is one of a few young forwards poised to move into major roles. He's split the past three seasons between the Ducks and their American Hockey League affiliate, but the 22-year-old looks ready to become a full-time NHL player.

Right behind him ready to make the jump are three forwards who saw significant ice time last season: Etem, 21, who had five points in seven playoff games; Peter Holland, 22, who had five points in 21 games; and Rickard Rakell, 20, who played four games at the start of the season before being returned to his junior team, the Plymouth Whalers of the Ontario Hockey League.

Then there's the haul the Senators got from Ottawa in the Ryan deal: Silfverberg, 22, who had a strong rookie season with the Senators; and Stefan Noesen, 20, a power forward with a nose for the net.

With a spot on the top line open and Selanne's return questionable, there will be opportunities for expanded roles for at least one of the young forwards. The question will be who takes it.

"We have good young players now," Murray said. "When you have that talent competing for spots as young players, I think that bodes well for the future of the franchise."

5. Is Ryan Getzlaf back to himself? -- The Ducks captain admittedly had the worst season of his NHL career in 2011-12, finishing with 11 goals, 57 points and a minus-11 rating.

Ryan Getzlaf

Ryan Getzlaf

2012-13 STATS

GOALS: 15 | ASST: 34 | PTS: 49

 SOG: 99 | +/-: 14

 He rebounded last season with 49 points in 44 games, then had six points in seven playoff games, showing he was healthy and able to perform at a high level again. 

Also, Murray said he sees him better adjusted to the duties that come with being captain, a role he was given at the start of the 2010-11 season.

"Being the captain, I think sometimes he overthinks it a little bit," Murray said. "Last year he didn't overthink at all. He's growing with being captain. He's very serious about it. Sometimes you can just play, and last year he just played."

6. Will there be a playoff hangover? -- After a strong regular season when the Ducks won their first division title since 2007 and finished second in the Western Conference, they blew a 3-2 series lead en route to a seven-game first-round loss to the Detroit Red Wings.

However, Murray was able to find some benefit in that.

"I looked at it as some of our younger players, while it would have been nice to have another round, got some really quality playoff time, and our younger players played very, very well for us," he said. "That’s a giant plus for us, that they got there and they got to experience playing a great team like the Detroit Red Wings."

The Ducks' season likely will turn on how those young players come back after that tough finish.

For all 30 in 30 stories go to NHL.com/30in30stories and for the full 30 in 30 schedule visit NHL.com/30in30. 
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Anaheim Ducks general manager Bob Murray saw almost all positives in a 2012-13 season when his team flew out of the gate and never really slowed down, ultimately winning the franchise's first Pacific Division title in five years and earning the No. 2 seed in the Western Conference.

Even a loss in Game 7 of the first round of the Stanley Cup Playoffs to the Detroit Red Wings, though disappointing, didn't change Murray's opinion.

"I think we got beat by a team that had been injured all year long but was getting healthy and was a very veteran, experienced playoff team," he told NHL.com. "I looked at it as some of our younger players -- while it would have been nice to have another round -- got some really quality playoff time, and our younger players played very, very well for us. That’s a giant plus for us, that they got there and they got to experience playing a great team like the Detroit Red Wings.

"I don't look at any negatives from that -- except we lost."

30 IN 30: ANAHEIM DUCKS

Anaheim's youth movement pays dividends

Six questions to determine Ducks' success

Maturation of Palmieri is Anaheim's X-factor

Gibson highlights Ducks' deep prospect base

Projected lineup, fantasy preview for 2013-14

ALL 30 IN 30 STORIES ›          30 IN 30 CALENDAR ›

Losing is something the Ducks didn't do too much of last season. They won seven of their first eight games and 13 of their first 16 en route to finishing second in the conference with 66 points, behind the Chicago Blackhawks (77).

That's a big change from the previous season, when the Ducks started 6-13-4 and finished 13th in the West.

"When you're a mid-salary cap team, which we are, you cannot afford to have injuries, bad streaks," Murray said. "Two years ago, we had some very bad injuries and just never recovered from the bad start."

It didn't help that all-star center Ryan Getzlaf had the worst season of his career, finishing with 11 goals, 57 points and a minus-11 rating. Murray said he believes Getzlaf also struggled adjusting to his role as captain in the 2011-12 season.

"It was an off year for a lot of people in our organization and Ryan Getzlaf took most of the heat for that," Murray said. "But I can go down the list and there were a lot of guys that had bad years, and we had injuries. It was a bad year for the organization. When you're a mid-cap team, you can't afford certain things to happen. One of them is injuries, and the other was [Getzlaf] had a rough year offensively. He also, being the captain, I think sometimes he overthinks it a little bit."

Getzlaf was back to his usual star form last season, finishing with a team-best 49 points in 44 games. There also was improvement off the ice.

"Last year he didn't overthink at all," Murray said. "He's growing with being captain. He's very serious about it. Sometimes you can just play, and last year he just played."

The solid play of Getzlaf raised the team around him. The Ducks upped their scoring average from 2.45 goals per game to 2.79, and the power play rose from No. 21 in the League at 16.6 percent in 2011-12 to fourth in the League at 21.5 percent.

Some of that was a byproduct of the team adjusting to coach Bruce Boudreau's up-tempo offensive style. Boudreau replaced Randy Carlyle in November 2011, but only this fall will he have his first training camp.

"The biggest thing for Bruce is now he knows everybody in our system," Murray said. "It's tough coming in in the middle of the year a year-and-a-half ago and not knowing everybody, and then you have the lockout year the next year," Murray said. "He spent time in the minors, seeing the kids. He knows everybody now. That is his biggest advantage going forward: He knows everybody now. Coaches love to know their players."

And the Ducks' young players should give Boudreau a lot to love.

Kyle Palmieri, 22, saw time on the top line alongside Corey Perry and Getzlaf in the playoff loss to the Red Wings. Palmieri had 10 goals and 21 points in 42 regular-season games, and five points in seven playoff games. Emerson Etem, 21, made his NHL debut with three goals and seven assists in 38 games last season, and had five points in seven postseason games. Jakob Silfverberg, who arrived from the Ottawa Senators as part of the Bobby Ryan trade this summer, had 10 goals in 48 games as a rookie. Peter Holland, 22, and Rickard Rakell, 20, also are expected to compete for spots as forwards.

"It's going to be a hell of a dogfight in our training camp to see who comes out playing," Murray said.

DUCKS' OFFSEASON OUTLOOK

Additions: RW Dustin Penner, RW Jakob Silfverberg

Subtractions: RW Bobby Ryan

UFAs: RW Teemu Selanne, RW Radek Dvorak, C Matthew Lombardi, D Toni Lydman, C David Steckel, D Jordan Hendry

Promotion candidates: D Hampus Lindholm, G John Gibson, D Sami Vatanen, C Peter Holland, RW Rickard Rakell

Replacing Ryan on the top line is the first step in that competition. One of the young players could slide into that spot, or it could be someone from the team's past: Dustin Penner, who returned in July as a free agent. Penner teamed with Perry and Getzlaf to form arguably the Ducks' best line in the 2007 run to the Stanley Cup. Murray, who was the senior vice president of hockey operations on that title team, certainly remembers how well that trio performed.

"They enjoyed playing together," Murray said. "You don't know if the chemistry will still be there or not. There's been lots of guys moving in and out of that spot over the years. Dustin has done just as well as anyone else has there, probably better, because that line was very good in the Stanley Cup Playoffs that year. That's definitely in Bruce's and my mind. But again, we have lots of opportunities now for young players."

Whether there are one or two open spots in the top-six depends on Teemu Selanne. Murray said he has no knowledge of what the 43-year-old might do, but said he fitting him into the lineup won't be a problem if Selanne decides -- at any point -- that he wants to continue playing.

"I want Teemu to play if he's 100-percent sure he wants to play," Murray said. "If he's not sure, if he's not feeling -- when you get to that age, he's got to want it bad. If he's sure he wants it bad, then we'll make it work, whatever I have to do. The only answer I need is he's 100-percent sure he wants to play. That's the only answer I need. I told him that the other day. I don't care when he tells me. We'll find a way. We've got lots of cap space, we have enough contracts."

Though the forward spot looks a bit unsettled, the Ducks appear set in goal with Jonas Hiller and Viktor Fasth. Fasth, who signed with the team in September 2012, emerged as a life preserver early in the season, winning his first eight starts. The 30-year-old finished his first NHL season 15-6-2 with a 2.18 goals-against average, .921 save percentage and four shutouts in 25 games.

Hiller rediscovered his form as the season progressed and eventually retook the No. 1 job. He went 15-6-4 with a 2.36 GAA and .913 save percentage in 26 games. He also started all seven playoff games, posting a 2.46 GAA.

The rotation likely will remain the same this season. And if one falters or gets injured, top prospect John Gibson -- the only non-NHL goalie invited to USA Hockey's Olympic orientation camp -- waits in the wings.

"I love the way our goaltending was last year," Murray said. "They picked each other up. When one would be banged up, the other guy would carry the ball for a while, then the other guy would get banged up and the other would carry the ball for a while. They get along very well. They're similar-type guys. I think we have good goaltending and we have good, young goaltending coming. I like where we are with goaltending."

Defensively, the Ducks have a solid mix of veterans Francois Beauchemin and Sheldon Souray and emerging young players Cam Fowler and Luca Sbisa.

It's that wealth of young players that most intrigues Murray and gives him high hopes for the present and the future.

"We had to go through the pain of retooling after the Stanley Cup year and the year after and trying to win again," Murray said. "We got ourselves in a position where we had to go back and rebuild the stock, our assets. We have good young players now. When you have that talent competing for spots as young players, I think that bodes well for the future of the franchise."

For all 30 in 30 stories go to NHL.com/30in30stories and for the full 30 in 30 schedule visit NHL.com/30in30.
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One of the big reasons the Anaheim Ducks went from watching the Stanley Cup Playoffs to finishing as the second seed in the Western Conference in 2012-13 was the play of a burgeoning crop of young players.

That group included forwards Kyle Palmieri, Emerson Etem, Peter Holland and Rickard Rakell, and defenseman Sami Vatanen.

Expect more young players to get prime opportunities this season.

 John Gibson, who led Team USA to a gold medal at the 2013 World Junior Championship, gives the Ducks depth in net behind Jonas Hiller and Viktor Fasth. (Photo: Getty Images)

"If you can play, we'll find a spot for you," Ducks director of player development Todd Marchant told NHL.com. "Don't care if you're 18, 19, 20, 21, however old you are. If you're going to be able to play in the National Hockey League, we're going to find a spot for you."

Here's a look at Anaheim's top 10 prospects, according to NHL.com:

1. John Gibson, G: This past season was a memorable one for the 19-year-old; he won the best goaltender award and was named most valuable player when the United States won the gold medal at the 2013 IIHF World Junior Championship. He was in net when the Americans defeated Finland in a shootout to win the bronze medal at the IIHF World Championship. He parlayed that success into an invitation to USA Hockey's Olympic orientation camp at the end of August. He's the only goaltender with no NHL experience to be invited to the camp.

A 2011 second-round pick (No. 39), Gibson went 17-9-1 with a 2.41 goals-against average and .928 save percentage in 27 regular-season games with the Kitchener Rangers of the Ontario Hockey League. He got into one game with the Ducks' American Hockey League affiliate, the Norfolk Admirals, after his OHL season ended.

"Ever since we drafted him, he has done nothing but get better," Marchant said. "He's succeeded not only in the OHL, but in international competition with the Under-18s, World Juniors, and then at the World Championship. The fact that he got invited to the Team USA [Olympic] orientation camp is proof that he is one of our top prospects we have in our organization."

With Jonas Hiller and Viktor Fasth guiding the Ducks to the Stanley Cup Playoffs last season, it's likely Gibson starts his professional career this season in Norfolk.

2. Hampus Lindholm, D: The sixth pick of the 2012 NHL Draft, Lindholm made the unusual decision to start the season in North America rather than return to his native Sweden. Though it wasn't always a smooth run for the 6-foot-3, 199-pound player, the Ducks believe it was a good decision.

"He said, 'I can come over and learn the North American-style of game early and be able to play big minutes,' because he didn't feel he would get those if he went back and played for his men's team in Rogle," Marchant said. "He made the decision to come over and play as an 18-year-old and played big minutes for us. He had a rough start to the season, but he got much better as the season went on."
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Two concussions limited Lindholm to 44 games last season with Norfolk, and he had one goal, 10 assists and a plus-5 rating. He was healthy for the final 25 games of the season, and Marchant said he was happy with what he saw.

"He finished the season real strong for us in Norfolk," Marchant said. "We expect big things out of him. We expect him to contend for a spot on the big club [in 2013-14] in training camp."

3. Peter Holland, C: The Ducks' first pick in the 2009 NHL Draft (No. 15), Holland saw his most significant NHL time last season, when he had three goals and five points in 21 games, averaging 11:35 of ice time. He had 19 goals and 39 points in 45 AHL games.

It was Holland's second successful AHL season, and Marchant said he sees Holland as someone who has proven about all he can at the AHL level and is ready to make a big push for an NHL job.

"This is a big year for him," Marchant said. "He has to take the next step forward in his development. He's proven it at the junior level, he's proven it at the American League level. Now it's time to prove it at the National Hockey League level. He's got all the tools -- big (6-2, 192), strong, great shot, can skate well. Has all the skills of a National Hockey League player; now what he needs to do is put it together, put the whole package on the ice every single night. If he does that, he'll have success in the National Hockey League."

4. Rickard Rakell, RW: The Ducks' 2011 first-round pick (No. 30) was a surprise addition to the opening-night roster and played in four games before being returned to his junior team, the Plymouth Whalers of the OHL.

Rakell had six assists in six games to help Sweden win the silver medal at the 2013 World Juniors, and had 44 points in 40 games with Plymouth, but Marchant said the most beneficial time last season for Rakell was his short stint in the NHL.

"I think it was a huge advantage for him to be able to go see the NHL and see that action because now he understands what it takes to play at that level," Marchant said. "He went back to Plymouth and finished the season very strong with his junior team and in the [OHL] playoffs. He's another one of those players we expect to contend for a spot on the Anaheim Ducks. Smart player, real big, strong, protects the puck well. He's definitely one of the guys that we're expecting to contend for a spot."

5. Sami Vatanen, D: A 2009 fourth-round pick (No. 106), Vatanen had a strong debut season in North America. He was second in scoring in Norfolk, and tied for third among AHL defensemen with 45 points in 62 games. That earned him an eight-game call-up to the Ducks, when he had two goals and averaged 15:49 of ice time.

He's grown by an inch and 17 pounds since he was drafted, but at 5-10 and 180 pounds, Vatanen needs to get stronger to earn full-time NHL work.

"He's a dynamic player, really good vision, skates well, sees the ice well, has a really good shot from the point," Marchant said. "He needs to continue to work on his ability to defend, especially bigger players, because he's not the biggest guy. But he's another one of those players who is right in the mix for earning a spot on the Anaheim Ducks."

6. William Karlsson, C: The 2011 second-round pick (No. 53) made his debut in the Swedish Hockey League last season a successful one, totaling 28 points in 50 games with HV 71 and earning the league's rookie of the year award. He had two assists in six games to help Sweden win the silver medal at the 2013 World Juniors.

Marchant said he expects the 20-year-old to spend one more season in Sweden but has liked what he's seen so far.

"He's a really smart player," Marchand said. "Very cerebral, sees the ice well, makes good decisions. Very good defensively. He's another player that will have to continue to get bigger and stronger as he develops. Since we drafted him, he's added about 15 pounds of muscle. The sky's the limit for him as a player."

7. Nicolas Kerdiles, LW: The 2012 second-round pick (No. 36) had a bumpy start to his college career, with a 10-game suspension due to an NCAA violation. However, he returned to finish second on the team with 33 points (third with 11 goals) in 32 games. He helped Wisconsin win the Western Collegiate Hockey Association championship and was named MVP of the conference tournament.

Marchant said what impressed him most was how Kerdiles handled his suspension, staying at Wisconsin rather than bolting for the Kelowna Rockets of the Western Hockey League, which owns his Canadian Hockey League rights.

"He didn't let [the suspension] get him down, didn't let that bother him," Marchant said. "Once he came off the suspension, he took off. He finished with a great season at Wisconsin, they won the WCHA championship, he was named the MVP in the playoffs. For him to step his game up when it counted the most is a trait that teams love to have and they love to see that, so you know when it comes to crunch time in the playoffs, you need players to step up. Nic Kerdiles did that this year. We have high expectations for him."

 Theodore, Anaheim's 2013 first-round pick, put forth an impressive showing at the team's prospect camp. If he can improve his game defensively, he's expected to be a big part of the Ducks' future. (Photo: Dave Sandford/NHLI)

8. Shea Theodore, D: The Ducks' first-round pick (No. 26) in 2013 made a nice impression on Marchant during the team's prospect development camp in July.

The 6-2, 178-pound player had 19 goals and 50 points in 71 WHL games with the Seattle Thunderbirds last season. It's likely he'll return to Seattle for at least one more season of development.

"He's a very good skater, no question he can get up and down the ice," Marchand said. "He's got great offensive instincts. He's another player that in the next few years will be contending for a spot on our team. He's got great offensive instincts [but] needs to continue to develop on the defensive responsibilities. He has all the raw tools of being an NHL defenseman. Now it's just a question of putting it all together at the right time."

9. Nick Sorensen, RW: It took a while for the Danish-born forward to fully heal from a knee injury that limited him to eight games in 2011-12, but the Ducks believe they found a prospect on the rise in the second round (No. 45) at the 2013 NHL Draft.

Sorenson had 20 goals and 47 points in 46 games with the Quebec Remparts of the Quebec Major Junior Hockey League last season, but had 11 goals and 21 points in his final 20 games.

"He really didn't come on until the second half of last season," Marchand said. "He was coming off an ACL injury the year before, took some time in the beginning part of last year to get his feet under him. He finished the season real strong and that's why we took him in the second round this year. We felt not only was he physically beyond the injury, but mentally. I talked with Nick extensively over this and he said it really did wear on him, not knowing if he could bounce back from the injury. But he did really well at our prospect camp. He's a big, strong kid, he skates well, very intelligent player. He's got all the tools."

10. Kevin Roy, C: The Ducks drafted the 5-9, 160-pound forward in the fourth round (No. 97) of the 2012 NHL Draft after an explosive season with the Lincoln Stars of the United States Hockey League that saw him total 54 goals and 104 points in 59 games.

He showed he still had the scoring touch last season as a freshman at Northeastern University, totaling 17 goals and 34 points in 29 games. His 1.17 point-per-game average topped all first-year NCAA players and was No. 12 among all players.

"He's very dynamic around the net," Marchant said. "Not the biggest guy, but always seems to be around the puck. He reminds me of a Ray Whitney-type of player. When he's on the ice, the puck is usually on his stick."
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The Anaheim Ducks returned to the Stanley Cup Playoffs in 2013, but their stay was cut short when the Detroit Red Wings rallied to win Games 6 and 7 in the opening round.

After signing Ryan Getzlaf and Corey Perry to long-term contract extensions during the 2012-13 season, the biggest move of this summer was trading Bobby Ryan to the Ottawa Senators for Jakob Silfverberg, prospect Stefan Noesen and a first-round pick. The second-biggest move, signing former Ducks forward Dustin Penner away from the rival Los Angeles Kings, could end up being a nice bit of insurance.

2013-14 FANTASY PREVIEW: DUCKS

Under-valued: Cam Fowler -- The defenseman's point-per-game totals have dropped in each of the past two years since his breakout rookie season, but this could be the year it all comes together. His defensive game has slowly improved, and he looked reliable in the seven-game playoff series against the Detroit Red Wings. Expect a big season.  

Over-valued: Francois Beauchemin -- The defenseman had more points (24) in 48 games last season than he had in 82 games in 2011-12 (22), and his plus-19 was 12 better than any other season. At 33, last season likely was an aberration, not the norm.

Sleeper: Jakob Silfverberg - The main piece in the Bobby Ryan swap, Silfverberg should be a top-six forward for the Ducks (even if Teemu Selanne returns) and should be good for around 20 goals and 40 points with potential for a lot more upside in the future -- owners in keeper leagues should be all over him.

 -- Follow Matt Cubeta on Twitter: @NHLQubes

FOLLOW @NHLFANTASY FOR DAILY UPDATES ›

MORE NHL.COM FANTASY HOCKEY COVERAGE ›

Teemu Selanne has yet to decide if he will play another season in the NHL. If Selanne does not return, the Ducks will look to Silfverberg, Penner and the development of a few top young prospects to fill the voids left by one-third of the team's top-six forwards missing from a division-winning team.

Another of the team's veteran Finnish players, defenseman Toni Lydman, also has not signed and remains a free agent. The Ducks have a couple of young defensemen who could push their way into the top six to replace him.

Here is the projected 2013-14 lineup for the Ducks:

Forwards

Jakob Silfverberg - Ryan Getzlaf - Corey Perry

Emerson Etem - Nick Bonino - Dustin Penner

Andrew Cogliano - Saku Koivu - Daniel Winnik

Matt Beleskey - Peter Holland - Kyle Palmieri

Brad Staubitz - Patrick Maroon

Defensemen

Sheldon Souray - Francois Beauchemin

Cam Fowler - Ben Lovejoy

Bryan Allen - Luca Sbisa

Sami Vatanen

Goalies

Jonas Hiller

Viktor Fasth

NOTES: If Selanne decides to return and signs a new contract, Penner could drop to the third line in place of Winnik. Pairing him with Bonino and especially Etem would make one of the fastest lines in the League.

If Selanne doesn't return, the Ducks still might be all right on offense. Silfverberg could have a breakout season, and Penner almost certainly will not shoot such a poor percentage (3.3 percent) in 2013-14. Either of those wings could produce 20-25 goals, as could speedy Etem, who looked a like a future all-star against the Red Wings in the playoffs.

Anaheim's third line was also great against Detroit, and young players Noesen and Rickard Rackell could push for a lineup spot during training camp. Beleskey and Palmieri each saw time in the top six during the playoffs, and forward depth could finally be a strength in Anaheim after being a struggle at times in recent seasons.

Vatanen and Hampus Lindholm, a 2012 first-round pick who played in the American Hockey League during the lockout but missed the NHL season because of a concussion, each could earn a place in the top-six on defense.

Hiller and Fasth were a solid tandem in net, and the Ducks have one of the top goaltending prospects in the world, John Gibson, who will likely be the starter in the AHL and could make his NHL debut if Hiller or Fasth miss time with an injury.

For all 30 in 30 stories go to NHL.com/30in30stories and for the full 30 in 30 schedule visit NHL.com/30in30.
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From Lanny McDonald to Theo Fleury to Jarome Iginla, the Calgary Flames have had a history of high-scoring wings.

They're hoping Sven Baertschi will keep that tradition alive.

Baertschi teased the Flames and their fans by scoring three times during a five-game cameo in 2011-12. He left them wanting more after a seven-game points streak at the end of last season.

The Flames, who haven't made the Stanley Cup Playoffs since 2009, hope he's ready to carry that through a full season in 2013-14. With longtime captain Iginla gone via trade late last season, the Flames need Baertschi to become the kind of scorer they envisioned when they took him with the 13th pick in the 2011 NHL Draft.
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Baertschi, a native of Switzerland, certainly appears to have the credentials. He scored 34 goals and finished with 85 points for the Portland Winterhawks of the Western Hockey League in his draft season and followed that with 33 goals and 94 points in '11-12 -- in 47 games. Baertschi turned pro last season and struggled through a hip-flexor injury, but he had 10 goals and 26 points in 32 games for Abbotsford of the American Hockey League before his season-ending hot streak enabled him to finish with three goals and 10 points in 20 NHL games.

"Whatever happened was good," he said of last season's struggles, which included a midseason demotion to Abbotsford after a poor start with Calgary. "Those things, however difficult they were, had to happen. It took a while for me to adjust to NHL hockey, to feel as if I fit in."

But the fast finish gives him renewed confidence entering the upcoming season.

"For me, it's going to be similar to last year," he said after excelling at rookie camp in July. "I've got to make sure I get my spot. As a player, you never want to give up your spot. Last year, I got sent down. With that, I gave up a spot. I don't want that to happen again."

Baertschi possesses everything needed to become the Flames' next top gun on the wing. He accelerates quickly, has excellent balance and agility, soft hands, and is an excellent stickhandler, making him dangerous on the rush. He's got an accurate wrist shot he gets off quickly, but his vision and passing skills make him a talented playmaker -- he had 122 assists in 113 games in his last two junior seasons.

At 5-foot-10 and 181 pounds, Baertschi isn't the biggest guy in the League. But he's solid on his skates and is willing to take a hit to make a play and go into the dirty areas to get his goals. He plays bigger than he is; during the Flames' development camp last month, Baertschi went after Tim Harrison after taking a high hit from the 2013 sixth-round draft pick, who had been running several players on Baertschi's team.

"I had to stand up for my teammates," he said of the attention-getting hit.

 The Flames are hoping young forward Sven Baertschi takes the next step toward being a prolific wing at the NHL level. (Photo: Getty Images)

Though Baertschi doesn't turn 21 until Oct. 5, he has earned an invitation to the training camp for Switzerland's Olympic team. But he said the most important aspect of his season is to become a major contributor to the Flames.

"I'm a guy that goes step by step," Baertschi said. "I learned so many things last year. For me, the most important thing this season is to be on [the Flames] and play well and be a good player on this team."

The hype that greeted Baertschi during his short stay with the Flames two years ago is gone. What remains is a young player with plenty to prove after getting an education in the perils of great expectations while trying to help a team undergoing a total rebuild.

"I learned that you've got to earn it," he said. "They're not going to give you everything, or anything, just because you're a first-round pick. No one cares. They're too busy. There's too much at stake.

"But I know I belong here. I think it helps that I finished the season strong."
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The Calgary Flames finally have conceded it's no longer 2004.

That year, the Flames got within one victory of a Stanley Cup championship. Those Flames were led by the combination of captain Jarome Iginla, one of the NHL's top power forwards, and newly acquired Miikka Kiprusoff, who stepped in to provide the kind of goaltending the Flames hadn't seen in years.

Iginla and Kiprusoff unquestionably were the two best players on that team. Unfortunately for the Flames and their fans, they were still the team's two best players entering the 2012-13 season, a big reason Calgary had not advanced to the Stanley Cup Playoffs since 2009 and hadn't won a playoff series since its near-miss in 2004.
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Each streak was extended another year after the Flames wound up No. 13 in the Western Conference, 13 points out of the final berth in the playoffs. Now, however, the organization's philosophy of refusing to deal stars and chase -- unsuccessfully -- a seventh or eighth seed appears to be finished.

Iginla was traded to the Pittsburgh Penguins in March, bringing back a couple of prospects and a first-round pick in the 2013 NHL Draft. That deal was made not long after the Flames sent veteran defenseman Jay Bouwmeester to the St. Louis Blues, bringing back another 2013 first-rounder. General manager Jay Feaster asked Kiprusoff if he wanted to be traded, but the winningest goaltender in franchise history opted to stay and said he plans to retire rather than play the final season of his contract.

Trading Iginla, the longtime face of the franchise, marked a new era in Calgary.

"I, candidly, like the fact that there's no face of the franchise," Feaster said during the team's summer rookie camp. "I think the face of the franchise ought to be the flaming C [logo], and the goal of the franchise ought to be to win a Stanley Cup. The whole is supposed to be greater than the sum of its parts.

"I don't care about individual superstars. The only agenda I care about is the flaming C. We want guys who want to play for the crest on the front, not the self-aggrandizement of the nameplate on the back. I recognize that that's what fans and media will look to do -- to try to put that face [on someone]."

Feaster continued his shakeup before the draft, sending center Alex Tanguay and defenseman Cory Sarich to the Colorado Avalanche for forward David Jones and defenseman Shane O'Brien. The GM also added young forward [and Calgary native] TJ Galiardi from the San Jose Sharks for a 2015 draft pick.

The net result is a team that finally is beginning a rebuild, one Feaster hopes will get the Flames back to the Stanley Cup Playoffs with a roster built around a core of young talent.

But for that to work this season, they will have to find a goaltender to replace Kiprusoff.

Feaster brought back veteran backup Joey MacDonald, a waiver claim last season, and signed former Tampa Bay Lightning prospect Karri Ramo, who is back in the NHL after playing four seasons in Russia, during which his goals-against average never was higher than 2.11. At 27, he's earned an invitation to Finland's Olympic orientation camp and knows there's a job waiting to be won in Calgary. The Flames think he can do it -- they gave him a two-year deal worth $5.8 million.

FLAMES' OFFSEASON OUTLOOK

Additions: LW TJ Galiardi, G Karri Ramo, D Kris Russell, RW David Jones, D Shane O'Brien, C Sean Monahan

Subtractions: LW Alex Tanguay, D Cory Sarich, C Roman Cervenka

UFAs: D Anton Babchuk, LW Steve Begin, G Leland Irving

Promotion candidates: C Corban Knight, RW Ben Hanowski, C Maxwell Reinhart

Also potentially in the mix is Reto Berra, who was acquired from St. Louis in the trade for Bouwmeester.

"It is crowded, but I think it's going to be a great competition and it's going to be kind of fun to watch it play out," Feaster said after signing Ramo.

O'Brien will add muscle, and another newcomer, Kris Russell, brings speed to a defense corps that won't be centered on Bouwmeester for the first time since the 2009-10 season. Rookie TJ Brodie and veteran Mark Giordano were solid last season; Dennis Wideman brings some offensive ability, as does Mark Cundari, an All-Star at the American Hockey League level who was another piece of the Bouwmeester deal. Cundari had a goal and two assists in four games with the Flames.

Two other young players, Chris Breen and Patrick Sieloff, also figure to get a chance to land jobs on the blue line.

Iginla's departure leaves a hole up front, though his offensive numbers had been in a gradual slide, with nine goals and 22 points in 31 games before being traded. Center Mike Cammalleri and forward Lee Stempniak topped the Flames with 32 points apiece, though Cammalleri was minus-15 and Stempniak was a plus-2. Curtis Glencross was the top goal-scorer, with 15 in 40 games.

Numbers like those are a big reason Sean Monahan, the sixth player taken in the 2013 NHL Draft, could make the team as an 18-year-old.

"From our very first interaction with him, Sean has demonstrated a seriousness of purpose and a steadfast resolve to be the very best player he can be, and his character and work ethic have continued to shine through in his preparation this summer," Feaster said during summer development camp. "Not only is Sean a very good hockey player, but he is a great person as well."

Monahan's chances of making the Flames are better than they would be on a lot of teams because of Calgary's lack of production through the middle. Cammalleri, Jiri Hudler (27 points, minus-13), Matt Stajan (23 points, plus-7) and 2007 first-rounder Mikael Backlund (16 points, minus-6 in 32 games) don't terrify opponents.

But Monahan isn't the only young player with a chance to make the big club.

Sven Baertschi, a speedy left wing taken in the first round in 2011, will get every opportunity to win a full-time job. So will center Corban Knight, who averaged more than a point per game in the past three seasons at North Dakota and brings much-needed size (6-1, 180) at center.

Roman Horak and Maxwell Reinhart, who already have had a taste of the NHL, also will have the chance to dislodge veterans and earn full-time jobs.

The Flames will be a lot younger, and ending their playoff drought figures to be difficult. But coach Bob Hartley said he won't accept anything less than top effort.

"I want to create an identity, especially since we're going with some younger guys, that we will be a team that's very resilient," he said. "We'll never quit."

For all 30 in 30 stories go to NHL.com/30in30stories and for the full 30 in 30 schedule visit NHL.com/30in30.
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The Calgary Flames finally committed to a full-scale rebuild before the 2013 NHL Trade Deadline, and it could lead to plenty of young players receiving the opportunity to log important minutes in 2013-14.

Jarome Iginla and Jay Bouwmeester were traded, and Miikka Kiprusoff may retire with one season left on his contract. General manager Jay Feaster acquired David Jones, TJ Galiardi, Kris Russell and Shane O'Brien in trades during the offseason. Goaltender Karri Ramo, who has spent the past four seasons in the Kontinental Hockey League, was the team's biggest free-agent addition.

2013-14 FANTASY PREVIEW: FLAMES

Under-valued: Curtis Glencross -- The forward led the team with 15 goals in 40 games last season and should see first-line caliber minutes this season. He's a sneaky-good player who will help in all categories, except plus/minus.

Over-valued: Dennis Wideman -- After a productive fantasy year with the Washington Capitals in 2011-12 (11 goals, 46 points), the defenseman slipped to six goals, 22 points and a minus-9 in 46 games last season. The latter indicates what might be coming with the Flames in full-blown rebuild mode.

Sleeper: Karri Ramo -- If/when Miikka Kiprusoff officially retires, Ramo is the frontrunner to receive the bulk of playing time in goal for Calgary. That might not be the best thing with the group that's in front of him, but his past three years in the KHL have been extremely impressive (2.11 GAA in 2009-10; 1.97 GAA in '10-11; 1.96 GAA in '11-12) making him  draftable in most fantasy leagues.

 -- Follow Matt Cubeta on Twitter: @NHLQubes

FOLLOW @NHLFANTASY FOR DAILY UPDATES ›

MORE NHL.COM FANTASY HOCKEY COVERAGE ›

Calgary likely will be predicted to finish near the bottom of the Western Conference standings, and if the Flames don't surprise and make a run at a spot in the Stanley Cup Playoffs, another high draft pick would infuse more talent into the rebuild. The Flames need 2013 first-round pick Sean Monahan and 2011 picks Sven Baertschi and Johnny Gaudreau to develop; Calgary hasn't drafted and developed an impact player since Dion Phaneuf in 2003.

Here is the projected 2013-14 lineup for the Flames:

Forwards

Curtis Glencross - Mikael Backlund - Mike Cammalleri

Sven Baertschi - Sean Monahan - Jiri Hudler

TJ Galiardi - Matt Stajan - Lee Stempniak

Tim Jackman - Roman Horak - David Jones

Blair Jones - Brian McGrattan

Defensemen

Mark Giordano - Dennis Wideman

TJ Brodie - Kris Russell

Chris Butler - Shane O'Brien

Derek Smith

Goalies

Karri Ramo

Joey MacDonald

NOTES: Calgary's search for long-term answers at center continues, and Monahan, a 2013 first-round pick (No. 6), likely will be given every chance not only to make the opening-night roster but to secure a spot in the middle of one of the top three lines. Backlund remains more potential than performance but could start the season as the top center. If other, younger options don't work out, Cammalleri and Stajan are fallback options.

Monahan and Baertschi lead a group of young forwards who will try to win roster spots during training camp. Count Corban Knight, Max Reinhart and maybe Ben Hanowski in that group.

The Flames re-signed Brodie, a restricted free agent, and he likely will see an increase in playing time with Bouwmeester gone.

If Kiprusoff is done playing for the Flames, Ramo is the favorite to be the team's No. 1 goalie. He has been great in the Kontinental Hockey League but was the opposite of that in his brief NHL career with the Tampa Bay Lightning. Another free-agent addition, Reto Berra, had a strong run at the 2013 IIHF World Championship for Switzerland and could push MacDonald for a place on the roster.

For all 30 in 30 stories go to NHL.com/30in30stories and for the full 30 in 30 schedule visit NHL.com/30in30.
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After years of patching holes, hoping to land a bottom-tier Stanley Cup Playoff spot and not succeeding, Calgary Flames general manager Jay Feaster has opted to start over, putting more emphasis on player development. One step in that process was acquiring three first-round picks at the 2013 NHL Draft and using all of them. After years of struggling to develop talent, Calgary has drafted and traded its way into a solid pipeline of young talent.

With veterans Jarome Iginla, Miikka Kiprusoff and Jay Bouwmeester gone (Iginla, Bouwmeester) or very unlikely to return (Kiprusoff), there are going to be jobs available for the Flames' young players, now and in the near future. The question is whether they're ready to grab them.

Here's a look at the Flames' top 10 prospects, according to NHL.com:

1. Sven Baertschi, LW: The Flames are counting on Baertschi, their first-round pick (No. 13) in 2011, to become one of their top guns on offense. The Swiss forward teased the Flames and their fans during an emergency call-up in 2011-12, scoring three goals in five games, then had three goals and 10 points in 20 games with Calgary last season, after getting 10 goals and 26 points in 32 games with Abbotsford, the Flames' American Hockey League affiliate. He's speedy, capitalizes on his offensive chances and has gotten better defensively. The only question is his size -- he's listed at 5-foot-10 and 181 pounds. The Flames are hoping he'll turn into their first-line left wing, but he's taking nothing for granted.
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"For me, it's going to be similar to last year," he said after the team's rookie camp. "I've got to make sure I get my spot. As a player, you never want to give up your spot. Last year I got sent down. With that, I gave up a spot. I don't want that to happen again."

2. Sean Monahan, C: Feaster wasted little time getting Monahan's name on a contract after selecting him with the sixth pick in the 2013 NHL Draft. He's a big two-way center (6-foot-2, 187 pounds) who offers solid defensive skills to go along with the ability to put the puck in the net. He'll have to work on his skating, but he's got a good chance to start the season in Calgary.

"From our very first interaction with him, Sean has demonstrated a seriousness of purpose and a steadfast resolve to be the very best player he can be, and his character and work ethic have continued to shine through in his preparation this summer," Feaster said after signing Monahan. "Not only is Sean a very good hockey player, but he is a great person as well."

3. John Gaudreau, LW: The Flames know they won't have Gaudreau when they hit the ice at training camp; he's committed to a third season at Boston College, where he was a Hobey Baker Award finalist last season.

Don't be surprised, though, if the Flames try to talk him into signing after BC’s season is over. Gaudreau's size (5-6, 141 pounds) is a concern, but there's no questioning his skill. He was a key to BC's 2012 NCAA title and led all scorers with seven goals to help the United States to the gold medal at the 2013 IIHF World Junior Championship in January. He's electric offensively and competes hard for his size.

4. Maxwell Reinhart, C: The oldest of former Flames favorite Paul Reinhart's hockey-playing sons made his NHL debut late last season, scoring a goal and adding two assists in 11 games. He doesn't have his father's scoring touch, but the third-round pick (No. 64) in 2010 can be a gritty defensive center with enough offensive ability that opponents can't ignore him. Reinhart's skating may need some work, but he's got decent speed, will compete along the boards, and could end up as a shut-down center (or wing) who can be a decent playmaker and offensive contributor.

5. Corban Knight, C: Knight, a big center (6-foot-1, 180 pounds) acquired from the Florida Panthers in the spring, was a fifth-round pick (No. 135) in 2009 who turned into a point-a-game player during his final three seasons at North Dakota while going plus-15 or better in all three of those seasons. He capped his college career with 49 points in 41 games last season. Knight might have to work on his skating but can play the kind of two-way game coaches love. He's the type of center who can be used in a shut-down role while contributing offensively.

6. Morgan Klimchuk, LW: The Calgary native, the third of the Flames' three 2013 first-round picks (No. 28), had a fine season on a weak Regina team in the Western Hockey League, scoring 36 goals and finishing with 76 points in 72 games for a club that won 25 times. He has a good shot, decent speed and a lot of offensive ability, and was a key member of Canadian teams that won gold at the Ivan Hlinka and World Under-18 tournaments. Klimchuk is solid defensively and willing to play the body, a tendency that may grow as he does; he's listed as 5-11 and 180 pounds.

7. Mark Jankowski, C: Jankowski, the Flames' first-round pick (No. 21) in the 2012 NHL Draft, made the big jump from Canadian high school hockey to NCAA Division I last season, and had seven goals and 18 points as a freshman at Providence College. The Flames love his height (6-foot-3) and are expecting him to add strength to his 175-pound frame as he matures. He has the long arms and soft hands to become an excellent playmaker and a center who can contribute in the puck-possession game.

8. Tyler Wotherspoon, D: Wotherspoon finished his junior career on a high note, posting a career-best 37 points during the regular season then helping lead the Portland Winterhawks to the WHL title and the finals of the Memorial Cup. A 2011 second-round pick (No. 57), Wotherspoon always has been solid defensively, but his offensive game has emerged in the past two seasons. He's still capable of being physical but has learned how to pick his spots while improving his positioning and his ability to get the puck out of his own zone.

9. Jon Gillies, G: A teammate of Jankowski's at Providence, Gillies was a major reason the Friars were one of the most improved teams in college hockey last season; he was a First-Team All-Star in Hockey East as a freshman after posting a .931 save percentage in 34 games. At 6-foot-5 and 215 pounds, Calgary's third-round pick (No. 75) in 2012 covers a lot of net, but he's also athletic, has excellent reflexes and plays a calm style that doesn't force him to waste a lot of effort. He's still raw, but made tremendous strides as an 18-year-old and should continue his development at Providence this season.

10. Bill Arnold, C: Arnold is the kind of player Calgary fans and coaches could grow to love: a hard-working center who can contribute at both ends of the ice and gives everything he's got on every shift. The fourth-round pick (No. 108) in 2010 is a year ahead of Gaudreau at BC, where they were members of the Eagles' 2012 NCAA championship team. He's had 17 goals in each of the past two seasons, has improved his skating, and can play against the opposition's top forwards.

For all 30 in 30 stories go to NHL.com/30in30stories and for the full 30 in 30 schedule visit NHL.com/30in30.
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The Calgary Flames haven't made the Stanley Cup Playoffs since 2009, and they dropped all the way to No. 13 in the Western Conference standings last season, 13 points shy of a spot in the postseason.

They're also making a commitment to youth. Gone is longtime captain Jarome Iginla. Goaltender Miikka Kiprusoff is unlikely to return, leaning toward retirement. Those are the stars of the run to Game 7 of the 2004 Final.

Calgary is loading up on youth, with three first-round selections in the 2013 NHL Draft leading the charge.

Here are six questions facing the Flames this season:

1. Can anyone replace Jarome Iginla? -- Young talent is fine, but someone has to show the kids how things are done in the NHL.

For as long as most Flames fans can remember, that person was Iginla, who became the face of the franchise during his 16 seasons in Calgary and served as captain from 2003-04 until he was traded to the Pittsburgh Penguins in March. But Iginla was more than a leader in the dressing room. He had 11 straight 30-goal seasons before 2012-13; among players on the current roster, only Mike Cammalleri has reached the 30-goal mark in his career. Iginla's departure figures to leave a sizeable hole on and off the ice.
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2. Who's the No. 1 goaltender? -- Miikka Kiprusoff could have followed Iginla to a Cup contender in the spring but opted to stay with the Flames. However, the winningest goaltender in franchise history said in June he wasn't coming back, giving general manager Jay Feaster the task of finding a replacement. Longtime NHL backup Joey MacDonald played well enough in 2012-13 to earn a one-year contract, but the Flames laid out a reported $5.8 million to bring in Karri Ramo on a two-year contract. Ramo returns to the NHL after four superb seasons in Russia and figures to get first shot at the job.

3. Is Sven Baertschi ready for the NHL -- Taken No. 13 in the 2011 NHL Draft, Baertschi teased the Flames and their fans during a five-game call-up in 2011-12, scoring three times. He teased again by scoring three times and finishing with 10 points in 20 games in 2012-13, his first full professional season. With Iginla gone, the Flames need Baertschi to show the kind of offensive flair that made him a first-round choice.

4. Will top 2013 pick Sean Monahan make the team? -- The Flames wasted little time getting Monahan's name on a contract, signing him three weeks after making him the sixth player taken in the 2013 NHL Draft. He's listed at 6-foot-2 and 187 pounds but figures to be bigger and stronger by opening night. With a shortage of impact players in the middle, Monahan figures to get a chance to play in the NHL as an 18-year-old, likely as a first- or second-line center.

5. Can the defense stop anyone? -- No one on the Flames' blue line is going to be mistaken for Bobby Orr.

Dennis Wideman finished with 22 points in 48 games, and no other returning defenseman had more than 15. But even more troubling was the fact the Flames allowed 3.27 goals per game, the most in the Western Conference. They were No. 29 in goals for/against while playing 5-on-5; Calgary allowed almost three goals for every two it scored at full strength.

6. What will Scotiabank Saddledome look like? -- Floods in late June inundated the longtime home of the Flames. The waters came up several rows into the seating area, wiped out the entire event level, including the locker rooms and the ice plant, and destroyed a lot of the nerve center of the building. Flames CEO Ken King said in late July that reconstruction is going well and he expects the building to be ready to go in early September, in time for the Flames to play their preseason games as scheduled. But the amount of damage was substantial, and there's no guarantee all the repair work will be done in time.

For all 30 in 30 stories go to NHL.com/30in30stories and for the full 30 in 30 schedule visit NHL.com/30in30.
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Seven years have passed since the Edmonton Oilers made that memorable run to Game 7 of the 2006 Stanley Cup Final before falling short against the Carolina Hurricanes. Nobody at the time could have thought it would mark the beginning of a long postseason drought.

The Oilers improved last season (19-22-7), but it wasn't enough to save the jobs of either general manager Steve Tambellini or coach Ralph Krueger.
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Craig MacTavish, who won the Stanley Cup three times in Edmonton as a player, was named GM on April 15. MacTavish fired Krueger on June 8, and Dallas Eakins, an up-and-comer in the eyes of many, was hired two days later to coach this young, talented group. Eakins is the Oilers' fourth coach in five seasons.

"The No. 1 thing we're going to be committed to is competition. If you're going to play for the Edmonton Oilers, you're going to compete," Eakins said when he was introduced as coach June 10. "That's how you win games in the NHL and that's how you make your organization better."

Eakins, 46, spent the past four seasons as coach of the Toronto Marlies in the American Hockey League, compiling a record of 157-114-4. The Marlies made the playoffs in each of the past two seasons, including a trip to the Calder Cup Final in 2012. That season, the Marlies set franchise records for penalty-killing percentage (88.1), fewest power-play goals allowed (37), fewest penalty minutes (1,134) and fewest goals allowed (175).

An assistant coach for the Toronto Maple Leafs from 2006-08, Eakins reportedly also interviewed this summer for coaching vacancies with the Dallas Stars, New York Rangers, Vancouver Canucks and Colorado Avalanche, a testament to how strongly he was viewed around the NHL.

"I coached against him two years ago when I was the head coach of the [AHL] Chicago Wolves," MacTavish said at Eakins' introduction. "I was impressed by his team and how well the team competed. They were ready to go right at the opening faceoff. I haven't seen a team that well-prepared in a long time.

"He has all the great qualities you look for in a coach. He has great perspective and is unflappable under pressure. I'm extremely confident in this man's ability."

MacTavish, who was intent on being active this summer, spent the majority of July revamping the Oilers' roster.

Perhaps his biggest move came July 10, when he traded forward Magnus Paajarvi and a second-round pick in the 2014 NHL Draft to the St. Louis Blues in exchange for left wing David Perron, who has been placed in a position to thrive alongside a plethora of young, talented forwards.

"He's just got an incredible skill set … a great set of hands," MacTavish said of Perron. "He's a pretty gritty player as well. He'll go to the areas necessary to score goals. On the outside, I feel like he's a really good fit for our team and the way that we play. There will be more attack opportunities for him, more rush opportunities. I think we potentially could be a better fit for his skill set than the team that he comes from."

Perron wasn't the only addition made by MacTavish this summer. Edmonton also landed a needed veteran presence on its blue line when it signed 34-year-old defenseman Andrew Ference to a four-year contract on the opening day of free agency. Ference, who grew up an Oilers fan in nearby Sherwood Park, Alberta, has appeared in 760 regular-season games and another 120 in the Stanley Cup Playoffs. He helped the Boston Bruins win the Cup in 2011 and return to the Final this spring, and said he believes his hometown club is on the verge of something special.

OILERS' OFFSEASON OUTLOOK

Additions: D Andrew Ference, D Denis Grebeshkov, G Richard Bachman, G Jason LaBarbera, F Ryan Hamilton, F Jesse Joensuu, LW David Perron, C Boyd Gordon, D Philip Larsen

Subtractions: F Magnus Paajarvi, F Shawn Horcoff, G Nikolai Khabibulin, D Theo Peckham

UFAs: D Ryan Whitney, G Yann Danis, D Mark Fistric, LW Darcy Hordichuk, LW Lennart Petrell, D Andy Sutton

Promotion candidates: D Oscar Klefbom, C Anton Lander

"Everybody now talks about Boston as so mature and battle-tested with all the playoff experience," Ference said. "But when I went there, it was a bunch of guys with no playoff experience and a team that hadn't been in the playoffs for a number of years. You realize how to build on potential and how the tide can turn fairly quickly.

"You look at [the Oilers] and how close the team is to getting over that hump. It's exciting. To see potential turn into reality is something I want to be a part of, especially in a city like this that cares so much."

Crafty center Sam Gagner landed the long-term contract he was seeking from the Oilers when he agreed to a three-year deal worth a reported $14.4 million July 22. Gagner, 23, ranked second on the club last season with 38 points (14 goals, 24 assists) in 48 games. Gagner's presence will be vital when training camp begins; No. 1 center Ryan Nugent-Hopkins is working his way back from shoulder surgery, a nagging injury that limited the gifted 20-year-old to four goals and 20 assists in 40 games last season. The Oilers are hopeful Nugent-Hopkins, the No. 1 pick of the 2011 NHL Draft, will be able to play when the season begins Oct. 1, though that is far from a guarantee.

Denis Grebeshkov will be making his return to Edmonton's blue line after the defenseman signed a one-year contract July 18. Grebeshkov, who had 76 points in 190 games for the Oilers from 2007-10, spent the past three seasons playing in his native Russia. A first-round pick (Los Angeles Kings, No. 18, 2002), Grebeshkov is solid at both ends of the ice and will help shore up the blue line. He also will help fill the void left by Ryan Whitney, who became an unrestricted free agent this summer after Oilers brass opted not to re-sign him.

Also joining the mix are goaltenders Richard Bachman and Jason LaBarbera, who will compete for the backup position behind incumbent starter Devan Dubnyk after the latter posted a 2.57 goals-against average and .920 save percentage in 38 games last season.

The newest Oilers will join a mix that includes No. 1 picks Taylor Hall (2010) and Nail Yakupov (2012), and Jordan Eberle, a 23-year-old forward with 50 goals during the past two seasons. Defenseman Justin Schultz, who signed as a free agent last summer after opting not to join the Anaheim Ducks (who drafted him in the second round in 2008), had 27 points in 48 games as a rookie.

It will be up to Eakins to find a way to get all this talent to work as a cohesive unit. Should he be successful, the Stanley Cup Playoff drought may come to an end.

"Just being talented is not enough," Eakins said. "I want our players to be so fit that if I ask a player to play 26 minutes a night, he can play 26 minutes at a high level. That's something I'm extremely passionate about it. It's going to be a challenge for some, but it's non-negotiable."
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The Edmonton Oilers made some strides last season, but not enough of them to put an end to what is now a seven-year Stanley Cup Playoff drought. Because of that, another new regime is in place.

Craig MacTavish, who won three Stanley Cups during his playing days with the Oilers, replaced Steve Tambellini as general manager in April. Two months later, MacTavish put his first official stamp on the club when he fired coach Ralph Krueger and replaced him with Dallas Eakins.

So, is this the regime that will finally return this storied franchise back to prominence? It may take some more time before thinking about a Stanley Cup parade in Edmonton, but there could be enough pieces in place for the Oilers to return to the postseason for the first time since they lost Game 7 of the 2006 Stanley Cup Final.
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Here are six questions facing the Oilers as they head into next season:

1. How will Dallas Eakins fare in his first season as an NHL coach? -- This will be the first NHL head-coaching gig for the 46-year-old, but he was coveted by several general managers this summer. Eakins, who coached the Toronto Marlies of the American Hockey League for the past four seasons and guided them to the Calder Cup Final in 2012, also interviewed for coaching vacancies with the Vancouver Canucks, New York Rangers, Dallas Stars and Colorado Avalanche.

Eakins is inheriting a club that isn’t short of offensive firepower. Jordan Eberle has 50 goals during the past two seasons. Taylor Hall (2010), Ryan Nugent-Hopkins (2011) and Nail Yakupov (2012) were the No. 1 selections at three consecutive NHL Drafts. And on the blue line, defenseman Justin Schultz had 27 points in 48 games as a rookie after signing as a free agent last summer.

It will be up to the new coach to get all this talent to play responsibly at both ends of the ice. Should he be able to do that, the Oilers could finish as one of the top eight teams in the Western Conference.

2. Can Ryan Nugent-Hopkins stay healthy and produce at a high level? -- After putting up 52 points in 62 games as a rookie in 2011-12, Nugent-Hopkins’ production declined last season (24 points in 40 games), mainly because of a nagging shoulder injury. The Oilers and their No. 1 center decided in April that enough was enough and Nugent-Hopkins had surgery to repair the torn labrum.

Nugent-Hopkins is continuing to rehab the shoulder in his native Burnaby, British Columbia. But as of late July, he had yet to resume skating. Both parties are holding out hope Nugent-Hopkins will be in the lineup when Edmonton opens next season against the Winnipeg Jets on Oct. 1 at Rexall Place, but how realistic that goal is remains to be seen.

MacTavish said the Oilers will not rush Nugent-Hopkins, with the team’s long-term success far more important. His health will play a huge role in determining if the Oilers will end their postseason drought.

3. Will Devan Dubnyk build off last season’s performance? -- He has 139 games of NHL experience, and Dubnyk put up solid numbers as the Oilers’ No. 1 goaltender in 2012-13. In 38 appearances, the 27-year-old went 14-16-6 with a 2.57 goals-against average, .920 save percentage and two shutouts.

Now that Schultz has a season of professional hockey under his belt, and veterans Andrew Ference and Denis Grebeshkov have been added to the team’s blue line, Dubnyk could be the biggest beneficiary. Dubnyk is entering the final year of his contract, which could be a factor.

Nail Yakupov

Nail Yakupov

2012-13 STATS

Goals: 17 | Assists: 14 | Pts: 31

 Shots: 81 | +/-: -4

 4. What are the next steps in the development of Justin Schultz and Nail Yakupov? -- Schultz finished fifth on the Oilers in scoring with 27 points, but he had a team-worst minus-17 rating. Only Jeff Petry averaged more ice time per game than Schultz, who was a 22-year-old rookie adjusting to the NHL game. Now that he has his feet wet, Schultz will have a better understanding of what to expect and should be able to make some adjustments in his own end of the ice. 

Yakupov showed glimpses of the exciting player expected to be seen in the NHL for years to come. Despite being shuffled on various lines, Yakupov had 17 goals (six via the power play) and 14 assists in 48 games as a 19-year-old. Whether the Oilers are able to trade wing Ales Hemsky prior to the start of the season could determine Yakupov's line at the beginning of the season, but there is little doubt he is a top-six forward at this level.

5. Will David Perron benefit from a change of scenery? -- There’s little doubt surrounding Perron’s talent, but the 2007 first-round pick (No. 26) has yet to maximize his potential, mainly due to concussion problems that limited him to 67 games between 2010 and 2012. Fully healthy last season, Perron had 25 points (10 goals, 15 assists) in 48 games for the St. Louis Blues.

Only Hall should be ahead of Perron on the depth chart at left wing, which means the latter likely will skate with Nugent-Hopkins or Sam Gagner, highly skilled centers who should create plenty of scoring chances for Perron. If Perron stays healthy, it’s hard to imagine his production not increasing.

6. Are the Oilers ready to end their playoff drought? -- Like every other team, much of Edmonton’s success next season will depend on health. It is essential Nugent-Hopkins puts his recent shoulder problems behind him and returns to the form he displayed for much of his rookie season in 2011-12. If he does, and the club continues to see development from Hall, Eberle, Yakupov, Schultz and Dubnyk, the Oilers could return to the Stanley Cup Playoffs for the first time since 2006.

---
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The Edmonton Oilers have amassed the prized young talent a full-fledged rebuild is expected to yield, but they haven't converted it into a winning team to this point.

It's taking a little longer than other franchises who committed to such a path; the Pittsburgh Penguins and Washington Capitals made the Stanley Cup Playoffs in Year 3 of their Sidney Crosby and Alex Ovechkin eras, and the Chicago Blackhawks were Stanley Cup champions in the final year of the entry-level contracts for Patrick Kane and Jonathan Toews. Taylor Hall and Jordan Eberle finished their ELCs without a playoff appearance, but the fourth time could be the charm for the prized duo.

2013-14 FANTASY PREVIEW: OILERS

Under-valued: Devan Dubnyk -- His goals-against average has improved in each of his four NHL seasons and his save percentage was a career-best .920 last season. Expected to take the bulk of starts again for the Oilers, Dubnyk could easily be a top-15 goalie as Edmonton continues to get better and better each season.

Over-valued: Jordan Eberle -- After an unbelievable 2011-12 (34 goals, 76 points), the forward finished with 16 goals and 37 points last season. The point production is excellent, but PIMs, plus/minus and shots on goal will be disappointing, making him more of a third-round pick -- not second or earlier.

Sleeper: David Perron -- The forward didn't live up to expectations last season (10 goals, 25 points), but changing to a more offensive environment in Edmonton could do wonders for this talented 25-year-old, especially if he's paired with Nail Yakupov.

 -- Follow Matt Cubeta on Twitter: @NHLQubes

FOLLOW @NHLFANTASY FOR DAILY UPDATES ›

MORE NHL.COM FANTASY HOCKEY COVERAGE ›

Edmonton traded its captain this summer, but Shawn Horcoff had been pushed into a reduced role. The Oilers added a potential top-six forward in another deal, acquiring left wing David Perron from the St. Louis Blues. They also obtained some needed experience on the blue line and a bottom-six center to win faceoffs and help the penalty kill with the free-agent signings of defenseman Andrew Ference and center Boyd Gordon.

Goaltender Nikolai Khabibulin is gone, but the Oilers added a pair of options to back up Devan Dubnyk: Jason LaBarbera and Richard Bachman.

The key for the Oilers remains the continued development of their young stars. They need better health for Hall and Ryan Nugent-Hopkins, and to find some long-term solutions on defense. If that happens, the Oilers might be the contender for which everyone has been waiting.

Here is the projected 2013-14 lineup for the Oilers:

Forwards

Taylor Hall - Ryan Nugent-Hopkins - Jordan Eberle

David Perron - Sam Gagner - Nail Yakupov

Ryan Jones - Boyd Gordon - Ales Hemsky

Ryan Smyth - Anton Lander - Jesse Joensuu

Mike Brown

Defensemen

Ladislav Smid - Jeff Petry

Andrew Ference - Justin Schultz

Nick Schultz - Denis Grebeshkov

Philip Larsen - Corey Potter

Goalies

Devan Dubnyk

Jason LaBarbera

NOTES: The Oilers basically have seven top-six forwards, so in this scenario Hemsky is the odd-man out. There also is the possibility Nugent-Hopkins will not be ready for the start of the season because of the shoulder surgery that prematurely ended his 2012-13 season. Someone -- Gordon? Lander? Mark Arcobello? One of the wings? -- would need to fill the No. 2 center spot behind Gagner in that scenario.

Edmonton's biggest weakness has been on the blue line. Depth certainly is not a problem with the additions of Ference, Larsen (through the Horcoff trade), and the signings of Grebeshkov and Anton Belov. The Oilers have nine players for seven or eight spots, and that doesn't include top prospect Oskar Klefbom.

If someone isn't moved, Belov could be the odd-man out at the start because he's on an entry-level contract. Figuring out which players get to skate every night on defense and the pairings will be interesting to monitor early in the season.

With Khabibulin back in Chicago, Dubnyk easily should surpass his career high of 47 games. LaBarbera and Bachman will battle for the backup spot during training camp.
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If the Edmonton Oilers are going to end their seven-year drought and qualify for the Stanley Cup Playoffs, they're going to need a healthy Ryan Nugent-Hopkins to revive his role as the club's No. 1 center.
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The No. 1 selection at the 2011 NHL Draft, Nugent-Hopkins missed the final five games of last season and underwent surgery April 24 to repair a torn labrum in his left shoulder, the same shoulder that forced him to miss 20 games during the 2011-12 season. The nagging injury held the 20-year-old to four goals in 40 games.

With talented forwards Taylor Hall and Jordan Eberle -- first-round picks sandwiched around Nugent-Hopkins -- in the mix, it is imperative Nugent-Hopkins is in the middle to feed them the puck.Though   the puck didn't go in as often as he would have liked in 2012-13, Nugent-Hopkins did have 20 assists.

"It wasn't the most productive year of my life," Nugent-Hopkins said at the end of last season. "I wanted to be more productive, but I thought I took some steps in other parts of my game, so I've just got to keep working on that. Obviously, I want to be an offensive guy and I've got to keep working on that."

Nugent-Hopkins is in the midst of rehabilitating from the surgery in his native Burnaby, British Columbia. He is progressing well and is expected to begin skating in the near future, said a team spokesperson. The Oilers are hopeful Nugent-Hopkins will be in the lineup when the team opens the season Oct. 1 against the Winnipeg Jets at Rexall Place.

"It's going really well right now," Nugent-Hopkins told reporters earlier this summer. "Obviously, the first couple of weeks are pretty slow and you can't move it too much. I think the first part's just trying to get the range of motion back. I'm just trying to strengthen it a little bit now. It feels good. It feels better every day, so we're definitely taking some steps. I want to be ready as soon as possible.

"We're not going to try to push it too much, but I think things are going pretty well so far. It's looking good right now."

When healthy, Nugent-Hopkins arguably is one of the more dynamic players in the League. He broke into the NHL as an 18-year-old in 2011 and had 52 points (18 goals, 34 assists) in 62 games. As a crucial part of the Oilers' rebuilding effort, general manager Craig MacTavish is willing to wait for a healthy Nugent-Hopkins rather than rush him back. He's not prepared to say his No. 1 center will be on the ice for the season opener.

Ryan Nugent-Hopkins

Ryan Nugent-Hopkins

2012-13 STATS

Goals: 4 | Assists: 20 | Pts: 24

 Shots: 78 | +/-: 3

 "It's too soon for that," MacTavish recently told CHED 630 AM in Edmonton. "But by all accounts he's doing very, very well. We know that obviously we're not going to rush him in any way, shape or form. When he first went in for the surgery, the pessimistic date was Nov. 1 and the optimistic date was Oct. 1 when he'd be ready to play. So we're not in a position now to make much more of a judgment call than that, other than he will get absolutely every bit of time that he needs before he's back in our lineup." 

With Nugent-Hopkins less than 100 percent, the Oilers finished three games below .500 (19-22-7) and 12th in the Western Conference, again failing to reach the playoffs. But the team will have a different look this season. Aside from the hiring of Dallas Eakins as coach, MacTavish has added Andrew Ference, Boyd Gordon, Denis Grebeshkov, Jason LaBarbera and David Perron.

"I'm excited to get the get the season started," Nugent-Hopkins said. "We didn't end as strong as we would have liked to, but I thought we took some good steps this year and we want to keep building on it."

If the Oilers are going to do that, they'll need Nugent-Hopkins healthy -- and on top of his game.

---
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For three straight years the Edmonton Oilers were the first team to the podium at the NHL Draft. Losing seasons allowed them to rebuild with Taylor Hall, Ryan Nugent-Hopkins and Nail Yakupov.

Those losing seasons have led to a new regime in Edmonton. Craig MacTavish replaced Steve Tambellini as general manager in April and Dallas Eakins was named coach in June, replacing Ralph Krueger.

And though the Oilers aren't pleased with where they've finished in the standings in recent years, they can take solace in the fact they've been able to rebuild their system via the draft.

Here's a look at Edmonton's top 10 prospects, according to NHL.com:
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1. Darnell Nurse, D: The Oilers didn't pick first for the first time since 2009, but they still landed a very talented defenseman with the seventh pick of the 2013 NHL Draft. Nurse (6-foot-4, 185 pounds), a nephew of former NFL quarterback Donovan McNabb, is a tremendous skater who was projected by some scouts to be the best stay-at-home blueliner in this year's draft. But he can provide offense too: In 68 games with the Sault Ste. Marie Greyhounds of the Ontario Hockey League last season, Nurse had 12 goals and 29 assists. He also had 116 penalty minutes, which means he doesn't shy away from physical play.

Defensemen can take longer to develop, so it's likely Nurse will return to the OHL when the Oilers conclude training camp. But nothing is being ruled out at this point.

"This is my first experience at going through anything like this so I'm not going to make any assumptions or try to guess," Nurse told the Edmonton Journal during Oilers development camp. "I'm just going to try to work as hard as I can to be prepared."

2. Oscar Klefbom, D: All eyes were on Ryan Nugent-Hopkins when the Oilers selected the gifted forward with the No. 1 pick at the 2011 NHL Draft, but Edmonton had another first-round pick that year, which it used on this 6-3 defenseman. Klefbom, 20, seemed primed to make huge strides last season, but a shoulder injury in October limited him to 11 games for Farjestad in the Swedish Hockey League.

How that impacts his chances of making the Oilers roster out of training camp remains to be seen, but Klefbom, who was playing 25 minutes per game prior to the injury, is eager to turn some heads.

3. Martin Marincin, D: A second-round pick (No. 46) in 2010, the 6-foot-5 defenseman is coming off his first full season in the American Hockey League, where he put up 30 points (seven goals, 23 assists) in 69 games before totaling seven points in 17 AHL playoff games for the Oklahoma City Barons.

An offensive-minded defenseman who can quarterback the power play, Marincin, 21, likely will receive some more seasoning with the Barons in 2013-14.

4. David Musil, D: This 2011 second-round pick (No. 31) is the son of former NHL defenseman Frantisek Musil and the nephew of former NHL center Bobby Holik. The 6-foot-3 blueliner completed his fourth season in the Western Hockey League, splitting time between the Vancouver Giants and Edmonton Oil Kings. He had 23 points in 48 regular-season games for Edmonton before compiling six assists in 22 postseason games. Musil, who plays a stay-at-home style, likely will play for Oklahoma City this season.

5. Marc-Olivier Roy, C: Edmonton's 2013 second-round pick (No. 56), Roy is coming off his second full season in the Quebec Major Junior Hockey League. In 65 games for the Blainville-Boisbriand Armada, the speedy center had 29 goals, 38 assists and 68 penalty minutes, and six goals and 13 assists in 15 playoff games. It was a great sign for Roy, who already was a solid defensive player before improving on his offensive game last season.

Former NFL quarterback Donovan McNabb congratulates his nephew Darnell Nurse after being selected 7th overall by the Oilers in the 2013 NHL Draft.  WATCH NOW ›

FULL INDEX OF PROSPECTS STORIES ›

6. Daniil Zharkov, LW: The final pick of the third round (No. 91) in 2012, Zharkov also improved offensively in his second season of junior hockey. After totaling 36 points in 50 OHL games with the Belleville Bulls in 2011-12, the 6-4, 208-pound forward had 25 goals and 18 assists in 59 regular-season games before getting four goals and eight assists in 17 OHL playoff games. The 19-year-old recently signed a two-year deal with Torpedo Nizhny Novogorod in the Kontinental Hockey League, but the Oilers retain his rights.

7. Martin Gernat, D: The Slovakian defenseman was taken in the fifth round (No. 122) in 2011 and is growing into his 6-5 frame. A shoulder injury limited him to 23 WHL games last season for the Edmonton Oil Kings, but he was in terrific form by the time the playoffs rolled around; in 22 postseason games, the 20-year-old had 17 points (six goals, 11 assists). He likely will make the jump to the AHL this season.

8. Toni Rajala, RW: Edmonton's fourth-round selection (No. 101) in 2009, Rajala split last season between Oklahoma City and the Stockton Thunder of the ECHL. It was a successful jump to the AHL for the 5-10 Finnish forward; he had 45 points (17 goals, 28 assists) in 46 regular-season games and four goals and 12 assists in 17 playoff games. Rajala likely will start this season in Oklahoma City and could make his NHL debut if he continues to produce.

9. Olivier Roy, G: The 22-year-old received a long look with Oklahoma City last season and put up respectable numbers: In 22 games he went 9-9-1 with a 2.77 goals-against average and .902 save percentage. It's likely he'll receive more playing time in the AHL after a successful run with Stockton (2.25 GAA in 49 career games). Roy was Edmonton's fifth-round selection (No. 133) at the 2009 NHL Draft.

10. Jujhar Khaira, LW: A third-round pick (No. 63) in 2012, Khaira has the makings of a power forward (6-3, 198 pounds) and is coming off a solid freshman season at Michigan Tech. In 37 games he had six goals, 19 assists and 49 penalty minutes. The Oilers surely will keep an eye on how Khaira develops at the collegiate level.
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The core players who make the Los Angeles Kings legitimate Stanley Cup contenders are either in their prime or close to entering their prime years. There's little to no chance any prospect is going to take ice time away from Dustin Brown, Anze Kopitar, Mike Richards, Jeff Carter, Justin Williams, Drew Doughty or Slava Voynov.

However, if general manager Dean Lombardi has done his job the way he set out to do it, a handful of the following 10 prospects will be pushing for a roster spot in training camp next month, and the rest aren't too far behind.
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Here's a look at Los Angeles' top 10 prospects, according to NHL.com:

1. Tyler Toffoli, RW: Toffoli is the most NHL-ready of all of Los Angeles' prospects. He showed his offensive upside in the 2013 Stanley Cup Playoffs with six points in 12 games. He also had five points in 10 regular-season games. In addition, Toffoli led the Manchester Monarchs of the American Hockey League with 28 goals in 58 games.

Lombardi said Toffoli could switch positions, and he would be eager to do it if it means playing left wing on a line with Richards and Carter. However, if he makes the team out of training camp, don't be surprised if he starts further down in the lineup and works his way up.

"I always heard the story of Ron Caron talking about Doug Gilmour, how he broke in as a checking forward and lo and behold he became a star in the League, a complete player," Lombardi told NHL.com. "That's the way in an ideal world that you would break in your young players."

2. Linden Vey, C: Vey led the Monarchs with 67 points (22 goals and 45 assists) in 74 games last season. He had two goals in four Calder Cup Playoff games. It was an improvement on the 43 points, including 19 goals, which he had in 74 games as an AHL rookie in 2011-12.

He's an all-zone performer who plays power play and penalty kill, and centers Manchester's top line.

"The kid who is going to be knocking at the door here is Linden Vey," Lombardi said. "He's a really smart player. Like a lot of kids, his challenge will be to become trustworthy defensively. He's right there with Toffoli knocking on the door. He's done what you expect in terms of becoming a top player in the minors and is ready to challenge for a job up here."

3. Tanner Pearson, LW: Pearson, who turns 20 in August, was fourth on the Monarchs last season with 47 points in 64 games. It was his first professional season after being selected in the first round (No. 30) of the 2012 NHL Draft.

"Pearson is close," Lombardi said. "He's come a long way, but he doesn't have the time in that the other two [Toffoli and Vey] do. He's right up there in terms of prospects around the League in his peer group. On the experience level, maybe I'm old-fashioned, but I still believe in paying your dues because then you get a more complete athlete. It's hard down there in the AHL. It's a man's league and he tailed off a little bit at the end."

4. Andy Andreoff, C: Andreoff seems like a future third- or fourth-liner. He's known as an agitating, aggressive, two-way forward who can produce some offense (26 points in 68 games for Manchester last season) while getting in the face of opponents and generally being hard to play against. He led the Monarchs with 111 penalty minutes. Lombardi called him "old-school tough."

"He's a strong bull and he's got captain material," Lombardi said. "When you talk about these kids learning to play in their own end, this guy gets it. He stops plays. He's the type of guy down the road that I think will be your consummate playoff-type player. His skating needs to improve, but he's got all those attributes that lend to being a playoff-type guy."

5. Derek Forbort, D: The 21-year-old came to the Monarchs late last season after finishing his junior season at the University of North Dakota, when he had 17 points and 59 blocked shots in 42 games. He signed his three-year entry-level contract in April. Forbort, who is 6-foot-5 and 210 pounds, was the Kings' first-round pick (No. 15) in 2010 and could eventually be a stay-at-home defenseman in L.A.

"Some kids have beards at 18 years old and are worldly, mature, street-wise. He's very young on all counts," Lombardi said. "However, I've seen a lot of maturity in the last year. I think he took a step here in the last six or seven months. Even just going to Manchester at the end of the season opened his eyes a lot in terms of what it means to be a pro. Coming to development camp [in July], he saw what the NHL is like and how far he needs to go. A lot of his game is still undefined. He's very green but has made a lot of strides."

6. Nicolas Deslauriers, D: A 22-year-old, left-handed defenseman whose best attribute is his skating ability, Deslauriers played in the AHL the past two seasons and has shown improvement in all areas of his game. He needs to continue to work on his defensive side if he wants to make it in the NHL.

"He's probably one of our most improved players, and it's very much tied to his maturity," Lombardi said. "He's got a lot of tools, and the way I would state is he needs to learn to simplify his game. The simpler he makes it, the more effective he is going to be. He's tough, built like a rock, but at times he tries to complicate things. Two years ago, it was a fire drill every shift. He keeps making strides now."

7. Kevin Gravel, D: Gravel, a fifth-round pick in 2010 (No. 148), is heading back to St. Cloud State University for his senior season. The 6-4, 200-pound native of Michigan played 42 games for St. Cloud State last season and had 12 points and 44 blocked shots.

"He's a player that kind of jumped on our radar a couple of years ago in a very positive way because he played for the U.S. team at the World Juniors, played real well, had a real successful season and it jump-started his confidence," Nelson Emerson, who works in the Kings' player development department, told NHL.com. "He's long, lanky and he makes a great first pass. He skates with his head up. He's able to go back and retrieve pucks. He takes hits. But what makes him successful is he's got this big, long reach and a long stick. He's tough to play against."

8. Nick Shore, C: Shore, whose brother, Drew, plays for the Florida Panthers, was a third-round pick (No. 82) in 2011. The Kings signed him to his three-year entry-level contract in April after he finished his junior season at the University of Denver. He had a team-high 14 goals and 34 points in 39 games last season for the Pioneers. Shore, 20, had 41 points as a sophomore. He won gold with the United States at the 2010 World Under-18 Championships. 

9. Nic Dowd, C: Dowd, who is from Huntsville, Ala., was a seventh-round pick (No. 198) by the Kings in 2009 and has been playing with Gravel at St. Cloud State. The 23-year-old pivot will be heading back to college for his senior season. He's 6-foot-2 and had 39 points in 42 games last season, helping the Huskies reach the Frozen Four for the first time.

10. Michael Mersch, LW: The 6-1, 215-pound forward was the Kings' fourth-round pick (No. 110) in 2011. He's been playing at the University of Wisconsin, and as a junior last season led the Badgers with 23 goals and 36 points in 42 games. Mersch will be 21 in October and is expected to play his senior season at Wisconsin before he presumably signs with the Kings.
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The Los Angeles Kings won the Stanley Cup in 2012 and got to the Western Conference Final last season, losing in five games to the Chicago Blackhawks. Most teams would consider being among the final four teams playing a somewhat successful season, but Kings players parted for the offseason with a sour taste, feeling they never played up to their high standards in the Stanley Cup Playoffs.

"Four years ago we were getting a parade for making the playoffs," Kings general manager Dean Lombardi told NHL.com. "That sentiment is gone. They expect the best."

The Kings again have a roster good enough to be crowned the best next June, but there are questions that need to be answered.
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Here are six:

1. Did learning how to handle success last season make them a better team? -- That's what the Kings are out to prove this season. After spending several years learning how to win before becoming Stanley Cup champions, the Kings spent last season learning how to deal with success. It wasn't a straight ride and they had their share of adversity -- injuries and slumps -- along the way, but the Kings made it to the Western Conference Final, so it was a successful season considering 26 NHL teams didn't get that far.

Now that the Kings have learned how to win and deal with success, they need to prove they are better because of it. The only way to do that is to win the Stanley Cup again.

"We've gotten to that point, where a few years ago it was just getting in the playoffs," Kings captain Dustin Brown told NHL.com. "We've reached the level of winning the Stanley Cup, being in back-to-back Western Conference Finals, so going forward it's not going to be acceptable to lose in the playoffs. That's a high expectation, but that's the expectation that the players have, the group of guys in here now. We know what we're capable of doing."

2. Will defenseman Willie Mitchell play? -- That's the hope. Mitchell missed all of last season trying to recover from a knee injury that presented more problems than initially thought. The team survived without him and fortunately was able to let defenseman Jake Muzzin go through a development year that should be beneficial to both the player and the Kings this coming season.

However, Mitchell, even at 36 and coming off a major knee injury, is a key part of the Kings' blue line, especially because Rob Scuderi left to sign a four-year contract with the Pittsburgh Penguins.

Robyn Regehr was brought in midway through last season to spell Mitchell. If Mitchell is able to play, Regehr would turn into Scuderi's replacement.

Mitchell has been skating this summer at the Kings' practice facility in El Segundo, Calif., but according to the team he has turned down interview requests.

If Mitchell can't play, the Kings covered themselves by signing Jeff Schultz and re-signing Alec Martinez and Keaton Ellerby. Including Mitchell, they have nine defensemen under contract.

3. How will Anze Kopitar rebound from a second-half swoon? -- Nothing about Kopitar's age (26 when the season starts), history (476 points in 522 career games) or talent suggests his struggles in the second half and in the playoffs last season will carry into 2013-14. The center is the last guy the Kings are worried about at this point. They know what to expect and how much Kopitar demands from himself.

That said, Kopitar was not even remotely close to being himself in the playoffs, when he had nine points, including three goals, in 18 games -- a long way from the 20 points in 20 games he had during the 2012 Cup run. Kopitar also went the final 16 regular-season games without a goal.

There was talk about injuries, but nothing ever came of it. Kopitar, who wore a knee brace all season, a necessity after he got injured while playing in Sweden during the lockout, said he wasn't hobbled by any type of significant injury during the playoffs.

If that's the case, then he was dramatically off his game. The Kings should have every reason to believe he'll find it again.

"I think it's the first time he's ever had a real big slump," Brown said. "You expect him to get points because that's part of his game, but he is one of the top two-way players in the National Hockey League, and while it was awkward to see him go through a slump like that it didn't affect his defensive game, the other 90-feet of ice that is so important to our team with the way he plays."

4. If Tyler Toffoli makes the team, does it have to be in a top-six role? -- The answer to this one appears to be "No."

The Kings will no doubt wrestle with the concept of what's best for Toffoli, a top prospect who appears ready for the NHL, especially after producing six points in 12 playoff games. They have enough depth to give Toffoli, 21, more time to develop his game in the American Hockey League, but if he has a good training camp it'll be almost impossible to keep him off the NHL roster.

Lombardi, though, said if Toffoli makes the team, it could be in a bottom-six role even though he projects as a top-six forward. The idea would be to keep the pressure off Toffoli and allow him to showcase and develop other parts of his game. Lombardi said the concept comes from what the St. Louis Blues did with Doug Gilmour 30 years ago. He came in as a high-end scorer out of the Ontario Hockey League, but the Blues made Gilmour a checker for a few seasons so he could become a more complete player.

Gilmour turned into a three-time 100-point player, a Selke Trophy winner, and in 2011 was inducted into the Hockey Hall of Fame.

"It's easier to do this if you're a good team," Lombardi said. "If we're here five years ago building this, yeah, he's probably going to be there [in the top-six], but now you can earn your stripes the right way. That's a very underestimated thing."

5. Where does Matt Frattin fit in? -- Frattin came to the Kings in mid-June in the trade that sent Jonathan Bernier to the Toronto Maple Leafs, who always projected Frattin to blossom into a top-six forward.

Frattin may be better suited for a third-line role with the Kings, perhaps playing with center Jarret Stoll. It could have the makings of a dangerous checking duo that could take advantage of the opposition's top scorers by forcing them to play defense. Stoll can win faceoffs, and Frattin, who had seven goals in 25 games last season, has a resume that suggests he can be a goal-scorer.

"Frattin is clearly the main guy that we wanted in that trade with Toronto," Lombardi said. "He's got a great release, a knack for finding scoring areas. You look at his numbers in college, what he did in the minors and the short stint when he was in Toronto, he's got some things that are hard to teach. He needs more structure. He's got to become more dependable in his own end. I was a little concerned about our lack of speed and he certainly adds to our team speed."

6. Will Daniel Carcillo reunite with Mike Richards and Jeff Carter? --This scenario seems likely, at least on paper, especially if the Kings don't have a problem starting Toffoli in the bottom-six should he make the team. The Kings acquired Carcillo from the Chicago Blackhawks because they needed a  left wing to replace Dustin Penner, who was a regular with Carter and Richards. Carcillo played with Carter and Richards when they were with the Philadelphia Flyers.

Carcillo is a wrecking-ball type of player who can clear space, dig pucks out of the corners, go to the net -- basically do all the dirty work.

It makes sense for Sutter to put Carcillo with Richards and Carter, at least at the start of the season, but Carcillo has a history for committing the questionable penalty at the wrong time of the game. He's a high-risk, high-reward player if a coach wants to use him in a significant role.

"He's played with a lot of our players, so we lose Penner's size and we gain some nastiness and a guy that also could play with good players," Lombardi said.

---
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The Los Angeles Kings had a remarkably stable roster the season after winning the Stanley Cup in 2012, and that is a trend that hasn't changed much heading into the 2013-14 campaign.

Los Angeles said goodbye to a couple of supporting cast members from the 2012 title team this offseason, but all of the key cogs from that edition remain. In fact, the Kings could dress 16 players on opening night in October who were among the 20 in the lineup for Game 6 against the New Jersey Devils -- only Simon Gagne, Rob Scuderi, Dustin Penner and Jonathan Bernier are gone.

Scuderi and Penner left via free agency in the offseason, and Bernier was traded to Toronto for Matt Frattin, Bernier's replacement (Ben Scrivens) and a second-round pick. The Kings likely will look to their younger defensemen to absorb Scuderi's minutes (and tough assignments), and they could get a boost from a healthy Willie Mitchell. Jeff Schultz was a depth signing as a free agent after he was bought out by the Washington Capitals.

2013-14 FANTASY PREVIEW: KINGS

Under-valued: Slava Voynov -- Led Kings defensemen with 25 points last season then looked even better in the playoffs, posting six goals and 13 points in 18 games. Voynov, 23, has plenty of room to grow and could turn into an elite fantasy blueliner as early as next season.

Over-valued: Dustin Brown -- Still an extremely useful fantasy player, Brown is more of a mid-round draftee than an early-round pick. The forward consistently hovers around 25 goals and 55 points for a full 82-game season, so don't expect the 30-plus goals he had in 2007-08.

Sleeper: Tyler Toffoli -- If given a chance to stick on the team's second line with Jeff Carter and Mike Richards, the two-time 100-point performer in the OHL has the chance to deliver a solid fantasy season after getting six points in 12 playoff games for the Kings in 2013.

 -- Follow Matt Cubeta on Twitter: @NHLQubes
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Frattin and another trade acquisition, Daniel Carcillo, join what could be a crowded roster up front. The Kings could miss Scuderi, especially if Mitchell's comeback doesn't work out, but they still look like one of the favorites in the Western Conference along with the Chicago Blackhawks and the team they've defeated each of the past two playoffs, the St. Louis Blues.

Forwards

Dustin Brown - Anze Kopitar - Justin Williams

Daniel Carcillo - Mike Richards - Jeff Carter

Matt Frattin - Jarret Stoll - Tyler Toffoli

Dwight King - Colin Fraser - Trevor Lewis

Kyle Clifford - Jordan Nolan

Defensemen

Robyn Regehr - Drew Doughty

Willie Mitchell - Slava Voynov

Jake Muzzin - Matt Greene

Alec Martinez

Goalies

Jonathan Quick

Ben Scrivens

NOTES: Carcillo might be a surprise on the second line and will face plenty of competition for that spot. Toffoli played there at times during the 2013 Stanley Cup Playoffs, and prospects Tanner Pearson and Linden Vey could push for a place on the second line.

Inserting Carcillo and Frattin in the top nine (along with keeping Toffoli) leaves quite a scrum for the fourth line. Lewis is probably the safest bet to play every night, but any of those five would be a regular on most clubs.

A healthy Mitchell not only would give the Kings one of the top defense corps in the West, it would give them nine NHL defensemen on a one-way contract. Schultz and Keaton Ellerby could be subject to waivers and being sent to the American Hockey League if everyone is healthy. The Kings would have decide if they want to carry 14 forwards or eight defensemen; Toffoli is the only player projected to be on the roster who wouldn't need to clear waivers to be sent down.

Quick was great again in the playoffs and will try to earn the No. 1 job for the United States at the 2014 Olympics in Sochi. Scrivens could prove to be a nice, cheap addition with a better defensive team in front of him. Martin Jones, a restricted free agent, is one of the better young No. 3s in the League.
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The feeling among Los Angeles Kings players as they parted for the offseason was mutual disgust.

Surely this wasn't their first time losing a playoff round, but it was the first time they lost one after winning the Stanley Cup. That's why it felt so terrible to go out in five games against the Chicago Blackhawks in the Western Conference Final.

"You don't know what you've lost until you've won it," Kings captain Dustin Brown told NHL.com. "Doing what we did in 2012 showed not only the players, but the staff and management, what it actually means and how special it is to win it, so the next year when you don't win it you feel like you've lost a lot more than you did."

Brown is realistic. He knows the Kings, even with their championship core players intact and signed long-term, can't win the Stanley Cup every year. It's been 15 years since a team has repeated.

But the Kings thought they should have done it last season -- and that feeling hasn't changed.

Every NHL team enters training camp with the goal of winning the Cup; the Kings expect it now and think they're better prepared to do it again because of the lessons they learned last season on how to deal with success.
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They went from the hunters to the hunted and figured out the latter comes with its own supply of challenges, namely a target that doesn't go away and only feeds a hungry opposition.

"I can remember the night we got beat in Edmonton in overtime, I remember walking down to the dressing room and the fans were yelling, 'We just beat the Stanley Cup champions!'" Kings general manager Dean Lombardi told NHL.com. "That speaks to the challenges of having a target on your back and dealing with that. That rhymed with some of the things that I had been told."

Lombardi is talking about conversations he had last summer with champions in other sports. He spoke with John McVay, the chief executive who presided over four Super Bowl championships with the San Francisco 49ers from 1982-90. Lombardi met with former 49ers safety Ronnie Lott, a member of the Pro Football Hall of Fame.

Everything they told him about trying to repeat, about being hunted, dealing with the inevitable adversity they avoided in the 2012 Cup run, it all came true.

The Kings had injuries to deal with before the regular season began. Willie Mitchell couldn't play and ended up missing the entire season with a knee injury. Matt Greene injured his back on his first shift of the season-opener against the Blackhawks and missed the next three months.

That's one-third of the Kings defense and their two most important penalty killers.

After getting through the regular season as the fifth-place team in the Western Conference, L.A. lost the first two games of the quarterfinals to the St. Louis Blues before rallying to win four straight. The Kings had to go blow-for-blow with the San Jose Sharks before finally fending them off in Game 7 with a 2-1 win.

The Kings lost three one-goal games to the Blackhawks in the Conference Final and were ousted 91:40 into Game 5 when a turnover in the offensive end gave way to the wizardry of Chicago's Jonathan Toews and Patrick Kane.

"I can remember those guys on the 49ers telling me the second one was harder to win than the third and fourth one," Lombardi said. "Now that's just ridiculous how many championships that is, but even that statement, I get that now. I'm not sure I got it when they said it, but I can see that. Once they had won the second one, they knew exactly what they had to do to win the third one … but you've got to go through these next hurdles and it comes down to the heading of learning to deal with success. That's a very different challenge."

By most measurements, the Kings succeeded as they learned how to deal with it. It just wasn't the level of success they were now used to in L.A.

The Kings were one of the final four teams playing in the Stanley Cup Playoffs and an overtime goal away from taking the series against Chicago back to L.A. for Game 6. Yet the Kings left for the summer feeling they didn't play up to their standards in the playoffs.

KINGS' OFFSEASON OUTLOOK

Additions: RW Matt Frattin, LW Daniel Carcillo, D Jeff Schultz, G Ben Scrivens

Subtractions: LW Dustin Penner, C Brad Richardson, G Jonathan Bernier

UFAs: None

Promotion candidates: RW Tyler Toffoli, C Linden Vey, LW Tanner Pearson

Those standards, of course, are extremely high.

"We didn't play up to our potential and we made it the Western Conference Final," Brown said. "I don't think that's a surprise, but in a roundabout way it's a positive out of a negative. We were one of the final four teams and I don't think we played anywhere near to our potential."

What does that mean for this season? How does it help the Kings to know they didn't play up to their high standards and lost?

"They can expect the best out of themselves," Lombardi said. "They can critique themselves. Whether it's individually or collectively, the ability to critique yourself is critical if you're going to be where you want to be. They went home and they weren't happy. That shows you some growth, and when they leave and they're ticked off you're hoping that lends itself to coming back hungry."

Based on their expectations, it had better.

"We've reached the level of winning the Stanley Cup, being in back-to-back Western Conference Finals, so going forward it's not going to be acceptable to lose in the playoffs," Brown said. "That's a high expectation, but that's the expectation that the players have, the group of guys in here now. We know what we're capable of doing."

---
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One of the offseason goals for general manager Dean Lombardi was to make sure the Los Angeles Kings' defense was deep enough in case Willie Mitchell remains on the sidelines because of his knee injury.

Mitchell's offseason goal is to show Lombardi he didn't have to be so cautious.

After missing all of last season with a knee injury that puzzled doctors and left Mitchell depressed, the 36-year-old defenseman has been making progress in his rehab while skating at the Kings' practice facility as he attempts to get himself ready for training camp next month.

Mitchell has declined to talk publicly about his rehab this summer, but Lombardi said Mitchell's attitude has changed to enthusiastic as his progress has improved, a good sign for the Kings and a legitimate reason to believe the defenseman who played more than 25 minutes a game and was the team's best penalty killer in its run to the Stanley Cup championship in 2012 will be back in the lineup this season.
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Lombardi's praise of Mitchell describes how important his return would be to the Kings.

"When he is out there, and I don't think I'm out of line, I think he's one of the top-five most underrated players in the League," Lombardi told NHL.com. "I think you've really got to know the game to appreciate him. We all appreciated him when we had him, but, boy, there are subtleties in his game that you see night in and night out. It's his stick and his positioning. He's probably one of the top penalty killers in the League.

"If he's back and he's playing with [Slava] Voynov, that's a classic matching pair. Knock on wood, it's been good so far."

Lombardi traded for defenseman Robyn Regehr on April 1 in part because he knew Mitchell wasn't returning last season and he needed to bolster the defense for a playoff run, which ended in the Western Conference Final. Lombardi then covered himself by signing Regehr to a two-year extension during the playoffs.

The Kings were unable to re-sign defenseman Rob Scuderi, who left last month for a four-year, $13 million contract with the Pittsburgh Penguins, but that won't be a setback if Mitchell returns. In case he doesn't, Lombardi signed Jeff Schultz, a player he said he thinks can have a career resurrection in Los Angeles. By re-signing Jake Muzzin, Alec Martinez and Keaton Ellerby, he gave the Kings nine defensemen with a one-way contract.

However, Mitchell's return would change the dynamic of the crowded blue line, erase the sting of losing Scuderi, and would force Lombardi to make a hard decision or two, because keeping nine defensemen on the NHL roster is not ideal.

It's a problem Lombardi wants to have.

"I guess we're deep, particularly if Willie is healthy; but to me they're like good pitchers, I don't think you can have enough of them," Lombardi said. "I'll deal with this a whole lot better than I would with a shortage. It's a good problem to have."

Kings players are with Lombardi in thinking Mitchell is as valuable to the team as any of its stars.

Captain Dustin Brown said the Kings particularly missed Mitchell in the conference final against the Chicago Blackhawks, a team that thrives off the rush and was able to dominate possession time for long periods against the Kings because of it.

"[Mitchell] has very good reads in those odd-man situations. He always makes the right play," Brown told NHL.com. "Now he's doing all the things to get healthy, and now it's just a matter of getting back to where he needs to be to be on the ice with us. It's kind of a wait-and-see with him, but you talk to him and he sounds upbeat and positive about the situation in getting back to playing with us."

---
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Long a picture of consistency, the Phoenix Coyotes took an unexpected step backward last season. A year after advancing to the Western Conference Final, the Coyotes missed the Stanley Cup Playoffs for the first time since 2009 after posting a 21-18-9 record.

They started 2-4-2, and a seven-game losing streak in March effectively undid their season. Throw in nagging injuries to goaltender Mike Smith and a serious second-half scoring drought from young forward Mikkel Boedker, and the Coyotes were unable to find their stride.

The summer was highlighted by the addition offensive-minded forwards, Mike Ribeiro through free agency and Max Domi at the 2013 NHL Draft. But the 2013-14 Coyotes likely will display the solid two-way play that has been a team signature since coach Dave Tippett took over in 2009.
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If the Coyotes hope to return to the postseason, they'll need to answer these six questions:

1. Can Mike Ribeiro shine under coach Dave Tippett? -- Ribeiro enjoyed the best run of his career when he played for Tippett with the Dallas Stars. In their two seasons before Tippett was fired by the Stars in 2009, Ribeiro had 83 points and 78 points, collecting a career-high 56 assists each seasons.

It's part of the reason Tippett sold general manager Don Maloney on signing the 33-year-old as a free agent after he had 49 points in 48 games last season with the Washington Capitals.

"The big move was signing Mike Ribeiro. He gives us a legitimate top center," Tippett said. "He understands the game very well. I think his skill level is something we didn't have and needed to add to our group. I've had some real good experience with him. I think he'll be a great fit for our team."

If Ribeiro is able to recapture the flair he had playing under Tippett in Dallas, the Coyotes could have a legitimate playmaking center for the first time since the high-flying teams of the mid-1990s that featured Keith Tkachuk and Jeremy Roenick.

2. Will Mike Smith rebound? -- In 2011-12, Smith's first season with the Coyotes, the goaltender posted career highs in wins, shutouts, save percentage and minutes. Last season he took a step back, struggling with some nagging injuries and failing to make the plays that established him as a franchise goaltender. His wins dropped from 38 to 15 and his goals-against average increased from 2.21 to 2.58.

Despite a difficult 2012-13 season, the Coyotes showed their commitment to Smith by signing him to a six-year, $34 million contract.

"Mike Smith over the past two years has shown us he can play at an elite level," Maloney told NHL.com. "Last year we believe there were a lot of factors that led to him having what we would consider an average season. Between the short season, his injuries, his contract, we just felt that year was hard on a lot of goaltenders. We believe Mike can be one of the best goaltenders in the game. We believe we have the style and infrastructure that can put him in that category. That includes our style of play and [goaltending coach] Sean Burke's tutelage."

3. Who will step up offensively? -- With their franchise goaltender signed to a long-term extension and a veteran blue line, the Coyotes' defense should continue to be a strong suit -- especially under Tippett's coaching system, which preaches defensive responsibility. But the offense continues to be a point of concern.

In previous seasons, Phoenix's offense ranked around the middle of the League, providing just enough scoring to keep a defensively sound squad moving along. But that offense took a dip in 2012-13 to 21st in the League, a troubling statistic magnified by the worst power play in the Western Conference. Ribeiro will help with the power play and overall scoring, but it's clear someone else will have to step up to provide additional punch.

Maloney and Tippett have mentioned they will look to a strong incoming rookie class to help, but it's clear some veterans will have to ramp up their offensive contributions. Which leads perfectly into the next big question for the Coyotes ...

4. Will Mikkel Boedker break out? -- Since being drafted No. 8 by Phoenix in 2008, Boedker has been looked to as a potential source of scoring from the wing. His 2011-12 season gave the impression the Dane was poised to break out. Boedker tied a career high with 11 goals before getting eight points and two game-winning goals in the Coyotes' run to the conference final.

With five points in his first five games last season, Boedker looked as if he would take the next step. Boedker had 16 points through 21 games but struggled in the second half; in his final 27 games he had three goals and 10 points, including a final 10 games that saw him get two assists with a minus-3 rating.

5. How much younger will the Coyotes get? -- For the past few seasons the Coyotes have relied on a smart, veteran core headed by Shane Doan, who over the years has established himself as one of the best captains in hockey. During that time, Phoenix was able to stockpile a collection of prospects that ranks among the best in the game. After the team missed the playoffs last season, the time of waiting for those prospects to develop appears to be over.

"I think there are some guys who are going to come in and really push for jobs," Tippett said. "We've got some young players there who are ready to push. This will be the most competitive training camp in my four years in Phoenix. We're really looking forward to see the levels these young players can get to."

The team firmly has established which players will make up the third and fourth forward lines, so it's likely that a number of prospects will get a long look toward getting time on one of the top two scoring lines. Despite being 18, Domi will get a good look in training camp, along with a number of top-flight prospects, including Lucas Lessio and Chris Brown, each coming off an outstanding season.

The Phoenix back end is firmly established, but Tippett and Maloney said they are open to adding a rookie or two to that mix.

6. How much will the loss of Boyd Gordon hurt? -- In the summer of 2012, Phoenix's leading scorer, Ray Whitney, left to sign a two-year contract with the Dallas Stars. At the time, that was a glaring loss for a Coyotes team that struggled to score goals without the veteran forward. This summer the Coyotes again lost an important piece, although it wasn't nearly as big a name.

Forward Boyd Gordon's three-year contract with the Edmonton Oilers didn't make major news across the hockey world, but he could prove to be a costly loss in Phoenix, where he spent the previous two seasons.

Gordon never put up huge offensive numbers for the Coyotes, although he did score a career-high eight goals in 2011-12. However, he was the embodiment of Tippett's system, a responsible defensive forward who consistently could win faceoffs and battles while displaying a very strong hockey IQ. He also was a key contributor on the penalty kill. The Coyotes were sad to see Gordon go, and they'll need to see if another veteran (Kyle Chipchura) or perhaps a newer player (Rob Klinkhammer) can fill the void.

"Gordon is a player we didn't want to lose," Tippett said. "But Chipchura had a very good season for us last year so we feel he can fit that role on the fourth line."

For all 30 in 30 stories go to NHL.com/30in30stories and for the full 30 in 30 schedule visit NHL.com/30in30.
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Since Dave Tippett became Phoenix Coyotes coach in 2009, they have relied on a strong veteran core of Martin Hanzal, Keith Yandle, Radim Vrbata and Shane Doan, who has established himself as one of the best leaders in hockey. While the vets perfected Tippett's system and established the Coyotes as one of the NHL's most consistent clubs, an impressive group of prospects developed in the minors.

Now that Tippett is looking to reshape the team's scoring lines following a disappointing 2012-13 season, this should be the time those prospects get a chance to star.

"I think there are some guys who are going to come in and really push for jobs," Tippett told NHL.com. "This will be the most competitive training camp in my four years in Phoenix. We're really looking forward to see the levels these young players can get to."
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Here's a look at Phoenix's top 10 prospects, according to NHL.com:

1. Chris Brown, C: If there is one player ready to make the leap to the NHL, it may be Brown. The Texas-born University of Michigan product enjoyed a standout first season in the American Hockey League in 2012-13. Brown led AHL rookies with 29 goals in 68 games. That performance earned him a five-game NHL stint, when he averaged 7:38 of ice time per game and failed to produce a point.

The second-round pick (No. 36) in 2009 always has shown the ability to score. But at 6-foot-3 and 200 pounds, Brown could provide size and scoring, two things missing from the Phoenix roster much of last season.

2. Max Domi, C: The son of longtime NHL player Tie Domi, Max was Phoenix's top pick (No. 12) at the 2013 NHL Draft and has been getting attention from team brass ever since. Playing with the London Knights of the Ontario Hockey League last season, Domi showed the ability to make highlight-reel plays. That, coupled with a strong performance at the Coyotes' rookie camp, has made him a contender to make the team as an 18-year-old.

"I think the plus in Max's situation is he'll probably be 195 pounds when he shows up at training camp," Coyotes general manager Don Maloney told NHL.com. "He has excellent speed and a creative mind. How can we not give him every opportunity to make the team? Max has it all, other than the fact that he's still 18. Max will have every opportunity to make this club."

An 82-game NHL schedule could be challenging for Domi. But if he doesn't make the Coyotes, he'll still be in a great situation: He'll return to a London team that is guaranteed a third straight trip to the Memorial Cup as the event's host in 2014.

3. Lucas Lessio, LW: Since starting his OHL career with the Oshawa Generals in 2010, Lessio has demonstrated the ability to score. His 34 goals as an 18-year-old tied for the team lead, and the Ontario native collected 34 points last season despite a hand injury that limited him to 35 games.

A second-round pick (No. 56) in 2011, Lessio enjoyed a short but strong audition with the Portland Pirates, the team's AHL affiliate, during which he collected a goal and an assist in five regular-season games before contributing two points in three playoff games.

"Lucas Lessio really impressed us at the end of the year in Portland," Maloney said. "[He's a] big, strong-skating winger."

4. Brandon Gormley, D: The 13th pick in the 2010 NHL Draft, Gormley enjoyed a celebrated career in the Quebec Major Junior Hockey League. He then barely skipped a beat in his first full AHL season in Portland in 2012-13 when he had 29 points, among the AHL's highest totals for rookie defensemen.

A featured part of Canada's bronze-medal team at the 2012 IIHF World Junior Championship, Gormley was the lone Canadian selected to the tournament All-Star team.

Gormley likely needs to add some muscle to his 6-2, 196-pound frame. But that's the only thing lacking from a player the Coyotes will consider adding to this season's roster.

5. Mark Visentin, G: With Mike Smith signing a six-year contract extension this summer, Visentin won't get a shot at taking over the Phoenix net anytime soon. But he remains one of the top goaltending prospects in the game.

During the 2010-11 and 2011-12 seasons, few junior goaltenders boasted the kind of stats Visentin had. The first-round pick (No. 27) in 2010 was named the OHL's top goaltender in 2011, then went 30-9-2 with a 1.99 goals-against average and a league-high 10 shutouts with the Niagara IceDogs.

Last season, his first in the AHL, the 20-year-old showed the ability to adapt to the pro game, going 15-12-1 with a 2.98 GAA. He was named AHL Player of the Week for the first week of January, including a 48-save, 2-1 win Jan. 2; it was the most saves in a game by a Portland goaltender in almost a decade.

6. Henrik Samuelsson, C: Phoenix's first-round pick (No. 27) in the 2012 NHL Draft, the Arizona-born Samuelsson has shown a nifty scoring touch along with a nasty streak that was the calling card of his father, longtime NHL player and former Coyotes assistant coach Ulf Samuelsson.

After being groomed by the United States National Team Development Program, then playing with the fabled Modo club in the Swedish Hockey League, Samuelsson enjoyed a breakout performance last season with the Edmonton Oil Kings of the Western Hockey League. He finished third on the team with 80 points, then had 19 points in 22 playoff games to lead the team to the WHL final, where it lost in six games to the Portland Winterhawks. His 11 postseason goals were the third-highest total in the WHL playoffs.

Former NHLer Tie Domi and his son Max are interviewed after the Phoenix Coyotes selected Max with the 12th overall pick in the 2013 NHL Draft.  WATCH NOW ›

FULL INDEX OF PROSPECTS STORIES ›

7. Connor Murphy, D: The son of longtime NHL defenseman Gord Murphy, Connor has shown the all-round tools the Coyotes coveted when they made him the 20th pick in the 2011 NHL Draft. Since then, however, Murphy has encountered a series of injuries, undergoing two knee surgeries, including one procedure to fix an injury sustained during his gold medal-winning performance with the American team at the 2013 World Juniors.

When he has been healthy, Murphy has shown a winning touch, also boasting a victory at the 2011 IIHF World Under-18 Championship. Fully recovered from his most recent knee injury, Murphy heads into training camp hoping for a roster spot, but in all likelihood he'll be groomed in the minors.

8. Laurent Dauphin, C: A solid all-round player throughout his lone season with Chicoutimi of the Quebec Major Junior Hockey League, Dauphin showed great scoring touch, with 25 goals and 57 points in 62 games with the Sagueneens. It was enough to convince the Coyotes to pick him with their second-round pick (No. 39) in the 2013 NHL Draft.

Dauphin has the look of a player who could fit seamlessly in Tippett's system, but his best performance may have been for Canada at the World Under-18 Tournament in Sochi, Russia, in April. On a squad that won the tournament with a 3-2 victory against the United States in the gold-medal game, Dauphin's four goals ranked second. What's more, his 65.62-percent success rate on faceoffs was third-best in the tournament.

9. Louis Domingue, G: It's rare that a team that just gave its franchise goaltender a six-year contract extension would have two top prospects in net, but the Coyotes find themselves dealing with that unique predicament. Visentin has posted outstanding numbers throughout his young career, and Domingue has almost matched him save for save.

Domingue started his QMJHL career with the Moncton Wildcats but was traded to the Quebec Remparts, where he was groomed by goaltending great Patrick Roy, who at the time was the team's owner, general manager and coach. A fifth-round pick (No. 138) in 2010, Domingue backstopped a competitive Remparts team before shining as a pro last season, first with the Gwinnett Gladiators of the ECHL then briefly with Portland.

10. Andy Miele, C: The forgotten man in all this discussion of prospects making the jump could be the oldest member of the group. Miele is 25, but he's shown a lot in a short amount of time.

The Michigan native won the 2011 Hobey Baker Award as the top Division I player while attending Miami University, then signed as a free agent with the Coyotes. In 2011-12, his first professional season, Miele led the Pirates with 38 assists. He then led the team last season in assists (34) and points (53).

Though he's performed well in the AHL, the undersized forward (5-9, 175) has appeared in eight NHL games with Phoenix over two seasons and failed to register a point. This summer, the Coyotes signed him to a one-year extension, likely giving him one last shot to make the squad.

For all 30 in 30 stories go to NHL.com/30in30stories and for the full 30 in 30 schedule visit NHL.com/30in30.
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After a three-year run when the Phoenix Coyotes consistently outperformed preseason expectations, including the franchise's first trip to the Western Conference Final in 2012, they missed the postseason in 2012-13.

Even during all of the success, scoring goals was the biggest weakness for the defensive-minded Coyotes. Adding Mike Ribeiro, the highest-scoring NHL player from 2012-13 who was an unrestricted free agent, could help in that department.

He's one of the best passers in the League, but figuring out who will be on the end of his setups is on the to-do list during training camp. If the Coyotes can fill out the top two lines without needing either Martin Hanzal or Antoine Vermette to shift to the wing, Phoenix will be strong up the middle.

2013-14 FANTASY PREVIEW: COYOTES

Under-valued: Oliver Ekman-Larsson -- His first full season in 2011-12 resulted in 13 goals and 32 points (0.39 points per game). He followed that by increasing his points per game to 0.50 last season while posting a plus-5 rating with 26 penalty minutes. A continued increase in PP ice time will result in Ekman-Larsson turning into a top-10 fantasy defenseman this season. 

Over-valued: Antoine Vermette -- After posting 65 points in 2009-10 with Columbus, many expected the forward to develop into a top-tier player. However, his production has declined significantly and he finished with 21 points in 48 games last season; 40-50 points are likely his expectation in 2013-14.

Sleeper: Mikkel Boedker -- The forward had 15 points in his first 20 games last season, but cooled in March and April. If given first-line duties alongside Mike Ribeiro, the eighth pick from 2008 has the skill to develop into a 25-goal player.

 -- Follow Matt Cubeta on Twitter: @NHLQubes

FOLLOW @NHLFANTASY FOR DAILY UPDATES ›

MORE NHL.COM FANTASY HOCKEY COVERAGE ›

Ribeiro replaces Boyd Gordon on the roster, which is an obvious offensive upgrade, but the Coyotes could miss Gordon's defense. Phoenix lost a couple of other depth forwards but added Brandon Yip from the Nashville Predators, and there will be an opportunity at training camp for one of the team's prospects to earn a significant role.

The defense returns intact, and goaltender Mike Smith is back and sporting a new long-term contract. Phoenix will rely on its ability to prevent goals to be a Stanley Cup Playoff contender, but the Coyotes will need to score more of them to make a return to the postseason.

Here is projected 2013-14 lineup for the Coyotes:

Forwards

Mikkel Boedker - Mike Ribeiro - Radim Vrbata

Shane Doan - Martin Hanzal - Chris Brown

Lauri Korpikoski - Antoine Vermette - David Moss

Rob Klinkhammer - Kyle Chipchura - Brandon Yip

Paul Bissonette

Defensemen

Oliver Ekman-Larsson - Zbynek Michalek

Keith Yandle - Michael Stone

Rostislav Klesla - Derek Morris

David Schlemko

Goalies

Mike Smith

Thomas Greiss

NOTES: There is an obvious opening in the top six up front. Brown is one candidate, as are 2013 first-round pick Max Domi, young forwards Henrik Samuelsson and Brendan Shinnimin, and maybe veteran Korpikoski. A fallback plan would be to shift one of the top three centers to wing. If that were the case, Domi or Shinnimin could fit as the No. 3 center.

The defense could look exactly the same, but younger players Stone, David Rundblad and Brandon Gormley will be pushing for permanent and/or more significant roles. Smith appeared in 67 games two seasons ago, but addition Thomas Greiss might be able to give him a little more time off in net.

---
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The Phoenix Coyotes already have a history of finding unheralded defensemen in the middle rounds of the NHL Draft and grooming them into elite blueliners. They've already turned Keith Yandle from a fourth-round pick into one of the best all-round defensemen in the game.

They may have done it again with Michael Stone.
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A third-round pick (No. 69) in 2008, Stone was a Western Hockey League first-team All-Star with the Calgary Hitmen and barely played a single full season with Phoenix's American Hockey League affiliate in Portland before getting the call from the Coyotes. Despite playing half of the AHL season in 2012-13, Stone finished among the league's top 40 in scoring among defensemen.

However, the Winnipeg native struggled at the start of the NHL season with Phoenix, with one goal and a minus-8 rating in his first 11 games. The Coyotes stuck with Stone, who slowly turned things around as the season went on. By the final month, he looked like a true NHL defenseman.

In his last 11 games, Stone had two goals, five points and a plus-5 rating. It was a significant turnaround for a player who didn't turn 23 until June. Now Stone could figure prominently on a defense that is one of the Coyotes' strong points.

At 6-foot-3 and 210 pounds, he brings a big body with a booming slap shot to match. Despite being a rookie, Stone took on more responsibility as last season went on and emerged as a major contributor. He averaged 16:41 of ice time per game and skated more than 24 minutes in two of his final three games, including a season-high 24:37 in the final home game, April 26. His five goals tied him for fourth among NHL rookie defensemen.

"He's a player that is going to continue to blossom and grab a regular role on our blue line," Coyotes general manager Don Maloney told NHL.com. "We feel we're in very good shape on our blue line."

The Coyotes showed their commitment this summer when they signed Stone to a three-year contract extension. With that, they solidified a unit that includes an All-Star, Yandle, and an emerging star, Oliver Ekman-Larsson, who enjoyed a breakout 2012-13 season. Though Yandle and Ekman-Larsson demonstrate a smoother skill set, Stone brings a more physical presence to a Phoenix defense that isn't known for its size.

"He plays all situations," Coyotes coach Dave Tippett said. "He's played some power play for us. He's a shot-blocker on the penalty kill. He's a player I really feel will take a step forward this year. We're looking for big things from him. He reminds me of a younger Adrian Aucoin. The way he plays the game, a right-handed shot, smart player who plays well positionally -- just a solid all-round player."

With a new contract and a season of NHL action under his belt, Stone's development could play a sizeable role in the Coyotes' quest to get back to the Stanley Cup Playoffs.

For all 30 in 30 stories go to NHL.com/30in30stories and for the full 30 in 30 schedule visit NHL.com/30in30.
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For a team that had become a picture of consistency in the NHL since Dave Tippett took over as coach in 2009, there were a number of things conspiring against the Phoenix Coyotes during the 2012-13 season.

The offense sputtered through an abbreviated schedule, and goaltender Mike Smith struggled with injuries and couldn't recapture his form from the previous year. Unable to find their footing, the Coyotes failed to make the Stanley Cup Playoffs for the first time under Tippett.
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Despite what some might consider an anomaly, the Coyotes refuse to make any excuses.

"You've got to learn from the past. I've already had a good discussion with some of our players that missing the playoffs for this organization is unacceptable," Tippett told NHL.com. "Even though it was a shortened season and there were some outside factors involved, we're not a team that wants to make excuses. We want to get back into the playoffs. That will be our goal going into the start of the year."

The Coyotes did little to shake up their roster over the summer but addressed some major issues during the offseason. The first priority for the club was to bring back Tippett, whose contract expired after last season. They did that in June, signing the coach to a lengthy extension. From there, re-signing Smith became an imperative. On July 1, they achieved that by agreeing to a six-year extension with the goaltender who enjoyed a breakout 2011-12 season, his first with Phoenix.

By agreeing to the new deal, the Coyotes asserted they would be relying on more strong play from Smith, who last season tied for the League lead with five shutouts despite his injuries.

"We believe Mike can be one of the best goaltenders in the game. We believe we have the style and infrastructure that can put him in that category. That includes our style of play and [goaltending coach] Sean Burke's tutelage," Phoenix general manager Don Maloney told NHL.com. "We still have a lot of work to do, but at least I feel we've got the best coaching staff in the League and a goaltender I think can be as good as any. We just need to bring it out of him."

Phoenix retained much of the core that led the club to the Western Conference Final in 2012. But there was a major addition made through free agency: Scoring center Mike Ribeiro was signed to a four-year contract, reuniting the fleet-footed forward with Tippett, who coached him to his most productive seasons when they were with the Dallas Stars.

Ribeiro is the type of player the Coyotes desperately need. He'll provide skill, scoring and on-ice awareness to a team that ranked 21st in goals scored last season. He'll also improve a power play that ranked last in the Western Conference. But Ribeiro's best asset for this Phoenix team will be his ability to make other players better; last season he ranked fifth in the League with 36 assists, and in his final two seasons with Tippett in Dallas, Ribeiro ranked among the League's top 10. He should help fill the offensive vacuum created when Ray Whitney left the Coyotes to sign with the Dallas Stars after the 2011-12 season.

"He understands the game very well. He takes responsibility for being a top player and the responsibility to make good plays. But he also knows you have to play to win," Tippett said of Ribeiro. "I think his skill level is something we didn't have and needed to add to our group. I've had some real good experience with him. I think he'll be a great fit for our team."

Despite the addition of Ribeiro, there are some offensive holes to fill on the Coyotes' top two lines. Captain Shane Doan and 23-year-old Mikkel Boedker are possibilities to play alongside Ribeiro on the top line. Tippett will look to a pool of talented prospects to potentially fill some of the gaps.

COYOTES' OFFSEASON OUTLOOK

Additions: C Mike Ribeiro, LW Tim Kennedy, G Thomas Greiss

Subtractions: C Boyd Gordon, RW Nick Johnson, G Chad Johnson, C Alexandre Bolduc, RW Chris Conner, G Jason LaBarbera

UFAs: RW Scott Arnold

Promotion candidates: C Chris Brown, LW Lucas Lessio, C Andy Miele

The most intriguing prospect is Max Domi, whom the Coyotes chose with the 12th pick in the 2013 Draft. The scoring forward is 18 years old but has shown on-ice vision that is impressive for a young player. He is one of a number of forward prospects who could get a chance to make the jump to the NHL.

"There are a couple of guys. Both Domi and Lucas Lessio were very good at our rookie camp. Chris Brown wasn't there, but he got a taste of some action with us late in the year. I think he is ready to take the next step," Tippett said. "They're really close. It's just a matter of whether they can jump in and contribute right away."

Any young player who makes the team will be aided by a strong group of veterans that is headlined by Doan, who at 36 remains one of the game's great ambassadors. But some of those veterans will have to take a sizeable step forward if this team wants to return to the playoffs. That list starts with Boedkker, who struggled through a slump in the second half of 2012-13.

"The continued emergence of Mikkel Boedker will help us," Tippett said. "He had a very good first half of the year last season. He dropped off a little bit but he's a very good young player. I look to him to continue to grow."

A veteran core of Doan, Martin Hanzal and Keith Yandle is as solid as they come. So if Ribeiro can help upgrade the offense, and Smith can return to form in net, an influx of youthful energy could bring the Coyotes back to the Western Final.

"We don't spend much time making excuses around here. We came up short of expectations a year ago and the goal for us is to get back to the playoffs," Maloney said. "I think everybody has taken a collective sigh and stepped away for a bit and regenerated the batteries and tried to find the way to make the team better."

For all 30 in 30 stories go to NHL.com/30in30stories and for the full 30 in 30 schedule visit NHL.com/30in30.
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When the San Jose Sharks open their 2013-14 season Oct. 3 versus the Vancouver Canucks, they will look largely unchanged from the team that clinched a Stanley Cup Playoff berth for the ninth consecutive season in 2012-13.

However, that continuity doesn't mean it's been a quiet offseason in the Bay Area. Since the April 3 NHL Trade Deadline, which, if you're talking to general manager Doug Wilson, is when his preseason planning actually began, San Jose has added or converted four forwards, shored up its prospect pool, and locked up franchise faces Logan Couture and Joe Pavelski on extended contracts.
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All of the moves were calculated steps in what San Jose calls its "reset/refresh" philosophy. No personnel or philosophy decisions are made without first analyzing what came previous. By late March of 2012-13, the analysis was grim. After a 7-0-0 start, the Sharks were struggling, scoring at a glacial pace and dropping out of postseason position. With the trade deadline looming, Wilson and coach Todd McLellan started the strategizing usually reserved for the offseason.

The resulting "reset/refresh" system hinged on the coaches' recommendation that San Jose recommit to a north-south, attacking philosophy. Longtime Sharks who didn't mesh with the style were shipped out, including forwards Ryan Clowe and Michal Handzus, and defenseman Douglas Murray. The Sharks added forward Raffi Torres and defenseman Scott Hannan, and moved Brent Burns from defense to the wing.

The moves paid dividends, especially the decision to bump Burns to forward for the first time in his NHL career, and San Jose clinched yet another postseason berth. Despite an impressive run as the Western Conference's sixth seed, taking the defending Stanley Cup champion Los Angeles Kings to seven games in the semifinals, Wilson knew the work was just beginning.

San Jose's first offseason moves showed confidence in its prospects, namely 19-year-old Czech phenom Tomas Hertl. The Sharks took him 17th in the 2012 NHL Draft, and the center is poised to make an impact in San Jose in 2013-14. Prognosticators have slotted Hertl to start on the second line alongside prodigious passer Joe Thornton and bruising Burns.

"This is a guy who's played in the World Juniors, he's played in a men's league (the Czech Extraliga) against men for several years, he's played in the World Championships," Wilson said. "He's 6-2, 210 already. We saw him in our development camp and we have very high expectations."

San Jose re-signed goaltending prospects Alex Stalock and Harri Sateri to one-year contracts. Wilson said he expects the pair, who split starts in Worcester of the American Hockey League last season, to compete in training camp to back up Antti Niemi.

"We've got a great history of developing goaltenders, and we feel very comfortable with our own guys we have in house, starting with Alex Stalock and Harri Sateri," Wilson said.

If little-used backup Thomas Greiss, who left this offseason for the Phoenix Coyotes, is an indicator, whoever eventually occupies the backup slot shouldn't expect too much playing time. That's because Niemi is quickly becoming one of the League's best goalies. The Finn started 43 of 48 regular-season games in 2012-13, clocking more ice time (2,580:46) than any NHL goaltender, and his 2.16 goals-against average and .924 save percentage earned him his first Vezina Trophy nomination.

"To me, he's just coming into his prime," Wilson told NHL.com. "Believe it or not, he's still a young goalie in this League. … Last year was the first year he came into camp healthy and ready to go. He played outstanding hockey for us."

Niemi backstopped the League's sixth-best defense, a formidable combination of speed and strength, youthful energy and veteran savvy. The top pairing of Marc-Edouard Vlasic and Justin Braun, each 26, routinely shut down the best combinations opponents had to offer, and as a group the blue line killed penalties 85 percent of the time and conceded 2.33 goals per game.

"I think the inclusion of Larry Robinson and Jim Johnson to our coaching staff made us a much better team in our own zone, how we killed penalties and how we played," Wilson said, referring to the Sharks' improvement in overall defense from 2011-12 to 2012-13. "So I think it's a combination of, one, Antti finding his place and his game is only going to be better, but also how we played as a team around him."

SHARKS' OFFSEASON OUTLOOK

Additions: C Tyler Kennedy, D Rob Davison

Subtractions: C/RW TJ Galiardi, G Thomas Greiss

Promotion candidates: C Tomas Hertl, G Alex Stalock, D Matt Tennyson, C Travis Oleksuk

At the draft, Wilson moved to add the final piece to his forward puzzle, acquiring Tyler Kennedy from the Pittsburgh Penguins in exchange for San Jose's second-round pick. The Sharks hope Kennedy, along with re-signed Torres, can bolster San Jose's attack-challenged lower lines.

"We acquired Raffi because he does play that north-south game," Wilson said. "Picking up Kennedy was the same thing: He played with high-end players, he can skate and he's got a competitive side.

"If you look at it from trade deadline on and playoffs, the four forwards that we've added to it, Torres, Kennedy, Burns and Hertl, gives you the depth of offensive attack that comes from rolling four lines."

Despite Wilson's insistence he's comfortable with that forward quartet heading into training camp, San Jose likely would have been more active in the free-agency window if not for Martin Havlat. The Czech forward had surgery this summer for a groin injury he sustained in the postseason and will be sidelined indefinitely. That means the Sharks weren't able to use one of two compliance buyouts on the final two years of his six-year, $30 million contract.

Without Havlat, big contributions from Couture and Pavelski will be vital to San Jose's success.

"They've established themselves as important players," Wilson said of the pair, who each signed a five-year, $30 million extension over the summer. "You know, they play all three zones, they do all the things needed to win. The most important thing we do is to try and make this a place players want to play. And for players to step up and commit to being with our team and allow us to keep the rest of the team together, we really appreciate that."

For all 30 in 30 stories go to NHL.com/30in30stories and for the full 30 in 30 schedule visit NHL.com/30in30.
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Last season, the San Jose Sharks clinched their ninth consecutive berth in the Stanley Cup Playoffs, but the sailing was not always smooth. After a scorching January, the Sharks hit an offensive rough patch that threatened their postseason chances. The slump was so severe management was forced to shuffle the lineup and address long-term questions during the busiest point of the season.

This offseason, general manager Doug Wilson has continued implementing his "reset/refresh" philosophy in an attempt to avoid the emergency surgery of last season. Has Wilson done enough to steer the Sharks toward running their playoff streak to 10 in 2013-14?

According to the website OnTheForecheck.com, the Sharks will cover more miles than any team in the NHL competing in a realigned Pacific Division. Their goaltender, Antti Niemi, is world-class, but he's looking for a backup. The Sharks shone on special teams last season but struggled at full strength, and the defense again may be asked to carry a big load.
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Here is a look at the six biggest questions facing San Jose as it enters 2013-14:

1. Who will back up Antti Niemi? -- San Jose relied heavily on Niemi last season in goal; the Finn started 43 of 48 games and earned his first Vezina Trophy nomination. But he will be in more need of relief over an 82-game season, and his backup the past two seasons, Thomas Greiss, was picked up by the Phoenix Coyotes in free agency.

That leaves the competition for the spot open, with Alex Stalock the most likely candidate. San Jose drafted Stalock in 2005, and he was off to a promising start before a skate blade sliced a nerve behind his knee in early 2011. Stalock missed an entire year but has made a full recovery, and his strong season in 2012-13 with Worcester of the American Hockey League earned him a one-year, two-way contract this summer.

The Minnesota-Duluth product will have some familiar competition, Finnish goalie Harri Sateri. The pair split time in Worcester -- Sateri played in 39 games to Stalock's 38 -- and though Stalock's numbers were better, some argue Sateri possesses more natural ability. Wilson made it clear these would be the two battling for the backup job when training camp opens in September.

2. Can the Sharks produce in 5-on-5 situations? -- Despite San Jose's offensive struggles last season -- the Sharks were 24th in the League with 2.42 goals per game -- the team ranked among the NHL's best on special teams. The Sharks converted on the power play 20.1 percent of the time and killed penalties at 85.0 percent -- each in the top seven League-wide -- thanks to a suffocating forecheck and gifted scorers Logan Couture, Joe Pavelski and Patrick Marleau. That man-advantage prowess only served to emphasize San Jose's even-strength futility. The Sharks were 18th in the League in 5-on-5 goals for/against, conceding a goal for every one scored at full-strength.

Wilson was determined to address this problem during the offseason, and believes he did so by re-signing Raffi Torres and trading for Tyler Kennedy. Wilson said those two, as well as prospect Tomas Hertl, can inject some offense into the lower forward lines.

"Our capability in scoring a lot of goals and getting offense from the back end, we'll hopefully start how we finished the season," Wilson said. "We should be a very good 5-on-5 team, we should get offense from a lot of different lines, so yes, that's something we're conscious of building."

3. Can the Sharks reclaim their Pacific Division title? -- For four consecutive seasons, from 2007-08 to 2010-11, the Sharks finished atop the Pacific standings. Now, with the division growing increasingly competitive, it's been two straight seasons out of the top spot. In 2011-12, when the Sharks finished second to the Phoenix Coyotes, the third-place Los Angeles Kings won the Stanley Cup. Last season, the Sharks experienced their worst divisional finish since 2002-03, when they were third, behind the Anaheim Ducks and Kings.

With realignment adding the Calgary Flames, Edmonton Oilers and Vancouver Canucks to the Pacific and subtracting the Dallas Stars, the climb becomes more treacherous for the Sharks. Niemi has won a Stanley Cup, coach Todd McLellan has proven he can scale that mountain, and Couture and Pavelski likely will earn their big contracts. But the Sharks were top-heavy on offense last season -- when they were effective at all -- and questions remain about Wilson's quartet of new forwards. San Jose certainly is a postseason player, but conquering a seven-team division will be a different beast.

4. Is Raffi Torres worth the risk? -- Though many around the League might disagree, for Wilson the answer to this question is a resounding yes. Wilson brought Torres, considered by many a liability for his history of penalties and suspensions, in at the NHL Trade Deadline. He scored twice and had four assists in 11 regular-season games, showing glimpses of the offensive ability that made him the fifth pick in the 2000 NHL Draft. He fit well into the Sharks' attacking style with his aggressive forechecking, and Wilson said he jelled immediately with teammates off the ice.

In the postseason, Torres received a suspension in Game 1 of the Western Conference Semifinals for an illegal hit to the head of Kings forward Jarret Stoll. Wilson remained undeterred, however, and re-signed Torres to a three-year, $6 million contract and touted him to NHL.com as a key part of his "reset/refresh" philosophy.

"We've gone through the process of determining what's acceptable and what's not acceptable," Wilson said. "He made a big difference in our hockey team. He played extremely well, and when we lost him in the L.A. series it had a big impact on us."

5. Can San Jose maintain the pace at SAP Center? -- Last season the Sharks had a 17-2-5 home record, third-best in the League, at HP Pavilion, now known as SAP Center at San Jose. A key turning point in the season came from March 27-April 5, when San Jose went undefeated in a season-long six-game homestand.

San Jose's dominance on home ice played a significant role in its ninth straight postseason berth. The Sharks went unbeaten at home in the playoffs, using Niemi and a smothering defense to hold opponents to nine goals while posting a 5-0-0 record. In a 2013-14 season during which realignment will force San Jose to travel 57,612 miles -- by far the most in the League -- taking care of business at home will be paramount.

"It's really important, even with our playoff success, how strong we are at home," Wilson said. "We have a great fan base, the building is sold out and the energy in this building -- you want to make sure you control your own turf."

6. Can San Jose’s defense continue to shut down opponents? -- In March, Wilson and McLellan decided to move Brent Burns from defense to forward. The move shook up the blue line and removed perhaps San Jose's most dynamic defenseman, but the Sharks plugged Matt Irwin into Burns' position and continued as if nothing happened. San Jose was sixth in goals-allowed per game last season, and the penalty kill improved from second-worst in 2011-12 to sixth-best in 2012-13.

At 25, Irwin is one piece of the youth movement taking place on the blue line. The Sharks' top pairing of Marc-Edouard Vlasic and Justin Braun, which most recently shut down the Sedin twins in San Jose's sweep of the Vancouver Canucks in the first round of the playoffs, are each just 26. Jason Demers, who played 22 games last season as San Jose's seventh defensemen, is 25. And it is likely more young players, NHL-ready prospects Nick Petrecki, Matt Tennyson and Taylor Doherty, will see time on the third pairing or as seventh defensemen in 2013-14. With a deep, talented stable of defensemen and a star goalie, San Jose should remain among the League's elite units.

For all 30 in 30 stories go to NHL.com/30in30stories and for the full 30 in 30 schedule visit NHL.com/30in30. 
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In the NHL, some teams draft and others deal.

For the past few seasons, the San Jose Sharks have fallen primarily into the latter category, trading picks for established professionals. Logan Couture, drafted in 2007, represents the most recent NHL star taken by the Sharks. Since then, San Jose's development program has ranked near the bottom of the League even as the Sharks clinched their ninth consecutive Stanley Cup Playoff appearance in 2012-13.

That's still the case heading into the 2013-14 season. The pool of future NHL stars looks shallow, but San Jose is making strides. The organization continues to be one of the best at drafting and developing NCAA prospects, and this year's batch features a healthy mix of two-way centers, physical defensemen and a couple of explosive forwards, many of whom have the tools to make an impact in 2013-14.
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Here's a look at San Jose's top 10 prospects, according to NHL.com:

1. Tomas Hertl, C: Hertl will enter training camp ready and able to crack the Sharks' opening-day roster. He was taken 17th in the 2012 NHL Draft, and so far the 19-year-old has exceeded all expectations. Last season the Czech Republic native led his hometown team, HC Slavia Praha, with 18 goals and 30 points in 43 games despite being the youngest player on the team.

After a sensational season in the competitive Czech Extraliga, Hertl signed a three-year, entry-level contract June 4. Most prognosticators have Hertl starting the season on the second line alongside Joe Thornton and Brent Burns, replacing TJ Galiardi, who was traded to the Calgary Flames.

If Hertl cracks the roster, expect the 6-foot-2, 200-pound forward to display a willingness to battle for the puck and an ability to make a play with it.

2. Alex Stalock, G: Technically not a rookie -- Stalock will be 26 years old by the time training camp opens -- the veteran of the team's American Hockey League affiliate, the Worcester Sharks, deserves recognition here. With former Sharks backup Thomas Greiss now with the Phoenix Coyotes and the San Jose organization remaining quiet on free-agent goaltenders, it looks like they may promote from within. That's where Stalock comes in.

Drafted in the fourth round (No. 112) in 2005, Stalock played three years for the University of Minnesota-Duluth before joining the Sharks' AHL affiliate. Stalock got off to a promising start, going 39-19-2 in 61 games in 2009-10. Midway through his second season, Stalock sustained a sliced nerve from the skate of Dwight King and played 11 games in 2011-12.

After making a full recovery, Stalock had a 2.60 goals-against average and .912 save percentage in 38 games in 2012-13. During the 2013 Stanley Cup Playoffs, Stalock was the only extra player to practice with San Jose.

The Sharks re-signed him to a one-year, two-way contract this offseason, and the 6-foot, 185-pound goalie will compete with fellow prospect Harri Sateri during training camp for the backup spot.

3. Matthew Nieto, LW: If Hertl is the forward prospect of the present, Nieto, who spent the past three seasons at Boston University, is an investment for the future.

Nieto, a second-round pick (No. 47) in the 2011 NHL Draft, is shaping up to be a dynamic top-six forward. At 5-11 and 183 pounds, he uses every bit of his size and already displays top-level speed. For testimonials, just ask Boston University's Hockey East rivals. As a junior with the Terriers last season, he had 18 goals and 19 assists in 39 games.

After the season, the Sharks signed Nieto to an entry-level contract; he joined Worcester for the remainder of the season and had six points in 11 games. Nieto likely needs at least a full season in the AHL under his belt, but if his offensive arsenal continues developing at its current pace, the native of Long Beach, Calif., could be homeward bound sooner.

4. Matt Tennyson, D: In January two big-bodied, smooth-skating defensemen named Matt were starring for the Worcester Sharks: Tennyson, a product of the Junior Sharks youth hockey program who was signed as a free agent in 2012, and Matt Irwin. When San Jose shook up its lineup early in the season, Irwin, 25, won the promotion over 23-year-old Tennyson and went on to play critical minutes alongside veteran Dan Boyle. Tennyson (6-2, 205) remained in Worcester, where he led  defensemen with 27 points in 60 games and lived up to the hype as San Jose's most prized defensive prospect.

Tennyson has displayed the tools needed to succeed in the NHL -- he had two points in four games for San Jose in April -- and the ceiling for the Western Michigan product may be higher than Irwin's. Though Tennyson's defensive-zone consistency needs work, his puck movement and willingness to get forward after one full AHL season are encouraging signs.

5. Freddie Hamilton, C: Drafted in the fifth round in 2010 (No. 129) after his second season with the Niagara IceDogs of the Ontario Hockey League, Hamilton quickly became one of San Jose's top prospects. In his next two seasons with Niagara, Hamilton had back-to-back 80-point seasons and was selected for Canada's team for the 2012 IIHF World Junior Championship. Hamilton scored a goal and had six assists at the tournament, outscoring teammates and NHL regulars Brendan Gallagher and Jaden Schwartz.

Hamilton's offensive prowess didn’t translate immediately last season, his first with Worcester. The two-way center showed plenty of backchecking and physicality, but managed 13 goals and 13 assists in 76 games. Hamilton has proven he can shut down opposing forwards at every level, but he will need to ramp up his offense if he hopes to join his brother, Dougie, in the NHL anytime soon.

6. Nick Petrecki, D: In the first round of the 2007 draft, San Jose picked two players: Logan Couture at No. 9 and Petrecki at No. 28. Couture has established himself as the face of the Sharks' franchise; Petrecki has had trouble adjusting to the rigors of the professional game.

At 6- 3 and 225 pounds, he has the build to be a full-time, stay-at-home defenseman for the Sharks. Matching the necessary skills with his size had been a struggle until last season, Petrecki's fourth with Worcester. His brute physicality made him more valuable in his own zone than Tennyson or Irwin and earned a spot at San Jose's training camp in January. The Sharks gave him his NHL debut against the Anaheim Ducks on Jan. 29, but that was his only NHL action.

After his glimpse of the NHL, Petrecki faded in Worcester, his trademark toughness thwarted in part by nagging injuries. With the Sharks' defensive pipeline stuffed with talent, Petrecki must optimize his limited skill set -- and do it consistently -- in order to assimilate into San Jose's lineup.

7. Chris Tierney, C: As Hamilton's stock as a two-way center took a hit in his transition from the OHL to the AHL last season, another center in the Sharks' pipeline remained in Ontario and bolstered his credentials. San Jose chose Tierney, a forward with the London Knights, with its second pick (No. 55) in 2012, based on his ability to shut down the best forwards in the OHL.

But in 2012-13, his third season with the Knights, Tierney showcased a knack for offense not seen before, setting career highs in goals (18), assists (39) and points (57). The scoring outburst -- which included a scorching playoff run when he scored 21 points in 21 games, including three game-winning goals, to help London win the OHL championship -- added another line to an ever-improving resume.

Originally envisioned as a third-liner and penalty killer at the NHL level, Tierney's newfound offensive touch raises his ceiling quite a bit. Should Tierney continue to progress this season, he could join Hamilton in providing the Sharks with a one-two punch of imposing, gifted centermen for seasons to come.

8. Travis Oleksuk, C: When San Jose signed Oleksuk in March 2012 as a free agent after his senior season at Minnesota-Duluth, the thought was the talented, two-way center had a chance to make the NHL roster immediately. Oleksuk's numbers steadily increased during his college career, and with six game-winning goals as a senior in 2011-12 and a national championship the season prior, scouts looked at him as a gamer whose intangibles would mask any talent inadequacies. After training camp, Oleksuk was assigned to Worcester, where he struggled offensively, totaling three goals and 10 assists in 60 games.

Despite his troubles, the organization hasn't lost confidence in Oleksuk and he will enter training camp with a chance to crack the NHL roster. With playmaking abilities and a season of professional experience under his belt, he could make waves as an injury replacement in 2013-14.

9. Taylor Doherty, D: Despite his hulking 6-7, 235-pound frame, Doherty spent much of last season in Worcester lost in the crowd. Injuries limited him to 40 games, though the stay-at-home blueliner did score his first professional goal and added nine assists and 67 penalty minutes. But the emergence of Tennyson, as well as improved play from Petrecki, pushed the 2009 second-round pick (No. 57) down the pecking order.

This summer at the Sharks development camp, Doherty was one of the few prospects singled out for praise by director of scouting Tim Burke. The defenseman's size gives him tremendous upside if he can align his skating ability and puck-handling skills, but Burke spoke highly of the intangibles Doherty showed this summer.

"Taylor Doherty is pretty close," Burke told CSNBayArea.com. "He kind of took over the camp as a leader type, and that's really good to see, because most of the guys that have made it for us have shown the ability to lead in these. Even though it's a small thing, doing things right time after time adds up after a while."

10. Danil Tarasov, RW: When he emigrated from Moscow, Russia, at 18, Tarasov started his career in the International Junior Hockey League. He progressed quickly to the United States Hockey League, where he eventually played alongside Sharks draft pick Sean Kuraly. After Tarasov scored 47 goals for the Indiana Ice of the USHL in 2011-12, San Jose signed him as a free agent. Tarasov began last season in Worcester but was quickly sent down to the San Francisco Bulls of the ECHL. Upon returning to Worcester, he rediscovered his offense and ended the season with 14 goals and 14 assists in 43 games.

Tarasov's journey to the top of San Jose's prospect pool doesn't look like any of his peers, so it makes sense that his game doesn't resemble any of theirs either. Offensive-minded to a fault, Tarasov's teammates sometimes can pay the price for his forays with the puck in the offensive end. But his puck-handling, vision and ability to score in a variety of ways convinced San Jose of his NHL potential, and the club signed him to a two-year contract April 2.

For all 30 in 30 stories go to NHL.com/30in30stories and for the full 30 in 30 schedule visit NHL.com/30in30.
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The San Jose Sharks roared out of the gate in 2012-13, going 7-0-0 through January while never scoring fewer than three goals. The team then proceeded to go winless in seven straight, and during February scored three or more goals once in 12 games. The Sharks needed offensive answers, and they needed them fast.

Would they tap a prospect to help jump-start the offensive engine? Pick up a depth veteran off waivers? Make a big trade to acquire one?

30 IN 30: SAN JOSE SHARKS

Refreshed Sharks chase 10th straight berth

Sharks seeking backup goalie, more offense

San Jose has lineup hole without Havlat

Sharks' X-factor Burns a force at forward

Prospects Hertl, Stalock ready to join SJ

ALL 30 IN 30 STORIES ›          30 IN 30 CALENDAR ›

How about moving a defenseman to forward?

It wouldn't be the first option for most teams, but that’s exactly what Sharks general manager Doug Wilson and coach Todd McLellan did when they bumped Brent Burns to forward for a March 12 game against the St. Louis Blues. Burns had played forward before -- he was a power forward during his junior-hockey career in the Ontario Hockey League then split time between forward and defense with the Houston Aeros of the American Hockey League when McLellan was coach. But since arriving in the NHL during the 2003-04 season, Burns had been a defenseman exclusively.

Burns scored that night against the Blues -- his first point in an injury-riddled season -- and added a  goal two nights later against the Los Angeles Kings. Burns stayed up front the rest of the season, skating mostly on a line with Joe Thornton and TJ Galiardi, and his nine goals and 11 assists in 24 games helped revive a flailing Sharks attack.

His bruising style and heat-seeking shot made him a key part of San Jose's "reset/refresh" philosophy, which recommitted the team to a physical, attacking game.

"He is a horse out there," Wilson said. "When he gets going and gets in on the forecheck, he meshes in with how we wanted to play the game: Attack, make the other team defend around their net."

Despite Burns' success on the top lines -- he also scored two goals and had two assists in 11 Stanley Cup Playoff games -- the Sharks stayed quiet on whether Burns would play forward in 2013-14. On July 5, Wilson told reporters Burns would remain at right wing, though he clarified to NHL.com that fans also would see him at the point on the power play. Ultimately, Wilson said, the decision was an easy one thanks to Burns' versatility and team-first attitude.

"We went to Brent and said, 'This is what we think is best for the team,'" Wilson told NHL.com. "He didn't even hesitate. He said, 'Absolutely, let's go.' That tells you a lot about Brent Burns. He's a team-first guy and he's going to be valuable to us for many years going forward, whether as a forward or a defenseman. It's a luxury to have a guy who can play multiple positions."

Wilson equated Burns' value to the Sharks to that of San Francisco 49ers quarterback Colin Kaepernick.

"He's a difference-maker, whether he plays defense, whether he plays forward or whether he plays the point on the power play," Wilson said. "We kid around a little bit. We have a very close relationship with the 49ers, so we kind of call him our Kaepernick. You've got to figure out a way to stop this guy."

For all of Burns' success and versatility, there is a difference between jump-starting an offense and being a consistent performer over the course of an 82-game season. For example, there are few who would anticipate Burns matching his 3.39 points-per-60 minutes at even strength from 2012-13, an average that ranked just below League leader Sidney Crosby.

Burns may not match those numbers in 2013-14, but Wilson is confident he will pick up where he left off and survive the rigors of a full season at forward.

"He's 6-foot-5, 230 pounds, and he's a fitness guy," Wilson said. "I wouldn't want to play against him, that's all I can tell you."

For all 30 in 30 stories go to NHL.com/30in30stories and for the full 30 in 30 schedule visit NHL.com/30in30.
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For many NHL teams, sweeping a division winner in the first round of the Stanley Cup Playoffs and taking the defending champion to a seventh game in the second round would be an unquestioned accomplishment. For the San Jose Sharks, who have been searching for an elusive trip the Stanley Cup Final, it was another season with a successful regular season but a too-early postseason exit.

The Sharks have reached the conference final three times in the past nine seasons; only the Chicago Blackhawks, Detroit Red Wings, Pittsburgh Penguins and Philadelphia Flyers can make that claim. But each of those teams has reached the Cup Final, and all except the Flyers have won a championship.

2013-14 FANTASY PREVIEW: SHARKS

Under-valued: Antti Niemi - An argument could certainly be made that Niemi was the most valuable fantasy goalie last season, posting career-bests in GAA (2.16) and SV% (.924%). His playoffs were even more spectacular (1.87 GAA, .930%), leading us to believe he's a top-five goalie next season -- with ease.

Over-valued: Patrick Marleau - Was one of the hottest players in the NHL early on last season, but cooled considerably and ended up averaging .65 points-per-game (his lowest since 2007-08). Is age finally catching up to Marleau? We think so. Draft in the sixth round or later -- anything earlier is a mistake.

Sleeper: Brent Burns - The former defenseman should be a mainstay among San Jose's top-six forward group, and that could mean big things for Burns. As a forward, he finished last season strong with nine goals and 11 assists in his final 24 games playing mostly with Joe Thornton. Expect more of the same next season.

 -- Follow Matt Cubeta on Twitter: @NHLQubes

FOLLOW @NHLFANTASY FOR DAILY UPDATES ›

MORE NHL.COM FANTASY HOCKEY COVERAGE ›

San Jose was not far off in 2012-13, pushing the Los Angeles Kings to the limit. Given the collective health of the two clubs, the Sharks may have given the Blackhawks a tougher challenge in the next round. Sharks general manager Doug Wilson did not have a particularly busy summer beyond locking up core forwards Logan Couture and Joe Pavelski to long-term contracts.

Tyler Kennedy arrived in a draft-day trade from Pittsburgh, and TJ Galliardi was shipped to the Calgary Flames a few days later. Backup goaltender Thomas Greiss signed with the Phoenix Coyotes, but Alex Stalock might be ready for a full-time opportunity at this level.

Offseason surgery could leave Martin Havlat unavailable at the start of the regular season, and it is possible a top-six forward could be atop Wilson's in-season wish list if Havlat cannot return.

Here is the projected 2013-14 lineup for the Sharks:

Forwards

Patrick Marleau - Logan Couture - Tommy Wingels

Tomas Hertl - Joe Thornton - Brent Burns

Raffi Torres - Joe Pavelski - Tyler Kennedy

James Sheppard - Andrew Desjardins - Adam Burish

Bracken Kearns

Defensemen

Matt Irwin - Dan Boyle

Marc-Edouard Vlasic - Justin Braun

Scott Hannan - Brad Stuart

Jason Demers

Goalies

Antti Niemi

Alex Stalock

NOTES: The Sharks could play Pavelski on one of the top two lines, and almost certainly will at times, especially if Hertl or Wingels isn't able to handle that type of role. Kennedy saw time in Pittsburgh's top six when others were injured and could be an option.

After moving Burns to forward and trading Douglas Murray, the Sharks' defense parings were settled and meshed quite well at the end of the season and in the playoffs. Niemi quietly had a great season and will be looking at 65-plus starts again (his career high was 68 two seasons ago).

---
Drouin makes quite an impression at Bolts camp
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Jonathan Drouin expects to concentrate on strength the next seven weeks.

By Erik Erlendsson | Tribune Staff

 Published: July 11, 2013 

First-round pick shows fans, coaches what they can expect

BRANDON - For the better part of five days, Jonathan Drouin spent time being introduced to the Lightning coaches, equipment managers, medical staff and the media relations department during Tampa Bay's summer prospect camp.

The third overall pick in the 2013 draft met Lightning season ticket-holders, conducted interviews and became familiar with what to expect when the 18-year-old reports for Tampa Bay's training camp in September.

But Drouin also gave Lightning fans a taste of what to expect from him, as well, before camp broke Wednesday.

"As many good players as we have (at the camp), Jonathan is a special player and a special person," Lightning director of amateur scouting Al Murray said. "He's been exposed to a lot of situations, and he was very calm in every situation professionally, and he's going to come in and challenge" for a roster spot.

Lauded for his gifted hands and his ability to handle the puck, the 5-foot-11, 190-pound forward showcased some of those skills during the two-day 3-on-3 tournament.

During one moment in preliminary round play Tuesday, Drouin carried the puck from the bottom of the circle toward the top of the slot while protecting the puck on his backhand from Adam Erne, Tampa Bay's second pick in last month's draft. As Drouin pulled the puck back to his forehand, he quickly stopped, put the puck through the legs of Erne and skated toward the net uncontested. Drouin faked a shot before sliding a pass to an open Dan Milan at the left circle for an easy goal to the open side of the net.

On Wednesday, Drouin was along the boards and appeared to be hemmed in by a defender. But Drouin made a quick turn off the boards and made a toe-drag move to elude the check and open up space while keeping the puck on his stick.

"His vision and skill set is next to none," said James Mullin, a Lightning fourth-round pick in 2010 and soon-to-be junior at Miami (Ohio), who skated alongside Drouin in the 3-on-3 tournament. "He can find you in a phone booth, if we were both in there. He can stickhandle in a phone booth, too. So it's fun to play with somebody with that kind of skill set."

Following the camp, Drouin headed to the airport to head back to Montreal, where he will continue training for the rest of the summer. He'll spend a few days at a Canadian World Junior camp before returning to Tampa for another rookie camp opening Sept. 4 before a three-day rookie tournament with Boston, Nashville and Florida is held in Coral Springs.

Getting the exposure to a professional camp and gaining a foundation for the future proved beneficial for Drouin as he gets set to embark upon his career.

"I think it all went well," Drouin said. "It's fun to get into practices and the 3-on-3 stuff. I learned how to lift properly and how to train properly, so I think that was the biggest stuff, it was almost more learning than training, so that was good for us."

Drouin will have to increase his strength, and he plans to concentrate on that during the next seven weeks. But even if he doesn't add muscle, the expectation is he will start the season with the Lightning, though Murray said that's not a certainty.

"Whether he makes the team or not will be dependent on training camp and exhibition games, and it's not going to hurt any young player to go back and play in Europe or junior or back to college and dominate there for another year," Murray said. "But if he is ready, he'll show that and get the opportunity.

Tournament results

Team Stamkos captured the 3-on-3 championship after entering the elimination rounds with a 1-3-1 record, winning three straight, including a 1-0 victory in the final over Team Hedman. Nikita Kucherov, a second-round pick in 2011, scored the only goal for Team Stamkos, which also featured 2012 second-round pick Brian Hart along with Artem Sergeev and Saku Salminen.

Team Hedman featured the top scorer in the tournament, Cedric Paquette, who finished with six goals and 18 points. Kucherov finished second with 15 points.

Drouin, playing with Joel Vermin, Milan and Mullin, finished with three goals and seven points.

Goaltender Andrey Vasilevskiy led all netminders with an .866 save percentage, more than half a percentage point better than any of the other three goalies in camp.

eerlendsson@tampatrib.com
Vasilevskiy gives Bolts glimpse into future
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BRANDON - In a flash, Andrey Vasilevskiy, sprawled face down on the ice, raised the back of his left leg, preventing a puck from entering what briefly appeared to be a wide-open net.

The play happened during Tuesday's 3-on-3 tournament as part of the Lightning's summer prospect camp and provided a glimpse of why Tampa Bay selected the talented 6-foot-3 goaltender with the 19th overall pick in the 2012 draft. And why the future in goal for the franchise looks so bright.

"When you look at the combination of the size that he has with the agility and quickness that he has, and with the mental makeup he has, I think it just gets you pretty excited,'' Lightning director of amateur scouting Al Murray said.

Many top scouting services and websites that follow prospect development consider Vasilevskiy the top goaltending prospect not currently in the NHL. But it could be a couple of more years before the talented Russian goaltender makes his mark on the franchise.

Vasilevskiy has one more year remaining on a contract with Ufa in the Russian Kontinental Hockey League, and despite his willingness to come over and play in North America, all signs point to the 18-year-old remaining in Russia this season. The only way out of the deal would be if the contract was bought out by Mississauga, which holds his junior rights after selecting Vasilevskiy in the 2012 CHL Import Draft.

"I'm under the impression that he is going to be back playing in Ufa this year,'' Lightning general manager Steve Yzerman said.

When Vasilevskiy was drafted, he made his wishes to play in North American known and hoped to find a way out of his contract back home. Though it appears that is not going to happen, he continues to show that his desire to come across the ocean has not waned, as he has been working out this summer in Ottawa and also has been taking English lessons, though he still requires an interpreter to conduct interviews with the media.

"I still want to move here, pretty bad, 100 percent,'' Vasilevskiy said with defenseman Artem Sergeev providing the translation. "The hockey is better here than it is the KHL, so I want to be here and do more. I love everything back in Russia, I love the city, I love the fans and I will enjoy it there, but I want to play here.''

The question will be whether Vasilevskiy's development will remain on the right track back home.

He played most of last season with Ufa's junior team, posting a 1.93 goals-against average and a .930 save percentage in 27 games. His play earned him some time with the KHL team, and he appeared in eight games with a 4-1 record, 2.22 GAA and .924 save percentage.

The hope is that Vasilevskiy will earn a regular spot with the big team and get more than just spot starts, which would be the next step in his progression.

"If he's playing regular at the (KHL) level there is no problem with his development,'' Murray said.

Tampa Bay's European scouts kept a close eye on Vasilevskiy last season, and nothing they have seen - including Vasilevskiy's strong play at the World Junior Championships, with a .950 save percentage and 1.81 GAA - has altered the team's thinking about the impact the goaltender will have on the Lightning in the near future.

"He has to continue to prove he can do all those things as he moves from level to level,'' Murray said. "With a small window of opportunity in the KHL, he did a pretty good job, and now he needs to hopefully grab a regular spot at that level. Then he'll move on to pro hockey next year after his (Ufa) contract is expired, then likely in the American Hockey League he'll have to make the same kind of adjustments and be mentally strong enough to play an increased schedule with different kinds of travel against older guys and better shooters.

"It's always just one step at a time and keep getting a little better doing everything you do and keep proving you can do it at a higher level.''

3-on-3 Tournament

The first day of the 3-on-3 tournament kicked off with Cedric Paquette leading all scorers with 13 points, five more than any other player. Paquette also led all players with nine assists and tied for the lead with four goals, along with Team Hedman teammate Nikita Nesterov. First-round pick Jonathan Drouin had a goal and two assists for Team Brewer.

The tournament continues today at 10:30 a.m. at the Ice Sports Forum with more round-robin games. The playoffs of the tournament will be streamed live on the tampabaylightning.com website beginning with the quarterfinals at approximately 11:15 a.m., with radio voice Dave Mishkin providing the play-by-play.

Bolts see hidden gem in young Peca
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BRANDON - The Lightning farm system is stocked with talented up-and-coming forwards.

Many have made their mark on the organization the last two seasons in the American Hockey League while making back-to-back runs to the Calder Cup Final. A few - Alex Killorn, Tyler Johnson, Richard Panik, Ondrej Palat - have already shown that a future in the NHL appears to be in the cards while the likes of Nikita Kucherov, Tanner Richard and Cedric Paquette are expected to fall in line this season with Syracuse in the AHL.

But the list of top Lightning prospects goes beyond some of the top names already entrenched in the system.

Take Matthew Peca, a seventh-round pick in 2011 who's the sort of late-round pick teams are always hoping to find.

The Lightning selected the 5-foot-9 forward from the Junior A Pembroke Lumber Kings of the Canadian Junior Hockey League, where he played under former Tampa Bay forward Sheldon Keefe.

"We felt that he was kind of a hidden gem," said Lightning director of amateur scouting Al Murray. "Every time we watched Matthew in his draft year he was the most talented guy on the ice and most competitive guy on the ice in all 200 feet with and without the puck."

To this point in Peca's journey, he is proving the Lightning right in their evaluation.

Peca recently completed his sophomore year at Quinnipiac University, which sat atop the NCAA rankings for most of the season and advanced to the NCAA title game before being knocked off by Yale.

Peca was a big part of the team's success, finishing the season second on the Bobcats in goals (15), assists (15) and points (30). He led Quinnipiac into the Frozen Four with a hat trick in the region final against Union - a Frozen Four team the previous year - that landed him on ESPN's top 10 plays of the day.

The 20-year-old said he has learned to play a grittier style, and being put in in pressure situations during the run to the NCAA championship game has aided the evolution of his all-around game.

Heading into his junior year, Peca will garner some preseason talk as a Hobey Baker Award candidate as college hockey's top player.

"It's something you want to play for, you want to do your best on the ice every night, and I don't think it's out of reach," Peca said. "I just have to keep working hard, keep working in the weight room and hopefully it goes well."

It's been a steady progression for Peca since the first development camp he attended with Tampa Bay in 2011 that has him on track for joining the Lightning system in the near future.

"He's a much stronger guy now and hasn't lost any of his speed or quickness and hasn't lost any of his skill or his ability to work both ends of the ice," Murray said. "He's just made that natural progression we'd hoped he would make when you draft those smaller players late. ... His body is filling out to where you can project him as an NHL prospect even more so than when he was drafted."

As Peca enters his third season of collegiate hockey for what figures to be another strong Quinnipiac team, his sights are set on getting back to the title game and walking away with a championship this season. Though he would still have one more year of NCAA eligibility remaining, he did not rule out the idea of turning pro next season.

"You want to put yourself in a position to leave early and you want to have a great junior season, but there is never any rush, and I would have no problem playing my four years," Peca said. "But if the opportunity would arise that I could leave next year, I would definitely take it."

Gudlevskis, Suri, and Mike's Mailbag
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It’s time for the August installment of Mike’s Mailbag. Please submit your questions in the form at the bottom of this page so that they can be answered in the next blog. Feel free to ask anything related to the Tampa Bay Lightning, hockey, or life in general. Before signing off, there are a couple of Bolts tidbits worth mentioning.

 * On Friday, the Lightning announced that they have signed their 5th round draft pick in this year’s draft, Kristers Gudlevskis, to a three-year, two-way deal. The 6-foot-3, 205 pound goaltender played last season in Russia’s top junior league where he posted a .927 save percentage and a 2.09 goals-against average. In limited KHL action, he also fared incredibly well.

 The signing of Gudlevskis creates a bit of a goaltending logjam in the Lightning organization. Considering the team was devoid of anything close to goaltending depth just two seasons ago, the organization’s management deserves a ton of credit for turning a weakness into a strength rather quickly. With Anders Lindback and Ben Bishop scheduled to start in the National Hockey League, the battle for the two American Hockey League jobs is going to be intense.

 With Riku Helenius and Cedrick Desjardins signed, common sense would dictate that they will continue their respective roles with the Syracuse Crunch. That would shift Gudlevskis to the ‘5th position’ in the ECHL. With that said, the organization might be interested to see what it has in Gudlevskis by giving him a chance to play in the American Hockey League right away. Given his track record in Russia, it’s not hard to imagine him having immediate success in North America.

 Gudlevskis had a great development camp with the Lightning and looked every bit as impressive as Andrei Vasilevski, the Lightning’s second first round pick in 2012. The youthful strength that now exists in the crease throughout the Lightning organization is something to behold. The future is bright.

 * The Lightning’s contract with another 2013 draft pick, Reto Suri, was voided this week after the Swiss League failed to sign his transfer agreement. While Suri was never expected to make an impact in Tampa this coming season, the sense is that the team would still like to get a deal done if the opportunity to do so is presented.

Mark Cundari can describe every detail of his National Hockey League debut with the Calgary Flames.

The proof though? The 23-year-old from Woodbridge, Ont., is still patiently awaiting its’ delivery.

At least, he hopes.

After scoring his first NHL goal in his first NHL game, the Flames trainers promised him the puck and the game sheet which also featured an assist and powerplay time on the road against the Minnesota Wild.

The only thing is it may or may not have been lost in June’s flood which submerged the Scotiabank Saddledome and destroyed basically everything in its’ path.

“They said they were going to send it out to me but obviously they have a lot on their plate with the flood … getting the building back where it needs to be,” Cundari said the other day. “I’m assuming they still have the puck. They said they were going to frame it and send it to me. It’s a huge memento, especially for my Mom. She loves that kind of stuff.

“But I haven’t gotten it yet, so, maybe I’ve gotta call someone down there and get them to send it over if they still have it.”

Puck or no puck, the good news for Cundari is there could be an opportunity to claim another one for his (or his mom’s) shelf in 2013-14.

After four games with the Flames last season (notching the aforementioned tally and three assists), the edgy defenceman recently inked a one-year, two-way pact. But, on a rebuilding squad fully intent on showcasing young talent, he has a chance to stick on the blueline.

Assuming the top-four spots are sewn up with Mark Giordano, (likely) T.J. Brodie (who still remains unsigned), and Dennis Wideman, he’ll be competing with Chris Butler, Shane O’Brien, Derek Smith, Chris Breen, Kris Russell, and an open stable of top prospects such as Patrick Sieloff and Chad Billins.

Cundari fully intends on making a push and carving out a role.

“I’m not saying I’m going to go in there and steal the show,” he said. “I’m just saying I’m going to go in there and be a reliable guy, be someone they can trust to have in the lineup full time and that’s what my goal is for next year.”

The five-foot-nine, 200-pounder makes no apologies for the type of game he plays — and Calgary fans only saw a glimpse of it in his four contests, all on the road.

“I can be that in-your-face, gritty kind of guy that helps your skill guys perform and makes it tough on opposing teams top lines,” Cundari said. “And when you play that role, it has to be 100 per cent. Every time. Or else people are going to know you aren’t as tough, mentally, as you say you are. I think the grittiness doesn’t necessarily mean fighting, just hard to play against and I think I can bring that to this team.”

Which is exactly why the undersized blueliner takes no offence to the fact that Flames general manager Jay Feaster intends on getting bigger on defence.

Not a new concept in Cundari’s world.

“That’s been a knock on me my whole life, it’s something I can’t control,” he said. “I’m not ever going to be above six feet in my life. But I think I do play with the mentality of being a bigger person in terms of the physicality and making it tough on other players.

“I think that when (Feaster) says that, he’s not taking a jab at me. He’s just saying he wants to get tougher and, basically, create a defensive lineup that’s going to be relentless and going to give other teams’ lines a chance to make anything happen. I think it’s just his way of saying we need to get more physical and stronger on the back end … and I think I fit that standard without being six-foot-four.”

At the trade deadline, the Flames had seen that potential in Cundari and called him on April 1 after dealing high-profile defenceman Jay Bouwmeester to the Blues. In the package, Calgary also received Swiss goalie Reto Berra and a first-round draft pick.

The undrafted former Windsor Spitfire, then playing for St. Louis’ American Hockey League affiliate in Peoria, was shocked but happy to join a rebuilding team brimming with opportunities.

“When the trade happened, it felt like I was going to a place that embraced me with open arms,” said Cundari, who reports to the Flames fall rookie camp on Sept. 3 but plans on coming a week earlier to adjust to Calgary’s ridiculous altitude. “Being involved in the Jay Bouwmeester trade was like, well, they obviously see some sort of value in you if they’re trading you for that kind of player.

“For me, it was an eyeopener and also gave me that extra confidence to say, ‘You know what? I’m going to get a chance to play with these guys so I want to make the best of my opportunity.’”

kodland@calgaryherald.com

Follow on Twitter/KristenOdlandCH

Kyle Brodziak had no hesitation about helping Josh Harding when the Minnesota Wild goaltender asked. When the Regina-born Harding, who played 10 games last season after being diagnosed with multiple sclerosis, met a girl at the NHLPA's annual charity golf tournament who's living with the disease, Brodziak was even happier to have made the trip.

"She seemed really thrilled because she said that there's not much awareness out there and she was just really happy that he was doing it," Brodziak said.

What Harding is doing is more than just playing through MS. The 29-yearold started Harding's Hope with the goal of raising awareness and helping those stricken with the disease that attacks the nerves in the brain, spinal cord and eyes.

When Harding launched the endeavour last week, he said he wanted to be a role model for those with MS and show that it's an incorrect perception of the disease to think about wheelchairs and death. No doubt continuing to play goal in the NHL serves that purpose.

"I felt great," Harding said in an interview Monday. "I almost feel better. I've really put my mind to this - not that I wasn't before - but I know I've worked so hard to get to where I'm at."

That's not to say Harding's life has been easy since being diagnosed in October. He has had to pay closer attention to his body when he feels tired and needs to plan his schedule around medications and more.

"In the summer I didn't know how much the heat would affect me. I came to realize that it makes me pretty fatigued," Harding said. "I've just got to be careful about things and know my body and learn and always just be thinking about what's best for my health."

Harding, a former star with the WHL's Regina Pats, is trying to balance taking care of himself and promoting his new charity. On Tuesday, he attended the NHLPA's tournament at Glen Abbey Golf Club, which was set to raise $100,000 for various player charities, with the winning team getting $40,000.

Harding's team included Brodziak (formerly of the Moose Jaw Warriors), Wild defenceman Tom Gilbert, New York Rangers goaltender Martin Biron and forward Dominic Moore, New York Islanders forward Cal Clutterbuck and former Minnesota goaltender Dwayne Roloson.

Brodziak wanted to help raise money for Harding's hope after being so impressed by how his teammate handled the diagnosis and subsequent months last season.

"It probably affects everybody differently, so you really don't know what to expect," Brodziak said. "That was the tough thing for him, I think, that there's uncertainty for him for the rest of his life. But he stuck with it. That's the thing that's the most impressive is it seemed like the harder things were getting for him, he fought harder."

Harding won the Bill Masterton Memorial Trophy as the player who "best exemplifies the qualities of perseverance, sportsmanship, and dedication to hockey." He went just 2-5 with an .894 save percentage in 10 appearances, but just being in net was an accomplishment, especially in the playoffs after starter Niklas Backstrom suffered an injury.

"I thought that I did OK and I held my own," Harding said. "It was exciting being a part of the NHL playoffs last year, and we can't wait to go next year."

Upon lear ning Harding had a disease that can cause paralysis and loss of vision, Brodziak wouldn't have blamed his teammate if he had retired.

"If he didn't play another hockey game the rest of his life, that wasn't the No. 1 concern for me. I just wanted him to live a happy and healthy rest of his life," Brodziak said. "To see him back playing now, I think that's a bonus and I think it's a credit to him.

"When you first hear about something like that, you just wish him the best and hopefully they can stay as healthy as they can and just live as close to a normal life as they can. Now that he's been able to fight through it and get back to playing hockey, I think that's just an incredible bonus for him, and I couldn't be happier."

Flames ink Brodie to two-year deal

GM Feaster says onus now on young blueliner to show he's worth a long-term deal

Calgary HeraldJuly 31, 2013
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The Calgary Flames signed T.J. Brodie to a two-year deal on Wednesday. The young defenceman is thought of highly by the orgainzation, but they want to see more from him before they commit to a long-term deal.
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For as long as he's been around and considering the type of minutes he's played, it's hard to believe T.J. Brodie has not played a full 82-game campaign in the National Hockey League.

Sure, the 23-year-old has 104 appearances under his belt. And, yes, the Chatham, Ont., native excelled as a top-pairing defenceman down the stretch in a tough 2013 campaign, shortened to 48 games because of the labour impasse.

But when negotiating the contract of the restricted free agent — finally, a two-year deal worth an average annual value of $2,125,000 was inked Wednesday — general manager Jay Feaster had to keep in mind where the young professional stands in his career.

The breakdown is $1.75-million in 2013-14 and $2.50-million in 2014-15 in what Feaster calls a "bridge contract."

"It says to TJ: 'We're very happy about the direction you're going," Feaster explained Wednesday evening. "You're an important part of this team. We need even more from you. We think you have more to give. We think you're going to become an even better player. But, before we pay you in that fashion, you have to step up and actually perform.

"I think it's a fair deal for T.J. and a fair deal for the club. It puts us in a position where we can evaluate T.J. at the end of this coming season or midway through the next season and see exactly where his development is and continues to go."

Brodie's deal is the last check-mark on Feaster's RFA to-do list which, on the outside, seemed to take longer than the rest. However, neither party was worried about the delay.

Because Brodie wasn't eligible for salary arbitration — players must have four years of NHL experience to do so — there was no deadline.

"We knew this all along," Feaster said. "We were negotiating. There was plenty of cap space; there was no concern on our part that someone would come in with an offer sheet we couldn't match. It was just a matter of continuing at it and working with his agent and trying to find some common ground.

"No, we were never nervous it wouldn't get done. But it's always good to get it done."

All along, Feaster said they'd been talking one-year, two-year, and three-year deals with Brodie's party (the MFIVE Sports Management team of Aton Thun and Paul Capizzano) and were not interested in lengthy six- or seven-year terms.

Feaster said they had considered a one-year deal, but plenty of factors came into play and, in the end, a two-year term was the most logical.

"We recognize that the body of T.J. is not that great," he said. "It's only 104 games. So, it's very much a "prove it" situation for us. We talked about a one-year deal but we have to be mindful of what the marketplace is. We have to recognized next year, T.J. would be up for salary arbitration and so, we looked at the comparable contracts and if we went to salary arbitration next year, what would we be looking at if T.J. replicated the minutes played per game this year? All of that goes into it for us."

Which means it's up to Brodie to show what he's worth and why he should get an even heftier raise in 2015-16.

But, at the moment, he's plenty happy just to have a deal in place.

"I didn't really know how it worked," Brodie said. "I just kind of learned along the way. Just let them kind of do all the work and they talked to me along the way. It's definitely exciting to have it done with.

"I get to relax and know that it's done and start to focus on the season now and get ready for it."

Despite the pay increase, he feels as though expectations are no different of him than they were last season.

"I'm just going to try and pick up where I left off from last year," said Brodie, a fourth-round selection (114th overall) from the 2008 NHL draft. "Just go out and work hard and play hard every day and try to get better as the games go on.

"Be reliable and hopefully get the opportunity I got last year and try to help the team win."

Jooris excited to do what dad didn’t

Big right-shot centre exactly what Flames need

By Scott Cruickshank, Calgary HeraldJuly 31, 2013
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Josh Jooris spent his youth watching his dad play hockey all over Europe. Now the big centre will get a chance to do what dad never did, play in the NHL, after inking a deal with the Calgary Flames this week.
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His father skated nearly everywhere.

College. Team Canada. American Hockey League. All over Europe.

And it’s hard to tell if the old man has even contemplated the notion of concluding his hockey adventures. This past winter, at age 49, he made a comeback with the Dundas Real McCoys, a Senior AAA outfit in Ontario — 13 points in 13 dates, including the post-season.

A wealth of experience, no doubt — but not a drop of it in the National Hockey League.

But the chase is far from over because Josh Jooris is grabbing the baton from his dad, Mark.

Signing with the Calgary Flames this week, Jooris has been promised a long look at main camp.

Father and son, both, cannot wait.

“I’m obviously pretty excited — but he’s right up there,” Jooris, laughing, said Wednesday from his home in Burlington, Ont. “He’s bent over backwards to afford me this situation . . . so he’s real pumped for me. Any kid who’s fortunate enough to have a dad with a career like his . . . an unbelievable player. He had a great career and he’s still going strong today. And throughout my career, he’s always been there, teaching me the ways, teaching me the game. He’s a really smart player.

“It’s nice to have someone I can idolize who’s my dad.”

As an immaculately conditioned, right-handed-shooting, six-foot-plus, two-way centre, Jooris had ticked a lot of boxes for the Flames during the summer development camp.

“I felt good out there,” the 23-year-old said. “It went well enough for Mr. (Jay) Feaster and the brass to say that they liked me enough to offer me a contract. That was when it was, ‘Wow, this could actually become reality for me.’ It’s obviously always been my dream.”

So now, forgoing his senior year at Union (N.Y.) College, Jooris can make a push for NHL employment — something his father never landed.

Pops did star for R.P.I. (alongside Adam Oates) — 183 points in 117 NCAA appearances. Must have looked great in the minors, too — for the Nova Scotia Oilers, two games . . . and eight points.

And, according to Sonny, he even played a pre-season game or two on behalf of the Flames.

But Mark ended up doing most of his professional producing in Europe. And Jooris, lucky lad, got to accompany his father — and play minor hockey and attend elementary school — during stints in Germany, in Switzerland.

“I was able to experience some things that other kids don’t get to very often,” said Jooris. “But he’s really let me create my own path.”

Overlooked in the Ontario Hockey League draft, overlooked in the NHL draft — “Obviously, I’m a late-bloomer” — Jooris turned in three workmanlike seasons at Union College, garnering points totals of 32, 28, 28. So when Feaster started talking, no one could blame Jooris for listening closely.

He liked what he heard and, three-quarters through his psychology degree, he’s turning pro.

“It was honestly the hardest decision of my life,” said Jooris, who’d previously attended summer camps of the Boston Bruins (2011) and the Vancouver Canucks (2012). “For two weeks it was a real battle between leaving what I loved at Union . . . and moving on to fulfill my dream. It’s a tough decision for anyone in this position. I’m glad it’s over with. My sights are set on becoming part of the Flames organization.”

It’s early days, of course, but life has already changed.

Flames sign undrafted college player Jooris

By Calgary Herald, Calgary HeraldJuly 30, 2013

Josh Jooris saw opportunity — and took advantage.

An undrafted/unsigned commodity at the Calgary Flames’ development camp earlier this month, Jooris proved to be one of the fittest players. (Only Laurent Brossoit, Turner Elson, Roman Horak and Bryce Van Brabant had been better conditioned.) Then he held his own in the two scrimmages.

Now Jooris has exactly what he wanted — a National Hockey League contract.

“Josh is a right-shot centre with size and skill,” Flames general manager Jay Feaster said in a statement Tuesday. “During our recent development camp he played an aggressive, up-tempo style and displayed good grit and a high compete level. Our staff felt strongly that we should attempt to get him signed, and we are pleased to welcome him to the organization.

“He will play for us in Penticton (at the Young Guns tourney), and then will be given an opportunity to compete for a spot at main camp.”

Forgoing his senior year at Union (N.Y.) College, the Burlington, Ont., native signed a two-year pact that carries an annual average value of $925,000. At the NHL level, he’ll draw a salary of $832,500. The contract is worth $70,000 in the American Hockey League.

Jooris, freshly turned 23, is six foot one and 190 pounds.

For Union College, he had been a steady producer — 32, 28, 28 points. Meaning his coach had been less than impressed with the news of Jooris’s departure.

“In this day in the National Hockey League (with) signings and everything that’s been going on with college hockey and their collective bargaining agreement, I’m not shocked or stunned at all that Josh has signed,” Rick Bennett told the Daily (Schenectady, N.Y.) Gazette. “I don’t think it’s the best timing in the world when you lose one of your top centres this late in the game. But he’s going to fulfill his dreams of signing a National Hockey League deal. That’s what he and his family wanted, and that’s what they got.”

Jooris, before going to college, had been the Ontario Junior Hockey League scoring champ, with 116 points in 50 games for the Burlington Cougars in 2009-10.

Flames Baertschi, Berra invited to Team Switzerland’s Olympic camp

Three Calgary players off to try and secure spots in the Sochi Games

Calgary HeraldJuly 26, 2013
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Calgary Flames left winger Sven Baertschi participates in the club&#8217;s summer development camp earlier this month. On Thursday, he was invited to the Swiss Olympic camp.
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Two more Calgary Flames are off to summer Olympic camps.

Sven Baertschi and Reto Berra were among 47 players invited to Team Switzerland’s evaluation camp, announced on Thursday.

Baertschi joins Swiss NHLers Damien Brunner and Nino Niederreiter up front, while Berra is one of six goalies, a list which also includes Anaheim’s Jonas Hiller and former NHL netminder Martin Gerber. Five NHL defenceman are on the Swiss radar — Mark Streit, Rafael Diaz, Roman Josi, Luca Sbisa and Yannick Weber.

The Swiss side, which will compete against the Czech Republic, Latvia and Sweden in Group C at the Sochi Olympics, is considered a dark horse at the 2014 tournament.

Finnish goalie Karri Ramo is the only other Flames player invited to an Olympic camp, but the Czech Republic is expected to extend an invite to forward Jiri Hudler.

Ramo first Flame to earn invite to an Olympic camp, getting nod with Team Finland

New Calgarian will join star-studded netminding crew at orientation camp

Calgary HeraldJuly 23, 2013
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Flames goalie Karri Ramo, seen facing Russian Alexander Galimov during a 2011 LG Hockey Games match in Moscow, is one of the men vying for a job with Team Finland at the Sochi Games.
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Finally, a member of the Calgary Flames has been invited to an Olympic orientation camp.

After being skunked by the Canadians and Americans, the Flames have seen netminder Karri Ramo summoned to the Finns’ summer get-together.

There, Ramo is in the mix with some heavy-hitters, including Boston’s Tuukka Rask, Nashville’s Pekka Rinne, Minnesota’s Niklas Backstrom, Dallas’s Kari Lehtonen, San Jose’s Antti Niemi. (And, no, Miikka Kiprusoff did not get the call. Olli Jokinen, however, did.)

So far, that’s it for the Flames.

Winger Lee Stempniak had a shot at the U.S. camp, which features 24 forwards. Only seven American forwards compiled more points than Stempniak’s 32 last winter.

But invitations are still coming in. Forward Jiri Hudler is a legitimate candidate for the Czech crew, while goalie Reto Berra and winger Sven Baertschi may be asked to join Team Switzerland.

Monahan eager to live up to contract after signing first pro deal with Flames

2013 first round pick plans to put his head down and work hard in bid to earn NHL job

By Scott Cruickshank, Calgary HeraldJuly 22, 2013
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Sean Monahan skates during the Calgary Flames rookie practice in Calgary last week.
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To go with National Hockey League ability and an NHL-ready jersey — No. 23 — Sean Monahan now has a big-league pay packet.

The Calgary Flames, on Monday, signed the first-round pick to an entry-level deal. Monahan, captain of the Ottawa 67’s, had been selected sixth overall last month.

In a summer crammed with memorable moments, this day, too, will be tough to forget.

“Pretty crazy, to be honest,” Monahan said Monday from his family’s home in Brampton, Ont. “My agent (Pat Morris) told me to go to his (Mississauga) office. He was negotiating a contract for a little bit and I ended up signing, so it was really exciting. I’m going to go back right now and sign the rest of the contracts with my parents there.

“So it’s a pretty unbelievable feeling.”

The deal, a standard three-year commitment, features an annual signing bonus of $92,500 for the centreman. Base salary, at the NHL level, is $832,500 — or $70,000 in the American Hockey League.

“Getting Sean signed prior to rookie camp and main camp has always been our priority, and we are very pleased to have him in the fold,” general manager Jay Feaster said in a statement. “From our very first interaction with him, Sean has demonstrated a seriousness of purpose and a steadfast resolve to be the very best player he can be, and his character and work ethic have continued to shine through in his preparation this summer. Not only is Sean a very good hockey player, but he is a great person as well. He had a solid showing at our recent development camp, and, as we shared with him afterward, we look forward to watching him play at our rookie tournament in Penticton, and then attempt to compete for a spot at main camp in Calgary.”

With performance incentives — worth up to $850,000 yearly — Monahan’s contract carries a potential average annual value of $1.775 million.

“There really wasn’t much to negotiate,” said Monahan, who turns 19 in October. “The contract (finalization) is over. Now the real work is still there . . . a lot of hard work to prove why I got the contract.”

Monahan, by the way, has no immediate plans for his new-found cash.

“Just save it,” he said. “Whatever comes up, I’ll be able to use my own money now.”

Besides, the boy really hasn’t much time for shopping sprees.

Monahan attends Canada’s world junior camp next month in Brossard, Que., and Lake Placid, N.Y. Then he plans to skate with the 67’s, before reporting to the Flames’ rookie camp Sept. 3. After the Young Guns tourney in Penticton, he’ll march directly into the club’s main auditions, where he’s expected to get a long look.

“I’m just going to bury my head,” Monahan said, “and do whatever I can at camp with Calgary.”

In a preview of sorts, Monahan had appeared at the Flames’ development jamboree last week. One of five first-round picks on the ice, he was nonetheless blown away by a fourth-rounder, Johnny Gaudreau, who had been his linemate for both scrimmages.

“A real special player,” said Monahan, “and it was just awesome being able to play with him.”

Monahan also made sure that he took care of his own business at WinSport’s Ice Complex.

“I did what I wanted to do,” said the six-foot-two, 195-pounder. “I think I did pretty good in the fitness testing, I worked hard on the ice and tried to do the things I’m good at, I tried to be good with the fans, and just be the person I am. It went well and, obviously, resulted in a contract, which is pretty nice.”

C-NOTES: The Flames’ other first-round selections — RW Emile Poirier and LW Morgan Klimchuk — remain unsigned, as does restricted free agent D T.J. Brodie . . . No Flames are invited to Canada’s Olympic orientation camp, Aug. 25-28, in Calgary. Former Flames in attendance include D Dion Phaneuf and D Jay Bouwmeester. However, no RW Jarome Iginla.

Johnson: Flames steer clear of frenzy

By George Johnson, Calgary HeraldJuly 6, 2013
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Whether by design or happenstance, Jay Feaster steered well clear of the frenzy on Friday.

A wise detour. "As I said two days ago, the last time we gathered,'' the Calgary Flames' general manager began, five hours local time after the starter's pistol had gone offon the 10 a.m. unrestricted free-agency madness, "our cap space was not and is not burning a hole in my pocket.

"We worked our list today. We were in on a couple of things and thought we might be able to land one or two. As it turned out, we were not.

"As we stand here right now, we are just as happy to be where we are.'' There will be undoubtedly be more than a few Flames' partisans loudly lamenting the fact that nothing, no one, of significance emerged from Free Agent Frenzy Friday, that with over $17 million in cap space available to be spent (or squandered), the GM couldn't coax a Val Filppula, say, or a Stephen Weiss, to man his leaky boat.

Well, don't be. As the inimitable Theo Fleury tweeted in the midst of Friday's chaos: A lot of 25-goal scorers are cashing in today!!!! The odd three-goal scorer, too.

Now no one should be gobsmacked anymore when self-cannibalizing GMs get all twitchy and start tossing someone else's money around like confetti at a wedding, or coins into the Trevi Fountain. Over the years, we've become conditioned to watch them shamelessly give in to their own worst impulses.

Still, they still hold the power to surprise: ¦¦ Bruising Ryane Clowe signs in New Jersey, five years and $25 million. Clowe, 30 and a fast-fading power forward, put NHL goaltenders to the lash for THREE snipes in 40 starts last season. As many as Big Ern, Brian McGrattan, by the way.

The Devils then inked the maddeningly erratic Michael Ryder to a twoyear deal worth $3.5 million per.

David Clarkson commits to Toronto for seven years, $36.5 million. Clarkson, one of the hot commodities this summer, has scored 30 goals - once. ¦¦ The Leafs re-up centre Tyler Bozak at four years for $21 million.

Bozak's 'big' year so far? Eighteen goals and 47 points.

Eric Nystrom signs in Nashville, four years and $10 million. Nice fella, Eric Nystrom, but it wasn't so long ago that Dallas acquired him from Minny for the sole purpose of getting to the salary-cap floor. ¦¦ Boyd Gordon, a thirdline centre, at best, is handed $9 million over three years by the Oilers.

And on and on. Etc., etc., etc. There were certainly a few attractive possibilities out there for the coaxing. Nathan Horton, late of Boston, would be a nice addition to any team, but for seven years, Columbus? Filppula's got that Detroit sheen about him, and a Downy-soft set of hands, but worth the $5 million times five Tampa Bay shelled out? A lot of these deals which might seem luminous now will come back to haunt today's big spenders. It's a proven fact. But you certainly can't blame the players for giggling madly and signing hastily on the dotted line.

"The one thing we didn't do, and we have done in the past,'' said Feaster, "is give a lot of money for a long period. It puts you in a tough situation because typically when you're doing these deals today, you end up having to give whether it's full no-trade/no-moves or partial no-trade/no-moves. "It's interesting, but for everybody we put on our list, even our preliminary list back in May, one of the things we do is we sit down with our numbers guys and we project, we look at what's (happened) in the past. 'What did the best left winger get last year?' 'What did the best centre get?' And so on.

And I can tell you, while we weren't too far offas far as term of the contracts, I don't think we had one on our list that we overshot in terms of what's being paid.'' Truth is, Feaster was not exactly in Position A bargaining space to begin with. Calgary ain't, despite his arguments to the contrary, exactly the Cote d'Azure of NHL destinations. Coldweather city, rebuilding team, no playoffs for four years and counting.

That's not likely to create a stampede of notables clamouring to get in.

The chance to win now, or at least be competitive, is, for example, what enticed Weiss to sign in Detroit for $24.5 million over five years and convinced Daniel Alfredsson to up and leave Ottawa for one season and a $5.5 million deal with bonuses. The floundering Flames can't begin to offer that type of opportunity.

But they can't be panicked into compounding their already daunting array of problems.

At our meeting with ownership on May 9,'' said Feaster, "we presented a preliminary list of potential unrestricted free agents at the time and one of the things we said was that we didn't believe that the answers to our problems, to our situation, to our needs were necessarily going to be found in unrestricted free agency.

We went into the draft next week in New Jersey, we met with our pro scouts and put together our final list and I can tell you it was not a very long list.'' Some assets they were rumoured

to be high on, such as Cochrane-born winger Mason Raymond, remain out there, unattached.

We'll continue to study the market to the extent that there are some value signings that make sense, as the summer goes on we'll do it,'' promised Feaster.

"We've shown we're not afraid to venture into the trade market and it has been a pretty robust trade market. That will continue. One of the things we'll do is coming out of today our numbers-crunchers will crunch the numbers and see which teams have put, and we'll go at those teams in terms of acquisitions.'' Yes, the road is long and the holes are Grand Canyon-sized, but take heart in this, at least: The summer has only just begun.

Free Agent Frenzy Friday is past.

Yet, in looking back, often the best moves are the ones you don't make, as this franchise has found out to its long-term detriment far too often of late.

gjohnson@calgaryherald.com Follow George Johnson on Twitt er/GeorgejohnsonCH

The Edmonton Oilers are trending upwards on the penalty kill, and look to continue their success with the acquisition of Boyd Gordon, a top penalty killer from the Phoenix Coyotes, who should not only replace Shawn Horcoff, but out-perform the aging, former Oilers captain as well.

The Oilers had the NHL’s eighth best penalty-kill unit in 2013, with an 83.4 per cent clearance rate. This was an improvement over 2011-12, when the team was ranked 14th overall, with an 82.4 per cent clearance rate. It was an even bigger improvement over 2010-11, when the penalty kill was ranked 29th overall, with a 77 per cent kill rate, and 2009-10, 26th overall and a 78 per cent kill rate, and 2008-09, 27th ranked and a 77.5 per cent kill rate.

Indeed, the last time the Oilers were so strong on the kill was in 2007-08, when their unit ranked fifth in the NHL with an 84.7 per cent kill rate. That unit was led by a number of regulars who played more than three minutes per game, Steve Staios and Marty Reasoner, plus a larger group with more than two minutes, Jarret Stoll, Ethan Moreau, Shawn Horcoff, Matt Greene, Tom Gilbert, Kyle Brodziak, Fernando Pisani, Joni Pitkanen and Ladi Smid. Nice group of defensive centres there.

The Oilers would certainly be far ahead if they had a group of centres like that right now, players would could both win crucial own-zone face-offs on the kill and also get the job done positionally.

It’s likely that between Ladi Smid, Corey Potter, Nick Schultz, and Jeff Petry the Oilers can find defencemen who can do an adequate to good job on the kill. It’s also likely that Ryan Jones can play the top wing spot on the kill well, given his strong numbers — his low rate of mistakes on penalty kill scoring chances — two years in a row. Ryan Smyth is more of  a question mark on the wing, given that his work slid last season. He’s at an age when players crash fast. He seemed to get caught out of position a bit more often last season, trying too hard, just like Moreau did in his last seasons.

The Oilers’ PK will miss lanky Finn Lennart Petrell, who did exceptional work on the wing on the kill for his two seasons in Edmonton, but it’s likely easier to find a replacement winger than it is to find some player who can actually get the job done well at centre, as so many Oilers centres did back in 2007-08.

Short-handed faceoffs are crucial, but Sam Gagner was just 14 wins and 27 losses, Shawn Horcoff with 34 wins and 52 losses, and Eric Belanger 39 wins and 58 losses. Jerred Smithson did better with 21 wins and 15 losses, but he’s not likely coming back.

Two centres who will likely be getting a lot of ice have had wildly differing results on the dot on the PK, with Anton Lander with 13 wins and 36 losses the past two seasons and the newly acquired  Gordon winning 101 and losing just 83 on the kill with Phoenix last year.

In 2011-12, he won 163 and lost 120. Excellent.

If Gordon can do the same this season, those are crucial victories. After a PK faceoff loss the defending team often has little chance to win back the puck before a hard shot on net is launched.

There’s no great proof that I’ve ever seen that even strength faceoffs are significant events in a hockey game. I see them as just one more battle in a game of many battles, and also a battle where the defensive team is uniquely organized and ready to defend if they lose it. But those PK faceoff losses are different. Strong, skilled attackers get the puck off the lost faceoff, they move it, they zero in, and before the defensive team has a chance to challenge for it, it’s zinging in on net.

Gordon’s faceoff prowess, no doubt, saw him get more time on ice than any other Coyotes player on the kill in 2013 and in 2011-12.

The Oilers are counting on him, heavily, though the team might also get a boost on the kill if new coach Dallas Eakins shows more willingness to use top players like Taylor Hall, Jordan Eberle and Ryan Nugent-Hopkins in that role. With the heavy shot-blocking requirements of all penalty killers these days, it might not be advisable to risk such top talent in this way, but there’s little doubt the three of them would be strong penalty killers, adding the threat of a counter-attack to the Oilers repertoire.

For now, the top unit looks to be Gordon and Jones, with Jeff Petry and Ladi Smid on defence, then Lander and Smyth, with Andrew Ference and maybe Justin Schultz on defence.

Edmonton Oilers Prospects: #22 John McCarron

“So how in the H-E-double-hockey-sticks did we rank John McCarron 22nd?”

So began my thought processes in preparing to write this latest post in the Cult of Hockey’s summer series on Edmonton Oilers prospects. After all, this isn’t John’s “little” brother Mike, the 6’5, 228-pound behemoth recently drafted by Montreal Canadiens in the first round.

McCarron the Elder has no such draft pedigree. A year ago, we rated him an also-ran, fresh off being drafted as a 20-year-old with the Oilers’ last pick of the 2012 draft after a 19-point freshman season with Cornell Big Red of the NCAA’s East Coast Athletic Conference. At the time, Jon Willis wrote:

John McCarron was another overage 2012 draft pick, selected one round after Joey Laleggia. McCarron just finished his rookie season at Cornell University after three seasons in the USHL. He’s got decent size (listed at 6’2”, 225lbs on Cornell’s website) and posted fairly good offensive totals in 2010-11 in the USHL (along with a bunch of PIM). His college numbers are superficially unimpressive – just 19 points in 35 games – but on the other hand he also had next to no power play time (just two power play points all season) so he’s scoring at even-strength, anyway.

In 2012-13 McCarron virtually duplicated his freshman season, connecting for the identical 19 points in two fewer games, scoring one more goal and one fewer assist while once again connecting for just two powerplay goals on the season. Seems like running in place, yet all three of Willis, David Staples and myself saw or heard something that caused us to bump him up a few slots into the 21-25 range.

Suffice to say this business of ranking kids none of us have seen play an actual game is not an exact science — this just in! — but there were a couple of signs of modest improvement at the personal level. The Cornell squad was much weaker in 2012-13, going from a conference power that made the NCAA tournament to an also-ran that scored 16% fewer goals than the year previous. McCarron’s contributions thus rose a little, from points on 19% of the Big Red’s goals to 23%, while he climbed from 7th to 5th in team scoring. Still has a long way to go, but arguably that was progress.

Another issue that I personally rate at least a little, was the announcement that McCarron will serve as Cornell’s captain in 2013-14, a rare honour for a junior. (He’ll be the first such for the Big Red in twelve years.) That’s suggestive that character is a plus, and that he’s made a positive impression on his coaches and teammates during his first two years.

Then there’s the matter of those 84 PiM, which not only led Cornell but the entire ECAC. Penalty minutes are the ol’ double-edged sword of course, but the Oilers have long been on the lookout for big aggressive forwards with even a modicum of hockey talent, and McCarron seems to fit that profile.

John McCarron career stats

One thing’s for sure, the kid is freaking huge. He’s listed at 6’2, 225 lbs — that’s not a “projectable” frame, that’s a frame that has already been roughed-in, drywalled, insulated and readied for finishing.  The biggest question is whether said frame has been founded in cement. When a prospect that size with a little scoring in his resumé falls completely through two drafts and nearly a third, the underlying issue is often “skating a concern”.

By eye McCarron looked every ounce of those 225 pounds at the recent Oilers summer development camp, big in all three dimensions. He’s something of a lumbering skater to be sure, but in limited viewings didn’t stand out for being out of his depth in that department. As advertised, he also demonstrated a plus shot a time or two, notably a bullet wrister from the high slot he dinged off the post and in during the scrimmage on the last day.

Clearly McCarron is a case of draft-and-follow, and even at a “lofty” ranking of #22 remains a long-shot for eventual NHL employment.

Expectations for 2013-14: Should see an increased role and heavier responsibility in his junior year. Needs to make inroads on improving those scoring totals to further establish his credentials as a serious prospect in the longer term.

If the reports are true, the Devils will bring in Jaromir Jagr, a future Hall of Famer, to replace at least some of Ilya Kovalchuk's production. 

The downside? Jagr is 41 years old. But fans know he's not just any 40-plus forward after a 2013 season in which he notched 35 points in 45 games. "Yeah he's 41. And at 41 he was more productive than Kovy and [David] Clarkson and just a hair behind [Zach] Parise," wrote NJ.com commenter kmt75. "And WAY more productive than [Mikhail] Grabovski and [Damien] Brunner who are so desirable they're sitting home with Scott Gomez praying the phone rings. We gave up nothing to get him."

Not everyone agrees. "Jagr is washed up. Granted, he was once great, now he is just taking up space/ice time that could go to a younger player. And he disappears in big games. Was a non-factor in the Cup final," wrote JoeyRedEye.

Regardless, the Devils could reportedly announce soon that he's donning the red and black this season. So here's the more pressing question: where does he fit in the lineup?

ESPNNewYork's Mike Mazzeo projected Jagr would be the second line right wing with Adam Henrique centering him and Ryane Clowe, a combination that would surround a young talent with veteran savvy. Mazzeo's top line is Patrick Elias-Travis Zajac-Michael Ryder -- given the fact that Jagr hasn't topped 60 points in the NHL since the 2007-08 season, the second line seems about right. Reader DiVo had the same combos.

Where would you put the veteran winger if you were Peter DeBoer? How much of Kovalchuk's production will Jagr replace? Head down to the comments section and tell us what you think.

How do I see him fitting in? Poorly. Honestly tho, IF he remains injury free (big if), I see some of the offense lost with Ilya and David leaving being filled. Notice I said some. Having a lot of faith in 41 year old legs has me seriously concerned. Don't give me the "he has the body of a 28 yo" mindset. The numbers speak for themselves on his production after he was traded from Dallas to Boston. That goose egg in the playoffs is extremely alarming. And another forward that doesn't play the body or play defense well adds up to some very poorly played ice hockey.

Last Week

 · Reply

MeatChunk

Regardless of what line he plays on, he is going to fit in real well on: 1) the power play and 2) shoot-out line up.

Last Week

 · Reply

Shoreguy87

I think that the only thing everyone else seems to agree with (aside from me) is that CBGB should remain intact. All the line combos I have read have included them as the 4th line. My only problem with that is that EVENTUALLY they won't play together anymore. Their values are going up, and teams are going to express interest in them as role players. When we put that line together, things happen and it is exciting, but I also think that things are exciting and there is a buzz in the building every time Gionta steps onto the ice. The energy is there, and the other two linemates are great as well, but Gionta is the heartbeat of that 4th line and I think he needs to remain on that 4th line in some capacity.  

However, I also think that Bernier has scoring ability that exceeds the other two linemates. Bernier can bury the opportunities he's given, and I think if you surround him with another couple of more skilled guys (not a knock on the energy of that 4th line) that he can do some damage.  

So, if the above happens, now that leaves Gionta and Carter together. I think this duo should absolutely remain together. Their third linemate should also depend on who they are facing that night. Games against Boston, Toronto, Philadelphia, and other big/powerful/physical teams you suit up Olesz on that left side. Games against Chicago, Pittsburgh Detroit, and other faster, more skilled teams You slide Gionta over to play the left side and have Josefson taking the middle. 

Now, I know many will disagree that if it isn't broke, don't fix it with that line, and I do agree with you. However, my feelings are that although that line isn't broken, the rest of them have been. Gionta and Carter are VERY responsible and energetic players, and I think they could very much create opportunities for younger guys without the pressure of top-line minutes. Olesz was overpaid by Florida, and that pricetag has hurt him ever since. I think having him available for a reasonable price is going to turn out just like the Carter and Bernier pickups did (all played for DeBoer previously).  

People can respond and disagree with me below, and I am sure my logic is going to be very different than many of yours, however I believe that the team as a whole would do better with the line split up, even if the 4th line replacing it is not as productive
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navajorug

Two observations here: 

1. Jagr is going to look very strange in a New Jersey uniform. 

2. I normally don't pay much attention to career milestones for guys who move a lot from one team to another during their careers, but it would be an honor to see him score his 700th career goal as a Devil (I think he has 681 right now). 
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 · Reply

NatrlEdge1

Yeah, you're right. Not to mention 37 total points will move him to 7 ALL TIME.

Last Week

 · Reply

View more items

NatrlEdge1

DEVILfan4Eva, I like your style! 

PENS, my first choice. I'd tell you my story, but I'm sure you'd be bored. : ) 

Last Week

devilfan4eva

NatrlEdge1, I got time to listen.

Last Week

BringBackDaneyko

More importantly, what is going on with Henrique? The longer it drags on the more it is starting to seem like an issue. I'm surprised this isn't going to arbitration.
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devilfan4eva

Lou is busy signing the free agents. Henrique did not file for arbitration, so there is no rush. He is not going anywhere. 

Last Week
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navajorug

UFAs have to be signed first because they are likely negotiating with other teams and time is of the essence. I wouldn't worry about Henrique. I suspect one of the things under discussion here is what position he is best suited for in the current NJ lineup. I think he starts the season on the wing, and Josefson centers either the second or third line. 
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 · Reply

devilfan4eva

I would get Gomez for $1M/year today. This will put Patty on the left wing and Jagr on the right wing with Gomez feeding them Gomez's still got it. He is not that old and wants to restart his career. Why not sign with the Devils then??
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 · Reply

thetribe10

I guess the Devils should just never give any prospects a shot and they should keep signing has-beens to million dollar deals. Great logic genius.

avcerc22 likes this.
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 · Reply

devilfan4eva

Hey genius. Don't you see that this year the Devils are all in???????? 

There will be time for young players to get in the line up even this year due to injuries and other factors. Open your eyes negative moron. 

You can take JoeyRedEye and discuss al the negative things together in private.  
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navajorug

Just goes to show you how important attitude and temperament are in the NHL. Jagr is 41 years old and can still produce. As shocking as it may seem, Gomez is only 33 but it seems like his peak years are a distant memory.

Last Week
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deheinz1

I don't even understand why people think the Devils are even done dealing yet. They still might sign another player yet. I still think they are going to bring in Damien Brunner
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MeatChunk

Considering Jagr's deal only counts 2 million this year and defers the bonus payout till next year, maybe Lou is leaving cap space open for Brunner (and resigning Henrique). If Lou was done, why defer 1/2 of Jagr's potential pay-out till next year?
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 · Reply

Norhound

Clowe Zajac Ryder 

Zubrus(Brunner if signed) Elias Jagr 

Henrique Loktionov Joseffson (Zubrus if Brunner is signed) 

Carter Gionta Carter 

Greene/Larsson 

Salvador/Zidlicky 

Volchenkov/Merrill 

Last Week

 · Reply

Shoreguy87

First of all, you packed ALL of the team's speed into the 3rd line.  

Secondly, every member of that 3rd line is a center. 

Thirdly, of all players you think that Merrill will replace, it's Fayne? I see Volchenkov on the block and moved to a team desperate for a shot blocker prior to Fayne sitting on the practice squad. 

Finally, you listed Carter twice, one of the players you intended on placing there was Bernier. 

I actually think Bernier is getting packaged before the season starts. I love the guy, but he has more of an upside than any other member of that 4th line, and unless our 3rd line is Bernier-Henrique-Zubrus, I just don't see him getting his shot. It's time to divide the energy of CBGB, simply because I think Gio and Carter are great energy guys that could still play back in that depth position, but Bernier has more potential to make an impact if he is given more skilled linemates and an increased role.  

I don't know exactly what I would do, mainly because I don't think this team is done making offseason moves, but I think my lineup would look like: 

Elias - Zajac - Ryder 

Clowe - Loktionov - Jagr 

Bernier - Henrique - Zubrus 

Gionta/Olesz - Josefson/Gionta - Carter 

(game to game scratches up front: Tedenby, Olesz, Gionta, or Josefson) 

I would keep your defensive setup with the exception of playing Fayne and getting Merrill some time in Albany with Harrold as the extra D, but if more moves are made I can see him making that lineup card as well 

All in all I like where your head is at with Brunner, but not sure what forwards we are prepared to move in order to create that space (hard to sign a guy to a 1 year contract and then trade him before he plays a game)
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BringBackDaneyko

Everybody is worrying about Jagr running out of gas in the playoffs. You know what, let us at least make the playoffs first before we start worrying about that. Fact is, he played in the Stanley up last year. And not for nothing, he had more points than Tyler Seguin in the playoffs. That was playing roughly 18 minutes per game. I'm not concerned with Jagr's conditioning.
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 · Reply

NatrlEdge1

I'm all for the Devils in the play offs, that will make 3 rounds of Jagr Karma in the Burgh. First round Flyers, Conference Finals Bruins, let's complete the Trifecta. Let's Go DEVILS!
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mogwai41

Agree, while Jagr has noticeably slowed, he's as crafty as ever from what I saw of him in the playoffs. There were few players on the Bruins that made me as nervous as Jagr in the offensive zone. Plus the idea of him and Elias on the same line is intriguing, Patty has got to be psyched. 
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dvision

Anyone that says Jagr disappeared in the Cup Final must not have watched it. He had a number of quality scoring opportunities and was very much involved!

Shoreguy87 and ajdevjet like this.
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avcerc22

0 goals still count as 0 goals. If you are getting your hopes up as he being a "go to" guy when the chips are down and he doesn't produce, you have to be concerned.
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Jon Wall

http://www.tsn.ca/nhl/story/?id=428172
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 · Reply

kegmen7

I dont think the coaching staff is going to envision a 41 year old Jagr being able play 20+ minutes a game with top line defensive responsibilities. I think it'll be more realistic to see Jagr in a 3rd/4th line role, about 12-15 minutes per game and the real reason Jagr is on this team is for the power play where he can control the puck off the wall and down low. That's the only role it makes sense; a six-to-nine forward five-on-five and power play specialist who can do spot duty on the top two lines.

ajdevjet likes this.
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30brodeur

So much time and effort spent on a rumor! Not even official yet and lines are already being analyzed. Can't even believe this is an article!

ajdevjet likes this.

Last Week
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NatrlEdge1

Yeah, but what a great way to spend your day. Analyzing hockey! : ) 

occorruption likes this.
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Lloyd Nelson/NJ.com

More of a second line guy who should fill in well on the powerplay. He isn't the answer, but this Devils team will win by committee. It's not a bad thing, when you consider they won three Cups that way.

Shoreguy87, occorruption and Matt like this.
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jbrett

Yes it is, considering how long it's been since they've won a cup. Welcome to the new NHL, where the last time we made it to the finals we had not one, but two offensive superstars on our team, arguably the rookie of the year and serious offensive contributors. This is not 10 years ago. No good team is playing by committee. You can't even name ONE.
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 · Reply

navajorug

The 2012 Devils scored 59 goals in the playoffs. The two "superstars" had 8 apiece, which means the other 43 were spread among a lot of different players -- including Zajac (7), Elias (5), Henrique (5), Carter (5), Salvador (4), Gionta (3), Zubrus (3) and Clarkson (3). Twelve different forwards scored goals in the playoffs, which meant every one of their regular forwards scored at least one goal, and they still had the flexibility to insert a guy like Josefson into the lineup when Sykora ran out of gas. 

You'll probably find a similar pattern among all of the New Jersey Stanley Cup teams. Depth plays a huge role in the post-season, since it makes it so difficult for other teams to match up against them. Their fourth line combined for 10 goals, which is similar to the 13 goals the "Crash Line" scored in the 1995 playoffs. This New Jersey team would be a formidable opponent for any other Eastern Conference team in a best-of-seven series ... if only the Devils can make the playoffs! 

Shoreguy87 likes this.

Last Week

jbrett

ONLY 16 GOALS?  

Thats A LOT especially considering how many one-goal games we had. You also had the pleasure of pointing out for me that no one scored as much as they did. That doesn't begin to cover the effect Parise and Kovi had for the 20 minutes of ice time they had each a game, including assists and playmaking skills. 

Finally thanks for referencing 1995... that was 18 years ago bro. 

There is no defending this team, unless you want to argue that we should just keep our heads up and move on, which I agree with. There is nothing else to do.
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NatrlEdge1

When #68 started the season in Dallas he played on the line with M. Ryder and D. Roy. They worked very well together. So, might be a good idea to try Ryder with him again.

devilfan4eva and ajdevjet like this.
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DiVo

Guys the way our team is currently orchestrated the line combos that make the most sense for size, skill, youth, and production are as follows: 

Elias-Zajac-Ryder (Ryder needs someone like Elias to set him up and he'll bank 30 goals no problem) 

Clowe-Henrique-Jagr (Love this line, but only if Clowe and Jagr stay healthy, if they do each one of these guys could wind up with 20 goals) 

Olesz-Loktionov-Zubrus (Lokti and Zubes are a lock on this line, and I like them there, however how great would Damien Brunner look on this line with them..Not too sure Lou has the money remaining after the Jagr signing and still needing to sign Henrique long term, if not it's Olesz, Josefson, and Matteau competing for left wing here, and that's not so bad) 

Carter-Gionta-Bernier (CBGB, enough said there..Best 4th line in the NHL in my opinion) 

Reid Boucher should not and will not play on this team this year, that's why I like the addition of Jagr the most..Give him one more year or two to develop and we will be reaping the 40 plus goal benefits in the future..All in all with our entire D coming back (minus Tallinder THANK GOD) We have a very deep and solid team this year, especially with the addition of Corey Schneider, he is an absolute BEAST!!! 

My prediction: If the team stays relatively healthy, 5-8 seed easily...

occorruption, oh2ten and Wizard of Blogs like this.
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Julianandco

Gionta-Carter-Bernier line will be our most productive line.....Watch. And that's not a knock. Just like during the Rags Series.
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pegleg98

Elias-Zajac-Ryder 

Clowe-Henrique-Jagr 

Boucher-Loktionov-Joseffson 

Gionta-Carter-Bernier 

Jagr will have to split time (& the oxygen tank) with Zubrus 

I don't think he can keep up with the speed of the youngsters, which is why I threw them on a line by themselves. JJ could juggle with Teddy, since they're both fighting for their lives. Boucher can juggle with Olesz since they're both new commodities. (This season, everbody gets juggled by PDB.) 

It wasn't until this exercise that I realized how few right-handed shooters are on the Devils.
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thetribe10

This guy is going to be in and out of the line up all season long with injuries. Lou should have preserved the cap space. Do you guys really expect a 41 yr old to play all 82 games at full speed, be a consistant point producer, stay healthy, and still have gas left in the tank for a long playoff run? Keep Dreaming ajdevjet and devilfan4eva.

avcerc22 likes this.
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View more items

JoeyRedEye

At this stage of his career, Jagr is at best a power-play specialist. Sure, the Devils can use some help there, but I would caution everyone about expecting too much from him... optimism is great, but take a breath and remember that Jagr is over 40 and at the end of the road. 

Last Week

 · Reply

jcostanzo27

the cap hit will be gone a 11 months from now

Last Week

 · Reply

devilfan4eva

tribe you are a dumbo

Last Week

Curt Gandolfo

Clowe-Zajac-Ryder 

Olesz-Elias-Jagr 

Henrique-Loktionov-Zubres 

Gio-Carter-Bernier

Last Week

 · Reply

JoeyRedEye

Olesz couldn't crack the Chicago lineup in two years (even though they were paying him $3 million per). Florida gave up on him (even though he was a high draft pick), and stuck the Hawks with him as part of the Brian Campbell salary dump deal. What makes anyone think he suddenly became a top six forward in the NHL? I hope I am wrong about him (and Jagr), but the blind optimism here is making me wonder if people on this site are watching much hockey.

Last Week

 · Reply

jcostanzo27

I am hoping. we need a flash in the pan here, someone out of the blue to help put pucks in the net, maybe its this guy. . .. 

Last Week

jcostanzo27

My first thoughts are not having Jagr on the first line.  

Clowe Zajac Ryder 

Elias Henrique Jagr 

Olezs (Loktionov OR josefson) Zubrus 

CBGB 

Last Week

 · Reply

DiVo

Swap Clowe and Elias, Ryder needs someone to feed the beast, and there's no one better than Patty at that...

Shoreguy87 likes this.

Last Week

 · Reply

Jerseyboy_222

Like greycondor mentioned below. My biggest concern about Jagr is playing a full NHL season plus the Olympics and without getting injured. 

If the Devils rest him properly let's say for back to back games later in the year I think it could work.  

Because, he will be a veteran presence in the locker room and even at 41 years of age he does put up numbers in the regular season.  

As far as the playoff points go even tough he did not score much the last  

2 years, he was a big presence on the ice and showed that can work the puck down low making room for the other players to score.

Last Week

 · Reply

BringBackDaneyko

I don't see this team as having a 1st and 2nd. It will be more of a 1a 1b or 2a 2b however you want to look at it. 

Elias - Henrique - Jagr 

Clowe - Zajac - Ryder 

Zubrus - Loktionov - Bernier 

Carter centering- {Boucher, Matteau, JJ, Olesz, etc) 

Greene - Zidlicky 

Salvador - Larrson 

Volchenkov - Merril 

Fayne/Harrold 

On the PP 

Elias - Henrique - Jagr - Greene - Zidlicky 

Not sure where we would fit Brunner in anymore. 

I'm still not that high on Matteau. 

I have long given up on Tedenby. 

I have also given up on JJ. 

JoeyRedEye likes this.

Last Week

 · Reply

occorruption

I see you have the CBGB gone, I am wondering also if PDB will break up that line to enable Boucher, Matteau and Olessz a chance to produce.

Last Week

 · Reply

Shoreguy87

I agree with the splitting up of CBGB, but I am not sure how you see the team being better without Gionta in the lineup than it is when he's there? 

Also, 2 defensemen on the top PP, neither with a cannon for a shot will make the PP reflective of the Kovy-less days last season.  

Aside from that, my lineup card has the same wing pairings in the top 3 as yours, but centers rotated around a bit. To me, that's okay because I see the wings sticking together for the most part, and the centers being adjusted as needed to maximize chemistry.  

Unless Boucher is in the top 9 minimum, I don't want him up with the big club. Let him get 18-22 minutes in Albany for the majority of the season and force his way up. If the team isn't geared up for a playoff spot, move Jagr for a piece/pick and maybe that is his opening. 

Not done on Tedenby nor JJ, they're both 22 and under. Time for them to step up if given actually players to play alongside though. (I see Tedenby leaving us and being Grabner if he isn't given his shot and is allowed to walk)

Last Week

 · Reply

Devils Advocate

I've never heard of ESPN's Mike Mazzeo, but I like his top two lines. And they should get a fairly equal amount of ice time, which will keep guys like Elias and Jagr fresh. And there is no shame in sitting out a game or two down the stretch to get some rest and maybe get some kids in the lineup for a look. 

Jagr is not blocking a kid like Boucher or Matteau, he is enabling them to get much-needed pro experience in Albany.

Shoreguy87 and occorruption like this.

Last Week

 · Reply

Devrat9

I always liked this guy and always will. Even at 41, he is going to be a threat on offense. He never has been a 2 way player, which to me means he has to play on the 2nd or 3rd line just to keep him away from the oppositions first line players. I say stick him on a second line with Elias and Henrique and see what happens. 

Last Week

 · Reply

graycondor

Okay, I read all the positives now here is the question marks. 

1) 1 goal in 33 games the last two years in the playoffs 

2) playing a full season and olmpics games, too for an older player? 

3) Devils have the most back to back games of 22 which is 44 games or over 50% of the games which doesn't favor an older player 

4) Josefson confidence will go up or down when he is stratched instead of playing and what about Tedenby and maybe even Loktionov? 

5) Jagr being on the 2nd line is even more ice time for an aging player 

I like Jagr, but don't know about a 41 year old one. Lou is 8 to 10 years too late on this one.

avcerc22 and JoeyRedEye like this.

Last Week

 · Reply

View more items

Shoreguy87

Response to your question marks: 

1) This wasn't an acquisition at the deadline, so let's talk regular season numbers instead. If we are in the hunt, obviously a move or moves would be made to improve the roster for such a run. 

2) Chris Chelios did it as 44. We're not asking Jagr to be our premier forward. No one paid him Crosby money.  

3) I agree that those numbers don't favor older players, but they do allow for Schneider's increased starts and if Jagr or Elias or Zubrus need to take a breather, we have some skill that will be in waiting. (could give short durations of time for players to show that they can hang with the big boys in the top lines/on the team in general) 

4) JJ is a center, as is Loktionov. Those 2 players should not at all be effected by this move, and if anything it should result in more skilled players being pushed into depth roles and giving them decent linemates. (I actually see Loktionov playing with Jagr, which would be invaluable for his growth) 

5) You could say that Anaheim was too late bringing back Selanne again. And that it's questionable why they keep resigning him and resigning him, but the fact of the matter is that regardless of where he plays, the guy produces. Lou isn't paying Jagr to be his 1993 self or even his 2003 self, he's paying him to be his 2013 self.  

No matter how you slice it, he improves this team. I am not saying he's better than getting Brunner or Grabovski or he'll be an all-star, but for the amount he agreed to, we just got a good deal on a smart, strong player. 

Signing him 8 to 10 years ago would have been the equivalent to getting Kovalchuk, he's here for a few, then off to the KHL he went. He's back, he's more mature than ever, and he is a Devil. I for one am happy about it. I don't know if he'll be enough to get us into the playoff hunt, but I also don't think Lou is done. I still give Lou an A rating this offseason, as he's done a great job with the situations he's been given.

Last Week

 · Reply

Kurt Jessel

Jagr was gassing bad in the playoffs after a shortened season. Maybe a power play asset, but I don't see him as more than a 12 minute winger. 

avcerc22 likes this.

Last Week

 · Reply

Jerseyboy_222

Elias- Zajac –Ryder 

Clowe– Loki – Zubrus 

Matteau/Olesz – Josefson- Jagr 

Bernier- Gionta – Carter  

Last Week

 · Reply

Jerseyboy_222

Looking at these lines makes me realize that this team is still in great need of a first line center (Not including Elias) if Zajac's lack of production continues. 

Last Week

 · Reply

Shoreguy87

I think Zajac was just coming off of a contract hangover. Seems to happen in most players in most sports where they underperform after a big payday. I think he'll be more himself this season, but it's also important to point out that he's not a scorer. He's more of a set up guy or 2-way center. I think he'll be our top line guy, but if the lines don't produce I could see him centering Jagr and Clowe and seeing Loktionov fill that top role. Henrique I REALLY want to see in between Zubrus and Bernier, because their boardplay I think will remind us of what brought us to the finals in 2012

Last Week

DiVo

Also did we trade Henrique and I don't know about it?!? Lol

Last Week

 · Reply

occorruption

Lol!

Last Week

Jerseyboy_222

Woops...nice catch Divo. lol.  

Must have forgot he was on the team after the way he played last year. 

Elias- Zajac –Ryder  

Clowe–Henrique – Zubrus  

Matteau/Olesz – Loki - Jagr  

Bernier- Gionta – Carter

Last Week

Martin Muhrer

ist gonna be a tough one for pete deboer to find the perfect lines but i think he should try the following: 

Elias - Zajac - Ryder 

Clowe - Henrique - Jagr 

Boucher - Loktionov - Zubrus 

Gionta - Carter - Bernier 

on the other hand you have josefson, matteau and tedenby, which should get their fair amount of games imo .... defense looks not to bad, maybe lou finds a new team for volchenkov to open a spot for the youngsters ... i would love to see the following: 

Greene - Larsson 

Salvador - Merrill 

Zidlicky - Gelinas/Fayne

Last Week

 · Reply

myoman

Tedenby will probably not make the team and spend the season in Albany. It's going to even be tough for JJ too.

avcerc22 likes this.

Last Week

 · Reply

devilfan4eva

Tedenby is on a 1 way contract now and cannot be sent to Albany without clearing the waivers first. So, he will be with the team as a spare part at least until the trade deadline. 

Last Week

navajorug

No way Boucher starts next season over Josefson. I think Josefson centers the third line and Henrique starts the season on the wing. They don't have a legitimate first-line center on this team, but they do have a lot of guys who can play the position.

Shoreguy87 likes this.

Last Week

 · Reply

avcerc22

Starting the season and replacing maybe 2 different items. I agree, Reid should spend some time in Albany. However, a short leash on JayJo will likely be in effect. I hate to say it but I feel his time is limited. Any thoughts of Tedenby making the team are strictly a pipe dream.

Last Week

NJSriver

Bit of a desperate signing to fill the gap left. However for the right amount of money id say it will fit well. How he plays we wont know till than. Should fit in with some of the older guys on the team.

Last Week

 · Reply

Shoreguy87

Sounds actually like a positive post, and I agree with you. I think he'll fit in pretty much anywhere on this roster, because he does bring such intangibles to a team that he can play whatever role is needed. Right now, he needs to add some scoring depth and I think give him a fast center and a strong wing and we'll see his numbers exceed the expectations of many

This is a summer of change for the Devils and Lou Lamoriello said that the team could be getting younger on defense next season.

"I will be shocked if there’s not a young defenseman, at least one, in the lineup," he said. "But I’ve been shocked before. Which will really force moves. It’s happened in the past. But they have to be ready to play."

Several have impressed during the team's prospects camp this week, including Jon Merrill.

"’m just going to come, bring my game and play the best I can. Hopefully make the team,” he said earlier this week.

* * * 

Lamoriello said that all but Adam Henrique and Dan Kelly have reached a deal with the team on their restricted offers.

Henrique seems close to re-signing.

* * *

 Lamoriello also that Stefan Matteau wanted to continue skating this week but the GM nixed it. He was shut down Wednesday with a minor injury.

"He wanted to skate but it was just foolish," Lamoriello said.

mr.socha

The obvious point here to me is that we will trade a DMAN for a forward sometime this season. Think about it! How is this not obvious! WE HAVE TOO MANY DMEN AND WE NEED A FORWARD! Jagr and JJ and a DMAN at the trade deadline???? HELLO? Seems obvious to me

2 Weeks Ago

 · Reply

mikem1211

Some heavy weight here - put one of them in the line up !!! 

2 Weeks Ago

 · Reply

lithdevil

I think Fayne's on the bubble with Lou's comment. I think the vets will all start the season but the first IR stay means Merrill or Gelinas, Urbom if we're down 2. It will be a long season, even with the Olympic break and no team gets out without going 2 deep on D.

2 Weeks Ago

 · Reply

thetribe10

Great move blowing 3 mm on zit licky then.

2 Weeks Ago

 · Reply

View more items

fincognito

Zidlicky was signed because Lou knew what was going to happen to Kovalchuk. Zidlicky was insurance on the PP. With Kovalchuk gone, Zidlicky would get the Point spot that was occupied by Kovalchuk. If Kovy didn't bolt for Mutha-Russia, Zid wouldn't have been resigned. Plain and Simple.

2 Weeks Ago

 · Reply

4check22

Zid is going to get us a pick or a prospect. We bought a potential player with Zid's signing. It was a good move.

2 Weeks Ago

 · Reply

navajorug

I don't see how they get a young defenseman in the lineup regularly without making a roster move with one of the veterans. The pairings as I see them now are: 

Greene-Larson 

Volchenkov-Fayne 

Salvador-Zidlicky 

Harrold is the #7 defenseman, which means there isn't any room for a rookie unless someone (maybe Fayne) is traded. If the Devils had any intention of giving a rookie defenseman a lot of playing time next season, I'm really wondering why they signed Zidlicky. 

2 Weeks Ago

 · Reply

joeydevil

The obvious trade would be Volchenkov and maybe a young forward-Josefson or Matteau to Buffalo for Vanek. I know, no chance this happens but I can dream. Merrill has to make team, along with Larsson, Salvador, Greene, Fayne and unfortunately Zidlicky. Volchenkov traded, Gelinas, Severson, Harrold, Santini, Urbom and Scarlett learn another year in AHL. 

2 Weeks Ago

 · Reply

fincognito

Volchenkov has a NTC in his contract. I don't expect him to waive it unless he gets Zero playing time and has a chance to go to a very good team. So, if he does not have a good season, a buyout is possible. The only real potential trade candidates are: Fayne and Salvadore. I know Salvadore is our captain, but its not like NJ hasn't traded their captain away before...eh hem...Langenbrunner. Fayne is a young defensemen that can contribute on the offensive side. He is a good talent, and packaged with a young player like Josefson and/or Tedenby can bring in a quality Top 6 Forward in return

Undrafted defenseman Oleg Yevenko wanted to make an impression before he left Devils’ prospects camp, so the 6-7, 250-pound native of Minsk in Belarus challenged teammate Seth Helgesen to a fight.

 The fact that Helgeson is 6-5, 215 pounds made everyone stop and watch at the end of today’s scrimmage in the AmeriHealth Pavilion. 

“At the end of the game he just asked me if I wanted to go,” Helgeson said with a smile. “So I said yes and that was that. I was trying to make an impression.”

Helgeson, the Devils’ fourth selection (114th overall) in the 2009 NHL entry draft, was unable to land several early punches, although he was the only one of the two defensemen who remained on his feet when the bout had ended.

“At the beginning I thought I was in big trouble because everything I threw wasn’t even touching his face. It was such a long reach,” Helgeson noted. “He’s a tough kid. It was a tough battle. He definitely has the height advantage. I haven’t gone against a guy who was taller than me. That was a first.”

This is Yevenko’s second NHL camp. He attended the Islanders’ development camp last year. A member of Hockey East’s All-Academic team in 2012 and 2013, he is studying business at UMass-Amherst.

“For me the best would be to give myself a better chance to get a degree and then think about signing a professional if I’m good enough. That would be the optimum way of doing things.

“It’s a great experience coming here to see what you have to work towards and what professional organizations have to offer.” 

In two Hockey East seasons, Yevenko played 64 games and had four points (one goal, three assists) with 93 penalty minutes.

“I haven’t fought in a while, actually, since juniors. But I always thought it was part of my game,” Yevenko said. “I’m not saying I want to be just a fighter. I want to be a shutdown defenseman, but that comes with the package.

“I didn’t want to fight when we were down, 1-0. Then when it became 2-1 I was trying to get something going. Maybe change some momentum, too.”

There were only 7.7 seconds remaining in the scrimmage and Yevenko’s squad lost, 3-1.

 Because of his size and position, there are some natural comparisons to 6-9 Boston Bruins defenseman Zdeno Chara.

“He’s not a role model but he has a lot of strong sides to him,” Yevenko said of Chara. “Given his size, I’d say I try to build my game somewhat after his because he’s probably one of the best defensemen in the NHL right now. I have a lot to learn from him when I see him play.”

Helgeson played four seasons at the University of Minnesota before appearing in four games at Albany (AHL) last season.

Both defenseman have high hopes. 

“I want to play in the National Hockey League some day. Hopefully,” Yevenko said.

“(Prospects camp) helps by showing what I have to work towards and what my weak sides are. There is a lot of good feedback after a camp like this. I think it’s great experience. It’s a great opportunity to show what you are capable of.”

* * *

Jon Merrill, Ryan Misiak and Ben Johnson (empty net) scored the goals for the white team in a 3-1 victory over the red squad. Reid Boucher scored the lone red goal.

 Prospects camp will conclude tomorrow with a session that begins at 10 a.m.
When Devils winger Ilya Kovalchuk walked away from 12 years and $77 million remaining on his contract, the loss of a skilled forward could have given restricted free agent Adam Henrique more leverage in his own negotiations.

"I should just ask for the rest of his contract," Henrique joked in a conversation today with The Star-Ledger.

"I never really looked at it as giving me more power or anything like that. We’re just trying to get something fair for myself and for the team. It obviously opens up a little more cap space."

The Devils signed center Jacob Josefson, also a restricted free agent, to a one-year, one-way $725,000 contract, his agent confirmed.

Although the Devils qualified Josefson at $850,000 to prevent him from becoming unrestricted, that deal would have been a two-way contract that meant a lower salary if the 22-year-old Swede wound up in the minors. 

Now it is Henrique’s turn. Both the center and Devils general manager Lou Lamoriello said a new deal could be finalized by the weekend.

"Could be. It’s close. It’s coming along well," Henrique said. "There is no huge rush or deadline, so we’re just going at it a day at a time."

When the free agency signing period opened two weeks ago, there was the possibility of another club trying to sign Henrique to an offer sheet. The Devils would have matched, but they still had Kovalchuk on their books and might have been vulnerable to a lucrative offer. 

But there was no offer sheet forthcoming.

"I’m not overly surprised. A lot of teams made a lot of moves," Henrique reasoned. 

"I guess maybe the teams that were in position to do that signed guys and made moves. It wasn’t something I was looking for and it was out of my control. Whatever would have happened, this is where I want to be."

And there is no doubt the Devils need him. Whether it is at center or on the wing, Henrique is optimistic about the 2013-14 season for the team and himself.

Last season, as the Devils missed the playoffs, Henrique scored 16 points (11 goals, five assists) in 42 games. He started the lockout-shortened season in the minors after Nov. 29 surgery for ulnar collateral ligament damage in his left thumb suffered in a Nov. 25 AHL game in Atlantic City.

"Last year was a bit of a different year, coming off the injury. The whole team kind of went through a dry spell," Henrique reflected.

Does he see himself as one of those players who’ll have to pick up the scoring slack following Kovalchuk’s departure?

"I haven’t really thought about more pressure on me. Maybe there is more opportunity," Henrique said. "I want to make sure I do everything I possibly can to come ready for the season. I want to have a great year and I want to get the team back in the playoffs and back in the running. We were there two years ago. This past season was tough."

On paper, next season could be even tougher.

"Obviously a lot of people were surprised and shocked by (Kovalchuk’s) his decision," Henrique said. "I talked to guys on the team and to Lou (Lamoriello). He’s not coming back in the next month or so. We just have to move forward.

"It’s a blow to the team. He was our best player, or one of our best players. He’s a game-breaker. But nothing is going to change what’s happened now. I feel in the offseason we picked up some great players and made some moves to improve our team. I’m excited about where the team is headed."

Henrique is very close to signing a new contract, perhaps a long-term deal.

"It kind of depends," he explained. "We’ve gone over shorter terms and longer terms. I love it here. I love playing here. The fans have been awesome. The organization is great. It’s becoming another home. We’re not locked in with longer or shorter. We’ll see."

* * *

Devils prospects went to see Spiderman on Broadway last night. They will scrimmage at 2 p.m. today in Newark.
Devils coach Pete DeBoer said winger Stefan Matteau is not practicing today because of a physical problem.

"It's nothing serious," DeBoer said. "But he's dealing with a little bit of an issue."

DeBoer also said Sergei Brylin, who was on the ice Monday with the team's coaches, is not the Devils' new assistant coach.

"No. We're still going through the interview process for that," DeBoer noted. "We're looking at everybody within the organization and a handful of guys outside the organization."

He said he is looking for an ex-player (Brylin is a three-time Stanley Cup champion), but also someone with coaching experience. That would seem to eliminate Brylin.

"I think we're looking for an ex-player. I think we're looking for someone with some coaching experience," DeBoer said. "Beyond that, I've got an open mind. We've had different personalities on the staff the last two years between Larry (Robinson), Adam Oates and then (Matt Shaw) and adding Scotty (Stevens) last year. So I think we're versatile as a group. We just want to get a good person."

Why an ex-player?

"It's not the be-all and end-all but I think if I'm talking about a perfect candidate it translates easier at this level when the message is coming from a guy who has played."

Devils coach Peter DeBoer talks about hiring an assistant coach Devils coach Peter DeBoer talks about hiring an assistant coach during Devils rookie minicamp in Newark.

I asked DeBoer if Reid Boucher could make the jump to the NHL this season.

"It's a big jump but it's not impossible," he said. "You always want to leave that door open for somebody to bust through and surprise you. He has some special tools that you can't teach."

DeBoer said fighting has not been banned in the prospects scrimmages.
Devils GM Lou Lamoriello said winger Stefan Matteau will probably be shut down for the remainder of prospects camp because of a minor injury.

"He's still sore," Lamoriello said. "There is no use pushing it. He's fine. He could've skated if we wanted him. For two days it's not worth it."

So Matteau will probably be shut down.

"I think so. I think that's the plan, unless he jumps up and down and says he's better than he was when he was healthy. I'm not sure he's going to say that."

Matteau has missed the last two days of camp. He watched practice today.

David Wiohlberg also did not skate today.

Lamoriello said he hopes to have Adam Henrique and other restricted free agents signed by the end of this week.

"Hopefully we'll have everything wrapped up by the end of the week. That's our intention. Until it's done, you don't know."

He also would like to name an assistant coach by Friday.

Devils Lamoriello talks about the benefits of rookie minicampDevils general manager Lou Lamoriello talks about the benefits of rookie minicamp. 

The first session today included players Lamoriello said will be invited to training camp in September. In addition to Matteau, they were:

Goalies: Anthony Brodeur, Scott Wedgewood.

Defensemen: Eric Gelinas, Jon Merrill, Reece Scarlett, Seth Helgeson, Brandon Burlon and Damon Severson.

Forwards: Reid Boucher, Blake Pietila, Ben Johnson, Blake Coleman, Myles Bell, Artur Gavrus, Graham Black, Riley Boychuk, Ben Thomson and Ryan Kujawinski.

Those in the second session will be going back to college or were invited to fill out the prospects camp roster.

Second session:

Goalies: Jake Hildebrand, Brandon Hope.

Defensemen: Steven Santini, Matt Killian, Oleg Yevenko, Curtis Gedig and Zach Tolkinen.

Forwards: Miles Wood, Nick Saracino, Derek Rodwell, Ryan Misiak, Conor Sheary, Frank DiChiara, Kyle Gibbons, Dmitry Antipin, Michael Ambrosia, Cody Wydo and Alexander Kerfoot.

"I think (camp) has gone very well," Lamoriello said. "What you do is get an opportunity to see kids together. Also, there are some people we have to make some decisions on.

"The group of defensemen is (as much) quality as we've had as well as quantity. And we have a couple of forwards here that we'll find out in training camp how far away they are when they get with the veterans."

Lamoriello said of the young players: "The biggest transition certainly is intimidation. In other words, here you are with people who have had success and played in the league and people you've watched play. Now you have to be careful you're not watching them rather than playing with them and showing what you can do.

"That's what this does in getting them ready. In past years it was only training camp."
NuDevil

New Jersey ought to do much better this year without Kovalchuk whether it uses its young guns like Matteau or those long in the tooth. Kovalchuk was the most overrated NHLer and his team had to INFLATE his playing time just so he could score enough points to appear to be a mediocre player. Who had the most average ice time amongst active players in 2013 - It was Kovalchuk averaging 24:44 per game. EPSN has a "productivity" statistic that calculates how many minutes it takes a player to score a point. That statistic correctly places Kovalchuk in the mediocre category at 216th place amongst forwards well [far] behind Patrick Elias, Blake Wheeler, Michael Ryder, Nazem Kadri and even Matt Anderson. Kovalchuk was not the solution, but the reason for New Jersey's anaemic offence and the Devils will do better with their old and new young guns!

2 Weeks Ago

 · Reply

navajorug

That's a fabricated statistic that doesn't come close to measuring a player's productivity. For one thing, it does not take into account penalty-killing time when a player's chances of getting on the scoresheet are greatly diminished. Secondly, it's not as if a player like Kovalchuk was getting excessive ice time at the expense of other capable forwards. When Kovalchuk was out with an injury last season, the Devils' offense was horrible. If he gets a lot of ice time it's because his team NEEDS him on the ice. It's no different than an NFL team handing the ball to a running back 30 times in a game. Yeah, the guy who carries the ball 30 times for 150 yards is "less productive" than the guy who carries the ball 10 times for 60 yards. But there's a reason why one of them is carrying the ball three times more than the other one. 

I've checked out Michael Ryder's playing career, and despite all the nonsense about how much more "productive" than Kovalchuk he was last year, I'm still not sure the guy has ever played on his team's first line at any time in his career. 

2 Weeks Ago

 · Reply

View more items

navajorug

I only did the research on Ryder because he's the free agent the Devils signed right after Kovalchuk left. 

Using these silly fabricated "measures" makes ESPN look naive about hockey. I don't put much stock in numbers like that, when you consider that Kovalchuk is allegedly ranked #216 among forwards for this "productivity" measure -- yet the first 69 players on the list have the highest productivity of one point every 0:00 of ice time because they had no points in 2013. 

Are you going to suggest that James Neal -- with a point every 19:24 -- is somehow more productive than Kovalchuk simply because Kovalchuk had a point every 29:44? If you believe that, then you don't know a damn thing about hockey. Take Neal away from Sidney Crosby and Evgeni Malkin and have him play a season with guys like Travis Zajac (1 point every 46:52), Dainus Zubrus (1 point every 46:52) and Adam Henrique (1 point every 48:05) for a while. Neal would last about five games before he was demoted to his team's fourth line. His "productivty" might actually stay the same, but he'd only be getting about 7-8 minutes of ice time per game instead of 20+ minutes. 

It's the summer of 2013 and you have an opportunity to sign one of the following five players to play left wing on your team's first line for a salary of $8M. Which one do you sign? 

A. Max Pacioretty 

B. Andrew Ladd 

C. Matt Moulson 

D. Alex Tanguay 

E. Ilya Kovalchuk 

Players A through D are more "productive" than Kovalchuk based on the ESPN numbers. If you pick anyone other than Kovalchuk from this list, you need to learn a few things about hockey. 

I think this says it all right here: 

... imagine how many more points Michael Ryder would have gotten if he had played on a first line or had gotten the excessive playing time that Kovi had. 

If Michael Ryder is so much more "productive" than Kovalchuk, then: (1) why doesn't he play on his team's first line, and (2) why doesn't he play 24+ minutes per game instead of only 16? 

2 Weeks Ago

NuDevil

You made no comment on Patrick Elias, Blake Wheeler, Nazem Kadri and Matt Anderson - I guess that is like Kovi where your commentary is a "no show".

2 Weeks Ago

oldtimer

Matteau will beat the Rangers one day in playoffs OT

Ciscokid99 likes this.

2 Weeks Ago

 · Reply

Vinch77

I am still scatching my head why they even drafted this guy??? I really hope I am wrong on this one but if they knew they were giving up the 1st round pick then why not give up 29th overall??? 

2 Weeks Ago

 · Reply

shadow365

sooo...news about Damien Brunner or anyone else we're looking at? Obviously Henrique is a more immediate concern, but there's no news about any UFAs we're in talks with...

funkytoes likes this.

2 Weeks Ago

 · Reply

HardcoreDevil

Yeah Rich whats going on do you know if Lou is gonna sign anyone or trying to sign anyone.

funkytoes likes this.

2 Weeks Ago

 · Reply

ajdevjet

sign kevin todd 

funkytoes and HardcoreDevil like this.

2 Weeks Ago

ajdevjet

I heard that Brunner talks have stopped and that the report last week was premature 

avcerc22 likes this.

2 Weeks Ago

 · Reply

View more items

avcerc22

TSN.ca pretty much said the same as of Monday. If it gets done, great. If not, it will be a youth movement this year.

2 Weeks Ago

ajdevjet

avcer22....I think its a youth movement already no ? 

2 Weeks Ago

DevilsAdvocate55

Rich, 

Do you know when NHL schedule comes out? OK, I'll admit, I miss hockey. 

Also, I had seen Kovalchuk's sister comment that her brother will want to return to NHL after his 4 year KHL contract. So like, we should welcome him back with open arms? Bolshoit, and I don't mean the ballet.

2 Weeks Ago

 · Reply

Neenah

Retirement is probably just around the corner.

2 Weeks Ago

 · Reply

avcerc22

Just like ignorant comments on a regular basis from you.

2 Weeks Ago

 · Reply

Ciscokid99

As long as Herietta is playing hockey, I will always be a Brodeur fan!

When Devils prospect Reid Boucher was a third and fourth-grader growing up in Michigan, he was awed by Brett Hull’s powerful shot during the Hall of Famer’s three seasons with the Detroit Red Wings.

 Boucher took notes and began patterning his own game after Hull.

“Growing up as a kid I liked watching Brett Hull a lot, especially when he went to the Wings,” Boucher remembered today. “Being from Michigan, I got to watch him quite a bit. 

 He had probably the best shot ever.”

Little more than a decade later, Boucher has impressed scouts, coaches and opponents with his own shot. He scored 62 goals last season for Sarnia in the Ontario Hockey League, breaking that club’s single-season record of 58 held by Steven Stamkos.

Now, taking part in the Devils’ prospects camp this week and just two months away from training camp, there is strong speculation that Boucher, who’ll turn 20 on Sept. 8, could make the jump to the NHL.

“It's a big jump but it's not impossible,” Devils coach Pete DeBoer said. “You always want to leave that door open for somebody to bust through and surprise you. He has some special tools that you can’t teach.”

Fourteen months ago the Devils envisioned Zach Parise and Ilya Kovalchuk as the franchise’s goal-scorers for years to come. But Parise left as a free agent last summer and Kovalchuk retired from the NHL last week before signing to play in Russia.

That opens the door for someone who can put the puck in the net.

“I think there is a chance,” Boucher said about making the team in training camp. “I don’t know how good it is, but I definitely want to earn that role and jump in as soon as I can. I have to work on my foot speed a little bit in the summertime, which I’ve been doing.”

Reid-Boucher-Sciarrano.JPGReid Boucher demonstrates his powerful shot during the first day of the Devils' prospect camp in Newark. For more photos of camp, see gallery at the bottom of the post.Robert Sciarrino/The Star-Ledger 

At 5-11, 195 pounds, Boucher is comparable in size to the 5-10, 200-pound Hull. He is confident enough to suggest that he’d like to fill the hole Kovalchuk left. But the young right winger is also not cocky enough to predict it will happen, at least not right away.

“It’s definitely a possibility. It’s hard to replace a player like Kovy,” Boucher acknowledged. “I’d love the opportunity to step up and fill that role, but I don’t know what their plans are for me yet. I’ll just take it as it comes.

“I don’t feel a whole lot of pressure. I’ll just take it as it comes and work as hard as I possibly can.”

Anyone who doubts he can do to NHL goalies what he did to junior goalies, hasn’t seen Boucher in action. Devils vice president of hockey operations and director of scouting David Conte says Boucher’s shot can be as effective against goalies at any level.

 In 68 games for Sarnia last season Boucher scored 95 points (62 goals, 33 assists) with 21 power play goals.

“My goal was 40 going into the year. I scored 28 the year before. I just wanted to get better than that,” he said.

What is it like to have a 62-goal season?

“Confidence is definitely sky high. You just have fun with it and roll with it,” the Devils' third pick (99th overall, fourth round) in the 2011 entry draft, explained. “I was looking for a slump all year and it never came. I had a lot of fun with my teammates.”

After signing an amateur tryout contract Mar. 29, Boucher scored a goal in his AHL debut for Albany the next day and finished with five points (three goals, two assists) in 11 games.

“I definitely had confidence coming into Albany. Especially the first game. I got a tip-in goal. It was awesome, even more of a confidence booster,” Boucher recalled.

“It was probably a couple steps faster (than junior). What really (impressed) me is how strong everybody is. There are big guys in junior, too. I don’t back down from anybody that is bigger. You just have to be smarter when you attack.”

What does he expect when he faces an NHL goalie?

“They’re obviously better as you go along, so you just have to put them in the right spots,” Boucher said.

 Perhaps he won’t be ready for the NHL. But the Devils, who need offense, are willing to give him a chance.

“I hope there is (a spot). I’m just trying to do the best I can and put a smile on the coaches’ faces,” Boucher said. “I think everybody (will be) fighting for a spot. You have to bring your best to training camp. You have to be in the best shape you can be and play your best hockey.”

It wouldn’t be shocking to see Boucher make it. Certainly not as shocking as the news Kovalchuk delivered last week.

“I was (stunned). I didn’t even know,” Boucher said. “I was on the golf course and a bunch of friends called me.”

Soon the NHL will be calling.

* * *

Stefan Matteau, who sat out today's scrimmage with a little soreness, said he hopes to practice tomorrow.

"Hopefully. That's not my decision," he said. "Just a little sore. No serious injury."

Matteau was asked about Kovalchuk's departure.

"I got to skate with him while I was here. Obviously it's shocking and a bit of a bummer, but things happen," he said. "He's moving on with his career. I think the Devils will be fine and the Devils' organization will move past it, too."

* * *

Goalie Anthony Brodeur has been wearing his Shattuck-St. Mary's mask in prospects camp. He said he has a new mask that will be painted for the upcoming QMJHL with Gantieau.

"It will have the Gatineau logo and maybe something New Jersey," Brodeur said
He is a goal scorer plain and simple. 

That is not something that can be taught. 

Either you have the shot and accuracy or you don't. 

Obviously everything depends on the linemates and how they move the puck. In the NHL you don't go end to end and beat everyone on the ice as Kovi was always trying to do. 

The center has to be creative and make a play before a goal scorer can get into position to get off the shot. The goal scorer needs to hustle and fight for position because the Defense knows the same thing so that shot won't come easy. Speed definitely helps but there is no substitute for that desire to score. We'll see if the kid has the desire and the coaches can get the right line combinations for success. SSSOOO much depends on the center position and that is the area that the Devs need improvement. 

This years crop of centers look like they can get the puck into the offensive zone more so than in years past so we'll see if they can create and get familiar with their line mates. The talent is there.

2 Weeks Ago

 · Reply

NuDevil

New Jersey ought to do much better this year without Kovi whether it uses its young guns like Boucher or Matteau or those long in the tooth. Kovi was the most overrated NHLer and his team had to INFLATE his playing time just so he could score enough points to appear to be a mediocre player. Who had the most average ice time amongst active players in 2013 - It was Kovi averaging 24:44 per game. EPSN has a "productivity" statistic that calculates how many minutes it takes a player to score a point. That statistic correctly places Kovi in the mediocre category at 216th place amongst forwards well [far] behind Patrick Elias, Blake Wheeler, Michael Ryder, Nazem Kadri and even Matt Anderson. Kovi was not the solution, but the reason for New Jersey's anaemic offence and the Devils will do better with their old and new young guns!

2 Weeks Ago

 · Reply

mr.socha

NO WAY this kid makes the team this year. At best he is given a 10-15 game "tryout" like Motteau did last year then gets sent back to AHL for the rest of the year. Wont be given serious consideration until 2014-2015 season. No way he goes from JUNIOR HOCKEY to NHL starting roster in 1 year. Just not happening

avcerc22 likes this.

2 Weeks Ago

 · Reply

AlexanderSemak

And you know this?

occorruption likes this.

2 Weeks Ago

 · Reply

occorruption

Lol, Socha is having a precognition experience.

2 Weeks Ago

avcerc22

I have to agree with Socha. Think long and hard. How often has someone come right out of Quebec Juniors and made an immediate impact on their team? Few and far between. More than likely he gets to training camp, sent to Albany and is a likely call up by Thanksgiving. Stamkos, for those that wish to compare, had 23G is in his first season with Tampa, but also played on a line with St.Louis and Lecavalier. Then again, the poor kid had Melrose as his first coach. Even Zach didn't set the world on first his first year in the NHL with , you guessed it, a full year in the AHL first. Patience is going to be needed, whether we as fans like it or not. 

2 Weeks Ago

 · Reply

14allnall41

I say bring him up right away - from Pre-season on until/if our place in the standings is showing we need to begin the stretch run & send him down then. Give this kid a taste asap so he at the very least knows where he's gotta be and ya never know how he's gonna respond.

2 Weeks Ago

navajorug

The AHL single-season scoring record is held by Don Biggs, with 54G-84A-138 Points for Binghamton in 1992-93. 

If anyone here read this and didn't say to themselves, "Who the 'eff is Don Biggs?" you're full of it! 

2 Weeks Ago

 · Reply

HardcoreDevil

AJ who was the last player to rip it up and how long ago.

2 Weeks Ago

 · Reply

HardcoreDevil

Nevermind Parise I guess.

2 Weeks Ago

 · Reply

ajdevjet

58 pts in 73 games for Zach.....Madden's numbers jumped out at me along with Todd! 

2 Weeks Ago

fincognito

TRADE HIM NOW!!! Only because he will get "homesick" and go play for Detroit in a few years.

2 Weeks Ago

 · Reply

View more items

ajdevjet

that aint even funny , dont even joke like that ! lol 

2 Weeks Ago

 · Reply

Michael Porta

It really is sad because I thought of that exact same thing, we need to start drafting from NJ then maybe we have a shot.

2 Weeks Ago

 · Reply

95devils

were gonna need all the goals we can get...if kovi was here, maybe the kid plays more in the minors..but thats not the case. Devils are gonna need his goals now...... 

ajdevjet likes this.

2 Weeks Ago

 · Reply

Michael Porta

I agree but disagree, he had a record breaking 62 goals with Sarnia, then went up to the AHL and dropped a lot point production wise per games played, I am worried what that will mean if he then goes to the NHL, and even bigger step.

2 Weeks Ago

 · Reply

slived

Hate to put so much stock in a 3rd round kid but 62G is an impressive #. Goal scoring is a skill and certain folks have a knack for it. Of course he had a crafty overage 5 year OHL veteran to set him up and we have nobody. Literally nobody. Elias is nice player but he's like a #4 NHL forward at this stage in his career. 

I'm not sure he will have the physical aspects to handle the NHL regularly yet.

2 Weeks Ago

 · Reply

HardcoreDevil

He is gonna have Elias-Zajac-Henrique-Loktionov heck even JJ to set him up.Way better than Albany or whoever he had in Sarnia dont you think.

2 Weeks Ago

 · Reply

BringBackDaneyko

Elias a #4? Are you serious. I mean really. Are you serious!

ajdevjet and occorruption like this.

2 Weeks Ago

 · Reply

occorruption

This is proof drugs fry brain cells.

2 Weeks Ago

avcerc22

Agreed. Saw him play 4/6 vs. Scranton/Wilkes-Barre. Quick feet but didn't produce much of anything that night. Then again, Albany was horrid that night as well, giving up 3 PP goals. How ironic he is wearing 59 @ rookie camp. Take the 5 part off would be quite fitting. He got knocked around a bit that night as well, but not as bad as some other Albany Devils.

2 Weeks Ago

 · Reply

oldtimer

i do not think he's ready for the NHL. 

Let him first tear up the AHL, 1 goal in 11 games last season showed he needs more seasoning

2 Weeks Ago

 · Reply

ajdevjet

3 g 2 a in 11 games and Conte said his shot can beat "most NHL goalies" he should get every chance to crack the lineup this year and for our sake we better hope he does. 

crustytoes likes this.

2 Weeks Ago

 · Reply

HardcoreDevil

Kevin Todd i forgot about him.Wow those are pretty good stats.Thanks AJ.

2 Weeks Ago

occorruption

Also you have to remember that a player doesn't need to "tear" up the AHL to be ready. There's a big difference when an Elias is feeding you the puck than a Sestito.

avcerc22, HardcoreDevil and ajdevjet like this.

2 Weeks Ago

 · Reply

View more items

ajdevjet

Devils thats ripped it up in the AHL 

John Madden 1998-99 98 pts in 75 games 

Sergei Brylin 1997-98 43 pts in 44 games 

Bill Guerin 1991-92 23 pts in 22 games  

Petr SYkora 1996-97 45 pts in 43 games 

Kevin Todd 1990-91 118 pts in 75 games 

Patrick Elias 1996-97 67 pts in 57 games
The Devils held their second day of prospects camp and scrimmaged at AmeriHealth Pavilion.

Stefan Matteau did not take part in the scrimmage.

Winger David Wohlberg was shaken up early in the game when he accidentally collided with Oleg Yevenko. Wohlberg, who was cheered by both teams as he left the ice, returned before the first period was over.

The white team lines (not by position):

Nick Saracino-Michael Ambrosia-Derek Rodwell

 Blake Coleman-Miles Wood-Reid Boucher

 David Wohlberg-Ryan Kujawinski-Ben Thomson

 Ryan Misiak-Dmitry Antipin

White team defense:

Eric Gelinas-Reece Scarlett

 Brandon Burlon-Steven Santini

 Matt Kilian

White team goalies: Anthony Brodeur and Scott Wedgewood

Reid Boucher talks about his role with the DevilsDevils Reid Boucher talks about his role as a goal scorer in Devils rookie minicamp in Newark.

Red lines:

Blake Pietila-Artur Gavrus-Myles Bell

 Alexander Kerfoot-Frank DiChiara-Kyle Gibbons

 Riley Boychuk-Graham Black-Ben Johnson

 Conor Sheary

Red defense:

Jon Merrill-Damon Severson

 Curtis Gedig-Seth Helgeson

 Oleg Yevenko-Zach Tolkinen

Red team goalies: Brandon Hope and Jake Hildebrand

First period scoring:

Wydo (W)

 Rodwell (R)

 Antipin (W)

Second period scoring:

Bell (R)

 Ambrosia (W)

 Pietila (R)

Shootout:

Black scores (R) on Brodeur

 Boucher scores (W) Hildebrand

 Pietila (R) scores to win it vs. Brodeur
Jon Merrill is one of the young Devils defenseman with a legitimate shot at winning a spot on the team in training camp.

 After taking part in the first day of prospects camp, Merrill said he was looking forward to September to show he can play in the NHL.

“Absolutely. One thing that is different this year from last year is mentally I feel I’m in a good place. I think I’m ready going forward into training camp. I’m excited,” he said.

 Can he make it?

“That’s not up to me. That’s up to the coaches. I’m just going to come, bring my game and play the best I can. Hopefully make the team,” Merrill noted.

 Merrill, 6-4, 205 pounds, suffered a serious injury last season while playing for the University of Michigan. On Oct. 9, he was checked head-first into the boards and suffered a cracked vertebrae. 

“I really had no idea what was going on. I was a little bit out of it. I had a concussion, too,” he recalled. “A day or two after, it kind of started to sink in when I was sitting around in my neck brace. I was very fortunate and thankful it wasn’t more serious.

“I feel great.”

This prospects camp feels different.

“I think it’s a little different. I’m just starting to feel a little more comfortable being around the organization a little bit longer,” Merrill said. “I am 100 percent part of the organization now. I’m not going back to school, so it is a little bit better to get a better relationship with the coaching staff.”

Playing in Albany (AHL) at the end of last season also helped.

“I think it was great. It was awesome. I was glad to go up there,” he said. “I got 12 games in. Just to see what it’s like to be a pro and be around some guys who’ve been pros for a while. I think it was really beneficial.”

Merrill, 21, was the Devils' first pick (38th overall in the second round) in 2010. He was asked what he believes are the qualities needed in an NHL defenseman.

“I think everyone is different. I think there is no exact mold for an NHL defenseman these days,” he answered. “I think everyone gets the job done differently. I think if you can bring something to the team, that’s what they’re looking for.” 

Coach Pete DeBoer said of Merrill: “The best way I can put it is I think the organization is excited about not just him but the quality of the young defensemen we have here. I think by far it’s the most depth we have at a position in the organization and he’s definitely one of those guys.”

Eric Gelinas, who appeared in his first NHL game last season as well as 57 games for Albany, is also a candidate to stick with the Devils next season.

"I don't want to think about it. I just want to be here and do my thing," Gelinas said. "If it works out, I'm going to be happy about it. I don't want to set my bar so high. I want to keep everything simple and prove that I can play here on a regular basis.

"I think last year with the injury and the lockout, with NHL players in the AHL, I grew up as a player. I'm more mature now and I worked on some defensive stuff. Last year I think I proved a lot."

He overcame a serious injury last season when he was struck in the mouth and jaw by a puck. 
Rich...This is the kind of positive stuff I want to see. More on the kids...hope for the future. I think there are some talented players in this camp.

occorruption likes this.

2 Weeks Ago

 · Reply

slived

Saw him in WJC a couple years ago. He was really impressive. He's just been a walking jinx. First he slid in the draft due to behavior problems. Then he gets suspended at Michigan for god only knows what. Then he came back and got hurt again. Then he crashes headfirst into the boards and cracks his vertebrae. 

Oy! I can't imagine him getting past 40 games anywhere.

2 Weeks Ago

 · Reply

BringBackDaneyko

I don't remember being as excited about a group of rookies as I am this one. I have been eagerly awaiting Merril, and with what Boucher did last season has really got me intrigued. Throw Gelinas into the mix who seems to have a great upside. Would love to see two of these kids with the big boys this year.

occorruption likes this.

2 Weeks Ago

 · Reply

occorruption

Yea me to. And you never know who else might step up that was least expected to, you just never know. 

2 Weeks Ago

 · Reply

devilsfantx

Where does Urbom fit in? 

2 Weeks Ago

 · Reply

artt

As the 3rd best D prospect

2 Weeks Ago

 · Reply

devszid

I think seeing a D rotation of Merril and Gelinas as a 3rd pairing along say Volchenkov would be a real possibility at some point. Merril is great with his stick and Gelinas has the best shot from the point now that Kovy is gone. Both guys are going to be good players and I think Merril will be that #1D man the Devs have lacked since 2004. The biggest test they're going to have is how quickly they learn how to use their size and prove their toughness. Both guys will have to learn to be physical and to back it up.

2 Weeks Ago

 · Reply

occorruption

Good article, I enjoy hearing how our younger players look. It's going to be interesting to see who makes the squad this year. Merrill sounds positive. It's going to be an exciting camp this year.

2 Weeks Ago

 · Reply

BP Devil Dog

We're pullin for you kid!  

Out with the old
Jankowski, Leipsic added to Canada junior camp
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Forwards Mark Jankowski and Brendan Leipsic have been added to Hockey Canada's roster for next month's national junior team development camp.

The camp is the first step in Canada picking its team for the 2014 IIHF World Junior Championship, which will be held Dec. 26 to Jan. 5, 2014 in Malmo, Sweden.

Jankowski, a 6-foot-3, 168-pound center taken by the Calgary Flames with the 21st pick of the 2012 NHL Draft, had seven goals and 11 assists in 34 games as a freshman at Providence College last season.

Leipsic, a left wing with the Portland Winterhawks, led the Western Hockey League with 49 goals last season and tied for the league lead with 120 points in 68 games. The 5-9, 168-pound left wing was a 2012 third-round pick of the Nashville Predators.

The pair will take part in all of Canada's camp, which will be held Aug. 4-10. The first two days will take place in Brossard, Quebec, and then the team will travel to Lake Placid, N.Y., where it will take part in exhibition games against the United States, Sweden and Finland.

In addition, Hockey Canada announced forwards Jonathan Drouin and Nathan MacKinnon, along with defensemen Griffin Reinhart and Morgan Rielly, will not travel with the team to Lake Placid and only skate in the first two days of camp in Quebec. All four played on Canada's team that finished fourth in Russia at the 2013 WJC.

The 37 players taking part in camp represent 20 NHL teams, including four Toronto Maple Leafs prospects -- Rielly, defenseman Matthew Finn and forwards Frederik Gauthier and Ryan Rupert. The Winnipeg Jets (goalie Eric Comrie, defenseman Joshua Morrissey, forward Nicolas Petan), New York Islanders (Reinhart, defensemen Ryan Pulock and Adam Pelech) and Calgary Flames (Jankowski, forwards Sean Monahan and Emile Poirier) each will have three prospects taking part.

In addition, centers Sam Reinhart from the Kootenay Ice of the Western Hockey League and Connor McDavid from the Erie Otters of the Ontario Hockey League were invited to the camp. Reinhart is a candidate to be the first pick of the 2014 NHL Draft, while McDavid is expected to go No. 1 at the 2015 NHL Draft.
NEWARK, N.J. — Predators general manager David Poile spoke from shock.

As he sat with a gaggle of reporters underneath Prudential Center after the Nashville selected Seth Jones with the No. 4 pick in the NHL Draft, the normally understated Poile took a moment to crow about his newest asset.

“I wish we had the No. 1 pick then I can’t say ‘I can’t believe the player was there,’ ” Poile said. “We had Seth Jones rated No. 1, he’s just a terrific player.”

The Predators went into the draft hoping to add a dynamic forward. Instead, the selection of Jones, the top player in the draft according to multiple rankings, gave them yet another blueline game-changer.

It also shortened their offseason checklist. Nashville can now focus on adding the top-six forward it desperately needs — a player with punch and stature — via trade or free agency.

Jones has a tantalizing mix of size, skating, defensive ability and offensive ability. He has been likened to former Norris Trophy winners Rob Blake and Scott Niedermayer.

There was already some talk that the 6-foot-4, 205-pound native of Plano, Texas, could play with captain Shea Weber next season. Weber and Roman Josi were penciled in as the top defensive pairing, but Jones provides an interesting and dynamic option to put with Weber.

“You got one of the best guys in the league to play with,” Predators assistant coach Phil Housley said of Weber. “He’ll be a great mentor because you don’t have to push Seth along. He can learn from one of the best. That’s invaluable as far as that experience part.”

One offseason ago, Nashville lost an American-born defenseman in free agent Ryan Suter. Now they have a new one in the 18-year-old Jones, who could add more size and power than the 6-foot-1 Suter.

“I think I can be a solid defenseman, produce a little bit offensively as well,” Jones said. “I know people say it takes time for defensemen to really grow in the league and a couple of years at least, so hopefully I can prove that theory wrong.”

Most importantly for the Predators: their defensive pairs aren’t only set for next season, but they’re set for the next several years. The 27-year-old Weber has 13 years left on his contract. Kevin Klein, 28, has five years left. Victor Bartley, 25, has three years left. Josi, 23, has seven years left.

“It looks like a defense that could stay together for a lot of years,” Poile said. 

If the Predators do put Jones with Weber, there could be a slight issue in that both blueliners play the right side. Housley downplayed the potential for a problem, saying Jones could shift to the left side if needed.

“Would we like him to play on his strong side? Yeah. But he’s very mobile. He can skate, pivot well,” Housley said. “I think it’s going to be good because he’s on his strong side when he pivots to the outside as a right hander.

“But I think you see those two guys on the power play, and I’m like ‘who are you going to defend?’ That’s one of the elements that Seth Jones brings.”

Jones, who posted 56 points in 61 games with the Portland Winterhawks of the Western Hockey League last season, fell to the Predators when top forwards Nathan MacKinnon, Aleksander Barkov and Jonathan Drouin went 1-2-3 to Colorado, Florida and Tampa Bay.

He’s a player with major marketing potential in addition to major talent.

His father, former NBA player Popeye Jones, is from Dresden, Tenn. Seth grew up playing in the Dallas area while his father played for the Mavericks. He has been a major national story for the last few years as an African-American who spurned basketball and ventured into hockey in a non-traditional market.

“It’s pretty awesome, growing up 2½ hours from Nashville, one of those untraditional hockey markets,” Popeye Jones said. “I think the people in Nashville have really caught onto the Predators and really support them well, so my family will get to go see him play a lot.”

Seth Jones

Position: Defense

Height, weight: 6-foot-4, 205 pounds

Team: Portland Winterhawks (Western Hockey League)

Numbers: 61 games, 14 goals and 42 assists (56 points), plus-46 with the Winterhawks.

About: His father Popeye is a former NBA player and a native of Dresden, Tenn.

Cooper’s take: Jones is considered the top player in the draft by many scouts and analysts. He can easily fill a hole on Nashville’s defense. His selection also frees up the Predators to look for a forward in free agency or trade.

Other Predators picks

Note: Nashville did not have a second-round pick. The Predators traded what ended up being the 34th overall pick to Montreal as part of a deal for Andrei Kostitsyn last season. 

Jonathan-Ismael Diaby

Picked: Third round, 64th overall

Position: Defense

Height, weight: 6-5, 223

Team: Victoriaville (Quebec Major Junior Hockey League)

Numbers: 67 games, four goals, 22 assists, 117 penalty minutes

Felix Girard

Picked: Fourth round, 95th overall

Position: Center 

Height, weight: 5-11, 190

Team: Baie-Comeau (QMJHL)

Numbers: 58 games, 23 goals, 38 assists

Juuse Saros

Picked: Fourth round, 99th overall

Position: Goaltender

Height, weight: 5-10, 178

Team: HPK (Junior A Finland)

Numbers: 37 games, 1.86 goals against average, .933 save percentage

Saku Maenalanen

Picked: Fifth round, 125th overall

Position: Right wing

Height, weight: 6-3, 176

Team: Karpat (Junior A Finland)

Numbers: 45 games, 23 goals, 35 assists

Teemu Kivihalme

Picked: Fifth round, 140th overall

Position: Defense

Height, weight: 5-11, 161

Team: Burnsville High School (Minnesota)

Numbers: 25 games, nine goals, 21 assists

Emil Pettersson

Picked: Sixth round, 155th overall

Position: Center

Height, weight: 6-1, 158

Team: Timra (Swedent)

Numbers: 44 games, 13 goals, 31 assists

Tommy Veilleux

Picked: Sixth round, 171st overall

Position: Left Wing

Height, weight: 6-0, 188

Team: Victoriaville (QMJHL)

Numbers: 66 games, 11 goals, 17 assists, 129 penalty minutes

Wade Murphy

Picked: Seventh round, 185th overall

Position: Right wing

Height, weight: 5-11, 176

Team: Penticton Vees (British Columbia Hockey League)

Numbers: 50 games, 23 goals, 47 assists

Janne Juvonen

Picked: Seventh round, 203rd overall

Position: Goaltender

Height, weight: 6-1, 183

Team: Peliitat (Finnish second league)

Numbers: 17 games, 3.18 goals against average, .902 save percentage

Also: The Predators traded a fourth-round pick (112th overall) to St. Louis for the Blues' seventh-round pick (203rd) this year and fourth-round pick in 2014.

Reach Josh Cooper at jcooper2@tennessean.com or 615-726-8917. Contributing: Nashville Predators press release.
Viktor Stalberg, whose welcome was so worn out with the Chicago Blackhawks that head coach Joel Quenneville ended up benching him several times in the playoffs, spoke to the media on Monday about the new opportunities that he has with his new club, the Nashville Predators.

“I wanted to come to a team where I could have a bigger opportunity and play a little bit more,” he told the media. “As you guys know, in Chicago we had superstars…It’s tough to get the opportunity ahead of those guys, and they’re going to get the big minutes. I had a couple of good years there, but I think I can keep improving. I don’t think I’ve reached my potential.”

That quote was an interesting one, but a little deeper in the ESPN.com piece on Stalberg’s comments, there is another gem that is worthy of examination:

“Asked whether he got a fair shot at becoming a top-six forward in Chicago, Stalberg replied, ‘Yes and no.’ 

“Certainly you can’t be mad at that either. Look at that lineup. That’s just the way it is. It’s probably the last couple of years the best team in hockey if you look at the roster. At the same time that you want to be on a good team – winning and all that – it might not be the opportunity to reach my potential.” 

To a degree, Stalberg has a point about not really getting the opportunity to crack the top six. Guys like Bryan Bickell, Brandon Saad, Michael Frolik and even Daniel Carcillo were given chances at wing spots in the upper half of the Hawks’ lineup, but Stalberg never really got that chance.

The issue with his statements is that he was given plenty of opportunities to flourish offensively, and he simply could never get the job done. Despite being with Bickell and Andrew Shaw on the third line for the majority of the season, on one of the few lines that Quenneville tended not to shuffle too often, Stalberg only had nine goals and 14 assists in 47 games. These low numbers came in spite of starting more possessions in the offensive zone, 63.9% of them to be precise, than any other regular Hawks player in 2013.

Nashville head coach Barry Trotz echoed Stalberg’s sentiments, saying that “he ended up being on the third line, some fourth line, which is probably not his role. You don’t get the same opportunities.”

The problem is that Stalberg never compelled Quenneville to bump him up. Whether it was because of Stalberg’s attitude (a widely cited reason he was benched during the playoffs was because he was complaining about a lack of playing time on the power play) or because of his inability to finish on the rush (he only converted on 8% of his shots on goal during the regular season, and didn’t score on 27 shots in the postseason), the Swedish winger did have chances to shine, and he simply didn’t.

Whether or not he will succeed in Nashville is impossible to tell, but one thing is for sure: if the narrative surrounding him becomes one of “he’s taking advantage of a long withheld opportunity”, then it’s simply a fairy tale.

Source: http://www.nbcchicago.com/blogs/madhouse-enforcer/Viktor-Stalberg-Excited-About-New-Opportunities-with-Predators-214639931.html#ixzz2asgVprPP

Observations from development camp
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This morning, the Predators started development camp at Centennial Sportsplex. Overall it was anything but normal in comparison to years past. This year generated a lot of buzz. The stands were a little more full, and there was a large media contingent. Most of this had to do with Predators 2013 first round pick Seth Jones.

The Predators had to do their own separate media scrum for the highly-touted Jones outside the locker room.

Off the ice, Jones was polished and answered every question.

On the ice, the 6-foot-4 Jones seemed as advertised. He was big and had excellent mobility. Overall, it was tough to get a handle on him, since a lot of the work was skill-related and not game related.

Nashville’s new director of player development Scott Nichol ran the drills on ice. Nashville’s coaching staff stood behind the glass and watched most of the exercises.
When Predators forward prospect Filip Forsberg discusses his recent high school graduation back home in Sweden, he does so in his typical understated nature.

“It was great, of course,” he said. “It was a big moment for me, and I’m proud of it.”

While that was clearly an important day in the 18-year-old Forsberg’s life, it probably will pale in comparison to what he has coming up this year — potentially a full NHL season playing important minutes.

The Predators indicated that Forsberg likely would be on the roster for the season opener in October. The player who still very much looks like a high schooler hopes to be ready.

His priorities are to “get stronger and to play at a higher level and get up to speed a little bit. Those are two things I really focus on.”

Forsberg is a little different from most other prospects in Predators development camp at Centennial Sportsplex this week. Acquired by Nashville in a trade with the Washington Capitals on April 3, he played in five games near the end of last season and scored a goal.

The small taste of the NHL gives him some things most other prospects lack: a better overall sense of the team, its attitude and what the coaches want from him in the upcoming season — if he does indeed stick on the NHL roster.

Said coach Barry Trotz: “When Filip came in, I tried to prepare him that we were going to play him and you end up against some people who are higher quality than he has been used to.”

The Predators believe that with the veteran forwards they acquired when free agency opened last week — Matt Hendricks, Viktor Stalberg, Eric Nystrom — Forsberg should feel even more confident jumping into the lineup.

“I like the type of people we brought in,” Trotz said. “Guys like Hendricks and Nystrom really fill in that grit factor, and that backbone factor, so some of the young guys we have in our lineup can feel comfortable out there.”

Before Nashville selected defenseman Seth Jones with the fourth overall pick of the draft last month, Forsberg was considered the major building block toward boosting the roster of prospects.

A 2012 first round pick (11th overall), Forsberg was acquired for alternate captain Martin Erat and forward Michael Latta after Erat demanded a trade. The 6-foot-1, 186-pounder is a player who can drive off the boards toward the net in the offensive zone. He also has an excellent wrist shot.

Now the Predators see Forsberg and Jones as a possible offense/defense duo and future members of the team core.

“Both of them have a little bit of that ‘it’ factor and whatever ‘it’ is, I really can’t explain it,” Trotz said. “They’re polished, they understand what they want to do, and I think they have an inner confidence. And all athletes who are successful have an inner confidence.”
There’s a bit more polish in his voice and more of an adult tone. In Austin Watson’s third development camp with the Predators, the 2010 first-round pick is no longer the junior, but the senior.

“He’s leading on the ice and off the ice, he’s one of the captains here this week for development camp, and the kids who just got drafted this year are looking up to him,” director of player development Scott Nichol said of the 21-year-old forward. “That’s the process.”

Despite Watson’s older status among prospects, he finds himself in an odd situation. Two weeks ago, he was a candidate for Nashville’s opening night roster this fall. But after a flurry of forward signings when the NHL’s free agency period opened on July 5, Watson is in a tougher spot.

Though this would trouble most former first-round draft picks, Watson takes the situation in stride. He played six games for the Predators last season, scored one goal and was a minus-2. In 72 games with the American Hockey League’s Milwaukee Admirals last season, Watson scored 20 goals and added 17 assists.

“When the team picks up new players, I think it’s great for the organization,” he said. “Obviously there’s going to be tough competition. Whatever it is, everyone is going to be competing for spots, no matter who, it’s just about coming in here with the right attitude and working hard to earn your spot.”

Though Nashville’s signees — veterans Matt Cullen, Eric Nystrom, Viktor Stalberg and Matt Hendricks — add depth at forward, Predators coach Barry Trotz said there would be a spot for Watson if he “does a great job” in training camp.

“When you say, ‘You cut out the ability for young guys to play,’ you really don’t do that,” Trotz said. “What you do is you create competition and the ‘back pressure,’ … people like that make us a better team.”

The 6-foot-4 Watson said he came to development camp weighing 202 pounds and hopes to add about 8 more. The key for him is to go from being a boy playing a man’s game to a man playing with his peers.

According to the Predators, he’s on the right path.

“You can tell his body is starting to change,” Nichol said. “He’s starting to get out of the boyish body and be a little bit more stocky and become a little bit more of a man now.”
In March, Colton Sissons was playing his final regular-season game with the Western Hockey League’s Kelowna Rockets in front of friends and family in Vancouver.

The 2012 second-round draft pick of the Predators already had scored two goals and racked up an assist when he ended up at the bottom of a pile and hurt his collarbone.

After the game, he found out it was fractured. He was told no playoffs, no hockey for eight to 12 weeks.

“I didn’t know as soon as it happened,” Sissons said. “I knew I was in a lot of pain, but I thought I just tweaked my shoulder and then I felt in there and realized something wasn’t flat.”

Last week the 19-year-old Sissons participated in Predators development camp, which concluded on Saturday with a scrimmage at Centennial Sportsplex.

The camp marked the first time Sissons was on the ice playing competitive hockey since his injury, and for a player looking to make his way onto Nashville’s roster this fall, every bit of ice time counts.

“I think (development camp) is just showing yourself against your competition,” Sissons said. “All of these guys are fighting for a spot to play on the Predators one day, and you’ve got to show that maybe you’ve got a little bit more than they do bringing to the table.”

Predators chief amateur scout Jeff Kealty didn’t think the injury hurt Sissons’ chances of making the team.

“You know injuries always heal and … he’s a mature kid and a well-prepared kid,” Kealty said. “He had a real good year before he got hurt. He’s healed up now and getting a good summer training in so he should be ready to go come September.”

The Predators are off from official team activities and practices until early September when training camp begins, but that won’t keep players who are fighting for a roster spot off the ice.

“Get faster and stronger and hopefully get my foot in the door come camp,” Sissons said. “I just want to play professional hockey this year, and I’m going to do everything in my power to do so.”

Extension for Clune: The Predators re-signed forward Rich Clune on Wednesday to a two-year, $1.7 million contract extension that starts after the 2013-14 season.

He will make $850,000 in both 2014-15 and 2015-16.

Nashville picked up Clune off waivers from the Los Angeles Kings before last season, and he turned into a solid addition. The 5-foot-10, 207-pounder added toughness to the lineup and a little bit of scoring, with four goals and five assists in 47 games. He was also a plus-3.

Mostly, he ended up replacing Jordin Tootoo, who signed with the Detroit Red Wings last offseason, and did a good job of filling that role.

Clune is in the final season of a two-way contract that pays him $90,000 at the American Hockey League level and $550,000 at the NHL level.
When asked how he more than doubled his point total from a year ago with the Portland Winterhawks, even Brendan Leipsic can’t quite figure it out.

“I don’t know what to say,” the 5-foot-9, 19-year-old Predators prospect said. “I didn’t try to put up numbers at the beginning of the season or anything like that, but the team had a good season obviously.”

When Nashville selected Leipsic in the third round of the 2012 NHL draft, it thought it was getting an agitator who could chip in offensively. He wasn’t considered an offensively gifted forward, but that’s what he has turned into. Leipsic went from 58 points in the 2011-12 season to 120 in 2012-13.

“I don’t think any of us would have predicted that he was going to double his production and lead the entire (league) in scoring,” Predators chief amateur scout Jeff Kealty said. “When we drafted him and went through the process of drafting him, we certainly felt like there was another step in offensive production out of him. I think he showed that this year.”

On draft day in 2012, the Predators believed Leipsic could be like diminutive Boston Bruins agitator Brad Marchand. While Marchand isn’t a big-time scorer, he provides a tough presence in Boston’s lineup, and chips in offensively when he can. Nashville still sees Leipsic in the same mold.

“He has a real level of competitiveness and agitation to him and a good amount of skill,” Kealty said.

Part of Leipsic’s production last season had to do with his linemates. He co-led the Western Hockey League in scoring with his center, Nicolas Petan. The other linemate, Ty Rattie, had 110 points.

“All year they had great chemistry,” said Predators prospect Seth Jones, a former Winterhawks blueliner. “He’s a nitty-gritty guy when he needs to be. He’ll throw a big hit when he needs to get the team going. He can also score and make plays as well. He has a lot of talent. I can definitely see him playing for the Predators soon.”

Although unlikely that Leipsic will make an NHL roster next season, he said he would come into Predators training camp with an open mind and prepare to have another strong year in junior. He said he’s up to 180 pounds, which would likely be his NHL playing weight, when he makes it to that level.

“I’m not setting my expectations too high,” he said, “but just have a strong showing.”

Reach Josh Cooper at 615-726-8917 or jcooper2@tennessean.com.

Even though Pontus Aberg is more than 4,000 miles away from home, not everything is foreign to him.

Several other Swedes in the Predators organization are skating with the forward prospect from Stockholm during development camp at Centennial Sportsplex this week. They include forward Filip Forsberg and goaltender Magnus Hellberg.

“It makes it easier for me because English is not our first language, so we can talk a little Swedish too,” Aberg said. “I understand more (English) than I can talk, so that makes it easier.”

Aberg is one of the top prospects in Nashville’s system and is taking part in his second development camp since the Predators drafted him 37th overall in 2012.

He scored 12 goals and 28 assists in 52 games last year for Djurgardens IF in the Hockey Allsvenskan, Sweden’s second league. Next season he’ll make the jump to the Swedish Elite League, playing for Farjestad BK.

“The guys are smarter in the Elite League,” Aberg said. “It goes a little bit slower, but everyone knows what they’re doing, and that makes it harder. In the second league it’s like forth and back and just go all the time.”

Aberg and Forsberg were two of the top junior-age scorers in Allsvenskan in 2012-13.

I know he’s ahead of me because he’s already played five (NHL) games,” Aberg said. “But he’s a really good player, and I’m looking forward to competing with him.”

Nichol’s first: Scott Nichol led practice for the first time in his new role as director of player development.

He recently retired from the NHL after 13 seasons as a player, including four with the Predators.

“What I’m in this role for is being on the ice, and I get to know the kids,” Nichol said. “That’s how I feel like I learn, is being on the ice with them and seeing how they skate and move the puck. They’re big boys that skate real well, so it’s very exciting.”

Team USA tie: New Predators assistant coach Phil Housley coached Team USA’s 2013 World Junior squad with two Nashville prospects: defenseman Seth Jones and forward Jimmy Vesey.

Reach Josh Cooper at 615-726-8917 or jcooper2@tennessean.com.

Forsberg eager to earn place on Predators roster 
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The Nashville Predators' development camp is underway, and though hockey fans in Music City are primarily focused on the arrival of defenseman Seth Jones, forward Filip Forsberg also is hard at work preparing for the 2013-14 season.

"It's been pretty tough, you know, tough days, we're working out in the morning on the track and then we have ice, and in the afternoon we have workouts," Forsberg told NHL.com, addressing the first two days of camp. "It's pretty hard, but that's how it's supposed to be."

Forsberg, the No. 11 pick in the 2012 NHL Draft, was acquired by the Predators from the Washington Capitals just before the NHL Trade Deadline last season in exchange for veteran wing Martin Erat and minor-league center Michael Latta.

Forsberg (6-foot-1, 186 pounds) spent most of 2012-13 playing for Leksands IF in his native Sweden, where he had 15 goals, 18 assists, 33 points and a plus-11 rating in 38 games.

NHL INSIDER

A look at the first 8 years of shootouts

By John Kreiser - NHL.com Columnist

It's hard to believe, but the shootout has been with us for eight seasons -- and it's been used to decide more than 13 percent of regular-season games. READ MORE › A look at some of the stars of the shootout

Ten top candidates for a bounce-back season

Players trying to avoid 'one-hit wonder' tag

MORE NHL INSIDER STORIES ›

Forsberg, 18, said believes the experience gained in Sweden has been vital to his growth as a player. Forsberg spent the past two seasons playing in HockeyAllsvenskan, Sweden's second-highest professional level. In 2012-13, he helped set the stage for Leksand's promotion to the top tier, the Elitserien.

"I've been playing with [Leksand IF] for a couple of years now, and I think that's been a great way to develop for me. I've been always competing and trying to get better, and to compete against much older guys is great," Forsberg said. "I just try to become better every day, and I think that has been successful so far."

Forsberg captained Sweden's entry at the 2013 IIHF World Junior Championships in Ufa, Russia. In six games, he had three goals and five points in helping Sweden capture the silver medal.

"I'm a pretty big-sized forward, [I try] to create scoring chances, I've got a good shot and good hands, and that's what I try to use in my type of game," Forsberg said.

On April 14, Forsberg made his NHL debut against the Detroit Red Wings. In five games for the Predators in 2012-13, Forsberg managed one assist. He did not score a goal.

He's eager to build on that brief NHL stint in 2013-14.

"I've got to get stronger and more ready to play NHL games," Forsberg said. "[I've got to become] stronger and faster, it's a very new type of game that you're playing here, compared to the hockey I've been playing back at home.

"I'm going back to Sweden on Sunday, and then I'm going to have to work out a lot to get ready, as I said before. Then, wherever I will play, we'll see, and the future is looking pretty good. I just need to put the effort in and work."

Forsberg, Lindholm off Sweden WJC camp roster

Friday, 07.26.2013 / 2:50 PM / Prospects

By Adam Kimelman - NHL.com Deputy Managing Editor
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As host nation for the 2014 IIHF World Junior Championship, Sweden hopes to assemble the best team possible. However, two of its top forwards might not be available for the elite under-20 tournament.

Filip Forsberg and Elias Lindholm have been removed from the roster Sweden will bring to Lake Placid, N.Y., for USA Hockey's National Junior Evaluation Camp.

The camp, to be held Aug. 3-10, will have Sweden practicing and playing exhibition games against teams from the United States, Canada and Finland. It's the first step in the roster makeup for teams taking part in the 2014 World Juniors, which runs from Dec. 26 to Jan. 5, 2014, and will be held in Malmo, Sweden.

SWEDEN NJEC ROSTER

GOALIES: 

 Oscar Dansk, Erie, OHL (Columbus)

 Marcus Hogberg, Linkoping, SHL (Ottawa)

 Jonas Johansson, Brynas Jr., SWE-JR (2014 eligible)

DEFENSEMEN:

 Linus Arnesson, Djurgarden, SWE-2 (Boston)

 Carl Dahlstrom, Linkoping, SWE-JR. (Chicago)

 Christian Djoos, Brynas, SHL (Washington)

 Robert Hagg, Modo, SHL (Philadelphia)

 Anton Lindholm, Skelleftea Jr., SWE-JR. (2014)

 Arvid Lundberg, Skelleftea Jr., SWE-JR. (2014)

 Robin Norell, Djurgarden Jr., SWE-JR. (Chicago)

 Jesper Pettersson, Linkoping, SHL (2014)

FORWARDS: 

 Andre Burakovsky, Malmo, SWE-2 (Washington)

 Sebastian Collberg, Frolunda, SHL (Montreal)

 Jacob de la Rose, Leksand, SHL (Montreal)

 David Gunnarsson, Modo, SHL (2014)

 Erik Karlsson, Frolunda, SHL (Carolina)

 Ludvig Nilsson, Timra, SWE-2 (2014)

 Gustav Possler, Modo, SHL (Buffalo)

 Filip Sandberg, HV 71, SHL (2014)

 Malte Stromwall, Vaxjo, SHL (2014)

 Oskar Sundqvist, Skelleftea, SHL (Pittsburgh)

 Tobias Tornkvist, Rogle, SWE-2 (2014)

 Lucas Wallmark, Lulea, SHL (2014)

 Alexander Wennberg, Frolunda, SHL (Columbus)

 Daniel Zaar, Rogle, SWE-2 (Columbus)

Forsberg and Lindholm were two of 10 players from the team that won the silver medal at the 2013 WJC who were on the initial camp roster. However, both are expected to be in the NHL when the tournament begins. Forsberg made his NHL debut late last season with the Nashville Predators. After totaling 33 points in 38 games with Leksand in Sweden's Allsvenskan, he had one assist in five NHL games. Lindholm was taken by the Carolina Hurricanes with the fifth pick of the 2013 NHL Draft, and not long after signing his rookie contract, Hurricanes general manager Jim Rutherford said he would be shocked if Lindholm didn't make the team out of training camp.

Forsberg captained last year's Sweden WJC team and had three goals and two assists in six games. Lindholm had two goals and two assists in six games. They remain eligible to play in the tournament if allowed to by their NHL teams.

The leading returning player at the camp could be goaltender Oscar Dansk, a Columbus Blue Jackets 2012 second-round draft pick. He was the third goaltender at last year's tournament and dressed as the backup in one game.

Dansk is one of three goalies invited to the camp. Also on the roster are Ottawa Senators draft pick Marcus Hogberg, and Jonas Johansson, who is eligible for the 2014 NHL Draft.

Among the five forwards at the camp from last year's team will be Filip Sandberg, who scored Sweden's goal in its 3-1 loss to the United States in last year's gold-medal game; Andre Burakovsky, the Washington Capitals' first pick at the 2013 NHL Draft; Alexander Wennberg, a 2013 first-round pick of the Columbus Blue Jackets; and a pair of Montreal Canadiens prospects, Sebastian Collberg and Jacob de la Rose.

Also returning will be three defensemen: Christian Djoos, a Capitals prospect; Linus Arnesson, a Boston Bruins draft pick; and Robert Hagg, a Philadelphia Flyers selection.

Of the 25 players traveling to Lake Placid, 10 are eligible for the 2014 draft. Among them is Johansson, the only goaltender listed by NHL Central Scouting on its Futures list for the Swedish junior leagues. In 29 games with Brynas' team in Sweden's top junior league last season, the 6-foot-3.75, 187-pound player had a 2.91 goals-against average and .899 save percentage. He also had a 2.23 GAA in four games for Sweden at the 2013 IIHF World Under-18 championship.

Forsberg one of 10 Swedish returnees for WJC camp

Friday, 07.19.2013 / 2:13 PM / Prospects

By Adam Kimelman - NHL.com Deputy Managing Editor
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Nashville Predators forward Filip Forsberg is one of 10 players from Sweden's silver-medal winners at the 2013 IIHF World Junior Championship that will take part in USA Hockey's National Junior Evaluation Camp next month.

The camp, Aug. 3-10 in Lake Placid, N.Y., will see Sweden practice and play exhibition games against teams from the United States, Canada and Finland. It's the first step in the roster makeup for teams taking part in the 2014 World Juniors in Malmo, Sweden, which runs from Dec. 26 to Jan. 5 2014.

SWEDEN EVALUATION CAMP ROSTER

Goalies: Oscar Dansk, Erie, OHL (Columbus); Marcus Hogberg, Linkoping, SHL (Ottawa); Jonas Johansson, Brynas Jr., SWE-JR (2014 draft eligible)

Defensemen: Linus Arnesson, Djurgarden, SWE-2 (Boston); Christian Djoos, Brynas, SHL (Washington); Robert Hagg, Modo, SHL (Philadelphia); Anton Lindholm, Skelleftea Jr., SWE-JR. (2014 draft eligible); Arvid Lundberg, Skelleftea Jr., SWE-JR. (2014 draft eligible); Robin Norell, Djurgarden Jr., SWE-JR. (Chicago); Gustav Olofsson, Green Bay, USHL (Minnesota); Jesper Pettersson, Linkoping, SHL (2014 draft eligible)

Forwards: Andre Burakovsky, Malmo, SWE-2 (Washington); Sebastian Collberg, Frolunda, SHL (Montreal); Jacob de la Rose, Leksand, SHL (Montreal); Filip Forsberg, Nashville; Elias Lindholm, Brynas, SHL (Carolina); Ludvig Nilsson, Timra, SWE-2 (2014 draft eligible); Gustav Possler, Modo, SHL (Buffalo); Gustav Rydahl, Frolunda, SHL (2014 draft eligible); Filip Sandberg, HV 71, SHL (2014 draft eligible); Malte Stromwall, Vaxjo, SHL (2014 draft eligible); Tobias Tornkvist, Rogle, SWE-2 (2014 draft eligible); Lucas Wallmark, Lulea, SHL (2014 draft eligible); Alexander Wennberg, Frolunda, SHL (Columbus) 

Forsberg, who was the captain of last year's team, had three goals and two assists in six games. However, his availability for Sweden at this year's WJC is questionable after Forsberg made his NHL debut late last season. After totaling 33 points in 38 games with Leksand in Sweden's Allsvenskan, he had one assist in five NHL games in April after he was traded to Nashville from the Washington Capitals.

Also returning from last year's team is goaltender Oscar Dansk, a second-round draft pick of the Columbus Blue Jackets in 2012 . He was the third goaltender at last year's tournament, and dressed as the backup in one game.

Dansk is one of three goalies invited to the camp. Also on the roster are Ottawa Senators draft pick Marcus Hogberg, and Jonas Johansson, who is eligible for the 2014 NHL Draft.

Aside from Forsberg, other forwards returning from last year's team are Filip Sandberg, who scored Sweden's only goal in its 3-1 loss to the United States in last year's gold-medal game; Andre Burakovsky, the Washington Capitals' first pick at the 2013 NHL Draft; Alexander Wennberg, a 2013 first-round pick of the Columbus Blue Jackets; and a pair of Montreal Canadiens prospects, Sebastian Collberg and Jacob de la Rose.

Also returning are three defensemen -- Christian Djoos, a Capitals prospect; Linus Arnesson, a Boston Bruins draft pick; and Robert Hagg, a Philadelphia Flyers selection.

Of the 25 players traveling to Lake Placid, 11 are eligible for the 2014 draft. Among them are Johansson, the only goaltender listed by NHL Central Scouting on its Futures list for the Swedish junior leagues. In 29 games with Brynas in Sweden's top junior league last season, the 6-foot-4, 187-pounder had a 2.91 goals-against average and .899 save percentage. He also had a 2.23 GAA in four games for Sweden at the 2013 IIHF World Under-18 championship.

A CLOSER LOOK: MORGAN ELLIS By: Hamilton Bulldogs 07/17/2013 1:22 PM - HAMILTON, ONTARIO – Morgan Ellis received plenty of on-the-job training in his rookie season in the American Hockey League. Ellis led all Hamilton Bulldogs defencemen with 71 games played, two behind team leader Zack Stortini. A fourth-round pick of the Montreal Canadiens in the 2010 National Hockey League Entry Draft, Ellis capped off his junior career by winning a Memorial Cup with the Shawinigan Cataractes of the Quebec Major Junior Hockey League. “You come into your first pro season and you don’t know what to expect,” Ellis said recently. “You know it will be different than junior, but you are playing against men who do this for a job. In junior you’re playing hockey, but it’s not a job. Guys are experienced here and a lot of them are great players who played in the NHL. It’s a learning process. “There’s up and downs here, but you need to look for the positives. You have to keep working hard. It’s tougher here than in junior, you need to learn from it. We didn’t make the playoffs and now we have some time in the summer to work on those things. You learn a lot of things in a season like this that you can take into next season.” Ellis was an offensive contributor in junior with the Cataractes and Cape Breton Screaming Eagles. He produced eight points, including four goals, with the Bulldogs. “In junior you have more time and space. I don’t consider myself an offensive defenceman. In junior you have more confidence to make plays and more time to do things. Here the guys take away that time and space. This team struggled to score at times, and if I could have contributed some more goals, that might have helped. I didn’t get a lot of points, but I need to capitalize on the chances I do get.” Ellis, who turned 21 on April 30, won the Kevin Lowe Trophy in his final year of junior as the QMJHL’s best defensive defenceman and he continued to work on his play in his own end with the Bulldogs. “I think I made quite a few strides. It was a real learning process at the start of the season, but by the end of it I thought I was playing my best. I was taking in more information and learning the little things that can help you in your game. I thought that made a big difference for me. “I learned to be more physical and limit the time and space for the more skilled guys. I became a lot more aware in the defensive zone.” The Bulldogs produced a league-low 159 goals, putting the onus on the team’s defencemen and goaltenders to keep games close. “Our goalies really helped us out a lot,” said Ellis, one of five rookies who regularly patrolled the Bulldogs’ blueline. “Our main goal was to not give up a lot of goals and maybe get enough that would let us squeak through. Our defence was pretty good and we did a pretty good job of eliminating scoring chances. We just didn’t score as many goals as we would have liked this season and that makes a difference in a game.” A resident of Ellerslie, Prince Edward Island, Ellis said he also learned how to manage the professional game off the ice. “Now I know about little things like eating properly when living on your own and how to take care of yourself. We’re men now. In junior you live with someone who cooks all your meals and you need to find time to look after yourself. I will need to pinpoint some things to get better at to get to that next level. “I work really hard in the summers. I will come back with a full season under my belt and now I know the ropes in the pros. That will make a big difference for next season.” - See more at: http://hamiltonbulldogs.com/pressbox/news/index.html?article_id=424#sthash.gZjMiXyU.dpuf
CANADIENS RE-SIGN GABRIEL DUMONT

By: Hamilton Bulldogs

07/10/2013 4:15 PM - 

MONTREAL, QUEBEC - Montreal Canadiens and Hamilton Bulldogs General Manager Marc Bergevin announced today the signing of forward Gabriel Dumont to a two-year, two-way American Hockey League / National Hockey League contract for the 2013-2014 and 2014-2015 seasons.  As per club policy, financial terms of the agreement were not disclosed.

In 2012-2013, Dumont registered three points (one goal, two assists), 13 penalty minutes, a +1 rating, 20 shots on goal and 21 hits while averaging 9:40 time on ice in 10 regular season games with Montreal.  In three Stanley Cup Playoff games with the Canadiens, the 22-year-old posted 12 penalty minutes, an even plus / minus rating and three shots.  In 55 regular season games with Hamilton, the Ville Degelis, Quebec native scored a team-leading 16 goals, added 15 assists, produced a club co-leading 31 points while posting 83 penalty minutes and a -2 rating.  The 5’10’’, 189-pound forward represented the Hamilton Bulldogs at the 2013 Dunkin’ Donuts AHL All-Star Classic in Providence, Rhode Island and was named winner of the Bill Sturrup Trophy (formerly the Fans’ Choice Award) as selected by “The Growl” (Hamilton Bulldogs Booster Club).

In four professional seasons, Dumont has recorded three points (one goal, two assists) and 13 penalty minutes in 13 career regular season NHL games with the Montreal Canadiens and 73 points (34 goals, 39 assists) and 217 penalty minutes in 178 career regular season AHL games with the Hamilton Bulldogs.

In four seasons in the Quebec Major Junior Hockey League, Dumont produced 169 points (91 goals, 78 assists) and accumulated 299 penalty minutes in 180 regular season games with the Drummondville Voltageurs.  The right-handed-shooting forward scored a QMJHL-high 51 goals in his final season of junior in 2009-2010.

Dumont was selected by the Montreal Canadiens in the fifth round, 139th overall, at the 2009 NHL Entry Draft.

- See more at: http://hamiltonbulldogs.com/pressbox/news/index.html?article_id=416#sthash.tTy9ms5G.dpuf

A CLOSER LOOK: MICHAEL BOURNIVAL

By: Hamilton Bulldogs

06/29/2013 2:00 AM - 

A CLOSER LOOK: MICHAEL BOURNIVAL

By Stuart McComish

 Michael Bournival had more than just a new level of hockey to adjust to when he joined the American Hockey League’s Hamilton Bulldogs.

Fresh from leading his hometown Shawinigan Cataractes to the Memorial Cup, Bournival, who lived at home during his four seasons with the Quebec Major Junior Hockey League club, moved on his own to a new, English-speaking city.

“Everything was new for me,” Bournival said recently. “It was hard to adjust to everything. Hamilton is an English town and I had always lived in a French town. I had to live alone after living with my family in junior.”

Bournival, a  left-handed centre, took a while to find his way in his rookie campaign, recording three goals and 10 assists for 13 points through his first 37 games. But his offence picked up considerably over his final 32 games as he scored seven goals and added 13 assists for 20 points.

Bournival finished with 30 points, including 10 goals, in 69 games, good for third in team scoring, one point behind veteran centre Gabriel Dumont and rookie blueliner Nathan Beaulieu. Bournival’s two shorthanded goals tied with Dumont for the team lead.

“I looked at this as a development year,” said Bournival, who turned 21 on May 31. “I think I improved a lot on the ice. I learned a lot from the veterans here about working hard and how serious they are about what to do before games. I took a lot of advice from the coaches, too.  I got comfortable as the season went on and every night I wanted to work hard and improve and that is something I focused on even during practices. I always stayed after practice to work on something.”

Bournival, who stands 5’11” and weighs 191 pounds, said the physical side of the AHL took him a while to get used to.

“Everybody here is older and faceoffs at the start of the season were tough because even the smaller guys are hard to play against because they are so strong. It might have taken me 20 games to get comfortable.”

After finishing his junior career as the captain of the best team in the Canadian Hockey League, Bournival said the level of competition in the AHL was an eye-opener too.

“Every team is good here, anybody can win. In junior the quality of the teams changes. In the AHL you need to work hard to win games every night.”

The Bulldogs won 29 games and finished last in the 30-team AHL, scoring a league-low 159 goals.

“It was a hard season for us,” said Bournival. “We know we had a young team but there are no excuses. We need to learn from this and we have to be ready to go next season. We don’t want to see a repeat of this season. Defensively we had good systems. The games were tight, but next season we will definitely need to score more. Our goaltending was awesome and they were always there for us. Next season we need to help them.”

Following the season Bournival was one of eight Bulldogs who were summoned to the Montreal Canadiens for the duration of their National Hockey League playoff run. Originally chosen by the Colorado Avalanche in the third round of the 2010 NHL Entry Draft, Bournival was acquired by the Canadiens on November 11, 2010 for Ryan O’Byrne.

“It’s harder at every level you go to,” said Bournival, who played two exhibition games for the Canadiens in 2011. “There aren’t a lot of spots in Montreal and if you want a spot there you need to train hard over the summer. We need to work hard to get that chance in the NHL. All the guys are going to do that and it’s those that work the hardest that will achieve that goal.”

- See more at: http://hamiltonbulldogs.com/pressbox/news/index.html?article_id=409#sthash.olDgSesd.dpuf

A CLOSER LOOK: PATRICK HOLLAND

By: Hamilton Bulldogs

06/16/2013 7:51 AM - 

Patrick Holland is hoping to add a dash of Brandon Gallagher to his game next season.

 Holland and Gallagher were roommates and linemates with the American Hockey League’s Hamilton Bulldogs this season and longtime junior foes in the Western Hockey League where they were offensive forces for the Tri-City Americans and Vancouver Giants, respectively.

 Gallagher recorded 20 points in 36 games with the Bulldogs before joining the Montreal Canadiens in January at the conclusion of National Hockey League lockout and his strong play earned him a nomination for the Calder Trophy, awarded to the NHL’s Rookie of the Year.

“Seeing Gallagher go up and do so well was great,” right winger Holland said recently. “It’s a big step up but it’s possible and Gallagher showed us all that.  He’s the type of player you could see would be a good pro when he was in junior. He is so gritty and tenacious, that’s probably the best way to describe him. He never gives up on pucks and is always battling. He is a smart player with good skills, but his tenacity is unmatched by anybody I have seen. It was special to watch that here every game.  Holland added, “I watched him creating plays in the NHL and I saw that as something I wanted to add to my game. Anybody can see we are different players, but there are things you can pick up from different players to add to your game and I have been trying to add some things from his game to mine.”

A 21-year-old native of Lethbridge, Alberta., Holland was originally chosen by the Calgary Flames in the seventh round of the 2010 NHL Entry Draft but he was acquired by the Canadiens on January 12, 2012 as part of the deal that saw Michael Cammalleri head to the Calgary Flames for Rene Bourque.

 Holland skated in 69 games with the Bulldogs in his rookie season and finished fourth in scoring with 10 goals and 18 assists for 28 points. He collected 20 points, including seven goals, after Christmas.

“There were a lot of differences and it took a while to adjust. I thought I was lot more comfortable on the ice after the all-star break from where I had been. That enabled me to get my production up. Being put on a line with Joey Tenute helped quite a bit.  I am pretty excited to see what I can do when I come back for my second season. This was a learning year. I am hoping to come back and make a bigger impact.”

The Bulldogs were the lowest-scoring team in the AHL and Holland said he felt the pressure to produce offensively.

“We knew offence was going to be an issue every game. Being on one of the top lines and power play you know it’s basically your job to score and we weren’t doing that. All you can do is go out and work hard and try and make plays. There were games where we were able to do that and generate a lot of chances and there were games where we couldn’t score or get a lot of bounces.”

Holland had been a productive player in the WHL, registering 63 goals and 145 assists for 208 points in 205 games over five seasons with the Tri-City Americans.

“I don’t know if I was too frustrated here from a production standpoint, mainly because it was my first season and I didn’t know what to expect. I gauged a lot of my games by how I felt I played rather than how many points I had.  In my first season in the WHL I didn’t put up a lot of points but that improved as I went on and I am hoping that’s what happens here.”

Holland said he felt his defensive game improved as the season progressed.

“I always felt I was a good defensive player in junior, but you are making a big step up to the AHL and it’s tougher to make the transition defensively. It took a while to get used to it, but I got more comfortable with it and began killing penalties at the end of the season. I feel I can continue that role next season too.”

The six-foot, 175-pound Holland said the physical nature of the AHL became apparent in his freshman campaign.

“In the WHL you play so many minutes as a top forward that you are almost supposed to rest at times and conserve your energy. At this level the ice time is so spread out that you have to go hard every shift. That takes a toll, but the trade off with less ice time is you are working harder when you are out there. There were times when I was outmuscled, but that happens and that is what the offseason is for."  Holland added, “I was one of the weaker players when I went to junior but I never felt that inhibited me. But this season was quite a bit different. There are some big bodies here and in the NHL the guys are even consistently bigger so if I want to make that jump, which we all do, that is a major area I need to improve on.”

Holland said he will be busy in the summer preparing his body to better handle the rigours of an AHL season.

“We go hard every summer and I need to focus on some other areas. It’s progress and every summer you need to take yourself to a higher level. I think I learned how to better manage my body during the season. I felt by the end of the season I had lost quite a bit of muscle mass and I could feel it on the ice, especially in my legs. The skating was quite harder near the end of the season.  It’s tough because you are playing and practicing so often that you can’t really stay in the gym and keep yourself in top shape. It’s an experience thing and you have to manage it.”

The Bulldogs may not have qualified for the Calder Cup Playoffs, but Holland saw a bright side to a campaign that saw so many new faces in the lineup.

“The season didn’t end the way any of us wanted it too, but this is a development league and I think with such a young team there wasn’t much for us to do but develop and I think we did a good job. You saw guys go up to the NHL and performed well and that’s what it’s all about.”

- See more at: http://hamiltonbulldogs.com/pressbox/news/index.html?article_id=405#sthash.Gq7bXGXE.dpuf

A CLOSER LOOK: JARRED TINORDI

By: Hamilton Bulldogs

06/07/2013 12:53 PM - 

Jarred Tinordi was one of a number of Hamilton Bulldogs defencemen who got plenty of on-the-job training during the 2012-2013 American Hockey League season.

Tinordi was one of five rookies who saw significant time patrolling the blue line for the Bulldogs, who missed out on a berth in the Calder Cup Playoffs. A 21-year-old native of Burnsville, Minnesota, Tinordi skated in 67 games, contributing two goals and 11 assists for 13 points with 71 penalty minutes.

“It was an up-and-down season,” Tinordi said recently.  “It didn’t finish the way any of the players or coaches wanted it too, but there was a lot to be learned.

“The upside is the young guys played a lot right away in all situations. There aren’t a lot of young guys who get that opportunity in the AHL. But as professional players the onus is on us to go out there and perform and we probably underachieved a bit as a team.”

The Bulldogs finished last in the 30-team in AHL with 159 goals scored, but Tinordi said the team was fortunate to have the services of netminders Cedrick Desjardins, Robert Mayer and Dustin Tokarski.

“We had unbelievable goaltending all season and it was a shame we couldn’t have scored more goals for those guys because they were keeping us in a lot of games. We struggled to score and that will need to be worked on for next season. Guys will have to be hungrier around the net and bury the chances they get.”

In addition to his play with the Bulldogs, Tinordi also saw action in eight regular season games with the Montreal Canadiens, who chose him with the 22nd overall pick in the 2010 National Hockey League Entry Draft. He earned two assists in those matches and collected one assist and 15 penalty minutes in five playoff games, averaging 13 minutes of ice time per game.

“It’s not easy to get to the NHL or stay there and just getting a taste of that makes you want it even more. You need to work harder than you think you’re working. It’s tough.”

Tinordi, whose father Mark was a defenceman who played 663 games over 12 NHL seasons with the New York Rangers, Minnesota North Stars, Dallas Stars and Washington Capitals, came to the Bulldogs as one of the Canadiens’ brightest prospects.

“I tried to come here with an open mind,” the younger Tinordi said. “Guys would tell me what I might expect, but it’s different every season, it’s different everywhere you go. I didn’t know what it would be like living on my own, but it was a good transition.

“I felt pretty comfortable all season. I was used to busy weekends and road trips from my junior days.”

The six-foot-six, 218-pound Tinordi led the London Knights of the Ontario Hockey League to a championship in 2011-2012 and said he put in a lot of work last summer to make sure he was prepared for his first professional season.

“I didn’t feel like I was too out of place here. I trained hard over the summer to get ready for the season and I felt good, I felt strong. I felt like I was moving well and I know I have some work to do to get to the next level. I have trained the same way the past three summers and using that same program has been a big thing for me in keeping my training and offseason habits consistent.”

Tinordi said he knows what areas he needs to focus on as he looks ahead to next season.

“For me skating is the biggest thing. I need to get faster and quicker. Strength and size is a big thing too. I’ll be getting back to the grind and training all summer.”

- See more at: http://hamiltonbulldogs.com/pressbox/news/index.html?article_id=403#sthash.hYmZGAU6.dpuf

A CLOSER LOOK: LOOKING BACK AT THE SEASON By: Hamilton Bulldogs 04/26/2013 12:34 PM - HAMILTON, Ont. – There were no easy nights for the Hamilton Bulldogs over the course of the American Hockey League regular season. The Bulldogs finished last in the 30-team league, producing a record of 29-41-1-5 for 64 points, the lowest total in club history. The Bulldogs’ 159 goals were the fewest in the league and the fewest the club has ever scored. “As a competitor, as a coach and as a player the last thing you want is to finish last,” head coach Sylvain Lefebvre said in his office Thursday after conducting a practice for the eight Bulldogs called up to the Montreal Canadiens for the duration of the Bulldogs’ National Hockey League parent club’s playoff run. “You want to be in the playoffs and you want to go far. Even if our job here is development we all want to win. We are all in this together to win and we have to remind ourselves that the priority here is development. We can’t lose sight of that, but we aren’t happy with the season we had. “You want to develop winners and having a winning environment is the best way to do that. It also involves preaching good habits and standards and sometimes that takes time. Every good team that wins goes through tough times; few teams become dynasties right away. You have to learn to win, so even if we finished last we still have goals for winning and we won’t budge from that.” Added Lefebvre: “The guys understood if they played well as a team that they would benefit individually. The guys bought into that concept. We broke the season down like a playoff series, seven games at a time, and the guys went with that. But we just weren’t good enough all season to get over the hump. Our lack of offensive production bit us throughout the season because defensively we were fairly strong.” With many NHL clubs opting to have their young roster players wait out the lockout in the AHL Lefebvre began his first season as a head coach with a young group featuring nine rookies, including four 20-year-old defencemen. “We didn’t predict how many teams would load up with NHL players during the lockout,’ said Lefebvre. “The Canadiens organization decided it would go with younger players and I believe that those guys benefited tremendously from that experience, whether it was the level of play, the minutes they played or the number of games.” Two of those teams that went the veteran route, the Toronto Marlies and Rochester Americans, were North Division rivals. “We did win some games against the Marlies and we did beat Rochester once when they were loaded,” said Lefebvre. “We knew we could compete every night if we put our minds to it and worked hard. Those games were a great barometer for our guys. They know what to expect and they know what it takes to compete. They can only go forward from there.” Injuries began affecting the Bulldogs even before the season began when veteran goaltender Cedrick Desjardins suffered a groin injury in training camp. Rookie defenceman Greg Pateryn and veteran centre Louis Leblanc lost a significant number of games due to elbow and ankle injuries respectively and second-year centre Joonas Nattinen’s season came to an end in late December due to a shoulder injury. But the most devastating injury was a depressed skull fracture suffered by veteran centre Blake Geoffrion in a 4-1 loss to the Syracuse Crunch at the Bell Centre in Montreal on Nov. 9. At the time of his injury Geoffrion had recorded four goals and six points in 10 games. “I couldn’t predict the injuries we had or the adversity we’d go through,” said Lefebvre. “I knew there would be some of that, but the Geoffrion injury touched a lot of people here. We all feel for him and we hope he can fully recover.” Lefebvre said his team was plagued by inconsistency throughout the season. “That was the biggest thing for us. We were too consistent at losing games, we couldn’t find ways to win. We’d play almost good enough to win and in a lot of games we were really close and just couldn’t pull it off.” Lefebvre was pleased that his charges compiled 17 wins in 19 games in which they led after two periods. “That was a positive thing for us. It’s a good sign that you can win a one-goal game or not pack it in after two periods.” Goaltending was a strength for the Bulldogs throughout the season. Desjardins, veterans Robert Mayer and Dustin Tokarski, brought in to replace Desjardins when the Canadiens and Tampa Bay Lightning swapped netminders on Feb. 14, combined for five shutouts, a goal-against average of 3.67 and a .911 save percentage. “Our goaltending was tremendous all season,” said Lefebvre. “Those guys gave us a chance to win almost every night.” The young blueline corps performed admirably. Nathan Beaulieu recorded 31 points, tied for the team scoring lead with Gabriel Dumont, and earned a call up to the Canadiens during the season as did Pateryn and Jarred Tinordi. Morgan Ellis played 71 games, second on the team to Zack Stortini. “Our young guys on defence progressed enormously and saw intense and stressful situations all season,” said Lefebvre. “They all played a lot of minutes.” Lefebvre and assistant coach Donald Dufresne were both 20-year-old rookie AHL rearguards with the Sherbrooke Canadiens in 1987-88. “I don’t know why, but it can take longer for a defenceman to develop,” said Lefebvre, who spent two full seasons in the AHL before making the jump to the Canadiens in 1989-90. “But I thought the guys were great to work with. All season long they were sponges for everything and tried to apply it and that’s all we can ask for. It’s all about hard work and I believe work ethic will take you to places that other people will never get to.” Early on the Bulldogs benefited from the offensive prowess of a trio of 20-year-old rookies, Michael Bournival, Brendan Gallagher and Patrick Holland. The dynamic Gallagher recorded 20 points, including 10 goals, in 36 games before sticking with the Canadiens after the lockout ended in January. Veteran centre Joey Tenute, a Hamilton native, was brought in to replace Gallagher and responded with eight goals and 25 points in 40 games. Bournival and Holland finished third and fourth in team scoring respectively, combining for 20 goals and 58 points. “The line of Gallagher, Bournival and Holland was carrying the team offensively early on,” said Lefebvre. “But then we lost Gallagher and we brought in Tenute, who did a pretty good job, production-wise. I think the other guys felt they were under pressure to score and that’s not easy.” Through Thursday, Gallagher had scored 14 goals and added 12 assists for 26 points in 43 games and emerged as a strong candidate for the Calder Trophy, awarded to the NHL’s top rookie. “He played the same way here that he plays in Montreal,” said Lefebvre. “He is fearless and won’t stop. He consistently and constantly went to the front of the net and the hard areas. When he did it here everybody noticed. He is a great example to follow. The guys loved him here and missed him and we’re all happy for his success.” The Canadiens sent a number of prospects to Hamilton after their junior and college seasons ended and Lefebvre said the Bulldogs will have a different look next season. Among the players he expects to see are defencemen Darren Dietz and Dalton Thrower of the Western Hockey League’s Saskatoon Blades. Dietz was a fifth-round pick of the Canadiens in the 2011 NHL Entry Draft while Thrower was a second-round choice in 2012. “When you finish last there are changes. In addition to some of the guys who were here at the end of the season we will have Dietz and Thrower whose junior careers are ending with the Memorial Cup. There might be trades at the draft or young free agents coming in. Anything can happen. I play with the cards that I am dealt.” Lefebvre, who was previously an assistant coach with the NHL’s Colorado Avalanche and its AHL affiliate the Lake Erie Monsters, said his first season as a head coach went by quickly. “I can’t believe it’s over with. Our main work as coaches is pretty much over. You learn about the ups and down, just like your players, and you learn to cope with the players when they are going through tough times and when your team when it is struggling. The coach has to set the tone and you need to stay in control. You want your players to perform and every player is different and you need top deal with that. There were a lot of adjustments and it was a great experience and I will take a lot of this with me as I move as a coach. It toughens you up.” Lefebvre will also accompany the Bulldogs’ players to Montreal for the Canadiens’ playoff run. “I will go there and skate the guys and watch the games. I will try and learn as a much as I can at the same time. I will attend some seminars and help out with the Canadiens’ camps in Montreal. It’s non-stop, there is always something going on. One of my kids is getting married and I’ll also spend some time with my family to reenergize.” - See more at: http://hamiltonbulldogs.com/pressbox/news/index.html?article_id=393#sthash.kj6foz3t.dpuf

CANADIENS RECALL EIGHT FROM BULLDOGS

By: Hamilton Bulldogs

04/22/2013 2:08 PM - 

MONTREAL, QUE – Montreal Canadiens and Hamilton Bulldogs General Manager Marc Bergevin announced today that the Canadiens have recalled forwards Michael Bournival, Louis Leblanc and Petteri Nokelainen; defencemen Nathan Beaulieu, Greg Pateryn and Jarred Tinordi; and goaltenders Robert Mayer and Dustin Tokarski from the Bulldogs.  

Bournival played 69 games this season for the Bulldogs recording 30 points (10 goals, 20 assists) and 26 penalty minutes.

Leblanc registered 18 points (10 goals 8 assists) and 53 penalty minutes in 62 games with the Bulldogs.

Nokelainen totaled four points (2 goals, 2 assists) and 21 penalty minutes in 17 games with the Bulldogs.

Beaulieu played 67 games with the Bulldogs tying for the lead in points with 31 (7 goals, 24 assists) while leading the team in assists and amassing 63 penalty minutes.

Pateryn notched 12 points (7 goals, 5 assists) and 27 penalty minutes in 39 games for the Bulldogs. 

Tinordi played 67 games for the Bulldogs and posted 13 points (2 goals, 11 assists) and 71 penalty minutes.

Mayer finished his season with the Bulldogs with a 16-17-3 record, a 2.93 goals against average and a .908 save percentage.

Tokarski had a 26-16-4 record with a 2.38 goals against average, a .909 save percentage and six shutouts with the Bulldogs and the Syracuse Crunch.

 All eight players will practice this week in Hamilton under the guidance of the Bulldogs’ coaching staff.  They will arrive in Montreal on Sunday, April 28th, 2013

 For more information on how to join the Hamilton Bulldogs’ team by becoming a season ticket holder, or for more information on Flex Pack tickets or group tickets, call 905-529-8500 or 1-866-DOGS-TIX, e-mail ticketing@hamiltonbulldogs.com or visit www.hamiltonbulldogs.com.  

- See more at: http://hamiltonbulldogs.com/pressbox/news/index.html?article_id=390#sthash.PPIakDLS.dpuf
'DOGS FINISH 2012-13 SEASON WITH 4-1 LOSS TO AMERKS 

By: Hamilton Bulldogs

04/21/2013 5:26 PM - 

Hamilton, Ontario – The Rochester Americans defeated the Hamilton Bulldogs 4-1 on Sunday afternoon in front of 6,546 fans at Copps Coliseum.  Matt Ellis scored the game-winner and Matt Hackett stopped 30 of 31 shots for the Americans.  

The Americans opened the scoring at 6:52 of the opening frame as Luke Adam snapped a shot from the left circle which was tipped by Maxime Legault at the bottom of the circle past Hamilton Bulldogs starting goaltender Jacob Gervais-Chouinard.  

 The Bulldogs tied the game at 4:39 of the second period on the power play as Frederic St-Denis wired a wrist shot from the right circle past Hackett. 

 Rochester took the lead at 12:50 of the second stanza as Jason Beattie threw a pass from the right corner to Ellis in the slot who deked around Gervais-Chouinard and slid it in.

 At 17:47 of the third frame Dan Catenacci went flying down the right side and dished a pass to Phil Varone in the slot who buried the puck by Gervais-Chouinard.   Frederick Roy added the empty netter for the Amerks at 18:06 of the third period.  The Americans outshot the Bulldogs 37-31. 

 For more information on how to join the Hamilton Bulldogs’ team by becoming a season ticket holder, or for more information on Flex Pack tickets or group tickets, call 905-529-8500 or 1-866-DOGS-TIX, e-mail ticketing@hamiltonbulldogs.com or visit www.hamiltonbulldogs.com.  ‘Dogs single-game tickets are available at the Copps Coliseum Box Office, any Ticketmaster Outlet, online at www.ticketmaster.ca, or by calling 905-529-8500 or 1-866-DOGS-TIX.  

- See more at: http://hamiltonbulldogs.com/pressbox/news/index.html?article_id=389#sthash.pgxxQmb6.dpuf
CANADIENS REASSIGN NATHAN BEAULIEU TO BULLDOGS

By: Hamilton Bulldogs

04/18/2013 5:59 AM - 

HAMILTON, ONT – Montreal Canadiens and Hamilton Bulldogs General Manager Marc Bergevin announced today that the Canadiens have reassigned defenceman Nathan Beaulieu to the Bulldogs.  

Beaulieu, 20, who was on recall for the second time this season with the Canadiens, has played six games with Montreal posting two assists and a +5 rating.  Beaulieu has played 64 games for the Bulldogs this season recording 28 points (7 goals, 21 assists) and 56 penalty minutes and leads the team in assists.  The native of Strathroy, Ontario played four seasons for the Saint John Sea Dogs of the Quebec Major Junior Hockey League registering 152 points (37 goals, 115 assists), a +124 rating and 206 penalty minutes in 233 regular season games.  The 6’2”, 194-pound defenceman played 61 post-season games over four seasons for the Sea Dogs notching 48 points (12 goals, 36 assists), a +35 rating and 82 penalty minutes while helping Saint John capture the 2011 Memorial Cup.  Beaulieu was originally selected by the Canadiens in the first round, 17th overall in the 2011 NHL Entry Draft.

The Bulldogs’ next game is against the St. John’s IceCaps at Copps Coliseum on Friday, April 19th at 7:30 p.m.  The game will air on Cable 14.  All ‘Dogs games will be broadcast on Hamilton's Funny 820 (AM 820).  Fans can also listen to and watch all 'Dogs games on www.hamiltonbulldogs.com.  Live coverage with the broadcast team of Play-By-Play Announcer Derek Wills (all home and away games) and Colour Commentator Al Craig (all home and select away games) will begin with the Pioneer Pre-Game Show 30 minutes prior to the scheduled start time.

 For more information on how to join the Hamilton Bulldogs’ team by becoming a season ticket holder, or for more information on Flex Pack tickets or group tickets, call 905-529-8500 or 1-866-DOGS-TIX, e-mail ticketing@hamiltonbulldogs.com or visit www.hamiltonbulldogs.com.  ‘Dogs single-game tickets are available at the Copps Coliseum Box Office, any Ticketmaster Outlet, online at www.ticketmaster.ca, or by calling 905-529-8500 or 1-866-DOGS-TIX.  

- See more at: http://hamiltonbulldogs.com/pressbox/news/index.html?article_id=381#sthash.LGt3GgcU.dpuf
A CLOSER LOOK: YOUNG BLOOD By: Hamilton Bulldogs 04/15/2013 8:15 AM - HAMILTON, Ont. – It didn’t take long for Charles Hudon to make his first contribution to the Hamilton Bulldogs. Signed to an Amateur Tryout contract by the American Hockey League club on April 4, left winger Hudon scored his first professional goal two days later, lifting the Bulldogs to a 2-1 win over the host Texas Stars with a goal at 19:35 of the third period. Playing on a line with centre Joey Tenute and right winger Patrick Holland, Hudon scooped up a loose puck, skated clockwise behind the net and fired a wrist shot through a cluster of bodies from deep in the right-wing circle that eluded Stars goaltender Cristopher Nilstorp. Hudon, who led the Bulldogs with five shots in that game, earned his second point with an assist in a 6-2 loss to the visiting Lake Erie Monsters on Friday night. “I had no idea I had scored,” Hudon said recently. “I just saw all the hands in the air. It was an unbelievable moment. I was with Holland and Tenute and it was a great chance for me to play on the first line.” A native of Alma, Que. who turns 19 on June 23, Hudon was a fifth-round pick of the Montreal Canadiens in the 2012 National Hockey League Entry Draft. He finished his third season with the Chicoutimi Sagueneens of the Quebec Major Junior Hockey League as the team’s leading scorer with 30 goals and 41 assists for 71 points in 56 games. Hudon led the Sagueneens in playoff scoring with 10 points, including five goals, as they were eliminated in six games in the first round by the Quebec Remparts. “It’s a great opportunity for me to come here and improve myself and be with the pro players. I’m happy to be here and I’m hoping to just play my game. “I look at guys that are here who have played in the NHL like Jarred Tinordi and Greg Pateryn. I want to see what they do both in and out of the rink. I want to be a pro and want to know how to act like one. I want to show people I can play here.” Bulldogs head coach Sylvain Lefebvre agreed that Hudon has a terrific opportunity to experience life as a professional hockey player through the remainder of the season. “It’s great for him to come here and see what it is like to play pro and to see what the games are like in the AHL at this time of the season. He needs to take that and apply it back in junior next season. If he does that he can be a dominant player in junior and he can be even more ready when he comes out.” Hudon and centre Brady Vail, a fourth-round choice in 2012, are the two players currently with the Bulldogs who are eligible to return to their junior teams next season. Vail will be heading into his fourth season with the Windsor Spitfires of the Ontario Hockey League. “There are things the young guys need to learn here,” said Lefebvre, who was a full-time AHL defenceman with the Sherbrooke Canadiens as a 20-year-old in 1987-88. “It’s the lifestyle, how to prepare for games on a nightly basis and how to prepare for practice every day. I know they do that in junior, but at this level it’s your livelihood, it’s even more important because this is your job. They all have dreams. They want to play in the NHL and if they can come in here and start the process sooner it can make them better players down the road.” Hudon said one goal he has next season is to participate in the World Junior Championship. Hudon made the Canadian team that competed in this year’s event at Ufa, Russia, but suffered a lower-back injury during practice and had to return home before the tournament started. “It was tough to come home alone. I wasn’t sure I was going to get a chance to play on the team when the season started and it was going to be a big tournament for me. I have to make sure I get a chance to play next year.” The Bulldogs, who lost 4-0 to the Oklahoma City Barons on Sunday night, host the St. John’s IceCaps at 7:30 p.m. on Friday. - See more at: http://hamiltonbulldogs.com/pressbox/news/index.html?article_id=377#sthash.XrWWzym9.dpuf
A CLOSER LOOK: FIRST TASTE OF THE PROS By: Hamilton Bulldogs 03/29/2013 1:53 PM - HAMILTON, Ont. – Brady Vail figured his season was over on March 17 when the Windsor Spitfires’ campaign ended after they failed to qualify for the Ontario Hockey League playoffs. But instead of beginning to prepare for next season Vail, 19, reported the next day to the Hamilton Bulldogs where he signed an amateur tryout contract with the American Hockey League club. “It’s been an unbelievable experience,” Vail said after a recent Bulldogs practice. “I really had no idea that I would be coming here and as soon as the season ended I got the invitation. I hadn’t planned on coming here and it was a real surprise. But I have tried to make the most of it and get as much I can out of it.” Vail was a fourth-round choice of the Montreal Canadiens, the Bulldogs’ National Hockey League parent club, in the 2012 NHL Entry Draft. “I am here to get a taste of what it’s like at the next level and what it takes to be a pro,” said the resident of Palm City, Fla., located in the eastern part of the state. “I am watching how the older guys do things, how they take care of themselves and how they practice. “There are a lot of older guys here and guys who played in the NHL and I find out more every day. I grew up watching some of the guys I am playing against and it is making me push myself and work harder so I can compete with them.” Vail said he can find common ground with many of his teammates despite being the youngest player on the roster. “The younger guys here aren’t that far from their junior days so the same things I do, like go to the movies or play video games. But it’s a totally different atmosphere, it’s a lot more mature.” Vail made his professional debut last Friday night in a 1-0 road win over the Syracuse Crunch and he played the following night when the Bulldogs lost 4-2 to the host Binghamton Senators. Vail picked up his first AHL point on Wednesday night when he assisted on defenceman Frederic St-Denis’s first-period goal in a 5-3 win over the visiting Abbotsford Heat. “I was a little nervous in the first game, but felt more relaxed in the second game,” said Vail. “I felt I was playing my game as a two-way centre, I was getting pucks deep and playing good defensively. The game is a lot faster here and guys are on you quicker, but I think I will get more comfortable with that over time.” Vail finished his third season with the Spitfires with 20 goals and 35 assists for 55 points in 68 games. The Spitfires were aggressive at the OHL’s trade deadline, but injuries derailed their playoff hopes, leaving the team with a depleted lineup on many nights. “We made some big trades but we only had a full team for three games and we won all of them,” said Vail. “We know what the team would have been capable of but we had loads of injuries. At one point I played 12 games as a defenceman and we only had three lines for almost three months and that’s tough on everybody.” As a youth, Vail played inline hockey in Florida. “A lot of kids play that down there. It’s tough because there aren’t a lot of rinks, but there have been some good players coming out of there recently. The NHL is getting bigger down there every year. There are two teams there and it’s not like people don’t know what it is. More guys are getting into it.” Vail was chosen by the Spitfires in the fourth round of the 2010 OHL Priority Selection from the Waterloo Black Hawks of the United States Hockey League. Before that he had moved with his mother and sister to Detroit where he won two national championships playing in the Compuware program. “We moved so I could play and my dad stayed in Florida. After Compuware I went to the USHL as a 15-year-old and was chosen by Windsor and I figured that was the best option for me. “I know my family had no idea where this would take me. It has been a pretty crazy ride and my family has been behind me 100 percent. They came up to watch me play in Syracuse and Binghamton and then came to Hamilton to make sure I got settled in. They are a big reason I am here today.” The Bulldogs have two more games this week. They host the Heat at 7:30 Friday and entertain the Rochester Americans at 7 p.m. Saturday. - See more at: http://hamiltonbulldogs.com/pressbox/news/index.html?article_id=344#sthash.YKa6hZMB.dpuf
MONTREAL — For fans watching the action at the Bell Sports Complex this week, there are some familiar names and faces on the ice at the Canadiens’ annual development camp.

Habs prospects like Jarred Tinordi, Nathan Beaulieu and Louis Leblanc.

But there are almost as many undrafted players taking part in the five-day camp, which ends Sunday.

Of the 56 players invited to camp, 22 are there on a tryout basis.

Ben Duffy, who led the Quebec Major Junior Hockey League in points this past season, is one of the undrafted players.

The 21-year-old centreman posted 39-71-110 totals in 68 games with the Prince Edward Island Rocket, his final season of junior hockey.

Asked if he felt extra pressure as an undrafted player, Duffy said: “I think so. I guess you have a little more to prove over the drafted players.

“Also, at the same time, there’s not as much pressure because it’s the first time they’re seeing you, kind of. And you can just come out here and kind of relax and play your game.

“It’s been awesome so far,” he said of the experience. “It’s been first class in the way we’re being treated.”

It’s Duffy’s first development camp with a National Hockey League team.

“I kind of thought I might get the opportunity before now. But I’m happy to be here now,” said Duffy, who is about 5-foot-10 and 178 pounds.

“My dream is to play pro hockey. I think everyone here would say the same thing.”

Stefan Fournier, a 21-year-old forward with the Halifax Mooseheads who just finished his junior career, said he believes there is an equal amount of pressure for everyone at the camp. They’re all there to prove themselves.

“There’s always different roads to get to the same place and some of them are a little bit longer than other ones,” said Fournier, a Dorval native who played for the Lac St. Louis Lions.

“But there’s plenty of examples of players that went undrafted and found their way one day into the NHL. I think the end goal stays the same. But the path to get there is always a little bit different.”

Martin St. Louis, who won the Art Ross Trophy this season as the NHL’s leading scorer, is the most notable example of an undrafted player making it big.

The 28 players at the camp who have been drafted by the Canadiens include second-round pick Jacob de la Rose, a 6-foot-2 forward who was selected 34th overall at last Sunday’s draft.

De la Rose said he was proud to be drafted by the Canadiens, something he didn’t expect to happen.

“It’s been an awesome week so far,” he said.

De la Rose is from Leksand in the Swedish second division and is under contract with that team. He’d like to play major junior in the Ontario Hockey League with the Windsor Spitfires.

“I think I have a North American style of playing, too,” he said. “I think it’s going to be good for me if I can go over and play on the small rinks and get used to that. And also maybe get more minutes than I would have in Sweden.

“I really want to play in Windsor next year. And I think that would be the best for me, for my development.

“It’s not up to me,” he added. “It’s up to Leksand now. I said that I wanted to and we’ll see what they will do.”

Read more: http://www.montrealgazette.com/sports/Undrafted+players+getting+shot+Habs+camp/8623233/story.html#ixzz2akYsiVlO
MONTREAL — The biggest news from the Canadiens Tuesday was what didn’t happen.

General manager Marc Bergevin said the team’s interest in acquiring free-agent centre Vincent Lecavalier was “high,” but the Canadiens’ offer wasn’t high enough or long enough to bring the Île-Bizard native home.

The 6-foot-4 Lecavalier would have given the Canadiens some needed size down the middle, but at least a dozen teams expressed interest in him after the Tampa Bay Lightning decided to buy out the remainder of his contract.

The field was narrowed to one Tuesday night as multiple sources announced that the 2007 Rocket Richard Trophy winner would sign a five-year deal worth $22.5 million with the Philadelphia Flyers.

But Bergevin was busy Tuesday as the Canadiens prepared to welcome 56 players to their summer development camp. There was one last-minute change in the camp roster as the Canadiens, who attempted to get bigger in Sunday’s draft, made a trade that left them smaller.

The Canadiens traded 5-foot-11 Danny Kristo to the New York Rangers for 5-foot-9 Christian Thomas.

Thomas has speed and skill — two valued assets in the Montreal organization — but there are some character issues that might have influenced the decision to drop Kristo.

Kristo had an outstanding collegiate career at North Dakota and was a finalist for the Hobey Baker Award, which goes to the top U.S. college player. But he made the wrong kind of headlines on two occasions.

During his sophomore year, Kristo suffered severe frostbite to his feet when he decided to hike through a snow-covered field to visit his girlfriend. He lost a running shoe during the late-night trek and came close to losing some toes.

Drafted in the second round in 2008 when the Canadiens didn’t have a first-round pick, Kristo turned down a contract offer from the Canadiens last summer, saying he wanted to help North Dakota win an NCAA championship in his senior year.

It didn’t work out that way.

Last fall, Kristo was suspended for one game after he and other team leaders were charged with supplying alcohol to underage players during a team initiation. He was suspended a second game for violating an undisclosed team rule.

Thomas, whose father Steve logged 20 seasons in the NHL, has a leg up on Kristo. He made his NHL debut on Feb. 23 at the Bell Centre and the 21-year-old had two shots on goal and delivered three hits in 12:46 of ice time. He spent most of the season with Connecticut of the American Hockey League, scoring 19 goals and adding 16 assists in 73 games. He averaged better than a point a game in three junior seasons with London and Oshawa.

Thomas will join 55 other hopefuls for physicals Wednesday morning, with the first of five days of on-ice sessions scheduled for 4:30 p.m. in Brossard. The camp wraps up with a full scrimmage at 9:30 a.m. Sunday. All practices are open to the public.

The camp roster includes eight players selected in Sunday’s draft as well as four players who have already seen action with the Canadiens — Jarred Tinordi, Nathan Beaulieu, Greg Pateryn and Louis Leblanc.

Tuesday was also the deadline for teams to extend qualifying offers to their restricted free agents. Ryan White, Gabriel Dumont and goaltender Dustin Tokarski and Robert Mayer were all qualified. Offensive defenceman Yannick Weber, who was a healthy scratch most of last season, was not qualified and becomes an unrestricted free agent.

Bergevin tried to trade Weber, but there were no takers and he’s giving the 24-year-old a chance to revive his career elsewhere.

Forward Ian Schultz and defenceman Joe Stejskal also became UFAs when the Canadiens didn’t offer them contracts.

Shootout win earns USA bronze

Korpikoski's two goals force overtime.

19-05-13
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  Team USA won its first IIHF Ice Hockey World Championship bronze medals since 2004. Photo: Richard Wolowicz / HHOF-IIHF Images

STOCKHOLM – Somewhere Andy Roach is smiling. Team USA earned its first bronze medal since 2004 with a 3-2 shootout win over Finland at the 2013 IIHF Ice Hockey World Championship. John Gibson once again played well beyond his years in the medal winning game. 

Video: Highlights, Post-Game Interviews 

The USA last won bronze at the 2004 World Championship against Slovakia. In that game, the Americans won on a shootout. It is the 17th World Championship medal for the United States in its participating history in this tournament. It is their sixth bronze. 

"It feels great. This is my fourth time playing for Team USA, and I hadn’t gotten a medal [until now]," said T.J. Oshie. "Obviously we wanted it to be gold, but that’s not going to take any excitement away from winning this." 

First period goals by Craig Smith, Paul Stastny and a game winning shootout goal by Alex Galchenyuk ensured the Americans would not leave Stockholm empty-handed. 

The game started very different for the Americans today than last night’s semi-final match-up. They came out strong and took the play to Finland. Finnish goalie Antti Raanta was tested very early as the Americans used their opportunities to draw first blood. 

Craig Smith scored when David Moss jumped to knock the puck down to the ice and Stastny picked up the loose puck and passed it to Smith for a backhand goal 58 seconds into the game. For Smith, it was his fourth goal of the tournament, all scored against the Finns. 

"It’s tough. They wanted it, we wanted it," said Ossi Väänänen. "We had a bad start, and there’s no excuse for that. We tried to be ready. It’s a challenge, though, for a game like this. But the USA was ready for the first period." 

The Americans playing with a sense of urgency made it hard for the Finns to unleash Petri Kontiola, Juhamatti Aaltonen and Janne Pesonen. The trio had combined for 14 goals and 34 points in the tournament coming into this game. 

Stastny widened the lead at 15:58 with a one-timer in the slot off a little shovel pass from Smith. For Stastny it was his team leading seventh of the World Championship, this one coming on the power play. Jacob Trouba picked up an assist. 

The Finns picked up the pace in the second period getting some quality chances on net. At 8:07 a point shot from Janne Jalasvaara was saved with Jarno Koskiranta on the doorstep. At 6:50 they continued to focus the action in the USA zone, around the net. With about two minutes remaining in the period, Kontiola send a shot through traffic that Gibson stopped. 

Finland would work its way back when Lauri Korpikoski scored. The puck was heading out of the American zone when Väänänen met it at the blueline and sent a shot/pass that Korpikoski redirected to a wide open net. The goal came at 8:56. Kontiola picked up the secondary assist. 

This awoke the Finnish fans in attendance as momentum shifted decidedly to Finland. Then at 9:38 Aaltonen finally got his best chance on the day. He broke through the defence and bore in on Gibson who somehow saved the puck and squeezed it between his pads. 

Despite back-to-back games in less than 24 hours, the Americans looked fresh with a skated with an extra stride in their step to start but as the game wore on, especially the third period, they looked tired and the Finns elevated their attack. 

Finland came all the way back when Mikael Granlund made a nifty deke move through an American defender to put the puck in front where Korpikoski scored his second of the period and the game. 

Finland sustained the action in their opponents’ zone and forced overtime. 

Teams traded chances through the overtime with the USA’s best chances coming early and Finland’s coming later. The 21-year-old Granlund was active throughout the third period and overtime making things happen and creating chances. A turnover by Team USA led to an opportunity just before the buzzer sounded for Kontiola. 

"I think we took the game over in the second and third," said Väänänen. "We played much better and scored two goals to even it up. After OT was scoreless, then we had the shootout. It’s like flipping a coin at that point." 

In the shootout, Janne Pesonen scored for Finland, which was matched on the last American shot by Galchenyuk. A big save by Gibson on Korpikoski brought it sudden death. A miss by Granlund set the stage for Galchenyuk who potted his second, this one securing the bronze for Team USA. 

Despite being one game from the final, the tournament should still be considered a positive one for Team USA. They exceeded expectations with the run they’ve had; trounced a major rival and saw enough individual efforts from players including Smith, Stastny and Gibson to build on for the future. Matt Carle summed it up best: 

"We're a young team and we have a few guys who don't have any pro experience coming into this. We got better as the tournament went along and got into a good position in our group. This is a good consolation." 

JOHN SANFUL 

Finland, USA seek to salvage

Bronze medal match-up a Helsinki rematch

19-05-13
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  Finland and Team USA will battle once again at the 2013 IIHF Ice Hockey World Championship, this time for a bronze. Photo: Richard Wolowicz / HHOF-IIHF Images

STOCKHOLM – It’s never easy playing for bronze medal coming off a tough defeat. But moreso for the Americans who were a win away from securing their first shot at a gold medal since 1933. 

And for Finland losing to its national rival after finishing first in its group in Helsinki has probably left a feeling of disappointment among the team. 

Both sides have to regroup if they are to take home a medal. For the Americans it would be their first since a bronze in 2004; for the Finns their first since winning gold in 2011. 

USA 

Key factors 

Familiarity: Team USA knows this opponent from its time in Helsinki. When they met on May 8th, Team USA defeated Finland 4-1. Craig Smith had a hat trick and John Gibson made 31 saves. All the more impressive was the win came at Hartwall Arena and Finland was the host team. 

Goaltending: John Gibson has been impressive. Even in a 3-0 loss to Switzerland, Gibson was outstanding, particularly in the first period when Team USA needed him to keep the game within reach. A second-round draft pick in 2011 of the Anaheim Ducks, Gibson won a gold medal in January with Team USA at the U20 World Championship. Gibson has no doubt made Anaheim take notice as Team USA has here at this tournament. 

Fatigue: After losing to Switzerland, Team USA now has to be ready to play less than 24 hours later. It takes a lot after a run like the Americans have had with the gold medal game sixty minutes away to now reconstitute themselves in time to prepare for a bronze medal game. At the same time, to play for a medal is an opportunity afforded to only four of sixteen teams in the tournament and Team USA will not want to go home empty handed. 

Players to watch 

John Gibson: See above. Gibson has been sublime in goal displaying a maturity well beyond his 19 years. 

Craig Smith: What else can you say about Craig Smith’s performance with Team USA has been exceptional. With three goals and twelve points, Smith provided the offence needed to carry his squad. This performance could be the boost Smith needs to be an even more pivotal player both for the Predators and then the national team. 

Paul Stastny: The Colorado Avalanche forward rebounded from a disappointing regular season to lead his team in scoring at the World Championship. At 27, Stastny is still a player who Team USA will consider a leader having been a three time World Championship and one time Olympic performer for his country. 

FINLAND 

Key factors 

Playing for a medal: Finland won the gold medal in 2011 and have not medalled since. They are more comfortable and experienced in competing for a medal than their opponents. Since 2000, Finland has won one gold, two silver and three bronze. 

Offensive depth: Finland’s forwards have scored 26 goals. It’s lone goal from a defenceman came from Ossi Väänänen. That there are any number of forwards who can put the puck in the back of the net is an important consideration in the game. Scoring can come from anywhere and should give the Americans fits throughout the game. 

Road games: Since last year, Finland has played 18 of 19 World Championship games at Hartwall Arena in Helsinki. In its only game of the tournament at the Globe Arena in Stockholm, they have lost. Not having the home crowd to cheer them on and immediate familiarity with the arena might make this a tough game. 

Players to watch 

Petri Kontiola: Finland’s leading scorer, and the leading scorer in the tournament, has proven a leader. Kontiola has scored in seven of Finland’s nine games. In the two games they have not scored, Finland lost both contests. The former Chicago Blackhawks prospect has represented Finland on four occasions at the World Championships but this, by far, has been his most productive tournament. 

Mikael Granlund: The 21-year-old Granlund is a player on the rise. He scored two goals in limited time in the NHL this season before coming over to represent Finland. In three games he scored a goal. Before coming to North America, Granlund starred for HIFK Helsinki. 

Lauri Korpikoski: After going scoreless at the 2010 World Championship, Korpikoski registered a goal and three points this year. Korpikoski has enjoyed a productive career with the Phoenix Coyotes since 2009. 

JOHN SANFUL

Finland takes top seed in Helsinki

Antti Pihlström scores OT winner, Finland to meet Slovakia in QF

14-05-13
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  Sakari Salminen's Finland enters the playoff stage as the top seed team in Group H. Photo: Richard Wolowicz / HHOF-IIHF Images

HELSINKI – With 1:14 remaining in the overtime, Antti Pihlström beat Kristers Gudlevskis with a wrist shot on a breakaway, leading Finland to a 3-2 win over Latvia, and to the top of the standings in Group H.

Videos: Highlights, Post-Game Interviews

Sakari Salminen scored one and added an assist for Finland, Gints Meija did the same for Latvia.

"We didn’t play as good today. I don’t know what was wrong. They had a lot of penalties, but we couldn’t score. After that our rhythm went bad, and we only had two lines that were hot," said Pihlström.

Latvia was playing for a better placement, Finland for a group win, but it wasn’t always obvious as Latvia battled through several penalties, and played determined hockey.

"You can’t just go out and give up on the game. Every game counts. It doesn’t matter how you’re going to end up in the standings.

"Finland’s a good team and they’re one of the favourites to win the whole thing. We worked hard and played well defensively. I think it’s good for us that we got at least one point. Maybe we could do better," said Latvia's Arturs Kulda. 

Finland got off to a great start, thanks to two Latvian penalties, but Finland’s first line couldn’t get the puck in tonight, like they have previously in the tournament.

Back at full strength, Latvia played the puck quickly from the own zone to the offensive blue line. Andris Dzerins carried the puck into the Finnish zone, and even with a Finnish forward backchecking him, he could send a nice pass to his right, and Gints Meija one-timed the puck to the back of the net, beating Antti Raanta in Finland’s goal high on the glove side, at 8:19.

Sakari Salminen tied the game in the next shift after Lauri Korpikoski shook a Latvian defenceman from his back behind the Latvian net, and sent a backhand saucer to the slot. Salminen fired a wrist shot that beat Kristers Gudlevskis at 9:18.

Finland had four power play opportunities in the first period, and while Latvia’s penalty kill worked well, it was obvious that they were pushing their luck, and would have to stay out of the box if they wanted to win the hockey game.

Latvia managed to do that better in first half of the second period, and even got a power play of their own. But by the halfway point, Finland had had two more power plays. Latvia killed off the first one, and just as the announcer said that the teams were playing on full strength, Arturs Kulda took a tripping minor.

And the sixth time proved to be the charm for Finland. Sakari Salminen played the puck to Mikael Granlund - playing his first game in the tournament -  who fired a laser beam top-shelf from the faceoff dot, at 10:25.

"He’s a really nice person, a great guy to have in the locker room around the guy. And he’s a really good hockey player – a lot of skill, a lot of vision. He adds a lot to the second power play unit," Ossi Väänänen said of the Minnesota Wild forward who arrived in Finland on Sunday.

Latvia got off one situation with just a scare. Gudlevskis came all the way to the faceoff circle to stop a shot, and when a Latvian defenceman tried to clear the puck after Korpikoski’s shot, it hit Salminen’s shin pad and bounced in, but was deemed a kick in a video review.

Finland outshot Latvia 21-12 in the first two periods.

In the third, Latvia finally managed to stay out of the box, and could push Finland in the final minutes of the period. Halfway through the period, Finland hadn’t been credited with just one shot.

And with 3:47 remaining, Roberts Jekimovs - who played in the Finnish league this season - one timed Meija’s pass through Raanta’s five-hole to tie the game at 2-2.

Finland did get another power play opportunity in the last minute, but it dried up when Juuso Hietanen was sent to the penalty box just 30 seconds later, and the game went into overtime.

"Sometimes you’re a hero, sometimes you’re not. Now I have to go get some sleep and forget this game and be ready on Thursday," said Finland's goaltender Antti Raanta.

Latvia pushed Finland to their heels, and kept the puck in the Finnish zone for most of the overtime. But then Pihlström struck.

"They had a long shift, and I got a half-breakaway there. I just shot it high and it went in," he said. 

Sometimes you're a hero. 

RISTO PAKARINEN

Granlund joins Finland

Team USA expects Galchenyuk, Oshie; Czechs to add Plekanec

11-05-13
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  The moment of fame: Mikael Granlund scores a spectacular goal in the semi-final of the 2011 IIHF World Championship against Russia. Photo: Michal Kamaryt / CTK

STOCKHOLM/HELSINKI – Finnish wunderkind Mikael Granlund and American forwards Alex Galchenyuk and T.J. Oshie will represent their countries at the 2013 IIHF Ice Hockey World Championship.

Mikael Granlund, member of the 2011 World Champion team, will join the Finnish national team on Monday. With the addition of Granlund, Finland will have its roster filled.

The 21-year-old forward will play in his third consecutive World Championship. In 19 games he has amassed three goals and 11 assists. He’s most remembered for his lacrosse-style goal he scored in 2011 in the semi-final game against Russia.

Granlund spent this past season in the Minnesota Wild organization splitting time between the Wild and their AHL affiliate Houston Aeros.

In his rookie season he played 27 NHL games (2 goals, 6 assists) and 34 AHL games (11 goals, 20 assists).

Galchenyuk will join Team USA after spending the season with the Montreal Canadiens.

The 19-year-old won a gold medal with the U.S. at the U20 World Championship four-and-a-half months ago when he played for the OHL’s Sarnia Sting before joining the Canadiens for the delayed start of the NHL season.

In 48 NHL games in his rookie season he scored nine goals and had 18 assists. He also played in five playoff games having one goal and two assists.

Galchenyuk, whose father Alexander Galchenyuk represented Belarus in the 1998 Olympics and in four World Championships, is expected to arrive in Helsinki on Sunday.

T.J. Oshie will play his third IIHF Ice Hockey World Championship with Team USA after 2009 and 2010.

The 26-year-old finished his fifth season with the St. Louis Blues. In 30 games he scored seven goals and had 13 assists. In six playoff games he scored two goals.

At his last World Championship in Germany 2010 Oshie scored four goals for the Americans.

After adding Galchenyuk and Oshie, Team USA will have a full roster.

The Czech Ice Hockey Association confirmed that Tomas Plekanec will join the Czech national team on Monday. He will play for the first time on Tuesday against Norway in a game that might decide about who will make it to the quarter-finals.

Plekanec will play his seventh World Championship and his third consecutive one. He won the silver medal (2006) and bronze (2011, 2012) with the Czechs.

The 30-year-old forward has been playing for the Montreal Canadiens since 2005. This season he had 14 goals and 19 assists in 47 games. In the playoffs he collected four assists in five games.

After adding Plekanec the Czechs will still have one roster spot open for an additional skater.

MARTIN MERK

You asked, Hagman answered

Finland assistant captain answered fans’ questions

14-05-13

  back 

Hartwall Arena Helsinki Finland

  Future coach? Probably not, says Niklas Hagman, as he answered that and other fans' questions. Photo: Richard Wolowicz / HHOF-IIHF Images

HELSINKI – Fifteen years ago, Niklas Hagman scored one of the most important goals in his career when he was credited with the game winning goal in the 1998 World Junior Championship – at Hartwall Areena, the venue for this year’s World Championship. 

About that goal - and more - below as IIHF.com met with Hagman, and posed him the questions you, the fans, had sent us. 

You’re the assistant captain of Team Finland. What does an assistant captain do on your team? Do you have some special responsibilities? Who chose the captains?

Juha Jaakkola 

Tampere, Finland

There are no special responsibilities, but the three captains and the coaches do talk about all kinds of things. If there are changes to the schedule, for example. We talk regularly – when something comes up. I don't have to do anything I wouldn't normally do, I’m just me.

Coaches named the captains. 

Why did you look so surprised after scoring your goal against Austria? You just stood and stared at something. Didn’t you believe it went in? 

Samu Kauppinen, Oulu, Finland (via Twitter)

Sanna-Mari, Finland (via Twitter)

Pessi Termonen, Porvoo, Finland (via Facebook)

I got a great pass from Hytönen, and I took a really hard shot, but I didn’t see where the puck went, and for some reason I didn’t feel it, either. My first thought was, "did I just miss an empty net?” So I thought it was best not to celebrate in case I had just sent the puck to the stands. Even when Marko Anttila came to congratulate me, I wasn’t sure if it had gone in. And then it was just too late to celebrate more.

What do you think about Finland's second NHL player in team , Mikael Granlund, and his arrival in team? Is it good thing, or is it possible that adding him may confuse the team or lines?

Jere Törski Törrönen, Finland (via Facebook)

He’s a good player, and has played well in the national team. He’s well-liked, too, so it’s naturally a great thing for us to add such a player. That said, it’s too bad that somebody, in this case Miika Lahti, has to leave the team after having been with us for weeks.

Granlund also gives us more alternatives with lines. The first line has been on fire, but maybe adding him will help us get more scoring from all our lines. 

Other players do think of the lines, too, and try to think how adding a player will affect them, but it’s not the first thing that crossed my mind. Besides, there’s nothing we players can do, anyway. 

Which opposing country really gets you fired up?

Walter Gustafsson, Finland

Sweden. We have some bitter memories of the games against them, like the Turin Olympic final. 

While I wasn’t on the team, I was really happy to see Finland beat Sweden in the 2011 World Championship. It’s a love-hate relationship. 

Now, all the Swedes I've played with on different teams are great guys. But it’s fun to play against them.

I played with Staffan Kronwall and I know some of the things that can throw him off his game, and I’m not keeping them as a secret, I tell the guys on our team what they should do - and I’m sure he tells their players what ticks me off. 

How does it feel to get to play for the Finnish national team?

Benjamin Lönnbohm, Finland

Virpi Lampinen, Finland (via Facebook)

Sauli Kudjoi, Finland

It is a great honour to represent one’s country. Every time I’ve had a chance and have been able to play, I’ve said yes. I had a concussion in 2011 so I couldn’t join the team then. Of course, there have been occasions where I’ve had to decline an invitation, like when our children have just been born, or we couldn’t fly with a new-born or something.

What did you think of Finland beating Russia on May 9, the most important day for them? That was a historic win. Does that give you enough strength and confidence to win the title again?

Indrek Hiibus, Finland (via Facebook)

I think their loss to France was a bigger deal, because they know that we can beat them every once in a while. I’m sure it was a big deal for them, on such a great day, but it’s still just a game, nothing more. 

It wasn’t that they didn’t want to give their best, but sometimes the other team is just better. 

Who is the most uncomfortable player you have ever played against and who was your most talented teammate?

Markus Nisius, Trier, Germany

[Hagman thought about this long and hard]

I’ll say Ryan Kesler, Vancouver Canucks. I played in Calgary and Anaheim so we played against them a lot. He’s a really good player, but he also likes to play physical, and he talks constantly, and then sometimes he falls a little too easily. So he’s a good package of a lot of irritating things. 

Teemu [Selänne], of course, is up there. And Pavel Bure was another unbelievable player I got to play with.  

Playing for 10 different teams in 4 different professional leagues, is there a team or league that you would have been happy to stay with your entire career?

Ronald J. Gentile, Helsinki, Finland

Dallas was a great spot, great fans, and we played well. Anaheim was another, the family liked it, then Calgary … there are lots of places where we would have liked to have stayed longer, but when you get the call, you just have to go. 

What's an absolute no-go for you your fans could do? e.g. talking to you in a bar when you're there with friends.

Gunda Dorothea

People don’t actually come up to me that much, and they’re mostly nice. The worst thing is when people throw things on to the ice, or try to grab players during the games. 

Are you into Finnish culture, such as [the composer] Sibelius, or [the painter] Akseli Gallen-Kallela, or the Kalevala [the national epic]? If not, how do you bring Finland with you to other countries?

Kelly Virtanen

Minneapolis, Minnesota, USA

I can’t say that I have read Kalevala, maybe in school, or a Donald Duck version. Sibelius? We’ve played Sibelius to our babies, but can’t say that I’m an expert. I listen to Finnish pop, rock, or rap on our road trips. 

And it’s nice to get Finnish candy, or Finnish bread and go to the sauna. Little things like that.

Who is the biggest hockey fan you've ever played with - like, say, the player who knows the most hockey trivia, or collects the most jerseys, or who always wants to watch games on TV in his spare time?

Jason Adams

Calgary, Canada

I don’t watch hockey on my free time, myself. But, Jussi Jokinen, for example, knows the stats of all the leagues. I just want to get some distance to hockey every once in a while. 

You’ve had a long career, and seen hockey in many countries, and met different kinds of players. Who’s the most inspiring player you’ve met? Other inspiring people you've met through hockey?

Liisa Halonen, Finland

Most inspiring player is Jere Lehtinen. He was such a good player, and took such good care of himself, always preparing the best possible way. So I’ll try to always give my best. 

Of course, in the NHL, players often visit children’s hospitals, and we see different kinds of life stories. It’s nice to see that the parents get some energy from our visits, too. 

Which is your most beautiful goal?

Miika Laaksonen, Finland (via Facebook)

Oh, that’s a tough one. There are goals that may not look fancy to the stands, but maybe I’ve done something that I don’t normally do, or I know is not an easy thing to do. Those stick to my mind. 

But in Toronto, I scored a goal in a game against Florida after I had first collided with the referee, then got hit in the head by a puck our own defenseman shot – and then I got the puck in the corner, deked a couple of players, and scored a goal. 

I didn’t celebrate that one too much, either, I was still fuming so I just wanted to get to the bench. 

(Here’s the goal.)

You have stopped making a lot of "dangles"... You're too skilled not to. Is there any particular reason why you've stopped playing a more individual game?

Påske Ugle, Trondheim, Norway (via Facebook)

[Laughs] Maybe. It’s probably true. Maybe I’ve changed my style. Those dangles look good but often you end up losing the puck, and when you’re a third-liner in the NHL, the coaches don’t appreciate that so much. 

I probably should try to do that a little more, but it’s also a matter of confidence. Hopefully it’ll come.

You left the NHL last season to play for a team still mourning from the disaster. What was your experience in Yaroslavl and what were the feelings of the fans during that season?

Adam Peleshaty, Stonewall, Manitoba, Canada

Are you more afraid of flying after the Lokomotiv crash?

Aku Pulkkinen, Finland (via Facebook)

How has the crash affected the organization?

Markus Suhonen, Savonlinna, Finland (via Twitter)

It shows there every day, they’ve done a really good job with everything around it. The team went to the church before the season started, and we've always visited graveyards when we were in cities where players who were on that plane came from. 

Of course I always think about flying, but I don't have a phobia. 

What are your hobbies?

Pekka Poukka, Tampere, Finland (via Facebook)

Tennis, spending time at our summer place. I have a tennis court at our summer place and I’m really looking forward to playing a lot of tennis there. 

Who is your favorite referee in the NHL?

Pyry Johnson, Malmö, Sweden (via Facebook)

I don’t remember their names!

During your days in the NHL, what was your favourite and least favourite North American rink to play in?

Aaron Pohjanen, Ilmajoki, Finland (via Facebook)

Montreal. We had some great games there, the music was good, and playing in Montreal as a member of the Toronto Maple Leafs was always great. 

Least favourite? Long Island. The arena is so old. 

What would you say are the biggest differences between hockey in the NHL and in the KHL?

Steven Ellis, Oakville, Ontario (Canada)

Alex Wong, Canada (via Facebook)

Rink size. That makes the game more physical. 

How easy it is to adapt to the KHL? Do you speak Russian, or have you learned any? 

Outi Iivonen, Finland

I know about six words. Everybody took me in well, and most guys on the team speak English. It wasn’t out of disrespect that I didn’t learn the language, I just never had the time to get into it.

Your favourite food in Russia?

Mika Rinne, Espoo, Finland (via Facebook)

Chicken Bouillon soup.

I remember your grandfather Nils who was into athletics while your father was into hockey. Did you ever consider athletics?

Olli Mustonen, Finland (via Twitter)

Not really, my dad was a great runner, but I’ve never been good at that. It’s always been hockey for me. 

Your father was a famous player as well. Do you have children and do they play hockey?

Steve Jackson

Canada

My son is just six so he likes to skate, but he’s not a player. We’ll see. 

You scored the game-winning goal in the 1998 World Juniors at the Hartwall Areena. Do you ever think about that when you’re in the arena now? What do you remember about the goal? Do you remember which goal you scored in?

Liisa Laine

Turku, Finland

I think about it, sure, it’s still the biggest goal I’ve scored in my career. I didn’t even shoot the puck in, it went in off my pants. I remember it’s the end that’s now our end. 

Would you still like to play in the Finnish SM-liiga, or are you looking to get back to the NHL? Would you like to become a coach when you retire from playing?

Aleksi Vitikainen, Finland (via Twitter)

What are you going to do when you retire?

Juuso Vainio, Finland (via Twitter)

Of course I’d love to play in the NHL, but let’s see if anybody’s interested. Realistically, it’s more likely that I return to SM-liiga. Coaching? Probably not. 
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Under-20 Summer Camp Roster 

#

Name

S/C

Ht.

Wt.

Born

Hometown

Club Team

NHL Draft

Goaltenders 

1 Eric Comrie L/G 6’1” 168 07/06/95 Edmonton, Alta./Alb. Tri-City (WHL) WPG '13 (2, 59) 

30 Jake Paterson L/G 6’0” 185 05/03/94 Mississauga, Ont. Saginaw (OHL) DET ’12 (3, 80) 

31 Zachary Fucale L/G 6’1” 176 05/28/95 Rosemère, Que./Qc Halifax (QMJHL) MTL '13 (2, 36) 

Defence 

2 Ryan Pulock R/D 6’0.5” 211 10/06/94 Grandview, Man. Brandon (WHL) NYI '13 (1, 15) 

3 Dillon Heatherington L/G 6’3” 196 05/09/95 Calgary, Alta./Alb. Swift Current (WHL) CBJ '13 (2, 50) 

4 Matt Finn L/G 6’0” 207 02/24/94 Toronto, Ont. Guelph (OHL) TOR ’12 (2, 35) 

5 Michael Matheson L/G 6’1.5” 178 02/27/94 Pointe-Claire, Que./Qc Boston College (HE) FLA ’12 (1, 23) 

6 Damon Severson R/D 6’2” 198 08/08/94 Melville, Sask. Kelowna (WHL) NJ ’12 (2, 60) 

7 Josh Morrissey L/G 6’0” 184 03/28/95 Calgary, Alta./Alb. Prince Albert (WHL) WPG '13 (1, 13) 

15 Derrick Pouliot L/G 6’0” 192 01/16/94 Weyburn, Sask. Portland (WHL) PIT ’12 (1, 8) 

24 Mathew Dumba R/D 6’0” 183 07/25/94 Calgary, Alta./Alb. Red Deer (WHL) MIN ’12 (1, 7) 

25 Darnell Nurse L/G 6’4” 189 02/04/95 Hamilton, Ont. Sault Ste. Marie (OHL) EDM '13 (1, 7) 

27 Adam Pelech  L/G 6’2” 215 08/16/94 Toronto, Ont. Erie (OHL) NYI ’12 (3, 65) 

Forwards 

8 Anthony Mantha L/G 6’4” 190 09/16/94 Longueuil, Que./Qc Val-d’Or (QMJHL) DET '13 (1, 20) 

9 Hunter Shinkaruk L/G 5’10” 181 10/13/94 Calgary, Alta./Alb. Medicine Hat (WHL) VAN '13 (1, 24) 

10 Charles Hudon L/G 5’10.5” 175 06/23/94 Boisbriand, Que./Qc Chicoutimi (QMJHL) MTL ’12 (5, 122) 

11 Brendan Gaunce L/G 6’2” 215 03/25/94 Markham, Ont. Belleville (OHL) VAN ’12 (1, 26) 

12 Tom Wilson R/D 6’3.5” 212 03/29/94 Toronto, Ont. Plymouth (OHL) WSH ’12 (1, 16) 

14 Max Domi L/G 5’9” 194 03/02/95 Toronto, Ont. London (OHL) PHX '13 (1, 12) 

16 Kerby Rychel L/G 6’1” 205 10/07/94 Tecumseh, Ont. Windsor (OHL) CBJ '13 (1, 19) 

17 Connor McDavid L/G 5’11” 175 01/13/97 Newmarket, Ont. Erie (OHL) 2015 Dft/Rep 

18 Félix Girard R/D 5’11” 190 05/09/94 Lévis, Que./Qc Baie-Comeau (QMJHL) NSH '13 (4, 95) 

19 Nic Petan L/G 5’9” 166 03/22/95 Delta, B.C./C.-B. Portland (WHL) WPG '13 (2, 43) 

20 Sean Monahan L/G 6’2” 193 10/12/94 Brampton, Ont. Ottawa (OHL) CGY '13 (1, 6) 

21 Scott Laughton L/G 6’1” 190 05/20/94 Oakville, Ont. Oshawa (OHL) PHI ’12 (1, 20) 

22 Frédérik Gauthier L/G 6’4” 215 04/26/95 Mascouche, Que./Qc Rimouski (QMJHL) TOR '13 (1, 21) 

23 Sam Reinhart R/D 6’1” 177 11/06/95 West Vancouver, B.C./C.-B. Kootenay (WHL) 2014 Dft/Rep. 

26 Curtis Lazar R/D 6’0” 198 02/02/95 Vernon, B.C./C.-B. Edmonton (WHL) OTT '13 (1, 17) 

28 Brendan Leipsic L/G 5'9" 175 05/19/94 Winnipeg, Ont. Portland (WHL) NSH '12 (3, 89) 

29 Bo Horvat L/G 6’0” 203 04/05/95 Rodney, Ont. London (OHL) VAN '13 (1, 9) 

32 Émile Poirier L/G 6’1” 183 12/14/94 Montreal, Que./Qc Gatineau (QMJHL) CGY '13 (1, 22) 

33 Ryan Rupert L/G 5’8.5” 191 06/02/94 Grand Bend, Ont. London (OHL) TOR ’12 (6, 157) 

34 Mark Jankowski

 L/G 6'3" 183 09/13/94 Dundas, Ont.

 Providence College (HE)

 CGY '12 (1, 21)

Will not travel to Lake Placid 

- Jonathan Drouin L/G 5’11” 185 03/27/95 Huberdeau, Que./Qc Halifax (QMJHL) TB '13 (1, 3) 

- Nathan MacKinnon R/D 6’0” 182 09/01/95 Cole Harbour, N.S./N.-É. Halifax (QMJHL) COL '13 (1, 1) 

- Griffin Reinhart L/G 6’3.5” 212 01/24/94 West Vancouver, B.C./C.-B. Edmonton (WHL) NYI ’12 (1, 4) 

- Morgan Rielly L/G 6’0.5” 205 03/09/94 West Vancouver, B.C./C.-B. Moose Jaw (WHL) TOR ’12 (1, 5)
Three Men's Hockey Players Earn All-New England Honors

Johnny Gaudreau earns Leonard Fowle Award as region's most valuable player

  Sophomore forward Johnny Gaudreau was honored with the region's MVP and best forward award by the New England Hockey Writers' Association.

Sophomore forward Johnny Gaudreau was honored with the region's MVP and best forward award by the New England Hockey Writers' Association.

April 2, 2013

Boston College sophomore forward Johnny Gaudreau earned the Leonard Fowle Award as the region's most valuable player as well as the Herb Gallagher Award as its best forward, and two teammates - senior forward Steven Whitney and freshman defenseman Michael Matheson - joined Gaudreau on the 2012-13 Division I all-star team, according to announcement made by the New England Hockey Writers' Association on Tuesday.

Gaudreau, who recorded 51 points - 21 goals and 30 assists - in 31 games, led the nation with 1.46 points per game. A top-10 finalist for the Hobey Baker award, Gaudreau also earned Hockey East's Player of the Year and a unanimous All-Conference first-team honoree.

Gaudreau, Matheson and Whitney were joined on the New England Division I All-Star team by four forwards (Merrimack's Mike Collins, Yale's Kenny Agostino, Bentley's Brett Gensler and UMass Lowell's Joe Pendenza), three defensemen (UNH's Trevor van Riemsdyk, Merrimack's Jordan Heywood and UMass-Lowell's Chad Ruhwedel) and two goaltenders (Providence's Jon Gillies and Quinnipiac's Eric Hartzell).

The New England Hockey Writers Division I All-Star teams and awards have been finalized after tallying votes from all Division I coaches and respective media outlets throughout New England. This year's banquet will be held on Tuesday, April 16 at the Prince Restaurant in Saugus, Mass. The banquet will start at 6 p.m. All awards and All-Star teams will be presented at the gala. All coaches, student-athletes, family members and friends are encouraged to attend Tuesday's banquet. Please contact Kristen Blake at (781) 245-2122 or by email at intern@hockeyeastonline.com for information on attending this event. Cost is $40 per person.
Wey Named League's Best Defenseman, Matheson Earns All-Rookie Team Accolades

Johnny Gaudreau crowned league's scoring champion with 36 points in 27 conference games

  Senior Patrick Wey was named Hockey East's Best Defenseman for 2012-13.

Senior Patrick Wey was named Hockey East's Best Defenseman for 2012-13.

March 20, 2013

Three Boston College hockey players - defensemen Patrick Wey and Michael Matheson and forward Johnny Gaudreau - each earned All-Hockey East Association honors, the league announced on Wednesday. 

Wey was honored as the league's Best Defensive Defenseman while Matheson was a unanimous selection to the All-Hockey East Rookie Team and Gaudreau was formally crowned the league's scoring champion. 

Wey is the sixth Boston College defenseman to earn the honor, joining Mike Mottau (2000), Bobby Allen (2001), Andrew Alberts (2004), Peter Harrold (2006) and two-time honoree Brian Dumoulin (2011 and 2012). The 6-foot-3, 207-pound product of Pittsburgh, Pa., recorded nine points - one goal and eight assists - in 26 conference games and ranked seventh in plus-minus (+15) in Hockey East. 

Matheson registered 17 points - six goals and 11 assists - in 25 conference games. The Pointe-Claire, Quebec, resident tied for third in the conference in power-play points (14) and power-play goals (six). 

A 6-foot-2, 189-pound defenseman, Matheson recorded eight goals and 17 assists in 34 games this season. His 25 points rank him second among Hockey East defenseman and fourth among all freshman in conference scoring. 

Gaudreau recorded 36 points - 12 goals and 24 assists - in 27 conference games. In 33 games in 2012-13, the Carney's Point, N.J., resident has recorded career highs in assists (29) and points (49). He leads the nation in points per game (1.48).  

 Boston College (22-10-4), the No. 2 seed in the 29th Hockey East Tournament, will face No. 2 seed Boston University (20-15-2) in the semifinals of the league championship on Friday, March 22 at 8 p.m. at TD Garden. No. 1 seed UMass-Lowell (24-10-2) and No. 4 seed Providence College (17-13-7) will lead in semifinal competition on Friday at 5 p.m. 

The 29th annual Hockey East Tournament championship game will be on Saturday, March 23 at 8 p.m. All three games will be televised by the New England Sports Network as well as the NBC Sports Network.
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Florida Panthers prospect Michael Matheson shows his smarts in college

 .

Panthers 2012 first-round draft pick Michael Matheson’s decision to take time and develop steadily at the college level is paying off.

Get Adobe Flash player

Michael Matheson, 23rd overall pick by the Florida Panthers, poses on stage during Round One of the 2012 NHL Entry Draft at Consol Energy Center on June 22, 2012 in Pittsburgh, Pennsylvania. 
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By David J. Neal

dneal@MiamiHerald.com

The one defense prospect the Panthers know they won’t be seeing this season is 2012 first-round pick Michael Matheson. Not because of the organization’s patience. Because of Matheson’s.

Though he grew up in Montreal, surrounded by the Quebec Major Junior Hockey League, Matheson decided against taking the road most traveled for Canadians with NHL hopes: junior hockey.

“I thought that, especially as a defenseman, it takes longer to develop and it buys you a bit of time,” he said. “I’m in no rush. Being in college, I can take the time to develop. I have time to get into the gym. As people know, we play fewer games. We have more time to work out. I have more time to practice and let my game and body mature.” 

Which is how the Canadiens fan wound up in the Bruins’ town by way of a United States Hockey League season in Dubuque, Iowa. Matheson, a 19-year-old psychology major, will be back at Boston College for his sophomore season after leading all NCAA freshmen defensemen in scoring with eight goals and 25 points.

But it was during the 2010-11 season at Dubuque, where he wouldn’t have been without eschewing juniors, that Matheson thinks things really got going in the right direction for him.

“The first half of the year was a struggle for me,” he said. “I learned a lot under [head] coach [Jim] Montgomery and [associate head] coach Joe [Combs] in Dubuque that helped me a lot in my success at the end of the year, being drafted by Florida and ultimately having a better year as a freshman at BC.”

For college, Matheson wanted to stay close to Montreal. The University of Vermont made his final four (there’s a part of Vermont that adores hockey with Canadian fervor). But Matheson had an affinity for the city of Boston, which put Boston University and Northeastern in his final group along with BC.

The Golden Eagles went 22-14-4 last season, closing with losses in the Hockey East tournament to BU and the NCAA tournament to Union.

“It was possibly the team where I was closest with the most people on a given team,” Matheson said. “In past years, I’ve been close with certain guys, but with this team, everyone was so close. It was a really good experience.”

Said Panthers manager of player development and former longtime NHL defenseman Bryan McCabe: “He’s a great skater, everyone knows that. He’s just got to mature and get some more experience. As a freshman at BC, he played a lot of minutes. He had a great season. This year, we’re looking for him to hopefully make the [Canadian] World Junior Championships team. It would be a great experience for him to play internationally.

Like fellow defense prospect Alexander Petrovic, Matheson wants to add size, just not too much. 

“I think I’m around 190 [pounds] right now,” Matheson said. “I think a good weight for me to play at next year is 195. I don’t need to be huge. My game is about speed.”

• The Panthers will be back on the ice at 9 a.m. Thursday at Saveology.com Iceplex in Coral Springs after spending Wednesday working out, then playing volleyball in South Beach before attending the Marlins game. 

Read more here: http://www.miamiherald.com/2013/07/10/3494685/florida-panthers-prospect-michael.html#storylink=cpy
Florida Panthers sign Barkov, Markstrom

 .

Aleksander Barkov, the No. 2 pick in the NHL Draft, signed a three-year, entry-level deal, and goalie Jacob Markstrom got a two-year contract.
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Aleksander Barkov poses for a portrait after being selected number two overall in the first round by the Florida Panthers during the 2013 NHL Draft at the Prudential Center on June 30, 2013 in Newark, N.J. 
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•Florida Panthers Blog: On Frozen Pond 

By George Richards

grichards@MiamiHerald.com

Moments after being taken by the Panthers with the second pick in the NHL Draft last month, Aleksander “Sasha’’ Barkov said his plan was to play in Florida this season.

Barkov took a step toward that on Monday by signing his first contract with the team, a three-year entry-level deal.

The Panthers also ended any sort of contentious negotiations it may have had with goalie Jacob Markstrom as he signed a two-year deal with the team on Monday as well. 

“This is the deal that works for both sides,’’ assistant general manager Mike Santos said after announcing the Markstrom signing.

“Jacob is, obviously, still a top prospect. As a goaltender sometimes it takes a little longer to develop. I think this was the right deal for him and for us. He’s by no means the complete goaltender we hope he will be someday. But, again, he’s young.’’

Markstrom, a second-round pick in 2008, became the Panthers starting goalie last season after Scott Clemmensen struggled and Jose Theodore tore his groin March 2 in Carolina.

Markstrom went 8-14-1 in his 23 starts for the Panthers last season.

The 23-year-old goalie will have a two-way provision — allowing him to be sent back to the minors — in the first year of his contract. Markstrom gets a one-way deal in the second year.

“We were forced into that situation last year because of the injury,’’ Santos said. “He was thrown into a tough situation. Given the time he came up and all the injuries we had in the short season, I think it was difficult to expect him to come in and play to the best of his abilities.”

Santos said he expects a starting goalie to emerge during training camp and that Markstrom won’t be handed the job. That said, the Panthers apparently aren’t actively looking for another goalie to come in, although Santos said that could change.

Santos said he hasn’t spoken to Theodore, a free agent, since the end of last season. Theodore said he wanted to come back to the Panthers, but that doesn’t appear to be a likelihood. Clemmensen is signed for another season.

Markstrom wrote he was excited to sign and “can’t wait for the season to start!’’ on his Twitter account on Monday afternoon, moments after Santos broke the news of the signing.

With Barkov in the fold, the Panthers will be younger than they were at the start of last season.

Barkov is expected to not only join recent top draft picks Jonathan Huberdeau (20) and Erik Gudbranson (21) in the Panthers’ lineup, but Alex Petrovic (21) and Nick Bjugstad (20) as well.

Veterans Ed Jovanovski (hip) and Kris Versteeg (knee) are coming off surgery and are expected to miss at least the beginning of the season. Those injuries could open the door for the likes of Vincent Trocheck and Colby Robak.

After scoring 21 goals with 27 assists in 53 games in the Finnish elite league over the past two seasons, there really was nothing left for Barkov to prove in Europe. He’s going to get his chance in the NHL in a few months.

Barkov is back in his native Finland after attending the Panthers’ developmental camp last week.

Although he couldn’t participate in on-ice drills after having shoulder surgery last March, Barkov was able to assimilate himself a little better within South Florida and the organization.

Rookie camp, which Barkov is expected to participate in, will be held Sept. 4. Training camp begins Sept. 11 in Coral Springs.

“There was no sense of putting [the signing of Barkov] off,’’ Santos said. “One reason why we took him with the second overall pick is we thought he was going to have the ability to step right in. He’s played in a men’s league for the past two years.

“It’s a different situation than other top picks we’ve had recently. We thought they needed another year. We drafted [Barkov] because we feel he’s ready and able to play.” 

Read more here: http://www.miamiherald.com/2013/07/15/3501777/florida-panthers-sign-barkov-markstrom.html#morer#storylink=cpy

Phoenix Coyotes prospect Tobias Rieder enjoys 'great experience' at developmental camp
By Cassandra Negleyazcentral sportsTue Jul 16, 2013 1:47 PM

Coyotes personnel watch from a perch above the crowded rink as Tobias Rieder skates down the ice and casually puts the puck by the goalie in an offensive drill.

It’s the last day of developmental camp for the Coyotes prospects. After a team dinner, Rieder was on his way back to his hometown in Germany to work out.

Rieder has been through a prospect camp before, but not with this team. The Coyotes acquired the 20-year-old forward from Edmonton in a trade for forward Kale Kessy in March. He was a 2011 fourth-round Oilers draft pick, taken three spots behind Kessy at No. 114 overall.

“It’s always difficult at the beginning if you don’t know anyone,” Rieder said. “We grew together as a group. It was a great experience for me personally. I really like it here.  I think it’s amazing here in Arizona.”

It’s certainly warmer in Arizona than in his previous hockey home. Rieder spent the past three years playing junior hockey for Kitchener in the Ontario Hockey League.

He had 49 points his rookie season, 2010-11, good for sixth on the team, and followed it up with a team-leading 42 goals and 43 assists for 85 points the next year. The closest anyone else on the team got was 69 points.

His numbers dropped in his third season to 56 points.

“Last season wasn’t as great as the season before, but I think I still had a great season,” Rieder said. “Obviously, Kitchener (it) was great to play there, to play for that organization and (to get) a lot of ice time in every situation. So it was great to play there for a few years.”

Between seasons, Rieder participated in the World Junior Championships for his home country. He also played junior hockey at home, where the rink is bigger and game play slightly different, but Rieder said he didn’t have to change his game.

“I just played in Germany against older men and it wasn’t as quick, it wasn’t as physical, so that was a big transition,” Rieder said. “As soon as you get here (and) get a couple of games in in Canada you get used to it. You gotta be more careful, because as I said it’s more physical.”
Oilers rookies come to the Park 


By Shane Jones, Sherwood Park News 
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Sherwood Park may not have a hospital, but it is getting a visit from a Nurse.

The Edmonton Oilers will once again be holding their annual development camp at Millennium Place in Sherwood Park this week — the main draw this time out being the first chance to get a peek at Darnell Nurse.

The hulking defenceman was selected seventh overall in this past Sunday’s NHL Entry Draft — the first time since 2009 that the Oilers did not have the first overall selection.

A group of 36 prospective pro players will be donning Oilers silks for the development camp, which will run from Wednesday, July 3 to Tuesday, July 9.

After medical and physical testing at Rexall Place on July 3, the remainder of camp will feature on-ice sessions open to the public for free at Millennium Place.

“Being able to have the Oilers organization and be part of our community and allow the residents of Sherwood Park easy access to see these young players in person in our facility is always exciting,” said Julia Seguin, acting facilities supervisor for Millennium Place. “They have always been very well-attended when held here. There are so many avid hockey fans who are well versed in the up-and-coming Oilers players and want to see them in person. Just the fact that they have the Oilers uniforms on, you can see the sparkle in the eyes of the little kids. It’s exciting to get to see them up close and personal.”

Two of the 36 players invited will be making awfully short trips to camp.

Sherwood Park’s Greg Chase was the Oilers seventh round pick (188th overall) in Sunday’s draft after playing Junior this past season as a forward with the Calgary Hitmen.

Also invited to camp is Park goalie Troy Trombley, who will get a good look despite going through the draft without being selected after tending the nets for the Tri-City Americans this past season.

There are many notable names (and a few not-so-notable) who will be in attendance during the week-long camp in Sherwood Park, with the majority of the players having been selected in the draft in the last three years by the Oilers.

In addition to Trombley will be goalies Tyler Bunz, Frans Tuohimaa and Franky Palazzese.

Joining Nurse on the blueline brigade are fellow defencemen Joey Laleggia, Martin Gernat, Dillon Simpson, Joey Leach, highly-touted Oscar Klefbom, Kenny Morrison, Ben Lindemulder, David Musil, Jake Baker, Erik Gustafsson and Ben Betker.

Forwards in camp include Bogdan Yakimov, Aidan Muir, Marco Roy, Reid Petryk, Jacob Doty, Daniil Zharkov, Nick MacNeil, Jujhar Khaira, Mitchell Moroz, Evan Campbell, Andrew Miller, John McCarron, Jackson Houck, Bryce Van Brabant, Travis Ewanyk, Kale Kessy, Kyle Platzer, Connor Jones, Kellen Jones and Chase.

On-ice sessions at Millennium will run from 9:30 a.m. to 11:30 a.m. from Thursday, July 4 to Monday, July 8.

The development camp will conclude with a scrimmage at Millennium Place on Tuesday, July 9, from 9 a.m. to 11 a.m.

shane.jones@sunmedia.ca

twitter.com/Realshanejones
Oil Kings graduates one step closer to turning pro by attending Oilers development camp

Travis Ewanyk, David Musil, Martin Gernat hope to play for team’s AHL affiliate in Oklahoma City this upcoming season

By Joanne Ireland, Edmonton Journal July 7, 2013

But now he has his entry-level contract in hand. Now, he’s at a crossroads in his hockey career.

Ewanyk and Edmonton Oil Kings teammates David Musil and Martin Gernat are all looking to make the move from the Western Hockey League to the American Hockey League, which is why there’s a little more attention to detail now. More of everything, as the NHL team’s annual development camp rolls along.

“I want to turn pro next year and this is the first step,” Ewanyk said. “I want to show that I’m ready, so I’m just focused, determined and really motivated. Obviously, we’re here to learn and grow but you’d be silly to think that you’re not being evaluated.”

The camp will wrap up on Tuesday, then several of the prospects will return for the Oilers’ rookie camp in September — the Oil Kings trio included. From there, they are hopeful they’re going to make their way to the Oklahoma City Barons, the Oilers’ AHL affiliate.

“It was a great experience with the Oil Kings. Even though we didn’t make it all the way (this season, losing to the Portland Winterhawks in the WHL championship), when I look back at it, I learned a lot from the playoff run,” said Musil, who was traded from the Vancouver Giants to the Edmonton Oil Kings at the start of the 2012-13 season.

His father, Frank, played 14 seasons in the NHL, including with three with Edmonton. He is now scouting for the Oilers.

“I sure hope I’ll be playing in OKC,” the younger Musil continued. “I just have to work hard in the summer and show that I’m the best I can be.

“It was always my dream to be as good as he was one day, so I’m trying to follow my dream to get there as soon as possible.”

After the Oil Kings season drew to a disappointing close with a loss to the Winterhawks in Game 6 of the WHL final, Musil, Ewanyk and Gernat were assigned to the Barons, who were in the midst of a playoff run.

They practised with the team, then played spectators on game nights.

“It just made me hungrier,” Ewanyk said.

“It was a pretty cool experience,” Musil said. “We had a chance to see what it takes at the next level and what you have to do to be in the lineup every day. It’s not like being in juniors ... there (in the AHL), if you have don’t have a good game, there’s a chance you’ll sit out. You battle for every minute there.”

Todd Nelson, head coach of the Barons, has been on the ice with the prospects, so, naturally he’s been keeping a more watchful eye on the players who might end up at his camp in the fall.

“I’m looking at some of the guys I might get next year ... I want to see how these guys stack up,” said Nelson.

“They’ve been part of playoff runs in junior and when you get to the pros it’s another level. For them to see the pace of play and the sacrifices you have to make and the discipline you have to have, is very important. And if they come to me, it’s not going to be so foreign to them. They’re going to feel more comfortable.

“They will get a great opportunity with us, too,” continued Nelson, who had three rookie defencemen on his team last season in Brandon Davidson, Taylor Fedun, and Martin Marincin. All three were a big part of the team’s success down the stretch.

jireland@edmontonjournal.com

Twitter.com/jirelandEJ

© Copyright (c) The Edmonton Journal

Plenty going on to keep Edmonton Oilers fans engaged just now. In Thursday morning’s post I ended with “Out with the (not so) old, in with the new”, but as the day wore on a couple of hockey elders were sent packing. First Eric Belanger, the second oldest skater on the club at age 35, was placed on waivers in preparation for a compliance buyout. In the evening the organization parted company with their captain, Shawn Horcoff, himself turning 35 in training camp, in a trade to Dallas for depth defenceman Philip Larsen and a late round draft pick in a far-off NHL draft.

Then one must account for the attrition that will result as contracts expire and veterans like Nikolai Khabibulin, Ryan Whitney, and lest we forget Jerred Smithson take their leave. Add it all up and the Oilers have shed over $15 MM in cap hit in short order, reduced the number of Oilers born in the ’70s from five to one, and cleared the decks for a possible influx of new deals as soon as Friday. With names like David Clarkson, Andrew Ference, Ray Emery and even Jaromir Jagr being linked to Edmonton along with the persistent Braydon Coburn, it could be an interesting day … though that’s what some wannabe analysts thought about Draft Day, so who knows until it actually happens.

With all that going on, it seems like a week ago that a crop of hopefuls took to the Millennium Place ice for Oilers Summer Development Camp, but it was in fact Thursday morning. The list of 36 invitees was short by three players sidelined with various ailments, namely forward Mitch Moroz and d-men Dillon Simpson and Joey Laleggia. The first day of on-ice training was very heavy on fundamentals, with drills of relatively little complexity but plenty of execution of simple sequences with few options but plenty of repetition. As always I found myself fascinated with the process as well as the prospects.

It’s always fun to see Steve Serdachny lead the skating session that kicks off every day but the last. Serdachny and his helpers led a number of balance and agility drills, always making it look deceptively easy as, say, they squatted into deep knee bends, maintaining perfect balance on one foot while gliding backwards down a segment of the ice. But once the youngsters tried to emulate the drills it quickly became apparent how tough they are.

Already in this very first exercise it was easy to pick out the first-timers, some of whose attempts to complete an assigned task bordered on comical. Lots of rough edges to be filed off, especially for later-round draft picks as well as some of the camp walk-ons.

I had hoped to track Darnell Nurse on his first day, but for whatever reason he was one of three skaters (along with fellow 2013 draftees Ben Betker and Aidan Muir) who were kept over on the B sheet to do more skating drills under the watchful eye of Serdachny. There were some concerns that Nurse had been dinged in an early collision violent enough to jar his helmet loose, but the youngster seemed entirely fine later when interviewed by the media and participating in an autograph session for fans, so it’s probably nothing. (Though it’s never too early for Oilers fans to worry about the health of their young prospects.)

Instead I found my wandering eye returning again and again to Oscar Klefbom, who is simply a deluxe skater. Rick Carriere spoke of Klefbom having achieved a “separation” — and he wasn’t talking about his shoulder either! You could see this separation both in general terms, and sometimes literally within a brief vignette of hockey action. Klefbom glides at a noticeably faster speed than anyone else, then can step out of that glide with a single powerful step into another gear and a fresh direction. His ability to separate himself from a forechecker really stood out in a late 2-on-2 shoot-in drill where he routinely shook guys off before he even reached the puck.

Vignettes are mostly what I come away with from these things — a glimpse here and there of an high skill play that would work against most competition, not just apprentices. Jujhar Khaira showed one such in that last 2-on-2 drill when he found a loose puck on a scrambled play, fished it out of the defender’s skates, did a quick spin to take it to his backhand and fire a quick shot off the crossbar. Just one of those plays that looked translatable, and a fine skill for any player to have but especially a big guy looking to make his living in the high traffic areas, as Khaira projects.

One guy who looked a little lost early on was Bogdan Yakimov, just drafted last week. He looked bewildered during coach’s instructions, clumsy during the skating drills, and benefitting from some advice from Daniil Zharkov, a “veteran” of one previous camp. Then they added pucks to the equation and all of a sudden it was a couple of the guys “Yak2″ beat clean who were looking bewildered and clumsy. A real big guy at a listed 6’4, 222; while undeniably a project he seems like a real nice bet for a late third-rounder.

Second rounder Marco (formerly Marc-Olivier) Roy is not quite so massive but he too had his moments. A strong skater who showed nice skills with the puck.

Of the walk-ons I was impressed with Reid Petryk of Everett Silvertips. The local product looked strong and skilled with the puck, made a couple of nice moves and displayed a decent shot that found twine on more than one occasion.

On the back end David Musil impressed with a couple of things, one positive, one not so much. On the plus side was the consistent execution of the task, making the “right” play and the good crisp pass. But the nagging minus was his inefficient skating stride that made the job much more difficult than it needs to be. This stood out especially when compared to the fluid motion of Klefbom. Musil is saying the right things about working hardest of all at improving this part of his game, but it’s a shortcoming that is apt to keep him out of the NHL at least in the short term.

Between the pipes it was impossible not to notice Sherwood Park native/Tri-City Americans walk-on Troy Tremblay at a towering 6’7. During the live action I mostly had Tyler Bunz down at my end of the ice, looking sharp and focussed. He was beaten by a few excellent shots, but stopped a number of those along with pretty much all of the routine ones. It was a good day, but he’s going to need a lot more of them to establish traction in his pro career.

There was a decent crowd out at Millennium Place, though down a little from previous years when the presence of Taylor Hall, Ryan Nugent-Hopkins and Nail Yakupov was something of a magnet for the curious. There were nonetheless several hundred denizens of Oil Country taking it in; after all, what better to do on a hot July weekday morning than watch a little hockey?
Murphy, Tolchinsky shine in scrimmage

Submitted by chipalexander on 07/20/2013 - 14:46 
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Ryan Murphy, as befitting a former first-round draft choice, looked like the best player on the ice much of the time.

Sergey Tolchinsky, befitting a player who was not drafted by any NHL team, may have competed harder than anyone on the ice much of the time.

So it went Saturday as the Canes wrapped up their prospects developmental camp with Summerfest fan activities and a scrimmage and skills competition at PNC Arena. The players went 5-on-5 for one 15-minute period, then 4-on-4 in a second period. After a power-play session, a shootout finished it up.

Tolchinsky, a camp invitee, scored twice in a 3-3 tie in the scrimmage and quickly became something of a crowd favorite with his speed and stickhandling. When the 5-foot-8, 164-pound Russian missed on his shootout shot, there were a lot of groans, although Tolchinsky's Red team won the shootout 6-5.

Murphy also scored a goal, showed off his quickness and agility, and made what the defenseman hopes was another stride toward being on the Canes' roster this season.

While noting that would be the decision of management and the coaches, he said, "I want to be in the NHL next year. I'm a confident kid, so I think I'm ready to make the next step in my career."

Elias Lindholm, the Canes' first-round pick this year, signed his entry-level contract on Monday and was all set for a big week, only to suffer a shoulder injury Thursday and be held out of the on-ice work Friday and Saturday. Asked Saturday about the injury, Lindholm said he was "OK" and disappointed he wasn't able to take part in the scrimmage and skills competitions.

"You always want to be on the ice. That's the way it is with hockey, you want to be on the ice and show yourself," the Swedish forward said. "The camp has been a great week, being around the organization and the guys."

Lindholm said he would soon return to Sweden, noting he expected to play for the Hurricanes in the Traverse City (Mich.) prospect tournament in early September. It is uncertain whether he will join Sweden's junior national team in Lake Placid, N.Y., in early August for exhibition games and scrimmages against Team USA, Canada and Finland. 

Murphy was the subject of a documentary being done by the Canes and had cameras tailing him all week, adding to the scrutiny. The 12th overall pick of the 2011 draft, the defenseman said he was glad to oblige, noting, "It was cool, we had some fun with it."

"It was a good week to show everyone what kind of shape you're in and kind of get back into game shape," Murphy said. "It's an awesome week, to meet the new draft picks and the guys you could be playing with in the near future.

"I thought I did a good job here. I think I did pretty good in the fitness testing, although I can improve in a lot of the areas, and I felt pretty good on the ice as well."

Tolchinsky, 18, believed he would be drafted this year after a strong season for the Soo Greyhounds of the OHL. That didn't happen, and the Moscow native said it has provided extra motivation to prove himself -- first in the New York Rangers' prospect camp earlier this month, then in Raleigh -- and to improve his game.

"I feel every day I'm trying to improve and find something to work on," he said.

In summing up the week of camp, Canes coach Kirk Muller said, "I think we're really excited about the week. It's a great opportunity for the coaches to finally see some of these guys, not only new (players) from this year's draft but from the last couple of years. It's good to understand your depth in your organization."

Asked about the scrimmage, Muller said Murphy "stepped it up and showed the level he has." He also mentioned forward Brendan Woods, a fifth-round pick in 2012 from the University of Wisconsin, saying 6-2, 200-pounder is a "big body, plays hard, goes straight-line, very impressive there."

And there was Tolchinsky. Muller said, "He's probably the biggest surprise or explosive guy this week who made people look at him. ... He didn't get drafted, let's be honest, people said it was his size. There's a good example of you look at him, you get to know him, he's got a great attitude and fun-loving guy and he plays hard and he produces.

"He's a guy that I would say that really made us turn our heads and will make us sit down and say what can you do with this guy if the possibilities are there."

Read more here: http://blogs.newsobserver.com/canes/murphy-tolchinsky-shine-in-scrimmage#storylink=cpy

McGinn looks to join brothers in NHL

Submitted by chipalexander on 07/20/2013 - 10:15 
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Brock McGinn has a few advantages over the other Canes prospects at development camp.

McGinn has two older brothers in the NHL, so he's well-versed in all that it takes to reach the highest level of pro hockey. He also plays for the Guelph Storm of the OHL under coach Scott Walker, a former Canes forward, and is well-educated about the Hurricanes organization and what's expected of the players in it.

McGinn, a second-round draft pick last year, also appears to be the kind of forward and player Canes coach Kirk Muller likes and wants -- tough, always looking to hit people, playing bigger than his size. Muller likened McGinn, who's 5-11 and 186 pounds, to Mike Keane, a former teammate in Montreal and Dallas and a three-time Stanley Cup winner.

"I think he's been holding off here in camp," Muller said, smiling. "It's more difficult playing against your own people in your own organization. But he plays hard and he's got the bloodlines there. 

"He plays hard and feisty, and you need those kind of players in your organization. He's a hockey player. He gets it."

McGinn, 19, signed his three-year, entry level contract with the Canes in April and played six games -- four in the regular season, two in the Calder Cup playoffs -- with the Charlotte Checkers (AHL) after Guelph was eliminated in the OHL playoffs last season. 

McGinn was the 47th overall overall pick in the 2012 NHL Entry Draft. He attended Canes prospects camp immediately after the draft but only as an observer, sidelined by a broken left wrist, and came to Raleigh this year looking to make the most of the camp experience and opportunity.

"I didn't get my chance last year at camp but I had a little chance there at the end of the year in Charlotte," McGinn said. "I wanted to come out here this year and show them what I can do, show the reasons why they picked me."

McGinn must either make the Canes' NHL roster this year or be sent back to Guelph for a fourth season of OHL hockey. Last season, he had 28 goals, 26 assists and 71 penalty minutes in 68 games, with a plus-7 rating, then four points (2 goals, 2 assists) in three playoff games.

McGinn said he has enjoyed being around Walker, a rugged, feisty, well-respected player when he was in the NHL.

"He played a tough, gritty game, so I try to bring that as well," McGinn said. "Practicing with him as coach, he brings a lot of Carolina (methods) back to our practices and our training, so when I come to camp some of the drills are the same and already in my head."

As for those hockey bloodlines, Jamie McGinn is a forward with the Colorado Avalanche and Tye McGinn a forward with the Philadelphia Flyers. Brock McGinn hopes to make it a threesome in the NHL one day but realizes there's much work still to be done and that he has to try and stay patient.

"It is hard but you've just got to focus on yourself and play the way you play," McGinn said. "Just focus on what they want you to do."

Read more here: http://blogs.newsobserver.com/canes/mcginn-looks-to-join-brothers-in-nhl#storylink=cpy

Oscar Klefbom ‘very hungry’ to earn spot on Edmonton Oilers roster

Swedish defenceman returns from shoulder surgery, among 36 prospects participating in team’s annual development camp at Millennium Place in Sherwood Park

By Joanne Ireland, Edmonton Journal July 3, 2013

EDMONTON - The lure of the NHL tugged at Oscar Klefbom a year ago, but in the end the defenceman decided to return to the Swedish Elite League to polish his game.

There’s no turning back now for the Edmonton Oilers prospect, who turns 20 on July 20.

Klefbom is certain he’s ready to challenge for a roster spot, even though he hasn’t played a game since Oct. 9 and despite the fact he has had his left shoulder repaired.

The Oilers, too, figure their 2011 draft pick has a chance of making the roster — if not right out of training camp in fall, then soon after.

“I think I’m ready. Last season I felt like I took a big step,” Klefbom said on Wednesday, in between the tests at Rexall Place. Thirty-six Oilers prospects were pushed through their physicals and medicals prior to the start of the team’s annual development camp, which gets underway Thursday at Millennium Place in Sherwood Park and runs until Tuesday, July 9.

“I had played in the Swedish Elite League for two years,” continued Klefbom, “but I didn’t feel I had got the ice time that I needed to prepare myself for the NHL, so I went back. And the start of last season was very good — I played almost 25 minutes (a game).

“It was very hard not to think about all this, but it was a very good choice for me.”

The six-foot-two blue-liner reported to the Edmonton camp at 213 pounds, certain that he didn’t lose all that much development time despite missing most of the 2012-13 season. Klefbom played just 11 games with Farjestads BK Karlstad before he fell into the boards, injuring his shoulder.

Seven weeks of rehab followed, then it was decided that surgery was going to be required.

By April, he was back in Edmonton, training and skating with the Oilers, his sights set on the summer development camp. Klefbom will return to Sweden next week, then return to Edmonton in August to prepare for the rookie camp.

“Obviously, I haven’t played since October but the shoulder feels good. I can shoot slapshots, do all kinds of things I need to do,” he continued. “The left one almost feels better than the right.

“This camp is very important for me to get into it and to try to be in the best shape I can be, so I’m ready for the real camp in September. I tried to see (the layoff) as positive. I tried to be in the shape I could be to show everybody I’m ready for the NHL.

“When I was injured, it was a really good opportunity for me to come here. That could be a good thing. Now I’m here to take a spot with the Edmonton Oilers. I’m very hungry.”
ST. ALBERT — For the last six seasons, David Perron has been tied to the St. Louis Blues, so when he talks about transitioning to the Edmonton Oilers, he does so with a measured approach.

For starters, he’s going to settle into his new city in August so he can start skating with some of his new teammates, rather than rolling in on the eve of training camp. And there are new teammates to meet.

Other than Sam Gagner, whom he played with in the 2007 Super Series, Perron has no history with the players on the current Oilers roster.

The 25-year-old winger was acquired from the Blues on July 10 in exchange for Magnus Paajarvi and a second-round draft pick going to St. Louis. Paajarvi was the Oilers’ first pick in the 2009 entry draft (10th overall); Perron, was a first-round pick of the Blues in 2007 (26th overall).

“It would have been a different story to have gotten on a plane and, all of a sudden five hours later, you’re playing with a new team. Maybe it would have been good to move on that quickly. I don’t know,” he said. “But I’m going to come in, in late August, so I can meet my teammates in a more of a laid-back situation, then when camp starts the serious stuff starts,” he said.

Perron made his first trip to Edmonton as an Oiler this week for a sneak peek and some team business dealings, like an appearance at the club’s summer hockey school. He also met with the media on Thursday and, more than once, said he was looking ahead, not back, which had nothing to do with his time in St. Louis but everything to do with the way he was portrayed after the trade.

After just one year of major junior with the Lewiston Maineiacs in the Quebec Major Junior Hockey League, Perron made the jump to the NHL. He was young, confident and he hadn’t yet mastered the English language.

That was translated, by some, to purport he was a cocky player who often succumbed to individualistic play.

“I’m here for a new challenge ... some people are trying to turn this around,” said Perron, who added that he wouldn’t be here without the help of coaches and teammates he’d worked with in St. Louis.

“I had a lot of stuff to learn, but they helped me and I’m thankful for that.”

His former coach, Andy Murray, told the St. Louis Dispatch earlier this week that Perron was a little naive about the ways of being a pro and that he could be a bit of a free spirit, but he never missed a practice or a meeting.

“David spent more individual time on the ice than any player on our team,” Murray told the Dispatch. “He’s got his own personality and he’s got a lot of passion.”

What Edmonton gets now is a player who has registered two 20-goal seasons and is at his best when he’s taking the puck to the net with reckless abandon. During the lockout shortened 48-game campaign, he scored 10 goals and 15 assists while playing within the team’s defensive structure favoured by Blues head coach Ken Hitchcock.

He has three years left on a $15.25-million contract that went into effect in 2012-13.

“I was pretty raw when I got there and I’m glad I was able to walk into a situation where management and the guys on the team were able to help me. I enjoyed every second of my time in St. Louis,” he said.

Perron was scheduled to return to his off-season home in Sherbrooke, Que., on Thursday. He’s already had a 25-minute phone conversation with new Oilers head coach Dallas Eakins, he’s anxious to settle in with the Oilers offensively gifted group of young forwards, and he likes the idea of stepping into a team that is also heading into a season with a new general manager. 

The prospect of playing in a Canadian hockey market has its appeal, too, at least to a guy who likes to turn on the TV in the morning and catch nothing but hockey highlights.

“The biggest thing is the pressure you put on yourself to perform as a player and it’s nice to be coming into a situation with that many playmakers and scorers. You can concentrate on your game more rather than just try and get some points up on the board. I think with the offence we have, we just need to play the right way in all three zones.

“It’s not a fresh start, it’s a new challenge,” he continued. “It is going to be different. I think this team will really fit my style of play. I’m going to come in just trying to play my style of going to the net and I’ve got some skills, so hopefully, I can score some goals.”

jireland@edmontonjournal.com
2013 Edmonton Oilers “Prospects”: Anton Belov

Anton Belov celebrates a Russian goal at the World Championships. (Phot: Getty Images)

Anton Belov celebrates a Russian goal at the World Championships. (Phot: Getty Images)

It’s always something of a crap shoot when mid-career players jump the pond, and certainly so when it comes to defenders. In the past couple of decades the Edmonton Oilers have introduced rearguards Ilja Byakin, Ales Pisa, Kari Haakana, and Jan Hejda into the NHL from Europe in their mid-to-late 20s. Not one of them played more than 50 games as an Oiler, and only Hejda proved to be an NHL player in the long term after getting a second chance as a free agent with Columbus. So this Oiler fan is reluctant to get his hopes too high when it comes to Anton Belov.

The big Russian will be 27 when he hits North American ice for the first time this fall. Due to his relatively advanced age he will be ineligible for the Calder Trophy, the overriding criterion defining “prospects” for our annual series here at the Cult of Hockey. Nonetheless, he remains a prospective Oiler in the immediate short term, and thus a player of interest worthy of his own post as we commence the 2013 version of the series.

Truth be told, I’m not sure where the heck I would have ranked Belov on the prospect list, which is headed by a crop of defencemen much younger than he is, most of whom are at least a year away from the NHL. Belov on the other hand is expected to come to camp in the fall and immediately challenge for a job with the big club.

He brings some interesting credentials along with a history that is pockmarked with controversy. The 6’4, 216 pound rearguard has played 9 seasons in the KHL and its predecessor, the Russian Super League, the last five of those years with Avangard Omsk. In all, he’s played 441 regular season and playoff games at the top level during that time.

Anton Belov stats

The big defender has been no stranger to controversy in his native country, especially during the 2012 Gagarin Cup playoffs. First he had a run-in with Washington Capitals prospect Yevgeni Kuznetsov, an encounter that ended with Belov literally delivering a butt-kicking to the teenaged hotshot. (See video at, uhh, bottom.) Weeks later, Belov was expelled from the finals after testing positive for a banned stimulant. It was a turning point in the series, as Omsk, leading 3 games to 1 at the time, never won another game and lost in seven to Moscow Dynamo.

The reinstated rearguard responded with a breakout campaign in 2012-13, striking for 9 goals after notching just 11 in total over the previous 8 seasons. He also racked up career highs with 17 assists, 26 points, and a +19 ranking. He topped off the season with an invite to play for Russia at the World Championships, where he caught the eye of Oilers’ GM Craig MacTavish. A few weeks later, he had signed a one-year, bonus-laden pact ($925,000 base salary, up to $600k in performance bonuses) to take a shot at the NHL, choosing Edmonton among a reported group of as many as seven teams vying for his services.

Belov’s own take on why he chose to make the move at this time was refreshing. In an interview with R-Sport, he stated:

“I want to grow professionally. I had the opportunity of signing a multi-year contract with Omsk this summer and provide for myself and my family for years to come, but I believe that these things can relax an athlete. When you know you have a contract, that the money is flowing, then this feeling of calm appears, of satisfaction, and this is what stops your development.”

Eliteprospects.com provides the following thumbnail scouting report of what sort of player to expect:

A large defenseman, Belov is still an excellent skater. He can control the offensive game with his passing skills and hard shot. Could improve his defensive game.

Pretty clear that MacTavish values “control the offensive game” highly, having stated time and again his preference for mobility and a good first pass from the defence to get the puck out of trouble and moving north. He’s backed that up with signings like Belov, fellow Russian Denis Grebeshkov, proven NHLer Andrew Ference, and minor-league puckmover Taylor Fedun, while allowing bangers like Mark Fistric, Theo Peckham, Colt Teubert and Alex Plante along with the immobile Ryan Whitney to pursue their careers elsewhere.

Belov’s skating and aggressive offensive posture are readily visible in a series of video clips collected by noted YouTube scout Jonathan Willis. Among his fans are KHL-watcher Dimitri Chesnokov, who provided a positive scouting report to Jason Gregor of Oilers Nation:

I’d say that the past season, and considering it was a lockout season so there were a lot of NHL players in the KHL, he was probably, unofficially the best defenceman in the KHL. This is the best way to describe him. He was one of the brighter spots on the Russian national team at the World Championships. Everybody knows the … performance that team had, but he was one of the players who stood out. The amount of improvement he has shown the past few years along with his maturity, I think Edmonton has got a great, great player.

Well, let’s hope so, but nobody knows for sure. Some see him as possibly fitting right into the top four with the Oilers, others envision him slotting in the 5-6-7 rotation, while still others anticipate he’ll need transition time in the AHL. Belov is the ultimate wild card, one who could quickly disappear into a group of hopefuls that (barring further moves) will be at least ten-deep at training camp, or one who could stand out from the get-go as an experienced, developed defenceman who is ready and able to take on and win a new challenge. Whatever else, he’ll be an interesting player to watch come September.

For the second year in a row, Sam Gagner’s contract negotiations went down to the wire, with the player agreeing to terms with the Edmonton Oilers hours (or was it minutes?) before a scheduled arbitration hearing. Last year Gagner accepted $3.2 million for a single year, and today has re-upped for three years for $14.4 MM. That’s an annual average value of $4.8 MM, a 50% raise. That includes two UFA years of course, so when the contract structure is revealed we may see something along the lines of $4.4, $5.0, $5.0 or similar. But for salary cap considerations that is irrelevant, and $4.8 MM is the figure that matters.

One sticking point of the Gagner extension was the matter of the No Movement Clause requested by the player. According to multiple sources, such has been built into the middle year of the contract only. One cannot be offered for the remaining RFA year of Sam’s “indentured servitude”, and the two parties split the difference on the other two years. This will give the team an important option during the next negotiation window, which opens on July 1, 2015, just as the limited NMC is lifted. That’s a crucial compromise. I’m not a fan of those contracts where a NMC can paint a club into a corner right to the end (think: Mats Sundin). In this more limited context, I don’t mind that NMC at all, it expresses a nice commitment from player to team and vice versa. Sam Gagner is an Oiler.

With this signing the major details of Oilers 2013-14 depth chart appear to have been resolved. For now, CapGeek calculates that the Oilers have committed $67.8 million (to 24 players) next season, well in excess of the $64.3 salary cap. However, a substantial portion of that is in possible performance bonuses, with all three of Ryan Nugent-Hopkins, Nail Yakupov, and Justin Schultz commanding maximum bonuses of $2.85 MM each.  Should all three achieve the maximum that would have consequences the following season, but for now the Oil still have about $1.35 MM in cap space for the upcoming campaign, leaving open the possibility that the team might add bottom six depth, especially down the middle.

Let’s have another look at the depth chart we last updated after “Free Agent Frenzy”. Since then the Paajarvi-for-Perron trade and the Gagner signing have resolved the two outstanding RFA issues. My own version of the depth chart is a little broader than CapGeek’s, and includes 29 players — 16 forwards, 10 defencemen, and 3 goaltenders. These players all played at least one game in either the NHL or a major European league this past season.

Oilers depth chart 2013 July 22

(** — includes bonuses)

All 29 players are signed for at least the 2013-14 season (pale blue background) or beyond (deeper blue). Up front, there is now a clear top nine of NHL-proven players. The “core seven” — top six plus 3C — are now locked up long-term with the lone exception of RNH who has just entered the window for a possible extension. With no landscape-changing lockout pending, there is not quite the imperative to sign him early as Steve Tambellini did with Taylor Hall and Jordan Eberle last summer, so that is a story which may take many months, perhaps even a full calendar year, to play out.

The situation at the back end is less clear in the longer term, with key contracts set to expire next summer in the form of Jeff Petry and Justin Schultz (both RFA) and Devan Dubnyk (potentially UFA). Given MacTavish’s demonstrated “show me” stance with respect to Dubnyk, it seems unlikely that an early extension is in the cards there.

Late add: The hierarchy of the payroll is really starting to take shape, with the top paid players in the leading roles. It’s been a few years (pre- Pisani, Moreau, Horcoff et al extensions in 2006) since the de facto third line was also the third highest-paying line, but that is now the case, at least in my rankings of the various lines. At $2.25 MM Ryan Smyth is the only top nine forward below $3 MM, and he’s a further $750k clear of the next tier in the fourth line and beyond. It’s not quite so structured on the blue, where Jeff Petry surely ranks above Justin Schultz on the depth chart, (potential) salary notwithstanding. Petry’s $1.75 MM deal is by far the bargain contract as things now stack up, a situation likely to correct itself in 2014-15. It’s also worth noting that the team’s highest paid goalie is also its best goalie, something which also hasn’t been the case for at least two years.

The Red Wings like their prospects to be what they call “overripe” by the time they earn regular minutes in the NHL.

Goaltender Petr Mrazek seems to be the next player to fit that description.

Mrazek, 21, began last season with the Toledo Walleye in the East Coast Hockey League, before he was promoted to Grand Rapids in the American Hockey League.

He made his NHL debut for the Wings last season, making 26 saves in a 5-1 win over the Blues in St. Louis on Feb. 7. He appeared in two games for the Wings and went 1-1 with a 2.02 goals-against average and a .922 save percentage.

Mrazek, from the Czech Republic, ended the season by leading the Griffins to the Calder Cup title.

But the Wings’ fifth-round pick in 2010 isn’t going to unseat Jimmy Howard as the starting goaltender in the near future and Jonas Gustavsson is under contract for another season as the backup in Detroit.

Wings goaltending coach Jim Bedard said Mrazek and most of the other prospects from the Griffins got to skip development camp last week in Traverse City and “deservedly so.” The Wings wanted to let them enjoy what will already be a short off-season.

Bedard said Mrazek will come back even hungrier next season.

“Petr’s had a taste of it already,” Bedard said. “He knows what’s around the corner. He’s not going to let rope go slack, nor will we let him. He’s not the type of guy that you have to push. He pushes himself.”

Mrazek was 23-16-2 with a 2.33 GAA and a .916 save percentage in 42 regular-season games for the Griffins. He was 15-9-0 with a 2.31 GAA and a .916 save percentage in the playoffs.
The Detroit Red Wings continue to be impressed with Saginaw Spirit goaltender Jake Paterson.

A third-round pick by Detroit in the 2012 NHL Entry Draft, Paterson wrapped up his second development camp with the Wings in Traverse City on Monday.

Paterson didn’t give up a goal during his time on the ice during a scrimmage with other prospects last week. Wings goaltending coach Jim Bedard said he liked the “level of confidence” that Paterson showed.

Paterson (6-feet-1, 183 pounds) was 25-18-5 with a 3.53 goals-against average and a .901 save percentage in 50 games last season for the Spirit. The Ontario native served as the No. 3 goaltender for Canada in the world junior tournament in Ufa, Russia. He was invited back for the 2013-14 selection camp to be held Aug. 4-10 in Brossard, Quebec, and Lake Placid, N.Y.

“I just think Jake’s got this level of maturity and we’ve worked a lot on his skating also,” Bedard said. “He’s positionally sound. I’d like to see him play out a little bit more and use the fact that he’s such a good skater and play bigger.

“Overall, I’m really thrilled with his progress. I really like his attitude and the way he looks at the game. He doesn’t get all bent out of shape. He’s focused and competes, but at the same time he doesn’t dig himself into the ground by being too intense.”

Contact George Sipple: gsipple@freepress.com . Follow him on Twitter @georgesipple.

Columnist Drew Sharp will answer your questions about all things Detroit sports in a live chat at 11 a.m. Thursday at freep.com/sports. Submit early questions here.

Red Wings general manager Ken Holland returned to Vernon, British Columbia, this week, a sign there probably won’t be much more happening with the team’s roster in the near future.

The Wings avoided salary arbitration with defenseman Brendan Smith by agreeing to a two-year, $2.525-million deal Monday.

The Wings also wrapped up their development camp in Traverse City on Monday.

The next bit of news related to the team likely will come today, when the NHL schedule is expected to be released.

The Wings signed forward Daniel Alfredsson, 40, to a one-year deal for $5.5 million plus performance bonuses, and forward Stephen Weiss, 30, to a five-year, $24.5-million contract this month.

Holland still has to work out deals with forwards Gustav Nyquist and Joakim Andersson, who are restricted free agents.

The Wings may bring back veteran forward Daniel Cleary, but they would have to make some subtractions from their current roster to make that happen. Cleary could decide to sign elsewhere rather than wait.

The Wings already are over $66 million in payroll for 2013-14 and must get down to $64.3 million by the start of the season.

“I know I’ve got to sign Andersson. I know I’ve gotta sign Nyquist,” Holland said.

“It’s starting to get pretty quiet in our industry, as you can see by transactions. We’re not signing anybody or doing anything unless we can move something. If we can’t move somebody, we’re going to go to camp with what we’ve got, and we’ll sort it out in training camp. In the meantime, over the next couple of months, if there’s a move that we think makes us better or frees up some cap space, we’re interested.”

Contact George Sipple: gsipple@freepress.com. Follow him on Twitter @georgesipple.

TRAVERSE CITY — Mattias Janmark-Nylen was optimistic that he’d finally get drafted by an NHL team last month.

He was passed over in the 2012 NHL draft, although the Red Wings were one of the few teams that showed interest in Janmark-Nylen, who is from Stockholm, Sweden.

The Wings drafted him in the third round, 79th overall, in the 2013 NHL draft.

Janmark-Nylen, 20, said he hasn’t spoken to the Wings yet about where he might play next season.

He scored 14 goals and 17 assists for 31 points in 55 games last season for AIK in the Swedish Elite League.

Former Red Wings prospect Daniel Larsson was AIK’s goaltender.

“In the beginning, I started on the fourth line,” Janmark-Nylen said of his time with AIK. “In the end, I was mostly a first-liner.

“I hope to be a top-six forward this year, if I’m going back.”

Asked about playing on the smaller ice at Centre Ice Arena in the Wings’ development camp last week, Janmark-Nylen said: “You feel it’s tighter. When you play 5-on-5, it’s going to be more difficult to see where you are. I consider myself a smart player. I think it will be a good transition to small ice.”

Contact George Sipple: 313-223-4796 or gsipple@freepress.com . Follow him on Twitter @georgesipple.

Retiring FSD girl Lauren will answer your questions in a live chat at noon Tuesday at freep.com/sports. Submit early questions here.
Forward Darren Helm has spent the past few days skating again, hinting that maybe he’ll be up and running when the Red Wings start training camp in September.

There’s a yellow flag hanging over the event, though, because the Wings have seen this scenario before. After suffering an injured back days before camp began in January, Helm played just one game last season because of recurring pain. Throughout that time, he would start skating, feel good — and then nothing would come of it.

So here the Wings go again, wondering whether this time it’ll be different. Helm hadn’t skated for two months before taking the ice this past week during development camp in Traverse City, and after he got off the ice the first day, he said he felt good, that he was taking it slow, and that he hoped to keep progressing. Those replies could be squares on a “Darren Helm Bingo” matrix, because they were heard throughout February, March and April.

It’s aggravating for Helm, 26, to basically have his career on standby just as he had entered his prime, rewarded one year ago with a four-year, $8.5-million contract. And it’s hindering for the Wings, who are handcuffed to an extent regarding their roster because they have no idea whether Helm will be a contributor next season.

If Helm recovers from his injury — which numerous specialists have said is not structural — then the depth chart down the middle is easy enough to pen. It’ll be Pavel Datsyuk, Stephen Weiss, Helm and Joakim Andersson.

If Helm doesn’t recover — and given that there was no tangible improvement from January to April, why believe May to September will be any different? — then the Wings have to approach things differently. Andersson, a restricted free agent who will get re-signed at some point, would move up into the third spot, where he played much of last season. The person more affected is Cory Emmerton. The Wings basically need to keep him in case Helm can’t play. Otherwise, Emmerton would be an easy trim to a roster that, once Andersson and Gustav Nyquist are signed, will swell to 16 forwards.

The Wings will look to shake up the roster under any circumstance, because they want Daniel Cleary back, and will need to move someone, such as underused Jordin Tootoo, to make room. As for Helm, he might be skating, but the Wings can’t bank on having him available.

Contact Helene St. James: 313-222-2295 or hstjames@freepress.com . Follow her on Twitter @helenestjames.

Retiring FSD girl Lauren will answer your questions in a live chat at noon Tuesday at freep.com/sports. Submit early questions here.
TRAVERSE CITY — Martin Frk wasn’t allowed to grow a playoff beard while helping the Halifax Mooseheads win the Canadian Hockey League’s Memorial Cup. He started growing one as soon as the season ended.

Frk, drafted 49th overall by the Red Wings in 2012, is sporting the beard at the development camp at Centre Ice Area.

“I’m too lazy to shave, I guess,” Frk (pronounced Ferk) said Thursday morning.

Frk (6 feet, 203 pounds) set career highs with 35 goals and 49 assists for 84 points in 56 games for Halifax. He also had 13 goals and 20 assists in 17 playoff games.

He played with two highly touted forwards — Nathan MacKinnon, who was selected No. 1 overall by the Colorado Avalanche in the recent draft, and Jonathan Drouin, who was taken third overall by the Tampa Bay Lightning.

Asked if he thinks he’s ready to move on to the NHL, Frk, who’s from the Czech Republic, said: “Oh, I don’t know if I’m ready — I will see in September if I’m ready.”

■ WATCH AND LEARN: Defenseman Alexei Marchenko is expected to battle for ice time next season with the Grand Rapids Griffins after spending the past couple of seasons playing for CSKA Moscow in the Kontinental Hockey League in Russia.

Former Wing Sergei Fedorov is the club’s general manager.

During the NHL lockout last season, Marchenko played with the likes of Pavel Datsyuk, Alexander Radulov and Mikhail Grabovski. Marchenko, 21, also played against one of his favorite players growing up, Sergei Gonchar, who skated for Magnitogorsk before retuning to the Ottawa Senators.

Marchenko, selected by the Wings in the seventh round of the 2011 draft, said it was good to see the way Datsyuk trained in the gym.

“To look at him and try to do the same; he always do some exercises,” said Marchenko, who was born in Moscow. “He’s really an amazing player with his stickhandling and passing and the vision of the game.”

Jiri Fischer, the Wings’ director of player development, is excited to see what Marchenko does next season as he transitions to a smaller ice surface.

“It’s always a little more hectic under pressure than it is in Europe, where it is a little more structured,” Fischer said. “He was here in the spring. He was here in Grand Rapids, and he got a little bit of a taste of what North America is. I’m excited for him. I’m excited for us.”

■ HELM UPDATE: Forward Darren Helm participated in a 45-minute session Thursday but did not participate in a second session, which involved contact drills. Helm, 26, played in only one game last season due to a back injury. He skated for the first time in two months Wednesday.

Wings general manager Ken Holland said because Helm hasn’t been skating recently “we’re moving in baby steps the first couple of days.”

■ NOTE: Defenseman Brendan Smith was one of 21 players who filed for salary arbitration Wednesday.

Contact George Sipple: 313-223-4796 or gsipple@freepress.com . Follow him on Twitter @georgesipple.
TRAVERSE CITY — Forward Darren Helm participated in a 45-minute power skate this morning, during the second day of the Detroit Red Wings’ development camp at Centre Ice Arena. He did not take the ice for the second session, which involved contact.

Helm, 26, played in only one game last season, due to a back injury. He skated for the first time in two months Wednesday.

Red Wings general manager Ken Holland said, because Helm hasn’t been skating recently, “we’re moving in baby steps the first couple of days.”

Helm told reporters Wednesday that he won’t participate in Friday’s scrimmage. The Wings are giving their prospects Saturday off. The camp ends with morning and afternoon sessions Sunday and Monday.

“Sunday and Monday, he’s going to go harder, longer,” Holland said.

Holland said Helm will be involved in some contact drills before the camp ends.

“You’re talking about a guy that’s got a history, for the last six months, and he’s obviously been working out off the ice,” Holland said. “There’s more at stake.”

Holland said the hope is that Helm doesn’t have any setbacks and continues to increase his training workload before the start of training camp.

“I’m hoping that, the first day of training camp in September, he’s in the scrimmage,” Holland said. “Obviously, if he’s not in the scrimmage, it’s not good.”

Contact George Sipple: 313-223-4796 or gsipple@freepress.com. Follow him on Twitter @georgesipple.
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There weren’t many 2013 draft prospects more polarizing among NHL scouts than Anthony Mantha. Some see a future top-line NHL sniper, others brushed him off as a skilled but lazy winger whose competitiveness doesn’t cut it.

The Detroit Red Wings lean more toward the former than the latter and went for the home-run pick on Sunday when they selected the 6-foot-4, 190-pound left-winger with their first-round pick, 20th overall, after trading down from the No. 18 slot.

Mantha was the top goal-scoring prospect in the entire draft, leading the QMJHL with 50 goals while taking a league-high 323 shots, showcasing the deft touch and tremendous shooting ability that could make him a top-line NHLer half a decade from now.

“I saw him a couple of times where he was dominant,” said Red Wings scout Jeff Finley. “He takes the puck wide and can beat defensemen, take it to the net … he has a knack for finding open ice and he has a good shot and release. I wouldn’t label him as just a scorer, either. He’s creative and he can see the ice and make plays. He’s a gifted all-around offensive player.”

TSN scout and former NHL general manager Craig Button went as far as to compare Mantha to Pittsburgh Penguins 40-goal-scorer James Neal and the Red Wings would be overjoyed if Mantha panned out that well.

There’s very little not to like about him in the offensive zone.

“I like the size, the skating — he’s got lots of speed and mobility for a big guy — he can shoot on the fly and his hockey sense is good,” said Red Wings scout Mario Marois. “He can play any style he wants offensively. He is very good down low, too. He has a good shot, he protects the puck well.”

But the knocks on Mantha come fast and furious from some scouts. One told The Hockey News under cover of anonymity that “he’s not the most eager kid. Some nights you wonder where the intensity is.” Piled on Red Line Report chief scout Kyle Woodlief via USA Today: “Does this guy even have a pulse? Plays with absolutely zero fire or passion.”

The Red Wings don’t deny Mantha has some work to do in terms of his intensity on a shift-to-shift basis and also on playing in his own zone.

“He’s not perfect, but sometimes (top junior) players play a lot of minutes … and they cheat,” Marois said. “That’s probably what happened with him at times. He was up north in Val-d’Or (Quebec) and they have long bus rides … so sometimes he cheats. That will be for us to take care of those flaws and make sure he’s improving all the time.”

Val-d’Or, as Marois points out, is one of the most remote locations in the QMJHL, almost a six-hour drive from Montreal and another two hours to Quebec City. There’s no doubt it takes its toll on a young player over a 68-game schedule.

The Red Wings are comfortable enough with Mantha that they believe he’ll be able to iron out the kinks in his game. Because he has a late birthdate, he’ll play just one more year in the QMJHL with Val-d’Or before being eligible to play in the AHL with the Grand Rapids Griffins.

If everything goes according to plan, he’ll be filling the net for the Red Wings half a decade from now.

“He brings a pretty good package,” Marois said. “I think this kid’s got real good upside for the Red Wings.”
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When it comes to the final round of the draft, the Detroit Red Wings turn to Hakan Andersson more often than not. And Sunday continued the tradition.

The Red Wings’ director of European scouting selected center Hampus Melen from Tingsryds of Sweden’s J-18 Elit circuit in the seventh round, 199th overall. It marked the seventh time in 12 drafts Andersson has taken a Swede, adding Melen to a list that includes Jonathan Ericsson and Adam Almqvist but also Nils Backstrom and Rasmus Bodin.

The story here is familiar: a prospect hidden in a low league on a team without much scouting exposure. But a prospect with high offensive upside.

“He really has talent with the puck,” said Andersson, who was also responsible for taking Henrik Zetterberg in the seventh round back in 1999. “His best skills are his hockey sense and his hands.”

Playing on the J-18 Elit circuit — a level below the J-18 Allsvenskan — Melen piled up points, recording 18 goals and 22 assists for 40 points in 24 games to finish among the circuit’s top-20 scorers.

But Andersson is the first to admit Melen needs a bigger challenge.

“He was a little too good for the league,” Andersson said. “If he lost the puck, he’d just chase after it and win it back. He did what he wanted to do.”

Under new NHL-NHLPA collective bargaining agreement, the Red Wings hold Melen’s rights for four years — through 2016-17 — before they need to sign him.

Melen is slated to play next season at the J-20 SuperElit level — Sweden’s highest junior level — and that will be a big step in his development.

Perhaps the biggest thing that will prevent Melen from continuing to produce offense is his lack of strength. He is listed at 6-foot-2 and 165 pounds now, but was just 148 pounds coming into his draft year. On the bright side, he recently hired a personal trainer and appears committed to improving.

“In my book, he works hard,” Andersson said. “That’s a really good sign.”
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Zach Nastasiuk (Credit: OHL Images)

Zach Nastasiuk sounds like the kind of player Detroit Red Wings head coach Mike Babcock is just going to love.

Drafted in the second round, 48th overall by the Red Wings, the Owen Sound Attack right-winger is the 6-foot-1, 190-pound son of a former Canadian Football League running back. And by all accounts, Nastasiuk shows up to play every single night, at both ends of the rink, and never seems to take a shift off.

“He’s a guy that plays a strong game in terms of his (competitive) level and his determination,” said Ryan Martin, the Red Wings assistant general manager of hockey administration. “He’s a really smart two-way player and he competes hard and plays big.”

Nastasiuk, who plays for former Grand Rapids Griffins head coach Greg Ireland in Owen Sound, finished fifth in Attack scoring in his second OHL season, recording 20 goals and 20 assists for 40 points in 62 games.

But he led the Attack in playoff scoring with four goals and seven assists in 12 games and went on to play a pivotal role for Canada’s gold-medal-winning squad at the world under-18 championship, recording two goals and two assists in seven contests.

From Jan. 9 on in the regular season and playoffs, Nastasiuk produced 16 goals and 18 assists for 32 points in 41 games, moving his Central Scouting ranking from 33rd at mid-season to 13th at end-of-year. The consensus among various scouting publications had Nastasiuk ranked as a second-round draft prospect and that’s exactly where Detroit nabbed him.

“Greg Ireland speaks very highly of his competitiveness and his work ethic, and it shows up on the ice in how he plays the game,” Martin said.

Whether it’s a key shot block, a big hit, or a timely goal, Nastasiuk is the type of guy who can get the job done. He plays on the wing but can line up down the middle. He can kill penalties and play on the power play.

Although not a great skater — his biggest area of weakness — the Red Wings believe he has shown flashes of skill that might make him more of a role player.

“He’s got a real good set of hands and he can be dangerous offensively,” Martin said.

Added Red Wings scout Jeff Finley: “He might be a third-line player, but he’s got upside to be a second-line winger. Just a real good useful player.”
Traverse City — There’s a reason the Red Wings were so interested in drafting Anthony Mantha.

For one, he has the look of a power forward. He’s 6-foot-4 and 190 pounds, but, at 18, has plenty of time to get bigger and stronger.

Then, when you look at Mantha’s scoring potential, you’re even more impressed — he had 50 goals for Val-D’Or in the Quebec junior league.

And while some scouts were critical of Mantha for not playing hard every shift, he knows in what areas he must improve.

“I knew what I had to get better on,” Mantha said of the reports. “What I need to work on if I want to play in the NHL one day. I know what I have to do right now and I’m working hard on it.

“It’s my compete level. It’s being present every day. That’s the difference between being professional and being a major junior guy.”

Sounds like the Red Wings knew what they were getting into, doesn’t it?

Still, it’ll be a while before Mantha makes an impact with the Red Wings. After all, he’s only 18.

But right now, Mantha wants to make sure the Red Wings made the right pick.

“I want to leave my best impression and come back to the prospects tournament (Sept. 6-10) ready to go,” Mantha said Thursday during the development camp.

It also helps that his grandfather, Andre Pronovost, played for the Red Wings from 1962-65, even if Mantha grew up a Canadiens fan.

That’s just the way it is being a Montreal native.

But ...

“Since the day I got drafted, it’s changed,” Mantha said. “It’s Detroit all the way because it’s my team and it’s the team I want to play for.”

Chelios' speech 'tough'

Chris Chelios, serving as an on-ice coach during camp, still is beaming about being elected to the Hockey Hall of Fame.

The only negative: He has to write an acceptance speech for the induction in November.

“That’s my biggest fear, having to get up there in front of a bunch of people,” Chelios said. “It’s going to be tough. You can’t thank everybody. “

Ice chips

Forward Darren Helm (back) skated for a second consecutive day, but will not take part in Friday’s scrimmage. He is scheduled to skate Sunday and Monday. (The Red Wings are off Saturday.)

... Red Wings general manager Ken Holland expects to name an amateur scouting director, replacing Joe McDonnell (Stars), by the end of the week.

From The Detroit News: http://www.detroitnews.com/article/20130712/SPORTS0103/307120001#ixzz2ZmDgRTbU
Adam Almquist. Position: Defenseman. Height: 5-foot-11. Weight: 174 pounds. Drafted: 2009, 7th round. Last season: Played at Grand Rapids (AHL), 68 games, 10 goals, 21 assists, 31 points. Almquist has outstanding hockey sense and knows where to be on the ice. Is very good on the point on the power play, and is a high-end passer. But size is a concern as is whether he can take the NHL's pounding. (Grand Rapids 

From The Detroit News: http://www.detroitnews.com/article/20130711/SPORTS0103/307110034#ixzz2ZmDs6xTA
Mattias Backman, defenseman, 6-2, 169 pounds, 2011 5th round, Linkoping (Sweden), 52 games, 2 goals, 24 assists, 26 points: Backman is a great skater with excellent mobility and plays a sound two-way game. The only concerns are his lack of physical play and his slight build. He needs to get stronger. (Richard Wolowicz/Getty Images)

From The Detroit News: http://www.detroitnews.com/article/20130711/SPORTS0103/307110034#ixzz2ZmDuffTh
Landon Ferraro, center, 6 foot, 174 pounds, 2009 2nd round, Grand Rapids (AHL) 72 games, 24 goals, 23 assists, 47 points: Had a breakout season in Grand Rapids, showing his scoring touch with 24 goals. Has always been responsible in all three zones on the ice and his speed is high-end. Scouts still debate whether he'll be a top-six or bottom-six NHL forward. (Detroit News)

From The Detroit News: http://www.detroitnews.com/article/20130711/SPORTS0103/307110034#ixzz2ZmDwPPw8
Martin Frk, right wing, 6-foot, 203 pounds, 2012 2nd round, Halifax (Quebec Junior League), 56 games, 35 goals, 49 assists, 84 points: Character guy who has a big, strong body with one of the strongest shots in the organization. Not afraid to go the net, either. Skating needs a little work but is projected to be an effective power forward. (Bruce Bennett/Getty Images)

From The Detroit News: http://www.detroitnews.com/article/20130711/SPORTS0103/307110034#ixzz2ZmDyV5bk
Calle Jarnkrok, center. 5-11 174 pounds, 2010 2nd round, Brynas (Sweden) 53 games, 13 goals, 29 assists, 42 points: A creative offensive player who some scouts have compared to Henrik Zetterberg and Pavel Datsyuk. Doesn't take any shifts off, works just as hard on defense as on offense. The only concern is his thin build, and how well he adapts to the NHL's physicality. (Jonathan Nackstrand/Getty Images)

From The Detroit News: http://www.detroitnews.com/article/20130711/SPORTS0103/307110034#ixzz2ZmE0OUqx
Nick Jensen, defenseman, 6-1, 193 pounds, 2009 5th round, St. Cloud State (NCAA) 41 games, 4 goals, 27 assists, 31 points: The WCHA defenseman of the year. Jensen's offensive game is outstanding, a terrific skater who loves to jump into the play. At the pro level, Jensen will need to learn when to hold back and be responsible defensively. (Justin K. Aller/Getty Images)

From The Detroit News: http://www.detroitnews.com/article/20130711/SPORTS0103/307110034#ixzz2ZmF4IG2L
Tomas Jurco, right wing, 6-2, 193 pounds, 2011 2nd round, Grand Rapids (AHL), 74 games, 14 goals, 14 assists, 28 points : A pure scorer who is an elite stickhandler and playmaker. Consistency has been a problem, but Jurco is beginning to learn what it takes to be a successful pro. (David Guralnick/Detroit News)

From The Detroit News: http://www.detroitnews.com/article/20130711/SPORTS0103/307110034#ixzz2ZmF6T9AO
Alexei Marchenko, defenseman, 6-2, 183 pounds, 2011 7th round, CSKA Moscow (Russia) 44 games 4 goals, 5 assists, 9 points: Could be another late-round find the Wings are famous for. Outstanding skater who can move the puck and is effective at both ends of the ice. Injuries have held Marchenko back and he needs to get stronger. (YouTube)

From The Detroit News: http://www.detroitnews.com/article/20130711/SPORTS0103/307110034#ixzz2ZmF832CJ
Petr Mrazek, goalie, 6-1, 184 pounds, 2010 5th round, Grand Rapids (AHL) 23-16-2, 2.33 GAA, .916 SVS: Lived up to the hype in the Red Wings organization with an outstanding season in Grand Rapids, a key component in the Griffins' Calder Cup run. Very athletic, never gives up on a play and has played his best in pressure situations. (David Guralnick/Detroit News)

From The Detroit News: http://www.detroitnews.com/article/20130711/SPORTS0103/307110034#ixzz2ZmF9z1Sd
Xavier Ouellet, defenseman, 6-1, 190 pounds, 2011 2nd round, Blainville-Boisbriand (Quebec League), 50 games, 10 goals, 31 assists, 41 points: A two-way defenseman who doesn't make many mistakes with the puck and plays with passion. Doesn't have outstanding size, and his offense is a little ahead of his defense. (Claus Andersen/Getty Images)

From The Detroit News: http://www.detroitnews.com/article/20130711/SPORTS0103/307110034#ixzz2ZmFC44CR
Jake Paterson, goalie, 6-1, 183 pounds, 2012 3rd round, Saginaw (OHL) 25-18-3, 3.53 GAA, .901 SVS: Has developed into a fine prospect with a competitive nature in net, covering the net extremely well. Is prone to hot-and-cold streaks and can try to do too much, but scouts like his athleticism. (Jamie Sabau/Getty Images)

From The Detroit News: http://www.detroitnews.com/article/20130711/SPORTS0103/307110034#ixzz2ZmFDemL1
Teemu Pulkkinen, right wing, 5-11, 183 pounds, 2010 3rd round, Jokerit (Finland) 59 games, 14 goals, 20 assists, 34 points: Some scouts have compared Pullkinen to Brett Hull for the way he finds scoring spots on the ice. He has an outstanding shot and isn't afraid to use it. Skating isn't high-end, and he needs to get to the net more. (Richard Wolowicz/Getty Images)

From The Detroit News: http://www.detroitnews.com/article/20130711/SPORTS0103/307110034#ixzz2ZmFFXn6t
Riley Sheahan, center, 6-2 212 pounds, 2010 1st round, Grand Rapids (AHL), 72 games, 16 goals, 20 assists, 36 points: Began to show the offensive potential that was missing while playing at Notre Dame. Sheahan uses his size and skill well, but off-ice incidents raise concerns about his character. (Daniel Mears / Detroit News)

From The Detroit News: http://www.detroitnews.com/article/20130711/SPORTS0103/307110034#ixzz2ZmFHvlSv

Ryan Sproul, defenseman, 6-3, 186 pounds, 2011 2nd round, Sault Ste. Marie (OHL), 50 games, 20 goals, 46 assists, 66 points: The defenseman of the year in the Canadian Hockey League last season. Has an elite-level shot and can lead a breakout with excellent vision on the ice. Sproul's development over the last two seasons has been remarkable. Offense far better than his defense. (David Guralnick/Detroit News)

From The Detroit News: http://www.detroitnews.com/article/20130711/SPORTS0103/307110034#ixzz2ZmFKF9TY

Tatar, left wing, 5-10, 186 pounds, 2009 2nd round, Grand Rapids (AHL) 61 games, 23 goals, 26 assists, 49 points:Scored 16 goals in 24 games during Grand Rapids' run to the Calder Cup championship. Has a knack to be in the right spot at the right time, great hockey sense. (David Guralnick / The Detroit News)

From The Detroit News: http://www.detroitnews.com/article/20130711/SPORTS0103/307110034#ixzz2ZmFMRymF

Traverse City — It didn’t take long for Tyler Bertuzzi to make an impact during Red Wings development camp.

Bertuzzi, a grinding forward who loves to get under players’ skins, irritated Nick Jensen when he crosschecked the defenseman during a drill, which led to a brief scrum.

“I asked him to fight and we went at it,” said Bertuzzi, drafted in the second round last month. “It was good. We’re good now. We shook hands. It’s part of the game.”

Said Jensen: “That’s hockey. We’re blessed we can settle it on the ice. I don’t hate him for it. He gave it to me, I gave it to him, and that’s what happens in hockey.”

It’s easy to see Bertuzzi becoming a fan favorite with his ability to antagonize opponents — and willingness to fight.

“An agitator, go hard every shift, fight, whatever I have to do to get under people’s skin,” Bertuzzi said of what he sees as his role.

The nephew of current Red Wings forward Todd Bertuzzi, Tyler Bertuzzi (6 feet, 178 pounds) had 13 goals and 68 penalty minutes for Guelph (Ontario Hockey League) last season.

Heading into this first camp, he said he got some good advice from his uncle.

“He told me to go out there and enjoy it, told me Detroit is a great organization with a lot of good people,” Bertuzzi said. “It’s exciting to be here.”

Helm 'feeling good'

Forward Darren Helm, who missed all but one game last season with a back injury, completed Wednesday’s workout with no issue.

“You guys haven’t seen one of these on my face in a while,” Helm said of his smile after practice. “I’m feeling good and can’t help but to be excited.”

Getting through this camp healthy and pain-free would give Helm confidence heading into camp in September.

“That’s what I wanted to do when I came here,” he said. “See where I’m at and see if I could make the next step.”

Holmstrom as teacher

With his family out of town, Tomas Holmstrom came to the camp to teach young players about playing in front of the net.

And it might lead to a larger role in the future.

“I don’t want to do any scouting, I want to be on the ice and in the drills and working with kids,” Holmstrom said. “This is perfect for me. I enjoy it. Hopefully the things I teach the kids will help them and make sense.”

Ice chips

Forward Michael Babcock (Detroit Catholic Central) is trying to soak up as much knowledge as he can before he heads to Fargo (United States Hockey League) this fall.

“Just be a sponge and get as much information as I can, whether it be the coaches or the other players,” said Babcock, son of Red Wings coach Mike Babcock. “I just want to be ready to compete every day and get better.”

... Said Anthony Mantha, a first-round pick, on the start of camp: “I’ve been waiting for this moment for a long time. But at the same time I have to do what I’m used to doing and perform the best I can.”

... Forwards Damien Brunner and Daniel Cleary, unrestricted free agents offered deals by the Red Wings, have yet to sign with them — or any other team.

... Defenseman Brendan Smith was one of 21 players who elected salary arbitration, according to the NHL Players Association. A restricted free agent, Smith and the Red Wings will continue to negotiate until the date of the hearing, in late July-early August.

From The Detroit News: http://www.detroitnews.com/article/20130711/SPORTS0103/307110033#ixzz2ZmFV0abM
Traverse City— Success at junior hockey doesn’t always translate into success in the NHL.

But when you look at some of the defensemen at the Red Wings development camp this week, you can’t help but wonder how deep the blue line could be in a few years:

■Ryan Sproul, Canadian Hockey League and Ontario Hockey League defenseman of the year;

■Nick Jensen, Western Collegiate Hockey Association defenseman of the year;

■Xavier Ouellet, first team All-Star in the Quebec Junior Hockey League and member of the Canadian world junior national team;

■Europeans Alexei Marchenko (CSKA Moscow) and Mattias Backman (world champion, Swedish national team); and

■Danny DeKeyser, CCHA defenseman of the year at Western Michigan who made a late-season impact with the Red Wings.

By any measure or analysis, it’s an impressive list of young, talented defensemen.

“Time will tell, but it’s pretty exciting is what I think,” said Jiri Fischer, director of player development for the Red Wings.

None of the defensemen were first-round picks. The closest were Sproul and Ouellet, both second-round picks in 2011.

“The best available,” Fischer said of the draft philosophy. “Guys find a way, and that’s what pro hockey is about, finding ways and needing to reinvent themselves.”

And already there’s a sense of players pushing each other.

“We’re all fighting for a spot,” said Ouellet, a 6-foot, 187-pound two-way player who had 41 points (10 goals) for Blainville-Boisbrand in the Quebec League. “There’s a lot of competition, and that’s a good thing for all of us. It pushes us to the limit, and it’s something that’ll bring out the best in all of us.”

Sproul was the lone defensemen to get a taste of pro hockey last season, playing two games in Grand Rapids.

Sproul, Ouellet, Jensen, Marchenko and Richard Nedomlel (2011, sixth round) are all slated to play in Grand Rapids this season.

With Jonathan Ericsson and Kyle Quincey approaching unrestricted free agency following this season, there could be openings on the roster — and the potential for trades.

But one thing is certain: The Red Wings don’t need to rush any of the prospects.

“Everybody matures at their own pace,” Fischer said. “We treat everyone individually. Everybody can get better.”

ted.kulfan@detnews.com 

twitter.com/tkulfan 

From The Detroit News: http://www.detroitnews.com/article/20130711/SPORTS0103/307110032#ixzz2ZmFbrhYD
Detroit — It’s piping hot out outside, and summer is in full swing.

So of course, it’s hockey weather.

Several Red Wings prospects are among 38 players participating in the Red Wings Development Camp at Centre ICE Arena in Traverse City, which runs today through Monday.

“This is the first step,” Red Wings general manager Ken Holland said. “This is a good opportunity for these players to understand what goes into being a professional, the work involved, and it’s a good opportunity for us to learn about them.”

While the roster includes players from the Griffins, new draftees, undrafted players and a few invitees, one player on the list stands out: Red Wings forward Darren Helm, who missed all but one game last season with lingering back problems.

Holland said recent reports from Helm are encouraging.

“He’s an important part of our lineup,” Holland said. “He’s a big priority, a guy in the prime of his career, he’s 26 (years old). Having Helmer makes us a stronger team.”

Once camp begins, coaches have little opportunity to devote time to young players who aren’t going to be on the NHL roster.

So the development camp is an opportunity to provide one-on-one instruction. Overall skill development, power skating, nutrition and proper off-ice conditioning are areas that are stressed.

“It’s also a good opportunity to bond with other players in the organization, players who will be teammates,” Holland said. “It’s a positive experience.”

Griffins coach Jeff Blashill and his assistant, Jim Paek, along with goaltending coach Jim Bedard and director of player development Jiri Fischer will provide instruction.

From The Detroit News: http://www.detroitnews.com/article/20130709/SPORTS0103/307100023#ixzz2ZmFkXObH
The Red Wings will hold their prospects development camp at Centre ICE Arena in Traverse City beginning Wednesday.

Draft picks from this year and the past couple summers, and some Grand Rapids Griffins, will participate, including 2013 first-round forward Anthony Mantha.

The only 2013 draft pick not expected to attend is fifth-round defenseman Mitchell Wheaton, who is recovering from shoulder surgery.

Defenseman Danny DeKeyser, a late-season college free-agent addition who impressed the Red Wings, is also expected to take part, as is veteran Darren Helm.

This will be a crucial test for Helm, who was limited to one game the entire season because of back problems.

The camp runs through next Monday. A highlight of the camp is a 5 p.m. scrimmage on Friday. There is no charge for admission on Wednesday, but the cost is $5 daily thereafter.

From The Detroit News: http://www.detroitnews.com/article/20130707/SPORTS0103/307070033#ixzz2ZmFreP9O
Too bad Ken Holland lost his fastball somewhere along the way and no valuable free agents want to play for the Red Wings anymore.

Otherwise, we might have a hockey team in town!

How many times have you heard those sentiments in the year since Nicklas Lidstrom retired?

Well, on Friday, the Red Wings nabbed future Hockey Hall of Fame inductee Daniel Alfredsson and a fairly skilled, quick, two-way forward, Stephen Weiss.

Of Weiss, too many know too little because he has played all of his NHL hockey five minutes north of the Everglades for a team that made the playoffs once since a Republican presidential nominee last won Florida (2004). But he is good.

Not bad for a general manager whom some lily-livered folks around town unjustly have accused of borderline incompetence, as the Red Wings attempt one of the most difficult managerial tasks in sport, rebuilding on the fly.

As for the big boys not wanting to play here?

“I’ve played 18 years and have not won a Stanley Cup,” Alfredsson said, after signing. “As everyone knows, Detroit’s goals are to be at the top of the game and win championships.”

Or, as Weiss said, “It was a pretty easy decision to come play with the Red Wings, where there’s been a culture of winning for many years.”

Simple improvement

If Alfredsson provides at age 40 what he provided at 37, when he averaged 0.36 goals per game, rather than last season when he averaged 0.21 goals — the second-worst average of his brilliant career — then the Red Wings greatly improved their roster.

If Alfredsson simply has a similar season to 2013, the Wings have merely improved.

And, given the depth of the Wings need to renovate their roster after Lidstrom’s departure, simple improvement was their stated and sensible goal, for this summer.

Valtteri Filppula is gone. A speedy forward capable of outstanding defensive play and 20-goal seasons, Filppula, who turns 30 next season, was always about potential. Unfortunately, he remains so.

Damien Brunner’s stop in Detroit was all too short. But his passivity and durability raised questions, and the Red Wings entered Friday trying to be a bit more about now than the future. Besides, the salary cap just came down and business is business.

Daniel Cleary remains in limbo, with some chance he might return or be replaced by Brenden Morrow, the former captain of the Stars who had a cup of coffee with the Penguins last season.

Cleary scored five goals in the playoffs, goes to the dirty places along the boards and in front of the net and is invaluable as a leader. Morrow does the same.

Regardless, the Red Wings are a perceptibly better hockey team today, perhaps even substantially so.

Holland strikes fast

As for Holland? Surrounded by one of the best staffs in the NHL, he remains among the best general managers in the league.

He won three Stanley Cups when Mike and Marian Ilitch’s checkbook contained many signatures and awaited Holland’s determination of the name of the payee. He won another one in the post-cap era and had a second on the stick of Lidstrom just before time ran out in the seventh game of the final against the Penguins, in 2009.

And now, he is negotiating some of the most perilous waters in his particular sea, a restructuring while continuing to excel.

Many franchises fade away for several seasons, sometimes longer, at times like this.

Last season, Holland’s club was thrice within a game of eliminating the eventual Stanley Cup champions, the Blackhawks, a team so stacked with talent it easily was confused with a pre-cap club.

And now, amid cat-calls from the bleachers, Holland entered the game and produced once again.

That loud popping you heard this week, sounding like tightly wrapped cowhide into leather? It was Holland’s fastball.

Alfredsson. POP!

Weiss. POP!

Not signing Vincent Lecavalier for nearly $5 million per each of five years? POP!

Not signing David Clarkson for slightly more than $5 million per seven years? POP!

So much for Holland’s problems with velocity, eh, folks?

Holland and Mike Babcock spent 45 minutes with Alfredsson and Weiss on the phone Thursday explaining where the Red Wings are and where they are going.

And as for the folks around town who think players desire not to play for the Wings because Babcock is too intense?

I do not have the space for that in this column. I will save it.

From The Detroit News: http://www.detroitnews.com/article/20130706/SPORTS0103/307060016#ixzz2ZmG0yF7V

IceDogs season in review 


By Bill Potrecz, The Standard 

 Monday, April 1, 2013 1:48:17 EDT PM  

The Oshawa Generals eliminated the Niagara IceDogs in five game in the Eastern Conference best-of-seven quarter-final playoffs.

The Oshawa Generals eliminated the Niagara IceDogs in five game in the Eastern Conference best-of-seven quarter-final playoffs.

 Bookmark and Share  

Change text size for the story

Print

Report an error 

ST. CATHARINES - The 2012/13 Niagara IceDogs will be remembered as a team that wasn’t ready to contend for a championship, but on most nights couldn’t be faulted for their effort.

The IceDogs finished just below the .500 mark during the regular season at 30-34-0-4 before bowing out in five games to the Oshawa Generals in the Easter Conference quarter-finals last week.

Looking back, head coach/general manager Marty Williamson has no regrets.

“I don’t know how many times I said I couldn’t be prouder of them,” Williamson said. “I was proud of their effort.

“They was no back-down, there was no quit. We never lost our fight. We fought right to the end. As a coach, you are proud of that and that you gave it your all.”

Individually, the IceDogs were lead by several key players who had outstanding seasons.

Forward Ryan Strome delivered exactly what was expected with 34 goals and 94 points in just 53 games to lead the team. Brett Ritchie led the team in goals with 41 and emerged as a bona-fide power forward. On defence, Dougie Hamilton had 41 points in 32 games before moving on to the Boston Bruins where he quickly emerged as one of the NHL brightest young defencemen.

In goal, starter Chris Festarini and rookie Brent Moran gave the club capable netminding for the most part.

Williamson sat down with The Standard Monday and shared his player-by-player comments.

GOALTENDERS

Chris Festarini (3.27 GAA, .898 save percentage): “Had an outstanding start, had a little lull in the middle of the season, and then finished strong.” Will likely be back as an overager next season.

Brent Moran (4.26 GAA, .872 save percentage): “We was a little scary early, but toward the end of the season you felt confident with him and you knew he was giving us good efforts game after game.” Should see more action next season.

DEFENCE

Jesse Graham (68-4-35-39): “I thought Jesse had a great season. I know he took some bashing to a bit of an extent. He’s got to work on a couple of things but he’s a young guy who is rounding out his game.” Should continue to improve next season.

Luke Mercer (68-2-27-29): “He was rock-solid. He was a very consistent performer. If he gets a little bigger and stronger this league will become pretty easy for him last year.” A Dan Girardi clone.

Broderick Kelly (61-2-2-4): “I still believe he’s going to be a very solid defenceman for us. He seemed a little wide-eyed as far as the league went this year. It’s his first year and you always have to let them get through their first year.” Needs to get a little bigger and stronger for next season.

Ryan Shipley (38-0-3-3): We didn’t know what we had. It didn’t cost us very much to get and he played a very valuable role for us down the stretch. He needs to polish his game as far as passing and things like that.” Should provide depth on the blue-line once again next season.

Shayne Rover (67-8-19-27): “He’s a five-year guy. What a great kid. He’s not the perfect defenceman, but he is the perfect son.” Graduated. Will play OUA at York next season.

Aaron Haydon (42-4-6-10): “Probably our most improved guy back there. He was playing so well before the injury (jaw) and to be able to step into the playoffs, shows he really gets it.” On the verge of being a special player.

Tyler Mort (24-0-8-8): “I don’t know where we would have been without him. With Haydon injured, we had only six D and he came in and gave us minutes and played as hard as he could every night.”

Graduated.

FORWARDS

Ryan Strome (53-34-60-94): “I think the world of Ryan. I think he’s the best team to ever play for this team, the best forward for sure. I love what he brings to the rink and he’s unbelievably talented.” Next stop: The New York Islanders.

Brett Ritchie (53-41-35-76): “He really proved himself this year. He got to play with Stromer and he made the World Junior team this season. He really grew into what we believe is one of the best true power forwards.” Will be a star in Dallas one day.

Steven Shipley (32-35-67): “He had a great year and led us on the power-play. Another great teammate. The guys that are leaving and leaving on their terms and Ship fits right into that.” Graduated. Should find a spot in pro hockey somewhere next season.

Carter Verhaeghe (67-18-26-44): “Has been added to the short list for the under-18 team. We really saw what we believed can be a true No. 1 centre for us. We need that hole filled with Ryan leaving. I think he will be an NHL draft pick.” Got better almost game-by-game this season.

Brendan Perlini (27-7-3-10): “He reminds me of Dougie Hamilton in how focused he is on his game. He takes wonderful care of himself. He’ll work his ass off this summer and he’s driven to be successful. He has all the tools and I really think we’ll see a growth in him as a premier-type player.” Could be another Ryan Strome.

Anthony DiFruscia (68-14-16-30): “He’s a heart-and soul. You can’t have enough Anthony DiFruscia’s on your team. He competes every shift. If he gets hurt, he doesn’t want to even miss a shift. He will

be a real key for this team going forward.” A winner who can do it all.

Jordan Maletta (26-3-5-8): “I think he’s on the verge of breaking through. He’s going to be a very good player for us. He has something to prove to a lot of people and I think he takes pride in that. He needs to have a big summer and lean down a little bit and work on his footwork.” Next year will be a key for his future.

Mack Lemmon (5-4-9): “He’s one of those trades I’m very happy about because for the next two years we have one of those guys that everybody doesn’t want to play against.” Niagara’s version of Patrick Kaletta.

Ben Hughes (40-0-3-3): “I think he’s going to be a great two-way centreman for us. I think he has a very bright future and he skates so well for a big guy and he’s got some game to him.” Could be a sleeper for next season.

Mitchell Fitzmorris (25-1-2-3): “Heart and soul. Just a hard work who needs to round out his game and be a penalty killer for us. He cares so much about being a teammate.” Good depth player.

Brook Hiddink (51-4-3-7): “Brook is one of those players who needs to play his role. He’s a goal scorer and when he’s not scoring, he kind of gets lost. We need Brook to understand he can still be effective for us when he’s not scoring.” Will get a chance to move up the depth chart next season.

Ondrej Kopta (51-3-8-11): “My plan now is to bring him back. If I can bring in two guys with the European draft that I feel can help the team more, then we would release him.” On the bubble.

Mike Robinson (53-4-6-10): “He’s a great teammate. He needs to get a little stronger and a little faster. He has pretty good hands and worked his rear end off.” Is eligible to come back as an overage player.

Trevor Petersen (65-6-5-11): “He has to take it to the next level or else the young guys will go by him. He shoots the puck so well. We need to see that he’s added more to his game in exhibition next season and then he has a chance to be here.” Could be back as a depth forward.

bill.potrecz@sunmedia.ca

twitter: BillPStandard
Heika: Stars acquisitions lead to some really interesting questions 
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Catch SportsDay On Air twice per week on Fox Sports Southwest, when Dallas Morning News experts discuss hot sports topics from the Cowboys, Mavericks, Stars, Rangers and colleges (check our TV listings for air times). Here are a few highlights from Monday's episode featuring Mike Heika and Barry Horn:

On the Stars acquisitions and giving young players a lot of responsibility:

Heika: “It’s a gamble. It really is. It’s going to be a challenge for Lindy Ruff, who has a history of being able to assemble teams and taking their talents and making a different system. That’s his history. Like in Buffalo you can’t say he was a defensive coach, you can’t say he was an offensive coach. Whatever players the GM got him, he changed. So that’s what I think they’re hoping for. You’ve got some really interesting questions. Seguin is 21 years old, he’s been playing right wing for three years, you’ve got to move him back to center and give him the top minutes, and you’ve got the Nichuskin kid. We have no idea whether he can play or not.”

Heika: “Before (Jim Nill) even got Nichuskin, he got Sergei Gonchar, a 39-year-old defenseman, veteran presence. When Geno Malkin accepted the MVP award, he thanked Gonchar, which is just like unheard of. You think your parents, you think your coach, whatever. He thanked this Russian defenseman who basically assimilated him to the United States and helped him play in the NHL.”
Matej Stransky has plenty of upward momentum, but still has plenty of mountain to climb

By Mike Heika / Reporter

mheika@dallasnews.com

10:11 am on July 11, 2013  | Permalink
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Matej Stransky was one of the standouts at the Stars’ development camp this week.

He should be.

The Saskatoon Blades host the Regina Pats December 8, 2012. (Matej Stransky celebrates a goal with the Saskatoon Blades. (Saskatoon Blades))

He just finished his third season of Major Junior hockey, and put up his second consecutive 80+ point season. Stransky had 40 goals and 45 assists for 85 points in 72 games for Saskatoon last season, and pretty much proved that he has learned all he can in juniors.

So the 20-year-old right wing now is ready to get on the Stars’ radar on a daily basis.

“I definitely am excited to be here and to show them what I can do,” Stransky said. “It’s the next step for me. It’s new, it’s exciting, it’s a challenge. I want to work hard and get the experience I need.”

Stransky plans to stick around Frisco for three weeks and work out with fellow Czech Radek Faksa, as well as Russian winger Valeri Nichushkin. He said that he understands just how important this summer is.

“It’s always hard when you step up. But I’ve done it before, so I am confident,” he said. “I need to improve skating, get better. I have a couple of months before Traverse City, and I really want to be ready there. That’s a great opportunity to show what I can do and get off on the right foot.”

The Traverse City (Mich.) prospects tournament in September pits the best prospects from teams like Detroit, Minnesota, St. Louis and Columbus, and the Stars expect to have a deep roster this year. Stransky can definitely help his cause with a good start.

“It’s all there for him,” said Stars assistant general manager Les Jackson, the man who oversees player development. “He has a great chance to step right into the AHL and take an important role. He has an opportunity, he knows he has an opportunity, and now he has to take advantage of it.”

Once a gaping hole on the Stars’ prospect chart, right wing has become a pretty busy area in recent years. Nichushkin, 18, was just drafted 10th overall, and he needs to either play in the NHL or must be returned to the KHL. He’s left-handed, but he plays the right wing. Alex Chiasson, 22, is a right-handed right wing who got his big chance last season and scored six goals in seven NHL games. Brett Ritchie, 20, is a right-handed right wing taken in the same draft as Stransky in 2011. He had 41 goals among 76 points in just 53 games with Niagara of the OHL last season.

And Scott Glennie, 22, is another right-hander who can play right wing or center. He was taken eighth overall in 2009, and the Stars are expecting him to make a surge next season.

So there is a fairly even group of players who will be fighting for a spot in the NHL or a spot on the top line and top power play in the AHL.

Stransky, also a righty, knows about battling. He decided to come over to North America as a 17-year-old to get a head start on the NHL and was drafted in the sixth round in 2011 by the Stars. He played three seasons in Saskatoon and now speaks great English and understand the game on the smaller rink. He’s 6-3, 215 with a hard shot, he’s solid along the boards and protects the puck well. But he needs to improve his skating and his defensive awareness.

“There are always things to work on, especially when you move up,” Stransky said. “The (development) camp was good for me, and now I have to put the work in and try to get better. That’s why Traverse City is exciting to me, because it’s a chance to see how much better I can get by then.”

Shawn Horcoff, Tyler Seguin help make over Stars’ center position in one week

By Mike Heika / Reporter

mheika@dallasnews.com

4:46 pm on July 10, 2013  | Permalink
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The Stars on Tuesday brought in two of the three centers they have acquired this summer, and the feeling is that Dallas really has changed everything with the addition of Tyler Seguin, Shawn Horcoff and Rich Peverley (who was not able to attend the press conference).

Mix that trio with veteran Vernon Fiddler and youngster Cody Eakin, and you have a lot of options.

“I’m a fan of depth,” said Horcoff of the five-man group of NHL pivots, and the addition of veteran Chris Mueller in the AHL. “I have played on teams with depth, and I’ve played on teams with not much. And the problem with teams with not much, is there are always going to be lulls throughout the years or on certain lines, and just that change or tweak can keep things fresh. You can reignite by juggling things around. This depth will give (coach) Lindy (Ruff) the opportunity to do that.”

One, Peverley and Seguin are right-handed. The Stars last had a regular right-handed center when Stu Barnes patrolled the ice in 2007-08. They have been primarily left-handed for the past five seasons, all years in which they missed the playoffs. The lack of variety creates issues in the faceoff circle _ as players often have to take draws on their weak side _ and also in putting lines together, as a right-handed center can work better with certain linemates.

“It is important,” Horcoff said of the faceoff issue. “It’s a puck possession game now and you need to have the puck. I think with the ability we have as far as defensemen who can skate and handle the puck and forwards with speed, we’re going to want the puck. It’s a battle for the puck every game, and I believe that over the course of 82 games if you have the puck more than the other team, the odds are you’re going to win. That starts in the faceoff circle. If you’re chasing the puck all night, it can be exhausting, so I think it’s great we have options with lefties and righties. It’s not as comfortable on your weak side, it just isn’t.”

The Stars last season ranked 27th in the league in faceoff winning percentage at 47.2 percent. They were led by Jamie Benn’s 709 faceoffs, and Benn won just 46.1 percent of his draws. Vernon Fiddler was solid at 51.5 percent on 619 draws, while Cody Eakin won 48.6 percent of 626 faceoffs.

Peverley last season was 58.5 percent on 361 draws and won 63 percent of his faceoffs in the playoffs. Horcoff is a 50 percent career guy and won 49.0 percent last season. Seguin said he was a good faceoff man in junior hockey, but he hasn’t taken many NHL draws. The Bruins needed him in the circle just 45 times last season, and he won 48.9 percent.

Seguin believes he will improve once he starts logging a lot of faceoffs again.

“I was good at faceoffs,” he said of his junior career. “I haven’t done it too much since then, but obviously that’s something I’ll be focused on for the summer. When I was growing up, I was always more of a quick guy, I was always beating players with more quickness than actual strength. It’s going to be an adjustment. I still worked on draws every year for the few years in Boston with the other centermen, so it’s not going to be exactly brand new to me.”

GM Jim Nill said he was looking at faceoffs and hoping to add at least one righty when seeking to remake the center position.

“You want balance, that’s for sure,” Nill said. “We addressed a lot of question marks, and we were fortunate, and now we have to go out and show that these moves work. But there was planning, and there was timing, and these things worked out for us. I give the management team a lot of credit, because we were prepared with a lot of options.”

Peverley appears to be the most likely candidate to move to the wing, but he’s also been consistently the best faceoff guy. There are some who believe his faceoff ability and his defensive awareness make him a perfect fit on the right wing on the top line with Seguin and Jamie Benn. However, both are right-handed, so that could take away the faceoff edge from another line where he could help a left-handed center. There’s likely to be a lot of experimentation by Lindy Ruff before anything is settled, and Seguin said Peverley’s versatility and leadership should allow him to play anywhere.

“I played with Pevs for two and a half years now,” Seguin said. “Great player. We actually sit beside each other in the locker room back in Boston, so we were talking all the time. I think he’s a great player, an all-around good player, good guy. Very nice family, and I think he’s going to fit in just perfect with this system.”

Horcoff said he too can play wing, and Seguin has played wing for the past three seasons. In addition, Jamie Benn could move back to center, although the Stars say that’s something they really want to avoid.

“We feel Jamie is best used as a wing, and we want to keep him out there and let him concentrate on his game out there,” Nill said.

Horcoff said that the key is for all of the players to be versatile, and for all of the players to be ready to contribute both offensively and defensively.

“The teams that win have centermen who can play both sides of the puck,” he said. “My belief is if you are going to play that position, you have to be able to play on both sides of the puck. For me, I’m not worried about the defensive side. I’ve played a few years now against the best center on the other team. But what I need to do, and what I’m looking forward to, is showing I can get back and play the offensive side again.”

Stars appear done with changes for now, so what kind of lineup could they be looking at in October

By Mike Heika / Reporter

mheika@dallasnews.com

8:00 am on July 10, 2013  | Permalink
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First a caveat, New Stars GM Jim Nill is a hard-working man who says he will do anything he can every day to make the Stars better, so that means they could make a trade or sign a free agent today. However, Nill and his staff appear through right now.

Since Nill came on in May, the Stars have added defenseman Sergei Gonchar, centers Tyler Seguin, Rich Peverley and Shawn Horcoff, winger Valeri Nichushkin and goalie Dan Ellis. Lost from last year’s lineup (part of that was done on Joe Nieuwendyk’s watch) are: Loui Eriksson, Eric Nystrom, Derek Roy, Michael Ryder, Jaromir Jagr, Brenden Morrow, Richard Bachman and Philip Larsen.

So lots of changes, especially in the “top six” forward group.

If you’re making out lines, you could imagine an opening day group that looks something like this:

Jamie Benn-Tyler Seguin-Valeri Nichushkin

Ray Whitney-Shawn Horcoff-Alex Chiasson

Rich Peverley-Cody Eakin-Erik Cole

Antoine Roussel-Vern Fiddler-Ryan Garbutt

Alex Goligoski-Sergei Gonchar

Brenden Dillon-Stephane Robidas

Aaron Rome-Trevor Daley

Kari Lehtonen

The Stars have said they are pondering a roster with 13 forwards and eight defensemen, so you can probably mix in as reserves Lane MacDermid as a forward and Kevin Connauton and Jordie Benn on defense.

That would be interesting. There seems to be more speed in that lineup with the additions of Seguin, Nichushkin and Peverley. The defense is the same, but could be used better under the new coaching staff.

You also notice that the Stars are much closer to the salary cap.

“I like where we are,” said Stars president and CEO Jim Lites. “We have changed a lot, but I think we needed to change. I love the conviction that Tom Gaglardi is showing, I love the work that Jim Nill has put in. It’s just very enthusiastic around here right now.”

Some have asked if the Stars need to add another winger, and there are some interesting ones out there in Damien Brunner (formerly with Nill in Detroit) and Brad Boyes. However, Nill said he thinks he’s fine with wing depth, even after losing Loui Eriksson, Reilly Smith and Matt Fraser in the Boston trade.

“I think we’re very strong on the wing. If there was one strength when I came here, it was on the wing,” Nill said.

In addition to the wingers listed, the Stars should have players like Brett Ritchie, Matej Stransky and Scott Glennie pushing for a top six spot from the AHL, as well as bottom six options like Colton Sceviour and Luke Gazdic. The Stars will test their wing depth if they have more than one injury or if Nichushkin has to go back to the KHL, but Nill could swing a deal at that time.

As for defense, Nill said he’s confident that the changes up front will help the play in back. The Stars should be a better faceoff team and should be more structured and faster up front.

“Everybody talks about ‘maybe your defense is a bit weak,”’ Nill said. I think our defense is better now, because of our forwards. We’ve upgraded that. I think that changes your whole game. Now you’re more into a puck possession game, you’re not chasing the whole time, you’re not spending time in your own end. I think you’re going to see our defense is going to be a pretty effective weapon for us moving forward.”

So, while there are going to be plenty of free agents out there at bargain prices in the coming weeks (check out the list of availables here), the Stars appear to be set. Are you OK with that strategy?
i'd be interested in brad boyes or damian brunner, for sure, but i'd rather see trevor daley replaced with a real defenseman.
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AlexS2 days ago

He's fine as a #4 defenseman. The guy takes way too much flak. He was never going to be Zubov.
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Saul McGill10 days ago

I wish Cole would just retire. I mean officially retire, rather than just showing up and skating from one area where the puck isn't to a different area where the puck isn't. That trade still makes my blood boil.

Also I would like to see Chiasson get an opportunity with Benn and Seguin. His chemistry with Whitney late last season was magical, but I'm a bit worried about scaling up Nichushkin to play on the top line.
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BigCat6 days ago

Cole isn't as bad as you're making him out to be. He played mostly 3rd line minutes (occasionally on the 2nd) and actually was pretty serviceable for coming in late in the season and not know his teammates or the system. Give him a training camp with us and he'll show his worth crashing the net and getting garbage goals in close. 
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BigCat10 days ago

If they put Garbutt in place of either MacDermid or Gazdic on the 4th line I'll be pissed. I think Nill wants a true enforcing line. I like Roussel and his energy/toughness, but he can't handle the heavyweights of the NHL. Garbutt adds nothing by being on the 4th line. Let him be an injury call-up if someone on the 3rd or 4th lines gets injured. Rest of your lines look fine, as do the D pairs, though I still think we're too 'small' on the back end. 
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Michael Francis10 days ago

there are always injuries, and call ups. I am glad that the kids found their way into the lineup so much last year. I firmly believe that the pains of kids learning is key to getting to the next step
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BigCat10 days ago

I understand that, Michael and agree. I just want us to be like our Cup team of the late 90s. Skill, but also size and some enforcement from the lower lines. Many teams have shown that mix still works in "today's NHL" I keep hearing the past 3-4 years. Having a small, do-nothing 4th line is not better than having a few bigger guys who can do the same thing, but at least police the other team. 
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Michael Francis10 days ago

am I a hockey nerd if I can still name all the cup team from the top of my head?

and yeah, I think of that team back then, a few kids pitching in, mid career guys hitting their peak, and the older crew that had one last season left in them to give it all for the cup.

I still get pissed about the season before. if Newy hadn't been taken out like he was, I swear we would have beat the wings and win the cup. they swept the caps after that series with us!

 and the year after the cup, if Ludwig would have managed one more year, plus keeping Verbeek one more year, and maybe not partying the night before a final game only to see the Eagle give up 7 goals! how close was our great team to three cups in a row????? or maybe I drank too much back then and am remembering it all wrong?
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BigCat6 days ago

LOL, yes and agree. Miss those days man. Hopefully we'll see some of that mojo come back in the next few seasons. 
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Michael Francis10 days ago

not sure how everyone else feels, but I am pretty sick of watching Daley back there. I am loving the team though, and love Robidas still, don't know what others are downing him for on some of the comments around the blogs. I re-watch a bunch of games, watch some players exclusively to see what they are up to, and Robidas is solid back there. Sure he gets overpowered at times, but that guy has tons of heart and I am sick of getting rid of all the heart around here. 

I am so excited for the next year, to see the new team, and see more of the young guys that I was just getting to know last year. Eakin and Dillon really impressed me, and Roussel looked like he had tons of upside as well.
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Saul McGill10 days ago

Daley should be the next one jettisoned off this blueline. In my opinion he should have been the first.
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stewart_patrick9 days ago

Robidas can't help taking penalties at worst time to put us down two men. I look forward to the day when he is either moved or plays significantly less during key moments in the game.
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BigCat6 days ago

Either/or could go to make from for Oleskiak for all I care. 
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Andrey Martynyuk10 days ago

defense is still weak
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Hunter Harvell11 days ago

Nill has already said twice that Peverly will be in the top6, he will be back at center taking majority of important faceoffs, Horcoff cannot handle a top6 role anymore and he would be best suited on a 3rd line checking line with Cole, Eakin looks like hell be moved out of center if they go with seguin peverly horcoff fiddler up the middle- Eakin gets moved to wing but maybe they can move Eakin and Peverly around b/c of peverlys position flex well see- Cant Wait though

Benn-Seguin-Nichuskin(or Cole if Nichusin goes back)

Whitney-Peverly-Chiasson

Cole-Horcoff-Eakin

Roussel- Fiddler- McDermid/Garbutt

Gonchar- Dillon

Goligoski- Robidas

Daley- Rome
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Richard Toro10 days ago

Moving Eakin to the wing would be a mistake. Theres no reason to force guys out of position just to keep Horcoff at center. If anything move him to the wing or play him on the 4th line in place of Fiddler who is expendable.
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Bill Mazzeo11 days ago

Mike. love the mew management/players....."D" still "suspect" to me (Thanks again Tom Hicks)
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BigCat11 days ago

Yep, Daley, Goose, and Robi make it too small. 
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Michael Francis10 days ago

agreed, not sure why Sheldon didn't get to stick around longer. seemed like a goal or two not allowed last year and we could have been in the playoffs. Sheldon could have been the key there.
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ctisbell10 days ago

Yeah I wanted to see him stay too but I think the chance to play on the west coast close to his kids was too much to pass up. 
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AlexS2 days ago

He wanted a longer term contract than we were willing to offer.

1

0

Andrew11 days ago

While a Benn-Seguin-Nichushkin line could be absolutely deadly down the road, I might be more inclined to start Nichushkin off a little farther down the lineup until he gets acclimated to the NHL. Parking him on a #3 line with Horcoff, Eakin or Peverley in some combination might work well. Then, once he's gotten his feet wet and his confidence up, they can slide up the lineup where he can do some more things with Benn and Seguin. Or, Ruff may decide to spread the wealth, so to speak, and create a more balanced attack. Time will tell. Should be fun to watch!
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BigCat11 days ago

Nill already said Nish would play either 1st or 2nd line. They're worried that if he gets less playing time on the 3rd line, that he might bolt for the KHL. I'd prefer to switch Chiasson and Nish (put him on the 2nd) until he gets his game in place, then you can switch em' back. 
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AlexS2 days ago

When/where did Nill say that? Nichushkin was playing a 4th line role in the KHL. I doubt he demands to play top 6 NHL minutes without earning it first. 
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Tobajjass11 days ago

I would go for

Benn-Seguin-Nichushkin

Whitney-Peverley-Cole

Eakin-Horcoff-Chaisson

Garbutt-Fiddler-Glennie

Gonchar-Goligoski

Dillon-Robidas

Rome-Daley

Lehtonen
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BigCat11 days ago

What kind of BS 4th line is that? Be just like in previous seasons where we got pushed around by bigger teams and got bullied. You don't even have Roussel playing. Talk about a 'soft' line up and sick of seeing guys like Benn, Fids, and Dillon having to fight when they shouldn't have to be the enforcers and need to stay on the ice, instead of being off for 5 mins. We need 2 of 3(minimum) of Roussel, MacDermid, or Gazdic playing on the 4th line (no matter how little used). I think Nill said they'll adjust the enforcer line as seen fit depending on the opponent. 
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Tobajjass10 days ago

The game is about scoring goals and not picking fights... Picking fights won't win you games. The 4th line doesn't play as much as the 1st n 2nd line so the 4th line is a line where you can toss it around depending on form. Garbutt will pick a fight, Dillon will pick a fight, Benn will pick a fight, Fiddler might pick a fight and Horcoff could probably pick a fight. 

Where is you line ups, fatcat?
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BigCat10 days ago

And WTH is the point of putting out line ups? We're not the coaches.
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BigCat10 days ago

Wake up. Look around the NHL. Teams like Boston, Pitt, Philly, St. Louis, L.A, even Chicago have an enforcer or two on a 4th line. We've seen what this speed B.S mentality got us under Gully on the 4th line. NOT A WHOLE LOT OF ANYTHING, EVEN GOALS. So save the "it's about the speed game now NHL" B.S.

Sick of hearing it and it's not true when you see the playoff teams. The POINT IS NOT to have our star players fighting idiot. By the way, you talk tough behind your little PC punk. Fatcat? How original.
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Richard Toro10 days ago

MacDermid and Gazdic are unproven but what little MacDermid showed last year looked promising. He and Roussel could make for a nasty line if kept together. 
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BigCat10 days ago

What I'm thinking, Richard. I'd like to see Luke just get a chance. I've seen what Garbutt can do (which isn't much but skate fast). Roussel has shown plenty and like what little I saw of Chiasson and Mac last year. 
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AlexS2 days ago

Since when is the 4th line always an enforcer line? I don't think Detroit, Pittsburgh, or Chicago bother doing that with their 4th line. I'm sure there are several other good teams that don't, either. From what I understand, most teams around the league use the 4th line as an energy line that may have 1 enforcer on it, but not 2 or 3.  
Tyler Seguin to wear No. 91, Shawn Horcoff to wear No. 10

By Mike Heika / Reporter

mheika@dallasnews.com

3:43 pm on July 9, 2013  | Permalink
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A big issue for players and fans is the number they choose.

Tyler Seguin will wear No. 91 for the Stars. Shawn Horcoff will wear No. 10.

Seguin wore 19 in Boston, but the No. 19 is retired with the Stars in honor of former Minnesota North Stars player Bill Masterton, so he flipped the numbers. Brad Richards did the same thing when he came here from Tampa Bay and wore 91.

“I’ve always had a 9 in my number growing up, whether that was 97 or 9 or 19, so I just wanted something new that I haven’t had, but still has a little taste of myself,” Seguin said. “I like the number, I feel like a sniper.”

Horcoff wore No. 10 in Edmonton, where he was captain. He’s jumping into the number worn by long-time Stars captain Brenden Morrow, so the move is both a good story, and a reason for fans to maybe chafe a bit. Horcoff said he’s taking the number knowing full well it’s history with the team.

“I’ve got a lot of respect for Brenden, I’ve played with him in World Championships before,” Horcoff said. “We’re both in the same situation where we were both with the same organization for so long and maybe needed a chance, so I’m aware of the significance of the number, and I’ll do anything I can to keep that significance going.”
Jason Dickinson _ the Stars’ `other’ first-round draft pick _ is showing at development camp that he has plenty of upside, too

By Mike Heika / Reporter

mheika@dallasnews.com

9:25 am on July 9, 2013  | Permalink
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The Stars are holding their development camp in Frisco this week, and will conclude with a scrimmage at 10 a.m. Wednesday. All practices are free and open to the public.

Check out the schedule here.

While 10th overall pick Valeri Nichushkin has been in the spotlight during development camp in Frisco the past week, the Stars “other” first-round pick _ Jason Dickinson, who was taken 29th overall _ has flown under the radar just a bit.

There’s good reason for that. Nichushkin, who missed Monday’s scrimmage because of foot soreness caused by new skates, is on a path that could put him in the NHL next season. Dickinson, meanwhile, is on a path where he is expected to play the next two seasons in Major Junior.

“He’ll be a junior the next two years and then we’ll see from there,’’ said Stars assistant general manager Les Jackson. “He’ll go through the process, and we expect him to be a very good player when he’s ready.’’

Dickinson, 18, is a lanky forward who can do a lot of things well. He’s listed as a center, but he played right wing most of last season with Guelph of the Ontario Hockey League. He tallied 47 points (18 goals, 29 assists) in 66 games with the Storm and was plus-19.

“He has a great skill base, size, skating, good hands…just talent, really,’’ Jackson said. “But what I love is his attitude. He wants to learn, he wants to understand the game, he wants to compete. He’s one of those players where the bigger the game, the better he plays.’’

Dickinson is listed at 6-1, 179, but he is growing. He said one of his goals is to bulk up and get more weight behind his game.

“I think my biggest problem right now is just being too lean,’’ he said. “As soon as I put on that muscle mass, I think I’ll be up there and doing what I can in the OHL at that level.’’

Living in Ontario, there’s a chance the Stars could get Dickinson into Gary Roberts’ summer training program _ although the list is pretty long there of players who want to participate. And there are other ways to get him on the right program. In addition to getting to know the Stars and possibly see exactly what his future teammates will look like this week, Dickinson is getting a few tips on nutrition and exercise while he’s in Frisco.

“I’ve said this a thousand times, but this isn’t an `evaluation camp,’ it’s an `education camp,’’’ Jackson said. “This is like a week of hockey university for these kids.’’

Dickinson said he gets it.

“We’re here to learn,’’ he said. “Learning every day from everyone that’s here, I think it’s going to be vital in my growth as a player. As much as I can absorb, the better. As soon as I learn all of their systems and learn everything they expect from me, I think it will help better my game.”

Dickinson said he’s already learned a lot. From his two seasons in Guelph to his work with Team Canada, he said he feels he’s improved greatly in just a couple of seasons.

“Those two experiences made me realize how you have to be on your game at all times,’’ he said. “There’s no breaks, it’s on the ball every day, doing your thing day-in and day-out, practicing that way. Those are lessons that I’m going to take with me throughout my entire career and throughout my entire life.”

Jackson said he already has seen that attitude.

“I think if you look at him on the ice, he thinks the game well, he reads the game well, and that’s one of his greatest strengths,’’ Jackson said. “He has to physically mature, and I know he will, but you look at how he processes information, and that’s maybe the most exciting thing about him. His potential to improve is right up there with anyone just because of his understanding of the what it takes to become a pro, what it takes to become an everyday NHL player.’’
Stars sign Valeri Nichushkin to entry level contract; hoping to do everything they can to have him in NHL next season
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The Stars signed first-round draft pick Valeri Nichushkin Saturday to a three-year entry level contract, setting up a scenario where the 18-year-old winger should play in the NHL next season.

Nichushkin played in the KHL last season and had to receive clearance from Moscow Dynamo to sign in the NHL. So if he does not make the NHL roster, he will return to the KHL.

Stars general manager Jim Nill said he is moving forward with the thought that won’t be an issue.

“We’ll cross that bridge when we come to it, but we signed this deal and we’re preparing in a manner where we believe Valeri will be in the lineup,’’ Nill said. “Honestly, I’m not really thinking about the other options right now. We’re moving forward and getting him ready for the NHL.’’

Nichushkin is a 6-4, 202-pound winger who many thought might go in the top five in the NHL draft. However, he slid to 10th because of issues concerning his transfer from Russia, and the Stars said they couldn’t pass him up. His contract will have a base salary of $832,500, an average signing bonus of $92,500, and performance bonuses that could reach $1.2 million per season. He will carry a salary cap hit of $2.125 million per season.

Nichushkin played 18 games with Chelyabinsk (KHL) during the 2012-13 regular season, and had six points. He appeared in 25 playoff games, helping Chelyabinsk to the KHL Finals. He had nine points (six goals, three assists) and a +5 rating in the post-season. Nichushkin earned the KHL’s 2012-13 Aleksei Cherepanov Award given annually to the top rookie.

He currently is working with the Stars prospects at development camp in Frisco, and is expected to stay in North Texas during the summer and prepare for training camp.

“We have an opportunity to do everything we can to help make sure he’s fully prepared, and that’s what we’re trying to do,’’ Nill said.
Development camp brings Stars of the future to Frisco for a week
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One of the fun things about development camp is seeing how much the players change from year to year. Radek Faksa is more mature, Troy Vance is more filled out.

One of the frustrating things is players realizing just hard the challenge is going to be making the NHL.

But that’s also a good thing.

“One of the great things about camps like this is it gives players a chance to see the other players and to see the level of competition,” Stars GM Jim Nill said. “You want to give them a good base, and you want to give them strong motivation to go into the summer and really work hard.”

Faksa has that motivation. The 13th overall pick last summer, he is entering an organization that just added three centers, so the chance he makes the NHL in October just a got a lot tougher.

But Faksa says having a new front office and a clean slate should make everyone motivated.

“Every guy has the same chance, because the GM doesn’t know all of the players yet,” he said.

Faksa suffered a knee injury last season that kept him out six weeks, but he bounced back and said he feels fine now. He had 31 points (9G, 22A) in 39 games with Kitchener in the Ontario Hockey League, but he also played for the Czech Republic in the World Juniors (getting two assists in six games), attended Stars training camp after the lockout ended, and played two games with the Texas Stars at the end of the season (he tallied one assist in the AHL).

So while there’s a very good chance Faksa has to go back to Kitchener and play another season in junior hockey, he definitely is a different player a year later. He’s improved his English and is adapting to North America.

When asked about his English improving, Faksa said: “I guess. I hope so. I found a girlfriend from Canada, so it’s helping me.”

When asked what he learned on his three-week trip to Cedar Park, he said: “I spent three weeks there, and I didn’t know what to expect. But I saw not just hockey but how they are living too, so it was pretty good.”

New Stars coach Lindy Ruff said he is impressed with the level of talent in the development camp.

“You’re amazed how good their hands are,” Ruff said. “The skill level of kids these days is incredible. They come in now and they’re already at a certain level. It’s great.”

The camp will end Wednesday with a scrimmage. All of the sessions are open to the public and free.

Check out the schedule here.

Check out the roster of players here.
Shawn Horcoff’s history makes him a good fit with the new look Stars
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Jim Nill and Shawn Horcoff go way back.

It’s not like they’re best friends or anything, but the new Stars’ GM and the new Stars’ center both have lived in the Detroit area for a long time, and have run into each other on numerous occasions. Horcoff works out in the off-season with players from the Detroit area, and the former Michigan State center also works out in East Lansing and keeps up with his college program on a regular basis.

Nill’s son Trevor played four years at Michigan State and graduated in 2012, so there have been plenty of chances to cross paths with Horcoff.

And if there was anything Jim Nill was sure of Friday as he wrapped up a whirlwind week that included the acquisitions of Horcoff, Tyler Seguin, Rich Peverley, Dan Ellis and Valeri Nichushkin, it’s that Horcoff will 100 percent help the Stars. Each one of the acquisitions can be deemed as question marks, and Nill said he did his due diligence on all, but the Horcoff trade from Edmonton might have been the easiest.

“I’m not worried about him at all,” Nill said of the 35-year-old who has seen his numbers steadilty decrease. “I’ve had Shawn in two world championships and won gold medals with him both times. Character guy through and through, he’s a fitness fanatic, he’s a great player.”

Horcoff was once a very great player. He worked his way up the Oilers system and peaked out in 2005-06. He was second on the team in scoring that season with 73 points (22 goals, 51 assists) in 79 games. He then was second in playoff scoring with 19 points (seven goals, 12 assists) as he helped the Oilers to the Stanley Cup Finals.

His numbers trailed off after that, as the Oilers went through transitions, but he was still a solid contributor. 51 points in 80 games, 50 points in 53 games, 53 points in 80 games. He played in the NHL All-Star Game in 2008 and earned a six-year, $33 million contract that summer.

He was becoming the face of the Oilers as players like Ryan Smyth moved on, and in 2010, they named him captain.

But something happened along the way. His numbers started to drop. He produced just 36 points (13 goals, 23 assists) in 77 games in 2009-10, battled injuries and had just 27 points (9 goals, 18 assists) in 47 games in 2010-11, followed that with 34 points (13 goals, 21 assists) in 2011-12, and then had just 12 points (7 goals, 5 assists) in 31 games in the lockout-shortened season.

That’s a pretty big fall from grace, with a pretty big pricetag. While the Oilers were welcoming in a slew of great draft picks, Horcoff kept getting pushed down the lineup and kept getting negative reviews from fans and the media.

“Unfortunately, he’s had to live under the umbrella of this contract he’s signed, and I think he can be free from that now and just come down here and play hockey,” Nill said. “I think he’s going to be a real pleasant surprise for people. He’s a competitive player, and he’s just what our dressing room needs and what we need on the ice.”

Now, the critic will say that Horcoff deserves the pressure of that contract, and he’d probably agree. He was a stand-up guy in the Oilers locker room during bad times, and was clearly frustrated by his decline. But Nill points out that while he still has a $5.5 million cap hit, he will make $4 million next season and $3 million the next. That brings him in as an affordable veteran presence who might regain his offensive game.

“There were a lot of teams that wanted him, for the same reasons we did, but they didn’t have the cap room to do it,” Nill said. “That’s why we’re blessed to have the cap room we do.”

The Stars are crawling up near the $64.3 million cap at $59 million, but Nill has some future flexibility in that some of his biggest contracts are for older players _ Sergei Gonchar, Horcoff, Ray Whitney, Erik Cole _ and have only a year or two remaining.

Nill believes the older players not only can be rejuvenated in Dallas, but that they’re necessary with a big crop of youngsters coming up. Seguin will be penciled in as the No. 1 center at age 21, first-round draft pick Valeri Nichushkin could play in the NHL at 18. Cody Eakin and Brenden Dillon are 22. The trade that sent Loui Eriksson to Boston could open the door for Alex Chiasson, 21, or Brett Ritchie, 20, to be in the lineup.

Horcoff knows all about kids. he’s been surrounded by Taylor Hall and Jordan Eberle and Nail Yakupov in recent years in Edmonton. Ironically enough, Hall was taken one spot in front of Seguin in 2010 and the two have shared similar hockey paths, and Yakupov was a Russian player who made the NHL at 18.

“That’s one thing I’ve got good experience in, being surrounded by real good young players,” Horcoff said. “I think the biggest thing is they just have to realize the dedication it takes to be an elite player in the NHL. The best players find a way to produce every night, and the only way to do that is to keep yourself in great shape and take care of yourself. That’s not saying you don’t have a good time, it’s just being smart about it.’’

That last comment might have been in reaction to some of the heat Seguin has been receiving for criticism in Boston that he partied too much. However you want to look at it, it’s clear that Nill’s lineup has some convenient connections. Sergei Gonchar is from the same hometown as Nichushkin. Peverley and Horcoff are centers who can help Seguin move back into the pivot and give instruction both on the ice and off.

Nill is trusting his more than two decades in the NHL as a scout and assistant GM, and he’s building with players that seem to fit together. He watched Seguin play his best junior hockey for Plymouth in the suburbs of Detroit. He goes way back with Horcoff. He just signed Dan Ellis as a back-up goalie. Ellis just happened to be one of Nashville’s goalies when Stars goaltender coach Mike Valley was working in the Nashville system.

“He has so many ties and so much knowledge of every player,” Stars president Jim Lites said. “It’s just been amazing to watch him the last few weeks reshaping the roster, because he knows what he needs and he goes after it. This has been done with a very clear plan in mind.”

And Horcoff is an important part of that plan.

“I know I can play both sides of the puck and I feel like I am a player that can still contribute offense in a top six role. I am not that far removed from that,” Horcoff said. “The last couple years in Edmonton, with us going to a rebuilding mode and pushing with the youth, I’ve been out of that opportunity, out of that kind of role.  I am looking forward to going out there and proving myself again.”
At what cost: So what did the Stars give up to get Tyler Seguin and Rich Peverley?
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The reviews on the Stars’ trade to Boston Thursday are that both teams got what they needed, so what did the Stars give up?

Well, first of all, they gave up maybe their best trading chip for the next three years in Loui Eriksson. He will turn 28 on July 17, he has been one of their best players for the past five seasons, and he has three years left on a contract that has a cap hit at $4.25 million. He’s really the only reason the Bruins wanted to talk to the Stars about this trade.

In a world where teams are battling the cap, Eriksson is like pure gold.

But there is more to his game than just skill at an affordable price. Eriksson is what they call a no-maintenance player. He will show up on time, in shape and never make a fuss. He is a perfect fit on any team, and Stars fans have seen in the past that he can find a way to raise the level of his linemates’ play. Boston hit a home run in getting Eriksson, and it shouldn’t surprise anyone if he see his numbers go up with the Bruins. He really could be a 40-goal scorer next to Patrice Bergeron or David Krejci.

Add to the fact that the Bruins shipped out a center playing out of position who they felt had to commit more to being a professional, and Boston really is getting a fantastic upgrade here.

But Bruins GM Peter Chiarelli didn’t stop there. He also grabbed two goal-scoring prospects and a defenseman.

Truth be told, the Stars were probably OK with losing both Matt Fraser and Reilly Smith. The two wingers have proven very adept at scoring goals at the lower levels _ Smith with 30 goals in 39 games in his final year at Miami (Ohio) and Fraser with 70 goals over the past two seasons combined in the AHL with the Texas Stars. However, both have struggled to play a complete defensive game, and both have struggled when put into bottom six roles at the NHL level.

They are top six wingers, and if they can’t make your top six, then they have a hard time being role players. That said, both are young and both can adjust, and Boston has done a great job of mixing skill in their bottom six.

The important thing for Dallas is that the Stars were able to protect Alex Chiasson and Brett Ritchie, the two players they seem to have destined for top six play in the future.

The wildcard in all of this is Joe Morrow. The talented defenseman who came to the Stars from Pittsburgh in the trade for Brenden Morrow had a bit of a bumpy ride in his assimilation to the Texas Stars. But that six-week run is a bit unfair, because the Texas Stars had so many defensemen and Morrow really didn’t get a chance to make some mistakes and find a spot.

In addition, the extra defensemen in Cedar Park made practices hard and really created an environment where it’s difficult to get a read on any of the players.

Morrow is 20 and was drafted 23rd overall in 2011 by the Penguins. He is in the top 50 on a lot of prospects lists, and the Stars really don’t have a great idea of what he can be. That’s the prospect that could really end up tilting this deal in the Bruins favor in the future.

Now, the Stars are also hoping they pulled a decent prospect in return. Ryan Button has played in the role of defensive defenseman in the Bruins system, and was demoted to the ECHL this season because he has struggled in that role. However, Hockey’s Future says he has the potential to be an offensive defenseman.

Here is their report on Button:

Talent Analysis

Button, aka ‘the enigma’ is a living, breathing contradiction. His skills are that of a high-end offensive defenseman, but his numbers have never supported his skill-set. He has athleticism and outstanding skating ability, with both mobility and speed. He’s a slick and creative puck handler capable of beating defenders one-on-one off the rush, and when combined with his skating has the ability to spin, juke and shake forecheckers and shot-blockers. He has good vision and sees the options on the breakout and on the power-play. He shows poise with the puck and will fake one-timers to allow shot blockers to slide right on by then pick his corner and hit it. His slap-shot is average so he keeps it simple, taking low, tippable shots or opting for slap-passes as he prefers to move in tighter to use his more dangerous wrister. Defensively, his skating allows him to recover if he gets beat, it keeps him in front of players and off-sets the sometimes poor gaps and angles he takes. He’s willing physically and even though he has decent size and has added strength he’s not heavy on his skates so there’s work to be done there as well.

Future

Based on his skill-set, Ryan Button should be a Brian Campbell-type, offensive defenseman when he gets to the NHL, but throughout his career, he’s been used in defense-first roles on defense-first teams. For three years running he’s been the most dynamic offensive defenseman at the Bruins summer development camp, but even Providence head coach Bruce Cassidy intends to break Button into the pro game defense-first, as he sees older players like Warsofksky and Bartkowski as being ahead of Button in terms of the power-play and offensive situations and said he wants Button to keep things simple, and work on being strong one-on-one and along the walls, “as a defensive, shut-down, type of guy.”

So there’s a chance the Stars got their own steal in this trade, but if Button is going to use those skills with the Texas Stars, he’s got another long list of defensemen to beat. 
Tyler Seguin’s maturity is an issue, but Stars say it’s an issue they can handle
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Tyler Seguin draws comparisons to Patrick Kane _ and that’s both a good and bad thing.

The new Stars center is a dynamic talent with incredible skill, just like the nifty Conn Smythe Trophy winner from the Chicago Blackhawks. But, also like Kane, Seguin is accused of having a little too much fun at times.

He’s 21, he’s single, he’ll show up at the clubs and maybe end up on Twitter or YouTube. It happens. But it was enough of a concern in Boston that GM Peter Chiarelli talked it about last week when reporters tracked him down at the draft.

“He’s got to commit his mind and focus on the one task at hand,” Chiarelli told reporters. “He’s got to become more of a professional. And you know what? I can say that about a lot of 21-year-olds. I know he got criticized for playing on the periphery and all that stuff. He did. He’s got to commit to being a professional and focusing on the game. He does that, we don’t expect him to be crashing and banging. Just play your game.”

Strong words, and words that should probably concern Stars fans after GM Jim Nill sent Loui Eriksson and three prospects (Reilly Smith, Matt Fraser and Joe Morrow) to Boston for Seguin, veteran center Rich Peverley and prospect defenseman Ryan Button. Seguin is the key to this whole deal. He’s probably going to be the team’s No. 1 center going into next season, and they would like to think he can fill that role for years to come.

He’s going to hear a lot of “The Next Mike Modano” talk around here.

He just signed a six-year contract extension at a cap hit of $5.75 million, so a lot is riding on the kid.

But the good thing is, many on Thursday said he can handle it.

“I think Tyler’s under quite the microscope here in Boston,” Peverley said on a conference call. “I’ve heard a lot of things in the past 24 hours about Tyler that I don’t think are true, and it’s unfortunate that it’s come to people talking like that. He works very hard. He’s gotten a lot more mature the three years I’ve been with him. He commits himself to the game and getting better. I don’t see any reason why he can’t continue to improve all the time.”

Stars GM Jim Nill said the Stars did their due diligence and have an ace card in executive advisor Mark Recchi, who played with Seguin in Boston in 2011 when the team won the Stanley Cup.

“Well, Mark knows him very well. He’s not an unknown,’’ Nill said. “I watched Tyler when he was in Plymouth. I lived in Detroit there as you know and I’ve seen him grow up as a junior and turn into a great pro. We’re very fortunate he played with the Boston Bruins. They do things right. I know he’s had great coaching and great fundamentals and he’s built a great foundation there. So we’re very fortunate that way. We just look forward to him taking a leadership role down here in Dallas. He’s going to be growing up with the Jamie Benns and these guys. We’ve got a core group of players now that are all under the age of 25 and 26 and younger and I think it’s going to be great for him to kind of grow in with the rest of these players and help create a great environment down here for us.”

And even Chiarelli softened his statement after the trade.

“No player is perfect, either as a player or an individual,” Chiarelli said to Boston media. “All this stuff mushrooms into a proliferation of items on social media. I get overwhelmed by the number of stuff that comes out. Maybe some of it’s true, but I know not all of it’s true. Tyler’s a 21-year-old. He’s a good kid. He’s got a good heart. He’s going to continue to grow up.”

So, who is Tyler Seguin? Well, the last time he was a full-time center, he tallied 106 points (48 goals, 58 assists) in 63 games in junior hockey for Plymouth. Even with the move to right wing, he still has 121 points in 203 NHL games, third most of any player drafted in 2010. His plus-57 over the past two seasons is surpassed only by teammate Patrice Bergeron.

He is a talent, and he believes he can get better by coming to a new team and playing center.

“I didn’t take it as being put on the wing when I first came into the NHL, I feel like I learned to adapt and I am happy that I can play different positions,’’ he said. “To me it’s my own game when I am playing center. I feel like I can get a lot more speed coming out of the zone. I think I am getting better as far as being responsible inside the zone. Again, the biggest thing for me when I am playing center is I feel I can generate a lot more speed and creating odd-man rushes than when I am on wing.’’

He also is excited about playing beside Jamie Benn, who will move to the wing now that the Stars have increased their center depth.

“I’ve watched his game, met him at the All-Star Game,” Seguin said of Benn. “He’s a great player and seems to be a great person. I am looking forward to the opportunity to play with him and obviously form new friendships. I’ve definitely seen the guy shoot the puck, so I’ll definitely be looking for him out there.”

There will be a lot of pressure on Seguin to be a leader here, but there also was pressure when he was selected second overall and when he signed his big contract. He’s shown at times he can handle the pressure, and at times it has weighed on him.

But the Stars will do what they can to show him the right way. They have to, they have a lot invested.

“It’s one of the most difficult challenges, and there’s some patience you’ve got to have,’’ Stars coach Lindy Ruff said when asked about coaching young players. “But you already look at Seguin with a couple of years under his belt. The Russian player we drafted (Valeri Nichushkin) obviously has tremendous upside too, tremendous skill and good size. But it is one of the toughest positions to play. It’s always a work in progress.”

The Stars believe they can find that progress in Seguin.

“You know, I come to the rink every day, I’m always professional and work my hardest,” Seguin said. “Obviously I think the first three years of my career so far have been a big learning curve. I look forward to getting better every day, and I’m definitely more motivated coming into a great city like Dallas.”
He said it: Stars GM Jim Nill and head coach Lindy Ruff on the trade for Tyler Seguin and Rich Peverley
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Here are some highlights from the conference call today with Jim Nill and Lindy Ruff:

STARS GM JIM NILL

On what the genesis of this deal was

            “It’s kind of the dynamics of the new CBA. We all know that money is part of the new CBA in that, so we kept in touch. I think the big thing, what people need to realize is we’re talking some pretty good players here. I know Tyler Seguin is a big, big part of this trade, a big name along with Mr. Peverley. Loui Eriksson from our end is a very good player but probably a little hidden down here in Dallas. But Boston knew that and they knew that is a big part of their puzzle and I know he’s going to be a good fit going forward.”

On if this move means they’re now done at center

            “In this business, every day you come to work you try and get better, so we’re looking at other options. But this adds two center icemen to our roster. We’re excited about it, both right-handed shots, which you don’t find a lot of. This gives us a good mix at center. Our one weakness here in Dallas is that we had no depth at center ice. You talked about moving Jamie Benn back to the wing this gets him back to the wing, puts everybody in their proper position and adds depth to our organization.”

On if Tyler Seguin does need to be more professional and if he talked to Stars consultant Mark Recchi, who played with Seguin in Boston

            “Well, Mark knows him very well. He’s not an unknown. I watched Tyler when he was in Plymouth. I lived in Detroit there as you know and I’ve seen him grow up as a junior and turn into a great pro. We’re very fortunate he played with the Boston Bruins. They do things right. I know he’s had great coaching and great fundamentals and he’s built a great foundation there. So we’re very fortunate that way. We just look forward to him taking a leadership role down here in Dallas. He’s going to be growing up with the Jamie Benns and these guys. We’ve got a core group of players now that are all under the age of 25 and 26 and younger and I think it’s going to be great for him to kind of grow in with the rest of these players and help create a great environment down here for us.”

On what he saw in Seguin when he was in juniors

            “Well, we’re excited about the prospects of that. If you look at in junior when he was the second pick overall, that just kind of says it right there. But he was a great junior. You talk about he didn’t make the World Juniors but that was in his draft year. He turned pro after that and probably would have made the World Juniors team two years in a row after that. You look at his stats, first year he had a great year. Second year, I believe he had 26 or 28 goals, which is hard to do in the NHL. We know there’s great potential there and we look forward to him kind of continuing to grow here in Dallas.”

On Peverley

            “He’s a great player. I’ve been watching him ever since the days when I was with Detroit. We watched him lots. He’s a very effective player, very versatile and can play any position, very strong on draws. He’s going to add the depth we need at that position for us moving forward.”

On if Peverly and Eakin can handle 2 and 3 center spots

            “Yes, that’s what we’re planning on. We’re going to come to training camp. That’s Lindy’s. Lindy’s going to get a chance to look at all these guys. Training camp we’ll sort all that out. It just gives us some great options.”

On if that’s enough

            “I think it’s enough but like I say, we’re always looking but I know it’s a lot better than it was an hour ago.”

On if he’s spoken to Seguin

            “Yes, I’ve spoken to all the players involved. Peter and I, we both spoke to our own players first and then we spoke to the players we acquired.”

RUFF

On if Seguin will play center

            “That’s correct. I think that we’re looking at somebody that can obviously play with Benn. It’s a position that we wanted to fill. It’s a natural position for Tyler and he’s looking forward to playing it.”

 On how he views younger players and fitting them in quickly

            “It’s one of the most difficult challenges and there’s some patience you’ve got to have. But you already look at Seguin with a couple of years under his belt. The Russian player we drafted obviously has tremendous upside too, tremendous skill and good size. But it is one of the toughest positions to play. It’s always a work in progress. I’ve had good success with younger players down the middle but you have to be patient as a coach.”

On how Peverly will contribute on the penalty kill

            “Well, first of all, he’s coming from a tremendous program if you want to look at Boston’s penalty killing, being part of that unit, success they had in the playoffs. His face-off performance is something on penalty kill you win a draw, get it down the ice. Being part of a team that’s been around the Stanley Cup now past four years, real important, I think he understands how hard it is, what it takes. And when you can surround your younger players with a player who has been in those battles, I think there’s a lot of value there.”
Cowlishaw: Trading Loui Eriksson for Tyler Seguin the right move for Dallas Stars

By Tim Cowlishaw / Columnist

wtcowlishaw@dallasnews.com
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This is simple. The Dallas Stars were on the right end of a blockbuster trade with Boston Thursday because of who they are. And the same can be said for the Bruins.

Tyler Seguin of the Boston Bruins reacts to a first period goal by Nathan Horton (not pictured) against the Pittsburgh Penguins during Game Two of the Eastern Conference Final of the 2013 NHL Stanley Cup Playoffs at the Consol Energy Center on June 3, 2013 in Pittsburgh, Pennsylvania. (Photo by Bruce Bennett/Getty Images)

The Stars have been a bad team for years. That’s why they have a new GM and new head coach. And Jim Nill made the right move in trading popular and dependable forward Loui Eriksson along with some top prospects to Boston for a package highlighted by Tyler Seguin.

In the seven-player deal, Seguin is the potential superstar. After being picked No. 2 in the 2010 draft, he had his name etched on the Stanley Cup at 19. At 21, he was a disappointment in the playoffs this year with just one goal in 22 games. That and a big contract made him expendable in Boston’s eyes.

But this guy very recently was the Bruins’ superstar-in-waiting. And, again, keep in mind it will be midseason before he turns 22. The Bruins, trying to win another Cup and in need of signing other key players, couldn’t live with Seguin’s mistakes. They prefer the steady play of Eriksson at this stage.

The Stars can live with a mercurial player at center ice. Heck, they just drafted one five days ago when they picked Russia’s Valeri Nichushkin, an 18-year-old who insists he’s ready for the NHL, with the 10th pick.

You hate to see them give up this quickly on defenseman Joe Morrow, a player with promise just acquired from Pittsburgh for Brenden Morrow in March. But Seguin and center Rich Peverley bring playoff experience and potential to a team in desperate need of both.

Nill is quickly reconstructing this team, injecting speed and youth at the front end while solidifying the back with the experience of Sergei Gonchar.

The Stars will be drastically different in 2013-14. That can only be a good thing.
Observations on Glen Gulutzan’s coaching career in Dallas: This has been a great learning experience for a guy who considers himself a teacher

By Mike Heika / Reporter

mheika@dallasnews.com

8:35 pm on July 3, 2013  | Permalink
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Hey guys, with the Twitter report from Darren Dreger that former Stars coach Glen Gulutzan is in negotiations to become a new assistant coach under John Tortorella in Vancouver, I thought I would bump up this blog entry from May 15. I think it still applies.

If you believe Glen Gulutzan had a significant challenge in his two years as Dallas Stars coach, you’d be right.

If you think he somehow received a bad break, you’d be wrong.

Inheriting a Stars team in transition, getting placed on a coaching staff with very little experience, trying to navigate a tough league with fewer weapons than his counterparts, having his second season messed up by the lockout…all were contributing factors in Gulutzan getting let go on Tuesday. Heck, the fact that he came in after Joe Nieuwendyk had already worked his way through one coaching staff in two years also didn’t give him much of a leash.

But Gulutzan became a head coach in the NHL at age 39, and that is a good break no matter how you look at it.

Think about the path tread by the fair-haired boy from Saskatchewan. He was a play-making center growing up, helping Saskatoon to the WHL finals (along with talented defenseman Richard Matvichuk) before losing to Kamloops in a seven-game series way back in 1992.

He had a couple of 70-point seasons in junior hockey before moving on to college, and he probably thought at one point that it would be better to pursue a teaching career, just like his dad. But he decided to follow the dream of possibly playing in the NHL.

He landed in the West Coast Hockey League to start, and put up the best season of his young life. Playing for Fresno in 1996-97, Gulutzan posted 110 points (30 goals, 80 assists) in 60 games. He had nine assists in five playoff games before the Falcons were eliminated in one series. He got a couple of call-ups to the IHL for a total of four games, and then decided to try Finland for a season.

Still, he couldn’t get the break he was looking for, so he headed back to Fresno. What followed was a five-year run with the Falcons where he was promoted to player/assistant coach for the final two seasons. It was a great lesson in perseverance and reality, and at age 31, Gulutzan turned his thoughts directly to coaching. He took over the Las Vegas Wranglers for six seasons, and led them to a 254-124-55 record, including an appearance in the ECHL Final.

That led to a promotion to the AHL, and he took the Texas Stars to the Final in his first season. He and assistant coach Paul Jerrard bonded, formed a solid coaching staff and churned out records of 46-27-7 and 41-29-10.

And when the Marc Crawford era ended in Dallas, Gulutzan was in the right place at the right time.

So, was it too early in his career to get the promotion? Did he need more seasoning? No, and Yes. What he had done as a head coach put him in a very good place for the step up. What he had not done in the NHL put him in a kind of bad place for the step up. He didn’t know the players he was coaching against, he didn’t know the coaches he was coaching against. Heck, he didn’t know how to get to the locker room in most of the arenas.

It was a huge life change.

And two years later, he says he now knows _ and that’s a good thing.

That’s part of getting the chance to be an NHL coach at such a young age. He does know the players now. He does know the other coaches. He can call veteran coach Mike Babcock on the phone and exchange ideas. He can call Mavericks coach Rick Carlisle and ask about motivation or coaching plans. He has opened a wealth of information in the last two years.

He has a membership inside the club, he has the phone list, he has the blazer. He can call himself an NHL coach.

Gulutzan and Joe Nieuwendyk are two of the nicest people you will ever meet. They are great family guys, they are great with fans. And because of that, there was some grumbling that the firings weren’t fair, that these guys somehow didn’t get what they deserved. But the recent moves simply illustrate the nature of pro sports.

Mike Modano was given assurances by Tom Hicks that he would be able to retire with the Stars. However, Hicks lost the team, and Modano lost his sway. Nieuwendyk had to make a tough decision on the franchise icon, and decided not to sign him. Was that fair?

When the Texas Stars were hiring a coach in 2009, many felt the Stars would elevate Derek Laxdal, who was leading Dallas’ ECHL affiliate in Idaho, and had actually won the league championship in 2007. On paper, his resume was as good as Gulutzan’s, and he had the extra bonus of familiarity with the prospects, who he had coached in Traverse City, Mich. Yet, Les Jackson chose Gulutzan.

Two years later, Gulutzan was coaching in the NHL and Laxdal was coaching the Edmonton Oil Kings in the Western Hockey League. Was that fair?

Laxdal took Idaho to the ECHL Finals in 2010 and won the WHL with Edmonton in 2012, and he still might get a chance to be an NHL head coach in the future. But wouldn’t Gulutzan have rather tread his path? If given the choice, wouldn’t he rather take a run to the AHL finals and get fired after two seasons in the NHL?

So you really can’t say he got a bad break. He actually got quite a good break.

Now, it’s up to him what he does with that break. If you were drawing it up on paper, you would recommend he get a job as an NHL assistant coach for a couple of years and then try to get an interview as an NHL head coach again. At the very least, he should be considered for any AHL head coach opening that comes up.

He is a better coach today, a smarter coach. He has faced challenges, he has shared meetings with Joe Nieuwendyk, coached Jaromir Jagr, become friends with Rick Carlisle and Jason Garrett and Ron Washington. He has had a pretty good two-year run for a 40-something who still has a long way to go in shaping his coaching career.

And he should be pretty happy about that.
Should Stars concentrate on trade to solve center problem?

By Mike Heika / Reporter

mheika@dallasnews.com

11:52 am on July 3, 2013  | Permalink
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While we all mull over the possible free agent centers out there and even ponder a return of Mike Ribeiro or Derek Roy, maybe the answer to the Stars’ center hole is in a trade and not free agency.

Now, the cost of a trade is prospects and top players, but it might be a cost that’s worth it when you consider the Stars really need a No. 1 center, and those are hard to come by.

On the positive side, Cody Hodgson, Brayden Schenn and Kyle Turris have all been traded recently. Hodgson was pretty much dealt for Zack Kassian in a four-player deal between Buffalo and Vancouver. Turris went from Phoenix to Ottawa for David Rundblad and a second round pick. And Schenn was at the center of the Mike Richards deal between the Kings and Flyers. The Stars have that kind of currency and can make those kinds of trades.

If you want to include any of the forwards from Alex Chiasson to Brett Ritchie to Reilly Smith to Scott Glennie, you have some intriguing names. And if you make a deal, you still have some intriguing names left over in the Stars’ deep pool of winger prospects. If you want to dangle a defenseman like Jamie Oleksiak, you probably can overcome that loss. And if you want to bring players like Loui Eriksson, Trevor Daley or Alex Goligoski into the talks, you could even do that.

This team has options, and it can recover from the loss of a winger or a defenseman. But it needs centers. It has to have centers going forward, and you can argue that the free agent crop is just sort of OK.

So, let’s look at the teams with too many centers and see if there is a fit for a Stars trade out there:

Paul Stastny, Colorado _ A solid two-way forward with good leadership skills, Stastny, 27, has a couple of issues. One, he has struggled to produce points in recent years on a bad Avalanche team. He had 24 points (9G, 15A) in 40 games last season. He has 70-point potential and has hit that level three times in his career, so he could just need a change of venue. The bigger problem is he has one year left on his contract at $6.6 million and then can become an unrestricted free agent next summer. If you give up something good to get him, you have to get a contract extension done. And there are some who believe Stastny has to take a pay cut for a long-term deal. That could be tricky.

Tyler Seguin _ With news coming out of Boston that they have long-term contract extensions for Patrice Bergeron and Tuukka Rask to negotiate following the Stanley Cup finals, it’s starting to look like Seguin could be available. He will start a six-year contract that averages $5.75 million next season, and that’s a high price to pay for someone who is playing out of position on the right wing and is struggling to put up points at times. Seguin had 32 points (16 goals, 16 assists) in 48 games last season, but had only eight points (1 goal, 7 Assists) in 22 playoff games. Still, he is a right-handed center who was taken second overall in 2010, and there are many who believe he can be a legitimate No. 1 center in the NHL.

Brayden Schenn or Sean Couturier _ The Flyers clearly are set at No. 1 and No. 2 center with Claude Giroux and Vincent Lecavalier, so are they happy using these talented centers either on the third line or on the wing? Both are entering the final season of their entry-level contracts, so they will become restricted free agents after next season and will likely require significant raises. Should the Flyers keep them because they are cheap, or should they get ahead of the wave and move them now? Couturier, 20, is a skilled set-up man who tallied 96 points in back-to-back seasons in junior hockey. Schenn, 22, is more of a two-way center, but he showed some offensive skill in his AHL stint this year, tallying 33 points (13G, 20) in 33 games with Adirondack during the lockout. He also had nine points (3G, 6A) in 11 playoff games for the Flyers in 2012.

Sam Gagner _ The son of former Stars center Dave Gagner, Sam turns 24 in August and already is a veteran NHL player. He has 414 career games with 258 points (91G, 167A). He had 38 points (14G, 24A) in 48 games for Edmonton last season. Gagner is a restricted free agent who made $3.2 million last season, but whoever has him might want to get him under contract for a while this summer _ he can become an unrestricted free agent next summer if he signs just a one-year deal. He falls into the Stastny category here, where the Stars should be sure of their future with him before they make any trades.

Any other trade targets you think the Stars should be looking at?
Signings of MacDermid, Gazdic show that Stars’ new front office still believes in role of tough guy

By Mike Heika / Reporter

mheika@dallasnews.com

8:44 am on July 3, 2013  | Permalink
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Lane MacDermid and Luke Gazdic are fighters. It’s not all they do, but it is a strong element of their game, and a key reason they have pro contracts.

And that’s fine with new Stars’ GM Jim Nill.

When the Stars announced the signings of MacDermid and Gazdic to one-year, two-way contracts on Tuesday, Nill admitted it was because he likes to have some enforcers in the organization.

“Yes, there definitely is a place for that role, and I think every organization will have that player somewhere in the organization,” Nill said.

MacDermid was acquired from Boston in the Jaromir Jagr trade, and has the best chance to play for the Stars next season. He’s 6-3, 205 pounds and looked good in his six games with Dallas last season, scoring two goals. However, his history shows him as an enforcer and physical winger. He had 17 goals, 29 assists and 516 penalty minutes in 249 games with AHL Providence.

Gazdic was drafted by the Stars in 2007 and has been a regular in the minors for Dallas. He is listed at 6-3, 228. Gazdic has yet to play an NHL game, but the Stars clearly like having him at the ready. In 256 AHL games, he has 27 goals, 28 assists, and 447 penalty minutes.

Dallas has not been afraid to fight, and has lineup regulars like Jamie Benn, Brenden Dillon and Vern Fiddler who are willing to drop the gloves. The Stars ranked seventh in the NHL in fights last season with 26.

That means Nill will be careful with his deployment of players known primarily for fighting. That’s one of the reasons he wanted to have players on two-way contracts. But he said, he is not afraid to use the two wingers as regular fourth liners when they do play.

“The league is one in which you want to be able to play all four lines, so that’s clearly something you think about,” Nill said of the decision to sign both Gazdic and MacDermid. “You want options. These players might not always be in the lineup, but we want the option of using them, and we want them to be ready to skate a regular shift.”

If you want to see some of their fight history, check them out here.

Lane MacDermid’s fight card at HockeyFights.com
Stars believe they know what they’re getting into with first-round pick Valeri Nichushkin

By Mike Heika / Reporter

mheika@dallasnews.com
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There is some mystique to the “Russian Factor” _ the NHL belief that players from Russia are different from players from any other country _ but there also is some truth.

Take the Stars’ first-round pick from Sunday’s NHL Entry Draft, Valeri Nichushkin. The big, talented winger has been on a hot streak in Russia, moving all the way up to second in the rankings of European skaters behind Finland’s Aleksander Barkov, who was taken second overall Sunday. So, why did Nichushkin slide so far that the Stars could get him at 10th?

Well, one of the big reasons is he was already under contract in the KHL, and had stated previously that he wanted to stay in the KHL for two more years before trying to play in the NHL. That’s what St. Louis winger Vladimir Tarasenko did after being drafted 16th overall by St. Louis in 2010. Earlier reports were that Nichushkin was under contract until 2015 with him hometown team of Traktor Chelyabinsk, and that he had planned to stick around with the squad that had made it all the way to the Gagarin Cup Finals _ the championship of the KHL.

But his rights were traded to Dynamo Moscow after the Gagarin Cup. Dynamo, the Yankees of the KHL, saw something it wanted and swung a deal that was reportedly for a draft pick and $10 million, according to reports in Russia. Nichushkin denied the money was that big, and said that he spoke with Dynamo and that Dynamo has released him to play in the NHL.

“I’ve already made up my mind that I’m leaving,” Nichushkin told r-sport in a story that was translated. “At Dynamo they’ve been pretty calm about it. I was told that I can leave if I want. There are no legal problems with that at all. My contract with Dynamo has been terminated, and I’m leaving as a free agent. I’m lucky that the club has met me half way on this. We’ve agreed that they’ll release me, but if something goes wrong across the ocean, I’ll come straight back.”

That’s a bit of a red flag there, especially one that could get in the way if the Stars wanted to try Nichushkin in the AHL for a little while to get him ready for the NHL, but Stars GM Jim Nill said the team has received full clearance from the NHL, and that they are confident that they can use Nichushkin as they please.

“We plan on signing him as soon as possible,” Nill said. “He’s free. His contract is free from Russia. We have notice from the NHL, from the KHL. So there was no problem that way for us. That’s not a concern.”

But you can see the issues here. What if Nishushkin doesn’t like the way he’s being used? He already believes he can play in the top league in the KHL, so how do you make sure he’s not entering your system with a certain entitlement? If the KHL really can offer him more money, would he go back?

One of the interesting stories of a Russian player struggling with the NHL is Nikita Filatov in Columbus. He was taken sixth overall in 2008, and he had a hard time playing for a disciplinarian coach in Ken Hitchcock. After Filatov was a healthy scratch on several occasions, he started to bristle. When he was sent to the AHL, he wasn’t happy. Eventually, he was loaned back to the KHL and then traded to Ottawa. In the mean time, Hitchcock was fired, and the Filatov incident clearly played a role.

Filatov is back in Russia now, and it appears he will remain there and his NHL career is over. He played 53 NHL games and had 14 points (6G, 8A).

So, there clearly are some risks here. On the other side of the coin, there also are rewards. Pittsburgh took Evgeni Malkin second overall in 2004. Now, Malkin was not able to come to the NHL for three years because of contract issues in Russia, so the Penguins were getting a more mature player when he did arrive. However, he had to assimilate to the United States, and he leaned heavily on Penguins defenseman Sergei Gonchar _ the same Sergei Gonchar that Nill just signed to a two year deal.

“I think Sergei Gonchar’s going to be a big, big part of Valeri Nichushkin’s development,” Nill said of the 39-year-old who is from the same hometown as Nichushkin. “Sergei Gonchar’s a high-end character guy. He’s the guy that gets a lot of credit for improving Malkin in Pittsburgh. The timing’s worked out perfect. He’s a great ambassador of the game and character guy. Now we have a young guy coming in that can learn from him, that’s really a bonus for us.”

Nill was part of a Detroit organization that employed several Russian players and he is friends with Slava Fetisov, who is plugged into the KHL and all sports in Russia. Nill clearly has an understanding of the situation that can help navigate problems.

“There’s definitely the Russian factor but we’re a very confident organization,” Nill said. “I come from an organization in Detroit where it was never an issue for us, and I know Dallas is the same way if you go back to the (Sergei) Zubov years. So, like I said, it got to a point in the draft where we were picking, to pass up on a player like that…we just couldn’t do it. It’s been a while since Dallas has drafted a player with that kind of upside and just something we couldn’t pass on.”

Truth be told, a lot has changed in regards to communication between the NHL, the KHL and the IIHF (International Ice Hockey Federation) when it comes to contracts and transfer rights. In planning for the Olympics in Sochi, and in running the World Juniors there in January, things seem smoother. Could Nichushkin use the KHL as an out? Definitely. Could this force new Stars coach Lindy Ruff to use a lot of finesse? Sure. Could that frustrate fans (and possibly even Stars players) if Nichushkin has to be treated differently than other prospects? Yep.

But that is part of the “Russian Factor.” It is changing, and the Stars organization seems to have a really good grasp on what will be needed going forward, but there’s a reason Nichushkin slipped all the way to 10th.

This interview with r-sport is interesting, because you can get a glimpse of Nichushkin’s personality. He wants to play now, he wants a team that wants him, and that’s a great attitude. But Jack Campbell has had to learn to be patient, and Jamie Oleksiak has had to learn to be patient, and Radek Faksa has had to learn to be patient…and that’s something that could be a little more difficult to teach a player like Nichushkin.

If he comes in and succeeds quickly, there won’t be any problems. The tough part will be when he hits a speedbump or two.

“We’re not worried about him physically. It’s just going to be moving over to North America, playing in the NHL, the best league in the world. Our plans are to start him here and let’s see where it goes but we’re going to monitor him very close,” Nill said.

“We plan on keeping him here in Dallas for the summer. We want him to get working on his English and get him acclimated,” Nill added. “Let’s get him to go through (development) camp, go through the Traverse City rookie tournament. I want him to fully adjust. Something I’ve always preached is about patience and if he’s ready, he’s ready but we’re going to be patient with him also.”

Just a different kind of patient.
Flyers intrigued by Petr Straka's scoring ability 
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The Blue Jackets selected Petr Straka with the 55th pick in the 2010 draft. (AP)

VOORHEES, N.J. -- To watch Petr Straka wheel up the ice and uncork a snap wrister, a backhand and pick apart the top corners of the net, you can see the kind of skill set the 21-year-old Czech winger has, and why the Flyers were delighted to have won his sweepstakes last April from among a dozen clubs.

“We liked him in his draft year (2010) and had him in the certain area, but Columbus got him,” recalled Chris Pryor, the Flyers’ director of hockey operations.

“They drafted him. Over the last couple of years, who knows what happened with them. He had a couple of good years and our guys saw a lot of him. They were really high on him because of his attributes.”

Hard to believe the Blue Jackets never signed Straka after taking him 55th overall in the second round.

“I didn’t play my best hockey after I got drafted by them,” Straka admitted Monday at the Flyers' prospect and development camp at Skate Zone.

“The year after the draft I had a couple of injuries (broken bones) and I lost my position with the team. When I got healthy, it was just before playoffs and I was on a third line with no power play time.

“I was thinking too much about it. I got down on myself. Next year, I tried to turn the page. We had a new coach and I didn’t get along with him. Took him six months to see what I could do. Obviously, it wasn’t enough for them to impress and I was hoping to sign, but it didn’t happen.”

Straka was slated to attend the St. Louis Blues’ camp last fall. That’s when the lockout hit. He had already had three seasons with Rimouski and was looking for a change. His agent, Allan Walsh, suggested going back to the Quebec Major Junior Hockey League.

Straka landed with Baie-Comeau Drakkar.

Good choice. The former “Golden Puck” finalist for QMJHL Rookie of the Year 2010 scored 41 goals last season at Baie-Comeau -- his best year in junior.

The Flyers are always keeping an eye out on players who either go undrafted or see their drafts right expire, as Straka’s did.

“[Walsh] called me in the middle of the playoffs and told me he had a serious offer from Philadelphia and told me what he thought,” Straka said.

“I signed it. He said there were couple more teams interested, but that the Flyers had the biggest interest. I liked what I heard.”

What’s interesting about Straka is that he felt he had to come to North America if he was ever going to make something of himself in hockey. He didn’t think the Czech national programs were good enough to get him to the NHL and he had played on Czech national teams from under-16 through U-20.

“When you are 16, you are so excited to be on a national team,” Straka said. “Wear the team logo. It really helped me at U-18 tournament in Fargo [North Dakota]. I came there and ... to see such good players, but we had no chance against Canada, USA or Sweden.

“I began to feel that something is wrong that we have no chance against those teams and felt it'd be better to come to a North American junior team. When you play in Canada, and against Canada with 20,000 people, it is so exciting. Just awesome.”

Straka has some familiarity with three players in this Flyers development camp. He played with defensive prospect Samuel Morin, the Flyers' No. 1 draft pick this past June, in Rimouski; played with defenseman Maxim Lamarche at Baie-Comeau; and played against left wing prospect Andrew Ryan at Halifax.

He spent some time at one of the Blue Jackets' training camps with Jakub Voracek and Steve Mason, as well, but neither player is here right now.

The Flyers think Straka can challenge for a roster spot in a year or so, after playing with the Phantoms.

“I am not the one who can decide, but for sure, when I come into camp in September, the No. 1 goal is to stay on the team with the Flyers,” Straka said. “I will get stronger and better this summer and be ready to compete for a spot.”

The one knock on Straka is similar to a lot of Europeans hear when they arrive in North America –- no defense. He says he was taught that way.

“I always score a lot of goals, Straka said. “Every level I played. Maybe sometimes it took time. I always scored goals and created chances for my teammates.

“I don’t want to change it. That is the type of player that I am. When they signed me, they saw that I could do this and the [Flyers] would want me to do that here.

“It wasn’t necessary to play defensively because I would score 2-3 points every game. When I came over I saw everyone has to play defense.

“If I play well without the puck, the puck will bounce my way. And I will have chance after. I have worked to make progress playing without the puck the last three years.”

Defense can be taught. Offense? Either you have the innate ability to score or you don’t.

“Coming out of junior, a lot of those guys are not accustomed to anything but offense,” Pryor said. “A lot of teams ... maybe they don’t pay much attention to defense or detail work. I think you can teach the defense.”
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E-mail Tim Panaccio at tpanotch@comcast.net.
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Blue Jackets' Horton has shoulder surgery
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The Columbus Blue Jackets announced that forward Nathan Horton had surgery Wednesday to repair a shoulder injury sustained during the 2013 Stanley Cup Final.

The procedure was performed by Dr. Jon Warner at the Boston Shoulder Institute at Massachusetts General Hospital in Boston.

"Nathan's surgery went very well and he is expected to make a full recovery after completing his rehabilitation program," Blue Jackets general manager Jarmo Kekalainen told the team's website. "Since Nathan joined the Blue Jackets, our medical team from OhioHealth and team training staff have worked closely with Dr. Warner and will be actively engaged with Nathan throughout the rehabilitation process."

Horton signed a seven-year, $37.1 million contract with the Blue Jackets on July 5. The Blue Jackets knew the procedure was needed when he signed, and at his introductory press conference, Horton said he was told the recovery time is four-to-six months.

"I've just been kind of waiting to get it done," Horton said. "I'm definitely going to have surgery. Hopefully in the next week, early week, we can figure that out and get something done, and the sooner the better. I think the recovery is four to six months. I'm hoping four, and I think everyone else would in my situation. I just want to be 100 percent and come back and never have a problem with it again."

Blue Jackets agree to terms with forward Nathan Horton on a seven-year contract

Friday, 07.05.2013 / 12:00 PM / News 
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WIN: Signed Nathan Horton Jersey

COLUMBUS, OHIO - The Columbus Blue Jackets have signed free agent forward Nathan Horton to a seven-year contract through the 2019-20 season, club General Manager Jarmo Kekalainen announced today. As is club policy, further terms were not disclosed.

“Nathan Horton was the player we identified as a perfect fit for the Columbus Blue Jackets and we are very happy to welcome Nathan and his family to our organization,” said Kekalainen. “He is an elite power forward who brings size, skill and a great desire to compete to our lineup. He is also a person of great character and someone who will fit in very well with our team.”

HORTON AGREES WITH CBJ
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Horton, 28, has scored 198 goals and added 204 assists for 402 points with 543 penalty minutes and a cumulative plus/minus rating of +57 in 591 career NHL games with the Florida Panthers and Boston Bruins. He has added 15-21-36 and 49 penalty minutes in 43 career playoff games, helping the Bruins capture the Stanley Cup championship in 2011 and earn an appearance in the Stanley Cup Final in 2013.

In 2012-13, he collected 13-9-22, 22 penalty minutes and was +1 before tallying 7-12-19 and 14 penalty minutes in 22 Stanley Cup Playoff games. He led all players in the playoffs with a +20 plus/minus rating and was tied for second in points, third in assists and sixth in goals.

“I am very excited and proud to be a member of the Columbus Blue Jackets. This is a team on the rise with great players and I’m looking forward to being a part of it,” said Horton. “We felt at home as soon as we visited here and it was pretty clear to us that this is where we wanted to live. This is a great fit for me and my family.”

Florida’s first pick, third overall, in the 2003 NHL Draft, Horton has accumulated five 20-goal seasons, one 30-goal campaign and has registered at least 50 points five times, including a pair of 62-point seasons, during his nine NHL seasons. He set career highs for goals and points with 31-31-62 in 82 games in 2006-07 and the following year picked up 27-35-62 in 82 games with the Panthers.

The 6-2, 229-pound Horton made his NHL debut with Florida as an 18-year-old in 2003-04 and chipped in 14-8-22 and 57 penalty minutes in 55 games as a rookie. He went on to appear in 422 games as a Panther from 2003-10, racking up 142-153-295 with 382 penalty minutes and a +27 plus/minus rating.

Horton was acquired by Boston, along with forward Gregory Campbell, from Florida in exchange for defenseman Dennis Wideman, a first round pick in the 2010 NHL Draft and a third round pick in the 2011 NHL Draft prior to the 2010-11 campaign. In his first season as a Bruin, he collected 26-27-53, 85 penalty minutes and was a career-best +29 in 80 games and added 8-9-17 and 21 penalty minutes in 21 playoff games to help the club win the Stanley Cup. In 169 games with Boston from 2010-13, he registered 56-51-107 with 161 penalty minutes and was +30.

A native of Welland, Ontario, Horton played two seasons with the Oshawa Generals of the Ontario Hockey League from 2001-03. He collected 64-71-135 and 195 penalty minutes with an even plus/minus rating in 118 career OHL games and added 10-8-18 and 20 penalty minutes in 18 OHL playoff outings. He earned OHL All-Rookie honors in 2001-02 after picking up 31-36-67 and 84 penalty minutes in 64 games

Nathan Horton has shoulder surgery, out 4-6 months 

By QMI Agency 
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Boston Bruins forward Nathan Horton fights Vancouver Canucks forward Dale Weise fight during NHL action in Boston, January 7, 2012. (REUTERS/Adam Hunger) 

The shoulder that Nathan Horton re-injured during the Stanley Cup final has been fixed. 

Now all the recently-signed Columbus Blue Jackets forward needs is 4-6 months of recovery time before he makes his debut with his new team. 

Horton had surgery on his left shoulder Wednesday at the Boston Shoulder Institute at Massachusetts General Hospital, the Blue Jackets announced. 

“Nathan’s surgery went very well and he is expected to make a full recovery after completing his rehabilitation program,” Blue Jackets general manager Jarmo Kekalainen told the team’s website. “Since Nathan joined the Blue Jackets, our medical team from OhioHealth and team training staff have worked closely with Dr. (Jon) Warner and will be actively engaged with Nathan throughout the rehabilitation process.” 

The Blue Jackets knew Horton needed surgery and would be unavilable for the start of the 2013-14 season when they signed him to a seven-year, $37.1 million deal on July 5. The 28-year-old had his shoulder, which has been a problem throughout his career, dislocated in Game 2 of the final. 

If rehab goes well, Horton could be ready to play as early as mid-November, although it could also be January before he returns
Nathan Horton signs big deal with Columbus Friday, July 5, 2013 PrintEmail Comments (0) By: Stephen Harris Erstwhile Bruins first-line winger Nathan Horton, who opted to leave the B's because he preferred to play in a smaller market than Boston, signed a seven-year contract with the Columbus Blue Jackets worth $37.1 million today."He was the No. 1 guy on our list," Blue Jackets general manager Jarmo Kekalainen told reporters. "We went after him and got him."Horton spent three years with the Bruins. He had a great playoff this year, with 7-12--19 totals and a plus-20.But he surprised the B's by announcing he did not wish to re-sign with the team."This is the place I wanted to be," Horton told reporters when he was introduced. "With (Director of Hockey Operations) Mr. (John) Davidson and Jarmo, (the team) is in the hands of the right people and it's headed in the right direction."Horton still has to undergo shoulder surgery for the separation he suffered from in the playoffs. The recovery for the operation is said to be 4-6 months. - See more at: http://bostonherald.com/sports/bruins_nhl/bruins_insider/2013/07/nathan_horton_signs_big_deal_with_columbus#sthash.3tG0f152.dpuf
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Blue Jackets right winger Nathan Horton had surgery yesterday in Boston, the club announced, repairing a chronically injured left shoulder that was dislocated last month while he played for Boston in the Stanley Cup Finals.

Dr. Jon Warner, one of the top shoulder surgeons in the country, performed the procedure at the Boston Shoulder Institute at Massachusetts General Hospital.

“Nathan’s surgery went very well, and he is expected to make a full recovery after completing his rehabilitation program,” Blue Jackets general manager Jarmo Kekalainen said in a statement.

The typical recovery for such a surgery is four to six months, meaning Horton could return in mid-November at the earliest and mid-January at the latest.

Horton signed a seven-year, $37.1 million contract with the Blue Jackets on July 5, the first day of NHL free agency.

He left Game 2 of the Stanley Cup Finals after his shoulder popped out of joint. After missing Game 3, he played the final three games before the Bruins lost the series to Chicago.

- See more at: http://bluejacketsxtra.dispatch.com/content/stories/2013/07/18/sports-report-lead-7-18-art-ga0nqoqo-1.html#sthash.AsYPEDOY.dpuf
Jul 19, 2013

'13-14 Schedule Charts New Course For Blue Jackets

The benefits of the Blue Jackets’ move to the Eastern Conference became tangible today when the NHL released its 2013-14 schedule.

Ease of travel. Natural rivalries. A new division. The return of Rick Nash, the one-time captain and franchise cornerstone, now playing – like so many other former Jackets – for the New York Rangers. All are a part of the Blue Jackets’ new reality after spending the first 12 seasons in the Western Conference.

Part of the NHL's announcement today was that the newly-formed division -- with Carolina, Columbus, New Jersey, New York Islanders, New York Rangers, Philadelphia, Pittsburgh and Washington -- will be named the Metropolitan Division.

The Blue Jackets will open their 13th season on Oct. 4, a 7 p.m. game in Nationwide Arena against a familiar foe, the Calgary Flames. What follows over the course of an 82-game season, however, is far different than previous seasons, when the Blue Jackets – as the Eastern-most team in the Western Conference – faced a travel hardship beyond what most clubs could comprehend.

The Blue Jackets will play only 14 games outside the Eastern Time Zone this season, compared with 29 games in 2011-12, the last full season. They’ll make only two trips to the Pacific Time Zone this season, instead of four or five.

And there are other benefits ...

Continue Reading 
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Jul 17, 2013

Horton Has Surgery

Blue Jackets right winger Nathan Horton had shoulder surgery this morning in Boston, the club announced, repairing a chronically injured left shoulder that was dislocated during Game 2 of the Stanley Cup Final vs. Chicago.

Horton had the surgery done by Dr. Jon Warner at the Boston Shoulder Institute at Masschusetts General Hospital.

“Nathan’s surgery went very well and he is expected to make a full recovery after completing his rehabilitation program,” Blue Jackets GM Jarmo Kekalainen said.

The typical recovery for an injury of this extent is 4 to 6 months, meaning Horton would be likely to return anywhere between mid-November and mid-January.

Horton signed a seven-year, $37.1 million contract with the Blue Jackets on July 5, the first day of NHL free agency.

-- Aaron Portzline

aportzline@dispatch.com

twitter: @aportzline
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Jul 16, 2013

Geoffrion To Join Jackets

One day after his retirement as an NHL player became public via a breathtaking ESPN article, Blake Geoffrion has begun his post-playing career by joining the Blue Jackets as a pro scout.

The Blue Jackets also announced the hiring of Bob Halkidis as pro scout and Marshall Davidson as amateur scout.

Geoffrion, 25, suffered a depressed skull fracture while playing for the AHL's Hamilton Bulldogs on Nov. 9, 2012. He has not skated competitively since, and was told by doctors he should not play again.

"It's definitely tough to think about never playing again," Geoffrion said. "But it's bittersweet, because I'm excited about this, the next chapter, the next opportunity. I can't wait to get started. I've always followed depth charts, and I've always kept track of the players in this league, what they can and can't do. It's definitely a passion of mine, and I'm excited to join the Blue Jackets."

Geoffrion's grandfather was Bernie "Boom Boom" Geoffrion; his great grandfather was Howie Morenz, both NHL Hall of Famers. In 55 NHL games with Nashville and Montreal, Blake Geoffrion had 8-5-13.

Continue Reading 
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Jul 16, 2013

NHL Schedule & More Could Be Revealed on Wednesday

The NHL hopes to release its league-wide schedule on Wednesday, but the key word attached to that plan is "tentative." It's always a big day when the league releases the 1,230-game slate, but there's more riding this year than ever.

Believe it or not, the NHL has publicly confirmed its participation in the 2014 Winter Olympics in Sochi, Russia. Yes, Team USA has already announced its GM (David Poile, Nashville) and coach (Dan Bylsma, Pittsburgh), and there's no way those guys would be planning to take off for Russia if an NHL season was ongoing. But, the NHL hasn't formally announced its plans.

Once the schedule comes out, the NHL's participation will be revealed because there will be a 16-day break in the middle of the season.

Other dominoes to fall when the schedule comes out:

Continue Reading 
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Jul 15, 2013

Savard Signs 1-Year Deal

Defenseman David Savard has signed a one-year, two-way contract with the Blue Jackets, the club announced. He is likely targeted for a fourth season with AHL Springfield, but will be on the short-list of call-ups to the Blue Jackets if a wave of injuries strikes.

Savard, 22, was a third-round pick (No. 94 overall) in 2009. In four games for Columbus last season, Savard had no points and a minus-3 rating. With the minor-league club in Springfield, he had 5-26-31 and a plus-12 rating in 60 games.

So far in his career, Savard has struggled to secure a spot on the Blue Jackets' defense. Last season, ...

Continue Reading 
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Jul 11, 2013

Devo Camp, Day 3

The Blue Jackets' development camp ended today for skaters with the dreaded skating tests. Split into two groups, goaltenders included, the players were put through grueling skating drills to measure their endurance, strength and acceleration.

It's a good day to be a fan or a sports writer.

"Yeah, it gets to the end there and you're legs are so heavy it feels like you can't get moving," said center Alex Wennberg, the Blue Jackets' No. 14 overall pick late last month. "But it was good. Not as bad as the (NHL scouting) combine, because I've done this drill before, so you know what to expect."

Players will get their "numbers" and go over the details before they leave.

"I feel like I did better than I've ever done," said Boone Jenner, who is taking part in his third developement camp. "But it's kind of cool to compare what you've done in previous years, see where you've gotten better and where you still need the work."

The Blue Jackets prospects will spend time ...

The Blue Jackets prospects will spend time in a kitchen tonight -- that's right, a kitchen -- to learn the ins and outs of healthy cooking. (Their moms would be so proud.) For many of them, tomorrow is get-away day.

Goalies, however, are sticking around for an intense day of drills with Blue Jackets goaltending coach Ian Clark.

"I feel like I learned some things, yes, and I'm always trying to take a little something here or there that can make me better," Wennberg said. "This is the NHL. It's the best coaches in the world."

Side dishes:

-- It's unclear if Wennberg will come back to North America this fall, either for the Prospect's Tournament in Traverse City, Mich., or for NHL training camp. His agent will meet with Blue Jackets GM Jarmo Kekalainen at some point this summer, he said, and determine a course of action. It's almost certain that Wennberg will spend another year in the Swedish Elite League, which starts earlier than the NHL.

-- As of Tuesday, Kekalainen said the Blue Jackets have not begun contract talks with any of their first-round draft picks -- Wennberg, Kerby Rychel, or Marko Dano. No hurry, really, but NHL teams are signing their first-round picks quickly -- Seth Jones with Nashville, Jonathan Drouin of Tampa Bay, Valeri Nichuschkin of Dallas, etc.

-- With his summer classes having ended on Wednesday, Blue Jackets prospect T.J. Tynan made his way from South Bend to Nationwide Arena to join the final day of camp.

-- D Gianluca Curcuruto has sat out the last two days after suffering a minor injury in Tuesday's session.

-- Aaron Portzline

aportzline@dispatch.com

twitter: @aportzline
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Jul 10, 2013

2013 Preseason Schedule

The 2013 Blue Jackets preseason schedule:

Sept. 15: vs. Pittsburgh, 6 p.m.

Sept. 17: vs. Buffalo, 7 p.m. AND @ Minnesota, 8 p.m.*

Sept. 18: @ Carolina, 7 p.m.

Sept. 21: @ Pittsburgh, 4 p.m.

Sept. 23: vs. Minnesota, 7 p.m.

Sept. 25: @ Buffalo, 7 p.m.

Sept. 26: vs. Carolina, 7 p.m.

* - split-squad game

-- Aaron Portzline

aportzline@dispatch.com

twitter: @aportzline
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Jul 10, 2013

Cannon Fodder podcast | Draft picks, signings and skating tests

After covering the draft and a couple key CBJ signings, the Dispatch hockey writers are ready for summer vacation. But not before one last podcast for the season.

Continue Reading 
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Jul 10, 2013

Devo Camp, Day 2

Trent Vogelhuber has played a grand total of 63 pro hockey games, but this week, at development camp, he is the most grizzled of veterans.

Vogelhuber, a seventh-round pick of the Blue Jackets in 2007 and four-year letterwinner at Miami University, is attending his sixth consecutive development camp. The Dublin product has participated every July since 2008. The camp, conducted in part to introduce teenage prospects to pro hockey, isn’t really designed for older players such as Vogelhuber, who will turn 25 on Saturday.

But Vogelhuber, who spent his first full year as a pro with AHL Springfield and ECHL Evansville last season,  happily accepted his invitation.

“My job is hockey,” he said. “I can’t complain about that, no matter what the level.”

For Vogelhuber, camp is chance to take on a leadership role.

“For me, now, it’s a good way for me to be a leader with a lot of younger guys who are looking up to the older guys,” he said. “They’re looking for answers and I can help them out here and there.”

There is plenty to be gleaned from Vogelhuber, who first attended camp during the tenure of Ken Hitchcock in 2008. His roommate that year was now-seasoned New York Ranger Derek Dorsett. Vogelhuber is rooming with second-year camper Gianluca Curcuruto this week.

“I was joking that I could pretty much run the development camp at this point, me and some of the older guys,” Vogelhuber said. “I could do all the weightlifting, the fitness testing, everything. But that’s OK. Experience is not a bad thing. And you meet guys and become good friends with them. A lot of the guys I went to development camp with my first few years I am teammates with now (at Springfield). It helps build that bond for sure.”

Vogelhuber, a forward, joined the Falcons for 27 games last season after beginning the season with ECHL Evansville. He had two goals in eight playoff games with Springfield. The jump from the Coast to the ‘A’, Vogelhuber said, was eye-opening.

“There’s a lot of talent in both leagues, but it’s a matter of guys wanting it more,” said Vogelhuber, who echoed other Falcons teammates in praising the work of coach Brad Larsen and his staff and noted the influence of captain Ryan Craig.

 “It’s more of a team atmosphere (in the AHL). There’s one goal. Everybody wants to win. In the Coast, there wasn’t a whole lot of a team atmosphere. It was good to get back around guys who have the same mindset as me.”

Vogelhuber is splitting his offseason between Columbus and Chicago, where he trains with a group of players that includes several Miami alumni and former Blue Jacket and Chicagoland native John Moore.

He’ll begin skating in Columbus full time in mid-August, although “it’s probably time to get out of my parents’ house,” he said.

Side dishes

--Today’s on-ice agenda included a goalies-only session followed by 90 minutes of full-group work. No drills on Thursday, the final full day of camp. The Jackets will conduct skating tests in two groups from 9 a.m. to Noon.

--Seventh-round pick Peter Quenneville is the second cousin of Blackhawks coach Joel Quenneville. “My dad and Joel, their fathers were brothers,” Quenneville said. Although they aren’t particularly close, Peter Quenneville said his uncle sent him congratulations after he was drafted by the Jackets. Quenneville, from Edmonton, said he is closer to Bruins defenseman Johnny Boychuk, whose brother is married to Quenneville’s aunt. “Over the last four or five years I’ve really got to know him pretty well and I train at the same place he does (in Edmonton),” Quenneville said. “Once he gets back after that long Cup run I’m sure I’ll see him around.”

--Quenneville is a Quinnipiac commitment who will begin his first season of college hockey this fall. Fellow camper Jeremy Langlois signed a free-agent deal with AHL Springfield earlier this month. Langlois, a forward,  capped a four-year Quinnipiac career this spring by helping the Bobcats reach the Frozen Four for the first time in school history. “At points it definitely was (surreal),” said Langlois, who grew up playing roller hockey in Tempe, Ariz.  and is one of only 19 Division I players with 100 or more career points. “ You’d come to the rink and be focusing on practice but you’d also hear that you’re No. 1 or No. 2 in the nation.” Quinnipiac became a Div. I program in 1998 and made its only other NCAA Tournament appearance in 2002. It lost four of its first eight games but finished 30-8-5. It lost to Yale in the national title game.

--Former Ohio State coach Mark Osiecki was hired by the Blackhawks to be an assistant at AHL affiliate Rockford. Osiecki said he had always envisioned coaching pro hockey one day. “You don’t have a lot of the outside influences to deal with,” Osiecki said. “It’s about development and that’s what intrigued me most about the position.”

--Shawn Mitchell

smitchell@dispatch.com

@smitchcd
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Jul 9, 2013

Devo Camp, Day 1

The Blue Jackets had 29 prospects on the ice today for the start of development camp. The 70-minute practice was full of fast-pace drills, and it ended with a bang. Literally.

Defenseman Ilari Melart (6-4, 228) pasted Oliver Bjorkstrand (5-11, 157) into the wall on a 3-on-3 drill, bringing the loudest cheer of the day from the crowd. Bjorkstrand, the No. 89 pick in New Jersey last month, got up quickly and showed no ill effects.

"I think everybody smiled when they saw and heard that hit," said Springfield coach Brad Larsen, who is coaching the prospects. "Well, except one kid."

This is what development camp is -- a series of drills and competitive scrimmages, off-ice seminars and meetings and team meals, all meant to build camraderie and give the young ones an idea of what life in the NHL would be like.

It's very difficult to evaluate anybody, because 1) they're practice drills, and 2) the range of age is dramatic. There are 25 years old (Melart and others) who have played pro hockey for a few years, and there are teenagers who have been Blue Jackets for less than two weeks.

"It's good to get everybody together ...

and show them what we're about," Kekalainen said. "We want this to be work and fun and educational. It's a real good chance in the middle of summer to inform and compete."

For fans, and probably the prospects, the most intriguing exercise was the 3-on-3 drill at the end. Kerby Rychel, the No. 19 overall pick last month, scored two snipey goals to steal the show. This kid had 40 goals in back-to-back seasons with the Windsor Spitfires of the Ontario Hockey League. The son of a fearsome NHL fighter (Warren Rychel), Kerby is able to score and scrap.

Melart is also worth watching. The comparison between Melart, a Finn, and former Blue Jackets defenseman Ole-Kristian Tollefsen, a Norwegian, has been made a few times since the Jackets signed Melart earlier this summer.

They may play a similar style -- train on the tracks, don't touch my teammates, and don't open your mouth -- but to stand next to Melart is to recognize a key difference between he and Tollefsen.

Melart is much bigger than Tollefsen, both height and weight. This guy arrived in Columbus on Saturday, and is still getting used to the time change.

"I went to bed at 2 and woke up at, like, 5 this morning," Melart said. "I think all of the European guys are struggling with it right now.

"But I've spent some time walking around the city. It's great. So beautiful."

Side dishes:

-- Two absences: defenseman Will Weber (rib) and forward T.J. Tynan (summer classes). Apparently, Weber has been bothered by the rib pull since the end of the playoffs in AHL Springfield.

-- The Blue Jackets have rounded out their amateur scouting staff with the hiring of Ville Siren, head of amateur scouting, and Josef Boumedienne, European amateur scout, on Monday. On the organizational depth chart, Siren and director of amateur scouting Paul Castron are equals.

-- Look for the Blue Jackets to round out their pro scouting staff in the next few days.

-- Wednesday's schedule: Goaltenders, 9:30 to 10:15 a.m. | Skaters, goaltenders, 10:30 to noon.

-- Aaron Portzline

aportzline@dispatch.com

twitter: @aportzline
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Jul 8, 2013

Siren, Boumedienne Join CBJ

The Blue Jackets hired former NHL defenseman Ville Siren as head amateur scout yesterday, making him the latest to leave the St. Louis Blues for the Jackets. Siren spent the last nine years as a scout for the Blues, most of those under the direction of Jarmo Kekalainen, who is now the Blue Jackets general manager.

The Blue Jackets also hired former NHL defenseman Josef Boumedienne as an amateur scout in Europe.

“Ville and Josef bring extensive knowledge and experience to our scouting department,” Kekalainen said in a statement.  “Both had long and successful playing careers in North America and Europe, and Ville has scouted extensively all over the world for the past 10 years. We believe they will be outstanding additions to our organization.”

Just last week the Blue Jackets parted way with Tyler Wright, who had been co-director of amateur scouting. Wright was offered a “different role within the organization,” Kekalainen said, and he opted to leave rather than accept it.

-- Aaron Portzline

aportzline@dispatch.com

twitter: aportzline
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Jul 8, 2013

Devo Camp: Draft Pick Primer

Thirty-one players, including all eight of those drafted by the Blue Jackets last week, will participate in the team’s summer development camp beginning Tuesday in the Ice Haus. (Yes, it’s open to the public. Yes, it’s free).

Continue Reading 

  Posted by Shawn Mitchell on Jul 8, 2013 | 1 Comments 


Jul 7, 2013

St. Denis Signs 1-Year Deal

The Blue Jackets continued fortifying their minor-league club in Springfield, signing defenseman Frederic St. Denis to a one-year, two-way contract today.

St. Denis, 27, has spent the last four seasons in the Montreal Canadiens organization, mostly with AHL Hamilton. In 263 games with the Bulldogs during that span, he had 19-69-88 and a plus-27 rating. He played 17 games in the NHL with Montreal, totaling 1-2-3 with a plus-3 rating.

The 5-11, 192-pound defenseman competed in the AHL All-Star Game in 2011-12 and was named the Bulldogs’ Top Defenseman for 2010-11.

-- Aaron Portzline

aportzline@dispatch.com

twitter: @aportzline
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Jul 6, 2013

Skille Added For Depth

The Blue Jackets have signed center Jack Skille to a one-year, two-way contract, a depth move that will likely provide a big boost to the Jackets' minor-league affiliated in Springfield, Mass. The signing was first reported by TSN; the Blue Jackets have not yet confirmed the signing.

Skille, the No. 7 overall pick in the 2005 NHL draft, has spent the last three seasons in the NHL, with Chicago and Florida. Last season, in 40 games with the Panthers, the 26-year-old had three goals, nine assists, 11 penalty minutes and a minus-9 rating.

In 178 career NHL games, he has 20 goals, 29 assists, 73 penalty minutes and a minus-32 rating.

Earlier today, the Blue Jackets signed defenseman Patrick McNeill to a one-year, two-way contract. MacNeill, 26, was a fourth-round pick (No. 118 overall of Washington in the 2005 draft, and has spent his entire career in the Capitals' organization.

He has spent the last six seasons as a point-producing defenseman in the AHL, but has never played a game in the NHL.

-- Aaron Portzline

aportzline@dispatch.com

twitter: @aportzline
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Jul 6, 2013

CBJ ... A 'Cap' Team?

The Blue Jackets' signing of free agent winger Nathan Horton on Friday pushed their salary cap number for the 2013-14 season up to $66.1 million, roughly $1.8 million above the NHL's salary cap. Those numbers are stunning -- only reckless Philadelphia, at $68.1 million, has a higher number -- but they deserve some explanations.

First off, the Blue Jackets are not "over" the salary cap. The $66.1 million number is deceiving. They actually have roughly $2.7 million available to spend under the cap, which is why they're considering re-signing Vinny Prospal or adding another free agent for a modest salary in the coming weeks.

Here's why:

The $66.1 million figure represents a figure that includes three players on entry-level contracts whose cap hits are inflated by performance bonuses. Defensemen Ryan Murray ($2.6M in potential bonuses) and Tim Erixon ($850,000), and forward Ryan Johansen ($1.075M) all have significant bonuses written into their contracts. They total $4.525 million. That's money beyond their base pay.

Now, that $4.525 million counts against the salary cap figure until such time that the players are mathematically eliminated from achieving the bonuses. But ... the NHL salary cap has an allowance in this new collective bargaining agreement that allows teams to go over the salary cap because of performance bonuses, a little breathing room.

There is a cap on the amount a team can ...

Continue Reading 
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Jul 5, 2013

Horton: "This Feels Like Home"

The Blue Jackets may have benefitted greatly from the NHL's two-day "recruiting" window before free agency opened at noon today. Nathan Horton, who was looking for a quieter, more spacious city to call home, traveled to Columbus on Wednesday, took a 36-hour of the city and started to get a vibe for the place.

"It felt like home right away," Horton said.

It will be. For at least the next seven years.

Horton signed a seven-year, $37.1 million contract with the Blue Jackets, the largest contract handed out today in a hectic first-day of free agency.

"I’m thankful for my opportunity in Boston. Very thankful," said Horton, who played in two Stanley Cup finals in three seasons with the Bruins. "I met a lot great people, had great teammates, had a great time there. I just think, to be in a city like this is a great opportunity for me and my family ... to be able to be in a house, be a little bit more quiet. That’s what we were looking for. The opportunity for that is here.

"This feels like home. They even have Tim Horton's here."

Horton's deal will pay him $5 million this coming season, then $6 million ...

Continue Reading 
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Jul 5, 2013

Horton Signs With Jackets

The Blue Jackets have landed arguably the biggest free agent in franchise history, signing forward Nathan Horton to a seven-year contract today, The Dispatch has learned.

Horton, the No. 3 ranked free agent available according to TSN, is a quintessential power forward, able to play center or right wing with a large frame (6-3, 230) and a forceful style of play.

The Blue Jackets, under first-year general manager Jarmo Kekalainen, were very aggressive in pursuing Horton, welcoming him to town for at least a one-day visit this week so he could get a taste of the city and its neighborhood.

Horton fits the two needs the Blue Jakets have defined since last season ended only one point short of the Stanley Cup playoffs: a scoring forward who could boost their offense and maintain the forceful, energetic style of play that emerged during a 19-5-5 run to finish the season.

One drawback: He could miss the first two or three months of the season (at least) after suffering a dislocated shoulder during the Stanley Cup playoffs. His former club, the Boston Bruins, lost in six games to the Chicago Blackhawks.

Still, his signing is a major coup for the Blue Jackets ...

Continue Reading 
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Jul 5, 2013

NHL Free Agent List

NEW YORK (July 5, 2013) -- The National Hockey League today released a list of players who are restricted free agents under Group 2, unrestricted free agents under Group 3 and Group 6 and unrestricted free agents by virtue of not receiving a qualifying offer.

Some of these players may recently have signed with their respective Clubs; however, their contracts had not yet been filed with the League.

FREE AGENTS SUBJECT TO COMPENSATION AND RIGHT TO MATCH - GROUP 2

The players listed below have been tendered a qualifying offer by their respective Clubs and are subject to draft-choice compensation and right to match. The draft choice compensation scale is based on compensation offered by the new Club:

OFFER                      COMPENSATION

$1,110,249 or below        None

Over $1,110,249 to $1,682,194 Third-round choice

Over $1,682,194 to $3,364,391 Second-round choice

Over $3,364,391 to $5,046,585 First-round and third-round choice

Over $5,046,585 to $6,728,781 First-round, second-round and third-round

choice

Over $6,728,781 to $8,410,976 Two first-round choices, one second- and one

third-round choice

Over $8,410,976            Four first-round choices

ANAHEIM

Matt Beleskey, Mat Clark, Alex Grant, Kyle Palmieri.

BOSTON

Carter Camper, Jordan Caron, Kevan Miller, Tuukka Rask.

BUFFALO

Luke Adam, Nick Crawford, Brian Flynn, Matt Hackett, Cody Hodgson.

CALGARY

Mikael Backlund, Carter Bancks, Christopher Breen, T.J. Brodie, Chris Butler, Paul Byron, Mark Cundari, Greg Nemisz.

CAROLINA ...
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Jul 5, 2013

CBJ Target Horton, Clarkson

The Blue Jackets are hoping to be big players today when NHL free agency dawns at noon. They have targeted two players -- Nathan Horton of the Boston Bruins and David Clarkson of the New Jersey Devils -- who are among the best players available.

Horton visited Columbus on Wednesday. (Actually, he may have spent a few days in Columbus, but only Wednesday with the Blue Jackets.) He is believed to be target No. 1, a power forward with two trips to the Stanley Cup Final on his resume. However, he won't be ready for training camp and possibly the first couple months of the season because he needs shoulder surgery.

Clarkson's visit to Columbus was reported this morning by TSN's Bob McKenzie. Neither the Blue Jackets nor Clarkson's agent, Pat Morris, would confirm the visit to The Dispatch, but McKenzie is the gold standard in NHL scoops. Believe it.

The Blue Jackets are intent on landing an impactful forward, be it Horton or Clarkson, but they won't come cheap. Both players will command six or more years and upwards of $6 million per season.

The Jackets have made it clear for months ...

Continue Reading 
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Jul 3, 2013

Source: Horton Was Here

Forward Nathan Horton, one of the top NHL free agents available this summer, was in Columbus today to visit with the Blue Jackets and tour Nationwide Arena, The Dispatch has learned.

The Blue Jackets were among the first NHL clubs to take advantage of a two-day window in which players can visit and negotiate with clubs. The two sides can agree to terms, but no contracts can be signed until Friday.

Horton's agent, Paul Krepelka, confirmed that Horton was in Columbus today and will leave tomorrow morning. He did not want to comment further.

The Blue Jackets apparently wanted first dibs at Horton, it only makes sense.

Horton, 6-2, 230 pounds, is a power forward in the classic sense. He plays a rough-and-tumble game that could give the Blue Jackets the scoring boost they desperately want, while maintaining their competitive, hard-to-play-against club that emerged late last season.

In 591 NHL games with Boston (169) and Florida (422), Horton has 198 goals ...
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Jul 3, 2013

Inside The Notebook, 7/3

Our bi-monthly outpouring of notes, insights, analysis, etc., gleaned from recent events:

-- As of midnight last night, the Blue Jackets and all NHL clubs could begin wooing free agents. This will not be a "pro recruiting" spectacle like it is in the NBA, but the next two days will involve teams trying to impress the big-ticket players into paying a visit and, ultimately, signing a contract. No contracts can be signed until Friday, but they can be agreed upon in advance.

-- The Blue Jackets are looking for one scoring forward. The resigning of Blake Comeau (1 year, $1 million) on Monday fills out the candidates for the bottom two lines. Now it's time to work on the top six, and it almost boils down to being this simple: if the Blue Jackets land a free agent, it's highly unlikely Vinny Prospal will return. If they swing and they miss, maybe they turn their eyes back to Prospal. But it's important to remember that Prospal is an unrestricted free agent. He wants to stay in Columbus. But, if he gets an NHL offer from another club, pretty sure he won't pass. Not at this juncture.

-- Who's on the list? Well, a large line forms behind David Clarkson, a late-blooming power forward. He reportedly is looking for $6 million per season on a very long-term contract, which might be too right for most teams. Not that they aren't willing to spend that kind of money -- c'mon, it's pro sports! -- but they might not deem Clarkson to be worth it. He came into the league as a fighter, found his scoring touch in year three and scored 30 goals one season ago. Teams know they're getting "tough," but who can say what kind of production they're getting? Is the 30-goal outburst an anomaly?

-- Many have pegged Red Wings winger Valtteri Filppula ...
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Jul 2, 2013

Comeau Signs 1-Year Contract

The Blue Jackets have signed winger Blake Comeau to a one-year contract extension worth $1 million. Acquired at the April 3 trade deadline, Comeau had 2-3-5, six penalty minutes and a plus-5 rating with Columbus in the season's final months.

“Blake is a dependable two-way forward who combines physical play with ability in the offensive zone,” Blue Jakets GM Jarmo Kekalainen said. “We liked what we saw from him at the end of last season as he fit in very well with our team and we’re pleased to have signed him to this extension.”

More to follow.

-- Aaron Portzline

aportzline@dispatch.com

twitter: @aportzline
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Jul 2, 2013

Devo Camp Takes Shape

The Blue Jackets' annual development camp for prospects will run July 9-13 in OhioHealth Ice Haus, attached to Nationwide Arena, the club announced today. All eight of the club's draft picks on Sunday, as well as top prospects Ryan Murray (D) and Boone Jenner (C) will participate.

The on-ice sessions, which are free and open to the public:

Tuesday, July 9: 3:30 to 5 p.m.

Wednesday, July 10: 9:30 to 10:15 a.m. (goalies); 10:30 a.m. to noon (skaters)

Thursday, July 11: 9 to 10:30 a.m. (group 1 skating test); 10:30 a.m. to noon (group 2 skating test)

Skaters will have exit interviews and physicals on Friday, while Blue Jackets' goaltending prospects will remain for two extra days of camp with coach Ian Clark.

AHL Springfield coach Brad Larsen and assistant coaches Nolan Pratt ...
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Jul 1, 2013

Wright Leaving Jackets

Only hours after completing his second draft as the Blue Jackets' co-director of amateur scouting, Tyler Wright is moving on from the NHL club he's known both as a player and an executive.

Sources told The Dispatch that Wright was offered a different role within the organization either Sunday after the draft or early today, but declined to accept a new role. He had been a member of the Blue Jackets' hockey operations staff for six years, the last two as co-director of amateur scouting with Paul Castron.

"Tyler has done a lot for this organization, both as a player and in the front office," Kekalainen said. "These aren't easy decisions. But he had to do what he felt was best for him, and so he made the decision."

Wright has not returned messages from The Dispatch seeking comment. He did issue a statement through the club.

“Leaving the organization was a difficult decision, but I feel that it is the right time for me to move on. I have a great deal of respect for the McConnell family (ownership), the Blue Jackets and all of the people I have worked with over the years and have nothing but great memories about my time with the organization.”

Wright was a key part of the scrappy, inaugural team in 2000. His passionate ...
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Jul 1, 2013

Bob's Deal Is Done

It's official: the Blue Jackets have signed goaltender Sergei Bobrovsky to a two-year, $11.25 million contract. The deal, which carries a $5.625 salary cap, was signed, sealed and delivered this morning after 3 1/2 months of negotiating.

"It's a relief, absolutely," Blue Jackets GM Jarmo Kekalainen said. "He's a great goalie. We need a great goalie. Every team that wants to have success needs a great goalie."

Contract talks seemed on the verge of turning ugly during the day on Saturday, but much progress was made through the night and into the late morning Sunday. The Dispatch reported shortly after noon that the two sides had agreed to terms.

The signing of Bobrovsky now gives the Blue Jackets a clear picture of their budget heading into free agency. After holding on to all their picks at Sunday's NHL Draft, the Blue Jackets will attempt to boost their offense by adding a scoring forward.

"We're going to be fine," Kekalainen said. "We're going to do ...
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Jul 1, 2013

No Big Deals, But Jackets Thrilled With Draft

The Blue Jackets walked out of Prudential Center last nightdelighted by the players they selected with their three first-round draft picks in the 2013 NHL draft.

Forwards Alexander Wennberg (No. 14), Kerby Rychel (No. 19) and Marko Dano (No. 27) are expected to provide scoring punch and, in Rychel’s case, old-fashioned punches when they’re deemed NHL-ready in a couple seasons.

And yet like so many other NHL clubs, there was a small sense of deflation when the evening ended. For all the trade talk involving star players, there was only limited action.

The Blue Jackets, who’d hoped to boost their lineup with a scoring forward, will now turn their sights to free agency, which opens on Friday.

“Surprised, yes,” Blue Jackets general manager Jarmo Kekalainen said. “There was some talk about moving a pick for a player in the first round. There was a lot of talk about this, a lot of discussions in the days leading up.

“But every time we asked, the answer was ‘no’, and we really liked a player ...

Continue Reading 
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Jul 1, 2013

Draft Capsules

A capsulized look at the eight players selected by the Blue Jackets today:

C Alexander Wennberg

Pick: First round, No. 14

Vitals: 6-1, 190 (shoots left)

Birthplace: Stockholm, Sweden

Last season: 14 goals and 18 assists in 46 games for Djurgarden of the Swedish second division

The skinny: Playmaking forward who can play all three positions with skill, speed and savvy. … Not the strongest or most physical of forwards but is an impressive finisher. … Projected as a pure offensive forward who expects to play in the Swedish Elite League this season if he does not make the team out of training camp. …Led Djurgardens with four game-winning goals last season. … Ranked No. 5 among European skaters by NHL Central Scouting.

Continue Reading 
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Jun 30, 2013

CBJ, Bobrovsky Agree In Principle On 2-Year Deal

The biggest story of the Blue Jackets’ day at the NHL draft yesterday may have been the player they kept, not the players they added.

Sources told The Dispatch last night that the Jackets and goaltender Sergei Bobrovsky agreed to terms on a two-year contract, and that the deal could be made official late last night following the draft.

The contract is expected to pay Bobrovsky in the neighborhood of $5 million per season. He will still be a restricted free agent when it expires.

Neither Blue Jackets goaltender Kekalainen nor Bobrovsky’s agent, Paul Theofanous, would confirm that a contract had been reached, but when asked if a deal was immiment, Kelalainen smiled and said: “I’m very optimistic.”

Blue Jackets president of hockey operations John Davidson said: “It’s a relief that we’re close. If you don’t have goalie, you have problems. Happy hunting if you don’t have a guy who can stop the puck.”

It marked a dramatic about-face in the tenor and direction of the talks.

As of Saturday, Bobrovsky’s camp...
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Jun 30, 2013

Jackets' first-round picks

NO. 14

C ALEXANDER WENNBERG

Vitals: 18 years old, 6-2, 183 pounds

Last season: 14 goals and 18 assists in 46 games for Djurgardens of the Swedish second division

The skinny: The playmaking forward can play all three positions with speed, skill and savvy. ...  A Swede with decent size who turned heads in his first season as a pro. ... Is slated to remain in Sweden and play for Frolunda in the Elite League next season unless he makes the big club out of training camp.

NO. 19

LW KERBY RYCHEL

Vitals: 18, 6-1, 200 pounds

Last season: 40 goals and 47 assists in 68 games for Windsor of the OHL

The skinny: Coming off back-to-back, 40-goal seasons, the Los Angeles-born Rychel isn’t afraid of the rough areas of the ice. … A scorer with skill and the ability to open up the ice for his linemates. … 87 PIM last season. … Shot is lethal. ... Son of former NHL forward and Windsor part-owner and GM Warren Rychel.

NO. 27

C MARKO DANO

Vitals: 18, 5-11, 182 pounds

Last season: 3 goals and 4 assists in 37 games for Slovan Bratislava of the KHL

The skinny: Probably a first-round reach, he was ranked No. 81 overall by ISS and No. 12 among European skaters by Central Scouting. … A playmaker who skates well and has plenty of skill but needs consistency. … An Austrian-born Slovak who led Slovakia with nine points in six games at the World Juniors and had one goal and one assists in five games at the senior Worlds this spring.
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Jun 29, 2013

Blue Jackets In Talks For Perron, Seguin

The 2013 NHL Draft is now less than 24 hours away, and it's difficult to recall a draft weekend that has presented this much intrigue. The draft order itself is a mystery, from the top of the board all the way into the second round of what many consider the deepest draft in a decade. But swirling about is a long list of impact players who could be on the move this weekend in Newark, N.J.

Kris Letang. David Perron. Tyler Seguin. Nathan Horton. Cory Schneider. Mike Cammalleri. Alex Edler, Dave Bolland. Tim Thomas. All could be on the move, and we're just getting started.

Sources confirmed to The Dispatch late Saturday that the Blue Jackets have had discussions with the Blues regarding a trade that would bring Perron to the Columbus. Perron was drafted by Blue Jackets GM Jarmo Kekalainen in 2007.

The Jackets have also contacted the Boston Bruins regarding Seguin. Kekalainen would ...
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Jun 28, 2013

Richards Extended One Year

The Blue Jackets have signed coach Todd Richards to a one-year contract extension, securing his spot with the club through 2014-15.

Richards is 42-38-9 with the Blue Jackets since taking over midway through the 2011-12 season. The Jackets finished this season on a 19-5-5 run – the best stretch in franchise history – but missed the playoffs by a single point.

“Well, I’m thrilled, to say the least,” Richards told The Dispatch today. “I’m thrilled to be a part of this organization, and I’m excited – really excited – about the direction it’s headed.”

Richards joined the Blue Jackets before the 2011-12 season as an assistant on Scott Arniel’s staff, but was promoted after Arniel was fired 41 games into the season. It was a massive clean-up effort.

In the months that followed, captain Rick Nash was traded, president of hockey operations John Davidson was hired, and general manager Jarmo Kekalainen was hired after previous GM Scott Howson was fired.

“A lot of things have happened over those 89 games. Lots of things,” Richards said. “Where we were at when I came in almost two years ago – from the players all the way up to management – there have been huge changes … and in the right direction.

“The way we played last season – not the first third ...

Continue Reading 

  Posted by Aaron Portzline on Jun 28, 2013 | 4 Comments 


Jun 28, 2013

Acton Leaving For Oilers

After one season as an assistant coach on Todd Richards' staff with the Blue Jackets, Keith Acton is leaving to become associate coach with the Edmonton Oilers. The Blue Jackets announced the move this morning.

"I'm really happy for him," Richards told The Dispatch this morning. "It's another opportunity for him, and it's moving up (to associate). It's more responsibility, but he deserves it.

"But on the other side, I'm disappointed, because he made our organization, our team, better. It's going to be tough to fill that spot, not only from a professional standpoint but on a personal level. As a staff we all got along great."

Acton is heading into his 20th season as an NHL coach, having worked as an assistant with Philadelphia, the New York Rangers, Toronto and Columbus. This is his second stint as an associate coach (Philadelphia, 1994-98).

He handled the Blue Jackets' forwards and ...

Continue Reading 

  Posted by Aaron Portzline on Jun 28, 2013 | 3 Comments 


Jun 27, 2013

Bobrovsky Talks Stall

It's looking increasingly likely that the Blue Jackets and goaltender Sergei Bobrovsky will reach July 1 (Monday) without a new contract for the Vezina Trophy winner. For that matter, it could drag into free agency on July 5, too.

Blue Jackets GM Jarmo Kekalainen and Bobrovsky's agent, Paul Theofanous, met Wednesday in New York and had a phone conversation this morning. All indications are that no progress is being made, that the process may have even headed backward this morning.

There are no plans, as of now, to meet again.

Things can change quickly, of course. One phone call can change everything, but all signs suggest that this negotiation is more than one phone call from being settled. The Blue Jackets are in New York in advance of Sunday's NHL Draft in New Jersey, and Theofanous is based in New Jersey, so the two sides could easily get together in the next couple of days.

The educated guess is that the two sides are at least $1.5 million apart per year on a two-year deal. They may also be discussing a four-year deal, which would carry Bobrovsky one year into unrestricted free agency.

Why is Monday a deadline? Technically, that's when Bobrovsky's contractual obligation ends with the Blue Jackets, although the club does maintain his rights. On that date, Bobrovsky is free to negotiation with league's outside the NHL, which, in this case, means Russia.

If Bobrovsky remains unsigned into next month, the Blue ...
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Jun 27, 2013

Cannon Fodder podcast | Blue Jackets brain trust facing a challenging weekend

The Dispatch hockey writers talk about the Stanley Cup, possible Blue Jackets draft moves, contract negotiations with Sergei Bobrovsky and more in this episode.

Continue Reading 
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Jun 26, 2013

NHL Draft Order, All Rounds

The National Hockey League announced today the order of selection for the 2013 NHL Draft, which will take place Sunday, June 30, at Prudential Center in Newark, N.J:

 ---

ROUND 1

 1. Colorado

 2. Florida

 3. Tampa Bay

 4. Nashville

 5. Carolina

 6. Calgary

 7. Edmonton

 8. Buffalo

 9. New Jersey

 10. Dallas

 11. Philadelphia

 12. Phoenix

 13. Winnipeg

14. Columbus

 15. NY Islanders

 16. Buffalo (from Min.)

 17. Ottawa

 18. Detroit

19. Columbus (from NYR)

 20. San Jose

 21. Toronto

 22. Calgary (from StL)

 23. Washington

 24. Vancouver

 25. Montreal

 26. Anaheim

27. Columbus (from LA)

 28. Calgary (from Pit.)

 29. Dallas (from Bos.)

 30. Chicago

ROUND 2

...
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Jun 26, 2013

Anisimov Signs 3-Year Deal

The Blue Jackets have signed center Artem Anisimov to a three-year, $9.85 million contract, preventing one of their most versatile, promising forwards from becoming a restricte free agent on July 5.

Anisimov, 25, will make $2.75 million this coming season, followed by $3.1 million in 2014-15 and $4 million in 2015-16. His salary cap figure will be $3.283, and the trade does not include any no-move or no-trade restrictions.

"Artem is still young player. He's coming into his prime now with this contract," Blue Jackets GM Jarmo Kekalainen said. "The question for him is the same question with a lot of our young players: How bad do you want it?

"There's a notch up he can still go to become an elite player. You see it in moments now. We're hoping he makes that leap into an absolute elite in this league, because we think he has that ability."

Anisimov had 11 goals, seven assists and 18 points in 35 games with the Blue Jackets last season. He led the club in even-strength goals (10), shootout goals (four) and shooting percentage (16.2). He also won 249 faceoffs, good for third on the club.

Those numbers could climb significantly ...
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Jun 25, 2013

Bob Faces Tough Decision

In the 614 and 740 area codes, it's easy to see the ongoing contract talks between the Blue Jackets and goaltender Sergei Bobrovsky from a purely CBJ perspective. This guy has had one good season, one bad season and one great season, and now he wants to break the bank?

But to hover above the situation -- to view it in its entirety -- presents an intriguing scenario, one that suggests Bobrovsky is in the midst of something that is at once wonderful and difficult. He has at least two great choices in front of him, but he can't have them both/all.

The KHL can offer Bobrovsky big money. Make that huge money. Make that hyoodge money, reportedly $10 million per season. Alexandre Medvedev is president of the KHL, and he also owns and runs the St. Petersburg SKA franchise. He's also deputy director of Gazprom, the largest extractor of natural gas in the world (17 percent of all reserves) and one of the largest companies in the world.

Financially speaking, Medvedev springing for Bobrovsky is the rest of us grabbing a loaf of bread.

Bobrovsky is human. He would no doubt love the money. But just as big for a young Russian goaltender would be the opportunity to play in the Olympics, and that's something else the KHL can help provide. Medvedev, who could buy the Olympics if he wanted, strongly hinted that Bobrovsky's return to Russia could grease the skids to Sochi.

To most Russians, an Olympic gold medal surpasses even the Stanley Cup. ...
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Jun 24, 2013

"This Is Classic Jarmo"

Blue Jackets GM Jarmo Kekalainen has always been a hardcore workout fiend. He's run six marathons and scads of 10Ks and 5Ks. He weighs less today than he did at the end of his playing career in 1995. He does some significant form of workout at least five days a week.

"It's how I clear my head," Kekalainen said. "I come up with some of my best ideas when I'm running or exercising."

But Kekalainen has taken on a new challenge this summer.

Blue Jackets strength and conditioning coach Kevin Collins provided each of the players with an off-season workout routine before they left Nationwide Arena in late April. He printed off a copy for the GM, too, who insists he's not - at age 47 - considering a comeback.

"This is classic Jarmo," Blue Jackets president of hockey operations John Davidson said. "He's always been a workout guy, but this is jumping in with both feet, understanding what the whole program is about. Not that any of our guys would try to pull the wool over anybody's eyes -- we've got a real good group of guys here -- but there's no chance of it now, because the GM knows exactly what the program is.

"It sends a message. There's no doubt it sends a message."
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Jun 21, 2013

Bobrovsky Talks Not Moving

Blue Jackets GM Jarmo Kekalainen met with Sergei Bobrovsky's agent on Wednesday in Boston, the latest negotiation toward signing Bobrovsky to a new contract.

Asked if any progress was made with agent Paul Theofanous, Kekalainen said: "I wouldn't say that, no. It was pretty much the same stuff we went through last time (we talked)."

Bobrovsky, 24, can be a restricted free agent on July 5. The Blue Jackets would prefer to get him under contract before that day, eliminating the risk of an offer sheet from the other 29 teams.

Perhaps a bigger threat is Russia's KHL, which wouldn't have to wait until July 5. As of 12:01 a.m. on July 1, Bobrovsky's obligation to the Blue Jackets expires. He would be free to sign with a KHL club, or any team in Europe, for that matter. Reports in Russia have St. Petersburg SKA ready to make a monster offer.

Further, Bobrovsky has arbitration rights should he remain unsigned into next month. That process tends to favor players.

Only four months into his NHL GM career, Kekalainen is facing a difficult negotation.

"(Theofanous) has earned the right to negotiate from a good position," ...
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Jun 21, 2013

Bobrovsky Talks Not Moving

Blue Jackets GM Jarmo Kekalainen met with Sergei Bobrovsky's agent on Wednesday in Boston, the latest negotiation toward signing Bobrovsky to a new contract.

Asked if any progress was made with agent Paul Theofanous, Kekalainen said: "I wouldn't say that, no. It was pretty much the same stuff we went through last time (we talked)."

Bobrovsky, 24, can be a restricted free agent on July 5. The Blue Jackets would prefer to get him under contract before that day, eliminating the risk of an offer sheet from the other 29 teams.

Perhaps a bigger threat is Russia's KHL, which wouldn't have to wait until July 5. As of 12:01 a.m. on July 1, Bobrovsky's obligation to the Blue Jackets expires. He would be free to sign with a KHL club, or any team in Europe, for that matter. Reports in Russia have St. Petersburg SKA ready to make a monster offer.

Further, Bobrovsky has arbitration rights should he remain unsigned into next month. That process tends to favor players.

Only four months into his NHL GM career, Kekalainen is facing a difficult negotation.

"(Theofanous) has earned the right to negotiate from a good position," ...
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Jun 17, 2013

Bob-O-Rama: A Collection

Blue Jackets goaltender Sergei Bobrovsky is getting back to work this week, beginning his preparation for the 2013-14 season before even a fine layer of dust can form upon the Vezina Trophy.

Can the NHL's best get better?

"This is not my final stage," Bobrovsky said on Saturday, after accepting the award in Chicago's United Center. "I can still be better."

Bobrovsky and Blue Jackets goaltending coach Ian Clark have identified two specific areas in which Bobrovsky can get better: rebound control off his pads and shootouts.

"The hands and the body are pretty easily manipulated. It’s instinctual,” Clark said. “But rebound control off the pads is typically the most difficult.

“The first objective, obviously, is to stop the puck. But the more times you can leave the puck where you want to leave it off your pads, the better. Look around the league at how goals are scored now. So much of it is the rebound and the scramble. You’d like to avoid the scramble, right?”

Bobrovsky was 4-3 in shootouts this season, stopping 19 of 26 shots (.731). Among NHL goaltenders who faced 20 or more shootout attempts, only three had a higher percentage: Ben Bishop of Ottawa/Tampa Bay (17 of 22, .773), Henrik Lundqvist of the New York Rangers (19 of 25, .760) and Ryan Miller of Buffalo (23 of 31, .742). Boston's Tuukka Rask had the same numbers as Bobrovsky.

"It's not something that was a problem area," Clark said. "He waited out the shooter, had the right depth in net most of the time ... but it's an area where all of today's goaltenders are looking to get better.

"Goaltending is the most important position ...
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Jun 15, 2013

Bobrovsky Wins Vezina

Sergei Bobrovsky, who spearheaded the Blue Jackets’ dramatic two-month drive to the cusp of the Stanley Cup playoffs, was awarded the Vezina Trophy last night as the NHL’s top goaltender.

"This is the greatest accomplishment for me and my team," said Bobrovsky, who was in Chicago's United Center last night to accept the award.

Bobrovsky earned 17 of 30 first-place votes among NHL GMs. He also earned eight second-place votes and one third-place vote, earning 110 points. He did not appear at all on four ballots.

Henrik Lundqvist of the New York Rangers had three first-place votes and finished with 55 points, while San Jose's Antti Niemi had six first-place votes and earned 46 points.

“This is a tremendous moment for Sergei Bobrovsky, and similarly a big moment for our franchise,” Blue Jackets president of hockey operations John Davidson said. “He was outstanding for us this season. Just outstanding.

“He came out of the chute with a little bit inconsistency, but that disappeared, and he became a guy you could count on every day. He set an example for the entire organization.”

Bobrovsky was 21-11-6 with a .932 save percentage ...
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Jun 10, 2013

Bob Talks Ongoing

Blue Jackets GM Jarmo Kekalainen said contract talks with goaltender Sergei Bobrovsky have picked up in recent days, just as Bobrovsky draws closer to learning if he's won the Vezina Trophy.

In fact, Kekalainen offered Bobrovsky's agent a curious approach regarding Bobrovsky and that trophy.

"I said, 'Let's just proceed as if he's already won it," Kekalainen told The Dispatch today. "Let's take that out of the equation. Let's assume he's won it, and move forward from there. But ... "

No deal is done. It doesn't appear that one is imminent, either. Bobrovsky would become a restricted free agent on July 5 if he remains unsigned.

"His representation is doing what they feel is best; I don't blame them," Kekalainen said. "We're doing what we think is best. I'm not discouraged at all. This is part of the process that both sides have to go through to get a deal done.

"But it's something we'd like to work at, get settled and put behind us." ...

Continue Reading 
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Jun 6, 2013

Break It Down: Defense

The Blue Jackets took great lengths to bulk up their defense over the previous two years, believing that building from the back-end was the quickest way to being a competitive team and getting respectable results in the wild and woolly Western Conference.

This group, along with the emergence of goaltender Sergei Bobrovsky, has proven the theory correct. Although, like most everything else in sports, it hasn't gone entirely by plan. Today, as part of the Puck-rakers' continuing in-depth look at the Blue Jackets' roster, we look at the club's defense:

DEFENSE

Depth chart: 1. Jack Johnson; 2. Fedor Tyutin; 3. James Wisniewski; 4. Nikita Nikitin; 5. Dalton Prout; 6. Ryan Murray; 7. Adrian Aucoin; 8. Tim Erixon; 9. David Savard; 10. Cody Goloubef; 11. Ilari Melart. Also: Anton Blomqvist, Steven Delisle, Nick Holden, Austin Madaisky, Blake Parlett, Theo Ruth, Will Weber.

Expiring contracts: Aucoin and Holden are unrestricted free agents as of July 5; Delisle, Goloubef, Ruth, Savard and Partlett are restricted free agents.

Rear-view mirror: The Jackets opened the season with Johnson and Wisniewski as their top pairing, but 'Controlled Chaos" -- as those two like to call it -- had too much of the latter (chaos) and not enough of the former (control). Johnson ended up on a pair with Tyutin, and the results were much better. Wisniewski ended up on the No. 3 pair, which is not was the Blue Jackets had in mind when they signed him to a six-year, $33 million contract two summers ago. But he played better, too. ... Johnson still has one or two "moments" per game in his own zone - a frustrating trait for a No. 1 -- but he continued to provide plenty of help elsewhere, including in the dressing room where he is the guy everyone looks toward. He had a minus-5 rating on the season, but that represents a strong recovery after going minus-10 in the first 18 games. He was plus-5 in the final two months of the season. ... Tyutin remained the picture of consistency, a steadying influence on the ice and in the dressing room. He had a plus-11 rating, and had an even rating or better in 22 of his final 25 games. ... It can't be overstated how ... 

important Tyutin was helping newcomers Sergei Bobrovsky and Artem Anisimov get settled in and around Columbus. He doesn't have the credentials of a Kovalchuk, Malkin or a Gonchar, maybe, but to Russian players he is a very highly respected player and person. And deservedly so. ... Wisniewski missed 18 games with injury, continuing a series of tough breaks since he joined the Blue Jackets. The pairing with Johnson did not work, despite the best intentions of both. There's too much risk/reward in their games. ... Once Wisniewski settled on the third pair -- Erixon, Aucoin and others cycled in and out of the lineup next to him -- his play seemed to settle. When Wisniewski found trouble, it was most often when he tried to hold on to the puck too long. His should be a simpler game. ... Nikitin got off to a rough start to the season. He did not look crisp, decisive and large as he did during the 2011-12 season, but his play late in the season was encouraging. He paired with rookie Prout to form a thunderous shut-down pair. ... Nikitin dropped from .59 points per game in 2011-12 (32 points, 54 games) to only .24 (9 points, 38 games) last season. ... Prout was a revelation upon his recall in late February. His arrival and the Blue Jackets' turn-around coincided, but it was not a coincidence. Prout was the 11th defenseman to dress for the Jackets, but once he got into the lineup he would not relent his spot. He's not only big, but makes quick decisions with the puck and has multi-processor -- that is, he's able to keep his passing options open when he turns to face the play in his own zone. This cannot be taught. ... Prout deserved consideration for the Calder Trophy, but it's hard for shut-down defensemen to get noticed outside a small market. In only 28 games, he was plus-15, tied for 11th in the NHL among defensemen. Not rookie defenseman, all defensemen. ... Aucoin, who turns 40 next month, filled the role he was signed to fill. He played 36 games (75 percent of the schedule) and helped foster the young players on the back end. Prout's locker stall was next to his, and not by mistake. ... Murray, the No. 2 overall pick last summer, would likely have made his NHL debut this season, but suffered a serious shoulder injury while playing for his junior club during the NHL lockout. He had surgery in January and is expected to make a full recovery. ... Erixon was a big part of the trade that sent Rick Nash to the Rangers last summer. In his first year in Columbus, Erixon was more steady than special, but you can see the promise in his game. He was by no means a hammer, but Erixon was more physical than advertised coming from New York. ... Savard's foot speed has always been an issue. When he stepped into an April 18 game in Los Angeles, it was a glaring weakness, and it may have spelled the end of his time with Columbus. ... Just when you're ready to give up on him, Goloubef looked like a very capable 6-7 NHL defensemen in 11 games. He's a very smooth skater, but his decision making and defending took a major step forward.

Windshield view: It's not easy for Blue Jackets' management or fans to watch Jeff Carter win the Stanley Cup with the Los Angeles Kings -- he might get another one this year -- but Johnson has been a big addition to the franchise. No decision has been made, but he remains the odds-on favorite to become the Blue Jackets' next captain. (Dubinsky would appear in the mix, too.) ... Johnson trains extensively to play big minutes. Give him 30-plus and he's happy. He has massive thighs that allow him to lean on bigger forwards. ... Given his role and ice time, he could be a 12-40-52 defenseman in a full season. ... Given the way they ended the season, there's no reason to suspect the Jackets will open next season without Tyutin and Johnson together. Those two can play together without either of them dramatically altering their game. ... Coaches love players like Tyutin, because he gives them such flexibility when the best-laid plans, predictably, must be altered. As Johnson said late last season: "Anybody can play with Toots. He just makes it so easy." ... Fans love buyouts. They love the idea of unloading big contracts to free up space for, you guessed it, more big contracts. The two names most mentioned in Columbus have been forward R.J. Umberger and Wisniewski, who, together, make $10.1 million per season. Neither would seem likely. Umberger was addressed in a previous post. Wisniewski needs to stay healthy; that's the first part. He's played 78 games and missed 52 since signing with Columbus. Eight of those, of course, were due to suspension at the start of 2011-12. None of his injuries have been "conditioning" injuries, but rather bad luck and broken bones. If he gets a full, healthy season in Columbus, he could really surprise. ... Prout is a very intriguing player. Last season, Tyutin -- not often prone to hyperbole -- used to words to describe Dalton Prout: "Shea Weber." There is much progress to be made before that comparison will be accepted, but Prout most certainly has the size, musculature and sense to become a solid top-pair defenseman. If he can improve his puck skills and his shot -- it's only adequate as of this typing -- he could be a blue-line anchor for years to come. ... Nikitin should be a 4-5-6 on a good team. Not sure what to make of his drop in offensive production. He averaged two minutes less per game last season, including a marginal drop in his power play time. That's part of it. The guess here is that Nikitin is a 25-35 point defenseman. ... Murray is expected to be ready for development camp in July. He'll get a decent shot to make the club in training camp, but there are no guarantees. ... Aucoin enjoyed his time in Columbus, and the lockout gave him plenty of time to learn the city before the season starts. He wants to keep playing, but it's unclear if the Blue Jackets willl bring him back. It's a crowded situation, especially with Murray joining the fray this coming season and several other players pushing for a spot at the NHL level. ... Erixon is one of those guys. He's likely earned full-time duty at the NHL level, and is seen as a power play quarterback when he reaches his peak. ... The rest of the depth chart is choppy waters. Some good players in there, yes, but many of these guys have been with the organization a while and have yet to really pull away from the pack. That's what Prout did last season. It should not be a surprise if some of the RFAs do NOT get qualifying offers this summer.

Burning questions: Is the top pair -- Johnson - Tyutin -- settled? ... Can Wisniewski stay healthy and be the standout power play weapon as advertised? ... Is Prout an emerging star, or was he a pleasant surprise? ... Will Nikitin get back to his surprise production of 2011-12, or is 2012-13 the norm? ... Will Murray be ready to rock after missing most of last season? ... Will Oaky return? ... Where does young Erixon fit? ... How do they thin the herd in the lower reaches of the depth chart?

-- Aaron Portzline

aportzline@dispatch.com

twitter: @aportzline
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Michael Strohminger (mstroh55)

Seems Nikitin would be the old man out -- Prout fills his role and Murray needs a spot. Wiz seems like another trade candidate, but his salary in this lower cap year will be difficult to move. Interested to see what Melart can do- if he fits somewhere. Can't wait for camp to start -- Go Jackets.

2013-06-07 09:04:38.0
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Dennis Paul (oxcamel)

I'd put money on at least 1 defenceman getting traded this summer. Maybe for a backup for Bob, if none is available in free agency, or as part of a package for a skilled forward. I also think Murray may want to look for an apartment in Springfield for the first few months of the season if just to get his game up to speed after missing so much time
  Posted by Aaron Portzline on Jun 6, 2013 | 2 Comments 


Jun 5, 2013

Cannon Fodder podcast | A chat with George Matthews

After broadcasting more than 1,000 Blue Jackets games, George Matthews is retiring. The Dispatch hockey writers talk to Matthews about his plans for the future.

Continue Reading 
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Jun 4, 2013

Tyler Wright Q & A: "We're Going To Get It Right"

The NHL scouting combine ended on Saturday in the Toronto suburb of Mississauga. The Blue Jackets had the largest contingent of scout and executives on hand in Toronto, and they've now convened in Gravenhurst, Ont., for three days of meetings. They'll return to Columbus on Wednesday with a "master list" heading into the June 30 draft in Newark, New Jersey.

Yesterday, at the end of the combine, Blue Jackets co-director of amateur scouting Tyler Wright sat down with The Dispatch to touch on a variety of subjects. Here's a sampling:

PORTZLINE: Tyler, we stood, I think, at this very table and talked at this time last year about the quality of that draft, and how many didn’t think it was a particularly deep draft. Safe to say this season is a much different story?

WRIGHT: Absolutely. Every year there are obviously good players. But I think the quality here, the posibility of high, high-end players in this draft is pretty deep. It’s a luxury for us to have three picks.

PORTZLINE: Does the director of amateur scouting wince a little bit when he hears his GM express a willingness to move those picks?

WRIGHT: (laughs) Not at all. When you’re in this business, with (fellow director of amateur scouting Paul Castron) and our staff, if that’s what management decides is the best path, you’re all in with it. We’re in the business to win the Stanley Cup. If they determine that’s the best thing to do, great. Having three picks in this first round gives us a lot of options. We’ve already had dialogue with other teams about that. Whether that’s to move up in this draft, or to get NHL prospects or guys who are already NHL-ready … there are a lot of good options.

PORTZLINE: How did the scouting season change for you guys? Six weeks into the season, at 5-12-2, it sure looked like you’d have a top one or two pick. And then the 19-5-5 run pushes you to the brink of the playoffs and now the No. 14 pick.

Continue Reading 
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Jun 1, 2013

Russian Rocks The Combine

While Seth Jones, Nathan MacKinnon, Jonathan Drouin and others took a pass on fitness testing at this weekend's NHL scouting combine, Russian right winger Valeri Nichushkin took the opportunity to show NHL scouts what he can do -- and his stock is now soaring.

Nichushkin, who turned 18 on March 4, is 6-foot-4, 205 pounds of temptation, especially after this weekend.

His talent and skill level are without question. More than a few scouts said he has Evgeni Malkin-like ability. More than a few said he might be the most talented player available in this year's drafted. One said he'd be mentioned with Jones and MacKinnon as a possible No. 1 overall pick if it weren't for the uncertainty of drafting a Russian-born player amid the threat of the KHL.

"If he were from Saskatchewan, the draft board for a lot of teams might look a lot different," one NHL scout told The Dispatch.

Ah, yes, the KHL.

Nichushkin had 4-2-6 in 18 regular-season games and 6-3-9 in 25 playoff games while playing for Chelyabinsk of the KHL this season. Teams aren't alarmed by the modest offensive output. Malkin had 3-9-12 in 34 games with Magnitigorsk in 2003-04, his draft season.

The worry is the KHL. Nichushkin ...

May 31, 2013

Top Players Take A Pass

The NHL scouting combine moved into its "fitness testing" phase today in the Toronto suburb of Mississauga, Ont., but four of the top players -- quite possibly the first four picks -- all opted not to go through with the workout.

Defenseman Seth Jones, and forwards Nathan MacKinnon, Jonathan Drouin and Aleksander Barkov all checked in, were measured and checked out without straddling a machine.

"You want to take part as much as possible," MacKinnon said. "But I just finished playing on Sunday. It's been a while since I've had a chance to work out. I'm in game shape right now. My agent and I talked about it, and we came to this decision, and I think it's the right decision. But it was a tough decision."

Jones, expected by many to go No. 1 overall to Colorado, said it would have been "a little dangerous" for him, MacKinnon and Drouin to take part in this rigorous testing after just finishing the Memorial Cup on Sunday.

Blue Jackets GM Jarmo Kekalainen would likely have to move heaven, Earth and all three of his first round picks to get high enough on the draft board to select any of those players. But he was disappointed they opted to pass.

"They've had (almost) a week to recover from their last game," Kekalainen said. "They're here; why not just do it? They've been going harder than a lot of these guys for a while now. It might even be an advantage for them."

But Florida Panthers GM Dale Tallon ...

Continue Reading 
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May 31, 2013

Break It Down: Right Wing

Puck-rakers has been breaking down the Blue Jackets' roster and depth chart this summer. Today a look at right wing:

RIGHT WING

Depth chart: 1. Marian Gaborik; 2. Cam Atkinson; 3. Nick Foligno; 4. Jared Boll; 5. Cody Bass; 6. Jonathan Audy-Marchessault.

Expiring contracts: Cody Bass is an unrestricted free agent.

Rear-view mirror: The trade for Gaborik at the NHL trade deadline was a stunner. The Blue Jackets made it clear they wanted to "help" the club's push toward the playoffs, but nobody could have envisioned them adding a 40-goal scorer. ... Gaborik had flashes with the Blue Jackets where he showed his great acceleration, but a minor abdominal injury sapped his burst. ... In 12 games, Gaborik had three goals, five assists and a plus-5 rating, playing about 18 minutes per night. Perhaps more importantly, he seemed genuinely interested in playing in Columbus. ... Atkinson missed 13 games with a high-ankle sprain suffered early in the season. He wasn't fully recovered when he returned to play, and it was easy to see. Atkinson's game is that of an opportunist offensively. He darts into gaps and uses his quick change of direction to find space and shooting lanes. His ankle was strong enough for his skating to make a difference. ... Still, Atkinson had nine goals, nine assists and a plus-9 rating, tops among Blue Jackets forwards. He also earned much respect in the dressing room for gutting his way through the injury. ... Foligno ...

was just as advertised after coming over in an off-season trade for defenseman Marc Methot. His best attribute is his speed, but he's got a touch more skill and skill than was anticipated. He joined a line with R.J. Umberger and Ryan Johansen and helped turn it into a forechecking force. ... Foligno had six goals, 13 assists and a plus-6 rating, tied for the best of his career. ... Boll had one of his better seasons. He became an effective forechecker, won most of his fights and helped make the Blue Jackets' fourth line one of the more effective fourth lines in the league. ... Amazing that Boll played the final two weeks of the season with a sports hernia that required surgery when the regular-season was finished. ... Bass spent the entire season in AHL, once again putting up with significant injuries that threatened to derail his season. He returned for the final two weeks of the AHL regular season and played his typically rugged style. ... Marchessault played two games in Columbus and did not manage to get a shot off. He was not able to play the same dynamic, shifty, dangerous style he sustains in the AHL. The jury is still out on whether he'll be able to sustain an NHL career.

Windshield view: There is more skill on this side of the ice than at left wing, but only because of the Gaborik trade. ... The Blue Jackets can start negotiating a new contract with Gaborik this July, but it's unclear how quickly that process might get started. Gaborik has seemed pleased with Columbus so far, but it's hard to get a full feel for the city in so short a time. ... The Blue Jackets would obviously prefer a clean and neat negotiation with Gaborik, but the idea of a healthy Gaborik in a contract season -- 40 goals? 45? 55? -- is quite a visual. ... Gaborik played his best on a line with Artem Anisimov last season, but nothing is settled on that front. Richards seemed to prefer Vinny Prospal on Gaborik's off wing, but Prospal is a UFA. ... Atkinson is going to be a 30-goal scorer in the NHL. Mark it down. ... Atkinson's best attribute is the way he anticipates pucks in the offensive zone and the way he shifts and slices through bodies. He is barely 5-6, but is thick enough and fearless enough to compete hard along the wall. ... Foligno has become a consistent 35-40 point producer, which means he's a pretty darn good player in today's NHL. His speed makes him a very effective forechecker. The key with him is "smart" speed -- that is, playing with speed and control and not forgetting about the puck. ... Boll has carved out a pretty good name for himself in the league. He doesn't play with his hair on fire as he did early in his career, but he didn't play many "quiet" games this season, either. He's worked hard at his fighting, and it's shown. More precisely, he's worked with an MMA trainer in Grandview to improve his positioning and hand-to-hand tactics beyond the throwin'. His off-season hernia surgery is expected to make him ready for training camp in the fall. ... With Derek Dorsett having been traded to the Rangers, the Blue Jackets could turn to Bass if they feel a need for more sandpaper in their lineup. Bass needs to be signed, of course, but both he and the Jackets have a mutual interest in another contract. Don't rule out Bass playing in Columbus next season. ... Marchessault has two years remaining on an entry-level deal signed with Columbus. The Blue Jackets think he has a very bright future once he learnes to navigate the world of behemoths.

Burning questions: Is Gaborik going to commit to the Blue Jackets, both contractually and otherwise? (Things did not end well during his contract year in Minnesota.) ... Can Atkinson rebound from a season dragged down by injuries and become an elite NHL scorer? ... Can Boll handle all the pugilistic duties without Dorsett in town anymore?

-- Aaron Portzline

aportzline@dispatch.com

twitter: @aportzline
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InMy Dreams (InMyDreams)

Good evaluation of our right wingers. Nick Foligno has been a great addition. He brings it every night. I suspect that he is a big influence on RyJo. Hope that Richards keeps them together
  Posted by Aaron Portzline on May 31, 2013 | 1 Comments 


May 31, 2013

Notebook, May 31

A few notes, thoughts and scribbles accumulated during the last couple of weeks:

-- Since the hiring of hockey operations president John Davidson and GM Jarmo Kekalainen, Blue Jackets special advisor Craig Patrick has shifted almost exclusively to a pro scouting role. While under previous GM Scott Howson, Patrick did a little bit of everything.

-- It's going to be different without George Matthews around, that's for sure. Matthews expects to do 10-12 games this coming season and perhaps beyond, but he won't be a full-time presence anymore. The soup market in Columbus and various NHL cities will have to adjust. Diet Mountain Dew sales in central Ohio will dip. Fewer people will be referred to as Big Fella, or Big Dog, or Big Cat. Sigh.

-- The moment news of Matthews' stepping down hit Puck-rakers, I heard from several people around the league - a few coaches, a former GM, lots of media folk -- wondering if Matthews had stepped aside by his own accord or if, perhaps, he was guided to the door by those within the organization. Matthews said point blank that it was a personal decision, his alone. I'll always take him at his word.

-- The plans for now are for Bob McElligott to handle the radio ...

Continue Reading 
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May 29, 2013

Matthews Stepping Down As Blue Jackets' Radio Voice

George Matthews, the rapid-fire radio voice of the Blue Jackets since their birth in 2000, is stepping down from full-time play-by-play duties, citing a strong pull to return home to Prince Edward Island.

"I feel great, and the broadcasts we did this year were as good as any we've done energy-wise," Matthews said. "I feel 50 years old, but the real number is 60. Believe me, nobody enjoys doing this job more than I do. Maybe a lot of people enjoy it as much as I do, but nobody loves it more.

"I'll miss it. I'll miss the city, the fans, the players. I've enjoyed every minute of it."

Matthews will continue with the Blue Jackets, he said, doing 10-12 broadcasts per season. He may also help the club with community outreach. Back home, he hopes to broadcast Charlottetown Islanders games in the Quebec Major Junior Hockey League.

"I met with (Blue Jackets' VP of business) Larry Hoepfner ...

Continue Reading 
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May 26, 2013

Pickin' And Grinnin'

The Blue Jackets and New York Rangers have finally completed the Rick Nash trade. Yes, the final piece was determined last night when the Rangers bowed out of the Stanley Cup playoffs with a loss to Boston in the second round.

The trade, consummated on July 24, was Artem Anisimov, Brandon Dubinsky, Tim Erixon and a first-round pick to the Blue Jackets for Rick Nash, minor-league defenseman Steven Delisle and a conditional third-round draft pick.

The 'condition' on that third-round pick was simple: if the Rangers reached the Eastern Conference Final, the Blue Jackets would keep the pick. The Rangers didn't, of course, so the Blue Jackets' pick was officially sent to New York last night when the buzzer sounded on the Bruins' 3-1 win.

As for the first-round pick the Blue Jackets acquired from the Rangers ...

There was no condition to that pick, but the Rangers' losing in the first two rounds of the playoffs was huge for the Blue Jackets. That pick will be ...

Continue Reading 
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May 25, 2013

What About Bob?

Blue Jackets' fans won't soon forget how the club surged forward at the end of the season, narrowly missing the playoffs. Along the way they embraced a new group of players, none more so than goaltender Sergei Bobrovsky. "In Bob We Trust" signs were all over Nationwide Arena.

That sentiment hasn't changed yet, certainly, but there's nothing more sobering than a difficult contract negotiation, and the early stages of talks between the Blue Jackets and Bobrovsky's agent, Paul Theofanous, have been tricky.

As of early this week, Blue Jackets' GM Jarmo Kekalainen told The Dispatch that there had been only limited talks and "no progress" in his dealings with Theofanous, that they were no closer to reaching a contract than they were when talks began in the spring. Theofanous has not returned messages regarding Bobrovsky's talks from The Dispatch.

The best guess from this chair is that Theofanous is sitting back and letting his leverage build. And why not? So far, Bobrovsky's leverage is a gathering pile.

First off, Bobrovsky is the favorite to win the Vezina Trophy, recognizing the NHL's top goaltender. The award will be announced before Game 2 of the Stanley Cup Final, along with other major league awards.

Secondly, there are slobbering, toothy wolves surrounding these talks.

Other NHL clubs ...

Continue Reading 
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May 24, 2013

Jackets Sign McElhinney

The Blue Jackets have signed goaltender Curtis McElhinney to a one-year, one-way contract, paving the way for his return to the NHL after spending most of the past two seasons in the minor-leagues.

Sources told The Dispatch the contract will pay McElhinney $600,000.

The move indicates that McElhinney is expected to play in the NHL next season, likely as the back-up to Sergei Bobrovsky.

"Curtis has to come to camp and earn a job; nothing is going to be given," Blue Jackets GM Jarmo Kekalainen said. "But with his play this season (in Springfield), he earned the contract he got. He was the backbone of the team down there. He played very well. I saw him in the regular season and in the playoffs, and it was the same thing ... he's earned this opportunity to be back in the league again."

McElhinney is 19-26-4 with a .899 save percentage and 3.10 goals-against average in 69 NHL games with Calgary, Anaheim, Ottawa and Phoenix. He was 29-16-3 with a .923 save percentage and 2.32 goals-against average in 49 games with AHL Springfield this season, including a franchise-record nine shutouts.

Most of the 2011-12 season was lost ...

Continue Reading 
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May 22, 2013

Break It Down: Left Wing

The latest in the Puck-rakers' position-by-position breakdown of the Blue Jackets -- a look at where they stand, where they might be going, and what the burning questions are in the months that lie ahead:

LEFT WING

Depth chart: 1. Vinny Prospal; 2. R.J. Umberger; 3. Matt Calvert; 4. Blake Comeau; 5. Colton Gillies; 6. Ryan Russell.

Expiring contracts: Comeau, Prospal and Russell are unrestricted free agents. Gillies is a restricted free agent.

Rear-view mirrior: There were surprises, both good and bad, on the left side of the ice for the Blue Jackets. Calvert emerged as a difference-maker at the NHL level, but Umberger got off to a woeful start offensively for the second season in a row. Meanwhile, Prospal continued to be ageless, leading the Jackets in scoring. ... Prospal made a very wise decision to play in Europe during the lockout, keeping himself close to "NHL game" speed when the lockout lifted. At 38 years old, Prospal was the oldest player to lead his team in scoring in the NHL last season. ... Beyond his play on the ice, Prospal had an inspirational impact, too. The denizens of Nationwide Arena may never forget his "scoreboard" taunt in the dying minutes of a Jackets win over Detroit. ...Prospal was nominated for the Masterton Trophy by the Columbus chapter of the Professional Hockey Writers' Association, recognizing ...

his sportsmanship, perseverance, and dedication to the game. ... Umberger struggled in all areas, especially early in the season. He wasn't scoring and often seemed a stride or two slow to pucks, but coach Todd Richards stuck with him. Umberger played more shifts (1,149) than any other forward on the club, 134 more than No. 2 Mark Letestu. His scoring never did quite come around, but in the final two months of the season Umberger was an engaged, competitive player. Umberger finished with 8-10-18 in 48 games and was part of a strong line with center Ryan Johansen and right winger Nick Foligno at season's end. ... Calvert proved a ferocious, tireless forechecker, and a very good penalty-killer. He was the Blue Jackets' best forward in at least one-third of the games this season. ... With nine goals, Calvert tied for fourth on the club. He was minus-8 in the first seven games (yikes!), but minus-1 in the final 35 games. ... Comeau was a pleasant surprise after coming to the Blue Jackets in a trade deadline deal with Calgary. The Jackets brought him in as a third- or fourth-line plug, and he did that job. But he also chipped in some points, putting up 2-3-5 in nine games. He also was plus-5. ... Gillies played 27 games, all of them on the fourth line. On his best nights he was a solid forechecker. ... Russell never made it to Columbus this season, but played heavy minutes and a big role with AHL Springfield.

Windshield view: When the Blue Jackets' brass talks about upgrading offensively, this is the spot on the ice they're likely eyeing. Columbus has contributing players on the left side of the ice, but it's not a formidable bunch. ... Prospal hasn't said directly that he wants to re-up with the Blue Jackets for another season, but he sure hinted at it late in the season and he's stuck around Columbus this summer to coach his son's team. The Blue Jackets haven't committed to re-signing Prospal, either, but GM Jarmo Kekalainen described him with some glowing words after the fact that it's hard to imagine the Jackets moving on without him. ... Umberger's early-season struggles the last two seasons are, at best, curious, and, at worst, worrisome. Are they merely slumps that all players go through, just magnified because they're early in the season? Are they signs that he's slowing down at an early age? Only time will tell. Umberger was an established 25-goal scorer and he's paid handsomely ($4.6 million cap hit) to produce. ... Calvert is a very bright spot for the future. If he continues to mature and get thicker, he could become a second-line winger in the mold of Brenden Morrow. No, 15-20 goals are not out of the question, but they'll all come from hard work, rebounds and redirections. Calvert is not an agitator by any means, but his relentless pressure gets tiresome for many. He will fight. This is a son of the Canadian prairie. ... Comeau is in limbo. (Limbeau?) He fancies himself a second- or third-line winger with scoring touch, and his numbers with the New York Islanders (44 goals across two seasons) are a pretty good argument in his favor. But he was a lost soul with the Calgary Flames, settling into a fourth-line role with very little offensive opportunity. The Flames aren't exactly a well-run operation these days. If the Blue Jacket do extend an offer, it may not be the UFA pay day for which Comeau is hoping. He could see what's there in early July, then circle back around to the Blue Jackets. In other words, there are no guarantees he'll be back. ... No official word from the club, but it seems unlikely the Blue Jackets would extend a qualifying offer to Gillies. If they opt not to, he'll become an unrestricted free agent. Gillies is a very good guy, and a kind soul. Wish him well. ... Russell is likely to seek other opportunities, but it's not out of the question that he accepts a two-way deal and remains with the organization, with Springfield the target destination. For that matter, Gillies could accept the same.

Burning questions: Is Vinny Prospal coming back? Can Umberger rebound offensively? Will GM Jarmo Kekalainen use a first-round draft pick to help strengthen this side of the ice? Has Calvert arrived as a consistent, impact player? Is Comeau coming back? If so, where does he fit?

-- Aaron Portzline

aportzline@dispatch.com

twitter: @aportzline
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Bob Wright (inthebasket)

Prospal-Calvert-Comeau-Umberger is depth ranking as far as I am concerned. I like RJ but he's a 4th liner now. 2013-2014 Vinny's last year. Calvert's our next #1. Let Gilles go, nice guy but we need better players who can score unless he'll sign a 2-way. Same with Russell. I would love to see a sign for a true #1, but i can live with the above. Umberger's my biggest concern. A lotta $$$ for a poor performance?

2013-05-23 12:23:52.0
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Joseph Lanning (JoeJackets365)

Umberger $$$ hurts, but I'd love a line up with umby & dubi on a 3rd line together, we're not far away

2013-05-23 14:48:34.0

flag

Dennis Paul (oxcamel)

I do hope that the CBJ bring back Vinnie. If he isn't the heart of this team, you can't go wrong with a 37 year old that loves playing the game as much as a 12 year old. If there was a pic of him pointing with scoreboard visible in the background, I would have a large framed copy on my wall. My favorite memory of the year, from a year with many great ones.
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May 20, 2013

Springfield, Johansen Suffer Bitter End To AHL Season

The Blue Jackets ended their season just short of the finish line, missing the Stanley Cup playoffs by a nose hair. The AHL affiliate in Springfield endured a different but no less painful fate over the weekend.

Springfield, which had the second-best record in the AHL this season, was swept from the second round of the playoffs by Syracuse, an aggregate score of 18-7. In 240 minutes of hockey, the Falcons never held a lead.

"I was stunned by our play," Springfield coach Brad Larsen said. "(Syracuse) did exactly what was advertised. There were no surprises in their game whatsoever. But I was shocked at our execution level. That's what killed us. We could not execute plays, and when you play a team with speed and skill, you're feeding a lion.

"We put a lot of stuff on a silver platter for them. They were a really good team in that series, and I don't want to take that away from them. They earned it. But we were going in different directions from the start of the series. While they were gaining confidence, we were losing it. We started to doubt ourselves for the first time this season, and you could really feel it."

The poster child for Springfield's "underperformance" is center Ryan Johansen, the club's first-round pick (No. 4 overall) in 2010. Johansen had one assist and a minus-8 rating in the first three games of the series, then was benched for Game 4.

"I just felt like his level of play wasn't ...

Continue Reading 
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May 16, 2013

Cannon Fodder podcast | Playoff report

The Dispatch hockey writers talk about the first two rounds of the NHL playoffs.

Continue Reading 
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May 15, 2013

Break It Down: Center

The Blue Jackets missed the Stanley Cup playoffs for the 11th time in 12 seasons, but the 2013 season was unlike any other in the franchise's history.

A new masthead arrived for the front office. A new atmosphere was cultivated in the dressing room, revealing fertile ground for new leadership. A No. 1 goaltender was discovered. A new resolve was put forth on the ice. An indifferent relationship with the fans of this great city was rekindled with an embrace. A 19-5-5 run kept the playoff flame flickering until it was extinguished on the last day of the season.

A very intriguing off-season lies ahead, led by GM Jarmo Kekkalainen. There are so many questions, so many possibilities, that it's hard to digest in one big bite.

Today we'll begin breaking down the Blue Jackets position-by-position, a look at where they stand, where they might be going, and what the burning questions are in the months that lie ahead:

CENTERS

Depth chart: 1. Artem Anisimov; 2. Brandon Dubinsky; 3. Ryan Johansen; 4. Mark Letestu; 5. Derek MacKenzie; 6. Boone Jenner; 7. Nick Drazenovic; 8. Sean Collins.

Expiring contracts: Anisimov is a restricted free agent; Drazenovic is an unrestricted free agent.

Rear-view mirror: There was little distinction from one spot to the other on the depth chart ...

as coach Todd Richards rolled his top three lines evenly and often played Letestu and MacKenzie on the wing, depending on alignment. ... Next to goaltending, this is the spot on the ice that got the biggest upgrade from the end of 2011-12 to this season. Anisimov and Dubinsky arrived in trade with the New York Rangers and brought with them a competitive level that was sorely missing. Johansen, who seemed lost as a rookie in 2011-12, was good enough defensively to draw the other team's No. 1 line on an almost-nightly basis. ... Anisimov has flashes where he looks like an offensive superstar, especially his ability to lift the puck from close range. But it was never sustained, mostly because of injuries. ... Dubinsky gets a pass from much criticism because of the pace at which he plays, the intensity he shows and the way he stands up -- immediately - for teammates. But his scoring touch has mysteriously gone missing. He had 20 goals in 2009-10 and 24 goals in 2010-11, but tailed off to 10 in 2011-12, his last season with the Rangers. He had only two goals in 29 games with the Jackets this season. ... Johansen has mostly excelled from the red line back at this stage of his career, but the sight of San Jose's Joe Thortnton slamming his stick into the boards and Chicago's Jonathan Toews spitting mad coming off the ice is a good sign. Johansen has not been overwhelmed against the game's best players.. ... Letestu has been a revelation since coming over from Pittsburgh for a fourth-round pick early in 2011-12. That was never more true than in 2013. He led the Blue Jackets with 13 goals, was second in points (27) and forward plus-minus (+7), played the second-most shifts among Blue Jackets forwards (1,015), won 50.1 percent of faceoffs and scored three shootout goals. ... MacKenzie was more gritty and physical than in previous years, part of a preseason directive that the fourth line make an impact every game, every shift. ... Jenner may be No. 6 on this list, but he should have a bullet next to his name. He had a very good season with his OHL club in Oshawa, scoring 48 goals before a second-round exit in the playoffs. … Drazenovic and Collins both came up for cups of coffee during the season. Neither looked out of place.

Windshield view: Barring an unforeseen trade, the top five on the above-mentioned depth chart are all expected to return. Jenner will come to training camp with a (very good) chance to make the club, which means at least two (Letestu? MacKenzie? Anisimov?) could be moved to the wing. … If Anisimov stays healthy, he’s a 20-goal, 50-point threat, perhaps more. It’s not so much that he plays a combative brand of hockey, just that he’s willing to go into the “hard areas” to score – and he pays the price for it. … Dubinsky is a serious candidate to be captain. If he rediscovers his scoring touch – even as a 15-20 goal player – the Blue Jackets would be delighted. Don’t rule out a switch to the wing, but Dubinsky’s game came to life about two weeks into last season when he was put back at center. … Johansen heads into summer with another directive to get bigger and stronger in his upper body. It’s not that he hasn’t heeded their advice. Last summer was very productive, and it changed his game. If he has a similar push during these summer months, he’ll be on the verge of a breakthrough. He’s always been a late bloomer, so the club doesn’t appeared worried about his lack of offense. But a climb to 15 goals, 40 points next season would be welcomed. … Letestu is a wildcard. He can play anywhere and probably will. He’s not the fastest guy or the biggest, but he’s an opportunist. … MacKenzie’s ability to win faceoffs and kill penalties, and the way he disrupts opponents with his speed, makes him an easy guy for Richards to trust. … Jenner is not projected as a big-time scorer in the NHL, but he could be a 15-20 goal guy once he gets established. First off, he’ll have to make the team this fall. That seems likely, but with two new sheriffs atop the organization – John Davidson and Jarmo Kekalainen – it’s hardly a given. However, Jenner is a relentless worker on both ends of the ice, the kind of guy who can raise the bar for those around him. … Collins and Drazenovic, if he accepts a two-way contract from the Blue Jackets, will be depth players.

Burning questions: Do any of these players have the offensive acumen to think the game at the same pace as 40-goal winger Marian Gaborik? Is Johansen ready to be a beast on both ends? Can Dubinsky rediscover the back of the net? Is now the time for Jenner’s thunderous arrival in the NHL?

-- Aaron Portzline

aportzline@dispatch.com

twitter: @aportzline
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David David (David8067)

In a season full of turnarounds for a franchise badly in need of same, Johansen's sudden development into THE guy on the ice against the Thorntons and Toews of the NHL is an understated change. And a franchise historically weak at C and D enter 2013/2014 with strength at both positions. 

2013-05-15 11:19:30.0
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martin murphy (mmurphy9)

Wait till next year, we will make the playoffs ! We now have depth and grit and a bunch of 15 goal scorers no more lets give the puck to # 61 and stand around and see if he scores. We have a team with a lot better chemistry.......on a side note not long ago Portz was real high on Umburger (heart and soul) and giving him the captaincy now he is all in on Dubinsky being Captain he barely raves about Umburger anymore, what happened there ? .........

2013-05-16 08:21:49.0

flag

D Lewis (Viva_Raffi)

Not to be a cloud on a sunny day, but I'm not ready to say we've found our number 1 goaltender. One great season does not make a number one goaltender. We thought we had that a few years ago when Mason stood on his head and won the Calder and came in second for the Vezina. I have confidence in Bob, but until he puts up stellar back to back seasons, I'll hold back on saying we have our number 1.

2013-05-16 09:20:42.0

flag

David Kling (DavidK)

@ D Lewis: Boooooo! Hissssssss! (I know you're probably right, but Boooooo! Hissssss! anyway.) // Like you, I have confidence in Bobs, and I want to see him continue to excel in our net for a long, long time (unlike his vastly overrated predecessor). I hope, too, that Jarmo will be able to come up with a quality backup...Bobs is good, but he's going to need some relief from time to time
  Posted by Aaron Portzline on May 15, 2013 | 4 Comments 


May 11, 2013

Notebook, 5/11

The NHL season never really ends, even for clubs - like the Blue Jackets - who miss the Stanley Cup playoffs. Between contract talks, injuries, surgeries, hirings, firings, trade possibilities, etc., there's always a trickle of news.

From time to time a reporter's notebook begins to swell with tidbits, thoughts and maybe leftover quotes or aspects that didn't quite find space in a published article. Here they are, in rapid-fire form:

BOB TALKS

Contract talks between the Blue Jackets and goaltender Sergei Bobrovsky are ongoing. Oh, the leverage Bobrovsky has gained injust 2 1/2 months, first with the 19-5-5 finish and this week being named a finalist for the Vezina Trophy. (It will be a surprise if he doesn't win it.)

Bobrovsky's agent, Paul Theofanous, won't discuss the negotiations. Blue Jackets GM Jarmo Kekalainen and president of hockey operations John Davidson will only speak in general terms. This is fairly typical, of course. Here's what Davidson had to say earlier this week.

“A new deal could be done this week, or it could be ...

Continue Reading 
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May 9, 2013

Gaborik, Boll Repaired

Blue Jackets wingers Marian Gaborik and Jared Boll each had successful abdominal surgeries today in Philadelphia.

Gaborik had surgery to adjust a "mesh patch" that was put in place during a sports hernia surgery he had in 2001, following his rookie season with the Minnesota Wild. He's expected to need 3-4 weeks for recovery, and will spend much of that time in Columbus. He'll spend the next few days in New York tying up loose ends following his traded to the Blue Jackets in early April.

Boll played the final two weeks of the season with a sports hernia. He'll need 4-6 weeks to heal.

Both players will be ready for training camp in September.

-- Aaron Portzline

aportzline@dispatch.com

twitter: @aportzline
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May 8, 2013

Bobrovsky Named Finalist For Vezina Trophy

Goaltender Sergei Bobrovsky, whose torrid two-month stretch of play carried the Blue Jackets to the brink of the Stanley Cup playoffs, has been named one of three finalist for the Vezina Trophy, awarded annually to the NHL's top goaltender.

Antti Niemi of San Jose and Henrik Lundqvist of the New York Rangers are the other finalists, as voted by the NHL's general managers.

"It is a great honor to be a finalist for this award, but I need to thank my teammates and coaches as it would not be possible without them," Bobrovsky said through a team spokesman. "I just tried to work hard and get better every day and help the Blue Jackets win games.

"We missed the playoffs by one point, but it was a good year and I will just try to keep getting better because our goal is to win the Stanley Cup.”

Bobrovsky, 24, was 21-11-6 with a 2.00 goals-against average and .932 save percentage in 38 games with Columbus. He also had four shutouts.

"This great news for a lot of different reasons," Blue Jackets coach Todd Richards. "I'm really happy for Bob because I know the time and effort he put into it.

"And from a team sense, it's great to have things like this happen because it validates ...

Continue Reading 
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May 7, 2013

Kekalainen Q&A

General manager Jarmo Kekalainen left for the IIHF World Championships shortly after the Blue Jackets' season ended on April 27, just one point short of the Stanley Cup playoffs despite a mad-dash, 19-5-5 finish. Summer is when NHL GMs are afforded the most opportunities to improve their clubs -- the draft, free agency, etc. -- and Kekalainen has made it clear he doesn't expect to be outworked by other GMs.

"You'll hear me say this a lot: We're going to do whatever we can to make this team better," Kekalainen said, and he's right. He has said that frequently since he took over for GM Scott Howson 2 1/2 months ago.

Here's what Kekalainen had to say to the local media the day after the Blue Jackets' season ended:

On losing out of a playoff spot by one point, a tie-breaker to Minnesota ...

"It was silent disappointmemt last night. It’s going to be a real good experience for everybody, though, I really feel that. It's a growing experience, a learning experience. It taught us how hard it is to get into the playoffs in the NHL."

On what lies ahead for this club, these players during the off-season ... 

"The one thing we really emphasized (in our exit meetings) was ...

Continue Reading 
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May 5, 2013

Bobrovsky Out Of Worlds

Blue Jackets goaltender Sergei Bobrovsky is no longer playing for Russia in the IIHF World Championships, and it's likely for the same reason Bobrovsky is no longer a Philadelphia Flyer.

GM Jarmo Kekalainen would only confirm to The Dispatch this morning that Bobrovsky has pulled out of the Worlds. That leaves defenseman Fedor Tyutin and center Artem Anisimov as the Blue Jackets' representatives in the tournament, which runs through May 19 in Stockhold, Sweden, and Helsinki, Finland.

Apparently, there was some confusion with the Russian team. As the Blue Jackets were making their late-season push for the Stanley Cup playoffs -- they lost out of the eighth-seed to the Minnesota Wild because of a tiebreaker -- Flyers goaltender Ilya Bryzgalov was promised the No. 1 job if he'd agree to come play for Russia. He did.

When the Blue Jackets missed the playoffs on the last day of the season, Bobrovsky was set to head to Helsinki immediately. When he learned that he'd be a back-up (again) to Bryzgalov, Bobrovsky decided ...

Continue Reading 
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May 1, 2013

Gaborik Facing Surgery

Blue Jackets winger Marian Gaborik will have abdominal surgery that will require a three- to four-week recovery, forcing him to miss playing for Slovakia in the IIHF World Championships.

According to one of Gaborik's agents, the surgery is to repair an area of his abdomen where a hernia surgery was performed in 2001, when Gaborik played for the Minnesota Wild.

"It began bothering him in the final week or so of the season," the agent said, adding that Gaborik is expected to be 100 percent for the start of Blue Jackets training camp.

Gaborik traveled to Philadelphia on Tuesday with Blue Jackets trainer Mike Vogt, and they were met there by one of Gaborik's agents, Ron Salcer. Dr. William Meyers, who has treated some of the biggest names in sports, examiend Gaborik. Surgery will be performed soon, perhaps on Thursday.

Blue Jackets president of hockey operations John Davidson was not available beyond a statement in the club's release. GM Jarmo Kekalainen is in Finland for the World Championships, which begin Friday.

“Marian experienced some soreness towards the end of the season and after undergoing his exit physical and further examination today, it was decided that surgery is the best option for a quick and full recovery,” Davidson said.  “Marian will have the surgery and after a three to four week recovery period will be able to resume off-season training.”

-- Aaron Portzline

aportzline@dispatch.com

twitter: @aportzline
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May 1, 2013

Cannon Fodder podcast | A remarkable run

The Dispatch hockey writers wrap up the season with a tip of the hat to the Blue Jackets' run at the playoffs, and discuss what's ahead for the team.

Continue Reading 
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May 1, 2013

Gaborik Injury Confirmed

The Blue Jackets this morning have confirmed reports in Slovakia that winger Marian Gaborik is being seen by a specialist in Philadelphia today for an abdominal injury.

"It's just a maintenance issue," Blue Jackets president of hockey operations John Davidson said. "Every player had an exit physical, and in his physical he said there was some discomfort in his abdominal area. So, we're getting it checked out. We don't think it's anything other than a minor issue, but that's why you send your guys to specialists, to make sure."

Davidson said the injury is not related to any of Gaborik's previous groin issues.

If Gaborik is cleared by the specialist today, he'll immediately fly to Helsinki, Finland, to join Slovakia's team in the IIHF World Championships, which begin Friday.

Davidson said he has no problem with Gaborik playing if today's appointment goes well.

"No, absolutely not," he said. "I'm all about international play. I look at it like your country is where you got your start in whatever sport you play, so you should repay that as often as possible.

"But if there's something there that needs treatment, then obviously we want that handled first."

-- Aaron Portzline

aportzline@dispatch.com

twitter: @aportzline

  Posted by Aaron Portzline on May 1, 2013
Apr 30, 2013

Report: Gaborik Seeing Doc

A report out of Slovakia tonight says Blue Jackets right winger Marian Gaborik will be in Philadelphia on Wednesday to see an abdominal specialist. The Web site SportSme.sk reports that Gaborik will play for Slovakia in the IIHF World Championships if he's cleared.

"If it goes well, that (he) will not need surgery, Marian has the consent of (Blue Jackets') owner to launch at the World Cup," Team Slovakia general manager Otta Sykora told the Web site. "It would, in the case of a positive report, mean that maybe on Thursday or by Friday morning, Marian could be in Helsinki."

Blue Jackets management and coaches scrolled through a list of Blue Jackets players who were injured and could need surgery now that the season is finished. Gaborik, who played the final 12 games with Columbus after his traded from the New York Rangers, was never mentioned.

Blue Jackets GM Jarmo Kekalainen has already traveled to Finland for Friday's start to the World Championships. President of hockey operations John Davidson did not immediately respond to a message seeking comment and clarity.

Gaborik, 31, has been beset with groin injuries during his career. It's unclear if this issue is related.

-- Aaron Portzline

aportzline @dispatch.com

twitter: @aportzline
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Apr 29, 2013

NHL Draft Lottery Results

The first 14 picks in the 2013 NHL draft, as determined by the league's weighted lottery tonight:

1.Colorado

2. Florida

3. Tampa Bay

4. Nashville

5. Carolina

6. Calgary

7. Edmonton

8. Buffalo

9. Devils

10. Dallas

11. Philadelphia

12.Phoenix

13. Winnipeg

14. Columbus
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Apr 29, 2013

2013 NHL Draft Order

Results of the 2013 NHL draft lottery:

1. Colorado

2. Florida

3. Tampa Bay

4. Nashville

5. Carolina

6. Calgary

7. Edmonton

8. Buffalo

9. New Jersey

10. Dallas

11. Philadelphia

12. Phoenix

13. Winnipeg

14. Columbus

  Posted by Aaron Portzline on Apr 29, 2013 | 0 Comments 


Apr 29, 2013

Richards Q&A

Blue Jackets coach Todd Richards spoke to the media on Sunday, the day after his club was eliminated from the Stanley Cup playoffs:

On the reality the morning after of being out of the playoffs ... 

"It was really tough for me to get out of bed today. It was really easy every day leading up to it; it was tough this morning, getting up. It’s that emotional mental drain. As coaches you’re so wrapped up in what you’re doing and the focus on what’s next, but when I woke up this morning there was nothing for me to focus on other than meeting with players."

You been in pro hockey for almost 25 years now. Will this season stand out in your memory? 

"For me, it will. There’s a quote: You don’t remember time, you remember moments. It’s a fitting quote. You remember the moments you won, the good moments. To me, this was a good moment, playing an important game that meant a lot to a lot of different people. It meant a lot to the organization, it meant a lot to the guys in the room, it meant a lot to the fans in the city of columbus. From that standpoint, it’s special. It will be remembered. More than that, it’s the group of players we had and what they were able to accomplish. Nobody gave us the time of day at the start of the year. Picked 30th, and at 5-12-2 all the predictors were saying, 'There it is, I told you so.' So, where we were at and where we got to, it was a pretty special run. It takes away the disappointing end, the way it happened. Us winning the game and waiting 20 minutes or so, a half hour, for our fate. That took away a lot of the accomplishment, all of the things we did. Then it became a disappointing finish."

Did Todd Richards fit his style to this team, or this team to his style?

"I always want to be known as a hard-working team. To me, it doesn’t matter the skill you have. The best compliment you can give a team is to recognize the determinaiton and work. There are certain things about our game, based on personnel, that you maybe look to coach a more defensive style; it's based on what you have. The year before, being last on the penalty kill and toward the bottom in giving up goals, we knew we had to keep pucks out of our net. We started coaching more of a defensive minded group, a checking group. Our work ethic and how we stayed with it for 60 minutes became our identity."

So many new guys on this team. Does that explain the 5-12-2 start?

"You look for a moment where it clicked, where it changed, and I think ...

Continue Reading 
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Apr 29, 2013

What They'll Remember

The Blue Jackets' season ended Saturday just one point short of the Stanley Cup playoffs. By now you know the details.

On Sunday, the players had one last team meeting in their dressing room, then endured exit meetings with president of hockey operations John Davidson, GM Jarmo Kekalainen and coach Todd Richards, exit physicals with the medical staff and exit chit-chats with the local media.

This group will never again be fully assembled in Nationwide Arena. Most of these guys will be back, of course, but Vinny Prospal, Adrian Aucoin and Blake Comeau are unrestricted free agents, and a trade or two is always possible.

That in mind, we asked several players yesterday, to tell us what was special to them about the 2013 season, what they'll remember as the young guy look forward to many more seasons and the veterans look back over many seasons that often blur together.

MARK LETESTU

"I’ve never been a part of building something like this.

Continue Reading 
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Apr 28, 2013

The Morning After

The Blue Jackets gathered this morning in Nationwide Arena to clean out their lockers, have exit physicals with the medical staff and hold exit meetings with management and the coaching staff. It's a dreary day in Columbus - and, oh, the weather's not nice, either.

"It was really tough for me to get out of bed today," Blue Jackets coach Todd Richards said. "It was easy every day leading up to it, but it was tough this morning getting up."

The Blue Jackets capped a 19-5-5 run with a 3-1 win over Nashville on Saturday before 19,002 fans in Nationwide Arena, creating a scene that ranks among the best in the 12-season history of the franchise.

The night ended with a kick in the gut, though. The Minnesota Wild beat Colorado 3-1 to earn the eighth and final playoff spot in the Western Conference, kicking the Blue Jackets to the curb.

"It's tough to be riding that high as long as we rode it, and then have it come to end so quickly," Blue Jackets defenseman Jack Johnson said. "There was so much optimism. We felt like we were going to get in. I just always felt that if we kept working it was going to work out, so to have it end like this ... what can you say? It's tough. It's tough for everybody ... the players, the coaches, the fans."

Now that the playoffs are over, the subterfuge regarding injuries has lifted. It's not pretty.

Continue Reading 
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Apr 28, 2013

Game 48: One Point Short

The Blue Jackets believed they were a team of destiny. As trite as that sounds, a 19-5-5 run to finish the season is something special, the greatest run in franchise history and a supernova of a streak that re-engergized Nationwide Arena and the city.

But the Blue Jackets' season ended last night for one simple, painful reason: the Jackets never controlled their own destiny, not after a 5-12-2 start.

A 3-1 win over Nashville last night before a standing-room-only crowd of 19,002 in Nationwide Arena was a wonderful scene, but it was not enough. The Blue Jackets needed Detroit to lose at Dallas and Minnesota to lose at Colorado, and neither happened.

The Red Wings won 3-0, and the Wild won 3-1, claiming seventh- and eighth-place in the Western Conference standings. The Blue Jackets, though tied with the Wild at 55 points, had fewer regulation-overtime wins (22 vs. 19) and lost out on a tie breaker.

"One point short," Blue Jackets coach Todd Richards said. "We came up one point short."

A few thousand folks stayed in Nationwide Arena after the Blue Jackets game to watch the end of the Wild-Avs. There were so many fans packed into the R-Bar - American's best hockey bar -- that a crowd of a hundred or so gathered outside to watch through the windows. Blue Jackets players were watching, too, gathered around TVs in the dressing room.

When the Wild didn't prevail, fans cursed and shouted...

Continue Reading 
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Apr 27, 2013

A.M. #48: Nashville

First, we set the table for the final time:

A Blue Jackets win over Nashville in the season finale tonight coupled with a regulation loss by Detroit at Dallas OR a regulation, overtime or shootout loss by Minnesota at Colorado would put the Jackets in the playoffs for the second time in franchise history. So would an overtime or shootout loss by Columbus coupled with a regulation loss by Minnesota.

Tonight’s game is likely the most meaningful regular-season game in the history of what will be a sold-out Nationwide Arena. Buckle up.

Now, we dig in:

The Blue Jackets hit the ice at 10 a.m. this morning for their pregame skate. Center Artem Anisimov, out for the past five games because of a head/neck injury...

Continue Reading 
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Apr 26, 2013

Jackets Re-Sign Atkinson

The Blue Jackets have signed forward Cam Atkinson to a two-year contract extension that will pay the right winger $2.3 million over the next two seasons.

Atkinson, 23, has eight goals and eight assists and a plus-7 rating in 34 games this season, most of them played while hobbled by a high ankle sprain. He scored twice in a 3-1 win over Dallas last night to help keep the Jackets’ playoff hopes alive.

The 5-foot-7, 173-pound native of Riverside, Conn., played 27 games in his first NHL season in 2011-12 and had seven goals and seven assists, including a hat trick in a win over Colorado on April 5, 2012.

“Cam is a highly skilled and exciting player who continues to evolve in all aspects of his game,” Blue Jackets general manager Jarmo Kekalainen said in a statement.

Atkinson was selected by the Jackets in the sixth round of the 2008 draft. He played three seasons at Boston College before beginning his pro career for AHL Springfield in 2011. Atkinson was an AHL All-Star last season and has 49-38-87 in 89 career AHL games.

Atkinson signed a two-year, entry-level deal on March 27, 2011. He was slated to be a restricted free agent at the end of this season.

--Shawn Mitchell

smitchell@dispatch.com

@smitchcd
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Apr 26, 2013

But First...

Saturday’s season finale against the Nashville Predators is arguably the most highly-anticipated Blue Jackets home game in franchise history. At stake, depending on how Detroit does in Dallas that night, is spot in the Stanley Cup Playoffs. The Jackets will need a win coupled with regulation loss by Detroit to clinch.

Nationwide Arena will be sold out (yes, those cheap, last-minute tickets will be for sale at the box office. They always are). It is fan appreciation night. Festivities, on what should be a beautiful spring evening, begin at 5 p.m. on the Front Street Plaza.  

But first, tonight in sunny St. Paul (where spring has finally sprung, it seems), the Minnesota Wild will play host to the Edmonton Oilers. If you’re reading this, you’ve been watching a lot of scoreboards this week. It is yet another game to keep an eye on. If Minnesota earns one point from its final two games, the Jackets can clinch...
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Apr 26, 2013

Game 47: Setting The Stage

No way the Blue Jackets were going to be competitive this season. No way they were going to salvage the season after a 5-12-2 start. No way they were going to survive this six-game road trip near the end of the season.

Well, the out-of-nowhere Blue Jackets -- one of the hottest clubs in the NHL since Feb. 24 -- have extended their hopes and dreams of a Stanley Cup playoffs berth until the last day of their season. The Jackets staved off elimination tonight with a workmanlike 3-1 win over the Dallas Stars before 16,918 in American Airlines Center.

Cam Atkinson scored twice, Mark Letestu added a goal and goaltender Sergei Bobrovsky earned his 20th win with 31 saves, allowing the Jackets to pull away from a 1-1 tie after two periods.

The Blue Jackets' win, coupled with Detroit's 5-2 win over Nashville, sets up a monumental regular-season finale on Saturday in Nationwide Arena. A standing-room only crowd is expected.

“We came in here and did our job, won our game,” Blue Jackets center Brandon Dubinsky said. “Its not done yet, but we’ve given ourselves a chance. That’s all we can ask for, a chance.”

Continue Reading 

  Posted by Aaron Portzline on Apr 26, 2013 | 0 Comments 


Apr 25, 2013

A.M. #47: Dallas

How big is tonight's game between the Blue Jackets and Dallas Stars? All five living U.S. Presidents are in the Dallas metroplex today. Apparently, they were stopping by some library earlier, too.

Actually, the most powerful men in the world aren't needed to add intrigue to the situation that surrounds the Blue Jackets. Both the Blue Jackets and Stars face possible elimination tonight when the puck drops at 8:30 p.m. in American Airlines Center.

"This is the price we pay for the start (5-12-2) we had," Blue Jackets defenseman James Wisniewski said. "You never want to be a position where you're playing games and needing other teams to help you with the job. But it is the reality. All we can do now is take care of our own business -- win tonight, move on and win Saturday -- and hope for the best. But at least we can say we're here right now."

While the Blue Jackets and Stars are playing, the Detroit Red Wings will be hosting the Nashville Predators. The puck drops in Joe Louis Arena one hour before the Blue Jackets-Stars game.

Blue Jackets coach Todd Richards said the coaches will get updates ...

Continue Reading 
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Apr 25, 2013

Cannon Fodder podcast | Time running out on playoff dream

The Blue Jackets continue to hang onto their playoff hopes, but they might need a little help now. The Dispatch hockey writers lay out the situation surrounding the final two regular-season games.

Continue Reading 
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Apr 25, 2013

Latest Math Class

Love them one night, loathe them the next. A Stanley Cup playoffs chase is much like politics ... from one night to the next, a strange bedfellow. We suggest daily exercise and keeping your cardiologist's number at the ready.

San Jose did the Blue Jackets a favor on Tuesday, beating Dallas. The Los Angeles Kings, who helped the Blue Jackets last week, did the opposite tonight, falling meekly to Detroit 3-1. Those two points for the Red Wings are huge. They've jumped the Blue Jackets in the Western Conference standings, overtaking eighth place with 52 points while the Blue Jackets (51) are back in ninth.

There are three big developments from tonight's results.

1) The Blue Jackets now face a potential elimination game on Thursday in Dallas. If the Red Wings beat Nashville (doesn't matter how), and the Blue Jackets lose to the Stars in regulation, overtime or shootout, Columbus is eliminated from the playoffs. If the Red Wings get so much as a point (OT or shootout loss), a regulation loss by the Blue Jackets would eliminate them from the playoffs.

2) The Blue Jackets are now certain to lose tie-breakers against each of the three other teams ...

Continue Reading 
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Apr 24, 2013

Tube Time

Much like the televisions of most everybody with an emotional stake in the Blue Jackets, the flat screen of coach Todd Richards ran hot last night. A place in a playoff race means a place on the couch, where the fortunes of the Jackets’ Western Conference competitors can best be read via satellite signals and the ramblings of intermission-time talking heads.

Last night, Richards watched seventh-place Minnesota beat Los Angeles 2-1 and pull two points ahead of the eighth-place Jackets. Later, he watched Joe Pavelski and Logan Couture score third-period goals for San Jose in a comeback, 3-2 win over Dallas, keeping the Jackets three points clear of the Stars. Only occasionally did Richards feel the need to leave his seat.

“I’m not at that stage yet in my life where I’m yelling at the TV,” Richards said. “Usually what I do...
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Apr 24, 2013

Waiting, Watching

The Blue Jackets, two days removed the fifth and final game of a road swing through three time zones, held an optional skate today in Nationwide Arena. Eleven players picked up their options. The rest prepared, off ice, for a gigantic game at Dallas on Thursday.

Preparations will continue in front of the tube tonight. The Stars, three points back of the eighth-place Jackets with a game in hand, will play at San Jose tonight. NBC Sports Network has the broadcast beginning at 10 p.m.

“I’m sure I’ll be up late watching the game with great interest,” Blue Jackets coach Todd Richards said. “And then tomorrow we’ll come in with a focus, have a good practice and get on a plane and head to Dallas.”

Two regulation wins for the Jackets coupled with...
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Apr 23, 2013

Calvert Signs Extension

Forward Matt Calvert has signed a two-year, $1.975-million contract extension with the Blue Jackets. Calvert, 23, has nine goals and seven assists with 32 penalty minutes in 42 games this season and has 20-19-39 in 97 games for the Blue Jackets since making his debut in 2010-11.
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Apr 22, 2013

The Playoff Math

The Blue Jackets' 4-3 win in San Jose on Sunday was a stunner. Letestu's first career three-point game. The first power play goal in forever. The second regulation win in HP Pavilion in franchise history.

It has made a glorious mess of the Western Conference playoff picture.

The Blue Jackets, with 51 points, currently hold eighth place with two games remaining -- Thursday in Dallas and Saturday vs. Nashville in Nationwide Arena. Minnesota also has 51 points, but they have more regulation/overtime wins than Columbus, so they hold seventh place with three games remaining. Detroit, which hosts Phoenix tonight, is three points back in 10th place, but has four games remaining, including tonight. Dallas also is three points back in 10th place, with three games remaining.

Believe it or not, the Blue Jackets could still finish as high as fifth in the Western Conference. If we went through all the variables of all the many places Columbus could finish, it would be a long enough file to make the IRS proud. So we'll stick with the simple qualifier of "getting into the playoffs," which is all the Blue Jackets really want to do.

There are some straight-forward facts, led by this one: ...
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Apr 22, 2013

Game 46: Destiny's Child?

They have dominated Detroit, won with ease in Nashville and now swept a season series from the San Jose Sharks. With two games left in the regular season, and with a berth in the Stanley Cup playoffs beginning to taste almost real, it’s only right to ask the question all the NHL is wondering: Who are these guys?

The Blue Jackets, after losing a two-goal lead earlier in the period, beat the Sharks 4-3 before 17,562 in HP Pavilion when Ryan Johansen bounced on a turnover and scored with 1:37 remaining in regulation.

“We feel like we’re underdogs every night, proving people wrong,” said Blue Jackts forward R.J. Umberger, who forced the turnover by San Jose’s Joe Pavelski that led to Johansen’s game-winner.

“We’re a very confident team. Everyone in here believes. We feel like it’s our destiny to make the playoffs.”

Blue Jackets center Mark Letestu had two goals and an assist – the first three-point game of his 235-game NHL career – while Vinny Prospal had a goal and an assist. Goaltender Sergei Bobrovsky had 32 saves for his 19th win.

“This was a big game,” Blue Jackets coach Todd Richards ...
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Apr 21, 2013

A.M. #46: San Jose

What are the Blue Jackets' chances of making the Stanley Cup playoffs? There is no definitive answer, no matter how much quantitative statistical analysis is applied to the final week of the NHL season. Nobody can know what lied ahead, and that is the magic of the week that is to come.

This much we know: If the Detroit Red Wings win out (four games), the Blue Jackets won't get in. If the Dallas Stars win out (four games), the Blue Jackets won't get in. And we know that both Dallas and Detroit cannot win both win out, because they play each other on April 27.

This much we think: The Blue Jackets can greatly enhance their playoff chances with a win today in San Jose, and they can greatly damage their playoff chances with a loss to Sharks. Puck drops at 8 p.m. in HP Pavilion.

“Although we technically need some help, if we take care of our business and throw everything we can into our games, somebody is going to stumble along the way,” Blue Jackets center Brandon Dubinsky said. “I have to believe that. It just can’t be us.”

The Blue Jackets did not have a morning skate, not for a 5 p.m. local start. What's to go over at this point, really? The Jackets worked briefly on the power play yesterday at a suburban rink, then had a series of spirited 3-on-3 drills.

It will be very interesting to see how this club ...
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Apr 20, 2013

Choppy Seas Ahead

After a day of rest in the Bay Area, the Blue Jackets met this morning in suburban San Jose for a 45-minute practice. They worked on the power play - it's been an issue, ya know -- and they played a spirited series of 3-on-3 games before heading to showers.

Short, quick and hard is the theme these days, both in the Blue Jackets' shifts and in their practices. At 8 p.m. Sunday, the Jackets play the Sharks in HP Pavilion.

There is one week left in the regular season and, as of this typing, the Blue Jackets are holding on to eighth place in the Western Conference. It is a slippery grip, though. Detroit, which is breathing hot breath on the Blue Jackets' neck, plays tonight in Vancouver and can take back eighth place with a victory.

The Blue Jackets will be watching. There's no official viewing party, per se. Newcomer Marian Gaborik is taking the rest of the Blue Jackets' players out for a dinner at one of San Jose's many posh restaurants. (Most of us would need a second mortgage to pay the tip, I'm guessing). But the Jackets will be watching.

"I'm sure we'll all be checking our cellphones," winger Blake Comeau said.

The Blue Jackets coaches will most definitely be watching. The Jackets (49 points) have a two-point lead over both Detroit and Dallas, but both the Red Wings and the Stars would win a tie-breaker at the end of the season vs. Columbus. So, the Blue Jackets, with three games remaining, need to finish at least one point ahead of Detroit (five games remaining) and Dallas (four games remaining).

Continue Reading 
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Apr 19, 2013

A Bad Break

If the Blue Jackets are to hang on and earn a spot in the Stanley Cup playoffs, they’ll do without one of their speediest, grittiest players.

Left winger Matt Calvert broke the index finger on his right hand during Thursday’s 2-1 loss to the Los Angeles Kings in Staples Center.

“It hurts a pretty good deal, but that’s not the worst part,” Calvert said. “The timing of this could not be worse. This is the time of year when you really want to be playing.”

Until Calvert sees a Blue Jackets’ team doctor the club the won’t put a timeline on his recovery, but typically these injuries take 2 to 4 weeks to heel, Calvert said. That would suggest that Calvert’s season is over unless the Blue Jackets not only qualify for the playoffs, but advance beyond the first or second rounds.

The injury occurred with about five minutes left in the second period, when Calvert intentionally blocked a shot by Los Angeles defensemen Slava Voynov

“I went down to block it and it got me ...
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Apr 19, 2013

Dubinsky "Match" Rescinded

The NHL today has rescinded a match penalty given to Blue Jackets center Brandon Dubinsky after the final buzzer of Thursday's 2-1 loss to the Los Angeles Kings in Staples Center. Blue Jackets GM Jarmo Kekalainen was informed of the decision this morning.

Dubinsky is eligible to play when the Blue Jackets play the Sharks on Sunday in HP Pavilion.

"I didn't think it was going to be a match penalty," Dubinsky said. "It was one of those games where everything was a scrum."

Thursday's game was full of scrums and shoves, a crowd forming after almost every whistle. The final buzzer wasn't even the worst of it, but the Blue Jackets were pressing hard in the final minute -- with goaltender Sergei Bobrovsky pulled for an extra skater -- and you could feel another clash coming.

Sure enough, the horn sounded and the pushing began. Dubinsky skated into a piled with Kings forward Kyle Clifford, then was got clobbered from behind by Kings defenseman Drew Doughty, who landed a right punch.

Dubinsky wheeled around and punched Doughty at least twice ...
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Apr 19, 2013

Game 45: Power Struggle

Five games in seven days is bad enough. Playing those games in four different time zones makes it even tough. The Los Angeles Kings waiting for you at the end of that maze? There may be no bigger challenge in the NHL.

The Blue Jackets did not wilt last night, but they did lose -- 2-1 to the defending Stanley Cup champion Kings before a soldout crowd of 18,118 in Staples Center.

"No team wanted to give an inch out there," said Blue Jackets defenseman Dalton Prout, whose first career NHL goal was the only Columbus score of the night. "It was like going back to the backyard or school recess, where if you push me, I'm going to push you right back, and nobody wanted to back down. That's the competitive nature of the game this time of the season."

There were scrums all over the ice, including one at the final buzzer that resulted in Blue Jackets center Brandon Dubinsky being assessed a match penalty. Dubinsky is suspended until further notice from the league, according to NHL policy.

At the end of the game, as dance partners began to pair up, Dubinsky came up from behind on Kings defenseman Robyn Regehr ...
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Apr 18, 2013

A.M. #45: Los Angeles

The Blue Jackets spent the day milling around Marina Del Rey today, embracing the vibe of this tranquil port and refueling for tonight's game against the Los Angeles Kings in Staples Center, the latest stop in this harrowing trail that has become a Stanley Cup playoffs push.

The biggest road trip in the franchise's history is halfway complete and Blue Jackets are 3-0. They won in a shootout in Minnesota, in overtime in Denver and again in overtime last night in Anaheim, a 3-2 win that pushed the Blue Jackets into eighth place in the Western Conference.

Tonight's game will be their fifth game in seven days.

"I’m hoping we still have a lot left,"  I think adrenaline has taken over now."

Blue Jackets defenseman James Wisniewski echoed those thoughts on behalf of the players.

"We’re in playoff mode already," Wisniewski said. "We’re fighting for our ... "
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Apr 18, 2013

Cannon Fodder podcast | Jackets still in the hunt

Against all odds, the Blue Jackets continue to chase a playoff spot. The Dispatch hockey writers talk about the CBJ's surprising run and talk to broadcaster John Buccigross of ESPN.
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Apr 18, 2013

Game 44: Dare To Dream

The Blue Jackets latest stunner took place in perhaps the only place on Earth where their storybook season could be crafted. Then again, even Disney might be asked to rework this script, make it more believeable.

Fedor Tyutin's redirection of a Nick Foligno shot at 2:19 of overtime sent the Blue Jackets to a 3-2 victory over the Anaheim Ducks before 15,074 in Honda Center, and it vaulted the Jackets all alone into eighth place in the Western Conference. Yes, Detroit's 3-2 loss in Calgary slid the Red Wings down to ninth place.

"It's a great feeling, for sure," said Tyutin, who had his first career OT game-winner (in his 602nd game) and his first game-winner period since March 9, 2010. "It's fun right now. You see what guys can do when you've got everybody working hard. It's fun to come to the rink."

The Blue Jackets never led this game until Tyutin's goal, fighting back from 1-0 and 2-1 deficits to force overtime.

"We are extremely committed," Blue Jackets winger R.J. Umberger said. "That's all we talk about (is the playoffs). We want to make the playoffs and we want to win the Stanley Cup. That's our goal from Day 1 and this is a committed group."
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Apr 17, 2013

A.M. #44: Anaheim

With five games left in the season, the Blue Jackets' push to qualify for the Stanley Cup playoffs is becoming easier to define. The Jackets have been on this reed-thin margin for error for what seems like weeks now, and it continued at 10 p.m. tonight when they play the Anaheim Ducks in Honda Center.

Here's one way to look at it: if the eighth-place Detroit Red Wings, with six games remaining, go 6-0-0 or 5-1-0 the rest of the way the Blue Jackets are eliminated. If the Red Wings go 4-2-0 the rest of the way, the Jackets will need to be 4-0-1.  Essentially, the Blue Jackets will have to be one point better in their remaining five games than the Red Wings are in the remaining six games.

The Wings play at 9 p.m. tonight in Calgary.

Blue Jackets center Brandon Dubinsky has been involved in a razor-thin race like this. In 2011, his New York Rangers lost 2-1 in a shootout -- a shootout, no less! -- to the Philadelphia Flyers on the last game of the season. The Rangers, despite earning points in nine of their previous 10 games, were eliminated from the playoffs, finishing one point behind the Montreal Canadiens.

"It helps a little bit with this, because it's such a similar situation," Dubinsky said. "I don't know how much I think about that, to be honest with you. It's the group we have here, the way we've played the last 25 games or so, our ability to find ways to get points every night. We're just a confident group in here. Though I've been through this before, it's a new group, a new challenge.

"We were coming from behind that year ... "
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California Dreamin'

The Blue Jackets were forced to stay overnight in Denver on Monday because of a snowstorm that came roaring out of the Rockies. So it goes. The Blue Jackets had more time to bask in the glow of a stunning 4-3 overtime win over the Avalanche, then flew to sunny Southern California this afternoon.

The crescendo to the end of this season continues to grow. Man, it's deafening right now. The Blue Jackets have five games left in this season, they are lurking in ninth place in the Western Conference thanks to a four-game winning streak and a sudden burst (4-1-0) on the road.

At no point, however, can the Blue Jackets take their foot off the gas. No cruise control, either. On Wednesday, the Blue Jackets play the Anaheim Ducks on Wednesday in Honda Center. On Thursday, they play the Los Angeles Kings in Staples Center. That will be their fifth game in seven days.

"That's what it is? Five in seven?" said Blue Jackets winger R.J. Umberger. Then he shook his head an smiled.

"That's tough. But at this moment we're just excited to play, so bring 'em on, let's play. We want to get these five games ...
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Apr 16, 2013

Game 43: Alive And Well

The Blue Jackets likely have one Get Out of Jail Free card remaining in their deck, and they certainly did not want to play it tonight, not in the half-full and moribund home of the last-place Colorado Avalanche.

If the Jackets are to make the playoffs, they likely can lose only once more in regulation. Games at Western Conference heavies Anaheim, Los Angeles and San Jose loom, as does a trip to playoff-chasing Dallas.

A regulation loss tonight would have been spleen-rattling body blow, one the spoiler Avs almost landed. But the Blue Jackets dodged, thanks to late-game goals by R.J. Umberger (clutch) and Nick Foligno (double clutch), and took two points with a 4-3 overtime win.

“There have been some big goals and big games that I’ve been involved in,” Blue Jackets coach Todd Richards said. “But you’re always...
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Apr 15, 2013

A.M. #43: Colorado

Preface: This post was written as horrific images from Boston rolled across the hotel television screen. Thoughts and prayers to New England today.

That was quite the day in Columbus hockey, no?

First, Buckeyes coach Mark Osiecki was fired by Ohio State.  Much more on that in Tuesday’s Dispatch.

Second, Blue Jackets goaltender Sergei Bobrovsky was named the NHL No. 1 star of the week. It is the third weekly ‘star’ honor for Bobrovsky this season. He was 3-0 with an 0.97 goals-against average and .971 save percentage and pitched his fourth shutout of the season in wins over San Jose (4-0 on Tuesday), St. Louis (4-1 on Friday) and Minnesota (3-2 in a shootout on Saturday). Bobrovsky was also the league’s No. 3 star for the month of March and his the first Blue Jacket to win three weekly star honors in a single season.

Third, the Edmonton Oilers fired general manager Steve Tambellini, replaced him with vice president of hockey operations Craig MacTavish and promoted former Blue Jackets general manager Scott Howson to MacTavish’s position. Howson has been working as a scout for the Oilers since March 12. He was fired by the Blue Jackets  on Feb. 12.

Much more is in store tonight in snowy Denver, where the Jackets...

Continue Reading 

  Posted by Shawn Mitchell on Apr 15, 2013 | 0 Comments 


Apr 14, 2013

An Enemy Of My Enemy...

This was a night for the Blue Jackets and their fans to pin their noses, swallow their pride and – gasp! – root, root, root for the Nashville Predators to beat the Detroit Red Wings.

It was all for naught. De-fang those fingers. The Predators lost, meekly, in Bridgestone Arena. The Blue Jackets, taking the day off in Denver today, are no longer in an eighth-place tie. The Red Wings won 3-0 and picked up their 46th and 47th points in their 42nd game, moving into a tie for seventh with Minnesota. Dallas (45 in 41) and Columbus (45 in 42) got no help from the Preds (15-20-8), who are playing out the string.

It was minor blow for the Jackets compared to the one they suffered on Saturday, when they lost...
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Apr 14, 2013

Game 42: Bob Job

Every game that remains for the Blue Jackets will be as important as any the team has played since its lone Stanley Cup playoff appearance in 2009. Tonight’s, a 3-2 shootout win over the Minnesota Wild, had a little extra heft. It was the first game of a six-game road trip. The Jackets can afford to lose one, maybe two, of those games in regulation and still remain alive in the playoff chase. Dropping the first leg? Bad thoughts. Bad vibes. Bad start.

But that didn’t happen. It should have. The Wild went wilding in the first period and dominated for long stretches. But this was “The Bob Show,” as Jackets coach Todd Richards called it, and the Jackets goaltender put on a command performance.

Sergei Bobrovsky saved 39 of 41 shots and was perfect in the shootout. Yes, he has four shutouts. But this one...
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Apr 13, 2013

A.M. #42: Minnesota

The Blue Jackets arrived after midnight and did not skate this morning in St. Paul, where they woke up this morning to a steel-gray sky and a few inches of snow remaining from a storm earlier in the week.  Spring has not sprung here, but it’s a very good day for hockey.

The Wild and the Jackets are in a desperate playoff chase. Minnesota is in seventh place in the West. The Jackets, coming off a four-goal win over San Jose on Tuesday and a three-goal win over St. Louis last night, are in a three-way tie for ninth, just two points behind eighth-place Detroit and three points behind the Wild.

“Going to into tonight we’re going to have to...
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Apr 13, 2013

Game 41: Playoff Pitch

The Nationwide Arena showed well tonight. The place was nearly packed and the fans were dug in, as Ken Hitchcock used to say, and the Blue Jackets were equally focused. It made for a sweet vibe all the way around. Playoffs? Did somebody say playoffs?

“This is what makes hockey hockey,” Jackets defenseman James Wisniewski said. “It was a playoff game. Everybody hits, everybody checks, everybody blocks shots. You had to be a man to play this game tonight.”

Hitch’s St. Louis Blues scored on their first shot and applied copious pressure throughout the stages. Playing on the second night of a back-to-back, they soon ran out of adrenaline, and then bent to the will of the Jackets. The home team prevailed, 4-1, and the crowd was something beyond delighted. They did much roaring.

“This building can be very special,” center Mark Letestu said.

There was a faint whiff of postseason promise in the air in Nationwide. The scent was different in some other Western Conference buildings.

The Dallas Stars won, 5-2 in Nashville. The Red Wings lost a shootout in Chicago and Phoenix lost in overtime in Calgary. So . . .

For now, the Red Wings -- who have made the playoffs in 22 consecutive seasons -- are in eighth place with 45 points.

The Jackets (18-16-7, 43 points) remain in 11th place ...
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Apr 12, 2013

A.M. #41: St. Louis

What lies before the Blue Jackets -- short term and long term -- is a daunting task. The Jackets are still alive in the Stanley Cup playoffs hunt with eight games left in the season, but they face an almost must-win game tonight against the St. Louis Blues.

It is the Blue Jackets' penultimate home game of the season, and it has all the makings of an explosive night in Nationwide Arena. The puck - or is that a grenade? - drops at 7 p.m.

(begin John Facenda voice)

The reborn Blue Jackets are earnest, scrappy and relentless, the embodiment of the emerging city they call home. They are the NHL's underdog darlings, left for dead in the depths of cruel winter, but sprung to life as spring has emerged. Theirs is a ship steered by goaltender Sergei Bobrovsky, but it is held in form starboard and port by a fast and furious group of checkers. Their want is the opponent's woe.

Their combatants on this frozen sheet are the St. Louis Blues ... large, beastly, untamed and ruthless, as if concocted in a mad scientist's laboratory. That evil genius is Ken Hitchcock, who once ambled bear-like through these halls draped in the home colors, only now to return the enemy.

(end ridiculousness)

The Blue Jackets will welcome center Brandon Dubinsky and winger Jared Boll ...
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Apr 11, 2013

Cannon Fodder podcast | Running out of time

The Dispatch hockey writers discuss the Blue Jackets' fading playoff chances and talk to Minnesota Wild beat writer Michael Russo of the Minneapolis Star Tribune about the chances of keeping Marian Gaborik in Columbus long term.
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Apr 11, 2013

Right Place, Right Time

The decision to assign center Boone Jenner to AHL Springfield was not difficult, Blue Jackets general manager Jarmo Kekalainen said. Jenner and defenseman Tim Erixon were the final two players cut near the end of a shortened training camp, but the Jackets believe Springfield is the proper place for the strongman 19-year-old.

“I think with where our team is right now, competing for the playoffs and in general , everybody has to earn their spot on the team,” Kekalainen said. “He’s a great young prospect and we have a team in Springfield that we think is going to go far in the playoffs so I think that’s the right place for him to start right now.”

Jenner could still be a Blue Jacket before...
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Apr 10, 2013

Jenner To Springfield

Center Boone Jenner could still play for the Blue Jackets this season, but he'll first make a stop with the Jackets' minor-league club in Springfield, Mass.

Sources in Springfield told The Dispatch tonight that Jenner will travel to Springfield on Thursday. The Falcons, who have already clinched a playoff spot and a division championship, have six games remaining in the regular-season, beginning on Friday at Adirondack.

Jenner just finished a four year career with his junior club in Oshawa (OHL). This season, he had 45-37-82 in 56 games with Oshawa during the regular season.

This move does not preclude Jenner from playing in the NHL this season. He can play up to five games with the Blue Jackets before triggering the first year of his entry-level contract.

-- Aaron Portzline

aportzline@dispatch.com

twitter: @aportzline
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Apr 10, 2013

75° And Sunny, With A Chance of Stanley Cup Playoffs

It is warm outside and the NHL standings still matter to fans of the Columbus Blue Jackets. This most improbable season is closing with a crescendo -- eight games to play over the final 2 1/2 weeks of the season, and a two-point gap between the Jackets and eighth-place Detroit.

With straight faces, Blue Jackets coach Todd Richards and several players have said they don't check the NHL standings daily ... hourly ... by the minute!, like the rest of the hockey-crazed world. This is a CEO saying he doesn't check the stock market. Don't buy it.

In a moment of cornered weakness, Jackets winger Matt Calvert broke down after Tuesdays' 4-0 rout of San Jose.

"You know what ... we do look at the standings," Calvert said. "The thing we don't do is worry about what other teams are doing. We can't do that. Teams are going to; we're all playing each other, so somebody's going to get two points each night.

"You can drive yourself crazy worried about everything else that's going on, but ultimately you have no control over it. There only one thing we can control, and it's how we play in our final eight games now. That's in our hands."

If Calvert is reading this post, he can tune out now.

Continue Reading 
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Apr 9, 2013

Game 40: Back To Life

The Blue Jackets and San Jose Sharks tonight reverted to a form we have seen previously in the Nationwide Arena. The Jackets, coming off two losses, reappeared. The Sharks, 8-1-1 in their previous 10 games, disappeared.

The Jackets vaporized the Sharks 4-0 before a crowd of 17,771. The last time these teams met, on Feb. 11, the Jackets won by a count of 6-2.

“We skated in sand, and even worse we probably had our heads in the sand,” San Jose coach Todd McLellan said. “That’s a bad combination. We had the intensity of probably an exhibition game and it’s April. That’s sad.”

The Sharks (20-12-7) used their recent surge to vault to fifth place in the West. The Jackets (17-16-7) appeared all but dead earlier this week, but tonight’s victory gave them a short burst of oxygen. They are in 10th place, with 41 points. Dallas also has 41 points, but it has more victories and has played fewer games than the Jackets. Detroit is in eighth place with 43 points.

The Jackets did not play well in recent losses to the St. Louis Blues and the Minnesota Wild ...

Continue Reading 
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Apr 9, 2013

A.M. #40: San Jose

The San Jose Sharks weren’t ready for what hit them during their last visit to Columbus, way back on Feb. 11. On that night, the Blue Jackets, losers of nine of their first 12 games, fired 36 shots at backup goalie Thomas Greiss in a 6-2 win, dropping the Sharks to 7-3-2.

It was the Sharks’ only four-goal loss of the season and one of two four-goal wins for the Jackets, who have scored six in a game only once more (a 6-4 win at Calgary on March 29). Don’t expect anything of the sort tonight.

“When we played them the first time, standings-wise, record-wise, they might have taken us for granted a little bit and we caught them off guard,” Blue jackets coach Todd Richards said. “I know that won’t happen tonight, based on...

Continue Reading 
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Apr 8, 2013

Backs to the Wall

Losing a game last spring had no real consequences for the Blue Jackets, who were all but eliminated from the postseason before the Christmas break. The schedule demanded they participate in the post-trade deadline fray, and, with nothing to lose, they played their best hockey of the season.

The Jackets went 11-8 in March and April last year. It was a far easier finish than what they face this spring, when failure to bounce back from a loss, however costly it might seem, can spell doom.

“In my opinion the big difference is how you respond to the losses and how you handle things,” Blue Jackets winger R.J. Umberger said. “Last year, if we lost a game, oh well, move on to the next one and we’ll come out and play hard and do everything we can to win.  But now when you lose a game, there are...

Continue Reading 
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Apr 7, 2013

Game 39: Wild vs. Mild

The Minnesota Wild tonight paid homage to Vern Gagne and all the other grappling greats who made the Twin Cities a haven of professional wrestling in the 1960s and ‘70s. The Wild applied a sleeper hold and smothered the Blue Jackets in the Nationwide Arena. A crowd of 15,909 witnessed this dozy event.

Niklas Backstrom, pulled in his previous start, made 24 easy saves as the Wild posted a no-sweat, 3-0 victory. Newly acquired Jason Pominville had a goal and an assist, Ryan Suter played 31-plus minutes and had a goal and Charlie Coyle also scored.

It was a critical victory for the Wild, losers of four of their previous five. They crept to within two points of first place in the Northwest Division and rekindled hope for one of the top three seeds in the playoffs, which are fast approaching.

It was a loss that was just nigh of devastating for the Blue Jackets, who have suddenly lost form and dropped two in a row. Detroit (43 points) now holds the eighth and last playoff position in the Western Conference. Phoenix (40), Dallas (39) and Edmonton (39) are 9-10-11. The Jackets (39) have slid to...

Continue Reading 
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Apr 7, 2013

A.M. #39: Minnesota

The Blue Jackets open a crucial three-game homestand at 6 p.m. tonight against the Minnesota Wild. This isn't technically a must-win game, but it's damn close to it. The Blue Jackets' recent point-munching has gotten them back into the race, but the slow start (5-12-2) has left little margin for error.

Maybe they can lose two games in regulation the rest of the way and still get in. Maybe.

"This is the biggest game of the year for us," Blue Jackets coach Todd Richards said. "I’ve said that before each of our last 10 games, probably. They’re a desperate team right now, too, based on where they sit in the standings. They were a hot team, but they’ve lost some games in a row. So you know they’re going to be ready to go."

Winger Marian Gaborik will make his Blue Jackets debut, four days after the Jackets acquired him a blockbuster trade with the New York Rangers. He'll skate on a line with winger Vinny Prospal and center Artem Anisimov.

"It’s my first game at home," Gaborik said. "Hopefully the building's going to be jumping. We’ll try to make it a good one."

Gaborik grew up with the Wild, who selected him No. 3 overall ...

Continue Reading 
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Apr 6, 2013

10 To Go

The Blue Jackets suffered a 3-1 regulation loss in St. Louis on Friday, only their third regulation loss since Feb. 24. There are 10 games left in the regular season, and a quick look at the Western Conference standings suggests the Jackets can't suffer more than one more regulation loss the rest of the way if they are to compete an improbable run to the Stanley Cup playoffs.

As of today, the eighth-place club in the West will likely finish with 54 points. The Blue Jackets have 39 points with 10 games remaining, meaning a 7-1-2 record (16 points) or better will likely be needed to gain that spot. An 8-2-0 finish would work. So would 6-0-4. Bottom line is 16 points.

Why 16 points? The Blue Jackets have only 12 regulation/overtime wins, which is the first tie-breaker at season's end. In other words, they need to be at least one point of their closest competitor to rule out the tie-breaker. They might need 55.

In other words, it's reaching that point ...

Continue Reading 
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Apr 6, 2013

Game 38: Blues Give No Ground

The Blue Jackets ended a two-game, two-day trip through Nashville and St. Louis with a 3-1 loss to the Blues in Scottrade Center tonight.

One goal has been enough for the Jackets to take two points once before (it was actually zero goals; the Jackets beat Phoenix 1-0 in a shootout last month after 65 scoreless minutes). But their lone goal tonight -- a short-sided snipe by Artem Anisimov –was not going to get it done against the Blues, who got goals from Chris Stewart (power play), David Backes (even strength, sliding on his backside) and Patrik Berglund (empty net, one second remaining) and delivered a stinging blow to the Jackets’ playoff hopes.

“I think we knew we were going to have to score more than one goal to win this hockey game,” Blue Jackets defenseman Jack Johnson said. “It’s going to be tough. This was a big game. It doesn’t leave us a lot of room for error.”

Continue Reading 
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Apr 5, 2013

A.M. #38: St. Louis

After a late arrival from Nashville last night, a handful of Blue Jackets took to the ice for a pregame twirl in the Scottrade Center in sunny St. Louis this morning.

Among them was forward and former Calgary Flame Blake Comeau, who will make his Blue Jackets debut tonight after securing a U.S. work permit. He’ll likely skating on the fourth line with Derek MacKenzie and center Mark Letestu. He will not ease into things. Tonight’s game is a true four-pointer between rivals in the thick of a drum-tight playoff race.

“Blake will be in,” Blue Jackets coach Todd Richards said. “I haven’t seen a lot (of him). We’ve played Calgary three times this year and there were a couple of plays that did stand out to me, just him going hard into the corners. His role is probably going to be –and we’ll have to wait (a while) to really see his game – but No. 1, just a checking role and a guy that does have some offensive ability so if somebody is not going (well) above him (in the lineup) he is easy to move up.”

There could be a change to the Jackets defensive pairs, as well...

Continue Reading 
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Apr 5, 2013

Game 37: Dynamic Debut

There was an interesting dynamic in the Blue Jackets' dressing room after tonight's 3-1 win over the Nashville Predators. To a man, Blue Jackets players stepped before the media and found their own ways of explaining the talents of newcomer Marian Gaborik, how his speed and skill may impact this club. There was a measure of awe among the young players and obvious respect among the veterans.

And then Gaborik faced the notebooks and cameras with his own observations and praise for the team he joined on Wednesday.

"I was a little bit surprised by the speed of this team," Gaborik said, smiling and nodding his head. "The young guys, the small forwards ... they were flying. We were supporting each other out there, everybody contributing. And 'Bob' was tremendous, making save after save.

"It’s going to be fine. I feel good about this."

Gaborik had a goal and an assist. He was plus-1, with four shots on goal. There was a WWE belt in his dressing room stall, and I'm not sure he understood why.

Matt Calvert and James Wisniewski also scored for the Blue Jackets, while Brandon Dubinsky -- in his first game back since aggravating his left knee -- added two assists.

And, oh yeah, Sergei Bobrovsky was again outstanding. ...

Continue Reading 
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Apr 4, 2013

Cannon Fodder podcast | Now we go?

The Blue Jackets pulled off some big trades before Tuesday's deadline and the Dispatch hockey writers talk about what those moves could mean for the team and its chances at the playoffs.
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Apr 4, 2013

A.M. #37: Nashville

Think back to mid-January, just as the NHL's lockout ended and the shortened season was about to get underway. Imagine if somebody had told you the Blue Jackets would be fighting for a spot in the Stanley Cup playoffs, that they'd be a trade deadline buyer and that winger Marian Gaborik -- a three-time 40-goal scorer -- would be dressing for Columbus in the final month of the season.

Isn't pro sports grand?

Gaborik arrived at the Blue Jackets' team hotel in Nashville around 9:30 p.m. on Wednesday. He was acquired earlier in the day in a blockbuster trade with the New York Rangers for center Derick Brassard, right winger Derek Dorsett, defenseman John Moore and a sixth-round pick in 2014.

He'll make his debut at 8 tonight against the Nashville Predators in Bridgestone Arena, skating on a line with center Artem Anisimov and winger Vinny Prospal.

Blue Jackets coach Todd Richards said the excitement level with his group was palpable. First off, there are 12 games left in the season, so the playoff drama is building. Adding to that is the way the Blue Jackets management added to the roster -- not just adding Gaborik, but right winger Blake Comeau from Calgary and back-up goaltender Michael Leighton from Philadelphia.

Gaborik and Leighton will make their Columbus debuts tonight. Leighton will serve as Sergei Bobrovsky's back-up. Comeau will join the club when his immigration papers are approved for a U.S. work visa.

"There's a level of excitement whenever these things happen," Blue Jackets coach Todd Richards said."The player have put themselves in this position, and now management has gone out and added players to help us get to that next level.

"It's up to us now, as coaches and players, to get this thing to the next level. But, yeah, you see the players coming in this morning, there was excitement on their faces. You could sense the energy in the room."

Here are the lines: ...

Continue Reading 
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Apr 4, 2013

Mason Saga Ends

The Blue Jackets and their fans can thank Steve Mason for the greatest achievement in franchise history. It was Mason, 20 years old and red hot, who guided the Jackets toward their only Stanley Cup playoff appearance, a first-round, 4-0 series loss to the Detroit Red Wings. And it was Mason, too, who was at the heart of the ache ever since.

Today, Mason was traded to the Philadelphia Flyers, no doubt to the delight of much of a fan base who soured on the goalie long ago. The deal was a swap of backups, which is what Mason had become after the emergence of Sergei Bobrovsky.

The Jackets got Michael Leighton, who had a finger injury...
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Apr 3, 2013

Big Day For Blue Jackets

NHL trade deadline day started with a hush and ended with a hammer, and the Blue Jackets were a big part of the thunderous final hour.

The Blue Jackets acquired three-time All-Star right winger Marian Gaborik and two minor-league defensemen from the New York Rangers, in exchange for center Derick Brassard, right winger Derek Dorsett, defenseman John Moore and sixth-round draft pick in the 2014 NHL draft.

Gaborik, 31, gives the Blue Jackets' an elite offensive scorer, something they can use after a languishing toward the bottom of the league in scoring all season. He has five 30-goal seasons on his resume. Blue Jackets general manager Jarmo Kekalainen said his team now has "an explosive player."

Continue Reading 
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Apr 3, 2013

Report: Jackets Trade 3 Players For Gaborik

TSN is reporting that the Blue Jackets have agreed to a trade with the New York Rangers that would send Marian Gaborik to the Blue Jackets in exchange for center Derick Brassard, right winger Derek Dorsett and defenseman John Moore.

The trade is not yet official. First, Gaborik has to give his permission for the trade because he has a no-movement clause in his contract. Second, the Blue Jackets and Rangers need to place a trade call to the NHL and have the trade approved.

Gaborik, one of the NHL's most dynamic players when he's healthy and engaged, has a salary cap hit of $7.5 million. He's a free agent after next season. In 35 games with the Rangers this season, he has 9 goals, 10 assists and a minus-8 rating. Four of the goal are game-winners.

But Gaborik has seemed to fall out of favor with Rangers coach John Tortorella.

In 757 games, he's scored 333 goals, 333 assists, 666 points and a plus-84 rating. He has five 30-goal seasons. ...

Continue Reading 
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Apr 3, 2013

Mason Traded To Flyers

Blue Jackets goaltender Steve Mason, whose career started with a Calder Trophy and has since fallen on hard times, was traded to the Philadelphia Flyers for a draft pick. The trade is pending approval by the league.

-- Aaron Portzline

aportzline@dispatch.com

twitter: @aportzline

  Posted by Aaron Portzline on Apr 3, 2013 | 7 Comments 


Apr 2, 2013

Trade Deadline Eve

With less than 24 hours to go before the NHL trade deadline passes, the Blue Jackets remain one of the NHL's most mysterious players. Ultimately, they may not make a significant move, but don't doubt for a second that they aren't heavily involved.

Blue Jackets president of hockey operations John Davidson and GM Jarmo Kekalainen have arrived at their first big moment in charge of the club's roster. Amazing how things change, right? Five weeks ago, the Jackets were dead-last in the NHL, the names MacKinnon, Jones, Drouin and Barkov floating through their daydreams. Now, after the most torrid stretch in franchise history, they're willing to "add" to dressing room by adding a scoring forward.

As first reported by Dispatch columnist Michael Arace, the Blue Jackets have made it known to clubs around the NHL that one of their first-round draft picks would be available via trade for non-rental scoring forward. The Blue Jackets own their first-round pick, plus that of the New York Rangers and Los Angeles Kings.

The Blue Jackets are not shopping anyone, per se. They'll listen to offers for just about anybody, but they want to add to this group, not subtract from it. As for positions of strength on the roster, that would be center and defense, especially for a club that's rebuilding and wants prospect at those positions.

So who's available that could help the local heroes?

Continue Reading 
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Apr 2, 2013

Easy Does It

The Blue Jackets will begin another demanding stretch of their schedule with a game at Nashville on Thursday, the first of nine games in 15 days. Eight of their final 12 games are on the road. The grind of games beyond Wednesday’s trade deadline is daunting, prompting coach Todd Richards to give some of his players a second consecutive day off. The Jackets were off yesterday and held an optional skate today in the Ice  Haus.

“I mulled it over on Sunday and talked with coaches,” Richards said. “We finished a tough stretch (on Sunday). That game against Anaheim was tough after being out West. Now on Thursday we start nine games in 15 days. It’s thinking about where you just came from and where you’re going.”

Rest, Richards said, is of utmost importance. The Jackets, in 10th place and a single point out of eight in the Western Conference this morning, must gird for the stretch run. 
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Apr 2, 2013

Letestu Signs 2-Year Deal

The Blue Jackets have signed forward Mark Letestu to a two-year contract extension worth $2.5 million. Letestu, who could have been an unrestricted free agent this summer, will have an annual salary cap hit of $1.25 million.

"I've said it before, and it's true: this is where I want to be," Letestu said over the weekend.

The Blue Jackets acquired Letestu from Pittsburgh on Nov. 8, 2011, for a fourth-round draft pick. His production since then has been a pleasant surprise.

Letestu is second on the club in scoring this season, with nine goals, 11 assists and a plus-6 rating. Only Vinny Prospal (21 points) has been more productive.

In 85 games with Columbus, Letestu has 20 goals, 24 assists and a plus-3 rating.

“Mark is a smart, versatile forward ...
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Apr 1, 2013

Bobrovsky Gets NHL's 3rd Star

The Blue Jackets have stormed into the Stanley Cup playoffs picture with a 10-2-4 record in March. The player who led the way - goaltender Sergei Bobrovsky - is being honored by the league today.

Bobrovsky was name the NHL's third star of the month following the best run of play by a goaltender in franchise history.

Pittsburgh's Sidney Crosby, who had six goals, 19 assists and a plus-19 rating in 15 games -- all wins -- was the No. 1 star. Montreal defenseman P.K. Subban, who had seven goals, 11 assists and a plus-7 rating in 14 games, was named the No. 2 star.

Bobrovsky was clearly the league's best goaltender last month. He went 9-2-3 with a 1.49 goals-against average, .950 save percentage and three shutouts, the first of his career. He stopped 384 of 404 shots, helping the Blue Jackets fashion a franchise-record 12-game point streak

His goals-against, save percentage and shutouts were tops in the league during that stretch, while only Minnesota's Niklas Backstrom (11) had more wins.

On March 9, playing in his 100th NHL game, Bobrovsky had a 30-save shutout in a 3-0 win over Detroit, the first shutout of his career. He's since added two more: March 16, a 39-save shutout of Phoenix (1-0 shootout win); March 26, a 34-save shutout of Vancouver (1-0 shootout loss).

Bobrovsky was named 'first star' of the week in the first week of March and 'third star' in the second week, so today's award is not a surprise. But only one other Blue Jackets player -- Rick Nash, March 2009 -- has been given a monthly star.

Bobrovsky, 24, is a restricted free agent as of this summer, but talks on a contract extension have already started between Blue Jackets general manager Jarmo Kekalainen and Bobrovsky's agent.

-- Aaron Portzline

aportzline@dispatch.com

twitter: @aportzline
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Mar 31, 2013

Game 36: Guts, Glory

An Easter Sunday crowd of 13,185 turned up for tonight’s tilt between the mighty Ducks of Anaheim and the mighty surprising Blue Jackets. The luckiest of those holiday patrons were seated in the Section 111, where, at 8:39 p.m., the Napoleon Model 1857 boomed from above as the Jackets celebrated their 15th victory along the boards directly below.

It was quite the mob scene. Mark Letestu scored an overtime winner with exactly one minute remaining in the extra period. His teammates jumped him. They celebrated with vigor, perhaps more than they have all season. Their tanks were empty after a taxing road trip and a third game in four days, but tonight’s win – 2-1 over one of the NHL’s top teams – was one to savor.

“As the games are winding down here, there is going to be a lot more emotion, whether you win or lose,” Blue Jackets coach Todd Richards said. “I think you saw it. I think guys know how critical points are, and not just one point. Two points is what we need. We talked about it this morning. The guys want it. You can see it. They sense it. They believe. There is hope. Those are some powerful things.”

The Jackets gave their bosses much to think about in their final game before Wednesday’s trade deadline...
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Mar 31, 2013

A.M. #36: Anaheim

The Blue Jackets began their Easter Sunday with a spirited pregame skate this morning in Nationwide Arena, where they’ll play the Anaheim Ducks tonight. Puck drops at 6, long after the last deviled egg has been digested.

The Jackets likely slept well last night. They touched down at Port Columbus late yesterday afternoon after splitting a back-to-back in Edmonton and Calgary on Thursday and Friday. They are powering through. They’ll play their third game in four days tonight. They won’t play again until Thursday at Nashville.

“That’s probably about the worst your schedule can get,” Blue Jackets left wing R.J. Umberger said of the four-game stretch that included games at Vancouver, Edmonton and Calgary and will end tonight against the Ducks.

“But it’s something we usually don’t do in a normal (82-game) season,” Umberger said. “It just becomes a mental thing. We get one of our biggest breaks of the year, three days, before our next game, so you know you can leave it all on the ice tonight and you’ll have a few days to recover.”

They could use some recovery time. The Jackets placed forward...
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Mar 30, 2013

Flying High, Flying Home

The Blue Jackets spent last night in Calgary, basking in the glow of a rare road win and an especially rare high-scoring road win. They beat the Flames 6-4 thanks to goals from six different players and a credible performance by back-up goaltender Steve Mason.

"I felt like we deserved to win this game," said defenseman Dalton Prout, who played a big role outside the scoring columns, registering a decisive fight win over Calgary's Tim Jackman and matching a franchise record with a plus-4 rating. "It wasn't always pretty, and it's not the way we've played when we've been playing well. But when we needed to get the puck out of the zone, we did, and when Mase needed to make a big save for us, he did."

It said something about the resilience of this club, too. Playing for the third time in four games -- and a long way from home, I might add -- the Blue Jackets pushed through weary legs to outpace the Flames most of the night.

The six goals was the most the Blue Jackets have scored ...
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Mar 30, 2013

Game 35: Trip Salvaged

On one hand, nothing needed to be said. The Blue Jackets were riding an O-fer road trip after losses in Nashville, Vancouver and Edmonton, with one last chance for a win tonight in Calgary. It wasn't a must-win in the math world, but darn near it on the ice.

On the other hand, it never hurts to have a leader address the dressing room that holds the youngest club in the NHL.

Blue Jackets defenseman Jack Johnson declared in an edict to the dressing room before the game, decreeing that every game the rest of the season be treated like a Game 7. The Jackets are in the Stanley Cup playoffs hunt, yes, but they have very little margin the rest of the way if they are to shock the NHL and land above the bar.

Tonight's game wasn't played in the style the Blue Jackets like to play, but two points count more than style points right now. The Blue Jackets beat the Flames 6-4 before 19,289 in Saddledome.

This game was just as crazy as Thursday's 6-4 loss in Edmonton, but the Blue Jackets were on the right side of crazy tonight. This marked the dawn of the post-Iginla era for the Flames, who traded their captain to Boston and Pittsburgh on Wednesday. My, my. If Iginla had played, it might have been 8-6.

"It's fun for the players and the fans, but I don't think any coach would prefer this kind of game," Johnson said, sheepishly. "We had to salvage the road trip. We needed two points for this to be even an OK road trip. Nothing really needed to be said. We all knew it was a huge game for us."

Six different players scored for the Blue Jackets: Mark Letestu, Vinny Prospal, Matt Calvert, Derick Brassard, Ryan Johansen and R.J. Umberger. It was Umberger's empty-net goal with 35.2 seconds remaining the provided the final margin and a chance for the Blue Jackets to breathe.

The goals supported Blue Jackets goaltender Steve Mason ...
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Mar 29, 2013

A.M. #35: Calgary

The Blue Jackets aren't skating this morning. They had a short meeting in the team hotel, where one can surmise that coach Todd Richards tried to swing the needle somewhere between Tuesday's 1-0 shootout loss in Vancouver and last night's 6-4 loss that really was a shootout in Edmonton.

"(The loss to the Oilers) is not typical of how we've played," Richards said. "The Vancouver game is probably more typical of how we've had success, still would like to have created more offense. Last night we had one line that was really dangerous in the offensive zone. We have to find a way to get other lines going, everything clicking on all cylinders.

"Edmonton will test you. They have some skill up front. We made mistakes with the puck, a couple of poor decisions that led to maybe not goals, but led to chances and some momentum. We have to tie those things up. If we tie those things up, we'll be playing our style, our brand of hockey."

The Flames will be playing their first game since Wednesday's trade of winger Jarome Iginla to Pittsburgh. These trades can motivate or decimate a club, so it will be worth watching to see how Calgary comes out tonight.

"It could go either way, you're right," Blue Jackets center Derek MacKenzie said. "They could be coming out with something to prove, or -- hey, they just traded away their best player -- maybe they'll have a let-down.

"For us, it shouldn't really matter. We just have to go out and do our thing."

The Blue Jackets will start goaltender ...
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Mar 29, 2013

Game 34: Slippery Oil

The Blue Jackets finally awakened from their goal-scoring doldrums tonight against the Edmonton Oilers, but the dam opened up on both ends of the ice. A back-and-forth game before 16,839 in Rexall Place ended in devastating fashion for the Jackets.

The Oilers are young enough to not know any better. They kept coming back and coming back, taking the lead for the first time on an Ales Hemsky goal with 3:08 remaining and going on to a 6-4 win.

"That's a tough way to lose," Blue Jackets defenseman Jack Johnson said. "Normally we don't score that many goals. When we do score than many goals and lose, it's frustrating. We just flat-out didn't play well enough to win. We can't give up that many goals."

The Blue Jackets lost leads of 2-0, 3-2 and 4-3, losing their third straight game. This loss was especially painful for Columbus, as it allowed the Oilers to leapfrog Columbus in the standings. The Jackets are back in 13th place.

"To me it's a game that got away from us," Blue Jackets coach Todd Richards said. "A 2-0 lead in the first periods ... I thought we were doing the things we needed to do, getting pucks behind them, playing in their zone, creating chances.

"And then we tried to do a couple things - plays in the middle ...
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Mar 28, 2013

A.M. #34: Edmonton

If the Blue Jackets are to remain in the playoff race they have to start winning road games. That's not bold talk or speculation, just fact. To that end, coach Todd Richards is making some peculiar changes to the lineup before tonight's game vs. Edmonton.

Richards confirmed the Blue Jackets will play seven defensemen against the Oilers tonight. The puck drops at 9:30 p.m. in Rexall Place. Defenseman James Wisniewski, who missed the previous 15 games with a broken right foot, will return tonight. He was just activated off IR.

Here's what the pairs looked like in practice:

Jack Johnson - Adrian Aucoin

Fedor Tyutin - James Wisniewski

Dalton Prout - Nikita Nikitin

John Moore - Tim Erixon

I would caution against putting too much stock in those pairs ...
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Mar 28, 2013

Cannon Fodder podcast | What's the next move?

With the NHL trade deadline approaching, the Dispatch hockey writers talk about how the Blue Jackets might be reshaped before the end of the season.
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Mar 27, 2013

Road Tripped

The Blue Jackets are off today, enjoying an unseasonably warm and sunny day here in Edmonton. It's 3C (about 37F), which is enough for some in this fair city to have their coffee and nibbles outside.

It is against this backdrop that the Blue Jackets -- after a long run of home dates where everything fell into place -- are searching for answers to stanche their bleeding away from Nationwide Arena. A 1-0 shootout loss in Vancouver, in which they were badly outplayed in the first 40 minutes, has dropped Columbus to 3-10-1 on the road.

The regular season essentially ends on the road -- 10 of the final 15, beginning Thursday vs. Edmonton -- and that's where it will die if this isn't turned around quickly.

Blue Jackets coach Todd Richards was brutally honest today, chatting with The Dispatch just a few minutes after the coaching staff finished meeting. The Blue Jackets have scored 22 goals in 14 road games this season.

"I think we have to consider line changes," Richards said. "There are certain ...
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Mar 27, 2013

Game 33: A Fortunate Point

After a long and prosperous homestand, the Blue Jackets have hit the road with a thud. They forgot to pack their forecheck. Their moxy, tenacity and alley-cat spirit didn't make the trip, either.

The Blue Jackets earned a point tonight in Vancouver, losing 1-0 in a shootout to the Canucks before 18,910 in Rogers Arena. The only puck that got past a goaltender all night was a third-round shootout score by Vancouver's Maxim Lapierre that sailed over the extended right pad of Blue Jackets goaltender Sergei Bobrovsky.

Bobrovsky returned to form, making 34 saves and earning his third career shutout -- all in the last nine games. Artem Anisimov, Ryan Johansen and Matt Calvert came up empty in the shootout, with Calvert's attempt to keep the game allowing bouncing feebly off his stick before he could even put an attempt on Canucks goaltender Cory Schneider.

The Blue Jackets now have a point in 13 of their last 14 games.

There have been many seasons for Columbus when a point on the road against the Canucks ...
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Mar 26, 2013

Local Prep Lands Invite To U.S Development Program

For many kids, simply being invited the U.S. national team development program’s selection camp this past weekend in Ann Arbor, Mich., would have been the highlight. For 16-year-old Jack Roslovic, a sophomore at The Wellington School in Columbus, it could serve as the launch point for a bright hockey career.

Roslovic, who starred among the 50-plus participants at the five-day camp, was formally invited yesterday to be a member of the national team’s development program, a two-year commitment that places the center on a path forged by many of the NHL’s top players, and yet makes him a local trailblazer.

He is the first player born and raised in central Ohio to earn such a invite.

“It’s a true honor, especially for a Columbus kid,” Roslovic told The Dispatch. “I’m almost speechless when I think about what this means, the opportunity this can afford me down the road. Just wearing the red, white and blue is a huge honor.

“Going into this camp is so scary for so many kids, because it’s the elite of the elite in this country. But honestly, I think I played some of the best hockey I’ve ever played. I didn’t have bad nerves. I just felt free to show them what I could do.”

Connor Murphy, who lives in Dublin, Ohio, spent one year with the US NTDP. But he moved ...
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Mar 26, 2013

A.M. #33: Vancouver

There's nothing quite like a swing through Western Canada to separate the wheat from the chaff in the NHL's Western Conference. The barns are loud, the glare is bright and some who walk in with puffed chests and playoff dreams return home with broken spirits.

Blue Jackets coach Todd Richards is not so much concerned with Xs and Os heading into tonight's 10 p.m. game vs. Vancouver in Rogers Arena. Monday's practice barely spent any time on 5-on-5 drills before early-session line rushes. It was all special teams, which need constant massaging.

Instead, the Blue Jackets are concerned with being able to match the high level of play that Nashville used to swallow them whole in the first period on Saturday.

"There some messages delivered today about being ready and our battle level," Richards said. "We have to raise it. We have to get it to the level these teams are playing at, the level we're expecting tonight from Vancouver."

This has not been a problem for the Blue Jackets, not during the 12-game point streak that ended in Music City. In many cases during that streak, it was the other club who struggled to keep pace with the Blue Jackets.

But the time has come on the NHL calendar ...
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Mar 26, 2013

Blue Jackets chat, noon today

Because of travel schedules, this week's Blue Jackets chat will be today instead of the usual Wednesday. We hope you can join Porty at noon Eastern, when he'll answer your questions about the Jackets, NHL and whatever else is on your mind. dispatch.com/cbjchat is where you'll want to be.
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Mar 25, 2013

Exception, Not The Rule

The Blue Jackets arrived in Vancouver on Sunday afternoon, enjoying a day of rest in one of North America's most beautiful cities. That may be an unnecessary qualifier. As someone lucky enough to visit 45 states and six provinces, I've never seen anything quotes so beautiful on this continent.

It was back to work today for the Blue Jackets. They had an early-afternoon skate (4:15 p.m. eastern time zone) that focused almost exclusively on special teams, especially power play, including zone-entry. There wasn't much 5-on-5 work.

Blue Jackets coach Todd Richards said he was curious how much energy the Blue Jackets would have today, but the pace seemed pretty crisp.

The Blue Jackets understand fully that Saturday's performance in Nashville -- the first 15 minutes of the game, especially -- can't be tolerated if they are to remain within sniffing distance of the Stanley Cup playoffs. The goal on Tuesday against Vancouver is show that Saturday's loss was an aberration after a 12-game point streak, not the early signs of market correction.

"They were ready for us," Richards said of Nashville. "For a lot of different reasons, they were ready. For a good part of the year, we were looking up at everyone in the standings. This time we were finally in a position where somebody was looking up at us.

"It's a great situations for us to be in. There's a lot of learning situations that go on and this one of them for a young team. Understanding what the standings are and where you sit. I watch that game and it was a different level (Nashville) was playing at."

The Western Conference standings are scrambled eggs right now. A team that doesn't play for three nights can tumble four spots in the standings. Good play won't settle anything right now, but a losing streak can crush a team.

The Blue Jackets entered play tonight ...
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Mar 25, 2013

NHL: Clune Hit Legal

An NHL spokesman told The Tennessean that Nashville Predators forward Rich Clune will not receive supplemental discipline from the league for a high, open-ice hit on Blue Jackets center Artem Anisimov during a 5-2 Predators win Saturday.

Clune was issued a five-minute major interference penalty and a game misconduct for the hit, which bloodied Anisimov at 10:27 of the first period and kept Anisimov off the ice while he received treatment.

According to the spokesman, the hit itself was legal and occurred .45 seconds after Anisimov released the puck and was not late enough to warrant extra punishmen.

Anisimov scored his eighth goal of the season in the second period.
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Mar 24, 2013

Game 31: Streak Ends at 12

The Blue Jackets’ franchise-record, 12-game point streak that lasted almost a full month came to a quick and brutal conclusion tonight in Nashville. The end took three minutes and four seconds. That was the all the time Taylor Beck, Shea Weber, David Legwand and Matt Halischuk needed to score four goals midway through the first period (7:11 to 10:15) of a 5-2 Predators win tonight in Bridgestone Arena.

The flurry – the quickest four goals in Predators history – brought previously stellar goaltender Sergei Bobrovsky down to earth and onto the bench. He was given the hook after allowing four goals on 11 shots. He fell to 8-1-2 in his past 11 games. He is human, as was noted by several Blue Jackets and their coach, Todd Richards.

But the play of the Blue Jackets in front of Bobrovsky was not nearly good enough. The Predators were humming and were a better team tonight. They usually are when playing the Jackets in Nashville, where they improved to 20-0-2 in their past 22 home games against Columbus. The Jackets haven’t won in regulation in Nashville since April 3, 2006.

“We were going at a high level,” Richards said. “We were playing some good hockey. It’s not that we’re a bad team. But they were better than us tonight, in most facets of the game. You’re going to have a moment like this. You would like for it not to have happened, but it did. Now we have to learn from it, put it behind us and get ready for Tuesday (at Vancouver).”

A win could have moved the Jackets (13-13-6) into playoff position. They are instead tied with Nashville and San Jose, one point behind eighth-place Dallas. But they are still very much in the race.
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Mar 23, 2013

A.M. #31: Nashville

The springtime smash that is the Blue Jackets will take the show on the road tonight in Nashville, where Columbus will play the first of four straight away from Nationwide Arena.

After playing nine of the previous 10 games at home, the song, Zep fan and Jackets coach Todd Richards said, will remain the same.

“Nothing needs to change,” Richards said. “Nothing should change. It’s going to be harder. It’s going to be hard to play in this building. They’re going to get the last change so matchups might be a little more difficult to get. But the size of the ice hasn’t changed. We’re still playing with the same-sized puck. The nets are the same size. Nothing has to change in our outlook.”

Goaltender Sergei Bobrovsky will make his ninth consecutive start. He is 8-0-2 (0.98/.967) in his last 10 games. There will be one lineup change:
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Mar 23, 2013

Game 31: Flamed In A Flash

On Oct. 7, 2000, Bruce Gardiner, David Vyborny and Steve Heinze each scored in a span of 1 minute, 46 seconds. In the first period of the Blue Jackets' first-ever game, the inaugural gang set a record that would stand for 12 1/2 years. It ended tonight.

Two goals from Nick Foligno in 51 seconds, and another from Artem Anisimov just 24 seconds later, let the Blue Jackets' turn a 1-1 tie with the Calgary Flames into a 4-1 lead in the span of 75 seconds. There wasn't time for the goals to be announced, much less for fans to return to their seats. The echo of the cannon blast was stilling ringing in the rafters.

The Blue Jackets won 5-1 before 13,853 in Nationwide Arena, pushing their franchise-record point streak to 12 games. That's another record set by the inaugural team that has been ripped from the record books.

“It’s impressive,” said Blue Jackets winger R.J. Umberger, who remembered watching the inaugural game on Ohio State's campus. “I don’t care what team is the one doing it, that’s impressive.”

The Blue Jackets also got goals from fourth-liners Jared Boll and Colton Gillies, while goaltender Sergei Bobrovsky finished with 24 saves for his 11th win. He has been the spine of this winning streak, but tonight he got support ... both in the form of goals and in the Blue Jackets' ability to protect the lead.

Fans in Nationwide Arena stood for the final minute of the game ...
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Mar 22, 2013

A.M. #31: Calgary

The Blue Jackets will make a flurry of lineup changes heading into tonight's game vs. the Calgary Flames, and there could be good news on the horizon regarding injured defenseman James Wisniewski.

First, the here and now. Center Brandon Dubinsky is out tonight. Coach Todd Richards wouldn't say exactly what ails Dubinsky, except that he's had a set-back from a previous injury. "This isn't a long-term situation," Richards said.

With Dubinsky out, center Artem Anisimov will move into Dubinsky's spot between Matt Calvert and Cam Atkinson, and left winger Colton Gillies will go back into the lineup on the fourth line. Derek MacKenzie will move to center on the fourth line.

Also, veteran Adrian Aucoin returns to the lineup after a two-game break. He'll slot in next to Tim Erixon, with John Moore taking a seat a healthy scratch.

"As I told Johnny out on the ice, it's basically a decision based on sheer numbers," Richards said. "The two games he played (while Aucoin was out) he played pretty well, did some good things. But the other guys -- Prout and Erixon -- have played really well, too.

"It's coming down to that point, and it's a good situation, where you're taking guys out who are playing pretty good. It's easier to manage. We're back-to-back with a game tomorrow night in Nashville, so whether somebody's game shifts or if we have an injury, we have the option of putting somebody in who's playing well and is ready to play."

Now to the Wisniewski niews ...
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Mar 21, 2013

Killin' The Kill

The Blue Jackets expected to have a good penalty kill this season. If you recall the early weeks of January, it was the one safe compliment you could pay this club.

The kill hasn't been as good as expected, though. It's been better.

Over the last 14 games, the Blue Jackets have allowed one power play goal. It was a 5-on-3 goal by Detroit in Joe Louis Arena on March 10. The Jackets haven't allowed a 5-on-4 goal since a loss in Anaheim on Feb. 18 -- more than a month ago.

In those 11 games, the Blue Jackets have killed 32 of 33 penalties (96.9 percent), climbing to third in the NHL at 86.6 percent. Only Boston (92.2 percent) and Ottawa (88.4 percent) have been better this season.

There are actually two impressive numbers in that previous stat. The 96.9 percent, obviously, but also the fact that ...
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Mar 21, 2013

Cannon Fodder podcast | Riding the wave

The Dispatch hockey writers, with special guest Carolina Hurricane play-by-play announcer John Forslund, talk about what's new with the Columbus Blue Jackets.
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Mar 20, 2013

Richards: "It Was A Great Shift"

If the Blue Jackets hadn't given up two goals only 47 seconds apart near the end of Tuesday's 4-3 win over Nashville, the most memorable sequence would have occurred midway through the second period.

The forward line of Mark Letestu, Derick Brassard and Vinny Prospal, and defensive pairing of rookie Dalton Prout and Nikita Nikitin, gained the Predators zone and owned the Predators zone for more than a minute, which is an eternity in the NHL. It was 1-0 when the shift started, but it wouldn't stay that way for long.

It felt like a Columbus power play, with Nashville forwards Craig Smith, David Legwand and Zach Boychuck chasing the puck in circles. Predators defensemen Kevin Klein and Victor Bartley were also out there, scrambling.

The Blue Jackets generated three shots on goal -- all by Letestu -- and did yeomen's work along the wall to maintain possession of the puck. Prout made a nifty play at the blue line to keep the puck in just before Prospal shoveled it across the slot to Letestu. His wrister went under the right arm of Nashville goaltender Pekka Rinne to put the Blue Jackets ahead 2-0 at 9:39 of the second.

"We talked about that line getting some more zone time,
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Mar 19, 2013

Game 30: Eruption

The Blue Jackets took a 10-game point streak into their match against the Nashville Predators in Nationwide Arena tonight.

During the 10-game streak, the Jackets scored 19 goals in regulation, or 1.9 per game. Also during the streak, the Jackets allowed 16 goals in regulation, or 1.6 per game.

We mention this because, suddenly, the 1985 Edmonton Oilers appeared.

The Jackets scored four goals, to this point, a weekly output, and allowed three, which is also anomalous.

They had to hang on to defeat the Predators.
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Mar 19, 2013

A.M. #30: Nashville

The Blue Jackets find themselves in a peculiar spot tonight against the Nashville Predators. The two clubs have identical 11-12-6 records, but they're heading in opposite directions -- the Jackets on a 10-game point streak (6-0-4) since Feb. 24 and the Predators are in a 3-8-1 dive since Feb. 19.

There's more.

The Jackets have defined themselves as a hard-skating, tight-checking bunch that relies heavily on goaltender Sergei Bobrovsky. They're stealing points, even in games they lose, making people around the league - and even here at home -- to wonder how they're doing this. The Blue Jackets have scored two goals in the last three games and have earned four points. That's 'Predator' hockey.

The Predators, meanwhile, are underperforming. They are playing game after game where the crispness, energy and adherence to system simply aren't there. Who are these guys? Where's the Fang Fever, yo?

Nashville coach Barry Trotz was asked about the Blue Jackets this morning.

"I see a lot of the characteristics that I like to pride ourselves ...
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Mar 18, 2013

Bobrovsky the Star, Again

Blue Jackets goaltender Sergei Bobrovsky was named the NHL third star of the week today, marking the first time any Blue Jacket has won a league star award in back-to-back weeks.

Bobrovsky was 1-0-2 with a 0.65 goals-against average and .983 save percentage in three games last week. Overall, Bobrovsky is 9-6-5 with a 2.00 goal-against average. His save percentage of .932 ranks second in the NHL behind Craig Anderson of Ottawa (.952).

Bobrovsky is 6-0-2 (.073/.976) with two shutouts in his past eight games. He matched a previous season high with 39 saves in two games last week and recorded his second career shutout in a 1-0 shootout win over Phoenix on Saturday. He also saved 37 shots in a 2-1 shootout loss to Vancouver on Tuesday.

"That’s surprising he’s third star, based on what I saw,” Blue Jackets coach Todd Richards said. “I don’t get a chance to see everyone, so obviously the other guys must have played some tremendous hockey. Bobby, for us, was great. Great is probably the best adjective. He was great. “
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Mar 17, 2013

Pulled From The Ashes

The Blue Jackets are off today. It's a deserved break, you'd have to say, given how this club had pulled itself up from the ashes, earned a point in 10 straight games (6-0-4) and positioned itself for a playoff run in its last season in the Western Conference.

But even as the rink sits dark today, there is much going on in the background, much for an observer of this team to digest.

On Feb. 25, the Blue Jackets were 5-12-2 and dead-last in the NHL. They were most certainly going to be NHL trade deadline sellers on April 3, it was just a matter of how far they would go. Is anybody off-limits? After all, this is going to be a long-term climb back to respectability, right?

The sun lifted today with the Blue Jackets 11-12-6 and two points out of the playoffs. Goaltender Sergei Bobrovsky looks like a No. 1 goaltender -- hell, he looks like a Vezina Trophy candidate - and the confidence around the dressing room is soaring.

Blue Jackets president of hockey operations John Davidson shared this vignette today.

"It's one of the classic things I've seen in a long time," Davidson said. "In the dressing room after the game last night, Bob ...
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Mar 17, 2013

Game 29: The Bob Show

Blue Jackets goaltender Sergei Bobrovsky has put together a magnificent run of play in recent weeks with very little offensive support. Tonight he took it to a different level, making 39 saves and winning a game in which his own club did not score.

The Blue Jackets outlasted the Phoenix Coyotes 1-0 in a shootout tonight before 14,231 in Nationwide Arena. It's the first time in franchise history the Blue Jackets have won a 1-0 shootout game.

Artem Anisimov and Mark Letestu scored in the first rounds of the shootout for the Blue Jackets, while Bobrovsky stopped Coyotes' shooters Mikkel Boedker and Steve Sullivan. When Sullivan pulled up after a dizzying array of moves and fired the puck point-blank into Borovsky's pads -- he simply would not bite on any of the moves -- the Jackets poured over the bench to surround him.

They could have carried Bobrovsky off the ice; he had just carried them for 65-plus minutes.

"It’s the team," Bobrovsky said. "We keep going and going and it’s confidence. You grow up. You get better and better and you work on your game. I just try to stop the puck every game and that’s it."

Sounds easy enough.
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Mar 16, 2013

A.M. #29: Phoenix

The Blue Jackets will play the Phoenix Coyotes for a third and final time tonight in Nationwide Arena. The Jackets will attempt to extend their franchise-record point streak to 10 games. That seems daunting, based on their first two meetings with the ‘Yotes, who drubbed the Jackets 5-1 Jan. 23 and beat them 5-3 on Feb. 16.

But the Jackets aren’t the team they were a month ago, when they fell to 4-9-2 after the second loss in Phoenix. They are 6-3-4 since.

“No disrespect to Phoenix but I think it was us doing it to ourselves when we played them,” Blue Jackets coach Todd Richards said. “We weren’t good. We weren’t disciplined. Structurally, we weren’t good. “
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Mar 15, 2013

Bettman's Letter To Mayor

On March 1, Columbus Mayor Michael B. Coleman penned a letter to NHL commissioner Gary Bettman. It was a kindly worded, gentleman's way of reminding Bettman and the league that Columbus and the Blue Jackets are waiting for an All-Star Game to replace the one that was canceled by the lockout.

On Thursday, Bettman was asked to update the All-Star sitution. He said:

"I got a very nice letter from the mayor of Columbus, which I've responded to. Because we don't know about Olympic participation (in 2014) yet, and as I think you all know in an Olympic year we don't have an All-Star game, we've got a whole host of factors that we have to look at. We know we owe Columbus a game, but we're not yet in a position to say what the timeline is. My hope is in the next couple of months, as our long-term calendar becomes a bit clearer, we'll be able to address that more specifically."

The Dispatch requested a copy of the letter from Mayor Coleman's office, but the letter hadn't arrived yet. Today, it was delivered.

---

Dear Mayor Coleman: 
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Mar 15, 2013

So Close

The Blue Jackets, riding a franchise record nine-game point streak, have taken 14 of 18 possible points in that stretch (5-0-4). The run is above all a credit to goaltender Sergei Bobrovsky (8-6-5, 2.11, .927), who has stopped 200 of 206 shots in his past seven games and has become one of the league’s best goalies, statistically speaking.

The Jackets weren't expected to sniff the postseason but a March surge has put them on the fringes of the playoff race. They have played at least one more game than every team in the West, but they are three points out of eighth place and six points out of fourth place. But they’d be much deeper in the mix if they could have conjured up even a few more goals in recent weeks.

“Our last two games (2-1 shootout losses to Vancouver and Chicago) are perfect examples of that,” Blue Jackets coach Todd Richards said. “You give up one goal…Really, Bob’s lights out in both games and we only get two points.”
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Mar 15, 2013

Game 28: Shot Down

The Chicago Blackhawks set an NHL record with a point streak of 24 games (21-0-3) to start the season. They stand astride the league like a goliath. Their toughest opponent may be the Blue Jackets, and what a strange dynamic that is.

It does not matter where the Jackets are in the standings, be it 30th or 22nd or somewhere in between. They give the Hawks fits. So they did again tonight.

Before a bipartisan crowd of 15,009, the Jackets pushed the game to overtime, and then a shootout. For the fourth time in as many meetings this season, the Jackets lost to the Hawks by a goal. The final was 2-1.

The atmosphere was electric – especially in overtime, when much of the crowd remained standing.
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Mar 14, 2013

Cannon Fodder podcast | Hot Blue Jackets heading east

The Blue Jackets, who have been on a roll as of late, will officially be moving to an eastern division of the NHL under the new realignment agreement. The Dispatch hockey writers talk about what that will mean for the team.
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Mar 14, 2013

NHL's Realignment Approved; Blue Jackets Moving East

The NHL will announce around noon today that it has approved a realignment plan that will include moving the Blue Jackets to the Eastern Conference for the start of the 2013-14 season.

The Blue Jackets will join a division with Carolina, New Jersey, the New York Islanders, New York Rangers, Philadelphia, Pittsburgh and Washington.

Voting by NHL clubs was due by 5 p.m. Wednesday. The NHLPA approved the plan last week.

The Detroit Red Wings also are moving East, but to a different division. The Red Wings will join Boston, Buffalo, Florida, Montreal, Ottawa, Tampa Bay and Toronto. ...
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Mar 13, 2013

Welcome Sight

Blue Jackets goaltender Sergei Bobrovsky shed a few tears last night during a 2-1 shootout loss to Vancouver in Nationwide Arena. That happens when you have the blade of a hockey stick shoved in your eye, he said.

“I could feel it, the stick on my eye,” Bobrovsky said of the high stick of Canucks captain Henrik Sedin that worked its way through the cage of his helmet and left Bobrovsky sprawled on the ice in final minute of regulation. No penalty was called.

“I just moved like this (whipping his head backward) and that saved me,” Bobrovsky said. “It was a little watery. I had to (wipe) it a couple of times  but it did not make a difference.”
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Mar 13, 2013

Game 27: Point Taken

A five-game Blue Jackets win streak came to an end tonight before 14,852 disgruntled folk in Nationwide Arena. The Vancouver Canucks, losers of four straight, stopped their slide with a 2-1 shootout win, secured by a controversial goal by Mason Raymond

Raymond was the only scorer in the postgame skills show, potting the winner in a fashion deemed legal by officials on the ice and in front of video monitors in Toronto (see previous post).

The Jackets, sluggish in the first two periods, failed to match a club-record, six-game win streak set in 2005-06. But a goal by Mark Letestu in the second period was enough to get them a point for the eight straight game (5-0-3), equaling the club record for earning at least one point in consecutive games, set in 2001-02.
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Mar 13, 2013

NHL: Raymond Goal Good

The Blue Jackets were somewhere between angry and perplexed after losing to the Vancouver Canucks 2-1 in a shootout tonight in Nationwide Arena. The only scored by either team in the shootout was by Vancouver's Mason Raymond -- and the Blue Jackets weren't convinced it should have counted.

Raymond pulled a spin-o-not-quite-rama in front of Blue Jackets' goaltender Sergei Bobrovsky, coming narrowly close to two violations of NHL rule 24.2, which governs penalty shots and shootout attempts - did the puck stop moving toward the opponent's net? did Raymond skate backward before releasing the puck?

Here are the pertinent aspects of rule 24.2:

The puck must be kept in motion towards the opponent’s goal line and once it is shot, the play shall be considered complete.

and

The spin-o-rama type move where the player completes a 360° turn as he approaches the goal, shall be permitted as this involves continuous motion. However, should the puck come to a complete stop at any time during the shot attempt, the shot shall be stopped and no goal will be the result.

The NHL watches all shootout attempts in real time. In fact, NHL VP of hockey operations Mike Murphy told The Dispatch that he was ...
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Mar 12, 2013

A.M. #27: Vancouver

Blue Jackets center Brandon Dubinsky – remember him? – will play tonight when the Jackets play host to the Vancouver Canucks tonight in Nationwide Arena.

Dubinsky, the talented two-way center acquired from the New York Rangers in the Rick Nash (remember him?) trade, has missed the past 11 games because of a sprained ligament in his left knee. He’s missed all the fun: An NHL-best, five-game winning streak and seven-game point streak.

“I really wanted to play against Detroit over the weekend but I didn’t feel like I was capable of doing what I wanted,” said Dubinsky, who suffered the injury during a 5-3 loss at Phoenix on Feb. 16. “But we got the four points. I’m glad I took the extra few days and I’m ready to go now.”

The Jackets are 6-3-2 without Dubinsky but they are a far better team with him in the lineup. Dubinsky had only one goal in 15 games but had established himself as an on-ice leader with his mix of grit and skill. He quickly established himself as a candidate to be the Blue Jackets' captain. Coach Todd Richards hopes he doesn’t try to do too much too soon.
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Mar 11, 2013

Bobrovsky The No. 1 Star

Blue Jackets goaltender Sergei Bobrovsky has been named the NHL's first star of the week after going 4-0 with a .972 save percentage and 0.77 goals-against average in wins over Colorado, Vancouver and Detroit (twice).

The four-game winning streak is the longest of Bobrovsky's career, and includes a 30-save shutout on Saturday against the Red Wings in Nationwide Arena. It was the first shutout of Bobrovsky's career.

The 24-year old Bobrovsky was acquired from Philadelphia for a second-round pick and two fourth-round picks on June 22.

He is 8-6-3 with a 2.27 goals-against average and .919 save percentage in 17 games for the Blue Jackets this season, ranking 11th in the NHL in both goals-against and save percentage. In his last five games, including one relief appearance, he has stopped 124 of 128 shots (.969).

"We have so much confidence in our play right now," Blue Jackets center Derick Brassard said after Sunday's 3-2 shootout win over Detroit in Joe Louis Arena. "A lot of it comes from our goaltender. Sergei is playing awesome right now, and we're all building off of that."

On Sunday, Bobrovsky allowed a shootout goal ...

Continue Reading 
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Mar 11, 2013

Game 26: Beat Goes On

The Blue Jackets continued their dominance of the Detroit Red Wings tonight and remained the hottest team in the NHL. Rub your eyes and read that sentence again. It's 100 percent true.

This was expected to be a 'rebuilding' season for the Blue Jackets, the first of many perhaps. Remember 'brick by brick'? Remember 'heading north'? Right now, the Jackets -- with five straight wins and a seven-game point streak, both one short of a franchise record -- are heading due north at mach speed.

Derick Brassard and R.J. Umberger scored in regulation, and Ryan Johansen and Matt Calvert scored highlight-reel goals in the shootout as the Blue Jackets earned their fourth straight win over the Red Wings -- their second in the span of 27 hours -- 3-2 before a sold-out crowd of 20,066 in Joe Louis Arena.

Blue Jackets goaltender Sergei Bobrovsky had 21 saves, not including stops of Damien Brunner and Henrik Zetterberg in the shootout. The third-round stop of Zetterberg, after Johansen and Calvert had scored in the first two rounds, brought the Blue Jackets over the board to celebrate with Bobrosvky, who has been spectacular during this stretch.

"We have so much confidence in our play right now," Brassard said. "A lot of it comes ...
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Mar 10, 2013

Jackets Acquire Machacek From Jets For Kubalik

The Blue Jackets made their first trade of the season and first in the career of general manager Jarmo Kekalainen today, acquiring Winnipeg forward Spencer Machacek in exchange for forward Tomas Kubalik.

Machacek, 24, was a third-round pick of the Thrashers in 2007. He has two goals and seven assists in 25 NHL games with Atlanta and Winnipeg but has spent the vast majority of his career in the American Hockey League (93-132-225 in 341 AHL games). The 6-1, 195-pound right wing had 11-14-25 in 57 games with AHL St. John’s this season.

Kubalik, 22, was selected by the Jackets in the fifth round in 2008. The Czech native has 1-3-4 in 12 games with Columbus and 49-47-96 in 190 AHL games (14-6-20 for Springfield this season).
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Mar 9, 2013

Game 25: Scoreboard

The massive new scoreboard in Nationwide Arena is hard to miss. The Dispatch Media Center, as it is properly known, is a high-definition behemoth, and the Jackets lit it up three times  today in a shutout win over the Detroit Red Wings.

As the clock wound down on the Blue Jackets fourth consecutive victory, Jackets winger Vinny Prospal – the aging, hyper-competitive Czech – ended a post-scrum dustup with Wings forward Justin Abdelkader by reminding the Detroiter of the score. Prospal pointed up at the board. This was deemed unsporting by on-ice authorities, and Prospal was banished to the dressing room with a 10-minute misconduct penalty.

“Vinny wants to win,” Blue Jackets center Derick Brassard said. “They’ve been beating us pretty badly the past couple of years and now we’re giving it to them a little bit. It feels pretty good. It’s not to be cocky. It just shows his emotion.”
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Mar 8, 2013

Gut Punch

The Blue Jackets placed forward Derek Dorsett on injured reserve this morning because of a broken collarbone suffered in the opening minutes of a 2-1 overtime win over Vancouver last night. He is expected to miss the rest of the season. The Jackets will be tasked with replacing perhaps their most irreplaceable player. It will be very, very tough to do.

Dorsett embodies much of what the Jackets purport themselves to be these days: A team of grit, attitude and hard workers. The 6-foot (not really), 192-pound (not really) right winger is the scrapper, the agitator and the arguably the flag-bearer of the franchise.

“You never know how injuries are going to affect your team,” Blue Jackets coach Todd Richards said. “But you’re taking a guy that plays the game with his heart on his sleeve out of your lineup and your locker room. It’s passion. It’s intensity. (The impact) is not going to be measured by goals or assists or anything like that. It’s going to be just the hardness of how you play the game because he drags people into the fight with him. You have no choice to but to (join him).”

Dorsett had three goals, six assists, a minus-11 rating, 53 penalty minutes and  -- new stat -- 167 infuriated opponents in 24 games. He led the NHL with 235 penalty minutes last season and chipped in 12 goals and assists in 77 games. It was a career year.

Continue Reading 

  Posted by Shawn Mitchell on Mar 8, 2013 | 4 Comments 


Mar 8, 2013

Dorsett's Season Likely Finished

An otherwise joyous night for the Blue Jackets was tempered by a serious injury to one of the club's most inspiring player.

Right winger Derek Dorsett suffered a fractured clavicle at 1:36 of the first period, when he was driven into the net by Vancouver's Andrew Alberts. The club announced after the game that he's likely to miss the rest of the season.

It's a big blow for the Blue Jackets. Dorsett has three goals, six assists and 53 penalty minutes in 24 games. Last season, he had 12 goals, 20 points and 235 penalty minutes -- all career highs.

Blue Jackets coach Todd Richards did not comment on Dorsett's injury, other than to say he hadn't been given any injury updates on any of his players. The Blue Jackets announced Dorsett's injury to the media shortly after Richards had spoken.

He'll likely address Dorsett's absence on Friday. The club may also recall a forward from minor-league Springfield so they have an extra skater heading into a weekend back-to-back with Detroit.

Dorsett's injury dampened the mood on a night when the Blue Jackets beat Vancouver 2-1 in overtime.

-- Aaron Portzline

aportzline@dispatch.com

twitter: @aportzline
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Mar 8, 2013

Game 24: Calvert Ends It

Blue Jackets left winger Matt Calvert started out of his own zone skating backward with the puck. He finally got turned around in the neutral zone, but nearly lost his feet when a sprawling Canuck threatened to undercut him as he carried the puck into the Vancouver zone.

Surviving all of this, Calvert couldn't believe what happened next.

With 56.9 seconds remaining in overtime, Calvert took advantage of open ice in front of Vancouver goaltender Cory Schneider and roofed home the overtime game-winner that sent the Blue Jackets to a 2-1 win before 13,682 in Nationwide Arena.

It was the Blue Jackets' ninth straight one-goal game, fifth straight overtime and third straight victory. And it was great theatre.

"It was kind of a weird play," Calvert said. "I was skating backwards at one point, then forwards, then cut to the middle. I saw a D-man back door and figured I just better shoot it, make the simple play. I saw an opening and luckily I beat him.

"It was kind of a broken play and not how you expect to score. But it was awesome to win. When you see all the guys coming over and cheering you on it was that much better."

The Blue Jackets are living on the right side of a narrow these days. Artem Anismov had the OT game-winner against Colorado on Sunday and the shootout game-winner on Tuesday against Edmonton.

Tonight it was Calvert's turn.

"I actually think it might have been my first OT winner in pro hockey," Calvert said.

Blue Jackets goaltender Sergei Bobrovsky had his second straight strong outing. He stopped 34 shots tonight, allowing only Henrik Sedin's goal early in the third period. R.J. Umberger also scored for the Blue Jackets.

But all the news was not good for Columbus.

Only 1:36 into the game, Blue Jackets winger Derek Dorsett ...
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Mar 7, 2013

NHLPA Approves Realignment

The NHL Players' Association tonight has approved a plan that would move the Blue Jackets to the Eastern Conference beginning next season. The NHL Board of Governors, who have final approval, will vote on the measure in the coming days, but are expected to pass it with ease.

The Blue Jackets, who have been the Eastern-most franchise in the Western Conference since joining the NHL as an expansion franchise in 1998, will join a newly-shaped Atlantic Division, along with Carolina, Philadelphia, Pittsburgh, New Jersey, the New York Islanders, New York Rangers, and Washington.

Meanwhile, other regional draws like Buffalo, Detroit and Toronto will also be in the Eastern Conference with Columbus.

The NHLPA indicated the plan would be reviewed following the 2014-15 season.

-- Aaron Portzline

aportzline@dispatch.com

twitter: @aportzline
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Mar 7, 2013

Cannon Fodder podcast | All this and Stompin' Tom Connors

In this episode, the Dispatch hockey writers talk about realignment, trade rumors and the late Stompin' Tom Connors.
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Mar 7, 2013

A.M. #24: Vancouver

The only member of an injury-riddled Blue Jackets defense to play every game to date is veteran Fedor Tyutin. That streak could end tonight. Tyutin will be a gametime decision when the Blue Jackets play host to the Vancouver Canucks in Nationwide Arena.

Tyutin leads the Jackets in assists (11) and is their No. 3 point producer (12). He left this morning’s pregame skate early. The rigors of shortened season are, finally, catching up to him.

“Toots was more just maintenance,” Blue Jackets coach Todd Richards said. “He didn’t feel great but he’ll be a gametime decision.

“Guys are getting banged up and sore. It’s little things that are adding up. Really, that’s what it is with Toots.”
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Mar 6, 2013

RIP Stompin' Tom

Few fans outside Canada knew his name, but every hockey fan knew Stompin' Tom Connors' famous song. Played nightly in virtually every rink in North American, The Hockey Song is seared in the hockey fans' soul.

The good ol' hockey game is the best game you can name, and the best game you can name is the good ol' hockey game.

Connors, a Canadian legend who released nearly 50 albums during a couragious and contentious 40-year career in music, died today of natural causes. He was 77.

The song was first published on a 1973 album, but didn't reach mass exposure until the Ottawa Senators began playing it during games in 1996-1997. Soon thereafter, the Toronto Maple Leafs picked it up and within a few years, almost every rink in North America played it.

Connors earned the nickname Stompin' Tom for his habit ...
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Mar 6, 2013

New Blood

The Vancouver Canucks remain the only Western Conference team the Blue Jackets have not played during a lockout-shortened, conference-only regular season. That will change on Thursday, when the Jackets play host to the Canucks in Nationwide Arena.

The Canucks (11-6-5) lead the Northwest Division. They will provide a fine challenge for the Jackets, who are in the midst of a modest surge as they approach the halfway point of their season. Columbus (7-12-4) has points in four straight and has won two in a row for the first time this season.

The Jackets celebrated with an optional skate on the big ice this afternoon. Twelve of them participated, including center Brandon Dubinsky and defenseman Nikita Nikitin. It is unclear if either will play on Thursday. Dubinsky has missed eight games because of a sprained left knee. Nikitin did not play in a shootout win over Edmonton on Tuesday because of a sore neck.
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Mar 5, 2013

Game 23: Bob Fuels Win

Well, this was something. The Blue Jackets did not play all that well, they were sloppy with the puck, their starting goaltender was yanked in the 21st minute – and they won. The worst team in the NHL came back from a one-goal deficit in the third period, survived a four-on-three disadvantage in overtime and bettered one a talented trio in a shootout.

The Jackets beat the Edmonton Oilers 4-3 tonight in the Nationwide Arena. A crowd of 14,952 paid witness. The folks were loud. The Jackets (7-12-4) have thus won back-to-back games for the first time this season. They have a four-game point streak. Really, this is too much to process.

“It’s two points, any way we can get them,” said ancient winger Vinny Prospal. “We found a way.”

Prospal had a goal and an assist and was the No. 1 star (an honor that should have been accorded Sergei Bobrovsky). Derek MacKenzie and defenseman Jack Johnson, who returned from injury, also had goals for the Jackets.

“We’ve been in games and we were just making one ...
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Mar 5, 2013

A.M. #23: Edmonton

The Blue Jackets made it through a morning skate without losing a player to injury. Actually, they gained two players.

Defenseman Jack Johnson, who missed four games with an upper body injury, and center Derick Brassard, who missed two games, also with an upper body injury, are both expected to play at 7 tonight against the Edmonton Oilers in Nationwide Arena.

Defenseman Nikita Nikitin, who left Sunday's win over Colorado early, will not play. He'd hoped to return, but Nikitin said his neck is still bothering him after the hit he absorbed by Avs winger Patrick Bordeleau.

Here's an educated guess at the lines:
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Mar 4, 2013

Healing Up

Most of the banged-up Blue Jackets spent this fine early spring day away from Nationwide Arena, no doubt basking in the glory of a one-goal win over the Colorado Avalanche last night.

Coach Todd Richards spent six hours at the rink, meeting with his coaching staff and “going over some things.” Later, he provided an injury update, and the news wasn’t all grim.

First the bad: Defenseman John Moore, injured during a morning skate at Chicago on Friday, has a shoulder injury and will miss 2-3 weeks. He was placed on injured reserve this afternoon.

Now the good: A trio of injured Jackets – defenseman Nikita Nikitin and Jack Johnson and center Derick Brassard – are expected to participate in the morning skate on Tuesday and perhaps play against the visiting Edmonton Oilers on Tuesday night.
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Mar 3, 2013

Game 21: Artie In OT

The Blue Jackets' last five losses have been by one goal. Two of those have been in overtime and two of them have come against the greatest team in NHL history, the Chicago Blackhawks.

There's two ways to look at these numbers. First, it might say that the Blue Jackets just aren't good enough to get over the hump and beat good NHL teams. Second, it might just say they don't get any breaks or favorable bounces. It could mean both of these things, right?

Last night, the Blue Jackets were pleased to welcome the Colorado Avalanche to town for a matinee in Nationwide Arena, a game that pitted a club that's rebuilding but can't quite say it yet (the Blue Jackets) against a club that should be rebuilding but doesn't realize it (Colorado).

After a dozy start -- some would argue it was sound defensive hockey in both directions -- the Blue Jackets roared to life in the final 30 minutes of the game and won 2-1 on Artem Anisimov's game-winner at 2:26 of overtime.

It was Anisimov's second career OT game-winner, and it was a beauty. The Blue Jackets, on a 4-on-3, held the zone for the entire first 90 seconds of the power play, with defenseman Tim Erixon blasting two shots that nearly beat Colorado goaltender Semyon Varlamov to end it.

Instead, Erixon ended up setting up Anisimov seconds later ...
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Mar 3, 2013

Columbus Mayor Coleman To NHL: Ready When You Are

Columbus mayor Michael B. Coleman sent a letter to the NHL this week. The letter, obtained by The Dispatch, was a tap on the shoulder, essentially, reminding the league that Columbus ready and waiting for the go-ahead to host a future NHL All-Star Game, and sooner rather than later.

The Blue Jackets were scheduled to host the 2013 NHL All-Star Game in Nationwide Arena, but the game was canceled by the NHL lockout. The league has said it will work with Columbus to bring another mid-season classic this way, and Coleman and others are holding them to it.

The letter, dated Friday, was cordial and formal.

"We understand there are plenty of steps ahead before naming the host city for the next NHL All-Star Weekend, including the determination of the next available year, conference realignment, the 2013 NHL Draft in Newark and the 2014 Winter Classic on New Years’ Day in Detroit and Ann Arbor," Coleman wrote.

"We hope that you understand our urgency to regain the opportunity for Columbus ...
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Mar 2, 2013

Cause For Relief

The Blue Jackets had an optional skate today in Nationwide Arena, where all 14 players who participated appeared to emerge unscathed. It shouldn’t be, but that was cause for relief.

“There is no morning skate tomorrow so I don’t think we have to worry about calling anybody up,” Blue Jackets coach Todd Richards said when asked if he expected to use the same lineup he did on Friday against Chicago.

He was only half-joking. The Blue Jackets have been hit with a wide variety of injuries in recent weeks. The latest occurred when defenseman John Moore suffered an upper-body injury during Friday’s pregame skate, forcing the Blue Jackets to make a last-minute recall of Springfield defenseman Dalton Prout and play the first period on Friday with only five defensemen (see previous post).

Moore will not play on Sunday against Colorado and could miss “a little bit of an extended period of time,” Richards said.

As in, one week, maybe two?
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Mar 2, 2013

A Whirlwind Day

The only part of Dalton Prout's day that seemed the least bit normal was when he took the ice for the Blue Jackets, facing the No. 1 team in the NHL (Chicago) and playing before 21,858 fans in a sold out United Center.

Otherwise it was the kind of frantic, stressful, hectic day that Prout and the Blue Jackets will remember for a long time. We'll pick it up in Springfield, Mass., where Prout had just returned to his apartment following a morning skate with AHL Springfield.

"We were finishing a suspended game and then playing a full game (Friday night), so we had an early morning skate and was taking a pre-game nap a little earlier than usual," Prout said. "The phone rang and it was Lars (Falcons coach Brad Larsen). He said 'Get up! You're going up!'

"I knew the Blue Jackets were in Chicago, so I knew getting a flight there wouldn't be hard. But with traffic and it being a Friday, I thought it could be interesting. And it was."

Prout booked a Southwest flight from nearby Hartford, Conn., to Chicago. It was scheduled to arrive in Chicago at 6:10 p.m. local, about 80 minutes before the puck was expected to drop in United Center.

As he bought the ticket so close to departure, Prout was given the boarding number Southwest customers fear: ...
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Mar 2, 2013

Game 21: A Bitter Pill

One glance at the NHL standings and you'd never guess the Blue Jackets have had the Chicago Blackhawks on the ropes this season, much less three times.

These undermanned Blue Jackets have a spirit about, enough to throw jabs and stick out a chiseled chin. But these Jackets do not have a haymaker in their repertoire, which is why the Blackhawks are owners of an NHL-record 21-game point streak (and counting) to start a season, and why the Blue Jackets are flying home tonight lamenting their third one-goal loss this season to Chicago.

The Blackhawks won 4-3 in overtime before 21,828 in United Center tonight when Brent Seabrook and Jonathan Toews - my, look at them go! - scored at 3:23 of the extra period to end it. Toews carried the puck and the play with speed into the zone, made a crafty pass behind him to his right that split Jackets' defensemen Nikita Nikitin and Adrian Aucoin and made it to Seabrook for a tap-in.

“Regardless of who it is, it’s still a loss,” Blue Jackets coach Todd Richards said. “We still just aren’t quite good enough. We battled and we competed, which is what we should do. We found a way to get it to overtime. But we have to find ways to come out on top.”

The Blue Jackets, now 5-12-4, have lost to the Blackhawks by scores of 3-2, 1-0 and 4-3 this season. This is a Blackhawks club that has outscored the rest of the NHL 60-35 in 18 games.
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Mar 1, 2013

A.M. #21: Chicago

So much for a routine morning skate in Chicago.

Late in the morning skate, Blue Jackets defenseman John Moore skated quickly off the ice with a trainer following him. He did not appear to be bleeding and was limping, which would suggest a lower-body injury.

Blue Jackets coach Todd Richards later described it as an upper body injury and said Moore would miss tonight's game against the Chicago Blackhawks in United Center. As the Blue Jackets' medical staff scrambled behind the scenes to help Moore, so did the Blue Jackets' coaching staff and team services staff scramble to get a player called up from minor-league Springfield.

Defenseman Dalton Prout is on his way from Springfield, Mass., to Chicago. He's set to land in Chicago at 6 p.m. central time -- not sure if it's Midway or O'Hare -- and will be sped to United Center in hopes of arriving for a 7:30 p.m. puck drop.

This could get interesting, especially in Chicago traffic and especially on a Friday.

"We might have to start the game ...
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Some Avalanche fans and hockey experts believe the NHL team hasn't done enough to upgrade its defensive corps, unquestionably the weakest link in last season's Western Conference last-place squad. My take: At least the Avs did something by adding Cory Sarich through trade and Andre Benoit via free agency.

Last season, the Avs' front office didn't seem to have the green light to try to improve its blue line. In one case, they might have weakened the corps in a cost-saving measure ordered from above.

With Joe Sakic and Patrick Roy now in charge, saving money doesn't seem to be on their agenda.

In March under the previous regime, young defenseman Tyson Barrie was playing a No. 1 role for the Avs, averaging around 20 minutes of ice time per game, before suddenly being reassigned to the minor leagues when D-men Erik Johnson and Ryan Wilson were activated from injured reserve.

I was on a trip with the Avs to Columbus, Detroit and Chicago, and Barrie was generally playing great before he was conveniently sent to Cleveland from Chicago on March 7, to join the Lake Erie Monsters of the American Hockey League. It appeared to be a cost-saving measure, because Barrie was the only Avs defenseman on a two-way contract, thus the only one eligible to be paid less for going to Lake Erie.

Granted, Johnson and Wilson were tabbed as Colorado's top D-pair, but Barrie would have been an excellent alternative in the second pairing and still playing on the power play. Instead, he was in the minor leagues for nearly three weeks, returning to the big club when Wilson re-injured his 
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Colorado executive VP of hockey operations Joe Sakic (Denver Post file)

ankle. 

A handful of other smaller examples hinted that this was a team that wasn't 100 percent committed to winning. With Sakic and Roy in charge, I don't see that, and not just because the two Hall of Famers have said so.

Yes, the Avs still lack a dominant D, but there's no question they tried to acquire one through trade, and they probably made an attempt at Bruins free agent Andrew Ference. What they ended up getting was a responsible 6-foot-4 veteran in Sarich and a relatively small puck-mover in Benoit, whom Sakic said will help the power play.

What they departed with was stay-at-home defenseman Shane O'Brien (traded to Calgary in the Sarich deal) and Greg Zanon (waived and ultimately bought out). The Zanon move was definitely progress, and the opposite of a cost-save measure.

Right now, Johnson (age 25), Wilson (26) and Barrie (21) are the building blocks, backed up with Benoit (29), Jan Hejda (35), Matt Hunwick (28) and Sarich (34). Like Barrie, youngsters Stefan Elliott (22) and Duncan Siemens (19) are still on two-way contracts and the latter two probably will begin next season in the minors.

Don't forget about the 6-3 Siemens, who was 17 when chosen No. 11 in the 2010 draft. Siemens turns 20 on Sept. 7, just before training camp begins, and is an example of how NHL teams must be patient 

Colorado coach Patrick Roy (Getty Images file)

with talented young defensemen. 

In general, the Avs are asking for your patience. And there is hope for an improved blue line.

Mike Chambers: 303-954-1357, mchambers@denverpost.com or twitter.com/mchambersdp
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Oh, for Avalanche to "B" contenders again

Posted:   07/13/2013 12:01:00 AM MDT

Updated:   07/13/2013 12:42:49 AM MDT

By Adrian Dater

The Denver Post

The Avalanche joins Stanley Cup MVP Patrick Kane, left, and the defending champion Chicago Blackhawks in the same division next season. (Jeff Haynes, Reuters)

It's not just a new coach, a new management structure and a new Pepsi Center JumboTron that will make things different for the Avalanche next season. It's a new division and a new playoff format, for the Avs and every other NHL team.

For those overwhelmed with other changes across the NHL, or with Ilya Kovalchuk walking away from $77 million, the league has been realigned. Each conference will have two divisions, not three. A new playoff format has been instituted, with the top three teams from each division and two other conference wild-card teams advancing to the first round.

The Avalanche will play in what — until a new name is given — is now the Western Conference's "Division B."

Instead of playing in the Northwest Division with Vancouver, Calgary, Edmonton and Minnesota, the Avs' new division members are Chicago, Dallas, Minnesota, Nashville, St. Louis and Winnipeg.

Gone from the Western Conference are Detroit and Columbus, which moved to the East. Coming into the West is one former Eastern team, Winnipeg. The Eastern Conference has 16 teams, while 14 are in the Western Conference. That means the odds of the Avs and every other Western Conference team earning a playoff berth are better than those in the East.

With the dust having settled from the draft and free agency, here's an early look at how the Avs stack up in the new Western Conference. One thing is certain: The competition is as tough as ever.

 Grading the West

As Mick Jagger sings in "Shattered," it will be "tough, tough, tough, tough, tough."

The Avs are now in the same division as the defending Stanley Cup champion Blackhawks, while St. Louis and Minnesota were both playoff teams last season.

On the other hand, Dallas, Nashville and Winnipeg were nonplayoff teams. Chicago and St. Louis will be favored to finish first and second, but the Avs figure to be competitive with the other four for the magical 
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third-place finish. And, there is still the chance of a wild-card berth, which will go to the seventh- and eighth-place teams with the most points. 

If you're looking for reasons why the new division format might help the Avs, look no further than the travel schedule.

Travel will get easier because of the new format. The Avs will gain an hour on the clocks coming back from central time zone cities such as Chicago, St. Louis, Dallas, Nashville and Winnipeg.

When the Avs came home from a division road game at Vancouver, it was usually 2 a.m. or later when they touched down at DIA. Now it will be midnight or so if they're winging back from St. Louis. Those extra hours of rest at home add up over the course of a long season.

 Who got better?

In Division B, Nashville looks to be better, with new draftee Seth Jones and several new free-agent forwards such as Viktor Stalberg, Matt Cullen, Eric Nystrom and Matt Hendricks.

Dallas upgraded, acquiring Tyler Seguin and Rich Peverly from Boston, Shawn Horcoff from Edmonton and Sergei Gonchar from Ottawa.

The Avs unquestionably will be better with No. 1 draft pick Nathan Mac-Kinnon and the return of Alex Tanguay, but the defense and goaltending remain huge question marks.

While the Blackhawks will again be favored to win their division and contend for the Stanley Cup, they lost key performers, including Stalberg, Dave Bolland, Ray Emery and Michael Frolik. 

(Click to enlarge)

It's hard to claim they're as good as they were a month ago. 

Minnesota, St. Louis and Winnipeg kept the core of their rosters intact, but none are as good as Chicago.

As for the rest of the West, the Avs probably are thankful they weren't included in Division A, while former division mates Edmonton and Calgary were. All those West Coast dates take a heavy travel toll on a team and having to play strong teams such as Los Angeles, Anaheim, Phoenix and San Jose on a regular basis won't be fun.

Vancouver has cruised to the Northwest title in recent years, but the Canucks will have much tougher competition next season.

Bottom line: There's never an easy route to the Stanley Cup.

Adrian Dater: 303-954-1360, adater@denverpost.com or twitter.com/adater
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Denver Post sports writer Adrian Dater posts his Avs Mailbag on Fridays during the NHL season. This is a special offseason installment.  

Pose an Avalanche- or NHL-related question for the Avs Mailbag. 

Hi, Adrian. I've read in your reports several times that the "show" that the Avalanche organization provides for fans at the Pepsi Center is stale and dated. What have you seen at other venues that has more imagination and creativity? And please, don't say "ice girls." :) 

-- Meg Dyer, Boulder 

Meg - It'll be a whole new atmosphere at the Pepsi Center this coming season. Not only will there be ice girls, but a brand new Jumbotron will be in the arena, along with a new sound system. The screens are massive, and will really change the in-arena experience. 

It's about time. The atmosphere in the arena the past few years was stale; old Jumbotron, bad sound and outdated music. The ice girls? Sex sells. Fact of life. 

I am watching the Red Wings and Blackhawks in Game 7, and I am mad about the state of the Avs since the salary-cap era came in. Why couldn't the Avs remain an annual playoff team like the Red Wings? Is it Pierre Lacroix's fault? Cannot wait for the Joe Sakic/Patrick Roy era to start! 

-- Scott, Lone Tree 

Scott - It's a lot of people's fault. It's the players, owners and Gary Bettman's fault for allowing the fully canceled season of 2004-05, which was followed by a salary cap of $39 million. That was what really ruined the Avs, that cap. They had to let Peter Forsberg go for nothing because of it. That never should have happened. 

And, yeah, I think Lacroix should have worked harder to keep Forsberg, to find a way. You can't let Peter Forsberg just go for nothing. But that was part of Lacroix's MO 

This fall, Pepsi Center will enhance its in-arena experience with the installation of a new video scoreboard and sound system. (Artist's rendering provided by Pepsi Center)

too often in his final years. He just let too many good players walk, usually over money. 

But you can't blame Lacroix for the cap going down so drastically like it did. You think he really wanted to let Forsberg go? The math just wouldn't add up. The Avs that came out of the canceled season were still good — they made the playoffs in 2005-06, but a gradual decline started from there. 

The Avs' last gasp at glory was in 2008, when they had Forsberg back, along with guys like Paul Stastny, Joe Sakic, Milan Hejduk, Ryan Smyth, Adam Foote and Jose Theodore. But starting with Game 1 of the second-round series against Detroit, when Forsberg pulled a groin in warmups, everything went bad in a hurry. 

They made the playoffs in 2009-10, but mostly because of Craig Anderson carrying the team on his back. Then, they let him go, too, and have been chasing their tails ever since. I'll repeat now what I said then: Letting Anderson go was a dumb mistake. I don't give a darn about any supposed bad attitude a lot of fans think he had. He only may have had one because management dragged its feet in negotiating with him, then gave up on him after he hurt a knee in warmup. He's gone on to be one of the NHL's best goalies since in Ottawa. 

Did you ever think that you would again cover Patrick Roy and Joe Sakic on a regular basis? 

-- Andrew P., Boulder 

Andrew - Sakic, yes. Roy, no. 

It seemed like the door was closed on him after 
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he turned down the Avs' coaching job in 2009. But with a new management structure in place, Roy came back in the picture. 

I must say, I'm excited to see what lies ahead. Let's face it, the Avs of the last four years have been a downer, at times even for this old reporter. It's not just that the Avs lost a lot, it's that they had no buzz at all. Losses will still happen at times, but with Roy in charge, there will be buzz. 

Passing on Seth Jones? The Avs will rue the draft day. What's your take, Adrian? Thanks! 

-- Pat, Denver 

Pat - Look, it's a Faustian bargain picking at No. 1. Damned if you do, damned if you don't. This has been analyzed a lot already, but in a nutshell I think: You always pick the best player, not the player who is supposed to fill a need of the moment. 

Yeah, the Avs need help — lots — on defense. But Nathan MacKinnon was the best player available on most scouts' lists. He's got special talent. History shows forwards taken at No. 1 work out a lot better than D-men taken first. Add it up and the Avs, based on the odds, made the right choice. 

Yeah, Jones is going to be a very good player, probably a star. But "probably" isn't used with MacKinnon. He will be a star, everyone believes. Defensemen take a long time to develop, too. Jones is only 18, but it might be five years before he really becomes a reliable player. We'll see. But, as much as I like Jones, I think the Avs made the right choice. 

Tim Thomas, the former Bruins goalie and two-time Vezina Trophy winner, wants to come back after taking a year off. Any chance he could join the Avalanche since he lives in Colorado? I only request if we win the Stanley Cup with him in goal, he join his teammates for their trip to Washington to meet President Barack Obama. I believe regardless of your political affiliation, athletes need to respect the office of the presidency. Keep politics out of it. 

-- Abdi Dulane, Denver 

Abdi - Nobody has heard a word from Thomas' mouth in a while, so we actually don't know what he wants to do right now. He lives just outside of Colorado Springs, but refuses all media requests (including mine). 

I'm sure a team would gamble on Thomas, but it hasn't happened yet and who knows what will happen with him. As for politics, it only gets people in trouble, so I'll pass on any opinions about that. 

Is there going to be a Burgundy-White game this year, or is the Las Vegas MGM game vs. the L.A. Kings going to be our first glimpse at the new roster? 

-- Jim Strohmeier, Littleton 

Jim - The Vegas game is always the last one on the Avs' preseason schedule, so it won't be the first one to see the new team in action. There will be a handful of games at the Pepsi Center before that. The schedule hasn't been released yet, though. Should be soon. 

I am an Avs fan but I have a non-Avalanche-related observation. Several days ago I was watching NHL Network and heard the announcers continually referring to the Phoenix Coyotes as the Arizona Coyotes. I have not heard or read about an official change to the team's name from any other source. Is this one announcer's ignorance, or is there a change coming to the NHL? 

-- Adam, Farmington, N.M. 

Adam - Yes, the team will be known as the Arizona Coyotes after this season. That was decided after the Glendale City Council approved, by a 4-3 motion, to keep the team there. It happened last week. 

Do you think we're about to see a game between Avalanche and the Quebec Nordiques soon? The province and the city are crazy. With the new NHL-made arena on the way, the dream is stronger than ever. I lived in Denver for about nine years before coming back to Canada, and it always was weird to see the Avalanche; for us they are still the Quebec Nordiques. 

-- Daniel Poulin, Saint-Prosper-de-Dorchester, Quebec 

Daniel - Quebec won't get a team this season, but the signs seem positive it'll get one eventually. And, yes, a game between the Avs and Nords would be great fun. 
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Denver Post sports writer Adrian Dater posts his Avs Mailbag on Fridays during the NHL season. This is a special offseason installment.  

Pose an Avalanche- or NHL-related question for the Avs Mailbag. 

Hi, Adrian. I've read in your reports several times that the "show" that the Avalanche organization provides for fans at the Pepsi Center is stale and dated. What have you seen at other venues that has more imagination and creativity? And please, don't say "ice girls." :) 

-- Meg Dyer, Boulder 

Meg - It'll be a whole new atmosphere at the Pepsi Center this coming season. Not only will there be ice girls, but a brand new Jumbotron will be in the arena, along with a new sound system. The screens are massive, and will really change the in-arena experience. 

It's about time. The atmosphere in the arena the past few years was stale; old Jumbotron, bad sound and outdated music. The ice girls? Sex sells. Fact of life. 

I am watching the Red Wings and Blackhawks in Game 7, and I am mad about the state of the Avs since the salary-cap era came in. Why couldn't the Avs remain an annual playoff team like the Red Wings? Is it Pierre Lacroix's fault? Cannot wait for the Joe Sakic/Patrick Roy era to start! 

-- Scott, Lone Tree 

Scott - It's a lot of people's fault. It's the players, owners and Gary Bettman's fault for allowing the fully canceled season of 2004-05, which was followed by a salary cap of $39 million. That was what really ruined the Avs, that cap. They had to let Peter Forsberg go for nothing because of it. That never should have happened. 

And, yeah, I think Lacroix should have worked harder to keep Forsberg, to find a way. You can't let Peter Forsberg just go for nothing. But that was part of Lacroix's MO 
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too often in his final years. He just let too many good players walk, usually over money. 

But you can't blame Lacroix for the cap going down so drastically like it did. You think he really wanted to let Forsberg go? The math just wouldn't add up. The Avs that came out of the canceled season were still good — they made the playoffs in 2005-06, but a gradual decline started from there. 

The Avs' last gasp at glory was in 2008, when they had Forsberg back, along with guys like Paul Stastny, Joe Sakic, Milan Hejduk, Ryan Smyth, Adam Foote and Jose Theodore. But starting with Game 1 of the second-round series against Detroit, when Forsberg pulled a groin in warmups, everything went bad in a hurry. 

They made the playoffs in 2009-10, but mostly because of Craig Anderson carrying the team on his back. Then, they let him go, too, and have been chasing their tails ever since. I'll repeat now what I said then: Letting Anderson go was a dumb mistake. I don't give a darn about any supposed bad attitude a lot of fans think he had. He only may have had one because management dragged its feet in negotiating with him, then gave up on him after he hurt a knee in warmup. He's gone on to be one of the NHL's best goalies since in Ottawa. 

Did you ever think that you would again cover Patrick Roy and Joe Sakic on a regular basis? 

-- Andrew P., Boulder 

Andrew - Sakic, yes. Roy, no. 

It seemed like the door was closed on him after 
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he turned down the Avs' coaching job in 2009. But with a new management structure in place, Roy came back in the picture. 

I must say, I'm excited to see what lies ahead. Let's face it, the Avs of the last four years have been a downer, at times even for this old reporter. It's not just that the Avs lost a lot, it's that they had no buzz at all. Losses will still happen at times, but with Roy in charge, there will be buzz. 

Passing on Seth Jones? The Avs will rue the draft day. What's your take, Adrian? Thanks! 

-- Pat, Denver 

Pat - Look, it's a Faustian bargain picking at No. 1. Damned if you do, damned if you don't. This has been analyzed a lot already, but in a nutshell I think: You always pick the best player, not the player who is supposed to fill a need of the moment. 

Yeah, the Avs need help — lots — on defense. But Nathan MacKinnon was the best player available on most scouts' lists. He's got special talent. History shows forwards taken at No. 1 work out a lot better than D-men taken first. Add it up and the Avs, based on the odds, made the right choice. 

Yeah, Jones is going to be a very good player, probably a star. But "probably" isn't used with MacKinnon. He will be a star, everyone believes. Defensemen take a long time to develop, too. Jones is only 18, but it might be five years before he really becomes a reliable player. We'll see. But, as much as I like Jones, I think the Avs made the right choice. 

Tim Thomas, the former Bruins goalie and two-time Vezina Trophy winner, wants to come back after taking a year off. Any chance he could join the Avalanche since he lives in Colorado? I only request if we win the Stanley Cup with him in goal, he join his teammates for their trip to Washington to meet President Barack Obama. I believe regardless of your political affiliation, athletes need to respect the office of the presidency. Keep politics out of it. 

-- Abdi Dulane, Denver 

Abdi - Nobody has heard a word from Thomas' mouth in a while, so we actually don't know what he wants to do right now. He lives just outside of Colorado Springs, but refuses all media requests (including mine). 

I'm sure a team would gamble on Thomas, but it hasn't happened yet and who knows what will happen with him. As for politics, it only gets people in trouble, so I'll pass on any opinions about that. 

Is there going to be a Burgundy-White game this year, or is the Las Vegas MGM game vs. the L.A. Kings going to be our first glimpse at the new roster? 

-- Jim Strohmeier, Littleton 

Jim - The Vegas game is always the last one on the Avs' preseason schedule, so it won't be the first one to see the new team in action. There will be a handful of games at the Pepsi Center before that. The schedule hasn't been released yet, though. Should be soon. 

I am an Avs fan but I have a non-Avalanche-related observation. Several days ago I was watching NHL Network and heard the announcers continually referring to the Phoenix Coyotes as the Arizona Coyotes. I have not heard or read about an official change to the team's name from any other source. Is this one announcer's ignorance, or is there a change coming to the NHL? 

-- Adam, Farmington, N.M. 

Adam - Yes, the team will be known as the Arizona Coyotes after this season. That was decided after the Glendale City Council approved, by a 4-3 motion, to keep the team there. It happened last week. 

Do you think we're about to see a game between Avalanche and the Quebec Nordiques soon? The province and the city are crazy. With the new NHL-made arena on the way, the dream is stronger than ever. I lived in Denver for about nine years before coming back to Canada, and it always was weird to see the Avalanche; for us they are still the Quebec Nordiques. 

-- Daniel Poulin, Saint-Prosper-de-Dorchester, Quebec 

Daniel - Quebec won't get a team this season, but the signs seem positive it'll get one eventually. And, yes, a game between the Avs and Nords would be great fun. 

 Adrian Dater has covered the Colorado Avalanche since the team moved to Denver in 1995. Pose an Avalanche- or NHL-related question for the Avs Mailbag. 

Read more: Avs Mailbag: Ambience at Pepsi Center gets jolt with new Jumbotron - The Denver Post http://www.denverpost.com/avsmailbag/ci_23642810/avs-mailbag-ambience-at-pepsi-center-gets-jolt#ixzz2ZR0Iftlv 

Read The Denver Post's Terms of Use of its content: http://www.denverpost.com/termsofuse 

Follow us: @Denverpost on Twitter | Denverpost on Facebook

What did it feel like for a teenager to put pen to paper on a contract that will guarantee him millions of dollars the next three years?

"It felt amazing, for sure," Nathan MacKinnon said by phone Tuesday. "I've dreamed about doing that for a while."

MacKinnon is only 17, so "a while" is a phrase cloaked in relative irony. The kid in a hurry to get his NHL career going took another big step by signing a three-year, entry-level contract with the Avalanche Tuesday.

MacKinnon's cap hit will be $3.775 million, the maximum a player can earn in his first contract. His signing gives the Avs 23 players signed for this coming season, also the NHL maximum. 

MacKinnon's base salary actually will be $925,000, but with the bonuses built into the contract - and per NHL collective bargaining agreement bylaws - the cap hit is $3.775 million. A signing bonus, which cannot exceed 10 percent of the contract's total compensation, is included in the deal, and other bonuses pertain to number of games played and possible awards. 

"We're happy to have Nathan under contract and excited to see him at training camp," Avalanche executive vice president of hockey operations Joe Sakic said in a statement.

MacKinnon was only the third 17-year old to be taken first overall at the NHL draft in the last 26 years, joining Sidney Crosby in 2005 and Joe Thornton in 1997.

"When I signed that contract, it was definitely a dream come true," MacKinnon said.

MacKinnon is in Denver for Avalanche orientation camp. The camp consists of off-ice activities, mostly centering on talks from management on what to expect during their careers.

Avalanche coach Patrick Roy said MacKinnon will start the season with the Avs, centering a line with Jamie McGinn and Steve Downie.

According to Capgeek.com, the Avs still have $10.3 million in room under the NHL's $64.3 million salary cap.
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Hard as it is to picture, it is possible Colorado Avalanche fans will see Milan Hejduk playing in another NHL uniform next season.

"He wants to keep playing," Hejduk's agent, Jiri Crha said Monday in a phone interview. "If there is any team that really wants to use him for his offensive skills, he still believes he could do it."

The Avs, however, don't appear to be interested. Hejduk, 37, is an unrestricted free agent and Crha said the Avs have informed him he is not in their plans.

"They are very honest about their different plans. They don't believe he can play in their top six of forwards," Crha said. "We just saw a player (Daniel Alfredsson in Ottawa) who left after 17 years with the same team. That's the reality of the hockey life."

Hejduk scored only four goals and 11 points in 29 games with the Avs last season, sometimes being a healthy scratch or playing on the third and fourth line.

"They used him as a checker," Crha said. "It was one of those years. But there's no panic here. No rush. He's feeling very good health-wise again, and I believe when he is in good shape that he is still valuable."

Crha said he has received calls from other teams recently. But Crha said if Hejduk was to sign with another team, many of the right circumstances would have to collide — including money.

"He's not going to take some (minimum) salary. It could be a contract with bonuses or something like that, if he achieved them then it's fair to both sides. But we'll see, as I said there is no rush," Crha said.

Hejduk, who earned $2 million last season, has played for the Avs since 1998 and is a former captain. He has previously stated he wanted to retire having played for just them in his career, but Crha said Hejduk still has the itch to prove he can score goals again in the NHL. He holds the Avs franchise record for most 20-goal seasons in succession (11, from 1999-2011).

"If you see his stats, it's incredible," Crha said. "There are not too many guys who have scored goals like Milan. He still has a great shot. But he understands the hockey business too. If (Colorado) wants to go in a different direction he understands that. It's too bad, but sometimes things like that happen."
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There has been so much change with the Avalanche since last season, and much of it has been refreshing. A new role for Joe Sakic, the return of Patrick Roy, the drafting of Nathan Mac- Kinnon — even a new JumboTron coming soon to the Pepsi Center.

One thing that did not change enough, though: the Avs' mediocre defense.

True, the Avs acquired veterans Cory Sarich and Andre Benoit. True, five of their seven picks in the draft last weekend were defensemen, including Chris Bigras with the 32nd pick. But none of those changes will make the Avs much better on defense next season.

Sarich has seen better days and Benoit, though he could prove to be a bargain pickup, had a journeyman minor-league career before getting ice time with Ottawa last season after Erik Karlsson was injured.

Otherwise, this still looks like the Avalanche defense of the past few years, a defense that gets pinned in its own zone too easily and can't do anything offensively. Colorado's defense contributed only four goals — that's right, four — to the offense last season.

The key defensive numbers also weren't pretty. Colorado's average of 3.12 goals allowed per game ranked 26th in the NHL. Two years ago, it was 3.5 allowed per game allowed — dead last.

The Avs allowed an average of 31.4 shots per game last season, ranking 25th in the league.

As it stands, the Avs will go into next season with possibly the same top six on defense. Sarich or Benoit could change that, but otherwise we're still looking at a possible top six of Erik Johnson, Jan Hejda, Ryan Wilson, Tyson Barrie, Stefan Elliott and Matt Hunwick.

That group isn't nearly good enough. The Avs believe Wilson's return from an injury should make the defense better, and that probably will be true. But he probably wouldn't crack the top four on a lot of NHL teams. We're not talking about a game-changing player here.

People in Ottawa who saw Benoit play tell me that he could be a good pickup. But you have to wonder how good he really is if the Senators, who have a lot of salary cap room, didn't bother to keep him at such a modest price.

It's tough to rip on the Avs for not doing more on free-agent Friday, because this wasn't a great class for defensemen. The Avs probably would have liked to get Andrew Ference from Boston, but he wanted to go back home to Edmonton. Otherwise, it was mostly older guys and scrap parts such as Benoit.

The only way the Avs can change their defense now is through trade, but things seem quiet on that front. The most obvious player who could bring the best D-man in return remains Paul Stastny, who can be an unrestricted free agent next summer. With a glut at center — and Ryan O'Reilly not eligible to be traded until Feb. 28 — Stastny would make the most sense to deal.

But the Avs seem to be stubbornly clinging to the belief that Stastny can regain his former ways. I don't know. Personally, I'd take a top-three center lineup of Matt Duchene, O'Reilly and MacKinnon and use Stastny to get help on defense.

Who knows? Maybe a new system under Roy and the addition of Adam Foote as a part-time coach will make the Avalanche's defensemen a lot better.

Maybe so, but they have a big job ahead of them.
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In a move designed to add depth and perhaps some offense to its blue line, the Avalanche on Friday signed free-agent defenseman Andre Benoit to a one-year contract worth $900,000.

Benoit, 29, played in 33 games for the Ottawa Senators last season, finishing with three goals and 10 points, plus three points in five playoff games.

The acquisition of Benoit fills the roster spot vacated by Greg Zanon, whose contract was bought out by Colorado on Thursday.

"Andre brings added depth to our blue line," Joe Sakic, the Avalanche's executive vice president of hockey operations, said in a news release. "He has good offensive skills and puck-moving ability and will be a good addition to our power play."

Benoit was a top-scoring defenseman in the minor leagues before he was called up by the Senators. With Ottawa's American Hockey League affiliate, the Binghamton Senators, the left-handed-shooting Benoit produced 11 goals and 55 points in 73 games two years ago.

The Avs also signed defenseman Nate Guenin to a one-year, two-way contract. If he plays for the Avs, Guenin's salary will be $600,000.

Guenin, 30, hasn't played in the NHL since the 2011-12 season, when he played 15 games with the Anaheim Ducks.

He also has played with Philadelphia, Pittsburgh and Columbus, but has only 32 games of NHL experience.

The Avs now have 22 players under contract on the main roster, plus another coming soon in No. 1 overall draft pick Nathan MacKinnon.

Benoit received more ice time with Ottawa after star defenseman Erik Karlsson was seriously injured. He often was paired with Chris Phillips and averaged a little more than 16 minutes per game. 

A native of St. Albert, Ontario, Benoit played the 2011-12 season in the Kontinental Hockey League with Moscow. He played two seasons in Sweden earlier in his career.

The Avs also signed defenseman Nick Holden to a two-year contract. Defenseman Nate Guenin and forwards Guillaume Desbiens and J.T. Wyman were signed to one-year contracts. The Avs re-signed forward David Van Der Gulik to a one-year deal and signed forward Colin Smith to a three-year, entry-level contract.
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The Avalanche placed defensemen Matt Hunwick and Greg Zanon on waivers Tuesday. They went unclaimed Wednesday, so they remain property of the Avs.

Now, if the Avs want to sign free agents when the NHL's annual shopping bazaar begins Friday, they will need to make trades or send players to the minors to get down to the maximum allowed roster by opening night.

The Avs have 22 players under contract, plus another expected soon in No. 1 overall draft pick Nathan MacKinnon. That would put them at the maximum allowed in the NHL.

The Avs can sign free agents or add players through trades, but with that many players under contract, there would need to be some movement of other players by opening night.

Other teams had 24 hours to put in a claim on Hunwick or Zanon. If one or both had been claimed, it would have allowed the Avalanche to purchase a replacement or two on the open market with ease of mind, knowing there were open roster spots.

This year's free-agent period is different. Because of the NHL lockout last year, it starts later than the traditional July 1. Under the new rules, teams were allowed to contact players Wednesday to begin negotiations. Players can be signed to contracts starting Friday.
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Unlike most, if not all, NHL teams, the Avalanche doesn’t include on-ice activities in its prospects camp, which began Monday afternoon and runs through Friday at the club’s practice facility. Introductions were Monday and the 12 participants — comprised of draft picks from June 30 and previous drafts — had fitness tests today, during which I met 18-year-old defenseman Chris Bigras, this year’s No. 32 overall selection. We’ll write about Bigras in Thursday’s editions, but here’s what he said about this week’s somewhat secretive activities: 

“It’s a cool experience and it’s going to be a lot of fun the rest of the week. (The Avalanche) has watched pretty much all of us during our seasons and know about our compete level and all that, how we perform. So it’s good to know some of the guys off the ice, their personalities and all that.” 

Bigras said center Nathan MacKinnon, whom he played with on several Canadian national teams and was picked No. 1 overall on June 30, is indeed at this week’s camp, as scheduled. MacKinnon signed with the Avs today, to a standard three-year, entry-level deal.
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Andre Benoit skates against the New York Islanders at the Nassau Veterans Memorial Coliseum on March 19, 2013. (Bruce Bennett, Getty Images)

Andre Benoit skates against the New York Islanders at the Nassau Veterans Memorial Coliseum on March 19, 2013. (Bruce Bennett, Getty Images)

I’ll have a column in the Sunday paper about it, but here’s a preview: while the Avs have had a lot of refreshing change this off-season, the team’s defense remains about as worrisome as ever.

The Avs only added Andre Benoit from Ottawa, a former minor-league journeyman who may have some promise as a late-blooming offensive D-man, but otherwise someone who can be classified as a minor signing.

Why didn’t the Avs go out and get one of the bigger fish on the free-agent market? Because there were only a couple they had any serious interest in – Andrew Ference and Rob Scuderi – but Ference wanted to go back home to Edmonton all along and Scuderi wanted to go back east with Pittsburgh. 

The rest of the market was mediocre at best, and the Avs feel they might have uncovered a nice player in Benoit. People who saw him in Ottawa say he was pretty decent for them in his 33 regular-season and five playoff games. He was a big scorer in the minors, and 10 points in 33 games isn’t all that bad. Heck, his three goals for the Sens would have led the Avs D in scoring last year.

July 4, 2013, 2:32 pm

Greg Zanon gets contract buyout from Colorado Avalanche
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DENVER, CO. - JANUARY 22: Fans hold a sign praising the beard of Colorado Avalanche defenseman Greg Zanon (4) during the pre-skate of their first home game of the NHL season. The Colorado Avalanche Los Angeles Kings at Pepsi Center January 22, 2013. 

Greg Zanon (John Leyba, The Denver Post)

A few days ago, Joe Sakic said the Avs wouldn’t buy anybody out. Well, on Thursday the Avs did buy a guy out.

But Sakic was talking about the compliance buyouts. The Avs have two of those they can use by next year to better comply with the lower cap if they want, and those buyouts don’t count against the team’s salary cap.

Today, the Avs did a standard buyout of Greg Zanon’s contract. They put him on unconditional waivers for the purpose of buying him out. Zanon had one year left on his deal, worth $2.25 million. 

By doing a standard buyout, the Avs must give Zanon two-thirds of that remaining salary in a lump sum ($1.5 million). That $1.5 million counts against the Avs’ salary cap, but they can spread it out over two years.
Blackhawks will have competition for second-line center slot

Tuesday, 07.16.2013 / 3:41 PM / News 
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Brandon Pirri, the AHL's top scorer, may be the front-runner to be the Blackhawks' second-line center (Photo by Rockford IceHogs). 

CHICAGO -- After winning the Stanley Cup twice in four seasons, the Chicago Blackhawks are searching for a more permanent solution at center for their second line.

While the rest of their lineup appears set, the coveted space playing in the middle of stars like Patrick Sharp and Marian Hossa remains vacant as the Blackhawks turn their eyes toward the 2013-14 season. Not even the re-signing of 36-year-old veteran Michal Handzus solves the issue, even though he played well in that role for much of the 2013 Stanley Cup Playoffs and re-signed for a salary cap-friendly $1 million on a one-year deal, according to Capgeek.com.

Handzus had arm surgery after the Cup run but is expected to be ready for training camp in September. However, he'll be used initially as a versatile depth forward -- the role he played after being acquired from the San Jose Sharks at the NHL Trade Deadline in April.

"Probably the way we envisioned [Handzus] coming to our team at that time of the season is probably where we will begin this next season, where he'll have to work his way up and maybe give somebody else that [second line center] opportunity," coach Joel Quenneville said at Chicago's prospects camp last week. "We're certainly happy to retain him and have that ingredient that no matter where you play [him], it's going to be an effective line."

The question, then, is who will be that "somebody else" Quenneville talked about?

The best odds initially appear to belong to Brandon Pirri, a 22-year old center who won the John B. Sollenberger Trophy last season as the leading scorer in the American Hockey League. Playing for the Rockford IceHogs, Chicago's AHL affiliate, Pirri played in all 76 games and finished with 75 points. His 53 assists tied for the league lead, and Pirri also posted a plus-11 rating.

Pirri was picked in the second round (No. 59) in the 2009 NHL Draft, has played three seasons in Rockford and logged seven games with the Blackhawks during that span. He didn't participate in prospects camp last week, but the 6-foot, 183-pound center will have a lot of eyes on him at training camp.

"We're an organization that believes in putting the best players on the ice regardless of when you were drafted or what round or what year," general manager Stan Bowman said at prospects camp. "We're looking for guys who can help us."

Chicago has taken centers with its first-round draft picks in three of the past four years, amassing four prospects likely to be NHL-ready in the near future: Kevin Hayes (2010), Mark McNeill (2011), Phillip Danault (2011) and Teuvo Teravainen (2012). McNeill and Danault are thought to be the closest to the NHL after finishing outstanding junior careers.

Still, the more likely development path for each will be starting out in Rockford.

Hayes, who's now 6-foot-3 and 213 pounds, won't be at training camp. He's heading back to Boston College for his senior year following a frustrating junior season marred by four surgeries to repair blood vessels in his leg, which ended his season. Hayes has shifted to left wing at BC, but Bowman likes the added versatility.

"I think he's really a playmaker," Bowman said. "That's kind of what his strength is, so whether he plays wing or center it's nice to have that guy with [size]. Kevin's a big kid. We really like his improvement. He's really gotten better the last couple years."

Teravainen, the 18th player taken in the 2012 NHL Draft, did not attend prospects camp and will spend another season adding size and strength to his 5-foot-11, 165-pound frame while playing in the SM-Liiga, the top league in Finland. Bowman said Teravainen will center Jokerit's top line and has a bright future in Chicago.

Bowman also likes 6-foot, 195-pound Drew LeBlanc, who won the Hobey Baker Award last season as the nation's top college player at St. Cloud State. After signing a one-year deal with Chicago in April, the 24-year old LeBlanc is a restricted free agent who Bowman plans to sign and give a serious look in the fall.

Another dark horse is 6-foot, 180-pound Garret Ross, whom the Blackhawks selected in the fifth round (No. 139) in the 2012 draft (the same exact spot they took Andrew Shaw in 2011). Ross played left wing for the majority of his Ontario Hockey League career, but moved to center last year after the OHL trade deadline. The 21-year-old played two seasons in Saginaw with 20-year-old Blackhawks forward Brandon Saad and broke out last season with 44 goals and 46 assists in 61 OHL games.

"Obviously I've got a pretty strong lineup to crack [in Chicago], but that's just more motivation to work harder and get in there," Ross said. "It's out of my hands. The only thing I can do is come out and work hard, show the organization what I'm made of [at training camp]."
Prospect Camp Wrap-Up: Barry Smith looks back at the past five days
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Barry Smith talks to the prospects (Photo by Mackenzie McCluer / Chicago Blackhawks). 

 With the 2013 Blackhawks Prospect Camp in the books, chicagoblackhawks.com caught up with Blackhawks Director of Player Development Barry Smith to discuss the week overall, some of the standout prospects and more.

What was your impression of this week's Prospect Camp?

"I thought it was a really good week, a very competitive week. The players' skill sets were pretty close so there were even games, very intense. I thought the skill level this year was improved from last year, as well."

Obviously you try to hit a bunch of different points over the week, but what is your main focus on the week as a staff?

"Evaluation. You put them in situations where they play one-on-one or two-on-two. You put them in small groups so you can take a look at them individually, not just as a team playing five-on-five. You also have a chance to meet them, talk to them, interview them. You get to know who the kids are, what their makeup is. It’s a hands-on process.

"Then you have to assess where the guys are in their progression, so when you put the practices together they do what you want to accomplish. You put the scrimmages together with different lines and different defensive partners to see who’s going to play well with who. You can do a little bit of juggling inside your camp itself.

"Now that it's over, we’ll analyze what we could have done better. I always try to improve the program each year: is there more ice time we could have utilized; is there more individual play we could have done; could we have worked more with skill sets? Those are the things you have to look at."

One of the players who really seemed to stand out, and showed his experience well, was Notre Dame senior Stephen Johns. What did you think about his week?

"We know about his physicality and we know what to expect from him in that part of his game. We’re looking for some other aspects, like his ability to close the gaps in the neutral zone, make good defensive reads on the rush and making offensive plays. We looked at helping him improve his overall game."

Another player who stood out during scrimmages was 2013 draft pick John Hayden, who had three goals in the three games.

"What’s nice about John is that he has a physical element to his game, as well being a good skater and playmaker. He scored some nice goals, he was good on the boards, good around the net, he went to traffic that was involved physically, finished his checks, so he was a good overall player. It was a great surprise and it was good to have him as part of the camp."

Two players who didn't play in the scrimmages, but should be competing for AHL spots next year are goaltenders Mac Carruth and Kent Simpson.

"I think both of them are very talented. It worked out very well last year having Simpson go down to ECHL's Toledo and Carruth staying in the WHL with Portland. Both of those guys had a lot of games, a lot of ice time, which is necessary. This year they have a chance to battle it out to see who’s going to be in Rockford. They're both really talented, both have a great chance to play and we’re lucky to have them both as part of our organization."

2011 first-round pick Phillip Danault seemed to be everywhere during the week, and you could really see his compete level.

"He competes every shift. He’s very good along the walls, he has a great stick, good body position and loves to take it to the net. He’s not afraid of traffic and he really competes. He was involved in a battle with Viktor Svedberg who is about 6-foot-9. Having said that, he just goes after everything. I like his chances, I like his game. I think he’s really going to improve."

One of the things I really noticed about him is his skating ability. It doesn't get a lot of play, but I think it's very underrated.

"He wants to be on the puck. He skates low; his chest comes down low, he bends his knees, so that’s why it’s a little different skating motion, with his stick way out in front of him."

Mark McNeill really came to play during today's scrimmage. He didn't get on the scoresheet, but he seemed to battle.

"I thought today was Mark’s best game. He had the puck on his stick all the time, he was making plays, he was controlling the puck in the offensive zone and he moved it quite well. He used his size and his skating and his vision. He’s still on a learning curve as well, coming from major juniors. We’ll have a chance to watch his development this year in Rockford. I’m hoping for good things."

The plan right now is for a handful of the veterans from Rockford to make the NHL squad this coming season. With room in the top-6, do you think McNeill and Danault will benefit from that expanded playing time?

"I hope so. I hope the both of them can play. I think Mark might play more wing than center, possibly. Phillip has played mostly center, so Mark can play both. With a young team in Rockford the way it’s set up right now, I think they’re going to have a chance to prove themselves and get a chance to get on the ice a lot."

He was the smallest guy at camp, but 2013 pick Anthony Louis really competed and made some plays.

"He has a nose for the puck, he knows how to get open. He has very good one-on-one skills offensively, able to carry the puck through defensemen. He’s still young and underdeveloped – he’s only about 145 pounds so we’ll see how he grows."

Another one of the NCAA guys who was at camp was Justin Holl, who will be going back to Minnesota this season. He played a lot more wing in college than defense, but do you still project him to be on the blue line?

"He's a puck-moving defenseman. They had too many defensemen and they felt that he was one of the few guys who skates well enough to play forward. This year he’s going to play defense for them, so he’s back at his natural position. At our camp he played defense, too. He skates the puck well, can bring it end-to-end, he sees the ice, can make plays in the offensive blue line. We’ll see how he comes through his senior year."
Goalie Raanta planning future with Blackhawks
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CHICAGO -- Antti Raanta's hometown of Rauma, Finland has a population of about 40,000, so the goaltender's first trip here has been quite an experience.

Even though a minor injury has the 24-year old sidelined this week at Chicago Blackhawks development camp, he's been able to soak in the big city and take note of how much bigger it is than what he's used to back home.

"It has been great, because I'm from [a city with 38,000 people], so [even] at the airport there was much more people than in my hometown," Raanta said. "The whole city, it's unreal. You have seen it [in] the movies, but you have never been here, so I'm looking forward to [seeing] more of the city."

Raanta, who signed a one-year free-agent contract June 3 reportedly worth up to $1.4 million, also is looking forward to showing the defending Stanley Cup champions what he can do in the net. He'll just have to wait until training camp in the fall, when Raanta is hoping to be 100 percent healed an injury he declined to reveal but is believed to be to his ankle.

"It's a minor injury and it came last year [in] Finland, so the doctors will [assess] it and they're going to make the decision [about] what to do," Raanta said. "It's going to be like a short break, not so long. I was seeing doctors in Finland and they [were] thinking it's better to come here and [have] the team doctors [check out] the injury. Of course, I would love to be on the ice, but the coaches were already saying they don't want to take any risks."

After Ray Emery signed with the Philadelphia Flyers on July 5, Chicago signed 40-year old veteran Nikolai Khabibulin, a former Blackhawks goalie, the same day to a one-year deal reportedly worth up to $2 million to be starter Corey Crawford's new backup. So, barring injury, it doesn't seem likely Raanta will spend much time with the Blackhawks in the 2013-14 season.

His most likely destination is to play for the Rockford IceHogs of the American Hockey League, but that doesn't sound like an issue for Raanta, who was highly rated after a stellar season with Assat Pori of the Finnish Elite League (SM-Liiga).

"It was kind of obvious they were going to take some [veteran] goalie [to replace Emery], so they didn't promise me that I'm going to be [one of] the first two goalies," Raanta said. "I knew that I [had to work hard] and get games in the NHL, but I'm ready for that … and if I have to go to [the] AHL, I'm ready for that also."

Raanta, whose style is comparable to that of Boston Bruins goalie Tuukka Rask, said the Blackhawks were his top choice all along. Early interest showed by Andrew Allen, Chicago's developmental goaltending coach, put them on top.

"He was watching the games in Finland and I [talked] with him a couple times in Finland, so Chicago was all the time the No.1 [team]," Raanta said. "After that, I was hoping I could sign here."

Raanta did that when the Blackhawks were playing the Los Angeles Kings in the Western Conference Final. The move signaled that Emery, who went 17-1-0 in the regular season spelling Crawford, probably wouldn't be back.

It also led to some thinking Raanta might get a shot to play in the NHL sooner rather than later, considering he won the Finnish league's most valuable player awards in the regular season and postseason. Raanta had a 21-10-11 record in the regular season with a 1.85 goals-against average and .943 save percentage, then led the league in the playoffs with a 1.33 GAA and .955 save percentage.

Though those are impressive numbers, they happened on a larger European ice surface. Blackhawks general manager Stan Bowman wants to see Raanta make the adjustment to hockey in North America, where the rinks are smaller and there's more traffic in front of the net.

"I think we looked at signing [Raanta] as a move for the future," Bowman said during Chicago's season-ending press conference. "He's a young guy. He's 24 years old and hopefully he can adjust to North American [hockey] quickly. Sometimes that takes a little bit of time, so we're not trying to rush him into anything."

Raanta, who will become a restricted free agent next summer, looks forward to the opportunity.

"The training camp is crucial," he said. "If that goes good, maybe sometime I [will] get the chance, but I have to be ready for battling in Rockford also. But I [can't] think [about] those things now. I have to try and get in good shape and be ready for training camp."

Author: Brian Hedger | NHL.com Correspondent

Prospect Camp Notebook: College blueliners growing into veteran roles
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Patience is a virtue for the Blackhawks when it comes to drawing out the full potential of their prospects, especially in the case of defensemen, who typically take longer to develop their physicality and hockey sense. The college track allows teams to retain control of prospects until the end of their college careers, giving them ample time to monitor each player’s growth.

Chicago collected seven defensemen from the drafts of 2010 and 2011, six of whom were committed to highly competitive collegiate programs at the time of their selection. Adam Clendening (2011, Round 2) left Boston University after two years and made an immediate impact in the American Hockey League this season; he finished third among league defensemen in points and first in assists, making the AHL All-Star Game and winning Rockford’s Rookie of the Year award.

The other five are Justin Holl (2010 draft pick, University of Minnesota), Stephen Johns (2010, Notre Dame), Nick Mattson (2010, University of North Dakota), Michael Paliotta (2011, University of Vermont) and Sam Jardine (2011, Ohio State). They have become familiar faces at the team’s annual Prospect Camp, with some entering their third or fourth go-round as this year’s session commenced on Monday morning.

As conference realignment dramatically alters the landscape of college hockey this fall, these college blueliners will play a crucial role in the success of their teams. chicagoblackhawks.com caught up with them after Day 1 to get their thoughts about the new NCAA structure, the Blackhawks’ Stanley Cup championship and their maturation into leaders both on and off the ice.

--------------------------------------------------------------------------------

Sam Jardine, a sixth-round selection in 2011, finished his first season at Ohio State University with seven assists in 28 games, playing in all situations. (Photo by Mackenzie McCluer) 

Evaluating their respective seasons:

Jardine (third camp): “It was good to play older, stronger guys. There was a setback when I got injured, but if anything it just taught me a lot, forced me to dig a little deeper and get back in shape for the playoff push. I was happy that our team had pretty good success, earning a first-round bye and then winning our home playoff series, it was something Ohio State hadn’t done in a while, so we had a great year as a team.

“They gave me a good opportunity to play on the power play, penalty kill and five-on-five, so I can’t complain about anything, opportunity-wise. There’s a really good atmosphere of competition there.”

Paliotta (third camp): “We had a better year as a team, and personally I thought I played pretty well. I played a lot of minutes in every situation, which is really great. I feel like I’m just getting better and better. We had a couple of new coaches this year that I really enjoy playing for, and I’m looking forward to next season.”

Holl (fourth camp): “It was a pretty big adjustment [splitting the season between defense and forward]. I hadn’t played forward since youth hockey, so right away I felt like I got a little better every week. Obviously I feel more comfortable at D, but playing forward has made me a better hockey player. It helps me be more versatile and to know what’s going on on the other side of the puck.

“[Playing an outdoor game at Soldier Field] was a great experience. The ice was a little tough to play on—a little soft and chippy—but the experience was awesome, and something I’ll never forget.”

Johns (second camp): “We went through a bit of a skid after Christmas, but we got our feet again. In the outdoor game, we got a huge win that got us rolling. Going into the playoffs, we had a lot of confidence, and when we hit adversity, we stuck together and climbed through it. It was awesome to win the last-ever CCHA championship. We faltered a little bit in the NCAA playoffs, but that’s one of the reasons why I’m going back [for my senior year]—there’s a lot of unfinished business here.”

Justin Holl, drafted in the second round in 2010, finished his junior season with Minnesota with seven points (3G, 4A) in 35 games split between defense and forward. (Photo by Mackenzie McCluer) 

What they hope to accomplish as veterans at Prospect Camp:

Holl: “The format stays pretty static, but every year you get different guys, new players and players leaving, so it’s a little different every year in that sense. I just want to show what I can do, have a good week of practice and games.”

Mattson (fourth camp): “It’s nice to shake off the rust a little bit; I haven’t been in a competitive situation in a while, so I just want to have fun and learn as much as I can. Obviously there are a lot of smart people here who know a lot about the game, so I just try to soak up as much as I can.”

Jardine: “We had the fitness tests this morning, and I was looking to make some big strides there. I’ve had good fitness tests in the past, but I wanted to really come prepared this year. I want to show a little more leadership to the younger guys coming in, by acting like a professional and leading by example.”

Rising junior Nick Mattson, selected in 2010, collected 12 helpers to go along with three goals in 38 games for North Dakota last season. (Photo by Mackenzie McCluer) 

On conference realignment (Notre Dame joins Hockey East, North Dakota enters the newly-formed National Collegiate Hockey Conference, and Minnesota and Ohio State both enter the Big Ten’s inaugural hockey season):

Mattson: “Rivalries take a while to develop, but I’m sure there’s going to be a lot of hatred right away [in the NCHC]. There might be a team that’s .500 in the conference that wins the title at the end of the year, so it’s going to be really competitive, with a lot of parity.”

Johns: “Hockey East is a different style of play—faster and more skilled. It’s a good opportunity for us to grow as a team, to change the way we play and hopefully compete in that league.”

Holl: “It’ll be really fun to start playing Michigan, Ohio State and Penn State [in the Big Ten], so it’s exciting. I’ve played three years in the WCHA, so I’m excited for something different.”

Jardine: “We’re now going into rinks with full capacity, like Wisconsin and Minnesota, so that’s going to be a lot of fun for us, and a good challenge. It’s the reason why our coaching staff has us coming back a little early; we’re going to be there for the full month of August, training hard and getting ready for the season.”

On the Blackhawks’ Stanley Cup victory:

Holl: “That was awesome. [Former Gopher Nick Leddy] is a friend of mine, and I was really happy for him. It was a really exciting moment—the playoffs were so fun to watch, and it couldn’t have ended in a better way.”

Jardine: “I watched all of the playoffs—I’m a huge hockey fan, and obviously it’s my dream to play in Chicago, so until then, I’ll be following them real closely. It was an absolute thrill watching them win it.”

Michael Paliotta, a third-round pick in 2011, notched 10 points (1G, 9A) in 35 games in his sophomore campaign with the University of Vermont. (Photo by Mackenzie McCluer) 

On the proliferation of U.S. National Team Development Program draft picks in recent years:

Paliotta (USNTDP, 2009-11): “I was watching the draft, and I noticed how many guys from the development team were getting picked by Chicago. It speaks volumes to what the program can give to players who are 16, 17 years old. It helps matures kids. Chicago is known for taking guys with good character and work ethic, so it says a lot about what the national team does for young guys trying to make it to the next level.”

NHL players they look up to:

Mattson: “I really like Duncan Keith. I always try to watch him really closely. He’s about my size and obviously a great skater. I don’t know if we’re necessarily similar players or not, but he’s a guy who’s not a big, bruising defenseman, who uses his skating to gain an advantage out there. He does that better than anybody in the league.”

Jardine: “I like watching Brent Seabrook more than any other defenseman in the league, let alone on the Blackhawks. Strong defender—no one knocks him down. He’s a really good playmaker with his first pass out of his end, and even on the power play. He can finish plays off too, obviously, scoring a lot of clutch goals like the overtime winner against Detroit [in the Western Conference Semifinals]. He’s a Western Canadian boy, as well; I really just love the way he plays.”

Holl: “I like Paul Martin a lot. He’s another former Gopher, a great skater, puck-moving defenseman and great player for the Penguins this year.”

2010 draft pick Stephen Johns emerged as a blueline leader for Notre Dame, notching 14 points (1G, 13A) in 41 games for the 2012-13 CCHA champions. (Photo by Mackenzie McCluer) 

Goals and expectations for 2013-14:

Johns: “When I got to Notre Dame, I made a commitment to myself, my family and to [Head Coach Jeff Jackson] that I’d be there for four years. We have a lot of unfinished business as a class and as a team, and I still feel like I still need to improve parts of my game. That’s the best place for me, skating every day and working on the little things. This year, having a leadership role on the team is definitely going to help me build my character.”

Mattson: “As you grow older, guys look up to you a bit more. We have a pretty young team next year, so we’re going to have to lead by committee, and everyone is going to have to chip in next year. The atmosphere at North Dakota is very professional. Even the coaching staff is oriented in winning a national championship and developing NHL players it’s always been kind of the culture. Everyone there wants to make it to the next level, and that makes you a better player.”

Paliotta: “The biggest thing I want to work on is my play with the puck—continuing to be more poised and play with more confidence, being able to make the right play every time. Consistency is my biggest thing.”

Viktor Svedberg agrees to AHL deal with Rockford

Thursday, 05.16.2013 / 12:36 PM / Rockford IceHogs 
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Svedberg at the 2012 Blackhawks Prospect Camp in Chicago.

Rockford, Ill.- The American Hockey League’s Rockford IceHogs announced on Thursday that the club has agreed to terms with defenseman Viktor Svedberg on an AHL contract for the 2013-14 season.

Svedberg recently completed his second full professional season with Frolunda HC of the Swedish Elite League. In 51 games in 2012-13, the 6-8 defenseman marked a pair of assists with 24 PIMs.

Overall, Svedberg has played in parts of three seasons with Frolunda and has totaled 115 games with 7 points (3G, 4A). Svedberg also played his junior hockey in Frolunda along with in Rogle, playing in 126 career games, notching 55 points (15G, 40A) with 243 PIMs.

The Gothenburg, Sweden native participated in the Chicago Blackhawks prospect camp in July 2012.

IceHogs' Pirri claims AHL scoring title
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Pirri 

SPRINGFIELD, Mass. - Brandon Pirri of the Rockford IceHogs has won the John B. Sollenberger Trophy as the leading scorer in the American Hockey League for the 2012-13 campaign.

Pirri played all 76 games for Rockford this season and set career highs with 53 assists (tying for the AHL lead) and 75 points, including 19 points in his last nine games as the IceHogs were bidding to reach the Calder Cup Playoffs. Pirri also had a plus-11 rating for the season and scored six game-winning goals for Rockford.

A 22-year-old Toronto native, Pirri has totaled 57 goals and 117 assists for 174 points in 212 games over his three AHL seasons. The second-round draft pick by the Chicago Blackhawks (2009) also has two assists in six career NHL contests.

The AHL’s leading-scorer trophy was originally named after Wally Kilrea, who held the AHL’s single-season scoring record when the award was instituted in 1947-48. That year, Carl Liscombe broke Kilrea’s record, and the award was renamed in his honor. In 1955, the AHL Board of Governors voted to name the trophy after John B. Sollenberger, a long-time contributor to the league as manager and president of the Hershey Bears and former Chairman of the AHL Board of Governors. Previous winners of the John B. Sollenberger Trophy include Fred Glover (1957, ’60), Willie Marshall (1958), Bill Sweeney (1961, ’62, ’63), Don Blackburn (1972), Paul Gardner (1985, ’86), Bruce Boudreau (1988), Peter White (1995, ’97, ’98), Derek Armstrong (2001), Jason Spezza (2005), Darren Haydar (2007), Alexandre Giroux (2009), Keith Aucoin (2010), Corey Locke (2011) and Chris Bourque (2012).

In operation since 1936, the American Hockey League continues to serve as the top development league for all 30 National Hockey League teams. Nearly 90 percent of all players competing in the NHL are AHL graduates, and through the years the American Hockey League has been home to more than 100 honored members of the Hockey Hall of Fame. Sixteen clubs will continue to vie for the league’s coveted championship trophy when the 2013 Calder Cup Playoffs get underway on Friday.

Blackhawks recall eight from Rockford

Friday, 04.26.2013 / 2:01 PM / News 

By Chicago Blackhawks 
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The Chicago Blackhawks have recalled forwards Jimmy Hayes, Jeremy Morin, Brandon Pirri and Ben Smith, defensemen Adam Clendening, Shawn Lalonde and Ryan Stanton, and goaltender Henrik Karlsson from the Rockford IceHogs of the American Hockey League.

Hayes, 23, recorded three points (1G, 2A) in nine games with the Blackhawks this season and has 12 points (6G, 6A) in 40 career NHL games with Chicago. The Boston, Mass., native posted career highs in points (45), goals (25) and assists (20) in 67 games this season with the IceHogs. Originally selected by Toronto in the second round, 60th overall, of the 2008 NHL Entry Draft, Hayes registered 14 multiple-point games, including his first-career hat trick and a career-high five points (3G, 2A) on March 9 at Oklahoma.

Morin, 22, scored one goal in two games this season with Chicago and posted a career-high 58 points (30G, 28A) in 67 games with Rockford. The Auburn, N.Y., native shared fifth in the AHL in goals and ranked 15th in points. Morin was originally selected in the second round, 45th overall, of the 2009 NHL Entry Draft and has recorded four points (3G, 1A) in 14 career NHL games with the Blackhawks.

Pirri, 22, captured the AHL’s John B. Sollenberger Award as the league’s leading scorer with 75 points (22G, 53A) in 76 games with Rockford this season. The Toronto, Ontario, native shared the AHL lead in assists and ended the season with 12 points (2G, 10A) in the last four games, including a career-high six-point effort (1G, 5A) on April 4 vs. Chicago. Pirri, who was originally chosen by Chicago in the second round (59th overall) of the 2009 NHL Entry Draft, has notched two assists in six career NHL games with the Blackhawks.

Smith, 24, posted career highs in points (47), goals (27) and assists (20) in 54 games this season with Rockford, ranking second on the team in goals and fourth in points. The Winston-Salem, N.C., native shared the AHL lead with eight game-winning goals and posted a career-high four points (3G, 1A) on April 12 vs. Chicago. Chicago’s sixth-round choice (169th overall) in the 2008 NHL Entry Draft, Smith has scored three goals in 19 regular-season games and three goals in seven Stanley Cup playoff contests with the Blackhawks.

Clendening, 20, ranked second among AHL defensemen with 46 points (9G, 37A) in 73 games during his first professional season with Rockford. He led all AHL defensemen in assists and shared the team lead with a plus-17 rating. The Niagara Falls, N.Y., native was Chicago’s second-round choice (36th overall) in the 2011 NHL Entry Draft and tallied 59 points (9G, 50A) in 77 games with the Boston University Terriers from 2010 to 2012.

Lalonde, 23, registered 23 points (5G, 18A) in 59 games this season with the IceHogs. The Ottawa, Ontario, native tied his career high in goals and ranked third among Rockford defensemen in points. Lalonde was originally chosen by the Blackhawks in the third round, 68th overall, of the 2008 NHL Entry Draft.

Stanton, 23, recorded 25 points (3G, 22A) in 73 games this season with Rockford. The St. Albert, Alberta, native set a career high in assists and ranked third on the team with a plus-16 rating. Stanton, who was signed by Chicago as a free agent on March 12, 2010, registered a career-high four-game point streak (2G, 3A) from March 30 to April 6.

Karlsson, 29, posted an 11-5-0 record in 18 games this season with the IceHogs, after being acquired from Calgary on Jan. 21. He posted a 2.86 goals-against average and a .898 save percentage, and recorded a season-high four-game win streak from March 9 to March 22. The Tumba, Sweden, native appeared in 26 NHL games with Calgary from 2010 to 2012.

Three Stars of the Week: April 18-24, 2013

Monday, 04.15.2013 / 2:49 PM

By Emerald Gao - chicagoblackhawks.com / The Blackhawks Blog 
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(Greg Hamil/Rockford IceHogs) 

1st Star: C Ben Smith, Rockford (AHL)

The Line: 2GP, 4G, 2A, +4 plus/minus

In an injury-plagued season, Ben Smith has nevertheless provided Rockford with an offensive boost whenever he’s in the lineup. Case in point: After missing seven games, Smith returned with a vengeance, netting his first career hat trick and adding an assist in the IceHogs’ 7-3 win over Chicago on April 12. The next night, in Milwaukee, Smith lit the lamp again, notching his second consecutive game-winner.

(Tony Longworth/WHL) 

2nd Star: G Mac Carruth, Portland (WHL)

The Line: 2GP, 2-0-0, 1 shutout

Carruth won all two of his playoff starts last week as the Winterhawks completed their four-game sweep over the Spokane Chiefs. Carruth allowed just one goal on 56 shots, notching his second shutout of the series and the postseason in Game 4 on April 10. The 2010 seventh-round draft pick improved his stat line to a 1.74 goals-against average (ranked third in the league) and a .925 save percentage. Portland will face the Kamloops Blazers in the Western Conference Championship series, with Game 1 scheduled for April 19.

(Mackenzie McCluer) 

3rd Star: C Brandon Pirri, Rockford (AHL)

The Line: 3GP, 1G, 6A, +3

Pirri set a club record with his six-point performance on April 12 against the Wolves, scoring a goal shorthanded and collecting a franchise-best five assists, including one on Smith’s game-winner in the second period. Pirri reached the 70-point plateau last week, tying the league lead for points and becoming just the second player in Rockford’s AHL era to reach the mark (Martin St. Pierre, 88 points in 2007-08).

Honorable mentions: C Alex Broadhurst, London (OHL); D Dillon Fournier, Rouyn-Noranda (QMJHL)

Broadhurst continues to impress in his first major-junior postseason, notching four points (1G, 3A) in three playoff games for London last week. The Knights wrapped up their second-round series 4-1 against Kitchener and will face the Plymouth Whalers in the OHL Western Conference Final.

Fournier and the Huskies took care of their own playoff matchup in the QMJHL, defeating the Quebec Remparts 4-1 in the second round. The 2012 draft selection picked up a goal and two assists in three appearances last week, including the game-winning goal in Game 3 on April 9. Rouyn-Noranda will take on Halifax in the league semifinal series beginning this weekend.

Around the system:

•Rockford had another big week, winning two of their three tilts to claim the eighth and final playoff position in the conference entering the last weekend of regular-season action. Jeremy Morin registered four points (1G, 3A) in three games last week, three of them in the 7-3 win over Chicago... Rostislav Olesz also notched a goal and three helpers, bringing his season total to 16 points (7G, 9A) in just 12 games.

•Rookie Adam Clendening opened the scoring for Rockford on April 13 at Milwaukee, tallying for the eighth time this season, and currently shares second in the league in defenseman scoring with 44 points (8G, 36A)... Fellow first-year Klas Dahlbeck is known primarily for playing a shutdown role, but dented the net for his first professional goal on April 13.

•Garret Ross, with a freshly inked entry-level deal, made his AHL debut on April 13 in Milwaukee, collecting his first professional fighting major in the first period... Carter Hutton won both of his starts last week, making 54 saves on 58 shots for a .931 save percentage. Hutton is tied for fourth in the league with 26 wins so far this season.
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NEWARK, N.J. -- A week after the New Jersey Devils lost star forward Ilya Kovalchuk to sudden retirement, general manager Lou Lamoriello is still plotting out the future for a team that advanced to the Stanley Cup final just 13 months ago.

The Devils watched Kovalchuk last week sign his voluntary retirement papers, which allowed him to break free of the NHL and to sign a new deal in his native Russia. New Jersey also lost forward David Clarkson to free agency, as he signed with the Toronto Maple Leafs earlier this month.

The Devils added some players up front in free agency as well, namely forwards Ryan Clowe, from the New York Rangers, and Michael Ryder, from the Phoenix Coyotes. But still, Lamoriello is in a bind as he looks to move past two players who combined for 93 goals the past two seasons.

"The biggest transition they have to make is certainly not (to) be intimidated," Lamoriello said of his young prospects, who worked at the team's developmental camp this week. "There are people that have had success in the league, people that they have watched play. This gives them an opportunity to feel good about themselves and make it easier as opposed to past years when they had to come in at training camp."

Reid Boucher, the Devils' fourth-round choice in 2011, led the Ontario Hockey League last year with 62 goals in 68 games for Sarnia and has a chance now to impress Lamoriello and coach Peter DeBoer.

"For sure, you want to come out, have a good camp and prove yourself a little," he said. "Anything helps at this point. My goal is to play in the NHL this year. Maybe (the player departures) has me working a little harder here. I don't know if I can step right in and fill (Kovalchuk's) slot, but I'm going to do the best I can to compete for a job."

Boucher, who signed with the Devils late last season, is a native of Michigan who has spent time with the United States Development Program. He will turn 20 in September, so he might be headed back to the juniors for more seasoning.

"But I can see some light now at the end of the tunnel," Boucher said. "Maybe it might have been a long shot before (Clarkson and Kovalchuk), but not now. I am looking to have the opportunity to prove myself in the NHL and that's what I am going to do."

Boucher said that he has been improving as the camp has continued.

"It's not quite my best, but I'm holding my own," Boucher said. "I'm still trying to get my legs underneath me. We're moving at a good pace."

Another rookie forward is Myles Bell, a native of Calgary who was the Devils' sixth-round selection last month.

Bell is also just 19 years old and was passed over in the draft in both 2011 and 2012 after suffering injuries in a car accident that killed his girlfriend. Bell received two years' probation for driving in that accident as a 17-year-old in April 2011.

"It happened and I'm working now on taking my life in a positive direction," said Bell, who scored 38 goals in 69 games with Kelowna of the Western Hockey League last season. "I have to keep what happened in the past."

Before the accident, Bell was expected to be a first-round draft pick. The Devils took somewhat of a gamble on the forward who is known for his slap shot.

"Being passed over in the draft has put a chip on my shoulder," Bell said. "There's an opening now here, an opportunity that I have to take advantage of. But there's a lot of hard work left before I can make that a reality."

Bell said that he was taking a nap recently when his cellphone was rattled with texts about Kovalchuk's decision.

"My agent (Gerry Johannson) then called me and said that the Devils now have a little more room now and that it could open up something for me in the system," Bell said. "There's a hole on the right side here and I have to take advantage of it. But there's only so much I can control.

"It's everyone's goal, to be on an NHL roster. I know it's a business."

Lamoriello wouldn't speculate further as to what the team will do with the salary now vacated by Kovalchuk, but he did say that the rookie camp, which was not held last season due to the lockout, offers the young players a chance to make a name for themselves before training camp.

He also said the players who skated in Wednesday's early session are part of "the group that will be invited to training camp," so that means Boucher and Bell will be back when training camp begins in September.

Lamoriello also said that he hopes to have contracts signed by restricted free agents Adam Henrique and Jacob Josefson by the end of the week and there might be an announcement about the team's new assistant coach.

First and Second All-Star Teams announced

 April 11, 2013

SPRINGFIELD, Mass. … The American Hockey League announced today the 2012-13 AHL First and Second All-Star Teams, as voted by AHL coaches, players and media in each of the league’s 30 member cities. 

 2012-13 AHL First All-Star Team

G - Niklas Svedberg, Providence Bruins (45gp, 34-8-2, 2.18gaa, .924sv%, 4so) 

D - Justin Schultz, Oklahoma City Barons (34gp, 18+30=48pts., +8, 7 PPG, 3 GWG) 

D - Sami Vatanen, Norfolk Admirals (59gp, 8+36=44pts., +1, 4 PPG, 2 GWG) 

LW - Jonathan Audy-Marchessault, Springfield Falcons (68gp, 20+43=63pts., +19, 9 PPG) 

C - Tyler Johnson, Syracuse Crunch (59gp, 32+25=58pts., +25, 11 PPG) 

RW - Gustav Nyquist, Grand Rapids Griffins (58gp, 23+37=60pts., +10, 9 PPG) 

 2012-13 AHL Second All-Star Team 

G - Curtis McElhinney, Springfield Falcons (46gp, 28-14-3, 2.25gaa, .924sv%, 9so) 

D - Mark Barberio, Syracuse Crunch (70gp, 8+32=40pts., +7, 23 PP pts.) 

D - Adam Clendening, Rockford IceHogs (69gp, 7+36=43pts., +14, 22 PP pts.) 

LW - Matt Fraser, Texas Stars (62gp, 33+13=46pts., +13, 17 PPG) 

C - Jeff Taffe, Hershey Bears (67gp, 18+46=64pts., 23 PP pts.) 

RW - Brett Connolly, Syracuse Crunch (67gp, 27+30=57pts., +15, 8 PPG, 7 GWG) 

Each All-Star Team member will receive a custom-designed crystal award in recognition of his selection to the 2012-13 AHL First and Second All-Star Teams. 

2012-13 AHL First All-Star Team 

svedberg Niklas Svedberg, Goaltender (Providence Bruins):

 In his first season of pro hockey in North America, Niklas Svedberg has backstopped the Providence Bruins to an Atlantic Division championship with six games still remaining in the regular season. He has earned the third-most victories ever by an AHL rookie goaltender (34-8-0) and he ranks sixth in the league in goals-against average (2.18) and fifth in save percentage (.924) in 45 appearances. Svedberg, 23, was the CCM/AHL Rookie of the Month for March, and is the first rookie netminder named to the AHL’s First All-Star Team since Jim Carey in 1994-95. 

schultz Justin Schultz, Defense (Oklahoma City Barons):

 Over the first half of his rookie season out of the University of Wisconsin, Justin Schultz established a record-setting pace by tallying 18 goals and 48 points for Oklahoma City in just 34 AHL games, earning honors as the CCM/AHL Player of the Month for October and Rookie of the Month for November. More than three months after he played his last game for the Barons on Jan. 5, the 22-year-old Schultz still leads all AHL defensemen in goals and points and is tied for third among all AHL rookies in scoring. The former second-round draft pick (2008) was recalled by Edmonton in January and has tallied 20 points in 40 games for the Oilers this season. 

vatanen Sami Vatanen, Defense (Norfolk Admirals):

 A two-time defenseman of the year and a 2012 league champion in his native Finland, Sami Vatanen is tied for the AHL lead among defensemen with 36 assists and ranks second among all AHL blueliners with 44 points while skating in 59 games for Norfolk this season. Drafted by Anaheim in 2009, the 21-year-old Vatanen made his NHL debut with the Ducks on Feb. 1, and later had a seven-game scoring streak for the Admirals from Feb. 23 to Mar. 9. 

jam Jonathan Audy-Marchessault, Left Wing (Springfield Falcons): 

 The third-leading scorer among AHL rookies last season, Jonathan Audy-Marchessault signed with Columbus in the offseason and has matched his success in 2012-13, notching 63 points in 68 games and helping Springfield to its first playoff berth in a decade. The 22-year-old Quebec City native was named the CCM/AHL Player of the Month of January after posting 17 points in 12 games, appearing in his second consecutive AHL All-Star Classic and making his NHL debut with the Blue Jackets. 

johnson Tyler Johnson, Center (Syracuse Crunch): 

 After finishing second among AHL rookies in scoring in 2011-12, Tyler Johnson has recorded 58 points in 59 games this season, ranking second overall in the AHL in goals (32) and third in plus/minus rating (+25). A 22-year-old native of Spokane, Wash., Johnson has registered 17 multiple-point games this year, including his first career hat trick in a win at Albany on Feb. 18. Johnson has notched three goals and three assists in 13 games with Tampa Bay this season after making his NHL debut on Mar. 14. 

nyquist Gustav Nyquist, Right Wing (Grand Rapids Griffins): 

 Also an AHL All-Rookie selection a year ago, Gustav Nyquist has notched 23 goals and 37 assists for 60 points in 58 games with Grand Rapids this season, surpassing his totals from a year ago (22-36-58). The 23-year-old from Halmstad, Sweden, has also contributed five points in 13 NHL games with Detroit, who selected him in the fourth round of the 2008 draft. Nyquist had an eight-game scoring streak from Dec. 28 to Jan. 11, and later appeared in his second consecutive AHL All-Star Classic. 

2012-13 AHL Second All-Star Team 

mcelhinney Curtis McElhinney, Goaltender (Springfield Falcons): 

 Backstopping Springfield to its first playoff appearance since 2003 and its first division title since 1998, Curtis McElhinney has posted a record of 28-14-3 with a 2.25 GAA, a .924 save percentage and nine shutouts – the most ever by a goaltender in 70 years of AHL hockey in Springfield. He was named the CCM/AHL Goaltender of the Month for October, and later represented the Falcons at the 2013 Dunkin’ Donuts AHL All-Star Classic. A 29-year-old native of London, Ont., McElhinney was also selected a Second Team All-Star in 2006-07. 

barberio Mark Barberio, Defense (Syracuse Crunch): 

 Last year’s winner of the Eddie Shore Award as the AHL’s outstanding defenseman, Mark Barberio has notched eight goals, 32 assists and a plus-7 rating in 70 games for Syracuse this season, his third as a professional. The 23-year-old Montreal native has amassed 23 of his points on the power play, third-most among AHL defensemen, and leads all AHL rearguards in shots on goal (206). A 2008 draft pick by Tampa Bay, Barberio made his NHL debut with the Lightning on Apr. 9. 

clendening Adam Clendening, Defense (Rockford IceHogs): 

 Rockford’s Adam Clendening makes it three AHL rookies occupying the four defense spots on this year’s All-Star Teams, as the 20-year-old from Wheatfield, N.Y., checks in with seven goals, 36 assists and a plus-14 rating in 69 games for the IceHogs. A second-round choice by the Chicago Blackhawks in the 2011 NHL Entry Draft, Clendening had a seven-game scoring streak from Feb. 24 to Mar. 15 and was selected to play in the 2013 Dunkin’ Donuts AHL All-Star Classic. 

fraser Matt Fraser, Left Wing (Texas Stars): 

 Second Team All-Star Matt Fraser has been the AHL’s most prolific goal-scorer since the start of the 2011-12 season. The 22-year-old native of Red Deer, Alta., finished second in the AHL with 37 goals as a rookie last year, and is currently atop the leaderboard with 33 goals in 62 games for Texas. He has improved his plus/minus rating from minus-13 last season to plus-13 this year, and he has notched his first NHL goal and assist while appearing in seven games for Dallas. 

taffe Jeff Taffe, Center (Hershey Bears): 

 In his 11th AHL season, Jeff Taffe has earned his first career postseason All-Star Team berth. The native of Hastings, Minn., currently leads the league in scoring with 64 points (18 goals, 46 assists) in 67 games for Hershey, including three four-point performances. A former first-round draft pick (by St. Louis in 2000), Taffe has played 600 games in the AHL, totaling 203 goals and 290 assists for 493 points, while adding 46 points in 180 contests with six NHL clubs. 

connolly Brett Connolly, Right Wing (Syracuse Crunch): 

 After spending the entire 2011-12 campaign in the NHL as a 19-year-old rookie with Tampa Bay, Brett Connolly has flourished with the Lightning’s top development team in Syracuse this season, tallying 27 goals, 30 assists and a plus-15 rating in 67 games with the Crunch. The sixth overall pick in the 2010 NHL Entry Draft, Connolly, who is one off the AHL lead with his seven game-winning markers, was the CCM/AHL Player of the Month for February after posting 15 points in 13 contests, including a nine-game scoring streak.
Blackhawks' master plan looks very different this time

Article

Photos (1)

Blackhawks general manager Stan Bowman and his staff have worked for the last three years to ensure not just another shot at a Stanley Cup, but also a chance to get back to the final four every year, according to Barry Rozner.  
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By Barry Rozner .

.

Within days of the parade in 2010, the Stanley Cup champs began the painful process of getting under the salary cap.

A result of poor planning and out-of-control spending, some $18 million had to be found and discarded before the Blackhawks could put a team on the ice and defend their title.

Advertisement

..

By this time three years ago, Andrew Ladd, Dustin Byfuglien, Ben Eager and Brent Sopel had been traded to Atlanta, Kris Versteeg dealt to Toronto and Colin Fraser to Edmonton.

Adam Burish had already signed as a free agent with Dallas, and John Madden and Jordan Hendry had been told to look for work elsewhere.

The Hawks had matched the offer sheet for defenseman Niklas Hjalmarsson, and knew an arbitration hearing at the end of the month for Antti Niemi would almost certainly bring an award they would have to walk away from because of the Hjalmarsson decision and the cost of that offer sheet.

All of this occurred in the time it took to sweep up the confetti.

Hawks fans were shocked and disgusted with the breakup of a team that would have no chance to repeat, and sickened by the departure of half a squad, knowing the banner ceremony would also mean a lot of leftover rings to be distributed out of town.

What a difference three years makes.

The days of driving down a country road on a cloudy night with the lights off are over, and the credit for the planning goes to general manager Stan Bowman, who is usually getting beat like a drum in Chicago when he's not getting blamed for the rain or the wildfires.

For the last three years, Bowman and his guys have been working to ensure not just another shot at a Cup, but also a chance to get back to the final four every year, something a team can't possibly do if it has to subtract 10 players in the summer.

"We've been mapping this out for a long time, trying to determine which players we were going to keep," Bowman said. "We knew we had to move a couple players out of here, but if you look at the group we had last year, we have a very similar group coming back."

The Hawks quickly re-signed Bryan Bickell, albeit for probably twice as much as they figured before Bickell's spectacular playoff run.

But part of planning is knowing there will be surprises and having money available for them. After seeing the market develop after Bickell took the deal, and assuming he performs like a top-six player, Bickell's deal looks like a bit of a bargain.

The Hawks re-signed restricted free agents Nick Leddy and Marcus Kruger, and brought back free agents Michal Handzus and Michal Rozsival, both of whom will need a lot of time off if they're to stay healthy and again be ready for a long playoff run.

That's where the kids come in. They not only have to spell aging veterans, but they also have to replace the likes of Dave Bolland, Michael Frolik and Viktor Stalberg.

Bolland's edge and guts and Frolik's speed and penalty killing will be missed, but if you can't replace fourth-line players in the salary-cap era, then you aren't drafting and developing — and you have bigger issues.

"If I had my choice, I would do it the way we've done it recently," Bowman said, "which is develop from within, have young players emerge over time, don't rush them to the NHL and use the draft and the development of young players as a way to find really good players."

So the Hawks will take a long look this fall at Brandon Pirri, Ben Smith, Jeremy Morin, Drew LeBlanc, Phil Danault, Mark McNeill, Ryan Stanton and Adam Clendening, to name just a few.

Sometimes you get surprises, like Andrew Shaw and Brandon Saad arriving faster than the Hawks expected, and contributing in a big way without a lot of experience.

"I think we've got some young players ready to be given the opportunity," Bowman said. "I'm pretty excited about that. It's nice to have youth and the excitement they bring."

Hungry players who haven't won a Cup add to a group that might be a bit stale after a short summer and a long party.

"I think we've set ourselves up going forward," Bowman said. "We have a combination of experienced guys here who have had success as a group and young players who are ready to push and work for jobs."

Stalberg's speed is not easily replaced, but his production never matched his skating ability — and while the Hawks would have rather kept Ray Emery instead of signing Nikolai Khabibulin, no one can fault Emery for wanting to be a No. 1 goalie again.

Of course, there is always work to do. Coach Joel Quenneville will soon get an extension and the Hawks have in mind that Hjalmarsson and Corey Crawford will be unrestricted after next season, and two years from now it's Jonathan Toews and Patrick Kane.

It means that in the next year to 18 months, more kids must replace some old Hawks favorites. It's often painful, but a function of the new NHL reality.

And it's all part of the plan.

brozner@dailyherald.com

•Listen to Barry Rozner from 9 a.m. to noon Sundays on the Score's "Hit and Run" show at WSCR 670-AM, and follow him @BarryRozner on Twitter. 
WHL Notebook: Several players move up to pro ranks including McNeill

Published on April 3, 2013 

         Topics :  Raiders , Western Hockey League , Prince Albert
, Brandon , Moose Jaw , Canada  

With the Western Hockey League playoffs continuing in a number of centres, those teams that are on the sidelines are now busy preparing for next season. For a number of players who are out of the post-season, getting a chance at the professional level to finish off the year is an added bonus.

Prince Albert’s Mark McNeill is one of those players as earlier this week he was called up by the Rockford Ice Dogs of the American Hockey League. McNeill had 25 goals and 42 assists in 65 games for the Raiders this year and it is assumed that his junior days are behind him despite having one year of eligibility remaining. The first-round pick of the Chicago Blackhawks in 2011 played in 276 games with Prince Albert and amassed 243 points in that span.

The Brandon Wheat Kings, who never qualified for the WHL playoffs this year, have two players moving on to the pro ranks for the remainder of this spring. Nick Buonassisi, a 20-year-old who is done his junior career, is heading to the Quad City Mallards of the Central Hockey League and Nick Walters is finishing off the year with the Peoria Rivermen of the AHL.

Buonassisi is being brought in to take the place of former Raider captain Mike Hellyer, who was injured in the Mallards’ playoff series against the Fort Worth Brahmas. Hellyer was with the Raiders from 2003-07 before heading to the University of Manitoba for five years. He is in his first full season as a professional player and was second in team scoring notching 23 goals and 38 assists for the Mallards.

Walters was acquired by the Wheat Kings from the Everett Silvertips this season and is expected back in Brandon next year as he would have to make the St. Louis Blues’ roster as a 19-year-old to stay at the professional level…Other WHL players moving on to the pro ranks this spring include Ty Rimmer of the Lethbridge Hurricanes going to the Manchester Monarchs of the AHL; Justin Kirsch of the Moose Jaw Warriors is heading to the Allen Americans of the CHL; Justin Feser of the Tri-Cities Americans is off to the AHL’s Portland Pirates and Morgan Rielly of Moose Jaw is with the Toronto Marlies of the AHL.

When looking up the Quad City Mallards to see who Buonassisi would be joining, a couple of familiar names jump out at you. Former Raider Shayne Toporowski is 37 years old, but still playing pro hockey and with Quad City this year he had 11 goals and 21 assists. The coach of the Mallards is former Prince Albert resident Terry Ruskowski, a one-time coach of the Saskatoon Blades and professional player with the Houston Aeros and Chicago Blackhawks among others…Other names on CHL rosters that are familiar to Prince Albert hockey fans include: Kellan Tochkin, a graduate of the Raiders last year, had 15 goals and 29 assists with the Missouri Mavericks; Gio Flamminio, a former member of the Prince Albert Mintos, played in 64 games with the Tulsa Oilers recording two goals and four assists; Jesse Schultz, a Raider forward from 2001, had 18-27-45 totals with the Rapid City Rush. One other name of interest is former Raider coach Kevin McLelland, a four-time Stanley Cup champion with the Edmonton Oilers, is the bench boss with the Wichita Thunder of the CHL.

Still with WHL personnel continuing their seasons, Vancouver Giants head coach Don Hay will be the coach of the Canadian under-18 team that will compete in Sochi, Russia, later this month. Raider defenseman Josh Morrissey, who played for the club last year as a 16-year-old, will be on the team again this year and he will have the opportunity to play against Raider teammate Leon Draisaitl when Canada faces Germany in a preliminary round-robin game. Canada will also take on Slovakia, Sweden and Switzerland in the round-robin…A pair of WHL teams have already named their captains for next year as Sam Reinhart will wear the “C” for the Kootenay Ice while Mitch Topping will lead the Tri-Cities Americans…As teams fail to qualify, or get knocked out of the playoffs, this becomes the time of year where coaches learn their fate for next year. Lethbridge has already made a move firing Rich Preston and others will certainly follow. Dwayne Gylywoychuk with Brandon is most certainly wondering if he will be back with the Wheat Kings next year and the Raiders have yet to confirm the futures of head coach Steve Young or general manager Bruno Campese. Both were given one-year extensions after last year and with the team making the playoffs this year, it is expected they will be given more time to continue moving the team back into the upper echelon.

Dave Leaderhouse is a reporter with the Prince Albert Daily Herald and some information for the WHL notebook was gathered from submissions by the WHL Writer’s Group.
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Canadian forward awaits fate after major penalty issued 

Viktor Arvidsson of Sweden receives treatment after being injured during his country’s 2-1 loss to Canada at a world junior hockey cham­pionship warm-up game in Helsinki, Finland. Sweden also lost the services of Jesper Pettersson, who was belted by Canadian Boone Jenner. (JUSSI NUKARI / AP) 

Viktor Arvidsson of Sweden receives treatment after being injured during his country’s 2-1 loss to Canada at a world junior hockey cham­pionship warm-up game in Helsinki, Finland. Sweden also lost the services of Jesper Pettersson, who was belted by Canadian Boone Jenner. (JUSSI NUKARI / AP) 

  .

HELSINKI, Finland — The world junior hockey championship hasn’t even started yet, but Canada is already facing mounting adversity.

Jonathan Huberdeau and Ryan Nugent-Hopkins scored in the shootout Saturday as Canada defeated Sweden 2-1 in the team’s final warm-up game.

The story afterwards, however, was the status of Canadian centre Boone Jenner, who was assessed a five-minute major and a game misconduct for charging after a late hit on Jesper Pettersson in the second period.

The Swedish defenceman lay on the ice in pain and had to be carried off on a stretcher.

Canadian coach Steve Spott said he didn’t know if Jenner would face further disciplinary action from the International Ice Hockey Federation.

“It’s out of our control. Ultimately, our feeling is (the hit) was shoulder-to-shoulder,” Spott said. “If anything, maybe interference or a charge but definitely not something that’s worth suspending because although Boone is an aggressive player, he didn’t target anybody’s head and he didn’t leave his feet.”

If Jenner, who plays for the Oshawa Generals and is a draft pick of the Columbus Blue Jackets, is suspended for a significant length of time, Canada would have the option to bring over a player to replace him.

It’s something that Spott has already had to deal with after left-winger Charles Hudon of the Chicoutimi Sagueneens aggravated his back in practice this week and had to be sent home. Mark McNeill of the Prince Albert Raiders was expected join the Canadian team on Saturday night to take Hudon’s place.

Despite the uncertainty, Spott said the team is coming together as Canada’s first game against Germany on Boxing Day in Ufa, Russia, draws closer.

“It’s been a good group,” he said. “Unfortunately we’ve had to deal with some adversity early with Charles Hudon and now with Boone, but that ultimately makes you stronger.”

Huberdeau used a pretty deke to open Saturday’s shootout before Nugent-Hopkins beat Swedish goalie Joel Lassinantti low stickside on Canada’s second attempt.

Mikael Vikstrand was the only Swede to beat Canadian goalie Jordan Binnington.

Jonathan Drouin of the Halifax Mooseheads scored in regulation for Canada, while Alexander Wennberg replied for Sweden.

Spott asked for more discipline after Thursday’s 3-2 exhibition loss to Finland but his team again found itself in the penalty box far too often.

“The effort was great but again we’re taking too many penalties,” Spott said. “That’s an area that we have to continue to improve at because we’re just putting our penalty killers on the ice way too much and there are some elite players that are sitting.

“Discipline and staying out of the penalty box is something that we need to address.”

His team’s need to adapt to the way games are called at the international level aside, Spott didn’t mince words when asked about the referees in Finland.

“The quality of officiating (at the pre-tournament) has been below world-class standards and I think the Finnish federation has to address that,” he said. “These are sanctioned games and if you put less-than-qualified officials out on the ice, which we clearly had tonight, you’re putting players in a dangerous situation. It’s concerning.

“The officiating tonight was certainly not up to a world-class standard.”

Binnington played strong in goal for Canada, making 30 saves. Malcolm Subban stopped 19 shots in Thursday’s loss to Finland, but Spott said he’s been pleased with the play of both goaltenders and will wait until the night before the tournament opener to name his starter.

“Jordan was really solid but so was Malcolm,” he said. “Unfortunately we took bad penalties in front of him.”

RUSSIA — Mark McNeill had just digested the news that he wasn’t going to be a part of Team Canada’s quest for gold when his phone jangled early Thursday morning.

Now instead of playing reluctant spectator, he is in Russia for the 2013 IIHF Ice Hockey Junior World Championship.

“Thrilled to be here,” he said after the team went for its first skate at the Ufa Arena, the venue where Canada begins its quest for gold against Germany on Boxing Day. “I think I would have watched if I had been home. Obviously I was disappointed but I’m too much of a fan to not watch.

“But I had only been home for a couple of days then the phone rang at 6:30, 7 in the morning.”

McNeill, an Edmonton-born student of the Prince Albert Raiders, is stepping in for Charles Hudon, who injured his back in a pre-tournament practice in Finland late last week.  McNeill drove from Edmonton to Calgary, flew to Frankfurt then met the team in Helsinki. The Canadians landed in Russia early Monday.

“The guys have been great, very welcoming and the coaches have been filling me in on what I missed out on,” McNeill continued. “They brought me here to play the type of game that I play. They want my versatility, a big body, a physical presence out there.”

Coach Steve Spott and the Canadian staff have taken great pains to ensure that the players can handle the jet lag but McNeill is a few days behind in his preparation.

Spott said special steps will be taken to ensure the winger is as ready as possible, a process that started with McNeill immediately falling in line with the new time zone.

And now they wait

A hearing was to be held Monday night to determine the fate of Boone Jenner. The Canadian winger knocked Sweden’s Jesper Pettersson out of the tournament with a dislocated shoulder, hitting him a hit in a lead-up exhibition game.

All teams must submit their rosters on Christmas Day and can leave a spot open. If the IIHF still hasn’t rendered a decision, Canada will have to decide whether or not to put the Columbus Blue Jackets 2011 draft pick on their list.

“Absolutely. I’m very concerned,” said Spott. “You don’t know how a hearing is going to go but ultimately we put together a package we think is fair. We understand it was a late hit, but Boone’s hands were down, his elbows were down,  and there was no contact to the end.”

Play hard, play smart

After a 3-2 loss to Finland and a 2-1 shootout win over Sweden, the Canadians have some explaining to do given the top-end offensive talent on the roster.

Spott quickly pointed to the penalties.

A total of 11 players took 18 penalties in the two games.

“Obviously it can’t happen like that,” said Ryan Nugent-Hopkins, who is not only captain but the offensive catalyst who needs to be on the ice playing, not on the bench watching the penalty kill. “But as that (second) game went on we started to be more disciplined with our sticks.

“That’s just learning,” said Ryan Strome. Discipline is something we’re learning each day.”

One of the learning tools is video, and Spott has been cueing up the snippets.

“We have to stay out of the penalty box,” the head coach said. “People ask why haven’t we scored a lot? Because we’ve been killing a lot of penalties. A lot of our best players have been sitting on the bench. It is a concern but we’ve shown them the clips . . . they understand the standard. We expect we’ll turn the page on that.”

He went on to add that his charges have to score more dirty goals. Play more of a Canadian game.

“We haven’t done that yet. Everything has been off the rush,  and us trying to be cute,” he said. “I think when you have a collective group like we have, there’s only one puck and sometimes, they don’t want to give it up. Ultimately, it’s about them getting used to each other, finding some chemistry and scoring some dirty goals.”

jireland@edmontonjournal.com

Twitter.com/jireland
BELOW: Player profiles

CHICAGO — Mark McNeill and Phillip Danault were taken by Chicago in the first round of the 2011 NHL Draft, the same year Brandon Saad (second round) and Andrew Shaw (fifth round) became Blackhawks later in the process.

Over the next couple of years, Shaw and Saad soared from Rockford IceHogs standouts to role players for the Stanley Cup-winning Blackhawks. Now it’s not that McNeill or Danault are jealous of what their draftmates were recently able to accomplish.

“Nah,” Danault said with a smile, “I don’t think I’m jealous.”

However, watching them climb to stardom so quickly sure had the young pair of prospects fired up for this week’s camp in Chicago.

“Heck yeah, watching those guys do what they did has been stuck in my head,” Danault said Thursday, with just one more day left of Blackhawks prospect camp at Johnny’s IceHouse West. “It obviously makes you want to work harder, longer, whatever it takes to get there yourself.”

The pair of 20-year-olds spent most of last season elsewhere in the juniors or minors, but they both played five games with the IceHogs at the end of the year. Neither recorded a point, but they both showed the coaching staff flashes of what they can be.

“He’s a special kid. He’s just got that passion for the game that you don’t see much,” IceHogs head coach Ted Dent said of Danault earlier this week. “He’s going to be vying for a spot up here (with the Blackhawks), and he’s not the only youngster that’s going to be thinking that way this week.”

McNeill is another. He had 67 points for the Western Hockey League’s Prince Albert squad last year and 71 the season before, earning the captain’s patch, and learning how to be a leader along the way.

“I would say I’m pretty hungry, and about as motivated as a guy can be,” McNeill said after a 3-2 Red Team victory during Thursday’s camp scrimmage. “We’re all going hard this week; there’s a lot at stake. This team won the Stanley Cup a couple of weeks ago. If that doesn’t get you going, absolutely nothing will.”

Shaw and Saad both suited up for the IceHogs for the first half of last season as the NHL and its players union settled the lockout. Then they both stepped up their games and turned into stars at the next level.

Read more: http://www.rrstar.com/carousel/x853687801/Mark-McNeill-Phillip-Danault-want-to-be-next-two-for-Chicago-Blackhawks#ixzz2ZHVNpV9g
Article updated: 7/7/2013 9:09 PM 

Blackhawks get a look at their future this week

Article

By Tim Sassone .

.

This is always one of the biggest weeks of the season for the Blackhawks.

Forget the draft.

Advertisement

     ..

Forget free agency.

Prospects camp that starts Monday and runs through Friday at Johnny's IceHouse West is where the organization sees what it really has coming.

This is where the Hawks discovered Andrew Shaw, who was a vital piece to the Stanley Cup puzzle this season.

This also is where the Hawks saw how good Brandon Saad and Nick Leddy could be.

This is where the Hawks first saw the special talents of Jonathan Toews and Patrick Kane back in 2007.

"What we're trying to do and what we've had a lot of success is to bring our young players in and sort of show them a glimpse of what the Blackhawks are all about," general manager Stan Bowman said. "Some of these guys have never been to a camp before.

"You can't cover too much ground in terms of instruction in a one-week camp, but I think we want to try to get them acclimated to how we do things in terms of preparation and training and nutrition and skill development and positional work."

The players also will get to know the city and each other over six days.

"It's something we've put a lot of time and focus on, and it's always nice to see the young players because it wasn't too long ago that we had Shaw and Saad and Leddy at this camp," Bowman said.

"There's going to be some top-end players this year. Hopefully not too far down the road, they'll be in Chicago."

A total of 51 players have been invited, including 2013 first-round draft pick Ryan Hartman of West Dundee. Hartman, however, is recovering from shoulder surgery and will only be an off-ice participant.

Centers Mark McNeill and Phillip Danault, both centers drafted in the first round in 2011, goalie Antti Raanta, 2010 first-round pick Kevin Hayes, a winger, and forward Garrett Ross also have been invited.

Winger Teuvo Teravainen, the Hawks' 2012 No. 1 pick, will not attend the camp. He will be training with Finland's Under-20 national team in August, so to limit the back-and-forth flying he will not be in Chicago this week.

There will be a lot of eyes on Raanta, who at 24 is older than most of the players invited to this camp.

Raanta was signed to a one-year deal in June after a breakout season in SM-liiga in Finland, where he was named the league's regular-season and playoff MVP after going 21-10-11 with 5 shutouts, a 1.85-goals-against average and a .943 save percentage in the regular season for Assat Pori.

It was thought Raanta might be Corey Crawford's backup next season until the Hawks signed 40-year-old veteran Nikolai Khabibulin as a free agent Friday.

Ross, 21, had one of the best 2012-13 seasons of any Hawks' draft pick (fifth round in 2012) with 44 goals and 46 assists for Saginaw of the Ontario Hockey League.

Saginaw also is where Saad played.

Ross was a runner-up as the OHL's Overage Player of the Year, and he played two games at Rockford at the end of the season. He signed a three-year contract with the Hawks in April.

Drafting and developing remains Bowman's preferred method for building a winner.

"I think adding a player here and there is certainly understandable," he said. "But I think the way to build success and sustain it is to draft and develop your players and then add in the occasional player through free agency."

That was Bowman's blueprint for building the 2013 Stanley Cup champs.

"If I had my choice, I would do it the way we've done it recently, which is develop from within, have your young players emerge over time, don't rush them to the NHL," he said.

"Fortunately, we've been able to do that, and then when we find a group that's had success, we can keep it together like we have this summer."

•The camp will conclude with scrimmages Wednesday-Friday. The entire week is open to the public.

tsassone@dailyherald.com

Blackhawks sign Marcus Kruger to new deal; is Joel Quenneville next? 

 BY MARK LAZERUS mlazerus@suntimes.com July 12, 2013 8:25PM 
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Marcus Kruger had four goals nine assists his second seaswith Blackhawks. | Elise Amendola~AP 

Marcus Kruger had four goals and nine assists in his second season with the Blackhawks. | Elise Amendola~AP 
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Nick Leddy was the first member of the Blackhawks to have his day with the Stanley Cup, so the trophy was in Eden Prairie, Minn., on Friday. From there, it’ll bounce around Canada and the United States, make a stop at the Hawks’ fan convention in late July and head off to Europe in early August.

But while the summer is just beginning for the Hawks’ players, the season never ends for the Hawks’ front office.
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The team re-signed restricted free agent Marcus Kruger to a two-year contract, putting the last piece of the 2013-14 puzzle in place.

“We might look to add some depth in Rockford, but for the Blackhawks, I think we’ve said all along we need to have some opportunities for our young players to step forward, and that kind of brings us to what we have here,” Hawks general manager Stan Bowman said on the last day of prospects camp.

Kruger, 23, had four goals and nine assists in his second season with the Hawks, forming one of the league’s top penalty-killing duos with Michael Frolik, who was traded to the Winnipeg Jets on June 30. Kruger spent most of the season on the fourth line at center and left wing. He also spent some time at second-line center.

“We’ve always liked Kruger,” coach Joel Quenneville said. “He complements the way you like your group to play. He adds speed, he adds purpose. He really enhanced our penalty killing to a different level this year.”
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There are other tasks ahead — signing depth player such as center Drew LeBlanc, replacing departed goaltender coach Stephane Waite and, of course, hammering out a contract extension for Quenneville, who will be entering the last year of his deal.

Bowman and Quenneville said they’d like to get a new deal done before training camp opens in September.

Bowman and Quenneville addressed a wide range of topics Friday:

◆ Michal Handzus spent the postseason as the Hawks’ second-line center, but even with Bolland traded to the Toronto Maple Leafs, Quenneville said Handzus won’t be in that spot when the season begins. Brandon Pirri, the leading scorer in the American Hockey League last season, likely will get the first crack, though Kruger is another option.

Quenneville said Handzus will start in the same role he had when he was acquired at the trade deadline — a fourth-line center, perhaps even a platoon player — and “will have to work his way up.”

◆ Marian Hossa did not need back surgery to fix the disc problem that caused his foot to go numb during the Stanley Cup Final. Several Hawks needed surgery — Handzus was spotted at prospects camp with a cast on his right arm and a wrap on his left knee, and Bryan Bickell had thumb surgery — but Bowman said he expected to have a full and healthy roster for training camp.

◆ As for the prospects in camp this week, Bowman singled out centers Mark McNeill and Phillip Danault, both 2011 first-round picks, as players who could have a chance to follow in Brandon Saad’s footsteps and make the roster out of training camp. He also said LeBlanc, the 24-year-old Hobey Baker winner as college hockey’s top player, could be in the NHL mix next season, too.

◆ Bowman said the team is “really pleased” with the progress of 2012 first-round pick Teuvo Teravainen, who was not in camp. The 18-year-old could be the top center on his team in Finland this season after posting 13 goals and 18 assists in 44 games.

“We’re really looking forward to having him in a Blackhawks uniform at some point because he’s a special player, and I think he’s going to electrify fans for a long time,” Bowman said.
Blackhawks looking for a second-line center

Tuesday, 07.16.2013 / 2:26 PM / NHL Insider

By Brian Hedger - NHL.com Correspondent
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CHICAGO -- Even after winning the Stanley Cup twice in four seasons, the Chicago Blackhawks are still searching for a more permanent solution at center for their second line.

Michal Handzus

Michal Handzus - PLAYOFFS

Center - CHI

GOALS: 3 | ASST: 8 | PTS: 11

 SOG: 17 | +/-: 7

 While the rest of their lineup appears set, the coveted space playing in the middle of stars like Patrick Sharp and Marian Hossa remains vacant as the Blackhawks turn their eyes toward the 2013-14 season. Not even the re-signing of 36-year-old veteran Michal Handzus solves the issue, even though he played well in that role for much of the 2013 Stanley Cup Playoffs and re-signed for a salary cap-friendly $1 million on a one-year deal, according to Capgeek.com. 

Handzus had arm surgery after the Cup run but is expected to be ready for training camp in September. However, he'll be used initially as a versatile depth forward -- the role he played after being acquired from the San Jose Sharks at the NHL Trade Deadline in April.

"Probably the way we envisioned [Handzus] coming to our team at that time of the season is probably where we will begin this next season, where he'll have to work his way up and maybe give somebody else that [second line center] opportunity," coach Joel Quenneville said at Chicago's prospects camp last week. "We're certainly happy to retain him and have that ingredient that no matter where you play [him], it's going to be an effective line."

The question, then, is who will be that "somebody else" Quenneville talked about?

The best odds initially appear to belong to Brandon Pirri, a 22-year old center who won the John B. Sollenberger Trophy last season as the leading scorer in the American Hockey League. Playing for the Rockford IceHogs, Chicago's AHL affiliate, Pirri played in all 76 games and finished with 75 points. His 53 assists tied for the league lead, and Pirri also posted a plus-11 rating.

Pirri was picked in the second round (No. 59) in the 2009 NHL Draft, has played three seasons in Rockford and logged seven games with the Blackhawks during that span. He didn't participate in prospects camp last week, but the 6-foot, 183-pound center will have a lot of eyes on him at training camp.

"We're an organization that believes in putting the best players on the ice regardless of when you were drafted or what round or what year," general manager Stan Bowman said at prospects camp. "We're looking for guys who can help us."

NHL INSIDER

Lecavalier has Simmonds eager for season

By Mike Brophy - NHL.com Correspondent

When the Philadelphia Flyers missed the Stanley Cup Playoffs last season for just the second time since 1993-94, you just knew changes were coming. READ MORE › Back with Flyers, Hextall looks to someday be GM

DeBoer: Devils must move on from loss of Kovalchuk

Bruins looking to young talent for contributions

MORE NHL INSIDER STORIES ›

Chicago has taken centers with its first-round draft picks in three of the past four years, amassing four prospects likely to be NHL-ready in the near future: Kevin Hayes (2010), Mark McNeill (2011), Phillip Danault (2011) and Teuvo Teravainen (2012). McNeill and Danault are thought to be the closest to the NHL after finishing outstanding junior careers.

Still, the more likely development path for each will be starting out in Rockford.

Hayes, who's now 6-foot-3 and 213 pounds, won't be at training camp. He's heading back to Boston College for his senior year following a frustrating junior season marred by an in-season suspension for a violation of team rules and four surgeries to repair blood vessels in his leg, which ended his season. Hayes has shifted to left wing at BC, but Bowman likes the added versatility.

"I think he's really a playmaker," Bowman said. "That's kind of what his strength is, so whether he plays wing or center it's nice to have that guy with [size]. Kevin's a big kid. We really like his improvement. He's really gotten better the last couple years."

Teravainen, the 18th player taken in the 2012 NHL Draft, did not attend prospects camp and will spend another season adding size and strength to his 5-foot-11, 165-pound frame while playing in the SM-Liiga, the top league in Finland. Bowman said Teravainen will center Jokerit's top line and has a bright future in Chicago.

Bowman also likes 6-foot, 195-pound Drew LeBlanc, who won the Hobey Baker Award last season as the nation's top college player at St. Cloud State. After signing a one-year deal with Chicago in April, the 24-year old LeBlanc is a restricted free agent who Bowman plans to sign and give a serious look in the fall.

Another dark horse is 6-foot, 180-pound Garret Ross, whom the Blackhawks selected in the fifth round (No. 139) in the 2012 draft (the same exact spot they took Andrew Shaw in 2011). Ross played left wing for the majority of his Ontario Hockey League career, but moved to center last year after the OHL trade deadline. The 21-year-old played two seasons in Saginaw with 20-year-old Blackhawks forward Brandon Saad and broke out last season with 44 goals and 46 assists in 61 games.

"Obviously I've got a pretty strong lineup to crack [in Chicago], but that's just more motivation to work harder and get in there," Ross said. "It's out of my hands. The only thing I can do is come out and work hard, show the organization what I'm made of [at training camp]."
Bruins looking to youngsters for contributions

Sunday, 07.14.2013 / 3:31 PM / NHL Insider

By Tal Pinchevsky - NHL.com Staff Writer

51 

7 

58 

Email 

Comment

Print

The playoff run that took the Boston Bruins to within two victories of the team's second Stanley Cup win in three seasons was keyed at times by an infusion of youth; particularly from rookie defenseman Torey Krug. Three weeks after coming up short and falling to the Chicago Blackhawks in six games in the Cup Final, the Bruins will continue to look to their prospects in the upcoming 2013-14 season.

Torey Krug

Torey Krug - 2013 PLAYOFFS

Defense - BOS

GOALS: 4 | ASST: 2 | PTS: 6

 SOG: 34 | +/-: 5

 "Obviously you want to develop your talent and bring them in and let them play. Sometimes there's not room for them and sometimes you use them as chips in deals, but you always have to develop," Bruins general manager Peter Chiarelli said while attending the final day of the team's development camp on Sunday. "It will be good, there will be some young guys that will breathe new life and new enthusiasm into the team." 

That focus on prospects means Chiarelli has ruled out the possibility of bringing back veteran wing Jaromir Jagr, who was acquired from the Dallas Stars at the Trade Deadline last season and contributed 10 assists in 22 playoff games. The 41-year-old's return to Boston appeared less likely when the team signed veteran forward Jarome Iginla to a one-year, $6 million contract.

Boston will have some roster spots to fill after forwards Tyler Seguin and Rich Peverley were traded to the Stars and defenseman Andrew Ference signed with the Edmonton Oilers. So a number of young players will be looking to crack the roster of the defending Eastern Conference champions. That list includes young forwards Reilly Smith and Matt Fraser, both of whom were acquired in the Seguin trade.

There is also Ryan Spooner, who played four games with Boston during the 2012-13 season and led the team's American Hockey League affiliate in Providence in both assists (40) and points (57). Other prospects looking to crack the Bruins squad could include Jordan Caron, Jared Knight and Anthony Camara.

"We've got enough candidates that are vying for these jobs that I'm going to wait and see how they play," Chiarelli said. "I have a general sense of how I think it'll end up, but I’m not going to comment on it publicly because I want to see."

Chiarelli also mentioned that goaltender Niklas Svedberg, who was a first-team AHL All-Star this past season playing in Providence, would be considered for the backup job to No. 1 goaltender Tuukka Rask. That job was vacated when previous backup Anton Khudobin signed a one-year contract with the Carolina Hurricanes.
Here to get his first peek at the everyday life of a pro hockey player, Brock McGinn instead started out in a rather unusual situation.

 Due to a national youth tournament dominating the ice time at Extreme Ice Center, the Checkers’ practice facility in Indian Trail, the 19-year-old’s first practice came at the highly irregular hour of 7 a.m. Instead of soaking in what it means to be at the next level, one could forgive the Hurricanes prospect for having more of a flashback to his peewee days.

Brock McGinn 
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“It was definitely a shock,” said McGinn upon first getting his schedule. “We didn’t have many of those in Guelph.”

Guelph is the Ontario Hockey League team that McGinn, Carolina’s second-round pick in 2012 (47th overall), played for until it was eliminated in the first round of the playoffs last weekend and will likely play for again next season. Until then, he’ll be in Charlotte for the remainder of the current campaign to, at the very least, skate with the team. He will definitely not be in the lineup for the team’s next game against Milwaukee on Saturday, but anything beyond that has yet to be determined.

“We’ll see if we can get him in a game at some point, but he’s still a year away from being able to play here,” said coach Jeff Daniels, citing a rule that will prevent a Canadian junior player of his age to play in the AHL full-time until the 2014-15 campaign. “Right now he’s here to get a taste of the pro game.”

 “I just want to get that experience and get to know how it is at this level,” said McGinn, who has at least seen older brothers Jamie (Colorado Avalanche) and Tye (Philadelphia Flyers) go through the process of turning pro. “I’m expecting to come to practice every day and do what I can.”

Though the Checkers have never had a player as young as McGinn join their team on a late-season tryout, it’s not entirely uncommon around the league. It does require some fortunate timing, as the player’s season must be over while the AHL affiliate of the team that holds his rights is still playing.

 At least one Charlotte veteran went through a similar experience, joining the Hurricanes’ former AHL club in Albany as an 18-year-old less than a full year after his 2007 draft.

“I was in Albany for a month and only played one game, but it was definitely an eye-opener,” said Chris Terry, who has gone on to become the Checkers’ all-time leader in a handful of statistical categories and score his first NHL goal this season. “You have other priorities in junior, but there it was all hockey. It was good to get a feel for the pace of the play.”

Even if McGinn sees a comparably small amount of ice time to start things off, the organization hopes to see plenty more of him down the road. Although he played only 33 games during his draft year, the Hurricanes, with some advice from former player and current Guelph coach Scott Walker, saw enough to select him with a high pick.

 The early returns on that investment have been good, with McGinn scoring 54 points (28g, 26a) and racking up 71 penalty minutes for the Storm this season. However, it’s not just his offensive touch that makes him an exciting prospect. For a player without a great amount of size (5-foot-11, 174 pounds), he’s turned heads with his physical play.

 In announcing McGinn’s first NHL contract on Wednesday, Jason Karmanos, the Hurricanes’ assistant general manager, gave a quote more lively than those typically seen in written press releases.

“Brock is a gritty, skilled forward who skates well and hits everything,” he said.

Upcoming promotions 

Upcoming Promotions

The Checkers play their final four home games of the regular season starting Saturday. Be sure to take advantage of the latest discounts, events and promotions! Read more

“Being the youngest of three brothers definitely helps,” said McGinn, laughing. “We had a rink in the backyard and would always have friends over, and the snow banks around it would be in use.”

What started in his hometown of Fergus, Onatrio, has become a key component of his game.

“I’m not afraid to get into the dirty areas and I’m not afraid to go up against anyone,” was the first thing he said when asked to describe himself as a player.

 With that kind of mentality, it’s no wonder that Walker, who racked up over 1,100 penalty minutes over the course of an 800-game NHL career, has taken a shining to him. According to McGinn, Walker has maintained that intensity over the course of his first three seasons as a coach.

“He was an energetic player and he brings that to the bench too,” said McGinn. “If we’re down he’s down our throats, and even if we’re winning no lead is ever big enough. He wants us to keep pushing.”

For now, that’s all McGinn can do in practice, as he would have to unseat a much more experienced player for a spot in the lineup at a time of year when games are at their most important. With Justin Shugg thought to be close to returning from a month-long injury, he may have as many as 13 players ahead of him in the pecking order.

 That said, it may take an injury or two to get him in the lineup, as it did with teammate Brody Sutter last season. Or he could end up like Brian Dumoulin, a top prospect who joined the team just in time for a crucial stretch of games late last season but has since departed via a trade with Pittsburgh, who did not a get a chance to play.

 Long story short, there are no guarantees.

“We’ll see how it goes,” said Daniels.
Mar 23, 2013  |      

 Vote   0     0 

Guelph Storm’s McGinn suspended for two games

GUELPH – The Guelph Storm will be without winger Brock McGinn for the next two playoff games. 

On Saturday the Ontario Hockey League suspended McGinn for two games for a head check in Game 1 against the Kitchener Rangers Friday night at the Aud. 

The player McGinn hit along the boards was not injured on the play, but McGinn received a five-minute major and a game misconduct. 

He will sit for Game 2 Sunday in Kitchener and Game 3 Tuesday in Guelph.

Are the Canes doubling down on the 2012-13 team?
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Starting Tuesday, I will put up a few “Canes prospect previews” with Elias Lindholm being first. I have the first and most of the 2nd written, so hopefully I can hold schedule and get 2-4 up during the week.

 Disclaimer for below: Yes. I realize that we are still more than a month from training camp and that a lot could happen in terms of free agent signings or trades to change all this. But in the midst of the long summer with minimal new real hockey news, this is as good as anything to kick around while we wait.

 Heading into late July, I think the burning question with regard to the Carolina Hurricanes playoffs hopes is this: "Was the 2012-13 Carolina Hurricanes roster good enough or very close to good enough minus injuries?"

 Unless we see a blockbuster trade, I think that is more or less the bet that Canes GM Jim Rutherford is set to make if the team enters the season with the current roster or similar. Sure changes were made that should improve the team. Swapping in Andrej Sekera and Mike Komisarek for Joe Corvo and Jamie McBain should make the Canes better defensively, but I would not call these blockbuster additions. Sekera is top 4ish but not a pure top 2, and while I like Komisarek he is a bit of a restart project at this point in his career. Anton Khudobin seems to rate out as 1 of the best options available for a backup goalie but Ellis was actually pretty good until his injury and then inability to regain his form after that. And on offense, the only significant addition is an unproven draftee plus another AHL/NHL player who has yet to stick long-term on an NHL roster much like the options the team already had in that regard (i.e. Dalpe, Boychuk, etc.).

 Not a single core player was shipped out to revamp things, and only Sekera might qualify as a core addition.

 Rutherford is doubling down on the big bets he made to build the 2012-13 roster when he aggressively went after Alexander Semin and Jordan Staal and then inked Jeff Skinner to a long-term extension last summer.

 The case for "last year's team was fine before the injuries" is plausible. The team led the Southeast Division and was playing very well early. And injuries did play a significant role in the ultimate collapse when Cam Ward was lost for what was left of the season and two of the better defenders in Justin Faulk and Joni Pitkanen were both lost for significant time. The team also had to go 3 deep at goalie. And Jeff Skinner actually started very strong before a concussion put him on the shelf. He never really regained his stride.

 So I do not think it is ludicrous/impossible to think that last year's team was actually pretty close to good enough. But I am not so much in that camp and am a bit nervous about the Canes roster right now. Going by position:

 Goalie: 100% ready to go. Everything I read about Khudobin suggests that Rutherford made a shrewd move here.

 Defense: I am on record as wanting more of a top-end defender added even if it meant trading a core forward. I would be surprised if it happened at this point, but I am optimistically willing to give the defense a look to start the season. The pessimist in me fears that too many things have to work perfectly: 

 --Tim Gleason needs to have a much better season.

 --Joni Pitkanen needs to return from his heel injry at close to 100%, avoid another injury and be the good version of Joni.

 --Andrej Sekera needs to quickly fit into the system, find chemistry with a partner and be a legitimate top 4.

 --Mike Komisarek needs to take a leap forward with his new lease on NHL hockey and be a serviceable every game defenseman.

 None of the individual requests are outlandish, but a lot of things must go right with little margin for error.

 Forward: This is where I get nervous. The Canes jettisoned Jussi Jokinen last year and seem to be doing the same with Tim Brent and Chad Larose this summer. When Rutherford said it was unlikely that Brent or Larose would return, the bottom half of the roster had officially been gutted to be redone. As things stand now, the team needs to fill a whopping 5 out of 6 bottom 6 forward slots from its youth. (I count only Tlusty, EStaal, Semin, JStaal, Ruutu, Skinner, Dwyer and Westgarth as a #13 as sure things.) Even if Brenden Morrow or Jaromir Jagr parachutes in wearing a Superman costume, you are still looking for 4 regulars from the system depth. Elias Lindholm is projected to fill 1 of these slots. Otherwise the team added only depth/borderline AHL/NHL forward Aaron Palushaj to the mix. The volume of openings would be a little scary regardless, but when most of the options were given shots last year and some also in previous years without seizing a spot, it seems crazy to think that the team can build out a 3rd and 4th line good enough to win at a playoff-qualifying place in 2013-14 not just learn on the job for the future.

 For most of the options, the team is looking for a player to take a huge step up from current trajectory:

 --Zac Dalpe. He has had short tryouts in 3 consecutive NHL seasons and not yet done anything to suggest that he is a full-time NHLer.

--Zach Boychuk. After a very short tryout with the Canes last year, he failed a longer audition trying to generate offense on Malkin’s line in Pittsburgh and also got a look-see from Nashville who did not see anything that justified not just returning him to the Canes.

 --Riley Nash. I like Nash and think he has the best chance to stick long-term, but I am not sure he is more than a 4th-line center. He did not generate much offense in the NHL last year and if you look at his track record, I am not sure he really projects to score enough to be a regular 3rd-line center in the NHL.

 --Drayson Bowman. I think he has enough experience and defensive acumen to be a serviceable 4th-line wing if you do not have the luxury of having a big, nasty, mean, penalty-killer extraordinaire to play in this slot. But he took a step backward last year minus Sutter, and has yet to prove he can score enough at the NHL level to be more than a reliable defensive line forward.

 --Victor Rask. He will be one to watch in camp but as a 20-year trying to make the jump from juniors, there is a good chance he will need to spend some time in Charlotte before he is ready.

 --Chris Terry, Jeremy Welsh, Jared Staal, Brett Sutter, etc. all have as good of a shot as any. The positive is that training cap should be a legitimate tryout for NHL roster spots which should be fun to watch unfold.

 In addition to filling out the bottom 2 forward lines, there is also the task of building out the special teams. As befuddling and frustrating as last year’s power play struggles were, there seems to be enough skilled parts there to build a couple working units. The bigger issue is trying to build out the penalty kill units which also struggled last year. At forward, Jordan Staal gets a spot. Patrick Dwyer very likely gets a spot. After that who knows. The majority of the young forwards that the Canes are auditioning for the open spots are not necessarily great fits for PK. As much as I hate the idea of burning 3 minutes of ice time and a bunch of energy doing it for the top forwards, I fear that Muller might be pressed to again lean on players like EStaal, Tlusty, etc. for lack of having a specialist or 2 in the bottom half of the roster.

 I think Rutherford is caught between a rock and hard place trying to decide what to do with the remaining money below the salary cap. 

 If Rutherford moves aggressively at forward and signs Jagr for $3.5M (he earned $4.5M last season) with Lindholm’s cap hit, the Canes would be at the minimum roster of 20 and have just enough at about $700k left to carry a single extra player if/when they need to. If instead, Rutherford tries to hold onto some financial flexibility in case he needs it after seeing how the team performs in Oct/Nov, then the team will be asking for a huge contribution from what is most a 2012-13 AHL bottom 6.

 You can see where the latest Twitter rumblings that have Ron Hainsey as the rumored “big name free agent” (or whatever the exact quote was) and Joni Pitkanen as the player that must be moved to make it possible could make a lot of sense numbers-wise and risk-wise. If Hainsey’s next contract is on sale at this point, maybe it only takes 2 years at $3M/year. Trading Pitkanen would then net a salary cap savings of $1.5M. I lean Pitkanen if both options are healthy, but Hainsey is a decent swap in terms of style of play and role (skating, puck-moving offensive/power play capable defenseman), but Hainsey carries much less risk heading into training camp and probably also throughout the season with Pitkanen’s health woes over the past couple years. Though Rutherford seems to not be talking to Jagr right now, or at some other specific right now or maybe right then, I think if he mitigated some risk with the top 4 defensemen and netted a little bit of breathing room cap-wise, then I think he moves quickly and aggressively to spend it adding at least 1 more proven forward. If the whole Hainsey then trade Pitkanen thing is right (who knows) and Pitkanen was not tradeable on the first go-round, I doubt that will change until he gets into camp and proves that he is ready to play and play effectively. 

 That likely scenario leaves Rutherford trying to balance how much to go all-in right now to improve at forward versus holding some of his chips for possible maneuvering in Nov/Dec if things do not work out of the gate.

 Personally, if I were Rutherford (and not willing to shake things up with a bigger trade), then I would go this route:

 1) Try to pull Jagr down to $3M. This price leaves a tiny bit of wiggle room below the cap. 

 2) If he pushes for closer to the $4-4.5M he received last year, then I see if I can keep even more financial flexibility by seeing if I can get Morrow for $2-2.5M.

 3) If neither option works then I regret even more that I did not act a little sooner, but I avoid the temptation of spending a bunch of money on another undersized skill player. Instead, I start making lists of players who could help via trade probably for after the season starts.

 What say you Canes fans? Do you think the 2012-13 team is much better than the outcome if it can just say healthy? Are the moves made thus far more significant than I give them credit for? Is Jagr or Morrow still on the way? Does JR have a blockbuster trade up his sleeve?

 We get real hockey players on real ice at PNC Arena starting Tuesday! Woo-hoo!

 For a quick heads up when I post a blog or to be part of the occasional discussion follow me on Twitter at CarolinaMatt63.
Building out the roster
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Unless we get surprised by a trade for a higher-end defenseman, I think the Canes roster is pretty set on the back end and in goal. To kill time in the summer until we get ice at PNC Arena, we could debate pairings for hours, but order aside the 6 are Andrej Sekera/Justin Faulk, Joni Pitkanen/Tim Gleason, Jay Harrison/Mike Komisarek. Brett Bellemore and Ryan Murphy would provide depth from the AHL level if needed.

 With 6 dmen already on the roster the juggling is more complicated, but I would still do Skinner for Yandle or similar in a heartbeat. From everything Rutherford says, I would be very surprised at this point if anything like that happens.

 A more realistic hope is that Rutherford and his scouting department are working very hard to land 2 good depth defenseman on 2-way contracts to add no-risk depth within reach if needed at the AHL level. Right now, a bunch of players like Bobby Sanguinetti have their agents seeking 2 things in order: 1) A 1-way contract of any kind anywhere; 2) Plan B-The 2-way deal that places them highest on the organizational depth chart and closest to NHL ice time. With only 6 experienced NHL defensemen and very little volume in terms of both number of players and amount of NHL experience behind that, the Canes should have a very strong appeal once many of the depth players realize that there is no 1-way contract to be had. Jonathan Blum is 1 good target. Blum obviously has not made it otherwise Nashville would not have let him go for nothing, but as a 1st round pick who is only 24 years old and who has 91 games of NHL experience, he is easily worth a no-risk 2-way contract and a spot in Charlotte. Given the time invested in him and his familiarity with the system, I would also take Bobby Sanguinetti back if his search for greener pastures comes up empty. Certainly the scouting department has a better read on the 15-20 fringe players with maybe a little NHL experience who might similarly be available on a no-risk 2-way contract to provide more depth.

 With the Anton Khudobin signing, the Canes should also be set in goal.

 The forward lines on the other hand are wide open right now:

 --Veteran Jussi Jokinen was jettisoned at the 2013 trade deadline, and Chad Larose and Tim Brent have been seemingly sent to look elsewhere this summer.

 --The Canes youth at forward did little to seize on abundant opportunities last season.

 --And the Canes have not landed a single free agent to date making Elias Lindholm the only addition to build out 3 forward lines.

 We can debate again whether Jeff Skinner and Jordan Staal can work on the same line or whether they will perform better separated on 2A and 2B lines, but it just shifts an opening around, so let me put forward the following as a discussion point for building out the forward lines: 

 1: Tlusty / EStaal / Semin

 2: LW2 / JStaal / Ruutu

 3: Skinner / C3 / RW3

 4: LW4 / C4 / Dwyer // Westgarth as #13 forward for nights when you need him

 The result is that there are a whopping 5 slots still open. 1 is the C3 slot previously occupied by Jussi Jokinen through most of 2013. Another 2 are the RW3 and C4 slots filled for most of the year by veterans Chad Larose and Tim Brent who seem destined to play elsewhere next year as the Canes try new options and ideally look to get bigger. Necessitated by Ruutu’s injury and lack of any youth seizing the opportunity, Patrick Dwyer spent most of the year in some variety of W2 slot. Per my previous blogs, I like Dwyer, but think that he is overslotted in a 2nd line role.

 So how do the Canes fill 5 holes at forward given the slim pickings left on the free agent market and following a disappointing year in terms of youth taking the next step winning and excelling in NHL roles?

 First, ideal would be to somehow find 1-2 more veteran forwards. The free agent pickings are pretty slim at this point. The Jaromir Jagr thing is interesting. He was okay but not lights out in the playoffs (0 goals is glaring even with other contributions), but his scoring pace for the regular season was still a pretty solid 60-point pace (projected over 82-game schedule). And while he may not be the fastest up and down the ice at this stage of his career he is still incredibly strong with the puck on his stick in the offensive zone. On the Canes, if you shifted Ruutu to the left side, a line of Ruutu/JStaal/Jagr would be an incredibly big cycling /puck possession line with an injection of playmaking with Jagr holding the puck while Ruutu and Staal crash the net. Though not overly physical, he could also add size and complementary skill to a young line with Skinner/Lindholm. It is hard to say whether the line would be more dangerous offensively of defensively (in terms of giving up chances), but if you picked matchups and got Skinner and Jagr more of their extra ice time as regulars on the power play maybe the line could work.

 The only other 2 that I like are Brenden Morrow and Nik Antropov. Both bring another big body to the lineup though obviously with less skill than Jagr. Morrow would bring a very healthy dose of physicality and grit, though he seems to be transitioning to more of a 3rd line depth player at this stage of his career. He would be another option to make the JStaal big, physical and built for puck possession and physical wars. If he could shift across to RW (questionable), he would provide a bigger body and great protection for a kid combination like Skinner/Lindholm on a 3rd line. I think some would lump Antropov in a similar category to Dustin Penner (see below) as a big, skilled player who just leaves you wanting too much more. Maybe it is just greater familiarity from seeing more of him in the Eastern Conference, but for a low salary, I would take a low-risk flyer on Antropov if the team cannot lure Jagr or Morrow (probably seeking a chance to win the Cup) and cannot swing any trades to improve at forward.

 I am not thrilled with any of the other bigger names on the free agent market:

--Dustin Penner. What’s not to like about 6-4 240 lbs with some skill except that he just has never lived up to hopes and has seemed disinterested for stretches.

 --Mason Raymond. He is a decent option as another smallish skilled scoring type of forward. We probably already have too much of that, and it goes against the goal to get bigger/grittier.

 --Mikhail Grabovski. See Mason Raymond.

 --Brad Boyes. See Raymond and Grabovski.

 Here is how I handicap the battle/path to filling the open slots:

 C3: Lindholm’s spot to win. If he does not win it outright it becomes an open competition between him, Rask and Nash. 

 LW2 and RW3: Ideally, at least 1 of these spots would be filled by a veteran. As noted above, Jagr could fill either (1 directly/1 indirectly). He could play RW3 paired with 2 skilled kids (Skinner & Lindholm) which could be dynamic offensively with maybe some questions defensively. Alternatively, if he played RW on JStaal’s line and Ruutu moved to LW2, that line could become a real strong puck possession/cycling line also with an injection of skill/playmaking. For the 2nd of these 2 slots, I figure the same collection of kids who have not done it yet (Dalpe, Boychuk, Terry) who have not done it yet get another shot at it otherwise the plan B is to move Dwyer up again. 

 LW4: Bowman’s spot to win. He is decent defensively, the most experienced of the youth and also on a 1-way contract that pays him $600k even if sent to the AHL.

 C4: Nash’s spot to win. This is the 2nd of 2 spots (along w/LW2) that causes me the most heartburn. I wanted for a relatively inexpensive veteran who would be a significant boost to the penalty kill and solidify the defense for the 4th line. I don’t think the Canes had any real shot at my 3 targets: Gordon was way too expensive at a crazy $3M, Handzus seemed to choose Chicago over salary and it is not clear whether Lapierre would have even considered a Canes offer. 

 Adding 1-2 decent depth defenseman to the AHL squad, landing 1 more veteran forward for a reasonable price and keeping some salary cap in reserve in case of emergency might set up an interesting training camp that sees legitimate battles for 3-4 forward roster spots to be won in camp.

 I would be happy to go into October with defense and goalie as is and forward lines of Tlusty/EStaal/Semin, Ruutu/JStaal/Jagr, Skinner/Lindholm/big gritty forward who ideally can play PK like Morrow, open tryout spot-I pick Bowman/Nash/Dwyer + Westgarth.

 We bandied this around on Twitter prior to my blog, but feel free to post comments here to if you missed that or still can’t get enough hockey debate during the dog days of summer. 

 For a quick heads up when I post a Canes blog and to be part of the occasional Twitter banter follow me at CarolinaMatt63.

Strike while the iron is hot - Time to extend Justin Faulk
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In minor Carolina Hurricanes news today, the Canes signed 2 depth defensemen with NHL experience to 2-way contracts to provide additional depth for 2013-14. Mark Flood is a familiar name who played with the Canes AHL affiliate a few years back before bouncing around. He is 27 years old and brings 39 games of NHL experience. Matt Corrente brings someone willing to drop the gloves if needed which is important when you have undersized skill players like Victor Rask and Ryan Murphy stepping up the AHL this year. He brings 34 games of NHL experience and a bunch of PIM.

 But looping back around to the title of this blog, today Washington re-signed Karl Alzner for 4 years at $11.2M (so $2.8M/year). Alzner is a 2007 draftee with 3 full years plus 1 partial in the NHL. He has estabished himself as a very solid shutdown type top 4 defenseman. He is the third decent comparable for Justin Faulk to sign this summer. 

 Faulk is a little bit younger as a 2010 draftee and brings a little bit more offensively, but he will have 3 full years plus 1 partial of NHL experience come next summer and similarly will have proven he can handle a top 4 spot in the NHL. With Faulk signed for 2013-14 nothing has to happen until next summer. But with Faulk’s role on the team as a key part of the blue line going forward , a very solid 2012-13 campaign and the precedent set by re-upping Jeff Skinner 1 year early last summer, I think the timing is perfect for Rutherford to get Justin Faulk signed long-term on the heels of a pretty price-friendly benchmark.

 Earlier this summer, we had 2 higher comparables sign:

--Roman Josi in Nashville signed for a long 7 years at $4M/year. Josi is a 2008 draftee coming off a great year that saw him successfully step into the first pairing with Shea Weber successfully filling the hole left by Ryan Suter’s departure.

 --Slava Voynov in Los Angeles also re-upped following completion of his entry-level contract. He is coming off a solid year that saw him score at a 45-point pace (over 82 games) and perform impressively in a top 4 spot. He is a 2008 draftee like Josi. Voynov just signed for 6 years at $4.17M/year.

--There are 2 scary contracts out there. The first is the Oliver Ekman-Larsson contract for a whopping $5.5M/year for 6 years. I think that is a bit of an overpayment and only comes into play if Faulk waits until next summer to re-sign and blows the doors off it this season. The other not-yet-signed deal that could change things is Alex Pietrangelo’s deal which could come over the wire at any time. If that deal comes in at something crazy like $7M+/year, then just maybe Faulk’s agent holds his cards for now gambling to win a much bigger pot next summer.

 If I were Canes GM Jim Rutherford, I would use the reasonable Alzner signing as my entry point to get Justin Faulk locked up long-term. The hope is that his $2.8M now makes something less than the $4M/year deals that Voynov and Josi received still a reasonable offer. 5 years at $3.6M per year would be fair for both sides, at least a small discount to the max number right now and would eliminate potential offer sheet issues next summer.

 My 3 entries in the unofficial Justin Faulk contract pools are July 18 (Date), 5 years (length) and $3.8M (salary per year), so that is 5 years for $19M. Enter in the comments or on Twitter. The winner gets...errrr...nothing.

 Get ‘er done JR!

 For a quick heads up when I post a Canes blog and/or to be part of the random Canes debate on Twitter follow me at CarolinaMatt63.

 Go Canes!

Trying to decode Jim Rutherford's cryptic comments
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First, as I have said before, what I express here is speculation, intuition, opinion, etc. I do NOT have access to any inside information nor do I have any contacts that get me access to legitimate rumors.

 So yesterday the Canes Twittersphere heated up following a spot by Canes GM Jim Rutherford on 99.9 The Fan yesterday afternoon. The summary version is that the Canes are reasonably close to signing a big name free agent, but apparently the need to swing some kind of trade first.

 This can be interpreted to mean exactly, the Canes might sign another player who we don’t know who it is IF they ultimately decide they want to play for the Canes and IF the price can be worked out, but only IF the Canes do some kind of financial move though it is unclear exactly why by trading an unnamed player.

 First, here is the factual context:

 --The Canes have about $5.4M left under the salary cap with 6 defensemen (could be done), 2 goalies (could be done) and 10 forwards (obviously not done) on 1-way NHL contracts. Not included in the forward count are a number of forwards (Lindholm, Rask, Dalpe, Nash, etc) who will be competing for a roster spot or 2.

--When he signs Lindholm’s entry level contract is going to show up at CapGeek and similar as some $2M+ looking contract. But the real math is that it is something like $1.3M committed (if he plays at NHL level) + the standard set of entry-level performance bonuses. When it is all said and done, most players collect some amount of games played, goals scored, etc. type of bonuses but much of the total is also for finishing as a finalist for the Hart Trophy, 1st-3rd team all-star, etc. that usually are not reached. (Someone help me if they understand differently, but…) The new CBA allows teams to sort of not count the bonuses in the current year since they are so uncertain. Then at the end of the year, if a team has room left under the cap the bonuses are counted in the current year. If there is no room left in the current year, they basically become a deduction from next year.

 ==> So where you end up is that Lindholm can be counted as low as his $1.3Mish base salary for this year if the team wants to. All of the other youth options to fill out a spot or 2 are less than that.

 Iif you count the most expensive possible option (and maybe most likely) option Lindholm as 1 of the 2 remaining slots, you are down to about $4.1M of salary left. Of the remaining “big name free agents”, my guess is that Jagr would command the highest salary. He earned $4.5M last year on a 1-year deal in Dallas. My wild guess is that he will have to settle for a little less given that no one jumped head over heels after him in the first few days of free agency. My guess is something like $3.5-$4.0M for 1 year. I cannot imagine the Canes paying more than that for any of the other players who could potentially be a “big name free agent.”

So it seems like the Canes could barely squeeze under the cap with a big signing and 1 more player to fill out a roster. But it would limit flexibility if the team wanted to carry more than 20 players and also if it needed to make a trade later to fill a hole. 

 Question 1: But might Rutherford be trying to save some money to be able to carry an extra player or 2?

 Answer: Possibly, but the math is strange. If the Canes had a $2M player or 2 on the roster, then maybe Rutherford would trade a depth $2M player and backfill the spot with a depth $700K rookie therefore making room to carry another player or 2 on the roster. But the Canes really don’t have any medium-priced depth players. They have expensive players like EStaal, Semin, Ruutu, Skinner, Gleason, Pitkanen, etc. and they have players who are already real close to the same price as any replacement (i.e. Dwyer at $900k, Westgarth at $750k, etc.). I just do not see how it would help much to trade one of the expensive players to add a free agent. It more or less becomes a trade where you give up 1 top 6ish forward via trade just to sign another as a free agent. It makes even less sense to trade a defenseman (unless the Canes are to my surprise looking to sign Hainsey or someone as an immediate replacement). You would be working your way back down to 5 defenseman unless you again just swap a defenseman for a defenseman.

 Question 2: Could this just be more of an internal budget thing NOT a salary cap thing?

 Answer: Maybe. As others have pointed out, Welsh despite being a questionable #10-15 on the forward depth chart is on a 1-way contract that pays $1M next year (with $850k cap hit) regardless of he is in the NHL or AHL. Peters is also on a 1-way contract and now seems destined to make $500k+ in the AHL next season with the Khudobin signing. So maybe Rutherford needs to unload Welsh’s contract to offset a little bit of the out of pocket costs. Welsh’s departure could cut the out-of-pocket cost in the AHL (if that is where he ends up) by a significant $850-880k. And if his slot ultimately in the NHL is taken by someone like Dalpe, Nash, Sutter, etc. there would also be about a $300k salary cap savings which would also offer a tiny bit of salary cap flexibility.

 Question 3: Is it all just marketing posturing for some other reason?

 Answer: It seems unlikely, but for lack of much real hockey stuff to debate during the dog days of summer, what about this? What if Rutherford decided he wanted to trade a big, risky contract like Skinner’s for some financial flexibility and risk reduction going forward? But Skinner is a fan favorite and there would be a mini revolt by a significant portion of the fan base. The outcry would be even greater if you trade him for a some decent but non-name players that make people say “We traded Jeff Skinner for who?” But if the reason you traded Jeff Skinner was because you had to financially to make it possible to sign a big name player (Jaromir Jagr would definitely qualify) to improve the roster, then just maybe the angered/disappointed fans move on a little more quickly.

 There are times when I feel like I have a decent idea of what might make sense. This situation is far from being one of them. Per my blog yesterday, the Canes lineup seems to be screaming for at least 1 more veteran forward addition (not necessarily high end but some kind of proven help). That makes sense. But what exactly Rutherford is up to with regard to clearing $ and who he might be trying to trade is a mystery to me.

 If you forced me to commit to something, I would go with:

 1) I doubt that either move (new signing or traded player) involves a defenseman unless there is another shoe to drop after that even. Rutherford seemed reasonably happy with his blue line adds, and any kind of trade by itself leaves the Canes short and any kind of free agent signing by itself makes the roster unworkable for filling out the forward lines.

 2) My best guess is that he is talking more about internal budget than salary cap, so maybe he needs to unload Welsh and possibly even Peters (getting a depth goalie back in return) to possibly cut about $1.4M of potential out-of-pocket costs from the Charlotte lineup.

 3) Regardless of what Rutherford said (it was very fuzzy and open to interpretation), I think the target is Jaromir Jagr. I put Brenden Morrow who is exactly the kind of big, physical, sometimes mean player that Muller and the team kept harping about last season.

 4) Jeff Skinner fans should continue to sleep okay. My conspiracy theory marketing ploy seems like the biggest long shot of the wide range of possibilities.

 If nothing else, the Rutherford interview will fill up a few more days of a long summer leading up to real hockey. Timing could not be better this week with the draft 2 weeks ago, the free agent frenzy last week and the Canes rookie camp slated for real on-ice stuff next week.

 For a quick heads up when I post a blog and/or to be part of the occasional Twitter banter follow me at CarolinaMatt63.

 Go Canes!
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When we look back in 6-7 years this draft has the potential for even more coulda, woulda, shoulda's than even a regular draft. With another loss in the last week of the season, might the Canes have landed a perennial Norris Trophy candidate in Jones at #4? Did the Canes (and then 4 more teams) let the next Malkin or Ovechkin slide when they passed on Nichushkin? And so on...

 But that is all for sometime in the future.

 Here are my quick thoughts on today for the nearer future:

 Elias Lindholm

 Given the options, I like the pick. The only player I rated higher was Nichuskin. Just maybe the fact that 4 more teams passed on him says something about the vibe teams were getting via interviews and from his agent? Who knows for sure. I am also real pleased that the Canes used the pick versus packaging it to get anything less than a real solid top 4 dman and replacement 1st round pick. He is not the bigger, more rugged version of a 3rd center that Barkov would have been. But he should pretty quickly become a roster forward and has upside from there. He can skate and create which offers potential to pair with Skinner on a scoring-capable 3rd line. He is a good 2-way player.

 I think the best reference point for Lindholm is Brandon Sutter. Lindholm is similar in size and similarly a heady 2-way center. Lindholm has 2 plusses over Sutter: 1) His scoring/offensive upside is much higher, 2) At this early stage he is a much better skater. The plusses of Sutter are also twofold: 1) He is a proven NHLer not a kid who looks like he can become one, 2) He did incredibly well developing including the incredible improvement he made skating-wise in only a couple of years.

 The optimistic path sees Lindholm being good enough defensively to hold down the 3rd-line center spot in 2013-14, and quickly growing into a top 6 forward level forward in the 50-60 point range soon after.

 Andrej Sekera for McBain + 2nd round pick

 People are going to jump all over this move as an attempt to finalize the defense. That is premature until we see what else happens. The math is that Sekera adds $1M of salary cap at $2.75M but only really costs $1.75M out of pocket. So it is possible that Sekera ultimately becomes a 3rd pairing upgrade, a more defense-oriented depth option and at least the possibility for a better fit in the Canes system (as compared to McBain and Corvo who struggled). So I like the general idea of a new/theoretically better dman in McBain's old slot. I do see a couple negatives. First, a 2nd round pick feels a bit steep for a depth defenseman swap even if it is an upgrade. Second, being up against the cap means even an extra $1M further squeezes budget for other needs. Third, it uses a couple assets without addressing the real need adequately.

 The other direction on this is worse. Is it possible that Rutherford does not want to trade a roster forward in which case an unsuccessful free agent chase makes Sekera a fallback top 4? That is a scary possibility. Remember that this is the same GM who took a flyer on subtracting Bryan Allen and adding Joe Corvo to defense that was below average the year before. If you had 3 rock sold anchors for your top for maybe a borderline option like Sekera would do. But the Canes have Pitkanen coming off an unpredictable injury, Gleason coming off a down year and Faulk who should be gradually working his way into a top role with some help rather than trying drag his pairing forward by himself.

 So that gets to my biggest short-term gripe about the Sekera deal which is the order. If you consider it to be a depth deal I think Rutherford should have waited. With this deal he spent 2 trade assets and $1M of cap room that could be needed as the hunt continues to add another defenseman. I know sometimes you have to strike while the iron is hot, but this felt more like a mid-July deal after getting a look at the free agent situation a working out the bigger part of the puzzle first. But again, I think it is premature to make a final assessment on the Andrej Sekera deal until we see how the rest of the summer plays out.

 For a quick heads up when I post a blog follow me on Twitter at CarolinaMatt63.

 Go Canes!
State of the blue line after a couple days to digest Sekera/McBain trade
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Today my informal Sekera/McBain trade poll of people willing to yap back and forth with me here and there on Twitter yielded the following:

 1) Andrej Sekera is an upgrade to McBain defensively.

 2) No way is he enough to call the blue line rebuild for the 2013-14 season done.

 I concur on both accounts. IF the Canes somehow add a top 4 defenseman over the coming weeks, then with this player plus Sekera, the team is better but also importantly much deeper entering the new season. If instead, the next addition clearly slots below Sekera and is more of a sure 3rd pairing/depth defenseman then I am concerned.

 I think Sekera has the potential to be a heady Jim Rutherford addition that becomes another under the radar addition who magically fills a top 4 slot. Rutherford does have a history of these 'diamond in the rough' type of finds. Aaron Ward was a young depth defenseman cast off by Detroit for about nothing in the summer of 2001 before holding down a top 4 slot during the Canes 2002 playoff run. Mike Commodore and Frantisek Kaberle were both ho-hum signings prior to the 2006 Stanley Cup-winning season. And Joe Corvo (the 1st time around) was a reclamation project that filled a top 4 slot during the successful 2008-09 season. 

 So if I think it is possible that Andrej Sekera could be the next great Jim Rutherford blue line find, why am I clamoring for more help on defense?

 It is about situation and risk. After 4 misses and now with a salary cap ceiling salary base, the Canes desperately need to climb back into the playoffs. Timing could not be worse for entry into a new division full of good hockey teams. And more significant is the risk factor and the lack of a margin for error with Andrej Sekera's slot minus any help. If the Canes had 3 rock solid top 4 defensemen and then also some 3rd pairing youth who might quickly grow into a top 4 role, I would feel different. But instead the Canes have this:

 --Tim Gleason who is coming off a rough season where he looked more like a player who belonged in the #5/#6 already occupied by Jay Harrison. Is he in decline at this point in his career? Or will he rebound after a more normal off-season and training camp? I lean optimistic but do not ignore the risk.

 --Joni Pitkanen is coming off a strange injury. In theory, he should be ready to go to start the season, but who really knows for sure? And at what level will he play? Even if his heel is fine, he has now had trouble staying healthy for 2 consecutive seasons.

 --Justin Faulk. Had he not taken an oversized step forward in development during the 2012-13 season, the defense would have been an even bigger train wreck. I do think he is ready to be an 82-game top 4 defenseman. But let's face it, on a team with a solid defense and some quality veteran depth (i.e. Boston or Chicago) would he really be any different than their decent young defensemen playing in a 3rd pairing type of role and gradually working his way up? I am not so sure. But he has been expedited out of necessity and lack of better options has Faulk on a faster track than guys like Hamilton and Krug in Boston or maybe Leddy in Chicago. But there is a chance that he hits bumps along the way. Despite how good he was in 2012-13, I think it is unfair to ask Faul at age 21 to drag a top pairing along without top-tier quality help.

 The situation would also be better if the Canes had players in the 3rd pairing who might be able to step into the top 4. There are 2 kinds of potential help here: 1) Veterans who are borderline top 4 skill level (think Niclas Wallin); 2) Younger players who seem to be on a path to be a top 4 but are not quite there yet (think Justin Faulk...oh wait...we already moved him up the top 4...nevermind). The Canes have virtually nothing to backstop whoever they slot into the top 4. I really like Jay Harrison and what he brings in terms of physical play, okay penalty-killing, character, willingness to stand up for teammates, etc., but I just do not think he is capable of being more than a short-term fill in for the top 4 on a team that is playoff bound in the Canes new division. And I do not think any of the current youth options are close to being even a top 4 fill in. I like Bellemore and his simple game for a #7/3rd pairing/fill in defenseman. I like Murphy's upside, but because of his size/defensive ability, I think he is a couple years away from being more than a specialized role 3rd pairing defenseman. If Sanguinetti returns, I think he is only gradually working up to being a serviceable #5/#6 defenseman and a long way from being someone you can trust in the top 4.

 If you had a rock solid first 3 defenseman, there would be more fliexibility for the level you get for the 4th. Potential help/fill ins from below would also help. But the Canes really have neither. The result is that the Canes need a sure thing addition to the top 4. I just am not sure that Sekera is this guy. However, if you get a truer top 4 and suddenly Sekera is the #5, I am thrilled. The top 4 is improved, and the team actually has an extra option for building a top 4. If someone gets hurt, Sekera steps in. If Gleason does not regain previous form maybe you swap Sekera and Gleason, etc.

 So the Canes should just go sign a top free agent right? It is not that simple. First of all, the options for free agents are limited this summer. And then there is the money problem. Right now, the Canes have $6.4M left beneatch the salary cap, but they only have 10 forwards under 1-way NHL contracts. And minus enough top 9 forwards, it does not look as simple as plugging a couple NHL minimum salary forwards in something like the #12 and #13 slots. And this assumes that the Canes are happy with Welsh and Peters in the opening night lineup. Both are on 1-way contracts, so even if they get sent to the minors because someone else is signed, they still count against the salary cap. I think the Canes need to budget something more than the minimum to get at least 1 if not 2 forwards who can help build out the 3rd line, PK units, etc. This would suggest the team will be lucky to have about $4M left for 1 more defenseman add assuming that they do not trade salary to get this player. It is possible that the team can shoehorn a defenseman into the budget and still get maybe 1 veteran forward for the 3rd line, but it will be tight. It is this financial challenge combined with the risks inherent in Jeff Skinner that have me considering trading Skinner for a comparably skilled defenseman. It solves the defensive problems, creates some financial flexiblity to build a 3rd line via free agents and significantly cuts risk in my opinion.

 But my fear is that Rutherford is thinking like this:

 1) Andrej Sekera is the big add on defense.

 2) The "more" that Rutherford spoke of after the trade is to backfill McBain with a 3rd pairing defenseman.

 3) He then spends what little he has left working on priority #2, building out a 3rd line.

 4) Only after all the money is gone do we get to see if he pulled off another masterful creation of a playoff caliber blue line on the cheap or if he missed again. Odds over past 12 seasons suggest that this project has a 25% chance of success (only 3 playoff appearances over last 12 seasons).

 I really think that the Canes and Jim Rutherford are cursed by past success pulling off these low odds projects with great success in 2002, 2006 and 2009. If I get a chance, I will write that up in more detail next. But focused on the here and now, I really think the other defenseman added needs to be top 4 material not a Jamie McBain 3rd pairing backfill.

 I highlighted a list of 10 options in a blog about a week back. Unless LA signs him before then, Rob Scuderi comes into play Friday when the free agent frenzy starts. A few of the trade options that I liked are theoretically out there now for Rutherford to try. The magical Flyer math that has Holmgren signing a new $5M/year contract every week despite entering the summer over budget could see Braydon Coburn available in addition to Meszaros who I called out in the other blog. If they are not over the cap yet, they will be with next week's signing...or the one after that...or otherwise the next one...

 What say you Canes fans? With the addition of Andrej Sekera, do you think Rutherford is happy with his top 4 and just looking to add a quality #5 at this point? If so, does that scare you? Who do you like for options to fill out the top 4 if you do not think Rutherford is shopping the lower tier already?

 For a quick heads up when I post a blog and to be part of the occasional banter on Twitter follow me at CarolinaMatt63.

 Go Canes!
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…the Carolina Hurricanes. Say what? Who? The small market Carolina Hurricanes?

 That’s right. If you add up the top 6 salary cap hits for the rosters of all 30 NHL teams, it turns out that the Carolina Hurricanes top the charts at a very big marketish $38.0M averaging $6.3M per player. I used top 6 as an arbitrary number figuring that could be a starting lineup though the top 6 paid players do not necessarily fill out a lineup. The complete rankings and a few notes are included at the bottom. I calculated this manually, so let me know if you find a math ‘oops’ bigger than a rounding error. Interestingly in the Canes case not a single defenseman makes the top 6 cut (Pitkanen and Gleason do fall just outside it) which might explain why the team struggled so much defensively last season especially when Cam Ward (whose $6.5M places him third) was injured.

 So what does it all mean? 

 First of all, it has been a very dramatic change in a very short period of time for the Canes. Just a little more than one year ago (right before the draft), the Canes were trying to figure out how they were going to climb to meet the cap floor projected to be $56M. Then it happened in 3 quick lightning strikes. The Canes traded for Jordan Staal and promptly signed him to a 10-year $60M contract, re-upped Jeff Skinner for 6 years at $35M and signed Alexander Semin to a 1-year deal. When the Canes re-signed him during the season for 5 years at $35M, Rutherford had locked up 30% of his 2013-14 salary and doled out contracts totaling $130M in less than a season’s time. When added to the existing contracts of EStaal, Ward and Ruutu, the team had committed about 60% of the 2013-14 salary cap limit to 6 players. Bumping up against the salary cap and having it limit what the team can do is a first in franchise history. I am not sure if the confident and aggressive spending is a sign that the franchise has made it to the big time or a sign of an impending financial apocalypse.

 Second, it explains why I cannot seem to fill out a roster I like needing to fill only 2-3 spots externally. There just is not enough money left to do what needs to be done. The Canes have $6.4M left to spend and at a minimum 3 roster spots to fill (1 D, 2 F). My ideal wish list would include:

 1) A top 4 defenseman pushing Sekera to #5 and making the team real deep ($3-4.5M).

 2) 2 big/gritty 2nd/3rd-line capable forwards ($3-4M total).

 3) 1 more depth forward and a backup goalie ($1.5M total).

 Minus the trade of a forward that offers cap relief, an either/or decision becomes clear. Either the Canes can go get a top 4 defenseman and have about nothing left to spend at forward, or the team can get a couple higher-end/3rd line forwards (maybe still with a depth, not top 4 defenseman).

 Finally, the Canes need to get big production from their top players because their salaries do not leave a ton of money to round out a balanced lineup per my comments above.

 I will post a “free agent frenzy preview” blog of sorts before the gates open on Friday that offers some options for building out the rest of the 2013-14 opening day roster on a shoestring budget of $6.4M.

 For a quick heads up when I post a Canes blog and/or to join in the occasional Twitter debate follow me at CarolinaMatt63.

 1-30 rankings for salary cap hit for 6 highest players follows:

 1-Car = $38.0

 2-Min = $37.2M

 3-Pit = $36.2

 4-Chi = $35.1M

 4-Was = $35.1

 6-LA = $34.8M 

 7-SJ = $34.6M

 8-Ana = $34.2M

 9-Bos = $33.4M

 10-NYR = $33.0M

 ---------------------

 11-Van = $32.0M

 12-Clu = $31.9M

 13-Tam = $31.6M

 14-Edm = $31.3M

 14-Buf = $31.3M

 16-Tor = $30.8M

 17-Mon = $30.7M

 18-Det = $30.5M

 19-Dal = $29.8

 20-Phi = $29.7M

 21-Pho = $29.5

 22-Cal = $29.1M

 22-Wpg = $29.1M

 ----------------------

 24-NJ = $28.4M

 25-Ott = $27.6M

 26-Nas = $26.9

 27-Fla = $26.8M

 28-Clr = $26.5M

 29-StL = $26.3M

 30-NYI = $22.0M

 Quick comments on the rankings: 13 teams fall in the pretty narrow middle of $29-32M. If you eyeball the top teams, most fit 1 of 2 descriptions: 1) A recent success which escalates salaries because players earn more and the team pays it to keep a good team together and also because they are earning enough to afford to keep people (Bos, Chi, Pit, LA and to some degree NYR, Was); 2) Teams that just issued new contracts for their top players (Car, Min, Ana).

 Go Canes!
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What I want: I want Jim Rutherford to move aggressively to shore up the defense and build out a decent 3rd line. The premium version of shoring up the defense would include 3 pieces: 1) A top 4 defenseman creating 5 options to fill 4 spots and making for great depth below the top 4; 2) At least 1 if not 2 good defensive forwards with a strong penalty-killing resume to help boost that weakness; 3) A veteran backup goalie. Personnel-wise it is 1 defenseman, 1 center (either 3rd or 4th line but PK-capable), 1 backup goalie.

 But what I realistically hope to get:

 I expect to settle for a lot less. The math does not work for adding a top 4 defenseman unless a significant forward is traded to free cap space (seems like it would have to be either Ruutu or Skinner). My hunch is that Sekera is the big move, the next move is for a depth defenseman to replace McBain and that Rutherford will not trade a key component at forward.

 Here’s the thing. While the defense does need to improve, it is not just about defensemen. The Canes were near the bottom of the league in terms of penalty-killing, and both the 3rd and 4th lines were liabilities defensively not just in terms of lack of offensive production. Part of the path to a better defense comes from adding a few of the right type of forward who can improve the defense and penalty killing. 

 And I know I need to have patience: From the Canes standpoint, I think fans might need to have a ton of patience and then double that. With a tiny $6.4M budget that must also hold a player or 2 from the system (i.e. 1 or 2 from Zac Dalpe, Elias Lindholm, Victor Rask, etc.) Canes GM Jim Rutherford will not be afforded the luxury of selecting targets and then bidding aggressively to win them. Rather, he will need to opportunistically see which players believed to be in certain price ranges fall to lower ranges as teams gradually fill holes and the game of musical chairs for the free agents shrinks.

 I see the Canes lineup as: Tlusty/EStaal/Semin, ____/JStaal/Ruutu, Skinner/Rask or Lindholm or Nash/___, Bowman/_____/Dwyer+Westgarth. We can again argue on why/why not Skinner goes on the 2nd versus the 3rd line but either way the team needs another top 9 forward for 1 of the 2 spots. On defense: Sekera/Faulk, Pitkanen/Gleason, Harrison/______ w/Bellemore and Murphy first up from Charlotte.

 Position-wise for free agency, I see it like this:

 GOALIE

 Like most others, I would prefer someone with more experience than Peters. If Ellis would come back on a 1-way deal for $600k, I would be tempted to just pay it and buy the safety. The flavor of the day lately is Hedberg. For me, he is not the answer. Peters was actually better than him last year. When Brodeur was injured, Hedberg took the job with New Jersey playing well, winning and playing solid defense. He then proceeded to drive the thing into the ground with a rough season in net despite the decent situation. At least Peters can point to the rough defense in front of him. Hedberg does not even have that.

 For me it goes like this:

 1) Not sure why by Peters is on a 1-way contract this season which means the team pays him his NHL salary no matter what, so the inclination financially is to use him.

 2) The upgrades that the Canes can lock in for $700k-$1M are not significant enough upgrades over Peters to get me real excited.

 3) Rutherford needs to sell the same “Ellis story” that he successfully sold last year. With no nearly ready young goalies in the system to compete with, Ward coming off a knee injury and only Justin Peters standing between you and the #2 spot and an NHL roster position, the Canes have arguably the most ideal #3 job in the entire league. There will not be enough slots for all of the reasonably capable goalies to land in the NHL. If he works the phones and sells the story, Rutherford should be able to land a reasonably decent NHL-experienced #3 with “the story” and a 2-way contract with a reasonable $300-350k guaranteed salary (even if full year in AHL) and something like a $700k NHL salary with 2-way contract. 

 4) With Peters and a decent #3 on a 2-way contract in-hand, you go with it. IF Ward were to get hurt, you would then need to determine quickly if the #2 or #3 options can work or otherwise hit the trade market.

 What these #3ish goalies want more than anything is to get as close as they can to getting NHL starts, so they can be in a better spot the next summer. The Canes can offer that. JR needs to sell it and go get us a decent #3 on a 2-way contract just like last year.

 DEFENSE

 The pipe dream: Rob Scuderi is the 1 (and only) free agent defenseman who I think is such a strong fit that I would consider adding him as a top 4 and then taking my chances shuffling everything else. He has won 2 Stanley Cups, has played in 99 playoff games, is solid defensively and on the penalty kill and has some experience chasing a roaming/freelancing defense partner in Drew Doughty who might be as good of a proxy for Joni Pitkanen’s style as anyone in the league. He is coming off a $3.4M/year deal and despite hitting the back end of his 30s is likely to have many suitors if the Kings do not manage to re-sign him first. My wild guess is that he gets a few choices at a price pretty similar to his current contract which is probably too rich for the Canes.

 More realistic depth: Past Scuderi, I am not a big fan of any of the other top 4ish options. Per my blog about a week ago, I think some of the better options to add a top 4 are actually via a trade that sees Jeff Skinner going the other way. This makes the math work and gets the Canes into a higher tier of defenseman not available via free agency. But trying to stay focused, let me stick to the free agent options. Past Scuderi, I think the Canes are really looking at #5 type of players to backfill the hole left by Jamie McBain.

 Options might include:

 Andrew Ference (Bos). He is coming off a $2.25M/year deal in Boston and also a pretty good year. My hunch is that he will slot/price more as a top 4 and could command something like $2.5-3M/year on a thin market. My concerns with Ference are his age (now 36), the short summer coming off the Cup win and also the fact that he benefitted from being in a great defensive system and might not fare so well if asked to do more. This said, if he is not amongst the early musical chair winners , and he can be had for a more 3rd pairing type of price (low $2Mish for only 2 years), I do like his style of play, aggressiveness and ability to hit people in open ice which the Canes sorely lack. Best guess is that he is too pricey.

 Expected price=$2.5M+ / Price I like=More like $2M.

 Toni Lydman (Ana). He is coming off a $3M/year contract but at 36 years old entering next season, his price should come down. He cannot be expected to be a top 4 at this stage of his career, but might be a solid veteran addition still capable of logging PK minutes if coupled with a light load in terms of regular shifts.

 Expected price $1.7-$2.2M / Price I like $1.5-$1.8M ideally for only year to buy time.

 Mike Komisarek (Tor). He is a bit of a reclamation project at this point in his career coming off a disappointing $4M/year contract and a compliance buyout this week. If the Canes cannot get much bigger at forward short-term partly due to budget limitations, Komisarek at least adds another big body on the blue line. Also, the good version of Mike Komisarek from awhile back was a decent penalty killer.

 Expected price: Who knows / Price I like: If nothing better comes along a 1-year “prove it” deal adds veteran depth to buy time.

 My shopping for a 3rd pairing defenseman says that I do not expect Ryan Murphy, Brett Bellemore or Bobby Sanguinetti (if re-signed) to play here. From what I saw of Murphy last year, he just is not ready physically to log regular shifts against NHL size players. Best case at the NHL level right now, I think he is a power play specialist that you have to hide, limit minutes and carefully pick spots with. His long-term development is much better served stepping up a notch to play against AHL players , round out his game and learn to compensate for his size disadvantage with positioning and a small bag of tricks. While I liked what I saw from Bellemore in his short NHL stint last year, I think the Canes are better served by becoming 1 defenseman deeper in terms of NHL experience and using Bellemore as a #7/first call-up.

 Related to the depth on defense, Canes GM Jim Rutherford should be using the Canes 2012-13 defensive train wreck and lack of blue line depth to recruit help similar to the #3 goalie plan. Jonathon Blum is the first player that comes to mind but there are others. Minus a bunch of prospects needing the slots in Charlotte and minus Gragnani and probably Sanguinetti, the Canes should have room to add 1-3 AHL/depth defenseman. Rutherford should NOT offer 1-way contracts but rather 2-way contracts. That will not be incredibly appealing. But for players who have some NHL experience but are not good enough to get 1-way offers, the “You are MUCH more likely to get an NHL shot with us than elsewhere” should create the pull needed to lure a player or 2. Ideal would be to negotiate and close a couple of these deals (possibly including Sanguinetti if no one offers him a 1-way deal) simultaneously such that each views himself as signing into an uncontested #7 or #8 spot on the depth chart only to learn later that Rutherford actually sold that seat 2-3 times.

 FORWARD

 The Canes need to fill 2 2nd/3rd line forward slots and 1 4th line forward slot. Other candidates include the long-time prospects (Boychuk, Terry, Dalpe) and the possibility that more than 1 from Nash, Rask, and Lindholm sticks (and possibly moves to wing). I figure the Canes can maybe afford to add 2 forwards and must remaining slots (including the 3rd line center slot that I already assigned) from the system.

 The ideal candidate at forward would be bigger/grittier, an improvement on PK and even better yet capable of playing either LW or C. This flexibility could enable the addition to fill a 2nd or 3rd line LW slot if one of the kids does hold down the 3rd line center slot or otherwise move to center if this project fails. Though he obviously did not work out last year, ideal would be a Jussi Jokinen type player who offers some lineup flexibility. 

 Higher-end options who could play on a 2nd or 3rd line:

 Valteri Filppula. He is coming off a $3M/year contract and a down season in Detroit but historically has been a 2nd line type player with a well-rounded game and 50-60 point ceiling. He does not meet the big/physical goal but is a hit on all other requirements as a player who could play 3rd line center or possibly 2nd or 3rd line left wing and could play PK.

 Expected price= $3M/year / Price I like: It is a stretch, but if his down 2013 campaign makes him a loser in the musical chairs, I would pounce at a price of about $2M/year.

 Matt Cullen. I know there is going to be a groan about another Rutherford recycling project, but Cullen is a decent fit on a short-term contract. He offers almost identical flexibility to Filppula. He is a natural center but has slid to LW during his career. He is a decent penalty killer and also could fill a point position on the power play. If the Canes defensive add is not a power play type, the Canes could suddenly need another point option on the power play. He is coming off a $3.5M contract. Even with a likely decrease he might be too expensive for the role at $2-2.5M. But he seems willing to take a hometown discount to stay in Minnesota. If that does not work out and if he and his family still have friends that they might like to see in the Raleigh area, might Carolina be a decent plan B discount?

 Expected price $2-2.5M/year with Minnesota likely being the recipient if he offers a bigger discount / Price I like: If Minnesota does not work out and he still likes Raleigh, something like $1.8M/year short-term (1 year or 2 max) could buy time for Rask or Lindholm to take this slot.

 Michal Handzus. He is coming off a $2.5M/year deal. He seemed to be nearing the end in LA before a trade to Chicago seemed to rejuvenate him. He spent most of the playoffs as a 2nd line center and looked good doing it. He brings the much-desired size at 6-4 219 lbs. and a decent 2-way game with the potential to kill penalties.

 Expected price $2M / Price I like $1.5M would be a steal and cheap enough that you could justify slipping him to the 4th line center slot if the kids worked out. Like the other options, term is also an issue because you want to have the option of opening the 3rd line center slot up for 1 of the kids sooner rather than later if 1 progresses.

 Any of these 3 could slot into the 3rd line center slot if none of the 3 youth options works out. Cullen and Filppula offer more flexibility with their ability to slide to LW either on that same 3rd line or possibly the 2nd line and therefore might be worth a few more $.

 There are also a bunch of decent other options at wing. Viktor Stalberg offers a little more offensive upside and could slot at LW on either the 2nd or 3rd line. Matt Hendricks brings the physical and nasty and is a great penalty killer, but he is more of a 4th-liner than higher. Matt Cooke could be a relatively cheap option for some grit and physicality. And so on...

 4th line type options:

 If the Canes cannot afford another top 4 defenseman and decide not to swing a big trade for one, I think a less obvious and must lower cost way to improve the defense would be to add a solid 4th-line center who is sound defensively and good on the penalty kill. With this, the Canes immediately improve a weak penalty kill unit and decrease the degree to which the 4th line is a liability going forward. Bonus points are scored for being big and physical and/or for being a good right shot faceoff option.

 Boyd Gordon. He is not small, but I am not sure he quite qualifies as big and nasty. But he meets all the other requirements as a good right shot faceoff option who is a solid penalty killer and a great starting point to building a 4th line that you do not have to hide for fear of being a defensive liability. He is the premium version of 4th line forwards because he is darn good at it, so he probably ends up being a little pricey at $1.4-1.5M/year for a couple years.

 Maxim Lapierre. He would be a great sandpaper addition to pair with Westgarth on some nights, but is also only a small step down in terms of skill set from Gordon. He is a good right shot faceoff man who can kill penalties, center a decent 4th line and score enough for the role. His price could come in a bit cheaper than Gordon at something in the $900k-$1.2M range.

 A few things I will be watching for on Friday once the gates open for free agency:

 1) Does Rutherford spend some real money at forward early, meaning a couple $2M contracts or even 1 $3M contract. I think this tips his hand that he plans to swing a trade for a defenseman since he is spending away the money needed to get more than the 2ish players he would be on pace to add at those prices.

 2) Can he sell the “you are real close to NHL action in Raleigh” story to gather some decent non-NHL contract depth on defense and possibly at goalie.

 3) Who is left. Again, minus a trade Rutherford has very little to spend to fill out a decent number of slots. With the Canes limited budget, I think the more meaningful "list of free agents to target" comes after the first wave or 2 of signings put the players that are left on the sale rack where Rutherford has been pretty good historically at finding great value in the leftovers.

 With the new rules that enabled some conversations to start 2 days before the official opening, one would guess that thing could start quickly at noon today. What say you Canes fans? Who is your Rob Scuderi pipe dream that probably will not fit in the budget? What under the radar moves do you see Rutherford making? Is the HUGE move yet to come of the trade variety not via free agency?

 For a quick heads up when I post a Canes blog and to be part of the occasional banter on Twitter follow me at CarolinaMatt63.
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The quick version is this. I like both moves that the Carolina Hurricanes made during Friday’s opening of NHL free agency. I am also happy that Canes GM Jim Rutherford did not reach and overpay out of desperation and add a bad contract in the process. With McBain and Corvo out and Andrej Sekera and Mike Komisarek in, I think the Canes did improve on the blue line. But I am still left with 2 burning questions: 1) Is this enough? 2) What is Rutherford going to do to fill out a couple forward slots? 

 On the 2 deals:

 Mike Komisarek. Coming off a real rough stint in Toronto, Komisarek is definitely a reclamation project at this point in his career. He was some combination of not good, not playing at all (healthy scratch) and finally playing in the minors by the time it was done in Toronto. But prior to that he was US Olympic team (selected for 2010 before injury) and NHL top 4 quality, so even if it seems distant, the potential is there. Putting upside optimism to the side and understanding his role is an important starting point however. Mike Komisarek was signed for 1 year for $700k to provide depth, hopefully hold down a 3rd pairing slot and fill a special role or 2. Keeping it simple, he needs to 1) Be an adequate 15-minute per night defenseman; 2) Ideally provide a big body for the PK that can clog passing lanes, block shots and move people to create sight lines for Canes goalies; 3) Help police the ice for the kids and team in general. That’s it. In his role, there is no request for help on the power play, nothing for a targeted point total, no expectation that he will take on top 4 minutes playing most of them against the other team’s best. If any of that happens, it is just a bonus on top of what is reasonable to expect in his role.

 Anton Khudobin. Personally, I think it is hard to evaluate newer backup goalies. Their track records are small and at most you have seen them in person a handful of times. And I think evaluating someone like Khudobin who was playing for a stellar defensive team that won many more nights than it lost regardless of who was in net makes it harder. But I lean positive based on 3 things: 1) From having seen him play a few times last season, I do not remember seeing a striking difference in Boston’s game when he filled in for Rask which suggests he was not that big of a step down. 2) Everything I read from the scouts, raters, rankers, experts, etc. seems to suggest that he was 1 of the best options available for a backup goalie. 3) As much as I like Justin Peters, he just has not proven capable of being a successful NHL backup yet.

 In addition to many who think he is on a track to be starter material, he is only 27, comes with the reputation for being a hard worker in practice and the Canes should have a pretty good read on his personality from his year in their system with the Florida Everblades. 

 My preference was to go with Peters, but that was partly predicated on trying to save enough salary cap $ to shoehorn in 1 more big defenseman addition. But the way things rolled out on Friday with Andrew Ference heading back home to Edmonton on a $3.25M contract and Rob Scuderi getting about full pricea at $3.4M to return to Pittsburgh, I do not think Rutherford really had a chance in this respect. So if priority #1 is to improve the defense and options are limited in terms of UFA defenseman, you go the Komisarek route, save some $ and spend some of the savings to improve defensively in net for 15-20 games next season. This seems like a reasonable plan B for putting a little money to work.

 But that gets to the first of my 2 questions. I said I like the moves. I think both are smart. And I do think they make the Canes better defensively. But heading into a hornet’s nest of a division following a horrible year defensively, is the addition of a relatively unsung top 4 in Sekera, a reclamation depth defenseman in Mike Komisarek and a better backup goalie in Anton Khudobin truly enough to make the Canes a playoff contender? You can see where it could be, but I do not feel overwhelmed by the volume and quality of upgrades. I guess the hope is that the Canes really were not that bad last year but rather just got snowed under by Cam Ward’s and a couple other key injuries. One can hope.

 The second question has to do with the forwards. The top end of the roster is locked in and the core is set, but were it not for the even more glaring problems defensively the complete non-contribution from the 3rd and 4th lines would be pretty headline-worthy. The 3rd line provided nothing in terms of scoring. Both the 3rd and 4th lines became defensive liabilities as the season wore on. There was minimal size and sauce there to provide the spark and energy that the lower forward lines usually bring. And the team received very little in terms of special teams help (especially PK) from roster spots that usually hold a special teams specialist or 2. 

 The drafting of Elias Lindholm should help and fills 1 key roster slot on an inexpensive entry-level contract salary. And Victor Rask provides another training camp possibility who could be ready to help. But when you net out the inability of the long-time system players (Boychuk, Dalpe, Terry, Bowman) to seize a key role past quietly filling a spot on the bench and also toss in the probable departure of Chad Larose and Tim Brent, the Canes are short a couple forwards. And with holes on either the 2nd or 3rd line at LW and no one in the current bottom half of the roster a proven penalty killer of consequence, it is not is if the key roles are filled and you can just plug anyone in. The Canes really need to add a difference-maker or 2 not necessarily to score a ton but to help fill roles. There are currently openings for at least 1 if not 2 new upfront penalty killers to improve the penalty kill. There is need for at least 1 player with size and grit to balance out the smallish young skill players who will be part of the 3rd line. With 2 offensive defensemen (Corvo, McBain) out and 2 defensive defensemen in, having a depth forward who has experience manning the point on the power play would be a nice addition to the power play. And there is need for at least some depth scoring too.

 In my preview blog I preached the need for patience figuring that with a limited budget Rutherford would need to make at least 1-2 of his adds after the dust settled on the bidding wars, a few teams tapped out their budget and the remaining free agent losers of the first round of musical chairs became discounted. While I think there is still time, there are 2 things are a little different than I expected: 1) Things moved REAL fast on Friday. With GMs having 2 days to talk to players before the official open of free agency, we saw 3 days (if not a full week ) of signings on Friday. One top 30 list that I looked at showed only 5-6 of the top 30 players left; 2) There was a strange run on the better 4th-line/penalty kill options. For whatever reason, the forwards who are left seem to lean strongly toward the smaller scoring/skill variety. If the Canes had a bunch of size and grit at wing and were looking to boost goal production with a skilled center or wing maybe at the cost of defense, there were still pretty good options available this morning in guys like Mason Raymond, Derek Roy, Mikhail Grabovski, Damien Brunner, etc. There is also Jagr. And the enigmatic Dustin Penner would be an interesting fit as a huge 2nd line wing for a suddenly monstrous Jordan Staal line with Tuomo Ruutu suddenly becoming the little guy, but he is one of those players who is hard to figure out. 

 Surprisingly the high-quality depth players more suited for a 4th line went very quickly this year. Boyd Gordon was the premium version of this type of player, but I still have to question what Edmonton was thinking paying a 4th line center, regardless of how good he is, $3M/year for 3 years. Michal Handzus signed for a very 4th-linish $1M for 1 year, but this was clearly a decision to stay in Chicago, so even a higher bid by Rutherford would have been ignored. Maxim Lapierre is the other 4th-line center who could improve the defense, penalty kill and grit of the Canes. He signed for $1.1M/year. I have no idea if the Canes could have wooed him with a little bit more money. Ideally the Canes would have options for a gritty 4th-line penalty killer type (minimal scoring required) in the system, but I am not sure they do. Unless Rutherford digs someone up from what's left or swings a trade, Riley Nash might become the 4th-line center by default. But I still think that another subtle move to improve defensively would be to add a good 4th-line center who can anchor his unit and make it breakeven defensively for 5-8 minutes per night and also improve the penalty kill.

 Of the players that are left, the ones I find interesting are:

 --Brenden Morrow. As a couple people noted in the comments after the last blog, he would definitely be an upgrade in terms of big and nasty like the Canes want. At this stage of his career his offensive production is in decline, but maybe with enough skill around him he can be a perfect complementary player and provide a little bit of protection if paired with 1-2 of the kids. He is a career left wing, but could he move across to the right side and be the big and physical to go with fast and skilled in a Skinner/Lindholm or Skinner/Rask combination? Not too long ago, he would also have fit well on a big, checking-oriented 2nd line with JStaal and Ruutu, but I think he might be overslotted in that role at this point in his career.

 My hunch is that he would be difficult to lure. He left Dallas to go to Pittsburgh to chase a Cup at the deadline last year. Best guess is that his top priority this summer is to do similar for next year. But the top teams are spending their money on veterans who maybe have a little more left in terms of production (Det: Alfredsson; Bos: Iginla; Pit: Scuderi, etc.), so just maybe he does not have any top shelf options right now and is better off taking a 1-year flyer on the Canes with the expectation that if it does not work out playoff-wise, he can again be a trade deadline rental for a Cup contender.

 The Canes offer is this: 

 --A 1-year deal for a modest salary $1.5-2.2M?

 --A no-trade clause that gives him control of where he would go at trade deadline if things do not work out for the Canes.

--A sincere promise by Jim Rutherford that if the Canes are out of the playoff hunt come deadline time that he will do everything he can to get him to a Cup contender of his choice. This is one of those situations where Rutherford’s history of honorable treatment of players helps because he can make such a non-contractual promise and be believable.

 --Nik Antropov. He is not so much physical and nasty but he is huge at 6-6 240 lbs and reasonably skilled. He is a natural center, but I believe has also played some left wing which is where he would probably slot with the Canes. He did not have a great 2012-13 and would not go down as the most exciting of additions. But he brings more size, a big body for the power play and depth at center if needed pending the sink or swim trial of Lindholm or possibly Rask at 3rd-line center. This is another Komisarek-type add where you can get a veteran NHLer with some skill for cheap. As fast as the free agents moved this year, I just do not see much better options when you consider fit (not so much smallish and scoring).

 The more expensive left wing flyer is of course the enigmatic Dustin Penner, but he is now 10 years into seemingly having a lot more upside, so I do not see how you can really think it is still on the way. I guess the optimistic spin is that like Antropov, he could make for "the aircraft carrier line" of Penner/Staal/Ruutu at an average of about 220 lbs per player. 

 Personally, of the 2, I think I would take Antropov who should be the lower cost risk and maintain a little bit of financial flexibility in case a trade is needed later to try to take a second shot at shoring up the defense.

 --Any forward who can improve the penalty kill and will take a 4th-line salary. As noted above, the higher-end versions of this player (Boyd Gordon, Maxim Lapierre) and the 3rd-line versatile players (Cullen, Filppula, etc.) are gone. I have not had time to dig through who is left who could a good add for the penalty kill that had the double whammy of not being very good last year and still using a lot of time from scoring-type players to boot.

 What say you Canes fans?

 --Is an unheralded top 4 dman in Andrej Sekera, a depth defenseman in Mike Komisarek and a top-end backup goalie in Anton Khudobin enough improvement defensively?

 --At this point how do you fill out the 3rd and 4th lines from the free agent leftovers and the system?

 For a quick heads up when I post a Canes blog and to be part of the occasional Twitter banter follow me at CarolinaMatt63.

 Go Canes!

Google

Canes draft preview
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First, a couple quick comments on the Winnipeg game:

 --Tuomo Ruutu. He finally got paid for doing what he does consistently and well - going to the front of the net whenever possible. He is an important part of this team being better next year presenting a regular contributor in the department of goals related to bodies in front of the net - screens, deflections, rebounds, any other variety of lunch pail scoring.

 --A little better. So 1-1-1 is nothing special, but the Canes have been competitive in 3 straight which is a step in the right direction.

 -----------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------

 With 1 1/2 weeks to go in the 2012-13 NHL season, I had of course hoped to be either writing about the playoff chase or even better yet playoff positioning if the Canes seemed to be headed in already. But of course, we already know that there will again be no playoff hockey in Raleigh. That leaves me to: 1) Beat a dead horse spewing venom about the latest loss; 2) Start into the "how do we fix this over the offseason" analysis; or 3) Pick something more fun and optimistic. I am mostly done with recapping individual game struggles at this point. The end result of the season is known, and it just isn't any fun. I will do player evaluations and offer ideas on what needs to change this summer, but that can wait.

 I am jumping to the one side benefit of a miserable season on the ice - the draft reward.

 If things ended today and the draft simply went from worst to best the Canes would draft 3rd. But there is a little more math to it than that. First, things are tight at the bottom of the standings. The Canes could easily finish anywhere between 2nd and 7th worst. Second, finish only determines percentage chance of getting a higher pick. It is ultimately decided in a drawing.

 Percentage chances are awarded as follows:

 30th - 25.0%

 29th - 18.8%

 28th - 14.2%

 27th - 10.7%

 26th - 8.1%

 25th - 6.2%

 24th - 4.7%

 When you sort out all of the numbers, the Canes seem most likely to draft between about 3rd and 5th, so I will take a quick look at who the Canes might get anywhere up to about #5.

 The experts say that the 2013 NHL draft is deep. There is no pure Sidney Crosby or Alex Ovechkin to be had, but there are a number of top-end players who could be contributing on an NHL roster next fall. There is also a variety of different types of players available who are rated fairly similarly which could make some picks as much a function of what position/kind of player you want.

 I do not scout/watch junior level hockey, so my ranking assessment is a combination of what the various experts are saying combined with my opinion on what the Canes need.

 The pecking order seems to go like this: 

 #1-Seth Jones: Jones is a big (Wikipedia says 6-4 206 lb) athletic defenseman. He will easily play at 220-225lb in a few years but should be the mobile version of that (think Pronger in his prime not Hal Gill). Exactly how long it takes him to become a pure top 4 or top 2 is debatable, but he probably slots somewhere on the 2013-14 NHL blue line. When you consider that he has gradually become the consensus best player available, the mess on the Canes defense this year and the scarcity of top 4 defenseman, I think this is a no-brainer for the Canes if the creep high enough (probably needs to be #1 overall) to get Jones.

 After Jones, it gets interesting. Depending on who you ask and what you want, there seem to be 4 options for 2-5, so not necessarily in order.

 #2a-Nathan MacKinnon: At one point, he was about a 50/50 split with Jones as #1 overall. And he has done nothing really to hurt his chances, it is just that Jones rose up more at the junior tourneys and since then. MacKinnon is projected to be a solid top 2 line center. He brings offense but is not at all a 1-trick pony. He is not tiny but is a little smallish at 5-11 about 180 and is a right shot. Rankings aside, I am not sure he is the best fit for the Canes. The team is trying to get bigger, so he would be another sub-200 lb forward to fit somewhere.

 #2b-Jonathan Drouin. Drouin is a slightly undersized (5-11 175ish) left wing with bundles of skill. Think Jeff Skinner. Per my comments on MacKinnon, I think the Canes who are trying to get bigger and more physical would go a different direction unless their scouts think that he is just head and shoulders above whatever other option is available when they draft.

 #2c-Aleksander Barkov. Barkov is a big, physical 2-way center (6-3 205 already) of Russian descent (father played for Russian national team)but playing in the Finnish league. He is interesting. He fits very well with the Canes goal of getting bigger, and his 2-way chops make him a good option following the Pens model of being 3-deep at center for a very long time. Also playing in a pro league in Finland against older, more experienced players should contribute to his ability to hit the ground running in the NHL. One negative is that he has a shoulder injury. This should not be a long-term injury problem, but it might keep him out of the junior tournaments which are the best last opportunity to evaluate the best playing against the best.

 #2d-Valery Nichushkin. Nichushkin is modeled to become a prototypical NHL power forward at left wing. He is 6-4 about 200lb and will be mobile not bulky at 215-220lb in a few years. And he brings skill and scoring ability to boot. If he works out as expected, he could be a big solid left wing to put next to JStaal for years to come or to play with EStaal/Semin and free up Tlusty to making a solid 2-way complement for JStaal. He carries the stereotypical "Russian risk" factor, but I continue to think this is way overdone. And maybe having an older version of a burgeoning young Russian star in Alexander Semin helps with the transition to the NHL. 

 From everything I read, there is a pretty clear separation between that 2nd tier and who comes next. From 6-10, you get a couple different options on defense (Darnell Nurse and Nikita Zadorov) and a couple more options at forward (Elias Lindholm and Sean Monahan).

 Drafting based on what you need is dangerous. Having the right position/type who is not good enough to help at the NHL level helps you none. You are much better off getting a good player even if you end up with a duplicate. You can mix players in your lineup or of course trade. But looking at it from a Canes perspective, Jones 1st (probably same for most teams) followed by 1 of the 2 Russian forwards next would make for the best match of getting top-end talent combined with filling actually needs. Alexander Semin was signed and re-signed completely on his own merits, but just maybe having him makes it easier to draft and transition either Barkov or Nichushkin.

 What do you think? Is Jones as obvious as I think if available? Are you with me on going with 1 of the big (but still skilled) Russian forward options after that? Does the team look back to defense if it falls to #6 and no one from the top tier is available?

 For a quick heads up when I post a Canes blog follow me on Twitter at CarolinaMatt63.

 Go Canes!
Canes catch up 
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Though it is with a bit of a different intensity level in a season aimed at the draft lottery not the playoffs, I continue to track the Canes day to day - just have been too busy with the rest of my life to write much. This is a bit of a catch up blog that covers a few games and a few other random thoughts.

 Primarily from the Islanders game Tuesday but some also in general.

 --The Canes are a different team with Tuomo Ruutu in the lineup. There are times when you could make a case that he is the only guy on the Canes that is difficult to play against. He bangs bodies in the corners. He skates well and is aggressive on the forecheck such that opposing defensemen need to do something fairly quickly with the puck and per my first comment brace to get hit right after they do it. When his linemates have the puck cleanly (often because he went and got it), he consistently goes to the front of the net to make the opposing goalie's life difficult. Building an NHL lineup requires different skill sets so you don't want an entire team of Tuomo Ruutu's, but the Canes could use a few more. Actually, I take that back - maybe you do want an entire team of Ruutu's. Think how miserable they would be to play against.

 --The Canes are a different team with Justin Faulk in the lineup. He has actually had a couple oopses since his return but in general he just lifts the level of the entire defense. 

 --The 'Jeff Skinner at center' experiment on Tuesday was very interesting. To be honest, I would have been skeptical beforehand. At this point of Skinner's development (and he is still developing) defense and sorting things out defensively is not amongst his strengths. So moving him to center where you have even more defensive responsibilities and more importantly sorting things out seemed like a stretch. But there are a number of clear positives. You balance the offensive fire power more across 3 lines and in so doing get Skinner a few more favorable matchups. (Note: This was my rationale for playing Skinner on wing on the 3rd line with Jokinen before he got jettisoned.) You get Skinner a little more away from the wings' role of cutting across the ice to provide outlet passes. He continues to have issues with situational awareness and protecting himself doing this. You can get JStaal suitable linemates to get back to what he is good at - centering a solid 2-way shutdown line.

 -I dwell on it the more I think the Jussi Jokinen situation was a mistake in many ways:

 1) Muller did not explore all options. I get that he was not cutting it as a 3rd line center. Meanwhile JStaal was struggling to build any chemistry on his line. How did Jokinen who was been a solid 2-way wing in the past not get a 4-5 game look on JStaal's line? Jokinen also showed great chemistry with Ruutu in the past. How did he not get a run with Ruutu possibly even on JStaal's line?

 2) If the $900k number being bandied about as the Canes portion of Jokinen's salary is right, that leaves only $2.1M to replace him next year. I realize that Jokinen wasn't working in 2013, but I don't see how you will get anything close to his caliber of player in terms of offensive ability and versatility for $2.1M on the open market. That is more like the price of a lower-tier 3rd-liner who comes minus much offense. 

 3) To cap it off, the Canes helped solve a division foe's financial issues. The Penguins are going to be up against the cap over the next few years as a few players come off contracts. They desperately need to fill in some top 9 or ideally top 6 forwards on the cheap to make things work. Thank you Canes for providing a veteran scoring-capable 2-way wing for only $2.1M after you eat part of the salary. 

 --The draft lottery positioning. I have to admit that I am a very conflicted Canes fan these days. Collecting another 4 or 8 percent of chance to win Seth Jones is very enticing. No way can I bring myself to root against the Canes when I am in the arena, but especially for that last meaningless road game in Pittsburgh, it's hard not to just stomach 1 more loss if it means a notch higher in the draft lottery.

 --How did we end up here? Had you told me that Semin would work out like he has and then spit out the Tlusty/EStaal/Semin line stats, no way would I have figured us to miss the playoffs. The Cam Ward injury obviously had something to say about that as did a number of other things, but still...

 --Based on scoring output, the Canes have too many decent 4th line forwards. As noted above, the Tlusty/EStaal/Semin line has done everything you can ask of them. While his season has been a struggle JStaal actually isn't missing that badly on scoring. His 82-game pace is for about 18 goals/55 points which is light but not horribly slow. The bigger issue there is that JStaal's line has not been good at all defensively at even strength which is a surprising disappointment. And Skinner's point pace is light but not way off. The problem is that once you go past there, the next tier is a bunch of forwards at a 25-28 point pace (over 82 games) which won't cut it for 3rd line production. Jokinen couldn't get the 3rd line going and while Nash's 2-way play was encouraging, his meager 20-22ish point pace won't cut it as a 3rd line NHL center either if he cannot find another gear with maturation. Skinner as 3rd line center is a possibility as are a couple of the 2013 NHL draft possibilities.

 I have already started drafting some post-season review kind of blogs. My hope is to write most of this stuff in a couple sittings over the next couple weekends, so I can post them as a continuous series without any long intermissions when I get busy with something else. Hope is to start posting them 1st week of May.

 Last home game is tomorrow versus the Rangers. It will be interesting to see if we get a Staal/Staal/Staal line on the ice for the opening faceoff with Jared's recall from the minors. Then it's off to the finale in Pittsburgh and an abrupt leap into the offseason with the draft lottery on Monday and a summer to try to build for a better 2013-14 season.

 For a quick heads up when I post a blog follow me on Twitter at CarolinaMatt63.

 Go Canes!
The Jussi Jokinen Canes blog
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As long as the Carolina Hurricanes franchise has been in North Carolina, Jim Rutherford has had a knack for taking players off the scrap heap, giving them a chance and helping revive careers. The earliest example was Gary Roberts. After he played 8 games in 94-95, 35 games in 95-96 and then sat out the 96-97 season and announced his retirement, Jim Rutherford took a flyer on him. He went on to have 3 very productive seasons as a Cane in the 50-point range but more importantly brought a sandpaper edge and mentored young players most notably Jeff O'Neill. Since then, we have seen Jim Rutherford take a calculated risk leading to success for a number of players including Tuomo Ruutu, Sergei Samsonov, Joe Corvo and Ray Whitney (maybe to a lesser degree but he did get bought out by Detroit and was far enough down to sign for $1.5M) to name a few. Jussi Jokinen fit this model perfectly. After a decent start to his career and some promise in Dallas, he signed with Tampa. Due to trouble meshing in a new system, he found himself in the coach's dog house and a regular healthy scratch. When he flew across the waiver wire in early 2009, Jim Rutherford took another of his calculated risks and it turned out to be one of his best.

 During the remainder of the regular season of 2008-09 Jokinen did not tear it up, but he slotted very nicely as a depth forward due to his complementary game. He was decent defensively but also brought offensive skill. He provided a solid shootout option for garnering an extra point here and there. And he just simply played pretty good hockey. His stats that season were actually pretty modest with only 1 goal and 10 assists in 25 games. But what he did in the 2008-09 playoffs helped him carve out a very nice place in Carolina Hurricanes history.

 The Canes entered the post-season as a ho-hum #6 seed and while the team was not a huge underdog most people had the Canes falling to New Jersey in the 1st round. But true to Carolina Hurricanes playoff form, we don't go often but when we do we get our money's worth. And Jussi Jokinen played a huge role in that great playoff run. In those playoffs, Jokinen ranked 2nd on the Canes in goals with 7 (to only Eric Staal), tied for 2nd with 11 points and 1st in game-winning goals with 3 of the team's 8 game-winners. But the playoffs and fun playoff runs are not about stats and numbers. They are about moments in time when passionate fans could think of no other place on Earth that they would rather be at that moment in time - 

 --Like when Josef Vasicek scored the overtime game-winner in game 5 of the 1st round series of the 2002 playoffs versus New Jersey following Kevin Weekes tremendous save to give the Canes a chance to win its first playoff series versus mighty New Jersey. 

 --Like when Niclas Wallin scored the overtime game-winner to pull off the impossible in the "Miracle at Molson" cracking the armor of the impenetrable Jose Theodore and setting the stage for a series win.

 --Like when Ron Francis scored in overtime of game 2 in the 2002 Stanley Cup Finals to get the Canes into the series. (I still say if Canes won the game 3 marathon, they would have also won game 4 and then needed only 1 more to pull off the improbable upset.)

 --Like when the Canes won a long, hard-fought game 7 against Buffalo in the 2006 Eastern Conference Finals to set the stage for another Stanley Cup Final appearance.

 --Like when Justin Williams potted the empty-netter in game 7 of the 2006 finals, and it set in that we were only minutes away from hoisting the Stanley Cup in our building.

 --And of course like when Rod Brind'Amour received and lifted the Stanley Cup minutes later.

 While the 2009 playoff run was cut a bit shorter with an Eastern Conference finals drubbing at the hands of the Pittsburgh Penguins, that run too was filled with magical and special moments. I note 5 of them as top shelf with 2 directly credited to Jussi Jokinen.

 Jussi Jokinen Moment #1: First was his game-winning goal in game 4 of the 1st round series against New Jersey. The Devils were up 2-1 in the series and the game was headed to overtime. With an overtime win, the Devils could return home up 3-1 and likely on their way to a series win. In a bizarre fit of utter chaos that all changed. Right as time was expiring a blur of Jussi Jokinen arrived at the crease perfectly timed with an otherwise harmless looking point shot from Dennis Seidenberg. The result was a Jokinen goal with 1 second left in regulation, a booth review to make sure the puck went in before time expired, an ever-increasing Brodeur fit while the play was under review and ultimately an ending with a goal signal. Following in a massive rush was a Canes win, a huge eruption from the crowd and a finale with Brodeur destroying his stick on the side boards before leaving Raleigh suddenly knotted in a 2-2 tie. 

 It was absolutely surreal. I still remember waking up about 4 hours later and being unsure enough that it all actually happened to check the internet to make sure I wasn't dreaming.

 That play turned the series into a dog fight that presented arguably the greatest series of Eric Staal, Cam Ward and Joni Pitkanen's career. All 3 played huge in a very tight series with no margin for error. It also set the stage for moment #2.

 Jussi Jokinen Moment #2: The Canes fought and clawed to split the next 2 games setting up a game 7 showdown in New Jersey. The Canes put forward a solid effort but entered the 3rd period down 3-2. As the period wore on it just looked like it wasn't going to be. It was easily going to be the kind of series loss you could live with but a loss nonetheless. Enter Jussi Jokinen assisted by a couple other phenomenal plays. In full desperation mode with only about 90 seconds left the Canes managed to set up in the offensive zone. But then things went awry and the puck was headed toward to neutral zone where it would force another regroup and burn precious time. Then in a tic-tac-toe 2 1/2 seconds from beginning to end fashion it happened. Tim Gleason went sprawling on the ice barely keeping the puck in and playing it miraculously to Joni Pitkanen in the same swoop. Seemingly without even looking Pitkanen sent a laser through some tiny seam right into Jokinen's wheelhouse. Jokinen made no mistake burying it with 1:20 left and no doubt sending the game to overtime. That is until miracle number 2 arrived only 48 seconds later when Eric Staal flat beat Brodeur off the rush to stun absolutely everyone and send the Canes into the 2nd round of the playoffs and on the way to more drama against Boston.

 Jokinen contributed significantly to the Boston series win including another game-winner. And he went on to play 3 more full seasons as a Cane including a 65-point career best in 2009-10. I could recap "while a Cane" stats, but who really cares. His mark was made by his contributions under the brightest of lights during the 2009 playoffs. 

 His struggles in 2013 are well-documented as are the teams. I and all Canes fans pay a small price for this every time we head to PNC Arena lately and mostly leave frustrated. The team and staff pay a price because they do care and they do want better and the current situation just isn't much fun because of that. And Jussi Jokinen arguably paid the biggest price first going back and forth across waivers and then being discarded as part of trying to shuffle things up a bit and retool the team. I wish him nothing but the best going forward except when he plays the Canes of course. And I thank him for his part etching some top shelf Canes playoff memories in the Spring of 2009. Those memories are combined with the true sense of a Carolina Hurricanes community are the 2 richest things for me as a Canes fan. Those memories are also what will carry me through the rest of the 2013 season and hopefully not too much farther until the Carolina Hurricanes can get back to making new memories.

 For a quick heads up when I post a blog and to join the occasional conversation follow me on Twitter at CarolinaMatt63.

 Go Canes!
Canes/Pens preview...Quick Canes/Bruins recap...trudging forward
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Yesterday was more of the same for a battered Canes team and fan base. The Canes took something like 80 shots but managed to give up 4-5 goals and only scored after the game was over. Maybe most disconcerting was the Bruins relative lack of nastiness. Once the Bruins jumped out to an early commanding lead, there almost seemed to be a "let's just wind clock, collect our points and show a little pity" tone to the rest of the game. That is how bad it has gotten. 

 Per my previous blog, I am most concerned with how the group holds together heading into next season. It is real hard to tell from the outside, but any superficial indications suggest that the team is still hanging together as a group and playing for Muller.

 A couple quick observations:

 --First, you have to give Tripp and John credit for doing the best they can with a currently crappy product. They work for the team and need to try to paint something positive. But I'm not sure I agree with their latest mantras. The general idea is to throw the backup goaltending under the bus (justifiably), anticipate Ward righting the ship and rave about the volume of shots on goal. The goaltending is very much a part of the problem. Let's leave that at that. But the defensive zone coverage is horrid right now, and I don't think you can pin it entirely on the blue line which makes it harder to fix. The Canes very regularly find themselves retreating to a smallish box in front of their net. This is not the worst thing but ideal is to have players on pucks to limit time and space which this team does about none of. And then it always ends up that the Canes have enough bodies sort of in the right areas but they still fail miserably at sorting out individual responsibilities. The result yesterday and a lot lately has been a huge number of goals scored where there are 3-4 Canes within a step of the goal scorer but none are doing anything in particular useful. 

 Shorter version: I am skeptical that Cam Ward or a couple better defenseman solves the defensive woes. 

 --I have also never been sold on shots on goal as a measure of offensive output. This team very much reminds me of a couple bad Canes teams from about 10 years ago. Shooting the puck is the easiest measure of attempted offense. And in many cases it also requires the least work. 2-on-2 a smallish Canes forward gets forced outside. The other forward sort of floats to a possible passing area but with decent defense that passing lane is taken away. The result is a non-threatening shot on goal. Give me a measurement of number of Canes within 5 feet of the crease at the point in time when someone manages to throw the puck in there. It is about non-existent as even big bodies like Jordan Staal are content to float out into the slot area looking for a pretty passing play. Pretty offense is very hard to come by against good hockey teams. Boston won yesterday by getting the puck behind the Canes net and then throwing it back out front with at least 2 bodies in/near the crease.

 A couple positives:

 --The team is hopefully developing depth. Sanguinetti and Bellemore continue to log a bunch of minutes. Nash has been joined by Dalpe amongst the newer forwards logging minutes. Hopefully the result is that they are comfortable in similar roles next fall when it matters again.

 --It is real hard to read from the outside, but I don't get the sense that the players are quitting on each other or Muller, so there is hope that this makes the group stronger in the long run rather than ripping it apart. 

 ----------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------

 The Pens (like the Canes) are minus a few key players, but it little matters. They are playing with confidence and are a much-improved squad in terms of team defense. It is hard to see how tonight does anything but further improve the Canes draft position, but you never know. The Canes will win again this year (you heard it hear first), so I guess tonight is as good of a chance as any at this point.

 Biggest thing for me is to look for the compete level especially from a struggling group playing the 2nd half of a back-to-back. Second is to look for more of a concerted effort to send bodies to the net. I count on Ruutu being near the crease regularly because that is generally what he does. Who else shows up? Shots only count if there is a Cane within a step of the crease, so random shots on goal from well out or a bad angle where you are just hoping for a goalie mistake count 0.

 Hang in there Canes fans! Better days are ahead...

 For a quick heads up when I post a blog follow me on Twitter at CarolinaMatt63.

 Go Canes!
Are the stars aligning for a Jeff Skinner for Marc Staal trade?
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I have hit a stretch busy and busy between weekday stuff and then a couple of booked weekends. But along the way, I have been doing a rambling version of writing that includes player and team assessments leading into how I would try to remold the team for next year. So I don't do the thing where I put up 2-3 of these on a reasonable schedule and then get sidetracked for 2 weeks, my hope is to mostly finish writing all of this, so I can then post it on regular schedule regardless of what happens to my free time. Hope is to start putting stuff up either end of this week or early next week.

 Besides just checking in, the easiest way to keep tabs on my blog posts during the offseason is to follow me on Twitter at CarolinaMatt63.

 But in the meantime, "Will the Canes get Marc Staal?" is obviously not an original thought in Canes or NHL circles. But I think a couple things are happening in unison that could make for a perfect storm for this situation. 

 So leaning on my lucky timing of ranting about the need to sign Semin some 14 hours before it happened, the current backdrop is this...

 From a Canes standpoint, after getting off to a great start Jeff Skinner struggled during much of the 2013 season. His point totals were enough that there is offensive hope for him. The bigger issue, however, was his inability to fit neatly onto a 2nd line that has Jordan Staal penciled into the center slot for as far as the eye can see. And the first line of Tlusty/EStaal/Semin that it enters the 2013-14 season already written in pen. This slots Skinner somewhere on a 3rd line which is ideally a place where Coach Muller has said again and again he wants to get bigger and more physical. At the same time, the Canes blue line is a mess right now. The defense was horrid at times in 2013 and past Justin Faulk, I'm not sure any of it is written in pen right now heading into the offseason. The Canes clearly need at least 1 more top 4 defense first player to have some kind of chance.

 From a Rangers standpoint, the team is built from the net out with Henrik Lundqvist first, a solid blue line second, team defense from the forwards third and then hopefully enough offense after that. Realizing that they needed more scoring punch to take the next step, they made a big move for Rick Nash. That deal has worked out pretty well, but somewhere along the way to integrating him and figuring out the new Rangers offense Marian Gaborik completely fell off the cart and is now gone. The Rangers do also have Richards who had an up and down season and got a breakout year from Derek Stepan and (at least early in the year) from Carl Hagelin, but I think I am right in saying that they continue to be a team leaning heavily on scoring balance and not needing too much because of their defense. And in terms of raw offense, you could argue that while they did upgrade the top scoring dog (swap Nash for Gaborik), they are more or less right back where they started with only 1 proven point a game type of player. There is nothing wrong with this balanced scoring approach. In some ways it should translate better to the playoffs than the alternative since it makes it hard to shut down via matchups. But that is the theoretical paper version. The reality as of right now is this. The Rangers are down 2-0 in their playoff series with Washington. They needed to score only 1 goal in regulation to win game 2 but were unable to do so and lost in overtime. And the team managed only 1 goal in a 3-1 game loss. 

 First, I don't pretend to be a great prognosticator of how this series turns out. I watched both games, and my impression is not that the Rangers are completely out of this series. Returning to home ice, any kind of win in game 3 could put this on the path to a long, 7-game series that could go either way. 

 But IF the series continues on the current path of the 1st 2 games which reads like this:

 --The Rangers defense and goaltending is good enough to win games.

 --But the team continues to fail to muster any offense, namely goal scoring.

 --And it goes on to lose the series 4-0 or 4-1...

 Then I think things could be teed up for a Jeff Skinner for Marc Staal trade.

 Sure Marc Staal is a great defensemen and could make the Rangers even better defensively. But I think the strong regular season push to make the playoffs followed by (if it happens) a playoff series where the defense is solid would make a pretty strong argument that the Rangers can get by without him. And at the same time, I realize that you need to be careful not to overreact to a single playoff series, but a loss to Washington on the current path of "good enough defense but not enough goal scoring" could suggest that the Rangers could use 1-2 more scoring weapons. Ironically this is exactly where the Rangers were last year when they made a big trade to add Nash to a Gaborik and Richards mix only to then jettison Gaborik.

 There has to be at least some consideration that Marc Staal is down to 2 years remaining on his current contract and could leave for Carolina (or somewhere else) anyway after the 2014-15 season combined with the fact that they seem to be getting by without him. And there are not a ton of top-tier free agent options available this summer. And with the Canes missing the playoffs and having a hole on defense, Rutherford is clearly in a mode to wheel and deal if he can improve the Canes blue line.

 Ironically, I think either outcome of 2013 playoffs could open the door for this discussion:

 --If the Rangers follow the current path of losing via lack of scoring, might they be shopping for another offensive weapon for next year? 

 --If the Rangers right the ship, might this make an argument that they can get by just fine defensively minus Marc Staal and his $4M/year for the next 2 years plus a probable raise to keep him after that?

 As a Canes fan, I think I am way at the low end of eating up the Staal brother excitement. I just really want playoff hockey again. It has been too long. And be it Marc Staal or someone else, at least 1 more top 4 defense-first defenseman seems like a minimum requirement. 

 My biggest fear is that Rutherford will way overpay for a deal like this. I like the aggressive decision to get Jordan Staal when the option presented itself. And despite the team's and Jordan's struggles in 2013, I still feel the same way long-term. But I do also think that Rutherford gave up too much. In offering up Brandon Sutter, I think the Canes gave Pittsburgh the absolute best possible (across entire league) replacement for JStaal. Sutter brought a proven 3rd line/checking line center who with even decent linemates would form a very good 3rd line that gave up very little. And the Pens got this in a young but experienced character player who (importantly) was under contract for $4M less than JStaal's next contract. Remember that the $, not at all quality of play were the reason that Pittsburgh had to trade JStaal. So with JStaal being the higher-end player, the Canes needed to sweeten the deal obviously. A mid-first round pick is a pretty good adder. A top-tier prospect is a pretty good adder. Both was too much in my opinion. The most important player in this deal was for Pittsburgh was Sutter. The Pens are not builidng for the future. The Pens HAD to get a 3rd line center for 2013, not some future year. When the Canes were able to offer that in return, they were almost assuredly the high bidder. And the clock was ticking on Schero and Pittsburgh. So why offer 2 top shelf sweeteners? I think Schero outdid Rutherford. I am obviously not privy to the GM discussions or what other offers Schero might have been trying to pull together, but with Pittsburgh needing a key replacement part for 2013, I don't see how anyone could have outbid Sutter+1 top-tier future+plus something else more random if the Pens really thought they needed more.

 So getting back to the Marc Staal for Jeff Skinner scenario, I think it goes like this:

 1) If the Rangers like Skinner, do want to add another offensive weapon and can look past the fact that he is still developing in other aspects of his game, then it's deal on.

 2) If instead, the Rangers go the "We don't really like Skinner but we will take him as a small piece of a huge package for Staal" route, then I walk away, look elsewhere and remind them that the Canes have 2 brothers who will help a bit in the bidding war currently scheduled for summer of 2015.

 If the Rangers are interested in Skinner, I do think the Canes need to offer something else in addition to Skinner, but if it is a king's ransom similar to the Jordan Staal deal, I pass and wait.

 While I actually have nailed a few calls, trying to predict individual trades or signings is difficult. Regardless, Skinner is the player that jumps out as the key piece of any Canes trade to land a top-4 defenseman this summer. You have to give up something to get something, and with his struggles in general and inability to fit on JStaal's line, you have to figure this a possibility.

 I think a quick Rangers playoff exit with a couple more games of "not enough goals" puts the ball on the tee for a Rutherford call to New York and then per my comments above have an in-depth June discussion.

 What say you Canes fans?

 --Is it time to finish the Staal trifecta?

 --Is Skinner's upside and value marketing-wise to the fan base too much to let go?

 --Who else might you target as a top 4 defenseman either trade or free agent-wise?

 Go Canes!
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This is a bit of a lead in to the bigger assessment of players, who fits where and how to right the ship for a 2013-14 Canes playoff run. When I put forward this series of blogs, I will not surprise anyone when I say the defense needs to be better. We all saw it this year. It was unfortunately too obvious that GM Jim Rutherford's attempt to get by on the cheap on the blue line after spending a bunch at forward didn't work.

 So that leads into my odd trivia question. Who is Dennis Seidenberg? There are a number of more straightforward and obvious answers, but what I am looking for is this - Is Dennis Seidenberg quite possibly the only defense partner who seemed to mesh and more importantly read correctly off of Joni Pitkanen?

 I lean positive on Joni Pitkanen. Yes. I watch the Canes games and see the crazy stuff he does sometimes with bad results. But when you net out the good and bad, I still think he is top 4 defenseman with a ceiling that is in the elite category. This is because of his skating ability both in terms of straight line/north-south speed (think Bret Hedican) but also in terms of ability to maneuver and change direction at high speed (think lesser version of Nik Lidstrom). You can find a good number of players who are prone to fewer "what is he doing?" moments, but very, very few with his top end ability. Even the lesser version of Joni Pitkanen is good enough to play in an NHL top 4..............IF you can find someone to play with him. 

 The challenge with Pitkanen is he is not a textbook kind of player. There are times when I don't think he even realizes that there is a textbook. The play where he gets to the offensive blue line with pass/dump options but instead forges forward causes his partner to need to play the middle of the ice in case of an oops. But then it gets even wilder when he decides to carry the puck all the way around the net. At this point, the sorting out gets complicated real fast for his partner. On the one hand he needs to defend the side of the ice the puck is suddenly coming on if Pitkanen loses it coming around the net. But that is only if there is not a high forward who will streak by him on the other side in which case, he just needs to back way up and hope for the best on the inevitable 2-on-1 soon to be coming his way. But what if Pitkanen makes it around the net with the puck on his stick but has no good scoring chance passing options? Well then his partner needs to make sure you provide a point outlet just like for any other forward (because at this point Pitkanen really is a 4th forward) so he has an outlet instead of coughing the puck up and creating the previously mentioned 2-on-1. And in the event he does turn it over for a 2-on-1, you get to try to judge whether Pitkanen’s skating ability late to help mitigate the odd man rush. Etc.

 My convoluted example with a hint of sarcasm makes a simpler point. Joni Pitkanen's freelancing creates the need for a defense partner who can pretty quickly and accurately sort out complicated situations and be a defensive backstop. And as highlighted, this is not the kind of stuff you learned in defenseman 101 or even 201 or 301. It is very much in the realm of hockey brainteasers.

 The best hockey that Joni Pitkanen played as a Hurricane was under the brightest of lights in the stretch run in 2008-09 and even more so in the playoffs that season. Had you asked me after the New Jersey and Bostong 7-game series wins who the Canes MVP was, I would have punted and declared a 3-way tie between Cam Ward who was stellar, Eric Staal who put the offense on his back at times and Joni Pitkanen who ate tons of minutes and was flat out phenomenal. Pitkanen was that good. Quietly playing Robin to Pitkanen’s Bat Man, Dennis Seidenberg was incredibly good at reading and reacting to wherever Pitkanen was on the ice and what he was doing. He also skated well enough to get up the ice well enough to not function solely as a backstop on the rush.

 Since Seidenberg's departure, Pitkanen has played with a number of partners probably the most time with Jamie McBain. I don't think a single one of them has found any kind of long-term comfort level in this role. I think you can make the case that he really hasn't had much chance to play with a partner who is legitimately top 4 capable, but I am not sure that is completely it. Because of his style of play, I think it can be/will be tougher to find a player that complements him.

 This blog is a bit of an aside, but I think it also plays directly into what the Canes do this summer to correct the defense. First (fingers crossed) is the hope that Pitkanen recovers on schedule and 100% from the broken heel that ended his 2013 season. If that happens, then I think he remains 1 of the Canes top 4 defenseman and is capable of being a positive part of that mix. But the trick is finding a partner that can morph into the Spring 2009 version of Dennis Seidenberg and complement the good stuff Pitkanen does while minimizing the occasional problems that comes from it.

 The difficult part is that I don’t think this ability is something you can assess via scouting and game tape. In basic form, the ideal fit is a right shot stay-home type defenseman who is skilled at sorting things out more so than just playing the guy/puck in front of him and making basic reads and tons of simple plays and executing. With this kind of complement, you get full advantage of the creativity and extra offense that Pitkanen can help create with skating without paying too much of a penalty for its downside.

 The free agent market for top tier defenseman is almost non-existent this summer which is part of the reason I offered up my "the could be now" blog for Marc Staal. There are likley to be other options in the trade market, but none will come for cheap.

 For a quick heads up when I post a blog or to join the occasional banter on Twitter, follow me at CarolinaMatt63.

 Go Canes!
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Watching NHL playoff game 7s is MUCH calmer when your team is not playing but also much less fulfilling...

 Not sure Leafs or Caps fans would agree at this moment, but I would still rather be writing about a game 7 Canes loss tonight than recapping a long-dead 2013 Canes campaign. For those who want to get very quickly to figuring how to get a better season from Jeff Skinner and Jordan Staal, what blockbuster trade to make for a top 4 defenseman, etc., this blog is going to seem like a slow start. But I think it is important stuff to set the stage. And unfortunately, we Canes fans are stuck with another long summer, so chucking all the high-end stuff into a blog will leave for too much time to kill during the long summer.

 Plan is to work through:

 1) Executive and coaching evaluations after a bit of franchise context.

 2) 2013 player evaluations with thoughts on if/where players for for 2013-14.

 3) How to retool for a 2013-14 playoff run.

 I have a decent amount of this stuff drafted, so my hope is that even when my non-Canes life gets busy, I can keep up a regular pace posting blogs between now and when the post-season heats up with draft day dealing and the free agent period.

 Follow me on Twitter (CarolinaMatt63) to get a quick update when I post a blog. And feel free to holler at me with your 2 cents. I am getting much better at checking Twitter semi-regularly and responding.

 So this first blog is completely outside all of the on-ice details, but I think it lays out important things going on up above the ice in the executive suites that have a significant impact on the direction on the franchise.

 3 things are in play with the broader financial picture of the team:

 1) Riding the 2006 (and to some degree 2002 and 2009) playoff run the team has built a reliable core fan base.

 2) The new TV deal signed spring of 2012 provides a 2nd core revenue stream with certainty. Details were not released, but the new deal offered an increase in games (82 vs. previous 65) covered and also revenue.

 3) A new minority ownership group has somewhat reduced Peter Karmanos financial exposure.

 The result is that the team’s budget has taken a pretty significant leap over the past couple years and enabled the franchise to spend closer to the salary cap and pursue big-dollar addiitons.

 The longer version for anyone who cares is…

I think the organization is at a transition point financially. The Canes are not even in the neighborhood of the big city/big market NHL teams like the Rangers, Blackhawks, Maple Leafs, Canadiens, etc. financially. But I think a number of factors have the Canes in a very different financial place than the franchise was just 8 years ago. In 2002, the team gained a much-needed spark from the 2002 Stanley Cup run. Local fans got a taste of just how good the good of NHL hockey could be. But unfortunately that was followed by 2 real rough years, no playoffs and then the 2004-05 missed season. With the uncertain impact of the lockout and what was supposed to be another struggle record-wise, most if not all of what was gained in 2002 was lost and there was a cloud of uncertainty over the franchise. The magical Stanley Cup win in 2006 provided another spark and further immersed the gradually growing fan base in the fun of NHL hockey especially the playoffs. I think the 2006 season provided a financial jolt but more importantly I think it firmly established a core fan base that will be with the team forever. Sure there might be ticket purchase upgrades and downgrades based on the team’s success and personal situations, but that core will be Canes fans for life. For a small market team, building this core fan base that will ride with the team through thick and thin is absolutely vital. You must have enough of a core to put a decent number of butts in seats no matter how bad the season. This development of a core fan base has been evident by decent attendance numbers during a few more down years (only 1 playoff appearance since the Cup win) and also by the relatively strong (up 12% on a per game basis) attendance this year following another lockout.

 So the increasing “attendance floor” helped by more “Canes fan through thick and thin” converts provides some amount of assurance in terms of minimum revenue even in down times. The 2nd pillar of building a “revenue floor” is the new TV deal that the Canes signed in the spring of 2012 that started this season. Details were not released, but it is said to be a long-term deal, offering a full 82-game slate and also a significant $ increase over the previous deal. These $ are even better than the ticket revenue floor because it is 100% locked in.

 So with those 2 positives on the team revenue side, the team is in a better position to spend a little more but maybe more significantly is more willing to lock in some deals longer term (reference the Jordan Staal, Jeff Skinner and 2nd Alexander Semin deals).

 The 3rd financial factor is the owner and ownership transition that has been underway for a couple years now. The original iteration of the franchise’s ownership was a 50/50 split between Peter Karmanos and Peter Thewes. That changed when Thewes passed away, Peter Karmanos bought the other half of the team and with that a double share of franchise losses. And he has seen more of those than the occasional gain from a good season like 2001-02 or 2005-06. So a couple years back, Karmanos announced his intention to sell a minority stake in the team originally targeted at 20-30% ideally to local owners. Combined over 2 separate deals (fall 2011 and fall 2012) the franchise added 15 new ownership groups. It is not clear whether the 30% target was reached, but regardless, Karmanos’ financial exposure was reduced by a decent amount without giving up control of the team. In addition, Peter Karmanos retired from his day-to-day post at Compuware and is now a semi-retired board member type. With the partial sale, I guess you could question if his ultimate intent is to sell the team. I know only what I read, but he says ‘no’ and this seems to make the most sense. Peter Karmanos is a life-long hockey guy, not some random billionaire who picked up a sports team hobby on a whim. He has been heavily involved with youth hockey in the Detroit area, minor league hockey and an active/participating owner for the Carolina Hurricanes. Suddenly with a bit more free time minus a 9-to-5 job, it seems like he would become more involved with a life passion and joy, not divest it. My WAG is that we see him in the arena a lot more often, but with the new ownership group, he gets his cake and eats it too. He still owns and controls and NHL franchise. But if/when it loses money, he is on the hook for less of it.

 Some combination of bigger, more stable revenue and the diversified ownership base has led to a significant increase in player salary budget. You can see it just by tracking the team’s opening day salary over the past couple years. When the Canes take the ice for opening night next fall, it will have seen its payroll increase by 20+% in the span of 2 years starting at about $50M opening night for 2011-12, rising to about $57M for 2012-13 and to probably about $60-62M by next fall. Next fall will see the Canes much closer to the salary cap than any previous season.

 So what does it all mean?

 1) Assuming no setbacks and need for draconian cutbacks, the Canes will be nearly on par budget-wise with the big market teams in its new division – no money excuses for management.

 2) Things are changing for Jim Rutherford. It has been a struggle in terms of year to year consistency making the playoffs, but Canes GM Jim Rutherford has been pure genius a couple times building teams capable of deep playoff runs at a significant discount to other teams. On the surface, you would argue that Jim Rutherford has a much easier job with a bigger budget. But I would add that it is a very different skill set and there are some potential pitfalls with a new ability to lock in longer-term big money contracts. If you are right, the money helps, but if you are too often wrong, these big contracts become financial albatrosses that you cannot rid yourself of because no other team wants them either. We have already seen Rutherford wield this bigger wallet pretty aggressively committing $60M over 10 years to Jordan Staal before seeing him play a single game in a Canes uniform, aggressively re-upping Jeff Skinner long-term at a similar $5.8M/year salary at age 20 and coming off a somewhat challenging sophomore campaign and finally making a 5-year commitment to Semin after 40 successful games in a Canes uniform. These are big bets and the kind that make or break a team long-term. If the results are good, Rutherford looks like a genius for locking up the core of the team long-term. But if the team fails, he becomes hamstrung by big-dollar contracts that are immovable and has no budget left to try to fix things.

 I think 2013-14 sets up as a crucial season. The Canes are now 4 seasons removed from the playoff run in 2009. But by no means is this team working on a long-term rebuilding project. It is being built to make the playoffs now and spending money to do so. I think the franchise needs a playoff entry at a minimum to begin to solidify its position in its new division and build a stable base at a higher financial level.

 Next up I will toss in my 2 cents on evaluating Jim Rutherford and then Kirk Muller and his staff for the 2013 season.

 Go Canes!
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Overall, I am a fan of Canes GM Jim Rutherford. I am not in the camp calling for his job after yet another playoff miss. I grumble about the lack of volume of playoff appearances as much as every other Canes fan. But sprinkled amongst the misses are 3 truly magical deep playoff runs including a Stanley Cup win. And if you understand the details of how those 3 teams were built, Rutherford deserves a huge amount of credit in each case for making some incredibly shrewd moves on the cheap to build great teams on “barely above the floor” budgets.

 In evaluating Rutherford specifically for 2013, I come out very mixed but leaning more negative than positive. I give him a C specifically for the 2013 season. 

 I also think that the more important grade on this summer is still a couple years out when we see what happens with the core that he assembled and committed to long-term this summer. If the team is healthier next year and can fix the blue line and bottom 6 forwards, this season could prove to be a lockout-shortened blip on the way to another Rutherford summer of brilliance. Only time will tell.

 Looking at the 2013 season by itself (and not considering the future), I think you can make a case that the Alexander Semin signing was amongst the best free agent signings last summer. Semin himself was solid, but more importantly he played a HUGE part in helping Eric Staal reach another level and to transforming Jiri Tlusty to a level that no one saw coming. Tlusty finished 5th in the league in goal-scoring ahead of guys like Vanek, Nash, Neal and even EStaal. The Tlusty/EStaal/Semin line was 1 of the best in the NHL and Semin played a huge role in that. And (in the initial contract) Rutherford got him for very low risk with a 1-year trial run deal. I also like the JStaal trade. I am on record as thinking he overpaid by 1 player (should have been either a 1st round pick or a top prospect plus Sutter not both), but I give Rutherford credit for moving aggressively to add top-end players to the mix. I also think the Dan Ellis signing was signature “under the radar” Jim Rutherford getting a goalie with a bunch of NHL experience, some of it as a starter on a no-risk 2-way contract. I will save the “tale of 2 goalies” discussion for Ellis’ own evaluation, but I think it was a good signing on a no-risk 2-way contract.

 To build teams that have a chance to win it all, you sometimes have to go for it. I give Rutherford credit for doing exactly that this past summer.

 But then, maybe short on budget after the Semin signing and JStaal and Skinner future contracts, he built an “if everything works out perfectly” blue line that just failed miserably. To some degree I think he was bitten by his own previous genius. The 2002 Stanley Cup run was accomplished via an on-the-cheap, piece-by-piece blue line assembly project by Rutherford. He got Aaron Ward for about nothing over the summer, reacquired Sean Hill for a mere draft pick in December when he did not work out in St. Louis and somehow managed to get Bret Hedican later in the season in a package mostly designed to unload the failed Sandis Ozolinsh project. (The rest of the crew was Wesley, Wallin and Malik.) Notice the volume of high-end, true top 2 defensemen in the bunch? Exactly 0. Then he did it again in 2006 picking up Frantisek Kaberle as a underwhelming free agent addition for less than $1.5M and Mike Commodore for even less adding them to the carryovers (Wesley, Hedican, Ward, Wallin). Again, none of those players would garner even an honorable mention for 1st, 2nd or 3rd team all-NHL team. But in both cases, Rutherford built a very ho-hum on paper defense for cheap that was good enough to win bunches of playoff games. So he tried to do it again this season after spending most of his budget on forward additions. I think there are 2 important things to notice about his past successes with this project. First, it did not work every year. Sprinkled amongst the couple deep playoff runs were transition years where the defense was some combination of not good enough and not deep enough. So while Rutherford has proven he is capable of some shrewd blue line building on the cheap, it is clearly a risky proposition that is probably not a recipe for year in year out consistency. I think the second observation is even more telling. Past successes of this project leaned heavy on defense-first, fairly safe kind of players who (except Wallin the 1st time around and Commodore the 2nd) were experienced NHLers and proven commodities. Somewhat related, I think it is interesting to note that Rutherford’s couple forays into the high end of offense-oriented defenseman were both huge failures – those being Sandis Ozolinsh and Tomas Kaberle.

 I think that is where Rutherford’s 2013 blue line plan was doomed immediately from the start. Put simply, the group just had too many offense-yes, defense-maybe/sometimes type of players in the group. With the departure of Allen and replacement by Corvo, the defense corps suddenly leaned very heavy toward offense and had too many players who had a good chance of being overslotted in the top 4 defense-wise, especially if you did not have a stay-home/clean up type partner to pair them with. Of the defense-first variety, you had Gleason, Faulk and Harrison with nothing else behind them. Pitkanen is decent defensively because of his size and skating ability but is also a freelancer to the extreme at times making him challenging to partner (see my “Who is Dennis Seidenberg?” blog). And though it worked out fine, I would argue that Justin Faulk was either overslotted or at least risky as a top 4 at his age and experience level. Can you even imagine how bad this group would have been defensively if Faulk proved not quite ready for this role and took even a small step backward in 2013? So past the 3 defense-first guys, you get Pitkanen, McBain, Corvo, Sanguinetti and about 0 games of NHL experience for anyone past that. Going into the season, McBain, Corvo and Sanguinetti look about like 3 of the same player – a good 3rd pairing right shot defenseman who is good enough defensively for the role, can take power play minutes and might be able to fill in in the top 4 for a short period of time when the injury bug hits. The problem is that the Canes had to slot 1 of these guys into the top 4 immediately, and they were also represented the backup when 1 of the defense-oriented blue liners missed a game or 2. Injuries played a part obviously, but I think the type/mix of players was just doomed to fail from the outset unless the team proved capable of winning a bunch of games 5-4 (which they did for awhile).

 Put more directly in terms of Rutherford’s thought process:

--I just don’t see how you think you can take Bryan Allen out of a defense that was below average the previous year, replace him with Joe Corvo and think it is going to be okay.

--I don’t see how when you are light on NHL-experienced depth of any kind how you can think that a combination of offense-leaning defenseman will be enough defensively.

 So with the blue line problems that I pin mostly on Rutherford, the other 2 issues were scoring/3rd line depth and backup goaltending. I pin the 3rd line issues mostly Kirk Muller (next blog) and of course the individual players while also noting that Ruutu's long-term injury did not help. And while Dan Ellis did not work out (he was fine until the injury), I don't fault Rutherford here either. Playing minus your starter for half of a shortened season in the NHL is just tough unless you have a solid system that leans defense (reference Ottawa) or the luxury of 2 NHL starter caliber goalies.

 I wrote a separate blog about it awhile back, but I also think that Rutherford played the Jussi Jokinen situation as bad as anything I can remember. I get that Jokinen was not playing well or living up to his $3M contract. And I am 50/50 on whether trading him was the right option. But the way Rutherford worked through this process was horrible. For me, it went like this:

--A few weeks before the trade deadline, Rutherford flies him across waivers. First, it seems like best would be to spend a day on the phone doing 1-on-1 conversations to see if anyone wants him, ideally for trade but at least a guaranteed “Yes. We will take him for nothing off waivers.” But the timing is not great. All of the soon-to-be-big-spenders have their eyes fixed on much bigger prizes than Jussi Jokinen. Iginla is still out there as are 3-4 other better options. So the timing is not great to burn $3M of salary cap including a commitment for next year when there are better options to be chased.

 --So Jokinen clears waivers which basically makes it known to every GM across the league that no one is willing to take him for free right now therefore posting a huge billboard across the NHL that sets his trade value at something less than 0.

--So then the big names come off the board trade rental wise. When only 1 of the 5-6 teams interested in Jarome Iginla, etc. got him, it would have been a perfect time to shop Jokinen to the bigger sweepstakes losers offering them a n experienced, versatile, very recently offensively capable forward for next to nothing. But again, Rutherford had already established Jokinen’s value as less than nothing, so that is exactly what he had to take. He got nothing in return (6th round picks are not worth a whole lot) and had to eat part of the salary. I have not seen anything official on that, but supposedly the Canes are paying $900k of Jokinen’s contract meaning that they are only saving $2.1M

 --And along the way, the Canes helped next year division rival solve some budget problems. With impending salary cap issues on the way, the Pens desperately need to fill in a few veteran scoring-capable forwards on the cheap to make the math work for the next few years. Jokinen is no less than perfect if he returns to even 2/3 of his previous form. He could play wing on a scoring line or could slide into the center slot if 1 of the big 2 gets hurt or the coach wants to skate them on the same line for awhile.

 --Meanwhile the Canes are tasked this summer with finding some quality forward depth themselves without much budget to do so. They also need to find some semblance of a 3rd line with some scoring ability with little money to do it. Are the Canes really going to find a lot better options on the open market for less than the $2.1M of Jokinen money they saved (assuming that the $900k that they are still paying is right)? I am skeptical.

 Shorter version: I could go either way on whether to keep or trade Jokinen, but Rutherford’s process of marketing him at the worst possible time, driving and publicly posting his value as nothing or less and then more or less paying a division rival to accept the help you are giving them hardly seems like the best alternative.

 So again, I give Rutherford a C for 2013 driven primarily by what seemed like pre-season naivety on the defensive corps, partly based on the ultimate non-playoff results with another minor deduction for how he handled the Jussi Jokinen thing.

 Again though, while missing the 2013 playoffs hurts, it is only chapter 1 of a longer story to play out with the new core of higher-end/higher salary players acquired and locked in long-term this summer.

 Next up I will put forward my 2 cents on Kirk Muller.

 For a quick heads up when I post a Canes blog or to be part of the occasional banter on Twitter follow me at CarolinaMatt63.
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So today Eric Staal took what looked like a dirty knee on knee hit from fellow NHLer Alexander Edler in Canada's game versus Sweden this afternoon. At this point, it is all speculation, but it did not look good. He was in severe pain and needed help from a couple teammates to make it off the ice.

 It will be interesting to see if any kind of early report filters back through the organization to Chip Alexander at the Raleigh News & Observer by tomorrow.

 This again calls into question participation in these tournaments. I am torn personally. I get the idea of playing for your country and helping out. But Eric Staal is under contract to play hockey for the Carolina Hurricanes next October at $8.25M for the season. For a high contact sport where injuries like this are a real possibility, I question whether the team that is paying a lot of money is better served by taking these risks versus conditioning, strength, skating, skill development, etc. kind of training in the offseason. I think the experience/development is worth the risk for young, developing players but not worth it for expensive, older franchise players like Staal.

 At this point, all Canes fans can do is hope for the best in the next few days when details are reported.

 For a quick heads up when I post a Canes blog, follow me on Twitter at CarolinaMatt63.

 Go Canes!
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The biggest (and old now) news out of the Canes camp is that Eric Staal escaped his injury in the Sweden with only a major sprain and is expected to be ready for the start of training camp. Exhale....

 Onward with my review of the Canes personnel during the 2013 season building toward my thoughts on how to quickly patch a couple holes and put a playoff team on the ice for the 2013-14 season. 

 Cutting to the chase…I would rate Kirk Muller’s performance in 2013-14 as a C+, but if I were GM of the Carolina Hurricanes, I would keep him to start the 2013-14 season. 

 Here are my reasons why:

 1) I am generally not a fan of making rash coaching decisions. The damage done from lack of continuity usually outweighs short-term gains in personnel. So unless you think you just erred in your initial thought process in hiring a coach, you need to give him some time to settle in, instill a system and style and build a team. It goes way back, but Rutherford's choice of a young coach in Muller and his commitment to his development (if it holds) would be similar to the path he took with Paul Maurice way back when.

 2) It is really difficult to read too much into 2013 anyway. I do think you have to hold everyone including Muller accountable for what was a disappointment of a season. But with no training camp, a shortened season, an influx of new key players and some important injuries, it is hard to do a fair evaluation of coaching versus swirling circumstances. The team did start very well before collapsing.

 3) I was impressed with Muller’s ability to keep hold of the team given its demise. When things go badly in an NHL season with much higher expectations, one of the most important questions to answer is whether the coach lost the team commitment-wise. When this happens it is usually very difficult to right the ship even with a fresh start the next year. From all that I can saw publicly, the locker room and coach/player connections held together despite the on-ice struggles.

 On the positive side for Muller’s 2013 season, I give him credit for:

 1) Seemingly maintaining the locker room even under adversity. The team did not pack it in and quit when it could have. I think this is a testament to Muller and the player leadership.

 2) Handling adversity well. I am not at all a fan of tossing players under the bus publicly when things go bad. There are some coaches that make a living doing this (Mike Kenan maybe most notable). This coaching style seems capable of providing short jolts of higher effort and sometimes results, but this caustic approach is usually not sustainable and therefore not a viable path to long-term progress. 

 3) Identifying the 1st line combination and then resisting the temptation to mess with it to try to fix everything else that was broken. People might forget that EStaal/Semin started reasonably well, but it took a few iterations to find Tlusty as the 3rd forward. That is when it took off.

 But I think Muller also gets his fair share of the blame for the season ultimately going awry. Yes there were injury issues. And per my evaluation of Jim Rutherford, I think he was hamstrung with a defensive corps that was a tough proposition even before injuries. But taking the pieces you have and figuring out how to get enough out of them is a key component of an NHL coach’s job. Sure there are teams that were doomed by injuries like the Canes, but then there were also teams like Ottawa (missing 2 top forwards, Norris trophy caliber defenseman and top 2 goalies) who relied on a solid system and continued winning and Detroit whose leaders were enough to eke out points until they could get healthier.

 I think a number of Muller’s failings or struggles in 2013 were things that I think you improve upon with experience. At the most basic level, my greatest concern is that his approach to building a team might be a bit rigid and his willingness/ability to maneuver from what he thought would work to what will work a bit slow. There is a balance to building a team a certain way which takes time to adjust personnel and capitalizing on the strengths you have to win now. We have all heard the mantra of getting bigger and more physical especially in the bottom half of the forward ranks. To some degree, I think this is becoming more of a necessity in the NHL. And I think it makes sense that the Canes move in this direction. But as a head coach, I think a significant part of the job is taking the puzzle pieces you are given and figuring out to put them together and then doing it again and again when things break or players get hurt or whatever other obstacles you encounter during a long NHL season.

 The areas where I think Muller could have been better in 2013 include:

 1) Special teams. Over the full 48 games, I do not think we saw a single stretch of extended success for either the power play or the penalty kill. More than any other part of the game, special teams are coachable system type of thing. Especially on the power play, there was no shortage of options. The Canes had a couple left-shot sniper types in EStaal and Skinner, the same from the right side in Semin, a decent big body/faceoff center in JStaal, proven playmaking capability in Jokinen and a reasonable compliment of offense-oriented defensemen who have logged their share of power play minutes in McBain, Pitkanen, Corvo and Faulk. But the power play finished 27th out of 30 in the league. Minus Bryan Allen and plus Joe Corvo on the blue line, I am not sure Muller was in quite as good of a position personnel-wise for the penalty kill, but with the key players for PK mostly healthy there were enough options, and the penalty kill finished 28th out of 30. Some say more than any other facet of NHL team performance special teams are the thing you can hang on the coach.

 2) Inability to find comfort zones/roles for key players. I realize at the end of the day that the players are the ones that need to step on the ice and perform. But part of the coach’s role is to identify and put them in situations that play to their strengths and in which they can succeed. Past the brilliance and magic of the Tlusty/EStaal/Semin line, I am not sure that Muller identified anything else that really worked for anyone else in the forward ranks. (The lone argument for an exception is Skinner/JStaal for maybe the first 15 games, but my opinion is that this fit of fortune had a negative long-term impact when Skinner got off to a fast start solely because of his individual playmaking and this muddied the picture and suggested that maybe there was actually chemistry between the two when maybe there never really was. Ruutu’s long-term injury did not help matters but going 0-for-the forwards past the top 3 was not good enough and the resulting lack of secondary scoring, ability to build a good checking line or really much of any contribution from the other 9 forwards played a significant part in the team’s ultimate doom.

 --JStaal. I actually think his scoring totals were okay (more on that when I evaluate him), but in earning the worst +/- on the roster, he was nothing remotely close to the solid 2-way forward he was in Pittsburgh.

 --Skinner. He started strong but then struggled offensively after that for the most part and made only minimal progress in being a decent complementary forward to JStaal.

--Dwyer. He was over slotted due to Ruutu’s injury but still with more minutes and more skilled line mates you would expect some modest increase in offensive production but instead it decreased.

 --Jokinen. He had proven to be a solid offensive contributor in past seasons. He completely fell off a cliff this season.

--Nash, Bowman, Dalpe, Boychuk. Maybe it is more a testament to these players’ development in the system, but Muller went 0-4 coaxing some scoring balance for the young prospects.

 --Larose. He is another who I think is over slotted, but he has proven capable of some offense at the NHL season before this one.

 --While I would not call the defense pairings a success either, I think the combination of what he was given by Rutherford to start the year combined with the biggest injury hit to the most important players, I am not sure there is too much Muller could have done.

 3) Jussi Jokinen. I detailed this previously. Simple point is that he was a very productive Cane 2 years ago and even with a drop-off reasonably productive last year. I think Muller got tunnel vision trying to force fit him into a 3rd line slot devoid of complementary offensive line mates. He got only limited ice time with JStaal despite the fact that he seemed to need help too and never really got a shot a jumpstarting his season with Ruutu when he returned. I think Jokinen is the most glaring example, but I think you could make a case that Muller did not get the most out of Larose, Bowman, Dwyer and other players who had contributed more in the past.

 4) Inability to adjust on the fly and find a way to grind out points during difficult stretch. To be completely honest, this last one is more of a burning question than an assertion. When the Canes hit the never-ending skid, the team seemed incapable of climbing out of it. Some line tinkering was done, but despite losing by 3-4 goals on a game-by-game basis for multiple weeks, all that kept coming out of Muller press conferences and interviews was the need to stick with the system and keep working hard. The result for a few weeks was a bad hockey team losing almost every hockey game and measuring its unrewarded progress mostly in terms of shots on goal. I realize that the goaltending was real rough during this stretch. And I realize that there were legitimately games where the team seemed to deserve better. But it was also incredibly reminiscent of some horrible Canes teams in the early 2000s that just always “faced another hot goalie.” But I think at times measuring shots on goal can be the easy cop out to make losing okay. What about measuring shots on goal or even in the vicinity with at least 1 Cane close enough to the goalie/crease to make it challenging for the goalie versus just the random chucking of low-percentage shots at the net. So I digress a bit for context, but my point is that during the worst of the Canes 2013 downturn, I just did not see much in terms of coaching maneuvering trying to jumpstart things before it was too late or maybe trying to tighten up the system to such a conservative level that the team could claw its way to some 3-2 OTLs until the reinforcements arrived off the injury list, or just something/anything that looked different. But again, I am honestly not sure where I sit with this one. With subpar goaltending and key defenders from a thin blue line hurt, maybe there just wasn’t a way. If so, I guess I am jealous of Ottawa’s depth in net and on defense, because they had it just as bad or worse in terms of key players going down in unison and forged along just fine. I will be watching closely to see what happens next time the Canes hit one of these skids to see if Muller can help the team climb out of it faster or if it feels too much like “we just need to work harder” each and every time.

 So I rated Kirk Muller at C+ (pretty similar to Jim Rutherford) for the season. I think he is going to be a good NHL coach, but I think the Canes struggles in 2013 may have highlighted his inexperience as a head coach and also demonstrated that just like any other job there is a learning process. This would work fine if the Canes were in rebuilding mode where a young group of players was growing together with a relatively new NHL head coach. But the Canes are not rebuilding. The team is trying to win now. For better or worse, this necessitates a more short-term evaluation process as the Canes move into the 2013-14 season.

 Next up I will start into sorting out the player evaluations and where I think people fit going forward. The starting point is an attempt to slot the forwards in terms of line and role capabilities going forward. I will try to clean up my draft of that blog and get it posted in the next couple days.

 For a quick heads up when I post a Canes blog or for the occasional online debate, follow me on Twitter at CarolinaMatt63.

 Go Canes!
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To stay in the loop so you don't miss anything over the summer, follow me on Twitter at CarolinaMatt63 to get a quick heads up when I post a blog and join the occasional Canes banter in Twitter.

 So with a quick financial intro and candid assessments for 2013 for GM Jim Rutherford and Coach Kirk Muller posted, I move to the players. A key component to evaluating players’ performance is considering their role. 8 goals and 13 assists could be better-than-expected scoring contributions from a 4th-line forward who averaged only 8-10 minutes of ice time and garnered no power play time while being phenomenal on the power play and bringing the jam and physical edge you want out of your 4th line to jumpstart the bench on sluggish nights. But the same 21 points would be real light statistically for a 2nd line forward who averaged 15-18 minutes per game including a reasonable helping of ice time on a 2nd power play unit.

 Slotting players into appropriate roles is crucial to balancing a lineup, capitalizing on different skill sets amongst players and targeting and achieving reasonable statistical production across the lineup.

 I think this “slotting” or “over-slotting” in some cases, partially driven by injuries, played a part in the Canes 2013 struggles especially with regard to scoring balance. Working through the Canes lines for 2013 with consideration for appropriate slots for various players goes like this:

 1st line: Almost exclusively Tlusty/EStaal/Semin.

 At even strength especially, they exceeded even the ceiling for what you would have asked from them offensively. They scored in bunches and until the point where the team in total collapsed they were leading the league in +/-. Eric Staal and Alexander Semin are legitimate 1st line forwards on any team. Time will tell if Jiri Tlusty has developed into an any-team/any-situation 1st line scorer, but he clearly was in 2013. He is a prime example of a player fitting into a role, understanding that role and having great chemistry with his line mates. 

 1st line slotting: Fine. 2 clear 1st-liners and a great complementary player who exceled in the slot.

 2nd line: Primarily Skinner/JStaal/Dwyer.

 Overall this line struggled. For me, the issue was not the production. JStaal’s 82-game pace of 53 points might be a little bit light, but I think an interesting comparison is Brind’Amour from the 2000-01 and 2001-02 seasons. Both seasons Brind’Amour centered a defense-first 2nd line. He played as many minutes as possible against the other team’s best including leading the penalty kill. Brind’Amour scored 56 and 55 points respectively in those 2 seasons have great seasons and being a key component to 2 playoff teams. I think that the role that Brind’Amour played as a 2nd line center on those 2 teams is a very good fit for JStaal’s skill set and what you would hope for from him. But in 2013, he was mostly paired with Jeff Skinner who is a better complement to a playmaking offense-first center. Interestingly, I similarly think that Jeff Skinner’s offensive production was not that far off. His 47-point (if he played 82 games) pace seems a little low, but I think his 25-goal pace is about right and short by no more than 4-7 goals. When you consider that JStaal is not so much an offense-first center and not a pure playmaker, I think you could make a good case that Skinner’s offensive production was about what you would hope for given his situation. But then comes 2 problems. First, I think Patrick Dwyer was way over-slotted in this role (out of necessity because of Ruutu’s injury though I think I would have tried much harder to get Jokinen to work in this spot once it became clear that the 3rd line role was not working). I actually think Patrick Dwyer is a very good hockey player. And unlike some other guys who struggled in 2013, I think he could be a key component of the team going forward. But he came into 2013 averaging 15 scoring points/season over the previous 3 seasons which just is not enough offensive production from even the 3rd forward on a 2nd line of a decent NHL team. He did manage to boost his average a bit to a 28-point (over 82 games) pace. 28 points from a 3rd-line forward who played some PK minutes and virtually no PP minutes would be pretty good production, but it is just isn’t enough for a 2nd line forward on a good NHL team. But the bigger problem was that the lack of chemistry, complementary styles and whatever else led to a line that missed significantly on both fronts. Scoring a ton and maybe being average or even slightly below average defensively can be a formula for winning (high-scoring) hockey. Per my Brind’Amour comments, less scoring can also work if you are able to lock down the other team with you. But the Skinner/JStaal/Dwyer line missed on both fronts. While not horrible, there scoring, especially once Dwyer pulls the average down was light. And at the same time they struggled defensively giving up a bunch of offense. The end result was that Skinner and JStaal finished worst by a wide margin in terms of plus/minus for the team. Their minus 18 and 21 are even more glaring when you realize that despite the team’s struggles, the top line averaged about plus 10 each.

 2nd line slotting: JStaal and Skinner both slot okay as 2nd line players. The problem is that I think their styles and strengths are too non-complementary to work together. Dwyer (due to Ruutu’s injury) was over-slotted. He is a good 3rd or 4th line player, but I just do not think he is capable of enough offense to be an all-season 2nd line forward on a good NHL team. The slotting issue should be resolved by a healthy Tuomo Ruutu, but the bigger challenge is for Muller to figure out if it is possible to build a good 2nd line with chemistry that includes JStaal and Skinner or if a balanced 3-line approach that separates them is the better path.

 3rd line: Revolving door of primarily Jokinen with a rotating mix of line mates that included Larose, Bowman, Nash and to a lesser degree youth including Terry, Wallace, Welsh, etc.

 Over the course of the full 48-game season and a reasonable number of attempted combinations, the team was never able to identify a 3rd line combination that functioned well together and produced anything offensively. Jussi Jokinen at center and his line mates got off to a real rough start out of the gate that was overshadowed by enough scoring from the top lines. Save for an impressive couple-game spurt by Jokinen and Nash, as the season wore on the inability to get scoring or much of anything from the 3rd line impacted the team’s depth and ability to win.

 The 3rd line issues in 2013 stemmed from players’ underperformance (Jokinen to most significant) as is always the case, but I think the slotting issue played a significant role as well. With Dwyer pulled up to the 2nd line due to the Ruutu injury and a sub-par year by Chad Larose, Jokinen was left with a revolving door of inexperienced checking-line type forward options for his wings. Jokinen had proven very recently that he was capable of decent offensive production. Even in a sub-par 2011-12 campaign he notched 46 points following up on 52 and 65 points in the 2 prior seasons. But he was accustomed to and looked most comfortable playing on lines with more offensive talent versus pure checking line personnel. Cutting to the chase, I would argue that just about everyone who rotated through the 3rd line positions next to Jokinen was over-slotted and really more of a 4th-liner. Larose has historically been a pretty good (especially goal-scoring wise) 3rd-line forward, but just was not in 2013 and might be reaching the point of his career where he is a 4th-line player. I think Riley Nash has the potential to grow into a solid 3rd-line forward (center even), but at this stage of his development, I think he was in a little too deep for his experience level as a 15-minute per game 3rd-line forward. Drayson Bowman is the 1 player experience and skill set-wise that maybe was most suited to be an every game 3rd-line contributor, but he too had a mediocre year and never seemed to gel with Jokinen. (I think the interesting question with Bowman is whether Brandon Sutter made him look better than he really was because I thought Bowman looked solid next to Sutter for an extended run in 2011-12.) The options below Larose, Bowman and Nash (Welsh, Wallace, Nodl) were even lighter in terms of experience and legitimate 3rd-line NHL skill set. It is not that Muller did not try it, but if I were coach, I would have separated Skinner and JStaal and tried much harder to see if Jokinen could find better chemistry with 1 (not both at the same time) of the 2 either centering an offense-oriented 3rd line that featured Skinner or as part of a defense-oriented 2nd line of Jokinen/JStaal/Dwyer.

 3rd-line slotting: Jokinen was slotted fine as a 3rd-liner, but struggled because of personal performance and I think to a large degree over-slotted line mates. At least based on 2013 performance and experience level, I think everyone else who was slotted on the 3rd line was really 4th-line quality at least on a good NHL team.

 4th line: Often Brent and Westgarth with rotation between 3rd and 4th lines for Larose, Bowman and some back-and-forth from the AHL with Blanchard, Wallace, Welsh, etc.

 For the 4th you hope for a little bit of scoring, but more so you want players who can excel in limited but important roles and make a contribution with only 6-10 minutes of ice time most nights. The most 2 common contributions you get from 4th-liners is a combination of energy, grit and physicality and penalty killing. If you can find a guy who can provide 3-5 minutes of elite penalty killing and then be physical, nasty and difficult to play against without being a defensive liability for another 3-5 minutes, you have a stellar 4th line player. From seeing enough of them this year, the player that comes to mind is Matt Hendricks from Washington. He is a good penalty killer, sound defensively at even strength and willing and able to defend team mates or stir things up when his bench needs it.

 When you look at the Canes 4th-liners for 2013, I think you have 1 good fit plus a couple with potential. Kevin Westgarth is not an every night player and when he does play he is scheduled for only a couple appearances per period to make his presence known. I think he is a prototypical #12 or #13 forward with a defined role. But past Westgarth, I don’t think the team really got what you would want from your 4th line. Most glaring was the fact that none of the bottom forwards were the top of the penalty kill. Only Brent, Wallace and Jokinen plus Adam Hall during their time logged much penalty kill time, and I am not sure any would rate as the team’s best. Instead the Canes had to rely heavily on their top 6 forwards to kill penalties. Amongst the players, I think it is likely that the 4th line will see a makeover this summer. Tim Brent offered little offensively, did not excel in PK to the point where he cannot be replaced and he is not the physical presence that is ideal for a 4th line. In the move to get bigger and also since he has fallen out of the PK mix, I think Chad Larose’ next contract could be elsewhere after a great run with the Canes. Wallace most fits what the Canes want to do in terms of being a big body who hits things, but he is still developing as a penalty killer and was prone to a few too many ‘sorting out’ type mistakes defensively that led to opponent scoring chances. Ideally the Canes will spend a little money building a 3rd line which would see inexpensive youth like Bowman, Nash, Wallace, etc. slotted on a revamped 4th line that possibly includes the addition of 1 more big, gritty and nasty type. Think Matt Hendricks if the Caps let him walk for salary cap reasons and the bidding war does not get crazy for a 4th line player.

 4th line slotting: Westgarth fits fine in his specific role. A number of other players are okay given the limited ice time, but at least in 2013 no one on the 4th line exceled on penalty kill, providing surprise scoring or anything for that matter making it a ho-hum group that could see some changes this summer.

 I will detail my thoughts in another blog, but when you net it out heading into the free agent period this summer, at forward the Canes first line is set. Whether they play together or not, the second set of forwards in Ruutu, JStaal and Skinner are fine. But I think Rutherford has his work cut out for him nearly starting from scratch to revamp much of the bottom 6 of the team’s forwards.

 Next up, I will do individual player evals for the Canes forwards for 2013.

 Go Canes!

Canes 2013 Eval Part 5: Forwards-1st line of Tlusty/EStaal/Semin
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My review of individual players starts with a very easy group and a pleasant blog to write. After the addition of Jiri Tlusty about 7-8 games into the season, the Tlusty/EStaal/Semin line was flat out phenomenal. Alexander Semin adapted his style of play from more of a finishing/goal scoring role in Washington into more of a playmaker setting up his line mates. The result was huge goal totals by Jiri Tlusty and Eric Staal. Finally with another elite player on his line, Eric Staal had a breakout year. And Jiri Tlusty proved to be an incredible complementary player using hockey smarts and instincts to put himself in places to receive scoring chances and then finish them at a a solid pace. Most significantly, this was not the feel-good sugary version of scoring that saw just as many goals against as goals for. Rather, at the time the team more or less imploded around them, the trio was leading the entire NHL in plus/minus.

 The only tiny ding on the ratings for this group is that they (especially EStaal and Semin) were part of a power play that seemed to be stocked with enough talent but failed to find any kind of groove through pretty much the entire 48-game season.

 Individually, it goes like this:

 Eric Staal

 I think that the 2013 campaign was the best regular season of Eric Staal’s career. Yes. I realize that he put up a stunning 100 points including 45 goals in 2005-06 leading into a great playoff performance, but in terms of just being dominant and better with his line mates than whoever was on the ice against them on a very consistent basis, I just think 2013 was an entire notch higher compared to more of the raw scoring rate in 05-06. I think a points per game comparison at even strength versus on the power play is interesting. In 05-06, Eric Staal averaged 0.49 PPG on the power play and 0.73 PPG at even strength. In 12-13, he averaged only 0.19 PPG on a struggling power play and a whopping 0.92 PPG at even strength. Unless I missed someone doing a quick run through the stats, Sidney Crosby was the only player with a better PPG rate at even strength.

 Grade: It is either an A or an A- if you want to take a small deduction for his role on the struggling power play.

 Alexander Semin

 I am on record of being a huge fan of GM Jim Rutherford’s aggressive move to sign Semin to a virtually risk free deal (how bad could 1 year be?) last summer that had huge upside. The upside came in, and the deal paid huge dividends. Semin’s stats were impressive averaging a solid point per game. But what was most striking was how quickly and successfully he developed chemistry with Eric Staal and adapted his game significantly to complement his line mates. In Washington, Semin was very much the shooter/scorer/finisher. Some wondered heading into the season how things would work with both Staal and Semin being more shoot first types who had historically played the role of finisher for other playmakers. In true chameleon form, Alexander Semin transformed into a playmaker extraordinaire. He was a key reason for Staal’s scoring surge up from the past couple years and probably an even bigger contributor to Jiri Tlusty’s massive offensive outbreak that were 2X anyone’s wildest expectations. Tlusty had an incredible knack for identifying good places to be in the offensive zone to get a scoring chance, and Alexander Semin had an incredible knack for sometimes in spectacular fashion delivering the puck there. Also significant is that there were exactly ZERO issues in terms of effort level, character, locker room fit or any of the other fuzzy negative stuff that Semin seemed to be tagged with last summer. People who want to nitpick might note that his goal total was a little low at 13 (equates to 24 goal pace for 82 games), but I think there are 2 key points to this. First of all, it was primarily a result of adapting his role to his line mates (in a good way). The line scored plenty at even strength and was significantly positive relative to its opponents. Second, Semin played much of the year with a nagging upper body injury (shoulder?) that was kept fairly quiet but likely impacted his shooting ability some. With his 5-year contract signed during the season, the Canes have an elite partner for Eric Staal on its top line that should anchor the offense for the forseeable future.

 Grade: A or an A- if you (like EStaal) want to take a small deduction for his role on the struggling power play.

 Jiri Tlusty

 Is there a better 2013 breakout candidate across the entire NHL? At forward, the only player I come up with who could be an equal or better candidate is Nazim Kadri. Tlusty grew from being a pretty good checking line forward (with Brandon Sutter) during much of 2011-12 to being an adequate top line player who could lift his game with better line mates when he played with Eric Staal during the tail end of 2011-12 to suddenly an elite NHL goal scorer in 2013. He finished with 23 goals tying him for 5th in the entire NHL tied with Kane and Toews and ahead of elite scorers including Nash, Vanek, Parise, Neal and many others. On the one hand, Tlusty’s goal scoring surge seemed simple. He played with great line mates and benefitted from it. But this does not give him proper credit for being an incredibly heady hockey player who consistently read situations correctly and worked constantly to get himself to the right place to receive a scoring chance. His contribution making a boat load of little plays to win pucks in the offensive zone, keep pucks in, etc. to keep his line playing in the offensive zone were also significant.

 Grade: A+. For a player making $1.6M and slotted as one of the depth guys in the top 9, I do not see how you could score Tlusty anything less than perfect based on his 2013 season.

 You can make a very strong case that the trio of Tlusty/EStaal/Semin was as good as any line in the NHL at even strength this year. Their production makes a case, and their plus/minus makes a case especially when you adjust for how bad the Canes were defensively during a stretch in March into April.

 Next up, the blogging becomes more challenging. I will take a shot at providing a fair but candid assessment of the seasons of 2nd-liners including Jordan Staal and Jeff Skinner and also the depth behind them.

 If you want a quick Twitter heads up, so you don’t miss a blog or Twitter debate during the summer follow me at CarolinaMatt63.

 Go Canes!

Canes 2013 Eval Part 6: The Jordan Staal blog plus new uni thoughts
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As a Canes fan, I guess I am required to put my 2c in today on the new uniforms that were unveiled today despite the fact that I really don't care that much. In terms of looks, I am fine with the new uniforms though I had no problem with the old ones. But it seems silly to me that there was probably some big expensive process involving a bunch of people and dozens of initial concepts only to make the final decision to basically copy the Canadian National Team uniforms almost perfectly. You can find pictures on the team web site.

 But as I said, I really am not that into the whole uniform thing anyway, so back to hockey discussion and my trek through the Canes lineup doing 2013 reviews for each player...

 When Canes GM Jim Rutherford pulled the trigger on a big deal to get Jordan Staal and then re-signed him long-term, the hope and expectation was that he had just locked down a strong 1-2 punch down the middle at the center position. The different complementary styles (Eric leaning more offensive and Jordan leaning more defensive) and common size and good mobility for that size were expected to make the Canes very good 2 lines deep. Put simply, it did not pan out in the abbreviated 2013 season. It was a tale of 2 Staals with Eric having (in my opinion) his best NHL season to date and Jordan struggling a bit with the transition to a new team, different line mates and a bigger role and set of responsibilities. I think those making final judgements on the trade and/or Jordan Staal’s career as a Carolina Hurricane are foolish. It was a single odd season abbreviated by the lockout and minus any kind of real training camp for a player to adapt to a new role, team, system and team mates.

 But this does not mean that we shouldn’t evaluate 2013 for what it was, and in in my opinion it was mediocre at best for Jordan Staal. I give him a C+. C+ will not be good enough at 2nd line center for the Canes to find their way back to the playoffs.

 So going into the season, the “taken as truth” was that Jordan Staal was an elite checking line center who would have absolutely no problem defensively. The challenge or leap for him was going to be meshing into a line being asked to score more and putting up enough points. So in giving him a C+ once would expect that he fell way short offensively. But I do not think that was the case. His scoring pace was 53 points over a full 82-game season. I would say that that is a little bit light but not horribly so. A reasonable target in terms of role and style of play for Jordan Staal would be Rod Brind’Amour. Brind’Amour’s role as a Cane was always that of a 2nd line center on a line that was not the primary scoring line, or you could alternatively call it the 1st (checking) line. Brind’Amour took on as many of the hard minutes (penalty kill, matchups against the other team’s top line, defensive zone draws in the 3rd period of tight games, etc.) as possible. Brind’Amour had a couple HUGE years in 05-06 (Cup year) and 06-07, but I think his 00-01 and 01-02 stats are interesting. In each year, the Canes had good regular seasons and made the playoffs. In each year, Brind’Amour anchored a checking leaning 2nd line (behind Francis’ top scoring line). Brind’Amour finished those years with 56 and 55 points respectively. The bigger stat was that in 22 minutes/game of ice time in the most challenging of roles he held his team even. He was minus 7 in 00-01 and plus 3 in 01-02 (note that in 05-06 he was plus 8 with 24 minutes/game of ice time). We can argue for hours about whether Staal’s 53-point pace is enough or whether it should be closer to 60 or even 65, but I think it completely misses the point of what JStaal’s role should be. Eric and his line is the top scoring line like Francis’ of years past. Jordan’s skill set naturally falls into the Brind’Amour role. He proved very capable of excelling in this role in Pittsburgh albeit with a little less pressure in terms of scoring and just in general with Crosby and Malkin in front of him. And that is where he struggled mightily in 2013. He finished 5th worst in the entire NHL at minus 18 ahead of only line mate Jeff Skinner and 4 other players. Put more directly, when Jordan Staal was on the ice at even strength for the Canes, the Canes lost and lost significantly in 2013.

 In writing individual player reviews, I tried to dig up an interesting (and also meaningful) stat for each. For Jordan Staal, it was his line’s even strength effect on the Canes success. When JStaal was a minus player in a game, the Canes were a horrid 2-16-0. When he was a plus player, the Canes were 7-0-2. Finally, when JStaal was even, the team was also about even at 10-9-2. But you figure that JStaal’s plus/minus was probably better when he scored more right? Not really actually. When JStaal scored (goals or assists), the Canes were 11-11-2. So while they were better on average when JStaal did score, the game results were driven much more significantly by if the team won (or at least broke even) at even strength with his line for the game. This effect very much matches the success that the Canes had when Brind’Amour served a similar role behind Francis. Winning did not so much require Brind’Amour’s line to carry the load scoring-wise as it required them to battle to a stalemate or better against the other team’s best line for 20+ minutes every night.

 Put more simply, when Jordan Staal’s line won its mini-game for the night, the team was breakeven or better. When they did not, the Canes were horrid.

 I realize that there were a ton of factors that played into Jordan Staal’s plus/minus number. The team overall was not good and especially was not good defensively in 2013. Jeff Skinner continued to be a highly developed offensive talent whose defensive/2-way game is still very much a work in progress. The goaltending struggled at times. But Jordan Staal does need to take his share of heat for his minus 18. In watching the games, he was too mistake prone for his role and was mediocre at best defensively for stretches of the season. He struggled at times with things he has excelled at in the past – sorting things out in the defensive zone, winning one on one battles, etc. 

 I think the biggest outside factor in JStaal’s struggles were inability to gel with regular line mate Jeff Skinner. I actually expected this from the outset and called for (and was verbally beaten for it) Skinner to be put on a 3rd line that was offensively targeted leaving Jordan Staal with a more offensively limited but defensively capable set of line mates. Again, it’s not about scoring. It’s about winning or at least breaking even which would have been good enough many nights for the 2nd line with the way the 1st line was lighting it up. Ironically, I think JStaal’s season might have been cursed by the early start by Jeff Skinner. Skinner was dynamic and incredibly productive early in the season. A superficial analysis might have suggested that JStaal and Skinner were working well together. In reality, I think Jeff Skinner just went on a binge offensively that relied on little help, chemistry or anything from his line mates. It was mostly just Jeff Skinner doing what Jeff Skinner does when he gets going. I think because of this, Muller was real slow to give up on the Skinner/JStaal combination later in the season when it just was not working and was hurting the team on a regular basis. At the point where Jordan Staal was clearly laboring and the Skinner/JStaal combination was not really working anyway, I think Muller could have possibly helped JStaal get his game back into a groove by retreating a bit to a checking role that fit his skill set, with line mates that fit the job description and was comfortable based on past success in this exact role. Instead, JStaal mostly stayed with Skinner once he came back from his injury list stint and both gradually began to struggle in terms of production and more noticeably and significantly in terms of having any chemistry as a line.

 My proposed recipe for early 2013-14 success for Jordan Staal is simple. Put him in a role that he is accustomed to, has thrived at and is comfortable with – that of a checking line (first NOT only) center with line mates that are capable. Ruutu is a good complementary player who forechecks well and pressures opposing offenses. Ideally you would like a little more offensive upside, but Patrick Dwyer could be a plug in less any help from the draft or summer moves. Then Muller sits him down and narrows and clarifies Jordan’s role which is quite simply to log the hard minutes, play some PK and breakeven for the night which puts the ball on the tee for the other lines. It is not clear what the options would be, but I think you then build a bit of a skating and offense-focused 3rd line around Jeff Skinner. If the Canes get Barkov with the #5 pick which is one of the possibilities, his playmaking could prove to be a decent fit for Skinner. This line looks a bit like the Whitney/Cullen/Larose line from the 05-06 regular season. Laviolette leaned very heavily minutes-wise on his top 2 lines (Brind’Amour logged 24 minutes/game that year) and EStaal’s line also played a lot, and he used the 3rd line that had skill and speed less but was very selective and good at getting them on the ice in mismatches with lesser defenders who had not chance to skate with them. He also pulled a good number of special teams minutes from the 3rd line (Whitney on PP, Larose on PK and Cullen on both) since they were playing fewer regular shifts looking for scoring matchups.

 So what’s the shorter version of all my yammering?

 1) Jordan Staal had a sub-par 2013 season. I rate him C+.

 2) I am actually not nearly concerned about the scoring pace as the complete inability of his line to play winning or even breakeven hockey at even strength.

 3) I think the key going forward is to use JStaal to his strengths as a checking (first) center with line mates who can do this too. It is not that they can’t or don’t need to score some, but the primary goal is to eat up the hard minutes and breakeven. If that is a 0-0 score that is fine. 

 I realize that the read time on my blogs is stretched out this time of year with people checking in sporadically, but even if it delayed, I would love to hear others' thoughts on how best to get Jordan on track for 2013-14. Will he just be fine with a regular training camp and 48 games of adjustment time? Does Skinner/JStaal just need time or do people agree with my assessment that it just isn't a great fit? Are the Canes just asking too much putting him as a #2 versus his "#3 in the shadows" role in Pittsburgh? What else? 

 For a quick heads up when I post a blog or to catch the occasional banter on Twitter follow me at CarolinaMatt63.
Canes 2013 Eval Part 7: The Jeff Skinner blog
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To get a quick heads up as I blog away during the off-season and also to join the occasional spontaneous debate on Twitter follow me at CarolinaMatt63

 There are so many angles from which you can start in evaluating Jeff Skinner for 2013 and at this stage of his career. I think the best place to start is my very direct opinion of Jeff Skinner. First, as a person and hockey professional I think he is exactly what you want. He cares. He wants to win. I think he is willing to do the work and the right things to win. That is important and significant in itself. When Skinner burst on the scene as a boyish looking highlight reel goal scoring teenager, he very quickly vaulted to the level of sports rock star. For many this could be a huge distraction. But in my opinion, Jeff Skinner has remained pretty grounded and focused on doing his job as a hockey player not settling for the easier route of scoring goals here and there, worrying less about his team’s success and mostly riding the rock star status. As I will discuss below, this does not mean he has been entirely successful in terms of his development or for sure that he ever will be. But it does mean that he is pointed in the right direction and has a chance. This combined with a phenomenal talent level is a not a guarantee, but it is a great starting point for developing into a complete NHL player.

 So to be clear, I am not predicting a Jeff Skinner demise. I do not think that he must be traded to avoid catastrophe. But I do think he is a strong candidate to be moved to help shore up the defense for a couple reasons. First, he has value. Because he is incredibly talented and has already produced at a young age, he would garner a very good player in return. The Canes are not trying to fill out depth defenseman. The team is trying to land a legitimate top 4 dman and team changer. You don’t get this kind of player for a random collection of mid-round draft picks and a couple marginal players. You have to trade value to get value. Second, given his full NHL star salary rate of nearly $6M/year going 6 years out, I think the risk with Skinner is very high. The health risk with the significant concussion history in only 3 seasons is there and always will be because of his size, history and style of play. In addition, his slow development defensively at least opens the possibility that he will always be a scoring phenom but more in the “scoring specialist” mode than the true 2-way balanced player mode. Awhile back I suggested the possibility of a Skinner for Marc Staal trade. I would not touch Staal until he proves he is healthy vision-wise and can return to top form. But as I start to blog through how to build out a more offense/defense balanced team for 2013-14, Skinner will likely come up again as a possible player to trade to accomplish this. Again it is not because I think that Jeff Skinner must go. It is simply because I think there are top caliber defenseman who might be available who could play a bigger role in returning to the playoffs than Jeff Skinner.

 In evaluating Jeff Skinner solely for his performance in the shortened 2013 season, you mostly toss out history and context. Getting straight to it, my assessment reads like this…I give him the same C+ that I gave his line mate Jordan Staal. He gets a B- for scoring, a C- for defense, a C for line chemistry but a B+ for heart and effort especially in the face of having to return from another concussion. He started the season on an offensive tear notching 7 goals and 7 assists in the first 13 games before suffering a concussion and missing about 2 weeks. Note that the Canes were 8-4-1 in these 13 games. Also note that Skinner was even in terms of +/- in those 13 games and that even included a slow minus 4 start in the 1st 2 games that the Canes lost. Upon returning from the concussion, his season gradually unraveled. Initially, his scoring slowed through early March but the team was still holding its own in terms of winning hockey games. Then in the 2nd half of March, the team crashed and Jeff Skinner started mounting regular minuses on his way to finishing near the bottom of the league in plus/minus. Yes, I realize that plus/minus is a much-maligned stat. And yes, I realize that this period also featured struggling goaltending, blue line injuries and troubles and general team demise. But in watching the games, it also featured a good number of little and sometimes big ‘oopses’ from Skinner in terms of sorting things out defensively, winning one-on-one battles, getting pucks out of the defensive zone, etc. When you net it out, I think Skinner was a little light with his 50ish point scoring pace. As an offense-oriented forward, his target should be in the range of 60-70 points (in full 82-game season). More significantly, he was a big negative defensively such that when his scoring dried up, he was minus about every game from that point forward.

 So that is a candid and maybe a little unpleasant assessment of 2013 by itself. But for understanding where he is career-wise, I think the context and history are incredibly important. Jeff Skinner was a 20-year-old drafted in the summer of 2010 and playing in only his 3rd NHL season. He is still very early in his development as a player. By comparison Brandon Sutter did not even debut in the NHL until the 3rd season after the draft and played a pretty quiet 50 games in that 3rd year. From Skinner’s draft year, the 3 forwards drafted immediately ahead of him (Ryan Johansen, Nino Niederreiter and Brett Connolly) are clearly trailing Skinner at this point in their development. Even Taylor Hall and especially Tyler Seguin who were labeled as the “can’t misses” from the draft have had their ups and downs and are still growing as players. So to make any kind of final assessment on Jeff Skinner based solely on 2013 is premature. Yes, he has room to improve. That is normal for his age.

 Where I think Jeff Skinner is development-wise is this:

 1) Offensively, he entered the NHL with a goal scoring and playmaking ability that was (and still is) in the top tier of the entire league. Because of the degree to which he relies on some crazy skating, misdirection, change of direction and other magic tricks, I think he got a bigger boost out of the gate compared to many as a result of defensemen just not knowing what even to try to defend. Though their styles are obviously way different, I think Erik Cole is an interesting comparison. He came into the league with his patented move where he got the puck on the right wing with a head of steam, pulled the puck outside, blew down the wing and then turned at a crazy angle to cut straight toward the net. In his first run through the league, Cole beat everyone with that move. I still remember a regular season game in which he blew by Scott Stevens with that move not once but twice. Having never seen the move or Cole in general, defensemen were regularly surprised by Cole’s straight line speed for his size and then his ability to maintain that speed while cutting at a 60-degree angle even if you leaned on him. But over time, defenseman adjusted to Cole’s speed and began to defend this move better positionally knowing it was coming. Jeff Skinner had not 1 move but rather a he general bag of tricks that could be labeled “unpredictability with what direction he was going next and absolutely no relevance of the current position/direction of his skates in determining this.” So my expectation was that NHL defenseman would adjust to Skinner’s whirly dervish variety of moves making it harder for him to beat people with the puck on his stick. This has happened to some degree, but I would argue that his scoring totals in season 2 and even to some degree season 3 show that Skinner has enough tools in his bag to be at least a mid-50s point producer in the NHL with upside much higher regardless of how many times people have seen him. I think the upside to his offensive production comes as a result of better ability to make line mates better and also enable them to make him better. Right now a high percentage of Skinner’s offense comes from individual plays. There is nothing wrong with this, but I think there is even more to be had as he continues to improve at complementing line mates.

 Shorter version: Offensively, Jeff Skinner showed elite scoring ability in his 1st season. While there has been a little bit of a drop-off, he has shown an ability to produce even post NHL defensemen adjustment time.

 2) Defensively, Jeff Skinner is still very much a young player with a lot to learn. To put it blatantly, he is below average defensively and has made only marginal progress since his 1st season. Right now, this is what holds him back from being a solid 2nd line forward on a good team versus just a raw scorer whose defensive liability often outweighs what he accomplishes offensively.

 3) I think another key evaluation point at this stage of Skinner’s career is his character and motivation. I went into some detail about this above. I think he is pointed in the right direction and has the right mindset, attitude and commitment to helping a team win. I think one of the more defining points of Jeff Skinner’s short career happened this season. In the middle of the team’s train wreck of a March, the team was losing, Jeff Skinner was struggling, his line was struggling, etc. The situation was there for a whimpering period of self-doubt and quiet losing and maybe looking to quietly follow the leadership of the team. Instead, Jeff Skinner put together a couple games where he just kept throwing the puck at the net to the tune of 10, 8 and a couple 6s for shots on goal. Game analysis might suggest that too many were low-quality shots with little chance of scoring which might be true. But more important than play-by-play analysis was the determination and effort that Jeff Skinner showed trying to pull himself and his team out of a nasty funk.

 When you rise up as fast as Jeff Skinner did, "the future" becomes much closer to now. On the one hand, you want to be patient with a player that has as much talent as he does and give him time to round out the parts of his game that did not come so naturally. But on the other hand, he just signed for almost $6M/year over 6 years which very clearly puts him in the pay range of the players that must lead and produce for the team to be successful.

 Since this blog is already long enough, I will not preempt my blog that sorts out who goes where and what line mates in building a top 9 for next season.

 What say you Canes fans and especially Skinner fans? Am I too hard on Jeff Skinner for 2013 figuring his scoring was okay and that he mostly got sucked into a team decline rather than helping cause it? Does he have it in him to be a 60+ point scorer AND also round out his 2-way game? 

 Next up I will take a shot at most of the rest of the Canes 2013 forwards. The short version is that the lack of performance combined with the desire to get bigger and grittier could see the remaining 6-7 forwards fighting for only a couple spots with the rest to be found outside the current roster.

 Go Canes!
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...I think so. Roman Josi and Justin Faulk are a little different in terms of style. Josi is a little more of the pure puck-moving/skating type of defenseman with a high offensive ceiling. Justin Faulk brings a little more size, sturdiness and physical component but still in a mobile all-around defenseman who will also contribute offensively. But in terms of basic role, development and contract status, they are incredibly similar. 

 Josi just turned 23, will be entering his 3rd NHL campaign in 2013-14 and is coming off a phenomenal season where he matured into a solid top 4 who has a perfect complementary skill set for Preds anchor Shea Weber. Faulk will turn 22 during the 2013-14 season and is similarly entering his 3rd NHL season. Though he has not found a long-term blue line partner like Josi, Faulk's 2013 season was a huge breakout where he proved capable of solid top 4 minutes regardless of who he was playing with. Faulk is signed for 2013-14 but will be an RFA looking for his next contract next summer.

 Yesterday Nashville decided that they had seen enough of Josi to make a long-term commitment inking him to a 7 year $28M deal (so $4M/year). $4M/year for a 2nd contract for an RFA who is only a couple years deep in the NHL still seems high to a cheapskate like me, but it is very much the norm for the new NHL. 

 I think this very much sets the range for Justin Faulk's next contract. If the Canes want to go a bit shorter and not take as many UFA years in the next deal, then I think the price could be a little cheaper than the extended 7-year Josi deal. So a slightly shorter contract would probably be something like 3 years at $10-11M (so $3.3-3.7M). A longer deal starts to look more like Josi's at maybe 5 years at $18-20M ($3.6-4.0M).

 In recent years, Rutherford has been much more aggressive re-signing impending UFAs during the season (i.e. Ruutu) and re-upping players before their current contract expired (i.e. Skinnner and JStaal). The Canes are shallow on the blue line both in terms of current veterans and even more so youth that is likely to help soon. I don't see any possible formula for the Canes blue line going forward that does not include Justin Faulk playing a key role. My hunch is that he gets re-signed late July/early August for 4-5 years at just under $4M/year.

 For a quick heads up when I post a blog and also to join the occasional banter on Twitter follow me at CarolinaMatt63.

 Go Canes!

Google

Canes 2013 Eval Part 8: Remaining veteran forwards

June 12, 2013, 8:28 AM ET [5 Comments]   

Share on facebook Share on twitter Share on email Share on print More Sharing Services 0 

Matt Karash

 Carolina Hurricanes Blogger • RSS • Archive • CONTACT   

In my journey through evaluating the Canes roster for 2013, I have worked my way through the top 5 forwards of Tlusty/EStaal/Semin and Skinner/JStaal. Next up I will work through the remaining 2013 forward evaluations in 2 parts. Part 1 (today) includes the remaining veteran forwards. Part 2 (tomorrow)covers the youth/system players trying to earn permanent roster spots.

 The last of the top 6 is Tuomo Ruutu. It is difficult to really grade Ruutu’s 2013 season given that he played only 17 games after returning gradually from hip surgery. But I think the importance of his role was very apparent even for a limited season. On a team that was short on size, physicality, grit and just difficulty to play against, Ruutu clearly brought more of this. In the Tuomo Ruutu style that Canes fans are accustomed to, Ruutu flew around and collided with stuff, went straight to the front of the net (and more importantly stayed there instead of gliding by) and just generally played with the physical warrior mentality that challenges the opposition. His 45ish-point (over 82-game season) scoring pace was nothing special and his minus 6 was roughly in line with his most regular line mates Skinner/JStaal suggesting that he could not singlehandedly make that combination work. But in watching the games, he clearly brought more of what the Canes need in terms of grit and physical play. And while the sample size was much too small to draw broad conclusions, he managed a bit of a scoring streak and a plus in the box score in the last few games of the season when Skinner moved to center the 3rd line and a little more defense was added to JStaal/Ruutu for the last couple games of the season. The Canes will need to solve some math puzzles both this summer and next to someone add a top 4 defenseman (this summer), re-sign Faulk and Tlusty (next summer) for more $ and make it all fit under the salary cap. In terms of salary hit, Ruutu seems to be 1 of the few players with significant cost who could be outside the core group that the team is being built around. But because he is so heavy on the size/grit/difficulty to play against that the Canes lack but really want per Kirk Muller, I just don’t see him as an option to leave to clear salary cap space and/or land the defenseman needed. It feels more like 2 steps back for only 1 step forward in terms of desired style of play and personnel needed for it.

 Past Ruutu and the top 6 forwards, things get dicey in terms of both 2013 performance and production and also the future for the Canes forwards. 

 NHL Vets (Dwyer, Larose, Brent, Westgarth)

--Patrick Dwyer. C+. I think the biggest problem with Dwyer is the role he was put in partly out of necessity (Ruutu’s long-term injury). While it was a slight increase from previous years, his 16 points in 48 games just is not enough for a 2nd-liner if the 2nd line is top-heavy (versus balancing out scoring/skill across 3 lines). But this should not have been a surprise. In previous seasons, he was a 15-20 point type of player with a significant amount of that offense coming from an occasional scoring chance off the rush from his breakout speed NOT from gelling in an offense role with skilled line mates. I don’t think you can fault Dwyer for being pushed into an unfamiliar role necessitated by the Ruutu injury, but I also don’t think he fits real well in the same role. I think he can be a decent complementary top 9 forward but it must be either: 1) He could maybe be the lightest offensively on a 2nd line ONLY if it leans defense and the team balances scoring across 3 lines with the 3rd line being very good offensively; 2) On a 3rd line if the team is a little more top-heavy offensively needing high-end scoring from the 2nd line.

--Chad Larose. D. I like Chad Larose. I appreciate his contribution over many years as a Carolina Hurricane. But in saying it like I saw it, I don’t think he was very good in 2013. As a veteran who has made key contributions in the past in terms of secondary scoring, penalty kill minutes and general boost to team energy, Larose past contributions were exactly what the Canes needed and ultimately lacked in 2013. His role and performance on the penalty kill has diminished over time to the point where he is no longer a player that you look to. And his 15-20 goal-scoring pace from the previous 4 years was nowhere to be found when the Canes desperately needed secondary scoring.

 --Tim Brent. D+. I put him in a similar category to Chad Larose. As a 4th-line center, you would not expect as much offensively as from Larose, but 0 goals and 3 assists over 30 games just is not enough even for this role. An ideal 4th-line center would also eat up some PK minutes and maybe provide some grit toughness. To be fair to Brent, the toughness and grit part just is not his skill set or role. But somewhere along the way, like Larose, he mostly fell off the radar for quality PK minutes in a season where the Canes struggled and needed help here.

--Kevin Westgarth. B. In his primary role of enforcer, I think Westgarth was fine. He fought when necessary, provided a physical presence and just generally did his job. In watching him for a full (abbreviated one anyway) season, I just don’t think he is mobile enough to skate regular shifts/8-12 minutes on a regular basis, but I think he fills the role of 4th-liner/#13 forward for nights when you need it. He did not score a goal until a strange 2-goal outburst in the final game of the season. If you get to the point where you are losing regularly because your 4th-line enforcer is not scoring enough, you have much much bigger problems. But the upside to this role can be scoring just a handful of meaningful goals. It is not about quantity. It is about scoring a single goal early in the 3rd period to pull the team even and heading to overtime on 1 of those nights where the team is sluggish and unable to muster offense. Score 4-5 goals all season but where 2-3 help get a point in the standings, and that is a HUGE offensive contribution from this role.

 I will cut to the chase with this group in terms of future roles:

 --Ruutu. His name will come up here and there whenever the next discussion starts about fitting under the salary cap and/or trading a forward to improve the defense, but I think he is nearly indispensable because of a lack of other players of his physical, gritty, difficult to play against style. So when that debate starts, look elsewhere. 

 --Westgarth. He is proven and priced about right for his limited role as a 4th line/#13 forward. He is also signed for 2013-14, so I figure he stays in same role.

 --Dwyer. Because of his cost ($900k for 2013-14) and versatility (speedy, decent defensively, PK capable) I think he definitely finds a slot somewhere for 2013-14 ideally somewhere where scoring is a bonus not a requirement.

 --Larose. His role and contributions diminished in 2013. I would be surprised if Larose is not replaced in the summer quest to get bigger/grittier. He is a free agent this summer, so the separation happens easily.

 --Brent. Same as Larose. Because of a lackluster 2013, I think the team looks elsewhere with an eye for bigger and grittier on the 4th line. If the team does this at wing, it is also possible that Nash takes this spot on the 4th line with an eye toward developing him upward from there. Brent is a free agent this summer, so he hits the open market unless the Canes want otherwise.

 Not yet considering any trades of higher-end forwards, that leaves the Canes with 8 of 13 forward slots filled. Best guess is that the #5 pick fills 1 of the remaining slots leaving 4 spots to be filled by youth covered in the next blog plus infusions from the UFA and/or trade market.

 What say you Canes fans? Is Ruutu as indispensable as I think because of his style of play? Or does his style of play, injury risk and value make him a valuable trade commodity to add defense? Of the other more bottom 6ish veteran forwards who would you keep?

 For a quick heads up when I post a Canes blog follow me on Twitter at CarolinaMatt63.

 Go Canes!
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The last set of Canes forwards to be evaluated are the youth/system forwards. Because none of them (or anyone else for that matter) really rose up and seized a key role in the bottom 6 forwards a number of players saw the shuttle between Charlotte and Raleigh.

 The short version of this is that some combination of the Canes drafting, system, development or ability to use these players effectively was a big failure in 2013. With AHL players being in mid-season form entering the fire drill NHL training camp and season, the door was wide open for guys near the top of the organizational depth charts to seize opportunities and help the team. Regardless of how you want to disperse the blame the Canes got about absolutely none of that.

 The players I included are Bowman (who is borderline in 1st category), Wallace, Nash, Dalpe, Blanchard, Boychuk, Welsh)

--Drayson Bowman. C+. Drayson Bowman was not horrible in 2013. Though he is not the pure version of a banger, he did step up the physical portion of his game finishing checks and finding his way to more physical contact. This combined with volume of experience, generally decent defensive play and some scoring upside has him as a front-runner amongst the current roster to claim a depth (3rd or ideally 4th line) spot on the roster. But I think the knock on him is that after developing and logging a decent number of NHL games as a decent checking line forward with Brandon Sutter (and to some degree others) in the recent past, he did nothing to seize a specific and valuable role on the 2013 team. Though his situations (line mates and ice time) were not perfect he did nothing to provide secondary scoring with only 3 goals and 2 assists in 37 games. Despite being decent defensively and getting some time in the role, he has not developed into a great penalty killer as evidenced by the fact that he was sort of in the mix but never really able to lock down a spot despite the fact that the Canes penalty kill struggled and desperately called for someone to step up. Part of me thinks that Brandon Sutter made Bowman look better than he really was as a solid 3rd line forward. The more optimistic part of me hopes that 2013 was just a small step back as Bowman continues to gather NHL experience and work through the common transition from junior-level star and scorer to NHL level solid depth forward. At this stage of his career, I think he is safer, sounder and more capable offensively than a couple of the other “system youth” auditions from 2013. I think this makes him the default choice for a 4th line/#13 forward slot if the Canes have a spot or 2 left after shopping the trade and free agent market this summer. But this spot could easily be seized if Zac Dalpe finally rises up offensively or if someone like Tim Wallace or Nicolas Blanchard become safe/sound enough defensively and muster even a tiny bit of offense to go with the bigger, more physical and gritty contribution that they can offer.

 --Tim Wallace. B-. In terms of style of play, I think Tim Wallace is exactly the direction that the Canes want to go with the bottom half of the forward roster. He is big and gritty and consistently bangs people very much in the Tuomo Ruutu mold and skates reasonably well for this role. He obviously does not possess the offensive capability/skill of a Tuomo Ruutu, but that can be okay for the 4th line or the 3rd line if you can find a slightly higher gear offensively. And importantly, he brought that element to the ice very consistently in 2013. The key to carving out a regular spot and a permanent spot in the lineup requires 2 things: 1) This type of player must be sound and solid defensively; 2) This type of player ideally needs to fill another role too. The 3 options tend to be 1-decent secondary scoring (10-12 goals / high 20s points=>previously Chad Larose), 2-solid PK role on a good unit (previously Kevyn Adams or Patrick Dwyer before he had to move up), 3-fill a bit of the enforcer role with the ability to skate more than 2-4 minutes in tight games (think Chris Neil from Ottawa or Scott Thornton from Boston). Unless he suddenly takes a big step forward (remember that he turns 29 before the next season and is not a very young rookie who is likely to make big strides in terms of skill set) offensively, the best option to “seize a role” would be that of a penalty killer. He did see some minutes in this role in 2013 but like the Canes PK in general did nothing to seize a spot and/or do something to boost the team from its near the bottom ranking for the season.

 --Riley Nash. B- or C+ depending on how much grace you want to give him for jumping straight into a top 9 role. C+ grades Nash a veteran 3rd-line center which is the role he fell into in 2013. It is important to note that this is not fair in the sense that he was fast-tracked into a significant NHL-level role without a ton of help because the team had tried everyone else without any success. When he and Jussi Jokinen went off offensively for a couple games early in his 3rd line center trial, it looked like just maybe Nash was ready to take a huge step up and that he would be the player to find chemistry with a struggling Jussi Jokinen and provide the 3rd-line balance that the 2013 Canes desperately needed. But after a quick spark, it fizzled pretty quickly. When you net out situation with experience/readiness and role, I think Riley Nash did reasonably well in terms of development and adapting to a role that was probably a little bit over his head when he took it on. In the process, he gained valuable experience that has the potential to benefit him going forward. His 22-point pace (4G/5A in 32 games => 10G/12A in 82 games) is not horrible but is a little light offensively for the 3rd line role. Defensively he was subject to occasional growing pains, but looked like with a little time/experience he could be capable as a 2-way NHL forward. I think where Nash ends up is this. He was not good enough to be a 3rd line center on a GOOD NHL team in 2013. But you could see the potential. If he can find a slightly higher level of play overall, a little more offense and chemistry with a couple line mates that boost his level of play, 3rd line center is not out of reach. But the 2013 version of Riley Nash looks more like a decent 4th-line center that could be plus scoring-wise to offset the fact that he lacks the big/physical/nasty aspect that you want from some portion of your bottom 6 forwards.

--Jeremy Welsh. (To few games) Welsh is an odd one in terms of sorting out the 2013-14 roster. Once the rotating door opened for 2013-14 Charlotte-to-Raleigh auditions, Welsh got 5 games. In the limited audition, he did not stand out in terms of performance. What the Canes liked when they picked him up as an older college free agent at the end of the 2011-12 season (size, decent skating, potential to develop into a decent 3rd line 2-way forward) is still intact, but he looks more like a gradual project/depth player than a “I can’t believe no one drafted this guy” free agent find with quick and significant returns. Welsh is in an odd situation with regard to the 2013-14 roster in that I believe (someone correct if I am wrong) that Rutherford offered up a 1-way salary for the 2013-14 season to win whatever bidding war there might have been for his free agent status. I see him as an underdog to win a 2013-14 roster spot based on merit/training camp play alone, but with the Canes pushing up against the salary cap could his 1-way salary that hits the NHL-level salary cap no matter what make him a front runner for a #12-14 spot?

 --Nicolas Blanchard. B (in very limited role). Blanchard showed up in Raleigh for a late audition once the season was more or less over in terms of the standings. In his time, he made it very clearly that he was ready to fight (literally) or do whatever it took to keep an NHL roster spot. So give him credit for willingness to step into whatever role was needed/available. This willingness in itself could net him a fringe role with limited call up time from Charlotte to the NHL level. But Westgarth fills the more formal enforcer role and the current NHL does not allow roster room for 2 narrow-focus/limited ice time players even on the 4th-line. To play regularly at the NHL level Blanchard needs to demonstrate the he can bring some combination of defensive soundness in a 4th line role, surprising secondary scoring or a role on the penalty kill. If nothing else, his grit, attitude and willingness in 2013 earned him a chance to get a little longer look trying to add something to this role in the 2013-14 training camp.

 --Zac Dalpe + Zach Boychuk. (Incomplete with more questions than answers still.)

 The last 2 “Inexperienced/Youth” forwards are for me anyway the 2 biggest disappointments in terms of the system because of what happened. Going into the season, Zac Dalpe and Zach Boychuk were arguably the top 2 forwards in the system in terms of offensive/top-6 capable upside. Both were playing great hockey in Charlotte during the lockout and seemed primed to hit the ground running when the NHL season kicked off without much time for the NHL regulars to play their way into form. With the news that Tuomo Ruutu would miss significant time due to his hip surgery, there was room for 1 or even both of them in the top 6 or at least top 9 forward slots. Zach Boychuk started the season at LW on the EStaal/Semin line, and Zac Dalpe started the season at RW on the Skinner/JStaal line. The Canes started the season with 2 abysmal losses. With the shortened schedule and very little reason for hope from either loss, patience was very quickly trumped by urgency. The season ended with more questions than answers. What went wrong? Were they just busts, or was there a role for them going forward? Should Muller have stuck with them in 2013? 

--Boychuk was pulled from the 1st line after only a single lackluster game, jettisoned initially to the press box and ultimately lost to waivers when the Canes tried to send him down. A fairly lengthy run on Malkin’s line with zero production (not a single goal or assist) seemed to vindicate the Canes rash decision that he was not top line material at least in 2013. When the Penguins similarly punted, he found his way to Nashville where a 3rd NHL audition again ended with Nashville waiving him such that he would end the season back in the Canes minor league system. You never know if/when a player will catch a spark, but suddenly as a 23-year-old. But putting it bluntly, when you are slotted as an offensively oriented forward and cannot produce a single point on a line anchored by Evgeni Malkin it is pretty damning. I think it is fair to say that he just is not on a development track to be a scoring line NHL forward unless he manages to suddenly jump to a much different level. 

--Dalpe’s 2013 is not nearly as cut and dry. As noted, he started with Skinner/JStaal on a 2nd line with some offensive fire power. Through a few games, I saw a nearly even mix of decent play and potential to stick in this role versus just looking like he was in a bit over his head in terms of defense, winning one on one battles at the NHL level and in general. He was part of the shuffling that happened trying to right the ship after a slow start in the standings and then was derailed by injury. He then spent most of the remainder of the season on the AHL development path before returning for the last few games of the season. So Dalpe’s failed audition has many more qualifiers with its limited success, brevity and derailment by injuries. But I think maybe most telling for Dalpe’s 2013 is the fact that when the Canes were floundering and needing help trying to build a 3rd line or any kind of line past the 1st one in March management and Canes Coach Kirk Muller seemed to look every direction except Dalpe. Charlotte-to-Raleigh became a revolving door that admitted Nash, Welsh, Wallace, Blanchard, Sutter, Nodl and Terry Dalpe was relegated to Charlotte until the very end of the season. It is speculation as to whether/how much mitigating factors played a role. Perhaps he just was not far enough back on the road to recovery health-wise. Perhaps he had a set of assignments development-wise to work on in Charlotte that the team did not want to interrupt. But at the point where the Canes were still barely clinging to the 2013 season and playoff hopes and desperately in need of depth scoring and some contribution from the 3rd line, Dalpe being left out of the tinkering seemed conspicuous to me.

 Not evaluated because they did not see the NHL in 2013 are Victor Rask and the #5 draft pick. For the sake of keeping this from becoming a book, I put my “individual player analysis” cutoff before a few big names (Jared Staal and Brett Sutter) and also a couple other players who did see NHL ice time (Nodl and Terry) in 2013. While I view their chances entering training camp as less than the players that I detailed, I think there will be a spot or 2 truly open for tryout at the camp, and I hope and think Muller will let someone earn them. 

 The good news for this group is that out of salary cap necessity, the Canes will likley need a few of these players on the opening night roster which offers another chance to seize an opportunity. Of the bunch, I think 3 players stand out as having the best chance. 

 1) Riley Nash. With a little time in the weight room to add a few pounds, I think he projects as a decent 4th line center. Thus far even at lower levels his offensive production does not put him much higher than that.

 2) Zac Dalpe. Despite what seems like a dozen short auditions and not doing enough to stand out yet, I think he is the player who just might finally climb into the NHL fray largely because the Canes system just doesn't have a ton of guys to jump over him as would happen very quickly in deeper organizations.

 3) Drayson Bowman. He too had a disappointing 2013 campaign, but I think he has developed into a serviceable 3rd/4th line NHL forward at this point and because he has a 1-way contract for 2013 and the Canes need to fill a couple slots on the cheap, he seems in as good of a position as anyone.

 Next up I will take a quick run through the blue line for 2013 before getting to the fun stuff of playing pretend Canes GM and trying to build a winner via some wheeling and dealing heading into 2013-14.

 For a quick heads up when I post a Canes blog or for the occasional banter follow me on Twitter at CarolinaMatt63.

 Go Canes!
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Father's Day and mid-June in general is offering up high quality sports filler for this die-hard Canes fan. The Bos/Chi finals is shaping up to be one of the best in recent history after only 2 games. We have UNC/NCSU in Omaha for baseball in addition to my Hoosiers being a surprise 1st time entry in the College World Series. And we are inching closer to Canes hockey. 

 It is a bit of a partial collection of work across the board grading the Canes goalies.

 Cam Ward was rushed into the season minus a training camp, and it showed early on. He mostly road a team playing pretty well and scoring in bunches to a decent record before his knee injury ended his season prematurely. In true Cam Ward fashion, he seemed to be rounding into solid stretch run form right when it all came to a sudden halt. There is also the interesting context of his numbers (.908 save percentage and 2.84 GAA) not being great but when you compare it to what Ellis and Peters did after his injury, it begs the question of whether the problem was him or the defense in front of him. In watching the games, I would argue that it was some of both. Ward did look rough and rusty out of the gate. He did get better, but it was still a bit up and down, and I would not say that he ever reached a stretch where he was just flat out great for any kind of extended run. If you tell me that I cannot go with "incomplete", I give him a C+. He just was not very good in most of his early efforts, and even later I would not call it great. So when you net it out, I give him a middling grade just like a bunch of other players who could have been better. This said, I believe that Ward is the right goalie going forward (even past the current contract), and I expect he will bounce back strong in 2013-14 with a little bit of hunger and a more regular preparation path leading into the season.

 I could give Dan Ellis anything from an A to a D- depending on which stretch you want me to evaluate. When the Canes needed him (X1) he was really good. Riding a rhythm from playing well in the AHL during the lockout, he was the better of the Canes goalies out of the gate, got a decent number of opportunities because of it and generally did well in those starts. And he actually played a couple pretty solid games with no results in the standings for a few games right after Ward's season ended. But the defense in front of him was horrid in those games starting the slide. At the point where he returned from injury layoff the Canes were in the beginnings of the standings death spiral and really really really (X3) needed Ellis. He had no answer the 2nd time around. It is impossible to say for sure whether he just could not find a rhythm after the layoff, whether he returned too quickly and was not physically ready or whether the team in front of him was just too bad at that point. It is probabaly a combination of the 3, but in doing unbiased evaluation and not trying to figure out why, Dan Ellis just was not very good after returning from injury. I give him an A- prior to the injury and a C post injury for a B type grade (for a backup). It really is difficult to ask your backup to carry the team for that long even if healthy and things are going decent for the team. With the Canes having minimal budget and other bigger needs, I would be okay with bringing Ellis back as the backup for 2013-14. He was very very good in that role. It was only after he got forced into the starter role and then simultaneously got hurt that his season hit the skids. In shopping the sub-$1 million salary UFA goalies you are not going to get much better in terms of experience and capability.

 Justin Peters continues to be an incredibly likeable part of the organization. But after seeing a few rounds of him being pressed into NHL duty, I just think that his ceiling is about where the Canes have him - as a #3 NHL goalie who ideally spends the season in the minors but has enough NHL experience that he can buy you a little bit of time if pressed into service. With the Ward injury followed very quickly by Ellis going down, Peters got another shot to prove he was a Tim Thomas-type late bloomer. He was not up to the task. The struggles of the team in front of him was a factor but his .891 save percentage and 3.47 GAA just were not good either. I give Peters a C- realizing that asking him to jump from #3 to every day #1 is probably just unfair.

 So as noted above, I continue to feel good about Cam Ward as a #1 heading into a more regular season, and I am okay with Dan Ellis at #2 and even Peters at #3. But I also think that the 2013 season pointed out that any long-term layoff for Ward might require a check of the trade available options for more than fill in duty.

 If you have been on a summer hockey sabbatical, check out my previous 2013 player evals (fowards and coaches done with defenseman up next).

 Also if you are Twitter inclined, follow me at CarolinaMatt63 to get a quick heads up when I post a Canes blog and also to be part of the occasional spontaneous Canes debate.

 Go Canes!
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I am more than ready to move past the disappointing 2013 season, so I apologize for the realllllyyy long blog that grades out all of the Canes blue liners in 1 swipe. The short version is that aside from Justin Faulk's continued rapid ascension the group just was not very good and was a major contributor to the disappointing results.

 I think a stark contrast for the 2013 season is comparing the Ottawa Senators and Carolina Hurricanes. The Canes won early with a dynamic offense and a defense that was pulled along by a team that could score 4 or 5 goals if it needed to. Ottawa’s early success was built upon great goaltending and solid team defense that gave the team’s goalie a chance. When Ottawa was debilitated by injuries including its Norris candidate defenseman (Karlsson), its Vezina candidate goalie (Anderson) and most of its top scorers (Spezza and Michalek) it just kept trucking. At one point, Ottawa was minus 2 defenseman, a bunch of forwards and was playing its 3rd string goalie. During this stretch they held the fort defensively and kept grinding out points of the 2-1 OTL variety or 2-1 win or whatever. When the Canes hit similar injury woes with Pitkanen and Faulk being down for stretches and losing Ward for the season on top of struggles to find secondary scoring, the season crumbled. Hidden behind the early season scoring surge was a team defense that had too many holes and lacked a system/foundation that could insert lesser players and still be competitive. I think much of it has to do with the forwards and system not being nearly as air-tight as the top teams in the NHL. But I also think a significant portion of the Canes 2013 defensive struggles were the result of the type of personnel and individual play.

 As I noted in another blog awhile back, I think the makeup of the Canes defense was flawed in basic design from the outset. When you take a defense that was mediocre to begin with in terms of grit and basic defense and then swap out Bryan Allen (a pretty good physical, stay-home defenseman who helps the PK) and add Joe Corvo, it just seemed unreasonable to think that the blue would be as good or better than the previous team that was not good enough. And when your top 6 already leans a little too heavily toward offense-oriented defenseman (McBain, Pitkanen, Corvo), it seems like a recipe for disaster if you have injuries and have only offense-oriented defenseman (Sanguinetti) for fill ins. As soon as one of the top defenders went down, which they did of course, you suddenly had a small army of offense-first defenseman.

 The problem with the makeup of the blue line was compounded by injuries to the most important components (Faulk and Pitkanen) and simply by the fact that many of the players did not have good seasons. I rate the defense as a C- overall. Its mediocrity was masked by a scoring surge early in the season and then uncovered when the Canes needed to tighten things up to give backup goalies a chance later in the season.

 Grading the D goes like this:

 Justin Faulk. A. Where would the team have been if he had not taken another huge step forward in his development? Faulk was sound defensively all season and over time rose up to be one of the leaders on the team and the key situation player. Out of necessity he became an every night top 4, and despite a rotation of mostly underperforming partners and a team that was not very good, he looked very comfortable and capable in this role.

 Joni Pitkanen. B-. The biggest thing with Pitkanen was lack of availability again due to 2 separate injuries. He seemed to spend the entire season trying to play his way into form first after then lockout and then after an injury before having to shut it down with the heel injury. In the time he did play, he never really hit a rhythm and stride where he just skated like he can and ate up ice time. I would not say that he was horrible, but he just was not great either.

 The Canes were 9-11-2 when Pitkanen played which is not great obviously but is better than without him. I think that sums up Joni Pitkanen in terms of fit with the Canes. Canes fans love to debate Pitkanen and whether he is good, sometimes good, horrible or whatever. But in a league with a shortage of top 4 capable defensemen and on a team that does not have much, if any, blue line help in the system, the team is better (much better I would argue) with Joni Pitkanen than without. He is in the top tier in the league in terms of raw skating and athletic ability which even on bad nights is enough to make him a serviceable top 4 defenseman and on good nights (reference the 2009 playoffs) much better.

 Tim Gleason. C. If I ignore salary, situation, role and all the other context, Tim Gleason in 2013 looked very much like Jay Harrison. He brought size and physicality. Though none of the Canes units never clicked, he filled a PK slot. And theoretically he could be a good stay-home complement to a puck-moving defenseman. But the difference is that Tim Gleason is paid and slotted to be a top 4 and key cog in the team’s defense. In my opinion, he just did not live up to that bigger role in 2013. When the Gleason/Corvo magic from 2008-09 just could not be rekindled, Gleason regressed into a mediocre year where he just looked like more of a #5 than a #3 or #4 defenseman. If Canes GM Jim Rutherford gets his way, the Canes will add 1 top 4 blue liner this summer. That still leaves Gleason in the top 4 with Pitkanen, Faulk and the new addition. For the Canes to be better in 2013, Gleason needs to boost the caliber of his play to match the ___ NHL season and Olympic year, find a comfort level with a complementary defense partner and help boost the level of the team’s penalty kill.

 Joe Corvo. C-. When you look back on it, I think Joe Coro’s return could be labeled as one of the most defining short-term moves of Jim Rutherford’s 2012 off-season. At the time, the Jordan Staal trade and then long-term contract signing seemed significantly bigger. And the Alexander Semin 1-year deal was not much less. But the less obvious result of these 2 big deals was that Rutherford had spent all (plus some probably) of his budget at the forward position. Rutherford had been very successful a couple times in the past filling out defensive corps on the cheap and making it well enough to win in the regular season and more importantly in the playoffs. So with the departure of Bryan Allen from a middling defense the previous season and no significant help on the way from the system, Joe Corvo had to be capable of holding down a top 4 position. Though risky a couple years older and coming off a rough time of it in Boston, it did not seem impossible. Gleason/Corvo had been very good only a couple years back in the regular season and for a deep playoff run in 2009. But this time it just did not work and left the Canes overstocked on players who might be a decent offensive half of a bottom pairing but just were not solid top 4 defensemen. Corvo’s season started horribly. He did find a stretch thereafter where he was very good for a few weeks, but it eventually faded into a rough year where he looked like his time playing a 20-22 every situation role on an NHL blue line had passed him by. The volume of miscues that plagued his style sporadically even during good times seemed to increase, and he just did not provide the defensive soundness and decision-making that you need from a defenseman who you are going to put on the ice regularly against the NHL’s best. I actually think there could be a role for Corvo going forward if he wants to stay in Raleigh and play on a year-by-year basis in a reduced role at a reduced salary. Depending on what happens with McBain and Sanguinetti (and I guess Bergeron) this summer and also what happens with Murphy in camp, I think Corvo could be okay in a bit of a 3rd pairing/#7 defenseman /power play helper role if he is willing to play for a 1-year contract in the neighborhood of $1M. But if he creeps back into the top 4 and starts seeing 20+ minutes of ice time, I fear that it would be a sign that there is again trouble defensively.

 Jay Harrison. B-. For me, Harrison’s grade is largely a function of what role you want to grade him in. If you grade him as a #5/#6 defenseman, I think he is exactly what you want. He is reasonably safe and sound. He brings size and physicality and will drop the gloves when needed. He can play PK. And his $1.5M/year salary is about right for the 3rd pairing role. I think he has to take his share of the heat for the weak Canes PK this year, but otherwise I think he lived up to his job as a 3rd pairing defenseman. But whenever pressed to play regular minutes in the top 4, I think he is slotted a little bit above where he belongs on an NHL team that is playoff bound. In an ideal world, he would make a great complement and clean up partner for a puck-moving offense-oriented defenseman, but the options the Canes offered in this category were mostly train wrecks in 2013. Jamie McBain hit a major confidence slump somewhere along the way and struggled mightily. For as good as Ryan Murphy looked the few times he got the puck on his stick with room to carry it, it was painfully clear that he just was not ready physically to play defense without the puck in his own end. Joe Corvo , like McBain, had a very up and down year with more down. I think Harrison is a solid 3rd pairing defenseman for the right price going forward. Key step forward for him would be to become part of a PK unit that is at least middle of the league in 2013-14.

 Jamie McBain. D+. 2013 was just rough for McBain. In the past couple years, McBain has had his share of ups and downs, but there were ups especially later in the season as he hit stride. In 2013, McBain seemingly had a crisis of confidence when he hit a stretch where he was just horrible for a stretch of a couple weeks producing 1-3 ‘big oopses’ per game over that stretch. And unlike seasons past, he never seemed to hit much of an up cycle to go with the downs. McBain is only 25, has accumulated a good amount of NHL experience and does have seemingly NHL-level skating/physical ability. He would likely have some trade value for a team looking to add a puck-moving defenseman to a 3rd pairing and could probably benefit from a change of scenery at this point. You can bet that he is 1 of the assets available to Rutherford to try to add a top 4 defenseman or more grit at forward during the summer.

 Bobby Sanguinetti. C-. Sanguinetti looked like he was in over his head when pressed into service to start the season. After playing well in the AHL during the lockout, one would have hoped that he could hit the ground running and at least provide a boost until the NHL regulars got up to speed. But he struggled mightily out of the gate. He did get better as the season went on, but I think an interesting measure of his long-term potential is a comparison with Ryan Murphy. In a straight up comparison, Murphy was worse than the older more experienced Sanguinetti last season. But a look at translation of skills to the NHL is striking. As much as Murphy was overmatched physically when he got the puck on his stick with a little room to skate, you could see that he had the tools of an elite puck carrier even at this early juncture of his career. Meanwhile, Sanguinetti who is also labeled as a puck-carrying offensive defenseman looked very uncomfortable in this role versus NHL competition and pressure. Players who are unable to transfer what they do well to the next level have very limited ceilings. While it is possible that it is just taking time, he is now 25 years old and needs to get there soon. The positive on Sanguinetti is that he now has 45 games of NHL experience (including his 37 last season), so he has climbed his way to being “system depth with some NHL experience.” But he is an unrestricted free agent this summer. His agent will ask the Canes for and/or push the open market for a 1-way contract. I would be happy to have Sanguinetti back on a 2-way contract given his experience in general and in the Canes system, but if someone else is willing to commit to a 1-way NHL contract, I think I would pass and look instead to bringing back someone like Corvo on the cheap for not that much more money and a bunch more experience.

 Ryan Murphy. (Incomplete) During his short stint in Raleigh, it was fun to watch Murphy the few times he got the puck on his stick and a little room to get started rushing the puck up the ice. The reason he was drafted highly was apparent and does look like with a little time will translate to the NHL level. But it was also painfully apparent that he was in way over his head physically trying to defend without the puck in his own end. It did not take long for forwards to realize that if they protected the puck behind the net, they could easily and regularly skate right through Murphy and take a beeline to the crease area without much concern of if/where Murphy was. Because of his size, these physical situations will not likely ever be a strength of Murphy’s game, but he does need to improve significantly in this regard to become anything more than a limited minutes, power play specialist at the NHL level. He does need to get a little bit stronger which will help a tiny bit, but more importantly is becoming incredibly sound defensively in terms of stick and body position to limit what a player with a strength advantage can do and where he can go. My read after his handful of games in 2013 is that Murphy still has a fairly long way to go to become more than a spot player in the NHL and that he will be better served with most of a 2013 season at the AHL level. Depending on what happens with the rest of the roster and injuries, I think the spot where he could fit sooner rather than later is as a #5/#6 defenseman who sees limited minutes and selective matchups at even strength but gets to log more minutes on the power play and also late in games where you are down and need to take some risks to generate offense. As of right now, the list of guys who look too similar in terms of skill set and could compete for this role are McBain, Corvo, Bergeron and to some degree Sanguinetti. The latter 3 are UFAs and could all be gone, and McBain because of his struggles could very well also be gone via trade. My leaning is to keep 1 of that crew (Corvo preferred if he will take a 1-year deal and #6 type salary) and also Sanguinetti if he cannot get a 1-way deal elsewhere and wants to stay. This enables Murphy to play a bunch of minutes at the AHL level to round out his game and puts him in a spot to be 1 of the first callus in the event of injury or if it appears he is closer to ready sooner rather than later.

 Brett Bellemore. (B-) Coming in as maybe the most unheralded youth fill ins from Charlotte, Bellemore came arguably the closest to matching what you would hope to get from such a player. He was not eye-popping spectacular by any means, but he did a decent job of not being noticeable. He mostly avoided big mistakes and had a good natural tendency to make simple plays and get the puck on and off his stick. This is exactly what you want when your team/system’s 8th or 9th best defenseman gets pressed into service. His task is not to win games. It is to not lose games. Bellemore’s Bish rating is also a point to reemphasize role. To say that Bellemore gets a B in a #7 or #8 kind of role is not to say that he should swap places with Gleason or someone else who I rated lower but in a very different/more significant role. With a taste of NHL action and even reasonable success at it, it will be interesting to see if he can take another step forward next season and become one of those late blooming defensemen and make a claim to a #6 or #7 spot in camp. Even if that does not happen, with Bellemore the Canes made a small step forward in building organizational depth with some NHL experience in case they need it again in the future.

 Marc-Andre Bergeron. (C+ in VERY limited role). Bergeron was labeled as a bit of a power play specialist upon arrival to the team. In watching him play, I think that is the limit to what he brings at this point in his career. He was signed for $1M and available in trade for next to nothing because of his inability to play even 3rd pairing minutes without being a defensive liability. For a team that lacks youth ready to step in, I guess he could fill a specialty role where you skated him as a 7th defenseman solely to man the power play, but again for the right price I think Corvo is only slightly less offensively but with much greater ability to play more real shifts if needed. I would be surprised to see him back simply because of how limited his potential role is.

 We can split hairs over whether players deserve higher or lower Cs or even Ds in some cases, but the basic point stands. Faulk was the only blue liner who lived up to expectations in 2013. I think many will argue that Pitkanen should be lumped into the same pile as the rest and will disagree with my slightly higher ranking at B-. I think I lean a tiny bit more positive simply because on a defense that seemed to have no answers as the season wore on, the team looked better with him than without him. Regardless, the path into 2013-14 is the same. Canes GM Jim Rutherford has noted that the top priority this summer is to add a top 4 defenseman, and I do not see how anyone could disagree.

 With this blog, I have managed to finish slogging my way through evaluating all of the Canes players and coaches for 2013. Next up is the part of writing that I enjoy most – playing pretend Canes GM. In my next few blogs, I will spell out the options and preferences for what I would do to improve the defense and fill out the rest of the team on a limited budget.

 For a quick heads up when I post a blog follow me on Twitter at CarolinaMatt63.

 Go Canes!
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The Carolina Hurricanes desperately need a top 4 defenseman and GM Jim Rutherford has called that the top priority this summer. With a shallow UFA pool, it might take some creativity. There are 4 paths to landing a top 4 dman this summer:

 1) Signing an unrestricted free agent.

 2) Collecting this as part of the king’s ransom for moving down from the #5 draft pick.

 3) Trading a similar quality forward to another team looking to improve in a different area.

 4) Trading a collection of futures to a rebuilding team.

 5) Working the unique landscape of the salary cap landscape and compliance buyouts.

 Here are my 10 deals in order of preference. Many require a willing partner, so it is not clear how many of these deals could be made as noted or with minor tinkering:

 1) Trade Jeff Skinner for Keith Yandle (Pho). 

 Yandle leans a little bit offense and skating over pure shutdown defense, but is a good enough 2-way player to be a true top 4. As a left shot with wheels, might he make a long-term partner for Faulk? The timing could be right. Phoenix is very deep defensively both in terms of current NHL players but equally importantly with youth in their system such that they could afford to let Yandle go. Skinner’s marketability to put butts in seats could also be appealing for the struggling franchise. If Pho needs a puck-moving replacement back, McBain gets pulled into the deal possibly with Pho then also needing to add something else. I am not privy to Pho’s plans, but this would be my first phone call if I was Rutherford.

 2) Win the UFA bidding war for Rob Scuderi (LA). 

 Scuderi is a grizzled playoff proven veteran but also on the back half of his 30s. With Voynov re-signed this week at a $4M cap hit, the math is getting harder and harder for LA to keep him. At age 36, I think fair value would be a small step down from his $3.6M salary, but with the scarcity of options my guess is that he costs every bit of the same $3.6M and maybe even for 3-4 years. He brings little offensively, but after spending a decent amount of time chasing Drew Doughty around could he be the best possible partner for a similarly roaming but talented Joni Pitkanen?

 3) Trade the #5 pick, Jamie McBain and something else for Christian Ehrhoff (Buf) and either the #8 or #16 pick.

 Ehrhoff was flat out good last year on a team that was not. Whenever Buffalo comes up, people want to talk about Tyler Myers. I don’t. At $5.5M/year, he is signed for about $1.5M too much (reference Voynov and Josi coming off GOOD seasons and re-signing for $4M/year) and what’s worse is after a big setback in 2013, he went from being a top 4 to a “projected top 4” again. If the Canes could offer enough to pry the #8 pick loose in this deal, they might get the slightly lesser version of what they want (3rd line center of Lindholm or Monahan instead of Barkov) anyway and they fill their blue line hole to boot. My hunch is that Buffalo wants more in return than just a collection of parts and a couple notches higher in the draft, but just maybe they are in love with someone that they can only get at #5.

 4) Trade the #5 pick plus Jamie McBain for the #7 pick and Ladislav Smid (Edm).

 Similar to the Buffalo trade above, the Canes look to have their cake and eat it too. They fill the hole on defense and draft-wise and still sit at the border of possibly getting an NHL-ready 3rd line center in this year’s draft. Like the deal above, it is only possible if Edmonton really really wants someone who requires the #5 pick. 

 5) Trade a small collection of futures for Andrei Markov (Mon).

 With Subban’s rise and a decent mix of veteran and young defenseman to boot, Markov might be expendable especially when you consider that he only has 1 year left on his contract and that his money will likely be needed to re-sign key younger defensemen Subban and Emelin for sizable raises. He has been through the rumor mill a dozen times, is almost certainly gone next summer anyway and is at a trade value high point coming off his first healthy season in awhile. He might only be a short-term option, but he could be a good one. With the Canes so thin on organization depth right now, I don’t know how the Canes put together a package but maybe if Mon sees the writing on the wall for next summer a collection of middle picks and prospects (NOT Skinner or the #5 pick) is enough.

 6) Trade Jeff Skinner for Erik Johnson (Clr). 

 If Colorado takes Seth Jones #1 overall, would they then consider trading Johnson? The Avs are not overly deep defensively and are not desperate for offense so nothing is imminent, but who knows. Johnson has not lived up to Norris Trophy type of expectations, but he has found his way to be a decent all-around serviceable top 4 defenseman who is just entering his prime. I have no idea what else gets pulled into a deal like this, but Skinner for Johnson is the foundation.

 7) Trade nothing (literally) for Andrej Meszaros (Phi).

 Even after Philadelphia buys out Danny Briere and probably Ilya Bryzgalov, they will still be right up against the cap with a few slots left to be filled. The Flyers added Streit, so they are 1 deeper on defense. Meszaros was a medical train wreck in 2013 having back surgery last summer, then tearing his Achilles to miss the start of the season and then injuring a shoulder, and returning only to reinjure it requiring off-season surgery. There is obviously some risk here, but he is only 27 and has logged 80+ games in 6 of his 9 season, so I am not sure it fair to tag him with the “injury prone” label. He is only signed through 2013-14, so he could be an inexpensive way to kick the can down the road. I figure the Canes explore better options through mid-July. If there just is not another deal to be done, timing could be perfect for Philadelphia needing to squeeze under the salary cap in which case it’s a 6th round pick for Meszaros. 

 8) Sign Anton Volchenkov (NJ) as a UFA IF New Jersey buys him out.

 Volchenkov is a similar story to Meszaros. Very recently, he was considered a solid top 4. Only last summer he was a serviceable part of a Devils defense that made the finals. Like Meszaros he had injury issues (although not to the same magnitude) in 2013. The biggest difference is that in current form, he comes with much more risk with 4 more years to go on his contract. He becomes much less risky and probably a little cheaper if he gets bought out and hits the open market. He is a pure stay-home top 4. The top-end version of Volchenkov is a tremendous shot blocker and penalty killer. Right now, his cost trade-wise might be reasonable but the bigger issue is whether the Canes would want the risk of a 4-year commitment.

 9) Trade Jamie McBain plus middle-tier futures for Dennis Wideman (Cal). 

 Cal has officially entered full rebuilding mode, so it seems that any veterans of value could be had for the right price. Wideman is a right shot puck-moving defenseman. I question whether he is good enough at the pure defense that the Canes really need, but at least theoretically his skill set complements Tim Gleason’s more stay-home style. He also has a pretty big $5.25M cap hit over the next 4 years which locks you in before you test drive it and could even get in the way of a Marc Staal arrival down the road. 

 10) Trade Jamie McBain plus middle-tier futures for Mark Giordano (Cal). 

 Giordano is nothing exciting, but has developed into a serviceable top 4 defenseman and carries a slightly lower cap hit of about $4M. He is more defense-first than Wideman and might therefore be a better/safer bet. Neither of these guys makes the top of my want list, but with Cal possibly being willing sellers, maybe they can be had without creating a roster hole somewhere else if Rutherford can navigate the tricky salary cap brain teaser.

 Options that don’t thrill me:

 --Marc Staal (NYR). I suggested a Skinner for Staal trade about a month ago. At the time, Staal seemed likely to return during the playoffs. He did not. I would not risk it until he proves he can play and return to previous form. Even still, I like the idea of being patient and getting him as a UFA in 2 years.

 --Andrew Ference (Bos). I love him as a player, but my concern is that especially at 36, he is partially the beneficiary of a great defensive team and would look much different in a weaker Canes system.

 --Andre Benoit (Ott). See Ference. He looks like an up-and-coming young defenseman and will get paid accordingly. But in an Ottawa system where they went 3 goalies deep and plug-and-played a bunch of defensemen, was he really that good? Let someone else take the risk.

 --Toni Lydman (Ana). The 28-30 year old version of Toni Lydman would be a good fit. He feels more like a great veteran #5/#6 dman at this point than a 22 minutes/night top 4.

 --Jordan Leopold (StL). See Lydman. Decent defenseman, but maybe more of a solid #5. 

 --Marek Zidlicky (NJ). I fear that he leans a little too much offense and might also have benefitted in terms of showing defensive liability from playing in a Devils system that leaned defense first. He is also likely to be very expensive.

 --Ron Hainsey (Wpg). Though he may be a higher-end version of it, he looks too much like the small army of right shot, puck-moving, offense-first defenseman that we already tried in Corvo, McBain and to a lesser degree Murphy. The top priority is to get better defensively, and I think there are better options if you stay focused on that goal.

 --Ryan Whitney (Edm). Ditto Zidlicky and Hainsey on the offense-first/defense-questionable thing plus being a couple years removed from being a combination of reasonably healthy and good, he is a huge question mark suited only for flyers not must-work top 4 needs.

 --Tyler Myers (Buf). After regressing this year, he is suddenly a fully-priced top 4 dman who now needs to prove that he is actually a top 4. At $5.5M/year long-term, he also looks overpriced by about $1.5M with Voynov and Josi both signing long-term for only $4M/year coming off good seasons.

 What say you Canes fans? Will the Canes get lucky and see Edmonton or Buffalo overbid for the #5 pick? Will Scuderi even hit the open market or will LA find the cap space? Is a blockbuster for someone like Yandle, Johnson or maybe a Coburn on the horizon? Or will the Canes settle for a shorter term (AMarkov) or slightly riskier but also cheaper option (Volchenkov, Meszaros, etc.)? 

 The Canes ability to improve defensively and compete for a playoff spot probably hangs on this move more than any other.

 For a quick heads up when I post a Canes blog or to be part of the occasional Twitter banter follow me at CarolinaMatt63.

 Go Canes!
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So with Russian-born Valeri Nichushkin ranked among the top 5 on most people's mock drafts, the vague, fuzzy "Russian factor" has again reared its head. As a Canes fan, most likely bet seems to be that either Nichushkin or Alexander Barkov would be the top-ranked player to fall to #5 for my Carolina Hurricanes.

 First, to be clear, I believe exactly none of the "personality" screening of Russian players. There have been Russian players who have been absolutely top shelf in terms of attitude, character, effort and all the intangibles. And there have also been Russian players who have fallen short in terms of these same intangibles. Same is true for US-born, Canadien-born, European-born and everywhere else-born NHL players. It is not a nationality thing; it is an individual thing. And closer to home, Canes fans were incredibly happy with the signing and tremendous 2012-13 season by Alexander Semin who was available to the Canes last summer partly because of the nebulous Russian factor.

 Put more directly, I do not buy the broad-sweeping categorization of players character, effort level or similar based on nationality. It just makes no sense.

 But I do think it is incredibly important to evaluate players based on character in addition to raw hockey skill because I think this plays a huge role in success for NHL players same as for most other occupations. This assessment is an individual assessment attached to an individual player.

 BUT...I do think there is a legitimate growing "Russian factor" of risk in drafting young Russian stars. It has nothing at all to do with character it has very simply to do with professional hockey playing options and personal life geography. The KHL has grown in strength over the past 10 or so years to the point where it is strong financially at least in terms of what it can offer in terms of salaries. When you factor in the tax situation, it has become possible for star players to earn a comparable and possibly even better salary in the KHL. And the limitations of entry level contract amounts and to some degree the salary cap place constraints on NHL teams' ability to win outright "only the money matters" bidding wars against the KHL. It is difficult to say if the rumors are accurate, but Evgeni Malkin could have made as much or more than his just-signed NHL contract by returning home to Russia. It is not yet decided, but the KHL is trying to climb into the mix for Vezina Trophy-winner Sergei Bobrovsky.

 So this is where I think the "Russian factor" comes into play. The KHL could become a factor for more players of all nationalities. For a North American-born player, the appeal of going far far from home to play hockey in something still less than the best league in the world and have to deal with personal life changes like learning a new language, living in an unfamiliar place, being far from relatives, etc. is in most cases a negative in considering the KHL. But for a Russian-born player it could be a huge positive. For them it is "going home" to play. It is the reverse. They get to live closer to home in a place where they speak the native language and are familiar with the culture and where they are removed from relatives for the entirety of the NHL season.

 Right now the NHL has the pull of being the best hockey league in the world. Hopefully that continues. But you can see the writing on the wall that some young Russian players (and possibly even Eastern European players) could, for personal reasons, choose to take similar (or in some cases even better) money, maybe give up a little bit on the league and in return get the comforts of home.

 That for me is the "Russian factor" going forward. An emerging Canadien-born player who hits a contract squabble as an RFA with Toronto, Ottawa, etc. can threaten to explore his options in the KHL. And if the money is right and he is willing, he could leave. But you have to figure in almost all cases, that is only plan B and that the pull of the NHL and North American hockey gives the team significant leverage. But that is not true with a Russian-born player who has been away from home for 3-5 years and sincerely would love to go back everything else equal.

 This risk is really only in play with young players who are up for entry level or restricted free agent contracts where NHL teams have sole rights to a player and also some controls in place that reduce salary cost. (Yes. I realize that there are offer sheets, but the owning team still has significant control.) At the point where a player reaches UFA status/age, I think it is less of a concern. When a contract comes up the player is free to negotiate with 29 other NHL teams anyway and can command whatever the market will bear anyway, so adding the KHL to the mix is but a minor addition to the mix.

 Shorter version: The increasing viability and appeal of the KHL as a decent plan B for young hockey stars increases the risk of drafting them and hoping to benefit from their short-term rights under limits of the CBA.

 For a quick heads up when I post a Canes blog and to be involved in the occasional banter on Twitter, follow me at CarolinaMatt63.

 Go Canes!
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Hartley sets expectations high for prospects

Conditioning now paramount throughout the Flames’ organization

By Scott Cruickshank, Calgary Herald July 14, 2013 11:13 PM

They’ve been warned. Any less than tip-top fitness will not be tolerated.

Calgary Flames coach Bob Hartley told the gathering of 44 prospects exactly that at the team’s developmental camp last week. Fitness testing had taken place Wednesday at the University of Calgary.

“The first criteria will be conditioning,” said Hartley, heading into his second season with the National Hockey League club, now in the early stages of a rebuild. “I want to create an identity, especially since we’re going with some younger guys, that we will be a team that’s very resilient. We’ll never quit. We want to play an up-tempo game and the only way to achieve this is to skate and to be in shape.”

For the slackers, for the weak, for the pudgy, there is some good news — they have two months to get up to snuff before rookie camp opens.

“That’s what’s expected of everyone so it’s fair game for everyone,” Hartley said. “They have plenty of time to even improve their conditioning if they feel it’s not good enough.

“And that’s the way it’s going to be.”

Hartley, meanwhile, got a bit of a buzz the other night — taking a spin in a chuckwagon at the Stampede grounds.

“My chuckwagon ride was unbelievable,” said the Hawkesbury, Ont., native. “It was my first experience at the Stampede. Chad Harden, the driver, was just so nice and it was a real thrill for me to be on the same track as all those great guys.”

asdSDASDASDWhile he gets full marks for his hockey-ish name, Linden Penner’s favourite sport provided some ups and downs this past season.

n Down, getting released by the Saskatoon Blades. (“Kind of disheartened.”)

n Up, enjoying a bountiful winter with the Whitecourt Wolverines of the AJHL. (“Good experience.”)

n Down, not being drafted by a NHL team.

n Up, being invited to the Flames’ summer camp. (“Pretty surprising. I was so stoked.”)

n Up, scoring twice in Saturday’s scrimmage at WinSport’s Ice Complex, which had been brimming with fans.

“It was pretty cool to score those goals and have everyone cheering,” said Penner, an unheralded 18-year-old. “I’ve never skated at this level before, so it was definitely a big jump for me. But I enjoyed it. It was pretty fun out there.”

Also scoring were Sean Monahan, Coda Gordon, and Markus Granlund.

But in a game that featured the NHL-groomed likes of Sven Baertschi and Roman Horak, it was Penner who stole the show.

Taking a swell feed from Josh Jooris, Penner opened the scoring by picking the top glove-hand corner on netminder Jon Gillies. Later in the session, he crammed home some garbage.

“That first goal? I don’t score skill goals very often — I score greasy ones like the second one,” said the Sherwood Park native, who collected 34 points, including 14 tallies, in 40 appearances for Whitecourt. “I mean, that was pretty cool. I was pretty impressed.”

The wide-bodied winger — six foot three, 215 pounds — is bound this upcoming winter for the Everett Silvertips of the WHL.

“I’m going to try out. No guarantees,” said Penner. “But I’m going to work really hard to crack a spot on that roster. I’ve heard Kevin Constantine is the coach that’ll put you in The Show if you have it. So I’m pretty excited.”

In the post-game shootout — featuring 10 attempts — Morgan Klimchuk and Granlund converted.

C-NOTES: The Flames rookies scrimmage again Monday, at 10 a.m.

Hitmen add Russian Fazleyev in CHL import draft

Centre has big shoes to fill with Swedish sensation Victor Rask moving on

Calgary Herald July 3, 2013

The Calgary Hitmen have added an intriguing Russian prospect to their lineup in time for the 2013-14 season. The local Western Hockey League squad selected centre Radel Fazleyev with the 52nd overall pick in Wednesday’s Canadian Hockey League import draft and he figures to contribute right away.

“We are very excited to add a highly-skilled and versatile forward to our lineup,” said Hitmen GM Mike Moore in a statement.

“Radel will be a nice addition to our forward group.”

No pressure, but he’s replacing one of the top players on the squad — Swedish sensation Victor Rask, a Carolina Hurricanes prospect, who is moving on to the pro ranks. That leaves one of the team’s import spots free (Ukrainian Pavlo Padakin, Calgary’s 2012 CHL import draft choice has the other one).

Fazleyev recorded seven goals and 17 points in 23 games with Irbis Kazan of the Russian Junior League. He also had seven points in six games in helping Team Russia win silver at the 2013 World U17 Challenge. He played against future Hitmen teammates Jake Virtanen and Josh Thrower during that tourney.

The Vancouver Giants picked Russian defenceman Dmitry Osipov with the first overall pick.

Of Calgary’s Central Division rivals, Lethbridge nabbed Belarusian defenceman Khenkel Kristian with the 22nd overall pick, while Kootenay picked Russian rearguard Rinat Valiev 25th, Medicine Hat selected German centre Markus Eisenschmid at No. 28 and Edmonton drafted Danish winger Mads Eller — the younger brother of Montreal Canadiens forward Lars Eller — at No. 57. Red Deer had the 40th overall choice, but they passed.

© Copyright (c) The Calgary Herald    

Hitmen’s Driedger confident, older and wiser as another Ottawa Senators camp passes

Goalie learning about what it takes to become a good pro

By Kristen Odland, Calgary Herald July 9, 2013 
Already, Chris Driedger is way ahead of the game.

With a professional hockey career on his horizon in the coming years, billet life is coming to an end for the 19-year-old Calgary Hitmen netminder as he knows it. Things like grocery shopping and preparing meals become his responsibility, not someone else’s.

So, at his second Ottawa Senators development camp last week — where meal-planning is part of their curriculum and aimed at the future American Hockey Leaguers — Driedger, again, was all ears.

“It’s pretty sad when it comes to hockey players and cooking,” the Winnipeg native was saying the other day, laughing. “They taught us how to buy a bunch of steaks and chicken and to marinade them beforehand and pop them in the freezer and then fry ’em up. Then, pasta is pretty straightforward — they didn’t have to walk us through that one, boil water.

“But they just teach us what you need in a meal for high energy. Pretty helpful stuff, actually. They try to make sure it’s easy and healthy, so it’s a good thing.

“They teach you how to be a pro, which is what it is all about.”

Last year, he’d gone in as a freshly selected golden child from the class of 2012, drafted in the third-round and 76th overall by general manager Bryan Murray and the Senators.

Driedger evolved significantly in 12 months and his confidence grew having taken over the starting role for the Hitmen. The six-foot-two, 186-pounder posted a 36-14-4 record with a 2.51 goals against average and a 0.915 save percentage (and a pair of shutouts). His most impressive work came in the post-season as he put together three consistent Western Hockey League playoff rounds, making save after save in high-pressure situations to (almost single-handedly some nights) give his team a chance to win.

Driedger was also at Hockey Canada’s goaltender development camp in Calgary earlier this summer, although he was left off the list of the world junior team summer camp roster.

“Last year going into (Senators) camp, I wasn’t really that happy with my 17-year-old year,” he said. “This year, I kind of took the starting load, so I’m a little more confident this year. I was at the Hockey Canada development camp and they are pretty similar. They are both really good experiences and the more you go the more you are excited to go to another one.

“The guys were great. I’m still a bit of a young-gun but the experience is good.”

The unfortunate part, however, was a lingering high-ankle sprained caused the Senators training staff to be cautious and his ice time was limited.

Driedger, who was Calgary’s MVP on most nights during the 2013 WHL post-season, had suffered the injury on a save he made during the gritty Eastern Conference final against the Edmonton Oil Kings.

And, for the record, it wasn’t just any save.

It was Game 6 at the Scotiabank Saddledome and the Hitmen were down 2-0 in the second period with their playoff lives hanging in balance. He had been following an odd-man rush when Edmonton’s Michael St. Croix slipped a backdoor pass to an oncoming T.J. Foster.

Somehow, Driedger managed a mid-air paddle stop on Foster — the save of the game — and it also prevented a three-goal Edmonton lead.

“I was nowhere near the position and I reached back and it hit my arm, miraculously,” Driedger recalled. “It was a pretty big-slash-lucky save. During that, I reached back so far my ankle just popped out.”

Trying to put on a poker-face (especially with the potential of a Game 7 and, who knows, maybe even a WHL championship on the line), he soldiered on until the end of the game and the Hitmen eventually sealed a 4-3 overtime victory.

At the time though . . .

“I was like, ‘Wow,’ and just tried to hold back the pain,” Driedger said, wincing at the memory. “Everyone was coming over to me and were like, ‘Oh man, that was a great save. Great save.’ And I was like, ‘Ahhh, my ankle,’ and just trying to breathe deeply to make sure I was going to be OK to play.

“Then, I had to play good in Game 7.”

In the end, the Hitmen wound up losing the deciding game 2-0 and saw their season end although Driedger, ankle taped and managing the pain, said his injury didn’t hinder his play.

But it wasn’t easy.

“As a goalie, your ankle twists to the side when you butterfly and that’s the single thing that hurts it,” he said. “So, it’s kind of unfortunate being a goalie because I feel like if I was a player, I’d be fine. The twisting of the ankle is pretty painful so that’s why my ankle has to be 100 per cent before I do anything.”

That, so far, has set back his summer plans — especially his on-ice sessions with the Senators — but he’d rather play it safe considering two years ago, Driedger had the exact injury but on his opposite ankle.

“I would way rather just heal it up rather than have a reoccurring injury,” said Driedger, who heads into his third season with the Hitmen this fall. “It’s not like a new thing for me and I’ve been getting treatment so it’s been good.

“I think I’m back to 100 per cent.”

kodland@calgaryherald.com
Oilers acquire forward David Perron from Blues for Paajarvi, pick

By Stephen Whyno, The Canadian Press July 10, 2013  

When David Perron returned to game action in December 2011 after missing 13 months with a concussion, he produced like he had never left.

And though his points dropped this past season, Perron was still an effective offensive performer for the St. Louis Blues.

Now Perron could get a chance to add even more on offence after being traded to the Edmonton Oilers for Magnus Paajarvi and a second-round pick. In Edmonton, the 25-year-old will be part of a young core of skilled players along with Taylor Hall, Jordan Eberle, Sam Gagner, Ryan Nugent-Hopkins and Nail Yakupov.

"There's a ton of players with a lot of skills," Perron said in a phone interview. "I think it's a real nice fit for me. It's that type of game that I want to play that I feel like I got to the NHL that way, and that's how I'll have the most success."

Perron had 10 goals and 15 assists in 48 games last season, doing so in a more conservative system under coach Ken Hitchcock. Blues general manager Doug Armstrong believes Perron can thrive in any system, but the Oilers' one might fit particularly well.

"He's a guy who has a skill set that'll be better suited to playing the game the way that we want to play the game," Oilers GM Craig MacTavish said in a radio interview with AM-630 in Edmonton. "There's going to be more attack opportunities, more rush opportunities.

"This guy has potentially one of the best set of hands in the league."

Perron is expected to play left wing with the Oilers and will be counted on to kill penalties and help out on the offensive end, as well. In 340 games with the Blues, he had 84 goals and 114 assists.

"I think that David, he's a dynamic player, and he has an unbelievable skill-set that sometimes takes a little bit of time to get used to playing with ... for his teammates to get to understand his nuances," Armstrong said on a conference call.

Perron has three more years left on his contract that counts just over US$3.8 million against the salary cap. The Blues need to free up space to sign restricted-free-agent defenceman Alex Pietrangelo, but Armstrong said the deal had more to do with diversifying at forward.

"(How) our team is situated right now we have a number of players about the same size and about the same stature," Armstrong said, referring to Vladimir Tarasenko, Ty Rattie, Dmitrij Jaskin and Jaden Schwartz. "For us to bring in a six-foot-three, 210-pound left-winger that we think is just starting to understand his potential, he's 22 years old, one of the areas we wanted to try to improve was our speed, and I think that bringing in Paajarvi is going to help that."

Paajarvi had nine goals and seven assists in 42 games for the Oilers last season. He's a restricted free agent, but Armstrong said he liked that the Blues had the young winger's rights for the next four years.

"We view him coming in and competing in our group of nine," Armstrong said. "We've had nine forwards that are interchangeable and (coach Ken Hitchcock) has used them as interchangeable parts playing different guys with different players. Our team is built on balance and we think he has an opportunity to come in here and provide an element that we don't have right now."

In Perron, the Oilers get a more polished NHL player than they have in Hall, Eberle, Nugent-Hopkins and Yakupov. MacTavish singled out Perron's willingness to go to the dirty areas to score goals, but acquiring a six-foot playmaker doesn't do anything to add physicality to the mix of skill already in Edmonton.

"We're a team that really is pretty far down the path of playing a more skill, puck-possession game, a team that has to rely on quickness more so than bulk," MacTavish told the Oilers' website. "We're a team that's got to play quick."

Perron fits there.

MacTavish expressed some concern over the concussion that cost Perron over a year of his career, but playing 57 games the rest of the 2011-12 season and all 48 this season went a long way to assuaging any fears.

But this was a trade of need for need. The Oilers got more experienced, while the Blues got a player with perhaps some more potential.

"It's a good deal for both teams, at least that's what Craig and I both hope," Armstrong said. "David's a dynamic offensive player and has had success in the past. We think Magnus is just entering the guts of his career now, and we're looking forward to him being a Blue."
While he gets full marks for his hockey-ish name, RW Linden Penner’s favourite sport provided its share of ups and downs this past season.

* Down, getting released right off the bat by the Saskatoon Blades. (“Kind of disheartened.”)

* Up, enjoying a bountiful winter with the Whitecourt Wolverines of the Alberta Junior Hockey League. (“Good experience.”)

* Down, not being drafted by a National Hockey League team.

* Up, being invited the morning after the draft to the Calgary Flames’ development camp. (“Pretty surprising. I was so stoked.”)

* Up, scoring twice in Saturday’s scrimmage at WinSport’s Ice Complex, which had been crammed with adoring fans.

“It was pretty cool to score those goals and have everyone cheering,” said Penner, an unheralded 18-year-old. “I’ve never skated at this level before, so it was definitely a big jump for me. But I enjoyed it. It was pretty fun out there.”

Keen to get the hat trick, though?

“No,” he chuckled. “Two was enough.”

Also scoring were C Sean Monahan, RW Coda Gordon, C Markus Granlund.

But in a game that featured the NHL-groomed likes of C Sven Baertschi and C Roman Horak, it was Penner who stole the show.

Taking a swell feed from C Josh Jooris, Penner opened the scoring by ably picking the top glove-hand corner on goalie Jon Gillies. Later in the session, sniffing around the net, he crammed home a garbage goal.

“That first goal? I don’t score skill goals very often — I score greasy ones like the second one,” said the Sherwood Park native, who collected 34 points, including 14 goals, in 40 appearances for Whitecourt. “I mean, that was pretty cool. I was pretty impressed.”

The wide-bodied winger — six foot three, 215 pounds — is bound this upcoming winter for the Everett Silvertips of the Western Hockey League.

 A productive scrimmage won’t hurt his self-esteem.

“Definitely my confidence will be higher than if I wasn’t here,” said Penner. “But I’ve just got to keep my head down, keep focusing and training hard. I’m excited to go out there. Hopefully, it will be a good opportunity for me.

“I’m going to try out. No guarantees. But I’m going to work really hard to crack a spot on that roster. I’ve heard Kevin Constantine is the coach that’ll put you in The Show if you have it. So I’m pretty excited.”

In the post-game shootout — featuring 10 attempts — Granlund and LW Morgan Klimchuk converted.

Klimchuk, a Calgary kid, had been drafted in the first round, 28th overall, last month in New Jersey.

“I’ve skated with guys of this calibre before, but not in a real-game setting like this,” said Klimchuk, who is rooming with Monahan this week. “It was pretty fast. Decisions happen pretty quickly, but, overall, I thought I did pretty well for my first time skating in a game scenario.”

Klimchuk is life-long fan of the Flames, so the camp packs an extra punch for him.

“It’s great to be wearing this jersey and get this experience going, and kind of get my feet wet about what to expect to play for the Flames,” he said. “You do see pretty quick what you need to work on, and that’s what I was hoping to get out of this week.”

Perhaps not surprisingly, there had been a few heavy hits, too — James Martin on Kenny Agostino, Austin Carroll on Patrick Sieloff, Bryce Van Brabant on David Eddy, Ben Hanowski on Mark Jankowski.

Honourable mention, too, goes to Sieloff, who was feuding with nearly everyone in his vicinity.

C-NOTES: Not participating in the session were C Max Reinhart and C Noel Acciari. No injury updates were provided . . . The Flames’ rookie groups practise twice Sunday — 10 a.m. and 11:30 a.m. — before scrimmaging again Monday, at 10 a.m.
Tod Button, the Calgary Flames’ director of amateur scouting, runs through the team’s eight picks from the National Hockey League draft Sunday at the Prudential Center:

* 6. C Sean Monahan (six-two, 187, OHL Ottawa): “We really like him. He has a chance to be a real high-end player in the NHL. He plays every situation. He’s a centreman, which certainly fills a positional need. He’s got size. He’s got character. A lot of intangibles.”

* 22. RW Emile Poirier (six-one, 183, QMJHL Gatineau): “We see Poirier as a scrappy goal-scoring winger who’s got speed and power. He’s a real hound around the net. He’s persistent. He’s another guy — we think he can play in the top-six down the road. He can contribute. Not just a one-dimensional guy. The versatility of these kids . . . it’s certainly a bonus.”

* 28. LW Morgan Klimchuk (five-11, 180, WHL Regina): “Morgan’s such a smart player. He can play in any situation. Kills penalties. Plays on the power play. Individually, he’s probably not a dynamic player. But the way he fits in, in any situation. He does have an unbelievable release and he’s a great shooter. But we don’t see him as a one-dimensional goal scorer. Even though he was on a weak team this year in Regina, he scored in the 30s. All three of those (first-round) guys had 30 goals and 70 points, right?”

* 67. D Keegan Kanzig (six-five, 240, WHL Victoria): “A huge defenceman, but the first thing we noticed about him? We thought he understood the game very well and that he had high character, high intangibles. Off the ice leadership. On the ice leadership. He’s a great teammate. For us, it was an area we talked about — getting rough and tumble on the back end — but he’s got a good brain, too.”

* 135. D Eric Roy (six-two, 180, WHL Brandon): “He put up some tremendous numbers last year (53 points), so we were on him early because they had another first-round pick there in Ryan Pulock. At some point in the year, they struggled, both of them. I don’t want to tell you that we were worried about him, but we just saw him as a guy who had a good brain and had not as good a year as people expected. He started sliding (in the draft) . . . and we didn’t have the fourth-round pick because of Corban Knight. When it got to the fifth round, it was a no-brainer. We think he has some offensive upside.”

* 157. C Tim Harrison (six-three, 175, Dexter Prep): “(Scout) Mike Addesa pounded the table for this guy . . . all through our meetings, all through the year — ‘This guy is a good player. He’s big. He’s strong. He skates. He’s physical.’ He liked him so much and he had so much conviction about this guy being a player, we just said, ‘That’s your spot. Do you want to take him now?’ And he said, ‘Absolutely.’ ”

* 187. D Rushan Rafikov (six-one, 185, Yaroslavl 2, Russian junior): “All our European scouts saw him . . . and they all called him a warrior. He’s hard to play against. And making it hard on everybody, not just little guys or skilled guys. The side story to that is I asked Craig Conroy to phone Igor Kravchuk because Igor coached his team . . . just to do some background on (Valeri) Nichushkin. I didn’t tell him about any other names. I just told Connie to ask him about Nichushkin. But through the conversation, Rafikov’s name kept coming up. We already knew about him, but it was confirmation.”

* 198. D John Gilmour (five-11, 173, Providence College): “Because of (Flames prospects) Mark Jankowski and Jon Gillies, we had our pro scouts in there. Ronnie Sutter was in there. Obviously, John Weisbrod and Jay Feaster. So we had enough viewings of him. Mike Addesa’s in that area, too, and Frank Anzalone, our college scout. So the John Gilmour pick is like a total organizational pick because we had so many guys in there. He’s a ‘93-born freshman, so he’s got three years of school left. From speaking to those guys, it’s his brain and skill that they really like.”
Pesce selection creates a stir at draft

Submitted by chipalexander on 06/30/2013 - 20:55 
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NEWARK -- The shrieks could be heard all over the Prudential Center.

"That was probably just my mom," Brett Pesce said, smiling.

It's just that the selection of one of the "locals" in the NHL Entry Draft caused quite a stir from the 20 or 25 friends and family that Pesce had on hand in the stands. The Canes made Pesce, from Tarrytown, N.Y., their third-round selection, 66th overall, picking up a defenseman who will be entering his sophomore season at New Hampshire next fall.

"I'm trying not to look too far into the future, just take it step by step," he said of his plans.

Pesce played 38 games for New Hampshire this year, scoring one goal, notching five asists and with a plus-6 rating. He also has participated in the U.S. National Development Team program.

"He's a big, strong shutdown guy," said Tony MacDonald, the Canes' director of amateur scouting. "He's tall, lanky guy who will fill out the frame. He's about 186 to 190 now. He's an excellent defensive defenseman. He can move the puck, can kill penalties. He's used in critical defensive situations.

"He's a strong defensive player without taking a lot of penalties. He had six minutes in penalties. You'd like to see more than that probably from a defenseman but he's got such a good stick and plays so well positionally that he's able to get his position without having to hold and pull people down.

"We hope that he has a shot at making the U.S. national junior team."

Pesce has two brothers who play hockey. He played two seasons for the North Jersey Avalanche and also the Jersey Hitmen, taking advantage of local junior programs.

"I guess the game's getting bigger in our county," Pesce said. "I know a lot of good, young players who hopefully will play at the college level."

Read more here: http://blogs.newsobserver.com/canes/pesce-selection-creates-a-stir-at-draft#storylink=cpy
Morin and Hagg have good showing at Flyers' camp
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By SAM CARCHIDI — The Philadelphia Inquirer 

PHILADELPHIA — For the last three decades, the Flyers have struggled mightily to develop homegrown defensemen.

They have made an attempt to change that. In the last two Junes, the Flyers have drafted defensemen with eight of their 13 picks.

At the top of the list are Sam Morin and Robert Hagg. Morin, a 6-foot-6, 203-pounder, was chosen in the first round (11th overall) last month, while the 6-2, 205-pound Hagg was selected in the second (41st overall). Both were among the players who opened eyes during the Flyers' five-day developmental camp, which ended Thursday in Voorhees.

Thirty players participated in the camp. Unlike in past years, no scrimmages were held because the organization wanted to reduce the chance of injuries.

"I think it went well," said Ian Laperriere, the Flyers' director of player development. "My plan this year was different. I wanted to bring more one-on-one work. ... It would have been easy for me to have four scrimmages this week and throw a puck in the middle, but it wouldn't do anything good for those kids."

Even though Hagg was selected 30 slots after Morin, some scouts had him rated higher. He has a quicker release on his shot and has played against older competition in Sweden.

Morin, who turns 18 Friday, "moves really well for a big guy," Laperriere said. "It's impressive and he's got a great shot and moves the puck well."

Laperriere called Hagg "a quiet kid who is very smooth, very relaxed on the ice. He doesn't panic with anything. I just can't wait to see those two kids in a real game."

Laperriere cringed when saying he had read Morin compared to a young Chris Pronger.

"People have to relax a little bit; he's 18 years old ... and if he does become Chris Pronger-like in the future, we'll be very happy, but he's a long way from that," he said.

Seven defensemen taken in the last two drafts were at camp: Morin, Hagg, Terrance Amorosa and David Drake from this year's class, and Shayne Gostisbehere, Fredric Larsson and Reece Willcox from last year's class. (Larsson didn't skate because of a knee injury.)

General manager Paul Holmgren was pleased with the camp.

"This was the first step in the process," Holmgren said. "I was very happy with the level of play and the commitment everybody made."

September camp. The Flyers will have four days of their training camp - starting Sept. 19 - in Lake Placid, N.Y., home of the United States' "Miracle on Ice" victory over Russia in the 1980 Olympics.

The rest of the camp will be at the Wells Fargo Center because the Skate Zone in Voorhees is undergoing renovations to the locker rooms. The camp here will be open to the public.

Breakaways. Holmgren said he expected defenseman Andrej Meszaros to be cleared medically in late July. That will give the Flyers a logjam on the blue line. "You never have too much depth back there," the GM said. The Flyers will need to clear salary-cap space before the season starts. They are about $2 million over the $64.3 million cap, but that includes Scott Laughton ($1.1 million), who could begin the season in juniors. Teams can exceed the cap by 10 percent in the summer. 

Read more here: http://www.newsobserver.com/2013/07/11/3024476/morin-and-hagg-have-good-showing.html#storylink=cpy
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By SAM CARCHIDI — The Philadelphia Inquirer 

PHILADELPHIA — Scott Laughton and Nick Cousins, young centers who represent the Flyers' future, are taking different routes to the NHL.

At the Flyers' developmental camp this week, Cousins, selected in the third round of the 2011 draft, said he needs to be more defensively responsible to get to the next level.

Laughton, the Flyers' No. 1 pick in the 2012 draft, said his ticket to the NHL is down the other end of the ice. Specifically, he wants to improve around the net.

"I'm just trying to work on my offensive game all the time," said Laughton, a hardworking, cerebral player. "I think my defense kind of takes care of itself, so I just have to develop those little skills, and this camp helps out, too. I feel pretty confident right now with my game."

Laughton and Cousins say their plan is to make it difficult for the Flyers to cut them after training camp in September.

"I like hearing that," said Ian Laperriere, the Flyers' director of player development. "You want your guys to have that type of attitude."

Because he will turn 20 on July 20, Cousins is eligible to play in the AHL this season. In all likelihood, he will be with the Adirondack Phantoms.

Laughton is 19, so he is not AHL-eligible and figures to be sent back to juniors. He had 56 points (23 goals, 33 assists) and a plus-22 rating in 49 games with the Oshawa Generals of the Ontario Hockey League last season.

The Flyers could decide to keep Laughton with the big team for the start of the season. His entry-level contract would not start until he played in his 10th NHL game this year.

Last season, Laughton played the first five games with the Flyers and he was defensively sound before returning to juniors. That brief stint - and the 14 pounds he has gained since then - has him feeling much more comfortable about his situation.

"To get a taste of that last year and to see what it's like, I definitely want to stick this year," he said. "That's my goal."

Laughton stayed with veteran winger Scott Hartnell when the Flyers were home last season, and the experience of being with an NHL team "gave me a taste of what it's like to be a pro. Hartnell took me in, and to see what he's like and how he's been so successful ... and how he handles it. To see those guys who you look up to and getting a chance to play with them with 18,000 screaming fans, it's a pretty special experience."

The 6-foot-1 Laughton has bulked up to 194 pounds after he was pushed around by Nick Grossmann during last year's camp. He has also improved his speed by working out with a skating coach and a new trainer.

Laughton was suspended twice last season - the result of a hit to the head and a check from behind - for a total of 15 games. He fine-tuned his offensive skills during workouts while he was suspended.

The suspensions won't make him alter his in-your-face play, a style that has worked for former Flyer Mike Richards.

"If I change my game, it just takes away from what I do and how I play the game and the fight I have," Laughton said.

Besides the young prospects, the Flyers have a surplus of centers, including Claude Giroux, Vincent Lecavalier, Brayden Schenn, Sean Couturier, Adam Hall, and Max Talbot. Schenn and Talbot could play wing.

Laughton, who grew up just outside Toronto, seems unfazed by the numbers game.

He wants to open eyes in training camp and give the Flyers a tough decision. If they do send him back to Oshawa, "I'll try to be a leader and hopefully be a captain there," he said.

Breakaways. Defenseman Oliver Lauridsen signed a two-year deal for $1.2 million. ... The prospect camp was held in Stone Harbor, N.J., on Wednesday. The last session is Thursday in Voorhees. 

Read more here: http://www.newsobserver.com/2013/07/10/3022421/laughton-and-cousins-say-plan.html#storylink=cpy
Canes take Swedish forward Lindholm

Submitted by chipalexander on 06/30/2013 - 15:34 

Bookmark and Share

Tags: Canes Now

NEWARK -- The Carolina Hurricanes did use the No. 5 pick in the NHL Entry Draft Sunday -- there was not a last-second trade for a defenseman -- and did take a forward, center Elias Lindholm of Sweden.

Lindholm played for Brynas in the Swedish Elite League last season and has one year left on his contract with the Swedish team. But his goal is to be in the NHL next season, in the Canes' lineup.

"I don't know. We'll see," he said, smiling. "You never know.

"I have one year left and my plans were to stay (in Sweden) but you never know. I haven't talked to them about leaving and playing in the NHL next year."

Canes general manager Jim Rutherford said Lindholm has a provision in his contract with Brynas that would release him from the final year if he makes the Canes roster. There would be no contract buyout by Carolina.

If Lindholm does not play next season for the Canes, he would return to Brynas, Rutherford said, noting, "Another year against the men there would further his development."

Rutherford said Lindholm was a natural center but could play right wing. While coach Kirk Muller will make the lineup decisions, Lindholm possibly could play right wing on Jordan Staal's line.

"He's a guy who does everything at a high tempo," Rutherford said. "He plays every shift at a high tempo. He's on the puck and does the little things that you look for in a player who has a chance to be a star player.

"A real team guy. He does what it takes to win. In his interview with us he explained that he always had to compete with his older brother that was two years older. He got that instilled in him at a young age."

Lindholm, listed at 6 feet and 191 pounds, said he likely would be coming to Raleigh for the prospects camp in July. That will give him a chance to reunite with two fellow Swedes -- Victor Rask, a center drafted by the Canes in 2011, and forward Erik Karlsson, taken by the Canes last year.

Asked to describe himself as a player, Lindholm said, "Two-way, working hard. I was a leader since I was a kid.

"I can be skilled. I can be tough. I can get shots. I can do whatever the coach tells me to do."

Lindholm said he was interviewed by the Canes in New York. He knew there was serious interest from Carolina, but wasn't not sure where he might land. He was told he likely would be selected between the fifth and ninth picks, coming to the Prudential Center Sunday afternoon to join the other nervous hopefuls and wait.

"I didn't know what to expect," Lindholm said. "I was so nervous all day. When Carolina said my name it was amazing."

Lindholm appears to be the kind of player any team would want. The skill level is there. So is the desire.

"He's a tremendous competitor," Tony MacDonald, the Canes' director of amateur scouting, said. "He plays the game hard. He wears his heart on his sleeve."

Lindholm, the youngest player on the Brynas team this season, finished third in points (30 points in 48 games) and was in the mix for the league's rookie of the year.

"It's pretty tough going into the men's league," Lindholm said. "They're big and strong and tough. In the junior league it's pretty much about speed. In the elite league, it's pretty defensive and hard to get scoring chances. 

"Junior league is faster. But against the men you learn something every day."

Lindholm's father, Mikael, was drafted by the L.A. Kings in 1987 and played 18 games in the NHL. Most of his hockey career was spent in the Swedish Elite League.

Elias Lindholm, the third-rated European skater, competed for Sweden in the 2013 World Junior Championship in Russia, notching two goals and two assists in six games as the Swedes took silver.

In talking about Lindholm, MacDonald noted he has been compared to such players as Daniel Alfredsson of the Ottawa Senators and Nicklas Backstrom of the Washington Capitals. He also has been referred to as the "next Peter Forsberg."

"You have to be careful putting the Forsberg tag on a player because that's difficult to live up to. But he has some of those tendencies in his game.," MacDonald said

Read more here: http://blogs.newsobserver.com/canes/canes-take-swedish-forward-lindholm#storylink=cpy
Johnson: Flames fans patiently wait for Gaudreau, hoping he’s not a Justin Schultz flight risk

Top prospect insists he’s staying in school at Boston College to improve his game, not sign with someone else when he’s done

By George Johnson, Calgary Herald July 12, 2013

The object of all the unease insists there is nothing sinister afoot. No hidden agendas. No carefully-concocted plots or simmering subterfuge.

“I really enjoy it here,” protests Johnny Gaudreau, the little guy with the big talent from Carneys Point, N.J. “I love all the coaches and the GM. I really enjoy my time when I come up here to Calgary.

“I’m just trying to get my education right now and I just want to keep playing hockey and hopefully I’ll get a chance to play for the Flames someday.”

As easy to pin down as a drop of mercury, as shifty as a card shark at a table full of rubes, he’s already conquered his current landscape.

Co-leading scorer for the gold-medal Americans at the last World Juniors. Hobey Baker finalist. Frozen Four and Beanpot champion.

If Gaudreau so chose, he could, with one flourish of pen to paper, take one of the left-wing slots on boss Bob Hartley’s starting-from-ground-zero club for the upcoming season.

Instead, he’s chosen to head back to Boston College for his junior year, and then likely his senior year, too. Which continues to leave folks hereabouts a tad fidgety.

Only last summer they watched defenceman Justin Schultz, drafted 48th by Anaheim in 2008, finish out his four years of college hockey eligibility, become a free agent, forsake the Ducks, and sign on with the Edmonton Oilers.

Might John Gaudreau, secretly dreaming of playing pro in, say, his home state or Boston, pull the same sort of sleight-of-hand?

Thursday, the first morning of Calgary’s 2013 development camp at WinSport Arenas, Gaudreau’s out there, No. 53, fizzing around the ice, slaloming past defenders, and later patiently posing for photos with fans wearing a Flaming C jersey.

Yet despite everyone’s most earnest assurances, some skeptics remain doubtful he’ll never pull on one for real.

“I understand (the apprehension),” says Gaudreau. “Like the Schultz thing. That was a big deal. Some players do it.

“I’m strictly going back to school to improve my game, not to wait out the years to try and sign with someone else.”

Outwardly, at any rate, the Flames remain the picture of calm. The lure of playing alongside younger brother Matt at B.C. this winter, the opportunity to pack a bit more poundage on that undeniably slender 5-foot-8, 155-pound frame before he ventures out on an ice surface against carnivorous, 220-pound men, and the enticement of finishing his schooling, they repeat, are all acceptable reasons for his returning to the Golden Eagles.

“I’d be more worried,” reasons assistant to the GM Craig Conroy, “if next year at this time we were at this same point. We have the same agent. And I’ll kill Lewis (Gross) if he pulls a fast one on us.”

(But seriously . . .)

“I think if Johnny looks at our team and the opportunity he’s got here, it’s a good fit. We’re rebuilding, he’s a young guy. If he wants to go back and play with his brother . . . he knows how we feel about him.”

Conroy’s direct superior, GM Jay Feaster, also claims his sleep — at least for the moment — is untroubled by Gaudreau’s reluctance to turn pro.

“I’m not concerned about it, from the standpoint of, ‘Do I think that he’s going to do four years of college, then wait until Aug. 16 to become a UFA?”;

“We’ve had enough conversations with Johnny and his family, with his family adviser, that I’m not concerned about that.”

“As we go forward, there will be opportunity for him on the left side. There’s one more year (at B.C.) and I don’t think it hurts anything. But clearly we’d like to get him here sooner rather than later.

“I know (him leaving as a UFA) is what the fans worry about, but I’m not concerned that he’s going to college as a ruse for, ‘I don’t want to play in Calgary.’ That’s not the case.”

Where he ultimately plays is one issue. If he can play at an elite level, given his size, is another.

Until any young hopeful is thrust into an NHL environment and, say, Dustin Brown tries to feed him six inches of composite stick shaft or Milan Lucic happens to look cross-eyed at him, you just never know.

But out on the ice at WinSport, against his peers, at any rate, Johnny Gaudreau is a step ahead, a burst apart. Somehow just out of reach. As smooth as a shot of Bailey’s on a cold Jersey winter night.

“How many times,” asks Conroy following the hour-and-a-half workout, “did we hear ‘Whooo!’ or ‘Aaaah!’ or ‘Wow!’ today? He’s so shifty. Everyone says ‘He’s small, so hit him.’ But he’s so quick, his hands are so good, he’s got his head up, has such great vision and he skates so well, especially laterally, that it’s way easier to talk about than actually do.

“You figure you’ve got him and then . . . he’s gone. He may not be huge but he’s electric.

“You can see the difference in him. He came here as a shy kid the first year, didn’t really talk much, push himself into the group a lot. Now he’s much more confident. He’s won a national championship. He’s done some amazing things.

“He wasn’t sure when he first got here, he was feeling his way like everybody else, but now you look at him and you know that he knows he belongs.”

Yes, but belongs where, and to whom, when he does finally decide he’s ready to test his mettle against the big boys?

“I’m just trying to show them,” says Gaudreau, “that I can make their team someday. I know every year I’ve been getting better and better.

“I know I want to make sure they believe in me and when I do come in I want to make sure that I’m ready.”

Seems utterly logical, that explanation, in every respect.

So the wait continues.

And with it, despite all those lovely assurances, the unease.

George Johnson is the Herald’s sports columnist. E-mail him at gjohnson@calgaryherald.com
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Flames’ goalie prospect Berra using development camp to hone small-ice skills

Swiss stopper used to larger Olympic-sized surfaces

By Scott Cruickshank, Calgary Herald July 10, 2013

Baby-faced teens, some chosen in the National Hockey League draft as recently as 10 days ago, are sauntering around him in sweat-drenched T-shirts.

Reto Berra’s own draft day? Way back in 2006.

Not that he’s offended by the company he’s currently keeping. Well, just a bit.

“Yeah, I feel a little bit old here,” the 26-year-old, smiling, said Wednesday after fitness testing at the University of Calgary.

But Berra had actually asked the Calgary Flames if he could attend this week’s development camp, knowing full well the wide-eyed status of the other participants. Simply put — the six-foot-five netminder needed to get some work on the smaller ice surface before main camp.

“I wanted to go on the ice . . . because the ice is different,” said Berra, a native of Bulach, Switzerland. “I have to get into it. I have to be ready when I come in September, so I thought it was a great opportunity for me to come here.”

Berra, part of the return in the Jay Bouwmeester trade with the St. Louis Blues, is in the mix — with Karri Ramo and Joey MacDonald — for the Flames’ starting role.

He likes the sound of that.

“(Playing in the NHL) was always my dream,” he said. “As a player, when it’s on the table, you have to take it. I’m going to prepare myself as good as I can and try to give my best. I’m really happy to be here. It’s a great chance for me to take the next big step in my career. Now I’m here. The coaches (especially Bob Hartley who spent 2011-12 in Zurich) know me from the Swiss league. So I’m really happy.”

Making the leap from Switzerland is not unthinkable, not after Berra’s recent star turn at the world championship — four appearances, goals-against average of 1.00, save percentage of .967.

“At the worlds, I played against a lot of NHL guys and I did pretty good,” he said. “That was a big stage — also world juniors (2006 and 2007). We did pretty well, Switzerland, this year (at the world championship). So, for sure, it’s a good point for my bag of things . . . the games that I played there. I felt really, really comfortable. I played with a lot of confidence.

“I think maybe that impressed a couple of people here and in Switzerland, too.”

With a chuckle, he did note that in the 4-2 win over the Czechs, he surrendered both goals to Jiri Hudler — someone, he dearly hopes, is a future teammate.

The transition from European hockey is not unmanageable. Just obvious.

“For sure, the smaller rink makes for a goalie a lot of different things,” explained Berra, “because the angles are different and everything. We will see this week how that works. At the world juniors, 2006 in Vancouver, I felt pretty good on the smaller rink. But now I’ve played for a long time not on smaller rinks. That’s a big difference and a challenge for me.”

Drafted by the Blues in the fourth round — seven picks after James Reimer went to the Toronto Maple Leafs — Berra attended two summer camps in St. Louis.

But that’s it.

“Now I can play maybe in Canada for Calgary — that’s better than in St. Louis,” said Berra, grinning. “I like Canada more. I’m really happy.”

scruickshank@calgaryherald.com
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Now he knows — keep a Sharpie in his holster at all times.

Because if Sean Monahan had been wondering at all about Calgary’s status as a hockey market, he got certain validation this week.

The Flames’ top choice at the recent National Hockey League draft, Monahan has already been rattling off autographs for the team’s keen boosters — and they’re everywhere.

On the plane ride to Calgary — “There were people on the flight who knew who I was . . . it was pretty cool.”

Upon his arrival at the airport — “There were a few fans that wanted pictures and stuff. It’s pretty awesome how much support (the Flames) get.”

Meaning, for the 18-year-old, it has started. For signatures and beyond.

“They’re obviously supportive and loyal hockey fans,” said Monahan. “It’s really cool. I love being around those kinds of fans and doing things for them.

“It’s going to be a blast to play here in the coming years.”

On June 30, the rebuilding Flames had grabbed the Ottawa 67’s captain sixth overall. The highly regarded Monahan will get a long look at main camp in the fall.

But right now, the young centreman’s focus is the team’s development camp. Fitness testing took place Wednesday at the University of Calgary. Monahan — and 43 other prospects — will be on the ice Thursday at WinSport’s Ice Complex.

“I’m really looking forward to it,” said the six-foot-two, 187-pounder. “I want to make the team . . . so I want to make an impression. I think getting to know the guys here, I’m doing everything I can to show that I’m a good player and a good person. I’m just excited to be able to do that here.”

Monahan’s group is scheduled for a morning session.

And for all his confidence, he acknowledges that there may be butterflies.

“I guess I’m a little nervous,” said the Brampton, Ont., native, who’s wearing No. 23. “I don’t really know what to expect right now. But I think I’ll be fine, come (Thursday), when I step on the ice.”

Camp features six days of team sessions, including a pair of scrimmages (Saturday and Monday).

“It’s just showing your commitment — being early, being the hardest worker,” Monahan said. “I try to be the hardest worker at whatever I do. By doing that, that makes a big impression and leaves a big statement. Being an all-around good person and getting along with everyone — obviously, the team wants a character guy. And that’s what I try to do.”

The Flames’ track record in the first round isn’t so hot. But it had been 15 years since they’d picked as high as No. 6, so the city has lofty hopes for Monahan.

“I think you have a little bit of pressure,” he said, “but I just try to be myself. That’s what got me here. So I’m just going to work hard and be the person I am and the player I am. That’s my goal.”

For Ottawa, Monahan had collected 78 points in each of the past two seasons. All told, through three winters, he put nearly 200 OHL games in the bank.

In other words, he’s ready to move on. That first step took place in Newark, N.J.

“It was crazy — come draft day, I didn’t know what to expect,” said Monahan. “Getting drafted by Calgary was pretty special. It was a place I wanted to play. Playing in a Canadian city is awesome. It doesn’t really sink in for a while, so it hasn’t really felt real. But I guess it’s starting to sink in now. I want to make an impact — so a lot of hard work.”

C-NOTES: C Mark Jankowski becomes the Flames’ third forward prospect to be invited to Canada’s world junior selection camp this summer. Monahan and RW Emile Poirier are also attending . . . The Flames, according to RDS, have offered a contract to LW Steve Begin, 35. He skated in 36 games last season, garnering eight points. His salary last season was $525,000 . . . Bodog.com has set the over-under for Boston RW Jarome Iginla’s production this season — 27.5 for goals, 61.5 for points . . . Toronto signed C Joe Colborne, of Calgary, to a one-year (one-way) deal worth $600,000.

scruickshank@calgaryherald.com
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He's a complete hockey player. He's a great young man. He's always got a positive perspective. He always pays attention to how he treats people around him. He's very cognizant of being a leader, not just in our locker room but in our community." - Dave Hakstol, UND Head Coach

"There are things he's sacrified for his career and his lifestyle. He's made me a better person because of it. Living with someone like that makes you think about more important things in life and what kind of person you can be. He's one of those guys who has that influence on you." - UND senior defenseman Joe Gleason

"Trying to find a hole in his game is pretty hard." - UND senior forward Carter Rowney

Championships

2011-12 WCHA Tournament Champions 

2010-11 WCHA Tournament Champions 

2010-11 WCHA Regular Season Champions 

2009-10 WCHA Tournament Champions 

Awards & Honors

Two-year assistant captain 

2012-13 Hobey Baker Memorial Award Finalist

2012-13 All-College Hockey News Second Team 

2012-13 All-WCHA Second Team

2012-13 NCAA West Region All-Tournament Team 

2012-13 Vote For Hobey leading vote-getter (Phase I)

2012-13 Hockey Commissioner's Association National Player of the Month (December) 

2011-12 Archie Krum Memorial Athletic Scholarship recipient as the player who "demonstrates leadership qualities, high academic standards and athletic excellence" 

2-time WCHA Offensive Player of the Week (12/18/12, 2/21/12) 

2-time WCHA Rookie of the Week (1/12/10, 2/16/10) 

2-time Ken and Marcia Nelson Impact Scholarship recipient 

Notable

Leads the nation with 623 faceoff wins, 120 more than any other player 

His 623 faceoff wins are the second-most in UND single-season history 

Had nine games of 20-plus faceoff wins 

Reached the scoresheet in 32 games, most in the nation 

Tied for third nationally with a career-high 33 assists

Leads the nation with 24 first assists 

Ranks eighth nationally in assists per game (0.82) 

Ranks eighth in national scoring race with a career-high 49 points 

Has won 57.8 percent of his faceoffs 

Ranks third in the nation in scoring since Dec. 8 with 31 points

Put together a 19-game point streak that was the fourth-longest in UND history 

Streak was UND's longest in 25 years 

Has 13 multi-point games this season, including a pair of 4-point performances 

Has been held without a point in consecutive games twice all season

Ranks sixth among active DI men's players with 146 career points 

Ranks sixth among active DI men's players with 94 career assists 

Tied for sixth among active DI men's players with 161 games played 

UND's first player with two seasons of 30+ assists since Zach Parise (2002-04)

Became UND's first player with three straight 40-point seasons since T.J. Oshie and Ryan Duncan both did it in 2007-08 

Set UND single-season faceoff record in 2009-10 at 59.9 percent 

UND went 33-4-6 (.837) when Knight scored a goal 

Received 36,548 votes during Phase I of Vote For Hobey, more than double the next-closest candidate 

Has logged more than 50 hours of community service in his career, including 40 over the past two seasons alone 

Has volunteered for multiple organizations, including: Special Olympics, Northlands Rescue Mission, Altru Health System, and Grand Forks Park District 

Knight's Career Overall Statistics:

Year

   GP

   G

   A

  PTS

       PEN

 PPG

 SHG

 GWG

  +/-

2009-10

 37

 6

 7

 13

 12/35

 2

 0

 0

 +8

2010-11

 44

 14

 30

 44

 17/34

 4

 1

 3

  +25

2011-12

 39

 16

 24

 40

 18/36

 3

 1

 3

 +15

2012-13

 41 16

 33

 49

 20/40

 3

 0

 2

 +16

Totals

 161

 52

 94

 146

  67/145

 12

 2

 8

 +64

Knight's Career WCHA Statistics:

Year

   GP

   G

   A

 PTS

       PEN

 PPG

 SHG

 GWG

  +/-

2009-10

 24

 3

 5

 8

 11/33

 1

 0

 1

 +5

2010-11

 28

 8

 21

 29

 12/24

 3

 0

 2

 +16

2011-12

 27

 9

 19

 28

 10/20

 2

 0

 1

 +7

2012-13

 28

 12

 23

 35

 15/30

 2

 0

 1

 +14

Totals

 107

 32

 68

 100

  48/107

 8

 0

 5

 +42

Gregor: Big, two-way centre Corban Knight could really help Edmonton Oilers with this skill set

By Jason Gregor, Edmonton Journal June 16, 2013  
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Gregor: Big, two-way centre Corban Knight could really help Edmonton Oilers with this skill set

Corban Knight

EDMONTON - When you look at the Edmonton Oilers roster, it’s easy to see they need to upgrade their defence, add some speed and grit in their bottom six and find some size, especially down the middle.

When you scan the pending NHL free-agent list, not many names jump out as automatic upgrades. It would be great to sign Jarome Iginla, Nathan Horton or David Clarkson, but the bidding for those three will be fierce and steep.

Oilers general manager Craig MacTavish has already stated he’s leery of overspending in free agency, so he’ll tread lightly in the free-agent waters.

One player that few are talking about is pending free agent Corban Knight. Don’t bother scanning the free-agent list because he isn’t on it. The Florida Panthers drafted him in the fifth round (139th) of the 2009 entry draft, but he’s spent the past four seasons developing his game at the University of North Dakota.

“I’m a two-way centreman who takes pride in both ends of the ice, but I take a lot of pride in the defensive zone,” the six-foot-two, 195-pound centreman said when asked to describe his game.

“Over the last couple of years I’ve become a faceoff specialist, if you call it that, and I’ve worked extremely hard in that area,” the22-year-old, right-shooter said. “I take a lot of pride in my faceoffs. I have a little bit of offensive upside, but if I’m hoping to play in the NHL it will be as a reliable two-way, third-line centre.”

Knight was very poised, polite and extremely humble during our phone interview. I’d say he offers more than just little offensive upside.

He was one of the 10 finalists for the 2013 Hobey Baker Award, handed out annually to the top NCAA men’s hockey player. Knight had a stellar senior year at UND. His accomplishments include:

Finishing in the top 10 in scoring in the nation;

A 19-game point streak, the longest at UND in the last 25 years;

Getting points in 29 games, second most in the nation;

Winning 60 per cent of his faceoffs. In fact, Knight’s past three seasons have been very consistent as he’s averaged 58 per cent in the faceoff dot;

Potting 14 goals and 44 points in 44 games in 2011;

Scoring 16 goals and 40 points in 39 games in 2012

Scoring 16 goals and 49 points in 41 games in 2013.

Knight was very adamant that the strengths of his game are his defensive awareness and faceoffs, but he clearly possesses an offensive touch. He has steadily improved as a player, but he believes college allowed him to grow as a person.

“I’ve always been a late-bloomer, physically. I didn’t get selected in the bantam draft, major junior was never an option for me until I finished my first year of junior A, and by that time I was already committed to UND.

“I was pretty set on going to school. I knew since I was a late bloomer I could develop more in college. When I got there it was a rude awakening; playing against 22- and 23-year-olds who are men while you are a little punk coming out of junior hockey, Knight said, laughing.

“It was definitely a big step for me. It helped me develop both physically and mentally. I put on a lot of weight, grew an inch, and being away from home, going to school and having a lot on your plate really helped me mature.

“It was a great experience for me and it was exactly what I needed for my development,” Knight said.

So why didn’t the Panthers sign the resident of High River?

“After my season finished, we had talks with Florida and negotiations took place, but it turned out it wasn’t going to work out for both parties. We told Florida we were going to wait until free agency (Aug. 15) or a trade,” explained Knight.

The Panthers have drafted Jonathon Huberdeau, Vincent Trocheck, Nick Bjugstad and Quinton Howden in the past three years, and they want to give them a shot. After speaking with the Panthers and looking at their depth chart Knight and his agent felt it was in his best interest to test the free-agent market.

Three teams have contacted the Panthers about acquiring Knight, and the Oilers are one of them, according to my sources. Will they sign another top college free agent two years in a row?

Is Knight ready to play in the NHL this season?

“To be honest, four years ago and even two years ago I would tell you there was no chance that I was ready to step into professional hockey, and more specifically the NHL,” said Knight.

“However, with my development at UND I was able to get stronger and more physically mature, and I’ve taken big steps improving my foot speed. Obviously, I have a lot of respect for the NHL and the guys playing there, it is the best league in the world. However, I think if I was able to come into a training camp, have a good camp and get some lucky breaks, I’d like to think I’d have a chance to crack an opening-day roster.”

Currently, Knight has the luxury of training with NHLers, including Oilers forward Jordan Eberle at Crash Conditioning in Calgary.

“It’s awesome to be around guys like Eberle and see how hard they work and what it really takes to be successful at the next level. It is inspiring going to Crash every day and see Jordan, and all the success he’s had, and hoping one day that I can be half as successful as him. It’s pretty cool to be in that environment,” Knight said.

Knight’s hard work and dedication has put him in great position. He will be able to choose an organization that needs his skill set, and Edmonton is definitely in need of a big, two-way centre.

You can listen to Gregor weekdays from 2-6 p.m. on the TEAM 1260, read him at oilersnation.com and follow him @jasongregor on Twitter.
Development Makes Knight NHL Ready Wednesday, June 19, 2013 Four years at North Dakota 'did wonders for me,' newest Calgary Flame raves. Corban Knight posted a 19-game point streak and totaled 49 points as a senior. The Calgary Flames pulled off a trade Tuesday for what they think is an NHL-ready forward. To hear Corban Knight tell it, they have his development at North Dakota to thank for his apparent readiness for the pro game. "Four years of college did wonders for me, both for the physical maturity and the mental maturity," Knight told the Calgary Herald. Knight's Player Page He expanded upon those thoughts with the Flames' web site: "The on-ice development in Grand Forks ... it was huge. I had the all the opportunity in the world to get better as a hockey player and that will really set me up well for the transition (to pro). "Off the ice, being away from home and having to balance your schedule helps you grow up. The mental side was equally as important for me - I grew up." Looking back at his time with UND, he pinpoints his overall consistency as the area he has improved the most in. He worked doggedly on leveling out his game and making sure he was dependable in three zones. "Every hockey player wants to be as consistent as possible and that is something I knew I had to improve on in order to move to the next level," he explained. "From where I was four years ago to now, I'm happy with where I am and will continue to work on getting better." Jay Feaster, Calgary's general manager, expressed why the organization was happy to part with a fourth-round pick to acquire Knight's rights from the Florida Panthers. "Corban Knight is a player our scouts have been watching closely throughout his collegiate career," he said in a statement. "We are thrilled to add him to our organization and look forward to his debut in a Flames' sweater this fall." Listen to Corban Knight on Calgary's SportsNet 960 Knight's senior season at UND was highlighted by a 19-game point streak that stretched nearly three months. He was a Hobey Baker Award finalist, finished eighth nationally with 49 points and won 623 faceoffs, 24% more than the next closest player in the nation. - See more at: http://collegehockeyinc.com/articles/development-makes-knight-nhl-ready#sthash.jhxbppMf.dpuf

Sabres select Finnish defenseman Rasmus Ristolainen with their first pick in NHL draft

June 30, 2013 - 3:56 PM

NHL Draft Hockey_Naso

Associated Press photo

By John Vogl

NEWARK, N.J. -- The Sabres said they wanted Finnish forward and 2011 first-round draft pick Joel Armia to come to Buffalo with a friend or two. They made sure of it today.

The Sabres selected defenseman Rasmus Ristolainen with the No. 8 selection in the NHL draft. 

He is believed to be NHL-ready. The 6-foot-3, 201-pounder has been playing with men in Finland for two seasons already. 

"Armia is a good friend for me," the 18-year-old Ristolainen said in Prudential Center. "He told me Buffalo is a very good place and very nice city."

Ristolainen led his Finnish team in scoring with three goals and 15 points while averaging more than 21 minutes per game.

"As a two-way defenseman, I have to do everything well in every situation," he said. "I try to play like Shea Weber. He’s like my idol. He’s a big leader, plays physical, has a good shot.

Ristolainen figured he would get picked in the 10-15 range.

"It was a good surprise for me," said Ristolainen, who figures he can play in Buffalo next season. "I think it’s maybe easier to get a spot on the team if they are rebuilding."
Big and mean on the blue line is apparently very important to the Buffalo Sabres, based on their first-round selections in Sunday afternoon’s NHL draft.

A little hometown flavor doesn’t hurt, either.

The Sabres’ rebuilding project hit full stride when they selected Finnish defenseman Rasmus Ristolainen and Russian defenseman Nikita Zadorov.

They then took two college-bound centermen early in the second round — but only after trading defenseman Andrej Sekera to the Carolina Hurricanes in exchange for pick No. 35 and defenseman Jamie McBain — before picking Williamsville native Justin Bailey later in round two.

Bailey is a 6-foot-3, 194-pound right winger who played with Kitchener of the Ontario Hockey League. Strong and a solid skater, he is projected as a power forward and has been mentored by former Sabres Pat LaFontaine and Matthew Barnaby.

They found their sixth-round pick in their backyard, too, taking Buffalo native Sean Malone. He played at the Nichols School in 2011-12 and was with USA Hockey’s National Team Development Program this past year.

The day was mostly about adding pieces for the distant future. But the Sabres’ first pick has a chance to play for them next season.

The 6-foot-4, 207-pound Ristolainen, who played in the Finnish Elite League the past two seasons, was chosen eighth overall. Scouting reports say he can play mean, but he also has a big slap shot.

He gained great experience with TPS in the Finnish League the past two years, playing against men when he was only 17 and 18, so it’s possible he could join the organization for the upcoming season.

“It’s not the same as the NHL, but the men sure are as big and as tough,” Ristolainen told reporters on the draft floor at the Prudential Center in Newark, N.J.

While surprised he was chosen so early (he expected to go after No. 10), Ristolainen said his goal is to be in the Sabres lineup next season.

One of Ristolainen’s friends, Finnish winger Joel Armia, will be playing either with the Sabres or Rochester Americans in 2013-14. Armia was Buffalo’s first-round pick in 2011.
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The 6-foot-5, 230-pound Zadorov was taken with the No. 16 pick. He played the past season with the London Knights of the Ontario Hockey League.

Zadorov is a powerful hitter who projects into an imposing force in front of the net once he is NHL-ready in two or three years.

“I love to hit people and score goals,” Zadorov told Brian Duff of the Sabres’ broadcast staff.

The Sabres used pick No. 35 from the Hurricanes to take center J.T. Compher from USA Hockey’s National Team Development Program.

A very good skater who brings tenacity and a willingness towork, Compher played for the gold-medal winning Americans in the World Junior Championship and was the captain for the Under-18 team in Ann Arbor, Mich.

He will be a freshman at the University of Michigan in the fall and very likely will be in the Wolverines’ lineup on Oct. 12 against Rochester Institute of Technology in the Brick City Homecoming game at Blue Cross Arena at the Rochester Community War Memorial.

Center Connor Hurley of Edina, Minn., was chosen just four slots later with the Sabres own second-round pick. Hurley was just a high school junior this past season as his Edina team won the Minnesota state championship, and he has committed to Notre Dame.

Before the second round was over, the Sabres selected again, using the No. 52 pick obtained from the Minnesota Wild in the Jason Pominville trade to draft Bailey.

“Besides Eric Lindros, Justin Bailey probably has the best first couple strides for a big man that I’ve ever seen,” Barnaby recently told John Vogl of The Buffalo News.

The day started with a kept promise: the Colorado Avalanche said all week that they would select Nathan MacKinnon, a dynamic centerman with speed and skill, with the first overall pick, and they did.
Sabres Rolston has an agenda for rookie camp

Paul Hamilton

Buffalo, NY (WGR 550)  -- The Sabres first session of rookie camp is in the books.

 Most are here except for Joel Armia who was here all through June and was excused for personal reasons.

 In the early session I got a good first impression of number one pick Rasmus Ristolainen. Everything he did was very smooth, he never was beaten and there never seemed to be any panic in his game.

 Zemgus Girgensons was far and away the best player on the ice as you could tell the huge improvement he’s made in just one year. That includes his body composition.

 As far as what they’re trying to get out of this camp Ron Rolston said, “It gives us an opportunity to see the progress of our players that have been here for a while and how they’re coming along. We know the players from Rochester and what they’re doing because we watched them play, but players that are still juniors or college, it allows us to bring our drafts in and get them acclimated to Buffalo and what we’re looking for out of them.”

The camp isn’t just on ice. As the training was going on with the first group, the second group was in the classroom with Joe Sacco and Teppo Numminen. Rolston said, “One component is an overall educational component of Doug being in the weight room with them where he’ll be covering strength training, nutrition and hydration. We’ll be talking about their growth and development as players and as people and they get to learn a lot about what we’re doing and where we’re going so it’s really beneficial for both sides.”

Ted Black’s son Andrew is an invitee to camp as is 2011 unsigned draft pick Western New York native Alex Lepkowski. Another player from Eden, New York, Alex Iafallo was also invited.

 All sessions are open to the public. Thursday starts at 10:30 and 2:15. Friday’s scrimmage is at 4:00 and is $10 which includes a concert in the harbor featuring 10,000 Maniacs.

..

Devils star Ilya Kovalchuk retires from NHL

By TOM CANAVAN (AP Sports Writer) | The Associated Press – 4 hours ago..

NEWARK, N.J. (AP) -- Star forward Ilya Kovalchuk stunned the New Jersey Devils on Thursday, retiring from the NHL to return to his native Russia.

The 30-year-old Kovalchuk walked away from the $77 million that was left on the 15-year contract he signed with New Jersey in 2010, including guaranteed annual salaries of at least $11 million over the next four seasons.

The Devils announced the news Thursday afternoon, saying that Kovalchuk alerted Lou Lamoriello, the team's president and general manager, earlier this year that he wanted to return home to Russia with his family after 11 seasons in the NHL.

''This wasn't a decision made by the New Jersey Devils,'' a testy Lamoriello said at the end of a conference call with reporters less than an hour after the retirement was announced.

Lamoriello refused to disclose anything about his conversations with Kovalchuk relating to the surprising retirement.

He also didn't clarify whether Kovalchuk planned to play in Russia's KHL next season - as is expected - or whether the Devils would retain his rights if he reconsidered his retirement, deferring to the NHL.

''All I know is that he will not be playing here at his desire,'' said Lamoriello, who built the Devils' three Stanley Cup championship teams and had hoped Kovalchuk would be the centerpiece of a fourth.

Lamoriello said Kovalchuk's retirement wasn't related to anything physical. The forward had back problems during the 2011-12 season and missed 11 games this year because of a shoulder injury.

''This decision was something I have thought about for a long time going back to the lockout and spending the year in Russia,'' Kovalchuk, the No. 1 overall pick in the 2001 draft, said in a statement. ''Though I decided to return this past season, Lou was aware of my desire to go back home and have my family there with me. The most difficult thing for me is to leave the New Jersey Devils.''

Kovalchuk was to earn $11.3 million in each of the next two seasons and $56 million over the next five years. Lamoriello said Kovalchuk didn't receive a signing bonus, so the team isn't seeking to recover any money from him.

''I am never surprised about anything that happens in this game today,'' Lamoriello said.

The defection means the Devils have lost a top player after each of the past two seasons. Zach Parise signed as a free agent with Minnesota after New Jersey's run to the 2012 Stanley Cup finals.

Kovalchuk's exit now deprives the Devils of a star outside of aging goalie Martin Brodeur, who is far from his prime now that he is 41.

Lamoriello wouldn't say whether the team would've done anything different had the Devils known of Kovalchuk's decision before the NHL free-agent signing period began last week.

New Jersey lost forward David Clarkson, who signed with Toronto after posting 30 goals during the 2011-12 season and 15 while playing in all 48 games during this lockout-shortened campaign.

The Devils did re-sign forward Patrik Elias and added some punch to the lineup by reaching deals last week with free agents Ryane Clowe and Michael Ryder.

''We're going to put the best possible team we can on the ice,'' said Lamoriello, who insisted his main focus is on moving forward.

Lamoriello wouldn't say whether the retirement soured him on Kovalchuk's four seasons with the club, but he gave the clear impression that he was miffed.

The Devils gave up a lot to get Kovalchuk from Atlanta in 2010 and maybe even more to keep him after he became a free agent following that season.

New Jersey sent defenseman Johnny Oduya, then rookie forward Niclas Bergfors and junior prospect Patrice Cormier, and a first-round selection in the 2010 draft to the Thrashers for Kovalchuk and defenseman Anssi Salmela.

After the season, the Devils signed Kovalchuk to a 17-year, $102 million contract that the NHL ruled circumvented the salary cap. The league subsequently fined New Jersey $3 million and took away two draft choices: a third round pick in 2011 and next year's first-round pick.

In tying up a huge chunk of money in Kovalchuk, the Devils also didn't have as much to offer Parise and possibly Clarkson the past two years to try to keep them with New Jersey.

Kovalchuk spent his last four seasons with the Devils. His best was the 2011-12 campaign in which he scored 37 goals. He had 11 goals in 37 games this season.

Kovalchuk scored 417 goals and 399 assists in 816 career NHL games. His best seasons were 2005-06 and 2007-08 when he scored a career-high 52 goals. He had three other 40-goal seasons.

He represented Russia at three Olympic Games, nine World Championships, one World Junior Championship and the 2004 World Cup.

Kovalchuk played in the KHL with SKA St. Petersburg during the recent lockout and was selected as team captain. He could be rejoining that club soon.

He participated in the KHL All-Star game before returning to New Jersey after the lockout. The Devils, however, failed to qualify for the playoffs in the season after they were Eastern Conference champions.

FOR NOW, HORVAT'S THE PLAYER CANUCKS RECEIVED FOR SCHNEIDER

VANCOUVER -- It's a situation not of his making, but Bo Horvat understands the quandary he faces with the Vancouver Canucks.

Until the first-round NHL draft pick proves his value to the rabid Canuck fan base, Horvat will be identified as the player Vancouver received in the trade for goaltender Cory Schneider.

Trying to replace one of the Canucks' more popular figures is a big load to carry, even for someone with Horvat's wide shoulders.

"I don't think there is any pressure," Horvat said Wednesday. "I'm trying not to think about it too much. It's always going to be out there and everyone is going to be asking how I feel about it.

"I'm just going out there and playing my game and do what I do best. I want to focus on my game and prove I can be part of the Vancouver Canuck organization and prove to everyone they made the right decision."

Only time will tell if the Horvat trade will pay the same dividends as the draft-day dealings that saw Daniel and Henrik Sedin come to Vancouver. It could also come back to haunt the Canucks, like the trade that sent Cam Neely and a first-round draft pick to Boston for Barry Pederson.

For now, the six-foot, 211-pound centre with the OHL London Knights is content to be one of 38 young players attending the Canucks' prospect camp this week at Rogers' Arena.

"I'm just trying to sink in everything I learn here," said the 18-year-old who grew up in Rodney, Ont. "They are doing a great job of getting us prepared for what is coming in the future, whether it's main camp or next season."

Canuck general manager Mike Gillis made the decision to trade Schneider after over a year of fruitless efforts to deal Roberto Luongo and his huge contract. The Canucks dealt Schneider to New Jersey on draft day for the Devils' No. 9 pick, which they used to take Horvat.

Horvat fits the bill for several Canuck needs. He's a big centre who scored 33 goals and added 28 assists in 67 regular-season games for the Knights. He also was named the most valuable player of the OHL playoffs.

With many of their key players over 30 years old, the Canucks want to get younger.

"That's great to hear," said Horvat. "I know a lot of teams in the NHL are going younger now.

"To hear that . . . it really makes we want to work that much harder to prove myself, that I can be in the lineup."

Not every first-round pick is ready for prime time in the NHL, but Horvat confidently talks like he could play with Vancouver this year.

"I feel I'm ready," he said. "There's always things I have to work on and can get better at.

"I want to go out there and prove . . . I can stay up this year."

The prospect camp involves the typical on-ice drills. There are also some not so typical off-ice activities like mixed martial arts training, yoga sessions and a trip up the gruelling Grouse Grind, a three-kilometre hike that climbs more than 850 metres.

"It was something," said Horvat. "You keep staring at a mountain for two miles.

"It's definitely a grind. I'm glad I can say I've done it now."

Horvat laughed when asked about his yoga skills.

"They are a little shaky," he said. "I have to start working on that and get a little more flexible.

"It was a great experience. I haven't done yoga like that before."

Horvat was one of several prospects who visited BC Children's Hospital Wednesday to meet the young patients and hand out hockey cards. Joining him was another Vancouver prospect who has spent time in the Canuck dressing room before.

Cole Cassels, selected 85th overall from the OHL Oshawa Generals, is the son of Andrew Cassels, who spent three of his 16 NHL seasons in Vancouver. He remembers coming to practices with his father.

"The Sedins were really young, they were my age I think," said the 18-year-old who had 15 goals and 43 points in 64 games last season for Oshawa.

Cassels considers himself a play-making centre.

"I use my teammates well," he said. "They seem to get open for me. I can put the puck on their stick. I think my hockey sense is one of my better attributes."

Being a later-round pick, Cassels also knows his game needs improving.

"I need to be a lot stronger," said the six foot, 178-pound native of Columbus, Ohio.

"Quicker and stronger. Maybe get a little bit more selfish and shoot the puck some more."

Growing up Cassels wanted to follow his father into the NHL but never thought he would end up a Canuck.

"When you are young you are just dreaming about it," he said. "When you are 17 or 18, it becomes a reality.

"The thought never popped in my head I would be in the same room he was."

BROSSARD —  Ben Duffy and Louis Leblanc are at two different stages in their hockey careers but they shared the spotlight with two goals each Sunday as Team Red beat Team White 6-3 to close out the Canadiens' development camp in Brossard.

Duffy, a 5-foot-10, 170-pound centre, attended the camp on a tryout after scoring 39 goals and 110 points for the P.E.I. Rocket. In addition to his two goals, he also assisted on a goal by Erik Nystrom.

"I'm a skilled player and I'm glad to have a chance to show what I can do," Duffy said. "I was fortunate to be playing with guys like Nyström and (Sebastian) Collberg and they made it easier for me."

Duffy said he hopes that his performance over the past week earns him another chance to prove himself at the Canadiens' rookie camp in September, but he has a backup plan. If he doesn't land a pro contract, he'll take advantage of the QMJHL scholarship plan and play for the University of New Brunswick, a perennial power in Canadian university hockey.

Leblanc, a Pointe-Claire native who was the Canadiens' first-round draft choice in 2009, is determined to put last season behind him. After scoring five goals and five assists in 42 games as an NHL rookie in 2011-12, Leblanc took a step backward last season.

When the lockout shut down the NHL, he started the season with the Hamilton Bulldogs. He was slowed by a high ankle sprain early in the season and never hit his stride. He finished with 10 goals and eight assists in 62 games and said he hopes to erase the season from his memory.

"I let things bother me, the lockout, the injury, and now I just want to go forward," Leblanc said.

He has changed his off-season regimen and is working with Andy O'Brien, a Toronto-based trainer who works with Sidney Crosby, world figure skating champion Patrick Chan and New York Yankees infielder Alex Rodriguez.

"I've been doing a lot of work strengthening my legs, working on being more explosive," Leblanc said.

During the past week, he has also been working with skating coach Pat Kelly. The son of Hockey Hall of Famer Red Kelly played hockey at McGill and later represented Canada in two Olympic Games as a speed skater.

Zach Hall, who is also on a tryout after playing for the Barrie Colts in the OHL, scored the other goal for Team Red.

Patrick Holland, who spent last season in Hamilton, and defencemen Maxime Gravel and Darren Dietz scored for Team White. Gravel is on a tryout while Dietz signed an entry-level contract after wrapping up his career with the Saskatoon Blades.

The winning goaltender was former Princeton netminder Michael Condon, who played 30 minutes and stopped all 16 shots he faced. Zachary Fucale, a second-round pick last month, replaced Condon and gave up three goals on 20 shots.

Stefan Fournier of Dorval, who signed a three-year contract on Saturday, had an interesting day. He took penalties and a stick in the mouth as he went hard to the net early in the third period. The 6-foot-3, 212-pound centre was invited to the camp as an undrafted free agent after he helped the Halifax Mooseheads win the Memorial Cup. He had 35 goals and 37 assists in his final junior season.

Fournier said he was surprised when the Canadiens offered him a contract but "that's what I was hoping for when I came here."

Fournier described himself as a "classic power forward, a north-south guy" and his size will be welcome if he develops.

Saturday was a busy day for general manager Marc Bergevin, who signed three other players. Bulldogs goaltender Robert Mayer is back with a two-year deal; Martin St.-Pierre, a five-time AHL All-Star, and journeyman forward Nick Tarnasky signed one-year deals. Tarnasky has some size at 6-foot-2 and 224 pounds and is a shutdown forward. He has only 13 goals in 245 NHL games.

While the release of the NHL schedule is on hold pending a final decision on the Winter Olympics, the Canadiens have released their preseason schedule. They will play five games at the Bell Centre and one each in Quebec City and Ottawa.

The Buffalo Sabres are at the Bell Centre on Sept. 15 followed by the Bruins on Sept. 16. The Canadiens will play back-to-back games against Carolina Sept. 20 in Quebec and Sept. 21 in Montreal. The Devils are at the Bell Centre on Sept. 23 and the schedule wraps up with games against the Senators Sept. 25 in Ottawa and Sept. 26 at the Bell Centre.

The Canadiens will hold a rookie camp, Sept. 4-9 and the main camp will open on Sept. 10 or 11.
MONTREAL — One of the first conversations Daniel Brière might want to have with his new Canadiens teammates will be with goaltender Carey Price, a gentle apology for a villainous act Brière doesn’t even remember committing.

It was Feb. 16, 2008, and Price had just earned his first career NHL shutout, 34 stops blanking Brière’s Philadelphia Flyers 1-0 at the Bell Centre. And before a Canadien could retrieve the final-buzzer puck for Price’s trophy case, a frustrated Brière flipped it lazily over the glass and into the crowd where it would disappear forever.

“Really?” Brière said Tuesday evening from Arizona, his first of many laughs punctuating a wide-ranging talk. “I did that? I had no clue.

“I don’t remember it, but I can assure you, it was not done on purpose. I’m very respectful of things like that. Had I known it was Carey’s first shutout, I’d have been the first to send the puck down the ice to him.

“Flipping it over the glass was a total accident.”

Price, Brière should know, is not big on collecting souvenirs from his NHL shutouts, currently 22 and counting; he’s never thought a thing about Brière’s breach of etiquette. The Canadiens took another puck from the game to mount on a plaque for Price and, probably until now, the goalie has known nothing about it not being “the” game puck.

With this mea culpa out of the way, Brière could get down to the business of building relationships in the Canadiens dressing room, his home for the next two seasons following the signing last Thursday of his two-year, $8-million contract as an unrestricted free agent.

The 35-year-old Gatineau native will arrive in Montreal in a fishbowl as much as on a sheet of ice, a highly scrutinized francophone forward who is determined to prove to his team, to its often mind-bent fans and even to himself that he has not yet reached his best-before date.

His production dipped to a career low in lockout-shortened 2012-13, totalling six goals and 10 assists in 34 games; the year before shows a thin 49 points on 16 goals in 70 games.

There have been extenuating circumstances. Brière suffered concussions in both seasons and arrived with the Flyers following the lockout with a wrist mending from a fracture suffered in Germany.

You suggest to Brière that 2013-14 could be viewed as a comeback season for him and he replies: “I think that’s fair to say. I know there’s a lot left in the tank, there’s no doubt in my mind. I can’t wait to get out there and show everyone and be a part of the greatest franchise in hockey.”

With 847 NHL games to his name through 15 seasons, another 108 in nine playoff campaigns, you’d think that Brière was beyond feeling that he needed to prove anything to anyone.

“I do,” he contradicted. “Oh yeah, I do. I want to prove that last year was just a fluke, that I can still play at the same level that I did the season before in the playoffs (with eight goals and five assists in 11 postseason games).

“It was a rough season,” Brière admitted of 2012-13. “But I’ve also been someone who always bounces back from adversity and that doesn’t scare me. I use that as motivation and that’s what I’m going to do.

“One thing I know for sure is that when I have the chance to play with that Montreal jersey on my back, there’s no better motivation than to be a Canadien. That’s going to give me a shot of adrenalin every single night that I put it on.”

He will wear the No. 48 that’s been on his back since he arrived in Buffalo from Phoenix a decade ago. And he laughs when he’s told that the number in Montreal was last worn on Nov. 28, 2009 by J.T. Wyman, the most recent goal scored by a player in that jersey coming on Oct. 9, 1999, off the stick of Miroslav Guren.

“It’s got a lot of goals left in it,” Brière joked, “so that’s good.”

Of course, the 5-foot-10, 180-pounder had the opportunity six years ago to play for the Canadiens, the team he worshipped as a boy. But he chose in the summer of 2007, as he left the Sabres as a UFA, to sign an eight-year, $52-million contract with the Flyers.

When Philadelphia elected last month to buy him out of the final two years of that pact, freeing him to sign anywhere, the Canadiens again came calling. And they found a different mindset in Brière than when they unsuccessfully courted him in 2007.

With more than a dozen other teams intrigued at various levels, Brière this time opted for Montreal, leaving longer terms and bigger dollars on other tables.

“We’d talked to 16 different teams and it was very flattering. But at the end of the day, it always came back to Montreal and having the chance to wear that jersey,” he said. “There was nowhere else I could get the same kind of feeling.

“I think we spoke first with the Canadiens (on July 3). I remember hanging up and thinking, ‘Wow, whoever I’m going to talk to next, it’s going to be tough to match what (GM) Marc Bergevin and (coach) Michel Therrien said.

“They did a fantastic job of explaining where they were going and what they thought of their team. I was very impressed with both of them, how they view their team and where they’re going with it. There was no turning back after that — especially starting with the fact that I wanted to be there in the first place.”

Brière has been booed relentlessly by Canadiens fans the past half-dozen years for having previously spurned the Habs advances. And now, he says he quite frankly doesn’t know how the cheers will sound to him.

“I don’t know exactly. I’d by lying to you if I said I do,” Brière said lightly. “That’s part of the reason why I’m here — I want to see what it’s like.

“I saw (booing) as a compliment,” he added, laughing. “If they ignored me, it would mean they probably didn’t care that I was somewhere else and I’m not so sure that would be a good thing. Montreal is one of the most passionate fan (bases) in the NHL. To have the chance to play in front of them, on their side, is something I’m really looking forward to.”

Brière chuckled again at the thought of the “welcome” awaiting him as a Canadien back in heckle-happy Philadelphia.

“All I know is I was treated great the whole time I was there by both the organization and the fans,” he said. “I honestly don’t think it will be an issue.

“It’s not like I left on my own terms. The Flyers had to make a tough decision and decided to buy me out. It’s not like I asked to go somewhere else. They made a decision and I have to move on. I’m sure the fans will understand that.”

Sure they will.

The Ottawa Senators would be the “hometown” team of most kids growing up in Gatineau, north of the national capital, but they weren’t much on Brière’s radar.

“Growing up, I watched the Canadiens,” he said. “I admired all those Canadiens players. I wanted to be one of them, and now I have the chance to be.

“I also believe that I’m in a good place in my life right now where I feel that I’m more ready to attack this chapter. I’m very excited about it. I just can’t wait for camp and the season to start to take it all in.”

If the Canadiens had been a dream since his youth, then, how much of Brière’s turning his back six years ago was a matter of perhaps not being ready or willing to play in a market that can suffocate its high-profile players, especially francophones?

“I don’t know,” he replied. “It was a tough decision back then also. My heart was with the Canadiens even back then. But this time around I feel it’s good timing.

“The team is in a good position to take it to the next level. It’s a new organization starting with (owner) Geoff Molson and Marc Bergevin. They’re heading in the right direction. I feel very fortunate that I have the chance to be part of their solution, as they see it.”

Brière was in Hearst, Ont., last Thursday, at Flyers teammate Claude Giroux’s charity golf tournament, when his Habs signing was announced. Telephone reception was sketchy at best. So he was connected that evening to a 20-minute media conference call on a land line in a bowling alley, falling pins echoing in the background.

“At least it wasn’t a pay phone,” he joked.

Brière’s cellphone had nearly melted, six or seven text or voice messages arriving for each to which he replied.

“For so long, so many people — friends and family — were trying to tell me to come to Montreal,” he said. “They’d do it in a nice manner, jokingly most of the time, but when they all realized it was for real. …

“I had a big grin on my face going to bed that night, thinking about all the players I used to watch growing up, thinking that now I would be one of them and that probably a lot of little kids would be going to be bed thinking about our team next year.

“It’s a pretty cool feeling. I think there’s no better place in the world, if you’re a hockey fan, than being in Montreal. Having the chance to put on that uniform is very, very special.”

If Brière has been too busy in the past week to spend time sifting through the Internet’s reaction to his signing — a great deal of it uncomplimentary, and worse — he gratefully received a handful of text message from new teammates.

“I can’t control what’s being said by fans,” he said. “They’re allowed their own opinion on it. It’s their right. It’s my job to convince the doubters that they’re wrong and to prove to everybody who’s behind me that they’re right.

“The reason I signed here is because I think it’s a good situation. I think it’s the right time and I also believe I can help this team.”

This week, Brière’s three young sons pulled on Canadiens jerseys they’ve had tucked away. Their father, who hasn’t yet worn one, smiled at the sight and photographed it for posterity.

“Seeing so many Canadiens fans with jerseys and hats coming out that night in Hearst, that was pretty cool,” he said. “But it was also a little different for me. It kind of brought me back to my younger days growing up cheering for the Canadiens. It felt like going back to my own childhood.”

Brière is back in the gym working to prepare for his return to skating early next month. He’ll soon find his way to Montreal to deal with the myriad issues of settling in a new hockey home, his fourth in the NHL.

And he will pause to recall what, until now, has been his most memorable moment in this city.

Brière knew, upon signing in Philadelphia in 2007, how difficult the fan abuse would be on his sensitive mother, Constance. So for his first two seasons as a Flyer, he found a way to have Mom in Philadelphia to help out with the boys, watching on TV while her son played at the Bell Centre.

But come his third season with the Flyers, both knew it was time.

“My mother met me at our Montreal hotel before the game (of Feb. 10, 2010),” Brière recalled, “and she said something that she’d never before said.

“She said to me, ‘Please, score a goal for me tonight, I think I’ll need it in that crowd.’ ”

Brière opened the scoring against Canadiens goalie Jaroslav Halak 4:37 into the first period. And then he scored again six seconds from the end of the second. And once more, this time against Carey Price, on a penalty shot midway through the third.

“I believe I gave a game puck to my mom,” Brière said.

Constance Brunet Brière passed away last summer, about 10 months before her son signed to play with the team whose pictures he harvested as a boy.

“But I know that somewhere my mom is laughing,” Brière said. “I’m sure she is very glad that I’m now a Montreal Canadien, and like me she’ll be very happy to see me put on that sweater.”
Current prospects camp figures to be last for one Preds first-rounder
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In television terms, Seth Jones was the feature presentation at the Nashville Predators’ prospects conditioning camp Tuesday.

 A big crowd of reporters awaited the fourth overall pick in last month’s NHL draft when he finished his first on-ice session of the week. Fans turned out, eager to get their first look at the player who figures to be next in the franchise’s ever-growing line of elite defensemen.

 Austin Watson was the rerun.

 The 21-year-old center was Nashville’s last first-round pick prior to Jones, the 18th overall selection in 2010. His rise through the professional ranks already has taken longer than any of the other five forwards the Predators selected in the first round. Thus, his presence at this event, which offers players instruction on things such as skating techniques, training and diet, is old hat.

“For me, being my fourth year here it’s nice to come in and kind of be a leader,” he said. “… We’ve learned a lot through these camps and my development has been great just due to coming here for a week every summer. … Even in your fourth year you learn something new every day.”

Camp opened with physicals Monday evening. Players were put through a track session early Tuesday morning before they finally got on the ice. Three more days of on-ice and track work remain (Wednesday, Friday and Saturday). The week also includes three weight-training sessions, a bit of yoga and community activities.

 Watson is not the only one who has been through it all on multiple occasions, but among this year’s group he is the only first-rounder who previously has taken part. He is also one of only two players on hand who has played in an NHL game — six, to be exact, late last season when injuries decimated the roster. Forward Filip Forsberg, who appeared in five contests late last season, is the other.

“Austin came here as a tall, lean, skinny kid,” coach Barry Trotz said. “His first camp he was probably a little overwhelmed and realized he wasn’t in great shape. … Now I look at him and I go ‘There’s a man that’s getting really close to playing in the National Hockey League and is going to have a really good career.’”

David Legwand (second overall, 1998) was a full-time player one year after he was drafted, and Scott Hartnell (sixth overall, 2000) made the roster as an 18-year-old. Scottie Upshall (sixth overall, 2002) got an eight-game audition after his first training camp and likely would have become a full-time NHL player in his third year but that season, 2004-05, was canceled by a lockout. Alexander Radulov (15th overall, 2004) spent two years in junior hockey but just 11 games in the AHL before he was promoted, and Colin Wilson (seventh overall, 2008) played one more season of college hockey and half a season at Milwaukee before he established himself.

 Watson spent two years in junior hockey after he was drafted and 2012-13 was his first full season as a professional. While still considered a prospect, that relative wealth of experience gives him the option of whether or not to take part in this week’s event.

“We ask him, but at this point he probably understands what the right answer is,” Trotz said. “With a guy like Austin, he’s at the point that this is probably his last one. I think he’s gone through that process. He’s gone from the student to a little bit of the mentor and to a little bit of a teacher now.”

Watson said players have asked him about what is to come but there’s only so much he can tell them.

“Definitely, your first camp is kind of crazy,” he said. “You don’t know what to expect and you’re obviously a little nervous. You’re in an NHL locker room. … It’s a cool experience for guys but also guys are nervous. It’s up to the older guys to make them feel more comfortable and say, ‘Just have fun with it.’

 “It’s a great week. We do a lot of awesome things. You just have to have fun because as hard as it is if you’re not having fun it’s a lot harder.”

He ought to know.

Stalberg brings an attitude, level of appreciation to Predators
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Viktor Stalberg admits he did not get as much time as he’d like to revel in the fact that he won a Stanley Cup last month as a member of the Chicago Blackhawks.

 The 27-year-old left wing quickly realized, though, he can’t necessarily count on a second time. That became abundantly clear last week during a round of golf with Daniel Alfredsson, a fellow Swede who has been a full-time NHL player since 1995.

“He kind of just kept telling me how amazing it was, [to] just cherish the moment,” Stalberg said Monday. “He’s been in the league for 19 years and been one of the best players that whole time. He said he was in the Finals once but never really came close to winning it.

“Talking to him kind of gave me perspective on things.”

The Blackhawks won their second title in four years when they defeated Boston 3-2 in Game 6 on June 24.

 Last Friday, fewer than two weeks later, he signed a four-year, $12 million free agent deal with the Nashville Predators. In so doing, he became the first player since tough guy Jim McKenzie in 2003 to sign with Nashville after having played for the Stanley Cup champion the previous season.

“It’s been two pretty busy weeks, that’s for sure,” Stalberg said. “You try to not think about it too much because you want to enjoy the Cup parties and all that kind of fun you had with that for a week in Chicago.

“I came home, sat down and talked with my agent and stuff. It became pretty clear to me early on in the process that Nashville was one of the teams that I really thought was a fit for me. Obviously, I’m excited I was able to work out a deal with them.”

The last time the Predators added a player fresh off a Stanley Cup triumph was July 18, 2006. Then they traded with Carolina for forward Josef Vasicek. That move did not pay significant dividends. Vasicek appeared in just 38 games before he was dealt back to the Hurricanes that season.

 The last time they added a player who had been a part of any Cup champion was 2007, when they signed free agent defenseman Greg de Vries seven years after he won with the Colorado Avalanche. de Vries spent the next two seasons – the last two of his career – with Nashville. The last of those, 2008-09, was the last time before this season the Predators failed to reach the postseason.

 McKenzie, on the other hand, played 61 games for Nashville in 2003-04, the first season the franchise made the playoffs.

“Being on a winning team, I think you set the standard for certain things,” Stalberg said. “At the same time you want to be on a good team and winning and all that, it might not be the opportunity for me to reach my potential.”

Which has to do with why he signed with the Predators, who never have reached the conference finals and finished 14th out of 15 teams in the Western Conference last season.

 Nashville pursued him with the idea that he could inject some offense into the top half of the lineup. His best offensive season was 2011-12, when he had 22 goals and 21 assists in 79 games.

 He played all but nine regular season contests over the last three primarily as a third-line forward on a Blackhawks’ team that featured some of the NHL’s top players at that position. He was scratched for the first two of the games in the Finals and five of his team’s 24 postseason contests this year, but Chicago won three of the four games he played in the championship series, including the clincher.

“It’s so hard to grasp that you won it,” Stalberg said. “Guys work so long in their careers to reach that goal and some guys never get the opportunity. I feel very fortunate to be part of a good team at the right time when we won it.

“… Those guys they never doubted themselves. They were really expecting to win every game. I think that’s something I can bring to Nashville. … Being around it and seeing that the Cup does to people — how exciting it is — I’m hopeful I can get a chance to experience that in Nashville as well.”

And maybe even have the opportunity to enjoy it a little bit.

Former Predators don't attract much attention in free agency
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The Nashville Predators did not wait around once the NHL’s free agent signing period opened Friday. Within hours, general manager David Poile and his staff added four forwards and a goalie to the roster.

 The rest of the league was not in nearly as much of a hurry to add those who played for Nashville last season.

 Center Chris Mueller on Monday became the first to get a deal when he agreed to a one-year pact with the Dallas Stars. Primarily a minor leaguer during his four seasons with Nashville, Mueller was Milwaukee’s captain in 2012-13.

 Notable veterans such as defenseman Hal Gill and Jonathon Blum, goalie Chris Mason and forwards Brandon Yip and Matt Halischuk remain available to any team.

 Mueller appeared in a career-high 18 NHL games for the Predators last season, scored his first goal and finished with five points (two goals, three assists). In 37 appearances for Nashville over the last three seasons he had a total of eight points (two goals, six assists).

 Officially, T.J. Brennan became the first former Predator to sign elsewhere this offseason when he agreed to a one-year, $600,000 deal with Toronto last Friday.

 Brennan, though, never played for Nashville. He was acquired last month in a trade with Florida for forward Bobby Butler, but the team opted not to make the necessary qualifying offer to keep him.

In draft, Predators look for second coming of Weber-Suter
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Most would consider the combination of Shea Weber and Ryan Suter as a once-in-a-lifetime thing.

The Nashville Predators have decided to test whether it can happen say once every decade.

A draft that figured to provide the high-end forward the Predators rarely, if ever, had instead turned out to be a second attempt at the history they made 10 years earlier. Nashville made headlines last Sunday when it chose defenseman Seth Jones with the No. 4 overall pick. Then it took a stab at the unlikely when they tabbed Jonathan-Ismael Diaby with their next selection (64th overall).

If it works out, the franchise’s reputation for solid defensive play and an emphasis on blue line stars will remain unscathed for the foreseeable future.

“We think that [Diaby] will be a guy that develops into a pairing that can play with Seth Jones down the road,” assistant general manager Paul Fenton said. “Our guys really liked [Diaby] for his physical presence, for his size. … The kid gets a lot of room. He fights. He is extremely physical.”

Jones and Diaby are not carbon copies of Suter and Weber but there are enough legitimate comparisons with the players and the circumstances to pique the interest of those who believe in Nashville’s defense-first approach to the game.

The similarities between Jones and Suter are obvious. Both were the first defenseman taken in their respective years and each has a professional sports pedigree. Jones’ father was an NBA player for 11 seasons. Suter’s father was a member of the 1980 U.S. Olympic hockey team and his uncle played nearly two decades in the NHL.

The Predators selected Suter seventh overall in 2003 after a lot of debate. He was one of three defensemen considered among that year’s top 10 prospects. The other two, Braydon Coburn and Dion Phaneuf, ultimately went eighth and ninth, respectively.

On the other hand, Nashville’s personnel staff considered Jones, rated first overall by them and many others, a no-brainer when he was still available after three picks.

“If you think about the characteristics that the both of them have — the way that they both control the entire ice surface, the way they can change games both offensively and defensively,” Fenton said. “To look at it that we now have a 6-foot-4 guy that has the mobility of a running back, whose agility is terrific … this is a franchise-type player that you dream about and we were able to get him.”

Then they got Diaby to potentially play alongside him one day.

A 6-foot-4, 220-pounder (he’s a little bigger and heavier than Jones), out of the Quebec Hockey League, he calls to mind Weber, whose most celebrated traits when he was drafted were his size and power. Diaby is the kind of player who takes care of things in his own end, which seems to be a good fit for the smooth-skating and offensively gifted Jones.

“Diaby is a gigantic specimen in himself,” Fenton said. “When we interviewed him back in May he informed us that he was already 250 pounds. This kid is an absolute skyscraper that plays with a mean sense to his game.

“To have two guys with that stature and to be able to take that that early in the draft, we were just thrilled to take it.”

With Suter and Weber, size ultimately was not the determining factor in the manner in which they meshed. The more daunting Weber also turned into the more accomplished offensive player while Suter built a reputation for sound positional play and a more conservative approach on offense.

Diaby was the Predators’ second overall choice this year and the second of just three defensemen selected.

“The first pick could be our best pick ever,” general manager David Poile said. “… From four to 64, that’s where everything happened in [2003] and we missed that [this time], which is unfortunate. As elated as we were at four we weren’t too happy waiting around to 64. There was a huge void there for us.

“We’re always reasonably happy after a draft with what we got. We got the highest-end player you could get, but time will tell for the rest of the guys.”

And for the second attempt at a first-rate defensive pairing.

Predators start at top, add free agent forward from NHL champs
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The Nashville Predators added a little championship mettle to their lineup as they got off to a fast start Friday, the first day of the NHL’s free agent signing period.

 Left wing Viktor Stalberg, who played for the Stanley Cup champion Chicago Blackhawks in 2012-13, signed a four-year, $12 million deal and immediately established himself as the highest-profile addition of five that had been made by early afternoon. He will earn $2.5 million in each of the first two seasons of the contract and $3.5 million in the last two seasons.

Also signed was left wing Matt Handricks, a fifth-round Predators' draft choice in 2000 who never got a contract from them. The 32-year-old has appeared in 263 career NHL games with Colorado and Washington. A third or fourth-line specialist, he has 58 career points (27 goals, 31 assists) and never has had more than 25 points in an NHL season.

He agreed to a four-year, $7.4 million contract ($1.85 million for each season).

Furthermore, Nashville added center Matt Cullen, a 15-year NHL veteran who spent the last three seasons with Minnesota, forward Eric Nystrom, one of the league leaders in hits last season while with Dallas, and goalie Carter Hutton, who was the most valuable player for Chicago's AHL affiliate in 2011-12 and who played one game for the Blackhawks last season.

"We've never been this active in free agency, and for sure the first day -- signing five players," general manager David Poile said. "Free agency can be a whirlwind where people go a little crazy. I'll let you judge that. I think we had a clear and definite plan going into this.

"... I think all of the players we signed re going to make us better next year."

Cullen also has played for Ottawa, Carolina (twice), the New York Rangers, Florida and Anaheim. In 1,073 career NHL contests he has 562 career points (202 goals, 360 assists). The 36-year-old agreed to a two-year, $7 million pact ($3 million in 2013-14, $4 million in 2014-15).

Nystom, 30, signd for four years and $10 million ($2 million each of the first two seasons, $3 million each of the last two seasons).

Hutton, 27, came to terms on a one-year, two-way deal that will pay him an NHL salary of $550,000.

The 27-year-old Stalberg has 104 points (52 goals, 52 assists) in 243 career NHL games with Chicago and Toronto. He originally was a sixth-round draft pick of the Maple Leafs in 2006 and played three years of college hockey at the University of Vermont, where he earned first-team All-American honors.

 He set career-highs with 22 goals and 43 points in 2011-12, when he appeared in 79 games (also a career-high) for the Blackhawks. He had nine goals, 14 assists and the plus-16 rating in 47 games last season but had no goals, three assists and a minus-1 rating in 19 playoff contests.

"I think we were very specific in terms of the types of players we wanted," coach Barry Trotz said. "We were very specific in the guys we wanted. And we went out and got them."

Predators' young forwards not booked for any return NHL engagements
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Days after they cleared the way for some of their young defensemen, the Nashville Predators addressed their forward prospects – with roadblocks.

 Active and aggressive Friday, the first day of the NHL’s current free agent signing period, the Predators added four veteran forwards led by left wing Viktor Stalberg, who signed a four-year, $12 million deal. Nashville also brought on board center Matt Cullen (two years, $7 million), and wings Eric Nystrom (four years, $10 million) and Matt Hendricks (four years, $7.4 million).

 It was not exactly a vote of confidence for the group of young forwards that got an extended NHL audition late last season.

“Our players better be hungry or they won’t be here or they’ll be in the minors,” general manager David Poile said. “If they’re good enough to play, we’ll find a way. We’re not trying to retard anyone’s development. We’re trying to enhance it.”

Perhaps it’s a question of perspective.

 If development is considered solely time spent in the minor leagues, then Friday’s moves do figure to enhance the development of Austin Watson, Taylor Beck, Filip Forsberg, Kevin Henderson and Daniel Bang because most, if not all of them now seem certain to start the 2013-14 season at Milwaukee.

 Even with the release of Sergei Kostitsyn, who will play in Russia’s Kontinental Hockey League, and the decision not to re-sign Matt Halischuk, Nashville now has 13 veteran forwards under contract for the coming season. That typically is the maximum number the team likes to carry. Six of them are 30 or older.

 In order for any of those players to go to Milwaukee they must be placed on waivers and, therefore, put at risk to be claimed by another franchise. That is not the case for the younger players.

 Thus, barring injury or any other unforeseen developments all of the decisions regarding roster spots for forwards effectively have been made two months before the first official workout of that camp.

“Some of the young guys, they’re going to push some of the old guys to be on the team and when they’re ready we’ll be able to put them on the team,” coach Barry Trotz said.  “… As long as you’re playing you’re not going to get stunted. When you’re not playing is when you get stunted. If they’re good prospects and they’re good enough to play on our team they’ll play.”

Beck got the longest look last season and had seven points (three goals, four assists) in 16 games. Watson, Nashville’s first-round pick (18th overall), in 2010 and Forsberg, the 11th overall pick by Washington in 2011, presumably are highly regarded prospects. Each had one point – Watson had a goal in six appearances and Forsberg had an assist in five games – in their brief auditions. Bang had two assists in eight games, and Henderson had one goal in four contests.

 All of those numbers apparently paled in comparison, though, to the fact that the Predators finished 2-10-3 when some or all of those guys played in place of injured veterans.

“Last year was a good example,” Trotz said. “We went into the end of the season and some of our younger guys got some great experience last year, but you saw we didn’t win a whole lot of games. Guys were showing that they could play in the league but couldn’t produce quite yet.

“You need those veteran guys. We’ve got people of character. … The players that we added – in those areas – are tremendous. With the core that we already have – we’re very proud of our core – I think going forward we’re in great shape.”

Yet there’s no doubt that the young forwards are going back … to the American Hockey Leagu. The same is not true of defense prospects such as Ryan Ellis, Mattias Ekholm and this year’s first-round draft choice, Seth Jones, will have every opportunity to make the roster and remain a part of it throughout the season after recent roster decisions related to them.

“We want players to be as hungry as possible coming into camp and we want some competition, we want some depth,” Poile said. “The cream always seems to rise to the top. … I feel that we’re so much better off in terms of our depth and the competition

Already passed over, Predators' free agent focus is forward
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The Nashville Predators’ aim in free agency is obvious. They need to get a forward … or two or three.

 They will be short at least one target, though, when the signing period opens Friday.

 Reports early Thursday said that Nashville was one of three teams on the short list of veteran forward Daniel Briere, who became available when the Philadelphia Flyers bought him out of the final two years of his contract. By late afternoon, though, reports said that the 35-year-old had agreed to terms with the Montreal Canadiens and intended to sign Friday.

“We’ve got some openings on our forward situation,” Predators general manager David Poile said earlier this week. “That’s what’s going to be our primary goal when we get to [Friday] as to what we can do to fill in one or two holes.”

The Predators traded Martin Erat, a fixture on their top two lines for years, late last season. Sergei Kostitsyn, the team’s leading goal scorer in 2010-11, seems headed for the Kontinental Hockey League even though he has one year remaining on his current contract. Matt Halischuk was not offered the qualifying offer this week necessary for Nashville to retain his rights, which makes him an unrestricted free agent, and Brandon Yip is a free agent who will not get an offer from Nashville.

 There are prospects who spent some time in the NHL and could fill a spot or two, Among that group are Taylor Beck, Filip Forsberg, Daniel Bang and Kevin Henderson. 

 However, Poile would like to add some veteran presence, not to mention proven scoring to a lineup that had the fewest goals of any Western Conference team in 2012-13.

“We’ll try to get the best forward that we can sign,” Poile said. “There will be certain characteristics that we’ll be looking for and we’ll try to get the best one at this position.”

Actually, it could be at any one of the three forward spots.

 With players like Nick Spaling, Craig Smith and Colin Wilson, all of whom can play center or wing, Nashville has the flexibility to accommodate virtually anyone up front.

 However, with nearly $15 million of salary cap space (approximately 23.1 percent of the $64.3 million limit, to be exact) devoted to two players, defenseman Shea Weber and goalie Pekka Rinne, there are limits to how much the team can spend.

“It’s a combination of, Is it the right guy? How much do you want to spend exactly? How many years?” Poile said. “There’s going to be different situations. … We’re just going to have to look at the whole situation.

“… Trading a defenseman might be a way to get a forward too.”

In addition to Briere, Nashville had interest in Vincent Lecavalier, another veteran whose contract was bought out. Lecavalier told Predators officials he wanted to play on the east coast and soon after agreed to terms with Philadelphia.

 So the number of possibilities might be a little smaller, but Nashville’s approach has not changed. 

“We’re prepared with each player we want to talk to in terms of why we think there’s a fit, what our plan would be for the player and things we would do contractually,” Poile said. “So we’re all set.

“It usually goes pretty fast. You have to get in there and get across to the player and the agent what you want to do and why you have a fit for them and a plan and all that

Predators move quickly to make room for first-round draft pick
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The Nashville Predators have opted against a wait-and-see approach with 2013 first-round draft pick Seth Jones.

 Instead, they have decided to clear a path for the 18-year-old defenseman directly to the NHL roster.

 General manager David Poile said Tuesday that the Predators placed veteran defenseman Hal Gill on waivers. He also reaffirmed that Jonathon Blum would not receive a qualifying offer and, therefore, would become an unrestricted free agent.

“With the drafting of Seth Jones and our desire to, in all likelihood, put him on the team it’s probably not going to be a good fit for Hal,” Poile said. “I don’t know what’s going to happen there, whether [Gill] is going to be taken there or not.”

The NHL’s other 29 teams have 24 hours to claim Gill, who is 38 years old and has one year remaining (at $2 million) on his current contract. If he goes unclaimed, the Predators will explore other options.

 One possibility is an amnesty buyout, which is available to teams this year as a means to become salary cap-compliant. Teams can buy out a player from his contract with no impact on the salary cap.

 Gill, acquired prior to the 2011 trade deadline, appeared in 32 of 48 games for Nashville last season but averaged just 13:23 of ice time, lowest among the nine defensemen who appeared for the Predators. He also had been to the postseason each of the previous five years, with three teams.

“As a proud player and a very good player in the league he wants to play more,” Poile said. "I thought we had the situation resolved to our mutual benefit before he left [for the offseason].

“For us, honestly, our planning was 90 percent geared toward us getting a forward in the draft. But we’re ecstatic about getting Seth Jones. This guy is the real deal.”

Thus they are not willing to wait for him to climb the ranks.

“I’ve been asked whether I feel [Jones] can play for our team this year,” Poile said. “Our scouts feel he can. The hockey world feels he can. … Most of these kids that are 18 get eliminated right away on a physical basis — they’re not big or strong enough to handle it. That’s not going to be the case with Seth Jones. … He’s going to be a huge man when it’s all said and done.

“I already thought we had a good defense but I think the potential with the established players … and the young guys … and now Jones, this is fabulous for us.”

It’s not so good for Gill, though.

Briefly

• One the priorities for free agency will be a veteran goalie to replace Chris Mason as Pekka Rinne’s backup.

“We have a list of a few guys, not a lot of guys … we would like to possibly give that position to,” Poile said.

 Teams can begin negotiations with free agents on Wednesday but cannot sign players until Friday.

• Poile said the Predators intended to draft Ryan Fitzgerald, the son of their first captain, Tom Fitzgerald, with the first of their two fifth-round picks (125th overall). They lost out when the Boston Bruins selected him with the next-to-last choice of the fourth round (120th overall).

“We thought that would have been a nice touch,” Poile said. “Plus we think he’s a real good young player. Wish we could have done that.”

• Sergei Kostitsyn continues to negotiate a possible deal with the Kontinental Hockey League. Poile said there had been no resolution, however, to where the 26-year-old left wing would play next season.

Decision to draft Seth Jones seals fate of another first-round defenseman
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Seth Jones gives the Nashville Predators another first-round draft pick on defense. He does not, however, give them one more.

 Nashville used the fourth overall selection Sunday to take the player many considered the No. 1 overall prospect in this year’s NHL draft. That made Jones, the son of former NBA player Popeye Jones, the fifth defenseman among the franchise’s last nine first-round picks.

 That decision, though, also guaranteed that one of those first-rounders, Jonathon Blum (23rd overall in 2007) would not return in 2013-14.

 As of last week, the Predators had not made the qualifying offer necessary to retain the rights to Blum, who is eligible for restricted free agency. General manager David Poile said he wanted to keep his options open in that regard pending the results of the draft but wanted to make a change.

 The deadline for qualifying offers is Tuesday, and with Jones in the fold and a candidate to make the NHL roster in the fall Blum will not get that offer. Thus he will become an unrestricted free agent and can sign with any team beginning Friday.

“Time will tell,” Poile said. “We’re talking about 18-year-old kids so it’s going to take time but the obvious thing is [Jones is] a big kid. He’s well-built. We’re going to give him every chance to make our team coming out of training camp.”

Blum has had his chances.

 He made his NHL debut late in the 2010-11 season and spent all or part of the last two seasons with Nashville. He has played 91 career NHL games during which he has scored 22 points (seven goals, 15 assists) and had a minus-7 rating. He also appeared in all 12 playoff games in 2011 but was down in Milwaukee during the 2012 postseason.

 Six years after he was drafted, he remains well down on the organizational depth chart.

 Veterans Shea Weber and Kevin Klein are signed through 2026 and 2018, respectively. Roman Josi, drafted a year after Blum, recently signed a deal that keeps him with the Predators through 2020. All three were second-round picks.

 Ryan Ellis (11th overall, 2009), the last first-round defenseman until Jones, enters a contract year in 2013-14 and team executives want to give him every opportunity to succeed. The same is true of Mattias Ekholm, a fourth-round choice in 2009 who has played just one full season in North America.

 Nashville also has veteran Hal Gill and 25-year-old Victor Bartley, who recently signed a three-year deal, under contract.

 That’s seven defensemen already, not including Jones.

“I think I have the potential to play in the NHL next year, but nothing is guaranteed in this line of work, and you've got to earn where you play,” Jones said. “I'm going to go into camp and try to earn a spot.”

He will have plenty of competition.

“We have some good talent there,” Poile said. “I think we just need a little time to see what we’ve got. Seth Jones is going to be a developmental camp [which begins Sunday]. We’ll see how that goes. Training camp, I don’t think I’m under any pressure to do anything. Maybe something will come to us, but I’m pretty comfortable with where we are right now.”

That means Blum will be somewhere else next season.

Defenseman too good for Preds to pass up with first pick
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The Nashville Predators did not fill their number-one need with their first pick in the NHL draft Sunday at Newark, N.J.

 They did, however, get their number-one player.

 After weeks of speculation about the opportunity to add an offensive superstar, the Predators drafted defenseman Seth Jones fourth overall. 

 The NHL’s Central Scouting Service had Jones, the son of former Murray State and NBA basketball player Popeye Jones, as the top prospect. Likewise, general manager David Poile said the 6-foot-4, 205-pounder sat atop Nashville’s list “all year long.”

 “We were thrilled that he was there at four,” Nashville’s Chief Amateur Scout Jeff Kealty said. “He’s a terrific defenseman and a world-class player that can do it all, both offensively and defensively. … We’re thrilled to add him to our core that we have on defense. We feel like we have a real bright future there.” 

Ronald "Popeye'' Jones was a three-sport star at Dresden High (1986-88). He was named TSSAA Class A Mr. Basketball in 1988, the school's only winner of the award. As a pitcher, he got the save in the 1987 state baseball tournament championship game at Greer Stadium, which remains Dresden High's only state championship in any sport.

 After Murray State, he played 11 seasons in the NBA. He currently is an assistant coach with the Brooklyn Nets.

“Well, I'm competitive,” Seth Jones said. “I have a competitive nature and I get that from my parents. Yeah, you definitely want to prove [the first three teams] wrong and you definitely want to show them why they should have picked you. That's not my only goal next year, but it's definitely on my list.”

Jones was the youngest member of Team USA’s junior national team, which won the World Junior Championships early this season. He also was captain of the 2012 under-18 team which won World Championship gold for the second consecutive year.

 With the Portland Winterhawks, he was the Western Hockey League’s highest scoring defenseman with 56 points (14 goals, 42 assists) in 61 games, the rookie of the year and the top prospect.

“I've always played [defense],” Jones said. “I don't know why. I liked it a little better than forward. I think you can see and read the play a little bit more. It's not always go, go, go, kind of like a forward. But yeah, I kind of like seeing the play develop in a defense sense.”

The first three picks were all forwards. Nathan MacKinnon went first overall to the Colorado Avalanche. Alexsander Barkov was second to Florida and Tampa Bay took Jonathan Drouin with the third pick.

 Presumably, the Predators started the day with the idea that one of those players would be their choice. Instead, they got a player they believe is a difference-maker at a position where the franchise hopes to maintain its reputation built on current captain and two-time Norris Trophy finalist Shea Weber and his former partner Ryan Suter, a Norris Trophy finalist this year with Minnesota.

 "I'd be lying if I said I wasn't thinking about going to those teams, but at the same time I'm excited to be a Predator," Jones said. “Obviously Shea Weber is there. He's a great player, and they have a lot of other great players, and I'm happy to be a part of the organization.”

Nashville finished 29th in goals scored during the lockout-shortened 2012-13 season with an average of 2.27 per contest, which barely exceeded the franchise’s all-time worst of 2.23 set in 2002-03.

 Only once in the last six seasons have the Predators finished among the top half of the league in goals scored. Still, Poile said early last week that if Jones was available when they picked, he and his scouts would not hesitate to take him.

“After the first three, I felt like it was never going to come,” Jones said. “But I'm happy now and wouldn't have it any other way.

“… To play in the League, the NHL next year? I think I have the potential to play in the NHL next year, but nothing is guaranteed in this line of work.”

That much was obvious in his selection.

• Briefly: The Predators added a defenseman with their second pick when they selected Jonathan-Ismael Diaby, who is a sizable 6-foot-5, 223 pounds, in the third round. They also drafted a pair of goalies from Finland, Juuse Saros (fourth round, 99th overall) and Janne Juvonen (seventh round, 203rd overall).

Half of their 10 selections were forwards. The first was center Felix Girard in the fourth round.

Predators' first-round pick to come from among top six

Thursday, June 27, 2013 at 9:32pm 

By David Boclair 
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The Nashville Predators have the fourth overall selection for the 2013 NHL Draft, which takes place Sunday at New Jersey. A look at six of the top prospects, one of whom most likely will be Nashville’s choice, with comments from Predators chief amateur scout Jeff Kealty: 

ALEXSANDER BARKOV

 Center, 6-3, 209, Tappara (Finland)

 Of note: A two-time member of Finland’s World Junior Championship team, he is that country’s youngest player ever to score a goal in that tournament. His father was a professional hockey player and his mother was a player on Russia’s national basketball team.

 Kealty says: “This guy is a guy that is an excellent two-way player. Very well-rounded. … A guy that can posses the puck and really contribute at both ends with his size and two-way game. Great vision. Great ability to make plays. He played in the Finnish Elite League at 17 years old. When you consider what he’s accomplished at that level, at that age – he scored a point a game this year – and you add that to the well-rounded game that he has, he’s a terrific prospect.”

JONATHAN DROUIN

 Left wing, 5-11, 186, Halifax (QMJHL)

 Of note: He was named the Quebec League’s Most Valuable Player, Best Professional Prospect and its personality of the year for 2012, 13, when he had 105 points (41 goals, 64 assists) in 49 games. 

 Kealty says: “He’s an electric offensive player. Terrific skills. Great puck skills. Creativity. … One of those guys that brings you out of your seat. He not only has the offensive skill to produce and make plays but he’s got some of that flare to him that a lot of the stars in the game have.”

SETH JONES

 Defense, 6-4, 205, Portland (WHL)

 Of note: The son of former NBA player Popeye Jones has been a member of three gold medal winning USA Hockey teams, including the 2013 World Junior Championship team, of which he was the youngest member. He was the WHL’s highest scoring defenseman.

 Kealty says: “He’s pretty unanimously the top defenseman in the draft. This guy is 6-foot-4, an excellent skater. … He can skate the puck out of trouble and move the puck up ice. He can get involved at both ends. He’s a terrific athlete. … Obviously, he has the athletic genes. He is just a terrific player and with the upside that he has he’s only going to get better.”

ELIAS LINDHOLM

 Center, 5-11, 192, Bynas (Sweden)

 Of note: He is from a hockey family – his father played briefly in the NHL with Los Angeles and a cousin is a Red Wings prospect. He was a full-time player in the Swedish Elite League this season.

 Kealty says: “A very good two-way player. Very good sense. Very good competitiveness. Makes plays at both ends. Has great vision. One of those guys that makes people around him better and with the two-way game that he has the competitiveness that he has, he’s a real versatile guys. For him to be competing at the level he is, in the Swedish Elite League, at 18 years old is very impressive.”

NATHAN MacKINNON

 Center, 6-0, 182, Halifax (QMJHL)

 Of note: He had a hat trick in Canada’s gold medal game victory at the Ivan Hlinka Memorial Tournament and led the QMJHL with seven game-winning goals. He is from the same hometown as Pittsburgh Penguins great Sidney Crosby.

 Kealty says: “This guy is an explosive talent, probably the best skater in the draft. A powerful lower body. Explosive. He can change the game on a dime with his skating because he can just explode away from people and can really make things happen in open ice. He’s one of those guys that is really driven and focused to score. You combine that with the skating and power he has and he’s a pretty dynamic player.”

VALERI NICHUSHKIN

 Left wing, 6-4, 196, Chelyabinsk (Russia)

 Of note: He scored the overtime winner against Canada in the bronze medal game at the World Junior Championships. It was his only goal of the tournament but was a showcase moment for his high-end skill.

 Kealty says: “This guy is a massive, massive winger. A big wingspan. He’s a very good skater. He’s got power to him with the way that he can posses the puck and hold people off and take it to the net and make plays. He’s got a little of a Rick Nash type of game with that size and that wingspan.”

B's Prospects See What it Takes

By Caryn Switaj - BostonBruins.com / Bruins Blog 

BostonBruins.com - The seventh annual Bruins Development Camp is set to begin Wednesday, July 10, at the B's practice facility of Ristuccia Arena in Wilmington, Mass.

“Development Camp is an exciting time for everyone in the organization because it brings a peer group together that provides a glimpse into potential Bruins’ roster members,” Assistant General Manager Don Sweeney has said of the week. 

“Every player is being discussed in terms of a progression from last year’s camp or because they have been just drafted or signed as a free agent: how quickly can they make an impact in the group?”

Throughout the past two days, the 24 prospects and camp attendees have been arriving from all over, some like recent second-round draft pick Linus Arnesson coming all the way from Sweden, and others like Matt Grzelcyk and Ryan Fitzgerald, driving a short way from Charlestown and North Reading -- to try and make that impact.

Lugging their hockey bags through Logan International Airport, the out-of-town prospects made their way to the team hotel, where we caught up with a few of them before camp kicks off.

Two B's prospects flew over together from Canada, 2012 first-round pick, goaltender Malcolm Subban, and 2011 draft pick, forward Anthony Camara. The pair both spent this past season in the Ontario Hockey League, Camara for the Barrie Colts and Subban between the pipes for the Belleville Bulls. Both will challenge for spots on the Providence roster for next season.

They were both also obviously excited to get started with camp, having been through it before.

"Pretty good," smiled Subban, on the feeling of being back in Boston. "I'm just as excited as I was last year to get it going and I'm really excited for camp."

"You can’t think it’s going to be too easy," he added, on his second year at camp. "Obviously, it’s still a pretty tough camp. And It’s challenging and you've got to be ready for it."

During the next week, the players will go through off-ice testing and on-ice practices and drills, while having meetings and participating in team-building activities.

Every moment is part of the learning process - and every moment, they're being assessed by the Bruins' staff. The camp is led by Sweeney, and the main coach is Providence Bruins bench boss, Bruce Cassidy. General Manager Peter Chiarelli will be around, and will certainly be watching closely.

"This is another chance for them to assess us here," said Subban, noting that the Bruins' staff came to a couple of his games in juniors this season and spoke with him about his development.

"And that’s the reason for this camp -- I will talk to them a lot more after the camp."

Part of the process is hearing from Chiarelli, Sweeney and the staff on what their strengths are, and what they need to focus on for their growth in the future.

Camara has had that experience the past two years.

"Coming back for the third time, and seeing some new faces and some regular faces is kind of nice, but we all come here for the same reason - to just play hockey and to train your skill."

The feedback he's received after each camp has helped him to become a more dynamic player.

"Getting quicker and stronger. That’s basically the game, how it’s progressing now everyone’s getting faster and stronger out there," he said of his progress. "You've got to just develop, and off the ice too is just as important as on the ice, I feel too."

"This is why we come here. They show you how the Bruins are run and everything like that. So it kind of gives you a heads up."

But don't expect the camp "veteran" to feel any sort of complacency heading into the week. Whether a newcomer or not, all of the prospects are vying to one day wear Boston's spoked-B, and every moment of the process factors into that.

"They kind of keep you on your toes at this camp," said Camara, noting that the staff keeps them guessing at what's coming next.

The gritty forward has still been able to help the new players get a feel for camp, though, and what the physical testing will be like.

One of those first-timers, Matt Lindblad, got a chance to speak with Camara on the ride from the airport to the hotel, along with Seth Griffith and Colton Hargrove, who have all been through the camp before.

"They told me just about the testing and just the ins and outs of the week," he said of the helpful advice.

Lindblad was signed by the Bruins as an undrafted free agent out of Dartmouth College this past spring, so he may be new to 'Dev Camp' but the 23-year-old played four games with Providence at the end of last season and is looking forward to honing his two-way skills.

"I value defense just as much as my offensive ability," said Lindblad, when we caught up with him briefly before the campers' opening meeting. 

"If there’s one guy I try to model my game after, it’s probably Patrice Bergeron. He’s just a fantastic player. Just takes care of his stuff defensively too. He’s a great player."

Getting to the Next Level; Becoming a Bruin

The best by-product of Development Camp? The prospects get a glimpse at what it takes to get to the next level, whether through feedback, strength and conditioning meetings, or how to eat and properly take care of their bodies.

"Obviously I know it is a huge step to the next level," said Subban, on working towards his pro debut. "I’m going to do everything I can over the summer to get ready for it and I know that’s my goal right now."

The camp also introduces the prospects to fans, and gives them a preview of what could be the next crop of Boston Bruins.

Current B's such as Milan Lucic, David Krejci, Brad Marchand, Adam McQuaid and Tuukka Rask all made their way through development camps before making the big club.

The prospects all hope to follow down that path as well.

"Boston, their fans, the city. It’s just a great place, great atmosphere," said Lindblad, of his brief experience so far with the Bruins' faithful.

The Bruins' postseason run also helped motivate them even further.

"Definitely. It just shows how hard you have to work to get there," said Camara. "It shows what will and desire does."

Boston Bruins 2013 draft preview

By Richard Murray

 June 29th, 2013 

Share this story

Tyler Seguin - Boston Bruins

Photo: Selected second overall in 2010, forward Tyler Seguin is the highest drafted pick the Boston Bruins have made since they took Joe Thornton first overall in 1997. (courtesy of Robin Alam/Icon SMI)

The 2013 season did not end the way the Boston Bruins would have liked, but the 2013 NHL Draft will give the organization the ability to add some needed depth to their prospect ranks. The Bruins however will not be able to draft until 60th overall, as Boston moved its first round pick to Dallas, in the Jamoir Jagr trade.

The Bruins have been able to select some highly touted prospects the past three seasons in Tyler Seguin, Dougie Hamilton, and Malcolm Subban, but do not expect them to find the same type of elite prospect late in the second round. That said, the Bruins have done fairly well in the second, having selected prospects such as Ryan Spooner and Alexander Khokhlachev over the past few seasons.

Top 10 prospects

1. Dougie Hamilton, D

 2. Malcolm Subban, G

 3. Ryan Spooner, C

 4. Alexander Khokhlachev, C

 5. Jared Knight, RW

 6. Niklas Svedberg, G

 7. Brian Ferlin, RW

 8. Torey Krug, D

 9. Seth Griffith, C

 10. Matt Grzelcyk, D

Team Needs

Simply put the Bruins need salary relief. It is likely that several players could be on the trade block. Both Rich Peverly and Chris Kelly are coming off down seasons, but it is unlikely that both return. It is important that the Bruins have the cap space to extend and re-sign players like Patrice Bergeron, Tuukka Rask, and Nathan Horton. This could likely result in some of the teams better and more ready prospects like Spooner making the team next fall.

Organizational Strengths

The Bruins are not only strong at center in the NHL, but also in their prospect ranks. They have several solid prospects at the pivot as Spooner, Khokhlachev, Seth Griffith, and Carter Camper, all of whom project to have top-six ability. 

At the NHL level, outside of the Pittsburgh Penguins trio of Sidney Crosby, Evgeni Malkin, and Brandon Sutter, Boston may be the deepest team at center in the NHL. Obviously, Selke winner Bergeron and playmaker David Krejci anchor the first two lines, but the B's also have a lot of support elsewhere. Seguin is a natural center playing the wing, Kelly and Peverly have both seen time centering the third line. There is also tough-as-nails Gregory Campbell. He may not put up a lot of points, but he earned the respect of the hockey world with his famous penalty kill on a broken leg.

The Bruins are rock solid in goal as Rask is in his prime, and Boston boasts several solid prospects in goal. Subban was the Bruins first round pick last season, Niklas Svedberg was lights out during the AHL regular season, and Zane Gothberg showed some promise at the NCAA level.

Organizational Weaknesses

There is an excellent chance that because of salary constrictions that the Bruins could have Hamilton, Torey Krug, and Matt Bartkowski all at the NHL level next season. Bruins General Manager Peter Chiarelli has already announced the team will not re-sign Andrew Ference, as it appears Boston is ready to give its younger defenseman the opportunity.

With those three likely to be Boston bound, the Bruins will need to look to solidify it defensive pool of prospects. Maxim Chudinov is unlikely to ever cross the Atlantic, so there is a glaring need at defense. 

After defense, the Bruins could also use some help on the wing as both Brian Ferlin and Jared Knight are coming off of down seasons. Ferlin and Knight should be able to bounce back next season, but the Bruins still only have four wings that project into top-six forwards (Knight, Ferlin, Camper, and Anthony Camara).

Draft Tendencies

For whatever reason, Boston tends to stick with North American players when drafting. The Bruins have only selected four European players since 2007 (Dennis Reul, Radim Ostrcil, Lars Volden, and Chudinov).

The Bruins tend to draft a goalie at some point in the draft. Boston has selected a goalie every year since 2008 except once.

The Boston Bruins hold the 60th, 90th, 120th, 150th, 180th, and 210th picks of the draft.

Follow Richard Murray on Twitter: @Richie_Murray

Bruins 2013 Entry Draft recap: Project Runway

Ryan Fitzgerald is congratulated by general manager Peter Chiarelli after being selected 120th overall by the Bruins during the second round of the 2013 NHL Draft at Prudential Center on June 30, 2013, in Newark, N.J. (Photo by Dave Sandford/NHLI via Getty Images)

By Kirk Luedeke

With the 2013 NHL Entry Draft in the books, the Boston Bruins added six more long-term project players to the prospect stable, with top selection Linus Arnesson perhaps having a shot at making a splash a little sooner than most.

While the 2013 Boston Bruins draft class is not all that exciting on paper, the team added depth at need positions (defense, center and wing), while being careful not to upset the organizational apple cart in terms of bringing in players who are close to being ready to compete for NHL jobs.  As is the case in most drafts, how well or poorly the Bruins did in Newark, N.J., will not be known for four to six more years, but without any real pressing shortcomings able to be solved by drafting 18- or 19-year-olds, the team appears to have done an OK job with the rough-around-the-edges players they chose.

Overview: The B’s were without their first-round selection by virtue of the Jaromir Jagr trade and did not make their first pick of the 2013 draft until four-and-a-half hours into the proceedings, at 60th overall. The team stood pat, taking the penultimate choice in rounds 2-7, and coming away with two defensemen (Arnesson, Wiley Sherman), one center (Ryan Fitzgerald), and three wingers (Peter Cehlárik, Anton Blidh, Mitchell Dempsey).

Arnesson and Cehlárik are more refined prospects than the others at this stage. Both saw time in action at the pro level competing against men in Sweden, with Arnesson spending most of the year in the second division of Allsvenskan with Djurgården, and Cehlárik playing a total of 14 regular season and playoff games at the elite league level with Luleå.

The other four 2013 draft picks are longer-term options, but bring some interesting potential. Fitzgerald (North Reading, Mass.), who was projected as a possible second-rounder, slipped all the way to the end of the fourth round. Sherman (Greenwich, Conn.) didn’t play on a great team in prep, but was not going to be passed by with his 6-foot-6 frame and a long reach/stick that would have put him at home in the front ranks of a Roman legion.

Blidh and Dempsey were two players not on anyone’s radar, but at 180 and 210 overall, there isn’t much in the way of expectations for these two, and if Dempsey can overcome injury woes, he brings the kind of scoring/toughness combo that the B’s got some mileage out of a year ago with the Cody Payne selection.

2013 Bruins draft pick roundup

Linus Arnesson

Position/Team: Defense, Djurgården (Sweden- 2)

Round/Selection: 2nd round, 60th overall

Scouting report: Good size (6-2, 190 pounds) and fluid mobility make Arnesson a good bet to play effective defense; generates good speed and agility from a powerful stride and crisp edgework. Changes direction quickly and employs an active stick to break up offensive chances. Reads the play and anticipates well-- makes a good first pass. Pins opponents against the wall and employs the hip check even if he’s not a big open-ice hitter. Does not lead the rush or jump into the play all that often.  Is not a power play factor and his offensive upside at the NHL is seen as pretty limited at this point.

Quotable:

“I consider myself a two way defenseman.  I try to play to my defensive.  I try to be a complete two way defenseman with like tough play and just be tough on the ice. That’s how I play.”- Linus Arnesson

“We had good follow up on Arnesson. Every time we see him, he plays a steady game. Excellent defensive skills – smart, anticipates (the) play well. Pretty much one of those guys you like the more you see him, and if he turns out (to be) the player we wish, he’s going to be in the style of (Andrew) Ference or (Dennis) Seidenberg.”- Juha Holtari, Boston Bruins head of European scouting

Analysis: Arnesson came into the draft with his stock falling off a bit after just missing being a part of the 2012 NHL Draft class by six days and impressing at the Swedish junior level. This year, the anticipated development of an offensive dimension to his game did not come to fruition, but at the same time- the team was happy to pounce on this mobile, defensive specialist. The B’s recognize the value in having versatile, middle-pairing anchors on the roster, so while the Arnesson selection didn’t give hardcore draft fans a lot to get excited about, he went off the board right around where he should have.

Peter Cehlárik

Position: Left Wing, Luleå (Sweden- Jr.)

Round/Selection: 3rd round, 90th overall

Scouting report: Big-bodied Slovak winger at 6-foot-2, 190 pounds has the size and hands to develop into a NHL scorer if he continues to progress in the right direction. Skating needs improvement: sluggish first few steps, lacks separation gear. Has a long stride and generates good speed when he gets going. He protects the puck well and does fine work below the circles when he has possession. Cehlárik has a blurry release and heavy shot; slick hands make for pinpoint passing in the offensive zone.  Not much of a physical presence, but will use his size to gain position in front of the net.  Tallied three goals and six points in eight elite league games late in the season, then added a goal in six more playoff contests after firing home 17 goals and 37 points (38 games) on Luleå’s junior squad.

Quotable:

“I’ve been watching some games. I know the style (the Bruins) play, they play physical, they have strong guys, strong team. I like they way they play, and it’s one of the teams I’ve been watching the most.”-  Peter Cehlárik

“Very soft hands, has some sneaky moves, and a quick release. Likes to dangle right through traffic, has a fast release, and buries loose pucks in a hurry.”- Red Line Report, 2013 Draft Guide

Analysis: Nice pick by the Bruins at the end of the third round. Although he’s not much on the ‘power’ aspect of a power forward because he’s not especially gritty or tough, Cehlárik has enough natural size and strength to leverage his offensive skill set. His mediocre skating is his biggest flaw right now, but if he can pick up a step or two, he could blossom into one of Boston’s better prospects up front. He made a statement in the spring Under-18 championship, and he’s a strong candidate to crack Slovakia’s 2014 World Jr. roster next winter.

Ryan Fitzgerald (North Reading, Mass.)

Position/Team: Center, Valley Jr. Warriors (EJHL)

Round/Selection: 4th round, 120th overall

Scouting report: Often compared to Zach Stepan or David Krejci in terms of his style of play, Fitzgerald is one of the finest hockey minds in the entire 2013 class. Although undersized at a shade under 5-foot-10 and 168 pounds, this pivot is feisty and plays with an edge to go with his outstanding vision and soft hands. He processes the game so much faster than his opponents and can thread the needle with his smooth touch on accurate passes. Fitzgerald is an underrated finisher as well: gets rid of the puck quickly and can pick the corners. Skating is average for his size: he’s gotten quicker since his Malden Catholic days, but does not have the explosiveness or dynamic speed teams look for in smaller players. He compensates with energy and smarts, however, and is a solid two-way forward with fine NHL bloodlines (Fitzgerald, Tkachuk, Hayes) and a passion for the game.

Quotable:

“I think I’m a very smart player who makes a lot of good plays and makes a lot of kids around him better.  I play at two areas of the ice. Good utility guy who you can toss out there whenever you need something done.”- Ryan Fitzgerald

“Hockey savant is neither big nor particularly fast, but has an uncanny knack for making the right play at the right time.”- Red Line Report, 2013 Draft Guide

Analysis: Win-win for the Boston Bruins; they get an excellent value pick and a talented center with size, speed concerns does not have unreasonable expectations as he develops in the organization he’s dreamed of playing for. Fitzgerald was on the team’s radar for obvious reasons beyond his ability to play the game: his uncle, Scott Fitzgerald, is Boston’s assistant director of scouting and his father finished his NHL career with the Bruins before signing on with the Pittsburgh coaching staff and front office. NHL scouts downgraded Fitzgerald for the size-to-speed ratio, but if anyone has the intangibles to overcome those deficiencies, it is this Boston College recruit and two time Massachusetts State Champion.

Wiley Sherman (Greenwich, Conn.)

Position/Team: Defense, Hotchkiss School (H.S.- Conn.)

Round/Selection: 5th round, 150th overall

Scouting report: Massive frame still has room to pack on more muscle. Long limbs and athletic ability: a fluid, impressive skater for someone so big. He’s light on his feet and moves well laterally. Long reach for breaking up passes and will get even tougher to get around when he learns to use his stick even more actively to take away forward options. Will initiate contact and finish his checks, but not a nasty, physical presence; easygoing and more of a gentle giant than an on-ice intimidator. Sherman does well with decision making when he has time and space, but needs to process the game faster in the face of an aggressive forecheck when opponents close on him quickly. Rough-around-the-edges prospect will go back to Hotchkiss for his senior season before heading to Cambridge and Harvard in 2014.

Quotable:

“I’m a stay-at-home defender. I have a big reach so it’s tough for kids to go around me. I try to keep things simple and play my defensive game.”- Wiley Sherman

“Big kid who can skate…that’s pretty much what you look for, even in a guy as raw as Sherman. He’s not a bad chance to take at the end of the fifth round to just put into the system and take your time with.”- NHL scout, Eastern Conference

Analysis: At 6-foot-6, 215 pounds they don’t come much bigger than this shutdown defender from the Nutmeg State. He's a long-term project as a 4/5/6 d-man, but with no immediate need in Boston, has plenty of time to develop with one more year of prep and then at least two to three more in the NCAA.

Anton Blidh

Position: Left Wing, Frölunda (Sweden- Jr.)

Round/Selection: 6th round, 180th overall

Scouting report: Last name pronounced “bleed”.  Although not tall (6-foot), this thick-bodied winger is stout and strong; he drives to the net hard and his lower center of gravity allows him to push opponents back as he gets under them. He’s a powerful skater, but doesn’t have top speed or offensive talent. Blidh plays a physical, North American-style game; gets most of his points by crashing and banging, then picking up the garbage in front.  There isn’t a lot of skill or natural instincts with Blidh, but he’s a hard-nosed, north-south forward who fits the B’s style.

Quotable:

“A speedy and hardworking player. Good penalty killer. Solid team player. Always gives 100% and has great attitude and work ethic.”- Eliteprospects.com

Analysis: A popular and respected player in the same Frölunda Indians system that produced former fan favorite P.J. Axelsson, Blidh is one of those long shot prospects who wasn’t on the radar for very many, but earned enough respect to get a draft call. If he doesn’t ever pan out, no one will lose any sleep over the 180th selection, but there were other better known options out there in the late sixth round.

Mitchell Dempsey

Position/Team: Left Wing, Sault Ste. Marie (OHL)

Round/Selection: 7th round, 210th overall

Scouting report: Big and nasty power winger; Dempsey will crash the net and has no problem dropping the gloves when challenged. Skating is an issue; has heavy boots and lacks agility. He possesses a hard shot and quick release on his wrist shot; bulls his way to the net and is tough to move when he sets up shop. Traded to the Greyhounds from the Plymouth Whalers, Dempsey struggled with a high ankle sprain and pneumonia this season, one that was essentially written off.

Quotable:

“Fortunately, we were very familiar with him and we took a chance that he was going to have a comeback season this year.”- Wayne Smith, Bruins amateur scouting director

“Dempsey’s got some talent, but he hasn’t had much of a chance to showcase it yet. He was buried on the fourth line in Plymouth, then got traded to the Soo and had trouble getting going before the injuries deep-sixed him.”- NHL scout, Western Conference

Analysis: This former first-round OHL pick (11th overall to Plymouth in 2011) has not performed or produced as expected, but the Bruins are taking a gamble that he’ll bounce back and raise his stock much like Anthony Camara did this season. Dempsey hasn’t played much, nor does he have the numbers to generate much excitement, but he’s one of those rugged power forward types the B’s like to stockpile.

Twitter: @kluedeke29

Email: kluedeke@hockeyjournal.com
As anticipated, the Barrie Colts will have to try to finish off the London Knights without star forward Anthony Camara. Following the Boston Bruins prospect's second charging major/game misconduct of the championship series for a check on London's Seth Griffith, which was also his third ejection in the past two rounds, the Ontario Hockey League suspended Camara for the balance of the championship series after a blindside collision with London's Seth Griffith. This comes with London seemingly have put the pressure back on Barrie after fighting off the first match point with their win Friday, although the Colts won convincingly in both of their home games of the series.

The OHL rationale:

— Unsuspecting player

— Vulnerable opponent

— Blindside hit

— Player not in possession of the puck
The champs are still breathing.

The Barrie Colts, needing to drive the final nail into the London Knights, left their hammers at home.

There was no third-period meltdown this time and a gutsy outing by rusty goalie Jake Patterson, who made 25 saves and will play again in Game 6 Saturday night.

There was no Dale Hunter rant about diving after London’s 6-4, Game 5 win before 9,046 Friday night at Budweiser Gardens.

But the Knights coach turned up the heat again on Barrie’s burly Anthony Camara, the Bruins prospect who knocked sniper Seth Griffith out of the game with his second five-minute charging major of the series.

Hunter said Griffith was being evaluated by team doctors.

“He (Camara) hits like that always when we’re up three goals,” Hunter said. “It’s a cheap shot. He wasn’t even looking for it and he hit him. He knew what he was doing. He went after Max (Domi in London’s Game 2 win) and now, he went after Seth to try to hurt him and put him out of the series.”

Camara wasn’t suspended for the Domi hit.

Barrie coach Dale Hawerchuk doesn’t think his top-line forward should be disciplined for this one, either.

“He wasn’t trying to hit (Griffith) at all,” Hawerchuk said. “He was going for the puck (straight from getting out of the penalty box). He tried to get out of the way actually and go around him. Griffith turned right into him. I think he got tossed pretty quick. I was surprised. Obviously, Griffith didn’t see him and there was a head-on collision.”

Dale Hunter is one of the most penalized players in NHL history. He figures he knows exactly what was running through Camara’s head.

“I did that a few times myself,” Hunter said, “and I got suspended for it. You don’t play as many games as I have. . . . He definitely knew what he was doing. He was trying to hurt Seth.”

The desperate Knights, facing playoff elimination for the first time in two years, gave up a shorthanded goal on the late Camara major, but this time, they didn’t buckle.

They got a massive third-period shortie from Bo Horvat, who stripped nemesis Mark Scheifele and broke free to restore the three-goal lead.

The resilient Colts never stray too far away and answered that one, too. But Brett Welychka converted a nice Chris Tierney feed to chase starting goalie Mathias Niederberger.

Hawerchuk was trying to protect him.

“They (the Knights) were driving the net hard a lot and really, it’s kind of at the end and we don’t need someone driving the net on our starter,” he said.

Six goals is a big statement by London, who usually tries to play lock-down defence.

Instead of sitting back and trying to hold on, they protected the lead the old-fashioned way from the 1980s – by scoring some more.

“We really didn’t want to give up a lead,” Tierney said, “and Bo got a huge goal for us and that really got the momentum back. I don’t think there was any panic. It’s happened before to us (the late comebacks) and I think this time we just figured it out.”

The Knights were called twice for diving after Hunter accused the Colts of doing it in Game 4. But they still had twice as many power-play chances as the Colts.

“It’s unfortunate that happened the game after those comments,” Hawerchuk said. “That’s all I can say about that.

“There were a couple of high hits both ways. You’re not always going to get the calls you like.”

Hunter commended the refs for their work in weeding out the divers on both sides.

He also made the right call in using Patterson, who hadn’t played in nearly two months.

“I was nervous,” he said. “In an elimination game, you want to come in and play your best when you haven’t played in so long. Sometimes, it can be hard but you’ve just got to focus and play your game.

“My legs were feeling it a little bit but I’ve been working out every day.”

The Colts couldn’t finish the job. They needed three cracks to knock off Belleville last round.

The Knights knew they would have to win three games in four nights to return to the Memorial Cup.

That’s one.

ryan.pyette@sunmedia.ca

Twitter.com/RyanatLFPress
Haggerty: Bruins in search of help at right wing 

July 3, 2013, 5:00 pm
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Nathan Horton's departure left the Bruins in need of some help at right wing.

  (USA Today Sports)  

BOSTON – With both Nathan Horton and Jaromir Jagr potentially out of the mix for the Black and Gold, the Bruins will head into the summer in search for a couple of good right wings to fill out their roster.

There aren’t any bona fide internal candidates that will be handed the job by Bruins GM Peter Chiarelli, and young forwards like Jordan Caron, Jared Knight and Ryan Spooner will need to make an impression during training camp.

The Bruins will instead keep grinding for some legitimate NHL right wings to go along with Tyler Seguin and Shawn Thornton, and round out their organizational depth at the top level.

The possible return of Jagr would be an interesting flight of fancy, and Chiarelli did admit that he’s “on the list.”

But there should be plenty of other options for the Bruins as they skim up and down the list of available players during a 48-hour window to meet with prospective free agents prior to the July 5 opening of free agency.

In Horton and Jagr, they’ll need to replace a duo that supplied 29 goals and 57 points in a lockout-shortened season, which shouldn’t strike anybody as impossible.

The size and strength of both forwards, rather than their production, is something the Bruins will look to replace.

Daniel Alfredsson came into view on Wednesday morning as Chiarelli confirmed that he’s been in contact with the Swedish future Hall of Famer’s agent JP Barry. Chiarelli is in hot pursuit of the Ottawa captain, and with good reason given all of the B’s ties to the Senators organization.  

Alfredsson has been a prime hockey asset that Chiarelli has been after for the last couple of years at NHL trade deadline, but playoff-bound Ottawa hasn’t been ready to deal the 40-year-old. He would be an excellent, affordable, short-term solution at one of the two right-wing spots, though he clearly isn’t the impact player he once was in his prime.

Chiarelli hopes the lure of a solid, Cup-caliber core in a genuine hockey market like Boston will be enough to pull a veteran like Alfredsson away from his career-long home in Ottawa.

That’s a similar sentiment for aging unrestricted free agents like Jarome Iginla and Daniel Breire. Iginla got a good view of just how close the Bruins are to being a Stanley Cup team when they shut him and his Penguins down in the Eastern Conference Finals. His pursuit of a Cup may push Iginla to pull a “Marian Hossa” and jump from the Penguins.  

“We are going to interview a few guys in the next couple days in this new interview period," Chiarelli said. "We got a couple of trades we’re looking at. It’s early on in the process. As for how far off the grid, I mean I’d like to think that we can be creative in filling these holes. We got a real good core. We plan to contend for a Cup again. I think we would attract some pretty good players too, so it takes two sides to be creative. That’s something that we’d be looking at also."

“With Nathan [Horton] gone, we got to look to our right side to see and assess how we are going to reconstruct it. We’ve got some players from within that may be able to fill, but I want to do a sweep of these players that will be available in trades and free agency. I’d like to think we’re a destination for an older player, old relatively speaking, that wants a chance to win. I’ve got to canvas that. It’s about turning over all the stones and seeing—going through the free agent list player by player. We’ll have our guys in here. We met all day yesterday. We will meet again today. You make calls and you gauge how the market’s going. You act when you think you have to act.”

Boston has roughly $5 million under the cap plus another $4 million when Marc Savard is placed on long term injured reserve. It’s not a great deal of cap space once Tuukka Rask signs for what’s expected to be a $6.5-$7 million cap hit.

That would leave $2 million and change for Chiarelli to get two wingers, a seventh defenseman and a backup goaltender barring any salary-cap relief trades that the Bruins GM has up his sleeve.

That would seem to rule out a marquee free agent like David Clarkson, who is a 30-goal scorer in the NHL while playing a gritty, Bruins-style game. Clarkson wants to be paid along the lines of Milan Lucic at $6 million-plus per season, and that is likely more than the Bruins can afford.

All things being equal, Clarkson would be the perfect solution at right wing alongside David Krejci and Milan Lucic. But unfortunately things aren’t always equal, and the cap hit would seem to be an issue.

That brings the Bruins to a group of second-tier wingers that will likely be there after Alfredsson, Iginla and Clarkson. Wingers like old friend Michael Ryder, Valtteri Filppula, Damien Brunner, Pierre-Marc Bouchard, Brad Boyes, Ryane Clowe and Brenden Morrow could all be available at value prices while looking for teams with realistic Stanley Cup chances. But some of these options are old or broken down, or both, and bring along their own flaws as short-term solutions.

Or how about this humble hockey writer’s personal favorite scenario: a 31-year-old Chuck Kobasew returning to fill out the right wing role on the third line as an affordable unrestricted free agent.

He had a decent season for the Colorado Avalanche, and was always popular with Bruins alternate captain Patrice Bergeron when the two were linemates.

There will be plenty to choose from, but Chiarelli is also prepared to go into training camp with at least one of the open right wing spots up for competition if things become dicey on the open market.

“I hope not to get shut out over time whether it’s through trade [or free agency]. But we’ve got right wings, whether you talk about Tyler [Seguin], Rich Peverley, [Jordan] Caron, we got [Jared] Knight,” said Chiarelli. “So we’ve got right wings, we’ve got some kids who can play both sides. We’ve got some players that can play."

“It’s just that when you lose the players of the caliber of [Nathan] Horton and [Jaromir] Jagr, you just have to look to try to maintain a standard that will help us to continue to contend. I’m not saying that those players that I mentioned aren’t up to that standard, but I just have to look at all options.”

The search for options began at midnight in earnest when he could set up interviews with players for the next 48 hours, and it will continue when free agency officially opens up at noontime on Friday.

BOSTON – The only key member of the Bruins organization that hadn’t weighed in on the Tyler Seguin trade with Dallas was Boston Bruins President Cam Neely, and the Hall of Famer finally did that on Tuesday afternoon.

Neely joined the Felger and Mazz Show, and referenced both on and off ice reasons for dealing the 21-year-old talent to the Stars along with Rich Peverley for a more affordable right winger Loui Eriksson and a host of young prospects. In essence, Neely painted the picture of a youngster in Seguin that perhaps needed something of a “wake-up call” in his career to reach his potential.

“There were a couple of factors that have been mentioned out there both on and off the ice. Personally I think Tyler is a good kid,” said Neely. “He’s got a lot of skill, but he needs to understand what he needs to do to be successful on the ice, and he needs a little understanding about what he needs to do off the ice to have a long and successful career.

“You’re dealing with a young kid, but there’s always the concern if he’ll understand what it takes to be the player, or the professional, that you’d like to see. Unfortunately what you normally see is a dramatic event in somebody’s life where it does give him that wake-up call.”

The head member of Bruins management also referenced a number of “conversations” the organization held with Seguin over the years, which included last season’s missed breakfast meeting in Winnipeg that resulted in a one-game suspension as well as a series of late nights out in Toronto during the first round of the playoffs. Neely didn’t speak of either incident specifically, but spoke of the balancing act between bringing along an exceedingly immature 21-year-old kid with the bare minimum needed to be a professional.

“It’s a difficult thing to move on from him. He’s a good kid, and he’s got a way about him where you really feel like he still is a kid. At that age you know there is a lot of upside there, and that makes it a difficult decision,” said Neely. “I don’t think there was any one thing. We’ve seen him develop over the last three years. I’m not going to get into specifics, but there have been a lot of conversations over those last three years about the way we’d like to see him mature and grow along the way.”

At the end of the day the lack of forward development on the ice in becoming a Bruins caliber player, the slow rate of maturity off the ice, the high cap hit of $5.75 million per year that was kicking in on July 1 and the lure of Eriksson plus prospects was too much for Boston to ignore. They pulled the trigger on the deal with Dallas once it was sweetened following draft weekend, and arguably have a better team in the short term because of the hockey trade.

“I wouldn’t classify it as a bail. We got a really, really strong return on Tyler. If it was a bail we wouldn’t have received that kind of return,” said Neely. “We all felt it was time to see and explore what we could get for Tyler at this point in his career, and if the return made sense then we would do something.

Seguin and Eriksson: A tale of two hockey players 

July 9, 2013, 12:15 am

BOSTON – The contrast between the incoming player and the outgoing skater couldn’t have been more striking.

While 21-year-old Tyler Seguin is alternating public moments of embarrassment between alleged “trade parties” on Cape Cod over the weekend and needing mommy to fight his public battles for him, it’s pretty clear his replacement in the B’s lineup isn’t going to need any of those things.

Loui Eriksson met with Boston reporters via conference call on Monday morning, and displayed exactly the kind of quietly modest demeanor and simple grace that seems to come naturally for Swedish hockey players. He was understandably surprised at being traded from the Dallas Stars employer that originally drafted and developed him, but it didn’t take him long to warm to the idea of the Black and Gold.

“I’ve watched some games in the playoffs. I watched many games when they played because I know they’re a good team. I know they play a tough kind of style, a good defensive kind of style,” said Eriksson. “I think that will fit me real well. I like to play that way.

“I’m just happy to be coming to a team like Boston. I know it’s a really good team to play in so- yeah, they have really good players on that team and I’m really looking forward to come here and see them in the preseason and start to play in the season.”

It doesn’t appear Eriksson even has an individual twitter account, and it certainly doesn’t seem likely he’d be the player type that’s been “hacked” three times in less than a month.

Instead, Eriksson simply mentioned he was willing to play right wing if that’s what the Bruins wanted and also seemed to grasp that notion of just how lucky he’d be if he shared a forward line with Patrice Bergeron and Brad Marchand. Those kinds of players speak for themselves, and would clearly drag Marchand out of the offensive doldrums he suffered toward the end of last season.

“I know they have really good players especially [Patrice] Bergeron and they have [David] Krejci among the centermen. They have a lot of good players to play with so I don’t think it would be any problem to play with those guys,” said Eriksson. “They are going to make me better . . . I’m going to try and make them better too. It will be real nice to come and play with them.

“[Bergeron] is a really good player in the league and he’s been really good for many years here. I think it will be a good fit for me to play with him. I know he’s a smart player, and he can play a really good defensive game, all style. He can also score goals and do a lot of things out there so I think that will be a really good fit for me. I’m just going to try to make him better too when I play with him.”

Given Eriksson’s skating speed, his ability to finish off offensive plays and his close attention to defensive detail when the timing is correct, skating with anybody except for Bergeron doesn’t make sense. But you won’t hear a peep out of him about it either way as he simply goes about his business next year, and gives the Bruins a player that all can be depended on for in the Stanley Cup playoffs.

Instead of broken Toronto curfews and paid team security standing guard outside the 21-year-old’s hotel doors, Eriksson projects to be a straight professional that Boston’s management will never have to worry about. He also arrives with a cap hit that’s $1.5 million lower than Seguin’s for the next three years along with Lady Byng Trophy nominations -- a nod to the gentlemanly way that Eriksson has played the game over the last four years.

Make no mistake that the Seguin-for-Eriksson and prospects deal has done wonders for the Bruins bottom line in terms of the NHL salary cap. Eriksson should be able to provide the production lost by Seguin’s departure, and the three affordable prospects will go a long way toward keeping the Bruins snug under the cap. 

Keeping the family together is something Seguin and some of the veteran Bruins players were probably hoping for headed into this offseason, but all that was before a dreadful playoff performance that left Seguin with one goal and a drop to Boston’s third line. 

It certainly doesn’t appear Eriksson is headed down that same kind of turbulent road full of growing pains and feeding a young man’s ID. Instead, the skilled Swede is proving to be the picture of consistency over the last four full regular seasons: an average of 29.5 goals and 69.5 points per season.

Don’t let the Lady Byng finalist nods for the newest Bruins forward fool you either: Eriksson isn’t afraid to engage in one-on-one battles all over the ice, and might just jump in even if he might not have the chance to win.

“That’s how I’ve been playing through my years in Dallas,” said Eriksson. “I’m not trying to take penalties that much and I haven’t. I know the Bruins like to play physical, and they play really good that way. I’m going to try to do that too. I’m going to try and do everything I can to help the team.”

Doing everything to help the team can mean many things: playing responsibly and covering for your teammates in the defensive zone when those moments make it necessary, being strong on the puck when it matters most in all three zones, or taking a hit to make a play without sidestepping or ducking out of oncoming attackers.

These are all on-ice areas that Seguin struggled mightily with during his three good years with the Bruins organization, and appeared to regress during this past spring’s playoffs. But those are also now the challenges, headaches and responsibility of the Dallas Stars.

Good luck to Jim Nill and Co. trying to wrangle in their talented, immature 21-year-old puck prodigy while the mild-mannered Eriksson gets ready to enjoy an excellent first season in Boston.

The boy band hysteria that followed Seguin around from the very first time he stepped onto the ice at B’s development camp is now officially on life support, and it will be completely dead after Eriksson lights the lamp a few times for Boston.

Brad Marchand didn't just lose a teammate when Tyler Seguin was traded to the Stars last week, he lost a good friend as well.

Marchand reacted to the deal Monday and expressed his disappointment at losing a guy like Seguin, but was also understanding of the business side of the NHL.

"We were very close and became good friends and I think with our team, we were a family," Marchand said. "We never like to see guys leave, but we realize it's a business and those things happen and we have to worry about next year and just focus on trying to win the Cup."

Hear the entire report on Seguin, and the reaction from Marchand in the video above.

The Bruins have lost a great deal at the right wing this offseason, all of it starting when Nathan Horton opted for free agency rather than return to the team.

Now, Horton has his own problems to deal with. 

According to Aaron Portzline of the Columbus Dispatch, the 28-year-old newly-signed Columbus Blue Jacket will be undergoing shoulder surgery next week and could miss four to six months. This news comes just days after the Blue Jackets signed Horton to a seven-year, $37.1 million deal, hoping to shore up an offense that struggled mightily last season.

Yet, this new development can't be entirely unexpected.

Horton, after all, has a long history of shoulder issues, and has missed 75 games over the last five seasons due in part to lingering shoulder problems. The time period of the recovery means the Blue Jackets could be without his services for the first 20 or 30 games of the upcoming season. 

So the B's won't have to watch Horton in another team's uniform for at least a few months.

Eriksson gives new B's prospects high marks 

July 8, 2013, 5:15 pm

BOSTON – There’s plenty of unknown about the Stars prospects Boston received in the Tyler Seguin deal beyond the fact that they’re young, talented and affordable in this day and age of the salary cap.

Who better than Dallas Stars forward Loui Eriksson to give everyone in Bruins Nation the lowdown on the trio of youngsters coming back to Boston along with the Swedish winger? 

Eriksson doesn’t know much about defenseman Joe Morrow, given that the two haven’t played any hockey together after Morrow was dealt from Pittsburgh to Dallas at the trade deadline.

But Eriksson has seen enough of both Reilly Smith and Matt Fraser to give a brief scouting report that Bruins fans will be happy to hear about.

“They’re two really good guys actually. Reilly Smith played some games this year and even [Matt] Fraser played some games with us. You can see some really good abilities from them,” said Eriksson. “They are really good offensive players, they can create a lot of good scoring chances and both have really good shots too. I think that will be a good addition to get, and they are still young too. It will be nice to have them there with me.”

Those in AHL circles have raved about Fraser’s shot and release, and it would appear he’s got a legit chance to be an offensive player at the next level given a chance with talented linemates.

The 23-year-old has scored 70 goals over the last two seasons at the AHL level for the Texas Stars, and has the size at 6-foot-2 and 204-pounds to throw his body around at the front of the net. 

The slender Smith is a bit more of a playmaker, but the 22-year-old managed three goals and nine points in his first 37 games of NHL experience last season after getting bumped up from the Texas Stars.

Both wingers will be full participants at Bruins training camp in the fall, and should, along with incumbents like Jordan Caron and Carl Soderberg, get long looks for the third line winger positions that should be open on either side of Chris Kelly.

By Pat O'Rourke

Tyler Seguin’s departure from Boston may have had a lot more to do with his off-ice antics than his on-ice shortcomings.

It was no secret that the 21-year old now-former Bruin liked to have fun. But the forward may have liked having too much fun, to the point where it was getting in the way of his hockey career.

The Boston Herald’s Stephen Harris wrote today that Seguin’s partying this season became so rampant, B’s brass ordered Seguin live in a hotel, hiring a guard to make sure he didn’t sneak out.

On the ice, Seguin’s play didn’t rise to the billing that came with being a No. 2-overall pick in the 2010 NHL draft, especially in the playoffs, where he scored just one goal in 22 games and was relegated to bottom-six duty.

There seems to be many factors that led to the slippery slope that ended with Seguin being shipped to Dallas in a deal that brought all-star winger Loui Eriksson and three prospects to Boston. Harris disclosed what seemed to be one of those factors.

Bruins sign Jarome Iginla to one-year deal

Contract could be worth $6 million

By Fluto Shinzawa

 |  Globe Staff   
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Jarome Iginla had four goals in 15 playoff games with the Penguins.
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Jarome Iginla had four goals in 15 playoff games with the Penguins.
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On March 27, the Bruins believed they had acquired Jarome Iginla. A little more than three months later, Iginla finally landed in Boston.

On Friday, the would-be Black-and-Gold right wing — Iginla nixed the original trade, opting for Pittsburgh instead — officially became a Bruin. Iginla signed a one-year deal that could be worth $6 million. He will earn $1.8 million in base salary and could make an additional $4.2 million in incentives.

It is a hefty investment in salary. But the Bruins saved in term to offset their dollars. They were not willing to match the seven-year contracts that teams gave to Nathan Horton and David Clarkson. 

The Bruins welcome a future Hall of Famer in Iginla. The right wing has 530 goals and 576 assists in 1,232 career games. Iginla is third among active goal scorers, trailing only Jaromir Jagr and Teemu Selanne.

 ▼
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   ◾Notes: Andrew Ference gets 4 years from the Oilers

In 2013, Iginla scored 14 goals and had 19 assists in 44 games. Iginla put up a 5-6—11 line in 13 games for Pittsburgh. During the playoffs, Iginla scored four goals and had eight assists in 15 games. Iginla didn’t record a point in Pittsburgh’s four-and-out exit against the Bruins.

Iginla played left wing in Pittsburgh. He will return to his natural position on the right side in Boston. Iginla should replace Horton as the No. 1 right wing alongside Milan Lucic and David Krejci. Loui Eriksson, acquired on Thursday as part of the Tyler Seguin blockbuster, projects to be the No. 2 right wing next to Brad Marchand and Patrice Bergeron.

Earlier on Friday, Horton officially became an ex-Bruin, signing a seven-year, $37.1 million contract with Columbus. 

Horton will not be available at the start of 2013-14 because he will undergo surgery on his dislocated left shoulder. He will be out 4-6 months.

Horton suffered the injury during a fight with Iginla April 20. That game marked Iginla’s first showdown against the Bruins after he turned down the trade.

According to general manager Peter Chiarelli, the Bruins and Flames had agreed upon an Iginla swap. The Bruins would have sent Matt Bartkowski, Alexander Khokhlachev, and their 2013 first-round pick to the Flames for Iginla. The Bruins scratched Bartkowski from their home game against Montreal. Providence held Khokhlachev out of uniform. 

But early the next morning, Iginla had become a Penguin. He was joining the team with the best odds of winning the Stanley Cup, a prize that had eluded the power forward in Calgary.

Iginla was wrong. During the Eastern Conference finals, the Bruins turned Iginla into an afterthought. He landed only five shots on Tuukka Rask. Adam McQuaid’s winner in Game 4 ticked off Iginla’s stick. Rask gloved Pittsburgh’s last shot in the final seconds of Game 4. Naturally, the puck had come off Iginla’s blade.

The 36-year-old Iginla is not as fast as Horton. But Iginla’s release and heavy shot are comparable with Horton’s snap shot. Iginla should be a close approximation for Horton’s game on the first line. Iginla’s hard-nosed style should allow the line to continue forechecking and cycling down low in the offensive zone. 

Iginla will also be a strong presence in the dressing room. The Bruins did not think less of Iginla after he landed in Pittsburgh. He is well-liked around the league.

The Bruins’ preference was to re-sign Horton. But Horton told the team he did not want to return. 

The Bruins likely would not have given Horton the term he received from the Blue Jackets. It’s possible Horton won’t pull on his Blue Jackets jersey — the right wing will wear No. 8 in Columbus — until January. The 28-year-old had two of his three previous seasons halted because of concussions.

During a news conference in Columbus after signing his contract, Horton reiterated that he wanted to play in a smaller market. Horton and wife, Tammy, have two young sons. Horton visited Columbus during the interview period. One of their stops during the tour was the Columbus Zoo, according to general manager Jarmo Kekalainen.

“I’m thankful for my opportunity in Boston, very thankful,” said Horton. “I met a lot of great people. I had great teammates. I had a great time there. I just think from being in a city, it’s a great opportunity for me and my family to be in a house and be a little more quiet. That’s what I was looking for.”

After Horton informed the Bruins he would not be returning last Saturday, the team targeted Daniel Alfredsson as the No. 1 right wing. Chiarelli, a former Ottawa assistant GM, pursued Alfredsson aggressively following Tuesday’s opening of the interview period. 

On Thursday night, Alfredsson informed the Senators he would not be returning in 2013-14. On Friday, Alfredsson brushed aside Boston’s advances to sign a one-year, $5.5 million contract with Detroit. Alfredsson will be joining fellow Swedes Henrik Zetterberg, Johan Franzen, Niklas Kronwall, Jonathan Ericsson, and Gustav Nyquist. Alfredsson played with Zetterberg, Franzen, and Kronwall for Team Sweden in the 2010 Olympics.

The Bruins have Ottawa connections in Chiarelli, Zdeno Chara, and Chris Kelly, and Eriksson also was Alfredsson’s Olympic teammate.

During a conference call, Alfredsson said he preferred Detroit’s puck-possession approach. The Bruins play a more grinding style. Coach Claude Julien requires his forwards to backcheck aggressively and steer puck carriers toward defensemen. Once the Bruins gain possession, they often dump the puck into the offensive zone and chase it down. 

“I really like the way Detroit plays hockey,” Alfredsson said. “It’s a puck-possession game, push-the-pace game. I just think with the personnel they have throughout the lineup, I could come in and be a help in different areas and be a part of something really good. I know quite a few guys from before. I know the personalities. I know how they play. The culture of Detroit really appealed to me.”

Iginla, Eriksson, and Shawn Thornton project to be three of the team’s four right wings. Jordan Caron, Carl Soderberg, Jared Knight, and Craig Cunningham are internal candidates to be the No. 3 right wing.

  Fluto Shinzawa can be reached at fshinzawa@globe.com. Follow him on Twitter @GlobeFluto.
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Thank you, Kessel.

You scored — with regularity — in the playoffs. 

Your Twitter account has yet to be “hacked.” 

And your “off-ice” issues appear to be limited to which teammate’s wedding you’re going to go to and how much rent you can charge roomie Tyler Bozak now.

Indeed, it is much better to be Phil Kessel these days than Tyler Seguin.

The two are forever linked in these parts due to Brian Burke’s signature trade (Kessel for two first-round draft picks and a second-rounder). 

It’s a trade Leaf Nation seemed destined never to forgive, but for which they may now remain forever thankful.

.
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Seguin was that first first-round pick, second overall in 2010. Timing was everything. The Leafs stunk — Kessel was among those blamed — and the Bruins went on to win a Stanley Cup. At 19, Seguin got his name on the chalice.

For a couple of years, the Bruins dominated the sad-sack Leafs, with chants of “Thank you, Kessel,” cascading down from the TD Garden rafters whenever Seguin was in on a scoring play.

Then, before the lockout, Seguin got a monster deal. He was deemed to be Boston’s future No. 1 centre. No matter what Kessel did, Seguin always seemed to get the last laugh.

Well, Boston stopped laughing. Kessel single-handedly almost led the underdog Leafs to an upset of Boston in the first round of this year’s playoffs. The “Thank you, Kessels” were now heard in the Air Canada Centre and on social media.

With four goals against Boston — the eventual Cup runner-up — Kessel proved himself a playoff warrior, a big-game player.

Seguin, meanwhile, was MIA in Boston during the playoffs, bumped to third-line winger by a 41-year-old Jaromir Jagr. Seguin was left talking about his defensively play while the Bruins lost in six to the Chicago Blackhawks in the Stanley Cup final.

Almost immediately, a whisper campaign came out of Boston that Seguin had “off-ice” issues, that he partied too much, that security guards had to be hired to make sure he stayed in his hotel room.

These things tend not to get leaked and framed in such a way — hey, the security guards were for all the Bruins, not just Seguin — unless a team is trying to pave a way out of town for a star. Best to prepare their fan base to turn on a player. Bruins fans need only remember Joe Thornton. Or for that matter, Kessel’s departure.

This year, the Bruins — tight to the cap — branded Seguin a problem child and packaged him off to Dallas.

Seguin did himself no favours on Saturday night with a homophobic slur on his Twitter account, since deleted. He said his account had been hacked. Then some in the court of public opinion allowed that maybe a buddy grabbed his phone, but the same public figured it was in a bar, which brings Seguin back to the first problem. 

The Twitter account is now completely gone.

The narrative, framed now as a kind of Greek tragedy, is all a bit much to Seguin’s backers.

“I would challenge anybody to tell me there’s a more accomplished 1992-born hockey player walking the globe,” said his agent, Ian Pulver (pointing out that Taylor Hall was born in 1991). “While I’m not saying he’s perfect, what he’s done over 36 months under the microscope has been lost in translation.” 

Seguin, 21, is far from the first young player to have an adult beverage after a game, and to be deemed “trouble” by his team.

Chris Pronger, another No. 2 overall, cleaned up his act big-time when he left Hartford for St. Louis.

Carey Price has emerged as a top goalie despite being photographed too frequently enjoying Montreal’s night life.

Patrick Kane has done OK since an ill-fated run-in with a taxi driver in Buffalo in the summer of 2009. So far, the only trouble he’s been in following this Cup win involved a unicorn outfit.

Coach’s Corner star Don Cherry remains a big believer in Seguin, who led the Bruins in scoring in his second year as a pro.

“I don’t know why the Bruins are saying these things,” said Cherry. “If I’m 21 and single, I know where I’m going after a game. I’ve seen it before. Maybe he has three or four beers, but by the time the story gets back to the Bruins, he’s had 10.

“I predict Dallas will put him at centre, he’ll be a star in this league, and he’ll get 30 goals and 60 points.”

As for revisiting the Kessel trade, Cherry says don’t get too far ahead of ourselves.

“Bruins still have Dougie Hamilton,” said Cherry. “I’m not saying anything against Kessel, he’s done his job. But Hamilton’s going to be playing in the league for the next 15 years. And Tyler will be, too. They’re going to be beauties.”
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Carter Camper signs one-year extension with Bruins

Link|Comments (2)Posted by Fluto Shinzawa, Globe Staff July 8, 2013 05:23 PM


By Fluto Shinzawa, Globe Staff

Carter Camper has signed a one-year, two-way extension. The center will earn $550,000 if he plays for the Bruins. Camper will make $75,000 in Providence. 

Camper projects to be a top-two center in Providence in 2013-14. The 25-year-old Camper is a clever but undersized pivot. The 5-foot-9, 173-pound Camper scored 10 goals and 37 assists in 57 games for Providence last season.

Camper has dressed for three NHL games. Camper was a restricted free agent.

Loui Eriksson excited to become a Bruin

Link|Comments (80)Posted by Fluto Shinzawa, Globe Staff July 8, 2013 11:39 AM
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By Fluto Shinzawa, Globe Staff

 Loui Eriksson has a no-trade clause. But Eriksson waived it when informed of the Bruins’ interest.

“It was an easy decision for me to make that decision to go and play with Boston,” Eriksson said during a conference call on Monday. “I know it’s a good team. They really wanted me too. I’m really looking forward to it.”

Eriksson, acquired from Dallas last Thursday in the Tyler Seguin trade, projects to be Patrice Bergeron’s right wing on the No. 2 line. Eriksson played both sides in Dallas, and said he likes the right side. Eriksson is a left-shot forward.

Eriksson had 12 goals and 17 assists this past season, but considered it a down year. Eriksson noted that he played on every line and never found a comfortable spot.

“It was kind of disappointing for me,” Eriksson said. “It was a tough year for me. I’m looking to rebound next year.”

Here’s how Eriksson might fit into a prospective 2013-14 lineup:

Milan Lucic-David Krejci-Jarome Iginla

 Brad Marchand-Patrice Bergeron-Loui Eriksson

 Carl Soderberg-Chris Kelly-Jordan Caron

 Daniel Paille-Gregory Campbell-Shawn Thornton

Zdeno Chara-Dougie Hamilton

 Dennis Seidenberg-Johnny Boychuk

 Matt Bartkowski-Adam McQuaid

Tuukka Rask

 Chad Johnson

Jarome Iginla: 'Thrilled they gave me another opportunity'
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By Fluto Shinzawa, Globe Staff

Jarome Iginla was a Bruin in theory several months ago. Today, Iginla is officially a member of the organization. 

“I’m very happy and appreciative of another opportunity to talk and see if we could find something,” Iginla said during a conference call with GM Peter Chiarelli. “I was thrilled when we did. I wasn’t sure how it would be received. Peter and the organization were great. I’m thrilled they gave me another opportunity.”

Talks began on Thursday night. Don Meehan, Iginla’s agent, called Chiarelli to relay his client’s interest. The Bruins were still chasing Daniel Alfredsson at the time.

When Alfredsson informed Chiarelli he would sign with Detroit, the Bruins turned their focus solely on Iginla. They did not kick the tires on Bobby Ryan, who was traded to Ottawa. 

The sides agreed on a one-year, $6 million deal last night. Iginla’s base salary will be $1.8 million. Iginla will make $4.2 million in performance bonuses, most of which will be attainable.

Iginla projects to be the team’s No. 1 right wing next to Milan Lucic and David Krejci. Iginla played mostly on the left side in Pittsburgh. Iginla said he feels more comfortable on the right side.

Iginla will also help replace the leadership vacuum caused by the departures of Andrew Ference, Nathan Horton, and Rich Peverley.

“We acquired a terrific player, a Hall of Fame player,” Chiarelli said. “We lost some leadership when Andy Ference left, and Pev and Horts. I feel Jarome will bring us terrific leadership and terrific performance. He’s a highly motivated, elite player.”

* Chiarelli said they’re very close to extending Tuukka Rask and Patrice Bergeron. The Bruins will use the long-term injury exception with Marc Savard to create space for Rask. Chiarelli does not expect to make any more major signings or trades.

* The Bruins did not pursue Anton Khudobin because they wanted a lower cap number for their backup goalie, said Chiarelli. Khudobin signed a one-year, $800,000 deal with Carolina. The Bruins signed Chad Johnson to a one-year, $600,000 contract.

Bruins to use bonus cushion with Jarome Iginla contract

Link|Comments (1)Posted by Fluto Shinzawa, Globe Staff July 6, 2013 11:08 AM


By Fluto Shinzawa, Globe Staff

Jarome Iginla will have a base salary of $1.8 million. However, Iginla’s cap hit will most likely top out at $6 million. Iginla will make $4.2 million in performance bonuses, most of which will be attainable. 

Because Iginla, 36, is working on a 35-and-older contract, the Bruins can apply the $4.2 million in incentives toward the bonus cushion. Teams can exceed the $64.3 million cap by 7.5 percent ($4,822,500) by using the bonus cushion.

If a team exceeds the cushion, it must carry an overage penalty by that number the following season.

By exercising the bonus cushion with Iginla’s 35-and-older contract, and by using the long-term injury exception with Marc Savard, the Bruins have enough cap space to sign Tuukka Rask.

Bruins sign Jarome Iginla
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By Matt Pepin, Boston.com Staff

It's a classic case of if you can't beat 'em, join 'em. 

The Globe's Fluto Shinzawa has confirmed that the Bruins have signed free agent forward Jarome Iginla, the player who chose the Pittsburgh Penguins over the Bruins at last season's trade deadline. The Bruins then swept the Penguins out of the playoffs in the Eastern Conference finals.

Iginla, who was traded from the Calgary Flames to the Penguins in March, will receive a one-year, $6 million contract, according to TSN's Darren Dreger.

Bruins free agent watch
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By Matt Pepin, Boston.com Staff

The free agent signing period in the NHL opened Friday, and the Bruins have completed several deals while also seeing some former players land new deals. 

Here's a review:

Signings

Jarome Iginla: The forward who spurned the Bruins at last season's trade deadline has reportedly agreed to a one-year, $6 million deal to come to Boston.

Chad Johnson: Goaltender signed a one-year, one-way contract with a cap figure of $600,000.

Bobby Robins: Forward signed a two-year, two-way contract. Salary is $600,000 at NHL level, $100,000 in AHL.

Nick Johnson: Signed one-year, two-way deal worth $600,000 in NHL and $200,000 in AHL.

Mike Moore: Signed a two-way, one-year contract worth $550,000 in NHL and $150,000 in AHL.

Departures

Nathan Horton: The first-line forward signed a seven-year, $37.1 million deal with the Columbus Blue Jackets. "This is a team on the rise with great players and I'm looking forward to being a part of it," Horton said.

Andrew Ference: The defenseman signed a four-year, $13 million deal with the Edmonton Oilers. Ference is from Edmonton. He spent seven seasons in Boston.

Anton Khudobin: The backup goaltender signed a one-year, $800,000 deal with the Carolina Hurricanes. “Anton proved to be a very capable NHL backup for the Bruins last year,” Carolina GM Jim Rutherford said. “This solidifies an elite goaltending tandem for the Hurricanes.”

Aaron Johnson: The defenseman who played 10 games with the Bruins has signed a one-year, $600,000 deal with the New York Rangers.

Bruins lose out on Daniel Alfredsson
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By Fluto Shinzawa, Globe Staff

The Bruins have failed in their pursuit of Daniel Alfredsson. The former Ottawa captain has chosen the Red Wings over the Bruins, according to TSN. 

The Bruins chased Alfredsson during the interview period. Alfredsson would have been Nathan Horton’s replacement as the No. 1 right wing next to Milan Lucic and David Krejci. 

The Bruins will have to look elsewhere to fill their holes at right wing. They are down Horton, Jaromir Jagr, Tyler Seguin, and Rich Peverley. Loui Eriksson could be their No. 2 right wing.

GM Peter Chiarelli wants a shooter to play alongside Lucic and Krejci. 

Bruins trade Tyler Seguin
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By Fluto Shinzawa, Globe Staff

 Tyler Seguin is an ex-Bruin. The No. 2 pick of the 2010 draft is going to Dallas in a blockbuster trade, a team source confirmed Thursday. 

Also headed to Dallas are Rich Peverley and defensive prospect Ryan Button. The Bruins receive left wing Loui Eriksson, young NHL forwards Reilly Smith and Matt Fraser, and defense prospect Joe Morrow.

The trade rivals the deal that eventually brought Seguin to Boston. On Sept. 18, 2009, the Bruins flipped Phil Kessel to Toronto for a 2010 first-round pick, a 2011 first-round pick, and a 2010 second-rounder. The Bruins used those picks to draft Seguin, Dougie Hamilton, and Jared Knight.

“He came here with much pomp and circumstance,” Bruins general manager Peter Chiarelli said during a conference call. “He played very well for a young player. This year wasn’t his best year. It was a trying year, a weird year to assess players. Tyler’s a real good kid. I see in the Twitterverse a lot of reports about extracurricular stuff. I made comments as to his professionalism and acting more like a professional. You have to remember he’s 21 years old. He’s a good kid. He’s a terrific player. He’s probably better suited for center. He was very good for us as a winger.”

This season, Seguin had 16 goals and 16 assists in 48 regular-season games. Seguin had one goal and seven assists in 22 playoff games. He concludes his Boston career with 56 goals and 65 assists in 203 regular-season games.

Seguin is coming off his entry-level contract, and will earn $34.5 million over the next six seasons. Seguin’s $5.75 million annual cap hit would have been second among team forwards after Milan Lucic ($6 million). The gap between Seguin’s pay and projected performance made the right wing expendable. The Bruins must commit big bucks to goalie Tuukka Rask (restricted) and center Patrice Bergeron (unrestricted after 2013-14).

“Signing someone to a big deal and trading him doesn’t mean you don’t like the player or he’s not an important part of the team,” Chiarelli said. “What you have to understand in this environment right now is the cap goes down $7 million. You have to make some hard choices and hard decisions. The fact that we signed Tyler had nothing to do with us trading him. It was an opportunity to get a very good player – a natural winger – to get some good prospects, and lower your cap.”

The Bruins once projected Seguin to be a Steven Stamkos-like offensive threat. But Seguin’s hockey sense and battle level didn’t develop to match his speed and shot. Seguin played most of the postseason on the third line.

Seguin played center in junior hockey. But Seguin was not going to displace David Krejci or Patrice Bergeron in the middle. The Bruins tried to play Seguin in the middle this season when Bergeron was unavailable because of a concussion, but he did not fare well at center, displaying neither the smarts nor courage required of the position.

“Tyler is a dynamic player that will be a part of our core group for a long time to come,” Stars general manager Jim Nill told NHL.com. “A player at his age, position and talent level are extremely difficult to acquire and we’re thrilled to bring him into our organization.”

The Bruins are now down four right wings from their playoff roster: Seguin, Peverley, Nathan Horton, and Jaromir Jagr. The Bruins continue to pursue Daniel Alfredsson. The Ottawa captain is free to sign a deal tomorrow.

The 27-year-old Eriksson carries a $4.25 million annual hit through 2015-16, according to www.capgeek.com. The left-shot Eriksson most recently played on Dallas’s first line alongside Ray Whitney and Jamie Benn, the position held by Jaromir Jagr prior to his trade to Boston.

Eriksson is a smart, responsible, two-way player who had 12 goals and 17 assists this past season. Eriksson is an ideal fit for Claude Julien’s defense-first system.

Morrow is the top prospect in the deal. Morrow, formerly Pittsburgh’s first-round pick in 2011, was traded to Dallas for Brenden Morrow.

Peverley will carry a $3.25 million cap hit next season. The Bruins needed to clear Peverley’s salary for other moves.

Button was a marginal blue-line prospect.

Bruins exploring free agency, trade possibilities at right wing
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By Fluto Shinzawa, Globe Staff

Nathan Horton will test free agency. The Bruins told Jaromir Jagr during last week’s exit meetings that he will not be back, and Horton’s decision will most likely not affect that situation. 

So with their top two right wings headed elsewhere, the Bruins are looking at free agents and trades to fill out the position.

“We’re doing a thorough sweep of those guys,” general manager Peter Chiarelli said during a conference call on Wednesday. “With Nathan gone, we’re going to look to the right side and assess how we can reconstruct the right side – the players from within who may be able to fill it, and a sweep of players available in trades and free agency. I’d like to think we’re a destination for an older player, older, relatively speaking, who wants a chance to win.”

The free agency signing period in the NHL begins on Friday.

The Bruins lost out on Vincent Lecavalier. The former Tampa Bay captain agreed to a five-year, $22.5 million contract with Philadelphia on Tuesday. Lecavalier would have had to change positions in Boston, and the Bruins were not prepared to give him the contract he landed with the Flyers.

Pascal Dupuis is also off the market. Sidney Crosby’s right wing signed a four-year, $15 million extension with the Penguins.

Other possibilities include Jarome Iginla, Dan Cleary, and Michael Ryder. A darkhorse is Daniel Alfredsson if the Ottawa captain decides not to re-up with the Senators. The Bruins can speak to free agents on the phone during the current interview period. 

Internally, this may be Jordan Caron’s best shot at regular playing time. The Bruins qualified Caron, who is now a restricted free agent. Re-signing Caron should not be a challenge.

* Chiarelli said he’s confident he can re-sign Rask prior to Friday. The Bruins have not ruled out re-signing Anton Khudobin, even if the backup reaches the open market.

* The Bruins are not looking at defensemen, according to Chiarelli.

Patrice Bergeron recovering from playoff injuries
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By Fluto Shinzawa, Globe Staff

Bruins center Patrice Bergeron will not need surgery as a result of the injuries he suffered during the Stanley Cup Final. 

Bergeron tore rib cartilage in Game 4 when he was checked by Chicago’s Michael Frolik, and he broke a rib on his left side in Game 5. Bergeron required a visit to a Chicago hospital because team doctors were concerned about an injured spleen. Bergeron flew back to Boston with his teammates the next morning.

To dull the pain on his left side, Bergeron had a nerve-blocking shot prior to Game 6. Bergeron separated his right shoulder during the first period of Game 6 when, he said, he was trying to protect his left side and fell awkwardly on his right side.

Doctors gave Bergeron another nerve-blocking shot during the first intermission. Neither Bergeron nor doctors have determined whether the second shot or the broken rib caused a punctured lung that sent him to the hospital for two days after Game 6. Bergeron said he felt his energy wane during Game 6.

After Game 6, Bergeron had trouble breathing, and he went to Massachusetts General Hospital, where doctors discovered his lung had collapsed. Bergeron stayed at MGH for two more days. 

“I felt like my chest was closing in on me,” Bergeron said Tuesday at TD Garden, where he met with media because he missed last week's exit-day interviews. “The doctors didn’t want to take any chances. There is an X-ray machine here. But you couldn’t tell, really. It wasn’t clear enough for them. So they wanted to make sure. Luckily enough, they made the right decision. I went there right away and they found out my lung had collapsed.”

Bergeron is close to signing an eight-year extension. It could allow Bergeron to stay with the Bruins for his entire career.

Bruins happy with six draft picks
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By Fluto Shinzawa, Globe Staff

The Bruins were satisfied with their six selections in the 2013 draft: three Europeans (Linus Arnesson, Peter Cehlarik, Anton Blidh), two New Englanders (Ryan Fitzgerald, Wiley Sherman), and Canadian Mitchell Dempsey. 

“I think we were able to stick to our policy of having Bruins-style players,” said Wayne Smith, director of amateur scouting. “People that are committed to winning and committed to the team game. I’m confident in every one of those players that they’ll do everything they can to make it. I know they’re excited about it.”

Some observations about the prospects from Smith, assistant GM Jim Benning, and European head scout Jukka Holtari:

Arnesson: “Steady defenseman. Very difficult to beat one-on-one. Responsible. Sticks up for his teammates. Plays a good puck-moving game. Has size to go with it.” (Smith)

Cehlarik: “If he turns out what we wish him to be, the style of play reminds me a little bit of Anze Kopitar. Kopitar was already ahead of this player at this age. He played in the men’s world championships. But the style of play has some similarities.” (Holtari) 

Sherman: “We drafted him because he’s 6-foot-6. He’s a raw player right now. But he’s athletic. He’s a good skater. He can make a good first pass. We’re hoping he develops into a defensive, stay-at-home D-man. If he hits his high side, we’re hoping he can kind of play a Hal Gill-style of game.” (Benning)

Fitzgerald: “He’s a real smart hockey player. He plays hard. He competes hard. He’ll fit right into our culture and our competitiveness. I think he’s going to be a real good player for us.” (Benning)

Blidh: “Plays a Bruins-style of play. He’s an up-and-down, hard-nosed kid.” (Smith)

Dempsey: “Big, strong kid. Had injury problems with a high ankle sprain and pneumonia this year. Fortunately, we were very familiar with him. We took a chance he’s going to have a comeback season this season.” (Smith)

Bruins GM Peter Chiarelli on Tyler Seguin: 'Got to become more of a professional'
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By Fluto Shinzawa, Globe Staff

Bruins GM Peter Chiarelli issued his most emphatic critique of Tyler Seguin since the forward entered the NHL. 

“He’s got to commit his mind and focus to the one task at hand,” Chiarelli said. “He’s got to become more of a professional. You know what? I can say that about a lot of 21-year-olds. I know he got criticized for playing on the periphery and all that stuff. He did. He’s got to commit to being a professional and focusing on the game. Simple as that. He does that, we don’t expect him to be crashing and banging. Just play your game.”

Inquiries on Seguin withered after Nathan Horton declared his intention to test free agency. If he were to trade Seguin, Chiarelli said he would demand an elite young player or prospect in return. Even if Seguin is not traded, Chiarelli hopes the chatter will straighten out the forward. 

“I hope it does,” Chiarelli said. “If it doesn’t, I’d be more concerned. We gave Tyler a big contract because he projects and he had good performance. I would expect that going forward.”

Starting next season, Seguin will earn $5.75 million annually for the next six years.

Bulldogs Celebrate Championship at Team Banquet

Awards Handed Out at Yale Commons

Photo Gallery

 NEW HAVEN, Conn. – The national championship celebration continued today with a salute to the Class of 2013. Almost 300 people celebrated the Frozen Four title and the six senior leaders at the 2012-13 Yale Men's Hockey Team Banquet at the Yale Commons presented by the Yale Hockey Association.

Yale President Richard Levin, in his last year leading the university, attended the event and spoke early in the program after being introduced by master of ceremonies Ron Vaccaro '04. Levin has seen a lot of athletic success in his 20 years as president, but this championship was different for the big Bulldog fan. "Thank you for giving us the best going away present possible," said Levin, who recognized athletics director Tom Beckett for having the foresight to renovate Ingalls Rink in a manner that would attract the best players and the most fans.

President Elect Peter Salovey also had a special message for the Bulldogs but couldn't be there to deliver. Instead, his wife, Marta Moret, read his remarks. Salovey wrote that the Yale team "helped ignite the town-gown relations this year" and that "you have us all basking in reflective glory."   

Yale's incoming president also claimed the best line of the night when he wrote, "For God, For Country and 4-0 (the score of the national championship game)," mimicking the famous slogan, "For God, For Country and For Yale."

The Bulldogs, picked fifth in the ECAC pre-season poll, finished third in the regular season while winning the Ivy League title. After sweeping St. Lawrence in the ECAC Quarterfinals at home, the Blue fell in the semifinal to Union and was one of the last teams to get into the NCAA Tournament.

Yale didn't need much motivation after getting the nod. The Elis bulldozed two teams with a combined 19 national titles in the West Regional, knocked off a hot UMass Lowell squad in the national semifinal and got revenge (for 3 losses earlier in year) against Quinnipiac in the Frozen Four title game with a 4-0 win.

Yale Hockey Association President Daryl Jones '98 (in photo with Jesse Root), who wrote a wonderful editorial about the late Yale coach, Tim Taylor, in the New Haven Register last week, led off at the podium and thanked everyone for their support. He and other former Yale skaters like Roland Betts '68, Billy Matthews '90 and Jim MacDonald '78, presented individual awards.

Keith Allain '80, Yale's Malcolm G. Chace Head Coach, read a long list of words people used to describe the Elis in the many emails he received after the championship game. He did that in alphabetical order and said at the end, "here's the one word I like the most, champions, that does it all."

Betts, a senior fellow of the Yale Corporation, talked about the 1997-98 Eli squad – led by Tim Taylor – being the foundation for the recent success. "We didn't know what year it (a national title) was going to happen," he said. "You have no idea how meaningful this championship is."

The 19th team to earn an NCAA Division I men's hockey championship came within a game of two other Frozen Fours during the tenure of the class of 2013. Those six seniors, who received a special, framed collection of items including their jersey, an image and other memorabilia, were introduced with some interesting background information on each of them.

Jesse Root '14, the new captain of the Bulldogs, was introduced by 2012-13 captain Andrew Miller, who earned team MVP honors. The torch was passed for the last speaker, and Root put the "team perspective" in place when talking about next season.

"Gus (Young), Kenny (Agostino) or Clint (Bourbonais) could be up here today. However, the best attribute of our class is that each guy, as a player and a person, brings a different element of leadership to the table. I believe it will be the sum of these qualities that will guide the team next year, not one man," said Root, who scored both game-winners in the West Regional and was named the recipient of the David C. Noyes III Award.

At the end of the program, which included a viewing of the team highlight video, all of the team members were asked to come up on the podium for a photo opportunity before receiving their gifts (watches, replica of championship trophy) from the NCAA for winning the national title.

Yale Hockey Association Awards

Martin Dwyer III Award- Presented by the YHA to the most outstanding first-year player of the Yale hockey team.– D, Ryan Obuchowski '16 (West Bloomfield, Mich.) 

John Poinier Award- Presented by the YHA to the best defensive player on the Yale hockey team – G, Jeff Malcolm '13 (Lethbridge, Alb.)

Yale Hockey Coaches Award- Presented to that member of the Yale Hockey team whose determination and desire have contributed most to team morale and the spirit of hockey at Yale – F, Josh Balch '13 (Wilmette, Ill.)

David C. Noyes III Award- Presented by the YHA to that member of the Yale hockey team whose performance and attitude has most inspired his teammates through determination, grit and courage. – F, Jesse Root '14 (Pittsburgh, Pa.)

J. Murray Murdoch Award- Presented by the YHA to that member of the Yale hockey team deemed the most valuable player. – F, Andrew Miller '13 (Bloomfield Hills, Mich.)

Edward M. Wright, M.D. Award- For athletic and academic accomplishments, leadership and dedication to the higher purposes of intercollegiate athletics. This award is based equally on two factors: success on the ice and success in the classroom. – D, Colin Dueck '13 (Calgary, Alb.)

Malcom G. Chace Award- Presented by the YHA to that member of the Yale hockey team who, through sportsmanship, spirit, and ability, has best served the finest traditions of Yale hockey as exemplified by Malcom G. Chace. – F, Kenny Agostino '14 (Flanders, NJ)
Bulldog Best: 3 goals in ECAC first-round playoff finale vs. Princeton in March 2012... His 34 goals over the last two years were the most by any Bulldog and the third-best mark for an ECAC player over that period... Finished with 46 goals, 85 points in 122 games... Signed by Anaheim on April 16.

2012-13 (National Championship Season): His 15th and final goal of the year helped Yale win its Frozen Four Semifinal against UMass Lowell... Third on team in goals and points (29)... Had 2-1-3 at Dartmouth and vs. Brown... Second-team All-Ivy... ECAC Player of Week on Jan. 21... Academic All-Ivy League.

2011-12: Second on team with 19 goals... Fourth with 33 points... ECAC Player of Week in March for five goals in conference playoff series vs. Princeton... Points in last six games... Goals in five of last six... Seven goals in March (6 GP).

2010-11: Played in 25 games... Second among Yale sophomores with five goals and 13 points... Scored goals in both the semifinal and final of the ECAC Tournament... Academic All-ECAC.

2009-10: Played in all 34 games and led freshman with seven goals... Two multiple-point games.

Before Yale: Played two winters for Deerfield Academy and had 68 points in 58 games as a center... Skated with Chateauguay Patriots in the Midget AAA in Quebec for two years... His 2005-06 team won the provincial title and finished third at the national championships... Had 48 points in 64 games and was second among rookies with 22 post-season points... Earned MVP honors at all-star game... Drafted in fifth round by Quebec Major Junior Team... Had 50 points in 47 games while serving as assistant captain in 2006-07... Won Governor General Award for best GPA in graduating class at Patriotes-de-Beauharnois High School... Won the de la Medaille D'Or" as one of the top two students in the Midget AAA circuit... Won the TELUS Cup for best student-athlete in the league...

Personal: Antoine Charles Laganiere is the son of Michel Laganiere and Janet Crosby... Accomplished piano player who also plays guitar... Economics major.

MALAFRONTE: Yale's Antoine Laganiere shines in win over Russian all-stars (slideshow)

Published: Friday, December 28, 2012

By Chip Malafronte, Register Sports Columnist

cmalafronte@nhregister.com / Twitter: @ChipMalafronte

NEW HAVEN — Antoine Laganiere corralled a loose puck in the offensive zone late in the second period at Ingalls Rink on Friday night, but fell as he spun out of the corner.

A Russian defender on his back as he slid across the crease, Laganiere, from his knees, flipped home a backhander for his third goal of the night.

Much of the sellout crowd that witnessed the Yale men’s hockey team hammer a touring Russian All-Star team 10-2 at Ingalls Rink shared stunned looks. Beautiful goals are nothing new for Laganiere, but his cache of maneuvers never ceases to amaze.

National Hockey League personnel have been just as impressed. With plenty of time on their hands these days, they have been lining up to watch the Ile Cadieux, Quebec, native continue to build his case as one of the top available college free agents. 

Click here for a slideshow from the game. 

A steady stream has been though New Haven since the start of the season. Among those in attendance Friday were Todd Marchant, director of player development with Anaheim, Craig MacTavish, vice president of operations for Edmonton, and Rod Gilbert, a member of the Rangers’ front office.

Nights like this, and goals like his second-period jaw-dropper, ensure they’ll keep coming back until it’s time to break out the check book when the college season ends.

“I think for a lot of these guys, it probably confirms

what they’ve seen,” Yale coach Keith Allain said. “They don’t come for one game,

they see him over a period of time so I think’s its confirmation for what they’ve seen in the past. You’re always happy when guys like Lags who work for it and earn it get some attention.” 

Laganiere, at 6-foot-4 and a shade under 200 pounds, has the desirable frame. It took time for him to put all the pieces to his game together, but after skating in Vancouver’s developmental camp prior to his junior year he’s been one of the top scorers in college hockey.

He had 19 goals last winter, and Allain knew the NHL would attempt to lure him away over the summer. Laganiere attended camps run by the Penguins and Oilers in the off-season, but decided early he would return to Yale for his final season of eligibility.

“I felt I had a lot of things left to do here,” Laganiere said. “The coaches helped me my first three years, and this is a place where I can get a lot better without having to worry about being a professional. Plus, I wanted to get my degree.”

His stock has only increased this season. Laganiere had five goals in the Bulldogs first three games. Along with Kenny Agostino, another prized prospect, and play-making captain Andrew Miller, Yale’s talent and experience has helped it go 4-0-1 against nationally-ranked competition, earning the Bulldogs a spot in the polls of their own at No. 14.

On the heels of a 17-day break since beating Massachusetts 4-2 in its last game on Dec. 11, Friday’s exhibition was a perfect opportunity to shake any rust.

The Russian Red Stars are a compilation of 25 all-stars from the 64-team, 2,000-player Minor Hockey League that spans Russia, Kazakhstan, Belarus, Latvia, Lithuania, Slovakia, Hungary and the Czech Republic. It’s considered a feeder program for Russia’s KHL, the nation’s major league for hockey.

A night earlier, the Russians hammered Army 6-2 at West Point. On Friday, Yale blew them out of the Whale. Laganiere, who spent six days in Quebec before returning to Yale Wednesday morning, got the ball rolling with an early goal and it was 3-0 after one period, 7-1 after two. Given the missed open nets and three pipes, the Bulldogs easily could have scored 15 goals. The final shot tally was 58-23.

“We did a great job and had a lot of energy,” Laganiere said. “Our systems were working well.”

Yale is itching to get back to the NCAA tournament after missing for the first time in four years. Laganiere says his focus hasn’t been diverted one iota. Good thing. The Bulldogs get back to the regular season Sunday at Holy Cross. And the scouts will be there watching.

Follow on Twitter @ChipMalafronte. To receive breaking news first, simply text the word nhsports to 22700. *Msg & Data Rates May Apply
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NHL Releases Free Agent List 

FOR IMMEDIATE RELEASE / JULY 5, 2013

NHL RELEASES FREE AGENT LIST

NEW YORK (July 5, 2013) -- The National Hockey League today released a list of players who are restricted free agents under Group 2, unrestricted free agents under Group 3 and Group 6 and unrestricted free agents by virtue of not receiving a qualifying offer.

Some of these players may recently have signed with their respective Clubs; however, their contracts had not yet been filed with the League.

FREE AGENTS SUBJECT TO COMPENSATION AND RIGHT TO MATCH - GROUP 2

The players listed below have been tendered a qualifying offer by their respective Clubs and are subject to draft-choice compensation and right to match. The draft choice compensation scale is based on compensation offered by the new Club:

 OFFER    COMPENSATION

 $1,110,249 or below    None

 Over $1,110,249 to $1,682,194    Third-round choice

 Over $1,682,194 to $3,364,391    Second-round choice

 Over $3,364,391 to $5,046,585    First-round and third-round choice

 Over $5,046,585 to $6,728,781    First-round, second-round and third-round choice

 Over $6,728,781 to $8,410,976    Two first-round choices, one second- and one third-round choice

 Over $8,410,976    Four first-round choices

 ANAHEIM

 Matt Beleskey, Mat Clark, Alex Grant, Kyle Palmieri.

 BOSTON

 Carter Camper, Jordan Caron, Kevan Miller, Tuukka Rask.

 BUFFALO

 Luke Adam, Nick Crawford, Brian Flynn, Matt Hackett, Cody Hodgson.

 CALGARY

 Mikael Backlund, Carter Bancks, Christopher Breen, T.J. Brodie, Chris Butler, Paul Byron, Mark Cundari, Greg Nemisz.

 CAROLINA

 Zach Boychuk, Zac Dalpe, Riley Nash, Jared Staal.

 CHICAGO

 Kyle Beach, Marcus Kruger, Shawn Lalonde, Ryan Stanton.

 COLORADO

 Brad Malone, Tomas Vincour, Luke Walker.

 COLUMBUS

 Cody Goloubef, Spencer Machacek, Blake Parlett, David Savard.

 DALLAS

 None.

 DETROIT

 Joakim Andersson, Tom McCollum, Gustav Nyquist, Brendan Smith.

 EDMONTON

 Sam Gagner, Teemu Hartikainen, Niko Hovinen, Magnus Paajarvi, Antti Tyrvainen.

 FLORIDA

 Michael Caruso, Jacob Markstrom, Shawn Matthias, Jonathan Rheault, Colby Robak, Scott Timmins.

 LOS ANGELES

 Andrew Bodnarchuk, Kyle Clifford, Martin Jones, Trevor Lewis, Alec Martinez, Jake Muzzin, Jordan Nolan, Brian O'Neill.

 MINNESOTA

 Tyler Cuma, Justin Fontaine, Carson McMillan, Kyle Medvec, Jared Spurgeon.

 MONTREAL

 Gabriel Dumont, Robert Mayer, Dustin Tokarski, Ryan White.

 NASHVILLE

 Daniel Bang, Juuso Puustinen, Nick Spaling.

 NEW JERSEY

 Adam Henrique, Mike Hoeffel, Jacob Josefson, Dan Kelly, Keith Kinkaid, Harri Pesonen, Mike Sislo.

 NEW YORK ISLANDERS

 Josh Bailey, Cal Clutterbuck, Travis Hamonic, Thomas Hickey, Kevin Poulin, David Ullstrom.

 NEW YORK RANGERS

 Justin Falk, Carl Hagelin, Brandon Mashinter, Ryan McDonagh, Derek Stepan, Mats Zuccarello.

 OTTAWA

 Mark Borowiecki, Erik Condra, Jared Cowen, Corey Cowick, Stephane Da Costa, Dave Dziurzynski, Mike Hoffman, Patrick Wiercioch.

 PHILADELPHIA

 Erik Gustafsson, Oliver Lauridsen, Eric Wellwood.

 PHOENIX

 Mikkel Boedker, Mathieu Brodeur, Maxim Goncharov, Brett Hextall, Lauri Korpikoski, Mark Louis, Brandon McMillan, Andy Miele, David Rundblad.

 PITTSBURGH

 Robert Bortuzzo, Brian Gibbons, Riley Holzapfel, Dustin Jeffrey, Zach Sill, Paul Thompson, Harry Zolnierczyk.

 ST. LOUIS

 Jake Allen, Cade Fairchild, Evgeny Grachev, Philip McRae, Alex Pietrangelo, Kris Russell, Tyler Shattock, Chris Stewart.

 SAN JOSE

 Tyler Kennedy, Nick Petrecki.

 TAMPA BAY

 Mark Barberio, Dan Sexton.

 TORONTO

 Spencer Abbott, Jonathan Bernier, Joe Colborne, Cody Franson, Mark Fraser, Carl Gunnarsson, Nazem Kadri, Leo Komarov, Kevin Marshall, Frazer McLaren.

 VANCOUVER

 Kellan Lain, Anton Rodin, Yann Sauve, Jordan Schroeder, Bill Sweatt, Chris Tanev, Dale Weise.

 WASHINGTON

 Karl Alzner, Nicolas Deschamps, Marcus Johansson, Peter LeBlanc.

 WINNIPEG

 Zach Bogosian, Alexander Burmistrov, Patrice Cormier, Tomas Kubalik, Arturs Kulda, Bryan Little, Edward Pasquale, Anthony Peluso, Paul Postma, Zach Redmond, Eric Tangradi, Blake Wheeler.

 UNRESTRICTED FREE AGENTS - GROUP 3

 The following players have qualified for Group 3 Free Agency (age 27 or older or with at least seven Accrued Seasons) and are Unrestricted Free Agents.

 ANAHEIM

 Troy Bodie, Stephen Dixon, Radek Dvorak, Nate Guenin, Jordan Hendry, Saku Koivu, Pierre-Luc Letourneau-Leblond, Matthew Lombardi, Toni Lydman, Geoff Platt, Teemu Selanne, Matt Smaby, David Steckel, Kyle Wilson, Petteri Wirtanen.

 BOSTON

 Garnet Exelby, Andrew Ference, Christian Hanson, Nathan Horton, Jaromir Jagr, Aaron Johnson, Anton Khudobin, Jay Pandolfo, Wade Redden, Jamie Tardif, Trent Whitfield.

 BUFFALO

 Jochen Hecht, David Leggio, Mark Mancari, Adam Pardy, Alexander Sulzer, Paul Szczechura, Nick Tarnasky.

 CALGARY

 Anton Babchuk, Steve Begin, Brett Carson, Roman Cervenka, Krys Kolanos, Brian McGrattan, Daniel Taylor, Ben Walter.

 CAROLINA

 Marc-Andre Bergeron, Tim Brent, Joe Corvo, Dan Ellis, Chad LaRose, Tim Wallace.

 CHICAGO

 Ray Emery, Michal Handzus, Carter Hutton, Henrik Karlsson, Jamal Mayers, Michal Rozsival, Viktor Stalberg.

 COLORADO

 Milan Hejduk, Chuck Kobasew, Thomas Pock, Sean Sullivan, Bill Thomas.

 COLUMBUS

 Adrian Aucoin, Matthew Ford, Andrew Joudrey, Michael Leighton, Vaclav Prospal.

 DALLAS

 Maxime Fortunus, Eric Nystrom, Tyler Sloan.

 DETROIT

 Damien Brunner, Daniel Cleary, Valtteri Filppula, Daniel Larsson, Ian White.

 EDMONTON

 Yann Danis, Mark Fistric, Darcy Hordichuk, Tanner House, Ryan Jones, Nikolai Khabibulin, Lennart Petrell, Liam Reddox, Jerred Smithson, Garrett Stafford, Andy Sutton, Ryan Whitney.

 FLORIDA

 Andre Deveaux, Dov Grumet-Morris, Martin Lojek, Greg Rallo, Sergei Shirokov, Tyson Strachan, Jose Theodore, Stephen Weiss, Nolan Yonkman.

 LOS ANGELES

 Dustin Penner, Brad Richardson, Rob Scuderi, Anthony Stewart.

 MINNESOTA

 Drew Bagnall, Pierre-Marc Bouchard, Brett Clark, Matt Cullen, Jeff Deslauriers, Dennis Endras, Jarod Palmer.

 MONTREAL

 Colby Armstrong, Jason Desantis, Jeff Halpern, Kyle Klubertanz, Petteri Nokelainen, Michael Ryder, Frederic St. Denis.

 NASHVILLE

 Scott Ford, Linus Klasen, Chris Mason, Mike Moore, Chris Mueller, Brandon Yip.

 NEW JERSEY

 Matt Anderson, David Clarkson, Cam Janssen, Tom Kostopoulos, Jay Leach, Nathan Perkovich, Alexei Ponikarovsky, Tim Sestito, Steve Sullivan, Chad Wiseman, Marek Zidlicky.

 NEW YORK ISLANDERS

 Keith Aucoin, Sean Backman, Brad Boyes, Jon Landry, Radek Martinek, Nathan McIver, Evgeni Nabokov, Marty Reasoner, Blair Riley, Tim Thomas.

 NEW YORK RANGERS

 Ryane Clowe, Sean Collins, Steve Eminger, Matt Gilroy, Roman Hamrlik, Brandon Segal, Mike Vernace.

 OTTAWA

 Daniel Alfredsson, Andre Benoit, Hugh Jessiman, Geoff Kinrade, Guillaume Latendresse, Mike Lundin, Peter Regin, Roman Wick.

 PHILADELPHIA

 Brian Boucher, Ruslan Fedotenko, Kurtis Foster, Simon Gagne, Adam Hall, Kent Huskins, Mike Knuble, Andreas Lilja, Jody Shelley, Matt Walker.

 PHOENIX

 Alexandre Bolduc, Kyle Chipchura, Matt Clackson, Chris Conner, Boyd Gordon, Chad Johnson, Nick Johnson, Jason LaBarbera, Alexander Nikulin.

 PITTSBURGH

 Craig Adams, Matt Cooke, Philippe Dupuis, Mark Eaton, Jarome Iginla, Chad Kolarik, Brenden Morrow, Douglas Murray, Warren Peters, Dylan Reese, Trevor Smith, Brad Thiessen.

 ST. LOUIS

 T.J. Hensick, Jamie Langenbrunner, Andy McDonald, Mike McKenna, Andrew Murray, Scott Nichol, Jeff Woywitka.

 SAN JOSE

 Scott Gomez, Thomas Greiss, Danny Groulx, Scott Hannan, Bracken Kearns, Tim Kennedy.

 TAMPA BAY

 Mathieu Garon, Johan Harju, Jean-Francois Jacques, Martins Karsums, Mathieu Roy, J.T. Wyman.

 TORONTO

 Tyler Bozak, Tim Connolly, Ryan Hamilton, Michael Kostka, Clarke MacArthur, Mike Mottau, Ryan O'Byrne.

 VANCOUVER

 Andrew Alberts, Cam Barker, Guillaume Desbiens, Andrew Ebbett, Andrew Gordon, Maxim Lapierre, Manny Malhotra, Steven Pinizzotto, Mason Raymond, Derek Roy, Jim Vandermeer.

 WASHINGTON

 Dane Byers, Joey Crabb, Matt Hendricks, Tom Poti, Ryan Potulny, Mike Ribeiro, Dany Sabourin, Wojtek Wolski.

 WINNIPEG

 Nik Antropov, Mark Dekanich, Brett Festerling, Aaron Gagnon, Ron Hainsey, Jason Jaffray, Derek Meech, Antti Miettinen, Mike Santorelli, Kyle Wellwood.

 UNRESTRICTED FREE AGENTS - GROUP 6

 The following players qualify for unrestricted free agency, having met the requirements for Group 6 free agency. This group is defined as players whose contracts have expired, are age 25 or older, have completed three or more professional seasons, and (i) in the case of a player other than a goaltender, have played less than 80 NHL games (regular-season and playoff), or (ii) in the case of a goaltender, have played less than 28 NHL games (regular-season and playoff). Please note that these amounts are subject to pro-rating due to the 48-game season in 2012-13.

 ANAHEIM

 None.

 BOSTON

 None.

 BUFFALO

 Alex Biega.

 CALGARY

 Leland Irving, Mike Testwuide.

 CAROLINA

 Jerome Samson, Bobby Sanguinetti.

 CHICAGO

 Alec Richards.

 COLORADO

 None.

 COLUMBUS

 Nick Drazenovic, Nick Holden, Ryan Russell.

 DALLAS

 Carl Sneep.

 DETROIT

 Jan Mursak, Francis Pare, Jordan Pearce.

 EDMONTON

 Chris Vande Velde.

 FLORIDA

 None.

 LOS ANGELES

 David Meckler.

 MINNESOTA

 David McIntyre.

 MONTREAL

 Blake Geoffrion.

 NASHVILLE

 None.

 NEW JERSEY

 Matthew Corrente, Jeff Frazee, Steven Zalewski.

 NEW YORK ISLANDERS

 Jesse Joensuu, Matt Watkins, Ty Wishart.

 NEW YORK RANGERS

 Logan Pyett.

 OTTAWA

 None.

 PHILADELPHIA

 None.

 PHOENIX

 Chris Summers.

 PITTSBURGH

 None.

 ST. LOUIS

 None.

 SAN JOSE

 Jon Matsumoto, Matt Pelech, Alex Stalock.

 TAMPA BAY

 Evan Oberg.

 TORONTO

 Simon Gysbers, Jussi Rynnas, Greg Scott.

 VANCOUVER

 None.

 WASHINGTON

 Mike Carman, Patrick McNeill.

 WINNIPEG

 Ben Maxwell.

 UNRESTRICTED FREE AGENTS

 The following players were not tendered a qualifying offer and are therefore Unrestricted Free Agents not subject to a right to match or draft choice compensation.

 ANAHEIM

 Josh Brittain, Marco Cousineau, Matt Kennedy, Ryan Parent.

 BOSTON

 Colby Cohen, Kaspars Daugavins, Michael Hutchinson.

 BUFFALO

 Jacob Lagace, Drew Schiestel.

 CALGARY

 Akim Aliu, Bryan Cameron, Brady Lamb, Gaelan Patterson.

 CAROLINA

 Marc-Andre Gragnani, A.J. Jenks, Justin Krueger, John Muse, Andreas Nodl, Lukas Pither, Joseph Sova.

 CHICAGO

 Joe Lavin, Maxime Sauve.

 COLORADO

 Joel Chouinard, Mike Connolly, Aaron Palushaj, Geoff Walker.

 COLUMBUS

 Steven Delisle, Colton Gillies, Patrick Killeen, Theo Ruth, Allen York.

 DALLAS

 Richard Bachman, Tyler Beskorowany, Jace Coyle, Mathieu Tousignant, Tom Wandell.

 DETROIT

 Brent Raedeke.

 EDMONTON

 Philippe Cornet, Theo Peckham, Alex Plante, Colten Teubert.

 FLORIDA

 Brian Foster, Zach Hamill, Peter Mueller, Brendon Nash, Jack Skille.

 LOS ANGELES

 David Kolomatis, Stefan Legein.

 MINNESOTA

 Joel Broda, Benn Ferriero.

 MONTREAL

 Ian Schultz, Joe Stejskal, Yannick Weber.

 NASHVILLE

 Jonathon Blum, T.J Brennan, Matt Halischuk, Jack Maclellan, Chet Pickard, Ben Ryan, Jeremy Smith.

 NEW JERSEY

 Jean-Sebastien Berube, Matt D'Agostini.

 NEW YORK ISLANDERS

 Brandon Defazio, Shane Harper.

 NEW YORK RANGERS

 Jyri Niemi, Nick Palmieri, Michael Sauer.

 OTTAWA

 Louie Caporusso.

 PHILADELPHIA

 Blake Kessel, Mitch Wahl.

 PHOENIX

 Scott Arnold.

 PITTSBURGH

 Keven Veilleux.

 ST. LOUIS

 Jay Barriball, Stefan Della Rovere, Paul Karpowich, Jani Lajunen, Anthony Nigro, Brett Sonne.

 SAN JOSE

 Tommy Grant, Thomas Heemskerk.

 TAMPA BAY

 Alex Hutchings, Brendan Mikkelson, Pat Nagle, Benoit Pouliot.

 TORONTO

 Tyler Brenner, Mark Owuya.

 VANCOUVER

 Derek Joslin, Prab Rai, Stefan Schneider.

 WASHINGTON

 Danick Paquette, Mattias Sjogren, Dustin Stevenson.

 WINNIPEG

 Christopher Carrozzi, Jason Gregoire, Maxime Macenauer, Will O'Neill.
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NOTE: Below is a list of players, who, effective July 5, became free agents.

The National Hockey League today released a list of players who are restricted free agents under Group 2, unrestricted free agents under Group 3 and Group 6 and unrestricted free agents by virtue of not receiving a qualifying offer.

Some of these players may recently have signed with their respective Clubs; however, their contracts had not yet been filed with the League.

ANAHEIM DUCKS

Group 2 FAs: Matt Beleskey, Mat Clark, Alex Grant, Kyle Palmieri.

Group 3 UFAs: Troy Bodie, Stephen Dixon, Radek Dvorak, Nate Guenin, Jordan Hendry, Saku Koivu, Pierre-Luc Letourneau-Leblond, Matthew Lombardi, Toni Lydman, Geoff Platt, Teemu Selanne, Matt Smaby, David Steckel, Kyle Wilson, Petteri Wirtanen.

Group 6 UFAs: None.

UFAs: Josh Brittain, Marco Cousineau, Matt Kennedy, Ryan Parent.

BOSTON BRUINS

Group 2 FAs: Carter Camper, Jordan Caron, Kevan Miller, Tuukka Rask.

Group 3 UFAs: Garnet Exelby, Andrew Ference, Christian Hanson, Nathan Horton, Jaromir Jagr, Aaron Johnson, Anton Khudobin, Jay Pandolfo, Wade Redden, Jamie Tardif, Trent Whitfield.

Group 6 UFAs: None.

UFAs: Colby Cohen, Kaspars Daugavins, Michael Hutchinson.

BUFFALO SABRES

Group 2 FAs: Luke Adam, Nick Crawford, Brian Flynn, Matt Hackett, Cody Hodgson.

Group 3 UFAs: Jochen Hecht, David Leggio, Mark Mancari, Adam Pardy, Alexander Sulzer, Paul Szczechura, Nick Tarnasky.

Group 6 UFAs: Alex Biega.

UFAs: Jacob Lagace, Drew Schiestel.

CALGARY FLAMES

Group 2 FAs: Mikael Backlund, Carter Bancks, Christopher Breen, T.J. Brodie, Chris Butler, Paul Byron, Mark Cundari, Greg Nemisz.

Group 3 UFAs: Anton Babchuk, Steve Begin, Brett Carson, Roman Cervenka, Krys Kolanos, Brian McGrattan, Daniel Taylor, Ben Walter.

Group 6 UFAs: Leland Irving, Mike Testwuide.

UFAs: Akim Aliu, Bryan Cameron, Brady Lamb, Gaelan Patterson.

CAROLINA HURRICANES

Group 2 FAs: Zach Boychuk, Zac Dalpe, Riley Nash, Jared Staal.

Group 3 UFAs: Marc-Andre Bergeron, Tim Brent, Joe Corvo, Dan Ellis, Chad LaRose, Tim Wallace.

Group 6 UFAs: Jerome Samson, Bobby Sanguinetti.

UFAs: Marc-Andre Gragnani, A.J. Jenks, Justin Krueger, John Muse, Andreas Nodl, Lukas Pither, Joseph Sova.

CHICAGO BLACKHAWKS

Group 2 FAs: Kyle Beach, Marcus Kruger, Shawn Lalonde, Ryan Stanton.

Group 3 UFAs: Ray Emery, Michal Handzus, Carter Hutton, Henrik Karlsson, Jamal Mayers, Michal Rozsival, Viktor Stalberg.

Group 6 UFAs: Alec Richards.

UFAs: Joe Lavin, Maxime Sauve.

COLORADO AVALANCHE

Group 2 FAs: Brad Malone, Tomas Vincour, Luke Walker.

Group 3 UFAs: Milan Hejduk, Chuck Kobasew, Thomas Pock, Sean Sullivan, Bill Thomas.

Group 6 UFAs: None.

UFAs: Joel Chouinard, Mike Connolly, Aaron Palushaj, Geoff Walker.

COLUMBUS BLUE JACKETS

Group 2 FAs: Cody Goloubef, Spencer Machacek, Blake Parlett, David Savard.

Group 3 UFAs: Adrian Aucoin, Matthew Ford, Andrew Joudrey, Michael Leighton, Vaclav Prospal.

Group 6 UFAs: Nick Drazenovic, Nick Holden, Ryan Russell.

UFAs: Steven Delisle, Colton Gillies, Patrick Killeen, Theo Ruth, Allen York.

DALLAS STARS

Group 2 FAs: None.

Group 3 UFAs: Maxime Fortunus, Eric Nystrom, Tyler Sloan.

Group 6 UFAs: Carl Sneep.

UFAs: Richard Bachman, Tyler Beskorowany, Jace Coyle, Mathieu Tousignant, Tom Wandell.

DETROIT RED WINGS

Group 2 FAs: Joakim Andersson, Tom McCollum, Gustav Nyquist, Brendan Smith.

Group 3 UFAs: Damien Brunner, Daniel Cleary, Valtteri Filppula, Daniel Larsson, Ian White.

Group 6 UFAs: Jan Mursak, Francis Pare, Jordan Pearce.

UFAs: Brent Raedeke.

EDMONTON OILERS

Group 2 FAs: Sam Gagner, Teemu Hartikainen, Niko Hovinen, Magnus Paajarvi, Antti Tyrvainen.

Group 3 UFAs: Yann Danis, Mark Fistric, Darcy Hordichuk, Tanner House, Ryan Jones, Nikolai Khabibulin, Lennart Petrell, Liam Reddox, Jerred Smithson, Garrett Stafford, Andy Sutton, Ryan Whitney.

Group 6 UFAs: Chris Vande Velde.

UFAs: Philippe Cornet, Theo Peckham, Alex Plante, Colten Teubert.

FLORIDA PANTHERS

Group 2 FAs: Michael Caruso, Jacob Markstrom, Shawn Matthias, Jonathan Rheault, Colby Robak, Scott Timmins.

Group 3 UFAs: Andre Deveaux, Dov Grumet-Morris, Martin Lojek, Greg Rallo, Sergei Shirokov, Tyson Strachan, Jose Theodore, Stephen Weiss, Nolan Yonkman.

Group 6 UFAs: None.

UFAs: Brian Foster, Zach Hamill, Peter Mueller, Brendon Nash, Jack Skille.

LOS ANGELES KINGS

Group 2 FAs: Andrew Bodnarchuk, Kyle Clifford, Martin Jones, Trevor Lewis, Alec Martinez, Jake Muzzin, Jordan Nolan, Brian O'Neill.

Group 3 UFAs: Dustin Penner, Brad Richardson, Rob Scuderi, Anthony Stewart.

Group 6 UFAs: David Meckler.

UFAs: David Kolomatis, Stefan Legein.

MINNESOTA WILD

Group 2 FAs: Tyler Cuma, Justin Fontaine, Carson McMillan, Kyle Medvec, Jared Spurgeon.

Group 3 UFAs: Drew Bagnall, Pierre-Marc Bouchard, Brett Clark, Matt Cullen, Jeff Deslauriers, Dennis Endras, Jarod Palmer.

Group 6 UFAs: David McIntyre.

UFAs: Joel Broda, Benn Ferriero.

MONTREAL CANADIENS

Group 2 FAs: Gabriel Dumont, Robert Mayer, Dustin Tokarski, Ryan White.

Group 3 UFAs: Colby Armstrong, Jason Desantis, Jeff Halpern, Kyle Klubertanz, Petteri Nokelainen, Michael Ryder, Frederic St. Denis.

Group 6 UFAs: Blake Geoffrion.

UFAs: Ian Schultz, Joe Stejskal, Yannick Weber.

NASHVILLE PREDATORS

Group 2 FAs: Daniel Bang, Juuso Puustinen, Nick Spaling.

Group 3 UFAs: Scott Ford, Linus Klasen, Chris Mason, Mike Moore, Chris Mueller, Brandon Yip.

Group 6 UFAs: None.

UFAs: Jonathon Blum, T.J Brennan, Matt Halischuk, Jack Maclellan, Chet Pickard, Ben Ryan, Jeremy Smith.

NEW JERSEY DEVILS

Group 2 FAs: Adam Henrique, Mike Hoeffel, Jacob Josefson, Dan Kelly, Keith Kinkaid, Harri Pesonen, Mike Sislo.

Group 3 UFAs: Matt Anderson, David Clarkson, Cam Janssen, Tom Kostopoulos, Jay Leach, Nathan Perkovich, Alexei Ponikarovsky, Tim Sestito, Steve Sullivan, Chad Wiseman, Marek Zidlicky.

Group 6 UFAs: Matthew Corrente, Jeff Frazee, Steven Zalewski.

UFAs: Jean-Sebastien Berube, Matt D'Agostini.

NEW YORK ISLANDERS

Group 2 FAs: Josh Bailey, Cal Clutterbuck, Travis Hamonic, Thomas Hickey, Kevin Poulin, David Ullstrom.

Group 3 UFAs: Keith Aucoin, Sean Backman, Brad Boyes, Jon Landry, Radek Martinek, Nathan McIver, Evgeni Nabokov, Marty Reasoner, Blair Riley, Tim Thomas.

Group 6 UFAs: Jesse Joensuu, Matt Watkins, Ty Wishart.

UFAs: Brandon Defazio, Shane Harper.

NEW YORK RANGERS

Group 2 FAs: Justin Falk, Carl Hagelin, Brandon Mashinter, Ryan McDonagh, Derek Stepan, Mats Zuccarello.

Group 3 UFAs: Ryane Clowe, Sean Collins, Steve Eminger, Matt Gilroy, Roman Hamrlik, Brandon Segal, Mike Vernace.

Group 6 UFAs: Logan Pyett.

UFAs: Jyri Niemi, Nick Palmieri, Michael Sauer.

OTTAWA SENATORS

Group 2 FAs: Mark Borowiecki, Erik Condra, Jared Cowen, Corey Cowick, Stephane Da Costa, Dave Dziurzynski, Mike Hoffman, Patrick Wiercioch.

Group 3 UFAs: Daniel Alfredsson, Andre Benoit, Hugh Jessiman, Geoff Kinrade, Guillaume Latendresse, Mike Lundin, Peter Regin, Roman Wick.

Group 6 UFAs: None.

UFAs: Louie Caporusso.

PHILADELPHIA FLYERS

Group 2 FAs: Erik Gustafsson, Oliver Lauridsen, Eric Wellwood.

Group 3 UFAs: Brian Boucher, Ruslan Fedotenko, Kurtis Foster, Simon Gagne, Adam Hall, Kent Huskins, Mike Knuble, Andreas Lilja, Jody Shelley, Matt Walker.

Group 6 UFAs: None.

UFAs: Blake Kessel, Mitch Wahl.

PHOENIX COYOTES

Group 2 FAs: Mikkel Boedker, Mathieu Brodeur, Maxim Goncharov, Brett Hextall, Lauri Korpikoski, Mark Louis, Brandon McMillan, Andy Miele, David Rundblad.

Group 3 UFAs: Alexandre Bolduc, Kyle Chipchura, Matt Clackson, Chris Conner, Boyd Gordon, Chad Johnson, Nick Johnson, Jason LaBarbera, Alexander Nikulin.

Group 6 UFAs: Chris Summers.

UFAs: Scott Arnold.

PITTSBURGH PENGUINS

Group 2 FAs: Robert Bortuzzo, Brian Gibbons, Riley Holzapfel, Dustin Jeffrey, Zach Sill, Paul Thompson, Harry Zolnierczyk.

Group 3 UFAs: Craig Adams, Matt Cooke, Philippe Dupuis, Mark Eaton, Jarome Iginla, Chad Kolarik, Brenden Morrow, Douglas Murray, Warren Peters, Dylan Reese, Trevor Smith, Brad Thiessen.

Group 6 UFAs: None.

UFAs: Keven Veilleux.

ST. LOUIS BLUES

Group 2 FAs: Jake Allen, Cade Fairchild, Evgeny Grachev, Philip McRae, Alex Pietrangelo, Kris Russell, Tyler Shattock, Chris Stewart.

Group 3 UFAs: T.J. Hensick, Jamie Langenbrunner, Andy McDonald, Mike McKenna, Andrew Murray, Scott Nichol, Jeff Woywitka.

Group 6 UFAs: None.

UFAs: Jay Barriball, Stefan Della Rovere, Paul Karpowich, Jani Lajunen, Anthony Nigro, Brett Sonne.

SAN JOSE SHARKS

Group 2 FAs: Tyler Kennedy, Nick Petrecki.

Group 3 UFAs: Scott Gomez, Thomas Greiss, Danny Groulx, Scott Hannan, Bracken Kearns, Tim Kennedy.

Group 6 UFAs: Jon Matsumoto, Matt Pelech, Alex Stalock.

UFAs: Tommy Grant, Thomas Heemskerk.

TAMPA BAY LIGHTNING

Group 2 FAs: Mark Barberio, Dan Sexton.

Group 3 UFAs: Mathieu Garon, Johan Harju, Jean-Francois Jacques, Martins Karsums, Mathieu Roy, J.T. Wyman.

Group 6 UFAs: Evan Oberg.

UFAs: Alex Hutchings, Brendan Mikkelson, Pat Nagle, Benoit Pouliot.

TORONTO MAPLE LEAFS

Group 2 FAs: Spencer Abbott, Jonathan Bernier, Joe Colborne, Cody Franson, Mark Fraser, Carl Gunnarsson, Nazem Kadri, Leo Komarov, Kevin Marshall, Frazer McLaren.

Group 3 UFAs: Tyler Bozak, Tim Connolly, Ryan Hamilton, Michael Kostka, Clarke MacArthur, Mike Mottau, Ryan O'Byrne.

Group 6 UFAs: Simon Gysbers, Jussi Rynnas, Greg Scott.

UFAs: Tyler Brenner, Mark Owuya.

VANCOUVER CANUCKS

Group 2 FAs: Kellan Lain, Anton Rodin, Yann Sauve, Jordan Schroeder, Bill Sweatt, Chris Tanev, Dale Weise.

Group 3 UFAs: Andrew Alberts, Cam Barker, Guillaume Desbiens, Andrew Ebbett, Andrew Gordon, Maxim Lapierre, Manny Malhotra, Steven Pinizzotto, Mason Raymond, Derek Roy, Jim Vandermeer.

Group 6 UFAs: None.

UFAs: Derek Joslin, Prab Rai, Stefan Schneider.

WASHINGTON CAPITALS

Group 2 FAs: Karl Alzner, Nicolas Deschamps, Marcus Johansson, Peter LeBlanc.

Group 3 UFAs: Dane Byers, Joey Crabb, Matt Hendricks, Tom Poti, Ryan Potulny, Mike Ribeiro, Dany Sabourin, Wojtek Wolski.

Group 6 UFAs: Mike Carman, Patrick McNeill.

UFAs: Danick Paquette, Mattias Sjogren, Dustin Stevenson.

WINNIPEG JETS

Group 2 FAs: Zach Bogosian, Alexander Burmistrov, Patrice Cormier, Tomas Kubalik, Arturs Kulda, Bryan Little, Edward Pasquale, Anthony Peluso, Paul Postma, Zach Redmond, Eric Tangradi, Blake Wheeler.

Group 3 UFAs: Nik Antropov, Mark Dekanich, Brett Festerling, Aaron Gagnon, Ron Hainsey, Jason Jaffray, Derek Meech, Antti Miettinen, Mike Santorelli, Kyle Wellwood.

Group 6 UFAs: Ben Maxwell.

UFAs: Christopher Carrozzi, Jason Gregoire, Maxime Macenauer, Will O'Neill.

-------
Bruins acquire Eriksson to fill hole on right wing

Thursday, 07.04.2013 / 7:45 PM / NHL Insider

By Matt Kalman - NHL.com Correspondent
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BOSTON -- It doesn't matter how high you're drafted, what it took to acquire you in a trade, or how much you're being paid. If the way you play the game doesn't fit the blueprint Boston Bruins general manager Peter Chiarelli has for his roster, you're expendable.

That's the message Chiarelli sent Thursday when he agreed to trade Tyler Seguin -- the second player taken in the 2010 NHL Draft -- along with veteran forward Rich Peverley and prospect Ryan Button to the Dallas Stars in exchange for Loui Eriksson and three prospects.

The Bruins saw this trade as an opportunity to bring in Eriksson, a 27-year-old left-shooting right wing, to boost their Eastern Conference championship roster. Seguin was drafted as a center but played right wing his first three years in the NHL. With the probable departure of wings Nathan Horton and Jaromir Jagr via unrestricted free agency, in addition to the trade of Seguin and Peverley, the Bruins were left thin on the right side of their forward depth chart.

BRUINS-STARS TRADE

Stars plan to put Seguin back at center

By Corey Masisak - NHL.com Staff Writer

By slotting Tyler Seguin at center on the top line, the Dallas Stars likely will move Jamie Benn to his wing. READ MORE › Seguin, Eriksson swapped in seven-player trade 

Trade Video: Bruins' GM Chiarelli | Stars' GM Nill

"He's a good two-way player," Chiarelli said of Eriksson. "He knows where to find the spots and score. [He] has a good shot, good release from either side. He can play on the [power play], can play on the half-wall. [He's] probably better suited for off the post, down low, which I'd like to get some left-shot skill too. That's what makes him even more attractive, that he can play the right side and he has left-shot skill. He spreads out your power play. He's fast and a good two-way player. There's a lot of his game that fits into how we play."

Eriksson scored 12 goals (two on the power play) in 48 games for the Stars in 2012-13. In his previous three seasons, he averaged 27 goals after he set a career high with 36 in 2008-09.

The Bruins' power play could use a jolt: Boston's man-advantage clicked at 17.5 percent in the playoffs after it ranked 26th at 14.8 percent in the regular season. At 5-on-5, Eriksson projects to play on right wing with left wing Brad Marchand and center Patrice Bergeron, a spot Seguin manned for much of 2012-13.

The Marchand-Bergeron-Seguin trio was the Bruins' best line in the regular season. Seguin finished with 16 goals and 32 points in 48 games. Injuries and a lack of production throughout the Bruins' lineup in the postseason led to the breakup of that line, and Seguin scored one power-play goal in 22 playoff games during the Bruins' run to Game 6 of the Stanley Cup Final.

Seguin also struggled in the 2012 postseason with two goals and three points in seven games. In 2011, when he was a bit player for the Stanley Cup championship Bruins team, he contributed three goals and seven points in 13 games.

Seguin was chosen with a draft pick acquired from the Toronto Maple Leafs in a 2009 trade for forward Phil Kessel. Throughout his three years in the NHL, Seguin improved his two-way game but remained a work in progress.

Rumors that Seguin might be traded surfaced during the NHL Draft last weekend. At the conclusion of the draft in Newark, N.J., on Sunday, Chiarelli made some comments criticizing Seguin's professionalism and the player's need to "commit to focusing on his game." Those comments were widely believed to be a shot at Seguin's off-ice life.

"I think what's import to remember about Tyler is that he came here with much pomp and circumstance and he played very well for a young player," Chiarelli said. "This year wasn't his best year but it was a trying year and a weird year to assess players. And Tyler's a real good kid. I see the Twitterverse, or whatever it's called, all these reports about his extracurricular stuff. And I've made comments as to his professionalism and acting more like a professional. But what has to be remembered in all of this is that he's 21 years old, he's a good kid and he's a terrific player. And he's probably better suited for center. He was very good for us as a winger. And I think you'll see him playing center in Dallas."

Peverley also had a down year with two goals in the playoffs after he produced six goals and 18 points in 47 regular-season games. With the departures of Seguin, Peverley, Horton and defenseman Andrew Ference since the end of the season, the Bruins have lost several key contributors from the teams that went to the Cup Final twice in three seasons.

"It's a tough conversation to tell them that they're traded. It's a tough conversation with Rich to tell him that we were going to trade him," Chiarelli said. "These are moves that are predicated on being a successful franchise going forward and making the prudent moves in a timely manner to capitalize on the market as it stands."

Loui Eriksson

Loui Eriksson

Left Wing - BOS

Goals: 12 | Assists: 17 | Pts: 29

 Shots: 104 | +/-: -9

Though Eriksson was the centerpiece of the trade going from Dallas to Boston, Chiarelli also picked up three prospects. The GM said 23-year-old Matt Fraser is a forward with an NHL shot who will compete for a job on the Bruins roster next season. Chiarelli said Reilly Smith, 22, is "a silky smooth type of right winger," and defenseman Joe Morrow, 20, could be a big part of the Bruins' future.

"[Morrow is] still a young player," Chiarelli said of Morrow, the Pittsburgh Penguins' first-round pick in the 2011 NHL Draft who was acquired by Dallas in a late-season deal that sent Stars' captain Brenden Morrow to Pittsburgh. "A very strong skater. Finding his way, but we have a lot of time for him and we think he can develop into a top-four NHL defenseman with the right development."

Seguin is set to begin a six-year, $34.5 million contract. Peverley is in the midst of a contract that carries an average annual value of $3.25 million through the end of the 2014-15 season. With Eriksson carrying an average annual value of $4.25 million on a contract that runs through the end of the 2015-16 season, the Bruins save around $4 million in cap space and have about $9 million to work with, according to CapGeek.com.

In addition to re-signing potential restricted free agent goaltender Tuukka Rask, the Bruins will be looking to continue their changes up front. Free agency officially opens at noon Friday.

"We'll go into the free-agent market or trade market," Chiarelli said. "We've got some space, we've got some players amassed that can still move around, so I'm not done yet."
After trade, Stars plan to shift Seguin back to center

Thursday, 07.04.2013 / 7:27 PM / NHL Insider

By Corey Masisak - NHL.com Staff Writer
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Two weeks ago, Tyler Seguin was answering questions about his lack of offense and being stuck on the third line for the Boston Bruins during the 2013 Stanley Cup Playoffs.

He had new questions to answer Thursday, like, "How does the idea of Tyler Seguin, first-line center sound?"

That appears to be the plan after the Dallas Stars traded veteran forward Loui Eriksson and three prospects (Joseph Morrow, Reilly Smith and Matt Fraser) to Boston for Seguin, Rich Peverley and Ryan Button.

"We're looking at somebody that can obviously play with [Jamie] Benn," Stars coach Lindy Ruff said Thursday. "It is a position we wanted to fill, and it is the natural position for Tyler, and he's looking forward to playing it."

BRUINS-STARS TRADE

Eriksson will fill Bruins' right wing hole

By Matt Kalman - NHL.com Correspondent

The Boston Bruins traded for Loui Eriksson, a left-shooting right wing, to boost that side of their Eastern Conference championship roster. READ MORE › Seguin, Eriksson swapped in seven-player trade 

Trade Video: Bruins' GM Chiarelli | Stars' GM Nill

Seguin spent his first three NHL seasons on the wing with the Bruins. He flourished there in his sophomore season on the team's second line with Patrice Bergeron and Brad Marchand. Seguin's numbers slipped a bit in 2012-13, and he was demoted to the third line when Jaromir Jagr arrived.

Seguin finished the postseason with one goal in 22 games, though he was second on the Bruins with 70 shots on goal.

The Bruins expect to lose wings Nathan Horton and Jagr to free agency, so there likely was going to be an opportunity for Seguin again in Boston's top six, but now he's going to Dallas training camp as a No. 1 center with a chance for a fresh start.

By slotting Seguin at center on the top line, that likely will move Benn to his wing. Benn, 23, has seen time at center and wing in his four seasons with the Stars.

"He is definitely a great player and seems like a great person," Seguin said of Benn. "I'm looking forward to getting the opportunity to play with him and forming a friendship. I've definitely seen the guy shoot the puck, so I'll definitely be looking for him out there."

Boston general manager Peter Chiarelli caused a bit of a stir Sunday at the 2013 NHL Draft with some pointed comments about Seguin and his need to be "more of a professional." Seguin, 21, was scratched from a game earlier in his career because he showed up late at the arena.

There have been other comments from anonymous Bruins sources about Seguin's off-ice behavior since the trade was raised as a possibility. Seguin and Peverley addressed those comments during a conference call Thursday.

"I definitely heard the rumors and things like that," Seguin said. "When the trade was announced, I don't know if I was surprised. As far as the personal comments, I talked to Peter about it right after the trade had happened. I come to the rink every day and expect to be a professional and work my hardest. Obviously I think the first few years of my career have been a big learning curve and I look forward to getting better every day and I'm definitely motivated to come to a great city like Dallas."

Peverley said, "I think Tyler is under quite the microscope here in Boston. I've heard a lot of things in the past 24 hours about Tyler that I don't think [are] true. It is unfortunate that it is coming to people talking like that. He works very hard. He's gotten a lot more mature in the years I've known him. He commits himself to the game and getting better."

Tyler Seguin

Tyler Seguin

Center - DAL

GOALS: 16 | ASST: 16 | PTS: 32

 SOG: 161 | +/-: 23

By adding Seguin and Peverley, the Stars are deeper at center. Dallas general manager Jim Nill said Peverley, 30, and 22-year-old Cody Eakin are likely to slot in at center on either the second or third line.

"In this business, every day you come to work and try to get better. We're looking at other options, but this adds two [centers] to our roster and we're excited about that," Nill said. "Both are right-handed shots, which you don't find a lot of. This gives us a good mix at center. Really our one weakness here in Dallas is we had no depth at center ice. This gets Benn back to the wing and puts everyone in their proper position."

Peverley played on the third line for most of his 2 1/2 seasons in Boston, splitting faceoff duties with Chris Kelly. He won more than 58 percent each of the past three seasons, a skill that Nill and Ruff said would help the Stars, especially on the penalty kill.

The Stars have now dealt away Brenden Morrow, Derek Roy, Jagr and Eriksson since a few days before the 2013 NHL Trade Deadline, but they still have veterans Ray Whitney and Erik Cole to play in the top six along with Seguin, Benn and either Eakin or Peverley. Another player who could have an impact is 2013 first-rounder Valeri Nichushkin, who slipped to the No. 10 pick where the Stars were happy to scoop him up.

Nill didn't rule out looking for another center when free agency begins Friday, but this certainly stands as a bold trade in his first few months on the job.
Briere to join Canadiens with two-year contract

Thursday, 07.04.2013 / 9:11 PM / NHL Free Agency 2013

By Arpon Basu - Managing Editor LNH.com
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Back in the summer of 2007, Danny Briere was one of the biggest unrestricted free agents on the market and the Quebec native had a chance to come home and play for the Montreal Canadiens.

He chose not to, instead signing an eight-year, $52 million contract with the Philadelphia Flyers and getting booed at Bell Centre practically every time he visited.

When the final two years of that contract were bought out by the Flyers last week, and Briere suddenly had another opportunity to join the Canadiens, he jumped on it.

FREE AGENCY 2013

Briere to join Habs with two-year deal

NHL.com

 The Montreal Canadiens and forward Danny Briere have agreed on a two-year contract, the team announced Thursday. READ MORE › Senators confident; 2 others in mix for Alfie

Lecavalier agrees to multiyear contract with Flyers 

13 potential UFAs who figure to attract attention

video NHL.com Free Agency 2013 preview

video Eastern FA D-men | Western FA D-men

MORE 2013 FREE AGENCY STORIES ›

The Canadiens and Briere agreed Thursday on a two-year contract reportedly worth $8 million, bringing him back to his home province six years after he spurned a competitive offer from Montreal.

"It was a decision between the two teams that tore me up," Briere said in a conference call with reporters. "But in my heart, I grew up in Quebec and always dreamed of playing for the Canadiens. I feel blessed that I received this second chance. … That's why I wanted to do everything possible to sign with the Canadiens."

Briere, 35, had at least 25 goals in three of his six seasons in Philadelphia, helping the Flyers reach the Eastern Conference Final twice and get to the Stanley Cup Final in 2010. In 15 NHL seasons, Briere, a 1996 first-round pick (No. 24) of the Phoenix Coyotes, has 286 goals and 659 points in 847 games with the Coyotes, Buffalo Sabres and Flyers.

"Daniel Briere brings a great deal of skills, experience and leadership to our team, and he is a significant addition to our group of forwards," Canadiens general manager Marc Bergevin said in a statement. "Daniel showed a great desire to pursue his career in Montreal and we are very happy that he committed to playing in Montreal for the next two seasons."

Briere had his worst offensive season in 2012-13, finishing with six goals and 16 points in 34 games. His production has been in decline since notching 68 points in 77 games in 2010-11, going from 0.88 points per game to 0.70 in 2011-12 to 0.47 last season, his lowest total since 1999-2000.

"It definitely was a season where I wasn't happy with the way things went," Briere said.

A big factor was a fractured wrist he suffered playing in Germany during the lockout, causing him to miss the first four games of the NHL season.

"Starting behind everybody," Briere said, "I just never caught up."

Briere also missed almost a month with a concussion, his second in as many seasons, but he said there is nothing to worry about and he is "100 percent in that regard."

The decision to buy out Briere did not leave him with any bad feelings for the Flyers. On the contrary, when asked if the way he was used in Philadelphia contributed to his drop in production, Briere refused to answer, choosing to focus on his future in Montreal.

But he did not hide the fact his buyout will help drive him to prove Philadelphia wrong.

"It's another level of motivation," he said. "I have nothing bad to say about the Flyers, what they did was done with class. But that is definitely a source of motivation."

NHL.com official compliance buyout tracker

Thursday, 07.04.2013 / 10:00 PM / News

NHL.com
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Under the provisions of the new Collective Bargaining Agreement, each team is allowed two compliance buyouts in the next two seasons, during specific windows of availability, as spelled out by the CBA.

The first of these windows opened at 11 p.m. on June 26 and closes at 5 p.m. on July 4. Any player bought out during this window has his salary-cap charge completely wiped clean, but the team must pay two-thirds of the remaining contract across twice the remaining term of the deal. The bought-out players become free agents July 5 and can sign with any team, other than the one that bought out the player.

Clubs have bought out or announced their intention to buy out the following players:

TEAM PLAYER (NO. 1) PLAYER (NO. 2) 

 D STEVE MONTADOR LW ROSTISLAV OLESZ 

 D Carlo Colaiacovo  

 D TOM GILBERT  

 C SCOTT GOMEZ D Tomas Kaberle 

 G Johan Hedberg  

 G RICK DIPIETRO  

 D Wade Redden  

 C DANNY BRIERE G IlYA BRYZGALOV 

 C VINCENT LECAVALIER  

 D MIKE KOMISAREK F Mikhail grabovski 

 D JEFF SCHULTZ  
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Ducks qualify Palmieri, Beleskey to keep rights

 July 2nd, 2013, 2:50 pm by ERIC STEPHENS 

Kyle Palmieri and Matt Beleskey were among the four players the Ducks issued qualified offers to by Tuesday's NHL deadline in order to keep their negotiating rights.

Qualifying offers needed to be tendered to impending restricted free agents or those players earn unrestricted status and can sign with any team.

Both offers are a five percent raise from their NHL salaries in 2012-13, as stipulated in the college bargaining agreement. The Ducks will continue to negotiate with the two with Beleskey holding arbitration rights while Palmieri does not.

Palmieri, 22, had 10 goals, 11 assists and a minus-8 rating in 42 games as he became an everyday presence in the Ducks' lineup for the first time. His base NHL salary was a pro-rated $810,000 last season.

The Ducks don't need to be in a real rush with Palmieri as veteran Saku Koivu is on their front burner right now. No deal has been struck with Koivu, though General Manager Bob Murray said the sides are still working out issues and remain confident that an extension will get done.

Read the rest of this entry » 

Posted in: Ducks Personnel • Ducks prospects • Matt Beleskey • Kyle Palmieri • 2013 offseason | 
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Ducks conditioning camp opens Wednesday

 July 2nd, 2013, 2:17 pm by ERIC STEPHENS 

The Ducks will open their annual prospect conditioning camp Wednesday at Anaheim Ice and will conduct three weekend scrimmages there before it ends Monday.

Scrimmages will be open and free of charge to the public, taking place Friday and Saturday at 9:15 a.m. and Sunday at 10:30 a.m.

Recent first-round pick Shea Theodore will be in camp along with three other draft selections Sunday -- Nick Sorensen, Keaton Thompson and Grant Besse. Top prospects expected to participate include Hampus Lindholm, Peter Holland, Rickard Rakell and John Gibson.

Off-ice workouts will not be open to the public. Below is the Ducks' development camp roster:

GOALIES

Read the rest of this entry » 
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Ducks take defenseman Theodore with first pick

 June 30th, 2013, 2:36 pm by ERIC STEPHENS 

The Ducks took Western Hockey League defenseman Shea Theodore with their first pick and the 26th overall selection in the 2013 NHL entry draft Sunday at Newark, N.J.

Theodore, who'll turn 18 on Aug. 3, had 19 goals and 30 assists in 71 games with the WHL's Seattle Thunderbirds in his second full junior season.

A left-handed shooter, Theodore easily led his team in defenseman scoring and ranked third on the T-Birds overall. The 6-foot-1 3/4, 178-pound rearguard ranked 11th among North American skaters on the final NHL Central Scouting rankings.

"Shea is a great skater and can really move the puck," Ducks general manager Bob Murray said. "The way the game is played now, that's really important. You need players like that. We are really excited."

Some draft prognosticators had Theodore going higher in the first round while others had him lasting until the second. Theodore said he was expecting to hear his name called as the first round was coming to a close.

Read the rest of this entry » 

Posted in: Ducks prospects • Ducks • 2013 offseason • 2013 NHL draft | 
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Who could be around for Ducks at No. 26?

 June 29th, 2013, 3:23 pm by ERIC STEPHENS 

The Ducks currently have the 26th selection in the first round, which is the lowest position that they've picked at since dropping down in 2011 and taking center-wing Rickard Rakell with the 30th and final first-round pick.

Martin Madden, the club’s director of amateur scouting, is among the many who consider this draft one of the deepest in a given year since 2003 – the one that produced many top players that include the Ducks’ Ryan Getzlaf and Corey Perry.

Days before the draft takes place Sunday at the Prudential Center in Newark, N.J., Madden wouldn’t tip his hand on what direction the Ducks could go with their first-round selection.

Madden acknowledged that the Ducks do appear to be well-stocked at the center position in their system and much lighter on legitimate prospects in other areas, particularly on defense after Sami Vatanen and Hampus Lindholm.

Read the rest of this entry » 
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Ducks A-Z: Frederik Andersen

 June 21st, 2013, 9:29 am by ERIC STEPHENS 

By the end of the abbreviated 2012-13 season, Frederik Andersen was a member of the Ducks and that much closer to becoming the first Danish goalie to play in the NHL.

Even though he had couple of turns in Anaheim taking shot after shot in practice, Andersen never did get in a game. The Ducks did deem him worthy of a promotion to hang around for the Stanley Cup playoffs after his promising American Hockey League season ended.

Andersen had hoped to be playing in the postseason and it appeared that way after leading the Norfolk Admirals out of the AHL's Eastern Conference basement and into a playoff spot with three games left in the regular season.

The wheels came out during a disastrous final weekend, where Andersen and the Admirals were drilled at Syracuse and then allowed late tiebreaking goals in crushing defeats at Albany and Providence.

"It was a tough weekend," Andersen said. "Too bad we couldn't get a couple of wins there. That happens sometimes. You can't be afraid of it happening. You can't really prepare for it not to happen. You just got to keep doing what you're doing.

Read the rest of this entry » 
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Ducks sign Warg to entry level contract

 May 22nd, 2013, 3:14 pm by ERIC STEPHENS 

The Ducks on Wednesday announced the signing of defenseman Stefan Warg to a two-year entry level contract.

Warg, 23, played with Vasteras of Sweden's second-tier Allsvenskan league and had four goals and 15 assists in 52 games this season. He also had a plus-21 rating and racked up 40 penalty minutes.

The right-shooting Stockholm native played his previous two Allsvenskan seasons with Orebro. It is possible that Warg could find his way to the Ducks' American Hockey League affiliate in Norfolk (Va.) for next season.

Selected in the fifth round of the 2008 draft by the Ducks, Warg has experience in North America as he played two seasons of junior hockey in the Western Hockey League with the Seattle Thunderbirds and Prince Albert Raiders.

His 2009-10 season was split between Seattle and Prince Albert and he had 20 assists and a combined minus-16 rating.

Read the rest of this entry » 
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Ducks sign Karlsson to three-year contract

 May 20th, 2013, 10:17 am by ERIC STEPHENS 

The Ducks signed center William Karlsson, a 2011 second-round draft pick, on Monday to a three-year entry level contract.

Karlsson, 20, is coming off a season in the Elitserien (Swedish Elite League) in which he was named the top rookie after scoring four goals and 24 assists in 50 games with HV-71.

Karlsson also had a plus-17 rating and his 24 assists led all first-year players in Sweden's top pro league. His 28 points also ranked second among rookies.

The young pivot was also part of Sweden's silver-medal winning team at the IIHF World Junior Championship in January. His deal will pay him $642,500 if he plays in the NHL and $70,000 in the American Hockey League.

Read the rest of this entry » 
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Ducks recall three from minor leagues

 April 24th, 2013, 11:27 am by ERIC STEPHENS 

VANCOUVER, British Columbia -- The Ducks recalled goalie Frederik Andersen, left wing Patrick Maroon and right wing Devante Smith-Pelly from the Norfolk Admirals of the American Hockey League.

Andersen, 23, had a successful first pro season in North America after starring for Frolunda in the Swedish Elite League. The third-round pick of the Ducks in 2012 went 24-18-1 for Norfolk with a 2.19 goals-against average, .929 save percentage and four shutouts.

His numbers ranked in the AHL's top 10 in wins, goals-against and save percentage. Andersen also led the league's netminders with five assists.

Maroon, 25, led the Admirals with 26 goals and 50 points. He also had a team-leading 139 penalty minutes and scored his first two NHL goals in 11 games with the Ducks earlier this season.

Smith-Pelly, 20, played the majority of this season in Norfolk and had 14 goals and 18 assists in 65 games with the Admirals. He played in five games with the Ducks after dressing in 49 as a rookie last season.

Read the rest of this entry » 
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Laganiere to finish semester before joining Ducks

 April 17th, 2013, 7:10 pm by ERIC STEPHENS 

ANAHEIM -- The Ducks announced that Yale center Antoine Laganiere, whom they signed to a two-year entry level deal on Tuesday, will finish out his last two weeks of school before reporting to the team.

At that point, the club will determine if Laganiere will come to Anaheim or head to Norfolk if the Admirals are still playing. The 22-year-old Quebec native finished his senior season by winning the school’s first NCAA men’s hockey title.

Laganiere can practice with the Ducks but would be ineligible to participate in the postseason since he signed the deal after the trade deadline.

His signing is seen as a bit of a coup for the Ducks. “He’s just the kind of player you look for,” Vancouver assistant general manager Laurence Gilman told The Province. “We are disappointed.”

Read the rest of this entry » 

Posted in: Ducks prospects • 2012-13 regular season • Antoine Laganiere | 

 View comments .

Ducks sign NCAA champion Yale's Laganiere

 April 16th, 2013, 4:52 pm by ERIC STEPHENS 

ANAHEIM -- Center Antoine Laganiere, who helped lead Yale to its first NCAA men's hockey championship, signed a two-year entry level contract with the Ducks on Tuesday.

Laganiere, 22, was among the Bulldogs' leading scorers this season with 15 goals and 14 assists in 37 games and scored a goal in their 3-2 overtime win over Massachusetts-Lowell in the national semifinals.

A four-year player at Yale, the 6-foot-4 Laganiere recorded 46 goals and 84 points in 122 games with the Bulldogs. His two-year deal has a NHL salary of $925,000 per season, with this one counting and pro-rated.

Laganiere's entry-level contract will be up after the 2013-14 season. The native of Ile Cadieux, Quebec will report to Anaheim and is eligible to play in the Ducks' final regular-season games.

The Ducks reportedly beat out Vancouver for Laganiere. Montreal-based TVA Sports network reported that the Canadiens were also among those being strongly considered by the big center.
Ducks send Friberg to AHL, sign Kurtz

 April 10th, 2013, 3:57 pm by ERIC STEPHENS 

ANAHEIM -- The Ducks assigned left wing Max Friberg to Norfolk of the American Hockey League after his season in the Swedish Elite League came to completion.

Friberg, 20, played in 55 games with Timra IK of Sweden's first-division Elitserien and had eight goals and 16 points. He is a fifth-round draft pick of the Ducks in 2011 and is signed to a three-year entry level contract.

Friberg was a part of Sweden's gold medal team at the 2012 IIHF World Junior Championship and starred with a tournament-best nine goals. Timra did not make the Elitserien playoffs and was trying to avoid relegation to the second-division Allsvenskan.

The club also signed left wing John Kurtz to a one-year entry level contract. Kurtz has played in 54 games for Norfolk under an AHL-only contract this season but earned a two-way NHL deal with hard-nosed play.

Kurtz, 23, has three goals, eight points and 98 penalty minutes.
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Ducks sign O'Brien, Whitney to contracts

 April 5th, 2013, 3:46 pm by ERIC STEPHENS 

ANAHEIM -- The Ducks on Friday announced the signing of junior-level defenseman Andrew O'Brien to a three-year entry level contract after inking college free agent Steven Whitney to a two-year entry deal.

O'Brien, 20, had two goals, 16 assists, a team-leading 113 penalty minutes and a plus-19 rating for the Rouyn-Noranda Huskies of the Quebec Major Junior Hockey League this season. The native of Hamilton, Ontario was selected by the Ducks in the fourth round of the 2012 draft.

O'Brien is remaining with Rouyn-Noranda, which starts its best-of-seven quarterfinal series against the Quebec Remparts.

Whitney, 22, finished second in the NCAA with 26 goals as a senior for Boston College. The native of Reading, Mass., had 45 points, which was second on the Eagles to U.S. national junior team star Johnny Gaudreau.

His season ended when the Eagles were beaten, 5-1, by Union in the East Regional semifinals. Whitney has reported to the Ducks' AHL team in Norfolk (Va.).
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Ducks sign defenseman Gagne to pro contract

 March 7th, 2013, 10:47 am by ERIC STEPHENS 

ANAHEIM -- The Ducks on Wednesday signed junior defenseman Kevin Gagne to a three-year entry level contract.

Financial terms were not released but Gagne's deal, according to Capgeek.com is reportedly worth $70,000 in the American Hockey League. His NHL salary would be $717,500 in 2013-14, $767,500 in 2014-15 and $817,500 in 2015-16 if he is in the league during that time.

Gagne split time with the Saint John SeaDogs and Rimouski Oceanic in the Quebec Major Junior Hockey League, totaling 17 goals, 51 assists and a plus-17 rating in 57 games.

His 67 points are tied for second among all defensemen in the three leagues that make up the CHL. Gagne, 20, also is tied with Rouyn-Noranda's Mathieu Brisebois for the QMJHL lead in goals, assists and points for blue-liners.

Gagne was traded from Saint John to Rimouski on Dec. 21.
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Ducks sign top OHL scorer to contract

 March 3rd, 2013, 10:48 am by ERIC STEPHENS 

GLENDALE, Ariz. -- Charlie Sarault, the leading scorer in the junior level Ontario Hockey League, has signed a three-year entry level contract with the Ducks.

The Ducks have yet to confirm the signing but Sarault made an announcement on his Twitter account early Sunday morning.

"I guess since its not so much of a secret anymore, yes the rumours are true I did just lately sign to the Anaheim ducks, I can't express In words how happy and excited I am to be signed by such a great organization #Honoured #DreamComeTrue," Sarault wrote.

Sarault, 20, is having a tremendous overage season for the OHL's Sarnia Sting. As the Sting's captain, the Ottawa native leads the league with 80 assists and 102 points.

The twice undrafted center has teamed with linemate Reid Boucher to form the league's most potent duo. Boucher tops the OHL with 60 goals.
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Ducks sign Cramarossa to entry level deal

 March 2nd, 2013, 5:24 pm by ERIC STEPHENS 

GLENDALE, Ariz. -- The Ducks signed center prospect Joseph Cramarossa to a three-year entry level contract on Saturday that will begin with the 2013-14 season.

Cramarossa was taken in the third round of the 2011 draft and has been enjoying his best Ontario Hockey League season with the Belleville Bulls.

In 60 games for Belleville, Cramarossa has 17 goals, 39 assists and a plus-15 rating along with 76 penalty minutes. He had a career-best three goals and five points on Jan. 11 against the Kingston Frontenacs.
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Holland gets a chance to stick this time

 February 15th, 2013, 12:23 pm by ERIC STEPHENS 

DETROIT -- Peter Holland felt right at home as he sat at his stall in the visitors' dressing room Friday morning at Joe Louis Arena.

"I’m excited," Holland said. "My parents are coming in tonight. My sister. They get a chance to watch me play. It’s where I played my first [NHL] game.

"It's exciting. Joe Louis Arena is a great building to play in and playing against the Detroit Red Wings. I’m just trying to earn a spot."

Holland was given another chance at that when the Ducks recalled him Wednesday from their American Hockey League affiliate in Norfolk, Va. The 22-year-old native of Toronto has proven himself at that level but there is still the next big step to regular NHL duty.

Ducks coach Bruce Boudreau only gave Holland one chance earlier this season after the center made the club out of training camp. Boudreau said one fourth-line opportunity didn't do Holland justice and is backing up that for now by throwing him into a prime role.
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Ducks call up Holland, Maroon from AHL

 February 13th, 2013, 5:49 pm by ERIC STEPHENS 

CHICAGO -- The Ducks shuffled their roster a bit on Wednesday by recalling center Peter Holland and left wing Patrick Maroon from Norfolk of the American Hockey League while sending left wing Emerson Etem to the Admirals.

Holland made the team out of training camp but appeared in just one game with the Ducks before being assigned to Norfolk. The 22-year-old Toronto native leads the Admirals in goals with 16 and points with 35.

Maroon, 24, is being called up for the first time this season after playing in three games with the Ducks a year ago. He has 13 goals and 17 assists in 45 games with Norfolk this season.

Etem, 19, appeared in his first eight NHL games and recorded his two assists in a 7-4 home victory over the Kings on Feb. 2. The winger played on the top line with Ryan Getzlaf and Corey Perry at times but saw less than seven minutes of ice time the last two games.
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Ducks send Rakell back to OHL junior team

 February 13th, 2013, 7:18 am by ERIC STEPHENS 

CHICAGO -- The Ducks will return forward Rickard Rakell to his junior team, the Plymouth Whalers of the Ontario Hockey League, according to a source with knowledge of the situation.

Rakell, 19, made the team out of its brief training camp and appeared in his first four NHL games, going scoreless with a minus-2 rating. The Ducks are very high on their 2011 first-round pick but did not put him in their lineup over the last seven games.

Coach Bruce Boudreau said they wanted to keep Rakell around for a bit “to see what the NHL is like to make him hungry to want to be here.”

“I think he learned a lot,” Boudreau continued. “I think he’s better prepared now. When he comes into camp next year, he’s coming here to win a job. Not to just turn pro.”

In doing this now, the Ducks won't burn the first year of the three-year entry level contract that Rakell signed in July. Rakell began his third year with the Whalers while the NHL was locked out and had 13 goals and 17 assists in 32 games.
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Vatanen readies for his shot with Ducks

 February 1st, 2013, 4:40 pm by Eric Stephens, Staff writer 

ANAHEIM -- First it was Rickard Rakell. Next was Viktor Fasth. Then came Emerson Etem.

Now Sami Vatanen appears set to become the fourth Ducks player to make his NHL debut in a lockout-shortened season that will only be six games old Friday night after they take on Minnesota at Honda Center.

Ducks coach Bruce Boudreau has admittedly been eager to work in the skilled defenseman prospect as the club kept him while he recovered from a foot injury and then recalled him on Sunday after a quick weekend stint back in the American Hockey League with the Norfolk Admirals.

The puck-moving Vatanen, whose strengths are in skating and quarterbacking the power play, had four goals and 19 assists in 34 games with the Admirals. Veteran Toni Lydman appears to the odd man out for Friday against the Wild, unless Boudreau plays seven defensemen or makes a late switch.

"I watched him play in Norfolk and some nights he was outstanding," Boudreau said. "Other nights he was average. If it's like the rest of the players, not only at Norfolk but in the American League, they pick up their game when they get to the NHL or to anothe rlevel. It'll be interesting to see when he plays, what it's going to be like."
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Ducks' Etem savors first NHL game

 January 31st, 2013, 10:32 am by Eric Stephens, Staff writer 

ANAHEIM -- The day finally came for Emerson Etem and it was exactly how he imagined.

Etem played his first real NHL game Tuesday night in the Ducks' 3-2 shootout loss to San Jose. The 20-year-old winger logged 7 minutes, 51 seconds of ice time on the fourth line.

"It was definitely exciting," said Etem, a 2010 first-round pick. "I felt I got my feet under myself early. Create that first shot and we almost got a goal off of it. It was good to get the legs moving early. Built a little bit of chemistry early on with my line with Rickard Rakell and Kyle Palmieri.

"That was good. Hopefully we can continue to do that."

Etem did get that first shot on his initial shift, streaking down the left flank and depositing a rising blast that Sharks goalie Antti Niemi bobbled for a moment before securing in his chest.

Etem makes it to his promised land

 January 29th, 2013, 1:07 pm by Eric Stephens, Staff writer 

ANAHEIM -- Emerson Etem was moving quickly, trying to fit an interview in as he removed his gear and downed a post-practice shake. An early afternoon flight for the Ducks awaited.

Etem is defined by speed so that isn't a surprise. But things were happening quickly since the club summoned him from its minor-league team in Norfolk (Va.) late Saturday night.

"It was just right after the game," Etem said. "[Assistant GM] Bob Ferguson came up to me and said 'You're going up. Good news.' I just kind of blacked out."

When the reality of his first call-up to the Ducks set in, Etem immediately told his mother, Patricia, and a cousin who had come to Virginia to spend the weekend with him. Then it was his dad, Rick, by telephone.

Etem, 20, could become the first California-born player to suit up for the Ducks. It is a dream fulfilled for the Long Beach native who was wildly cheered by parts of the Staples Center crowd when the club announced his name in the first round of the 2010 draft.
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Ducks yet to make decision on Rakell

 January 28th, 2013, 11:22 pm by Eric Stephens, Staff writer 

ANAHEIM -- Keep him. Don't keep him.

The Ducks were faced with whether to keep Devante Smith-Pelly with them last season or send him back to his junior team. This year it is Rickard Rakell.

If the 19-year-old forward plays in six games, the Ducks will lose the first year of his three-year entry level deal. So far, it isn't clear what the club will do with their top pick in 2011.

"I defer that to the boss," Ducks coach Bruce Boudreau said, referring to GM Bob Murray. "We've got five games. We still have the whole weekend to make a decision."

Rakell has played in three games, including Saturday's 3-2 shootout win over Nashville. He has played exclusively on the fourth line and has yet to register his first NHL point.
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Andersen to play for Danes, Lasch to Sweden

 January 28th, 2013, 5:10 pm by Eric Stephens, Staff writer 

ANAHEIM -- The Ducks released goaltender Frederik Andersen to the Danish national team for its Olympic qualifying tournament and reassigned forward Ryan Lasch to Vaxjo of the Swedish Elite League.

Andersen, 23, will play for Denmark when it hosts the final qualification tournament for the Winter Olympics next year in Sochi, Russia. He has appeared for his country at the last four world championships.

A third-round pick of the Ducks in 2012 after failing to sign with Carolina, Andersen is 9-10-1 with a 2.30 goals-against average and a .929 save percentage for the American Hockey League's Norfolk Admirals. Andersen's goals-against and save percentage are tops among rookie AHL netminders.

Lasch, 25, has split his time between Norfolk and the ECHL's Fort Wayne Komets. The native of Lake Forest had two goals and three assists in 19 games with the Admirals while posting six goals and nine assists in 12 games with Fort Wayne.

The Ducks signed Lasch to a two-year deal in May. Lasch played with Sodertalje of the Elitserien in 2010-11 and led the SM-Liiga, Finland's top pro league, in scoring lat season.
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Ducks bring up Etem, Vatanen from minors

 January 27th, 2013, 4:15 pm by Eric Stephens, Staff writer 

The Ducks called up right wing Emerson Etem and brought back defenseman Sami Vatanen from the Norfolk Admirals of the American Hockey League on Sunday.

To make room for the two, the club sent down center Peter Holland and defenseman Jordan Hendry.

It is the first time that the Ducks have called Etem up to the team during the season. The 20-year-old Long Beach native has 12 goals and two assists in 40 games with Norfolk in his first full professional season.

Etem is coming off a two-goal, one-assist effort for the Admirals on Saturday in their 5-0 win over Bridgeport.

Vatanen, 21, nearly made the team out of training camp as he practiced with the club while recovering from a foot injury. Ducks coach Bruce Boudreau has been openly intrigued with the Finnish defenseman, who has four goals and 19 assists in 34 games with Norfolk.
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Ducks taking time with injured Lindholm

 January 25th, 2013, 1:42 pm by Eric Stephens, Staff writer 

ANAHEIM -- Hampus Lindholm was skating smoothly, passing the puck sharply and taking quick snap shots during the Ducks' morning skate Friday prior to the home opener against Vancouver.

Everything looked fine on the ice. So why isn't the club's first-round pick in last year's draft playing?

Lindholm is recovering from two concussions within a month-long span and the Ducks are taking the cautious approach in making sure that there are no lingering symptoms before he is cleared for action.

The sixth overall pick in 2012 has to be cleared for contact first and Coach Bruce Boudreau said there is no timetable yet. It is key as Lindholm suffered both concussions as a result of being hit, first while with the AHL's Norfolk Admirals on Nov. 24 and then while playing for Sweden against Canada in a Dec. 22 exhibition prior to the world junior tournament.

"He's progressing," Boudreau said. "He's been off for a while since the beginning of the world juniors. It's going to take him a while, plus we want to make sure that he's right as rain before he starts playing and everything.
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Ducks assign Vatanen to AHL Norfolk

 January 25th, 2013, 10:07 am by Eric Stephens, Staff writer 

ANAHEIM --Sami Vatanen will have to wait to make his NHL debut as the defenseman was assigned to the Ducks' minor-league affiliate in Norfolk (Va.) on Friday.

Vatanen was taken off injured reserve after recovering from a foot injury suffered Jan. 6 while playing for Norfolk against Charlotte. The 21-year-old could be in the Admirals' lineup for their home game against Bridgeport.

The Ducks kept Vatanen with them after their week-long training camp and he has worked his way back up to speed in recent practices. Vatanen has four goals and 17 assists along with a minus-3 rating in 32 games with Norfolk this season.

Related posts: 
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Boudreau: Holland 'will get his chance'

 January 21st, 2013, 1:46 pm by Eric Stephens, Staff writer 

CALGARY, Alberta -- The Ducks are carrying several youngsters on their roster at the start and it appears that they'll be given a shot to make an impact on a team that can use its share of cost-effective solutions.

For the moment, Peter Holland will have to wait for his.

Rickard Rakell will be back in the lineup as the fourth-line center for Monday night's game against Calgary and Holland will be back in the press box alongside veteran Brad Staubitz as the forwards that will sit.

Why isn't Holland playing yet after leading the AHL's Norfolk Admirals in scoring? You can look at two things.

Rakell held his own in his NHL debut against Vancouver on Saturday night and Ducks coach Bruce Boudreau isn't keen on making changes after a 7-3 rout of the Canucks. But Boudreau said he can see switching out Rakell for Holland and vice versa over some upcoming games. 
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Impressive Rakell earns roster spot -- for now

 January 19th, 2013, 4:45 pm by Eric Stephens, Staff writer 

VANCOUVER, British Columbia -- He is wearing No. 67 and one suspects it isn't by choice.

Judging by the smile he allowed himself to have, Rickard Rakell would wear a sweater with four numbers on it if needed. The 19-year-old Swede got a ticket to Vancouver instead of traveling back to Plymouth, Mich.

On Saturday night, Rakell will be wearing the Ducks sweater and lining up against the Canucks instead of battling against the Sault Ste. Marie Greyhounds. He has made quite a leap from the Ontario Hockey League -- for now -- after further impressing the club's brass during a quick training camp.

"It's awesome," Rakell said. "In a week, I've learned so much. You see all the great players that are here. Just being around is going to help me. It's so much fun in all kinds of ways."

Rakell is having quite the hockey season. It opened with his third year in the Ontario Hockey League with the Plymouth Whalers, where he put up 13 goals and 17 assists in 32 games. 
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Ducks put Vatanen on injured reserve

 January 18th, 2013, 8:17 pm by Eric Stephens, Staff writer 

VANCOUVER, British Columbia -- The Ducks put defenseman Sami Vatanen on injured reserve Friday in order to get their roster down to the 23-player maximum before the NHL deadline ahead of their season opener against the Vancouver Canucks.

It means that forward Rickard Rakell has made the Ducks and could possibly play in his first NHL game. Winger Kyle Palmieri should be in the lineup while the club will likely decide between Rakell, Matt Beleskey, Peter Holland, Brad Staubitz and Devante Smith-Pelly for its fourth line against the Canucks. 

Defenseman Hampus Lindholm, who is recovering from a concussion, did not skate after taking part in Thursday's practice but Ducks coach Bruce Boudreau said that he has not suffered a setback. Lindholm suffered his second concussion in a month-long span during an exhibition game against Canada while playing for Sweden.

The injury kept him out of the IIHF World Junior Championship, where Sweden eventually won a silver medal. The Ducks have kept Lindholm on their road trip in order to closely monitor their 2012 first-round pick.
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Ducks cautious with injured Lindholm, Vatanen

 January 17th, 2013, 6:58 pm by Eric Stephens, Staff writer 

VANCOUVER, British Columbia – Caution is the operative word with the Ducks and top prospects Hampus Lindholm and Sami Vatanen as the defensemen recover from injuries.

Lindholm is coming back from his second concussion in a span of four weeks while Vatanen is battling a foot injury suffered on Jan. 6 as he blocked a shot in an American Hockey League game while playing for Norfolk against Charlotte.

The two only took part in some shooting drills on Wednesday after the team's intrasquad scrimmage but both are on the road trip and took part in Thursday's practice at Rogers Arena.

Ducks coach Bruce Boudreau said that “you could see a little bit of rust” with both. As far as the diminutive Vatanen possibly playing Saturday, Boudreau said he doesn't see that “at all” but added that next week is a possibility if the club keeps him in Anaheim. 

“Today, he looked a little sluggish, a little slow,” Boudreau said. “A little unsure of himself as far as moving the puck quick that you need to move it at this level. What usually happens in the American League, is you get it and good players have more time. Here is kind of it's got to happen in a hurry.”
Gibson takes camp experience back to juniors

 January 17th, 2013, 11:03 am by Eric Stephens, Staff writer 

ANAHEIM -- Nobody is calling John Gibson a real American hero just yet but the past two weeks have been full of congratulatory messages, handshakes and pats on the back and for the young goaltender.

Gibson did his best Jim Craig impression at the IIHF World Junior Championship, leading the United States to a gold medal with a sterling tournament performance in Russia that earned him most valuable player and top goalie honors.

There haven't been any calls to run for mayor of his native Pittsburgh but Gibson is doing his best to reciprocate the love he has been receiving from those who followed his exploits.

“Everyone's obviously really happy,” Gibson said Wednesday at Anaheim Ice. “Family and friends. I got a lot of kind words from them. They're just proud. Yeah, it's definitely been good feedback.”

The Ducks watched intently as their early second-round pick in 2011 made every clutch save and mixed in a few stops worthy of a personal highlight reel. And then they brought the 19-year-old to training camp to see him up close against the NHL guys.
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Etem, Guenin among Ducks' camp cuts

 January 16th, 2013, 11:01 pm by Eric Stephens, Staff writer 

The Ducks made the first cuts of their short training camp on Wednesday as they assigned four players to the minor leagues and one back to his junior team.

Heading back to the American Hockey League's Norfolk Admirals are right wing Emerson Etem, defenseman Nate Guenin, left wing Patrick Maroon and goaltender Jeff Deslauriers.

The Ducks also returned goalie John Gibson to the Ontario Hockey League's Kitchener Rangers after bringing the star of the United States' gold medal triumph at the IIHF World Junior Championship.

The club also officially recalled defenseman Sami Vatanen from Norfolk. Vatanen has been in training camp nursing a foot injury suffered during a recent Admirals' game against Charlotte.

Forwards Kyle Palmieri, Peter Holland, Devante Smith-Pelly and Rickard Rakell remain with the team, along with defenseman Jordan Hendry. The Ducks will need to make one more cut in order to get down to the 23-player roster maximum.
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Ducks bring up Andersen from Norfolk

 January 15th, 2013, 11:51 pm by Eric Stephens, Staff writer 

The Ducks on Tuesday recalled goaltender Frederik Andersen from the Norfolk Admirals of the American Hockey League.

Andersen, 23, is 7-10-1 with a 2.48 goals-against average and a .924 save percentage for the Admirals in his first season playing in North America. The Ducks selected the former Carolina draft pick in the third round last summer.

It is possible that Andersen or Jeff Deslauriers could serve as Jonas Hiller's backup for the season opener Saturday at Vancouver if the Ducks want Viktor Fasth, the netminder they signed to be their No. 2, to get some playing time after coming back from a hip injury.

Fasth played in his first game since November as he stopped 25 of 28 shots for Norfolk on Tuesday in a 4-2 loss to Wilkes-Barre/Scranton. The Admirals also have home games on Friday and Saturday against St. John's.

Deslauriers, who is on a one-way contract this season, went to Norfolk on a pro tryout before being released from the agreement in order to come to camp. The veteran spent the second half of last season with the Ducks as the backup to Hiller.
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Injuries keep Lindholm, Vatanen out of camp

 January 14th, 2013, 11:05 am by Eric Stephens, Staff writer 

The Ducks aren't stocked with top-flight defenseman prospects within their organization so the front office would have liked to see the two that are on the ice for their concentrated training camp.

Except it is very unlikely that Hampus Lindholm and Sami Vatanen will make an appearance as both are dealing with injuries that'll impact their immediate future.

Lindholm's will require caution as the Ducks' 2012 first-round pick is sidelined due to a concussion suffered in an exhibition game against Canada that made him unavailable for Sweden in the IIHF World Junior Championship. Both were suffered in a span of four weeks as the first, incurred on Nov. 24 while with the AHL's Norfolk Admirals, kept him out of three games.

"It's just too bad what happened to Hampus," Ducks GM Bob Murray said. "And him missing the world junior, it was eerily similar to what happened to Devo." Murray was referring to Devante Smith-Pelly, who suffered a broken foot in his first 2012 World Junior game for Canada.

Lindholm, who is in Anaheim, has yet to be cleared for a return to action but is to be re-evaluated by team doctors on Monday. Meanwhile, Vatanen is dealing with a foot injury suffered during a recent game for Norfolk.
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Report: Ducks to bring Gibson, Rakell to camp

 January 10th, 2013, 5:46 pm by Eric Stephens, Staff writer 

Just five days ago, John Gibson and Rickard Rakell were playing against each other for the gold medal at the IIHF World Junior Championship.

On Sunday, Gibson and Rakell will be back in Anaheim sharing space in the same dressing room.

The Ducks will bring their top two selections in the 2011 draft to their training camp that is expected to open Sunday. The two players stood out at the recent world junior tournament, where the United States defeated Sweden 3-1 for its second title in four years.

Ducks general manager Bob Murray would not confirm the invitations but TSN's Bob McKenzie reported Thursday that the club is set to bring both stars that play regularly in the Ontario Hockey League. The Kitchener Record reported that Gibson will be flying to Orange County on Saturday.

Gibson starred for the U.S. in its march to gold as he was named the most valuable player and top goalie of the top junior hockey tournament in the world. A native of Pittsburgh, the 19-year-old had a .955 save percentage -- the best mark by an American-born goalie in its history -- in addition to a 1.36 goals-against average.
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Grimaldi, Gibson lead U.S. to World Juniors gold

 January 5th, 2013, 7:57 am by Eric Stephens, Staff writer 

Southern California product Rocco Grimaldi shook off a ragged tournament and delivered at the right time for the United States in the IIHF World Junior Championship.

Grimaldi scored twice and the U.S. again rode the stellar goaltending of Ducks prospect John Gibson to a 3-1 victory over Sweden in the gold medal game Saturday at Ufa, Russia.

Gibson made 26 saves to clinch tournament most valuable player and top goalie honors as his .955 save percentage was the best ever for an American goalie in the world's under-20 hockey showcase. The gold medal is the third for the U.S. all time and first since 2010.

"For sure, it really hasn't sunk in yet," said Gibson, a Pittsburgh native. "We just kept getting better and better and the team that keeps better and better throughout the tournament is usually the team that ends up winning the gold medal."

Sweden put itself in position to defend it 2012 title by winning all four of its preliminary round games before edging Russia, 3-2, via the shootout in the semifinals. But Gibson was there to deny fellow 2011 Ducks draft picks Rickard Rakell and William Karlsson a chance at repeating.

Read the rest of this entry » 
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Ducks prospects shine on World Juniors stage

 January 4th, 2013, 10:41 am by Eric Stephens, Staff writer 

There hasn't been much for Ducks GM Bob Murray and his staff to crow about in recent years but they figure to take in Saturday's IIHF World Junior Championship gold-medal game and beam inside.

Three of their prospects -- all drafted consecutively by the club in 2011 -- will be on the ice when the United States faces Sweden in the tournament final at Ufa, Russia. Either set your alarms early or the DVR as puck drop will be at 5 a.m. Pacific time.

There figures to be high drama when the two meet. The Ducks and their faithful will get to see if U.S. goalie John Gibson (right) will continue his stellar run through the tournament by denying Rickard Rakell, William Karlsson and the rest of the Swedish squad gold for the second straight year.

Gibson was selected nine spots after the Ducks grabbed Rakell with their first pick at the end of the first round in 2011. All he has done is make all the easy saves and turned in some highlight-reel stops, essentially claiming top goalie honors with a tournament-best 1.42 goals-against average and .954 save percentage.

Rakell has been no slouch as he has five assists in five games while playing with Karlsson on Sweden's top line. Karlsson, taken later in the second round, has two helpers in the five contests.

Read the rest of this entry » 
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Checking in on current and future Ducks IV

 January 4th, 2013, 12:43 am by Eric Stephens, Staff writer 

Ducks Blog has been following the lockout proceedings off the ice from beginning to ... well, there still isn't an end yet. It is more like an endless loop that is now on Day 111.

Last month, we began to devote some space to those who are actually playing games against others where wins and losses are at stake. This blog has been chronicling how the Ducks' American Hockey League affiliate in Norfolk is faring game by game but we're also looking at how some current and would-be Ducks are doing elsewhere.

It is only a bare-bones statistical breakdown so there won't be categories such as faceoff percentage, fighting majors or time on ice. But we plan on running an update of these numbers in this space each week, especially as this lockout drags on. We'll add some players and remove others.

By the way, Ducks Blog does hope that it can one day soon delete the overseas portion of this post. Again, enjoy.

NORFOLK ADMIRALS (AHL)

Read the rest of this entry » 
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U.S. rolls past Canada in WJC semifinal

 January 3rd, 2013, 1:51 pm by Eric Stephens, Staff writer 

The overtime win by the United States over Canada to capture the gold medal at the IIHF World Junior Championship in 2010 was stunning. The rout by the Americans over their northern rival three years later might be more shocking.

John Gaudreau continued his torrid stretch with two more goals and John Gibson thoroughly shut down the Canadians in a one-sided 5-1 victory Thursday for the U.S. in the semifinals of the 2013 tournament at Ufa, Russia.

It means the U.S. will play for the gold medal against defending world junior champion Sweden on Saturday, making it the first time that the Americans have a chance to win it all since their seminal moment in Saskatoon, Saskatchewan when John Carlson brought them gold with his overtime score.

Few could have seen this result coming. The United States was thought to have a good shot at winning gold this time around but suffered consecutive 2-1 losses to Russia and Canada in the preliminary round before beating Slovakia to clinch a spot in the medal round.

Canada rolled through Group B play with four straight wins by a combined 21-8 score to clinch a spot in the semifinals. But the U.S., which has won three in a row in convincing fashion, appears to be peaking and played with a greater sense of urgency.

Read the rest of this entry » 
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Gaudreau hat trick, Gibson shutout power U.S.

 January 2nd, 2013, 7:10 pm by Eric Stephens, Staff writer 

[youtube]http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=EKAe_aG4gLY[/youtube]

John Gaudreau scored three times and John Gibson didn't let any shots get past him as the United States rolled into the semifinals of the IIHF World Junior Championship with a 7-0 win over Czech Republic on Wednesday at Ufa, Russia.

Gaudreau has scored five goals in the last two games to charge up an American offensive surge after they were held to a goal apiece by Russia and Canada in losses during preliminary round play. The U.S. faces Canada in a rematch at 1 a.m. Pacific time Thursday morning.

"The credit goes to my teammates," Gaudreau said on the IIHF website. "I had a couple of pretty easy back-door shots. Coming down the stretch, heading into the semifinals, it's a good time to get hot.

"In the first couple of games of the tournament, I wasn't putting the puck in the net. I was a little frustrated. But I'm happy that it's coming right now."

.S. snaps offensive funk, blows out Slovakia

 January 1st, 2013, 3:42 pm by Eric Stephens, Staff writer 

Cole Bardreau needed only four minutes to get the United States on the scoreboard and that was all it took to get the offensive attack going again at the IIHF World Junior Championship.

Bardreau's score triggered a five-goal first period as the U.S. routed Slovakia, 9-3, on Monday to clinch a spot in the playoff round at Ufa, Russia. The Americans will face the Czech Republic in the quarterfinals on Wednesday.

Jake McCabe, John Gardreau, Mike Reilly and Jacob Trouba also scored in the first as Czech goalie Adam Nagy was replaced following Gardreau's goal that made it 3-1 just nine minutes in.

Reilly and Trouba tallied just 2:04 apart for a commanding 5-1 advantage. Trouba has scored in all four U.S. games in the tournament.

Gaudreau got his second goal of the game and Vince Trocheck scored twice in the second period for an 8-2 lead. The offensive support was more than enough for John Gibson, the Ducks' goaltending prospect who has had some stellar moments in the U.S. goal.

Read the rest of this entry » 
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Rakell, Karlsson help Sweden roll by Finland

 December 31st, 2012, 1:07 pm by Eric Stephens, Staff writer 

Ducks prospects Rickard Rakell and William Karlsson each assisted on two goals while Viktor Arvidsson scored twice as Sweden rolled to a 7-4 win over Finland to conclude Group A action at the IIHF World Junior Championship in Ufa, Russia.

Fifteen different players registered points for Sweden, which finished preliminary round play with 11 points to top Group A above the Czech Republic and Switzerland. Finland finished fourth and will not reach the medal round.

Sweden never trailed as it took control early by building a 3-0 first-period lead on goals by Alexander Wennberg, Robert Hagg and Victor Rask but Finland charged back to forge a 3-3 tie as Joel Armia wrapped goals around Rasmus Ristolainen's power-play tally in the second.

Arvidsson broke the tie with an even-strength score at 16:03 of the second before he assisted on Filip Forsberg's power-play goal for a 5-3 lead. Finland's Ville Jarvelainen cut the lead to 5-4 early in the third but Emil Molin scored Sweden's third goal with the man advantage and Arvidsson finished its rival off with an empty-net score.

Niklas Lundstrom stopped 23 of 24 shots he faced after relieving Swedish starter Joel Lassinantti following Armia's second goal early in the second.

Read the rest of this entry » 
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Canada hangs on, edges U.S. at world juniors

 December 30th, 2012, 10:42 pm by Eric Stephens, Staff writer 

Canada made first-period goals by Ryan Nugent-Hopkins and Ryan Strome stand up as it defeated the United States, 2-1, in a Group B matchup at the IIHF World Junior Championship in Ufa, Russia.

Nugent-Hopkins and Strome scored within the first 15 minutes of the important contest as Canada took advantage of a U.S. defense corps that was mistake-prone and appeared tentative throughout the first period.

Nugent-Hopkins scored 18 goals and had 52 points as a Calder Trophy finalist for the NHL's Edmonton Oilers last season. Strome has yet to make his pro debut but was the fifth pick in the 2011 draft by the New York Islanders and current plays for the Ontario Hockey League's Niagara IceDogs.

American goalie John Gibson was beaten on an NHL-quality wrist shot by Nugent-Hopkins off a faceoff and a punch-in by Strome off a nice wraparound feed from Brett Ritchie. But Gibson, a Ducks' second-round pick from 2011, made a number of remarkable saves to keep the U.S. in the game.

Gibson robbed Mark Scheifele with a point-blank glove save on his doorstep and foiled Ryan Murphy on a three-on-one rush. The 19-year-old Pittsburgh native also made several saves among his 30 stops on two five-on-three advantages for Canada.

Read the rest of this entry » 
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Maroon delivers in overtime for Admirals

 December 29th, 2012, 11:22 pm by Eric Stephens, Staff writer 

Patrick Maroon's power-play goal 1:21 into overtime lifted the Norfolk Admirals to a 3-2 victory over the host Wilkes-Barre/Scranton Penguins on Saturday night.

The Admirals (14-14-1-0) have split the first two of their three-game road trip that ends Sunday night with a game against the Springfield Falcons. They've gone 7-3-1 in their last 11 games.

With former San Jose winger Benn Ferriero in the penalty box for hooking, Maroon beat Penguins goalie Jeff Zatkoff after receiving a pass across the slot from Peter Holland. 

Holland gave Norfolk a 2-1 lead in the second with his 12th goal of the season but Jayson Megna beat Admirals goalie Igor Bobkov with a shot just 46 seconds later.

Bobkov was sharp otherwise as he stopped 23 shots. Chris Wagner got Norfolk's other goal midway through the second when he deflected a wrist shot from Gabe Guentzel.

Read the rest of this entry » 
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U.S. falls to Russia at world juniors

 December 28th, 2012, 10:09 pm by Eric Stephens, Staff writer 

Vladimir Tkachyov's goal early in the third period lifted Russia to a 2-1 victory over the United States during Group B play at the IIHF World Junior Championship in Ufa, Russia.

Tkachyov banged in a loose puck past American goalie John Gibson after Valeri Nichushkin created the opportunity with a brilliant rush through the flat-footed U.S. defense to the net.

Andrei Makarov made the lead stand up as he stopped 41 shots in his first tournament game. Makarov played in last year's gold-medal game against Sweden, making 57 saves and allowing only Mika Zibanejad's overtime goal.

Jacob Trouba got the only goal for the U.S., which is now third in Group B behind Canada and Russia. Trouba scored on the power play in the second period to forge a 1-1 tie.

Albert Yarullin gave Russia a 1-0 lead in the first with a power-play goal. Gibson, a second-round pick of the Ducks in 2011, kept the Americans within range by making big saves among his 28 stops throughout.

Read the rest of this entry » 
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Sweden edges Switzerland in WJC shootout

 December 28th, 2012, 10:01 am by Eric Stephens, Staff writer 

Victor Rask got the decisive goal in the shootout to lift Sweden to a 3-2 victory over Switzerland in the 2013 IIHF World Junior Championship at Ufa, Russia.

Rask managed to beat Swiss goalie Melvin Nyffeler to give Sweden two points and the Group A lead over Switzerland. Niklas Lundstrom stopped all three Swiss tries in the shootout after Joel Lassinantti played in regulation and overtime.

Lassinantti stopped 29 shots while Nyffeler made 36 saves in the first 65 minutes.

Eliot Antonietti gave the Swiss a 1-0 lead in the first period but Sweden's Sebastian Collberg answered with a power-play goal for his second in two tournament games. Switzerland regained the lead in the second when Mike Kunzle delivered a power-play goal.

Emil Djuse managed get a shot through traffic past Nyffeler at 6:14 of the third to tie the game with Rickard Rakell, the Ducks' 2011 first-round pick, getting the lone assist. Rakell has helpers in each of his first tournament games.

Read the rest of this entry » 
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Gibson easily passes test in U.S. rout

 December 27th, 2012, 12:37 pm by Eric Stephens, Staff writer 

The hip injury that shelved John Gibson for five games with the Ontario Hockey League's Kitchener Rangers and put into some question his readiness for the IIHF World Junior Championship is clearly in his past.

Gibson, the Ducks' touted goaltending prospect, stopped all 19 shots he faced in the first two periods for the United States in its 8-0 rout of Germany in its Group B opener Thursday at Ufa, Russia.

Taken early in the second round of the 2011 draft by the Ducks, Gibson passed every test he faced from the Germans before being replaced by Jon Gillies. Gillies stopped the seven shots he faced.

It was at the end of November when Gibson strained his hip flexor during a 3-1 loss to the London Knights. The 19-year-old returned on Dec. 13 to shake off whatever rust he built up, making 37 saves in a 4-1 win over the Windsor Spitfires.

The Americans rolled from the outset Thursday as they built a 3-0 lead after 20 minutes. Eight different players scored as Alex Galchenyuk and Riley Barber each had a goal and two assists. Seth Jones, the possible No. 1 pick in the 2013 draft, also scored.

Read the rest of this entry » 
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Holland hopes to play his way into Ducks' plans

 December 26th, 2012, 12:29 pm by Eric Stephens, Staff writer 

Time never stops and even the cherished moments to remember often fade into the woodwork of life before you know it.

For a split second, promising Ducks prospect Peter Holland recalled his first brief spell in the National Hockey League and how much time has passed since.

"I can't believe it's already been over a year since I played my last NHL game," Holland said.

It could be a matter of time before the next time. The ongoing NHL lockout has effectively pulled the dangling carrot from the string that young players like Holland are chasing after in trying to reach their ultimate goal.

The next couple of weeks figures to determine whether the labor dispute culiminates in an abbreviated season or a canceled season. Holland, who's the scoring leader for the Ducks' American Hockey League affiliate in Norfolk (Va.), wants that carrot in front of him.

Read the rest of this entry » 
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Sweden moves on in WJC without Lindholm

 December 26th, 2012, 10:48 am by Eric Stephens, Staff writer 

Sweden got 25 saves from Joel Lassinantti along with goals from four different players in a 4-1 win over Czech Republic to open its play at the IIHF World Junior Championship in Ufa, Russia.

But the Swedes will have to defend its 2012 gold medal won in Calgary last January without defenseman Hampus Lindholm. Lindholm, the Ducks' first-round pick in this year's draft, has been ruled out of the tournament due to a concussion.

Lindholm, who'll be 19 on Jan. 20, has been playing for the Ducks' AHL team in Norfolk this season.

Rickard Rakell, the Ducks' 2011 first-round pick, picked up an assist on Filip Forsberg's even-strength score that gave the Swedes a 3-0 lead in the third period. William Karlsson, a Ducks prospect taken in the second round in 2011, didn't register a point but won a team-best 13 of 22 faceoffs.

Sebastian Collberg, Elias Lindholm and Filip Sandberg also scored for Sweden, which will take on Switzerland on Friday to continue Group A play. Lukas Sedlak got the lone goal for the Czech Republic, which next faces Finland on Friday.

Read the rest of this entry » 
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Etem's heroics help Norfolk sweep Albany

 December 23rd, 2012, 3:14 pm by Eric Stephens, Staff writer 

[youtube]http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=P8jXDI3sBx0[/youtube]

It is expected that goals would be tougher to come by for Emerson Etem in the professional American Hockey League than the junior-level Western Hockey League. Six goals in his first 26 games illustrates Etem's struggles to find the back of the net.

The 20-year-old Ducks first-round pick in 2010 needed only 39 seconds Saturday night to put those struggles in the past.

Etem forced overtime with 33 seconds left and then scored six seconds into the extra session to help the Norfolk Admirals steal a 2-1 win over the Albany Devils at Scope Arena in Norfolk, Va. [NOTE: Highlights of Saturday's game are above with Etem's plays coming toward the end.]

The winger from Long Beach scored 61 goals in his first season of junior hockey with the WHL's Medicine Hat Rebels but has had a tough time getting onto the scoresheet. But Etem delivered the first of his signature moments as a young pro late in regulation when he banged in Patrick Maroon's quick pass down low.

Gaudreau, Whitney Earn All-America Accolades

Duo represent Boston College's 41st and 42nd first-team All-Americans

  Johnny Gaudreau recorded a team-high 51 points, 21 goals and 30 assists in 35 games.

Johnny Gaudreau recorded a team-high 51 points, 21 goals and 30 assists in 35 games.

April 12, 2013

PITTSBURGH, Pa. -  Two Boston College men's ice hockey players - sophomore Johnny Gaudreau and senior Steven Whitney - have earned American Hockey Coaches Association (AHCA) All-America East first-team honors, the organization announced on Friday. 

Gaudreau is a Hobey Baker Award Hat Trick finalist, the Hockey East Association's Player of the Year and a unanimous All-Hockey East first-team selection as a sophomore this season. He recorded a team-high 51 points - 21 goals and 30 assists - in 35 games. Gaudreau led the nation with an average of 1.46 points per game. 

The Carneys Point, N.J., resident missed two Boston College games in early January while capturing a gold medal with the U.S. National Junior Team at the 2013International Ice Hockey Federation World Junior Championships at Ufa Arena in Ufa, Russia. He was named one of Team USA's top three players of the tournament and was voted to the media all-star team after he finished the tournament as its leading goal scorer (seven) and tied for fifth in points (nine). 

A 5-foot-8, 153-pound forward also earned the Leonard Fowle Award as the New England's Most Valuable Player as well as the Herb Gallagher Award as its best forward. 

Whitney recorded 45 points - 26 goals and 19 assists - in 38 games this season, ranking second in the nation in goal scoring. He won the Walter Brown Award given to the best American-born college player in New England. 

The Reading, Mass., resident recorded 31 points - 18 goals and 13 assists - in 27 Hockey East games en route to All-Conference first-team honors. He led the league in assists, power play goals (8), and plus-minus (+23). He is also tied teammate Gaudreau for the top spot in the conference with six game-winning goals. 

Whitney played in 160 career games and totaled 128 points - 55 goals and 73assists. Boston College won two NCAA titles and all four Beanpot tournaments during Whitney's career. He concluded his collegiate career ranked tied for 15th on the school's all-time games played list, is tied for 43rd on the school's all-time points list and is tied for 45th on the school's goals scored list.  

Whitney signed a free-agent contract with the Anaheim Ducks organization on April 4 and has played two games with the American Hockey League's Norfolk Admirals. 

BC finished the 2012-13 season with a 22-12-4 record, including a 15-9-3 conference mark.
Marc Antoine Godin

 La Presse

In his second draft as general manager, Marc Bergevin more his signature this year to Canadian selections.

The 2013 vintage is characterized by two aspects: size and character. That was the game plan Bergevin.

 "Some would say that is reached this conclusion in the last series, but I always thought there were players who helped you get in the playoffs, and others who helped you through the series "supported the DG Sunday evening in Newark.

 Leaving a few players with pure skill, Trevor Timmins has found her players responded to this profile.

 After failing to improve its overall pick - he negotiated with the Philadelphia Flyers hold the 11th choice in the hope of selecting Samuel Morin - the Canadian fell back to 25th place on the rugged winger Michael McCarron.

 The American 6'5 and 228 pounds is the kind of hope that divided the experts before the draft. The journal McKeen's had ranked 33rd hopes, saying to him that he is athletic and mobile for a player of his size and his skating has improved significantly.

 The Red Line Report , however, rejected McCarron to 79th due to the questionable hockey sense and a lack of intensity puck protection.

 "His hockey sense is not a problem," says Timmins.

 The day before the draft, he identified this quality as the first criterion sought. When we look at this year's crop is especially Artturi Lekhonen selection in the second round who saves the day in this regard.

All forms of fighting

 The template and the character were not limited to McCarron. Chosen at 34th level, the Swede Jacob De La Rose also offers an interesting framework to 6'2 and 190 lbs. He did not shy and is illustrated by his hard work in both ends of the ice.

 "It gives each presence of each game," Timmins describes about the captain of the Swedish team at the World Championship Under-18.

 In the third round, the team was still focused on the fighting in selecting Connor Crisp, who played this year the role of protector of the young prodigy Connor McDavid with the Erie Otters.

 "Crisp had missed almost a full season due to injury, but we loved this season. He was there to protect the young Connor McDavid, but he is able to score goals as well. "

 Crisp, which measures 6'2 and weighs 220 pounds, scored 22 goals and added 14 assists in 63 games. He also delivered nine fights.

 If you believe the Canadian, the character is also what distinguishes Reway Martin and Jeremy Gregory, two of the four choices unearthed in the QMJHL.

 Reway has excellent hands but it is not great. However, much like Brendan Gallagher, "it has the determination to survive in this league despite his small stature," said Timmins.

 As for Gregory, is in the playoffs he has really improved his rating. "We loved the level of competition at this time. Not only does it produce a lot, but it is a leader, a guy who has the eye of the tiger and has the will to make his way anyway. "

"A little bit of everything"

 Marc Bergevin summarized his draft saying the Habs went to get a bit of everything. He was able to get hold of the top ranked goalie Zachary Fucale this year, it has secured the services of a 55th marker that some say could have left at the end of the first round (Lehkonen) and put their hands on two small players who are creative offensively (Reway and Sven Andrighetto).

 It is a mix of genres.

 But the two main ingredients are not in doubt.
Dealing just starting for Wild general manager Fletcher

 Article by: MICHAEL RUSSO , Star Tribune 

 Updated: July 2, 2013 - 9:32 AM

Chuck Fletcher made a bold move at the draft, but he still must find cap space.
There are two things we have learned about Chuck Fletcher since he became the Wild’s general manager four years ago: 1, He is not afraid to make bold moves; and 2, He has no problem dealing fan favorites.

If Fletcher didn’t fret about trading Brent Burns in front of thousands of Wild fans at the NHL draft the team was host to in 2011, and if Fletcher didn’t balk at sending a former Minnesota Mr. Hockey and hometown kid named Nick Leddy to Chicago the year prior, dishing Cal Clutterbuck to the Islanders was nothing.

Now the Wild hopes Nino Niederreiter, who didn’t thrive on Long Island after being the fifth pick in the 2010 draft, actually flourishes with the change of scenery.

In the opinion of Ray Ferraro, a former NHL goal scorer who works as an analyst for Canada’s TSN, the Clutterbuck-for-“El Nino” swap was a no-brainer because Niederreiter’s upside is so large.

“They traded Cal Clutterbuck for a first-round pick,” Ferraro said. “Think of it this way: They got the fifth overall pick, a potential goal scorer, for a bowling ball. I don’t mean that as disrespect to Cal. But [the Islanders] traded a goal scorer for a guy that hits.”

The question now is what Fletcher does the rest of the summer to improve a team that got off to a slow start last season, caught fire in March, but then fell in April to the point it needed to take a must-win game just to win a tiebreaker to make the playoffs and face the eventual Stanley Cup champion Chicago Blackhawks.

The Wild didn’t have a lot of salary cap space heading into the weekend. Acquiring Niederreiter tightened things up even further, meaning re-signing Matt Cullen still is a long shot and it’s hard to see a clear picture as to which players the Wild can pursue this summer.

Even Fletcher couldn’t provide Sunday night an exact number of the Wild’s available cap space.

The NHL’s salary cap next year is $64.3 million. The Wild is being hit with a bonus overage of roughly $400,000 for exceeding the cap last year.

That means the Wild’s cap ceiling is about $63.9 million, probably less. Buffalo is picking up roughly $800,000 of Jason Pominville’s salary, but the Wild still has a $927,778 buyout charge for Mark Parrish. The Wild picked up Niederreiter, who makes $810,000 but technically has a cap hit of $2.795 million because of potential performance bonuses.

Teams can exceed the cap ceiling by 7.5 percent for all hypothetical entry-level bonuses. Oh, and remember, all teams can exceed the cap ceiling during the offseason by 10 percent until opening-night rosters must be submitted.

So if you add A plus B, subtract X from Y, multiply by 2 and divide by 5, well, you might come up with the Wild’s confusing cap flexibility.

It’s not a lot.

“I honestly have to go have [Director of Hockey Administration] Shep [Harder] add it all up for me again,” Fletcher said. “We’re still looking for ways to improve our team, so we’ll see what we can do the next few days.”

It’s clear Fletcher still is working the trade market. It wouldn’t be shocking if Devin Setoguchi, who is entering the last year of his contract, became expendable by Niederreiter’s acquisition. He has a $3 million cap hit. Could there be some way to trade Dany Heatley and his $7.5 million cap hit this summer? Seems doubtful, but his real money is $5 million. The Wild also still is trying to trade fourth-line center Zenon Konopka ($925,000).

And, defenseman Tom Gilbert might be a buyout casualty by Thursday. It would cost the Wild only $1 million the next two years in real dollars but would clear $4 million off the cap next season.

The problem, though, is the Wild then would be in the market for a defenseman or two after also trading Justin Falk to the Rangers on Sunday.

With lots of players available and not enough money in the market because of the cap dropping $5.9 million next year, Fletcher believes there will be a number of NHLers who lose the game of musical chairs in free agency, which begins Friday.

If that’s the case, Fletcher will be looking for bargains later this month — veteran players, likely defensemen, who would be willing to sign two-way contracts or attend training camp on pro tryouts.

“We’ll see when the dust settles what may be there,” Fletcher said.

There are a lot of different ideas and avenues the Wild can go this summer. But until some more cap space is created, it’s difficult to see exactly what path the Wild may take.

For instance, asked about Cullen mere days from perhaps having to watch the veteran walk, Fletcher said, “We’ll see what we can make happen. [Sunday] was one day. We made a couple things happen. We’ll see what [this week] brings, too.”

Michael Russo mrusso@startribune.com

Wild brass likes size, grit in this draft class

 Article by: MICHAEL RUSSO , Star Tribune 

 Updated: June 30, 2013 - 11:32 PM

NEWARK, N.J. – The Wild isn’t the biggest team in the world. Even its top prospects aren’t the biggest players in the world.

But Sunday the Wild did its best to add size and competitiveness to its prospect pool.

“That’s the team we’re trying to get to,” assistant General Manager Brent Flahr said.

Besides drafting four defensemen, all six skaters it selected were 6-1 or taller. It also drafted one goaltender (Alexandre Belanger of the Quebec League).

Defenseman Carson Soucy, taken in the fifth round and heading to Minnesota Duluth, is 6-4. Second-round pick Gustov Olofsson is a big, mobile defenseman. Kurtis Gabriel, a third-rounder, is 6-3 and Flahr says “hits like a train.”

“In the perfect world, if we get size, that’s great. But talent and speed and competitiveness are most important,” GM Chuck Fletcher said. “Look at the playoffs. Boston has a lot of players that are 6 foot or smaller, but they’re competitiveness.

“Sure they have a couple big men in [Zdeno] Chara and [Milan] Lucic. But you go through from [Rich] Peverley to [David] Krejci to [Patrice] Bergeron to [Brad] Marchand to even [Andrew] Ference. These guys aren’t the tallest guys in the league, but they’re competitive. We’d like to get the biggest, strongest, fastest guys we can, but I’d rather get a slightly smaller guy that’s competitive than just a big guy because he’s big.”

Falk dealt to Rangers for Ferriero

The Wild traded defenseman Justin Falk to the New York Rangers for a 2014 sixth-round pick and the rights to pesky right winger Benn Ferriero.

Still, it’s uncertain if Ferriero will end up being signed. The Rangers needed to trade an expiring contract to add Falk, so the Wild did them a favor. Ferriero, 26, has 14 goals and 23 points in 96 games for San Jose and New York.

Falk, a 2007 fourth-round pick by the Wild, had 15 points in 108 games for Minnesota, and this gives him a chance to become an everyday player.

“I’m excited about the new opportunity here,” Falk said. “It’s a new chapter that I’m looking forward to. … I felt I didn’t quite develop the way that I would have liked this last year. I want to continue to build my career, and this is a new start in New York.”

If the Wild buys out Tom Gilbert this week, it will be in the market for a defenseman or two. Fletcher expects he’ll be able to get bargains later this summer.

Fletcher also said he has made progress trying to re-sign Jared Spurgeon, “but we’re not there yet.”

Wait is worth it for Grand Rapids center

Center Avery Peterson was starting to get nervous as he sat for hours in the Prudential Center on Sunday. But finally, with the 167th pick, his home-state Wild drafted the Grand Rapids native in the sixth round.

Peterson, 18, a junior Wild fan who scored twice in the Thunderhawks’ Hockey Day Minnesota overtime victory over Benilde-St. Margaret’s, was pumped.

“From the first round on, you just sit there and wait for your name to be called,” said Peterson, who scored 23 goals and 54 points in 23 games. “Finally it did. You get nervous, but you get over that and enjoy the moment.”

Peterson, who will in Sioux City of the USHL next year, has visited Wisconsin, North Dakota and St. Cloud State and plans visits to Minnesota, Nebraska-Omaha and Ohio State.

Etc.

• The Wild will hold development camp at Xcel Energy Center from July 9-14.

• Training camp starts Sept. 11 in Minnesota. Because of Michael Buble and Blake Shelton concerts at the X, the Wild will have to hold the first couple of days of camp elsewhere in the Twin Cities. Details are being worked out.

Assessing Clutterbuck-Niederreiter trade; Flahr on Wild's draft selections
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The 2013 NHL draft – the 17th I have covered – is over, the Wild added seven more hockey players to its pool of prospects … and traded Cal Clutterbuck and a third to the Islanders for Nino Niederreiter.

I’ll write more on this in Tuesday’s newspaper in a Wild Insider regarding a look at the rest of the summer, but it’s clear the Wild’s not done. Do the math, and there are still holes. Jared Spurgeon isn’t re-signed, although GM Chuck Fletcher tonight progress has been made. Matt Cullen isn’t re-signed, although I still have serious doubts he’ll be back. Tom Gilbert hasn’t been bought out yet. That is likely coming provided the Wild wants that $4 million of cap space to make some moves this summer. The Wild would then be thin on the back end and will likely look to upgrade there. Fletcher thinks he can get some bargains later in the summer, maybe with guys that can't find jobs that would take two-way deals or tryouts. And it sure sounds like Fletcher has other things cooking right now from a trade perspective. 

I will post an updated depth chart on Monday. I will also be on KFAN at 9:55 a.m. Monday and am filling in for Common from 12-3 on Tuesday.

For scouting reports and thoughts about the draft from assistant GM Brent Flahr, see below.

As for the Clutterbuck trade, I ran into Ray Ferraro and Pierre McGuire in the hallway a few hours ago. This is the way they summed it up:

Ferraro: “Niederreiter’s upside is a lot bigger. I mean, to me, this is a no-brainer. They traded Cal Clutterbuck for a first-round pick. They got the fifth overall pick, a potential goal scorer, for a bowling ball. I don’t mean that as disrespect to Cal. But they traded a goal scorer for a guy that hits.”

McGuire: “I have no problem with Cal Clutterbuck. He’s a useful player. He played junior with Tavares, so there’s chemistry there. But Nino Niederreiter, his upside is gigantic. You’re not talking about an eight-to-12 goal scorer. You’re talking about a guy who can score 20 to 30. Tremendous talent. Clearly there was an issue between he and the Islanders. I mean, I was there for the playoffs and he wasn’t even part of the equation.”

Writers I talked to tonight like the New York Post’s Larry Brooks also agree this was a no-brainer try by the Wild. Brooks said sure Niederreiter may flame out, but the talent is obvious and he thinks he’s going to be a player.

Clutterbuck was only 25 and obviously physical, but the way the Wild is currently set up, there was going to have to be a time where they move him. The hope is that a guy like Brett Bulmer, who is physical, bigger and plays with a mean streak, will eventually take his role. Obviously, Bulmer still has some development to do after a tough first full year pro.

But Clutterbuck, on the Wild, did not look like he would turn out to be the 20-goal scorer I always thought he would become at least. The physicality also seemed to lessen, and I think with a player as physical as Clutterbuck, you have to start to worry if he’s going to wear down and break down.

But as you know from how often I quote Clutterbuck, I’m a fan and I think he’ll be an effective player on the aggressive, fast Islanders. And he gets to play with John Tavares, his Oshawa linemate, again, so maybe he’ll put up points. 

I asked Fletcher about losing the physicality, and Fletcher said, “I think we’re a pretty physical team, and we have a lot of grit in our bottom six and a lot of size and the player we added in Niederreiter, if he’s able to make our team, is a big man. He’s 210 pounds and plays in the hard areas. So I’m not worried about physicality. Goal scoring is always something you want to focus on.”

The Wild hopes Niederreiter, who has scored everywhere but the NHL, can develop into a natural goal scorer and power winger. He is only 20. He only has two goals and an assist in 64 NHL games, but he was playing on the fourth line on Long Island. That was why the relationship became rocky. Ask anyone in the New York media, and the belief is Niederreiter was only up in 2011-12 so the Islanders could get to the cap floor. Finally, he asked to be traded, and the Islanders responded by not even bringing the kid to camp.

Fletcher says the Wild had interest in drafting him in 2010, but he went fifth and the Wild chose ninth, where it took Mikael Granlund. The Wild also has Charlie Coyle (28th overall), meaning it has three players from that 2010 first round now. 

Read the story in the paper for the coverage and quotes, and again, I’ll provide a follow Tuesday.

Here is Flahr on Niederreiter: “He was a bigtime prospect who deserved to be drafted where he was. He’s 20 years old. He stepped into the league and he wasn’t ready. Last year he was a very good in the American Hockey League and led their team in scoring in the first half. Obviously he was a little frustrated and I don’t all the details behind that. I think they asked for a change in scenery.

“He’s a big body, can really shoot the puck and plays a power game, but he’s also a goal scorer. He projects out to be a top-6 forward with size and scoring ability, which is what we’re looking for. We had to pay a price in Clutter, who was a popular guy and physical impact. But to get a potential scoring winger, they’re hard to come by.”

Flahr says he has a natural ability that can’t be taught and he should challenge for a spot. Niederreiter gives the Wild another Olympic participant (Switzerland).

On the draft, Flahr was very happy (of course, I’ve never met a head scout that wasn’t happy after a draft).

The Wild drafted seven players – six skaters. All were 6-1 and over. The Wild want to add size and competitiveness.

Here is Flahr on the kids:

Gustav Olofsson (46th overall)

Position: D

Ht./wt.: 6-2, 185 

Age: 18 (Dec. 1, 1994)

Born: Boras, Sweden

Team: Green Bay (USHL)

2012-13 stats: 63 games, 2 goals, 23 points, 59 penalty minutes

Flahr: “He’s a kid we targeted. He’s a kid that really shot up our draft board throughout the year. He basically played high school hockey in Colorado last year, which is a real low level, and stepped in the USHL, and right from the first tournament of the year, he looked like a player and just get better and better. His mobility, instincts for the game, moving the puck and going back into tight situations. Some of the reads he makes, we were very impressed. His dad is a huge man. He’s already a big kid and he has lots of room to fill out. We’re excited for his future.”

Kurtis Gabriel (80th overall)

Position: RW

Ht./wt.: 6-3, 189

Age: 20 (April 20, 1993)

Born: Newmarket, Ont. 

Team: Owen Sound (OHL)

2012-13 stats: 67 games, 13 goals, 28 points, 100 penalty minutes

Flahr: “Late bloomer (undrafted last two years). He has a huge impact in games because of his physicality. He’s a kid that plays in straight lines. He hits like a train and he likes to drop the gloves. He’s a real character kid and a kid that has really come on and made himself a player.” 

Dylan Labbe (107th overall)

Position: D

Ht./wt.: 6-1, 180

Age: 18 (Jan. 9, 1995)

Born: St-George, Quebec

Team: Shawinigan (QMJHL)

2012-13 stats: 61 games, 7 goals, 28 points, 57 penalty minutes

Flahr: “Was a kid, he played a team that was decimated after their Memorial Cup, so they had no players. He stepped in as basically a first-year guy and logged 35-plus minutes a night as a kid that’s not very physically strong. But a very intelligent player, really smart with the puck, plays the game with a lot of poise. He’s going to have get physically stronger, but he’s going to have a huge role on his team again next year. He actually made the Canadian Under-18 team at the end of the year, but he was hurt in the exhibition game.”

Carson Soucy (137th overall)

Position: D

Ht./wt.: 6-4, 191

Age: 18 (July 27, 1994)

Born: Viking, Alb.

Team: Spruce Grove (AJHL)

2012-13 stats: 35 games, 5 goals, 15 points, 71 penalty minutes

Flahr: “Tier-2 Alberta. Going to Duluth next year. Big kid, 6-4, good mobility and really moves the puck well. Obviously he’s a couple years down the road, but with his size and range and ability to play the game, our guys were excited.”

Avery Peterson (167th overall)

Position: C

Ht./wt.: 6-2, 193

Age: 18 (June 20, 1995)

Born: Grand Rapids, Minn.

Team: Grand Rapids High

2012-13 stats: 23 games, 23 goals, 54 points, 2 penalty minutes

Flahr: Local kid. He’s got to grow into his body, but he was a quality, quality high school player. Good two-way player, good-sized kid, good skater. He’ll have to spend some time in the gym getting stronger. He’ll need some time at the NCAA level.”

Nolan De Jong (197th overall)

Position: D

Ht./wt.: 6-1, 165

Age: 18 (April 25, 1995)

Born: Victoria, B.C.

Team: Victoria (BCHL)

2012-13 stats: 51 games, 5 goals, 24 points, 16 penalty minutes

Flahr: “Mobile defender. Rated highly earlier in the year because of his mobility. He’s a physically weak kid, but good size. Going to Michigan next year. Our guys feel he has a chance to play down the road.”

Alexandre Belanger (200th overall)

Position: G

Ht./wt.: 6-0, 170

Age: 17 (August 19, 1995)

Born: Sherbrooke, Que.

Team: Rouyn-Noranda (QMJHL)

2012-13 stats: 44 games, 3.46 GAA, .875 SP

Flahr: “Had a strong playoffs against a good Quebec team from being a backup goalie for most of the year.”

Wild drafts Gustav Olofsson with first pick
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The Wild, four hours after the start of the draft, has finally selected a player.

With the 46th pick, the Wild drafted Swedish defenseman Gustav Olofsson, a 6-foot-3 blue-liner who scored 23 points for Green Bay of the USHL last year. He is Colorado College bound, although his WHL rights are owned by Portland.

Olofsson moved to the U.S. in first grade because of his dad's job -- auditor. Now they've stayed because of hockey. He has two younger brothers -- including Fredrik, who is following in his footsteps -- Green Bay, then CC. Has lived a lot of places, but mostly grew up in San Jose, Calif., and Broomfield, Colo. No accent. Loves Jonas Brodin. Very excited to wear a Wild uni. Big Broncos fan.

"My nerves kind of dropped. Unbelievably excited," he said.

Assistanr GM Brent Flahr: "Gustav is a big mobile defenseman that really jumped up our draft rankings. He's an intelligent player with quality natural instincts for the game. We feel like his game will continue to improve as he gets stronger and gains experience."

McKeen's scouting report: Steadily improved throughout his first season in Green Bay, his

 efforts recognized with a berth on the USHL All-Rookie Team .. a

 native of Boras, Sweden who played youth hockey in Denver since

 moving to North America with his family in 2009 .. committed

 to attend Colorado College along with younger brother Fredrick,

 a `96-born forward also drafted by the Gamblers .. SCOUTING

 REPORT .. a poised, big-bodied rearguard .. mobile, all-axis skater

 powered by excellent feet and a smooth, sturdy stride .. effortless in

 turns and pivots and lateral movements .. plays a responsible and

 conservative game - guided by solid awareness and hockey sense ..

 astute in his positioning - always alert and surveying the landscape

 .. not blessed with flashy skills, yet is an accurate passer and

 steady puckmover .. manages the puck well - takes the simple play

 - and gradually improved his decision making during the season ..

 will benefit from adding power to a decent point shot which he has

 demonstrated an ability to make space for - and a knack for getting

 through traffic to the net .. not afraid to initiate contact with his

 expansive body and wingspan .. his impact as a physical presence

 should increase as he builds muscle mass onto his spacious frame

 .. a solid prospect with versatility and tools at his disposal - and

 plenty of development potential.

The Wild has, so far, a third, fourth, fifth, sixth and two sevenths to go.

The Wild took Kurtis Gabriel, a right wing, from Owen Sound 80th overall. Big, tough, gritty

The Wild took Dylan Labbe, a defenseman from Shawinigan, 107th overall

The Wild took Carson Soucy, a 6-4 defenseman from Irma, Alberta 137th overall. Minnesota-Duluth bound.

In the sixth round, it took Grand Rapids High School star Avery Peterson. He was a Hockey Day Minnesota stud and had 23 goals and 54 points in 23 games last year. He's going to Sioux City (USHL) next year.

Brent Flahr:

Gabriel: big imposing winger that brings a physical element every night. He's a late bloomer that really improved this season.

 Labbe: a smart puck moving dman that plays in all situations. Needs to get stronger but we feel he has a quality upside.

 Soucy: a 6-4 dman with good mobility and does a good job of moving the puck. Will be attending UMD in the fall.

 Peterson - a good sized two way center that skates well and has been a productive player at the high school and USHL levels.

2 sevenths to go
Clutterbuck dealt to Islanders, reunited with Tavares; Wild acquires El Nino
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Early look at the trade...Clutterbuck and Garth Snow quotes are below

Chuck Fletcher didn’t trade into the first round of Sunday’s NHL draft, but in the mind of the Wild general manager, he did the next best thing.

Fletcher traded hard-hitting fan favorite Cal Clutterbuck and one of its two 2013 third-round picks to the New York Islanders for the Swiss kid known as “El Nino” -- Nino Niederreiter, a 20-year-old projected power forward who was drafted fifth overall in the 2010 draft.

“Two years from now it’ll be interesting to see how many of the kids that were selected today are at the level that Nino is right now,” Fletcher said. “This is a guy that’s knocking on the door. All the hype around the top picks today, and deservedly so, were on this guy two years ago and we’re just two years further down the road.”

The highest-drafted Swiss player in NHL history, Niederreiter finished 10th in goal scoring in the American Hockey League last season, scoring 28 goals and 50 points in 74 games for Bridgeport. He’s a European who decided to play Canadian juniors early, scoring 130 points in 120 games for the Portland Winterhawks.

"I’ll try to bring my size, my physical play as a power forward, and would like to bring the game I played in junior. I’m capable of scoring goals," Niederreiter said.

Clutterbuck, 25, a third-round pick in 2006, scored 62 goals and 110 points in 346 games for the Wild. He gained a reputation as one of the NHL’s most physical forwards, leading the league in hits (1,010) his first three full seasons.

But Clutterbuck was in the last year of his deal, coming off a tough year and the Wild, which is also strapped for salary-cap space, felt it was time it could parlay him into a player it hopes can contribute offensively.

“We’re acquiring a 20-year-old guy who’s been a proven goal scorer at every level short of the NHL so far,” Fletcher said.

Clutterbuck’s will be reunited with John Tavares, the No. 1 pick in the 2009, draft. The two were linemates in Oshawa, where Tavares was a superstar.

Fletcher said there was a lineup of teams in the East that sought Clutterbuck. He told teams from the West not to bother.

The trade gives the Wild three of the 30 first-round picks in 2010 (Mikael Granlund, 9th overall and Charlie Coyle, 28th overall). In fact, two hours before that 2010 draft, Niederreiter said the Wild, which was undoubtedly taking a forward with its first pick, called Niederreiter for one final meeting.

There, he said, the Wild told him how much it was interested in selecting him. The Islanders chose him four picks earlier.

But the relationship between Niederreiter and the Islanders became strained last year when he was called up from Bridgeport and played a handful of minutes a night on the fourth line. He was in and out of the lineup.

The summation by many in New York and Niederreiter’s camp was that the Islanders only had Niederreiter on the team so they could stay above the cap floor.

Niederreiter asked to be traded. That upset the Islanders. Niederreiter wasn’t invited to training camp, nor put on the playoff roster despite the fact he had a strong year in the minors.

“I didn’t have a strong year [in 2011-12], I didn’t get the chance I was hoping for, and then I didn’t get invited to camp, but I knew I had to work as hard as I can,” Niederreiter said. “I never really heard anything from the team, so I was just a little bit of disappointed about that. I wanted to see if they still wanted me and stuff.

“Now I got a new opportunity and I’m very excited about it.”

He has a $2.795 million cap hit, but that's including performance bonuses. You can go 7.5 percent over the cap, and his bonuses are major award-laden. So it may not be an issue. If it is, that's a good thing.

Fletcher said it's good to have four guys on two-ways like Niederreiter, Coyle, Granlund and Jason Zucker and nothing will be promised to them.

Islanders GM Garth Snow

 We got a good young player that’s established in the NHL. We love the element of grit and he obviously has had success putting the puck in the net and creating offense. He brings immediate help and we’re happy about the trade. 

Whenever you have a good, young player it’s tough to make a deal. But if we didn’t get Cal in return, it’s not something we would have considered. We got a quality player that’ll be inserted into our lineup to help our team win.

(Problems with Nino?) I’m not going to speak from (Niederreiter’s) perspective, but for us, no.

You’ve got to give up something to get something, and that’s what we did.

Clutterbuck

I had some foresight that I might be traded ahead of the draft, so it wasn’t a total shock. It’s a good situation for me and I’m excited.

I’ve known John (Tavares) since he came into the OHL as a fresh-faced, 14-year-old. We go back a ways. And he’s obviously a great player. It bodes well for the franchise going forward.

It’s tough to leave (Minnesota) for sure. It would have been a whole lot tougher if it were a midseason thing -- the summer is a little different, you have a little more time to let it sink in.

More later

Wild trades Justin Falk to the Rangers; Wild needs defensemen
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On a day where there is expected to be a flurry of activity, the Wild started things off  with a minor move -- dealing defenseman Justin Falk to the New York Rangers for a 2014 sixth-round pick and the rights to pesky right wing Benn Ferriero.

The Rangers had to trade an expiring contract, so we will see what the future holds for Ferriero. The Wild could be just doing the Rangers a favor.

Ferriero, a decent depth player the past few years for the Rangers and Sharks, is a restricted free agent. The Wild hasn't talked to his representatives, so we'll see if he ends up being a depth player for the Wild.

Ferriero, 26, has one assist in four games for the Rangers last year. He had 30 points in 57 games for AHL Connecticut and Wilkes-Barre.

In 96 career games for San Jose and the Rangers, Ferriero has scored 14 goals and 23 points. Two of those goals have come against Minnesota.

Falk was a restricted free agent that the Wild had yet to tender a qualifying offer. But he's an NHL defenseman, so the Wild knew it could at least get a pick for him. This also gives Falk new scenery and a chance to become an everyday player.

The 6-foot-5 2007 fourth-rounder had 15 points in 108 games for the Wild. He was in and out of the lineup this past season and Falk said his agent and the Wild kept him up to date the last few days that a trade may be on the horizon.

“I’m excited about the new opportunity here,” Falk said. “It’s a new chapter that I’m looking forward to. I’m thankful of the opportunity Minnesota gave me to get into the league. This is a new opportunity to continue to develop. That’s my main concern. I felt I didn’t quite develop the way that I would have liked this last year. I want to continue to build my career, and this is a new start in New York.”

The Wild's blue line now looks like this:

Ryan Suter-Jonas Brodin

Marco Scandella-Jared Spurgeon (unsigned)

Clayton Stoner-Tom Gilbert

Nate Prosser

Scandella spent most of last season in the minors. Gilbert may be traded or bought out. Prosser couldn't get much playing time.

So one thing we know: The Wild will be in the market for a defenseman or two this summer.

I've been reporting that the asking price for Cal Clutterbuck today has been a second and a prospect. I hear one concept the Wild has explored the past few days is getting a defenseman back in a trade for Clutterbuck.

One team that has shown a lot of interest the past few days is Pittsburgh. The Wild has had interest in the past in Simon Despres, but the one guy I keep hearing is Virginia, Minn., native Matt Niskanan.

The draft starts at 2. As of now, the Wild has eight picks -- the first coming at No. 46. The Wild continues to try to trade into the first round.
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Jonas Brodin makes All-Rookie Team; More on Cal Clutterbuck's future
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Sunday's 2 p.m. CT NHL draft is fast approaching (NBC Sports Network from 2-7 p.m.; NHL Network after 7 p.m.), and the Wild continues to shop Cal Clutterbuck and Tom Gilbert, especially.

Typically, deals like this come down on the draft floor or just before the draft because the Wild is looking for either a first-round pick in the Clutterbuck deal (teams are hesitant to give up firsts right now because this draft is so deep) or a second so it could potentially use two seconds to try to move into the first round.

And often times when picks are involved, the teams involved want to make certain first the player they want to take is still sitting there. For instance, in 2006 when the Wild acquired Pavol Demitra for a first and Patrick O'Sullivan, the L.A. Kings didn't agree to the deal until they were certain Trevor Lewis would still be there.

As you saw in today's story,  it is looking increasingly likely that Clutterbuck will be traded this weekend. He has value, he is a restricted free agent and the Wild's cap space is limited. The Wild is looking for a second and prospect, but perhaps the price can go up if there's a bidding war for Clutterbuck.

I do hear that GM Chuck Fletcher would prefer to trade Clutterbuck to the East. As I reported the other day, Fletcher had lunch Thursday with Maple Leafs GM Dave Nonis. Boston may make sense, too. In the West, as I reported last week, I hear Edmonton has shown significant interest. But I'd be lying if I said I know all the teams involved.

Again, Gilbert's future is almost certainly elsewhere. If he's not traded, the Wild will likely buy him out and create an extra $4 million of cap space. It'll also be interesting to see if the Wild moves guys like Devin Setoguchi or Kyle Brodziak or Torrey Mitchell. It's listening to offers at least.

As I've reported, with Jake Dowell likely going to be the fourth-line center next season and Mike Rupp also in the fold, Zenon Konopka is also on the block. Fletcher said recently that the Wild have a few guys who play the same role.

I've gotten lots of emails and tweets asking if the Wild's going after this guy and this guy and this guy and, uh, Vinny Lecavalier, in free agency. Again, unless the Wild frees up cap space, the answer to virtually everything right now is, "No." If space is freed, then we'll see then. Remember, if Clutterbuck is traded for a non-roster player and pick, that doesn't add to the Wild's roughly $3.6 million in cap space.

That cap space doesn't include unsigned restricted guys Clutterbuck, Jared Spurgeon and Justin Falk or unrestricted center Matt Cullen.

In other Wild news:

Wild defenseman Jonas Brodin, who finished fourth in the Calder Trophy race, was named to the All-Rookie team Saturday. He became the first Wild player in history to be honored with an All-NHL nomination.

Ryan Suter is a likely contender for First or Second-Team All-Star. That may come out tomorrow.

Last season, Brodin, the youngest defenseman in the NHL at age 20, drafted 10th overall in 2011, led all rookies in total ice time (1,044:35) and average time on ice (23:12 per game), becoming just the eighth rookie skater in league history to average more than 23 minutes a game.

Brodin, who scored 11 points in 45 games, led rookie defensemen with 18 takeaways and was fourth among all rookies with 60 blocked shots.

Other members of the All-Rookie team are St. Louis goalie Jake Allen, Edmonton defenseman Justin Schultz, Montreal forward Brendan Gallagher, Florida forward Jonathan Huberdeau and Chicago forward Brandon Saad.

--Also, the Wild has yet to extend a qualifying offer to potential restricted free agent Justin Falk, his agent confirmed to me. The Wild, which has been shopping Falk, has until Tuesday to decide if it wants to retain the defenseman’s rights.

If Falk isn’t qualified, he would become unrestricted when free agency opens Friday. I did get an email sent to me regarding a comment on one of the stories where a reader thought Falk was unrestricted already. He is indeed restricted.

More later if news breaks.
The Anaheim Ducks finished the 2013 NHL season with the highest winning percentage in franchise history.

Off-Season Game Plan looks at why the Ducks ought to be wary about that record and how it should shape their decisions going forward.

Compiling a 30-12-6 record in the shortened season, Anaheim achieved that success despite faring poorly in puck possession metrics. Special teams worked for the Ducks, as they had the fourth-best power play (21.5%) and the goaltending tandem of Jonas Hiller and Viktor Fasth delivered a .917 save percentage. It's not easy to maintain success based on special teams or percentages when the puck possession at 5-on-5 is closer to the lower third of the league.

The Ducks have raised expectations, based on their place in the standings, as head coach Bruce Boudreau told the Associated Press, ""We did a lot of good things, but in the end of the day, we fell short, maybe not of the predictions before the year, but once you start gaining that respect with what we accomplished during the course of the year, we didn't get done what we should have got done."

What the Ducks have to consider, then, as they build a team for next season is that they are going to need to improve their puck possession at even-strength if they are going to be able to duplicate their success in the shortened 2013 season. After committing their future to Ryan Getzlaf and Corey Perry, two outstanding players (who are also top-tier possession players), the Ducks have to surround them with suitable complementary pieces. That probably means looking to prospects and younger players to build a group that is capable of achieving success that is sustainable year after year.

The TSN.ca Rating is an efficiency rating based on per-game statistics including goals and assists -- weighted for strength (ie. power play, even, shorthanded) -- plus-minus, hits, blocked shots, giveaways, takeaways, penalty differential and faceoffs. (Stats are listed in this format: G-A-PTS, +/-, PIM, GP). Generally, a replacement-level player is around a 60, a top six forward and top four defenceman will be 70-plus, stars will be over 80 and MVP candidates could go over 90. Sidney Crosby finished at the top of the 2013 regular season ratings with a 93.65.

Salary cap information all comes from the indispensable www.capgeek.com.

GM/COACH

Bob Murray/Bruce Boudreau 

Returning Forwards

Player Rating  GP G A PTS +/- Cap Hit  

Ryan Getzlaf 81.60 44 15 34 49 +14 $8.25M 

Corey Perry 74.33 44 15 21 36 +10 $8.625M 

Bobby Ryan 70.15 46 11 19 30 +3 $5.1M 

Nick Bonino 67.31 27 5 8 13 -3 $700K 

Andrew Cogliano 66.67 48 13 10 23 +14 $3.9M 

Emerson Etem 65.47 38 3 7 10 +7 $870K 

Daniel Winnik 64.79 48 6 13 19 +13 $1.8M 

Patrick Maroon 60.42 13 2 1 3 -1 $575K 

Brad Staubitz 54.43 15 1 1 2 0 $638K 

Free Agent Forwards

Player Rating GP G A PTS +/- Class '12-'13 Cap Hit 

Kyle Palmieri 69.45 42 10 11 21 +2 RFA $1.025M 

Radek Dvorak 68.15 9 4 0 4 +2 UFA $875K 

Saku Koivu 64.67 47 8 19 27 +4 UFA $3.8M 

Teemu Selanne 64.23 46 12 12 24 -10 UFA $4.5M 

Matt Beleskey 62.52 42 8 5 13 +2 RFA $738K 

Matthew Lombardi 59.39 28 4 4 8 -2 UFA $3.5M 

David Steckel 57.88 34 1 6 7 0 UFA $1.1M 

Ducks Forwards Usage Chart from somekindofninja.com 

Following a down season in 2011-2012, Ryan Getzlaf returned to scoring better than a point per game for the fifth time in the last six seasons. He's one of four players to have at least a point per game in at least five of the last six seasons; Sidney Crosby, Alex Ovechkin and Evgeni Malkin are the others, so he's keeping pretty nice company. It's that kind of production that he Ducks will need from Getzlaf to provide adequate return on their investment.

While his 50-goal season in 2010-2011 may be an aberration, Corey Perry is one of the game's top snipers, scoring 190 goals over the last six seasons, ranking seventh over that span. He's also the only one in the top 30 to have more than 400 penalty minutes (and Perry has 631). The Ducks dropped big money on Getzlaf and Perry and they'll have to be excellent for the Ducks to remain successful. 

Bobby Ryan struggled in 2013, with his goal (0.24 gpg) and point (0.65 ppg) production at his lowest level since his 23-game stint in 2007-2008. Even so, Ryan has rare finishing ability for a power forward and his 106 goals in the last five seasons is tied for eighth. A rebound year from Ryan would go a long way to helping the Ducks avoid any potential regression pitfalls next season. 

Though he missed a good chunk of the season with a torn hamstring, Nick Bonino was slotted into a second line role once he returned. Bonino contributed some offence, but he was getting overwhelmed in terms of puck possession. It's possible he can improve, but it may be more important to shelter his usage so that he is better positioned for success. 

A career-best goal-scoring rate (0.27 gpg) and career-high plus-14 rating, with strong possession numbers, made 2013 one of the best of Andrew Cogliano's career. After several years of relatively disappointing production, perhaps this is a step forward for the 25-year-old's career. 

Though Emerson Etem didn't produce much as a rookie, scoring three goals in 38 games, he matched his goal-scoring output in seven playoff games and showed signs in the Detroit series of being able to have an impact on the game with his speed. Bigger and better things to come for Etem; it may just be a matter of when he gets the right opportunity in the Ducks lineup.

A strong puck possession winger who scored five goals in the first four games last season, Daniel Winnik managed a single goal over the next 44 games, falling back to more typical offensive production. 

A big and aggressive winger who has played five years in the AHL, putting up 124 points and 259 penalty minutes in 139 games over the last two, Patrick Maroon has three points in 15 career NHL games, but he's signed to a very reasonable one-way deal over the next couple seasons, which should give him a decent shot at earning a spot on the roster next season.

Tough guy Brad Staubitz saw action in only 15 games last season, so he's a part-timer, but is available should the Ducks be worried about having a dance partner for opposing heavyweights.

Kyle Palmieri has some finishing ability, as he has shown in limited ice time, but he's going to have to play more than 12 minutes per game if he's going to provide real offensive value. He has 83 points in 84 AHL games over the last two seasons, so it should come as no surprise that he can score in the NHL too.

Hard-nosed winger Matt Beleskey bounces around the lineup, skating on the fourth line one day, then with Getlaf and Perry the next, but last season's modest production gave him career-high rates in goals (0.19) and points (0.31). 

For several years now, the Ducks have waited with baited breath for Teemu Selanne to decide if he's going to come back. The 42-year-old's production took a nose dive last season, as he finished the year with one assist in his last 33 games. If Selanne should choose to return, it would at least have to be at a discount from last year's contract. 

The Ducks have enough prospects on the way that they could look to fill holes internally with Peter Holland or Rickard Rakell, both of whom saw action with the Ducks last season, but if Teemu Selanne and/or Saku Koivu move on, the Ducks will have to decide whether they want to go with youth or turn to veteran free agents to fill those holes. 

Returning Defence

Player Rating  GP G A PTS +/- Cap Hit  

Francois Beauchemin 77.23 48 6 18 24 +19 $3.5M 

Sheldon Souray 71.84 44 7 10 17 +19 $3.667M 

Cam Fowler 65.44 37 1 10 11 -4 $4.0M 

Luca Sbisa 64.27 41 1 7 8 0 $2.175M 

Bryan Allen 62.77 41 0 6 6 +1 $3.5M 

Free Agent Defence

Player Rating GP G A PTS +/- Class '12-'13 Cap Hit 

Ben Lovejoy 69.33 35 0 10 10 +4 UFA $525K 

Toni Lydman 64.11 35 0 6 6 -1 UFA $3.0M 

Ducks Defence Usage Chart from somekindofninja.com 

33-year-old Francois Beauchemin is coming off the best season of his career. He contributed offensively (0.50 ppg was second-highest of his career) and he finished with a career-best plus-19 and didn't miss a game, despite playing the last month of the season with a torn ACL (during which time he was decidely less productive). Beauchemin has long been a reliable top-four guy who can play big minutes -- over 23 minutes per game in each of the last eight seasons -- but he was even better than that in 2013.

Sheldon Souray's career looked like it might have been swirling the drain a couple of years ago, when he was banished to the American Hockey League, but he's been pretty effective in two seasons since, scoring 13 goals and registering a plus-30 rating, one of four defencemen to do so.

With the older guys taking on big roles, 21-year-old Cam Fowler actually received the least ice time (20:26 per game) of his three-year NHL career. Fowler has the mobility and puck skills to be a factor on the power play and really should be a bigger part of the Ducks' defence corps, but an early-season injury in 2013 sidetracked that progress.

A physical defenceman, Luca Sbisa continues to evolve and played a career-high 19:50 per game last season. He led Ducks defencemen in hits, but there's something to his subpar possession numbers that would result in having more opportunities. 

With good size and more than 600 games under his belt, Bryan Allen is a safe and tough defenceman, though he struggled last season and, for the money he's being paid relative to his role, could be expendable.

If the Ducks lose Ben Lovejoy and Toni Lydman to free agency, there will be some holes to fill. Top prospects Sami Vatanen and Hampus Lindholm could be ready for their big-league opportunities, but another veteran addition could be sensible. A right-shooting free agent like Ian White, Michal Rozsival or Joe Corvo could make sense at a reasonable price.

Returning Goaltenders

Player Rating  GP W L OTL GAA SV% Cap Hit  

Viktor Fasth 78.89 25 15 6 2 2.18 .921 $2.9M 

Jonas Hiller 73.41 26 15 6 4 2.36 .913 $4.5M 

As more and more teams look to Europe for free agent goaltenders, the dream scenario is coming up with one like Viktor Fasth. The 30-year-old showed up, delivered a .921 save percentage and was more effective than starter Jonas Hiller. When it came time to pick a goaltender for the playoffs, however, the Ducks went with Hiller, as Fasth was dealing with a lower abdominal strain late in the season. 

Jonas Hiller is no slouch in the Ducks' net either. He has a .917 save percentage since arriving in the league in 2007-2008, ranking 10th, so he's holding up his end just fine. That the Ducks also have a pair of quality goaltending prospects in the pipeline, however, might make it less likely for Hiller to be part of the Ducks plans when his contract expires following next season. 

Top Prospects

Player Pos. Team/League Stats 

John Gibson G Kitchener (OHL) 17-9-1, 2.41 GAA, .928 SV% 

Hampus Lindholm D Norfolk (AHL) 1-10-11, +5, 4 GP 

Rickard Rakell RW Plymouth (OHL) 21-23-44, +19, 40 GP 

Nicolas Kerdiles LW Wisconsin (WCHA) 11-22-33, +10, 32 GP 

William Karlsson C Jonkoping (SEL) 4-24-28, +17, 50 GP 

Sami Vatanen D Norfolk (AHL) 9-36-45, even, 62 GP 

Peter Holland C Norfolk (AHL) 19-20-39, -13, 45 GP 

Frederik Andersen G Norfolk (AHL) 24-18-1, 2.19, .929 SV% 

Charles Sarault C Sarnia (OHL) 22-86-108, +16, 68 GP 

Devante Smith-Pelly RW Norfolk (AHL) 14-18-32, -20, 65 GP 

Goaltending prospects are notoriously difficult to value, but the Ducks have a blue chipper in John Gibson, a second-round pick in 2011 who has a .928 save percentage in 59 OHL games over two seasons and has excelled for Team USA in international play. He turns 20 this summer, and the Ducks have quality goaltending already, so there's time for him to develop, but it will be interesting to see how patient the Ducks can be if Gibson continues to dominate when he turns pro.

The sixth overall pick last summer, Hampus Lindholm played in the AHL as a 19-year-old and showed solid two-way skills, at least when he wasn't dealing with concussions. A healthy Lindholm should be expected to be a major part of the Ducks' blueline, the only question is how soon that time will come.

A first-round pick in 2011, Rickard Rakell got into four games with the Ducks before he was returned to the OHL last season. He's a skilled, two-way player who plays responsibly and has offensive upside.

One his NCAA eligibility saga ended, Nic Kerdiles enjoyed a productive freshman season for Wisconsin, scoring better than a point per game. His size and speed figure to translate well to the pro game when that opportunity comes for last summer's second-round pick.

Drafted in the second round in 2011, slick playmaker William Karlsson had a productive first season in the Swedish Elite League, and can continue to get stronger before he gets his chance in Anaheim.

A small defenceman who will always have to deal with bigger forwards that can overpower him, Sami Vatanen is mobile, moves the puck well and showed in his first AHL season that his ability to run a power play came with him to North America after three effective seasons in Finland.

With good size and skill, Peter Holland has managed six points in 25 career NHL games, but 105 points in 109 AHL games suggests that the 2009 first-round pick is ready to make the jump and contribute offensively.

23-year-old Danish netminder Frederik Andersen was excellent in his first North American season -- his AHL numbers scream out for an NHL chance -- but he's facing a crowded crease in Anaheim at the moment.

A playmaker who had 153 assists -- assists -- in 136 OHL games over the last two seasons, Charles Sarault was an undrafted free agent who will need to show that he's strong enough and willing to go to the dirty areas so that he can be a productive pro, but his offensive upside makes him worth watching as he embarks on his pro career.

Sturdy winger Devante Smith-Pelly spent most of 2011-2012 with the Ducks, scoring 13 points in 49 games as a rookie, before spending much of last season in the AHL. Even if he doesn't develop offensively, he plays a physical game that should fit lower on the depth chart.

The Ducks have also bolstered their prospect list by signing free agents including lanky centre Antoine Laganiere (Yale), diminutive winger Steven Whitney (Boston College), small Quebec League defenceman Kevin Gagne and, last year, Chris Wagner, a centre out of Colgate.

DRAFT

26th - Madison Bowey, Ryan Hartman, Morgan Klimchuk.

FREE AGENCY

According to www.capgeek.com, the Ducks have approximately $53.2M committed to the 2013-2014 salary cap for 16 players. 

Check out my possible Ducks lineup for next season on Cap Geek here.

Needs: One top six forward, depth forwards, depth defencemen.

What I said the Ducks needed last year: Three top six forwards, two defencemen.

They added: Kyle Palmieri, Daniel Winnik, Nick Bonino, Sheldon Souray, Bryan Allen, Viktor Fasth.

TRADE MARKET

Bobby Ryan, Bryan Allen.

Scott Cullen can be reached at Scott.Cullen@bellmedia.ca and followed on Twitter at http://twitter.com/tsnscottcullen. For more, check out TSN Fantasy on Facebook. 

By  Aaron Portzline   and   Shawn Mitchell  
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Comments: 0

NEW YORK — The threat of losing goaltender Sergei Bobrovsky, either to Russia’s Continental Hockey League or to another NHL team, was real and frightening for the Blue Jackets. The idea of being traded or playing outside the NHL didn’t sit too well with Bobrovsky, either.

Against that backdrop, the sides began moving toward a contract late Saturday and began breathing easier. Yesterday, after 31/2 months of negotiations, the Blue Jackets officially signed Bobrovsky to a two-year, $11.25 million contract that carries a $5.625 salary-cap hit.

“It’s a relief, absolutely,” Blue Jackets general manager Jarmo Kekalainen said. “He’s a great goalie. We need a great goalie. Every team that wants to have success needs a great goalie.

“Sergei is a big part of our team. Obviously, every goalie is important to their team, but he’s one of our guys who sets the tone and sets the bar high across the room. He’s one of our hardest-working guys, maybe the hardest-working guy.”

Bobrovsky could have begun talks with clubs outside the NHL beginning yesterday. On Friday, he would have become a restricted free agent, meaning he could have negotiated with any NHL club and signed an offer sheet. Kekalainen said the Blue Jackets would have matched any offer sheet.

“But that’s no way to do business,” said John Davidson, the Blue Jackets’ president of hockey operations. “It’s so much better this way that we reach an agreement on our own, we sign it and we move forward.”

The term never was an issue. They discussed two-, four- and five-year deals, but two was the Blue Jackets’ preference. Bobrovsky still can become an restricted free agent when this contract expires. The haggling was over money.

When contract talks started in March, the Blue Jackets were beginning a 19-5-5 surge that ended the season. Bobrovsky had just recently overtaken Steve Mason as the undisputed No. 1 goalie. His stock soared as the Blue Jackets nearly made the playoffs, and it was pushed even higher when Bobrovsky won the Vezina Trophy as the NHL’s top goaltender.

“It was a unique negotiation,” Kekalainen said. “I’m glad it’s over.”

High marks

The Blue Jackets garnered high praise for their handling of the draft on Sunday, including A-plus grades from analysts at Sports Illustrated and ESPN.

Paul Castron, now alone in his position as the director of amateur scouting after the departure of Tyler Wright yesterday, said it helped to have three first-round picks, used on forwards Alexander Wennberg, Kerby Rychel and Marko Dano.

“With three first-round picks, you should be more excited because those are the guys, first-rounders, who usually have the best chance to play (in the NHL),” Castron said.

“Hopefully, we hit a home run with a couple of those guys.”

Kekalainen explored trade possibilities, but the Blue Jackets were content to keep all of their first-round picks. Castron praised Kekalainen for trading the No. 44 selection in the second round to San Jose for Nos. 50 and 89, which the Blue Jackets used on Dillon Heatherington — the only defenseman among the eight players they drafted — and winger Oliver Bjorkstrand, a potential first-rounder who might be considered a steal one day.

“The players we liked were all there when we had our picks,” said Castron, who has been with the franchise since 1999. “Some years, you’re sitting there saying, ‘Geez, there are five more picks till we pick, what if he’s gone?’ This year, every time we came up, the guy we were excited to get was still on our board.”

Slap shots

Rychel was young when his father, Warren, was playing for the Anaheim Mighty Ducks in the late 1990s. He remembers being frightened when the big Duck head dropped from the ceiling of the arena. He was asked on Sunday whether he could handle the cannon at Nationwide Arena. “I didn’t know they had a cannon, but I think I’ll be OK,” he said. … Cole Cassels, son of Columbus resident and former Blue Jacket Andrew Cassels, was selected in the third round (No. 85 overall) by Vancouver.

aportzline@dispatch.com
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smitchell@dispatch.com
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- See more at: http://bluejacketsxtra.dispatch.com/content/stories/2013/07/02/bobrovskys-deal-worth-11-25m.html#sthash.rhFH8J9X.dpuf
By  Shawn Mitchell  
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 C Alexander Wennberg 

Pick: First round, No. 14

Vitals: 6-1, 190 (age: 18)

Hometown: Stockholm, Sweden

The skinny: Play-making forward can man all three positions with speed, skill and savvy. ... Projected as a pure offensive forward who expects to play in the Swedish Elite League this season if he does not make the team out of training camp. … Ranked No. 5 among European skaters by NHL Central Scouting.

 LW Kerby Rychel 

Pick: First round, No. 19

Vitals: 6-0, 205 (age: 18)

Hometown: Los Angeles

The skinny: Son of former NHL forward Warren Rychel is coming off back-to-back 40-goal seasons. … Gritty checker who had 87 penalty minutes last season. … Isn’t afraid to drop the gloves. … Ranked No. 17 among North American skaters by Central Scouting.

 C Marko Dano 

Pick: First round, No. 27

Vitals: 5-11, 183 (age: 18)

Hometown: Eisenstadt, Austria

The skinny: Was ranked No. 81 overall by the International Scouting Service and No. 12 among European skaters by Central Scouting. … Playmaker who skates well and has plenty of skill but needs consistency.

 D Dillon Heatherington 

Pick: Second round, No. 50

Vitals: 6-3, 196 (age: 18)

Hometown: Calgary, Alberta

The skinny: Ranked No. 31 among North American skaters by Central Scouting and was considered a first-round prospect by some scouts. … Edgy, defensive defenseman.

 RW Oliver Bjorkstrand 

Pick: Third round, No. 89

Vitals: 5-11, 166 (age: 18)

Hometown: Herning, Denmark

The skinny: Played at a nearly point-per-game pace in his first season in North America (31 goals, 32 assists in 65 games for Portland of the WHL). … Undersized and will need time to mature.

 C Nick Moutrey 

Pick: Fourth round, No. 105

Vitals: 6-2, 208 (age: 18)

Hometown: Shelburne, Ontario

The skinny: Has size and skill and could develop into a weighty winger. … Ranked No. 58 among North American skaters by Central Scouting.

 RW Markus Soberg 

Pick: Sixth round, No. 165

Vitals: 6-0, 187 (age: 18)

Hometown: Oslo, Norway

The skinny: Gifted skater who must get better without the puck. … ISS ranks him at No. 61.

 C Peter Quenneville 

Pick: Seventh round, No. 195

Vitals: 5-11, 183 (age: 19)

Hometown: Edmonton, Alberta

The skinny: Second cousin of Blackhawks coach Joel Quenneville was ranked No. 134 among all skaters by ISS. … Committed to play college hockey at Quinnipiac.

- See more at: http://bluejacketsxtra.dispatch.com/content/stories/2013/07/01/jacket-capsules-art-g58njlhb-1.html#sthash.Dn45HFD4.dpuf
Joe Sacco, former NHL Coach of Year candidate, joins Sabres as Rolston's assistant

July 2, 2013 - 1:57 PM

168115295 

Joe Sacco was the head coach for the United States at this year's world championships. (Photo: Getty Images)

By John Vogl 

Ron Rolston is adding a former NHL Coach of the Year candidate to his staff.

Joe Sacco, who coached the Colorado Avalanche for four seasons and was a Jack Adams Award finalist in 2009-10, has been named Rolston's assistant coach on the Sabres.

The team made the official announcement following a report in The Buffalo News.

The Avalanche fired Sacco in April after going 16-25-7. He guided the Avs to the playoffs in his trophy-nominated first season, but Sacco failed to reach the postseason in his final three years. He went 130-134-30 as the bench boss.

Rolston and Sacco have a link through USA Hockey. Both were assistants to Scott Gordon on the 2010 national team that represented the United States at the world championships. Sacco was the head coach for the United States at this year's world championships and won bronze.

The 44-year-old Sacco played 13 seasons in the NHL, totaling 738 games with Toronto, Anaheim, the New York Islanders, Washington and Philadelphia. 

Rolston's staff will also include Teppo Numminen, who joined the team when Lindy Ruff was on the bench.

Sabres don't expect to make big splash in free agency; Grigorenko will spend all next season in Buffalo

July 2, 2013 - 12:09 PM

By John Vogl

The Sabres have tried to make a big splash in free agency since Terry Pegula took over the team. It appears that trend will change.

General Manager Darcy Regier said today that Buffalo's prime targets in free agency, which opens Friday, will be players who can complement the current roster rather than headline it.

"The focus is going to be on supporting this younger group, this younger core group," Regier said in First Niagara Center. "Certainly, you want good players, but you want players who are committed to being professionals, being examples, being contributors. Those are the most important characteristics and the most important things we can do organizationally to make sure we progress in the direction we need to go."

Regier said the trade market has begun to form as the NHL heads toward its shopping season, and Thomas Vanek and Ryan Miller remain available.

"I’m actively finding out what the marketplace is like, not limited to those two players," Regier said. "There will be a number of teams we’ll speak to regarding not just the goaltending position but other positions, as well."

In other news: 

Continue reading... 

Sabres felt Nichushkin was home run or strikeout, so they intentionally walked to Ristolainen

July 1, 2013 - 5:58 PM

By John Vogl

The Sabres' first pick in the draft Sunday, Rasmus Ristolainen, is ready to play in the NHL. He's a big defenseman with offensive skills who has been playing against men since he was 16. He has the talent and maturity to compete for a spot on the roster.

A potential star winger was also available at the No. 8 spot. Russian Valeri Nichushkin ranked high on many lists, including one from International Scouting Services. It pegged him as the fourth-best player in the draft behind Nathan MacKinnon, Seth Jones and Jonathan Drouin.

"He isn't your typical Russian offensive dynamo as he plays an intense two-way game and shows fantastic will to win in big games," ISS wrote. "Elite offensive playmaker who can dominate play with the puck."

The scouting service had Ristolainen at No. 11.

"Ristolainen is about as safe of a prospect as you could ask for," ISS wrote. "Prototypical No. 2 defenseman, he can play any role you need him to." 

Continue reading... 

Sabres' draft recap: Plenty of picks, minor trade and more work ahead

July 1, 2013 - 9:28 AM

By John Vogl

NEW YORK -- With a hectic draft day behind them, the Sabres plan to wipe the sweat off their brows, pack their bags, fly back to Buffalo and get to work on free agency. Funny, sounds identical to my plan.

Before we do, here's a look back at an 11-player draft that had a stunning nine prospects in attendance: 

*The Sabres figured they’d be busy. They entered the draft with the most picks and had several players on the trade market. By the time the second round was over, they’d added another selection, traded a defenseman and made a dream come true for a Buffalonian, a feat they duplicated later.

*Williamsville’s Justin Bailey was picked in the second round of Sunday’s NHL draft and West Seneca’s Sean Malone went in the sixth. Pretty much what they expected. But what was already a life-changing moment came with an incredible twist: Both players heard their name called by the Sabres, the team they grew up watching.

*A player with a big shot who should jump into the lineup next year and a big project who will add some snarl. Going defense-first with a pair of 18-year-olds, there’s your capsule scouting report on the Sabres’ first-round picks.

*The Sabres had a plan to draft six forwards, three defensemen and a goaltender. They followed it almost to the letter.

*Jerry Sullivan watched the draft and determined now, at least, the Sabres have a direction. Wearing teams down and preventing goals is more important than scoring them.
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General Manager Darcy Regier
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Kevin Devine, Sabres director of amateur scouting

Williamsville's Bailey on becoming a Sabre: 'It's just absolutely amazing'

June 30, 2013 - 8:15 PM

By Mike Harrington

NEWARK, N.J. -- Justin Bailey waited through 51 picks -- including two in the second round by the Buffalo Sabres. Then his hometown team pulled the trigger, making the Williamsville native and Kitchener Rangers winger their third pick of the second round this evening.

Pretty heady stuff for a guy who has known Matthew Barnaby since he was a tot and played for Pat LaFontaine's Long Island Royals. If you missed John Vogl's story on the life of Bailey today, you must go to this link and check it out.

"It was amazing for my family and myself," said Bailey, who had nearly 30 family members and friends with him in the Prudential Center. "You grow up and you're playing hockey and especially for me loving the Sabres, quoting Rick Jeanneret when I was younger, knowing every guy on the team and growing up with them as well. It's just absolutely amazing."

The 6-3, 186-pound Bailey had 17 goals and 36 points in 57 games this season. He's a bit of a project, likely 2-3 years away from the NHL.  But he said it was "surreal" to don a blue Sabres jersey when he was selected Sunday.  And he's a week away from skating at First Niagara Center in an official capacity as part of the team's development camp.

"It's incredible. I love that rink and I can't wait to go out there and show them what I have," he said.

Speaking of incredible, Vogl and I had quite a talk a few minutes ago with Bailey's mother, Karen Buscaglia. She recalled a few years ago having Justin hanging around Amherst getting Sabres autographs.

"I was in the rinks at the summer skates at the Northtown Center and he'd make me wait there and I'd be like, 'We already have their autographs' and he'd get them 500 times," she said. "He had Afinogenov and all those guys. It's just amazing to see this little kid that stood out at the rinks and now he's pulling the jersey over his head for the team."

For more from Bailey, listen to the audio below:
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Round 2 drama: Sekera dealt for McBain; Compher and Hurley taken

June 30, 2013 - 6:32 PM

By Mike Harrington

NEWARK, N.J. -- The Sabres have traded defenseman Andrej Sekera to Carolina for defenseman Jamie McBain and the Canes' No. 35 pick. The Sabres then drafted winger J.T. Compher of the US Development Program with the pick.

With the No. 38 pick, the Sabres have taken Connor Hurley, a Minnesota high school center who finished his season with Muskegon of the USHL and is committed to go to Notre Dame in 2014-15. He will be a high school center this fall.

We're approaching the Sabres' pick at No. 52 and waiting on Justin Bailey's selection as well.

More to come.

No. 16: Zadorov, new project on blueline, says 'I really like to hit'

June 30, 2013 - 6:14 PM

Zadorov

Nikita Zadorov dons his Sabres gear. (Getty Images)

By Mike Harrington

NEWARK, N.J. -- The numbers are all over the place on Nikita Zadorov depending on what Web site you look at, but I can vouch he's a big boy. So after he was done with his initial press conference as an NHLer, I returned to ask the 18-year-old Russian how big he was. He told me flat-out the Buffalo Sabres drafted a 6-foot-5 1/2, 225-pounder with their second pick in the first round today.

The highlight of his self-analysis: "I really like to hit."

Fair enough. 

Zadorov spoke no English when he came to Canada last fall to play for London in the OHL. But he learned the language, as you can see, and made a major impact with the Knights. Zadorov led OHL rookies with a plus-33 rankings and finishing second among rookie defensemen with 25 points (6-19). The Knights won the league title with 50 wins, 105 points and Zadorov also had a game-winning goal against Saskatoon in the Memorial Cup.

A roommate of Sabres center Mikhail Grigorenko during the World Junior Championships, Zadorov said Grigorenko wished him luck before he headed to New Jersey.

"He said, 'I'll be happy if you go to the Sabres' and I'm in the Sabres shirt right now so I think he's happy."

Zadorov is a project who's not expected to be NHL-ready next season. He said he came to London to learn the NHL game and the KHL is not on his radar.

"From playing in Russia, it's not like a physical game," he said. "Here in Canada, everybody plays physical and play against you stride for stride. You should be ready every second. I want to play in the NHL. It's my dream."

Click below for his session with reporters.
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Regier still expects Sabres to keep Miller, Vanek through draft; happy to pick two big D

June 30, 2013 - 6:06 PM

By John Vogl

NEWARK, N.J. -- Darcy Regier expects the NHL draft to feature a bunch of trades. He still expects Ryan Miller and Thomas Vanek to not be part of the action.

The Sabres' general manager continues to believe the goaltender and leading scorer will remain in Buffalo through the weekend.

"Right now, I do, yeah, sure," Regier said this evening in Prudential Center after taking two defensemen in the first round.

The marketplace for Vanek and Miller could open up in the next week or two, Regier said.

"The draft is at the forefront," he said. "I think you’ll see free agency next, including the buyouts, and then I think teams will re-evaluate their positions, situations from there. Whether that changes our situation in respect to Ryan and Thomas, I don’t know. I really don’t know."

There was one huge trade so far, with Vancouver sending goaltender Cory Schneider to New Jersey for the ninth pick in the draft.

"I think that this is an unusual time because of the new CBA, the cap dropping and what I would consider an overabundance of players that teams have signed and would like to move," Regier said. "Maybe the marketplace isn’t there right now. Teams may not want what they’re offering, and you saw today sometimes you’ve got to go a little bigger."

The Sabres stuck with picks eight and 16 in the first round, though Regier tried to pry No. 5 from Carolina.

"It was fairly close," he said. "In the end, the decision was to go this direction."

Buffalo took 6-foot-4 Finnish blue-liner Rasmus Ristolainen at No. 8 and 6-5, 225-pound Russian Nikita Zadorov in the middle of the round.

"We want to become bigger," he said. "We want to become more physical. The game’s moving that way right now, and hopefully it will remain fairly consistent as these guys start their NHL careers.

"In Ristolainen’s case, the fact that he’s played in a men’s league, Finnish elite league, two years in a row probably positions him a little better to step in than Zadorov. It might be a stretch to think that he can play next year."
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Sabres select Finnish defenseman Rasmus Ristolainen with their first pick in NHL draft

June 30, 2013 - 3:56 PM
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By John Vogl

NEWARK, N.J. -- The Sabres said they wanted Finnish forward and 2011 first-round draft pick Joel Armia to come to Buffalo with a friend or two. They made sure of it today.

The Sabres selected defenseman Rasmus Ristolainen with the No. 8 selection in the NHL draft. 

He is believed to be NHL-ready. The 6-foot-3, 201-pounder has been playing with men in Finland for two seasons already. 

"Armia is a good friend for me," the 18-year-old Ristolainen said in Prudential Center. "He told me Buffalo is a very good place and very nice city."

Ristolainen led his Finnish team in scoring with three goals and 15 points while averaging more than 21 minutes per game.

"As a two-way defenseman, I have to do everything well in every situation," he said. "I try to play like Shea Weber. He’s like my idol. He’s a big leader, plays physical, has a good shot.

Ristolainen figured he would get picked in the 10-15 range.

"It was a good surprise for me," said Ristolainen, who figures he can play in Buffalo next season. "I think it’s maybe easier to get a spot on the team if they are rebuilding."
NEWARK, N.J. — A player with a big shot who should jump into the lineup next year and a big project who will add some snarl. Going defense-first with a pair of 18-year-olds, there’s your capsule scouting report on the Buffalo Sabres’ first-round picks Sunday.

Defenseman Rasmus Ristolainen of Finland was chosen at No. 8 and fellow blue-liner Nikita Zadorov, a Russian who played last year for the Ontario Hockey League’s London Knights, went at No. 16 as the Sabres held on to their two choices in the opening round.

The 6-foot-3, 201-pound Ristolainen was rated the No. 4 overall international skater by the NHL’s Central Scouting Bureau and the top-rated skating defenseman. He led his Finnish team, TPS, in scoring with three goals and 15 points while averaging more than 21 minutes per game.

“I try to play like Shea Weber,” Ristolainen said of the Nashville Predators star. “He’s like my idol. He’s a big leader on the ice, plays physical, has a good shot.”

Zadorov, who said he is 6-5½ and 225 pounds, led OHL rookies with a plus-33 ranking and finished second among rookie defensemen with 25 points (six goals, 19 assists). London won the league title and Zadorov also had a game-winning goal against Saskatoon in the Memorial Cup.

“I’m a two-way defenseman, big guy,” Zadorov said. “I play a physical game. I can do body checks and open-ice hits. I can shoot and score goals. I really like to hit.”

Ristolainen said he thought he would be taken somewhere between picks 10-15 but added he feels he’s ready to make the NHL next season.

“It was a good surprise for me,” Ristolainen said of the Sabres’ selection. “I think it’s maybe easier to get a spot on the team if they are rebuilding.”

Both players have connections to previous first-round Buffalo picks. Ristolainen is close to winger Joel Armia, the Finn the Sabres took with their first choice in 2011. At last year’s World Junior Championships, Zadorov was roommates with 2012 top pick Mikhail Grigorenko,

“Armia is a good friend for me,” Ristolainen said. “He told me Buffalo is a very good place and very nice city.”

Grigorenko wished Zadorov luck before his Russian friend came to New Jersey.

“He said, ‘I’ll be happy if you go to the Sabres,’ and I’m in the Sabres shirt right now so I think he’s happy,” Zadorov said.

The Sabres are going to need plenty of defense playing in their new division next season. In addition to the old Northeast clubs, the unnamed group will now include Detroit, Florida and Tampa Bay. After Nathan MacKinnon went first overall to Colorado, the Panthers took Finnish center Aleksander Barkov with the No. 2 pick and the Lightning got Halifax winger Jonathan Drouin at No. 3.

“That’s a pretty big deal,” said General Manager Darcy Regier. “The only good thing I suppose is that MacKinnon went out west.”

Zadorov came to Canada to fulfill his dream of playing in the NHL but did it without knowing any English. With the help of teammates and a tutor, he learned the language in a few months and smoothly handled interviews Sunday.

“It was pretty tough, and not just hockey,” he said. “I didn’t know English before. It was a different country. I played here and I liked it a lot. My teammates and everyone around me helped me a lot.”
Regier expects Miller, Vanek to remain with Sabres through draft weekend

June 29, 2013 - 2:37 PM

By John Vogl

NEW YORK – Darcy Regier entered draft weekend ready to gauge the marketplace for Ryan Miller and Thomas Vanek. As of now, he expects to exit draft weekend with them as members of the Sabres.

“Right now, I do, yes,” Regier said this afternoon.

Miller’s agent, Mike Liut, concurs in regard to his client.

“I am not expecting anything to happen,” he said via email.

The trade market has had a number of names added to it this weekend, but Regier says that doesn’t mean transactions will occur.

“As you add names and the supply gets greater, I don’t know what that will do with the asking prices and whether teams will be able to get the asking price or whether there will be any kind of adjustment in the marketplace for players or for the acquisition of players,” Regier said. “It’s really still a bit of a moving target that hasn’t settled yet.”

Miller and Vanek are the top names on the Sabres’ shopping list because they are set to enter the final year of their contracts. Buffalo is not expected to contend for the Stanley Cup and there is no guarantee the players will re-sign, so Regier cannot let them exit the organization next summer without getting assets in return.

“I entered this weekend recognizing that they both are in the last year of their contracts, and I have a responsibility to see what that means both with those players and also within the marketplace,” Regier said. “Unless you’re a highly competitive team, it’s very difficult to have players on your roster whose contracts are going to expire if you either choose not to or don’t have the ability to re-up them.

“Just to lose those assets, you try to get a sense of what the marketplace is like, and that’s a process that’s ongoing. I expect it will continue to move through the draft into maybe free agency and maybe beyond that. We’re actively keeping our finger on the pulse of what’s going on in the league, and we’ll have to just make our decision.”

The lack of trade activity extends to the draft, which will be held Sunday in New Jersey. The Sabres are set to pick eighth and 16th overall.

“Right now I expect that we will pick where we’re picking, and I say that only because there’s nothing that’s imminent or concrete,” Regier said. “But like I said, there are a lot of conversations, and they will continue right until the draft starts and even beyond that.”

Sabres' Gilbert honored, humbled to join USA Hockey staff for Sochi Olympics

June 29, 2013 - 1:08 PM

Gilbert_michael-e1348668359384

By John Vogl

NEW YORK -- Mike Gilbert remembers being lucky enough to watch Team USA's triumph over Russia in the 1980 Olympics live on Canadian television. He's going to be even more fortunate next year. He'll be watching the 2014 Games live in Russia, and he'll be part of it.

USA Hockey today named Gilbert to its public relations staff for the Olympics in Sochi. The Sabres' longtime vice president of public and community relations is the only one selected to join Dave Fischer, USA Hockey's senior director of communications.

"It was a little humbling," Gilbert said. "I was surprised and I was honored at the same time to be recognized that way."

Gilbert was part of USA Hockey's news conference today in which it named Pittsburgh's Dan Bylsma as coach and Nashville's David Poile as general manager. Pittsburgh's Ray Shero will be the associate GM and Brian Burke will be director of player personnel. The national team advisory group will include Stan Bowman (Chicago), Paul Holmgren (Philadelphia), Dean Lombardi (Los Angeles) and Dale Tallon (Florida).

"It really didn’t sink in a lot until today," Gilbert said. "You see all the GMs. Stan Bowman, who won the Stanley Cup a week ago, was right there. Dave Poile and Ray Shero, all these different people, and it started hitting home that, ‘Wow, these guys are the best in the United States,' and to be part of that in a small way was neat."

Seth Jones won't be offended if Avalanche draft a forward instead of him at No. 1

June 29, 2013 - 12:28 PM
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By John Vogl

NEW YORK -- Seth Jones has been ranked No. 1 by NHL Central Scouting all year. When the Colorado Avalanche won the draft lottery, it seemed liked a no-brainer that they'd stick with the rankings and take the former Denver resident and Avs fan with the first pick.

But the Avs have indicated they're leaning toward center Nathan MacKinnon, with Jonathan Drouin also a possibility. Jones understands the logic and Colorado's outspokenness.

"That’s the first time in a long time that anyone’s came out like that, but I don’t blame them," Jones said. "I’m not taking it personally. It’s professional sports. It would have been a nice story, but at the same time they’ve got to make a decision. It’s definitely a tough one this year. Nathan’s a great player, along with Jonathan."

Jones then displayed his knowledge of draft history.

"I mean, one’s very special, but Chris Pronger’s been No. 2, Drew Doughty has been No. 2, so there’s been a lot of good defensemen and players in general that have gone on to have great careers," he said.

Video: Bucky & Sully talk Pegula interview, Stanley Cup Final & more

June 29, 2013 - 10:45 AM

News Sports Columnists Bucky Gleason and Jerry Sullivan discussed a recent interview with Terry Pegula, the Stanley Cup Final, Patrick Kane, the NHL Draft and more on their weekly "Bucky & Sully Show" Friday morning at 10 a.m. on buffalonews.com.

On Terry Pegula interview and Darcy Regier:

On NHL Draft and Sabres' options:

On Stanley Cup Final and Patrick Kane:

On Scotty Bowman's work:

Watch more highlights from the show by clicking here.

A goalie at No. 16? Sabres have some interest in Halifax's Fucale

June 29, 2013 - 10:36 AM

Fucale media

Zach Fucale meets the media Friday with the Empire State Building as a backdrop (Getty Images).

By Mike Harrington

NEW YORK -- When the Sabres held their draft preview press conference last week, amateur scouting director Kevin Devine made it clear one of their 10 picks Sunday in the Prudential Center would be a goalie. Then Devine raised the antenna of those assembled when he said "maybe even a goaltender comes into it" when talking about the No. 16 overall pick, the Sabres' second in the first round.

That could mean only one player: Halifax 18-year-old Zach Fucale, the netminder who played behind draft superstuds Nathan MacKinnon and Jonathan Drouin to lead the Mooseheads over Seth Jones-led Portland in the Memorial Cup championship game. 

Fucale attended the annual Prospects Luncheon Friday afternoon in Weehawken, N.J., on the shores of the Hudson and the Quebec native dropped a mini bombshell when I asked him what teams brought him in for their own combines. The answer? Montreal and Buffalo. 

Continue reading... 

Road to the NHL Draft: Sean Malone

June 29, 2013 - 10:00 AM

By John Vogl

Sean Malone

Position: Center 

Junior team: U.S. Under-18 (USHL)

Born: Buffalo

Measurables: 5-foot-11, 183 pounds

2012-13 stats: 44 games, 13 goals, 14 assists, 27 points

Central Scouting rank: No. 62 (North America)

Lowdown: Malone has toured the world since leaving Nichols School last year. He’s played home games in Michigan and pulled the USA crest over his head in Sweden and Russia. He’ll play in Boston next season as a forward for Harvard University. He’ll also get a future stop on his resume when an NHL team drafts him. 

Malone’s hustle and skating should pique the interest of teams starting in the middle rounds. He has international experience after playing in the under-18 world junior tournament and the Ivan Hlinka tourney. The exposure helped him make a 38-spot jump in the eyes of NHL Central Scouting, which had him at No. 98 in the midterm rankings. 

The 18-year-old struggled at times during the under-18 world juniors. He had just one assist in the seven games and was minus-2 while averaging 13:14 of ice time per game. 

He said it: "You see all these guys here, all the same age, all working for the same thing. You want to make sure you’re working hard because you’ve got other competitors here. If you put in the work in the offseason, you can maybe get a step above some of these guys.” – Malone after attending the NHL Scouting Combine. 

The Buffalo News is profiling 30 prospects in 30 days leading up to the NHL draft June 30.

Two high-ranked prospects feel they made good impression on Sabres

June 28, 2013 - 6:39 PM

By John Vogl

NEW YORK -- There's no telling how the NHL draft will shake out Sunday before the Sabres pick eighth -- heck, there's no telling whether they'll even stay at No. 8 -- but it’s possible Hunter Shinkaruk or Sean Monahan could hear his name called when Buffalo steps to the dais.

They attended the Sabres’ scouting combine and interview session this month and walked away feeling both sides benefitted from the experience.

“I went on the ice and I was looking up, and it was another NHL rink that I’ve skated on now,” Shinkaruk, who totaled 86 goals the past two seasons for Medicine Hat of the Western Hockey League, said today at a prospects gathering in Weehawken, N.J. "Everything went well."

Monahan was a one-man show on a poor Ottawa team, which allowed the center to learn every aspect of the game. His scoring ability and two-way awareness would fit in well with Buffalo.

“I think I had a pretty good impression with them,” he said along the Hudson River with the New York skyline in the background.

While the draft will definitely happen, there's not much market for trades at the moment, according to Sabres General Manager Darcy Regier.

"It’s a pretty quiet area right now," Regier told the Sabres' website this afternoon while answering a question about Thomas Vanek and Ryan Miller.

Audio: NHL scouting director and top prospects Jones, MacKinnon get ready for draft

June 28, 2013 - 2:56 PM
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Associated Press photo -- From left, Nathan MacKinnon, Aleksander Barkov, Hunter Shinkaruk, Sean Monahan, Jonathan Drouin, Zach Fucale, Seth Jones, Darnell Nurse.

By John Vogl

WEEHAWKEN, N.J. -- With the New York skyline as a backdrop, some of the NHL's top prospects summed up their feelings as they head toward the draft Sunday.

Seth Jones, a former Denver resident, knows it would be a great story if Colorado picks him first. The Avalanche, though, are looking toward Nathan MacKinnon. He's trying not to think about it.

To hear from them and Dan Marr, the NHL's director of Central Scouting, click the audio files below.
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Nathan MacKinnon

Quick morning hits from around NHL

June 28, 2013 - 10:53 AM

By John Vogl

NEW YORK -- Greetings from the Big Apple, where preparations have begun for today's NHL Draft Prospects Luncheon. Before catching a ferry to lovely Weehawken, N.J., here are some quick hits from the league:

*The Sabres signed Mike Weber, and neither Ryan Miller nor the agent for Thomas Vanek have much to say.

*Buffalonian and Boston Bruins owner Jeremy Jacobs tells the Boston Globe the salary cap will rise significantly for the 2014-15 season.

*Ottawa captain Daniel Alfredsson has decided to play one more season.

*Pittsburgh defenseman Kris Letang has turned down a $54 million offer. 

*The Chicago Blackhawks have taken out the following ad in the Boston Globe. BN2aglCCQAE-fgv.jpg large

Road to the NHL Draft: Jonathan Drouin

June 28, 2013 - 10:00 AM

By John Vogl

Jonathan Drouin

Position: Left wing 

Junior team: Halifax (QMJHL)

Born: St. Agathe, Quebec

Measurables: 5-foot-10, 186 pounds

2012-13 stats: 49 games, 41 goals, 64 assists, 105 points

Central Scouting rank: No. 3 (North America)

Lowdown: Drouin’s dream season included a Memorial Cup championship and nearly every award handed out, including Canadian Major Junior Player of the Year and MVP of both the regular season and playoffs in the Quebec Major Junior Hockey League. He can store the honors alongside his highlight packages, which include jaw-dropping goals and pinpoint passes. Many came during a 29-game points streak that featured 26 goals and 39 assists. He had 35 points in 17 playoff appearances, including a five-assist outing in the championship game. 

Though skating alongside fellow top prospect Nathan MacKinnon certainly helped Drouin stand out, he played just as well without the superb center and made MacKinnon look good, too. Drouin is outstanding at reading plays, which allows him to intercept passes and start lethal transitions. The words “magical” and “magician” have been used often. 

Drouin lacks the adult strength of MacKinnon and Seth Jones, so he may not be as ready to compete in the NHL as his draft mates. He’ll have to reach the top level and show why Quebec voted him as its top draft prospect. 

They said it: "He had that swagger and inner confidence that he wanted to be a difference-maker every time he was on the ice. His skill set, hands and vision really are at an elite level, so he's going to be a prime-time NHL scorer." – Steve Spott, head coach of Canada’s world junior team, to NHL.com. 

The Buffalo News is profiling 30 prospects in 30 days leading up to the NHL draft June 30.

Weber signs three-year, $5 million contract with Sabres

June 27, 2013 - 8:22 PM

By John Vogl

Mike Weber, who was set to become a restricted free agent July 5, has signed a three-year, $5 million contract with the Sabres.

Weber, who just finished a two-year deal that averaged $950,000 per season, will make $1.5 million in each of the next two years and $2 million in 2015-16.

There was no immediate word from the organization.

"Really excited to be staying in Buffalo for 3 more years," Weber wrote on Twitter, along with the hashtags "IsItOctoberYet" and "letgobuffalo." He then erased it.

The 25-year-old defenseman has spent parts of five seasons in Buffalo. He played 42 games last year, recording one goal, seven points and a plus-3 rating with 70 penalty minutes.

The 6-foot-2, 211-pounder was a healthy scratch to start the season but became one of the more dependable defenders by the end. Coach Ron Rolston continually praised his leadership.

Road to the NHL Draft: Curtis Lazar

June 27, 2013 - 10:00 AM

By John Vogl

Curtis Lazar

Position: Forward 

Junior team: Edmonton (WHL)

Born: Salmon Arm, British Columbia

Measurables: 6-foot, 190 pounds

2012-13 stats: 72 games, 38 goals, 23 assists, 61 points

Central Scouting rank: No. 20 (North America)

Lowdown: Lazar blew past Steven Stamkos. He left Sidney Crosby behind. That has a tendency to draw attention. The looks at Lazar began at the 2011 Canada Games, a biennial event that is the country’s largest competition for young athletes. Lazar led British Columbia to the gold, scoring 12 goals to break Stamkos’ record and 17 points to eclipse Crosby’s mark in only six games. 

The Oil Kings’ assistant captain combines a hard-working mentality with offensive ability. A former teammate of Sabres defenseman Mark Pysyk, Lazar led Edmonton with eight goals and 19 points in 20 playoff games en route to the Western Hockey League title in 2011-12. The speedy forward continued the goal scoring this season, pacing the team with 38. Lazar scored nine times in 22 playoff games but added just two assists. 

Lazar doesn’t have the dazzling creativity many would like and has been knocked for taking the safe play. That is good decision-making for the NHL level, but scouts hope for a higher showing of skill at the junior level. 

They said it: "He had a dry spell for a while, but when he was on he was around the puck and creating stuff all game. He can certainly take advantage of his opportunities. He's got real good puck-handling ability, is a smart offensive guy and skates well.” – Chris Edwards of NHL Central Scouting. 

The Buffalo News is profiling 30 prospects in 30 days leading up to the NHL draft June 30.

Lecavalier becomes biggest name on buyout list as Lightning says farewell

June 27, 2013 - 9:25 AM

By John Vogl

The first few NHL buyouts were expected. Scott Gomez, Wade Redden, Daniel Briere and Ilya Bryzgalov could see the farewells coming.

This morning, the Tampa Bay Lightning sent another big name packing, and it was more of a surprise. Tampa has elected to use a compliance buyout on Vincent Lecavalier, the captain who's been with the team since being drafted first overall in 1998. 

"Vinny has been a significant reason for many of our past successes, including the 2004 Stanley Cup, and his contributions to the community are immeasurable," team President Steve Yzerman said in a statement. "The Lightning organization is indebted to Vinny; we thank him for all he has done here and we wish him well as he moves forward.

"After much internal deliberation, we believe this will prove to be a pivotal move for us as we strive to achieve our long term goal of competing at the highest level, year-in, year-out. The economics and structure of the CBA are necessitating this decision and we at the Lightning are excited at the newly created opportunities this presents to us."

The buyout cost ranges from $30 million to $32.67 million, according to reports. Lecavalier just finished the fourth season of an 11-year, $85 million. He has already earned $40 million in salary, which coupled with the buyout means he made at least $70 million for four seasons.

The 33-year-old becomes an unrestricted free agent.

Each team is allowed two compliance buyouts during this season and next, and the period opened at 11 p.m. Wednesday. It runs until July 4.

NHL officially releases draft order; Sabres hold 10 picks, ranging from Nos. 8 to 189

June 26, 2013 - 5:06 PM

By John Vogl

The NHL needed to wait for the Stanley Cup finals to end before officially releasing the draft order. The list is out. Colorado kicks things off with the first overall pick, and the Cup champs in Chicago will end the proceedings with selection No. 211.

The Sabres will pick 10 times. They have two picks in each of the first two rounds, three picks in the fifth round and one pick each in rounds three, six and seven. They do not have a fourth-round pick. 

Continue reading... 

Sabres to re-broadcast nine games from 2013 season

June 26, 2013 - 2:14 PM

By John Vogl

The Sabres won only 21 games last season. They've picked nine as their best and will re-broadcast them on MSG.

The two-hour, condensed broadcasts begin at 8 p.m. Monday and will run every week through Aug. 26 on MSG. The games, in order of airing, are: Tampa Bay (played Feb. 26), Florida (Feb. 28), New Jersey (March 2), New York Rangers (March 12), Montreal (March 19), Toronto (March 21), Montreal (March 23), Pittsburgh (April 23) and New York Islanders (April 26).

Road to the NHL Draft: Adam Erne

June 26, 2013 - 10:00 AM

By John Vogl

Adam Erne

Position: Left wing 

Junior team: Quebec (QMJHL)

Born: New Haven, Conn.

Measurables: 6-foot, 210 pounds

2012-13 stats: 68 games, 28 goals, 44 assists, 72 points

Central Scouting rank: No. 26 (North America)

Lowdown: Erne looks like a power forward with his stocky frame, but that impression lasts only until he hits the ice. Then he’s a speed demon who likes to play a fast game and has the wheels to do so. His skating ability helps him win races to the puck, and his size allows him to keep it. Erne has a strong shot and deft passing ability. 

The well-traveled winger has played in Connecticut, California, Indiana and Quebec, and he feels as if the moves have helped him mature faster. He’s not afraid to let loose with practical jokes, though. Remparts teammate Kurt Etchegary once reached for a towel following a shower and soon discovered Erne had covered it with baby powder. 

The linemate of Sabres prospect Mikhail Grigorenko needs to become more consistent. Though there have been questions about his conditioning, he excelled in the endurance bike test at the NHL Scouting Combine. 

They said it: "Erne’s a highly competitive kid. He’s got real good speed. He’s really thick. At times, he’s very explosive. Every once in a while you won’t notice him in a game, but most of the times he’s a goal scorer. … He’s a first-round player, for sure.” – Kevin Devine, Sabres director of amateur scouting. 

The Buffalo News is profiling 30 prospects in 30 days leading up to the NHL draft June 30.

A look back at the Blackhawks' Cup win and Kane's MVP performance

June 26, 2013 - 8:35 AM

By John Vogl

The Stanley Cup is back in Chicago, which means it is expected to come back to Buffalo this summer.

South Buffalo's Patrick Kane, the Conn Smythe winner as playoff MVP, will again get a day with the Cup. When Chicago won in 2010, Kane took the trophy on visits to Niagara Falls, Roswell Park, an Ironworkers construction site and New Era Cap Co., among other stops. The dates that players will get the Cup will be announced at a later date.

Bucky Gleason writes in today's editions of The Buffalo News that Kane already has built a resume that would be considered for the Hall of Fame if his career ended today. 

Continue reading... 

Road to the NHL Draft: Alexander Wennberg

June 25, 2013 - 10:00 AM

By John Vogl

Alexander Wennberg

Position: Center 

Foreign team: Djurgarden (Sweden)

Born: Stockholm

Measurables: 6-foot-1, 174 pounds

2012-13 stats: 46 games, 14 goals, 18 assists, 32 points

Central Scouting rank: No. 5 (European)

Lowdown: Wennberg has knowledge of all three forward positions, but his skill set works best at center. He’s a speedy, shifty skater who remains calm with the puck. He likes to play at a quick pace and had a high shooting percentage by getting to the scoring areas. 

Wennberg’s team played in Sweden’s second division, so he hasn’t faced the same level of adult competition as other top Europeans. He excelled with Djurgarden, though, and led the team with four game-winning goals. He can take care of the defensive zone and has garnered a reputation as a two-way player. 

He’s reportedly signed a two-year contract with Frolunda of the Swedish elite league, so he wouldn’t be ready for the NHL until 2015. 

They said it: "Excellent skater who has a free and easy stride with excellent quickness and a change of pace. Is capable of keeping defenders on their heels. He can open up ice and space for himself with his skating.” – Craig Button, former Calgary general manager, on TSN.ca. 

The Buffalo News is profiling 30 prospects in 30 days leading up to the NHL draft June 30.

Road to the NHL Draft: Mirco Mueller

June 24, 2013 - 10:00 AM

By John Vogl

Mirco Mueller

Position: Defense 

Junior team: Everett (WHL)

Born: Winterthur, Switzerland

Measurables: 6-foot-3, 176 pounds

2012-13 stats: 63 games, 6 goals, 25 assists, 31 points

Central Scouting rank: No. 9 (North America)

Lowdown: Mueller is a first-round talent according to NHL Central Scouting. He’s a third-rounder, at best, according to others. Either way, he’ll hear his name called. 

There’s not much wrong with Mueller. There’s also no standout trait that makes him a lock to succeed. He skates very well, though he had a tendency to go sideways – a carryover from his time on larger European rinks. He played in the Swiss elite league as a 16-year-old before deciding to head to North America. 

Moving was a good choice as his draft stock rose from unknown to much-discussed. He’s not afraid to tangle with opponents. He’s discovering how to play offense, and his smooth stride helps. He will continue to learn by playing against the best as international opportunities abound with Swiss national teams. He’s got plenty of endurance based on his NHL Combine bike ride of 14:30, the best among the prospects. 

He said it: "I can see plays happen before they happen, so most of the time I’m in the right position to make a play. Scoring goals is another person’s job." – Mueller to the Hockey News. 

The Buffalo News is profiling 30 prospects in 30 days leading up to the NHL draft June 30.

Road to the NHL Draft: Zach Nastasiuk

June 23, 2013 - 10:00 AM

By John Vogl

Zach Nastasiuk

Position: Right wing 

Junior team: Owen Sound (OHL)

Born: Barrie, Ont.

Measurables: 6-foot-1, 192 pounds

2012-13 stats: 62 games, 20 goals, 20 assists, 40 points

Central Scouting rank: No. 13 (North America)

Lowdown: Sabres scouts who kept tabs on 2011 draft pick Daniel Catenacci this season got a good look at Nastasiuk, too. The duo helped lead Owen Sound to a 44-18-6 record. Catenacci led the Attack with 79 points, while Nastasiuk finished fourth. The roles were reversed in the playoffs as Nastasiuk paced his team with 11 points, including four goals, in 12 games. 

The son of a Canadian Football League player jumped 20 spots from his NHL Central Scouting midterm rank of 33. He gets high marks for his hockey sense and competitive fire. He’s strong and wants to get better. 

There are doubts whether he can turn into a scorer. He’s not the most creative player with the puck. His skating is suspect. 

They said it: "Into the playoffs he was the guy that was driving the ship. Along the wall he’s strong as an ox, down low he’s strong. You can’t get the puck off him, and he’s the guy that can go into the corners get to the pucks first and feed it out to the guys. He’s got a little bit of an underrated skill set." – Dan Marr, director of NHL Central Scouting, to the Montreal Gazette. 

The Buffalo News is profiling 30 prospects in 30 days leading up to the NHL draft June 30.
10 moments that defined the Bruins in 2013Text size – + 


Blackhawks draft local winger Ryan Hartman with 30th overall pick 

 BY MARK LAZERUS mlazerus@suntimes.com June 30, 2013 10:38PM 
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West Dundee native Ryan Hartman who attended Fremd now plays for OHL’s Plymouth Whalers went Hawks No. 30 overall Sunday. 

West Dundee native Ryan Hartman, who attended Fremd and now plays for the OHL’s Plymouth Whalers, went to the Hawks at No. 30 overall Sunday. | Bill Kostroun~AP 

BLACKHAWKS DRAFT PICKS

1 (30) Ryan Hartman, RW 5-11 185 OHL

2* (51) Carl Dahlstrom, D 6-3 191 Sweden

3** (74) John Hayden, C 6-2 220 USHL

4*** (111) Robin Norell, D 5-11 189 Sweden

4 (121) Tyler Motte, C 5-9 190 USHL
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5** (134) Luke Johnson, C 5-11 179 USHL

6 (181) Anthony Louis, C 5-6 145 USHL

7 (211) Robin Press, D 6-2 187 Sweden

* Acquired from Toronto Maple Leafs along with 117th pick and a fourth-round pick in 2014 for Dave Bolland.

** Acquired from Winnipeg Jets for Michael Frolik.

*** Acquired from San Jose Sharks along with a fifth-round pick in 2014 for the 117th pick and 151st pick.

Related Stories

 Blackhawks trade Dave Bolland to Maple Leafs, Michael Frolik to Jets  

Updated: July 1, 2013 12:03PM

NEWARK, N.J. — Ryan Hartman ‘‘grew up’’ watching Jonathan Toews. He went to Blackhawks games ‘‘all the time’’ as a kid with his grandfather and father, who was a big Eric Daze fan. He even was at the United Center for two first-round playoff games this year.

And on Sunday afternoon at the Prudential Center, he was wearing a Hawks sweater with his name on the back, his hometown team’s first-round draft pick.
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‘‘It couldn’t have gone any better,’’ said Hartman, 18, the 30th and final pick of the first round.

The 5-11, 185-pound right wing, who went to Fremd High School, has lived in West Dundee since he moved from South Carolina when he was 2. He had 23 goals and 37 assists in 56 games with the Plymouth Whalers of the Ontario Hockey League, where he’ll play again next season. He brings a physical edge to his game that he equated to that of a similarly sized player, Hawks center Andrew Shaw.

‘‘They love those type of players,’’ Hartman said of the Hawks. ‘‘I’d bring that.’’

Hartman won gold with Team USA at the 2012 Under-18 World Championship and the 2013 World Juniors. A Chicago Mission minor hockey product, he played for the U.S. Under-18 National Team Development Program in Ann Arbor, Mich., in 2011-12, posting 16 goals and 25 assists in 59 games.

The Hawks also took center John Hayden, who was born in Chicago, with their third-round pick and Winfield’s Anthony Louis, a forward, to end the sixth round. 

J.T. Compher of Northbrook (Glenbrook North) was taken 35th by the Buffalo Sabres.

Draft double-takes 

The top of the draft was full of surprises, including the blockbuster trade of Cory Schneider from the Vancouver Canucks to the New Jersey Devils for the ninth pick. After the Colorado Avalanche took center Nathan MacKinnon first overall, Florida Panthers general manager Dale Tallon shocked everybody by taking center Aleksander Barkov, projected to go later in the top 10. That allowed American defenseman Seth Jones — rated by many as the best player in the draft — to fall to the Nashville Predators at No. 4. So the Hawks can look forward to contending with a division-rival Predators team with Shea Weber and Jones on the blue line.

Cool reception 

Only three teams from the first round of the playoffs congratulated the Hawks on their Stanley Cup championship, usually an expected formality. Those teams were the rival Vancouver Canucks, the Winnipeg Jets (whose GM, Kevin Cheveldayoff, is a former Hawks assistant GM) and the Montreal Canadiens (whose GM, Marc Bergevin, also a former Hawks assistant GM Nathan MacKinnon eager for ice time after excitement of draft
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Nathan MacKinnon hadn't been to Denver before and he hadn't yet seen much. "I haven't gotten a tour yet," he said in the Avalanche dressing room on Monday afternoon at the Pepsi Center. "I've been driving around to the hotel and back. It's a beautiful city for sure. Is it 300 days of sunshine a year? Isn't that what I heard?"

Barely 24 hours after the Avalanche claimed him with the first pick of the NHL entry draft in New Jersey, MacKinnon — who won't turn 18 until Sept. 1 — met with the Colorado media.

"You're so jacked up after getting drafted, and I was there for six, seven hours after doing media and pictures and things like that," he said. "I'm pretty tired, but I still have some adrenaline going, for sure. 

Nathan MacKinnon, 17, said he hasn't slept much since the Avalanche made him the No. 1 overall pick in the draft. (AAron Ontiveroz, The Denver Post)

I'm having a great time." 

How much sleep had he gotten? "Not a whole lot," he said. "My friends and family all came to the hotel after, and we all hung out for a while. I got some sleep on the plane."

After the emotional high of the draft and even the aftermath, the hockey business will come soon enough, although MacKinnon had gotten wind of coach Patrick Roy's statement that he envisioned MacKinnon centering the third line right out of the gate. 

MacKinnon said he hadn't skated since the end of the Memorial Cup tournament on May 26, when he and the Halifax Moose-heads beat the Portland Winterhawks in the championship game. The Avalanche will hold an off-ice, orientation-type development camp next week. 

"I'm going to get a good couple of months in before training camp and definitely get the cobwebs out," MacKinnon said. He mentioned several NHL players from Halifax, and said he probably would skate with some of them in the upcoming couple of months. 

MacKinnon said "there have been some talks" about possible living arrangements in Denver, whether with a "billet" family or with an older player and his family, as happened when Matt Duchene settled in the basement of veteran defenseman Adam Foote and 

Nathan MacKinnon joins an Avalanche team that includes players who have been in the league since MacKinnon was just a kid. He wasn't yet 1 when the Avs won their first Stanley Cup in 1996. (AAron Ontiveroz, The Denver Post)

his family as a rookie in 2009-10. "Everything's still up in the air right now, and I guess we'll figure out that stuff as it comes along," MacKinnon said. 

He said he hadn't had post-draft, serious hockey-oriented discussions with Joe Sakic, the Avalanche's executive vice president of hockey operations, and Roy. "They're kind of welcoming me and congratulating me," he said. "I'm sure there will be some more serious talks when I come back to the development camp next week."

MacKinnon hadn't reached his first birthday when Roy, Sakic and the Avalanche won the Stanley Cup in 1996, the team's first season in Denver. He still was only 7 when Roy retired in 2003. But he has seen Roy close up the past two seasons when the former goalie was coaching the Quebec Remparts — the Mooseheads' bitter league rivals.

"I remember lots from watching Colorado as a kid," MacKinnon said. "They were deep in the playoffs most of those years, and I got to see them lots. And obviously, yeah, there was a little rivalry there with Quebec and Halifax. That's behind us now, obviously. ... . 

"We played him in the playoffs my first year, and we really studied the way his team plays. I'm not sure if he'll still use the same systems or not, but I'm definitely familiar with those. Regardless, I think it's going to be a pretty smooth transition and he's a great coach. His track record speaks for itself."

MacKinnon also noted that the Avalanche has two other former Mooseheads on its roster — veteran center Alex Tanguay, reacquired last week; and goaltender Jean-Sebastien Giguere. "They played there in the '90s, I think, and I wasn't even born then," he said, smiling. 

Tanguay might point out, though, that he played for the Mooseheads as late as 1999 after going to Colorado as the 12th choice of the first round the year before. 

Terry Frei: 303-954-1895, tfrei@denverpost.com or twitter.com/TFOlympicAffair
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Avalanche coach Patrick Roy acknowledged Monday that coaching against Nathan MacKinnon in the Quebec Major Junior Hockey League wasn't always fun.

"I'm not saying our game plan was built around playing against him, but at the same time, we respected him tremendously," Roy said. "We knew how special he was. He could turn the game around at any moment. He had a lot of ice time and he was coming back very fast on the ice.

"For our 'D' that we wanted to match with him, it was really demanding. If you played him one night, you didn't want to play the following night because he would tire out all our defense."

O'Reilly's role. Roy said he hoped to meet with fifth-year forward Ryan O'Reilly soon and explain his plans to use MacKinnon as the third-line center and switch O'Reilly to wing on a line centered by Matt Duchene.

"It was the same scenario that Bob (Hartley) did with Peter (Forsberg) and Joe (Sakic) at some point," Roy said. "And Ryan is a great team guy, smart player. I think he will accept it."

Pracey on Jones. Avalanche chief scout Rick Pracey, on board with the selection of MacKinnon with the first choice Sunday, was emphatic that the team remained high on defenseman Seth Jones, who slid to the No. 4 choice.

"My message that I want to communicate 100 percent clear is that it had nothing to do with Seth," Pracey said. "It was a competitive draft. These are all very, very good players. We believe in Seth Jones. His skating ability, his size, his mobility on the back end, his reach — they're elite. My experiences with him and his family on a personal level — flying into Dallas and spending some time there — were good. I'm very fond of Seth Jones and I wish him well. I'm a firm believer that he's going to have a very strong career in the NHL. We have decisions to make, and he was in those decisions right up to the end." 

Read more: Patrick Roy calls Nathan MacKinnon a tough matchup - The Denver Post http://www.denverpost.com/avalanche/ci_23580475/patrick-roy-calls-nathan-mackinnon-tough-matchup#ixzz2Xv4ntuJj 
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NEWARK, N.J. — Avalanche coach Patrick Roy wasted no time Sunday penciling No. 1 draft pick Nathan MacKinnon into his projected lineup.

Roy told The Denver Post his plans for the Avs' top three forward lines, with MacKinnon slated to be a third-line center with Jamie McGinn at left wing and Steve Downie at right wing.

To make room for MacKinnon at center, Roy said he plans to move Ryan O'Reilly to left wing on a line centered by Matt Duchene and P.A. Parenteau playing right wing. Another line would have Paul Stastny centering Gabe Landeskog at left wing and newly acquired veteran Alex Tanguay at right wing.

O'Reilly has rarely played a wing position, so it will be interesting to see how that plays out.

"It wouldn't matter where I play," MacKinnon said. "I just would do whatever it takes to help the team."

Footnotes. MacKinnon said he wasn't told ahead of time by Avs management that he would be picked first overall. "I found out when everyone else found out," he said. ... MacKinnon said he received good-luck wishes on his NHL career from fellow Cole Harbour, Nova Scotia, native Sidney Crosby. ... Avs president Josh Kroenke attended the draft. ... MacKinnon likely will wear No. 22 with the Avs. That was his uniform number with the Halifax Mooseheads. 

--------------------------------------------------------------------------------

Newest Avs

Sunday's draft picks by the Avalanche, with a comment on each by Denver Post NHL beat writer Adrian Dater:

First round, No. 1 overall

Nathan MacKinnon, 17, C, 6-foot, 182 pounds, Halifax

• Deemed best player available in draft by most scouts.

Second round, No. 32 overall 

Chris Bigras, 18, D, 6-1, 186 Owen Sound • Has size but also great speed as a blue-liner.

Third round, No. 63  

Colorado Avalanche
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Find analysis, notes and buzz on the All Things Avs blog.

Ask Adrian Dater about the team or NHL in the Avs Mailbag.

overall 

Spencer Martin, 18, G, 6-2, 190, Mississauga

• Big butterfly goalie.

Fourth round, No. 83 overall 

Mason Geertsen, 18, D, 6-4, 203, Edmonton (WHL)

• Rugged D-man, drops gloves a lot.

Fifth round, No. 123 overall 

Will Butcher, 17, D, 5-11, 180, U.S. Development

• Speedy D-man scheduled to attend DU this fall.

Sixth round, No. 163 overall 

Ben Storm, 19, D, 6-6, 215, Muskegon

• Big D-man scheduled to attend St. Cloud State this fall.

Seventh round, No. 183 overall 

Wilhelm Westlund, 18, D, 6-0, 178, Farjestad

• Fifth D-man picked to close the draft day for Avs.
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Frei: Colorado Avalanche blew it by not selecting Seth Jones with No. 1 pick
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Nashville made defenseman Seth Jones the fourth pick in the 2013 NHL draft. More photos. (Bruce Bennett, Getty Images)
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The Avalanche is going to rue the day it passed on the chance to draft Seth Jones. I couldn't shake that feeling Sunday after attending the team's NHL draft watch gathering at Chopper's Sports Grill. Chopper Travaglini — the legendary former Nuggets trainer who died in 1999 — indirectly helped convince me. His picture hangs inside the restaurant named after him.

After the Avalanche claimed Halifax Mooseheads center Nathan MacKinnon with the first overall choice in Newark, N.J., I could see Chopper, gravelly voiced even when healthy, squinting and saying, as he often did, "Something here just doesn't feel right."

Something here just doesn't feel right.

For nearly a year, Jones — the American-born defenseman for major junior's Portland Winterhawks — was built up as the likely No. 1 overall choice in 2013. The comparisons flowed in, to Nick Lidstrom, to Chris Pronger, to more. Jones was poised beyond his years, he controlled games, he was an NHL great waiting to happen. And the kicker: He came with a great story that was tied to Denver and to both the Nuggets and Avalanche.

Sunday, the Avalanche fans at Chopper's seemed fine with the choice of MacKinnon. Joe Sakic's pre-emptive strikes involving the team's intentions in the past two weeks had prepared them.

Still, something here doesn't feel right.

And that big picture includes that Florida and Tampa Bay ultimately went along with the notion there were at least three forwards — MacKinnon, Aleksander Barkov and Jonathan Drouin — who were wiser choices than Jones. Going fourth in the draft is no insult. In fact, it's a huge compliment.

But I still don't get it.

As a generalist not on the hockey beat any longer, I'm not going to pretend to have "scouted" these teen- agers beyond the casual glimpses of major-junior games and highlight packages.

Avalanche chief scout Rick Pracey, and the 
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men whose judgments are being counted on to turn this franchise around, Sakic and Patrick Roy, have "sound" reasons for settling on selecting one of three forwards and then specifying it would be MacKinnon. 

In Roy's case, as the coach of the Quebec Remparts, he marveled at the talents of MacKinnon and Drouin as Halifax linemates — and tried to figure out ways to contain them.

I've written many stories touching on a cliché that has the added benefit of being true — that even gifted defensemen, and big defensemen especially, generally take longer to develop than talented forwards. Neither Lidstrom nor Pronger were stars overnight, or even close to it. The less reasonable argument is that other defensemen taken high have been busts. And that never happens with forwards? Yet all of that seems to have entered into the Avalanche's thinking, as perhaps did these sudden whispers — which to me come off as lame last-second rationalizations — that would have you believe Jones wasn't sharp-edged or tough enough.

MacKinnon might turn out to be as great as another kid from Cole Harbour, Nova Scotia — Sidney Crosby. With MacKinnon, Matt Duchene and Gabe Landeskog all coming out of the draft's top three overall picks since 2009, the potential for collective greatness there is undeniable. But it also makes it clear that Colorado, horrible on defense, in no way believes it is as well-stocked at center as previously advertised.

This makes me at least wonder if it now wishes it hadn't matched Calgary's offer sheet for Ryan O'Reilly, whose salary — while set by the Flames, not the Avalanche — is a benchmark in the extension discussions with Duchene, and will be with others. And, yes, Paul Stastny's solid overall play never has come close to justifying his $6.6 million annual salary in the deal that has one more season to run.

Jones would have struggled at times with Colorado in 2013-14, as he now will with the Nashville Predators, who claimed him with the fourth choice. But soon, and sooner than the Avalanche, Panthers and Lightning seemed to consider possible, he will be great.

This is a gut feeling. It is instinct.

The Avalanche should have taken Jones.

Terry Frei: 303-954-1895, tfrei@denverpost.com or twitter.com/ TFOlympicAffair
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Seth Jones doesn't begrudge Avalanche for passing on him in NHL draft
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Seth Jones poses for a portrait after being selected number four overall in the first round by the Nashville Predators during the 2013 NHL Draft. More photos. (Jamie Squire, Getty Images North America)

NEWARK, N.J. — While the Avalanche got all the early attention with the first pick in the draft, the rest of the teams were busy Sunday, also planning their future through youth.

The Florida Panthers made center Aleksander Barkov, the top-ranked European skater, the second overall pick. Tampa Bay drafted forward Jonathan Drouin, from the Halifax Mooseheads, with the third overall pick.

The Nashville Predators pounced on Seth Jones with the fourth overall pick. Jones, a 6-foot-4, 205-pound defenseman, was widely considered the top prospect at one time. He is the son of former Nuggets forward Popeye Jones.

Popeye Jones paced the floor of the Prudential Center on Sunday and said Seth slept great and was calm in the final hours leading up to the draft. But that had to change just a bit when Jones, who played for Portland of the Western Hockey League, slipped to fourth.

Jones, who lived in Colorado as a youth and seemed a perfect fit for the Avalanche, has ties to Tennessee as well. Popeye Jones owns a house there.

"It's a perfect spot for him," Popeye Jones said proudly. "He'll be motivated there and ready to go."

Avalanche general manager Joe Sakic gave the elder Jones some advice on getting Seth more interested in hockey when they both played in Denver more than a decade ago. Popeye Jones later developed a friendship with Colorado goalie, and now coach, Patrick Roy.

The story line that had Jones joining the franchise that encouraged his push into hockey went bust on the first pick.

"It definitely sounded too good to be true," Seth Jones said. "I'm not unhappy that they didn't choose me. It was their decision, and that's what they thought would be best for their organization.

"You've got to respect that."

Carolina selected Elias Lindholm, who played in Sweden, fifth and the Calgary Flames followed with center Sean Monahan from Ottawa of the Ontario Hockey League.

After picking first the last three years, the Edmonton Oilers took defenseman Darnell Nurse, of Saulte Ste. Marie in the OHL, with the seventh choice. Nurse is the nephew of former Philadelphia Eagles quarterback Donovan McNabb.

McNabb was famously booed by Eagles fans in the 1999 draft and was hurt for years by the reaction. Nurse heard polite applause in Newark.

"We're even, because he went higher than me," Nurse said, "but I didn't get booed at my draft."

Read more: Seth Jones doesn't begrudge Avalanche for passing on him in NHL draft - The Denver Post http://www.denverpost.com/avalanche/ci_23573553/seth-jones-doesnt-begrudge-avalanche-passing-him-nhl#ixzz2Xv5enVlG 
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For Nathan MacKinnon, hockey success was always in the card
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NEW YORK — Graham MacKinnon still has the hockey card to prove the story is true.

When his son, Nathan, was 7 or 8 years old, he got a personalized hockey card made for Nathan. The front showed him in hockey gear posing for the camera, while the back had blank space to fill in personal information. What did young Nathan write?

"He said 'I want to play for the Halifax Mooseheads, then I want to get drafted by Colorado and play with Joe Sakic,' " Graham said.

While he never got the opportunity to play with Sakic, Nathan Mac-Kinnon could be the No. 1 pick by Sakic and the Avalanche in the NHL draft Sunday in Newark, N.J.

What are the odds? It's never been about luck for the 17-year-old from Cole Harbour, Nova Scotia.

"It almost scared me. At age 2, he took right away to skating," said MacKinnon's father, who played junior C hockey as a goaltender. "I had trouble keeping up with him, no joke. We never pushed hockey on him at all. He just took to it right away, fell in love with it and hasn't stopped. When he was 9 or 10, I'd sometimes say to him, 'You know, not everyone makes it in hockey,' and he'd just get mad. He'd say, 'I'm playing hockey, I'm playing hockey. I don't have a Plan B, I just have a Plan A.' He'd say, 'Plan B is just a distraction from Plan A,' and he was so serious about it."

MacKinnon and his parents — Graham and Kathy — traveled to weekend tournaments when he was a kid. While others might be up late on Saturday nights in whatever town they were in, young Nathan always was in bed early.

"A lot of his best games in those tournaments were on Sundays because the other kids would be tired from staying up late and he'd be well rested," Graham said.

After a dominant Memorial Cup tournament in which he posted 13 points (seven goals) in four games for the champion Mooseheads, MacKinnon jumped to the top of many scouts' lists as the best player available in this year's draft. 
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Sakic, now the Avalanche's executive director of hockey operations, has said the team is leaning toward making MacKinnon the first pick overall. 

If that happens, MacKinnon's hockey card wishes will come true. But until they do, the blond center isn't going to jinx anything by assuming Sakic and new Avs coach Patrick Roy have a similar dream.

"It's been pretty cool to hear that they might want me, especially from two Hall of Famers like Joe and Patrick. It would definitely be a great opportunity to go there, but I don't want to get my hopes up too much. A lot can change," MacKinnon said.

MacKinnon, like most top draft prospects, has spent the weekend attending NHL and media functions. It's natural to assume there is a chilling rivalry between him and highly rated defenseman Seth Jones, whose team he beat in the Memorial Cup title game. The opposite is true. They sat together for much of a media luncheon Friday next to the Hudson River, laughing and joking.

"He's a great guy," Jones said of MacKinnon. "He's turned into a good buddy of mine. I'll be happy for him if he goes No. 1, and I think he'd feel the same for me. Of course, I wish he hadn't scored so many goals on us in the Memorial Cup, but that's just how good he is."

MacKinnon is quick to return any and all compliments.

"Seth is going to be a great player. He already is one. And he's just an awesome guy," MacKinnon said.

MacKinnon hasn't been all about hockey, according 

(Click to enlarge)

to his 19-year-old sister, Sarah. 

"We had some fierce Scrabble games growing up," she said. "He wanted to win at that as much as anything else ever. Whatever it is, Nate just wants to win and be the best."

Her brother even has good taste in music, she said.

"Anything from Elton John to country, to R&B and rap, I'm always stealing his iTunes," Sarah said.

If he is introduced to the Denver media at the Pepsi Center on Monday — as the Avs plan to do with their top pick — it won't be the first time MacKinnon walks through the arena doors. Last year, he traveled to Vail with his father to get his knee examined at the Steadman Hawkins Clinic and had a minor procedure done. They noticed the Avalanche was in Denver for a game against the St. Louis Blues during the visit, and attended the game as paying customers.

Soon, the Avs may be paying MacKinnon a lot of money to come to the arena.

"It's surreal to think about," Graham said.

Adrian Dater: adater@denverpost.com, twitter.com/adater
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Paige: Patrick Roy is back and ready to win
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Only one tale is true.

There were no snakes in Ireland when the original St. Patrick arrived.

On Sunday afternoon, The Wizard of Wah, Patrick Roy, returns to action for the Avs for the first time since retiring as a player 10 years ago.

Coach Roy will join with fellow Hall of Famer, former Stanley Cup teammate and Avalanche executive vice president of hockey operations Joe Sakic to make the No. 1 pick in the NHL draft and make the Avalanche relevant again. 

Don't mess it up, Joey and Patty.

Just go with Nathan "Kid Magnificent" MacKinnon.

Roy is on the clock.

"I know I will get fired someday," Roy, who has never minced meat or words, told me.

What? How about if you win the Stanley Cup and retire?

"When I win one, I will want to win another and another, but all coaches get fired eventually." (The two Avs coaches who won Stanley Cups were.)

Welcome back, St. Patrick. The Avalanche, the NHL and all of us in Denver have missed you. The Avs haven't won a championship without the game's greatest goalie. They don't even reach the playoffs (as they did in all eight of his seasons in Colorado) anymore.

I asked Roy to define his team's personality in 2013-14. "We may not win the Cup, but I want passion, and we will be entertaining," he said. Roy always was a passionate entertainer. 

It has been pointed out that Roy is a rookie as a coach. He has pointed out that all NHL coaches had been rookie NHL coaches.

But I pointed out two other problematical and historical issues.

None of the ex-NHL goalies who became NHL coaches ever won a Cup, and most were unsuccessful and fired.

None of the Hall of Famers who became NHL coaches was the coach for a Stanley Cup champion the entire season (*).

The list isn't long in both categories. 

Roy is only the eighth former 
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goalie to be named an NHL coach. (Two others served a few games on an interim basis.) 

Gerry Cheevers coached the Boston Bruins to four first- and second-place division finishes, then was fired in his fifth season. Emile Francis coached the New York Rangers and St. Louis Blues for 13 seasons, but lost in his only Stanley Cup Finals.

Roy is the 11th Hall of Fame player to become a coach. Cheevers, Wayne Gretzky, Bryan Trottier, Phil Esposito and the rest didn't earn a title as coach. *The Devils captured the Cup in 2000 with Larry Robinson, but he took over with only eight regular-season games left. With Robinson at the helm for a full season, the Devils lost in the Finals to Roy and the Avs.

Roy listened patiently and silently before responding confidently and assertively:

"Goalies only concentrated on stopping the puck. I was different," Roy said.

Roy was an aggressive, Sean Connery-like hockey player who wandered from goal, handled the puck and started plays and fights (particularly against two Detroit goaltenders). He could have been a forward or a goon. "I always studied the complete game and tried to get into the minds of the attackers and the defensemen, to anticipate what they were going to do and how they played. I understand every position and aspect of the game," Roy said.

"Great hockey players don't become great hockey coaches because they're not willing to put in the hard work and put in the time working their way up. They show up 25, 30 minutes before practice and ask the assistants, 'What are we going to do today?' I'm more demanding of myself.

"After retiring (in 2001), no, I wasn't considering being a coach. I became owner and general manager (of a Quebec Junior Hockey League team). Then I decided that, yes, I also wanted to coach (in 2005)." As a rookie coach he guided the Ramparts to the Memorial Cup. "I've approached coaching the same way I did as a player. I showed up at 7:30 in the morning and didn't leave sometimes until 1:30 a.m.," Roy said.

In fact, in 2009, Roy turned down a coaching overture from the Avs because he didn't think he was ready yet. He is ready now. "My new challenge is to bring another Cup to Colorado."

What about that legendary Red Wings rivalry? "We believed every year we would have to go through Detroit to win the Cup. It's not the same. They're moving to the Eastern Conference (and the teams will play only two games next season), and I guess we have to find another rival. Maybe Chicago (which just won the Cup). Maybe we play the Red Wings in the Finals."

Wouldn't that be entertaining?

St. Patrick could drive those snakes from Detroit out of Colorado once more. 

Woody Paige: 303-954-1095, woody@woodypaige.com or twitter.com/woodypaige
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A year ago, everything seemed to be lining up in Quentin Shore's favor.

He was just finishing his time with the U.S. national team development program for elite hockey prospects. He had five points in six games during the 2012 men's under-18 world championship, helping Team USA capture the gold medal.

Heading into the 2012 NHL draft, he was ranked 80th among North American skaters by Central Scouting.

But when draft day arrived, Shore wasn't selected.

"I had really high expectations going into it, so it was kind of a disappointment not getting drafted," Shore said. "My year this year showed teams that I should be."

Shore, a rising sophomore on the University of Denver hockey team, is eligible for Sunday's draft. He's not listed among this year's Central Scouting top 200 skaters, but he hopes his productive freshman season with the Pioneers caught the attention of NHL scouts.

Shore had 10 goals and nine assists in 39 games with the Pioneers and was the Western Collegiate Hockey Association rookie of the week twice.

The Denver native describes himself as a two-way center, but showed his versatility last season by spending time at wing and playing on the Pioneers' power play and penalty kill.

Although he had an opportunity to play with some of the top prospects in the country with the national team, playing at DU proved Shore can compete with older players.

"He's able to play against bigger, stronger, faster players," said DU associate head coach Steve Miller. "He's made huge strides this year and gained a lot of confidence in all types of situations he was put in."

Shore credited DU strength coach Matt Shaw for helping him improve weaker areas of his game, notably speed. Shore said he "lived under the squat rack" last season, working on his explosiveness.

"He had a lot of experience with taking care of his body and having that kind of self-responsibility and focus in what he 

Quentin Shore (Denver Post file)

does," Shaw said. "It just came down to ensuring that we took him to that next level." 

Shore, a member of "Colorado's first family of hockey," would follow his brothers — former DU players Drew and Nick — into the pros if he's drafted. Drew is a center with the Florida Panthers. Nick signed with the Los Angeles Kings in April after finishing his junior season at DU.

Shore said Drew described life in the NHL as "everything we dreamed of." If he's drafted Sunday, Shore will be one step closer to joining him there.

"I'm really looking forward to it," Shore said. "Hopefully I can be as excited after it as I am now."

Caitlin Swieca: 303-954-1297, cswieca@denverpost.com

--------------------------------------------------------------------------------

Local players to watch

All north american players from ages 18-20 are eligible to be picked in sunday's nhl draft.

When an nhl team drafts a college player, the team retains his signing rights until the player finishes college and can sign the player at any time. Rankings from nhl's central scouting list:

Seth Jones, Portland Winterhawks

Former Colorado Thunderbird

No. 1 North American skater

Gustav Olofsson, incoming Colorado College freshman

Former Colorado Thunderbird

No. 51 North American skater

Will Butcher, incoming DU freshman

Defenseman from Sun Prarie, Wis.

No. 87 North American skater

Quentin Shore, DU sophomore

Denver native

Former Colorado Thunderbird

Trevor Moore, incoming DU freshman

Forward from Thousand Oaks, Calif.

No. 192 North American skater

Brad Hawkinson, incoming DU freshman

Forward from Aurora

Former Colorado Thunderbird

Caitlin Swieca, The Denver Post
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NEW YORK — In most years, Seth Jones or Jonathan Drouin would have been the favorite to be the No. 1 pick in the NHL draft. But this isn't like most years in the draft.

Not since the now legendary draft of 2003 — when Zach Parise, Ryan Getzlaf, Marc-Andre Fleury, Eric Staal and Ryan Suter were selected — has a draft been considered as deep as the class that will be selected Sunday at the Prudential Center in Newark, N.J. 

The Avalanche owns the first pick, but a handful of teams below it are sure to spout the usual "We can't believe this kid was still available" line after they select. Thing is, they will have a lot of justification for saying that.

"Anybody trying to get the order of this 
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year's draft — good luck with that," said Dan Marr, the director of NHL Central Scouting. "There are many quality players at the high end of the draft. This does compare to (2003). It's very deep." 

There is something of a public pecking order to the top three of the draft. Joe Sakic and Patrick Roy of the Avs are on record saying they are leaning strongly toward selecting Halifax Mooseheads center Nathan MacKinnon if they pick first. The possibility of a trade exists until the pick is made, but Sakic reiterated Friday that things remain quiet on the trade front.

That would leave Jones and Drouin to other teams. Florida is scheduled to pick second and Tampa Bay third.

Jones, a 6-foot-4 defenseman who lived eight years in the Denver area, said he hasn't thought about playing for the Avalanche as much as he used to, in light of recent reports. 

"That's human nature, to try to find out who you're going to be drafted by," Jones said Friday during a gathering of top draft prospects overlooking the Hudson River. "But I know I can't control that. It's just kind of a waiting game."

Drouin, MacKinnon's teammate on Halifax's Memorial Cup-winning team, has seen the statements of Sakic and Roy as well.

"But you never know what might happen," Drouin said. "I'll be happy for Nate if he goes No. 1 and the same with Seth, and I think they would feel the same for me if I did. Obviously, this relationship with Nate I've had, as a teammate, is probably going to end soon."

Drouin, who posted 105 points in 49 games for Halifax last season, "has the most talent of anyone in the draft," MacKinnon said. But there are concerns about his size (5-11, 176 pounds). Still, MacKinnon is thought by most scouts to be just a bit more desirable as a long-term prospect. 

"It would be an honor to play for such great former players like Joe and Patrick," Drouin said. "But like everyone here says, we can't control where we're going. It's just an honor to be thought of so highly regardless, and it'll be great to go to any NHL team."

Read more: 2013 NHL draft's deep pool of talent boon for Avalanche, but other teams sure to improve too - The Denver Post http://www.denverpost.com/avalanche/ci_23564853/deep-pool-talent-awaits-avalanche-other-teams-nhl#ixzz2Xv6w4jJn 
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Patrick Roy reveals top three Colorado Avalanche lines for 2013 NHL season
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Colorado Avalanche coach Patrick Roy looks on from the floor during the 2013 NHL Draft at the Prudential Center on June 30, 2013 in Newark, N.J. (Bruce Bennett, Getty Images)

Colorado Avalanche coach Patrick Roy looks on from the floor during the 2013 NHL Draft at the Prudential Center on June 30, 2013 in Newark, N.J. (Bruce Bennett, Getty Images)

NEWARK, N.J. — I just spoke with Avalanche coach Patrick Roy (still need to get used to writing that) and he just flat out told me what his top three lines for the start of next season will be. Here you go:

•Ryan O’Reilly — Matt Duchene — P.A. Parenteau

•Gabe Landeskog — Paul Stastny — Alex Tanguay

•Jamie McGinn — Nathan MacKinnon — Steve Downie

First reaction: Tanguay is normally a left winger, but he’s on the right side now. O’Reilly and Duchene on a line together, with ROR at left wing? Interesting to see how that will work.

Downie is fully recovered from knee surgery, by the way.

Alex Tanguay returning to Colorado Avalanche in surprise trade

Posted:   06/27/2013 05:11:59 PM MDT
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By Adrian Dater

 The Denver Post

Alex Tanguay (Associated Press file)

NEW YORK — The Avalanche continued to get the old band back together Thursday, with a surprise trade that brought Alex Tanguay back to a burgundy-and-blue sweater.

Colorado re-acquired Tanguay, along with veteran defenseman Cory Sarich, from the Calgary Flames in exchange for forward David Jones and defenseman Shane O'Brien. The trade was the first in the new regime of Avs executive vice president of hockey operations Joe Sakic.

While it seems like Tanguay has been around forever, the left winger from St. Justine, Quebec, is just 33 and has put up points consistently in recent years — and believes that will continue.

"I haven't had my best year yet in the NHL, I really feel that," Tanguay said in a phone 
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interview. "I have a big chip on my shoulder about that, I realize. I feel I can still perform, and I'm so happy to be back in Denver where I have so many great memories." 

Tanguay has three years left on a contract that pays $3.5 million per year, while Sarich has one year left at $2 million. But the Avs saved on current and future payroll by unloading Jones and O'Brien. Jones had three years left on a contract paying $4 million per, and O'Brien two years at $2 million each.

Tanguay, the star of Colorado's Game 7 victory over New Jersey in the 2001 Stanley Cup Finals with two goals in a 3-1 win, has 145 points in his past 183 NHL games, an average that compares favorably to even more heralded forwards. But since being traded by the Avs to Calgary in 2006, Tanguay has played on mostly losing squads with the Flames (twice), Montreal and Tampa Bay.

He remains a creative, dangerous playmaker who doesn't shoot a lot but when he does, he often finds the net. He carries an 18.8 percent career shooting percentage, and he led the NHL in shootout goals (10) in 2010-11.

"I think I can really help some of the young guys the Avalanche have up front, and maybe who they are going to get in the draft Sunday," Tanguay said. "I'm really excited to have the chance to play for (coach) Patrick (Roy) and Joe. Those guys only care about winning, and I really want to win again. I'd really like to do that one more time (winning a Cup)."

Sarich, 34, was a regular with the Tampa Bay team that won the 2004 Cup and figures to be a depth defenseman.

In dealing Jones, 28, the Avs part with a two-time 20-goal scorer but who had a terrible most recent season, with three goals and nine points in 33 games.

"Thanks to the Avalanche for six great years," Jones tweeted on Twitter.

Adrian Dater: 303-954-1360, adater@denverpost.com or twitter.com/adater
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NEW YORK – I’ll get quick and to the point with this blog:

 My thoughts on Alex Tanguay (and Corey Sarich) coming to the Avs tonight from Calgary for David Jones and Shane O’Brien:

 - I like the deal. I think it makes sense on a couple of levels, the first being that old friend Tanguay can still play a little. I mean, he’s put up 145 points in his last 183 NHL games. Think the Avs could have used a guy with similar production in those last three years?

- Yeah, it seems like Tanguay has been around forever, but he’s still just 33. He says he feels very healthy and takes care of his body a lot better than his younger days. 

- He should help the power play, with his passing from the half-boards. He’s very dangerous in the shootout, where points are valuable (his 10 SO goals led the league in 2010-11) and he still scores a lot when he shoots (18.8 percent career). But of course, we all know he doesn’t shoot a lot.

- He was an 18-year-old hotshot kid from the Halifax Mooseheads in 1998 just drafted by the Avs, and now the Avs could take another kid from Halifax Sunday. He should have some good advice for that kid.

- In trading Jones and O’Brien, the Avs gain 500K on their cap for this coming season, and $2.5 million for next year, with the loss of Jones’ $4 million cap hit and O’Brien’s 2 mil. Tanguay has three years left at $3.5 million, while Sarich has only one year left at $2 million.

- Yeah, you can make the case – and no doubt Flames GM Jay Feaster will make it – that “We got the younger forward, with more future in front of him”, and maybe he’ll look smart in the end on this deal (which was the first of Joe Sakic’s executive VP of Hockey Ops tenure FYI). But let’s face it: Jones was terrible last year, and his contract looked like an albatross. Maybe it was just a bad year, but the stench of it was just so bad that maybe it was just best that both sides move on from each other. Jones, a good guy, probably needs a fresh start, and the Avs get a guy who continues to reliably put up points. No, Tanguay is not going to win any Selke trophies and never was very physical, but we’ve always known that.

- O’Brien for Sarich? A swapping of depth D-men. Sarich is getting long in the tooth (34) and has slowed down, but he won a Cup in Tampa Bay and has a good reputation as a pro’s pro – something O’Brien hasn’t always had.

- – - – - – - – -

Sakic, as my story for tomorrow will say, said things remain status quo on the draft front. Meaning: a trade isn’t likely, and it’s likely Nathan MacKinnon will be picked Sunday. You never know until the pick is made, but that’s the way Sakic has the scene laid out and which I believe will happen.
Posted June 25, 2013, 3:13 pm MT 
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Most of you know the ground rules already, but here it is one more time: Forty eight hours after the final game of the Stanley Cup Finals, until July 4, NHL teams can do up to two of what are called “compliance buyouts.” They are allowed two – and they can take them next summer if they want. Meaning, by next summer, they can buy out up to two players (not two this summer and two next).

The NHL’s salary cap will go down from $70.2 million to $64.3 million starting this coming season. So, the league is allowing the buyouts with some new rules: it used to be that if you bought out a player’s remainder of his contract, the team still had to absorb the cap hit (although they could spread it out over twice the length of the remaining term).

This time, teams that buy out players don’t have to absorb any cap hit. They only have to pay third-thirds of the remaining salary in one lump sum (for players 28 or and older, one-third for players under 28) and, voila, their cap hit is gone. That player then becomes an unrestricted free agent, and the team that bought him out cannot re-sign him for a full calendar year.

OK, now for the news of this blog: the Avalanche will not buy anyone out this year. I spoke a bit ago with Joe Sakic, and that’s what he said. 

That means David Jones can rest easy for the time being. The Avs right winger was the odds-on favorite to be the player most likely to be bought out, if any. He has three years at $4 million per left on his deal, and he is coming off the worst season of his career. To buy him out, the Avs would have had to write an $8 million check and send him on his way. 

Shane O’Brien was another possible candidate, with two years at $2 million per left and questions about his status on the depth chart. But he’ll be sticking around too.

What do I think? I think the potential benefits of keeping Jones around still outweigh the risks of losing him for nothing. At least, at this stage. Yeah, he was brutal last year, but you just have to hope that was an aberration and that he’ll regain some old form. With the Avs’ luck, they’d have written an $8 million check and some other team would have signed him for short money and gotten a bounce-back year from him. 

Even with Jones, the Avs still have nearly $11 million of cap space right now, according to Capgeek.com. A bunch of teams have lots more cap space, such as Phoenix for instance (about $24 million). Only just one problem for them: they only have 13 players under contract for next season. The Avs have 22 players under contract and still have good cap space (is this where we give Greg Sherman some props for managing the cap well??? Sounds like it). Winnipeg has $28 million of cap room, but only 12 players signed. And so on. 

Overall, I think the Avalanche did the right thing with their compliance buyout thinking. Pity the poor Flyers, for instance, whose owner Ed Snider just had to write a couple of massive checks to Daniel Briere and Ilya Bryzgalov to get rid of them. (Is there a team more poorly managed than the Flyers???).

A reminder: Free agency begins July 5. The Avs could well make a bid on someone who got a compliance buyout. Stay tuned.
Posted June 23, 2013, 4:56 pm MT 
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Could Stastny be dealt for Dion Phaneuf? Andy Cross, The Denver Post

Could Stastny be dealt for Dion Phaneuf? Andy Cross, The Denver Post

A few items on a Sunday in which I’ve felt like garbage. Something going around I think. But the fingers still work from the E-Z chair:

** Avs brass will start migrating to New York on Wednesday in preparation for the NHL draft and a board of governors meeting Thursday in the Big Apple. Your humble correspondent will be on hand in Newark, N.J., for Sunday’s draft. I lived in New York City for two or three years as a mini-Dater, so I’m going “home.”

** I still don’t know exactly why there has been a delay in making the announcements, but as of now the Avs still plan to hire Andre “The Bear” Tourigney, Francois Allaire and Adam Foote to the coaching staff. It’s my understanding that Allaire’s and Foote’s positions will not be full-time, though I believe Allaire will be around plenty. Foote should only be on duty for selected home practices and/or morning skates, to work with defensemen. He doesn’t want to travel because he wants to coach his son’s youth team.

And yes, I’m going to use “The Bear” every time when Tourigney’s name comes up at least for a good while longer. Because who doesn’t like to call someone the nickname of “The Bear?”

** Seth Jones’ mom, Amy, plans to live with him his first couple years in the NHL. The kid’s only 18, after all. The Avs met with Jones in Texas Thursday night, but don’t get too excited. It was already a planned trip, and it’s part of their due diligence. You never know what can happen.

** That said, I totally believe Joe Sakic when he says the team will take either Nathan MacKinnon, Jonathan Drouin or Alexander Barkov IF they pick first overall. More of why I think that here.

** About Barkov: it’s probably because I’ve just never seen him play, so unfamiliarity tends to breed wariness. But I don’t know about him as a possible first pick. I mean, the kid is only 17 and had surgery for what I’m told was a pretty serious shoulder injury in April. There is some question as to whether he’d even be fully recovered in time for training camp in September. 

I’ll sound a little like Don Cherry here, but I just would be very careful about European league prospects on a pick so important. Yeah, he’s playing pro hockey already at 17, playing with men. But, um, does anyone think the Finnish Pro League is anywhere near the caliber of NHL play? Or, for that matter, on par with the best major junior leagues? 

If I’m picking first, there’s no question I take MacKinnon or Drouin over Barkov at this stage. But Sakic spoke real highly of the Barkov kid. So, we’ll see.

** Some rumors today about Dion Phaneuf possibly being on the trade block. If the Avs got him, they’d almost certainly have to deal Paul Stastny to get him – in large part just to make the math work on the salary cap. Phaneuf’s cap hit is $6.5 million, just under Stastny’s $6.6 million. Like Stastny, Phaneuf can be an unrestricted free agent after this season.

Would I make that trade if I’m GM of the Avs? Sure I would. Especially if I knew I was getting MacKinnon in another seven days. Assuming the Avs don’t take Jones, they’ll need to add more on defense and Phaneuf would be a nice get for Stastny I think. Yeah, they might lose him for nothing after one year, but that might have happened with Stastny too.

I’m not aware of any actual talks so far between the Avs and Leafs on this though. But let’s see how the week plays out. It’s going to be interesting I have a feeling. 
Valeri Nichushkin says he has no obligations in Russia: ‘I will play in NHL’

By Mike Heika / Reporter

mheika@dallasnews.com

11:05 pm on July 1, 2013  | Permalink
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Stars first-round draft pick Valeri Nichushkin of Russia is expected to join the team immediately for workouts and wants to sign a contract as soon as possible, his agent said Monday.

Nichushkin’s agent, Mark Gandler, said that he expects Nichushkin, 18, to be at development camp starting Thursday in Frisco and that the two would like to begin negotiations so that Nichushkin can play in the NHL next season.

Gandler said he and Nichushkin met with Stars owner Tom Gaglardi and general manager Jim Nill on Saturday, when Nichushkin made his intent clear to leave the KHL and play in the NHL. The Stars picked him 10th the next day.

“When they asked about whether there was a desire to go back to KHL, he said, ‘I am here, I want to play in NHL, and I will play in NHL.’”

The 6-5, 196-pound Nichushkin played in the KHL with Chelyabinsk Traktor last season and tallied six goals and three assists in 25 playoff games. After losing to Moscow Dynamo in the Gagarin Cup Finals, Chelyabinsk traded Nichushkin’s rights to Dynamo. Nichushkin said earlier in a report from r-sport that he was able to terminate the remaining two years of his contract with Dynamo.

“I’m leaving as a free agent,” he said through a translator. “I’m lucky that the club has met me halfway on this. We’ve agreed that they’ll release me, but if something goes wrong across the ocean, I’ll come straight back.”

Nichushkin said he looks forward to playing in the NHL.

“Of course I’m confident that I can play,” he said through a translator at the draft. “Now I have to work hard all summer and be ready to prove it. I have good skating, size and see the ice well. I like to play a physical game and being in competitive situations. I feel like I can help this organization and can’t wait until I can get a chance to compete.”
Stars believe they know what they’re getting into with first-round pick Valeri Nichushkin

By Mike Heika / Reporter

mheika@dallasnews.com

8:00 am on July 1, 2013  | Permalink
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There is some mystique to the “Russian Factor” _ the NHL belief that players from Russia are different from players from any other country _ but there also is some truth.

Take the Stars’ first-round pick from Sunday’s NHL Entry Draft, Valeri Nichushkin. The big, talented winger has been on a hot streak in Russia, moving all the way up to second in the rankings of European skaters behind Finland’s Aleksander Barkov, who was taken second overall Sunday. So, why did Nichushkin slide so far that the Stars could get him at 10th?

Well, one of the big reasons is he was already under contract in the KHL, and had stated previously that he wanted to stay in the KHL for two more years before trying to play in the NHL. That’s what St. Louis winger Vladimir Tarasenko did after being drafted 16th overall by St. Louis in 2010. Earlier reports were that Nichushkin was under contract until 2015 with him hometown team of Traktor Chelyabinsk, and that he had planned to stick around with the squad that had made it all the way to the Gagarin Cup Finals _ the championship of the KHL.

But his rights were traded to Dynamo Moscow after the Gagarin Cup. Dynamo, the Yankees of the KHL, saw something it wanted and swung a deal that was reportedly for a draft pick and $10 million, according to reports in Russia. Nichushkin denied the money was that big, and said that he spoke with Dynamo and that Dynamo has released him to play in the NHL.

“I’ve already made up my mind that I’m leaving,” Nichushkin told r-sport in a story that was translated. “At Dynamo they’ve been pretty calm about it. I was told that I can leave if I want. There are no legal problems with that at all. My contract with Dynamo has been terminated, and I’m leaving as a free agent. I’m lucky that the club has met me half way on this. We’ve agreed that they’ll release me, but if something goes wrong across the ocean, I’ll come straight back.”

That’s a bit of a red flag there, especially one that could get in the way if the Stars wanted to try Nichushkin in the AHL for a little while to get him ready for the NHL, but Stars GM Jim Nill said the team has received full clearance from the NHL, and that they are confident that they can use Nichushkin as they please.

“We plan on signing him as soon as possible,” Nill said. “He’s free. His contract is free from Russia. We have notice from the NHL, from the KHL. So there was no problem that way for us. That’s not a concern.”

But you can see the issues here. What if Nishushkin doesn’t like the way he’s being used? He already believes he can play in the top league in the KHL, so how do you make sure he’s not entering your system with a certain entitlement? If the KHL really can offer him more money, would he go back?

One of the interesting stories of a Russian player struggling with the NHL is Nikita Filatov in Columbus. He was taken sixth overall in 2008, and he had a hard time playing for a disciplinarian coach in Ken Hitchcock. After Filatov was a healthy scratch on several occasions, he started to bristle. When he was sent to the AHL, he wasn’t happy. Eventually, he was loaned back to the KHL and then traded to Ottawa. In the mean time, Hitchcock was fired, and the Filatov incident clearly played a role.

Filatov is back in Russia now, and it appears he will remain there and his NHL career is over. He played 53 NHL games and had 14 points (6G, 8A).

So, there clearly are some risks here. On the other side of the coin, there also are rewards. Pittsburgh took Evgeni Malkin second overall in 2004. Now, Malkin was not able to come to the NHL for three years because of contract issues in Russia, so the Penguins were getting a more mature player when he did arrive. However, he had to assimilate to the United States, and he leaned heavily on Penguins defenseman Sergei Gonchar _ the same Sergei Gonchar that Nill just signed to a two year deal.

“I think Sergei Gonchar’s going to be a big, big part of Valeri Nichushkin’s development,” Nill said of the 39-year-old who is from the same hometown as Nichushkin. “Sergei Gonchar’s a high-end character guy. He’s the guy that gets a lot of credit for improving Malkin in Pittsburgh. The timing’s worked out perfect. He’s a great ambassador of the game and character guy. Now we have a young guy coming in that can learn from him, that’s really a bonus for us.”

Nill was part of a Detroit organization that employed several Russian players and he is friends with Slava Fetisov, who is plugged into the KHL and all sports in Russia. Nill clearly has an understanding of the situation that can help navigate problems.

“There’s definitely the Russian factor but we’re a very confident organization,” Nill said. “I come from an organization in Detroit where it was never an issue for us, and I know Dallas is the same way if you go back to the (Sergei) Zubov years. So, like I said, it got to a point in the draft where we were picking, to pass up on a player like that…we just couldn’t do it. It’s been a while since Dallas has drafted a player with that kind of upside and just something we couldn’t pass on.”

Truth be told, a lot has changed in regards to communication between the NHL, the KHL and the IIHF (International Ice Hockey Federation) when it comes to contracts and transfer rights. In planning for the Olympics in Sochi, and in running the World Juniors there in January, things seem smoother. Could Nichushkin use the KHL as an out? Definitely. Could this force new Stars coach Lindy Ruff to use a lot of finesse? Sure. Could that frustrate fans (and possibly even Stars players) if Nichushkin has to be treated differently than other prospects? Yep.

But that is part of the “Russian Factor.” It is changing, and the Stars organization seems to have a really good grasp on what will be needed going forward, but there’s a reason Nichushkin slipped all the way to 10th.

This interview with r-sport is interesting, because you can get a glimpse of Nichushkin’s personality. He wants to play now, he wants a team that wants him, and that’s a great attitude. But Jack Campbell has had to learn to be patient, and Jamie Oleksiak has had to learn to be patient, and Radek Faksa has had to learn to be patient…and that’s something that could be a little more difficult to teach a player like Nichushkin.

If he comes in and succeeds quickly, there won’t be any problems. The tough part will be when he hits a speedbump or two.

“We’re not worried about him physically. It’s just going to be moving over to North America, playing in the NHL, the best league in the world. Our plans are to start him here and let’s see where it goes but we’re going to monitor him very close,” Nill said.

“We plan on keeping him here in Dallas for the summer. We want him to get working on his English and get him acclimated,” Nill added. “Let’s get him to go through (development) camp, go through the Traverse City rookie tournament. I want him to fully adjust. Something I’ve always preached is about patience and if he’s ready, he’s ready but we’re going to be patient with him also.”

Just a different kind of patient.
Stars draft bios: Get to know a little about each of Dallas’ draft picks
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Here’s a short breakdown of each of the Dallas Stars’ draft picks:

Valeri Nichushkin, RW-LW

NEWARK, NJ - JUNE 30: Valeri Nichushkin poses for a portrait after being selected number ten overall in the first round by the Dallas Stars during the 2013 NHL Draft at the Prudential Center on June 30, 2013 in Newark, New Jersey. (Photo by Jamie Squire/Getty Images)

First round, 10th overall.

 Shoots: Left. Height: 6-3. Weight: 196

 Home country: Russia

 Comment: Played in KHL in Russia last season. Physical, fast winger will make NHL roster next season or return to KHL for year.

Jason Dickinson, C

 First round, 29th overall

 Shoots: Left. Height: 6-1. Weight: 179

 Home country: Canada

 Comment: Lanky, skilled forward has tremendous potential but could be long-term project as he finds his consistency.

Remi Elie, LW

 Second round, 40th overall

 Shoots: Left. Height: 6-0. Weight: 203

 Home country: Canada

 Comment: Tough winger with potential for big development in OHL. Could be longer-term project than Dickinson.

Philippe Desrosiers, G

 Second round, 54th overall

 Catches: Left. Height: 6-1. Weight: 182

 Home country: Canada

 Comment: Went 22-8-5 with a 3.07 goals against average and .900 save percentage while playing for Rimouski in Quebec last season. Long-term project to push Jack Campbell.

Niklas Hansson, D

 Third round, 68th overall

 Shoots: Right. Height: 6-0. Weight: 175

 Home country: Sweden

 Comment: Slick-skating, puck-moving defenseman. Had 23 points (three goals, 20 assists) in 39 games for Rogle last season.

Nicholas Paul, LW

 Fourth round, 101st overall

 Shoots: Left. Height: 6-2. Weight: 202

 Home country: Canada

 Comment: Prototypical power winger who can shoot, hit and fight. Stars are hoping he makes big push with Brampton of OHL.

Cole Ully, LW

 Fifth round, 131st overall

 Shoots: Left. Height: 5-11. Weight: 157

 Home country: Canada

 Comment: Smallish winger shows hockey sense and great skill. Played for owner Tom Gaglardi’s Kamloops Blazers, so Stars know him well.

Matej Paulovic, LW

 Fifth round, 149th overall

 Shoots: Right. Height: 6-3. Weight: 187

 Home country: Slovakia

 Comment: Rangy, fast, with good offensive skills. Currently playing in Sweden, so he should develop two-way game.

Aleksi Makela, D

 Seventh round, 182nd overall

 Shoots: Left. Height: 6-1. Weight: 195

 Home country: Finland

 Comment: Slippery defenseman scored 17 points in 37 games in Finnish junior leagues. Long-term project.
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Stars GM Jim Nill revealed his thoughts on Sunday’s NHL Draft:

On what he saw in first-round pick Valeri Nichushkin:

“Well, everybody knows him well. If he’s not the best player, he’s one of the best players in the draft. There’s definitely the Russian factor but we’re a very confident organization. I come from an organization in Detroit where it was never an issue for us and I know Dallas is the same way if you go back to the Zubov years. So, like I said, it got to a point in the draft where we were picking, to pass up on a player like that we just couldn’t do it. It’s been a while since Dallas has drafted a player with that kind of upside and just something we couldn’t pass on. We met the player yesterday. We had a meeting with him, a one-on-one meeting. We had our management team in there and ownership team. We were just so impressed with the player that we knew it was something we couldn’t pass on.”

On if there’s any issues with him transferring here:

“We plan on signing him as soon as possible. He’s free. His contract is free from Russia. We have notice from the NHL from the KHL. So there was no problem that way for us. That’s not a concern.”

On if Nichushkin will be in the NHL next year

“Really think he’s going to have a chance. We’re going to monitor it. I want to be careful with it but he is a young player. He played in the KHL against men. He played in the Russian Final, the KHL Final and was one of the better players. We’re not worried about him physically. It’s just going to be moving over to North America, playing in the NHL, the best league in the world. Our plans are to start him here and let’s see where it goes but we’re going to monitor him very close.”

On if there’s a chance he could play in the AHL next year or if he would have to go back to the KHL if he doesn’t make the NHL:

“We’ll just monitor it. I’m not really judge anything at all. I just want to watch. He’s coming to our development camp. He’s going to come over here. We plan on keeping him here in Dallas for the summer. We want him to get working on his English and get him acclimated. We’re going to get him over here. Let’s get him to go through training camp, go through Traverse City rookie tournaments. I want him to fully adjust. We’ve got to remember he’s a 19-year-old kid. Something I’ve always preached is about patience and if he’s ready, he’s ready but we’re going to be patient with him also.”

On the Stars drafting a lot of wingers

“They were just the best players available at that stage. Dickinson really plays center also. He’s flexible. He can play any forward position. Elie is a winger. They were just the best players at that position at the right time.”

On what he liked in Jason Dickinson, taken 29th overall:

“Well, he’s a big, strong kid, strong skater, plays 200 feet, plays hard on both ends, has got good skills. He’s intriguing. He’s got a little bit of a Ryan Kesler type of game to him. We like his size. He’s got good puck skills, can play a physical game. He was someone we had ranked pretty high.”

On the goalie, Philippe Desrosiers:

“The goalie, we watched him all year. He was very good for Team Canada. They won the gold medal at the Under-18 championships. He was their No. 1 goalie, went in there as the backup and ended up taking the No. 1 position over. He’s very athletic and we like his upside.”

On how important it is to have the right rotation of goalies coming through

“It’s important. He’s going to go back. He’s got two years of junior left down the road and then the process starts of three, four years in the American League and that. You’re looking at it is; like a five-year gap with all these goalies. We’ve got (Kari) Lehtonen for five years and then we’ve got Jack Campbell coming up. We just want to make sure we’ve got somebody in the pipeline all the time. It’s very important.”

On this draft being a long-term process for the most part

“Other than Nichuskin, he’s a special player…the other guys it’s a three to five-year process and that’s something that I’m very strict on. We have to be patient. You can’t rush kids. You just can’t. Patience is a word that’s kind of lost in our game and it’s something we have to really be strict with ourselves on. These guys are all, like I said they’re three, five years away. If they surprise us, great but our plans [are to preach patience]. The biggest thing is don’t break the chain. You can’t go through a draft if you don’t have any picks.”

On how he looks at the center situation

“We have free agency coming up and that’s going to be our next step. We went into this draft there was lots of talk that there might be lots going on but surprise, surprise, not a lot happened trade-wise. I think it’s a lot of factors. With the cap coming down, teams don’t have a lot of money. We’re all starting to sign our players to these six, seven, eight-year deals so there’s less free agents available and for the key free agents that were available, teams jumped in early. That’s what we did with Gonchar. We targeted two or three defensemen that were going to be key defensemen and Gonchar was one of those guys. So between us and Philly jumping in and grabbing a couple free agents early, that just ties up the market. That’s what happened.”

On how hard it is to find a center

“Well, centers are hard to find. Center and defensemen are two key positions. The good ones, they’re tied up. They’re signed. That’s why Vinnie Lecavlier is so important, he has high-end skill and he’s available.”

On this being his first draft as GM

“Every draft’s a big day for the organization. It doesn’t matter who the GM is. In this new system, this new CBA, drafting and developing it’s your lifeline and if you’re successful at it, the organization can be successful. I thought our staff had a great day today. It was my first draft with them and I got to kind of sit back and watch how they operate. They did a great job. I thought our selections were great. It was a great day for the organization and we’re going to kind of reap the rewards later on down the road.”

On Gonchar’s role in helping Nichushkin’s transition to the NHL and America

“Well, I think Sergei Gonchar’s going to be a big, big part of Valeri Nichushkin’s development. Sergei Gonchar’s a high-end character guy. He’s the guy that gets a lot of credit for improving Malkin in Pittsburgh. The timing’s worked out perfect. He’s a great ambassador of the game and character guy. Now we have a young guy coming in that can learn from him, that’s really a bonus for us.”
He said it: Valeri Nichushkin on getting drafted by the Stars 10th overall
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Nichushkin doesn’t speak English, so the Stars provided a translator:

What do you know about Dallas? And are your familiar with defenseman Sergei Gonchar?

“I know that Dallas is the fourth biggest city in US and that is about it.  I know of the Stars mostly because of Mike Modano, he was a great player and it was awesome that he announced me as the pick.  As for Gonchar, he’s a proven player in this league and it is great that he will be here.  He’s done a great job with Evgeni Malkin in the past, mentoring him, and he’ll help my transition for sure.  He’s from my hometown too, so it’ll be good.”

Did you have any talks with the Stars prior to the draft?

“We had a meeting yesterday with all the Stars staff.  After we finished, I told Boris Protsenko (Stars scout) that it was the best interview I had with any team and that I wanted to be a Star.”

Do you believe you are ready to play in the NHL? 

“Of course I’m confident that I can play.  Now I have to work hard all summer and be ready to prove it.”

What do you see as your best assets as a player and how do they fit in the organization?

“I have good skating, size and see the ice well.  I like to play a physical game and being in competitive situations.  I feel like I can help this organization and can’t wait until I can get a chance to compete.“
Stars take goalie Philippe Desrosiers with 54th pick in NHL Entry Draft
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Here is the press release:

With the 54th overall selection in the second round of the 2013 NHL Draft, the Dallas Stars selected goaltender Philippe Desrosiers.

During the 2012-13 season, Desrosiers backstopped Rimouski (QMJHL) in 43 games with a 22-8-5 record, posting a .900 save percentage (SV%) and a 3.07 goals against average (GAA). He appeared in four games during the QMJHL Playoffs with a 2-2 record with an .892 SV% and a 2.26 GAA. 

The 6-foot-1, 182-pound native of Saint-Hyacinthe, Quebec posted a perfect record (5-0) at the 2013 Under-18 World Junior Championship helping lead Team Canada to the gold medal. Desrosiers finished the tournament with a .970 SV% and 0.80 GAA, including a 33-save performance against the United States in the gold medal game. 

Compiled below are links from various scouting services regarding Desrosiers:

NHL Central Scouting:

http://www.nhl.com/ice/draftprospectdetail.htm?cat=3&dpid=81972&sort=finalRank&year=2013

Hockey’s Future:

http://www.hockeysfuture.com/prospects/philippe-desrosiers/

Elite Prospects:

http://www.eliteprospects.com/player.php?player=128250
Stars take physical winger Remi Elie in second round of NHL Draft
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Here is the press release:

With the 40th overall selection in the second round of the 2013 NHL Draft, the Dallas Stars selected left wing Remi Elie.

During the 2012-13 season, Elie appeared in 65 games for London (OHL) recording 17 points (7G-10A) with 34 penalty minutes. During the 2013 OHL Playoffs, he recorded eight points (4G-4A) in 21 games and helped the Knights reach the Memorial Cup. 

The 6-foot-0, 203-pound native of Cornwall, Ontario skated with Hawkesbury (CCHL) in 2011-12, skating in 59 games with 46 points (21G-25A).  

Compiled below are links from various scouting services regarding Elie:

NHL Central Scouting:

http://www.nhl.com/ice/draftprospectdetail.htm?cat=1&dpid=81998&sort=finalRank&year=2013

Hockey’s Future:

http://www.hockeysfuture.com/prospects/remi-elie/

Elite Prospects:

http://www.eliteprospects.com/player.php?player=127847
Stars take talented project Jason Dickinson with 29th overall pick in 2013 NHL Draft
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If the Stars’ two first-round draft picks hit their upside, this will be a great draft.

After taking Russian winger Valeri Nichushkin with the 10th overall pick, the Stars grabbed a willowy forward from the Ontario Hockey League in Jason Dickinson.

Dickinson is 6-2, 176, an is a left-handed shot. He can play left wing or center, and he is said to have tremendous upside. He had 47 points (18G, 29A) in 66 games for Guelph of the Ontario Hockey League.

Here is McKeen’s Hockey on Dickinson:

An offensive player whose skills inside the zone instantly create offensive opportunities .. very coy – rarely stays in one spot for too long and is capable of making nice subtle touch passes and slick in-close plays thanks to extremely quick hands .. possesses excellent hand-eye co-ordination for tips and deflections in front of the goal .. his skating complements his offensive game as he can generate deceptive speed from a fluid, compact stride .. the crispness of his stride allows him to maintain speed over the length of the ice ..

despite having grown three inches since being a second-round pick in the 2011 OHL Priority Selection (32nd overall), he has been unable to add the accompanying muscle to a lean frame .. tries to finish his checks – but not consistently and can be guilty of playing passive at times .. displays an aversion to being hit – and can have a difficult time battling through checks .. would benefit by playing with heightened intensity, especially in board battles where he needs to do a better job utilizing his size ..

biggest obstacle at this point is a lack of overall consistency and an erratic compete level .. shows capable of performing when the intensity of the game picks up, yet can also be guilty of blending into the scenery .. needs to understand that he must become a difference maker on each shift in every game.

Here is a draft profile from last word on sports.

Here is the Stars’ press release:

With the 29th overall selection in the first round of the 2013 NHL Draft, the Dallas Stars selected center Jason Dickinson.

During the 2012-13 season, Dickinson appeared in 66 games for Guelph (OHL) and recorded 47 points (18G-29A), leading the team with a +19 plus/minus rating. 

The 6-foot-1, 179-pound native of Georgetown, Ontario skated in three games for Canada’s gold medal-winning team at the 2013 Under-18 World Championships, recording one point before having his tournament cut short due to injury.  

During the 2011-12 campaign, he posted 35 points (13G-22A) in 63 games with Guelph and was named to the OHL’s Second All-Team, closing the season with 31 points in his final 42 games. 

Compiled below are links from various scouting services regarding Dickinson:

NHL Central Scouting:

http://www.nhl.com/ice/draftprospectdetail.htm?cat=1&dpid=81974&sort=finalRank&year=2013

Hockey’s Future:

http://www.hockeysfuture.com/prospects/jason-dickinson/

Elite Prospects:

http://www.eliteprospects.com/player.php?player=117018
Stars select Russian forward Valeri Nichushkin with 10th overall pick in Sunday’s NHL Draft
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There are some scouts that will tell you that Valeri Nichushkin is one of the top five players in the 2013 NHL Draft, but the Stars were able to get him at No. 10 Sunday.

So what happened?

The Stars were patient, smart and lucky, and they received a player they believe could play in the NHL next season. Nichushkin is a big (6-4, 196), physical, talented winger, but he played last season in the KHL in Russia, and there are always risks that he would like to stay there.

Nichushkin played for Traktor Chelyabinsk last season and had 6 points (4G, 2A) in 18 regular season games and 9 points (6G, 3A) in 25 playoff games as Traktor made it to the Gagarin Cup Finals. He was limited to around 10 minutes a game, but his scouting report is that he can be fantastic.

Here is International Scouting Sevices on Nichushkin:

“Nichushkin is a phenomenal talent who has seen his stock fall and rise quickly all year long. He isn’t your typical Russian offensive dynamo as he plays an intense two-way game and shows fantastic will to win in big games. He has great size and knows how to use it well to protect the puck. He is very strong on his skates and also has the quickness to burn opponents the second he gets them off balance. Nichushkin has eyes in the back of his head and is always in the right place to make a play but also always seems to be one step ahead of everybody else and very rarely hesitates to attack a situation when he identifies it.”

Nichushkin’s right are owned by Dynamo Moscow, but it has been reported that he can play in the NHL immediately. The only pull the KHL has is that if Nichushkin does not make the NHL roster, he returns to the KHL and does not play in the AHL.

Nichushkin is a left-handed shot, but can play both wings. He adds to an area of strength on the Stars, but the Stars believe he was clearly the best player available at the No. 10 spot.

Here is Sportnet’s Draft Profile.

Bob McKenzie had Nichushkin ranked sixth.

Here is Nichushkin scoring the OT goal against Canada to secure the bronze medal for Russia at the World Juniors.

Here is the Stars’ release:

With the 10th overall selection in the 2013 NHL Draft, the Dallas Stars selected right wing Valeri Nichushkin.

During the 2012-13 season, Nichushkin appeared in 18 games with Chelyabinsk (KHL) recording six points (4G-2A) and a +6 plus/minus rating. He also appeared in 25 playoff games for the club and notched nine points (6G-3A), reaching the KHL finals where they fell to Dynamo Moscow. 

The 6-foot-3, 196-pound native of Chelyabinsk, Russia represented his home country at the 2013 World Junior Championship and finished with two points (1A-1G) in six games. He scored the game-winning goal in the bronze medal game against Canada.

Compiled below are links from various scouting services regarding Nichushkin:

NHL Central Scouting:

http://www.nhl.com/ice/draftprospectdetail.htm?dpid=80485&tab=prf

Hockey’s Future:

http://www.hockeysfuture.com/prospects/valeri-nichushkin/

Elite Prospects:

http://www.eliteprospects.com/player.php?player=108661
Things I’m hearing as the Stars get ready for the NHL draft
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Just a couple of tidbits from working the phones the last couple of days

1. The Stars very much would like to get Vincent Lecavalier, but they’re still trying to find out what he wants. Does he want a long-term deal? Is he willing to try a year or two? Are we talking under $5 million a season or over $5 million a season? Dallas seems to have no trouble with where he is in his career, and is confident he can come in and be a great player (possibly playing between Jamie Benn and Loui Eriksson), so it’s just a matter of making sure he wants to play here and then finding the right price point. Now, Lecavalier has a ton of options, so it’s going to be an interesting process. Word is he wants to get this done pretty quickly, though. He talked to several teams at the NHL Draft and is supposed to leave today and start pondering where he would like to go. He can make a visit if he wants, and the Stars would be open to that if he wants to come here and look around.

2. You are going to hear the Stars’ name in a lot of talks. New GM Jim Nill has 18 years of experience with the Detroit Red Wings and has a lot of contacts in the league. He will talk with a purpose in mind, he will talk to try to find out what other team’s are doing, he will talk just because he likes talking hockey.

“Just walking around this week, it’s amazing to watch Jim work the room,’’ Stars president Jim Lites said. “He knows everyone, he talks to everyone, he’s just really plugged in.’’

As a result, the Stars will be “in on talks” for Tyler Seguin or Lecavalier or a possible trade up in the draft. And while that can drive fans crazy at times, it is a good thing in the long run. The Stars are being taken very seriously up there right now even when they are just “kicking tires.”

3. Moving up to get Plano’s Seth Jones is close to impossible. While there is much jockeying between the first three picks (and first four, if you believe that Aleksander Barkov is as good as any of the players there). Bottom line, the Stars don’t want to give up what it takes to move that far up.

“I think you ask and you talk, and you see what they want, and those teams have every right to ask for the moon,” Nill said. “So then you politely say no, and you look at other things. It’s not that complicated.”

Talking to different people, the Stars will be very hesitant to trade Loui Eriksson. Yes, he had a bad season last year by his standards, but he was far from terrible. He had a ton of scoring chances, and just couldn’t finish, so you sort of look at that as a slump more than anything else. In his three previous seasons, he scored 70+ points and was a combined plus-46. He has three years left on a contract that has a cap hit of $4.25 million and will turn 28 on July 17. He should be heading into the best years of his career. If the Stars do trade him, it will have to be a blockbuster.

And here’s another interesting point when you consider the cost of moving up for one of those top players when the draft is so deep. In 2003, Nikolai Zherdev went fourth, Tomas Vanek went fifth and Milan Michalek went sixth. meanwhile, Dustin Brown went 13th, Zach Parise 17th and Ryan Getzlaf 19th. You can play that game with any draft, but in the deep drafts, the difference between third and 10th might not be as incredible as it seems on draft day.

I think with Jim Nill and Les Jackson in charge, the Stars know the risk of even “can’t miss” draft picks. In a top-heavy draft, the cost to move up makes more sense.

4. Now, they also know this team’s needs and when a player might be able to move quickly into the NHL and fill an immediate need. Because of that, I believe they are interested in jumping up if it means they can get a center like Sean Monahan or Elias Lindholm. The two are slated to go around fifth or sixth, and both Carolina (fifth) and Calgary (sixth) have made it clear that their picks are in play. The Stars would be open to moving one of their veteran defensemen (Alex Goligoski, Trevor Daley or Stephane Robidas) if another team is seeking immediate help. Daley and Robidas have limited no-trade clauses, while Goligoski’s no-trade doesn’t kick in until July 1, so there could have to be some quick phone work, but it will be interesting to see how this day plays out. Bottom line, the Stars have eight defensemen since adding Sergei Gonchar and stating they want Kevin Connauton on the NHL roster, so something has to change back there.

But, see item 3 when it comes to cost. The thought process is the player you get at No. 10 will be a good player, and if the team adds Rasmus Ristolainen to a group that includes Brenden Dillon and Jamie Oleksiak, that’s not the worst thing in the world. And there are other ways to resolve the center situation.

5. A lot of chatter about Jason Dickinson being a harder charger from the early second round to the late first. That could fall right in line with the Stars at No. 29. There is some question to his consistency this season, but former Stars assistant GM Craig Button and former Stars player Dave Reid gushed about him on the NHL Network’s mock draft, and they had him going to the Stars at No. 29. Just something to think about.

I’m also hearing the Stars still would love to move up from 29 to something closer to 20. That would involve losing a pick to two, but they seem to think that jump might be worth it.

That said, I’m starting to get the feeling they will pick at No. 10 and No. 29, and they would be happy with that.

6. The draft starts at 2 p.m. on NBC Sports. A preview show starts at noon on NHL Network. If you don’t have either of those stations, you can join in a couple of draft talks that should have lots of Stars conversations.

Here is Dallas Stars Draft Central.

Here is Defending Big D’s Page.

Here is Hockey’s Future Message Board.

Here is Starsinsider.com

And then there is always Twitter.
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The player that falls to the Stars in the most mock drafts, Ristolainen is a solid all-around defenseman.

While it’s unfair to the kid to do this, his games resembles that of Nashville’s Shea Weber. He is big and physical (6-4, 207), and yet he also can run the point on a power play. That doesn’t mean he’ll turn out to be Shea Weber, but that’s the style he plays. He averaged 25 minutes a game for Turku last season in the Finnish Elite League, and tallied 15 points in 52 games. He had six points (2G, 4A) in six games while playing with players his own age at the World Juniors.

Here is International Scouting Services: “Ristolainen is about as safe of a prospect as you could ask for. He is already huge, skates extremely well, is confident and poised around the puck and understands his limitations. He plays a good physical style and doesn’t back down from anyone but is rarely over-aggressive. He calculates the game very well. Ristolainen makes a great first pass, distributes the puck effectively from the point and can also get the puck to the net very well from the back end. He is not afraid to put it all on the line for his team, playing tough and gritty when need be. He is the type of player coaches love to see in their lineup.”

He’s a right-handed shot, which the Stars need, and he appears ready to play in the NHL pretty quickly.

Here is his profile at Pro Hockey Talk.

Here is his profile at Hockey’s Future.

Here is a feature on nhl.com
Draft Preview: Max Domi

By Mike Heika / Reporter
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0 

5 

0 

Max Domi is the son of famous former NHL tough guy Tie Domi, and he is both like his father and not like his father.

Like his dad, he is a short, thick player. Listed at 5-9, 198, he is not expected to get a lot taller. Unlike his dad, he is an extremely skilled center iceman who can turn heads with his hands and not his fists.

Domi is an interesting player where the Stars are concerned, because he might not rank above some of the strong defensemen in this area of the draft like Rasmus Ristolainen, but he appears to rank above better known forwards like Bo Horvat, Hunter Shinkaruk or Anthony Mantha.

The one real complaint about him is he overhandles the puck and is guilty of selfish play at times. That’s something that the Stars would have to coach out of him.

Here is International Scouting Services: “Max has the creativity, vision and work ethic to make his teammates around him better. He has a never quit mentality on the backcheck and when battling for loose pucks, uses his stick extremely well to force turnovers. Despite his noticeable lack of size he doesn’t shy away from engaging in physical contact and bumping the opposition off the puck. At times he has been caught overhandling the puck and causing turnovers in traffic, shot selection and selfish play has room to get better. Aside from his talent in the offensive end he has the work ethic and motor to fit many roles in an NHL lineup.”

Here is his profile at Hockey’s Future.

Here is his profile at Pro Hockey Talk.
This is the off-season’s biggest week, as the Red Wings make last pitches for some of their own free agents, decide on buyouts and sort out who to target on the market.

General manager Ken Holland is scheduled to meet today with Daniel Cleary, one of three Wings leaning toward unrestricted free-agent status. Valtteri Filppula wants to test the market. Discussions have been ongoing with Damien Brunner.

Players cannot sign until Friday, but free agents can talk to other teams Wednesday, and those players who’ve been subject to buyouts are already in play. The Wings met over the weekend with Vincent Lecavalier, but given the immense interest in his services, Detroit is unlikely to be his landing place.

Lecavalier probably will end up in Dallas, where new general manager Jim Nill, formerly the assistant GM in Detroit, is molding the Stars into a playoff team. Lecavalier is believed to be looking for a five-year deal, at around $5 million a season, and the Wings don’t want to commit that much term to a 34-year-old with questionable pace.

There are other intriguing forwards who will be on the market, too. Boston’s Nathan Horton is a 6-foot-2, 230-pound scorer who shoots right, but he has got a severe concussion history that can’t be overlooked. There’s also New Jersey’s David Clarkson, a 6-1, 200-pound former 30-goal scorer who also shoots right. The Wings need help on the scoring end, far more so than on defense, and all the more so if Brunner doesn’t return.

NHL teams spent the weekend at the annual draft, where the sound of selections being made cadenced over chatter about trades. Ultimately only one big trade was made, between Vancouver and New Jersey. As Holland put it, “I’m hearing people want to do things, but a lot of people are squeezed.”

The Wings aren’t handcuffed by the decreasing salary cap like some teams, but Holland does have to figure out in the coming days whether he wants to use the two compliance buyouts teams can implement this summer or next. The three possibilities boil down to forwards Mikael Samuelsson and Todd Bertuzzi, and defenseman Carlo Colaiacovo. Colaiacovo doesn’t really fit in after Danny DeKeyser joined the back end in March. Samuelsson, 36, spent all of last season injured; Bertuzzi, almost as much time.

Contact Helene St. James: hstjames@freepress.com. Follow her on Twitter @helenestjames.
Draft experts around the country seem to think the Detroit Red Wings had a decent draft, though they didn’t quite rank as well as other teams.

You can check out the Wings’ full draft class here.

Here are excerpts from three national analysts who graded every team’s performance in the NHL draft Sunday:

■ ESPN’s Grant Sonier  : B+. “Anthony Mantha was the only 50-goal scorer in the draft and the Wings will bring this talented winger along slowly, as is their M.O. If everything comes together with his maturity and a willingness to play hard consistently, he could be a big-time goal scorer in Motown. I liked their second-round picks as well. Zach Nastasiuk from Owen Sound of the OHL adds size and work ethic and Tyler Bertuzzi was an honorable mention on my top 50. He is as gritty a player there was on the board and in time will do whatever it takes to make the Wings.”

■ Sports Illustrated’s Allan Muir: B. “They picked up the Q’s only 50-goal scorer in Anthony Mantha (20). He needs to work on his consistency and battle levels, but you can’t teach hands like his. Zach Nastasiuk (48) was a fast riser heading into the draft. He’s one of those kids who does all the little things right. His grit and work ethic will make him a reliable bottom-six guy. Tyler Bertuzzi (58) is meaner than his uncle Todd. He’s as good an agitator as could be had in this draft.”

■ CBS Sports’ Chris Peters  : B+. “The Red Wings did well to get a high-end goal scorer at No. 20, while also collecting a second-rounder from San Jose. Mantha scored 50 goals in the QMJHL last year and is 6-foot-4. I've heard some doubts about his overall upside and if the scoring will translate at the NHL level, but that type of production is worth taking a chance on, especially at this range.”
F Anthony Mantha

Selected: 1st round (20th overall).

Vitals: 6-4, 190 pounds.

DOB: Sept. 16, 1994 (18 years old)

Junior team: Val-d'Or *(QMJHL).

Overview: A 50-goal scorer with an incredibly accurate shot. Is lethal on power plays. Full of confidence. Good skater. Will be even better when he puts more bulk on his 6-foot-4 frame. Has potential to be an impact player early in his NHL career.

F Zach Nastasiuk

Selected: 2nd round (48th overall).

Vitals: 6-1, 190 pounds.

DOB: March 30, 1995.

Junior team: Owen Sound (OHL)

Overview: Had four points in seven games as member of Canada's gold medal-winning team at the 2013 U-18 World Championship. Ranked fourth on his team last season with 20 goals, and also had a plus-21 rating in 62 games. Needs to get bigger and faster, but has good potential.

LW Tyler Bertuzzi

Selected: 2nd round (58th overall).

Vitals: 6-0, 178 pounds.

DOB: Feb. 24, 1995.

Junior team: Guelph (OHL).

Overview: Nephew of Wings forward Todd Bertuzzi. Described as similar to Chicago's Andrew Shaw, someone who's tough to play against. Was projected to go lower, but Wings liked what they saw from him in second half of his season with Guelph Storm.

C Mattias Janmark-Nylen

Selected: 3rd round (79th).

Vitals: 6-1, 189 pounds.

DOB: Dec. 8, 1992.

Junior team: AIK JR (SWE-JR.).

Overview: Was leading scorer in 2011-12, got promoted to men's league and he was second-best scorer, played on national team as a 20-year-old. Hakan Andersson said Janmark has a little of Patrik Berglund in him, but more tenacious.

LW David Pope

Selected: 4th round (109th).

Vitals: 6-2, 187 pounds.

DOB: Sept. 27, 1994.

Junior team: West Kelowna (BCHL).

Overview: Big, tall lanky winger, got an NHL shot and release. Can play any forward position. Biggest weakness is he needs to get much stronger.

D Mitchell Wheaton

Selected: 5th round (139th).

Vitals: 6-4, 228 pounds.

DOB: Feb. 6, 1995

Junior team: Kelowna (WHL).

Overview: Plays in all situations. Doesn't use his big size as much as he could, but that should come with experience. Has strong shot on net, creating second-chance opportunities. Good stride.

D Marc McNulty

Selected: 6th round (169th).

Vitals: 6-6, 185.

DOB: April 5, 1995.

Junior team: Prince George (WHL).

Overview: Good hands and feet for his size, but inconsistent, needs to show work ethic both on and off the ice.

Hampus Melen

Selected

: 7th round (199th).

Vitals: 6-2, 165 pounds.

DOB: Feb. 28, 1995.

Junior team: Tingsryd (SWE-JR.).

Overview: Possibly a Swedish sleeper. Needs two-three years go get stronger, but has upside.

Contact Helene St. James: 313-222-2295 or
After serving as Jim Nill’s right-hand man, Joe McDonnell is ready to look to his left, see general manager Ken Holland and know where the buck stops.

When Nill departed this spring as assistant general manager for the head GM job in Dallas, it didn’t take long for Holland to determine there was no better man to take over running the Wings’ draft this afternoon at the Prudential Center in Newark, N.J., than McDonnell, the team’s director of amateur scouting.

“The people who are here are a big part of the success we’ve had,” Holland said. “It didn’t make sense to me to bring in someone new.”

■ Local players to watch in NHL draft | Wings to talk with Lecavalier today

I caught up with McDonnell earlier this week and got him to open up about the Wings’ thoughts going into the draft, what it’ll be like to be in charge, and his stance on foreign relations.

You’ve had a lot of experience with drafts, but what will it be like now that you’re the “buck stops here” guy, with final say? “The only difference will be I’ll look to left and see Ken instead of Jim. But I’ve worked real close with Jim the last 18 years, we always were on the same page about picks. So really, not a big change, I think, except in the past he would have final say.”

This is the first year the Wings have had a first-round pick since 2010. Are they becoming a more precious resource? “I think they’re very precious, but you can’t take the Stanley Cups we’ve won since 1997 away from us. Getting quality players back in return for draft picks enabled us to win those Stanley Cups. ... First- and second-rounders are all very, very important since the salary cap. You have to draft well to keep a team competitive. Years ago, every summer there were really good free agents available. That pile of players seems to be shrinking every year. It’s ultra important now that you build from within and rely on scouting and developing players.”

It is a gamble, though, isn’t it? “It’s a huge gamble, for sure. That’s why you do your background work, try to narrow the probability of making a mistake. You try to be right. It’s not an easy thing to do. You don’t know what’s in their head, what they’re thinking. Do they have the heart and desire to want to get better? You try to do a bunch of background work and watch them play. And then you hope and pray that they turn out and keep you competitive.”

Pop quiz: A Swede, a Russian, an American and a Canadian are all available, and you like them all equally. Default goes to Sweden? “Hah. We’d take the kid who’s from Detroit.”

It seems like you’re deepest in the minors at defense, is that correct? “Yes, very. We’ve got Ryan Sproul and Xavier Ouellet, Gleason Fournier. We got Alexei Marchenko, from Russia. Mattias Backman looks like he’s got real good potential for the NHL in the future. There are a lot of guys back there who look really good for the future. You’re always looking for d-men. You’d always love to have one more, but we think we’re pretty well set up there. It’ll take the kids some time to learn the game in Grand Rapids, but we like what we’ve got.”

Size isn’t everything in a player, but it does matter? “To an extent. It’s just the way the game has evolved. You see it in the scrums along the boards, with the bigger guys who go into the corners. You can’t just have a big guy, though, you need a big guy with skill. That’s what we’ve got in someone like Riley Sheahan, for example.

You are the Detroit Red Wings. You can’t leave a draft without at least one undersized, allegedly soft Euro, right? “Years ago, yes. Now, since they’ve changed the draft rules where Europeans are on par with North American players, and you can’t just keep them overseas for years and years, that’s changed.”

Other than possibly missing out on the first North Korean NHLer, are all teams scouting all over the globe? “Oh yeah, everyone has scouts in every location. For the high-end players, nobody has a scoop on anybody. The best you can hope for is that with the lower-end players, maybe some teams don’t look at some guys as closely as you do. So maybe you get somebody that way. But pretty much every region is covered.”

Jim Nill knows your secrets. But hasn’t everyone done due diligence at least through the first few rounds on every possible player? “Yeah, it’s really no big deal. Everybody sees the same thing. Some teams like one guy more than others. Jim doesn’t have any of our secrets, or any secrets from us.”

Contact Helene St. James: 313-222-2295 or
NEWARK, N.J. — Todd Bertuzzi was enjoying a barbecue with family and friends. He’d just stepped outside to enjoy a beer when his son, Tag, came racing.

One Tyler Bertuzzi had just been snapped up by the Red Wings in the second round of the 2013 NHL draft at Prudential Center. Tyler is the son of Todd Bertuzzi's sister, Angela, a left wing who plays for Guelph in the Ontario Hockey League. Tyler was projected to go somewhere in round three at the earliest, so when he went as early as he did, and to Todd Bertuzzi's team, one or two beers were raised in celebration during Bertuzzi's party in Kitchener, Ontario.

“None of us expected it,” Bertuzzi said. “We’re so excited. Detroit is getting a good kid. He’s a fearless little bugger.”

Joe McDonnell, Detroit’s director of amateur scouting, compared Tyler to Chicago’s Andrew Shaw, saying of Tyler that, “he’s a bit of a rat. He’s real hard to play against. He had some injuries sort of early and midseason, and I think that a lot of teams, I don't know if they really paid any attention to him later. He really took off near the end of the year. He’s just a real hard guy to play against, and that's something we really wanted in the organization.”

Tyler and Todd Bertuzzi could be skating together come September’s training camp, as young draft picks usually overlap a few days into the main team’s scrimmages. "I'm hoping so," Bertuzzi said. "That'd be pretty cool — a big, old one and little, young one."

Bertuzzi is cognizant, though, that his name has come up in compliance buyout chatter. If that happens, it'd be this coming week. He's 38, and coming off a season that saw him sidelined from early February on by back and leg pain. He came back to play briefly in the playoffs, and said he's now training and skating.

He hasn't heard from general manager Ken Holland, but, "I'm not young, I understand everything, I understand it's a business," Bertuzzi said.

"But if does happen, it would break my heart."

■ FORWARD, HO: The Wings went with one forward after another at the draft, selecting center Mattias Janmark-Nylen in the third round and left wing David Pope in round four. McDonnell said that, "we were sort of looking, too - there was a defenseman that we had real high, and we got sort of shut out, I think on our second pick - we thought we had a guy who was a defenseman, it didn't happen to work out. But we weren't overly disappointed with Zach Nastasiuk." The Wings took Nastasiuk 48th overall, after using the 20th selection on Anthony Mantha. Jeff Finley, Detroit's Western Canada scout, said Pope needs to get stronger, but "we see him as a third-line type of guy. He's got some good skill."

Hakan Andersson, the Wings' European scout, said he likes Janmark, "for his hands, his speed. He's got potential." The Wings picked up right wing Hampus Melen in the seventh round. "He needs to fill out, strength-wise," Andersson said, "but he has good hockey sense, good hands."

■ BIG D: The Wings are well-stocked with defensemen in their systems, and added a couple big in the later rounds Sunday. Mitchell Wheaton, 6-foot-4, was selected in the fifth round, while Marc McNulty is already, at 18, listed as 6-foot-6. Wheaton, Finley said, needs to improve his mobility. "Moves the puck very well, has great hockey sense, smart player for a big guy." Finley said McNulty "has a big long reach, has real good feet and real good hands for a guy that size."
NEWARK, N.J. — The Detroit Red Wings went big and they went skilled and they went with tradition in making their first-round pick at this year’s draft.

Forward Anthony Mantha is 6-foot-4 and around 200 pounds. That’s at 18 years-old. He scored 50 goals last season in juniors. His grandfather is four-time Cup winner Andre Pronovost, who played for the Wings in the 1960s. Every team at the draft claims happiness over its selection, but Wings director of amateur scouting Joe McDonnell really, really meant it.

“He was a guy we had targeted a lot higher,” McDonnell said, “so we lucked out on that one, for sure. Obviously it’s going to be a few years, but we were just real excited to get him where we picked him.”

The Wings got Mantha with the 20th pick, trading down at the last minute by exchanging their 18th overall pick in exchange for San Jose’s picks at 20 and 58, giving Detroit an extra pick in the second round.

Detroit used their 48th overall pick to take 18-year-old forward Zach Nastasiuk (6-1, 190 pounds) from the OHL’s Owen Sound Attack and a member of Canada’s gold-medal winning team at this year’s U-18 World Championship. With the 58th pick, the Wings picked Tyler Bertuzzi, 18, the forward wtih the OHL’s Guelph Storm and nephew of Wings forward Todd Bertuzzi.

Mantha was giddy to hear his name after sitting through two hours at Prudential Center. Mantha had a good feeling he’d go to Detroit, because at the NHL combine earlier in the year, he recalled how someone from the Wings organization — he couldn’t remember who — shook his hand and said, according to Mantha, “I’ll go get you, and he did, so it’s really a good feeling to remember that he said it.”

Mantha sounded impatient to make his NHL debut, saying he’d like to try for a spot next season.

“My confidence level right now is high,” Mantha said. “So I’m just going to go into camp and try to make my place as soon as I can.”

That is not likely to happen, but down the road, Mantha could be an impact player. His strength is his offensive game, specifically, he said, “scoring goals. The power play is my asset.”

The inside scoop on Mantha is that he’s a good skater with great puck awareness and a shot that’s incredibly accurate and quick. Witness his 2012-13 season with Val-d’Or: 50 goals and 39 assists in 67 games. That, plus his size, was why the Wings were so delighted.

“He’s got a great shot,” McDonnell said. “And he just seems to find the open ice. With his size to go along with those things, it was a real intriguing package for us.

“He’s on the skinny side right now, but we’ll see his work ethic and he’ll get bigger eventually.”

Mantha will be at the Wings’ development camp later this month, where he’ll mingle with previous draft picks. So will Nastasiuk who needs to work on his first step.

“Once he gets going, he’s good,” McDonnell said of Nastasiuk, “but his first few strides are something that needs work. But I think the nice thing about him is, he’s a real quality kid that’s wiling to put in the work to get better. He had a real good tournament in April over in Russia for Team Canada, and was one of their best penalty killers. He’s another good-size kid.”

Nastasiuk said he was thrilled, “to join an organization like the Red Wings, with so much history.” A two-way forward, he described his strengths as being willing to work hard and “coming to the rink every day with focus.”

Both Mantha and Nastasiuk will be back with their junior teams next season. Come the following fall, in 2014, Mantha is pegged to make his debut with the Grand Rapids Griffins. Maybe at that time he’ll push for a spot in Detroit. He’s got the size and the skill, mixed with some good family genes, to make it happen.

Scouts have raved about Mantha’s accuracy, describing him as “one of those guys who just finds a way to sneak it through,” McDonnell said. “His accuracy is excellent.”

Mantha may want to challenge for a spot, but the Wings’ plans call for Mantha to spend next season back with Val-d’Or, then bring him to Grand Rapids the following year. Maybe at that time, he’ll push for a spot in Detroit. He’s got the size and the skill, mixed with some good family genes, to make it happen.
NEWARK, N.J. — General manager Ken Holland met with coveted free agent center Vincent Lecavalier this morning about the possibility of joining the Red Wings.

The Wings are among about a dozen NHL teams who think Lecavalier would be a good addition, which will lead to eager bidding for his services. Holland described his meeting with Lecavalier as a sort of “feeling out” situation.

“I talked to him about our organization, where he’d fit in,” Holland told the Free Press. “If he’s interested in us, we’ll talk later.”

Lecavalier, 33, became an unrestricted free agent last week, when he was bought out by the Tampa Bay Lightning. The Wings like his hands and leadership, though there are concerns about his pace. Still, he’s an intriguing possibility as a second-line center.

The stumbling block for the Wings is likely going to come down to term. The buzz in hockey circles is that Lecavalier wants five-to-six years; the Wings aren’t likely to top two. Another team, like the Calgary Flames, who also met with Lecavalier, are likely to give him whatever he wants. So then it’s up to Lecavalier where he’d rather play. Several others teams are in play, too: Montreal, St. Louis, Philadelphia, Dallas, Toronto, Washington and Boston.

With today’s focus on the draft, talks with unrestricted free agents will heat up Monday. Players cannot sign until Friday. The Wings remain in talks with all three of their unrestricted free agents — Damien Brunner, Daniel Cleray and Valtteri Filppula — but all appear to want to listen to offers from other teams.

The Wings have most of their pieces in place. A top-six forward tops their wanted list, but that holds true for half the league. Holland reiterated that “I’m not signing somebody just to have something to talk about. We’re not looking to make lateral moves. We’re not looking for one-year fixers.”

The Wings have 12 forwards under contract for next season, along with coming contracts in restricted free agents Gustav Nyquist and Joakim Andersson. They’re also operating under the parameters that guys like Riley Sheahan and Tomas Jurco will be pushing for spots in 2014-15
NEW YORK — The Detroit Red Wings got one bit of business done before engaging in draft weekend, locking up defenseman Jakub Kindl through his prime.

Sunday, they’ll meet with free agent center Vincent Lecavalier.

A busy weekend figures to segue into a busy week ahead, as Sunday’s draft leads into the start of unrestricted free agency, with teams able to sign players Friday. The Wings are in talks with two of their unrestricted free agents, Damien Brunner and Daniel Cleary, and while they would like to trade the rights for Valtteri Filppula, Filppula wants to hit the open market, so at best Filppula’s rights may yield a conditional pick.

The Wings are in the market for a second-line center, and Lecavalier makes an intriguing possibility. The Wings like Lecavalier’s size and hands, but have concerns about his pace, and probably will lean against giving him anything more than a two-year offer. Lecavalier, 34, has said he wants a long-term deal.

Kindl was one of the team’s four restricted free agents. Rewarding him for a transformative season, the Wings re-signed him for four years at an average salary cap hit of $2.4 million.

“He’s 26 years of age,” general manager Ken Holland told the Free Press. “We felt he established himself as regular NHL defenseman; (he) can play on second power play. He’s physically stronger, he competes harder.

“He’s become an everyday player for us, the last 35 games of this season. It’s hard to find defensemen. We drafted him. It’s probably taken a little bit longer than he would have liked and we would have liked for him to get to this point, but this year there was an opportunity, and he’s come into his own. We look for him to keep growing.”

Kindl had four goals among 13 points in 41 games this past season, rebounding from an early stretch of injuries to become a dependable defenseman. He has good size at 6-feet-3, 216 pounds, and can play both special teams.

Defenseman Brendan Smith and forwards Gustav Nyquist and Joakim Andersson all have received qualifying offers and will all be re-signed at some point.
Plymouth Whalers forward Ryan Hartman is enjoying what could be his final week as a fan of the Chicago Blackhawks.

Hartman, from West Dundee, Ill., watched on TV as the Blackhawks beat the Bruins in Boston to win the Stanley Cup on Monday night. He attended the Blackhawks’ Stanley Cup parade in 2010 and said he planned to attend Friday’s Cup parade in Chicago before traveling to Newark, N.J., for Sunday’s NHL draft.

“I’ve always been a Blackhawks fan my whole life and gone to the games,” Hartman said. “But I’ve lived the past three years in Michigan.”

Hartman, 18, is expected to be a mid-to-late first-round pick and should be gone by the time the Blackhawks have the 30th and final pick of the round.

Hartman, 5-feet-11 and 190 pounds, joined the Whalers this past season after playing the previous two years for the Ann Arbor-based U.S. National Team Development Program. He had 23 goals and 37 assists for 60 points with 120 penalty minutes in 56 regular-season games for the Whalers. He also had four goals and two assists for six points with 16 penalty minutes in nine playoff games.

“I didn’t really know what to expect,” Hartman said. “A point a game, I was pretty happy with it. If I didn’t put up points, I was doing something, either fighting or hitting or being physical. I had a pretty good year. I wish we had a little better outcome at the end of the year. Fell a little short in the conference finals.”

Whalers general manager/coach Mike Vellucci expected Hartman to make a big impact.

“I expected him to be that in-your-face, hard player to play against,” Vellucci said. “Sacrifice your body blocking shots. What he exceeded in was his offense. His offense didn’t surprise me because when I scouted him I saw him play and score four goals in one game, but I think his vision is a lot better than people give him credit for and his offensive ability may have surprised some people.”

Hartman suffered a dislocated right shoulder in a game at Saginaw in January but waited until after the season to have it scoped.

“I was driving to the net and got hit from behind when the pass was coming to me,” Hartman said. “I was going face-first into the crossbar and put my arm up to block my face. I went underneath the crossbar and my arm stayed over the top of the crossbar. That was the first time it popped out.”

Hartman had two other incidents with the shoulder. It popped out again during a fight against Kerby Rychel of the Windsor Spitfires during the regular season and again during first round of the OHL playoffs.

Hartman said the recovery time after having the shoulder scoped was 3½-4 months.

“It was an injury you could play through and be pretty normal playing through,” Hartman said, explaining why he opted to wait until after the season to have the surgery.

Hartman had the shoulder scoped six weeks ago. He had the sling removed Monday.

Because of the surgery, he participated only in interviews at the NHL combine held in Toronto earlier this month. He interviewed with all but three teams — the Dallas Stars, N.Y. Rangers and L.A. Kings.

The Red Wings have the 18th overall pick and were the first of Hartman’s 27 interviews.

Hartman said playing in the OHL this season helped make him a better player defensively, and he showed he could handle playing all three forward spots.

“Growing up I was always a right winger,” Hartman said. “At the U.S. program, Danton Cole used me at right and left wing. Then I was used at center this year.

“I feel like I can excel at all three forward positions. I describe myself as a forward when people ask.”

Hartman, who will return for his second season with the Whalers unless he makes the roster of the NHL team that drafts him, expects to be an even better player in his second OHL season.

“My goal next year is to be the leader of the team,” Hartman said. “I’m expecting to be, if not the captain, the assistant captain. Letter or no letter, I’m going to be a leader.”

Contact George Sipple: 313-223-4796 or gsipple@freepress.com. Follow him on Twitter @georgesipple.
Forward Gustav Nyquist has been named the 2012-13 Red Wings rookie of the year by the Detroit Sports Broadcasters Association.

Nyquist, 23, had three goals and three assists in 22 games for the Wings in the regular season. He also appeared in all 14 playoff games and had two goals and three assists.

He scored his first career playoff goal in overtime to give the Wings a 5-4 victory over the Anaheim Ducks in Game 2 of the Western Conference quarterfinals. Nyquist also had an assist in the overtime winner in Game 4 as the Wings won, 3-2.

“I’m really excited to be chosen as the DSBA Rookie of the Year,” Nyquist said in a statement. “There were a lot of candidates this year because so many young guys were called up and ended up playing pretty significant roles. When you look at some of the past winners of the award like Pavel Datsyuk, Henrik Zetterberg, Marcel Dionne, Glenn Hall and Terry Sawchuk, it’s really a great honor.”

Nyquist, from Halmstad, Sweden, was selected in the fourth round of the 2008 NHL draft. He led the Grand Rapids Griffins in scoring this season with 23 goals and 37 assists in 58 games.

Nyquist, who is a restricted free agent, will be honored by the DSBA before a Red Wings home game during the 2013-14 season.

The DSBA Red Wings Rookie of the Year Award dates to the 1948-49 NHL season. Previous recipients include Johan Franzen, Niklas Kronwall, Jimmy Howard and Cory Emmerton.
Detroit Red Wings forward Darren Helm is slated to participate in the team’s annual development camp for prospects this summer.

Helm was sidelined by a back injury for all but one game last season and will use the development camp to prepare to return for the 2013-14 season.

The camp will be July 10-15 at Centre ICE Arena in Traverse City. The only activity July 12 will be a scrimmage from 5-7 p.m., followed by a day off for the players July 13.

Fans can attend the first day of camp for free. Tickets for each remaining day cost $5 and are sold exclusively at Centre ICE Arena.

A total of 21 players are scheduled to participate, plus potentially some players picked in the NHL Entry Draft this Sunday.

Among the prospects scheduled to participate are forwards Martin Frk and Calle Jarnkrok, defensemen Xavier Oullet and Ryan Sproul and goaltender Jake Paterson (Saginaw Spirit).
Roster renovation is getting into full swing in the NHL, part of which includes a little house cleaning.

The Wings have 12 forwards under contract for next season, six defensemen, and two goaltenders. Four restricted free agents — two forwards and two defensemen — had might as well be added to the list, because those four players will be signed at some point.

That puts the roster at 24 players — 14 of them forwards, eight defensemen.

Let's take a look at what the Wings might do. There are, naturally, a large group of players who are safe from any movement. That includes both goaltenders: starter Jimmy Howard and backup Jonas Gustavsson.

On defense, the givens include Niklas Kronwall, Jonathan Ericsson, Danny DeKeyser and Kyle Quincey, along with the two RFAs: Brendan Smith and Jakub Kindl. Brian Lashoff cannot be sent to the minors without waivers anymore, so he'll be the seventh guy for the time being.

The odd man out, then, is Carlo Colaiacovo. He was signed last September to a two-year, $5-million deal but fell so far down the depth chart that he wasn't the first go-to guy when injuries arose in the playoffs. Odds are Colaiacovo will be traded or bought out.

Up front, there are so many pieces in play, it's a lot murkier. The Wings plan on carrying 14 forwards. Pavel Datsyuk, Henrik Zetterberg, Johan Franzen and Justin Abdelkader make four. Newly signed Drew Miller makes five. Add in the RFAs — Gustav Nyquist and Joakim Andersson — and that's seven. Darren Helm, though battling a sore back, makes it eight, because he's neither going to be traded nor bought out. If he can't play, he'll go on long-term injured reserve.

Patrick Eaves brings speed, penalty killing and a right-handed shot to the mix, so count him as the ninth.

That leaves five spots. Let's examine who's left:

■Jordin Tootoo: It was a curious season for a guy much heralded last summer when he was signed for three years and $5.7 million. He became a healthy scratch late in the season and in the playoffs. He did what he was asked, though, and likely will be in the lineup next year.

■Cory Emmerton: The Wings are not that high on this guy. He played regularly last season because of all the injuries. He'll likely be packaged in a trade or waived.

■Tomas Tatar: He seemed to have a good stretch when he was up with the Wings, but there's concern in the front office about Tatar's toughness. He might get a shot at finding a spot on the fourth line.

■Mikael Samuelsson: Was injured nonstop. Subject to a buyout, though he may be able to fight it if he can prove he's not healthy. He has been told by doctors he doesn't need surgery, though.

■Todd Bertuzzi: Pinched nerves kept him out of the lineup after early February. He's big and strong and good in front of the net, but the question is how he will hold up over an 82-game season? He could be considered a buyout option.

This list doesn't include the team's own unrestricted free agent forwards. Negotiations are under way with Damien Brunner and Daniel Cleary but faltering with Valtteri Filppula. Filppula has played mostly wing the past two seasons, which is part of the reason the Wings would just as soon replace him with a second-line center so that Datsyuk and Zetterberg can play on the same line.

An interesting week is certainly ahead, as the Wings revamp and revitalize.

Contact Helene St. James: 313-222-2295 or
Damien Brunner wants to remain in Detroit, and he wants to be around for several years.

That’s about how far the Red Wings have gotten in their negotiations with Brunner, who is eligible to become an unrestricted free agent July 5.

Brunner’s agent, Neil Sheehy, told the Free Press on Tuesday that Brunner “will sign longer than one year.”

Sheehy also emphasized that Brunner “loves Detroit.”

Brunner is 27, usually an age when a player has a bit of NHL history to carry into negotiations. Brunner, however, played in his native Switzerland until last winter, when he joined the Wings as they began a lockout-shortened season.

He scored 12 goals in 44 games; not a bad output, but a little tarnished by the fact 10 goals came in the first 19 games. Brunner did rebound from a quiet second half to lead the Wings with five goals in the playoffs, a strong demonstration of his ability to contribute when most needed.

His inaugural season with the Wings left a favorable impression upon Brunner, too, and a deal could be worked out within a week, maybe at Sunday’s draft.

“We’ve had discussions,” Sheehy said. “We’re scheduled to talk again in New Jersey this weekend.”

Negotiations always come down to money, and here’s what both sides are trying to figure out: Who is Brunner? Mr. Consistent Goal Scorer, or Mr. Hot and Cold?

“Those are always issues,” Sheehy said. “If you have a long track record, it makes it easier. Nonetheless, he’s a good player. We’ll see where talks go.”

The Wings have three players approaching UFA status: Brunner, Daniel Cleary and Valtteri Filppula.

Brunner is the most likely to be signed. Including bonuses, his salary-cap hit last season was $1.35 million. He’s clearly got offensive talent, if not a skill set that extends to such other dimensions as penalty killing and forechecking.

His value comes from scoring and the fact he’s one of the few Wings who shoots right-handed.

Somewhere in the $2.5-million-per-season range should work for both sides.

Contact Helene St. James: 313-222-2295 or hstjames@freepress.com . Follow her on Twitter @helenestjames.

Are you an encyclopedia of Detroit sports nicknames? Enter our contest for a chance to win Tigers tickets and more.
The Detroit Red Wings regularly draw criticism for having more skill than size or toughness, which is why the Chicago Blackhawks' championship Monday night should be viewed as immensely positive.

The Blackhawks embody skill, top to bottom. Like the Wings with Pavel Datsyuk and Henrik Zetterberg, they are headlined up front by a pair of superbly talented players in Jonathan Toews and Patrick Kane. Chicago's defense is anchored by Duncan Keith, whose style is in the mold of Nicklas Lidstrom.

Right on down through the fourth line — populated by the likes of Andrew Shaw, Michael Frolik, Marcus Kruger and Viktor Stalberg — the Blackhawks fielded players who belong in the NHL, not bubble players doing little but killing time while the top lines get some rest.

The Blackhawks' run — which also included dispatching the big Los Angeles Kings — is good for hockey. It's good for the Wings, who, next season, will be in a division with Boston Bruins, a team that's considered the biggest and the baddest. After Chicago defenseman Brent Seabrook's playoff-best 80 hits, the next five defensemen all wear Boston sweaters. Bruins forward Milan Lucic led all NHL players with 102 hits, 17 more than runner-up Bryan Bickell of Chicago. The Blackhawks hit more where it counted: the back of the net.

Sure the Bruins were banged up —Patrice Bergeron had a broken rib and torn cartilage and a separated shoulder; Nathan Horton had a dislocated shoulder; probably every single player had a need for an ice pack, to varying degrees. But the Blackhawks didn't come through unscathed, either: Marian Hossa had a disk in his back that was causing nerve problems, numbing his right foot. Bickell had a sprained knee; Michal Handzus, a broken wrist and torn MCL. Toews got his bell rung in Game 5, according to his coach, Joel Quenneville, and for a while, he looked doubtful for Game 6. That just proved what everyone who watches hockey already knows: NHL players are the toughest in pro sports.

The whole playoffs also proved this: Big isn't necessarily better. The Anaheim Ducks have some very big forwards, but where was Corey Perry in the first-round series against Detroit? And where was Bobby Ryan? To those hankering for the Wings to trade for Ryan: It's not happening. They were not impressed by his competitiveness.

The Blackhawks did, of course, also beat the Wings, but the Wings were the only team that pushed Chicago to seven games. Had the Wings been a little healthier — like maybe having mobile defenseman Danny DeKeyser available — who knows what might have happened?

The Wings are in the process of revamping their roster. Whether through trades, buyouts, re-signing — or not — some of their own unrestricted free agents, the roster will look different when next season begins, especially up front. But the Blackhawks' victory was a victory for the Wings' belief that hardworking skilled players are the best players to have, regardless of their size.
General manager Ken Holland is off to New York in a few days, where he’ll try to clear out the Red Wings’ roster by a couple of players.

The Wings are extending qualifying offers this week to their restricted free agents: forwards Gustav Nyquist and Joakim Andersson, and defensemen Brendan Smith and Jakub Kindl. Adding Nyquist and Andersson to the roster would put the Wings at 14 forwards under contract for next season, and while that’s how many the Wings plan on carrying, they’re not necessarily planning on carrying those 14.

“I’m going to explore a trade or two,” Holland said Monday. “Maybe a two-for-one deal, maybe a three-for-one, or three-for-two.”

Holland has had talks with the camps for all three of the unrestricted free-agent forwards — Valtteri Filppula, Daniel Cleary and Damien Brunner — but they’re all part of the puzzle that’ll fall into place over the coming week, vis-a-vis who fits where. It’s almost certain the Wings will end up trading Filppula’s rights, then set out to find a replacement second-line center.

If a trade can’t be worked out to clear roster room, — one of those who’ll be in play is defenseman Carlo Colaiacovo, who became extraneous with the addition of Danny DeKeyser — then buyouts will be considered next week. It’s a bit murky, but it may be possible to buy out forward Mikael Samuelsson, though he could possibly make a case that he isn’t healthy.

Part of what complicates matters is that the Wings do not know whether they’ll have Darren Helm next season; he’s been bothered since January by a sore back. Todd Bertuzzi is everything that would be useful moving to the Eastern Conference — big and strong with skilled hands, excellent in shoot-outs — but he’s 38 and was injured most of last season. Will he be able to contribute next season? On his part, Bertuzzi certainly doesn’t lack for motivation to come back and be a factor.

The next 10 days figure to be action packed around the NHL. Holland has been in touch with numerous colleagues, part of the process of retouching the roster.

Contact Helene St. James: 313-222-2295 or
NHL free agency is fast approaching, so let’s take a look at whom will be of interest to the Detroit Red Wings.

Subject: David Clarkson.

Clarkson, 29, is coming off two seasons that saw him be very productive, and he shoots right. The Wings could use a right-handed shot in their fold, especially one who could play right wing on a top-two line. Clarkson, who is a prolific shooter, would also seem to a good candidate to help out on the right point on the power play, which was non-existent during the Chicago series.

Clarkson has spent his career so far with the New Jersey Devils. He was never drafted, and largely has been considered a grinder-type. He has 97 goals and 73 assists in 426 games over seven seasons.

His 770 penalty minutes, meanwhile, indicate a propensity for taking far too many penalties, and his minus-32 rating is also a concern. He has bounced around on lines, and hasn’t been a picture of consistency — much like Wings forward Damien Brunner this past season, Clarkson was a scoring machine the first half, with 10 goals the first 14 games and then five the rest of the way.

One of the intriguing aspects about Clarkson, though, is his shooting. He finished fourth overall in the NHL this past season with 180 shots in 48 games. The only Wings player who shoots that often is Henrik Zetterberg (he was sixth overall, with 173 shots in 46 games). Clarkson is good along the boards and is a hound for rebounds; again, this could be valuable on the power play, where getting second-chance shots has been a huge problem.

The question is whether Clarkson can be a 30-goal scorer again (as he was in 2011-12), or, as is more likely, a guy can give a team around 20 goals per season. And of course, there’s price to consider. The Devils are talking extension with Clarkson, but Clarkson knows he’ll generate good interest if he goes to unrestricted free agency on July 5. He’s coming off a three-year, $8 million deal, with last season’s salary standing at $3 million. He’s going to command at least $1 million more per season, probably closer to $4.5 million per season.

Clarkson has more strengths than weaknesses, and it’s hard to think he wouldn’t help the Wings generate more offense, an area they consider a weakness. If he becomes available for around $4.5 million a season, he could be a terrific asset.

Contact Helene St. James: hstjames@freepress.com. Follow her on Twitter @helenestjames.
The Detroit Red Wings will have a chance to ease their payroll next week, and are likely to take advantage of the opportunity if they can’t work out any trades.

The window to use two compliance buyouts this summer opens 48 hours after the end of the Stanley Cup playoffs — either Wednesday or Friday — and closes July 4. Teams can also opt to save one, or both, compliance buyouts for next summer. Usually buyouts count against the salary cap, but these two are exempt, part of austerity measures designed to help clubs adjust to a salary cap which will drop $6 million to $64.3 million for 2013-14.

The No. 1 buyout candidate is Mikael Samuelsson, who was a non-factor this past season, felled by one injury after another. He has a year left at $3 million, money that could be well used toward funding a top-six forward.

There’s a hurdle, though: As of now, Samuelsson isn’t healthy, and that makes him ineligible for the buyout. General manager Ken Holland said earlier in the week that Samuelsson has been told by doctors in the past two weeks that surgery is not required for the latest injury, which involved a sore pectoral muscle/shoulder. The best the Wings can hope for is that Samuelsson heals in the next 10 days, though it doesn’t take a conspiracy theorist to see that for the player, there would be motivation to fight against being cleared.

The No. 2 candidate is defenseman Carlo Colaiacovo, who will make $2.5 million next season. Colaiacovo was pushed down the depth chart when Danny DeKeyser joined the group in March, and right now, the six regulars figure to be DeKeyser, Niklas Kronwall, Jonathan Ericsson, Brendan Smith, Kyle Quincey and Jakub Kindl, with Brian Lashoff as the seventh guy.

There also have been murmurs about Todd Bertuzzi, who has a cap hit of $2 million, but here’s why I’d keep him: While Bertuzzi was sidelined Feb. 7 by nerve pain in his back and right leg, he gritted it out and returned in the playoffs. Furthermore, he’s one of the team’s biggest forwards, and he goes to the net. This will be needed next season, when the Wings move to the more physical Eastern Conference. Plus, Bertuzzi is a shootout artist. The Wings went 1-4 in shootouts after Bertuzzi got hurt last season.

The Wings don’t need to buy out anyone because they’re $10 million below the salary cap. They’re going to look to make a trade before the June 30 draft, but if that doesn’t work out, buyouts could fatten their piggy bank before free agency.
Damien Brunner enjoyed his time with the Detroit Red Wings, and they enjoyed employing him. Now the tricky part: What to do for a sequel.

Brunner, 27, is two weeks from becoming an unrestricted free agent. His camp and general manager Ken Holland are working on a contract extension.

Brunner just finished his first season in the NHL, a latecomer to the North American game after playing in his native Switzerland. A lot of teams coveted him last summer, but he picked the Wings partly because he knew, as a rare right-handed shot, he would be almost an automatic on the first or second line.

All went well to start: 10 goals in the first 19 games, playing next to Henrik Zetterberg. Then all went away: two goals the last 25 games, which included a stretch on the sidelines with a sore hip flexor. Then everything came back in the playoffs: five goals in 14 games, the most on the team.

So what salary and what term is Brunner worth? It’s tricky, because who is he — the dynamo of the first half of the season or the guy who struggled in the second half? Brunner doesn’t kill penalties, and he doesn’t go into corners and doesn’t forecheck — his forté is scoring goals.

There are several factors in his favor: First and foremost, he scored in the playoffs. Many offensive players have quiet stretches during the regular season, and that’s easily forgiven if he delivers when it counts most. Second, Brunner never had gone through anything like the hectic pace of the NHL, a pace that was exacerbated when the lockout squeezed 48 games into 99 days. Nor was he accustomed to the travel, which was brutal starting in mid-March.

He should have a much easier second season, when the schedule returns to a more leisurely three-games-a-week average and the Wings shift to the East, reducing travel.

With bonuses, Brunner’s salary last season was $1.35 million (adjusted for the lockout). Is he worth $2 million a year now? $2.5 million?

Ultimately, both sides must gamble. In some ways, a one-year deal makes sense: If Brunner has a monster year, he can cash in next summer; if he comes in around 20 goals, he’ll still get a new contract. In other ways, a multiyear deal is safer: Brunner gets more job security, the Wings get a lower price.

Contact Helene St. James: 313-222-2295 or
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Vincent Lecavalier, bought out by the Lightning last week, has met with at least 15 teams, including the Red Wings. (Travis Golby/Getty Images)

Detroit— The talk begins Wednesday.

The madness of where unrestricted free agents land in the NHL hits full stride at noon Friday.

But between all the madness, questions abound, and it could make for a fascinating week.

“We have decisions to make,” Red Wings general manager Ken Holland said. “There’s a push from (Grand Rapids).”

Besides a plethora of talent the Red Wings have with their affiliate, the Griffins, there are trades, compliance buyouts — they can be uses until 5 p.m. Thursday — and re-signing to consider.

And that’s where the madness starts — or really, has started.

■Forward Bryan Bickell re-signed with the Blackhawks last weekend for four years and $16 million.

■Vincent Lecavalier, bought out by the Lightning last week, has met with at least 15 teams, including the Red Wings.

Lecavalier, the biggest name on the market, likely will command a contract worth $5 million per season for about five years — length and money the Red Wings likely don’t want to approach.

But, there are players who should fall into the Red Wings plans — Panthers center Stephen Weiss, Blackhawks left wing Viktor Stalberg, Bruins right wing Nathan Horton, Devils right wing David Clarkson and Canadiens right wing Michael Ryder, to name a few.

“If there’s a fit out there, we could be interested,” Holland said.

But there are internal issues the Red Wings must deal with, too.

For example, the logjam at the forward spot.

Valtteri Filppula, Daniel Cleary and Damien Brunner are unrestricted free agents, and join restricted free agents Joakim Andersson and Gustav Nyquist in the mix of forwards.

So, using one, or both, of the compliance buyouts that will help teams get to the $64 million salary cap is the path the Red Wings could take.

So, get ready for the ride. It could get bumpy.

Shopping listA look at some of the top free agents, some of whom might interest the Red Wings: 

CENTERS

Vincent Lecavalier, Tampa Bay

The Lightning said goodbye with a $32.6 million compliance buyout, making Lecavalier (32 points, 10 goals) one of the most sought-after free agents. Now, Lecavalier might make close to that figure on the market. 

Mike Ribeiro, Washington

With a dwindling list of players who could make an impact, Ribeiro’s stock is rising. Washington likely will do everything possible to keep Ribeiro (49 points, 13 goals). 

Stephen Weiss, Florida

The Red Wings will be interested, as will others, but reports are surfacing the Panthers will work to keep Weiss (four points, one goal). 

LEFT WINGS

Valtteri Filppula, Detroit

Is expecting a huge payday on the open market and could get it with such an average class. The Red Wings aren’t going to break the bank to keep Filppula (17 points, nine goals). 

Mason Raymond, Vancouver

Has teased the Canucks with offensive potential in the past, but how much is the team willing to pay at this point? Some team could be willing to overpay for Raymond (22 points, 10 goals). 

Viktor Stalberg, Chicago

With Bryan Bickell re-signed in Chicago, which has cap issues, Stalberg (23 points, nine goals) is likely gone. Has size (6-foot-3, 210 pounds) and speed and the Red Wings will be interested, but will be cautious about term and money. 

RIGHT WINGS

Jarome Iginla, Pittsburgh

Didn’t have the Red Wings on his preferred list at the trade deadline, and things likely haven’t changed. Rumors continue Iginla (33 points, 14 goals) will land in Los Angeles and his old coach Darryl Sutter. 

Nathan Horton, Boston

Has told the Bruins he’s going to test free agency. Horton (22 points, 13 goals) is taking a bit of a chance because life was good in this situation. Pressure will be intense anywhere else as a big-ticket free agent. 

Danny Briere, Philadelphia

Plays with a lot of heart and character, and he’s always been good in the playoffs. For family reasons, Briere (16 points, six goals) likely will stay close to Philadelphia (he was bought out), signing with one of the New York area teams or Washington. 

David Clarkson, New Jersey

Another power forward in the prime of his career who’ll cash in with a big deal somewhere. The Red Wings and many other teams would be interested. The Devils likely don’t have the financial capability to keep Clarkson (24 points, 15 goals). 

Jaromir Jagr, Boston

The Red Wings have been interested in the past, but will they be this time? Jagr (35 points, 16 goals) didn’t show much as the playoffs continued. 

DEFENSEMEN

Rob Scuderi, Los Angeles

Good, dependable player (12 points, one goal) who is nearing a return to Los Angeles. Good choice by the Kings. 

Doug Murray, Pittsburgh

A big, gritty defenseman who could be a good fit with the Red Wings, among others. The Penguins may work a little longer to keep Murray (six points, one goal). 

Ron Hainsey, Winnipeg

Averaged 22 minutes, is a good with the puck (13 points, no goals), and has the respect of players given his work in the players association during the lockout. The Red Wings will keep an eye on Hainsey.

ted.kulfan@detroitnews.com 

twitter.com/tkulfan 

From The Detroit News: http://www.detroitnews.com/article/20130702/SPORTS0103/307020018#ixzz2XvEapcYD
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Thomas McCollum appeared in one game for the Wings, in 2011. (Special to The Detroit News)

Detroit — The Red Wings’ wait for goalie Thomas McCollum to develop into an NHL goaltender is over.

A first-round pick in 2008, the Red Wings officially cut ties Tuesday with McCollum when he was not rendered a qualifying offer. McCollum becomes an unrestricted free agent and he is free to find a deal somewhere else.

In 31 games with Grand Rapids this season, McCollum was 18-11-2 with a .904 save percentage and 2.63 goals-against average. It was the first time in three seasons McCollum had finished with a save percentage over 90 percent. But Petr Mrazek passed McCollum as the Griffins' starting goalie, taking Grand Rapds to a Calder Cup championship.

Mrazek, Jake Paterson and college free agent Jared Coreau (Northern Michigan) all passed McCollum on the depth chart.

McCollum played in one game with the Red Wings, allowing three goals on eight shots in a 15-minute relief performance against St. Louis in March 2011.

From The Detroit News: http://www.detroitnews.com/article/20130702/SPORTS0103/307020089#ixzz2XvEg8iUK

Detroit— The Red Wings got their big man with a heavy shot, whom some observers are calling “a sniper.”

Is he Bryan Bickell, Vincent Lecavalier or Nathan Horton, the unrestricted free agents? No. This was the 2013 NHL draft, not unrestricted free agency.

As is often the case when it comes to the Wings these days, the fans simply are going to have to be more patient than that.

The player is an 18-year-old from Quebec named Anthony Mantha. At 6-foot-4, 190 or 200 pounds — depending on which scouting report one reads — with good skating skills for a big man and a heavy wrist shot, Mantha was the only 50-goal scorer in the draft.

Ken Holland looked happy at the Prudential Center in New Jersey. Mike Babcock looked ebullient.

The Red Wings may have the big sniper they have needed since Brendan Shanahan left town. But fans will not know for a while.

Mantha is unlikely to play in the NHL until about 2017.

Quick help unlikely

But fans of the Red Wings ought to be excited, nonetheless.

The fact of the matter is Bickell, Lecavalier and Horton are utterly unlikely to come to Detroit to play for the Wings. At this point in their careers, all three are still looking for a big payday.

The Blackhawks, for whom the large, gritty Bickell scored nine goals on the way to the Stanley Cup, were intent Sunday on clearing as much cap space as it could, trading Dave Bolland to the Maple Leafs. By the end of the day, they had re-signed Bickell for four years at $16 million.

Reportedly, the Red Wings are one of eight teams who have talked to Lecavalier, 33, who scored only 10 goals, albeit in the lockout-shortened season of 2013. It is conceivable most if not all of the other seven teams will offer Lecavalier more money and time.

Horton? The Bruins, who played in the Stanley Cup Finals, do not do well in the playoffs without the big forward. But, while Horton’s injury problems have been manifest, they may not keep some teams from showering the sizeable marksman with dollars.

Given the lay of the land in the NHL and the current status of the Red Wings, the importance of the NHL draft is increased and Mantha is an exciting development worth watching over the next few seasons.

What does it mean about now?

It means the Wings will continue to amass young talent to restock both the Calder Cup-winning Grand Rapids Griffins and their own increasingly youthful, surprisingly-successful roster in Detroit. And when they have enough pieces in place to pull the trigger on some moves for free agents that will suddenly and markedly increase their chances of winning the Stanley Cup, they will do it.

But, until then, Junes and Julys are more about youth and development for the Red Wings. While that makes thing less exciting, it also seems like the shrewd strategy.

While it is less than 50-50, perhaps considerably so, that they will sign a big-name unrestricted free agent this month, they were picking up what they needed for the more distant future by drafting large, goal-scoring forwards.

It has been a need for a few seasons that was underlined again this year, when goals were at a premium for the Red Wings, especially in postseason.

Picks will be heard from

Mantha is the highest forward selected in the draft by the Wings since Martin Lapointe, when that sizeable shooter was selected 10th in 1991.

They also selected 6-1, 190-pound Zach Nastasiuk, a goal-scoring forward, with the 48th pick, and Tyler Bertuzzi, Todd’s nephew, a 6-foot, 178-pound goal-scoring forward, at 59th. Both Nastasiuk and Bertuzzi, who is less sizeable than his uncle but shares some of his tenacious, physical instincts, were selected in the second round.

The trio are unlikely to play anytime soon. But as the Red Wings continue to retool, as they continue to add youth and size to the lineup, they may be important acquisitions to be heard from in the years to come.

Meanwhile, Holland and Babcock are undoubtedly interested in kicking a lot of tires in free agency this month. There are more players than just Lecavalier and Horton still available.

But after re-signing defenseman Jakub Kindl and penalty-killing forward Drew Miller this week and drafting the trio of goal-scoring forwards, the Wings undoubtedly believe they already have had the sort of success this offseason that is consistent with how they intend to restructure a perennial Stanley Cup contender: with draft choices and with players they develop in Detroit, Grand Rapids and Toledo, to be topped-off, eventually, with some key free-agent acquisitions or trades.

Something big might yet develop for them in the summer of 2013 along those two paths.

Even if it does not, however, their current plans are proceeding apace.

gregg.krupa@detroitnews.com 
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 Detroit forward Valtteri Filppula, left, was the source of trade rumors before the NHL draft but nothing transpired. 

Detroit forward Valtteri Filppula, left, was the source of trade rumors before the NHL draft but nothing transpired. (Detroit News/David Guralnick)

Detroit— Red Wings general manager Ken Holland met with the agents for potential unrestricted free-agent forwards Damien Brunner, Valtteri Filppula and Daniel Cleary over the weekend, but progress on new deals was slow.

All three can become unrestricted free agents on July 5.

There was speculation leading into the weekend the Red Wings would trade Filppula’s rights, but that didn’t happen.

Holland will deal with the logjam of forwards this week.

When restricted free agents Gustav Nyquist and Joakim Andersson ultimately sign, the Red Wings will have 14 forwards — not counting the above three.

The Red Wings could alleviate the logjam with a buyout in the next few days, candidates being Jordin Tootooor Mikael Samuelsson.

From The Detroit News: http://www.detroitnews.com/article/20130701/SPORTS0103/307010036#ixzz2XvEsIsBr

July 1, 2013 at 1:59 am

Meet the Red Wings draft picks

Ted Kulfan 

The Detroit News

4

Comments 

 2013 NHL Draft - Portraits 

Wings' second-round pick Zach Nastasiuk of Owen Sound in the OHL has goalscoring instincts and, at 6-foot-1, will not be easily pushed around. (Bill Wippert/Getty Images)

Anthony ManthaRound: 1 Pick: 20 overall.

Position: Right wing

Ht.: 6-4 Wt.: 190

Last season: Val d’Or (QMJHL), 67 games, 50 goals, 39 assists, 71penalty minutes.

Scouting report: The Red Wings were looking for size and skill and Mantha provides that….Mantha dominated smaller junior opponents with his physique. He also possesses a great wrist shot and has good speed for his size…The knock has been the fact Mantha doesn’t hang around the net as much, judged by some scouts of being too perimeter oriented…Needs a bit of mean streak and get stronger, filling out his body.

Zach NastasiukRound: 2; Pick: 48

Position: Right wing

Ht.: 6-1 Wt.:190

Last season: Owen Sound (OHL) 62 games, 20 goals, 20 assists, 32 penalty minutes.

Scouting report: Another player with the size and skill combination the Red Wings were looking for in this draft...A promising goalscorer with good frame and hands, some scouts feel Nastasiuk’s skating needs to catch up to some other attributes...Comes from an extremely athletic family — his father Paul was a CFL kicker and mother Sue was a Canadian college basketball player.

Tyler BertuzziRound: 2 Pick: 58

Postion: Left wing

Ht:

6-foot Wt: 176

Last season: Guelph (OHL), 43 games, 13 goals, 9 assists, 68 penalty minutes.

Scouting report: His uncle Todd, obviously, plays for the Red Wings …Tyler is a similar player in he gets under the skin of opponents — although he’s significantly smaller than his uncle…Tyler could develop into a classic third- or fourth-line agitator.

Mattias Janmark-NylenRound: 3 Pick: 79

Position: Center

Ht.: 6-1 Wt.: 189

Last season: AIK (Sweden) 55 games, 14 goals, 17 assists, 22 penalty minutes.

Scouting report: Passed over in the draft last year, Janmark-Nylen is a late bloomer who played well this season for AIK. Needs to fill out physically but has good skill level and played just as well as higher-round draft picks in his division according to some scouts.

David PopeRound: 4 Pick:109

Position:Left wing

Ht.: 6-2 Wt.: 187

Last season: West Kelowna (British Columbia Hockey League), 42 games, 17 goals, 22 assists, 20 penalty minutes.

Scouting report:A definite project coming out of British Columbia juniors, Pope was ranked 67th among North American skaters by Central Scouting…Has shown a good scoring touch but needs to get stronger physically…He’ll play at Nebraska-Omaha.

Mitchell WheatonRound: 5 Pick: 139

Position: Defenseman

Ht.: 6-4 Wt.: 230

Last season: Kelowna (WHL), 39 games, 1 goal, 7 assists, 27 penalty minutes.

Scouting report: A shoulder injury shortened Wheaton’s season but he returned in time for the playoffs …A project with great size, Wheaton is a defensive defenseman with good hockey sense.

Marc McNultyRound: 6 Pick: 169

Position: Defenseman

Ht.: 6-6 Wt.: 185

Last season: Prince George (WHL), 52 games, 8 goals, 7 assists, 70 penalty minutes.

Scouting report: Needs to get stronger but has outstanding size, a long reach, and is a good skater…The knock has been his inconsistency, which needs to be worked on.

Hampus MelenRound: 7 Pick: 199

Position: Right wing

Ht.: 6-2 Wt.: 165

Last season: Tingsryd Jr. (Sweden Jr.), 5 games, 0 goals, 0 assists, 2 penalty minutes.

Scouting report: Skill player who played in Swedish junior league…Classic Red Wings pick in that he’s a no-risk prospect, will be given plenty of time to develop and get stronger, and see if he pans out in a few years.

From The Detroit News: http://www.detroitnews.com/article/20130701/SPORTS0103/307010038#ixzz2XvEyNxEe
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 Anthony Mantha 

Anthony Mantha, a winger, pulls on a Detroit Red Wings jersey after being chosen 20th overall in the NHL draft Sunday. (Bill Kostroun/Associated Press)

Detroit — The aim was to accumulate size and skill for the Red Wings at this NHL draft.

No question, they did just that.

The Red Wings added significant size for the long-term in their organization at Sunday’s draft in Newark.

“You’re hoping a couple years down the road, you’ll wake up and some of these players will be NHL players,” general manager Ken Holland said. “This is a huge day in the NHL, an important day. The draft has become so important.”

The Red Wings top two picks — first-rounder Anthony Mantha and second-rounder Zach Nastasiuk (the first of their two second-round selections) — are big forwards who scored goals in the junior ranks.

They added an agitator, Tyler Bertuzzi — yes, Todd’s nephew - with their other second-round pick (acquired in a trade with San Jose earlier in the day) and picked Swedish forward Mattias Janmark-Nylen in round three.

Joe McDonnell, the Red Wings director of amateur scouting running his first draft table Sunday, was targeting Mantha, the draft’s only 50-goal scorer.

Mantha, a 6-foot-4, 190-pound winger, scored 50-goals for Val-d’Or in the Quebec League.

“We’re excited to get him, he’s a big kid with a real accurate shot and he has the size we were looking for,” McDonnell said. “He has to get stronger, like a lot of these kids, but he has a real good skill level.”

Mantha was the No. 20 overall pick. The Red Wings traded their original first-round pick, No. 18 overall, to San Jose.

In exchange, the Sharks their first-round pick,No. 20 overall, plus a second-round pick, No. 58, to the Red Wings.

Mantha’s grandfather was Andre Pronovost, a four-time Stanley Cup champion who played with Montreal, the Red Wings, Boston and Minnesota from 1956-68.

Continuing their search for size and skill, the Red Wings picked Nastasiuk in the second round of Sunday’s Entry Draft.

Nastasiuk,a 6-foot-1 190-pound right wing from Owen Sound in the OHL, scored 40 points (20 goals, 20 assists) in 62 games with 32 penalty minutes and was picked with the 48th overall pick.

Nastasiuk comes from an athletic family.

Nastasiuk’s father Paul, won the 1991 Grey Cup with the Toronto Argonauts of the Canadian Football League and holds the league record for most special team tackles in a playoff game, with five.

His mother, Sue, played basketball at Laurier University, and older sister, Samantha, plays for the Western (Ont.) Mustangs women’s hockey team.

“A real good character guy, comes from an athletic family,” McDonnell said. “He just needs some more time to develop.”

Bertuzzi was a classic “reach” at the other second-round spot.

Bertuzzi was ranked the 207th ranked North American skater according to Central Scouting - yet the Red Wings selected Bertuzzi at No. 57 overall.

At 6-foot, 176-pounds, Bertuzzi doesn’t have the size of his uncle but plays with a similar grit.

“He’s a rat, the type of player teams need,” McDonnell said. “He’s real good at what he does. He’s an agitator, good skater. He’s getting bigger (physically) and he’s going to be a player.”

Bertuzzi had 13 goals and nine assists in 43 games with Guelph (OHL) with 68 penalty minutes.

Bertuzzi loves to fight and get under opponents’ skin, but needs to get physically stronger.

Janmark-Nylen was draft eligible in 2012 but was passed over.

A late bloomer, Janmark-Nylen attracted the interest of many scouts this season with a good season but needs to fill out physically (6-foot-1, 189-pounds).

The Red Wings added more size with big defensemen in Rounds 5 and 6, selecting Mitchell Wheaton and Marc McNulty.

twitter.com/tkulfan 
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 Michael McCarron 

Michael McCarron: 'I guess I have to learn French!' (Bill Kostroun / Associated Press)

Detroit — The second United States player picked in the NHL draft on Sunday was a local product.

Macomb's Michael McCarron was picked No. 25 overall by the Montreal Canadiens in the first round.

McCarron played for the Ann Arbor-based United States National Development Team Program. He attended Dakota and Ann Arbor Pioneer, and is planning on playing Western Michigan next season.

"I didn't think I'd go this high; even today I didn't think I'd go this high," McCarron told TSN. "I can't describe this feeling."

McCarron added later: "I guess I have to learn French!"

The Canadiens are looking for size and McCarron will provide that. McCarron is a 6-foot-5, 228-pound right wing who had 53 points with 16 goals and 37 assists, along with 183 penalty minutes — more than any other player in this draft.

"We like his size, grit and character," said Marc Bergevin, the Canadiens' general manager.

Plymouth Whalers forward Ryan Hartman was picked No. 30 overall, the last pick in the first round, by his hometown Chicago Blackhawks.

Forward J.T. Compher (USNDTP) was picked No. 35 overall by Buffalo.

In the third round — Saginaw (OHL) center Jimmy Lodge went to Winnipeg with the 84th pick

Defenseman Michael Downing, a Canton native who played for Dubuque in the USHL, was picked 97th overall by the Florida Panthers.

A University of Michigan product, forward Andrew Copp, was picked 104th by Winnipeg.

From The Detroit News: http://www.detroitnews.com/article/20130630/SPORTS0103/306300048#ixzz2XvFARFio
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 Wings defenseman Jakub Kindl has re-signed for four years and $9.6 million. 

Wings defenseman Jakub Kindl has re-signed for four years and $9.6 million. (Detroit News/David Guralnick)

Detroit — The Red Wings have re-signed defenseman Jakub Kindl to a four-year contract worth $9.6 million.

Kindl, 26, was a restricted free agent, and is coming off the best season of his young career — playing in 41 games, with four goals and nine assists, with a plus-15 rating.

Signing Kindl leaves the Red Wings with three other restricted free agents — defenseman Brendan Smith, and forwards Gustav Nyquist and Joakim Andersson.

General manager Ken Holland and the rest of his staff are in Newark, N.J., this weekend preparing for Sunday's NHL entry draft.

Holland plans to meet with the agents for unrestricted free-agent forwards Valtteri Filppula, Damien Brunner and Daniel Cleary. All three could hit the open market July 5, and can sign with any team.

Holland is also exploring trade options, leading into the start of free agency next week, as he attempts to clear roster and financial space.

ted.kulfan@detroitnews.com
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 2013 CHL Top Prospects Game 

Bo Horvat (6 feet, 206 pounds) is a gritty, in-your-face type who played in London (Ontario Hockey League). (Richard Wolowicz/Getty Images)

Detroit— The players in the NHL seemingly keep getting bigger and stronger every year.

The small, skilled player can still star, but size is becoming a valuable and needed commodity.

With that in mind, the Red Wings will be on the lookout Sunday for big, skilled bodies during the NHL entry daft in Newark’s Prudential Center.

“You look at the scrums on the ice, and they’re all big guys out there,” said Joe McDonnell, the Red Wings director of amateur scouting. “It’s the way the game is evolving. There’s room for the smaller guy. But players are getting bigger.”

McDonnell is replacing Jim Nill, who left to become general manager of the Dallas Stars. It was Nill who ran the Red Wings draft table for 20 years, and he was instrumental in the organization finding the likes of Pavel Datsyuk, Henrik Zetterberg and Jonathan Ericsson, among others, deep in the draft.

McDonnell will be running his first draft table Sunday, but don’t expect his philosophy to change much from Nill’s.

“We were thinking alike for the past 18 years; it was uncanny,” McDonnell said. “I wouldn’t expect any real change. The only change will be seeing Jim sitting at the Dallas table.”

The Red Wings are picking 18th in the first round and should be able to find a player who can contribute soon.

It’s their highest selection since 1991.

“There’s depth in this draft,” McDonnell said. “After the top 10, from (picks) 10 to 40, it’s going to be beauty in the eyes of the beholder, guys with skill who can help teams into the second round.”

The Red Wings have always gone after the best player available regardless of position and will do so Sunday.

But everything being equal, the organization will be on the lookout for forwards.

The organization is deep in goaltending with Petr Mrazek (who led Grand Rapids to a Calder Cup championship), Jake Paterson (a former third-round selection from the Saginaw Spirit) and college free agent Jared Coreau (Northern Michigan).

Defensemen Nick Jensen (WCHA Defensemen of the Year), Ryan Sproul (CHL Defenseman of the Year), and Xavier Ouellet (first-team all-star in the Quebec League), along with Swedish defenseman Mattias Backman, give the blue line ample depth.

The Red Wings have picked big forwards the last three drafts in the first-round — Riley Sheahan (2010), Tomas Jurco (2011) and Martin Frk (2012) — and wouldn’t mind adding another one.

“If there’s a defenseman there that we like, you’re not going to pass him up because you never have enough defensemen,” McDonnell said. “But if there’s two players, different positions, we’ll look at the forward.”

There should be forwards with size and skill available.

Anthony Mantha (6-foot-4, 190 pounds, Val-d’Or) was a 50-goal scorer in the Quebec League but needs to add brawn.

Bo Horvat (6-foot, 206 pounds) is a gritty, in-your-face type who played in London (Ontario Hockey League).

If highly-rated defenseman such as Mirco Mueller (Everett, Western Hockey League) or Shea Theodore (Seattle, WHL) were available, the Red Wings would be interested.

“There will be good players to choose from,” McDonnell said.

Possibilities for Red Wings■

Mirco Mueller, defenseman, Everett (WHL): No. 9 ranked by Central Scouting, Mueller had 31 points (25 assists) and 57 penalty minutes in 63 games, with good size (6-foot-3, 184 pounds) who’ll get bigger. 

■Bo Horvat, center, London (OHL): Ranked No. 15 by Central Scouting, Horvat had 33 goals and plays responsibly defensively, and is a strong 6-footer. 

■Anthony Mantha, left wing, Val-d’Or (QMJHL): A 6-foot-4 50-goal scorer who needs to add to his 187-pound frame, Mantha also had 71 penalty minutes and doesn’t mind going into tough areas.

NHL entry draftWhen: 3 p.m. Sunday 

Where: Newark, N.J., Prudential Center. 

TV: NBC Sports Network, 3-8 p.m.; NHL Network, 8 p.m. until the last pick. 

Red Wings picks: 18th, 48th, 79th, 109th, 139th, 169th, 199th.

From The Detroit News: http://www.detroitnews.com/article/20130629/SPORTS0103/306290025#ixzz2XvFNnbYp
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 The Red Wings have tendered a qualifying offer for defenseman Brendan Smith. 

The Red Wings have tendered a qualifying offer for defenseman Brendan Smith. (David Guralnick/Detroit News)

Detroit— Chicago won the Stanley Cup on Monday — its second title in four seasons — and now the focus already is on next season.

With Sunday’s draft, a dizzying week around the NHL kicks off with the start of unrestricted free agency five days later.

But even before all that, teams can buy out player contracts — players would receive two-thirds of their salary over twice the length of the contract, with nothing counting against the salary cap — through 5 p.m. July 4.

Red Wings general manager Ken Holland, however, won’t use a buyout until Monday, if at all.

“We’ll explore our options,” said Holland, who’d like to make trades to alleviate a logjam of forwards. “We’ll see what happens. We’d like to do something.”

The Red Wings have 14 forwards under contract, not including potential unrestricted free agents Valtteri Filppula, Daniel Cleary and Damien Brunner.

It’s likely the Wings will trade forwards Jordin Tootoo and Cory Emmerton and defenseman Carlo Colaiacovo, although Tootoo (two years, $3.8 million left) could be bought out.

Forwards Mikael Samuelsson (one year, $3 million), Todd Bertuzzi (one year, $2.075 million) and Colaiacovo (one year, $2.5 million) are other candidates to be bought out.

Countdown beginsEighty-two days ...

That’s when the puck drops on the 2013-14 season, at least the exhibition portion of the schedule. Detroit’s home slate opens Sept. 21 against Boston.

Ice chipsHolland has tendered qualifying offers for defensemen Brendan Smith and Jakub Kindl and forwards Gustav Nyquist and Joakim Andersson, all restricted free agents.

... Holland said forward Darren Helm (back) will skate during the development camp in Traverse City beginning July 10.

“I just talked to Helmer a day ago and he says he’s feeling better every day,” Holland said. “This will give him an opportunity to test it.”

From The Detroit News: http://www.detroitnews.com/article/20130626/SPORTS0103/306260140#ixzz2XvFWDvwK
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 'I like playing the physical style and I don't mind going into those dirty areas,' Michael McCarron says. He played for the under-18 USA Hockey National Team Development Program and will go to Western Michigan. 

'I like playing the physical style and I don't mind going into those dirty areas,' Michael McCarron says. He played for the under-18 USA Hockey National Team Development Program and will go to Western Michigan. (Special to Detroit News)

Detroit— Just being drafted is a thrill.

But if Michael McCarron’s name is called by the Red Wings in the NHL draft on Sunday ...

“I’ve always been a fan,” said McCarron, a Macomb native who grew up a Red Wings fan.

Whether it’ll be the Red Wings at No. 18 — or any team — McCarron likely won’t have to wait long to hear his name called. The 6-foot-5, 228-pound right wing, who played for the under-18 USA Hockey National Team Development Program and is headed to Western Michigan, is projected to go anywhere from late first round to middle second round.

“There are a lot of big guys I’ve seen that have the ability off that first step to get going, and he’s moving at high speed right away,” said NHL Central Scouting’s David Gregory. “From last year to this year, he’s starting to handle the puck more and gaining that confidence where he can be more productive offensively than we originally thought.

“I see him as a guy moving up the ladder.”

In 59 games, McCarron had 53 points (16 goals), and broke out in the U18 World Tournament in Sochi, Russia, with five points in seven games.

McCarron believes his attributes could help any team.

“I like playing the physical style and I don’t mind going into those dirty areas,” McCarron said. “I feel like I have the assets to become a power forward in the league.

“I have to work on consistency, like I know a lot of young players do. I have to keep working on my first three steps (out of a stop), my quickness. It’s stuff I will put the work in to improve.”

McCarron has been training in Kalamazoo for the past couple of weeks after returning from the NHL draft combine in Toronto.

“(Some) teams asked me to define words like ‘character,’ which at a moment’s notice really makes you think,” he said. “Overall, I had a lot of fun. It did feel like a (job) interview, a lot of meetings all day, a lot of testing, but it was an interesting experience.”

One that likely will be topped in Newark, N.J, on Sunday afternoon.

“Just awesome, it’s going to be awesome,” McCarron said of the experience. “Doesn’t matter what team. Right now, I’m more excited than nervous about what will happen.”

Getting the callWhen: 3 p.m. Sunday, Prudential Center, Newark, N.J. 

TV: NBCSN 

Local hopefuls

Evan Allen, F, USA National Development Team: A 5-foot-10, 195-pounder who scored 21 goals, the Sterling Heights native is headed to Michigan. 

J.T. Compher, C, USA National Development Team: The 6-foot, 171-pounder had 50 points in 52 games and is headed to Michigan. 

Ryan Hartman, RW, Plymouth Whalers: The 5-foot-11, 190-pounder hits, scores and can move the puck. 

Jimmy Lodge, C, Saginaw Spirit: Has room to grow into his 6-foot-2, 165-pound frame, but scouts like Lodge’s versatility and offense. 

Tyler Motte, C, USA National Development Team: The 5-9, 184-pounder scored 26 goals and is headed to Michigan.

From The Detroit News: http://www.detroitnews.com/article/20130626/SPORTS0103/306260023#ixzz2XvFcb9Dt
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Oilers concentrate on size, more skill with other draft picks

Darnell Nurse, left, checks Oliver Bjorkstrand at the CHL Top Prospects Game last January. Nurse’s father Richard was a receiver for the Hamilton Tiger-Cats. His uncle is former NFL quarterback Donovan McNabb.

Photograph by: Andrew Vaughan , THE CANADIAN PRESS

Newark, N.J. — The Edmonton Oilers started the day with six draft picks and left the Prudential Center with 10 assets.

That’s not exactly the way general manager Craig MacTavish wanted the day to go, but when he was unable to secure a roster play in a trade, attentions turned to the prospects.

After selecting defenceman Darnell Nurse with the seventh pick, MacTavish traded their 37th pick to the Los Angeles Kings to acquire the 57th, 88th and 96th selections. He then traded their 56th to the St. Louis Blues for the 83rd, 94th and 114th.

The Oilers started the day without any selections in the third and fourth rounds.

They ended up with eight forwards and two defencemen: forward Marc-Oliver Roy (Blainville-Boisbriand, QMJHL), centre Bogdan Yakimov (Nizhnekamsk, which is in the hometown of the Oilers’ Nail Yakupov); left-winger Anton Slepyshev (Ufa, Russia), right-winger Jackson Houck (Vancouver Giants, WHL), centre Kyle Platzer (London Knights, OHL), forward Aidan Muir (Detroit, MWEHL), left-winger Evan Campbell (Langley Rivermen, BCHL), defenceman Ben Betker (Everett Silvertips, WHL) and Sherwood Park’s Greg Chase (Calgary Hitmen, WHL).

“They have a lot of young players, superstars,” said Roy. “One of my favorite players in the NHL is Ryan Nugent-Hopkins, so I’m very proud to be a part of his team. Taylor Hall, Yakupov, all those kids. It’s good to be a part of this organization.”

Head amateur scout Stu MacGregor said they addressed some of the team’s needs with more size and more skill, which was one of the priorities heading into the draft.

The prospects will be in Edmonton later this week for the team’s annual camp.

jireland@edmontonjournal.com

On Twitter: jirelandEJ

edmontonjournal.com/nhldraft
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Getting drafted by Oilers a dream come true for Nurse

Rugged defenceman likely to play another season in Ontario Hockey League
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Getting drafted by Oilers a dream come true for Nurse

Darnell Nurse, second from right, a defenseman, stands with officials from the Edmonton Oilers after being chosen seventh overall in the first round of the NHL hockey draft, Sunday, June 30, 2013, in Newark, N.J.

Photograph by: Bill Kostroun , AP Photo

Newark, N.J. — There wasn’t much Edmonton Oilers general manager Craig MacTavish didn’t like about defenceman Darnell Nurse. He liked his toughness, his competitive streak, his pedigree.

That the Sault Ste. Marie, Ont., product was available when the rookie GM headed up to the podium at the NHL entry draft at the Prudential Center just sealed the deal.

Valeri Nichushkin, a power forward playing in Russia, was also on the board, and on the Oilers’ draft list. They had even interviewed him in New York this week, but it was Nurse who slipped into the team jersey on Sunday afternoon.

“He really gives us an element I feel we’re sorely lacking. He’s the guy who will ride shotgun for a lot of first overall picks and our skilled players for a lot of years,” said MacTavish, who has been watching Nurse’s progress since last summer.

That process started when he was the Oilers’ director of hockey operations. 

“The overall package was very difficult to pass up on and, as a manager making his first pick, I was really excited to be able to call his name,” MacTavish said.

The Colorado Avalanche, with the first pick of the day, selected Nathan MacKinnon of the Halifax Mooseheads. It was the first time since 2009 that the Oilers weren’t making the first selection. 

The Florida Panthers threw a curve in the proceedings with the second selection, taking Aleksander Barkov, the six-foot-two centre who has been playing in the Finnish Elite League. The Tampa Bay Lightning took MacKinnon’s teammate, Jonathan Drouin, with the third pick, leaving Seth Jones for the Nashville Predators. The Portland Winterhawks defenceman had been pegged as a potential No. 1 selection.

The Oilers, meanwhile, were certain they were going to get a solid player with the seventh selection and were not looking to move up prior to the draft. They brought Nurse, London Knights centre Bo Horvat and Ottawa 67s centre Sean Monahan to Edmonton following the NHL combine.

“Unbelievable. I wish I could describe how excited I am,” said Nurse, the first defenceman the Oilers have drafted with their top pick in the first-round since Jason Soules in 1989.

Oscar Klefbom was the Oilers’ second pick in the first round in 2011, Alex Plante was the second first-round pick in 2007 and Jeff Petry was their first pick but taken in the second round in 2006.

“I’m not going to put any limitations on myself and say I can’t do it next year, but that being said, I have a lot of work to do with my game to get to that point. I’m going to put in as much work as I can in the gym. I’ll have no regrets when the summer is done.”

The six-foot-four, 190-pound Hamilton native will likely need another year in the Ontario Hockey League before he’s ready to turn pro, but he’ll get a good look, starting with the club’s annual prospect camp, which gets underway on the ice on Thursday.

Nurse figures that at his end goal of 210, 215 pounds, he’ll have enough weight to throw around while being able to retain his quickness.

“This doesn’t feel real,” he said. “This is something you work for, but you never know when the day will come. Being a Canadian kid, I grew up watching the Canadian teams. I’m just so excited.

“With a young team, you’re able to learn with the guys. When you’re in a position and growing as players, as people, it makes the group a lot tighter,” he continued.

Nurse is the nephew of former Philadelphia Eagles quarterback Donovan McNabb and the son of former Hamilton Tiger-Cats receiver Richard Nurse. His mother, Cathy, played basketball at McMaster University and his sisters, Tamika and Kia, are both skilled on the court.

McNabb was among the crowd of 35 who flew into New Jersey with Nurse. He told his nephew to take it all in — several times. They had adjoining hotel rooms in New York.

Nurse had wanted to play football, too, but his parents told him it wasn’t an option. At least he was able to release his aggressive nature on the ice, taking significant pride in the fact that he has some snarl in his game. 

“I have a little bit of jam in my game. I’ve always had it,” he said. “It’s always better to give than receive. It creates a little more room for myself in the corners. That said, with the way I play, I do get challenged, but I’ve never been scared to step up.”

One of his first shutdown assignments was Nail Yakupov, who is now a teammate. 

“He was someone who was always hard to play against. He never backed down. Even if you gave him little or no space, he’d put one in the back of the net and you’d sit on the bench for a little bit.”

Nurse was the OHL’s scholastic player of the year and said school was a priority. He couldn’t play hockey when he was young unless he kept his grades up.

“If there is a breakdown, I like guys who are responsible. If it goes in your net, they feel worse than the coach. That kid has that mentality,” said MacTavish.

“He’s a very intelligent kid ... and there signs for me all over the place. I got on the plane a couple of months ago, coming back from Europe, and I see his sister on the cover of the sports page. We get to our draft table and he’s sitting three feet from us in the first row. I go to the restroom and I come out and run into one guy and it’s 

Darnell Nurse’s grandfather. I figured someone was trying to tell me something about this guy.”

Jireland@edmontonjournal.com

Twitter.com/jirelandEJ

Edmontonjournal.com/nhldraft
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Darnell Nurse not short of suitors ahead of NHL draft

Darnell Nurse, left, checks Oliver Bjorkstrand at the CHL Top Prospects Game last January. Nurse’s father Richard was a receiver for the Hamilton Tiger-Cats. His uncle is former NFL quarterback Donovan McNabb.

Photograph by: Andrew Vaughan , THE CANADIAN PRESS

New York – Darnell Nurse was only a year old when his father, Richard, was playing out his last season with the Hamilton Tiger-Cats in the Canadian Football League. His time at Ivor Wynne Stadium was spent in the stands rooting for the Tabbies.

He also experienced the game through his uncle, Donovan McNabb, who directed the Philadelphia Eagles offence, but taking part on the field was never an option, no matter how much Nurse might have wanted to play.

“I wasn’t allowed to play,” he said. “I tried. My parents wanted to keep me safe, as crazy as that sounds now that I’m playing hockey. But I do go to as many Tiger-Cats games as I can, especially the Labour Day games when they’re playing the Argos.”

The Sault St. Marie Greyhounds defenceman is perched on a chair with his back to the Hudson River, his eyes on the future — a view that will become a little clearer Sunday when NHL teams make their draft selections at the Prudential Centre in Newark, N.J.

If Nurse is still available when Edmonton makes the seventh selection, he could well end up with the Oilers.

That’s if the Oilers still have the selection. The team was linked to several trade rumours Saturday, in part because rookie general manager Craig MacTavish has said he wants to leave the draft with a deal and in larger part because the team has needs and has some assets to move.

MacTavish will, however, need to find a trade partner. He wasn’t available for comment on Saturday.

There are several top-tier defencemen in Sunday’s draft, starting with the Portland Winterhawks’ Seth Jones, ranked No. 1 on Central Scouting’s list.

Nurse is OK with that.

“I think it’s cool to be a part of it,” he said. “You see guys like Seth, who is such a gifted player and a great guy. You can take some things from guys like that.”

Nurse made one trip after the NHL combine meetings in Toronto, and that was to Edmonton at the behest of the Oilers, but he talked to several teams in Toronto. Two of the more notable interviews were with the Philadelphia Flyers and the New Jersey Devils.

The 18-year-old grew up as a fan of the Devils, in particular Scott Stevens, and he has a connection to Philadelphia through his uncle and more recently Chris Pronger, another favourite. But when it comes to modelling his game, Shea Weber is Nurse’s measuring stick.

“I’ve watched him a lot and he has an ability to not only have an impact in the defensive zone but the offensive zone … just keeping it simple.”

What he liked about Pronger was his snarl, a trait that Nurse said he can pull out when need be. He also likes to hit.

“I think that (aggressive streak) is something you have or you don’t,” he said. “I’ve always liked to hit people more than I like getting hit. It’s better to give than receive, right?”

Nurse did get into a fight with the Edmonton Oil Kings’ Curtis Lazar at the prospects game. Lazar said he was asked about it at several of his interviews at the combine and later joked he was hopeful teams didn’t have him pegged as a fighter.

“I wasn’t going in there looking for it,” Nurse said.

“I didn’t think anyone was going to fight, so when Curtis asked me to go, I said, ‘Fine, we can do this if you want.’ It’s just something that comes with my game. Even during the season it happens. If you get challenged, there’s always a right time to step up.”

The one person Nurse won’t take on is his mom, Cathy, especially on the basketball court. She played at McMaster University.

Although his two sisters are both skilled on the court, “no one can take my mom,” he said.

“My two sisters might be better basketball players, but I don’t think anyone wants to receive an elbow from Mama Nurse.”

The defenceman is determined to make a push out of camp, no matter where he ends up, but he also acknowledged he has to put on a bit more weight this summer.

“I’m six four and just getting to 200 pounds now. It’s going to take some time,” said Nurse, who grew up in Hamilton. “I just need to eat.

“No matter what situation I’m in, I have to push and give it everything I have. I’m almost there, but almost isn’t enough. I need to push myself through the rest of the summer. When it’s all said and done, I could play at 215-220, but breaking in, I think I’d have to get to 205.”

jireland@edmontonjournal.com

Twitter.com/jirelandEJ
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MacKinnon: MacTavish makes modest progress towards acquiring ‘meat’ for lineup

Only trade Oilers GM swung were for more draft picks

By John MacKinnon, Edmonton Journal June 30, 2013  
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MacKinnon: MacTavish makes modest progress towards acquiring &#8216;meat&#8217; for lineup

Edmonton Oilers GM Craig MacTavish.

Photograph by: JASON FRANSON , THE CANADIAN PRESS

EDMONTON - Fortune favours the bold, the saying goes, but sometimes when bold swaggers into the competitive chaos on the NHL entry draft floor, reality takes over, as Craig MacTavish learned on Sunday.

The freshly minted general manager has pledged to Edmonton Oilers’ season-ticket holders to try to make bold moves to improve his team, which is loaded with high-end skill but thin at goaltender, light on grit and role players. Several bricks shy of a load, in other words.

By most measures, MacTavish’s moves on Sunday did not qualify as bold, not even close. But that’s not all bad.

The line between bold and reckless or misguided can be a fuzzy one. Was Vancouver Canucks GM Mike Gillis being bold when he traded goalie Cory Schneider to New Jersey for the ninth overall pick, which he used to select two-way centre Bo Horvat from the London Knights. Or was he a man desperate to create salary-cap space by trading whichever goalie he could move. In short, was he being a desperate man?

Was Calgary Flames GM Jay Feaster displaying his brilliance when he drafted Quebec Major Junior Hockey League forward Emile Poirier with the 22nd overall pick instead of hometown hero Hunter Shinkaruk, who stars for the Medicine Hat Tigers? Or was he stubbornly, short-sightedly sticking to his plan?

Hockey history — and the ubiquitous hockey analytics zealots — will judge that, no doubt.

As for MacTavish, he made modest progress toward his stated goals of acquiring significant “meat” for his talented but unimposing lineup. He used the seventh overall pick to secure defenceman Darnell (Good Night) Nurse, a banger with a strong athletic pedigree — his father, Richard, having played for the Hamilton Tiger-Cats; his uncle, Donovan McNabb, a longtime NFL quarterback.

Nurse’s mother, Cathy, played basketball for McMaster University and his sisters, Tamika and Kia, take after their mother.

The Oilers selected nine other players in Rounds 2 through 7 of the 211-player talent mart, names that now can be filed away for future reference, say three to five years from now.

Apart from snaring Nurse, who is not expected to be on duty in Edmonton for a season or two, MacTavish’s most significant achievement is more subtle, borrowing as it does from a precept of medical ethics to “first, do no harm.”

So, MacTavish, though pitching vigorously, did not swing a deal with Vancouver for Schneider. The asking price was said to include the No. 7 pick, a second-round pick and a prospect. Too steep.

Despite much theatrical dialogue with Paul Holmgren, his Philadelphia counterpart, no trade was made for the Flyers’ big, shutdown defenceman Braydon Coburn.

Any Oilers fan who was hungry for “meat” in the form of Chicago’s rambunctious-but-skilled Bryan Bickell, was no doubt crestfallen to see the winger translate his playoff performance into a lucrative, four-year extension with the Blackhawks club he so obviously loves.

“You generally default to no deal versus a bad deal,” MacTavish told reporters in New Jersey.

Which is bang on. But MacTavish replaced a GM (Steve Tambellini) perceived as insufficiently aggressive in making trades. He pledged to make bold moves, not find witty words to justify being prudent.

So, watching MacTavish repeatedly huddle with Holmgren, then seeing him trade the 37th overall pick, not as part of a Coburn package but in a swap of picks with the Los Angeles Kings, sure felt like an anticlimax.

The same held true for a later swap of picks with the St. Louis Blues.

Something else. In both cases where he traded picks, MacTavish traded away from a chance to draft a highly regarded goalie. At pick No. 37, the Edmonton Oil Kings’ young goaltender Tristan Jarry would have been available, for example. The Pittsburgh Penguins chose Jarry at No. 44.

At No. 57, Edmonton could have taken Eric Comrie, but again the Oilers traded that draft pick. Comrie went to Winnipeg at No. 59.

So MacTavish balked at paying too stiff a price for Schneider, and fair enough. But he then passed on Jarry and Comrie? Curious decisions for an organization whose goalie pipeline is ill-stocked.

And yet on a day when few actual trades were made, MacTavish was not out of place as the new kid on the managerial block.

“My deal rate per spoken word is extremely low right now,” said MacTavish, whose tongue is as silvery as his hair.

At least he had the good grace to be self-deprecating. MacTavish knows he is not yet walking the talk he delivered when he was named the club’s GM back in April.

He also knows that on Friday, the NHL free-agency period commences, another recruitment avenue to explore. He knows that trade discussions begun on the draft floor could be concluded weeks or months from now.

Fortune may still favour the bold, but in the NHL, bold does not come easily or quickly.
Did the Oilers find one of the 2013 Draft’s hidden gems in Aidan Muir? The college-bound forward didn’t get a lot of attention in the lead-up to the draft, which perhaps isn’t surprising given that he was playing for Victory Honda of the Midwest Elite Hockey League. It’s the same league high profile NHL’ers like Patrick Kane and Bobby Ryan played in; the difference is that they played there at a much younger age. Kane, for an example, played there at the age of 15.

It isn’t common for forwards to be taken from that league in the NHL Draft – as SBNation’s Chris Dilks points out, Muir was the only player in the league ranked among the draft’s top 200 skaters by NHL Central Scouting. Dilks also offers this snapshot of Dilks’ skillset:

Muir is a 6’3″ 180 lbs. power forward. He’s a decent skater for his size, though there is still some room for improvement. With his frame, there’s also the potential to add a little more strength. His biggest attribute is his grit and toughness in the dirty areas of the ice along the boards and in front of the net, and that he has the hands to make plays in tight spaces. He’s also a very high energy player and a tireless worker.

Muir is bound first for the USHL, and then for college hockey; at those levels it will be clearer exactly how good he is or isn’t. What we know for sure is that he has a projectable frame (Red Line Report lists him at 6’4″/180 pounds) and picked up 40 points in 37 games. The scoring numbers are decidedly unimpressive – Nicolas Kerdiles, a second round pick last summer, managed just under 1.50 pointer per game in the same league at the age of 16 and top prospects perform even better. Working in Muir’s favour is his age – as a late August, 1995 birthday, he just barely qualified for the 2013 Draft and is at the extreme young end of his draft class.

This is a long-term pick who isn’t close to NHL duty any time soon, so the college route is likely ideal.
Calgary native 'super happy' to become Blue Jacket

By Kristen Odland, Postmedia News July 1, 2013 
CALGARY — No matter how many times Dillon Heatherington had seen the process, heard about it and discussed the 2013 National Hockey League draft, the experience was still a bit surreal for the Calgary native.

“Come the day, it gets pretty nerve-racking,” said the Swift Current Broncos defenceman and new proud prospect of the Columbus Blue Jackets. “As soon as you walk in the building, you start seeing the big GMs and the coach and the bright lights and stuff. My expectations, I tried not to have too many coming in and be too disappointed if things didn’t go my way.

“But I was super happy to go to Columbus.”

The thrill was understandable when the Blue Jackets’ brass called the six-foot-four, 200-pounder in the second round with the 50th overall pick.

Heading into the day, Heatherington was a gem prospect. Ranked 31st by the Central Scouting Service at the year’s end, he had shone among the top-10 in the VO2 Max test portion of the NHL combine and the bench press. On ice, he’s a responsible defenceman who finished with 27 points and went plus-25 in the process.

But when it came down to face-to-face interviews — he met with 23 of 30 teams — he had a feeling with the Blue Jackets.

“You definitely have a few teams that you have really good meetings with and they tell you they like you and Columbus was one of those teams,” said Heatherington, who also won gold at the 2013 IIHF world under-18 championships in Sochi and earned an invite Canada’s junior team camp this summer. “I had a really good feeling when the 50th pick came along.”

Now Heatherington joins a cast of promising Blue Jackets’ blue-liners, including the 2012 second overall pick Ryan Murray.

He heads to prospects camp which begins July 8.

“They just said congratulations, (while) meeting the scouting staff and the coaching staff and the team owners and stuff like that,” he said. “It was super cool. We just discussed what the next couple weeks would be like.”

It’s also going to be a whirlwind for the rest of his Calgary pals picked at the 2013 draft.

His weekend roommate, Morgan Klimchuk of the Regina Pats, went 28th overall to the Flames while Josh Morrissey (first round, 13th overall; Winnipeg), Hunter Shinkaruk (first round, 24th overall; Vancouver), Cole Ully (fifth round, 131st overall; Dallas), and Myles Bell (sixth round, 160th overall; New Jersey) were also selected and headed to rookie camps.

For Heatherington, he was fortunate to spend the day with mom Cindy, dad Wes, older siblings Matt and Kelsey, and his aunts and cousins.

“Me and my family had been down here since Monday,” he reported. “We’ve been doing the New York tourism thing before the big day. We did a tour, caught the Yankees game, and a Broadway show (The Lion King).

“It’s been quite a good experience.”

2013-07-02T03:00:00-05:00
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NEWARK, N.J. - He looks like a chip off the old block. Max Domi is his own man on the ice, however,

The son of former Maple Leafs enforcer Tie Domi, Max uses his hands to score or set up goals rather than administer justice. His offensive creativity convinced the Phoenix Coyotes to take the 18-year-old from Toronto 12th overall in Sunday's NHL draft.

"He was pretty pumped," Max said of his father's reaction to going in the first round. "He's an emotional guy, obviously. He's very happy. He had a long, successful career in the NHL and he wants nothing less for me."

Tie Domi was a second-round pick of Toronto's, going 27th overall in 1988. He played two games for the Leafs before spending six season with the Rangers and Jets. In 1994, he returned to Toronto where he spent his last 11 seasons as a Maple Leaf.

He finished with 104 goals, 141 assists and 3,515 penalty minutes in 1,020 NHL games.

In contrast, Max tied for eighth in regular-season scoring with 87 points (39 goals and 48 assists) and was a plus-33 in 64 games this season for the London Knights. He also had 71 penalty minutes.

"A natural goal-scorer, everywhere he's been," said Dan Marr, director of NHL Central Scouting. "Max has a finishing touch. And that can separate him from a lot of players. A lot of players can get chances from their abilities and their smarts but can they finish? Max can finish.

"He's not the biggest guy but he certainly plays bigger than his size. It doesn't influence or impact his game one way or another. And he's like Brett Hull, he's smart, he knows how to get open and he's ready to take the shot."

The five-foot-nine, 197-pound forward can also play provider as he showed in the Memorial Cup, feathering a pass between his legs to set up Bo Horvat (who went ninth overall Sunday to Vancouver).

The younger Domi is just as poised off the ice, handling questions about his famous father with ease.

Is it tough having Domi as a last name, he was asked.

"No, not at all. It's part of who I am and I can't change who my Dad is, obviously. I've just got to use it as an advantage. Obviously some guys are going to kind of go after you a little bit more but in the end, like I said, you can't really change that ... I've got to be around some pretty cool people along the way. It's been a roller-coaster but it's helped a lot."

He calls his father his No. 1 fan.

"He's a big reason for me being what I am today. On and off the ice, he's a first-class guy. He played a long and successful career in the NHL. He didn't do the easiest job, but he found a way to do it. He was a great teammate every day ... I definitely take a lot of notes from him."

Max was a member of Canada's gold medal team at the 2012 U18 Ivan Hlinka Memorial Tournament.

This season, he was second in playoff scoring with 32 points (11-21) in 21 games.

"Yeah, I was lucky," he said, shrugging off a compliment. 

A Type-1 diabetic and celiac, Domi changed his number from No. 13 to No. 16 after his diagnosis in honour of Hall of Famer Bobby Clarke, who overcame diabetes to play in the NHL.
So much for “Blockbuster Day”.

The 2013 NHL Draft delivered less than promised on the trade front, with only one major deal (Cory Schneider for a top 10 draft pick) and relatively few involving established NHLers.

From the perspective of the Edmonton Oilers, it was much ado about nothing much. There was a little actuarial alchemy that turned 6 draft choices into 10, but a yield that one can already confidently project will play zero NHL games next season. No Lindholm, Monahan or Nichushkin that might have had a crack at making the team right out of the gate. Darnell Nurse looks like a fine choice, but as a defenceman, especially one who is likely 25+ pounds below his eventual playing weight, he is surely staying right where he is in the Soo for at least one year, likely two.

Meanwhile, proven NHLers like Dave Bolland, Michal Frolik, Tyler Kennedy, Cal Clutterbuck, and Andrej Sekera changed addresses, in many cases at an acquisition cost of just draft picks, but none of them added “YEG” to their luggage tags.

Thus Craig MacTavish and the Oilers enter the upcoming free agency period with a lot to do. 18 of the 31 players who appeared in at least one game for the Oil in 2013 remain under contract, a figure which includes the big-dollar extensions that will kick in for Taylor Hall, Jordan Eberle, and Ladi Smid. Of the remaining 13 players, just three — Sam Gagner, Magnus Paajarvi, and Theo Peckham** — remain under Oilers’ control. Of these, the club is certain to submit qualifying offers to both Gagner and Paajarvi by today’s deadline, while one to Peckham is unlikely. Barring late developments, the other 10 are set to become unrestricted free agents. Note: Depth chart initially published showing Peckham as UFA. Thanks to Jonathan Willis for the correction.)

Not included: Andy Sutton, who was under contract in 2013 but never played a game due to a serious knee injury. He has since announced his retirement.

Also not shown is Russian defenceman Anton Belov, who signed a one-year contract with the Oilers earlier this off-season. Belov, who turns 27 later this month, is a veteran of nearly 400 games in the KHL and its predecessor, the Russian Super League. He certainly is in the plans of the big club and will slot into the next version of this depth chart. But with no NHL or North American experience, at this point he remains a 6-foot-4-inch question mark.

Belov will be the sixth NHL defenceman under contract. Of the others, Peckham and Ryan Whitney are clearly headed elsewhere, while Mark Fistric remains an outside possibility for a return engagement.

Up front, Teemu Hartikainen has committed to the KHL, although the Oilers will continue to retain his North American rights. It’s a similar situation as applied to Linus Omark last season. There remains a possibility that Edmonton will extend an offer to Omark, a skilled winger who led the Swiss League in scoring but who has garnered no interest on the trade market according to MacTavish. Hard to gauge Oilers’ own interest in this player, given the major changes that have occurred in the organization on both the management and coaching fronts since Omark’s messy departure in 2012.

The other UFAs are technically eligible to return, but don’t expect much action on that front. The likes of Ryan Jones or Jerred Smithson might fill a need in a depth role, although at this point it appears likely that they will be allowed to test free agent waters while Oilers do the same in searching for replacements. Meanwhile, question marks hover over Ben Eager and Eric Belanger, a couple of players who remain under contract but who played their way out of favour.

The situation is similarly unsettled between the pipes, with #1 man Devan Dubnyk under contract for one more season, and hopefully “unflapped” by the club’s failed pursuit of Cory Schneider. The backup role remains to be filled, with Nikolai Khabibulin as good as gone. Yann Danis remains a possibility for the #3 role having proven to be a competent starter in the AHL, but is nobody’s idea of a long-term solution in Edmonton.

News of qualifying offers will be coming today from the Oilers and across the NHL. While it’s possible the odd flawed gem will let go by his current team, expect to see names like “Benoit Pouliot” topping team lists of untendered contracts. Clubs will be allowed to interview potential UFA’s, including unqualified RFA’s, tomorrow and Thursday, with doors opening for business on Friday.
On Sunday, Vancouver general manager Mike Gillis finally moved to resolve the goaltending logjam in the Canucks’ net, sending goaltender Cory Schneider to the New Jersey Devils in exchange for the ninth overall draft pick (with which Vancouver drafted OHL centre Bo Horvat). Interestingly, it seems the price to move Schneider to Edmonton would have been much higher.

Told asking price for Schneider to Oilers was the 7, a 2nd and a good young player. High price to trade within division, Oil passed.

— Ryan Rishaug (@TSNRyanRishaug) June 30, 2013

All right you tweeps anybody really dismayed that the Oilers didn’t bite on Schneider given the ask was #7, a top prospect, plus? Not Me!

— Bob Stauffer (@Bob_Stauffer) July 1, 2013

It’s difficult to know the price point at which Edmonton would have been willing to consummate a trade, but for the sake of argument let’s imagine the Oilers would have been willing to move a seventh overall pick and a good young player – either already on the NHL roster or a nearly NHL-ready prospect – in a deal. Would that kind of top-up be enough to make up for trading Schneider within the division?

Let’s assume that Cory Schneider and Devan Dubnyk continue to perform at their current average save percentages from the last three seasons. It’s a somewhat charitable assumption, for a number of reasons; reasons which were laid out in an earlier post at this site:

In the last three seasons – where both were full-time NHL’ers – Dubnyk has a perfectly reasonable save percentage (0.917) and even-strength save percentage (0.923). Those are good numbers. Schneider, though, has a ridiculous save percentage (0.931) and even-strength save percentage (0.932). The one caveat is experience – Dubnyk has faced just under 4,000 shots the last three years to Schneider’s just over 2,500. Schneider’s overall save percentage likely overstates the case somewhat, thanks to strong work on the penalty kill (penalty kill save percentage is prone to big fluctuations).

Vancouver will play two games against New Jersey in 2013-14, and either four or five games against Edmonton. Assuming they managed a league-average 29 shots in all four games (since it’s difficult to predict what level the Devils or Oilers will perform at next season), how many fewer goals can they expect to score in the regular season?

Assuming average performances, the upgrade from Martin Brodeur (0.905 save percentage over the last three years) to Schneider over 58 shots under the terms outlined above is equal to ~1.5 goals. Doing the same for Dubnyk and Schneider over 145 shots, we would expect Vancouver to score ~2.0 fewer goals. In other words, the difference in the regular season is likely worth half a goal – and that’s only if Schneider really shines. If his save percentage drops to a perfectly plausible 0.925, the upgrade is equal at ~1.2 goals in both situations – meaning there is no benefit to moving Schneider to New Jersey instead of Edmonton. Put another way: there is either a very small or an entirely non-existent regular season effect.

What about the playoffs? If Vancouver were to meet Edmonton in the playoffs – entirely plausible, though far from certain, given crossover seeding – and again assuming Schneider maintains his numbers, the total impact is less than a three-goal swing (at a perhaps more realistic 0.925 save percentage, that number drops to ~1.5 goals). That is a significant number, but given that Vancouver meeting Edmonton in the post-season is far from certain is it really enough to offset the benefits of taking the the seventh overall pick and a player like Oscar Klefbom over just the ninth overall selection?

From a team perspective, it would seem the Canucks were overestimating the negative ramifications of Schneider staying in-division, and consequently charging a premium well above the potential negative impact Schneider might have on them. But then again, it’s easy to understand why a general manager might be unduly fearful of the potential for that one playoff series where the goalie he traded away shuts his team down.
The Oilers didn’t end up making a flashy trade for an NHL player during Sunday’s draft, but the team was still busy, with general manager Craig MacTavish pulling the trigger on a pair of trades and the scouting staff adding 10 different skaters to the team’s development pipeline.

What kind of impact will those decisions have on the club? Let’s go through them one at a time; click the bold text for the full story on each move..

7th overall pick: Darnell Nurse. With their first round pick, Edmonton made the 6’4″ OHL defenceman their top selection in the draft. Big and competitive, the left-shooting blue-liner projects (eventually) as a possible top-pairing defenceman in the NHL.

Trade: 37th overall to Los Angeles for three other picks. The Oilers appear to have had their hearts set on top-rated goaltender Zach Fucale, but Montreal nabbed him at 36 and so the Oilers opted to move down and stock up on lower selections.

56th overall pick: Marc-Olivier Roy. The Oilers turn to the QMJHL with their second choice, adding an agitating forward who plays a responsible two-way game and has some scoring.

Trade: 57th overall to St. Louis for three other picks. Using the second overall pick that came back from the Kings in their first trade, Edmonton moves down again and once again adds three selections.

83rd overall pick: Bogdan Yakimov. Edmonton returns to Nail Yakupov’s hometown of Nizhnekamsk, adding a 6’4″ centre who plays a power game and makes quick decisions.

88th overall pick: Anton Slepyshev. Russians with consecutive picks! Slepyshev, a forward with good size and high-end offensive upside, went undrafted in 2012 due to signability concerns and represents a potentially very worthwhile gamble for Edmonton.

94th overall pick: Jackson Houck. The mid-sized but extremely competitive WHL’er who led the Vanccouver Giants in scoring is the first of two Oilers’ fourth round draft picks.

96th overall pick: Kyle Platzer. Edmonton’s second fourth round pick is an under-the-radar selection; Platzer was mostly buried on a strong London Knights team.

113th overall pick: Aidan Muir. The almost unknown Muir has a power forward’s frame (listed at 6’4″) but played midget in 2012-13. Is he a hidden gem or a major reach?

128th overall pick: Evan Campbell. In recent years, the Oilers have been fond of drafting overagers from the BCHL; the 6’1″ forward  joins Kyle Bigos (99th, 2009) and Kellen Jones (202nd, 2010) in that category.

158th overall: Ben Betker. A hulking 6’5″ defenceman who was once traded for Seth Jones, Betker logged significant minutes for an oft-overwhelmed Everett Silvertips team this season.

188th overall: Gregory Chase. With their final pick, Edmonton chose an agitating winger with no shortage of enemies – including fellow Oilers prospect Mitch Moroz.
Blues make small haul at NHL draft
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Thomas Vannelli

Thomas Vannelli

Thomas Vannelli, a defenseman, talks to the media after the St. Louis Blues picked him 17th in the second round of the NHL hockey draft, Sunday, June 30, 2013, in Newark, N.J. (AP Photo/Bill Kostroun)
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Hockey Guy: Predators are big draft winners

Against all odds, elite defensive prospect Seth Jones fell to them with the fourth overall pick. Read more

Blues draft capsules
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If the Blues wanted, they could have driven their 2013 NHL draft class back to St. Louis, all in the same sedan.

After starting out Sunday with six amateur selections, the club made two trades that dropped the class down to only four prospects, the fewest for the organization since 1983, when it didn’t attend the draft because of ownership issues.

But as one might expect, the Blues were high on their foursome, including one player who will be making a homecoming of sorts when he does make his first trip back to St. Louis.

The Blues selected defenseman Thomas Vannelli, left winger William Carrier, defenseman Santeri Saari and center-winger Zach Pochiro, who was born in St. Louis but moved with his family to Las Vegas when he was a year old.

The club started Sunday with six picks but did not have a first-round choice after trading it to Calgary in the trade for defenseman Jay Bouwmeester last April. The indications were that the team would not move up into the first round, and that didn’t change.

“We really had to be patient at the table,” said Blues director of amateur scouting Bill Armstrong, “and keep reminding ourselves to be patient and wait for it to come to us and we did …we were patient.”

Finally, in the second round, at pick No. 47, the Blues heard their name and, in turn, they called the name of Vannelli. Vannelli, 18, is a puck-moving defenseman from Minnetonka (Minn.) High School and the United States Development Program.

“An offensive defenseman,” said Vannelli, who compared his game to Edmonton’s Justin Schultz. “I like to move the puck to my forwards and join the rush. I’m always thinking offense, but I’m responsible in my own zone, too.”

Armstrong said that Vannelli, who is 6-foot-2 and 165 pounds, has top-four potential on the blue line.

“He’s a skinny kid who’s got a lot of room to grow with some strength,” Armstrong said. “He’s far away from the National Hockey League right now, but he’s got anywhere from three to four years of school in front of him. We really liked the way that he came on and he played for the U.S. team. We thought he played to make a difference and we were really happy and excited to get him.”

The Blues weren’t scheduled to pick again until No. 83 overall in the third round, but in a trade with Edmonton, the club acquired No. 57 overall in the second round in exchange for No. 83 and two fourth-round picks (Nos. 94 and 113).

Armstrong used the additional second-round pick on Carrier, a left winger who plays for Cape Breton of the Quebec Major Junior Hockey League.

“He was a super sleeper for us,” Armstrong said. “He was injured a majority of the year. He’s got some real good poise, he’s got some real good offensive ability, so we’re pretty excited and we think he can be a top-six forward.”

Carrier is perhaps considered a sleeper because he missed the second half of the season in the QMJHL with a serious injury to his right ankle. He erupted for 40 points in his first 24 games, but then suffered what was originally diagnosed as a high-ankle sprain and turned out to be a torn tendon. A rehab process that lasted 12 months cost him the remaining 34 games of the season.

“I was in the corner doing a battle,” Carrier said. “The ankle just popped out. Kind of bad luck. I had a rough year with the injury, so getting drafted in the second round was a dream come true.”

Carrier said that his ankle is 100 percent and the Blues are confident of that, too.

“We’re not worried about it,” Armstrong said. “We did a lot of research about the kid. He didn’t play the second half of the season and we went back and watched some tape and went through our scouts and just really did a thorough job on him. When you’re picking at that point and he’s still on the board, we wanted to go after him and make sure that we got him.”

Asked if three picks was a lot to get another second-round pick, Armstrong replied: “Yes and no. We were looking for a top-six player and we were willing to give it up.”

After the trade with Edmonton, the Blues were without a fourth-round pick, but they made a second deal Sunday to acquire one. They received the 112th overall pick from Nashville, sending the Predators their seventh-round selection (No. 203) and a fourth-round pick in 2014.

They used the fourth-round pick on Pochiro, 19, a forward who plays for Prince George of the Western Hockey League. He had 15 goals and 24 assists in 65 games in 2012-13 and led his club with 105 penalty minutes.

“I play physical, I’ll fight, I’ll block shots and offensively I think I have some skill to my game that makes me unique,” Pochiro said. “I’m a two-way player.”

Pochiro is also a fan of St. Louis sports teams.

“My mom and dad worked at the Casino Queen, and something happened to that, so they ended up shipping out to Vegas,” Pochiro said. “My favorite teams are the Rams, the Cardinals and the Blues. My dad was a big fan of Brett Hull and Brendan Shanahan. I live and breathe St. Louis. You can look at my room. It’s so emotional to be St. Louis out of all the teams.”

The Blues used their final pick on Saari, a defenseman who played for Jokerit Jr. in Finland last season.

SECOND ROUND

• Thomas Vannelli (No. 47 overall)

Position: Defenseman Age: 18

Team: Minnetonka (Minn.) High School, United States Development Program

Shoots: Right Height: 6-2 Weight: 165

Ranked: 44th among North American skaters

2012-13 stats: Minnetonka — 25 games, eight goals, 23 assists; USNP — 14 games, one goal, one assist

Scouting report: Great mobility, excellent stick-handler, protects the puck well and can skate out of danger. He is vulnerable to big forwards and needs to bulk up. 

Source: Thelastwordonsports.com

• William Carrier (No. 57 overall)

Position: Left winger Age: 18

Team: Cape Breton (QMJHL)

Shoots: Left Height: 6-2 Weight: 198

Ranked: 18th among North American skaters

2012-13 stats: 34 games, 16 goals, 26 assists

Scouting report: Exploded out of the gate with 40 points in first 24 games before slumping and suffering a serious ankle injury. He won a bronze medal with Team Canada at the 2012 IIHF U-18 World Championships.

Source: Thelastwordonsports.com

FOURTH ROUND

• Zach Pochiro (No. 112 overall)

Position: Right winger, center Age: 19

Team: Prince George

Shoots: WHL Height: 6-2 Weight: 168

Ranked: 173rd among North American skaters

2012-13 stats: 65 games, 15 goals, 24 assists

Scouting report: Pochiro was born in St. Louis, moved to Las Vegas when he was a year old. He is a scrappy player who had six fights with Prince George in 2012-13.

SIXTH ROUND

• Santeri Saari (No. 173 overall)

Position: Defenseman Age: 18

Team: Jokerit Jr (Finland Jr.)

Shoots: Left Height: 6-2 Weight: 191

Ranked: 116th among European skaters

2012-13 stats: 46 games, five goals, 18 assists

Hockey Guy: Predators are big draft winnersThe Hockey Gods smiled on the Nashville Predators Sunday.

A year after losing puck-moving defenseman Ryan Suter to the Minnesota Wild via free agency, the Predators gained elite defensive prospect Seth Jones with the fourth overall pick of the NHL Draft.

Years from now experts will wonder how Jones fell to Nashville. He is a rare defensive talent: big, fast and skilled.

He could join Shea Weber as a cornerstone defenseman in Music City for the next decade. Offensive defenseman Roman Josi is coming into his own as well.

Most draft experts ranked Jones as the No. 1 or No. 2 prospect in the draft. And yet he fell to No. 4, to Poile’s absolute delight.

As expected, the Colorado Avalanche passed Jones, a hometown prospect, to take center Nathan MacKinnon. That adds to Colorado’s surplus down the middle, but coach Patrick Roy told the Denver Post the team would not trade center Paul Stastny as a result.

Roy plans on moving Ryan O'Reilly from center to left to play on the first line. Let's see if he develops any second thoughts about that.

The Florida Panthers passed on Jones to take Aleksander Barkov, a big centerman. Then Tampa Bay passed on Jones to take natural scorer Jonathan Drouin.

Those decisions were a godsend for the Predators, who should have an elite defensive corps for years to come.

Here are some other thoughts on the draft day developments:

•The New Jersey Devils spent the ninth overall pick to land goaltender Cory Schneider from the Vancouver Canucks. So, Roberto Luongo, John Tortorella is all yours. Good luck with that! Luongo, shocked to be the goaltender staying in Vancouver, declined initial interview requests. 

•The Canucks spent that ninth overall pick on strong two-way center Bo Horvat, who would have been a top five pick in most NHL Drafts.

•The Oilers made a bigger offer for Schneider, but the trading him within the division would have been problematic for Canucks GM Mike Gillis. So Edmonton remains on the prowl for a goaltender.

•As for the Devils, it will be interesting to see how Martin Brodeur responds to all this. Will he fall into a No. 2 role in the twilight of his career?

•The Blues sacrificed their first-round pick to get defenseman Jay Bouwmeester. In the second round, the Note added long-range defensive prospect Tom Vannelli from Minnetonka High School in Minnesota. He is heading to the University of Minnesota to add strength and polish to his game.

•Opting for quality over quantity, the Blues then moved three picks to Edmonton for the chance to to draft power forward William Carrier from the Quebec Major Junior Hockey League.  Here is how TSN analyst Craig Button assessed him.

•The Detroit Red Wings have great luck developing Russian players. Jim Nill ran the recent Detroit drafts as assistant GM. Now he is running the Dallas Stars. And he didn't flinch at taking bulldozing winger Valeri Nichushkin when he fell to No. 10.

•After locking in offensive defenseman Kris Letang for the long haul, the Penguins had clear out some salary. So the team sent winger Tyler Kennedy, a restricted free agent, to San Jose for a second-round pick. In a deep draft, that was a good get for Pittsburgh. The Sharks added some speed and supplemental scoring.

•The Sharks also moved up from 20th in the first round to No. 18 to select rangy defenseman Mirco Mueller. The team sent a second-round pick to the Red Wings to make that happen. Was that really necessary?

•The Hurricanes were willing to trade the fifth overall pick in the draft for a “top four” defenseman, but a suitable deal never materialized. Buffalo came close but didn't get it done. So Carolina took center Elias Lindholm, who will spend at least one more year playing in Europe.

•Later, the Hurricanes achieved a minor upgrade by trading extra defenseman Jamie McBain and a second-round pick to Buffalo for defenseman Andrej Sekera, who should play in Carolina's second or third pairing.

•The Chicago Blackhawks addressed salary cap concerns by moving center Dave Bolland to Toronto for second- and fourth-round picks in this draft and a fourth-round pick next year. Bolland scored the game-winning goal in the Stanley Cup Final, enjoyed the big parade . . . and then off he goes to his hometown Leafs. Bolland is a solid third-liner with a pair of 19-goal seasons on his record. Chicago also ditched Michael Frolik for a couple of draft picks.

•The defensively challenged Oilers added massive defenseman Darnell Nurse, adding a great name to their mix. It's been a long, long time since Edmonton spent a premium draft pick on a D-man.

•The Flames used their three first-round picks on forwards: Sean Monahan, Emile Poirier and Morgan Klimchuk. GM Jay Feaster said all three players ranked in the top 13 on Calgary's draft board, but then again what does Feaster know?

•The Coyotes aren't sure they will be in greater Phoenix beyond next season.  But the team knows that Mike Smith will be in goal. He got 6 years with an annual cap hit of $5.67 million. That was good news, as was the addition of scoring winger Max Domi with their first pick.

•Western Conference teams won't miss agitating winger Cal Clutterbuck. The Wild traded the hit man to the Islanders for offensive-minded Nino Niederreiter and a third-round draft pick.

Blues tell Tarasenko to improve conditioning
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Blues right wing Vladimir Tarasenko reacts after scoring his second goal of the game in third period action during a game between the St. Louis Blues and the Los Angeles Kings on Thursday, March 28, 2013, at the Scottrade Center in St. Louis. Photo by Chris Lee, clee@post-dispatch.com
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When the Blues broke for the offseason, Vladimir Tarasenko headed back to Russia with a message from the club.

“We’ve given him a clear mandate on what we expect when he gets back here, what we’re going to see from him on a conditioning level, the grind that he’s going to have to do," Blues general manager Doug Armstrong said recently.

Tarasenko, 21, played 38 games in his first season with the Blues. He had five goals and nine points in January and was named the NHL's rookie of the month. He finished the year with eight goals and 20 points.

During the regular season, the right winger ranked ninth among Blues' forwards in ice time with 13 minutes, 24 seconds per game. He was eighth among forwards in power-play ice time (1:47).

In the playoffs, Tarasenko was a healthy scratch in five of the team's six games, and the game in which he did dress, he saw only 5:51 of ice time on the fourth line.

Perhaps Tarasenko hit the proverbial wall. The most games he had played in one season previously was 44 in the KHL in 2011-12. 

After that season, the Russian national coach, Zinetula Bilyaletdinov, indicated in an interview with Sovetsky Sport, that Tarasenko was left off the 2012 World Championship roster due to his conditioning level.

"This young man still needs to learn," Bilyaletdinov said. "And to understand that there’s a completely different level here. To play in the World Championships you need to prepare.

“Tarasenko came in such a condition that I thought he wasn’t quite prepared. I don’t know what it is related to. I wouldn’t want to discuss Vladimir’s attitude to work. But he needs to learn a certain lesson."

In 2012-13, Tarasenko played in a combined 69 games, including the 31 he played in Russia during the NHL lockout, and perhaps wasn't equipped to handle the rigors of playing so many games in two leagues. He also sustained a concussion in both the KHL and NHL, interrupting his season.

But when he returns for his first full season in the NHL in 2013-14, Tarasenko will be faced with the challenge of the league's 82-game schedule. While training in Russia this summer, he'll need to be prepare himself for those rigors.

"We have people in the organization who’s job responsibility it is to monitor that," Armstrong said. "But we need him to take ownership of his conditioning and his training and his preparation, just as we need (Jaden) Schwartz to take control of it. At 21-22 (years old), they’re still learning the game on the ice. They have to become pros off the ice.

"That was the mandate of (Tarasenko) going back ... we’re penciling him into important positions on our team and he’ll never have a chance to fill those if he’s not in shape.”

The NHL Draft weekend gives Blues general manager Doug Armstrong an opportunity to lay groundwork for trade and free agency spending.

He and his staff got an audience with pending free agent center Vincent Lecavalier, who will generate heaving bidding among elite suitors. The Blues also engaged in some preliminary trade chatter as other teams checked in on goaltender Jaroslav Halak and winger David Perron.

Halak’s inconsistent play and recurring groin muscle strains allowed veteran Brian Elliott and rookie Jake Allen to emerge as coach Ken Hitchcock’s top goaltending options last season.

When Halak regained his health, he did not regain his job. This did not make him happy. His outward unhappiness miffed Blues management . . . and so here we are, with other teams inquiring about his availability.

With a year left on his contract ($4.5 million), Halak could appeal to teams seeking a starter-caliber netminder – like the Philadelphia Flyers, one team that already checked into his availability. Halak’s modest salary cap hit ($3.75 million) could make him attractive.

Perron’s salary climbs from $3.5 million next season to $4.25 million and $4.5 million the following two seasons. He carries a moderate $3,812,500 cap hit.

The Blues appear ready to tweak their offensive chemistry and other teams see Perron as the potential odd man out. Patrik Berglund was willing to stay on a one-year deal and T.J. Oshie (with four years left on his contract) offers the Blues more overall value.

Here are some other story lines to follow today:

The Avalanche seem willing to move the first overall pick in the draft today. Joe Sakic and Patrick Roy are eager to hit the restart button on this franchise. Don't be shocked if Blues washout Erik Johnson departs Colorado in a trade.

The Sabres are willing to move workhorse goaltender Ryan Miller, but the team doesn't expect anything to happen this weekend. Miller's availability complicates Armstrong's efforts to move one of his goaltenders. Buffalo is also shopping Thomas Vanek, one of the few proven scorers in the current trade mart.

A wild card in the fascinating Flyers goaltender hunt is Tim Thomas, who becomes an unrestricted free agent on July. Might Thomas be ready to come out of his Colorado bunker and stage a comeback? If so, that changes the market in a big way.

No team is eager to take on Roberto Luongo's massive contract, so the Canucks may be ready to trade Cory Schneider instead. This is another factor complicating Armstrong's ability to convert his goaltending surplus into another asset.

Power forward Nathan Horton told the Bruins he will explore free agency and prefers to land elsewhere. He is seeking a six-year deal worth upwards of $6 million per season. Contenders crave power forwards, but Horton's injury history could scare off some teams.

The Hurricanes are looking to add a top four defenseman this summer. Carolina is also willing to move down from the No. 5 slot in this draft if the right offer emerges.

The Coyotes locked in coach Dave Tippett, despite the franchise's economic instability. The team may soon lock in goaltender Mike Smith in similar fashion. But keeping power forward Shane Doan could be tougher, since some contenders seem willing to give him a five-year contract.

Would the Bruins really deal Tyler Seguin? This seems preposterous, especially with Horton already exiting. But Boston will have to pay dearly to lock in Tuukka Rask and Patrice Bergeron and at some point the team will run out of cap space.

Cap concerns are handcuffing the Wild these days. That explains why agitating winger Cal Clutterbuck could be had in a deal. Clutterbuck could fetch a second-round pick from a club looking to add quality hit man.

Penguins defenseman Kris Letang is nearing a contract extension, so we won't see his name on the trade market. But the Canucks might part with Alexander Edler, one of the league's better puck-moving defensemen.

Brian Burke is long gone from the GM's chair in Toronto, but the Maple Leafs are willing to trade just about anybody on their roster. This franchise always seems more interesting in making news than winning games, but whatever.

The Blues enter today’s NHL draft between a puck and a hard place, a locale that offers hard financial truths and difficult perceptions stemming from an abrupt postseason exit.

Good enough to enter a lockout-shortened season billed as a viable Stanley Cup contender, the Blues lost their first-round playoff matchup against the Los Angeles Kings without selling out at home. Worse than just losing, they teased a fatalistic fan base by winning the first two games and leading the fourth by two goals before being dismissed in six games.

The Kings might have been defending Cup champions but for the second consecutive spring they entered seeded lower than the Blues.

A year ago, the Kings rolled the Blues. This time the Blues played the Kings shift for shift, a show of progress. However, losing by a sliver rather than a chasm only enhanced a sense of “what if?”

The Blues see themselves as a team still ascending but a crestfallen fan base sees a team that failed to duplicate its opening series win of 2011-12 and suspects a plateau, even regression.

So close to breaking out its city’s third pro sports franchise, the Blues instead hear the “same old” accusations.

New ownership and a decorated general manager and head coach see momentum. Much of their fan base is getting over the irritation from being asked to commit to a season-ticket price hike in order to retain priority for this year’s playoff seats. A number of fans saw the demand as insulting so soon after a lockout truncated the regular season by 34 games.

Ownership compares the franchise now to where it stood two seasons before – nearly bankrupt and not part of the postseason. The fan base awaits its first Cup since the club’s inception almost a half-century ago. It’s no fun being labeled “the Chicago Cubs of the NHL.”

The Blues see themselves doing it the right way, developing their own talent, refusing to overextend for players past their prime.

Fans wonder if the franchise has the jack to push itself over its historical hump. Meanwhile, owner Tom Stillman pledges payroll will escalate significantly before next season.

The Blues have indicated a willingness to retain their restricted free agents and have opened talks with unrestricted free agent defenseman Jordan Leopold. Financial pressures, insists Stillman, will not manifest themselves on ice.

“We didn’t buy this team with the idea of just participating,” he says. “The intention here – the plan – is for this team to win Cups. That’s plural. And I’m not backing away from that.”

There is much to like about a franchise that boasts local ownership and men such as general manager Doug Armstrong and head coach Ken Hitchcock who have constructed a champion in Dallas. The Blues remain a young but not necessarily inexperienced team. If the adage holds that a player fully develops after appearing in 300 games at this level, only star defenseman Alex Pietrangelo awaits further definition. A postseason that a front office might consider invaluable to taking the next step may strike many outside the building as underachievement stacked atop immaturity.

The Blues can endure a difference of opinion with their fans. They can not, however, survive disconnect.

Stillman purchased the team from a carpet-bagging front man while hopeful that the lockout would provide small-market teams another $10 million or so via revenue-sharing. Whether naïve or sandbagged, it doesn’t really matter. Stillman’s group got nothing except another year of operating in crimson.

Popular as the sport is here, hockey has not worked in St. Louis for decades.

The Blues operate with an atrocious concessions deal negotiated in a fit of desperation by former owner Dave Checketts to enhance cash flow. That same leadership fabricated attendance figures. A poor deal with cable rightsholder Fox Sports Network doesn’t expire until 2018, when a partnership with the Cardinals on a regional sports network may prove appealing if this group can hang on. The Blues don’t enjoy the same tax breaks as the behemoth down Clark Street. Stillman pared more than 40 jobs from the franchise’s business side after purchasing the club. He sold the Peoria affiliate. But sources insist the club isn’t close to breaking even.

Loathe to provide specifics about the team’s balance sheet, Stillman has set a goal of advancing revenues by at least $10 million before next season. A ticket price hike covers a small fraction. Stillman’s emphasis is on the local and regional corporate community.

“That’s our project for this offseason,” he says. “Our group came in. We reduced the debt in half. We cut non-hockey payroll expenses. We cut our other expenses. We started increasing our revenue in various ways. But now we need to develop a much bigger increase in our revenues. That has to come with more businesses on board. We’re grateful to the companies that give us great support. You can see those names around the arena. We need to get fuller participation from the business community. We need to get that participation or I don’t see how the Blues can be successful long-term here....We need to do it now.”

Stillman faces an uphill climb. The city has bled corporations for the last decade while others embrace the Cardinals or Rams. Making the Blues cool – something success typically accomplishes – seems imperative.

The Blues have not cut hockey operations. And Stillman insists he has not plans to do so. Pursuing the kind of player needed by an offensively-challenged roster, the Blues have engaged free agent and former Tampa Bay Lightning center Vinny Lecavalier in talks, according to league sources. Also, Armstrong is aggressively defining the potential market for goalies.

Any suggestion that the Blues were satisfied with their first-round exit causes Stillman’s voice to raise an octave. He squirms a bit in his seat and tries to control his decibel level. Complacency, he realizes, would be a death sentence to this ownership group.

Success on the ice hasn’t guaranteed profits in the past but a lack of success will certainly assure an erosion of support.

“Believe me, we know what’s at stake here,” Stillman says. “We’re not sitting idle. Everything we discuss is about getting better, not just staying where we are.”

There are worse things than to be caught between a puck and a hard place. You can move the puck. Freezing it, however, is no longer acceptable.

In 2008, the Blues selected goaltender Jake Allen in the second round of the NHL draft. On Saturday, Allen was announced as the No. 1 goalie on the league’s 2012-13 all-rookie team.

Although the maturation process takes time — five years in Allen’s case — these types of developments are the driving force behind the Blues’ amateur scouting staff.

“For sure,” said Bill Armstrong (no relation to general manager Doug Armstrong), who was the Blues’ scout who pushed the club to take the goalie. “The process to be a really good goaltender in the NHL takes a long time. Jake has shown great steps, and he continues to do so. It’s an exciting time for him and a good reward for our staff, too.”

Since then, Armstrong has been promoted to director of the Blues’ amateur scouting department, replacing Jarmo Kekalainen in 2010. On Sunday, Armstrong will be in charge of his third draft with the organization and his goal is to find more players that will be labeled rewards in the coming years.

The task will be made more difficult this offseason because the Blues will enter the NHL draft, which begins at 2 p.m. (St. Louis time), with only six selections. If they indeed leave with a half-dozen players, it will match 2009 for the fewest taken in the last three decades.

The Blues’ first scheduled pick, after trading their first-rounder to Calgary for defenseman Jay Bouwmeester, will be in the second round (No. 47). After that, the club holds one choice in the third round (No. 83), two in the fourth round (Nos. 94 and 113), one in the sixth round (173) and one in the seventh round (No. 203).

So Armstrong and Co. won’t be in the running for players such as Halifax’s Nathan MacKinnon and Jonathan Drouin and Portland’s Seth Jones, but with a deep draft the Blues are expecting to come away with a significant prospect.

“If any year you’re picking 47 as your first pick, this year would be it,” Armstrong said. “This year in particular, there’s a little more depth in certain areas of the draft, and when we’re picking, it could be a pretty good player. Somebody could fall down to you that you really, really may like. So there’s good odds that that could happen.”

Two years ago, in Armstrong’s first draft, the Blues also did not have a first-round pick after dealing it away to Colorado in the Erik Johnson trade. And while it will take time before the 2011 picks can be graded accurately, the class appears to rank as one of the best overall in recent years, with Ty Rattie (No. 32), Dmitrij Jaskin (No. 41), Joel Edmundson (No. 46) and Jordan Binnington (No. 88).

Again armed without a top pick, Armstrong is hoping for a repeat.

“We hope so,” he said. “But you have to remember that when we go pick on Sunday, 46 selections are already happening in front of us. Some of it has to do with what’s left over … you get the best. Then when we pick, it’s up to us to get the right order — that whatever is sitting in front of us, we select the right one.”

There will be one difference perhaps complicating this year’s draft. In recent years, the selection process has been a two-day event, with the first round on day one and Rounds 2-7 on day two. That format gave clubs a chance to re-group after the first 30 picks.

“You don’t get the time to go back to the hotel room and do some more digging, like ‘Hey, why is this guy still on the board?’” Armstrong said. “For example, when we selected Rattie, we had a night to go back and dig. You won’t get that opportunity. We have to be over-prepared and be ready to make adjustments on the fly.”

The Blues aren’t expected to move up into the first round, but that can change. In 2010, the club dealt defenseman David Rundblad for the No. 16 overall pick and took Vladimir Tarasenko.

“Our group has always been pretty unique, and if there’s something that we really want, we’ll find a way to get it,” Armstrong said. “The management listens to us, and if this guy is coming down in the draft and we’ve got a chance to go up and get him, we’re pretty good about finding ways to move up.”

The Rundblad-Tarasenko move was pulled off by Kekalainen. This year, Armstrong’s predecessor will be at the Columbus draft table, after taking over as its general manager last season. The Blue Jackets are slated to have three first-round picks, barring any trades.

Armstrong joked that knowing Kekalainen’s tendencies won’t help the Blues know who their ex-boss will take, but “I know the guys he’s not taking. You’ve been in the room with him when he’s said, ‘I’m not going to take that guy.’ That doesn’t really help us, though, and they’re going to be swinging three times before we even get up to the plate.”

But if the Blues make no moves, they will get six swings themselves and the club is planning to come away with a few prospects like Allen.

“It’s exciting,” Armstrong said. “It’s like before a hockey game, you’re nervous and that’s a good thing. Here we go, let’s go, let’s go get it. You work all year, you travel through all of those snow storms, all the plane flights, and now you’ve got a chance to get these kids. It’s an addicting job.”

It had to make Blues fans cuckoo to watch the rival Chicago Blackhawks win their second Stanley Cup in four years. 

The question I have is this: will Blues players be as upset and sickened by the Blackhawks’ triumph as their fans are?

Do Blues players care as much as their customers?

That’s a legitimate question.

I’m on a bit of an angry-man campaign lately, nagging on the Blues for enjoying full rock-star status that’s unearned and unwarranted.

The hockey calendar is predictable in St. Louis. The Blues get eliminated, the season ends, the players are rewarded with new contracts, the Blues’ marketing machine cranks up, the cute TV commercials hit the airwaves, the fans get excited, and media dunces like me get caught up in misplaced optimism.

At this point, can we even blame Blues players for this maddening cycle? They’re allowed to skate away from accountability. Players with no championships are treated like champs. The celebrity culture is poisonous.

Will this ever change? If so, the change must come from within. The change must happen inside the locker room, among the players. The culture change won’t result from external pressures.

It starts with this: Blues players manning up and holding each other accountable. Players taking the lead by demanding more from one another. Players who aren’t afraid – when the doors close – to push teammates and call them out if necessary.

A cozy locker room must become a lot more uncomfortable. In this town, we love to blame everything on managers and coaches. It’s so easy and lazy. But in reality the players control the temperature, the environment.

This Blues nucleus already has succeeded in getting two coaches – Andy Murray and Davis Payne – fired. Blues coach Ken Hitchcock can prod, lecture, teach and impose pressure. But that, alone, isn’t enough.

Unless the players are willing to extract total commitment from each other, the coach’s lone voice won’t carry. Players united in complacency will only tune the coach out.

This will be a significant challenge.

Two reasons:

First, Hitchcock and GM Doug Armstrong inherited a group that has a distorted sense of importance and entitlement. The previous Blues regime empowered many of the current players by giving them full-time roles, plenty of ice time, generous contracts and instant star status.

In short, dues were not paid. When players are handed loads of money and celebrity standing that isn’t based on real achievement, it’s awfully difficult to make them change.

Usually, the accountability comes at the beginning of the process. Young players are introduced to a locker room that comes equipped with strong veteran leadership. The kids follow the model established by team leaders.

It’s like that with the Cardinals. When all of these rookie pitchers are promoted to St. Louis, their egos are kept in check by Adam Wainwright, Yadier Molina, Jake Westbrook, Chris Carpenter (and others). The kids have no choice; they must conform and fit the Cardinal Way. They understand what’s required to maintain the winning culture.

That didn’t happen with the Blues. Previous Blues ownership-management had to regenerate a declining fan base. That meant hyping the baby Blues for pure marketing purposes.

The young Blues – as to be expected –immediately believed their own hype. And to this day, this team isn’t as hungry as it should be.

Armstrong and Hitchcock have the difficult assignment of having to work backwards, having to undo what’s already been done. The GM and coach are trying to cultivate the personal accountability that already should be in place.

Second, many of the current Blues walked in together as they entered the NHL. They have enjoyed the free ride in St. Louis. They’re happy with the VIP treatment.

They’re buddies. They’re friends. They’ve had a great time. So why rock the boat? Hey pally: you have my back, and I’ll have yours. Why risk offending your buddies by raising hell if they aren’t going all-in?

Team sources identify this as a problematic internal issue.

Blues players have to step away from friendships to do what’s best for the team as a whole. They have to police each other instead of always leaving it up to Hitchcock to tell the boys things they don’t want to hear. His message must be reinforced by the leaders.

Instead, you have entitled Blues players grumbling about hotel accommodations during the team’s stay in Los Angeles for the 2013 playoffs. It’s preposterous. And you wonder why the LA Kings had more grit to survive the Blues in the first round?

The Blackhawks have stars, and their stars are paid handsomely. But the Blackhawks also have a superior team ethic; their stars are unrelenting in pushing each other to greatness. Their stars don’t worry about hurting their buddy’s feelings. The team comes first.

Blues captain David Backes tries, and his heart is in the right place. But Backes needs others to help him set the right tone. The retirement of Andy McDonald should help; McDonald was an increasingly negative influence last season. It isn’t easy for Backes to lead when he’s encountering pushback from a high-profile veteran.

Understand that this isn’t about one guy. The Blues’ core has to take ownership by instilling the mandatory accountability.

I’m talking about Patrik Berglund, T.J. Oshie, David Perron, Chris Stewart, Alex Steen, Barret Jackman, Alex Pietrangelo, Kevin Shattenkirk. Heck – everyone in there. No one is excluded.

Armstrong can try to add quality leadership through trades and free agency, but that won’t help unless the new players come in on multi-year contracts. A player passing through on a one-year deal can’t alter the culture.

And the Blues can’t blow up the roster. They’ve come a long way with this group. They have the NHL’s fourth-best winning percentage over the last two regular seasons.

Now it’s a matter of finding that extra five or 10 percent of resolve that makes the difference between winning and losing in the postseason.

It’s too late to turn back now. The losing created by another massive rebuild would severely damage the franchise.

It’s time for the Blues to decide what they want to be when they grow up.

Do they want to continue strutting around town as faux celebrities?

Or are they willing to raise their standards, insist on team-wide accountability and make the unconditional commitment to win a championship?

Two months after the Blues exited the NHL postseason, much due to the fact that their forwards failed to deliver, the club is faced with the question of making changes up front or staying status quo.

The Blues averaged 1.5 goals in six games against Los Angeles, which bounced them out of the first round.

“I guess you have to look at … for the last two years, I think we have the third-best (regular-season) record in hockey,” Blues general manager Doug Armstrong said. “So is it broken or did we not score enough in the playoffs?”

Some would say that the Blues, who ranked 17th in the NHL with 2.58 goals per game in the regular season, aren’t broken but could benefit from some re-tooling.

The first opportunity of the offseason to alter the look happens this week, when trade talks increase leading up to Sunday’s NHL draft in New Jersey.

“I think you have to have a plan and we have a plan,” Armstrong said. “It’s sort of like the owner has to decide on the (general) manager and the manager on the coach. You can make changes, but you have to bring better people in. To make changes to appease the public, it’s a recipe for disaster. There has to be a belief in your changes.”

The Blues have a talented group of individuals at forward who often don’t mesh well together offensively. The combinations seem to fit like all corner pieces on a jigsaw puzzle.

Of their top two centers, David Backes netted only six goals and Patrik Berglund had just eight assists last season. Both are capable of playing the position, but neither is considered a play-maker, which isn’t mandatory in today’s NHL but certainly beneficial.

“Yeah, if we could find a 6-foot-4 playmaking center that fought and scored 50 goals, and we could get him, yeah we’ll take him,” Armstrong said. “If we could trade our team for the U.S. or Canadian Olympic team, we’ll do it. But it doesn’t work that way. It’s finding the right pieces. And centers and defense are hard to find because everyone believes that you win championships through the middle of the ice … good centermen, good defense, good goalie.”

One available center is Philadelphia’s Danny Briere, who is one of the Flyers’ compliance buyouts and will be an unrestricted free agent on July 5.

As recently as 2010-11, Briere had 34 goals and 68 points in 77 games. Hampered by a wrist injury and a concussion, the veteran netted just 16 points in 34 games last season.

Asked Wednesday if the Blues had interest in Briere, Armstrong replied: “We’re going to wait and let the pool fill and then take a look at all the possible ways to improve our team. The next week is going to decide if the free agent pool gets bigger than anticipated.”

If the Blues were able to add up the middle, the possibility exists that Backes or even Berglund could be moved to the wing, although Armstrong said that any move with Berglund would stem from head coach Ken Hitchcock.

“Ken is the one that thinks he might have success on the wing,” Armstrong said. “I view him as a centerman. He was on pace for a little over 29 or 30 goals. In a league that it’s difficult to score in, if he can become a 30-goal scorer on a consistent basis, that would be good for us. So I view him as a centerman. But ultimately that’s Ken’s decision with Patrik on what’s best for him.”

Alexander Steen, who returned to the wing following his shoulder injury last season, could go back to center, but not on the top two lines.

Otherwise, the Blues’ in-house options are limited. If they make no moves before the season, however, Armstrong believes the club is still suited to be a contender with its forward crop the way it is.

“Backes and Steen are at an age where they’re old enough now, they’ve been through it, they’ve got to get the job done,” he said. “Bergy and (Chris) Stewart and (David) Perron and (T.J.) Oshie are still 25. If 25-31 is your core years, they’re just entering their core years. But ultimately they have to produce when the game is on the line.”

Armstrong is wary about trading those players because they didn’t produce again against LA in the playoffs.

“Do we want to do all the fertilization and planting and get them ready to go, so in the prime of their career, they’re scoring for somebody else?” he asked. “I’m not really sure … there has to be a belief that we’re getting better.

“At some point, you’ve got to put the ball on the court and say, ‘You have to perform.’ This year, I thought we did a lot of good things, but the ultimate thing is to put the puck in the net and we didn’t do that. Now, the reality is we didn’t do it against probably the best-money goalie (LA’s Jonathan Quick) in hockey. But the best-money goalie in hockey is going to be in the West again next year, so we’ve got to figure it out.”

That said, trade talks are expected to pick up Friday and Saturday.

“You’re always talking to see if you can improve your team ... that never stops,” Armstrong said. “I understand the mentality of the people around the team is they want our team to do good, but when you read the clippings from the other team, they want to do well, too.”

At the right price, the Blues are looking to put some length on the contracts of their restricted free agents.

The club found that middle ground with defenseman Kevin Shattenkirk, who was set to become a RFA on July 5, and Wednesday agreed on a four-year, $17 million extension. The annual average value (AAV) of the deal is $4.25 million.

“So excited to be a part of this Blues’ team for the next (four) years,” tweeted Shattenkirk, who said he was unable to discuss the contract until today. “Grateful for the opportunity and happy to be back with the boys.”

Shattenkirk, 24, began his career with Colorado, but after arriving in the 2011 trade that sent Erik Johnson to the Avalanche, he’s been a fairly consistent part of the backend for the Blues.

In 2012-13, Shattenkirk netted five goals, 23 points and was a plus-2 in 48 games, tying him for the 24th most points in the NHL among defensemen. Over an 82-game schedule, it projects to approximately nine goals and 40 points.

In his first two seasons in the NHL, Shattenkirk posted nine goals and 43 points in 81 games in 2011-12, and splitting time with the Blues and Avs he netted nine goals and 43 points in 2010-11.

“He’s been an interesting three-year study because his numbers have almost stayed flat across the board for three years,” Blues general manager Doug Armstrong said recently. “There hasn’t been a spike in his second year, or a decrease in his second or third year. He’s been almost the same player from his first year pro to his third year pro. I look at that as a real positive, that he’s defining himself relatively quickly.”

Shattenkirk, who average 21 minutes, 18 seconds of ice time per game in the regular season, saw his action decrease following the acquisitions of defensemen Jay Bouwmeester and Jordan Leopold at the NHL trade deadline April 3. In the playoffs, Shattenkirk played just 18:38 per game against LA.

“I think that has to change, that has to evolve,” Armstrong said. “He has to get in our top three or minimum top four in ice time to take the next step in his career.”

As the Blues look for Shattenkirk to take the next step, they have granted him a long-term deal. Armstrong said the club was looking to do the same with Berglund, but perhaps unable to agree on compensation, the Swedish center opted for a one-year, $3.25 million extension on Tuesday.

“We were talking about different lengths and we were open to discussing all different alternatives and Patrik thought that a one-year deal was something that he was most comfortable with,” Armstrong said. “I was very impressed by even that thought process. In today’s game, everybody wants term. Patrik was a player that said, ‘You know what, I’d rather just come back on a one-year deal and prove to myself and the league where I stand.’”

Berglund, who turned 25 in June, will still be property of the Blues when his one-year contract expires following the 2013-14 season.

“We’ll be back at this point next year as a restricted free agent,” Armstrong said. “If both parties are willing, we can do a long-term deal then.”

So in regards to the Blues’ RFAs, it’s two down and four to go. Still unsigned are forward Chris Stewart, defensemen Alex Pietrangelo and Kris Russell and goalie Jake Allen. On July 5, they can receive offer sheets from other clubs, but the Blues will have the right to match.

“We’re having constant communication,” Armstrong said. “Once there’s something to talk about, I’ll talk about it. But other than that, all of these guys are fluid and we hope to get them all signed as soon as possible.”

As the Blues did with Shattenkirk, Armstrong hopes that the players are signing long-term deals.

“I would imagine that the other guys we’ll probably try to get a little more term on, two or more years,” he said.

That includes Stewart, who had an up-and-down 2012-13 season but did lead the Blues with 18 goals and 36 points.

“We’re more open to discussing term with Chris now,” Armstrong said. “At the end of the day, he was our leading scorer ... so we don’t lose sight of that.”

Armstrong said that despite having Shattenkirk and Berglund now in the fold, and the other RFAs still unsigned, there is no pecking order.

“They’re all individual negotiations,” he said. “I don’t really see one affecting the other in my mind, the way they slot into our team.”

Meanwhile, the Blues are still interested in re-signing defenseman Jordan Leopold, who will become an unrestricted free agent July 5.

“We respect him as a player and as a person, and what he brought to our team,” Armstrong said. “If there’s a way that we can bring him back and satisfy what his needs are, we’ll look at doing that. But there’s no talks right now that are, as Mr. (Ron) Caron would say, ‘On the front burner.’”

The start of free agency has been pushed back from the usual date of July 1 under the NHL’s new collective bargaining agreement to give clubs two days (July 3-4) to talk to free agents. This avoids the potential of teams tampering with players before their existing deals expire.

The Blues have went into Sunday's NHL draft with six selections but now possess just four after a couple of trades.

The Blues chose defenseman Thomas Vannelli with their first pick (No. 47 overall).

The club then traded its third-round pick (No. 83) and two fourth-round picks (No. 94 and 113) to the Oilers for a second-round pick (No. 58). With the second-round pick from Edmonton, the Blues took left winger William Carrier.  

That left the Blues with two more picks, one in the sixth round (No. 173) and one in the seventh round (No. 203).

However, the Blues made a second trade, acquiring a fourth-round pick (No. 112) from Nashville in exchange for the club's seventh-round pick this year (No. 203) and its fourth-round pick in 2014. With this year's fourth-rounder from Nashville, the Blues selected left winger Zach Pochiro.

Here are capsules on the Blues' selections (Stay tuned here for up-to-the-minute news on their selections):

1st round

No pick

2nd round

No. 47 overall

Name: Thomas Vannelli

Position: Defenseman

Age: 18

Team: Minnetonka (Minn.) High School, United States Development Program 

Shoots: Right

Height: 6-2

Weight: 165

Ranked: 44th among North American skaters

2012-13 stats: Minnetonka — 25 games, 8 goals, 23 assists; USNP — 14 games, 1 goal, 1 assist

Scouting report: Great mobility, excellent stick-handler, protects the puck well and can skate out of danger. He is vulnerable to big forwards and needs to bulk up. (Source: Thelastwordonsports.com)

No. 57 

Name: William Carrier

Position: Left wing 

Age: 18

Team: Cape Breton (QMJHL)

Shoots: Left

Height: 6-2

Weight: 198

Ranked: 18th among North American skaters

2012-13 stats: 34 games, 16 goals, 26 assists

Scouting report: Exploded out of gate with 40 points in first 24 games before slumping and suffering a serious ankle injury. He won a bronze medal with Team Canada at the 2012 IIHF U-18 World Championships. (Source: Thelastwordonsports.com)

3rd round

No pick

4th round

No. 112 overall

Name: Zach Pochiro

Position: Right winger/center

Age: 19

Team: Prince George

Shoots: WHL

Height: 6-2 

Weight: 168

Ranked: 173rd among North American skaters

2012-13 stats: 65 games, 15 goals, 24 assists

Scouting report: Pochiro was born in St. Louis, moved to Las Vegas when he was one year old. He is a scrappy player who had six fights with Prince George in 2012-13.

5th round

No pick

6th round

No. 173

Name: Santeri Saari

Position: Defenseman

Age: 18

Team: Jokerit Jr (Finland Jr.)

Shoots: Left

Height: 6-2

Weight: 191

Ranked: 116th among European skaters

2012-13 stats: 46 games, 5 goals, 18 assists

7th round

No pick
Q and A with Sharks’ Tim Burke

Posted by cpashelka on June 30th, 2013 at 10:07 pm | Categorized as Uncategorized 

Sharks director of scouting Tim Burke was on a conference call with reporters earlier tonight, and here are a few quotes from the call.

Who the Sharks Drafted

 Round, No.      Name            Pos.            Team

 1., 18  Mirco Mueller           Defense Everett (WHL)

 2., 49  Gabryel Boudreau        Left wing       Baie-Comeau (QMJHL)

 4., 117 Fredrik Bergvik         Goalie          Frolunda Jr. (Sweden)

 5., 141 Michael Brodzinski      Defense Muskegon (USHL)

 5., 151 Gage Ausmus             Defense USA U18 (USHL)

 7., 201 Jacob Jackson           Center          Tartan HS (Minn.)

 7., 207 Emil Galimov            Left wing       Yaroslavl (KHL)

How much concern was there that Mueller was going to go at No. 19?

“There was enough. It was thinning out pretty quick in that area. We tried to go a little bit before and we couldn’t so we tried to just inch up there. It was getting risky.”

Was selecting a defenseman a priority?

“No, it wasn’t. It was the best player. We had four or five players, and there some defensemen, some forwards.”

What do you like about Mueller and what can you say about his game?

“His reach, his range, his skating ability. He can play all ends of the rink. He gets the play started and he kills a lot of plays. He plays in all situations and we had a lot of good reports on him and our guys, the support level was really good for him.”

Is there any chance he’s NHL-ready?

“No, you would never say that with a defenseman. That’s really tough to say with a defenseman.”

When did you first start tracking Mueller and what were your impressions of him when you met him in person?

“We’d seen him last year over in Europe and he decided to come over to junior hockey. We saw him quite a bit this year, a number of our guys saw him. When we interviewed him, he interviews like he plays. He’s very respectful and he does his job. He’s not flamboyant. You know what you’re going to get. He’s pretty consistent. He’s  very coachable and he does what the team needs. He doesn’t go outside his boundaries in any way. He was impressive. He doesn’t knock you out, like he’s colorful or wows you, he’s just very to the point and he does his job.”

Is he also a good defensive partner? He was together with Ryan Murray in the early part of last year.

“That’s a good point. Unfortunately for (Everett), Murray got hurt and there were a lot of questions about how he was going to handle it with them losing their best player. It wasn’t easy, but they still managed to make the playoffs with a young team, which was to his credit also.”

“Michael Brodzinski is going to Minnesota and Gage Ausmus is going to North Dakota. But you know how those things are. It looks like they’re going, but until they walk on the campus, you never know sometimes?”

Did it become more important to find an offensive prospect after you took a D-man in the first round and what can you say about Gabryel?

“He’s one of those wingers that does a lot of things that centers do. He shows up in a lot of different parts of the rink, not just a straight up and down, going south player, he has north-south in his game, but he also has a high degree of creativity in his game also.”

“It gives you a little bit of balance, which is never bad. If certain players had fallen to that point, we could have changed it, but we were lucky to get him.”

Mueller was saying that he has to get a little nastier in his game. Would you agree with that?

“Everybody does, yeah. When you start playing against men, yeah, you do. But it all depends how you describe nasty. … as he gets stronger and adds the weight, I think that starts to come with it. I don’t think it’s ever going to be to the point of that the guy’s a killer, but he does kill plays in different ways.”

Does Fredrik Bergvik compare to anyone in the organization?

“In his age group, he’s a little behind maybe where a (Harri) Sateri was. But our guys looked at him pretty closely and they liked a lot of things about him. He’s still got some things on the big rink, getting out of the blue a little more. Getting in a racquetball court like an NHL rink and have him getting used to pucks coming right at him, he’s still got some adjusting to do there. In their game, he plays a little deeper, which they can get away with. I think he can make the adjustment. It’s going to take some time, but we like where his game is going.”
Sharks select D Mirco Mueller

Posted by cpashelka on June 30th, 2013 at 3:00 pm | Categorized as Uncategorized 

A web story on Mirco Mueller will on the Mercury News website shortly. But here are a few thoughts on the pick …

I think the Sharks drafted a player with definite upside. At 6-foot-3 and 176 pounds or so, he’ll need some time to fill out. At first blush I wouldn’t expect him to challenge for a roster spot in the fall, but I could be wrong having not seen him play. A lot of things could happen between now and then.

A lot of folks thought the Sharks would go forward with the first round pick, but a guy like Mueller with his offensive upside and skating ability was hard to pass up.

The Sharks traded up two spots to select Mueller of Everett (Wash), which would indicate that they had their eye on him for a while. Mueller was Everett’s No. 1 defenseman this past season, and was one of the best skaters at that position (alongside Seth Jones of the Portland Winterhawks).  As they mentioned on the broadcast, Mueller’s skating and offensive prowess has drawn comparisons to defenseman Roman Josi another Swiss player, of the Nashville Predators.

Mueller played for Switzerland at both the 2013 under-18 and under-20 World Junior Championships. Thought of as an athletic and offensive-minded defenseman with room for improvement, the 176-pound Mueller had six goals and 25 assists in 63 games for Everett.

Mueller was ranked ninth among North American skaters in Central Scouting’s final rankings prior to Sunday’s draft.

It’s the first time the Sharks have selected a defenseman in the first round since they took Nick Petrecki in the first round in 2007.

.

56 Responses to “Sharks select D Mirco Mueller”

Dirty says: 

June 30th, 2013 at 3:02 pm 

 1..

Thanks, CP! What did SJ give up to get the 18th pick?

PDSharkX says: 

June 30th, 2013 at 3:09 pm 

 2..

Swap picks and one of our 2nd rounders

Angel From Texas says: 

June 30th, 2013 at 3:09 pm 

 3..

They gave up a 2nd round pick.

GP says: 

June 30th, 2013 at 3:09 pm 

 4..

Dirty,

I think it was swap of 20-18 and 58th(?) — a 2nd rounder.

GP says: 

June 30th, 2013 at 3:14 pm 

 5..

Sharks still have the 49th pick (2nd rnd from NYR)

Renoshark says: 

June 30th, 2013 at 3:15 pm 

 6..

Yep. Still have the 49th overall and potentially 3 more 2nd rounders next season.

bshark says: 

June 30th, 2013 at 3:23 pm 

 7..

curious…do the rules allow a team to hide a big contract in the minors…like what the sharks did to mclaren a few years ago? is that an option for havlat? that’s eating a lot of money, but they’d be eating some money with a buyout – which isn’t an option while he’s injured.

ZEKE says: 

June 30th, 2013 at 3:28 pm 

 8..

You take the best player available when your slot comes up in the draft, regardless of position. At 6’3″ and 176 pounds, you have to think this kid is still a kid!!

HockeyBuck says: 

June 30th, 2013 at 3:41 pm 

 9..

“It’s the first time the Sharks have selected a defenseman in the first round since they took Nick Petrecki in the first round in 2007.”

I’m not feeling a lot of confidence from that DW…6 yrs later and Petrecki has been a fine addition….for Worcester….

Let’s hope 2013 D pick Mueller gets to the NHL a bit quicker for us! On face value the pick looks like a good quality player, but won’t likely be ready to help us this season. Let’s hope DW finally trades Demers!

I like the Tyler Kennedy trade…fast skater, only 26 and has a nose for scoring…also a much needed Right handed shot…maybe slotted for LW.

 Our 3rd line scoring disappeared in the playoffs so rebuilding it is a priority.

ac45rw says: 

June 30th, 2013 at 3:48 pm 

 10..

That means that Bickell is definitely staying with the Hawks. Bolland had slipped from the 2nd line to start the season to the 4th line by the playoffs, so getting 3 picks for him is a good deal, because it means they keep Bickell too

Renoshark says: 

June 30th, 2013 at 3:49 pm 

 11..

Our 3rd line scoring disappeared when Raffi disappeared and Pavs was moved. That line is now back intact. I wouldn’t rule Kennedy out as a top-6 player for us at the moment.

LTNC says: 

June 30th, 2013 at 3:52 pm 

 12..

I read the kid’s name three times before I realized they hadn’t drafted someone named Micro.

6’3″, 175. That’s a backup forward on a small high school basketball team. 

I hope he has big paws.

Dirty says: 

June 30th, 2013 at 3:52 pm 

 13..

Thanks, y’all! Clearly management hold Mueller with high regard as a potential D Boyle replacement.

GDub says: 

June 30th, 2013 at 4:02 pm 

 14..

Did I mention how happy I am about the pick? Oh yes….three or four times. Damn. Hope he’s as good as he looked like he could be. Kid was FUN to watch.

Bill Earle says: 

June 30th, 2013 at 4:15 pm 

 15..

I must admit that I don’t understand trading your 1st & 2nd to trade up only 2 spots in a draft with LOTS of talent. I certainly think they could have traded further up than 2 spots for that price. Nothing personal against Mirco, obviously. He will really need to turn out well for the Sharks down the line to justify that price in my opinion. BTW, I think the Tyler Kennedy trade was excellent.

SactoShark says: 

June 30th, 2013 at 4:41 pm 

 16..

TK was brought in to be a forward on Pav’s 3rd line – consistent with their stated approach of of having more effective 3rd and 4th lines

Renoshark says: 

June 30th, 2013 at 5:11 pm 

 17..

Except, prior to the Raffi suspension, our 3rd line was fine. Our 3rd and 4th lines were liabilities prior to obtaining Raffi and in the LA series when TMac blew up the 3rd line after the suspension. Raffi might stay put with Pavs or he might move back up to the Couture line. Either way is fine with me. TK could potentially replace Galiardi on the Thornton line as well. I don’t see us keeping both TK and TJ.

Renoshark says: 

June 30th, 2013 at 5:14 pm 

 18..

Bill @ 15:

My only guess is DW wanted Mirco badly and didn’t think he’d make it to 20. Hence, the move up. I don’t necessarily think someone else would have grabbed him prior to 20 but it’s possible.

Seattle Shark says: 

June 30th, 2013 at 5:30 pm 

 19..

I have seen Mirco Mueller play for Everett in person. This is a good pick up, the kid can play. They must have been afraid Columbus was going to take him at 19, he was Ryan Murray’s D partner the previous year. I like him better than Seattle’s Shea Theodore who went later in the 1st rd to Anaheim. Mueller is much better defensively to go with the offensive upside. This pains me to say as I am a Seattle Thunderbirds fan. This is no Patrecki, Mueller will be in SJ in two years tops and he will be good. Now where they blew it in my opinion was in the 2nd rd. I know they wanted a forward but passing on the potential beast that is D Madison Bowey of the Kelowna Rockets was not smart. That Boudreau is small and only scored 20 goals. Bowey is mean, hits, has a great shot and isn’t a bad skater. Pairing him with Mueller would have been great.

Bobby says: 

June 30th, 2013 at 5:32 pm 

 20..

Just to clarify – it is likely DW moved up two spots to 18 to jump in front of Columbus at 19. Columbus drafted Ryan Murray, Mueller’s former d-partner, near the top of the draft in 2012.

Highly likely CBJ drafts Mueller at 19 if we don’t trade up for 18.

Renoshark says: 

June 30th, 2013 at 5:42 pm 

 21..

Did we really just draft another goalie? Evidently you can never have too many. ;) 

22. 

Phat Stat Phil says: 

June 30th, 2013 at 5:42 pm 

 .

I can’t quite decide how I feel about the Tyler Kennedy trade. I was OK with it because I remembered him from 2010-2011, but now that I’m looking at the stats, it looks like we’ve grabbed another 3rd line forward when we need to fill out our 2nd line.

In 25 of 48 games last season, we scored fewer than 3. We had great defense and fantastic goaltending. That’s what squeezed us into the playoffs.

At least we didn’t give up much.

DW has historically said that after a season, they take a good hard look at what other teams did to win. To me, it seems like the lesson he came away with is that you need to have a genuine scoring threat on at least three of your four lines. My projection of our forward lines:

Galiardi-Thornton-Hertl/Havlat/Burns

 Wingels-Couture-Marleau

 Kennedy-Pavelski-Torres

 Desjardins-Burish-Sheppard

I’m not necessarily sure that Hertl will make the team. I think we’d like Havlat there when he’s healthy. And I think we’re hedging between Hertl’s youth and Havlat’s health with Burns.

I’d really like to see us moving Galiardi farther down, but TMac reminds me of a soccer coach I used to have. It was the only season that I ever played forward. She put me there because she liked to “hide her worst players up front”.

(Look, there’s a reason I left soccer behind and went with hockey!)

I don’t think Jumbo necessarily has the magic to make that strategy work anymore. He was good enough to make Cheechoo what he was, but I don’t think he could do that again.

What I’d really like to see is:

 Marleau-Thornton-Hertl/Havlat/Burns

 Kennedy-Couture-Wingels

 Galiardi-Pavelski-Torres

 Desjardins-Burish-Sheppard

but I don’t think it’ll happen.

For the three games that Havlat’s going to be healthy, I think we could expect Galiardi to be pushed down to the fourth line and Wingels to be put on the third line to make room.

Another note about players from this draft class. Wilson has — on many occasions — said that the organization emulates Detroit. One of the characteristics of Detroit’s organization is that they leave players to season in the lower leagues for a longer-than-usual time. I’d be very surprised if anyone from this draft class makes the big club.

Phat Stat Phil says: 

June 30th, 2013 at 5:44 pm 

 23..

Also, how much would you not want to play for the Blackhawks? Two players gone before their buzz has even worn off from the parade.

Renoshark says: 

June 30th, 2013 at 5:49 pm 

 24..

Phil:

I don’t think it’s a given that Galiardi is staying and I don’t think DW is done tinkering with the roster quite yet. Kennedy might just start out on the Couture/Marleau line. Hopefully Hertl is ready for prime time. We may just need him this season.

ZEKE says: 

June 30th, 2013 at 5:50 pm 

 25..

@12 LNTC

Funny comment about Mueller and his paws. That was my thinking when I read he was 6’3″ and 176. Like a puppy with big paws. He’ll need to be around 30lbs heavier before he sees the NHL. D-men usually take a few years to develop. There is time.

Snow Shovel says: 

June 30th, 2013 at 5:51 pm 

 26..

#11 LTNC – I have a feeling Mirco will be spelled Micro many times in the coming years by a lot of different folks. I can just see Micro Muler popping up here from time to time.

DeanH says: 

June 30th, 2013 at 6:04 pm 

 27..

Even though I totally believe in the adage, “Defence wins Championships” (that’s why I can’t believe the Avs, TBay and Florida passed on Seth Jones), I don’t think DW is just going after defencemen.

He signed Raffi to secure a fast and rough offensive player who can round out the third line and play on the PP – plus he stole Tyler Kennedy from the Pens because Pitt had no cap space left.

Now with Mueller, he knows Boyle will be done in 2-3 years so the Sharks are trying to prepare for that day. 

If they get the bonus of somehow winning the Vinny sweepstakes, that will give the Sharks another 25-30 goal scorer plus a wealth of riches! Then the offense will be sitting very pretty indeed!! If not the Sharks will still be looking good for next season.

Renoshark says: 

June 30th, 2013 at 6:24 pm 

 28..

3 of our 5 picks thus far are D men. And we drafted yet another goalie. My preference would have been some skilled wingers rather than 2 more D men after the Mueller pick.

ZEKE says: 

June 30th, 2013 at 6:25 pm 

 29..

I think Kennedy might fit in well with Pavs and Raffi. 

3 guys, all with some skills and some scoring ability. Pavs really works well with guys who retrieve pucks well and who play fast. I think Kennedy fits that. We’ll see where that goes. 

My biggest concern is that TMc moves Pavs to the first or second line. Pavs, with the right sort of players around him, can take modest talent and turn it up a several notches. He doesn’t need great players around him to make great things happen. 

And I’m still intrigued by having seen Logan play with Desijardins and Wingels. If you can have Pavs and Logan play effectively with these modest talents, we can spread the remaining talent and have 4 strong lines.

Dirty says: 

June 30th, 2013 at 6:34 pm 

 30..

zzzzzzz

Renoshark says: 

June 30th, 2013 at 6:39 pm 

 31..

Zeke:

Agreed. Any combination of Pavs/Wingels/Raffi or Pavs/Raffi/Kennedy is fine with me. It appears Gomez isn’t coming back and I’m not sure Galiardi will either. Which would obviously change the Burns/Thornton line.

SactoShark says: 

June 30th, 2013 at 6:49 pm 

 32..

There is no chance that Pavs is moving back to the top 1/2 lines. 

Everyone noticed what happened after he was moved up in the POs out of necessity given injuries/suspensions. 

DW has basically stated this. 

Depending on Havlat (or VL or others TBD) on the 2nd line, the 3rd line is TK-r/Pavs/Raffi -l

Wingles, if he is here, will probably drop back to 4th line, but I bet he is gone soon (even though I like him, Sharks seems to be overly critical of him).

SactoShark says: 

June 30th, 2013 at 6:58 pm 

 33..

@SanJoseSharks pick Jacob Jackson put up 56 points in 25 games this year for Tartan HS in Minnesota.

WI JP says: 

June 30th, 2013 at 7:35 pm 

 34..

Big Z, you do inspire me to comment.

Couture, Desi and Wellwood? Whoops, Wingels?

I ask again, what value is Desi and his 3 points in 42 games? Certainly, a 4th liner at the very best. 

I think TK scored 21 goals one season. Desi has 7 in his career. 

For line 3, I like Raffi, TK and Pavs, but then, we need another top 6 forward to surface. JP

HockeyBuck says: 

June 30th, 2013 at 7:36 pm 

 35..

I’m sure for the Sharks staff the Draft beginning to player careers is the fun part….but the unpleasant side of their job comes next. They have a lot of players to inform – release – demote or trade that are no no longer part of the teams plans. 

After picking a first rounder D, two LW, a GK and a C….and bringing in a definite roster winger in Kennedy…and with 2012 first round pick Hertl widely expected make the SJ roster this season…. we should begin to see who is leaving Worcester and leaving the big club very soon now….they can’t all stay as we barely have any cap space right now. http://www.capgeek.com

SactoShark says: 

June 30th, 2013 at 7:48 pm 

 36..

WI JP. 

I think they are working on a top 6 and do not see Havlat coming back.

Renoshark says: 

June 30th, 2013 at 7:58 pm 

 37..

One of our top prospects, Chris Tierney, played on the same London Knights team with Horvat and Domi. Very good player. Guys like Hertl, Tierney, Stalberg, etc. will need to be ready when the Paddy/Jumbo era comes to an end. Hertl might contribute this season but is probably a year out.

WI JP says: 

June 30th, 2013 at 8:00 pm 

 38..

Right. Presently, and we are only half baked, the Sharks have to build 3 lines around JT, JP, PM, LC and I assume TK.

It is a hell of a lot easier if Burns stays at forward and Hertl makes the grade. 

But, still two spots to fill. 

We’ll see. Nite. JP

Renoshark says: 

June 30th, 2013 at 8:15 pm 

 39..

Agree with Sacto that DW will pull off a top-6 deal relatively soon. With the addition of TK, that would give us nice flexibility and firepower up and down our line-up. Still need to free up some cap space however.

Puckmastr says: 

June 30th, 2013 at 8:41 pm 

 40..

Love the Tyler Kennedy acquisition. The guy is only 26, and he plays with speed and energy. I know he had an off-year last season, but this is a guy who scored 21 goals in 2010-11 without being paired with the top offensive talent in Pittsburgh. He’ll be a perfect fit on either our 3rd or 2nd lines – I especially like the combo with Pavs and Torres…that’s an environment in which this guy can shine. And like Pavs, he leaves it all out on the ice. My guess is that despite his muted reception in this blog, he’ll be a fan favorite in no time…and that his goal production will rise back into the high teens, possibly more.

NoCupWithDW says: 

June 30th, 2013 at 9:17 pm 

 41..

and we all know how well using a 1st round pick on Petrecki has worked out. Dmen prior to Petrecki, a 1st round pick on Ty Wishart, which if memory serves me correctly never played a game in the NHL. And who could forget Jeff Jillson, another 1st round dman. 

Giving up a 2nd round pick to move up 2 places was stupid. And the Sharks fooled us into thinking DW learned something about building a team by accumulating lot’s of draft picks in a deep draft, then trading then away. Shame on us for actually thinking DW has learned how to build a team.

NoCupWithDW says: 

June 30th, 2013 at 9:25 pm 

 42..

Hate to be debbie downer, but DW has zero cap room to pull off anything for a top 6 forward. As usual, he has painted himself into a corner and all of the other GM’s know it. DW is just like Gillis. Schneider should have been worth more then a 1st round pick.

With approx 1.6mil in cap space, and a goalie and at least 2 other skates to sign, the Sharks are in deep doo-do.

Also, the sharks need TWO(2) top 6 forwards, not 1. Havlat is out until at least Jan 1. So, gear up for the THIRD SEASON IN A ROW of scraping along and barely making the playoffs. It is possible that the Sharks move Thornton, Marleau and/or Boyle at the trade deadline this year.

NoCupWithDW says: 

June 30th, 2013 at 9:33 pm 

 43..

while DW squandered his chance to re-stock his weak farm system, Buffalo restocked theirs by selecting 11 players.

As I have mentioned previously, the Sharks used to have one of the best scouting departments around, with a comparatively(to other teams) high rate of success when selecting forwards. Sadly, we give up draft choices for unknown talent(TK) who may or may not be signed by the sharks, and a move up 2 places in the draft order. Another SAD day for SJ Sharks fans with DW at the helm.

NoCupWithDW says: 

June 30th, 2013 at 9:35 pm 

 44..

Class move by NJ selecting Broduer’s son with the 208th pick in the draft and letting Marty make the announcement. Special moment for father and son.

ZEKE says: 

June 30th, 2013 at 10:06 pm 

 45..

@34 WI JP

Couture Desi Wingels was a line TMc put on the ice vs ANA for 1 or 2 shifts when lines needed to be juggled, and it was electric. Dominate during a game where we had very little offense. That line got a goal (might have been our only goal of the night).

For the life of me, I have no idea why TMc didn’t give it another shot. Plus … two seasons ago, TMc put Wingels, Desi and Winnik out as a line and it was the only time all year we had a 3rd line that played well. Good possession line, good energy, but not much in the way of finishing so they didn’t score much. Logan, much more than Winnik, knows where the net is.

Beer League Rocks says: 

June 30th, 2013 at 10:27 pm 

 46..

Zeke, let that line go. It was done while things were being juggled. I don’t remember why. You have repeated this line combo like 50 times or more. It was what it was, but it ain’t gonna happen. PLEASE let it go. You got Burns at forward last season. Be happy with that, and they aren’t going to pull the goalie with 5 or 10 minutes left on a powerplay when down by a couple goals. Now I’m smh….. Logan has way too much talent to play with those guys on a regular basis. That’s a waste of his talent. Get a clue. I’m a little grumpy from trying to work in this fricken heat, but come on man…..

Dirty says: 

June 30th, 2013 at 10:36 pm 

 47..

in other words: zzzzzzzzzz

ZEKE says: 

June 30th, 2013 at 10:44 pm 

 48..

Have another Beer BLR. 

If something works, see if it keeps working. It wasn’t the only time Desi and Wingels on the same line were impressive. As best as I can tell, less than 2 minutes together and 1 goal. It wasn’t a waste of Logan’s talent when they used it. 

fwiw, BLR, I’ve been consistent in advocating spreading out the talent to 4 lines. especially for the regular season. Logan with Desi and Wingels plus Pavs with Raffi and Kennedy gives us the chance to roll 4 strong lines every night. 

And where were all our ‘down 2 with under 10 minutes left’ comebacks this year. Was it zero again? Phat Stat actually did look it up and he had teams down 2 with 10 minutes to go losing something like 145 times out 150. Somebody has got to look at that risk/reward and figure its only a 3% chance of making it worse. 

So enjoy that Beer. Its not coming to a rest anytime soon :) 

Beer League Rocks says: 

June 30th, 2013 at 11:06 pm 

 49..

Zeke, ………

Beer League Rocks says: 

June 30th, 2013 at 11:13 pm 

 50..

Zeke, One of DP’s rules (which unfortunately nobody at the merc can figure out how to put back up) is to not keep hammering the same point over and over and over again and again and again. 

And since your making a play in my name, go Zeke yourself

Beer League Rocks says: 

June 30th, 2013 at 11:13 pm 

 51..

On, not in…

GP says: 

July 1st, 2013 at 12:43 am 

 52..

“And I’m still intrigued by having seen Logan play with Desijardins and Wingels.”

ZEKE, we’ve been over this…they played one shift together because they were short. They scored a goal. IMO, there are reasons that line was never put back together for a second try.

GP says: 

July 1st, 2013 at 12:59 am 

 53..

“Couture Desi Wingels was a line TMc put on the ice vs ANA for 1 or 2 shifts when lines needed to be juggled, and it was electric.”

They played hockey, fundamentals. They did nothing out of the ordinary — IOW, their jobs. Actually it was kind of a broken cycle and a turnover, the shot went to the net where “little Logan” tipped the puck and scored.

GP says: 

July 1st, 2013 at 1:11 am 

 54..

“while DW squandered his chance to re-stock his weak farm system,”

NoCup,

Your def of squandered….hmmmm…well, review your handle. You could rename it NoLoveLossforDW.

But, you are inaccurate by a long shot.

Fact is: 2 picks were traded. One brought back a young NHL tested player, the other was used to make sure he got the guy he wanted.

All other picks were used for untested players that may or may not work out. That is true of EVERY player selected in the draft.

Technology, all but one pick brought back a player.

GP says: 

July 1st, 2013 at 1:30 am 

 55..

^Techically^, all but one pick brought back a player.

SactoShark says: 

July 1st, 2013 at 7:40 am 

 56..

Even Wellwood made an appearance earlier…

Sharks acquire Tyler Kennedy from Pens for 2nd rounder

Posted by cpashelka on June 30th, 2013 at 12:57 pm | Categorized as Uncategorized 

The Sharks traded for Tyler Kennedy just moments before Sunday’s NHL draft began, acquiring the forward from Pittsburgh for a second round selection (No. 50) in this year’s draft.

Was the price too high?

Kennedy, 26, had six goals and five assists in 46 games for Pittsburgh this season, and had two goals and three assists in nine playoff games for the Penguins. 

Kennedy who will be entering his seventh year in the NHL, is set to become a restricted free agent on July 2. The Sharks do still have another RFA in TJ Galiardi, and may not have enough cap space to sign them both. 

The Sharks still hold seven picks in Sunday’s draft, and including three in the first two rounds. Their first pick is at No. 20 in the first round.

“Tyler is a highly-competitive forward who plays with speed and has a history of scoring big goals,” Sharks general manager Doug Wilson said in a statement. “He has played in a lot of playoff games over the last past five seasons, won a Stanley Cup and we think he fits in perfectly with our group and how we want to play the game.”

In 372 NHL games, all with Pittsburgh, Kennedy has posted 168 points (76 goals, 92 assists) and 181 penalty minutes. He scored a career-high 21 goals in 2010-11.

In 76 Stanley Cup playoff games, he has added 27 points (12 goals, 15 assists).

.

42 Responses to “Sharks acquire Tyler Kennedy from Pens for 2nd rounder”

ZEKE says: 

June 30th, 2013 at 1:02 pm 

 1..

Tyler Kennedy? An RFA in 2 days? Huh?? Yeah, I know the team has most of the leverage with an RFA. But still … given our cap situation …

I think its very possible he is the replacement for TJ. TJ had a nice run when paired with Burns and Jumbo, which may have inflated his value beyond his talent. 

We have a good group of top 6 forwards and plenty of 4th line talent. We need the upgrade on the 3rd line. Is Kennedy really a solid 3rd line talent? Maybe. He seems like more a 4th line player, but unlike most 4th liners, he knows where the net is.

Just looking thru his career numbers, he’s only topped 70 games once in his career. He played 46 of 48 last season, though only 2 games in the series vs NYI and 2 more vs BOS.

I guess I would have hoped for more from the 50th overall pick in a very deep draft. If we are able to sign him, that is.

Clowes A Beast says: 

June 30th, 2013 at 1:20 pm 

 2..

He’s a solid 3rd liner.

ZEKE says: 

June 30th, 2013 at 1:28 pm 

 3..

I do think Kennedy’s game fits our style, though no one on Pitt seemed overly committed to defense.

Kennedy was 6 goals and 5 assists, 11 points and -1 in 46 games last year on a team that was +46. 

We’ll see if DW can now trade Galiardi, also an RFA, for a 2nd rounder. After all, Galiardi scored 14 points (5 and 9) in 36 games and was +1 on a team that was just +8.

WI JP says: 

June 30th, 2013 at 1:33 pm 

 4..

Hard to make some amateur GMs happy, irregardless …… 

What unproven 50th pick is a better bet than a relatively young veteran who has scored 168 points in 372 games? 

Heck, what current Shark bottom 6 forward is a better bet than TK? 

Have a nice Sunday. JP

Jim says: 

June 30th, 2013 at 1:42 pm 

 5..

Hard to really pile up points and get that much ice time when you are low on the depth chart. Crosby, Dupris, Kunitz, Neal, Iginla, Morrow, Malkin, just to name a few of the forwards Pittsburgh has.

ZEKE says: 

June 30th, 2013 at 1:48 pm 

 6..

WI JP

50th overall in a very deep draft (I’m just repeating what I’ve heard on this, I have no idea if its really deep or not) seems like a pretty reasonable place to be — this team does have needs with the draft.

But would you trade Galiardi for Kennedy, straight up? Galiardi isn’t as good, but he’s younger with room to improve. He scored more points and had a better +/- than Kennedy this year (OK, TJ did play on the top line, which does distort stats). Kennedy was one of only a few Pen forwards to have a – season. 

All in all, I’d hope a 50th overall pick would have been leveraged for something more. Among recent 50th overall picks is Milan Lucic. Derek Stepan was chosen 51st, Tyler Tofili was 47th.

Renoshark says: 

June 30th, 2013 at 1:50 pm 

 7..

Yep. Pitt’s roster is loaded, yet TK still was still good enough to be a key 3rd liner. I think with SJ he’d borderline top-6 material. He at least gives us flexibility to move good players up and down our line-up.

Renoshark says: 

June 30th, 2013 at 1:55 pm 

 8..

Oh, my. Huge trade between Detroit and San Jose.

Al says: 

June 30th, 2013 at 1:57 pm 

 9..

A 2nd rounder to move up two spots seems steep!

Kirk2 says: 

June 30th, 2013 at 1:59 pm 

 10..

Shinkaruk was a better choice in that spot

ZEKE says: 

June 30th, 2013 at 2:01 pm 

 11..

If its the guy you really want, I have no issue with using a pick to move up a couple spots. Bill Walsh once traded up 3 spots to get the guy he wanted in the middle of the first round, figuring he’d lose him if he waited. Quite a bargain, considering the guy Walsh got was Jerry Rice.

WI JP says: 

June 30th, 2013 at 2:02 pm 

 12..

Big Z, we can agree to disagree. 

W/ TK, we have one less draft need, and yes, I would have traded TJ for TK.

Perhaps, you are over evaluating the value of #50, as well as that of TJ. I’m sure there is a star lurking out there below #50, but who? 

Off to enjoy the beautiful day. JP

ZEKE says: 

June 30th, 2013 at 2:05 pm 

 13..

Would have liked to have gotten Clutterbuck, who got traded to NYI. He does bring the physical.

DeanH says: 

June 30th, 2013 at 2:05 pm 

 14..

Sharks end up adding a depth forward for their third or fourth line who is ready to play now plus a big puck moving fast skating defenceman prospect. 

With Boyle and Robinson tutoring this kid, he and Vlassic should be a great pair of future shut down defenceman,once Boyle is done.

Great moves by DW!!

Clowes A Beast says: 

June 30th, 2013 at 2:07 pm 

 15..

Don’t like our draft pick I rather have mantha

Clowes A Beast says: 

June 30th, 2013 at 2:08 pm 

 16..

Or Columbus pick we traded up stupidly

GDub says: 

June 30th, 2013 at 2:08 pm 

 17..

Mueller is an absolute stud. I’ve seen him play many times in Everett. He might immediately be the second best skater on the Sharks D corps behind Boyle. Tons of patience, makes smart plays. Not physical yet but solid and not small.

This is the guy I hoped they’d get, even though we needed a forward more. While watching him I always thought of a young Nick Lidstrom.

Watched Shinkaruk live lots too. Good scorer, too small, too much of a perimeter player.

Clowes A Beast says: 

June 30th, 2013 at 2:14 pm 

 18..

Gdub

Any chance he makes it out of camp? 

I hope DW gets another forward hertyl must be expected to make the team.

ac45rw says: 

June 30th, 2013 at 2:14 pm 

 19..

well I see the DW sycophants are out doing their job

so far he has traded away 2 of the picks he got in the trades at the deadline, and has added a declining bottom 6 F in Kennedy and a young dman

Renoshark says: 

June 30th, 2013 at 2:14 pm 

 20..

I like Mueller as well but don’t think DW needed to move up to get him. Evidently DW didn’t think he’d be there.

Clowes A Beast says: 

June 30th, 2013 at 2:16 pm 

 21..

Also I hope he becomes a physical dman we need it!

ZEKE says: 

June 30th, 2013 at 2:17 pm 

 22..

We’ll agree to disagree WI JP. I’m not going to lose sleep over Tyler Kennedy, just feels like more of the same — DW churning thru lower line guys instead of investing (OK, taking a chance) in what could turn into a better talent via the draft.

Brandon Saad was a 43rd overall pick, Marcus Kruger and Andrew Shaw were a 5th rounders, Stalberg a 6th. All played important roles in CHI’s Stanley Cup run this year. 

The draft is an odds game past the top tier group. If it really is a deep draft, having more than your share early picks means the odds are with you. I think I would have rolled that way, unless there was a specific player that I really wanted. Sounds like that was the case with our top pick.

My eval of that pick: I have no idea.

Clowes A Beast says: 

June 30th, 2013 at 2:19 pm 

 23..

What is it with people bashing Kennedy?

 Declining??? He’s 26 and a solid 3rd liner who is fast hits and can score.

 Nice pick up. Way better than galliardi

DeanH says: 

June 30th, 2013 at 2:19 pm 

 24..

Remember, “Defence wins Championships!!”

From what I can see, after Seth Jones, this guy was one of the best dmen available. I think the Avs, Florida and TBay were nuts to pass on Jones!! 

The Avs and Oilers already have tons of offense!! WIthout any D, how’s that working for them.

Renoshark says: 

June 30th, 2013 at 2:19 pm 

 25..

Kennedy is a “declining” bottom 6 forward? Umm, ok. Had Stan Bowman traded for him he would have been a huge get for the Hawks. Wilson trades for him and he’s an immediate stiff. LOL.

Clowes A Beast says: 

June 30th, 2013 at 2:20 pm 

 26..

Renoshark agreed

Steve says: 

June 30th, 2013 at 2:21 pm 

 27..

“My eval of that pick: I have no idea.” – Resident expert Zeke

GDub says: 

June 30th, 2013 at 2:21 pm 

 28..

Clowes A Beast – Maybe. That’s awfully tough for a young guy…especially a Dman…but he has the two things that could make it happen: Poise and Skating. Vlasic did it and Mueller seems similar to me at that age…just better offensively. That said, SJ has lots of young Dman so they could be patient if need be.

Seriously though, I’m so excited. I even got to talk to Mirco in Everett. Nice, humble kid who was genuinely surprised and thankful when I told him I thought he was going to be a very good player for a very long time. I could not be happier.

DeanH says: 

June 30th, 2013 at 2:21 pm 

 29..

Also, Boyle is only going to be around for a couple of years, so the Sharks will need a new puck carrying defenceman around 2015/16!!!

Clowes A Beast says: 

June 30th, 2013 at 2:25 pm 

 30..

I’m glad he has a better offensive upside than vlasic. When he’s compared to pickles I’m like its never a bad thing to have shut down d men but we need an o-dman.

 Yes Boyle will need to be replaced. However those are huge shoes!

GDub says: 

June 30th, 2013 at 2:29 pm 

 31..

Would like to see him get a little more physical but he plays great positionally (ala Pickles).

Clowes A Beast says: 

June 30th, 2013 at 2:29 pm 

 32..

Renoshark lol

It’s just hard to please people who are ALWAYS NEGATIVE!

Gets old real quick. It’s ok to be negative and voice your opinion that’s your right. But consistently being negative on a move that was good… C’mon man. You have every right to say it but just keep it to yourself. 

There are a lot of things i wanna say but discretion as DP ask for is used.

Btw I’m not talking about you just so there’s no confusion.

I’d love to have Brian mcgratton. Lol :) 

Clowes A Beast says: 

June 30th, 2013 at 2:30 pm 

 33..

Gdub that’s good To hear. I like it but at the same time we need to start thinking about marleu and joe getting old. Like Danny B

ZEKE says: 

June 30th, 2013 at 2:35 pm 

 34..

I sure hope no one is suggesting I said Kennedy was ‘declining’. Because some folks seemed to suggest that word had been used somewhere up here. It wasn’t me. I do think that by Kennedy’s age, most guys are what they are with limited added upside, especially at forward. Kennedy is in the prime of his career.

ZEKE says: 

June 30th, 2013 at 2:38 pm 

 35..

As for the draft pick, you get the best player available because the need they fill is a few years out and very hard to predict what the need will be. In football, you take need into consideration. 

I hope DW got the best player out there for his pick

Clowes A Beast says: 

June 30th, 2013 at 2:44 pm 

 36..

Me too Zeke agree 100%

Renoshark says: 

June 30th, 2013 at 2:44 pm 

 37..

Zeke:

Someone else called him “declining”. I’m fine with the deal for TK because we need help on our bottom 6 this season. Badly. The 50th pick is potentially 2-3 years away or more from contributing. TK was good enough to be a 20 goal scorer as a bottom 6 player for the Pens a few years ago. He can score, skate and check. If we can hang onto him for a few years versus having him as a rental, it will be a good deal. I’m more concerned that DW moved up to take Mueller when he probably didn’t have to.

ZEKE says: 

June 30th, 2013 at 2:51 pm 

 38..

I do think DW is hamstrung by Havlat (oh the irony) and guys like TK are the types that fit our budget. 

That said, I would have liked to have seen Clutterbuck here, who also got moved today. When you go for a lower line guy, it helps to have a player who is really good at something. With both Raffi and Cal, teams would have needed to keep those heads on a serious swivel. Maybe I’m just missing Douglas …

GDub says: 

June 30th, 2013 at 2:52 pm 

 39..

Hamstrung by Havlat….lol…well done.

Clowes A Beast says: 

June 30th, 2013 at 2:58 pm 

 40..

Lol yes he’s definatly “hamstrung” by havlat. I wish we could buy him out regardless!!yes cal and raffi on a like would be AMAZING! 

But Kennedy hits and fights too man. He’s gonna fit in just fine…

But I’d like to see Brian mcgratton play 30 games for us. Keep people off Logan pavs and our young guys it was blatant after clowe and crankshaft left. That they ran our future.

ac45rw says: 

June 30th, 2013 at 3:05 pm 

 41..

another Andrew Shaw. the Hawks keep on getting richer.

Gigantes15 says: 

June 30th, 2013 at 8:05 pm 

 42..

ZEKE said it best that’s for sure. Know one ever thought Vlasic as a 2nd Round pick years ago was going to make the SJ team right from the beginning, probably not even him.

 It just seems that a 2nd round pick to move up 2 spots was a high price to pay………

A look at the Lightning draft picks
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Left wing Adam Erne was the Bolts' second pick during Sunday's draft (33rd overall). THE ASSOCIATED PRESS
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 Jonathan Drouin

Position: Left wing

Selected: No. 3 overall (first round)

Vitals: 5-foot-11, 176 pounds; born in Ste. Agathe, Quebec on March 27, 1995

Need to know: Named the player of the year in the Canadian Hockey League, which includes all three top junior leagues, as well as the Quebec Major Junior Hockey League's Most Valuable Player, Best Professional Prospect and Personality of the Year in 2012-13. ... Won a Memorial Cup championship with Halifax this past season. ... Ranked No. 3 overall North American skater by NHL Central Scout as well as International Scouting Services. ... Ranked top available prospect by Hockey Prospectus. ... Teammate of No. 1 overall pick Nathan MacKinnon. ... Used to train in the summer with Lightning forward Alex Killorn. ... First player to be named CHL player of the year award in his first year of draft-eligibility since Sidney Crosby with the Rimouski Oceanic in 2004-05.

Comment: "His hockey sense, his skill, his competitiveness . . . we like all of his tools.'' - Lightning general manager Steve Yzerman

---

Adam Erne

Position: Left wing

Selected: 33rd overall (Second round)

Vitals: 6-foot, 210 pounds; born in New Haven, Conn., on April 20, 1995

Need to know: Ranked 13 overall prospect by The Hockey News. ... Played for Patrick Roy the past two seasons with Quebec in the Quebec Major Junior Hockey League. ... Played for Team USA at the 2012 Ivan Hlincka Under-18 tournament, scoring five goals and seven points in four games. ... Ranked 26th overall North American Skater by NHL Central Scouting and 37th overall by ISS. ... Was a linemate in Quebec with Buffalo 2012 first-round pick Mikail Grigorenko. ... Invited to USA World Junior Evaluation camp that will take place from Aug. 3-10 in Lake Placid, N.Y.

Comment: "A big body with a high skill level. Plays a big man's game, in the corners, in front of the net. ... He's got a terrific shot, is a play-maker as well as a goal scorer and he plays very well defensively." - Lightning director of scouting Al Murray

---

Kristers Gudlevskis

Position: Goaltender

Selected: 124th overall (fifth round)

Vitals: 6-foot-3, 189 pounds; born July 31, 1992 in Latvia

Need to know: Posted a 2.09 goals-against average with a .927 save percentage in 56 games with Riga's junior team in the Russian Kontinental Hockey League. ... Appeared in two games with the top Riga team, posting a 2.18 GAA and .921 save percentage. ... Appeared in four games with Latvia at the World Championships, posting 2.22 GAA and .925 save percentage.

Comment: "We believe he has a chance to come in this year and compete for an American Hockey League spot with our team and continue his development." - Murray

---

Henri Ikonen

Position: Left wing

Selected: 154th overall (Sixth round)

Vitals: 6-foot, 198 pounds; born April 17, 1994 in Savonlinna, Finland

Need to know: Had 22 goals and 51 points in 61 games with Kingston in the Ontario Hockey League. ... Ranked 180th North American Skater by NHL Central Scout, 154th overall by ISS. ... ISS tabbed Ikonen as a draft sleeper. ... "Works well along the boards and off cycle. ... Displays great strength in his lower body and on his skates with a North-South offensive style,'' according to ISS. ... Will participate with Finland World Junior team at Lake Placid camp in August.

Comment: "He's highly competitive, he's (Kingston's) top penalty killer, he plays on their No. 1 power play, he's captain material. We think he has huge upside, has all the things we look for. He's got competitiveness, he's got skill, he's got leadership abilities.'' - Murray

---

Saku Salminen

Position: Center

Selected: 184th overall (7th round)

Vitals: 6-foot-3, 187 pounds; born in Helsinki, Finland, on Oct. 20, 1994

Need to know: Was ranked 74th overall skater by NHL Central Scouting. ... Will particiapte with Finland World Junior team in Lake Placid in August. ... Suffered a back injury that kept him out six weeks and dropped him back to the Jokerit junior team. ... Appeared in 13 games with Jokerit men's team, registering one goal and two points plus 12 penatly minutes.

Comment: "A big winger, plays a power game, not a high skill guy, but a big physical guy.'' - Murray

---

Joel Vermin

Position: Right wing

Selected: 186th overall (7th round)

Vitals: 5-foot-11, 192 pounds, born in Frauenkappelen, Switzerland, on Feb. 5, 1992

Need to know: During the NHL lockout, he was a linemate with New York Islanders center John Tavares. ... Ranked 34th overall European skater by NHL Central Scouting. ... Has one year remaining on his contract with Bern in the Swiss elite league. ... Is a candidate to play for Switzerland in the Olympics in February. ... Had 13 goals and 35 points in 47 games with Bern this season.

Comment: "We are going to be a little patient but we think we have a high skill level player that has a good compete level and good hockey sense.'' - Murray
Bolts notes: Lecavalier meets suitors
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Vinny Lecavalier is in discussions with a number of teams after being released by the Lightning. THE ASSOCIATED PRESS
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 NEWARK, N.J. - While the NHL draft proved the main topic of the weekend, former Lightning captain Vinny Lecavalier turned out to be a popular figure throughout the weekend.

Lecavalier, who was bought out of the final seven years of his contract by Tampa Bay on Thursday, is now an unrestricted free agent. Though he cannot sign a contract until free agency begins Friday, he is permitted to speak with teams.

So Lecavalier flew to New York to spend time with agent Kent Hughes and met with more than a handful of teams including Anaheim, Detroit, Dallas, Philadelphia, Washington, St. Louis, Calgary, Toronto, Boston and Montreal among others. There are additional teams that also reached out to express interest, and Lecavalier and is expected to narrow the choices early in the week. The 33-year-old returned to his home in Montreal on Sunday to mull over the options, narrow the choices and ultimately make a decision on what team he will play for after spending 14 season with Tampa Bay.

Seeing the attention was no surprise to Tampa Bay head coach Jon Cooper.

"I said, when all this buyout goes through, the line to get Vinny will be the longest, and deservedly so,'' Cooper said.

No blue line picks

Tampa Bay failed to select a defenseman with any of their six picks, which wasn't exactly by design.

But with college free agent Andrej Sustr, 2011 first-round pick Slater Koekkoek, 2011 draftees Dylan Blujus and Jake Dotchin along with Nikita Nestorov, Luke Witkowski, Dmitry Korobov and Artem Sergeen in the fold, there is not an internal sense of urgency to go off their scouting list just to select a defenseman.

"We think we are very deep, actually, in defensemen,'' Lightning scouting director Al Murray said. "We have a lot of good, young prospects. ... So we don't see a shortage, we don't see a lack of depth. In the draft you do like to balance your positioning out a little bit so you don't wind up going short down the road. But at this point we feel comfortable (prospect wise) in all three forward positions, on defense as well as in goal.''

Big-time coach

Playing under Hall of Fame goaltender Patrick Roy can be intimidating.

But Lightning second-round pick Adam Erne enjoyed the opportunity, playing two seasons under Roy - who is now the head coach in Colorado - with Quebec in the Quebec Major Junior Hockey League.

"It's tough, he's a great guy and a great coach, but he is tough on you, he's really intense, but I can't say enough good things about him," Erne said.

Coaching addition

The Lightning have spent draft week interviewing potential assistant coaching prospects to add to Cooper's staff, which already has added veteran coach Rick Bowness as an associate coach. Steve Thomas is expected to be retained and serve as the team's eye in the sky from the pressbox. The contracts for goaltender coach Frantz Jean and video coach Nigel Kirwan expired at midnight Sunday, but both are expected to be retained.

That means whatever coach is added, and it is expected to be somebody with NHL experience, will serve on the bench alongside Cooper and Bowness.

"Something will go down here, soon,'' Cooper said. "We have a great group of guys, and I'm looking to add not subtract.''

Nuts and Bolts

The Lightning will announce today that they have sent out qualifying offers to their restricted free agents, a list that includes D Brendan Mikkelson, G Pat Nagle, RW J.T. Brown and RW Benoit Pouliot. General manager Steve Yzerman did not say who would be receiving their qualifying offers, but did confirm an earlier report that Mikkelson will not be retained and will become an unrestricted free agent. ... Tampa Bay will hold their prospect camp, which will include top-two picks Jonathan Drouin and Erne, starting Saturday in Brandon. ... Next year's draft will be held June 27-28 at Wachovia Center in Philadelphia. ... The Lightning announced Thursday RW Mike Angelidis has been re-signed to a one-year, two-way contract. Angelidis was captain of Tampa Bay's farm team in Syracuse this past season.
Lightning select winger Drouin with third pick
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Lightning coach Jon Cooper and general manager Steve Yzerman flank first draft pick Jonathan Drouin, taken third overall.
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 NEWARK, N.J. - Leading up to the NHL Entry Draft, Steve Yzerman threw every conceivable scenario at head scout Al Murray and the rest of the scouting staff.

How Tampa Bay ended up selecting talented left wing Jonathan Drouin with the third overall pick did not come up too often in those conversations, until recently.

Colorado stood to its word, selecting center Nathan MacKinnon with the first overall pick, but when Florida opted to go with Finnish center Aleksander Barkov with the second pick, the Lightning found themselves in the enviable position of having to choose between potential top-two defenseman Seth Jones or the slick offensive talent Drouin.

An argument could have been made for either to have been the first overall pick.

Not too many mock drafts predicted Tampa Bay would have to make the decision between the two.

“We didn't really expect to,'' Yzerman said. “But in the last couple of days there were some rumblings, so we thought there was a good possibility we would have to make a decision (between the two). ... We simply rated Jonathan ahead of Seth.''

When that decision was presented to the table, there was little hesitation among the Lightning scouts as to who they were going to select, having at least been presented with the possibility previously.

“Steve was very good. He went through every single possibility that could come our way, so we knew who we wanted ahead of who and what the potential was for those top four players,'' Murray said. “So we were prepared for all situations and we got who we felt was the best player.''

In the end, Drouin's talent level proved too unique of a package to pass up.

“In Jonathan's case, he has a special compete level and a special skill set that you very rarely see come along,'' Murray said. “When you see some of the things he can do and how he attacks people and beat people one-on-one and beat goaltenders, the best thing he does is set up other players around him. He really is a complete forward.''

Drouin rated just ahead of Jones on Tampa Bay's list. With a rare set of puck skills, ability to see and read the game at an elite level and make plays at a high level, the 5-foot-11, 175-pound winger has a chance to make an immediate impact on the Lightning roster as soon as next season.

And that's what he plans to do.

“I want to step in next year. I'm pretty confident about that,'' Drouin said. “I've been getting ready already and I think I'll be ready next year.''

There are a few highlight reels on YouTube of Drouin in action. His ability to stick handle is unmatched by anybody in the draft and how he shifts in and away from traffic with the puck on his stick can make opponents look foolish while teammates know to be ready for Drouin to find their sticks.

“He's a very special player, a player with special vision and great hockey sense,'' said MacKinnon, a linemate of Drouin's at Halifax the past two seasons. “He's going to have a long, great career in the NHL. He's a very special guy and a very special player. He's going to do wonders with (Tampa Bay). ... I think his puck-handling stands out for me.

"That he creates the other things with his hockey sense. His decision-making as well is one of the best on the job, so he's a very special player.''

Lightning head coach Jon Cooper did his homework on the players Tampa Bay could potentially select, watching the Memorial Cup and tape of the World Junior Championships. Cooper liked what he saw in Drouin.

“When you can get into a situation where you get a player that is not only elite, but makes everybody around him better ... we couldn't be happier to be able to get him,'' Cooper said.

“The NHL is the best of the best and there is going to be that learning curve, there is going to be that bump in the road. ... I'm fairly sure that he is going to jump the curve a little sooner than others.''

eerlendsson@tampatrib.com
Impact player on the way for Lightning
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Marty St. Louis (left) and Steven Stamkos figure to get some scoring help in the draft.
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 NEWARK, N.J. - Franchises adapt and evolve. Players come and go.

But the transformation of a team can take place with one move, one right selection on draft day.

The Lightning have that chance this afternoon when the 2013 NHL Entry Draft takes place at Prudential Center.

While each draft has its own personality, strengths and weaknesses, there is one consensus heading into today - holding the No. 3 pick gives Tampa Bay the chance to reshape the roster with a franchise player.

"You are going to get a player that can potentially impact your franchise for the next decade,'' NHL director of scouting Don Marr said of holding a top-three pick this season.

Tampa Bay has been here before in previous drafts and is holding a top-five pick for the 10th time in franchise history after making seven previous selections.

There have been varying degrees of success with those picks: Vinny Lecavalier, Roman Hamrlik, Steven Stamkos and Victor Hedman made substantial and positive impacts. But Alex Svitov, Daymond Langkow and Chris Gratton did not have the same sort of impression on the franchise.

Of those seven selections, Lecavalier, Hamrlik, Stamkos and Hedman were taken with a top-two pick. Svitov and Gratton were selected with the third pick and Langkow was a fifth overall selection.

There are no guarantees that Tampa Bay's selection - assuming it holds on to the pick - will turn into a star player or help turn the Lightning into a perennial playoff contender.

But the potential is there.

"This draft is very strong at the top,'' Lightning director of scouting Al Murray said. "If you have a pick in the top five, you might be getting a star player who can really help carry your team to another level.

"We are going to get one of those guys and hopefully that guy can come in and have that kind of impact on our organization. ... Lots of impact players in this draft and you don't get that every year.''

This year's draft class is already drawing comparisons to the 2003 draft that produced Eric Staal, Nathan Horton, Thomas Vanek, Ryan Suter, Dion Phaneuf, Jeff Carter, Dustin Brown, Zach Parise, Ryan Getzlaf, Mike Richards and Corey Perry, among others.

Marr believes there is the potential for some of the top players in this year's draft to have an even bigger impact on the league than the class of 2003.

In particular, playmaking winger Jonathan Drouin out of Halifax has drawn some heavy comparisons.

"A lot of older scouts in the business have told me, and I agree with them, I think Joe Sakic is a good comparison,'' Marr said. "(Drouin) has the potential to be a Hall of Fame player.''

With Drouin's ability to make plays, find seams and set up teammates in the offensive zone, the potential of him playing alongside center Steven Stamkos could prove a dynamic combination.

"Oh for sure, (Drouin) would set him up all night and day, all day long,'' Marr said. "Anyone that gets to play alongside Jonathan Drouin really appreciates him, and there will be guys who want to play with him.

"Everyone talks about playing on the third line, but you may have some of those first- and second-liners wanting to play with him because he will feed him the puck.''

There is the same potential impact, albeit in a different manner, with players such as defenseman Seth Jones, center Nathan MacKinnon, center Aleksander Barkov or winger Valeri Nichuskin.

And with the Lightning holding a top-five pick, one of them has the potential to help steer Tampa Bay back in the right direction.

"We are hopeful in that top five that you will be getting a player that will play for you for 15 to 18 years and be a real good player for you,'' Lightning general manager Steve Yzerman said. "And I think if you go back and analyze the drafts every year, there are very few that really kind of turn a franchise around.

"Everybody picking that high, we are all hoping we get one of those couple of guys. Real impact players are hard to get, so it's important, and there is a little bit of luck involved, but you can really set yourself up for a long, long time.''

Rumor of the day

The days leading up to the draft are as rumor-filled as the days leading up to the trade deadline.

One of the biggest rumors Saturday had Tampa Bay showing interest in acquiring Boston winger Tyler Seguin. The third-year pro was the second overall pick in 2010 and will begin a six-year, $34.5 million contract next season that carries a $5.75 million salary cap hit.

In three seasons with the Bruins, Seguin has 56 goals and 121 points in 203 games.

Draft party

The Lightning are hosting a draft party from 2-5 p.m. today at Champps at International Plaza.

Team broadcasters Rick Peckham, Bobby Taylor and Dave Mishkin will be on hand for a special edition of "Lightning Hockey Night" that will air from 3-5 p.m. on 1250 AM. Former Lightning all-star Brian Bradley also will be present.

Fans in Lightning attire will receive a 10 percent discount on food and beverage, while season-ticket holders wearing their jerseys or who present their STM card will receive a 15 percent discount.

There will also be giveaways and raffle prizes.

eerlendsson@tampatrib.com
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Vinny Lecavalier no longer plays for the Tampa Bay Lightning. Why, exactly, was the all-time franchise leader in games played at 1,037 and goals scored at 383 cut loose after 14 seasons? Well, it's not personal, it's just business.

 Q: Why did the Lightning buy out Lecavalier's contract?

 Answer: Next season, the salary cap in the NHL drops by $6 million, from $70 million last season to $64.3 million. Lecavalier's contract carried a $7.7 million annual salary cap cost through the end of the 2019-20 season. With cap space at a premium, Tampa Bay's front office, led by general manager Steve Yzerman, decided the Lightning could no longer afford Lecavalier's contract.

 Q: Were there other factors?

 Answer: The new collective bargaining agreement discourages teams from signing players to lengthy, front-loaded contracts - such as Lecavalier's - as a way of manipulating the salary cap. If Lecavalier retired before the end of his contract in 2020, the team would have incurred additional salary cap penalties.

 Q: How does the buyout work?

 Answer: Lecavalier had seven years and $45 million remaining on the 11-year, $85 million contract extension that went into effect in 2009. To buy him out, the Lightning must pay him two-thirds of the remaining value over twice the remaining years. Including bonuses, that amounts to $32 million over 14 years.

 Q: Why now?

 Answer: Buyouts are nothing new, but they always came with salary cap penalties. With an eye toward the shrinking salary cap for the 2013-14 season, the collective bargaining agreement signed in January allowed for amnesty buyouts. Each team can buy out the contracts of up to two players this summer or next without them counting against the salary cap.

 Q: How much salary cap space does it free up?

 Answer: About $7.7 million a year for the next seven years, or roughly $54 million total. That amount gives Yzerman flexibility moving forward to improve the roster and steer Tampa Bay back toward the playoffs.

Buyout leaves Bolts with void to fill
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Vinny Lecavalier is presented a silver stick by Lightning general manager Steve Yzerman in honor of his 1,000th game before the Jan. 25 game against Ottawa.
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TAMPA - The Lightning made a bold move on Thursday, cutting loose iconic captain Vinny Lecavalier in a business move that will free up the $7.7 million annual salary cap cost of Lecavalier's contract.

 With Lecavalier now an unrestricted free agent able to sign with any team - other than Tampa Bay - it leaves a gaping hole on the Lightning roster that needs to be filled.

 The all-time franchise leader in goals with 383 and games played with 1,037, Lecavalier provided the secondary offensive threat behind top center Steven Stamkos, filled a power play role and was a consistent winner in the face-off circle.

 Now, with Lecavlier out of the picture, how exactly general manager Steve Yzerman utilizes the available cap space could define how the franchise moves forward in the near future, as well as down the road.

 "This was not done just with the idea for next year," Yzerman said. "This is a part of where the Lightning are going long term, what our goals are and how we are going to get there.''

 There will be plenty of options for Yzerman to explore.

 In the unrestricted free agent market - barring more buyouts around the league - there are veterans such Mike Ribeiro, Daniel Briere and Derek Roy. A younger option might be Tyler Bozak, if Toronto fails to sign him before the July 5 free-agent market opens.

 There are also options within the Lightning organization, such as Tyler Johnson, the reigning American Hockey League MVP after leading the league with 37 goals. In his 14 games with the Lightning during the season, the 5-foot-9 Johnson had three goals and six points, was plus-3, proved reliable defensively and was stellar in the face-off circle.

 Alex Killorn, who played on the wing after his call-up in February, played center in college and could be shifted to the middle.

 And perhaps the longer-term solution is 2011 first-round pick Vladislav Namestnikov, who just finished his first pro season and played a top-six role in the postseason for Syracuse.

 Then there is this weekend's NHL Entry Draft, where Tampa Bay holds the No. 3 overall pick. Yzerman could use that pick on a top-rated forward such as Nathan MacKinnon - though Colorado might nab him with the first selection - or Aleksander Barkov.

 Yzerman, however, gave no indication on Thursday which route he might go to fill Lecavalier's void.

 "I don't have a solution for replacing Vinny Lecavalier today,'' Yzerman said. "There is a $7.7 million-plus cap charge that went with Vinny's contract. Now, moving forward, we have created that space on the cap, so whenever the opportunity or situation arises we have more flexibility.''

 More than just fans will be keeping a close on eye on the moves the team makes heading into training camp in September.

 "I'm very interested to see,'' center Steven Stamkos said. "This is a big hole. Vinny was a great player for us. He's a top-six forward and a centerman and, obviously, that's something that is a gaping hole right now. You just have to hope management has a plan and we can add some players that are going to help us win. Everyone wants to win as soon as possible, and I'm the same way.''

 There also a leadership role that will need to be filled. Lecavalier was the team captain the past five seasons, his second stint wearing the "C" on his sweater.

 An argument could be made for Stamkos to assume the role - the 23-year-old has been an alternate captain for two seasons and figures to assume the role down the road. But the likely candidate is Marty St. Louis, who has been with the franchise since 2000-01 and been part of the leadership group for most of his Lightning tenure.

 Those decisions, however, won't be made right away.

 "That's something we'll address over the course of the summer, and we'll be prepared to announce and make the decision prior to the season at some point,'' Yzerman said.

 eerlendsson@tampatrib.com
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Fennelly: It just won't be the same without Vinny
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Vinny Lecavalier hoists the Stanley Cup after the Bolts' 2-1 victory against the Flames in Game 7 of the finals on June 7, 2004. The team's history might be different without Lecavalier's contributions.

1

 of 

2

Related Links

•Vinny set a standard

•Where will Lecavalier play next season?

•Vinny: Life and times of a Lightning legend

•Reactions to Lecavalier buyout

•Buyout leaves Bolts with void to fill

•Q&A: Why did Bolts cut Lecavalier?

Published: June 28, 2013 

 TAMPA - As much hockey sense as it made, business sense, as much as his oversized contract was a rock around his team's neck, the elephant in the rink ... as inevitable it was in the name of Moving On, it was a stunning day in Lightning history.

Vinny Lecavalier is gone.

Over the years, Vinny trade rumors piled up like goals, though not quite, since Vinny scored 407 if you include the playoffs. Today we do. We count everything, on and off the ice. It's quite the legacy. To top it off, you never could help but like the guy.

That's how Vincent Lecavalier became Vinny - the first name would do.

Once, there was a deal to send him to Vancouver for goaltender Roberto Luongo, but it fell through. When compliance buyouts came with the new NHL collective bargaining agreement, Vinny speculation was rampant.

It was still startling when it actually happened - that, 15 years to the day after he was selected first overall by Tampa Bay in the 1998 draft, the Lightning team captain, for years the face of the franchise, was told he didn't have a job here anymore by Lightning general manager Steve Yzerman, Vinny's hockey hero growing up.

One of the weird moments in Tampa sports history will be when Vinny hits the ice in another sweater.

There are millions of reasons why what happened Thursday happened, namely the dollars in Vinny's salary, far too many for his current game, a far cry from when he was going to be the very best. Some nights he was, many nights he wasn't, and we often held that against him.

But he was pretty darn good. Vinny and the Ligthning made a lot of history together.

Come to think of it, I'm not sure there would be much Lightning history without Vinny. I'm not sure this franchise would have lasted here if Vinny hadn't been the young star, marked for greatness. He didn't have to be Michael Jordan, like that cuckoo owner dreamed. Just Vinny. He saved the day.

A lot of hockey fans around here grew up with Vinny, 14 seasons of him, as many seasons as Derrick Brooks spent with the Bucs. Vinny grew up, too, right in front of us, and lifted the Stanley Cup nine Junes ago. Like Brooks and Warren Sapp with the the Bucs, Vinny helped turn the Lightning from a punch line to a world champion.

Then there was his foundation, his charitable work, widespread and meaningful, backed by walk as well as talk, by Vinny dollars.

There are so many Vinny moments. There's him looking like he was 12 years old the day he was drafted. There was Vinny and coach John Tortorella, back and forth, forth and back. There was Vinny's 50th goal in a season, the first Bolt to do that.

There was Vinny during the 2004 Cup run: back home in Montreal, late magic, scoring with a shot between his legs to force overtime. There was Vinny's brawl with Calgary's Jarome Iginla in the Cup finals, then Vinny lifting the Cup the night the Bolts became kings of the hockey world.

Look, no one should feel sorry for Vinny. I checked. He's getting $32.67 million in the buyout, and you're not getting one dime. Vinny will get another job, a good one, with a saner contract. The one that was just bought out wasn't Vinny's fault. Blame it on those goober owners, those cowboys.

And face it: The Lightning wouldn't be doing this if the NHL business model hadn't changed, and for that matter, if Vinny's game was at the same level as the ones belonging to friend and teammate Marty St. Louis and Steven Stamkos. Vinny had become a $4 million player trapped in a $10 million contract.

He was so talented we always wanted him to be more talented, the best. There was always something to pick on when it came to Vinny. Some questioned his drive. Some used to say: If only you could stick Marty's heart in Vinny's body, you'd have the ultimate hockey player. It was unfair.

Vinny was pretty darn good when he was at his best. And his heart, the part of it that mattered most, was beyond question. This good, decent man counted for something in this community. There is a Vincent Lecavalier Pediatric Cancer and Blood Disorder Center at All Children's Hospital in St. Petersburg. No matter how famous he became, Vinny remained the Quebec firefighter's son.

After all, Tampa Bay was his home. And it always will be when we see that banner in the Forum rafters. Or when sick children maybe leave that cancer center not quite as sick as they were going in. All the hockey and business sense in the world won't change that. It's like Vinny's name on that Stanley Cup. He's there - and here - for good.
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Thomas Wolfe once said you can’t go home again.

But what if you never left?

In the merry world of the Vancouver Canucks, where their goaltending soap opera was a daily distraction last season, a development worthy of As the World Turns occurred Sunday during the NHL’s annual entry draft.

After more than a year of trying, Canucks general manager Mike Gillis finally found a home for one of his excess goaltenders.
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But instead of trading away Roberto Luongo, who’d been practically run out of town on a rail, the plot took a fresh twist. Ultimately, it was Cory Schneider moving elsewhere and Luongo back in the team’s good graces as the old/new No. 1.

No, you really can’t make this stuff up.

Luongo put his condo up for sale during the playoffs as the Canucks were swept out of the first round by the San Jose Sharks. Recently, he was tweeting hilariously about new coach John Tortorella after Tortorella was hired to replace Alain Vigneault.

Luckily for Luongo, the NHL’s collective agreement would not permit him to follow through on a promise he made via social media – that he would be willing to stay in Vancouver and be the backup and play for free if they would just let him sit in at every Tortorella press conference.

Well, Luongo will be closer to Tortorella’s postgame insights than he originally thought. Unless he decides to breach the 12-year, $64-million (all currency U.S.) contract he signed with the Canucks in 2010, a contract that made him virtually untradeable, he is back to where he was two years ago, or before Schneider emerged as a younger, cheaper option as the team’s No. 1 goaltender.

Gillis had opportunities to trade Luongo a year ago, but wanted value in exchange for a player he viewed as one of the organization’s top assets.

No other NHL team saw it the same way, or at least, none would meet Gillis’s asking price. Then came the NHL lockout, a revamped collective agreement, a shrinking salary cap and suddenly the market for Luongo went from lukewarm to ice cold.

If nothing else, Gillis is a pragmatist. When Luongo proved to be untradeable and the Canucks determined they didn’t want to pay the $27.047-million that it would have cost to buy out the nine remaining years of his contract, it meant Schneider had to go.

In the end, for Schneider, the New Jersey Devils surrendered a first-round pick, ninth overall, to the Canucks. Vancouver selected London Knights centre Bo Horvat, putting a piece into a development pipeline that had gone virtually bone dry.

Was it enough?

Who knows?

The Canucks received inquiries from both the Edmonton Oilers and the Calgary Flames for Schneider, but elected to move him out of the conference, so that if he evolves into a Vézina Trophy-winning goaltender, it will happen much further from view.

Instead of teaming up with the goalie who backstopped Canada to the 2010 Olympic gold medal, Luongo, Schneider will now partner the goalie who backstopped Canada to the 2002 Olympic gold medal, 41-year-old Martin Brodeur.

Brodeur is planning to play at least one more season, so Schneider may have to wait some more to become the team’s pure, de facto No. 1. But he is moving closer to his Boston home and that may make life less complicated for him – and at least get him into an organization that minimizes the drama at every turn, thanks to their buttoned-down general manager, Lou Lamoriello.

The more pressing question for Canucks Nation, is how long will it take Luongo to get his head around the fact that he is back in Vancouver after having cut ties, emotionally and otherwise, with the city and his teammates?

The Canucks had planned to dispatch owner Francesco Aquilini to patch things up with Luongo in person. Probably a dozen roses and a rueful, foot-shuffling apology won’t get it done.

About the only saving grace for the Canucks is that Luongo possesses one of the steadiest and most phlegmatic personalities in the game.

Throughout the lunacy of last season, when every question after every game focused on the team’s goaltending, Luongo handled the daily circus with humour and professionalism. Luongo rarely lost his cool. He didn’t do media one night in Edmonton after being hung out to dry in the team’s season-ending game; and he didn’t say anything inflammatory after Vigneault switched to Schneider two games into the San Jose series after Luongo gave them two excellent starts.

If anyone can emotionally reconnect with what he thought of as his ex-team, it is Luongo. The Canucks are clinging to the idea that they can win with this core group, even as their Stanley Cup window closes. Tortorella is a coaching hire designed to win in the here and now; Luongo is still a viable goalie, but nearing his 35th birthday; and the Sedin twins are a year away from unrestricted free agency. What fun. What a frolic. Too bad the NHL doesn’t hand out silverware to the teams with the best story lines. The Canucks would be champions every year.
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A collective gasp and then a burst of applause marked the end of the Vancouver Canucks goaltending controversy.

Just before the New Jersey Devils were to make their ninth overall selection at the NHL entry draft, it was announced at the Prudential Center the hometown team just made a trade: The ninth pick for Canucks goaltender Cory Schneider. The near capacity crowd quickly realized Devils general manager Lou Lamoriello had just solved his succession problem with 41-year-old Martin Brodeur and roared its approval.
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For Canucks’ fans, it was a sorry end to a year-long drama that could not have been botched any worse by general manager Mike Gillis, who now adds this to his portfolio along with two consecutive first-round playoff exits by his team. Even though he took a solid prospect with the ninth pick in centre Bo Horvat from the Ontario Hockey League’s London Knights, Gillis is now left in a situation that can be described as awkward at best.

One year ago, Roberto Luongo was told he was no longer the Canucks’ No. 1 goaltender despite the fact they invested $64-million (all currency U.S.) in him two years earlier with a 12-year contract. Schneider, 27, who has two years left on his contract with a salary-cap hit of $4-million, was going to be the new top gun and Luongo would be traded.

But as just about everyone around the league predicted, Gillis was not able to trade Luongo’s contract. He could have made a deal with the Toronto Maple Leafs in the summer of 2012 but was too stubborn about a reasonable price. The Leafs backed off again at the trading deadline in February when Gillis finally agreed to most of elements of a trade but refused to cover part of Luongo’s salary.

In the meantime, both goaltenders made the best of a terrible situation once the season started, although you had to wonder if it did not have an effect on Schneider. He was not consistent enough to keep the No. 1 job full-time and Luongo had to try and bail out the Canucks in their first-round playoff loss to the San Jose Sharks.

By the time June rolled around, Gillis’s only choices were to give Luongo a compliance buyout, which would have cost $27-million over 16 years, try for a last-ditch trade or, trade the guy you publicly promised would be your No. 1 goalie for a long time. Obviously, Canucks owner Francesco Aquilini was not interested in setting a new record for buyouts, so Schneider was gone at a discount price.

So somehow Gillis, who stubbornly insisted he could get a great return on a Luongo trade, and was said to be demanding picks in the first and second rounds plus a prospect for Schneider, has to explain to the fans, not to mention his owner, how this is a good outcome. The Calgary Flames and Edmonton Oilers were bidding hard along with the Devils (and the price for them was higher) but there was no way Schneider was going to a team that will be in the Canucks’ division next season.

One more thing Gillis has to do is try and repair the relationship with Luongo, who handled the situation with good grace and lots of humour on Twitter. The only thing the GM has going for him there is that Luongo is easy-going enough to forgive, although even he will not forget.
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The Toronto Maple Leafs picked up size and depth in Sunday’s NHL draft in the former of Rimouski centre Frederik Gauthier.

But they will likely have to wait for their 21st overall pick to make his presence felt in the NHL.

“He’s big,” Toronto GM Dave Nonis said when asked about his first-round pick. “He’s a big man.”
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At 6-foot-4 and 215 pounds, the 18-year-old from Laval, Que., is a load.

He’s billed as a strong two-way player who led first-year Quebec Major Junior Hockey League players in faceoff percentage. He ranked eighth among North American skaters, according to NHL Central Scouting.

“I’ve never seen a kid get back and play defence like he does in 20 years,” said Chris Bordeleau of NHL Central Scouting. “In his own end, he’s always around the puck. A kid that can play defence like he does at his age, with that kind of maturity, is very rare.”

Gauthier had 22 goals and 28 assists in his first season with the Oceanic, to rank fourth among rookies.

He also helped Canada earn a gold medal at the 2013 Under-18 World Championship in Russia with a goal and three assists in seven games.

Nonis said the Leafs had four or five players in mind with their first pick and had looked into moving up. But they abandoned the effort after deducing that Gauthier would still be there when their turn came around.

“He fills a need long-term for us,” said Nonis. “I don’t expect that we’ll see him shortly but he’s come a long way in a short amount of time. He was playing midget hockey not too long ago.”

Gauthier will come to rookie camp with the Leafs.

“Someone asked me earlier how long is it going to take for him. It’s going to take as long as it takes,” said Nonis. “There’s not going to be any rushing of any of these players. We want to do a better job of being as deep as we can be so we can keep the players where they should be playing until they’re developed and ready to come and play for us.”

Gauthier, who says he models his game after Jordan Staal, said he was surprised and excited to be taken by Toronto. He had spoken to the team at the recent NHL Combine.

“I’ll try and make the NHL next year for sure,” he said. “And if I don’t, I’ll go back to Rimouski and play junior and continue at school.”

Toronto chose another centre, Niagara’s Carter Verhaege, in the third round. Swiss winger Fabrice Herzog came in the fourth round and goalie Antoine Bibeau of the P.E.I. Rockets, now known as the Charlottetown Islanders, was chosen in the sixth round.

The Leafs wrapped up the draft in the seventh round with Sweden’s Andreas Johnson.

Nonis said he looked at moving higher in the draft but the price was too steep. “The assets to move up didn’t make any sense.”
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They have been inexorably linked for years, two hockey wunderkinds from the same small Maritime hometown.

Now, Sidney Crosby and Nathan MacKinnon share another thing in common: Both were No. 1 overall picks.

The Colorado Avalanche ended the suspense and made MacKinnon their first pick in Sunday’s NHL entry draft, elevating the Halifax Mooseheads’ star into an elite group with his idol Crosby, who hails from the same Halifax suburb of Cole Harbour.
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Eight years Crosby’s junior, MacKinnon has nonetheless become close with the Pittsburgh Penguins’ captain, who was the first pick after the NHL’s last comeback from a lockout, in 2005.

And one of the first people MacKinnon heard from after going No. 1 was Crosby.

“He wished me luck,” he said.

There’s a Colorado tie-in to their story, too. As chance would have it, Crosby’s arrival in the NHL, when MacKinnon was just 10, caused him to switch allegiances from the Avs to the Penguins.

“I loved Sid, and he was my favourite player,” MacKinnon said. “I guess he’s still my favourite player. I don’t really know what to say now [that we’re in the same league].”

Colorado’s pick, made by new top execs Joe Sakic and Patrick Roy, was one of the least surprising developments on the day, as both had mused publicly about their preference for taking him No. 1.

Part of that desire arose from the fact that Roy, as the former head coach and GM of the Quebec Remparts, had been on the wrong end of a lot of MacKinnon’s big games with the Mooseheads.

More than most, Roy realizes his game-breaking talent and fire-in-the-belly attitude, something the Hall of Fame goaltender shares in common with his top prospect.

“He’s a winner,” Roy said to a group of reporters on the draft floor.

“He’s a very good player – just too good to pass up. People in Denver are really going to enjoy watching him play.”

“I think we’re similar in that we’re both very competitive guys,” MacKinnon said. “And he definitely had a high work ethic, and I have the same, so in terms of that I think it’s going to work very well.”

Growing up being compared to Crosby wasn’t always easy for MacKinnon, who has been enduring that treatment in the national (and even international) media starting when he was as young as 12.

He should now be able to carve out his own niche, however, as he’s landed in another conference, in another time zone, and with a team that’s very much in a different place than the powerhouse Penguins and trying to find its way.

If there’s a comparison to be made in their games, it’s likely in their dedication and passion for the game, as MacKinnon gets every ounce out of his modest six-foot, 180-pound frame and has made a big impact time and again in key situations.

His explosiveness and abilities with the puck will more than make up for any size limitations, too, and it’s expected he can step right into Colorado’s lineup next season.

“He’s got the fire,” Sakic said. “He’s a humble kid, but he wanted to be No. 1. He’s a hard worker, and no matter what the moment is, he rises to the occasion.”

And, now that he has a team of his own, MacKinnon doesn’t mind the Crosby comparisons as much as he used to.

“Obviously, it’s some pretty good company,” he said. “I’m so proud to be where I’m from and where I grew up. Not many kids get this opportunity at the position I’m in.”
Canucks turn an embarrassment of riches in net into a flat-out embarrassment.

By Jason Botchford, The Province June 30, 2013 
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Decades from now, when people are recounting the Vancouver Canucks history, this will be one of the days they remember.

Whether it's fondly or not, remains to be seen.

Much of that will depend on Roberto Luongo, the deposed starter whose Canucks career was resurrected in the latest, and most-bizarre chapter of the Vancouver goaltending saga.

Of this, there can be no debate: The Canucks turned an embarrassment of riches in their net into a flat-out embarrassment.

Oh, this is a mess. A big one.

Now, we wait to see how willing Luongo is to clean it up.

Luongo turned down interview requests Sunday, still trying to collect his bearings at his home in Florida after shock rained down on him.

Turns out, Canucks owner Francesco Aquilini was the rainmaker. Aquilini arrived in Florida sometime before the draft in an attempt to repair the burned bridge between Luongo and the Canucks.

Having the owner fly across the continent to tell a player that he hasn't been traded is an unprecedented move.

Even in the world of the Luongo Circus, which has been ongoing in Vancouver for years, this one stands out like an Miss Universe pageant with nothing but bearded ladies. 

Aquilini told Luongo the Canucks were making a U-turn on their goalies moments before Cory Schneider was traded.

It was not news Luongo easily embraced. When he left Vancouver in April, he left it believing he would never play here again. He left saying this was Cory's team now.

And he left believing the he'd be playing out the rest of his contract, which has nine years left, in some other city.

Learning he's the chosen one all over again in the Lower Mainland may have been like learning Florida had traded him to Vancouver back in 2006 in the first place. Then, he said he felt shocked, saddened, betrayed and, finally excited.

The Canucks can only hope he gets all the way to feeling excited again.

Even Schneider wasn't sure Sunday that Luongo would be coming back to Vancouver, despite the trade that sent Schneider to the New Jersey Devils for the ninth overall pick.

"You have to keep in mind how he felt about this, where he's at and whether he's comfortable assuming the role that he's had," Schneider said. "That's something you have to ask him.

"But after (Sunday), anything can happen. You come to expect that."

Luongo met with his agent, Gilles Lupien, to discuss his options. He doesn't have many. Basically, he can report to the Canucks for training camp or risk being suspended without pay. 

"He's been a resilient guy," Schneider said. "He's been a resilient guy. He's been through a lot. He's been counted out. He's been knocked down and he always gets back up.

"I don't know what his intentions are, or his mindset right now, but having worked with him for three years now, I just know he's a great goalie.

"Whether that's in Vancouver or anywhere else. I think he's going to play his hardest and be his best, and that's what everyone expects out of him."

The past year was the most difficult of Luongo's career. He was relegated to being the backup and was benched for Schneider in the final two playoff games. This, even though Schneider wasn't yet fully recovered from a groin injury. 

Luongo labelled it a wasted season, and at 34 years old, you wonder how many he has left.

He felt slighted in the playoffs and it wasn't the first time. In 2010, the Canucks fired goalie coach Ian Clark, and it took Luongo some time to get over that one. He even, reportedly, contemplated asking for a trade. 

That's not going to help now.

The Canucks have been trying to trade Luongo for a year.

As Luongo tweeted late Sunday: "#NOtradeclause"

Sums it up perfectly.
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Even though Cory Schneider was told for a year he was the guy the Canucks were moving forward with in net, he never stopped thinking he could be the one traded.

It seems Schneider and his agent Mike Liut were not sure the Canucks were going to be able to pull off the Roberto Luongo trade.

Oh how right they were.

This despite the fact the team kept telling Schneider he was going to be the goalie of the future.

“That was the belief up until yesterday,” Schneider said. “They had been saying it for year to you guys, and  to me when I’d seen them, the few times I had.

“They were pretty consistent in that

“But in the back of my and my agent’s minds, we sort of knew what the situation was and what it may end up coming to, in terms of backsliding assets and what was best for the team

“This (trading Schneider instead of Luongo) was always on the table.

“I think my agent, Mike Liut, and I, when we signed the extension last year,  told them ‘Hey, we’re not sure you guys are going to be able to make this trade with Roberto, so we’re fully aware that Cory is still in play here.’

“We understood that, and it’s part of the risk you take, signing a contract without a no movement clause

“Whether or not you think it’s going to happen, it’s always a possibility.”

Still, Schneider admitted he was shocked when he got the news he had been traded to the New Jersey Devils. With time, he began to get more excited about it, and relieved the situation in Vancouver was over, even if he has a new one to deal with in Jersey.

He was asked if he’d like to go through his Canucks experience again.

“Probably not,” he answered. “I don’t think it was as bad as people made it out to be. It wasn’t like it was something that took over our team in any way. It was something that Roberto and I had to deal with.

“We’re both professionals. We get along. And we enjoy each other. So, it wasn’t as hard for us as it was for some other people.

“But I think ideally, you want clarification and a defined role on your team.”

Schneider said he wasn’t sure what Luongo will do next and admitted he doesn’t know if Luongo will play in Vancouver.

“He’s been prepared to move on for about a year now, and to have that taken away, you have to re-adjust, and that’s not easy to do,” Schneider said.

“He’s been through all this before. I’m just hoping that he can get the best situation he can.

“And he can keeping playing well, and be the goalie we all know he can be.”
Canucks fans shocked at trading away of promising goalie Cory Schneider

By Ian Austin and Sarah Taguiam, The Province June 30, 2013 

Read more: http://www.theprovince.com/sports/Canucks+fans+shocked+trading+away+promising+goalie+Cory+Schneider/8599893/story.html#ixzz2Xo79ik00
In a surprise ending to a yearlong goalie soap opera, the Vancouver Canucks have traded goaltender Cory Schneider for a first-round draft pick.

The Canucks tried for an entire season to trade goalie mentor Roberto Luongo and his massive contract, but ultimately it was his younger protege Schneider who was moved to New Jersey.

The NHL club used Schneider to land the first of two cherished first-round picks — number nine overall — and snatched two centres in what is seen as a talent-rich draft year.

"You don’t know what to say or think," a shell-shocked Schneider told TSN. "I’m sort of speechless. 

"It’s nice to have a resolution - to finally move on."

Schneider’s trade brought Vancouver Bo Horvat from the Ontario Hockey League’s London Knights, a husky centre who scored 33 goals in 2012-13.

He’s listed as 6-foot tall, 206 pounds, the type of stocky skill centre that is hard to find.

Schneider praised Roberto Luongo, his friend and mentor, after a year of rumours that it was Luongo destined to be traded away from a Stanley Cup contender.

"He was so supportive and helpful," said Schneider.

"I hope he can come here and be the goalie that we know he can be."

Schneider was counting his lucky stars to now join Martin Brodeur, along with Luongo often considered the goaltender of his generation.

"He’s probably the best goalie to play the game," Schneider said of his new goalie mentor, Brodeur.

"They’ve had a lot of success the last 20 years." 

The loss in goalie depth gained the team two first-round picks, so the Canucks also selected high-scoring centre Hunter Shinkaruk, who’s potted 86 goals the last two seasons with Medicine Hat of the Western Hockey League. 

Shinkaruk, 18, shoots left and will bulk up from his listed 5-foot-10 and 181 pounds. 

Schneider had been slated to take over the crease in Vancouver, but the Canucks’ inability to off-load Luongo — and his contract — appears to have been the decisive factor in dealing away Schneider.

"Today’s decision was made after a thorough review of our options and in the interest of improving this team long-term through the draft and development of players," said Canucks GM Mike Gillis in a statement.

"We appreciate the high level of professionalism and conduct both Cory and Roberto have shown while continuing to help this team be competitive.

"I would like to personally thank Cory for his contributions to our team and wish him the very best and a bright future."

But some fans on the streets of Vancouver didn’t share Gillis’ enthusiasm.

Ria Kartana, 23, said she couldn’t believe the news.

"I’m shocked because in the past it’s been all about Luongo being traded," Kartana said. "I don’t think it’s a very good move but ... maybe they have a plan and we just don’t know what it is."

Justin Turner, 25, was equally surprised about the trade but said that "it’s probably all about the money."

"The Canucks just don’t want to deal with Luongo and his huge contract, that’s all there is to it."

Fans Jeff Brotherston, 22, and Brennan Wong, 23, however, continued to be optimistic about the team’s performance despite Schneider’s departure.

Both are happy that Luongo gets to stay.

"[Luongo] wasn’t that great during the playoffs probably because there was talk of booting him ... but he’s our goalie, he’s part of the family," Wong said.

"I believe Luongo will do well now that he knows we want to keep him," Brotherston agreed. "I think the Canucks will be on fire this season." 

Jeff Lailey, 24, said he was definitely not a big fan of the trade. 

"Luongo collapsed in the last games of the season and Schneider is a more solid player," he said. "Even if they have a plan, I'm not sure if it's a very good one."

Vern Atkinson gasped when he heard news about the trade. "It's odd that they traded Schneider instead of Luongo when there seems to be a new focus on getting younger blood with the new coach.

"But then, I guess even Luongo's older, we should just continue supporting him and the team. After all, the playoffs weren't all his fault."

Luongo was silent about the trade until  6:35 p.m. Sunday when he excited his many fans with the ambiguous tweet: "#NOtradeclause" on his Twitter account -- @strombone1.

The hashtag was retweeted almost 2,200 times in a matter of 15 minutes. 

　
© Copyright (c) The Province

Read more: http://www.theprovince.com/sports/Canucks+fans+shocked+trading+away+promising+goalie+Cory+Schneider/8599893/story.html#ixzz2Xo7CAskN
NEWARK, N.J. -— You want size?

The Canadiens delivered just that with the 25th pick in the first round of the NHL draft Sunday when they selected Michael McCarron, a 6-foot-5, 228-pound right winger who played last season for the United States National Development Team.

And while general manager Marc Bergevin said he didn't believe McCarron could get much bigger, the Grosse Pointe, Mich. native says he's still growing.

"I was 6-foot-5 six months ago and I've grown half an inch," said McCarron, who says he expects to be 245 pounds when he's ready for the NHL. “I like food,” added McCarron, whose favourite meal is steak, mashed potatoes and asparagus. 

McCarron, who said he wants to play like Milan Lucic, has a college commitment to Western Michigan but his junior rights belong to the London Knights.

"The ultimate decision will be mine but I'll talk it over with my parents and (the Canadiens) and make a decision sometime in the next week," said McCarron. "Western Michigan would give me a chance to work on the strength in my legs and Andy Murray is a good coach who's worked in the NHL. London plays more of a pro style and they play more games. If I play junior, I'd also be able to fight and that's part of my game."

While the Canadiens insist they leave the decision up to the player, it should be noted that Jarred Tinordi was in a similar position a few years ago and turned his back on Notre Dame to play in London. That worked out fine for all concerned.

McCarron said he compares himself to Lucic because "I can play a shutdown role on the fourth line or I can move up and play on the first line."

The 18-year-old said it gave him chills to put on the Canadiens sweater and, while he doesn't know much about the city, his family has a Quebec connection.

"My grandmother Lavallée is from Quebec and I have some relatives there, although I've never met them," McCarron said.

Bergevin said the Canadiens went into the draft thinking more about their needs to get bigger and add some grit. He said the team's early exit from the playoffs showed "there are players who get you into the playoffs and players who get you through the playoffs."

The Canadiens used their two early second-round choices to select Jacob de la Rose, a 6-foot-2 forward from Leksand in the Swedish second division at No. 34 and Halifax goaltender Zachary Fucale at No. 36.

De la Rose is projected as a shutdown winger. He said he didn't consider himself a skilled player but said, "I like to think I'm always going to be the hardest-working player on the ice."

“You’re going to like this kid,” director of amateur scouting Trevor Timmins said. “He’s been playing against men for two years and he’s leader who never takes a shift off.”

An entourage of about 50 family members and friends raised a cheer as Rosemère native Fucale's name was announced.

"I grew up in Montreal and I think every kid in Montreal dreams of playing for the Canadiens," Fucale said. "It's such a great feeling wearing this sweater and I hope that the next time I wear it, I've earned it."

Fucale said his life has been a whirlwind since he helped the Halifax Mooseheads win the Memorial Cup, but he expects to relax for a few days before reporting to the Canadiens development camp on Wednesday.

Fucale was the first goaltender selected in the draft; the Canadiens haven't drafted a goaltender as high since they picked Carey Price fifth overall in 2005.

"We haven't picked a goaltender for a while and we thought it was time," Bergevin said.

“We were a little surprised he was still available in the second round,” Timmins said. “We took a calculated risk not taking him at No. 34 because we didn’t think the team in between (Buffalo) was interested in him.”    

The Canadiens' other picks Sunday were:

— Artturi Lehkonen (2nd round, 55th overall) is a 5-foot-11, 163-pound forward from Kalpa in the Finnish League. He's a skilled, hard-working forward who needs to bulk up. Lehkonen had 14 goals and 16 assists in 45 games and was the rookie of the year in the Finnish League.

— Connor Crisp (3rd round, 71st overall) is a 6-foot-4, 225-pound left winger from Erie in the Ontario Hockey League. He had 14 goals and 26 assists in 63 games and racked up 139 penalty minutes.

— Sven Andrighetto (3rd round, 86th overall) is a 5-foot-10, 175-pounder from Switzerland who plays for Rouyn-Noranda. He's a left-shooting right winger with a strong skill set. Andrighetto was overlooked in last year's draft but had a solid junior season with 31 goals and 67 assists in 53 games.

— Martin Reway (4th round, 116th overall) is a 5-foot-8, 158-pound Czech winger who plays for Gatineau in the QMJHL. The scouts say he plays bigger than his size. He's an above-average skater with excellent puck skills. Reway had 22 and 28 assists in 47 games.

— Jérémy Grégoire (6th round, 176th overall) is a 6-foot, 190-pound centre from Sherbrooke who scored 19 goals and added 13 assists in 62 games about evenly divided between Chicoutimi and Baie-Comeau of the QMJHL last season. He has limited offensive upside but plays well in the defensive zone.    

The Canadiens traded their seventh-round pick (206th overall) to Florida for the Panthers's seventh-round pick in 2014.

phickey@montrealgazette.com

Twitter: zababes1
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Read more: http://www.montrealgazette.com/sports/Canadiens+with+round+pick/8600095/story.html#ixzz2Xo7JMY2u
The Toronto Maple Leafs picked up some present and future help at centre on Sunday.

The future belongs to Rimouski centre Frederik Gauthier, taken 21st overall in the first round of the NHL draft. But the right-here right-now boost comes from Dave Bolland via trade with Chicago.

The Blackhawks’ Stanley Cup-winning goal-scorer cost Toronto its second-round (51st overall) and fourth-round (117th) picks Sunday and a fourth-round pick in 2014.

“I’m excited,” said Bolland. “Sad to leave Chicago but I’m excited to come to Toronto … To put on a Maple Leaf jersey and play at the ACC (Air Canada Centre) in front of Toronto fans, where I grew up.”

With first-line centre Tyler Bozak eligible for unrestricted free agency, Bolland joins Nazem Kadri, Mikhail Grabovski, Jay McClement and Joe Colborne as options down the Leafs middle.

Bolland, 27, returns home to Toronto with a bonus. He’s bringing the Stanley Cup with him — at least for the one day he gets with the trophy.

Where Bolland fits in will be up to coach Randy Carlyle, GM Dave Nonis said.

“But I think he’s Randy’s type of player,” he added. “He can play up and down the lineup. He’s got enough skill that he can play with really good players. He’s got grit and can play against really good players. I think he’s going to be given a pretty significant role with us.”

Bolland, 27, had seven goals and seven assists in 35 games for the Hawks in a season somewhat disrupted by injury. But he was healthy when it counted, with his biggest goal coming late in Game 6 of the Stanley Cup final, the decider in a 3-2 comeback win in Boston.

Bolland, who played for the GTHL’s Toronto Red Wings before joining the OHL London Knights, has one year and US$3.375 on his existing deal. Nonis called it a “fairly cap-friendly number.”

“We still have some flexibility with other things that we can do to move pieces around.”

The money freed up by the trade was quickly used by Chicago to help sign Bryan Bickell for four more years. And, as Nonis noted, the Hawks are good at finding replacement players when cap relief is needed.

“(GM) Stan Bowman has done a fantastic job in keeping that cupboard stocked,” said Nonis.

Bolland has been with the Hawks since they drafted him in the second round in 2004. He called the trade “part of the game.”

But he said he looked forward to join a Leafs team on the upswing.

Nonis, meanwhile, said he hasn’t ruled out signing Bozak.

“We have things we can do to make (salary cap) room and Bozie was an important part of our team last year. If we can find a way of getting him signed, then we will. Nothing’s changed in that regard from our standpoint.”

Nonis, who earlier in the week traded for goaltender Jonathan Bernier, said he had more moves in the works, although they might not all come off.

Leafs fans will likely have to wait for their 21st overall pick to make his presence felt in the NHL.

“He’s big,” Nonis said when asked about his first-round pick. “He’s a big man.”

Gauthier is one for the future and, at six foot four and 215 pounds, the 18-year-old from Laval, Que., is a load.

He’s billed as a strong two-way player who led first-year Quebec Major Junior Hockey League players in faceoff percentage. He ranked eighth among North American skaters, according to NHL Central Scouting.

“I’ve never seen a kid get back and play defence like he does in 20 years,” said Chris Bordeleau of NHL Central Scouting. “In his own end, he’s always around the puck. A kid that can play defence like he does at his age, with that kind of maturity, is very rare.”

Gauthier had 22 goals and 28 assists in his first season with the Oceanic, to rank fourth among rookies.

He also helped Canada earn a gold medal at the 2013 under-18 World Championship in Russia with a goal and three assists in seven games.

Nonis said the Leafs had four or five players in mind with their first pick and had looked into moving up. But they abandoned the effort after deducing that Gauthier would still be there when their turn came around.

“He fills a need long-term for us,” said Nonis. “I don’t expect that we’ll see him shortly but he’s come a long way in a short amount of time. He was playing midget hockey not too long ago.”

Gauthier will come to rookie camp with the Leafs.

“Someone asked me earlier how long is it going to take for him. It’s going to take as long as it takes,” said Nonis. “There’s not going to be any rushing of any of these players. We want to do a better job of being as deep as we can be so we can keep the players where they should be playing until they’re developed and ready to come and play for us.”

Gauthier, who says he models his game after Jordan Staal, said he was surprised and excited to be taken by Toronto. He had spoken to the team at the recent NHL Combine.

“I’ll try and make the NHL next year for sure,” he said. “And if I don’t, I’ll go back to Rimouski and play junior and continue at school.”

Toronto chose another centre, Niagara’s Carter Verhaege, in the third round.

Nonis said he looked at moving higher in the draft but the price was too steep. “The assets to move up didn’t make any sense.”
NEWARK, N.J. — How much talent is in today's National Hockey League draft? Top-rated prospect Seth Jones, a dynamic, impact defenceman who until recently was considered a lock to be chosen first, slid all the way to No. 4 in the league's annual talent lottery.

True to his word, Colorado Avalanche senior vice-president Joe Sakic selected Halifax centre Nathan MacKinnon with the first pick of today's draft. Sakic hinted recently that he might not select Jones, but many observers considered the comments to be gamesmanship.

But the Avalanche, which already has several young, talented forwards and appear to need defencemen, chose the high-scoring MacKinnon, whom Colorado coach Patrick Roy knew and coveted from the Quebec Major Junior Hockey League.

The Florida Panthers used the second pick on Finnish forward Sasha Barkov, followed next by the Tampa Bay Lightning and its selection of speedy winger Jonathan Drouin, MacKinnon's teammate in Halifax.

Jones, the Portland Winterhawks blue-liner who is the son of former pro basketball player Ronald (Popeye) Jones, slid to the Nashville Predators at No. 4. 

The Vancouver Canucks hold the 24th pick of the first round, but the draft buzzed with trade speculation about the team. General manager Mike Gillis told reporters on Saturday he would like to move up in the draft and was listening to trade offers for, among other players, starting goalie Cory Schneider.

There were reports early Sunday that Gillis had also put into play top-four defenceman Alex Edler, whose no-trade clause on a six-year, $30-million contract extension becomes active on Canada Day.

TSN insider Pierre LeBrun reported Saturday that the Canucks, unable for a year to trade deposed No. 1 goalie Roberto Luongo and his $64-million contract, held a pre-draft summit and decided to see instead what they could get for Schneider, who at 27 is seven years younger than Luongo and has just entered the prime of his career.

Edler is a natural trading chip as the Canucks have several other good defencemen on long-term contracts and Gillis, who badly needs to reinvigorate the lineup and make it younger, has little else to trade for quality players.

“Good afternoon,” said Bettman, almost drowned out by boos as the draft began at noon PDT. “I love your energy.”

Bettman took time out to mourn the passing of well-respected player agent Don Baizley, which slowed the jeering. But only temporarily.

It’s been a tough week for commissioners. David Stern got the Bronx cheer every time he stepped to the podium during the NBA draft in Brooklyn.

After working through their own anti-commissioner feelings, Devils fans chanted “Marty’s Better” in honour of veteran goalie Martin Brodeur as Colorado coach Patrick Roy took the stage.

Calgary was the first Canadian team to pick, taking Ottawa 67s forward Sean Monahan sixth overall. Edmonton then took Sault Ste. Marie Greyhounds defenceman Darnell Nurse.

Vancouver, selecting ninth, chose London Knights centre Bo Horvat while Winnipeg took Prince Albert defenceman Joshua Morrissey with the 13th pick. Ottawa used the 17th selection to pick up Edmonton Oil Kings forward Curtis Lazar and Toronto, with the 21st pick, chose Rimouski centre Frederik Gauthier.

The Flames, who had three picks in the first round, took Gatineau winger Emile Poirier 22nd and Regina winger Morgan Klimchuk 28th.

The Canucks, with their second pick of the first round, chose Medicine Hat forward Hunter Shinkaruk 24th overall, ahead of Montreal taking U.S. under-18 winger Michael McCarron at No. 25.

A couple of familiar names were called in the first round.

London Knights forward Max Domi, son of former Maple Leaf enforcer Tie Domi, went to Phoenix 12th overall while Windsor winger Kerby Rychel, son of Warren Rychel, went 19th to Columbus.

The draft was a one-day affair this year instead of split over two days.

With files from Neil Davidson of The Canadian Press

More to come later ...
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What the Calgary Flames are doing at the draft tables and on the draft floor during the 2013 NHL Draft at the Prudential Center on Sunday in Newark, N.J.

SCOTT CRUICKSHANK: 1:45 p.m.

Ending days, weeks, months of the speculation, the Calgary Flames selected Sean Monahan with the sixth holler at the National Hockey League draft at the Prudential Center.

At 3:39 p.m. local time, general manager Jay Feaster made it official.

Monahan, a six-foot-two centre, has recorded back to back 78-point seasons for the OHL Ottawa 67's. He had been ranked No. 9 by the International Scouting Services.

The kid, who worships Jonathan Toews, is considered a well-rounded forward. But he's a playmaker and a leader, too.

SCOTT CRUICKSHANK: 3:25 p.m.

TThe Flames, with the 22nd overall pick, opt for speed, selecting winger Emile Poirier.

And while Poirier's selection raised eyebrows — he was rated 39th by Central Scouting — Flames general manager Jay Feaster told TSN they had the Montreal kid slotted in the top 10.

With QMJHL Gatineau this past winter, Poirier collected 70 points, 101 penalty minutes. He is six-foot-one and 183 pounds.he Flames, with the 22nd overall pick, opt for speed, selecting winger Emile Poirier.

And while Poirier's selection raised eyebrows — he was rated 39th by Central Scouting — Flames general manager Jay Feaster told TSN they had the Montreal kid slotted in the top 10.

With QMJHL Gatineau this past winter, Poirier collected 70 points, 101 penalty minutes. He is six-foot-one and 183 pounds.

The Flames still have the No. 28 selection.

UPDATE:

SCOTT CRUICKSHANK: 3:59 p.m.

The Flames wrapped up the first round of their rebuild era by selecting winger Morgan Klimchuk, a Calgary kid, with the 28th selection.

Klimchuk, with the WHL Regina Pats, had been rated 25th by Central Scouting. This past season, the Calgary Buffaloes product collected 76 points, including 36 goals.

"The three picks that we made (in the first round) we had in the top 13 of our list," Feaster told TSN.

UPDATE:

KRISTEN ODLAND: 5:43 p.m.

Keeping true to their word --- of getting bigger and stronger --- the Flames picked Keegan Kanzig of the Victoria Royals with their lone selection in the third round (No. 67). The six-foot-seven, 241-pound defenceman from Athabasca, Alta., has played for former Flames assistant coach Dave Lowry for the past two seasons and has logged 225 penalty minutes in 133 games during that span.

Meanwhile, the remaining Flames selections are as follows:

* Fourth round, 97th — To Florida in C Corban Knight trade

* Fifth round, 127th — To Washington in D Dennis Wideman trade

* Fifth round, 135th — From Columbus in RW Blake Comeau trade

* Sixth round, 157th — Flames' own pick

* Seventh round, 187th — Flames' own pick

* Seventh round, 198th — From Chicago in G Henrik Karlsson trade

More to come...

© Copyright (c)  The Calgary Herald
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NEWARK, N.J. — Mike Gillis had some explaining to do even before trading Cory Schneider to the New Jersey Devils on Sunday for ninth overall pick in the NHL draft, which he turned into centre Bo Horvat.

The Vancouver Canucks general manager had to convince ownership that taking more than a year trying to move Roberto Luongo — and the mammoth nine years and $40.5 million US remaining on his contract — meant he had exhausted every option. A buyout was not an option for Francesco Aquilini, who has spent to the cap ceiling only to be bitterly disappointed with back-to-back first round playoff exits.

Gillis had to reduce the two-headed goalie monster that was eating up $9.3 million cap space. He had to move the stopper with more affordable market value and retain the veteran, who has ridden an emotional rollercoaster and even offered to move on. He has to reach out to Luongo to make it all good because the re-appointed starter did state over and over again: "This is Cory's team." Schneider had no idea he was being traded Sunday until Gillis called him from the draft floor to tell him Luongo was staying and he wasn't.

"The contract affected this and we had to deal with this in a business-like manner," said Gillis, who has yet to talk to Luongo, but has talked to his agent, Gilles Lupien. "I think Roberto is a professional and an outstanding person and an elite goaltender. I expect him being one of the front-runners for the Sochi Olympics.

"Based on all of those features, I don't expect there to be a problem."

Moving into the top 10 Sunday to get a highly-touted centre and then landing left winger Hunter Shinkaruk at No. 24 with the cupboard bare in that position are prudent moves. And with John Tortorella's track record of playing the kids, Horvat could be on the fast track after the London Knights centre was the OHL playoff's most valuable player. Same for Shinkaruk, who had 89 goals the last two WHL seasons.

The Canucks were rumoured to be asking more from Edmonton than the No. 7 pick in a Schneider swap, which the Oilers turned into defenceman Darnell Nurse. In retrospect, Gillis said he didn't know what he really could have done differently to move Luongo.

"We felt we could get into the top 10 today and we had an established player with a no-trade and we had a changing landscape with a lockout and a new collective bargaining agreement," added Gillis. "If I had a crystal ball, would we have done things differently or earlier — I don't know. Maybe. I don't have one. If you have one, let me know."

Gillis said Schneider thanked the organization for all the assistance it gave him in Vancouver. But it was still a shocker.

"It was pretty stunning," Schneider told TSN. "I was speechless. You don't know how to react or what to say, but I'm excited about the opportunity. You're always in the (trade) mix and fair game, but I always thought I was going to spend the rest of my career there when I signed my extension. But circumstances changed and the cap changed the dynamics."

Keeping Luongo means the Canucks can be more confident in Eddie Lack and Joacim Eriksson competing for the back-up position because Luongo logged 68 games in 2009-10 and is 34, not 44. Schneider, 27, played a career-high 33 in 2011-12 which could have forced the Canucks to find a veteran presence next season with Lack coming off hip surgery and Eriksson untested against NHL competition. Joe Cannata is the other goaltender under contract.

Schneider went 17-9-4 in the lockout-shortened season before sustaining a groin strain April 22 in a 3-1 win over the Chicago Blackhawks. However, when Luongo lost the first two games of the Western Conference quarterfinal series against the San Jose Sharks, it was somewhat surprising that Schneider got the call because his injury was kept quiet. He was yanked in Game 3 after allowing five goals on 28 shots, but did respond with a 43-save performance in Game 4 as the Canucks lost in overtime to be swept aside.

"It was a strange year in general with the lockout and shortened season and nothing really felt normal, but through all this Lou was great," added Luongo. "It's nice to have a resolution and I hope he can come back to Vancouver and be the goalie we all know he can be. We talked a little bit today and he's been a true professional through this whole thing."

Strange season is an understatement. Even stranger trying to move Luongo.

With the New York Islanders expected to let Evgeni Nabokov flee to unrestricted free agency, Luongo could have returned to a team that drafted him and be the big draw in Brooklyn. The trade had been broached in theory and could have been done under the right circumstances. The Islanders would have got a bonafide starter in exchange for the Canucks acquiring Rick DiPietro's massive contract and then buying it out  — If the Islanders also sent at least a roster player their way. Buying out DiPietro's at $1.5 million over 16 years and Keith Ballard at $2.6 million over two years would be too tough for Aquilini to swallow. And buying out Luongo wasn't going to work either.

"I don't think you want to buy out players for $25 million and it's not something we want to do," added Gillis. "We looked at all of our alternatives and what move was viable. I think it's worked out. The goalie market is different and really challenging and much more difficult than other positions."

 bkuzma@theprovince

twitter.com/benkuzma
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  (Ed Mulholland-USA TODAY Sports)  

   CAPS PROSPECTS COUNTDOWN

 No. 10: Patrick Wey

 No. 9: Stan Galiev  

 No. 8: Cameron Schilling

 No. 7: Nate Schmidt

 No. 6: Michael Latta

 No. 5: Riley Barber

 No. 4: Philipp Grubauer

 No. 3: Dmitry Orlov

 No. 2: Tom Wilson

 No. 1: Evgeny Kuznetsov

NEWARK -- When Sunday’s marathon NHL draft – seven rounds in seven hours totaling 211 selections and 16 trades – drew to a close at the Prudential Center, the Capitals had what they hope will be six pieces of their future.

At day’s end, the Caps had taken left wing Andre Burakovsky [23rd overall], defenseman Madison Bowey [53rd overall], left wing Zach Sanford [61st overall], defenseman Blake Heinrich [144th overall], center Brian Pinho [174th overall] and defenseman Tyler Lewington [204th overall].

Here are thumbnail sketches of all six draft picks and a scouting report from Capitals Director of Amateur Scouting Ross Mahoney, who looked surprisingly refreshed after a frantic day on the draft floor:

Andre Burakovsky [1st round, 23rd overall]

Position: Left Wing

Shoots: Left

Ht/Wt: 6-foot-1, 176 pounds

Age: 18

Final ranking: 6

Born: Klagenfurt, Austria

2012-13 team: Malmo [Sweden-2]

Stats: 4-7-11 in 43 games, 8 PIM

Notes: Raised in Sweden. Father, Robert, was selected 217th overall by the Rangers and played 23 games for Ottawa Senators in 1993-94. Helped Sweden win gold medal in 2012 U-18 World Championships. Saw limited ice time with Malmo.

Mahoney’s scouting report: “He’s a very good skater. Really good hands and a very intelligent player. As for as his development, he needs to get stronger. He’s got really good [hockey] sense, really good hands and a really good skater.”

Madison Bowey [2nd round, 53rd overall]

Position: Defense

Shoots: Right

Ht/Wt: 6-foot-1, 195 pounds

Age: 18

Final ranking: 32

Born: Winnipeg

2012-13 team: Kelowna [WHL]

Stats: 12-18-30 in 69 games, 75 PIM

Notes: Ranked sixth among WHL defenseman with plus-41 rating. Won gold medal with Canada’s U-18 team. Excelled in baseball, pitching for Team Manitoba in 2010 Under-15 Canada Baseball Championship. Gave up baseball for hockey at age 15. Father, Will, played professional hockey in Europe.

Mahoney’s scouting report: “A good skater, very strong. He played very well for Team Canada, who won a gold medal in the Under 18 tournament, an assistant captain on that team, which speaks to his character. We were really happy to get him there.”

Zach Sanford [2nd round, 61st overall]

Position: Left Wing

Shoots: Left

Ht/Wt: 6-foot-3, 168 pounds

Age: 18

Final ranking: 60

Born: Salem, Mass.

2012-13 team: Islanders [EJHL]

Stats: 12-24-36 in 37 games, 22 PIM

Notes: Compares himself to Toronto power forward James van Riemsdyk. Ranked fourth on his team in points [36]. Added four goals and four assists in seven playoff games. Committed to BostonCollege in 2014-15.

Mahoney’s scouting report: “Very raw. Some of these guys have played at a lot higher level than he has until this year. His improvement during the year was tremendous. He’s got good size, a lot of upside to him.”

Blake Heinrich [5th round, 144th overall]

Position: Defense

Shoots: Left

Ht/Wt: 5-foot-11, 194 pounds

Age: 18

Final ranking: 81

Born: Cambridge, Minn.

2012-13 team: Sioux City [USHL]

Stats: 3-17-20 in 42 games, 110 PIM

Notes: Finished fourth on the team in penalty minutes and was selected to the 2013 USHL/NHL Top Prospects Game.

Mahoney’s scouting report: “Real good skater and real competitive. Very strong on his skates for his size.”

Brian Pinho [6th Round, 174th overall]

Position: Center

Shoots: Right

Ht/Wt: 6-foot, 171 pounds

Age: 18

Final ranking: 109

Born: Beverly, Mass.

2012-13 team: St. John’s Prep [High School-Mass.]

Stats: 12-24-36 in 21 games, 24 PIM

Notes: Plans on playing in USHL next season. Expected to attend ProvidenceCollege in 2014-15.

Mahoney’s scouting report: “Hard worker. I like his competitiveness. I like that every shift he gives everything he has. Smart player. Plays the point on the power play sometimes.”

Tyler Lewington [7th round, 204th overall]

Position: Defense

Shoots: Right

Ht/Wt: 6-foot-1, 189 pounds

Age: 18

Final ranking: 66

Born: Edmonton

2012-13 team: Medicine Hat [WHL]

Stats: 2-24-26 in 69 games, 131 PIM

Notes: Led the Medicine Hat Tigers in penalty minutes [131].

Mahoney’s scouting report: “He’s very competitive. He was at the Combine. I think he won two or three of the different tests they did. More of a stay-at-home defenseman who competes. He skates well, works hard.”   
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Here’s a quick synopsis of George McPhee’s thoughts on today’s NHL draft, Vinny Lecavalier and compliance buyouts:

On the cap dropping to $64.3 million:

When you bring the cap down $6 million and you have holes you want to fill, and you take $180 million out of the system, there’s not a lot of places for people to go.

On the Vinny Lecavalier sweepstakes:

Adam [Oates] talked to him and we’ll see where it goes tomorrow [Monday]. Adam knows him, I think [Lecavalier] wanted to know more about us. … This week could be interesting with some of these [other] compliance buyouts. There might be more than anyone expects.

On trading Jeff Schultz:

I had conversations and we’ll see how that goes..

On the draft being condensed into seven rounds in one day [sipping coffee]:

These things always seem to be a grind. That first round was a grind because you’re trying to process so much. I like when you can do the fist round, go home, chill out and come back and do the rest the next day.

On which Capitals may be given compliance buyouts:

I haven’t decided. Ownership’s been good. We had a good meeting and there’s an understanding on how things work. We can do some things if we have to do some things.

On the difficulty of asking an owner to eat millions of dollars:

It’s amazing It’s really amazing that that kind of money is being spent on somebody who’s not going to play for you. As I said before, I don’t believe in them. I don’t think we should have them. I don’t think teams should be allowed out of them.

On determining the value of compliance free agents:

Those players, whether they’re double dipping or not, probably have a lot of money, so I don’t know how much it matters. It may matter to some players, it may not to others. I think at this point the team and the fit is most important. It should be. Always.

Capitals courting Tampa's Lecavalier 
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   CAPS PROSPECTS COUNTDOWN

 No. 10: Patrick Wey

 No. 9: Stan Galiev  

 No. 8: Cameron Schilling

 No. 7: Nate Schmidt

 No. 6: Michael Latta

 No. 5: Riley Barber

 No. 4: Philipp Grubauer

 No. 3: Dmitry Orlov

 No. 2: Tom Wilson

 No. 1: Evgeny Kuznetsov

NEWARK – Capitals coach Adam Oates wasn’t sure what role he would play when he was invited to participate in the Capitals’ draft plans.

He may wind up playing a critical role in convincing Vincent Lecavalier to sign with the Capitals as a compliance free agent. Oates acknowledged he has spoken with Lecavalier and tried to convince him to come to Washington.

“I don’t have an inkling of where he’ll go,” Oates told CSNWashington. “Obviously, given the situation with the cap, a lot of teams are after him.

“I think he’s a good hockey player. I coached him in Tampa and there are a lot of things I think he can bring to our team.”

The Caps have until Jan. 4 to re-sign Mike Ribeiro and it appears the two sides are prepared to go separate ways.

“We’re really happy with Mike, we all like Mike, and if it works out, good,” Oates said. “But if it doesn’t, then we’re all pros and we have to turn the page. That’s why we talked to Vinny. I just tried to provide information of what we’re about with our team and our players and our city and told him it would be a good fit.”

On Thursday the Lightning announced they would make Lecavalier a compliance buyout. He has seven years remaining o his contract with a cap hit of more than $7 million per season.

Once they buy him out the Bolts will have to pay him $32 million over the next 14 years.

Oates said his conversation with Lecavalier was “a little sterile,” but productive.

“It’s a unique situation with the Collective Bargaining Agreement and obviously a lot of teams are talking to him. You just talk, provide information and answer any questions he has.

“Vinny was the man there [in Tampa] and [Steven] Stamkos was coming to be the man. He was a big part of the franchise and a very good hockey player.”

Lecavalier, 33, scored 10 goals with 22 assists in 39 games last season. He averaged 23 goals in his previous three seasons in Tampa.

Oates said he thinks Lecavalier’s leadership on the ice would go a long way in Washington.  

“As a team you want depth at every position,” he said. “Vinny’s a guy that, one of the things I really respected about him, is he wanted to play against the best players every night.

“He wanted the responsibility of playing against their best D every night, handling that pressure game in and game out. I think he’s a guy that if the day happens we go four rounds, he’ll be the guy standing there at the end of four rounds. That’s why teams are after him.”      

NEWARK, NJ — There’s an old saying in sports that seems perfectly a propos when describing the Winnipeg Jets handiwork at the 2013 NHL Draft:

‘Any jackass can tear down a barn, but it takes a carpenter to build one.’

The Jets didn’t pull off a blockbuster on draft day — that was left to the Vancouver Canucks, who shipped Cory Schneider to the New Jersey Devils for the ninth overall pick — but they did get busy filling a hole on their current roster and restocking their prospect shelves.

Winnipeg made 10 picks and two trades on Sunday, one deal for more draft choices, but the other to acquire winger Michael Frolik from the Chicago Blackhawks for two draft selections. (To read about Joshua Morrissey and some of the other picks, please check out our other stories on winnipegfreepress.com).

"It’s an extremely big day for us with the number of picks we had coming in, with the opportunity to pick up a National Hockey League player," said Jets’ GM Kevin Cheveldayoff. "We accomplished an awful lot of different things today — at least in our mind. Now, obviously, the drafting side is done and the developing side begins."

Here are Cheveldayoff’s thoughts on some of their work on Sunday:

MORRISSEY GOES 13th

The Jets used their first pick to select Prince Albert defenceman Joshua Morrissey. He put up big offensive numbers last year (15G, 32A) and has been likened to Gary Suter and Niklas Kronwall.

"He’s a player that possesses a lot of things that we really like in a defenceman in the way the game is played right now. A great skater, good hockey sense, can move the puck and has a little bit of an edge. He has the elements we think it takes to play at the National Hockey League and be an impact player on defence.

"He’s a real character kid, real genuine, hard-working... I just can’t say enough about those aspects. That’s all part of it, though. The interview process comes into play but it’s his play on the ice that speaks for itself."

THE FROLIK DEAL

◾Winnipeg acquired F Michael Frolik from Chicago in exchange for the 74th and 134th picks.

◾Frolik FYI: Former first-round draft pick of Florida (10th overall in 2006) who had back-to-back 21-goal seasons in his first two years in the NHL. Numbers have dropped since, but he was productive in helping Chicago win the Stanley Cup. He is from Kladno in the Czech Republic, the same hometown as Ondrej Pavelec.

Cheveldayoff on whether Frolik steps into the RW spot on the second line:

"I think we’ll still keep looking. That opportunity can be taken by him or we go and get someone else. We don’t anoint where players play, they’re play dictates where they’ll play."

THE OTHER DEAL

The Jets traded their 61st draft pick to Washington for picks 84, 114, and 127, essentially replacing the two they gave up in the Frolik deal. The Jets entered the draft with 10 picks and, after the two trades, still exited with 10.

ON NIC PETAN, THE 5-8 SCORING MACHINE DRAFTED IN THE SECOND ROUND:

"He was ranked extremely high on a lot of lists. Size is probably something where you look and go, ‘Huh....’ But his hockey sense, his competitiveness, his ability to make other players better, the way he sees the ice... he’s a real fun player to watch and when you talk to other players a real fun player to play with."

ON STOCKING THEIR GOALTENDER STABLE WITH ERIC COMRIE:

"A very technically sound goaltender. Unfortunately, he had some injuries later on in the year, but a real student of the game and a real workhorse for his team prior to his injuries. He’s someone that (Jets goaltender coach) Wade Flaherty has had an opportunity to see and he was very, very high on this player."

ON MORE ALEX BURMISTROV RUMOURS THAT HE WAS CLOSE TO SIGNING IN THE KHL:

"There’s lots of rumours out there. I can’t get into it too, too much. I guess if it’s choice of his where he does want to go play in Russia I can’t compete with that. We’ll continue to negotiate and continue to see how it goes from that point on."

ed.tait@freepress.mb.ca

Twitter: @WFPEdTait

Cheveldayoff has a plan, and he's sticking to it

By: Gary Lawless 
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Joshua Morrissey, 13th pick overall in the 2013 NHL draft, stands between Winnipeg Jets GM Kevin Cheveldayoff (left), and Marcel Comeau, director of amateur scouting. 
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Joshua Morrissey, 13th pick overall in the 2013 NHL draft, stands between Winnipeg Jets GM Kevin Cheveldayoff (left), and Marcel Comeau, director of amateur scouting. 

NEWARK - Strange things happen in some NHL cities where GMs are pressured by ownership, media or even fans to go down certain paths.

Not in Winnipeg, however, where Jets GM Kevin Cheveldayoff has his own map, keeps it to himself and then follows it almost religiously.
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In Vancouver the owners and fans didn’t like Alain Vigneault anymore. Out. Philadelphia owner Ed Snyder pushed GM Paul Holmgren into a $23-million mistake named Ilya Bryzgalof. It happens all the time when unqualified people get their hands on the wheel.

Unfettered control of a franchise does not guarantee a GM success but it does afford him the opportunity to do the job he was hired to do and follow his vision.

Sooner or later, all GMs are judged by their records; and in the case of Cheveldayoff, when that day of reckoning arrives it will be based on the merit of his work. No interference also means no excuses.

After two seasons and three drafts the one thing we can say for sure about the Cheveldayoff regime is it’s his plan and he’s doing things his way.

Will it ever pan into playoff gold and the long-term success he says his blueprint is engineered to provide? We don’t know the answer to that just yet.

Cheveldayoff strode to the podium on Sunday afternoon and calmly selected Joshua Morrissey with the 13th pick in the first round despite the player being ranked later in the first round by most forecasters.

Cheveldayoff took Mark Scheifele earlier than most draft experts predicted back in 2011 and was immediately rapped in some corners for the choice.

Now the Morrissey selection also comes as a bit of a surprise. But it shouldn’t.

Cheveldayoff isn’t transparent about much as he likes to keep his business and thoughts on hockey matters to himself but one thing he is happy to expand on is the Jets' need for organizational depth.

The Morrissey pick has to be viewed as a long-term project. It’s unlikely he’ll be a regular in a Jets uniform for a number of years. Despite having a rep for being competitive and possessing superior hockey smarts, he’s undersized and will need some physical growth before he’s NHL ready. Morrissey won’t help the Jets next season and probably not the year after. He needs time.

Cheveldayoff, undoubtedly, is in a position to take a long view of things. Factor in the Jets financial comfort level with sellouts guaranteed for a number of years and corporate support locked in for a decade. Winning might be a priority but not in an "at all costs and right now," fashion.

The Jets can do what they think is right for the organization. That sentence might seem self-evident but it’s not the case with every NHL franchise where a variety of pressures can influence decisions. If the Jets want to select a player they think will be better than his peers in three or four years regardless of the immediate perception, that’s what they can do.

Fans might grate a bit but in reality it’s the position they’ve put the organization in by committing their dollars for years and not on a year-by-year basis as some franchises are forced to live.

Cheveldayoff will never come out and say, "We’re going to do what we think is right and the fans can bide their time." But it’s what his actions say at every turn.

Getting into the playoffs may be the goal of some teams. It’s not Cheveldayoff’s. Winning the playoffs, as in the Stanley Cup, is what his process is based on.

Short-term success is fine but it’s not really on his radar. Turn the clock back to this year’s trade deadline when the Jets were on the bubble to be a playoff team. Cheveldayoff had prospects and picks to pedal in order to strengthen his team. He resisted and the Jets eventually faded and missed out.

Many griped, but watching the playoffs and quality of play it was clear Cheveldayoff would have been burning good wood and getting little heat in return.

Winnipeg just wasn’t ready, and a couple of deadline loaners wouldn’t have dramatically changed that fact.

Sunday he added a roster player in a trade of picks for Michael Frolik and then continually called names, making 10 selections.

Immediately better? A little. Frolik has skill and will improve the Jets. But it would be a stretch to suggest he makes them a playoff team.

Long-term better? Without a doubt. More prospects, more options and more depth. All part of the Cheveldayoff plan.

If you wanted a quick fix, Cheveldayoff clearly was not your man. Jets fans have no other choice but to be patient and hope his process one day delivers a winner.

When? That’s the question many have been asking for some time and will continue to ask.

Cheveldayoff will give us the answer. When the plan says so.

NEWARK – The Winnipeg Jets continue to stock their prospect cupboard here at the NHL Draft.

The Jets have acquired winger Michael Frolik from the Chicago Blackhawks for 2013 third round draft pick (74th) and 2013 fifth round draft pick (134th).

The 25-year-old Frolik is a two-time 20-goal scorer in the NHL and scored three goals and seven assists in the Blackhawks recent run to the Stanley Cup.

Frolik is from the Czech Republic and has one year left on his contract that will pay him $1.9 million this year.

Frolik will add some skill to the Jets' forward group and will immediately be slated in on the right wing to go with centre Ollie Jokinen and left wing Evander Kane.

The Jets used their first pick of the third round, 84th overall – acquired from the Washington Capitals earlier – to select Saginaw Spirit forward Jimmy Lodge. A 6-1 centre still putting on pounds, he had 28 goals and 39 assists in 64 games this year. He was ranked 64th by The Hockey News heading into the draft.

With their second pick, 91st overall, the Jets selected Kamloops Blazers right winger J.C. Lipon, who had 36 goals and 53 assists in 61 games this year

NEWARK, NJ – The Winnipeg Jets hope they’ve found some offensive pop with their first of three picks in the second round of the NHL Draft.

The Jets used their pick, 43rd overall, to grab Portland Winterhawks centre Nicholas Petan – a high-scoring forward who some had pegged to go late in the first round.

Petan may be small at 5-8, 163, but he can definitely score: his 120 points (46 goals, 74 assists) tied for the Western Hockey League lead with Winnipegger and fellow linemate Brendan Leipsic this past season.

"It’s a real honour," said Petan. "Sitting there you don’t know what’s going to happen and then to hear your name called… I’m just so excited to be a part of the organization.

"I’m a smaller guy, but I use my size to my advantage. I’m a two-way centreman who likes to play defence just as much as I like to play offence. I like to be creative and use my skill and my smarts to my advantage."

Petan’s 2012-13 season with Portland came up short in the Memorial Cup final, but teamed with Ty Rattie and Brendan Leipsic, a Winnipegger, the line was one of the most-dominant in the CHL this year.

"The biggest thing I learned (from playing with Rattie and Leipsic) is it doesn’t matter how good you are, you’ve got to work hard to make things happen out there," said Petan. "It doesn’t matter how tall you are, how big you are, you’ve got to make things happen."

The Jets spoke with Petan once at the combine – by comparison first-rounder Joshua Morrissey had four interviews with the team – but his skill clearly jumped out at the team’s brass.

As for the questions about his size?

"I’ve overcome it at every level," he said. "And I’m looking forward to the challenge next in my life."

The Jets then used their second pick in the second round, 59th overall, to select goaltender Eric Comrie of the Tri-City Americans. Comrie, an Edmonton product, was 20-14-3 with a 2.92 goals against average and .915 save percentage this past year. They then traded their last pick of the second round, 61st overall, to the Washington Capitals for the 84th, 114th and 127th pick.

Other voices on Morrissey

(courtesy NHL.com)

"He's got a physical presence and everyone knows to be aware of him on the ice," Button said. "The foundation of Josh's game is skating. He has excellent quickness and agility, and has really strong balance. It's very hard for anyone to take advantage of him because he's such a good skater. He also has excellent puck skills, always looking to make a really good play."

– Craig Button

"Josh is a solid, top-end defenseman who plays a lot of minutes every night. He has a well-established skill set on both the offensive and defensive side of the puck and can play in all situations. He's a great competitor with a great work ethic, and is a leader on our hockey club."

– Prince Albert head coach Steve Young

--"He's a dynamic skater and reaches top speed quickly with good offensive hockey sense," Marr said. "He's willing to battle and doesn't get intimidated, but still needs to physically mature in order to handle one-on-one situations. He gives a good two-way effort, logs a lot of ice time and has a lot of responsibilities." 

-- Dan Marr, the director of NHL Central Scouting

NEWARK, NJ – He shook hands, slapped backs and then slipped into his new Winnipeg Jets jersey and baseball hat. And, to be honest, the moment was better than Joshua Morrissey could have ever dreamed.

"It was wild," said the Morrissey after being plucked 13th overall in Sunday’s NHL Draft. "I’ve imagined it a million times, maybe more. It was better than I could have ever imagined, to be honest. Standing up there… I’m in a rink with tons of people, thousands of people, and it really just felt like I was in my own world and how amazing it was. It’s something I’ll never forget." The Jets, once again on draft day, raised a few eyebrows taking Morrissey – a smooth-skating 5-11, 182-pound defenceman with the Prince Albert Raiders – as many mock drafts had him going late in the first round. But he was interviewed by 27 NHL teams and four times by the Jets.

"They were just really good guys and we got along really well," said Morrissey. "They had a lot of good things to say and it seemed that as we talked, things just clicked. So, I definitely left there feeling pretty good."

Some factors that obviously impressed the Jets:

◾Working with former Jet defenceman Dave Manson in Prince Albert, Morrissey put up good numbers with the Raiders, scoring 15 goals and adding 32 assists in 70 games. He was paired with Darnell Nurse as the top defensive pair for Canada at the Ivan Hlinka Under-18 tournament last summer.

◾He was the WHL’s Scholastic Player of the Year, maintaining a 92.4 per cent average.

◾He’s been compared to Niklas Kronwall and Gary Suter, said he modeled his game after Krist Letang.

"I’m a two-way defenceman with offensive upside," said Morrissey. "I like compete hard and I think my biggest assets are my skating and my hockey sense.

"My offensive side has really come. I’ve been working on my defensive game, but my offensive game has really flourished and really become better and better as time has gone on here. I want to keep getting better in all things, but that’s probably the biggest thing for me so far."

A Calgary native, Morrissey said he is thrilled to be staying relatively close to home and going to a hockey-crazed market.

"It’s unbelievable. You grow up watching Hockey Night in Canada or whatever it is and seeing the passion where I’m from in Canada, it’s something I’ve always wanted. I’ve always wanted to go to a passionate city that has passionate fans and I definitely got my wish."

Morrissey will attend the team’s prospect camp in July as well as the Young Stars tournament in September before heading to main Jets’ camp.

"I’d like to be in (the NHL) as soon as possible," he said. "I’m going to go to camp this year and do everything I can to make them not send me home or give them the toughest decision. Obviously, that’s a pretty hard thing to do. I’ll just go and work really hard this offseason and see where it takes me."

The Jets have three picks in the second round, with their selection coming 43rd overall followed by the 59th and 61st selection. Overall, Winnipeg has 10 selections in the 2013 draft, tied for most with Buffalo, Los Angeles and Nashville.

The Colorado Avalanche, as expected, grabbed Halifax Mooseheads forward Nathan MacKinnon first overall, with Alexsander Barkov, a Finnish centre, going to the Florida Panthers at second. The top five was rounded out by Jonathan Drouin going third to Tampa, Seth Jones fourth to Nashville and Elias Lindholm fifth to Carolina.

Grandview's Ryan Pulock was taken 15th overall by the New York Islanders, prompting him to tweet, "Gonna be hard to fall asleep tonight, better then Christmas Eve as a young boy! #NHLDraft2013"

The Jets took Nic Petan, C, Portland, with their first second round pick.
NEWARK, NJ – The Winnipeg Jets will be busy at the Prudential Center this afternoon with 10 picks in the seven-round NHL Draft.

But as the teams have gathered on the floor of the arena, already rumours are swirling about one of their own – Russian website championat.com is quoting Alex Burmistrov’s agent as saying his client is close to a deal with Ak Bars of the KHL. Earlier this month Burmistrov’s agent denied any interest in the KHL, but the rumour comes on a day when the Jets are attempting to use whatever assets they have – including three picks in the second round – to possibly move up in the draft from their spot at 13 in the first round.
Educational year is over. Now, Hampus Lindholm wrest themselves a place in the NHL - and become a star. "I do not get anything for free," he says.

 The door to the driving school in central Ängelholm is wide open in a desperate attempt to extra ventilation. Hampus Lindholm step out onto the sidewalk and squinting into the sun in the sweltering summer heat.

- I will take an intensive course later this summer. Running, I have been able to long and sometime up must come take that card. It felt like it was best to do it now, especially considering that it was the 60 day waiting period for a U.S. says Hampus.

19-year-old is on a visit to Sweden after her first year on its own in the U.S..

- It's good to be home. I'll go back to the U.S. again in midsummer, but it's only for a short visit. Right now I'm training with Rogle and run harder than what I had done there. It's nice to have guys that spurs a little extra all the time.

Hampus pointing towards a side street off Ronne Hall.

- There I had my first apartment through Rogle. It had a dishwasher, I remember, but was not so fresh otherwise. Then you had to take what you got.

Much has happened since Hampus left Rogle. After being selected as the first European in NHL draft pick of the Anaheim Ducks, he left across the Atlantic to take the chance.

Two concussions, a small-scale success in the AHL and two much broader shoulders later Hampus has now landed between the parents in Lerberget.

- I have more flesh on the bones and experienced hockey there. I have an apprenticeship in the back and has been up and trained some with Anaheim. When I get back is nothing new anymore, then I know what the requirements are and how everything works, says Hampus.

He sits on a bench at his former high school and looking down towards Rönneå River Time in the AHL Norfolk Admirals team, from the state of Virginia, has been not only gold rimmed. Hampus pulled on two concussions during the season and was forced to turn down a place in the Junior World Championships.

The given key role in Sweden's team ended up instead with bed rest and rest.

- There is nothing I grieves me over, there will always be other things that are just as fun even though I really looked forward to the JVM. It comes new goals and things you want to achieve. Coils here at home, who wanted to see me play, was probably actually more disappointed than me, says Hampus.

The induction has begun and the praise hailing from North America. The Anaheim strongly believe Hampus there is no doubt about.

After JVM komdet real lift in the AHL. Hampus got plenty of playing time and was lifted up to both train and travel with the NHL team.

- The team had a hard time when I was injured. Then we started winning when I came back, but lost playoff spot in the final rounds. It felt really good at the end and hopefully it gives me a lot next season.

You have to shine to get the chance in the NHL. Or?

- Well, but that's the way I want it to be. One has to earn its place and I do not get anything for free. On the contrary, I like coaches who play those hottest of the moment and do not care if a player has one or 15 seasons in the luggage.

- You should not be able to relax, thinking that you can play 25 minutes and acquire bad habits.

What have you got for signals of Anaheim? 

- It's not that we sit for hours and talk. Information will gradually along the way. After my concussion I had, for example, some hints of Scott Niedermayer so I'll be able to avoid getting tackled so hard. Then I know myself what it takes to come up in Anaheim.

What is needed? 

- The players know exactly where the boundaries are and how to act. They can stand and laugh at the stage of a workout, then switch gears and push really hard into the top corner in the next second. The coaches want me to play safe, stable and show confidence with the puck. It is about to play his own game and not worry about a mistake. I'll meet after all players who were born with a puck in the knee.

Hampus looking at the clock, noting that the bus towards Lerberget soon arrive. In a few months starting Jonstorpsvägen guy a new section in his hockey career.

There are many indications that the unwritten chapter will be the most exciting and eventful so far.

- To be there and have the AHL aims are not on the map. Aim for the stars, then it is somewhere and it's clear that I want to take a place in Anaheim squad. I have set their sights on.

Are you ready for it?

- Man grows with the task. It was the same when I started playing in Rogle, it sounded great to go from J20 to the headlines again - and it sounds great to go from the AHL to the NHL now. The coaches do not take you up and give you a chance if you are not ready. Then you have to earn the continued trust, says Hampus.

Linus Andersson  

linus.ahlin @ hd.se  042-489 90 30
When you want a low-down about of the future of the Anaheim Ducks who better to talk to then long time voice of the Norfolk Admirals, Pete Michaud, who has been calling Admirals’ games since they entered the area in 1989. The Chesapeake, VA native has been calling the balls and strikes for the Triple-A affiliate of the Baltimore Orioles, the Norfolk Tides, since 2007.

Pistol Pete as he is known gave THW the low-down on some prospects and the amazing Calder Cup run that secured the Admirals first title since the days of John Brophy and the ECHL.

Pete Michaud’s Most Memorable Moment

Tampa Bay’s flagship affiliate who was stationed in Norfolk last year won the AHL’s Holy Grail before the Ducks and the Lightning flip-flopped American League affiliates. In addition, the twenty-eight game winning streak the club went on allowed Michaud to witness North American hockey history. Pete relayed his message about the historic run,

“To be a part of an organization that wins a championship is special enough for anybody, but to be with a team that was the best team I’ve ever seen in minor league hockey was even better. To see a team that wins twenty-eight in a row and frankly if the regular season had not ended who knows how long that streak might have gone. To sit back and witness what happens to be regarded by historians in hockey as one of the best minor league teams in minor league hockey history makes it pretty special.”

Pete Michaud Admirals

Pete Michaud (Norfolk Admirals)

Slapshots to Breaking Balls

Hockey is all about hustle and spilt second reactions so hockey players need to think on their toes and keep up with the play. Likewise Michaud has to announce on his toes while calling hockey, but in baseball it’s more of a marathon when he broadcasts.  The avid golfer spoke on the matter,

“Hockey is the most difficult game to actually call the play-by-play. Baseball is the most difficult game to prepare for because it’s the slowest sport you can call and there’s so much more dead time. I know guys who can wing it in hockey with not a lot of prep, but calling the actual action is really, really tough because it’s so fast and you’ve got guys over the boards with line changes all in one motion. So there are the differences–hockey is the hardest to call, but baseball is the hardest to prepare for.”

“Pistol” Taking Aim On the Ducklings

Michaud calls both home and away games for the Admirals. Announcing every hockey game gives him a lot of time to scout the Ducks of tomorrow. The Indian River graduate was generous enough to share his thoughts on some of the 2012-2013 Norfolk Admirals.

Emerson Etem: “Very smart, very fast, very dedicated, and very professional. For a young guy I think he understands that he has a long way to go, he has gone along way already, but he is already looking for ways to improve and picking the brains of people that have been around the game longer than him. I like his work ethic and the ways he goes about preparing himself on a day-to-day basis.

Patrick Maroon: “Big strong gritty guy. I think he can be a third or fourth line guy in the National Hockey League. Really good hands for a big guy, surprisingly tough. Some guys have fought him and they regret it afterwards.”

Photo Credit: (John Wright/Norfolk Admirals)
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Devante Smith-Pelly: “Another guy who is every young and I think some people kind of forget that. I think they were expecting a lot out of him at a young age, but he was in the NHL when he was nineteen-years-old. Good skater, good hands. I think he is a guy who needs seasoning and just needs time, but I think he can be a NHL regular as well.”

Chris Wagner: “Really smart. I think he is a guy who gets the most out of his ability whether or not that’s going to translate to be a NHL guy or not I’m not sure. A guy who comes every night ready to play. He gives you everything he’s got and that’s all you can ask.”

Sami Vatanen: “Tremendously skilled. Sami runs the power play well. I think it took him a good half of the year to adjust to the North American style of game. He was such a finesse guy over in Europe playing on the big ice. His passing and skating really have beaten a lot of people. He’s learned once he got over here (A) the guys are better and (B) he is on a smaller surface. It took him awhile to adjust to that, but he eventually got the hang of it. Then you see him in the NHL late in the season and he’s another guy who’s still pretty young. I think he is going to be a definite NHL’er and maybe a first defensive pairing in the future.”

Hampus Lindholm: “Really young. Kind of green. Learning the ropes not only on the ice, but culturally living over here. Coaches rave about him. Really hard working kid. Always asking questions. Doesn’t have the offensive play like Sami, but he’s got some touch. He needs to get a little bit bigger and stronger. “

Charlie Sarault: “Really good offensive touch. Haven’t seen enough of him to make a real definitive determination on him, but the little bit we saw last year showed the kid’s got some hands and he’s a little guy and is not afraid to go into the high traffic areas. He’ll go stand with the 6’4” guys in front of the net and take a beating and still somehow he finds a way to get the puck in the net. He’s got that goal scoring knack.”

Pete’s Take On Admirals Head Coach Trent Yawney

“Trent is kind of an old school guy. You’ve got to work in both ends with Trent even if you’ve got a lot of offensive flash you’ve got to make the commitment defensively. I think people kind of cringe at times when people say he’s a defensive coach, but I look at that as a compliment because he was a real good steady NHL D-man. He preaches you start from the goal out.”

You now have the 411 on some of the up and coming talent the Ducks have to offer.  The buck stops at Pete Michaud when you want to talk Admirals hockey. It’s a proven fact as he was awarded the AHL’s James H. Ellery Award in 2012, which is given to three members of the media who cover the American League. Michaud struck pay dirt in the radio category
Tonight Anton Cederholm draftas to the NHL. But the focus is on Rogle and Andreas Lilja. "I will reach the NHL, which is my goal, so I need to be a player that Lily," said 18-year-old.

 On November 20 last year, was thrown a 17 year old Anton Cederholm into the league pot for the very first time. In the evening, beginning at 15 o'clock local time, there'sa the NHL draft, and Anton is ranked ninth best European reverse and is a total of 25 text on the list of European players.

- I chose not to think about it so much. I have gone in with the mindset of not being drafted. This would avoid disappointments if you do not get drafted or not in that round as you might have imagined. Meanwhile, I have a goal deep inside. But it is not now it will be the best, says Anton, who park right in front of even minor Rogle colleague Niklas Hansson in the rankings.

When the gate reaches Anton, he fills the bag for a week's holiday in Majorca.

- It will be nice to get back the motivation you need.

The now 18-year-old Rogle talent originally from Jonstorpsvägen - like for example Niklas Hansson, Hampus Lindholm and Daniel Zaar. With a whole host of junior internationals and a dozen league games under my belt, the idea that Anton for years to establish himself in Rögles national football teams.

- There is nothing else than to become one of six defenders in Rogle, he says, adding:

- If anyone wants me in the draft so you have to take it then. It would be flattering, but I take it day by day.

After NHL draft pick can namely seasonal conditions change.

- So far, it is much speculation, but one should rejoice that it's been this good.

- I've talked to quite a few clubs. There have been many meetings and stuff. But it's just fun.

If Anton draftas of any NHL club are still allsvenskt games in Rogle on wallpaper. Then he can use a great mentor who knows what the NHL is all about.

- Should I reach the NHL, that's my goal, so I need to be a player (Andreas) Lilja. I am determined to get there, it's just up to me.

As a hockey player is Anton not unlike just Lily. Hopefully, it will take 18-year-old to the NHL.

- I play easily and releases no bridge. That's probably what they want over there.

His favorite team has always been the New York Rangers. It does not matter when draft pick comes up.

- The NHL game is the big dream, it does not play as big role in whether it gets in the Rangers or not.

Were you able to a few years ago thinking that you would be in an NHL draft now?

- I can humbly answer "yes" to that question. I have always been determined to achieve my goal. And that is the NHL.

Eric Persson  

eric.persson @ hd.se

We need assets’ says Flames GM

Feaster recognizes need to get bigger, but says quality comes first

By Scott Cruickshank, Calgary Herald June 28, 2013 

Read more: http://www.calgaryherald.com/sports/need+assets+says+Flames/8595600/story.html#ixzz2Xcq9gphK 

JERSEY CITY, N.J. — It cropped up while he was talking about Thursday’s acquisition of Shane O’Brien and David Jones.It came up the next day, too, when he was discussing the National Hockey League draft.

The Calgary Flames are shrimps — and general manager Jay Feaster knows it.

His club last winter was among the lightest in the land.

“The reality of it is, I don’t know that you can have that many really small players in your lineup in today’s game,” said Feaster, taking a break from meetings Friday morning. “No question, moving into that division, we recognize the size of some of those teams (such as Anaheim, Los Angeles, San Jose). But it’s about asset value. If you look at the history of this franchise and some of the draft picks, we’ve taken some big guys. We’ve had some six-four, six-five defencemen, who, over the course of my time as GM, I’ve never received a phone call, like, ‘Would you trade that player?’ And you have smaller player, like a Johnny Gaudreau, and we get lots of phone calls about him.”

However, Sunday’s seven-round exercise at the Prudential Center is about stockpiling plums, not plodders. He’s not sacrificing quality for heft.

So, with eight selections, the Flames will not be choosy.

“Whether it’s an abundance of left-wings, an abundance of centres or defencemen, big guys or small guys … if they’re players, they’re assets,” said Feaster. “So we’re mindful of the need for size, but we’re not going to bypass the five-foot-eight guy to take the six-four guy just because we think we need to get bigger.

“We need players. We need assets.”

Beyond the selection process, there is decision-making — such as increasing the overall number of picks. More than one team fancies the Flames’ first pick, No. 6. Others like the looks of their kids. The Calgarians, though, are unlikely to budge on either front.

“Candidly, the problem with discussions and why there aren’t more trades to announce on our end, teams are coming after us for our young guys,” said Feaster. “I don’t see teams contacting us in that context of, ‘They’re rebuilding, let’s go after certain (veteran) guys.’ They like the prospects.”

The Flames, in the midst of a teardown, are eager to replenish the cupboards.

“We’ve been trying to work on some things, trying to make some deals,” said Feaster. “I’ve talked to all 29 other teams. With a number of those teams, we’ve had multiple conversations. I don’t expect to come out later (Friday) and have another deal to announce per se, but we are trying to advance some things. We’re going to continue to work the phones.”

“Drafting in a draft that’s as good as we perceive this one to be,” he said, “with that pick at No. 6, it’ll be a player who can come to camp and legitimately have an opportunity, given the holes on our hockey club, to step in.”

____________In the midst of the ongoing Miikka Kiprusoff soap opera — will he retire? — Feaster expressed shock at some of the negative publicity surrounding the netminder this past week.

“It’s unfair to take potshots at that guy,” said Feaster. “For everything he’s done for the Calgary Flames organization, for as good a person as he is, he doesn’t deserve that. I think it’s unfair to be taking potshots at Miikka Kiprusoff, (for the perception) that somehow Kipper is stringing along the Calgary Flames.”

____________Now that Alex Tanguay has been removed, Michael Cammalleri rumours have surfaced. Cammalleri has one season remaining on a contract that pays him a $6 million salary.

So any interest in No. 13?

“No,” replied Feaster, “and that’s what’s kind of interesting. If the sources that you’re hearing from are some of my colleagues, my number is in the directory. Give me a call.”

____________Feaster chuckled when asked if he was happy to have his old chum John Tortorella closer.

“Always, always,” he said, laughing. Tortorella, of course, joined the Vancouver Canucks last week. Together in Tampa Bay, he and Feaster had captured the 2004 Stanley Cup.

“John is a friend of mine,” said Feaster. “(Vancouver GM) Mike Gillis had actually asked me about John. I was happy to talk to him about him. I think the world of him. I think it’s going to be a lot of fun. I know he’s promising to be a kinder and gentler John Tortorella — just to be able to see if he can do that will be a lot of fun to watch. …”

scruickshank@calgaryherald.com

© Copyright (c) The Calgary Herald    

Read more: http://www.calgaryherald.com/sports/need+assets+says+Flames/8595600/story.html#ixzz2XcqFJEcU
The comparisons, admittedly, are imperfect but for the Vancouver Canucks, they're also illuminating.

In 2010, the Canucks were bounced in the second round of the playoffs by the Chicago Blackhawks who would go on to win the Stanley Cup.

In 2011, if memory serves, the Canucks were beaten in the seventh game of the Cup final by the Boston Bruins.

Two years later, the Blackhawks and Bruins met in the Cup final and the Hawks prevailed in six memorable games.

The Canucks, for their part, were swept in the first round by San Jose and that raises all kinds of questions, not the least of which are just what's happened to this team over the last two years and how have the Hawks and Bruins remained NHL powers while the Canucks have slipped towards mediocrity?

There are any number of explanations, of course, but the simplest is this. Chicago did a masterful job of replacing the depth it lost after the 2010 season and the Bruins have done enough to stay relevant.

The Canucks, for their partt, have done precious little to improve their 2011 team and, if you're standing still in the NHL, you're going backward.

All three teams, it should be noted, started from a similar place. In 2010, the Blackhawks average age was 25.9. In 2011, the Bruins average age was 27.8 and the Canucks was 27.7.

The Blackhawks also had the most work to do, replacing 11 regulars from the 2010 Cup team, including key pieces Andrew Ladd, Dustin Byfuglien, Troy Brouwer, Kris Versteeg, Brian Campbell and goalie Antti Niemi.

That they did this at all is impressive enough. That they did it in two seasons while reshaping their identity is remarkable. The Hawks maintained their core group over that span but replaced much of their size and grit with speed and skill; supplementing their formidable nucleus with players like Viktor Stalberg, Marcus Kruger, Michael Frolik and Johnny Oduya while developing draftees Brandon Saad and Andrew Shaw.

Corey Crawford, another draftee, also stepped in and backstopped the team to the Cup. And it helped that Bryan Bickell, who'd been a depth player in 2010, turned in one of the great out-of-the-blue performances in postseason history this year.

As for the Bruins, the team that lost in the final this season is markedly similar to the 2011 championship team but they still had to refresh their lineup.

The biggest change, of course, was in goal where Tuukka Rask stepped in seamlessly for Tim Thomas but the Bruins also flipped a first-rounder and some organizational flotsam for Jaromir Jagr and received a big playoff contribution from college free-agent signing Torey Krug.

Going forward, the Bruins' core will be comprised of Milan Lucic, David Krjeci, Patrice Bergeron, Brad Marchand, Tyler Seguin, Dougie Hamilton and Rask. Bergeron, who turns 28 this summer, is the oldest player in the group. And, before you ask, it looks like Zdeno Chara can play until he's 50 if he wants to.

And then there are the Canucks.

Looking up and down their roster, it's hard to see where the Canucks have improved since 2011. Jannik Hansen and Chris Tanev have both expanded their roles on the team. The jury is also out on Zack Kassian and it's simply too soon to tell what draftees Frank Corrado, Nicklas Jensen and Brendan Gaunce will provide.

Beyond that, it isn't pretty. Two years ago, the Sedins were both among the top-10 players in the game. You can't say the same thing anymore. Ryan Kesler was the Canucks' answer to Bergeron. After two injury-filled seasons who knows what he can provide. Alex Burrows' production has fallen off. Canucks' fans are still waiting for Alex Edler to take the next step. It appears Kevin Bieksa and Dan Hamhuis have plateaued. Following the 2010 season, Mason Raymond was a 24-year-old coming off a 25-goal season. Now, it looks like he's played his way off the team.

That's the individual story for the Canucks. As for the bigger picture, the organization hasn't been to make the trades or sign the free agents which would augment the team's core. Between 2010 and 2013 the Hawks added 11 new regulars who contributed to the second Cup win. Five of those players – Kruger, Stalberg, Saad, Shaw and Bickell - combined for a cap hit of about $3.8 million in 2013. The Canucks' David Booth's hit was $4.25 million. Hawks' defencemen Oduya, Roszival and Nick Leddy combined for a cap hit of about $5.5 million in 2013.

The Canucks paid Keith Ballard $4.2 million.

That brings us around to another problem facing the Orcans. According to CapGeek, they've got $47,222 in cap space and just 17 players signed for next season. Buyouts and a Roberto Luongo trade will alleviate some, but not, all of that.

Chicago, by way of comparison, has 19 players signed for next season and almost $8 million in cap space. The Bruins have 18 players signed and just under $6 million in cap space.

So add it all up and it seems a lot can happen in professional sports over the space of two or three seasons. But that's not something you have to tell the Canucks or their fans.

© Copyright (c)  The Province

Read more: http://www.theprovince.com/sports/Compared+Bruins+Blackhawks+Canucks+have+stood+still/8595379/story.html#ixzz2XcqUwtZn

Sedins will be penalty killers, says Torts — and Henrik approves

By Jim Jamieson, The Province June 25, 2013 

Read more: http://www.theprovince.com/sports/Sedins+will+penalty+killers+says+Torts+Henrik+approves/8577458/story.html#ixzz2Xcqg1Vdu 
New Canucks head coach John Tortorella promised changes at his first media conference on Tuesday, but the one that jumped out like a Roman candle was his promise to use the Sedins on the penalty kill.

And, yes, block shots while they’re at it.

That’s been a no-go zone in Vancouver during the Alain Vigneault regime, the rationale being that PK time was too much to pile on Daniel and Henrik, who already had first-line minutes and the lion’s share of power-play time.

But Tortorella was unfazed by the certain increase from the 19 minutes per game the twins typically average.

The Sedins did kill penalties earlier in their careers under former coach Marc Crawford, and they were good at it.

“I want to get them on the ice more, that’s the first part of it,” Tortorella told The Province in an interview following his introductory presser.

“I think I got away from that in New York a little bit. I had really top penalty killers there that really weren’t my top players — other than Ryan Callahan.

“I want to get back to that. It gets them on the ice more and I think it makes them understand play away from the puck a little more, defensively, and hopefully it can back off some people as far as them scoring some short-handed goals.”

No concerns about burnout in an NHL city where travel fatigue is always an issue?

“No, it’s something I’d monitor,” said Tortorella, who signed a five-year deal to coach the Canucks.

“I’m always worried about recovery and how the athletes are. From what I’ve been told, they want it and they want to make a difference all the time on the ice. They are going to get the opportunity.”

Canucks captain Henrik Sedin, who was on hand for the presser, said he embraces the new role.

“It’s something we’ve asked for all along,” said Sedin. “We did it with Crow (Crawford) for a year and really enjoyed it, and we did it at the world championships back in Sweden (in May).

“To be a great player in this league you have to be put in those spots. For us, we were counted on to score goals, and if we didn’t score goals we were terrible. When we went back to Sweden for the world championships, we played in all situations. I think you grow as players when you do that.

“I think we can help this team more than what we do. We might not score 100 points, but if we can put up 80 to 90 points and play PK and help defensively, we’re going to be better players, and I think the team is going to be better.”

Tortorella also said he will insist the Canucks have more “bite” next season, throughout the lineup.

The new coach confirmed that part of that means other teams’ taking liberties with the Sedins won’t be tolerated. Brad Marchand using Daniel Sedin’s face as a speed bag in the Stanley Cup final two year ago still feels like sharp stick in the eye of any Canucks fan.

“We need to help them,” said Tortorella. “That’s part of the game. I think a response in those types of situations starts defining your identity as a hockey club.

“That’s not looking at a tape and saying, ‘If this happens, this is what you do.’ It has to be a spontaneous response and the mindset of a team. Those are your best players.

But Tortorella added: “In today’s game you’re going to get hit and hitting is part of the game. Daniel and Henrik need to understand they’re going to take some hits and not everybody is going to run to their rescue.

“Taking a hit to make a play is part of building an identity. But if it’s something where your best players are being taken advantage of in the wrong way, there certainly needs to be a response.”

jjamieson@theprovince.com

twitter.com/jamiesoncanucks
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Cervenka headed back to Russia after single Flames season: Report

May 15, 2013. 3:36 pm • Section: Flames Insider, Sports There had been a few nice flashes. But his production, for the most part, had been pedestrian.

Now, after a single up-and-down winter with the Calgary Flames, Roman Cervenka is gone. SKA St. Petersburg, of the KHL, is reporting that it has signed the Czech forward to a three-year pact.

Officially, Cervenka is under contract to the Flames until July 5. The team is declining to comment on the development.

In his first season in North America, Cervenka had produced 17 points, including nine goals, in 39 appearances.

He suffered a Grade-1 sprain of his medial-collateral ligament in the season finale at Chicago.

Having recovered, apparently, Cervenka returns to the Russia, the scene of his finest pro moments.

With Omsk in 2010-11, he collected 61 points, 10 more than teammate Jaromir Jagr. Cervenka’s 31 goals that season led the loop.

Shortly after this past season ended and it became clear Alain Vigneault was going to be gonged as head coach of the Vancouver Canucks, Kevin Bieksa said he didn’t think this team needed a coach to come in and crack the whip.

Reading quotes like that surely must have led ownership and management to conclude that if this is what the team feels, that’s precisely what is needed. We shall see if that analysis holds water.

If it turns out to be the case, then this has a chance to be a successful hire, but there were a few things said Tuesday that indicated new coach John Tortorella has some ideas that are going to take time adjusting to, and some others that don’t make a whole lot of sense.

While he proclaimed that he hadn’t yet sufficient knowledge to determine how this team would play in terms of style, that wasn’t quite right.

The extensive interview process certainly determined the approach to be taken. But the people on the podium didn’t want to say specifically how they would play, for fear of having it rammed down their throats the first time a game didn’t develop that way.

So they know how they intend to play and it won’t be the way the Rangers did, although the new coach was certainly right when he said “every team needs to play defence.”

There were a couple of real eyebrow-raisers, not the least of which was the idea of having the Sedins kill penalties, because the other top players in the league kill them.

That’s true, but the other top players also participate in the shootouts, and starting there seems to make a lot more sense than having them kill penalties when this team has already finished first overall killing penalties in the league largely using players who are already on this roster.

The Sedins, of course, say they’d love to kill penalties, and perhaps they would, with Henrik saying he would even sacrifice a minute of five-on-five time to do it.

Wonderful thought, but it’s a study in stupidity. Consider they’re already going to be playing pre-season games, a full season (and these two rarely miss games) including a trip halfway around the world to play the Olympics on a team that already leads the league in travel. And then you expect them to take the dings that come with penalty-killing and still have something left for the playoffs at age 34. Good luck with that.

Couldn’t we at least start by getting them involved in shootouts and go from there?

If the attending players were listening — and they appeared to be — they got a bit of a shot across the bow when Tortorella talked right out of the chute about this team needing to “create” a team concept, the clear implication being that despite the success that has been enjoyed here, he felt that’s where improvement needed to be made to make that next step.

Perhaps watching Daniel Sedin being speed-bagged by Brad Marchand the 2011 final left a lasting impression on Tortorella. But for the attending players to hear that a team concept needed to be “created” and not adjusted had to be their first kick in the jollies. 

“We’re going to ask more of them, I think that’s a very important part of my job,” Tortorella said with Ryan Kesler, Jason Garrison and Henrik Sedin listening.

“I’m going to push the players, that’s a big part of coaching and I’m going to push them as individuals and also to create a team concept while we’re doing that together, and I really believe that’s where the improvement needs to be.

“It’s as individuals and as a group within a concept, and that’s how I’m going about it.”

Tortorella says he’d like to see the team be “stiffer,” meaning tougher both on offence and defence and that will be heartily applauded by everyone. But in order for that to take place, roster changes will almost certainly needed.

The new coach fingered Alex Edler as a player whom he specifically felt had more to give and he’s certainly right in that area, so he’s already begun his homework, and if he’d like to include Jannik Hansen, Zack Kassian and Chris Higgins, just to name a few, he’ll be that much further ahead.

As far as handling the media, he couldn’t have come out of the gate any better. Keeping it up will, of course, be the challenge.

twitter.com/tg_gman
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WEEHAWKEN, N.J. — This is an easy exercise. Connect the dots and — voila — the future.Let’s see. The Calgary Flames need size, they need centremen. Sixth overall at the National Hockey League draft, who fits that bill?

Sean Monahan, that’s who. It’s obvious.

Which means, on countless mock drafts by countless forecasters, the Flames end up snaring the Ottawa 67’s six-foot-two pivot, ranked No. 5 by Central Scouting.

Monahan has noticed the trend.

“I guess I’ve seen that a few times now,” Monahan said Friday afternoon during the NHL prospects luncheon. “But I try not to focus on it. It’s out of my control. Whatever team wants me, that’s where I’m going to go. That’s what I’m looking forward to.”

Of course, whether the Flames actually take him Sunday — or even get a chance to — is another thing.

For sure, he is on their shortlist.

Monahan was one of a handful of prospects — including Nic Petan and Morgan Klimchuk — to be brought into Calgary for special attention after the NHL combine.

Not in question, either, is his upside.

According to Hockeysfuture.com: “Monahan isn’t the elite offensive talent that others in this list may be, but he most certainly has one of the most refined two-way games. Monahan combines that two-way talent with strong leadership qualities. In many ways, he’s akin to Gabriel Landeskog. He will not dominate a game in any flashy way, but will control it behind the scenes and very quickly assume a leadership role on any of the teams that draft him. Monahan has good size and plays a key position, so he’ll be in demand.”

Telling, too, is his choice of role models.

“The Staal brothers (Eric and Jordan) and Jonathan Toews,” said Monahan, who, at least on this day, had the Toews deadpan delivery down pat. “They’re leaders and they obviously produce, too. That’s what I want to do.”

Flames general manager Jay Feaster, more than once, has stated that he expects the No. 6 selection to come to Calgary and take a legitimate stab at making the team. That’s only a couple of months away.

Which suits Monahan fine.

“I think I’m NHL-ready right now,” he said. “It’s my goal — I want to play in the NHL next year and I want to be an impact. That motivation’s mostly in the gym because I want to get stronger. I’m working on my strength and my foot speed to make that jump.

“Yeah, it would be cool to get that opportunity … I think I’m ready for it.”

Monahan was asked about the likes of Nathan MacKinnon and Jonathan Drouin, darlings of the Memorial Cup champion Halifax Mooseheads — and how his own hockey ability stacks up.

“I think I’m right there,” said Monahan, who, in back-to-back seasons with Ottawa, recorded 78 points. “I played on a weaker team this year and I was put on a different role. Obviously, I didn’t get any playoff hockey in. If I was on a better team, maybe things would have been different. I think I did a good job with that. Being the captain of that team was pretty special and I think it actually matured me as a player, as a person. So I think I benefited from it.

“Playing through those different situations, I think I’m ready for whatever.”

By the way, also in the vicinity of the Flames’ first holler is Darnell Nurse, tough-as-nails defender of the Sault Ste. Marie Greyhounds.

At six-foot-five and nearly 200 pounds, Nurse is ranked fourth by Central Scouting.

Has he scanned the draft order and tried to figure out who will grab him?

“I’d be lying to you if I said I didn’t,” Nurse said. “At the same time, it doesn’t matter where I go. I’d like to play anywhere in the NHL. That’s the honest truth. I’m not going to say any specific place.”

The Edmonton Oilers, at No. 7, would certainly nab Nurse. After all, they invited him to Edmonton after the NHL combine.

Like all of the teens, Nurse wants to skate in the NHL. Like, now.

“That’s anyone’s goal who goes through this — you want to play as fast as possible,” said Nurse, who, growing up, was a fan of Scott Stevens and Chris Pronger. “And (size-wise) Mother Nature hasn’t really taken her toll on me yet. I’m not going to put limitations on myself and say I couldn’t do it.

“But no matter what situation I’m in, I’m going to push.”

scruickshank@calgaryherald.com
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Like most Canadians, right winger David Jones has a friend in Calgary with a harrowing story to tell about the southern Alberta floods.

As of Thursday afternoon, Jones’s own place of employment, the Scotiabank Saddledome, is also in the disaster zone.

“It’s just devastating,” one of the newest members of the Calgary Flames said over the phone from his off-season home in Vancouver. “A buddy of mine, the first floor of his apartment building, I think it was completely under water. But thankfully, he lives on the fifth floor, so he’s a little lucky.

“It’s just devastating. Horrible. I hope everyone stays safe there . . . I have a lot of friends there, so I’ve definitely been following that very closely.”

No doubt Jones, 28, will follow news of the cleanup even more closely after the Flames acquired his rights along with defenceman Shane O’Brien, 29, Thursday for left winger Alex Tanguay, 33, and defenceman Cory Sarich, 34.

The deal actually sees the Flames fork out more money ($16 million in cap hit for O’Brien and Jones compared to $12.5 million for Tanguay and Sarich over the life of the respective contracts). But in the early days of an organization rebuild, Calgary gets younger, bigger and nastier.

Youth, size, and grit are all key items on general manager Jay Feaster’s shopping list.

“One of the things we’ve been talking about for some time and we certainly talked about at the end of the season, is the need to become a harder team to play against,” Feaster said Thursday night. “We wanted to get bigger and younger as well.”

Jones is a six-foot-two, 210-pound power forward originally selected by Colorado in the ninth round of the 2003 draft. He has three years left on a four-year, $16-million US deal with an annual cap hit of $4 million.

Born in Guelph, Ont., Jones spent roughly four years of his early childhood in Calgary before moving to the West Coast.

“I learned to ski at Canada Olympic Park and my wife actually went to school at the University of Calgary,” Jones said. “I would go visit her all the time there. My sister and her husband lived there for the last six years, and I would go visit them all the time.

“They’ve moved back to Vancouver this year. They’re kind of giving me a hard time, because why couldn’t this have happened when they were living there?”

Three years back, Jones collected career highs in goals (27) and assists (18) for the Avalanche. He followed that breakout season in 2011-12 with 20 goals and 17 assists.

Then came a miserable lockout-shortened 2013 campaign where he managed just three goals and six assists for nine points in 33 games.

“I just had a tough year,” he said. “Just try and forget about it. I’m not going to make any excuses. I just wasn’t playing very well. 

“I just couldn’t really get things going.”

The Flames believe Jones can turn things around in a hurry with a change of area code.

“With Jones, we get a guy who is an up and down winger,” Feaster said. “He’s a big body, he protects the puck well. We like the fact he drives to the net. He’s willing to go and play in the dirty areas. He’s a right shot, a penalty killer.”

In O’Brien, the Flames get a rugged defenceman who likes to play the body — basically Sarich but five years younger.

The six-foot-three, 230-pound rearguard is clearly not reticent to drop the gloves with 853 penalty minutes in seven NHL seasons.

A certified NHL journeyman, O’Brien has played for the Anaheim Ducks, Tampa Bay Lightning, Vancouver Canucks, Nashville Predators and Colorado Avalanche.

While in Vancouver, O’Brien was perhaps better known for his life as a party boy at the Roxy than his work on the ice.

“I was a little bit younger then,” he said Thursday upon learning of the trade in the middle of a round of golf with his dad. “I’ve learned my lesson with that kind of stuff. That’s in my past. I know a lot of people still joke about it. But if you ask the guys who have played with me, I take my job extremely serious. 

“Everyone likes to have fun now and then, but I’ve definitely grown up. Hockey is definitely my main priority.”

As for joining a team in the baby stages of a rebuild, O’Brien envisions a quick turnaround for the new-look Flames.

“It’s a younger NHL now,” he said. “I don’t think it takes nearly as long to rebuild as it maybe did a few years back. 

“I think Jay’s a great hockey man. I think he knows exactly what he’s doing, and I’m excited to be coming to a young team.”

The feeling is indeed mutual.

“He’s someone who has been on our radar screen for some time,” Feaster said. “He’s a hard guy to play against. He’s a guy that has the real ability to annoy other players on other teams. I can’t count how many times this past season when we played Colorado, he would be the guy that would be crashing into (Miikka) Kiprusoff, coming in late, and just creating havoc in front of the net. We liked that. He’s a guy who sticks up for his teammates, he has good size.

“We got younger, we got bigger, and I think we got harder to play against.”

vhall@calgaryherald.com
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The aging sorcerer has packed away his set of now-you-see-it-now-you-don’t cards. Stored both the trade-issue black felt top hat as well as the rabbit to pull out of it.

And taken his sleight-of-hand back to magic lovers in Denver.

“There are a lot of people in Calgary, in Alberta, going through a lot worse than I am,” said playmaker Alex Tanguay, on the phone from Quebec. “So nobody’s going to feel sorry for me being traded away, and they shouldn’t.

“You see the pictures, the video, and it’s unbelievable. Your thoughts and prayers go out to everyone affected by what’s happened.

“I’m just a hockey player.

“But, still, I’m sad. Very sad. I’m looking forward to the new challenge in front of me, no doubt, and it’s not the first time I’ve been traded, but our lives were settled in Calgary, our kids were settled in Calgary, and certainly I wanted to be part of the community, be part of the team moving forward, of helping the Flames be better. That’s why I came back. Why I signed a five-year deal.

“But as I said, there are people going through a lot worse than me there right now, so I can’t complain.”

The long-overdue rebuild that began with the off-loading of iconic captain Jarome Iginla and minutes-gobbling defenceman Jay Bouwmeester near the trade deadline, along with the retirement of goaltender Miikka Kiprusoff, deepened Thursday with the Calgary Flames dealing left winger Alex Tanguay, the team’s purest passer, and Sarich, its toughest hombre, to the Colorado Avalance in exchange for right winger David Jones and defenceman Shane O’Brien.

The Flames actually add cap-space hit over the course of contracts, $16 million owed in total as compared to $12.5 million, but do shed some years.

Jones is 29, O’Brien 28.

Sarich is 34, Tanguay 33.

While Jones will never, not in a millenia or two, match Tanguay’s sublime way with a pass, the Flames are banking on him recapturing his 27-goal form of two seasons ago. O’Brien is, in essence, just a younger, larger version of Sarich.

“As far as Alex goes, his only concern was he didn’t want it to be a long rebuild,” explained Flames’ GM Jay Feaster. “We don’t want it to be a long rebuild, either. Certainly, he never asked for a trade. And all Cory wanted was a chance to play. I think this works out well for both of them.”

The reactions of the two Calgary principals were in stark contrast.

“I want to make this clear: I never asked to leave,” emphasized Tanguay. “I don’t think I’m making huge coin ($3.5 million for the next three seasons) — at least not for a hockey player, anyway. So I guess was tradable and they wanted to get younger and that’s what they did. That’s the direction they wanted to go. They’re entitled to do what they think is best for their team and they have people very qualified to make those decisions.

“I felt for the first part of (last) year I played very good hockey. I was asked to play a lot of minutes, I was asked to play a different position for a big part of the year. And then the team kind of derailed and I went along with it.

“Obviously I’d seen rumours. I’d heard that maybe a lot of people wanted me to be out of Calgary, fans, others. But I’m still shocked.”

Sarich, meanwhile, after two seasons of fighting a losing battle to secure a foothold in the lineup on a nightly basis, could probably have been spotted doing cartwheels down the street when Feaster called with the news.

“I’m very excited. They were talking about this last year and it didn’t happen. It was tough season on everyone with lack of games and preparation time.

“I’m a little disappointed, not having been able to help provide any playoffs the last four seasons for a city, a community, that’s the epitome of hockey. That’s the only regret leaving, not being able to experience that feeling a I did for a couple rounds of playoffs. It was unbelievable.”

The uncertainly of being dumped into a seventh-defence role was far from appealing. He dealt with the very professionally, but his unhappiness was hardly a deeply-guarded secret.

“It was basically know by both sides. I dealt with the situation little bit the year before, but I thought I’d proved I can play the game and then I just felt things got off to the same start again. One I thought was a lot, two was really starting to wear on me mentally.

“So I just want a chance. They’re gonna need a veteran presence back there and I’m definitely that now. I think I can help stabilize, bring some consistency, to the back end there.”

The off-ice transition for Tanguay, at least, should be as close to seamless as possible. His wife, Helene, has family in Denver, along with many friends they met during Tanguay’s seasons in The Mile High. With Milan Hejduk retired, though, his dressing-room family at the Pepsi Centre will be entirely new.

“Nobody left from 2001,” muses Tanguay. “I guess that means two things: One, I’m old. And Two, it’s a totally different team.”

More and more, the Flames are shaping up as a totally different team for 2013-2014. Iginla. Bouwmeester. Kiprusoff. Tanguay. Sarich.

And stay tuned.

Feaster might not be done bartering yet.

Those committed to the totality and inevitable pain of a massive restructuring may not miss him, but Alex Tanguay, be sure, will miss this place.

“The fans there,” he says by way of farewell, “have always been first class. I couldn’t have been treated better. I’m thankful. I had two years there, then I came back for three more.

“I’m 33. I still feel that I’ve got a lot of hockey left in me, so I’m looking ahead. But right now, today, and whenever I do retire, I’ll look back on some great years in Calgary.

“A lot of friendships, a lot of fun, and it’ll always be somewhere that we as a family and me as a player remember with great fondness.”

George Johnson is the Herald’s sports columnist. E-mail him at gjohnson@calgaryherald.com

Follow George Johnson on Twitter/GeorgejohnsonCH
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NEW YORK, N.Y. — Mark Jankowski, like countless others, had been captivated by the drama of the Stanley Cup playoffs.

 Scant minutes after seeing the Chicago Blackhawks pose for the champions’ traditional on-ice snapshot, in fact, Jankowski pecked out this tweet:

“I said it last year and I’ll say it again, I wanna be in that picture.”

Asked about that statement, the Calgary Flames’ first-round draft pick, @Janko61, doesn’t flinch.

“Yeah, it doesn’t seem that far away at all — it doesn’t seem out of the question,” says Jankowski, on the phone from Providence College where he’s taking extra courses and working with the Friars’ strength coach. “A lot of people commented back, saying, ‘It’ll be great to see you with the Flaming C in that picture,’ and that’s exactly what I want to do. That would be a dream come true for me — to win the Cup with Calgary.

“That’s definitely one of my goals.”

Joining that scene, however, is a few winters down the road.

Still only 18, he continues to grow. A shade more than six-foot-three now, nearly 190 pounds. He’s baby-faced — “I’ll work on the beard. It’ll be more like a Sidney Crosby beard” — and only a single year removed from his draft day.

Jankowski, after a dominating season of Quebec high school hockey, had arrived as the 43rd-ranked North American skater according to Central Scouting.

He left Pittsburgh as the 21st overall selection.

“It actually doesn’t seem that long ago at all,” says Jankowski. “Kind of crazy. It’s like, ‘Whoa, it’s been a full year since that’s happened.’ That was one of the happiest days of my life. It’s fun to look back on it and think about that day. I’m excited for the draft coming up to see what the Flames can do.”

Not surprisingly, Jankowski plans to monitor Sunday’s festivities, knowing well the range of emotions on display.

“Since I’ve been through it, it’s easier to look back,” he says. “For the guys getting drafted, it’ll be a great day for them. For the people that get passed over, it’s just one day. There’s only seven rounds. Not much you can do. You see (Blackhawks forward Andrew) Shaw. He was passed over in two NHL drafts” — before finally being selected a month before he turned 20 — “and he just won a Stanley Cup and he’s not even (22) years old. Just because you’re drafted doesn’t mean a whole lot in the grand scheme of things.”

Being taken in the first round by the Flames means you’re a member of a very tiny club these days.

Greg Nemisz (2008) and Leland Irving (2006) are on their way out. Others, such as Kris Chucko (2004) and Matt Pelech (2005), are long fizzled. First-round selections in 2009 and 2010 were peddled — the former, in the form of Tim Erixon, to the New York Rangers; the latter to the Phoenix Coyotes for Olli Jokinen.

Which leaves Jankowski, Sven Baertschi (2011), Mikael Backlund (2007). That’s it.

But with a rebuild finally in full swing, the Flames own three first-round hollers.

“They look like they’re in a great position moving forward,” says Jankowski. “It looks like they’re making all the right moves. Hopefully it pays off in the future. It looks like they’re on the way forward.”

Same could be said for Jankowski.

Making the rather large leap from Canadian high-school ranks, he adjusted and found his stride as one of the youngest skaters in the NCAA.

“As the season progressed, I thought I kept playing better and better,” says the centreman. “The playoffs were probably my best (stretch) of games. That’s a good sign going into next year. I’m hoping to improve that for next year, obviously.”

When the Flames grabbed the unheralded Jankowski, they were criticized.

But the skinny lad, who’d been planning to play a winter of junior before going to college, went directly to Providence and provided decent output, 18 points. It’s worth noting that Corban Knight, a highly regarded acquisition of the Flames, managed only 13 points as a (19-year-old) freshman at the University of North Dakota. He then collected 44 points in 44 games as a sophomore.

“I don’t really try to compare myself to other players . . . because everyone’s progression is different,” says Jankowski. “I was really excited to be drafted in the first round. I look at that as a good thing. I don’t feel the burden of being a first-round pick.

“The Flames have their confidence in me and I want to prove them right.”

scruickshank@calgaryherald.com
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Seth Jones, Nathan MacKinnon headline top 10 prospects for 2013 NHL draft

By Stephen Whyno, The Canadian Press June 28, 2013 
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By Chad Graff

cgraff@pioneerpress.com
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Updated:   06/29/2013 12:24:16 AM CDT NEW YORK -- Wild owner Craig Leipold has always hated buying out players. 

He says he has viewed it as an easy, lazy way for a general manager to correct a mistake. 

But with the Wild bumping up against the NHL's salary cap, which drops about $6 million for all teams starting with the 2013-14 season, his position has softened. 

"Buyouts are different now," Leipold said Friday, two days before the NHL draft. "I'm looking at it as more a part of our system." 

The Wild have just less than $4 million in cap space with their current roster. And that's before filling out the full team, which likely means signing several new forwards and defensemen. 

To fill out their roster, the Wild first need to shed salaries. They hope to do that through trades. Cal Clutterbuck and Tom Gilbert are being shopped by Wild general manager Chuck Fletcher, a source said. 

If Fletcher can't find a partner, the Wild likely would use a compliance buyout to get rid of a salary. Because the new collective bargaining agreement has shrunk the cap, teams are permitted two compliance buyouts, which erase a player's cap hit from the roster. Teams have until July 5 to use compliance buyouts. 

"In order to make all the teams' salaries fit into the new cap, you may have to make decisions on players that you still want to keep," Leipold said. "You still like them, they still have a lot of value, but you have to go in another direction." 

If the Wild can't find a trading partner for Gilbert 
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-- "It takes two to dance, after all," Leipold said -- he is the club's most likely candidate for a compliance buyout. 

Gilbert's play declined last season, and he was a healthy scratch for a few games in April. If the team uses a compliance buyout on him, it would erase his $4 million cap hit, which would give the Wild about $7.5 million of room under the cap. 

Dany Heatley and his $7.5 million cap hit likely would have been another option for a buyout. But because he still hasn't fully 

Tom Gilbert 

recovered from shoulder surgery in April, he's ineligible for a compliance buyout. 

"I think this is a year where buyouts are probably more of a necessity than other years," Fletcher said. "I'm not sure what will happen with us. Certainly there's a lot of different ways that we can make this work. In an ideal world, you'd like to avoid that mechanism. But again, this is a year where with the declining cap it may make some sense in some scenarios to consider." 

The Wild say they would rather make a trade than use a compliance buyout. Fletcher has been working the phone and meeting with fellow general managers in New York. 

Historically, Fletcher has been active this time of year. He has executed five draft-day trades in four years with the Wild. With those trades, the Wild picked up Kyle Brodziak, Jason Zucker, Devin Setoguchi and Charlie Coyle, among others. 

"Whether anything happens, I don't know," Leipold said of potential trades. "What I do know is (Fletcher) is working on a lot of different concepts with a number of different teams. He's always working on some kind of action, and he gets a lot of credit for that in my book." 

Leipold said he and Fletcher have discussed the scenarios and trade options Fletcher is pursuing, and the Wild owner said he approves of them all. 

At least one of those scenarios has the Wild making a trade to move into the first round of the draft. They lost their first-round pick this year to Buffalo Sabres when they traded for Jason Pominville in April. 

The Wild have never gone without a first-round pick since the franchise's first draft in 2000, when they took Marian Gaborik third overall. 

"We still want that first-round pick," Leipold said. "I'm quite certain Chuck is busy trying to get a first-round pick if he can." 

Talks have heated up as general managers arrived in New York and New Jersey. But most of the activity is expected to happen Sunday. 

"There's a lot of things going on this year which make it a little unique," assistant general manager Brent Flahr said. "I think it will probably be a little more active this year than in past years." 

The Wild figure to be a big part of that activity. They likely won't be a part of a blockbuster trade -- no "wow moment," as Leipold put it -- but they are looking for ways to trim salaries. 

Briefly 

The Wild re-signed defenseman Steven Kampfer to a one year, two-way contract. Kampfer, 24, was with the team's American Hockey League affiliate Houston last season. He finished with 21 points in 55 games.
NEW YORK -- The Wild's newest addition to the organization was the last to leave the locker room. 

It was May 9, just a few strokes before midnight and about a half-hour after the Wild's season ended with a 5-1 loss in Game 5 of their opening-round playoff series against the Chicago Blackhawks. 

Jason Pominville was sitting at his locker. His eyes were puffy, and his voiced cracked when he spoke. 

Zach Parise came over and patted him on the shoulder before walking out of the room. 

"I just hate losing. My wife would probably say I'm a sore loser," Pominville said this week, looking back on the 2013 season for the first time publicly. 

And what a season it was; it started with him playing in Germany during the lockout, took him to Buffalo for the first 37 games and then to Minnesota on April 3, when he was traded for the first time in his eight-year NHL career. 

Pominville was the Wild's big addition at the trade deadline and is one reason optimism still surrounds a team that collapsed late in the regular season and lost in the first round of the playoffs. He is also the reason the Wild don't have a first-round pick in Sunday's NHL draft. Unless the Wild trade up, it'll be the first time in franchise history they go without one. 

The Wild gave up top prospects Johan Larsson and Matt Hackett along with this year's first-round pick, No. 16 overall, in exchange for Pominville and a second-round pick next year. 

"You're going to pay a price for a player 
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of his talent and who's produced like he has," Wild assistant general manager Brent Flahr said. "When you're adding a piece like that, especially at the trade deadline, you're going to pay a price, and we knew that." 

That price becomes magnified if Pominville, who is entering the final year in his contract, plays only one full season in Minnesota. 

"Our goal is certainly to re-sign Jason," general manager Chuck Fletcher said. "We acquired him to be a part of our organization for the longer term. It's very hard to find highly skilled offensive players, and we're thrilled we were able to land him, and he's going to be a big part of our team next year and hopefully beyond." 

At one point, Pominville thought he might spend his entire career in Buffalo. Now, he said, he likes what he's seen from Minnesota -- both the state and the organization -- and wants to re-sign with the Wild. 

"They're committed to winning," he said. "That's what you want as a player." 

Pominville still wants to show the Wild what they're getting with him. In his 10th game with the Wild, on April 23, he took an elbow to the face from Los Angeles' Dustin Brown. The official diagnosis from doctors was a concussion, Pominville said, but neck stiffness and whiplash from the hit lingered longer than the concussion and prevented him from turning his head without pain. He missed the next five games, including the first three playoff games. 

"It sucked," Pominville said. "It's really frustrating, especially that type of injury. It's not one you can really play through. If you're not all right, you don't have a chance to play hurt. If it's a shoulder injury or something else, maybe you can find a way to play through it. These types of injuries are serious, and you have to do what you have to do." 

Pominville finished with four goals and five assists in 12 games with the Wild. 

His versatility and ability on special teams and as a two-way forward made it easy for coach Mike Yeo to insert him in different situations. And he had known most of his teammates in some fashion, even playing with Parise, Tom Gilbert and Pierre-Marc Bouchard on a few occasions. He was a natural fit in the locker room. 

Moving the family was the tougher part. The family already had moved from Montreal (his offseason home) to Buffalo at the end of the summer to Germany during the lockout and then back to Buffalo when the lockout ended. Now everyone had to pack up and move to the Twin Cities. 

"We were trying to count all our moves the other day," Pominville said. "It's been crazy." 

That meant moving his two children, ages 2 and 3, and all of the stuff that accumulates with living in the same location for a decade. 

With limited time to search for options, the family lived out of a hotel in the Twin Cities. 

"That was the toughest part," he said. "The hotel is kind of fun for a little while, but after a few weeks that wears off and you get tired of it." 

Now he's back in Canada, about 20 minutes outside Montreal, where he's within driving distance of his family and his wife's family. 

He has resumed his typical offseason routine of working out Monday through Friday with his personal trainer, using the workout plan the Wild sent him. 

He expects to be back on the ice again in July, then join other Canadian pros for private on-ice workouts in August before training camp opens. 

But his whirlwind year isn't over. His house in Buffalo just went on the market. And he still has to find a place in Minnesota. 

But before that, he's relaxing after a harried six or seven months. 

Pominville has caught up with some Wild players. Bouchard and Stephane Veilleux visited and went to one of his wife's shows. She is an aerial acrobat. On Tuesday, he bumped into Zenon Konopka at a golf tournament near Montreal. 

Pominville used to be an avid golfer. It was his escape from the rink in the summer, something he could do without his ultra-competitive instincts kicking in. But because he is busy with the kids during the offseason, he plays 18 holes once or twice a week. And that high-70s, low-80s score he used to shoot? 

"That's gone up," he said with a laugh. 

That's fine, though. Golf is still fun for him. Occasionally, he'll hit a wayward shot and get mad. Then he reminds himself why he's on the links: to relax. No sense in being a sore loser out there. 

That's best saved for the ice. 

Follow Chad Graff at twitter.com/chadgraff.
The Minnesota Wild can put a check mark next to the most important item on their offseason to-do list. 

The team resolved its biggest contract issue of the summer Monday, re-signing veteran goalie Niklas Backstrom to a three-year deal that a source close to the negotiations told the Pioneer Press was worth $10.25 million. 

Backstrom has been with the Wild for all seven of his NHL seasons. The 35-year-old from Finland was set to become an unrestricted free agent on July 5. Now he's got the security he was looking for -- and the cap-strapped Wild got the deal done for less than $4 million per year. 

"I think it's a win-win," general manager Chuck Fletcher said. "Nik really wanted to come back to the Twin Cities and play for the Wild. He believes in the direction we're going in. 

"And for us, there really never was another option. You have to say there is so you have some leverage, but clearly he was our first choice, and we're very, very pleased to have him sign here." 

Since the season ended with a first-round playoff loss to Chicago, the team hasn't shied away from acknowledging its need to sign a No. 1 goalie, be it Backstrom or someone else. 

Fletcher said it was the team's top priority two days after the Wild's Game 5 loss in Chicago ended the 2013 season. 

Phoenix's Mike Smith is set to become the only proven starting goalie to test the free-agency waters, but the Wild couldn't afford him. They kicked the tires on a possible trade, as all teams do 
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this time of year, but the price tag was too high for quality goalies. Los Angeles, for example, traded talented backup goalie Jonathan Bernier to Toronto for two good young players and a second-round draft pick. 

As for Backstrom, he's been clear about wanting to stay. 

"I don't think it has been a secret to anyone how much I've enjoyed playing for the Minnesota Wild and living in the 'State of Hockey,' so for sure that was the team I was hoping for the chance to come back to, and I'm really grateful and thankful that I can be back," he said. "It's a great place for me. It feels like home, so like I said, it's nice to be back." 

Making a deal the team could afford was the biggest obstacle. The Wild ended the 2013 season just a shade under the $70 million cap. That number shrinks by about $6 million for all NHL teams for the 2013-14 season. 

Trade talks likely will heat up this weekend, and several deals could go down during the NHL draft Sunday. 

With Backstrom signed, Fletcher can focus on contract talks with unrestricted free agent Matt Cullen, and restricted free agents Cal Clutterbuck, Jared Spurgeon and Justin Falk. Fletcher said he's been in touch with the players' agents. 

"What this allows us to do is plug in a number for Nik as opposed to speculating what that might be," Fletcher said. "We're already in that process, and it takes some of the guessing and projecting out of it. It certainly will make our jobs easier. Certainly, it's much better to have a black number." 

The deal also provides stability to the Wild's fragile goaltending situation. 

Backup goalie Josh Harding said recently he's feeling 100 percent after missing almost all of last season while getting accustomed to medication for multiple sclerosis. He and Fletcher met for two hours Saturday. 

If Harding can return to form, it'll give the Wild the 1-2 goalie rotation they were missing in 2013 when Backstrom started 41 of 48 games and appeared fatigued down the stretch. 

"We know what we're getting from a performance point of view," Fletcher said of Backstrom. "And, again, we have a good goaltender in Josh Harding who's entering the prime of his career and feeling much better than last year. We're looking at a 1-2 goaltending punch that, to me, will be as strong as any team in the league." 

Backstrom had a 24-15 record last season with a .909 save percentage and 2.48 goals-against average. 

He said he's recovering well from May 16 sports hernia surgery. He was on the ice Monday for the first time since his surgery and said he felt better than expected. 

"You have to give him a lot of credit," Fletcher said. "He's a model of consistency. He just finds ways to win games year after year. At 35 years of age, I think in today's day and age ... there's no reason he can't even play beyond this contract, and hopefully it's not the last contract he signs with us." 

Briefly 

The Wild's American Hockey League affiliate will be under the guidance of a new coach with Houston Aeros coach John Torchetti leaving the organization to coach in the Kontinental Hockey League in Russia. The Aeros have become the Iowa Wild after announcing a move from Houston in the spring. The Aeros made the AHL playoffs both years Torchetti was coach.
Josh Harding has been playing hockey since he was 4. 

So as hard as the news was when he learned he had multiple sclerosis, the thought of giving up the sport didn't cross his mind. 

On Friday, as part of the NHL's awards ceremony, Harding was named winner of the Bill Masterton Memorial Trophy, given annually to the player who best exemplifies the qualities of perseverance, sportsmanship and dedication to hockey. 

He is the first Wild player to win the award. Sidney Crosby and Adam McQuaid were the other finalists. 

In 1980, Al MacAdam of the Minnesota North Stars won the Masterton, named after the North Stars forward who died during the 1967-68 season after an injury sustained in a game. 

"I was surprised -- honored," Harding said from Target Field, where he took in the Twins-Tigers game. "I never thought that it would happen. I can't say enough about Crosby and McQuaid's stories. They've battled through so much to get where they are. I'm just honored to be in a group like that and honored to win it." 

Harding was diagnosed with MS before the 2013 season. He played in five regular-season games but had to take a couple of months off because of problems with his medication. He was reactivated April 22. 

In the Wild's first playoff game, goalie Niklas Backstrom was hurt during warm-ups. On came Harding, who hadn't started since February. 

He played in every Wild playoff game, posting a .911 save percentage and 2.94 goals-against average. 

"I just 
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won an NHL award," Harding said. "It's something that I never thought I'd do in my life ever. And it happened with MS. I played five playoff games. I didn't know if I'd ever play a playoff game, and I did it with MS. I want people to believe that goals are possible. Just because you've got to label it a disease doesn't mean that you're not going to complete your goals. If you want it, you'll go get it." 

He has started a charity, Harding's Hope, which launched its website Friday. He hopes to continue to be a public figure in the MS community. 

"Just to help people," he said of the charity's goal. "I've lived it, and I've seen all the complications and battles that you kind of have to go through with this disease. I'm fortunate. I'm very fortunate that I play a professional sport. ... I want to get back and make sure that everyone has that protection. I think it's going to be a great thing." 

He said he feels as good now as he has in a long time. 

"I don't think I've felt better going through what all I've been through," he said. "I thought it might take a little out of me, but I feel better than ever right now. This is only the beginning of the story. That's the best part of this whole journey. I'm not going to let this story end right now. I want to come back bigger and better next year, and I won't be satisfied until we have that (Stanley Cup) over our head in Minnesota."
Leftovers from my interview with Minnesota Wild owner Craig Leipold  

 28 June, 2013 // 

 Uncategorized // 

 Tags : 

I sat down with Wild owner Craig Leipold in the lobby of our New York hotel this morning to chat about a wide range of subjects. I’ll have a story in Saturday’s paper on the Wild’s eagerness to make a trade, Leipold’s thoughts on that and buyots, and what will happen if they can’t shed enough salaries at the draft. (UPDATE: You can read that by clicking here.) As always, though, not everything made it into the story. So here are some leftover thoughts and quotes from our chat.

We talked for a while about the play of Zach Parise and Ryan Suter and the job they did – specifically Suter – of mentoring younger players.

One comment Leipold made that struck me. After talking glowingly about Suter, we chatted about Parise. Here are the comments in full so you can take the comments however you like – it’s the second paragraph that caught me off guard:

“Parise is one heck of a player. He’s a role model on the ice, he can score, he can shoot the puck, which we needed somebody to do.

The lines, I don’t know whether we had all the right lines. I think there’s a lot more to Parise that’s out there. And I think he knows that as well.

But both of those players had the year that we hoped they would have.”

He has one more line about Koivu and Parise’s connection. It’s below.

He seems to insinuate that Parise would have had a better year if the lines were different. He played alongside Mikko Koivu and Charlie Coyle and, for most of the time they were together, they were the team’s best line.

After acquiring Jason Pominville, head coach Mike Yeo slotted Pominville on that top line in place of Coyle for a few games. But the team lost the two or three games that that line was together in early April (though they had many scoring chances) and returned Coyle to the first line.

Barring a trade that would dump a lot of salary, or a major buyout, the Wild likely aren’t going to be able to re-sign Matt Cullen. If that’s the case, Coyle would likely move to Cullen’s second line center spot (perhaps with Jason Zucker and Devin Setoguchi). If that were the case, the trio of Parise-Koivu-Pominville may be reunited.

Back to Parise’s performance though.

He had 38 points on 18 goals and 20 assists in the 48 games. That’s .375 goals per game and .791 points per game.

In the 2008-2009 and 2009-2010 seasons with New Jersey, Parise was a point per game player (even better in ’08-’09) and averaged .548 and .469 goals per game respectively. Both much better seasons than this past one.

In his last full season with the Devils, though, his stats were much more comparable to this seasons output. In 2011-2012, he averaged .378 goals per game and .841 points per game.

So what should the real expectation be for Parise? Leipold seems more inclined to believe the 2008-2010 Parise is closer to the real benchmark.

“It takes time for a line to get to know each other and play together,” Leipold added. “But you just sense there is going to be really good chemistry with Koivu and Parise.”

We also talked about Backstrom. I asked about the three-year contract they gave their goalie and whether there was concern that he would wear out.

“We knew at the time last year that we were riding him pretty hard,” Leipold said. “He never complained, never said ‘Hey I need a night off.’ That’s just not the way he is. We didn’t have a lot of options. Up until the last two or three weeks of the year he would’ve been easily in the top half of the league in goaltending. We are very confident that he’s got a lot of juice left.”

We also talked about buyouts, which I, in part, wrote my story on.

The first time I met Leipold a few days after starting on the Wild beat we sat in his office getting to know each other. That day he told me hated buying out players. With a buyout looking like a real possibility for the Wild in the coming days, I asked him about buyouts again. Because of the cap coming down, I asked him if it changes his philosophy and outlook toward buyouts.

“Yes it does,” Leipold said. “My philosophy was always I was against buyouts because it was an easy way for a general manager to correct his mistake. Buyouts are different now. I’m looking at it as more a part of our system. Because of the cap that we have and because of the restrictions of salary issues that even if the player is a good player – I mean Vincent Lecavalier got bought out and he’s still a really good player. But the value of his contract was not right. So with the new system that made that buyout the right decision. We have the same issues.

“It’s more on managing the cap now, particularly with the new system – so contracts that were signed before this lockout [can be re-adjusted]. Now we have to deal with the new lockout rules. And in order to make all the teams’ salaries fit in to the new cap you may have to make decisions on players that you still want to keep. You still like them, they still have a lot of value, but you have to go into another direction.”

We also talked about trades and the rumor mill. The Wild is openly on the trade market. There is more on this in my story, but the Wild need to shed salary and are also interested in moving in to the first round.

“We still want that first round pick,” Leipold said. “I’m quite certain that Chuck is busy trying to get a first round pick if he can. But if he can’t, this is a great, deep, deep draft going into [pick] 100. There are great players deep in this draft. Even if we pick up a couple more second round picks, I think there is real value there.”

Here’s more of Leipold’s thoughts on Fletcher and making a trade.

“I think Chuck has proven that if the right deal is presented, he’s more than willing to pull the trigger. Sometimes you make mistakes, sometimes you don’t. Sometimes you make big wins. But he’s not afraid to take a chance to make our team better. Whether anything happens, I don’t know. What I do know is he is working on a lot of different concepts with a number of different teams. He’s always working on some kind of action and he gets a lot of credit for that in my book.

“I would not expect any kind of ‘wow’ moment like we had last year. That’s just not going to happen. And if you look at our top two lines offensively, we’re pretty locked and loaded with those guys. I don’t see any movement with those players. On defense we’re pretty locked in. … So I wouldn’t expect any moves like you’ve seen historically, but I wouldn’t be surprised if there is some tweaking that goes on.”

That’s all for now. Draft is Sunday at 2 p.m. Tweet me or email at cgraff@pioneerpress.com if you have any questions.
Minnesota Wild’s season ends — now a quick look at the offseason  

 10 May, 2013 // 

 Uncategorized // 

 Tags : 

The season is over. The Minnesota Wild lost 5-1 in Game 5 and lost the best-of-seven series 4-1.

Now our attention quickly turns to next season. Who stays, who goes?

We’ll have much, much more in this in the coming days in the Pioneer Press and on our website. But in the meantime, here’s a very quick primer on the major story lines. We’ll address three of them here:

The biggest story line for now is head coach Mike Yeo’s status.

My guess is that Yeo has earned at least another year after taking the Wild to their first playoff appearance in five years. Two things to remember when assessing whether he should remain:

1. It’s easy to lump this season and the season before together. But they couldn’t be more different. The rosters are the prime example of that. It’s tough to bring in two huge free agents and throw them under two different coaches in two years. Not only that, but he hasn’t had a full 82 games with those guys. If they struggle early next season, maybe you make a move then.

2. Chuck Fletcher has been here for four years. If he gets rid of Yeo, he’ll have gone through two coaches in four years. At that point, does he have the confidence that he can pick out the right coach? And more importantly, would owner Craig Leipold have enough faith in Fletcher to pick out another coach?

We’ll have more on that situation as it progresses.

The team also has three unrestricted free agents worth noting: Niklas Backstrom, Matt Cullen and Pierre-Marc Bouchard. Cal Clutterbuck is a restricted free agent. That means about $15 million is coming off the team’s cap hit next year from those four alone if they don’t return. Keep in mind, though, the salary cap comes down about $7 million heading into next season. Priority No. 1 is finding a goaltender. Backstrom may well be the answer, if only because the market has slim pickings at affordable prices right now. My gut is that Cullen stays and Bouchard doesn’t return.

Lastly, there is Dany Heatley. Do the Wild buy him out? He’s currently a $7.5 million cap hit. The Wild and Leipold absolutely hate to buy out players. They don’t do it unless they feel they absolutely need to.

That’s your very quick primer on the offseason. Much more to come in the following days and weeks. Until then, I’ve got a quick nap before waking up at 5 a.m. to head to the airport.
Wild notes: Clutterbuck could be traded

 Article by: MICHAEL RUSSO , Star Tribune 

 Updated: June 29, 2013 - 9:30 AM

Despite a one-year extension for Cal Clutterbuck being on the table and waiting to be agreed upon, General Manager Chuck Fletcher has been shopping the hard-hitting winger all week.
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Rugged Wild forward Cal Clutterbuck could be traded soon.
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NEW YORK – The Wild might trade Cal Clutterbuck this weekend.

Despite a one-year extension for Clutterbuck being on the table and waiting to be agreed upon, General Manager Chuck Fletcher has been shopping the hard-hitting winger all week.

With salary-cap space at a premium this summer, the Wild isn’t looking for a roster player in return. Instead, the asking price has been a second-round pick and a prospect, multiple sources say.

One can presume that if the Wild is seeking an additional second-round pick in Sunday’s draft, it hopes to package two seconds and trade into the first round. In what many say could be the best NHL draft since 2003, the Wild’s first pick currently is No. 46. The Wild dealt its first-round pick to Buffalo in the Jason Pominville package April 3.

Clutterbuck, 25, a third-round pick in 2006, has 62 goals and 110 points in 346 games for the Wild. He is coming off a tough season, with only four goals and six assists in 42 games. A top penalty killer, Clutterbuck is also one of the league’s most physical forwards. He led the NHL in hits (1,010) in his first three full seasons and led the team with 155 last season.

On Thursday, the Wild tendered qualifying offers to retain the rights of Clutterbuck and fellow restricted free agent Jared Spurgeon. It’s unknown if the Wild qualified or plans to qualify defenseman Justin Falk.

The Wild wouldn’t comment and Falk’s agent didn’t reply to an e-mail, but teams have until Tuesday to tender qualifying offers this year. Minor-leaguers Tyler Cuma, Kyle Medvec, Justin Fontaine, Carson McMillan and Joel Broda also would need to be qualified.

The Wild continues its attempt to trade defenseman Tom Gilbert. If he’s not dealt, the Wild will likely use a compliance buyout on him before the 4 p.m. deadline July 4. That would give a team with $3.6 million in salary cap space an additional $4 million. While the Wild is not actively shopping forwards Devin Setoguchi and Kyle Brodziak, it might be willing to listen to offers.

The Wild doesn’t plan any additional contract talks with potential free agent Matt Cullen until after it sees what salary cap space it has after the draft.

Olympic news

Nashville Predators GM David Poile was officially named GM of the 2014 men’s Olympic hockey team. Pittsburgh Penguins GM Ray Shero was named associate GM, while 2010 Olympic team GM Brian Burke was named director of player personnel. Penguins coach Dan Bylsma is expected to be named coach during a news conference Saturday.

Wild players Zach Parise and Ryan Suter are shoo-ins to make the team. Jonas Brodin has already been invited to Sweden’s camp. Mikko Koivu should captain Finland, while Niklas Backstrom and Mikael Granlund have shots at making the Finnish team.

Etc.

• The Wild re-signed defenseman Steve Kampfer to a one-year, two-way contract. Acquired from Boston for Greg Zanon in 2012, Kampfer scored two goals and had an assist in 13 games for the Wild before spending last season with Houston of the AHL.

• Defenseman Matt Dumba, the Wild’s 2012 first-round pick, was invited to Canada’s World Junior Championships development camp. He was one of the final cuts the past two years.

• The Columbus Blue Jackets gave former Wild coach Todd Richards a one-year extension for the 2014-15 season.
Fletcher continues to work the phones; Wild depth chart
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Sunday’s 2 p.m. CT NHL draft is at the Prudential Center in Newark. It’ll be televised on NBC Sports Network from 2-7 p.m. and on NHL Network after 7 to conclusion.

The Wild currently has eight picks – a second, two thirds, a fourth, fifth, sixth and two sevenths.

It will actively try to move into the first round, probably on the draft table. I’ll have more on how that can happen in the paper Saturday and Sunday.

As I’ve been reporting, the Wild is actively shopping Cal Clutterbuck. More on that in Saturday’s newspaper, including what I am hearing the asking price is. The Wild is also trying to trade Tom Gilbert if for no other reason than so it doesn’t have to buy him out.

Fletcher has a lot of balls in the air, as he’s been saying, and several deals have several variables because so many teams around the league are trying to be active as well.

The Wild re-signed defenseman Steve Kampfer today to a one-year, two-way deal. He’ll provide depth from AHL Iowa.

Remember, the Wild currently has roughly $3.6 million in salary cap space, which includes the roughly $795,000 Buffalo is picking up for Jason Pominville. In reality, the space is about $1 million less because every team needs to leave room for injury callups and the ability to make in-season trades.

This is why Clutterbuck is available. This is why Gilbert may very well be bought out.

In other Wild news, defenseman Matt Dumba, the Wild’s 2012 first-round pick, was invited to Canada’s world junior championships development camp. He was one of the final cuts the past two years.

Saturday morning, USA Hockey is expected to name Pittsburgh Penguins coach Dan Bylsma as its 2014 men’s hockey Olympics coach. Nashville’s David Poile was named GM today. Pittsburgh’s Ray Shero was named associate GM and Anaheim advisor Brian Burke, the 2010 architect, is director of player personnel.

Wild players Zach Parise and Ryan Suter are shoo-ins to make the team, while Pominville has a shot. Jonas Brodin has already been invited to Sweden’s camp. Mikko Koivu should captain Finland, while Niklas Backstrom and Mikael Granlund have shots.

Again, a lot more in Saturday’s newspaper on the Wild and stuff going on. Also in there is a look at Nathan MacKinnon and Seth Jones, who should go 1-2 in Sunday’s draft.

First-round order: 1. Colorado; 2. Florida; 3. Tampa Bay; 4. Nashville; 5. Carolina; 6. Calgary; 7. Edmonton; 8. Buffalo; 9. New Jersey; 10. Dallas; 11. Philadelphia; 12. Phoenix; 13. Winnipeg; 14. Columbus; 15. N.Y. Islanders; 16. Buffalo (from the Wild in Jason Pominville deal); 17. Ottawa; 18. Detroit; 19. Columbus (from N.Y. Rangers in Rick Nash deal); 20. San Jose; 21. Toronto; 22. Calgary (from St. Louis in Jay Bouwmeester deal); 23. Washington; 24. Vancouver; 25. Montreal; 26. Anaheim; 27. Columbus (from Los Angeles in Jeff Carter deal); 28. Calgary (from Pittsburgh in Jarome Iginla deal); 29. Dallas (from Boston in Jaromir Jagr deal); 30. Chicago.

Wild picks: First round: None (traded to Buffalo in Pominville deal). Second round: 46th overall; Third round: 70 (from New Jersey in Marek Zidlicky deal) and 81 (from San Jose in James Sheppard deal); Fourth round: 107; Fifth round: 137; Sixth round: 167; Seventh round: 197 and 200 (from N.Y. Rangers in Casey Wellman deal).

Here’s a look at the Wild’s depth chart in my opinion. It’ll be interesting to see how it looks Monday and past July 5.

Forwards

Left wing                         Center                          Right wing

Zach Parise ($7.5+M)       Mikko Koivu (6.75M)   **Jason Pominville (4.505M)

*Jason Zucker ($833,333) *Charlie Coyle (975K)   Devin Setoguchi 3M

Cal Clutterbuck (RFA)     Kyle Brodziak (2.83+M) Dany Heatley (7.5M)

Mike Rupp (1.5M)           Zenon Konopka (925K) Torrey Mitchell (1.9M)

Extra: Jake Dowell (700K)

Unrestricted free agents: Matt Cullen and Pierre-Marc Bouchard.

Some vying for spots: *Mikael Granlund, Justin Fontaine, Stephane Veilleux

* Two-way contract; can be sent to the minors without waivers.

**Buffalo picking up roughly $795,000

Defensemen

Left Defense                     Right Defense

Ryan Suter (7.5+M)          Jonas Brodin (1.4+M)

Marco Scandella (1.025M) Jared Spurgeon (RFA)

Clayton Stoner (1.05M)   Tom Gilbert (4M)

Extras: Nate Prosser (825,000) and Justin Falk (RFA)

Vying for spots: Matt Dumba

Unrestricted free agent: Brett Clark

Goalies

Niklas Backstrom (3.42M)

Josh Harding (1.9M)

Vying for spot: Darcy Kuemper

Buyout charge

Mark Parrish ($927,778)

Total cap hit roughly: $61,087,502

Buffalo cap hit on Pominville: $795,000

Wild’s cap ceiling next year is roughly: $63.9M

Available space roughly: $3,607,498 before potentially re-signing Cullen, Clutterbuck and Spurgeon

Clock is ticking on Phoenix, other NHL notes; Backstrom, Brunette pay tribute to agent Don Baizley
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The clock is ticking yet again on the Phoenix Coyotes.

Commissioner Gary Bettman said after today’s Board of Governors meeting at the Westin Times Square that if the city of Glendale doesn’t approve a lease agreement to the potential Renaissance group Tuesday “so this transaction can close, I don't think the Coyotes will be playing there anymore.”

“That’s an essential agreement to this moving forward,” Bettman said.

In other words, relocation options are the alternatives immediately. The league needs to resolve this to determine where Phoenix is playing next season. The likeliest option appears to be Seattle.

“We have lots of options,” Bettman said. “I find it difficult to conceive of why if the council turns this down we would want to keep the team in Glendale any longer.”

I will be back later with Wild-centric blog, but here are some other Board of Governors notes as well as tributes to agent Don Baizley, who died this morning.

-- The NHL has a meeting with the International Olympic Committee on Monday, so we should know soon whether the NHL is partaking in February’s Winter Olympics. They will be.

-- Because the Olympics aren’t finalized the Phoenix situation isn’t resolved, the NHL schedule won’t be released until next month. There are a number of drafts for schedules for different contingencies. Daly said “regardless of what we do,” next year’s realignment will stay the same – 16 teams in the East, 14 in the West. In other words, if by chance Phoenix moved East, it would stay with the Western teams. The names of the divisions will be announced next month. Remember, the Wild’s going in with Chicago, Colorado, Dallas, Nashville, St. Louis and Winnipeg.

-- Daly said there’s no issue whatsoever with Key Arena in Seattle hosting NHL hockey. “But there are a number of alternatives and we have to decide what’s best for us in the short-term.”

-- On potential rule changes like goalie equipment, mandatory visors, video replays on 4-minute high-sticks, shootout spin-o-ramas, testing hybrid icing and shallower nets in the preseason, the NHLPA still needs to approve it, so they weren’t enacted. Daly said the language needs to be completely written and that there have been specific changes recommended by the competition committee. “Our members signed off. My understanding is their members still need to get to it. So a couple things need to be done.” Daly said the rulebook needs to go to print by the end of July, so that’s the deadline. Basically, the NHL’s awaiting for the PA.

-- In new that has saddened the entire hockey world today, the universally liked and respected player agent Don Baizley, one of the classiest men in the business, died this morning after a long bout with cancer. He was 71. His clients included Mikko Koivu, Niklas Backstrom and Andrew Brunette, as well as Joe Sakic, Peter Forsberg, Teemu Selanne, Paul Kariya and many others. There was never a time Baizley didn’t return a call or email, yet he rarely divulged much. He never negotiated through the media but always showed you the respect to call you back. He was all about his clients. Honest, classy, friendly always. Based in Winnipeg, we used to see him a lot in Minnesota. He will be missed.

Backstrom said, “Such a sad day. He was such a great man. He was a great agent if not the best. But I never saw him as my agent. He was a great friend, mentor, role model. He was always right no matter what the subject was. It was never about him -- not even the last time we spoke, and I have never met or heard of a person who is so respected that Don is.

“I would not be where I am without him. Just hearing his name mentioned brings a smile on my face because I remember all the great stories he had, all the advice he gave me and the way he taught me about life and hockey.

“It’s hard to compare someone in hockey to what Gretzky and all the other Hall of Famers have done for the game, but I feel he has done a lot and in my mind is up there with them.”

Brunette said: “I’m deeply saddened. Don only represented me for a couple of years, but if this is even possible, he totally exceeded his highly thought of reputation as an agent but more importantly as a person. His genius was the ability to always convey a message that made complete sense. His honesty and integrity in a business that a lot of times lack those attributes was what made him so special. Every time you either spoke on the phone or saw him in person, things always seemed so clear and you always felt better afterwards.”

Fletcher, Backstrom talk about today's 3-year, $10.25 million deal
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Chuck Fletcher hopes Monday’s signing of Niklas Backstrom is the right move for the Wild short-term and long-term.

Short-term it gives the Wild a No. 1 goalie again. Long-term, it bides more time for Darcy Kuemper and Johan Gustafsson to develop in the minors.

Fletcher reminded that Kuemper, the former Canadian Hockey League Goalie of the Year, is only 23 with only 50+ games of pro experience, so the proper place for him to be is Iowa platooning with Gustafsson, who led Sweden to gold at world juniors in 2012.

“I like the way we’re set up in goal,” the Wild GM said Monday.

Good evening before Game 6. I wanted to toss up a quick Backstrom blog with quotes from today. Read the story in Tuesday’s paper please because there’s a lot of stuff in there on other pertinent things you’re wondering about.

I will also post a blog later tonight with some of that stuff, an updated depth chart and details about the show I’m hosting on KFAN on Tuesday from 9-noon. It’ll be a fun one.

Back to the news of the day: Fletcher wants Kuemper and Gustafsson to push Josh Harding and Harding to push Backstrom.

“Nik right now is slotted as our No. 1 until someone unseats him, whether it be Josh or Darcy Kuemper,” Fletcher said.

Fletcher admitted the Wild “ran Nik hard” last year. The team had little choice because Harding missed two months due to complications with multiple sclerosis. Fletcher said he met with Harding on Saturday for two hours and “he’s in a great spot mentally. Physically he never felt better.”

He’s a better spot now, Fletcher said, understanding what his regimen should be, what his body can take. “We’re going to need him to win games next year.”

Backstrom finished with the seventh-most minutes played in the league, and while he finished tied for first with 24 wins, his play suffered down the stretch and then he was ultimately hurt before Game 1 of the playoffs.

The Wild has talked to Backstrom about taking more practices off or maybe not spending an entire 40-minute morning skate on the ice. Backstrom said he loves playing, loves practicing “everyday” but understands he needs to start saving his energy for games. He says “that’s something I have to work on.”

Backstrom said it’s no secret how badly he wanted to stay in Minnesota. He took a cap friendly three-year, $10.25 million deal ($3.41+M a year; $2.5M in Year 1, $3.75M in Year 2, $4M in Year 3).

In an email this morning, he wrote me, “You can’t value happiness.”

On his game right now and his age (35), Backstrom said, “Age is a number. I don’t think you ever feel good about your game. It’s something you want to improve every time. I still have a lot of things I can improve and get better at.”

Coincidentally, Backstrom took the ice today for the first time since surgery to repair his sports hernia in May. He said he felt better than expected and that his lower core feels good.

“I’ve got a lot of calls out to GMs to try to find mutual fits. There could be some trades before the draft. We can’t bring the same team back.”

As far as re-signing Backstrom, Fletcher said, “We were working with a player and his agent who really wanted to be here as well,” so the team gave Backstrom the security he wanted and in return he gave the team a cap hit below what the Wild believes he would have received on the open market.

“It’s a win-win,” Fletcher said. “There really never was another option. You have to say there is, so you have some leverage. But clearly he was our first choice.”

It’s probably no coincidence though that the Backstrom signing came one day after Toronto acquired Jonathan Bernier, whom the Wild inquired about, from Los Angeles. The Wild asked about Pittsburgh’s Marc-Andre Fleury but was told he’s going nowhere.

Ryan Miller appears on his way out of Buffalo, but his game has tailed off since the 2010 Olympics and has one year left on a deal that pays $6.25 million. Vancouver’s Roberto Luongo is 34 and has nine years left on a contract with a cap hit of $5.33 million.

St. Louis may be looking to trade Jaroslav Halak or Brian Elliott. But in the end, re-signing Backstrom was always the easiest and likeliest route.

“We’re familiar with Nik. He’s familiar with us,” Fletcher said. “He’s earned the trust of his teammates through his professionalism and his work ethic. Nobody is more prepared as a goaltender than Nik. I’ve never seen a goalie practice that hard.”

On Backstrom’s decline in April, Fletcher said there were likely myriad reasons, from perhaps the fact he was battling injury to fatigue from a “vicious” schedule to poor play in front of him.

“Hopefully this year the schedule will not be as compressed,” Fletcher said. “We’re expecting Josh to battle and to give us some quality starts [too].”

Fletcher said he needed to get this done early this week so he can move on to other things this week, like potential trades. He needed Backstrom to give the team a quality cap number. Still, as I’ll detail on tonight’s blog, as of now, the Wild only has about $2.8 million in space.

“The great thing about the cap world is you can’t pull the wool over anyone’s eyes,” Fletcher said of Backstrom understanding the Wild’s cap situation. “Everybody has the numbers and has a calculator. Nik’s goal isn’t to sign here for the most money he can. He wants to get a fair contract, but he also wants to be part of a team that’s going to win.”

I’ll be back later. Enjoy Game 6, and if you didn’t see my John Torchetti blog, look down below.

John Torchetti lands KHL job, leaving Iowa Wild with a coaching vacancy
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The Wild’s AHL affiliate moves from Houston to Des Moines next season and will have to be under the guidance of a new coach.

John Torchetti, the veteran benchboss who won a Stanley Cup as a Chicago Blackhawks assistant in 2010, will become the new head coach of CSKA Moscow in the Kontinental Hockey League. He signed a three-year deal.

"[Sergei] Fedorov is the GM and he's been great," Torchetti said. "He came over and talked to me and called me a lot. It's something new for me and will be a good challenge. They want to win and I'm looking forward to having a chance to win, too."

The Wild exercised Torchetti’s option for next season, but he had an out clause. Wild GM Chuck Fletcher said Torchetti was offered a “huge deal” to leave.

“We need a new head coach in Des Moines,” Fletcher said. “I’m hoping this week we can bump into a few people while in New York [for the draft]. Maybe we can talk to two or three people and the following week bring people in.

“I don’t want it to extend forever. It’s an opportunity. It’s going to be a pretty young team there, so the primary focus will be development.”

Iowa next season will have a number of young players turning pro, including Johan Gustafsson, Raphael Bussieres, Tyler Graovac and Erik Haula.

One candidate could be Kurt Kleinendorst. The Grand Rapids, Minn., native was runner-up to Mike Yeo when the Wild hired him three years ago and is close with Iowa Wild GM Jim Mill. Kleinendorst recently resigned from the University of Alabama-Huntsville.

Kleinendorst coached Binghamton to a Calder Cup championship three years ago over, ahem, Yeo’s Houston Aeros.

Torchetti's Houston Aeros went 75-51-26 in two seasons, making the playoffs in both years.

New York — As far as Seth Jones is concerned, there’s nothing more to be done now, so whatever happens on Sunday at the NHL entry draft is out of his hands.

The defenceman, pegged on some lists as the No. 1-ranked prospect, may not be the first off the board if the Colorado Avalanche stick to their recent statements and select forward Nathan MacKinnon of the Halifax Mooseheads of the Quebec Major Junior Hockey League.

MacKinnon is closely followed by teammate Jonathan Drouin in most rankings, although Dan Marr, Central Scouting’s director, went so far as to say Drouin has some skills that are unmatched in this draft class.

“When I talk to a lot of scouts they say he reminds them a lot of Joe Sakic when he played junior. His intuition, his quick read and react is excellent,” said Marr. “There are not too many players available who can see the ice and make the play. And he can deliver — offensively and defensively.”

Meanwhile, Jones, who starred with the Western Hockey League’s Portland Winterhawks, said he did talk to the Avalanche last Thursday but the team didn’t tell him which direction they were heading.

“My mom is a nervous wreck. I’m fine,” he said. “This isn’t something I can control, so I’m just trying to make good use of my time in the city.”

Nurse on Oilers radar

Darnell Nurse, the six-foot-four defenceman who is on the Edmonton Oilers’ radar but may not be available at pick No. 7, was one of the players the team brought in after the NHL combine. Ottawa 67s centre Sean Monahan and London Knights centre Bo Horvat also made visits.

For Nurse, it was the only city he travelled to and he did leave an impression with general manager Craig MacTavish.

Nurse’s father played with the Hamilton Tiger-Cats of the Canadian Football League and his uncle is former NFL quarterback, so he’s got a pedigree.

But Nurse said he also has a work ethic that he’d pit against any player. He lists Scott Stevens and Chris Pronger as players he watched when he was younger and says he now models his game after Shea Weber of the Nashville Predators.

Nurse also said he needs to put on a few more pounds before he’s NHL ready. He’s currently pushing 199.

“It was an awesome experience (in Edmonton). It’s good to take in places like that. Obviously, they have a really good up-and-coming team. That’s a good situation for any guy who goes there.”

Weather puts some draft plans on hold

Pity Curtis Lazar, who has been waiting weeks to experience the NHL draft and all the buildup to Sunday’s selections.

The Edmonton Oil Kings forward was set to fly from Kelowna to New York City via Toronto on Thursday. His flight from Toronto got to New York, but was not able to land because of the weather and was rerouted back to Ontario.

After spending the night in Toronto, he was re-booked on a 4 p.m. flight on Friday — which was delayed.

Aside from missing out on a day in the Big Apple, he was more concerned about having to miss his interviews on Saturday.

At least Oilers coach Dallas Eakins made it to Toronto — albeit a half day later than scheduled. He’d got held up in Chicago after the original flight was rerouted back to O’Hara because of mechanical problems. Weather issues then prolonged the delay followed by a required pilot change after a three-hour wait on the tarmac.

He said it

“From a young age, I’ve been watching these and the fact that I’m here now is pretty surreal. If I could, I’d like to fast-forward to when my names gets called, but I am trying to enjoy it as well. This is an experience I’ve wanted to go through in a long time.”

— Hunter Shinkaruk of the Medicine Hat Tigers

NHL Draft: Trade to Vancouver Giants big career boost for Sherwood Park’s Mason Geertsen

Former Edmonton Oil Kings defenceman prepares for Sunday draft; received more ice time, special teams work with West Coast club

By Joanne Ireland, Edmonton JournalJune 27, 2013
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Shaughn Butts/Edmonton Journal files Former Edmonton Oil Kings defenceman Mason Geertsen checks Cody Sylvester of the Calgary Hitmen at Rexall Place on Sept. 22, 2012.
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Shaughn Butts/Edmonton Journal files Former Edmonton Oil Kings defenceman Mason Geertsen checks Cody Sylvester of the Calgary Hitmen at Rexall Place on Sept. 22, 2012.

Photograph by: Shaughn Butts, Edmonton Journal

More on This Story

Plenty of Edmonton and area prospects up for grabs at NHL entry draft

With ties to Edmonton, NHL prospect Eric Comrie takes his repaired hips, confidence boost to entry draft

Oilers GM says he plans to be active at NHL draft

EDMONTON - The move from the Edmonton Oil Kings to the Vancouver Giants was a beneficial one, not only for the Oil Kings, who acquired defenceman David Musil, but for Mason Geertsen, who took on a more prominent role with his new Western Hockey League team.

Geertsen, traded to the Giants on Oct. 31, finished the year with two goals, 12 assists and 130 penalty minutes. He’ll go into Sunday’s NHL’s entry draft ranked 59th by Central Scouting.

The defensive defenceman, who is currently carrying 199 pounds on an imposing six-foot-three frame, was more than satisfied with his testing at the combine, and pronounced that the interviews went better than he expected, given that he had been more nervous about that part of the proceedings.

Geertsen interviewed with 13 teams, then joined a group of prospects invited to Buffalo, by the Sabres, for a skate and more testing. He then returned to Toronto to undergo more testing with the Maple Leafs before heading back home.

“I really don’t want to get too overwhelmed by it all, but as the draft gets closer it’s hard not to think about it,” he said from his off-season home in Sherwood Park. He’ll fly to New Jersey in the next couple of days with his parents and his sister.

“The combine was definitely something I’ve never been through before. You go from room to room, talking to so many people, then on the testing day, you walk out in your spandex and there’s a roomful of people watching you. It was pretty crazy.”

With the Giants, Geertsen was logging upwards of 30 minutes a game, compared to 10 with the Oil Kings. Additionally, he was on the first penalty-killing unit and the second-line power play.

He admitted there was an adjustment period, but his increased playing time allowed him to eventually play his physical game.

‘It was definitely a big change, and it was a good experience for me. It definitely helped me improve,” he said. “All the scouts got to see me a lot more and in different situations.”

A product of the Leduc Oil Kings, Geertsen was a first-round pick (18th overall) by the Oil Kings in the 2010 WHL bantam draft. The Oil Kings also gave up a first-round pick in the 2013 draft to get Musil.

They did not want to move the rugged defenceman, but the Giants were not going to do the deal if Geertsen wasn’t heading west in the transaction.

“It really felt good knowing they had faith in me and wanted me to be a big part of their organization,” Geertsen said.

“It was a little bit harder playing a lot more, it was definitely harder to keep the intensity up, but as the season went on, I learned how to conserve my energy and still play as physical as I could.”

jireland@edmontonjournal.com

Follow me on Twitter: @jirelandEJ

With ties to Edmonton, NHL prospect Eric Comrie takes his repaired hips, confidence boost to entry draft

Half-brother of former Oilers Mike, Paul Comrie, son of Brick founder Bill Comrie, is ranked second on Central Scouting&#8217;s list of North American goaltenders

By Joanne Ireland, Edmonton JournalJune 26, 2013
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Tri-City Americans goalie Eric Comrie had both his hips repaired last season, but didn&#8217;t lose his place in Central Scouting&#8217;s rankings.
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Tri-City Americans goalie Eric Comrie had both his hips repaired last season, but didn’t lose his place in Central Scouting’s rankings.
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Plenty of Edmonton and area prospects up for grabs at NHL entry draft

Editorial: Hockey season never ends

Oilers GM says he plans to be active at NHL draft

Pair of Edmonton Oil Kings anxious for upcoming NHL entry draft

EDMONTON - With two freshly repaired hips and renewed confidence in his game, Eric Comrie is ready to take the next step.

The goaltender, who got his start in Edmonton stopping pucks for older brothers Mike and Paul, is among the prospects who will file into the Prudential Center in Newark, N.J., for the NHL entry draft on Sunday.

Comrie is ranked second on Central Scouting’s list of North American netminders behind Zachary Fucale of the Halifax Mooseheads and is the third of the Comrie clan heading to the NHL draft.

Bill Comrie, the patriarch and founder of The Brick furniture empire, played with the Moose Jaw Canucks and the Edmonton Oil Kings before he turned his attention to the business world.

“I feel really good right now. My hips feel the best they’ve ever felt,” said Eric whose half-brothers both played in the NHL. Paul played one season with the Edmonton Oilers before a concussion forced him out of the game, while Mike played 10 seasons in the NHL, including three with the Oilers.

Mike Comrie retired after his third hip surgery, the last of which included a new hip joint. Eric said his issue was an anomaly that he was born with, not something that could be traced back to an injury.

Just 37 games into the 2012-13 season, Comrie’s first as the starter for the Tri-City Americans, the goaltender was rerouted to the medical room. He had surgery on his left hip on Feb. 5, then six days later bone on the right hip was shaved down — minor surgery by his description; certainly a red flag for NHL teams.

Comrie wasn’t able to take part in the physical testing at the NHL combine earlier this month in Toronto, but he interviewed with more than 17 teams — all asked about the hips — and he’s now back on the ice. In fact, he was one of the prospects who went from the combine to Chicago for a combine. There were also trips to Montreal and Toronto.

He then attended Hockey Canada’s under-20 goalie camp in Calgary before sneaking in a quick trip home to Newport Beach, Calif., where he spends some of his off-season time. Following Sunday’s draft, he’ll make his way to Edmonton where he’ll train in July.

“What I explained to the teams is that this is only going to help my career. The way the doctors explained it me, it was just something I was born with.

“Nothing happened because of hockey. Nothing happened because of the butterfly. I was just born with a little extra bone,” Comrie said. “By shaving it down, I’m going to have a smoother glide, more range, flexibility and more strength in my hips.

“I believe this could be a huge boost to my career, it will make me better in the future.”

Comrie said he’ll have a small group with him in New Jersey.

“I am pretty calm about most things. I don’t let things get to me very often,” he said, “and I am just looking at this as another step along the way. The draft is not the end-all be-all, it’s about where you’re going to go when you have to work hard every single day to play in the NHL. That’s my goal.”

jireland@edmontonjournal.com

Follow me on Twitter: @jirelandEJ

Pair of Edmonton Oil Kings anxious for upcoming NHL entry draft

Curtis Lazar, Tristan Jarry gearing up to hear their names called in New Jersey

By Joanne Ireland, Edmonton JournalJune 24, 2013
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Edmonton Oil Kings forward Curtis Lazar tries to get a handle on the puck in front of Vancouver Giants goalie Liam Liston in WHL action at Rexall Place last October. Lazar is expected to be taken in the first round of Sunday&#8217;s NHL entry draft.
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Edmonton Oil Kings forward Curtis Lazar tries to get a handle on the puck in front of Vancouver Giants goalie Liam Liston in WHL action at Rexall Place last October. Lazar is expected to be taken in the first round of Sunday’s NHL entry draft.
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EDMONTON - The wait has been a challenge, maybe even more challenging than the notorious bike sprint and the 26 interview sessions that Curtis Lazar sat through with team personnel at the NHL combine.

“The longest two weeks of my life,” said Lazar, the Edmonton Oil Kings forward who is expected to be selected in the first round of the NHL entry draft June 30 in Newark, N.J.

He and teammate Tristan Jarry are the two Oil Kings who will be in New Jersey for the proceedings.

Lazar, ranked 20th by NHL Central Scouting, interviewed with all but four of the NHL teams at the combine, then at the behest of the teams, made trips to Buffalo, Toronto, and New Jersey.

No team is as familiar with the 6-foot-0, 198-pound forward as the Edmonton Oilers, who have seen his compete level and his ability to play a two-way game.

The Oilers were among the teams that interviewed the prospect.

Jarry, who claimed most valuable player honours at the CHL Top Prospects game in January, had an opportunity this season to showcase his game when starter Laurent Brossoit left the Oil Kings to audition for the Canadian team that would compete in the 2013 world junior hockey championships in Ufa, Russia.

Brossoit didn’t make the cut, but while he was gone, Jarry did get the net.

He finished the season with a 1.61 goals against average and a .936 save percentage through 27 games. He is ranked third among North American goaltenders.

“This will be the highlight of my life, probably. Getting picked by an NHL team is the dream of every kid,” said Jarry, who returned to his hometown of Surrey, B.C., after the combine. Everyone I’ve talked to says it is special and something I’ll remember forever.”

He interviewed with 22 teams, including the Oilers.

“I thought the combine went well. It was pretty neat to see the top 100 kids in North America and the European kids and realize that you’re one of them,” Jarry said.

”I had talked to a couple of guys on the team before the combine, and I heard them say it was probably one of the toughest things you’ll do. I think they’re right.

“With Laurent going away with the U20s, it really gave me a chance to show teams and scouts what I had. I thought it was very good for me.”

The Oilers have the seventh pick in the first round, but it is a selection that general manager Craig MacTavish is willing to deal, so there could a move up, a move down, or they can stay at seventh.

The club has, obviously, kept close tabs on Lazar given he’s in their backyard and they interviewed him.

In his second season with the Oil Kings, the six-foot, 190-pounder from Salmon Arm, B.C., registered 38 goals and 23 assists in 72 games. During the playoff run, which came to an abrupt end against the Portland Winterhawks in Game 6 of the Western Hockey League finals, he contributed nine goals and 11 points in 22 playoff games.

By his own admission, he didn’t have the best start to the 2012-2013 season, in large part because he got caught up in the statistics and the rankings.

“I let it control who I was, and I’m not proud of that, looking back on it. It was almost selfish of me,” he said. “I got a hat-trick in the second game, and that was probably the worst thing that could have happened to me because I expected myself to get all-time records and stuff like that — stuff that was unreachable.

“Instead of just showing up and just enjoying it because we had a pretty good team in Edmonton. I just had to play my role, be myself — and come December, I said I was going to do just that and help the Oil Kings win as many games as possible.

“(Now) I’m looking forward to getting this over, so I can get with an organization and they can help me along the way and help me become a pro as soon as possible.”

jireland@edmontonjournal.com

On Twitter:@jirelandEJ

By Lisa Dillman

June 24, 2013

Jonathan Bernier, the Kings' onetime goalie of the future, will finally get his long-awaited shining opportunity. Only it will come a few years later than expected and for the Toronto Maple Leafs.

There were tantalizing hints of a future promising relationship with the Kings. But in the end there were only 62 regular-season games (29 wins), not even a full game of playoff experience, and one memorable Hollywood mask.

It wasn't quite goodbye before saying hello, but close enough.

Blackhawks move a step closer to the title with 3-1 win over BruinsBlackhawks move a step closer to the title with 3-1 win over Bruins

It's make-or-break time for Bruins in Game 6 against Blackhawks It's make-or-break time for Bruins in Game 6 against Blackhawks 

Kings agree to six-year, $25-million contract with Slava VoynovKings agree to six-year, $25-million contract with Slava Voynov
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"That was probably the one thing that I probably looked back, my time in L.A., I wish I had more opportunity to show what I could do," Bernier said. "But in a career, it's so short that you can't really look back.

"You've got to always move forward and right now it's time to show what I learned in three years, in my ups and downs. I'm sure that's going to help me out in a few years coming up."

Bernier was talking Sunday morning shortly after the Kings traded him to the Maple Leafs in exchange for winger Matt Frattin, goalie Ben Scrivens and a second-round draft pick. The pick from the Maple Leafs could be in 2014 or 2015, at Toronto's option.

For the Kings, the deal was also sweetened by the Maple Leafs' absorbing $500,000 worth of salary, lessening the Kings' salary-cap issues for next season. Bernier had been in the long shadow of Kings starting goalie Jonathan Quick, the playoff most valuable player in their run to the Stanley Cup last year.

"I don't know who can have two No. 1 quarterbacks," said Kings General Manager Dean Lombardi.

The teams had been in negotiations for about eight months, well before former AEG executive Tim Leiweke joined Maple Leaf Sports & Entertainment. In fact, Lombardi said he had tried to trade for Frattin a couple of years ago. It became clear he would have to move Bernier, and the urgency increased as the goalie is due to become a restricted free agent July 5.

"The market can drop on you in a hurry. Goalies are hard to move," Lombardi said. "They're really hard to move. You're never going to get total value, but you try to get the best you can."

Interest in Bernier started at about 15 teams and it appeared as though three or four teams were involved in the latter stages. Media reports had cited that the Philadelphia Flyers and Minnesota Wild had interest in Bernier and apparently so did the Columbus Blue Jackets.

Another key was to get a backup goalie, because the Kings do not think that minor leaguer Martin Jones is quite ready for the No. 2 slot in Los Angeles. The salaries coming back, the money and entire package from the Maple Leafs were a better fit.

The 26-year-old Scrivens, who will make $612,000 this coming season and will be an unrestricted free agent after that, appeared in 20 games with Toronto this past season, going 7-9-0. He had two shutouts and recorded a goals-against average of 2.69 and a save percentage of .915. His wife, Jennifer, is from Camarillo.

Frattin, 25, played in 25 games for Toronto last season, scoring seven goals and 13 points, and was a plus-six. Like Scrivens, he is going into the final year of his deal but will be a restricted free agent and is set to make $925,000.

Lombardi, for his part, also wanted to avoid becoming another Miikka Kiprusoff-type victim. In 2003, the San Jose Sharks traded the unhappy goalie to Calgary for a second-round choice.

"The touchstone for everybody to avoid is the Kiprusoff thing," Lombardi said. "If you are in a box — all you get is a second-round pick and you trade him within the conference. ... I'm sure they didn't want to do it.

"Then it comes back and totally haunts you. He goes on, wins the Vezina Trophy and knocks you out of the playoffs. That was in the back of my mind. You don't want to get in that position."

Frattin played with Brett Hextall for three years at the University of North Dakota. Hextall, a Phoenix Coyotes' draft choice, is the son of Ron Hextall, the Kings' assistant general manager.

Said Lombardi: "He's a little bit of a rebel, which I like. [Coach] Darryl [Sutter] will be good for him. A good fit for us. He's not soft. And he's got a knack, a great release. He upgrades our speed."

Lombardi, who will be part of Team USA management for the 2014 Sochi Olympics, will next turn his attention back to signing defenseman Rob Scuderi, who will soon be a free agent. The parties do not sound close to a deal.

"We all would love to have him back," Lombardi said. "But as we say, with the [salary] cap coming down, it's all about making things fit. ... With this off our plate, we've got a pretty good handle on our space. It gives us more certainty on how aggressive we can be. I'm glad to have closure on this and we know where we stand as far as these other holes."

lisa.dillman@latimes.com

twitter.com/reallisa

By Lisa Dillman

June 18, 2013, 6:24 p.m.

One of the major items on the off-season to-do list for the Kings was accomplished Tuesday when they reached a contract agreement with young star defenseman Slava Voynov.

It is a six-year deal worth $25 million. He would have become a restricted free agent on July 5.

This, by all accounts, was a breakout season for the 23-year-old Russian, who had increased responsibility because of the injuries to defensemen Willie Mitchell and Matt Greene. Voynov had six goals and 25 points, playing in all 48 games of the lockout-shortened season.

Stanley Cup Final notes: Marian Hossa's status still a mysteryStanley Cup Final notes: Marian Hossa's status still a mystery

Stanley Cup Final: Chicago loses Marian Hossa, Game 3 to Boston, 2-0Stanley Cup Final: Chicago loses Marian Hossa, Game 3 to Boston, 2-0

Zdeno Chara is Boston Bruins' most valuable player Zdeno Chara is Boston Bruins' most valuable player 

Ads by Google

Don't Sell Your TimeshareUntil you read our special report. Get it today. TimeshareOut.com/9-Mistakes-Report

Los Cabos Home For SaleHomes for sale in Cabo San Lucas are among the most beautiful homes www.VentanasResidences.com

He took another big step forward in the playoffs, scoring six goals — four of them game-winners — during the Kings' run to the Western Conference finals. Two of his game-winning goals came in the first-round series against the St. Louis Blues.

The only other King with more than one game-winning goal in the playoffs was Justin Williams, who had two.

A market price was set for young defensemen in May when the Phoenix Coyotes signed Oliver Ekman-Larsson to a six-year contract extension worth $33 million. More recently, the Nashville Predators signed Roman Josi to a seven-year, $28-million deal.

Josi, like Voynov, is 23. Ekman-Larsson will turn 22 on July 17.

Meanwhile, there seems to be no shortage of interest in goalie Jonathan Bernier, a soon-to-be restricted free agent. He probably will be moved by the time the NHL entry draft takes place June 30.

The Philadelphia Inquirer reported that the Kings and Flyers, frequent trading partners, had spoken about Bernier. It is expected that the number of interested teams will narrow to three or four as talks intensify closer to the draft.

Bernier recently hired a new agent, signing with Pat Brisson of Creative Artists Agency. Brisson represents, among others, the Penguins' Sidney Crosby and Kings center Anze Kopitar.

Kings General Manager Dean Lombardi has been especially busy since the team was eliminated from the playoffs June 8. Another important order of business is the future of defenseman Rob Scuderi, who is approaching unrestricted free agency. Scuderi and Lombardi had contract discussions late last week.

KINGS: Backup goaltender Jonathan Bernier traded to Toronto

By Elliott Teaford Staff Writer

elliott.teaford@dailybreeze.com

@ElliottTeaford on Twitter

Posted:   06/23/2013 02:15:07 PM PDT

Updated:   06/23/2013 04:10:44 PM PDT

In this Feb. 27, 2013, file photo, Los Angeles Kings goalie Jonathan Bernier makes a glove-save during the third period of an NHL hockey game against the Detroit Red Wings in Los Angeles. The Toronto Maple Leafs have acquired goaltender Bernier in a trade with the Kings for forward Matt Frattin, goaltender Ben Scrivens and Toronto's second-round pick in either the 2014 or 2015 NHL Entry Draft. (The Associated Press)

What seemed like an inevitable off-season move actually happened Sunday morning, when the Kings traded backup goaltender Jonathan Bernier to the Toronto Maple Leafs in exchange for forward Matt Frattin, goalie Ben Scrivens and a second-round draft pick in either 2014 or '15.

Kings general manager Dean Lombardi said he considered parting with Bernier last year, but held off making the move because of concerns about Jonathan Quick's fitness after off-season back surgery plus worries about the lockout-compressed season.

"Dave was very aggressive as soon as the lockout ended," Lombardi said during a conference call with reporters, referring to Maple Leafs general manager Dave Nonis. "We talked a number of times. I didn't feel good about the timing of it because of the lockout."

Bernier served as a capable backup and the Kings could not have had the season they had without him, according to Lombardi. Quick, the 2012 Conn Smythe Trophy winner as the MVP of the playoffs, did not start the 2012-13 season well, but improved his play in time for the postseason.

"He was clearly instrumental in helping us get to the playoffs," Lombardi said of Bernier, who was 9-3-1 with a 1.88 goals-against average and a .922 save percentage last season. "We were talking about this deal eight months ago. I'm glad I didn't move Jonathan Bernier at the time."

Bernier is set to become a free agent next month and the Maples Leafs must negotiate a new contract with him. 

--------------------------------------------------------------------------------

Advertisement

--------------------------------------------------------------------------------

The Kings cleared space under the salary cap in order to fulfill Lombardi's stated desire to keep as much of their roster intact for next season and beyond.

The Kings paid Bernier $1.525 million this past season. Frattin made $850,000 last season with the Maple Leafs, and Scrivens made $600,000. Lombardi confirmed reports from Toronto that the Maple Leafs would pick up portions of their salaries going forward.

Lombardi previously agreed to contract extensions with defensemen Slava Voynov ($25 million, six years) and Robyn Regehr ($6 million, two years). Left wing Dustin Penner and defenseman Rob Scuderi are eligible to become free agents.

By trading Bernier, Lombardi granted the goalie's wish to compete for a No. 1 position. Bernier was stuck behind Quick and as long as Quick remained healthy and productive, there was zero chance Bernier could move into a No. 1 role with the Kings.

"Obviously, I'm very excited," Bernier told the Canadian sports network TSN. "Going to Toronto I think is a great challenge. They've got a really good young team and, hopefully, I can fit in and have some success with them."

It remains to be seen what the Maple Leafs will do with current No. 1 goalie James Reimer, who signed a three-season contract extension in June 2011.

Lombardi indicated Scrivens would serve as Quick's backup, filling the same role as with the Maple Leafs. The Kings GM also said he liked Frattin's aggressive style of play and believed he would fit with the team's hard-hitting method of operation.

"Watching him in the playoffs, I was impressed how often he ran into (Boston Bruins defenseman Zdeno) Chara," Lombardi said of Frattin. "He could be a good fit for us. This is an unfinished product. He's got some (skills) that are hard to find."

Kings’ history of second-round draft picks is a lot better in recent years

Posted on June 28, 2013  by  Elliott Teaford


The Kings don’t have a first-round pick in Sunday’s NHL Entry Draft, having sent the selection to the Columbus Blue Jackets to complete the trade for Jeff Carter on Feb. 23, 2012. The Kings’ highest pick Sunday will be late in the second round (57th overall). Their history of second-round picks was pretty shabby in their early days. Dean Kennedy (1981), anyone? But it has picked up considerably in recent years.

Here’s a look at some of the Kings’ better second-round selections in the 2000s:

2000: Andreas Lilja, defenseman. He only played 45 games for the Kings, but was a productive player for the Detroit Red Wings and was on their Stanley Cup championship team in 2008. Also played with Florida, Anaheim and Philadelphia.

2001: Michael Cammalleri, center. He had several excellent seasons with the Kings, including an 80-point year in 2006-07 (34 goals, 46 assists). The Kings then traded him to the Calgary Flames in 2008 for a first-round draft pick. Signed with the Montreal Canadiens and then was shipped back to Calgary in 2011-12.

2008: Slava Voynov, defenseman. He just agreed to a six-season contract extension worth $25 million, so that should tell you something about how the Kings feel about the 23-year-old Russian. The Kings had to act quickly in order to keep him off the free-agent market, which also tells you how much they coveted his services.

2009: Kyle Clifford, left wing. He’s a tough guy in a league that no longer encourages fighting, but the Kings value his hard-working style of play and he earned plenty of ice during the last two seasons, in particular. His future remains uncertain since the NHL continues to do all it can to make fighting a thing of the past.

2010: Tyler Toffoli, center/right wing. If you didn’t notice his play in his short stints with the Kings after his recall from the minor leagues, then you weren’t paying attention. Crafty, skillful and one of those guys the puck seems to follow around the ice. Skills like his are a gift and can’t be taught. Might have the brightest future of any current Kings prospect.

No surprise as Kings trade backup goalie Jonathan Bernier to Maple Leafs

Posted on June 23, 2013  by  Elliott Teaford


What seemed like an inevitable off-season move actually happened Sunday morning, when the Kings traded backup goaltender Jonathan Bernier to the Toronto Maple Leafs in exchange for forward Matt Frattin, goalie Ben Scrivens and a second-round draft pick in either 2014 or ’15.

Kings general manager Dean Lombardi said he considered parting with Bernier last year, but held off making the move because of concerns about Jonathan Quick’s fitness after off-season back surgery plus worries about the lockout-compressed season.

“Dave was very aggressive as soon as the lockout ended,” Lombardi said during a conference call with reporters, referring to Maple Leafs general manager Dave Nonis. “We talked a number of times. I didn’t feel good about the timing of it because of the lockout.”

Bernier served as a capable backup and the Kings could not have had the season they had without him, according to Lombardi. Quick, the 2012 Conn Smythe Trophy winner as the MVP of the playoffs, did not start the 2012-13 season well, but improved his play in time for the postseason.

“He was clearly instrumental in helping us get to the playoffs,” Lombardi said of Bernier, who was 9-3-1 with a 1.88 goals-against average and a .922 save percentage last season. “We were talking about this deal eight months ago. I’m glad I didn’t move Jonathan Bernier at the time.”

Bernier is set to become a free agent next month and the Maples Leafs must negotiate a new contract with him. The Kings cleared space under the salary cap in order to fulfill Lombardi’s stated desire to keep as much of their roster intact for next season and beyond.

The Kings paid Bernier $1.525 million this past season. Frattin made $850,000 last season with the Maple Leafs, and Scrivens made $600,000. Lombardi confirmed reports from Toronto that the Maple Leafs could pick up portions of their salaries going forward.

Lombardi previously agreed to contract extensions with defensemen Slava Voynov ($25 million, six years) and Robyn Regehr ($6 million, two years). Left wing Dustin Penner and defenseman Rob Scuderi are eligible to become free agents.

By trading Bernier, Lombardi granted the goalie’s wish to compete for a No. 1 position. Bernier was stuck behind Quick and as long as Quick remained healthy and productive, there was zero chance Bernier could move into a No. 1 role with the Kings.

“Obviously, I’m very excited,” Bernier told the Canadian sports network TSN. “Going to Toronto I think is a great challenge. They’ve got a really good young team and, hopefully, I can fit in and have some success with them.”

It remains to be seen what the Maple Leafs will do with current No. 1 goalie James Reimer, who signed a three-season contract extension in June 2011.

Lombardi indicated Scrivens would serve as Quick’s backup, filling the same role as with the Maple Leafs. The Kings GM also said he liked Frattin’s aggressive style of play and believed he would fit with the team’s hard-hitting method of operation.

“Watching him in the playoffs, I was impressed how often he ran into (Boston Bruins defenseman Zdeno) Chara,” Lombardi said of Frattin. “He could be a good fit for us. This is an unfinished product. He’s got some (skills) that are hard to find.”

Question-and-answer session with Kings coach Darryl Sutter (part 4)

Posted on June 20, 2013  by  Elliott Teaford


In the fourth and final installment of Kings coach Darryl Sutter’s postseason session with reporters, he talks about the media’s need for news versus the team’s need for secrecy when it comes to injuries to players, especially during the playoffs. And there’s quite a bit more as Sutter wrapped up his second season as the Kings’ coach.

Question: Fans want to know who’s playing. That’s a normal curiosity.

Answer: “Yeah, it is. If they get there on time, they know who’s playing. That’s what we did as a league, right? You have seven days. If somebody goes on IR, they’re hurt. They’re out seven days. Right? I don’t understand … It’s not supposed to happen.”

Q: It’s because of this constant news cycle and the Internet, there’s always something to put out there.

A: “I know, but from a team standpoint, you’re very protective of it because there’s competitive balance.”

Q: Understood, but can you tell us now some of the other guys who were injured.

A: “Not until we get through the next part of it. Quite honest, I’m trying to be as truthful and helpful as I can. You go through your general medical at the end of the season and then you go through the specific part of it. General medical meaning when you and I go to the doctor. That’s general medical and then you’re referred to a specific doctor. That’s when you play a lot of playoff games and you don’t have a lot of time to re-set that. Then you have to be able to, as a staff and a team, to get going again. That’s one thing about this year because we know the start of training camp. We know the date.”

Q: But it’s another screwy year for you because of the Olympic break …

A: “Really, when you look at our schedule, based on when the Olympics are and when our building is usually blocked out because of the Grammy Awards, you know that block. The NHL schedule is basically a week earlier. So, you know that block when we’re usually on the road. It’s a week earlier and a week later. If you also do it that way, Jan. 1, is always 40 or 42 games. Olympic break, you watch, it’ll be 60 or 62 games.”

Q: This will be your third season (with Sutter’s hiring at midseason in 2011-12 and the lockout-shortened 2012-13 season followed by the Olympic break next season) and you won’t have coached a normal season. A, quote, unquote, normal season.

A: “It’s normal. It’s fun and games. You’ll see our new divisions: Calgary, Edmonton, Vancouver, the three California teams and Phoenix. … That will be the fun part. That’s the part about meeting with the players that’s the important part because you’re giving them more input. In terms of travel, giving the players input. … Once we get it. It’s formalized right after the draft. I don’t know how that impacts this year. It’s always right in there. I’m looking forward to that right away. … Detroit and Columbus moving East effects our travel. … I still want to go to Detroit. I still want to play the Original Six teams.”

Question-and-answer session with Kings coach Darryl Sutter (part 3)

Posted on June 20, 2013  by  Elliott Teaford


Kings coach Darryl Sutter met with reporters for about 20 minutes two days after the team’s playoff ouster at the hands of the Chicago Blackhawks. The conversation touched on a variety of subjects, including what the Kings must improve on for next season. There also questions about the health of the team following a second consecutive lengthy playoff run. Sutter answered some questions, dodged others and acknowledged the job reporters have to do. Here’s the third part of a four-part installment.

Question: Talking about lowering the goal-against average for next season, would that be the major concern or would it be the left wing and the lack of production there?

Answer: “I said goals-against. I didn’t say production. We went from 30th to sixth in offense. We went to third in our conference. So, we’re not looking at it by position. We have multiple players who play multiple positions. If you’re listening, I did that once we know our roster then we would know better. Our goals-against, very simple, you don’t win. Teams I coach are always great defensively. We were a great defensive team again this year. But our goals-against … what you do home-and-road, there’s a disparity.”

Q: There are teams interested in talking to assistant John Stevens about head coaching jobs, do you know if he’ll be back.

A: “You have to talk to Dean (Lombardi, Kings general manager,) about all that. Hey, I think Johnny is a head coach. He is a head coach with us.”

Q: What does that make you?

A: “Part of the staff. Again, I’ve always said I don’t put myself … It’s not about a head coach and everybody else. Everybody has to share responsibility. That’s what gets teams good. I’m not one of those guys that has to be the center of attention. Does Johnny Stevens want to be a head coach? Absolutely. But that’s how I feel about him on our staff. …”

Q: Dustin Brown said he wouldn’t need surgery (on his injured knee), that he would just need rest. But there are others, who might need.

A: “Robyn (Regehr) had surgery today (on his elbow June 10). He played with a bad arm the whole playoffs. Probably get most of the guys looked at. Some guys are at the top of the list.”

Q: How did (Regehr) get hurt? Was it his arm or a shoulder?

A: “You know how everybody always wants to know, ‘How he is?’ or ‘Who’s playing tonight?’ Next year … Because these guys come to the rink and all they do is they look to see what color they’re wearing and they go, ‘Oh, he’s playing with him tonight’? It really is a bunch of BS, right? You have a bunch of guys in the lineup, normally extra players, because it means they’re a game-time decision, especially in the playoffs. And we had several guys who were in that position. …” 
Question-and-answer session with Kings coach Darryl Sutter (part 2)

Posted on June 19, 2013  by  Elliott Teaford


Here’s the second installment of Kings coach Darryl Sutter’s post-season meeting with reporters, two days after the team was eliminated from the Western Conference finals by the Chicago Blackhawks:

Question: It seems this was a tougher coaching job for you this year because you didn’t have the consistency of the lineup, you started out without Willie Mitchell and Matt Greene …

Answer: “I think if we go down the league, every coach will say that through a 48-game schedule. It’s something I’ve done before, so you have some familiarity with it. Whether it helps or not, I don’t know. But at least you’re familiar with it. Was it tougher? Sure, it was tougher, because … Our players were awesome. There was no hangover. There was only positives taken from it. Obviously, the only negative from a short summer last year was the guys didn’t start the year. Greene, Mitchell, (Anze) Kopitar and, quite honestly, Jonathan (Quick) until probably January or February.”

Q: How would characterize the year Drew Doughty had?

A: “I think he had a good year. Had a really good season. You can’t minimize the fact that our goal-scoring went up and our goals-against went up also. What we want to do as a team is cut our goals-against a little bit. Is that a reflection on Drew Doughty? Not really. It’s a reflection of our team.”

Q: The younger guys like (Tyler) Toffoli, (Jake) Muzzin and even (Tanner) Pearson, who would have played more, what are they going to take away from this season?

A: “They’re going to have to take a 100 days of getting stronger athletes, the next 100 days. For them to help us next year, they’re going to have to be better athletes. Very simple. They’re boys who need to cover up a lot and boys, what they take from it, we’re going to find out. It’s not something you can generalize. I know for certain, you have to be physically and mentally as close to 100 percent as you can to play in the National Hockey League. There’s not much line to draw there. … Count the days. Start getting ready. I started getting ready on the plane ride home.”

Q: Have you starting thinking about next season already?

A: “That’s what I said.”

Q: Do you still plan with Toffoli to see if he can get acclimated to the left side?

A: “The plan is to get him stronger first. Then we can see if he can be a winger in the American Hockey League or a winger in the National Hockey League.”

Q: When you say stronger, do you mean brute strength or cardio?

A: “It’s everything. There’s no brute strength in the National Hockey League. It’s the core and the whole package.”

Question-and-answer session with Kings coach Darryl Sutter (part 1)

Posted on June 19, 2013  by  Elliott Teaford


Darryl Sutter met with reporters two days after the Kings were eliminated by the Chicago Blackhawks in the Western Conference finals. Here’s the first part of a multi-part quesiton-and-answer session held at the Kings’ El Segundo training facility:

Question: Have you had a chance to decompress and what are your thoughts on how the season went?

Answer: “Not really decompress, but we thought we had a really good season. It would have been harder not making the playoffs. As I told the players (the day after losing in the conference finals), we played 18 games in the playoffs this year. There’s 28 other teams that would have liked to have played 18 games. Once you’ve set that bar … As I’ve said all along, this has no bearing on anything other than you know you’re a really good hockey club and you know how close the league is. … We’ll all got to look at the team we just played and the team they’re playing to see how close the league is.”

Q: What does this team need to do? Where are the gaps between where this team is and where the Blackhawks are? Or where the Bruins are?

A: “I think we went through similar … where they are now? I think we’re a similar team to Boston. They won the Stanley Cup and everybody thinks they’re the same team. They’re not the same team. They have a different goalie. … It would be nice for everybody to generalize and say that. I think Chicago is a different team than ours for the most part. We’re one of the youngest teams. We were the two youngest teams that made the playoffs if you do it from personnel, guys who actually played. That would be the similarity. They scored a few more goals this year than we did. … We had a really good year, quite honest. Our goal-scoring went from last to third in conference. That’s why you can’t ask that question of the coaches or the players. Everything changes. Why didn’t Chicago win?

Q: What’s missing here?

A: “What’s missing? I don’t think anything’s missing. We did win this year. You don’t think we won? You don’t think Anaheim won this year? You go from 30 to 16 to eight to four to two to win, and you can’t win the Stanley Cup every year. I don’t like going on about this, but there are some awful spoiled people in the media and some awful spoiled people in this organization. They’ve played more playoff games in the last year, the last year, than any other team in hockey. I have no problem with anything other than we’re a really young team and we can get better from an individual standpoint. You learn that. With the way it sets up, if there’s a schedule in the playoffs, you have to be able keep your roster or lineup in a way that’s consistent. If looked at the difference between Chicago and Los Angeles, you’d say that Chicago was a healthy team going into this last round.”

Minor-league forward Brandon Kozun re-signs with Kings for one season

Posted on June 19, 2013  by  Elliott Teaford


Another day, another move by Kings general manager Dean Lombardi to secure the franchise’s future. Lombardi re-signed minor-league forward Brandon Kozun to a one-season contract Wednesday, one day after coming to terms with defenseman Slava Voynov on a six-year extension worth $25 million. Kozun and Voynov are each 23.

Kozun had 56 points (26 goals, 30 assists) in 74 games last season for the Manchester (N.H.) Monarchs of the American Hockey League. He was second on the club in points, goals and assists. He also had a plus-minus defensive rating of plus-12. Linden Vey led the Monarchs with 67 points, including a team-best 45 assists. Tyler Toffoli scored a team-leading 28 goals. So, Kozun was in excellent company.

A Los Angeles native, Kozun played four seasons with the junior-level Calgary Hitmen of the Western Hockey League and completed his third full season with Manchester this past season. He was the Kings’ sixth-round pick (179th overall) in 2009.

Kings defenseman Slava Voynov agrees to a six-year contract extension

Posted on June 18, 2013  by  Elliott Teaford


General manager Dean Lombardi said last week he hoped to bring back the Kings’ lineup intact for another long Stanley Cup playoff run. He took a significant step in realizing that goal when he and defenseman Slava Voynov agreed to a six-season contract extension. Lombardi signed defenseman Robyn Regehr to a two-year extension during the playoffs, keeping him off the market when free agency opens early next month.

There are several other Kings potential free agents, including left wing Dustin Penner and defenseman Rob Scuderi. But it appeared Voynov was atop Lombardi’s off-season to-do list. Voynov has yet to play a full 82-game NHL season, but with 45 career points (14 goals, 31 assists in 102 games with the Kings, it appeared the 23-year-old was well worth re-signing. Early reports had the deal worth $25 million.

“When you see one guy get done (re-sign), you can’t work in isolation,” Lombardi said June 9, the day after the Kings were ousted from the Western Conference finals by the Chicago Blackhawks. “We’ve had informal discussions (with player agents) during the playoffs. … There’s no question this is a very tight group. It’s one of the best places in the country to live. Players want to be here because we’re a good team and we want to win.

“I’m confident these guys want to stay together. You’re not going to let good young players go for nothing.”

Voynov was the Kings’ second-round draft pick in 2008 (32nd overall). He spent three full seasons with the Manchester (N.H.) Monarchs of the American Hockey League before the Kings could not longer keep him in the minor leagues. He played 54 games in 2011-12 and  20 more during the Kings’ run to the Stanley Cup.

He’s a capable puck-mover and a threat to score from the perimeter. Kings coach Darryl Sutter paired the Russian with the stay-at-home Scuderi in keeping with Sutter’s desire to blend offense with defense throughout the team’s defense corps.

Kings defenseman Jake Muzzin season-ending interview (part 2)

Posted on June 18, 2013  by  Elliott Teaford


Kings defenseman Jake Muzzin didn’t have a chance to break into the lineup slowly. He was tossed in there because of injuries and, in time, it was clear that he belonged. He said he learned a great deal from the Kings’ veteran group of defensemen, including Matt Greene. Muzzin took Greene’s spot in the lineup for the better part of the regular season, and Greene acted as a mentor while recovering from back surgery. Said Muzzin:

“Playing with ‘Greener’ and just being confident and just being a physical player and going out and playing my game and not trying to play to not make mistakes. Mistakes are going to happen. Just go out and feel comfortable and play my game. With the older guys like ‘Scuds’ (Rob Scuderi) and ‘Reg’ (Robyn Regehr), how they play they bring their game. Every game, they’re ready to go. Just watch them play and learn on and off the ice.”

Muzzin also responded well on the few occasions when he was held out of the lineup.

“Just to challenge my self and get a little mad at yourself,” Muzzin said of his bounce-back performances after being scratched. “You’re not as playing as well. When you get taken out of the lineup, you want to come back and show that you belong in the lineup. You’ve got to play like that every game. That’s something I’ve learned this year, being ready for every game and preparing. You want to play. When you get taken out of the lineup, you want to show you belong in the lineup. I did that and came back strong.”

Kings defenseman Jake Muzzin season-ending interview (part 1)

Posted on June 18, 2013  by  Elliott Teaford


Kings rookie defenseman Jake Muzzin would have played the season with the Manchester (N.H.) Monarchs of the American Hockey League if not for prolonged injuries to Matt Greene and Willie Mitchell. Greene missed all but a handful of games because of back surgery and Mitchell never played a shift after undergoing offseason knee surgery. Muzzin filled a glaring void and kept the Kings on track for a second consecutive Western Conference finals trip. Muzzin grew into the role and wouldn’t be knocked out of the lineup even after the acquisition of Robyn Regehr and Greene’s return from surgery.

“Just being consistent, trying to make myself a player who’s going to be in the lineup all the time,” Muzzin said of making the next step in his career. “I thought I had a pretty good season. As the season went on, I felt more and more comfortable. I need to continue to improve and get better and make myself even more consistent on the ice and be more confident and to get a little bit stronger and faster and go from there.”

Of getting a taste of the Stanley Cup playoffs for the first time in his career, Muzzin said, “The intensity and the added pressure of playing, there’s a lot (riding) on the playoffs. You’ve got to up your game. It’s a different season. I felt as the playoffs went on, I got better and started to feel a little bit more comfortable. I learned a lot from the older guys on the team … overall, we fell short, but I learned a lot coming out of these playoffs.”

Kings defenseman Rob Scuderi season-ending interview (part 2)

Posted on June 17, 2013  by  Elliott Teaford


Rob Scuderi is eligible to become an unrestricted free agent early next month, and the Kings’ veteran defenseman could go that route if he decides it’s best for him and his family. Scuderi talked last week about finding a comfort zone with the Kings over the last four seasons. He also said when asked about his future with the team:

“I haven’t talked to my agent yet. I have had any time to think about that. I would imagine in the next few days there will be some conversations and short discussions. As a player, this is a place that is certainly a desirable location. It’s got everything you need, for myself and more importantly for my family. The team’s good. I’m comfortable here. It’ll take me a little more time to gain perspective and just relax right now.”

Of the fact that a new contract hasn’t been completed, Scuderi said, “It hasn’t concerned me because I understand there are other things that have happened. I understand the team has other priorities. Bigger than just myself. That’s the way it goes. I’m not offended. I don’t get disrespected by any of that stuff. It’s unfortunate that maybe it could have been taken care of, but it’s not like I’m going to harbor any ill will toward the Kings or the way they’ve done things. That’s just not how I think.”

Kings defenseman Rob Scuderi season-ending interview (part 1)

Posted on June 17, 2013  by  Elliott Teaford


Kings defenseman Rob Scuderi was as baffled by the Kings’ lack of road success, especially during the playoffs, as anyone else. It was perhaps the main reason the Kings were eliminated from the conference finals in five games by the Chicago Blackhawks. The Kings lost all three games they played in Chicago and dropped eight of nine on the road overall in the postseason. Last year, they were 10-1 on the road during the playoffs.

“It’s a question I guess we’ll all be asking ourselves during the summertime,” Scuderi said. “If there was something we could have put our finger on, then we would have tried to eliminate it in the regular season. We didn’t have a great road record during the regular season, at least compared to years past. It carried over to the playoffs. When you think about it, it was our Achilles’ heel in the last round.

“I guess the short answer to the question is, I don’t know. If there was something we could have done or fixed during the season, I think we would have done it. … Me personally, I like to play in a place where there’s a great atmosphere. but certainly you feel more comfortable at home. But when there’s a great attitude in any road arena, it’s always fun to play. That’s my personal opinion. I don’t think guys were any more revved up at home. … As far as energy, we pretty much sat around for four months waiting for the NHL to open its doors to play, so I don’t think that can be used as an excuse.”

Bruins happy with six draft picks

Posted by Fluto Shinzawa, Globe Staff  June 30, 2013 10:48 PM 
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By Fluto Shinzawa, Globe Staff

The Bruins were satisfied with their six selections in the 2013 draft: three Europeans (Linus Arnesson, Peter Cehlarik, Anton Blidh), two New Englanders (Ryan Fitzgerald, Wiley Sherman), and Canadian Mitchell Dempsey. 

“I think we were able to stick to our policy of having Bruins-style players,” said Wayne Smith, director of amateur scouting. “People that are committed to winning and committed to the team game. I’m confident in every one of those players that they’ll do everything they can to make it. I know they’re excited about it.”

Some observations about the prospects from Smith, assistant GM Jim Benning, and European head scout Jukka Holtari:

Arnesson: “Steady defenseman. Very difficult to beat one-on-one. Responsible. Sticks up for his teammates. Plays a good puck-moving game. Has size to go with it.” (Smith)

Cehlarik: “If he turns out what we wish him to be, the style of play reminds me a little bit of Anze Kopitar. Kopitar was already ahead of this player at this age. He played in the men’s world championships. But the style of play has some similarities.” (Holtari) 

Sherman: “We drafted him because he’s 6-foot-6. He’s a raw player right now. But he’s athletic. He’s a good skater. He can make a good first pass. We’re hoping he develops into a defensive, stay-at-home D-man. If he hits his high side, we’re hoping he can kind of play a Hal Gill-style of game.” (Benning)

Fitzgerald: “He’s a real smart hockey player. He plays hard. He competes hard. He’ll fit right into our culture and our competitiveness. I think he’s going to be a real good player for us.” (Benning)

Blidh: “Plays a Bruins-style of play. He’s an up-and-down, hard-nosed kid.” (Smith)

Dempsey: “Big, strong kid. Had injury problems with a high ankle sprain and pneumonia this year. Fortunately, we were very familiar with him. We took a chance he’s going to have a comeback season this season.” (Smith)

Text size – + 


Patrice Bergeron recovering from playoff injuries

Link|Comments (19)Posted by Fluto Shinzawa, Globe Staff July 2, 2013 10:39 AM


By Fluto Shinzawa, Globe Staff

Bruins center Patrice Bergeron will not need surgery as a result of the injuries he suffered during the Stanley Cup Final. 

Bergeron tore rib cartilage in Game 4 when he was checked by Chicago’s Michael Frolik, and he broke a rib on his left side in Game 5. Bergeron required a visit to a Chicago hospital because team doctors were concerned about an injured spleen. Bergeron flew back to Boston with his teammates the next morning.

To dull the pain on his left side, Bergeron had a nerve-blocking shot prior to Game 6. Bergeron separated his right shoulder during the first period of Game 6 when, he said, he was trying to protect his left side and fell awkwardly on his right side.

Doctors gave Bergeron another nerve-blocking shot during the first intermission. Neither Bergeron nor doctors have determined whether the second shot or the broken rib caused a punctured lung that sent him to the hospital for two days after Game 6. Bergeron said he felt his energy wane during Game 6.

After Game 6, Bergeron had trouble breathing, and he went to Massachusetts General Hospital, where doctors discovered his lung had collapsed. Bergeron stayed at MGH for two more days. 

“I felt like my chest was closing in on me,” Bergeron said Tuesday at TD Garden, where he met with media because he missed last week's exit-day interviews. “The doctors didn’t want to take any chances. There is an X-ray machine here. But you couldn’t tell, really. It wasn’t clear enough for them. So they wanted to make sure. Luckily enough, they made the right decision. I went there right away and they found out my lung had collapsed.”

Bergeron is close to signing an eight-year extension. It could allow Bergeron to stay with the Bruins for his entire career.

Bruins happy with six draft picks
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By Fluto Shinzawa, Globe Staff

The Bruins were satisfied with their six selections in the 2013 draft: three Europeans (Linus Arnesson, Peter Cehlarik, Anton Blidh), two New Englanders (Ryan Fitzgerald, Wiley Sherman), and Canadian Mitchell Dempsey. 

“I think we were able to stick to our policy of having Bruins-style players,” said Wayne Smith, director of amateur scouting. “People that are committed to winning and committed to the team game. I’m confident in every one of those players that they’ll do everything they can to make it. I know they’re excited about it.”

Some observations about the prospects from Smith, assistant GM Jim Benning, and European head scout Jukka Holtari:

Arnesson: “Steady defenseman. Very difficult to beat one-on-one. Responsible. Sticks up for his teammates. Plays a good puck-moving game. Has size to go with it.” (Smith)

Cehlarik: “If he turns out what we wish him to be, the style of play reminds me a little bit of Anze Kopitar. Kopitar was already ahead of this player at this age. He played in the men’s world championships. But the style of play has some similarities.” (Holtari) 

Sherman: “We drafted him because he’s 6-foot-6. He’s a raw player right now. But he’s athletic. He’s a good skater. He can make a good first pass. We’re hoping he develops into a defensive, stay-at-home D-man. If he hits his high side, we’re hoping he can kind of play a Hal Gill-style of game.” (Benning)

Fitzgerald: “He’s a real smart hockey player. He plays hard. He competes hard. He’ll fit right into our culture and our competitiveness. I think he’s going to be a real good player for us.” (Benning)

Blidh: “Plays a Bruins-style of play. He’s an up-and-down, hard-nosed kid.” (Smith)

Dempsey: “Big, strong kid. Had injury problems with a high ankle sprain and pneumonia this year. Fortunately, we were very familiar with him. We took a chance he’s going to have a comeback season this season.” (Smith)

Bruins GM Peter Chiarelli on Tyler Seguin: 'Got to become more of a professional'
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By Fluto Shinzawa, Globe Staff

Bruins GM Peter Chiarelli issued his most emphatic critique of Tyler Seguin since the forward entered the NHL. 

“He’s got to commit his mind and focus to the one task at hand,” Chiarelli said. “He’s got to become more of a professional. You know what? I can say that about a lot of 21-year-olds. I know he got criticized for playing on the periphery and all that stuff. He did. He’s got to commit to being a professional and focusing on the game. Simple as that. He does that, we don’t expect him to be crashing and banging. Just play your game.”

Inquiries on Seguin withered after Nathan Horton declared his intention to test free agency. If he were to trade Seguin, Chiarelli said he would demand an elite young player or prospect in return. Even if Seguin is not traded, Chiarelli hopes the chatter will straighten out the forward. 

“I hope it does,” Chiarelli said. “If it doesn’t, I’d be more concerned. We gave Tyler a big contract because he projects and he had good performance. I would expect that going forward.”

Starting next season, Seguin will earn $5.75 million annually for the next six years.

Bruins select D Linus Arnesson in second round
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By Fluto Shinzawa, Globe Staff

NEWARK – The Bruins have selected defenseman Linus Arnesson with their second-round pick. Arnesson is a 6-foot-1, 179-pound defenseman who played for Sweden’s Djurgarden this past season. The left-shot Arnesson split time between Djurgarden’s men’s team and junior club. 

Arnesson is a two-way defenseman. Arnesson scored zero goals and one assist while playing for the men’s team. On the junior team, Arnesson scored one goal and three assists. Djurgarden did not play in the Swedish Elite League. The club competed in Sweden’s second-tier league.

Arnesson compared himself to Chicago defenseman Niklas Hjalmarsson, who had a strong series against the Bruins. 

Arnesson interviewed with the Bruins during the NHL combine in May in Toronto. Arnesson will play in Sweden next year, then transition to North American play.

* The Bruins took forward Peter Cehlarik in the third round. Cehlarik is a 6-foot-2, 192-pound forward from Slovakia. Cehlarik played for Lulea in Sweden this past year. GM Peter Chiarelli used Michael Handzus as a comparable.

* The Bruins drafted forward Ryan Fitzgerald in the fourth round. He is the son of ex-Bruin Tom Fitzgerald. Ryan Fitzgerald will be a Boston College freshman this fall.

* Defenseman Wiley Sherman was selected in the fifth round. The native of Greenwich, Conn., is a 6-foot-6, 206-pounder who played for Hotchkiss in 2012-13.

* The Bruins took forward Anton Blidh in the sixth round. Blidh scored 17 goals and 10 assists for Frolunda.

* The Bruins closed out the draft by taking forward Mitchell Dempsey with the 210th pick.

Bruins meet with Vincent Lecavalier
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By Fluto Shinzawa, Globe Staff

JERSEY CITY, N.J. – The Bruins met with Vincent Lecavalier and agent Kent Hughes on Saturday. Lecavalier will reach the open market next Friday. The former Tampa Bay captain was bought out by the Lightning, making him available for every club.

Lecavalier became a bigger target for the Bruins after Nathan Horton declared his intention to test free agency.

“With what happened with Nathan, it became a little more ripe,” said GM Peter Chiarelli. “We had a good meeting.”

The Bruins would most likely have to convince Lecavalier to change positions. David Krejci and Patrice Bergeron are the top two centers. Lecavalier does not project to be a No. 3 center. Chiarelli said Lecavalier would be amenable to switching to wing.

* Chiarelli acknowledged being surprised by Horton’s decision. “Yeah. I was surprised,” Chiarelli said. “I respect someone’s decision to go to free agency. I think it was a real tough decision for him and his family. I can never say never. Maybe he’ll come back and want to revisit it. But the message I got is that he’s going to test free agency and wants a new beginning.”

* Chiarelli said there was a deluge of calls on Tyler Seguin’s availability yesterday. The inquiries halted once Horton’s decision was made.

* The Bruins are still pursuing a first-round pick. It is unlikely they will land one.

Nathan Horton going to free agency
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By Fluto Shinzawa, Globe Staff

Nathan Horton will not re-sign with the Bruins prior to next Friday. Instead, Horton will become an unrestricted free agent and test the open market. It is highly unlikely Horton will re-sign with the Bruins after next Friday. 

The Bruins were informed of Horton’s decision today.

“Pursuant to his rights under the CBA, Nathan has informed the Bruins that he is going to explore his options as an unrestricted free agent,” Paul Krepelka, Horton’s agent, said in a statement.

Horton appeared in 169 regular-season games for the Bruins over the last three years. Horton scored 56 goals and 51 assists. 

In the playoffs, Horton scored 15 goals and 21 assists in 43 games. Horton was the right wing alongside Milan Lucic and David Krejci. GM Peter Chiarelli classified the threesome as the best line in the NHL.

Horton should command a bigger contract on the market than had he remained in Boston. The 28-year-old has a concussion history and will require surgery on his left shoulder. But Horton has raised his performance during his two active postseasons.

It’s possible the Bruins could trade Horton’s negotiating rights. However, given Horton’s desire to hit the open market, the Bruins might not be able to demand much in return.

The Bruins are now down their top two right wings. Jaromir Jagr will not be re-signed.

Trade talk active as Bruins prepare for draft
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By Fluto Shinzawa, Globe Staff

JERSEY CITY, N.J. – The 2013 NHL Draft is just over 24 hours away from starting. But the Bruins’ six picks are not atop the team’s priority list. 

The Bruins must re-sign Nathan Horton prior to next Friday, when he will become an unrestricted free agent. To do so, the Bruins will have to shed salary via trade.

“It’s actually pretty active,” GM Peter Chiarelli said during a press conference this morning. “When [Vincent] Lecavalier got bought out, it’s kind of thrown some teams for a loop. There’s a trickledown effect. It gives everybody pause for thought. It’s been fairly active.”

Rich Peverley is the leading candidate to be traded. Peverley carries a $3.25 million average annual cap hit. 

* The Bruins will not re-sign Andrew Ference. But they may receive an asset for the UFA-to-be. Several clubs have inquired about acquiring Ference’s negotiating rights. Chiarelli has given Kurt Overhardt, Ference’s agent, permission to ask around. “I’m not going to stand in his way,” Chiarelli said. “Andy’s been a warrior for us. I want to help him as much as I can.”

* The Bruins have qualified Tuukka Rask and Jordan Caron. They have yet to qualify Kaspars Daugavins and Michael Hutchinson. They may still do so, said Chiarelli.

Jeremy Jacobs: 'Bruins will spend to the cap'
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By Fluto Shinzawa, Globe Staff

The NHL salary cap will dip to $64.3 million in 2013-14. It is a ceiling the Bruins will spend to if necessary.

“The Bruins will spend to the cap,” owner Jeremy Jacobs said during a press conference at TD Garden. “The Bruins are going to spend to the cap.”

The trick is for the Bruins to re-sign Nathan Horton (unrestricted) and Tuukka Rask (restricted) while remaining cap-compliant. Jacobs has given GM Peter Chiarelli the green light to use a long-term injury exception on Marc Savard if the Bruins aim to exceed the cap by his average annual value.

Jacobs considers 2013-14 a blip on the cap radar. Jacobs expects the 2014-15 cap to rise substantially based on projected NHL revenue.

* Jacobs is operating under the assumption that the NHL will participate in the 2014 Olympics. 

* Chiarelli has one more year remaining on his contract, according to president Cam Neely. The Bruins are open to discussing an extension for Chiarelli during the offseason.

Tuukka Rask says he proved he was capable of doing the job
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By Steve Silva, Boston.com Staff

CHICAGO -- Bruins goaltender Tuukka Rask said he was going to try to enjoy the summer now and not focus on hockey anymore. 

The only thing keeping him from that is the fact that his one-year, $3.5 million deal with the Bruins is about to expire.

Rask, who is in line for a significant salary bump, was asked about his contract status Wednesday. 

"I'm going to go see [Bruins GM] Peter [Chiarelli] right now," Rask joked. "Have it signed by this afternoon."

The Bruins No. 1 goaltender who shined through much of the postseason, said he would like to remain in Boston for the long tern.

"That would be an ideal situation, I think to play here forever," Rask said. "I hope we can make that happen." 

Chiarelli was asked how much he'd want to get a new deal for Rask done so that the team wouild have an idea where the rest of the summer might go from there.

"Well, you’d like to get everything done quickly," Chiarelli said. "I don’t know if I’ll have that luxury, but certainly I’ll try just so you have your certainty on your team and cap and all that. He’s obviously had a terrific playoff and we’d like to get him done as soon as we can."

Rask was asked if he believes he's proven himself with his performance this season.

"I don’t think I have to answer those questions anymore," he said. "I played good. Proved to everyone again that I was capable of doing it. I mean, you look at the numbers. They’re good. If I just analyze my game and by how I felt throughout the year, I thought it was a great year."

Rask said he used the existing one year contract as a motivation to perform well this season.

"You always try to be good but then you are trying to get your average game level as high as you can," Rask said. "That the gap between a good game and a bad game wouldn’t be so big. I think I managed to do that this year and it motivates me for the next year to keep that level and keep getting better." 

Patrice Bergeron in hospital with punctured lung
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By Fluto Shinzawa, Globe Staff

Bruins center Patrice Bergeron remains at a local hospital for observation because of a punctured lung. He was admitted following the Bruins’ 3-2 loss to Chicago in Game 6 of the Stanley Cup Final Monday night.

General manager Peter Chiarelli speculated that the puncture was caused either by Bergeron’s broken rib or by a nerve-blocking injection. Neither Chiarelli nor coach Claude Julien believes the puncture was incurred during Game 6. Both noted that Bergeron would not have been able to play with a punctured lung.

As it was, Bergeron entered Game 6 with a broken rib and torn cartilage. He then sustained a separated shoulder during the first period. Bergeron had visited a Chicago hospital after Game 5 Saturday night because of the torn cartilage.

In other Bruins news:

• Right wing Nathan Horton will require surgery on his dislocated left shoulder. Horton said the shoulder popped out in overtime of Game 1 against the Blackhawks. Horton played with a brace for the rest of the series. Chiarelli said the Bruins will attempt to re-sign Horton, who will become an unrestricted free agent July 5. Chiarelli acknowledged he has work to do if he wants to re-sign Horton on top of extending Tuukka Rask.

• The Bruins will not re-sign defenseman Andrew Ference. Dougie Hamilton, Matt Bartkowski, and Torey Krug are candidates to replace him.

• The Bruins will not re-sign Jaromir Jagr. The 41-year-old winger said he’d like to continue playing in the NHL instead of returning to the Czech Republic. Jagr joked that if he scored 20 goals in the playoffs, the Bruins might consider bringing him back. “I was 20 short,” said Jagr, who hurt his back and hip in Game 6.

• Zdeno Chara played through a hip flexor injury in the playoffs, but he said he would have played even if the injury took place during the regular season.

• Dennis Seidenberg pulled a hamstring in Game 7 of the first-round series against Toronto. Seidenberg didn’t play in the first four games of the second round against the Rangers.

• The Bruins have not ruled out re-signing goalie Anton Khudobin. Chiarelli told Khudobin that he’d have to re-sign Rask first. If Khudobin does not return, Niklas Svedberg will most likely be Rask’s backup.

• The Bruins will not use compliance buyouts, according to Chiarelli.

Jaromir Jagr won't return to Bruins

Link|Comments (59)Posted by Gary Dzen, Boston.com Staff June 26, 2013 11:57 AM


By Steve Silva, Boston.com Staff

NHL veteran Jaromir Jagr's brief time with the Boston Bruins is over. 

Bruins GM Peter Chiarelli confirmed the breakup at the team's end-of-season press conference Wednesday at TD Garden. 

Jagr also spoke to reporters about his time in Boston and joked "Maybe if I scored 20 goals in the playoffs it would be a different story, but I was 20 short."

The future Hall-of-Famer did say he hopes to join another NHL team next season.

"I want to do it [play in the NHL again], I love this game so much that's for sure," Jagr said. "So I don't want to go back to Czech yet."

Jagr played 33 games with the Bruins and would end his time in Boston with just two goals and 17 assists on the offensive side, although he made contributions in other areas of the game. 

“I told him that ‘what you did to wear a D down was very impressive," Chiarelli said. "I know you didn’t score, but the timely plays that you made were terrific. I thought you spread out our play, which helped our power play'. I was really happy with Jaromir.” 

Jagr also revealed to reporters that he hurt his back and hip in Game 6 of the Stanley Cup Finals vs. the Chicago Blackhawks.

"It was something wrong with my back and my hip so I had a tough time to skate," Jagr said. "But I talked to the doctor they gave me some shot but it took like 30 minutes to knock the pain off so I couldn't really play in the second period."

Chiarelli also said the Bruins won’t be re-signing defenseman Andrew Ference or local product Jay Pandolfo. 

"With the current cap Peter [Chiarelli] isn’t going to be able to keep me," Ference said. "So you know, he’s got to resign Tuukka [Rask], and obviously do his side of the business. Also unfortunately with the new CBA he’s restricted. He said ‘wish it wasn’t so,’ but that’s the way it is."

Bruins forward Nathan Horton could also be taking his services elsewhere next season. He was asked what his priorities were when looking at his next contract.

"I’m not even going to talk about it," Horton said. "If you want to talk about it you can call my agent. We just play hockey and that’s all we worry about. Sooner or later, like I said, it’s going to get taken care of and we’ll all find out what it’s going to be. I don’t know either, so I can’t tell you. And that’s it."

Horton will require surgery on his dislocated left shoulder. Horton said the shoulder popped out in overtime of Game 1 against the Blackhawks. Horton played with a brace for the rest of the series. 

Chiarelli told Horton that the Bruins hope to re-sign him and said that he will not be using amnesty buyouts. 

Toronto Sun pretty pleased with Stanley Cup outcome
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By Matt Pepin, Boston.com Staff

 After the Bruins pulled off one of sports' great comebacks and snatched an apparent victory from the Toronto Maple Leafs in Game 7 of their first-round NHL playoff series, it's understandable hockey fans in Toronto may have been less than thrilled with Boston's run to the Stanley Cup Finals.

The Toronto Sun's front page this morning very likely sums up a popular sentiment in Toronto.

The headline used on the paper's website earlier this morning followed the theme: "B's get a taste of own medicine."

5 takeaways from the Bruins Stanley Cup Final loss
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By Zuri Berry, Boston.com Staff

The Bruins lost the Stanley Cup Final series to the Chicago Blackhawks, falling 3-2 in Game 6. Here are five takeaways from the final game.

1. 17 seconds of infamy -- Coming off what would have been the team's most memorable penalty kill of the Stanley Cup Final, the Bruins found themselves up 2-1 with little more than three minutes left in the game. Game 7 was all but a certainty. All the Bruins needed to do was hold a furious and desperate Blackhawks team in the waning moments and the Black and Gold would be on its way back to Chicago for a chance at the Cup. 

There was hope. 

But the threads of those dreams started to come apart quickly. First, the Blackhawks went empty net on the Bruins with a little more than 1:20 left in the game. With the extra attacker, and some inspired jostling for the puck by Duncan Keith in the Bruins' zone, the Blackhawks were able to get some easy traffic in front of Tuukka Rask.

Keith freed up the puck and passed it along to Jonathan Toews. Toews had an abnormally unrestricted opportunity to create because of the strength of numbers, skating right up to the crease before dishing off to Bryan Bickell for the game-tying goal with 1:16 to go. 

But that wasn't the gut punch. 

Only 17 seconds later, the Blackhawks' Dave Bolland slipped behind Johnny Boychuk to claim a rebound off a Johnny Oduya shot from the blue line and stun the Bruins with 58 seconds left. The Blackhawks were helped by a deflection from Michael Frolik, who had taken the attention of Boychuk and Andrew Ference because he was sitting in their sight line from Oduya to Rask. The turnaround, in such a short time span, was devastating.

"You think you have things under control," Rask said. "We killed a big penalty there. We were thinking ‘oh, we’re just going to keep it tight and score maybe an empty-netter.’ And then, all of the sudden, they score a goal. You have to go out there again and keep playing. Many times it goes like that before a goal, lose the momentum, and that’s what happened. They got another shot, a deflection, a rebound, and a goal."

As quick as a flash, these are the moments that will burden the minds of each player forever. This will not be an easy summer. 

2. Patrice Bergeron defined what this team meant -- Patrice Bergeron showed what it meant to be tough to the very end. After sitting out of morning skate, and missing the majority of Game 5 with what then was an undisclosed injury, we learned afterward that he played Game 6 with a broken rib, torn cartilage, and a separated shoulder. His very presence on the ice is the stuff tantamount to legend. And he played no bit part. 

He had 24 shifts and 17:45 worth of ice time. He was out there hitting and skating hard. He won 5 of 11 face-offs. And he wasn't the only one playing at less than 100 percent.

Zdeno Chara, who had been the focus of criticism these past few games, was also playing hurt, according to coach Claude Julien. 

Had Boston buttoned up its defense in the final 90 seconds, we probably wouldn't know the sacrifices Bergeron and Chara were making. For Bergeron, he went above and beyond the call in order to help his team while they were down. There's no shortage of respect for that type of performance. 

Surely no one will equate his toughness with that of teammate Gregory Campbell's, who stayed on the ice for 50 seconds with a broken leg, but it remains on the pantheon.

"I think even when he was getting dressed in the locker room before the game, you could feel the boys' spirits lifted," Tyler Seguin said afterward. "The year we won, he was doing the same thing; fighting through everything. Obviously guys have bumps and bruises, but he's a guy that you obviously say is the heart and soul of our team. He wears that 'B' with a lot of pride."

3. First period domination -- It's so hard to recall that through the first 20 minutes of Monday's game, the Bruins were the superior hockey club.

And they were the better team by a wide margin. 

The Bruins out shot the Blackhawks 32 to 8 (12 to 6 shots on goal), teasing Bruins fans with their offensive opportunities and missed chances. Tyler Seguin's beautiful feed to Chris Kelly, putting the Bruins up 1-0 halfway through the period, feels like a distant memory given the outcome of the night.

But it won't be much harder to recall the missed chances more clearly in the days ahead. David Krejci missed an open-netter off a pass from Brad Marchand and the team went 0 for 2 on the power play, continuing a trend of futility on special teams.

"Well we did have a great start," Dennis Seidenberg said. "We stopped playing that way we did at first, we started to turn pucks over on the blue line and that’s when they started playing and got their speed again. We kind of picked it up again in the third, and we scored, but the rest—you saw what happened."

4. Is this loss familiar? -- Tuukka Rask said an interesting thing, that Monday's 3-2 loss to the Blackhawks in Game 6 reminded him of the Bruins' 5-4 OT win over the Toronto Maple Leafs in Game 7. 

If you recall, it was a miracle comeback game for the Bruins, with Patrice Bergeron scoring two goals 82 seconds apart -- one in the third period and the game-winner in overtime. The Bruins needed four goals to come back and win that game.

"I guess we get a taste of our own medicine here," Rask said. "It sucks."

It does. 

5. Pride in Boston -- There was an immense pride from the Bruins in representing Boston, especially after the Marathon bombing on April 15. The team discussed the aftermath extensively among themselves and resolved to do something special for the city by playing as tough and gritty as possible. And it showed.

The Stanley Cup Final run still exemplifies that. 

"You know, at the end of the day, I think that's what hurts  the most is in the back of our minds, although we needed to focus on our  team and doing what was going to be the best thing for our team to win a  Stanley  Cup, in the back of our minds we wanted to do it for those kind of reasons, the City of Boston, what Newtown has been through, that kind of stuff," said Bruins coach Claude Julien. "It hit close to home, and the best way we felt we could try and cheer the area was to win a Stanley Cup. I think that's what's hard right now for the players. We had more reasons than just ourselves to win a Cup."

I don't think Julien or the Bruins has anything to be ashamed of with their performance. This team had a fantastic run and an incredible season after the lockout. Bruins fans should be proud. 

Bruins see season come to an end with stunning loss to Blackhawks in Game 6
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By Gary Dzen, Boston.com Staff

Sitting on a one-goal lead with a chance to force a Game 7, the Bruins allowed Chicago to score the game's tying and winning goals 17 seconds apart late in the third period of Game 6 Monday night, the dramatic turn ending the Stanley Cup Final in six games and Boston's season in heartbreaking fashion. A stunned crowd watched the Blackhawks accept the Stanley Cup on TD Garden ice.

"The best way we felt we could try and cheer the area was to win a Stanley Cup," Bruins coach Claude Julien said afterward. "I think that's what's hard right now."

Chicago's late scores were shocking but clinical. Blackhawks center Jonathan Toews -- who was questionable heading into the game -- threaded a beautiful feed to Bryan Bickell to knot the score at 2 with 1:16 left in regulation. Barely done celebrating, Chicago attacked again. Defenseman Johnny Oduya ripped a slap shot from the point that was deflected in front of the net by Michael Frolik. The deflected puck sailed past Bruins goalie Tuukka Rask but struck the post, offering up an easy rebound for center Dave Bolland, who finished it into the back of the net to give Chicago a 3-2 lead with 58.3 seconds left.

A silent, sellout crowd of Bruins fans watched Chicago run out the clock. In an instant, the Blackhawks went from facing a deciding Game 7 to winning their second Stanley Cup in four seasons. Just as quickly, and in cruel twist reminiscent of what they did to the Toronto Maple Leafs a few series earlier, the Bruins saw their season slip away. The loss kept the Bruins from their second Stanley Cup win in three seasons.

"We’ve done it to somebody else, so we got to feel how it feels being on the other side," said Rask. "This season we were known to lose a couple of leads. Even in the regular season we were up by goals and we lost the games. I guess that sums it up pretty good."

It took six games for the Bruins to get off to a good start in the Finals, but they were on the right track early Monday night. In the first period the home team had all the chances, amounting a 32-8 lead in shots attempted. At the 7:19 mark, Tyler Seguin snatched the puck out of the air with his right hand and fed a cutting Chris Kelly to put the Bruins up, 1-0. The goal was emblematic of improved play from the pair of Bruins third-liners. Despite the chances, however, Boston was only able to put one goal on the board before the first intermission.

"I thought we came out the way we wanted to," said Bruins captain Zdeno Chara. "I thought we came out with a lot of energy, put a lot of pressure on them."

The third line got the Bruins started, but there were questions about Boston's other two lines throughout. Patrice Bergeron was a game-time decision after checking into a Chicago hospital during Game 5, but he was in Julien's lineup for Game 6. Bergeron went through warmups carefully and a little slowly. He also spent some time hunched over. Usually one of the the last Bruins off the ice, Bergeron left warmups before any of his teammates.

The warning signs manifested themselves in the center's play. Bergeron threw a couple of hits on his first shift, but they weren't exactly forceful. He started the game taking faceoffs but ceded the duty to Rich Peverley late in the first period. He spent some more time bent over later in the game, and he was clearly not himself. After the game, Bergeron revealed he was playing with a broken rib, torn cartilage, and a separated shoulder.

"We want to play for each other, and to have him on the ice and on the bench was great," said Bruins center David Krejci. "I was really happy that he was able to play. It wasn’t easy. He’s a warrior, and he loves the team."

Tyler Seguin said Bergeron's presence provided a lift.

"I think even when he was getting dressed in the locker room before the game, you could feel the boy’s sprits lifted," said Seguin. "The year we won he was doing the same thing; fighting through everything. Obviously guys have bumps and bruises, but he’s a guy that you obviously say is the heart and soul of our team. He wears that ‘B’ with a lot of pride. "

Jaromir Jagr also appeared to suffer an injury, limping off around the 9:00 mark in the first period. He returned to the bench to start the second period before going back to the locker room. Jagr returned in the third period, allowing Julien to shuffle his lines back to their original form. Julien said after the game that Chara also wasn't playing at 100 percent. Nathan Horton revealed he was playing with a dislocated shoulder.

There was a scary moment late in the first period when Shawn Thornton fired a puck from close range right into Andrew Shaw's face. The Blackhawks winger crumpled to the ice, blood gushing from under his right eye. He returned to the game, with trickles of blood making their way down his face during stoppages in play.

Chicago weathered the early storm and evened things up at the 4:24 mark in the second period. Toews won a faceoff and sped past Chara before firing a laser, five-hole, on Rask. There was audible cheering from some Blackhawks fans in the building, an ominous premonition of things to come.

"In the second 20 minutes we were making some turnovers, and obviously it was an even game," said Chara.

Back together again, Boston's third line had a scoring chance with 12:00 to go, but Danielle Paille was stuffed on the backhand by Blackhawks goaltender Corey Crawford. The Bruins eventually did get to Crawford, and it looked like it would be for the game-winner. Milan Lucic scored his seventh goal of the playoffs at 12:11 in the third period, breaking a 1-1 tie and the tense atmosphere of an elimination game. Lucic applied a forceful forecheck behind the Blackhawks net to give the Bruins possession, then camped out in front and stuffed home a feed from Krejci. For a few minutes anyway, it looked like Lucic was going to provide the difference.

An hour or so after the game, Blackhawks fans continued to cheer from the stands as the celebration spilled onto the ice. Down below, the scene in the Bruins locker room was somber. Thornton praised Bergeron's toughness. Krejci talked about the love he had for his teammates. Seguin said he wished he could have done more for a city that has gone through so much in recent months. At one point, Seguin was moved to tears.

"It's a tough way to lose a game," said Chara. "It's a tough way to lose a series."

The manner in which the Bruins lost is something defenseman Johnny Boychuk said will stick with him.

"Forever," he said when asked how long the loss would linger. "I mean you are going to remember forever. You remember winning it, but I think you remember losing it a little bit more, now that we have had that happen."

Patrice Bergeron played with multiple injuries, including a broken rib
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By Zuri Berry, Boston.com Staff

The Bruins' Patrice Bergeron's status for Game 6 – an eventual 3-2 loss to the Chicago Blackhawks – was up in the air until Monday's morning skate, when coach Claude Julien declared he was confident he would play. 

The team's top center took to the ice, skating for 17:45 while working 24 shifts, and all while dealing with a broken rib, torn cartilage and a separated shoulder. 

Bergeron told reporters of his injuries after the Bruins' stunning loss Monday night. 

"To have him in our lineup tonight was a bonus," Julien said. "There was nothing that was going to stop this guy from getting in our lineup, and that's why I can't speak enough about how proud I am of our players, because of things like that, and he wasn't going to be denied that opportunity no matter what."

Final: Blackhawks 3, Bruins 2

Link|Comments (4)Posted by Matt Pepin, Boston.com Staff June 24, 2013 08:08 PM


The Blackhawks scored two goals in 17 seconds to claim Game 6 by a 3-2 score and swipe the Stanley Cup.

The Bruins held a 2-1 lead with less than two minutes remaining in regulation. But the Blackhawks started the rally when Bryan Bickell scored a six-on-five goal to tie the game. With 58.3 seconds remaining, Dave Bolland jammed home the rebound of a Johnny Oduya shot for the winning goal.

End of second period: 1-1: The Bruins had all the momentum after the first period. But they ran out of gas in the second period. The Blackhawks took advantage by tying the game at 4:24 of the second.

Prior to the goal, Chris Kelly won a neutral-zone faceoff against Jonathan Toews. Kelly pulled the puck back toward the wall. Zdeno Chara moved up to retrieve the puck. But Michael Rozsival pushed the puck past Chara to Toews, giving the Blackhawks a two-on-one rush. Dennis Seidenberg played the rush well, taking away Toews’s cross-ice option to Patrick Kane. But Toews snapped a sharp-angle wrister five-hole on Tuukka Rask to make it a 1-1 game.

Jaromir Jagr took one shift in the second, then retreated to the dressing room. Jagr didn’t return.

End of first period: Bruins, 1-0: The Bruins blitzed the Blackhawks in the first period. The Bruins controlled the pace of the game from the start of the game. For all that, the Bruins had only a 1-0 lead after 20 minutes.

The Bruins scored their goal following some strong offensive-zone work by the third line. After an offensive-zone faceoff, the Bruins engaged in a puck battle. Torey Krug and Tyler Seguin helped get the puck to Daniel Paille. Once Paille settled the puck, he found Seguin cutting through the slot. Seguin caught Paille’s pass with his right hand, dropped it to his blade, and snapped a backhand pass to Chris Kelly. Kelly snapped the puck past Corey Crawford at 7:19 to give the Bruins a 1-0 lead.

The Bruins lost Jaromir Jagr approximately halfway through the first. Jagr appeared to get tangled up with Brent Seabrook just as Michael Frolik took for a partial breakaway. As Tuukka Rask stopped Frolik’s shot, Jagr went to the dressing room. Jagr didn’t return.

Get live updates throughout Game 6 in our live blog feed below.

To chat with other fans throughout the game, head over to our live coverage page where a fan chat window is side-by-side with the updates found below.

Tonight's Bruins lineup
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By Fluto Shinzawa, Globe Staff

Based on pregame warmups: 

Milan Lucic-David Krejci-Nathan Horton

 Brad Marchand-Patrice Bergeron-Jaromir Jagr

 Daniel Paille-Chris Kelly-Tyler Seguin

 Carl Soderberg-Rich Peverley-Shawn Thornton

Zdeno Chara-Dennis Seidenberg

 Andrew Ference-Johnny Boychuk

 Torey Krug-Adam McQuaid

Tuukka Rask

 Anton Khudobin

Tonight's Blackhawks lineup
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By Fluto Shinzawa, Globe Staff

Based on pregame warmups: 

Bryan Bickell-Jonathan Toews-Patrick Kane

 Patrick Sharp-Michal Handzus-Marian Hossa

 Brandon Saad-Andrew Shaw-Viktor Stalberg 

 Marcus Kruger-Dave Bolland-Michael Frolik

Duncan Keith-Brent Seabrook

 Johnny Oduya-Niklas Hjalmarsson

 Nick Leddy-Michal Rozsival

Corey Crawford

 Ray Emery

Watch: Live pregame show at 6 p.m.
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We'll have a live pregame show from TD Garden ahead of Game 6 of the Stanley Cup Finals. Tune in at 6 p.m. for the latest news and analysis from Kevin Paul Dupont and Steve Silva.

Claude Julien confident Patrice Bergeron will play tonight

Link|Comments (40)Posted by Fluto Shinzawa, Globe Staff June 24, 2013 11:51 AM


By Fluto Shinzawa, Globe Staff

Patrice Bergeron will participate in warmups tonight. Coach Claude Julien said he’s confident Bergeron will play. 

Bergeron didn’t participate in the morning skate. Bergeron suffered an undisclosed injury in Game 5 that required a visit to a Chicago hospital. Bergeron returned to Boston with his teammates Sunday morning.

Assuming Bergeron plays, he will most likely center Brad Marchand and Jaromir Jagr. The Bruins will then have to determine who plays left wing on the fourth line. 

Carl Soderberg started in that position in Game 5 before moving up to No. 2 center following Bergeron’s exit. Jay Pandolfo took shifts on the fourth line with Rich Peverley and Shawn Thornton during the morning skate.

* Zdeno Chara and Dennis Seidenberg were paired this morning. They were split after the second period of Game 5. 

* Jonathan Toews participated in Chicago’s morning skate. Toews is likely to play.

Tonight’s possible lineup:

Milan Lucic-David Krejci-Nathan Horton

 Brad Marchand-Patrice Bergeron-Jaromir Jagr

 Daniel Paille-Chris Kelly-Tyler Seguin

 Carl Soderberg-Rich Peverley-Shawn Thornton

Zdeno Chara-Dennis Seidenberg

 Andrew Ference-Johnny Boychuk

 Torey Krug-Adam McQuaid

Tuukka Rask

 Anton Khudobin
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Bruins happy with six draft picks

Link|Comments (12)Posted by Fluto Shinzawa, Globe Staff June 30, 2013 10:48 PM


By Fluto Shinzawa, Globe Staff

The Bruins were satisfied with their six selections in the 2013 draft: three Europeans (Linus Arnesson, Peter Cehlarik, Anton Blidh), two New Englanders (Ryan Fitzgerald, Wiley Sherman), and Canadian Mitchell Dempsey. 

“I think we were able to stick to our policy of having Bruins-style players,” said Wayne Smith, director of amateur scouting. “People that are committed to winning and committed to the team game. I’m confident in every one of those players that they’ll do everything they can to make it. I know they’re excited about it.”

Some observations about the prospects from Smith, assistant GM Jim Benning, and European head scout Jukka Holtari:

Arnesson: “Steady defenseman. Very difficult to beat one-on-one. Responsible. Sticks up for his teammates. Plays a good puck-moving game. Has size to go with it.” (Smith)

Cehlarik: “If he turns out what we wish him to be, the style of play reminds me a little bit of Anze Kopitar. Kopitar was already ahead of this player at this age. He played in the men’s world championships. But the style of play has some similarities.” (Holtari) 

Sherman: “We drafted him because he’s 6-foot-6. He’s a raw player right now. But he’s athletic. He’s a good skater. He can make a good first pass. We’re hoping he develops into a defensive, stay-at-home D-man. If he hits his high side, we’re hoping he can kind of play a Hal Gill-style of game.” (Benning)

Fitzgerald: “He’s a real smart hockey player. He plays hard. He competes hard. He’ll fit right into our culture and our competitiveness. I think he’s going to be a real good player for us.” (Benning)

Blidh: “Plays a Bruins-style of play. He’s an up-and-down, hard-nosed kid.” (Smith)

Dempsey: “Big, strong kid. Had injury problems with a high ankle sprain and pneumonia this year. Fortunately, we were very familiar with him. We took a chance he’s going to have a comeback season this season.” (Smith)

Bruins GM Peter Chiarelli on Tyler Seguin: 'Got to become more of a professional'

Link|Comments (97)Posted by Fluto Shinzawa, Globe Staff June 30, 2013 08:16 PM


By Fluto Shinzawa, Globe Staff

Bruins GM Peter Chiarelli issued his most emphatic critique of Tyler Seguin since the forward entered the NHL. 

“He’s got to commit his mind and focus to the one task at hand,” Chiarelli said. “He’s got to become more of a professional. You know what? I can say that about a lot of 21-year-olds. I know he got criticized for playing on the periphery and all that stuff. He did. He’s got to commit to being a professional and focusing on the game. Simple as that. He does that, we don’t expect him to be crashing and banging. Just play your game.”

Inquiries on Seguin withered after Nathan Horton declared his intention to test free agency. If he were to trade Seguin, Chiarelli said he would demand an elite young player or prospect in return. Even if Seguin is not traded, Chiarelli hopes the chatter will straighten out the forward. 

“I hope it does,” Chiarelli said. “If it doesn’t, I’d be more concerned. We gave Tyler a big contract because he projects and he had good performance. I would expect that going forward.”

Starting next season, Seguin will earn $5.75 million annually for the next six years.

Bruins select D Linus Arnesson in second round

Link|Comments (0)Posted by Fluto Shinzawa, Globe Staff June 30, 2013 07:35 PM


By Fluto Shinzawa, Globe Staff

NEWARK – The Bruins have selected defenseman Linus Arnesson with their second-round pick. Arnesson is a 6-foot-1, 179-pound defenseman who played for Sweden’s Djurgarden this past season. The left-shot Arnesson split time between Djurgarden’s men’s team and junior club. 

Arnesson is a two-way defenseman. Arnesson scored zero goals and one assist while playing for the men’s team. On the junior team, Arnesson scored one goal and three assists. Djurgarden did not play in the Swedish Elite League. The club competed in Sweden’s second-tier league.

Arnesson compared himself to Chicago defenseman Niklas Hjalmarsson, who had a strong series against the Bruins. 

Arnesson interviewed with the Bruins during the NHL combine in May in Toronto. Arnesson will play in Sweden next year, then transition to North American play.

* The Bruins took forward Peter Cehlarik in the third round. Cehlarik is a 6-foot-2, 192-pound forward from Slovakia. Cehlarik played for Lulea in Sweden this past year. GM Peter Chiarelli used Michael Handzus as a comparable.

* The Bruins drafted forward Ryan Fitzgerald in the fourth round. He is the son of ex-Bruin Tom Fitzgerald. Ryan Fitzgerald will be a Boston College freshman this fall.

* Defenseman Wiley Sherman was selected in the fifth round. The native of Greenwich, Conn., is a 6-foot-6, 206-pounder who played for Hotchkiss in 2012-13.

* The Bruins took forward Anton Blidh in the sixth round. Blidh scored 17 goals and 10 assists for Frolunda.

* The Bruins closed out the draft by taking forward Mitchell Dempsey with the 210th pick.

Bruins meet with Vincent Lecavalier

Link|Comments (24)Posted by Fluto Shinzawa, Globe Staff June 30, 2013 12:21 PM


By Fluto Shinzawa, Globe Staff

JERSEY CITY, N.J. – The Bruins met with Vincent Lecavalier and agent Kent Hughes on Saturday. Lecavalier will reach the open market next Friday. The former Tampa Bay captain was bought out by the Lightning, making him available for every club.

Lecavalier became a bigger target for the Bruins after Nathan Horton declared his intention to test free agency.

“With what happened with Nathan, it became a little more ripe,” said GM Peter Chiarelli. “We had a good meeting.”

The Bruins would most likely have to convince Lecavalier to change positions. David Krejci and Patrice Bergeron are the top two centers. Lecavalier does not project to be a No. 3 center. Chiarelli said Lecavalier would be amenable to switching to wing.

* Chiarelli acknowledged being surprised by Horton’s decision. “Yeah. I was surprised,” Chiarelli said. “I respect someone’s decision to go to free agency. I think it was a real tough decision for him and his family. I can never say never. Maybe he’ll come back and want to revisit it. But the message I got is that he’s going to test free agency and wants a new beginning.”

* Chiarelli said there was a deluge of calls on Tyler Seguin’s availability yesterday. The inquiries halted once Horton’s decision was made.

* The Bruins are still pursuing a first-round pick. It is unlikely they will land one.

Nathan Horton going to free agency

Link|Comments (42)Posted by Fluto Shinzawa, Globe Staff June 29, 2013 01:55 PM


By Fluto Shinzawa, Globe Staff

Nathan Horton will not re-sign with the Bruins prior to next Friday. Instead, Horton will become an unrestricted free agent and test the open market. It is highly unlikely Horton will re-sign with the Bruins after next Friday. 

The Bruins were informed of Horton’s decision today.

“Pursuant to his rights under the CBA, Nathan has informed the Bruins that he is going to explore his options as an unrestricted free agent,” Paul Krepelka, Horton’s agent, said in a statement.

Horton appeared in 169 regular-season games for the Bruins over the last three years. Horton scored 56 goals and 51 assists. 

In the playoffs, Horton scored 15 goals and 21 assists in 43 games. Horton was the right wing alongside Milan Lucic and David Krejci. GM Peter Chiarelli classified the threesome as the best line in the NHL.

Horton should command a bigger contract on the market than had he remained in Boston. The 28-year-old has a concussion history and will require surgery on his left shoulder. But Horton has raised his performance during his two active postseasons.

It’s possible the Bruins could trade Horton’s negotiating rights. However, given Horton’s desire to hit the open market, the Bruins might not be able to demand much in return.

The Bruins are now down their top two right wings. Jaromir Jagr will not be re-signed.

Trade talk active as Bruins prepare for draft
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By Fluto Shinzawa, Globe Staff

JERSEY CITY, N.J. – The 2013 NHL Draft is just over 24 hours away from starting. But the Bruins’ six picks are not atop the team’s priority list. 

The Bruins must re-sign Nathan Horton prior to next Friday, when he will become an unrestricted free agent. To do so, the Bruins will have to shed salary via trade.

“It’s actually pretty active,” GM Peter Chiarelli said during a press conference this morning. “When [Vincent] Lecavalier got bought out, it’s kind of thrown some teams for a loop. There’s a trickledown effect. It gives everybody pause for thought. It’s been fairly active.”

Rich Peverley is the leading candidate to be traded. Peverley carries a $3.25 million average annual cap hit. 

* The Bruins will not re-sign Andrew Ference. But they may receive an asset for the UFA-to-be. Several clubs have inquired about acquiring Ference’s negotiating rights. Chiarelli has given Kurt Overhardt, Ference’s agent, permission to ask around. “I’m not going to stand in his way,” Chiarelli said. “Andy’s been a warrior for us. I want to help him as much as I can.”

* The Bruins have qualified Tuukka Rask and Jordan Caron. They have yet to qualify Kaspars Daugavins and Michael Hutchinson. They may still do so, said Chiarelli.

Jeremy Jacobs: 'Bruins will spend to the cap'

Link|Comments (24)Posted by Fluto Shinzawa, Globe Staff June 28, 2013 10:50 AM


By Fluto Shinzawa, Globe Staff

The NHL salary cap will dip to $64.3 million in 2013-14. It is a ceiling the Bruins will spend to if necessary.

“The Bruins will spend to the cap,” owner Jeremy Jacobs said during a press conference at TD Garden. “The Bruins are going to spend to the cap.”

The trick is for the Bruins to re-sign Nathan Horton (unrestricted) and Tuukka Rask (restricted) while remaining cap-compliant. Jacobs has given GM Peter Chiarelli the green light to use a long-term injury exception on Marc Savard if the Bruins aim to exceed the cap by his average annual value.

Jacobs considers 2013-14 a blip on the cap radar. Jacobs expects the 2014-15 cap to rise substantially based on projected NHL revenue.

* Jacobs is operating under the assumption that the NHL will participate in the 2014 Olympics. 

* Chiarelli has one more year remaining on his contract, according to president Cam Neely. The Bruins are open to discussing an extension for Chiarelli during the offseason.

Tuukka Rask says he proved he was capable of doing the job

Link|Comments (21)Posted by Steve Silva, Boston.com Staff June 26, 2013 04:43 PM


By Steve Silva, Boston.com Staff

CHICAGO -- Bruins goaltender Tuukka Rask said he was going to try to enjoy the summer now and not focus on hockey anymore. 

The only thing keeping him from that is the fact that his one-year, $3.5 million deal with the Bruins is about to expire.

Rask, who is in line for a significant salary bump, was asked about his contract status Wednesday. 

"I'm going to go see [Bruins GM] Peter [Chiarelli] right now," Rask joked. "Have it signed by this afternoon."

The Bruins No. 1 goaltender who shined through much of the postseason, said he would like to remain in Boston for the long tern.

"That would be an ideal situation, I think to play here forever," Rask said. "I hope we can make that happen." 

Chiarelli was asked how much he'd want to get a new deal for Rask done so that the team wouild have an idea where the rest of the summer might go from there.

"Well, you’d like to get everything done quickly," Chiarelli said. "I don’t know if I’ll have that luxury, but certainly I’ll try just so you have your certainty on your team and cap and all that. He’s obviously had a terrific playoff and we’d like to get him done as soon as we can."

Rask was asked if he believes he's proven himself with his performance this season.

"I don’t think I have to answer those questions anymore," he said. "I played good. Proved to everyone again that I was capable of doing it. I mean, you look at the numbers. They’re good. If I just analyze my game and by how I felt throughout the year, I thought it was a great year."

Rask said he used the existing one year contract as a motivation to perform well this season.

"You always try to be good but then you are trying to get your average game level as high as you can," Rask said. "That the gap between a good game and a bad game wouldn’t be so big. I think I managed to do that this year and it motivates me for the next year to keep that level and keep getting better." 

Patrice Bergeron in hospital with punctured lung

Link|Comments (3)Posted by Gary Dzen, Boston.com Staff June 26, 2013 03:05 PM


By Fluto Shinzawa, Globe Staff

Bruins center Patrice Bergeron remains at a local hospital for observation because of a punctured lung. He was admitted following the Bruins’ 3-2 loss to Chicago in Game 6 of the Stanley Cup Final Monday night.

General manager Peter Chiarelli speculated that the puncture was caused either by Bergeron’s broken rib or by a nerve-blocking injection. Neither Chiarelli nor coach Claude Julien believes the puncture was incurred during Game 6. Both noted that Bergeron would not have been able to play with a punctured lung.

As it was, Bergeron entered Game 6 with a broken rib and torn cartilage. He then sustained a separated shoulder during the first period. Bergeron had visited a Chicago hospital after Game 5 Saturday night because of the torn cartilage.

In other Bruins news:

• Right wing Nathan Horton will require surgery on his dislocated left shoulder. Horton said the shoulder popped out in overtime of Game 1 against the Blackhawks. Horton played with a brace for the rest of the series. Chiarelli said the Bruins will attempt to re-sign Horton, who will become an unrestricted free agent July 5. Chiarelli acknowledged he has work to do if he wants to re-sign Horton on top of extending Tuukka Rask.

• The Bruins will not re-sign defenseman Andrew Ference. Dougie Hamilton, Matt Bartkowski, and Torey Krug are candidates to replace him.

• The Bruins will not re-sign Jaromir Jagr. The 41-year-old winger said he’d like to continue playing in the NHL instead of returning to the Czech Republic. Jagr joked that if he scored 20 goals in the playoffs, the Bruins might consider bringing him back. “I was 20 short,” said Jagr, who hurt his back and hip in Game 6.

• Zdeno Chara played through a hip flexor injury in the playoffs, but he said he would have played even if the injury took place during the regular season.

• Dennis Seidenberg pulled a hamstring in Game 7 of the first-round series against Toronto. Seidenberg didn’t play in the first four games of the second round against the Rangers.

• The Bruins have not ruled out re-signing goalie Anton Khudobin. Chiarelli told Khudobin that he’d have to re-sign Rask first. If Khudobin does not return, Niklas Svedberg will most likely be Rask’s backup.

• The Bruins will not use compliance buyouts, according to Chiarelli.

Jaromir Jagr won't return to Bruins

Link|Comments (59)Posted by Gary Dzen, Boston.com Staff June 26, 2013 11:57 AM


By Steve Silva, Boston.com Staff

NHL veteran Jaromir Jagr's brief time with the Boston Bruins is over. 

Bruins GM Peter Chiarelli confirmed the breakup at the team's end-of-season press conference Wednesday at TD Garden. 

Jagr also spoke to reporters about his time in Boston and joked "Maybe if I scored 20 goals in the playoffs it would be a different story, but I was 20 short."

The future Hall-of-Famer did say he hopes to join another NHL team next season.

"I want to do it [play in the NHL again], I love this game so much that's for sure," Jagr said. "So I don't want to go back to Czech yet."

Jagr played 33 games with the Bruins and would end his time in Boston with just two goals and 17 assists on the offensive side, although he made contributions in other areas of the game. 

“I told him that ‘what you did to wear a D down was very impressive," Chiarelli said. "I know you didn’t score, but the timely plays that you made were terrific. I thought you spread out our play, which helped our power play'. I was really happy with Jaromir.” 

Jagr also revealed to reporters that he hurt his back and hip in Game 6 of the Stanley Cup Finals vs. the Chicago Blackhawks.

"It was something wrong with my back and my hip so I had a tough time to skate," Jagr said. "But I talked to the doctor they gave me some shot but it took like 30 minutes to knock the pain off so I couldn't really play in the second period."

Chiarelli also said the Bruins won’t be re-signing defenseman Andrew Ference or local product Jay Pandolfo. 

"With the current cap Peter [Chiarelli] isn’t going to be able to keep me," Ference said. "So you know, he’s got to resign Tuukka [Rask], and obviously do his side of the business. Also unfortunately with the new CBA he’s restricted. He said ‘wish it wasn’t so,’ but that’s the way it is."

Bruins forward Nathan Horton could also be taking his services elsewhere next season. He was asked what his priorities were when looking at his next contract.

"I’m not even going to talk about it," Horton said. "If you want to talk about it you can call my agent. We just play hockey and that’s all we worry about. Sooner or later, like I said, it’s going to get taken care of and we’ll all find out what it’s going to be. I don’t know either, so I can’t tell you. And that’s it."

Horton will require surgery on his dislocated left shoulder. Horton said the shoulder popped out in overtime of Game 1 against the Blackhawks. Horton played with a brace for the rest of the series. 

Chiarelli told Horton that the Bruins hope to re-sign him and said that he will not be using amnesty buyouts. 

Toronto Sun pretty pleased with Stanley Cup outcome

Link|Comments (70)Posted by Matt Pepin, Boston.com Staff June 25, 2013 10:57 AM
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By Matt Pepin, Boston.com Staff

 After the Bruins pulled off one of sports' great comebacks and snatched an apparent victory from the Toronto Maple Leafs in Game 7 of their first-round NHL playoff series, it's understandable hockey fans in Toronto may have been less than thrilled with Boston's run to the Stanley Cup Finals.

The Toronto Sun's front page this morning very likely sums up a popular sentiment in Toronto.

The headline used on the paper's website earlier this morning followed the theme: "B's get a taste of own medicine."

5 takeaways from the Bruins Stanley Cup Final loss

Link|Comments (21)Posted by Zuri Berry, Boston.com Staff June 25, 2013 01:36 AM


By Zuri Berry, Boston.com Staff

The Bruins lost the Stanley Cup Final series to the Chicago Blackhawks, falling 3-2 in Game 6. Here are five takeaways from the final game.

1. 17 seconds of infamy -- Coming off what would have been the team's most memorable penalty kill of the Stanley Cup Final, the Bruins found themselves up 2-1 with little more than three minutes left in the game. Game 7 was all but a certainty. All the Bruins needed to do was hold a furious and desperate Blackhawks team in the waning moments and the Black and Gold would be on its way back to Chicago for a chance at the Cup. 

There was hope. 

But the threads of those dreams started to come apart quickly. First, the Blackhawks went empty net on the Bruins with a little more than 1:20 left in the game. With the extra attacker, and some inspired jostling for the puck by Duncan Keith in the Bruins' zone, the Blackhawks were able to get some easy traffic in front of Tuukka Rask.

Keith freed up the puck and passed it along to Jonathan Toews. Toews had an abnormally unrestricted opportunity to create because of the strength of numbers, skating right up to the crease before dishing off to Bryan Bickell for the game-tying goal with 1:16 to go. 

But that wasn't the gut punch. 

Only 17 seconds later, the Blackhawks' Dave Bolland slipped behind Johnny Boychuk to claim a rebound off a Johnny Oduya shot from the blue line and stun the Bruins with 58 seconds left. The Blackhawks were helped by a deflection from Michael Frolik, who had taken the attention of Boychuk and Andrew Ference because he was sitting in their sight line from Oduya to Rask. The turnaround, in such a short time span, was devastating.

"You think you have things under control," Rask said. "We killed a big penalty there. We were thinking ‘oh, we’re just going to keep it tight and score maybe an empty-netter.’ And then, all of the sudden, they score a goal. You have to go out there again and keep playing. Many times it goes like that before a goal, lose the momentum, and that’s what happened. They got another shot, a deflection, a rebound, and a goal."

As quick as a flash, these are the moments that will burden the minds of each player forever. This will not be an easy summer. 

2. Patrice Bergeron defined what this team meant -- Patrice Bergeron showed what it meant to be tough to the very end. After sitting out of morning skate, and missing the majority of Game 5 with what then was an undisclosed injury, we learned afterward that he played Game 6 with a broken rib, torn cartilage, and a separated shoulder. His very presence on the ice is the stuff tantamount to legend. And he played no bit part. 

He had 24 shifts and 17:45 worth of ice time. He was out there hitting and skating hard. He won 5 of 11 face-offs. And he wasn't the only one playing at less than 100 percent.

Zdeno Chara, who had been the focus of criticism these past few games, was also playing hurt, according to coach Claude Julien. 

Had Boston buttoned up its defense in the final 90 seconds, we probably wouldn't know the sacrifices Bergeron and Chara were making. For Bergeron, he went above and beyond the call in order to help his team while they were down. There's no shortage of respect for that type of performance. 

Surely no one will equate his toughness with that of teammate Gregory Campbell's, who stayed on the ice for 50 seconds with a broken leg, but it remains on the pantheon.

"I think even when he was getting dressed in the locker room before the game, you could feel the boys' spirits lifted," Tyler Seguin said afterward. "The year we won, he was doing the same thing; fighting through everything. Obviously guys have bumps and bruises, but he's a guy that you obviously say is the heart and soul of our team. He wears that 'B' with a lot of pride."

3. First period domination -- It's so hard to recall that through the first 20 minutes of Monday's game, the Bruins were the superior hockey club.

And they were the better team by a wide margin. 

The Bruins out shot the Blackhawks 32 to 8 (12 to 6 shots on goal), teasing Bruins fans with their offensive opportunities and missed chances. Tyler Seguin's beautiful feed to Chris Kelly, putting the Bruins up 1-0 halfway through the period, feels like a distant memory given the outcome of the night.

But it won't be much harder to recall the missed chances more clearly in the days ahead. David Krejci missed an open-netter off a pass from Brad Marchand and the team went 0 for 2 on the power play, continuing a trend of futility on special teams.

"Well we did have a great start," Dennis Seidenberg said. "We stopped playing that way we did at first, we started to turn pucks over on the blue line and that’s when they started playing and got their speed again. We kind of picked it up again in the third, and we scored, but the rest—you saw what happened."

4. Is this loss familiar? -- Tuukka Rask said an interesting thing, that Monday's 3-2 loss to the Blackhawks in Game 6 reminded him of the Bruins' 5-4 OT win over the Toronto Maple Leafs in Game 7. 

If you recall, it was a miracle comeback game for the Bruins, with Patrice Bergeron scoring two goals 82 seconds apart -- one in the third period and the game-winner in overtime. The Bruins needed four goals to come back and win that game.

"I guess we get a taste of our own medicine here," Rask said. "It sucks."

It does. 

5. Pride in Boston -- There was an immense pride from the Bruins in representing Boston, especially after the Marathon bombing on April 15. The team discussed the aftermath extensively among themselves and resolved to do something special for the city by playing as tough and gritty as possible. And it showed.

The Stanley Cup Final run still exemplifies that. 

"You know, at the end of the day, I think that's what hurts  the most is in the back of our minds, although we needed to focus on our  team and doing what was going to be the best thing for our team to win a  Stanley  Cup, in the back of our minds we wanted to do it for those kind of reasons, the City of Boston, what Newtown has been through, that kind of stuff," said Bruins coach Claude Julien. "It hit close to home, and the best way we felt we could try and cheer the area was to win a Stanley Cup. I think that's what's hard right now for the players. We had more reasons than just ourselves to win a Cup."

I don't think Julien or the Bruins has anything to be ashamed of with their performance. This team had a fantastic run and an incredible season after the lockout. Bruins fans should be proud. 

Bruins see season come to an end with stunning loss to Blackhawks in Game 6
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By Gary Dzen, Boston.com Staff

Sitting on a one-goal lead with a chance to force a Game 7, the Bruins allowed Chicago to score the game's tying and winning goals 17 seconds apart late in the third period of Game 6 Monday night, the dramatic turn ending the Stanley Cup Final in six games and Boston's season in heartbreaking fashion. A stunned crowd watched the Blackhawks accept the Stanley Cup on TD Garden ice.

"The best way we felt we could try and cheer the area was to win a Stanley Cup," Bruins coach Claude Julien said afterward. "I think that's what's hard right now."

Chicago's late scores were shocking but clinical. Blackhawks center Jonathan Toews -- who was questionable heading into the game -- threaded a beautiful feed to Bryan Bickell to knot the score at 2 with 1:16 left in regulation. Barely done celebrating, Chicago attacked again. Defenseman Johnny Oduya ripped a slap shot from the point that was deflected in front of the net by Michael Frolik. The deflected puck sailed past Bruins goalie Tuukka Rask but struck the post, offering up an easy rebound for center Dave Bolland, who finished it into the back of the net to give Chicago a 3-2 lead with 58.3 seconds left.

A silent, sellout crowd of Bruins fans watched Chicago run out the clock. In an instant, the Blackhawks went from facing a deciding Game 7 to winning their second Stanley Cup in four seasons. Just as quickly, and in cruel twist reminiscent of what they did to the Toronto Maple Leafs a few series earlier, the Bruins saw their season slip away. The loss kept the Bruins from their second Stanley Cup win in three seasons.

"We’ve done it to somebody else, so we got to feel how it feels being on the other side," said Rask. "This season we were known to lose a couple of leads. Even in the regular season we were up by goals and we lost the games. I guess that sums it up pretty good."

It took six games for the Bruins to get off to a good start in the Finals, but they were on the right track early Monday night. In the first period the home team had all the chances, amounting a 32-8 lead in shots attempted. At the 7:19 mark, Tyler Seguin snatched the puck out of the air with his right hand and fed a cutting Chris Kelly to put the Bruins up, 1-0. The goal was emblematic of improved play from the pair of Bruins third-liners. Despite the chances, however, Boston was only able to put one goal on the board before the first intermission.

"I thought we came out the way we wanted to," said Bruins captain Zdeno Chara. "I thought we came out with a lot of energy, put a lot of pressure on them."

The third line got the Bruins started, but there were questions about Boston's other two lines throughout. Patrice Bergeron was a game-time decision after checking into a Chicago hospital during Game 5, but he was in Julien's lineup for Game 6. Bergeron went through warmups carefully and a little slowly. He also spent some time hunched over. Usually one of the the last Bruins off the ice, Bergeron left warmups before any of his teammates.

The warning signs manifested themselves in the center's play. Bergeron threw a couple of hits on his first shift, but they weren't exactly forceful. He started the game taking faceoffs but ceded the duty to Rich Peverley late in the first period. He spent some more time bent over later in the game, and he was clearly not himself. After the game, Bergeron revealed he was playing with a broken rib, torn cartilage, and a separated shoulder.

"We want to play for each other, and to have him on the ice and on the bench was great," said Bruins center David Krejci. "I was really happy that he was able to play. It wasn’t easy. He’s a warrior, and he loves the team."

Tyler Seguin said Bergeron's presence provided a lift.

"I think even when he was getting dressed in the locker room before the game, you could feel the boy’s sprits lifted," said Seguin. "The year we won he was doing the same thing; fighting through everything. Obviously guys have bumps and bruises, but he’s a guy that you obviously say is the heart and soul of our team. He wears that ‘B’ with a lot of pride. "

Jaromir Jagr also appeared to suffer an injury, limping off around the 9:00 mark in the first period. He returned to the bench to start the second period before going back to the locker room. Jagr returned in the third period, allowing Julien to shuffle his lines back to their original form. Julien said after the game that Chara also wasn't playing at 100 percent. Nathan Horton revealed he was playing with a dislocated shoulder.

There was a scary moment late in the first period when Shawn Thornton fired a puck from close range right into Andrew Shaw's face. The Blackhawks winger crumpled to the ice, blood gushing from under his right eye. He returned to the game, with trickles of blood making their way down his face during stoppages in play.

Chicago weathered the early storm and evened things up at the 4:24 mark in the second period. Toews won a faceoff and sped past Chara before firing a laser, five-hole, on Rask. There was audible cheering from some Blackhawks fans in the building, an ominous premonition of things to come.

"In the second 20 minutes we were making some turnovers, and obviously it was an even game," said Chara.

Back together again, Boston's third line had a scoring chance with 12:00 to go, but Danielle Paille was stuffed on the backhand by Blackhawks goaltender Corey Crawford. The Bruins eventually did get to Crawford, and it looked like it would be for the game-winner. Milan Lucic scored his seventh goal of the playoffs at 12:11 in the third period, breaking a 1-1 tie and the tense atmosphere of an elimination game. Lucic applied a forceful forecheck behind the Blackhawks net to give the Bruins possession, then camped out in front and stuffed home a feed from Krejci. For a few minutes anyway, it looked like Lucic was going to provide the difference.

An hour or so after the game, Blackhawks fans continued to cheer from the stands as the celebration spilled onto the ice. Down below, the scene in the Bruins locker room was somber. Thornton praised Bergeron's toughness. Krejci talked about the love he had for his teammates. Seguin said he wished he could have done more for a city that has gone through so much in recent months. At one point, Seguin was moved to tears.

"It's a tough way to lose a game," said Chara. "It's a tough way to lose a series."

The manner in which the Bruins lost is something defenseman Johnny Boychuk said will stick with him.

"Forever," he said when asked how long the loss would linger. "I mean you are going to remember forever. You remember winning it, but I think you remember losing it a little bit more, now that we have had that happen."

Patrice Bergeron played with multiple injuries, including a broken rib

Link|Comments (58)Posted by Zuri Berry, Boston.com Staff June 24, 2013 11:35 PM


By Zuri Berry, Boston.com Staff

The Bruins' Patrice Bergeron's status for Game 6 – an eventual 3-2 loss to the Chicago Blackhawks – was up in the air until Monday's morning skate, when coach Claude Julien declared he was confident he would play. 

The team's top center took to the ice, skating for 17:45 while working 24 shifts, and all while dealing with a broken rib, torn cartilage and a separated shoulder. 

Bergeron told reporters of his injuries after the Bruins' stunning loss Monday night. 

"To have him in our lineup tonight was a bonus," Julien said. "There was nothing that was going to stop this guy from getting in our lineup, and that's why I can't speak enough about how proud I am of our players, because of things like that, and he wasn't going to be denied that opportunity no matter what."

Final: Blackhawks 3, Bruins 2

Link|Comments (4)Posted by Matt Pepin, Boston.com Staff June 24, 2013 08:08 PM


The Blackhawks scored two goals in 17 seconds to claim Game 6 by a 3-2 score and swipe the Stanley Cup.

The Bruins held a 2-1 lead with less than two minutes remaining in regulation. But the Blackhawks started the rally when Bryan Bickell scored a six-on-five goal to tie the game. With 58.3 seconds remaining, Dave Bolland jammed home the rebound of a Johnny Oduya shot for the winning goal.

End of second period: 1-1: The Bruins had all the momentum after the first period. But they ran out of gas in the second period. The Blackhawks took advantage by tying the game at 4:24 of the second.

Prior to the goal, Chris Kelly won a neutral-zone faceoff against Jonathan Toews. Kelly pulled the puck back toward the wall. Zdeno Chara moved up to retrieve the puck. But Michael Rozsival pushed the puck past Chara to Toews, giving the Blackhawks a two-on-one rush. Dennis Seidenberg played the rush well, taking away Toews’s cross-ice option to Patrick Kane. But Toews snapped a sharp-angle wrister five-hole on Tuukka Rask to make it a 1-1 game.

Jaromir Jagr took one shift in the second, then retreated to the dressing room. Jagr didn’t return.

End of first period: Bruins, 1-0: The Bruins blitzed the Blackhawks in the first period. The Bruins controlled the pace of the game from the start of the game. For all that, the Bruins had only a 1-0 lead after 20 minutes.

The Bruins scored their goal following some strong offensive-zone work by the third line. After an offensive-zone faceoff, the Bruins engaged in a puck battle. Torey Krug and Tyler Seguin helped get the puck to Daniel Paille. Once Paille settled the puck, he found Seguin cutting through the slot. Seguin caught Paille’s pass with his right hand, dropped it to his blade, and snapped a backhand pass to Chris Kelly. Kelly snapped the puck past Corey Crawford at 7:19 to give the Bruins a 1-0 lead.

The Bruins lost Jaromir Jagr approximately halfway through the first. Jagr appeared to get tangled up with Brent Seabrook just as Michael Frolik took for a partial breakaway. As Tuukka Rask stopped Frolik’s shot, Jagr went to the dressing room. Jagr didn’t return.

Get live updates throughout Game 6 in our live blog feed below.

To chat with other fans throughout the game, head over to our live coverage page where a fan chat window is side-by-side with the updates found below.

Tonight's Bruins lineup

Link|Comments (0)Posted by Fluto Shinzawa, Globe Staff June 24, 2013 07:52 PM


By Fluto Shinzawa, Globe Staff

Based on pregame warmups: 

Milan Lucic-David Krejci-Nathan Horton

 Brad Marchand-Patrice Bergeron-Jaromir Jagr

 Daniel Paille-Chris Kelly-Tyler Seguin

 Carl Soderberg-Rich Peverley-Shawn Thornton

Zdeno Chara-Dennis Seidenberg

 Andrew Ference-Johnny Boychuk

 Torey Krug-Adam McQuaid

Tuukka Rask

 Anton Khudobin

Tonight's Blackhawks lineup

Link|Comments (0)Posted by Fluto Shinzawa, Globe Staff June 24, 2013 07:51 PM


By Fluto Shinzawa, Globe Staff

Based on pregame warmups: 

Bryan Bickell-Jonathan Toews-Patrick Kane

 Patrick Sharp-Michal Handzus-Marian Hossa

 Brandon Saad-Andrew Shaw-Viktor Stalberg 

 Marcus Kruger-Dave Bolland-Michael Frolik

Duncan Keith-Brent Seabrook

 Johnny Oduya-Niklas Hjalmarsson

 Nick Leddy-Michal Rozsival

Corey Crawford

 Ray Emery

Watch: Live pregame show at 6 p.m.

Link|Comments (0)Posted by Matt Pepin, Boston.com Staff June 24, 2013 03:26 PM


We'll have a live pregame show from TD Garden ahead of Game 6 of the Stanley Cup Finals. Tune in at 6 p.m. for the latest news and analysis from Kevin Paul Dupont and Steve Silva.

Claude Julien confident Patrice Bergeron will play tonight

Link|Comments (40)Posted by Fluto Shinzawa, Globe Staff June 24, 2013 11:51 AM


By Fluto Shinzawa, Globe Staff

Patrice Bergeron will participate in warmups tonight. Coach Claude Julien said he’s confident Bergeron will play. 

Bergeron didn’t participate in the morning skate. Bergeron suffered an undisclosed injury in Game 5 that required a visit to a Chicago hospital. Bergeron returned to Boston with his teammates Sunday morning.

Assuming Bergeron plays, he will most likely center Brad Marchand and Jaromir Jagr. The Bruins will then have to determine who plays left wing on the fourth line. 

Carl Soderberg started in that position in Game 5 before moving up to No. 2 center following Bergeron’s exit. Jay Pandolfo took shifts on the fourth line with Rich Peverley and Shawn Thornton during the morning skate.

* Zdeno Chara and Dennis Seidenberg were paired this morning. They were split after the second period of Game 5. 

* Jonathan Toews participated in Chicago’s morning skate. Toews is likely to play.

Tonight’s possible lineup:

Milan Lucic-David Krejci-Nathan Horton

 Brad Marchand-Patrice Bergeron-Jaromir Jagr

 Daniel Paille-Chris Kelly-Tyler Seguin

 Carl Soderberg-Rich Peverley-Shawn Thornton

Zdeno Chara-Dennis Seidenberg

 Andrew Ference-Johnny Boychuk

 Torey Krug-Adam McQuaid

Tuukka Rask

 Anton Khudobin

Game 6 preview: Blackhawks at Bruins

Link|Comments (0)Posted by Fluto Shinzawa, Globe Staff June 24, 2013 10:27 AM


By Fluto Shinzawa, Globe Staff

Good morning from TD Garden, where the Bruins will try to send the series to Game 7 in Chicago on Wednesday. The Stanley Cup will be present tonight. The Bruins do not want to see it awarded on home ice. 

It is unknown whether Patrice Bergeron (undisclosed injury) will be available tonight. Bergeron spent part of Saturday in a Chicago hospital. On Sunday, Claude Julien termed Bergeron as day-to-day. For now, we’ll assume Bergeron is in tonight.

Puck drop: 8 p.m.

TV/radio info: NBC (Mike Emrick, Ed Olczyk, Pierre McGuire), 98.5 The Sports Hub (Dave Goucher, Bob Beers)

Records: Blackhawks 3-2, Bruins 2-3

Projected Blackhawks lineup:

Bryan Bickell-Jonathan Toews-Patrick Kane

 Patrick Sharp-Michal Handzus-Marian Hossa

 Brandon Saad-Andrew Shaw-Viktor Stalberg 

 Marcus Kruger-Dave Bolland-Michael Frolik

Duncan Keith-Brent Seabrook

 Johnny Oduya-Niklas Hjalmarsson

 Nick Leddy-Michal Rozsival

Corey Crawford

 Ray Emery

Healthy scratches: Daniel Carcillo, Jamal Mayers, Brandon Bollig, Ben Smith, Ryan Stanton

Projected Bruins lineup:

Milan Lucic-David Krejci-Nathan Horton

 Brad Marchand-Patrice Bergeron-Jaromir Jagr

 Daniel Paille-Chris Kelly-Tyler Seguin

 Carl Soderberg-Rich Peverley-Shawn Thornton

Zdeno Chara-Johnny Boychuk

 Andrew Ference-Dennis Seidenberg

 Torey Krug-Adam McQuaid

Tuukka Rask

 Anton Khudobin 

Healthy scratches: Matt Bartkowski, Dougie Hamilton, Wade Redden, Aaron Johnson, Kaspars Daugavins, Jay Pandolfo, Jordan Caron

Storylines: Jonathan Toews was limited in Game 5 after taking a wicked wallop from Johnny Boychuk. Joel Quenneville said Toews was feeling better Sunday. We’ll assume that Toews will be in tonight’s lineup … The Bruins might have to break up the Zdeno Chara-Dennis Seidenberg pairing again tonight. The two were split for Saturday’s third period. While they haven’t been totally at fault for the goals against, the results have been awful… Wes McCauley and Dan O’Halloran will be the referees. Pierre Racicot and Jay Sharrers will be the linesmen.

Stanley Cup Today: It's do or die

Link|Comments (1)Posted by Matt Pepin, Boston.com Staff June 24, 2013 07:56 AM


By Matt Pepin, Boston.com Staff

As the Bruins face a must-win situation in Game 6 tonight to keep their Stanley Cup hopes alive, questions swirl on both sides. 

Most notable is the status of the Bruins' Patrice Bergeron and the Blackhawks' Jonathan Toews, both of whom left Saturday's Game 5 with injuries. Today's morning skate will shed some light on the situation, but it's possible we won't know for sure if either will play until gametime.

One thing's for certain – the Stanley Cup itself will be in Boston tonight in case the Blackhawks win. A Bruins win pushes the series to a deciding Game 7 on Wednesday night.

***

Links from Chicago

The Chicago Tribune is surveying readers on whether Bruins defenseman Johnny Boychuk should have been suspended for his hit on the Blackhawks' Jonathan Toews. We'll give you one guess which answer is leading right now.

The Sun-Times' Mark Lazerus writes the Blackhawks know a fourth win in the series will be the toughest to get.

*** 

What you may have missed 

Stats Driven blogger David Sabino writes that the Bruins are at their best when facing elimination.

Bruins coach Claude Julien thinks the Boychuk hit on Toews was clean.

Obnoxious Boston Fan weighs in as well with a post headlined Bruins walk tightrope against Chicago.

***

Hot on social

Today's forecast: Highs in the 90s. Stanley Cup weather.

***

What's coming

Boston Sports Live at noon will focus on Game 6, and we'll also have a live pregame show from TD Garden at 6 p.m. Look for a video player in the Bruins blog as well as on BDC's homepage and sports page.

Our live coverage page will feature an updates blog and fan chat that will be promoted on both Boston.com and the Chicago Tribune's website.

Julien on Boychuk hit: 'It was clean'

Link|Comments (0)Posted by Staff June 23, 2013 05:44 PM


By Emily Kaplan, Globe Correspondent

Bruins defenseman Johnny Boychuk will not face suspension for his hit on Blackhawks captain Jonathan Toews.

According to Boston coach Claude Julien, that was the right decision.

The play occurred midway through the second period. Toews cut into the middle of the ice and mustered a shot on goalie Tuukka Rask a few feet from Boston’s net.

Right after the release, Toews was met with a heavy blow: an open ice hit by Boychuk, the Bruins 6-foot-2, 225 pound defenseman.

Toews did not speak to the media after Game 5 and was not made available on Sunday.

 Boychuk maintained after Game 5 that the hit was clean. On Sunday, Julien stood by his defenseman.

“I agree with [the NHL,” Julien said. “I’m not going to hide from that. I have been a guy that supported those kind of things that we need to get out of the game. But it was a clean hit.”

Bruins defenseman Andrew Ference served a one game suspension in the first round for a hit on Maple Leafs forward Mikhail Grabovski.

The NHL’s discipline office ruled that Ference illegally targeted Grabovski’s head with his left elbow.

Bruins at the brink, yet again

Link|Comments (2)Posted by Staff June 23, 2013 05:41 PM


By Emily Kaplan, Globe Correspondent

To the brink of elimination in a Stanley Cup Final -- the Bruins have been here before.

They’ve won here before, too.

When Boston won the Cup in 2011, they trailed 3-2 to the Canucks entering Game 6. The Bruins rallied, winning the next two games by a combined 9-2 score.

“We have some experience here,” said Brad Marchand, who tallied three goals in the final two games of 2011. “We need to realize to win this game we have to leave everything on the ice. That’s what we did last time so hopefully we can do it again.”

With Finals tied 2-2, teams that win Game 5 have won the Cup 15 out of 22 times (68.2 percent). 

That hasn’t been the case recently. 

Since 2001, four of the past six teams to lose Game 5 have rebounded to win the championship.

That, of course, includes the Bruins.

“I think the big picture is just win two games,” forward Nathan Horton said. “We concentrate on one at a time.”

Since Julien took over in 2008, his Bruins teams have faced elimination 14 times.

 Boston is 10-4 in those games.

“Yeah I like our chances,” rookie forward Carl Soderberg said. “They’re not bad.”

No discipline for Johnny Boychuk for his on Jonathan Toews

Link|Comments (13)Posted by Gary Dzen, Boston.com Staff June 23, 2013 12:47 PM


toewshit.jpg

By Gary Dzen, Boston.com Staff

Bruins defenseman Johnny Boychuk will not be disciplined for his hit to the head on Blackhawks center Jonathan Toews, according to multiple reports. The hit occured in front of Boston's net in the second period. Toews missed the third period with the injury.

Patrice Bergeron discharged, will fly home with team

Link|Comments (22)Posted by Steve Silva, Boston.com Staff June 23, 2013 11:08 AM


By Steve Silva, Boston.com Staff

CHICAGO -- Bruins GM Peter Chiarelli issued the following update Sunday on the status of forward Patrice Bergeron: 

"Patrice was discharged from the hospital Saturday night and will be flying home with the team this morning," Chiarelli said in a statement.

During the second intermission of Saturday night's Game 5 in Chicago, Patrice Bergeron was transported via ambulance to a local hospital because of an undisclosed injury.

Bergeron appeared to injure himself during his first shift of the second period. He cut his shift short and skated to the Bruins bench. He remained on the bench, bending over repeatedly while appearing to be in discomfort.

Bergeron took one more shift approximately halfway through the second period, but it didn’t last long. He left the ice and remained on the bench for the rest of the period, and did not return. 

According to a tweet by Nick Kypreos of Sportsnet Canada, Bergeron may have a spleen issue.

His status for Monday’s Game 6 at TD Garden is unknown.

Bruins drop Game 5, lose Patrice Bergeron to injury

Link|Comments (20)Posted by Steve Silva, Boston.com Staff June 23, 2013 06:51 AM


By Steve Silva, Boston.com Staff

CHICAGO -- The Bruins got the kind of game they wanted. 

But the end result was a disappointing loss just the same.

Game 5 against the Blackhawks wasn't the run-and-gun, high-scoring affair that defined Game 4 in Boston. Saturday night's matchup was a grinding, low scoring battle, but the Bruins could not prevail, losing 3-1 to a rejuvenated Chicago team that is now just one win away from taking the Stanley Cup home with them Monday night.

If the Bruins are to win the final two games and take the Cup, the same path they took to win it all in 2011, they may have to do it without star center Patrice Bergeron who left the game, and eventually the building, with an injury suffered during the first period when he took himself off the ice.

Bergeron was spotted on the Bruins bench, bending over repeatedly and played for only 0:49 in the second period before leaving the United Center by ambulance at the beginning of the third. 

Bruins coach Claude Julien was asked about the Bergeron injury, but did not shed any light on the situation after the game.

"I think there's no concern until you get an update," Julien said.  "As far as we're concerned, he's just getting evaluated right now.  Not much I can say on his situation…  It's just an injury that wasn't able to let him finish the game. He may be in next game. I'm not going there."

According to a tweet by Nick Kypreos of Sportsnet Canada, Bergeron may have a spleen issue.

“It was a loss,” center David Krejci said regarding Bergeron leaving the game. “You miss your best faceoff man and one of your best players. I feel we had some pretty decent chances, but I believe with Bergy in the lineup we would’ve got that second goal. I think we were pretty close a couple times."

Bruins center Carl Soderberg saw his first action of the postseason, being inserted into the Game 5 lineup as the No. 4 left wing. After the Bergeron injury, Soderberg found himself promoted to the second line, centering for Brad Marchand and Jaromir Jagr.

“He showed me enough to be able to move into Bergy’s spot,” said the Bruins coach. “I thought he played well. Although there wasn’t the chemistry that you see with that line usually because it’s his first time, I’m certainly not disappointed in the way he played tonight.”

Soderberg could find himself back on the ice with Marchand and Jagr in Game 6 if Bergeron is unable to return.

“It’s just hockey,” Soderberg said after playing in his first NHL postseason game. “I know that game. So I felt comfortable.”

Krejci, who struggled to win face-offs in Game 5, talked about physically punishing series.

“It’s not just this series. It’s also the series before. Guys are banged up,” Krejci said. “It’s been a short season. Forty-eight games, but no break. We basically played every other day. At the end of the season, it’s catching up to you. You can see guys have been struggling a little bit. Once you’re in the Final, you just try to leave everything on the ice. There’s nothing to save energy for.”

The Blackhawks top line of Patrick Kane, Jonathan Toews, and Bryan Bickell was trouble for the Bruins all night, with the slippery Kane picking up two goals in the first two periods.

“He’s very good at finding those quiet areas and sliding into the right spots,” Julien said of Kane. “That’s why he’s a good player and scores a lot of goals.”

Zdeno Chara got the Bruins on the scoreboard in the third period to make it a 2-1 game, hammering home a shot that looked like it could have gone through the back of the net.

“Once we got that first goal, you noticed that the game started to change,” Bruins defenseman Johnny Boychuk said. “We started to force them. We did a good job. We had to bury that second one to tie it up.”

In the second period, Boychuk leveled Jonathan Toews, taking the Blackhawks star out for the final period with an upper body injury.

Tuukka Rask was solid in net for Boston, stopping 29 shots Saturday and avoiding a repeat performance that saw him give up six goals on 47 shots in Game 4.

“We got to go home and it’s a must-win,’’ Rask said. “Good thing we’re at home. So, we’ll focus on Monday and then we’ve got to play a really solid 60-minute effort in order to have a chance.’’

Dave Bolland scored an empty-netter with 14 seconds left to seal the deal for Chicago.

Julien was asked about heading into a must-win Game 6 Monday night.

"Well,  it's  pretty obvious, it's do or die," Julien said. "We've been there before, and we've done well in that situation.  So we've got to, again, win the next game. Right now our goal is to create a Game 7, and to create a Game 7 you've  got  to win Game 6.  So that's our approach to it. We've been good at  home, and we need to be good at home obviously next game.  It's as simple  as  that. Again, there is no panic. You're not going to push us away that easily.  We're a committed group, and we plan on bouncing back."

The Stanley Cup will be at the TD Garden for Game 6 Monday night. The Bruins hope the Cup doesn't see any ice time until Wednesday back in Chicago.

“We’re going to have some new bodies and new lines on Monday," Rask said after the game. "And everybody needs to play 110 percent and leave their heart out on the ice.’’

live 

Final: Blackhawks 3, Bruins 1

Link|Comments (26)Posted by Matt Pepin, Boston.com Staff June 22, 2013 08:00 PM


The Bruins must now win two straight games to claim the Stanley Cup.

The Bruins dropped Game 5 at the United Center on Saturday, 3-1. The Blackhawks, up 3-2 in the series, will play for the Cup in Game 6 at TD Garden on Monday.

The Bruins lost Patrice Bergeron to an undisclosed injury. After the second period, Bergeron was transported via ambulance to a local hospital for observation, according to the Bruins. The team did not specify the nature of Bergeron’s condition.

End of second period: Blackhawks, 2-0: Chicago, up 1-0 after 20 minutes, doubled its lead at 5:13 of the second period. Johnny Oduya started the play in the defensive zone. An instant before Milan Lucic stapled him to the end boards, Oduya chipped the puck off the wall to Bryan Bickell. The Bruins, slack in the neutral zone, gave up a three-on-two rush. 

Tuukka Rask stopped Bickell’s first shot. But Bickell wheeled around the net, scooped up his rebound, and found Patrick Kane in front. Kane scored his second goal of the night to give the Blackhawks a 2-0 lead.

Bergeron suffered an undisclosed injury early in the second. During his first shift of the second, Bergeron left the ice early and hit the bench. Bergeron stayed on the bench, but bent over repeatedly and appeared to be in discomfort. Bergeron took only one shift after the injury.

End of first period: Blackhawks, 1-0: The Blackhawks grabbed a 1-0 lead in the first period. Chicago scored its goal after transitioning rapidly from defense to offense.

At one end, Corey Crawford sticked aside a Zdeno Chara one-timer. Moments later, the Blackhawks rushed the puck through center ice into the offensive zone. After Jonathan Toews fought off a Milan Lucic backcheck, the captain got the puck to Johnny Oduya at the point. Toews then went straight for the net.

Oduya’s slap shot shattered Dennis Seidenberg’s stick, then hopped off Toews’s blade. Tuukka Rask, who had gone down to stop Oduya’s shot, couldn’t readjust after the caroms. Patrick Kane found the loose puck and jammed it in at 17:27.

Get live updates as the Bruins play the Blackhawks in Game 5 of the Stanley Cup Finals. Contributors include Steve Silva and Chad Finn of Boston.com, plus top reporters on the Bruins and Blackhawks beats.

To discuss the game with fans from both Boston and Chicago, head over to our chat session on our live coverage page.

Tonight's Bruins lineup

Link|Comments (0)Posted by Fluto Shinzawa, Globe Staff June 22, 2013 07:52 PM


By Fluto Shinzawa, Globe Staff

Based on pregame warmups: 

Milan Lucic-David Krejci-Nathan Horton

 Brad Marchand-Patrice Bergeron-Jaromir Jagr

 Daniel Paille-Chris Kelly-Tyler Seguin

 Carl Soderberg-Rich Peverley-Shawn Thornton

Zdeno Chara-Dennis Seidenberg

 Andrew Ference-Johnny Boychuk

 Torey Krug-Adam McQuaid

Tuukka Rask

 Anton Khudobin 

Tonight's Blackhawks lineup

Link|Comments (0)Posted by Fluto Shinzawa, Globe Staff June 22, 2013 07:50 PM


By Fluto Shinzawa, Globe Staff

Based on pregame warmups: 

Bryan Bickell-Jonathan Toews-Patrick Kane

 Patrick Sharp-Michal Handzus-Marian Hossa

 Brandon Saad-Andrew Shaw-Viktor Stalberg 

 Marcus Kruger-Dave Bolland-Michael Frolik

Duncan Keith-Brent Seabrook

 Johnny Oduya-Niklas Hjalmarsson

 Nick Leddy-Michal Rozsival

Corey Crawford

 Ray Emery

Claude Julien undecided on fourth line

Link|Comments (4)Posted by Fluto Shinzawa, Globe Staff June 22, 2013 01:46 PM


By Fluto Shinzawa, Globe Staff

The fourth-line left wing for Game 5 will be either Kaspars Daugavins or Carl Soderberg. Claude Julien said he has yet to decide between the two. 

Daugavins’s ice time has gone down in each of the four games. Daugavins is strong on the puck and has created offensive chances. But he has not proven to be responsible defensively with the puck.

If Soderberg goes in, the Bruins would be looking for more skill from their fourth line. Rich Peverley had his best performance in Game 4. Soderberg has some touch with the puck and could create chances with Peverley and Shawn Thornton. 

The fourth line’s identity is different without Gregory Campbell. Assuming it’s a Soderberg-Peverley-Thornton line, it would be similar to Chicago’s fourth unit of Marcus Kruger, Dave Bolland, and Michael Frolik. Chicago’s fourth line plays a fast and skilled game more than an in-your-face approach.

Game 5 preview: Bruins at Blackhawks

Link|Comments (1)Posted by Fluto Shinzawa, Globe Staff June 22, 2013 12:48 PM


By Fluto Shinzawa, Globe Staff

CHICAGO – Good morning from the United Center, where the Bruins will look to grab a 3-2 series lead. 

The Bruins might change their fourth line. Carl Soderberg took shifts on the fourth line in practice yesterday. Kaspars Daugavins was on the spare line.

However, Daugavins took the first shift on the fourth line during the morning skate. We will have to wait until warmups to determine tonight’s lineup.

Puck drop: 8 p.m. ET

TV/radio info: NBC (Mike Emrick, Ed Olczyk, Pierre McGuire), 98.5 The Sports Hub (Dave Goucher, Bob Beers)

Records: Bruins 2-2, Blackhawks 2-2

Projected Blackhawks lineup:

Bryan Bickell-Jonathan Toews-Patrick Kane

 Patrick Sharp-Michal Handzus-Marian Hossa

 Brandon Saad-Andrew Shaw-Viktor Stalberg 

 Marcus Kruger-Dave Bolland-Michael Frolik

Duncan Keith-Brent Seabrook

 Johnny Oduya-Niklas Hjalmarsson

 Nick Leddy-Michal Rozsival

Corey Crawford

 Ray Emery

Healthy scratches: Daniel Carcillo, Jamal Mayers, Brandon Bollig, Ben Smith, Ryan Stanton

Projected Bruins lineup:

Milan Lucic-David Krejci-Nathan Horton

 Brad Marchand-Patrice Bergeron-Jaromir Jagr

 Daniel Paille-Chris Kelly-Tyler Seguin

 Kaspars Daugavins-Rich Peverley-Shawn Thornton

Zdeno Chara-Dennis Seidenberg

 Andrew Ference-Johnny Boychuk

 Torey Krug-Adam McQuaid

Tuukka Rask

 Anton Khudobin 

Healthy scratches: Matt Bartkowski, Dougie Hamilton, Wade Redden, Aaron Johnson, Carl Soderberg, Jay Pandolfo, Jordan Caron

Storylines: Marian Hossa didn’t participate in today’s morning skate. Jamal Mayers took Hossa’s shifts on the second line. Joel Quenneville said Hossa will play tonight. Hossa didn’t skate prior to Game 4. Hossa also stayed off the ice yesterday… Jaromir Jagr didn’t skate this morning. Jagr has taken the option not to skate earlier in the playoffs… The Bruins went 2 for 5 on the power play in Game 4. Rich Peverley and Patrice Bergeron scored five-on-four goals… Chris Rooney and Brad Watson will be the referees. Shane Heyer and Brian Murphy will be the linesmen.

Bruins need more from first line in Game 5

Link|Comments (3)Posted by Fluto Shinzawa, Globe Staff June 21, 2013 06:01 PM


By Fluto Shinzawa, Globe Staff; Video by Steve Silva

CHICAGO – The Bruins arrived in Chicago late Friday afternoon following their morning practice at TD Garden.

Tomorrow in Game 5, they would like to submit a better start. The Blackhawks have been the sharper team in three of the four games of the Stanley Cup Final. The only exception was Game 3, when the Bruins claimed a 2-0 win.

To that end, the Bruins would like some more production from their first line. Milan Lucic scored in Game 4. But Lucic, David Krejci, and Nathan Horton haven’t shown the offensive-zone presence they demonstrated earlier. They’ve taken most of their shifts against Chicago’s defensive pairing of Johnny Oduya and Niklas Hjalmarsson.

“They’re a line that’s very proud of what they’ve accomplished in these playoffs so far,” said Bruins coach Claude Julien. “They’d like to finish on a good note. So if we can get a little bit more out of those guys, I think it would be a bonus for us.”

On the other end, the Bruins will have to be better against Chicago’s new No. 1 line of Bryan Bickell, Jonathan Toews, and Patrick Kane. The three were reunited in Game 4. They were apart for the first three games after helping to close out Los Angeles in the Western Conference finals. Toews and Kane scored their first goals of the series in Game 4. 

Marian Hossa doesn't practice, but Blackhawks say he'll be ready for Game 5

Link|Comments (2)Posted by Chad Finn, Globe Staff June 21, 2013 02:21 PM


By Chad Finn, Boston.com Staff

CHICAGO -- Blackhawks forward Marian Hossa was absent from practice at the United Center Friday morning, but coach Joel Quenneville said he'll be good to go for Game 5 of the Stanley Cup Final Saturday night. 

"Yeah, Hossa is fine," said Quenneville. "We expect him to be the same. One thing about Hossa, production offensively or responsibility defensively, complementing our team game in all facets of our game is what we look for. The consistency of what he brings day in and day out is what makes him a special player and a valuable addition to our team.

"I think in all areas we're going to be leaning on him,'' said Quenneville, who indicated that Hossa could see more time on the penalty kill. "No matter where we put him, you know he's going to get the job done. I would expect him to be feeling a lot more comfortable going into tomorrow's game."

Jamal Mayers skated in Hossa's place at practice Friday.

Hossa, who is tied for second on the Blackhawks and tied for fifth overall in playoff scoring (7 goals, 9 assists) missed Game 3 of the series, a 2-0 Bruins win, with what the Blackhawks confirmed was an upper-body injury. He was back in the lineup for Wednesday's Game 4, a 6-5 Blackhawks victory at TD Garden.

"I liked his contribution last game,'' said Quenneville. "Defensively, you know Hossa is always going to be in the right spot and not give up anything on that end of it.

"We're very happy to use him, whatever number you want to say percentage that he's ready at. Everybody has different limitations but everybody gives it their all."

Soderberg could debut in Game 5

Link|Comments (20)Posted by Staff June 21, 2013 12:18 PM


By Emily Kaplan, Globe Correspondent

The Merlot Line may have a new addition -- but the Bruins won't confirm it yet.

Carl Soderberg, the 6-foot-3-inch, 210-pound Swedish forward, skated with Boston's fourth line for most of practice Friday morning. The Bruins skated for about an hour before departing TD Garden for Chicago.

Soderberg wore a wine-colored practice jersey and skated alongside Rich Peverley and Shawn Thornton for a majority of the drills. 

Kaspars Daugavins, who played in the last five playoff games, wore a green jersey, normally reserved for the scratched players. Daugavins took a few rushes with Peverley and Thornton toward the end of practice.

Boston coach Claude Julien would not say whether Soderberg would be in the lineup for Game 5. 

"I was just trying something else here," Julien said. "Just a different look."

After practice, Soderberg said he was unsure of his status.

"I haven’t talked to Coach yet, so I don’t know what’s happening tomorrow," he said. "I have been practicing for a long time now, so I feel ready."

Soderberg was traded to the Bruins in 2007. He played his entire career in Europe until April, when he agreed to a contract with Boston after months of negotiations. Soderberg has been practicing with the team since then.

"I’ve been here for 11 weeks now so I know the system," Soderberg said. "I haven’t played games in a while, but if I’m playing tomorrow, it will go well. I know everything."

The 27-year-old led the Swedish Elite League this season with 31 goals. 

Daugavins has played only 52 minutes over his six playoff games. He took only nine shifts in Game 4, logging less than six minutes of ice time. He has not registered a point and missed an open net in the third overtime of Game 1. 

After practice Friday morning, the team boarded buses in TD Garden's parking lot. There were about 1,000 fans there to greet them. Some fans arrived by 9 a.m. The Bruins walked out a few minutes before noon.

The crowd, mostly dressed in black and gold, cheered as the players walked by, calling out familiar chants like "Let's go Bruins!" and "We want the Cup!"

Some players, including goalie Tuukka Rask, spent about 10 minutes giving autographs.

It was the longest day of the year, and the hottest day in Boston in a while. The sun beamed on the pavement, and Bruins staff members handed out water to some fans in the front of the line.

Stanley Cup Today: Teams seeking an edge

Link|Comments (3)Posted by Gary Dzen, Boston.com Staff June 21, 2013 07:00 AM


By Gary Dzen, Boston.com Staff

With the series tied, 2-2, it's safe to say that the feeling-out process between the Blackhawks and Bruins is officially over. Each team has played and split two games on its home ice. We've seen four overtimes, a shutout, and a shootout. As the series turns into a best-of-three, it becomes harder and harder to envision any surprises.

Skaters from both teams seemed to figure out the goaltenders in Game 4, which was a change from the previous three games in which Bruins goalie Tuukka Rask was relatively dominant. It wasn't all Rask's fault. The Bruins allowed far too many juicy rebounds, and the game turned into something of a track meet. Do the Bruins need to play a more conservative, defensive style in Game 5? We should have a better idea of their philosophy on that by the way they come out in the first period Saturday night.

***

Links from Chicago

The Chicago Tribune says it's a Stanley Cup for the ages.

Hawks captain Brent Seabrook, who scored the game-winner Wednesday, is also a vocal leader.

The Chicago Sun-Times writes that the Blackhawks are no longer avoiding Zdeno Chara.

***

What you may have missed

In the latest episode of Globe 10.0, Kevin Paul Dupont and Steve Silva ask, "Do the Bruins need to be more defensive?"

Eric Wilbur says that even when playing a bad game, the Bruins are still pretty good.

Chad Finn writes that this thing is going seven.

***

Hot on social

Need some comic relief? Enjoy the Don Cherry piano desk.

***

What's coming

Steve Silva will produce a Championship Today video after the Bruins meet the media in Chicago this afternoon, and that will be a Game 5 preview. Look for it in the late afternoon.

Chad Finn will check in with his latest column, and also host a chat session at 2:30 p.m. from Chicago.

Look for a new post from our partners at Bruins Daily.

All the latest news from both teams as the series shifts back to Chicago.

Bruins confident they'll bounce back

Link|Comments (5)Posted by Matt Pepin, Boston.com Staff June 20, 2013 05:43 PM


The Bruins regrouped on Thursday, a day after losing to the Blackhawks, 6-5, in overtime of Game 4 of the Stanley Cup Finals.

Several players discussed various aspects of the series. Here's a selection of their comments:

Goalie Tuukka Rask, on the Bruins' confidence level:

 "I don’t think it should be an issue. I don’t think, for us, it matters whether we are at home or away we always play good games at either places, but I feel confident we can respond."

Forward Brad Marchand, on if it is surprising to be tied 2-2 at this point:

 "I don’t think anyone expected to come into this series and win it in four or five games on either side. I mean 2 to 2. We got to be happy with that. Chicago was dominant all year and we are happy that we are just sticking in it. "

Defenseman Adam McQuaid, on what the team will do differently than Game 4: 

 "We’re not our best. There’s no question about that. We found a way to get ourselves a chance, push the game to overtime. Anything can happen obviously when you get to that point, but I think we need to be a little better next game."

Forward Tyler Seguin, on the Bruins' ability to fix defensive problems:

"Yeah, I feel fine with it. I think that we are a very consistent team in our D zones, so I think, last night wasn't a night to remember in that part. But we’re a team that can definitely bounce back, and a team that, again, were successful when were staying at an even keel after wins or losses. We’re learning from it. We did video this morning, and now were moving on." 

Blackhawks even series with overtime win in wild Game 4

Link|Comments (76)Posted by Gary Dzen, Boston.com Staff June 20, 2013 01:45 AM


By Gary Dzen, Boston.com Staff

A frantic, high-scoring game proved to be to Chicago's advantage in Game 4 Wednesday night as the Blackhawks defeated the Bruins, 6-5 in overtime, to even the Stanley Cup Final at two games apiece.

After scoring 12 goals between them in the first three games, the teams combined for 11 goals at TD Garden in Game 4. Defenseman Brent Seabrook's score at the 9:51 mark in overtime proved to be the difference. With Blackhawks captain Jonathan Toews camped out in front of the net, Seabrook's slapper found a spot of daylight around Bruins goalie Tuukka Rask and found the back webbing. The Bruins and Blackhawks will now make this a best-of-three series, with Game 5 in Chicago Saturday night.

"I like shooting in that spot," Seabrook said of his game-winner. "To be honest I just try to get it past the centerman and their forward. They do such a good job of blocking shots and getting in the way. This time, our forwards did a good job at getting in front and boxing out."

There was plenty of traffic in front of both goalies in a game played at a frenetic pace. Twice the Blackhawks had two-goal leads. Twice the Bruins scratched back to tie. Bruins coach Claude Julien was happy with his team's fight but not with their performance.

"I don't think we played our best game tonight for a lot of different reasons," said Julien. "I think our decision-making wasn't very good at times. I didn't think we were moving the puck as well as we had been in the past. It was certainly a tough outing for us tonight."

In Game 4, the Bruins struggled in ways they hadn't before. Zdeno Chara had been on the ice for one opposing goal in his last seven games but was a witness to five Blackhawks goals Wednesday. Boston allowed 47 shots and had a narrow margin (39-38) in the faceoff circle. Juicy rebounds off Rask's pads were a problem. It all led to a scoring summary that would make many hockey traditionalists blush:

-- 6:28 first period: Bruins forward Tyler Seguin turns it over and Chicago's Brandon Saad comes speeding the other way. Saad gets the puck around Zdeno Chara and feeds it to Michal Handzus. The shorthanded goal puts the Blackhawks up, 1-0. It's the first goal allowed by Tuukka Rask in over 190 minutes.

-- 14:43 first period: Saad turns it over and the puck is kept in by Andrew Ference on his knees. Rich Peverley scores the power play goal from Ference, glove side on Corey Crawford. It's Peverley's second goal of the playoffs.

-- 6:33 second period: Michal Rozsival's shot is tipped in by Toews to put Blackhawks up, 2-1. Bryan Bickell was in front making it hard for Rask. It's the first point of the series for the Selke Trophy winner Toews.

-- 8:41 second period: Another rebound off Rask and Patrick Kane buries it to put the Blackhawks up, 3-1. Second-chance opportunities are really killing the Bruins. The Bruins call a timeout

-- 14:43 second period: Chara finds Lucic posting up and gives the Bruins life. A previously silent TD Garden crowd gets the crowd back into it. Bruins fans chanting Corey Crawford's name despite being down, 3-2.

-- 15:32 second period: Blackhawks answer to go up 4-2. On a 2-on-1, Marcus Kruger goes around Chara and stuffs the puck in on his second effort.

-- 17:22 second period: The craziest goal of them all. Puck bounces off the glass, bounces back on top of the Blackhawks net, and falls back to Patrice Bergeron, who shuffles it home. Crawford whiffed on his attempt to clear the puck.

-- 2:05 third period: Jaromir Jagr cycles, cycles, then sets it up for Bergeron, who ties the game again. Ninth goal of the playoffs for Bergeron, Jagr's 10th assist. Multiple points for both players on the night. Jagr now has 199 career points in 200 career playoff games.

-- 11:19 third period: With the Blackhawks on a 5-on-3 power play, Patrick Sharp scores to make it 5-4, assisted by Marian Hossa and Duncan Keith.

-- 12:14 third period: Johnny Boychuk rips a slap shot -- where else? -- glove side high on Crawford. Assisted by Nathan Horton and David Krejci.

As players and coaches tried to make sense of the madness afterward, a few key themes emerged. Both goaltenders know they can be better. In particular, Crawford seems to have a weakness on his glove side.

"Well, 99 percent of the shots are going glove side," said Crawford. "I can't start thinking about that, that's when you get in trouble when you start thinking everything is going to go glove. I'm just going to play the way I've been playing and stick with that."

 Rask's six goals allowed were a playoff career high.

"It's not fun," he said. "We just made it too tough on ourselves."

Another revelation from Game 4 was the emergence of Toews. He and fellow superstar Patrick Kane were teamed up on the same line and combined for three points and a plus-four in the game. Blackhawks coach Joel Quenneville joked afterward that he looked like a genius for putting his stars together and getting a win, adding, "I'm sure they're excited about returning together."

Toews had been held without a point in the first three games of the series. He credits his teammate Seabrook for helping to boost his confidence despite the slump.

"The last couple days Seabrook has been coming up to me, asking me what I'm thinking about.," said Toews. "You know, I have to give him the right answer. I'm thinking about scoring a goal (smiling).

 "He's been trying to help me out, make me think a little bit better, have those positive thoughts. You work hard, eventually you're going to find a way. "

In the truest sign that the first four games of this series were about the teams feeling each other out, the Blackhawks didn't seem overly satisfied with the win. Toews was unhappy with his team giving up several leads.

"I wouldn't say we got comfortable, but we definitely need to focus on being smarter and playing better defensively in that situation," he said. "We definitely let them bounce back."

Toews found a way to break through, and the Bruins must now find a way to win another game on road ice.

"It's a series," said Bergeron. "You can't get too high or too low. We've got to get ready for Game 5."

Boston will need to win at least one game in Chicago in order to capture its second Stanley Cup in three seasons.

5 takeaways from the Bruins-Blackhawks Game 4

Link|Comments (17)Posted by Zuri Berry, Boston.com Staff June 20, 2013 01:36 AM


By Zuri Berry, Boston.com Staff

1. Out of control -- The Bruins were remorseful after losing to the Blackhawks, 6-5, in overtime Wednesday night in Game 4. The loss evened the series at two games apiece, with the Blackhawks taking back home-ice advantage. 

But the Bruins weren't remorseful just because of the loss. They were remorseful because they fell into a style of play that was not in their best interest.

Bad puck management, an inability to clear the zone, and some critical turnovers doomed the Bruins' top-notch defensive strategy. The pace and character of the game went against the Bruins' normal rough and tumble style. 

It wasn't until the third period before the team really settled in and started skating to its own liking.

"It was a little late but I think we started to play a little better," Dennis Seidenberg said. "It was still an up-and-down game, which again is not really our style, but that's just the way it went."

Bruins coach Claude Julien said the team never really got its act together.

"Not really. Not really. We tied it up, I thought our guys battled hard enough to get us back into the game and create an overtime there," Julien said. "But I don't think we played our best game tonight [for] a lot of different reasons. I think our decision making wasn't very good at times. I didn't think we'd been moving the puck as well as we had in the past. 

"It was certainly a tough outing for us tonight. They came out hard, played extremely well. Somehow, again, they had the better of us for the first half of the game until we got ourselves going here a little bit. Again, those are things that happen in the final where you don't feel like you played well enough to win. That's what happened tonight."

You can imagine that an emphasis on playing the Bruins' style will be paramount for Game 5 in Chicago. 

2. Rask still looked good -- It's not often a goalie can come out of a game allowing six goals and still look decent, especially considering the stakes. But Tuukka Rask's performance (41 saves) wasn't anything to brush aside. He found himself in multiple breakaway situations, turning back shot after shot.

Jonathan Toews' goal in the second period to go up 2-1 was literally guided underneath Rask's left leg pad after Michal Rozsival fired a bullet. Patrick Kane and Patrick Sharp both picked up goals on rebounds, something the Bruins had been doing a good job of shutting down. Even the overtime goal wasn't something he saw until the very last moment.

"They got a lot of shots through and a lot of second opportunities," Rask said. "You know, you let six goals as a goalie, you can't be satisfied. But as a team I thought it wasn't our best defensive game."

You certainly can't lay this game at Rask's feet. At least not entirely. 

3. Special teams was all over the place -- Start with the shorthanded goal by the Blackhawks, caused by a bad Tyler Seguin turnover, and finish with two power play goals, and the Bruins had both positive and negative takeaways on special teams. 

The team's streak of 30 straight penalty kills is over after giving up a goal to Sharp. And the shorthanded goal was only the third allowed by the team this season.

The Bruins went 2 of 5 on the power play and were 3 for 4 on the penalty kill. It's easy to see how quickly things can get out of hand when the team isn't on its A game.

Said Rich Peverley, "I think it was a pretty sloppy game back and forth, to have that many goals. I don't think either team would be happy with that."

4. No love for Corey Crawford on the shortside -- Blackhawks goalie Corey Crawford allowed all five goals on his glove side. Unlike Rask, he had clear sight lines on each of these pivotal goals, so he's not able to use the same excuses after a high scoring game like Wednesday night.

Peverley, Patrice Bergeron, and Johnny Boychuk all approached Crawford from the shortside on their goals, making it look like a targeted effort.

"Well, 99 percent of the shots are going glove side," Crawford said. "I don't know what you would say. I can't start thinking about that, that's when you get in trouble when you start thinking everything is going to go glove. I'm just going to play the way I've been playing and stick with that."

Crawford finished with 28 saves. 

5. Chicago's stars finally show up -- We've been keeping an eye out for Patrick Kane and Jonathan Toews through the first three games while they've been out skated and out bodied on the boards. We got to see for the first time their ability to get behind the Bruins' defensemen and get to those rebounds for second-chance opportunities.

The worry is that this may be a confidence-booster for the talented duo and because of that, the Bruins will need to make a more concerted effort to contain them.

"We have to do a better job keeping them to the outside," Seidenberg said. "Somehow they always got lost behind us and picked up a couple of rebounds. We have to be better in that area." 

Yes, the Bruins will have to continue to man-handle Chicago's best to win the Cup. It's the only way. 

live 

Final: Blackhawks 6, Bruins 5 (OT)

Link|Comments (4)Posted by Matt Pepin, Boston.com Staff June 19, 2013 08:00 PM


At 9:51 of overtime, Brent Seabrook sent a half-slapper through traffic that beat Tuukka Rask far side, giving the Blackhawks a 6-5 win. The series is tied at 2-2. 

Game 5 is on Saturday at the United Center in Chicago. The Blackhawks have home-ice advantage again.

End of regulation: 5-5: The Bruins and Blackhawks traded goals throughout 60 minutes to send the game into overtime, 5-5. It was the third time they went to overtime in four games.

The Bruins, down 4-3 to start the third, evened the score at 2:05 when Patrice Bergeron scored his second goal of the night.

Chicago pulled ahead when Patrick Sharp scored on the power play at 11:19. But 55 seconds later, Johnny Boychuk smoked a rocket glove side on Corey Crawford to make it a 5-5 game.

End of second period: Blackhawks, 4-3: The second period featured an offensive breakout from both clubs. At 6:33, Jonathan Toews tipped a Michael Rozsival blast past Tuukka Rask to snap a 1-1 tie. It was Toews’s first goal of the series.

The Blackhawks pulled ahead by two goals at 8:41. Chicago caught the Bruins scrambling. Rask stopped Bryan Bickell’s shot. But Rask couldn’t reposition himself to dive in front of Patrick Kane’s followup shot. It was Kane’s first goal in four games. Coach Claude Julien called his timeout after Kane’s goal.

The Bruins started their rally at 14:43. Corey Crawford got a piece of Zdeno Chara’s point shot. The rebound went to Milan Lucic, who was stationed in front. Lucic slammed the puck home to make it a 3-2 game.

But the Blackhawks answered within 49 seconds. Marcus Kruger and Michael Frolik broke out for a two-on-one rush against Chara. Rask stopped Kruger’s backhand shot with his left pad. But Kruger followed the rebound and tucked the puck in to give Chicago a 4-2 lead.

The Bruins took advantage of a fortunate bounce to make it a 4-3 game. On the power play, Chara ripped a shot over the net. The puck thudded off the glass, bounced off the top of the net, and tumbled into the crease. Before Crawford knew what happened, Patrice Bergeron knocked in the puck at 17:22.

End of first period: 1-1: Both teams scored a goal apiece in the first period. The Blackhawks struck first with a shorthanded goal. While Johnny Oduya was in the box for interference, Chicago got on the scoreboard. Brandon Saad stripped Tyler Seguin just inside the Boston zone. 

Zdeno Chara got back to play Saad. But Michal Handzus had a step on Patrice Bergeron. Before Bergeron could catch up, Handzus took a saucer pass from Saad and beat Tuukka Rask at 6:18.

The Bruins evened the score with a power-play goal. Duncan Keith was called for hooking to give the Bruins the power play. Handzus won a defensive-zone draw against Rich Peverley. Niklas Hjalmarsson rimmed the puck behind his net to Saad. The forward didn’t put enough muscle behind his clear, which was intercepted by Andrew Ference. Saad recovered to block Ference’s shot. But Saad couldn’t clear the rebound. Peverley found the loose puck and snapped a shot past Corey Crawford at 14:43 to make it a 1-1 game. 

Get live updates, photos, video and more in our live blog feed below.

To chat with other fans during the game, join our combined Boston/Chicago fan chat here.

Tonight's Bruins lineup

Link|Comments (0)Posted by Fluto Shinzawa, Globe Staff June 19, 2013 07:53 PM


By Fluto Shinzawa, Globe Staff

Based on pregame warmups: 

Milan Lucic-David Krejci-Nathan Horton

 Brad Marchand-Patrice Bergeron-Jaromir Jagr

 Daniel Paille-Chris Kelly-Tyler Seguin

 Kaspars Daugavins-Rich Peverley-Shawn Thornton

Zdeno Chara-Dennis Seidenberg

 Andrew Ference-Johnny Boychuk

 Torey Krug-Adam McQuaid

Tuukka Rask

 Anton Khudobin 

Tonight's Blackhawks lineup

Link|Comments (0)Posted by Fluto Shinzawa, Globe Staff June 19, 2013 07:53 PM


By Fluto Shinzawa, Globe Staff

Based on pregame warmups: 

Bryan Bickell-Jonathan Toews-Patrick Kane

 Patrick Sharp-Michal Handzus-Marian Hossa

 Brandon Saad-Andrew Shaw-Viktor Stalberg

 Marcus Kruger-Dave Bolland-Michael Frolik

Duncan Keith-Brent Seabrook

 Johnny Oduya-Niklas Hjalmarsson

 Nick Leddy-Michal Rozsival

Corey Crawford

 Ray Emery

Boston vs. Chicago city smackdown: You make the call

Link|Comments (0)Posted by Matt Pepin, Boston.com Staff June 19, 2013 02:59 PM


By Adrienne Lavidor-Berman, Boston.com Staff

It’s a Boston vs. Chicago smackdown! 

We want readers of both Boston.com and ChicagoTribune.com to tell us why your city has it all over the other. Whitey Bulger or Al Capone? Clam chowdah or deep-dish pizza? 

Be creative! Weigh in with a comment below, or tweet to #bostonisbetter or #chicagoisbetter. Keep it clean, people!

Watch: Game 4 pregame show live at 6 p.m. from TD Garden

Link|Comments (0)Posted by Matt Pepin, Boston.com Staff June 19, 2013 02:29 PM


Boston.com will have a live pregame show at TD Garden at 6 p.m. tonight, featuring Chad Finn and Kevin Paul Dupont previewing Game 4 of the Bruins-Blackhawks Stanley Cup Finals series.

Watch it here, or on the Boston.com home page or sports front.

Game 4 preview: Blackhawks at Bruins

Link|Comments (4)Posted by Fluto Shinzawa, Globe Staff June 19, 2013 10:08 AM


By Fluto Shinzawa, Globe Staff

Good morning from TD Garden, where the Bruins will look to grab a 3-1 series lead tonight over the Blackhawks. 

No lineup changes are expected for the Bruins. Chicago’s main question is whether Marian Hossa will dress tonight. Hossa was a late scratch for Game 3 because of an upper-body injury. Joel Quenneville said Tuesday that Hossa was likely to play tonight.

Puck drop: 8 p.m.

TV/radio info: NBC (Mike Emrick, Ed Olczyk, Pierre McGuire), 98.5 The Sports Hub (Dave Goucher, Bob Beers)

Records: Blackhawks 1-2, Bruins 2-1

Projected Blackhawks lineup:

Brandon Saad-Jonathan Toews-Marian Hossa

 Patrick Sharp-Michal Handzus-Patrick Kane

 Bryan Bickell-Dave Bolland-Andrew Shaw

 Viktor Stalberg-Marcus Kruger-Michael Frolik

Duncan Keith-Brent Seabrook

 Johnny Oduya-Niklas Hjalmarsson

 Nick Leddy-Michal Rozsival

Corey Crawford

 Ray Emery

Healthy scratches: Daniel Carcillo, Jamal Mayers, Brandon Bollig, Ben Smith, Ryan Stanton

Projected Bruins lineup:

Milan Lucic-David Krejci-Nathan Horton

 Brad Marchand-Patrice Bergeron-Jaromir Jagr

 Daniel Paille-Chris Kelly-Tyler Seguin

 Kaspars Daugavins-Rich Peverley-Shawn Thornton

Zdeno Chara-Dennis Seidenberg

 Andrew Ference-Johnny Boychuk

 Torey Krug-Adam McQuaid

Tuukka Rask

 Anton Khudobin 

Healthy scratches: Matt Bartkowski, Dougie Hamilton, Wade Redden, Aaron Johnson, Carl Soderberg, Jay Pandolfo, Jordan Caron

Storylines: The Bruins owned the faceoff circle in Game 3. Patrice Bergeron led all players by winning 24 of 28 drops. Michal Handzus was 0 for 8 against Bergeron. Because the Bruins won 71 percent of their draws, Chicago didn’t start with the puck on most shifts. The Blackhawks couldn’t get their puck-possession game out of mothballs … The Bruins are perfect on the penalty kill through three games. Chicago is 0 for 11 on the power play … Daniel Paille brings a two-game goal-scoring streak into tonight. Paille will be on the third line with Chris Kelly and Tyler Seguin … Jaromir Jagr will appear in his 200th career NHL playoff game, putting him 19th on the all-time list … Dan O’Halloran and Wes McCauley will be the referees. Jay Sharrers and Pierre Racicot will be the linesmen.

Stanley Cup Today: Big opportunity for Bruins

Link|Comments (0)Posted by Matt Pepin, Boston.com Staff June 19, 2013 07:51 AM


By Matt Pepin, Boston.com Staff

The Bruins can take a huge step toward their second Stanley Cup in three years if they beat the Blackhawks in Game 4 tonight at TD Garden (8 p.m., NBC). A win sets up a close-out game in Chicago on Saturday; a loss would guarantee the series returns to Boston on Monday for a Game 6. 

It appears the Blackhawks will have Marian Hossa back in the lineup. Without him, Chicago's offense suffered in Game 3, although the Bruins' exceptional defense also had a lot to do with that as well.

Both teams will skate this morning at TD Garden, and the personnel on the ice then will give some hint as to who may be playing tonight.

***

Links from Chicago

The Chicago Tribune has more detail on the Hossa situation.

The Tribune's sports staff also debated whether Blackhawks coach Joel Quenneville is being outcoached by the Bruins' Claude Julien on a video feature.

Mark Lazerus of the Chicago Sun-Times wonders whether the Blackhawks should be a little less relaxed than they appear to be.

***

What you may have missed

The Bruins' Gregory Campbell, out since he broke his leg vs. the Penguins, spoke for the first time about completing his shift and his recovery process. "It hurt a little," he said. Zuri Berry has video of his comments.

Obnoxious Boston Fan explains how art museums in Boston and Chicago have decided to thrown down the gloves.

Chad Finn says it was tough to pick just three stars in Game 3.

CSNNE.com's Joe Haggerty has a good one about Bruin Brad Marchand accusing Chicago's Andrew Shaw of eye-gouging and scratching him in game 3.

***

Hot on social

Nothing wrong with a case of Stanley Cup fever.

***

What's coming

Boston Sports Live will include a segment on Game 4. Tune in at noon.

Zuri Berry will produce a Championship Today video after the morning skates that will be a Game 4 preview. Look for it in the mid-afternoon.

We'll also do a live pregame show from TD Garden at 6 p.m., and we'll have our usual live blog and fan chat together on a special live coverage page.

Bruins like where they're at in series

Link|Comments (2)Posted by Staff June 18, 2013 03:37 PM


By Jeff Pini, Boston.com Correspondent

BOSTON – After playing 10 periods of hockey in the first two games of the Stanley Cup Finals, the Bruins delivered a solid regulation victory on home ice on Monday at TD Garden, a place where Boston has an 8-2 record in the playoffs and has not lost since Game 5 of the opening round against the Toronto Maple Leafs.

“You're always more comfortable at home, there's no doubt about that,” coach Claude Julien said Tuesday afternoon. “Having your fans behind you is always key. I think they always talk about that seventh player award; your fans are often the people that you, I guess, appreciate for being that. This is a building here that we deem as our home, a home that we don't want any other team to be comfortable in.”

A big part of the Bruins' wins so far in these Finals, and in the playoffs, has been the shutdown play of Boston’s defensemen, especially the top pairing of Zdeno Chara and Dennis Seidenberg, who each played more than 25 minutes in Monday’s win and logged a ton of time during the first two games in Chicago.

“It’s crazy [the amount they have played]; I used to play those minutes on the lower levels growing up,” defenseman Torey Krug said. “It was tough then, so for them to do it at this level, against all the top players on the other teams, is definitely something special.”

Added fourth-line wing Shawn Thornton: “All the way through [the game] all six defenseman were great. [Chara and Seidenberg] really played the biggest minutes, but you look at Johnny [Boychuck] and Andy [Ference], they played against top lines all season through.”

Chara, who collided with Milan Lucic during warmups and had to go to the locker room to get stitches before Game 3, has been playing exceptionally long minutes.

“I think it’s amazing; you know [Chara is] such a big guy, but he’s so mobile for his size, said Krug. “You look at a lot of bigger guys around the league, they might not be able to move quite as well, but Zee doesn’t get beat wide, and it’s not just because of his size but because of his speed too.”

Another area that has led to success for Boston is its power play, which, during the regular season, was one of the least effective in the league. They scored just 18 goals in 122 power-play chances, fifth worst in the NHL. 

But the Bruins' power play has been much better, scoring nine times during this postseason run, including twice in the past three games. And even when the Bruins haven’t put one in the back of the net with the man advantage in these playoffs, they have come much closer and have shown a lot more energy on the power play than they did in the regular season.

“I think what you've seen is when you add a guy like Jagr, when you put a guy [out there] like Krug, who is extremely good on the power play, you've plugged in some certain holes or added to that depth,” said Julien. “There's a lot of things that have happened, like at the trade deadline, guys [getting] called up, that's really kind of stabilized [and] helped us on the power play … our power play right now is maybe not perfect, but it's a lot better.”

Since Gregory Campbell broke his leg in Game 3 of the Eastern Conference Finals against Pittsburgh, Julien has had to shake up his bottom two lines in order to replace Campbell, but also had to solve the issue of the third line being the least productive by far for the Bruins this season.

Starting in Game 2, when things looked bleak and the Bruins were fortunate to only be down 1-0 after the first period, Julien decided to shake up the bottom two lines, moving Daniel Paille up to the third line with Chris Kelly and Tyler Seguin. That jump-started the team.

That decision has paid immediate dividends, with the “hunch line” (a reference to Julien’s “coach’s hunch” that led him to put the three together in the first place) scoring the last three 5 on 5 goals for the Bruins, with Paille scoring two goals and an assist, Kelly scoring a goal with another assist, and Seguin adding two assists of his own.

“I just think [it’s] the way they work together,” said Julien. “You know, you look at [Paille’s] goal yesterday, [a] great forechecking job forces a turnover … Once the turnover is there, pass to the slot, [and then] good shot. But also staying on top of the puck [was important]; we won two battles right after that shot in order to score that goal.”

Among the top scorers in these Stanley Cup Finals, perhaps none has been bigger, and more surprising, than Paille, who had just two goals in the first three series the Bruins played, but has scored the game-winners in each of the past two games.

“He's been big for our team,” said Campbell. “I've gotten the opportunity to watch him now that I'm not playing with him. He does a lot of things that really help out a team in the playoffs. Playoff hockey is really where he shines ... It's the simple things that might not draw a lot of attention during the regular season, but when it really matters in the playoffs, he's been there for us.”

Heading into Game 4 Wednesday night, look for the series to continue to be very physical and tough, as seen in the final seconds of Game 3, where almost every player on the ice got involved in a rink-wide scrum, resulting in several last-minute penalties, including a double-minor to Chara and a fighting major to Brad Marchand.

“You know that’s hockey, it happens at every game, it’s indicative, I think of how the series will go from here,” said Marchand about his scuffle with the Blackhawks’ Andrew Shaw. “[This series is] tough; they have a lot of skill and talent…they got some really good looks last game, but Tuukka was able to stand tall. We’re just trying to work hard out there and play our game.”

Stanley Cup Today: Momentum on Bruins' side

Link|Comments (7)Posted by Matt Pepin, Boston.com Staff June 18, 2013 07:36 AM


By Matt Pepin, Boston.com Staff

Momentum is certainly on the Bruins' side after a convincing performance in Game 3 shut down the Blackhawks and put Boston two wins from its second Stanley Cup in three years. 

Both teams are scheduled to practice today at TD Garden, then the action resumes Wednesday with Game 4. A win by the Bruins in Game 4 would give them a chance to close out the series Saturday in Chicago in Game 5.

***

Links from Chicago

The Blackhawks have few answers for what is causing their power play woes, and they also realize losing so many faceoffs is adding to the problem, writes Chris Kuc and Brian Hamilton in the Chicago Tribune.

Viktor Stalberg returned to the Blackhawks' lineup, but he wants even more ice time, Hamilton reports.

Chicago Sun-Times columnist Rick Telander sings the praises of Blackhawks goalie Corey Crawford, and suggests he might be Canada's best bet as goalie in the Olympics next year.

ESPNChicago's Scott Burnside explores the battle between Selke Trophy winner Jonathan Toews and fellow finalist Patrice Bergeron.

***

What you may have missed

Gary Dzen has a roundup of all the postgame chatter, and Steve Silva and Kevin Paul Dupont have analysis of Game 3.

And we have tons of postgame interview video:

Bruins

Patrice Bergeron

Jaromir Jagr

Daniel Paille

Tyler Seguin

Claude Julien

Tuukka Rask

Blackhawks

Corey Crawford

Patrick Sharp

Duncan Keith

Viktor Stalberg

Ben Sharp

Zuri Berry points out five things we learned about the Bruins in Game 3.

Chad Finn writes that the Bruins had plenty of candidates for the "three stars of the game."

***

Hot on social

***

What's coming

After the teams' practices today, we'll have another edition of Championship Today that will have the latest talk following Game 3 and looking ahead to Game 4.

And look for more analysis from our partners at Bruins Daily, who blog some of their top stories in a special Boston.com blog.

5 takeaways from Bruins-Blackhawks Game 3

Link|Comments (19)Posted by Zuri Berry, Boston.com Staff June 18, 2013 12:21 AM


By Zuri Berry, Boston.com Staff

1. Daniel Paille is getting all the lucky bounces -- The Bruins wingman has found himself in all the right places at the right times, scoring the game-winning goal in overtime in Game 2 and procuring another in the second period of Game 3 Monday to spur along the Bruins.

Paille cycled in from behind the net and got a gift from Chris Kelly, who forced a turnover, before he shot a wrister right past Blackhawks goalie Corey Crawford at 2:13 in the period. Kelly and Tyler Seguin were credited with the assist. 

For Paille, whose name is ringing loudly in hockey circles right now, it's been the Bruins' aggressiveness that's made life difficult for Chicago. 

"I think we just went back to our game," he said. "They have a lot of talent up there with the forwards. I think we know that, I think that's why we want to try harder. And I think we've been able to frustrate them right now. I remember when we were playing Toronto and the bounces were going in their way. Right now we're playing well, but we have some good bounces as well so I think it helps. 

"I think we're just putting the pucks on net and just reading the plays. Like I said, we're just managing the puck a little better. On my goal you saw [Chris Kelly] go in and then myself I went in. I think we're just not giving them enough time to think with the puck and we're able to get it."

Paille had another opportunity in the second period in a breakaway situation but was taken out by the Blackhawks' Niklas Hjalmarsson. He was called for tripping and right afterward Patrice Bergeron put in his seventh goal of the playoffs on a pass across the crease from Jaromir Jagr, the Bruins' ninth power play goal of the posteason. However, you could say Paille set that up, too. 

2. Special teams mastery for Bruins -- The Blackhawks went 0 for 4 on the power play in Game 3. The Bruins' defense has finally wrought enough havoc on the Blackhawks where hesitation and confusion are running rampant. Patrick Kane, Jonathan Toews, et. al, looked absolutely confounded by the Bruins back check. The team defense, short on mistakes, high on help, has kept the scoring low for Chicago and the frustration high. 

The Bruins have now killed 26 straight penalties, going all the way back to their series with the New York Rangers. The special teams work has been nothing short of amazing. 

"Our guys are understanding one thing:  this is a team, when it attacks, it attacks with four, never three," coach Claude Julien said. "They've got such great skaters back there on the fence that if we don't do what we're doing right now, we don't stand

 a chance.

"Our guys, like I've said, they've committed to that. They realize how important it is to come back. We're trying to support each other that way and trying to keep it as tight as possible."

3. Marchand is always fired up -- Much ado has been made about the lack of instigators in the finals, with the Bruins' Brad Marchand and the Blackhawks' Andrew Shaw having a relatively quiet series. But that doesn't mean Marchand isn't skating angry. The Little Ball of Hate was livid with himself in the first period for missing a gift-wrapped breakaway that would have put the Bruins up 1-0 in the first period. He made a deke to attempt his shot on goal but lost control of the puck, letting loose a half-speeder that was brushed aside by Crawford.

Afterward, he skated over to the bench and took out his frustration by swinging his stick at the boards. Julien made sure to get in Marchand's ear.

And, of course, Marchand had time to tango with Shaw with 11.9 seconds left in the third period when it was all said and done.

4. Jagr is just fine creating -- Jaromir Jagr was the subject of some very pointed criticism from former Bruins coach Mike Milbury for his play after Game 2. It wasn't just about his ability to score goals, which he hasn't done this postseason yet, but his willingness to help on defense and skate hard.

Jagr responded by modestly contributing on the back check and contributing one sweet assist to Patrice Bergeron on a pass across the crease. It was Jagr's eighth assist of the postseason and gave him 197 points, good for fifth all-time in NHL playoff history. Instead of adding to his prolific scoring history in the playoffs -- 78 goals -- he's re-envisioning himself as a mere contributor in the winter of his career.

"They make me even happy when I don't score," Jagr said. "But they making me happy, even when I struggle scoring. They find a way to make me happy. Starting with the coach. That's what I would say. I don't think I'd feel that on any other team. 

"I don't want to repeat myself. It doesn't really matter if I score or not. He tried to make me [feel] important or happy even if I'm not scoring. That's the first time I felt that in my hockey career."

It's all about winning at this stage in his career. And, you know, Julien has Jagr's back. 

5. Rask is hot, but so is the defense -- Bruins goalie Tuukka Rask had 28 saves to go along with his third career postseason shutout. Game 3 was certainly a far cry from Game 1 in which he faced 63 shots and saved 59. But there can be no denying how much the Bruins defense is helping Rask along the way. With Zdeno Chara and Dennis Seidenberg clearing the space Monday night, there was rarely an opportunity for the Blackhawks to get a clean shot. Game 3 was just another example of the team's defense making its mark on this series and on this Stanley Cup run. 

"I think it's the energy in the game, the effort," Julien said. "You see our guys, like I said, they're back-checking, having layers, so when somebody makes a mistake, you have somebody covering up.  We're blocking a lot of shots.  The commitment is totally there.

"Throughout a whole season, it's not easy to have that full commitment.  But I think when you get to this stage, players start feeling it.  They go above and beyond.  That's what you're seeing from our team right now.

Bruins give complete effort in Game 3 win over Blackhawks

Link|Comments (64)Posted by Gary Dzen, Boston.com Staff June 17, 2013 11:54 PM


By Gary Dzen, Boston.com Staff

After splitting overtime thrillers in the first two games, the Bruins sent their fans to bed without worry Monday night with a tidy 2-0 win over the Chicago Blackhawks in Game 3 of the Stanley Cup Final. Deflections and dented posts were the story of the two games in Chicago, but in the series' TD Garden debut, the Bruins took a two-goal lead into the third period and never relinquished it. Boston now leads the best-of-seven series, 2-1.

"We're playing our best hockey of the season right now," Bruins coach Claude Julien said afterward. "And that's what you've got to do to win the Stanley Cup."

There were dueling rainbows over the arena just before faceoff, but the home team didn't lean on any kind of luck against their opponents Monday. The Bruins had the edge in just about every statistical category, topping Chicago in shots (35 to 28), power play conversions (1 of 4 vs. 0 of5), hits (31 to 25) and faceoffs (40 to 16). Many of Chicago's shots came from just inside the blue line. Bruins goalie Tuukka Rask credited his defense for not allowing the Blackhawks to establish position in front of the net.

"They had shots but most of them came from the outside," said Rask. "We eliminated a lot of their rebound opportunities."

Rask faced 28 shots and recorded his third shutout of the playoffs.

"He's been focused since day one of the playoffs," said Julien. " You watch him on off days, you watch him, he's quiet, focused, calm. Right now all his energy is put towards his game.

"I've never seen a guy so calm, obviously confident with the way he's played. Probably quietest I've seen him so far, but in a good way. "

It looked like the Bruins might be in trouble in the first period when the fourth line picked up two early penalties. Kaspars Daugavins went high on Andrew Shaw and earned a roughing penalty at the 9:57 mark, and Shawn Thornton got called for roughing a few minutes later for scuffling with Shaw after a play. But Chicago failed to record a shot on the first power play and failed to convert on either.

"Our power play tonight was definitely not good," said Blackhawks coach Joel Quenville, whose team is 0 for 11 on the power play in the series.

Bruins penalty killer Chris Kelly, who has struggled all postseason but had a goal in Game 2 as part of a revamped third line, helped put the Bruins on the board first. Kelly's strong forecheck freed the puck up for Danielle Paille's goal at the 17:47 mark in the first period. The goal followed Paille's game-winner Saturday night and made it three straight goals for the Paille-Kelly-Tyler Seguin line. That line is responsible for seven points (3 goals, 4 assists) in the past two games.

"They skated hard, kept the game simple," said Bruins defenseman Dennis Seidenberg. "That's what you want from guys that haven't played with each other. It's about playing basic hockey, getting pucks deep, forechecking, getting pucks to the net. They've done a good job working as a unit and communicating out there."

For their second goal, the Bruins capitalized on a 5-on-3 power player after penalties to Chicago's Dave Bolland and Niklas Hjalmarsson in the second period. Zdeno Chara cycled the puck to Jaromir Jagr on the left side of the net, who shuffled it over to Patrice Bergeron on the other side for a wrister and a 2-0 lead at the 14:05 mark. The goal was Bergeron's seventh of the playoffs, the most he's scored in a single postseason, surpassing the six goals he scored in 2011.

"He's one of the most consistent players I've ever played with," said Seguin.

It was Jagr's 8th assist and Chara's 10th. Chara received stitches before the game after colliding with teammate Milan Lucic. Chara skated to the locker room to get stitched up but returned in time for the start of the game.

"He slipped and he had a little gash over his eye I guess," said Julien. "It's nothing serious."

Seidenberg, who was awarded the Army Ranger jacket after the game, blamed Chara's injury on poor ice conditions. "He just lost an edge and fell," he said.

The Blackhawks were without Marian Hossa, who was seen on the ice during warm-ups but was a late scratch for Game 3. Quenville said afterward that Hossa has an upper-body injury that was not sustained during warmups. His status for Game 4 is unknown.

"We'll say day-to-day," said Quenville. "It was a game-time decision after the warmup there, and that's why we made the call."

Without Hossa's stellar two-way play, Chicago didn't present much of a challenge. Bruins fans might have liked the lack of drama, but Rask said it didn't matter either way.

"It's better I guess," said Rask. "A win is a win. We'll take a win any day."

live 

Final: Bruins 2, Blackhawks 0

Link|Comments (5)Posted by Matt Pepin, Boston.com Staff June 17, 2013 08:00 PM


In Game 3 at TD Garden, the Bruins submitted a ruthless 60-minute performance of execution to claim a 2-0 shutout win. Daniel Paille and Patrice Bergeron scored in the second period.

The Bruins now have a 2-1 series lead. Game 4 is at the Garden on Wednesday.

End of second period: Bruins, 2-0: The Bruins beat Corey Crawford twice in the second period to take a 2-0 lead.

Prior to the first goal, Crawford stopped a Tyler Seguin shot. Nick Leddy was first on the rebound. But Chris Kelly muscled Leddy off the puck. After winning the battle, Kelly threw the puck out front to Daniel Paille. The left wing beat Crawford at 2:13 to give the Bruins a 1-0 lead. It was Paille’s second goal in two games.

The Bruins took a 2-0 lead on a Patrice Bergeron power-play goal. Dave Bolland was called for tripping at 12:00. At 13:50, Niklas Hjalmarsson was forced to haul down Paille when the left wing had a close-range chance. 

Chicago killed off Bolland’s penalty. But the Bruins took advantage of Hjalmarsson’s infraction. Jaromir Jagr, handling the puck down low on the right side, threaded a Marc Savard-like cross-crease pass to Bergeron. Before Crawford could slide over, Bergeron slammed the puck home at 14:05.

End of first period: 0-0: The Bruins, blitzed in the first period of Game 2, submitted a far crisper start in Game 3. Although neither team scored, the Bruins didn’t give up the handful of Grade-A chances they allowed in the opening 20 minutes of Game 2.

The Bruins had a good scoring chance late in the first when Zdeno Chara connected with Brad Marchand on a long-distance pass. Marchand tried to pull the puck to his backhand. But the puck rolled off Marchand’s blade before he could put a shot on goal. Marchand broke his stick on the boards when he returned to the bench.

The Bruins dominated the faceoff circle in the first. The Bruins won 17 of 22 faceoffs. Patrice Bergeron went 10 for 11. Michal Handzus lost all eight draws he took.

At the end of warmups, Zdeno Chara took out Milan Lucic. Both hit the deck hard and lost their helmets. Neither player was injured.

Marian Hossa was a late scratch. The top-line right wing participated in warmups. But former Boston College forward Ben Smith replaced Hossa. Chicago rolled out a first line of Jonathan Toews between Marcus Kruger and Michael Frolik.

 Get live updates, photos, video and more in our live blog feed below.

To chat with other fans during the game, join our combined Boston/Chicago fan chat here.

Tonight's Bruins lineup

Link|Comments (1)Posted by Fluto Shinzawa, Globe Staff June 17, 2013 07:51 PM


By Fluto Shinzawa, Globe Staff

Based on pregame warmups: 

Milan Lucic-David Krejci-Nathan Horton

 Brad Marchand-Patrice Bergeron-Jaromir Jagr

 Daniel Paille-Chris Kelly-Tyler Seguin

 Kaspars Daugavins-Rich Peverley-Shawn Thornton

Zdeno Chara-Dennis Seidenberg

 Andrew Ference-Johnny Boychuk

 Torey Krug-Adam McQuaid

Tuukka Rask

 Anton Khudobin 

Tonight's Blackhawks lineup

Link|Comments (1)Posted by Fluto Shinzawa, Globe Staff June 17, 2013 07:48 PM


By Fluto Shinzawa, Globe Staff

 Brandon Saad-Jonathan Toews-Ben Smith

 Patrick Sharp-Michal Handzus-Patrick Kane

 Bryan Bickell-Dave Bolland-Andrew Shaw

 Viktor Stalberg-Marcus Kruger-Michael Frolik

Duncan Keith-Brent Seabrook

 Johnny Oduya-Niklas Hjalmarsson

 Nick Leddy-Michal Rozsival

Corey Crawford

 Ray Emery

Bruins fans dress up Boston statues

Link|Comments (2)Posted by Robert Burgess June 17, 2013 04:58 PM


By Bobb Burgess, Boston.com staff

Last week we brought you news that the Michael Jordan statue in Chicago is a Blackhawks fan. Not to be outdone, Bruins fans have rekindled the Stanley Cup tradition of putting Bruins jerseys on well-known Boston statues.

Maeda_ducklings1_met.jpg

Those are some mighty small duck jerseys.Maeda_ducklings3_met.jpg

You must admit, George Washington is looking stately in his black and gold.

Word on the street is there are a few other relics getting behind the hometown team, including John Copley and this Stone legend.

Watch: Bruins-Blackhawks pregame show

Link|Comments (1)Posted by Matt Pepin, Boston.com Staff June 17, 2013 03:48 PM


Boston.com produced a live pregame show from TD Garden this evening, featuring Chad Finn and Kevin Paul Dupont previewing Game 3 of the Bruins-Blackhawks Stanley Cup Finals series.

Watch the replay in the video window above.

Speedy Stalberg set to return for Chicago

Link|Comments (0)Posted by Staff June 17, 2013 01:18 PM


By Emily Kaplan, Globe Correspondent

Chicago forward Viktor Stalberg has not had a 30-minute sitdown with coach Joel Quenneville in these playoffs. In fact, the Swede doesn’t talk to Quenneville “too often.”

“At this point, you know what you need to do,” Stalberg said. “And I think overthinking things too much is not necessarily a good thing.”

Stalberg, a healthy scratch the past two games, will make his Stanley Cup Final debut Monday night, the lone lineup change for Chicago in Game 3. Though the speedy winger hasn’t chatted at length with his coach, he knows what’s expected of him.

“Not overthink things too much, play it simple,” Stalberg said. “The way the Bruins play, I think it’s about speed, getting pucks to the net, be hungry around the net. That’s what I need to do.”

Stalberg was replaced by forward Brandon Bollig in the series’ first two games. Stalberg is known for his speed and elusiveness. Bollig is a bigger, physical presence. Bollig played only 8:42 in Game 2, recording zero shots on goal, zero hits, two giveaways, and a minus-1 rating. 

“Bollig gave us a couple real strong games,” Quenneville said. “Viktor, we’re just looking for more. I think offensively, defensively, giving us some more in both those areas.”

Stalberg knows he can’t be too fancy. 

“Boston really clogs down the middle,” he said. “Just got to keep it simple.”

Stalberg has played in 15 games this postseason, including 10 straight leading up to the Stanley Cup Final.

The 27-year-old has zero goals, three assists, and a minus-1 rating in those games. He tallied nine goals and 14 assists in 47 regular-season games.

Not playing in the first two Final games was frustrating, Stalberg said, “but hopefully you come out a little bit stronger.”

And maybe with a bit more energy; fresh legs could be key after the teams played nearly 10 periods in the last six days.

“We want to use his speed, that’s the big thing with his game,” forward Patrick Kane said. “He can really back their defensemen off. 

"I think he had some good games when he was in the lineup, so hopefully he can keep playing as well as he has, maybe chip in a little more offensively. But for the most part, his speed is a big part of his game and our team game, as well.”

Game 3 preview: Blackhawks at Bruins

Link|Comments (0)Posted by Fluto Shinzawa, Globe Staff June 17, 2013 10:21 AM


By Fluto Shinzawa, Globe Staff

Good morning from TD Garden, where the Bruins will look to take a 2-1 series lead tonight over the Blackhawks. 

The Bruins are not expected to make any lineup changes. Their third line will most likely be Daniel Paille, Chris Kelly, and Tyler Seguin. The third line combined on both goals in Game 2.

Chicago could make changes. Viktor Stalberg, a healthy scratch in Games 1 and 2, could be back in tonight. The Blackhawks could also shuffle their defensive pairings. For now, we’ll assume it’s the same lineup as Game 2, and update after Chicago’s morning skate.

Puck drop: 8 p.m.

TV/radio info: NBC Sports Network (Mike Emrick, Ed Olczyk, Pierre McGuire), 98.5 The Sports Hub (Dave Goucher, Bob Beers)

Records: Blackhawks 1-1, Bruins 1-1

Projected Blackhawks lineup:

Brandon Saad-Jonathan Toews-Marian Hossa

 Patrick Sharp-Michal Handzus-Patrick Kane

 Bryan Bickell-Dave Bolland-Andrew Shaw

 Brandon Bollig-Marcus Kruger-Michael Frolik

Duncan Keith-Brent Seabrook

 Johnny Oduya-Niklas Hjalmarsson

 Nick Leddy-Michal Rozsival

Corey Crawford

 Ray Emery

Healthy scratches: Daniel Carcillo, Jamal Mayers, Viktor Stalberg, Ben Smith, Ryan Stanton

Projected Bruins lineup:

Milan Lucic-David Krejci-Nathan Horton

 Brad Marchand-Patrice Bergeron-Jaromir Jagr

 Daniel Paille-Chris Kelly-Tyler Seguin

 Kaspars Daugavins-Rich Peverley-Shawn Thornton

Zdeno Chara-Dennis Seidenberg

 Andrew Ference-Johnny Boychuk

 Torey Krug-Adam McQuaid

Tuukka Rask

 Anton Khudobin 

Healthy scratches: Matt Bartkowski, Dougie Hamilton, Wade Redden, Aaron Johnson, Carl Soderberg, Jay Pandolfo, Jordan Caron

Storylines: The Bruins’ defensemen were actively pinching in Game 2. Andrew Ference pinched down the right-side wall on Patrick Sharp, which led to the turnover behind the net. Chris Kelly scored moments later. Adam McQuaid held the right point prior to Daniel Paille’s winning goal. Expect that to continue in Game 3… Neither team practiced Sunday. Both clubs used it as a travel day to fly to Boston… The top prospects eligible for the 2013 draft later this month will tour the dressing rooms at the Garden this morning. It’s unclear whether Seth Jones or Nathan MacKinnon will be the first pick when the draft takes place in Newark on June 30… Chris Rooney and Brad Watson will be the referees. Shane Heyer and Brian Murphy will be the linesmen.

Chat with Jack Edwards at noon

Link|Comments (0)Posted by Matt Pepin, Boston.com Staff June 17, 2013 06:39 AM


200jackedwards.jpgOnce again, NESN's popular Bruins announcer, Jack Edwards, will join us to talk some hockey. Set a reminder in the window below and come back at lunchtime to discuss Bruins-Blackhawks Game 3, the series and more.

Edwards and the NESN crew have been providing plenty of pre- and postgame coverage throughout the Stanley Cup Finals, with 90-minute pregame shows beginning at 6:30 p.m. After each game, NESN provides analysis and exclusive interviews with key Bruins personnel for an additional 90 minutes.

<a href="http://www.coveritlive.com/mobile.php/option=com_mobile/task=viewaltcast/altcast_code=ed610cf9ca" >Stanley Cup Finals chat with Jack Edwards</a>

Don Cherry: 'Rask is going to be the difference'

Link|Comments (2)Posted by Steve Silva, Boston.com Staff June 17, 2013 01:26 AM


By Steve Silva, Boston.com Staff

The flamboyant and always entertaining Don Cherry arrived in Boston Sunday for Games 3 and 4 of the Stanley Cup Final and said Tuukka Rask would be the difference maker in the tight battle between the Bruins and the Blackhawks. 

The former Bruins coach and current CBC broadcaster and "Hockey Night in Canada” analyst said the Blackhawks won't go down easily, but the Bruins will ultimately prevail.

"I cannot believe a team that was the best in the whole league ends up going [down] in four or five [games]," Cherry said. "But for the Bruins, Rask is going to be the difference."

Hear more from the former Bruins coach on the first two games of the series, Jaromir Jagr, Tim Thomas, and more in the video embedded above.

Former Bruins coach Mike Milbury criticizes Jaromir Jagr

Link|Comments (231)Posted by Steve Silva, Boston.com Staff June 16, 2013 07:32 PM


By Steve Silva, Boston.com Staff

CHICAGO -- During the first intermission of Saturday night's Bruins-Blackhawks Game 2 telecast, NBC Sports hockey analyst and former Bruins player, coach, and general manager Mike Milbury took a shot at veteran Boston forward Jaromir Jagr.

“He can’t skate in this series, and they gotta get him off this line," Milbury said on the air. "If he can do something when he gets the puck standing still, fine. But he can’t forecheck, he can’t participate with this line, two very good players with him [on the highlight being shown]. He turned the puck over repeatedly. He can’t get anything going here. They can’t sustain anything with him on this line. He's not quick enough to get into the forecheck, and if his hands are going to act like that on him, he's got a problem. I think the Boston Bruins got to recognize this. Don't be looking at Jaromir Jagr the legend, this is Jaromir Jagr in real life… there's no hustle to get to the bench, absolutely lazy in a Stanley Cup Final… That to me is a guy that is too tired to play in this final. That's a guy that has to be replaced."

Before leaving Chicago to head back to Boston Sunday, Milbury didn't back off his criticism of Jagr and elaborated on the veteran sniper's game and why he doesn't think it fits with the Bruins current style of play.

"He doesn't hustle to get to the right place," Milbury said. "He's smart enough to know where to be, and he'll pick up the garbage. When the puck comes to him, then he's a dangerous player, like when the loose pucks pop his way, and they did [in Game 2]. He rattled one off the post in overtime." 

Jagr actually led the Bruins attack with five shots Saturday night, but Milbury thinks that stat doesn't tell the whole story.

"The first two came off garbage turnovers and he ripped some shots off," he said. "So when he gets that, and what he loves to do is one-on-one stuff, he's still OK, as long as he gets the puck.

"You can't count on him on the forecheck, he's not going to participate as a group effort to go retrieve the puck, and so using him in selective areas I think, is important but Claude [Julien] just throws him out one after the other. God bless Claude, I love him, but I don't get it because he's got no goals, he's got no goals."

During the overtime period in Game 2, Jagr clanged a shot off the crossbar causing the 41-year-old hockey legend to scream to the high heavens.

“I said, ‘God. Where are you?’ ” Jagr said in the locker room when asked after the game what words he was howling.

The former two-time Cup champion and former NHL MVP has in fact not scored a goal in the postseason, last hitting the back of the net on April 21 against Florida. But Jagr showed a late burst of energy and seemed destined to turn on the red light Saturday night.

"That's the way it is," Jagr said after Game 2. "I've got no problem with that if we keep winning. That would be kind of sad if we would lose the hockey game, but there is always next time because we won. I don't worry about it right now."

Milbury appreciated Jagr's spirit when told of his comments after Game 2 when Jagr told the assembled media that he skates at the TD Garden rink alone after games sometimes so he can score some goals.

"Well that's funny, and he certainly works hard at it," Milbury said. "When you watch it and you try to be… and I've watched it for a long time, I've been critical of of him in the past but I've also been an admirer of him in the past because his skill set is just phenomenal but it's a different mindset that goes into his approach to the game.

"I sometimes get frustrated by that as a former coach watching it but the skill set is still there… you can see it from time to time, but these two teams are teams that forecheck. When they're going good, it's on the forecheck. He's not part of any forecheck blanket, he's part of the receiving team."

Former Bruins coach and current CBC broadcaster Don Cherry weighed in on Jagr as well on Sunday when he arrived in Boston, giving the right winger some props.

"Well he hasn't scored any goals but he has been effective," Cherry said. "[The Bruins] wanted Iginla and poor Jerome had an awful time and they ended up with [Jagr]. He hasn't had a goal, but I'll tell you, he's a big factor out there."

With the Cup final now knotted at one game apiece heading into Game 3 Monday night in Boston, Milbury was asked how he thought the series might play out going forward.

"I have no idea," Milbury said. "I thought it was over at the end of the first period [in Game 2] and what the Bruins have done so well over the last few years is their resiliency pops up and they come back and play hard, and I admire the hell out of them for that and I expect that will continue to be the case.

"But the Hawks are pretty resilient, too. It will be interesting to see if they can win it without the benefit of a Jonathan Toews, who has just one more goal than Jagr. I know he's a bit of a decoy, he takes a lot of punishment, gets a lot of attention, but still, you see [David] Krejci, he gets a lot of attention, too now and he's putting up some pretty good numbers, but I don't know where it all settles in. It didn't look good for the Bruins at the end of the first, the shots on goal advantage was crazy… so we'll see."

Bruins prevail in overtime in Game 2, tie series with Blackhawks, 1-1

Link|Comments (55)Posted by Steve Silva, Boston.com Staff June 16, 2013 04:19 AM


By Steve Silva, Boston.com Staff

CHICAGO – It's not how you start, it's how you finish. Especially in the Stanley Cup Final. 

The Bruins started Game 2 horribly – looking lackadaisical, sluggish, and playing with no real sense of urgency. They were outshot 19-4 in the first, but were lucky to head to the locker room down only 1-0 on Patrick Sharp’s goal 11:22 into the period.

But Boston managed to turn it on in the second period and the Black and Gold would eventually finish on top with a nail-biting, heart-stopping, 2-1 overtime win over the Blackhawks at the United Center Saturday night that tied the series at one game apiece.

Bruins winger Daniel Paille banged in the game winner on a feed from Tyler Seguin at 13:48 in overtime – the second straight game that went beyond regulation time – and red-hot goaltender Tuukka Rask turned in another stellar performance, making 33 saves in Game 2.

Box score

 Game 2 pictures

Watch: Seguin interview

Watch: Julien postgame

Watch: Paille interview 

 "We just kept the pressure on and [Seguin] threw the puck to me," Paille said. "I just popped out and had to shoot the puck quick, get it off my stick. I was able to send it post low. He made a good play passing it over instead of shooting." 

Rask spoke about weathering the Blackhawks' first-period storm that saw Chicago dominate with 30 shot attempts to the Bruins’ five.

"We definitely were in survival mode there for a bit," Rask said. "It looked like they had more guys out there than we did.  They were pouncing on every single puck in front of net, had a lot of chances.  We definitely played pretty bad.

 "But it was good that we were only down by one and regrouped after that."

With 5:02 remaining in the second period, the B's tied the game up 1-1 when Chris Kelly knocked in a rebound off a Paille shot.

Bruins coach Claude Julien spoke about the turnaround that started in that second period.

"If you look at our game, I thought the first period, we just weren't  there," Julien said.  "We were on our heels. They had total control of that period. Tuukka kept us in there. I thought the second, we started turning it around.  Third, same thing.  We got better as the game went on. Overtime, that was the best, had a lot of scoring chances there. 

"Like I told our guys, we've got to show up on time for these kind of games.  It could have cost us tonight."

Julien talked about putting Paille, Kelly, and Seguin together and the spark the new third line provided to key the victory.

"We didn't have much going," Julien said. "At one point I thought that line would give us something. They responded well.  Got both goals tonight. It's a hunch from a coach. I know that Dan [Paille] is a great skater, can make a lot of things happen. Seguin, after the first period, was one of the guys that picked up his game.

 "Kelly was one of the guys that was good right from the start.  I put those three guys together and they answered."

Kelly, who last scored on April 17 against the Capitals, spoke about Paille's goal and how the new linemates worked together.

"I think on my goal it was a great five-guy effort," Kelly said. "Andrew [Ference] made a pinch, Tyler was in on the play and got it to Daniel, and Daniel took it to the net.  I just happened to be there, tapped it in.

"I thought Paille played extremely well the whole night. His goal, great pass by Seguin.  I thought both of them played extremely well.  Their feet were moving the whole night."

Paille talked about the momentum shift that went Boston's way after Chicago steamrolled them on the ice in the first period.

“I think we just stopped thinking and started playing and realized that we needed to help the team a little bit,” Paille said after netting the OT game winner. “I think that goes well into the game when you stop thinking and start playing with your natural abilities. I think [Seguin] started skating a lot more and I think [Kelly] and myself started to protect the puck. So that helped us out in the game.”

The Bruins peppered Chicago goaltender Corey Crawford throughout the overtime period, including Jaromir Jagr clanging a shot off the crossbar, causing the 41-year-old hockey legend to scream to the high heavens.

“I said, ‘God. Where are you?’ ” Jagr said in the locker room.

The former two-time Cup champion and former NHL MVP has not scored a goal in the postseason, last hitting the back of the net on April 21 against Florida. But Jagr showed a late burst of energy and seemed destined to turn on the red light Saturday night.

"That's the way it is," Jagr said. "I've got no problem with that if we keep winning. That would be kind of sad if we would lose the hockey game, but there is always next time because we won. I don't worry about it right now."

During the first intermission of Game 2, NBC Sports NHL analyst and former Bruin Mike Milbury took a shot at Jagr.

“He can’t skate in this series," Milbury said on the air. "They gotta get him off of this line. If he can do something when he gets the puck standing still, fine. But he can’t forecheck, he can’t participate with this line. He turned the puck over repeatedly. He can’t get anything going here. They can’t sustain anything with him on this line.

“Absolutely lazy in a Stanley Cup Finals… That to me is a guy that is too tired to play in this final. That is a guy that has to be replaced.”

The Blackhawks are fully aware of the challenges they'll when the series goes back to Boston for Game 3, Monday night at TD Garden.

"It's a tough building to go in and win," Hawks winger Patrick Sharp said. "But there's enough incentive on the line that we can muster up a good effort."

Final: Bruins 2, Blackhawks 1 (OT)

Link|Comments (8)Posted by Matt Pepin, Boston.com Staff June 15, 2013 07:55 PM


CHICAGO -- At 13:48 of overtime, Daniel Paille rifled a shot over Corey Crawford’s glove to give the Bruins a 2-1 Game 2 win. The series is tied at 1-1. Game 3 is at TD Garden on Monday

The play started as Adam McQuaid held the zone at the right point. Tyler Seguin threw a cross-ice pass to Paille. The left wing buried his shot.

End of regulation: 1-1: For the second straight game, the Bruins and Blackhawks went into overtime. The Bruins survived a first-period blitzkrieg. They evened the game in the second, then held their ground in the third period to send Game 2 into extra time tied at 1-1.

Neither team scored in the third period. The Bruins’ best chance came after Jaromir Jagr set up Brad Marchand at the left circle. Corey Crawford got a piece of Marchand’s shot with his glove.

End of second period: 1-1: The Bruins, lucky to be down just one goal after the first period, tied the game in the second. The tying goal took place on the second shift for the new third line of Daniel Paille, Chris Kelly, and Tyler Seguin. 

Paille started the play by winning a puck battle along the end boards. Paille walked the puck out and put a short-range shot on goal. Corey Crawford stopped Paille’s shot. But Kelly beat Patrick Kane to the rebound and tapped the puck past Crawford at 14:58 to tie the game at 1-1. It was Kelly’s first point of the playoffs.

The Bruins were a post away from taking the lead. After Kelly batted a puck out of air, Brad Marchand had a chance. Marchand kicked the puck to his blade and snapped a shot on goal that bounced off the right post at 18:57.

The Bruins slowed the bleeding in the second. After allowing 19 shots in the first, they limited the Blackhawks to five pucks on Tuukka Rask in the second. 

End of first period: Blackhawks 1-0: The Blackhawks grabbed a 1-0 lead after 20 minutes. But the Blackhawks could have slipped five pucks into the Boston net in the first period.

From the opening shift, the Blackhawks overwhelmed the Bruins. It was a varsity-versus-JV performance. Chicago landed 19 pucks on goal while limiting the Bruins to just four shots on Corey Crawford. The Blackhawks dominated every segment of the game. The Bruins were fortunate to escape the first down just one goal.

Chicago beat Rask after a flurry of shots by the No. 2 line. Rask stopped three straight pucks, but the Bruins couldn’t bail out their goalie by retrieving the rebounds. With Rask down and out and Michal Handzus causing havoc in front, Patrick Sharp whistled the puck into the net at 11:20.

The Bruins caught a break several minutes later. Again, the Bruins allowed the Blackhawks to swarm the net. Jonathan Toews appeared to slip the puck under Rask after a wraparound at 12:32. The initial call on the ice was no goal, which was confirmed via video review.

 Get live updates and more throughout Game 2.

We're also having a special chat where fans of both teams can sound off throughout the game.

Tonight's Bruins lineup

Link|Comments (0)Posted by Fluto Shinzawa, Globe Staff June 15, 2013 07:52 PM


By Fluto Shinzawa, Globe Staff

Based on pregame warmups: 

Milan Lucic-David Krejci-Nathan Horton

 Brad Marchand-Patrice Bergeron-Jaromir Jagr

 Kaspars Daugavins-Rich Peverley-Tyler Seguin

 Daniel Paille-Chris Kelly-Shawn Thornton

Zdeno Chara-Dennis Seidenberg

 Andrew Ference-Johnny Boychuk

 Torey Krug-Adam McQuaid

Tuukka Rask

 Anton Khudobin 

Tonight's Blackhawks lineup

Link|Comments (0)Posted by Fluto Shinzawa, Globe Staff June 15, 2013 07:50 PM


By Fluto Shinzawa, Globe Staff

Based on pregame warmups: 

Brandon Saad-Jonathan Toews-Marian Hossa

 Patrick Sharp-Michal Handzus-Patrick Kane

 Bryan Bickell-Dave Bolland-Andrew Shaw

 Brandon Bollig-Marcus Kruger-Michael Frolik

Duncan Keith-Brent Seabrook

 Johnny Oduya-Niklas Hjalmarsson

 Nick Leddy-Michal Rozsival

Corey Crawford

 Ray Emery

Nathan Horton to play tonight

Link|Comments (8)Posted by Fluto Shinzawa, Globe Staff June 15, 2013 01:37 PM


By Fluto Shinzawa, Globe Staff; Steve Silva, Boston.com Staff

Nathan Horton will play tonight in Game 2. Both Horton and Claude Julien said the right wing will be in the lineup. 

“He feels really good,” Julien said. “He looked really good out there the last two days. There’s absolutely no reason at all why he shouldn’t play tonight.”

Horton participated in the morning skate. Horton practiced in his usual spot alongside Milan Lucic and David Krejci.

"I feel good, I'm going to be ready, I think I'm in, I'm ready to go and I'm excited, feel good" Horton said after Saturday's practice. "I've just been trying to get ready for Game 2 like any player here and just looking at clips on what we need to do better, but I feel good personally."

Horton was asked if he was in pain the last couple of days.

"I'm not in any pain, I feel good," he said. "Like I said, I'm ready to play and I'm just excited to get going here."

Horton would not go into any details on what caused the upper body setback Saturday night but when asked if Claude Julien said he's definitely ready go tonight, Horton replied: "Yes, everything's good. I'm back and I'm ready to go."

With Horton in, Tyler Seguin will remain on the third line with Kaspars Daugavins and Rich Peverley. The Bruins are not projected to make any other changes.

Tonight’s expected lineup:

Milan Lucic-David Krejci-Nathan Horton

 Brad Marchand-Patrice Bergeron-Jaromir Jagr

 Kaspars Daugavins-Rich Peverley-Tyler Seguin

 Daniel Paille-Chris Kelly-Shawn Thornton

Zdeno Chara-Dennis Seidenberg

 Andrew Ference-Johnny Boychuk

 Torey Krug-Adam McQuaid

Tuukka Rask

 Anton Khudobin 

Game 2 preview: Bruins at Blackhawks

Link|Comments (2)Posted by Fluto Shinzawa, Globe Staff June 15, 2013 11:22 AM


By Fluto Shinzawa, Globe Staff

CHICAGO – Good morning from the United Center, where the Bruins will attempt to tie the series at 1-1 tonight. 

It’s unknown whether Nathan Horton (upper body) will be available tonight. Horton was injured during first overtime of Game 1. Horton most likely re-aggravated the injury he suffered on April 20 during a fight with Jarome Iginla. 

Horton practiced yesterday. For now, we’ll assume Horton will play tonight.

Puck drop: 8 p.m. ET

TV/radio info: NBC (Mike Emrick, Ed Olczyk, Pierre McGuire), 98.5 The Sports Hub (Dave Goucher, Bob Beers)

Records: Bruins 0-1, Blackhawks 1-0

Projected Blackhawks lineup:

Brandon Saad-Jonathan Toews-Marian Hossa

 Bryan Bickell-Michal Handzus-Patrick Kane

 Patrick Sharp-Dave Bolland-Andrew Shaw

 Brandon Bollig-Marcus Kruger-Michael Frolik

Duncan Keith-Brent Seabrook

 Johnny Oduya-Niklas Hjalmarsson

 Nick Leddy-Michal Rozsival

Corey Crawford

 Ray Emery

Healthy scratches: Daniel Carcillo, Jamal Mayers, Viktor Stalberg, Ben Smith, Ryan Stanton

Projected Bruins lineup:

Milan Lucic-David Krejci-Nathan Horton

 Brad Marchand-Patrice Bergeron-Jaromir Jagr

 Kaspars Daugavins-Rich Peverley-Tyler Seguin

 Daniel Paille-Chris Kelly-Shawn Thornton

Zdeno Chara-Dennis Seidenberg

 Andrew Ference-Johnny Boychuk

 Torey Krug-Adam McQuaid

Tuukka Rask

 Anton Khudobin 

Healthy scratches: Matt Bartkowski, Dougie Hamilton, Wade Redden, Aaron Johnson, Carl Soderberg, Jay Pandolfo, Jordan Caron

Storylines: Torey Krug practiced alongside Adam McQuaid in his usual third-pairing spot yesterday. Krug projects to remain in tonight’s lineup. The Bruins expect Krug to shrug off the third-period turnover in Game 1 that led to Chicago’s second goal… If Horton can’t play, Tyler Seguin will move up to the first line. Carl Soderberg could make his NHL playoff debut. Soderberg took shifts centering the third line between Daniel Paille and Rich Peverley yesterday… The Bruins will remain in Chicago after tonight’s game. They are scheduled to return to Boston tomorrow… Wes McCauley and Dan O’Halloran will be the referees. Jay Sharrers and Pierre Racicot will be the linesmen.

Live Game 2 pregame show at 6 p.m.

Link|Comments (0)Posted by Matt Pepin, Boston.com Staff June 15, 2013 10:56 AM


We're planning a live pregame show from the United Center tonight at 6 p.m. Our reporters in Chicago will bring you the latest news and offer their outlooks on Game 2 between the Bruins and Blackhawks.

Stanley Cup Today: Finally, another game day

Link|Comments (2)Posted by Matt Pepin, Boston.com Staff June 15, 2013 08:30 AM


By Matt Pepin, Boston.com Staff

At last, another game day is upon us. 

The good news is the series picks up the pace a bit now, with only one day off before Game 3 on Monday and then only one day off before Game 4 on Wednesday.

Both the Bruins (12:30 p.m.) and Blackhawks (11:30 a.m.) will hold a pregame skate at United Center, which will shed some light on the lines we may expect to see in Game 2.

At 7 p.m., the major NHL awards winners will be announced - MVP, best defenseman, top rookie and most outstanding player.

Then the puck drops on Game 2 shortly after 8 p.m. The game will be televised on NBCSN.

***

Links from Chicago

The Chicago Sun-Times' Mark Lazerus explains why Blackhawks right wing Marian Hossa is a fixture in the Stanley Cup Finals.

On ESPNChicago, Jesse Rogers writes about how Blackhawks star Jonathan Toews is still contributing despite not scoring much.

***

What you may have missed

Steve Silva hit the streets of Chicago to get reaction to one company's decision to market "Chicago Stronger," t-shirts. Watch his report here.

Friday's Championship Today video provides a look at Nathan Horton back on the ice and skating at Bruins practice, and includes commentary from Bruins coach Claude Julien, center David Krejci, and Blackhawks coach Joel Quenneville.

Chad Finn has 13 thoughts on how the series has gone so far.

Nathan Horton skated with the Bruins on Friday, but his injury status remains day-to-day.

*** 

Hot on social  

Patrice Bergeron was also a finalist for the Frank J. Selke Trophy, given to the NHL's best two-way player, but the award went to Jonathan Toews of the Blackhawks. His "Patrice's Pals" program brings hospital patients and children's groups to watch Bruins games in his TD Garden suite, and was a big factor in winning the King Clancy Memorial Trophy.

***

What's coming

Tonight's live coverage on Boston.com features a special page that will have both game updates and a special fan chat hosted by Obnoxious Boston Fan. The updates will begin with the morning skates, and the fan chat kicks off at 7 p.m.

We're also planning a live pregame show at 6 p.m. from the United Center. It'll stream on our Boston Sports Live page as well as the BDC homepage and sports page.

During the game, we'll have photos, and afterward we'll have plenty of postgame interview video and columns.

Patrice Bergeron wins King Clancy Memorial Trophy

Link|Comments (3)Posted by Matt Pepin, Boston.com Staff June 14, 2013 05:47 PM


By Matt Pepin, Boston.com Staff

Bruins center Patrice Bergeron won the King Clancy Memorial Trophy, the NHL announced Friday at the first of two awards programs it is holding this weekend. 

The King Clancy is given to a player for both leadership on and off the ice and humanitarian contributions in his community.

Bergeron's "Patrice's Pals" program brings hospital patients and children's groups to TD Garden to watch Bruins games from a luxury suite.

“It means a lot, it's a huge honor," Bergeron said via a team press release. "Obviously, any time you have the chance to help out the community, it's something that speaks a lot to me and I want to do. ... I like to lead by example and just work as hard as I can on and off the ice and help whoever I can.”

Bergeron was also a finalist for the Selke Trophy for best two-way player, and teammate Adam McQuaid was a finalist for the Masterton Trophy for dedication to hockey. Chicago's Jonathan Toews won the Selke and Minnesota goalie Josh Harding won the Masterton.

The NHL will announce its major awards, including MVP and best goalie, Saturday before Game 2 of the Stanley Cup Finals.

Saad gets his shot on Blackhawks' top line

Link|Comments (1)Posted by Chad Finn, Globe Staff June 14, 2013 04:33 PM


By Chad Finn, Boston.com Staff

CHICAGO -- Brandon Saad, who scored the Blackhawks' first goal in Game 1 and ended their 4-3 triple-overtime victory playing with top-line holdovers Jonathan Toews and Marian Hossa, remained on the first line in Friday's morning skate. 

"Regardless of what line you’re playing on you’re going to come to the rink and do your job and work hard, especially at this stage this late in the season,” Saad said. “But to be on this line helps out. Those guys are great players. We played pretty much the whole year together so the chemistry developed.”

Bryan Bickell, who has eight goals this postseason after scoring nine during the regular season, was shifted back to the third line during practice, where he joined Andrew Shaw (who scored the winning goal in Game 1) and Dave Bolland.

Blackhawks coach Joel Quenneville was asked why he's so willing to shuffle his lines, something many coaches won't do during the postseason.

"Well, I think most of the guys over the course of the season play with one another,'' he said. "Sometimes, it's about the matchup. Sometimes it's just about mixing it up. Sometimes it's guys on a merit basis who look like they're playing well. It all goes hand in hand.

"We feel that in playoff series, you don't have enough time to hang around and make a decision,'' he said. "So sometimes we try things. We usually try them when we don't like how things are going.''

The Blackhawks have a potent second line in Patrick Sharp, Patrick Kane, and Michael Handzus, and Quenneville's willingness to give all four lines significant ice team means that Michael Frolik, Marcus Kruger, and Brandon Bollig will also get their opportunities. 

"All those guys [on the fourth line], they've got a pretty good idea how to play with and without the puck. Sometimes they're hard to play against."

Nathan Horton practices with Bruins, remains day-to-day

Link|Comments (7)Posted by Fluto Shinzawa, Globe Staff June 14, 2013 04:11 PM


By Fluto Shinzawa, Globe Staff

CHICAGO – Nathan Horton practiced this afternoon at the United Center. Horton remains day-to-day, said Claude Julien. The right wing’s availability for Game 2 tomorrow is undetermined. Horton was unavailable for comment. 

Horton shot and passed the puck without limitations. Horton, however, did not take every line rush with Milan Lucic and David Krejci, his regular linemates. Tyler Seguin took shifts at right wing with Lucic and Krejci when Horton didn’t rotate through.

Horton suffered an upper-body injury during first overtime of Game 1. It was likely related to the injury Horton sustained during a fight with Jarome Iginla on April 20. Horton missed the last five regular-season games.

If Horton cannot play, Carl Soderberg could make his NHL playoff debut. With Seguin taking shifts on the first line, Soderberg centered the third line between Daniel Paille and Rich Peverley. Soderberg hasn’t played since April 28 against Ottawa in the regular-season finale. Soderberg has zero goals and two assists in six games.

The Bruins’ possible lineup without Horton:

Milan Lucic-David Krejci-Tyler Seguin

 Brad Marchand-Patrice Bergeron-Jaromir Jagr

 Daniel Paille-Carl Soderberg-Rich Peverley

 Kaspars Daugavins-Chris Kelly-Shawn Thornton

Zdeno Chara-Dennis Seidenberg

 Andrew Ference-Johnny Boychuk

 Torey Krug-Adam McQuaid

Tuukka Rask

 Anton Khudobin

Now the Michael Jordan statue in Chicago is sporting a Blackhawks jersey

Link|Comments (5)Posted by Matt Pepin, Boston.com Staff June 14, 2013 11:22 AM


607jordan.jpg

By Matt Pepin, Boston.com Staff

 Earlier this week we told you how a symptom of Stanley Cup fever has presented itself in Chicago.

Now it appears to be spreading. The statue of Chicago Bulls great Michael Jordan has been adorned with a Blackhawks sweater.

Stanley Cup Today: Focus turns to Game 2, NHL awards

Link|Comments (2)Posted by Matt Pepin, Boston.com Staff June 14, 2013 07:45 AM


By Matt Pepin, Boston.com Staff

Now that everyone has hopefully caught their breath following the three-OT Game 1, it's time to look ahead to Game 2. 

Both teams will be practicing today, then discussing their outlook on Saturday's game, at United Center. The Blackhawks skate at noon, the Bruins at 2:30 p.m.

Also tonight, the NHL will announce the first wave of its award winners for the 2013 season. Two Bruins are among the finalists – Adam McQuaid for the Bill Masterton Memorial (dedication to hockey) and Patrice Bergeron for the Frank J. Selke Trophy (best two-way player). Those two awards plus the King Clancy, Lady Byng, and Jack Adams awards, the Mark Messier Leadership Award and the general manager of the year awards will be revealed beginning at 5 p.m. on NHL Network and streamed online at NHL.com.

On Saturday, the major awards (MVP, best goalie, rookie of year, most outstanding player) will be doled out during a pregame show at 7 p.m. on NBC Sports Network.

***

Links from Chicago

 The Chicago Tribune created a graphic that illustrates the decibel levels in the United Center during Wednesday's game.

In the Chicago Sun-Times, Mark Potash writes the Blackhawks have versatility to win in a variety of ways.

On the Madhouse Enforcer blog, James Neveau ponders whether Blackhawks star Jonathan Toews can find his offensive groove again.

The Chicago Tribune also produced a fascinating video – a time-lapse of Blackhawks goalie Corey Crawford in Game 1. Watch it here.

*** 

What you may have missed

In Boston.com's daily Championship Today video, Steve Silva has a rundown of Thursday's key story lines.

Our new Stats Driven blogger, David Sabino, explains how the Bruins' knack for finding themselves in overtime games follows an NHL trend.

A Chicago firm apparently didn't get the message from the Toronto series and has begun selling "Chicago Stronger" shirts.

Hot on social

While Boston has an amazing national anthem singer of its own in Rene Rancourt, it's only right to give respect where it is due and the Blackhawks' Jim Cornelison is up there with the best of them.

I can't remember the last time I heard the national anthem played in full on a radio broadcast before a game, but here's a hat tip to The Sports Hub and Dave Goucher and Bob Beers for stepping aside and airing the full anthem before Game 1. Classy move.

What's coming

We'll have another episode of Championship Today on Boston.com this afternoon/evening, and you can follow the latest updates from this afternoon's activity in our Game 2 live blog right here.

Julien says Nathan Horton is day-to-day

Link|Comments (22)Posted by Fluto Shinzawa, Globe Staff June 13, 2013 04:40 PM


By Fluto Shinzawa, Globe Staff

CHICAGO – Nathan Horton is day-to-day with an undisclosed injury, according to Bruins coach Claude Julien. The right wing suffered the injury during a power play in the first overtime of Game 1 Wednesday night.

Horton was hurt while pushing Chicago defenseman Niklas Hjalmarsson. Horton stopped playing, doubled over, and skated to the bench. He retreated to the dressing room and didn’t return.

Horton had suffered an upper-body injury during a fight with Pittsburgh's Jarome Iginla April 20 and missed the last five regular-season games.

If Horton can’t play in Game 2 Saturday, Jordan Caron would be the most likely candidate to enter the lineup. Caron is one of three available forwards, along with Jay Pandolfo and Carl Soderberg. Caron is a right wing who can battle along the walls and jam in front of the net when he’s playing well.

Tyler Seguin projects to replace Horton on the first line alongside Milan Lucic and David Krejci. Seguin took most of those shifts in Game 1 after Horton departed and showed some jump. Seguin nearly set up Kaspars Daugavins for the winner in triple overtime. Seguin also assisted on Patrice Bergeron’s third-period power-play goal.

“He skated. He had some chances,” Julien said. “He’s got speed up there with them. He’s got skill. For him, it’s an opportunity right now. He did a great job. We’ll see where everybody stands here by Saturday.”

* Torey Krug acknowledged coughing up the puck on Dave Bolland’s third-period goal that brought Chicago within 3-2. The Bruins were changing lines when Krug settled the puck. Krug said he saw a stretched-out Daniel Paille and tried to get him the puck. Andrew Shaw picked off Krug’s pass to initiate Bolland’s goal.

“Yes, it was a mistake to throw that puck up the middle,” Julien said. “But if you look back at the play, I don’t think we had a good line change. He didn’t have a ton of options. I think there could be some blame shared on that goal.”

* Neither Julien nor the players are dwelling on the nature of the 4-3 triple-overtime loss. The Bruins are looking ahead to Game 2. “What’s done is done,” Julien said.

* Both teams stayed off the ice today. They are scheduled to practice Friday at United Center.

Blackhawks players tired, not overconfident after win

Link|Comments (1)Posted by Gary Dzen, Boston.com Staff June 13, 2013 04:10 PM


By Gary Dzen, Boston.com Staff

The Blackhawks took a 1-0 lead in the Stanley Cup Final early Thursday morning but didn't rest on their laurels when addressing the media later in the day. Chicago did not practice but will have the chance to do so Friday before Game 2 Saturday.

"I think you go into a game knowing you don't get a lot of high-quality chances against Boston," said Blackhawks coach Joel Quenneville. "You get a couple fortunate bounces on a couple goals, those are goals you have to score. If you're looking for those perfect plays, they're going to be hard to find."

The Blackhawks got fortunate bounces on both the tying goal (off the skate of Bruins defenseman Andrew Ference) and the winning goal (deflected in by Andrew Shaw).

Asked if anything surprised him about the Bruins, Quenneville said, " I don't know if it was a surprise, but they're a good hockey team. I know you watch them, now you get to play against them, you see they're fast, maybe faster than you anticipated.

"Their top line was extremely dangerous. They've got some guys that can make plays. They got patience with the puck."

Blackhawks players said Thursday they were naturally tired after playing into three overtimes, but a day off should help.

"I think having the two-day break between Game 1 and 2 is huge," said defenseman Brent Seabrook. "Same as last night. Get a lot of rest, stay hydrated, get as much healthy, good food in your system as you can. Just get ready and focus for the next one."

Said forward Marian Hossa, "To tell you the truth, fall asleep around 3:00. Woke up early. I think my neighbor decide he going to drill in the morning. That was unpleasant (laughter).

"We are lucky, like Brent said, we got extra day, you know, to recharge the batteries and get back on Game 2."

Stanley Cup Today: Following loss, Bruins will not practice

Link|Comments (1)Posted by Zuri Berry, Boston.com Staff June 13, 2013 08:04 AM


By Zuri Berry, Boston.com Staff

The Bruins will not practice Thursday after losing to the Blackhawks, 4-3, in triple overtime of Game 1 of the Stanley Cup Finals.

It was the fifth-longest game in Stanley Cup history.

The team will make coach Claude Julien and select players available for comment at 3:30 p.m.

The Blackhawks will make coach Joel Quenneville and select players available to speak at 2:30 p.m.

***

Links from Chicago

Chicago Tribune reporter Brian Hamilton writes that Andrew Shaw, who scored the game-winning goal, was in the right moment at the right time.

Also from the Tribune, video of Blackhawks goalie Corey Crawford's comments on Game 1. 

Chicago Sun-Times columnist Rick Telander writes that utilizing Jonathan Toews and Patrick Kane on different lines was beneficial for the Blackhawks' win.

And Sun-Times columnist Rick Morrissey writes that the Blackhawks' win provides the kind of hockey that was good for the overall game. 

***

What you may have missed

Couldn't stay up to watch the triple OT defeat, watch the highlights in agony here. 

Kevin Paul Dupont and Steve Silva break down Game 1 right here. 

Silva and Boston.com's Alan Miller and Ed Medina also had plenty of video of the postgame interviews. Here's a list:

Bruins

Claude Julien

Tuukka Rask

Tyler Seguin

Kaspars Daugavins

Milan Lucic

Blackhawks

Patrick Sharp

Corey Crawford

Dave Bolland

On BostonGlobe.com, Dupont writes that the Bruins now face an uphill battle.

Also on BostonGlobe.com, columnist Dan Shaughnessy gives his take on the thriller. 

***

Hot on social

Of course, this tweet came just a few short hours after President Obama was in Boston to stump for Senate hopeful Ed Markey. 

***

What's coming

We're still going strong with live coverage today on Boston.com. Stay tuned for analysis in our live blog today, where we'll be covering the media availability this afternoon.

We'll have Boston Sports Live streaming from Chicago at noon.

Also, expect another episode of Championship Today. 

Bruins lose Game 1 in triple OT on double deflection

Link|Comments (89)Posted by Steve Silva, Boston.com Staff June 13, 2013 04:58 AM


By Steve Silva, Boston.com Staff

CHICAGO -- There are heartbreakers. There are crushing defeats. And then there's the Bruins 4-3 triple overtime loss to the Blackhawks in Game 1 of the Stanley Cup finals. 

Chicago prevailed in the fifth longest game in Stanley Cup finals history when Andrew Shaw deflected a shot off his leg that snuck past Bruins goalie Tuukka Rask with 7:52 remaining in overtime No. 3.

Rask made a career-high 59 saves on the night but he could not find a way to stop the puck after a double deflection on a blue line shot by defenseman Michal Rozsival.

"It was a soft shot, so I'm probably going to have it if [Shaw] didn't hit it, but it gets deflected, it's tough," Rask said following the epic contest.

Box score

 Pictures: Game 1 scenes

Watch: Highlights 

Watch: Dupont, Silva break down Game 1 

Watch: Lucic on the loss 

 Way back in regulation, the Bruins had the Blackhawks right where they wanted them when Patrice Bergeron fired one past Chicago goalie Corey Crawford, giving Boston a 3-1 lead with just under 14 minutes to play in the game.

Blackhawks center Dave Bolland woke up the crowd of 22,110 strong when he scored with 12 minutes left to bring Chicago to within one. With just under 8 minutes remaining, Johnny Oduya got the Blackhawks even at 3-3 and it would take three more periods before the Chicago comeback was complete.

“Luck,” Shaw said when describing the winning goal. “It was kind of [Bryan] Bickell finishing his check. The puck goes to the point. [Michal] Rozsival gets a nice shot through and Bolland got his stick on it. I just happened to be going to the net wide. It kind of went off my leg into the net.”

Crawford said he knew the game winning goal was on its way if he held his own in net.

“I was just trying to tell myself to make the next save and then we’re going to score on the next shot,” Crawford said regarding the third overtime. “I was just telling myself that the whole [overtime].”

Rask, who gave up four goals Wednesday night after giving up only two the entire Pittsburgh series, was asked if losing the game in three overtimes is worse than losing in regulation.

"Yeah, I'm sure like right after, it [stinks] because you're tired and you almost played two games," he said. "But at the end of the day, it's a loss, and that's the only thing that matters." The Game 1 defeat was the second loss in five overtime games for Rask and the Bruins this postseason.

Bruins enforcer Shawn Thornton was quick to defend his goaltender.

"We can't say enough about him. All year he's been unbelievable for us and it was no different [Wednesday]," Thornton said. "In the second and in the third periods, it could have been a different game if he wasn't standing on his head. He's been amazing for us."

After the Bruins took a 2-0 lead in the second period behind Milan Lucic's two goals, Chicago took the game to Boston, pressuring the Bruins throughout the second period before finding the back of the net twice in the third.

“We had our chances to end it,” Lucic said. “[Corey Crawford] made some big saves and we didn’t capitalize on them, and they won the game.

“At the end of the day, you’ve got to turn the page, and focus on Game 2. Shoulda, woulda, coulda is not going to get you anywhere. It’s not going to win us a game in the end. I think we need to focus on Game 2 as fast as we can.”

If the Bruins didn't have bad luck, they'd have no luck at all in regulation. There were loose pucks in front of Crawford, a shot off the inside of the post, and a big miss on a wide open net by Bruins winger Kaspars Daugavins who was set up nicely by Tyler Seguin.

"I take the blame for it," Daugavins said. "I should have put it in there and given the team the lead… I had [Crawford] beat, but while I was shooting I got tripped and my hands got tied up.” 

Bruins captain Zdeno Chara was not so quick to place blame on Daugavins for the missed opportunity.

"He tried to put the puck in the net," Chara said. "It didn't happen, but everybody is trying to score. Of course we've got each other's backs."

The worst break for Boston came when rookie defenseman Torey Krug had a costly turnover that led to the Bolland goal. Shaw intercepted a Krug pass up the middle and worked the puck over to Bolland whose score brought the Blackhawks to within one goal.

"We had the game," Rask said. "We're up 3-1 in the third and then a terrible turnover leads to a second goal and then a tough bounce leads to the tying goal, and we just gave it away," Rask said. "Especially going to the third overtime, you're not going to make any fancy backdoor plays. That's what it came down to. I thought we were forcing the play a little too much [in the third overtime] and they just shot the puck and it found its way in and it went in."

The Bruins looked sluggish through the first two overtimes, but seemed to have found a second wind in the third OT.

“I thought that in overtime we got better,” Julien said. “We got a little stronger. We had some great looks, some great opportunities, we just didn’t bury them. Eventually somebody is going to score a goal as fatigue sets in. Not disappointed in our effort. There’s certain things you’re going to want to fix for next game. But as far as the game is concerned, it was a hard-fought game.”

So now the Black and Gold and Tired will have two full days to rest before Game 2 of the series Saturday night back at the United Center.

live 

Final: Blackhawks 4, Bruins 3 (3 OT)

Link|Comments (0)Posted by Matt Pepin, Boston.com Staff June 12, 2013 07:55 PM


At 12:08 of triple overtime, Michal Rozsival snapped a point shot on goal. Andrew Shaw tipped the puck past Tuukka Rask to give the Blackhawks a 4-3 win in Game 1 at the United Center.

The Blackhawks won several puck battles leading up to Rozsival’s point shot. Shaw bowled over Dennis Seidenberg, who lost his glove on the play. Seidenberg couldn’t retreat to his net-front position in time to defend Shaw.

End of second overtime: 3-3: Bruins and Blackhawks are going into triple OT. Bruins with have 1:06 remaining on the power play. Zdeno Chara hit the right post with approximately 12 seconds remaining in double OT.

End of overtime: 3-3: Neither team scored in overtime. The Bruins had the best chance when the Blackhawks were caught with too many men at 12:08. Their top opportunity came off a David Krejci shot. Nathan Horton was in position to tap in the rebound, but he couldn’t elevate his shot over Corey Crawford.

Later during the power play, Horton suffered an undisclosed injury. Horton, doubled over, skated to the bench and retreating to the dressing room. Horton didn’t return.

End of third period: 3-3: The Blackhawks wiped out a two-goal deficit in the third period to force overtime in Game 1. Dave Bolland and Johnny Oduya scored to send the game into extra time.

The Bruins took a 3-1 lead at 6:09 of the third period. With Michael Frolik in the box for tripping, Patrice Bergeron hammered a power-play shot through Corey Crawford. It was only the fourth power-play goal Chicago had allowed during the playoffs.

The Blackhawks roared back with two straight goals. After picking off a Torey Krug pass, Andrew Shaw looked for help. Shaw got it in Bolland. Bolland took Shaw’s cross-crease pass and beat Tuukka Rask at 8:00.

Chicago got a fortunate bounce to tie the game. Oduya’s point shot was headed wide right. But the puck glanced off Andrew Ference’s left skate and deflected past Tuukka Rask at 12:14. 

End of second period: Bruins, 2-1: The Bruins, up 1-0 after 20 minutes, doubled their lead at 0:51 of the second period when Milan Lucic scored his second goal of the night. Before Lucic’s goal, Tuukka Rask stared down an odd-man rush after Dennis Seidenberg was caught up the ice. Rask steered aside a Marian Hossa shot. On the following rush, Lucic won a puck battle against Hossa in center ice to start the attack. 

David Krejci, drifting down the left wing, gave the puck back to Lucic. The left wing snapped the puck past Corey Crawford to give the Bruins a 2-0 lead. 

Chicago struck back at 3:08 of the second. Nathan Horton controlled the puck along the wall in the defensive zone. Hossa picked Horton’s pocket to give the Blackhawks a scoring chance. Brandon Saad was in position to snap the puck past Rask to make it a 2-1 game.

End of first period: Bruins 1-0: The Bruins scored the only goal of the first period. The play started when David Krejci beat Niklas Hjalmarsson in a puck race behind the Chicago net. Krejci rolled off Hjalmarsson’s check and looked for options. At the same time, Johnny Oduya pursued Krejci, which left both Chicago defensemen behind the net.

The Bruins took advantage of the net-front vacancy. Krejci dished to Nathan Horton out front. Horton spotted Milan Lucic open in the low slot. After taking Horton’s pass, Lucic flung the puck over Corey Crawford at 13:11.

---

Steve Silva and Chad Finn are your hosts tonight and will bring you updates from Game 1 in Chicago. Our live blog also captures commentary from top reporters covering both teams via Twitter.

Add your comments and enjoy the game.

Tonight's Bruins lineup

Link|Comments (0)Posted by Fluto Shinzawa, Globe Staff June 12, 2013 07:53 PM


By Fluto Shinzawa, Globe Staff

Based on pregame warmups: 

 Milan Lucic-David Krejci-Nathan Horton

 Brad Marchand-Patrice Bergeron-Jaromir Jagr

 Kaspars Daugavins-Rich Peverley-Tyler Seguin

 Daniel Paille-Chris Kelly-Shawn Thornton

Zdeno Chara-Dennis Seidenberg

 Andrew Ference-Johnny Boychuk

 Torey Krug-Adam McQuaid

Tuukka Rask

 Anton Khudobin 

Tonight's Blackhawks lineup

Link|Comments (0)Posted by Fluto Shinzawa, Globe Staff June 12, 2013 07:52 PM


By Fluto Shinzawa, Globe Staff

Based on pregame warmups: 

Patrick Sharp-Jonathan Toews-Marian Hossa

 Bryan Bickell-Michal Handzus-Patrick Kane

 Andrew Shaw-Dave Bolland-Brandon Saad

 Brandon Bollig-Marcus Kruger-Michael Frolik

Duncan Keith-Brent Seabrook

 Niklas Hjalmarsson-Johnny Oduya

 Nick Leddy-Michal Rozsival

Corey Crawford

 Ray Emery

Championship Today: 3 keys to a Bruins victory

Link|Comments (0)Posted by Matt Pepin, Boston.com Staff June 12, 2013 05:17 PM


Each day during the Stanley Cup Finals (except Sunday), we'll bring you a daily video report featuring Boston.com and Globe staff who are covering the series.

In today's edition, Chad Finn and Steve Silva give their three keys to a Bruins win over the Blackhawks.

Patrick Kane, Jonathan Toews on separate lines in Blackhawks morning skate

Link|Comments (1)Posted by Chad Finn, Globe Staff June 12, 2013 03:23 PM


By Chad Finn, Boston.com Staff

CHICAGO -- In a barely concealed effort to keep one of their premier players away from Zdeno Chara, the Blackhawks, who reshuffled their top two lines Tuesday, kept them in that new alignment for Wednesday's morning skate at the United Center.

Patrick Kane, who scored three goals in the final two games of the Blackhawks' Western Conference finals victory over the Kings while often skating on a line with Jonathan Toews, apparently will not play alongside the Chicago captain in Wednesday's Game 1. 

Toews will center the first line, with Patrick Sharp on the left wing and Marian Hossa to his right. Kane will play on a line centered by Michael Handzus, with Bryan Bickell at left wing.

"I think all year long the thought process has been Kaner and Toews, but in two different lines,'' said coach Joel Quenneville. 

"In the last three rounds, there's probably been some adjustments in that area. Kaner and Johnny seemed to click in the last four periods against LA. At the same time, they've been apart almost all year."

The only personnel change to the Blackhawks lineup is the addition of Brandon Bollig, who will play on the fourth line. Viktor Stalberg is expected to be scratched. 

Kane said the Bruins' physical style won't catch the Blackhawks by surprise.

“We faced that in our last series against LA,'' Kane said. "We knew they were going to be physical, and Boston, we’ll expect the same from them. Each and every series, it gets tougher, and we’ll be ready for it.”

But because the teams didn't play each other this season, there could be a feeling-out process early in the game. 

"The start's important,'' Quenneville said. "I think that unpredictability, not knowing one another, what to expect. Who knows what could happen right off the bat? I think the excitement of both teams being here, not knowing too much about one another, that unpredictability could be exciting as well.

"Maybe the game settles down at one point where we become familiar with each other's habits. I think we want to make sure we play to our strengths, try to play fast, try to make them play defense."

Toews said the Blackhawks want the Bruins to react to what they're trying to do, and not vice versa.

“We want to have a good start tonight and just go out there and play our game.'' he said. “It mostly comes to our preparation and making them worry about our system.”

Time to dress up Boston's statues?

Link|Comments (0)Posted by Matt Pepin, Boston.com Staff June 12, 2013 02:00 PM


statue.jpg

By Matt Pepin, Boston.com Staff

It's time for Boston to start dressing up the statues.

A lion outside the Art Institute of Chicago on Wednesday was sporting a giant Blackhawks helmet, just as statues around Boston were decked out in Bruins jerseys during the Black-and-Gold's last go-round in the Stanley Cup Final in 2011.

If you spot a Boston-area statue that has caught a bit of Stanley Cup fever, please submit a photo for our Bruins Pride gallery. Same is true if you have good photos of any other outward display of Bruins pride.

(H/T to @pacmanjack for heads-up on the photo)

'Focused' Bruins take the ice for practice in Chicago

Link|Comments (2)Posted by Steve Silva, Boston.com Staff June 12, 2013 01:50 PM


By Steve Silva, Boston.com Staff

CHICAGO -- The Bruins took the ice at United Center for a quick morning skate, and coach Claude Julien was pleased with what he saw as the team prepares for the drop of the puck in Game 1 of the Stanley Cup Final.

"I think I saw our guys focused," said coach Claude Julien. "I thought we had a good morning skate, a short one. At the same time, I think our guys were focused, but also loose in a way that you can tell most of them have been through this before.

"I know for a fact that a few years ago there was some nervousness in our group and everything else. I feel good about our morning skate. So hopefully it shows tonight."

Julien spoke about finally facing a Blackhawks team that offers some of the same challenges as the Pittsburgh Penguins did in the last round. 

"I think we know what they do," Julien said. "It's just reacting to their strengths, hopefully exploiting some weaknesses in teams and everything else. That's what you've got to do.

"I think at the drop of the puck, both teams are going to try to do that, they're going to try to establish their game. I know they will and so will we. I think that's why everybody is excited to see this series start and see what happens here at the drop of the puck." 

Julien was asked if he had any specific matchups in mind going up against a team that the Bruins didn't face this season.

"I don't think there's much, again, that we don't know about each other," he said. "Although we haven't played against each other, I don't think our game plan is going to change. What you've seen us do in the other rounds, we'll continue to do because it's worked for us."

While Julien agrees with the comparisons of Chicago to Pittsburgh, he believes the Blackhawks will bring a special set of skills to the matchup.

"As far as I'm concerned, they have their own identity," Julien said. "They do things that no other teams do, that we're aware of. When you look at their back end, they have a lot of Kris Letangs -- let's put it that way -- that can carry the puck up the ice and attack. There's a lot of things they have. Through our scouting reports, what we've watched, we see a lot of those kinds of things." 

It all gets going at 8 p.m. EST when the teams finally meet each other face to face in Game 1.

Game 1 preview: Bruins at Blackhawks

Link|Comments (1)Posted by Fluto Shinzawa, Globe Staff June 12, 2013 11:18 AM


By Fluto Shinzawa, Globe Staff

CHICAGO – Good morning from the United Center, where the Bruins and Blackhawks will kick off the Stanley Cup Final tonight. 

The Bruins are not expected to make any lineup changes from Game 4 against Pittsburgh. The Blackhawks introduced new lines in practice Tuesday.

Puck drop: 8 p.m. ET

TV/radio info: NBC (Mike Emrick, Ed Olczyk, Pierre McGuire), 98.5 The Sports Hub (Dave Goucher, Bob Beers)

Records: Bruins 0-0, Blackhawks 0-0

Projected Blackhawks lineup:

Patrick Sharp-Jonathan Toews-Marian Hossa

 Bryan Bickell-Michal Handzus-Patrick Kane

 Andrew Shaw-Dave Bolland-Brandon Saad

 Brandon Bollig-Marcus Kruger-Michael Frolik

Duncan Keith-Brent Seabrook

 Niklas Hjalmarsson-Johnny Oduya

 Nick Leddy-Michal Rozsival

Corey Crawford

 Ray Emery

Healthy scratches: Daniel Carcillo, Jamal Mayers, Viktor Stalberg, Ben Smith, Ryan Stanton

Projected Bruins lineup:

Milan Lucic-David Krejci-Nathan Horton

 Brad Marchand-Patrice Bergeron-Jaromir Jagr

 Kaspars Daugavins-Rich Peverley-Tyler Seguin

 Daniel Paille-Chris Kelly-Shawn Thornton

Zdeno Chara-Dennis Seidenberg

 Andrew Ference-Johnny Boychuk

 Torey Krug-Adam McQuaid

Tuukka Rask

 Anton Khudobin 

Healthy scratches: Matt Bartkowski, Dougie Hamilton, Wade Redden, Aaron Johnson, Carl Soderberg, Jay Pandolfo, Jordan Caron

Storylines: It remains to be seen how the Bruins will deploy Zdeno Chara and Dennis Seidenberg. If Tuesday’s lines stick, it’s possible that Chara and Seidenberg will play against Chicago’s top line of Patrick Sharp, Jonathan Toews, and Marian Hossa. The Toews line would also draw the Bruins’ first threesome of Milan Lucic, David Krejci, and Nathan Horton. It would be up to Andrew Ference and Johnny Boychuk to play against Patrick Kane’s line. Patrice Bergeron’s trio would also play against Kane… Both teams are clicking on the penalty kill. Chicago has killed 94.8 percent of opposing power plays. The Bruins were 15 for 15 against Pittsburgh in the Eastern Conference Final… Chris Rooney and Brad Watson will be the referees. Shane Heyer and Brian Murphy will be the linesmen.

Stanley Cup Today: Game 1 is upon us

Link|Comments (2)Posted by Zuri Berry, Boston.com Staff June 12, 2013 07:30 AM


By Zuri Berry, Boston.com Staff

The Bruins will hold an early afternoon skate at Chicago's United Center before retreating ahead of Wednesday night's opening game of the Stanley Cup Final with the Blackhawks.

The afternoon skate will give us an early opportunity to see if Bruins coach Claude Julien has tinkered with the team's lines at all. 

After the skate, the team will make players available for comment followed by Julien. And then it's on to Game 1, with coverage beginning at 8 p.m. on NBC.

The Blackhawks will hold their game-day skate at 11:30 a.m. followed by their own media availability.

***

Links from Chicago

The Chicago Sun-Times' Mark Potash reports the Blackhawks' Patrick Kane and Jonathan Toews will play apart.

Also from the Sun-Times, Mark Lazerus provides the Blackhawks' three keys to a Chicago Stanley Cup victory. 

The Chicago Tribune offers the faker's guide to the Blackhawks, which is geared to the non-diehards of the sport.

And the Tribune also has some celebrity predictions. 

***

What you may have missed

Jack Edwards, the Bruins' play-by-play broadcaster for NESN, joined our own Steve Silva for our Stanley Cup Final show Championship Today to offer his thoughts on the series. There's also some interviews with Cam Neely, Tuukka Rask, and others.

Kevin Paul Dupont and Adam Kaufman debate whether or not the Bruins are the team of destiny. 

And Dupont, in the Stanley Cup preview available for digital subscribers, writes on how the series takes us back to glory days of the Original Six. 

Also in today's Globe, Dan Shaughnessy explains how special it would be if the Bruins win the cup, particularly after overcoming the tragedy of the Boston Marathon.

***

Hot on social

No word yet on whether colleagues Dupont or Fluto Shinzawa have accepted the challenge. 

***

What's coming

Follow all coverage of the Bruins today, from today's early skate through the game and postgame, on Boston.com. We'll have live coverage throughout.

Another episode of Championship Today is in the works. We'll have soundbites from today's media availability.

Also, expect Boston.com and Globe staff predictions to be made available. 

And Boston Sports Live will be broadcasting live from Chicago.

Our Game 1 live blog will be here for you to get updates and add your comments to the discussion.

Mutual admiration for Krejci, Jagr

Link|Comments (0)Posted by Chad Finn, Globe Staff June 11, 2013 06:56 PM


By Chad Finn, Boston.com Staff

CHICAGO -- As a young, exceptionally talented Czech hockey player, it's no surprise that David Krejci grew up idolizing his countryman Jaromir Jagr.

"Every time they showed hockey on TV, it was always Pittsburgh,'' said Krejci, now 27, of his 41-year-old teammate. "I don't remember any other team."

During his first two NHL seasons, Jagr played for a Stanley Cup winner for the Penguins. Now his chance for a third Cup is partly dependent on Krejci, the leading scorer this postseason (9-12--21) and a Conn Smythe candidate. 

"He's really big in Czech,'' Krejci said, "Especially 20 years ago when he won the two Cups, it was always about him. I wasn't watching the games live. I guess because of those two years when he won, after that it was just him.

"If you ask any hockey player from Czech who is my age something like that, everybody is going to say that Jagr is their favorite player. I'm glad he's still playing and I'm on his team right now."

Krejci and Jagr were teammates at the 2010 Winter Olympics in Vancouver. They have played little together -- just on the power play -- since Jagr was acquired by the Bruins during the season. 

"We played together a few years ago for the Czech team in the Olympics,'' Krejci said. "That was the first time I met him. Obviously, I was nervous. But it was a quick tournament. Then he got here. We got closer."

The admiration is mutual.

"You know, he's a great player,'' Jagr said. "I don't think he's getting enough credit the way he plays. He proves it year after year in the playoffs, he's playing his best hockey in the playoffs."

Championship Today: Bruins talk Tebow, and some hockey too, on media day

Link|Comments (12)Posted by Steve Silva, Boston.com Staff June 11, 2013 06:10 PM


By Steve Silva, Boston.com Staff

CHICAGO – If you thought media day at the Stanley Cup Finals would be a Tebow-free zone ... then you'd be mistaken. 

Tebowmania reared its head when Bruins forward Milan Lucic was asked about newly-signed Patriots quarterback Tim Tebow stealing the front page from the Bruins over the last two days.

"It's great," Lucic said chuckling. "I'm sure he's happy to be on an NFL team again. Hopefully he'll be cheering for the Bruins in the Stanley Cup Finals."

Bruins center Patrice Bergeron didn't know much about Tebow, or football, before it was brought to his attention Tuesday.

"I honestly didn't think about it," Bergeron said about Boston's new media sensation. "I have no idea too much about football, so I guess it's good for the Pats, I don't know, I guess it is."

Getting back to hockey, Lucic spoke about having two teams facing each other in the finals that know very little about each other.

"I think what's going to make this series so fun is both teams don't really know what to expect going in," Lucic said. "I mean we haven't played each other since Oct. of 2011 so both teams are excited, both teams are looking forward to it and I don't think it's going to take long for the rivalry and the battle to start in this series."

Bruins center David Krejci spoke about the excitement back in Boston where the team received a well-attended sendoff from the fans earlier in the day.

"We had a nice sendoff by the fans," Krejci said. "It was great to see their support. We got here, obviously, the day before the game. You like to do your own thing. You like to relax, do your own stuff. But his is a final. It's same for both teams. We've been through it a couple of years ago in Vancouver with this Media Day and stuff. It's just

 part of the final. It's actually exciting."

Bergeron was asked if the Bruins were able to come back from the brink against Toronto because they're a team that just knows how to win.

"I really believe that experience goes a long way in the playoffs and I think that was just one of those things that even though probably everyone didn't believe that we could still do it, we still had a good feeling on the bench, we still kept pushing forward and pulling for the goals," Bergeron said. "I just think it goes with the experience of knowing we been on the other side of that and teams came back in third periods of game sevens before. It's not over until it's over, I know it's a little cliche but it's true and we believed in it and we found a way."

Another lighter moment came when Bruins veteran Jaromir Jagr was asked if he sees the same person when he looks at pictures of himself as a young player in this league. 

"Well, you know, when I had the long hair, I wouldn't say it was a style, but I wasn't the only one who had it," Jagr said jokingly. "There was a lot of guys, maybe not that long, but a lot of guys wearing long hair, so... Now it's a different style. But it's going to come back. Everything is just coming back. Ten years later, you'll see a lot of guys with long

 hair."

Jagr was also asked if he had any concerns coming to Boston with his style of

 hockey vs. the way the Bruins play.

"Well, to be honest, I was shocked to get traded," Jagr said. "I thought I was going to stay in Dallas. It was kind of a last-minute decision from the management. I don't think many teams knew I was going to get traded. So when they met me that morning, the Dallas management told me I was going to get traded and it was up to me if I wanted to go or not. When I talked to the (Boston) boss, I asked him like three times: 'Are you sure you want me?' They said, 'Yeah.' So here I am."

Bruins forward Nathan Horton, who missed the 2011 Cup run while recovering from a concussion, was asked if it was extra special for him to be back in the finals.

"It's definitely special for me to be back, being able to really have fun with it, enjoy it," Horton said. "It was tough that year, not to be a part of it. But everybody wants

 to be on the ice. They want to enjoy, work for it. I never got a chance to do that. Obviously with the playoffs last year, this is why I play. I know I really want to enjoy it this time, have a lot of fun. It doesn't come all the time. I think everybody knows that. I'm just excited to be back and be here with my team."

Bruins forward Tyler Seguin, who has struggled to score points in the playoffs, was asked if it would be better to play on a team where he was relied upon more often and had more personal success.

"In the end, there's nothing better than raising that Cup or celebrating with this group of guys," Seguin said. "We have the closest group of guys I've ever played with, obviously I haven't played on any other NHL teams, but it seems that we have something that's pretty special."

In today's Championship Today episode above, NESN play-by-play man Jack Edwards shares his thoughts on the Blackhawks defense and we also hear from Cam Neely about the fans in Boston, Lucic, Bergeron, Jagr, and goaltender Tuukka Rask.

Nathan Horton has healthy perspective

Link|Comments (1)Posted by Chad Finn, Globe Staff June 11, 2013 05:20 PM


By Chad Finn, Boston.com Staff

CHICAGO -- Bruins forward Nathan Horton was a huge part of the Bruins' run to the Stanley Cup two years ago. 

But he wasn't an actual participant in winning the Cup.

Horton scored overtime goals in Games 5 and 7 in their first-round series victory over the Canadiens two years ago, and also scored the only goal in a Game 7 victory over the Lightning in the Eastern Conference Finals.

But his season ended violently in Game 3 of the Stanley Cup Final when he suffered a concussion after a vicious, dirty hit by Canucks defenseman Aaron Rome in Game 3.

"It was tough that year, not to be a part of it,'' said Horton during Bruins media day Tuesday. "But everybody wants to be on the ice. They want to enjoy, work for it. I never got a chance to do that. This is why I play."

Horton has had an exceptional postseason so far. Through 16 games, he has 7 goals and 10 assists, and his plus-21 rating is far and away the best plus/minus of any player this postseason. Teammate David Krejci is second at plus-14.

"I know I really want to enjoy it this time, have a lot of fun,'' Horton said. "[Making the Stanley Cup Final] doesn’t come all the time. I think everybody knows that. I’m just excited to be back and be here with my team.”

Horton is one of 18 players who remain from the Cup champions of two seasons ago.

"In my three years in Boston, we have pretty much the same team,'' he said. "Our chemistry with each other is amazing. That's why we've done so well."

While Horton didn't play beyond Game 3 of the Cup Finals two years ago, he did contribute in one way -- his covert decision to pour water from the TD Garden ice on the Rogers Centre rink before the Bruins' Game 7 victory over the Canucks is part of Bruins lore. 

He was asked if he brought a water bottle with him to Chicago.

"Not yet, not yet," he said.

Blackhawks offer respect for Bruins

Link|Comments (7)Posted by Chad Finn, Globe Staff June 11, 2013 03:26 PM
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Patrick Kane knows the Blackhawks have their work cut out vs. the Bruins in the Stanley Cup Final. (AP photo)

By Chad Finn, Boston.com Staff

CHICAGO – Even the players get caught up in the aura of an Original Six matchup in the Stanley Cup Finals, the first since the Canadiens beat the Rangers in five games in the 1979 finals.

"It's pretty amazing,'' said Bryan Bickell, the breakout star of the postseason for the Blackhawks with eight goals, one shy of his regular-season total. "It's something you think about. With all of the history between these two cities, it's hard to believe this is the first time they've met for the Cup.''

"It would be a great matchup without that aspect to it,'' added Blackhawks star Patrick Kane. "That just brings it to another level, that it means something historically."

The lengthy – if not often shared – history of two of the league's most storied franchise's was a popular topic at Tuesday's media day at the United Center. The Blackhawks took the podium earlier in the day, with the Bruins arriving mid-afternoon, and the hosts couldn't have been more respectful of their opponent. 

Make no mistake: They took notice of what the Bruins' defense and goalie Tuukka Rask did to the Penguins in the Eastern Conference Finals, sweeping the series in four while shutting out Sidney Crosby and Evgeni Malkin and limiting the potent Penguins to two total goals.

"For them to beat the Penguins is a huge feat,'' said Blackhawks captain Jonathan Toews. "And the way they did it, in four games. They didn't take a single night off. I'm sure their confidence is high."

Kane, whose winning goal in double overtime completed a hat trick and gave the Blackhawks a series-clinching 4-3 victory over the Kings in Game 5 of the Western Conference Finals, said facing 6-foot-9-inch Bruins captain Zdeno Chara is an experience that is difficult to prepare for.

"We haven't played anyone with his reach, the way he deflects pucks on the power play. But we just have to play our game, play hard. We can't worry about Zdeno Chara.

"You saw what they did to Pittsburgh,'' Kane added. "They didn't give them many goals or even many chances. We just have to do what we can do as a team. Hopefully that means score some more goals and control the puck like we have most of the year. But by no means is it going to be easy.''

Particularly if Rask, who owns a 1.75 goals-against average and a league-leading .943 save percentage in the playoffs, continues to perform at an elite level every night. But the Blackhawks, for all of the offensive dynamics, aren't lacking in net like the Penguins were – Corey Crawford has a 1.74 GAA in the postseason.

So which team has the advantage in net?

"Seems like we ask that question at the beginning of every series,'' said the Blackhawks' Patrick Sharp. "Goalies are so important this time of year. The Bruins don't give up a whole lot, and it was impressive what they did against the Penguins. Rask was a huge part of that."

But Kane said as good as Rask and Chara have been, there's more to the Bruins' prowess. A lot more.

"They're very good as a five-man unit,'' Kane said. "They really skate up and down the ice together. You see five guys in the picture together all the time. You can't have too many turnovers on them because no matter what line it is, they're so good at transition hockey and going the other way. It's going to be a tough series, we know that.''

Fans send Bruins off to Chicago

Link|Comments (1)Posted by Gary Dzen, Boston.com Staff June 11, 2013 01:00 PM
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By Emily Kaplan, Globe Correspondent

Alex Paduch, 17, took the 5:20 a.m. train from Middleborough. After a quick stop to Dunkin' Donuts, the recent high school graduate arrived at TD Garden by 6:45 a.m.

Two friends were supposed to meet him there.

"But they slept in," Paduch said. "Their loss."

Paduch was one of hundreds of fans who lined the inside hallway of the Garden on Tuesday afternoon to see off the Bruins before they flew to Chicago. A Garden official estimated there were 1,000 fans.

The Bruins held one final practice at home on Tuesday morning, a 55-minute session of mostly situational drills. Then they dressed in suits and walked through the makeshift runway on the Garden's ground floor, which resembled something of a red carpet at a Hollywood premiere.

The fans yelled familiar chants such as, "We want the Cup!" and "Tuuuuuk!" as goalie Tuukka Rask strolled past. 

The players slapped hands with the fans, who grabbed their camera phones in frenzy to take up close photos of their favorite hockey players.

"This is awesome," rookie defenseman Tory Krug said. "The market in Boston is unbelievable. It's one of the reasons that I came here."

Krug said the scene reminded him of a pep rally from his college career at Michigan State.

"It does takes me back a little bit," Krug said. "It's awesome to see the fan support, obviously at a bigger level."

Most fans wore black and gold. Many were in jerseys. A handful were dressed in work clothes while some, such as 6-year-old Akeelah Gell, were playing hooky.

Gell stood alongside her mother, Ahna, who decided it was OK to play hooky for kindergarten today.

Akeelah Gell, of Andover, watches every game -- except for the end of double-overtime in Game 3.

"I fell asleep," she said.

Stanley Cup Today: It's media day

Link|Comments (0)Posted by Zuri Berry, Boston.com Staff June 11, 2013 08:09 AM


By Zuri Berry, Boston.com Staff

The Bruins and Blackhawks will participate in media day for the Stanley Cup Final at Chicago's United Center before moving on to practice.

The Blackhawks will hold their practice this morning at 11 a.m. followed by the Bruins at 2:30 p.m.

The Bruins will also hold a sendoff inside TD Garden this morning before leaving for Chicago. We'll have photos from the event later today.

***

Links from Chicago

Sun-Times columnist Rick Morrissey explores the matchup between Brad Marchand and the Blackhawks' Andrew Shaw as chief antagonizers in the Stanley Cup Final.

Also from the Sun-Times, Mark Lazerus reports the Blackhawks are confident they can avoid what the Bruins did to the Penguins. 

From the Tribune, Blackhawks coach Joel Quenneville and Claude Julien share playing past, coaching style. 

***

What you may have missed

Boston.com and the Globe have cooked up a number of great features in the past day and there's more to come. Here's a few you might have missed.

- Video preview: Bruins prepare for Blackhawks, Chicago atmosphere

- In pictures: Meet the Blackhawks

- Globe 10.0: Who is the Bruins MVP?

***

Hot on social

***

What's coming

- The Globe will have a special Stanley Cup Final preview section in Wednesday's editions and on BostonGlobe.com.

- Boston.com's live blog for Game 1 kicks off this afternoon with live coverage of the Bruins' media appearance in Chicago.

Bruins-Blackhawks Stanley Cup Finals television and game schedule

Link|Comments (9)Posted by Matt Pepin, Boston.com Staff June 10, 2013 10:58 AM


The Bruins-Blackhawks Stanley Cup Final series begins Wednesday. Here is the schedule and television details.

Game 1: Wednesday, June 12 at Chicago, 8 p.m. (NBC)

Game 2: Saturday, June 15 at Chicago, 8 p.m. (NBCSN)

Game 3: Monday, June 17 at Boston, 8 p.m. (NBCSN)

Game 4: Wednesday, June 19 at Boston, 8 p.m. (NBC)

Game 5: Saturday, June 22 at Chicago, 8 p.m. (NBC)-x

Game 6:  Monday, June 24 at Boston, 8 p.m. (NBC)-x

Game 7: Wednesday, June 26 at Chicago, 8 p.m. (NBC)-x

 x-if necessary

Bruins to face unfamiliar foe in Chicago

Link|Comments (14)Posted by Amalie Benjamin June 9, 2013 01:15 PM


By Amalie Benjamin, Globe Staff

The last time the Bruins faced the Blackhawks? Oct. 15, 2011.

So when Boston and Chicago lace up their skates on Wednesday to start the Stanley Cup Final, the teams will still be a bit of a mystery to each other, despite all the video study and advance scouting.

“Other than what we’ve seen on TV, we don’t really know much about them, other than that they’re a real good hockey club,” Milan Lucic said. “They’ve probably been the most consistent team since the start of the season. It’s a big reason why they won the President’s Trophy this year.”

The Bruins will, obviously, get to know the Blackhawks well in the next few days, as they get ready for the series. But there's no substitute for playing against a team in terms of knowing exactly what to do. Fortunately, both teams have the same handicap.

"Even the teams that we played, we relied a lot on video," coach Claude Julien said. "The only advantage you have sometimes is that you know from going head-to-head with them what's worked and what hasn't worked. When it comes to that, it's the same for both teams.

"I think we've done a lot of pre-scout and watched them play enough, have an idea of how they've played, just like I'm sure they do with us. You do your research, you talk to people, you do a lot of things. It's about preparing and preparing your team more than anything else. 

"There's not too many secrets left in this game."

When did you realize the series with the Penguins was over?

Link|Comments (26)Posted by Zuri Berry, Boston.com Staff June 9, 2013 12:43 PM


By Zuri Berry, Boston.com Staff

The Bruins swept the Penguins in the Eastern Conference Finals, beating the top-seeded team 1-0 Friday night. The win sends the Bruins to their

 second Stanley Cup Final in three years where they'll face the Chicago Blackhawks.

Yet, before the puck dropped in Game 4 for the Bruins and Penguins, there was a distinct feeling in hockey circles that the Eastern Conference Finals series was already over. It was just a matter of whether or not it would end in a sweep or in Pittsburgh in Game 5. There were few that thought, after the first three games, that the series would last six or even seven games. But when did this thought process take over? That's where you come in. Let's try and pinpoint when the series irreversibly swayed in the Bruins' favor together. There were a number of moments that hinted at the Bruins' Stanley Cup destiny. Here are five, in no particular order.

060913-1-bruins.jpg

1. Patrice Bergeron's double overtime goal in Game 3. Not only did it put the Bruins up 3-0, but it also served as a mental gut punch to the Penguins, who had clearly outskated Boston in regulation.

060913-2-bruins.jpg

2. In Game 2, Brad Marchand scored in the first minute of the game against Tomas Vokoun. It was the start of an opening-period flurry of four goals en route to a 6-1 win. It was demoralizing for the Pittsburgh faithful, who were scrambling for reasons to explain away what was occurring to their proud franchise.

060913-3-bruins.jpg

3. Also in Game 2, Vokoun was pulled after giving up three goals in the first period on 12 shots. Nothing screams of a series loss like having to pull your goalie in the first period.

060913-4-bruins.jpg

4. Tuukka Rask recorded his first career playoff shutout against the Penguins in Game 1. It was an improbable outcome, particularly because of the clean looks the Penguins were getting and their prolific scoring throughout the playoffs. (The Penguins still currently lead all playoff teams with a 3.27 goals per game average.) Rask went on to record his second career playoff shutout in Game 4 and held the Penguins to two goals over four games. That first game was a sign of things to come.

060913-5-bruins.jpg

5. After Game 3, when the Bruins realized that Gregory Campbell had played with a broken leg, the team was inspired by his gutsy performance. You could say it gave the team more motivation, despite already being up three games in the series. A team with that kind of motivation is usually dangerous.

So when do you think the series shifted unalterably for the Bruins and against the Penguins? Let us know in the comments.

Bruins to face Blackhawks in Stanley Cup Final

Link|Comments (51)Posted by Matt Pepin, Boston.com Staff June 8, 2013 10:38 PM


By Matt Pepin, Boston.com Staff

The Bruins will face the Chicago Blackhawks in the Stanley Cup Final. 

The Blackhawks won the Western Conference championship on Saturday by beating the defending Cup champion Los Angeles Kings, 4-3, in double overtime in Game 5 in Chicago. Patrick Kane's third goal came at 11:40 of the second overtime to give the Blackhawks the win.

The Blackhawks, one of the NHL's Original Six teams along with the Bruins, were the top seed in the Western Conference and defeated the Minnesota Wild (4-1) and the Detroit Red Wings (4-3) in the first two rounds of the playoffs.

The Blackhawks had the best record in the NHL in the regular season (36-7, with 5 overtime losses), and began the season with 6 straight victories. They will have home-ice advantage in the final series, with Games 1, 2, 5, and 7 scheduled to be in Chicago.

The Bruins and Blackhawks did not meet in the regular season, although both have won Stanley Cups recently. The Bruins won in 2011, the Blackhawks won the year before.

The schedule is as follows: 

Game 1: Wednesday at Chicago, 8 p.m. (NBC)

 Game 2: Saturday at Chicago, 8 p.m. (NBCSN)

 Game 3: June 17 at Boston, 8 p.m. (NBCSN)

 Game 4: June 19 at Boston, 8 p.m. (NBC)

 Game 5: June 22 at Chicago, 8 p.m. (NBC)-x

 Game 6: June 24 at Boston, 8 p.m. (NBC)-x

 Game 7: June 26 at Chicago, 8 p.m. (NBC)-x

 x-if necessary

Defense carries Bruins to Stanley Cup Final

Link|Comments (105)Posted by Zuri Berry, Boston.com Staff June 7, 2013 11:56 PM


By Zuri Berry, Boston.com Staff; Video by Steve Silva

A rigid defense, a crafty goalie, and offense from the blue line won out again and again and again for the Bruins. On Friday, with another near flawless performance, the Bruins edged the Penguins, 1-0, sweeping the once heavy favorites in their Eastern Conference Finals series. 

The Bruins will face the Blackhawks or Kings in the Stanley Cup Final.

It was the Bruins' 14th sweep in the franchise's history and the team's first conference final sweep since ushering Washington out of the playoffs in 1990. The shutout was Tuukka Rask's second of the series and his career in the playoffs. He had 26 saves.

Box score

 Pictures: Game 4 scenes

Bruins history in Stanley Cup Final 

Buy Stanley Cup tickets 

Watch: Brad Marchand on B's sweep 

Adam McQuaid, continuing with the team's streak of offensive minded defensemen, fired a one-timer top shelf in the left corner past Penguins goalie Tomas Vokoun for the game-winner, only 5:01 into the third period. Brad Marchand and Patrice Bergeron assisted on the goal, which was one of only a few clean looks for the Bruins. 

"It feels good to be able to contribute that way when you don't normally," said McQuaid. "But I think you look at so many great efforts we had from guys tonight. The last 10 minutes of the game, guys were all over the ice, doing whatever it took to preserve that goal."

Bruins defensemen have 35 of the team's 138 points in the postseason, including 15 of 50 goals. 

"Yeah, that's what you need," said Bruins captain Zdeno Chara, who logged 25:58 ice time. "Contributions from different guys, it's not always gonna be the same guys. Even we got a lot of offense from guys we rely on. But even in some key situations of different games we got contributions from guys that maybe are not well known for their offense. "

Which team do you want to see the Bruins face in the Stanley Cup finals?

Blackhawks

Kings

VoteView Results

Quantcast

 The series sweep was marked by the Bruins' tough defense, holding the Penguins to only two goals in four games. While the Penguins seemed intent on creating one-on-one chances, the Bruins' system of defense squelched many of their opportunities. 

"We didn't expect to hold them to two goals in four games," said Bruins defenseman Johnny Boychuk. "I mean they hit a couple of posts, we got a couple of good bounces. Both teams worked hard. It was just a good team effort."

Said Chara: "We were really trying to play the way they came and not focus on what they were trying to do. We were trying to really play tight defensively, five guys on the ice, not to really open up too much or give them too much room."

Vokoun, who had 23 saves for the Penguins, fought off clean shots from the Bruins' Milan Lucic and Torey Krug in the second period. But whatever mastery he had mustered in the first two periods gave away to a dangerous third, with McQuaid scoring, followed by Jaromir Jagr and Daniel Paille nailing the post.

The Bruins led in shots in the third, even after the Penguins pulled Vokoun with a minute remaining that led to a flurry of shots in the waning seconds in an effort to tie the game. That mad dash had a normally even-keeled Rask worried.

"Well, yeah. It's just a scramble, you know," Rask said. "You can't see anything. People are laying down. … You just try to [make] yourself as big as you can." 

Rask now has a .943 save percentage heading into the Stanley Cup Final against either the Chicago Blackhawks or Los Angeles Kings. The Blackhawks are up 3-1 in the Western Conference Finals.

"He's playing phenomenal," Boychuk said. "He gives us a chance to win every night. He's … Tuukka."

The Bruins will make their second Stanley Cup appearance in three years. They won in 2011 against the Vancouver Canucks. 

"It's very exciting," Chara said. "We all know it's not happening every year. For teams to go into the finals – whatever two, three, five years – it takes a lot of hard work. I think we are happy where we are right now. But in a few days we gotta get ready for the final round."

Bruins Stanley Cup ticket details

Link|Comments (1)Posted by Matt Pepin, Boston.com Staff June 7, 2013 11:25 PM


By Matt Pepin, Boston.com Staff

The Bruins announced Friday that tickets for three Stanley Cup Final games at TD Garden will go on sale Tuesday at noon. 

The Bruins await the outcome of the Blackhawks-Kings Western Conference finals. The NHL has not set the schedule for the Stanley Cup Final, although if the Blackhawks win they will have home-ice advantage based on regular-season record. The Bruins would have home ice against the Kings.

Tickets will be available for purchase at the TD Garden Box Office, on the Bruins' website, and by phone at 800-745-3000.

Tickets are also available on Boston.com's tickets page.

Bruins advance to Stanley Cup Final

Link|Comments (11)Posted by Matt Pepin, Boston.com Staff June 7, 2013 10:30 PM
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By Matt Pepin, Boston.com Staff

 The Bruins punched a ticket to the Stanley Cup Final, defeating the Pittsburgh Penguins 1-0 in Game 4 of the Eastern Conference finals on Friday to sweep the series.

It will be the Bruins' second Stanley Cup Final appearance in three years. In 2011, the Bruins defeated the Vancouver Canucks in seven games to win their first Stanley Cup in 39 years.

The Bruins also won the Stanley Cup in 1929, 1939, 1941, 1970, and 1972.

Adam McQuaid scored the only goal in Game 4, a slap shot from just inside the blue line midway through the third period. Bruins goalie Tuukka Rask made 26 saves for the shutout, his second of the series.

The Penguins only scored two goals in the series.

The Bruins will face the Chicago Blackhawks or the Los Angeles Kings in the finals. The Blackhawks and Kings play Game 5 of their series Saturday in Chicago, with the Blackhawks leading 3-1.

According to a report from TSN's Bob McKenzie, if the Blackhawks win Game 5, the Stanley Cup Final will reportedly begin Wednesday in Chicago. If the Kings extend their series, the Stanley Cup finals will begin June 15.

The NHL has not released an official schedule for the finals.

Review the Bruins' history in the Stanley Cup Final here.

Game 4 live updates: Penguins at Bruins

Link|Comments (0)Posted by Matt Pepin, Boston.com Staff June 7, 2013 07:55 PM


The Bruins have a chance to close out the Eastern Conference finals and get some rest before the Stanley Cup finals. Get updates and join the discussion in our live blog.

Tonight's Bruins lineup

Link|Comments (0)Posted by Fluto Shinzawa, Globe Staff June 7, 2013 07:38 PM


By Fluto Shinzawa, Globe Staff

Based on pregame warmups: 

Milan Lucic-David Krejci-Nathan Horton

 Brad Marchand-Patrice Bergeron-Jaromir Jagr

 Kaspars Daugavins-Rich Peverley-Tyler Seguin

 Daniel Paille-Chris Kelly-Shawn Thornton

Zdeno Chara-Dennis Seidenberg

 Andrew Ference-Johnny Boychuk

 Torey Krug-Adam McQuaid

Tuukka Rask

 Anton Khudobin 

Tonight's Penguins lineup

Link|Comments (0)Posted by Fluto Shinzawa, Globe Staff June 7, 2013 07:37 PM


By Fluto Shinzawa, Globe Staff

Based on pregame warmups: 

Chris Kunitz-Sidney Crosby-Pascal Dupuis

 Matt Cooke-Evgeni Malkin-James Neal

 Beau Bennett-Brandon Sutter-Jarome Iginla

 Brenden Morrow-Craig Adams-Tyler Kennedy

Brooks Orpik-Paul Martin

 Matt Niskanen-Kris Letang

 Douglas Murray-Deryk Engelland

Tomas Vokoun

 Marc-Andre Fleury

Your Bruins love on Vine

Link|Comments (0)Posted by Teresa Hanafin June 7, 2013 07:06 PM


Here are Vines from Bruins fans with the hashtag #BDCBruins or #Bruins. Enjoy!

FULL ENTRY 

Penguins coach: 'We've got one game to win'

Link|Comments (0)Posted by Matt Pepin, Boston.com Staff June 7, 2013 01:43 PM


Here's what Penguins coach Dan Bylsma had to say Friday morning about Game 4 of the Eastern Conference finals, which the Bruins lead, 3-0.

When chances are thin and odds are grim like this, players are saying, “We believe we can get back into this, when so few teams have done it.” How do you get them to believe?

 Well, there's lots of different ways I think you can look at what the possibilities are. I think you look at it when you have to beat Boston Bruins four times in a row, in four elimination games to move on, that's not something you really want to put your brain around. We beat the Boston Bruins three times in games this year. We've got them one game here tonight. It's elimination for our team, and we'll move on when we do. I know the facts we're in a bracket right now, we've got one game to win to move on in that bracket. It's right here tonight.

A lot of guys in the locker room said they wouldn't mind winning the Game 1-0. Do you feel this team could get on another one of those runs if they find the puck at the net when all those chances are paydirt?

 I'd love to put our players and our power play and have the puck on James Neal's stick in the slot, three times with the puck on his stick like he was last game. Malkin on a breakaway. More than two other opportunities. We'd like to see those opportunities again for our guys tonight. I feel real comfortable about our power play and our guys cashing in on those. Is that something we're going to build on? Absolutely.

You mentioned [Thursday] that you liked the early results of Bennett, Sutter and Iginla together in Game 3. What was it about that combination that you liked? What were you hoping bringing Bennett back into the lineup would add to this group?

 Offensive skill guy. Play-making ability. He did both of those things in the game. Power play, driving the net. Two good chances out from the wing, one from Crosby, one where he pulled by the defenseman in overtime. He got opportunities there, used his skill, did that with his line for Jarome and Brenden. He added that. We're looking for one goal. He was all around it in the last game.

I know you like to think the game a lot. Were things going around in your head last night or did you get a little bit of rest before today and clear your head?

 Before the start of the series, you kind of have a rest the night before. In series, game to game, I think you're always thinking, preparing mentally opportunities that are going to present themselves in the game for your team. Did a fair amount of that last night.

A lot of guys keep saying, if not for a bounce here or there, stay the course, things will work out. Being down 0-3, the clock is ticking. Do you believe just stay the course or have you thought about some changes in lines or something else?

 We made adjustments last game to our game. In both instances you talked about, we'll make adjustments in how we play in different areas for this game as well. Especially last game, how we need to continue to do some of the things we have done, to get those opportunities, to get it to go our way. You know, every game I think you could talk about a bounce or some instance in the game. I don't think we feel like we've lost it on a bounce or a post going the wrong way. Would have meant the difference in the game for Craig Adams if his post had gone in. We feel we can play better. We can continue to play better. We can make adjustments. But we also need to make good on our opportunities that we have had.

Dan, you have so many forwards and so much skill at your disposal. You talk about staying the course. When you get to an elimination game, is there a tendency or desire at some point to ride those guys over and over, to kind of say at some point, We're not going to roll our lines, we're going to double shift guys, do whatever we can to get to a Game 5? Where is that tipping point?

 I'm pretty sure Sidney Crosby, Evgeni Malkin played 38 minutes in the last game. We've done that at times, definitely last game. When we had the opportunity here on the road to have a matchup, icing, situation we could get, a different combination, a double shift, we took that opportunity. You know, we were in a game last game where we felt we were desperate to win. We'll find ourselves in that game and situation tonight, as well. 

Kaspars Daugavins to play tonight

Link|Comments (9)Posted by Fluto Shinzawa, Globe Staff June 7, 2013 11:50 AM


By Fluto Shinzawa, Globe Staff

Kaspars Daugavins will play tonight in place of injured center Gregory Campbell. Daugavins has been a healthy scratch since Game 1 against Toronto. 

During the morning skate, Daugavins practiced on the left wing alongside Rich Peverley and Tyler Seguin. Chris Kelly centered Daniel Paille and Shawn Thornton. Claude Julien said he has options to mix and match his bottom two lines.

Tonight's expected lineup:

Milan Lucic-David Krejci-Nathan Horton

 Brad Marchand-Patrice Bergeron-Jaromir Jagr

 Kaspars Daugavins-Rich Peverley-Tyler Seguin

 Daniel Paille-Chris Kelly-Shawn Thornton

Zdeno Chara-Dennis Seidenberg

 Andrew Ference-Johnny Boychuk

 Torey Krug-Adam McQuaid

Tuukka Rask

 Anton Khudobin 

Game 4 preview: Penguins at Bruins

Link|Comments (8)Posted by Fluto Shinzawa, Globe Staff June 7, 2013 10:06 AM


By Fluto Shinzawa, Globe Staff

Good morning from TD Garden, where the Bruins will look to sweep the Penguins out of the playoffs tonight. The Bruins have a 3-0 series lead. Game 5 would be at the Consol Energy Center on Sunday. The Bruins have no intentions of making a return trip to Pittsburgh. 

The Bruins will be without Gregory Campbell (broken right leg) for the rest of the playoffs. They will have to replace Campbell’s toughness, even-strength efficiency, faceoff experience, and penalty-killing prowess. 

The Bruins have options, but the guess here is that Kaspars Daugavins will get the first nod. Rich Peverley could move down to center the fourth line. Daniel Paille could be promoted to the third line.

No lineup changes are expected for Pittsburgh. The Penguins did everything possible to win Game 3, but were foiled repeatedly by Tuukka Rask. 

Puck drop: 8 p.m.

TV/radio info: NBC Sports Network (Mike Emrick, Ed Olczyk, Pierre McGuire), 98.5 The Sports Hub (Dave Goucher, Bob Beers)

Records: Penguins 0-3, Bruins 3-0

Projected Penguins lineup:

Chris Kunitz-Sidney Crosby-Pascal Dupuis

 Matt Cooke-Evgeni Malkin-James Neal

 Brenden Morrow-Brandon Sutter-Jarome Iginla

 Beau Bennett-Joe Vitale-Craig Adams

Brooks Orpik-Paul Martin

 Matt Niskanen-Kris Letang

 Douglas Murray-Deryk Engelland

Tomas Vokoun

 Marc-Andre Fleury

Healthy scratches: Mark Eaton, Tyler Kennedy, Jussi Jokinen, Dustin Jeffrey, Robert Bortuzzo, Simon Despres

Projected Bruins lineup:

Milan Lucic-David Krejci-Nathan Horton

 Brad Marchand-Patrice Bergeron-Jaromir Jagr

 Daniel Paille-Chris Kelly-Tyler Seguin

 Kaspars Daugavins-Rich Peverley-Shawn Thornton

Zdeno Chara-Dennis Seidenberg

 Andrew Ference-Johnny Boychuk

 Torey Krug-Adam McQuaid

Tuukka Rask

 Anton Khudobin 

Healthy scratches: Matt Bartkowski, Dougie Hamilton, Aaron Johnson, Carl Soderberg, Jay Pandolfo

Storylines: Tomas Vokoun was excellent in Game 3. Vokoun will get the start tonight over Marc-Andre Fleury… There are questions in Pittsburgh about Dan Bylsma’s future if the Penguins bow out. Bylsma would be hired in a second if the Penguins let him go… The Bruins are perfect on the penalty kill. They went 6 for 6 against the Penguins in Game 3… Eric Furlatt and Stephen Walkom will be the referees. Shane Heyer and Brad Kovachik will be the linesmen.

Odds stacked in Bruins' favor

Link|Comments (3)Posted by Matt Pepin, Boston.com Staff June 7, 2013 07:08 AM


euphoria.jpg

By David Sabino, Boston.com Correspondent

 The Garden was rocking in the wee hours of Thursday morning when Patrice Bergeron redirected a Brad Marchand feed past Tomas Vokoun for a double-overtime game-winner that gave the Bruins a commanding three-games-to-none lead over the Eastern Conference top seeded Penguins. 

But having been on both ends of 3-0 postseason collapses in the last decade with the Red Sox (good) and Bruins (not so good), Bostonians are wise enough to know that though the chances are remote, the Penguins are still alive in the series. But other factors make it a virtually insurmountable obstacle for Sidney Crosby & Co. to overcome. 

Yes, Pittsburgh entered this series riding a six-game winning streak head-to-head with Boston, winning eight of the last nine battles of the black and gold, but the trend has been dramatically reversed and Claude Julien’s boys have not lost four straight games since mid-March 2012, with just two winless streaks of four games or more in the past three combined regular and postseasons. 

A look at NHL history shows that teams taking a 3-0 lead in a seven-game series have gone 109-65 in Game 4, a winning percentage of .626 (including a Bruins loss last round to the Rangers in the Eastern Conference semifinals Game 4, before closing out New York in Game 5). Those same teams have won the series 170 out of 173 times, a confidence-building winning percentage of .983. 

Expand the study to include MLB and NBA teams and the numbers get even more staggering in favor of the Bruins' current standing. In 1,212 completed best-of-seven-game postseason series, only four have seen the team leading three-games-to-none fail to advance (a .997 winning clip) according to data found at whowins.com. 

But Boston has been part of, and on each end of, half of them: the 2004 Red Sox climbing back from the brink against the Yankees in the ALCS and the Bruins, who in 2010 acquiesced to the Flyers after jumping to a 3-0 lead in the Eastern Conference semifinals. (the others were the 1942 Toronto Maple Leafs over the Detroit Red Wings in the Stanley Cup Finals and the 1975 New York Islanders, coincidentally over the Penguins, in the league quarterfinals). 

Seven other times the team trailing 0-3 made things very uncomfortable by forcing a deciding Game 7, most recently in the 2011 Western Conference semifinals when the Blackhawks nearly pulled off the miracle comeback against the Vancouver Canucks (the team the Bruins eventually defeated for the Stanley Cup).

The key total in all of this for this series is eight. That’s the number of Bruins (Bergeron, Johnny Boychuk, Zdeno Chara, Andrew Ference, Milan Lucic, Daniel Paille, Tuukka Rask and Shawn Thornton) who participated both in Game 7 of the ‘10 Flyers debacle and the thrilling Game 3 win that began Wednesday night and ended Thursday morning. That group not only knows the awful sting of a collapse, but based on the strength of their experience hoisting the Cup in 2011, are not a group likely to be associated with two historically significant chokes. 

So go ahead and check out those rates for Chicago and Los Angeles hotels and flights. While there’s no guarantee that the Pens won’t steal one, two, or (clutch your chest) even three games this series, lightning would have to strike a very talented and championship-tested group TWICE for the Bruins not to advance to the 2013 Finals. You should like their odds. 

Julien says there are "lots of options" with Campbell out

Link|Comments (36)Posted by Amalie Benjamin June 6, 2013 01:46 PM


By Amalie Benjamin, Globe Staff

With Gregory Campbell out for the remainder of the postseason with a broken right fibula, Bruins coach Claude Julien said there were "lots of options" to replace him. Of course, Julien wouldn't elaborate on exactly what that means.

"Lots. Lots of options," Julien said. "Just lots of options. We'll look at them closer today and make the decision tomorrow.

"We've just got to make sure we get something out of all our lines right now. I think that's the most important thing for us. That's where our decisions are going to have to be made: How do we make it work so that we continue to have four lines?"

The problem for the Bruins is that they don't really have a comparable player to stick on the fourth line with Daniel Paille and Shawn Thornton. That might mean some reshuffling with the third line, using either Jordan Caron or Kaspars Daugavins. But nothing has been decided yet, according to Julien. 

Meanwhile, there was quite a bit of praise for Campbell, who was not in the locker room this afternoon, for remaining on the ice for 50 seconds in Game 3 to finish out his shift on that broken leg. 

"We get that from him every night," Julien said. "That's the kind of player he is. He's a real dedicated individual to his work and to his game. What he did yesterday, it surprised a lot of people but it didn't surprise us. That's just the way he is."

Gregory Campbell has broken leg, will miss rest of season

Link|Comments (59)Posted by Matt Pepin, Boston.com Staff June 6, 2013 10:30 AM


By Matt Pepin, Boston.com Staff

Bruins forward Gregory Campbell has a broken right leg and will miss the rest of the season, the team confirmed Thursday. 

Campbell was injured in the second period of Game 3 of the Eastern Conference finals when he was hit by a slap shot by the Penguins' Evgeni Malkin.

He remained on the ice for about 50 seconds to help kill a penalty before limping off and heading for the dressing room.

Campbell appeared in 15 playoff games and had three goals and four assists.

Watch: Gregory Campbell stays on ice despite injury

Link|Comments (14)Posted by Matt Pepin, Boston.com Staff June 6, 2013 08:15 AM


Bruins winger Gregory Campbell was praised by his teammates for a gusty effort midway through the second period of Game 3 of the Eastern Conference finals Wednesday night.

Campbell blocked a slapshot by the Penguins' Evgeni Malkin, and according to one report may have suffered a broken right leg. Nonetheless, with his team shorthanded, Campbell stayed on the ice and did what he could to help defend. 

The Bruins killed the penalty, and Campbell limped off the ice and straight to the dressing room, but the crowd acknowledged his performance by chanting his name. His teammates also sang his praises after they went on to a 2-1 double-overtime victory.

"I think the fact he stayed up, finished his shift, and made it to the bench speaks volumes about how strong he is and willing to battle," said teammate Chris Kelly.

"We tried to rally around him," Bruins center Patrice Bergeron said. "We tried to do it for him. He's a big player, on and off the ice."

Bruins take Game 3, take firm grip on series

Link|Comments (130)Posted by Gary Dzen, Boston.com Staff June 6, 2013 12:45 AM


By Gary Dzen, Boston.com Staff; Video by Steve Silva

You could see it coming, the flurry of shots from the Pittsburgh Penguins that built throughout the course of Game 3 Wednesday night. After David Krejci netted another early Boston score just 1:42 into the game, the Eastern Conference's best team during the regular season began to assert its dominance. 

Pittsburgh tied the score on Chris Kunitz's fifth goal of the playoffs in the second period, then peppered Bruins goalie Tuukka Rask in the third. Evgeni Malkin hit the crossbar, one of 14 shots on goal in the period for Pittsburgh to Boston's four (at one point in the period the Bruins went 7 1/2 minutes without a shot), The shots were 39-25 at the end of regulation (70-44 including blocks and misses), and for the first time all series the Penguins looked like the better team.

Game 3 pictures

 Watch: Brad Marchand postgame

On Hockey: Bruins poised for Cup finals

Watch: Dupont/Silva analyze Game 3 

 "I thought the first three periods we weren't as good as we could have been," said Bruins coach Claude Julien. "We gave guys like [Sidney] Crosby and Malkin some chances. Eventually a team like that is going to play a little bit better." 

The Bruins absorbed Pittsburgh's onslaught and went on to win, 2-1, in a thrilling double-overtime game in large part due to Rask. The goalie kept his team in it despite the fact that "our battle wasn't up tonight," according to the coach. Rask stopped 53 shots as regulation turned into one, then two overtime periods, and as players from both teams appeared visibly gassed. 

Asked afterward if he was tired, Rask replied, "It's past my bedtime."

A long game didn't seem like it was in the cards early. Boston quickly got to Penguins goalie Tomas Vokoun. With Milan Lucic doing his best Kevin McHale impression posting up in the crease, David Krejci found Vokoun's five-hole to put the Bruins up, 1-0. A short time later the TD Garden crowd gave Vokoun a mocking cheer for gloving his first save. It looked like another rout could be on. 

Faceoffs where the Penguins began to see gains. Pittsburgh players won 61 percent of the players they took in Game 3, controlling puck possession for long stretches. Five power players also helped that cause despite the fact that the Penguins failed to score on any of them. With seven minutes remaining in the second period and the Penguins on the power play, Bruins center Gregory Campbell took a puck off what appeared to be his lower leg. Campbell could barely stand but completed his shift, willing himself upright for almost a minute as the Bruins killed off the penalty. Campbell earned a standing ovation, limping into the tunnel to chants of "Campbell, Campbell."

"He's a man that does whatever the team needs, and he's willing to sacrifice his body," Bruins defenseman Zdeno Chara said afterward. "So this one for sure is for him."

While the Bruins were banged up in the last two periods of regulation, they seemed to find new life in overtime.

"We corrected a few things and started playing better," said center Chris Kelly. 

One of those corrections involved getting better spacing on offense. While the Penguins continued to get shots, the Bruins began to develop chances of their own. Sometimes-hero Nathan Horton dinged the crossbar with 12 minutes left in the first overtime. The much-discussed Jaromir Jagr gave the Bruins three of their best chances in the second overtime. The last chance led to the game's eventual winner.

"He's got that experience to always be in the right place on the ice," Patrice Bergon said of Jagr.

With fewer than five minutes remaining in OT No. 2, Jagr fed the puck ahead to Brad Marchand, who found Bergeron cutting to the net. Bergeron was able to get his stick down and deflect the puck past Vokoun for the goal.

"First of all a great play by Jags to dig that puck on the wall there, fighting and getting that loose puck to Marsh" said Bergeron. "And me and him have that chemistry. We know where we're going on the ice. He was going to try to find me there. I just went to the net and tried to have my stick on the ice and he found me."

If they're confident in their 3-0 lead, the Bruins aren't admitting to it.

"We're obviously happy about the situation, but by no means is this series over," said Marchand. "We have a lot of work to do. They're going to come out even better in the next game, and we know that and have to be prepared."

The Bruins may not be planning a trip to the Finals just yet, but they're planning a little extra sleep. Practice on Thursday will begin at noon.

OTwinner.jpg

Gregory Campbell injured, does not return

Link|Comments (13)Posted by Gary Dzen, Boston.com Staff June 5, 2013 10:48 PM


By Gary Dzen, Boston.com Staff

Bruins center Gregory Campbell was injured blocking a shot during the second period of Wednesday night's Game 3 vs. the Pittsburgh Penguins. The team announced after the third period (the game was tied, 1-1, after regulation) that Campbell would not return.

With a little more than seven minutes left in the second period and the Bruins on the penalty kill, Penguins center Evgeni Malkin fired a puck at a diving Campbell, who struggled to stay on his feet after absorbing the blast. The injured Bruin stayed on the ice in that condition for more than a minute while the crowd chanted "Campbell, Campbell" to acknowledge his toughness. It was unclear where the puck hit Campbell, but he appeared to be limping heavily as he went into the tunnel.

Game 3 live updates: Penguins at Bruins

Link|Comments (1)Posted by Matt Pepin, Boston.com Staff June 5, 2013 07:55 PM


The Bruins bring a 2-0 series lead into Game 3 tonight. We'll have the latest updates from Boston.com staff as well as selected reporters via Twitter. Add your comments to the discussion.

Tonight's Bruins lineup

Link|Comments (0)Posted by Fluto Shinzawa, Globe Staff June 5, 2013 07:44 PM


By Fluto Shinzawa, Globe Staff

Based on pregame warmups: 

Milan Lucic-David Krejci-Nathan Horton

 Brad Marchand-Patrice Bergeron-Jaromir Jagr

 Rich Peverley-Chris Kelly-Tyler Seguin

 Daniel Paille-Gregory Campbell-Shawn Thornton

Zdeno Chara-Dennis Seidenberg

 Andrew Ference-Johnny Boychuk

 Torey Krug-Adam McQuaid

Tuukka Rask

 Anton Khudobin 

Tonight's Penguins lineup

Link|Comments (0)Posted by Fluto Shinzawa, Globe Staff June 5, 2013 07:43 PM


By Fluto Shinzawa, Globe Staff

Based on pregame warmups: 

Chris Kunitz-Sidney Crosby-Pascal Dupuis

 Matt Cooke-Evgeni Malkin-James Neal

 Beau Bennett-Brandon Sutter-Jarome Iginla

 Brenden Morrow-Joe Vitale-Craig Adams

Brooks Orpik-Paul Martin

 Matt Niskanen-Kris Letang

 Douglas Murray-Deryk Engelland

Tomas Vokoun 

 Marc-Andre Fleury

Tomas Vokoun expected to start in goal for Pittsburgh tonight

Link|Comments (13)Posted by Fluto Shinzawa, Globe Staff June 5, 2013 12:41 PM


By Fluto Shinzawa, Globe Staff

Tomas Vokoun was the first goalie off the ice following the morning skate, indicating he will make his third straight start in net tonight. Vokoun was pulled in the first period of Game 2 after allowing three goals on 12 shots. 

“I’m focusing on making sure I’m doing my job,” Vokoun said. “I’m trying not to think too far ahead. I’m just focusing on the first minute. I’m not thinking about anything else.”

Vokoun gave up a first-minute breakaway goal to Brad Marchand in Game 2. Vokoun left a rebound on Torey Krug’s shot that Nathan Horton dumped in. Vokoun had no chance of stopping David Krejci’s third goal, which led to his hooking.

The move shows how little faith the Penguins have in Marc-Andre Fleury, their former ace. Fleury relieved Vokoun after 14:31 of play in Game 2. Fleury gave up a killer goal at the end of the first to Brad Marchand. Johnny Boychuk beat Fleury with a clean long-distance shot in the third period for the Bruins’ sixth goal.

“I’m looking for a solid game from our goaltender,” said Dan Bylsma. “We probably got that from Tomas in virtually every game he’s played – a real solid performance. He’s done that for us. That’s what we need tonight. We don’t need perfection. We’re looking for a solid game between the pipes.”

Game 3 preview: Penguins at Bruins

Link|Comments (3)Posted by Fluto Shinzawa, Globe Staff June 5, 2013 10:29 AM


By Fluto Shinzawa, Globe Staff

Good morning from TD Garden, where the Bruins could put the Eastern Conference Final on lockdown tonight by grabbing a 3-0 series lead. The Bruins have claimed the first two games for the second straight round. 

No lineup changes are expected for the Bruins. The Bruins didn’t practice Tuesday upon their return from Pittsburgh.

In contrast, lineup changes are in order for the Penguins. Marc-Andre Fleury should be in goal. Tomas Vokoun didn’t do much to earn a third straight start.

Puck drop: 8 p.m.

TV/radio info: NBC (Mike Emrick, Ed Olczyk, Pierre McGuire), 98.5 The Sports Hub (Dave Goucher, Bob Beers)

Records: Penguins 0-2, Bruins 2-0

Projected Penguins lineup:

Chris Kunitz-Sidney Crosby-Pascal Dupuis

 Jarome Iginla-Evgeni Malkin-James Neal

 Matt Cooke-Brandon Sutter-Brenden Morrow

 Tanner Glass-Joe Vitale-Craig Adams

Brooks Orpik-Paul Martin

 Matt Niskanen-Kris Letang

 Douglas Murray-Deryk Engelland

Marc-Andre Fleury

 Tomas Vokoun

Healthy scratches: Mark Eaton, Tyler Kennedy, Jussi Jokinen, Dustin Jeffrey, Beau Bennett, Robert Bortuzzo, Simon Despres

Projected Bruins lineup:

Milan Lucic-David Krejci-Nathan Horton

 Brad Marchand-Patrice Bergeron-Jaromir Jagr

 Rich Peverley-Chris Kelly-Tyler Seguin

 Daniel Paille-Gregory Campbell-Shawn Thornton

Zdeno Chara-Dennis Seidenberg

 Andrew Ference-Johnny Boychuk

 Torey Krug-Adam McQuaid

Tuukka Rask

 Anton Khudobin 

Healthy scratches: Matt Bartkowski, Dougie Hamilton, Aaron Johnson, Kaspars Daugavins, Carl Soderberg, Jay Pandolfo

Storylines: The Bruins are 6 for 6 on the penalty kill. They have given Pittsburgh’s deadly power play nothing. The Bruins have been aggressive on the puck in all three zones … David Krejci and Nathan Horton have scored goals in the first two games. The Penguins have had no answer for the Bruins’ first line… None of Pittsburgh’s star players has logged a point. The only players on the scoresheet: Brandon Sutter, Matt Cooke, and Paul Martin … Marc Joannette and Dan O’Rourke will be the referees. Brian Murphy and Steve Barton will be the linesmen.

Five reasons the Bruins are dominating the Penguins

Link|Comments (24)Posted by Matt Pepin, Boston.com Staff June 5, 2013 06:00 AM


By Matt Pepin, Boston.com Staff

A common sentiment after two games of the Eastern Conference finals between the Bruins and Penguins is: Who saw this coming?

Many believed this series would be an intensely close and dramatic clash of two top teams.

Instead, the rugged Bruins have dominated, first thwarting a spirited Penguins effort in Game 1 with brilliant defense, then by completely embarrassing Pittsburgh in Game 2 on both ends of the ice. 

What has turned a competitive matchup on paper into a laugher on the ice? Here are five observations.

cleansaves.jpg1. Clean saves: It does not appear that there are stats for goalies about how many shots are stopped by either catching the puck cleanly or stopping a shot without a rebound, but it's hard to imagine Tuukka Rask wouldn't be near the top of the list if there were. He has been so good at not allowing second chances that it has likely led to some level of frustration on the part of the Penguins, who appear to be flinging relatively tame shots at Rask hoping for rebounds to capitalize on.

2. Disruption: The Bruins have been getting outhit by the Penguins by a huge margin (71-38), but when the Penguins are advancing, the Bruins have been disruptive in other ways, such as getting in the way, poking pucks away, and taking away passing lanes. The Penguins have repeatedly found themselves with the puck under their skates, reaching to control the puck or their sticks being manipulated.

disruption.jpg

3. Defending their own zone: When the Penguins are able to gather themselves inside the Bruins' blue line, they've found themselves swarmed. The Penguins thrive on finesse play, puckhandling and passing, but the Bruins are taking it away. A telling stat: Through two games, the Bruins have blocked 27 shots. The Penguins have blocked 19.

x-defendingownzone.jpg

faceoff.jpg4. Faceoffs: The Bruins held a massive advantage in faceoff wins in Game 1, 32-16, that included even Shawn Thornton winning a faceoff over Sidney Crosby. The stats evened out in Game 2, when the Bruins held a 29-28 edge, but the Bruins are winning an awful lot of faceoffs when it really seems to matter.

5. Penguins play poor defense: While defense starts with goaltending -- and the Penguins have been shaky at best in that department -- the play in front of Tomas Vokoun and Marc-Andre Fleury has been nothing to brag about. The Bruins have found themselves with clear looks at the goal, unchallenged possessions, and have been able to outskate the Penguins blue liners.

nodefense.jpg

Bruins not taking series lead for granted

Link|Comments (6)Posted by Amalie Benjamin June 4, 2013 01:20 PM


BEDFORD, Mass. -- Just off the plane from Pittsburgh, coach Claude Julien and a handful of Bruins players met with the media at Hanscom Air Force Base just after 11 a.m. today. And while none of them were declaring their series with the Penguins over, they were surely happy to return home with two games in hand.

"Any time you can come back from a road trip like that having won both games, it's encouraging," Julien said. "Our team is really playing good hockey right now, without a doubt the best we've had this year. And that will have to continue to beat these guys.

"I think we understand the situation here. We're not going to get ahead of ourselves here. We understand these next games are crucial for us, just as much as it is for them."

Julien reminded reporters that the Bruins have been in the Penguins' position before, notably when they lost the first two games of their first-round series at home to Montreal in 2011. They came back to win that series en route to taking the Cup.

Asked if anyone might take the situation for granted, Julien said, "I would think not. Not after everything we've been through, with the ups and downs of playoff hockey. We've had our share of downs, so we have to make sure we stay up."

He looked back on Game 7 of the series against the Maple Leafs, calling it a "real big turning point for us."

But that doesn't mean getting the next two wins will be easy.

"We haven't lost faith in what we can do, but also we haven't lost track of what they can do as well," Julien said. "They're a potent scoring team and we've got to make sure we stay on top of our game. It's as simple as that."

Q&A with Jack Edwards

Link|Comments (0)Posted by Matt Pepin, Boston.com Staff June 4, 2013 06:00 AM


Broadcaster Jack Edwards mentioned in his first chat session on Boston.com he'd be up for doing it again, so we had him back on Tuesday. 

Review his discussion with fans below.

Edwards is the popular voice of the Boston Bruins on NESN. With the game broadcasts during the Stanley Cup Playoff Conference Finals on national networks, Edwards and the rest of NESN’s experts are delivering complete pre- and postgame coverage on NESN and NESNplus with a one-hour edition of Bruins Face-Off LIVE before every game and Bruins Overtime LIVE after every game. Game 3 coverage will begin at 7 p.m. on NESNplus and conclude with a full postgame show from TD Garden on NESN and NESNplus.

<a href="http://www.coveritlive.com/mobile.php/option=com_mobile/task=viewaltcast/altcast_code=2ea4ed38af" >Bruins chat with Jack Edwards</a>

Bruins dismantle Penguins in Game 2, take control of series

Link|Comments (50)Posted by Steve Silva, Boston.com Staff June 4, 2013 02:59 AM


By Steve Silva, Boston.com Staff

PITTSBURGH -- It can't be this easy, can it? 

The Bruins were road warriors again in Pittsburgh, but this time they got the job done with a high-precision offense to go along with stellar defense and goaltending. 

Boston scored early, often, and now returns home with a two-games-to-none lead after a 6-1 thrashing of the top-seeded Penguins Monday night.

Fans were just getting settled in their seats at the Consol Energy Center when slumping Pens star Sidney Crosby turned over the puck and the speedy Brad Marchand fired one past Tomas Vokoun 28 seconds in the game to get the B's off to the good start they were looking for in Game 2.

"The puck kind of bounced on [Crosby] there and went up in the air and I just came through and knocked it down," Marchand said from his locker after the game. "And when I was going in two sticks were on me so I just wanted to make sure I got a shot off and lucky enough to get in."

Marchand, who brought his A-game after scoring only two goals in the Bruins’ first 13 postseason contests, would score twice during a four-goal first period that left the home crowd stunned as the teams headed to the locker rooms when the first buzzer sounded.

"We wanted to make sure we had a big start, we knew they were going to come out very hard and we wanted to make sure we weathered the storm," Marchand said. "It was nice to get a couple early and we did a good job of not letting up after that."

The Bruins went up 2-0 in the first when Nathan Horton scored at 14:37 on a rebound off Pens net minder Tomas Vokoun. 

That goal was followed by fellow linemate David Krejci at 16:31 on a rarely seen, super smooth extended passing play set it up when Horton centered it to Milan Lucic who then floated it to Krejci who hammered the puck home. 

Penguins coach Dan Bylsma then pulled Vokoun and replaced him with former starter Marc-Andre Fleury.

The Pens' Brandon Sutter scored next on a strong rush up the right side, finishing up top, stick side on red-hot Bruins goaltender Tuukka Rask to get the Penguins within two goals and reignite the crowd.

Then came the backbreaker for Pittsburgh. 

While Penguins fans were still roaring over the Sutter score, Marchand took the wind out of their sails when he fired one just under the crossbar on Fleury, killing the Pens' momentum 25 seconds after the Pittsburgh score and sending the Penguins faithful into intermission well shaken.

“Yeah, it was good for us,” Marchand said. “They were getting some momentum off that goal there and we did a good job at kind of crushing that and it's always a tough thing when a team scores after another one scores a big goal so we're happy that we were able to do that.”

Milan Lucic, who chipped in with an assist on the terrific third goal of the game by Krejci, could also feel the life being sucked out of the Penguins after the fourth goal.

“Definitely the biggest goal of the game was when we got that fourth one back to get the three-goal lead,” Lucic said. “Especially late in the period. When you’re going in, if they were able to get the last one of the period, maybe they had something to create some momentum off of. But a good, hard, strong play by Jags in the defensive zone to get the puck out of the zone created that opportunity. Marshy made no mistake with his great shot there.”

Patrice Bergeron, who scored the Bruins fifth goal in the third period, also offered high praise for the player known as The Little Ball of Hate.

"[Marchand had] a jump on his step tonight, and when you see that you can tell the way he shoots the puck, also," Bergeron said. "He finds every loose puck, and that first goal was obviously huge. They had a good shift before that breakaway, and it was important to get that first one. And carried that along with that second goal, which was a huge goal again to keep going."

Bruins offensive defenseman Johnny Boychuk rounded out the scoring for Boston in the third when he slammed one home with a purpose to make it 6-1 which cleared out the remaining diehards in the CEC in a hurry.

On the Pens' side it was nothing but frustration and another disappointing night for the stars as Crosby and Evgeni Malkin were held scoreless for the second night in a row. 

“Tonight was just terrible. There’s no other way to describe it,” Crosby said. “A loss is a loss. It’s frustrating but you don’t really like giving them one like that. We didn’t do a lot of things to give ourselves a chance to win. This one we have to forget pretty quickly and find a way to dig ourselves out of this hole going to Boston.”

Bruins coach Claude Julien was pleased to see his team get off to a quick start offensively.

 "We knew they were going to be a better team, and we had to be better than we were the last game in here," Julien said.  "So we didn't have a better start anyways.  And we got some good bounces go our way and because of that we were able to establish a lead and then we just kind of took it from there.  But sometimes those forecheck bounces go your way, and they did tonight."

Bergeron, who again came through winning 67 percent of the faceoffs, talked about the importance of having four lines contributing throughout the postseason. 

"We've been relying on four lines all year and throughout the playoffs and the same thing right here," Bergeron said. "They have a lot of depth as well. So we need to make sure we're ready for what we're up against. And every line is responsible and talks a lot on the ice to communicate. And they're establishing that we all have some good chemistries. We're linemates, so we've gotta keep that going."

An energized Jaromir Jagr, who finished with two assists and was awarded the Army Rangers jacket as the Bruins player of the game, agreed with the four line strategy.

"Probably the key is our coach running four lines," Jagr said. "All four lines, they're able to score goals and defend so this is our advantage. Through my experience, I've never really played on a team where all four lines can play that good so that's a huge advantage in the playoffs."

Bergeron knows that two wins doesn't mean the Penguins will go down without a fight in Boston.

"They have a lot of experience," he said. "They're a team that we know that they're going to try to bounce back and we need to make sure we're ready.  They're a really good team, we respect them and we know it's not over.  We need to make sure we keep it going and stay in the game and take it by moment.  And we've been doing it so far, and it's all about Game 3 now."

Julien said he was not concerned with his team being too comfortable with a 2-0 lead and playing the next two on the home ice.

"If anything, being up 2-0 you've got to be happy," Julien said.  "But the concerns are going to be in our game and after every game, we critique it with the players. And it's not so much about what we're doing well, we've gotta compete to do that, but there's areas you want to improve after every game, and we're a team that's responded well to that." 

Marchand also wasn't buying that the Penguins might be dead and buried after losing the first two at home, something they hadn't done since the first two games of the regular season.

"We're happy with the outcome but it's going to be very tough to go home, we know they're going to come out extremely hard and we have to make sure we're ready for that...," Marchand said. “It doesn’t matter what the series is at right now, if they get the next one, they’re right back in it. The next one is the one that’s most important.”

Although he wasn't tested nearly as much as he was in Game 1, Rask was poised and well-positioned in net for the second straight night, turning back 26 shots by the Penguins.

“Tuukka stood tall and made a lot of saves at the right time,” Marchand said. “We just want to make sure we collapse low and try to take away lanes.”

The numbers are also working in the Bruins favor. The last 16 teams to take a 2-0 lead in the conference finals moved on to the finals. The last team to buck that trend was the Penguins, who hope to turn the clocks back to 1991 when they bounced back from a 2-0 deficit against the Bruins to win their first Stanley Cup championship.

“Don’t be complacent,” Bruins defenseman Torey Krug said after the two game road sweep. “We’re not satisfied with just two wins. Two wins doesn’t make a series. We want to go back with the mindset to win a game.”

Puck drops Wednesday night at about 8:18 p.m. for Game 3 at the Garden.

Game 2 live updates: Bruins at Penguins

Link|Comments (3)Posted by Matt Pepin, Boston.com Staff June 3, 2013 07:55 PM


Join Boston.com's Steve Silva and fellow Bruins fans for a lively discussion throughout Game 2 of the Eastern Conference Finals. Get updates and photos, and add your thoughts as the game unfolds.

Tonight's Bruins lineup

Link|Comments (0)Posted by Fluto Shinzawa, Globe Staff June 3, 2013 07:38 PM


By Fluto Shinzawa, Globe Staff

Based on pregame warmups: 

Milan Lucic-David Krejci-Nathan Horton

 Brad Marchand-Patrice Bergeron-Jaromir Jagr

 Rich Peverley-Chris Kelly-Tyler Seguin

 Daniel Paille-Gregory Campbell-Shawn Thornton

Zdeno Chara-Dennis Seidenberg

 Andrew Ference-Johnny Boychuk

 Torey Krug-Adam McQuaid

Tuukka Rask

 Anton Khudobin 

Tonight's Penguins lineup

Link|Comments (0)Posted by Fluto Shinzawa, Globe Staff June 3, 2013 07:38 PM


By Fluto Shinzawa, Globe Staff

Based on pregame warmups: 

Chris Kunitz-Sidney Crosby-Pascal Dupuis

 Jarome Iginla-Evgeni Malkin-James Neal

 Matt Cooke-Brandon Sutter-Tyler Kennedy

 Brenden Morrow-Jussi Jokinen-Craig Adams

Brooks Orpik-Paul Martin

 Matt Niskanen-Kris Letang

 Douglas Murray-Deryk Engelland

Tomas Vokoun

 Marc-Andre Fleury

Claude Julien expects Penguins to be better in Game 2

Link|Comments (2)Posted by Steve Silva, Boston.com Staff June 3, 2013 01:12 PM


By Steve Silva, Boston.com Staff

PITTSBURGH -- Bruins coach Claude Julien is not alone in thinking the Penguins are going to bring their A-game to the Consol Energy Center for tonight's Game 2 against his hockey team. 

"I expect them to be better," Julien said after Monday's morning skate. "Any time you lose a game in your own building, and also being the team they are, they're going to be better. We expect that. And that's why we need to be better, as well. Post is part of the game and sometimes they go your way and sometimes they don't, and every team has been on both sides of them. 

 "We hit a few posts ourselves the last game. We've managed to score some goals. So that was the difference. So, again, when you have that much firepower in your lineup, you know what you're up against. So we expect them to be better.

Julien admitted that it's going to be extremely tough to take two games in the home arena of the high-flying Pens.

"Well, it's going to be a challenge," Julien said. "They're going to be a better team tonight. And we're going to need to be a better team, and there's certain things in the last game that I thought we have to be better at in this game, and if we do that we're going to give ourselves a chance. 

"If we don't, then we're obviously going to give them a great opportunity to tie the series. So it's hard to win games in the Playoffs, gets harder as you move forward. So every time you get a chance you have to make the most of it and don't waste that opportunity by saying at least we won one out of two. You have to go out there every game and challenge and want to win that game because nothing guarantees you those home wins, and I think Pittsburgh knows that.

In a lighter moment, Julien was asked if he would be one of the top six defensemen today if he were the same player he was back when he laced them up back in the '70s and '80s.

"I'd be in the penalty box all night for hooking, clutching and grabbing, I can tell you that much," Julien said. "You know, credit to those guys, from my playing days to now, we know players are in better shape, we know they're bigger, stronger, the equipment's gotten better. The game's gotten faster and that's why we should be excited about our game and stop looking back, because definitely if I take my peak years I couldn't play in this league. That stick was such a good weapon to slow guys down, and we were allowed to do that stuff. Nowadays, if you can't skate and you're not strong, you can't get in the right positions, you can't play in this league."

Watch the video above for some pregame comments from Torey Krug, who said he broke the stick that he used to score all his playoff goals with, Chris Kelly, David Krejci, and defenseman Dennis Seidenberg. 

Bruins pushing for 2-0 series lead

Link|Comments (2)Posted by Fluto Shinzawa, Globe Staff June 3, 2013 12:37 PM


By Fluto Shinzawa, Globe Staff

The Bruins made life easier in the second round when they took a 2-0 series lead over the Rangers. They would like a repeat of that scenario instead of splitting the first two games against Toronto. 

“It’s hard to win games in the playoffs,” coach Claude Julien said. “It gets harder as you move forward. Every time you get a chance, you’ve got to make the most of it. Don’t waste that opportunity by saying, ‘Oh, at least we won one out of two.’ You’ve got to go out there every game and want to win that game. Nothing guarantees you those home wins. Pittsburgh knows that.”

The Bruins will not make any lineup changes. Jaromir Jagr did not participate in the morning skate, but the right wing sometimes forgoes the pregame twirl.

Tonight’s expected lineup:

Milan Lucic-David Krejci-Nathan Horton

 Brad Marchand-Patrice Bergeron-Jaromir Jagr

 Rich Peverley-Chris Kelly-Tyler Seguin

 Daniel Paille-Gregory Campbell-Shawn Thornton

Zdeno Chara-Dennis Seidenberg

 Andrew Ference-Johnny Boychuk

 Torey Krug-Adam McQuaid

Tuukka Rask

 Anton Khudobin 

Game 2 preview: Bruins at Penguins

Link|Comments (15)Posted by Fluto Shinzawa, Globe Staff June 3, 2013 10:01 AM


By Fluto Shinzawa, Globe Staff

PITTSBURGH – Good morning from the Consol Energy Center, where the Bruins will look to grab a 2-0 series lead tonight against the Penguins. 

No lineup changes are expected for the Bruins. Andrew Ference, who dressed in Game 1 for the first time since the opening round, looked comfortable on the second pairing with Johnny Boychuk.

Pittsburgh might consider a goalie change. Tomas Vokoun was the victim of bad bounces in Game 1. But the first two goals were still stoppable. 

Puck drop: 8 p.m.

TV/radio info: NBC Sports Network (Mike Emrick, Ed Olczyk, Pierre McGuire), 98.5 The Sports Hub (Dave Goucher, Bob Beers)

Records: Bruins 1-0, Penguins 0-1

Projected Penguins lineup:

Chris Kunitz-Sidney Crosby-Pascal Dupuis

 Jarome Iginla-Evgeni Malkin-James Neal

 Matt Cooke-Brandon Sutter-Tyler Kennedy

 Brenden Morrow-Jussi Jokinen-Craig Adams

Brooks Orpik-Paul Martin

 Mark Eaton-Kris Letang

 Douglas Murray-Matt Niskanen

Tomas Vokoun

 Marc-Andre Fleury

Healthy scratches: Deryk Engelland, Tanner Glass, Dustin Jeffrey, Beau Bennett, Robert Bortuzzo, Joe Vitale, Simon Despres

Projected Bruins lineup:

Milan Lucic-David Krejci-Nathan Horton

 Brad Marchand-Patrice Bergeron-Jaromir Jagr

 Rich Peverley-Chris Kelly-Tyler Seguin

 Daniel Paille-Gregory Campbell-Shawn Thornton

Zdeno Chara-Dennis Seidenberg

 Andrew Ference-Johnny Boychuk

 Torey Krug-Adam McQuaid

Tuukka Rask

 Anton Khudobin 

Healthy scratches: Matt Bartkowski, Dougie Hamilton, Aaron Johnson, Kaspars Daugavins, Carl Soderberg, Jay Pandolfo

Storylines: This is the first time the Penguins lost Game 1 in this year’s postseason. They claimed the opening games against the Islanders and Ottawa. The Bruins have won all three opening games… Neither team scored on the power play in Game 1. The Bruins will have to be wary of post-PP shifts. The Penguins usually respond with Sidney Crosby and Evgeni Malkin on the first shift after each kill… The Bruins are scheduled to return to Boston after tonight’s game… Wes McCauley and Dan O’Halloran will be the referees. Jean Morin and Jonny Murray will be the linesmen.

Bruins reflect on a physically punishing Game 1

Link|Comments (5)Posted by Steve Silva, Boston.com Staff June 2, 2013 05:46 PM


By Steve Silva, Boston.com Staff

PITTSBURGH -- Maybe the Bruins should switch their colors from black and gold to black and blue after a tough physical battle with the Penguins in Game 1. 

After the Bruins Sunday skate, center Patrice Bergeron spoke about finding himself in a rare fight with Penguins star Evgeni Malkin as the second period came to a close.

"I guess it's just part of the playoffs," Bergeron said. "We know that the emotions are high, the intensity's high, games are big so I don't know if I'm really surprised but at the same time it just happened."

When asked what initiated the fight on the ice, Bergeron said: "I don't know. I guess just the fact that he grabbed me from the side, we just kept pushing each other. I don't know, there's not one particular thing that started it."

Bergeron was asked if he was surprised to find that Malkin, known for his goal scoring and not punching prowess, was the Penguin he found himself in a scrum with at the end of the period. 

"I don't know, I don't fight that much either," Bergeron said. "Like I said, it's part of the emotions and part of the playoffs, so there's not much to say about it."

Bruins enforcer Shawn Thornton did have a bit more to add on the fisticuffs between Bergeron and Malkin.

"We had to do [team photos] today for something, so I told him in the last six team pictures I had a shiner," Thornton said jokingly. "So welcome to my world."

Thornton also said he liked what he saw from the usually reserved Bruins center. 

"I think everyone knows how much of a fan I am of [Bergeron]," Thornton said. "When he gets that riled up it's usually for a good reason. I like it. He's not afraid to step up when he has to. We're behind him 100 percent and it gets the guys fired up when you see him get that emotionally involved. If you weren't into it, it probably forces you to be into it at that point." 

Bruins defenseman Adam McQuaid also had a rough night, but it wasn't because of any punches landing. The crushing blow came from the Penguins infamous roughhouser Matt Cooke, who was tossed from Game 1 for hitting McQuaid from behind and crushing him into the boards in the second period.

According to Cooke, as he went in on the forecheck, he and McQuaid made eye contact. McQuaid had a different take on the event after Bruins practice today when asked if he was more aware of his surroundings when Cooke is on the ice.

"I think you're aware of whomever you're playing against," McQuaid said. "You gotta know who you're out with and who you're out against and you kind of have an idea of what guys different strengths are so you just have to be aware of that… I know who I was playing against. I wasn't necessarily exactly sure who it was. I knew a guy was coming down on me, guys are going to be forechecking and stuff."

McQuaid was asked if he was disappointed that the NHL didn't request a hearing on the Cooke hit where he may have been suspended.

"Honestly, it's behind me," McQuaid responded. "There's so many things to focus on and get ready for and we just get ready for the next game and that's it."

Julien shared his thoughts on the Cooke check and the players' responsibility not to put themselves in vulnerable positions where they might get hurt on similar plays.

"And I've said it before, and I'm certainly not going to change my mind because it happened to one of our players, but I've always said that we have to educate our players to not put themselves in vulnerable positions," Julien said.  "And I'm not talking necessarily about last night, I'm talking about those kind of things that are happening and right now.  Because the rule says you can't hit somebody from behind.  Sometimes we take advantage of that rule, and it's dangerous. 

"And in order to make our game better, I think it's gotta come from both sides.  Players gotta understand that there's somebody coming and don't put yourself in vulnerable position. But the player hitting, have to be aware of it.  And I've been an advocate of that a long time and I still believe in it. 

"As far as the Cooke situation, I think the referees had to call that.  And you see his head going into the boards and numbers on numbers.  Had to be called.  Whether it's a 2, whether it's a 5, I'm not going to dispute that.  But more than that I think they had to make the call, and I don't know what the decision, whether it's been made or whether it's going to be made. 

"I'll be honest with you, I have no issues if he's not suspended because I'm not convinced it's a suspendable thing, but I'm certainly not going to say that the referees didn't make the right decision, because I think they did in assessing the penalty. 

Julien also spoke about Bruins goaltender Tuukka Rask and his cool, calm demeanor he's exhibited on the ice during the playoffs and how his goaltending style might compare to the Bruins former No. 1 goalie Tim Thomas.

"When you look at Tuukka when he's at his best he's straight to the puck," Julien said. "Tim is more of a battler. Timmy it wasn't about style, it was about battle. And as I said at the end of the night it's not making saves.  You respect the Dominik Hasek back in the day as much as you respect the guy who is like Patrick Roy, great beautiful goaltender and those two guys had different styles but at the end of the day you take any one of them so we're in that same situation right now where we had Timmy make the save when you had to make the saves and didn't matter how he made them as long as he did, and Tuukka probably technically a little bit more, I don't know if I want to say stable, but he's more of a guy that will follow the puck getting him square it most of the time. 

"I told you the other day he's normal. Tuukka's normal, really.  And you know what I'm not going to get into Timmy.  But I know that, I'm just saying Tuukka is normal like when I say normal as I've ever seen in a goaltender, Mike could talk to him during periods and go talk to him about a couple of things.  I wouldn't dare do that with any other goaltender I've had in the past.  They're in their bubble.  But with him he listens and it's no problem, so on and so forth.  So that's Tuukka.  Very relaxed but you've seen the other side of him when things don't go his way, he's got a temper. That to me is normal."

The teams get back to what promises to be another physical battle Monday night at 8:20 p.m when the puck will drop for Game 2. 

Matt Cooke explains hit from behind on Adam McQuaid

Link|Comments (56)Posted by Fluto Shinzawa, Globe Staff June 2, 2013 01:19 PM


By Fluto Shinzawa, Globe Staff

PITTSBURGH – Matt Cooke, tossed from Game 1 for hitting Adam McQuaid from behind in the second period, didn’t think he deserved a five-minute major. 

According to Cooke, as he went in on the forecheck, he and McQuaid made eye contact.

“I see his right shoulder and he looks me right in the eyes,” Cooke said. “I think at the last minute he goes to make a reverse with the puck. I committed to hit him. I don’t drive him through the boards. I make contact. I think it’s a penalty. But I don’t think it’s an ejection or suspension. That’s my opinion.”

McQuaid skated slowly off the ice to the dressing room. McQuaid returned later in the period.

Cooke will not receive supplemental discipline for the hit. 

“Initially, it looked like he was maybe hurt,” Cooke said. “But he played a shift after. I think that probably affected their decision.”

Tuukka Rask, Bruins shut down mighty Penguins in Game 1

Link|Comments (40)Posted by Steve Silva, Boston.com Staff June 2, 2013 04:00 AM


By Steve Silva, Boston.com Staff

It was worth the wait for Bruins fans after all. 

When the two teams finally got around to playing some playoff hockey Saturday night, the Bruins shut down the so-called high-flying Penguins 3-0, led by David Krejci's two goals and Tuukka Rask's spectacular presence in net.

"I think they had a pretty good start and they had some good chances," Krejci said. "We were getting [into] some trouble. We couldn’t get the puck deep, we couldn’t get the forecheck going. After we scored the first goal, it kind of turned around and we started playing in their zone a little more. In the second and third period, we played the way we play."

The Penguins did have their chances, early and often in the first period when they took the game to the Bruins in their fast paced style, dominating the play in Boston's zone.

 "We got caught into a run-and-gun type of game," Bruins coach Claude Julien said. "I think we all know we're not a team that does well in those run-and-gun games."

Game 1 box score

Bruins-Penguins pictures

Watch: Krejci stars in Game 1

Watch: Game highlights 

 The tide turned for the Bruins at 8:23 of that first period when Krejci scored his first goal on a pass from Nathan Horton (one goal, two assists on the night). The shot got a piece of Penguins defenseman Paul Martin before trickling in. Returning defenseman Andrew Ference also picked up an assist on the play that saw the puck knuckle through Tomas Vokoun's pads and over the goal line.

Krejci leads the NHL with 19 points in the playoffs (7 goals, 12 assists) but he's not putting himself in a star class with Sidney Crosby (seven goals, eight assists) or Evgeni Malkin (four goals, 12 assists) just yet.

"Those guys, I think they're the best players in the world at this moment," Krejci said. "There's no one like those guys. On the other hand, we don't have guys like that. We have a team."

Horton, who scored the third Bruins goal at 7:51 of the third period, heaped praise on the highly-skilled Krejci.

"It's all of it," Horton said. "His defensive game. He's back in the corners, and when he has the puck, he makes things happen, and that's why you get him the puck as much as possible and you'll have a good night."

Krejci's second goal, at 4:04 of the third period, came when an airborne puck landed right in front of him in the crease and he knocked it in.

Rask turned away 29 shots against a team that had been averaging 4.27 goals per game in the postseason.

“You got to be happy, obviously,” Rask said. “I still thought they had plenty of chances. It’s just one game. If they keep doing that, they’re going to score some goals. It’s going to happen, but I think we did a great job in blocking some shots today and then taking care of those loose pucks in front.”

The teams turned up the heat in the second period when The Villian Matt Cooke picked up a game misconduct when he buried Bruins defenseman Adam McQuaid into the boards with a check from behind 92 seconds into the period. McQuaid stayed on the ice after the hit, left the game briefly, but returned to the ice later in the period.

"We all know the history with (Cooke)," Penguins superstar Sidney Crosby said. "It's going to be looked at and scrutinized a lot more because it's him, but I wouldn't go as far to say it's a penalty because it's Cooke."

To say that Cooke will be persona non grata in Boston Wednesday would be a gross understatement.

Crosby, who was shut down by Rask and the Bruins defense all night, almost went head-to-chest with Zdeno Chara at the end of the wild second.

"That's the playoffs, I think if we score a couple goals, we're not talking about that," Crosby said. "We're talking about the chances we created; we did a lot of good things. At the end of the day you've got to execute and at the end of the day it's going to be physical. We expect that and that's the way this series is going to go."

Chara credited the Bruins defense for stepping up in Game 1.

"They got some chances," the Bruins captain said. "But for the most part I thought we played well defensively."

Penguins goaltender Tomas Vokoun said the Bruins took the Penguins out of their game, and that was the difference.

"They forced more of their game on us than we did ours on them at the end, and it paid off for them," Vokoun said.

Julian took all the physical play and extracurricular shenanigans in stride.

"This is playoff hockey," Julien said. "Those things are going to happen. You don't whine or complain about it, you just deal with it. What we had to deal with tonight was winning a hockey game. That's all that mattered."

The teams get back at it again Monday night for Game 2. It would seem unlikely that the Bruins could shut down the Pens snipers at Consol Energy Center for a second straight game but not many would have predicted a shutout on the road to start the series.

Game 1 live updates: Bruins at Penguins

Link|Comments (0)Posted by Matt Pepin, Boston.com Staff June 1, 2013 08:00 PM


Steve Silva is in Pittsburgh to bring you the latest from Game 1. Follow his updates and those of selected media via Twitter, and add your comments to the discussion.

Tonight's Bruins lineup

Link|Comments (0)Posted by Fluto Shinzawa, Globe Staff June 1, 2013 07:48 PM


By Fluto Shinzawa, Globe Staff

Based on pregame warmups: 

Milan Lucic-David Krejci-Nathan Horton

 Brad Marchand-Patrice Bergeron-Jaromir Jagr

 Rich Peverley-Chris Kelly-Tyler Seguin

 Daniel Paille-Gregory Campbell-Shawn Thornton

Zdeno Chara-Dennis Seidenberg

 Matt Bartkowski-Johnny Boychuk

 Torey Krug-Adam McQuaid

Tuukka Rask

 Anton Khudobin 

Tonight's Penguins lineup

Link|Comments (0)Posted by Fluto Shinzawa, Globe Staff June 1, 2013 07:47 PM


By Fluto Shinzawa, Globe Staff

Based on pregame warmups: 

Chris Kunitz-Sidney Crosby-Pascal Dupuis

 Jarome Iginla-Evgeni Malkin-James Neal

 Matt Cooke-Brandon Sutter-Tyler Kennedy

 Brenden Morrow-Jussi Jokinen-Craig Adams

Brooks Orpik-Paul Martin

 Mark Eaton-Kris Letang

 Douglas Murray-Matt Niskanen

Tomas Vokoun

 Marc-Andre Fleury

Zdeno Chara and Dennis Seidenberg reunited in morning skate

Link|Comments (2)Posted by Fluto Shinzawa, Globe Staff June 1, 2013 12:45 PM


By Fluto Shinzawa, Globe Staff

During today’s morning skate, Zdeno Chara and Dennis Seidenberg took most of their shifts together on the No. 1 pairing. For parts of the last two practices, they had been separated. Chara had been with Johnny Boychuk. Seidenberg was paired with Matt Bartkowski. 

We’ll have to wait until the game to see the final pairings. The guess here is that Chara-Seidenberg will stick, most likely against the No. 2 line of Jarome Iginla, Evgeni Malkin, and James Neal. The Chara-Seidenberg whole is better than its parts. 

Andrew Ference took some reps with Boychuk this morning. Ference could be close to returning. It’s likely that Bartkowski will dress for Game 1 as Boychuk’s partner.

“You think about it all week and you talk about it,” Claude Julien said of personnel decisions. “Eventually you make a decision. But just because you make a decision doesn’t mean you stick with it. You have a decision, but you also have Plan B if you need to adapt.”

Tonight’s expected lineup:

Milan Lucic-David Krejci-Nathan Horton

 Brad Marchand-Patrice Bergeron-Jaromir Jagr

 Rich Peverley-Chris Kelly-Tyler Seguin

 Daniel Paille-Gregory Campbell-Shawn Thornton

Zdeno Chara-Dennis Seidenberg

 Matt Bartkowski-Johnny Boychuk

 Torey Krug-Adam McQuaid

Tuukka Rask

 Anton Khudobin 

Game 1 preview: Bruins at Penguins

Link|Comments (3)Posted by Fluto Shinzawa, Globe Staff June 1, 2013 10:04 AM


By Fluto Shinzawa, Globe Staff

PITTSBURGH – Good morning from the Consol Energy Center, where the Bruins and Penguins will kick off the Eastern Conference Final tonight. 

The Bruins are not expected to make any changes up front. On defense, Zdeno Chara and Johnny Boychuk have practiced together for parts of the last two days. Matt Bartkowski and Dennis Seidenberg have served as the No. 2 pairing. It’s possible that Chara and Seidenberg will be split to start the series to account for Sidney Crosby and Evgeni Malkin.

As of Friday, Andrew Ference had not been cleared for game play. We’ll assume that Ference will not play tonight. But the veteran defenseman is close to returning.

Puck drop: 8 p.m.

TV/radio info: NBC (Mike Emrick, Ed Olczyk, Pierre McGuire), 98.5 The Sports Hub (Dave Goucher, Bob Beers)

Records: Bruins 0-0, Penguins 0-0

Projected Penguins lineup:

Chris Kunitz-Sidney Crosby-Pascal Dupuis

 Jarome Iginla-Evgeni Malkin-James Neal

 Matt Cooke-Brandon Sutter-Tyler Kennedy

 Brenden Morrow-Jussi Jokinen-Craig Adams

Brooks Orpik-Paul Martin

 Mark Eaton-Kris Letang

 Douglas Murray-Matt Niskanen

Tomas Vokoun

 Marc-Andre Fleury

Healthy scratches: Deryk Engelland, Tanner Glass, Dustin Jeffrey, Beau Bennett, Robert Bortuzzo, Joe Vitale, Simon Despres

Projected Bruins lineup:

Milan Lucic-David Krejci-Nathan Horton

 Brad Marchand-Patrice Bergeron-Jaromir Jagr

 Rich Peverley-Chris Kelly-Tyler Seguin

 Daniel Paille-Gregory Campbell-Shawn Thornton

Zdeno Chara-Johnny Boychuk

 Matt Bartkowski-Dennis Seidenberg

 Torey Krug-Adam McQuaid

Tuukka Rask

 Anton Khudobin 

Healthy scratches: Dougie Hamilton, Aaron Johnson, Kaspars Daugavins, Carl Soderberg, Jay Pandolfo

Storylines: This will be a homecoming for Matt Bartkowski, who hails from Mount Lebanon, a Pittsburgh suburb. Bartkowski, however, could be on the outs if things go sour. Bartkowski would be the first defenseman out if the Bruins decide Ference is a better option… The Bruins will have to practice discipline throughout the series. Pittsburgh’s power play is too deadly (28.3 percent during the playoffs)… James Neal brings a two-game scoring streak into tonight’s match. Neal scored five goals over the last two games. Chara should see plenty of shifts against Malkin, Neal, and Jarome Iginla… Chris Rooney and Brad Watson will be the referees. Jay Sharrers and Pierre Racicot will be the linesmen.

Text size – + 


Bruins arrive in Pittsburgh ready to play

Link|Comments (2)Posted by Steve Silva, Boston.com Staff May 31, 2013 06:41 PM


By Steve Silva, Boston.com Staff

PITTSBURGH -- The Bruins have arrived and can't wait for the puck to drop. 

After a morning practice at Ristuccia Arena in Wilmington, the Bruins made their way to Pittsburgh where they met with the media at the team hotel Friday afternoon.

Bruins coach Claude Julien spoke about the long layoff his team experienced in the past week.

"We've been through it a few times," Julien said. "Some of it we've learned from. I still remember beating Montreal four straight and having 11 days off and we came back against Carolina and we just weren't ready for that series and by the time we got ourselves going the damage had been done, so a little too late. You kind of learn from those situations as coaches, as players, and everything else, you make sure that you don't make those things repeat itself. I think our guys have done a great job this week. I've like the way our team has practiced this week and to me we look like a group that's ready to start the series."

Julien also talked about having four recent Stanley Cup champions remaining in the NHL postseason.

"We all know that there's parity in this league and some of the people have mentioned that it's a little ironic that the last four Stanley Cup championship teams are here because the way the league is right now it's something pretty hard to see happen," Julien said.

Bruins captain Zdeno Chara spoke about the level of talent the B's have to contend with at this stage.

"Both teams are very good," Chara said. "They have depth, experiences, just like on the other side when you look at the last four teams standing it's pretty much very, very similar. All teams have been there. The last few years, they all won it, so it's very hard to find, at least on paper, what's really a weak thing [about any team]."

Bruins forward Milan Lucic spoke about the wake up call he got when Julien made him a healthy scratch during the regular season.

"I don't think any player is happy about getting scratched," Lucic said on Friday. "It was just something that happened and for myself personally, it could have gone a lot of different ways but I wanted to try to take the positive out of it and get back to playing well and helping my team win and that was my main focus coming out of that whole thing that happened there with being scratched."

In the video above, we hear more from Julien, Lucic, and Chara as well as Bruins defensemen Adam McQuaid, Matt Bartkowski, and center Chris Kelly on taking on the Penguins Saturday night.

Five questions about the Penguins

Link|Comments (2)Posted by Staff May 31, 2013 11:34 AM


The Bruins are set to take on the Pittsburgh Penguins for the Eastern Conference finals starting on Saturday night, so we asked Pittsburgh Post-Gazette reporter Seth Rorabaugh for some insight about the Penguins.

Here are his answers to five key questions.

1. Who is the Penguins' unsung hero? Paul Martin. He has Bruins Penguins Hockey.JPEG-0db28.jpgrebounded from a dreadful 2011-12 season to become part of the Penguins' top shutdown defensive pairing along with Brooks Orpik. Martin might not be as high profile as Kris Letang, but he might be just as important to the Penguins.

2. Which skater vs. skater matchup will be the biggest key to the series? Sidney Crosby vs. Patrice Bergeron. Crosby might be the NHL's most dangerous offensive player. Bergeron, the defending Selke Trophy winner, is fully capable of limiting Crosby's creative playmaking ability. If he can't, this will be a short series.

3. Do the Penguins have a weakness the Bruins can exploit? Yes. The Islanders were able to lure the Penguins into a few sloppy run-and-gun games during the quarterfinal round. The Penguins' defense was loose in those contests and allowed several quality scoring chances. If Bruins chose to open things up offensively, they appear to have the offensive weapons to take advantage of the Penguins' defense.

4. What is the most important thing the Penguins must do to win? Stay composed. The Penguins, Evgeni Malkin, James Neal and Kris Letang in particular, can lose their cool and take selfish retaliatory penalties from time to time. If someone like Brad Marchand can get under their skin it can create offensive chances for the Bruins via the power play.

5. Will the long layoff benefit or hinder the Penguins? Both teams could use some downtime but the layoff will benefit the Bruins more. Aside from a few bumps and bruises, the Penguins were a mostly healthy bunch coming out of the semifinal series against Ottawa. The Bruins' blue line was stretched thin against the Rangers. Having a week off will help the likes of Andrew Ference and Dennis Seidenberg recover and prepare to deal with the Penguins' deep core of offensive forwards.

Bruins practicing for last time before Game 1

Link|Comments (2)Posted by Fluto Shinzawa, Globe Staff May 31, 2013 10:55 AM


By Fluto Shinzawa, Globe Staff

WILMINGTON – The Bruins are running through their final practice at Ristuccia Arena before departing for Pittsburgh. 

David Krejci is practicing. Krejci wasn’t on the ice yesterday.

On defense, Zdeno Chara is paired with Johnny Boychuk. Matt Bartkowski and Dennis Seidenberg are the second pairing. It indicates that the power pairing of Chara and Seidenberg will be split up to start the series.

“We’re going to move them around,” Claude Julien said of his defensemen. “We’re going to see where we stand with that. We’re going to see what’s available. With [Andrew] Ference, if they’ve given me the OK with him, then I need to consider that. Sometimes, you can only make those decisions the night before or game day.”

Today’s lineup:

Milan Lucic-David Krejci-Nathan Horton

 Brad Marchand-Patrice Bergeron-Jaromir Jagr

 Rich Peverley-Chris Kelly-Tyler Seguin

 Daniel Paille-Gregory Campbell-Shawn Thornton

 Jay Pandolfo-Carl Soderberg-Kaspars Daugavins

Zdeno Chara-Johnny Boychuk

 Matt Bartkowski-Dennis Seidenberg

 Torey Krug-Adam McQuaid

 Wade Redden-Dougie Hamilton

 Andrew Ference-Aaron Johnson

Tuukka Rask

 Anton Khudobin

Bruins begin tapering off for Game 1 in Pittsburgh

Link|Comments (1)Posted by Michael Vega, Globe Staff May 30, 2013 12:57 PM


By Michael Vega, Globe Staff

WILMINGTON – With the Eastern Conference finals looming Saturday night in Pittsburgh, Bruins coach Claude Julien began tapering his team for Game 1 against the top-seeded Penguins by putting his team through a relatively light half-hour workout at Ristuccia Arena, the last 20 minutes of which were spent working on special teams drills.

Holding what essentially was a Black and White intrasquad scrimmage, Julien split the team into two groups that donned black and white jerseys, putting forwards Chris Kelly, Daniel Paille, Gregory Campbell, Shawn Thornton, Jay Pandolfo, and Carl Soderberg in black defensemen's garb.

Meanwhile, defensemen Zdeno Chara, Dennis Seidenberg, and Torey Krug dressed out with the white squad.

"We just did a couple of drills and we just wanted to work on our power play today and our penalty-kill," Julien said. "So basically the bulk of the practice was 20 minutes, the other drills was more to warm the guys up before we did those drills. So we were already dialing down. Tomorrow we'll have a quick-paced practice and then head to Pittsburgh."

David Krejci, who is the leading scorer in the NHL playoffs with 17 points in 12 games (5 goals, 12 assists), was absent. But Julien indicated there was nothing to be alarmed about.

"Just maintainence," Julien said of Krejci's absence. "Minimal maintenance."

Julien said defensemen Andrew Ference, who skated with the team for the third consecutive day after suffereing a lower body injury in Game 5 against Toronto and sat out the semifinal series vs. the Rangers, had not been medically cleared to play Game 1 at Pittsburgh.

"I haven't been told yet, no," Julien said.

In other items:

* Julien expressed his sympathy for John Tortorella, who was fired Wednesday after 4 1/2 seasons behind the Rangers bench. Asked if he felt for Tortorella, Julien replied, "Sure I do. I've said all along before the series started, I like Torts. You know, Torts has his personality and when you respect a person for who he is – and I know he has a lot of qualities, but his team has made the playoffs four out of the last five years. He made it to the conference finals last year and he's won the Stanley Cup with Tampa Bay, so how can you not respect a guy like that?

"He'll be back in the league," Julien said. "But do I feel for him? Sure I do, because nobody likes to lose his job, especially in that situation where you're into the second round and you've made the playoffs four out of the last five years and for some reason it doesn't work out. But I have all the faith in the world that he'll be back, because good coaches are hard to find."

* Julien spoke about the difference between facing the Rangers in the semifinals and the Penguins in the conference finals: "The one thing I would say about Pittsburgh is the skill level is so deep. We know the Rangers didn't score that easily. You shut down a few players and it took a lot of their scoring away. With Pittsburgh, you've got to shut down more than a few players. I'm going to say even more than three or four. They come in bunches. So that's the respect you have to have for that team, knowing that any time you're on the ice, don't think it's going to be an easy shift."

* Julien laughed when he reacted to the probing question about if his personality and whether he was a karaoke-bar guy on the road: "Karaoke is definitely not my style. Not because I don't like to go there, but because I can't sing. So that's admitting your weaknesses. I go about my own business. What you see in me, here in Boston, is what you see in me for the most part. I know for a fact I'm not a self-promoter. I don't need that in my life. I love my job. I like going out there and doing my job and doing what needs to be done. It's just the way I am and I can't change myself, so I accept myself the way I am and I'm comfortable with it."

Pittsburgh bar bans Boston beer

Link|Comments (78)Posted by Matt Pepin, Boston.com Staff May 30, 2013 09:36 AM


howlersx.jpg

By Gary Dzen, Boston.com Staff

 A Pittsburgh bar has announced it will not be selling Boston beer during the Bruins-Penguins series, Yahoo! Sports's Puck Daddy blog reports.

Howler's Coyote Cafe posted a photo to its Facebook page of a barroom sign that reads "Two days left to order any Sam Adams. We will not be serving any Boston beers during the Eastern Conf. Finals!"

The photo on Facebook was posted with a notice that the message was a "public service announcement."

Howlers is located in Pittsburgh's "Little Italy" section, according to its website. The bulk of Samuel Adams beer actually used to be produced under contract by the Pittsburgh Brewing Company, whose current beers do not rate very highly among beer geeks. Visitors to Pittsburgh will have much better luck at The Church Brew Works. Try the Celestial Gold, a German Pilsener.

No lineup changes for Bruins in practice

Link|Comments (2)Posted by Fluto Shinzawa, Globe Staff May 29, 2013 11:25 AM


By Fluto Shinzawa, Globe Staff

WILMINGTON – The Bruins are practicing for the second straight day at Ristuccia Arena. They have another on-ice session at Ristuccia Arena scheduled for Thursday morning. 

No lineup changes:

Milan Lucic-David Krejci-Nathan Horton

 Brad Marchand-Patrice Bergeron-Jaromir Jagr

 Rich Peverley-Chris Kelly-Tyler Seguin

 Daniel Paille-Gregory Campbell-Shawn Thornton

 Jay Pandolfo-Carl Soderberg-Kaspars Daugavins

Zdeno Chara-Dennis Seidenberg

 Matt Bartkowski-Johnny Boychuk

 Torey Krug-Adam McQuaid

 Wade Redden-Dougie Hamilton

 Andrew Ference-Aaron Johnson

Tuukka Rask

 Anton Khudobin

Toward the end of practice, Zdeno Chara and Johnny Boychuk took shifts together. Matt Bartkowski and Dennis Seidenberg also skated as a tandem. The Torey Krug-Adam McQuaid pairing remained the same. The Bruins could split Chara and Seidenberg if they seek more balance against Sidney Crosby and Evgeni Malkin.

Bruins-Penguins playoff schedule set

Link|Comments (0)Posted by Matt Pepin, Boston.com Staff May 29, 2013 07:13 AM


By Jim Hoban, Globe Staff

The Bruins open their Eastern Conference final series against the Penguins on Saturday at 8 p.m. The first two games are at Pittsburgh’s Consul Energy Center. Game 2 is Monday at 8 p.m. 

The series shifts to Boston for Games 3 (June 5) and 4 (June 7), both at 8 p.m.

Game 1: Saturday, June 1 – Boston at Pittsburgh, 8 p.m.

Game 2: Monday, June 3 – Boston at Pittsburgh, 8 p.m.

Game 3: Wednesday, June 5 – Pittsburgh at Boston, 8 p.m.

Game 4: Friday, June 7 – Pittsburgh at Boston, 8 p.m.

Game 5: Sunday, June 9 – Boston at Pittsburgh, 8 p.m.-x

Game 6: Tuesday, June 11 – Pittsburgh at Boston, TBA-x

Game 7: Wednesday, June 12 – Boston at Pittsburgh,TBA-x

 x-if necessary

Andrew Ference on ice for Bruins practice

Link|Comments (7)Posted by Fluto Shinzawa, Globe Staff May 28, 2013 11:10 AM


By Fluto Shinzawa, Globe Staff

WILMINGTON – The Bruins are practicing at Ristuccia Arena for the first time since eliminating the Rangers on Saturday. 

Andrew Ference is participating in the session. It is Ference’s first practice with the team since suffering his lower-body injury in Game 5 against Toronto. 

Ference skated on his own over the weekend. As of last Saturday, Ference was wearing a walking boot on his left foot.

“It’s a good sign that he’s practicing with us,” said Claude Julien. “It’s a medical issue. Sometimes, he may be ready, but it could be a risky kind of ready. I’ve got to wait and see what our trainers say and how Andrew feels as well before we make any decision on him.”

No changes to the lineup:

Milan Lucic-David Krejci-Nathan Horton

 Brad Marchand-Patrice Bergeron-Jaromir Jagr

 Rich Peverley-Chris Kelly-Tyler Seguin

 Daniel Paille-Gregory Campbell-Shawn Thornton

 Jay Pandolfo-Carl Soderberg-Kaspars Daugavins

Zdeno Chara-Dennis Seidenberg

 Matt Bartkowski-Johnny Boychuk

 Torey Krug-Adam McQuaid

 Wade Redden-Dougie Hamilton

 Andrew Ference-Aaron Johnson

Tuukka Rask

 Anton Khudobin

Bruins rest as coaching staff prepares for Pittsburgh

Link|Comments (7)Posted by Fluto Shinzawa, Globe Staff May 27, 2013 11:31 AM


By Fluto Shinzawa, Globe Staff

The Bruins are enjoying a second straight day off the ice. They will have their first practice tomorrow at Ristuccia Arena in preparation for the Eastern Conference Final against Pittsburgh. 

The coaching staff, however, is hard at work with their Pittsburgh pre-scouting. Claude Julien cited Pittsburgh’s depth as a primary reason for the Penguins’ success. They have two top lines that the Bruins must decide how to defend. It could involve splitting Zdeno Chara and Dennis Seidenberg, or keeping the top power pairing together to negate James Neal, Evgeni Malkin, and Jarome Iginla.

“We’ve got a few days here before we can even think about playing that first game,” Julien said. “We’ll see how that goes. Maybe it’s pairing. Maybe it’s separating. But we’ll have something in mind by the time this first game comes around.”

Pittsburgh’s most recent lineup:

Chris Kunitz-Sidney Crosby-Pascal Dupuis

 James Neal-Evgeni Malkin-Jarome Iginla

 Matt Cooke-Brandon Sutter-Tyler Kennedy

 Brenden Morrow-Craig Adams-Jussi Jokinen

Brooks Orpik-Paul Martin

 Mark Eaton-Kris Letang

 Douglas Murray-Matt Niskanen

Tomas Vokoun

 Marc-Andre Fleury

The Bruins do not know when Game 1 will take place. The schedule depends on when the Western Conference games conclude. Detroit will look to finish Chicago tonight. Los Angeles and San Jose play Game 7 on Tuesday. The Boston-Pittsburgh schedule will most likely not be released until the West games are over.

* Andrew Ference skated at TD Garden today. Ference also skated yesterday. It is unknown whether Ference will be available at the start of the series. 

GM Chiarelli lauds Bruins' organizational depth as difference-maker vs. Rangers

Link|Comments (2)Posted by Michael Vega, Globe Staff May 26, 2013 01:30 PM


By Michael Vega, Globe Staff 

The Bruins earned a well-deserved day of rest Sunday after scoring a clinching 3-1 Game 5 victory over the New York Rangers to close out the best-of-seven Eastern Conference semifinal series, 4 games to 1. It vaulted the fourth-seeded Bruins to a berth opposite top-seeded Pittsburgh in the Eastern Conference finals.

But Bruins general manager Peter Chiarelli knew none of it would've been possible had the team not flexed its organizational might in a revealing show of depth that proved to be the difference-maker against the Rangers.

At the start of the semifinal series, the Bruins turned to a trio of rookie defensemen -- Torey Krug, Matt Bartkowski and Dougie Hamilton -- to help overcome the loss of injured veterans Wade Redden (undisclosed injury), Andrew Ference (lower body) and Dennis Seidenberg, who missed the first four games vs. the Rangers after suffering a lower body injury on his first shift of Game 7 of the conference quarterfinals against the Maple Leafs

Offensively, Bruins coach Claude Julien rolled four lines, getting significant production from his fourth Energy Line of Shawn Thornton-Gregory Campbell-Daniel Paille, who were a combined 2-2--4 in Game 5.

Asked about what the depth said about the organization as a whole, Chiarelli replied, "It speaks volumes.

"I'd need a couple of hours to give credit to everybody,'' said Chiarelli, who met with the media Sunday at TD Garden. "It's part of a successful organization. From the Bruce Cassidys of the world, whose team lost their two best players that we took away from them, to the Wayne Smiths and Scott Bradleys, to those scouts who pound the pavement, to our college free agents staff that Donny Sweeney's heading and Ryan Nadeau, who helped identify Krug, to our coaching staff, beyond the head coach.

"I'd like to give credit to everyone I can," Chiarelli continued. "But you're right, to put together the depth that we like and we're able to us, and to manage it at all levels, at the minor-pro level, at the amateur level, and this level is a hard job and it's a testament to those that I work with."

Bruins get past Rangers at home, next stop Pittsburgh

Link|Comments (34)Posted by Steve Silva, Boston.com Staff May 25, 2013 10:34 PM


By Steve Silva, Boston.com Staff

Bruins rookie phenom Torey Krug netted his fourth goal of the playoffs, Gregory Campbell of the vaunted fourth line scored twice, goaltender Tuukka Rask rebounded from his performance in Game 4 to stop 28 shots, and the Bruins sealed the deal at home, beating the New York Rangers 3-1 in Game 5 on Saturday to advance to the Eastern Conference finals.

The Bruins will now take on the heavily favored Pittsburgh Penguins for the right to play for the Stanley Cup. The Bruins are back in the Eastern Conference final for the first time since 2011, when they won their sixth Stanley Cup after beating the Vancouver Canucks in seven games.

Game 5 box score

Bruins-Rangers pictures

Watch: Campbell stars in Game 5

Watch: Game highlights 

 "Yeah, it’s a great feeling," Krug said about becoming a major contributor so quickly. "I’m glad we closed it out tonight in front of a great crowd. It was so loud in there I could barely hear myself think sometimes. It was a great experience." 

Krug's confidence continues to grow as he gets more experience, and has more postseason success.

"It’s pretty high," Krug said of his confidence level right now. "It’s a good feeling out there, and the more the coaching staff puts me out on the ice, the better I feel. It’s a great feeling when your teammates are coming up to you, patting you on the back, and all the credit in the world to everyone." 

Dan Girardi got the Rangers on the scoreboard first on a power play with 9:21 left in first period but Krug followed up with his fourth goal of the series for Boston 3:48 into the second period on a Bruins power play. It was the red-hot rookie defenseman's fourth goal of the series and postseason. They are the most by a Boston rookie defenseman since Glen Wesley had six in 23 games in the 1998 postseason.

"I saw Segs [Tyler Seguin] had the puck up top," Krug said on the goal. "I just tried to get out there. I just hopped onto the ice from the bench and just tried to get open in position to get my shot through. When I take one-timers, I just try to make the goalie make a save with his hands, and fortunately it went in." 

Ten minutes later, Campbell broke a 1-1 tie in the second period when Daniel Paille fired the puck toward Rangers goalie Henrik Lundqvist, and Shawn Thornton knocked the rebound to Campbell, who banged it in for the go-ahead goal.

"The play started with Piesy [Daniel Paille] having the poise to make a good play in the neutral zone and hold onto that puck, and he really used his speed and his strength to carry it in, not just chip it in, but to carry it in and realize that Thorty [Shawn Thornton] was driving and trying to make a play, and I just caught the garbage there," Campbell said.

Just like in Game 3, it was the fourth line that put the pressure on the Rangers, and put the puck in the net.

"The guys did a good job," Thornton said. "Everyone was going. It was a hard fought game though, give them credit, they played really hard too. I think the guys did a lot of little things properly, get pucks in, get pucks deep. We had a lot of zone time, that was key to a little bit of our success."

Thornton also dropped the gloves against the Rangers' Derek Dorsett, taking the Rangers winger down with a TKO in the first period.

"Chalk it up to many coffees, I guess," Thornton said on what ticked him off before the fight. "It’s over now. The series is over. I’m not going to be that guy afterwards to talk about it. So, I thought he was trying to take liberties on my linemate. I wasn’t okay with that, and that’s the end of it. We were both upset at the end so, you’re right doesn’t happen too often, but a little wound up tonight, I guess."

The Rangers had a great opportunity to tie the score with just under 10 minutes left in the third period. Ryan Callahan came up the middle on a breakaway and tried to go left and beat Rask with a backhand shot, but Rask made the stop of the night.

"Well, our goalie coach told me after, I think it was Game 1 when he scored on that breakaway, that he never goes backhand," Rask said. "So I was banking on him shooting and keeping it on the forehand. But he went backhand, and I just extended my leg and blocker there and made the save."

Rask took a bit of a beating in Boston for his performance in Game 4, but he was glad to put that behind him with a win in Game 5.

"You go into the third period with a 2-1 lead. And as I said, as a goalie you expect to make one or two big saves, and today it happened," Rask said. "I didn’t feel bad about myself after Game 4, obviously there was a little screw-up there with that goal. But I didn’t let that bother me, and I felt like I played a decent game after that. Coming in today I just wanted to big rock solid back there, and give our team a chance to win the game."

Campbell added an empty-net goal with 51 seconds left after Lundqvist was pulled for an extra skater and the Bruins closed it out to get some much needed rest before heading to Pittsburgh next week.

"I think it’s huge," Rask said on finishing off the Rangers in five games. "We definitely didn’t want to go back to New York. We felt like we should have finished the series off last game, but we didn’t play good enough. And then coming home for Game 5 we just wanted to play a real solid game and finish things off. And it’s big to get a couple of days off and get some rest for the guys."

Bruins captain Zdeno Chara talked about how good it felt to rebound after the disappointing Game 4 loss.

"Well, the beginning didn’t go very good for us," Chara said. They come out hard and they put a lot of pressure on us. We made some mistakes and obviously they got rewarded by a power-play goal, but then we had to probably calm things down after the first, and just start focusing on our game and what we want to do on the ice, and I think it was a really even game. They played a very good game and it was a big challenge the whole game, and it was a one-goal game until we scored again tonight."

The Bruins defense was bolstered by the return of Dennis Seidenberg, who played for the first time since suffering a leg injury in Game 7 against the Maple Leafs. 

"I felt pretty good," Seidenberg said on his return. "I felt comfortable moving the puck. My gaps, my timing was fine, I think. I just can only get better now. "

Bruins coach Claude Julien was happy to be moving on to the Eastern Conference Finals. He spoke about the criticism he receives at times in Boston.

"I think when it comes to that stuff, I know what Boston is all about," Julien said. "They like their championship teams, they want to win every year; it’s a very demanding place. But at the same time, it’s a place where you want to be. I enjoy it here. If it means taking some criticism, there’s no problem there, because that comes with the territory. As a coach, you do what you have to do and you take the criticism that comes with it. The one thing you don’t do is dwell on that stuff because you try and avoid it. I know it’s out there, but the biggest thing I do is I kind of stay away from all that stuff and really focus on my job. But I know for a fact that when you win around here you can’t ask for a better place. I’d rather be in a city that’s demanding and loves their team and their sports, than being somewhere where nobody cares. I’m willing to live with that."

As for the next series, Bruins power forward Milan Lucic put the heat on the Penguins. Literally.

"No doubt they’re a great hockey club,” Lucic said of mighty Pittsburgh. “In my mind, they’re almost like the Miami Heat of the NHL with all the star power. Probably the two best players in the world (Sidney Crosby and Evgeni Malkin); a 40-goal scorer (James Neal); a former 50-goal scorer and future Hall of Famer (Jarome Iginla); and a Norris Trophy candidate (Kris Letang) on their team. So they definitely have a lot of weapons."

Tickets for Bruins' Eastern Conference finals home games on sale Sunday

Link|Comments (3)Posted by Matt Pepin, Boston.com Staff May 25, 2013 08:25 PM


Tickets for Bruins home games in the Eastern Conference finals go on sale Sunday at noon, the team announced Saturday.

Games 3 and 4 against the Pittsburgh Penguins will be at TD Garden. Game 6, if necessary, will also be in Boston. The dates have not been set.

Tickets will be available at the TD Garden Box Office, on the Bruins website, or by phone at 800-745-3000.

Game 5 live updates: Rangers at Bruins

Link|Comments (0)Posted by Matt Pepin, Boston.com Staff May 25, 2013 05:15 PM


Boston.com's Steve Silva is your host once again as the Bruins play the Rangers in Game 5. Get updates, photos, and video, and add your opinions and questions, in the live blog below.

Tonight's Bruins lineup

Link|Comments (0)Posted by Fluto Shinzawa, Globe Staff May 25, 2013 05:09 PM


By Fluto Shinzawa, Globe Staff

Based on pregame warmups: 

Milan Lucic-David Krejci-Nathan Horton

 Brad Marchand-Patrice Bergeron-Jaromir Jagr

 Rich Peverley-Chris Kelly-Tyler Seguin

 Daniel Paille-Gregory Campbell-Shawn Thornton

Zdeno Chara-Dennis Seidenberg

 Matt Bartkowski-Johnny Boychuk

 Torey Krug-Adam McQuaid

Tuukka Rask

 Anton Khudobin 

Game 5 preview: Rangers at Bruins

Link|Comments (0)Posted by Fluto Shinzawa, Globe Staff May 25, 2013 03:07 PM


By Fluto Shinzawa, Globe Staff

Good afternoon from TD Garden, where the Bruins will take their second swing at eliminating the Rangers from the playoffs. 

The Bruins will play Pittsburgh in the Eastern Conference Final if they get past the Rangers. Pittsburgh eliminated Ottawa last night, 6-2. 

It’s possible that Dennis Seidenberg could make his series debut tonight. Seidenberg has not played in the first four games because of a lower-body injury. Seidenberg has been skating and practicing with the team. If Seidenberg can play, he could replace Dougie Hamilton alongside Zdeno Chara on the top pairing.

No lineup changes are expected for the Rangers.

Puck drop: 5:30 p.m.

TV/radio info: NBC Sports Network, 98.5 The Sports Hub (Dave Goucher, Bob Beers)

Records: Rangers 1-3, Bruins 3-1

Projected Rangers lineup:

Chris Kreider-Derick Brassard-Rick Nash

 Carl Hagelin-Derek Stepan-Ryan Callahan

 Taylor Pyatt-Brian Boyle-Mats Zuccarello

 Micheal Haley-Kris Newbury-Derek Dorsett

Ryan McDonagh-Michael Del Zotto

 John Moore-Dan Girardi

 Roman Hamrlik-Steve Eminger

Henrik Lundqvist

 Martin Biron

Healthy scratches: Brad Richards, Arron Asham

Projected Bruins lineup:

Milan Lucic-David Krejci-Nathan Horton

 Brad Marchand-Patrice Bergeron-Jaromir Jagr

 Rich Peverley-Chris Kelly-Tyler Seguin

 Daniel Paille-Gregory Campbell-Shawn Thornton

Zdeno Chara-Dennis Seidenberg

 Matt Bartkowski-Johnny Boychuk

 Torey Krug-Adam McQuaid

Tuukka Rask

 Anton Khudobin 

Healthy scratches: Dougie Hamilton, Aaron Johnson, Kaspars Daugavins, Carl Soderberg, Jay Pandolfo

Storylines: If Seidenberg can’t play, Hamilton will remain as Chara’s partner. Adam McQuaid should also see some shifts alongside Chara… The Rangers scored their first power-play goal of the series in Game 4. After the Bruins were called for too many men, Brian Boyle took advantage of some bad positioning to put a one-up shot past Tuukka Rask. The Bruins were caught sagging and watching the puck on the play… If necessary, Game 6 in New York will take place at 7 p.m…. Tom Kowal and Brad Watson will be the referees. Steve Barton and Pierre Racicot will be the linesmen.

NHL sets start time for potential Game 6

Link|Comments (2)Posted by Matt Pepin, Boston.com Staff May 25, 2013 11:07 AM


If a Game 6 between the Bruins and Rangers is necessary, it will begin at 7 p.m. on Monday at Madison Square Garden, the NHL has announced.

Game 7, if necessary, would be Wednesday in Boston, but a start time has not been set.

If the Red Wings-Blackhawks series goes to a sixth game, that will be held Monday at 8 p.m. in Detroit. The Red Wings lead 3-1 with Game 5 tonight at 8 p.m.

Seidenberg skates, but status for Game 5 remains uncertain 

Link|Comments (15)Posted by Staff May 24, 2013 07:01 PM


By Seth Lakso, Globe Correspondent

If Bruins defenseman Dennis Seidenberg knows whether he is going to be back in the lineup for Saturday’s Game 5 against the Rangers, he didn’t give it away to reporters following Friday's optional team skate. 

However, he was one of the first Bruins to take the ice for what was a brief but intense workout at TD Garden. 

Seidenberg, who hasn’t played since suffering a lower-body injury on his first shift in Game 7 of the first round against the Maple Leafs May 13, initially looked a bit stiff but appeared to loosen up as the practice progressed. 

Following the workout, the 31-year-old told reporters that he is continuing to improve and felt “comfortable” on the ice. 

“Ice time right now helps me,” Seidenberg said. “It doesn’t matter what it is. It always helps somebody getting back. It helps you get your timing back a little bit and maybe a feel for the puck.” 

Asked how much he wants to play Saturday, the defenseman replied, “Really bad. Nobody likes watching hockey games, especially around this time of year. Hopefully I get back in there soon and hopefully I can help.”

Veteran blue liner Wade Redden, who has been out with an upper-body injury, also was on the ice, paired with Seidenberg, but coach Claude Julien wouldn't commit to any lineup changes. 

“I keep telling guys they’re progressing every day,” he said. “That’s why you see them on the ice.” 

Andrew Ference (lower-body injury) was the lone Bruin not to participate in the skate. 

If Seidenberg does return, defenseman Dougie Hamilton -- who was visibly upset in the locker room Thursday night after New York’s Chris Kreider beat him for the game-winning goal -- is the likely scratch.

However, Hamilton’s willingness to take responsibility for his mistake seemed to impress his coach. 

“I think the one thing our guys have been is they’ve done a great job being accountable,” Julien said. “Acknowledging it is certainly a great thing because it means they know what needs to be done and then, from your end of it, you make the correction and then you show confidence in them that they’re going to go back and get an opportunity to redeem themselves.”

Julien went on to say that he has been happy with Hamilton’s work alongside Zdeno Chara in this series. 

“We’ve played four games in the series,” said Julien “and then you look at one goal and do you jump all over [Hamiton] for that or do you give him a pat on the back for everything he’s done so far in the series and us being up, 3-1? I think it’s more that. 

“We want to rally back tomorrow and play an even better game so that we can win this series. That’s all we’re thinking about right now, not about mistakes and everything else more than, 'What do we need to do here tomorrow?' ” 

The four crucial mistakes that doomed the Bruins in Game 4

Link|Comments (19)Posted by Staff May 24, 2013 08:03 AM


By Marie Torto, Boston.com Staff

The Bruins were unable to sweep the Rangers in Game 4 of the Eastern Conference semifinals Thursday night in New York's Madison Square Garden and must now try to win the series back in Boston on Saturday. The team said mistakes caused the loss, like Tuukka Rask's tumble and Zdeno Chara's undoing behind the Boston net. 

Take a look at the four biggest mistakes the Bruins made that prevented them from sweeping the series.

1. Derek Stepan steals the puck and scores: "I wasn't aware he was right behind me," defenseman Zdeno Chara said after having his pocket picked on the play. "I've got to make sure I take a look."

chin052313GM4nybos_spt19.jpg

2. Dougie Hamilton fails to stop Chris Kreider: "Right now, for me, that last goal obviously bugging me and that's a play I have to have and just feel like I kind of let the team down," said Hamilton. "Just pretty upset right now." 

bruinsbig-4072.jpg

3. Bruins called for too many men on the ice and Rangers score tying goal on ensuing power play: "I think it was my fault," winger Tyler Seguin said. "I saw Thorty [Shawn Thornton] coming. I hopped over, and I think he got hit. I haven't seen the replay. He stayed on for an extra second. I don't know exactly the ruling. Our centerman, whoever was out there, touched the puck, not me. I don't know if that's too many men, or if I touch the puck, it's too many men. Regardless, I think it was a close call. They made me pay for it."

chin052313GM4nybos_spt34.jpg

4. Tuukka Rask falls, Carl Hagelin scores easy goal: "I just took a step to the side in what I think there was probably a skate mark or something," said Rask. "My skate dug in it, that's what it felt like, and then I lost my balance and the rest is history. It happens to me twice a year in practice, maybe. Focus, got to be more focused, I think, but just a tough mistake. It looks pretty bad on TV, I bet."

danbig[1].jpg

Tuukka Rask, Bruins try to shake off a tough night in New York

Link|Comments (23)Posted by Steve Silva, Boston.com Staff May 24, 2013 02:40 AM


By Steve Silva, Boston.com Staff

NEW YORK – The Bruins have fallen. But they can still get up Saturday night and end the series with the Rangers.

With a chance to send the Blue Shirts home for the summer, the Bruins reared their evil Mr. Hyde head Thursday night and turned a 2-0 lead into a 4-3 overtime loss at Madison Square Garden.

The play everyone will be talking about came when Bruins goaltender Tuukka Rask payed homage to Jets QB Marc Sanchez and his Thanksgiving butt fumble in the second period. Rask lost his balance setting up for a Carl Hagelin shot, fell to the ice, and watched helplessly as the puck slithered over the goal line to get the Rangers on the board in the second period, cutting the Bruins lead to 2-1.

“I just took a step to the side in what I think there was probably a skate mark or something,’’ said Rask. “My skate dug in it, that’s what it felt like, and then I lost my balance and the rest is history. It happens to me twice a year in practice, maybe. Focus, got to be more focused, I think, but just a tough mistake. It looks pretty bad on TV, I bet.’’

Rask talked about trying – and failing – to recover once he was seated on the ice.

"Just sloppy I think," Rask explained. "It kind of freezes you, like 'what the heck happened,' then you still have a second to decide whether you're going to try to scramble, put the paddle down or just try to whack it away and I just tried to whack it away and I know it's just awful."

Fast forward to sudden death overtime when former Boston College player Chris Kreider notched the game winner with a beautiful tip deflection at 7:03 of sudden death. 

“I thought that was the best goal of the night for them,” said Rask. “That was really a good goal on that. Shot first taken, really good tip.”

Bruins defenseman Doug Hamilton was not so quick to credit the Rangers for making a great play on the game-winning goal.

"Right now, for me, that last goal obviously bugging me and that's a play I have to have and just feel like I kind of let the team down," a visibly distraught Hamilton said after the game. "Just pretty upset right now." 

Hamilton was reminded that he was not alone in making miscues that ultimately cost the Bruins the sweep. 

"I think a little bit sloppy I guess," Hamilton said regarding the Bruins play in Game 4. "That's pretty much it." 

Hamilton described what went wrong on the Rangers game winner.

"I had him coming through and I knew exactly what he was going to do," he said. "Just couldn't get his stick in time. He just got it right when the puck was coming there, I just couldn't get his stick … I have to obviously take him away and remove his stick from playing that puck,” Hamilton said. “If I get rid of his stick, the puck goes in the corner and that’s it. That’s the play. Obviously like I said, I'm pretty upset."

Rask agreed that the Bruins had a hand in giving the game to the Rangers.

“We gave them a couple gifts, obviously,” Rask said. “At the end of the day, that’s what cost us a lot of energy.”

Another miscue took place on the Rangers' second goal, which came at 1:15 of the third period and tied the score, 2-2. Rask skated behind the net to attempt to control the puck for defenseman Zdeno Chara, but Rask didn't get back to the crease in a timely manner and the Rangers' Derek Stepan took the puck from Chara and scored a classic wraparound. 

“I wasn’t aware he was right behind me,” Chara said. “I’ve got to make sure I take a look.”

“A breakdown in front of our net,’’ was how Rask described the play.

On the bright side for Boston, Tyler Seguin got untracked when he scored his first goal of the postseason, giving the Bruins a short-lived 3-2 lead at 8:06 of the third period.

"Obviously a little bit of a sigh of relief, and maybe even a confidence booster," Seguin said. "It was nice to finally get one in. It was a tough game, it was a weird game, you gotta give credit to them. They played a hard game. We knew it would be a tough one to win. I think a lot of the goals were kind of given to them but they went in."

The Bruins made yet another mental mistake less than one minute after Seguin's go-ahead goal when they were called for having too many men on the ice (channelling Don Cherry in Montreal). The Rangers capitalized on the penalty and tied the game 3-3 when Brian Boyle's wrist shot beat Rask cleanly.

“Stupid mistakes cost us the game,’’ Rask said. “It’s a game of mistakes. We’ve just got to learn from them and move forward. Shake it off and move on."

Bruins coach Claude Julien blamed the sloppy play on execution.

"There's no panic here," Julien said. "Had we been outworked and not been there at all, we would be talking differently here. But we didn't get outworked, and all it was, as a team, we didn't execute as well as we have been. We have to go back home and play a better game."

And now the Bruins will be home and hosting the new-life Rangers Saturday at 5:30 p.m. with hopes of ending the series in five games.

If they don't finish off the Rangers at home, they'll be back in the world's most famous arena Monday and the pressure will be squarely on Boston's back as they're sure to be reminded of the 2010 up-3-games-to-none slide that saw the Philadelphia Flyers advancing to the next round over Rask and Co.

Game 4 live updates: Bruins at Rangers

Link|Comments (5)Posted by Matt Pepin, Boston.com Staff May 23, 2013 06:52 PM


Boston.com's Steve Silva is at Madison Square Garden to provide updates, photos and postgame video from Game 4. Weigh in with your comments and follow the action right here.

Tonight's Bruins lineup

Link|Comments (0)Posted by Fluto Shinzawa, Globe Staff May 23, 2013 06:37 PM


By Fluto Shinzawa, Globe Staff

Based on pregame warmups: 

Milan Lucic-David Krejci-Nathan Horton

 Brad Marchand-Patrice Bergeron-Jaromir Jagr

 Rich Peverley-Chris Kelly-Tyler Seguin

 Daniel Paille-Gregory Campbell-Shawn Thornton

Zdeno Chara-Dougie Hamilton

 Matt Bartkowski-Johnny Boychuk

 Torey Krug-Adam McQuaid

Tuukka Rask

 Anton Khudobin 

Tonight's Rangers lineup

Link|Comments (0)Posted by Fluto Shinzawa, Globe Staff May 23, 2013 06:37 PM


By Fluto Shinzawa, Globe Staff

Based on pregame warmups: 

Chris Kreider-Derick Brassard-Rick Nash

 Carl Hagelin-Derek Stepan-Ryan Callahan

 Taylor Pyatt-Brian Boyle-Mats Zuccarello

 Micheal Haley-Kris Newbury-Derek Dorsett

Ryan McDonagh-Dan Girardi

 Michael Del Zotto-Steve Eminger

 John Moore-Roman Hamrlik

Henrik Lundqvist

 Martin Biron

Reminder: Game 4 airs on CNBC

Link|Comments (7)Posted by Chad Finn, Globe Staff May 23, 2013 02:22 PM


By Chad Finn, Boston.com Staff

Just a quick reminder that Game 4 of the Bruins' Eastern Conference semifinal series with the Rangers will air on CNBC at 7 p.m.

Yes, CNBC. Right there between Mad Money and and American Greed: The Wealth Builder Club.

Here's why: With the Bruins hold a commanding 3-0 lead in the series, and with two other high-profile and more competitive series in action Thursday, Game 4 has been bumped over from NBC Sports Network to another network under the NBC umbrella.

For the majority of Comcast subscribers in Boston, the game will be found on channels 38 and 795 (high definition). 

If you are not a Comcast subscriber or cannot for some reason find the game at those channels, click on this channel-finder link and type in your zip code, cable provider, and CNBC or CNBC HD as the channel you are searching for, and It will tell you where to find it.

NBCSN will carry Game 4 of the Western Conference series between the Red Wings and Blackhawks, with host Detroit holding a surprising 2-1 lead. That game begins at 8 p.m.

Then at 10:30 p.m., Game 5 of the Sharks-Kings series, knotted a 2-2, will follow.

Bruins lineup likely to remain same

Link|Comments (2)Posted by Fluto Shinzawa, Globe Staff May 23, 2013 12:18 PM


By Fluto Shinzawa, Globe Staff

Dennis Seidenberg and Wade Redden participated in the Bruins' morning skate. It’s unlikely that either defenseman, however, will make his series debut tonight. The other six defensemen took line rushes in their regular spots. 

Jaromir Jagr was the only player not to participate in the skate. Jagr took the ice for an optional practice Wednesday, so he was likely taking a rest this morning. Carl Soderberg took Jagr’s spot on the second line for line rushes.

For the Rangers, neither Brad Richards nor Arron Asham is expected to dress. Anton Stralman didn’t skate this morning and is likely out. Ex-Canadien Roman Hamrlik could replace Stralman.

Tonight’s expected Bruins lineup:

Milan Lucic-David Krejci-Nathan Horton

 Brad Marchand-Patrice Bergeron-Jaromir Jagr

 Rich Peverley-Chris Kelly-Tyler Seguin

 Daniel Paille-Gregory Campbell-Shawn Thornton

Zdeno Chara-Dougie Hamilton

 Matt Bartkowski-Johnny Boychuk

 Torey Krug-Adam McQuaid

Tuukka Rask

 Anton Khudobin 

Game 4 preview: Bruins at Rangers

Link|Comments (7)Posted by Fluto Shinzawa, Globe Staff May 23, 2013 10:22 AM


By Fluto Shinzawa, Globe Staff

NEW YORK – Good morning from Madison Square Garden, where the Bruins will look to sweep the Rangers tonight. Game 5 is scheduled for 5:30 p.m. on Saturday at TD Garden, but the Bruins have no intentions of making that date. 

Dennis Seidenberg said after yesterday’s practice that he’s close to being ready to play. But given the 3-0 series lead and the play of the defense, it’s unlikely the Bruins change the lineup tonight.

On the other side, Anton Stralman didn’t practice yesterday. The second-pairing defenseman might be out tonight. If so, former Boston University captain Matt Gilroy could make his series debut.

Puck drop: 7 p.m.

TV/radio info: NBC Sports Network, 98.5 The Sports Hub (Dave Goucher, Bob Beers)

Records: Bruins 3-0, Rangers 0-3

Projected Rangers lineup:

Mats Zuccarello-Derick Brassard-Rick Nash

 Carl Hagelin-Derek Stepan-Ryan Callahan

 Taylor Pyatt-Brian Boyle-Derek Dorsett

 Chris Kreider-Brad Richards-Arron Asham

Ryan McDonagh-Dan Girardi

 Michael Del Zotto-Steve Eminger

 John Moore-Matt Gilroy

Henrik Lundqvist

 Martin Biron

Healthy scratches: Micheal Haley, Roman Hamrlik

Projected Bruins lineup:

Milan Lucic-David Krejci-Nathan Horton

 Brad Marchand-Patrice Bergeron-Jaromir Jagr

 Rich Peverley-Chris Kelly-Tyler Seguin

 Daniel Paille-Gregory Campbell-Shawn Thornton

Zdeno Chara-Dougie Hamilton

 Matt Bartkowski-Johnny Boychuk

 Torey Krug-Adam McQuaid

Tuukka Rask

 Anton Khudobin 

Healthy scratches: Aaron Johnson, Kaspars Daugavins, Carl Soderberg, Jay Pandolfo

Storylines: If the Bruins win tonight, they will cede their 2013 first-round pick to Dallas. It was a condition of the Jaromir Jagr trade. The second-round pick becomes a first-rounder if the Bruins qualify for the Eastern Conference Final… Sure looks like a Boston-Pittsburgh matchup in the next round. The Penguins lead the Senators in the series, 3-1. Pittsburgh scored a 7-3 win last night. Game 5 is tomorrow in Pittsburgh… Johnny Boychuk brings a two-game goal-scoring streak into tonight. Torey Krug had his two-game goal-scoring streak snapped on Tuesday… The Rangers haven’t scored a power-play goal in the series. They are 2 for 38 in the playoffs… Stephen Walkom and Eric Furlatt will be the referees. Brian Murphy and Scott Cherrey will be the linesmen.

Bruins pushing for series sweep in Game 4

Link|Comments (12)Posted by Fluto Shinzawa, Globe Staff May 22, 2013 03:03 PM


By Fluto Shinzawa, Globe Staff

NEW YORK – The Bruins could end this second-round series with a fourth straight win in Game 4 Thursday night at Madison Square Garden. They would like to rest on Saturday instead of playing Game 5 at TD Garden. They certainly have no intentions of returning to New York for Game 6 Monday.

“It would be nice,” David Krejci said. “But we know and we learned as a team that the last one is the hardest from past years and even in the last series. We’ve just got to get ready for tomorrow and play just like it’s Game 1.”

Injured defensemen Dennis Seidenberg and Wade Redden participated in an optional practice this afternoon at MSG. Seidenberg said there’s a chance he could be ready Thursday. However, given how well the six-man defensive unit has played in front of Tuukka Rask, it’s unlikely the Bruins would alter their lineup for Game 4.

“There’s a chance for sure,” Seidenberg said of playing. “But you don’t want to come back too early. We’ll see how it feels tomorrow and go from there.”

* Andrew Ference participated in an off-ice workout today. Ference has yet to skate since suffering his lower-body injury in Game 5 against Toronto. Coach Claude Julien said Ference continues to improve. If the Bruins can take care of business Thursday, it will give Ference, Seidenberg, and Redden more time to heal.

Bruins fourth line was dominant in Game 3

Link|Comments (7)Posted by Steve Silva, Boston.com Staff May 22, 2013 01:51 AM


By Steve Silva, Boston.com Staff

NEW YORK -- For most of Tuesday night at Madison Square Garden, it was looking like Rangers goaltender Henrik Lundqvist was finally going to have his big game in net. The man who would be King was 5-0 in his last five Game 3 appearances and was shutting down the Bruins at every turn. 

But it was the Big Bad Bruins who roared back with a pair of third-period goals created by the fourth line of Greg Campbell, Shawn Thornton, and Daniel Paille that gave Boston a 2-1 victory in Game 3 of their playoff series against the Rangers Tuesday night at Madison Square Garden.

Paille’s goal with 3:31 left in a third period dominated by Boston gave the Bruins the victory and put the Rangers in the unenviable position of having to come back from an 0-3 deficit to keep their season alive.

"It was one of those nights when [Lundqvist] was on his game and you can see the confidence he had throughout the whole game," Paille said. "The goals that went in, there's really nothing much you can do. It was a screen on one and a redirect on another so we tried to do as much as we could, but it wasn't going to be one of those where you're going to beat him clean like the last few games. He was on tonight."

The winning goal was the result of a shot that bounced off Lundqvist and went up into the air. The puck landed on the goal line before Paille came from behind the net to knock it home.

"We did a good job of managing the puck when we had it," Thornton said. "Trying to wait for opportunities to open up, not just throwing pucks away, both my linemates were doing a great job of skating, getting into the forecheck, when they're going, it makes life easy for all of us."

The Black and Gold looked sharp from the start, yet it was the Rangers who took a 1-0 lead into the third period after a Taylor Pyatt goal on a deflection that came 3:53 into the second period. The Bruins turned up the pressure in the third period and outshot the Rangers 34-24 for the game.

Bruins defenseman Johnny Boychuk fired a goal through a screen of players that tied the score just 3:10 into the third period.

"We just wanted to keep it deep and keep getting pucks and bodies to the net," Boychuk said. "There's good things that happened."

The game was nip and tuck all night, with the referees keeping the whistle in the pockets for the most part.

"It was a close game, very close," Bruins captain Zdeno Chara said. "It was pretty even throughout the whole game. We had some chances in the first 20 minutes, but obviously their goalie played really strong. They put a lot of pressure on us and they scored a goal, making it a one goal game going into the third. We had to be more aggressive, and we were."

Bruins goaltender Tuukka Rask wasn't challenged nearly as much as Lundqvist, but he stayed focused when the pressure came his way and he came away with the W.

"You've got to be pretty happy with the situation obviously, but can't get ahead of yourself," Rask said on the Bruins 3-0 series lead. "We felt like we played a great game today so we just gotta keep going that way and I think good things will keep happening to us."

Good things usually happen to team up 3-0, but Boston fans remember the 2010 Philadelphia Flyers, who came back from three games down to overtake the Bruins. The only other teams to pull of the feat were the 1975 New York Islanders and the 1942 Toronto Maple Leafs.

The Bruins have a chance to close this one out Thursday night at MSG and possibly catch a much-needed breather before taking on the winner of the Penguins-Senators series.

Game 3 live updates: Bruins at Rangers

Link|Comments (0)Posted by Matt Pepin, Boston.com Staff May 21, 2013 07:30 PM


Follow the action and discuss Game 3 of the Bruins-Rangers series in our live blog.

Tonight's Bruins lineup

Link|Comments (0)Posted by Fluto Shinzawa, Globe Staff May 21, 2013 07:07 PM


By Fluto Shinzawa, Globe Staff

Based on pregame warmups: 

Milan Lucic-David Krejci-Nathan Horton

 Brad Marchand-Patrice Bergeron-Jaromir Jagr

 Rich Peverley-Chris Kelly-Tyler Seguin

 Daniel Paille-Gregory Campbell-Shawn Thornton

Zdeno Chara-Dougie Hamilton

 Matt Bartkowski-Johnny Boychuk

 Torey Krug-Adam McQuaid

Tuukka Rask

 Anton Khudobin 

Tonight's Rangers lineup

Link|Comments (0)Posted by Fluto Shinzawa, Globe Staff May 21, 2013 07:06 PM


By Fluto Shinzawa, Globe Staff

Based on pregame warmups: 

Mats Zuccarello-Derick Brassard-Rick Nash

 Carl Hagelin-Derek Stepan-Ryan Callahan

 Taylor Pyatt-Brian Boyle-Derek Dorsett

 Chris Kreider-Brad Richards-Arron Asham

Ryan McDonagh-Dan Girardi

 Michael Del Zotto-Anton Stralman

 John Moore-Steve Eminger

Henrik Lundqvist

 Martin Biron

No lineup changes expected for Bruins

Link|Comments (8)Posted by Fluto Shinzawa, Globe Staff May 21, 2013 12:16 PM


By Fluto Shinzawa, Globe Staff

The Bruins are not planning on making any lineup changes for Game 3. Claude Julien said he would be surprised if Dennis Seidenberg played tonight. Seidenberg was one of the last four players on the ice for today’s optional morning skate (Aaron Johnson, Jay Pandolfo, and Kaspars Daugavins were the others), indicating that he will be out of uniform for a third straight game. 

Wade Redden skated this morning. But Redden remained on the ice after Torey Krug had returned to the dressing room.

Tonight’s expected lineup:

Milan Lucic-David Krejci-Nathan Horton

 Brad Marchand-Patrice Bergeron-Jaromir Jagr

 Rich Peverley-Chris Kelly-Tyler Seguin

 Daniel Paille-Gregory Campbell-Shawn Thornton

Zdeno Chara-Dougie Hamilton

 Matt Bartkowski-Johnny Boychuk

 Torey Krug-Adam McQuaid

Tuukka Rask

 Anton Khudobin 

* The Bruins are expecting Ryan McDonagh and Dan Girardi to play together on the Rangers’ top pairing. They did not play together in Games 1 and 2. Girardi was on the ice for all five Boston goals in Game 2. The two defensemen played against Alex Ovechkin’s line in the opening round. 

* With Tuukka Rask staying off the ice this morning, goaltending coach Bob Essensa manned one net while Anton Khudobin patrolled the other crease. 

Game 3 preview: Bruins at Rangers

Link|Comments (3)Posted by Fluto Shinzawa, Globe Staff May 21, 2013 10:22 AM


By Fluto Shinzawa, Globe Staff

NEW YORK – Good morning from Madison Square Garden, where the Bruins will look to grab a 3-0 series lead tonight over the Rangers. 

Dennis Seidenberg and Wade Redden are with the team. Both defensemen practiced Monday at TD Garden. It’s unlikely, however, that either will draw into the lineup. No changes are expected for the Bruins.

The Rangers, coming off two straight losses, might tinker with their lineup. For now, we’ll go with the Game 2 lineup.

Puck drop: 7:30 p.m.

TV/radio info: NBC Sports Network, 98.5 The Sports Hub (Dave Goucher, Bob Beers)

Records: Bruins 2-0, Rangers 0-2

Projected Rangers lineup:

Mats Zuccarello-Derick Brassard-Rick Nash

 Carl Hagelin-Derek Stepan-Ryan Callahan

 Taylor Pyatt-Brian Boyle-Derek Dorsett

 Chris Kreider-Brad Richards-Arron Asham

Ryan McDonagh-Anton Stralman

 Michael Del Zotto-Dan Girardi

 John Moore-Steve Eminger

Henrik Lundqvist

 Martin Biron

Healthy scratches: Micheal Haley, Roman Hamrlik, Matt Gilroy

Projected Bruins lineup:

Milan Lucic-David Krejci-Nathan Horton

 Brad Marchand-Patrice Bergeron-Jaromir Jagr

 Rich Peverley-Chris Kelly-Tyler Seguin

 Daniel Paille-Gregory Campbell-Shawn Thornton

Zdeno Chara-Dougie Hamilton

 Matt Bartkowski-Johnny Boychuk

 Torey Krug-Adam McQuaid

Tuukka Rask

 Anton Khudobin 

Healthy scratches: Aaron Johnson, Kaspars Daugavins, Carl Soderberg, Jay Pandolfo

Storylines: This is the second straight series in which the Rangers dropped the first two games. They fell into an 0-2 hole in the opening round against Washington. The Rangers rallied to claim the series in seven games… The Bruins are 21-7 all-time when they’ve won the first two games of a seven-game series… Torey Krug will look to extend his goal-scoring streak to three games. Krug is the fourth player in Bruins history to score goals in his first two playoff games… The Rangers are 2 for 36 on the power play in the playoffs. They have yet to score a man-up goal in the series… Kevin Pollock and Dan O’Rourke will be the referees. Jay Sharrers and Lonnie Cameron will be the linesmen.

Dennis Seidenberg, Wade Redden practicing with Bruins

Link|Comments (21)Posted by Fluto Shinzawa, Globe Staff May 20, 2013 10:38 AM


By Fluto Shinzawa, Globe Staff

The Bruins are practicing at TD Garden prior to their road trip to New York later today. Dennis Seidenberg and Wade Redden are on the ice for practice. 

This is Seidenberg’s first practice with his teammates since suffering his lower-body injury in Game 7 against Toronto. Redden practiced on Saturday. This is Redden’s second on-ice session with the full team.

Given their status, both Seidenberg and Redden should make the trip to New York. Neither has appeared in the series.

UPDATE: Seidenberg and Redden are traveling to New York. Claude Julien said he hasn't made any decisions regarding their respective returns. The defensive pairings were the same in today's practice.

Q&A with Jack Edwards 

Link|Comments (4)Posted by Matt Pepin, Boston.com Staff May 20, 2013 12:00 AM


200jackedwards.jpgMany readers mentioned how much they missed having Jack Edwards on the call for Bruins playoff games on NESN, so we had him join Boston.com readers for a chat session on Monday.

With the national networks taking over the game broadcasts during the Stanley Cup playoffs conference semifinal round, Edwards and the rest of the NESN crew are continuing to produce complete pre- and postgame coverage on NESNplus with a one-hour edition of Bruins Face-Off LIVE before every playoff game and Bruins Overtime Live after every game. To find the NESNplus channel number in your area visit www.nesn.com/nesnplus.

Review Edwards's Q&A below.

<a href="http://www.coveritlive.com/mobile.php/option=com_mobile/task=viewaltcast/altcast_code=86af3ee510" >Bruins chat with Jack Edwards</a>

Watch: Bruins-Rangers Game 2 highlights

Link|Comments (0)Posted by Matt Pepin, Boston.com Staff May 19, 2013 08:09 PM


The Bruins defeated the Rangers, 5-2, in Game 2 of their Eastern Conference semifinal series. Watch a recap of the game at TD Garden.

Bruins confident after solid Game 2 victory over Rangers

Link|Comments (0)Posted by Steve Silva, Boston.com Staff May 19, 2013 07:33 PM


By Steve Silva, Boston.com Staff

The Bruins took command of the Eastern Conference semifinals with a 5-2 win over the Rangers Sunday at TD Garden, putting them up 2-0 heading to New York. 

The Bruins took a 3-2 lead into the third period and cruised past the Rangers in the third when Brad Marchand scored 26 seconds into the period, and Milan Lucic put the game away.

Tuukka Rask was solid in goal, especially in the second period when he made a string of saves to keep the Bruins in the game.

"Yeah, that’s what you have to do sometimes," Rask said. "We were not at our best in the second period. We gave up a lot of odd man opportunities and a lot of turnovers and stuff, but they only got one goal so something positive came out of that period...

"There was plenty of two-on-ones, three-on-twos, and then a couple of turnovers from our D [defensemen]. Then they made some plays from behind the net. I was just in front of the puck, it wasn’t textbook all the time. But despite that goal from [Rick] Nash, I was just jumping."

Rask spoke about his confidence growing as his team goes deeper in the playoffs.

"My confidence is always high," Rask said. "That's just how I try to be. No matter what happens, I try to stay calm and even keeled. Confidence can’t go any lower or higher, I think."

The play of the Bruins young defenseman continued to impress Rask.

"Yeah, they just keep playing their game, that's all that we can ask from them," Rask said. "But we just have to make sure that they don't get too high. It’s still playoff hockey, you don’t want to get too carried away out there. But they're playing great."

Bruins defenseman Johnny Boychuk scored what turned out to be the winning goal in the second period when he fired one past Rangers goalie Henrik Lundqvist.

"It was definitely a screen," Boychuk said about his goal. "Bergy [Patrice Bergeron] did a good job getting to the front, and their D-man was their as well, but it was four on four. Marchy [Brad Marchand] did a good job by getting in the zone, turned up and found me coming in, and all I had to do was hit the net because there was a couple of guys in front of him."

Boychuk talked about being able to bounce back from the hit he took in the first game.

"It’s playoffs," Boychuk said. "You’ve got to keep going, and you can’t be worried about it, and you just do whatever you can for the team.

Boychuk already has three goals in the playoffs.

"You know, just hitting the net I guess, and sometimes it’s luck," he said. "Just getting shots on net and hitting the net. Better chance to score when you hit the net."

Boychuck spoke about the young defensemen playing well in this series.

"I think skating with the puck [is key]," Boychuk said. "They’ve been doing a good job skating and taking their ice when they get the chance and eliminating the turnovers again is a key and they’re just playing smart… They’ve been amazing. They’re making a case for themselves to stay in the lineup and that’s what you need. You want to stay in the lineup and the way that they’re playing, they’ve been playing very, very good and responsible, and even in the D-zone I’ve been watching they’ve been battling hard and doing the right things and that’s what you need.

Bruins coach Claude Julien was also impressed by the play of his young defense.

"At the stage we’re in right now in the season, we’re talking about the playoffs, the one thing you don’t want to do is make a young defensemen come in and be afraid to play," Julien said. "You’ve got to be willing to live with the consequences. The good part about that it I know they’ve got some good upside to them. [Matt] Bartkowski was sent down at the end of the regular season, so he could continue to play because we really liked his game. [Torey] Krug’s been a good player for Providence all year, we liked what we saw in him last year and when he was called up. It was just a matter of bringing those guys in, saying, ‘Continue to do the things that you do well, because that will also give you success at this level.’ It’s about giving them the confidence to do that. We have to trust that they are good enough in those areas that they’re going to help us out. So far, they’ve proven us right."

Bruins forward Brad Marchand scored for the second game in a row, this time 26 seconds into the third period.

"It’s always good to get a couple-goal lead early in the third there," Marchand said. "Bergy [Patrice Bergeron] made a great play. I think we played pretty well after that to limit their opportunities and played a strong game."

Marchand spoke about curbing his turnovers as the game progressed.

"Yeah, I think I was definitely a little more aware of it," he said. "I think I was maybe a little overconfident. I thought I was controlling the puck pretty good last game, and it didn’t seem to be going the same way. After that I tried to keep it a little more simple and make sure pucks were in deep." 

Bruins captain Zdeno Chara was also pleased with what he saw from his team in Game 2.

"I thought we had everybody going, and we played on our toes," he said. "It’s nice to get some contribution from the back end. You need that in the playoffs."

Game 2 live updates: Rangers at Bruins

Link|Comments (7)Posted by Matt Pepin, Boston.com Staff May 19, 2013 03:00 PM


Join the conversation about Sunday's Game 2 of the Bruins-Rangers series in the live session below.

The full-page version of our live blog for Game 2 can be found here.

Today's Bruins lineup

Link|Comments (0)Posted by Fluto Shinzawa, Globe Staff May 19, 2013 02:46 PM


By Fluto Shinzawa, Globe Staff

Based on pregame warmups: 

Milan Lucic-David Krejci-Nathan Horton

 Brad Marchand-Patrice Bergeron-Jaromir Jagr

 Rich Peverley-Chris Kelly-Tyler Seguin

 Daniel Paille-Gregory Campbell-Shawn Thornton

Zdeno Chara-Dougie Hamilton

 Matt Bartkowski-Johnny Boychuk

 Torey Krug-Adam McQuaid

Tuukka Rask

 Anton Khudobin

Today's Rangers lineup

Link|Comments (1)Posted by Fluto Shinzawa, Globe Staff May 19, 2013 02:46 PM


By Fluto Shinzawa, Globe Staff

Based on pregame warmups: 

Mats Zuccarello-Derick Brassard-Rick Nash

 Carl Hagelin-Derek Stepan-Ryan Callahan

 Taylor Pyatt-Brian Boyle-Derek Dorsett

 Chris Kreider-Brad Richards-Arron Asham

Ryan McDonagh-Anton Stralman

 Michael Del Zotto-Dan Girardi

 John Moore-Steve Eminger

Henrik Lundqvist

 Martin Biron

Game 2 preview: Rangers at Bruins

Link|Comments (0)Posted by Fluto Shinzawa, Globe Staff May 19, 2013 01:23 PM


By Fluto Shinzawa, Globe Staff

Good afternoon from TD Garden, where the Bruins will look to swipe a 2-0 series lead over the Rangers today. 

No lineup changes are expected for either team. Neither Wade Redden nor Dennis Seidenberg is projected to be in the lineup. Andrew Ference will not play.

Puck drop: 3 p.m.

TV/radio info: NBC, 98.5 The Sports Hub (Dave Goucher, Bob Beers)

Records: Rangers 0-1, Bruins 1-0

Projected Rangers lineup:

Mats Zuccarello-Derick Brassard-Rick Nash

 Carl Hagelin-Derek Stepan-Ryan Callahan

 Taylor Pyatt-Brian Boyle-Derek Dorsett

 Chris Kreider-Brad Richards-Arron Asham

Ryan McDonagh-Anton Stralman

 Michael Del Zotto-Dan Girardi

 John Moore-Steve Eminger

Henrik Lundqvist

 Martin Biron

Healthy scratches: Micheal Haley, Roman Hamrlik, Matt Gilroy

Projected Bruins lineup:

Milan Lucic-David Krejci-Nathan Horton

 Brad Marchand-Patrice Bergeron-Jaromir Jagr

 Rich Peverley-Chris Kelly-Tyler Seguin

 Daniel Paille-Gregory Campbell-Shawn Thornton

Zdeno Chara-Dougie Hamilton

 Matt Bartkowski-Johnny Boychuk

 Torey Krug-Adam McQuaid

Tuukka Rask

 Anton Khudobin 

Healthy scratches: Aaron Johnson, Kaspars Daugavins, Carl Soderberg, Jay Pandolfo

Storylines: The last three meetings between the Rangers (Game 1, two in the regular season) have gone to overtime. Given the styles of both teams, that streak could continue today… Rick Nash enters Game 2 with an 0-3—3 playoff line. The Rangers need far more from Nash, their top-line right wing. Nash didn’t have the puck much in Game 1. The Rangers will look to give Nash the puck more today… On the other end, Tyler Seguin has a 0-1—1 line through eight playoff games. Seguin hasn’t shown any signs of breaking out offensively… The Bruins are scheduled to practice tomorrow before departing for New York prior to Game 3 on Tuesday… Chris Lee and Dan O’Halloran will be the referees. Steve Barton and Pierre Racicot will be the linesmen.

Claude Julien says Wade Redden "game-time decision,'' uncertain about Dennis Seidenberg

Link|Comments (13)Posted by Michael Vega, Globe Staff May 18, 2013 01:36 PM


By Michael Vega, Globe Staff

Bruins coach Claude Julien said defenseman Wade Redden, who skated with the team in Saturday's practice at TD Garden, would likely be a "game-time decision'' for Sunday's Game 2 against the New York Rangers, while the status of Dennis Seidenberg, who skated before practice, remained uncertain.

Julien did seem to effectively rule out Andrew Ference, who was not spotted with the team on the ice Saturday morning.

Redden, meanwhile, put in his work in an attempt to help bolster Boston's injury-riddled corps of defensemen.

"It was good to get back out on the ice again and be with the guys and be a part of a practice and starting to feel better,'' said Redden, who did not play in Monday night's 3-2 overtime victory in Game 1 because of an undisclosed injury.

If Redden gets the nod from Julien to play, the veteran defenseman will likely displace one of the three youngsters -- Tory Krug, Dougie Hamilton or Matt Bartkowski -- who were forced to step up and log significant ice time in the absence of Seidenberg, Ference and Redden.

"Oh, they were great,'' Redden said, in his evaluation of the work done by Krug, Hamilton and Bartkowski. "The young guys stepped in and played strong. I mean, obviously Big Z [captain Zdeno Chara] led the way. He's been carrying the weight, a lot of it. I think it's just a group going out there and getting it done. No matter who's dressed, you got to have that same attitude.''

Seidenberg skated privately before practice with strength and conditioning coach John Whitesides. While Julien did not rule out the possibility of Seidenberg being available to play Sunday afternoon, the B's coach seemed to rule out Ference, who did not skate with the team.

"I don’t know the situation with him, with Seidenberg obviously doing better,'' Julien said. "I don’t anticipate him being ready for [Sunday], but with the injury he’s got, you never know. As far as Ference is concerned, he hasn’t skated yet so he won’t be in there tomorrow.''

Wade Redden practicing as Bruins prepare for Game 2

Link|Comments (14)Posted by Fluto Shinzawa, Globe Staff May 18, 2013 11:29 AM


By Fluto Shinzawa, Globe Staff

The Bruins are practicing at TD Garden. Game 2 is tomorrow afternoon at 3 p.m. 

Wade Redden is on the ice to start practice. Redden didn’t play in Game 1 because of an undisclosed injury. Redden participated in part of Wednesday’s practice, but didn’t make it through the full session.

So far, there are no changes to the Game 1 lineup. Jaromir Jagr remains on the second line with Brad Marchand and Patrice Bergeron. Tyler Seguin is practicing with the third line with Rich Peverley and Chris Kelly.

According to the Bruins, Dennis Seidenberg took a solo skate prior to practice with strength and conditioning coach John Whitesides. Seidenberg’s availability for Game 2 is unknown.

Today’s lineup:

Milan Lucic-David Krejci-Nathan Horton

 Brad Marchand-Patrice Bergeron-Jaromir Jagr

 Rich Peverley-Chris Kelly-Tyler Seguin

 Daniel Paille-Gregory Campbell-Shawn Thornton

 Carl Soderberg-Kaspars Daugavins-Jay Pandolfo

Zdeno Chara-Dougie Hamilton

 Matt Bartkowski-Johnny Boychuk

 Torey Krug-Adam McQuaid

 Wade Redden-Aaron Johnson

Tuukka Rask 

 Anton Khudobin

Bruins hopeful injured defensemen heal before Game 2

Link|Comments (12)Posted by Fluto Shinzawa, Globe Staff May 17, 2013 12:57 PM


By Fluto Shinzawa, Globe Staff

The Bruins have not ruled Dennis Seidenberg, Andrew Ference, and Wade Redden out of Sunday’s Game 2. It’s possible that with two days off between games, one or several of the veteran defensemen could return. 

“A little early to say,” Claude Julien said. “It is two days. And two days in the playoffs makes a big difference as far as getting guys back. There is a possibility. That much I can say. Whether it will or not, too early to say right now.”

Seidenberg went through an off-ice workout today and is not walking with any limitations. He was injured on his first shift of Game 7 against Toronto.

Neither Ference nor Redden was seen today.

* The Bruins did not practice today. They will practice tomorrow at TD Garden in preparation for Game 2. 

Young defensemen fill in nicely for the Bruins

Link|Comments (11)Posted by Zuri Berry, Boston.com Staff May 17, 2013 02:05 AM


By Zuri Berry, Boston.com Staff; Video by Steve Silva

Depleted and already without three of their top defensemen, Johnny Boychuk went off to the bench suffering from an unknown ailment less than 45 seconds into Game 1 of the Bruins' second round Stanley Cup playoff series with the New York Rangers.

It was the last thing the Bruins needed, another lost body. 

Lucky for the Bruins, Boychuk returned, proving his toughness again (and once more after receiving punishment by the Rangers' Taylor Pyatt against the boards). But the team was especially lucky because its young core of defensemen -- Dougie Hamilton, Matt Bartkowski, and Torey Krug -- who were called up this season and in the middle of the playoffs, helped solidify the team's back end to ease the loss of its veterans.

It was, as Bartkowski put it, a "bonus" that they provided some offensive juice.

Krug fired home a third period power-play goal to tie the game 2-2, spurring the Bruins along to overtime where they dropped the Rangers on a Brad Marchand goal, 3-2. All just a day after the rookie was called up from Providence to make his NHL playoff debut.

"For his first goal, he couldn't have asked for better timing," said Bruins coach Claude Julien. "Again, it just shows how good a player he is. Those young guys back there don't lack confidence." 

Krug logged 23 shifts and 16:41 of ice time. Bartkowski had 37 shifts, paired with captain Zdeno Chara. He had 26:42 minutes of ice time. It was only his third playoff game.

"The more minutes I play, the more shifts I get, the more confidence," said Bartkowski. "And just play on instinct." 

Bartkowski's teammate, and former Providence lineman, stole the show with his goal, tying the game. But the team's third rookie defenseman, Hamilton, was the one who set Krug up for the score, allowing him to get enough time and space to fire off a clean shot. 

"Dougie made a great play getting the puck over to me," Krug said. "I had a lot of time to get my shot through to the net. I was fortunate enough to get a screen on the goalie and it went in."

The trio's contribution was very much needed, especially coming into the series against New York where goals are going to be hard to come by. 

"They were one of the better D's today," said Tuukka Rask. "They can skate really fast, move the puck good. They were solid in our own end too. So it's good to see that they have that confidence to play the way they played in the NHL playoffs."

Said Marchand: "They played incredible. They're all playing big minutes. Obviously it's a whole new situation for them, the playoffs. They handled it very well."

With uncertainty surrounding Dennis Seidenberg (leg), Andrew Ference (lower body), and Wade Redden (undisclosed), it's comforting for the team to know it can turn to these younger players and lean on them, at least for a short while. 

"They deserve a lot of credit for the way they handled themselves," Julien said. "All three of them. It was [Krug's] first game, obviously. Not only did he score a big goal, but he just moved that puck so well. … I thought we had a real good effort obviously from those young guys, but our D corps was good tonight. I thought our whole team was, for that matter." 

Marchand ends his drought, lifts Bruins over Rangers

Link|Comments (3)Posted by Zuri Berry, Boston.com Staff May 17, 2013 12:05 AM


By Zuri Berry, Boston.com Staff; Video by Steve Silva

It took eight games, 30 periods, and 144 minutes of ice time, but the wait is over. Brad Marchand's overtime goal -- his first of the Stanley Cup playoffs -- lifted the Bruins over the Rangers in Game 1 of the Eastern Conference Semifinals, 3-2, Thursday night at the Garden. 

After leading the Bruins with 18 goals in the truncated season, the left winger had been stymied by the Maple Leafs in the first round and, through three periods, the Rangers.

But with 4:40 left in overtime, he managed to get just enough space, thanks to a poke check by Zdeno Chara and a quick pass from Patrice Bergeron, to bury a shot and end his drought, putting the Bruins up 1-0 in the series. 

"It's always frustrating," Marchand said. "But there's so many other areas of the game that you want to do well in. It was nice to get that first one so hopefully they keep coming."

Marchand had left the Bruins morning skate early with what coach Claude Julien termed a minor issue. But there was still concern about his availability. The third-year player remarked afterward that he just hates morning skates and needed to get his legs underneath him. He felt better Thursday night.

"I might just have to [skip more practices]," Marchand joked. 

"I felt good tonight. I felt pretty good last game, too. Obviously the Toronto series wasn't my best series, but I felt good tonight and just want to keep building on it.

"It's kind of a blur," Marchand said. "From the second it goes in to see everybody jump on the ice and surround you, it's a bit of a blur. Obviously a huge adrenaline rush and very excited."

Game 1 live recap: Rangers at Bruins

Link|Comments (0)Posted by Matt Pepin, Boston.com Staff May 16, 2013 07:30 PM


Join the conversation about Thursday's Game 1 of the Bruins-Rangers series in the live session below.

The full-page version of our live blog for Game 1 can be found here.

Tonight's Bruins lineup

Link|Comments (1)Posted by Fluto Shinzawa, Globe Staff May 16, 2013 07:08 PM


By Fluto Shinzawa, Globe Staff

Based on pregame warmups: 

Milan Lucic-David Krejci-Nathan Horton

 Brad Marchand-Patrice Bergeron-Jaromir Jagr

 Rich Peverley-Chris Kelly-Tyler Seguin

 Daniel Paille-Gregory Campbell-Shawn Thornton

Zdeno Chara-Dougie Hamilton

 Matt Bartkowski-Johnny Boychuk

 Torey Krug-Adam McQuaid

Tuukka Rask

 Anton Khudobin 

Tonight's Rangers lineup

Link|Comments (0)Posted by Fluto Shinzawa, Globe Staff May 16, 2013 07:07 PM


By Fluto Shinzawa, Globe Staff

Based on pregame warmups:

Mats Zuccarello-Derick Brassard-Rick Nash

 Carl Hagelin-Derek Stepan-Ryan Callahan

 Taylor Pyatt-Brian Boyle-Derek Dorsett

 Chris Kreider-Brad Richards-Arron Asham

Michael Del Zotto-Dan Girardi

 Ryan McDonagh-Anton Stralman

 Steve Eminger-John Moore

Henrik Lundqvist

 Martin Biron

Claude Julien not optimistic about injured defensemen playing tonight

Link|Comments (13)Posted by Fluto Shinzawa, Globe Staff May 16, 2013 11:45 AM


By Fluto Shinzawa, Globe Staff

Defensemen Dennis Seidenberg, Andrew Ference, and Wade Redden did not participate in the Bruins' morning skate. Their absences indicate that none will be available for Game 1.

“They weren’t on the ice this morning, so it doesn’t look good,” coach Claude Julien said. 

Matt Bartkowski, Dougie Hamilton, and Torey Krug will be asked to fill in for the three veteran defensemen. In the morning skate, Hamilton was paired with Zdeno Chara. Bartkowski was on the second pairing with Johnny Boychuk. Krug was with Adam McQuaid.

Brad Marchand left the skate early. Toward the end of the session, Marchand left the ice doubled over in pain. There was no contact involved. Julien said Marchand is fine and will play tonight.

The expected Boston lineup:

Milan Lucic-David Krejci-Nathan Horton

 Brad Marchand-Patrice Bergeron-Jaromir Jagr

 Rich Peverley-Chris Kelly-Tyler Seguin

 Daniel Paille-Gregory Campbell-Shawn Thornton

Zdeno Chara-Dougie Hamilton

 Matt Bartkowski-Johnny Boychuk

 Torey Krug-Adam McQuaid

Tuukka Rask

 Anton Khudobin 

Game 1 preview: Rangers at Bruins

Link|Comments (5)Posted by Fluto Shinzawa, Globe Staff May 16, 2013 10:13 AM


By Fluto Shinzawa, Globe Staff

Good morning from TD Garden, where the Bruins will kick off the second round against the Rangers tonight. 

The Bruins could be without three defensemen for Game 1: Dennis Seidenberg, Andrew Ference, and Wade Redden. Neither Seidenberg nor Ference practiced Wednesday. Redden took a quick spin, but did not stay on the ice for most of the session.

Matt Bartkowski, Dougie Hamilton, and Torey Krug will have to assume blue-line responsibilities if any or all of the regulars are out.

Puck drop: 7:30 p.m.

TV/radio info: NBC Sports Network, 98.5 The Sports Hub (Dave Goucher, Bob Beers)

Records: Rangers 0-0, Bruins 0-0

Projected Rangers lineup:

Mats Zuccarello-Derick Brassard-Rick Nash

 Carl Hagelin-Derek Stepan-Ryan Callahan

 Taylor Pyatt-Brian Boyle-Derek Dorsett

 Chris Kreider-Brad Richards-Arron Asham

Ryan McDonagh-Dan Girardi

 Michael Del Zotto-Anton Stralman

 Steve Eminger-John Moore

Henrik Lundqvist

 Martin Biron

Healthy scratches: Micheal Haley, Roman Hamrlik, Matt Gilroy

Projected Bruins lineup:

Milan Lucic-David Krejci-Nathan Horton

 Brad Marchand-Patrice Bergeron-Jaromir Jagr

 Rich Peverley-Chris Kelly-Tyler Seguin

 Daniel Paille-Gregory Campbell-Shawn Thornton

Zdeno Chara-Dougie Hamilton

 Matt Bartkowski-Johnny Boychuk

 Torey Krug-Adam McQuaid

Tuukka Rask

 Anton Khudobin 

Healthy scratches: Aaron Johnson, Kaspars Daugavins, Carl Soderberg, Jay Pandolfo

Storylines: Ryan McDonagh and Dan Girardi will most likely be matched against the Bruins’ top line of Milan Lucic, David Krejci, and Nathan Horton. In turn, Zdeno Chara should be seeing most of his shifts against Rick Nash… The Rangers only scored on two of their 28 power-play chances in the first round against Toronto (7.1 percent)… Jaromir Jagr played for the Rangers for parts of four seasons. Girardi, Henrik Lundqvist, Marc Staal, and Ryan Callahan were Jagr’s teammates… Kay Whitmore is the series supervisor. Whitmore was the supervisor for the Bruins-Leafs series… Chris Rooney and Brad Meier will be the referees. Scott Driscoll and Derek Amell will be the linesmen.

Patrice Bergeron is in the moment, focused on Rangers

Link|Comments (0)Posted by Steve Silva, Boston.com Staff May 15, 2013 02:01 PM


By Steve Silva, Boston.com Staff

While Game 7 comeback star Patrice Bergeron said Wednesday he is honored to be named one of the three finalists for the Selke Trophy, which goes to the NHL's best defensive forward, his focus now is squarely on the showdown with the New York Rangers. 

"Part of the playoffs is to be in the moment, not look in the past, not look ahead," Bergeron said after practice on Wednesday. "It's about that next game, next day, so right now we're worried about round 2, as we should."

Bergeron knows it will be difficult to score against a Rangers team that has been stingy on defense, giving up just 1.65 goals per game in the postseason so far behind goaltender Henrik Lundqvist.

"We know we're going to have to fight to get to the front, and fight to get our chances, we need to do that," Bergeron said.

The Rangers' skill at blocking shots has been a hot topic heading into the series, but Bergeron thinks the Bruins can overcome that defensive strategy.

"It's about trying to find different ways, definitely try to fake some shots," he said. "At the same time, it's just create our chances, create some havoc in front of Lundqvist and get to the loose pucks, get to the rebounds."

Bruins enter second round with injuries on defense

Link|Comments (4)Posted by Fluto Shinzawa, Globe Staff May 15, 2013 01:11 PM


By Fluto Shinzawa, Globe Staff

The Bruins will be a shorthanded group heading into Game 1 Thursday night against the Rangers at TD Garden.

Dennis Seidenberg and Andrew Ference (lower body) did not practice Wednesday. Wade Redden went on for an early spin, but left the ice and did not participate in most of the session.

Ference was on crutches and in a walking boot prior to Game 7 against the Maple Leafs Monday; he was not spotted Wednesday. Seidenberg walked through the dressing room without limitations. There was no sign of Redden after practice.

Coach Claude Julien did not disclose whether any or all of the defensemen will be available Thursday or later in the series.

“There’s injuries. There’s no hiding that fact,” Julien said. “Sometimes you can get players through those. Sometimes you can’t. Sometimes it’s better not to practice and just to play. We’re going to look at that situation. At the end of the day, my final roster will be decided before the game.”

The expected lineup for Game 1:

Milan Lucic-David Krejci-Nathan Horton

 Brad Marchand-Patrice Bergeron-Jaromir Jagr

 Rich Peverley-Chris Kelly-Tyler Seguin

 Daniel Paille-Gregory Campbell-Shawn Thornton

Zdeno Chara-Dougie Hamilton

 Matt Bartkowski-Johnny Boychuk

 Torey Krug-Adam McQuaid

Tuukka Rask

 Anton Khudobin

Dennis Seidenberg, Andrew Ference injured for Bruins practice

Link|Comments (7)Posted by Fluto Shinzawa, Globe Staff May 15, 2013 11:21 AM


By Fluto Shinzawa, Globe Staff

The Bruins are practicing at TD Garden in preparation for Thursday’s Game 1 against the New York Rangers. 

Neither Dennis Seidenberg nor Andrew Ference is present. Both defensemen are sidelined with lower-body injuries. Torey Krug was recalled from Providence Tuesday. Krug could be in the lineup Thursday. It would be his NHL playoff debut.

The No. 2 line is Jaromir Jagr with Brad Marchand and Patrice Bergeron. Tyler Seguin is on the third line with Rich Peverley and Chris Kelly.

Today’s lineup:

Milan Lucic-David Krejci-Nathan Horton

 Brad Marchand-Patrice Bergeron-Jaromir Jagr

 Rich Peverley-Chris Kelly-Tyler Seguin

 Daniel Paille-Gregory Campbell-Shawn Thornton

 Carl Soderberg-Kaspars Daugavins-Jay Pandolfo

Seven defensemen are practicing: Zdeno Chara, Johnny Boychuk, Matt Bartkowski, Adam McQuaid, Dougie Hamilton, Torey Krug, and Aaron Johnson. Wade Redden was on the ice at the start, but left during practice. No indications on pairings.

Bergeron finalist for Selke Trophy

Link|Comments (0)Posted by Matt Pepin, Boston.com Staff May 15, 2013 10:34 AM


By Matt Pepin, Boston.com Staff

Bruins forward Patrice Bergeron was named one of the three finalists for the Frank J. Selke Trophy, which goes to the NHL's best defensive forward. 

Bergeron won the Selke last season. Pavel Datsyuk of the Red Wings and Jonathan Toews of the Blackhawks are the other finalists. The award is voted by the Professional Hockey Writers' Association.

Bergeron had 32 points in the 2012-2013 season, led the NHL in faceoff win percentage (62.1), and was sixth in the NHL in plus/minus rating at plus-24.

A surprise wakeup for some fans to learn of Bruins win

Link|Comments (42)Posted by Zuri Berry, Boston.com Staff May 14, 2013 12:54 PM


By Zuri Berry, Boston.com Staff

It's an uneasy feeling knowing you missed the end of one of the greatest comeback games in Bruins history. In Stanley Cup history. In hockey. 

Some Bruins fans woke up this morning to an assault on their senses. Had the Bruins won? That can't be right. They were down 4-1 after 5:39 of the third period. A win seemed more than improbable. It seemed outlandish.

But as news filtered out of TD Garden, through smart phones and social media, thousands of Bruins fans who left the game and turned off their TVs were stunned to find their team had won in dramatic fashion, a 5-4 overtime victory. It was the first time a team had come back from three goals down in the third period to win a Game 7 in NHL history.

The emotions shared on social media ran the gamut Monday night. From those down in the dumps at the prospect of a second straight first-round playoff exit, to those high on the jubilation of a victory no one saw coming. At the end of the second period, fans were ready to dump the coach. But it all changed in 17 minutes. 

"Just when you think the Bruins have a reason to fire Claude Julien, they come back and win," tweeted one fan. 

By the time Toronto's Phil Kessel and Nazem Kadri added two goals in the third, many had given up after a lackluster performance by the Bruins. 

"Can we go back to the lockout," pondered one fan on Boston.com's live blog.

"Are there more Leafs on the ice? Guess it just seems that way," asked another. 

And then Nathan Horton scored, making it a 4-2 game with more than 10 minutes left in the third.

"Yes … now only down two goals," wrote one poster. 

At that point, there was still no letup on the team. As far as Boston.com readers were concerned, the Bruins should've been preparing for their wrath to be unleashed.

"Dead eyes, dead legs, no heart," wrote one anonymous poster after Horton's goal. "A team that once was so tough and played with such intensity is now a bunch of stick lifters that can't get out of their own way without the other team playing down to them. Pathetic."

With a little more than two minutes to go, the Bruins went to an empty net to help the team's offense. It paid off in no time as Milan Lucic got a goal in front of the Leafs net. The Leafs were still up, 4-3, so the skepticism of Bruins fans was still heavy on social media. 

"Do I dare to hope," asked reader Tyler Alderson. 

And then Patrice Bergeron tied it up with 50.2 seconds left on the clock, preceding a stream of celebratory proclamations. What had been unbelievable only 10 minutes prior, verged on legendary. And yet so many missed what had occurred.

"What a terrible fan I am … turned 'em off at 4-1 to watch [a] recording of Mad Men," wrote one poster. 

Said one fan on Twitter: "I turned the Bruins game off with two minutes left in the third period. I hugged my kegerator good night and went to bed."

The Garden had already been depleted of fans looking to beat traffic and get a good night's rest. But many of those same fans tried to re-enter the arena after getting word the comeback was in its throes. One security guard at TD Garden said "it was a lot of people." 

By overtime, the lovefest was on. 

"Just when I thought I was out, they suck me back in," wrote one fan on Boston.com.

When Bergeron scored the game-winning goal, the bewildered excitement of the game hadn't even reached its zenith. 

"Wow. Shocking. All that depression for nothing," wrote one poster. "Who knew they had it in them? For once, they exceed expectations." 

Afterward, fans jubilantly streamed onto the streets and took to public transportation, rowdy and satisfied. It was a good win that many of their fellow fans wouldn't share with them in all of its glory until the morning, when they finally got the news. 

McQuaid finalist for Masterton Trophy

Link|Comments (6)Posted by Matt Pepin, Boston.com Staff May 14, 2013 11:27 AM


By Matt Pepin, Boston.com Staff

Bruins defenseman Adam McQuaid is one of three finalists for the Bill Masterton Memorial Trophy. 

The award is given to "the player who best exemplifies the qualities of perseverance, sportsmanship and dedication to hockey." The Professional Hockey Writers Association votes for the award.

The other finalist are Wild goalie Josh Harding and Penguins center Sidney Crosby.

Julien on the comeback: 'I'm a tired coach'

Link|Comments (5)Posted by Zuri Berry, Boston.com Staff May 13, 2013 11:47 PM


By Zuri Berry, Boston.com Staff

The Bruins' 5-4 overtime victory over the Maple Leafs will be hailed as an improbable win when the odds were against them on their home ice. 

But this veteran group, banged up and tired, managed to snatch the win right out of Toronto's clutches and advance to the second round of the Stanley Cup Playoffs.

"I think the guys were pretty focused and determined to finish it off," said Bruins coach Claude Julien. "The only thing a coach says -- and I said that before -- is you can't pass up on shots. You have to shoot everything you can, and you have to play on your toes, not on your heels.

"You have to play to win, and if you do that, you're giving yourself a chance. Sometimes it works, sometimes it doesn't. But it's not a very complicated thing as you've seen, and in overtime, any shot on net is a good shot. Our guys did a great job."

For Julien, this is a special group of players. But he can do without the excitement of a Game 7. He's now 5-4 in Game 7s with the Bruins while the team is 4-1 in their last five do-or-die games.

"Like I said earlier, they certainly keep you in check. I'm a tired coach, I can tell you that much," said Julien. "Trying to really find a way to get these guys to give us what we want out of them. And we make it tough on ourselves.

"We're being honest here, not being able to close it in Game 5; we've had trouble. We've always had trouble with the killer instinct. But that's maybe a fault of ours. But a strength of ours is the character you saw tonight. There's that fault, and then there's that character. Somewhere along the way, you try to fix the faults, and hopefully keep that character going. 

"That's the biggest challenge for me right now."

Julien couldn't provide an update on Dennis Seidenberg, who was injured in the first period. 

"We'll know better tomorrow whether it's a short-term or long-term [injury]." 

Bruins-Rangers playoff schedule

Link|Comments (9)Posted by Matt Pepin, Boston.com Staff May 13, 2013 11:47 PM


The NHL has released the schedule for the Bruins-Rangers Eastern Conference semifinal series:

Thursday, May 16: Rangers at Bruins, 7:30 p.m. (NBCSN)

Sunday, May 19: Rangers at Bruins, 3 p.m. (NBC)

Tuesday, May 21: Bruins at Rangers, 7:30 p.m. (NBCSN)

Thursday, May 23: Bruins at Rangers, 7:30 p.m. (CNBC)

x-Saturday, May 25: Rangers at Bruins, TBD

x-Monday, May 27: Bruins at Rangers, TBD

x-Wednesday, May 29: Rangers at Bruins, TBD

x-if necessary

Horton's third period goal sparked Bruins down the stretch

Link|Comments (11)Posted by Zuri Berry, Boston.com Staff May 13, 2013 10:54 PM


By Zuri Berry, Boston.com Staff

It was an improbable comeback. 

Down, 4-1, with a little more than 14 minutes left to play in the third period, the Bruins were gassed and slumping on the bench, looking for a breath of air. They had just given up two goals in the period and the team's season was on the brink. 

"It was tough there on the bench, getting booed, and looking at the time clock and watching the seconds count down," said Brad Marchand. 

The key was not giving up. But the team needed something -- anything -- to get its offensive juices going. That's why Nathan Horton's third-period goal was so timely. It provided the jolt the team desperately needed en route to a 5-4 overtime comeback victory. It was a remarkable finish as the Bruins beat the Toronto Maple Leafs in their playoff series, 4-3, and advance to the Stanley Cup Eastern Conference Semifinals. 

"After [Horton] got that first one for us that started the climb back, we see the emotion on the bench and guys started to believe," said Marchand. "That's what we needed."

The Bruins followed Horton's goal with two 6-on-5 scores with Milan Lucic scoring, then Patrice Bergeron tying it with just 52 seconds left in the third. It was a stunning offensive stretch for the team in the final 10 minutes of the game, especially after the Bruins had managed only two goals in its previous two games. 

"We just took that momentum from them when they had it and with [Horton's] goal it just gave us that little extra energy we needed to help us score those other ones," said Johnny Boychuk. 

Lucic said the Bruins were in a state of frustration before they broke through in the third period. 

"They come out and they score two goals and I think you can tell from halfway through the first until halfway through the third they really frustrated us and we couldn't really get going," Lucic said. "It just felt like the one play on Horton's goal kinda turned things around and made us believe.

"It feels real good right now [but] when you're looking at the clock wind down with how the period went at 4-1, you start thinking to yourself 'is this the end of this group right here?' Because it probably would have been if we didn't win this game. You gotta have bounces, you gotta have luck, you gotta have everything go your way and that's what happened in the last 10 minutes of the third period."

Bergeron scored both the game-tying and game-winning goals, a significant mark for the second line, which had struggled throughout the series. Before Game 7, Bergeron's line had accounted for only one goal. 

"That tying goal was definitely huge," Bergeron said. "For the team and for me.

"It was a fun ending."

It certainly was for the Bruins.

"I know everybody in Boston was out of their chairs either in the stands or at home," said Boychuk. " It was exciting to be on the ice and watch."

Tonight's Bruins lineup

Link|Comments (0)Posted by Fluto Shinzawa, Globe Staff May 13, 2013 06:38 PM


By Fluto Shinzawa, Globe Staff

Based on pregame warmups: 

Milan Lucic-David Krejci-Nathan Horton

 Brad Marchand-Patrice Bergeron-Tyler Seguin

 Rich Peverley-Chris Kelly-Jaromir Jagr

 Daniel Paille-Gregory Campbell-Shawn Thornton

Zdeno Chara-Johnny Boychuk

 Dennis Seidenberg-Adam McQuaid

 Wade Redden-Dougie Hamilton

Tuukka Rask

 Anton Khudobin

Tonight's Maple Leafs lineup

Link|Comments (0)Posted by Fluto Shinzawa, Globe Staff May 13, 2013 06:38 PM


By Fluto Shinzawa, Globe Staff

Based on pregame warmups: 

James van Riemsdyk-Nazem Kadri-Phil Kessel

 Clarke MacArthur-Mikhail Grabovski-Nikolai Kulemin

 Joffrey Lupul-Joe Colborne-Matt Frattin

 Leo Komarov-Jay McClement-Colton Orr

Carl Gunnarsson-Dion Phaneuf

 Jake Gardiner-Cody Franson

 John-Michael Liles-Ryan O’Byrne

James Reimer

 Ben Scrivens

Claude Julien trying to have patience with second line

Link|Comments (0)Posted by Zuri Berry, Boston.com Staff May 13, 2013 06:17 PM


By Zuri Berry, Boston.com Staff

The Bruins' dismal offensive output has its scapegoat -- the team's second line -- and it bears asking whether Claude Julien will switch things up for Monday night's Game 7 against the Toronto Maple Leafs.

Julien, trying to be as coy as possible, said in his pregame remarks that he has tried to have patience with the second line of Brad Marchand, Patrice Bergeron, and Tyler Seguin, which has a combined one goal and two assists in the series.

"Patience has been good in the past for our team," Julien said. "Sometimes it plays against you and you have to live with those consequences, but there has been times when people have gotten on the players and the players have eventually responded and you're glad that you gave them that opportunity. That's what we've done with that line so far.

"[David] Krejci's line has been extremely good. I thought [Chris] Kelly's line in the last two games has gotten better at creating things. And our fourth line has been our fourth line.

"Before you start blowing things up, you hope to have a little more patience and you hope that it pays off. I guess we'll see what happens tonight." 

The Bruins have dropped two straight 2-1 games, allowing the Leafs to tie the series. Despite that, Julien -- who is 4-4 with the Bruins in Game 7s -- was confident. 

"I'd have to think we're confident," he said. "There's no need to look behind us now. We got to look at what's ahead of us and that's the big game tonight that's going to decide our fate. 

"So I don't have worries about the confidence of our team. We just gotta go out there and play the kind of game that we can, which we haven't in a while. If we do that, our chances are pretty good."

Julien also lamented missing Andrew Ference, who will not suit up for Game 7 because of an undisclosed injury. He was seen wearing a boot and walking on crutches.

"Well, you always miss the presence of a veteran," Julien said. "I think the leadership that he brings is missed. Having said that, [our] team is deep enough and good enough that that shouldn't be a reason not to be able to win this game tonight. You miss players throughout the season and that's just part of the nature of this game and you have to overcome those obstacles."

Ference will not play in Game 7

Link|Comments (0)Posted by Zuri Berry, Boston.com Staff May 13, 2013 05:56 PM


By Zuri Berry, Boston.com Staff

Bruins defenseman Andrew Ference was seen in a walking boot and on crutches just two hour prior to Game 7 against the Toronto Maple Leafs Monday night. Bruins coach Claude Julien confirmed that Ference, who also missed Game 6, will not be in the lineup Monday night. 

Bruins won't let flight delay be a distraction

Link|Comments (2)Posted by Zuri Berry, Boston.com Staff May 13, 2013 05:00 PM


By Zuri Berry, Boston.com Staff

The Bruins aren't going to make any excuses about having their flight back to Boston delayed a night, calling the malfunction on their charter plane from Toronto Sunday night an opportunity to look on the positive side. 

"It was just bad luck on our part with having the malfunction there," said Daniel Paille. "But I think we dealt with it and no one was too upset about it. 

"We came this morning ready to play and realizing what we needed to do. I think that was more important than coming in last night. There's two ways you can look at it, and we looked at it the positive way." 

The Bruins arrived in Boston at approximately 10:30 a.m., skipping their morning skate before having a meal together. The option to rest last night in Toronto might have even been beneficial to some. 

"I think it was fine," said Johnny Boychuk. "We got to go eat and went right to the hotel and right to bed. It wasn't that bad."

Said Shawn Thornton, "I didn't have my dogs kicking me in the back in the middle of the night." 

The Bruins were getting revved up for Game 7 Monday night against the Maple Leafs, doing their best to forget their offensive output in the last two games and put another positive spin on tonight's matchup. 

"Everybody seems to be focusing on today and not what happened last game at all," Boychuk. "Just have to think of it as this game and not to look ahead at all. And know that we have a tough opponent and know our backs are against the wall just like they have been the last couple of games. We have to be prepared today or else our season is going to be over."

There's no telling whether coach Claude Julien intends to alter his lines after a poor string of periods on offense. The Bruins are 3 for 18 on the power play in the playoffs, including 1 for 8 at home. But changing lines would not be a cause for concern among the players. 

"We've been playing together throughout the years with different pairings," Boychuk said. "So we do have some chemistry between different pairings, different groups. So it's not like it's out of the norm that it's going to affect us. And it shouldn't. We have enough experience in the room that we can play with each other and not worry about a thing."

Game 7 live updates: Leafs at Bruins

Link|Comments (0)Posted by Matt Pepin, Boston.com Staff May 13, 2013 05:00 PM


Get updates and add your comments on Game 7 between the Bruins and Maple Leafs in our live blog. 

Toronto's Joffrey Lupul says the pressure is on the Bruins

Link|Comments (13)Posted by Staff May 13, 2013 02:20 PM


By Seth Lakso, Globe Correspondent

With a win-or-go-home Game 7 against the Bruins at TD Garden just hours away, Maple Leafs winger Joffrey Lupul spoke confidently to members of the media from the team hotel in Boston Monday afternoon. 

Lupul, who has three goals and one assist in the series, said the pressure is on the Bruins, who at one point held a three-games-to-one advantage in this first-round series. 

“Everyone’s watching, the spotlight’s on,” Lupul said. “Every play is obviously a high-pressure play. It’s not a time to go out there and play tight. It’s time to not be afraid of the big moment and, obviously, you want to stick to our team game, but as individuals, it’s a great time to step up. 

“We’ve won two in a row. The pressure is mostly on them. I don’t think a lot of people expected this game to even be happening, especially when we were down, 3-1.”

Lupul and several other members of the Maple Leafs looked relaxed and well-rested. The Maple Leafs arrived in Boston late Sunday night, unlike the Bruins, who were forced to stay in Toronto after mechanical difficulties grounded their charter flight.

"Those things happen," said Toronto coach Randy Carlyle. "We’ve all been in airports where we’ve had mechanical or weather delays. It’s just part of it. You accept it and move on." 

Toronto captain Dion Phaneuf didn't see the Bruins' travel issues as any kind of advantage for the Leafs. 

"That’s all part of travel and things happen," he said. "I don’t think it’s an advantage, no." 

The Bruins have dropped two straight closeout games since their 4-3 overtime win in Toronto last Wednesday. 

“I just think that we’ve given ourselves a chance, that’s all,” Carlyle said. “Anytime you get to a seventh game in the Stanley Cup playoffs, there’s been some good, there’s been some bad. And we’ve been a pretty resilient group all year. We’ve been able to respond from some of the adversity that we’ve had to face.” 

After playing before a raucous Toronto fan base at the Air Canada Centre that spurred them to their first playoff win against Boston on their home ice since 1959, the Maple Leafs return to TD Garden. 

“Here we are facing a very hungry Boston team in their own building, which will [have] a pretty hostile crowd,” Carlyle said. “We’ll just have to focus on the things that we need to do to give ourselves a chance for success.” 

Carlyle offered no update on his top center, Tyler Bozak, who sat out Sunday’s game with an undisclosed upper-body injury. Former Boston first-round pick Joe Colborne saw 15 minutes of ice time in Bozak’s absence Sunday and figures to play significant minutes again tonight if the 27-year-old remains sidelined. 

“When we started the series, there was lots of talk about guys not having experience and what not,” said Phaneuf, “but guys have really gone through a lot of ups and downs, as everyone does in different playoff series, and I think that guys have really handled it well and we’ve learned a lot. We’ve been through a lot. We want to keep going. 

“We know that it’s going to be an energetic building, that they’re going to come hard, as they always do in their building, and we’ve got to keep raising our game." 

The season will come to an end for one team Monday night, and Carlyle's philosophy is a simple one. 

“We’ve got to win a game. That’s what it is,” Carlyle said. “If we’re going to continue, we have to win a hockey game, and that’s what our focus has to be. Our focus has to be on our start -- establish the skating game, the forechecking game, the effective workmanlike attitude has to be right at the front. If we can be first on the puck, first faceoff, first body check, first power play. We’re going to try to have a night of firsts. 

Game 7 preview: Maple Leafs at Bruins

Link|Comments (3)Posted by Fluto Shinzawa, Globe Staff May 13, 2013 01:59 PM


By Fluto Shinzawa, Globe Staff

Good afternoon from TD Garden, where the Bruins will make their third attempt to close out the Maple Leafs and advance to the second round. The Bruins lost the last two games by 2-1 scores. 

The Bruins touched down in Boston this morning at approximately 10:30 a.m. They had to remain in Toronto overnight after Game 6 because of a mechanical issue with their plane. The Leafs traveled to Boston immediately after the game.

It is unknown whether Andrew Ference will be available tonight. The defenseman didn’t play Sunday night because of an undisclosed injury, and he is day-to-day, according to coach Claude Julien.

It is also unknown whether the Bruins will change their lineup. They are getting nothing from the No. 2 line of Brad Marchand, Patrice Bergeron, and Tyler Seguin. For now, we’ll assume the lineup will remain the same. But Julien should be quick to change the formation if the Bruins don’t generate any offensive pressure quickly.

Puck drop: 7 p.m.

TV/radio: NESN (Jack Edwards, Andy Brickley, Naoko Funayama), 98.5 The Sports Hub (Dave Goucher, Bob Beers).

Records: Leafs 3-3, Bruins 3-3.

Projected Maple Leafs lineup:

James van Riemsdyk-Nazem Kadri-Phil Kessel

 Jay McClement-Mikhail Grabovski-Nikolai Kulemin

 Joffrey Lupul-Joe Colborne-Matt Frattin

 Leo Komarov-Clarke MacArthur-Colton Orr

Carl Gunnarsson-Dion Phaneuf

 Jake Gardiner-Cody Franson

 John-Michael Liles-Ryan O’Byrne

James Reimer

 Ben Scrivens

Healthy scratches: Ryan Hamilton, Frazer McLaren, Jesse Blacker

Projected Bruins lineup:

Milan Lucic-David Krejci-Nathan Horton

 Brad Marchand-Patrice Bergeron-Tyler Seguin

 Rich Peverley-Chris Kelly-Jaromir Jagr

 Daniel Paille-Gregory Campbell-Shawn Thornton

Zdeno Chara-Johnny Boychuk

 Dennis Seidenberg-Adam McQuaid

 Wade Redden-Dougie Hamilton

Tuukka Rask

 Anton Khudobin 

Healthy scratches: Aaron Johnson, Matt Bartkowski, Kaspars Daugavins, Carl Soderberg, Jay Pandolfo

Story lines: Toronto coach Randy Carlyle declined to disclose whether Tyler Bozak will be in tonight’s lineup. Bozak missed Game 6 because of an upper-body injury. Former Bruin Joe Colborne made his NHL playoff debut in Bozak’s spot. Colborne did not look out of place … Even without Bozak, the Leafs were able to create offensively. Nazem Kadri, centering James van Riemsdyk and Phil Kessel, submitted one of his best performances of the series. Kadri assisted on Dion Phaneuf’s game-opening goal. Kadri won an offensive-zone faceoff against Patrice Bergeron prior to Kessel’s winner … Five of the Leafs have appeared in a Game 7: Kessel, van Riemsdyk, Phaneuf, Joffrey Lupul, and Ryan O’Byrne. Twenty of the Bruins have played in at least one Game 7 … Brad Watson and Dan O’Halloran will be the referees. Shane Heyer and Brad Kovachik will be the linesmen.

Bruins unable to fly home after game

Link|Comments (14)Posted by Matt Pepin, Boston.com Staff May 13, 2013 07:34 AM


By Fluto Shinzawa, Globe Staff

The Bruins planned to fly to Boston after the loss, but their flight was canceled because of a mechanical issue with their charter. The Bruins remained in Toronto overnight and planned to fly home Monday morning. The Leafs flew to Boston after the game.

The delay altered the Bruins’ routine significantly. They would have touched down early Monday morning. In all likelihood, they would have scrubbed their morning skate, slept in, and reported to the Garden in the afternoon. 

Instead, they will have to play Game 7 after flying in the morning. It will be the first game the Bruins will play this season when they have traveled on the same day.

Bruins general manager Peter Chiarelli released a statement on the issue late Sunday: "Late during tonight's game we were made aware that there was a malfunction with our airplane. As a result we are staying in Toronto on Sunday night and the team will travel to Boston on Monday morning." 

Bruins players talk about a tough night in Toronto

Link|Comments (36)Posted by Steve Silva, Boston.com Staff May 12, 2013 11:42 PM


By Steve Silva, Boston.com Staff

TORONTO -- Now the Bruins must head back to Boston for Game 7. Eventually. 

A rough night for the Bruins Sunday in Toronto will turn into a tough day Monday as the team has to fly home and play Game 7 in the same day because of a mechanical malfunction to their airplane.

"Late during tonight's game we were made aware that there was a malfunction with our airplane," Bruins GM Peter Chiarelli said in a statement. "As a result we are staying in Toronto on Sunday night and the team will travel to Boston on Monday morning."

Before the plane issues cropped up, Bruins goaltender Tuukka Rask spoke about losing Game 6 on a night when his team needed to play with determination and desperation.

"It's really disappointing," Rask said after the 2-1 loss to the Leafs. "But with a game like that, you can't expect to win. The Leafs have played really good throughout the series, they get rewarded, so that's about it."

Rask was asked if it was frustrating that the offense has been coming up short while he's been playing well.

"Yeah, you'd like them to score five goals every game, but it's just not going to happen. I'm just trying to keep the puck out of my net and hopefully we get the goals."

Bruins defenseman Dennis Seidenberg also touched on the lack of scoring punch.

"Tuukka was awesome like every game," Seidenberg said. "If you only score one goal, a lot of you end up on the wrong side. Tonight, we just didn't score enough to win."

Regarding Game 7 Monday night at TD Garden, Rask remains confident that the Bruins can finally put the Leafs away.

"I expect us to play a great game," Rask said. "Be not frustrated, but determined, and go out there and play a great game.

"We talked about playing with a desperation, matching their desperation … I don't think we did but hopefully we've got something left now."

Bruins captain Zdeno Chara knew the Bruins were in trouble in the third period.

"It was pretty obvious who was going to score that first goal and they did," Chara said after the loss. "They got the momentum and energy from that and after that they got that second one."

Chara was asked what the Bruins could do to get the advantage back Monday night in Boston.

"Managing probably the puck better," he said.

Rookie defenseman Dougie Hamilton gave all the credit to Leafs goalie James Reimer (29 saves), who had stoned the Bruins most of the way.

"I thought we had some chances when the puck bounced and [Reimer] made some good saves," Hamilton said. "That's obviously the way it goes sometimes with hot goalies and I think we just have to keep trying to get chances and keep playing hard around the net... 

"I don't think anyone's too happy. I think we just have to move on and definitely look at this game and see what we have to do differently. We just can't forget it and go into tomorrow. We have to change something up and hopefully win tomorrow."

Tonight's Bruins lineup

Link|Comments (0)Posted by Fluto Shinzawa, Globe Staff May 12, 2013 07:09 PM


By Fluto Shinzawa, Globe Staff

Based on pregame warmups: 

Milan Lucic-David Krejci-Nathan Horton

 Brad Marchand-Patrice Bergeron-Tyler Seguin

 Rich Peverley-Chris Kelly-Jaromir Jagr

 Daniel Paille-Gregory Campbell-Shawn Thornton

Zdeno Chara-Johnny Boychuk

 Dennis Seidenberg-Adam McQuaid

 Wade Redden-Dougie Hamilton

Tuukka Rask

 Anton Khudobin

Tonight's Leafs lineup

Link|Comments (0)Posted by Fluto Shinzawa, Globe Staff May 12, 2013 07:09 PM


By Fluto Shinzawa, Globe Staff

Based on pregame warmups: 

Joffrey Lupul-Tyler Bozak-Phil Kessel

 James van Riemsdyk-Mikhail Grabovski-Nikolai Kulemin

 Clarke MacArthur-Nazem Kadri-Matt Frattin

 Leo Komarov-Jay McClement-Colton Orr

Carl Gunnarsson-Dion Phaneuf

 Jake Gardiner-Cody Franson

 John-Michael Liles-Ryan O’Byrne

Game 6 final: Maple Leafs 2, Bruins 1

Link|Comments (0)Posted by Matt Pepin, Boston.com Staff May 12, 2013 06:00 PM


Review the updates and comments on Game 6 between the Bruins and Maple Leafs in our live blog. 

Andrew Ference out tonight

Link|Comments (10)Posted by Fluto Shinzawa, Globe Staff May 12, 2013 12:37 PM


By Fluto Shinzawa, Globe Staff

Andrew Ference will not play tonight because of an undisclosed injury. Ference did not make the trip to Toronto yesterday. Ference is considered day-to-day, said Claude Julien. 

“Didn’t make the trip for the right reasons,” Julien said. “We’re heading back home tonight, one way or another. He’s a day-to-day.”

This will mark the second game Ference will miss in the series. Ference was suspended for Game 2 because of his illegal check to the head of Mikhail Grabovski in Game 1.

Ference’s status further muddies the defensive lineup. Wade Redden skated this morning and practiced yesterday, but the ex-Blue is a game-time decision for tonight. Redden didn’t play in Game 5 because of an undisclosed injury.

If Redden can play, he will most likely replace Ference as Johnny Boychuk’s partner on the No. 2 pairing. If Redden can’t go, Dougie Hamilton could dress for the second time in the series. However, if Hamilton goes in, Dennis Seidenberg would have to switch to the left side and be split from Zdeno Chara. 

The guess here is that Redden will dress. Tonight’s expected lineup:

Milan Lucic-David Krejci-Nathan Horton

 Brad Marchand-Patrice Bergeron-Tyler Seguin

 Rich Peverley-Chris Kelly-Jaromir Jagr

 Daniel Paille-Gregory Campbell-Shawn Thornton

Zdeno Chara-Dennis Seidenberg

 Wade Redden-Johnny Boychuk

 Matt Bartkowski-Adam McQuaid

Tuukka Rask

 Anton Khudobin

Game 6 preview: Bruins at Maple Leafs

Link|Comments (1)Posted by Fluto Shinzawa, Globe Staff May 12, 2013 09:53 AM


By Fluto Shinzawa, Globe Staff

TORONTO – Good morning from the Air Canada Centre, where the Bruins will have their second take at eliminating the Maple Leafs from the playoffs. The Bruins dropped Game 5 at TD Garden, 2-1. The Bruins will look to apply the same pressure they showed in Game 5’s third period for 60 minutes tonight. 

Wade Redden, out for Game 5 because of an undisclosed injury, could be back in tonight’s lineup. Redden participated in an optional practice Saturday at the Garden. If Redden goes back in, Matt Bartkowski would be a healthy scratch.

Puck drop: 7:30 p.m.

TV/radio info: NESN (Jack Edwards, Andy Brickley, Naoko Funayama),98.5 The Sports Hub (Dave Goucher, Bob Beers)

Records: Bruins 3-2, Leafs 2-3

Projected Leafs lineup:

Joffrey Lupul-Tyler Bozak-Phil Kessel

 James van Riemsdyk-Mikhail Grabovski-Nikolai Kulemin

 Clarke MacArthur-Nazem Kadri-Matt Frattin

 Leo Komarov-Jay McClement-Colton Orr

Carl Gunnarsson-Dion Phaneuf

 Jake Gardiner-Cody Franson

 John-Michael Liles-Ryan O’Byrne

James Reimer

 Ben Scrivens

Healthy scratches: Ryan Hamilton, Joe Colborne, Frazer McLaren, Jesse Blacker

Projected Bruins lineup:

Milan Lucic-David Krejci-Nathan Horton

 Brad Marchand-Patrice Bergeron-Tyler Seguin

 Rich Peverley-Chris Kelly-Jaromir Jagr

 Daniel Paille-Gregory Campbell-Shawn Thornton

Zdeno Chara-Dennis Seidenberg

 Andrew Ference-Johnny Boychuk

 Wade Redden-Adam McQuaid

Tuukka Rask

 Anton Khudobin 

Healthy scratches: Dougie Hamilton, Aaron Johnson, Matt Bartkowski, Kaspars Daugavins, Carl Soderberg, Jay Pandolfo

Storylines: If the Leafs win tonight, Game 7 will be Monday at the Garden at 7 p.m. That does not give either team much turnaround time, especially if tonight’s game goes into overtime… The Bruins are 10-13 all-time in Game 6 when they have a 3-2 series lead… David Krejci brings a five-game scoring streak into tonight. Krejci has five goals and six assists in the series… Dan O’Rourke and Brad Meier will be the referees. Steve Barton and Brian Murphy will be the linesmen.

Bruins-Maple Leafs postgame reactions

Link|Comments (4)Posted by Matt Pepin, Boston.com Staff May 10, 2013 10:48 PM


A selection of comments from the Bruins and Maple Leafs after Toronto's 2-1 victory in Game 5 of their first-round playoff series. 

Bruins defenseman Andrew Ference on getting beat by Tyler Bozak for a shorthanded goal:

 "Well, it sucks. It sucks to mishandle a puck, but it’s not a bad decision or anything like that. It just happens, so it’s fine. It’s happened to all of us and you deal with it."

Maple Leafs coach Randy Carlyle on the play of goalie James Reimer (43 saves):

 "You know, the playoffs take different twists and turns, and as a young goaltender he’s been presented with a lot of pressure. And you know, he’s remained fairly calm and levelheaded. And you can see the growth of a hockey player and specifically a goaltender that’s finding this way and learning some of the intricacies of playoff hockey, and the experience should be real valuable to him as it should be to all of our young players."

Bruins forward Brad Marchand on not generating many quality scoring opportunities:

 "Yeah, we didn’t get any traffic in front of him. He’s a good goalie. He’s going to stop the shots that he sees and we just have to get more bodies in front."

Bruins captain Zdeno Chara on what he felt Bruins were missing:

 "I thought our first period, if we would play the same way we played from the midpoint of the game, we would be in much better shape I think, so we’ve got to make sure we play the same way like we did towards the end."

Third-period surge not enough for Bruins

Link|Comments (5)Posted by Matt Pepin, Boston.com Staff May 10, 2013 10:09 PM


By Matt Pepin, Boston.com Staff

As would be expected from a team on the brink of elimination, the Toronto Maple Leafs began Game 5 with an aggressive approach, skating fast and out-shooting the Bruins, 19-8 in the first period. 

The Bruins held them off until midway through the second period before a crucial mistake by Bruins defenseman Andrew Ference led to a shorthanded goal by Tyler Bozak. Only after Toronto padded its lead early in the third period did the Bruins turn the intensity up several notches, and by the time the game ended, the Bruins had a 44-33 advantage in shots.

It did not, however, translate into a victory. The Bruins, despite a furious bid in the third period, could not equalize and lost, 2-1.

"If there's one positive to take out of this game, it's the way we pressured in the third period and the way we battled, kept the pucks in, and got the pucks to the net," defenseman Dennis Seidenberg said. "We have to take that out of the game and pick up right from there and go into the next one."

Game 6 is Sunday in Toronto. Seidenberg wouldn't chalk the loss up to bad luck.

"You have to work for your luck, and we started working too late. But if we keep going that way, then we should be fine," Seidenberg said.

Maple Leafs goalie James Reimer made 43 saves, including 18 in the third period as the Bruins peppered him constantly. Only Zdeno Chara's wrist shot with less than nine minutes to play beat Reimer.

"It's the way we've got to play to have results," center Patrice Bergeron said. "We're expecting to get a desperate team over there, and that's the only way we need to play in order to have success."

The Bruins were on their heels in the first period, but the goaltending of Tuukka Rask kept the game tied, 0-0, through one period. Bozak's shorthanded breakway made it 1-0, and Clarke MacArthur had a breakaway 1:58 into the third to make it 2-0.

"We can't just be frustrated, we have to go out there and do it for our team," Bergeron said. "We didn't come out the way we should have come out in order to win the game. ... We were kind of scrambling after that. We've got to play the way we did in the third and look forward to Game 6. It'll be a tough one so we need to make sure we're ready for a big game."

Was it difficult for the Bruins to match the intensity a desperate Toronto team exhibited in the early going?

"If you have the killer instinct, it shouldn't be, but we just didn't have that tonight, and that's why we performed the way that we did in the first half of the game," Seidenberg said. 

The Bruins know they squandered a chance to get some rest before the next round of the playoffs.

"Our plan was to close out tonight. We don't like things easy, it seems like. We just seem like we want to always make it tight, or hard on ourselves, but we just have to find a way next game, and just play," Seidenberg said.

Tonight's Bruins lineup

Link|Comments (0)Posted by Fluto Shinzawa, Globe Staff May 10, 2013 06:37 PM


By Fluto Shinzawa, Globe Staff

Based on pregame warmups: 

Milan Lucic-David Krejci-Nathan Horton

 Brad Marchand-Patrice Bergeron-Tyler Seguin

 Rich Peverley-Chris Kelly-Jaromir Jagr

 Daniel Paille-Gregory Campbell-Shawn Thornton

Zdeno Chara-Dennis Seidenberg

 Andrew Ference-Johnny Boychuk

 Matt Bartkowski-Adam McQuaid

Tuukka Rask

 Anton Khudobin 

Tonight's Leafs lineup

Link|Comments (0)Posted by Fluto Shinzawa, Globe Staff May 10, 2013 06:30 PM


By Fluto Shinzawa, Globe Staff

Based on pregame warmups: 

Joffrey Lupul-Tyler Bozak-Matt Frattin

 James van Riemsdyk-Mikhail Grabovski-Nikolai Kulemin

 Clarke MacArthur-Nazem Kadri-Phil Kessel

 Leo Komarov-Jay McClement-Colton Orr

Carl Gunnarsson-Dion Phaneuf

 Jake Gardiner-Cody Franson

 John-Michael Liles-Ryan O’Byrne

James Reimer

 Ben Scrivens

live 

Game 5 final: Maple Leafs 2, Bruins 1

Link|Comments (1)Posted by Matt Pepin, Boston.com Staff May 10, 2013 05:30 PM


Follow the latest updates and comments on Game 5 between the Bruins and Maple Leafs in our live blog. 

Bruins-Maple Leafs Game 6 time set

Link|Comments (0)Posted by Matt Pepin, Boston.com Staff May 10, 2013 04:20 PM


By Matt Pepin, Boston.com Staff

A Game 6 between the Bruins and Maple Leafs would begin at 7:30 p.m. Sunday at Toronto's Air Canada Centre, the NHL announced Friday. 

The Maple Leafs must win tonight's Game 5 to extend the series.

Here are the scenarios for Sunday:

 If Toronto wins Game 5:

 4:30 p.m.: Washington Capitals at New York Rangers Game 6

 7 p.m.: New York Islanders at Pittsburgh Penguins, Game 7-x

 7:30 p.m.: Boston Bruins at Toronto Maple Leafs, Game 6

 10 p.m.: Detroit Red Wings at Anaheim Ducks, Game 7-x

If Boston wins Game 5: 

 7 p.m.: New York Islanders at Pittsburgh Penguins, Game 7-x

 7:30 p.m. Washington Capitals at New York Rangers, Game 6

 10 p.m.: Detroit Red Wings at Anaheim Ducks, Game 7-x

x-if necessary

Wade Redden out for Game 5

Link|Comments (13)Posted by Fluto Shinzawa, Globe Staff May 10, 2013 11:32 AM


By Fluto Shinzawa, Globe Staff

Wade Redden will not play tonight because of an undisclosed injury. Matt Bartkowski, recalled from Providence Thursday night, will most likely get the nod. Bartkowski practiced in Redden’s spot alongside Adam McQuaid on the No. 3 pairing this morning. 

Claude Julien classified Redden as day-to-day. It is unknown when or how Redden suffered his injury. Redden played 16:59 in Game 4 in Toronto.

Julien would not commit to Bartkowski over Dougie Hamilton. Bartkowski, however, is a left-shot defenseman. With Bartkowski paired with McQuaid, the other tandems could stay the same. If Hamilton goes in, Dennis Seidenberg would have to go back to the left side, which is unlikely.

Tonight’s expected lineup:

Milan Lucic-David Krejci-Nathan Horton

 Brad Marchand-Patrice Bergeron-Tyler Seguin

 Rich Peverley-Chris Kelly-Jaromir Jagr

 Daniel Paille-Gregory Campbell-Shawn Thornton

Zdeno Chara-Dennis Seidenberg

 Andrew Ference-Johnny Boychuk

 Matt Bartkowski-Adam McQuaid

Tuukka Rask

 Anton Khudobin 

Game 5: Maple Leafs at Bruins preview

Link|Comments (4)Posted by Fluto Shinzawa, Globe Staff May 10, 2013 10:19 AM


By Fluto Shinzawa, Globe Staff

Good morning from TD Garden, where there could be handshakes tonight. The Bruins will look to close out the Leafs. 

The Bruins are not expected to make any lineup changes. Matt Bartkowski was recalled Thursday for depth purposes.

John-Michael Liles will dress in place of Mark Fraser, who is out with facial fractures. Fraser was injured in Game 4 when Milan Lucic hit him in the forehead with a shot.

Puck drop: 7 p.m.

TV/radio info: NESN (Jack Edwards, Andy Brickley, Naoko Funayama),98.5 The Sports Hub (Dave Goucher, Bob Beers)

Records: Leafs 1-3, Bruins 3-1 

Projected Leafs lineup:

Joffrey Lupul-Tyler Bozak-Phil Kessel

 James van Riemsdyk-Mikhail Grabovski-Nikolai Kulemin

 Clarke MacArthur-Nazem Kadri-Matt Frattin

 Leo Komarov-Jay McClement-Colton Orr

Carl Gunnarsson-Dion Phaneuf

 Jake Gardiner-Cody Franson

 John-Michael Liles-Ryan O’Byrne

James Reimer

 Ben Scrivens

Healthy scratches: Ryan Hamilton, Joe Colborne, Frazer McLaren, Jesse Blacker

Projected Bruins lineup:

Milan Lucic-David Krejci-Nathan Horton

 Brad Marchand-Patrice Bergeron-Tyler Seguin

 Rich Peverley-Chris Kelly-Jaromir Jagr

 Daniel Paille-Gregory Campbell-Shawn Thornton

Zdeno Chara-Dennis Seidenberg

 Andrew Ference-Johnny Boychuk

 Wade Redden-Adam McQuaid

Tuukka Rask

 Anton Khudobin 

Healthy scratches: Dougie Hamilton, Aaron Johnson, Matt Bartkowski, Kaspars Daugavins, Carl Soderberg, Jay Pandolfo

Storylines: The Leafs also called up a spare defenseman Thursday. Jesse Blacker will be a healthy scratch. No sign of Mike Komisarek, unfortunately… David Krejci is the leading playoff scorer (5-5—10). Krejci is coming off a hat trick in Game 4. Krejci, Milan Lucic, and Nathan Horton should see plenty of Dion Phaneuf and Carl Gunnarsson… Providence starts its second round of the playoffs tonight. Providence rallied from an 0-2 deficit in the first round to beat Hershey in the opening round… The Bruins are 9-8 all-time in Game 5 when they have a 3-1 series lead… Paul Devorski and Dan O’Halloran will be the referees. Derek Amell and Tim Nowak will be the linesmen.

Bruins aiming to close out first round

Link|Comments (6)Posted by Fluto Shinzawa, Globe Staff May 9, 2013 01:41 PM


By Fluto Shinzawa, Globe Staff

The Bruins have no intentions of returning to Toronto for Game 6 on Sunday. They will do everything they can to eliminate the Maple Leafs in Friday’s Game 5 at TD Garden. 

“You’ve got to play your best game,” coach Claude Julien said. “We know how hard it is to close. That’s the thing that you hope your players realize and understand extremely well after all the experiences we’ve had throughout the years. We now know how hard it is to close. There’s no reason for us to come out tomorrow and not play as hard, if not harder, than we did last night.”

Nathan Horton was shaken up on the game-winning sequence. Dion Phaneuf blasted Horton with a heavy hit just as he chipped the puck ahead. Horton said he’s feeling fine and that he saw Phaneuf coming. Horton will be ready for Game 5.

The Bruins did not hold a full practice on Thursday.

Watch: David Krejci talks about big night, game-winning goal

Link|Comments (1)Posted by Steve Silva, Boston.com Staff May 8, 2013 11:58 PM


By Steve Silva, Boston.com Staff

David Krejci's third goal of the night at 13:06 of overtime gave the Bruins a 4-3 victory in Game 4 and a commanding 3-1 lead in their playoff series against the Toronto Maple Leafs. 

"It happened," a humble Krejci said regarding the winning goal. "If it wouldn't be for Horty [Nathan Horton], he took the hit to make a play, and other guys played a big part on the goal, [Milan] Lucic was driving the net. I was actually looking for Horty to pass, then Z [Zdeno Chara] was behind me, so I had that many options, but they took them away and I got left with the shot and luckily it went in."

Krejci, now the leading scorer in the NHL playoffs with 10 points in the opening round, was having a huge night before the game-winner. In a four-minute span in the second period, he plowed into the crease and Leafs goalie James Reimer on both his first and second goals of the game. His second goal gave the Bruins a 3-2 lead.

"It's a big difference if you're going back home with a 3-1 lead or a tie series, 2-2," Krejci said. "It was a big one tonight but we know the last step is the hardest."

Bruins defenseman Johnny Boychuk said Krejci always plays at a high level.

"He's always like that," Boychuk said after the epic win at Air Canada Centre. "He's a good player and he seems to find guys, and guys are in better positioning now. It's just a simpler game in the playoffs, and he makes it look easy."

Bruins goaltender Tuukka Rask was also impressed by the play of No. 46.

"I didn't even realize he scored a hat trick today," Rask said. "I've said in the past few games here, when he's on, he's on. He does whatever he wants. He makes the right plays and scores goals, so today was a pretty good example of that."

Bruins coach Claude Julien also offered high praise for his center after the win.

"His line has been good throughout this whole series, but David tonight was certainly the guy shining," Julien said. "He's been a real good playoff performer for years for us. There are certain players who just thrive on playoff hockey, and he's one of those guys."

Game 4 final: Bruins 4, Maple Leafs 3

Link|Comments (6)Posted by Matt Pepin, Boston.com Staff May 8, 2013 07:15 PM


Review updates and comments on Game 4 between the Bruins and Maple Leafs in our live blog. 

Tonight's Bruins lineup

Link|Comments (0)Posted by Fluto Shinzawa, Globe Staff May 8, 2013 06:42 PM


By Fluto Shinzawa, Globe Staff

Based on pregame warmups: 

Milan Lucic-David Krejci-Nathan Horton

 Brad Marchand-Patrice Bergeron-Tyler Seguin

 Rich Peverley-Chris Kelly-Jaromir Jagr

 Daniel Paille-Gregory Campbell-Shawn Thornton

Zdeno Chara-Dennis Seidenberg

 Andrew Ference-Johnny Boychuk

 Wade Redden-Adam McQuaid

Tuukka Rask

 Anton Khudobin 

Bruins need more offense from Patrice Bergeron's line

Link|Comments (9)Posted by Fluto Shinzawa, Globe Staff May 8, 2013 12:47 PM


By Fluto Shinzawa, Globe Staff

Milan Lucic, David Krejci, and Nathan Horton are leading the offensive charge for the Bruins through three games of this series against Toronto. The third line busted through in Game 3 for the Bruins’ second goal. The fourth line has been consistent in all three games.

Brad Marchand, Patrice Bergeron, and Tyler Seguin have yet to replicate their teammates’ offensive touch. Toronto’s top pairing of Dion Phaneuf and Carl Gunnarsson has kept Bergeron’s line off the scoresheet.

“They’ve had some chances,” said Bruins coach Claude Julien. “But they haven’t capitalized. No doubt they can be a little bit better. We’re counting on that.”

Bergeron’s line has been thorough on defense, taking shifts against Toronto’s top two lines. But with the Leafs expected to make their biggest push so far tonight, the Bruins will need Bergeron’s line to cash in on their opportunities.

* Tuukka Rask was not named one of the Vezina Trophy finalists as the league's best goalie. The general managers voted for Sergei Bobrovsky, Antti Niemi, and Henrik Lundqvist.

“Sometimes you control what you can,” Julien said. “What he can control right now is how well he plays and how well he’s going to continue to play through these playoffs. That’s more valuable than the little individual trophy that is voted by different people. At the end of the day, everybody’s told you the same thing: You aim for the big trophy, which is more important than the individual one.”

* The Bruins didn’t make any lineup changes during their morning skate. Toronto held an optional skate.

Game 4: Bruins at Maple Leafs preview

Link|Comments (9)Posted by Fluto Shinzawa, Globe Staff May 8, 2013 10:02 AM


By Fluto Shinzawa, Globe Staff

TORONTO – Good morning from the Air Canada Centre, where the Bruins will look to grab a 3-1 series lead tonight over the Maple Leafs. No lineup changes are expected for either team. 

All eyes will be on linesmen Scott Cherrey and Brian Murphy. The Leafs weren’t happy about how the Bruins were cheating on the draw in Game 3. The Bruins won 60 percent of the faceoffs. Randy Carlyle didn’t think the Bruins were placing their sticks down first, as visitors must do.

Puck drop: 7 p.m.

TV/radio info: NESN (Jack Edwards, Andy Brickley, Naoko Funayama),98.5 The Sports Hub (Dave Goucher, Bob Beers)

Records: Bruins 2-1, Leafs 1-2

Projected Leafs lineup:

Joffrey Lupul-Tyler Bozak-Phil Kessel

 James van Riemsdyk-Mikhail Grabovski-Nikolai Kulemin

 Ryan Hamilton-Nazem Kadri-Matt Frattin

 Leo Komarov-Jay McClement-Colton Orr

Carl Gunnarsson-Dion Phaneuf

 Mark Fraser-Cody Franson

 Jake Gardiner-Ryan O’Byrne

James Reimer

 Ben Scrivens

Healthy scratches: Clarke MacArthur, Joe Colborne, Frazer McLaren, John-Michael Liles

Projected Bruins lineup:

Milan Lucic-David Krejci-Nathan Horton

 Brad Marchand-Patrice Bergeron-Tyler Seguin

 Rich Peverley-Chris Kelly-Jaromir Jagr

 Daniel Paille-Gregory Campbell-Shawn Thornton

Zdeno Chara-Dennis Seidenberg

 Andrew Ference-Johnny Boychuk

 Wade Redden-Adam McQuaid

Tuukka Rask

 Anton Khudobin 

Healthy scratches: Dougie Hamilton, Aaron Johnson, Kaspars Daugavins, Carl Soderberg, Jay Pandolfo

Storylines: The Bruins’ depth showed in Game 3. The Bruins had offensive contributions from the third and fourth lines. Rich Peverley and Jaromir Jagr connected for the team’s second goal. Daniel Paille gave the Bruins a three-goal lead when he scored a shorthanded strike after picking Phil Kessel’s pocket. Six of Toronto’s seven goals have come off the sticks of Kessel, Joffrey Lupul, and James van Riemsdyk, who are all top-six forwards. None of the bottom-six Leafs has scored… Nathan Horton will look to extend his goal-scoring streak to four games. Horton, David Krejci, and Milan Lucic have been the Bruins’ best offensive forwards… Eric Furlatt and Francois St. Laurent will be the referees. Scott Cherrey and Brian Murphy will be the linesmen. 

Claude Julien accuses Randy Carlyle of 'crying wolf'

Link|Comments (12)Posted by Fluto Shinzawa, Globe Staff May 7, 2013 02:43 PM


By Fluto Shinzawa, Globe Staff

On Tuesday afternoon, Maple Leafs coach Randy Carlyle said the Bruins were cheating on faceoffs in Game 3, because as the visitors, they were supposed to put their sticks down first. After he reviewed video, Carlyle said that wasn’t happening.

In response, Bruins coach Claude Julien said he didn’t think his centers were doing anything wrong.

“I’ve looked at the video, too," said Julien. "It is what it is. Guys getting kicked out, not getting kicked out. When you lobby for something, it’s because you’re looking for a bit of a break the next game. That’s what Randy’s doing right now. He’s lobbying for some breaks on the faceoffs. 

"It’s going to be interesting to see where the referees and the linesmen do their job next game and not worry about who’s crying wolf.”

The Bruins won 60 percent of the faceoffs in Game 3.

Also:

* Jaromir Jagr said he’s still not 100 percent. Jagr, who missed the last two regular-season games because of flulike symptoms, said he was laid low for five or six days because of the illness. 

* The Bruins held an optional practice Tuesday. No lineup changes are expected for Game 4.

Maple Leafs looking ahead to Game 4

Link|Comments (7)Posted by Fluto Shinzawa, Globe Staff May 7, 2013 01:25 PM


By Fluto Shinzawa, Globe Staff

TORONTO – The Leafs used today’s practice at the Air Canada Centre to put their 5-2 Game 3 loss behind them. 

“We can’t change what happened,” coach Randy Carlyle said. “That can’t be the focus on what today brought. Today was about flushing what happened last night, recognizing what happened, and to get in the preparation mode for tomorrow. Our focus has to be on what we can improve on in tomorrow night’s game.”

The Leafs will be seeking better performance on faceoffs. The Bruins won 61 percent of Monday night’s draws. Carlyle, however, believed the Bruins were given too much leniency on the draw. Tyler Bozak was tossed from the circle repeatedly.

“The explanation I was given – I talked to the official between periods – was, ‘Visitor down, home down, puck down,’ ” Carlyle said. “That clearly was not happening per the video.”

The Leafs did not make any lineup changes in practice. Today’s lineup:

Joffrey Lupul-Tyler Bozak-Phil Kessel

 James van Riemsdyk-Mikhail Grabovski-Nikolai Kulemin

 Ryan Hamilton-Nazem Kadri-Matt Frattin

 Leo Komarov-Jay McClement-Colton Orr

Carl Gunnarsson-Dion Phaneuf

 Mark Fraser-Cody Franson

 Jake Gardiner-Ryan O’Byrne

James Reimer

 Ben Scrivens

'Toronto Stronger' sign invokes wrath of Boston fans

Link|Comments (304)Posted by Matt Pepin, Boston.com Staff May 6, 2013 10:01 PM


By Matt Pepin, Boston.com Staff

A Toronto hockey fan's decision to display a sign reading "Toronto Stronger" at Game 3 of the Bruins-Maple Leafs playoff series led to a hostile reaction across social media Monday night. 

The sign, a play on the popular "Boston Strong" theme that emerged after the Boston Marathon bombings in April as the city began the healing process, was held by a fan outside the Air Canada Centre and photos of it zoomed around the net quickly thereafter. 

Reaction was just as swift, with comments ranging from calling it classless and insensitive to remarks considerably more vehement and vulgar. The phrase was trending on Twitter in both Toronto and Boston on Monday night. Many Canadians were also quick to rebuke the sign-holder on social media, message boards and other media.

One Bruins fan who runs a Bruins fan site took his response to the next level using his specialty – Photoshopped images. (We had to Photoshop it a bit as well). @BosBruinsFan also designed the alternate version of the Boston Strong logo seen in the image below and it is being sold as a pin to benefit One Fund Boston.

607bear.jpg

Tonight's Maple Leafs lineup

Link|Comments (1)Posted by Fluto Shinzawa, Globe Staff May 6, 2013 06:45 PM


By Fluto Shinzawa, Globe Staff

Based on pregame warmups: 

Joffrey Lupul-Tyler Bozak-Matt Frattin

 Ryan Hamilton-Nazem Kadri-Phil Kessel

 James van Riemsdyk-Mikhail Grabovski-Nikolai Kulemin

 Leo Komarov-Jay McClement-Colton Orr

Carl Gunnarsson-Dion Phaneuf

 Mark Fraser-Cody Franson

 Jake Gardiner-Ryan O’Byrne

James Reimer

 Ben Scrivens

Tonight's Bruins lineup

Link|Comments (0)Posted by Fluto Shinzawa, Globe Staff May 6, 2013 06:39 PM


By Fluto Shinzawa, Globe Staff

Based on pregame warmups: 

Milan Lucic-David Krejci-Nathan Horton

 Brad Marchand-Patrice Bergeron-Tyler Seguin

 Rich Peverley-Chris Kelly-Jaromir Jagr

 Daniel Paille-Gregory Campbell-Shawn Thornton

Zdeno Chara-Dennis Seidenberg

 Andrew Ference-Johnny Boychuk

 Wade Redden-Adam McQuaid

Tuukka Rask

 Anton Khudobin

live 

Game 3 final: Bruins 5, Maple Leafs 3

Link|Comments (0)Posted by Matt Pepin, Boston.com Staff May 6, 2013 05:51 PM


Review the updates, commentary, images and video from Game 3 between the Bruins and Maple Leafs in our live blog. 

The full version of the live blog is here. 

Game 3: Bruins at Maple Leafs preview

Link|Comments (29)Posted by Fluto Shinzawa, Globe Staff May 6, 2013 10:20 AM


By Fluto Shinzawa, Globe Staff

TORONTO – Good morning from the Air Canada Centre, where the Bruins will look to take a 2-1 series lead tonight against the Maple Leafs. 

Andrew Ference, suspended for Game 2, will return to the lineup tonight. With Ference back in, Dougie Hamilton should be the healthy scratch. 

Ference’s return will also put the pairings back to Game 1 normalcy. Zdeno Chara and Dennis Seidenberg will be the shutdown pair. Seidenberg will return to the right side.

Puck drop: 7 p.m.

TV/radio info: NESN (Jack Edwards, Andy Brickley, Naoko Funayama),98.5 The Sports Hub (Dave Goucher, Bob Beers)

Records: Bruins 1-1, Leafs 1-1

Projected Leafs lineup:

Joffrey Lupul-Tyler Bozak-Phil Kessel

 James van Riemsdyk-Mikhail Grabovski-Nikolai Kulemin

 Leo Komarov-Nazem Kadri-Matt Frattin

 Ryan Hamilton-Jay McClement-Colton Orr

Carl Gunnarsson-Dion Phaneuf

 Mark Fraser-Cody Franson

 Jake Gardiner-Ryan O’Byrne

James Reimer

 Ben Scrivens

Healthy scratches: Joe Colborne, Frazer McLaren, John-Michael Liles

Projected Bruins lineup:

Milan Lucic-David Krejci-Nathan Horton

 Brad Marchand-Patrice Bergeron-Tyler Seguin

 Rich Peverley-Chris Kelly-Jaromir Jagr

 Daniel Paille-Gregory Campbell-Shawn Thornton

Zdeno Chara-Dennis Seidenberg

 Andrew Ference-Johnny Boychuk

 Wade Redden-Adam McQuaid

Tuukka Rask

 Anton Khudobin 

Healthy scratches: Dougie Hamilton, Aaron Johnson, Kaspars Daugavins, Carl Soderberg, Jay Pandolfo

Storylines: Rich Peverley will most likely stay in the lineup for the second straight game. Peverley didn’t have much offensive chemistry with Chris Kelly and Jaromir Jagr. But Peverley won eight of 10 faceoffs. Kelly had struggled in Game 1 on the draw… The Bruins had just nine seconds of power-play time in Game 2. They need to draw more penalties by possessing the puck tonight… Drew MacIntyre has been returned to the Marlies. MacIntyre had been promoted because Ben Scrivens had to attend a family funeral on Friday… The Bruins are scheduled to practice at the Air Canada Centre Tuesday … Chris Rooney and Steve Kozari will be the referees. Shane Heyer and Don Henderson will be the linesmen.

Fans describe Bruins players in one word

Link|Comments (2)Posted by Staff May 6, 2013 09:01 AM


By Marie Torto, Boston.com Staff

The atmosphere around TD Garden Saturday night was nothing short of electric as Bruins fans and Toronto fans buzzed outside the arena before the 7 p.m. game, chanting for their teams and exchanging competitive words before the two teams took the ice. 

We challenged Bruins fans to describe their favorite players in just one word. Watch the video above to see their interesting responses.

Here's a look at some of the players fans described in extra detail.

Brad Marchand: "It doesn't matter how big the other guy is, he goes and grinds in the corners with him."

Patrice Bergeron: "No better two-way player, forward, in the league than Patrice Bergeron."

We even asked what fans thought of Phil Kessel, whom the Bruins traded to Toronto for draft picks that allowed the Bruins to acquire Tyler Seguin and Dougie Hamilton. There were a variety of answers, but the consensus was the same:

"Thank you, Phil Kessel."

No line changes for Bruins in practice

Link|Comments (20)Posted by Fluto Shinzawa, Globe Staff May 5, 2013 11:17 AM


By Fluto Shinzawa, Globe Staff

The Bruins have started their practice at TD Garden. There are no line changes up front from Game 2. 

Andrew Ference is expected to slot back into the second pairing in Game 3. Ference will replace Dougie Hamilton, who made his NHL playoff debut last night.

“He understands how important those playoff games and those things you do in playoffs are,” Claude Julien said. “He’s stabilized our defense as far as getting the right pairs and everything else. He’s a guy who comes to play every night. Not only is he a good player, he’s a good leader.”

Today’s practice lineup:

Milan Lucic-David Krejci-Nathan Horton

 Brad Marchand-Patrice Bergeron-Tyler Seguin

 Rich Peverley-Chris Kelly-Jaromir Jagr

 Daniel Paille-Gregory Campbell-Shawn Thornton

 Jay Pandolfo-Carl Soderberg-Kaspars Daugavins

Zdeno Chara-Dennis Seidenberg

 Andrew Ference-Johnny Boychuk

 Wade Redden-Adam McQuaid

 Aaron Johnson-Dougie Hamilton

Tuukka Rask

 Anton Khudobin

The challenge is for the Bruins to find some offensive presence from the No. 3 line of Rich Peverley, Chris Kelly, and Jaromir Jagr. The line has done little offensively in the first two games. Jagr committed an offensive-zone turnover that led to James van Riemsdyk’s insurance goal.

“Our first two lines have been together for quite a long time and they’re playing well,” Julien said. “They’re generating stuff. Now it’s about trying to build some chemistry with some players. We keep trying to find players to complement him a little bit. At the same time, he’s battled a pretty tough flu a week ago. I know he’s not feeling 100 percent yet. We’re certainly counting on him.”

* The Bruins are scheduled to travel to Toronto this afternoon.

Tonight's Bruins lineup

Link|Comments (0)Posted by Fluto Shinzawa, Globe Staff May 4, 2013 06:39 PM


By Fluto Shinzawa, Globe Staff

Based on pregame warmups: 

Milan Lucic-David Krejci-Nathan Horton

 Brad Marchand-Patrice Bergeron-Tyler Seguin

 Rich Peverley-Chris Kelly-Jaromir Jagr

 Daniel Paille-Gregory Campbell-Shawn Thornton

Zdeno Chara-Adam McQuaid

 Dennis Seidenberg-Johnny Boychuk

 Wade Redden-Dougie Hamilton

Tuukka Rask

 Anton Khudobin 

Tonight's Leafs lineup

Link|Comments (0)Posted by Fluto Shinzawa, Globe Staff May 4, 2013 06:35 PM


By Fluto Shinzawa, Globe Staff

Based on pregame warmups: 

James van Riemsdyk-Tyler Bozak-Phil Kessel

 Joffrey Lupul-Nazem Kadri-Nikolai Kulemin

 Leo Komarov-Mikhail Grabovski-Matt Frattin

 Ryan Hamilton-Jay McClement-Colton Orr

Carl Gunnarsson-Dion Phaneuf

 Mark Fraser-Cody Franson

 Jake Gardiner-Ryan O’Byrne

James Reimer

 Ben Scrivens

Game 2 final: Maple Leafs 4, Bruins 2

Link|Comments (8)Posted by Steve Silva, Boston.com Staff May 4, 2013 05:03 PM


By Steve Silva, Boston.com Staff

Stay up-to-date on all the action and commentary from Game 2 between the Bruins and the Maple Leafs tonight at the Garden. 

Our new live blog format updates automatically (no need to refresh the blog), allows you to comment in real time, and brings you much more than just words, including photos, videos, and the best social media observations.

The full version of the live blog is here. Or you can follow along below:

Claude Julien noncommittal about lineup changes

Link|Comments (4)Posted by Fluto Shinzawa, Globe Staff May 4, 2013 11:45 AM


By Fluto Shinzawa, Globe Staff

Claude Julien declined to share whether Dougie Hamilton or Rich Peverley will make their series debuts tonight. But based on the morning skate, both Hamilton and Peverley should be in the Game 2 lineup. 

Hamilton practiced alongside Wade Redden on the No. 3 pairing. Peverley took shifts on the third line with Chris Kelly and Jaromir Jagr. Kaspars Daugavins, who was the No. 3 left wing in Game 1, remained on the ice for extra work after the morning skate, indicating he will be a healthy scratch tonight. Also staying out for extra work were Carl Soderberg, Jay Pandolfo, and Aaron Johnson, who will also be healthy scratches.

Hamilton and Peverley will have to adjust to a Toronto club that promises to be better tonight. 

“You just have to look around the league at what’s going on,” Julien said. “A lot of series are tied 1-1. There’s nothing to get cocky about or confident about. You’ve just got to play every game like you thought you’d play that first one. We know they’ll be a better team. This is not a secret to anybody. We have to be better ourselves.”

Game 2: Maple Leafs at Bruins preview

Link|Comments (3)Posted by Fluto Shinzawa, Globe Staff May 4, 2013 10:18 AM


By Fluto Shinzawa, Globe Staff

Good morning from TD Garden, where the Bruins will look to grab a 2-0 series lead over the Maple Leafs tonight. 

Andrew Ference is suspended for Game 2 for his illegal check to Mikhail Grabovski’s head in Game 1. Ference is eligible to return for Game 3 on Monday at the Air Canada Centre. 

Dougie Hamilton is expected to make his NHL playoff debut in Ference’s place. Hamilton was a healthy scratch in Game 1.

Rich Peverley could also return to the lineup tonight. Peverley practiced on the third line yesterday with Chris Kelly and Jaromir Jagr. Kaspars Daugavins could be a healthy scratch.

Puck drop: 7 p.m.

TV/radio info: NESN (Jack Edwards, Andy Brickley, Naoko Funayama),98.5 The Sports Hub (Dave Goucher, Bob Beers)

Records: Leafs 0-1, Bruins 1-0

Projected Leafs lineup (courtesy of the Toronto Star):

Joffrey Lupul-Tyler Bozak-Phil Kessel

 James van Riemsdyk-Mikhail Grabovski-Nikolai Kulemin

 Leo Komarov-Nazem Kadri-Clarke MacArthur

 Ryan Hamilton-Jay McClement-Colton Orr

Carl Gunnarsson-Dion Phaneuf

 Mark Fraser-Cody Franson

 Jake Gardiner-Ryan O’Byrne

James Reimer

 Ben Scrivens

Healthy scratches: Joe Colborne, Frazer McLaren, John-Michael Liles

Projected Bruins lineup:

Milan Lucic-David Krejci-Nathan Horton

 Brad Marchand-Patrice Bergeron-Tyler Seguin

 Rich Peverley-Chris Kelly-Jaromir Jagr

 Daniel Paille-Gregory Campbell-Shawn Thornton

Zdeno Chara-Adam McQuaid

 Dennis Seidenberg-Johnny Boychuk

 Wade Redden-Dougie Hamilton

Tuukka Rask

 Anton Khudobin 

Healthy scratches: Aaron Johnson, Kaspars Daugavins, Carl Soderberg, Jay Pandolfo

Storylines: It’s possible that James van Riemsdyk will be split from Tyler Bozak and Phil Kessel. The former UNH star practiced on the second line yesterday. Van Riemsdyk was Toronto’s best forward in Game 1. The left wing scored a power-play goal and nearly scored a shorthanded strike… Dennis Seidenberg will most likely move to the left side tonight. Seidenberg has been on the right side since March 25… Wade Redden has 49 career playoff points. Redden scored a goal and an assist in Game 1… Dan O’Rourke and Mike Leggo will be the referees. Jonny Murray and David Brisebois will be the linesmen.

Rich Peverley returns to third line in practice

Link|Comments (7)Posted by Fluto Shinzawa, Globe Staff May 3, 2013 11:06 AM


By Fluto Shinzawa, Globe Staff

WILMINGTON – The Bruins have started their practice at Ristuccia Arena in preparation for Game 2. 

Rich Peverley, a healthy scratch in Game 1, is practicing on the third line with Chris Kelly and Jaromir Jagr. Kaspars Daugavins, the No. 3 left wing on Wednesday, is one of three spare forwards along with Carl Soderberg and Jay Pandolfo.

After practice, Claude Julien did not commit to his Game 2 lineup. But Julien acknowledged that Peverley can still play an important role.

“I don’t think we intended on sitting him out the whole time,” Julien said. “We started off with a lineup that we thought was deserving of starting the last game. We have an opportunity here moving forward to decide what we want to do.”

Andrew Ference will not play tomorrow after being suspended for his illegal check to Mikhail Grabovski’s head.

The Bruins have split up the power pairing of Zdeno Chara and Dennis Seidenberg. Chara is practicing with Adam McQuaid. Seidenberg has shifted to the left side and is paired with Johnny Boychuk on the No. 2 duo. Wade Redden and Dougie Hamilton are the third pair.

Julien also declined to finalize Hamilton’s inclusion into the Game 2 lineup. But it appears the rookie will make his NHL playoff debut tomorrow.

“I’ve done a lot of bike rides, practices here, and working out too,” said Hamilton, a healthy scratch in five of the final eight regular-season games. “I feel good. If I get the opportunity, I’m ready.”

Today’s lineup:

Milan Lucic-David Krejci-Nathan Horton

 Brad Marchand-Patrice Bergeron-Tyler Seguin

 Rich Peverley-Chris Kelly-Jaromir Jagr

 Daniel Paille-Gregory Campbell-Shawn Thornton

 Jay Pandolfo-Carl Soderberg-Kaspars Daugavins

Zdeno Chara-Adam McQuaid

 Dennis Seidenberg-Johnny Boychuk

 Wade Redden-Dougie Hamilton

 Andrew Ference-Aaron Johnson

Tuukka Rask

 Anton Khudobin

Andrew Ference suspended for one game

Link|Comments (24)Posted by Fluto Shinzawa, Globe Staff May 2, 2013 07:01 PM


By Fluto Shinzawa, Globe Staff

The NHL has suspended Bruins defenseman Andrew Ference for one game. The Department of Player Safety ruled that Ference threw an illegal check to the head of Toronto's Mikhail Grabovski in the first period of Wednesday night’s 4-1 Bruins win. 

NHL disciplinarian Brendan Shanahan noted that the hit was not defensive in nature. Ference was in control of the play when he lunged toward Grabovski with his left arm and shoulder. Ference made Grabovski’s head the principal point of contact, Shanahan said. Grabovski did not change the position of his head prior to the collision.

Grabovski was not injured on Wednesday night’s play.

Ference was considered a repeat offender. He was suspended three games last year for boarding Ryan McDonagh.

Without Ference for Game 2 Saturday, the Bruins will consider multiple options.

Ference was paired with Johnny Boychuk in Game 1.

The Bruins have four left-shot defensemen (Zdeno Chara, Dennis Seidenberg, Wade Redden, Aaron Johnson) and three right-shot defensemen (Boychuk, Adam McQuaid, Dougie Hamilton). 

They could recall Matt Bartkowski from Providence and pair him with either Boychuk or McQuaid. That would allow Chara and Seidenberg to stay together against Phil Kessel. If Johnson plays, the ex-Blue Jacket could be paired with Boychuk, allowing the Chara-Seidenberg and Redden-McQuaid pairs to remain intact.

If they opt for Hamilton, Chara and Seidenberg would not skate together. Chara and Boychuk would be the likely top duo. Seidenberg would shift back to the left side and play with Hamilton. Redden and McQuaid would be the No. 3 pairing. 

Bruins preparing for improved Toronto team in Game 2

Link|Comments (3)Posted by Fluto Shinzawa, Globe Staff May 2, 2013 01:12 PM


By Fluto Shinzawa, Globe Staff

The Maple Leafs should be better in Game 2. They can’t be much worse than they were in Game 1. 

“It’s a good team,” said Bruins coach Claude Julien. “I’ve been extremely impressed with the direction the Leafs have gone this year. Sure, Randy [Carlyle] has done a great job and the players have bought in. It just goes to show when you play as a team what can happen. 

"That’s why I’m standing here and telling you right now that we’re not overconfident. None of that stuff. We know it’s going to be a tough series. We’re going to have to grind it out.”

For now, Julien is progressing as if defenseman Andrew Ference will be available in Game 2. If Ference is suspended for his hit on Toronto's Mikhail Grabovski in Game 1, the Bruins have other options on defense.

* Today was an off day for the Bruins. They are scheduled to practice tomorrow at Ristuccia Arena at 10:30 a.m. 

Andrew Ference to have disciplinary hearing

Link|Comments (21)Posted by Fluto Shinzawa, Globe Staff May 2, 2013 10:56 AM


By Fluto Shinzawa, Globe Staff

Andrew Ference will have a disciplinary hearing on the phone today with Brendan Shanahan. The call will center on Ference’s check to the head of Mikhail Grabovski in the first period of last night’s 4-1 Bruins win. 

On the play, both players pursued the puck in the corner. Ference’s left elbow appeared to catch Grabovski on the side of the head. Grabovski hit the deck but was not injured. No penalty was called.

When asked about the incident after the game, Ference said he couldn’t recall the play.

Ference is the team’s left-side defenseman on the second pairing. If Ference is suspended, either Aaron Johnson or Dougie Hamilton would dress. 

If Johnson plays, the left-shot defenseman could be paired with Johnny Boychuk in Ference’s spot. If Hamilton dresses, Boychuk would most likely move up with Zdeno Chara. Dennis Seidenberg, Chara’s partner, would switch to the left side and skate with Hamilton. The third pair of Wade Redden and Adam McQuaid would remain intact.

Ference is not considered a repeat offender. Ference was fined for his obscene gesture during the first round of the 2011 playoffs against Montreal.

Final: Bruins 4, Maple Leafs 1

Link|Comments (1)Posted by Matt Pepin, Boston.com Staff May 1, 2013 09:58 PM


We've changed the way we're doing game updates for the playoffs. 

Our new format updates automatically (no need to refresh the blog), allows you to comment in real time, and brings you much more than just words, including photos, videos and the best social media.

We'll continue to have a post for each game in our Bruins blog that contains the feed. The full version of the live blog is here.

Tonight's Leafs lineup

Link|Comments (2)Posted by Fluto Shinzawa, Globe Staff May 1, 2013 06:46 PM


By Fluto Shinzawa, Globe Staff

Based on pregame warmups: 

James van Riemsdyk-Tyler Bozak-Phil Kessel

 Joffrey Lupul-Mikhail Grabovski-Nikolai Kulemin

 Clarke MacArthur-Nazem Kadri-Leo Komarov

 Frazer McLaren-Jay McClement-Colton Orr

Carl Gunnarsson-Dion Phaneuf

 Mark Fraser-Cody Franson

 John-Michael Liles-Mike Kostka

James Reimer

 Ben Scrivens

Tonight's Bruins lineup

Link|Comments (0)Posted by Fluto Shinzawa, Globe Staff May 1, 2013 06:45 PM


By Fluto Shinzawa, Globe Staff

Based on pregame warmups: 

Milan Lucic-David Krejci-Nathan Horton

 Brad Marchand-Patrice Bergeron-Tyler Seguin

 Kaspars Daugavins-Chris Kelly-Jaromir Jagr

 Daniel Paille-Gregory Campbell-Shawn Thornton

Zdeno Chara-Dennis Seidenberg

 Andrew Ference-Johnny Boychuk

 Wade Redden-Adam McQuaid

Tuukka Rask

 Anton Khudobin 

* James Reimer will start in goal for the Leafs.

Leafs expect Tyler Bozak to play in Game 1 vs. Bruins

Link|Comments (0)Posted by Michael Vega, Globe Staff May 1, 2013 12:54 PM


By Michael Vega, Globe Staff

After missing the last two regular-season games with an upper-body injury suffered last Wednesday at Tampa Bay, Toronto's top centerman, Tyler Bozak, is expected to be back in the lineup for the Maple Leafs Wednesday night in Game 1 of their first-round playoff series against the Bruins.

Bozak, who centers Toronto's top line between James van Riemsdyk and Phil Kessel, tied for fifth in team scoring this season with 28 points (12 goals, 16 assists). During Wednesday's morning skate at TD Garden, Bozak, 27, said nothing was going to keep him from making the first NHL playoff appearance of his career.

"No, not really,'' said Bozak, who practiced taking faceoffs with former Northeastern coach Greg Cronin, now an assistant with the Leafs, who dropped the puck. "We've worked hard as a group and as a team in here, and there’d be nothing worse than having to sit back and watch the most important time of the year.

"I’m excited that I healed up quicker and I’m just excited to get this under way. It’s going to be a fun experience.''

Nathan Horton will be game-time decision

Link|Comments (10)Posted by Fluto Shinzawa, Globe Staff May 1, 2013 11:58 AM


By Fluto Shinzawa, Globe Staff

Nathan Horton will be a game-time decision for Game 1 of the playoffs tonight, Bruins coach Claude Julien said. Horton didn’t play the last five games of the regular season because of an upper-body injury. 

It’s a good bet Horton will play, based on the morning skate. Horton took regular line rushes with Milan Lucic and David Krejci. 

The more uncertain lineup spot is the No. 3 left wing. Kaspars Daugavins practiced on the third line Tuesday. Rich Peverley was a spare forward. Both skated on the third line this morning, with Daugavins taking the first shift. 

Daugavins played efficiently in the last two games. Daugavins is a left-shot forward. Peverley, a right shot, would have to play his off wing. However, Peverley has playoff experience and would be skating alongside Chris Kelly, his longtime center. Peverley can also take faceoffs.

* The healthy scratches will be Dougie Hamilton, Aaron Johnson, Carl Soderberg, and Jay Pandolfo. All four stayed on the ice for extra work after their teammates retreated to the dressing room.

Game 1: Maple Leafs at Bruins preview

Link|Comments (6)Posted by Fluto Shinzawa, Globe Staff May 1, 2013 09:59 AM


By Fluto Shinzawa, Globe Staff

Good morning from TD Garden, where the Bruins will launch the 2013 playoffs tonight against the Maple Leafs. 

Nathan Horton practiced Tuesday for the first time since suffering an upper-body injury on April 20. Horton could be available tonight to play alongside usual linemates Milan Lucic and David Krejci.

Rich Peverley, a playoff regular, could be a healthy scratch. Peverley was a spare forward in Tuesday’s practice. Kaspars Daugavins took regular shifts on the No. 3 line with Chris Kelly and Jaromir Jagr.

Puck drop: 7 p.m.

TV/radio info: NESN (Jack Edwards, Andy Brickley, Naoko Funayama),98.5 The Sports Hub (Dave Goucher, Bob Beers)

Records: Leafs 0-0, Bruins 0-0

Projected Leafs lineup (courtesy of the Toronto Star):

James van Riemsdyk-Tyler Bozak-Phil Kessel

 Joffrey Lupul-Mikhail Grabovski-Nikolai Kulemin

 Clarke MacArthur-Nazem Kadri-Matt Frattin

 Leo Komarov-Jay McClement-Colton Orr

Carl Gunnarsson-Dion Phaneuf

 Mark Fraser-Cody Franson

 John-Michael Liles-Ryan O’Byrne

James Reimer

 Ben Scrivens

Healthy scratches: Joe Colborne, Frazer McLaren, Ryan Hamilton, Jake Gardiner, Mike Kostka

Projected Bruins lineup:

Milan Lucic-David Krejci-Nathan Horton

 Brad Marchand-Patrice Bergeron-Tyler Seguin

 Kaspars Daugavins-Chris Kelly-Jaromir Jagr

 Daniel Paille-Gregory Campbell-Shawn Thornton

Zdeno Chara-Dennis Seidenberg

 Andrew Ference-Johnny Boychuk

 Wade Redden-Adam McQuaid

Tuukka Rask

 Anton Khudobin 

Healthy scratches: Dougie Hamilton, Aaron Johnson, Rich Peverley, Carl Soderberg, Jay Pandolfo

Storylines: Wade Redden is expected to play tonight on the third defensive pair with Adam McQuaid. The Bruins traded a conditional 2014 seventh-round pick to St. Louis for Redden. The condition was that it would become a sixth-round selection if Redden appeared in one playoff game… McQuaid will make his first postseason appearance since 2011. McQuaid missed last year’s playoffs because of a concussion… The primary question with the Maple Leafs is the availability of Tyler Bozak. The top-line center didn’t play the last two games because of an upper-body injury. If Bozak can play, he should slot in between James van Riemsdyk and Phil Kessel… Kelly Sutherland and Chris Lee will be the referees. Jean Morin and Scott Driscoll will be the linesmen.

Text size – + 


Nathan Horton back for practice

Link|Comments (50)Posted by Fluto Shinzawa, Globe Staff April 30, 2013 10:58 AM


By Fluto Shinzawa, Globe Staff

Good morning from TD Garden, where the Bruins are going through their first practice prior to tomorrow’s Game 1 against Toronto. 

Nathan Horton, out for five games because of an upper-body injury, is practicing for the first time. Horton is in his usual spot with Milan Lucic and David Krejci.

“I’m doing good,” Horton said after practice. “It’s nice to be back out there again. I’ve been working hard. I’m feeling good.”

Carl Soderberg should be the healthy scratch if Horton is available tomorrow. Soderberg is on a spare line with Jay Pandolfo with Rich Peverley. Kaspars Daugavins is on the third line with Chris Kelly and Jaromir Jagr.

“I’m really excited,” Daugavins said. “If I play tomorrow, I have to keep going the same way I played the last two games. Make sure the legs are going, get pucks deep, win my battles, and take pucks to the net. I’m playing with two great players. So hopefully we’ll get some offense going and be good on defense. It’s a good chance to prove myself again.”

Today’s lineup:

Milan Lucic-David Krejci-Nathan Horton

 Brad Marchand-Patrice Bergeron-Tyler Seguin

 Kaspars Daugavins-Chris Kelly-Jaromir Jagr

 Daniel Paille-Gregory Campbell-Shawn Thornton

 Jay Pandolfo-Carl Soderberg-Rich Peverley

Zdeno Chara-Dennis Seidenberg

 Andrew Ference-Johnny Boychuk

 Wade Redden-Adam McQuaid

 Aaron Johnson-Dougie Hamilton

Tuukka Rask

 Anton Khudobin

PP1: Zdeno Chara, Jaromir Jagr, Tyler Seguin, Patrice Bergeron, Milan Lucic.

 PP2: Dennis Seidenberg, Wade Redden, David Krejci, Nathan Horton, Brad Marchand.

Bruins-Maple Leafs playoff schedule

Link|Comments (11)Posted by Matt Pepin, Boston.com Staff April 28, 2013 11:08 PM


The NHL announced the playoff schedule on NHL Network Sunday night. The Bruins-Maple Leafs first-round series goes as follows:

Game 1: Wednesday at Boston, 7 p.m.

 Game 2: Saturday at Boston, 7 p.m. 

 Game 3: May 6 at Toronto, 7 p.m. 

 Game 4: May 8 at Toronto, 7 p.m.

 Game 5: May 10 at Boston, 7 p.m.-x

 Game 6: May 12 at Toronto, TBA-x

 Game 7: May 13 at Boston, TBA-x

 All games on NESN. Games 1-2 also on CNBC, Games 3-4 also on NHL Network.

 x-if necessary

The rest of the NHL playoff schedule can be found on the league's website.

Bruins to face Maple Leafs in playoffs

Link|Comments (16)Posted by Matt Pepin, Boston.com Staff April 28, 2013 09:46 PM


By Matt Pepin, Boston.com Staff

The Bruins will face the Toronto Maple Leafs in the first round of the NHL playoffs. 

The Bruins, following a 4-2 loss in their regular-season finale vs. the Ottawa Senators Sunday night at TD Garden, are the fourth seed in the Eastern Conference. Montreal won the Northeast Division and is the No. 2 seed. 

The Senators ended up as the seventh seed and will face the Canadiens in the first round.

The Eastern Conference playoff matchups are:

•No. 1 Pittsburgh vs. No. 8 New York Islanders

•No 2. Montreal vs. No. 7 Ottawa

•No. 3 Washington vs. No. 6 New York Rangers

•No. 4 Boston vs. No. 5 Toronto

The Bruins faced Toronto four times in the regular season and won three of those matchups.

Bruins playoff schedule

Game 1: Wednesday at Boston, 7 p.m.

 Game 2: Saturday at Boston, 7 p.m.

 Game 3: May 6 at Toronto, 7 p.m.

 Game 4: May 8 at Toronto, 7 p.m.

 Game 5: May 10 at Boston, 7 p.m.-x

 Game 6: May 12 at Toronto, TBA-x

 Game 7: May 13 at Boston, TBA-x

 x-if necessary

The rest of the NHL playoff schedule can be found on the league's website.

Bruins name season award winners

Link|Comments (0)Posted by Fluto Shinzawa, Globe Staff April 28, 2013 07:24 PM


By Fluto Shinzawa, Globe Staff

The Bruins announced their 2013 season awards before Sunday's game vs. Ottawa. 

Patrice Bergeron won the Eddie Shore Award for exceptional hustle and determination. Bergeron also won the Elizabeth Dufresne Trophy for outstanding performance during home games.

Gregory Campbell was named the receipt of the John P. Bucyk Award for best charitable contributions.

The Three Stars were Tuukka Rask (first), Bergeron (second), and Tyler Seguin (third).

Final: Senators 4, Bruins 2

Link|Comments (87)Posted by Fluto Shinzawa, Globe Staff April 28, 2013 06:56 PM


All done at the Garden. Kyle Turris closes out with empty-netter with 36.5 seconds remaining. Bruins finish in fourth place in Eastern Conference. Will play Toronto in first round.

16:26 3d period, Senators 3-2: Ottawa pulls ahead. Jean-Gabriel Pageau scores on rebound of Marc Methot shot. Bruins on track for meeting with Leafs.

14:02 3d period, 2-2: Jakob Silfverberg had an open net. But couldn’t corral puck and fire promptly. Bruins catch a break. Breathless stuff.

7:21 3d period, 2-2: Money save by Tuukka Rask. Kicks out Erik Condra on partial break.

1:39 3d period, 2-2: Delay. Linesman Derek Amell off for equipment repair.

0:14 3d period, 2-2: All tied up. Dennis Seidenberg with off-wing slapper. Gets through Robin Lehner somehow. Lehner not inspiring confidence.

20:00 2d period, Senators 2-1: Huge power-play goal by Rich Peverley. Momentum going into third. Robin Lehner looking human.

19:56 2d period, Senators 2-1: Life for Bruins. Wade Redden takes huge wallop on boards from Marc Methot before dishing to Rich Peverley. Sharp-angle shot beats Robin Lehner. Has to stop that.

18:00 2d period, Senators 2-0: Holding on Cory Conacher. Critical PP coming up for Bruins. 

16:30 2d period, Senators 2-0: Money save by Robin Lehner on Milan Lucic. Odd-man rush for Lucic and Kaspars Daugavins.

14:30 2d period, Senators 2-0: Bruins losing steam. Jean-Gabriel Pageau with a good chance in front.

10:33 2d period, Senators 2-0: Jared Cowen with point one-timer past Tuukka Rask. Kaspars Daugavins without stick. Looked like stoppable shot. Meanwhile, Tyler Seguin misses net with slapper before goal at other end.

7:36 2d period, Senators 1-0: Bruins applying hardest push so far. Getting some good looks on goal. Have to keep pressing.

5:31 2d period, Senators 1-0: Robin Lehner gloves Johnny Boychuk slapper. Carl Soderberg in position for rebound.

2:59 2d period, Senators 1-0: Chance for Bruins. Robin Lehner kicks out Patrice Bergeron one-timer. Tyler Seguin in neighborhood for rebound, but can’t tuck it in.

20:00 1st period, Senators 1-0: Brad Marchand with hit on Erik Karlsson after whistle. That’s been bubbling all game. Ottawa will start second on power play after Marchand tagged for slashing. Very selfish penalty.

18:36 1st period, Senators 1-0: Varsity bout. Milan Lucic vs. Chris Neil. Looked like Neil wanted payback for Lucic hit on Turris. Wicked swings and connections by both bruisers.

16:59 1st period, Senators 1-0: Erik Condra brushes off Johnny Boychuk hit. Goes to net and follows up a Jean-Gabriel Pageau shot.

15:27 1st period, 0-0: Temper, temper. Kyle Turris doesn’t like a Milan Lucic hit. Gives Lucic a slash. Lucic whacks back.

14:46 1st period, 0-0: One of better scoring chances for Bruins. Brad Marchand jamming in front of net. Robin Lehner stuffs Tyler Seguin’s slot slapper.

9:55 1st period, 0-0: Kaspars Daugavins with some tricky business around the net. Almost tucks one past his former team. Lots of skill with the puck.

2:53 1st period, 0-0: Nice play by Brad Marchand. Draws hooking penalty on Patrick Wiercioch by driving with puck.

0:00 1st period, 0-0: Dougie Hamilton, Aaron Johnson, and Jay Pandolfo are the healthy scratches.

Tonight's Bruins lineup

Link|Comments (2)Posted by Fluto Shinzawa, Globe Staff April 28, 2013 06:38 PM


By Fluto Shinzawa, Globe Staff

Based on pregame warmups: 

Milan Lucic-David Krejci-Kaspars Daugavins

 Brad Marchand-Patrice Bergeron-Tyler Seguin

 Carl Soderberg-Chris Kelly-Rich Peverley

 Daniel Paille-Gregory Campbell-Shawn Thornton

Zdeno Chara-Dennis Seidenberg

 Andrew Ference-Johnny Boychuk

 Wade Redden-Adam McQuaid

Tuukka Rask

 Anton Khudobin 

* Robin Lehner (4-3-4, 2.22 GAA, .936 save percentage) will start in goal for the Senators.

Game 48: Senators at Bruins preview

Link|Comments (7)Posted by Fluto Shinzawa, Globe Staff April 28, 2013 01:54 PM


By Fluto Shinzawa, Globe Staff

The Bruins will close out the regular season tonight against the Senators at TD Garden. Tonight is the rescheduled game that was postponed on April 15 following the Boston Marathon bombings. 

The Bruins can win the Northeast Division title and the second seed of the Eastern Conference with a regulation victory. They would play the Islanders in the first round.

If the Bruins win in overtime or the shootout, they would finish in second in the East and play Ottawa in the first round.

If the Bruins lose in any fashion (regulation, overtime, shootout), they will finish in fourth place and play Toronto.

Both teams will be looking to win. If the Senators lose in regulation, they will be the No. 8 seed and play Pittsburgh, the hands-down best team in the conference.

Puck drop: 7 p.m.

TV/radio info: NESN (Jack Edwards, Andy Brickley, Naoko Funayama),98.5 The Sports Hub (Dave Goucher, Bob Beers)

Records: Senators 24-17-6, Bruins 28-13-6

Projected Bruins lineup:

Milan Lucic-David Krejci-Rich Peverley

 Brad Marchand-Patrice Bergeron-Tyler Seguin

 Carl Soderberg-Chris Kelly-Kaspars Daugavins

 Daniel Paille-Gregory Campbell-Shawn Thornton

Zdeno Chara-Dennis Seidenberg

 Andrew Ference-Johnny Boychuk

 Wade Redden-Adam McQuaid

Tuukka Rask

 Anton Khudobin 

Healthy scratches: Aaron Johnson, Dougie Hamilton, Jay Pandolfo

Storylines: It’s possible that Jaromir Jagr, out against Washington last night because of flu-like symptoms, could return to the lineup tonight. If so, Kaspars Daugavins would be the healthy scratch… The Bruins are 4-0-0 against Ottawa this season. But the games have been tight. It would not be an easy first-round match for the Bruins… The Bruins are 13-1-0 against the Senators in their last 14 games… Gregory Campbell, Andrew Ference, Tyler Seguin, and Zdeno Chara should play in their 48th games. They would be the only four Bruins not to miss a game… Chris Rooney and Steve Kozari will be the referees. Derek Amell and Tim Nowak will be the linesmen. 

Three playoff scenarios await Bruins

Link|Comments (10)Posted by Fluto Shinzawa, Globe Staff April 27, 2013 10:44 PM


By Fluto Shinzawa, Globe Staff

With a regulation win over Ottawa at TD Garden, the Bruins will finish with 64 points and clinch the No. 2 seed. That would set up a postseason meeting between the Bruins and the Islanders, arguably the most desired of the three possible opponents. The Islanders last appeared in the playoffs in 2006-07. 

If the Bruins win in overtime or a shootout, the Bruins would claim the second seed and play Ottawa in the first round. The Bruins are 4-0-0 against the Senators this season. 

If the Bruins lose in any fashion (regulation, overtime, shootout), they will finish in fourth place and play the Maple Leafs. A fourth-place finish would set up a second-round showdown against Pittsburgh, assuming no upsets take place. Like all teams, the Bruins want no part of the Penguins.

Final: Capitals 3, Bruins 2 (OT)

Link|Comments (72)Posted by Fluto Shinzawa, Globe Staff April 27, 2013 06:45 PM


All done in DC. Eric Fehr with PPG to close it out.

1:40 OT, 2-2: Hooking call on Zdeno Chara. Caps seeking third PPG.

20:00 3d period, 2-2: Overtime. Bruins get one point. Regardless of Montreal outcome tonight, Bruins can still lock up second place in East tomorrow.

18:21 3d period, 2-2: Power play for Bruins. Mike Green off for hooking.

17:28 3d period, 2-2: Delay. Zdeno Chara hit on Nicklas Backstrom takes out pane of glass. Meanwhile, Brad Marchand trading shots with Alex Ovechkin. Marchand and Ovechkin off.

8:13 3d period, 2-2: Another Bruins penalty. Adam McQuaid off for interference. Legit call.

7:21 3d period, 2-2: All tied up. Mike Green with his second PPG. Untimely penalty by Rich Peverley puts Bruins down a man. Green goes with one-timer.

5:26 3d period, Bruins 2-1: Mike Green with PP snapper from right point. Tuukka Rask hot after giving up that one. Looked like Rask lost sight of release. Green’s shot beats Rask far side.

20:00 2d period, Bruins 2-0: Tuukka Rask continues to sparkle. Kicked out Mike Green during second-period power play to give Rich Peverley scoring chance at other end. 

7:49 2d period, Bruins 2-0: Andrew Ference joins rush and snaps wrister past Braden Holtby. Good speed through neutral zone by Milan Lucic with puck. Lucic drives to net, takes John Carlson with him, opens up shooting lane for Ference.

5:23 2d period, Bruins 1-0: Braden Holtby quick to kick out Daniel Paille’s shot. Good work by fourth line. That line should stick for Game 1.

20:00 1st period, Bruins 1-0: Good pace to first period from both clubs. Both teams playing game the right way. Tuukka Rask quick and sharp.

17:43 1st period, Bruins 1-0: John Erskine nearly takes off David Krejci’s leg with open-ice hit. Clean check. Krejci OK.

9:59 1st period, Bruins 1-0: Off the draw, Milan Lucic snaps shot off Karl Alzner’s skate and past Braden Holtby. David Krejci beat Mike Ribeiro on faceoff.

8:00 1st period, 0-0: Tuukka Rask stops Marcus Johansson on breakaway. Yard sale after Zdeno Chara and Dennis Seidenberg collide.

0:00 1st period, 0-0: Dougie Hamilton, Aaron Johnson, and Jay Pandolfo are the healthy scratches.

Tonight's Bruins lineup

Link|Comments (0)Posted by Fluto Shinzawa, Globe Staff April 27, 2013 06:33 PM


By Fluto Shinzawa, Globe Staff

Based on pregame warmups: 

Milan Lucic-David Krejci-Rich Peverley

 Brad Marchand-Patrice Bergeron-Tyler Seguin

 Carl Soderberg-Chris Kelly-Kaspars Daugavins

 Daniel Paille-Gregory Campbell-Shawn Thornton

Zdeno Chara-Dennis Seidenberg

 Andrew Ference-Johnny Boychuk

 Wade Redden-Adam McQuaid

Tuukka Rask

 Anton Khudobin

* Braden Holtby (22-12-1, 2.61 GAA, .919 save percentage) will start in goal for the Capitals.

Bruins can claim Northeast Division title tonight

Link|Comments (3)Posted by Fluto Shinzawa, Globe Staff April 27, 2013 12:21 PM


By Fluto Shinzawa, Globe Staff

The Bruins can claim the Northeast Division crown and the No. 2 seed in the Eastern Conference tonight. The Bruins would have to beat Washington and Toronto would have to win over Montreal. 

The other Northeast-clinching scenario would be if the Bruins gain one point against Washington and Toronto beats Montreal in regulation.

The Canadiens could claim the second seed if they beat the Maple Leafs and the Bruins lose to Washington in regulation. 

Jaromir Jagr out tonight

Link|Comments (4)Posted by Fluto Shinzawa, Globe Staff April 27, 2013 11:05 AM


By Fluto Shinzawa, Globe Staff

Jaromir Jagr will not play tonight when the Bruins face the Capitals. Jagr didn’t practice Friday and remained in Boston because of flu-like symptoms. 

With Jagr unavailable, Kaspars Daugavins will most likely be in uniform. Daugavins hasn’t played since April 13 against Carolina.

The Daugavins-for-Jagr switch should be the only lineup change. The Bruins are still fighting for the No. 2 spot in the Eastern Conference, so they will not rest any of their varsity players.

Tonight’s expected lineup:

Milan Lucic-David Krejci-Rich Peverley

 Brad Marchand-Patrice Bergeron-Tyler Seguin

 Carl Soderberg-Chris Kelly-Kaspars Daugavins

 Daniel Paille-Gregory Campbell-Shawn Thornton

Zdeno Chara-Dennis Seidenberg

 Andrew Ference-Johnny Boychuk

 Wade Redden-Adam McQuaid

Tuukka Rask

 Anton Khudobin

Game 47: Bruins at Capitals preview

Link|Comments (1)Posted by Fluto Shinzawa, Globe Staff April 27, 2013 09:19 AM


By Fluto Shinzawa, Globe Staff

WASHINGTON – Good morning from Washington, where the Bruins will play their final regular-season road game tonight against the Capitals. 

The Bruins brought their full squad to Washington yesterday, minus Jaromir Jagr (flu-like symptoms) and Nathan Horton (upper-body injury). The Bruins are still fighting for second place in the Eastern Conference, so they will presumably dress their playoff roster against the Capitals.

Puck drop: 7 p.m.

TV/radio info: NESN (Jack Edwards, Andy Brickley, Naoko Funayama),98.5 The Sports Hub (Dave Goucher, Bob Beers)

Records: Bruins 28-13-5, Capitals 26-18-3

Projected Bruins lineup:

Milan Lucic-David Krejci-Rich Peverley

 Brad Marchand-Patrice Bergeron-Tyler Seguin

 Carl Soderberg-Chris Kelly-Kaspars Daugavins

 Daniel Paille-Gregory Campbell-Shawn Thornton

Zdeno Chara-Dennis Seidenberg

 Andrew Ference-Johnny Boychuk

 Wade Redden-Adam McQuaid

Tuukka Rask

 Anton Khudobin 

Healthy scratches: Aaron Johnson, Dougie Hamilton, Jay Pandolfo

Storylines: Montreal plays at Toronto tonight. The Bruins and Canadiens are tied with 61 points. But Montreal currently owns the tiebreaker, which is regulation plus overtime wins… Washington has the top power play in the NHL (25.8 percent). It revolves around Alex Ovechkin, who is making his case for the Hart Trophy as the league MVP… John Erskine, unavailable for the last meeting between the two clubs, might come calling on Adam McQuaid. McQuaid and Shawn Thornton tried to goad Matt Hendricks into a fight during their last game. Hendricks chose McQuaid… It’s possible Jagr could travel to Washington today and be in the lineup tonight… Brian Pochmara and Eric Furlatt will be the referees. Jean Morin and Pierre Racicot will be the linesmen.

Dougie Hamilton wins NESN's Seventh Player Award

Link|Comments (24)Posted by Fluto Shinzawa, Globe Staff April 25, 2013 08:07 PM


By Fluto Shinzawa, Globe Staff

Rookie Dougie Hamilton won NESN’s Seventh Player Award, which was presented before Thursday night's Bruins-Lightning game. The 19-year-old defenseman has 5 goals and 11 assists in 42 games and has been one of the league’s sharper rookies. 

Hamilton, who was the ninth overall pick in the 2011 draft, received a Kia Sorento as his prize.

Hamilton was a healthy scratch for the game. He has been in suit and tie for four of the last seven games. Assuming no injuries happen in the final two games, Hamilton could be the No. 7 defenseman for the start of the playoffs.

The five previous Seventh Player winners were Tyler Seguin, Brad Marchand, Tuukka Rask, David Krejci, and Milan Lucic.

Final: Bruins 2, Lightning 0

Link|Comments (28)Posted by Fluto Shinzawa, Globe Staff April 25, 2013 07:12 PM


All done at Garden. Bruins with much-needed shutout. Will feel better about their game after this one.

13:15 3d period, Bruins 2-0: David Krejci with a good chance in front after Milan Lucic feed. Anders Lindback with pad stop.

9:40 3d period, Bruins 2-0: Tuukka Rask with 25 saves so far. As sharp as he’s been this season.

20:00 2d period, Bruins 2-0: One of better all-around efforts from Bruins of late. Need to close with good habits in third.

17:22 2d period, Bruins 2-0: Milan Lucic vs. Keith Aulie. Jolts lead to punches. Lucic with convincing win. Best game Lucic’s had this month.

14:39 2d period, Bruins 2-0: Consecutive Tuukka Rask kickouts on Alex Killorn. Rask very sharp.

13:31 2d period, Bruins 2-0: Daniel Paille one-times puck past Anders Lindback. Good cross-ice pass from Gregory Campbell. Bruins grinding out Lightning. One more should do it.

12:20 2d period, Bruins 1-0: Best save of the night for Tuukka Rask. Pushes to left and gloves Steven Stamkos’s close-range snap shot.

4:22 2d period, Bruins 1-0: Dennis Seidenberg’s slapper from right point slips through Anders Lindback. Steady, crisp breakout by Bruins leads to scoring chance. Patrice Bergeron helps with screen in front.

0:00 2d period, 0-0: Don DelNegro back on bench. Hockey trainer. Duh.

20:00 1st period, 0-0: Flickers of life for Bruins in first. Should wear down Lightning in Periods 2 and 3. Tampa Bay coming off game last night.

18:30 1st period, 0-0: Milan Lucic wallops Richard Panik. Some life in Lucic’s legs tonight.

14:00 1st period, 0-0: After whistle, Andrew Ference vs. Benoit Pouliot. Ference gets upper hand early on ex-Bruin. Pouliot rallies at end. First scrap of season for Ference.

9:10 1st period, 0-0: Milan Lucic connects with big hit. These days, that’s big news.

3:20 1st period, 0-0: Trainer Don DelNegro hit by puck on bench. Right side of head. To the room. Tough job.

0:00 1st period, 0-0: Dougie Hamilton wins NESN’s Seventh Player Award. Cripes. NESN viewers must not have heard of Anton Khudobin.

0:00 1st period, 0-0: Dougie Hamilton, Matt Bartkowski, Aaron Johnson, Jay Pandolfo, and Kaspars Daugavins are the healthy scratches.

Tonight's Bruins lineup

Link|Comments (0)Posted by Fluto Shinzawa, Globe Staff April 25, 2013 07:06 PM


By Fluto Shinzawa, Globe Staff

Based on pregame warmups: 

Milan Lucic-David Krejci-Rich Peverley

 Brad Marchand-Patrice Bergeron-Tyler Seguin

 Carl Soderberg-Chris Kelly-Jaromir Jagr

 Daniel Paille-Gregory Campbell-Shawn Thornton

Zdeno Chara-Dennis Seidenberg

 Andrew Ference-Johnny Boychuk

 Wade Redden-Adam McQuaid

Tuukka Rask

 Anton Khudobin

* Anders Lindback (10-8-1, 2.88 GAA, .903 save percentage) will start in goal for the Lightning.

Bruins seeking stability in stretch run

Link|Comments (0)Posted by Fluto Shinzawa, Globe Staff April 25, 2013 11:53 AM


By Fluto Shinzawa, Globe Staff

The Bruins are in second place in the Northeast Division. They will most likely have home ice. But they’d prefer to enter the playoffs with positive feelings instead of limping into next week. 

“I’d rather go into the playoffs feeling good about ourselves than not,” coach Claude Julien said. “You’ve seen teams that have struggled, then when they start the playoffs, it’s a whole different story. I’d rather not go there. I’d rather be the confident team.”

To that end, the Bruins appear to be sending out a lineup that could resemble their Game 1 formation. 

Tonight’s expected lineup, based on the morning skate:

Milan Lucic-David Krejci-Rich Peverley

 Brad Marchand-Patrice Bergeron-Tyler Seguin

 Carl Soderberg-Chris Kelly-Jaromir Jagr

 Daniel Paille-Gregory Campbell-Shawn Thornton

Zdeno Chara-Dennis Seidenberg

 Andrew Ference-Johnny Boychuk

 Wade Redden-Adam McQuaid

Tuukka Rask

 Anton Khudobin

* Nathan Horton (upper body) skated on his own this morning. Horton is day-to-day.

* Chris Kelly will return to center. Carl Soderberg will go back to left wing. The two had switched positions the last two games.

Game 46: Lightning at Bruins preview

Link|Comments (24)Posted by Fluto Shinzawa, Globe Staff April 25, 2013 10:22 AM


By Fluto Shinzawa, Globe Staff

Good morning from TD Garden, where the Bruins will start a three-games-in-four-nights run against Tampa Bay tonight. This is one of the two rescheduled games the Bruins will play to close out the regular season. 

Tuukka Rask, who saw relief work against Philadelphia on Tuesday, should get the start tonight.

Puck drop: 7:30 p.m.

TV/radio info: NESN (Jack Edwards, Andy Brickley, Naoko Funayama),98.5 The Sports Hub (Dave Goucher, Bob Beers)

Records: Lightning 18-24-4, Bruins 27-13-5

Projected Bruins lineup:

Milan Lucic-David Krejci-Rich Peverley

 Brad Marchand-Patrice Bergeron-Tyler Seguin

 Chris Kelly-Carl Soderberg-Jaromir Jagr

 Daniel Paille-Gregory Campbell-Shawn Thornton

Zdeno Chara-Johnny Boychuk

 Matt Bartkowski-Dennis Seidenberg

 Andrew Ference-Adam McQuaid

Tuukka Rask

 Anton Khudobin 

Healthy scratches: Aaron Johnson, Dougie Hamilton, Wade Redden, Kaspars Daugavins, Jay Pandolfo

Storylines: The Lightning are coming off a 5-2 win over Toronto last night. None of the top three teams in the Northeast (Boston, Montreal, Toronto) is playing well heading into the playoffs… No word yet on whether Nathan Horton (upper body) will be ready to play tonight. Horton hasn’t played the last two games since suffering an injury in a fight with Jarome Iginla last Saturday… The Bruins are scheduled to practice tomorrow. It will be their final practice of the regular season. They’ve desperately missed regular practices, just like every other team in the league… Chris Rooney and Marc Joannette will be the referees. Jay Sharrers and Brian Murphy will be the linesmen. 

Final: Flyers 5, Bruins 2

Link|Comments (81)Posted by Fluto Shinzawa, Globe Staff April 23, 2013 07:26 PM


All done in Philly. Misfit performance.

15:02 3d period, Flyers 5-2: Anton Khudobin back in. White flag.

15:02 3d period, Flyers 5-2: Sweet Caroline at the rink. 

8:33 3d period, Flyers 5-2: What life? Turnover in neutral zone gives Flyers two-on-one rush. Simon Gagne finishes chance. Train-wreck hockey.

8:20 3d period, Flyers 4-2: Some life. David Krejci goes upstairs on Steve Mason. Good forecheck by Tyler Seguin to cause Brandon Manning to cough up puck.

5:33 3d period, Flyers 4-1: Jakub Voracek gets behind Zdeno Chara, goes five-hole on Tuukka Rask with backhand. Chara can’t get puck deep at other end, which leads to rush. Chara really fighting it.

1:05 3d period, Flyers 3-1: Jaromir Jagr gets shift with Patrice Bergeron and Brad Marchand. Tyler Seguin with Milan Lucic and David Krejci.

20:00 2d period, Flyers 3-1: Train wreck of a second period. Should be a paint-peeler from Claude Julien. Anton Khudobin never came out of room after being yanked.

11:31 2d period, Flyers 3-1: All kinds of ugly. Zdeno Chara with errant clear out of corner. Goes off Anton Khudobin’s stick and into net. Tuukka Rask in. Oliver Lauridsen credited with goal.

11:24 2d period, Flyers 2-1: Anton Khudobin boots out Wayne Simmonds shot. But Matt Read finds open net on rebound. Bruins could never recover after allowing odd-man rush. 

9:40 2d period, 1-1: Shawn Thornton vs. Jay Rosehill. Looked like mutual agreement. Rosehill goes for knockout blow with first swing. Misses and leads to in-tight punches. Fight ends with Thornton losing balance.

20:00 1st period, 1-1: Solid period for Bruins. Tight defensively other than David Krejci turnover.

17:50 1st period, 1-1: Yikes. See Montreal down 3-0 to NJ. Habs struggling at wrong time.

11:31 1st period, 1-1: Chance for Chris Kelly in tight after Carl Soderberg slapper. Some more good puck movement from Wade Redden.

10:51 1st period, 1-1: Claude Giroux in tight, goes upstairs. Anton Khudobin gets piece, goes off post, and covers. 

8:44 1st period, 1-1: Kurtis Foster cranks slapper off Gregory Campbell’s left leg on PP. Campbell hurting. Tough as they come.

4:54 1st period, 1-1: Steve Mason stops Jaromir Jagr’s shot. Wade Redden follows up with rebound. First goal for Redden as Bruin.

3:24 1st period, Flyers 1-0: Patrice Bergeron raps shot from in tight. Steve Mason with quick stop.

1:40 1st period, Flyers 1-0: Giveaway by David Krejci down low. Right to Scott Hartnell’s stick. Hartnell goes high glove on Khudobin. 

0:00 1st period, 0-0: Adam McQuaid back in. Johnny Boychuk, Matt Bartkowski, Aaron Johnson, Kaspars Daugavins, and Jay Pandolfo are healthy scratches.

Tonight's Bruins lineup

Link|Comments (0)Posted by Fluto Shinzawa, Globe Staff April 23, 2013 07:04 PM


By Fluto Shinzawa, Globe Staff

Based on pregame warmups: 

Milan Lucic-David Krejci-Rich Peverley

 Brad Marchand-Patrice Bergeron-Tyler Seguin

 Chris Kelly-Carl Soderberg-Jaromir Jagr

 Daniel Paille-Gregory Campbell-Shawn Thornton

Zdeno Chara-Dougie Hamilton

 Wade Redden-Dennis Seidenberg

 Andrew Ference-Adam McQuaid

Anton Khudobin 

 Tuukka Rask

* Steve Mason (5-8-1, 2.72 GAA, .908 save percentage) will start in goal for the Flyers.

Adam McQuaid ready to play

Link|Comments (12)Posted by Fluto Shinzawa, Globe Staff April 23, 2013 12:22 PM


By Fluto Shinzawa, Globe Staff

Defenseman Adam McQuaid has been cleared to play. McQuaid will most likely return to the lineup tonight vs. the Flyers. 

McQuaid didn’t play against Florida on Sunday because of a lower-body injury he suffered after taking a hit from Pittsburgh's Matt Cooke the day before.

With McQuaid back in, Dougie Hamilton should be the healthy scratch.

Tonight’s expected lineup:

Milan Lucic-David Krejci-Rich Peverley

 Brad Marchand-Patrice Bergeron-Tyler Seguin

 Chris Kelly-Carl Soderberg-Jaromir Jagr

 Daniel Paille-Gregory Campbell-Shawn Thornton

Zdeno Chara-Johnny Boychuk

 Matt Bartkowski-Dennis Seidenberg

 Andrew Ference-Adam McQuaid

Anton Khudobin 

 Tuukka Rask

live 

Game 45: Bruins at Flyers preview

Link|Comments (21)Posted by Fluto Shinzawa, Globe Staff April 23, 2013 10:40 AM


By Fluto Shinzawa, Globe Staff

PHILADELPHIA – Good morning from the Wells Fargo Center, where the Bruins will start a four-game stretch over six days against the Flyers tonight. 

Nathan Horton (upper body) will not play. Horton is back in Boston. Horton was injured during a fight with Jarome Iginla last Saturday.

For now, we’ll assume Anton Khudobin will start in goal. Khudobin backed up Tuukka Rask the last two games.

Puck drop: 7:30 p.m.

TV/radio info: NBC Sports Network (Mike Emrick, Ed Olczyk, Pierre McGuire),98.5 The Sports Hub (Dave Goucher, Bob Beers)

Records: Bruins 27-12-5, Flyers 20-22-3

Projected Bruins lineup:

Milan Lucic-David Krejci-Rich Peverley

 Brad Marchand-Patrice Bergeron-Tyler Seguin

 Chris Kelly-Carl Soderberg-Jaromir Jagr

 Daniel Paille-Gregory Campbell-Shawn Thornton

Zdeno Chara-Johnny Boychuk

 Wade Redden-Dennis Seidenberg

 Andrew Ference-Dougie Hamilton

Anton Khudobin 

 Tuukka Rask

Healthy scratches: Aaron Johnson, Adam McQuaid, Matt Bartkowski, Kaspars Daugavins, Jay Pandolfo

Storylines: This could be the final road game for some of the veterans. Zdeno Chara and Patrice Bergeron will most likely stay home instead of traveling to Washington on Saturday. The Bruins have enough depth to rest their key players before the playoffs begin … The Flyers will pay tribute to the Boston Marathon victims tonight. Proceeds from tonight’s 50-50 raffle will go to the One Fund Boston. The Flyers’ jerseys will be auctioned off to benefit the One Fund… Chris Lee and Tim Peel will be the referees. Michel Cormier and Derek Nansen will be the linesmen.

Bruins give law enforcement officers their game jerseys

Link|Comments (3)Posted by Matt Pepin, Boston.com Staff April 21, 2013 08:20 PM


607bruinsjerseypix.jpg

Barry Chin/Globe Staff

 If ever a photo was worth a thousand words, well, here's one.

On a weekend filled with emotional tributes, the Bruins joined right in. On Sunday, they gave their game jerseys to law enforcement officers who were involved in the manhunt for the suspects in the Boston Marathon bombing.

Normally, the Bruins' "Shirts off their backs" promotion is for fans, but the team said season ticket holders requested that the event, scheduled for Sunday, instead be for first responders.

Here's a closer look:

609bruinsjerseys.jpg

live 

Final: Bruins 3, Panthers 0

Link|Comments (25)Posted by Michael Vega, Globe Staff April 21, 2013 12:41 PM


Final: Bruins 3, Panthers 0

The Bruins finally did their part to help Boston heal its wounds from last Monday's Boston Marathon bombings, defeating the Florida Panthers, 3-0, in a Sunday afternoon matinee before a TD Garden crowd of 17,565.

 Jaromir Jagr gave the Bruins a 1-0 lead at 3:03 of the first period and Dougie Hamilton, a healthy scratch in Saturday's 3-2 loss to the Penquins, tallied at 13:33 of the second and Brad Marchand added an empty-netter at 18:38 of the third as Tuukka Rask (18-9-4) made 28 saves to record his fourth shutout of the season and 15th of his career.

Third period

Bruins 3, Panthers 0, 18:38: Brad Marchand hustled for a loose puck and fished it off the sideboards for a back-handed empty-netter that gave the Bruins a three-goal lead. Tyler Seguin and Patrice Bergeron were credited with assists.

PENALTY, Bruins, 14:45: Zdeno Chara was sent off for interference. He seemed to get the worst of it, though, when he was slow to get up from the ice, taking inventory of his right ankle and leg before skating off to the box.

Bruins 2, Panthers 0, 1:20: Dmitry Kulikov was helped off the ice, clutching his right arm and shoulder after he appeared to injure both in a mid-ice takedown of Jaromir Jagr. Kulikov went down hard on the ice, dragging down Jagr, who rolled over on Kulikov's shoulder. Kulikov's injury looked to be eeriely reminiscent of the type of shoulder subluxation Jacoby Ellsbury suffered last year in the Sox' home opener against Tampa Bay.

Second intermission: Bruins 2, Panthers 0: The Bruins outshot Florida, 21-11 in the period, getting a huge goal from Dougie Hamilton at 13:33. It gave the Bruins, who entered with a 14-2-2 record in games with at least a two-goal lead (10-1-1 when it's been a 2-0 lead), a much-needed buffer as they took a two-goal lead into the room after two periods.

Second period

PENALTY, Panthers, 16:32: Bruins went on the power play for the second time in the game when Filip Kuba was called for tripping Jaromir Jagr on a breakway rush. Bruins failed to capitalize and wound up going 0-for-2 on the man advantage.

Bruins 2, Panthers 0, 13:33: Dougie Hamilton, a healthy scratch Saturday against the Penguins, let rip of a blue-line blast that threaded its way through heavy traffic in front and beat Markstrom top shelf over the Panther goaltender's right shoulder. It was Hamilton's fifth goal of the season. Shawn Thornton was credited with his fourth assist of the season. Through the first 13:33, the Bruins have outshot the Panthers, 17-8.

PENALTY, Panthers, 5:18 Jonathan Huberdeau put the Bruins on the man advantage when he was sent off for hooking. Panthers killed off penalty, but Bruins peppered Markstrom with several chances. Bruins have outshot Florida, 10-1, through the first 7:35 of period.

First intermission: Bruins 1, Panthers 0 Jaromir Jagr gave the Bruins a 1-0 lead at 3:03 of the first period, giving him 16 goals on the season. The Panthers outshot the Bruins, 9-7, in the period.

First period

PENALTY: Bruins, 18:47: Rich Peverley was sent off for slashing, giving the Panthers their first power play of the game. It also assured Florida of extending the man advantage to the first 47 seconds of the second period.

Bruins 1, Panthers 0, 14:08: Tuukka Rask, who was not about to take this one sitting down, was back in goal for the Bruins, and it was a good thing, too. Especially after Rask made a brilliant kick save with his left leg, shutting the door on Drew Shore's point-blank bid as the puck hovered perilously in the crease.

Bruins 1, Panthers 0, 3:03: Jaromir Jagr tallied his 16th goal of the season when he snapped off a wrister from the right circle, beating Panthers goaltender Jacob Markstrom top shelf in the right corner to give the Bruins an early one-goal lead. Chris Kelly was credited with his sixth assist of the season while Carl Soderberg scored his first NHL point since joining the Bruins last week when he was credited with a helper.

Pregame: The Bruins will take another crack at delivering Boston a redemptive victory in light of the Boston Marathon bombings. After taking two whacks at it, the Bruins hope the third time will be the charm, but they'll have to do so without Adam McQuaid (lower body) and Nathan Horton (upper body), both of whom were scratched because of injuries suffered in Saturday's 3-2 loss to the Penquins.

Game 44: Bruins vs. Panthers

Link|Comments (6)Posted by Kevin Paul Dupont, Globe Staff April 21, 2013 11:45 AM


By Kevin Paul Dupont, Globe Staff

Good morning from the TD Bank Garden, where at 12:30 the Bruins will face the Panthers in the final regular-season matinee of the season on Causeway Street. 

Milan Lucic and Doug Hamilton, both scratched from Saturday's 3-2 loss to Pittsburgh, will be back in the lineup today for the Bruins.

Nathan Horton and Adam McQuaid, both of whom were dinged up in the loss to Pittsburgh, are on the sidelines today. Coach Claude Julien said both suffered upper-body injuries and their availability will be assessed on a day-to-day basis.

It looks like Waden Redden also makes it back into the lineup today against what is a Florida JV club. He likely pairs with Dennis Seidenberg.

During warmups, all Panthers wear ballcaps, with logo that a Bruins spokesperson says is that of the Boston Police Dept. 

Puck drop: 12:30 p.m. EST

Record: Bruins, 26-12-5; Panthers, 13-25-6.

TV/radio info: NESN (Jack Edwards, Andy Brickley, Naoko Funayama), 98.5 The Sports Hub (Dave Goucher, Bob Beers)

Projected lineup:

Milan Lucic -David Krejci-Rich Peverley.

 Brad Marchand-Patrice Bergeron-Tyler Seguin

 Carl Soderberg-Chris Kelly-Jaromir Jagr.

 Danny Paille-Greg Campbell-Shawn Thornton

Zdeno Chara-Dougie Hamilton

 Wade Redden-Dennis Seidenberg

 Andrew Ference-Johnny Boychuk.

 Tuukka Rask

Anton Khudobin

 Storylines: With only five games to go in regular season, the Bruins desperately need to get back on their game. They are a season-worst 0-3-1 in their last four games....Lucic has scored only twice since Feb. 24. We'll see if a day on the sidelines perks his productivity...Julien would not be more specific about the injuries to Horton and McQauid. Horton had a first-period fight Saturday with Jarome Iginla and did not return after that short scuffle. McQuaid was hindered after an open-ice hit by Matt Cooke...Despite their recent woes, the Bruins have the third best goal differential in the league with a plus-23 (120-97)...The Pens scored twice on the power play Saturday. The Bruins have scored four times on the power play since March 16...Today's guys in stripes: Refs Marc Joannette and Ghislain Hebert; Linesmen Derek Nansen and Steve Barton.

No word on Nathan Horton's injury

Link|Comments (14)Posted by Fluto Shinzawa, Globe Staff April 20, 2013 04:05 PM


By Fluto Shinzawa, Globe Staff

Claude Julien did not provide any information on Nathan Horton’s first-period injury. Horton was hurt during a brief fight with Jarome Iginla. Horton did not return after the fight. Video replay showed Horton favoring his left wrist as he skated off the ice. 

Horton skated eight shifts for 5:18 of ice time.

Horton has 13 goals and nine assists for 22 points. Horton hasn't missed a game this season.

Final: Penguins 3, Bruins 2

Link|Comments (100)Posted by Fluto Shinzawa, Globe Staff April 20, 2013 12:41 PM


All done at Garden. Tyler Seguin with late goal with 2.6 seconds remaining. Even without two best players, Penguins better than Bruins.

8:29 3d period, Penguins 3-1: Kris Letang scores on power play. Penguins win puck battle in corner to give Letang the chance. Matt Bartkowski was off for high-sticking Pascal Dupuis.

4:43 3d period, Penguins 2-1: On the power play, Jarome Iginla cranks a long-distance slapper through Tuukka Rask. Good screen by Chris Kunitz. In hindsight, not the smartest play by Brad Marchand to go after Jussi Jokinen.

3:25 3d period, 1-1: Brad Marchand gets gloves off and tries to engage Jussi Jokinen. Marchand off for roughing. No penalty on Jokinen. 

20:00 2d period, 1-1: Intense 40 minutes. Playoff hockey. Lots of ice bags needed after this game.

17:10 2d period, 1-1: Adam McQuaid back on bench.

16:15 2d period, 1-1: Adam McQuaid in tough shape. Took hit from Matt Cooke. Zdeno Chara goes after Cooke on wall. McQuaid to room.

12:51 2d period, 1-1: Patrice Bergeron pokes puck in. Goal called off. Whistle had blown after Brad Marchand’s first shot. Best push by Bruins so far.

10:00 2d period, 1-1: Big save by Tomas Vokoun on Rich Peverley. Had lots of speed with David Krejci.

5:10 2d period, 1-1: All tied up. Jussi Jokinen hops on loose puck. Tuukka Rask dives but can’t stop Jokinen’s shot.

3:34 2d period, Bruins 1-0: If Nathan Horton can’t play tomorrow against Florida, Rich Peverley will most likely move up with David Krejci and Daniel Paille. Milan Lucic, a healthy scratch today, would skate on fourth line with Gregory Campbell and Shawn Thornton.

0:00 2d period, Bruins 1-0: Nathan Horton will not return today. No word about nature of his injury. Replay shows Horton favoring left wrist after fight with Jarome Iginla.

20:00 1st period, Bruins 1-0: Bruins won’t have many complaints about the first period. Bruins with 13-5 shot advantage through 20 minutes. Bruins-like period – rolling four lines, strong forecheck, physical play.

17:56 1st period, Bruins 1-0: Nathan Horton vs. Jarome Iginla. Not many punches thrown. Both tumble to the ice. Looked like Iginla asked for the fight and Horton accepted after contact in front of the benches. Horton takes off hat, Iginla does same.

11:07 1st period, Bruins 1-0: Johnny Boychuk slams Brandon Sutter into glass. Divider pops out. Repairs needed.

10:18 1st period, Bruins 1-0: Brad Marchand with power-play goal. Takes pass from Zdeno Chara, carries puck into offensive zone, slips puck through Tomas Vokoun. Dangles right around Kris Letang en route to net. Tons of speed from Marchand in center ice.

8:11 1st period, 0-0: Adam McQuaid vs. Tanner Glass. Big swings from big boys. Glass with late flurry to close out fight.

8:01 1st period, 0-0: Brad Marchand takes tumble into boards. Gets up slowly. Looks OK but having words with refs.

4:04 1st period, 0-0: One of better shifts lately. Heavy pressure from Patrice Bergeron’s line. Good puck possession in offensive zone.

0:00 1st period, 0-0: Milan Lucic, Kaspars Daugavins, Jay Pandolfo, Dougie Hamilton, Wade Redden, and Aaron Johnson are the healthy scratches. 

Bruins wear law enforcement hats in warmups

Link|Comments (1)Posted by Fluto Shinzawa, Globe Staff April 20, 2013 12:11 PM
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By Fluto Shinzawa, Globe Staff

 Prior to pregame warmups, the Bruins left their helmets in the dressing room. They wore Massachusetts State Police, Boston Police, and Watertown Police hats to recognize the work of law enforcement in the wake of Monday’s Boston Marathon attacks.

Prior to this season, Bruins management had made helmet wear mandatory during warmups. 

Tuukka Rask and Anton Khudobin wore their masks for protective purposes.

Today's Bruins lineup

Link|Comments (4)Posted by Fluto Shinzawa, Globe Staff April 20, 2013 12:05 PM


By Fluto Shinzawa, Globe Staff

Based on pregame warmups: 

Daniel Paille-David Krejci-Nathan Horton

 Brad Marchand-Patrice Bergeron-Tyler Seguin

 Carl Soderberg-Chris Kelly-Jaromir Jagr

 Gregory Campbell-Rich Peverley-Shawn Thornton

Zdeno Chara-Dennis Seidenberg

 Andrew Ference-Johnny Boychuk

 Matt Bartkowski-Adam McQuaid

Tuukka Rask

 Anton Khudobin

* Tomas Vokoun (11-4-0, 2.58 GAA, .912 save percentage) will start in goal for the Penguins.

* Milan Lucic was not on the ice for warmups, indicating he will be a healthy scratch.

Game 43: Penguins at Bruins preview

Link|Comments (3)Posted by Fluto Shinzawa, Globe Staff April 20, 2013 10:56 AM


By Fluto Shinzawa, Globe Staff

Good morning from TD Garden, where the Bruins will play the Penguins this afternoon. The teams were originally scheduled to play last night at the Garden, but the game was postponed. 

Both teams are expected to play an emotional game given Friday’s events as a manhunt ensued for the Boston Marathon bombing suspects. The Bruins played with heavy hearts on Wednesday, the first sports game in Boston following Monday’s Boston Marathon attacks. 

“Everybody’s still in remembrance of the people that were hurt,” Andrew Ference said. “I think it will be a little less heavy feeling with the fact that so many people got to witness live heroism last night. I think everybody’s pretty proud of the authorities. I expect it to be not as heavy but a little more celebratory pride.” 

Puck drop: 12:30 p.m.

TV/radio info: NESNplus (Jack Edwards, Andy Brickley, Naoko Funayama),98.5 The Sports Hub (Dave Goucher, Bob Beers)

Records: Penguins 33-10-0, Bruins 26-11-5

Projected Bruins lineup:

Daniel Paille-David Krejci-Nathan Horton

 Brad Marchand-Patrice Bergeron-Tyler Seguin

 Carl Soderberg-Chris Kelly-Jaromir Jagr

 Gregory Campbell-Rich Peverley-Shawn Thornton

Zdeno Chara-Johnny Boychuk

 Wade Redden-Dennis Seidenberg

 Andrew Ference-Dougie Hamilton

Tuukka Rask

 Anton Khudobin 

Healthy scratches: Aaron Johnson, Adam McQuaid, Matt Bartkowski, Kaspars Daugavins, Milan Lucic, Jay Pandolfo

Storylines: Carl Soderberg is expected to make his Bruins debut. Soderberg had his first practice with the Bruins on Thursday. Soderberg arrived in Boston on Tuesday. Soderberg will wear No. 34… Milan Lucic should be a healthy scratch. Lucic played on the fourth line against Buffalo on Wednesday. With Soderberg’s addition, the Bruins have four left wings playing better than Lucic… Both teams will auction off their jerseys from today’s game. Benefits will go to the One Fund Boston… This will be the Bruins' first look at Jarome Iginla as a Penguin. The Bruins had traded for Iginla, but the deal fell apart and the Calgary captain opted for Pittsburgh... The Bruins have had three games postponed this season: two related to the Marathon attacks, and one because of a snowstorm in February. The Bruins will play again Sunday afternoon against Florida… Tomas Vokoun will start in goal for the Penguins… Tom Kowal and Wes McCauley will be the referees. Steve Barton and Scott Cherrey will be the linesmen.

Bruins-Penguins game postponed

Link|Comments (6)Posted by Matt Pepin, Boston.com Staff April 19, 2013 03:12 PM


By Matt Pepin, Boston.com Staff

The Bruins' game Friday vs. the Pittsburgh Penguins was postponed because a massive manhunt for one of the Boston Marathon bombing suspects had the city and surrounding regions on lockdown for most of the day. 

Update, 10:05 p.m.: The NHL confirmed late Friday the game would be played Saturday at 12:30 p.m. The Penguins' originally scheduled Saturday game, vs. the Sabres at night in Pittsburgh, was moved to Tuesday.

The Bruins' game on Monday, when two bombs exploded near the finish line of the Boston Marathon at 2:50 p.m., was also postponed. That game was rescheduled for April 28.

Two-team stick salute to Boston fans was Vanek's idea

Link|Comments (7)Posted by Zuri Berry, Boston.com Staff April 19, 2013 01:31 PM


By Zuri Berry, Boston.com Staff

The lasting image from the Bruins-Sabres game Wednesday night at TD Garden is not only the shared singing of the national anthem by fans and Rene Rancourt, but also the two-team stick salute when the game ended.

We now know who broached the idea: Sabres captain Thomas Vanek.

The Buffalo News runs it down:

Vanek, along with alternate captains Steve Ott and Drew Stafford, broached the idea at the morning skate with team trainers, who took it to the Boston side. Vanek and Boston captain Zdeno Chara then met on the ice at the start of pregame warmup to finalize the plans. 

As the News noted, home teams usually acknowledge their fans with a stick salute after victories. So it was unusual -- though welcome -- after the Sabres won, 3-2, in a shootout. 

"Even though they play in that city, it doesn't matter where you're from," Vanek told the News. "Buffalo, my case Europe or whatever. Everyone gets affected by it. 

"We didn't think about the publicity it's getting. For us, it was just to appreciate the people who came.

"The atmosphere was unbelievable. It's a few hours away from something you have to not think about. It was good for everyone, a good few hours."

Bruins cancel morning skate, postpone playoff tickets sale

Link|Comments (0)Posted by Zuri Berry, Boston.com Staff April 19, 2013 10:35 AM


By Zuri Berry, Boston.com Staff

The Bruins and Penguins canceled their morning skate ahead of Friday night's game at TD Garden because of the widespread manhunt for the Boston Marathon bombing suspect.

The Bruins also postponed their sale of playoff tickets, which was scheduled to begin at 11 a.m. Friday.

Fans who want to purchase playoff tickets will be able to do so 11 a.m. Monday April 22 now.

Rene Rancourt: I needed fans' help with anthem

Link|Comments (69)Posted by Matt Pepin, Boston.com Staff April 18, 2013 09:39 AM


By Matt Pepin, Boston.com Staff

 Boston Bruins national anthem singer Rene Rancourt said Wednesday night's stirring rendition of the national anthem at Boston's first major sports event since the Marathon bombing was his most memorable ever.

He also said he worried about being able to get through it. He began the anthem, then put down his microphone and let the TD Garden crowd take it from there.

“I’m sure that the people didn’t even realize how much help I actually did need. It was wonderful. The sound was carrying me, lifting me up in the room. It was just something indescribable," Rancourt said in an interview on WEEI's Dennis & Callahan program Thursday morning. "I’m afraid I would have probably broken up a few times during the anthem. I’m not ashamed to admit that.”

Rancourt said the Bruins approached him with the idea of letting the fans sing the anthem.

“I was very nervous ... what if you stop singing and nothing happens? It went more than well. I’m just so proud for having been part of it," he said.

Bruins' Boston Strong logos available

Link|Comments (1)Posted by Matt Pepin, Boston.com Staff April 18, 2013 09:33 AM
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By Matt Pepin, Boston.com Staff

 The Bruins have made their versions of the Boston Strong logos available on their web site, along with the blue and yellow ribbon version that was projected onto the TD Garden ice and worn by team staff at Wednesday night's game.

Four options to choose from can be found here.

Bruins, Garden honor victims of Boston Marathon attacks

Link|Comments (5)Posted by Fluto Shinzawa, Globe Staff April 17, 2013 07:47 PM


By Fluto Shinzawa, Globe Staff

 The Bruins paid tribute to the victims of Monday’s Boston Marathon bombings prior to Wednesday night's game against the Buffalo Sabres. After the players emerged from the dressing rooms, there was a moment of silence while the scoreboard showed a blue- and-yellow "Boston Strong" ribbon.

After the moment of silence, images from Monday’s events were shown on the scoreboard. 

National anthem singer Rene Rancourt, without his usual accompaniment from organist Ron Poster, started to sing "The Star-Spangled Banner" into his microphone. Rancourt then lowered the mike to allow the crowd to finish the anthem.

Players from both teams wore "Boston Strong" decals on the backs of their helmets. 

Final: Sabres 3, Bruins 2 (SO)

Link|Comments (86)Posted by Fluto Shinzawa, Globe Staff April 17, 2013 07:32 PM


All done in Boston. Drew Stafford with the only shootout goal.

5:00 OT, 2-2: Shootout time. Bruins even had a late power play with 3.7 seconds left.

20:00 3d period, 2-2: Overtime. Bruins gain one point. Bruins qualify for playoffs.

19:23 3d period, 2-2: All tied up. With Andrew Ference in the box, Cody Hodgson redirects a Thomas Vanek pass past Anton Khudobin.

14:48 3d period, Bruins 2-1: Andrew Ference with save of night on Drew Stafford. Anton Khudobin way out of his net to challenge point shot. Couldn’t get back in time. Ference gets his leg in front of Stafford’s shot.

11:31 3d period, Bruins 2-1: Ryan Miller gloves Tyler Seguin’s slot snapper. Set up by Brad Marchand. Left wing looks just fine in his first game back from concussion.

2:02 3d period, Bruins 2-1: Daniel Paille nearly scores on shorthanded break. Ryan Miller dives to help bust up the bid. Paille having a heck of a night.

20:00 2d period, Bruins 2-1: One of better periods for Bruins in latest stretch. Grinding, physical play in offensive zone. Bruins outshot Sabres, 10-7.

14:48 2d period, Bruins 2-1: Chris Kelly foiled on first attempt. But lifts second shot over Ryan Miller’s left pad and into net. Daniel Paille with the feed. Second goal for No. 3 line.

14:29 2d period, 1-1: Ovation to honor first responders during TV timeout.

14:01 2d period, 1-1: Tempers flare. John Scott cuffs Jaromir Jagr in front of Bruins bench. Dennis Seidenberg gives Scott a jolt. Bruins don’t have right personnel on ice to handle Scott.

12:35 2d period, 1-1: Open net for Milan Lucic. Can’t handle puck. Tyler Seguin had created chance by using outside speed and feeding in front. Puck glances off Lucic’s skate.

12:19 2d period, 1-1: Flareup between Brad Marchand and Nathan Gerbe. Those two used to go at it in AHL. Not best of friends.

9:35 2d period, 1-1: Partial break for Brad Marchand. Adam Pardy busts up chance by diving at last moment. Nice pass by Jaromir Jagr to spring Marchand.

3:27 2d period, 1-1: Ten-bell save for Anton Khudobin. Kevin Porter wide open in slot for one-timer. Khudobin gloves Porter’s shot.

20:00 1st period, 1-1: Both teams work through sky-high emotions of first period. Should be back to normal hockey for Periods 2 and 3. 

18:20 1st period, 1-1: Buffalo ties it up on power play. Christian Ehrhoff with point shot. Thomas Vanek tips puck past Anton Khudobin. No chance for Khudobin. Vanek might be best in tipping business.

12:53 1st period, Bruins 1-0: Tough tripping call on Brad Marchand. Video replay shows Mark Pysyk already losing edge when Marchand taps him with stick.

5:45 1st period, Bruins 1-0: Third line comes through. Chris Kelly fights through Christian Ehrhoff check down low. Finds Daniel Paille in front. Paille gives Bruins 1-0 lead.

0:00 1st period, 0-0: Kaspars Daugavins, Jay Pandolfo, Carl Soderberg, Matt Bartkowski, Aaron Johnson, and Adam McQuaid are the healthy scratches. Patrice Bergeron, Brad Marchand, Wade Redden in.

Tonight's Bruins lineup

Link|Comments (0)Posted by Fluto Shinzawa, Globe Staff April 17, 2013 07:01 PM


By Fluto Shinzawa, Globe Staff

Based on pregame warmups: 

Gregory Campbell-David Krejci-Jaromir Jagr

 Brad Marchand-Patrice Bergeron-Tyler Seguin

 Daniel Paille-Chris Kelly-Nathan Horton

 Milan Lucic-Rich Peverley-Shawn Thornton

Zdeno Chara-Johnny Boychuk

 Wade Redden-Dennis Seidenberg

 Andrew Ference-Dougie Hamilton

Anton Khudobin

 Tuukka Rask

* Ryan Miller (14-17-5, 2.84 GAA, .913 save percentage) will start in goal for the Sabres.

Bruins announce support for bombing victims, tributes planned at tonight's game

Link|Comments (3)Posted by Matt Pepin, Boston.com Staff April 17, 2013 02:21 PM


By Matt Pepin, Boston.com Staff

The Bruins have announced several ways they'll support and recognize the victims of Monday's bombings at the Boston Marathon. 

Bruins owner Jeremy Jacobs will donate $100,000 on behalf of the team to The One Fund, and the team announced additional donations of $50,000 each from TD Garden, the NHL, and the NHL Players Association. The Bruins have donated 80 tickets to Wednesday's game vs. the Sabres to be given to first-response emergency personnel involved in the aftermath Monday.

There will be other observances at Wednesday night's game, which begins at 7:35 p.m.:

•TD Garden will be lit in yellow and blue, the colors of the Boston Marathon, and two dasher boards will have The One Fund logo.

•Both Bruins and Sabres players will wear "Boston Strong" decals on their helmets, and team staff will wear yellow and blue ribbons.

•A Boston Strong video will be shown and a moment of silence will be observed.

•The national anthem will be sung by Rene Rancourt and the Boston Fire Department Honor Guard. Fans are encouraged to sing along.

•A special "B-Spoked Salute" will take place during the second intermission to honor first responders.

•Bruins forward Brad Marchand will raffle his suite for the Bruins' first home playoff game, with all proceeds to benefit the family of Martin Richard, 8, of Dorchester, who was killed in the bombings. The raffle web site is live now.

live 

Game 42: Bruins vs. Sabres; Marchand and Bergeron return

Link|Comments (30)Posted by Kevin Paul Dupont, Globe Staff April 17, 2013 10:08 AM
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By Kevin Paul Dupont, Globe Staff

 Hello from TD Bank Garden, where both Patrice Bergeron and Brad Marchand will return to the Boston lineup this evening when the Bruins face the Sabres on Causeway Street.

 Defenseman Wade Redden, obtained at the trade deadline from St. Louis, also will play in his first game as a Bruin.

Bergeron was sidelined two weeks ago with his fourth career concussion when hit by Ottawa's Colin Greening in what appeared to be a routine, fairly harmless goal-mouth collision. 

Marchand suffered his first career concussion last Wednesday when elbowed in the head by New Jersey defenseman Anton Volchenkov. He only began skating on Sunday.

Redden, relegated to the AHL by the Rangers the last couple of years, began the season in St. Louis after being bought out by the Blueshirts. The Bruins desperately need some help moving the puck out of their own zone and Redden was once one of the game's best puck-moving defensemen.

Tonight's crowd, expected to be a sellout 17,565, will be the first major gathering in the Hub since Monday's bombing at the Marathon finish line, a couple of miles across town from TD Garden. Extra security is already in place in the Garden area and North Station, including many Homeland Security vehicles outside the adjacent Federal building.

All vehicles entering the North Station garage this morning were checked by security staff, with drivers asked to step out of their cars. Bruins general manager Peter Chiarelli politely obliged security staff, stepping out of his Honda pickup just before 10 a.m. for an inspection that lasted less than two minutes. 

The Bruins had top Swedish prospect Carl Soderberg (at left in photo) skating with them for the first time Tuesday morning. He has been appointed a No. 34 sweater, but will not play this evening. During the workout, he subbed in a line comprised of Gregory Campbell, David Krejci and Jaromir Jagr.

 Andrew Ference was expected to get the night off on Monday. Doug Hamilton, given the last two games to rest, moved into Ference's blueline spot for the Monday morning skate. Ference probably plays tonight, with Adam McQuaid and Matt Bartkowski the likely scratches with Hamilton and Redden getting the green light.

Look for Tuukka Rask to get tonight's start in goal. Rask took the loss Saturday night in Raleigh and is now 17-8-4.

 Puck drop: 7:35 p.m. 

Record: Bruins, 26-11-4; Sabres, 18-19-6.

TV/radio info: NBC Sports Network (Doc Emerick on play-by-play). 98.5 The Sports Hub (Dave Goucher, Bob Beers)

Projected lineup:

 Gregoy Campbell-David Krejci-Jaromir Jagr

 Brad Marchand-Patrice Bergeron-Tyler Seguin

 Danny Paille-Chris Kelly-Nathan Horton

 Milan Lucic-Rich Peverley-Shawn Thornton

Zdeno Chara-Johnny Boychuk

 Dennis Seidenberg-Dougie Hamilton

 Andrew Ference-Wade Redden

Tuukka Rask

 Anton Khudobin

Healthy scratches: Aaron Johnson (D); Matt Bartkowski (D), Adam McQuaid (D); Jay Pandolfo (F); Carl Soderberg(F).

Storylines: The Bruins are trying to re-establish their game after back-to-back losses to the Islanders and Canes, only the second time this season they have lost two straight in regulation ... One point or more tonight will clinch a sixth straight trip to the playoffs for the Bruins ... Boston is a measly 3-for-30 on the power play over the last 15 games. The PK unit is 29-for-36 (80.5 percent) over the same 15 games ... The Bruins have been outshot in each of the last six games, for a combined 213-168 deficit ... Referees: Dan O'Rourke and Francis Charron.; Linesmen: Scott Cherrey and Brad Kovachik.

Bruins back at practice; game rescheduled for April 28

Link|Comments (3)Posted by Staff April 16, 2013 04:05 PM


By Nancy Marrapese-Burrell, Globe Staff

WILMINGTON -- The Bruins returned to practice at Ristuccia Arena Tuesday, and although the players and coaches tried to keep their minds on hockey, it wasn't easy. All were affected by the bombings at the Boston Marathon finish line Monday afternoon. 

"What do you do? You feel helpless,'' said defenseman Andrew Ference. "It's an empty feeling. You're proud that so many people are helping out and you start to hear back from people that you know, they're OK, so you're happy.

"Obviously, you know there are a lot of people who are getting different news and you feel pretty heartbroken for them.''

None of the players or coaches were surprised that Monday's game against Ottawa was postponed. On Tuesday, the Bruins announced that the game has been rescheduled for Sunday, April 28, at 7 p.m.

The decision to postpone was seen by all as proper, a no-brainer.

When the Bruins do get back to work -- they will play as scheduled Wednesday night at TD Garden against Buffalo -- they will do their best to lift the city, for at least a little while, from its collective mourning.

"Especially in this town, sports are obviously woven into the fabric of this city,'' said Ference. "The fact that it's at the Marathon and affected so many people in a personal way, it's not just about it happening in our city. It happened to people we know, it happened to places that we go.

"You support any way you can and try to represent the city as best you can and help in whatever way you can. It's a bit of a helpless feeling right now. I know it was a pretty heavy room today with a lot of guys just feeling awful.

"In some sense, you feel a bit helpless as far as what you can do after the fact as far as action. We'll do our job and make sure we're there when people need us and think of anything possible we can do to help.''

In one piece of hockey business, the Bruins announced that Jordan Caron had been assigned to Providence.

Tonight's Bruins game canceled

Link|Comments (6)Posted by Robert Burgess April 15, 2013 05:05 PM


The National Hockey League has postponed tonight’s Boston Bruins game against the Ottawa Senators at TD Garden. The game was scheduled to take place at 7 p.m.

The game will be rescheduled, according to the league. The Bruins have seven regular-season games remaining before the playoffs. Their next game is scheduled for Wednesday at home against the Buffalo Sabres.

Here is the notice from the Bruins front office:

 The game between the Ottawa Senators and Boston Bruins scheduled for tonight at TD Garden has been postponed, the National Hockey League announced today. 

 The game will be rescheduled. The date and time will be announced at a later date. 

 The National Hockey League wishes to express its sympathy to all affected by the tragic events that took place in Boston earlier this afternoon. 

Here is the statement from Bruins President Cam Neely:

 After consultation with City, State and NHL officials we collectively made the decision to postpone tonight's game. Public safety personnel from the City and State are still gathering information regarding today's events and it is vital they have all resources available for their investigation. The thoughts and prayers of everyone in the Bruins organization are with the city of Boston and all those affected by today's tragedy.

Game No. 43: Bruins vs. Senators

Link|Comments (15)Posted by Kevin Paul Dupont, Globe Staff April 15, 2013 12:28 PM


Hello from TD Bank Garden, where it appears Patrice Bergeron will return to the Boston lineup this evening when the Bruins face the Senators on Causeway Street.

Bergeron was sidelined two weeks ago with his fourth career concussion when hit by Ottawa's Colin Greening in what appeared to be a routine goal-mouth collision. 

''The final decision's not mine,'' Bergeron said after skating this morning on a line that he centered with Milan Lucic on his left and Tyler Seguin on his right. ''But I feel I can play tonight.''

Coach Claude Julien said the decision, as always, will be made in concert with Bergeron, club management, coaches, trainers and doctors. In other words: game time decision. The bet here: 90 percent chance he suits up.

''When you have been through what Patrice has been through,'' noted Julien, ''you always make sure you are extra safe with him.''

Andrew Ference gets the night off. Doug Hamilton, given the last two games to rest, moves into Ference's blue line spot.

Brad Marchand, concussed Wednesday night in Newark, skated for a second day in a row and reported that he felt well after the morning skate. He has yet to be cleared for contact.

Look for Tuukka Rask to get tonight's start. Rask took the loss Saturday night in Raleigh and is now 17-8-4.

Puck drop: 7:05 p.m. EST

Record: Bruins, 26-11-4; Senators, 21-14-6.

TV/radio info: NESN (Jack Edwards, Andy Brickley and Naoko Funayama; 98.5 The Sports Hub (Dave Goucher, Bob Beers)

Projected lineup:

Gregoy Campbell-David Krejci-Jaromir Jagr

 Milan Lucic-Patrice Bergeron-Tyler Seguin

 Danny Paille-Chris Kelly-Nathan Horton

 Kaspars Daugavins-Rich Peverley-Shawn Thornton

Zdeno Chara-Johnny Boychuk

 Dennis Seidenberg-Dougie Hamilton

 Adam McQuaid-Matt Bartkowski

 Tuukka Rask

 Anton Khudobin

Healthy scratches: Aaron Johnson (D); Wade Redden (D); Andrew Ference (D); Jay Pandolfo (F); Carl Soderberg(F), Jordan Caron (F)

Injured: Brad Marchand (concussion).

Story lines: The Bruins are trying to reestablish their game after back-to-back losses to the Islanders and Canes, only the second time this season they have lost two straight in regulation....One point tonight will clinch a sixth straight trip to the playoffs for the Bruins...Boston is a measley 3-for-30 on the power play over the last 15 games. The PK unit is 29-for-36 (80.5 percent) over the same 15 games....The Bruins have been outshot in each of the last six games, for a combined 213-168 deficit....Ference is out (coach's decision) for the first time this season. He logged over 20 minutes of time on ice in each of the last five games....Referees: Brad Meier and Chris Rooney; Linesemen: Michael Cormier and Brad Kovachik.

Rest day for Bruins

Link|Comments (24)Posted by Fluto Shinzawa, Globe Staff April 14, 2013 10:53 AM


By Fluto Shinzawa, Globe Staff

The Bruins have been given today off. They will kick off a four-game homestand Monday against Ottawa. 

With no practice and no media availability, here’s the latest version of Plus/Minus:

Plus

+ Patrice Bergeron’s good health. Bergeron skated hard Saturday morning in Raleigh. Bergeron should return during the homestand, perhaps as early as Monday. But the best sign was a smiling Bergeron, proclaiming himself fit and feeling good. Bergeron is as good a person as you’ll find in pro sports.

+ Gregory Campbell’s performance in elevated role. With Bergeron unavailable for the last six games, Campbell had to assume greater responsibilities. Campbell hit all his marks. Campbell’s scoring streak ended last night, but he helped to set up the first goal with his forechecking and wall work. The Bruins will be stronger when Campbell returns to his normal position, butthe gritty center did an excellent job in a top-six role.

+ The impending arrival of Carl Soderberg. The forward will travel to Boston on Tuesday. It’s an event that’s been anticipated for more than five years.

Minus

- Milan Lucic’s quiet game. Lucic snapped his nine-game goal-scoring drought Saturday night. But Lucic is still chasing the game and fighting himself. Lucic can’t find his rhythm and seems mystified by how his game has gone missing. Don’t see a lack of effort, but simply a player who’s lost his confidence and doesn’t have many things to feel good about. Lucic has to work himself through this slump. He’s too important to his team.

- Shift-to-shift inconsistency. This has been a problem for several weeks. The Bruins can’t gain any rhythm because they don’t know what they’re going to get from each line. They’re at their best when four lines are rolling smoothly. Instead, they’re sputtering.

- Too much thinking. Mentally, the Bruins are tired. They play like they’re overprocessing each sequence. When that happens, they hesitate and make mistakes. Players are successful when they play instinctively. 

Watch: Bruins-Hurricanes highlights

Link|Comments (1)Posted by David Pierce, Boston.com Staff April 14, 2013 04:04 AM


Final: Hurricanes 4, Bruins 2

Link|Comments (60)Posted by Fluto Shinzawa, Globe Staff April 13, 2013 06:54 PM


All done in Carolina. Jiri Tlusty scores ENG to finish out Bruins.

13:26 3d period, Hurricanes 3-2: Tuukka Rask at top of crease to cut down Jiri Tlusty angle. Bruins looking very fragile. One more Carolina goal and could be curtains.

9:36 3d period, Hurricanes 3-2: Ex-Bruin Joe Corvo with the PP strike. Takes pass from Marc-Andre Bergeron and goes high blocker on Tuukka Rask.

6:49 3d period, 2-2: Tuukka Rask comes way out to boot away Chad LaRose attempt.

20:00 2d period, 2-2: Expect a three-line attack for Bruins in third period. Tyler Seguin got a late shift with Nathan Horton and David Krejci.

17:57 2d period, 2-2: Horrid line change by Hurricanes. Tyler Seguin takes advantage. Goes high glove on Justin Peters. Timely goal.

14:04 2d period, Hurricanes 2-1: Jiri Tlusty with the net-front strike. Quick passing down low by Eric Staal. Whips blind backhand pass out from behind net. 

10:14 2d period, 1-1: Terrific glove save by Justin Peters on Jaromir Jagr. Sprawls out at last moment. Bruins can’t score on five-on-three.

20:00 1st period, 1-1: Tuukka Rask still hot. Slams stick into boards as he makes a quick exit. Probably some naughty Finnish words flying around.

19:38 1st period, 1-1: Gregory Campbell vs. Nicolas Blanchard. Off the draw. Looked like Blanchard and Adam McQuaid were having words too.

19:26 1st period, 1-1: Jeff Skinner takes PP shot from below goal line. Puck bounces off Tuukka Rask and into net. 

18:41 1st period, Bruins 1-0: Zdeno Chara vs. Jay Harrison. Harrison gets things going by popping Chara after whistle. Chara responds. Harrison does job, gets captain off for five minutes.

14:14 1st period, Bruins 1-0: Shawn Thornton vs. Kevin Westgarth off the draw. Westgarth starts with left. Thornton gets Westgarth’s helmet off. Both on feet when fight ends.

8:16 1st period, Bruins 1-0: Giveaway by Adam McQuaid. Jordan Staal has good look in front, but Tuukka Rask gloves shot.

6:07 1st period, Bruins 1-0: Milan Lucic tips Matt Bartkowski’s point shot past Justin Peters. Had gained net-front position on Justin Faulk. Lucic’s first goal since March 25.

0:00 1st period, 0-0: Jay Pandolfo, Dougie Hamilton, Aaron Johnson, and Wade Redden are healthy scratches.

Tonight's Bruins lineup

Link|Comments (0)Posted by Fluto Shinzawa, Globe Staff April 13, 2013 06:35 PM


By Fluto Shinzawa, Globe Staff

Based on pregame warmups: 

Daniel Paille-David Krejci-Nathan Horton

 Milan Lucic-Gregory Campbell-Jaromir Jagr

 Jordan Caron-Chris Kelly-Tyler Seguin

 Kaspars Daugavins-Rich Peverley-Shawn Thornton

Zdeno Chara-Johnny Boychuk

 Matt Bartkowski-Dennis Seidenberg

 Andrew Ference-Adam McQuaid

Tuukka Rask

 Anton Khudobin 

* Justin Peters (3-8-0, 3.02 GAA, .902 save percentage) will start in goal for the Hurricanes.

NHL approves Carl Soderberg's transfer to Bruins

Link|Comments (3)Posted by Fluto Shinzawa, Globe Staff April 13, 2013 05:33 PM


By Fluto Shinzawa, Globe Staff

The NHL has stamped Carl Soderberg’s NHL transfer card, which frees the Swedish forward to report to the Bruins. Soderberg’s NHL arrival had been delayed because the Swedish federation had vetoed his transfer.

The Swedes had argued that Soderberg had a second contract with the federation as well as with Linkoping, his Swedish club. But the NHL did not agree. The Bruins had negotiated Soderberg’s release with Linkoping and signed the forward to a three-year contract.

“The NHL rejected Swedish argument that a second contract existed with the federation,” J.P. Barry, Soderberg’s agent, wrote in an email. “They ruled our release from Linkoping extinguished all obligations and allowed Carl to sign with the Bruins.”

Soderberg plans to travel to Boston on Tuesday. 

Patrice Bergeron feeling better, close to return

Link|Comments (6)Posted by Fluto Shinzawa, Globe Staff April 13, 2013 12:58 PM


By Fluto Shinzawa, Globe Staff

Patrice Bergeron will miss his sixth straight game tonight. But given the pace of Bergeron’s recovery, it’s a good bet the center will be back in uniform next week, perhaps as early as Monday against Ottawa.

Bergeron participated in the morning skate. During power-play drills, Bergeron served as a penalty killer.

“There’s no limitations anymore,” Bergeron said. “I can initiate contact and take contact and practice, obviously. Teammates always take it easy on you. But I feel fine. It’s good news that I’m cleared for that.”

Bergeron suffered his concussion on April 2 when he took an elbow from Ottawa’s Colin Greening. Doctors told Bergeron that Greening’s elbow struck him squarely enough – the impact was behind his left ear – to cause the concussion.

Bergeron had headaches initially. But his symptoms cleared more quickly than when he suffered his previous concussion in the 2010-11 playoffs.

“I felt better quicker,” Bergeron said. “The symptoms went away quicker this time. I had some headaches the first day. The next day, I was fine. It was very encouraging. I’ve been asymptomatic for quite a while now since the injury. It’s really good news – working out, skating, pushing and shoving with guys, I feel fine. I’m feeling good and it’s positive.”

* Dougie Hamilton will be a healthy scratch for the second straight game. Hamilton will be back in the lineup on Monday, Claude Julien said. “Two games in a row almost allows him five days to get some good rest – close to a week,” Julien said. “I think that will make a big difference. We value him. He’s a good player. He’ll be back in our lineup next game. Rest is the only reason he’s been sitting out. It’s certainly not because of his play.”

* Milan Lucic was not part of either unit during power-play drills. Lucic was not on the power play on Thursday against the Islanders. Gregory Campbell and Jordan Caron served as the net-front men this morning.

Tonight’s expected lineup:

Daniel Paille-David Krejci-Nathan Horton

 Milan Lucic-Gregory Campbell-Jaromir Jagr

 Jordan Caron-Chris Kelly-Tyler Seguin

 Kaspars Daugavins-Rich Peverley-Shawn Thornton

Zdeno Chara-Johnny Boychuk

 Matt Bartkowski-Dennis Seidenberg

 Andrew Ference-Adam McQuaid

Tuukka Rask

 Anton Khudobin 

live 

Game 41: Bruins at Hurricanes preview

Link|Comments (23)Posted by Fluto Shinzawa, Globe Staff April 13, 2013 10:12 AM


By Fluto Shinzawa, Globe Staff

RALEIGH – Good morning from PNC Arena, where the Bruins will play the Hurricanes for the second time this week. The Bruins claimed the first meeting on Monday at TD Garden, 6-2. 

Patrice Bergeron (concussion) is with the team and is expected to participate in the morning skate. Bergeron will not play tonight.

The Bruins didn’t have a full practice Friday, so they did not reveal any lineup changes. For now, we’ll go with Thursday’s lineup against the Islanders and update after the skate.

Puck drop: 7 p.m.

TV/radio info: NESN (Jack Edwards, Andy Brickley, Naoko Funayama),98.5 The Sports Hub (Dave Goucher, Bob Beers)

Records: Bruins 26-10-4, Hurricanes 16-22-2

Projected Bruins lineup:

Daniel Paille-David Krejci-Nathan Horton

 Milan Lucic-Gregory Campbell-Jaromir Jagr

 Jordan Caron-Chris Kelly-Tyler Seguin

 Kaspars Daugavins-Rich Peverley-Shawn Thornton

Zdeno Chara-Johnny Boychuk

 Matt Bartkowski-Dennis Seidenberg

 Andrew Ference-Adam McQuaid

Tuukka Rask

 Anton Khudobin 

Healthy scratches: Dougie Hamilton, Aaron Johnson, Jay Pandolfo, Wade Redden

Storylines: Carl Soderberg remains in limbo. The Bruins have signed Soderberg to a three-year contract and bought out his deal with Linkoping, his Swedish club. But the Swedish federation vetoed Soderberg’s transfer earlier this week. It will be up to the NHL to determine whether to stamp Soderberg’s transfer card or comply with the Swedes’ wishes… The Bruins can clinch a playoff spot by recording one point… Carolina has lost its last seven games. It is the franchise’s longest losing streak since relocating from Hartford… Ian Walsh and Dan O’Halloran will be the referees. Jonny Murray and Andy McElman will be the linesmen. 

Patrice Bergeron travels with team to Carolina, but not likely to play

Link|Comments (19)Posted by Michael Vega, Globe Staff April 12, 2013 12:36 PM


By Michael Vega, Globe Staff 

WILMINGTON --- Patrice Bergeron, who suffered a "mild'' concussion in a 2-0 victory at Buffalo March 31, participated in an optional skate Friday morning at Ristuccia Arena and engaged in several net-front battle drills, and looked nimble and strong in his second time back on the ice in as many days.

"He just did some regular drills, just like he was going to be in the game,'' said back-up goaltender Anton Khudobin, who worked in net against Bergeron. "He stayed in front of me and we tried to do some excercises like he was going to be in the game. I tried to do what I'm going to do and he tried to do what he's going to do. It was normal.''

Asked if Bergeron looked better, Khudobin replied, "Oh, of course, of course. Hopefully, he's getting better, but all the questions are still on the doctors.''

Although Bergeron was expected to travel with the team to Raleigh, N.C., for Saturday night's game against the Hurricanes, Bruins coach Claude Julien said Bergeron was not expected to play.

"Bergy will travel with us,'' Julien said. "He's skating now and he's skating with us and he's better off to work out with us than to stay behind.''

Asked if Bergeron would be available to play, Julien replied, "I don't think so. I don't think so. We're certainly going to be cautious with him. He's had a history of [concussions] and we're not going to take a gamble with it.''

Weary Bruins try to regroup following 2-1 loss to Islanders

Link|Comments (2)Posted by Michael Vega, Globe Staff April 12, 2013 10:48 AM


By Michael Vega, Globe Staff 

WILMINGTON --- Greetings from Ristuccia Arena where the weary Bruins, who capped a tough stretch of three games in four nights with a 2-1 loss against the Islanders Thursday night at TD Garden, attempted to regroup with a limited workout before traveling to Raleigh, N.C., for Saturday night's game against the Hurricanes.

The guess here is that the healthy scratches from Thursday night's game -- defensemen Wade Redden, Dougie Hamilton, and Aaron Johnson, and forwards Jay Pandolfo and Patrice Bergeron --- will take part in the optional skate. It will be interesting to see if Bergeron, who skated for the first time Thursday morning since suffering a mild concussion in a 2-0 victory at Buffalo March 31, will continue his progress by getting back out on the ice.

We'll check in to see if there are any updates on Brad Marchand, who suffered a mild concussion Wednesday night in a 5-4 victory at New Jersey that resulted in a four-game NHL suspension of Anton Volchenkov.

live 

Final: Islanders 2, Bruins 1

Link|Comments (45)Posted by Michael Vega, Globe Staff April 11, 2013 07:19 PM


Final: Islanders 2, Bruins 1: The Bruins stay atop the Northeast Division standings was a short one after dropping a 2-1 loss to the Islanders before a TD Garden crowd of 17,565. The B's managed just two attempted shots, with none finding the net, in the last 1:23 after pulling Tuukka Rask (34 saves) in lieu of an extra skater. Little good it did the Bruins, though.

Third period

Islanders 2, Bruins 1, 18;37: Bruins pull Rask from goal for the extra attacker.

Islanders 2, Bruins 1, 8:08: Scoring change on Bailey's second goal. Credit Frans Nielsen (20) and Mark Streit (18) with assists.

Second intermission: Islanders 2, Bruins 1 The Islanders took the play to the Bruins in the second outshooting Boston, 18-8, in the period. Through two periods, the Islanders outshot the Bs, 28-24. Bailey picked up his second goal of the night (and ninth of the season) on a softie that got past Rask whent he puck trickled off his left skate and across the goal line. It was that kind of period for the Bruins.

Second period

Islanders 2, Bruins 1, 13:12: Josh Bailey scored his second goal of the game and ninth of the season he broke into the attacking zone unassisted after turning over Adam McQuaid in the neutral zone and winning a puck race. Bailey's shot on net trickled off Rask's left skate and across the goal line.

Islanders 1, Bruins 1, 10:02: Splayed on his stomach in front of the net, Rask makes a brilliant save, stopping Matt Moulson, who missed on his goal-mouth whack, hitting Rask on his facemask. Since the start of the second period, the Islanders have outshot the Bruins, 14-4.

Islanders 1, Bruins 1, PPG, 3:41: With 34 seconds left on the man advantage, Tyler Seguin struck on a beautiful, harsh angle power-play tally from the left wing.Seguin converted a cross-ice pass goal-mouth pass from Gregory Campbell, who had relayed a neutral zone pass from Jaromir Jagr. It was Seguin's 14th goal of the season. 

PENALTY: Islanders, 2:15: Brad Boyes put the Bruins on the man advantage for the first time in the game when he was sent off to serve a delay-of-game minor.

First intermission: Islanders 1, Bruins 0 Game 40 of the Bruins' lockout-shortened season did not get off to a good start after the B's surrendered a late Josh Bailey goal at 19:40 to allow the Islanders to take a 1-0 lead into the room after the first period. The Bruins outshot the Islanders, 16-9, in the first.

First period

Islanders 1, Bruins 0, 19:40: Rask almost made it out of period unscathed until, that is, he was beaten top shelf by Josh Bailey's sniper shot from the left wing. Mark Streit carried the puck with speed from the neutral zone and teed it up for Bailey, who tallied his eighth goal of the season.

Bruins 0, Islanders 0, 18:55: Tuukka Rask made a brilliant stop on John Tavares's wraparound bid, which left the Islander assistant captain crestfallen.

PENALTY: Bruins, 12:26: David Krejci puts the Islanders on the man advantage for the first time of the night when he is sent off for tripping Travis Hamonic, who had to be helped off the ice. Bruins' PK erased the penalty.

Bruins 0, Islanders 0, 9:26: Jordan Caron had an apparent goal waved off after he appeared to knock home juicy rebound of Chris Kelly's goal-mouth whack against Evgeni Nabokov. The puck hit the right post, but did not cross the goal line. No goal.

Tonight's Bruins lineup

Link|Comments (2)Posted by Fluto Shinzawa, Globe Staff April 11, 2013 06:35 PM


By Fluto Shinzawa, Globe Staff

Based on pregame warmups: 

Daniel Paille-David Krejci-Nathan Horton

 Milan Lucic-Gregory Campbell-Jaromir Jagr

 Jordan Caron-Chris Kelly-Tyler Seguin

 Kaspars Daugavins-Rich Peverley-Shawn Thornton

Zdeno Chara-Johnny Boychuk

 Matt Bartkowski-Dennis Seidenberg

 Andrew Ference-Adam McQuaid

Tuukka Rask

 Anton Khudobin 

* Evgeni Nabokov (19-11-4, 2.59 GAA, .908 save percentage) will start in goal for the Islanders.

Brad Marchand diagnosed with mild concussion

Link|Comments (11)Posted by Fluto Shinzawa, Globe Staff April 11, 2013 05:55 PM


By Fluto Shinzawa, Globe Staff

Brad Marchand has been diagnosed with a mild concussion. Marchand was injured in last night’s second period when he was elbowed by New Jersey’s Anton Volchenkov. The Devils defenseman was suspended for four games for the hit. 

The Bruins are already without Patrice Bergeron, Marchand’s usual center, because of a concussion. Neither will play tonight against New Jersey. 

Marchand is the team’s leading scorer with 16 goals and 17 assists for 33 points. Marchand is averaging 17:10 of ice time per game, including 1:55 on the power play and 1:11 on the penalty kill. Marchand is one of the team’s most important all-around forwards.

Swedish federation vetoes Carl Soderberg's transfer

Link|Comments (45)Posted by Fluto Shinzawa, Globe Staff April 11, 2013 05:47 PM


By Fluto Shinzawa, Globe Staff

Carl Soderberg’s arrival in Boston has been delayed. As TSN first reported, the Swedish federation has declined to issue Soderberg his transfer card, thereby preventing him from reporting to the NHL. 

The Bruins have already signed Soderberg to a three-year contract. Soderberg has also negotiated his exit deal with Linkoping, his Swedish club.

The NHL is entering a five-day period to determine its next move, according to a source familiar with the situation. The NHL could go against the Swedes and stamp Soderberg’s transfer card. If that happens and the Swedish federation balks, the issue might have to be settled in an arbitration court. 

Soderberg still wants to play for the Bruins.

Anton Volchenkov suspended four games for hit on Brad Marchand

Link|Comments (54)Posted by Fluto Shinzawa, Globe Staff April 11, 2013 02:00 PM


By Fluto Shinzawa, Globe Staff

The NHL has tagged New Jersey's Anton Volchenkov with a four-game suspension. Volchenkov delivered an illegal hit to the head of Brad Marchand in the second period of last night's 5-4 Bruins win. 

A woozy Marchand needed help getting off the ice. Marchand did not return to the game. Marchand is being evaluated today for a possible concussion.

NHL disciplinarian Brendan Shanahan noted in his video explanation that Volchenkov made reckless elbow contact. Volchenkov has a history, Shanahan said, although he is not considered a repeat offender.

Marchand is the team's leading scorer with 16 goals and 17 assists for 33 points. The Bruins are already without Patrice Bergeron because of a concussion. Bergeron, however, skated this morning alongside six skaters.

Patrice Bergeron skating at TD Garden

Link|Comments (20)Posted by Fluto Shinzawa, Globe Staff April 11, 2013 10:58 AM


By Fluto Shinzawa, Globe Staff

Patrice Bergeron is skating at TD Garden this morning. Bergeron is one of seven players on the ice. The others are Tuukka Rask, Adam McQuaid, Wade Redden, Aaron Johnson, Kaspars Daugavins, and Jay Pandolfo. 

Bergeron continues to progress from the concussion he suffered on April 2 against Ottawa. Bergeron’s next step would be to join the team for practice.

* Brad Marchand is being re-evaluated today after leaving Wednesday night's game in the second period with an apparent head injury.

* Adam McQuaid is likely to play tonight, coach Claude Julien said. McQuaid hasn’t played since March 19, when he suffered a strained left shoulder against Winnipeg. If McQuaid dresses, Matt Bartkowski would be the likely healthy scratch.

Game 40: Islanders at Bruins preview

Link|Comments (14)Posted by Fluto Shinzawa, Globe Staff April 11, 2013 10:04 AM


By Fluto Shinzawa, Globe Staff

Good morning from TD Garden, where the Bruins will look to hold on to first place in the Northeast Division tonight against the Islanders. The Bruins are now a point ahead of Montreal after their 5-4 win over New Jersey last night. 

Brad Marchand may not be available tonight. Marchand exited in last night’s second period after taking an Anton Volchenkov elbow to the side of the head. According to TSN, Volchenkov will have a phone hearing with league disciplinarian Brendan Shanahan today. The call indicates that Volchenkov is subject to possible supplemental discipline. Such punishment usually involves an injury on the other side.

If Marchand can’t play, Daniel Paille could move up to skate with Gregory Campbell and Jaromir Jagr. Jay Pandolfo, a healthy scratch in the last two games, could dress against his former club.

Puck drop: 7 p.m.

TV/radio info: NESNPlus (Jack Edwards, Andy Brickley, Naoko Funayama),98.5 The Sports Hub (Dave Goucher, Bob Beers)

Records: Bruins 26-9-4, Islanders 20-16-4

Projected Bruins lineup:

Milan Lucic-David Krejci-Nathan Horton

 Daniel Paille-Gregory Campbell-Jaromir Jagr

 Jay Pandolfo-Chris Kelly-Tyler Seguin

 Jordan Caron-Rich Peverley-Shawn Thornton

Zdeno Chara-Dougie Hamilton

 Matt Bartkowski-Dennis Seidenberg

 Andrew Ference-Johnny Boychuk

Tuukka Rask

 Anton Khudobin 

Healthy scratches: Aaron Johnson, Kaspars Daugavins, Wade Redden

Storylines: Still no word on Carl Soderberg’s expected arrival date. The Bruins could use a left wing depending on Marchand’s status. Soderberg has agreed to a contract with the Bruins… The Bruins are 8-0-1 in their last nine home games… Tonight will mark the final two-games-in-two-nights set for the Bruins… The Islanders are coming off a pair of wins over Philadelphia and Tampa Bay. They have points in five straight games during their late push for the playoffs… Greg Kimmerly and Paul Devorski will be the referees. Greg Devorski and Tony Sericolo will be the linesmen.

live 

Final: Bruins 5, Devils 4

Link|Comments (123)Posted by Kevin Paul Dupont, Globe Staff April 10, 2013 06:50 PM


THIRD PERIOD

Done here at The Rock. Bruins hold on, win for fifth time in last six games.

 19:23 -- Bruins 5, Devils 4 -- D'Agostini pops in forehander at top of crease with Brodeur out of NJ net.

5:00 to go. Bruins still with a two-goal lead.

 7:33 -- Bruins 5, Devils 3 -- Seguin with No. 13, provides a bit of breathing room. Paille, Seidenberg helpers.

5:58 -- Bruins 4, Devils 3 -- Greene nails in wrister from left wing faceoff dot. Bruins have gone from swimming, to treading water, to sinking. Fast.

Caron skating in Marchand's spot on Campbell-Jagr line.

Underway.

strong>SECOND PERIOD 

Period ends with Boston lead down to 4-2. Devils with 18;12 shot lead. Boston with troubles generating flow to attack.

18:12 -- Bruins 4, Devils 2 -- Zajac shorty, unassisted. Slowy the Devils creeping back.

Volchenkov tossed for the night after hit to head sends Marchand to room. Marchand wobbly. Not likely to return.

 11:07 -- Bruins 4, Devils 1 -- Elias finally gets Devs on board. Help from Sullivan.

Midway through second, Bruins still with 4-0 lead. Devs nearly get first at 8:40 when Loktionov backhand goes crossbar. 

3:06 -- Bruins 4, Devils 0 -- Chara to top of crease with Bruins holding 4-on-3 power play. Nudges shot by Brodeur after Jagr centers in for Krejci. Eastern Euro special PP. Only second PPG in 13 games for Bruins.

FIRST PERIOD

Period ends with Rock crowd booing Devils. Bruins, 3-0. Devs post 12-8 shot lead. Wide margin in shooting self in foot.

Three years ago tonight, Bruins scored three shorties (Paille, Wheeler, Begin) in span of 1:04 vs Canes.

Bruins beat Brodeur with 3 of first 7 shots. Once upon a time, he didn't allow them three goals in a playoff series.

8:12 -- Bruins 3, Devils 0 -- Ference connects with wrister from blue line with Horton in penatly box. Second shorty in just over three minutes.

Bruins with 2-0 lead in first period for second game in a row.

4:51 -- Bruins 2, Devils 0 -- Paille tucks in shorty with help from Peverley, who paces 2-on-1 break after picking off Sullivan pass.

3:58 -- Boychuk stoned by Brodeur on penalty shot. Stacked pads, right post.

2:21 -- Devils with 5-on-3 PP for 1:27.

1:10 -- Bruins 1, Devils 0 -- Campbell pots rebound at doorstep after strong work by Jagr in slot, maintaining possession, then shooting.

Underway.

 Bruins scratches: Wade Redden, Kaspars Daugavins, Jay Pandolfo and Aaron Johnson. As expected. 

A little more than a half-hour to go before puck down between the Bruins and Devils here at the Rock.

The two clubs are just about to hit the ice for the pre-game warmup. Anton Khudobin in net for the Bruins. Otherwise, coach Claude Julien to go with the same lineup that pasted the Canes, 6-2, Monday night at the Garden.

''If it stops working,'' said Julien, ''we'll make changes.''

Chiarelli: Bergeron 'on road to recovery'

Link|Comments (27)Posted by Kevin Paul Dupont, Globe Staff April 10, 2013 01:25 PM


By Kevin Paul Dupont, Globe Staff

NEWARK -- Bruins general manager Peter Chiarelli said during a Boston radio appearance Wednesday morning that star center Patrice Bergeron, concussed last Tuesday night, is practicing and is ''on the road to recovery.''

''So it looks good,'' added Chiarelli, appearing on the Toucher & Rich show on 98.5 The Sports Hub. ''He's working out and things are looking good.''

Bergeron suffered the fourth concussion of his career when he was bumped midway through the second period last Tuesday by Ottawa's Colin Greening. It appeared to be a light hit, but a pal of Bergeron's said over the weekend that 27-year-old center was left with a considerable bruise under his left ear and on his neck.

Bergeron was examined Friday by Dr. Robert Cantu, the well-known concussion expert based in Concord. Bergeron's friend said the Selke winner was very encouraged after meeting with Cantu and was optimistic about returning to the Boston lineup.

Bergeron did not make the trip to New Jersey with the Bruins and his practice sessions presumably have been in Boston. Chiarelli did not specify the place or nature of the workouts during his radio appearance.

Here at The Rock following the morning workout, where his charges prepped to face the Devils, coach Claude Julien sounded encouraged by the news on Bergeron.

''Any time a guy starts to do something,'' he said, ''it's a step in the right direction.''

But Julien remained somewhat guarded, noting that players can be ''encouraged one day, then discouraged the next'' when returning from concussions.

''We keep our fingers crossed,'' added Julien, ''and hope he keeps getting better.''

live 

Game 39: Bruins at Devils

Link|Comments (9)Posted by Kevin Paul Dupont, Globe Staff April 10, 2013 10:58 AM


By Kevin Paul Dupont, Globe Staff

NEWARK – Good morning from the Prudential Center, home of the New Jersey Devils, where tonight the Bruins will face the ever-hard-working Devils. 

In a slight surprise, coach Claude Julien said after the morning practice that Anton Khudobin will be in net for the Bruins. Conventional wisdom had Tuukka Rask making the start here, with Khudobin (8-3-0) then facing the Islanders Thursday night at the Garden. Chalk up another loss for conventional wisdom.

Tuukka Rask, the club's No. 1 starter, was hit off the collarbone by a Greg Campbell in practice, which left the goalie hunkered over and groaning in pain for a while during the workout. After the practice, Rask had a bright red mark on the point of impact. 

''Slapshot, direct, no deflection,'' said a smiling Rask after the workout. He kiddingly added, ''Bad ice...always blame the ice.''

This is the start of Boston's final 10-game stretch leading to the playoffs, and the Bruins get back at work after pasting the sad sack Canes, 6-2, Monday night at TD Garden. Brad Marchand had two goals and Dennis Seidenberg chipped in with a career-high three assists.

The Bruins were off all day Tuesday, so it's most likely that coach Claude Julien will return with the same lineup he rolled out vs. Carolina. He knows he has a very tired bunch on his hands right now.

''You have to look at what the schedule has been the last two months,'' noted Julien, ''or the last month plus this one and understand that has an effect on our game – there's no ifs and buts about it.''

The power play, which has struggled this season, has delivered but one goal over the last 12 games. Of equal concern, if not more, has been the small number of chances they have had to go on the attack. They have been awarded but one power play in each of their last three games, and only 22 over the last dozen.

Puck drop: 7:35 p.m.

Record: Bruins, 25-9-4; Devils 15-14-10

TV/radio info: NBC Sports Network; 98.5 The Sports Hub (Dave Goucher, Bob Beers)

Projected Bruins lineup:

Milan Lucic-David Krejci-Nathan Horton

 Brad Marchand-Gregory Campbell-Jaromir Jagr

 Danny Paille-Chris Kelly-Tyler Seguin

 Jordan Caron-Rich Peverley-Shawn Thornton

Zdeno Chara-Johnny Boychuk

 Dennis Seidenberg-Dougie Hamilton

 Andrew Ference-Matt Bartkowski

Tuukka Rask

 Anton Khudobin

Healthy scratches: Aaron Johnson (D); Wade Redden (D); Kaspars Daugavins (F); Jay Pandolfo (F).

Injured: Patrice Bergeron (concussion).

Story lines:  Marchand, the L'il Ball o' Hate, now has a team-leading 16 goals. Jarmoir Jagr has 15 goals, but 14 of those came while he was with the Stars ... No official word from the corner office on how soon, or if, Swedish standout Carl Soderberg will be joining the Bruins. Rumors have run rampant for days that he has agreed to a contract with GM Peter Chiarelli, be it for two or three years. Prior to joining the club, however, he must have a signed (negotiated) release from his Swedish team, Linkoping, and the Swedish National Team also must agree to let him leave prior to the upcoming World Championships. A TSN report today has Soderberg all signed and headed to Boston, possibly to arrive as early as this weekend... Ilya Kovalchuk, sidelined by a nagging shoulder problem, will not play for the Devils. He worked out with the club today, the first time he has skated since his injury ... Patrice Bergeron, who suffered a concussion last Tuesday night, remains home in Boston and the Bruins have not offered a possible return date. NHL protocol calls for concussed players to remain out of action for a minimum one week. One of Bergeron's long-time pals noted on Monday that the veteran pivot was encouraged by an examination he had on Friday with noted concussion expert Dr. Robert Cantu. Bergeron skated for a few minutes on his own today back in Boston, the first time he has done that since getting dinged midway through last Tuesday's game vs. Ottawa....

Bruins prospect Seth Griffith signs entry-level contract

Link|Comments (0)Posted by Fluto Shinzawa, Globe Staff April 9, 2013 05:20 PM


 By Fluto Shinzawa, Globe Staff

 Bruins draft pick Seth Griffith has signed a three-year entry-level contract. The forward was a fifth-round selection in 2012. 

This season, Griffith has 33 goals and 48 assists in 54 games for London of the Ontario Hockey League.

The 20-year-old will most likely begin his pro career in Providence in 2013-14.

Final: Bruins 6, Hurricanes 2

Link|Comments (98)Posted by Fluto Shinzawa, Globe Staff April 8, 2013 06:59 PM


All done at TD Garden. Bruins with season-high six goals. Rare layup.

16:56 3d period, Bruins 6-2: Lovely play. Nathan Horton shifts spots in front of the net and opens up blade for tip. Dougie Hamilton reads the setup and hits Horton with a slap pass. Easy redirect for Horton.

13:30 3d period, Bruins 5-2: Varsity stop by Tuukka Rask. Riley Nash gets a good look on the backhand. Rask sprawls out to keep puck out of net.

10:48 3d period, Bruins 5-2: Drayson Bowman on second attempt knocks puck past Tuukka Rask. Carolina still pushing.

10:03 3d period, Bruins 5-1: Carolina finally beats Tuukka Rask. Patrick Dwyer with backhand through wickets.

9:49 3d period, Bruins 5-0: Video review concludes Eric Staal kicked puck into net. No goal.

20:00 2d period, Bruins 5-0: Lots of folks filling out after 40 minutes. No reason to return. Bruins should have this one in bag.

10:29 2d period, Bruins 5-0: Dan Ellis stops Rich Peverley’s first shot. But Shawn Thornton and Jordan Caron go to the net. Caron sweeps in backhand. Leaky goaltending all night for Hurricanes.

3:57 2d period, Bruins 4-0: Dennis Seidenberg with snap shot from left point. Andrew Ference in front setting screen. Looked like it went off Ference’s hand. 

20:00 1st period, Bruins 3-0: Bruins outshot 18-9, yet lead by three. Tuukka Rask perfect. Justin Peters and Dan Ellis are not.

17:20 1st period, Bruins 3-0: Brad Marchand with second of night. Jaromir Jagr whips around net and is stuffed on wraparound. But Marchand finds rebound and hits back of net.

7:58 1st period, Bruins 2-0: Gregory Campbell stopped on initial backhand attempt. Brad Marchand crashes net and scores on rebound. Marchand hunting for puck. Justin Peters out, Dan Ellis in.

3:51 1st period, Bruins 1-0: Rich Peverley stuffed on first shot. Peverley wheels around the net and pokes in own rebound.

3:10 1st period, 0-0: Great chance for Drayson Bowman in front. Tuukka Rask quick to get pad out. Bruins getting blitzed.

0:00 1st period, 0-0: Jay Pandolfo, Kaspars Daugavins, Wade Redden, and Aaron Johnson are the healthy scratches.

Tonight's Bruins lineup

Link|Comments (0)Posted by Fluto Shinzawa, Globe Staff April 8, 2013 06:36 PM


By Fluto Shinzawa, Globe Staff

Based on pregame warmups: 

Milan Lucic-David Krejci-Nathan Horton

 Brad Marchand-Gregory Campbell-Jaromir Jagr

 Daniel Paille-Chris Kelly-Tyler Seguin

 Jordan Caron-Rich Peverley-Shawn Thornton

Zdeno Chara-Dougie Hamilton

 Andrew Ference-Dennis Seidenberg

 Matt Bartkowski-Johnny Boychuk

Tuukka Rask

 Anton Khudobin 

* Justin Peters (3-6-0, 2.83 GAA, .908 save percentage) will start in goal for the Hurricanes.

Tyler Seguin, short-term center, back to right wing

Link|Comments (57)Posted by Fluto Shinzawa, Globe Staff April 8, 2013 11:37 AM


By Fluto Shinzawa, Globe Staff

Tyler Seguin will return to right wing Monday night against Carolina. Seguin started the last two games at center. Claude Julien shifted Seguin back to wing halfway through Saturday’s first period. 

“I didn’t play center there for too long, but I don’t think it was working out, I guess,” Seguin said. “In the first game, a few mistakes there. Obviously the first couple shifts in Montreal, it just wasn’t working.”

Seguin will be on the No. 3 line. Chris Kelly, out since March 11, is expected to play tonight. The third-line left wing will be Daniel Paille.

Julien acknowledged that Seguin would require time to become comfortable at center. But Julien made the switch promptly. 

“It wasn’t working,” Seguin said. “We were out there for the first goal. It just wasn’t good work in our own zone. We were kind of running around a bit. I can’t say I was shocked that it got changed.”

* Jordan Caron is expected to play tonight. Jay Pandolfo, Kaspars Daugavins, Aaron Johnson, and Wade Redden should be the healthy scratches.

Tonight’s expected lineup:

Milan Lucic-David Krejci-Nathan Horton

 Brad Marchand-Gregory Campbell-Jaromir Jagr

 Daniel Paille-Chris Kelly-Tyler Seguin

 Jordan Caron-Rich Peverley-Shawn Thornton

Zdeno Chara-Dougie Hamilton

 Matt Bartkowski-Dennis Seidenberg

 Andrew Ference-Johnny Boychuk

Tuukka Rask

 Anton Khudobin 

Game 38: Hurricanes at Bruins preview

Link|Comments (5)Posted by Fluto Shinzawa, Globe Staff April 8, 2013 10:00 AM


By Fluto Shinzawa, Globe Staff

Good morning from TD Garden, where the Bruins will play the Hurricanes tonight in the first of two meetings this week.

The Bruins will have a different lineup than the one they featured at the start of Saturday’s game against Montreal. The only line that didn’t change during the 2-1 loss to the Canadiens was the power line of Milan Lucic, David Krejci, and Nathan Horton. Krejci and Co. should be together again tonight.

It’s possible that Chris Kelly could return tonight. Kelly hasn’t played since March 11.

Puck drop: 7 p.m.

TV/radio info: NESN (Jack Edwards, Andy Brickley, Naoko Funayama),98.5 The Sports Hub (Dave Goucher, Bob Beers)

Records: Hurricanes 16-19-2, Bruins 24-9-4

Projected Bruins lineup:

Milan Lucic-David Krejci-Nathan Horton

 Brad Marchand-Gregory Campbell-Jaromir Jagr

 Daniel Paille-Chris Kelly-Tyler Seguin

 Kaspars Daugavins-Rich Peverley-Shawn Thornton

Zdeno Chara-Dougie Hamilton

 Matt Bartkowski-Dennis Seidenberg

 Andrew Ference-Johnny Boychuk

Tuukka Rask

 Anton Khudobin 

Healthy scratches: Aaron Johnson, Jay Pandolfo, Jordan Caron, Wade Redden

Storylines: Tyler Seguin should start on the third line. Seguin practiced with Daniel Paille and Chris Kelly yesterday. The line should be able to use its speed to generate chances… For now, Jaromir Jagr will not play with countryman David Krejci. The Bruins do not want to break up Lucic-Krejci-Horton just yet… The Bruins have three games in four nights. They are scheduled to travel to New Jersey tomorrow… Carolina’s special teams are struggling: third-worst power play and third-worst penalty kill in the league. The Hurricanes are doubtful to qualify for the postseason… Dave Jackson and Ian Walsh will be the referees. Mark Shewchyk and Steve Miller will be the linesmen.

Tyler Seguin demoted to third line in Bruins' practice Sunday

Link|Comments (89)Posted by Michael Vega, Globe Staff April 7, 2013 11:11 AM


By Michael Vega, Globe Staff 

WILMINGTON – Tyler Seguin, who was moved back to wing from center midway through the first period of Saturday night's 2-1 loss at Montreal, found himself wearing a grey sweater and skating on the third line along with Daniel Paille, Chris Kelly and Jay Pandolfo.

With Patrice Bergeron out indefinitely with a concussion, Bruins coach Claude Julien has had to shuffle his lines to stoke production out of his players, including Seguin, who declined to discuss his demotion following Sunday's practice at Ristuccia Arena.

"We move players around a little bit, maybe to balance things for the time being,'' Julien said. "But right now it’s about playing your game as an individual; you shouldn’t care where you are, you should care what you bring.

"He’s been fine like that. There’s no issues. I don’t feel like I have to explain myself to every player for every move that I make. They understand that we’re trying to win here and that’s all that should matter.''

Asked how he viewed Seguin's play the last two games, Julien replied, "I'm not into making assessments. I’m not into throwing players under the bus. I’m into making them better players, so if there’s some issues, I’ll talk to them individually.''

Seguin, who had been switched from wing to center Brad Marchand and Jaromir Jagr when Patrice Bergeron was injured, was dropped down to the third line with Paille, and Gregory Campbell was promoted to center Marchand and Jagr on the second line in Sunday's practice at Ristuccia Arena in preparation for Monday night's home game against the Carolina Hurricanes at TD Garden.

In other news: 

• Adam McQuaid, who was expected to miss 4-6 weeks after suffering a shoulder strain, was back on the ice and skated with the team for the first time since suffering his injury.

• Chris Kelly (broken left tibia), who traveled with the team to Montreal and sat out for the 14th straight game Saturday, was also back on the ice, skating with the team. On Friday, when Kelly skated for the first time with the team, coach Claude Julien indicated his status was "day to day." 

Watch: Bruins-Canadiens highlights

Link|Comments (1)Posted by David Pierce, Boston.com Staff April 7, 2013 05:30 AM


Final: Canadiens 2, Bruins 1

Link|Comments (207)Posted by Fluto Shinzawa, Globe Staff April 6, 2013 06:53 PM


All done in Montreal. Bruins can't take advantage of late PP.

19:03 3d period, Canadiens 2-1: Lars Eller off for offensive-zone holding penalty on Zdeno Chara. Once last crack at tying it.

9:58 3d period, Canadiens 2-1: Great chance for Ryan White. Odd-man rush with Max Pacioretty. Net-front tip goes over the cage.

7:11 3d period, Canadiens 2-1: Bruins stronger team in third so far. Canadiens look weary.

20:00 2d period, Canadiens 2-1: Bruins defensemen still shaky with the puck. Lots of missed connections. Line changes seem to have stabilized team in second. Montreal not getting as many quality looks. 

15:18 2d period, Canadiens 2-1: Money save by Tuukka Rask. Lars Eller with great look in front. Kick save.

14:07 2d period, Canadiens 2-1: Nathan Horton with a net-front chance after a Milan Lucic rush. Goes over the net. Horton seems to have at least one legit look per game. Has to bury those.

11:27 2d period, Canadiens 2-1: Good push by Bruins. Zdeno Chara with point blast. Carey Price stops shot, then gloves Nathan Horton rebound. Excellent pressure by David Krejci line.

7:10 2d period, Canadiens 2-1: Off the draw, Johnny Boychuk fires shot from right point. Daniel Paille beats David Desharnais on faceoff. Looked like puck changed direction.

2:28 2d period, Canadiens 2-0: Tyler Seguin still at right wing. Looks like that center thing is over.

0:57 2d period, Canadiens 2-0: P.K. Subban shot from right point. Michael Ryder with the tip. Might have even deflected off Dennis Seidenberg too.

20:00 1st period, Canadiens 1-0: Very little presence for Bruins in first period. Only power line of Milan Lucic, David Krejci, Nathan Horton intact. Tyler Seguin back to right wing, Rich Peverley in middle, Brad Marchand on left. Daniel Paille-Gregory Campbell-Jaromir Jagr. Jay Pandolfo-Kaspars Daugavins-Shawn Thornton.

19:21 1st period, Canadiens 1-0: Milan Lucic off for cross-checking Tomas Plekanec. Silly. No need for that to finish hit.

13:25 1st period, Canadiens 1-0: Kaspars Daugavins with Shawn Thornton and Jay Pandolfo.

12:21 1st period, Canadiens 1-0: Now Rich Peverley with Tyler Seguin and Brad Marchand.

11:27 1st period, Canadiens 1-0: Jaromir Jagr takes shift in Shawn Thornton’s spot.

10:54 1st period, Canadiens 1-0: Alexei Emelin in rough shape. Tried to throw big hit on Milan Lucic. Lucic saw Emelin coming and sent him flying. Emelin to room.

10:15 1st period, Canadiens 1-0: Tough first few shifts for Matt Bartkowski. Canadiens swarming the young rookie. Has had to bail out several times by slamming puck off glass.

6:49 1st period, Canadiens 1-0: Bad bounce for Bruins. Puck off Matt Bartkowski’s leg and across the line. Alex Galchenyuk credited with goal. Not a good shift for Bartkowski. Gave up puck to P.K. Subban before goal.

1:56 1st period, 0-0: David Krejci clobbers Brendan Gallagher. Francis Bouillon takes exception and has a chat with Krejci. Andrew Ference intercepts and tangles with Bouillon. Both drop mitts, but no punches thrown.

0:00 1st period, 0-0: Aaron Johnson, Wade Redden, and Jordan Caron are the healthy scratches.

Tonight's Bruins lineup
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By Fluto Shinzawa, Globe Staff

Based on pregame warmups: 

Milan Lucic-David Krejci-Nathan Horton

 Brad Marchand-Tyler Seguin-Jaromir Jagr 

 Jay Pandolfo-Rich Peverley-Kaspars Daugavins

 Daniel Paille-Gregory Campbell-Shawn Thornton

Zdeno Chara-Dougie Hamilton

 Andrew Ference-Dennis Seidenberg

 Matt Bartkowski-Johnny Boychuk

Tuukka Rask

 Anton Khudobin 

* Carey Price (18-7-4, 2.30 GAA, .914 save percentage) will start in goal for the Canadiens.

Chris Kelly will not play against Canadiens

Link|Comments (9)Posted by Fluto Shinzawa, Globe Staff April 6, 2013 12:36 PM


By Fluto Shinzawa, Globe Staff

Chris Kelly will not play tonight. Kelly remained on the ice with Wade Redden and Anton Khudobin after the morning skate. Kelly continues to improve and could be back in the lineup next week. The Bruins host Carolina on Monday. 

“It’s a fine line between pushing and being reckless,” Kelly said. “It’s feeling better every day. I’ll skate again tomorrow and see how it feels on Monday.”

Tuukka Rask will make his second straight start.

Game 37: Bruins at Canadiens preview

Link|Comments (7)Posted by Fluto Shinzawa, Globe Staff April 6, 2013 10:28 AM


By Fluto Shinzawa, Globe Staff

MONTREAL – Good morning from the Bell Centre, where the Bruins could overtake the Canadiens tonight for first place in the Northeast Division. Montreal has 53 points. The Bruins have 52. 

Chris Kelly is with the team. Kelly, who hasn’t played since March 11, is considered day-to-day. Kelly has not been activated from injured reserve.

Wade Redden is also with the club. For now, we’ll assume no changes in the lineup.

Puck drop: 7 p.m.

TV/radio info: NESN (Jack Edwards, Andy Brickley, Naoko Funayama),98.5 The Sports Hub (Dave Goucher, Bob Beers)

Records: Bruins 24-8-4, Canadiens 24-8-5

Projected Bruins lineup:

Milan Lucic-David Krejci-Nathan Horton

 Brad Marchand-Tyler Seguin-Jaromir Jagr 

 Jay Pandolfo-Rich Peverley-Kaspars Daugavins

 Daniel Paille-Gregory Campbell-Shawn Thornton

Zdeno Chara-Dougie Hamilton

 Andrew Ference-Dennis Seidenberg

 Matt Bartkowski-Johnny Boychuk

Tuukka Rask

 Anton Khudobin 

Healthy scratches: Aaron Johnson, Jordan Caron, Wade Redden

Storylines: The Bruins could be adding more forward depth. Carl Soderberg’s playoff run with Linkoping in the Swedish League ended Friday. Linkoping lost to Skelleftea and is out of the playoffs. Soderberg had expressed interest in joining the Bruins once his team’s run concluded… Patrice Bergeron will miss his second straight game because of a concussion… Tomas Plekanec is questionable because of a groin injury. Plekanec didn’t play in Montreal’s last game against Philadelphia… Tim Peel and Kelly Sutherland will be the referees. Steve Miller and Jonny Murray will be the linesmen.

Bruins coach Claude Julien lists Chris Kelly as 'day to day'

Link|Comments (12)Posted by Michael Vega, Globe Staff April 5, 2013 01:40 PM


By Michael Vega, Globe Staff 

WILMINGTON --- The sight of Chris Kelly skating with the grey line along with Rich Peverley, Jay Pandolfo and Kaspars Daugavins, came as yet another encouraging sign for the Bruins who welcomed Kelly's return to his first full practice with the team Friday at Ristuccia Arena where the team conducted a spirited workout in advance of Saturday night's important Northeast Division showdown at Montreal.

"Yeah, he's moving in the right direction,'' said Bruins coach Claude Julien. "It's nice to see him back with us.''

Julien said Kelly, who suffered a broken left tibia March 11 in a nasty knee-to-knee collision with Chris Neil, was not likely to be a game-time decision against the Canadiens, who lead Boston by one point (53-52) in the division.

"No, I'm going to leave it as day-to-day right now,'' Julien said. "He's progressing and I don't know what his status is going to be here moving forward, whether it's going to be tomorrow or the beginning of the next week.''

Kelly, who participated in a morning skate with the team before Thursday night's 1-0 shutout over the New Jersey Devils at TD Garden, was encourgaged by Julien's prognosis. He was with the team for the trip to Montreal.

"At least he's talking about it being a matter of days and not weeks,'' Kelly joked in the locker room after Friday's practice. "It felt good today and it was nice to practice with the guys and get out there not just for a morning skate but for practice and throw my weight around.''

Asked about a comedic pratfall he suffered on the ice during a drill, Kelly replied, "Yeah, that was me throwing my weight around. But it feels good, which is a good thing.'' 

* Julien addressed the matter of the 85 shots the Bruins had allowed the opposition in the last two games. "I mean, some of those were bad line changes but a lot of those things, too, were the result of New Jersey shooting from everywhere last night,'' he said, referring to the 40 shots the Devils put on net against Tuukka Rask. "So we’ve been through some of that stuff in the past where the shots were coming through from the outside, certainly not a dangerous area, but when you have two games with that amount [of shots], there’s some concern there, and I think we can be a little bit better in that department.

 "So we worked on that, as you saw today, on doing a little bit better job on our backcheck and maybe not being so easy to get through our forecheck.''

Bruins turn attention to first-place battle with Canadiens

Link|Comments (7)Posted by Michael Vega, Globe Staff April 5, 2013 11:14 AM


By Michael Vega, Globe Staff 

WILMINGTON, Mass. – Greetings from Ristuccia Arena, where the Bruins will be taking a fresh sheet of ice to prepare for Saturday night's game at Montreal, which will be for first-place in the Northeast Division standings.

The Bruins rank fourth in the Eastern Conference standings behind Pittsburgh, Montreal and Washington with 52 points, but trail the Canadiens (53 points) by one in the Northeast Division.

A win in Montreal could help the Bruins leapfrog ahead of not only the Canadiens but also the Capitals (38 points) for second place in the Eastern Conference standings.

Adam McQuaid (shoulder), who had been expected to miss the remainder of the regular season when he was placed on the shelf for 4-6 weeks, was first on the ice at Ristuccia and engaged in a spirited workout with strength and conditioning coach John Whitesides.

The Bruins have slowly begun to filter out for today's 11:30 a.m. practice. Jaromir Jagir, who had the game-winning goal in Thursday's 1-0 shutout over the New Jersey Devils at TD Garden, was on the ice attired in a gold sweater, meaning he'll likely remain with Brad Marchand on a line centered by Tyler Seguin.

Chris Kelly was skating with the the team for the second time in as many days, joining the gray line with Rich Peverley, Jay Pandolfo and Kaspars Daugavins, who is wearing No. 16.

Wade Redden, picked up from St. Louis on Wednesday, was also on the ice with the Bruins, wearing No. 6.

live 

Final: Bruins 1, Devils 0

Link|Comments (111)Posted by Fluto Shinzawa, Globe Staff April 4, 2013 06:58 PM


All done in Boston. Tuukka Rask's best game of the season. Stopped 40 pucks.

16:36 3d period, Bruins 1-0: Two great chances for Bruins. Nathan Horton and David Krejci come up short in close.

16:25 3d period, Bruins 1-0: Bruins sending out third line of Daniel Paille, Rich Peverley, Gregory Campbell.

12:20 3d period, Bruins 1-0: Best NJ flurry of third. Andy Greene dangles around Johnny Boychuk. Strikes side of net with shot.

11:18 3d period, Bruins 1-0: Bruins improving as game goes on. Tuukka Rask not having to stand on his head in third.

20:00 2d period, Bruins 1-0: Tighter defense from Bruins in second period. Tuukka Rask No. 1 star through 40 minutes.

19:07 2d period, Bruins 1-0: Johnny Boychuk back to room. Looks like his period is over.

15:28 2d period, Bruins 1-0: Johnny Boychuk back on ice.

12:03 2d period, Bruins 1-0: Johnny Boychuk to the room. Puck in face. Not a big blast.

9:38 2d period, Bruins 1-0: Dainius Zubrus pings post with puck. Devils getting very close.

6:59 2d period, Bruins 1-0: Tuukka Rask kicks out Mark Fayne point shot. Then covers puck. Rask has varsity stuff so far.

1:20 2d period, Bruins 1-0: First Boston goal for Jaromir Jagr. Brad Marchand’s feed goes off Jagr’s skate and caroms through Martin Brodeur. Jagr will take it.

20:00 1st period, 0-0: Rough period for Bruins. New Jersey with 17-6 shot advantage. Half a dozen legit scoring chances for Devils. Tuukka Rask carrying Bruins.

16:25 1st period, 0-0: Holding on David Krejci. Another poor start for Bruins. Looks like it will take time for the Tyler Seguin line to find its rhythm.

7:34 1st period, 0-0: Milan Lucic short-range shot turned back by Martin Brodeur. Best chance for Bruins so far. Good cycling, passing by Lucic’s line.

0:00 1st period, 0-0: Jordan Caron and Aaron Johnson are the healthy scratches.

Tonight's Bruins lineup

Link|Comments (0)Posted by Fluto Shinzawa, Globe Staff April 4, 2013 06:36 PM


By Fluto Shinzawa, Globe Staff

Based on pregame warmups: 

Milan Lucic-David Krejci-Nathan Horton

 Brad Marchand-Tyler Seguin-Jaromir Jagr

 Jay Pandolfo-Rich Peverley-Kaspars Daugavins

 Daniel Paille-Gregory Campbell-Shawn Thornton

Zdeno Chara-Dougie Hamilton

 Andrew Ference-Dennis Seidenberg

 Matt Bartkowski-Johnny Boychuk

Tuukka Rask

 Anton Khudobin 

* Martin Brodeur (10-3-6, 2.27 GAA, .905 save percentage) will start in goal for the Devils.

* David Krejci is serving as the second alternate captain, replacing Patrice Bergeron.

Jaromir Jagr on joining the Bruins: 'I know it's going to be good'

Link|Comments (10)Posted by Steve Silva, Boston.com Staff April 4, 2013 01:33 PM


By Steve Silva, Boston.com Staff

The best is yet to come for the Bruins, according to newly acquired 41-year-old winger Jaromir Jagr. 

Jagr skated with his new team for the first time this morning, and addressed the media in the locker room after the session. He spoke about the type of hockey player he is now, in his 19th year in the league.

Jagr, who recently recorded his 1,000th assist (to go with 679 goals), said he's not the same player he was in his heyday. 

"I'm not the guy who wanted to score the most goals in the league or score the most points in the league," Jagr said. "Don't take it wrong, I like to score, but there's more important things for me, the whole picture, as a team, and to win as a team. [In] that kind of way, I changed a lot."

Jagr, on his sixth NHL team, is happy to be with a Bruins team poised to contend for the Stanley Cup.

“I [don't have] a no-trade clause so I guess wherever Dallas got the best opportunity, they took it," Jagr said. "But I’m happy about it. You don’t ask questions, you just go to play. Through my whole hockey career ... wherever I played, it was good for me, so I have to knock [on wood]. I know it's going to be good. Maybe not from the start, but at the end, it's going to be great."

Jagr said he's healthy and sees no reason to give up the game he loves any time soon.

“I love to play," Jagr said. "If I feel healthy and I feel like I can play on some kind of good level, I want to keep playing, if I can get an opportunity to play. I’m not going to say anything [like] I’m retiring because I’m not ready for it. I love the game too much, so if I’m not good for [the] NHL, I’m going to go and play in the Czech League or somewhere else but I still love the game and like everybody else, if you love something, you just don’t want to let it go. You hold it till you can."

The nine-time NHL All-Star compared the move to Boston to joining the Philadelphia Flyers in 2011 after playing three years in the Kontinental Hockey League. And he cherishes the role of teacher at this point in his storied career.

"I was in the same situation in Philadelphia last year," Jagr said. "I was so happy when I see the other guys play with me or my teammates, doing so good. When they did interviews [in Philadelphia], they said, ‘Jagr helped us.’ So, that’s what makes me also happy, not just scoring goals but you can help. I know I can help. There’s a lot of young guys.

"I’ve learned a lot of stuff through my hockey career. I played for 23 years already professional and I’ve played with so many great players and I’ve learned so much stuff and you can always learn. No matter how old you are, you can always learn. If someone thinks he knows everything when he’s 25, he’s lying to himself or he’s dumb. So, you can always learn and I’m here to teach the guys and tell them what I have to go through and make their hockey life easier.”

We'll see if things get easier for the Bruins with Jagr in the lineup, starting tonight against the New Jersey Devils. Jagr will debut on a line with center Tyler Seguin and Brad Marchand.

Tyler Seguin moving to center

Link|Comments (43)Posted by Fluto Shinzawa, Globe Staff April 4, 2013 11:58 AM


By Fluto Shinzawa, Globe Staff

Tyler Seguin will center Brad Marchand and Jaromir Jagr tonight against New Jersey. Seguin played center for his entire career before entering the NHL. 

Seguin subs in for Patrice Bergeron, who is out indefinitely because of a concussion suffered on Tuesday against Ottawa.

“It’s going to be a little different for him,” said Claude Julien, referring to Seguin’s defensive responsibilities. “He’s not going to be on the wall. He’ll be low in support. He’s going to have to cover a little more territory. It’s something we all know Bergy does extremely well. He’s got some big shoes to fill. We don’t expect him to fill them. But we expect him to go out there and do a decent job like everybody else.” 

Based on the morning skate, Seguin will also share power-play time with Jagr on the No. 1 unit. Zdeno Chara was at the point, Seguin (left) and Jagr (right) manned their respective half-walls, Nathan Horton was the slot shooter, and Brad Marchand was the net-front presence.

* Kaspars Daugavins will make his Bruins debut alongside Jay Pandolfo and Rich Peverley. Daugavins might not see penalty-killing time tonight, Julien said.

* Chris Kelly participated in his first morning skate since suffering his broken left tibia on March 11. Kelly will practice with the team tomorrow and travel with the club to Montreal for Saturday’s game. While Julien didn’t commit to Kelly’s return against the Canadiens, he made it sound like the third-line center will return within the week.

* David Krejci will assume some of Bergeron’s shorthanded minutes. Krejci was a regular penalty killer through 2008-09.

Tonight’s expected lineup:

Milan Lucic-David Krejci-Nathan Horton

 Brad Marchand-Tyler Seguin-Jaromir Jagr

 Jay Pandolfo-Rich Peverley-Kaspars Daugavins

 Daniel Paille-Gregory Campbell-Shawn Thornton

Zdeno Chara-Dougie Hamilton

 Matt Bartkowski-Dennis Seidenberg

 Andrew Ference-Johnny Boychuk

Tuukka Rask

 Anton Khudobin 

Game 36: Devils at Bruins preview

Link|Comments (27)Posted by Fluto Shinzawa, Globe Staff April 4, 2013 10:09 AM


By Fluto Shinzawa, Globe Staff

Good morning from TD Garden, where the Bruins will host the Devils tonight. 

Patrice Bergeron (concussion) will not play. It is undetermined when Bergeron will be able to return to the lineup. Rich Peverley will most likely center Brad Marchand and Tyler Seguin. Peverley assumed most of Bergeron’s shifts after his departure on Tuesday against Ottawa.

Jaromir Jagr and Kaspars Daugavins are expected to make their Bruins debuts tonight. Wade Redden is scheduled to travel to Boston today. Redden is unlikely to play.

Puck drop: 7 p.m.

TV/radio info: NESN (Jack Edwards, Andy Brickley, Naoko Funayama),98.5 The Sports Hub (Dave Goucher, Bob Beers)

Records: Devils 15-12-9, Bruins 23-8-4

Projected Bruins lineup:

Milan Lucic-David Krejci-Nathan Horton

 Brad Marchand-Rich Peverley-Tyler Seguin

 Jay Pandolfo-Kaspars Daugavins-Jaromir Jagr

 Daniel Paille-Gregory Campbell-Shawn Thornton

Zdeno Chara-Dougie Hamilton

 Matt Bartkowski-Dennis Seidenberg

 Andrew Ference-Johnny Boychuk

Tuukka Rask

 Anton Khudobin 

Healthy scratches: Aaron Johnson, Jordan Caron

Storylines: Adam McQuaid (shoulder) skated on his own this morning. McQuaid is aiming for a return before the end of the regular season… Daugavins should assume some of Bergeron’s penalty-killing shifts. Daugavins was a regular penalty killer in Ottawa… The Devils acquired Steve Sullivan from Phoenix yesterday. New Jersey sent a 2014 seventh-round pick to the Coyotes… Ilya Kovalchuk will not play tonight. Kovalchuk is on injured reserve with a shoulder injury… Kyle Rehman and Brad Watson will be the referees. Scott Driscoll and Brian Murphy will be the linesmen. 

Wade Redden to travel to Boston Thursday, doubtful for game

Link|Comments (30)Posted by Fluto Shinzawa, Globe Staff April 3, 2013 05:35 PM


By Fluto Shinzawa, Globe Staff

Wade Redden, acquired from the St. Louis Blues on Wednesday, is planning to travel to Boston on Thursday, but Bruins general manager Peter Chiarelli didn’t think Redden would play against New Jersey. 

The Bruins will not recall a center from Providence for Thursday’s game to replace Patrice Bergeron (concussion). Kaspars Daugavins has played center, and he and Jaromir Jagr will make their Bruins debuts against the Devils.

Thursday’s possible lineup:

Milan Lucic-David Krejci-Nathan Horton

 Brad Marchand-Rich Peverley-Tyler Seguin

 Jay Pandolfo-Kaspars Daugavins-Jaromir Jagr

 Daniel Paille-Gregory Campbell-Shawn Thornton

Zdeno Chara-Dougie Hamilton

 Matt Bartkowski-Dennis Seidenberg

 Andrew Ference-Johnny Boychuk

Tuukka Rask

 Anton Khudobin

* Chiarelli said Chris Kelly (broken left tibia) will be playing soon. Chiarelli didn’t disclose a specific timetable for the center’s return. Kelly skated Wednesday for the third straight day.

Patrice Bergeron diagnosed with moderate concussion

Link|Comments (28)Posted by Fluto Shinzawa, Globe Staff April 3, 2013 05:22 PM


By Fluto Shinzawa, Globe Staff

Bruins general manager Peter Chiarelli has confirmed that Patrice Bergeron suffered a moderate concussion Tuesday night. Bergeron was injured when he collided with Ottawa’s Colin Greening during a second-period puck race. Greening’s right elbow hit Bergeron behind the left ear. Bergeron’s neck is sore, Chiarelli said. 

Chiarelli spoke with Bergeron on Wednesday.

“He was in very good spirits,” Chiarelli said. “He was out walking today. He was annoyed at it. He was emotional [Tuesday] night.”

Bergeron will not play Thursday night against New Jersey, and it is unknown how much time he will miss.

This is Bergeron’s fourth concussion as an NHLer. He suffered his last concussion on May 6, 2011.

* Rich Peverley will most likely replace Bergeron between Brad Marchand and Tyler Seguin against the Devils. Kaspars Daugavins is projected to be the third-line center. Both Daugavins and Jaromir Jagr are expected to play Thursday.

* New addition Wade Redden is not expected to play Thursday. The Bruins acquired the left-shot Redden for depth, trading a 2014 seventh-round pick to St. Louis. It will become a sixth-rounder if Redden appears in at least one playoff game.

Bruins acquire Wade Redden from St. Louis

Link|Comments (51)Posted by Fluto Shinzawa, Globe Staff April 3, 2013 03:32 PM


By Fluto Shinzawa, Globe Staff

The Bruins have added to their defense by acquiring Wade Redden from the St. Louis Blues for a draft pick. Redden is the veteran left-shot defenseman the Bruins needed heading into the stretch run. Comcast SportsNet New England first reported the deal. 

Redden has two goals and three assists in 23 games this season, averaging 14:59 of ice time. He projects to be a depth defenseman who could assume some power-play shifts. Redden is averaging 0:50 of power-play ice time.

The 35-year-old Redden was teammates in Ottawa with Zdeno Chara and Chris Kelly. 

Bruins trade Max Sauve to Chicago for Rob Flick

Link|Comments (23)Posted by Fluto Shinzawa, Globe Staff April 3, 2013 01:29 PM


By Fluto Shinzawa, Globe Staff

The Bruins have traded 2008 second-round pick Max Sauve to Chicago for forward Rob Flick. 

Flick was selected by Chicago in the fourth round of the 2010 draft. The 22-year-old has three goals and two assists in 51 games for Rockford, Chicago’s AHL affiliate. Flick has 97 penalty minutes. The 6-foot-2, 208-pound Flick will be a size upgrade over the perpetually injured Sauve.

Sauve scored 10 goals and 13 assists for Providence this season. Sauve is a fast and skilled wing, but has never been able to stay healthy.

Patrice Bergeron leaves game in second period with undisclosed injury

Link|Comments (11)Posted by Fluto Shinzawa, Globe Staff April 2, 2013 10:15 PM


By Fluto Shinzawa, Globe Staff

Patrice Bergeron did not return to Tuesday night's game after leaving halfway through the second period. Coach Claude Julien declined to disclose the nature of Bergeron’s injury. Bergeron was not in the dressing room after the 3-2 win over the Senators at TD Garden. 

Bergeron was injured during a race for the puck with Colin Greening. When reaching for the puck, Greening clipped the left side of Bergeron’s head with his elbow. Bergeron dropped his stick, paused, then skated toward the bench.

Bergeron played only 9:06. He is the Bruins' best all-around forward and one of the three most important players on the team.

Final: Bruins 3, Senators 2

Link|Comments (135)Posted by Fluto Shinzawa, Globe Staff April 2, 2013 06:57 PM


All done in Boston. Anton Khudobin with second straight win.

19:27 3d period, Bruins 3-2: Johnny Boychuk off for interference. One last chance for Senators.

14:18 3d period, Bruins 3-2: Dougie Hamilton back on bench.

14:18 3d period, Bruins 3-2: Still no sign of Dougie Hamilton. His night might be over.

10:21 3d period, Bruins 3-2: Robin Lehner stops Milan Lucic’s slap shot. But Nathan Horton scores on rebound. Dougie Hamilton shaken up before the goal. Had thrown heavy hit on Erik Condra.

6:35 3d period, 2-2: Tyler Seguin with a great chance down low. Loses handle at last moment, otherwise would have gotten stronger shot on goal. That said, excellent pad stop by Robin Lehner.

1:55 3d period, 2-2: Andre Benoit hits the post with point shot. Anton Khudobin scrambling to get back in net. UPDATE: Video review shows puck hit the back crossbar. All tied up.

0:35 3d period, Bruins 2-1: Robin Lehner closes the door on David Krejci and Milan Lucic. Two sharp stops.

0:00 3d period, Bruins 2-1: Patrice Bergeron will not return tonight. 

20:00 2d period, Bruins 2-1: Patrice Bergeron never returned after getting tied up with Colin Greening down low. Looked like Bergeron took Greening elbow to side of head.

14:06 2d period, Bruins 2-1: Rich Peverley takes shift between Brad Marchand and Tyler Seguin. Patrice Bergeron not on bench.

3:34 2d period, Bruins 2-1: Jakob Silfverberg hits the post on the PK. Bad turnover by Tyler Seguin leads to odd-man rush.

20:00 1st period, Bruins 2-1: Active first period for Bruins. Strongest legs they’ve shown in the first recently.

16:26 1st period, Bruins 2-1: Nathan Horton taking a few shifts on the No. 3 line with Jay Pandolfo and Rich Peverley.

12:11 1st period, Bruins 2-1: Referee Brad Watson quickly waves off Zdeno Chara goal. Patrice Bergeron ruled in crease.

4:29 1st period, Bruins 2-1: Tyler Seguin and Brad Marchand play give-and-go. Seguin tucks in return pass. Nice play by Seguin to strip puck from Chris Phillips in offensive zone.

3:28 1st period, 1-1: Zdeno Chara snaps long-distance shot. Looks like David Krejci might have gotten piece of puck. Definitely changed direction en route to net.

2:48 1st period, Senators 1-0: Nathan Horton coughs up puck in defensive zone. Before Andrew Ference can get to loose puck, Zack Smith pushes it forward to Colin Greening. Greening scores on backhand.

0:00 1st period, 0-0: Aaron Johnson is the healthy scratch.

Tonight's Bruins lineup

Link|Comments (1)Posted by Fluto Shinzawa, Globe Staff April 2, 2013 06:39 PM


By Fluto Shinzawa, Globe Staff

Based on pregame warmups: 

Milan Lucic-David Krejci-Nathan Horton

 Brad Marchand-Patrice Bergeron-Tyler Seguin

 Jay Pandolfo-Rich Peverley-Jordan Caron

 Daniel Paille-Gregory Campbell-Shawn Thornton

Zdeno Chara-Dougie Hamilton

 Andrew Ference-Dennis Seidenberg

 Matt Bartkowski-Johnny Boychuk

Anton Khudobin 

 Tuukka Rask

* Robin Lehner (3-1-4, 2.05 GAA, .940 save percentage) will start in goal for the Senators.

Jaromir Jagr's career 'speaks for itself'

Link|Comments (3)Posted by Fluto Shinzawa, Globe Staff April 2, 2013 06:35 PM


By Fluto Shinzawa, Globe Staff

Earlier today, Peter Chiarelli strengthened his team’s top-nine attack by adding a future Hall of Famer to the mix. 

“His career speaks for itself,” the Bruins GM said of 41-year-old right wing Jaromir Jagr. “He’s a strong player, protects the puck well. It’s consistent with our style in the sense that there’s a cycle element to his game. He’s good on the half-wall, really good release, shot. He’s just a real good player.”

Chiarelli hinted that Jagr will most likely start his Bruins career on the third line alongside Rich Peverley. Jagr could make his debut on Thursday at TD Garden against New Jersey. Jagr is scheduled to arrive in Boston tomorrow.

“He gives us an element of offense,” Chiarelli said. “He gives us an element of size. In this day and age, you have to have the strength, fortitude, body, whatever you want to call it, to get to the front of the net.”

Chiarelli compared the acquisition to landing Mark Recchi in 2010 – a veteran forward toward the end of his career. Jagr will be more of a complementary piece than a go-to attacker.

* Chiarelli noted that Jagr, Kaspars Daugavins, and possibly Carl Soderberg could be on the roster. With that area addressed, the Bruins will most likely look to acquire a defenseman tomorrow, if possible.

* Dallas will land Boston’s 2013 first-round pick if the Bruins advance to the Eastern Conference Final. Chiarelli explained, however, that they could still put their first-rounder in play tomorrow with conditions attached. For example, if the condition with Dallas vests, the Bruins could make their 2013 first-rounder a 2014 first-round pick.

Kaspars Daugavins to participate in warmups

Link|Comments (1)Posted by Fluto Shinzawa, Globe Staff April 2, 2013 05:37 PM


By Fluto Shinzawa, Globe Staff

Kaspars Daugavins will participate in pregame warmups tonight against his former team. Daugavins will not play. 

Daugavins was claimed on waivers from Ottawa last Wednesday. Daugavins could make his Bruins debut on Thursday against New Jersey. The left wing will wear No. 16.

Daugavins has one goal and two assists in 19 games. Daugavins scored his only goal of the season against the Bruins.

Lane MacDermid checks out of Boston

Link|Comments (3)Posted by Fluto Shinzawa, Globe Staff April 2, 2013 03:42 PM


By Fluto Shinzawa, Globe Staff

Lane MacDermid has left TD Garden with his bag and sticks. MacDermid will either travel to Anaheim to join his new club today or to Dallas. 

The Bruins traded MacDermid, prospect Cody Payne, and a conditional 2013 second-round pick to Dallas for Jaromir Jagr.

“It’s kind of cool,” MacDermid said of being dealt for Jagr. “I grew up watching Jaromir play. He’s an amazing player. To be part of that deal is pretty cool.”

MacDermid appeared in only three games for the Bruins this season. The Bruins kept MacDermid on the varsity roster because they feared losing him on waivers upon assignment to Providence. 

The fourth-line left wing has been slowed by a sore groin. It was one reason why MacDermid didn’t participate in today’s morning skate.

Jaromir Jagr traded to Bruins

Link|Comments (225)Posted by Gary Dzen, Boston.com Staff April 2, 2013 01:08 PM


By Fluto Shinzawa, Globe Staff

The Bruins have acquired veteran forward Jaromir Jagr from the Dallas Stars. 

The Bruins sent forwards Lane MacDermid and Cody Payne to Dallas along with a conditional second-round draft pick in this year's NHL Draft. If the Bruins reach the Eastern Conference finals in this season's playoffs, the pick becomes a first-rounder.

In 34 games, Jagr, 41, has scored 14 goals and 12 assists to lead the Stars in scoring. Jagr is averaging 18:17 of ice time per game.

The move strengthens the Bruins’ attack. The right wing could play alongside David Krejci, which would shuffle Nathan Horton down to the No. 3 line. Or Horton could stay with Krejci and Milan Lucic, with Jagr playing on the third line alongside Rich Peverley. 

Jagr became the Bruins’ secondary option after missing out on Jarome Iginla last week. The 41-year-old Jagr is still one of the stronger players on the puck in the league. 

The left-shot Jagr will also give the Bruins some balance on the power play. Tyler Seguin, David Krejci, Patrice Bergeron, and Rich Peverley, all right-shot forwards, have shuffled through the left-side half-wall position on the power play.

Jagr will be an unrestricted free agent at year’s end. Jagr signed a one-year, $4.5 million deal with Dallas.

More: Jaromir Jagr's career stats

Lane MacDermid sidelined with 'minor injury'

Link|Comments (6)Posted by Fluto Shinzawa, Globe Staff April 2, 2013 12:08 PM


By Fluto Shinzawa, Globe Staff

Lane MacDermid did not participate in today’s morning skate because of a minor undisclosed injury, said Claude Julien. MacDermid was projected to be a healthy scratch tonight against the Senators. 

“It’s been going on for probably about five days now,” Julien said.

* The Bruins are still expecting Kaspars Daugavins to acquire his work visa today. If that happens, Daugavins would be available to play against his former club. If not, Daugavins would have to wait until Thursday against New Jersey.

* Anton Khudobin will make his second straight start. Khudobin was pulled in the second game of his last back-to-back situation after allowing three goals to Toronto.

Game 35: Senators at Bruins preview

Link|Comments (6)Posted by Fluto Shinzawa, Globe Staff April 2, 2013 10:07 AM


By Fluto Shinzawa, Globe Staff

Good morning from TD Garden, where the Bruins will face off against the Senators tonight. Ottawa is four points behind the Bruins for second place in the Northeast Division. 

Anton Khudobin is coming off a 2-0 shutout over Buffalo. For now, we’ll assume Khudobin will make his second straight start.

Puck drop: 7 p.m.

TV/radio info: NESN (Jack Edwards, Andy Brickley, Naoko Funayama),98.5 The Sports Hub (Dave Goucher, Bob Beers)

Records: Senators 19-10-6, Bruins 22-8-4

Projected Bruins lineup:

Milan Lucic-David Krejci-Nathan Horton

 Brad Marchand-Patrice Bergeron-Tyler Seguin

 Jay Pandolfo-Rich Peverley-Jordan Caron

 Daniel Paille-Gregory Campbell-Shawn Thornton

Zdeno Chara-Dougie Hamilton

 Matt Bartkowski-Dennis Seidenberg

 Andrew Ference-Johnny Boychuk

Anton Khudobin 

 Tuukka Rask

Healthy scratches: Aaron Johnson, Lane MacDermid

Storylines: Chris Kelly (leg) and Adam McQuaid (shoulder) skated this morning under the watch of strength and conditioning coach John Whitesides. Kelly is probably closer than McQuaid to returning. The Bruins’ third line needs serious help… The trade deadline is at 4 p.m. tomorrow. Had the Senators been out of the hunt, Daniel Alfredsson would have been atop the Bruins’ wish list. But Ottawa will be buying instead of selling… This will be a matchup of the No. 1 and No. 2 penalty kills in the league… Brad Watson and Gord Dwyer will be the referees. Brad Kovachik and Tim Nowak will be the linesmen.

Text size – + 
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Final, Bruins 2, Sabres 0

Link|Comments (71)Posted by Amalie Benjamin March 31, 2013 06:48 PM


End of game, Bruins 2-0 That's all from Buffalo, where the Bruins came to life in the third period and got a much-needed win.

Third period, 4:16, Bruins 2-0 Horton put the Bruins up by two goals, with a nifty knock in off a pass from Krejci. The top line is acting like it over the last three or four minutes.

Third period, 7:06, Bruins 1-0 Finally. It took nearly 53 minutes, but someone finally scored in this one, with Krejci getting the goal on Ryan Miller.

Third period, 13:05, 0-0 It took nearly seven minutes for the B's to get their first shot of the period on the Buffalo goal. Seriously.

End of second period, 0-0 Two periods done, no scoring. Some nice penalty killing by the B's in that second period, but there was little else.

Second period, 3:53, 0-0That's another penalty killed by the Bruins. Some pretty good shorthanded chances on that one.

Second period, 10:31, 0-0I guess that answered that question. The one thing the Bruins are doing right at the moment is the penalty kill. B's managed to kill back-to-back penalties, with some impressive work from Khudobin.

Second period, 12:33, 0-0 Horton called for hooking. Back on the PK for the Bruins.

Second period, 15:00, 0-0 Boston called for too many men on the ice. Is there anything this team is doing right at the moment? 

End of first period, 0-0 There was yet another near miss right on goal, this one for the B's. With 37 seconds left, Lucic got his stick on the puck with an open spot on the left side of the goal mouth, but he couldn't put it home. We're going to the first break scoreless.

First period, 3:08, 0-0 And the refs get the B's for embellishment this time. Seguin goes off. Ehrhoff goes off for interference. 

First period, 8:37, 0-0 We've got two penalties -- to Chara for crosschecking and to Ott for unsportsmanlike conduct (embellishing). That second one drew quite the boo from the crowd here. So it's four-on-four hockey now.

First period, 9:05, 0-0 That looked like a sure goal by the Sabres. Except Khudobin robbed Tyler Ennis with an impressive kick save. It was a two-on-one chance for Buffalo, and Khudobin just managed to keep it out of the net. Really nice save.

First period, 12:50, 0-0 The B's managed to kill off that penalty without a lot of chances for the Sabres. That's more that can be said for the first few minutes where there were a couple of close calls on Khudobin.

First period, 14:52, 0-0 Matt Bartkowski called for crosschecking. He's out on the penalty.

Pregame -- It's Anton Khudobin in goal for the Bruins tonight.

Pregame -- We're here in Buffalo, where both teams could really use a win in this game. The Bruins, as you probably know, have lost five-of-seven, including a terrible one to Philadelphia yesterday. The Sabres, meanwhile, are three points out of the eighth playoff spot and are already selling off some parts, with a trade yesterday. Both teams are in the second game of a back-to-back, so it should be interesting to see how this one goes.

Vanek out for Sabres vs. Bruins

Link|Comments (8)Posted by Amalie Benjamin March 31, 2013 12:45 PM


BUFFALO -- As the Bruins try to right all their current wrongs, they'll have some help for tonight's game against the Sabres. No Thomas Vanek.

He'll miss his third straight game with a muscle strain. It's good news for the struggling Bruins, against whom Vanek has played well this season. He had three goals and five points against Boston in a 7-4 Sabres win on Jan. 31. 

Vanek, the leading scorer for the Sabres this season, did skate this morning, but deemed himself not quite ready for a return. That was confirmed by Buffalo interim coach Ron Rolston, who said that Vanek would not play tonight.

Meanwhile, the Bruins are busy trying to figure out what has gone wrong for a team that looked so good at the start of the season. Right now, the team has lost five-of-seven games with just 15 to go until the playoffs.

"I think right now, whatever should be simple is very hard," coach Claude Julien said. "Even in our skate, very complicated. Guys squeezing their sticks right now. We're trying to do our best here to give them some easy solutions and regain that confidence that we once had that makes you a better team.

"No doubt it's the biggest challenge we have right now."

Final: Flyers 3, Bruins 1

Link|Comments (75)Posted by Fluto Shinzawa, Globe Staff March 30, 2013 12:53 PM


All done in Philly. One of Bruins' most disappointing performances of season.

19:01 3d period, Flyers 3-1: Ruslan Fedotenko with long-distance empty-net goal. 

10:35 3d period, Flyers 2-1: Timely save by Ilya Bryzgalov. David Krejci open in front. Puts it in Bryz’s chest.

5:00 3d period, Flyers 2-1: Nathan Horton on the rebound. Dennis Seidenberg point shot doesn’t get through. But Horton crashes net and puts puck in. Good screen by Milan Lucic.

20:00 2d period, Flyers 2-0: Bruins fortunate not to be down more than two goals. Feeble work in all three zones in the second.

15:45 2d period, Flyers 2-0: TV timeout. Pause to one of most careless stretches of play for Bruins in a while. 

12:22 2d period, Flyers 2-0: Matt Read strikes iron. Gets behind Zdeno Chara and Dougie Hamilton for long pass.

11:38 2d period, Flyers 2-0: Patrice Bergeron with wraparound. Best scoring chance so far.

7:02 2d period, Flyers 2-0: Couple good looks for Bruins on power play. No finish. David Krejci’s line continues to be best threesome. Patrice Bergeron’s line quiet.

3:18 2d period, Flyers 2-0: Matt Read cans off-wing half-slapper from Jakub Voracek. Bruins caught scrambling in own end. Very loose coverage.

20:00 1st period, Flyers 1-0: Power-play goal is difference so far. Looks like David Krejci and Co. have their good legs. Getting some decent sniffs in close.

19:16 1st period, Flyers 1-0: Patrice Bergeron tussles with Claude Giroux. Rare to see Bergeron get that hot. Zdeno Chara and Luke Schenn get their gloves off, but no punches thrown. Roughing all around.

19:01 1st period, Flyers 1-0: Big slapper by Nathan Horton. Ilya Bryzgalov takes a look back, but puck in his equipment.

16:35 1st period, Flyers 1-0: Zdeno Chara almost scores own goal. Fends off Claude Giroux rush, but swipes a shot on Tuukka Rask by mistake. Rask extends right pad to keep net clear.

15:19 1st period, Flyers 1-0: Mike Knuble on power play. Ex-Bruin set up in front of the net. Gains separation from Aaron Johnson and beats Tuukka Rask over the glove.

11:30 1st period, 0-0: Not much resembling a scoring chance for either club. Bruins with 7-3 shot advantage.

0:00 1st period, 0-0: Johnny Boychuk back in after missing last three games. Matt Bartkowski and Lane MacDermid healthy scratches.

Today's Bruins lineup

Link|Comments (0)Posted by Fluto Shinzawa, Globe Staff March 30, 2013 12:38 PM


By Fluto Shinzawa, Globe Staff

Based on pregame warmups: 

Milan Lucic-David Krejci-Nathan Horton

 Brad Marchand-Patrice Bergeron-Tyler Seguin

 Jay Pandolfo-Rich Peverley-Jordan Caron

 Daniel Paille-Gregory Campbell-Shawn Thornton

Zdeno Chara-Dougie Hamilton

 Andrew Ference-Dennis Seidenberg

 Aaron Johnson-Johnny Boychuk

Tuukka Rask

 Anton Khudobin 

* Ilya Bryzgalov (13-14-3, 2.83 GAA, .899 save percentage) will start in goal for the Flyers.

Game 33: Bruins at Flyers preview

Link|Comments (7)Posted by Fluto Shinzawa, Globe Staff March 30, 2013 10:29 AM


By Fluto Shinzawa, Globe Staff

PHILADELPHIA – Good morning from the Wells Fargo Center, where the Bruins will play the Flyers this afternoon in the first of two back-to-back games. The Bruins are coming off their last two-day break of the season. 

Johnny Boychuk (right leg) will be a game-time decision. For now, we’ll assume Boychuk will miss his fourth straight game.

Puck drop: 1 p.m.

TV/radio info: NESN (Jack Edwards, Andy Brickley, Naoko Funayama),98.5 The Sports Hub (Dave Goucher, Bob Beers)

Records: Bruins 21-7-4, Flyers 13-7-3

Projected Bruins lineup:

Milan Lucic-David Krejci-Nathan Horton

 Brad Marchand-Patrice Bergeron-Tyler Seguin

 Jay Pandolfo-Rich Peverley-Jordan Caron

 Daniel Paille-Gregory Campbell-Shawn Thornton

Zdeno Chara-Dougie Hamilton

 Matt Bartkowski-Dennis Seidenberg

 Aaron Johnson-Andrew Ference

Tuukka Rask

 Anton Khudobin 

Healthy scratch: Lane MacDermid

Storylines: Kaspars Daugavins is on the active roster. Daugavins will wear No. 16. The Bruins claimed Daugavins on waivers from Ottawa… This will be a matchup of the league’s best power play against the NHL’s top penalty kill… The Flyers have even more injuries. Andrej Meszaros (rotator cuff) and Braydon Coburn (shoulder) are out today… Philadelphia has some players that interest the Bruins. Ruslan Fedotenko would be a good depth addition for the third line. The Bruins have always liked Matt Read, but the youngster would command a bigger package in return… The Flyers are 2-6-2 in their last 10 games. Their playoff chances are slim… Stephen Walkom and Justin St. Pierre will be the referees. Tim Nowak and Shane Heyer will be the linesmen.

No ill will toward Iginla from Bruins

Link|Comments (36)Posted by Amalie Benjamin March 29, 2013 01:30 PM


By Amalie Benjamin

WILMINGTON -- All the talk in the Bruins clubhouse this afternoon was about the trade-that-wasn't, Jarome Iginla's non-deal to Boston. The overriding reaction was that it was Iginla's choice and, well, he made it. Shrug.

"It's his one chance to really make a decision for what's best for him in his eyes," Andrew Ference said. "How can you fault somebody for doing what they want to do, in a situation where they have that kind of control? That's part of his contract, part of his deal that he gets that option. Of course he's going to make that decision for himself."

And the decision wasn't to come to Boston.

Still, the Bruins are saying all the right things. That they don't have a problem with the choice. That there won't be extra motivation when the Bruins play Pittsburgh on April 19. That there is "no deflation," as coach Claude Julien put it.

"We have what we have," Ference said. "If something gets added, then it gets added.

"It's not sore feelings or insulting or anything like that. It's our sport. We have a great team. Like I said, it's fully in his right to make that choice of where he wants to go. That's what he's earned through his career with the type of contract he had. So be it. It's no more motivating to go win a Stanley Cup. I don't think anybody's feelings in this room have changed about that."

And there was an understanding that even if the Bruins had emerged victorious in the race for Iginla, that wouldn't have solved all of the team's problems. As Julien said, "Would he have made our team better? Sure. We know what he brings. But we're still a good team. ... One guy is not going to be a savior. No matter who we get, we're not going to sit back and watch this guy go. We've still got to do the job."

***

In other news, Johnny Boychuk practiced with the Bruins this morning. He'll travel to Philadelphia and be a game-time decision.

Chiarelli: Bruins informed they had acquired Jarome Iginla 

Link|Comments (106)Posted by Fluto Shinzawa, Globe Staff March 28, 2013 02:37 PM


By Fluto Shinzawa, Globe Staff

According to general manager Peter Chiarelli, the Bruins were informed at approximately noon on Wednesday that they had acquired Jarome Iginla from Calgary. The Bruins’ offer was Matt Bartkowski, Alexander Khokhlachev, and a first-round pick. 

But before midnight, the Flames told the Bruins that Iginla was going to Pittsburgh. The Penguins traded a first-round pick and prospects Ken Agostino and Ben Hanowski.

Sometime in between, when Chiarelli’s calls to Calgary met radio silence, the trade went off the rails.

“We relied on the fact that we had a deal,” said Chiarelli of scratching Bartkowski and Khokhlachev and promoting Torey Krug. “Now, these things happen all the time, more than you know, about deals going south for whatever reason. We believed we had a deal. We operated on the premise that we had a deal. When things were silent, in my experience, when things go silent, things are usually going screwy from your end. And it was.”

After telling Chiarelli the initial news, Calgary GM Jay Feaster said he wanted to give Iginla some time to consider the trade. Chiarelli agreed.

“I assume it’s because of the magnitude of the player Jarome was for the organization, they wanted to give him some space on this,” Chiarelli said.

When Feaster told Chiarelli the news that Iginla was going to Pittsburgh, the Calgary GM acknowledged something had happened to scotch the Boston deal. Chiarelli declined to share the nature of the event. Chiarelli said in trades of this significance, there are many moving parts, such as speaking with ownership.

Ultimately, Chiarelli believes Pittsburgh’s 13-game winning streak, combined with the Bruins’ recent peaks and valleys, played a part in Iginla’s decision. During his press conference in Calgary today, Iginla acknowledged that getting an opportunity to play with Sidney Crosby and Evgeni Malkin were significant factors in his decision.

* Talk between the two clubs began several weeks ago, Chiarelli said. The Bruins were on a short list of teams Iginla would consider. Iginla had a no-movement clause.

* Chiarelli hasn’t spoken with Bartkowski or Khokhlachev. He plans to speak with Bartkowski tomorrow.

* Chiarelli said he asked the Flames for permission to speak with Iginla to make his pitch. Calgary didn’t give Chiarelli that permission. Chiarelli also said there was never an opportunity to speak with Iginla about a contract extension.

* The Bruins must now look at secondary moves to acquire a forward and a defenseman. 

For Jarome Iginla, Pittsburgh opportunity too good to decline

Link|Comments (14)Posted by Fluto Shinzawa, Globe Staff March 28, 2013 10:00 AM


By Fluto Shinzawa, Globe Staff

The Penguins have won 13 straight games. They have Sidney Crosby, the NHL’s best player. GM Ray Shero had already acquired Brenden Morrow and Douglas Murray. 

They were attributes that Jarome Iginla could not pass up. Iginla waived his no-movement clause to join the Penguins. Calgary netted a first-round pick and college prospects Ken Agostino and Ben Hanowski. 

“We had multiple teams we were dealing with and multiple offers,” Calgary GM Jay Feaster said during a press conference following the trade. “At the end of the day, it’s a process of working with the player as well. Certainly the player has a role to play when the player has a no-trade, no-move. In this instance, with the deal that we consummated, this is where the player was prepared to waive for.”

The Bruins’ package would have included Matt Bartkowski and Alexander Khokhlachev, who were both healthy scratches last night for Boston and Providence, and a first-round pick. 

The Bruins must look elsewhere for an up-front upgrade. San Jose power forward Ryane Clowe, an unrestricted free agent, could be a candidate.

Jarome Iginla traded to Pittsburgh

Link|Comments (34)Posted by Fluto Shinzawa, Globe Staff March 28, 2013 01:41 AM


By Fluto Shinzawa, Globe Staff

Pittsburgh has acquired Jarome Iginla from Calgary. The Penguins traded their 2013 first-round pick along with prospects Ben Hanowski and Kenny Agostino for the Calgary captain. 

TSN reported that the Bruins had completed the deal for Iginla. But Calgary preferred Pittsburgh's offer.

The Bruins must now look to secondary targets, such as San Jose's Ryane Clowe.

Report: Jarome Iginla trade completed

Link|Comments (11)Posted by Fluto Shinzawa, Globe Staff March 28, 2013 12:43 AM


The Bruins have completed the deal to acquire Jarome Iginla from Providence, according to TSN.

UPDATE: Iginla has been traded to Pittsburgh. Penguins trump Bruins' offer. Flames acquire first-round pick, Ben Hanowski, and Kenny Agostino.

Iginla was a healthy scratch in Calgary's home game against Colorado on Wednesday. Iginla had a no-trade clause.

The Calgary captain would give the Bruins the forward depth they need heading into the playoffs. Iginla has nine goals and 13 assists this season. 

Matt Bartkowski was a healthy scratch for the Bruins' 6-5 shootout loss to Montreal. Prospect Alexander Khokhlachev was also a healthy scratch for Providence against Portland. Both Bartkowski and Khokhlachev could be included in the trade along with a first-round pick.

The trade is expected to be made official on Thursday, which is an off day for the Bruins.

Final: Canadiens 6, Bruins 5 (SO)

Link|Comments (230)Posted by Fluto Shinzawa, Globe Staff March 27, 2013 07:19 PM


All done in Boston. Brendan Gallagher with the only shootout goal. Big-time rally for Canadiens.

5:00 OT, 5-5: Shootout time. Bruins can’t punch through on OT power play.

20:00 3d period, 5-5: Gutsy rally by Canadiens. Big point. Another multi-goal third-period lead goes poof.

19:51 3d period, 5-5: Deflection in front. Looked like Brendan Gallagher tips Andrei Markov shot past Tuukka Rask. 

12:52 3d period, Bruins 5-4: Great chance for Nathan Horton in front. Peter Budaj slams door with left pad.

12:18 3d period, Bruins 5-4: Brendan Gallagher’s first shot off Dennis Seidenberg’s face. Second shot goes past Tuukka Rask. No quit in these Canadiens.

11:50 3d period, Bruins 5-3: Tyler Seguin pulls backhand, goes up high on Peter Budaj. Crisp pass from Brad Marchand. That might be enough of a cushion against tired Habs.

9:16 3d period, Bruins 4-3: Shorthanded chance for Gregory Campbell. Peter Budaj with his biggest save yet.

3:58 3d period, Bruins 4-3: Michael Ryder with his second of the night. Money on two-on-one rush. Nice dish by Tomas Plekanec.

0:00 3d period, Bruins 4-2: Peter Budaj in. Carey Price out.

20:00 2d period, Bruins 4-2: Dominant four-goal period for the Bruins. Complete control of neutral zone after first goal. Held 17-5 shot advantage in second. Bruins should expect one last push from Canadiens in third.

17:36 2d period, Bruins 4-2: Canadiens cough up puck in neutral zone. Leads to odd-man rush for David Krejci and Nathan Horton. Krejci sends cross-ice dish. Horton finds back of net. Top six rolling for Bruins.

17:01 2d period, Bruins 3-2: Bruins break through on PP. Long cycle for Bruins, with Josh Gorges breaking stick and taking Jeff Halpern’s twig. Torey Krug’s shot doesn’t get through, but Patrice Bergeron buries rebound.

13:55 2d period, 2-2: Brad Marchand on breakaway. Touch pass from Patrice Bergeron. Carey Price gets a piece of his glove on shot.

13:24 2d period, 2-2: Bruins pushing hard. Montreal looking like team playing second road game in two nights.

7:23 2d period, 2-2: Brad Marchand lifts first backhander over net. Gets own rebound and tucks in second chance.

3:32 2d period, Canadiens 2-1: Dougie Hamilton with a timely goal. Tyler Seguin hits post on first rush. Finds own rebound and hits Hamilton in front. Hamilton buries his followup attempt.

2:53 2d period, Canadiens 2-0: P.K. Subban cans long-distance one-timer. Nice screen by Colby Armstrong. Torey Krug on ice for both Montreal goals.

0:44 2d period, Canadiens 1-0: Daniel Paille back down to fourth line. Brad Marchand with usual linemates.

20:00 1st period, Canadiens 1-0: Bruins tightened up defensively after giving up some very good looks early. Not many quality scoring chances at other end, though.

12:07 1st period, Canadiens 1-0: Money save by Carey Price. Blocker save on Brad Marchand to turn back two-on-one.

11:38 1st period, Canadiens 1-0: Gregory Campbell vs. Travis Moen. Even scrap. Came after an extended chat between David Krejci and Andrei Markov. 

10:03 1st period, Canadiens 1-0: So far, not much in Bruins’ legs. Canadiens far livelier.

7:36 1st period, Canadiens 1-0: Bruins yet to put puck on goal.

4:15 1st period, Canadiens 1-0: Michael Ryder with plenty of time to lock and load in front. Makes no mistake. 

1:10 1st period, 0-0: Tuukka Rask under siege early. Turns back two-on-one. Had to stop Michael Ryder in opening minute.

0:00 1st period, 0-0: Torey Krug in. Matt Bartkowski out. Johnny Boychuk (right leg) to injured reserve. Out for third straight game.

Tonight's Bruins lineup

Link|Comments (2)Posted by Fluto Shinzawa, Globe Staff March 27, 2013 07:02 PM


By Fluto Shinzawa, Globe Staff

Based on pregame warmups: 

Milan Lucic-David Krejci-Nathan Horton

 Daniel Paille-Patrice Bergeron-Tyler Seguin

 Brad Marchand-Rich Peverley-Jordan Caron

 Jay Pandolfo-Gregory Campbell-Shawn Thornton

Zdeno Chara-Dougie Hamilton

 Aaron Johnson-Dennis Seidenberg

 Torey Krug-Andrew Ference

Tuukka Rask

 Anton Khudobin

* Carey Price (16-6-4, 2.28 GAA, .913 save percentage) will start in goal for the Canadiens.

Bruins recall Torey Krug from Providence

Link|Comments (3)Posted by Fluto Shinzawa, Globe Staff March 27, 2013 05:08 PM


By Fluto Shinzawa, Globe Staff

The Bruins have promoted Torey Krug from Providence. The defenseman will be available tonight against the Canadiens. This is Krug's first recall of the season. 

Krug is one of the prospects available on the trade market. Matt Bartkowski could also be a trade chip. Both could be in tonight's lineup for rival scouts to evaluate prior to a deal.

Krug is the more offensively dynamic of the two young defensemen. Krug, formerly of Michigan State, has 10 goals and 24 assists in 55 games for Providence.

If the Bruins keep Krug, he projects to be a replacement next season for Andrew Ference, who will become an unrestricted free agent after this year.

Bruins claim Kaspars Daugavins on waivers

Link|Comments (63)Posted by Fluto Shinzawa, Globe Staff March 27, 2013 12:16 PM


By Fluto Shinzawa, Globe Staff

The Bruins have claimed Kaspars Daugavins on waivers from the Senators, according to the Ottawa Sun. The 24-year-old forward scored one goal and two assists in 19 games for the Senators while averaging 11:25 of ice time per appearance.

The 6-foot, 213-pound Daugavins opened eyes around the league against the Bruins on March 11. In the shootout against Tuukka Rask, Daugavins pushed the puck forward with the toe of his blade, then tried a spin-o-rama. Rask kicked out Daugavins’s bid with his left pad.

Daugavins scored his only goal of the season against the Bruins. The left-shot Daugavins snapped a long-distance shot past Anton Khudobin during the Bruins’ 2-1 win on March 21.

Daugavins was practicing with the Senators today. Daugavins will be a restricted free agent at the end of the season.

Johnny Boychuk's availability uncertain

Link|Comments (8)Posted by Fluto Shinzawa, Globe Staff March 27, 2013 11:58 AM


By Fluto Shinzawa, Globe Staff

Johnny Boychuk has yet to be cleared for game play. Claude Julien said Boychuk will be re-evaluated later today. 

Boychuk missed the last two games because of an injured right leg. He was hurt last Friday during practice when he was hit by an Aaron Johnson shot.

Boychuk made it through the morning skate without limitations and took regular shifts alongside Zdeno Chara. If Boychuk plays tonight, either Aaron Johnson or Matt Bartkowski will be the healthy scratch.

* Milan Lucic took line rushes with usual partners David Krejci and Nathan Horton. Lucic started Monday’s game against Toronto with Rich Peverley and Jordan Caron. 

* Tuukka Rask was the first goalie off the ice, indicating he will start against the Canadiens.

Tonight’s possible lineup:

Milan Lucic-David Krejci-Nathan Horton

 Daniel Paille-Patrice Bergeron-Tyler Seguin

 Brad Marchand-Rich Peverley-Jordan Caron

 Jay Pandolfo-Gregory Campbell-Shawn Thornton

Zdeno Chara-Johnny Boychuk

 Dennis Seidenberg-Dougie Hamilton

 Aaron Johnson-Andrew Ference

Tuukka Rask

 Anton Khudobin

Game 32: Canadiens at Bruins preview

Link|Comments (3)Posted by Fluto Shinzawa, Globe Staff March 27, 2013 10:22 AM


By Fluto Shinzawa, Globe Staff

Good morning from TD Garden, where the Bruins will close out their two-game homestand tonight against the Canadiens. 

Tuukka Rask, in goal for Monday’s 3-2 shootout win over Toronto, should be back in goal tonight.

Puck drop: 7:30 p.m.

TV/radio info: NBC Sports Network (Mike Emrick, Ed Olczyk, Pierre McGuire),98.5 The Sports Hub (Dave Goucher, Bob Beers)

Records: Canadiens 20-7-5, Bruins 21-7-3

Projected Bruins lineup:

Milan Lucic-David Krejci-Nathan Horton

 Brad Marchand-Patrice Bergeron-Tyler Seguin

 Daniel Paille-Rich Peverley-Jordan Caron

 Jay Pandolfo-Gregory Campbell-Shawn Thornton

Zdeno Chara-Dougie Hamilton

 Matt Bartkowski-Dennis Seidenberg

 Aaron Johnson-Andrew Ference

Tuukka Rask

 Anton Khudobin 

Healthy scratch: Lane MacDermid

Storylines: The Bruins could take over first place in the Northeast Division. Both clubs have 45 points … The Bruins went back to their usual lines late in Monday’s game. For now, we’ll assume Milan Lucic is back with David Krejci and Nathan Horton … The Bruins should have fresher legs. The Canadiens are coming off a 1-0 road loss to Pittsburgh last night … Carey Price was in goal against the Penguins. The Bruins could see Peter Budaj for the second time this season tonight … Brandon Prust (shoulder) will not play … Greg Kimmerly and Chris Rooney will be the referees. Tony Sericolo and Peter Morin will be the linesmen.

Final: Bruins 3, Maple Leafs 2 (shootout)

Link|Comments (40)Posted by Michael Vega, Globe Staff March 25, 2013 06:49 PM


Final: Bruins 3, Maple Leafs 2 (shootout): The Bruins scored a 3-2 shootout victory over the Maple Leafs Monday night before a sellout TD Garden crowd of 17,565, avenging a 3-2 loss at Toronto Saturday night. Patrice Bergeron, who tallied the tying goal at 10:36 of the third period, followed a shootout goal by Tyler Seguin with one of his own and Tuukka Rask stopped a last-gasp shootout bid by Nikolai Kulemin to seal the victory., 

End of overtime: Maple Leafs 2, Bruins 2Rask continued to stand on his head for the Bruins during the 5-minute overtime period, stopping a a pair of blistering shots on net. Shootout time.

End of regulation: Maple Leafs 2, Bruins 2 After Patrice Bergeron tallied the tying goal at 10:36, Bruins goaltender Tuukka Rask helped send it into overtime after making a pair of sparkling glove saves on Nazem Kadri (17:42) and Joffrey Lupul (18:55) from the left circle.

Penalty, Boston-Toronto, 13:08: Andrew Ference and Dion Phaneuf were sent off for matching roughing penalties, creating a 4-on-4 situation.

Maple Leafs 2, Bruins 2, 10:36: Patrice Bergeron potted his ninth goal of the season, scoring the tying goal when Doug Hamilton dug the puck from the boards behind the net and found Bergeron on the doorstep. Bergeron one-timed it with a backhanded shovel that beat Reimer and Toronto defenseman Dion Phaneuf.

Penalty, Boston: 0:30 Patrice Bergeron was sent off for hooking 30 seconds into the third, giving Toronto its third power play opportunity of the night.

Second intermission: Maple Leafs 2, Bruins 1: The Bruins ramped up the puck pressure on Toronto netminder James Reimer who faced 12 shots in the period and turned away all except for Milan Lucic's nifty point-blank wrister that enabled Boston to pull within 2-1 at 9:49. The Bruins entered the game with a 2-2-2 record when trailing after the second period.

Second period

Penalty, Boston, 16:37: Dennis Seidenberg was sent off for slashing after he was caught whacking Phil Kessel. After the Bruins killed off the penalty, Seidenberg came open in the neutral zone when he came out of the box, but Jay Pandolfo was unable to connect when his clearing pass was deflected high into the air.

Maple Leafs 2, Bruins 1, 9:49: Milan Lucic put the Bruins on the board when he tallied his fifth goal of the season after taking a clearing pass from Rich Peverley, who retrieved a loose puck on the right sideboards. Lucic came sweeping into the zone with size and speed from the right wing and beat James Reimer when he snaped a nifty point-blank wrister on the short side.

Maple Leafs 2, Bruins 0, 8:01: Nikolai Kulemin converted on a solo breakaway rush after he was sprung by Nazem Kadri's pin-point pass through the neutral zone and the heart of Boston's defense. Kulemin broke in on Rask, faking right and then going left for a wrister that beat Rask top shelf.

Maple Leafs 1, Bruins 0, PPG, 2:04: Toronto capitalized on its first man-advantage opportunity when Joffrey Lupul potted Jake Gardiner's crisp diagonal pass to the left post, where Lupul beat Tuukka Rask on the far side.

Penalty, Boston, 0:27: Aaron Johnson put Toronto on the power play for the first time in the game when he was sent off for interference for his neutral-zone flattening of Nazem Kadri.

First period

End of first period: Bruins 0, Maple Leafs 0: The Bruins outshot Toronto, 9-6, in the first period and failed to capitalize on a power-play opportunity when Colton Orr went off for boarding at 17:19. Milan Lucic, demoted to the third line, was animated and slammed the gate open and shut in frustration after being shut out on his power-play shift. The scoreless stalemate in the first marked the 13th time this season the B's had been held without a goal after the first period, entering with a 7-3-2 record in those games.

Penalty: Toronto, 17:19: Colton Orr was sent off to serve a boarding infraction, giving the Bruins the man advantage for the first time in the game.

Bruins 0, Maple Leafs 0, 8:24: The Bruins missed a couple of prime goal-mouth opportunities when Jay Pandolfo, camped out on the post, was unable to tuck the puck past Toronto goaltender James Reimer at 2:57 and when Rich Peverley fished the puck from the boards and missed connecting with Milan Lucic who was sitting on the doorstep at 8:24.

PregameGreetings from TD Garden, where the Bruins (20-7-3) will attempt to rebound from a 3-2 loss to the Maple Leafs (17-12-3) Saturday in Toronto by hosting the Leafs: Here are what the lines will look like for the Bruins:

Marchand-Krejci-Horton

 Paille-Bergeron-Seguin

 Lucic-Peverley-Caron

 Pandolfo-Campbell-Thornton

The defensive pairings might be a little muddled with Adam McQuaid (shoulder) out for 4-6 weeks and Johnny Boychuk (leg) out for the game.

Actually, here ARE the defensive pairings for Monday night's game:

Seidenberg-Bartkowski

 Chara-Hamilton

 Ference-Johnson

Game 31: Bruins vs. Maple Leafs

Link|Comments (20)Posted by Kevin Paul Dupont, Globe Staff March 25, 2013 08:39 AM


By Kevin Paul Dupont, Globe Staff

Up 'n' at it here at TD Garden for tonight's Bruins-Maple Leafs tilt on what is yet another very busy week for the goal-starved Bruins (six goals in their recent 1-3-0 roadie). 

Coach Claude Julien gave his charges the morning off, then addressed the media for about 10 minutes late this morning. Players will not be available for comment until they arrive at the arena usually just after 4 p.m. 

Julien offhandedly noted that Adam McQuaid, who suffered a strained shoulder during the recent road trip, will be sidelined some 4-6 weeks, somewhat longer than the original diagnosis. This could step up GM Peter Chiarelli's efforts to secure a defenseman via a trade before the league's April 3 trade deadline.

Julien also said that Johnny Boychuk, who missed Saturday's game in Toronto with an undisclosed injury, also will not be able to play this evening.

Julien, when asked if felt his team should take an ''angry'' approach to tonight's game: ''I think we need to be angry at ourselves, not at the Toronto Maple Leafs...

''...What is disappointing right now is that we are not playing the type of game that we should. Tonight if we are mad, we've got to be mad at ourselves. for not playing our game and going out there and being a bit more hungry. Hopefully our work ethic and the talent we feel we have will take over.''

The coach scrambled his sagging trios in Sunday's late-morning workout at the Garden, with the key move being the promotion of Brad Marchand to first-line left wing. It looks as if he'll start there tonight in place of Milan Lucic, who has gone 0-8–8 in his last 15 games, the longest goal-scoring drought of his career. The L'il Ball o' Hate moves in for the Big Ball of Confusion.

None of Lucic's four goals this season has been against a club that currently holds a playoff berth.

It appears Lucic will begin the evening on a trio with Rich Peverley and Jordan Caron. Peverley is by far the fastest in that combination and will have to calibrate his speed accordingly.

In their four stops on the road (Pittsburgh, Winnipeg, Ottawa and Toronto), the Bruins worked with a lead for only 32:40 of the 240 minutes played (13.6 percent of the time). They trailed slightly more than half the time (121:08). Only once, in Winnipeg, did they carry a lead (1-0) into the third period, and they ultimately lost to the Jets (3-1).

Despite chiseling out only one win in the four games away from Causeway, the Bruins outshot the opposition in each game and finished with a 122-84 shot edge. Holding the opposition to an average of just over 20 shots a night should translate to something better than .250 hockey.

Julien, following Sunday's practice, on why he shook up his lines: ''Because I can. Because I'm the coach.''

Puck drop: 7:05 p.m.

Record: Bruins, 20-7-3; Leafs, 17-12-3

 TV/radio info: NESN (Jack Edwards, Andy Brickley, Naoko Funayama), 98.5 The Sports Hub (Dave Goucher, Bob Beers)

Projected lineup:

Brad Marchand-David Krejci-Nathan Horton

 Daniel Paille-Patrice Bergeron-Tyler Seguin

 Milan Lucic-Rich Peverley-Jordan Caron

 Jay Pandolfo-Greg Campbell-Shawn Thornton

Zdeno Chara-Aaron Johnson

 Dennis Seidenberg-Dougie Hamilton

 Andrew Ference-Matt Bartkowski

Tuukka Rask

 Anton Khudobin

Scratches: Adam McQuaid; Chris Kelly, Johnny Boychuk, Lane MacDermid 

Storylines: Lucic's last goal was Feb. 24 vs. Florida. He has gone 1-8–9 over the last 18 games ... Horton has been almost as abysmal on right wing, connecting for only one goal since Feb. 28. He has gone a meager 2-5–7 in the 16 games since Feb. 21. Both big wingers have been on a March to nowhere ... Bergeron continues to ride the top of the Boston scoring chart with his 8-18–26 ... Nazim Kadri (34 points) and ex-Bruin Phil Kessel (30 points) pace the Toronto offense ... If the playoffs started today, the Bruins, in fourth place in the East, would face Ottawa. The Leafs, in sixth, would take on Winnipeg ... Paille has the speed to succeed as a top-six winger, but his past promotions to top scoring units have typically resulted in lack of production. Rarely, though, has he had the opportunity to fly with partners as skilled as Bergeron and Seguin ... Seguin and Marchand were the only top-six wingers to score on the four-game trip. Paille had the only other goal scored by a Boston forward. Blueliners Dennis Seidenberg (2) and Andrew Ference combined for Boston's other three goals ... The erratic Leafs lost five straight before going 2-0-1 last week, including Saturday's 3-2 edging of the Bruins ... The Leafs have played two more games than the Bruins, and have outscored the Black-and-Gold, 97-86.

Reports: Bruins miss on offer to add Morrow

Link|Comments (25)Posted by Kevin Paul Dupont, Globe Staff March 24, 2013 05:21 PM


According to multiple news sources on Twitter this afternoon, the Bruins today made an offer to acquire veteran Dallas winger Brenden Morrow, only to see him agree to waive his no-trade clause with the Stars in order to join the Penguins.

TSN reporters Darren Dreger and Bob McKenzie first broke word on Twitter that the Penguins had an offer in for Morrow, 34, and were awaiting word on his decision regarding his NTC.

Soon after Dreger and McKenzie reported the Penguins offer, the Ottawa Sun's Bruce Garrioch then posted word via Twitter that the Bruins likewise had an offer in on Morrow.

But at approximately 5:15 p.m., a number of sources, all reporting on Twitter, stated that Morrow in fact waived his no-trade clause and accepted a swap to the Penguins. However, neither the Penguins nor the Stars immediately released word of the alleged deal.

Morrow, a hardnosed winger, might have helped the Bruins rebuild some of their dwindling scoring confidence. At age 34, he is no longer considered a top six winger by most GMs but with Boston's recent struggles to score (total six goals in the last four games), he could have become an essential piece of the club's overall attack.

The Bruins now possibly will turn their attention to acquiring veteran winger Jarome Iginla from the Calgary Flames. Reports earlier today stated that Iginla informed the Flames that he would accept a deal to only four clubs--the Bruins, Penguins, Blackhawks and Kings.

Shortly before 6 p.m., Pierre LeBrun of espn.com reported that the Stars sent Morrow and a third-round draft pick this year to the Penguins for defenseman Joe Morrow and a fifth-round draft pick this year.

Morrow, 20, is a first-year pro who has spent the season with AHL Wilkes-Barre/Scranton. The 6-foot-1, 205-pound blueliner was Pittsburgh's first-round pick, No. 23 overall, in the 2011 draft.

Marchand replaces Lucic as Bruins shake up lines

Link|Comments (45)Posted by Staff March 24, 2013 01:14 PM


By Jason Mastrodonato, Globe Correspondent

Brad Marchand and Daniel Paille were promoted, a struggling Milan Lucic was essentially demoted, and the Bruins skated with four completely new lines during a Sunday morning practice at the TD Garden.

The shake-up:

Brad Marchand - David Krejci - Nathan Horton

 Daniel Paille - Patrice Bergeron - Tyler Seguin

 Milan Lucic - Rich Peverley - Jordan Caron

 Jay Pandolfo - Gregory Campbell - Shawn Thornton

Asked what went into the change, coach Claude Julien said, "Because I can. Because I’m the coach. And every once in a while you have to do those things. It’s as simple as that."

Julien kept repeating the team's scoring output during a four game road trip in which the Bruins found the net just six times, going 1-3 during the stretch. 

The crafty Marchand, who leads the Bruins with 13 goals, joins another creative player in Krejci as the two will try to spark Horton, who has scored just once in 13 games during the month of March. 

"Obviously, we lost three out of four games, so we’ll change it up a little bit and hopefully that’s going to help," said Krejci, who had previously voiced confidence in Lucic and Horton skating along side him. "I think we looked good out there this morning. Obviously we don’t have much chemistry, particularly with March or Looch with the other line, or Paille with Bergy’s line. But I thought we looked pretty good this morning so hopefully it’s going to work tomorrow."

Lucic, who has scored four goals in 29 games this season, may fit in nicely with Peverley and Caron, another big body who likes to cause havoc in the crease.

Paille, who has six goals and five assists while primarily skating with Campbell and Thornton, gets the promotion to the second line that could be one of the fastest in the NHL.

"Speed, a lot of speed," Bergeron said of Paille. "And he’s a great player. I think a lot of times he’s underestimated. People think he’s a fourth-line player, but he’s not. 

"He has a nose for the net as well. He’s a smart guy with the puck and defensively he’s very sound. Those are a lot of things that can help our line, we just need to find some chemistry together."

Johnny Boychuk, who missed Saturday's 3-2 loss to the Maple Leafs with a right foot injury, was again held out of practice. Julien said the defenseman is still day-to-day. 

Also missing Adam McQuaid, Julien said he was pleased with the efforts of fill-in blue-liners Aaron Johnson and Matt Bartkowski.

Ryan Spooner, the 21-year-old center who was called up to the Bruins when Krejci got hurt and registered 15:29 of ice time in Tuesday's 3-1 loss to Winnipeg, was returned to Providence. Julien said Spooner played well between Lucic and Horton, but didn't quite fit in when slotted back on the third line with Peverley and Pandolfo. 

The new-look Bruins host the Maple Leafs on Monday at 7 p.m. Tukka Rask is expected to be in net. 

Final: Maple Leafs 3, Bruins 2

Link|Comments (57)Posted by Fluto Shinzawa, Globe Staff March 23, 2013 07:00 PM


All done in Toronto. Leafs hold off final six-on-five push. Bruins 1-3-0 on road trip.

18:44 3d period, Leafs 3-2: Bruins within one. Andrew Ference’s point shot appears to deflect off Mark Fraser.

16:52 3d period, Leafs 3-1: Bruins down to three lines. Rich Peverley moves up with Gregory Campbell and Daniel Paille.

7:04 3d period, Leafs 3-1: Carl Gunnarson off for tripping. First PP for Bruins. Much better energy in last five minutes.

2:30 3d period, Leafs 3-1: Patrice Bergeron sets a screen on James Reimer. Dennis Seidenberg takes advantage with a snapper through screen. Anton Khudobin out, Tuukka Rask in.

1:34 3d period, Leafs 3-0: Fourth line punches through for Toronto. Colton Orr starts it with big bump on Dennis Seidenberg. Frazer McLaren all alone in front. Close-range shot off Anton Khudobin’s left pad and in. Tough goal for Bruins to give up. Not their night.

20:00 2d period, Leafs 2-0: Bruins with misleading 20-9 shot advantage. Not getting any sustained pressure on James Reimer. One and done.

10:26 2d period, Leafs 2-0: Milan Lucic turnover. Nikolai Kulemin rings the post at other end. Lucic not giving much.

2:52 2d period, Leafs 2-0: Mikhail Grabovski slips snap shot through Matt Bartkowski screen and past Anton Khudobin. Unless Khudobin missed the release because of the screen, he should stop that shot. 

20:00 1st period, Leafs 1-0: Nathan Horton gets a decent chance in final minute. Not a bad first for Bruins, who hold 10-4 shot advantage. Neutral-zone play still a concern.

18:17 1st period, Leafs 1-0: Daniel Paille with net-front chance. Nice dish by Gregory Campbell. James Reimer closes the door.

15:36 1st period, Leafs 1-0: Nice work by David Krejci. Muscles puck off Jake Gardiner. Gets close-range backhand shot on goal. Bruins need more jam like that from his wingmen.

14:41 1st period, Leafs 1-0: Couple good chances for Shawn Thornton and Daniel Paille. James Reimer down and out, but couldn’t get clean shot on goal.

8:00 1st period, Leafs 1-0: Anton Khudobin flashes glove to rob Matt Frattin. Dougie Hamilton helps out by clearing puck off line.

5:00 1st period, Leafs 1-0: Off the draw, Shawn Thornton vs. Colton Orr. Two very tough dudes. Orr delivers bunch of rights early. Looked like Thornton got in a left late.

4:58 1st period, Leafs 1-0: Nazem Kadri gets behind Dennis Seidenberg. Weak play in neutral zone.

4:13 1st period, 0-0: Ice in front of benches already turning to snow. Both teams changing personnel constantly.

0:00 1st period, 0-0: Rich Peverley back in. Should be No. 3 right wing alongside Ryan Spooner. Jordan Caron healthy scratch. Lane MacDermid also out. 

Tonight's Bruins lineup

Link|Comments (1)Posted by Fluto Shinzawa, Globe Staff March 23, 2013 06:31 PM


By Fluto Shinzawa, Globe Staff

Based on pregame warmups: 

Milan Lucic-David Krejci-Nathan Horton

 Brad Marchand-Patrice Bergeron-Tyler Seguin

 Jay Pandolfo-Ryan Spooner-Jordan Caron 

 Daniel Paille-Gregory Campbell-Shawn Thornton

Zdeno Chara-Dougie Hamilton

 Matt Bartkowski-Dennis Seidenberg

 Aaron Johnson-Andrew Ference

Anton Khudobin

 Tuukka Rask

* Ryan Spooner took the first shift between Jay Pandolfo and Jordan Caron. However, Claude Julien said Rich Peverley would play tonight.

* James Reimer (10-4-3, 2.73 GAA, .916 save percentage) will start in goal for the Leafs.

Johnny Boychuk out, Rich Peverley back in

Link|Comments (11)Posted by Fluto Shinzawa, Globe Staff March 23, 2013 12:21 PM


By Fluto Shinzawa, Globe Staff

Johnny Boychuk will not play tonight. Boychuk was hit by an Aaron Johnson shot on the right leg during practice yesterday. Boychuk is day-to-day, according to Claude Julien. Matt Bartkowski will make his season debut. 

Rich Peverley, a healthy scratch against Ottawa, will return to the lineup tonight. Peverley will replace either Ryan Spooner or Jordan Caron on the No. 3 line. The guess here is that Caron will be the healthy scratch.

Tonight’s possible lineup:

Milan Lucic-David Krejci-Nathan Horton

 Brad Marchand-Patrice Bergeron-Tyler Seguin

 Jay Pandolfo-Ryan Spooner-Rich Peverley

 Daniel Paille-Gregory Campbell-Shawn Thornton

Zdeno Chara-Andrew Ference

 Dennis Seidenberg-Dougie Hamilton

 Aaron Johnson-Matt Bartkowski

Anton Khudobin

 Tuukka Rask

Game 30: Bruins at Maple Leafs preview

Link|Comments (5)Posted by Fluto Shinzawa, Globe Staff March 23, 2013 10:32 AM


By Fluto Shinzawa, Globe Staff

TORONTO – Good morning from the Air Canada Centre, where the Bruins will wrap up their four-game road swing tonight against the Maple Leafs. 

The Bruins recalled Matt Bartkowski on an emergency basis yesterday. Johnny Boychuk, who hurt his right leg in practice yesterday, is in question. Boychuk was walking normally this morning. It’s unknown whether Boychuk will participate in the morning skate. 

The Bruins must also decide on whether Rich Peverley will return to the lineup. Peverley was a healthy scratch for Thursday’s 2-1 win over Ottawa.

Puck drop: 7 p.m.

TV/radio info: NESN (Jack Edwards, Andy Brickley, Naoko Funayama),98.5 The Sports Hub (Dave Goucher, Bob Beers)

Records: Bruins 20-6-3, Leafs 16-12-3

Projected Bruins lineup:

Milan Lucic-David Krejci-Nathan Horton

 Brad Marchand-Patrice Bergeron-Tyler Seguin

 Jay Pandolfo-Ryan Spooner-Rich Peverley

 Daniel Paille-Gregory Campbell-Shawn Thornton

Zdeno Chara-Andrew Ference

 Dennis Seidenberg-Dougie Hamilton

 Aaron Johnson-Johnny Boychuk

Tuukka Rask

 Anton Khudobin 

Healthy scratches: Jordan Caron, Lane MacDermid

Storylines: The Leafs will honor Mats Sundin prior to the game. The former Toronto captain was inducted into the Hockey Hall of Fame… Milan Lucic won’t have Mike Komisarek in his way. Komisarek was assigned to the Marlies, Toronto’s AHL affiliate, earlier this season. Komisarek’s time in Toronto is most likely over… Joffrey Lupul will not play for the second straight game. Lupul was suspended for two games for hitting Victor Hedman in the head earlier this week… Mike Leggo and Francois St. Laurent will be the referees. Steve Miller and Mark Shewchyk will be the linesmen.

Johnny Boychuk injured, Matt Bartkowski recalled on emergency basis

Link|Comments (8)Posted by Fluto Shinzawa, Globe Staff March 22, 2013 06:25 PM


By Fluto Shinzawa, Globe Staff

TORONTO – Johnny Boychuk’s availability for tomorrow’s game against the Maple Leafs is in question. During practice today at Carleton University, Boychuk was hit by a puck in the right leg. The Bruins have not been able to determine the severity of Boychuk’s injury because of swelling. 

The Bruins have recalled Matt Bartkowski from Providence on an emergency basis. The left-shot defenseman has three goals and 21 assists in 56 games. This is Bartkowski’s first recall of the season.

The Bruins are already without Adam McQuaid for up to a month because of a strained left shoulder.

Bruins prepare for finale of road trip

Link|Comments (8)Posted by Fluto Shinzawa, Globe Staff March 22, 2013 01:10 PM


By Fluto Shinzawa, Globe Staff

OTTAWA – The Bruins have finished their practice at Carleton University. They are traveling to Toronto this afternoon. They will conclude their four-game road trip on Saturday against the Maple Leafs at Air Canada Centre. 

Rich Peverley centered the third line. Peverley was a healthy scratch last night for the first time as a Bruin. 

“Obviously you never want to be a healthy scratch,” Peverley said. “But it was a coach’s decision. I know I need to be a lot better. Hopefully from here on out, it will go a lot better and I can use it as motivation.” 

* Zdeno Chara, Andrew Ference, Patrice Bergeron, and Brad Marchand were given the day off. They went through off-ice workouts.

* Johnny Boychuk left practice early. Boychuk appeared to take a shot off the right leg. Boychuk needed help hobbling to the dressing room. The defenseman did not return to practice.

* Ryan Spooner needed some work on his left cheek. A deflected puck caught Spooner in the face. Spooner didn't mind. "Makes me look tough," Spooner said.

Today’s practice lineup:

Milan Lucic-David Krejci-Nathan Horton

 Lane MacDermid-Ryan Spooner-Tyler Seguin

 Jay Pandolfo-Rich Peverley-Jordan Caron

 Daniel Paille-Gregory Campbell-Shawn Thornton

Dennis Seidenberg-Dougie Hamilton

 Aaron Johnson-Johnny Boychuk

Tuukka Rask

 Anton Khudobin

Watch: Bruins-Senators highlights

Link|Comments (0)Posted by David Pierce, Boston.com Staff March 22, 2013 01:47 AM


Watch highlights of last night's thrilling 2-1 Bruins win over the Senators in Ottawa.

Final: Bruins 2, Senators 1

Link|Comments (55)Posted by Fluto Shinzawa, Globe Staff March 21, 2013 07:29 PM


All done in Ottawa. Dennis Seidenberg with GWG. Anton Khudobin might need second straight start after that gem.

18:56 3d period, Bruins 2-1: Dennis Seidenberg with go-ahead goal. Patrice Bergeron wins O-zone draw. Robin Lehner literally hopping mad.

18:03 3d period, 1-1: Anton Khudobin shuts door on Guillaume Latendresse. Gloves backhander.

17:19 3d period, 1-1: Money save by Robin Lehner on David Krejci. Far better third period for Bruins than first 40 minutes.

15:22 3d period, 1-1: Zero heat on power play. Bruins 4:38 away from a point.

13:03 3d period, 1-1: Kaspars Daugavins off for roughing. Ottawa upset with no matching.

7:58 3d period, 1-1: Milan Lucic and Chris Neil exchanging jolts, bad language.

5:58 3d period, 1-1: Johnny Boychuk to the room.

3:44 3d period, 1-1: Anton Khudobin square to Kaspars Daugavins. More good goaltending work.

3:01 3d period, 1-1: Chris Neil to the room. Cut in a collision in front of the benches. 

20:00 2d period, 1-1: Bruins fortunate to enter third tied up. Anton Khudobin with a very good blocker save on Jakob Silfverberg in final seconds.

18:38 2d period, 1-1: Bruins get a gift. Daniel Paille snaps off-wing shot through Robin Lehner. Tough goal if that went in clean.

15:24 2d period, Senators 1-0: Anton Khudobin keeping this a one-goal game. Stops Jakob Silfverberg. Then turns back Sergei Gonchar.

10:39 2d period, Senators 1-0: Anton Khudobin with excellent stop on Mika Zibanejad. Again, too clean of an entry. Zibanejad goes right through Dennis Seidenberg.

6:42 2d period, Senators 1-0: Colin Greening strips Dougie Hamilton in defensive zone. Senators making stronger plays than Bruins.

5:45 2d period, Senators 1-0: Bruins blow three-on-one rush. Milan Lucic’s pass too far ahead for Nathan Horton. Mike Lundin only D back after bad line change.

4:55 2d period, Senators 1-0: Kaspars Daugavins snaps a long-distance shot on goal. Looks like it might have skimmed off Andrew Ference’s stick. Or maybe off Mika Zibanejad's blade. Under review. Goal credited to Daugavins.

2:08 2d period, 0-0: Gregory Campbell tips Aaron Johnson pass. Good reaction stop by Robin Lehner.

20:00 1st period, 0-0: Ottawa should be up 1-0. Late flurry by Senators. Anton Khudobin with a couple of beauties at end of first.

15:13 1st period, 0-0: Bruins slack in neutral zone. Ottawa generating good speed into offensive zone. Senators with better chances so far.

7:45 1st period, 0-0: Tyler Seguin snaps puck off Brad Marchand. Marchand to bench.

6:33 1st period, 0-0: Matt Kassian trying to get Shawn Thornton to go. Nothing doing. Yet.

0:00 1st period, 0-0: David Krejci and Ryan Spooner in. Rich Peverley is healthy scratch. Peverley was pulled from PP2 against Winnipeg. First time being healthy scratch as a Bruin.
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Thursday's Bruins lineup

Link|Comments (0)Posted by Fluto Shinzawa, Globe Staff March 21, 2013 07:09 PM


By Fluto Shinzawa, Globe Staff

Based on pregame warm-ups: 

Milan Lucic-David Krejci-Nathan Horton

 Brad Marchand-Patrice Bergeron-Tyler Seguin

 Jay Pandolfo-Rich Peverley-Jordan Caron

 Daniel Paille-Gregory Campbell-Shawn Thornton

Zdeno Chara-Andrew Ference

 Dennis Seidenberg-Dougie Hamilton

 Aaron Johnson-Johnny Boychuk

Anton Khudobin

 Tuukka Rask

* Robin Lehner (2-0-4, 1.90 GAA, .946 save percentage) will start in goal for the Senators.

David Krejci feeling better, game-time decision tonight

Link|Comments (18)Posted by Fluto Shinzawa, Globe Staff March 21, 2013 12:24 PM


By Fluto Shinzawa, Globe Staff

David Krejci, cracked on the right leg by a Johnny Boychuk slap shot on Sunday, will be a game-time decision tonight against the Senators. Krejci said he’s feeling better than he did initially after the injury. Krejci plans to participate in warmups. 

Krejci skated today for the first time since he was hurt. Krejci participated in the morning skate, alternating with Ryan Spooner in line rushes between Milan Lucic and Nathan Horton. Krejci did not participate in power-play drills. 

If Krejci plays, Spooner would most likely be the healthy scratch.

Tonight’s possible lineup:

Milan Lucic-David Krejci-Nathan Horton

 Brad Marchand-Patrice Bergeron-Tyler Seguin

 Jay Pandolfo-Rich Peverley-Jordan Caron

 Daniel Paille-Gregory Campbell-Shawn Thornton

Zdeno Chara-Dougie Hamilton

 Aaron Johnson-Dennis Seidenberg 

 Andrew Ference-Johnny Boychuk

Anton Khudobin

 Tuukka Rask

live 

Game 29: Bruins at Senators preview

Link|Comments (17)Posted by Fluto Shinzawa, Globe Staff March 21, 2013 10:12 AM


By Fluto Shinzawa, Globe Staff

OTTAWA – Good morning from Scotiabank Place, where the Bruins will look to halt a two-game losing streak tonight against the Senators. 

Adam McQuaid (left shoulder strain) will not play tonight. McQuaid is out for 3-4 weeks. Aaron Johnson will replace McQuaid. The Bruins have not recalled a defenseman from Providence.

David Krejci (right leg) is day-to-day. For now, we’ll assume Ryan Spooner will play in his second straight game. This is Spooner’s hometown rink. He is from Kanata.

Puck drop: 7:30 p.m.

TV/radio info: NESN (Jack Edwards, Andy Brickley, Naoko Funayama),98.5 The Sports Hub (Dave Goucher, Bob Beers)

Records: Bruins 19-6-3, Senators 16-8-6

Projected Bruins lineup:

Milan Lucic-Ryan Spooner-Nathan Horton

 Brad Marchand-Patrice Bergeron-Tyler Seguin

 Jay Pandolfo-Rich Peverley-Jordan Caron

 Daniel Paille-Gregory Campbell-Shawn Thornton

Zdeno Chara-Dougie Hamilton

 Aaron Johnson-Dennis Seidenberg 

 Andrew Ference-Johnny Boychuk

Tuukka Rask

 Anton Khudobin 

Healthy scratch: Lane MacDermid

Storylines: The Senators lost yet another player on Tuesday. This time, it was defenseman Marc Methot (leg). No word on whether Methot will be available tonight. Ottawa is already without Erik Karlsson, Jason Spezza, Craig Anderson, Milan Michalek, and Jared Cowen… The Bruins have won 10 straight games at Scotiabank Place… The Bruins have blown four third-period leads this month… Robin Lehner will start in goal for Ottawa. Lehner was in goal for the two previous games against the Bruins… Paul Devorski and Dennis LaRue will be the referees. Michel Cormier and Mike Cvik will be the linesmen.

Adam McQuaid out 3-4 weeks with strained left shoulder

Link|Comments (6)Posted by Fluto Shinzawa, Globe Staff March 20, 2013 05:24 PM


By Fluto Shinzawa, Globe Staff

Adam McQuaid has been diagnosed with a strained left shoulder and could miss 3-4 weeks. He is returning to Boston for evaluation. 

McQuaid was injured in the first period of Tuesday night’s 3-1 loss to Winnipeg. Eric Tangradi checked McQuaid into the end boards, and McQuaid used his left arm to brace his fall.

McQuaid’s injury underscores the need to acquire defensive depth via the trade market prior to the April 3 deadline. 

Aaron Johnson will replace McQuaid against Ottawa Thursday night. 

Bobby Orr memoir cover revealed on Bruins great's 65th birthday

Link|Comments (46)Posted by Matt Pepin, Boston.com Staff March 20, 2013 07:22 AM


Orr jacket.jpeg

By Matt Pepin, Boston.com Staff

 It's Bobby Orr's 65th birthday today, and to help celebrate, the publisher of his upcoming memoir has given Boston.com and Globe readers an exclusive look at the cover of the Bruins legend's autobiography.

Could any other photograph than Orr's famous "flying goal" in the 1970 Stanley Cup finals be the one used to front "Orr: My Story"? Orr's goal in overtime of Game 4 of the finals vs. the Blues gave the Bruins a 4-3 victory and their first Stanley Cup in 29 years, and the photo of Orr sailing through the air after scoring is one of the most memorable images in Boston sports history.

The memoir is due out in October, and according to publisher G.P. Putnam's Sons, it will include Orr's reflections on his hockey career as well as "the candid thoughts of a man who once lost nearly everything to the treachery of his best friend, then reinvented himself and found renewed success."

Said Orr: "I'm like most people in that over time I've wanted to write down my thoughts, make sense of many things I've seen, and share some things I've learned. Having played in the National Hockey League doesn't make me a better person than anyone else but it does mean that I've met some interesting people and been through some experiences I think are worth putting on paper. This moment in my life seems the right time to do just that."

Final: Jets 3, Bruins 1

Link|Comments (71)Posted by Fluto Shinzawa, Globe Staff March 19, 2013 07:54 PM


All done in Winnipeg. Bruins lose two straight in regulation for first time in over a calendar year.

12:41 3d period, Jets 2-1: Tuukka Rask can’t squeeze Grant Clitsome’s long-distance shot. Alexander Burmistrov jumps on loose puck and hammers it home.

11:44 3d period, 1-1: Blake Wheeler tips Zach Bogosian’s point shot past Tuukka Rask. No chance for Rask.

8:03 3d period, Bruins 1-0: Ondrej Pavelec keeps it a one-goal game. Kick save on Zdeno Chara.

20:00 2d period, Bruins 1-0: Jets fading in second. Bruins getting stronger as game progresses. Still need to finish on their chances and get some breathing room.

14:20 2d period, Bruins 1-0: Evander Kane crunches Daniel Paille. Wicked hit.

11:22 2d period, Bruins 1-0: Patrice Bergeron backhands the puck off the left post. Bruins starting their biggest push.

0:07 2d period, Bruins 1-0: That was fast. Zach Bogosian tries to back pass off end boards. Brad Marchand picks off carom and tucks puck behind Ondrej Pavelec.

0:00 2d period, 0-0: Adam McQuaid done for night.

20:00 1st period, 0-0: Bruins not doing much on either power play in first period. Adam McQuaid never returned.

12:40 1st period, 0-0: No sign of Adam McQuaid. Been gone for over seven minutes.

6:04 1st period, 0-0: Good chance for Nik Antropov after Rich Peverley D-zone turnover. Tries to outwait Tuukka Rask. Nothing doing.

5:04 1st period, 0-0: Big glove save by Ondrej Pavelec on Patrice Bergeron. Adam McQuaid off to room.

4:36 1st period, 0-0: Blake Wheeler turns on turbos, rockets past Dennis Seidenberg. Wheeler hits post.

4:22 1st period, 0-0: Rich Peverley takes shift with Milan Lucic and Nathan Horton.

2:41 1st period, 0-0: Adam McQuaid roughed up. Takes tumble into end boards after Eric Tangradi hit. Favoring left arm, which he used to brace himself. McQuaid on bench instead of in room.

0:00 1st period, 0-0: Aaron Johnson and Lane MacDermid are the healthy scratches.

Tonight's Bruins lineup

Link|Comments (1)Posted by Fluto Shinzawa, Globe Staff March 19, 2013 07:25 PM


By Fluto Shinzawa, Globe Staff

Based on pregame warmups: 

Milan Lucic-Ryan Spooner-Nathan Horton

 Brad Marchand-Patrice Bergeron-Tyler Seguin

 Jay Pandolfo-Rich Peverley-Jordan Caron

 Daniel Paille-Gregory Campbell-Shawn Thornton

Zdeno Chara-Johnny Boychuk

 Dennis Seidenberg-Dougie Hamilton

 Andrew Ference-Adam McQuaid

Tuukka Rask

 Anton Khudobin

* Ondrej Pavelec (12-12-2, 2.80 GAA, .904 save percentage) will start in goal for the Jets.

Ryan Spooner to center top line

Link|Comments (24)Posted by Fluto Shinzawa, Globe Staff March 19, 2013 01:38 PM


By Fluto Shinzawa, Globe Staff

Ryan Spooner, recalled from Providence yesterday, will center Milan Lucic and Nathan Horton on the team’s power line. During the morning skate, Spooner took line rushes in David Krejci’s usual spot between the two hulking wingmen.

Claude Julien said he could change his lineup during the game depending on the situation. But to start, Spooner will be in a top-six role. During his other recall, Spooner centered the fourth line between Lane MacDermid and Jamie Tardif.

“I think it’s a great opportunity for Spoons to take,” Julien said. “We’ll see where he goes with that. If it doesn’t work out, we can always make some changes. We’ve seen him play enough that we know he can probably be a good fit there.”

* Krejci has yet to skate since suffering his right leg injury on Sunday. Krejci has been riding the stationary bike, Julien said. Krejci left the skate with a slight limp.

Tonight’s expected lineup:

Milan Lucic-Ryan Spooner-Nathan Horton

 Brad Marchand-Patrice Bergeron-Tyler Seguin

 Jay Pandolfo-Rich Peverley-Jordan Caron

 Daniel Paille-Gregory Campbell-Shawn Thornton

Zdeno Chara-Johnny Boychuk

 Dennis Seidenberg-Dougie Hamilton

 Andrew Ference-Adam McQuaid

Tuukka Rask

 Anton Khudobin
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Game 28: Bruins at Jets preview

Link|Comments (14)Posted by Fluto Shinzawa, Globe Staff March 19, 2013 11:27 AM


By Fluto Shinzawa, Globe Staff

WINNIPEG – Good morning from the MTS Centre, where the Bruins will kick off their second game of their four-stop road trip tonight against the Jets. 

David Krejci (right leg) is day-to-day. The Bruins recalled Ryan Spooner yesterday on an emergency basis. For now, we’ll assume that Krejci is out tonight. If so, Spooner could center Jay Pandolfo and Jordan Caron. Rich Peverley could move up to center Milan Lucic and Nathan Horton. 

Puck drop: 7 p.m. ET

TV/radio info: NESN (Jack Edwards, Andy Brickley, Naoko Funayama),98.5 The Sports Hub (Dave Goucher, Bob Beers)

Records: Bruins 19-5-3, Jets 15-12-2

Projected Bruins lineup:

Milan Lucic-Rich Peverley-Nathan Horton

 Brad Marchand-Patrice Bergeron-Tyler Seguin

 Daniel Paille-Gregory Campbell-Shawn Thornton 

 Jay Pandolfo-Ryan Spooner-Jordan Caron

Zdeno Chara-Johnny Boychuk

 Dennis Seidenberg-Dougie Hamilton

 Andrew Ference-Adam McQuaid

Tuukka Rask

 Anton Khudobin 

Healthy scratches: Aaron Johnson, Lane MacDermid

Story lines: If Spooner centers Pandolfo and Caron, that would become the fourth line. Gregory Campbell’s threesome would have to assume more minutes… If Krejci is out, the Bruins will need a replacement on the No. 1 power-play unit. Krejci has been playing the right-side elbow next to Dougie Hamilton. Patrice Bergeron, the net-front man on the second unit, could be a candidate… Edward Pasquale will be Ondrej Pavelec’s backup. Al Montoya (lower body) was placed on injured reserve earlier this week… Tonight will be Brad Marchand’s 200th career game… Tim Peel and Greg Kimmerly will be the referees. Mike Cvik and Mark Wheler will be the linesmen. 

Ryan Spooner recalled on emergency basis

Link|Comments (15)Posted by Fluto Shinzawa, Globe Staff March 18, 2013 05:03 PM


By Fluto Shinzawa, Globe Staff

The Bruins have recalled Ryan Spooner from Providence on an emergency basis. Spooner will play Tuesday against Winnipeg if David Krejci (right leg) is unavailable. 

This is Spooner’s second NHL recall. Spooner centered the fourth line against Montreal on Feb. 6. Spooner leads Providence in scoring with 12 goals and 33 assists.

If Krejci can’t play, Rich Peverley could move up to center Milan Lucic and Nathan Horton. Spooner would center the third line between Jay Pandolfo and Jordan Caron.

A possible lineup:

Milan Lucic-Rich Peverley-Nathan Horton

 Brad Marchand-Patrice Bergeron-Tyler Seguin

 Jay Pandolfo-Ryan Spooner-Jordan Caron

 Daniel Paille-Gregory Campbell-Shawn Thornton

Zdeno Chara-Johnny Boychuk

 Dennis Seidenberg-Dougie Hamilton

 Andrew Ference-Adam McQuaid

Tuukka Rask

 Anton Khudobin

David Krejci day-to-day, questionable for Tuesday vs. Jets

Link|Comments (3)Posted by Fluto Shinzawa, Globe Staff March 18, 2013 03:27 PM


By Fluto Shinzawa, Globe Staff

WINNIPEG – David Krejci, dropped by a Johnny Boychuk blast in Sunday’s third period, is day-to-day, according to coach Claude Julien. Krejci did not suffer a fracture when Boychuk’s shot cracked him in the right leg. 

However, it is unknown whether Krejci will play Tuesday against the Jets. Krejci was one of nine players not to practice. Krejci received treatment at MTS Iceplex, the Jets’ practice rink.

If Krejci can’t play against Winnipeg, the Bruins could recall Ryan Spooner from Providence. The center leads Providence in scoring (12-33—45). They would have to make the recall promptly to guarantee Spooner arrives in time for the game. There are no direct flights from Providence/Boston to Winnipeg. 

If Krejci can’t play and the Bruins don’t bring up a forward, Lane MacDermid would dress against the Jets. MacDermid is the team’s spare forward. Tyler Seguin would most likely move to center, which would bust up the Bruins’ best line.

* Krejci, Milan Lucic, Nathan Horton, Patrice Bergeron, Brad Marchand, Zdeno Chara, Johnny Boychuk, Dennis Seidenberg, and Andrew Ference didn’t practice today.

* Ex-Bruin Shane Hnidy visited the dressing room after practice. Shawn Thornton, one of Hnidy’s closest friends, sounded skeptical when his former teammate suggested a sushi restaurant for dinner. Winnipeg is not exactly close to the ocean. 

There's a new rooster in the Bruins locker room

Link|Comments (3)Posted by Steve Silva, Boston.com Staff March 18, 2013 02:42 PM


Nathan Horton wears the Rooster

Nathan Horton wears the Rooster. (Photo courtesy of the Boston Bruins)

By Steve Silva, Boston.com Staff

In 2011, it was the too-small jacket. In 2012, it was the 20-link chain. Now get ready for the Rooster.

For the past couple of years, the Bruins player of the game was awarded with a jacket or chain – given by the other Bruins players – to wear in the locker room for postgame interviews.

This year, the Bruins player of the game will be sporting a bright red rooster tee-shirt, as modeled by Nathan Horton after Saturday's win over the Capitals.

According to WEEI, Bruins defenseman Andrew Ference chose the rooster tee shirt because "a rooster in the kitchen brings good luck." 

The rooster shirt in question comes from The Mountain, a New Hampshire-based company that has been selling playful tee shirts for the past 40 years. The rooster shirt comes from their Big Face Animal shirts. 

The Big Face Animal shirts have also been popular in the NBA, with the exclusive "Red Mamba" shirt made for Matt Bonner and worn by his teammates during the three-point shootout at the 2013 All-Star Game.

Bruins fans can pick up a Rooster tee for $20 at The Mountain's website.

Penguins hold on for 2-1 win over Bruins

Link|Comments (20)Posted by Kevin Paul Dupont, Globe Staff March 17, 2013 03:00 PM


PITTSBURGH -- If the road to the Stanley Cup leads through the Penguins, then there may be potholes ahead for the Bruins.

 Sparked by a pair of first-period goals, including one in the final minute by Northeastern's Joe Vitale, the Penguins on Sunday rattled off their ninth straight win, a 2-1 edging of the Bruins here at CONSOL Energy Center.

 It was Boston's second loss here in less than a week, following a 3-2 defeat here on March 12. 

 Adding to Boston's woes, top center David Krejci exited the lineup with 5:14 to go in regulation when he was felled by a Johnny Boychuk slapper. It appeared to hit Krejci on the right knee. Krejci had to be helped off the ice by Boychuk and Milan Lucic. He was unable to place weight on his right legs as he made his way off the ice and to the dressing room.

 Sidney Crosby, the league's leading scorer, started the Pens on their way at 12:06 of the first when he sniped in a short-range wrister from the slot. The play began with Pascal Dupuis filching the puck from Zdeno Chara behind the net and then Dupuis feeding to Chris Kunitz (league's No. 2 scorer) in the left wing circle. Milan Lucic failed to cut off a Kunitz cross-slot feed and the sharp-eyed Crosby rifled home his 13th of the season.

 The Bruins were back with the equalizer at 16:38 with their own sharpshooter, Tyler Seguin, potting his 10th. Boychuk tore off a shot from above the right wing cirlce and it ricocheted into the left circle, where the well-positioned Seguin (four goals in his previous six games), smacked it directly to the top left corner.

 But with only 32 seconds left in the period, ex-NU Huskie Joe Vitale broke the deadlock, popping the puck to the top right corner on Tuukka Rask as he fell down near the right faceoff dot. Rask first failed to glove a Craig Adams shot, leaving the loose puck for Vitale to gobble up and knock home for his first goal this season.

live 

Final: Penguins 2, Bruins 1

Link|Comments (86)Posted by Kevin Paul Dupont, Globe Staff March 17, 2013 11:14 AM


 Wrapped in Pittsburgh. Penguins hold on with two first-period goals. Outshot by Bruins, 32-18. Nine wins in a row for Penguins.

THIRD PERIOD. 

Krejic exits with apparent knee injury with 5:14 to go. Suffers shot to knee on Johnny Boychuk slapshot. Needs assistance to get off ice, get to dressing room.

 Midway through third. Status quo. Bruins with 29-17 shot lead.

Letang exits lineup in previous period. Pens now report he has lower-body injury, will not return.

Near 3-1 strike by Pens when Kennedy shovels at doorstep off Sutter pass. Strong save by Rask. Bruins porous.

Underway.

 SECOND PERIOD 

Done through 40:00. Pens still with 2-1 lead, but with only 15 shots on net (to Boston's 20). Pens on target to match low of year (22). Also on target for 9th win in a row.

6:50 to go, score status quo. Pens with only 12 shots all afternoon, but hold 2-1 lead.

Closing in on midway mark. Pens late goal in first making for uphill climb for Bruins. 

No change here after 25:00. Pens with 2-1 lead. 

FIRST PERIOD

First 20:00 in the books. Pens with 2-1 edge.

 19:28. Penguins, 2-1 -- Northeastern's Joe Vitale, falling down, wrists shot to top right corner after Rask muffs long shot by Craig Adams. Pilot error by usually surehanded 'tender.

16:38 -- Bruins, 1-1. Seguin quick snap to open left side after Boychuk's shot from above RW circle deflects out of crowd in slot. Nice snipe by Seguin. No. 10 of season. Boston's 10th shot.

12:06 -- Penguins, 1-0. Crosby nails in 15-foot slot wrister. Chara gives up puck behind net to Dupuis. Lucic fails to cut down Kunitz feed. All within seconds after faceoff in Boston end.

Pens have gone six minutes without a shot on net. Bruins lead shots, 4-2. Both sides pushing the puck. Good pace. Few scoring opportunities.

Good pace to start. Bruins in their own end for first minute of play.

Proud Canadian lads Crosby, Bergeron on opening drop. 

Today's 'tenders: Vokoun for Pens; Rask for Bruins. 

On-ice officials out and ready. Puck drop soon to follow.

Closing in on the Bruins' 27th puck drop of the season. NBC-TV has the call at 12:30 p.m. Ch. 7 in the Hub of Hockey.

Boston's power play is operating somewhat more efficiently of late, 4-for-17 (23.5 pct) in the last eight games. 

For the season, the Bruins are much better at the PP when on the road (third overall at 25.7 pct). However, in their 13 games at the Garden, they have connected only 9.8 pct. of th time, better than only Carolina (7.8 pct.). Overall, 17 of the league's 30 have had better success on the man-advantage.

The Bruins have the best penalty-kill mark (93 pct.) in the league, burned only once all year on the road, where they have killed an eyepopping 46 of 47 shorthanded situations.

Game 27: Bruins at Penguins

Link|Comments (4)Posted by Kevin Paul Dupont, Globe Staff March 17, 2013 07:42 AM


By Kevin Paul Dupont, Globe Staff

PITTSBURGH – Greetings from a city awash in St. Patrick's Day Green. The Bruins are back for a second time in less than a week to face the red-hot (eight wins in a row) Penguins, led by the league's top scorer, Sidney Crosby (12-35–47). 

The Bruins easily rubbed out the Caps, 4-1, Saturday afternoon at the Garden for their second straight win, and fifth in their last six starts. The Penguin spent the day tuning up here with a matinee win, 3-0, over the freefalling Rangers.

This is the start of an up-tempo four-game roadie for the Bruins, with stops ahead in Winnipeg (Tuesday), Ottawa (Thursday) and Toronto (Saturday). The Jets edged the Leafs in Toronto on Saturday, but it took until Round 10 of a shootout.

Boston's top line of Milan Lucic, David Krejci and Nathan Horton finally scraped off a thick layer of rust Saturday and finished with a work line of 2-7–9 on a total of six shots. Krejci and Horton had the goals, while Lucic delivered a season-high three helpers.

Puck drop: 12:30 p.m.

Record: Bruins, 19-4-3; Penguins, 21-8-0.

TV/radio info: NBC-TV, Ch. 7; 98.5 The Sports Hub (Dave Goucher, Bob Beers).

Projected lineup:

Milan Lucic-David Krejci-Nathan Horton

 Brad Marchand-Patrice Bergeron-Tyler Seguin

 Jay Pandolfo-Rich Peverley-Jordan Caron

 Dan Paille-Greg Campbell-Shawn Thornton

Zdeno Chara-Johnny Boychuk

 Dennis Seidenberg-Dougie Hamilton

 Andrew Ference-Adam McQuaid

Tuukka Rask

 Anton Khudobin

Healthy scratches: Aaron Johnson (D), Lane MacDermid. 

Storylines:  The Bruins still need some production from a the newly-formed third line with Peverley moved to the middle now that Chris Kelly is sidelined with a fractured tibia. Of course, third-line production only becomes critical when the top two lines aren't popping. The No. 1 line's big day Saturday vs. the Caps took off some of the heat ... Rask (14 wins, .930 save pct) is back in net, and without much fanfare he has shimmied his way into the Vezina discussion ... Always fun to see Team Canada pals (gold in Vancouver in 2010) Bergeron and Crosby on the ice together. Two of the most complete, diligent pivots in the game. Crosby is a more robust offensive force, Bergeron slightly better at the defensive and faceoff game ... Crosby and teammate Chris Kunitz are 1-2 in league scoring with 47 and 39 points, respectively. Fellow Pens James Neal (29) and Kris Letang (28) also are among the league's top 20 scorers. Bergeron and Krejci each lead the Bruins with 24 points, tied at 33d overall in the league ... California-born Beau Bennett led off the scoring for the Pens Saturday vs. the Rangers. Bennett, the 20th pick overall in the 2010 draft, played two seasons at the University of Denver before turning pro over the summer ... Northeastern's Joe Vitale has struggled (0-2–2 and minus-8) in 24 games with the Pens this season ... Look for Chara to be on the ice every time Crosby's out there, too. Big Z after Saturday ranked 21st overall in ice time with a 24:36 average. Sid the Kid has been logging 21:39. Bergeron is Boston's leading forward at 19:06.

Watch: Bruins-Capitals highlights

Link|Comments (0)Posted by David Pierce, Boston.com Staff March 17, 2013 03:29 AM


Live updates: Bruins 4, Capitals 1

Link|Comments (94)Posted by Michael Vega, Globe Staff March 16, 2013 12:50 PM


Final: Bruins 4, Captials 1: The Bruins won for the fifth time in their last six games and for the second consecutive time at TD Garden to improve to 19-4-3 (10-2-1 at home) after Saturday afternoon's impressive 4-1 victory over the Washington Capitals (11-15-1). Anton Khudobin (37 saves) picked up the victory in net to improve to 5-2-0 this season.

Third period

 Bruins 4, Capitals 1, 10:32: Saw this one coming from a mile away, especially when Nathan Horton was in the box at the beginning of the period jawing away at Matt Hendricks. Horton pointed at the Bruins bench, no doubt informing Hendricks that Shawn Thornton was requesting his presence on the ice for a fight. Problem was, Thornton had to get in line behind Adam McQuaid, who took apart Hendricks after a face off midway through the third period. Both were sent off for 5-minute fighting majors. Thornton jumped in and was hit with an unsportsmanlike conduct penalty.

 Bruins 4, Capitals 1, 2:41, PPG: Eight seconds after Jack Hillen was sent off for slashing, Rich Peverley made the Capitals pay when he chipped home a dirty rebound of Milan Lucic's bid to give the B's a three-goal lead. Lucic was credited with his third assist of the game, a career-high, while Krejci also received a helper, marking his 300th NHL point.

Second period

End of period: Bruins 3, Capitals 1: Brad Marchand picked up his first figthting major of the season when he took on Mike Ribeiro at 19:41. Marchand, who recorded two fighting majors in 76 games last season, won his bout with Ribeiro, landing several uppercuts and overhand rights. But it served as the undercard to a violent dust-up that erupted nine seconds later between Matt Hendricks, who had been spoiling for a fight, and Nathan Horton, who wound up pinning Hendricks. Both were sent off for fighting majors. All in all, an entertaining period for the Bs.'

Bruins 3, Capitals 1, 8:02: Krejci giveth, he taketh away, then he giveth again when he set up Andrew Ference's first goal of the season. Krejci carried the puck deep into the zone before sending a centering pass to Nathan Horton, who made a nifty no-look reverse pass to Ference, who beat Neuvirth top shelf. It was Horton's third point of the game (1 goal, 2 assists) and Krejci's second point of game (1 goal, 1 assist). So far, the Horton-Krejci-Lucic line, much-maligned for their lack off offensive production, has tallied eight out of a possible nine points.

Bruins 2, Capitals 1, 1:24; Penalty: Adam McQuaid and Matt Hendricks were sent off after the Capitals center went after Nathan Horton, which drew a swift response from Andrew Ference. McQuaid, who jousted with Hendricks earlier in the first period, took over and stood up to Hendricks. Both were sent off for matching roughing penalties.

Bruins 2, Capitals 1, 1:24: Bruins suffered self-inflicted wound when David Krejci, who was just nine seconds into his shift after serving out an interference penalty, ricocheted a loose puck in front of the Bruins net off the left skate of Johnny Boychuk past B's netminder Anton Khudobin. Marcus Johansson was credited with the unassisted goal that pulled the Caps within 1.

First period

Bruins 2, Capitals 0, 19:45: Krejci was sent off for interference, leaving the Bruins to play a man short for the last 15 seconds of the first period, and putting the Captials on the man advantage for the first 1:15 of the second.

Bruins 2, Capitals 0, 17:15: Lucic came up with another huge assist, fishing the puck from behind the net to set up David Krejci, who came swopping in from left point to put a one-timer past Neuvirth on the far side post. It was Krejci's seventh goal of the season and Lucic's second assist of the game and 12th on the season. Nathan Horton was also credited with an assist, giving him and Lucic multiple-point nights.

Bruins 1, Capitals 0, 14:12: Nathan Horton potted his eighth goal of the season when he beat Capitals goaltender Michal Neuvirth from the slot, one-timing Milan Lucic's crisp centering pass from behind the Capitals net. Lucic was credited with his 11th assist of the season while Bruins captain Zdeno Chara was also credited with a helper, giving him a four-game point streak.

Bruins 0, Capitals 0, 5:41: Bruins get away with one there when Brad Marchand avoids a boarding call after he flattened Joey Crabb from behind into the sideboards. A mini-scrum broke out with Matt Hendricks and Adam McQuaid engaging in some extracurricular face washing. No harm. No foul.

Pregame: Greetings from TD Garden where the Bruins, attired in green game sweaters during pregame warmups in honor of St. Patrick's Day, will host the Washington Capitals. The B's planned to auction off the green warmups during the game. We're about five minutes away from the dropping of the puck. We'll be here to bring you live updates from the game.

Game 26: Capitals at Bruins preview

Link|Comments (1)Posted by Fluto Shinzawa, Globe Staff March 16, 2013 11:43 AM


By Fluto Shinzawa, Globe Staff

Good morning from TD Garden, where the Bruins will close out their two-game homestand this afternoon against the Capitals. 

Washington turned a 3-0 deficit into a 4-3 overtime victory earlier this month. It was one of the three third-period leads the Bruins have blown. 

Adam McQuaid (undisclosed) didn’t play against Florida on Thursday. We’ll assume McQuaid is back in today.

Puck drop: 1 p.m. 

TV/radio info: NESN (Jack Edwards, Andy Brickley, Naoko Funayama),98.5 The Sports Hub (Dave Goucher, Bob Beers)

Records: Capitals 11-14-1, Bruins 18-4-3

Projected Bruins lineup:

Milan Lucic-David Krejci-Nathan Horton

 Brad Marchand-Patrice Bergeron-Tyler Seguin

 Jay Pandolfo-Rich Peverley-Jordan Caron

 Daniel Paille-Gregory Campbell-Shawn Thornton

Zdeno Chara-Johnny Boychuk

 Dennis Seidenberg-Dougie Hamilton

 Andrew Ference-Adam McQuaid

Tuukka Rask

 Anton Khudobin 

Healthy scratches: Aaron Johnson, Lane MacDermid

Storylines: Tuukka Rask and Anton Khudobin split the earlier back-to-back games. Claude Julien said, however, that Rask could have started both game if he didn’t have flu-like symptoms. We’ll assume Rask gets the nod today… The Bruins will kick off a four-game road swing tomorrow in Pittsburgh. It is the longest remaining trip of the season… Rob Martell and Paul Devorski will be the referees. Derek Nansen and Brian Murphy will be the linesmen.

McQuaid returns to Bruins practice, Kelly optimistic about leg

Link|Comments (1)Posted by Staff March 15, 2013 11:42 AM


By Jason Mastrodonato, Globe Correspondent

WILMINGTON -- Defenseman Adam McQuaid, who missed Thursday's 4-1 victory over the Panthers with a minor injury, returned to Bruins practice on Friday morning. 

McQuaid appeared to be a full participant, though coach Claude Julien said he was still day-to-day with an "upper body" injury.

"He practiced today so it’s looking optimistic," Julien said. 

Aaron Johnson replaced McQuaid on Thursday, pairing up with Johnny Boychuk on the Bruins' third set of blueliners. 

"We have different looks all the time," Julien said. "It depends on the teams, the situations. We had four lefties. We’re used to moving guys around. That’s certainly not an issue for our hockey club."

Chris Kelly talked to reporters for the first time since breaking his left tibia in a collision with Senators forward Chris Neil on Monday. 

Kelly was surprisingly upbeat, noting that it could have been much worse. He was walking around freely without a cast or crutches. He does not plan on having surgery and said he's hopeful to return by the end of the regular season.

"It’s one of those things you have to let heal and hope for the best," he said.

Kelly didn't blame Neil, calling it a "hockey play." The two exchanged text messages and are on good terms.

"Both guys turned there and we didn’t really have any place to go," Kelly said. "Things happen quickly there, that’s all it was."

While the Bruins' top line of Milan Lucic, David Krejci and Nathan Horton haven't produced to Julien's standards, the coach said he would consider switching the lines around, but he hasn't made any decisions yet.

"We have good chemistry," Krejci said. "It doesn’t just go away forever. I think it’s going to come back and we’re going to be putting the puck in the net. I’m pretty sure about it."

live 

Final, Bruins 4, Panthers 1

Link|Comments (43)Posted by Amalie Benjamin March 14, 2013 06:57 PM


End of game, Bruins 4-1 That's all. B's take an ugly one at the Garden.

Third period, :57.2, Bruins 4-1 Bergeron gets an empty-netter. The final score isn't exactly going to reflect the way this one was played. Not a great game for the home team.

Third period, 4:36, Bruins 3-1 Bench minor, too many men on the ice for the Panthers. Bruins get another PP chance.

Third period, 7:17, Bruins 3-1 There's the third goal of the season for Shawn Thornton, who came around the back of the net and stuffed in the puck. He was assisted by Paille and Campbell. Nice work on a night that hasn't seen a lot of good moments for the Bruins.

End of the second period, Bruins 2-1 The Bruins made it out of the second period without giving up another goal, though it was mighty close in the final seconds. The Bruins need to try to turn things around in the third, even with the lead, after a subpar second period.

Second period, 4:12, Bruins 2-1 Too many men on the ice. Bruins have been a bit sloppy here in the second period, though they still have a lead over the Panthers. Let's see if they can kill their 22nd straight penalty.

Second period, 7:38, Bruins 2-1 Horton goes off for high sticking. First power play for Florida.

Second period, 13:51, Bruins 2-1 That shorthanded goal was the first the Bruins have allowed this season.

Second period, 16:50, Bruins 2-1 Shorthanded goal for Shawn Matthias, unassisted. Not exactly how the B's wanted their first power play of the evening to go.

Second period, 18:22, Bruins 2-0 Bruins go on the power play against the Panthers who are 30th in the NHL in the penalty kill. It was Erik Gudbranson for interference.

End of the first period, Bruins 2-0 Not exactly surprising that the Bruins are up by a couple of goals here at the first break. Florida is one of the worst teams in the NHL at 7-14-6. The Bruins are, of course, among the best. 

First period, 5:04, Bruins 2-0 Patrice Bergeron gets the Bruins' second goal of the evening, from Marchand and Seguin. 

First period, 10:44, Bruins 1-0 Tuukka Rask has been impressive so far in this one, with a couple of big-time saves keeping the Bruins on top about halfway through the first period.

First period, 16:05, Bruins 1-0 The Bruins are already on the board in this one, with Zdeno Chara getting the first goal, assisted by Krejci and Horton. He scored on a one-timer from the left faceoff circle.

Tonight's Bruins lineup

Link|Comments (0)Posted by Fluto Shinzawa, Globe Staff March 14, 2013 06:38 PM


Based on pregame warmups:

By Fluto Shinzawa, Globe Staff

Milan Lucic-David Krejci-Nathan Horton Brad Marchand-Patrice Bergeron-Tyler Seguin Jay Pandolfo-Rich Peverley-Jordan Caron Daniel Paille-Gregory Campbell-Shawn Thornton 

Zdeno Chara-Dougie Hamilton

 Andrew Ference-Dennis Seidenberg

 Aaron Johnson-Johnny Boychuk

Tuukka Rask

 Anton Khudobin 

* Scott Clemmensen (2-3-2, 4.28 GAA, .852 save percentage) will start in goal for the Panthers.

Adam McQuaid out against Panthers

Link|Comments (2)Posted by Fluto Shinzawa, Globe Staff March 14, 2013 11:50 AM


By Fluto Shinzawa, Globe Staff

Adam McQuaid will not play tonight against Florida. McQuaid is day-to-day with a minor injury, according to coach Claude Julien. 

McQuaid missed some time in Tuesday’s game. McQuaid took a puck off the right arm in the first period. McQuaid played 14:19 against the Penguins.

Aaron Johnson will replace McQuaid. Johnson hasn’t played since Jan. 29.

* The Bruins have signed prospect Anthony Camara to a three-year entry-level contract. Camara was the team’s third-round pick in 2011. The forward will most likely start in Providence in 2013-14.

Game 25: Panthers at Bruins preview

Link|Comments (9)Posted by Fluto Shinzawa, Globe Staff March 14, 2013 09:57 AM


By Fluto Shinzawa, Globe Staff

Good morning from TD Garden, where the Bruins will start a two-game homestand tonight against the Panthers. 

This will be the Bruins’ second game without Chris Kelly. The No. 3 center was diagnosed with a broken left tibia Wednesday. The Bruins have not recalled a center from Providence.

Puck drop: 7 p.m. 

TV/radio info: NESN (Jack Edwards, Andy Brickley, Naoko Funayama), 98.5 The Sports Hub (Dave Goucher, Bob Beers)

Records: Panthers 7-14-6, Bruins 17-4-3

Projected Bruins lineup:

Milan Lucic-David Krejci-Nathan Horton

 Brad Marchand-Patrice Bergeron-Tyler Seguin

 Jay Pandolfo-Rich Peverley-Jordan Caron

 Daniel Paille-Gregory Campbell-Shawn Thornton

Zdeno Chara-Johnny Boychuk

 Dennis Seidenberg-Dougie Hamilton

 Andrew Ference-Adam McQuaid

Tuukka Rask

 Anton Khudobin 

Healthy scratches: Aaron Johnson, Lane MacDermid

Storylines: Rich Peverley is projected to play his second straight game at center… The Bruins have not lost consecutive games in regulation since March of 2012, when they dropped four straight … The Bruins won the first meeting with the Panthers, 4-1 … The Bruins will look to spark Milan Lucic and Nathan Horton. The power wingers were on the ice for two of Pittsburgh’s three third-period goals on Tuesday … Francois St. Laurent and Eric Furlatt will be the referees. Steve Miller and Tony Sericolo will be the linesmen.

Chris Kelly diagnosed with broken left tibia

Link|Comments (29)Posted by Fluto Shinzawa, Globe Staff March 13, 2013 04:49 PM


By Fluto Shinzawa, Globe Staff

Chris Kelly is out indefinitely because of a broken left tibia. Kelly suffered the injury in the second period of Monday’s 3-2 shootout win over Ottawa. 

The injury took place when Kelly collided with former Ottawa teammate Chris Neil. Kelly needed help getting off the ice, placing little weight on his left leg.

Team doctors had to wait until swelling subsided to diagnose Kelly with the injury. 

The Bruins have yet to recall a center to replace Kelly. Rich Peverley centered the third line in last night’s 3-2 loss to Pittsburgh. The Bruins are carrying one extra forward.

Kelly has two goals and four assists in 23 games. This is the most significant injury of Kelly’s career. The Bruins have not said whether Kelly will require surgery.

Final: Penguins 3, Bruins 2

Link|Comments (121)Posted by Fluto Shinzawa, Globe Staff March 12, 2013 07:17 PM


All done in Pittsburgh. Penguins complete rally with three-goal third. Very tough loss for Bruins.

17:57 3d period, Penguins 3-2: Brandon Sutter with his second of the third. Sutter picks off a long-distance Dennis Seidenberg pass. Snaps the puck past Anton Khudobin.

14:33 3d period, 2-2: All tied up. Turnovers in neutral zone give Pittsburgh an odd-man rush. Brandon Sutter beats Anton Khudobin with off-wing wrister. Not much from David Krejci’s line tonight.

13:42 3d period, Bruins 2-1: Kris Letang sends cross-ice pass to Chris Kunitz. Right in Kunitz’s wheelhouse for a one-timer. Heck of a shot.

7:53 3d period, Bruins 2-0: Not much gas in Bruins’ tank. But Anton Khudobin standing tall. Freshest guy in Black and Gold will have to be big.

5:48 3d period, Bruins 2-0: There goes the Pittsburgh power play. Another perfect kill for Bruins.

1:14 3d period, Bruins 2-0: Adam McQuaid back on ice.

20:00 2d period, Bruins 2-0: Bruins not getting many offensive chances. Penguins controlling offensive zone play late. Anton Khudobin excellent through 40. Adam McQuaid went to room early.

15:45 2d period, Bruins 2-0: Adam McQuaid in pain on the bench. Took a puck off the right arm.

3:53 2d period, Bruins 2-0: Sidney Crosby sets up Tyler Kennedy for a good chance. Anton Khudobin slides over to stuff Kennedy. Dan Bylsma double-shifting Crosby to get him away from Zdeno Chara.

20:00 1st period, Bruins 2-0: Bruins with much better legs in tonight’s first period than last night’s. Anton Khudobin sharp. Bruins giving up too many chances in second half of first.

17:24 1st period, Bruins 2-0: Dougie Hamilton coughs up puck under heavy forechecking heat. Anton Khudobin gloves James Neal’s shot.

16:26 1st period, Bruins 2-0: Bruins catch a break. Puck into net. Fourth line and third pairing were out against Sidney Crosby’s line.

14:31 1st period, Bruins 2-0: Dennis Seidenberg gets a piece of a diving James Neal shot. Might have gone wide.

13:30 1st period, Bruins 2-0: Great work by Patrice Bergeron’s line. Brad Marchand goes down wall for Bergeron. Tyler Seguin goes to front of net. Bergeron connects with Seguin, who snaps the puck high glove on Marc-Andre Fleury. 

9:54 1st period, Bruins 1-0: Great chance for Brad Marchand. Patrice Bergeron muscles Sidney Crosby off puck and dishes to Marchand. Marc-Andre Fleury turns back Marchand.

4:45 1st period, Bruins 1-0: Zdeno Chara one-times puck from right point. Looked like Patrice Bergeron got a piece. 

0:00 1st period, 0-0: Aaron Johnson and Lane MacDermid are the healthy scratches. Chris Kelly is the unhealthy scratch.

Tonight's Bruins lineup

Link|Comments (1)Posted by Fluto Shinzawa, Globe Staff March 12, 2013 07:08 PM


By Fluto Shinzawa, Globe Staff

Based on pregame warmups: 

Milan Lucic-David Krejci-Nathan Horton

 Brad Marchand-Patrice Bergeron-Tyler Seguin

 Jay Pandolfo-Rich Peverley-Jordan Caron

 Daniel Paille-Gregory Campbell-Shawn Thornton

Zdeno Chara-Johnny Boychuk

 Dennis Seidenberg-Dougie Hamilton

 Andrew Ference-Adam McQuaid

Anton Khudobin 

 Tuukka Rask

* Marc-Andre Fleury (12-5-0, 2.71 GAA, .902 save percentage) will start in goal for the Penguins.

No prognosis on Chris Kelly

Link|Comments (0)Posted by Fluto Shinzawa, Globe Staff March 12, 2013 06:28 PM


By Fluto Shinzawa, Globe Staff

Chris Kelly is still experiencing swelling around his left knee, according to Bruins coach Claude Julien. Because of the swelling, the Bruins have not determined the extent of Kelly’s injury. Kelly is with the team in Pittsburgh. 

Rich Peverley will replace Kelly as the third-line center. Jay Pandolfo will be the left wing. Jordan Caron will move to the right side. 

Anton Khudobin will be in goal.

Milan Lucic-David Krejci-Nathan Horton

 Brad Marchand-Patrice Bergeron-Tyler Seguin

 Jay Pandolfo-Rich Peverley-Jordan Caron

 Daniel Paille-Gregory Campbell-Shawn Thornton

Zdeno Chara-Johnny Boychuk

 Dennis Seidenberg-Dougie Hamilton

 Andrew Ference-Adam McQuaid

Anton Khudobin 

 Tuukka Rask

Game 24: Bruins at Penguins preview

Link|Comments (9)Posted by Fluto Shinzawa, Globe Staff March 12, 2013 12:42 PM


By Fluto Shinzawa, Globe Staff

PITTSBURGH – The Bruins did not hold a morning skate today at the Consol Energy Center. They arrived in Pittsburgh early this morning following their 3-2 shootout win over Ottawa Monday night. 

Chris Kelly injured his left knee in Monday night’s second period after colliding with ex-teammate Chris Neil. Kelly didn’t return. Kelly traveled to Pittsburgh with the team.

The Bruins have not called up a center from Providence. Assuming Kelly is out against the Penguins, Rich Peverley could move to center from right wing. Either Jay Pandolfo or Lane MacDermid, both healthy scratches last night, would dress.

Puck drop: 7:30 p.m. 

TV/radio info: NESN (Jack Edwards, Andy Brickley, Naoko Funayama),98.5 The Sports Hub (Dave Goucher, Bob Beers)

Records: Bruins 17-3-3, Penguins 18-8-0

Projected Bruins lineup:

Milan Lucic-David Krejci-Nathan Horton

 Brad Marchand-Patrice Bergeron-Tyler Seguin

 Jay Pandolfo-Rich Peverley-Jordan Caron

 Daniel Paille-Gregory Campbell-Shawn Thornton

Zdeno Chara-Johnny Boychuk

 Dennis Seidenberg-Dougie Hamilton

 Andrew Ference-Adam McQuaid

Anton Khudobin 

 Tuukka Rask

Healthy scratches: Aaron Johnson, Lane MacDermid

Storylines: Kelly is one of the team’s go-to penalty killers. Pandolfo could assume some of Kelly’s shorthanded shifts… Kris Letang has 11 assists in his last five games. Letang is arguably the East’s sharpest puck-moving defenseman… Sidney Crosby has 20 points in his last eight games. There is no argument about Crosby being the game’s best player… The Penguins have the league’s third-best power play (25.7 percent)… Chris Rooney and Frederick L’Ecuyer will be the referees. Brian Murphy and Tony Sericolo will be the linesmen.

Watch: Kaspars Daugavins' unusual shootout attempt stopped by Tuukka Rask

Link|Comments (21)Posted by Staff March 12, 2013 07:34 AM


By Marie Torto, Boston.com Staff

The unusual shootout attempt made by Ottawa Senators winger Kaspars Daugavins is getting a lot of attention this morning after the Bruins beat the Senators 3-2 in a sudden death shootout Monday night in Ottawa. 

Watch the video above and see how Daugavins' risky move ended up costing his team the game.

In response to why he tried the move, Daugavins said, "I've done before in the American League once, so it was unlucky ... It sucks to not score that."

Want proof he can do it? Check out this video clip:

Chris Kelly traveling to Pittsburgh

Link|Comments (9)Posted by Fluto Shinzawa, Globe Staff March 11, 2013 10:46 PM


Claude Julien did not issue an update on Chris Kelly’s condition. Kelly appeared to injure his left knee at 0:42 of the second period after colliding with Chris Neil. 

Kelly will travel to Pittsburgh instead of returning to Boston. Kelly will be re-evaluated upon the team’s arrival in Pittsburgh.

Julien said Neil’s hit was an accident. Shawn Thornton asked Neil about the hit. The Senator said he didn’t mean to hit Kelly. Thornton accepted Neil’s answer.

Final: Bruins 3, Senators 2 (SO)

Link|Comments (66)Posted by Fluto Shinzawa, Globe Staff March 11, 2013 07:19 PM


All done in Ottawa. David Krejci and Patrice Bergeron score in shootout. Tuukka Rask stops Kaspars Daugavins circus act.

5:00 OT, 2-2: Shootout time. Lots of credit to undermanned Senators fighting so hard against Bruins.

20:00 3d period, 2-2: Overtime. Bruins will take the point, considering how poorly they started.

8:50 3d period, 2-2: Chris Kelly officially done for night.

8:42 3d period, 2-2: Not many PP sniffs for Ottawa. Bruins tightening up defensively.

6:27 3d period, 2-2: Dougie Hamilton off for hitting from behind. Ottawa PP.

0:00 3d period, 2-2: Chris Kelly not available for start of third period.

20:00 2d period, 2-2: Some tempers flare at end. Kyle Turris and Brad Marchand have words. Chris Kelly never returned after going off at 0:42.

15:12 2d period, 2-2: Big save by Robin Lehner on Patrice Bergeron. Bruins going on PP.

13:24 2d period, 2-2: Bruins better defensively in second. Not as much room for Senators to work in O-zone.

8:52 2d period, 2-2: Daniel Paille on the breakaway. David Krejci long-distance pass up the gut. Paille snaps the puck low blocker on Robin Lehner.

6:32 2d period, Senators 2-1: Rich Peverley and Patrice Bergeron on two-on-one PK rush. Robin Lehner turns back Peverley.

0:42 2d period, Senators 2-1: Chris Kelly down. Takes knee-on-knee hit from Chris Neil in center ice. Needs help off ice. No weight on left leg.

20:00 1st period, Senators 2-1: Bruins lucky to be down just one goal. Big strike by fourth line. Should be 3-0 if not for excellent blocker save by Tuukka Rask on Colin Greening. Bruins sluggish on defense.

19:16 1st period, Senators 2-1: Heck of shift by fourth line. Daniel Paille comes up empty first time. But Shawn Thornton wobbler bounces through Robin Lehner.

16:40 1st period, Senators 2-0: Tuukka Rask’s best save. Gets over to right to stuff Colin Greening.

11:41 1st period, Senators 2-0: Adam McQuaid drills Chris Neil from behind into boards. Neil slow to get up. Patrick Wiercioch jumps in and takes on McQuaid. Bruins on PP, as Wiercioch tagged with instigator. Rubbish.

9:59 1st period, Senators 2-0: Good look for Nathan Horton on PP. Shoots wide. Robin Lehner covers up to stop action.

7:18 1st period, Senators 2-0: Kyle Turris goes upstairs high glove on Tuukka Rask. Turnover by Nathan Horton off the boards gives puck to Turris. Good pinch by Chris Phillips to pressure Horton, but he’s got to be stronger on that play. Timeout Bruins.

6:42 1st period, Senators 1-0: Couple good looks for Senators so far. Not the best start for No. 3 pairing of Andrew Ference and Adam McQuaid. Loose gaps.

0:55 1st period, Senators 1-0: Welcome back Guillaume Latendresse. Ex-Hab gets behind Adam McQuaid for a breakaway. Tucks backhander past Tuukka Rask.

0:00 1st period, 0-0: Aaron Johnson, Jay Pandolfo, and Lane MacDermid are the healthy scratches.

Tonight's Bruins lineup

Link|Comments (2)Posted by Fluto Shinzawa, Globe Staff March 11, 2013 07:06 PM


By Fluto Shinzawa, Globe Staff

Based on pregame warmups: 

Milan Lucic-David Krejci-Nathan Horton

 Brad Marchand-Patrice Bergeron-Tyler Seguin

 Jordan Caron-Chris Kelly-Rich Peverley

 Daniel Paille-Gregory Campbell-Shawn Thornton

Zdeno Chara-Johnny Boychuk

 Dennis Seidenberg-Dougie Hamilton

 Andrew Ference-Adam McQuaid

Tuukka Rask

 Anton Khudobin

* Robin Lehner (1-0-2, 1.91 GAA, .948 save percentage) will start in goal for the Senators.

Ottawa coach Paul MacLean dubs Bruins best in East

Link|Comments (3)Posted by Fluto Shinzawa, Globe Staff March 11, 2013 12:36 PM


By Fluto Shinzawa, Globe Staff

The Bruins are in fourth place in the Eastern Conference. But they are the best in the Eastern Conference, according to Paul MacLean. 

“They just do everything right,” said the Ottawa coach. “They’re the best team, probably, in the league. From top to bottom, depthwise, from the goaltender on out, they’re very good. They’re very hard to play against. They play the game and wear you out. They just keep coming over and over and over again. As far as I’m concerned, they’re the best team in the East.”

Robin Lehner, in goal for Ottawa’s 2-1 loss to the Bruins on Feb. 28, will get the start. Lehner will face Tuukka Rask.

* Ex-Canadien Guillaume Latendresse will play tonight. Latendresse has not played since Jan. 30 because of whiplash symptoms. 

* No changes expected in the Bruins’ lineup. Jordan Caron will appear in his second straight game on the third line with Chris Kelly and Rich Peverley.

Milan Lucic-David Krejci-Nathan Horton

 Brad Marchand-Patrice Bergeron-Tyler Seguin

 Jordan Caron-Chris Kelly-Rich Peverley

 Daniel Paille-Gregory Campbell-Shawn Thornton

Zdeno Chara-Johnny Boychuk

 Dennis Seidenberg-Dougie Hamilton

 Andrew Ference-Adam McQuaid

Tuukka Rask

 Anton Khudobin

Game 23: Bruins at Senators preview

Link|Comments (1)Posted by Fluto Shinzawa, Globe Staff March 11, 2013 09:49 AM


By Fluto Shinzawa, Globe Staff

OTTAWA – Good morning from Scotiabank Place, where the Bruins will kick off a two-game road swing against the Senators. 

Tuukka Rask and Anton Khudobin should split the games tonight and tomorrow. For now, we’ll assume that Rask will get tonight’s nod. Rask is coming off a 3-0 shutout over Philadelphia.

Puck drop: 7:30 p.m. 

TV/radio info: NESN (Jack Edwards, Andy Brickley, Naoko Funayama),98.5 The Sports Hub (Dave Goucher, Bob Beers)

Records: Bruins 16-3-3, Senators 13-8-4

Projected Bruins lineup:

Milan Lucic-David Krejci-Nathan Horton

 Brad Marchand-Patrice Bergeron-Tyler Seguin

 Jordan Caron-Chris Kelly-Rich Peverley

 Daniel Paille-Gregory Campbell-Shawn Thornton

Zdeno Chara-Johnny Boychuk

 Dennis Seidenberg-Dougie Hamilton

 Andrew Ference-Adam McQuaid

Tuukka Rask

 Anton Khudobin

Healthy scratches: Aaron Johnson, Jay Pandolfo, Lane MacDermid

Storylines: The Senators are only four points behind the Bruins for second place in the Northeast Division. The longer Ottawa holds on, the less likely it becomes that Daniel Alfredsson is placed on the trade market. The Bruins would be interested in the Ottawa captain… The Bruins have the second-best road power play in the league (26.7 percent). The Senators have the second-best penalty kill overall (89.1 percent) behind the Bruins… Ottawa will be without Dave Dziurzynski, who was KO’ed by Frazer McLaren last week… David Krejci will appear in his 400th NHL game tonight… Eric Furlatt and Justin St. Pierre will be the referees. Steve Barton and Derek Nansen will be the linesmen.

Bruins return to practice, tune up power play

Link|Comments (2)Posted by Staff March 10, 2013 12:34 PM


By Jason Mastrodonato, Globe Correspondent

WILMINGTON -- Clocks turned ahead, the Bruins hit the ice at Ristuccia Arena Sunday morning for practice following an impressive 3-0 shutout over the Flyers that coach Claude Julien called "one of our most solid games in a long time."

Julien was sarcastically thrilled to get his second chance in three days to hold a "full practice," saying, "I never realized these 30-minute things are full practices."

But they have allowed the Bruins to work out some kinks, particularly with two straight losses earlier this week. Following a 4-3 overtime loss to Washington on Tuesday, Julien wanted to see a better transition. After some practice, the transition offense against the Flyers in Saturday's 3-0 win was much-improved.

"You should never underestimate a good practice," Julien said. "And we’ve had a couple of those."

Sunday morning, the Bruins worked more on neutral zone transition, but added some power play into the mix. While they've only scored 11 goals with the extra man this season, tied for second-to-last in the NHL, they've only had 68 opportunities, less than every team in the league except the Ducks, who have had 65. Still, a 16.8 conversion percentage isn't something coaches like to see. Twenty percent is a common benchmark for a successful power play. 

"It's not an easy climb up," Julien said.

Dennis Seidenberg continued to work the point, but Julien said that wouldn't always be the case. For one, Julien thinks Seidenberg's shooting has been inconsistent. Secondly, opposing teams often send their top lines to the ice immediately following a power play, and if Seidenberg and Zdeno Chara have been skating for two minutes with the extra man, they'll have no legs to defend their opponents' top scoring threats.

A few other notes and quotes:

•Jordan Caron spoke to reporters a day after posting an assist in his season debut and said he felt no pressure taking Chris Bourque's spot on the third line with Chris Kelly and Rich Peverly. Caron received more positive reviews around the locker room. "I thought Jordy played extremely well," Kelly said Sunday. "He got in the forecheck. He moved the puck well. He skated well. He was good in his own end. He made a nice pass on the goal. But he also did a lot of little things that helped us throughout the course of the night."

•Julien was asked if this Bruins team is an easy one to coach. "I’m going to tell you I don’t think there are any easy teams to coach."

•A week after Julien called out the Montreal Canadians for embellishing, Canadians forward David Desharnais was whistled for a diving penalty during a 4-3 win over the Lightning Saturday night. Martin St. Louis got his stick tied up with Desharnais and was about to be called for hooking. Then Desharnais took it further, skating a few strides before falling backward on his own. Julien said last week, “This is embarrassing for our game, the embellishing. Right now, [the Canadians] got over 100 power plays so far. It’s pretty obvious why. We’re trying to clean that out of our game. It’s got to be done soon."

•The Bruins hit the road for a game against Ottawa (13-8-4) on Monday night before taking on the Penguins (17-8-0) in Pittsburgh Tuesday. "Pittsburgh - it seems every line they put out is a great line," Kelly said. "But you have to look at Ottawa first. If you start looking at Pittsburgh and forget about Ottawa, it’ll be a long night in that arena."

Watch: Bruins-Flyers highlights

Link|Comments (0)Posted by David Pierce, Boston.com Staff March 10, 2013 12:56 AM


live 

Bruins all over Flyers in 3-0 win

Link|Comments (95)Posted by Staff March 9, 2013 12:40 PM


By Jason Mastrodonato, Globe Correspondent

Final, Bruins win, 3-0: The Bruins were out-hit but not out-hustled in a physical battle on Saturday afternoon, avoiding too many visits to the penalty box against the Flyers' potent power play. 

Three notes:

•Tuukka Rask played a solid game in net, making 23 saves for his second shutout of the season, but the Bruins didn't need him to do too much in this one as three first-period goals, scored within 150 seconds of each other, made the difference. 

•Jordan Caron played well in his debut on the third line for the demoted Chris Bourque. Caron dished out an assist and created frequent scoring chances, often while matched up against the Flyers' top line. 

•Shawn Thornton made fist-imprints in Zac Rinaldo's face during a second-period fight. Thornton said Rinaldo was doing a little too much hitting, even though "it was all clean," and Thornton was hoping to change the momentum.

Three quotes:

•Thornton, casually (as always), on his fight with Rinaldo: "As far as getting the gloves off or whatever? It’s just reacting to the hit. I thought they were running around a little bit and I thought maybe I’d address it."

•Coach Claude Julien on keeping the Flyers' power play unit off the ice: "It was important but at the same time I thought the referees did a good job tonight of letting the game be played. Certainly there were some calls on both sides that could have been called but they chose to let the game be played. And I thought it gave the game a good pace."

•Flyers forward Danny Briere on the Flyers losing record (11-14-1): "I really feel we have the team to be competitive for the long run. We just have to find a way to get out of this mess."

The Bruins improve to 16-3-3, including a 8-2-1 record at home. 

18:00 in 3rd, Bruins 3-0: The Bruins were on the power play here late when a Flyers clearance almost led to a breakaway chance. Rask left his net and met the puck above the left circle. He attempted to whack it away but the puck never left the zone and the Flyers regained possession with Rask away from the net. Seguin appeared from the right side to cover, making a diving save with his legs.

15:45 in 3rd period, Bruins 3-0: The Flyers kept the puck in the offensive zone for all but five seconds on the power play, but Rask survived his first true test of the day. The Finn will earn his second shutout of the season if the Bruins can put the lid on this one.

12:00 in 3rd period, Bruins 3-0: I was just saying how the Bruins did a great job of staying out of the box against one of the league's best power-play units. Then Caron takes a slashing penalty. Bruins kill this, then smooth sailing for six minutes?

6:59 in 3rd period, Bruins 3-0: Horton continues to create offense, setting Lucic up with a chance at one-timer. But Lucic couldn't corral the puck in time and his shot sailed wide.

2:47 in 3rd period, Bruins 3-0: Horton with a fancy dangle through the slot that creates an open look for Zdeno Chara, whose wrister is snatched by Bryzgalov's glove. An incredible save for sure. Two periods too late?

end of 2nd, Bruins 3-0: The Bruins picked up the intensity in the later portions of the period, with scoring chances a plenty, though none set off the sirens. Horton has been getting beat up this game, and it seems like he's had enough of it. Horton retaliated a little after getting cross-checked in the back coming through the crease, but no penalties were given. It seems like the Bruins are in control here, but Rask hasn't been tested yet and if one goes by him you never know what could happen. 

14:51 in 2nd period, Bruins 3-0: For all the talk of getting Seguin to the dirty areas, the silky playmaker just took a beating for skating through heavy traffic in the slot, but nearly put away a one-timer in the process. His shot ringed off the post and he skated slowly off the ice. 

11:05 in 2nd period, Bruins 3-0: UFC should get Shawn Thornton involved when he retires. In an R-rated scene, Thornton hammered Zac Rinadlo with upper-cuts and haymakers after Rinaldo trucked over Boychuk in the Bruins end. To the sin bin they go.

5:58 in 2nd period, Bruins 3-0: Another slow start to a period here. The Flyers have carried much of the possession but haven't yet recorded a shot on goal. Nathan Horton, who was sidelined most of last season after suffering a mild concussion in a January game against the Flyers, was punished by Nicklas Grossman during a head-on collision. He bounced right back up.

end of 1st, Bruins 3-0: The Bruins have six shots on net. They also have three goals. There's something to be said for the ability to finish your chances. It looked like Bryzgalov might get the Jacob Markstrom treatment (the Florida Panthers goalie was pulled after two shots on Thursday night), but Laviolette stuck with his starter Backup Brian Boucher has a 2.50 goals-against average and .891 save percentage in four games this year. 

14:11 in 1st period, Bruins 3-0: Wow that happened fast. A textbook stick-lift from Gregory Campbell at the Flyers' blue line led to a breakaway chance for Daniel Paille. Paille went backhand through Bryzgalov's five-hole. The look on Peter Laviolette's face immediately afterward was worth a second look.

13:28 in 1st period, Bruins 2-0: Welcome back, Jordan Caron. Instant chemistry with Kelly and Peverly. Caron swings around the corner to find Kelly skating free through the slot and he buried the chance.

11:53 in 1st period, Bruins 1-0: The Bruins' power play did what the Flyers' couldn't: Put one away with the extra man. Tyler Seguin picked up his eighth goal of the season when a Milan Lucic pass bounced off Bryzgalov's leg-pad and left Seguin with an open look.

11:20 in 1st period, 0-0: The Bruins first real chance comes from a Boychuk pass from the point that left Nathan Horton with a wide-open look at the net, but he couldn't quite swing his body around as the pass sailed behind him. 

9:03 in 1st period, 0-0: Jordan Caron's first NHL game of the 2013 season has started well. There have been just two shots on net thus far and one of them was off the stick of Caron, who fired a wrister from the slot that was knocked away by Flyers goalie Ilya Bryzgalov.

4:00 in 1st period, 0-0: The Bruins killed the penalty without a shot on net. Scott Hartnell slammed Johnny Boychuk into boards from behind as Boychuk tried fishing out a loose puck. The Bruins defenseman fell flat on the ice but got back up seconds later.

1:04 in 1st period, 0-0: David Krejci sent to the box just 1:04 in and already we’ll get a chance to see the Flyers potent power play at work. Their extra-man advantage has cashed in 23.3 percent of the time this year, fifth best in the NHL. The Bruins penalty kill is first in the NHL with a 91.9 percent success rate.

Welcome to TD Garden where blood is almost certain to be shed between the Flyers (third in the league with 19 fighting majors) and the Bruins (sixth in the league with 16). Both teams have had trouble holding leads in the third period lately.

Jordan Caron is making his season debut for the Bruins, taking the place of Chris Bourque on the third line with Chris Kelly and Rich Peverley. Caron initially struggled with Providence, but coach Claude Julien said he's received glowing reports on Caron's play over the last six games or so.

Tuukka Rask is between the pipes for the Bruins, facing the Flyers for the first time since conceding a 3-0 series lead only to get bounced in the 2010 playoffs. It's hard to think Rask wouldn't have played the Flyers at some point over the past three years, but Tim Thomas has been in net each time these two teams have squared off. 

Today's Bruins lineup

Link|Comments (5)Posted by Fluto Shinzawa, Globe Staff March 9, 2013 12:38 PM


By Fluto Shinzawa, Globe Staff

Based on pregame warmups: 

Milan Lucic-David Krejci-Nathan Horton

 Brad Marchand-Patrice Bergeron-Tyler Seguin

 Jay Pandolfo-Chris Kelly-Rich Peverley

 Daniel Paille-Gregory Campbell-Shawn Thornton

Zdeno Chara-Johnny Boychuk

 Dennis Seidenberg-Dougie Hamilton

 Andrew Ference-Adam McQuaid

Tuukka Rask

 Anton Khudobin

* Ilya Bryzgalov (11-10-1, 2.79 GAA, .899 save percentage) will start in goal for the Flyers.

live 

Game 22: Flyers at Bruins preview

Link|Comments (2)Posted by Fluto Shinzawa, Globe Staff March 9, 2013 11:43 AM


By Fluto Shinzawa, Globe Staff

Good morning from TD Garden, where the Bruins will conclude their two-game homestand with a matinee against Philadelphia. This will be the Bruins’ first game against the Flyers this season. 

Tuukka Rask should be in goal. Rask backed up Anton Khudobin for Thursday’s 4-2 win over Toronto.

Jordan Caron could make his season debut. Caron was recalled from Providence yesterday. If Caron plays, he would most likely skate on the third line.

Puck drop: 1 p.m. 

TV/radio info: NESN (Jack Edwards, Andy Brickley, Naoko Funayama),98.5 The Sports Hub (Dave Goucher, Bob Beers)

Records: Flyers 11-13-1, Bruins 15-3-3

Projected Bruins lineup:

Milan Lucic-David Krejci-Nathan Horton

 Brad Marchand-Patrice Bergeron-Tyler Seguin

 Jordan Caron-Chris Kelly-Rich Peverley

 Daniel Paille-Gregory Campbell-Shawn Thornton

Zdeno Chara-Johnny Boychuk

 Dennis Seidenberg-Dougie Hamilton

 Andrew Ference-Adam McQuaid

Tuukka Rask

 Anton Khudobin

Healthy scratches: Aaron Johnson, Jay Pandolfo, Lane MacDermid

Storylines: Jakub Voracek has five goals in his last four games. Voracek has been skating on Philly’s top line with Scott Hartnell and Claude Giroux… The Flyers haven’t scored a shorthanded goal. They are usually among the league’s most aggressive penalty killers… Patrice Bergeron’s line has scored five of the last seven game-winning goals… Mike Hasenfratz and Mike Leggo will be the referees. Derek Nansen and Derek Amell will be the linesmen.

Jordan Caron recalled from Providence

Link|Comments (19)Posted by Fluto Shinzawa, Globe Staff March 8, 2013 12:13 PM


WILMINGTON – Jordan Caron has been recalled from Providence. The third-year pro is practicing on the third line at Ristuccia Arena with Chris Kelly, Rich Peverley, and Jay Pandolfo.

After Chris Bourque was placed on waivers, Caron was in line to audition for the No. 3 left wing job. Caron scored a goal in each of Providence’s last two games. When playing at his best, Caron is a big, two-way winger.

“From what I’ve been told, he’s been really good the last 5-6 games,” Claude Julien said. “He’s a player that’s been here and has got some experience.”

Caron has 10 goals and five assists in 44 AHL games. Caron has most recently playing with Christian Hanson and Bobby Robins. Lane MacDermid held that position during the lockout.

* Chris Bourque was not claimed on waivers. Bourque will report to Providence.

Facing Plymouth first would not be an enviable playoff task -- RUICCI COLUMN 


By Peter Ruicci, Sault Star

March 7th

SAULT STE. MARIE - They are the candid words of a coach more interested in how his players are performing, rather than where in the standings they finish.

“I couldn't care less about catching Guelph,” said Soo Greyhounds bench boss Sheldon Keefe, prior to his team beginning its final regular season road trip.

Keefe's feeling is this: If the Hounds don't manage to gain home ice for the first round of the playoffs by finishing in the top four in the Western Conference (which is now nearly impossible), it really doesn't matter where they wind up.

“Irrelevant” is the word the coach used, stressing how it's far more important to get his team playing playoff-calibre hockey.

“All the teams we could face are tough,” Keefe added.

True enough.

But while the Hounds coach doesn't seem to be too particular when it comes to a first-round opponent, please allow me to be.

The 2012-2013 Soo Greyhounds must do all they can to avoid playing the Plymouth Whalers.

I know, I know, the Hounds have beaten the Whalers five straight this year.

But once the second half of the season began, and especially since the addition of star centre Vincent Trocheck, this has been a different Plymouth hockey club.

As hot as the Hounds are since the Christmas Break (17-7-1-3), the Whalers (24-6-0-1) have been that much better.

And Trocheck, battling Sarnia's Charles Sarault and the Soo's Nick Cousins for the league scoring title, has absolutely been on fire.

Over his last 20 games, Trocheck has 22 goals and 21 assists.

And during that time the Whalers are sizzling, losing just three times in regulation while putting together a 16-3-0-1 mark.

Rickard Rakell's return from Anaheim of the NHL has also given this team a noticeable boost.

After playing four games with the Ducks, the skilled forward was sent back to Plymouth in mid February.

Since then, the Whalers are 9-1-0-0 and Rakell, who's missed the last two games with what the team describes as a minor injury, has produced nine goals and seven assists in eight starts.

Can the Hounds beat the Whalers in a seven-game series?

Absolutely. We've seen them handle Plymouth all season.

But wouldn't the Soo be better off facing either Owen Sound or Kitchener in the opening round?

Both have had good seasons and are playing well these days. But neither is as imposing as the Whalers, a team with size, speed and depth.

Plymouth has eight players with at least 20 goals.

To avoid a matchup with the Whalers, who, as West Division champions, will be seeded No. 2 in the conference, the Hounds must avoid finishing seventh.

Heading into tonight's game in Guelph, the Soo is sixth, two points up on seventh place Sarnia and both teams have five games remaining.

The Hounds are also three back of the fifth-place Storm and Guelph has a game in hand.

After tonight, the Greyhounds visit Kitchener Sunday afternoon before playing home games against the Whalers, Kitchener and London.

The Sting entertains London tonight and Sarnia also has home games left to play with Guelph, Saginaw and Owen Sound. Their lone remaining road game is against the Attack.

Sure, hoping for one playoff opponent over another can be dangerous.

But if I were a member of the Hounds organization, I'd certainly want to avoid a first-round matchup with Mike Vellucci and his Whalers.

2012-13 AHL All-Rookie Team announced

 April 10, 2013

The American Hockey League announced today the 2012-13 AHL All-Rookie Team, as voted by AHL coaches, players and media in each of the league’s 30 member cities. 

The team consists of one goaltender, two defensemen and three forwards: 

2012-13 AHL All-Rookie Team (stats through Apr. 9) 

Goaltender -- Niklas Svedberg, Providence Bruins (45gp, 34-8-0, 2.18gaa, .924sv%, 4so) 

Defenseman --
Justin Schultz, Oklahoma City Barons (34gp, 18+30=48pts., +8, 7 PPG, 3 GWG) 

Defenseman --
Sami Vatanen, Norfolk Admirals (59gp, 8+36=44pts., +1, 4 PPG, 2 GWG) 

Forward --
Ryan Spooner, Providence Bruins (54gp, 14+37=51pts., +10, 8 PPG, 3 GWG)

Forward --
Tyler Toffoli, Manchester Monarchs (55gp, 28+20=48pts., +20, 6 PPG, 3 SHG) 

Forward --
Jason Zucker, Houston Aeros (53gp, 24+24=48pts., -5, 12 PPG, 8 GWG) 

Each All-Rookie Team member will receive a custom-designed crystal award in recognition of his selection to the 2012-13 AHL All-Rookie Team.

Previous selections to the annual AHL All-Rookie Team include Jean-Sebastien Giguere (1998), Zdeno Chara (1998), Brendan Morrison (1998), Marc Savard (1998), Daniel Briere (1998), J.P. Dumont (1999), Dan Boyle (1999), Cory Sarich (1999), Michael Leighton (2002), Barret Jackman (2002), Ron Hainsey (2002), Jason Spezza (2003), Brad Boyes (2003), Cam Ward (2005), Thomas Vanek (2005), Rene Bourque (2005), Kevin Bieksa (2005), Jimmy Howard (2006), Dan Girardi (2006), Mike Green (2006), Jaroslav Halak (2007), Troy Brouwer (2007), Ryan Callahan (2007), Bobby Ryan (2008), Teddy Purcell (2008), Brian Boyle (2008), Alex Goligoski (2008), Nathan Gerbe (2009), Justin Abdelkader (2009), John Carlson (2010), P.K. Subban (2010), Logan Couture (2010), Lars Eller (2010), Tyler Ennis (2010), Erik Gustafsson (2011), Luke Adam (2011), Zac Dalpe (2011), Cory Conacher (2012), Tyler Johnson (2012) and Gustav Nyquist (2012). 

2012-13 AHL All-Rookie Team 

svedberg Niklas Svedberg, Goaltender (Providence Bruins):

 In his first season of pro hockey in North America, Niklas Svedberg has backstopped the Providence Bruins to the best record in the AHL entering the final week and a half of the regular season. He has earned the third-most victories ever by an AHL rookie goaltender (34-8-0) and he ranks sixth in the league in goals-against average (2.18) and fifth in save percentage (.924) in 45 appearances. Svedberg, 23, signed with the Boston Bruins last May after leading Brynas IF to the Elitserien championship in his native Sweden. 

schultz Justin Schultz, Defense (Oklahoma City Barons):

 Over the first half of his first professional season, Justin Schultz established a record-setting pace by recording 18 goals and 48 points for Oklahoma City in just 34 games and earning honors as the CCM/AHL Player of the Month for October and Rookie of the Month for November. Now, more than three months since he played his last game for the Barons on Jan. 5, the 22-year-old Schultz still leads all AHL defensemen in goals and points and is tied for third among all AHL rookies in scoring. The former second-round draft pick (2008) was recalled by Edmonton in January and has tallied 20 points in 39 games for the Oilers this season. 

vatanen Sami Vatanen, Defense (Norfolk Admirals):

 A fourth-round draft choice by Anaheim in 2009, Sami Vatanen is tied for the league lead among defensemen with 36 assists and ranks second among all AHL blueliners with 44 points while skating in 59 games for Norfolk this season. He made his NHL debut with the Ducks on Feb. 1, and later had a seven-game scoring streak for the Admirals from Feb. 23 to Mar. 9. Vatanen, 21, was the SM-liiga’s defenseman of the year in 2010-11 and again in 2011-12, and won the league championship with JYP in his hometown of Jyvaskyla, Finland, last season. 

spooner Ryan Spooner, Forward (Providence Bruins):

 Leading all AHL rookies with 37 assists and 51 points, Ryan Spooner is also at the top of the scoring page for the league-leading Providence Bruins. A second-round draft choice by Boston in 2010, Spooner has registered 13 multiple-point games this season, including four in a row between Mar. 16 and Apr. 5. The 21-year-old native of Kanata, Ont., has also appeared in four NHL games with Boston, making his NHL debut on Feb. 6. 

toffoli Tyler Toffoli, Forward (Manchester Monarchs):

 Manchester forward Tyler Toffoli has scored 28 goals – most among AHL rookies this season – and added 20 assists for 48 points in 55 games with Manchester this season. The 20-year-old from Scarborough, Ont., also leads league rookies with three shorthanded goals, and is tops among rookie forwards with a plus-20 rating. The Monarchs’ sole representative at the 2013 Dunkin’ Donuts AHL All-Star Classic, Toffoli was a second-round pick by Los Angeles in the 2010 NHL Draft and has tallied five points in eight NHL games with the Kings this season. 

zucker Jason Zucker, Forward (Houston Aeros):

 Houston’s Jason Zucker has notched 24 goals and 24 assists for 48 points in 53 games with the Aeros this season, good for a share of the team scoring lead. The 21-year-old native of Newport Beach, Calif., is tied for the AHL lead with eight game-winning goals and three overtime winners, and has scored 12 of his 24 goals on the power play. A second-round draft pick by Minnesota in 2010, Zucker also has four goals and an assist in 14 games with the Wild this season.
July 2013 Top 10

There’s been a lot of change in the Avalanche system recently with the addition of new blood from the draft, some prospects moving up levels (Siemens, Smith, Cheek, Heard, Meurs), some graduating (Bordeleau, Olver), and others being shown the door (Chouinard, Donnelly, Walker, Nermark). The landscape is quite different than it was just a few weeks ago.

There is a more even split of forward and defensive prospect this go around as compared to previous top tens, which is what you like to see from a system’s top prospects. Though, chances are this top ten will look markedly different from the next one with Nathan MacKinnon not likely to remain a prospect for very long and the impending graduations of Tyson Barrie and Stefan Elliott. Some could argue that the two have already graduated but I don’t think they’re quite there yet. Very close, but not quite.

Mark Olver and Cameron Gaunce are no longer on the list – Over through graduation and Gaunce via his trade to Dallas. Joey Hishon reappears on the list thanks to some actual playing time at Lake Erie and a comeback that may be headed in the right direction again. Here’s to his continued progress.

1.    Nathan MacKinnon – C

6’0” | 185 lbs.

nathan mackinnonThis is a no brainer. MacKinnon is one of the top prospects in all of hockey and a case could be made that he is the top prospect in the game. He’s exactly the type of player you hope is draft eligible if your team is (un)lucky enough to be picking first overall. He immediately makes the Avalanche a better team and gives the club a glut of skilled young forwards at the NHL level. Whether he makes them good enough to grab a playoff spot is another matter, considering the blue line is largely unchanged from last year’s iteration. MacKinnon dominated the QMJHL for the second straight year and put the team on his back during the Memorial Cup to claim the trophy for Halifax. He projects as an elite center and won’t be on this list very long.

2.    Tyson Barrie – RHD

5’10” | 190 lbs.

Tyson BarrieAfter his 10-game cup of coffee in 2011-12, Barrie spent the majority of the NHL season on a crowed and mostly untalented Avalanche blue line. He collected 13 points (2g/11a) in 32 games with Colorado while also picking up 29 points (7g/22a) in 38 games with Lake Erie during the lockout. His early time with the Monsters showed that he done with the AHL as he put in some dominant performances and showed off some dynamic playmaking ability. As he got more comfortable with the Avalanche once the NHL season started, he began to show a bit more in his defensive ability. That’s not to say that he looked good, per se, but he didn’t defended like a turnstile quite as often. He’s young yet and as he progresses he’ll start to log more high quality minutes and be a solid piece of the team’s core.

3.    Duncan Siemens – LHD

6’4” | 209 lbs.

duncan siemensThere are two types of seasons that management likes to see out of prospects; the one where the player dominates from start to finish and exceeds expectations, and the one where they are faced with major adversity and overcome it and flourish. Siemens had the latter kind. For as rough as the beginning to Siemens’ season was, as well as Saskatoon’s in general, he rebounded nicely and ended up having a great year. Though his point totals were down from the previous year’s, he drastically improved his plus/minus from +12 in 2011-12 to +31, which led all defensemen on the Blades and was good for second overall on the team. He was his usual physically dominant self, logging big minutes against the opposition’s top forwards and playing smarter than ever before. He was one of the WHL’s top blue liners for long stretches of the season and is headed to Lake Erie trending in the right direction. I wouldn’t expect to see him break camp with the Avalanche this year, but don’t be surprised to see him get his feet wet at some point in the campaign with a view towards making a real impact in the 2014 season.

4.    Chris Bigras – LHD

6’1” | 187 lbs.

chris bigrasFinally, another young talented defenseman who excels on the defensive front rather than the offensive one. Bigras was one of the top blue liners in the OHL this past season and is as steady and reliable as they come. He put up 38 points (8g/30a) in 68 games with Owen Sound and has a little more offensive ability than Siemens, but I still wouldn’t expect him to light it up at the NHL level. He’s an elite skater that plays smarter than he does physical and rarely makes dumb mistakes with the puck. He still has a few years to refine things and will need to work on his shot and get a little stronger, but he should make for a solid second pairing defender.

5.    Stefan Elliott – RHD

6’1” | 191 lbs.

stefan elliottElliott had a season mostly to forget, looking a shell of the confident, puck-rushing defenseman that dazzled fans during his first taste of NHL action in 2011-12. He’s never provided much in terms of defensive value but once the opposition figured out how to shutdown his offensive abilities, he never quite adjusted. Though he did improve some facets of his defensive game recently, he’ll need to figure out what works at the NHL level in terms of his offense again so he doesn’t look replacement level at best. To be fair, he was also working through some injury issues last year that have hopefully been resolved, and that should help him rebound a bit. Confidence has always been a big factor for Elliott and a good start and chunk of solid AHL games would go a long ways in helping him get it back. He has far too much talent to be written off and with some time and patience by coaches, management and himself, he’ll be back to his usual dynamic self.

 6.    Michael Sgarbossa – C

5’11” | 180 lbs.

Michael SgarbossaSgarbossa had a solid start to his professional career, putting up good numbers at Lake Erie and getting a small taste of NHL action with six game call up. Though he did not register a point during his brief stint with the Avalanche, he showed that he could hang with the speed and physicality of the NHL. He was relegated to fourth line duty during his call up, so I wouldn’t worry too much about the lack of production during his stint. His line at Lake Erie (19g/25a in 57 games) was very respectable and he, along with fellow prospect Andrew Agozzino, set the pace on offense for the Monsters’ forwards. With the current crop of forwards on the Avalanche payroll, Sgarbossa will likely again play the bulk of his games in the AHL, which should help his development. He’s set up for a larger role with the club in 2014-15 barring a trade or long-term injury to one of the top nine.

7.    Joey Hishon – C

5’11” | 180 lbs.

joey hishonWelcome back to the top ten Joey Hishon. After an extended injury layoff that spanned almost two years, Hishon finally got back on the ice for a brief nine game stint and was able to produce. He put up six points (1g/5a) in nine games for the Monsters and looks like he may have turned a corner with his recovery. A good injury-free offseason should do the former Owen Sound star a lot of good as he looks to become the player he was prior to that infamous hit. Once he shows he can do that, it will just be a matter of figuring out who he bumps from the top six. He’d be much higher on the list if he had a longer run of health recently.

8.    Calvin Pickard – G

6’1” | 198 lbs.

calvin pickardYou can’t ask for a much better rookie AHL season for a goaltender on a bad team than the one Pickard had. Though he doesn’t get the hype and respect as fellow prospect Sami Aittokallio, Pickard has been quietly getting better over the past year and looked very comfortable making the transition from juniors to the AHL. He grabbed the starter’s job and ran with it, posting a 2.47 GAA, a .918 save percentage, and five shutouts in 47 games behind a bad Lake Erie defense. He’ll spend another full year with the Monsters before challenging for a backup role with the Avalanche in 2014-15. Don’t be surprised to see the quiet kid from Winnipeg get even better in that time.

9.    Sami Aittokallio – G

6’2” | 181 lbs.

sami aittokallioAittokallio didn’t quite have the season that Pickard did but he did show flashes of his high-end athletic ability as he made the transition to North America from the European game. Aittokallio played 27 games for the Monsters last year and posted a 3.0 GAA with a .899 save percentage and two shutouts. Not bad, but what got fans excited was his cramp shortened NHL debut that saw him stop 23 of 25 shots in 49 minutes of play against the then reigning Stanley Cup champion LA Kings. What made it special was that he looked very comfortable in the effort before the injury. He had some consistency issues with the Monsters but he should have all of next year to try and iron them out.

10.    Colin Smith – C

5’11” | 175 lbs.

colin smithYou generally don’t expect seventh-round picks to put up 106 points (41g/65a) and sit at or near the top of CHL point production for most of the season, but that’s exactly what Smith did. Some will say that it doesn’t mean much because of his age (he was 19 all season) or the fact that he played on a line with Tim Bozon and JC Lipon, which inflated his numbers. In fact it was Smith who inflated his linemates’ numbers as he was the one who drove the play with his off the charts offensive instincts and unstoppable motor. I saw a lot of Smith this year in person and it was impossible to not notice him when he was on the ice, with or without the puck. He knows exactly where to go and what to do with the puck in the offensive zone and will relentlessly pressure puck carriers in the defensive zone. His main issue is that he still gets knocked around a little too easily, though he has drastically improved that issue from this time last year. He just signed an entry-level deal and will almost certainly be with Lake Erie next year. It should make for a good gauge of his potential as he moves up.

Others

11.     Brad Malone – The big, defensive center will hopefully get a good long look in training camp after not getting much of a chance in his handful of call ups over the past couple of years. His size, strength, faceoffs, and sneaky speed make him a good option for a roster spot.

12.     Troy Bourke – Bourke is a very good package of a player on a weak team. Certainly not the biggest guy out there but he more than makes up for it in plenty of other ways.

13.     Spencer Martin – Very promising goalie prospect who should continue to get better in his remaining years in junior. Still a ways out, which works well considering the depth high up in the system.

14.     Mitchell Heard – The pesky forward didn’t exactly have the start he hoped for in the AHL and was sent back to junior where he made a huge impact on an already good Plymouth team. In the long run the experience will be very beneficial.

15.     Will Butcher – There’s a ton of upside with the soon to be DU Pioneer and he’ll be an interesting one to watch moving forward. If he can play a little smarter with the puck without sacrificing his offensive ability, he’ll be a very nice late round gem.
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There’s been a reshuffling of the deck chairs at the top of the prospect list this go around. The top three are all very close to one another from a rankings point of view, so the difference between #1 and #3 is smaller than one would think. Blue liners and goaltenders again take up most of the spots but the forwards in the system have been making strong cases for themselves.

2012 seventh-round draft pick Colin Smith cracks the list thanks in part to the impressive season he’s having, which sees him leading the entire CHL in scoring.

I’ve dropped Joey Hishon from the list as he is still dealing with post-concussion symptoms from the elbow to the head he received from Buffalo Sabres prospect Brayden McNabb during the 2011 Memorial Cup. Hishon hasn’t played a game since, though he is apparently “with the Lake Erie Monsters on a regular basis now and is skating,” according to the Denver Post’s Adrian Dater citing Avalanche Vice President of Player Personnel Craig Billington. If or when Hishon can actually resume full on-ice activities, he’ll need a lot of time to get back to speed, both physically and mentally. For the time being, I’ll leave him off the top 10 list until he shows some true progress on that front. A healthy Hishon would be at or near the top of the list, assuming he hadn’t already graduated from prospect status. Here’s to hoping he finds relief soon and can resume his NHL dreams.

1.     Tyson Barrie

Tyson BarrieUnsurprisingly, Barrie is having one of the better seasons in the Avalanche system. The Lake Erie defenseman is currently the team’s third leading scorer with 27 points (6 G, 21 A) in 36 games played and is fourth in overall AHL defenseman scoring. Barrie has been showing off his offensive repertoire all season and is playing with a ton of confidence right now. While he’ll never be a defensive stalwart, he is generally smart with the puck and displays decent enough ability in his own end to not be considered a liability. He’s strong on his skates, is good positionally and will surprise with the occasional big hit. He’s one of the more well-rounded defensemen in the system and as he’s inched closer to NHL duty, it doesn’t look like he’s missed a beat with his steady progression. Unfortunately for him, the NHL has decided to close up shop until further notice or else he’d likely be patrolling the Avalanche blue line right now in some capacity.

2.     Duncan Siemens

duncan siemensTo say the early part of Siemens’ season was one to forget would be an understatement. Following a roster shake up after his Saskatoon Blades were swept out of the playoffs, the Alberta native was essentially stripped of the captaincy in favor of new acquisition Brenden Walker. Rubbing salt into the wounds was the fact that Walker was given the opportunity to name his alternates and Siemens was not among them. He was clearly in a funk afterwards and he, along with the rest of the team, struggled mightily out of the gate. He looked to be a step behind the play too often and allowed the game to be dictated to him. Recent weeks, however, have seen a return to form for the big d-man and he’s been producing some of his best hockey in a very long time, playing solid ‘D’ in his own end and jumping into the offense like he used to. The turn around has been such that an invite to Team Canada’s selection camp for the WJC would not have been entirely out of line had he received it. Instead he can continue to focus on helping to push his Blades further up the standings while reminding Avalanche fans why he was a first-round pick. The loss of the ‘C’ may end up being a blessing in disguise as it should allow Siemens to refocus on refining his overall play rather than worrying about anything else.

3.     Stefan Elliott

stefan elliottElliott drops from the #1 spot but as noted above, it’s a pretty tight bunch at the top. The lack of offensive production this year has been surprising for a player of his caliber. It’s quite possible that he has been instructed by the coaching staff to focus solely on his defense, as it has always been far and away his biggest deficiency, but without speaking to the coaching staff or Elliott directly, it’s just speculation. If he is using this time to concentrate on the defensive abilities he is lacking in, it has yet to manifest itself. Elliott still shies away from the necessary defensive physical play and is pushed around far too easily. His stick work is good but that alone won’t help him get to the level he needs to be at to keep hold of a regular NHL roster spot. Additionally, no player should abandon (or be forced to abandon) the abilities that got them to where they are. The best prospects are able to work on other parts of their game without completely sacrificing their bread and butter. Whether it’s the coaching staff, Elliott himself, or neither that has caused his offensive output to drop so dramatically, something needs to change. We’re still seeing flashes of his old self and his recent play suggests he may be turning a corner of sorts, so it just could be/have been an issue of confidence.

4.     Michael Sgarbossa

michael sgarbossaAfter his assault on the psyches of opposing goaltenders during his final year of junior hockey last season, a lot of Avalanche fans weren’t sure what to make of the new guy to the system in Sgarbossa. The young center finished off his junior career with the OHL’s Sudbury Wolves by posting 102 points (47 G, 55 A) in 66 games played to win the Eddie Powers Trophy, awarded annually to the OHL’s leading point getter. Opinions on Sgarbossa seemed to be split between him being a future perennial all-star to just another overager who padded his stats feeding on weaker teams. The truth likely lies somewhere in the middle but so far he hasn’t disappointed those that were high on him. The 20-year-old currently leads the Monsters in scoring with 28 points (13 G, 15 A) in 34 games played and is tied for third in AHL rookie scoring with teammate Andrew Agozzino. He is shooting at an impressive 24.5% clip with just 53 shots on goal, suggesting he should probably be putting the puck on net more often. He hasn’t been playing with quite the sandpaper edge that we had become accustomed to in juniors so far, which is probably a good idea for now considering his age and size, but I’m sure that element will resurface fully in the near future. For now he should be concentrating on adjusting to the speed and physicality of the AHL. So far so good in that department and the results show it.

5.     Cameron Gaunce

Cameron GaunceSome nights Gaunce looks ready to take on the best the NHL has to offer, with the ability to physically dominate forwards and take them out of the play with good positioning and anticipation. Others, he looks steps behind and destined for a lifetime membership with Lake Erie. Gaunce’s consistency issues are maddening at times when you see how good he can be. He’s also seemingly abandoned his good slap shot and he appears less inclined to jump into the play from the back-end. Gaunce is almost half way into his third season with the Monsters and it may honestly just be a case of him letting off the gas a bit mentally knowing he would be pushing for a roster spot with the Avalanche had the higher-ups not crapped the bed in regards to the NHL season, especially considering how well he played last year. There’s certainly no excuse for not going all out every game regardless of the incentive but we have to remember these are young kids, not robots.

6.     Mark Olver

mark olverAnother victim of the lockout. Olver remains on the list thanks to the lack of an NHL season as he’d surely be graduated by this point and occupying a bottom six spot on the big club’s roster. After a slow start in the goal department early in the season, Olver picked it up in December netting four goals and five assists in 13 games to give him 22 points (6 G, 16 A) on the season. He’s been using his typical “body-be-damned” style of play more recently, mucking it up in the corners and throwing himself into the scrum in front of the net, which has helped him to start to pick up the garbage goals again. It’s this kind of play that he’ll need to sustain at the NHL level to keep hold of a full-time roster spot because he won’t blow away the competition with elite level skill.

7.     Calvin Pickard

calvin pickardPickard or Aittokallio? Aittokallio or Pickard? These two seemed to be joined at the hip in most people’s minds in terms of ability and future success and it’s no different here. But I give the edge to Pickard. After a record setting junior career with the Seattle Thunderbirds, Pickard’s first professional season is showing real promise. He has posted a 2.85 GAA, a .909 save percentage and three shutouts, which leads all rookies in that category, in 20 starts. As a rookie splitting time with another rookie, he’s shown stretches of brilliance and strong technique while also having a few clunkers thrown in to remind us all that he’s still only 20 years old, which is to be expected. It’s clear he still has plenty of time to spend in the AHL before making the transition up and with the young Semyon Varlamov holding down the fort in Denver, Pickard will get that time.

8.     Sami Aittokallio

Sami AittokallioYou could probably just copy everything written above for Pickard and paste it down here for Aittokallio while changing the stats slightly and it would work. And even the stats wouldn’t have to be changed too much considering how close they are to Pickard’s. Aittokallio’s line is a 3.17 GAA and a .895 save percentage in 17 games played. He has also shown flashes of brilliance with a few crappy games thrown in for good measure. Aittokallio is probably a bit more fun to watch than Pickard as the Finn’s athleticism is at a higher level than his fellow teammate’s but as you can see, the results are strikingly similar.

9.     Colin Smith

Colin SmithCount me as a believer of the talents of Smith. He’s been putting up decent numbers for the past couple of seasons but those numbers have skyrocketed this year and he’s been the catalyst for what has probably been the best line in Canadian junior for the past year and a half, with Tim Bozon and JC Lipon. Smith has always been a tireless worker and someone the opposition hates to play against but by becoming a real threat to score every time he hits the ice, he has made himself into one of the more exciting players to watch in any given game. He played the final game of the Super Series against the Russians earlier in the year and may have been the best player on the ice for either team in what were two ‘star’ studded lineups and a very poor game for the WHL. That game wasn’t just a one off high-caliber performance for the cameras either, he’s played like that just about every game for Kamloops this year and that’s why he leads all of Canadian juniors in scoring with 68 points (27 G, 41 A) in 42 games played. Now is he going to continue scoring at such a torrid pace as moves up levels into the pros? Probably not. He’s not Paul Kariya. But I think he can end up being a more dangerous version of Mark Olver – someone that will work his socks off and hover near 20 goals a year if all goes well. He’s been doing a better job of getting to the dirty areas without ending up flat on his back as much as he used to. He still gets knocked off the puck a little too easy but he is becoming more adept at evading checks and being smart with his body.

10.     Troy Bourke

troy bourkeSpots nine and ten are practically interchangeable. Bourke, like Smith, is an intelligent, hard working centerman with a good skill set and leadership qualities. Unlike Smith, however, Bourke plays for one of the worst teams in the league and doesn’t quite have the resources around him to put up eye popping numbers. That said, he once again started the season off slowly from purely a points standpoint, as it seemed everything he threw on net clanged off a post or was stopped by a spectacular save. He has continued to put the puck on net and a lot of his rebounds are being put back by his teammates. He has also been improving the defensive part of his game this year and is a fairly reliable presence in his own zone. He continues to become one of the Avalanche’s more rounded prospects and should put up better numbers as the quality around him increases.

Others

11. Brad Malone – The big center is a defensive force who can cover a lot of ice and chip in with a timely goal here and there.

12. Gabriel Beaupre – One of the most improved players in the system over the past year. Good physical presence, smart with the puck and a vocal leader on the back-end.

13. Mike Connolly – Injured to start the year, the former UMD winger has a great motor and can put up points when needed. He’ll surprise with his offensive ability.

14. Kieran Millan - Millan continues to put up very good numbers in his first pro season. He often gets overlooked with Pickard and Aittokallio above him but he’s no stranger to success.

15. Michael Clarke - He’s about as inconsistent as they come but the ability is clearly there on both the offensive and defensive sides of his game.
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Matt Duchene talks about new contract, playing on same line with Ryan O’Reilly
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Got a few minutes on the phone with Matt Duchene just now. Obviously, a nice day for the young man. He’s 22 and just signed a five-year, $30 million contract extension.

Duchene is definitely psyched. He said his big goal is to just worker harder than ever to get better. He doesn’t want to be known as one of those guys who took it easy a bit after signing a big contract at a young age.

 He has been in Denver the last couple weeks training and hanging out, and will leave for Ontario on Monday, where he’s from.

A year ago, Duchene was seen as a disappointment around here. He had a bad season in 2011-12, caused somewhat by injuries. He signed a two-year, $7 million contract that caused some head-scratching around the league. 

Duchene basically started all over in his dedication to diet an exercise off the ice (remember that gluten-free diet he started?) and vowed to prove his bad year was an aberration. He did that, with 43 points in 47 games.

“It was a real tough year, but I wanted to try and use it to learn and get better,” Duchene said. “But I’m not stopping now.”

Duchene, according to coach Patrick Roy, will center a line with Ryan O’Reilly at left wing and P.A. Parenteau on the right. O’Reilly, of course, was a center his first four years with the Avs.

“I just talked some with Ryan today, and he’s going to be great on the wing. I think he’s played some there before, and I think he can be really strong there,” Duchene said.

I tend to think O’Reilly will be a good winger too. He’s bigger than Duchene, so he’ll be stronger in the corners. He’s great at keeping pucks deep in the zone with his body and positioning, and he goes to the net hard. So I think he’ll find maybe more rebound junk goals as a winger than a center, where your defensive responsibilities are greater than a winger and you have to skate more.

Here is a column I wrote earlier today that posted about an hour before the Duchene deal happened. It goes over why I think it was smart business by the Avs to give him this kind of deal.

Categories: General Avs
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The latest “Hockey Talk” podcast is a visit with Scott Parker, the ex-Avs enforcer, and some of his friends and one of mine. It’s a two-hour, 18 minute talk among guys at a barbershop, basically – Parker’s Lucky 27 Social Club and Barbershop on Wilcox St. in Castle Rock. We talk about a lot of stuff – the Sheriff tells a lot of stories about his days with the Avs, including one about Joe Sakic’s amazing feats of strength in the weight room, what Peter Forsberg was really like (in a nutshell: cool, nice), his thoughts on the coaching methods of Bob Hartley (Bob may not want to tune in), his thoughts on Patrick Roy coming back as coach, what he thinks of the enforcer role today, how he used to train by wrapping chains around his hand and punching trees (not making this up) and much, much more.

Read more…

Categories: General Avs
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Denver Cutthroats coach Derek Armstrong, a longtime L.A. Kings forward who also played for the Denver Grizzlies in their only IHL season (1994-95), will again look to sign a player or two from an open tryout next month. (Helen H. Richardson, The Denver Post)

Denver Cutthroats coach Derek Armstrong, a longtime L.A. Kings forward who also played for the Denver Grizzlies in their only IHL season (1994-95), will again look to sign a player or two from an open tryout next month. (Helen H. Richardson, The Denver Post)

Defenseman Phil Tesoriero of Boulder became a regular contributor to the Denver Cutthroats through the team’s inaugural open tryouts last August, and the Central Hockey League team will again host the event at Edge Ice Arena in Littleton, Aug. 23-25. (We write about the Cutthroats on this blog because they are one of two minor-league affiliates to the Avalanche and this is our only pro hockey blog.)

The Derek Armstrong-coached Fish will charge $150 per person for the tryout, and nobody is guaranteed to skate all three days (that wasn’t indicated last year and, because of safety concerns, Armstrong and company had to open the exit door for a handful of ankle-benders after the first day). You must be at least 18 years old and wear complete gear, including a visor (no full cages are allowed). 

Read more…
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NHL realignment: One overlooked reason why Avalanche might do better with new divisions
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One word: travel.

In a recent question and answer session with season-ticket holders, Avs coach Patrick Roy and executive VP of hockey operations Joe Sakic both said things will get easier for the team travel-wise under the new format.

Instead of losing an hour or just staying the same coming back from many road games, the Avalanche now will gain an hour on the clocks coming back from Central time zones such as Chicago, St. Louis, Dallas, Nashville and Winnipeg. 

When the Avalanche used to come home from a division road game in Vancouver, it might be 2 a.m. or later when they touched down at DIA. Now it’ll be midnight or so coming back from the new Central time zone opponents, and those extra hours of rest at home add up after a while.

Read more…
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New Pepsi Center JumboTron: pictures, details
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Technology is a wonderful thing. If someone had told me when I was a kid that there would be a gadget some day where I could make all my phone calls, listen to any radio station in the world, read any newspaper in the world, converse live with any person in the world via text or video, have the thing tell me how to get anywhere in the world, step-by-step…well, I would have done a little jig is what. Now, kids just yawn when they hear that.

TVs, same thing. I had a little black and white with six channels as a kid. You had to manually turn the knob to turn the channels. Now, we have what we have. We are insulted when it’s not HD and you can’t see every little detail from 100 feet away. We are especially spoiled by the JumboTrons in sports arenas. The big, bright screens, the crystal clear replays, the fancy graphics – you watch them more than the action on the arena surface.

Read more…
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Nathan MacKinnon signs with Avs
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MacKinnon signed a three-year deal. Cap hit: $3.775 million.

Not bad cash for a 17-year old kid.

Categories: General Avs
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Avalanche behind-the-scenes prospects camp underway; MacKinnon signs entry-level deal with club
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Defenseman Chris Bigras, selected early in the second round (32nd overall) in the recent NHL draft, poses in front of a Joe Sakic picture at the club's practice facility in Centennial on Tuesday. (Mike Chambers, The Denver Post)

Defenseman Chris Bigras, selected early in the second round (32nd overall) in the recent NHL draft, poses in front of a Joe Sakic picture at the club’s practice facility in Centennial on Tuesday. (Mike Chambers, The Denver Post)

Unlike most, if not all, NHL teams, the Avalanche doesn’t include on-ice activities in its prospects camp, which began Monday afternoon and runs through Friday at the club’s practice facility. Introductions were Monday and the 12 participants — comprised of draft picks from June 30 and previous drafts — had fitness tests today, during which I met 18-year-old defenseman Chris Bigras, this year’s No. 32 overall selection. We’ll write about Bigras in Thursday’s editions, but here’s what he said about this week’s somewhat secretive activities: 

“It’s a cool experience and it’s going to be a lot of fun the rest of the week. (The Avalanche) has watched pretty much all of us during our seasons and know about our compete level and all that, how we perform. So it’s good to know some of the guys off the ice, their personalities and all that.” 

Read more…
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Colorado Avalanche sign Nick Holden, Nate Guenin, Guillaume Desbiens, J.T. Wyman, David Van der Gulik, Colin Smith
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Colorado Avalanche's David Van der Gulik was re-signed by the team on Friday. (AAron Ontiveroz, The Denver Post)

Colorado Avalanche’s David Van der Gulik was re-signed by the team on Friday. (AAron Ontiveroz, The Denver Post)

From the Colorado Avalanche, some signings of depth guys:

DENVER – The Colorado Avalanche Hockey Club announced today that the team has signed defenseman Nick Holden to a two-year contract, and defenseman Nate Guenin and forwards Guillaume Desbiens and J.T. Wyman each to a one-year contract. In addition, the Avs have re-signed forward David Van Der Gulik to a one-year deal and signed forward Colin Smith to a three-year, entry-level contract.

Desbiens, 28, spent this past season with the Chicago Wolves of the American Hockey League, where he tallied eight points (4g/4a) and a team-high 118 penalty minutes in 52 games. The 6-foot-2, 210-pound right wing has appeared in 23 career NHL games (0g/0a), 13 with Vancouver from 2009-11 and 10 with Calgary in 2011-12. The Alma, Quebec native was Atlanta’s third choice (fourth round, 116th overall) in the 2003 Entry Draft.

Guenin, 30, spent this past season with the Norfolk Admirals (AHL), tallying 24 points (4g/20a) in 66 games. The 6-foot-3, 207-pound defenseman has appeared in 32 career NHL games (2g/2a), 12 with Philadelphia from 2006-09, two with Pittsburgh in 2009-10, three with Columbus in 2010-11 and 15 with Anaheim in 2011-12. The Aliquippa, Pa., native was selected by the New York Rangers in the fourth round (127th overall) of the 2002 Entry Draft.

Read more…
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Andre Benoit: that’s it for Avs free-agent signings
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Andre Benoit skates against the New York Islanders at the Nassau Veterans Memorial Coliseum on March 19, 2013. (Bruce Bennett, Getty Images)

Andre Benoit skates against the New York Islanders at the Nassau Veterans Memorial Coliseum on March 19, 2013. (Bruce Bennett, Getty Images)

I’ll have a column in the Sunday paper about it, but here’s a preview: while the Avs have had a lot of refreshing change this off-season, the team’s defense remains about as worrisome as ever.

The Avs only added Andre Benoit from Ottawa, a former minor-league journeyman who may have some promise as a late-blooming offensive D-man, but otherwise someone who can be classified as a minor signing.

Why didn’t the Avs go out and get one of the bigger fish on the free-agent market? Because there were only a couple they had any serious interest in – Andrew Ference and Rob Scuderi – but Ference wanted to go back home to Edmonton all along and Scuderi wanted to go back east with Pittsburgh. 

The rest of the market was mediocre at best, and the Avs feel they might have uncovered a nice player in Benoit. People who saw him in Ottawa say he was pretty decent for them in his 33 regular-season and five playoff games. He was a big scorer in the minors, and 10 points in 33 games isn’t all that bad. Heck, his three goals for the Sens would have led the Avs D in scoring last year.

Read more…
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DENVER, CO. - JANUARY 22: Fans hold a sign praising the beard of Colorado Avalanche defenseman Greg Zanon (4) during the pre-skate of their first home game of the NHL season. The Colorado Avalanche Los Angeles Kings at Pepsi Center January 22, 2013. 

Greg Zanon (John Leyba, The Denver Post)

A few days ago, Joe Sakic said the Avs wouldn’t buy anybody out. Well, on Thursday the Avs did buy a guy out.

But Sakic was talking about the compliance buyouts. The Avs have two of those they can use by next year to better comply with the lower cap if they want, and those buyouts don’t count against the team’s salary cap.

Today, the Avs did a standard buyout of Greg Zanon’s contract. They put him on unconditional waivers for the purpose of buying him out. Zanon had one year left on his deal, worth $2.25 million. 

By doing a standard buyout, the Avs must give Zanon two-thirds of that remaining salary in a lump sum ($1.5 million). That $1.5 million counts against the Avs’ salary cap, but they can spread it out over two years. 

Read more…
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Matt Hunwick, Greg Zanon clear waivers, so they’re still with Colorado Avalanche
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Matt Hunwick (Denver Post file)

Matt Hunwick (Denver Post file)

Nobody claimed Matt Hunwick or Greg Zanon in the 24-hour waiver window. That means they remain the property and responsibility of the Avs. Their contracts remain in place, obviously.

 So that means this: if the Avs are going to sign any free agents, they’re going to have to trade someone off the current roster. At least, by opening night they will.

I’m a bit surprised nobody claimed Hunwick. Not shocked, mind you, but he’s still got good wheels and there were times last year when he, ahem, actually played pretty well.

Read more…
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Aaron Palushaj not qualified by Colorado Avalanche; Matt Hunwick, Greg Zanon placed on waivers
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Aaron Palushaj was not give a qualifying offer by the Colorado Avalanche and becomes an unrestricted free agent. (Karl Gehring, The Denver Post)

Aaron Palushaj was not give a qualifying offer by the Colorado Avalanche and becomes an unrestricted free agent. (Karl Gehring, The Denver Post)

Say goodbye to Aaron Palushaj. We hardly knew ye, Paloosh.

I thought he did a lot of good things with the Avs, but the team elected not to give the Michigan native a qualifying offer today. So he becomes an unrestricted free agent. 

Matt Hunwick and Greg Zanon were placed on waivers earlier today. If nobody claims them, they remain property of the Avs. I would guess that Hunwick will get picked up by someone, but I’m not too sure about Zanon. 

More later…
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Nathan Mackinnon puts on a Colorado Avalanche jersey after he was selected by the team as the first overall pick in the 2013 NHL draft in Newark, N.J. on June 30, 2013. (Brendan McDermid, Reuters)

Nathan Mackinnon puts on a Colorado Avalanche jersey after he was selected by the team as the first overall pick in the 2013 NHL draft in Newark, N.J. on June 30, 2013. (Brendan McDermid, Reuters)

Dawg Nation’s Marty Richardson met with new Avalanche center Nathan MacKinnon in Denver on Monday and obtained a signed jersey from the No. 1 overall selection in Sunday’s NHL draft. MacKinnon was told of the June 24 passing of prominent Littleton-area youth coach Jeff Karas and was happy to help in Dawg Nation’s upcoming benefit skate for Karas’ immediate family: wife Heather and children Marina and Michael. This is what Dawg Nation does.

The benefit skate will be Sunday, 2 to 3:30 p.m. at the Ice Ranch in Littleton. Free ice, thanks to the arena and the Littleton Hockey Association, but donations requested, with 100 percent of the funds going to the Karas family. Jeff Karas, who died after a long bout with leukemia, served as a volunteer LHA board member/coach and also coached with the Colorado Select (girls).

Raffle tickets will be sold for $5, with the winner getting the MacKinnon jersey. Please spread the word and, if you cannot attend the event but would like to donate, visit www.dawgnationhockey.org or contact Marty Richardson at martin.richardson@oracle.com. 
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Watch: Nathan MacKinnon introduced by Colorado Avalanche to Denver media
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Watch as the Colorado Avalanche introduce their first-round draft pick, Nathan MacKinnon, and speak about their other picks during the NHL Draft, which took place on Sunday at the Prudential Center in Newark, N.J.
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Nathan MacKinnon, the No. 1 overall pick in the first round by the Colorado Avalanche, speaks with the media during the 2013 NHL Draft at the Prudential Center on June 30, 2013 in Newark, N.J. (Mike Stobe, Getty Images)

Nathan MacKinnon, the No. 1 overall pick in the first round by the Colorado Avalanche, speaks with the media during the 2013 NHL Draft at the Prudential Center on June 30, 2013 in Newark, N.J. (Mike Stobe, Getty Images)

From the NHL, Nathan MacKinnon’s words with with the media after being taken by the Colorado Avalanche on Sunday:

Question: Thoughts on going No. 1?

NATHAN MacKINNON: This is unbelievable. I’ve dreamed about this moment for the majority of my life, and for it to finally come true and to be part of an organization like this is definitely surreal. 

Q. When did you know?

NATHAN MacKINNON: When you guys found out. They didn’t tell me to my face that they were going to take me. Obviously they said it in the media, but didn’t want to get my hopes up for anything. Definitely a little bit more nervous than I expected to be a couple minutes before the draft. But it all worked out, and this is definitely an unreal moment.

Read more…
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Colorado Avalanche coach Patrick Roy looks on from the floor during the 2013 NHL Draft at the Prudential Center on June 30, 2013 in Newark, N.J. (Bruce Bennett, Getty Images)

Colorado Avalanche coach Patrick Roy looks on from the floor during the 2013 NHL Draft at the Prudential Center on June 30, 2013 in Newark, N.J. (Bruce Bennett, Getty Images)

NEWARK, N.J. — I just spoke with Avalanche coach Patrick Roy (still need to get used to writing that) and he just flat out told me what his top three lines for the start of next season will be. Here you go:

•Ryan O’Reilly — Matt Duchene — P.A. Parenteau

•Gabe Landeskog — Paul Stastny — Alex Tanguay

•Jamie McGinn — Nathan MacKinnon — Steve Downie

Read more…
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Nathan MacKinnon thrilled to be picked first by Colorado Avalanche
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Nathan Mackinnon puts on a Colorado Avalanche jersey after he was selected by the team as the first overall pick in the 2013 NHL draft in Newark, N.J. on June 30, 2013. (Brendan McDermid, Reuters)

Nathan Mackinnon puts on a Colorado Avalanche jersey after he was selected by the team as the first overall pick in the 2013 NHL draft in Newark, N.J. on June 30, 2013. (Brendan McDermid, Reuters)

It’s official: Nathan MacKinnon is an Av. No surprises, no shocking last-second trades, no overthinking things by the Avs. They did the right thing taking the kid. He was the best player available according to a vast majority of scouts. The Avs resisted a few offers from other teams and did the right thing. Joe Sakic said he got a few offers, but said none gave him or Patrick Roy much pause.

MacKinnon will be in Denver tomorrow. He’s a solid kid, smart and focused. Sakic was sold on MacKinnon the most, he said, when he sensed the “fire in his belly.” Coming from him, that’s a huge compliment.
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New “Hockey Talk” podcast: Avalanche pre-draft roundtable
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A view of a sand sculpture in front a stainless steel hockey player during the 2013 NHL Draft Fan Fest and Memorabilia Show at the Prudential Center on June 30, 2013 in Newark, N.J. (Mike Stobe/Getty Images)

A view of a sand sculpture in front a stainless steel hockey player during the 2013 NHL Draft Fan Fest and Memorabilia Show at the Prudential Center on June 30, 2013 in Newark, N.J. (Mike Stobe, Getty Images)

In this edition of “Hockey Talk, with Adrian Dater”, Adrian welcomes several guests for a pre-draft roundtable discussion from Foley’s in New York City. Along with Ryan Boulding of Hockey On the Rocks and Mile High Sports Magazine, Adrian welcomes guests such as Jeff Marek of Sportsnet and the “Marek v. Wyshynski” podcast, George Richards, the beat writer of the Florida Panthers from the Miami Herald, Julie Robenhymer from Hockeybuzz.com and Jonathan and Mike — two guys who also like to talk some hockey. Topics discussed include who the Avalanche should take with the first pick in the June 30 draft, or whether the team should trade the pick. And much, much more.

An eclectic hour of hockey — but not all hockey — conversation from New York on a Saturday night. 

Click on the player below to enjoy. The sound quality is a little loud and rough at first, but I think we settled into a groove after a while. Jeff Marek comes onto the podcast toward the end to offer his thoughts on the Avs’ draft scenario. Or, you can click on this link to get to a fuller home page of this and other podcasts.

Podcast Powered By Podbean 
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NHL Draft 2013: Trade chatter picking up some for Colorado Avalanche
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Executive Vice President of Hockey Operations Joe Sakic and head coach Patrick Roy from the Colorado Avalanche look on during the 2013 NHL Draft at the Prudential Center on June 30, 2013 in Newark, N.J. (Bruce Bennett, Getty Images)

Executive Vice President of Hockey Operations Joe Sakic and head coach Patrick Roy from the Colorado Avalanche look on during the 2013 NHL Draft at the Prudential Center on June 30, 2013 in Newark, N.J. (Bruce Bennett, Getty Images)

NEW YORK — I think it’s going to be a crazy next 28 hours or so. While I don’t have anything specific as far as names or teams involved, I am hearing that the first pick may be more in play today than it’s been at any time in the last few days.

I do think the Avs are listening to offers for the No. 1 pick, and something could happen. Joe Sakic has said all along a trade was a possibility, but for the last few days he’s said it was “quiet.” Joe isn’t really saying much of anything at the moment — he’s not responding at the moment to calls — which is a big red flare to me that something may be going on now.

Read more…
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Alex Tanguay back with Avalanche
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Alex Tanguay (Associated Press file)

Alex Tanguay (Associated Press file)

NEW YORK – I’ll get quick and to the point with this blog:

 My thoughts on Alex Tanguay (and Corey Sarich) coming to the Avs tonight from Calgary for David Jones and Shane O’Brien:

- I like the deal. I think it makes sense on a couple of levels, the first being that old friend Tanguay can still play a little. I mean, he’s put up 145 points in his last 183 NHL games. Think the Avs could have used a guy with similar production in those last three years?

- Yeah, it seems like Tanguay has been around forever, but he’s still just 33. He says he feels very healthy and takes care of his body a lot better than his younger days. 

- He should help the power play, with his passing from the half-boards. He’s very dangerous in the shootout, where points are valuable (his 10 SO goals led the league in 2010-11) and he still scores a lot when he shoots (18.8 percent career). But of course, we all know he doesn’t shoot a lot.

- He was an 18-year-old hotshot kid from the Halifax Mooseheads in 1998 just drafted by the Avs, and now the Avs could take another kid from Halifax Sunday. He should have some good advice for that kid.

Read more…
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Most of you know the ground rules already, but here it is one more time: Forty eight hours after the final game of the Stanley Cup Finals, until July 4, NHL teams can do up to two of what are called “compliance buyouts.” They are allowed two – and they can take them next summer if they want. Meaning, by next summer, they can buy out up to two players (not two this summer and two next).

The NHL’s salary cap will go down from $70.2 million to $64.3 million starting this coming season. So, the league is allowing the buyouts with some new rules: it used to be that if you bought out a player’s remainder of his contract, the team still had to absorb the cap hit (although they could spread it out over twice the length of the remaining term).

This time, teams that buy out players don’t have to absorb any cap hit. They only have to pay third-thirds of the remaining salary in one lump sum (for players 28 or and older, one-third for players under 28) and, voila, their cap hit is gone. That player then becomes an unrestricted free agent, and the team that bought him out cannot re-sign him for a full calendar year.

Read more…
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Joe Sakic: if draft were held Monday, Nathan MacKinnon would be Avs’ pick
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Great scoop for Ch. 4′s Gary Miller, and I want to hereby congratulate him for the first scoop of his 20-something year career at the channel (inside joke).

Gary hosted Joe Sakic today on Xfinity Monday Live, and during the visit got Sakic to acknowledge that if the NHL draft were held today (Monday), Nathan MacKinnon would “probably” be the pick (you can watch the video at the bottom of this post). 

Sakic then cautioned that this is NOT draft day yet, and indicated that there could still be a trade of the pick. But he also said the team’s “intention” is to take the first pick.

Read more…
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Adam Foote back with Avs; Billington promoted; Tourigny, Duhamel added to staff too
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The Avs finally made some hires official today, naming Adam Foote defense development consultant, and Andre “The Bear” Tourigny as an assistant coach. Mario Duhamel was named video coach. Craig Billington got a nice promotion to assistant general manager. He will add a voice to the hockey-operations decision-making responsibilities with Joe Sakic and Patrick Roy.

Here is from the Avs’ release:

Read more…
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Avalanche news and notes: Will Paul Stastny be trade bait to Maple Leafs?
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Could Stastny be dealt for Dion Phaneuf? Andy Cross, The Denver Post

Could Stastny be dealt for Dion Phaneuf? Andy Cross, The Denver Post

A few items on a Sunday in which I’ve felt like garbage. Something going around I think. But the fingers still work from the E-Z chair:

** Avs brass will start migrating to New York on Wednesday in preparation for the NHL draft and a board of governors meeting Thursday in the Big Apple. Your humble correspondent will be on hand in Newark, N.J., for Sunday’s draft. I lived in New York City for two or three years as a mini-Dater, so I’m going “home.”

** I still don’t know exactly why there has been a delay in making the announcements, but as of now the Avs still plan to hire Andre “The Bear” Tourigney, Francois Allaire and Adam Foote to the coaching staff. It’s my understanding that Allaire’s and Foote’s positions will not be full-time, though I believe Allaire will be around plenty. Foote should only be on duty for selected home practices and/or morning skates, to work with defensemen. He doesn’t want to travel because he wants to coach his son’s youth team.

And yes, I’m going to use “The Bear” every time when Tourigney’s name comes up at least for a good while longer. Because who doesn’t like to call someone the nickname of “The Bear?”

Read more…
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Avalanche and NHL items galore at Dawg Bowl III
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One of the auction items at Dawg Bowl III will be a four-person picture frame of the Avalanche captains. (Marty Richardson photo.)

One of the auction items at Dawg Bowl III will be a four-person picture frame of the Avalanche captains. (Marty Richardson photo.)

The Dawg Nation Hockey Foundation is hosting its third Dawg Bowl this weekend at The Edge Ice Arena in Littleton. The charity tournament benefits adult players and their families from the Rocky Mountain region who have been become seriously ill or suffered serious injury, and is supported by the Avalanche, Denver Cutthroats and Colorado Eagles, among others. A bunch of silent auction items were donated by those professional teams and others, including a signed Boston Bruins from the current team in the Stanley Cup Finals. Other signed jerseys are from the Avalanche’s Milan Hedjuk and Gabe Landeskog, plus a team-signed sweater from Joe Sakic’s last game, Florida Panthers rookie Jonathan Huberdeau, Pittsburgh’s Jarome Iginla and team-signed sweaters from the Phoenix Coyotes, Dallas Stars, Minnesota Wild and Colorado Eagles. 

No cost to attend and watch games. Former DU captain Gabe Gauthier, a former L.A. Kings forward now playing for the Cutthroats, has put together a stacked team with former Pioneers Luke Fulghum, Kyle Ostrow and Matt Glasser and a handful of Cutthroats. 

More information: www.dawgnationhockey.org.
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Avs to pass on Seth Jones. But is it a bluff?
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I don’t think so. I think my story that posted tonight is what will happen next Sunday: the Avalanche will not be taking Seth Jones in the NHL draft. They will take either Nathan MacKinnon, Jonathan Drouin or Alexander Barkov. 

I think, as of now, that MacKinnon is the favorite. But we’ll see what the next nine days bring.

A lot of of you have emailed or tweeted me tonight: maybe the Avs are just posturing? Maybe they’re trying to run some interference, that what they really want to do is take Jones, but want to let everyone think they’ll take a forward instead and therefore draw some bigger offer from another team that, say, really lusts after MacKinnon or one of the other two.

Read more…
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On Jan. 22 at the Pepsi Center, Ralph Backstrom honors 2012 Calder Trophy winner Gabe Landeskog with the trophy Backstrom won in 1959 with the Montreal Canadiens. (John Leyba / The Denver Post)

On Jan. 22 at the Pepsi Center, Ralph Backstrom honors 2012 Calder Trophy winner Gabe Landeskog with the trophy Backstrom won in 1959 with the Montreal Canadiens. (John Leyba, The Denver Post)

I’m working on a story about the NHL excitement locally and nationally, with the blockbuster Original Six matchup in the Stanley Cup Finals and the Avalanche now being directed by Joe Sakic and Patrick Roy, and the club’s No. 1 overall draft pick June 30 … and the legendary Ralph Backstrom graciously offered to serve as a voice. The story is pegged for Wednesday.

Backstrom, 75, is not in the Hockey Hall of Fame, although some believe he should. The 1959 Calder Trophy winner as NHL rookie of the year won six Stanley Cups with the Montreal Canadiens and finished his NHL career with 639 points (278 goals) in 1,032 games. He also amassed 253 points (100 goals) in 304 games in the WHL, including 1975-76 with the Denver Spurs. 

Read more…
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Francois Allaire talks about new role with Avalanche
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Former Maple Leafs goaltending coach Francois Allaire. (Paul Hunter, Toronto Star)

Former Maple Leafs goaltending coach Francois Allaire. (Paul Hunter, Toronto Star)

The Avalanche has yet to formally name Francois Allaire as the team’s new goalie coach. They have yet to formally name Andre “The Bear” Tourigney as an assistant coach as well. The Avs only tell me that when things are finalized, it’ll be announced. 

But that hasn’t stopped people like Allaire from already talking as if a job with the Avs is a fait accompli. 

In an interview with TSN radio 690 from Montreal, intern David Stein landed an interview with Allaire today where the topic of conversation mostly centered on Canadiens goalie Carey Price. But Allaire – the former goalie coach with Montreal, Anaheim and Toronto, who coached Patrick Roy and J.S. Giguere as players and whom both credit for much of their success as players -did talk about his new job with the Avs. It may not be formally announced yet, but Allaire spoke of future endeavors with the Avs.

Read more…
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Did Calgary offer three first-round picks for the Avalanche’s No. 1 pick?
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According to the CBC’s Elliotte Friedman, they did. On his Hotstove segment from Saturday’s Game 2 of the Cup Finals, Friedman said he’d heard — though he didn’t get it confirmed from either team — that the Flames offered their three first-round picks in this year’s draft (Nos. 6, 22 and 28) to the Avs for their first overall pick, and that the Avs said no.

My thoughts: If Elliotte reported it, it’s good enough for me. He’s an excellent reporter.

Furthermore, the word I’m hearing — and have heard all along — is that there is no way the Avs will make a trade that takes them out of the top three selections in the draft. In other words, they are not leaving Newark on June 30 without either Seth Jones, Nathan MacKinnon or Jonathan Drouin in tow, wearing a jersey with a bright, burgundy A on it.

Read more…
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Denver Cutthroats news: Brad Smyth assistant coach, open tryouts slated again
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We write about the Denver Cutthroats here, because they are good people and because they are an affiliate of the Avalanche.

Some items of recent note on the ‘Throats:

 - Brad Smyth is a new assistant coach and assistant director of hockey operations. He will work closely with his good friend, coach Derek Armstrong. I did a long story on Smyth earlier this season. He had quite the lengthy playing career. Smyth replaces Brent Cullaton in both roles. Not sure what Cully will be doing next, but he’s good people too.

- The Cutthroats had a successful open house Saturday at the Denver Coliseum, where fans could choose their season-ticket locations for next season and play some floor hockey in the building. 

- The team will hold open tryouts again on the weekend of Aug. 25 at the Edge Ice Arena in Littleton. Last year, four guys were selected from those tryouts to participate in training camp and one stayed with the team the whole season. Your hockey dreams may still come true. 

- For more info. on season tickets – and getting your name on the glass as part of “The Stream” if you do – click here. 
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Catching up with former Av Scott “The Sheriff” Parker – and living to tell about it
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It had been bothering me for a while. A few months ago, I wrote some tough things about Scott Parker, the legendary Avalanche enforcer, one of the toughest fighters in NHL history. Smart thing to do, right? I’m not always very smart around people, though. I can be a little unbalanced at times, even around people I should know better.

I once got into a profanity contest with Joey Kocur outside the Detroit Red Wings locker room (it’s detailed in my book, “Blood Feud.”). That was after getting into it with a Marine reconnaissance specialist from Desert Storm.

Here’s a story I’ve never told, probably because even I don’t believe it: when I covered the Denver Grizzlies in 1994, I was walking back to my car after practice, followed close behind by one of the team’s enforcers – Jason Simon. The gas cap on my Honda Civic was bent and loose, some kind of previous ding or whatever. I got into my car, and Simon came up and started fiddling with the gas cap, kidding me about it probably, but my window was closed and I was driving away. 

Read more…
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Former Avs enforcer Scott Parker and wife reaching out to fire victims and animals
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The Sheriff is now fighting fires. More specifically, former Avs enforcer Scott Parker and his wife, Francesca, are lending a helping hand to the many victims of the latest Colorado wildfires.

Parker owns the popular Lucky 27 Social Club and Barbershop in Castle Rock, but right now the shop is also home to numerous animals owned by people in the Colorado Springs area who needed a place to bring them after evacuating from their homes. The ACC Ranch, a dog breeding outfit in Elbert, has moved many of its animals – including some horses – onto Parker’s property at the shop and, if need be, his own ranch in Sedalia.

Parker has always been a generous member of the community, lending time to worthy causes. This might just be his effort yet.

Avs fans ought to visit his shop sometime, on 518 Wilcox St. in Castle Rock. Where else can you get a great haircut and real straight edge razor shave, while chatting with one of the NHL’s all-time great fighters?
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Game 1 Stanley Cup Finals thriller watched by more than 6.3 million, Denver ranked No. 15
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The Original Six Stanley Cup Finals between the Bruins and Blackhawks is off to a terrific start, with a Game 1 three OT thriller and massive television ratings. 

Last night’s game on NBC drew more than 6.3 million viewers, the most to watch a Game 1 in 16 years (since Detroit-Philadelphia on Fox in 1997), and a 119 percent improvement from last year (Los Angeles-New Jersey on NBC). 

More from NBC: “NBC is averaging 3.083 million viewers for its coverage of the 2013 Stanley Cup Playoffs, up 38% vs. the same time period in 2012 (2.226 million). For the entire playoffs, including last night’s game, NBC, NBC Sports Network and CNBC have combined to average 1.191 million viewers per game, up 7% vs. last year (1.116 million).”

Read more…
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Buffalo Sabres want to trade for No. 1 pick; will the Avalanche be suckered into doing it?
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Interesting interview on Buffalo radio station WGR with Sabres director of amateur scouting Kevin Devine, in which Devine openly said the team has had some talks with the Avalanche and is waiting to hear back from the Avs whether they want to make a deal involving the No. 1 pick.

The Sabres have the No. 8 and 16 picks in the draft. They appear to have no shyness in expressing a desire to get the first overall pick.

 A sampling from Devine:

“We have had conversations with Colorado… I think it’s how far they want to move back. And you take the situation in Colorado and where there’s a new regime in there with Joe Sakic and Patrick Roy. I don’t think Patrick came in there with the idea of a long rebuild. So I think they might be willing to listen to a few things.”

Immediate speculation on one deal goes like this: goalie Ryan Miller, center Mikhail Grigorenko, a defensive prospect and the No. 8 pick to the Avs for the first pick.

My opinion on this possible deal? Let me put it bluntly: if he agreed to it, Avalanche executive VP of hockey operations Joe Sakic should deservedly have the shortest tenure of any hockey executive of all time.

Read more…
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The “Ice Girls” are coming. Not only will there be a new coach, a new No. 1 pick (if they don’t trade him) and a new JumboTron, there will also be official Avalanche Ice Girls at the Pepsi Center starting this coming season.

The team is holding auditions July 13 from 7-9 p.m. at the Ice Ranch in Littleton. More info. on the audition process here. 

A lot of people thought I’d be the stick-in-the-mud purist about this, but I’m not. It’s the entertainment business, folks. Furthermore, and I say this with a straight face: I’ve had players tell me that these girls, whose job is primarily to shovel up the ice shavings during stops in play and get them off the ice, serve a valuable purpose. When the ice is less snowy, it’s a faster surface and it makes for a better game, and a couple players have told me the arenas that do have ice girls (Chicago has them, I know, and I think Vancouver, among others), that the game is better because the puck isn’t bouncing as much.

What do you think about this people?
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The latest “Hockey Talk” podcast is up, with a snazzy new intro that I did myself. What does my voice sound like in echo mode, in a most cheesy manner? Click on the button to find out.

 My guests for this session are Ryan Boulding from Hockey on the Rocks and Avs expert/fan Dario Ronzone. 

Topic include: what kind of coach will Patrick Roy be like, what will his working relationship with Joe Sakic really be like, who should the Avs take with the No. 1 draft pick (or should they trade it), should Paul Stastny be traded, should the contract of David Jones be bought out and much, much more.

The podcast can be heard through iTunes by clicking here.

A simple way to be alerted to every new podcast automatically is to subscribe to it. Click here to do that. 
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I chatted a bit with Joey Hishon today, the Avs’ first-round pick from 2010, who has battled concussion issues, and he said he is doing “great” health-wise again after suffering another head injury late in the season with Lake Erie.

Hishon, a center, played nine games for the Monsters before suffering an injury following a hit from behind by Joey Tenute of the Hamilton Bulldogs. Previously, he missed nearly two full years with a concussion following a dirty hit from Brayden McNabb in a Memorial Cup game.

All signs point to Hishon being there for Avs training camp this fall. Let’s hope the good health continues – and lasts. A healthy Hishon would give the Avs an even more crowded situation at center. 
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Patrick Bordeleau fights Brad Staubitz of the Anaheim Ducks on Feb. 6.

Patrick Bordeleau fights Brad Staubitz of the Anaheim Ducks on Feb. 6. (John Leyba, The Denver Post)

Avalanche enforcer Patrick Bordeleau, who declined to test the free-agent market and signed a three-year contract with the club this week, will make $1 million per season, according to Capgeek.com. The $3 million deal tells you how highly the Avs think of Bordeleau, as well as Cody McLeod.

The Avs don’t want McLeod, a middleweight, to do most of the fighting, as he did before Bordeleau came along. McLeod finished the season on Ryan O’Reilly’s line, with Gabe Landeskog, and he might again get a chance to cause havoc and create space on a skilled line, like Bryan Bickell of the Chicago Blackhawks has done throughout this postseason. 

Bordeleau, 27, made $525,000 last season, his first in the NHL. 
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NHL draft prospects, from left, Jonathan Drouin, Seth Jones, and Nathan MacKinnon pose at a news conference in Mississauga, Ontario, on Thursday, May 30, a month before the NHL draft in New Jersey. (AP Photo/The Canadian Press, Michelle Siu)

NHL draft prospects, from left, Jonathan Drouin, Seth Jones, and Nathan MacKinnon pose at a news conference in Mississauga, Ontario, on Thursday, May 30, a month before the NHL draft in New Jersey. (Michelle Siu, The Canadian Press via AP)

Today’s NHL draft story with Bob McKenzie and Mark Rycroft is here. The TSN/NHL Network and Altitude experts chimed in on the Avalanche’s big June 30 decision, which seemingly becomes more difficult the more you analyze it. It’s not like 2010, when the Edmonton Oilers had to choose between similar-style forwards Taylor Hall and Tyler Seguin. The Avs’ choices are the best defenseman (Seth Jones), best center (Nathan MacKinnon), and best winger (Jonathan Drouin) available. 

Some of what we had from McKenzie was cut out of today’s story, a quote after we wrote he still thinks the Avs will take the home-grown Jones, the son of former Denver Nuggets player Popeye Jones. McKenzie made it clear that, if the Avs view Jones/MacKinnon or Jones/Drouin neck-and-neck, you take what you need the most — Jones. But if there’s a gap between No. 1 and No. 2, with Jones being No. 2, you gotta take No. 1. 

“If Nathan MacKinnon was clearly the No. 1 guy, with a big gap between him and anyone else in this draft, then you have to take him,” McKenzie said. “If it’s really close, I think you go with the guy that you need the most.”
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Kent Messer, a chiropractor at the Concussion and Balance Treatment Center in Tampa, Fla., helps Kevin Maher demonstrate the GyroStim. Maher says it can help brain disorders by stimulating nerves.

Kent Messer, a chiropractor at the Concussion and Balance Treatment Center in Tampa, Fla., helps Kevin Maher demonstrate the GyroStim. Maher says it can help brain disorders by stimulating nerves. (Andy Jones, The Tampa Tribune)

Let’s just say my inbox has been hit hard by people — including several current and former NHL players — who want to know more about the GyroStim, which I profiled in Sunday’s paper.

There was a lot of stuff I couldn’t get into the final version of the print story, including the fact that former Dallas Cowboys stars Tony Dorsett, Randy White and Darren Woodson are now singing the spinning machine’s praises, after years of head/brain injury problems. 

Sidney Crosby and Joey Hishon aren’t the only NHL players who have credited the machine for their recovery from severe concussions. Ottawa’s Guillaume Latendresse, not mentioned in the story, also said the GyroStim cured his concussion — and I know the word “cure” is a bit strong, but I don’t really know what else to call it.

Read more…
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Did the NHL Combine tell us much of anything about Seth Jones, Nathan MacKinnon or Jonathan Drouin?
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NHL Draft prospect Seth Jones is measured during the NHL hockey Scouting Combine in Toronto, Friday, May 31, 2013. (AP Photo/The Canadian Press, Nathan Denette)

NHL Draft prospect Seth Jones is measured during the NHL hockey Scouting Combine in Toronto, Friday, May 31, 2013. (Nathan Denette, The Canadian Press via AP)

Fitness testing results from the NHL combine are out. Unfortunately for Avalanche draft-obsessed fans, none of the big three of Seth Jones, Nathan MacKinnon or Jonathan Drouin took part in any of the serious strength/fitness drills. They did height, weight and body fat measurements, but none of the other serious strength-cardio stuff. Mostly, because they had just gone through a grueling Memorial Cup.

Jones explains some of his decision to skip other fitness test stuff in his blog. 

MacKinnon, by the way, would “love” to play for the Avs and Patrick Roy.

We’re 25 days away from knowing who the Avs will pick. IF they don’t trade that pick, of course. At this moment, I tend to be of the belief that the Avs will hold on to the pick. But what do I know?
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Patrick Roy, Head Coach/Vice President of Hockey Operations, Avalanche President Josh Kroenke and Executive Vice President of Hockey Operations Joe Sakic pose for a photo op after their press conference. The Colorado Avalanche announced Patrick Roy as their new head coach/vice president of hockey operations May 28, 2013 at Pepsi Center. (John Leyba, The Denver Post)

Patrick Roy, Head Coach/Vice President of Hockey Operations, Avalanche President Josh Kroenke and Executive Vice President of Hockey Operations Joe Sakic pose for a photo op after their press conference. The Colorado Avalanche announced Patrick Roy as their new head coach/vice president of hockey operations May 28, 2013 at Pepsi Center. (John Leyba, The Denver Post)

No official announcement from the Avalanche yet, but it appears certain goaltending coach Francois Allair will become Patrick Roy’s first hire as head coach of the club, probably in a part-time position that allows Roy to hire two full-time assistants. When Roy was introduced as head coach May 28 in Denver, we wrote Roy was trying to lure Allair, a butterfly-style specialist who worked with Roy and current Avalanche goalie Jean-Sebastien Giguere in the past. 

Official word of the hiring could come tonight or Wednesday. Former Avalanche defenseman and team captain Adam Foote might be hired in a similar role, albeit as a volunteer blue-line coach. Foote, who is coaching his boys with the Colorado Thunderbirds, is not ready to re-join the NHL in a full-time capacity. 
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Brad Smyth served as assistant captain for the Denver Cutthroats last season. (Karl Gehring/The Denver Post)

Brad Smyth served as assistant captain for the Denver Cutthroats last season. (Karl Gehring, The Denver Post)

Your favorite Fish in Denver named retiring player Brad Smyth assistant coach and assistant director of hockey operations. This move has been brewing for some time, but the Denver Cutthroats announced it today. Smyth, 40, produced 24 goals and 78 points with the Avalanche-affiliated CHL team in its inaugural season, playing mostly with A.J. Gale and Troy Schwab. Smyth is a longtime friend of Fish head coach Derek Armstrong, and Smyth played in 88 NHL games for five teams. Adrian Dater wrote a good piece on Smyth this season. 

Also, the team no longer employs Brent Cullaton, who helped Armstrong build last year’s team — in which he played for down the stretch. Not sure what happened there, but Cullaton is no longer there. 

In a prepared statement, Smyth said: “I’m very excited to continue my hockey career behind the bench in the great city of Denver. It will be great to focus my attention on developing young talented hockey players in the Cutthroats organization.”

Said Armstrong: “We are lucky to have Brad as a member of our coaching staff. His passion and experience on the ice will bring us great knowledge as an assistant coach.”
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Working on two hours sleep, so if I’m a little loopy here…Insomnia is the best. 

- I’m “hearing” (a neat little reporter trick that means “I don’t have this confirmed yet but…”) that Tim Army is going to stay on with the Avalanche coaching staff. I’m also “hearing” that Adam Foote will be brought aboard as a part-time coach to work with defensemen. Foote doesn’t want to travel much at all, because he wants to still coach his youngest son on his local youth team. 

- Still no official announcement from the team that Andre “The Bear” Tourigny will be a new Avs assistant coach, but I expect that will happen soon. For some reason, the Avs are treating their assistant coach stuff like it’s a nuclear football code.

- I called Francois Allaire yesterday, but didn’t get a call back. I think it’s a strong likelihood he’ll be the new goalie coach though.

- The NHL Combine is ongoing in Toronto. Follow along with the NHL website’s excellent Combine blog. 

Seth Jones, in a talk with the Toronto Sun, was asked how his first interview with the Avalanche went: “I felt good. They didn’t treat me special or anything from what I heard from other players. A lot of the same questions as everyone else.”

Will you do all the physical testing?

“I’m not sure. It’s been a long season. I have to talk my agent about that stuff, but my body is definitely worn down.”

As I write this, still no word whether Jones will actually participate in the fitness testing, but Jonathan Drouin already has said he won’t. 

Word on the street in Toronto is that Patrick Roy will be at the Combine today.
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Avalanche captain Gabe Landeskog sits beside Paul Stastny (center) and Jean-Sebastien Giguere at Tuesday's press conference to formally announce Patrick Roy as the team's new coach. John Leyba/The Denver Post)

Avalanche captain Gabe Landeskog sits beside Paul Stastny (center) and Jean-Sebastien Giguere at Tuesday’s press conference to formally announce Patrick Roy as the team’s new coach. (John Leyba/The Denver Post)

New Avalanche coach Patrick Roy acknowledged 20-year-old winger Gabe Landeskog at Tuesday’s press conference and noted the team’s strong young leadership corps. Roy, however, will undoubtedly make changes and could appoint a new captain. Landeskog was given the ‘C’ by former coach Joe Sacco last September, becoming the youngest captain in NHL history. Landeskog said Tuesday he expects to retain the ‘C’ but realizes Roy could change things. “I’m sure he’ll talk to me about it,” he said. 

Joe Sakic had a strong voice in naming Landeskog captain last year and has said the power forward and intelligent Swede is poised to serve as the long-term leader of the organization. So you gotta think that’s not going to change after one season, and a shortened 48-game campaign at that. 

Here’s Landeskog talking about the Roy hiring: “We’re excited. I know I’m excited. I don’t know Patrick personally but I know him as a player, watching him as a kid, he’s got a winning record as a coach, and like what we saw in the press conference, he’s very passionate about this and bringing a winning mentality. We’re extremely excited it.”

Landeskog was among three Avs players at the press conference, along with center Paul Stastny and goalie Jean-Sebastien Giguere. Stastny wore an ‘A’ last season (along with forwards Milan Hejduk and Cody McLeod) and was captain of Team USA at the recent World Championship in Europe. Stastny had a great tournament, leading the bronze-medal-winning Americans with seven goals and 15 points. They finished 7-3.

“I tried to be loose and have fun, and it was fun playing with a young team, no expectations,” Stastny said. “It was an honor to have the captaincy, a little nerve-wracking at first, but I got back to playing like I want to play, and not getting too caught up in what people want me to do, and just worry about what makes me successful. And that’s what happened.”

Stastny hopes to translate that to the Avs next season. “We play a different style there. More puck movement, little more offensive, guys jumping in the play with the give-and-go player that I am.”

An NHL team can have as many as three players with letters on their chest. Strong chance Landeskog and Stastny will retain theirs, and assuming Hejduk retires, as anticipated, I suspect center Matt Duchene will get the second A. McLeod and defenseman Erik Johnson will probably be in the mix too. 

Keep tabs with Mike Chambers on Twitter: @MChambersDP
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New DU coach Jim Montgomery and former NHL standout Paul Kariya celebrate after Maine wins the 1993 NCAA championship. (John Ewing/Portland Press Herald)

New DU coach Jim Montgomery and former NHL standout Paul Kariya celebrate after Maine wins the 1993 NCAA championship. (John Ewing/Portland Press Herald)

I spoke to future Hockey Hall of Famer Paul Kariya today, primarily about new University of Denver coach Jim Montgomery. Kariya and Montgomery were linemates for the Maine Black Bears in 1992-93, when Kariya ultimately won the Hobey Baker Award as a freshman and Montgomery was a senior and team captain. They remain good friends. That story is running next week or so. 

Good opportunity to ask a former fierce Patrick Roy competitor and one-time Avalanche forward about the club’s new coach, who, by the way, was teammates with Montgomery with the Montreal Canadiens in 1995. 

“It’s great for Colorado,” Kariya said. “I played with Patrick in a couple All-Star Games, and I think it was an All-Star Game in L.A. (2002) when I was in a car with him, and we were driving in traffic and it turned into a 45-minute drive to the rink or something. In that 45 minutes, he knew everything about every player in the league. His knowledge of the game is incredible, including situations. He knew games that I scored against him early in my career, and what I was doing, what move I made. Very intelligent hockey person and I think that’s (a) great (hire) for the Avs, and obviously getting Joe Sakic in there in a leadership role is going to help that organization. Two Hall of Fame players and Hall of Fame people.”

Kariya, 38, retired in 2010 after struggling with head injuries. He finished with 989 points (402 goals) in the same amount of games (989), plus 16 goals and 39 points in 46 playoff games. He had 36 points (11 goals) in 51 games with the Avalanche in 2003-04, the year he was injured late and played just one playoff game. 

“After I retired I was in treatment for about a year. But I feel great. No headaches or post-concussion syndrome,” Kariya said. “My head is clear. I’m able to workout and be active and be what I want to be. In that respect I feel really good. I was lucky to get the treatment, take advantage of that kind of technology to help me out and get back to normal.”

Kariya is living in California. 

Categories: Former Avs, General Avs, Mike Chambers

 May 29, 2013, 11:32 am

Should the Avs really trade the No. 1 pick, or try to trade so they get the top two?

By Adrian Dater 

The Denver Post 

Adrian Dater

Comments (158)

Print Print 

Email Email 

An awful lot of speculation going on right now about what the Avs might/should do with their No. 1 pick in the draft next month.

 Patrick Roy and Joe Sakic both definitely started a mini-frenzy but strongly hinting they might be open to make a deal with someone involving their top pick in what is considered the deepest NHL draft in years. You trade the No. 1 pick for more established veteran help PLUS Florida’s or Tampa Bay’s pick, and just take whatever is left of the top 3. Win-win. Or maybe not.

 Let’s look at some of the potential scenarios. I have now just nestled my GM hat nicely onto my dome:

- Trade the No. 1 pick to Florida or Tampa Bay for an established player or two and their own pick. The Panthers are at No. 2 and the Lightning at No. 3. Take the established talent and then take whoever is left of the top three studs in the draft – Seth Jones, Nathan MacKinnon or Jonathan Drouin. All three seem like can’t-miss kids.

 But who would you get from those two teams?

 Let’s make an offer here to the Lightning: “We’ll trade you the No. 1 pick for the No. 3 pick and Victor Hedman. What do you say, Steve Yzerman? If you want Nathan MacKinnon really bad, this is the price to have him. Maybe we’ll throw in David Jones too.”

Let’s make a couple offers to Florida: “Dale Tallon, it’s Joe and Patrick from the Avs. Got a second? OK, we’ll give you Paul Stastny and Erik Johnson for your No. 2 pick. How ’bout it?”

Tallon: “Make it Duchene and you got a deal.”

Roy and Sakic: “Hmmm. We’ll think it over and get back to you.”

What do you think, Avs fans? Would you really trade Duchene? Then again, wouldn’t that be just sooo tempting, knowing you could take Jones AND MacKinnon now? Of course, now you’ve lost two really good players too. That’s a lot to give up.

So let’s say Roy and Sakic nix that deal, but come back with:

“Dale, how ’bout we give you our pick and Paul Stastny for your pick and Jonathan Huberdeau? Yeah, Stastny is in the last year of his deal and Huberdeau is a lot younger, but that’s the price for getting MacKinnon.”

OK, I don’t like either offer to Florida all that much, especially giving up Duchene. You want to give up a premier young center just to get another blue-chipper at center, but one who will need a few years to properly develop to the NHL game? I don’t think so.

 Now, if you can get that No. 2 pick for a Stastny and some other player or two, I’d do it. But Tallon isn’t likely to go for that. I can’t really see anybody else on the Florida roster I’d really want enough to give up the No. 1 pick for, other than Huberdeau? Brian Campbell (big money, no D in his own end?). No thanks. Kris Versteeg? No. Tomas Fleischmann? I love Flash, but no. 

I still think the most likely scenario is the Avs hold on to the No. 1 pick and take him. But we’ll see. What are you trade proposals, folks?
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According to Bob “Big Dawg” McKenzie, at least one has.

 The TSN hockey reporter – a big NHL draft expert – Tweeted today that at least one of the 10 scouts he surveys as to the top NHL prospects has changed his top pick from Seth Jones to Nathan MacKinnon.

“Post-Memorial Cup, one scout who had Jones No. 1 switched to MacKinnon and two others wanted to “think about it” some more,” Tweeted @tsnbobmckenzie. 

MacKinnon scored the hat trick and two assists against Jones’ Portland Winterhawks in the Memorial Cup final Sunday night. He also had a hat trick against Portland in an earlier tournament game. 

Here is video of MacKinnon’s magical night Sunday:
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Anybody who watched the Memorial Cup championship on the NHL Network tonight – make that, Avalanche fans who watched it coming in believing Seth Jones will be the prohibitive favorite to be the No. 1 pick in the NHL draft next month – got an eye-popping experience.

Nathan MacKinnon and Jonathan Drouin – the Halifax forwards said to be the second- and third-best players available in the draft behind Jones – combined for 11 points in Halifax’s 6-4 win over Jones’ Portland Winterhawks. MacKinnon had the hat trick and two assists, while Drouin had SIX assists. 

Jones was even in plus-minus, with a goal scored himself. Not a bad stat line at all for a D-man in a 6-4 loss. But was he the best looking underage player in the world tonight? Hardly. MacKinnon was the best player, by a mile, with Drouin right behind him.

Soooo, now what? Should the Avs seriously consider giving up on Jones to take MacKinnon? Of course, nothing should all be based on one game. But the fact is, MacKinnon was dominant in two games against Portland in the tournament. He appears to be an incredible talent at center, with great wheels, great shot, great everything. History has shown that high-ranking, dominant centers taken early in the draft tend to pan out better in the long run than high D-men taken, for themselves and their teams.

I thought Jones was just fine tonight and in the tourney. But was he a dominant force? Ummm…..no. He was fine, but MacKinnon was just electrifying. So was Drouin.

It’s going to be a Faustian bargain for the Avs with this choice, it’s becoming clear. Damned if they do, damned if they don’t. Of course, they’re going to get a great player with the No. 1 pick. But who is the best? Who will be the best in the long term? I’m glad I don’t have to try and figure that out for a living. It seems like a brutally tough choice now.

And yet, as I pointed out in a column this morning, if the Avs take a center like MacKinnon, it will have consequences. Where is he going to play, first off? I know, being a first-year player, just 18 years old, means he might not even play with the Avs this coming season if taken. 

But if he did play – and scouts seem to think he could make the jump to the NHL right away – he’d had seeming trouble finding ice time on an Avs team that already has Paul Stastny, Matt Duchene and Ryan O’Reilly up the middle already. Of course, Stastny might leave for nothing after next season, being a potential unrestricted free agent. Or, he could be traded. 

O’Reilly can’t be traded until Feb. 28 of next year. Duchene, you’re not going to trade him. As great as MacKinnon might be, the Avs just don’t need centers right now. They need defense much more than another talented young forward. Sure, you can stockpile all the scorers you want, but you’re not going to win anything without a good D and a bona-fide No. 1 guy. Just ask Edmonton about that.

But will Jones turn out to be another Erik Johnson or Victor Hedman, while they miss out on another possible Sidney Crosby? This is the kind of question that has to be causing Avs chief scout Rick Pracey very little sleep right now.
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It’s late and all I’ve done is stare at this cheap laptop screen in front of me all day. Not much of a life when you really get deep about it.

But it was still a really fun day for me, and I’m sure for you too. If you read this blog, you care about the Avalanche, and you definitely couldn’t help but be excited by the news of Patrick Roy being hired today as new coach (and VP of hockey operations).

First off, can we all just admit: Stephane Roy was right? Can he get out of the doghouse now, Patrick? He’s your brother, so what if he spilled the scoop early? He was happy for you.

I’ve had a lot of thoughts today about what the future with Roy as the coach

 of the Avalanche will be like, but also overcome with lots of memories. I can’t help it. I’m getting older, so I tend to look back a lot now. 

With Roy, I always remember a few main things:

 - The crazy night before he was traded in 1995, when the Avs crushed San Jose at the old McNichols Sports Arena. Mark Kiszla and I actually trudged up the stands to the makeshift “luxury box” in which Pierre Lacroix sat for games, and shouted questions up to him about the possibility that Roy might be traded to the Avs from Montreal. Lacroix played dumb, but Kiz and I saw him on the phone all night (on a phone with a squiggly cord plugged into the wall) and we knew he was up to something. Early the next morning, the deal was done. The Avs were never the same after that.

- Riding in Roy’s car, as a passenger, right after he came to Colorado, as he picked up his young kids from school. I just got to hang out with him for the day, for a story I did. You can’t imagine how fun that was. 

- Hearing the story of how Roy was fired up by a slight from Melanie Brodeur, Martin’s ex, to win Games 6 and 7 of the 2001 Cup Finals. That was pure Patrick – using some outside slight to motivate himself, no matter how trivial. Melanie prematurely proclaimed victory after the Devils beat the Avs in Game 5 in Denver. Roy shut out the Devs in Game 6 and won Game 7 3-1.

- His temper. He got really mad at me a few times and it was really uncomfortable to be on the receiving end. But if you stood up to him, he respected you more. His temper is overblown, by the way. 99 percent of the time he was very courteous to media members and nobody had any problem with him. He is very courteous to children and older people. Every once in a while he would blow his stack, though.

- His performance in Game 4 of the 1996 Cup finals remains the best single goalie performance I’ve ever seen. 63 saves, in triple OT, 1-0 win.

- Being the dunce that I was back then (and under a really tight deadline) I named Uwe Krupp as the game’s No. 1 star in the paper, for scoring the game-winner. Roy, with 63 saves, gets No. 2. Uh, yeah I wish I could take that back. That game story sits framed in my “den” to this day, and I still cringe when I see Roy at No. 2.

- Roy was genuinely funny at times. He wasn’t always so intense. He liked to play practical jokes on roommate Adam Foote at times, stuff like hiding the remote to the TV in hotel rooms and ordering big room service bills under his name. 

- The last year of his career with the Avs, the overriding memory I have is of Roy always on a cell phone, talking to people back in Quebec, lining up his new life that would be his for the next 10 years. He bought into the ownership of the Quebec Remparts and, while he always gave 100 percent to the Avs as long as he was playing, it was clear being around him that he had a plan for the future with the games stopped.

 And to me, that shows what Roy was all about. Here he was – a legend in the NHL, with millions in the bank – a guy who could have taken it easy for a few years, just playing golf and living the good life. But here he was, always on the phone trying to make sure everything was in place for his arrival in Quebec to take control of a junior hockey team.

- And that’s what he spent the next 10 years doing – coaching and running the Quebec Remparts. He made it a wildly successful junior team. But it’s clear to me now: he had a goal for what came next after the Remparts. When Joe Sacco was fired, he saw his opportunity and, by all accounts, he pursued it. And here he is today, the new coach of the Avs. 

- It’s a whole new adventure in front of him now, with new challenges (and his favorite word has always been: challenge.) It’s coming full circle for him and me and anyone else who has stood by the Avs over the last 18 years. 

Saint Patrick is back. The Avs are Standing Pat, again. 

Let the new memories begin…
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Hats off to 104.3 The Fan today for getting what turned out to be an extremely insightful interview with Adam Foote about the Patrick Roy hire, not just about what he thinks Roy will be like as a coach, but what the Avs have been missing the last few years and what they need to do to get back to their former winning ways.

Click here to listen to the full interview, but here are a few highlights:

- Foote isn’t interested in becoming an assistant coach on Roy’s staff yet. He wants to coach his youngest son in his Denver youth league, just like he did his other son. 

- But Foote said he’d be interested in some kind of part-time player development role, maybe working with the young defensemen on the team, maybe during training camp or something.

- Foote said he expects the Avs under Roy and Joe Sakic to get “heavier” on the front lines. In other words, bigger. Other top teams have “big boys who can play the game” up front, Foote said. 

- Foote said the Avs’ biggest need is for a “1, 2 or 3″ defenseman. And although he said he hasn’t seen the top prospects a whole lot, he said he’s seen enough of Seth Jones to be suitably impressed and predicted the Avs will probably take Jones with the first pick next month. He said once they get that kind of guy or two, everybody else’s job (is he talking about Erik Johnson here?) will become a lot easier, and their roles will be better tailored to their talents.

- Foote said Roy is “ready” for the job, having paid his dues in Quebec with the Remparts. He also said there is no way people like Roy and Sakic would have taken their current jobs if they didn’t think the Kroenkes were serious about winning again.
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Shane O'Brien (5) fights Winnipeg Jets left wing Tanner Glass (15) at the Pepsi Center on Dec. 27, 2011. (AAron Ontiveroz, The Denver Post)

Shane O’Brien (5) fights Winnipeg Jets left wing Tanner Glass (15) at the Pepsi Center on Dec. 27, 2011. (AAron Ontiveroz, The Denver Post)

Avalanche defenseman Shane O’Brien is all in about today’s big news that Hall of Fame goalie Patrick Roy will become Colorado’s sixth coach and work under his retired No. 33 sweater hanging from the Pepsi Center rafters.

“It’s exciting. He’s a winner, and with Joe (Sakic) taking over the front office, we’re surrounded by guys that have won, and know what it takes to win,” O’Brien said by phone after training in California. “Certainly, Patrick is a fiery guy, and that’s going to be good for us. We need that type of guy to hold people accountable. The organization is heading in the right direction. I’m excited and I know the other guys are excited too.”

Shane O'Brien in 2011-12 (John Leyba, The Denver Post)

Shane O’Brien in 2011-12 (John Leyba, The Denver Post)

Keep tabs with Mike Chambers on Twitter: @MChambersDP
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This is confirmed to The Denver Post: Patrick Roy is the new coach. It’s a done deal. We’ll have more details here as they emerge.

And I’ll post my thoughts on the deal here later today.

UPDATE: Roy also has the title of VP of hockey operations — same as Sakic. They will essentially run the whole show. Exciting news. 
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Quite possibly, yes. If I were Patrick Roy and I really wanted the Avalanche job, as seems evident, I’d want to get a deal done as soon as possible, before the Avalanche starts to look around at what else is available.

Suddenly available as a coaching candidate is Alain Vigneault, who was fired today by the Vancouver Canucks. Say what you want about Vigneault, he’s a good coach with a good record. If Roberto Luongo doesn’t melt down in Game 6 at Boston two years ago, he’s a Stanley Cup champion coach.

He’s known as a good “systems” coach, especially defensively, and we know the Avs could use all the help they can get in that department. So, Vigneault’s entry into the coaching marketplace just put a little more pressure on the Roy camp to get a deal done.

Read more…
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By Adrian Dater 

The Denver Post 

Adrian Dater

Comments (63)

Print Print 

Email Email 

Denver Post file photo

Denver Post file photo

Francois Gagnon, a much-respected, much-connected sports columnist for La Presse in Quebec reported in today’s editions that Patrick Roy is seeking assurances from Avalanche ownership that it will spend, either to the cap or close to it and be competitive spending-wise. If Roy gets those assurances from the Kroenkes, Gagnon reports based on his talks with sources close to Roy, serious negotiations could get underway quickly to make him the next Avs coach.

Because, as Gagnon writes, “A simple fact is that the Avalanche is interested in Patrick Roy and Patrick Roy is interested in adventure and challenge of getting behind the bench of his former team.”

If this is all Roy needs to want to take the job, it would seem like a slam dunk. After all, it was Joe Sakic himself who, upon taking the job as executive vice president of hockey operations a couple weeks ago, said one of the clinchers for him in taking the job was the commitment he saw from Josh and Stan Kroenke to want to make the Avs a great team again.

Read more…
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Oh brother: Stephane Roy takes down Facebook post, backtracks on Patrick to the Avs
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Stephane Roy's post Monday on Facebook about his brother, Patrick, returning to the Avalanche as coach.

Stephane Roy’s post Monday on Facebook about his brother, Patrick, returning to the Avalanche as coach.

This is the Facebook posting Monday night of Stephane Roy, the brother of Patrick. That posting and the events that happened because of it have created one of the more bizarre days of my 22-year reporting career at the Post. That post is clear enough – a couple of spelling mistakes aside: “For all my friends I’d like you know before the officiel news spreads out that my older brother will be the new coach of the Colorado Avalanch.”

Well, that post has since been taken down and Stephane Roy’s Facebook account has now been put behind a “private” wall. Stephane Roy has since given an interview to a TV station in Montreal saying that quotes taken from my interview with him – where he essentially said the same thing to me as on the Facebook posting – were “exaggerated” and “sensationalized.”

Well, all I will say is I stand behind the quotes in my story 100 percent. A little background on what happened:

Read more…
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Patrick Roy, pictured during the 2012 NHL draft. (Justin K. Aller/Getty Images)

Patrick Roy, pictured during the 2012 NHL draft. (Justin K. Aller/Getty Images)

Time will tell if Patrick Roy’s brother jumped the gun a little — or a lot, like all the way over — on his proclamation to me on the phone and on his own Facebook page that Patrick will be the next coach of the Avalanche.

The Avs this morning are saying there is no deal in place. That’s about all they’re saying so far. So, we wait and see what happens. As my story last night said, the Avs would not confirm Stephane Roy’s assertion and that remains the case.

My belief: the Avs and Roy are in negotiations on a possible deal. But until a deal is done, it’s not. This still may not happen at all. We just have to wait. Roy wanted a lot of money in 2009 to be the coach – my reporting said he wanted a four-year deal at $3 million per, while the Avs offered four years at $1.75 million per.

That was believed to include the GM job for Roy, too, so the money demands might not be as high if his title were just to be head coach. But we’ll see: money often derails deals, and maybe it will to this one too.
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A bit of a bizarre night for my big old red-headed self? You might say that.

 It’s nearly 1 a.m. and I’ve had a story up for about three hours now saying that Patrick Roy will be the next Avs coach, at least according to what his brother, Stephane, said on the record to me on the phone tonight.

A little rare, you say, to have anyone speak on the record about such a thing anymore? Yup, very true. Most people in sports today think every little thing is tantamount to spilling secrets about the D-Day invasion. I have never ceased being amazed by that. I mean, it’s just sports. It’s nothing.

Fortunately for me, Stephane Roy has something of that same attitude. A little background: I’ve known Stephane for 18 years, right when Patrick came to the Avs. I get along with him very well. He’s a bit of a kindred spirit. He is a truck driver for a living now, and loves the open road and talking to people. Yeah, the Avs might be saying tonight “He talks a little too much. But he’s a very good guy. And I’ve always known him as extremely honest.

Stephane Roy was drafted 51st overall by the Minnesota North Stars in 1985. A fairly high NHL pick. He played on the same junior team, the Granby Bisons, with his brother in 1984-85. In fact, as is documented in my book “Blood Feud”, Stephane Roy originally was the member of the family most heavily recruited by a young, Montreal player agent named Pierre Lacroix. As Lacroix told the story, he was given one condition by the yet-to-be-drafted brothers’ father, Michel: if you sign Stephane, you have to sign the older brother, Patrick, too. 

So, yes, Patrick was the throw-in to the deal. It’s a story Stephane doesn’t mind telling on occasion too. 

But he played only 12 games for the North Stars, scoring one goal. That was it for his NHL career. He would go on to bounce around with 12 other professional hockey teams – including a one-year stint with the Denver Daredevils, a roller-hockey team that played at McNichols Sports Arena in 1996. 

He holds no bitterness how his career finished, and holds no jealousy about his more famous brother. The pride he feels for his brother actually might be the reason why he couldn’t keep his lips sealed about the job with the Avs. He told me he is just so happy Patrick will be back in the NHL. Again, the Avs probably wishes he had kept quiet a little longer. 

The Avs, at this hour, still haven’t confirmed anything. Until it’s done, nothing is done. But there seems more than a little smoke to this possible fire.
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So about Seth Jones being a lock to be the No. 1 pick on June 30 by the Avalanche…

I talked with the team’s chief scout, Rick Pracey, today and he said reports of Jones being the prohibitive favorite to be the pick are extremely premature – and might be proven wrong.

“The No. 1 spot, it’s open,” Pracey told me. “You know, Nathan MacKinnon and Jonathan Drouin and Alexander Barkov, and you can go into other guys. There are others out there – Sean Monahan, Elias Lindholm – that are very, very interesting players. It’s by far not a slam dunk. It’s not one player that’s running away with this thing.”

Yes, Pracey might be just saying this because he has to. You never want to give away who you’re picking five weeks in advance. Seth Jones, the big D-man from the Portland Winterhawks, has the No. 1 ranking with the NHL’s Central Scouting Bureau. His team is playing for the Memorial Cup and, even though his team lost 7-4 to Halifax Saturday night (in which MacKinnon got the hat trick), Jones still scored a goal and finished the game even. 

I would still bet that Jones will be the pick by the Avs — largely because they so desperately need help on defense. MacKinnon looks like one hell of a player, but he’s a center. The Avs’ biggest strength as a team right now is their group of centers. If they take a MacKinnon, they are definitely going to have to trade someone among their top three (Duchene, Stastny, O’Reilly – although O’Reilly can’t be traded until Feb. 28, 2014 at the earliest). 

But maybe MacKinnon will prove just too good to pass up. Bottom line: it sounds like there could be a lot more drama on June 30 at the Prudential Center in New Jersey on draft day than maybe we thought.

“We have to be looking at the best player available,” Pracey said. “When you’re holding the No. 1 pick, you still have to maintain that philosophy. We’re after not only the most talented kid right now, but long into the future. We hope this is a 10-15 year player for us. We have to make sure we have all our bases covered. They’re all good players, and we’ve had an extreme amount of coverage on these top kids, and now we’re entering the secondary phase.”

That secondary phase, Pracey said, include the NHL Combine, which starts May 27 in the Toronto area. That will be a very important few days for all the prospects. That’s where they are given all kinds of other physical testing, and scouts can see for their own eyes how they look in a different environment.

Plus, Pracey said, he and his staff will visit prospects at their homes and really try to get to know them better through an interview process. 

“We still have a lot to accomplish on the evaluation side,” Pracey said. “It’s kind of rare when all the top prospects are still playing like they are now, so it’s good for our staff to get to see them more. But we have to get to know them better as people. We have a tough decision ahead of us.”

Pracey said not too much should be taken from that first game between Halifax and Portland. He said he saw great things from Jones and MacKinnon (Drouin wasn’t mentioned as much), and that one game would never determine who they would pick.

It should be a very interesting next few weeks around here. 
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I’m certainly not the only media person who got confirmation that Patrick Roy is a strong candidate to be the next coach of the Avalanche. Little did I know that Denver sports radio station 104.3 The Fan (full disclosure, I have a paid gig with them) had Joe Sakic on the air before my story came out, and he matter-of-factly said that Roy was a candidate for the job.

Here, in fact, is a transcript of the conversation hosts Dmac and Alfred Williams on their “The Drive” show with Our Joe:

 Q: “What are your feelings about Patrick Roy (as a candidate?”

Sakic: “I love Patrick. He was probably the greatest goalie that ever played. There’s a guy who was a winner. That’s all he wanted to do. I know he’s done a tremendous job with his junior team in Quebec and for sure he’s a guy that you would consider, yeah.” 

Q: “Is he a candidate?”

Sakic: “We’ve got a number of candidates that we’re going to look at in the next little while, so I’ll stick with that.”

Q: “So you won’t confirm or deny that he’s a candidate?”

Sakic: “I cannot confirm, I cannot deny.”

The first answer confirmed to me, anyway, that Roy is a candidate. I can tell you for 100-percent certainty that he is. A lot of speculation is flying around right now about how close this is to happening, but of course we don’t dabble in speculation here on denverpost.com (never!, wink), so we’ll just leave things at this stage for now.

Hats off to Dmac and Alfred for getting that sound on their air. I always credit, so consider this a belated acknowledgement. I never heard it originally.

By the way: Roy has a home in Palm Beach Gardens, Fla., and that’s where he’s been lately. When I asked Sakic if he’d met Roy there lately as I’ve heard, I got the same “no confirmation, no denial” answer.
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Paul Stastny goes on a breakaway in a game against the Edmonton Oilers this season. (Andy Cross / The Denver Post)

Paul Stastny goes on a breakaway in a game against the Edmonton Oilers this season.

(Andy Cross / The Denver Post)

In 10 games as Team USA’s captain at the World Championship, Avalanche center Paul Stastny amassed a team-high 15 points (seven goals). The Americans went 7-3, including Sunday’s 3-2 overtime/shootout victory over Finland for the bronze medal. Stastny factored in on both regulation goals, scoring the second after setting up the first. It was Team USA’s first medal since 2004 and just third overall since 1963. 

The Americans’ average age was 24.8. Avs defensemen Erik Johnson and Matt Hunwick and Colorado forward Aaron Palushaj were also on the team, plus former University of Denver defensemen Matt Carle of the Tampa Bay Lightning and Chris Butler of the Calgary Flames. 

“We came together as a team and this group was able to achieve something only two other teams have done in the last 50 years for our country and that’s win a medal. It’s not easy,” said Team USA coach Joe Sacco, the former Avs bench boss. “I thought we had terrific leadership on this team, and our captain, Paul Stastny, was such a key factor both on and off the ice. You win as a team and ultimately that’s why we were successful.”

Paul Stastny scores against the eventual Stanley Cup-winning Los Angeles Kings during the 2011-12 season. (John Leyba, The Denver Post)

Paul Stastny scores against the eventual Stanley Cup-winning Los Angeles Kings during the 2011-12 season. (John Leyba, The Denver Post)
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1. Doug Wilson embarrassed himself and the San Jose Sharks with his whiny manifesto of a statement today regarding the suspension of multiple offender Raffi Torres. Give me a BREAK. Are we all not so tired of this “He’s not that kind of a player, he didn’t mean to do it” defense from an NHL GM or coach anytime one of their own gets suspended?

It’s not even worth trying to refute Wilson’s ludicrous line of reasoning as to why Torres – probably the dirtiest player of the last five years in the NHL – didn’t deserve his SECOND CONSECUTIVE playoff suspension. It was a dirty hit on L.A.’s Jarrett Stoll, as the clip shows, period, end of story, and Torres absolutely deserved another suspension. 

What I and so many others hate is the blatant hypocrisy of GMs who whine up a storm anytime one of their guys takes a hard hit, but when it’s one of their boys? He didn’t mean it. He isn’t that kind of player. Torres did mean it, and he is that kind of player. That’s all.

2. I think Pittsburgh will sweep Ottawa. 

3. Here is my list of the eight most unsung players still playing in the postseason. No, Torres didn’t make the list.

4. I’ll have a story in Sunday’s paper talking more about the Avs’ coaching search. Relax, nothing too earth-shattering.

5. Remember, set your DVR tonight to record the Portland-Halifax Memorial Cup game from Saskatchewan. And seriously, DVR it. Please don’t spend your Saturday night sitting watching junior hockey. OK, go ahead. Here is the place to watch it on the dial.

6. Before the season, I predicted a New York Rangers-Chicago Stanley Cup Final. I still have a shot at that, DaterJinx be damned.

7. The Avs have four picks in the top 100 of next month’s draft. And this is supposed to be one of the deepest in years. For those wondering when they will pick after No. 1, the answer is: 32nd.

8. Here is a story on Avs first-round prospect Duncan Siemens, also participating in the Memorial Cup. Not the greatest mugshot of the kid in this story, by the way.

9. Here is your latest update of how Avs players are faring in the World Championships. How ’bout that Paul Stastny? I’ll never understand the World Championships, though. A tournament at the end of an NHL season, while 16 other teams are still playing? I just don’t get it. 

10. Here’s a story on how Seth Jones and Nathan MacKinnon were former roommates.
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The Cutthroats, who had a successful first season at the Denver Coliseum, have an offer for you: buy a season ticket, get your name on the glass for the whole season.

 Called “The Current”, essentially it is names on the glass above the dashboards. I wonder if this might catch on with other minor-league teams. Fans like to feel involved, and seeing your name on the glass in a hockey game is a nice way to do that.

Here is the official release from the Cutts:

 The Denver Cutthroats will prominently recognize season ticket holders by including their names in “The Current,” a new feature at the Denver Coliseum that will be located on the glass above the dasher boards surrounding the ice for all home games. Fans purchasing season tickets by June 29 will see their name in “The Current” as one of the many benefits to renew and purchase season tickets for the 2013-2014 season.

“Our fans are the essence of the experience we offer here in Denver. ‘The Current’ is our way of saying thank you and recognizing all of you for your outstanding support,” said Denver Cutthroats President Ben Rifkin. “The visual recognition is just one of the benefits of being a season ticket holder. Other perks include avoiding ticket fees, getting discounts on merchandise, receiving first priority for playoff tickets, accessing the season ticket holder only entrance, and invitations to exclusive events with Cutthroats players, coaches and staff.”

The Cutthroats are hosting an open house event on June 15th at the Denver Coliseum (4600 Humboldt St) from 10:00 A.M. to 2:00 P.M. Fans attending the open house will be able to select seat locations for the upcoming season and guarantee their spot in “The Current.” Fans will also have access to the arena floor for fun, family friendly activities at the open house.

Season ticket deposits can be made by calling the Cutthroats office at 303.295.3474. Payment plans are also available for season tickets. More information will be available at denvercutthroats.com.
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Take this to the bank: it’s going to be a while before the Avs name a new coach. 

My spies tell me there will be no new coach in the near future. This probably means the following:

- The Avs would like to see if Dave Tippett will be available. The Phoenix coach’s contract runs out June 30. Tippett could have a bidding war for his services this summer, between the Avs, Stars, Coyotes and maybe others. He is a highly prized coach.

- Maybe the same applies to Lindy Ruff, but not as much as Tippett I don’t think. But Ruff is a viable candidate. He has all the checkmarks Joe Sakic is looking for, most especially experience and a knowledge of the league. He cannot be dismissed.

- Does this eliminate someone like Patrick Roy? I can’t say for sure. Some people around the league still think the Avs would like to hire their former goalie. I’m not so sure (translation: I don’t think so, but don’t hold me to this). But I take Sakic at his word: he doesn’t want to hire a guy straight from junior. He’s not a sentimental guy. He won’t be swayed by some old connection to a former teammate when it comes to making the first major hire of his tenure as the guy calling the shots with the Avs. He will take the guy he thinks will win the most games, and that’s it. Nothing else will matter to Joe Sakic. That’s a guarantee.
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The Avalanche has another vacancy on its coaching staff. Kirk McLean, the Avs’ goalie coach since 2010, is no longer with the organ-i-zation. I don’t know whether he was fired or he just left on his own, but I guess it doesn’t really matter.

McLean was never a full-time employee of the team. He was called a “consultant.” You saw him around the rink quite a bit, though, but the rest of the time he was back in Vancouver, where he has other business interests, like a restaurant.

The Avs have not named a replacement yet. 

The Avs also got more competition in the search for a new head coach today from the Dallas Stars, who fired Glen Gulutzan. All the available candidates just got another team with which to apply. 

It still seems very quiet around the Avs and their own search right now. Another name that popped up the other night, though, from Hockey Night in Canada’s Glen Healy, was Toronto Marlies coach Dallas Eakins. Again, Joe Sakic was quoted at the press conference the other day, saying he didn’t want to hire anyone straight out of junior hockey. So, one would presume Eakins has only the most outside of chances. But he has drawn high marks for his work with the Marlies. 
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It’s about a thousand degrees in the room I’m in and a fan next to the bed is making a huge racket and not giving me much relief at all. That’s because I always buy the cheapest brand for things like fans, and always get what I pay for. Of course, this is keeping me up tonight, but in the end everything keeps me up. 

So I thought I’d write this blog and maybe doing so will help put me to sleep, though I hope that isn’t the case for you. If you’re an Avs fan, you need to have the DVR ready to record the Memorial Cup. Hosted by the SaskatchewanSaskatoon Blades, Avs first-round prospect Duncan Siemens will play in the series. So will likely No. 1 pick Seth Jones for the WHL champion Portland Winterhawks. So will very highly-rated Halifax Mooseheads forwards Jonathan Drouin and Nathan MacKinnon.

Jones against Drouin and MacKinnon: it’s an amateur scout’s dream, and I’ll go out on a limb and guess the Avs will be well-represented on hand to see. But you can see it too – all of it, thanks to the NHL Network. Here is the TV schedule for the series.

I’ll be almost as interested to see how Siemens plays as the others. By all accounts, he had a real good year for the Blades and – let’s assume Jones becomes an Av on June 30 – figures to be a very important part of the Avs’ future on the back end with Jones.

Siemens’ defensive partner two years ago was Stefan Elliott in Saskatchewan, and I’m sure whenever Siemens makes the big club, it’ll be a big bonus for him and Elliott to reunite. The pair had a monster season together, in Elliott’s last year in junior.

- – - – - – - – - –

A few hockey links of things that I liked or interested me:

 - Nice account of the winning afterglow in Portland, following the Winterhawks’ first WHL title since 1998.

- Winterhawks fans really don’t want Jones to leave them next year. (Hey, they might still see him back. It’s never a given that an 18-year-old kid will make an NHL team. Also, the Avs could play him nine games at the NHL level next season and still send him back).

- Good column on the epic collapse of the Maple Leafs against the Bruins, a game in which the DaterJinx seemingly was broken – as I said “The Bruins got this” on Twitter earlier today. Of course, I also prematurely congratulated Leafs fans when it was 4-1, saying “You’re welcome Toronto” on Twitter for the Jinx – then the collapse came toute suite. So, did the jinx really get wiped out? It was a double reverse DaterJinx, with extra foam.

 Man, that’s gonna be a tough one for Leafs fans though. They no doubt woke up feeling just awful Tuesday morning.

We’ve all been there. I sat through the 1975, 1978 and 1986 and 2003 Red Sox losses. No, the pain doesn’t quite

 ever go away, but you’ll be OK Toronto. Well, after a few months anyway. The loss will be there every single day of the summer, and you’ll get sucked back into watching bits of it again some day on some old classic sports channel, and some of that old horror will be back for a second or two. But you’ll have mostly moved on by then.

- Mitch Albom on the Red Wings’ tremendous Game 7 win in Anaheim last night. I miss being able to sit on press row near guys like Albom for series against the Wings, like I got to do many times many moons ago.

Guess I’m a little more tired now. So sweet dreams, but not before a regular feature to come on my posts: songs or things you need to see on YouTube:

 First up, this great old tune, played in many a 70s and ’80s dorm room, possibly with a whiff of cannabis in the room:
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Right now, I have no idea who the next Avs coach will be. But based on Friday’s press conference announcing major structural changes to the front office, and based on a couple more days of talks to plenty of people around the league, it seems highly likely that the next Avs coach will have had previous head-coaching experience at the NHL level.

Joe Sakic, I’m told, isn’t too enamored at the thought of bringing in another rookie coach with no NHL experience. He doesn’t want a coach who has to learn the ropes of the NHL first, a la Tony Granato or Joe Sacco. Could it still happen that somehow a Patrick Roy or a Dean Chynoweth gets the job? I suppose so. You never know what might change in the interim before an official hire is made. Roy is Roy, an Avs legend just like Sakic, with a proven record of success as a coach in junior. Chynoweth was the coach/GM for many years at Swift Current – Sakic’s old junior team – so that could be another factor in his favor, along with being the current coach in Lake Erie. But Sakic probably doesn’t care about sentimental old connections like that. And I don’t think he wants his first coach to be something of an unproven gamble.

We know some of the names out there, coaches available with previous experience: Lindy Ruff, Guy Boucher, Tom Renney, Ron Wilson. Maybe a couple other such coaches could become available soon. Dave Tippett and Alain Vigneault perhaps? I have a hard time seeing Tippett leaving the Coyotes, though, especially if reports are true that a new owner may soon be in place in Phoenix (I know, we’ve heard that one before).

I think Ruff has a shot at the job, but at this point that’s nothing more than an educated guess. I think he fits the profile, though, of what Sakic will want: a guy who has been around the block a few times, who can teach younger players, who has a track record of success (the last couple years excepted!). Ruff, currently coaching with Team Canada at the World Championships, no doubt has 

Ruff and Sakic, incidentally, have an unfortunate connection: In 1986, the bus carrying the Swift Current team hit ice on the Trans-Canada highway and flipped over, killing four players. One of them, Brent Ruff, was the younger brother of Lindy. Sakic escaped unhurt.

It could still be a while before a coach is named. If they’re serious about Ruff, for instance, they probably have to wait until after the Worlds in another week to talk with him. Sakic said he wants a coach by the draft – still about five weeks away. We’ll see what happens.
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Sorry for the bad headline, but that’s how I see today’s developments. Joe Sakic rolling up his sleeves and making all the player personnel decisions for the Avs for the foreseeable future – that’s a winner of a hire for Josh Kroenke. And make no mistake: Josh Kroenke was the man – a young man, 33 – who made the calls on what happened today.

Don’t let the baby face and easygoing nature fool you: Josh Kroenke, associates in the sports world whom I consider much wiser than me tell me, is an unsentimental killer of a businessman. He is the one who essentially ended the 18-year reign of the Lacroix family on this team. Yeah, I know Pierre Lacroix has been retained as an adviser, but let’s face facts: Pierre doesn’t have any real power with the Avs anymore, and his son, Eric, has no job at all with the organization anymore. 

Josh, I’m told, made the final call on both those decisions. And I say that with all the respect in the world for Pierre Lacroix. He and I had many screaming matches back in the day, but I have always respected him immensely. I may not have always liked him, but I always respected him. If anyone gave that same compliment to me, I would be happy.

I know there are some strikes against Sakic, namely: He only two years of management experience, and that was only as something of an intern. Great players don’t make great coaches/GMs. 

Both are true. But I speak as only one person: I think Sakic is a home run hire for the Avs. He always has been. He knows what a real hockey player is. He’s going to do well.

Other observations from today:

 - It’s in my story for tomorrow’s paper, but Greg Sherman took what was factually a demotion in good stride. I guess. I’m sure it bothers him down deep, losing the power of having the final say on player personnel matters. But he swallowed his pride enough to put on a brave face today for the media. 

Yes, I have questions going forward though. How much will his opinion really matter behind closed doors with Sakic – and, I believe it will be that way – to Josh Kroenke? Isn’t it going to be more than a little awkward to have Sherman around for those two? 

Yet, I think the situation is this: Sherman will be the numbers guy, the contract negotiations guy, the cap guru guy. And he’ll have some input on personnel decisions. But his veto power is gone. Sakic has it now. I think Sakic will rely heavily on the advice of guys like Craig Billington (who didn’t get an official promotion today, but in the abstract sense, I think he did. I think Billington will have Sakic’s ear a lot more than he did with Sherman. That’s my opinion anyway) and guys like pro scout Brad Smith and chief scout Rick Pracey. I wouldn’t be surprised to see Pracey get a promotion at some point.

- Are Sherman and Kroenke the most ideal hockey guys side by side with Sakic? Could he maybe do better with a more experienced guy around him? Is this too much pressure on Sakic’s shoulders too soon? What will Sakic really be able to ask Josh Kroenke about for hockey advice? 

- What about the coach? Sakic said he’ll immediately begin in earnest the search for the successor to Joe Sacco. Sakic gave a couple of clues about what he’s looking for: a coach who is passionate, and a coach who, seemingly, has NHL experience. He said “you don’t want to just bring in some guy from junior.” Does that mean Patrick Roy is already eliminated from consideration?

I don’t know. Sakic may have meant that sentence in a different context than how it came out. Before he said it today, in a circle of media, he said “I don’t want to say too much” about what he wants in a new coach (and I immediately cracked “Oh, there’s a first.”) But if I read the tea leaves correctly with Sakic – and knowing enough about him as I have observed in 18 years – I think he is going to want an experienced guy for the job. I think he’s going to want a guy he doesn’t feel like he has to train. I’m thinking of someone like Lindy Ruff or Dave Tipett here maybe.

Maybe those two would have no shot here. But that’s my hunch. I think Sakic wants a coach who knows how to deal better with young players than Joe Sacco was. I think Sakic is comfortable around older guys. That’s just a personal observation over 18 years. 

- I was impressed with Josh Kroenke’s showing today. Yeah, I know all the knocks against him. I would probably have hated him as a younger guy, the kid who grew up partially on a hippie commune in Vermont who was used to “Question Authority” bumper stickers. But I have to admit: he’s very engaging in person, very smooth and seemingly earnest. He has a self-depricating personality that I think comes off well for a person of his upbringing. He seems like a guy I’d feel comfortable having a beer with. Not that that has happened before. But maybe one of these days.

- Kroenke alluded to his sleep problems, that he is always up watching one of his family’s many sporting team interests, and that he has trouble sleeping when his teams aren’t winning. He confessed: he doesn’t sleep in the penthouse atop the Pepsi Center – which I have been told is outrageously opulent.

 He made a funny by saying something like “It’s still your parents’ house” if he chose to sleep there at night. 

Chat soon….
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About the only solid thing I know 90 minutes before the Avs officially hold a press conference – hosted by Josh Kroenke – is that Joe Sakic will formally be introduced in a new role. 

Lots of other rumors going around as to what else could be in the offing. Could Greg Sherman be reassigned? Could he still keep the GM job? Could Pierre Lacroix’s time with the organization be over? Could Craig Billington have a larger role? Could there be some surprise as it relates to the vacant coaching job?

I guess we have to wait and see some more. I’ll try to update this blog live as it happens.

Here is a link to see how all nine of the Avs players are doing in the world championships, by the way.
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I’ve got to laugh a little first here. People who know me well at all know I’m a legendary jinxer, but honestly it’s just been that way my whole life, and yet I never stop being surprised that I got something wrong. I went on Twitter tonight and put the whammy on the Blues by thinking they would win – and I really, truly did – and they blew it in OT to the Kings. I thought the Maple Leafs would win tonight against Boston – they lost. I totally thought the Red Wings would win tonight in OT and predicted so with passion on Twitter. Nope. On and on it goes.

Want to hear some jinx stories?

 - I started worrying about the Red Sox with two outs and nobody on against the Mets in 1986, in a hotel room in Cape Cod. Hadn’t worried all night to that point, when I really started fretting, they pulled the biggest choke of all time. I still blame myself, and I’m not even joking. 

- In a hotel room in Minnesota in 2003, I tried to double reversejinx the Daterjinx. Red Sox were up big against the Yankees in Game 7, so I came back after an Avs-Wild playoff game that night and laid on the floor in the room and ran the faucet at full steam the rest of the night, so I couldn’t hear anything from another room (which only I would worry about in a Minnesota hotel room) and just imagined a Red Sox win the rest of the night. After about four hours on the floor plugging my ears with the faucet running, I turned on the TV at about 3 a.m. and the absolute first thing I saw was Gene Autry’s wife handing off the AL championship trophy to Joe Torre. 

- Honestly, there are too many other examples just like that. I’m the Cooler, plain and simple. I’ve had a lot of good luck in my life – truly. But I have absolutely no luck in anything else, at all. If I bet on your team – go the other way. Not joking. And to any Vegas casino out there: I really might need your help some day as an employer. Do you really employ coolers, like the movie starring William H. Macy?

Enough about me. The Avs will formally give Joe Sakic a larger role with the organization soon. I expect a John Elway-type of role. I expect Craig Billington to have a bigger role with the team too, and he deserves it. Billington is one of the hardest-working guys I’ve ever met, and he should have a big-time role with the Avs once and for all now. 

I do think the new Sakic-led regime would like to get the rest of the band back together. That means a possible offer to Patrick Roy to come aboard as coach. Yeah, Roy has a good situation going in Quebec, but he’s going to get bored whiling away his time in junior hockey, if he hasn’t already. I know Roy very well, and I know his ego is such that he wants to be on the big stage again eventually, as a coach or GM or both. Colorado is one of the two organizations he played for, and he has a bunch of old friends still here – including Sakic and his former backup, Billington. I expect Roy to get a query from them soon, if they haven’t already, to see what it would take to bring him back here.

- If it doesn’t work out with Roy, I think Sakic will want to make something of a bigger hire than Dean Chynoweth, the Lake Erie coach. If I read Sakic well enough, I think he values a more experienced guy. And I say that fully knowing Roy has no head coaching experience in the NHL. But I know Sakic believes that Roy is a guy who wants to win at any cost, so I think Sakic would take the chance on him in that regard.

I think Sakic would want to go with a more experienced coach otherwise, maybe a Dave Tippett-type. Maybe a Lindy Ruff. We’ll see. 

I think a lot of uncertainty remains. If Roy wants to come aboard, he could take the coaching job along with something of a hybrid GM job, maybe along with Sakic and Billington. If not, maybe Sakic is a VP of hockey operations type of guy and Billington takes over the GM role outright. Or, maybe Greg Sherman somehow survives to be the GM outright, with Billington and Sakic his consiglieres. 

Of course, we don’t know what role Pierre Lacroix still will have with the team. It’s still an untold story at this point. I don’t know how it will end.
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Lindy Ruff, Dave Tippett

Canada coach Lindy Ruff, second from right, chats with assistant coach Dave Tippett, right, during Canada’s game Tuesday against Norway at the World Hockey Championships in Stockholm. Canada won 7-1. (The Canadian Press, Jacques Boissinot)

Phoenix Coyotes coach Dave Tippett, whose contract with the troubled team expires June 30, is currently in Europe, serving as an assistant coach for Canada at the World Championship, and probably wondering where he will coach in the NHL next season.

The Avalanche has got to be an option, particularly when Canadian centers Matt Duchene and Ryan O’Reilly of the Avs serve as constant reminders that Colorado has a solid young team and is in need of a coach.

In my mind — and others who I have discussed it with — Tippett would be a home-run hire for the Avalanche. 

The 51-year-old Tippett has qualified for the playoffs in eight of his 10 years as an NHL coach and never had a losing season. He led the low-budget Coyotes to the Western Conference Finals last season, his second trip to the league’s final four, and has said he doesn’t need to work for a team that doesn’t spend to the cap to succeed. 

Read more…

Categories: General Avs

 May 8, 2013, 11:02 am

New “Hockey Talk” podcast: Avs coach search, Seth Jones and the great Corsi debate

By Adrian Dater 

The Denver Post 

Adrian Dater

Comments (2)

Print Print 

Email Email 

Want to listen to me and Avs blogger Jibblescribbits talk Avs for one hour and 23 minutes? Well now you can, by clicking on my latest “Hockey Talk” podcast.

In the latest installment, Jibbles and I talk about whether Joe Sacco deserved to be fired or not, and who we think should/might replace him. We talk about whether Greg Sherman will/should be back or not as GM, and what role Joe Sakic may have soon. We also talk a fair bit about the Avs having the first pick, and whether Seth Jones should be that pick or not (hint: yes). 

We also have a debate about Paul Stastny, specifically if he is under-appreciated or not based on some advanced statistics. I’m in the old-school, Get Off My Lawn corner, while Jibbles is in the Fancystats, Moneyball Young Whippersnapper corner.

For those who like to listen on iTunes, click here. And if you like listening on iTunes (which I find to be the easiest format), help a brother out and subscribe to it and maybe give a like to it with that whole “I like this” thingy.

Or, there is another player here:

Podcast Powered By Podbean 
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PORTLAND, ORE. – You can’t take video of what happens in a game – or at least I can’t – and publish it, but you can take video of the warmup. So that’s what I did before tonight’s Game 2 of the Western Hockey League finals between Seth Jones’ Portland Winterhawks and the Edmonton Oil Kings.

Nothing too exciting, just something to see what he looks like close up on skates. Keep an eye on the big guy wearing No. 3:

Avs stuff: What’s going on with the coaching situation, you ask? Doesn’t seem like too much at the moment. I do believe Dean Chynoweth is a top candidate for the job, the Lake Erie head coach. He had a long history of being a coach and GM with Swift Current of the WHL (Joe Sakic’s old team) and the trophy that is given to the champion of the WHL finals is named after Dean’s father, Ed.

I spoke with George Gwozdecky yesterday and he said he has NOT been contacted by the Avs for any job. I phoned Chynoweth too, by the way, but he preferred not to comment.

Walking around the concourse tonight, I saw old friends Ian Laperriere and Pierre Turgeon walking around together. Lappy is here to scout some kid prospect of the Flyers, and Turgeon’s son, Dominic, plays for the Winterhawks.

As I write this, it’s 1-0 Winterhawks. Jones is playing a solid, mostly stay-at-home type of game so far, although he’s been manning the point on a couple of power plays. He got high-sticked in the face early on, which led to won Portland PP, but he was fine.
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PORTLAND, ORE. – What a day. My first full day ever in Portland couldn’t have been much better. I got to see much of the city, got to experience some of its finer places, including a doughnut place everybody told me to go to called Voodoo Doughnuts. The maple bacon doughnut was as good as advertised.

 Best of all, I got to see tonight’s Portland Winterhawks-Edmonton Oil Kings game at the Rose Garden, Game 1 of the Western Hockey League finals. I got to see Seth Jones play in person for the first time too.

And, uh, yeah the Avs MUST take him. Although Jones’ Winterhawks lost 4-1, I saw why scouts have drooled over the kid. 

The thing I most noticed: his skating. He’s very smooth. He skates effortlessly. He has a great backward stride too, kind of like a figure skater’s footwork moving side to side and backward. 

Next thing I noticed: his first pass out of the zone. Very sure, very calm, no panic, no blind dumps up the glass. 

Next thing: his decision-making in the offensive zone, especially on the power play. He puts the puck on net. He has a big slap shot, but knows how to thread a wrist shot though in traffic. He moves continually with the puck, dancing on the blue line with the puck looking for a better angle. He didn’t just stand there and shoot and get the shot blocked like so many other D-men do.

He’s very comfortable with the puck on his stick, and he seems to have that natural instinct of where a play is going and gets there first. He works the angles well, cutting guys off before they get going, using his long reach to his advantage in poke-checking pucks away.

Keep in mind: this probably wasn’t a great game for him. He and the team hadn’t played for a while and at times the rust showed. He made a bad pass in the offensive zone that led to a breakout for the Oil Kings. But he also got back and broke the play up right away.

Jones has taken the occasional knock from critics that he isn’t physical or mean enough for a guy his size. I can understand some of that maybe, as there were times when he seemed a little – mmm, I’m not saying “passive” necessarily, but maybe not as rabidly aggressive as you might expect or want. He doesn’t seem to look for the big, huge, rocking hits on guys. He seems more content with just breaking plays up with his stick and body position and not the force of the body itself.

 And yet, that is reallllly nitpicking here. And there were times when he did some pushing and shoving on guys. There were a couple times when he just rubbed guys out in the corners and took the puck away. He didn’t take any grief out there from other guys. But he wasn’t out there slamming guys with timed open-ice hits or hacking and whacking at everything in sight.

To me, he seemed like a really big version of Ryan Suter. And I am not saying he’s as good as Suter already, or will be anytime soon. But I can see the potential there for being as good or better than him some day. Jones’ idol was Nick Lidstrom. That seems like the guy he aspires to really be like – and yet he’s much bigger already than Lidstrom ever was. 

There was a quote in the draft preview issue of the Hockey News, currently on newsstands now, where a scout was quoted as saying something like “There’s a reason why these guys (like Shea Weber) get $100 million contracts from teams. It’s because these kinds of D-men don’t come around very often, and when you have a chance at one you can’t pass it up.”

Sounds about right to me. The Avs can’t pass this guy up. Even on what was probably a sub-par night for him, he still was one of the best players on the ice. 

- – - – - –

I talked with Jones during the day, and we’ll have a story on his weekend in Monday’s paper. I won’t give it all away, but, yes, he has thought about what it might be like to get picked by the Avs and live again in Denver, like he did when he was a kid.

- – - – -

Members of the Avs were in attendance, including left winger and former Winterhawk Cody McLeod. Chief scout Rick Pracey was also there. Pracey can’t come right out and say who the team will pick. But let’s just say that I feel pretty confident the Avs will select Seth Jones come June 30 in Newark, N.J. after talking with him and others.
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UPDATE: Avalanche left wing/captain Gabe Landeskog might wear an ‘A’ for Team Sweden, but he was not named captain today, according to our friends at Eurolanche. Defenseman Staffan Kronwall, who hasn’t played in the NHL since 2008, was named captain, and some question whether Landeskog’s problems as Colorado’s first-year captain hindered his quest to take the same role with Sweden, Eurolanche.com reports. 

Kronwall, 30, is the younger brother of Detroit Red Wings defenseman Niklas Kronwall. 

Meanwhile, Avs defenseman Jan Hejda is earmarked as a top blue-liner for the Czech Republic as the World Championship is set to begin in Finland and Sweden this week. 

The Avs are represented on the United States squad by forwards Paul Stastny and Aaron Palushaj and defensemen Erik Johnson and Matt Hunwick. And centers Matt Duchene and Ryan O’Reilly are playing for Canada.

Avs goalie Semyon Varlamov is playing for Russia. He made an interesting comment about Russia’s goalie situation and the Avs’ problems this season that can be seen here. Eurolanche is a good Avalanche source for news when the guys are overseas. 
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PHOTO CREDIT: Amy Jones, mother of probable 2013 NHL No. 1 overall draft pick Seth Jones. Young Seth poses with the Stanley Cup during his final season in Colorado, playing for the triple-A Colorado Thunderbirds peewees (12-under). Notice how he’s not touching it? The kid was smart enough to know you never touch it if you hope to someday win it. 

Seth with Stanley Cup[media-credit name="Amy Jones" align="aligncenter" width="495"][/media-credit]
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Captain Seth Jones, center, first row, of the 2006-07 Colorado Thunderbirds AAA peewees

Our Lunch Special today is on Seth Jones’ peewee coach Kent Murphy, who had the future Avalanche defenseman for three seasons, from ages 10 to 13, when he played for the Littleton Hawks (AA) and Colorado Thunderbirds (AAA). Jones was a second-year squirt (10-under) when he made Murphy’s peewee AA (12-under) team that went on to win the 2005 Tier II national championship. 

Murphy, 53 (second in from right in picture), retired from coaching in 2011, after spending 35 years — all but one with peewees – behind the travel-hockey benches in Fargo, N.D., Minnesota’s East Grand Forks and Bloomington-Jefferson and the two Colorado organizations that both play out of South Suburban Ice Arena in Centennial. The North Dakota native began coaching travel hockey in 1978 with the Fargo Raiders. He has advanced more than 80 players into NCAA Division I, including following NHL guys (some NHL teams they played for not listed):

F Josh DeWolf, St. Cloud State, New Jersey Devils

 F Mark Parrish, St. Cloud State, Islanders, Panthers, Wild

 F Toby Peterson, Colorado College, Dallas Stars

 D Ben Clymer, Minnesota, Tampa Bay Lightning

 G Richard Bachman, Colorado College, Dallas Stars

 F Drayson Bowman, Spokane major-junior, Carolina Hurricanes

 F Drew Shore, Denver, Florida Panthers

Speaking of Seth, a look at his future salary and comparing it to the Avs’ current players under contract suggests Colorado might spend close to the cap next season – assuming Jones is indeed the Avs’ choice and makes the team out of training camp. Unless I’m missing something, Jones will earn $925,000 as the No. 1 overall draft pick, with a $3.775 million cap hit after bonuses. (Edmonton’s Nail Yakupov, picked No. 1 overall last summer, has that same three-year, entry-level contract worth $11.325 million total.)

The cap shrinks to $64.3 million for 2013-14, and right now the Avs have 11 forwards, eight defensemen and three goalies under contract at about $56 million, some $8 million under next season’s cap. That doesn’t include unrestricted free-agent forwards Milan Hejduk, Chuck Kobasew or Patrick Bordeleau. Adding Jones ($3.775 million) and at least two forwards would get the Avs closer to the cap. However, there’s more wiggle room there by taking away third-string goalie Calvin Pickard and at least one defenseman to make room for Jones.

Again, all this is all assuming Jones makes the team out of camp, and does not return to the Portland Winterhawks for another year. 

Look for more on Seth Jones in the coming days. I’m anticipating a call back from him tonight or Thursday and colleague Adrian Dater is traveling to Portland on Thursday to talk to him in person. 
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Here’s an opporunity to get to know Seth Jones a little better before tonight’s NHL draft lottery (6 p.m. MT, NBC Sports Network), during which the 6-foot-4 defenseman will be interviewd as 14 teams hope to get the chance to select him No. 1 overall in the June 30 draft in New Jersey. 

The Avalanche has a 18.8 percent chance, second best behind the Florida Panthers (25 percent). 

Our story about the lottery is here with plenty of details. 

I scored Jones’ cell phone today and will try to get word from him after tonight’s draft, or at least in the coming days if the Avs get lucky tonight. Keep in mind that, if the Avs don’t get lucky tonight, they could still land Jones. They could package the No. 2 or No. 3 pick for Jones, including a player and/or prospect. 

The following (unedited) transcript is from Eurolanche, the European-based Avalanche fan club. Here is the full interview, re-posted with the permission of interviewer David Puchovsky of Slovakia. You can find more from him and Eurolanche at eurolanche.com

Read more…
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Patrick Roy coaching behind the bench for the Quebec Remparts of the QMJHL, a team he partly owns. (Mike Dembeck, Getty Images)

Patrick Roy coaching behind the bench for the Quebec Remparts of the QMJHL, a team he partly owns. (Mike Dembeck, Getty Images)

Here are five candidates who may get a look to replace Joe Sacco as the Colorado Avalanche’s next head coach:

Dean Chynoweth — Lake Erie Monsters coach had a winning record in his first season with the Avs’ top AHL affiliate, and has had success coaching in junior hockey.

Guy Boucher — Former Tampa Bay coach guided the Lightning to the Eastern Conference finals in his first season (2010-11) before being fired this season.

Read more…
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Joey Hishon doing well again after latest head injury with Lake Erie
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I chatted a bit with Joey Hishon today, the Avs’ first-round pick from 2010, who has battled concussion issues, and he said he is doing “great” health-wise again after suffering another head injury late in the season with Lake Erie.

Hishon, a center, played nine games for the Monsters before suffering an injury following a hit from behind by Joey Tenute of the Hamilton Bulldogs. Previously, he missed nearly two full years with a concussion following a dirty hit from Brayden McNabb in a Memorial Cup game.

All signs point to Hishon being there for Avs training camp this fall. Let’s hope the good health continues – and lasts. A healthy Hishon would give the Avs an even more crowded situation at center.
Morning skate update _ Richard Bachman in goal, Trevor Daley (neck) and Alex Chiasson (shoulder) out

By Mike Heika / Reporter

mheika@dallasnews.com

11:50 am on April 27, 2013  | Permalink
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Daryl Reaugh asks you to get your shine box and view this morning skate video. Buff up those loafers for him right here. 

 Ali Lucia and Cody Eastwood lay out the season finale from the ice at American Airlines Center right here.

The Stars will play their final regular season game tonight, and have a chance to knock Detroit out of the playoffs. If the Stars win in regulation, and both Columbus (hosting Nashville) and Minnesota (at Colorado) win, the Red Wings will end a run of 21-consecutive years in the post-season.

“We talked about it, and I think our team is playing more for its pride,” said Stars coach Glen Gulutzan. “We’re proud of the way we have battled for the last month, and we don’t want to do anything other than play our last game the way we have battled the last month. So, all motivation is from within.”

The Stars are going with Richard Bachman in goal. His numbers on the season are not great: 6-4-0 with a 3.28 GAA and .880 save percentage. But he is 3-1-0 in his last four starts and has allowed 7 goals on 109 shots. After taking over for an injured Kari Lehtonen, he posted a 1.91 goals against average and a .953 save percentage.

This is a sign of goodwill for Bachman, and also a possible message to USA Hockey that maybe he should be considered again for the World Championships.

Trevor Daley (neck) will not play. He really hasn’t practiced in weeks, so the Stars are going to let him rest. He might need off-season surgery, Gulutzan said. Alex Chiasson (shoulder) said he is ready, but the Stars are choosing to not play him. Gulutzan said they didn’t want to risk it.

Chiasson will head down to Cedar Park on Sunday to join the Texas Stars for their AHL playoff run. So will Reilly Smith and Jordie Benn.

Stars lines should look like this:

Ray Whitney-Jamie Benn-Loui Eriksson

Eric Nystrom-Vern Fiddler-Erik Cole

Reilly Smith-Cody Eakin-Ryan Garbutt 

Lane MacDermid-Tom Wandell-Antoine Roussel

Aaron Rome-Stephane Robidas

Brenden Dillon-Alex Goligoski

Jordie Benn-Philip Larsen

Richard Bachman

The Red Wings need a win, and they’re in the playoffs. In fact, if they win, they’re the seventh seed and they get Anaheim in the first round instead of Chicago. Lots on the line.

“Well, you just play hard, get prepared and win a game,” said Detroit coach Mike Babcock. “That’s what we have to do here. I don’t think we need to worry about anything else, just focus on the process like we talk about each and every game, have some urgency about us, make sure we start on time and we let the structure of the game protect us by being in good spots and being patient.”

Here are the Detroit lines:

Henrik Zetterberg – Pavel Datsyuk – Justin Abdelkader

Johan Franzen – Valtteri Filppula – Daniel Cleary

Joakim Andersson – Damien Brunner – Gustav Nyquist

Patrick Eaves – Cory Emmerton – Jordin Tootoo

Niklas Kronwall – Jonathan Ericsson

Danny DeKeyser – Jakub Kindl

Kyle Quincey – Brendan Smith

Jimmy Howard

That’s Reilly Smith’s older brother Brendan on defense, so you can watch that battle again.
Recovering Alex Chiasson aiming to return for Stars’ final two games: ‘I want to help this team make the playoffs’

By Mike Heika / Reporter

mheika@dallasnews.com

8:54 pm on April 23, 2013  | Permalink
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Stars rookie winger Alex Chiasson scored six goals in his first six games in the NHL and then suffered a shoulder injury in his seventh game. He has missed the last four games, but he skated hard on Tuesday morning and is hoping for a return to play on Thursday at home against Columbus.

“Right now, my injury feels pretty good, and I have to just focus on getting my legs and my lungs back,” Chiasson said after a hard morning skate. “I just need to push it. I want to help this team make the playoffs.”

Chiasson said his shot feels good, and he was concerned because of the nature of his injury.

“I was surprised,” he said. “The first shot in practice, there was no soreness, and I tested it pretty good. I took some one-timers and it felt good.”

Briefly: The Stars have changed the radio carrier for the April 25 contest with Columbus at American Airlines Center. The game will air on 570 KLIF-AM instead of on Sportsradio 1310 The Ticket. The Ticket will be covering the NFL draft…The final regular season game against Detroit also was
Alex Chiasson determined to catch on with Dallas Stars: 'I’m going to have to come into training camp twice as good' 

23 

3 

0 

1 

AA 

Louis DeLuca/Staff Photographer 

DALLAS STARS ROSTER ANALYSIS: With another season completed, Stars beat writer Mike Heika took a look at the team's roster to determine what we should expect of each player in 2013-14 (with name; age; position; salary for next season) 
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Season in review: Stars found a way to make things exciting  

Alex Chiasson has no plans of playing in the AHL next season. Not after getting a taste of the NHL as rookie.

In late March, the Dallas Stars called up Chiasson, who made his presence felt on a line that included Jamie Benn and Ray Whitney. He recorded seven points (six goals, one assist) in seven games before a shoulder injury ended his stay in the NHL sooner than he expected.

Over the weekend, he sat down for his season-ending meeting with the Texas Stars and had a chance to reflect on his stint in Dallas. Now, he’s hungrier than ever.

“It really was the first time I sat back and really soaked in what happened to me this year,” Chiasson told the Austin American-Statesman. “(Now) I’m not going to take anything for granted, I got a taste of what it is to be (in the NHL) and that’s my main goal this summer … that they’re going to have to keep me.”

But Chiasson knows it’s going to take plenty of hard work.

“I don’t want anyone to give (me a spot),” Chiasson said. “I’ve got to come in (to training camp) ready and set high expectations. There’s a reason for that, I’m going to have to come in twice as good.”

Between the AHL regular season, playoffs and NHL call-up, Chiasson played in 71 games last season.
Alex Chiasson listed as day-to-day with shoulder injury

By Mike Heika / Reporter

mheika@dallasnews.com

11:32 pm on April 15, 2013  | Permalink

2 

4 

0 

2 

Stars rookie winger Alex Chiasson left Monday’s game early in the second period because of a shoulder injury and is listed as day-to-day.

“They looked at his shoulder and think it may be a sprain,” coach Glen Gulutzan said. “He’s going to be a day-to-day guy.”

The Stars are carrying only 12 forwards right now. If Chiasson is not ready for Thursday’s game against Vancouver, Dallas will likely call up a forward from the Texas Stars. Reilly Smith has spent the most time with the team and would be a fit in the top six forward group, so that’s one name to watch.

Chiasson has six goals and one assists for seven points in his first seven NHL games.

Playing alongside Jamie Benn, Ray Whitney has suddenly allowed Stars’ Alex Chiasson to find his scoring touch

By Mike Heika / Reporter

mheika@dallasnews.com

9:22 pm on April 13, 2013  | Permalink
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Alex Chiasson has 13 goals in 57 AHL games this season. He has six in six NHL games.

That doesn’t make a lot of sense, but it kind of does in the Stars’ recent hot streak.

Chiasson was called up after the Stars traded away Jaromir Jagr April 2, and he pretty much has stepped into the place of the NHL legend. Playing the past five games on the top line with Jamie Benn and Ray Whitney, he is finding play at the NHL level might be a little simpler.

“It’s just hard work, really. Playing with confidence, playing with two great guys,’’ Chiasson said. “I’m not trying to do something else out there, I’m just playing my game. I wouldn’t see why I would change my game because I’m playing with these two guys. I think we complement ourselves pretty well. They’ve been good to me, a couple of tips here and there, so it makes it easier on my game.”

Chiasson, 22, has been more of a play-making winger in his career. He had 15 goals and 31 assists in his final year at Boston University in 2011-12. This season with the Texas Stars, he has 13 goals and 22 assists. But that ice awareness might actually be helping him in the NHL. He understands Whitney’s game as a passing winger, and he knows exactly where Whitney wants to put the puck.

Whitney has assisted on four of Chiasson’s six goals.

“He does a lot of little things right,” Stars coach Glen Gulutzan said. “He has the tools that translate real well into the NHL. He’s got smarts, and he’s playing with two real good players and that helps, too. But he’s got the details in his game that makes him effective with those guys.”

Alex Chiasson continues scoring stretch to help Stars top Sharks, move into 8th in West: 'This is incredible' 
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LM Otero/AP 

San Jose Sharks defenseman Dan Boyle (22) and center Joe Thornton (19) mix it up with Dallas Stars center Vernon Fiddler (38) and defenseman Trevor Daley (6) as linesman Matt MacPherson (83) tries to keep the peace during the third period of an NHL hockey game, Saturday, April 13, 2013, in Dallas. The Stars won 2-1. (AP Photo/LM Otero) 
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Nilstorp trying to remain happy despite disappointing performance 

Click here for the box score.

DALLAS (AP) — Rookie Alex Chiasson isn't letting his recent run of success distract him from the task at hand: helping the Dallas Stars get into the playoffs

Chiasson and Eric Nystrom scored goals, Richard Bachman made 31 saves and the Stars extended their winning streak to five games with a 2-1 victory over the San Jose Sharks on Saturday night.

Chiasson scored his sixth goal in just his sixth career NHL contest since being recalled from AHL Texas on April 2 and the Stars improved to 45 points, pulling even with Detroit and Columbus for the Western Conference's eighth and final playoff spot.

"Of course, this is incredible," Chiasson said. "I try not to pay attention to the stats, I just concentrate on my game. This is great for us. We're right there right now, right in eighth place. The only thing that matters are the guys that believe in here."

Bachman has been outstanding since stepping in for the injured Kari Lehtonen early in the Stars' 5-1 win over Los Angeles on Tuesday, stopping 79 of 82 shots and winning all three contests.

Lehtonen remains day to day with a strained groin.

"I thought he made some solid saves, he cleaned up a lot of the stuff in front of him," Dallas coach Glen Gulutzan said. "I thought our D did a good job of keeping guys away from him and I thought our forwards did a good job of collapsing. But he was real solid for us."

Brent Burns scored for the Sharks, who were coming off a 3-2 shootout win in Detroit on Thursday and are 8-2-1 in their last 11 contests.

"We can't get too high, we can't get too low," San Jose coach Todd McLellan said. "We've got to play every minute of all 60 as hard as we can. I thought that was probably our downfall tonight. We probably gave away 13 or 14 minutes of valuable time and it cost us."

Antti Niemi, starting his 19th straight game, made 17 saves.

The Stars have outscored opponents 19-9 during their winning streak, not including the shootout goal they were awarded when they rebounded from a 4-2 third-period deficit to defeat the Sharks 5-4 in San Jose last Sunday.

"I really think we're starting to carve out an identity and figure out why we're successful," said Nystrom, who has three goals and an assist in the last five games after notching just two goals and an assist in the previous 22 contests. "There's a certain way we have to play. We're not a high-risk team. When we tried that earlier in the year, we just got picked apart.

"Now we're playing a more straight-line game, we're getting pucks in, we're getting bodies to the net, we're paying the price and that's what it takes to win."

San Jose controlled the action for most of the third period, outshooting the Stars 13-5, but they were only able to get one past Bachman.

"Our work ethic was there. We had the chances," said Sharks leading scorer Joe Thornton. "It was just one of those nights where you probably should have gotten the two (points) but just didn't."

San Jose pulled within 2-1 on Burns' power play goal at 5:56 of the final period. Bachman stopped T.J. Galiardi's shot from the edge of the crease, but the rebound spit out front, ricocheted off the skate of Stars winger Loui Eriksson and right to Burns, who swiped a backhander past Bachman's glove.

Bachman made several key saves to preserve the Stars' lead as the period went on, including a huge pad stop on Patrick Marleau's one-timer from in front, off a pass from Martin Havlat behind the net at 12:42.

The Sharks swarmed the Dallas zone after pulling Niemi in the final 1:28, but were unable to get most of their shot attempts through, as multiple Stars dropped to the ice to block shots. Bachman did get the knob of his stick on Marleau's blast from the high slot with just 4 seconds remaining to secure the win.

"That wasn't even anything compared to guys that are sliding, taking one-timers in the shin pads and stuff," Bachman said of his final save. "It's great, it shows how committed the guys are and how determined they are to get two points right now. It's great to see."

Dallas jumped out quickly, taking the lead just 1:57 into the opening period on Nystrom's seventh goal of the year. After receiving a quick pass from Trevor Daley at the Dallas blue line, Nystrom led a 2-on-1 rush into San Jose territory, firing a wrist shot from the left circle that beat Niemi inside the right post.

"I had a guy joining me late, (Erik Cole), and I looked and the D just stepped up and gave me the opportunity to walk right in and I shot it as hard as I could," Nystrom said.

Chiasson continued his recent run of success at 7:00 with his sixth goal in the last five outings. Just 22 seconds into a Dallas power play, Ray Whitney drilled a one-timer from the right point that Chiasson deflected from the slot past Niemi's blocker, just inside the left post.

"It was a smart play by Whits," Gulutzan said of the goal. "Our power play got us an important one, especially early. If you can get one on the power play, it helps, so (Chiasson) did a good job again."

The Stars were just 1 for 20 on the man-advantage over the previous six contests.

"Right behind the eight ball 2 minutes in isn't a good thing and three, 4 minutes later it's 2-0 and to play with a lead with the schedule that we're all playing at this time of year is real important," McLellan said. "Obviously, coming back from two, we weren't capable of doing it tonight."

The Sharks nearly broke through on their own man-advantage in the second period, but Bachman made three fantastic saves within 9 seconds. First, he denied Thornton's wrist shot from the high slot. Then at 11:41, he robbed Joe Pavelski on a wrister from in front, before managing to smother Marleau's rebound attempt.

NOTES: After going 1-11-2 on the second half of back-to-back sets last season and beginning this year 0-4-0, the Stars have won three of their last four in that situation. ... With an assist on Nystrom's goal, Dallas C Vernon Fiddler extended his career-long scoring streak to six games, during which he's totaled two goals and 10 points. ... The Stars honored former D Derian Hatcher as part of their 20th anniversary all-time team. Hatcher, who played his first two seasons in Minnesota before the North Stars relocated to Dallas in 1993, skated for the Stars through 2003, helping them win the 1999 Stanley Cup. He was the first American to serve as captain of a Cup-winning team.

Heika: Why Alex Chiasson is having more success adjusting to the NHL than some of the Dallas Stars' other prospects 
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Mark Humphrey/AP 

Dallas Stars forward Alex Chiasson (12) and left wing Ray Whitney (13) celebrate after Chiasson scored his first goal of the game against the Nashville Predators in the second period of an NHL hockey game on Friday, April 12, 2013, in Nashville, Tenn. 
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Stars beat writer Mike Heika answered questions in a chat on Thursday. Here are some highlights.

What was the difference with Chiasson's entry to NHL and Reilly Smith? I don't think anyone expected that from him to just walk in and produce on that top line, but Smith came around same time last season and was invisible.

I think confidence, and some really smart decisions by Chiasson. If you look at the history of Chiasson, he has been more of a play-making winger. He had 15 goals and 31 assists last season at BU and had similar numbers with the Texas Stars. So my guess is he understands the aspects of play-making and understands what Ray Whitney is trying to do. So, he decided to go hard to the net with his stick on the ice, because that's what made the line work. I think that's a smart decision by an intelligent young player. Chiasson also has a history of being a good defending forward, so that has helped his confidence at the NHL level. I think Reilly Smith and Matt Fraser both have been told many times to make sure they don't mess up on defense, and that has affected their confidence at the NHL level. It has created a slow start for each, because they probably aren't playing with the confidence they need. I think Smith is learning fast. It will be interesting to see how he plays if he is in the NHL for these final six games.

Chiasson is listed as day to day. Any chance its a long term injury?

Yes, there is definitely a chance, especially when he is not practicing. He looked like he hurt his shoulder pretty bad on the hit from Hjalmarsson in Chicago. However, they are listing him as day to day, so we have to go with day to day. They don't let us look at the MRIs or X-Rays.

CLICK HERE TO VIEW THE FULL CHAT

Heika: Alex Chiasson part of new era Stars players that have opportunity to contribute as season winds down 

1 

2 

0 

AA 

KEVIN SULLIVAN/MCT 

The Dallas Stars celebrate Alex Chiasson's first-period goal against Anaheim Ducks goaltender Viktor Fasth, left, at Honda Center in Anaheim, California, on Friday, April 5, 2013. 
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ANAHEIM, Calif. — Maybe the best thing about being a young player on the Stars right now is that you really have an opportunity to prove yourself.

And not just the injury call-up, maybe-some-time-on-the-fourth-line chance to prove yourself, but a real tryout at the NHL level where you get big minutes against the best players in the world.

Alex Chiasson is discovering that right now. The 22-year-old right wing made his NHL debut Wednesday against the Anaheim Ducks and looked good in 13 minutes of ice time. On Friday, he was bumped up to the top line to skate with Jamie Benn and Ray Whitney.

That’s no small prize for the native of St. Augustin, Quebec.

"It’s incredible, I don’t think I realize it yet," Chiasson said after scoring the first goal of his career in a 3-1 win over the Ducks. "You work so hard when you’re young and you don’t realize that one day this can happen. I was a Montreal fan growing up watching Saku Koivu, so these last couple of days have been really memorable for me. They’re going to be up in my mind for a long time."

Chiasson found his groove quickly on Wednesday, scoring on a simple drive to the net — the kind he displayed routinely at Boston University and with the Texas Stars.

"We worked a little bit on it this morning, Chiasson said of a transition rush in which Vernon Fiddler got him the puck just as he hit the crease. "He’s got great speed and he saw me. I didn’t think he was going to give it to me, but he did. That was a great play. What a way to score your first goal."

Chiasson is a part of a new era of Stars players that have come courtesy of the draft. Listed at 6-3, 206, he is a player with size and speed, who could get even bigger with some summer conditioning. Down in Cedar Park, Brett Ritchie scored his first professional goal on Friday. The 19-year-old is listed at 6-4, 215. Both are right-handed shots. Both were taken in the second round of their respective drafts (Chiasson in 2009, Ritchie in 2011). Both have big scoring numbers in their development seasons.

Chiasson tallied 46 points (15 goals, 31 assists) in 38 games as a junior at Boston University in 2011-12. Ritchie is coming off his last season in junior hockey, where he just scored 76 points (41 goals, 35 assists) with Niagara of the OHL.

Mix in a surprising two goals for bruiser Lane MacDermid, 23, in his first two games, and maybe the Stars really are going someplace special with this group of kids.

"You just want a chance to show you can play, so this has been great for me," said Chiasson, who had 13 goals and 22 assists for 35 points in 57 AHL games with the Texas Stars before his call-up. "I’m going to do whatever they need me to do. Obviously, I’m going to try to go to the net and play hard."

Stars coach Glen Gulutzan said there is much to like about Chiasson’s game.

"He’s a big body who plays the game the right way," Gulutzan said. "One of the biggest differences between the two levels (AHL and NHL) is the weight of this level. It’s not so much the speed difference, it’s the weight _ big, skilled, strong players, and he has those attributes. So, sometimes, the transition for those types of players is a little easier than others."

Antoine Roussel, who has cashed in his NHL opportunity after fighting his way through three AHL teams, said he likes the game that Chiasson brings. The two were teammates on the Texas Stars during the first part of the 2012-13 season.

"He’s a hard worker, big frame, good person, terrific shot, he speaks French, so that’s good," said Roussel, who is from France. "He’s a good overall player, he creates space for his linemates, and he’s got some really good mitts."

And as the Stars finish out the season, fans should get a chance to see just how good those mitts really are

2012-13 final prospect ranking
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NO.
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POS

HT
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AGE

TEAM

01 Calle Jarnkrok (–) C 5.11 174 21 Brynas (SEL) 

02 Petr Mrazek (–) G 6.01 184 21 Grand Rapids (AHL) 

03 Tomas Tatar (–) LW 5.10 186 22 Grand Rapids (AHL) 

04 Tomas Jurco (+2) RW 6.02 193 20 Grand Rapids (AHL) 

05 Riley Sheahan (-1) C 6.02 212 21 Grand Rapids (AHL) 

06 Ryan Sproul (-1) D 6.03 186 20 Sault Ste. Marie (OHL) 

07 Mattias Backman (+1) D 6.02 169 20 Linkoping (SEL) 

08 Xavier Ouellet (-1) D 6.00 187 19 B.-Boisbriand (QMJHL) 

09 Landon Ferraro (–) C 6.00 174 21 Grand Rapids (AHL) 

10 Martin Frk (+3) RW 6.00 193 19 Halifax (QMJHL) 

11 Teemu Pulkkinen (+1) RW 5.11 183 22 Jokerit (FIN) 

12 Andreas Athanasiou (+5) LW/C 6.00 179 18 Barrie (OHL) 

13 Nick Jensen (+7) D 6.00 193 22 St. Cloud St. (NCAA) 

14 Alexei Marchenko (+1) D 6.02 183 21 CSKA Moscow (KHL) 

15 Adam Almquist (+1) D 5.10 174 22 Grand Rapids (AHL) 

16 Jake Paterson (-2) G 6.02 183 19 Saginaw (OHL) 

17 Mitchell Callahan (NR) RW 6.00 190 21 Grand Rapids (AHL) 

18 Jared Coreau (NR) G 6.05 207 21 Northern Michigan (NCAA) 

19 Marek Tvrdon (-1) LW 6.02 217 20 Vancouver (WHL) 

20 Louis-Marc Aubry (NR) C 6.04 205 21 Grand Rapids (AHL) 

21 Max Nicastro (NR) D 6.02 210 23 Grand Rapids (AHL) 

22 Trevor Parkes (NR) RW 6.02 188 22 Grand Rapids (AHL) 

23 Richard Nedomlel (NR) D 6.04 202 20 Swift Current (WHL) 

24 Ben Marshall (NR) D 5.09 175 20 Minnesota (NCAA) 

25 James De Haas (NR) D 6.02 193 19 Penticton (BCHL)
Tatar leads Griffins into AHL semifinals

By Matthew Wuest - Red Wings Central 
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Tomas Tatar

Tomas Tatar (Credit: Mark Newman/Grand Rapids Griffins)

The Grand Rapids Griffins are in the AHL’s Final Four.

The Griffins finished off the Toronto Marlies in the AHL’s Western Conference quarter-finals on Tuesday night, taking them down 4-2 in the best-of-seven series with a 4-3 victory.

The last time the Griffins made it this far it was 2005-06, when they did it with a roster featuring Jimmy Howard, Valtteri Filppula, Jiri Hudler, Tomas Kopecky, Kyle Quincey, Matt Ellis, Derek Meech and Brett Lebda.

Winger Tomas Tatar and goaltender Petr Mrazek have been among those leading the way. Tatar is tied for seventh in AHL playoff scoring with eight goals and three assists in 11 games while Mrazek has started every minute of every game as a rookie and is 7-4 with a 2.19 goals-against average and a .906 save percentage.

Also among the league’s top 20 scorers are centers Landon Ferraro (two goals, seven assists) and Riley Sheahan (one goal, eight assists). Rookie winger Tomas Jurco has four goals and four assists in 11 games.

The Griffins will face the Oklahoma City Barons in the Western Conference final. The Barons, the top minor-league affiliate of the Edmonton Oilers, had two fewer wins and one fewer point than the Griffins in the regular season.

NOTES: Defenseman Mattias Backman (Linkopings, Swedish Elite League) has agreed to terms on a three-year entry-level contract with the Red Wings. It’s valued at $2.1525 million at the NHL level over three seasons. Backman, who had a breakthrough season with two goals and 24 assists in 52 games, is expected to return to Sweden for the 2013-14 season … Center Calle Jarnkrok got bumped from Sweden’s gold-medal-winning lineup in the playoff round at the IIHF world championship after the arrival of NHL reinforcements such as Daniel and Henrik Sedin. He finished with one assist in 10 games … Right-winger Martin Frk (Halifax, QMJHL) is second in scoring at the CHL’s Memorial Cup with four goals and two assists in three games. The Mooseheads have been steamrolling teams, including a 9-2 thumping of the London Knights on Tuesday, and have clinched at least a bye in the semifinals.
Four Red Wings prospects chase Memorial Cup

By Staff  - Red Wings Central 
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Andreas Athanasiou

Andreas Athanasiou (Credit: Terry Wilson/OHL Images)

Four Detroit Red Wings prospects are left standing in the hunt for the Memorial Cup.

Right-winger Martin Frk of the nationally-second-ranked Halifax Mooseheads and defenseman Xavier Ouellet of the Blainville-Boisbriand Armada are skating with two of the QMJHL’s final four teams, while center Alan Quine of the nationally-10th-ranked Belleville Bulls is set to square off against left-winger Andreas Athanasiou of the Barrie Colts in the OHL semifinals.

Frk is tied for 11th in QMJHL playoff scoring six goals and eight assists for 14 points in eight games — granted, five goals and three assists came in one game — while Ouellet is tied for second in QMJHL defense scoring with three goals and seven assists for 10 points in nine games.

Frk’s Mooseheads face the Rouyn-Noranda Huskies while Ouellet’s Armada are up against the Baie-Comeau Drakkar.

Athanasiou is having a great run, tied for seventh in OHL scoring with six goals and seven assists for 13 points in eight games, while Quine’s production has slipped slightly from his regular-season clip with three goals and five assists in 10 games.

Stephen Johnston was the last Red Wings prospect to win the Memorial Cup, accomplishing the feat in 2010 in Brandon, Man., before going unsigned and re-entering the draft. The last time a Red Wings prospect won the Memorial Cup before that was in 1996 when Philippe Audet and Frederic Deschenes did it with the Granby Predateurs in Peterborough, Ont.

NOTES: Center Calle Jarnkrok wrapped up his AHL stint with Grand Rapids, finishing with three assists in nine games. Not overwhelming numbers, but he’ll get a chance to show what he can do at the IIHF world championship next month. Red Wings assistant GM Jim Nill told MLive.com Jarnkrok’s AHL stint was “a good eye-opener” for the 21-year-old to get a sense for “the speed and strength needed” in North America … Winger Tomas Tatar (Grand Rapids, AHL) has just a goal and two assists in his past nine games … Left-winger Gustav Nyquist, presently with the Red Wings, was named an AHL First-Team All-Star. He was leading the AHL in scoring at the time of his most recent recall with 60 points in 58 games … Winger Teemu Pulkkinen, whose Finnish SM-Liiga season is over, has joined the Griffins … The Griffins clinched a post-season spot last week, ending a three-year run of non-playoff finishes … Defenseman Nick Jensen (St. Cloud, NCAA) was named a NCAA West First-Team All-America. His Huskies lost to Quinnipiac in the Frozen Four semifinals last week.

Frk and linemates a ‘real treat to see’

By Staff  - Red Wings Central 

Published Wednesday, March 27, 2013, 9:48 a.m. under 2012-13 RWC Reports
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Martin Frk (Credit: Red Wings Central)

A couple of flashy linemates have invigorated Martin Frk and have him playing the best hockey of his young career.

The 19-year-old right-winger had the game of his life on Friday as the QMJHL playoffs opened, recording an astonishing five goals and three assists in the Halifax Mooseheads’ 11-1 blowout of the Saint John Sea Dogs.

Say what you want about the QMJHL’s owner-friendly 16-of-18-teams-get-into-the-playoffs gimmick that left the nationally-top-ranked Mooseheads 73-point favorites coming into the series — an eight-point game hadn’t occurred in the QMJHL post-season since Daniel Briere did it in 1995-96 and it even matched Mario Lemieux’s single-game best. Pierre Rioux holds the all-time playoff recored of 10 set in 1982.

If Frk’s blowup wasn’t a sign that his 2011-12 concussion woes are completely behind him, his numbers since returning from the IIHF world junior championship are more convincing: in his past 31 games, Frk has 28 goals and 27 assists for 55 points.

A big part of that is playing with two top-five draft prospects, the electrifyingly fast Nathan MacKinnon and the slick-mitted Jonathan Drouin. Getting bumped up to the top line has no doubt energized Frk after a slow start on the team’s second line.

Although the Red Wings’ second-round pick (49th overall) last June does not carry the unit with MacKinnon and Drouin, his NHL-calibre shot and offensive instincts have made him a perfect complement to them.

“That first line is phenomenal, to (combine for) 18 points in (Friday’s game) game, you have to be impressed with that,” Florida Panthers GM Dale Tallon told Metro News after attending the game to scout MacKinnon and Drouin. “When they have it on a string and they’re playing at their optimum potential it’s a real treat to see; there aren’t many lines like that. They have that special chemistry and are so willing to play for each other.”

Frk, who is expected to vie for a spot with the American Hockey League’s Grand Rapids Griffins next season, has to improve his skating in a big way to be an effective pro, let alone an NHL prospect, and will need to continue to mature with regard to playing a complete game and being disciplined — as he’s shown signs of doing with an active eight-game no-minor-penalty streak, a career-best.

Frk is in the first year of a three-year entry-level contract in which he is earning a $92,500 signing bonus in addition to $10,500 in junior pay from the Red Wings. His contract will slide to begin in 2013-14, keeping him under contract through 2016-2017.

NOTES: Center Calle Jarnkrok has joined the Grand Rapids Griffins for a late-season stint. It will be interesting to see how he adjusts to the AHL, but one thing’s for sure, he’ll give their roster a boost with so many key players up in the NHL … Defenseman Adam Almquist (Grand Rapids, AHL) recorded his first career hat trick last week, a nice accomplishment for the offensive-minded defensemen … The Red Wings are in on the Danny Dekeyser sweepstakes, a defenseman Red Line Report calls him “the most NHL-ready prospect among the college free-agent collection,” lauding the 6-foot-3, 193-pounder’s mobility, puck-moving, physicality, nasty edge, penalty killing and shot-blocking … Goaltender Jake Paterson (Saginaw, OHL) did anything and everything to keep his team in it in a first-round playoff matchup against London on March 24, turning in a 67-save, second-star showing in a 3-2 loss where the Spirit were out-shot 70-43. London leads the series 3-0 … Defenseman Mattias Backman (Linkoping, SEL) face Skelleftea in the SEL semifinals. Backman continues to impress with four points in five first-round games along with a plus-6 … Defenseman Alexei Marchenko (CSKA Moscow, KHL) was scoreless in seven playoff games and saw his ice time cut to about six minutes per game … Defensemen Nick Jensen (St. Cloud State, WCHA) and Ben Marshall (Minnesota, WCHA) are both part of NCAA hockey’s Sweet 16 with a chance to advance to the Frozen Four in Pittsburgh April 11-13. Minnesota is ranked second or tied for first with Quinnipiac in three major rankings, while St. Cloud State’s status ranges from ninth to 11th to 15th. Both defensemen have had good seasons.

Other people just can’t do’ what Jurco can

By Staff  - Red Wings Central 

Published Wednesday, March 6, 2013, 3:49 p.m. under 2012-13 RWC Reports
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Tomas Jurco (Credit: Mark Newman)

There are two things you need to know about Tomas Jurco.

First, and widely known in hockey circles, is that he has immense natural skill, so much so that he was considered a first-round talent back in his draft year.

“When you see some of the goals he’s scored, you say to yourself, ‘OK, this guy has a chance (to play in the NHL), because other people just can’t do that,’” says Grand Rapids Griffins head coach Jeff Blashill.

Second, he’s young — among the 10 youngest players in the American Hockey League — and it’s important to keep that in mind when you look at his first-year statistics.

Jurco, who was a teenaged rookie until he turned 20 on Dec. 28, has eight goals and eight assists for 16 points in 53 games with the Grand Rapids Griffins — a far cry from the 68 points he recorded in 48 games last season with the QMJHL’s Saint John Sea Dogs.

Learning the ropes isn’t easy for a rookie at the best of times in the AHL. Throw in the fact that he was playing in a league stacked with locked-out NHLers for the first three months and it gets even harder.

“Tomas is learning how hard and how strong you have to be on the puck and how much you have to value the puck because it just won’t come back to you if you lose it,” Blashill says. “In junior, it comes back to you enough and in pro it doesn’t.

“He’s learning how to go get it more and when he has it to hold onto it longer. That’s confidence and it’s learning how to do it and it just takes time.”

Jurco won a Memorial Cup with the Sea Dogs in 2011 and was selected in the second round, 35th overall, by the Red Wings that summer after slipping from his ranking as a consensus first-rounder.

The Red Wings have compared the 6-foot-2, 193-pounder favorably to Marian Hossa. He can electrify with mind-boggling stick skills given time and open space, but needs significant work on his play in traffic.

But his work ethic, attitude and commitment have been exceptional since his arrival in Grand Rapids.

“The one thing I know about Tomas Jurco is Tomas cares,” Blashill said. “He wants to be a real good hockey player. I’ve spent lots of time with him in video and he’s very receptive and totally wants to be a real good player.

“Now it’s a matter of putting the whole game together and learning to be a successful pro.”

NOTES: Forward Gustav Nyquist (Grand Rapids, AHL) is on a tear with seven goals and seven assists in his past eight games. He’s taken over the AHL scoring lead from Tyler Johnson of Syracuse … Nyquist is ranked No. 55 among NHL prospects in The Hockey News’s annual Future Watch issue. The ranking, which includes prospects in the NHL, tabs defenseman Brendan Smith as the NHL’s 26th-best prospect and center Calle Jarnkrok (Brynas, SEL) at No. 31. Tomas Tatar, Petr Mrazek and Riley Sheahan didn’t crack the top 75 … Jarnkrok finished tied for eighth in Swedish Elite League scoring with 42 points in 53 games, while defenseman Mattias Backman (Linkopings, SEL) was eighth in defense scoring … Right-winger Trevor Parkes (Toledo, ECHL) picked up ECHL player of the week honours and has 15 points in seven games with the Walleye. The gritty forward is a breakout candidate in Grand Rapids next season … A final note about former prospect Jan Mursak: He’ll qualify for Group 6 unrestricted free agency because he will not have reached 80 career NHL games.

Following is this week’s statistical report.

Top prospect Jarnkrok ready for duty?

By Staff  - Red Wings Central 
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Calle Janrkok (Credit: Brynas IF)

The Detroit Red Wings are convinced Calle Jarnkrok will be a productive centre in the NHL. The bigger question is, when will he make the leap?

Already in the first season of his three-year entry-level NHL contract playing for Brynas of the Swedish Elite League, Jarnkrok — ranked No. 1 in Red Wings Central’s mid-season prospect ranking — could crack Detroit’s lineup as early as this fall.

In large part, that will depend on how well he performs at the IIHF world championship in May, assuming he makes Team Sweden.

“We’ll see how he finishes,” said Red Wings director of European scouting Hakan Andersson. “We all feel he’s a top-six forward in the long run. He’s a smart player, he works really hard, he’s got good hands, good hockey sense. Adapting to the game, I don’t think it’s going to be a problem.”

Jarnkrok, compared by the Red Wings to Henrik Zetterberg, tied for 14th in Elite League scoring last season with 39 points in 50 games and helped Brynas win a championship. This season, Brynas has struggled with the losses of several key players, including Jarnkrok’s linemate, Jakob Silfverberg.

The 5-foot-11 174-pounder worked with a personal trainer this summer and got stronger. He leads Brynas in scoring with 11 goals and 24 assists for 35 points in 46 games and sits 10th on the league’s points list.

“I feel when I see him, he’s the same kind of player (as last season) and he looks stronger,” Andersson said. “He’s done fine scoring-wise, but the team is struggling and I know that’s very frustrating for him.”

Jarnkrok held off the emerging goaltender Petr Mrazek for top spot on the RWC mid-season list, while forwards Tomas Tatar and Riley Sheahan and defenseman Ryan Sproul round out the top five.

01. C Calle Jarnkrok (–), Brynas (SEL), 46-11-24-35-12, -6, 122 SOG. See above.

02. G Petr Mrazek (–), Grand Rapids (AHL), 16-7-1, 1 SO, 2.26 GAA, .916 SV%. Nothing about the pros has fazed Mrazek, the franchise’s goaltender of the future.

03. LW Tomas Tatar (–), Grand Rapids (AHL), 44-19-20-39-44, plus-13, 147 SOG. The Red Wings’ surplus of forwards is the only thing keeping Tatar out of the NHL.

04. C Riley Sheahan (–), Grand Rapids (AHL), 42-13-10-23-25, plus-13, 67 SOG. He’s having a terrific AHL rookie campaign, aside from an embarrassing off-ice incident.

05. D Ryan Sproul (+1), Sault Ste. Marie (OHL), 34-17-30-47-33, plus-4. He just keeps scoring and his upside rivals that of any prospect in the system.

06. RW Tomas Jurco (-1), Grand Rapids (AHL), 42-6-5-11-80, minus-5, 54 SOG. It’s easy to forget he just turned 20. He has size and first-round skill level.

07. D Xavier Ouellet (–), Blainville-Boisbriand (QMJHL), 34-7-24-31-32, plus-16, 117 SOG. World junior was a huge development opportunity for the two-way defender.

08. D Mattias Backman (+6), Linkoping (SEL), 45-1-20-21-30, plus-8, 55 SOG. Mobility, size, smarts and offensive skill: Backman is putting it all together.

09. C Landon Ferraro (-1), Grand Rapids (AHL), 44-16-17-33-31, even, 98 SOG. He’s making people remember why he was a consensus first-rounder in his draft year.

10. C Joakim Andersson (-1), Grand Rapids (AHL), 35-10-17-27-55, even, 81 SOG. Like Tatar, he probably could be playing in the NHL right now but is buried by depth.

11. D Brian Lashoff (NR), Grand Rapids (AHL), 36-2-4-6-23, plus-4, 38 SOG. Averaging 17 minutes in five NHL games and looking like a useful, cap-friendly No. 6-8 defenseman.

12. LW Teemu Pulkkinen (–), Helsinki Jokerit (FIN), 49-12-16-28-41, plus-3, 218 SOG. Sniper-to-be has finally found his stride after an early-season slump.

13. RW Martin Frk (-3), Halifax (QMJHL), 37-21-33-54-68, plus-20, 110 SOG. Very similar to Pulkkinen, but not doing it at as high a level.

14. G Jake Paterson (-3), Saginaw (OHL), 17-13-2, 2 SO, 3.45 GAA, .902 SV%. Showing great potential, Paterson gives the Red Wings good organizational depth in goal.

15. D Alexei Marchenko (+5), CSKA Moscow (KHL), 42-4-5-9-6, even, 45 SOG. The two-way defenseman is expected to sign and play in the AHL next season.

16. D Adam Almquist (-3), Grand Rapids (AHL), 41-6-12-18-24, plus-6, 57 SOG. Adjusting to North America, but size and foot-speed concerns hold him back.

17. LW Andreas Athanasiou (–), Barrie (OHL), 48-21-30-51-26, plus-12. An incredibly fast skater, Athanasiou has bounced back from a disappointing draft year.

18. LW Marek Tvrdon (-2), Vancouver (WHL), 18-8-14-22-16, plus-2. A season-ending injury will hurt his development, but he has size, skill and an NHL contract.

19. C Alan Quine (–), Belleville (OHL), 36-13-32-45-14, minus-2. He’s been lighting it up since a January trade and is making a strong push for a contract.

20. D Nick Jensen (-5), St. Cloud State (NCAA), 28-3-18-21-10, plus-13, 41 SOG. The potential is there, but as a college junior, his production has slipped.

Jarnkrok takes over No. 1 spot in ranking

By Staff  - Red Wings Central 

Published Thursday, December 13, 2012, 8:43 p.m. under RWC Rankings
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Calle Jarnkork is Red Wings Central’s new No. 1 prospect.

The 21-year-old center for Brynas of the Swedish Elite League takes over top spot in the preliminary 2012-13 ranking, moving up after the unofficial graduation of prospects Nos. 1 and 2 — defenseman Brendan Smith and left-winger Gustav Nyquist.

Jarnkrok, the 51st overall selection in the 2010 NHL draft, continues to look like the second coming of Henrik Zetterberg, fifth in SEL scoring with 10 goals and 18 assists for 28 points in 32 games.

His combination of high skill and a non-stop motor is unmatched in the Red Wings’ system.

“He’s probably the best prospect in our organization overall,” said Red Wings director of player development Jiri Fischer. “Whenever he makes the transition overseas, he’s going to be really exciting to watch at the NHL level.”

Although Smith and Nyquist are still playing for the American Hockey League’s Grand Rapids Griffins due to the NHL lockout, they’re both expected to be regulars with the Red Wings whenever the labor dispute ends and are no longer on the RWC list.

Jarnkrok edged out goaltender Petr Mrazek, left-winger Tomas Tatar, center Riley Sheahan and right-winger Tomas Jurco in the top five.

Following is a detailed look at the preliminary 2012-13 ranking.

1. C Calle Jarnkrok (+2), Brynas (SEL), 32-10-18-28-6, -1, 89 SOG. See above.

2. G Petr Mrazek (+2), Grand Rapids (AHL), 7-2-0, 2.42 GAA, .912 SV%. Long a favorite of RWC, Mrazek — fresh out of junior — has been sensational as an AHL rookie. He looks like the potential No. 1 NHL goaltender the Red Wings hoped Thomas McCollum would be.

3. LW Tomas Tatar (+2), Grand Rapids (AHL), 22-11-10-21-19, +5, 63 SOG. Already in his fourth AHL season, Tatar is only 22. Showcasing his offensive ability and a maturing all-around game, he’s proving during the lockout he’s ready for an NHL job.

4. C Riley Sheahan (+2), Grand Rapids (AHL), 20-4-4-8-14, +7, 28 SOG. Sheahan is adjusting well to the AHL, but another off-ice incident — charged in November with driving with blood-alcohol content of .17 or higher — is a sign he needs to get his act together.

5. RW Tomas Jurco (+2), Grand Rapids (AHL), 22-4-3-7-10, -3, 31 SOG. Jurco won’t turn 20 until the end of December, so he’s an extremely young AHL rookie who is finding his bearings. With patience, he has the look of a high-scoring pro with top-six upside.

6. D Ryan Sproul (+2), Sault Ste. Marie (OHL), 16-5-16-21-23, even. A late cut from Canada’s world junior team, the 6-foot-3 Sproul has recovered from a broken arm and is one of the best offensive defensemen in the entire Canadian Hockey League.

7. D Xavier Ouellet (+3), Blainville-B’briand (QMJHL), 26-5-20-25-30, +9, 94 SOG. Ouellet continues to improve each season. An offensive force who will play for the Canadian world junior team, the Red Wings see him as a two-way top-four NHL defender.

8. C Landon Ferraro (+10), Grand Rapids (AHL), 22-8-9-17-23, +6, 51 SOG. RWC’s highest riser has developed into an excellent two-way pro after finishing his junior career with two awful seasons. He’s posting breakout numbers and is killing penalties with aplomb.

9. C Joakim Andersson (–), Grand Rapids (AHL), 21-6-7-13-45, -2, 49 SOG. The book has always been the same on Andersson. He’s going to play in the NHL, but is he a career fourth-liner or is there more upside? We won’t know until he gets there.

10. RW Martin Frk (NR), Halifax (QMJHL), 28-13-25-38-52, +9, 87 SOG. Everyone loves Frk’s intimidating slap shot and above-average skills. But he needs to work on skating and maturity, while his habit of taking dumb penalties might be getting worse rather than better.

11. G Jake Paterson (NR), Saginaw (OHL), 11-12-2-1, 1 SO, 3.49 GAA, .901 SV%. Although his statistics aren’t eye-popping, Paterson is playing excellent hockey on a below average team. He’s in the spotlight now that he’s made Canada’s world junior team.

12. LW Teemu Pulkkinen (-1), Jokerit (FIN), 31-6-6-12-41, even, 138 SOG. Pulkkinen’s offensive numbers have mysteriously vanished but he clearly has the ability to produce more. He’s earned the benefit of the doubt for now, but he’ll need to find his scoring touch.

13. D Adam Almquist (+3), Grand Rapids (AHL), 19-3-6-9-10, +4, 20 SOG. No longer buried in the Swedish Elite League, Almquist is showing he can run a power play and contribute offensively in North America. He still needs to get stronger and improve defensively.

14. D Mattias Backman (+3), Frolunda (SEL), 31-0-14-14-20, +3, 35 SOG. A smooth two-way defender, Backman is only 20 years old and is constantly improving. Already a top-four blueliner in the Swedish Elite League, he still has room to grow.

15. D Nick Jensen (-3), St. Cloud State (NCAA), 16-1-11-12-8, +3, 26 SOG. The swift-skating defenseman is having another good year, although he has untapped offensive upside. His true breakout season might not come until he is a senior in 2013-14.

16. LW Marek Tvrdon (-3), Vancouver (WHL), 18-8-14-22-16, +2. A blood clot has ended Tvrdon’s season, but the Red Wings have already signed the big, skilled Slovak. He has tremendous upside but needs to pick up his work ethic and consistency.

17. LW Andreas Athanasiou (NR), Barrie (OHL), 30-15-18-33-18, +9. The Red Wings are convinced the blazing fast Athanasiou will play in the NHL, and he’s certainly showing the right this stuff. He has broken out since a much-needed trade from London.

18. C Louis-Marc Aubry (-4), Grand Rapids (AHL), 22-1-3-4-21, +1, 31 SOG. The lockout has hurt Aubry, among others, because he’s been shuffled down the Grand Rapids depth chart. He’s playing well defensively but his scoring totals have suffered.

19. C Alan Quine (–), Peterborough (OHL), 18-8-11-19-10, -12. Quine has returned from mononucleosis and hasn’t missed a beat. That’s great to see, and if he can build off his strong start, he should have a line on a contract before his June 1 signing deadline.

20. D Alexei Marchenko (–), CSKA Moscow (KHL), 31-4-3-7-4, +1, 27 SOG. Marchenko is a darkhorse prospect with tremendous upside. He’s a KHL regular now and it might not be long before he’s moving quickly up this chart now that he’s finally healthy.

ARTICLE TAGS: Calle Jarnkrok
I love this site. Its great to have in-depth knowledge of the up-and-coming Red Wings! I am stoked to see how this group pans out. I think with our aging roster, Detroit’s brass will ease some of this talent into the Starting Roster. I am MOST excited about Jurco. I know his stats are far from earth-shattering, but give this kid some time. He’s a stud, and has all the talent to score 30-35 goals at the NHL Level one day. He’s definitely our top sniper coming up.


Shawn says:


 Wednesday, December 19, 2012 at 1:10 pm


Have to agree with most guys here… even in my most fanciful dreams, Sheahan isn’t Keith Primeau, let alone the next Keith Tkachuk. I like the guy and I hope he makes it, but everyone is right; he’s likely a 3rd liner with Andersson well ahead in the depth charts. I would like to see him turn into a Marty Lapointe or a higher-skilled Drew Miller. Maybe I’m wrong, but until youtube views equal NHL success, that’s about where my expectations will remain; I haven’t seen anything else that puts him above that level yet.


karlander says:


 Tuesday, January 8, 2013 at 10:32 pm


Shame to see Mitch Callahan fall off the list. I have watched Grand Rapids play about 8 times in past year. Every game he is actually one of the best players on the ice in terms of defense, energy, and opportunistic play. Trouble is; he isnt putting up points with the ice time he has. I agree with posters who say Riley Sheehan is overated. He is not a good akater at that level, he is not a great passer. I am not sure what he is allegedly great at ? Tatar is skating with more authority this season and looks pretty good. No one seems to notice Nyquist has trouble receiving difficult passes. Watch for it. He is losing scoring chances because of it. Ferraro looking much improved. I think Jurco is overmatched at the moment. The AHL has diminished his offensive prowess so far. Hopefully Jarkrok is the real deal.

I still don’t understand the hatred by some fans towards Filppula, the entire Wings teams was playing badly for a good part of the year. I would not judge any player on this season, it was just too messed up. Babcock has never been a fan of Filppula but yet he just said he was the teams 4th best forward. He is a solid two way forward, versatile in that he can play forward or wing. Strong defensively, good on face offs, strong on the puck, great passer. Nyquist or Tatar can’t replace him, they don’t have the versatility. Even though Filppula has always been a hard worker, he has always been Babcock’s whipping boy, Every year he seems to call him out in public, yet he puts him out there when the game is on the line. This year he criticized him for not shooting more, when at the time Fil had a shoulder injury which was limiting his ability to shoot. After that I noticed Filppula’s game was not the same. Even now Babcock just said that he would like to keep Filppula, saying the devil you know is better than the devil you don’t. Strange statement if your trying to keep him. I think Filppula is gone, if it wasn’t for Babcock’s badgering I think he would have signed for a discount, but I think he will move on to a team that will appreciate him.


John P says:


 Thursday, June 6, 2013 at 2:49 am


Oh, the original reason i came hear, I got sidetracked by all the Filppula talk. The Grand Rapid Griffins Will be in the Calder Cup Finals for the first time in their history. This has to be great news for the Wings. I think there are a lot of future NHL players on the Griffins, but I wonder if any of these players will turn out to be an elite NHL player. I think to go this far in the playoffs there has to be something special about this team and some of the players. I personally think Nyquist and Mrazek will be elite NHL players. To go this far they have to have a strong D and I think someone slipping under the radar is Adam Almquist, he seems to be dismissed by a lot of people because of his size, even though he is the same size as Erik Karlsson. Just wondering who everyone thinks about this team and the players potential.


iNcHicORe says:


 Thursday, June 6, 2013 at 3:31 am


To be fair, Babcock rides on everyone’s coattails. I don’t expect that to be a big factor in Filppula’s decision, but he’s made it clear he wants to shop around.

Thank you, KRSmith for your analysis. I was factoring in the lowered cap hit when I gawked at four million, but given the names on that list, I’d take him for four. It’s a shame he got beat up all year, but it does lower his asking price, so it helps us in the long run (if we resign him). 

I agree that Almquist gets overlooked (because of his size AND because of guys like Sproul, Dekeyser, Jensen, Ouellet, Backstrom, etc.), but scouts have compared him to Brian Rafalski, and his frame is only slightly slighter than his was. I don’t get to see many Griffins games, but I watch the highlights, and Almquist impresses me a lot.


Patrick Johnson says:


 Thursday, June 6, 2013 at 7:13 am


I have always liked Almquist.. but as with many Griffins, because of depth and such tremendous skill in drafting, I doubt he will get a chance with the Wings other than an injury call up… as it is we are set at 8 defenseman. Next on the call-up list might be Almquist… but that likely depends on who gets injured and how the team is doing…


Patrick Johnson says:


 Thursday, June 6, 2013 at 7:17 am


As for Hudler and Filppula… i like them both, but because of cap restrictions and the fact that the time is now for many of our young forwards, Holland and Babcock should realize it is time to move on from Cleary, Miller, White, and Filppula… 

Filppula has long been the subject of criticism for his lack of shooting the puck, and like many other fins, it isnt likely to change. Other than Teemu, what fin shoots the puck first? I cant think of any… not Mikko, not Saku, not Miettinen, not Tuomo, not Jarkko, not Jussi (maybe the closest to a shoot first)…… etc…


Patrick Johnson says:


 Thursday, June 6, 2013 at 7:18 am


Uh oh KR… Babs just said he likes Miller… I guess that means he gets re-signed too…..


Robert Goulet says:


 Thursday, June 6, 2013 at 7:43 am


“Oh, the original reason i came hear, I got sidetracked by all the Filppula talk. The Grand Rapid Griffins Will be in the Calder Cup Finals for the first time in their history. This has to be great news for the Wings. I think there are a lot of future NHL players on the Griffins, but I wonder if any of these players will turn out to be an elite NHL player. I think to go this far in the playoffs there has to be something special about this team and some of the players. I personally think Nyquist and Mrazek will be elite NHL players. To go this far they have to have a strong D and I think someone slipping under the radar is Adam Almquist, he seems to be dismissed by a lot of people because of his size, even though he is the same size as Erik Karlsson. Just wondering who everyone thinks about this team and the players potential.”

I agree with this…I believe both Ny and Mraz…have the potential to reach great heights…and I believe Almer is the sleeper


Patrick Johnson says:


 Thursday, June 6, 2013 at 7:58 am


I feel that of our players in GR, Nyquist and Mrazek will be elite, but not far behind I feel Jurco, Sheahan, Ferraro, and Pulkinnen… (Jarnkrok isnt playing with them right now)

Also I want the team to take a close look at signing Luke Glendening this offseason to a Pro contract…


krsmith17 says:


 Thursday, June 6, 2013 at 8:41 am


I agree 110% on John P’s assessment of Filppula. Well said. As for all the Filppula haters, only time will tell what will happen with Fil so let’s put that topic aside and discuss the more important topic that we should all agree on… the future in HockeyTown is extremely bright! I’ve probably only watched a dozen Griffins games all year and that was during the lockout but I’ve watched almost every game during the playoffs and I’m really liking what I’m seeing from our guys.

It’s quite obvious that Nyquist is a future star with the Red Wings, he reminds me so much of Datsyuk in the way he stick handles and picks the pocket of opponents. If he can become half the player Datsyuk has been for us, I will be happy but I really think he is going to surprise a lot of people. He will, without a doubt be a top line player in the NHL for many, many years.

Then there’s Tomas Tatar. I will be very honest, I have been very skeptical of Tatar for years, mainly because of his lack of size. But he has really impressed me this year. He plays a big body game, is really hard on the puck and competes and works his *ss off every shift. I still don’t see him as a top line guy in the NHL but a very solid 2nd or 3rd line winger for sure.

One player that I’m extremely excited about is Tomas Jurco. He had a really slow start to the season but that is to be expected for a young European in his first year pro. But every game I’ve seen him play in these playoffs, he has stood out to me. He is another guy that tries to model his game after Datsyuk but he really reminds me of a cross breed between Hossa and Malkin. He is deceptively quick for his size, has silky smooth hands and a quick release. I’ve been following him closely for the past two seasons and he has scored some beautiful goals with the Sea Dogs and Griffins but for anyone that didn’t watch his game winning goal from lastnight, I highly recommend you check it out. He comes through center ice with a full head of steam and splits two defenders and snaps a shot short side for the win. What a beauty. I think he is going to be a very solid 1st or 2nd line winger in the NHL in 3 years from now.

I really like Joakim Andersson and love what he brings to the team, but I think he is going to be a 3rd line center or maybe a 2nd line winger at best, as well as a great penalty killer.

For all the hype on Riley Sheahan, I really am not impressed. In the games I’ve seen he has been a non-factor. I know he has 11 points in 18 playoff games, which is pretty solid but his overall game has not impressed me. People keep talking about him like he will be a top line player for the Wings in a couple years. I just don’t see it, but I really hope I’m wrong. I see him as a 3rd or 4th line guy that can kill penalties at the NHL level.

I really like what I’ve seen from Landon Ferraro and Francis Pare. They both play with a lot of energy and I think either of them have the potential to make the NHL, although probably nothing more than a 4th line, penalty killing role.

I’ve always liked Jan Mursak and think he has played really well this year for the Griffins but unfortunately he is signed to play over in the KHL next year.

Brian Lashoff has really come a long way since signing with the Griffins as a free agent back in ’08. I never expected him to mature into such a solid defenseman, but he has really impressed me. I think he will be a solid 3rd pairing shutdown guy in the NHL for years to come.

I definitely agree on Adam Almqvist. I think he is going to turn out to be another great, late round find for us. He has unbelievable mobility and vision for such a young defenseman in his first year in North America. I agree on the comparison to Rafalski and if he can be anything like Rafi was in his prime he will be a solid 2nd or 3rd pairing guy in the NHL.

Petr Mrazek has been great all year and into the playoffs. He still has a lot to work on in his game, he has some games when he looks like nobody in the world would be able to put the puck past him and then he has other games where he looks very mediocre. He still lets in the scattered weak goal but every goalie does, and his compete level is second to none, so I’m not worried. He should definitely be a starter in the NHL in a few years from now.

The Griffins are now in the Calder Cup finals for the first time in their history but they’re definitely in tough against Syracuse. They have a really good team but hopefully we can pull off a championship. As great as this team has been, I think they’re going to be even better next season. We will lose some great players, but there are a lot more due to fill in next season. Calle Jarnkrok, Teemu Pulkkinen, Marty Frk, Ryan Sproul, Xavier Ouellet, etc, etc… The future of the Red Wings is a lot brighter than a lot of people realize. Go Wings!

On a side note, I’ve been paying $10.99 on AHL live for every individual playoff game… is there a cheaper way to watch the games or a FREE site that anyone knows about? It would be greatly appreciated. I’ve spent around $100 dollars to watch Griffins hockey during the playoffs this year…


krsmith17 says:


 Thursday, June 6, 2013 at 8:55 am


@Patrick Johnson – I get what you’re saying about Fins not having a shoot first mentality but that’s pretty common in Europeans in general. Most of them are set-up guys and they are needed on a team just as much as the snipers are. Filppula is a set-up guy and a damn good one. I understand that we have enough of that variety and we do need a pure goal scorer but there isn’t much available in that. Like Ken Holland often says, there isn’t a goal scorer store or a power forward store is there? It isn’t as simple as picking up the phone and you have the player you want / need. You need to build through the draft so yes, we need to draft a couple big body, pure goal scorers.

But I should point out that your list of players is pretty vague… What about Olli Jokinen, Jari Kurri, Jere Lehtinen? Also, as I would consider Saku more of a pass first guy, Mikko is definitely a shoot first guy.

And why was “Babs just said he likes Miller… I guess that means he gets re-signed too…” directed at me? I didn’t say anything about Babcock saying anything about Filppula, that was John P…


Patrick Johnson says:


 Thursday, June 6, 2013 at 3:25 pm


Kurri and Lehtinen are retired but i will eat my words on those 2…and Olli nor Mikko are not a shoot first type guys…

Olli- 299 career goals 398 career assists

 Mikko-119 goals 279 assists…

I am hoping our other Fin turns out to be un-like the others… (Pulkinnen)

Holland HAS drafted pure snipers over the last couple years… Ferraro (2009), Pulkinnen(2010), Jurco(2011), and Frk(2012)

Your assessment on Jurco is great other than the player he plays like. He has long been compared to a mix between Hossa and Gaborik (not Malkin). I think most people talk a lot about Sheahan because he is a big body player… something no one else in our forward prospect corp has. Who knows though, his youtube stick handling could have been just a snapshot of anything. I heard a guy on NHL network today compare Mrazrek to a young Dom Hasek… we can only hope…

the only one i really disagree on is Landon Ferraro…the only thing that is going to hinder his top 6 potential will be his size… but the same could have been said of other small top 6 players throughout the history of the NHL (Zach Parise, Scott Gomez, Steve Sullivan, etc.) he has a great scoring touch and I think could make an excellent call-up at some point next season

I know we’re going to hear some crying about Järnkrok’s low numbers, but its really no worry. I’m glad that both he and Pulkkinen get a little sampling of the AHL before summer workouts begin. Good luck, boys. In the end, I suspect both will be in GR for.most of next year, but that isn’t a bad thing. With Nyquist, Andersson, and Tatar showing they’re already NHLers, it will be increasingly difficult to make the big club next year.


Robert says:


 Wednesday, April 17, 2013 at 10:58 am


Thanks for the great update. I wait for it every week! It’s like Christmas every week for the wingsfan.


admin says:


 Wednesday, April 17, 2013 at 10:59 am


Jurco had not been drafted by Detroit when he won the Memorial Cup.


Huss says:


 Wednesday, April 17, 2013 at 11:53 am


No crying here. Jarnkrok did about as well as you’d expect from a 21 year old kid getting his first taste of North American pro hockey. His trajectory will hopefully look like Tatar’s when he transitioned from overseas: Rough first year in the AHL with signs of hope, then the big payoff should come the year or two after.


Scrottie McBoogerballs says:


 Wednesday, April 17, 2013 at 1:22 pm


Oh, ok. That makes sense. Thank you.


Scrottie McBoogerballs says:


 Wednesday, April 17, 2013 at 1:24 pm


I am starting to think Athanasiou was a huge steal in the 4th round. Big, fast and skilled. Pretty nice combination in a young prospect.


ScottD says:


 Wednesday, April 17, 2013 at 6:52 pm


It will be interesting to see Athanasiou have to play against Quine when the next round of OHL playoffs start. That has to be kind of weird for them. I also hope Pulkkinen gets in to some games in Grand Rapids. Hopefully he brings the wicked shot that made him popular in Finland.


YVR says:


 Wednesday, April 17, 2013 at 9:23 pm


@booger….I know you meant well and your heart is in the right place, but us (former—-born and raised) Maritimers get rightly po’ed when others mistakenly spell these cities: Saint John (where Jurco played) in in New Brunswick, and St.John’s is in Newfoundland. Note the difference in spelling.Class dismissed.

p.s.—–years ago a soccer team from South America ended up in NFLD when they were supposed to play in NB (Saint John) all because of a typo. Go Wings.


ScottD says:


 Thursday, April 18, 2013 at 7:39 pm


http://www.ontariohockeyleague.com/article/hounds-sproul-ohl-defenceman-of-year

I don’t know if anyone knew this but Sproul was elected defensemen of the year in the OHL! That is awesome. Congrats to Ryan


shawn says:


 Monday, April 22, 2013 at 2:28 am


This award for Sproul is no small thing… the last few have been Marc Staal, Drew Doughty, Matt Ellis, Dougie Hamilton, oh, and Jake Muzzin who broke into the LA lineup with force this season. Sproul is the real deal folks.

Järnkrok will only be there for 9 games and then go back to Sweden for the WC’s.


RW19 says:


 Wednesday, March 27, 2013 at 10:42 am


I forgot Frk was 19 and could be in GR next season. The Griffins are going to be really stacked if all these soon-to-be AHLers actually earn a spot. Nice problem to have if you are Detroit. Almost seems like the Wings could have a glut of very nice NHL ready players around 2014-15/2015-16.


John P says:


 Thursday, March 28, 2013 at 1:02 am


I am not as high on Frk as a lot of Wings fans are. I think his ranking of 13 is right on target. The games I have seen him play he has seen somewhat undisciplined and cheating towards his offensive game. As the article stated he has also had maturity issues. That being said that line is fun to watch, they just simply outmatch their competition. I hope he has the maturity and patience to transform his game when he reaches the AHL. Thanks for the update it is much appreciated.


Patrick Johnson says:


 Thursday, March 28, 2013 at 3:10 pm


John P- more than likely he is ranked 13th because he is not NHL ready… although there is a reason the once thought to be top 10 pick dropped to the second round… however, there isnt anything not to like about him with the exception of his skating, but if you read the article it says he has gotten better. it will likely be 3-4 years before he will be a full-timer in Detroit, and by then most expect that to be fixed.


YVR says:


 Thursday, March 28, 2013 at 5:09 pm


Being the sniper on the line with the two best players, MacKinnon and Drouin, in this year’s draft makes me wonder why he(Frk)only scored 35 goals in 56 games. Can you imagine how many goals a young Stamkos would have scored on that line? I saw Frk play a few times on tv and it seemed he had more energy in one direction than the other; and he did take the undisciplined penalties (which can be corrected). If the Wings can develop him into a second liner, they will have succeeded.


Daryl says:


 Friday, March 29, 2013 at 10:34 am


YVR- You have to take into account that he started out the year on the second line. Frk didn’t even move onto the Mackinnon-Drouin line until halfway through the season. It’s probably a reasonable guess that his last 31 games were all with the top group where he’s almost a goal and an assist per game. Regardless, i do agree with your assessment. Frk probably will make a nice 2nd line sniper if he can round out his game.


Stevie Y says:


 Friday, March 29, 2013 at 6:51 pm


The DeKeyser signing shows that the Wings still are aggressively trying to put a top team on the ice. Interesting to see what other moves they make before the deadline. Can you imagine a defense core of Smith, Sproul, DeKeyser, Oulette, Lashoff, Backman, Marchenko and Jensen. They will be together in one form or another for the next decade.


YVR says:


 Saturday, March 30, 2013 at 3:06 am


@Stevie Y…agree with most of your D roster except for Marchenko and Jensen…but think Kindl has shown enough this year to get another 3-4 yr contract, and Kronwell is signed until 2019 so he will be on the team…Ericsson and Quincey only have two yrs left on their contracts so should be parlayed for decent player and pick since Oullet and Sproul will be ready by then…White will not be back next yr and Colo and Huskins are fodder….the D is looking good and when all these young studs hit their peak together in 5-6 yrs. well that is how Stanley Cups are won.


ScottD says:


 Tuesday, April 2, 2013 at 6:58 pm


Hey now that Sproul and Nedomlel are done with their seasons does anyone think we will see them in Grand Rapids soon? Or will they wait until next season.


Stevie Y says:


 Tuesday, April 2, 2013 at 7:35 pm


Sproul should be in Grand Rapids this week as he has already been signed to a contract. Nedomlel may never suit up for rand Rapids because with the DeKeyser signing, they are now loaded on D and really don’t need him. Other young D Detroit has signed to contarcts are Ouellet, and Marchenko. They will also have Backman and Jensen under contract beginning in 2014. No room for Nedomlel. They can only sign 50 guys to contracts and I don’t believe that Nedomlel will be one of them.


Shawn says:


 Wednesday, April 3, 2013 at 9:48 am


Wow. It’d be a shame if we didn’t at least see Nedomlel play in Toledo for a year and go from there. He’s the type of player that I would expect might play even better in a men’s league like the AHL.

Almquist making his mark as AHL rookie

By Staff  - Red Wings Central 

Published Wednesday, March 13, 2013, 9:47 a.m. under 2012-13 RWC Reports


Adam Almquist

Adam Almquist (Credit: Mark Newman)

If Adam Almquist makes it to the NHL, his offensive game will get him there. And in his first season on North American ice, his offensive game has helped him make a smooth adjustment.

Almquist, an undersized but highly-skilled blueliner from Sweden, is in the midst of a solid American Hockey League rookie campaign, third among Grand Rapids Griffins defensemen with six goals and 17 assists for 23 points in 51 games along with a plus-7 rating.

“He has outstanding poise with the puck and outstanding skill with the puck, so that’s allowed him to be a real good player 5-on-5 and he has a real good skill-set for the power play,” said Griffins head coach Jeff Blashill. “He can slide along the offensive blue line, show shot and pass, show shot and shoot, and he’s got a real good one-timer. His confidence has increased as the year’s gone on and that’s allowed him to be productive.”

Listed at 5-foot-11 and 173 pounds, the 22-year-old is in the second year of a three-year entry-level contract. The Red Wings wanted him to come to North America because his Swedish Elite League team, HV-71, wasn’t giving him a prominent offensive role. He already has more points than he recorded in any of his three seasons in the SEL.

The man responsible for drafting Almquist in the seventh round (210th overall) of the 2009 draft, Red Wings director of European scouting Hakan Andersson, has long listed Almquist’s foot-speed as the biggest drawback that, along with his small stature, could prevent him from becoming an NHLer. But Blashill said Almquist has been “real smart about not putting himself in tough situations” and noted he has learned “how to make plays with the puck in breakout situations without taking big hits” or throwing the puck away.

“I don’t think that will hold him back,” Blashill said.

From Blashill’s perspective, it’s all about production.

“He’s just going to have to prove he’s a real prolific point producer at this level in order to get a legit chance at the next level,” Blashill said. “That’s the reality at his size. It’s just a matter of showing he’s a high-end offensive player as a smaller guy.”

With Brendan Smith and Brian Lashoff in the NHL, the Red Wings don’t have much established professional depth on defense, so Almquist is next in line for a call-up. Although he isn’t quite ready for that at the moment, it’s something he could work toward as early as next season if he continues to emerge offensively.

The Red Wings have a stable of top young defense prospects on the way to Grand Rapids next season: Ryan Sproul, Xavier Ouellet and Alexei Marchenko, along with Mattias Backman and Nick Jensen in 2014-15.

NOTES: Forward Gustav Nyquist traded places in Detroit With Tomas Tatar. At the time of his recall, Nyquist was leading the AHL in scoring by three points (60 to 57, despite two fewer games played) ahead of Syracuse’s Tyler Johnson … Defenseman Nick Jensen (St. Cloud State, NCAA) is garnering consideration for a WCHL all-star spot and is a candidate for WCHA defenseman of the year. St. Cloud State enters the playoffs as the No. 1 seed after posting an 18-9-1 record … Forward Calle Jarnkrok (Brynas, SEL) is one of eight finalists for Swedish Elite League MVP … Right-winger Martin Frk (Halifax, QMJHL) has climbed to 12th in QMJHL scoring with 82 points in 53 games. Had he not attended the world junior, his pro-rated scoring pace would put him over 100 points and challenging for the league lead. That said, his game still has many flaws … Sproul (Sault Ste. Marie, OHL) won OHL defenseman of the month for February after recording 21 points in 11 games. He also won the award in December.

Following is this week’s statistical report.

Looks like Jarnkrok’s team has already been bounced from the playoffs. Any chance they’ll bring him overseas to continue his development? Would love to see what he can do in the AHL this year.


RW19 says:


 Tuesday, March 19, 2013 at 11:49 am


@John P

I didn’t realize there was so much Almquist love. Comparing him to Erik Karlsson in stature but forgetting about the fact EK is maybe among the top five skaters in the NHL doesn’t help the arguement.

Bouillion is a 200 pound guy defense-first guy, Hillen is 190-195 pound NHL journeyman that was a back up in Long Island, Nashville & now Washinngton. He got in two playoff games total last year. believe 

Now Almquist I plays a game similar to Ryan Ellis, who was picked 10th or 11th overall in 2009. Not to knock Almquist because his AHL numbers are very good, but Ellis was a stud in Junior hockey with off-the-chart skills. 

He’s won Canadian Major Junior Player of the Year (2011), Canadian Major Junior Defenseman of the Year (2011), OHL -Most Oustanding Player 2011 and OHL Most Oustanding Defenseman (2009 and 2011). He was on the 2009 & 2011 First All-Star Team, 2010 Second All-Star Team, the 2009 Memorial Cup All-Star Team, the 2008 Canadian Major Junior -All-Rookie Team and he was dominant the the World Junior Championships (7 points 6 games) and World Under 18′s (7 points 7 games).

So how has Ellis done in the NHL? He spent half the year last year in the AHL. He got into 3 of 10 playoffs games (no points). This year he has 6 points in 29 games and is -1. Not the greatest out put but then again he is only 22.

All I am saying is that its tough for small defensemen. Even the best ones struggle. Like all Wing fans I hope Almquist is the exception to the rule. But I think we need to be realistic and prepared to wait a while.


ScottD says:


 Tuesday, March 19, 2013 at 1:14 pm


You guys think Almquist is small just wait until Marshall comes up. He is 5’9?


ryan says:


 Tuesday, March 19, 2013 at 1:45 pm


Daryl – Calle Jarnkrok is set to play in the World Championships which I think run through the middle of May. Not sure he would fly over to play in the AHL afterwards. Might just get to work on offseason conditioning before heading over for the various camps in DET/TC.


YVR says:


 Tuesday, March 19, 2013 at 4:34 pm


Marshall may be only 5-9 but he still can dunk…ah sh!t, this March Madness plays havoc with the mind.

First and Second All-Star Teams announced

 April 11, 2013

SPRINGFIELD, Mass. … The American Hockey League announced today the 2012-13 AHL First and Second All-Star Teams, as voted by AHL coaches, players and media in each of the league’s 30 member cities. 

 2012-13 AHL First All-Star Team

G - Niklas Svedberg, Providence Bruins (45gp, 34-8-2, 2.18gaa, .924sv%, 4so) 

D - Justin Schultz, Oklahoma City Barons (34gp, 18+30=48pts., +8, 7 PPG, 3 GWG) 

D - Sami Vatanen, Norfolk Admirals (59gp, 8+36=44pts., +1, 4 PPG, 2 GWG) 

LW - Jonathan Audy-Marchessault, Springfield Falcons (68gp, 20+43=63pts., +19, 9 PPG) 

C - Tyler Johnson, Syracuse Crunch (59gp, 32+25=58pts., +25, 11 PPG) 

RW - Gustav Nyquist, Grand Rapids Griffins (58gp, 23+37=60pts., +10, 9 PPG) 

 2012-13 AHL Second All-Star Team 

G - Curtis McElhinney, Springfield Falcons (46gp, 28-14-3, 2.25gaa, .924sv%, 9so) 

D - Mark Barberio, Syracuse Crunch (70gp, 8+32=40pts., +7, 23 PP pts.) 

D - Adam Clendening, Rockford IceHogs (69gp, 7+36=43pts., +14, 22 PP pts.) 

LW - Matt Fraser, Texas Stars (62gp, 33+13=46pts., +13, 17 PPG) 

C - Jeff Taffe, Hershey Bears (67gp, 18+46=64pts., 23 PP pts.) 

RW - Brett Connolly, Syracuse Crunch (67gp, 27+30=57pts., +15, 8 PPG, 7 GWG) 

Each All-Star Team member will receive a custom-designed crystal award in recognition of his selection to the 2012-13 AHL First and Second All-Star Teams. 

2012-13 AHL First All-Star Team 

svedberg Niklas Svedberg, Goaltender (Providence Bruins):

 In his first season of pro hockey in North America, Niklas Svedberg has backstopped the Providence Bruins to an Atlantic Division championship with six games still remaining in the regular season. He has earned the third-most victories ever by an AHL rookie goaltender (34-8-0) and he ranks sixth in the league in goals-against average (2.18) and fifth in save percentage (.924) in 45 appearances. Svedberg, 23, was the CCM/AHL Rookie of the Month for March, and is the first rookie netminder named to the AHL’s First All-Star Team since Jim Carey in 1994-95. 

schultz Justin Schultz, Defense (Oklahoma City Barons):

 Over the first half of his rookie season out of the University of Wisconsin, Justin Schultz established a record-setting pace by tallying 18 goals and 48 points for Oklahoma City in just 34 AHL games, earning honors as the CCM/AHL Player of the Month for October and Rookie of the Month for November. More than three months after he played his last game for the Barons on Jan. 5, the 22-year-old Schultz still leads all AHL defensemen in goals and points and is tied for third among all AHL rookies in scoring. The former second-round draft pick (2008) was recalled by Edmonton in January and has tallied 20 points in 40 games for the Oilers this season. 

vatanen Sami Vatanen, Defense (Norfolk Admirals):

 A two-time defenseman of the year and a 2012 league champion in his native Finland, Sami Vatanen is tied for the AHL lead among defensemen with 36 assists and ranks second among all AHL blueliners with 44 points while skating in 59 games for Norfolk this season. Drafted by Anaheim in 2009, the 21-year-old Vatanen made his NHL debut with the Ducks on Feb. 1, and later had a seven-game scoring streak for the Admirals from Feb. 23 to Mar. 9. 

jam Jonathan Audy-Marchessault, Left Wing (Springfield Falcons): 

 The third-leading scorer among AHL rookies last season, Jonathan Audy-Marchessault signed with Columbus in the offseason and has matched his success in 2012-13, notching 63 points in 68 games and helping Springfield to its first playoff berth in a decade. The 22-year-old Quebec City native was named the CCM/AHL Player of the Month of January after posting 17 points in 12 games, appearing in his second consecutive AHL All-Star Classic and making his NHL debut with the Blue Jackets. 

johnson Tyler Johnson, Center (Syracuse Crunch): 

 After finishing second among AHL rookies in scoring in 2011-12, Tyler Johnson has recorded 58 points in 59 games this season, ranking second overall in the AHL in goals (32) and third in plus/minus rating (+25). A 22-year-old native of Spokane, Wash., Johnson has registered 17 multiple-point games this year, including his first career hat trick in a win at Albany on Feb. 18. Johnson has notched three goals and three assists in 13 games with Tampa Bay this season after making his NHL debut on Mar. 14. 

nyquist Gustav Nyquist, Right Wing (Grand Rapids Griffins): 

 Also an AHL All-Rookie selection a year ago, Gustav Nyquist has notched 23 goals and 37 assists for 60 points in 58 games with Grand Rapids this season, surpassing his totals from a year ago (22-36-58). The 23-year-old from Halmstad, Sweden, has also contributed five points in 13 NHL games with Detroit, who selected him in the fourth round of the 2008 draft. Nyquist had an eight-game scoring streak from Dec. 28 to Jan. 11, and later appeared in his second consecutive AHL All-Star Classic. 

2012-13 AHL Second All-Star Team 

mcelhinney Curtis McElhinney, Goaltender (Springfield Falcons): 

 Backstopping Springfield to its first playoff appearance since 2003 and its first division title since 1998, Curtis McElhinney has posted a record of 28-14-3 with a 2.25 GAA, a .924 save percentage and nine shutouts – the most ever by a goaltender in 70 years of AHL hockey in Springfield. He was named the CCM/AHL Goaltender of the Month for October, and later represented the Falcons at the 2013 Dunkin’ Donuts AHL All-Star Classic. A 29-year-old native of London, Ont., McElhinney was also selected a Second Team All-Star in 2006-07. 

barberio Mark Barberio, Defense (Syracuse Crunch): 

 Last year’s winner of the Eddie Shore Award as the AHL’s outstanding defenseman, Mark Barberio has notched eight goals, 32 assists and a plus-7 rating in 70 games for Syracuse this season, his third as a professional. The 23-year-old Montreal native has amassed 23 of his points on the power play, third-most among AHL defensemen, and leads all AHL rearguards in shots on goal (206). A 2008 draft pick by Tampa Bay, Barberio made his NHL debut with the Lightning on Apr. 9. 

clendening Adam Clendening, Defense (Rockford IceHogs): 

 Rockford’s Adam Clendening makes it three AHL rookies occupying the four defense spots on this year’s All-Star Teams, as the 20-year-old from Wheatfield, N.Y., checks in with seven goals, 36 assists and a plus-14 rating in 69 games for the IceHogs. A second-round choice by the Chicago Blackhawks in the 2011 NHL Entry Draft, Clendening had a seven-game scoring streak from Feb. 24 to Mar. 15 and was selected to play in the 2013 Dunkin’ Donuts AHL All-Star Classic. 

fraser Matt Fraser, Left Wing (Texas Stars): 

 Second Team All-Star Matt Fraser has been the AHL’s most prolific goal-scorer since the start of the 2011-12 season. The 22-year-old native of Red Deer, Alta., finished second in the AHL with 37 goals as a rookie last year, and is currently atop the leaderboard with 33 goals in 62 games for Texas. He has improved his plus/minus rating from minus-13 last season to plus-13 this year, and he has notched his first NHL goal and assist while appearing in seven games for Dallas. 

taffe Jeff Taffe, Center (Hershey Bears): 

 In his 11th AHL season, Jeff Taffe has earned his first career postseason All-Star Team berth. The native of Hastings, Minn., currently leads the league in scoring with 64 points (18 goals, 46 assists) in 67 games for Hershey, including three four-point performances. A former first-round draft pick (by St. Louis in 2000), Taffe has played 600 games in the AHL, totaling 203 goals and 290 assists for 493 points, while adding 46 points in 180 contests with six NHL clubs. 

connolly Brett Connolly, Right Wing (Syracuse Crunch): 

 After spending the entire 2011-12 campaign in the NHL as a 19-year-old rookie with Tampa Bay, Brett Connolly has flourished with the Lightning’s top development team in Syracuse this season, tallying 27 goals, 30 assists and a plus-15 rating in 67 games with the Crunch. The sixth overall pick in the 2010 NHL Entry Draft, Connolly, who is one off the AHL lead with his seven game-winning markers, was the CCM/AHL Player of the Month for February after posting 15 points in 13 contests, including a nine-game scoring streak.
BULLDOGS WRAP UP 2012-2013 SEASON

HAMILTON BULLDOGS WEEKLY RELEASE

All statistics through games of Sunday, April 21st

BULLDOGS AT A GLANCE

Record: 29-41-1-5, 64 points … Home: 18-17-1-2, 39 points, Road: 11-24-0-3, 25 points … Standings: 5th North Division … 15th Western Conference … Last 10 games: 3-7-0-0 … Longest winning streak: 4 (Feb. 9-16) … Longest losing streak: 5 (Dec. 16-26, Jan. 11-21) … Leading scorers: C Gabriel Dumont (55 GP 116-15-31) … D Nathan Beaulieu (67 GP 7-24-31) … C Michael Bournival (69 GP 10-19-29) … RW Patrick Holland (69 GP 10-18-28) Goaltenders: Jacob Gervais-Chouinard (3 GP 0-2-0, 3.24 GAA, .905 Save % 0 SO) … Robert Mayer (38 GP 16-17-3, 2.93 GAA, .908 Save %, 0 SO), Dustin Tokarski (48 GP 24-16-4, 2.38 GAA, .909 Save %, 6 SO) … Power play - Home: 21-for-148, 14.2 percent, 24th AHL … Road: 11-for-150, 7.3 percent 30th AHL … Overall: 32-for-298, 10.7 percent, 30th AHL … Penalty killing – Home: 18-for-159, 88.7 percent, 4th AHL … Road: 41-for-184, 77.7 percent, 29th AHL … Overall: 59-for-343, 82.8 percent, 17th AHL … Goals for per game: 2.09, 30th AHL … Goals against per game: 3.00, 24th AHL

TRANSACTIONS

April 15 – D Antoine Corbin recalled from San Francisco Bulls (ECHL)

April 18 – D Nathan Beaulieu returned from Montreal Canadiens (NHL)

LAST WEEK’S RESULTS

April 19: at Hamilton – Bulldogs 4, IceCaps 1

Philippe Lefebvre scored two goals and Nathan Beaulieu added three assists as the Bulldogs broke a four-game losing skid with a 4-1 win. Lefebvre opened the scoring with his third goal of the season at 5:27 of the second period and Louis Leblanc followed with a shorthanded goal at 7:43 and defenceman Greg Pateryn made it 3-0 with his seventh goal of the season on the power play at 16:07. Josh Lunden got the visitors on the board at 7:24 of the third period before Lefebvre scored into an empty net at 17:34. The Bulldogs, who went 1-for-4 on the power play, got 30 saves from Robert Mayer before a crowd of 5,523 on Boots and Hearts Night. Juho Olkinuora made 30 saves for the IceCaps, who were 0-for-7 on the power play.

April 20: at Rochester – Americans 5, Bulldogs 1

The Americans got goals from five different players en route to a 5-1 win. Luke Adam struck on the power play at 18:41 of the first period and Dan Catenacci’s first career AHL goal made it 2-0 at 3:31 of the second period. Olivier Archambault got the deficit to one with his first AHL goal, an unassisted effort at 10:13. Phil Varone restored the Americans’ two-goal lead on the power play at 12:57 before Maxime Legault and Evan Rankin added third-period goals. Dustin Tokarski faced 27 shots for the Bulldogs who went 0-for-5 on the power play. The Americans, who got 29 saves from David Leggio, were 2-for-6 with the man advantage.

April 21: at Hamilton – Americans 4, Bulldogs 1

The Americans posted a 4-1 win over the Bulldogs in the back end of a home-and-home set before a regular-season finale crowd of 6,546. Maxime Legault opened the scoring at 6:52 of the first period and Frederic St-Denis tied the game on the power play with his seventh goal of the season at 4:39 of the second period. Matt Ellis, Phil Varone and Frederick Roy also scored for the Americans who got 30 saves from Matt Hackett while going 0-for-2 on the power play. Jacob Gervais-Chouinard faced 36 shots for the Bulldogs who were 1-for-4 with the man advantage.

TEAM NOTES The Bulldogs finished 17th in the league in attendance, playing before a total of 203,012 fans through 38 home dates for an average of 5,342 fans per game. The average per game is the third highest n club history, trailing 2004-05 (5,794) and 2001-02 (5,489). The Bulldogs’ largest crowd this season was 18,582 for a 4-1 loss to the Syracuse Crunch at the Bell Centre in Montreal on Nov. 9. The Bulldogs’ largest Copps Coliseum crowd was 8,819 for games against the Toronto Marlies on Oct. 19 and Jan. 19 … The Bulldogs’ 159 goals were the fewest in club history … The Bulldogs scored a season-high six goals on four occasions … Only four teams enjoyed fewer power plays than the Bulldogs, who held the man advantage on 298 occasions. The Adirondack Phantoms led the AHL with 387 power plays … The Bulldogs’ 11 road wins were the fewest in club history. They had won 12 games off the bus on three previous occasions … The Bulldogs were ninth in the AHL in penalty minutes, averaging 19.04 per game. Their 1,447 penalty minutes were the most the club has recorded since 2006-07 … The Bulldogs scored seven shorthanded goals this season with Michael Bournival and Gabriel Dumont each scoring two. The Bulldogs allowed six shorthanded goals … The Bulldogs were 14-21-1-4 against North Division opponents and 22-32-1-5 against Western Conference foes … The Bulldogs were 15-9-1-5 in one-goal games … The Bulldogs failed to win a game in overtime for the first time in club history. The lost the only game they played settled in the extra period. They played eight games settled in shootouts, winning three … The Bulldogs were 17-5-0-1 when scoring first. They opened the scoring in 23 games, fewest in the league … The Bulldogs allowed an average of 31.36 shots per game, 23rd in the AHL, while taking an average of 27.66 shots per game, 28th in the league … The Bulldogs were 13-12-1-1 in games in which they outshoot the opposition … The Bulldogs finished third in the league at killing penalties at home, allowing 18 goals in 159 shorthanded situations for a kill rate of 88.7 percent.

PLAYER NEWS

LW Olivier Archambault earned his first career AHL point with an assist against St. John’s and he scored his first professional goal the next night at Rochester … D Nathan Beaulieu and C Gabriel Dumont led the Bulldogs in scoring with 31 points, the lowest point total for any leading scorer in club history. Beaulieu became the first blueliner in club history to finish atop the team scoring race. Dumont, who only played 55 games, led the team with 16 goals while Beaulieu’s 24 assists were the most on the team. Dumont’s five-point effort against the visiting IceCaps on Dec. 28 was a team high … RW Sebastian Collberg made his AHL against St. John’s. he recorded four shots in the loss to visiting Rochester on Sunday … C Louis Leblanc led the team with 161 shots on goal … G Robert Mayer played 38 games, one fewer than last season, but played 87 more minutes than in 2011-12 and recorded a career-high 16 wins … RW Zack Stortini finished fourth in the AHL with 241 penalty minutes, the highest total of his professional career … C Joey Tenute produced the team’s longest scoring streak, earning a point in seven consecutive games between Feb. 26 and March 10. He also compiled a team-high three-game goals streak during that run … G Dustin Tokarski played 15 games for the Bulldogs, compiling a record of 6-8-0 with three shutouts, a goals-against average of 2.22 with a .927 save percentage.

EIGHT BULLDOGS RECALLED TO THE CANADIENS

The Montreal Canadiens announced Monday that they are recalling eight players from the Bulldogs: Michael Bournival, Louis Leblanc and Petteri Nokelainen, defencemen Nathan Beaulieu, Greg Pateryn and Jarred Tinordi and goaltenders Robert Mayer and Dustin Tokarski.

The octet will practice at Hamilton this week under the direction of the Bulldogs coaching staff and report to Montreal on April 28.

SIX BULLDOGS SEE ACTION WITH CANADIENS

Through Monday six players who began the season on the Bulldogs roster had seen action with the Montreal Canadiens.

That group comprises defenceman Nathan Beaulieu, right winger Mike Blunden, centre Gabriel Dumont, right winger Brendan Gallagher and defencemen Greg Pateryn and Jarred Tinordi. The sextet has combined for 14 goals and 17 assists for 31 points in 71 games.

Two other players who began the season with the Bulldogs have also played games for other NHL clubs. Goaltender Cedrick Desjardins has played three games for the Tampa Bay Lightning, which acquired him in a trade for netminder Dustin Tokarski on Feb. 14, and right winger Aaron Palushaj who has contributed nine points, including two goals, in 24 games for the Colorado Avalanche since being claimed on waivers on Feb. 5.

BULLDOGS END OF SEASON AWARDS

The Hamilton Spectator Most Valuable Player Award (As voted by Hamilton Bulldogs players)

D Nathan Beaulieu

The Hamilton Bulldogs Leading Scorer Award (Awarded to the Bulldogs’ leading scorer during the regular season)

D Nathan Beaulieu & C Gabriel Dumont

The Tim Hortons Top Defenceman Award (As voted on by local media)

Nathan Beaulieu & Jarred Tinordi

The Swiss Chalet Top Rookie Award (As voted on by the Hamilton Bulldogs radio broadcast team)

D Nathan Beaulieu

The Hamilton Entertainment and Convention Facilities Inc. (H.E.C.F.I.) Community Leadership Award (As voted on by the staff of the Hamilton Bulldogs Hockey Club) LW Kyle Hagel

The Bill Sturrup Trophy Presented by the Growl (formerly the Hamilton Bulldogs Fans’ Choice Award) (As voted on by The Growl – the Hamilton Bulldogs’ Booster Club) C Gabriel Dumont

The Molson Cup (As voted on by the media at each game throughout the season - three stars of the game) G Robert Mayer

The Dan Lawrie Insurance Premium Player of the Year Award (Hardest Working Bulldogs Player)

(formerly the Flamboro Downs Workhorse of the Year Award) (As voted on by the local media at each home game and by the Hamilton Bulldogs radio broadcast team after each road game) RW Mike Blunden, C Louis Leblanc & RW Aaron Palushaj

BULLDOGS 2013-2014 SEASON TICKETS NOW ON SALE

2013-2014 Hamilton Bulldogs season tickets are on sale now! For as little as $10 per game, you can enjoy the many benefits of being a ‘Dogs season ticket holder including reserved seating for all home games at Copps Coliseum, the option to redeem unused tickets for any regular season game, discounts on team merchandise and access to exclusive season ticket holder-only events with the team. As a special bonus, if you become a new season ticket holder by March 30th you’ll get tickets to all four of the team’s home games in April for free! For more information on how you can join our team by becoming a ‘Dogs season ticket holder call 905-529-8500, 1-866-DOGS-TIX or e-mail ticketing@hamiltonbulldogs.com.

BULLDOGS 2013-2014 SEASON TICKET RENEWALS

Season ticket renewals have begun for the 2013-2014 season. To thank fans for supporting the Bulldogs during their first 17 seasons in Hamilton, fans renewing their season tickets by April 30th will be rewarded with two great gifts – a limited edition Hamilton Bulldogs commemorative stick signed by the whole team and a framed and matted team photo autographed by all of the ‘Dogs’ coaches and players. For more information, contact your account executive. Call 905-529-8500, 1-866-DOGS-TIX or e-mail ticketing@hamiltonbulldogs.com.

2013 BULLDOGS SUMMER HOCKEY CAMP

The Bulldogs will be running a summer hockey camp at the Mohawk 4 Ice Centre in Hamilton from July 29 to August 2. The full-day camp is for kids between the ages of 7-13 and will feature guest appearances by current members of the Bulldogs’ coaching staff and current and former Bulldogs players.

For more information contact Brianne Whitty at 905-777-2368 or via email at brianne.whitty@hamiltonbulldogs.com

BULLDOGS MERCHANDISE

Fans can purchase Bulldogs merchandise during all home games at the “Dawg House” store located behind section 114 on the concourse level at Copps Coliseum. In the store, fans can find hats, t-shirts, jackets, replica jerseys, foam fingers, foam ‘Bone Heads’, and other select novelty items for sale. 2012 AHL Outdoor Classic gear will also be available for a limited time.

STAY CONNECTED WITH THE BULLDOGS

Fans can follow the Bulldogs online and watch game highlights, behind-the-scenes video and get breaking news and feature stories at HamiltonBulldogs.com. Fans can get the latest Bulldogs news and information on Twitter at www.twitter.com/bulldogsAHL and follow play-by-play broadcaster Derek Wills at www.twitter.com/dogsplaybyplay.

Fans can “Like” the Bulldogs’ official Facebook page at www.facebook.com/hamiltonbulldogs and see game highlights and other video features at the Bulldogs’ official YouTube channel, www.youtube.com/bulldogstube.

Fans can become ‘Dogs Insiders by texting “Dogs” to 360-360 for text message alerts and offers. The Bullodgs also run contests every home game, both on social media and at Copps Coliseum, where fans can text a keyword and be eligible to win tickets to an upcoming Bulldogs game!

Do you have a favourite song you’d like to hear at a ‘Dogs game? Tweet your request during the third period to www.twitter.com/bulldogsAHL using the hashtag #DogsTrax.

Fans can also converse with Bulldogs staff via Twitter during the game. The ‘Dogs will also be looking to connect with their fans with contests, challenges or questions!

TICKET INFORMATION

2013-2014 Hamilton Bulldogs season tickets are on sale now. For as little as $10 per game, you can enjoy the many benefits of being a ‘Dogs season ticket holder including reserved seating for all home games at Copps Coliseum, the option to redeem unused tickets for any regular season game, discounts on team merchandise and access to exclusive season ticket holder-only events with the team. Convenient payment plans are available.

For more information on how to join our team by becoming a Hamilton Bulldogs season ticket holder, or for more information on Pioneer Flex Pack tickets or group tickets, call 905-529-8500 or 1-866-DOGS-TIX, e-mail ticketing@hamiltonbulldogs.com or visit www.hamiltonbulldogs.com. ‘Dogs single-game tickets are available at the Copps Coliseum Box Office, any Ticketmaster Outlet, online at www.ticketmaster.ca, or by calling 905-529-8500 or 1-866-DOGS-TIX.

MOLSON CUP – THREE STAR LEADERS:

(1st Star - 5pts, 2nd Star - 3pts, 3rd Star - 1pt)

Player :

Points :

1. Robert Mayer

28

2. Dustin Tokarski

24

3. Brendan Gallagher

21

T4. Nathan Beaulieu

20

T4. Gabriel Dumont

20

T6. Mike Blunden

16

T6. Cedrick Desjardins

16

8. Joey Tenute

14

9. Stefan Chaput

13

10. Patrick Holland

11

T11. Blake Geoffrion

10

T11. Michael Bournival

10

T13. Alex Belzile

9

T14. Louis Leblanc

8

T14. Steve Quailer

8

16. Greg Pateryn

6

T17. Alexander Avtsin

5

T17. Aaron Palushaj

5

T19. Jacob Gervais-Chouinard

3

T19. Tyler Murovich

3

T19. Brady Vail

3

22. Steve Quailer

2

T23. Jason DeSantis

1

T23. Morgan Ellis

1

T23. Charles Hudon

1

T23. Phillippe Lefebvre

1

T23. Joonas Nattinen

1

T23. Frederic St-Denis

1

THE DAN LAWRIE INSURANCE PREMIUM PLAYER OF THE GAME: (10 pts. – Hardest working Hamilton Bulldogs player)

Player:

Points:

T1. Aaron Palushaj

60

T1. Mike Blunden

60

T1. Louis Leblanc

60

T4. Nathan Beaulieu

50

T4. Brendan Gallagher

50

T4. Patrick Holland

50

T7. Alex Belzile

40

T7. Cedrick Desjardins

40

T7. Gabriel Dumont

40

T7. Joey Tenute

40

11. Zack Stortini

30

T12. Olivier Archambault

20

T12. Michael Bournival

20

T12. Kyle Hagel

20

T12. Daultan Leveille

20

T12. Robert Mayer

20

T12. Joonas Nattinen

20

T12. Steve Quailer

20

T19. Darryl Boyce

10

T19. Sebastian Collberg

10

T19. Jason DeSantis

10

T19. Tyler Murovich

10

T19. Greg Pateryn

10

T19. Frederic St-Denis

10

T19. Joe Stejskal

10

T19. Jarred Tinordi

10

T19. Dustin Tokarski

10
Realignment

Western Conference

Pacific Divison: Anaheim, Calgary, Edmonton, Los Angeles, Arizona, San Jose, Vancouver

Central Division: Chicago, Colorado, Dallas, Minnesota, Nashville, St. Louis, Winnipeg

Eastern Conference

Metropolitan Division: Carolina, Columbus, New Jersey, NY Islanders, NY Rangers, Philadelphia, Pittsburgh, Washington

Atlantic Division: Boston, Buffalo, Detroit, Florida, Montreal, Ottawa, Tampa Bay, Toronto

The Phoenix Coyotes' four-year ownership saga is over. 

The papers are signed. The NHL has approved the deal. The team's fans, players and front office can finally relax. 

"Today is about turning our collective focus to the strong future of the Coyotes here in Arizona and clearly stop talking about ownership questions,'' Anthony LeBlanc, the Coyotes' new CEO and alternate governor, said Tuesday at Jobing.com Arena. 

"It's time to stop talking about arena leases, it's time to stop talking about financing options and where the team will play next year, and to focus on what is important to all of us, and that is what happens on the ice.'' 

The Coyotes completed an arduous process to find an owner on Monday, when LeBlanc, George Gosbee and the rest of IceArizona completed their purchase of the franchise from the NHL. 

The league's Board of Governors then approved the sale to the Canadian investors, triggering a 15-year, $225 million lease agreement for Jobing.com Arena between the City of Glendale and Renaissance and Sports Entertainment, IceArizona's managing partner. 

The official announcement came on Tuesday, with NHL Commissioner Gary Bettman joining Gosbee, LeBlanc, members of the Glendale city council - the four who voted in favor of the lease agreement - and employees from across the Coyotes' organization, including general manager Don Maloney and defenseman Derek Morris. 

"This is a day that we believed since the beginning of all these proceedings four years ago should take place because it would be the right thing for the great fans that we have here in the Valley of the Sun,'' Bettman said. "It's important and has been important to the City of Glendale. And it was important to the National Hockey League, because we always believed in this market.'' 

Now it's up to IceArizona to make it work in a market that tends to be winner-driven. 

A big step is keeping the Coyotes competitive. 

Even when Phoenix reached the playoffs the first two years without an owner, support fluctuated, from half-capacity crowds at Jobing.com Arena at times during the regular season to raucous support once the postseason started. 

The Coyotes showed what the Phoenix market could be like two years ago, when they used a blue-collar mentality to make a late-season push toward their first division title in 33 years as an NHL franchise. The desert dogs brought fans along with them on the bandwagon as they kept winning, becoming the darlings of the Valley as they marched toward the Western Conference finals for the first time. 

The NHL lockout, which stretched into January, dampened some of the Coyotes' momentum last season and an inconsistent performance, one that left them four points short of the West's final playoff spot, didn't help. 

Even before its deal was complete, RSE started taking steps toward making the Coyotes better. 

Maloney, assistant general manager Brad Treliving and coach Dave Tippett, along with his staff, all signed long-term deals to stay. Goalie Mike Smith, who had been hesitant to sign with ownership up in the air, signed a five-year deal before Glendale's city council had approved the lease agreement. 

Once the lease was done, IceArizona loosened the purse strings a bit for Maloney and the front office, allowing them to make a big free-agent splash by signing top-line forward Mike Ribeiro. 

And, as the franchise moves forward, the new ownership group has vowed to give the Coyotes more financial flexibility. Phoenix still won't be one of the top-spending teams in the NHL, but it'll certainly have more resources available than it did before. 

"We're definitely planning to increase the player payroll and we're going to increase it year over year, but the reality is we're not a club that plans to spend to the ceiling,'' LeBlanc said. "With Don Maloney's stewardship of the franchise, we expect to continue making this a very exciting, very competitive hockey team.'' 

The new ownership group also will try to expand the fan base. 

The team's name will be changed to the Arizona Coyotes sometime after next season and IceArizona will work to expand the franchise's marketing efforts, something that had been limited while it was being run by the NHL. 

"For the first time in years with this franchise, there's no question it will be tied to Arizona; we have good, strong local ownership,'' LeBlanc said. "Quite frankly, it will be boots to the ground marketing of getting this product out.'' 

It should be easier now that the biggest step - securing an owner - is out of the way. 

Copyright 2013 Associated Press. All rights reserved. This material may not be published, broadcast, rewritten, or redistributed.

Read More: http://sportsillustrated.cnn.com/nhl/news/20130807/phoenix-coyotes-icearizona.ap/#ixzz2cdu7UwwL
Flames' Cammalleri to play centre 
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 By Scott Fisher
,Calgary Sun 

First posted:  Friday, February 22, 2013 06:41 PM MST  | Updated:  Friday, February 22, 2013 06:48 PM MST  

Michael Cammalleri is moving back to the middle.

The natural left winger skated between Curtis Glencross and Lee Stempniak during Friday’s workout.

Afterwards, Cammalleri said he was willing to line up wherever head coach Bob Hartley pointed.

“Whatever we need,” Cammalleri said. “For me, it’s a matter of whatever coach thinks is the best way to get some wins.

“If he wants me to play D, I’ll play D.”

That likely won’t be necessary.

But a move to centre is a departure from what the Flames had planned during the off-season, which was to keep Cammalleri on the wing.

“It’s been awhile,” he said of playing centre. “I played there a bit last year.

“It definitely doesn’t feel as natural as the wing does, but I’ll work at it.”

Cammalleri’s no slouch in the faceoff cirle. He’s won 49% of his draws, which is a decent number on this team.

But he’ll likely find himself in different areas offensively.

Going to the dirty areas is something Hartley is demanding from all of his players.

“When your record is what our is, we’ve definitely been too easy to play against,” Cammalleri said.

“But it’s probably more than just a toughness thing. There’s a lot of different ways that we need to be harder to play against.

“There’s a myriad of things that you could consider toughness on the ice.

“We have to be a group that sticks up for one another and has an aggressive tone to our game.”

The Flames certainly need to be better on home ice.

And with back-to-back games against the Minnesota Wild (Saturday, 8 p.m., CBC) and Phoenix Coyotes, Cammalleri said there’s a sense of urgency.

“We have to win games,” he said.

“It’s no secret where we’re standing.

“It’s a big weekend for us. We need to come out with four (points).”

scott.fisher@sunmedia.ca

twitter.com/SUNScottFisher
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Looking back on Coyotes prospect camp

Leftover notes and quotes from Coyotes prospect development camp…

-Standouts: Defensemen Connor Murphy and Brandon Gormley along with newly-drafted center Laurent Dauphin.

3“Connor Murphy was very good,” Assistant General Manager Brad Treliving said. “To see him healthy again, I thought he moved well. I thought Brandon Gormley was impressive and a mature kid, and I really like Dauphin. He’s real smart. You can see there’s a high hockey intelligence there. Good skill set, so there was a lot of good things but those stood out.”

-Growing up, Dauphin idolized Boston Bruins center Patrice Bergeron. That’s the style he wants to emulate because Bergeron plays a two-way game and “competes when the pressure’s on.”

-During the off-season, Dauphin says he’s at the gym five days a week to improve his physical strength. “That’s the only thing I’m missing from my game,” he said.

Coyotes prospect development camp 0708130254sm-Goalie Brendan Burke was one of four Portland Winterhawks (Western Hockey League) to get drafted this summer. Defenseman Seth Jones, who was taken fourth overall by the Nashville Predators, headlined that group. SBNation recently did a great profile on Jones and his potential to be the game’s first African-American star.

“Any time you’re with great players, practicing with them every day, it can only raise your game,” Burke said. “… Having guys like that, watching them, learning from them even though we’re not playing the same position, it’s how you carry yourself, be a professional and if you surround yourself with good players, I think it rubs off.”

-Burke and his dad, Coyotes goalie coach Sean Burke, on their relationship:

“Sometimes he’s dad and sometimes he’s coach and sometimes he’s just Sean,” Brendan said. “You gotta switch modes every once in a while. When you’re at home, he’s my dad. We hang out and when we’re at the rink, it’s serious and it’s business. He’s still my coach, and I’ve got to give him a lot of respect.”

“My job now is like it is with every one of our goalie prospects — to work with them and try to help them become as good as they can get,” Sean said.

Coyotes prospect development camp 0708130254sm-Sean’s scouting report on Brendan:

“His biggest asset right now is his head for the game, his ability to read the play. He’s got good instincts. He’s obviously been behind in a few areas because of the fact he didn’t grow up playing hockey in Canada since he was 7 years old in super competitive leagues. He’s had to really work in the last couple years of understanding the commitment and competitiveness of hockey day in and day out. What I like is he’s got good instincts for the game, but he’s raw and he’s got a lot of work ahead of him. But it seems like that’s what he wants to do. He wants to work, so you put those things together — good work ethic and some raw ability — and you just never know.”

-Scottsdale native Zac Larraza: “I feel like I’ve done a lot better, gotten more offensive in the past couple years. I’ve put on about 10-15 pounds the last year and a half, two years, so I feel a lot stronger in the corners and in front of the net.”

Coyotes prospect development camp 0708130254sm-This wasn’t center Max Domi’s first visit to Arizona.

“I actually came down with my dad (Tie, a former NHLer) after he finished I think it was his first or second contract with Toronto,” Max said. “He wasn’t sure if he was going to get bought out or something like that, so we came down here and spent I think two-and-a-half weeks down here … and loved the heat. Obviously, it’s a little different than Canada.”

-The Coyotes have drafted sons of former players with their first pick in each of the last three drafts: Domi, Henrik Samuelsson and Murphy.

“I’ve got a lot of those former players in my ear about their sons,” coach Dave Tippett said. “I just think it happens that way. The one thing about a former player‘s son is they know the lifestyle. They know what to expect in an NHL situation. I don’t know Tie Domi as well or Max, but I know Ulfie Samuelsson very well and when Henrik was a kid, I had a lot of Christmas dinners with that family. They go through a lot. They learn a lot from their dad and just being around the NHL situation, they know what to expect. So in some sense, I think it’s an advantage for them.”

Coyotes prospect development camp 0708130254sm-Samuelsson on his season with Edmonton in the WHL. He scored 33 goals and had 80 points for the Oil Kings.

“I feel like my game has gotten better and better throughout this year,” Samuelsson said. “I’ve put up better numbers this year and just trying to become a more well-rounded player, which I think I did throughout this year.” 
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Coyotes happy with center position despite losing Gordon

Perhaps somewhat overshadowed by the Coyotes’ acquisition of center Mike Ribeiro was the departure of another center, Boyd Gordon.

As their roster stands now, the Coyotes depth chart up the middle reads Ribeiro, Martin Hanzal, Antoine Vermette and Kyle Chipchura, who signed a three-year contract July 5. And General Manager Don Maloney is just fine with that look.

“I like our center now,” he said. “Obviously we lose a Boyd Gordon, but we signed Kyle Chipchura. He’ll fill a role. We’re still looking. I feel we could still use a scoring winger. I think that’s more our focus right now, but I like where we’re at. We still have all our options in regards to our current players, and I like the look of our draft picks. So we have different things we can do moving forward. It may be training camp before you see the next move.”

Chipchura has rotated between the wing and center during his time with the Coyotes and while he isn’t as proficient at faceoffs or shot blocking as Gordon, he could be a strong fourth-line center.

It’s more likely the Coyotes overcome Gordon’s loss by committee, especially on the penalty kill where Gordon’s value was at its peak. He’ll have the same responsibilities for the Oilers for the foreseeable future after signing a three-year, $9 million deal.

0424131038sm Coyotes

“It’s a good fit,” Gordon said. “I think I can bring something different to the table.  I think I’m a player that they need, and obviously they have tons of skill and speed and youth up front. Hopefully just bring that little bit different dimension, just be reliable and sturdy up the middle. So hopefully I can fit in the same role I did in Phoenix.”

The Coyotes were seriously interested in bringing Gordon back, and that was clear months ago when they decided not to move him at the trade deadline even though his skill set was in demand. Negotiations were ongoing in the week leading up to July 5, the first day of free agency, but once Gordon got a feel for the market, an offer like the one he received from the Oilers was too good to pass up.

“It’s a new challenge for me, exciting,” he said. “It is mixed emotions, obviously. I really enjoyed Phoenix and everything about it. The relationships I made and a great group of guys, the coaching staff and the training staff and everything — you get pretty close, especially when you had that one real long run in the playoffs. So for me, it was probably the hardest decision I’ve ever had to make leaving there. It’s one of those things it was an opportunity for me, and it was a chance I had to take.”

Before coming to Phoenix, Gordon spent parts of seven seasons in Washington with the Capitals but it’s safe to say his career jettisoned to a new level with the Coyotes.

“Honestly, it was two of the best years I’ve had as a professional and playing hockey, definitely,” Gordon said. “I got very close with a lot of guys and the team. It’s an awesome place to play. It’s hard for me to leave. I think I was a great fit there with (coach Dave Tippett) and the way they play and everything. For me, I’ll always look back on it, especially my first season there. That was probably one of my favorite pro hockey memories. It’s going to be tough leaving, a hard decision, but sometimes opportunities arise and you have to take them.”
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Time in AHL beneficial to Coyotes prospect Lessio

Unless he wows the Coyotes coaching staff at training camp in September, Coyotes prospect Lucas Lessio will start the season in the American Hockey League with the team’s affiliate in Portland.

And based on the left winger’s brief stint with the Pirates last season, the experience could actually help him jettison to the NHL sooner rather than later.

Coyotes prospect development camp 0708130254sm

“It was good to finish there and get my feet wet, especially in the playoffs,” the 20-year-old said. “Unfortunately, we got beat by a really good team in Syracuse, but that was some pretty top-end competition. It definitely taught me how tough that league is and how hard you have to battle night-in and night-out. So, for sure, I got my feet wet, so next season I can get out of the gate real quick, and, for sure, I’m looking forward to it.”

Lessio had a goal and an assist in five regular-season games with Portland last season before adding a pair of assists in three playoff games. He played only 35 games in junior that season after missing approximately three months with a hand injury. Lessio had surgery last October to fix tendon damage in his left hand after he was cut by a skate blade.

When he returned, Lessio scored 19 goals and finished with 34 points for the Oshawa Generals in the Ontario Hockey League. He also had a goal and two assists in nine playoff games.

“I probably came back earlier than I should have, but it’s good,” he said. “It was a good character-builder. It taught me how to fight through things, and it was good.”

Lessio, who was taken in the second round, 56th overall, by the Coyotes in 2011, was among those who impressed the Coyotes coaching staff and managers during last week’s prospect development camp. It was his third appearance at the camp, and it was clear his play has matured since his draft year.

“You’re always being evaluated,” said Lessio, who is 6-foot-1 and 206 pounds. “Every chance you get to make a good impression you want to make the most of it. So, for me, just definitely making an impression with whatever I do every time I’m on the ice. And off the ice, just being kind, being nice to everybody, being an all-around good person.”

The Coyotes consider Lessio among their prospects on the verge of making a push for an NHL roster spot. They won’t rush his development, and there are more than a few forwards ahead of him on the depth chart, but they like the way his game is trending. More time in the AHL would likely only enhance that.

“In junior, you have guys that take nights off and what not but at the pro level, it’s a job,” he said. “Some people are 35, 36 years old battling to put food on the table for their families. It’s a business up there, and it’s a real man’s game up there. So it definitely taught me how hard people battle — even on your own team seeing how some of the older guys work just to stay up there and make an impact.”

Posted on August 9, 2013 10:02 am  by  Sarah McLellan's Coyotes blog


Doan worked to keep ownership distraction away from teammates

0424131038sm Coyotes

The chain of communication during the Coyotes’ four-year search for ownership primarily existed between NHL brass and potential suitors, but it also trickled down to someone far removed from the negotiations.

Captain Shane Doan.

Commissioner Gary Bettman’s call list frequently featured Doan’s number as Bettman continually kept Doan abreast of the developments. No doubt the most important — and well-received — call Bettman delivered came Monday when he told Doan the team had been sold to IceArizona.

“It seems too often you got off those phone calls trying to figure out a way to tell people, ‘We’re going to have to wait just two more weeks,’” Doan said. “Having got it was great. I appreciated the phone call so much. The commissioner didn’t have to do that, but it really meant a lot to me.”

Doan was a conduit of information for his teammates during the ownership saga, and he carried a similar role during the 113-day lockout. That’s what leaders do. But he also attempted to shield the distraction from his teammates as much as possible.

Occasionally, reporters wielding ownership questions would enter the locker room and Doan absorbed the bulk of them. He made a point to accommodate each reporter, answer each question and do so with honesty and insight. His focus surely was aimed toward the game that night or the practice ahead, but he wanted to deal with the unwanted topic so his teammates didn’t have to and that’s an act that didn’t go unnoticed.

“It was a bit distracting at the time, but I think Doaner did a good job of keeping it out of the locker room and deflected most of the questions to himself and the rest of us could just focus on hockey,” defenseman Derek Morris said. “Now we can all focus on hockey.”

Monday’s news that IceArizona had officially acquired the Coyotes should have been sweet vindication for Doan, who took a risk last summer in signing a four-year contract with the team when ownership wasn’t secured.

“This was a place I wanted to play,” he said. “I stuck it out this long. I wanted to stick out the rest.”

And, now that he has, he’s on a roster that — despite missing the playoffs last season — is brimming with potential. The Coyotes retained their core, on and off the ice, by re-signing General Manager Don Maloney, coach Dave Tippett and goaltender Mike Smith. The addition of free-agent center Mike Ribeiro gives the Coyotes a legitimate top line.

“If we had one guy to take in the off-season, one player that you said, ‘You know what? If we get him, it gives us a better chance,’ it would have been him,” Doan said. “He would have been the guy that I chose. (I’m) so excited about the fact he’s coming in here. It gives us so much more stability up the middle and depth up the middle. He’s a point-a-game guy, which are hard to find, and as a centerman, you can’t wait to play with him.”

Hockey talk. Now that’s something Doan can be excited about, too.

It's official: Phoenix Coyotes have ownership
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The local nightmare is over. 

The sale of the Phoenix Coyotes to the IceArizona Acquisition Co., which is a group headed by investors Anthony LeBlanc and George Gosbee, was approved by the NHL Board of Governors Monday, meaning the team is no longer controlled by the league itself. 

Gosbee said he's glad the NHL decided to approve the sale Monday morning and that he and his partners can finally take control of the organization. 

"I wanted to own the team because I thought at the end of the day it's a sound investment, and I think that's what attracted my other partners to the table with us," Gosbee said in a teleconference with the media Monday. He called the ownership team a "tight-knit group" and said they all have a vested interest in Arizona. 

LeBlanc said that the ownership group will be hands-on with the team's business decisions. 

"Nobody in this group gets into anything with the expectation of failing," LeBlanc added. "We expect to continue making this a very exciting, very competitive hockey team." 

The Coyotes had been controlled by the NHL since the franchise was put into bankruptcy by then-owner Jerry Moyes in May 2009. Various people have looked into purchasing the team -- and some even appeared to be close -- but none were able to close the deal until now. 

"The National Hockey League believes in Arizona as an NHL market and that these new owners can provide the Coyotes the opportunity to secure a stable, long-term future in Glendale," NHL commissioner Gary Bettman said in a press release. "We thank the Coyotes' devoted fans for their patient, perseverant support. We are extremely pleased that a positive resolution has been achieved for the fans, the city, the Coyotes and the League." 
Coyotes owner George Gosbee says 'five-year out clause frustrating'
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The NHL officially approved the sale of the Phoenix Coyotes to the IceArizona ownership group headed by Anthony LeBlanc and George Gosbee on Monday, ending an over four-year saga of playing without an owner. 

The key to the deal was a 15-year lease contract to run Jobing.com Arena with the City of Glendale, which was agreed upon in July. 

However, there is a down side to the deal and that is the five-year out clause that would give IceArizona the option to relocate the Coyotes in the event the team is still losing money. 

One of the investors of the IceArizona group, George Gosbee, went on the Dan Bickley with Vince Marotta Show Monday to discuss the out clause. 

"That five-year clause is frustrating now," Gosbee said. "Over time people will realize we are here to stay. 

"Our business plan did not factor in relocation, our focus is to build a successful franchise in Glendale. We are financial investors and have to protect ourselves, but we think it's highly unlikely based on our business plan." 

The Coyotes have already started a "Here to Stay" marketing approach, as well as announced a future change of the team's name to the Arizona Coyotes. 

"Our focus going forward is to market a "Here to Stay" campaign," Gosbee stated. "We are not going anywhere and came into this with the goal of building a winning organization." 

On the ice, the Coyotes have given new contracts to general manager Don Maloney, head coach Dave Tippett and goalie Mike Smith, which should give IceArizona a good team on the ice that can help draw fans to the arena.

Phoenix Coyotes set to travel second-most miles of all NHL teams in 2013-14 season

     16  3 

  0    
Comments (2)   |   Print 

By Arizona Sports

Originally published: Jul 21, 2013 - 7:36 pm


--------------------------------------------------------------------------------

The Phoenix Coyotes will travel 11,243 more miles than the average NHL team during the 2013-14 season, according to the calculations of OnTheForecheck.com, who has added up travel mileage for the league's schedule since the 2008-09 season. 

In total, the team is slated to log 52,633 miles in travel. The distance is second only to the San Jose Sharks, who have 57,612 miles to travel during the upcoming season. 

The average travel for NHL teams in 2013-14 is 41,390 miles and the New York Rangers hold the league-low, with only 29,839 miles to tread. 

Three seasons ago, in 2010-11, the Coyotes were also the second-most traveled team, with 53,843 miles on the year, according to the report. 

The site also tallies the number of games NHL teams will have to play on back-to-back nights. The Coyotes have 12 games scheduled to be played on back-to-back nights, which is tied for the second-fewest in the league. The Sharks, Winnipeg Jets, and Colorado Avalanche each have 10 such instances on their schedule, while the New Jersey Devils have a league-high 22 games scheduled on back-to-back nights.

Sharks ink Pavelski to five-year, $30 million extension

Posted by cpashelka on July 30th, 2013 at 9:13 am | Categorized as Uncategorized 

The Sharks announced Tuesday they have signed center Joe Pavelski to a five-year contract extension, locking up one of their most valuable forwards through the 2018-19 season.

Terms of the deal were not released by the club, but multiple media outlets reported the contract was worth $30 million, making Pavelski and Logan Couture the Sharks’ two-highest  paid players at $6 million per season starting in 2014-15. Couture agreed to a five-year extension worth $6 million per season in June.

The new contract will begin after the Pavelski’s current deal expires on July 1, 2014. He will make $4 million for the 2013-14 season.

“Joe has been an important part of our success over the last several years and we are excited to have him with our club for the next six seasons,” Sharks general manager Doug Wilson said in a statement.

Last season, Pavelski finished tied for third on the team with 31 points, including 16 goals, in 48 regular season games. He also led the Sharks with 12 points in 11 playoff games as San Jose advanced to the Western Conference semifinals.

Pavelski, 29, has 336 points, a +41 rating and 183 penalty minutes in 479 career NHL games with San Jose.

In 74 career Stanley Cup Playoff games, he has compiled 50 points (24 goals, 26 assists) and 30 penalty minutes. In franchise playoff history Pavelski currently ranks second in goals (24) and game-winning goals (7), third in points (50), fifth in assists (26), fourth in games played (74) and tied for first in overtime goals (3).

.

116 Responses to “Sharks ink Pavelski to five-year, $30 million extension”

CforPavs says: 

July 30th, 2013 at 9:16 am 

 1..

YES

DublinSharksFan says: 

July 30th, 2013 at 9:21 am 

 2..

Good signing for reasonable money… will make it hard to resign Marleau, and Thornton next year unless they take large paycuts. Probably also means Boyle will not be back. I think this also means that Havlat will be bought out, assuming he is healthy…. which is a long shot at best.

goduckies says: 

July 30th, 2013 at 9:38 am 

 3..

continued from the other thread, I think it is a bit high, but glad he Is locked up!

Spbob72 says: 

July 30th, 2013 at 10:04 am 

 4..

It works and as long as the players and the league dont do anything stupid six million wont seem that much at the end of the contract

ZEKE says: 

July 30th, 2013 at 10:11 am 

 5..

No home town discounts for either Pavs or Couture. Between the two, DW overpaid by about $1million per year. If he could have pulled Logan and Pavs in with actual home town discounts, they’d be at $5.5 and $5.1. 

Capgeek lists 34 forwards as having $6million cap hits. 

How do they rate as forwards? I’d put Couture about 30-ish best in the league and Pavs about 50-ish.

Last year, Couture was tied for 38th in scoring, Pavs tied for 70th (if I counted right). Respectively, they were tied for 10th and tied for 35th in goals. Both are more than just scorers. Logan plays the whole ice and Pavs is a top face-off guy. Both have proven durable. 

However, neither has shown they can carry a team well into the the playoffs. Both were effectively shut down vs LAK in the recent postseason. Both struggled vs StL the prior year and Pavs (red hot) line was taken apart vs Vancouver the year before that. 

Unlike Logan, Pavs is not young — he’ll be 30 when the deal kicks in. 

The importance of the hometown discount shows up when you try to fill out the roster. Our issues have not be at the top, but at the bottom, where our lower tier forwards have been a revolving door. If you get hometown discounts on the top lines, it allows you to add perhaps 2 guys to the bottom six that are better than ‘just a guy’ level players. Issues with those lower lines have been a big part of our struggle to get into a Cup final. 

Neither Pavs or Couture is a bad contract and its good that DW locked them up. They certainly were underpaid in prior years. And having guys like them make us a solid playoff team. But in the cap era, its going to be tough to be a Cup competitor.

GP says: 

July 30th, 2013 at 10:31 am 

 6..

“Not everything can be 5 cents!”

JonJonny says: 

July 30th, 2013 at 10:35 am 

 7..

Neither Pavelski nor Couture are from San Jose so I don’t get the whole hometown discount thing. Unless you think players are obligated to give a discount to the teams that draft him over which they have no control.

Alaskanice says: 

July 30th, 2013 at 10:46 am 

 8..

Since when is a “hometown discount” a requirement for a fair deal?? Sometimes it burns me that people here get so worked up over these things. Yeah, we spend out money on this team. If you don’t like it, go away, find a team that satisfies your every whim and takes the Stanley Cup year after year.

 Ridiculous.

dan says: 

July 30th, 2013 at 10:58 am 

 9..

although we have said this for many years, this really is the last year for the sharks to win it with this group. If the team doesnt do well thornton, malreau and boyle will all be traded at the deadline. However, knowing that they are in the last year of their deals it wouldnt surprise me if all 3 had awesome seasons. especially jumbo!

marlo1 says: 

July 30th, 2013 at 11:07 am 

 10..

ZEKE,

You support your take on the Couture and Pavelski contracts with numbers. I like that. You’ve convinced me sort of. Or at the very least I would have preferred to see shorter contracts at those salaries, particularly for Pavs ( 3 years not 5) who is not getting younger. He’s already on the decline side at age 29. Without a home town discount, I hope the extension does not include a no trade provision.

Chris says: 

July 30th, 2013 at 11:23 am 

 11..

I think the deal was fair (maybe could have been 0.5-1M less comparing stats and projection against Couture. I think Marleau and Thornton are willing and interested in playing closer to 6 than to 7 for a three year extension, I think Boyle would need to be 5-5.5M to keep him on for a two year deal.

Havlat won’t be bought out, I don’t believe you can buy out a player on IR and the current ownership group made it a point they want to work towards making a financially stable club whereas a buyout goes against that. Get Havlat healthy, have him play his maintenance games in the minors and trade him for a bag of pucks (or a good pick or prospect or two) to a Stanley Cup bound team after the Olympic break.

If all that happens the Sharks all of a sudden have about $6M to work with and a stable roster for the 2014/2015 season.

ZEKE says: 

July 30th, 2013 at 12:01 pm 

 12..

Havlat has one more amnesty buyout window after next season. So lets look at the season after this one. 

With Jumbo and Boyle, they are likely to be worth the money after this year ends, $6million or so given their age. 

Marleau is down into the $4mil and change range, if he stays. 

Add it all up:

 Couture, Pavs, Jumbo, Boyle, Burns all at around $6mil per year, that’s $30million. Almost half of the cap. 

Then include Vlasic, Niemi and Stuart, nearly $12million more. Now its 8 guys the remaining cap for the rest of the squad in probably $25mil-ish, assuming a 5% cap increase (to $67mil). 

The other guys locked in are Raffi, Burish and Tyler Kennedy at about an average of $2mil per. Up to 11 guys, and $19mil left in cap. 

Havlat goes, Marleau is tbd. Certainly, the $12million combined cap they are at now would be unaffordable after next year.

GP says: 

July 30th, 2013 at 12:06 pm 

 13..

IMO, When you always/only consider NHL contracts and salaries are are dictated by numbers in a scale, you will more likely be wrong. For some, this will be disappointing. And you will say as much. Also, trying to depict how logical your disappointment is.

This is unfortunate actually. 

I think there are two things to consider. One is your ideas of conformity. Maybe because of the union-style nature from the players side? The other is what happens in arbitration. 

If you apply union style pay scale to this, you would think that the pay conformity would/should follow conventions. Fact is, it doesn’t. Otherwise there wouldn’t be disappointment. Especially to level of detail we as fans know and understand. The NHLPA is not a union, or at least doesn’t act like one. (different discussion) Every player in reality, an independent contractor. There is no apprentice, journeyman, master, etc. IMO, owners would probably like that aspect in a way, because it mean that after all the numbers are churned, a curve would be created and most players would fall onto the “Bell” somewhere. The owners would know exactly what the pay is. The player would have no say. They would be stuck with the whims of the NHLPA. An example of this: look at the unionized Hostess workers before they ran the business out of business. Workers ultimately had little or no say because one union leadership had a bad idea.

That leads to arbitration. There are arguments for both IMO. But mainly, what happens here doesn’t support the reasons for the disappointments – which line up with the team side. In arbitration, the player/agent has asked for x number of $$$. The team has offered x # of $$$. Rarely does one side win. The team has offered x because of statistical production #s and has to disregard intangibles. IOW, find the #s, crunch them, apply the scale and that is the worth of the player — the team side. Rarely does the team win this offered #. The arbitrator more often than not comes up with a higher # to award, but less than the players asking. The reasons for both sides were heard and the arbitrator takes in both arguments. While not automatically deciding in the middle, usually, considers hard numbers and intangibles.

Those that get disappointed here rarely take look beyond the hard #s.

Teams have to be hard in arbitration. The arbitration process is adversarial and designed that way. The players have to ask for as much as possible — nature of the independent contractor. 

Bottom line to me, the NHLPA and NHL have an agreement. Part of that dictates how contracts are handled. The process is in a box, one that insures all parties play by certain rules. Once that box is drawn and everyone is in it, the idea of “what” (How much $$$ in our case) goes out the window. Salary cap/floor and entry level restrictions/mins/max help bind that box — for bigger reasons than just an individual players salary.

GP says: 

July 30th, 2013 at 12:11 pm 

 14..

ZEKE, @12,

For the most part, when the time comes…I think you will be disappointed.

MikeR says: 

July 30th, 2013 at 1:02 pm 

 15..

By hometown discount, you mean the amount under market value you can pay a player because of the cost and inconvenience of rooting up his family to move to a team that will pay him market value? Nice guy.

PM says: 

July 30th, 2013 at 1:03 pm 

 16..

ridiculous. this means that the window is one year. because 19, 12 and 22 are not going to sign for peanuts, and they are getting over the hill even if they do stupidly sign for less. The core is what won twice in Chicago, so the fact that this core has failed again and again is evidence that it ain’t gonna happen in SJ.

puckace says: 

July 30th, 2013 at 1:24 pm 

 17..

Really glad to see Pavs extended. I would have been more inclined to try to get him for $5.5 million a year, but DW gets paid to make these decisions and ownership is 100% behind him. The Sharks are fine with paying 6 million a year. Great! At least I’m not paying it.

Before someone starts to rant and rave about how I do pay for it, I can’t afford the time and $ for season tickets anymore. Haven’t been able to for a few years actually. So I guess the Sharks may get a few bucks from Comcast or NHL Gameday, but that’s it. I just can’t make the trip to SJ from the Central Valley work anymore. Raising the prices for certain days and opponents or which end of the ice you sit just stinks. So I’m going to the Stockton Thunder for my live hockey fix. And that’s not a bad alternative.

ZEKE says: 

July 30th, 2013 at 2:01 pm 

 18..

Hometown discounts occur for a variety of reasons. 

A player is locked into the franchise for his family

 A player feels he gets his best opportunity to play a big role

 A player really likes and is motivated by the team around him

 A player sees a chance to win a championship with people he’s ‘grown up’ with

 A player has established himself in the community and gets advantages from that (ad $$, local recognition, etc) that would disappear with a move

 A player feels a desire to pay back the organization that gave them the opportunity (OK, I’m kidding on this one, who does that?)

 A player loves the area

 A player loves the fan base, and visa versa

All in all, there are reasons for hometown discounts. For all the Sharks talk about all the benefits of playing here (great crowds, great life, competitive teams, etc), we don’t ever seem to get that hometown discount. DW always seems to pay just a little bit more, not a little bit less. And that shows up at the lower end of the roster, where our talent hasn’t been consistent enough to get this team over the hump.

Denver Shark says: 

July 30th, 2013 at 2:15 pm 

 19..

Good singing for a clutch player. Glad DW recognized little Joe’s value to the team! Now, if we could only get rid of Havlat….

Andy R says: 

July 30th, 2013 at 2:17 pm 

 20..

Thanks for the update Curtis. Nice deal by Wilson to lock up Pavelski now if he does not resign 12 and 19 after this season we will be set for years to come with a team that actually wants to win a cup.

Andy R says: 

July 30th, 2013 at 2:18 pm 

 21..

Last blog,

I too wish we had a registration procedure, maybe using Facebook or something like the Mercury News Newsite does. That way all of GP’s different screen names would be eliminated and he would not be able to tap himself on the back all the time.

GP says: 

July 30th, 2013 at 2:42 pm 

 22..

I see the bridge…it looks like some monster type thingy is asking questions…

WI JP says: 

July 30th, 2013 at 2:57 pm 

 23..

Perhaps the CA taxes require paying players more. Ask a certain golfer about the advantage of being a CA resident.

GP says: 

July 30th, 2013 at 3:01 pm 

 24..

LOL, JP, “True-dat.” 

If I were him, I’d soon be an ex-California golfer.

Dirty says: 

July 30th, 2013 at 3:20 pm 

 25..

Yeah why did he have to apologize anyway?

Good signing by DW. I think next we’ll see some tweaking to 12/19′s contracts that will be heavily laden with incentives and a lower base pay.

GP says: 

July 30th, 2013 at 3:29 pm 

 26..

“Yeah why did he have to apologize anyway?”

Because he has endorsement deals with companies in and not in California that may/may not agree with what he says, especially when is will be construed as a political comment.

Guys like Phil and Tiger are more than independent contractors. They are entities. Entities that sometimes represent other entities. 

So, just like the Dixie Chics really did need to “shut up and sing,” mostly pro athletes are better perceived when they keep certain things private.

It would be great if there really were no consequences…

Teejay says: 

July 30th, 2013 at 6:06 pm 

 27..

I don’t necessarily disagree with the signing of Little Joe but what has DW done to change last years team for the next year? Nothing. We have virtually the same team this year as last. Without improvements, one can expect the same results from this team next year. I really question the sincerity of managements “goal” to get the cup when they do nothing to improve the team. We have to have more scoring punch. Sure, PM will get his 30 goals and probably Cooch but look at the teams that consistently win. Most of them have players that score more than 30 goals. We need more scoring punch.

Sure glad I let my season tickets go.

marlo1 says: 

July 30th, 2013 at 6:13 pm 

 28..

ZEKE

“Marleau is down into the $4mil and change range, if he stays. ”

Marleau @ $4 Million?? when he sees Pavs – who doesn’t score as much except on PP and who is not a fast skater – earning $6 Million???

That might be a push.

It will probably depend on what kind of season Marleau has this coming year and whether other teams like LA, Canucks, Ducks, the Hawks make him an offer he can’t refuse.

Wissend Rinkrat says: 

July 30th, 2013 at 6:17 pm 

 29..

Boy that’s a lot of money for a very good 3rd line center!!! Fools and their money…

ZEKE says: 

July 30th, 2013 at 10:06 pm 

 30..

marlo1, Pavs is capable of lifting an entire line. Marleau seems to need someone else around him to make things happen. 

He and Marleau had similar stats in the regular season:

 Each had 31 points. Marleau had 1 more goal, 1 less assist. Marleau had 14 PP points, Pavs had 11. Pavs was +2, Marleau -2.

In the playoffs, Pavs had 12 points, Marleau 8. 

Worth noting that aside from Marleau’s hot start (and its not fair to take it away from him), he was pretty mediocre, especially playing with top players. 9 points in 5 games was followed by 22 points in the next 43. 

Pavs is among the better face-off guys, which also adds to his value. 

The one obvious difference is age. Marleau is 5 years older and he’ll be 35 when his next deal starts. Pavs will be 30.

marlo1 says: 

July 31st, 2013 at 12:52 am 

 31..

ZEKE

As I said before, I like that you give numbers to base your point of view.

But I’m only sort of convinced.

If I’m a GM and am thinking about filling seats, Patrick Marleau does that. Pavs outside of San Jose, not so much. It’s not to knock Pavs. He’s an important 2 way Sharks player. A $6 Million per year until age 35 important player? Iffy. Getting Marleau at $4 Million even at age 35 is a stretch IMHO unless Doug Wilson gives him term.

WI JP says: 

July 31st, 2013 at 7:50 am 

 32..

“Pavs outside of San Jose, not so much.”?

As I recall, Pavs scored 31 goals in the last full season. 

Not bad for a “3rd line center”. 

If healthy, he’ll again be on the ice at the most important times in 2014, irregardless of what line he’s on. 

Off to MN. Have a nice day. JP

BuddyElf says: 

July 31st, 2013 at 8:33 am 

 33..

I know it’s not a popular opinion around here, but this is definitely an overpayment.

In the past 5 years of playoffs, Pavs has scored a total of 0 goals in the series that the Sharks were eliminated every year (27 games total).

When the going gets tough, Pavs disappears.

2013 – 7 games vs LAK – 0 goals

 2012 – 5 games vs STL – 0 goals

 2011 – 5 games vs VAN – 0 goals

 2010 – 4 games vs CHI – 0 goals

 2009 – 6 games vs ANA – 0 goals

I like Pavs… he contributes to the community, he does score, he can elevate his linemates games (in the regular season), he plays a smart game.

The fact is though, when we have needed him the most in the past FIVE years, he’s completely shutdown and forgotten how to score goals.

I am glad we re-signed him, but not that for that much money.

WI JP says: 

July 31st, 2013 at 8:52 am 

 34..

Clowe got how much?

If you wanted Pavs to test the market, I’m pretty sure he would have had some very attractive offers, not subject to CA taxes. 

My main concern is that he remain relatively healthy. JP

Clemenza says: 

July 31st, 2013 at 9:17 am 

 35..

“Marleau seems to need someone else around him to make things happen.”

So apparently you missed the GWG in the Vancouver series last playoffs…

Good signing w/Pavs. Give Marleau & Thornton 2 year contracts, Boyle a 1 year without the NMCs’ & things will round out nicely.

Johnny San Jose says: 

July 31st, 2013 at 11:07 am 

 36..

Gomez gone! Goes to Florida.

That Bearded Puck says: 

July 31st, 2013 at 11:08 am 

 37..

Zeke, I know you dont care about defense, but leaving it out really skews your analysis. 

You say Patty and Pavs had similar stats, but leave out that Patty did it against the other teams top line while Pavs was seeing opposing 2nd and 3rd lines.

Sharkattax says: 

July 31st, 2013 at 11:30 am 

 38..

JSJ:

Gone and quickly forgotten. Probably the Habs and their fans more upset he didn’t retire then we are as they got stuck with paying out that big contract.

Two goals for the season and unnoticeable special teams play. Does Florida really need a fifth line center?

GP says: 

July 31st, 2013 at 11:47 am 

 39..

I think I may have used to care “exactly” how much a player made… Mainly to the point where someone made incomprehensible claims why the contract was bad, and I would argue against the ill-logic of that complaint, just to destroy the adversary’s use of deficient information. You may have noticed I am not really doing this sort of thing as much. So, this is the case here. IOW, depending on the player, digressing on how much a player makes “exactly” is really a waste of time. I’ve, previously given background why, so I won’t repeat.

In this case, Pavs, if he was making Crosby, Ovi or Malkin money, there may be an issue. If he was only offered 3-4M per, that would also be a problem IMO. But, neither is the case. The range the Pavs extension falls into, is nothing to get worked up about. Complaining or being “disappointed” about it come down to nit picking. The 6M per makes some sense to a top player to make in a medium market — to want to stay and want to play.

This concept or mindset — ignored by most. I am convinced that if JoeP was offered and accepted 5.3M per, all the sudden that would have been too rich too. Somehow, on some scale, the player would have only been worth 4.8 or 4.9M per.

ZEKE says: 

July 31st, 2013 at 12:51 pm 

 40..

Bearded, both Pavs and Patty got moved around quite a bit last season — including time on the same line (both with and without Jumbo). 

As for defense, you can make a case for either guy. Patrick can play defense, but he’s not at his best battling for pucks in corners. He skates better than Pavs. But Pavs can play defense by winning in the face-off circle. And he seems more effective in puck battles, even if he’s smaller than Marleau. 

As for the GWG in Vancouver Clemenza, I’m not sure how that changes my ‘Marleau seems to need someone else around him to make things happen’ comment. Much of the time, its other people create, Marleau cashes in. Its pretty rare when Marleau creates opportunities for others. 

There’s value in a guy who knows where to be in order to cash in. Its not like $4million guys are inept. Heck, Pavs is still making that amount for another year.

marlo1 says: 

July 31st, 2013 at 1:29 pm 

 41..

ZEKE

Why would you want Marleau “battling for pucks in corners?” That’s not his job. Marlea’s assets are speed, quick puck release, and a precision shot. If you assign Marleau the job of battling for the puck in corners – then who does Marleau pass the puck to who can skate fast to the other end and put the puck on net? to Pavs? Really?

marlo1 says: 

July 31st, 2013 at 1:48 pm 

 42..

As another poster remarked, where’s the reconfiguration of the team going forward? Is the “reset” extending Pickles, Couture, Pavs, and Burns?

 I’m not seeing leadership qualities in any of them. Some fans have whined about not winning the Cup with 19/12/22 but those guys were/are all A+ players. Those 3 had qualities that younger players could respect, look up to, be inspired by. My worry is that once 19/12/22 retire, there’s going to be a tremendous void on the team unless Doug Wilson trades for a player or players with some gravitas, world class super talent. Couture/Pavs/Pickles/Burnsie are very good players but none of them seem to project the stuff that 19/12/22 have. Hope I’m wrong.

ZEKE says: 

July 31st, 2013 at 2:47 pm 

 43..

marlo, because when the puck is loose in the area near you, you won’t get it if you don’t go after it. Battling for pucks is on everyone’s job description in the NHL.

GP says: 

July 31st, 2013 at 4:29 pm 

 44..

marlo1,

Like many subjects discussed here at WTC, you contend with moving targets. Just like when our resident multi-sock puppet said things will be all rosy when these guys are finally out of SJ. Really. Is that all it takes? Made me laugh pretty hard. There is no magical wish granted that will squelch the endless complaints about personnel, etc. IOW, when #12 retires or is traded, someone else will get a target painted on his #.

I agree with the question: “who will bring what they currently bring when they are gone?” But, the answer is IMO, there will be some one. Hopefully it won’t be the years of misery that Chicago and LA went through to attain the players that got them to the Cup.

GP says: 

July 31st, 2013 at 4:38 pm 

 45..

ZEKE,

“Its pretty rare when Marleau creates opportunities for others. ”

Really? You are kidding right? You often admit you don’t really know that much about the intracaseez (sp) of hockey. Tell me you understand hockey better than that…please.

Snow Shovel says: 

July 31st, 2013 at 5:44 pm 

 46..

GP – In-tri-ca-cies. Phew. It took me almost a full thirty seconds to translate “intracaseez”. But I didn’t give up! :) 

GP says: 

July 31st, 2013 at 5:56 pm 

 47..

Snow Bum…yes I deserved that for being lazy — on not spending twice as long to look it up than to write the response. 

:D 

I did try to spell it fo-net-ick-lee though. LOL.

spooky says: 

July 31st, 2013 at 7:47 pm 

 48..

as much as i did not like Gomez first when i thought we was history, i liked his loose-shoot-that-puck-creating-chances style later on. i think we should have offered him at least 900k

Jeffy says: 

August 1st, 2013 at 1:57 am 

 49..

Always an interesting discussion when it comes to money. Since many of these guys make more in a year than most will make in a lifetime, it seems hard to comprehend the difference between $5.1M and $6M.

It is evident that players like Pavs and Couture are the immediate future of the team and others would e willing to have them on their team. The question of who the other supporting players are is of value to me since the Sharks have shown a habit of throwing away halfway decent players who then go on to make big contributions to their new teams.

There is always the hop that someone will come up through the ranks and be the next star. Marleau was certainly one as Pavs and Logan are as well. The question in my mind is who those next guys are? Hertl? Rylan Schwartz? who?

This core group, as has been mentioned might have one more year to do it or not. With the top three players with expiring contracts, it is probably that one or more is not back after 2013-14.

OTHO, you can point to Detroit and say well, they seem to always be in the hunt no matter how old their core group is. Not sure that is even true anymore.

I am ready ready for hockey now, but 82 games is going to seem pretty long this time around…… And the other question is how long does DW have to field a winner with the Sharks org always whining about not making money?

Alex says: 

August 1st, 2013 at 7:51 am 

 50..

From the locker room clean-up and the final interview with Gomez it was pretty clear that he was gone. I too wish we could have kept him for a reasonable price.

hmslion says: 

August 1st, 2013 at 8:22 am 

 51..

I’d love to buy a house in Seattle for $150,000…

hmslion says: 

August 1st, 2013 at 8:24 am 

 52..

But is wishes were fishes…

marlo1 says: 

August 1st, 2013 at 9:20 am 

 53..

Jeffy,

Detroit did better than expected last season because Babcock was forced to use rooks due to injuries of old vets. The bad cloud of injuries had happy outcomes for the team. However Detroit’s rookies are not young 18 year olds if truth be known.

Getting a team to the Cup Finals isn’t the only way that ownership can realize profits. There’s always the tried and true Season Ticket price creep.

marlo1 says: 

August 1st, 2013 at 9:55 am 

 54..

Jeffy

“but 82 games is going to seem pretty long this time around”

Last year it was a bit too short a season and I missed seeing the Sharks playing Eastern Conference teams. But a shorter season was quite pleasant. A regular season of 60 games starting in mid November would be fine by me.

ZEKE says: 

August 1st, 2013 at 10:57 am 

 55..

I’m with you there marlo1. That shorter season would be better for all. Start the season in October and finish it up in April, with playoffs starting in early March. By June, no one except the diehards are even watching hockey anymore. And its a shame, but playoff hockey is great to watch.

Snow Shovel says: 

August 1st, 2013 at 12:10 pm 

 56..

I’ve got an idea. You two could stop watching at 60 games and go read a book or something, then tune back in for the play-offs.

How’s that? :) 

N05TRADUMBA55 says: 

August 1st, 2013 at 1:26 pm 

 57..

I’m probably wrong but if the Phoenix issue is settled, wouldn’t that help regarding the salary cap? Thus enabling the team to afford more in contract $ after next season?

“Its pretty rare when Marleau creates opportunities for others.”

Yes his puck control or lack there-of is frustrating, but to me it’s not alarming as 19′s passing turnovers in all zones. As I’ve said before, I hope 19 puts in a serious effort to get in better shape for the up-coming season. – Better physical health = better mental health and thus =(hopefully) better puck management.

ZEKE says: 

August 1st, 2013 at 3:13 pm 

 58..

@57 … only some of Jumbo’s turnovers phase me. I can take the low risk, high reward sorts, where the downside is a turnover, but not one that will lead to a breakout by the other team. 

But he makes some high risk plays, low reward plays — some fancy passes in and around the blueline, for example. If it works, you’re still at the blueline. And if the puck skips just a little bit, its an odd man rush the other way. I think we’ve all seen that too often — Jumbo should be smarter than that.

ppc says: 

August 1st, 2013 at 4:34 pm 

 59..

#5. Capgeek shows more than 50 players with a $6m or higher cap hit. http://www.capgeek.com/leaders/?season=2013&type=CAP_HIT&position=-1&limit=50

I don’t know where you got 34.

Furthermore, comparing this contact to existing contracts is misleading IMO. In prior years you could structure a deal for far more years to circumvent the cap. Several important players fall below the $6m mark because of this:

Duncan Keith

 Mike Richards

 Jeff Carter

 Jonathan Quick

 Christian Ehrhoff

 Johan Franzen

 Roberto Luongo

 Marion Hossa

 Ilya Bryzgalov

Most of those contracts would be worth over $6m by the current CBA. So you have at least 59 players at or above the Pavelski and Couture mark. Given where you estimated they rank among forwards, there is some discount there, especially when you consider Pavelski’s UFA years.

GP says: 

August 1st, 2013 at 4:59 pm 

 60..

ppc,

Thanks for that in @59. I appreciate the perspective. And I think it’s good info because you aren’t seemlying advocating that it’s a good or bad contract $$$ number. At least I didn’t read it that way.

Bustherrr says: 

August 1st, 2013 at 5:14 pm 

 61..

Spooky,

 I think regarding Gomez and SJ it was mutual. Gomez will get a chance to replace Weiss in FLR (Top 6 center, also East Conf). SJ is deep at center, also right at the lowered CAP, and wanted/needed to re-sign/keep some young players (cheaper 2-500K for 1-900).

 SJ gave Gomez the opportunity rehab his image, and he helped SJ go to the playoffs and he got to play, but SJ also saw his limitations.

marlo1 says: 

August 1st, 2013 at 6:50 pm 

 62..

GP

“you aren’t seemlying advocating that it’s a good or bad contract $$$ number.”

Couture rec’d the same contract $$$ number @ the same term as Pavs. Couture will be 25 and Pavs will be 30 when their extensions kick in. Couture has already exceeded Pavs as being a top six player and centering the 2nd line. Do you think Pavs and Couture deserve the same $ and term?

Bustherrr says: 

August 1st, 2013 at 6:55 pm 

 63..

Zeke,

 Marleau is SJ’s most versatile player. Marleau is clearly SJ’s top wing, because he has speed, size, shoots well, gets open or to right spot, has good hockey sense, passes well, rarely injured. Also takes faceoffs and plays defense, as he was SJ’s top center until Thornton came along. 

TM moves him to whatever line is having trouble, because he makes it better. When he was moved this year to play with Couture, Couture started to score more, and folks started calling it the top line. 

But Marleau’s scoring went down. Couture is not a passing center, he’s no JT or even PM. He has more career goals then assists, which is unusual for a center. He needs a passing wing, a Clowe, Havlat, or Marleau for his line to be successful. 

Pavelski can play in the top 6, even though his lack of speed and size/strength work against him, but he is a great 3rd line center.

Bustherrr says: 

August 1st, 2013 at 7:06 pm 

 64..

Marlo1,

 Couture would still be an RFA and Pavelski a UFA.

 That is why they got the same contract, though Couture is better.

 SJ might have given Couture even less, but they wanted to push out his UFA until he 31.

marlo1 says: 

August 1st, 2013 at 7:31 pm 

 65..

Bustherrr 

Thanks for the explanation about Couture.

I still would have liked to see DW sign Pavs to a bit less – maybe $6 M for 2 years, then $5 M, $4 M, $3 M. Because of his size and skating issues, I think Pavs’ career might show evidence of decline sooner than Thornton and Marleau at the same age. Really hope Doug Wilson did not include no trade provisions in Pavs’ contract.

Bustherrr says: 

August 1st, 2013 at 8:29 pm 

 66..

27 Teejay,

 Teams that have recently won the Cup 30 goal scorers.

 Chi 2-30+ 1-20+

 LA 0-30 3-20

 Bos 1-30 3-20

 Chi 1-30 5-20

 Pit 2-30 2-20

 Det 2-30+ 2-20

So, SJ with 2-30+ and 2-3 20+ should be fine. The bigger difference, especially playoffs, is secondary scoring. 

Take Chi ’13 Toews only scored 3 goals in the playoffs but Bickle scored 9, more then in the regular season, and in ’10 had Byfuglian 11, Bolland 8. LA ’12 had King, Bos ’11 had Kelly, Ference etc., Pit ’09 Talbot, Eaton, Det ’08 Samulsson, Hudler.

SJ Made some changes and played much better at the end of the season, taking LA to 7th game in the second round despite not having Clowe, Havlat, Torres and also Pavs, Couture, playing injured. SJ will have Burns and Torres for the full year, have added Kennedy for the 3rd line but has played top 6 in Pit. Plus they have several scoring forwards in the AHL that might just step up and contribute.

ZEKE says: 

August 1st, 2013 at 8:55 pm 

 67..

@59 ppc, my comment at 5 was for forwards, not for all players. Its easy to overlook, but I wanted to make sure I was comparing peer groups, by excluding d-men and goalies.

ZEKE says: 

August 1st, 2013 at 9:54 pm 

 68..

I don’t see Marleau as our most versatile player. He isn’t much of a passer, he isn’t much for winning puck battles, he isn’t the strongest on the puck, he doesn’t have a big radius in which he can impact play, he doesn’t tend to create a lot of offense on his own and can disappear on the score sheet for long periods of time. 

People think I’m criticizing Marleau, but I’m just being fair with his abilities and limitations. On the plus side:

He’s got a very good sense for scoring goals, got speed up the ice, has the ability to create odd man rushes and breakaway chances. He doesn’t miss games, he’s good on defense with good positioning and anticipation. He’s good on the PK, including the ability to create shorthanded chances and on the occasions when he does get physical, he has the size and strength to make it work. 

He’s a good player, but he’s not a great player at this point. His arrow is headed down.

marlo1 says: 

August 2nd, 2013 at 12:39 am 

 69..

ZEKE

” His arrow is headed down.”

No argument there. But Marleau at 34 is still more skilled and talented than a guy like Pavs at his age, I would bet. If Marleau walks when his contract is up, he walks. End of story. But back to the subject of Pavs’ contract…is Pavs a $6 Million dollar man now and until age 35?

Jeffy says: 

August 2nd, 2013 at 6:29 am 

 70..

I am still convinced (eternal hope syndrome) that a Sharks team firing on all cylinders should be about the best in the NHL or at list top 3. But they always seem to have some kind of flaw that get exploited in the playoffs.

If Jumbo can eliminate the high turnovers, that might go a long way. Oh, and let’s not forget, the puck has to end up In the opponent’s net more times than the other way around.

Scoring goals can make up for a lot of mistakes.

BTW, when I referred to Detroit, I was not thinking this year but prior years going back to when Izerman was an old guy. Detroit just found a way to do well in the playoffs with an older crew.

MN JP says: 

August 2nd, 2013 at 9:35 am 

 71..

#12 debate gets tiresome. The career leader has more assists than goals. 

If Pavs could skate like PM, he’d be world-class. But, he can’t. So Pavs has his outstanding hockey qualities and PM has his, proving there is more ways to skin a cat. 

And, I say again, you don’t know squat about leadership abilities, judging from outward demeanor or post game quotes. 

Have a nice day. JP

Johnny San Jose says: 

August 2nd, 2013 at 10:12 am 

 72..

I like JP.

DieHardShark (DHS) says: 

August 2nd, 2013 at 10:44 am 

 73..

When are the Sharks going to retire Owen Nolan and his #11?

GP says: 

August 2nd, 2013 at 11:30 am 

 74..

ZEKE,

“I don’t see Marleau as our most versatile player.”

Wow. Yes, this is clearly an arguable subject. But, the rest of your description is that Patty is not versatile at all. C’mon man. As I asked in @45, Tell me you understand hockey better than that…please?

I don’t think you have to be pro scout to blow your description away.

GP says: 

August 2nd, 2013 at 11:36 am 

 75..

marlo1 @62,

Well, as I’ve explained the many reasons, I don’t/won’t nitpick a contract value. Pavs and Couture are very different players and stats are a relative small picture in the big picture. And also as Bustherrr explained, they are at different points in their career.

But also, I don’t think the ppc subject had much to do with your point.

GP says: 

August 2nd, 2013 at 11:41 am 

 76..

DHS,

Buster, my 1st and may maybe my all time fav Shark player. I don’t think it will happen.

#12, my 2nd fav Sharks player all time, if his # gets retired, actually has a more slim chance for that than people realize, IMO.

Snow Shovel says: 

August 2nd, 2013 at 11:49 am 

 77..

I like JP, too.

puckace says: 

August 2nd, 2013 at 11:53 am 

 78..

#71 MN JP: Word. Nothing more to add to that.

ZEKE says: 

August 2nd, 2013 at 11:59 am 

 79..

marlo1 — I did say I think Pavs is getting paid too much. I’d see him in the $5.0-5.5million range. 

MN JP, Marleau — and pretty much everyone else in hockey — has more assists than goals because there are a lot more assists than goals. 

But the discussion is about Marleau, where he is now and what we should expect from him at age 35, which is how old he’ll be at the start of his next contract, and beyond age 35. I don’t see him as a $5million player.

GP, I’m seeing what I’m seeing. Versatile is a very loose term. Patrick does several things well, not so much in other areas.

marlo1 says: 

August 2nd, 2013 at 12:23 pm 

 80..

GP

“actually has a more slim chance for that than people realize, IMO.”

Say what? Marleau has been our franchise face since age 18 (approx).and is one of the team’s/League’s premier forwards as well as being an Olympian gold medal winner.

marlo1 says: 

August 2nd, 2013 at 12:35 pm 

 81..

ZEKE

Honestly, until I read about Pavs contract extension ( $6 M per until age 35???) I would have agreed with you that I could see Doug Wilson offering Marleau about $4 M and Thornton $4.5 M ( Thornton has always earned a bit more) as contract extensions for a term of 2 years, + possibly some performance bonuses based on reaching a defined number of scoring levels.

But now that we know that Pavs is going to be paid $6 M at age 35, I’m thinking that Thornton and Marleau may not be so agreeable to $4 M and $4.5 M respectively. I doubt Pavs at 35 will be as productive as either Marleau or Thornton at age 35 AND even at age 30, $6 M for Pavs is a push compared to the value of the other 2 players at age 30.

GP says: 

August 2nd, 2013 at 1:28 pm 

 82..

marlo1,

“Say what? Marleau has been our franchise face since age 18 (approx).and is one of the team’s/League’s premier forwards as well as being an Olympian gold medal winner.”

Read what ZEKE says, Patty has no shot at see #12 jersey in the rafters…. ;) 

Seriously though, Please reread what I said. BTW: after I clicked submit, I had a feeling it would be miss interpreted. I still think it is clear that I did not write “PM’s #12 has slim chance of being retired.” But, IMO, that is exactly what is being read.

GP says: 

August 2nd, 2013 at 1:36 pm 

 83..

“GP, I’m seeing what I’m seeing.”

I know you’d be the first to say you’re in the minority for these observations. There are extremely good reason’s why that is exactly the case.

ZEKE says: 

August 2nd, 2013 at 2:14 pm 

 84..

I’ve been in the minority up here before GP, and you know it doesn’t phase me. 

As for Marleau’s jersey being retired, it does depend on the criteria the organization wants to create for that sort of honor. The Washington Redskins, for example, have exactly 1 retired jersey. Sammy Baugh. turns out, unless you’re an original HOF player and the first great QB in league history, you don’t meet the criteria for getting your jersey retired.

I’m guessing the Sharks don’t put the bar that high. Certainly Marleau would be at the top of the list. You could argue Nolan and certainly Jumbo were better players, but neither spent nearly the number of years here. But if Marleau was in DET or Montreal, places where winning Cups is part of being great, not sure he’d see his jersey retired.

Sharkita says: 

August 2nd, 2013 at 5:03 pm 

 85..

If we want to become a team that has history behind it, we should have some of those jerseys hanging on our rafters. #12 is good enough for me.

Bustherrr says: 

August 2nd, 2013 at 5:36 pm 

 86..

Marlo1,

 Given that Clowe (30) got $24.25M – $4.85M for 5yrs with NMC as a UFA, after the season he had, and the injuries/issues he has had, in a year the SCap actually went down, would indicate Palvelski (US Olympic team invite) would on the open market next year have certainly been offered more then what he signed for, (SJ discount).

His contract doesn’t start until next year, when by all accounts the SCap will likely go back up to $70M, and it appears that he doesn’t have a NTC.

GP says: 

August 2nd, 2013 at 5:57 pm 

 87..

“I’ve been in the minority up here before GP, and you know it doesn’t phase me. ”

And I don’t hold that against you at all. I am just hoping or wanting you to sound like you know what you are really saying. I think you’re having a bit of rough stretch right now.

I can’t stand having a fantasy league conversation about hockey. Please note that doesn’t just mean literally about a fantasy league. That is EXACTLY why TSN’s Scott Cullen is a huge waste of words IMO.

marlo1 says: 

August 2nd, 2013 at 6:35 pm 

 88..

ZEKE

“But if Marleau was in DET or Montreal, places where winning Cups is part of being great, not sure he’d see his jersey retired.”

Snide remark aside, if Marleau had been with Detroit, he’d have won a SC years ago. Marleau is too young to have been part of the Habs’ SC winning glory days. He was only 14 when the Habs won the Cup in 193.

But since the SC is a team prize, I don’t think it figures much into an organization’s criteria for retiring a player’s jersey. Being on a SC winning team might have some influence on whether a player is inducted to the HOF depending on the competition in any given year.

marlo1 says: 

August 2nd, 2013 at 6:36 pm 

 89..

88

1993 not 193

marlo1 says: 

August 2nd, 2013 at 6:41 pm 

 90..

Bustherr

“it appears that he doesn’t have a NTC.”

I think Doug Wilson was very wise not to include it. Perhaps that’s why he had to up the $ offer.

Bustherrr says: 

August 2nd, 2013 at 9:11 pm 

 91..

Zeke,

 I get that you respect PM, but that you are a the glass is half empty kind of guy in regards to PM. You seem to compare him to a higher standard.

 Yes he is not Sidney, etc., and not even truly elite level, but he would be on most teams top line. 

“Not much of a passer” implies he is below average, compared to JT yes, but better then most other 30+ goal scorers. Many, like LC get fewer assists then goals. Yes, many players have more assists the goal, but that is because they don’t score many goals. The stats say he is a good, not great passer. 

When PM uses his straight speed (not cheating) to create breakaways, he is creating the scoring opportunity, not the guy passing to him. Yes, he is not Datsyuk with the puck, but who is, but he is not a Heatley. He is good not great on the boards, as the guys that are great on the boards are usually big & strong, passing to guys that are fast & better shots.

PM is average or just good, not great at some things, but he is not bad at anything but fighting, and age is now beginning to work against him. Pavelski and Couture are very versatile, playing PK, faceoffs, but their lack of speed and size, work against them playing on the top line wings.

ZEKE says: 

August 2nd, 2013 at 9:43 pm 

 92..

Bustherrr … I’m pretty sure I’m not the only one who thought Clowe’s deal was insane. 

And to be clear, Patrick hasn’t been in Crosby’s pay grade, but he’s been making more than Datsyuk (who has been underpaid). He’s the 16th highest paid F for next season according to CapGeek. But he’s nowhere close to 16th best. 

I think I’m looking at Patrick fairly. He’s been paid well for what he’s been, but his next deal is about where he’s headed. And I just don’t see the value being near what others up here see. I wouldn’t have been completely shocked if mgmt had used its buyout on him (though being fiscally responsible made it a long shot).

marlo1 says: 

August 2nd, 2013 at 9:48 pm 

 93..

Bustherr

Keep in mind that Marleau was put on Couture’s “checking line” which faced the opponent’s top line. And as you point out Couture himself is not a typical set up passing center. All I’m pointing out to you is that it may not be age but rather coaching decisions + specific line mate configuration that were not conducive to Marleau – usually our best goal scorer – last season. If Marleau were put back with Thornton and had Brent Burns as his opposing wing ( a speedster himself and a good passer), I guarantee you, Marleau’s goal scoring numbers would shoot right up.

marlo1 says: 

August 2nd, 2013 at 9:49 pm 

 94..

ZEKE

“I wouldn’t have been completely shocked if mgmt had used its buyout on him (though being fiscally responsible made it a long shot).”

Speechless.

puckace says: 

August 2nd, 2013 at 10:09 pm 

 95..

ZEKE

“I wouldn’t have been completely shocked if mgmt had used its buyout on him (though being fiscally responsible made it a long shot).”

You don’t use a buyout on one of your best players. Now you’re just being silly. I’ll give you credit for the Burns to forward idea. But you’re going off the deep end with the Marleau debate.

ZEKE says: 

August 2nd, 2013 at 11:11 pm 

 96..

Marleau takes $6.9mil of cap space — 16th in the league among forwards. Which translates to an annual All Star selection type guy. And he really hasn’t been close to that in a few years. He has been substantially overpaid the past few seasons. 

If you’re overpaying him by $2million, its something you’d at least consider. But because he had only 1 year left and the management isn’t going to want to throw away money, it was improbable.

marlo1 says: 

August 2nd, 2013 at 11:57 pm 

 97..

ZEKE

These are Marleau’s comparable cap hits. 

Some like Toews and Kane and Giroux are former RFA’s.

Statistically speaking Marleau pulls his weight and more.

No player can compare well to Datsyuk.

http://www.capgeek.com/comparables/?player_id=126

That Bearded Puck says: 

August 3rd, 2013 at 5:45 am 

 98..

I think maybe Zeke has been reading a bit too much of JR lately.

Beer League Rocks says: 

August 3rd, 2013 at 8:52 am 

 99..

Zeke needs to fill up his glass with some teal-aid…

Hope everyone (most at least) is having a good summer

100. 

Phat Stat Phil says: 

August 3rd, 2013 at 10:52 am 

 .

You guys can’t start talking stats without me! Geez!

So, here’s the percentage of Corsi events for players who made $6 million last year along with Couture and Pavelski for comparison:

 CHI #19 JONATHAN TOEWS 57.4823

 BOS #33 ZDENO CHARA 55.7046

 S.J #8 JOE PAVELSKI 52.9838

 S.J #39 LOGAN COUTURE 52.4834

 CHI #10 PATRICK SHARP 51.3748

 WSH #19 NICKLAS BACKSTROM 51.2736

 CHI #88 PATRICK KANE 50.7836

 WSH #52 MIKE GREEN 48.4166

 MIN #15 DANY HEATLEY 47.578

 TOR #84 MIKHAIL GRABOVSKI 44.0286

 EDM #10 SHAWN HORCOFF 42.29

 BUF #23 VILLE LEINO 40.625

We’ll note that Cooch and Pavs are 3rd and 4th there. That says some pretty good things.

Here’s points per minute of ice time for the same group:

 CHI #19 JONATHAN TOEWS 0.018103

 CHI #88 PATRICK KANE 0.013524

 WSH #19 NICKLAS BACKSTROM 0.013117

 S.J #39 LOGAN COUTURE 0.012872

 BUF #23 VILLE LEINO 0.012682

 CHI #10 PATRICK SHARP 0.009368

 S.J #8 JOE PAVELSKI 0.009286

 MIN #15 DANY HEATLEY 0.008316

 EDM #10 SHAWN HORCOFF 0.007765

 TOR #84 MIKHAIL GRABOVSKI 0.006341

 WSH #52 MIKE GREEN 0.005629

 BOS #33 ZDENO CHARA 0.004967

Pavs is right in the middle of that heap, just below Patrick Sharp who was pretty good this year. Couture, of course, is farther up. There’s some consideration to be granted in terms of linemates, of course.

Anyway, from the perspective of puck possession, these are excellent contracts. From the perspective of points, Couture’s is great and Pavelski’s contract is merely average. I’ll take ‘em.

ZEKE says: 

August 3rd, 2013 at 1:36 pm 

 101..

Marleau has the 16th biggest cap hit among F this year. And if you’re team that needs cap space, you start at the highest salaries and work down — because the big paychecks are where you could make a difference. 

Is Jumbo at $7mil worth it? Yes

 Is Patrick at $6.9mil worth it? No

 Is Boyle at $6.6mil worth it? Yes

 Is Burns at $5.75mil worth it? TBD, but at F, its promising

 Is Havlat at $5.0mil worth it? No, but we couldn’t amnesty him

 Other noteworthy cap hits this year: Stuart, Vlasic, Pavs, Couture, Niemi — all worth their deals.

So the only guy you could make a case for to get cap room via amnesty, at least to me, was Patrick. Which is why I said I wouldn’t have been totally shocked if he had been amnesty’d. Everyone else on the list is pretty close to the $$ they currently deserve. Patrick is about $2million too high. 

As for your list Marlo1, I’ll acknowledge that Patrick isn’t the only guy overpaid. But …

Of that list half the players outscored Marleau by 10(!!) or more points. Two others outscored him by 9. 14 of the 20 guys on that list scored AT LEAST 6 more points than Patrick did last year. A 15th, Richards scored 3 more.

Marleau had the same point total as Kovulchuk (who missed 11 games). 

Marleau only had more points than Gaborik, Stasny, Heatley, and Spezza (the latter 3 having missed a good number of games). Objectively speaking with those 4 guys, you’d have to say that Stasny, Gaborik and Heatley were guys who didn’t live up to their deals. 

The ONLY guy on that list that was healthy all year who Marleau outscored — Gaborik. Who was traded mid-season. 

In short, its not hard to look at that list and conclude, again, that Marleau is significantly overpaid.

Phat Stat Phil says: 

August 3rd, 2013 at 2:21 pm 

 102..

Seeing the discussion going on, I did a quick look at people who were paid between 6.5 and 7.2 million in 2012-2013. I had to widen the range a bit owing to the relative lack of contracts at that level. It ended up being a bonus since it included Boyle and Thornton as well as Marleau.

Here’s the numbers for even strength Corsi percentage:

 L.A #11 ANZE KOPITAR 61.3053

 L.A #8 DREW DOUGHTY 57.8412

 DET #13 PAVEL DATSYUK 57.4283

 S.J #22 DAN BOYLE 55.4754

 STL #19 JAY BOUWMEESTER 54.7738

 S.J #19 JOE THORNTON 54.4578

 S.J #12 PATRICK MARLEAU 53.1914

 CHI #7 BRENT SEABROOK 51.8168

 FLA #51 BRIAN CAMPBELL 51.6188

 PIT #12 JAROME IGINLA 50.8038

 CAR #28 ALEXANDER SEMIN 50.3738

 CBJ #21 JAMES WISNIEWSKI 49.7762

 CGY #12 JAROME IGINLA 48.4023

 CGY #13 MIKE CAMMALLERI 47.9439

 COL #26 PAUL STASTNY 47.3684

 PHI #48 DANNY BRIERE 47.1464

 TOR #3 DION PHANEUF 41.737

And here’s points per minute. Again, these are even strength numbers. That’s something I should have stressed in my other post as well.

 CAR #28 ALEXANDER SEMIN 0.01403

 DET #13 PAVEL DATSYUK 0.011873

 L.A #11 ANZE KOPITAR 0.011273

 CGY #12 JAROME IGINLA 0.010864

 PIT #12 JAROME IGINLA 0.009998

 S.J #19 JOE THORNTON 0.009285

 S.J #12 PATRICK MARLEAU 0.008375

 CGY #13 MIKE CAMMALLERI 0.008203

 PHI #48 DANNY BRIERE 0.007264

 COL #26 PAUL STASTNY 0.006113

 CBJ #21 JAMES WISNIEWSKI 0.004726

 CGY #4 JAY BOUWMEESTER 0.004676

 TOR #3 DION PHANEUF 0.003957

 CHI #7 BRENT SEABROOK 0.003874

 L.A #8 DREW DOUGHTY 0.002807

 FLA #51 BRIAN CAMPBELL 0.002514

 S.J #22 DAN BOYLE 0.002152

In terms of possession, Boyle, Thornton, and Marleau are #4, 6, and 7 (respectively) out of a list of 16 players — though I’ll grant that Iginla is listed twice for his numbers in Pittsburgh. That’s the upper end of the pack through to the middle of the pack and that implies that those contracts are good to average.

In terms of points-per-minute, Thornton, Marleau, and Boyle are #6, 7, and 16. Boyle’s #16 is deceptive, given that his main use was on the power play and I’m only counting even strength. I’m happy to throw that one out for now. Thornton and Marleau are right in the middle of the pack which implies that those are average contracts.

In addition, remember the problem we had last year? It was scoring. Any suggestions of getting rid of Thornton and Marleau *need* to come with people to replace the scoring we’d lose at the same time or this team is going to put the tank back in Shark Tank.

Phat Stat Phil says: 

August 3rd, 2013 at 2:25 pm 

 103..

A word of caution in correlating points with salary. Puck Daddy ran a list a while ago that they didn’t even bother to print because the best players per dollar spent were players who were generally still on entry-level contracts. It’s to avoid those comparisons that I explicitly chose to compare players based on salary rather than basing it on points and comparing the relative salaries there.

To be honest, I think there’s a case that players just shouldn’t make that much, but as long as you’re allowing it, I don’t really think that Marleau, Thornton, or Boyle are overpaid.

marlo1 says: 

August 4th, 2013 at 10:41 am 

 104..

Phat Stat Phil

“I think there’s a case that players just shouldn’t make that much”

A better case can be made that other “entertainment” figures like Oprah ($165 M), Howard Stern ($95 M), Tom Cruise ($75 M), etc shouldn’t make that much.

Hockey is a physically grueling ( 82 games with top 6/ top 2 pairing players clocking in 15-20 minutes per game). Some might say it’s one of the most dangerous ( concussions) pro sports. They don’t get paid for play off games where physicality and danger is increased due to the competition levels.

With the cap, hockey players salaries are still ok comparatively speaking. Oprah doesn’t lose her career when she ages. Hockey players do.

Refsmom says: 

August 4th, 2013 at 9:40 pm 

 105..

Phil Mickelson’s house is on the market and I read he’s headed for Florida.

Refsmom says: 

August 4th, 2013 at 9:45 pm 

 106..

Marlo1

I did not know that they do not get extra salary for playoff games.

I just assumed they did, that coaches, players got “bonuses” for making it into the playoffs.

GP says: 

August 4th, 2013 at 11:51 pm 

 107..

It was Lincoln or Clemens (Twain) that said something similar to this: “If you are looking for a flaw in a man, you surely will find it.”

Bustherrr says: 

August 5th, 2013 at 3:06 am 

 108..

Zeke,

 Sorry, you have use real salaries, not cap hit, when you comparing players value. Apples to Apples, or what’s the point having a discussion. 

Cap hit is an artificial number, that may distort real salary comparison. For example, Hossa is really being paid $7.9M(7yrs) but has a $5.275M Cap hit, due to the last 4 additional years at $1M.

I guarantee you GMs & Agents use salaries, not cap hit, when making player comparisons for contract negotiations. I’m also pretty darn sure Pavelski could have gotten offers from other GMs for more $ for longer years, then the $6M – 5yrs agreed to, as a UFA next year. Couture too.

My point with Clowe, was as a familiar example, for what the UFA range reality is, so as to inform/expand the discussion about Pavelski’s value. Some state with such certainty their opinions about salaries, as if salaries are a simple equation, when clearly they are not so exact.

Pointing out not so much that Clowe is overpaid, but that Pavelski might not be as overpaid as as some have commented. The $4.5-5M range perhaps arising a bit more from cap wishful hoping then UFA offers. That one might consider he just might be worth more then the $4.85M Clowe got on the actual open market, maybe even close the 5yr $6M he got at this point. Considering what it might have cost SJ had he become a UFA next summer. Not that I don’t recognize the risk at 35.

While some GMs might be thinking the Clowe, Clarkson, maybe Horton etc. contracts are risky, I’m pretty sure they are not thinking the same about the Couture, Pavelski, Thornton, Marleau, Burns or Boyle, etc. contracts. If DW was to trade any of these guys the other GMs would not have any problem at all taking on their contracts.

Phat Stat Phil says: 

August 5th, 2013 at 3:34 am 

 109..

marlo1:

You’re misunderstanding me. I don’t mean that players don’t deserve the pay. I mean strictly from a perspective of points-per-dollar-of-salary spent.

Marleau, Jumbo, and Boyle produce about as much as other players around the same salaries. That — to me — implies that they aren’t overpaid.

What I was suggesting is whether or not players making those contracts earn them with respect to other players on the market.

marlo1 says: 

August 5th, 2013 at 7:12 am 

 110..

Refsmom

I’ve always assumed players only get paid for regular season games. I could be wrong. Maybe someone else has more information? John Buccigross of espn had the same take on it like me, for what his opinion is worth.

http://espn.go.com/nhl/playoffs/2013/story/_/id/9224941/win-all-not-all-in

“There were times when all players weren’t all in during the playoffs. Players aren’t paid in the playoffs and the sacrifice didn’t fit the reward in some players’ minds. But slowly the Stanley Cup’s place in hockey and sports was elevated to never-before-seen places. “

GP says: 

August 5th, 2013 at 4:11 pm 

 111..

I don’t know how much things have changed per the new CBA. Players don’t get salary for the POs. There is prize money from the NHL, increasing amounts for getting further into the POs. POs are a tournament after all. There is also prize money for how the team finishes for the reg season.

Yes, the amounts of this money is very minor (per player) compared to salaries.

Bustherrr says: 

August 5th, 2013 at 7:48 pm 

 112..

Used to be nothing, while teams made money.

 This is double what it was last year (25+/-players shares).

 Approximately:

 $10K/player 1st rd exit, 8 teams.

 $20K/player 2nd rd exit, 4 teams.

 $50K/player 3rd rd exit, 2 teams.

 $90k/player SCup exit. 1 team.

 $150/player SCup winner.

Teams divide up shares differently, may split up a share between all the AHL callups, injured players, etc.

Bustherrr says: 

August 5th, 2013 at 8:00 pm 

 113..

Differently:

$13M Total.

 8 Teams each get $250K, 1st rd exit.

 4 Teams each get $500K, 2nd rd exit.

 2 Teams each get $1.25M, 3rd rd exit.

 1 Team gets $2.25M, SCup exit.

 1 Team gets $3.75M, SCup winner.

Bustherrr says: 

August 5th, 2013 at 8:02 pm 

 114..

Also:

 Presidents Cup winner gets $500K. Chi.

Bustherrr says: 

August 5th, 2013 at 8:04 pm 

 115..

GP,

 Well said, much simpler.

marlo1 says: 

August 5th, 2013 at 8:25 pm 

 116..

Thanks, GP and Bustherr!

Scrimmage number that matters, the Mueller-Constantine connection and the Russians are coming!

Posted by David Pollak on July 11th, 2013 at 10:18 pm | Categorized as Hockey, NHL, Sharks 

SAN JOSE – So if you want to read anything into the results of a prospects scrimmage – and frankly, I’d discourage that – here are the pertinent stats from Thursday’s night skirmish between Team Ricci and Team Marchment.

Final score: Marchment 4, Ricci 3 OT

Goals: Marchment – Daniil Tarasov 2, Rylan Schwartz, Kyle Bigos; Ricci – Matt Nieto 2, Petter Emanuelsson.

Attendance: 700.

That last number may not impress the folks in Edmonton or Winnipeg, but it was all that could fit into the north rink at Sharks Ice and the place was jammed. Hockey in July? Why not.

I used the occasion as the backdrop for a story on the fact the Sharks opened the doors to what historically has been a shuttered event. That story also focused on Tomas Hertl, and you can find it at http://www.mercurynews.com/sharks/ci_23645122/san-jose-sharks-give-fans-glimpse-future.

Mirco Mueller, San Jose’s most recent first-round pick who skated Thursday night, showed up in that story as well. But it didn’t reflect what first impressions he made on director of scouting Tim Burke this week.

“We’ve thrown a lot of stuff at him. He hasn’t fought it,” Burke said. “He’s tried it. That’s what this is about – learning new things, trying new things. He’s been what I thought. He picks things up really quick and he’s got good athleticism about him. Even if he’s close to a mistake, it’s never really a bad mistake because he can recover quickly. His ability to absorb knowledge and use it quickly is very good.”

When he returns to Everett of the WHL this season, Mueller will be dealing with a new coach – though one longtime Shark fans know well, Kevin Constantine. Did Burke welcome that development?

“Yeah, I don’t mind it. I think his game is transferable,” Burke said of Mueller. “He’s not a hard guy to coach. He’s one of those guys that doesn’t have highs and lows. He plays the game. He kills plays, he makes plays, he moves around. He doesn’t get frustrated. He has a good awareness of helping people who almost might be in trouble.”

Mueller hasn’t met Constantine yet. So was he aware that the second coach in Sharks history and the first to get them into the playoffs was a big deal in San Jose? Yes.

“He’s a big deal in Everett, too. He was the first coach there and the people are really excited,” Mueller said. “The players are as well.”

*****I asked Burke if other prospects improved their standing this week. He mentioned Matt Tennyson, then seemed to realize we were already familiar with the defenseman who became the first product of the Junior Sharks system to play for San Jose when he got into four games last season.

Burke then focused on another defenseman, Taylor Doherty.

“He’s pretty close,” Burke said of Doherty. “He kind of took over the camp. He’s a leader-type and that’s really good to see because most of the guys that have made it for us have shown that ability to lead in these, even though it’s a small thing. Doing things right, time after time, it adds up after awhile.”

*****Barring news, this may be the last entry here at WTC for a while so I’ll mention one other things as well.

The Sharks announced that a touring team from Russia will take on a few Sharks alums at Sharks Ice on July 19, a fund-raiser to benefit the Norcal Rep Scholarship Fund and Aubri Brown Club.

Oddly, two Sharks with Russian ties – Evgeni Nabokov and Alexander Korolyuk – are scheduled to play for the alums, not the visiting Gazprom Export, who expect to have Darius Kasperitis, Valeri Bure and Vladimir Malakhov in the lineup. Other Sharks alums participating include Owen Nolan, David Maley and Curtis Brown.

Tickets are $15 and details can be found at www.sharksiceatsanjose.com.

.

46 Responses to “Scrimmage number that matters, the Mueller-Constantine connection and the Russians are coming!”

Hung says: 

July 11th, 2013 at 11:12 pm 

 1..

It’s the North Rink that the Scrimmage was held David, not the South =)

David Pollak says: 

July 11th, 2013 at 11:15 pm 

 2..

Hung,

Fixed. Thanks.

David

Almaden FinFan says: 

July 12th, 2013 at 8:12 am 

 3..

Thanks DP. Have a great break from Hockey.

 -AFF

Sullivan says: 

July 12th, 2013 at 8:46 am 

 4..

Nice to hear a good word on Doherty! I know he was a “project” when they drafted him and for a while it wasn’t sounding like he was developing quite as well as the Sharks had hoped.

Johnny San Jose says: 

July 12th, 2013 at 1:09 pm 

 5..

Nolan better keep his head up with Kasperitis in town!

Hockey gal says: 

July 12th, 2013 at 6:46 pm 

 6..

Matt Nieto will be making some impact here in Sharks territory.

Sharkalchemy says: 

July 12th, 2013 at 7:55 pm 

 7..

hah…Kasparitis. What a punk. I’ll never forget him skating off well before the national anthem was over. Dude was like a Cold War every time he took the ice. I miss him.

WI JP says: 

July 12th, 2013 at 8:45 pm 

 8..

Thanks, DP. 

You da Shark. JP

Snow Shovel says: 

July 13th, 2013 at 9:56 am 

 9..

When the season starts up again, I’m going to raise my glass and say, “Here’s SAP in your eye.”

Renoshark says: 

July 13th, 2013 at 1:11 pm 

 10..

Thanks DP. Enjoy you’re summer.

N05TRADUMBA55 says: 

July 13th, 2013 at 1:56 pm 

 11..

Korolyuk requests that we get Sutter to coach the home team.

Renoshark says: 

July 13th, 2013 at 3:34 pm 

 12..

I’ve posted before that I think highly of Nieto and Tarasov. They both represented well on the score sheet. Anyone here go to the game? Curious about our young prospects and how they looked.

ZEKE says: 

July 15th, 2013 at 12:00 am 

 13..

Since its the end of the weekend in the middle of summer, figured I’d jump in on a subject no one cares about. The name of the arena.

Just name it “The Shark Tank”. If you want to call it “The Shark Tank in San Jose”, fine with me. 

By calling it SAP, half the money goes to the Sharks, half to the city. Call it the Shark Tank — the Sharks ought to pay for that sort of publicity!! Which covers some of the $$ the city would lose. 

But instead of publicizing SAP, lets face it, no one is buying SAP stuff because its name is on the arena, publicize San Jose. The Shark Tank is one of the great nicknames in venues. Not yet up there with Wrigley or Fenway, but way ahead of FedEx or Comerica Field. 

By calling it the Shark Tank, its a subtle, very positive sell of San Jose. You can sell the naming rights for a little bit of money. But selling San Jose via its most famous venue — that is going to pay you back a lot more.

SharkyVinnie says: 

July 15th, 2013 at 6:48 am 

 14..

For anyone who is chomping at the bit for the release of the 2013-14 season should be on Wednesday according to nbcsports.

http://prohockeytalk.nbcsports.com/2013/06/20/report-nhl-targeting-july-17-schedule-release-date/

Go Sharks!

Winter Gnome says: 

July 15th, 2013 at 8:11 am 

 15..

Just wondering if Tyler Kennedy is supposed to be the missing piece we needed to win a Cup since we are returning a team from last year that played with just enough umph to make the playoffs and then thought they could turn it up a notch, which they tried and failed to do. Now a year older and we are taking the same team into next season thinking they will be better? Sure hope Kennedy is the savior becasue it is the only move we made

16. 

tk says: 

July 15th, 2013 at 11:19 am 

 .

from healthy scratch in the playoffs in Pitt to savior?? hardly. 

teamwise, expect more of the same next season.

Stevo says: 

July 15th, 2013 at 3:45 pm 

 17..

Tyler has more game-winning goals (6) in the Playoffs than Sidney Crosby… but you already knew that. You also already knew that when the Pens won the Cup in ’09, Tyler scored 3 game-winners.

Sydney has 5 a total of GWG’s in the PO’s.

From Tyler, I’d expect more of the same.

GP says: 

July 16th, 2013 at 12:35 am 

 18..

And, it was known this past POs, TK was a plus player in the 9 PO games he played. Yet, the coach didn’t play him in the others…including keeping him out of 2 games in the ECF. So, gives quality shifts when he was allowed to play. I am just wondering, who made the decision to keep him out?

GP says: 

July 16th, 2013 at 12:55 am 

 19..

Just more perspective:

Rnd 1:

 In Pens 2 losses vs Isles, TK was scratched. Why?

Rnd 2:

 Pens 1 loss vs Sens…TK would have had the GWG if the Pens could have played ANY D on a PP with 30 seconds left in the game.

Rnd 3:

 4 losses in ECF, TK was scratched for two. Why?

Seems to me, TK didn’t hurt the Pens when he was allowed to play. Seemed that it hurt when he was a scratch.

IMO, looks like the Sharks acquired a hard worker and decent 10-15 min a game player

Also, Almost all scratches in the POs are listed as “Healthy,” unless the body has assumed room temp.

Sharkita says: 

July 16th, 2013 at 7:59 am 

 20..

Hi all,

 I’ve been on vac since the end of June and just got back. I have a question? Did the Sharks acquire Kennedy or not?

Snow Shovel says: 

July 16th, 2013 at 9:32 am 

 21..

Sharkita – Yes. See David’s 3rd post back that starts with, “No Surprises…”.

2 years at 4.6 million.

What’s a vacation? Is it fun?

tk says: 

July 16th, 2013 at 9:55 am 

 22..

notice how the pr spin dept immediately goes into action to try to cover up for their boy. just like they get paid to do.

Snow Shovel says: 

July 16th, 2013 at 10:20 am 

 23..

Good job, Sharks Public Relations Dept. combatting the cancers that appear here occasionally. GP, I’m putting you in for a raise.

GP says: 

July 16th, 2013 at 10:37 am 

 24..

Sharkita,

Maybe the confusion: Tim Kennedy is now signed in Pheonix. Tyler Kennedy was acquired on draft day for a 2nd rnd pick.

Snow Shovel says: 

July 16th, 2013 at 10:38 am 

 25..

Oops, forgot that Stevo should get a raise, too. Check your pay stubs next week. :) 

GP says: 

July 16th, 2013 at 10:39 am 

 26..

“expect more of the same next season.”

I didn’t think we’d have to wait until next season….in full display in @16.

ZEKE says: 

July 16th, 2013 at 10:42 am 

 27..

http://sports.yahoo.com/blogs/nhl-puck-daddy/pavel-datsyuk-red-wings-future-winter-classic-making-150122526.html

Did you hear about a comment one Canadian expert made that Datsyuk may not be naturally gifted, but is a hard worker?

“Of course I did. And I share that opinion. The more I work and practice, the more talented I get.”

Also a comment about putting Couture on the ice with that deke

Alex says: 

July 16th, 2013 at 11:35 am 

 28..

Sorry, but the hands that Pavel has and the tricks that he is able to perform with the puck – you can’t learn that through hard work. You either have it or you don’t. This is magic.

Stevo says: 

July 16th, 2013 at 12:22 pm 

 29..

Snow Shovel,

Thanks for the raise! ;) Every little bit helps.

Stevo says: 

July 16th, 2013 at 12:28 pm 

 30..

GP #19,

Well said.

I can’t understand how Snarky Realist is unhappy that DW brings in a known PO scorer, a fast skater, a guy that can play on any line (he used to be on Malkin’s line), and doesn’t shy away from contact… and at a reasonable price/term.

Maybe his meds got mis-adjusted again?

Sharkita says: 

July 16th, 2013 at 12:30 pm 

 31..

Snow- had a great time in Puerto Vallerta

GP- Thanks for the clarification. It was Tyler I was thinking of. Hopefully we get a winner this time.

Stevo says: 

July 16th, 2013 at 12:31 pm 

 32..

GP #26,

We’ve been not only “expecting” it, but putting up with it for, what, 6 years?

Puckmastr says: 

July 16th, 2013 at 2:12 pm 

 33..

Wonder what folks on this board would think about making an attempt to sign Ian White. I know D men aren’t are top priority, but given the age of Boyle, Hannan and Stuart you probably can’t have too much depth there (And Demers could become trade bait). I know he’s not big, but his offensive skills are considerable – he moves the puck well and shoots well. He had an off year in Dettroit last year and got scratched in the POs – but he’s experienced, versatile and a known quantity from his stay here a couple of years ago. He’d probably be available at a good price. What do you hockey sages think?

BuddyElf says: 

July 16th, 2013 at 8:12 pm 

 34..

lol @ tk… why the use of puppet names? It must be that you really don’t believe the crap you spew, and you must hide under a new name to state such positions.

Good ol’ WTC

The Fat Lady says: 

July 17th, 2013 at 2:54 pm 

 35..

Maybe the reason that some don’t like the Tyler Kennedy signing might have to do with his advanced stats. Consider that he was ranked the 15 worst player based upon possesion time last season in the NHL.

And then look at his playoff numbers not impressive at all. 16th on his team in 5 v 5 corsi, playing easy minutes, and 15th on 5v4 playing easy minutes too. Comparing his playoff numbers to those of the Sharks his numbers would pretty much match those of Andrew Desjardin.

Alex says: 

July 17th, 2013 at 3:45 pm 

 36..

The schedule was supposed to be released today according to rumors. Anybody heard anything?

Sharkattax says: 

July 17th, 2013 at 4:00 pm 

 37..

Nothing official. Perhaps by the end of the week. There is a link to a “possible” Florida Panthers schedule for next season below. Of interest because it shows a 20 day break between games around the Olympic schedule even though NHL hasn’t yet officially committed to having players participate.

http://prohockeytalk.nbcsports.com/2013/07/17/is-this-the-florida-panthers-2013-14-schedule-with-a-19-day-olympic-break/

Stevo says: 

July 17th, 2013 at 4:42 pm 

 38..

That’s interesting Fat Lady, but I’d like to see Tyler’s Corsi for all years with PIT. Not just his worst year.

“Stats” that don’t take into consideration how many clutch PO goals he scores aren’t that advanced IMO ;) 

GP says: 

July 17th, 2013 at 4:58 pm 

 39..

Stevo, there you go again dissin’ those stats. Don’t you know they mean everything when it comes to evaluating a player. Heck, you don’t even have to watch the player to know how much he stinks up the joint. Simply, look at the the box score the next day. Saves all the trouble of having to watch the game too. ;) 

Stevo says: 

July 18th, 2013 at 6:39 am 

 40..

Now, now, Mr. GP you’re making too much sense for some here ;) I still want The Fat Lady to post Tyler’s career corsi #’s because I really want to see how good they are. And since that would be a multi-year aggregation, perhaps she would include Fenwick numbers.

And yeah, who knows why anyone actually watches a game anymore.

ZEKE says: 

July 18th, 2013 at 10:55 am 

 41..

Because there is little else to talk about, the article below stands out. Years ago, I learned the contrast between yellow and black was actually visually sharper than between white and black. I wonder if it’d be easier to see pucks on a yellow surface than on white surface. 

http://bleacherreport.com/articles/1707637-nashville-predators-bring-yellow-ice-to-bridgestone-arena-obvious-jokes-abound?utm_source=cnn.com&utm_medium=referral&utm_campaign=editorial&hpt=hp_t3

NB Finfan says: 

July 18th, 2013 at 12:25 pm 

 42..

Well I am getting my summer hockey fix in by watching many of the games at World Senior Tournament going on this week in Santa Rosa.

There is an article in the local paper about Jamie Kompon who is playing here this week. 

If anyone is interested in reading, here is the link:

http://www.pressdemocrat.com/article/20130717/SPORTS/130719569?title=NHL-assistant-coach-finds-time-on-ice-after-winning-title

Also playing in the tourney this week:

 Dan Geoffrion with a team from Nashville. I think that is Blake’s father and Boom Boom’s son. 

For the old timers, Red Berenson and Terry Harper are playing. Not playing but seen around the arena, former California Golden Seals player Stan Gilbertson.

puckace says: 

July 18th, 2013 at 2:14 pm 

 43..

Thanks Zeke that was a good read. Yellow ice just can’t get past all the urine jokes. But take that away and it does look rather striking. 

The Stockton Thunder color their ice pink every first weekend of November for breast cancer awareness. It looks pretty cool. My daughters dig it and it is one of the most popular promotions the Thunder do.

My hat’s off to Nashville for giving this a go.

GP says: 

July 18th, 2013 at 5:13 pm 

 44..

Stevo,

My Bad! :P 

You’re correct oh venerable one. There is actually nothing wrong with taking a look at numbers when that is all you do with them. Comparing one yr to the next for example: knowing the total was more in 2005 than 2006. No conclusion from that, just the fact.

Renoshark says: 

July 19th, 2013 at 11:34 am 

 45..

I wouldn’t get wrapped around the axle too much on Corsi stats to solely judge a player. Actually watching them play would help as well. ;) . Is Manny Malhotra a horrible player? How about Mike Richards? The Staal/Cooke/Kennedy line was one of Pitt’s best lines a couple years ago. The kid can play. Can he come into SJ right away and have a great year? Let’s hope so. Past history of obtaining players that come into our system and tear it up right away is rare. The fact we’re emphasizing North-South, speed and playmaking should really help Kennedy’s adjustment period though. 

Worst 20 Players By Corsi Rate

The flipside to the best 20 players by their 2011/12 Corsi Rate is the worst 20 players. This is something that is calculated on the website behind the net. This selects players who have poor puck possession relative to their teammates. This can occur for several reasons. The most likely is the player in question is not very good but there are clear examples of players who made this list because of their playing tough defensive roles on their team.

Here are the 20 worst players by adjusted Corsi rate in 2011/12:

2011/12 Worst 20 Adjusted Corsi Rates

 Rank

 Player

 Team

 Corsi/60 min 

1 Manny Malhotra Van

-32.6

2 Jim Slater Win

-27.9

3 Eric Boulton NJ

-26.0

4 Gregory Campbell Bos

-24.4

5 Tanner Glass Win

-24.0

6 Chris Thorburn Win

-21.8

7 Maxim Lapierre Van

-20.7

8 Michal Handzus SJ

-20.5

9 Dale Weise Van

-20.2

10 Daniel Paille Bos

-19.7

11 Shawn Thornton Bos

-18.8

12 Ryan O’Byrne Col

-18.4

13 Jay Pandolfo NYI

-17.5

14 Andrew Ference Bos

-16.7

15 Douglas Murray SJ

-16.2

16 Lennart Petrell Edm

-16.1

17 Mike Richards LA

-15.4

18 Nicklas Grossman Phi

-15.2

19 Rod Pelley Ana

-14.8

20 Radek Dvorak Dal

-14.7

Manny Malhotra leads this list by a significant margin. He also hadmore defensive zone starts than anyone since that stat was kept by a significant margin. His appearance here is largely due to playing a tough role in Vancouver. Thus it is likely correct that Jim Slater or Eric Boulton were actually the worst the puck possession players according to this method if any reasonable correction for zone starts is made.

This rate adjustment to Corsi ratings is harder to make such an adjustement to than a study using raw numbers. Thus I think it is superior to start from raw numbers. However there is value to this method as well. It is always useful to measure things by multiple methods. Though they will not all agree in their exact rankings of what is measured you gain a better understanding of the overall picture by doing this. As a non-hockey example. If you ask me which animal is the biggest in the zoo, I might measure their heights and conclude its a giraffe or measure their weights and conclude its an elephant. There is nothing wrong with the height and weight measurements even though they prduced different leaders. This is an opportunity to better understand the differences in what we are measuring. Similarly Manny Malhotra has the worst rate adjusted Corsi. Other players wind up worst on other lists. We can use our judgement and understanding to see what thay means. In this case the biggest reason for Malhotra’s low ranking is his record high number of defensive zone starts.

Z-Man says: 

July 19th, 2013 at 4:44 pm 

 46..

22: TK, someone shooting down your weak, unsupportable speculations is no reason to start accusing people of being in a fictitious PR dept. It just makes it look like you have no real thought process and that you are just trying to upset people.

Oh wait…

9

1:59 pm

Arena now the SAP Center — and a few words from owner Hasso Plattner after today’s official name change(95)

By David Pollak

.

SAN JOSE – The Shark Tank got its third corporate name Tuesday as a new logo for the SAP Center was officially unveiled at the downtown arena.

Mostly, that’s a business or metro story, much of which was told last month when the council approved a five-year contract with SAP that will divided $3.35 million over the next five years between the city of San Jose and the Sharks.

But Hasso Plattner – the co-founder of the German-based business software company whose name is now on the building as well as majority owner of the Sharks – was on hand for the occasion, his first public appearance here since taking over as face of the shrinking ownership group in late January.

And while there was no formal press conference, a few of us did get a chance afterward to ask questions of the high-tech billionaire. This wasn’t the place for any serious grilling and Plattner has indicated he doesn’t see himself as a loud and visible man-in-charge, but here’s what did come up.

On Logan Couture’s new contract: “That was absolutely paramount. Logan is the center of our franchise in the future. He’s a great player and a great personality, a real leader. He’s a two-way player and I’m very glad Doug could sign him for a long, long period.”

On whether his increasing share of the team – the original 11-man ownership group is down to four with Plattner buying shares held by the others – shows confidence in the team’s financial future under the new CBA: 

Initially, Plattner alluded to a statement that Mayor Chuck Reed made, calling the arena a “cash-positive” venture for the city, noting he cannot say “the same for the Sharks. We’re struggling. You know the other teams in the league are struggling, Phoenix and others. We have to find a way out of this. We cannot continue as usual. It is a serious problem. We tried to fix it. 

“The fans should not suffer. We want to give them a good show. We still want to win the cup. Our top players are getting a year older every year, but they’re still very competitive. We had a good run in the playoffs. Let’s see what we can do next year.”

And he repeated what he said in January when he indicated he wanted to make the Sharks a sustainable business operation: “With a sports team, in the end, it has to be at least flat.”

*****In a press release tied to the name change, the Sharks and SAP mentioned technological improvements for fans coming with the new partnership. Among them:

Read the rest of this entry »

No surprises, but busy day for Sharks nonetheless as they sign players, keep Burns at forward

Posted by David Pollak on July 5th, 2013 at 1:37 pm | Categorized as Uncategorized 

SAN JOSE — Nothing that wasn’t expected, but a steady flow of news from the Sharks this morning.

*That five-year, $30 million contract extension that could keep Logan Couture in San Jose through the 2018-19 season is now official. Turns out it has limited no-trade language that kicks in at 2016 and gives Couture some control over where he might end up.

*Newly acquired Tyler Kennedy recevied a two-year, $4.6 million contract.

*Veteran defenseman Scott Hannan will earn $1 million next season as Shark.

And, amid all the signings, this tidbit:

Brent Burns will play next season at power forward. That shouldn’t come as a surprise, considering how his switch there helped turn the Sharks season around, but the team had hedged on the topic at the end of the season. Burns said he didn’t care — as long as he had adequate notice to train accordingly.

The online story that gets into GM Doug Wilson’s thoughts on the matter is now posted at http://www.mercurynews.com/sharks/ci_23605316/san-jose-sharks-will-keep-brent-burns-at

And here’s a deeper look at the new contracts that were announced.

*****Despite the fact that the basics of Couture’s new extension became public almost three weeks ago, Wilson said the final wording of part of the contract weren’t worked out until the final 24 hours.

“He’s obviously a huge part of what we try to do around here,” Wilson said of Couture. “We’re trying to continue on what we did just prior to the trade deadline – maintain our identity, attacking with speed.”

Wilson noted that Couture gave up three years of potentially being an unrestricted free agent, but Couture also got limited no-movement language in the contract that kicks in in 2016 and gives him some control as far as where he could be dealt.

“Obviously you never know what’s going to happen in the future and I wanted to give myself an option, say something happened,” Couture said.

But more important to him was the fact his future with the Sharks seems in place.

“The deal really came together pretty quickly. This was very easy to do,” Couture said. “I want to play in San Jose. They know that, and from what I picked up, they want me out there.”

Couture acknowledged that the team’s strong regular season finish and decent showing in the playoffs gave hm added impetus to extend long-term.

“That was part of it. it was a tough ending for us because I felt we were a better team than LA,” Couture said. “We came together as a group at the end of the year and the playoffs, playing our best hockey. It was a tough way to go, but the pieces we have in San Jose, I’m looking forward to getting started next year.

As far as all the talk that Couture is the team’s future captain, he wasn’t ready to list that as a personal goal.

“You never know what’s going to happen. Joe’s our captain and he’s a great leader. He’s done a great job as a captain,” Couture said. “I think that on our team, you don’t have to have a letter on your jersey to be a leader. We’ve got a lot of leaders in our dressing room who don’t have letters on their jerseys. We’ll see what happens.”

*****Tyler Kennedy said his deal came together pretty quickly. San Jose inherited the qualifying offer Kennedy received from Pittsburgh as a restricted free agent, so there wasn’t any extreme urgency, but both sides described it as a relatively easy procvess.

“I was excited to get it done and I’ll probably be out there the end of the month to look for places to live,” Kennedy said.

*****Hannan said that a new contract with the Sharks was something in the back of his head as soon as he was traded back to San Jose in April.

“Whetn the deal happened, I came back with a lot of good memories of San Jose. It’s like a home to me,” he said. “I’m really happy to be back.”

The contract became more likely after Hannan’s strong playoff performance, usually paired with Brad Stuart. What made him more effective then?

“I think it was a lot of things,” he said. “Feeling comfortable in a situation. The coaches, the way they treated me. Knowing a lot of guys on the team. I’d been there before and as an older player, I just came in and played my game.”

*****Longtime Sharks back-up netminder Thomas Greiss signed a one-year contract with the Phoenix Coyotes, but only after the team let him know it was not bringing him back.

“We have agreed to terms with both Alex Stalock and Harri Sateri. We informed Thomas we were going to go a different direction,” Wilson said “After talking to Wayne Thomas and Corey Schwab and Todd, we feel very comfortable with that. We’re very high on Stalock and Sateri and they’ll come into camp and compete for the secondary spot.”

*****Wilson would not get into the likelihood that Marty Havlat would be placed on long-term injured reserve to create room under the salary cap while he recovers from off-season pelvic surgery. Not now at least.

“We go through the process,” the GM said, referring to the need to reach a point where the team has a better idea of the period of time needed to recover. But, he added, later “we won’t be limited on adding to our team going forward.”

*****Wilson also talked about the Sharks not joining the frenzy that comes with the first day of free agency every year — a day that teams often overpay for talent, Wilson has said in the past.

“It’s how you spend your money and when you spend it,” Wilson said. “Under a cap system, especially when it’s going down to $64.3 (million), you’ve got to dedicate your dollars. Somebody might lose somebody and then they go after somebody. You lose somebody, you add somebody. I can see how that happens. We’re not looking to lose anybody. We’re looking to add and build upon our team going forward.

“Today’s not the finish line,” he said. “It’s the starting point of how we’re going to build our team going up to the trade deadline.”

*****Along those lines, the New Jersey Devils did give Ryane Clowe the five-year contract he was reportedly looking for before the Sharks traded him to the New York Rangers in April. He’ll earn $4.85 million per season.

Let’s just say it’s a good bet that contract wasn’t going to happen with the Sharks so it looks as if both parties got what they were looking for out of the split.

And it’ll be a while before anybody knows if Devils GM Lou Lamoriello was overly generous, though bear I mind he knew he was losing David Clarkson.

That, I’m pretty sure, would seem to be the situation that Wilson tries not to put himself in.

*****The Sharks have released the names of players taking part in their prospects development camp next week, the one that will have a rarity: a scrimmage open to the public. Details of that July 11 competition between Team Ricci and Team Marchment can be found at http://sharks.nhl.com/club/news.htm?id=676085. And the player roster is at http://sharks.nhl.com/club/news.htm?id=676648

According to Wilson, Mike Ricci made Tomas Hertl his first pick in the draft dividing up the players; Bryan Marchment went with Mirco Mueller.

*****Finally, a quick thank you to Curtis Pashelka for holding down the fort while I was making my two-week-late tour of the Stanley Cup finals with vacation stops in Chicago and Boston. Coincidence, I assure you.

.

152 Responses to “No surprises, but busy day for Sharks nonetheless as they sign players, keep Burns at forward”

puckace says: 

July 5th, 2013 at 2:29 pm 

 1..

Welcome back DP!

It will be interesting to see how the Sharks fit all these contracts under the cap. I don’t really see how they can do it at the moment. Aren’t they over right now? Maybe some two way contracts are in play?

Fine with the TK and Hannan contracts. Sorry to see Greiss go. Thus ends the Shark’s German connection. I wish him well in Phoenix.

I do think Stalock will be fine. I saw him play in Stockton. He has the skill. Whether or not Nemo lets him see the net is another matter.

Crazy money flying around today. I liked Clowe but NJ really overpaid. Glad DW didn’t have that kind of $ to burn.

GP says: 

July 5th, 2013 at 2:49 pm 

 2..

puckace,

Sharks are currently just under the cap ($268K), without an identified backup goalie. That does include Marty Havlat. This will send some here at WTC over the edge.

13 F

 7 D

 1 G

IMO, still too soon to care, but some will. Hand lotion required in that case.

marlo1 says: 

July 5th, 2013 at 3:16 pm 

 3..

2

 Why would this send anyone over the edge?

 Still almost 2 months left before camp.

 A trade or FA signing may still happen.

 23 players needed by October?

 Time left for Doug Wilson to ply his magic.

GP says: 

July 5th, 2013 at 3:25 pm 

 4..

marlo1,

“Why would this send anyone over the edge?”

You have to have been here since the inception of the salary cap and DWs tenure as Sharks GM. To put in the context I left out @2, any of the DW haters will search for ANYTHING to complain about regarding everything DW does.

marlo1 says: 

July 5th, 2013 at 3:36 pm 

 5..

Max Lapierre signed with the Blues, two years and a total of $2.2M. 

Great news – that pain in the butt is out of our new division. Hope the Hawks + Wild like exchanging phlegm with that obnoxious pest.

marlo1 says: 

July 5th, 2013 at 3:43 pm 

 6..

Saku Koivu resigns with Ducks, 1 year @ $2.5 Million+bonus incentives.

Good contract for a 3rd line PK set up guy center who wins FO’s and pots in occasional goals. Smart player – reminds me of an older Pavs.

Renoshark says: 

July 5th, 2013 at 3:45 pm 

 7..

I like the Tyler Kennedy signing. Let’s just hope DW doesn’t unload him or let him walk in 2 years and we’re back to square one again.

marlo1 says: 

July 5th, 2013 at 3:48 pm 

 8..

Argh. Devils sign Ryder 2 years @ $3.5 Million average per year.

Was hoping Sharks would sign Ryder.

Jagr @ $3 Million for 1 yr wouldn’t be hard to take in teal playing RW with Couture and Marleau – still looked like he had some scoring touch. Good set up guy too.

marlo1 says: 

July 5th, 2013 at 3:51 pm 

 9..

RW Damien Brunner age 27 still unsigned. Might work for our 2nd line.

marlo1 says: 

July 5th, 2013 at 3:53 pm 

 10..

I really really don’t want Doug Wilson to experiment with Wingels or Shepherd playing top 6 minutes.

Brainstu says: 

July 5th, 2013 at 3:58 pm 

 11..

I hope the German connection doesn’t end… That is if Konrad Abeltshauser kicks some butt with the Worcester sharks this year.

Renoshark says: 

July 5th, 2013 at 4:01 pm 

 12..

GP:

From previous thread. Boyler getting dealt at some point is inevitable and the return on him alone should be fairly significant. I’m ok keeping Paddy, just solely for the fact he doesn’t seem to be losing a step and fits nicely with our increased emphasis on getting faster, playing faster. And Jumbo? We can’t keep living on borrowed time with our shallow prospect system(And to be clear, we do have some very good, albeit young, players in our system). I’d love to add some youth and a few studs to that pool along with a high-end player. Joe can bring good value back to SJ. I just think that the time is right to move on. Problem is, DW keeps playing for the “right now” rather than a year or two from now. Hard to say what he’ll do with Paddy and Joe. I don’t think he’ll keep both though.

puckace says: 

July 5th, 2013 at 4:28 pm 

 13..

GP: Thanks. It’s going to take some creative financing by DW to field a full roster this year. Could be the Woosta Shuttle once again. Or has that option been nixed by the new CBA as well? 

Brainstu: ja, ich hoffe, Sie haben Recht. Perhaps Sturm is available for cheap ;) 

marlo1 says: 

July 5th, 2013 at 4:40 pm 

 14..

All in all Sharks still look like they’re in the top echelon of our new division.

Can’t complain about our team’s makeup except for albatross contract whose name shall remain unmentioned.

LA, Sharks, Ducks – best 3 teams.

Canucks – far behind especially if Luongo is a no show and Schneider has been traded – Torts as HC, 1 degree removed from AV with a worse temper.

Calgary, bottom feeder- Feaster has screwed them with the way he’s mis-spent $ on mixed bag of players. Talk about a team with no identity.

PHX – middle of the road after the top 3 CA. teams.

Oilers might have gotten a bit better and rival PHX for middle of the pack.

puckmastr says: 

July 5th, 2013 at 4:44 pm 

 15..

Lots of trading action today – Ducks dealt Ryan to SENS, Alfredsson to Wings (Yikes!), Devils WAY overpaid for Clowe, (though I think he’ll do well there), Scuderi returning to Pens, Ferrence to Oilers. Preds signed Stalberg, who I had hoped we might pick up – but they’re paying him 3M/year…way more than we would have been able to, and prob way too much.

Marlo1 (#10) – agree, Wingels and Sheppard shouldn’t play top 6 minutes. I too was hoping we’d sign Ryder, but it wasn’t in the cards.

marlo1 says: 

July 5th, 2013 at 4:48 pm 

 16..

“The Bruins have inked Iginla to a one-year deal worth approximately $6-million.” This time for real.

DomnVinsDad says: 

July 5th, 2013 at 4:55 pm 

 17..

Some interesting moves for sure. Didn’t think I would see Alfredsson leaving.

Renoshark says: 

July 5th, 2013 at 5:27 pm 

 18..

The Bruins have hit a home run thus far. Loui Eriksson, Iggy and some other very good prospects the past few days. Best team in the East right now.

ZEKE says: 

July 5th, 2013 at 5:44 pm 

 19..

LAK loses Scuderi to Pitt. I think Scuderi is a very good player, but jeez, LAK is deep on the blue line (if they stay healthy, that is). Not many teams could lose a guy like that and not miss him.

GP says: 

July 5th, 2013 at 6:00 pm 

 20..

Seto finds a new but cold home.

http://www.tsn.ca/nhl/story/?id=427066

2nd round pick….? Wild couldn’t wait?

Teejay says: 

July 5th, 2013 at 6:05 pm 

 21..

I agree with a couple of other posts. PHL overpaid Clowe.

Stevo says: 

July 5th, 2013 at 6:12 pm 

 22..

GP,

FireDougFletcher ;) 

Renoshark says: 

July 5th, 2013 at 6:12 pm 

 23..

In the words of “Hockeynut”, “Chuck Fletcher is building a Stanley Cup winner alright…….In Winnipeg!” ;) 

GP says: 

July 5th, 2013 at 6:13 pm 

 24..

Teejay,

Does PHL mean Philly? If so, I can see you’re on the ball.

GP says: 

July 5th, 2013 at 6:16 pm 

 25..

Stevo, Reno,

Awesome. :P 

Bustherrr says: 

July 5th, 2013 at 6:20 pm 

 26..

Marlo1, WIJP,

 From previous thread:

So you don’t think Mgt/C had issues with Clowe for playing the puck from the bench (even though he got away with it), and the coming direct off the bench to start a fight that cost SJ a double minor at a critical point in a game. Maybe making comments to the press, instead of keeping them in-house, especially when Clowe’s own play had been erratic and his numbers have declined the last 2 years, Mgt, others thought who was he to start pointing fingers at teammates.

I don’t really think it was personal. I think Clowe just made it very easy choice for SJ in a number of ways, when DW knew with the SCap coming down at the end of the season they had to somehow cut $6M + $2-3M to re-sign Couture, cheaper replacements etc.

All DW had to do to get there, was not resign the 3 guys with most expensive expiring contracts ($8.625M total), whose salaries were also not justified by their play. Plus SJ got benefit picks from moving them early.

If Clowe had played as well as he did 2 years ago, SJ would have faced very tough choices, and DW would have had a very tough job. He might have had to buy someone else out.

It is hard to believe Clowe got a raise after the last 2 years. Just shows the premium price for a FA.

marlo1 says: 

July 5th, 2013 at 6:28 pm 

 27..

20

 Good for Seto. Jets barely missed the play offs this season. He’ll have Ladd, Wheeler, Kane, Little, Schiefele as forward line mates.

21

 Clowe got signed by the Devils. If it were any other GM than Lamorello I’d agree with you. Such an obvious over payment for a slumping physically worn power forward. But Lamorello has several SC rings. He’s a pretty smart GM. We’ll see.

marlo1 says: 

July 5th, 2013 at 6:32 pm 

 28..

26

 I was just responding to WI JP’s allegation with a guess IF true. I have no dog in this fight.

Bustherrr says: 

July 5th, 2013 at 6:51 pm 

 29..

14: Marlo1,

 Don’t forget, with realignment next year, in the west there are only 14 teams competing for 8 playoff spots, and Det and CBJ (T-8th) are replaced, by out of the playoffs Win. No soft NW division and Chi, LA, Ana, Van, Min have all lost good players. 

The East conference, with 9(+) teams that made the playoffs this year and now 16 teams competing for 8 spots, might be the tougher conference now, and perhaps be a tougher road to SCF.

marlo1 says: 

July 5th, 2013 at 6:52 pm 

 30..

Wonder if Bruins GM disclosed this information about Tyler Seguin partying ways to the Stars GM?

http://sports.yahoo.com/blogs/nhl-puck-daddy/tyler-seguin-mom-says-boston-media-making-stories-184846691.html

Stevo says: 

July 5th, 2013 at 7:09 pm 

 31..

And once again, I find myself reading the truth behind the performance of the Sharks (from Mr. Pollak’s post above): … Couture said. “We came together as a group at the end of the year and the playoffs, playing our best hockey.”

Don’t know if it was one, or a group, that stepped up and convinced certain of the boys to be team players, but he/they deserve a ton of credit.

With the prospect of effective leadership, I’m looking forward to next season.

marlo1 says: 

July 5th, 2013 at 7:11 pm 

 32..

Renoshark

 That Iggy deal turns out to be a sweet one for the Bruins. A relatively small base salary + performance incentives, the latter which count against 2014/15 cap.

LeBrun says:

“Iggy deal: $1.8 M base salary, $3.7 M games played bonus, $500,000 goal scoring/team playoff performance: total $6 M”

Tracy Tim says: 

July 5th, 2013 at 7:12 pm 

 33..

I have no doubt that management is smart enough to put an A on Cooch’s jersey this season. Next to Jumbo, Cooch is definitely the team leader. You can see it every game by respect Cooch gets from his fellow mates every game. Real obvious!

Stevo says: 

July 5th, 2013 at 7:23 pm 

 34..

Bustherr 26,

Well said.

I don’t think Clowe was a happy Shark.

Bustherrr says: 

July 5th, 2013 at 7:24 pm 

 35..

“Today’s not the finish line,” he said. “It’s the starting point of how we’re going to build our team going up to the trade deadline.”

Now that I see the full quote, and the context paragraphs, I understand much more clearly what DW was saying, and not just Mgt speak.

 Sounds like DW is looking to make another move(‘s). But he also needs to see Havlat’s projected situation and understand the options related, what opportunities there are and any new ones that might arise.

marlo1 says: 

July 5th, 2013 at 7:28 pm 

 36..

35

“But he also needs to see Havlat’s projected situation and understand the options related, what opportunities there are and any new ones that might arise.”

Like calling Lou Lamorella for some names of Jersey fixers?

Kidding, I’m just kidding.

Phat Stat Phil says: 

July 5th, 2013 at 7:40 pm 

 37..

From the last thread, I have actually seen Sateri play. It was in a loss in Worcester last year, but he is the real deal. Amazing reactions and possibly the fastest glove hands I’ve seen since Patrick Roy.

This move will be a great one for Greiss. Burke manages to make goalies who seem marginal into superstars. Labarbera and Smith have both benefited from their time in Phoenix. I’m confident that Greiss could take the starting spot there during Smith’s next injury.

The Sharks have historically undervalued Greiss. This isn’t the first time they’ve let him go.

GP: as for Stalock, he looked nervous. I don’t really have a better way of saying it, but as a goalie, you recognize certain things in his stance and his (IMO) overcommunication with the D. I remember that he let in a couple of soft goals in two games.

He very likely has the talent, but the way he was playing last year showed that he really needs some time and attention to get rid of those nerves and play at the NHL level.

And if Greiss was willing, it’s not as though signing him would have broken the bank, so you’ve got to figure that they really want to bring Stalock up.

Worth noting: I — once again — no longer have a Sharks jersey with a current Sharks name on the back.

Stevo says: 

July 5th, 2013 at 7:42 pm 

 38..

Thanks GP.

I’m pretty sure NoCup is also having a hard time swallowing the truth that a GM not named Doug WIlson traded for a good player and then let him go for almost nothing. 

And a Coach not named McLellan got a good new scorer, and his game declined under his mentorship.

Stevo says: 

July 5th, 2013 at 7:54 pm 

 39..

It’s always fun to go back and read what GMs say about players after a trade, though not nearly as juicy as the Seguin tabloid-esque-capade. [h/t to marlo1]

Some Chuck Fletcher on Seto:

http://www.startribune.com/sports/wild/124522899.html

Bob Sinn says: 

July 5th, 2013 at 8:00 pm 

 40..

Could you explain how long-term injured reserve works? Once a player is put on it, how long must they remain on the list? Could Havlat be put on it for only the first half of the year, for example. Could you also cover any other ways the Sharks could get cap relief besides putting Havlat on injured reserved?

Bustherrr says: 

July 5th, 2013 at 8:09 pm 

 41..

Thanks Stevo,

 It was obvious Clowe was frustrated, at his performance and his own inability to contribute to the team winning or not losing, probably more then anyone, or anything else. Pushing too hard, maybe. 

He has had a number of concussions, especially since the big Kronwall one, and he would be one to man-up and ignore symptoms, hope they are not a factor. 

Best of luck to him in NJ, interesting moves/changes there, and they do have cap space.

marlo1 says: 

July 5th, 2013 at 8:10 pm 

 42..

39

 Stupid remarks. That’s what causes FA players to shun certain teams.

GP says: 

July 5th, 2013 at 8:18 pm 

 43..

Phil @37,

As I mentioned before, Stalok has only played 13 pro games (only in 2 NHL) since returning from rehab. 

IMO, we know you as a stat guy, not a scout.

BTW: I have played goalie…have an understanding of the pos…though, for obvious reasons, not anymore.

 reason: I started seeing spreadsheets all over…. ;) I kid, I kid.

ZEKE says: 

July 5th, 2013 at 8:20 pm 

 44..

A point on the trade for Tyler Kennedy. If the comment is correct, Seto was shipped for a 2nd rounder (exact spot TBD in next year’s draft). Kennedy was acquired for the 50th overall in this year’s ‘deep’ draft. 

Given that most GMs place greater value for the pick now, vs the pick a year from now, the Sharks paid more Kennedy than Winnipeg paid for Seto. 

Which suggests that if we’d offered Minny that same pick we used to get Kennedy, we could have gotten Seto. Between the 2, I’d have preferred Seto.

Renoshark says: 

July 5th, 2013 at 8:28 pm 

 45..

Zeke @ 44:

Both players will get top-6 minutes next year. It will be interesting to see how they compare statwise to each other over the course of a full season. I think overall they’re both pretty even. I’m equally curious at seeing Brent Burns, the forward, over the course of a full season. He needs to have a 20+ goal scoring season for this experiment to have some degree of success.

Bustherrr says: 

July 5th, 2013 at 8:35 pm 

 46..

43-GP,

 Pretty sure Stalock played 39 gms in the AHL Wor this year. 

He and Sateri split them close to 50/50, even though Stalock had better numbers from the beginning until the end of the year.

Stevo says: 

July 5th, 2013 at 8:47 pm 

 47..

Matt Crooke gets 3@7.5M with the Wild.

I swear Fletch tries to mimic Wilson, except Wilson got his scumbag-with-skills for 3@6M.

DW still slightly ahead of Fletch, imo.

marlo1 says: 

July 5th, 2013 at 8:53 pm 

 48..

Renoshark

 I’m not sure that Seto and Kennedy will get top 6 minutes right off the bat or for any length of time. Jets are reasonably deep in offense. It’s defense where they need help. Seto will have to earn a spot by being more consistent, and perhaps a bit more defense minded. I hope Sharks don’t need to play Kennedy on the top 2 lines, that Doug Wilson will work some magical trade or sign an older sniper vet like Jagr for 1 year. TK is a good 3rd line forward, 2nd line for a couple of games.

You might be thinking of Pascal Dupuis – he and TK started out around the same time as rookies I think when Penguins won the SC – Dupuis developed into a Penguins top 6 forward. TK continued playing as a 3rd line forward. In order to have $ to resign Dupuis, Shero traded TK to us.

ZEKE says: 

July 5th, 2013 at 8:57 pm 

 49..

fwiw, the reason I’d have preferred Seto over TK is the obvious one. Seto already showed he could be effective on lines with Pavs and Jumbo — and got his share of big goals along the way. Would Seto have fit on a line with Burns and Jumbo? Absolutely.

marlo1 says: 

July 5th, 2013 at 8:58 pm 

 50..

47

 Agree about Cooke vs Torres. And I don’t like the slight – even if it was unintentional – to BB Fletch did in his send off interview. Doug Wilson chooses his words carefully. He’d never insult a former player on their way out.

marlo1 says: 

July 5th, 2013 at 9:05 pm 

 51..

49

 Agree with you. But bad idea trying to chase a traded player. And Seto didn’t have the well rounded 2 way forward that our HC seems to love. Seto became a bad fit because he was a pure goal scorer.

Renoshark says: 

July 5th, 2013 at 9:06 pm 

 52..

marlo:

TK played 3rd line minutes on a loaded Pens roster. Pretty much where Seto would have played on the same Pens roster. Even scored 20+ goals as a 3rd liner with Cooke and Staal. He has top-6 talent and will get top-6 time in SJ. Which is different than trying to crack the top-6 in Pittsburgh. We don’t have much choice really with Galiardi gone and Havlat out. I don’t want Wingels on our top lines. He’s fine with Raffi and Pavs just where he is. I’m more concerned what Hertl will give us this season. We could really use another sniper.

Stevo says: 

July 5th, 2013 at 9:06 pm 

 53..

I’m happy with Stalock. He played very well before the leg injury and he’s close to being back to that form today. I wish Greiss all the best. Perhaps we will get to see him and Stalock face off against each other next season.

marlo1 says: 

July 5th, 2013 at 9:19 pm 

 54..

52

” He has top-6 talent”

Maybe. I’m not convinced. I’d rather make effective use of Pavs’ talents and $4 M salary by giving him 2 solid 3rd line wingers who stay with him longer than 1 or 2 games. Trying to stretch TK is like trying to stretch TJ. Short time it works. Then it doesn’t. PM+Couture and JT+BB are not too shabby as compared to the Penguins top 6. Maybe Hertl can fill a top 6 slot. But I really hope Doug Wilson gets a cheap proven top 6 player like Jagr to fill the other slot. Or does a trade with Demers+Wingels for a top 6 forward.

marlo1 says: 

July 5th, 2013 at 9:24 pm 

 55..

52

 Shero offered TK the contract that he agreed to with the Sharks. Top 6 players – who are not rookies – don’t field $2 M+ contract offers. I’m delighted we finally have a really effective 3rd line. We haven’t had one for ages. I don’t think it’s a good idea to put players in roles that are too demanding for them. Everyone loses.

Bustherrr says: 

July 5th, 2013 at 9:43 pm 

 56..

44-Zeke,

 Well yes and no. 

1st, Seto apparently was not available at the draft or he would likely already have been traded, so for what ever reason Min had, it likely was not an option then, and SJ already has Kennedy now. 

For example, if Heatley was available to be traded at the draft instead of later at the start of FA or if Min would have been willing to wait until FA, Heatley not Seto would have been traded for Burns, and SJ might not have had to give up either Coyle or the 1st rd draft pick or neither. Then SJ also would still have Seto and either Coyle or the draft pick or maybe both both, and Min would still have Havlat and also Heatley. SJ might be much much happier now. Unfortunately that is not what happened.

2nd, Win finished lower this year, and might again next year so it might be say the 40th pick, so it could be a better pick even in the same rd. diff year.

3rd Min even after moving Seto, and Clutterbuck etc. is still over the cap so they are in a fairly weak bargaining position.

ZEKE says: 

July 5th, 2013 at 9:43 pm 

 57..

marlo @51

We gave up a bunch of goal scoring ability when we traded both Seto and Heatley. We got not so many goals in return with Havlat — though Burns is looking like a guy who can score at F. Plus, Marleau over the past couple years dropped from his 40 goals per 82 game season pace to a 30 goal pace. 

A number of other players (Clowe, McGinn) who can (or could) score goals have also left.

Your comment is about Seto being a pure goal scorer — we really could use another pure goal scorer. It wasn’t an issue a few seasons ago, it is now.

Hanley says: 

July 5th, 2013 at 9:58 pm 

 58..

Wondering if a non-Bay Area Sharks fan can answer a question for me. I am planning to switch from DirecTV to ATT Uverse and will no longer have access to Center Ice. Can a Uverse subscriber tell me if I will be able to watch Sharks games on Comcast Bay Area channel even if I am outside of California or is it blacked out? Can’t seem to get an a definitive answer.

marlo1 says: 

July 5th, 2013 at 10:02 pm 

 59..

ZEKE

 About our team’s need for a pure goal scorer – totally agree. I said as much in the previous thread. That’s why I was hoping against hope that Wilson would sign a player like Ryder or Jagr or Brunner or Grabo or whomever for a short term reasonable price. Teams can go over the cap by 10% until the 1st reg season game. Sign the player now – figure out how to cut cost by October. All we’ve got for pure goal scorers are an aging Marleau and a maybe sort of forward for the time being Burns. We are missing a heartless trigger finger NON well rounded, single dimensional sniper like Carter or Ryan or Iggie or Ovie or Stamkos.

ZEKE says: 

July 5th, 2013 at 10:02 pm 

 60..

@56 Bustherr — I’m not sure why Minny didn’t trade Seto during the draft. If he was available this week, he was almost certainly available last week, unless he slept with the GM’s niece (at least a little bit plausible given that its Seto).

I do think teams realize there is a time value associated with each draft pick. Because whoever is making the decisions needs to put out a competitive team sooner than later. Otherwise, there won’t be a later for that GM.

And if Minny is in a weak bargaining position, isn’t that even MORE reason to be in touch? I think if Seto was traded directly back here, though, it would look kind of awkward for the GM.

BASS says: 

July 5th, 2013 at 10:09 pm 

 61..

The German Connection lives with Hasso Plattner!

Renoshark says: 

July 5th, 2013 at 10:20 pm 

 62..

The more I read about Hertl and his performance with his Czech team, HC Slavia Praha, the less concerned I am about his impact potential. Especially playing with our top-2 lines. I have no doubt his first year in the U.S. and NHL will be a big adjustment for him but he’s the real deal. We could really use that impact right away but that’s a lot to ask of him right now. The mental part for him will be the hardest part.

marlo1 says: 

July 5th, 2013 at 10:40 pm 

 63..

Renoshark

 Some teams have their Captains take a rookie into their home to live with their family in their first NHL year. ( Neidemeyer and Fowler; Alfie and Larson). That might be helpful for Hertl. Not sure how much English he knows, but since Marty is sitting around home eating bonbons and watching soaps on TV these days and collecting a big fat $5 Million check, maybe Doug Wilson should twist Marty’s arm – heck it was going to fall off anyways at the next team hand shake – and ask him to room and board Hertl for the upcoming season. And if Marty gets healthy enough to return ( big IF) then Hertl can be sent down to Worcester knowing some English and N.A. hockey rules and Marty would return to our locker room to cheers and roses thrown at his feet for his wonderful it’s what’s best for the team jolly good effort mentoring Hertl.

Dunlap says: 

July 5th, 2013 at 11:36 pm 

 64..

TK over Seto anyday. Seto is immature and not defensibly responsible enough. Plus he is a party boy. A big reason he was traded was his pen hang for getting rip roaring drunk at places lime The Los Gatos Bar and Grill and not being in practice or game shape next day. He was a bad influence on Logan and others. A c Angeles of scenery didn’t seem to help as he was a “healthy” read drunk, scratch Vs his Old Sharks friends the first time The Sharks came to Minny. TK is a two way player with more wheels and grit. Top 7 player. We are still a sniper away from being real contenders though. DW knows he has until trade deadline to replace Marty with a healthy version of Marty aka playoff goal scorer.

Dunlap says: 

July 5th, 2013 at 11:45 pm 

 65..

The backup goalie job is Staylock’s to lose. He wmll habe to prove that his athleticism and heart can make up for being undersized. A 25 yr old goalie that is barely 6 ft fall and well under 200lbs is tiny. If he were to become a legit an NHL goalie it would be an awesome story and he would be a Masterton shoe in after the horrific injury us he is an American kid. Not concerned about it though as he will never play. TMac/DW play the starter virtually every game regardless of performance, fatigue or injury. If Nemo were to go down for more than a handful of games,, knock on wood, DW would make a deal for a proven backup or an aging former starter. What happened to Sexsmith?

Dunlap says: 

July 6th, 2013 at 12:02 am 

 66..

I am really rooting for BB to become the next great power forward. He is huge, fast, fearless, reckless, has a super long reach and can hustle back on D. The power forward is a dying breed and few last long at the top in that position. Ryane Clowe just got a ridiculously huge contract even though he is broken and will retire before the contract expires because there are barely any power forwards left. Iggy, Lucic and Clowe were the best 2 years ago and all have declined to varying degrees. Burns has fun out there and inline other big bodied Sharks, goes 100mph and uses his size to overwhelm. He was never a natural defenseman. He needs to roam and create, not back up, stay in lane and shut down. He is not Chara. 6’6″ forwards with speed and hands are near impossible to stop. They are I.timidating and force everyone to back up and make space. And when paired with Jumbo they frustrate all the smaller defenders who can’t. Get the Puck away or past them. I just hope TMac doesn’t force the creativity and havoc out of him and force him to fit his ‘system”. He made insulting comments about how he didn’t know what the hell he was doing out there so defenses didn’t know what be was going to do and therefore couldn’t defend him. This seemingly implying he will learn and then defenses can stop him this sounds bad. He knew, form playing defense previously, exactly where to go to be most dangerous. It may not have been where TMac wanted him to go so they could dump n chase or cycles til they turn it over but he knew where to go to be effective. If given freedom, I predict Brent Burns will become THE power forward in the NHL in the next 2 years while still playing point on Powerplay if Sharks are smart.

GP says: 

July 6th, 2013 at 12:43 am 

 67..

“But bad idea trying to chase a traded player.”

I really like the way this is worded. After the immediate action of the trade, so many things change.

GP says: 

July 6th, 2013 at 12:55 am 

 68..

Bustherr,

You’re right. Stalok only played 13 pro games after returning from rehab, then played the season 12/13.

JB says: 

July 6th, 2013 at 8:57 am 

 69..

Interesting that Seto is traded on what appears to be little advance planning as that’s what happened in San Jose too. And he’s making stops from progressively colder stops each time; he better hope the KHL isn’t planning to expand to Yakutsk*. 

(*though when it’s -37-deg in January you can while away the hours in the world’s only museum dedicated to permafrost).

elbows says: 

July 6th, 2013 at 8:57 am 

 70..

HANLEY – you will not be able to watch any NHL games on regional sports channels like Comcast Bay Area or Comcast Calif. This goes for NBA, MLB, etc. They all get blacked out. Another thing you have to watch out for is that a lot of the providers, other than Directv, will only transmit in SD. My son has ATT Uver and it sucks. I would never do business with ATT for anything.

 DP – welcome back!! We really look forward to your coverage next season!!

elbows says: 

July 6th, 2013 at 9:00 am 

 71..

HANLEY – one other thing – last year ATT Uver DID NOT provide the NHL Network – so you won’t get any of those games or the 24 hour hockey coverage..

Snow Shovel says: 

July 6th, 2013 at 10:00 am 

 72..

#68 JB – (*though when it’s -37-deg in January you can while away the hours in the world’s only museum dedicated to permafrost).

If true, I would find it interesting, though I don’t want to travel to Yakutsk. Having farmed in a cold climate (Edmonton), I became acquainted with (almost) permafrost.

The ground would freeze in the winter two to four feet deep, depanding. I installed new water lines 8 feet deep and the cities and towns installed them 11′ to 14′ deep. This was because where cattle walked or vehicles traveled the frost would be driven deeper.

Digging up water lines or sewer lines in mid winter was interesting. I would spread straw on the ground where I figured the line was and get a pick-up load of coal to spread over it. After three days of burning coal to thaw the ground, I would call in a backhoe and he’d start off with a ripper tooth to break through, then switch to a bucket and dig the trench.

Now there, wasn’t that interesting about frost? :) 

N05TRADUMBA55 says: 

July 6th, 2013 at 10:12 am 

 73..

Have we seen the last of Gomez? I’d really hate to lose him. But there’s the cap issue so I can’t imagine being able to sign him or picking up a Jager as much as I would like what he brings besides the mutton chops.

WI JP says: 

July 6th, 2013 at 10:50 am 

 74..

Seto is an inconsistent head case. He’s his own worst enemy, when it comes to reaching his potential. 

It is not surprising that not everybody in a 25 man locker room gets along. I know that was a part of the Clowe / SJ problem. 

SS, interesting insight into Canadian permafrost. I don’t understand how farmers in Canada survive, w/ like a 2 month summer. Frost is out of the ground in June?

Have a nice day. JP

marlo1 says: 

July 6th, 2013 at 11:14 am 

 75..

Kings signed compliance buy-out Caps defenseman, Jeff Schultz, 1 yr $700,000. Excellent decision for Sharks forwards. 

What was Deeno smoking?

Funny sad article written by a Caps blogger:

http://www.japersrink.com/2013/6/4/4391272/what-happened-to-jeff-schultz

Renoshark says: 

July 6th, 2013 at 11:18 am 

 76..

Seto might need to buy a few more coats before he packs up the U-Haul. Winnipeg used to be the coldest city in the world with a population of over 600,000. Now it’s only the second coldest city in the world. Ulan Bator, Mongolia now has the title. The snow cover season usually lasts for 132 days and it was once -54 below zero in 1879. Ouch.

Puckmastr says: 

July 6th, 2013 at 11:46 am 

 77..

Wonder what you all would think of making a move for Damien Brunner. He’s 27, has played only 40+ NHL games after many years in Switzerland, but he has speed and a scoring touch. I could see him playing with Jumbo, as Galliardi did last year – but more successfully in the scoring dept. It’s a risk, but I don’t see us having the cash to sign more established players like Grabovski…With him on the first line, Hertl with Couture and Marleau on line 2, TK-Pavs-Raffi on line 3, we’d be rolling 3 pretty formidable lines.

marlo1 says: 

July 6th, 2013 at 12:10 pm 

 78..

77

 Yeah I mentioned Brunner yesterday.

Brunner is RW so he might fit better playing opposite LW Marleau.

Hertl shoots Left so he’d fit playing opposite RW Burns. Hertl is a natural center so it would be good to have him as backup to Thornton when Thornton gets thrown out of the f/o circle for taking chances.

Puckmastr says: 

July 6th, 2013 at 12:13 pm 

 79..

78- Good points all…

ZEKE says: 

July 6th, 2013 at 12:18 pm 

 80..

Puckmastr, I liked what I saw of Brunner, but it was a pretty small sample size. Surprised he’s available.

marlo1 says: 

July 6th, 2013 at 12:39 pm 

 81..

ZEKE, Puckmastr

 Scratch Brunner for now at least. Maybe he’ll become more realistic about salary demands as the summer wears on if he remains unsigned.

“The Wings had talked many times with Brunner, but his asking price of $3 million to $3.5 million per season for two-to-three years ” Detroit Free Press

Puckmastr says: 

July 6th, 2013 at 1:07 pm 

 82..

ouch!

Snow Shovel says: 

July 6th, 2013 at 1:20 pm 

 83..

#72 WI JP – 2-month summer? Nay, it was longer, actually 3-months. Frost free days (in the Farmer’s Almanac) were May 30 through August 28.

But there was more sunlight. Mid summer might see the sun rise at 4:00 AM and set at 10:30 PM. Neighboring farmers would raise barley and oats. But usually the season was too short for wheat. But I think this may have changed somewhat, now. I think the wheat line has moved further north.

I could grow corn, tomatoes, cucumbers, potatoes, etc. in my garden.

DieHardShark (DHS) says: 

July 6th, 2013 at 2:51 pm 

 84..

here are whats left of TSN’s Top 30 FREE AGENT LIST

Mikhail Grabovski, Age 29, C

Derek Roy, Age 30, C

Damien Brunner, Age 27, RW

Mason Raymond, Age 27, LW 

Brad Boyes, Age 31, RW

Jaromir Jagr, Age 41, RW

Marek Zidlicky, Age 36, D

Ron Hainsey, Age 32, D

Dan Cleary, Age 34, LW

Brenden Morrow, Age 34, LW

DieHardShark (DHS) says: 

July 6th, 2013 at 2:52 pm 

 85..

Sorry the link to above info: http://www.tsn.ca/nhl/feature/?id=95306

DieHardShark (DHS) says: 

July 6th, 2013 at 3:13 pm 

 86..

And as i type this you can take down D. Roy as Dallas signs him to 1yr 4mil deal….

Here are some of my off the radar names….

Ryan Whitney, Age 30, D

Guillaume Latendresse, Age 26, LW

Wojtek Wolski, Age 27, LW/RW

Nik Antropov, Age 33, RW/C

Antti Miettinen, Age 33, RW/LW

Mark Fistric, Age 27, D

DieHardShark (DHS) says: 

July 6th, 2013 at 3:16 pm 

 87..

sorry Blues not Stars for D. Roy

GP says: 

July 6th, 2013 at 3:17 pm 

 88..

“Puckmastr, I liked what I saw of Brunner, but it was a pretty small sample size. Surprised he’s available.”

How many games was the sample size?

marlo1 says: 

July 6th, 2013 at 3:47 pm 

 89..

84

 Read today that 3 teams are interested in Jagr, one of them being the Habs. Jagr only wants to commit to a 1 yr deal which is great.

Brad Boyes ( age 31) might be a good bet – has scoring talent. He took a serious drop in pay last year signing a 1 yr contract for $1 Million. Might be a nice fit playing RW with Couture and Marleau. 1 yr@ $3 Million or 2 yrs @2.5+performance incentives?

marlo1 says: 

July 6th, 2013 at 3:49 pm 

 90..

DieHardShark

Here’s write up on Brad Boyes from July 3/13.

http://www.rantsports.com/nhl/2013/07/03/new-york-islanders-would-be-foolish-to-let-brad-boyes-walk/

marlo1 says: 

July 6th, 2013 at 5:41 pm 

 91..

No to Boyes after doing further reading of comments on Islander fan boards.

Aren’t there any NHL ready top 6 talented forwards in Worcester who are older and more AHL polished than Hertl?

Am not familiar with Worcester players other than the ones we have brought up to play with the Sharks like Desjardin, Wingels, Shepherd.

Renoshark says: 

July 6th, 2013 at 6:19 pm 

 92..

No, on the Worcester prospects. Matt Tennyson is ready for primetime but he’s a D man. Stalberg, Nieto and Tarasov are good prospects but they’re a few years out. McCarthy could play but he’s not an impact player. Same with Brodie Reid. Other prospects who haven’t yet made it to Worcester are Chris Tierney, who I really like,(From powerhouse London Knights) and Dan O’Regan, who is still in college. Hertl is head and shoulders better and someone I think is ready for primetime or damn close. Except for McCarthy and Reid, the others are all potential impact players. Hertl, like Coyle was before the trade, is our most ready center/winger. Hertl will impress but he’s still just a baby. I think he’ll make the roster though and is an upgrade over Gomez.

marlo1 says: 

July 6th, 2013 at 7:31 pm 

 93..

Renoshark

 Thanks for your analysis of Worcester talent.

After you mentioned Brodie Reid I checked what was said about BR – nice! BR might be a top 6 impact forward who is ready for the big stage for a few months until Havlat returns ( January? pls!) if Doug Wilson can’t sign a diamond in the rust FA this summer or do a trade. NHL games don’t seem to get nasty clawing for a playoff spot competitive the first few months of regular season.

Like what HF says about BR: “Reid is a natural scorer with a quick accurate release who seems to find the open ice and real nose for the net. The offensively skilled winger has a good work ethic, listens well to instruction and practices hard to improve his overall game.”

Great that he’s a natural winger, not a converted center, too. And RW at that. Nice fit for the Couture/Marleau line? Good age: 24. Good build:

 6’1″ 195 lb.

JB says: 

July 7th, 2013 at 12:33 pm 

 94..

re #72 – Snow Shovel …”Now there, wasn’t that interesting about frost?”

Actually yes. I’ve only visited, never resided, in environments that get very cold and I find the nitty-gritty of life therein interesting. Honestly though, I would have enjoyed any discussion about cold after enduring about two weeks of 100+ degree heat.

:::guzzling iced tea and trying to remember what Men’s Professional Ice Hockey looks like:::

Snow Shovel says: 

July 7th, 2013 at 12:51 pm 

 95..

JB – Hah! I live in the Central Valley of California and we are starting our third week of 100+ temps. Both extremes can be brutal.

But I like the iced tea and hockey part!

WI JP says: 

July 7th, 2013 at 4:40 pm 

 96..

Permafrost Poet, sounds as though you have lived in both climate extremes, very cold and very hot. You should be in Alberta now and CA in the winter, eh? 

Have a nice, if hot, day. JP

Snow Shovel says: 

July 7th, 2013 at 7:48 pm 

 97..

WI JP – Boy, Alberta sounds very inviting right now! All I can say is thank God for air conditioning. I’ve even suspended my digging program for the summer.

The temp must be just about right in WI though.

Angel From Texas says: 

July 7th, 2013 at 7:59 pm 

 98..

Ill trade weather!!!

Beer League Rocks says: 

July 7th, 2013 at 11:59 pm 

 99..

Snow Shovel, I have one word for you. Tractor. Had one here and got so much done.

Phat Stat Phil says: 

July 8th, 2013 at 2:50 am 

 100..

Worth posting this bit from PD about unpopular players getting signed by your team:

http://sports.yahoo.com/blogs/nhl-puck-daddy/max-lapierre-matt-cooke-despising-team-free-agent-005947413.html#more-63317

Matt Cooke’s comments sure sound a lot like Raffi’s when he was signed here.

Snow Shovel says: 

July 8th, 2013 at 7:44 am 

 101..

Beer League Rocks – You’re right of course – if I were strictly goal orientated. But, I welcome the exercise. Never been to a gym, but am fit. Haul rocks from the mountains, build rock and concrete planters, retaining walls, replace trees taking out all the big roots and lots of digging.

But, like you say, anyone with an acreage should have some kind of tractor.

GhostShark says: 

July 8th, 2013 at 8:23 am 

 102..

It appears that Rob Davison is a Shark again. Signed to a two-way contract, according to Capgeek.

marlo1 says: 

July 8th, 2013 at 8:36 am 

 103..

100

 Thank goodness we have Torres. When we play the Wild it will be like matter cancelling out anti-matter.

Tom (fm Quinzee) says: 

July 8th, 2013 at 10:03 am 

 104..

Snow Shovel – thanks for the post on perma frost. Interesting. You’ve led a charmed life, though. From MA to Edmonton? From cold to colder!

Marlo1 on your #63: “Some teams have their Captains take a rookie into their home to live with their family in their first NHL year. ( Neidemeyer and Fowler; Alfie and Larson). That might be helpful for Hertl…”

In the 65-66 season, Bernie Parent (HoF goalie) was brought up by the Bruins. He stayed at the home of John (Frosty) Forristall, Bruins’ assistant trainer at the time. It was actually his parents home (Frosty lived w/ mom & dad well into adulthood), but it was one block from where I lived in Quincy, MA (also w/ my parents – I was in high school at the time). Parent was very approachable, gave autographs, etc. When he was living in Quincy, Bernie’s English was pretty limited. The Forristall family’s French was limited to “Molson’s.”

The next season, another Bruin rookie stayed at Frosty’s parents home. We never saw him, we never even knew he was there. It was a “state secret” of sorts. It was Bobby Orr.

Frosty became mildly famous in Boston for alcoholism – and that was why he was nicknamed “Frosty.” 

My point being, besides strolling down memory lane, that where a rookie stays really has little bearing on anything. Two years in a row, Hall of Famer’s stayed with an alcoholic and his family (who also drank a bit) in my neighborhood. This “taking someone under their wing” can have value, but it is really overshadowed by whether or not there’s real talent there to be developed.

Hertl’s doing well in the Czech League – that’s a good level of competition, from what I’ve read. He’ll have to adjust to the smaller rink, but he sounds like a legit prospect. Maybe living w/ Havlat will help Hertl. Maybe Hertl can teach Havlat how to hurddle the boards? 

That was a long way to go for a bad pun, no?

Phat Stat Phil says: 

July 8th, 2013 at 12:12 pm 

 105..

Tom @ 104

I saw that one coming from a mile away, but it was worth a good chertle.

marlo1 says: 

July 8th, 2013 at 12:31 pm 

 106..

Tom

“Maybe Hertl can teach Havlat how to hurddle the boards? ”

Right. Havlat could tell Hertl “Look kid don’t do it this way or you’ll end up like me.” Just kidding.

I’ve read that boarding a young player is fun for the elder player and his family too. Family members are sad when the kid moves out from their house. With Alfie and Karlsson, Alfie said that his kids used to be disappointed when he’d show up at school to pick them up instead of Karlsson. Niedermayer’s 2 sons asked for a Fowler jersey for Christmas instead of ones with their Dad’s name. Free babysitting to boot.(hint to Mrs. Havlat)

From an article about Fowler and S. Niedermayer,

http://articles.latimes.com/2010/dec/12/sports/la-sp-1212-cam-fowler-20101212

It’s a hockey tradition for older players to give shelter to youngsters, and Pittsburgh Penguins superstar Sidney Crosby, in his sixth NHL season, still spends most of his time in the home of owner Mario Lemieux. Scott Niedermayer lived with a family during his first season with the New Jersey Devils and is paying the favor forward.

“It’s a huge adjustment coming from junior hockey and from a small town in Canada, or wherever, moving to a new city and playing in the NHL. That’s enough to worry about,” Scott said.

GP says: 

July 8th, 2013 at 1:52 pm 

 107..

NHLN, showing a blurb about Heater. Started me thinking about certain contracts, the trade chasers and the Havlat contract. We’ve all talked about this before too.

Heaters trade: immediate action; slow skater to faster quicker skater; except for the known Havlat shoulder. Was an impact when he could play finally. Also, with Heater gone and Marty on LTIR, addition by subtraction.

Other immediate result: 2.5M savings on cap. This is the exception to the rule because this savings has immediate result for every season Marty is a Shark. ’13/’14 will be the 3rd season for this savings.

Marty’s contract is not bad if he’s able to play at 100%. He’s proven that, even in Teal. And, continuing to state the obvious, it’s a horrible contract when he isn’t playing 100% and not in the lineup and when it counts toward the cap of course. 

Still, the summary, even though Marty might be better suited elsewhere with this contract hanging over, it is a much more workable contract than Heater’s was. 

Impossible to predict, but a couple possible side effects if Heater was still bogging down the Sharks payroll/cap column, Little Logan doesn’t get near his extended contract, or Pavs or Boyler gets moved prematurely. There are others, but I think that makes the point.

A different discussion, is whether Marty works well in Teal. After seeing enough games over two seasons, my take is no. Even though a top player in the league, he’s an east/west player that doesn’t really do well in a north/south system.

Tom (fm Quinzee) says: 

July 8th, 2013 at 2:25 pm 

 108..

The discussion of Hertl & Havlat makes me wonder – we haven’t heard from Czech Petr in a while. You still out there, Petr? If you’ve got any insight about Hertl, let us know.

Phat Stat, there may be so such thing as a bad pun, but I keep trying to falsify that…

Tom (fm Quinzee) says: 

July 8th, 2013 at 2:28 pm 

 109..

GP: “A different discussion, is whether Marty works well in Teal. After seeing enough games over two seasons, my take is no.”

Which two seasons are those? Two season on the injured list? 

Heck, his East-West game couldn’t get over the boards! I don’t wish him any further problems, but he’s really shown very little. At this point finding a way to use him to clear cap space would be Havlat’s biggest contribution to the Sharks.

GP says: 

July 8th, 2013 at 3:00 pm 

 110..

Tom Q,

11/12 39 GP

12/13 40 GP

Marty actually played more games in the shortened season.

 79 GP as a Shark, slightly more than 10% of NHL career and not a minus player in Teal.

I am thinking he’s played about half of those hurt or injured or system clueless.

Without looking it up, I think Marty had at least a point in each of his first 9 or 10 games in 11/12. Then went about the next 20 that he played with ZERO.

Even though there was 40 GP in 12/13, I remember very little except carrying the puck over the blue line, then a drop pass to no one playing “his’ system.

So, IMO, his effectiveness, was shown in a sample (of more than 3 games) in the first few games he played as a Sharks.

I think his IR rep incorrectly preceded him, but instead, prophecy fulfilled itself in Teal. Still, IMO, when he played at 100%, even in an incompatible system, he showed he could be effective.

marlo1 says: 

July 8th, 2013 at 3:05 pm 

 111..

GP

“Other immediate result: 2.5M savings on cap.”

No need to trade Pavs or Boyle to extend Couture. If we still had Heater, Doug Wilson would not have had the extra $2.5 Million in cap space to sign Burish and Shepherd. 

Cap hit discussion aside, where the Wild has really benefited from the Heater trade over our getting Havlat is that the Wild has had a top 6 functioning forward who played 118 regular season games the past 2 years scoring 74 points. Heater is also a popular leadership voice in the locker room. Marty has only played 79 regular season games for 45 points the past 2 years for us. Sharks have been forced to underfill Marty’s vacant spot 50 % of the time for 2 years running with assorted bottom 6 players. And it looks like the same thing is shaping up to happen in the 2013/14 season.

GP says: 

July 8th, 2013 at 3:25 pm 

 112..

“If we still had Heater, Doug Wilson would not have had the extra $2.5 Million in cap space to sign Burish and Shepherd. ”

That is potentially one side effect. But if there was no trade, Shepperd likely would not have been in play, and who knows if Burrish would have been an option on FA day. The actual players on the roster would have had to have been considered this off season. Like I said, options would be impossible to predict.

Actually trading Heater turned in to 3 players for 1 if considering both Burrish and Shepperd.

When missing nearly the first half of 11/12, his salary want counted against the cap under old CBA. The injury was known about and the remedy was considered as a result.

GP says: 

July 8th, 2013 at 3:44 pm 

 113..

“Heater is also a popular leadership voice in the locker room.”

I would say that Heater was good in the room in SJ too. But, his point production was way down or less than expected when brought in. I don’t think I am wrong on that.

One thing you could say about the Wild before Dany got there, they devoid of locker room leadership. I mean, was Seto going to lead?

Is it lowering the bar? Is 74 points/118 G for a 7.5M cap hit now acceptable? I’d say it is not great, but not horrible either. Same for 45 points/79 G, This is also just over .5 points per game. Not great, not horrible.

Filling his spot became an issue after Marty played his 1st game in Teal. Considering how Marty could have played, it was a problem. If you agree he doesn’t really fit in the system, filling in his spot wasn’t as big of a deal.

But my original point, it took 2.5M less to have these problems. I believe, but obviously don’t know, the Heater played hurt for many many games in Teal. I liked Heater here for sure. One of the more purer scorers the Sharks have ever had. But, if he’s not 100%, he’s not a great player at all.

GP says: 

July 8th, 2013 at 3:50 pm 

 114..

Hey, if you read into what did say, I think Marty’s services are no longer desired here. Doesn’t matter how much I like the player. But, it’s for two reasons: 

1) IMO, doesn’t fit in the system,

 2) Marty hurt the team in the POs when he was 100%, but said he could play anyway.

If this were Heater being hurt and still under contract instead of Havlat, there would be a 7.5M problem instead of 5M.

GP says: 

July 8th, 2013 at 3:51 pm 

 115..

darn it! correction:

2) Marty hurt the team in the POs when he was NOT 100%, but said he could play anyway.

Tom (fm Quinzee) says: 

July 8th, 2013 at 4:01 pm 

 116..

GP – apologies for being flippant. Marty is looking like the Sharks’ version of Andrew Bogut – damn fine player when he’s healthy, but there’s the rub. In 11 seasons, Havlat has played 70 or more games only 5 times (I’m not counting this season – 40 of 48 games, a pace that would have put him just at or under 70 again). Three seasons he’s missed more than half the schedule. Thornton has more 82 games seasons than Havlat has 70 game seasons. So, I do not think the IR rep was incorrect. DW was hoping he’d get the healthy Havlat, and TMac voiced the frustration over this in the media. Havlat’s 32 years old and underwent a surgery that for a pro athlete is serious in terms of the athletic ability. 

I’m not sure about him being “system clueless.” Hard to say. Havlat did well in Chicago. Not so well in Minny. His points-per-game dropped, and his plus/minus stunk. But then, that was Minny. If my memory serves me well, Chi back when Marty played there was good. And I think it was more north-south. I think there was a “fitting in” problem here, though, as the Sharks were an “east-west” team, a physical, grind it out team. That’s changing, so in that sense, I disagree w/ that aspect of your post. I think, if he heals, Marty could fit in here. However, given his career path and age, that’s far from a sure thing. In thinking back about TMac’s remarks, at the time I first read them I thought that was the cue to sing “good-bye Marty” (to the tune of “Goodbye Charlie). In think about them some more, and having re-read them since, those remarks can be interpreted as meaning “we’re saddled with the guy, hopefully he can be the guy we traded for.” Which is almost a paraphrase of DW’s thoughts.

marlo1 says: 

July 8th, 2013 at 4:01 pm 

 117..

GP

“Actually trading Heater turned in to 3 players for 1 if considering both Burrish and Shepperd.”

Or you could say we gave up 1 productive top 6 player to get a top 6 forward who was/is injured 50% of the time and two 4th line players, one of whom was injured 1 entire year and the other who was paid 2X what he was worth.

Tom (fm Quinzee) says: 

July 8th, 2013 at 4:10 pm 

 118..

Sheesh. Marlo1 & GP, we need a conference call line. We’re reading & posting at the same time…but just for the record, Marty’s ppg here are very ordinary. Decent in Minny. But close to 1 ppg in Chi. How much of that was Chi, how much Marty? I don’t have an answer to that…but he showed real top-6 talent.

GP says: 

July 8th, 2013 at 4:10 pm 

 119..

Heater’s #s as a Shark:

162 GP 65G 81A 146 Points

Not bad #s.

GP says: 

July 8th, 2013 at 4:16 pm 

 120..

“In 11 seasons, Havlat has played 70 or more games only 5 times”

Thanks Tom Q. I’ve never looked this up and didn’t care as much about it. My perception is officially changed. There are only a few contributors here that have done this.

GP says: 

July 8th, 2013 at 4:25 pm 

 121..

Tom Q,

I would say that Marty in Chi Town, there was less system structure. I don’t remember who the coach was, but IMO, even Joe Q has less structure than Babcock, TMac. But, he has players over the last few seasons that can get away with it. 

Then when Marty was Wild, wasn’t that an ex Sharks asst coach? more stucture.

GP says: 

July 8th, 2013 at 4:26 pm 

 122..

^structure.^

hmslion says: 

July 8th, 2013 at 4:29 pm 

 123..

104 – perhaps the most famous examples is Marcel Dion taking in a very young Luc Robataille in Los Angeles…

Tom (fm Quinzee) says: 

July 8th, 2013 at 4:30 pm 

 124..

No prob, GP – when I get the sarcasm out of my system, I view Havlat as a guy with potential, but his age and history don’t bode well.

And another thought, on games played. Jumbo’s stats are very, very impressive. He’s a guy who has been a target for opponents, carries the puck, and he’s still extremely durable. TMac lowered his minutes last year, and may have to do it again this year, but you can bank on Jumbo being ready to go, every night. And I also noted that one season that Jumbo didn’t get to 82 was, what was it, 11-12?, when he got the 2 game suspension. Those were the only two games he missed that year.

ZEKE says: 

July 8th, 2013 at 4:30 pm 

 125..

The results on the Heater for Marty trade are mostly in. We lost on that one. And that’s coming from a person who supported the trade.

The deal was done for two guys who underperformed their cap hits. Heatley was/is the better player He was also paid a lot more per year, but had fewer years left on his deal. Havlat’s deal was longer and cheaper, though still pricey. DW made the call to clear cap space near term for cap hits later on. You invest in the present and sacrifice for the future in order to make a push for a Cup. We won one playoff series since that deal and Havlat was a non-factor (and that might be a tad generous) in the postseason. 

If Marty turns into a beast next year, and helps us win a Cup, we win the trade. Of course, the only reason he wasn’t amnestiy’d was because of his injury, which would have closed the book on the trade.

ZEKE says: 

July 8th, 2013 at 4:37 pm 

 126..

Tom Q, the same can be said for Pavs, Marleau and Boyle. They all play a lot of games. 

In the 2 seasons, staring in Oct 2009 and ending in May 2011 with the playoff loss to Vancouver, Pavs played 180 meaningful games, Boyle 192, Jumbo 199 and Marleau 203. That’s what playing in back to back WCF + an Olympics final can do!!

Renoshark says: 

July 8th, 2013 at 5:15 pm 

 127..

From an overall team standpoint since the Heater/Havlat trade it’s hard to say Minnesota won that one. They didn’t make the playoffs last season and we beat them like a rented mule this year. Havlat played quite well against his former team in the 2 games we played in SJ. Heater undoubtedly has the best overall numbers since the trade but Minny isn’t a better team than San Jose.

marlo1 says: 

July 8th, 2013 at 5:26 pm 

 128..

Hindsight is always 20/20 vision. It’s not just the Havlat trade that the Wild won. Rutherford has won every trade so far. He unloaded an injured 4th line Shephard on us. Though Burns is fine as a top 6 power forward, we gave up Seto, a streaky but cheap top 6 scoring forward, who would have been very helpful to have on the roster when Havlat went/is down the past 3 years.. And we also gave up Charlie Coyle who plays with poise on the Wild’s top line, is only 21, and is signed to a cheap contract considering his value 3 years @ $975,000 annually. I think Doug Wilson should not answer the phone the next time Rutherford calls.

marlo1 says: 

July 8th, 2013 at 5:43 pm 

 129..

128

 Wild’s GM is Fletcher not Rutherford. Must have had Canes on the brain.

GP says: 

July 8th, 2013 at 5:55 pm 

 130..

If I’m not mistaken, we will come up with an evaluation of the second rnd pick the Wild got for Seto if we keep chasing trades.

marlo1 says: 

July 8th, 2013 at 6:36 pm 

 131..

Feeling all better now about the Wild trades. Checked the Canucks boards. Got some laughs there about Gillis’ trades. They don’t know for sure if they even have a starter goaltender.

WI JP says: 

July 8th, 2013 at 7:22 pm 

 132..

Can we go back to permafrost?

Renoshark says: 

July 8th, 2013 at 7:38 pm 

 133..

DW doesn’t look too bad after the highway robbery that Peter Chiarelli pulled on Jim Nill. ;) 

marlo1 says: 

July 8th, 2013 at 8:14 pm 

 134..

Renoshark

 We’ll see. Keep in mind that Lindy Ruff is the Stars new head coach and Sequin’s agent is probably warning him this is his last chance to play in the NHL. Stars also got Rich Peverley in the trade who is was an important piece in the Bruins SC run.

From espn

“When you’re judging these players, on both sides, this year was a tough year to judge,” Chiarelli said. “You really have to be careful, and Rich is no different. I know he was back and forth, three times when he was playing overseas prior to the start of the season. He was playing in Finland, and he never really got going for a number of reasons. But the year before, the two years before, he was a terrific piece to our depth puzzle when we won. He could move up and down the lineup. He could move across the lineup, any position. Terrific on faceoffs. He moved up when Nathan [Horton] got hurt two years ago. So he’s a really useful, really good player. I don’t judge him; good hockey people don’t judge him by maybe a down year this year. They know what they’re getting there.”

Peverley said he’s excited about his new opportunity.

“I’m incredibly motivated to bounce back and have a great year,” Peverley said. “It’s a new beginning and I’m looking forward to it.”

He’s projected to be a second-line center for the Stars, a role he’s looking forward to returning to.

marlo1 says: 

July 8th, 2013 at 8:35 pm 

 135..

Jim Nill is highly regarded by Detroit fans. He’s nobody’s fool. Nill just hired away Detroit’s Director of Amateur League Scouting and assistant. That reflects very well on Nill’s rep. The trades may work out well for both Boston and Dallas. Louie Eriksson was one of my favorite WC players who didn’t wear teal. Tyler Seguin is young and has bushels of talent. He just needs to get his head screwed on straight and stop partying 24/7. Bruins gave up on Sequin. Boston is a cool ( tempting) alive city. Dallas maybe not so much.

marlo1 says: 

July 8th, 2013 at 8:42 pm 

 136..

I think most successful GM’s make a couple of bad trades and a couple of great trades and mostly average trades. Doug Wilson is no different. His Wild trades I’d put under the bad trades column. Thornton and Boyle I’d put under the great column.

ZEKE says: 

July 8th, 2013 at 8:57 pm 

 137..

fwiw, the Burns trade looks pretty respectable. Seto is a F, Coyle is a F and Burns is a F. As of now, Burns is by far the best F of the group and Seto is no longer in Minny, though they do have a second round pick in his place. 

To assume Coyle will be better than Burns is a lot. Burns was on 70 point pace (20 points in 23 games) and that’s with very little practice at the spot. Coyle looks good and he’ll be a top 6 F, that much is already pretty clear. Whether he goes beyond that, still TBD.

marlo1 says: 

July 8th, 2013 at 9:06 pm 

 138..

ZEKE

Burns is being paid as a top pairing defenceman. His efforts in that regard are questionable.

As a power forward on this team ( we’re not the Leafs), it’s iffy but then again Burns currently serves a need ( whose cause shall go unnamed) so that’s good.

ZEKE says: 

July 9th, 2013 at 12:07 am 

 139..

in the, its getting better department

http://prohockeytalk.nbcsports.com/2013/07/08/lightnings-farm-system-ranked-no-1-by-hockey-prospectus/?ocid=Yahoo&partner=ya5nbcs

Snow Shovel says: 

July 9th, 2013 at 7:52 am 

 140..

#132 WI JP – I hear you! I’m doing a lot of quick scrolling.

104 degrees F. here today.

Stevo says: 

July 9th, 2013 at 8:39 am 

 141..

Seto and Seguin would be perfect on the same line… heh,heh.

marlo1 – don’t forget the Nemo trade. Great replacement for Nabby.

WI JP says: 

July 9th, 2013 at 10:04 am 

 142..

Thundering and humid in WI.

A rarity anywhere – took the SUV to the shop for a new ball joint. Diagnosis, ball joint OK, no charge. 

Seto. I watched him at practice one day, when he couldn’t hit the broad side of a barn, or, maybe, a winery in CA. Teammates were whispering and consoling him the entire practice. An in sync Seto (“ISS”) is an asset: an “OSS” is a project – ie, why he has moved so recently to his 3rd team. 

Burns size / reach and athlete – tism (can’t spell today) make him a big pain for the defense, in the corners and around the net. 

Have a nice day. Jim

Stevo says: 

July 9th, 2013 at 11:32 am 

 143..

WI JP,

I checked online and was surprised to find that Plover’s weather is almost identical to Nashville’s today; 91 and humid. Guess I’ll rethink that lakeside summer home on Petenwell after all.

I’m jealous that you have some honest iron twirlers in your town.

 Enjoy those non-creaky/ non-shaky joints.

JB says: 

July 9th, 2013 at 12:24 pm 

 144..

Snow – 95 etc – I’m in the SJ Valley too. If this 3 week heat wave doesn’t get the record it will be close. I wish Patrick Marleau could stay this hot for this long…(pah dum pum)

But 104? Yawn! Put on a sweater and quit ‘yer bellyachin’. It ‘s HOT here – 105! 

:::blaming heat-induced trash talk on a lack of ice-based sport to enjoy:::

Monty H says: 

July 9th, 2013 at 1:24 pm 

 145..

what “nemo” trade?? get a clue.

fyi, he was signed as a free agent, after the Hawks declined the arbitrator’s decision.

Teejay says: 

July 9th, 2013 at 1:30 pm 

 146..

Wonder if the new name of the tank has any reference to the lack of effort/ability of some players that play there?????

Tom (fm Quinzee) says: 

July 9th, 2013 at 1:35 pm 

 147..

JB – give yourself another rim shot for that Marleau line!

Marlo1 – “Burns is being paid as a top pairing defenceman…” Two things. First, you’re a Canadian, eh? The spelling of “defenseman gives you away…; second, if Burns doesn’t work out as a D-man (regardless of how one spells it), but does work out as a forward, I don’t see the problem. Well, I do see a bit of a problem as we do need to fill the role Burns was brought here for. But still, he’s shown he can be productive, nay, he’s shown he can be a force as a forward, and that’s a good trade, in my book.

And really, some of you guys, going from permafrost to “who’s weather sux more?” in the realm of heat! WI JP, I went to boot camp at Great Lakes, in August, way, way long ago. No a/c, no rest, double time everywhere. So, imho, you win the contest for worst summer weather. Heat + humidity = hell on earth.

And to make this post longer, just to frost Snow Shovel a bit (pun intended), Bleacher Report email came a while ago – the Sharks now ply their trade at SAP Arena. New naming rights. And just to give meaning to this, the Sharks are bringing back “slower-than-sap” Crankshaft!

Not really, but I had to go for the pun…but it really is SAP Arena now. Part of the $ for the naming rights goes to the Sharks Foundation, which funds stuff for kids in the SJ area, so that’s cool.

Tom (fm Quinzee) says: 

July 9th, 2013 at 1:39 pm 

 148..

And one thing about Seto, since WI JP brought it up. In game 1 vs. the Hawks, and my mind is a bit faulty, but it was either late in regulation or early in OT, Seto totally misfired on a golden opportunity – would have been a game-winner. Now, everyone misfires…but if one wishes to pump up Seto and say that was a DW flopper, you take the screw-ups w/ the good stuff. And that was a screw-up. On a very large stage. In the spotlight.

Some people might call it choking…I’ll say…hockey happens.

Jacques says: 

July 17th, 2013 at 11:06 am 

 149..

The louis vuitton sale monogram vernis Alma, which is one of the top Universities, Columbia University.

 Wherever Mr Jones goes, he never loses sight of Vuitton’s sensibility.

hockey cheap jerseys says: 

August 1st, 2013 at 4:39 pm 

 150..

0 shoes barefoot Series is ideal for both sneakerheads in

 addition to sportsmen. The shoes including Nike wholesale nfl jerseys free shipping, in fact,

 when you receive the shoes, the most advanced running footwear technologies of Nike

 such as the Flywire technology, Fuse upper technology and so

 on. wholesale nfl jerseys free shipping ConquerThe Nike wholesale nfl jerseys free shipping Conquer QS is a versatile boot made for the winter with a high cut, rugged traction pattern, waterproof overlays and a

 heel viz 180 Nike Air unit.

Shana says: 

August 7th, 2013 at 3:59 pm 

 151..

Funnily enough the language was much cleaner where I was

 sitting – despite the fact that she’s standing next to 300+ pound men. Bolt’s defending of world and Olympic gold should be the highest paid defensive player in league?

 What will also be louis vuitton outlet Draft live stream video feed coverage available via Watch ESPN, in participating regions of the country, as well as posting

 your picks below. They’ve won the last five matchups with the Ravens, Chargers, Vikings, Steelers and Colts. I louis vuitton outlet don’t want him to.

Expect Sharks to be quiet on UFA front

Posted by cpashelka on July 4th, 2013 at 11:02 am | Categorized as Uncategorized 

It’s called Free Agent Frenzy, but it appears the Sharks will be in a very calm state once the NHL’s unrestricted free agency period starts Friday.

With a limited amount of cap space and the vast majority of the roster already signed for this upcoming season, the Sharks do not figure to be big players once the UFA period begins.

According to numbers provided by capgeek.com, the Sharks have $2.64 million in cap space. That does not include the contract for restricted free agent Tyler Kennedy, who has said he wants to be in San Jose. General manager Doug Wilson said earlier this week that contract talks started with Kennedy and his representative soon after Kennedy was acquired on Sunday.

It also does not include a contract for a backup goalie with NHL experience. The Sharks signed netminders Troy Grosenick and Harri Sateri earlier this week, but Thomas Greiss and Alex Stalock are set to be come unrestricted free agents Friday.

The Sharks would get some cap relief if, as is expected, Marty Havlat is put on Long Term Injury Reserve. Havlat is coming off bilateral pelvic floor reconstruction and there is no timetable for his return, according to the team.

If you include Tomas Hertl, who is likely to make the Sharks’ roster in the fall, and Matt Tennyson, who remains on an entry-level deal, the Sharks have 20 players under contract for the 2013-14 season.

The list of the top unrestricted free agents-to-be is not the most impressive in history, although that list grew Thursday when Mikhail Grabovski was put on unconditional waivers by the Leafs. 

Other UFA’s to be include Danny Briere, Jarome Iginla, Mike Ribeiro, Nathan Horton, Andrew Ference, David Clarkson, Valtteri Filppula  and Jaromir Jagr. Ilya Bryzgalov, Ray Emery and Tim Thomas lead the list of goalies.

The NHL Network, starts coverage which I believe will just be TSN’s coverage, of “Free Agent Frenzy” at 9 a.m.  Although the Sharks may not be the most active team in the league over the next 24-48 hours, it could still provide for some entertaining viewing.

The one and only David Pollak is back on the beat Friday and after some well-deserved time off.

.

137 Responses to “Expect Sharks to be quiet on UFA front”

puckace says: 

July 4th, 2013 at 11:19 am 

 1..

CP thank you for filling in while DP was on leave. Well done!

Happy 4th of July to all!

SJGR8WHITE says: 

July 4th, 2013 at 12:04 pm 

 2..

happy 4th of July all. and TY CP for working today. now go enjoy your holiday and looking forward to having DP to update us on all that mayhem tomorrow.

 LGSDI

DomnVinsDad says: 

July 4th, 2013 at 12:50 pm 

 3..

About the DiPietro piece, here is a good article on many of the long term contracts.

http://www.grantland.com/blog/the-triangle/post/_/id/67639/were-any-long-term-nhl-contracts-a-good-idea-2

Alex says: 

July 4th, 2013 at 1:00 pm 

 4..

So is Tyler Kennedy a RFA and still has to be signed by the Sharks from what I understand?

JB says: 

July 4th, 2013 at 1:01 pm 

 5..

CP, fine work while DP was otherwise occupied. Thanks.

With the unlikelihood that SJ does anything, of note anyway, and looking at the field of free agents, this will be a free agent snoozer for me…casual interest at most.

GDub says: 

July 4th, 2013 at 1:05 pm 

 6..

How do the Sharks go from supposed interested in Lecavalier, to non-players? If they truly were interested, I’m thinking Doug is not counting one bit on Havlat and will stash him on LTIR and/or the minors until he swings a trade to make the cap work. But I’m thinking he still might go after a piece he thinks makes sense.

DomnVinsDad says: 

July 4th, 2013 at 1:12 pm 

 7..

Huge seven player Stars/Bruins trade. Included are Seguin and Eriksson.

Renoshark says: 

July 4th, 2013 at 1:20 pm 

 8..

Alex @ 4:

Yep. Kennedy still needs to sign. Just a formality at this point though. Anyone know when we can designate Havlat to the LTIR?

Renoshark says: 

July 4th, 2013 at 1:22 pm 

 9..

Dom @ 7:

Yep. Huge trade. Is Jim Nill drunk? ;) He gave up lots of value in that deal.

FireDougWilson says: 

July 4th, 2013 at 1:26 pm 

 10..

I got the PR department memo before it was released: Remember “Everyone over pays on day 1 of free agency?” 2. JSJ remember you are “Glad that Doug Wilson does not overpay for good players” because you would rather have him overpay bad players like Burish.

But the key talking point of us those in the PR department is to keep hammering home the point about everyone over paying in free agency demands are outrageous.

FireDougWilson says: 

July 4th, 2013 at 1:27 pm 

 11..

Heard a decent rumor that Brad Richardson is high on Doug Wilsons wish list as well.

FireDougWilson says: 

July 4th, 2013 at 1:45 pm 

 12..

While I am on the comments I find it amusing that when GP gets into arguments with anyone, all the sudden 5 or 6 unknown posters, or two or 3 known posters will always come to his defense no matter how wrong he is. This is just a sign that GP is using multiple screen names. Funny how his super ego Stevo won’t publish his super secret internet screen name info

Stevo = GP

Remember PR Members “I am so glad our GM does not overpay for free agents, because of the insane amount of money teams are paying.” And let’s just repeat our failed history in FA. Looking forward to Brad Richardson.

marlo1 says: 

July 4th, 2013 at 1:53 pm 

 13..

9

 Red Wings fans were upset when Jim Nill got hired away as GM for the Stars. Some claimed Nill was the hockey brain behind Holland. But it does seem like Nill is gambling the house in hopes that Sequin is lightning in a bottle. Loui Eriksson is a proven point producer and Joe Morrow is reputed to be a very fine prospect. Time will tell which GM won in this deal.

Alex says: 

July 4th, 2013 at 2:13 pm 

 14..

Renoshark,

 Why is Kennedy signing just a formality? Did he already expressed a desire to sign with the Sharks? Sorry, I was out of town for a week, trying to catch up with the news now.

Renoshark says: 

July 4th, 2013 at 2:27 pm 

 15..

marlo1:

Agreed. Eriksson is an elite player. Seguin is a bit of a head case, immature. At least he’ll be playing center again in Dallas. On the surface, Jim Nill and Dallas were on the losing end today.

SJGR8WHITE says: 

July 4th, 2013 at 2:48 pm 

 16..

K. Kurz is reporting on sportsnet that the Sharks are close to a deal with TK and a fan favorite S. Hannan.

 LGSDI

Renoshark says: 

July 4th, 2013 at 2:50 pm 

 17..

The good news is that DW wasn’t the one robbed blind by Peter Chiarelli today. ;) 

SactoShark says: 

July 4th, 2013 at 3:45 pm 

 18..

GP is not Stevo. 

We don’t need Hannan back

marlo1 says: 

July 4th, 2013 at 5:20 pm 

 19..

Dreger and McKenzie are reporting that Horcoff has been traded to the Stars from the Oilers. Details to come. Nill is inking his GM stamp on the Stars in a big way.

Johnny San Jose says: 

July 4th, 2013 at 5:38 pm 

 20..

FDW #10 — Sorry. I never said tat but nice try. 

Happy 4th of July.

marlo1 says: 

July 4th, 2013 at 5:43 pm 

 21..

Danny Briere to the Habs, 2 yrs. @ $4 Million per year.

Renoshark says: 

July 4th, 2013 at 6:15 pm 

 22..

Devils reportedly interested in signing Clowie. It sure would have been nice to have used a compliance buyout on Havlat. I’m not a huge fan of the Desi/Burish/Shep line. We could still use a bit more firepower.

marlo1 says: 

July 4th, 2013 at 7:26 pm 

 23..

22

 Our 4th line for 6 minutes a game are ok.

 But who will play LW on Thornton’s line and RW on Couture’s line?

 I assume TK will play on Pav’s 3rd line with Torres. 3rd line looks good.

Renoshark says: 

July 4th, 2013 at 8:09 pm 

 24..

marlo:

Kennedy and Hertl will get moved around. Hertl will have to get used to play different positions. And we can’t unload Havlat’s contract until the start of the regular season. Does Boyle get traded this off-season or does he start the regular season as a Shark? We have big decisions to make on Boyler, Paddy and Jumbo this year. 

Marleau/Couture/Kennedy-or-Hertl

 Burns/Thornton/Hertl-or-Kennedy

 Wingels/Pavs/Torres

 Desi/Sheppard/Burish

marlo1 says: 

July 4th, 2013 at 8:25 pm 

 25..

Renoshark

 Will Hertl come straight to the big club from Europe? No Worcester year?

Renoshark says: 

July 4th, 2013 at 8:34 pm 

 26..

marlo:

Too soon to tell on Hertl but I think by default he’ll make our opening day roster. He’s probably better than anyone in Worcester right now and it doesn’t appear we’ll be adding a better free agent anytime soon. Unless we shed some cap space by trading someone like Boyle, which is unlikely. In a perfect world he’s still a year away but we kind of need him this season.

marlo1 says: 

July 4th, 2013 at 8:44 pm 

 27..

Rushing prospects can cause a setback to their development. Hope Doug Wilson has some other trick up his sleeve to allow Hertl to have 1 year in the AHL, get accustomed to the different sized rink and get accustomed to North American hockey rules.

Renoshark says: 

July 4th, 2013 at 8:58 pm 

 28..

marlo @ 27:

I agree but Havlat’s issues and lack of current top-end prospects have put us in a bind. In a couple years we should have Tierney, Stalberg, Tarasov, etc. ready to go which we’ll need. Chuck Coyle to Minny still stings. He would have fit in nicely last season.

sharkeliot says: 

July 4th, 2013 at 11:15 pm 

 29..

Sorry but Doug has to do something in order to be able to make this team better because Status Quo isn’t going to do it. Putting Havlat on IR for the entire season would free up 5 Million in cap space and allow Wilson to go after a Clarkson or Filppula or Iginia, Their current team can’t score 5 on 5 and some new BLOOD is definitely needed.

marlo1 says: 

July 4th, 2013 at 11:18 pm 

 30..

Ottawa Sun reporter, B. Garrioch, says that Alfredsson is being courted by the Sens, Bruins, and Wings. Sharks have also shown interest.God help us. Sharks do not need another older talented SC winless captain in the ranks. ugh.

marlo1 says: 

July 4th, 2013 at 11:27 pm 

 31..

29

 Would love Clarkson in teal. Lots of teams interested in him.

marlo1 says: 

July 4th, 2013 at 11:33 pm 

 32..

Thank goodness, news update from Ottawa Sun- Alfie has agreed to stay with the Sens. Over rated, over the hill player.

Bustherrr says: 

July 5th, 2013 at 2:55 am 

 33..

It seems to me that SJ has to be under the SCap, including Havlat, at the start of the season date. Then Havlat gets put on LTIR and SJ gets cap relief through a day by day accrual of the replacement amount over the cap. So not $5M automatic.

SJ may have a bit more room then Capgeek shows, as it shows Tennyson $1.175M and Hertl $1.35 included on the SJ Roster. 

Pretty sure they want Tennyson (only 23) playing top minutes everyday in the AHL working to improve his game. Hertl also may not start the season on the roster, remember Couture spent most of his first year in AHL. They may start with a minimal roster and rotate a number of AHL guys in and out of the roster. 

Hannan was great as a rental, experienced, physical, D-man for the playoffs, but I would prefer SJ give a young guy like Petrecki an NHL shot as a depth 7th D rather then give Hannan a contract.

Snow Shovel says: 

July 5th, 2013 at 6:11 am 

 34..

Thanks CPASHELKA!

There once was a Curtis named scribe,

 Whom Pollack enticed with a bribe,

 If he posted each day

 While David’s away.

 A smile would be worn by our tribe.

JB says: 

July 5th, 2013 at 6:50 am 

 35..

Bustherrr – A young guy “like” Petrecki perhaps but I think I heard the actual one was not made an offer and allowed to become a free agent.

marlo1 says: 

July 5th, 2013 at 8:08 am 

 36..

Ballard ( bought out by Canucks) signs with the Wild for 2 yrs @ $1.5 Million per year. Some Canucks fans blame AV for Ballard not working out in Van.

marlo1 says: 

July 5th, 2013 at 8:13 am 

 37..

Free Agency may not be too dramatic this year because of the reduced cap but still, FA and TDL are fun times of the hockey yr.

marlo1 says: 

July 5th, 2013 at 8:30 am 

 38..

Sens and Alfredsson part ways? Globe+Mail this morning says yes.

DumbPuck™ says: 

July 5th, 2013 at 9:29 am 

 39..

Greiss just signed with the Coyotes.

marlo1 says: 

July 5th, 2013 at 9:29 am 

 40..

Greiss signs a 1 yr contract with the Coyotes. Happy to see Greiss land on his feet. Was a loyal soldier. He might get more playing time in PHX if Smith has trouble regaining his magic.

Clemenza says: 

July 5th, 2013 at 9:38 am 

 41..

And Nabby stays with the Isles.

DumbPuck™ says: 

July 5th, 2013 at 9:46 am 

 42..

Handzus signs a one-year deal to stay with the Blackhawks. Good for him.

Bustherrr says: 

July 5th, 2013 at 9:46 am 

 43..

35:Hi JB,

 Petrecki, Viedenski were issued Qualifying offers.

 Heemskerk, Grant were not so now FA, and Sefton was not offered a contract by 6/1, so eligible to re-enter the Draft.

 Per Press release 7/2, same day as Galliardi trade.

Peninsula Shark says: 

July 5th, 2013 at 9:47 am 

 44..

Well, UFA’s aren’t Doug Wilson’s way, whether you love him or hate him. I think this team is still going to be a forward acquisition short of where it needs to be, considering Kennedy and Galiardi cancel each other out and Havlat may never play in teal again yet likely still be a cap anchor. The Sharks will be a very solid playoff team again next season. But they just don’t seem like they have made enough of a splash to get past first the Kings, then the Blackhawks in this new postseason format. And that’s as disappointing as past seasons of mostly standing pat.

GP says: 

July 5th, 2013 at 9:56 am 

 45..

Clowe signed with Devils. 5ys/4.8M or so.

marlo1 says: 

July 5th, 2013 at 10:06 am 

 46..

Scuderi signs with the Penguins 4 years, $13.5 Million.

 Great news for Sharks fans to have Scuderi go back to the East.

Nathan Horton to CBJ SEVEN years, $37.1 Million. ( bad signing IMO)

 Ribeiro back in WC, with PHX 4 years, lots of $.

GP says: 

July 5th, 2013 at 10:07 am 

 47..

Looks like Hannan resigned 1yr.

Spbob72 says: 

July 5th, 2013 at 10:07 am 

 48..

Clow at five years at 4.8 is stupid for a guy who had how many goals in 30 games with the Sharks last year…Had one good game with the Rangers became a media darling and promptly got hurt…Makes DW policy of not drinking cool aid on the first day of signings look good

GP says: 

July 5th, 2013 at 10:14 am 

 49..

TK is signed 2.3M 2yrs.

Spbob72 says: 

July 5th, 2013 at 10:16 am 

 50..

Hannan one year for about One Million…About right if he can do what he did in the post season.

marlo1 says: 

July 5th, 2013 at 10:18 am 

 51..

48

 Devils must have lost Clarkson to give Clowe that contract. 

Ference signs with the Oilers 4 yrs $3.25 Million average – good 2nd pairing defense man, which Oilers need. Oilers also sign Boyd Gordon away from PHX – liked him, decent 3rd line tweener. LaBarbra signs a 1 yr contract with Oilers. McTavish shaking things up in Edmonton.

marlo1 says: 

July 5th, 2013 at 10:21 am 

 52..

49

 Not bad. Glad it’s a short term if he doesn’t turn his game around.

Peninsula Shark says: 

July 5th, 2013 at 10:33 am 

 53..

With Hannan back, can the Sharks risk some defense depth and trade Demers and then find a bargain forward?

JB says: 

July 5th, 2013 at 10:37 am 

 54..

Bustherrr – Ok, good on the correction about Petrecki. I really seem to remember reading that incorrect info somewhere because it surprised me quite a bit and I reread it to be sure I read it right. Good to know it’s not true.

Angel From Texas says: 

July 5th, 2013 at 10:39 am 

 55..

That clowe contract looks alot better than havlat’s contract.

spooky says: 

July 5th, 2013 at 10:39 am 

 56..

Couture – 30mil/5y

6mil/year. waw. just waw. 2 seasons ago was a rookie now following next year 6 mil.

marlo1 says: 

July 5th, 2013 at 10:49 am 

 57..

McKenzie says Leafs win the Clarkson sweep stakes. Wish we could have afforded Clarkson.

Bustherrr says: 

July 5th, 2013 at 10:54 am 

 58..

San Jose Sharks@SanJoseSharks”Today is the starting point on how we’re going to build our team all the way to the trade deadline.” – Wilson #SJSharks

So what the heck does that mean? Management double speak….?

GP says: 

July 5th, 2013 at 11:01 am 

 59..

Bustherr, I am guessing it doesn’t mean anything different than before, just worded differently, oddly. IOW, my take, the roster isn’t set until the trading deadline. is past.

I predict, a few will read more into it than it actually means.

JB says: 

July 5th, 2013 at 11:05 am 

 60..

NJ: Clowe 5 years at $4.85m/yr.

 SJ: Couture, 5 years at $6m.yr

Even ignoring the context of these player roles and their team’s needs, I know which of these contracts makes more sense to me.

ZEKE says: 

July 5th, 2013 at 11:06 am 

 61..

Clowe for $4.8mil per year. Oh my, is that ever a bad deal for NJD!!! Clowe from 2 years back was worth it. I still think that Kronwall hit fundamentally changed him and he’s never been the same physically since. And likely never will be the same. 

Greiss never made it over the ‘backup goalie’ image — unlike Bernier — so he’s off to PHX for the same job he had here. 

As for Scuderi, the unsung hero of that playoff series against us. While everyone give Quick credit for that late save on Pavs in game 7, no one seemed to notice Scuderi got his stick there and it was Sucderi’s stick that insured Pavs couldn’t elevate the puck.

marlo1 says: 

July 5th, 2013 at 11:08 am 

 62..

Stahlberg signs with Preds, 4 years $12 Million. Good contract for Preds.

Clemenza says: 

July 5th, 2013 at 11:10 am 

 63..

Murray possibly to the Kings?

Say it ain’t so, Crankshaft!!

GP says: 

July 5th, 2013 at 11:11 am 

 64..

I rarely try to make a judgement about these things. Clarkson reportedly looks to be the Leafs 7 ys/ 36M. (about 5.4M cap). Let him go to Leafs for that money. Sharks weren’t even in the running then.

marlo1 says: 

July 5th, 2013 at 11:11 am 

 65..

ZEKE

 Scuderi was a hard working beast for the Kings last season and this season, too. Kings will miss his presence on their blue line. We won’t. Kings were strapped for offering him $ -had several RFA’s that had to be signed, given raises.

Renoshark says: 

July 5th, 2013 at 11:15 am 

 66..

marlo @ 62:

Yep. Good pick-up by the Preds. Would have liked to have seen Stalberg in teal.

marlo1 says: 

July 5th, 2013 at 11:16 am 

 67..

64

 It goes without saying that because of Havlat’s albatross contract, Sharks are not in the running for any big name player, barring a last minute trade of a top 6 player that doesn’t have a NMC.

SactoShark says: 

July 5th, 2013 at 11:19 am 

 68..

So many people on this board called out Clowe for him asking for $5M/year deal when he was first traded.

wupuck says: 

July 5th, 2013 at 11:24 am 

 69..

Sharks NEED to sign Brendan Morrow or a player w/ his heart.

Spbob72 says: 

July 5th, 2013 at 11:24 am 

 70..

Let Murry go to the Kings…From the beginning of last season it was painful to watch him being so slow. When he skated for a touch up icing you never knew if a fast young forward would beat him to the puck. Speed is the name of the game today and when the Sharks let him go and went for a speedier line up it made all the difference.

GP says: 

July 5th, 2013 at 11:24 am 

 71..

marlo1, I disagree and I ignore Havlat’s contract — not a factor. 

Compare Clarkson to Clowe. Clarkson slightly better, and more mobile. But If Clowe’s new contract is bad, then Clarkson’s is also bad and maybe worse. I don’t think DW was going to be paying Clowe last season’s money. Clarkson, maybe would have received 3.5+, but not for the term Clarkson or Clowe got. For their roles, IMO, 2-3 yrs max.

JB says: 

July 5th, 2013 at 11:24 am 

 72..

Clemenza, perhaps it could be worse – it could be the Ducks.

Wayne G says: 

July 5th, 2013 at 11:26 am 

 73..

Expect LA Kings to sign Iginla. and Willie Mitchell will likely be back, so that is why they let Scuderi go.

marlo1 says: 

July 5th, 2013 at 11:27 am 

 74..

Renoshark

 Agree, Stahlberg would be nice wearing teal. Oh well.

Preds sign oldie but sort of still 3rd line goodie Matt Cullen,2 yrs $7 M.

 $2 Million too much? Who’s counting if a team has the cap space.

Weiss signs with the Wings 5 years, $4.9 Million average. Interesting.

This rumor reported on CBS News, if true, will cause Gillis’s head to be on top of a pike in CanuckLand:

“According to Renaud Lavoie of RDS, Luongo is still considering his options and may not accept returning to the Canucks this season.”

Wayne G says: 

July 5th, 2013 at 11:29 am 

 75..

Stalberg is NOT a playoff performer. he was in Joel Q’s doghouse in the playoffs for lack of effort, and he was scratched two different times for 4 games in the playoffs because the coach was unhappy with his dropoff in play.

marlo1 says: 

July 5th, 2013 at 11:31 am 

 76..

71

 Clarkson @ 4 yrs $20 Million wearing teal would have been fine by me.

 But each to their own opinion.

 Clarkson is a healthier Clowe with a more consistent scoring touch.

 Clarkson+Carlyle are a player coach match made in Heaven.

Renoshark says: 

July 5th, 2013 at 11:34 am 

 77..

Stalock re-signed. There’s our back-up goalie for next season. He better be ready.

marlo1 says: 

July 5th, 2013 at 11:34 am 

 78..

73

 Damn, if true.

ZEKE says: 

July 5th, 2013 at 11:43 am 

 79..

Just to clarify the idea of Havlat and LTIR, here’s what CapGeek says:

“Just because a player is on LTIR does not automatically grant the team extra cap space. In the event a player is placed on LTIR, his cap hit still counts toward the team’s overall cap payroll. Relief only comes if replacing the player’s salary pushes the team’s cap payroll to date over the cap. The amount of relief is limited to the amount the team has gone over the cap (less the amount of payroll room the team had at the time the LTIR transaction took place), not the entire amount of the injured player’s salary.”

Havlat on LTIR won’t leave the team with a lot of cap room. Once Marty is healthy, does his cap hit need to be applied to the roster? I don’t know if he can be ‘stashed’ in the minors beyond a rehab assignment. Maybe DP or Curtis understands the detals!!

GP says: 

July 5th, 2013 at 11:44 am 

 80..

marlo1,

“Clarkson @ 4 yrs $20 Million wearing teal would have been fine by me.”

For me, that would have been the most at a stretch. If he gets 5M per, then 3ys/15M would have been it IMO.

Otherwise I think we agree on the players role.

Bottom line, and not just either of those players, most of these desired FA today are seeking the longer term. Anyone that wants them at a short term, will generally lose out. 

Clowe told TSN, he went for the longer term.

marlo1 says: 

July 5th, 2013 at 11:46 am 

 81..

Michael Ryder might be a good top 6 Free Agent sniper to sign – Habs are letting him walk. 2 year term for $6+ Million to play with Couture+Marleau? Not a 2 way forward but who cares – Ryder can pot goals in as I remember.

Wayne G says: 

July 5th, 2013 at 11:55 am 

 82..

you are right, #79, and just to add, the new cba does NOT allow for sending guys to the minors to avoid their cap hit anymore. the Wade Redden loophole has been closed.

GP says: 

July 5th, 2013 at 12:01 pm 

 83..

ZEKE,

Thanks for that blurb. After reading, reads like, when Marty gets placed LTIR, and if the Sharks are 2M (for example) under while including Marty, that is how how much relief they get.

Regardless, it seems to be technically tricky. I would bet the attorneys are parsing the CBA word by word to eek as much as possible out of it (x30 teams).

There is a possibility, and I don’t know, cap relief is maintained for the duration. IOW, if Sharks are 2M under and replace Marty while on LTIR with a 2M player, the relief is the amount actually over the cap when player returns, so, you are forced to trade a player, to get under the cap. The benny is you don’t have to hide a player anywhere, and the replacement isn’t really a replacement player just because another is on LTIR. If I were NHLPA, I would want this. As a GM, I would want this too.

Obviously, that is just an educated guess, based on the usage of what relief is.

GP says: 

July 5th, 2013 at 12:12 pm 

 84..

Here is a thought. I don’t think DP or CP would get an answer from the Sharks about the rules regarding this. Mainly, it could reveal a strategy other GM could take advantage of. It would also tell everyone you know how this actually works. 

The only real specific answer would come from the NHL offices.

Renoshark says: 

July 5th, 2013 at 12:13 pm 

 85..

Unless DW sheds cap space via trade, which is unlikely until the trade deadline we’re pretty much set.

GP says: 

July 5th, 2013 at 12:15 pm 

 86..

NB Finfan,

I think both of your expected announcements occurred today:

http://www.mercurynews.com/sharks/ci_23605316/san-jose-sharks-will-keep-brent-burns-at

and Tyler Kennedy is signed.

Did I remember that correctly? ;) 

Phat Stat Phil says: 

July 5th, 2013 at 12:17 pm 

 87..

I had a feeling we were going to let go of Greiss again. Of all the moves we’ve made this offseason, I disagree with that one the most. Stalock looked pretty shaky to me last season. Maybe he’ll get it in shape.

ZEKE says: 

July 5th, 2013 at 12:17 pm 

 88..

GP, I don’t understand all the issues involved — sometimes these things wind up being decided by whether its an ‘and’ or an ‘or’ in article 162.2.12, subparagraph 27, line 16. 

But the sense I’m getting is that it’ll be tough to replace Marty with anyone you couldn’t send back down to the minors when Marty is ready to return.

marlo1 says: 

July 5th, 2013 at 12:18 pm 

 89..

85

 Aren’t teams allowed to run 10% over the cap until the first game of the new season? Doug Wilson could sign a free agent today like Ryder and then make a trade in the summer or send someone to Worcester. I’m not sold on Wingels playing top 6 minutes.

ZEKE says: 

July 5th, 2013 at 12:18 pm 

 90..

I’m fine if DP calls the NHL offices to get a better understanding of LTIR under the current CBA. And then explains it to us hamsters up here.

Renoshark says: 

July 5th, 2013 at 12:20 pm 

 91..

Phil @ 87:

Agreed. Let’s hope that move doesn’t come back to haunt us.

GP says: 

July 5th, 2013 at 12:21 pm 

 92..

ZEKE,

Without knowing more, I agree with your second paragraph. This is probably a valid reason Hertl will get a good look. I am pretty sure if he made opening day roster, he could be sent down when Marty came back ( to audition for a deadline deal :) )

ZEKE says: 

July 5th, 2013 at 12:21 pm 

 93..

Phat Stat, agree with you on Greiss. He’s not in a better situation as Smith has that job, much like Niemi has this one. Maybe the money was better. But I wasn’t impressed with Stalock in his time up here. Given all we’ve heard about our system being loaded with goalies, it was a disappointment to see a guy who didn’t look all that close to NHL ready.

marlo1 says: 

July 5th, 2013 at 12:29 pm 

 94..

ZEKE

 Once Havlat gets healthy, he’ll likely go down to Worcester on a 2 week conditioning assignment. In that 2 week period maybe Doug Wilson could work the phone lines to arrange a mutually agreed upon – Havlat has a NMC – trade. If a good top 6 FA is willing to sign for around $3.5 Million this summer, I’d do it if I were DW. Havlat needs to go bye bye even once he’s healthy. An ill starred irrepairable situation for him and for us don’t you think?

Alex says: 

July 5th, 2013 at 12:32 pm 

 95..

Bobby Ryan traded to Ottawa. Great.

Bustherrr says: 

July 5th, 2013 at 12:34 pm 

 96..

Spooky,

 Couture has played 4yrs in the NHL, (although first year was only 23gms + 15gms playoffs WCF), and will have played 5yrs by the time this extension kicks in. This year, ’13-14, he will only be getting $575K more then Tyler Kennedy.

Alex says: 

July 5th, 2013 at 12:35 pm 

 97..

Also, Dominic Moore signs a 1-year deal with the Rangers. Good for him.

oscarthedog says: 

July 5th, 2013 at 12:35 pm 

 98..

This free agent class is not that exciting for the Sharks to get into and throw dollars around for marginal players. Next year when Marleau, Thornton, Boyle and Pavelski are UFA’s will things get interesting. Obviously re-sign Pavelski but should do drastically reduced contracts for the other three if re-sign them at all. Will be loads of cap room available and the cap should increase as well, which should mean some big time signings. Wilson said Sharks will never spend years rebuilding so that should mean at least one or two big time signings…hopefully.

Will probably have to tread water for another year, probable 6th or lower seed in the playoffs and another exit in the early rounds of the playoffs. That barring a blockbuster trade at the deadline. 

Bobby Ryan to the Sens

marlo1 says: 

July 5th, 2013 at 12:36 pm 

 99..

93

 I thought Smith looked kinda wobbly last season (x when he played us).

 Greiss might get to play more in PHX if Smith doesn’t have a strong start.

Yeah, Stalock didn’t inspire confidence. Don’t think he has a lock on being Nemo’s back up. Wilson said Sateri and Stalock will duke it out at camp.

GP says: 

July 5th, 2013 at 12:38 pm 

 100..

ZEKE,

Not sure how one can be impressed or unimpressed.

Before Stalok was hurt in the AHL, didn’t he only play one game with the Sharks and was very good winning that game.

The two games after that win was after rehab for almost a year and being lucky to have use of his leg from the nerve being sliced.

He has played in 2 other games — in 2013. 

In all 3 of his NHL appearances, only 1 decision if I read the stats right. In my book, that is not much of a sample at the NHL level, even as a fan is it? 

BTW: His AHL #s are not half bad, even after his extensive rehab.

GP says: 

July 5th, 2013 at 12:42 pm 

 101..

99 

Agree about Greiss. Smith is not as consistent as Niemi for example. I think Greiss get more starts and games in general.

marlo1 says: 

July 5th, 2013 at 12:42 pm 

 102..

98

“Obviously re-sign Pavelski”.

Why?

I’d rather see JT and Marleau resigned for $4 Million each for short term.

Pavs is a well rounded player but he’s not a star and he’s getting older.

Wayne G says: 

July 5th, 2013 at 12:42 pm 

 103..

“Drastically reduced contracts”??? are you kidding? did you see the momney being thrown around today?? If Joe T and Marleau and Boyle are UFA’s, you can bet that they will get huge offers from other teams. Thus, they will have no reason to sign for way less.

GP says: 

July 5th, 2013 at 12:43 pm 

 104..

Is anyone that much more impressed with Sateri than with Stalok? How?

Zach says: 

July 5th, 2013 at 12:46 pm 

 105..

Why would the Sharks not issue Sefton an offer? 2011 3rd round pick, seems really early to give up on a solid prospect.

ZEKE says: 

July 5th, 2013 at 12:47 pm 

 106..

If Clowe got $4.8mil, Pavs is worth $7mil. Of course, Clowe is getting more than Vinny LeCavalier. Anyone see that coming? Anyone? Anyone? Bueller?

marlo1 says: 

July 5th, 2013 at 12:47 pm 

 107..

104

 Don’t think anyone is more impressed with Sateri. Have never seen Sateri play.

But if Doug Wilson said that Sateri and Stalock will have to fight it out in camp, he doesn’t seem totally convinced that Stalock is “the” backup either.

ZEKE says: 

July 5th, 2013 at 12:52 pm 

 108..

GP, just basing it on what I saw and Stalock didn’t look ready. Was it the injury? Was it his ability? I don’t know. Not a lot to base it on, but he just didn’t look ready. As for Sateri, the next time I see him play with be the first time I see him play. And as opinionated as I am, I mostly avoid having opinions on guys I know nothing about.

GP says: 

July 5th, 2013 at 12:53 pm 

 109..

“Don’t think anyone is more impressed with Sateri. Have never seen Sateri play.”

Exactly my point. And playing in 3 NHL games is that much more than never seen him play.

Stalok has actually only played in 13 pro games since returning from rehab. This is a motivation to have Sateri compete for it.

Besides, it would be a done deal with only 3 NHL appearances between them.

I just don’t see how any one can say seriously “I wasn’t impressed with Alex while he was here.”

GP says: 

July 5th, 2013 at 12:57 pm 

 110..

Correction:

Besides, it ^wouldn’t^ be a done deal with only 3 NHL appearances between them.

And a question:

How many games do you think a scout watches before being able to give an opinion to management?

oscarthedog says: 

July 5th, 2013 at 1:00 pm 

 111..

If Marleau, Thornton and Boyle can get huge contracts elsewhere then let them. They had their run, they aren’t leading the Sharks to the SCF didn’t in their prime and aren’t going to now that they are older, so please tell me why the Sharks should re-sign them. Did you not watch the Finals? The Sharks aren’t young enough, fast enough or strong enough to win it all. If you think they are then pass what you’re smoking around to everyone else. Another member of the Sharks PR department has spoken. Guess you like to see early playoff round losses.

marlo1 says: 

July 5th, 2013 at 1:01 pm 

 112..

106

” Pavs is worth $7mil.”

Would rather that be shown in a trade of equal value.

Pavs is a well rounded player who has earned his $4 Million playing in different capacities. But he getting older. He is not big or a fast skater. He gets alot of his goals playing on the #1 PP unit even though he’s a 3rd line center. He will not surpass JT ever and now he has been surpassed by Couture. I’m just saying I hope Doug Wilson stays cautious and doesn’t extend Pavs with a big raise over the summer. Pavs might make a good TDL bait player to a team who is desperate for a center.

Our team is strong down the middle with well rounded players even in Worcester. Our team’s problem is that we don’t have any fast, big, goal scorers except for PM and BB. And PM is also getting older and BB may eventually go back to Defense if Boyle is traded or allowed to walk.

GP says: 

July 5th, 2013 at 1:03 pm 

 113..

ZEKE,

I remember Stalok’s 1st game. He played well. And was received very well here at WTC to my recollection. A couple nights later in the A, got his leg sliced up.

These last two appearances, I agree, may not have been ready. But, I am pretty sure I remember that Sharks has a small lead in one game. But lost it in the 3rd. (not really sure). That time period however, was the Sharks not playing so well as a team. So, was he not ready for the NHL? The Sharks weren’t confident with him in net? The Sharks were simply stinking it up and no goalies was going to steal one?

GP says: 

July 5th, 2013 at 1:07 pm 

 114..

“Obviously re-sign Pavelski but should do drastically reduced contracts for the other three if re-sign them at all. ”

“Not everything can be 5 cents.”

renoshark says: 

July 5th, 2013 at 1:09 pm 

 115..

GP:

 Agreed. Stalock and Sateri are both young and pretty much have zero big boy hockey experience. Totally unproven goalies. They may do well or they may not. We just don’t know. Big gamble by DW.

Wayne G says: 

July 5th, 2013 at 1:16 pm 

 116..

if they walk or don’t walk makes no difference to me, but get realistic about the money they will be offered. It won’t be “drastically reduced” if they get to ufa status…period

WI JP says: 

July 5th, 2013 at 1:17 pm 

 117..

Pretty much, speechless, GMs.

 Tidbit for you to beat to death. Clowe and the Sharks parted ways primarily due to a personality conflict – ie, Clowe didn’t get along with ? Ain’t the coach.

 Happy 5th of July. JP

renoshark says: 

July 5th, 2013 at 1:18 pm 

 118..

I’m of the opinion we need to get max return for Boyler and Jumbo and move on. If we can re-sign Paddy ok but it’s time to think about moving on from this core. At least 2/3 of this group. There’s lots of value to be gained by moving a few of these guys. At some point it needs to happen.

marlo1 says: 

July 5th, 2013 at 1:24 pm 

 119..

Can’t believe the Ducks traded Bobby Ryan. Ottawa done good. Alfie who?

 Ducks still waiting for Koivu and Selanne to let them know if they’ll be back. If I were the GM, I wouldn’t wait for selfish older players to make up their minds. Ridiculous.

Filppula signed with TB, 5 years, $25 Million. TB over paid for small Euro.

Brunner is still available. Seemed to show some scoring talent last season.

GP says: 

July 5th, 2013 at 1:25 pm 

 120..

Reno,

I think there is an economic answer to @118.

Except for Boyler, The players needed and desired in a return, these guys are signing for huge money and term. Not sure any of these actually do that much more than the services supplied already. Even with the younger players that might be in that class. Lets face it Patrick “the Mullet” Kane, ain’t available.

ZEKE says: 

July 5th, 2013 at 1:26 pm 

 121..

marlo1 — I would hope you’d have left the context in — if Clowe is worth $4.8, THEN Pavs is worth $7million.

Even though someone paid $4.8mil for Clowe, he isn’t close to worth it. Not sure why anyone would even give him $3mil based on the last couple years. Unfortunately, he’s not the same guy he was back in 2011.

Bustherrr says: 

July 5th, 2013 at 1:28 pm 

 122..

Reno,

 Horton Elite? I would not call him elite, he is a top line forward, and has played well in the playoffs, but is inconsistent, injury(concussion) prone, but elite means not just top line, but among the best, an all-star etc..

GP says: 

July 5th, 2013 at 1:38 pm 

 123..

“marlo1 — I would hope you’d have left the context in — if Clowe is worth $4.8, THEN Pavs is worth $7million.”

Big problem with this concept, comparing two different style/role players. IMO, a scale isn’t applicable, and scales are smaller than anyone thinks anyways.

The only reason I was able to plate Clowe/Clarkson, they truly are similar players and roles. “On a scale” being similar, I think both contracts were too much (way) but the money difference between them (Clowe 4.85/ Clarkson 5.4M) is probably right on.

marlo1 says: 

July 5th, 2013 at 1:44 pm 

 124..

ZEKE

 Agree that Clowe is not worth his contract the way he’s been playing the past season. Would have probably offered him $3.5 Million per year for 3 years with bonus incentives – like what the Wings signed Alfredsson to.

There aren’t too many experienced power forwards in the League. If Clowe gets his scoring game back, he could be a real somewhat unique in demand asset. Clowe’s body seemed to be deteriorating – too many fights, too much playing with injury, etc – but if he can heal himself and go on a strict conditioning regimen in the off season, who knows? Lou Lamorello may have signed a heck of a power forward. Time will tell.

Regarding context – sorry if I misunderstood what you meant. But I still say a healthy power forward like Clowe or Clarkson would command a higher price than a well rounded player like Pavs because there are more of the latter and far fewer of the former.

CheapSharksOwnership says: 

July 5th, 2013 at 2:01 pm 

 125..

74, Wayne G

Would make him a perfect fit for our team then.

CheapSharksOwnership says: 

July 5th, 2013 at 2:02 pm 

 126..

Love how the Sharks PR department is in overdrive and spin motion today to try and distract the fans from the fact that team has done nothing in FA.

CheapSharksOwnership says: 

July 5th, 2013 at 2:06 pm 

 127..

Marlo1 Hope you realize what a steal the ducks got on that deal the two young players they got are studs. The RW Silvferberg (Sp) is just as good as Ryan, and comes much cheaper.

Pavelski will be traded if he does not sign for under 6 Mill a year, guaranteed.

Scott Hannan No other better opitions?

marlo1 says: 

July 5th, 2013 at 2:10 pm 

 128..

126

 Crazy $ being thrown around today so I’m happy our GM had no $ to wheel and deal. Last year’s signing of FA 4th line player for 4 years @ $1.8 still bites to this day.

Though signing Ryder for 2 yrs or Stahlberg for 3 yrs would have been welcomed by me. We have 2 vacant top 6 spots to fill. The Wingels experiment failed. TK and Torres are mainly 3rd line players x for limited 2nd line fill in. Shepherd and Desjardins, nixe on the top 6.

FireDougWilson says: 

July 5th, 2013 at 2:19 pm 

 129..

marlo 1 wins the prize

marlo1 says: 

July 5th, 2013 at 2:23 pm 

 130..

127

 Less than $6 Million??? I should hope so.

Like I’ve said earlier I would not mind if Pavs were traded for a goal scorer. Like a Bobby Ryan or a Brian Bickell or a Jordan Eberle.

Yeah I’ve been reading up on Silvferberg and he’s seems like a very fine rookie player ( already played on the 2 line for the Sens?). Also the prospect is supposedly impressive.

LeBrun said:

“Silfverberg is a top up-and-coming player and coming off a solid rookie season in which he had 10 goals and nine assists in 48 games.

He was selected in the second round of the 2009 draft. Noesen, from Plano, Texas, was Ottawa’s first-round pick in the 2011 draft. He had 38 goals and 44 assists for 82 points in 63 games in completing his third season with Plymouth of the Ontario Hockey league.”

marlo1 says: 

July 5th, 2013 at 3:00 pm 

 131..

WI JP

 IF what you allege is true, I’d guess the player is JT. When the Sharks were in a slump 2 years ago, Clowe gave a provocative interview saying something about “some players here don’t break a sweat playing a game. They’re just interested in their individual stats.” Whether or not it was a dig at JT is a moot point. More importantly my guess is that JT as Captain wouldn’t appreciate Clowe stepping up and taking on a leadership role in public and trying to stoke some fire and passion in our team.

GP says: 

July 5th, 2013 at 3:14 pm 

 132..

New thread!

Bustherrr says: 

July 5th, 2013 at 3:57 pm 

 133..

87:Phil,

 The SJ/Greiss situation could be fairly mutual. Greiss might have been looking for a change of scenery, as he probably doesn’t want to play/not play behind Niemi again, with so few chances to start. Remember, before Niemi showed up Greiss and Nitty were supposed to compete for the job. He might prefer a situation where he would get more starts and if the starter struggles or is injured he feels he would get a real shot at being the starter. Smith was a bit shaky this last year, and he is a little older.

 SJ also doesn’t want someone too frustrated being just a backup, and may have even helped out a bit with Pho, as they did with Galliardi. Both Sateri and Stalock will be happy and motivated for awhile just to be the one in the NHL as a backup.

Bustherrr says: 

July 5th, 2013 at 5:55 pm 

 134..

Marlo1,

 So you don’t think their were issues with Clowe for playing the puck from the bench (even though he got away with it), and the coming direct off the bench to start a fight that cost SJ a double minor at a point they were still in the game. Maybe making comments to the press, instead of keeping them in-house, especially when Clowe’s own play had been erratic and his numbers have declined the last 2 years, Mgt, etc thought who was he to point the finger at teammates. 

I don’t think it was personal. I think Clowe just made it very easy for SJ in a number of ways, when DW knew with the SCap coming down at the end of the season he had to cut $6M plus enough to re-sign Couture etc. and cheaper replacements. 

All DW had to do to get most of the way there, was not resign the 3 guys with most expensive expiring contracts ($8.625M total), whose salaries were also not justified by their play. Plus the benefit picks SJ got from moving them early. 

If Clowe had played as well as he did 2 years ago, SJ would have faced tough choices, and DW would have had a very tough job. He might have had to buy someone else out. 

It is hard to believe Clowe got a raise after the last 2 years. Just shows the FA premium price.

pppppit

As a Knights fan: Harrington and Maatta!!!!

Reply 

0

joelh44 minutes ago

I know Simon Despres has played a little with Pittsburgh, but why isn't he still considered a prospect? He is only 22.... 

Reply 

3 replies

+2

Nathan Page-Gallagher42 minutes ago

plus he was noted as the "best" 30th overall pick ever

Reply 

2 replies

-1

jwg31432 minutes ago

Whoever wrote that he was the best 30th overall pick ever is a complete joke. He has played 50 games. 

Reply 

1 reply

0

Cale Allan11 minutes ago

Which is still 2nd all-time for 30th picks.

Reply 

+1

Abe Kor2 hours ago

derek pouliot is going to be a studd

Reply 

+2

mkmiklau2 hours ago

strong defensively but thats it really 

Reply 

0

Cale Allan2 hours ago

Lookin pretty stacked on D. I guess when you have two of the best forwards/players in the world you don't need any elite offensive prospects. lol

Reply 

11 replies

+4

Mikael Bitton2 hours ago

Ovechkin is better then both at his best

Reply 

9 replies

-10

Rixit_DRW2 hours ago

Keyword: AT HIS BEST

While I agree Ovechkin is better than Malkin, Crosby is always at his best. (Well, except when he's playing Boston)

Reply 

5 replies

+4

Jaredwho2 hours ago

You can't even compare the two. Crosby has way better hands, Ovi has a better shot. Entirely different players with different skillsets. The one is a wing and the other is a center. They're both better at their positions then the other.

Reply 

2 replies

+3

jdice662 hours ago

Crosby has a great shot too tho. Definitely a better backhand.

+2

whyfor1 hour ago

crosby has better hands and a way better hockey iq then ovi. ovi may be a scoring machine when he is in the zone but crosby is the type of player that makes everyone on the ice better. if he can only stay healthy. i'm hoping to see one full season of crosby just to see what his point totals would be.. most likely a total we haven't seen for ages 

0

Kyle Plummer2 hours ago

really nhl cant say crosby S U CKS when playing the blues!!!!!! well i cant think of the last time he scored on the blues

Reply 

1 reply

-3

jdice662 hours ago

or played them

+4

Hardprlovin2 hours ago

That is comical. Crosby "at his best" is way better for a team than Ovi.

Reply 

+2

NourTDWP13 minutes ago

He's better than Malkin when he's at his best, but not as good as Crosby when he's at his best. First of all Crosby is always at his best. Outside of the Bruins series these last playoffs, he has rarely slumped and even when he comes back from injury he shows no signs of slowed performance. He missed a month of play last season and still tied Ovi for third in points. The flipside of Crosby being consistently at his best, Ovi is inconsistent and not always at his best, note that it took him half of last season to regain his scoring touch. That may work in a shortened season, but its not gonna fare well in a full 82 game season. 

Reply 

0

Cale Allan10 minutes ago

I'm an Ovie fan too bud. I wouldn't say he's better then both but I'd say he's right at par with them.

Reply 

+1

Cale Allan8 minutes ago

I swear I had no intention on starting this Sid vs Ovie dispute...

Reply 

+1

CocoLavoy2 hours ago

Not too many quality prospects up front. Heck, with Crosby & Malkin signed long term, who really cares I guess...

Reply 

2 replies

+1

jdice661 hour ago

Exactly. What's the Pens weakness? Defense. So what do they do? Draft defensemen. Genius strategy.

Reply 

1 reply

+3

alfred21271 hour ago

take the best player available regardless of what your straight and weakness 

Reply 

-1

Fisui2 hours ago

Penguins were lucky that Maatta dropped that for on 2012 draft. Two very great first round D's for them.

Reply 

+5

Jon Eklund3 hours ago

Great D prospects!

Reply 

+1

Bisson Bruins3 hours ago

Good to see someone from Maine on one of these lists.

Reply 

+1

SukaSam4 hours ago

Man does anybody else notice that the writer was gushing about the first four prospects but after that resorted to simple stats. Somebody got a little lazy when writing this prospect list. lol

Reply 

+6

Gooniesneversaydie4 hours ago

Suomi mainittu torilla tavataan!

Reply 

-5

Dmitry_Kulikov_likes_pandas4 hours ago

What do Pens fans think of Anton Zlobin? Seems like a pretty decent prospect.

Reply 

1 reply

+5

brigghock4 hours ago

he has great hands/shot/playmaking ability but has a little trouble skating, he will play in the AHL this year will be interesting to see what he does.

Reply 

+5

brigghock4 hours ago

ive watched Sundqvist play in the evaluation camp and he's a beast

Reply 

+4

Fast Fingers5 hours ago

I'd put Hartzell(goalie), who's not even on the list, ahead of Jarry.

Reply 

2 replies

+5

WhoopOi5 hours ago

I agree

Reply 

+4

theebigo1 hour ago

If Flower does not regain form Hartzell will be seeing game time in the show this year. He is what NHL teams are looking for in a goalie 6'4, solid technique, and the ability to make athletic saves. Very comparable to Pekka Rinne. After his breakout season last year I think he is one of the best goaltending prospects in the league. 

Reply 

0

MBB loves the Maple Leafs5 hours ago

Hartzell? Megna? Ruopp? They should all be in the top 10 IMO.

Reply 

2 replies

-1

Jon Eklund3 hours ago

No. No. 9

Reply 

1 reply

0

Jon Eklund3 hours ago

Okay maybe Hartzel too

Reply 

0

girouxsalem21126 hours ago

You mean Pittsburgh didn't trade their entire prospect pool last year? This is news to me. 

Reply 

3 replies

-7

steel_city875 hours ago

It probably is news becasue your from philly, they don't know much there do they?

Reply 

+14

Fast Fingers5 hours ago

They only traded two low end collage prospects and a #1 pick for Iginla...Joe Morrow for B. Morrow. As you can see from the list, the Pens D-prospect pool was is so deep, Joe Morrow was expendable. Of course, hindsight is 20/20 and I'd rather of kept Joe Morrow now haha.

Reply 

+1

Shaun Mattice16 minutes ago

and all Philly knows how do but over pay overrated players....so how did brzsucklov workout for you?

Reply 

0

PCHall73726 hours ago

Sundquist should be ranked 5 IMO kid is going to be a solid middle 6 power forward. Also, see Marcutucio (sp?) being a solid 3rd liner/pk guy in the future because of his speed

Reply 

+4

weshki6 hours ago

Bryan Rust won't be a bust.

Reply 

+6

steel_city876 hours ago

Love the defensive prospect pool!

Reply 

+4

yassmoney997 hours ago

scott harrington should be higher he is a beast

Reply 

1 reply

+1

K_Even_Stevens4 hours ago

agreed, I don't think he's necessarily fallen in the depth chart skill wise and at he came real close to making the team the year we drafted him

Reply 

0

Wu Gambino7 hours ago

Not bad prospect pool for a team that finishes on top of the leaderboards every year!

Reply 

+3

vanillaice7 hours ago

I really like our top 5, but it drops off fast after that. We've done an amazing job with late first round picks over the last few years, but aren't picking up any late round gems and it seems like that is starting to cause roster issues - it'd be great to have a couple of young late round pick forward prospects pushing for roles in the bottom 6.

Reply 

1 reply

0

younge67474 hours ago

It seems there are a few excelling in college hockey who were late round picks. So there's probably a few gems. But it's not like there's much room to make the Pens as a forward right now anyway. In the next two years you'll see those gems competing for a spot.

Reply 

0

Mikko Lankinen8 hours ago

"The 19-year-old has played for Finland in the World Junior Championship three times, and has a chance to play a fourth at the 2014 WJC. He also has a chance to make the country's roster for the 2014 Sochi Olympics."

Yeah right, I've got the chance to win in the lottery too, except better..

Reply 

1 reply

0

Eetu Wigrén7 hours ago

If he starts the season with the pens and plays well, he truly has a good chance of making the cut. Not that many elite finnish defenders at the moment. As for me I would love to see määttä and vatanen in finnish jerseys at Sochi.

Reply 

+2

CanuckleHead0019 hours ago

Very solid prospect pool. They have a wealth of defensive help on the way and with Crosby and Malkin goals will always be their. 

Reply 

0

Philipp Leiter9 hours ago

D awesome, Offense not

Reply 

+1

sguessler10 hours ago

Would have put Harrington first.

Reply 

2 replies

-1

Eetu Wigrén9 hours ago

Well I would not. Harrington might be the best defensive dman prospect on the list and pouliot the best offensive dman, but määttä plays great in both ends of the ice, which makes him a more well rounded defender. Also määttä is younger.

Reply 

1 reply

+6

sguessler9 hours ago

Not denying that. Always the same with prospects... time will show.

Reply 

+2

Carl Moores10 hours ago

well you gotta give the Pens one thing: they draft very, very well.

Reply 

6 replies

+6

ProfessorHockey10 hours ago

I wouldn't say they draft very well. I think they tanked very very well, and got lucky very very well to get two elite players. It's the teams like San Jose and Detroit who are year in and out contenders and have terrible draft spots and yet keep supplementing their team with youth that draft well.

Reply 

5 replies

-5

hitman459 hours ago

Couple of points

- Hockey's future ranked Pens ahead of San Jose in prospect ranking so your point of San Jose drafting better (in recent years) is invalid.

- While making playoffs consistently and making 3 final (Stanley Cup/Conference cup) appearances, Pens have drafted Harrington, Beay Maata, Pouliot (only top 10 pick). Thats two potential top 2 D, one top 4 D, one top 6 forward. Thats very good in my book. 

- Florida is good at tanking too. Your top young D man (Kulikov, Gudbranson), and top young forwards (Huberdeau, Barkov) are drafted in top 15 (3 being top 5). And there is high chance of Florida drafting in top 10 for couple more years.

- Detroit got lucky too in this year draft by getting a player that was rated higher. So did Montreal by getting Fucale in 2nd round. It is very common for players ranking to vary and Pens got lucky to still have Maata available but so did many other teams

- Pens are definitely not the best in drafting but they have very solid track record so far.

Reply 

3 replies

+12

hitman458 hours ago

Sorry I meant Pens drafted Beau, Maata. Also I was not trying to insult Florida by stating they drafted in top 5 a lot as well. More and more teams are being built by top draft picks; Pens were very lucky to get two generation talent in Sid and Geno when they stinked.

Reply 

1 reply

0

Eetu Wigrén7 hours ago

Looking at the past and also the top 10 prospects of detroit and san jose at the moment, you can see that san jose/detroit has found more gems in later rounds. Drafting well with first round picks is not rocket science, but finding amazing players in later rounds is hard and being able to do so requires a good scouting system (and luck). For this reason I believe the sharks and wings have been more successful in drafting. As detroit have shown us tanking and getting top 5 picks is not the only way to success. But I have to say pens have made some coups in the last couple of years, for example määttä, a projected top 10 pick falling to them at 22.

-3

DCoy884 hours ago

Shero has had only two draft picks make an impact since he took over the team. Jordan Staal and Dustin Jeffrey. Bortuzzo and Bennet have spent some time in the lineup, but hardly enough time to say they were solid picks. Teams are supposed to have their first round picks contribute. I don't think the Flyers have missed on a first round pick since Maxime Ouillet more than a decade ago, but I wouldn't consider the Flyers to be great at drafting. In order to make an impact you have to find the hidden gems late in the draft, 4th round or later. 

Also you can't start saying who had a good draft this year and Detroit and Montreal were lucky. Those kids have played ZERO games at any level of competition since they we're drafted. Wait a couple seasons before you judge them.

Reply 

-1

Carl Moores16 minutes ago

what does your team have to show for tanking year after year?

ppppphi
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melio15 hours ago

no Petr Straka ???

Reply 

0

CreepsOrCrepes217 hours ago

A little off topic but, I find the name Ghost-is-be-here...intriguing lol

Reply 

-1

Gabroux18 hours ago

I think Morin and Hagg are ranked way too low. They should be 2nd and 3rd (behing Laughton) in my opinion. Maybe they are more NHL ready than Morin and Hagg, but those two have more potentials. Good prospect pool around the middle of the league. 

Reply 

+3

malimal82418 hours ago

laughton will be a great physical checking center, morin should be 2 and straka should be on this list. these guys are excellent compliments to the current young crop of players . Morin was one of the top 5 athletes at the predraft combine. He was simply the strongest there. Only Morin will be a star.

Reply 

0

blake harris19 hours ago

They have a few good prospects, but nothing great. I really like some of the players they already have though, like courts, voracek, hartnell

Reply 

0

28OrangeNation2819 hours ago

Some might say that this is the worst pool in the league, but they fail to realize we don't even have room in our lineup for prospects (at least not offensively, defensively in the future yes). We have so many young guys already playing that are number one picks. We have a really young forward group already playing in the NHL. Read, simmer, voracek, Couts.. 

Straka and Raffl are promising guys too

Reply 

1 reply

+1

Gabroux18 hours ago

Not the worst one, I see them in the middle for the ranking. They seem to have a lot of 3rd-4th liners prospects and bottom 6 defencemen (in the exception of Laughton, Morin and Hagg). Something can be done with these prospects. Remember that Couturier, B. Schenn are already in the NHL and can also be considered as rookies.

Reply 

+1

Schennsational221020 hours ago

I think one of morin hagg or ghost is gonna wind up playing top 4 minutes and one will be top 6. Laughton looked confident and poised in his 5 game trial this past season, could see him making the line up this year or next easily. Cousins will likely be a "top 6 or nothing" player, I feel like nothing is the more likely option, didn't look good in ADK at the end of the year. Stolraz has a big upside, but if you can tell which goalies are gonna turn into studs, you should be working with a teams scouting department; it's a guessing game 95% of the time. As for McGinn, lauridsen, manning, and akeson, they all played well when called up this year, no reason to believe they'll regress next year. There may be no future superstars here, but there is a good amount of potential depth here, and to win cups you need good depth at all positions. That and at least one offensive powerhouse, a true #1 d-man, and a rock solid goalie... 2 of which we conspicuously lack right now

Reply 

0

Drake Koscheck20 hours ago

Samuel Morin should definitely be higher and I don't know what McGinn is doing in the Top 3. Same for Stolarz even though I only saw him play at the Memorial where he wasn't at his best so i'm not so sure.

Reply 

+2

TEnnis21 hours ago

I'd like some input from Flyers fans. While Morin could turn into a solid shutdown defenseman, do you guys think he was a best choice at 11th overall when defenseman like Pulock, Zadorov, and Morrissey were still available? Also, I was sure Hagg was going to be a 1st round pick, so you guys are lucky he fell into your laps. He could turn into a good two-way defenseman for you guys.

Reply 

4 replies

0

RinaldoSMASH20 hours ago

Only time will tell.

Reply 

+1

DCoy8820 hours ago

I would have preferred them to package the pick with Coburn and or Read and moved up, but at 11 I can't complain about Morin. Some say he has as much upside as anyone else in the draft, and I don't think anyone they drafted on the blue line would jump in the lineup this season, so I'm happy to go with Morin and let him develop.

Reply 

+1

Schennsational221020 hours ago

I was really hoping we took pulock, I liked morin more than zadarov or morrisey going in, but we need offensive d men, not another like schenn (nothing against schenn, loved him last year)

Reply 

0

malimal82418 hours ago

What's interesting about Morin is he really moved up the ranks, and was one of the best physical athletes at the predraft combine (if you looked at every competive category he was in the top 5 in about 4 classifications.

After watching him play, I would say yes over Zadorov. But I love Buff. pick of Ramus R.

Reply 

0

Irriducibile22 hours ago

Gostisbehere = best name in hockey

Reply 

3 replies

+1

Drake Koscheck20 hours ago

Koekkoek disagrees

Reply 

+3

aemilius_macer20 hours ago

What about the old time brothers Sprague and Odie Cleghorn?

Reply 

-1

Schennsational221020 hours ago

Man you gostisbehere, we having a rager

Reply 

0

Glenn Hägg22 hours ago

HOW is not Hägg higher on this lis?+ (don't think I'm biased because we share last name)

Reply 

3 replies

+5

Irriducibile22 hours ago

This is day 28, and all 28 prospect rankings have been a joke so far.

Reply 

1 reply

+7

Glenn Hägg21 hours ago

You have a point.

Reply 

0

28OrangeNation2819 hours ago

most of the prospects ahead of him are more NHL ready.

Reply 

0

LAKings1922 hours ago

Worst prospect pool in the league

Reply 

5 replies

+4

ThAtDuDe21 hours ago

yea good one

Reply 

-2

Boltsfan917521 hours ago

Yep

Reply 

+1

younge674721 hours ago

It's important to remember the Flyers have a few of their best prospects already in the NHL. I mean Couturier would be a blue chipper if he hadn't played for two seasons. Both Schenn brothers were top-5 picks and are 23 and 21. Gustafsson will make the squad. Bourdon has a chance. Read, altho older, was a college free agent that wasn't necessarily expected to do what he's done.

There's also players they left off this list. Petr Straka, a former 2nd rder of the Blue Jackets, is a 21yr old sniper who will get solid minutes the Phantoms. Mark Alt, a young defender, was picked two picks before Straka by Carolina and has a bright future. And Laughton, Stolarz, Ghost, Hagg, Morin, and Lauridsen all should be NHLers. It's still in the bottom 3rd of the league but they're certainly improving the prospect base.

Reply 

1 reply

+4

Clarky1120 hours ago

Agreed, add Schenn, Courturier and Gus to this list and it gets a lot better.

Reply 

+3

Anonymous18 hours ago

It's obvious you didn't see the prospect pool of the Rangers yesterday. The Flyers have Laughton, Morin, Hägg, and just there that's 3 good prospects. haven't really heard enough of the others to have an opinion but this is a good pool.

Reply 

0

IamFonkyFamilly24 hours ago

samuel morin is going to be a beast.

Reply 

1 reply

+5

malimal82418 hours ago

AN ABSOLUTE BEAST. 

Reply 

0

ellja24 hours ago

Stolarz surely is a great GK but given Flyer's ''skill'' of developing GK's... 

Reply 

+3

FlyHigher1 day ago

Mark Alt D or Cal Heeter G should have made this list @ 9 above Brandon Manning. I don't see Manning ever playing at an NHL caliber level. I agree with Jason Akeson @ 10. 

Reply 

0

jwg3141 day ago

Nothing groundbreaking, but there's a lot of D! That's good for the Flyers.

Reply 

+3

EasyG1 day ago

This pool of players may be considered sub-par to the rest of the league, but look at how young this team is, at least offensively. They have what? 3 or 4 above thirty and a handful 25 or younger led by Giroux. If Schenn and Coots, two real young guys, were considered "prospects" it'd be one of the stronger pools in the league

Reply 

3 replies

+2

Mikael Bitton1 day ago

no not really, couturier seems like nothing more then a 3rd liner.

Reply 

2 replies

-10

David24 hours ago

disagree... still a player coming into his own.. had a great rookie yr.. fell off last yr.. we will see I guess.. schenn and Simmonds.. matt read. the flyers are young and lead by a young star of the nhl Giroux...

Reply 

0

younge674721 hours ago

He had a bad HALF season at 19. He'll be a very good player for a longtime. 

Reply 

+3

NubThe11 day ago

A rival fan can probably chirp by saying, "When I look at this prospect pool, I Laugh-a-ton."

But in all seriousness, I really like Laughton and Morin. All the best to the FLyers.

Reply 

7 replies

+5

ButchCoolidge1 day ago

Apparently the Habs liked Morin a lot too. They tried to trade up to the Flyers spot to pick him.

Reply 

4 replies

+3

Mikael Bitton1 day ago

thankfully the didnt, god imagine sending a better prospect, Beaulieu and some more for Morin a prospect ranked in the 30 to 40 range. Plus hes got no O unlike Beaulieu who plays great O and good D.

Reply 

2 replies

-4

David24 hours ago

I love habs fans... u guys just know it all... lol

Reply 

0

Anonymous18 hours ago

And they wouldn't have traded Beaulieu for it. If they did that would've been a insanely bad trade and Bergevin is no Gainey/Gauthier.

Reply 

+1

Gabroux18 hours ago

Yeah Morin had the French Factor that the Habs loves a lot. In the draft, they wanted either Morin or Gauthier. However, I'm satisfied with our giant McCarron. 

Reply 

0

malimal82418 hours ago

ONLY a hab fan would go there! I noticed a very judgemental attitude by many hab fans......but here one prediction, that I will be laughing at all season. the habs will not make the playoffs. 

Reply 

1 reply

-2

NubThe117 hours ago

you dont know how to read english or you dont have a sense of humour 

Reply 

0

oscer51 day ago

Watch out for Defenseman Mark Alt, under the radar prospect who did very well with Phantoms after he left college

Reply 

+4

Karl Rosbäck1 day ago

Everyone is laughing at laughton

Reply 

-8

ragingthunder1231 day ago

Robert Hagg should have gone in the first round. People, you don't draft people if their name sounds cool or not. 

Reply 

0

Leaf_Blower811 day ago

I see Laughton being a difference maker and it is too hard to tell with Sam Morin. All others are subpar.

Reply 

2 replies

+1

Karl Rosbäck1 day ago

Laughton isnt serious enough to be a difference maker... I hear he laugh's through all media sessions. thats why they call him Laugh TON

Reply 

1 reply

+1

Bisson Bruins1 day ago

Shame on him for having a personality.

Reply 

+4

DCoy881 day ago

McGinn is a late bloomer, with great size and great hands around the front of the net. Sounds an awful lot like John LeClair.

And you can probably say this about most Swedes, but reading that he is calm with the puck, isn't noticed as a defenseman, and does the right thing 99% of the time just reminds me of Nick Lidstrom. I know that's an unfair comparison and a huge stretch, but I can dream.

Reply 

1 reply

0

Gabroux18 hours ago

I hope not, LeClair was so good vs the Habs, it's still gives me nightmares.

Reply 

+1

Alessandro Filippelli1 day ago

Jason Akeson scored in the last game of the season and it was his first nhl game and goal. I expected him to be higher on the list.

Reply 

+1

Garrett Peters1 day ago

Just imagine the nastiness and edge that defense would have if Lauridsen, Morin, and Schenn were all playing together...it's bound to happen (not for a while), but that would be scary

Reply 

1 reply

+3

Ben Frankly22 hours ago

Add puck-movers like Gustafsson, Hagg, and Gostisbehere, and the Flyers seem to be in decent shape in a few years.

Reply 

+1

Victor Jansson1 day ago

Robert Hägg should be higher on this list.

Reply 

0

LeafsNation121 day ago

Another Genny I hope can make it to the NHL consistently. Scotty is a great player and hopefully he makes an impact with Philly soon.

Reply 

+1

MaleficMalcontent1 day ago

This isn't necessarily a group of bad players, but it's very sub-par compared to the rest of the league. 

Reply 

+7

S1 day ago

seeing alot of comments in the article like "size and nastiness", "isn't afraid to throw around his wieght" etc. so in 4 or 5 yrs we can all say welcome back broad street bullies (not that it will get them any closer to a stanley cup)

Reply 

7 replies

-2

Nick Cllins1 day ago

Literally the only player on this last who has 'size and nastiness' is morin. And let me guess, you were born in the 90s and never actually saw the broad street bullies play?

Reply 

4 replies

0

DCoy881 day ago

3, 4, 5, and 6 all play with a "nasty" edge. The only one of those four without size is Cousins, who scouts compare to Marchand. You might hate playing against Marchand, but he is definitely a guy you want on your team.

Reply 

3 replies

+3

Kyle Plummer1 day ago

okay 6'2 205 is not size, and how do you see 5'10 160 size??? this is the NHL dude not high school, lol put them out there and play a tough checking 3rd line they are going to get hurt lol

Reply 

2 replies

-1

DCoy881 day ago

I guess you didn't watch McGinn play and I guess you can't read. I said Cousins didn't have size. 

+1

Kyle Plummer20 hours ago

ryan calahan would smash all of them lol

-1

BroadStreetBulldog19 hours ago

I find it amusing that in the 70's the Flyers, Bruins, and Blue (along with others to a lesser extent) had teams that could slug it out. And of all of those, everyone remembers the Flyers as the only "tough" team. And the image has not left.

That being said, this is not figure skating, it is hockey. To win a copy you need some players who have a bit of an edge.

Reply 

1 reply

0

DCoy8814 hours ago

Thats because the Flyers were the only team that won with that image.

Reply 

0

Noah1 day ago

Dissapointed that Garett Roe didn't get a chance. was starting to really produce at the AHL level and was a two time Hobey Baker finalist. He used to play on my team when he was young and was the hope for Virginia. Oh well. Philly still as strong prospects. 

Reply 

3 replies

-1

Jon Eklund1 day ago

He was just too small...

Reply 

2 replies

+1

Noah1 day ago

Meanwhile Gerbe, St.Louis, Ennis, all made the league? These guys where small too, and two of them spent extended times in the league as well. 

Reply 

1 reply

+2

Noah1 day ago

when I say league I meant AHL before the NHL.

Reply 

+1

Schennsational22101 day ago

I don't know if I just think this because I've researched the hell out of all of these players, but I kind of like this prospect pool, don't really agree with the order they're placed in, but it could be worse. 

Reply 

1 reply

0

DCoy881 day ago

I agree. Other than McGinn and Lauridsen I don't see any of these guys contributing this season, but the pool has a lot of upside. Three or four seasons from now could see these guys being solid contributors.

Reply 

0

ButchCoolidge1 day ago

This prospect pool was so much worse about three years ago. Holmgren has actually held onto his draft picks of late and built up a decent system. I'm especially excited about Laughton. He keeps improving in every facet of the game, and was one of the best two-way players in the OHL last year. He could make the big club full time this season.

Reply 

3 replies

+8

S2OmegaS21 day ago

I'm banking on either him or McGinn on getting that 3rd line wing spot

Reply 

1 reply

+5

DCoy881 day ago

I'd bank on McGinn only because Laughton can go back to juniors for another season and slide his contract another year.

Reply 

0

jgillespie12101 day ago

as much as id like to see gagne back, i dont want him taking a third line spot from laughton if he earns it.

Reply 

+1

Joaquim1 day ago

Wow, and I thought the Rangers prospect pool looked bad... Gostisbehere and Hagg; the only bright side of this travesty ☺

Reply 

3 replies

-4

Alex1 day ago

Mcginn, Cousins, Morin, and Laughton all have very good NHL potential

Reply 

+1

David1 day ago

haha not only does the rangers prospect pool look bad.. the rangers as a team look iffy... I love ur goalie, I like ur blue line... but nash is overrated and u lost gabs.... good luck tho

Reply 

1 reply

+3

TehHockeyGod18 hours ago

You do realize he's an avalanche fan not a Rangers fan...he was simply commenting (ignorantly as it is) that compared to the Flyers prospect pool the Rangers' is good...

Reply 

+2

SimDaSpartan1 day ago

Wow, Sam Morin rank 6th... This guy gonna be the next Flyers Dman

Reply 

1 reply

+9

FlyHigher1 day ago

He is AT LEAST 2 seasons away. probably 3. Everyone they ranked ahead of him are much more NHL ready. 

Reply 

-2

weshki1 day ago

Their 2nd best prospect is a goalie? Well that's good news for the Flyers.

Reply 

1 reply

+12

DCoy881 day ago

I cringed when I saw that. That's just going to tempt management to rush him along.

Reply 

+6

KSI SKULLS1 day ago

In 5 Years theyre Gonna need a rebuild, Dont have any good Prospects and nobody good on their team, Looks like they need a rebuild now, but the GM is too Stupid

Reply 

6 replies

-18

salah931 day ago

You don't know Laughton? Gostisbehere?

After all, if I were you, I'd go read a bit about those prospects

Reply 

+17

girouxsalem21121 day ago

Looks like you're too stupid to read the article. Laughton, Hagg, Stolarz, Lauridsen? They're not good prospects? 

Reply 

3 replies

+7

KSI SKULLS1 day ago

Not any star players

Reply 

2 replies

-13

HardcoreHabsFan271 day ago

Hagg will be a star. 

Reply 

+6

sguessler20 hours ago

Of course not... that's why they are called prospects. Gee

Reply 

+1

David1 day ago

when u say in 5 yrs you will need to rebuild ur team u come across as very stupid... duhhhh kinda like most teams that already have an established star... trust me 5 yrs is plenty of time... and the flyers have a lot of drafted and developed talent already at the nhl lvl so don't forget that either... 

Reply 

0

Cole d'arc1 day ago

I've seen Morin play a bit and really think he could be something special in the NHL as long as he isn't rushed. Players like Duncan Keith and Slava Voynov played a few seasons in the AHL and it certainly worked for them.
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IamFonkyFamilly24 hours ago

kristo top prospect? wow he barely made the top 10 for habs. 

Reply 

2 replies

-1

MrBadnewsBrown7 hours ago

If you're stacked with offensive talent there are going to be one or two players who won't make your top-10. The Rangers on the other hand weren't fortunate to have highly-skilled prospects until this past draft. Keep saying Kristo wasn't even in top-10. Talent is talent. And if it clicks with the Rangers, that talent will come to fruition.

Reply 

+1

Captngeetch8 minutes ago

Yeah, we know how well the Habs have been at evaluating talent recently...kinda the same feeling they had about Ryan McDonaugh right ? 

Reply 

0

xolohockey2 days ago

Calle Anderson should be on the list. This list is not terrible but it's not good. A bunch of forwards who could be decent 2-4th liners and some mid-ranger d-men. Although Skjei may be Ryan McDonagh 2.0.

Reply 

0

xolohockey2 days ago

Interesting that St. Croix did not make this list. Not sure if Hrivik is #5. It seemed he never recovered from his concussion and is not particularly big or offensively gifted. Jean or Yogan might be better choices for a third line type prospect. Also Kantor, Fogarty and Nicholls are intriguing prospects too. 

Reply 

0

ragingthunder1232 days ago

One of the weakest pools in the league. Their top prospect is Danny who? And they didn't even draft him. Though I like McIIrath. 

Reply 

5 replies

+2

ragingthunder1232 days ago

McIlrath, that name is tough. 

Reply 

1 reply

0

Oilersfan_972 days ago

and believe me hes tough

Reply 

0

Jonathan Beaudet2 days ago

Kristo, the leading goaler scorer last season in the WCHA and second in points. 

Reply 

+1

MrBadnewsBrown7 hours ago

Weakest? The Oilers could hardly get a top defenseman prospect and they have like 13 picks in the first two rounds every year in the draft.

Reply 

+1

Captngeetch4 minutes ago

Says the guy who's team picks in the top 10-15 year after year..including 3 First overalls in a row. The Rangers are restocking their pool, you need only look on the ice to see the last round of prospects..Callahan, Staal, Hagelin etc. seems they rounded out pretty well.

Reply 

0

safwaan20012 days ago

THIS PROSPECT POOL STINKS

Reply 

2 replies

+5

PeteyG892 days ago

Not really, I am really excited for Brady Skjei, Boo Nieves and Osca Lindberg..it takes time, calm your t.its

Reply 

-2

jstrauss192 days ago

that's because most of our prospects (Kreider, Miller, Hagelin, McDonagh, Stepan) have made the team in the last few years.

Reply 

0

ChuckyvsGally2 days ago

This will definitely be a McDonaugh 2.0 situation with Kristo. I never understood how the Habs give up prospects this easily without any hesitation. His off-ice antics are to blame but still come on you cant judge so quickly. What I find funny is how quickly hes a top prospect with the Rangers shows the lack of depth in their farm system.

Reply 

1 reply

+3

MrBadnewsBrown7 hours ago

One reason for top prospect status is because of his strong offensive skills with the puck which has never been the trademark of Ranger prospects. The Rangers in the past have drafted two-way responsible players with a team oriented game where individuality on offense wasn't the focus. With the hire of a offensive coach, the focus seems to have transferred to grooming skillful prospects. Hence, the drafting of highly-skilled, talented players Buchnevich, Duclair and Tambellini in this year's draft. I agree with your statement in regards to Kristo. Many Habs fan's may ridicule Kristo's position as top prospect on this thread but talent is talent. If Kristo betters himself personally as he stated he did after the frost bite situation and makes the Rangers and gels with like of his friends and former USA goal medal winning teammates in Stepan, Krieder, R-Mac, we may very well see why he is a top talent.

Reply 

+1

rodenis19492 days ago

took kristo 4 years to have a decent one , may be a third or fourth in the nhl, good luck dany

Reply 

0

Owen Talmage2 days ago

I'm a rangers fan and McIlrath will not be good. his ceiling will be a 5th defenseman in my opinion. i also don't know how buchnevich wasn't on here, he could be a steal if he decides to play in north america

Reply 

2 replies

+1

Dmitry_Kulikov_likes_pandas2 days ago

Buchnevich basically fell because he's Russian and still has 2 years left on his KHL contract, which probably will work out very well for the Rangers. Kid has skill.

Reply 

-1

Jimmy Nevins2 days ago

Agreed about McIlrath. The kid will likely be a career minor leaguer. He can't skate if his life depended on it.

Reply 

0

salah932 days ago

If Kristo's trade goes to history like McD, Ima cry.

Reply 

+6

ShortFkingHanded42 days ago

I'm rewriting this list because it's just so bad.

1.Lindberg

2.Fast

3.McIlrath

4.Kristo

5.Nieves

6.Hrivik

7.St. Croix

8.Skjei

9.Buchnevich

10.Allen

There that's better. I love Sammy but he's not even top 10 with our prospects, let alone top 5.

Reply 

4 replies

+17

youreagrocerystick2 days ago

This is dead on. Still not the best prospects list, but a lot better than NHL.com's rankings make it look

Reply 

+3

Duke Nuke Em2 days ago

Clueless rankings. Do you have a brain?

Reply 

1 reply

-9

PeteyG892 days ago

Thats actually a very good list, why dont you show us yours if you so smart

Reply 

+5

Mars Faivet1 day ago

That list is more like it. Although I would put Buchnevich at least in the top 5, he will eventually come to the US, no doubt in my mind, it is NY after all :) Lindberg clear #1 indeed after last season, I hope he shows his skills and makes Richards expendable even during the season, to the bench and ready for a buyout right after the season 

Reply 

+1

dominicmoore192 days ago

Looks like the Leafs prospect pool like 5 years ago...bad.

Reply 

1 reply

+1

dominicmoore192 days ago

I will give the benefit of the doubt since pretty much all Rangers good prospects graduated last couple years.

Reply 

+5

thevreelander2 days ago

This list is so wrong on many levels. Look for Miller, Kreider, Linberg, Kristo, and Fast to all be in the hunt for roster spots this year during Traverse City and during preseason. Beside that the Rangers are going with the same lineup and the new additions.

Reply 

3 replies

+1

AllHailMikhail2 days ago

Sabres are going to destroy other teams in Traverse City.

Reply 

2 replies

-3

kshalloran902 days ago

Cool. Maybe they will hang a banner next to the 0 Stanley Cup ones they have hanging from the rafters.

Who cares how the prospects do in Traverse City?

Reply 

-1

Kyle Plummer2 days ago

are they playing the blues?

Reply 

0

Tom2 days ago

I'm shocked Nieves is not top 5. In my book he is #5 behind Mcilrath, Skjei, Fast, Kristo

Reply 

+2

Gabroux2 days ago

Even if I don't think that Kristo will do anything in the NHL, I dont understand why Montreal traded him for nothing. Montreal should have kept the player and see what happens instead of getting another midget.

Reply 

0

Leonard2 days ago

Wow Danny Kristo #1 prospect..... 

All i can say

Reply 

+3

Joseph2 days ago

How sad the 10th prospect for the isles yesterday is better than all these scrubs

Reply 

+2

Adam2 days ago

This Skeletor_1981 guy is something else. Get off the high horse and admit that Montreal made another bad move.

Reply 

4 replies

+1

Yves Robichaud2 days ago

The move favours the rangers but Montreal have too many players like him and did him a favour otherwise he would of sat in the minors for a long time. 

Reply 

1 reply

0

jwg3142 days ago

Believe me, this wasn't about doing him a favor. They could have easily packaged him for a legit starter too.

Reply 

0

Skeletor_19812 days ago

How is getting rid of a cancerous player who will never be good enough to play for the Habs because our prospect pool is so rediculously stacked with sick prospects a bad move?

We dont tolerate head cases in our organisation anymore. If he was of value to us we would of keeped him.

Mark Bergevin knows exactly who Danny Kristo is.

Reply 

1 reply

0

Carl Moores11 hours ago

"We dont tolerate head cases in our organisation anymore." When did Bergevin trade Subban?

Reply 

0

jagrnyr682 days ago

We have Kreider (22), Stepan (23), Dezzy (22), Moore (22) and Miller (20) who are already up/have been up for a brief stint. Not to mention Michael St. Croix who has had over a PPG in his last 3 seasons with the Oil Kings (was actually ranked higher than Miller for the 2011 draft) and Pavel Buchnevich who was a steal in the 3rd round this year, if he was playing in North America he probably would've went 1st round.

Love all the hate though, if this top 10 prospect list was made in 2004 for the Rangers, it'd probably consist of guys like Hugh Jessiman, Ivan Baranka, Daren Olver, Bruce Graham, while avoiding to include Callahan, not to mention guys such as Lundqvist and Duber being ranked low. First four guys were drafted before the 3rd round, Callahan was 4th round, Lundqvist was 7th round.....point is, these lists don't really mean that much and anything can happen.

Reply 

+15

Oberg092 days ago

Hey! Someone tell me, isn't Kreider still a rookie? I have heard that if you play more than 25 games one season you're not counting as a rookie anymore. But he has only 23 games… Am I right? Am I wrong? I don't know 

Reply 

0

Dmitry_Kulikov_likes_pandas2 days ago

No Pavel Buchnevich? Is NHL.com serious?

Reply 

2 replies

+10

jagrnyr682 days ago

They must not like the Russian factor

Reply 

+4

SamTochelliDzn1 minute ago

2 year KHL contract

Reply 

0

WuTangForever2 days ago

man i remember going to a gophers-sioux game a year or two ago and this kristo kid is incredible, the gophers gave up a huge lead and ending up losing but he should transition well to the NHL level. would be cool to see the rangers win the cup soon so stepan and McD can bring it home to minnesota

Reply 

7 replies

+3

Skeletor_19812 days ago

You never went to a fighting sioux game your full of it

Reply 

6 replies

-9

natmondo2 days ago

Can you just shut up for once? We get it, you hate Kristo. Move on with it and stop killing others' opinions. You look like a useless fool.

Reply 

1 reply

+13

jagrnyr682 days ago

Just doesn't want to think about the possibility of another bad trade for the Habs

Reply 

+2

Yves Robichaud2 days ago

Man give it up, Kristo is a good player but we couldn't keep him, he just didn't fit in MB plans.

Good luck Danny!

Reply 

0

Duke Nuke Em2 days ago

Why are this idiots posts allowed? This is why I don't come here anymore.

Reply 

+1

Skeletor_19812 days ago

This wu tang clan guy was just talking to talk, if he would of went to a game a year or 2 years ago he would remember if it was 1 or 2 years

Reply 

1 reply

0

WuTangForever2 days ago

F me i didn't know i was signing up for a memory test...i enjoy the herbal essences and it was the gophs vs the sioux for the final five i believe...but....toushe?

Reply 

0

alfred21272 days ago

Dudes I dont know why but I have a feeling that we (habs) are going to regret trading that Kirsto kid. Hope it's not going to be another Ryan McDonagh type of mistake... still have nightmares about that one

Reply 

1 reply

+1

Gabroux2 days ago

Well I don't think Kristo will do anything in the NHL, but still why trade him for another nobody, I don't understand that.

Reply 

0

iamnyr2442 days ago

i heard krieder is being considered a rookie again this year haha. I think i heard it in an interview he had with Jim Cerney a while back

Reply 

2 replies

0

killhowe262 days ago

To be considered a rookie, a player must not have played in more than 25 NHL games in any preceding seasons, nor in six or more NHL games in each of any two preceding seasons. Any player at least 26 years of age (by September 15th of that season) is not considered a rookie.

Reply 

1 reply

-1

killhowe262 days ago

In other words, yes. Kreider will retain his rookie status.

Reply 

+1

MrBadnewsBrown2 days ago

Interesting to read other team's fan's criticisms of Rangers prospects without any extensive research or knowledge. No, Rangers prospects from the past two to three years weren't elite, top-10 picks but they have contributed a ton to the big club. The skill level of the Rangers farm might change with the talents of the 2013 picks of Pavel Buchnevich, Anthony Duclair and Tambellini; very high-skilled players. Let's not forget Lindberg, Fast on the cusp from breaking in. I'm sure the Rangers prospect pool isn't the weakest in the league.

Reply 

2 replies

+6

jagrnyr682 days ago

Agreed. Even if it was, I wouldn't be worried as we already have our top young guys up on the roster (or plan to)

Reply 

+1

ShortFkingHanded42 days ago

it's not even close to the weakest. 

Reply 

0

SimonRivero2 days ago

Isn't Kreider considered a prospect? He's only played 23 NHL games... And where's J.T. Miller?

Reply 

+6

JayKay922 days ago

The thing is, the pool may look bad but with recent graduates of Stepan, Kreider, Miller, Del Zotto, McDonagh, and you could even include Brassard and Moore (for the sake of including young talent). Just because they have a below average prospect pool doesnt mean they have below average young talent. 

Reply 

+10

natmondo2 days ago

A bit shocked to see that Michael St. Croix did not make the cut for this list....

Reply 

+7

joe2 days ago

All this "Kristo is cancer" seems to be a way for Habs fans to quell their fears of McD pt 2. From what I've read from scouts and similar people, Kristo has really matured since almost losing his foot. Also, if he is "cancer" could very well be something that changes with a change of scenery. The overreaction on the part of these Habs fans here is a bit ridiculous.

Reply 

4 replies

+5

sebOgel2 days ago

Don't put all of us in the same boat.

Also, whatever happens it will never approach the Gomez/McDonagh level of WTFness.

Reply 

3 replies

+8

jagrnyr682 days ago

never say never

Reply 

2 replies

+1

larrybiv2 days ago

You know why I'll say NEVER, because Christian Thomas will NEVER be as bad a Canadien, as Gomez was. Yeah steal #2 though, simply for the readiness factor. Christian is a good kid, and has good breeding. He will be fine, book it. Just think Kristo will excel as a Ranger.

Reply 

1 reply

0

jagrnyr682 days ago

Loved Thomas but Kristo has chemistry with Kreids and Step, and is bigger so he'll have a better chance to excel with us. Doesn't mean Thomas won't though because he's small, which is why I hate when everyone says that. I hope he does well with them and proves them wrong

0

sebOgel2 days ago

To be fair, I don't understand why the Habs basically gave away Kristo... the easy answer is because of his off-ice antics, but they seem to have looked the other way when Beaulieu was smacking people around, vandalizing a garage and breaking children toys while drunk.

As pointed out below, Christian Thomas is way too small to ever make the NHL while I suspect Kristo still has a pretty good shot at it. This trade could make us look silly someday.

Reply 

1 reply

+2

ShortFkingHanded42 days ago

don't be so down on CT. He's a great player, with an absolute bullet of a shot. He's not big but he can make the NHL.

Reply 

+1

youreagrocerystick2 days ago

This prospect pool looks horrible I'll admit, but I think it's just the way they ranked it. First of all, JT Miller is still a prospect is he not? I get that Kreider has passed the prospect range but other teams ranked players with less than a season of full experience so I would think Miller should be on here, easily top three. Secondly, Kristo is by no means number 1. Fast and Lindberg should be ahead of him and I would put Lindberg number 1 even, the guy was a beast last year.

Reply 

3 replies

+1

sebOgel2 days ago

Kreider was a beast in the 2012 playoffs, very disappointing what's happening with him since then.

Reply 

2 replies

0

natmondo2 days ago

Sure, it's been a bit disappointing. As a Ranger fan, I'm not too worried about it though. He's still very young, and has a lot of time to tweak up his game.

Reply 

1 reply

0

bobby12902 days ago

Agree. I also think some of it was the coach, and some the shortened season. Make one mistake - 4th line, 5 minutes. Make a second - AHL. If thats how 22 yr olds were treated everywhere (not just hockey) we'd never get anywhere. I want to see Kreider find a home on 2nd or 3rd line for 30-40 straight games before making a judgement.

Reply 

0

THEBIGGESTHABSFAN1232 days ago

I don't like trade. Thomas isn't even in our top 10, lol. But I guess time will tell who won the deal.

Reply 

3 replies

+5

alfred21272 days ago

dude the Ranger's kic% our a@@ on that one

Reply 

2 replies

0

Leonard2 days ago

on that ONE? Not sure what it is with MTL and NY but they owe us at least 1-2 first round picks with all the goodies we give em lately...

Reply 

0

Gabroux2 days ago

I don't think someone won on that one sincde none of these players are NHL stuff.

Reply 

0

Emma Duncan2 days ago

even though everyone still considers him a wasted pick, I'm still looking forward to seeing McIlrath.

Reply 

2 replies

+3

bobby12902 days ago

I agree entirely. He turned 21 in April, give him some time (not to mention missing half the season). I think he'll hit the NHL ice this year and I cant wait to see what happens. I think he's gonna be a monster. 

Reply 

1 reply

+1

larrybiv2 days ago

Right there with ya', been up his arse on WeBleed Blue hoping he makes the team, much needed toughness.

Reply 

0

Skeletor_19812 days ago

Wow what a horrible pool, its bad when your top prospect was a reject prospect that we wanted nothing to do with

Reply 

29 replies

-6

jwg3142 days ago

Reject prospect? He just finished his last year of college with 52 points in 40 games at one of the better hockey schools in the nation.

Reply 

14 replies

+15

Skeletor_19812 days ago

Ya and we still rejected him, think about that one. 

Reply 

12 replies

-15

HardcoreHabsFan272 days ago

He's really good though. There was a reason he traded him, besides his skill. He's gonna be good. 

Reply 

8 replies

+12

Skeletor_19812 days ago

He is cancerous, hes 23 and still acts like a lil punk, hes a good player but hes playing with mostly yougner guys. Plus he's undersized. NHL dud. Good job MB

-6

jwg3142 days ago

Undersized? You traded him for Christian Thomas.

+19

jwg3142 days ago

And how is he a dud if he hasn't even had a shot at the NHL? He has barely even played in the AHL yet.

+11

Skeletor_19812 days ago

Christian Tomas will be a useless player to us. The whole point of trading away Kristo was to make a statement: The Montreal Canadiens will not tolerate cancerous players

-1

S2 days ago

LOL, you still have Subban on your team! although he may be an exceptional player, he's still a Cancer. How many fights did he have with his own teammates in practice?

+4

Exeko2 days ago

last season?, subban didn't fight any1 and was definitely one of the team's leader.

+2

sebOgel2 days ago

I don't get the jab at Subban. He got into fights in practice basically because he's very intense, all the time. Most people who know something about hockey will see this as a healthy thing.

+2

natmondo2 days ago

Undersized? Gionta? Desharnais? Gallagher? Give me a break.

+1

SeanManiuszko2 days ago

Remember when you rejected Ryan McDonagh? Think about that one

Reply 

1 reply

+7

Yves Robichaud2 days ago

Can't compare Kristo to Mc D!

+3

roxman1112 days ago

Just like you rejected McDonagh??

Reply 

+1

Yves Robichaud2 days ago

Kristo is too much of a punk for the Montreal night life, good bye cancer

Reply 

0

DCoy882 days ago

Was McDonaugh a reject too?

Reply 

7 replies

+14

Skeletor_19812 days ago

No that was a huge mistake from Gainey the dodo bird, we have Mark Bergevin now.

You can bet your inheritance Kristo will be a dud

Reply 

5 replies

-6

Ty2 days ago

I guess you were that one habs fans who was pissed to see that "dud" prospect McDonaugh gone too?

Reply 

3 replies

+3

Skeletor_19812 days ago

What does McDonnagh have to do with Kristo?

-4

Lundqvist10922 days ago

@Skeletor-1981 The fact is that your going off saying Kristo is going to be terrible when the kid hasn't played a second in the NHL yet the same thing could have been said about Ryan McDonaugh before he came to the Rangers because we all know the Canadians just love to just throw away all-stars.

+7

Skeletor_19812 days ago

Ryan McDonnaugh was our most promissing D prospect at the time, Gainey the dodo gave him away for free and took on a horrible Gomez contract at the same time. NOTHING to do with what went on with Kristo!

MARK BERJOVIN, traded KRISTO away BECAUSE the kid is a HEAD CASE 23 year old PUNK who is not WORTHY of wearing our jersey.

-4

Joseph Grushack2 days ago

Ignore the list. He's not our top prospect. However, I'm sure he can maybe take a spot on the roster with out opening injuries. 

Reply 

+1

Yves Robichaud2 days ago

Mind your business your team s.u.c.k.s

Reply 

0

F_Rowley2 days ago

im a rangers fan that lives around montreal and Skeletor is absolutly right, but i think putting krysto at #1 was the real mistake, the prospect pool isnt top 15 in the league but it aint that bad *cough* devils *cough*

Reply 

3 replies

+5

DCoy882 days ago

Rangers prospect pool isn't great, but I think there are in a similar position like the Flyers. A lot of young talent playing on the big club. When you're consistently winning playoff series and having young kids quickly jump into the NHL you're prospect pool is going to be a bit weak.

Reply 

+2

Skeletor_19812 days ago

Thanks for making sense, some uninformed rangers fans think we would just give Kristo away, the fact is that the kid is a major head case. And comparing this in any way to Gaineys mistake of handing over McDonnaugh is comparing apples and oranges. 

Reply 

1 reply

-1

PeteyG892 days ago

You are a pathetic hockey fan who knows nothing.

Reply 

0

Halran52 days ago

Don't be bitter cause you traded away McDonagh for Gomez

Reply 

+1

NubThe12 days ago

Doesn't mean that if a player has a bad attitude that he's a bad player. An example from the past from our own franchise was Ribeiro. We got nothing in exchange for him and he turned out to be a 60-70 point guy for another team. Hopefully this trade doesn't bite us like the Gomez trade.

Reply 

0

mkmiklau2 days ago

Don't like the fact that they don't have any GT prospects here however 

Reply 

1 reply

0

Gooniesneversaydie2 days ago

Rangers drafted G Mackenzie Skapski this year and recently signed G Jeff Malcolm. I can see Malcolm as backup for Lundqvist after Biron's contract expires

Reply 

+2

mkmiklau2 days ago

Similar to the devils crop... not one of the strongest pools but parent club seems strong and deep so some of these prospects only amplify the rangers lineup (primarily Kristo and and McIlrath when talking near future)

Reply 

0

Shini2 days ago

Considering the fact the Rangers never really got to have high picks in the past years, the have acquired a solid bunch of college/undrafted/under-the-radar prospects....

Reply 

1 reply

+4

metsfan13042 days ago

Yeah something your team always manages to do.

Reply 

+10

lp332 days ago

no goalies? I guess you don't need it when you have the King himself for at least another 10 years between the pipes.

Reply 

+9

DCoy882 days ago

The Canadiens really love sending top young talent too the Rangers...

Reply 

7 replies

+16

SimDaSpartan2 days ago

Yeah, well we have alot of RW prospects (Collberg, Lehkonen, Hudon)

Reply 

+6

Skeletor_19812 days ago

Kristo has dissiplinary issues, we are stacked with amaizing prospects, we traded away the cancer

Reply 

5 replies

-3

Doug2 days ago

If Kristo makes the team, there will be no room for any unprofessional behavior. Callahan and the rest of the leadership group will make sure he falls in line.

Reply 

+4

Adam2 days ago

Sorry but if the Bulldogs are any indiction of talented prospects, you're in trouble.

Reply 

3 replies

+2

Mayo Balasubramaniam2 days ago

Hudon, Collberg, Bozon will step in and make our AHL affiliate team better

Oh, and you might want to check out a player by the name of Sven Andrighetto

Reply 

1 reply

+1

Anonymous2 days ago

Andrighetto? Can't imagine a "Andrighetto" in the NHL. Lol, weird name.

0

Skeletor_19812 days ago

Adam you are clueless

Reply 

-1

S2 days ago

suprised that Krieder isn't on this list as Torts never really gave him a chance in the NHL. All in all, this is a pretty weak grp of prospects

Reply 

1 reply

0

Ty2 days ago

I'm guessing they don't consider him and miller prospects. 

Reply 

0

ShortFkingHanded42 days ago

tough to be loaded with prospects when the team never misses the playoffs and misses out on high draft picks. I'm very happy with our prospect core however, a lot of really good, solid players coming up. Watch out for the two Swedes, they were great players already playing against men.

Reply 

+4

ShortFkingHanded42 days ago

wow Sammy is WAY too high. I really like what I'm seeing from the kid but he shouldn't even be top 10 on this list.

Reply 

0

Cale Allan2 days ago

McIlrath is a beast. Give him a couple years to get healthy and out on a few more pounds and he's gonna be one of the toughest guys in the NHL.

Reply 

+3

olig30052 days ago

hahaha kristo was not even in the top 5 prospect when he was with montreal

Reply 

3 replies

+2

SimDaSpartan2 days ago

He has a bad attitude

Reply 

+1

Skeletor_19812 days ago

He was barely top 10 for us

Reply 

1 reply

0

Joseph Grushack2 days ago

He jumped up the list because of his last season. I don't think he tops our list, to be honest. 

Reply 

+2

Teebs91902 days ago

JT Miller should still be on this list, but whatever. Why is Lindberg so low? He just named SEL playoff MVP, that has to count for something. 

Reply 

+11

jjake49852 days ago

unless i'm missing something, Kreider should still be on the list. playoff games do not count towards rookie status from what i've heard. is that not true? i know miller played over the games limit last year.

LGR!

Reply 

2 replies

+3

Cale Allan2 days ago

What is the rookie limit, I think it's like 26 games or something? Kreider played 23 games this past season.

Reply 

+1

Joseph Grushack2 days ago

Do you really want to see an article with JT and Kreider on the list? Unless we're trying to compete in a ranking list, I'd rather hear about where our other guys are currently at. People we haven't seen. 

Reply 

0

S2OmegaS22 days ago

One thing about these prospect lists is they seem weak right after a lot of your top ones start getting a good bit of playing time.

The rangers have been trading their picks as of late because they were favorites to go far in the east and a lot of their good prospects have joined the team over these years so the list is down at the moment.

Reply 

0

Canucks Eh2 days ago

People chirp but I like how they've got their number one a forward followed by three solid dmen. I know people say its easier to draft elite forward talent and build your d core through trades/ free agency but how can you argue with drafting and developing some big solid kids.

Reply 

1 reply

+3

mkmiklau2 days ago

Really like McIlrath alongside the score they already have in New York... Gives a strong depth core a big, physical body 

Reply 

+3

HardcoreHabsFan272 days ago

Ugh, Kristo :/ 

Reply 

3 replies

-1

mlien2 days ago

Kristo is a great natural goal scorer. He will be a very fast forward for the Rangers. 

Reply 

-1

Ty2 days ago

What? is that the face your going to make when he fits perfectly with Stepan and Krieder

Reply 

1 reply

0

Anonymous2 days ago

Uh, what? He's just upset the Habs traded him away for nothing...

Reply 

-1

Hippelit2 days ago

Doesnt look that good, but Oscar Lindberg is a beast, MVP of the playoffs in Sweden and one of the best players on the WC team! He should be listed as no.1, he will be a impact player in the NHL soon!

Reply 

1 reply

+14

Hippelit2 days ago

Just wanna state this even more, the guy is invited to the swedish Olympic camp alongside Zetterberg, Sedin, Karlsson, Lundquist. He is really good and will be in north america this autumn!

Reply 

+9

blake harris2 days ago

The rangers, to me, look like a really good team on paper, but they dont blend well and dont play enough of a team game. They focused on getting the best player available, instead of the best player for their team.

Reply 

1 reply

-3

mzygmunt20132 days ago

that was 100% true pre 2005 lockout, but are you kidding all of the recent success has be due to young core growing together and chemistry.

Reply 

+1

Gooniesneversaydie2 days ago

St.Croix and Nicholls should be on that list considering that both have pretty good numbers in WHL

Reply 

2 replies

+2

Dan Buckley2 days ago

St. Croix probably belongs instead of Tambellini. Seems like they added Mr. Tambellini because they could mention his dad and brothers. Several other Ranger prospects belong above Tambellini.

Reply 

Bnall712 days ago

St. Croix scored over 100 points in the WHL i dont know how hes not on this list.

Reply 

Cole d'arc2 days ago

Pretty underwhelming group. That said, I guess you never can tell with prospects. Some of them just might surprise.

Reply 

0

devilshockey4u2 days ago

not much better than ours... wow. Looks like the Islanders will be the best in the area for the first time in 30 years

Reply 

1 reply

-3

NYI-912 days ago

30 years is a bit of a stretch. 10-15 years maybe 

Reply 

born2run242 days ago

All Ive heard for the last couple seasons is how ready Fast and Nieves are and how good they'll be at the next level. Well it seems that neither of em are regarded very highly outside of Ranger fans minds. Future 3rd liners at best. 

Typical NY though always overhyping average prospects. 

Also is JT Miller not considered a prospect anymore?

Reply 

5 replies

-9

hv952 days ago

Fast is far from an average prospect, trust me, I've seen him play a lot. in addition to his great speed and physical game, he read plays very well and always knows where to position himself in order to get a scoring chance. He'll probably fit in even better in NA than in Europe.

Reply 

Kaden Stanton2 days ago

JT played 26 games last year. Two over the limit

Reply 

blake harris2 days ago

lol Mets overhype their baseball prospects to.

Reply 

1 reply

Anonymous2 days ago

very irrelevant.

Reply 

PeteyG892 days ago

Devils...nobody cares!

Reply 

HabsRockBruinsChoke2 days ago

Kristo was Montreal's 5th or 6th prospect when he got traded... rangers should have better prospects

Reply 

9 replies

+1

Drew McCaffrey2 days ago

Yeah...though that's mostly because a lot of NY's top "prospects" are probably gonna get spots on the roster at the beginning of this season due to injuries in the lineup. At this point, I'd say Miller is still probably a prospect, and maybe Kreider, too. It really all depends on how AV deals with them...cuz Torts certainly treated them like young prospects rather than roster players.

Reply 

seatsy2 days ago

tough to have better when they all have developed into the show already. Kreider, hagelin, stepan, mcdonaugh, jt miller aint to bad at all.

Reply 

Gooniesneversaydie2 days ago

Hoping Kristo to be same kind of steal from montreal that McDonagh was

Reply 

5 replies

MasterMatt252 days ago

Please don't

Reply 

olig30052 days ago

i don't think so. McDonagh had a good reputation and most of the habs fans knew he would reach the nhl. never been the case with kristo

Reply 

Skeletor_19812 days ago

Your out to lunch. Bob Gainey had no clue what he was doing. Mark Bergeving knows exactly what he had in Kristo, a cancerous player. Good bye and good luck.

Reply 

2 replies

Doug2 days ago

I keep hearing this cancerous player ish and it's not making sense to me. Maybe in Montreal where there's no leadership core to speak of, but in New York we have arguably the best lead by example captain in the NHL. The way I see it, if Kristo even makes the team, he'll have to prove his worth double with Ryan Callahan looking over his shoulder.

Reply 

1 reply

Skeletor_19812 days ago

Ok your right, nothing wrong with Kristo, we handed him over for basically free for nothing.

Your a genious, Mark Berjovin is clueless. 

Skeletor_19812 days ago

He was more like 9th 10th

Reply 

Joey Fortin Boulay2 days ago

Kristo n.1, really? I mean, I know he has a lot of skills but it is weak for a top prospect...Btw, would be funny to see a huge D-man pair in a couple years with Nadeau and McIlrath

Reply 

1 reply

+4

Dan Buckley2 days ago

Don't know who does the ratings but I think at least as many people think Lundberg is the top prospect and they have him down at #7? Expect Lundberg to be centering a line when the season starts.

Reply 

Thatssomekindofawesome2 days ago

Wow, good thing the Rangers already have a good team.

Reply 

3 replies

+26

vlo442 days ago

Tough when you don't have a top 5 pick every year.

Reply 

1 reply

Shape2 days ago

Tell that to the red wings

Reply 

PeteyG892 days ago

Sorry we havent had number one overall picks like the fishsticks

ppppnyi
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Abe Kor3 days ago

islanders are going to be like they were in 1980s

Reply 

0

Morphineprn773 days ago

Isles also drafted Kirill Kabanov a few years ago. Very talented player and has some size. Was injured last year but has top level skill. 

Reply 

+4

ChuckyvsGally3 days ago

Pulock is the prospect that I'm itching to watch play in the NHL level. Hes 18 and he already has the size to play as a defenseman in the NHL and his shot his harder than most NHL'ers. This guy is gonna be a complete stud.

Reply 

+1

Nomakius3 days ago

I wish the Rangers would stick to their homegrown talent instead of buying a superstar every year. Isles will be tough this season. 

Reply 

+4

nuckshockey3 days ago

Wow. Islanders are loaded on D prospects and already have Hamonic and de Haan in the NHL

Reply 

2 replies

+3

hockeyp63 days ago

de Haan isn't in the NHL shoulder injuries

Reply 

1 reply

+1

nuckshockey3 days ago

Right, Forgot about that. Hopefully he stays healthy now. He still is another good D prospect for the Isles.

Reply 

+1

MickeyG533 days ago

Pulock is gonna be a great player, and a steal at No.15

Reply 

3 replies

+3

Canucks Eh3 days ago

Disagree with the latter. They could've had Zadorov Lazar or Rychel 

Reply 

1 reply

+1

David King3 days ago

Snow has never drafted a Russian top 60, let alone top 15. In fact, Nino was the fonly Euro he drafted in the first round. Snow has drafted Russians in the third round who slid from first round, Kabanov and Petrov, plus a few other Russians. He has also drafted Fins and Swedes in the second round and later. But aside from Fin, Swede, Russ and Nino, Snow sticks to N. American prospects. He especially likes OHL and WHL of the CHL and both the USHL and NCAA.

Russians Snow has passed on since the 2008 rebuild who were ranked right around Islanders high draft picks:2008: Filatov, 2009: Kulikov, 2011: Burmistrov 2012: Gregorinko, 2013: Zardorov. In 2011, they took Mayfield in second round and passed on Khokhlachev. 

Reply 

+2

xxx3 days ago

He already has NHL size at 18. I have been predicting that he will be the surprise at Islander cap and will warrant a 9 game tryout. Watch..

He is not very tall, but is a thick stocky body type (similar to this year's Norris Trophy winner).

Reply 

0

ragingthunder1233 days ago

IMO Pulock is underrated. He has one Weber of a shot. 

Reply 

+12

ragingthunder1233 days ago

John Tavaaaares!!!

Reply 

+6

Jordan D'Atri3 days ago

Suprised Kiril Kabanov is not on this list, from what i've seen hes a great offensive talent, though I havent seen much of him 

Reply 

1 reply

+5

Noah3 days ago

He was injured last season so that's probably why he isn't on the list, De Haan was injured too but he is more of a touted prospect.

Reply 

+1

Robh923 days ago

As excited as I am with this prospect pool, Matt Donovan should be ranked higher, he will almost certainly make the team this year. 

Reply 

1 reply

+4

cawala3 days ago

There is a difference between NHL ready and top prospect. Donovan will probably make the team that doesnt mean he has a higher ceiling than Reinhart.

Reply 

+3

blake harris3 days ago

This is a very solid prospect pool. I am impressed with this list (and the players not on this list).

Reply 

+1

Urnerburner3 days ago

What a list!!! I might include DeHaan here also if not for the games he has played. 

Reply 

+3

zzDucksPens3 days ago

Serious contenders in the making.

Reply 

+7

Andrew3 days ago

I watched Nilsson play twice against my Baby Bruins last season and my impression was "woah"... This kid is HUGE. Standing up he takes nearly all of the net, and even in his butterfly there isn't much to shoot at! The Bs beat him with a couple of tic-tac-goals (which tells me his lateral movement could be improved), but that's far less than some of the other keepers I watched in the AHL. This kid's going to be good for NYI in the coming seasons!

Reply 

+4

Dyammss3 days ago

Great prospects! I feel bad for Nilsson with his allergy. It reminds me of Chris Stewart from the Blues. He had that bad season and it turns out he was allergic to a family meal he always ate. This season should be huge for Nilsson.

Reply 

+3

TheRedPill3 days ago

With the amount of talented 'D' coming down the pipeline, I can see why Streit wasn't a monumental loss. Future looks shiny for NYI.

Reply 

1 reply

+11

startainfection3 days ago

the isles improved by getting rid of Streit

Reply 

+7

Chris Bussineau3 days ago

They forgot to add something for Griffin Reinhart...like the fact that his brother Max was drafted by the Flames...or that his youngest brother Sam is working for recognition while playing for the Kootenay Ice...which means, much like the Subbans, games where the brothers cross paths will be interesting.

Reply 

+4

Chris Bussineau3 days ago

As a Habs fan, Isles fans...I just got one thing to say to all of you: DAAAAAANG! For as much as the Isles have been laughed at over the years, that is some BIG talent coming up the ranks, especially on D.

I hope Strome plays with the big dogs this season. Versatile.

Reply 

+12

mattbrown213 days ago

this team is going to be dangerous in the next few seasons 

Reply 

1 reply

+5

Noah3 days ago

Dangerous in the next few seasons? How about NOW, they are more than capable of doing so. 

Reply 

+1

PierreMilbury3 days ago

Strome, that is

Reply 

+1

PierreMilbury3 days ago

Bridgeport just seems like a bottomless pit for players, I hope he makes the team out of training camp. I know he's good enough to play in the NHL.

Reply 

+8

Abe Kor3 days ago

this is soo dirty 

Reply 

+1

Shape3 days ago

This team needs a tender badly. They might consider trading some of these prospects for a legit number 1 netminder

Reply 

+2

Cale Allan3 days ago

Never realized the NYI had such a good prospect pool. Never really heard much on guys like Nelson, Donovan or Lee. Have a feeling these guys will be a top contender in a few years.

Reply 

+10

KaossKing3 days ago

Strome, Reinhart and Pulock all look solid. dont know much about Nelson

Reply 

2 replies

0

startainfection3 days ago

nelson is going to be one of the best scond line centers in the league during his prime, the one game that he played in made me wonder why h wasn't on the nhl team all season, very under rated player

Reply 

1 reply

+2

xxx3 days ago

He is the nephew of Dave Christian (Miracle on Ice Team) and the NHL Northstars. The bloodline is there.

Reply 

0

Teebs91903 days ago

Pretty good. Strome should make the Isles this season. 

Reply 

1 reply

+8

Urnerburner3 days ago

only if he can outplay Brock. 

Reply 

+1

Tyler Smitty Smith3 days ago

very good prospect pool. 

Reply 

+3

Canucks Eh3 days ago

Watch out for Sundstrom. I like this pool; I didn't like them taking Pulock at 15 because there were so many solid talents. Maybe he proves me wrong and QBs their powerplay for 10 years. Who knows

Reply 

+4

salah933 days ago

After the top 5, the rest...Well, they have a thin chance to make it to the NHL, don't you guys think?

Reply 

8 replies

-9

ghalbart3 days ago

Well like any prospect pool nobody has 10 guys that will all make the NHL, thats why they are prospects. Guys not mentioned but certainly loaded with talent and could make a point to make the team would be: Adam Pelech (carrying the Otters defense, team canada, big and mobile), Kirill Kabanov (needs a healthy year in the A, but has immense talent) and Andrei Pedan (Similar to Mayfield, but better skater, more offensive, and maybe even a bigger hitter) The two will probably be paired on defense in BPT. 

Another x-factor is Calvin De Haan, while not healthy is a great skater, smooth passer, and great positional player, so I think he is given every opportunity this year to make the team. 

Do not discount Pokka, he has been playing very will int he Finnish League and could come over either this season or the next to make his professional debut. 

Reinhart and Pulock likely to make debuts next season. 

What they are missing is an elite goalie prospect. My hope is that with Nilsson healthy he can find his game of 2011-12 and return to being somebody who can fight for a top spot. 

Reply 

1 reply

+11

Morphineprn773 days ago

Agreed. Isles need goalies. With the deep talented farm system you have to consider the isles will trade some of these blue chip prospects for nhl players. There simply isnt enough roster spots to bring up most of these guys. 

Reply 

+1

RAZORBLADE12143 days ago

Actually, the rest could make the NHL. 

6.Anders Lee-played in 2 games last season and had 2 points. He wasn't great, but he could be a full-time NHLer in a few years.

7.Ville Pokka- I don't know much about him, but he is a pretty good d-prospect who might make it down the road.

8.Anders Nilsson-He has already played in the NHL, he has promise and could be a future starter. He's already the starter in the NHL, and when Nabby's gone it might end up being a tandem of him and Poulin.

9.Mayfield is a big defenseman who can throw the body, and I can see him and Andrei Pedan on a line together in the future.

10.Sundstrom is a solid two way center who I can see possibly making the NHL in 3+ years, but there are other prospects he'd have to beat, so it's a long shot.

So out of the bottom five, I'd say that 2 are definitely making the NHL (Nilsson, Lee), 1 probably will (Mayfield), and 2 possibly can (Sundstrom and Pokka).

Reply 

0

SimDaSpartan3 days ago

Ville Pokka is a stud and he's rank 7

Reply 

+3

GallytoGally973 days ago

I actually think they have even more guys who can make the NHL... DeHaan, Pelech, Pedan, McAdam and Rydberg.

Reply 

2 replies

+4

RAZORBLADE12143 days ago

Maybe even Cammaratta. He has sick hands.

Reply 

+3

xxx3 days ago

Watch this kid Cammarata they picked in the 3rd round. Could be the steal of the draft.

Reply 

+3

strome0183 days ago

no. i dont think that at all actually. 

Reply 

0

Paul Goerges3 days ago

Let's go islanders

Reply 

+4

HabsRockBruinsChoke3 days ago

Reinhart has a thin resume...

Reply 

-9

lazerchickens3 days ago

isles will be tough this year

Reply 

+15

Cole d'arc3 days ago

Lee and Nelson should make the team, I think. They're a bit older and more experienced after all. Strome of course is extremely talented and could make the jump as a nineteen year old but maybe the Isles felt they rushed Neideriter and don't want that to happen again.

I still think Krill Kabanov could at least make some noise by having a good season in the AHL; he didn't sign with a KHL team, did he?

Reply 

8 replies

+7

Cole d'arc3 days ago

Wow, I massacred Niederreiter's name back there. Sorry, Nino.

Reply 

+7

RAZORBLADE12143 days ago

I think you're right about Nelson and Strome, give Strome a full year in the AHL before he jumps to the big club. However, I don't think Lee should make it. When he played last year, he was good physically, and he put up points, but he was always a step behind the play. They should let him develop in the AHL, it isn't easy to jump from College Hockey to the NHL.

Reply 

1 reply

+1

xxx3 days ago

Lee's biggest weakess is quickness/footspeed. Sort of reminds me of Dave Simpson, an Islander draft pick back in the very early 80's. He was the top player in JR and won Candian Junor Player of the Year, but lacked the footspeed and it did not translate to the NHL. 

Hopefully Anders Lee has gotten quicker over the summer.

Reply 

0

Jon Eklund3 days ago

Kabanov had goo season in AHL? He scored just two goals

Reply 

1 reply

-1

Cole d'arc3 days ago

I didn't say he had a good season - i said maybe this year he could have one.

Reply 

+2

xxx3 days ago

Nelson and Lee give them size down the middle and wing to compete with the bigger NHL teams.

Reply 

1 reply

0

xxx3 days ago

Add Sundstrom to the mix. at 6'3" and still filling out.

Snow realized they needed to get bigger and Nelson, Lee and Sundstrom add that dimension.

Islanders will be the Blackhawks of the east in 2 to 3 years.

Reply 

+1

xxx3 days ago

Two surprises in camp will be Ryan Pullock and Brock Nelson.
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tibblesthewall18 hours ago

This is a terrible list. Matteau is ranked too high at third, a spot that on Hockey's Future's rankings is occupied by Damon Severson, who isn't even on this list. Another very bad ommision is our most recent second-rounder, Steve Santini, who projects as a good second pairing defensemen, even without any offensive skill whatsoever.

Reply 

0

S2OmegaS23 days ago

Seems like a weaker pool, But that Boucher kids resume impressed me. A lot of these top 10 prospects were taken late round so idk maybe some of them will never see the NHL. So either the Devils are very good at finding late talent in the draft or the pool isn't that great (hopefully for the Devil it is the first option). It really su.cks that for the Devils that they have to give up their first round pick this year too.

Reply 

+1

Kesler17Luongo14 days ago

No Severson? *Considers list invalid*

Reply 

+2

NJDevils514 days ago

One really underrated guy is Joe Whitney. True, his size may be a problem at 5'6, 170 lbs. But all he's shown is positive signs. He inked a deal with Albany after making the team on a tryout basis and led the team that 2011-12 season in points and assists. He had 15 goals, 29 assists, and 44 points in 72 games. Last year, during the NHL lockout he played a smaller role behind the likes of Henrique and Josefson for most of the season. He played even better though and ended as the team's leader in points again with 26 goals, 25 assists, 51 points, and a +13 rating in 66 games. At the end of the season Lou inked him to a 2 year ELC. In my opinion, I see Joe Whitney as a Stephen Gionta type of player, a late blooming NHL player that is although, small in stature, has a great work ethic. I also think Whitney has a wider skillset than Gionta. He has a dangerous release, he's quick, and he has great hockey IQ. I also believe he's going to be attending training camp with the Devils so hopefully he can prove himself then.

Reply 

+1

Cameron864 days ago

Is Boucher the next Datsyuk style diamond in the rough low draftee- I sure hope so. 

Reply 

+7

ScottStevensCracksHeadsOpen4 days ago

Whoever made this list doesn't know anything about the Devils. How is Damon Severson not even on this list?How is Pesonen, Burlon and Kinkaid even ON this list! Severson easily our 2nd best prospect and is a monster in every part of the game. He had 52 points and was a +43 in the WHL last year!

1. Jon Merrill

2. Damon Severson

3. Reid Boucher 

4. Eric Gelinas

5. Stefan Matteau

6. Steve Santini

7. Alex Urbom (honestly, I thing he's a bit overrated)

8. Scott Wedgewood

9. Reece Scarlett

10. Blake Pietila

We don't have any forward prospects other then Reid Boucher that really jump our at you, but we are absolutely stacked on defense. If these guys pan out, a defense of Merrill, Severson, Gelinas, Scarlett, Santini, Helgeson, Urbom can really give the other team hell.

Reply 

1 reply

+15

mlc4304 days ago

NJ and Dallas have a lot of almost NHL ready players

Reply 

+8

david marsden4 days ago

i find it funny that a couple were saying how the devils dont have any good prospects and didn't/dont't know who jon merrill is and using the reasoning of they werent picked high in 1st round 

well that is on them and their knowledge of prospects as merrill has the upside of being a top pairing dman, and the reason he wasnt picked in the 1st round was due to off ice reports, and he was injured last season missing most of it after being hurt in a preseason or first game of the season

you shouldnt just look at who was picked in the 1st round and go off them, and while the devils dont have players like mak or drouin or yak its due to the fact the devils are a team that has had success in over 2 decades where they didnt pick till the 20's where its more hit or miss and the devils have shown to find diamonds in the rough

Reply 

+3

NJDevils514 days ago

IMO

1. Jon Merrill

2. Reid Boucher

3. Damon Severson

4. Stefan Matteau

5. Eric Gelinas

6. Alexander Urbom

7. Harri Pesonen

8. Reece Scarlett

9. Keith Kinkaid

10. Scott Wedgewood

Reply 

2 replies

+1

NJDevils514 days ago

Scarlett is arguably the best Offensive-Defensman prospect that we have alongside Merrill, Gelinas, and Severson.

Reply 

+3

david marsden4 days ago

no santini? yes he isnt going to wow anyone offensively but he defensive positioning, awareness and physically is incredible for his age, look at how he played at wj's especially vs canada

id put severson above boucher and wedge above kink

also i know he was a 3rd rounder but Ryan Kujawinski could sneak in there over personen and i wouldnt sleep on myles bell either if he gets over his traffic accident that killed his girlfriend

Reply 

+4

jonathan adler4 days ago

myles bell is gunna be sick! just you wait............givin he doesn't kill anyone else in the process

Reply 

-2

mkmiklau4 days ago

Very weak pool... plus the parent club isn't going to be much better this year... going to be a difficult couple of years for the devils 

Reply 

15 replies

-9

Greedy Smith4 days ago

I bet they finish higher than TB.

Reply 

1 reply

+18

mkmiklau4 days ago

I bet they don't 

Reply 

+3

Matt Chua4 days ago

i don't think you really know our pool very well. that's like me saying that tb has a weak pool - it's totally unjustified. granted, we did lose kovalchuk, and that is a big blow, but i think we've made up the points in the people we've picked up. I expect our defensive side to really come out over the next few seasons, and for prospects like henrique and boucher (hopefully) to really develop into great players. we're gonna be fine. 

don't know if i can say this with any legitimacy, but it's gonna be tough without lecavalier's leadership. if any of your top line gets injured, do you guys even have enough capspace to fill the gaps left?

Reply 

9 replies

+1

mkmiklau4 days ago

I think i do 

Reply 

+1

mkmiklau4 days ago

I know jon merrill is a very good defensman... and this list is missing a couple of good prospects in severson and santini.. I was actually hoping TB would draft him but honestly this pool is weak compared to others we have seen... go look at many other prospect sites rating the teams based on prospects and TB is always near the top, NJ always near the bottom.. there are always good players in every system but i look at the system as a whole be honest with urself its weak!!

Reply 

7 replies

0

Matt Chua4 days ago

i think our scouts have been very reliable over the past few years. if you look at our first round draft picks from 2007 (save this year and the year we drafted larsson), from 2007-now, we've drafted in the 20s, which speaks of our performance in the regular season. i don't think that our prospects have EVER been big-named, and it definitely doesn't happen when you have draft picks as high as we've had. but somehow, we've managed to have success over the years. plus, what do these prospect rating sites even base their ratings on? others' opinions? nj has never been a big-name market, but we always do manage to find our way through to success. you have to admit that. comparing both of our teams' regular season results over the past 5 years, we've definitely had more success than the bolts have, so personally, i could care less about these ratings sites. 

that said, i have no beef against the bolts at all, and would love to see your team perform well, but i wholeheartedly disagree with your opinion about our prospect depth, and trust our scouts and our past performances much more than these rating sites. we've always been bashed for being small named, and we probably will be for a long long time. but i love the underdog status

Reply 

4 replies

0

mkmiklau3 days ago

If I'm not mistaken the devils have one the same amount of cups as the lightning so it really doesn't matter does it. Ur past 'success' (the only year I would brag about is the cup final) do not mean anything when were talking about prospects for the future. Every fan is going to defend there team so i commend you for trying but I seriously doubt NJ will do very much this year.... but id like to see them prove me wrong cause thats the beauty of sport 

+1

mkmiklau3 days ago

*won

0

mkmiklau3 days ago

Sorry meant to say won the same amount in the past 5 years** 

0

Matt Chua3 days ago

haha fair enough. i mean my whole argument is based on the idea that our past success in the regular season, in my opinion, does count for something, and we aren't generally a team to miss playoffs often, if you look at past seasons. if you tie that with the fact that we have a knack for drafting a bunch of no-name prospects who end up doing well, i just feel like lou and the rest of the scouts have a surprise in store for us, and to definitely not count out this list here. i'm hoping you're proven wrong though hahaha. but you guys are looking pretty deep, so i do expect you guys to perform well as well. best of luck starting in a few weeks

+1

Matt Chua4 days ago

i would take every rating on hockeydb with a grain of salt - their site rated people like adam henrique and your current prospect, matt taormina, with the same probability of success. and put brett connolly and hugh jessiman on nearly the same level of success. there's no basis for ratings

Reply 

1 reply

0

mkmiklau3 days ago

Hockey prospectus is another

0

ragingthunder1234 days ago

Why get thumbs down for a prediction?

Reply 

2 replies

-1

Matt Chua4 days ago

"Very weak pool... plus the parent club isn't going to be much better this year" is a statement, not a prediction

Reply 

1 reply

+1

mkmiklau3 days ago

Its an opinion therefore a prediction 

Reply 

0

agonizedfever4 days ago

I hate Russians 

Reply 

2 replies

-3

Donovan Snow4 days ago

Leave please

Reply 

0

ragingthunder1234 days ago

Don Cherry, get out of here. 

Reply 

+2

Pensfanjusty4 days ago

shame the devs did not choose to give up the first round pick, when they took matteau.

Reply 

+13

Theman3054 days ago

Really? Seriously NHL? Were's Severson. He is easily top 5 on this list. If not top 3.... -.-

Reply 

+12

martin_grinberg4 days ago

I don't get why everyone says these players are a bust if most of them haven't even played 1 NHL game. 

Reply 

+2

chaosphere4624 days ago

Wow, seems like one of the weakest prospect pools in the league. Hopefully they pan out for the Devils.

Reply 

2 replies

+1

martin_grinberg4 days ago

If Lou can do one thing it is finding talent. John Madden, David Clarkson, Brian Rafalski, and Andy Greene all went undrafted. 

Reply 

+8

njdss44 days ago

Offensively, yes. Defensively, absolutely not. Goaltending prospects are irrelevant after Lou traded for Schneider.

Reply 

+4

martin_grinberg4 days ago

Hopefully Lou can find another diamond in the ruff. 

Reply 

2 replies

+12

torquatus4 days ago

Is that a play on words?

Reply 

1 reply

0

gagizzle1234 days ago

If it is it's a pretty bad one considering Lindy Ruff coaches Dallas, not New Jersey....

Reply 

0

Youwont_Noballs4 days ago

Devils will do what they do best next season, win games 1-0 or 2-1 and squeak into the playoffs. Offense may win games and draw fans but defense/ strong goaltending wins championships. 

Reply 

4 replies

-1

nuckshockey4 days ago

But offense is what they're going to need when they play in a division with Crosby, Ovechkin, Nash, Tavares, Giroux, Malkin, Stalls. The Devils will not be able to shutdown these superstars night after night.

Reply 

3 replies

0

david marsden4 days ago

the devils D while not filled with big names always seem to play a very good system and are always towards the top of the league at shutting other teams down

Reply 

+1

lisajames4 days ago

The Devils have been playing against these players for years, and have been successfully shutting them down..... What's the difference this season compared to other seasons? Our D hasn't been an issue.

Reply 

+3

njdss44 days ago

That's what people say about the Devils every year, and yet they're only two seasons removed from a Conference championship. The Devils get it done with a no-name roster and lots of hard work. This year will be no different.

Reply 

+2

KaossKing4 days ago

this list is quite bad. Severson is easily our #2 (arguably even higher ceiling offensively than Merrill) and isnt listed. Urbom is good but Gelinas is better, i doubt Urbom see's much time with us this year as Merrill and Gelinas will be in for injury. also Boucher is a wing not a center

this list does a pretty bad job of representing our prospect pool but hey ho. 

Reply 

2 replies

+5

KaossKing4 days ago

wow also noticed they missed Santini. sure hes off to BC, but hes gonna be a future stud shutdown D. at the junior champs he won best defenseman and was shutting down McDavid routinely. still amazed he didnt go first round, theres D-men taken before him who arent as good. Devils are one of the few teams left that really values true shutdown D and not just offensive point-producers

Reply 

1 reply

+2

Matt Chua4 days ago

i just graduated from BU, and loved watching hockey. it took me a while, but i can easily admit that BC's hockey program is top notch, and jerry york is going to do wonders with santini. i'm so excited for his future

Reply 

+1

bumperdan4 days ago

Matteau will never play in the NHL on a regular base unless he change his attitude and start working harder

Reply 

2 replies

+2

njdss44 days ago

Yeah, his attitude was completely unacceptable. He should have taken all the abuse he got from his bitter, jealous coach without uttering a word. Giving him grief day after day just for having played a few games in the NHL is totally justified. /sarcasm

Reply 

1 reply

+2

Matt Chua4 days ago

we don't know the context of the situation though; for all we know, the coach was riding him hard. either way, the past is the past, and hopefully this attitude actually ends up not existing at all

Reply 

0

TheMonocledButtcheek4 days ago

Severson really needs to be on here somewhere.

Reply 

+9

albelin64 days ago

I never remember the Devils ever being ranked high on these prospect lists, mainly because they don't pick high in drafts. But they still produce solid players. Young D plus Schneider has me excited for the coming years.

Reply 

7 replies

+15

SensWillWin4 days ago

they should get a top 5 pick this draft...o wait nvm

Reply 

5 replies

-15

albelin64 days ago

Hey, not all teams can be as successful as the Senators!

Reply 

4 replies

+14

SensWillWin4 days ago

ya but common sense can be used to help improve your team greatly. you had the 29th pick. that was the pick to drop. chances where that would be your lowest first round selection in the time allotted for you to give up a first round pick. so now when you guys go out their and have a bad year get a top five pick you'll have to give it up because your GM wanted to pick 29th a couple of years ago.

end of the day you got Matteau instead of a top 5 pick this year. please tell me your honestly happy with that.

Reply 

3 replies

-6

albelin64 days ago

You're dealing in hypotheticals right now regarding Matteau. If he turns out to be Lucic then what will you say? I'll be honest, the Devils first round picks haven't been so great over the last few years and its the later rounds where they get some steals so them losing a 1st round pick is so overrated. 

You're acting like the Devils are the Flames or some other bad team and they have no chance to compete yet they have a defense thats 1 year removed from a Finals appearance and a top goalie in Schneider. They also added Clowe, Ryder and Jagr who are excellent puck possession guys so good luck when NJ gets a cycle going. The Devils no longer have stars that people like you can get excited about but they have a solid team. I know they are a playoff team and I would bet my life savings that they aren't a bottom 5 team next year. Sorry, but just like after the 2003 ECF you're gonna be disappointed. 

+6

SensWillWin4 days ago

how much is your life savings because i am willing to do that bet

-4

albelin64 days ago

you can't cover it

+4

KaossKing4 days ago

agree completely. the last time we drafted top 5 (excluding Larsson cause we won the lottery) was Neids. 

Reply 

+3

albelin64 days ago

Severson is the Devils second best prospect maybe the best yet he's not on this list at all. Terrible. 

Reply 

+12

Urnerburner4 days ago

Defense, where the Devils have been bread and butter for years is still a hallmark and it shows with arguably the best defense prospect list. There are few forwards and scoring may be a problem in the future but Gelinas and Merril are going to be true quality with Urbom playing the defense only role. 

Reply 

2 replies

+2

Krispy Kreme4 days ago

Hahaha arguably best defense prospect list? ahahaha more like bottom 10

Reply 

1 reply

-2

Matt Chua4 days ago

back up your argument

Reply 

0

F_Rowley4 days ago

no offense devil fans but i think its the worst prospect pool in the league, matteau was awful in the QJMHL for a first rounder

Reply 

1 reply

-6

ragingthunder1234 days ago

I agree, but NJ is known for getting diamonds out of the rough, so don't be surprised if any of these guys become stars in NJ.

Reply 

+1

Boltsfan91754 days ago

Pretty weak. 

Reply 

0

mitchellbillard4 days ago

this list is horrible where is severson!!!!

Reply 

2 replies

+7

ragingthunder1234 days ago

In North America or Europe. 

Reply 

0

ragingthunder1234 days ago

Just kidding. He is an amazing player.

Reply 

+1

Nomakius4 days ago

Devils should consider drafting some scoring wingers cause Elias and Ryder aren't getting any younger. 

Reply 

+1

ccove96164 days ago

This is the worst list they could have possibly put up. Boucher and Merrill are the two best prospects. It's just a fact. Urbom isn't very impressive, and saying Matteau is better than Boucher is like saying RC Cola is better than Coke.

Reply 

1 reply

+18

mitchellbillard4 days ago

severson is not on it wow!!!

Reply 

+5

DCoy884 days ago

With Schneider as the goalie of the future, would it not make sense for the Devils to trade one of the goalie prospects. I don't think it matters what round they were drafted in, if they show any sign of being able to compete in the NHL teams will line up to acquire the guy. Young goaltenders with the ability to play in the NHL do not grow on trees. Every Flyers fan would agree.

Reply 

1 reply

+5

njdss44 days ago

Agreed. Acquiring Schneider made every goalie prospect the Devils have expendable. They should all be traded (if possible) to acquire young scoring talent.

Reply 

+3

druss08144 days ago

IMO it would have been better to give up that 1st pick a couple of years ago when they lost in the finals. If the Devils go down the tubes and win the lottery, it would be a real shame to lose that pick! I don't see that happening but......

Reply 

0

OneLouThreeCups4 days ago

lol @ everybody calling 19 and 20 year olds busts

Reply 

+13

MartyBrodeurMB304 days ago

I dont think this prospect pool is as bad as people think it is. Boucher broke Stamkos, record, Merril i think can be great. Matteu we have only seen a few games out of him. Then theres Santini, Gelinas with his rocket shot and Urbom, which i think can at least play good top 6. Either this or im just trying to avoid how bad this pool really is....

Reply 

+5

jagrnyr684 days ago

Will be interesting to see what Boucher can do at the NHL level, breaking a team goal record that Stamkos set is no easy feat, especially considering Yakupov and Galchenyuk played for them as well

Reply 

8 replies

+15

druss08144 days ago

His mama won't let him play! She said NJ is the devils!

Reply 

3 replies

-1

njdss44 days ago

Aw, I didn't think your joke deserved all the thumbs down. It's funny if you get the reference.

Reply 

+4

Fuqoff_Ya_Jagaloon4 days ago

That reference is amazing. 

Reply 

+2

Matt Chua4 days ago

(Waterboy - this guy deserves a thumbs up hahaha)

Reply 

+1

mitchellbillard4 days ago

agreed he only did this AFTER galchenyuk and yakupov left. he had a good center in sarualt or whatever his name is but boucher had 2 top guys leave and did this i dont think he is a bust or got carried

Reply 

3 replies

+4

jagrnyr684 days ago

A lot of fans are REALLY quick to call players a bust. Some players won't break out until they're 25 or so, Jiri Tlusty for example. Was very quiet in his first 4 seasons and a lot of people gave up on him. He stepped it up in his 2nd full year with the Canes, then finally broke out with 23 goals and 38 points in 48 games this past season

Reply 

2 replies

+2

ragingthunder1234 days ago

Cause he had Staal as his center. 

Reply 

1 reply

0

jagrnyr684 days ago

Argument could be made for a lot of guys.....still have to put up the points/finish the goals. Don't think having Staal at center is as extreme as Kunitz having Crosby

0

Xhoblophone4 days ago

not a very solid prospect pool, could be some hidden talents I suppose, but I wouldn't be too confident in it.

Reply 

7 replies

-1

albelin64 days ago

Henrique was a hidden gem....I know Rangers fans know that name.

Reply 

6 replies

+8

jagrnyr684 days ago

Had one great season, kinda took a step back this year. I actually don't mind him, but just sayin

Reply 

5 replies

+3

albelin64 days ago

It was a 48 game season coming off a Stanley Cup Final appearance so almost everyone gets a pass. That includes the Russian quitter who was horrible 5 on 5. 

Put your Hfboard prospect rankings aside and watch the games. Henrique is a 23 year old center that has consistently shown he's a big game player and a winner at every level. Teams would kill for a guy like that including your team which has nothing special at the center position. 

Reply 

4 replies

0

ragingthunder1234 days ago

Don't worry, they have Richards lol. 

0

ragingthunder1234 days ago

Richards the fourth liner. 

-1

jagrnyr684 days ago

All I'm saying is he had 1 solid season so far and suddenly he's a hidden gem? Did he not take a step back this season with only 16 points? Yes I do look at HF but I've seen Henrique and know that he's a great player....but yet again, only one solid season so far, can't argue with that

And btw, Stepan, Brassard, Richards, JT Miller coming up in the system.....yea, nothing at center at all. Stepan, same age as Henrique and has only improved in PPG every season, with almost a PPG this past season while solidifying himself as our #1 center, not to mention he's easily one of our best defensive forwards. Brassard had about a PPG with us and an extremely gifted playmaker, solid #2 center right there.

And if you want to use the 48 game season as a pass, we can do the same for Richards, who was solid in his 1st season with us (incredible in the playoffs) and was a beast before that....and Richards is probably gonna be our 3rd line center, so don't think we'd kill for Henrique right now

+1

albelin63 days ago

He was a tremendous player in Juniors and he showed he was a winner back then. His rookie season was pretty impressive and although he didn't score a ton in the playoffs he had 2 series clinching OT goals. Some guys just perform in big games. Not to make excuses but I'm gonna make one, Henrique played last year with a hurt thumb, which he had surgery on, and that clearly affected his game and considering many players have a sophomore slump I will say last year was the aberration. 

As far as the Rangers go I will say that Richards is just not a good player anymore. He's slow and overpaid and even the most loyal Ranger fan will admit that. 

Brassard played 13 games for NY and had 11 pts. Point per game? Hes played a total of 322 games and has 180 pts. Henrique's rookie season was better than any single season in Brassard's career. 

TJ Miller is a kid and I know he has some upside but in the games I watched the kid looked lost. It's like he didn't know where to go and when to go there. I know in NY they see a prospect w/ great speed and he becomes the shiny new toy but there's something to be said for hockey smarts. I'm not saying he's a bust but please don't put him in a comparison with a guy who was a Calder Trophy Finalist and has scored big playoff goals in his rookie year. 

Stepan, I like him. 

The Rangers would love Adam Henrique on their team.

0

crazymon93754 days ago

I would put Severson and Santini over Pietila and Pesonen

Reply 

2 replies

+11

born2run244 days ago

Agreed..not much thought put into this list.

Reply 

1 reply

+8

TehHockeyGod4 days ago

Not much thought put into ANY of the rosters/prospect pools NHL.com created this entire 30 in 30

Reply 

+2

FrootLoops194 days ago

oy

Reply 

+1

Dallas12294 days ago

Devils have always thrived on a no name system where the team focuses on players rather than star power. Not sure why people think this is a miserable line-up. Only once the Devils started building a team around a specific player did their system start to fail. I think we will see a more defensive oriented team this year.

Reply 

1 reply

+8

TheRedPill4 days ago

Perfect example is John Madden who went undrafted right out of college. Ended up being HUGE for NJ.

Reply 

+6

salah934 days ago

Must say that's the worst prospect pool I've ever seen.

Devils need to re-focus on the draft.

Reply 

9 replies

+11

HardcoreHabsFan274 days ago

Im not saying there bad, but this is the first teams prospect pool that i don't recognize any of them. Besides Wedgewood and Matteau. 

Reply 

1 reply

+8

Skeletor_19814 days ago

Reid Boucher? The guy is a goal scoring machine

Reply 

+15

AllHailMikhail4 days ago

Trading the 9th pick and losing their 1st this year doesn't help.

Reply 

5 replies

+11

salah934 days ago

Well, I think it was a good trade for both team. Their goalies in the minors that were supposed to be ready aren't. Sometimes, in situations like this, you have to sacrifice your future.

Reply 

4 replies

+4

born2run244 days ago

If you've never heard of Jon Merrill I cant take much of what you're saying seriously.

Reply 

3 replies

-1

SensWillWin4 days ago

who? 

the guy was a second round pick a few years ago. he has not done anything that special so why would we know him? most people don't follow every prospect closely and only get to know ones that are top picks or having big years. he has not been or had ether. 

+6

david marsden4 days ago

sens then thats on you and others who go around saying prospect pools are weak when you dont even know who prospects are, he missed most of the year due to a broken vertebrae, played in albany towards the end and put up points as a dman, he fell out of the 1st round due to some reports off ice but every one who follows prospects said he easily has 1st round skill and can be a 1st pair dman

its always harder to get the big household names when your drafting in the 20s but sorry for your lack of knowledge 

+1

Matt Chua4 days ago

the devils rarely have big names in the prospect pool. we hardly draft top 10 during the drafts. could it be that (gasp) we play well during the season and end up usually drafting in the 20s? 2012, we were 29th. 2010 we were 24th. 2009 we were 20th. 2008 we were 24th. 2007 we were 26th (this is all what picks we would've had, before trades). no big names that late in the draft, but we usually do pretty solidly, if you ask me.

0

mitchellbillard4 days ago

look into these names boucher, merrill, and serverson. i can not understand why severson is not on this list!!! though i will agree on the draft the focus needs to be offense.

Reply 

+3

P88KANER4 days ago

Bad team, bad prospects

Reply 

-4

BroManDirka4 days ago

Drafting Matteau was stupid, Thats the 1st pick they should've given up.. Huge misstake Lou.

Reply 

2 replies

+20

Anonymous4 days ago

Lou probably thought one of Vasilevski or Subban would be available at 29... Only reason I can think for him keeping the pick. Of course if he gave it up then we could added a top prospect this year..

Reply 

0

salah934 days ago

I think it is too early to talk about Matteau. The guy's going to be 20 years old soon and have just left the juniors.

Reply 

+1

DEVILHAWK4 days ago

Unfortunately they're all busts except hopefully Boucher .... Sad to say and I'm a DEVILS' fan!!!!!!!!

Reply 

6 replies

-3

Anonymous4 days ago

Merrill is not a bust. He will probably not be a star or anything, but he will be a very effective PPQB.

Reply 

+10

mitchellbillard4 days ago

there all under 25 except peseonan who i agree is a bust. dude we havent seen them enough to call them busts. also john merril is no bust.

Reply 

0

jonathan adler4 days ago

devilhawk.....your dumb

Reply 

1 reply

0

ragingthunder1234 days ago

you're

Reply 

0

Matt Chua4 days ago

you should rethink your fanship, or at least do more research on our prospects. our defensive prospects run very deep - just check the +/- and point productions of people like severson and scarlett, on top of people who we've already developed, such as urbom and gelinas. merrill scored 8 points in 12 games in the ahl during his professional debut. i don't know if you know much about college hockey, but his team played in a pretty hard division, and he perfomed well. steve santini is off to go play hockey at Boston College, where their hockey team has been a consistent winner for a long amount of time and produces many good players.

don't talk about what you don't know man, and don't say stuff that contradicts your statement of fanship

Reply 

0

nbenz954 days ago

You are not a fan. Its pretty obv

Reply 

0

manbearslampig4 days ago

oh and matteau is a bust

Reply 

5 replies

+17

devilshockey4u4 days ago

who didn't see it coming?

Reply 

+6

DCoy884 days ago

I'm not sure how you can call a 19 year old a bust.

Reply 

2 replies

+1

Matt Chua4 days ago

never thought i'd see a flyer fan backing up our players after our own fans slam them.

Reply 

1 reply

0

ragingthunder1234 days ago

Never thought a Devils fan would see the truth. 

Reply 

0

jagrnyr684 days ago

Yep, 19 years old and only scored 3 points in 17 games, despite playing a whopping 9 minutes a game.....definitely no hope for him

Reply 

+2

manbearslampig4 days ago

urbom is a bust, tough to judge merill, i really hope boucher is good

Reply 

+12

virror4 days ago

where is Severson? Merrill Severson Gelinas Larsson, that will be the top 4 in a year or two.

Reply 

+15

nemesis4 days ago

what the story with Boucher? he seems to be pretty decent player so far in lower league, but some reports say we should not expect more than 3rd line role from him at his very best. is he slow or something? 

Reply 

2 replies

+3

MartyBrodeurMB304 days ago

he isn't the fastest. But if he can score like Stamkos i don't care

Reply 

+3

mitchellbillard4 days ago

nemesis boucher is a project. hes either a top 6 or bust. early reports expected a bust because of his lack of defensive play but by the looks of it that was not the case. so far he has turned into a very promising prospect.

Reply 

-1

Cole d'arc4 days ago

I saw Merrill play a handful of games this year and came away pretty impressed. He's not flashy but his hockey sense and smarts really set him apart from the other college players - he always seemed to make the right play and was never caught out of position. I don't know if he played that consistently well the whole season but considering his ranking here, I have to believe he did. I think he'll make the team.

Reply 

+5

blake harris4 days ago

Matteau is a solid player. A great late 1st round pickup

ppppcbj
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sens3454 days ago

amzing prospects

Reply 

0

mkmiklau5 days ago

Personally I really like the makeup of this pool lists of different and valuable pieces

Reply 

+3

BradRichardson155 days ago

TJ Tynan over Kerby Rychel? dafuq

Reply 

+2

Shini5 days ago

Ehm, Dano played for SLOVAKIA during the World championship, not for Austria. 

Reply 

+1

RikLin5 days ago

Saw a lot of Wennberg last season and the kid is really looking to have a bright future ahead of him. I'm glad he was drafted by an organization that seems to be heading in the right direction.

Reply 

+3

BureNucks5 days ago

Harder in the east???? They had Nashville, Detriot St.Louis and Chicago in thier div. A lot better chance this year then last year!!!

Reply 

1 reply

+3

BradRichardson155 days ago

Nashville wasn't a competitive team last year.

Reply 

+3

Cole d'arc5 days ago

I think because of his injury last year a lot of people kind of forgot about Ryan Murray. He could even be a dark horse for the Calder this year, who knows.

Reply 

+5

Noah5 days ago

" If Audy-Marchessault were an inch or two bigger and 10 pounds heavier than the 5-9, 175 he's listed at, he'd be a lot higher on this list " ..... dumbest thing I have ever heard. SIze doesn't matter as much anymore in this league, and considering how skilled he is. (nearly PPG player in the AHL and juniors) I see him making a huge impact as a top center in 1-2 years. I mean look at Letestu, similar size, and look how good he is for the jackets as a center. smh. 

Reply 

+7

valtsalo5 days ago

Kekäläinen is a hero in Columbus!Go Jarmo!

Reply 

+7

nuckshockey5 days ago

Like Detroit, Columbus will do very well drafting and developing European talent with Jarmo Kekalainen as GM. 

Reply 

+5

nuckshockey5 days ago

Amazing how Columbus goes into a rebuild, almost makes the playoffs and still have 3 first round draft picks! 

Reply 

+5

Nolan Aubie5 days ago

I think mike Reilly could surprise watched him here in Penticton every time he always created chances and nice soft hands and amazing smarts

Reply 

0

Thedatsyukiandeke .5 days ago

WATCH OUT FOR 

Wennberg, AND, Dano

Reply 

+3

Stamkos60Goals5 days ago

VERY strong prospects!

Reply 

+6

Abe Kor5 days ago

oscar dansk is going to be the next robin lehner. both going to be studds

Reply 

1 reply

+7

Noah5 days ago

Should be interesting to see what happens. If Bob can continue his Vezina ability, it might be the Lu-Schnieds saga all over again... but nucks management s u c k s, Bob will actually be treated with respect.

Reply 

+5

Andrew Fenechh5 days ago

Personally one of my favourite pools. Has nothing to do with the team just the diversity and makeup of each player. I'm most excited for Jenner; whenever he comes up and plays a full season he'll be a nasty guy to play against. And now being in the east he's even more of a factor. Can't believe he was chosen in the second round. 

Reply 

0

Mitch5 days ago

Goaltending pipeline looks pretty sick right now, Forsberg and Korpisalo could both make strong pushes in the future along with Dansk. Love the fact that even the elite on this list will have their work cut out for them to make the club. Long gone are the days a guy is just handed a roster spot because of pure hype

Reply 

+1

druss08145 days ago

Not listed here is a defenseman from Finland that Jarmo Kekalainen brought with him, Ilari Melart. He has an outside chance to make the club out of camp. Big and tough and makes a great first pass!

Reply 

2 replies

+5

jacketsfan715 days ago

I agree! I would love to see him make the team!

Reply 

+1

Jon Eklund5 days ago

Melart is a stud!

Reply 

0

salah935 days ago

Marco Dano 10th? This guy is the next pest of the league. A lot of teams are going to hate him. Small, hard nosed, fearless player. A lot of people are going to hate this guy VERY soon.

Reply 

2 replies

+19

druss08145 days ago

I agree. Out of the 2013 1st rounders, Dano has the best shot to make the CBJ out of camp. Tough kid!

Reply 

+11

canuckfan23478637945 days ago

The next version of Brad Marchand or Dave Bolland. Only a European version.

Reply 

+14

Mick Somatoz5 days ago

Dano was born in Austria, but he plays for Slovakia...

Reply 

+18

Martin Kovařík5 days ago

Marko Dano: "The third of the Blue Jackets' three first-rounders (No. 27) at the 2013 draft was one of the better players at the 2013 IIHF World Junior Championship and was good enough to play for AUSTRIA at the World Championship in May."

...and Dany Heatley plays for Germany, right?

Reply 

5 replies

+22

HardcoreHabsFan275 days ago

Nope, Polish 

Reply 

2 replies

+1

DarkAce5 days ago

No actually, Dany Heatley is german but decided to play for Canada that's why he won gold in the 2010 Olympics. 

Reply 

1 reply

+1

Alex Boyer5 days ago

Actually, Dany was raised in Calgary. He holds dual citizenship though.

Reply 

+3

SimonRivero5 days ago

Heatley is an allstar and plays for which ever nation he pleases. ;)

Reply 

+19

Pavol Saly5 days ago

Dano was born in Austria...but is Slovak. I cant believe that NHL.com makes this kind of mistakes...just embarrassing 

Reply 

+2

blake harris5 days ago

So thats what happened to Murray.

Boon Jenner will be a beast for CBJ.

Reply 

+11

staalsy5 days ago

This is a good pool. Murray is a stud, Jenner will be a contributor soon and Dansk, Wennberg, Rychel etc are all good players that excel in different aspects. I like them a lot.

Reply  

ppppcar
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AvsandCanes5 days ago

The Hurricanes have never misfired with a pick this high. Rutherford and Carolina's scouting team has always produced a superstar (or at least a team captain) when they get a top 10 choice in the draft. In Lindholm's case, there's a surprising lack of information/video/talk regarding him. What this is setting up for is a huge dark horse candidate for the Calder next season. I've watched Swedish hockey for as long as I've watched the NHL, and when people say Lindholm is the next Forsberg, they are not that far off. He's definitely the sleeper pick of the top 10 and will become a scoring and defensive threat in Carolina for years to come. 

Reply 

0

Pensfanjusty6 days ago

i dont know why lindholm is such a bust in nhl 13

Reply 

2 replies

+1

staalsy5 days ago

Seriously on Be a GM I traded up to the top 5 so I could take him and it turned out he's like a 2 star 3rd rounder...

I did get Barkov though so no complaints I guess

Reply 

0

Dougy355 days ago

There is an edit player section right? Just bump him up to 4 stars and edit his stats to an average AHL player 72 74 overall. 

Reply 

0

Abe Kor6 days ago

what happened to jared stall?

Reply 

2 replies

0

Abe Kor6 days ago

Staal*

Reply 

1 reply

0

Noah6 days ago

Jared Staal is definately not worthy of being top 10 prospect considering he's been playing pro for a while now... he's still decently young but sadly he doesn't have the potential to be even close to his brothers.... most likely a AHL/NHL borderline guy or a NHL 3-4 liner. 

Reply 

+4

alfred21276 days ago

he is a beast, 3-5 years from now I will not be surprise to see this kid ahead of all the players chosen at this draft.

he is that good. 

-

Reply 

1 reply

+3

staalsy6 days ago

He definitely has the potential to be a selke contending center. Hope he develops well and learns a thing or two from the Staal bros.

Reply 

+3

Noah6 days ago

Sutter should be a surprise. 7th round pick, but has alot of potential.Canes have alot of undrafted or unwanted players that could help in the immediate future. (Komisarek, Gerbe, Tolchinsky, etc.)

Reply 

1 reply

+5

Oliver_Biggs6 days ago

Gerbe was drafted

Reply 

0

EvanDziobak156 days ago

Lindholm is going to be a stud

Reply 

+4

FlamesFan_196 days ago

What happened to Ryan Murphy? I remember tons of hype about how he was supposed to be the next Bobby Orr... that is (doubtfully) not gonna happen. But why is there no hype about him anymore? Has he had a drop off in points, or bad defensively or something? (Not trying to criticize but I haven't heard his name in a while and at one point Ryan Murphy was touted as one of the best Jrs)

Reply 

5 replies

+1

staalsy6 days ago

Well his first professional year will be this coming season... he still had a pretty good year in Kitchener 48 points in 54 games. He just needed to get bigger and more solid defensively before playing for the Hurricanes. He may spend some time in Charlotte to begin the year to get used to playing with some bigger guys.

Reply 

+3

Rich Wheeler6 days ago

The four games that he played he did log about 20 mins and did quite well in my opinion. I'm anxious for him to bulk up and make the Canes roster here in 2014. I think pairing him with Harrison would be wonderful!

Reply 

2 replies

+2

FlamesFan_196 days ago

Thats good to hear! I hope he turns out for you guys! I'll always have a little soft spot for the Canes as long as Eric Staal is still there. The guy is a complete stud!

But... GO FLAMES :P

Reply 

1 reply

+2

Hurriflames6 days ago

we should be friends

Reply 

0

HatTrickCane6 days ago

Justin Fa ulk was compared to Orr, but I don't know of Murphy being compared to Orr.

Reply 

0

mkmiklau6 days ago

1-3 are quality prospects but the others I'm not sure about... then again i don't follow the too closely 

Reply 

+4

Josh_Bickle6 days ago

This list makes it seems like the Carolina have (potentially weak) prospect pool. They go with the obvious strong guys like Linholm, Murphy, Rask, and Rissanen should be good. However lowball Lowe and leave off guys like Jordan, Levi, and Altshuller?

Reply 

1 reply

0

staalsy6 days ago

Yeah I dont know how Levi and Altshuller are left off this. But then again it is NHL.com

Reply 

+1

SimonRivero6 days ago

Where's Austin Levi? I thought he was a decent prospect...

Reply 

1 reply

+5

AlfyTheCaniac6 days ago

Ya i've seen Levi play plenty of times for Plymouth, and he is easily one of the most underrated prospects on the team 

Reply 

+1

Dmitry_Kulikov_likes_pandas6 days ago

Pretty excited to see Elias Lindholm play for the Canes soon.

Reply 

+4

Dmitry_Kulikov_likes_pandas6 days ago

Um..............Sergei Tolchinsky? Was literally just signed yesterday.

Reply 

+1

Canucks Eh6 days ago

Can't wait for leighammac to come by and rave about these future all stars. Not as bad a pool as I thought; but he'll definitely overestimate them. 

Reply 

3 replies

+8

PimpCanes6 days ago

Oh God no...

Reply 

+3

Hurriflames6 days ago

Please don't encourage him/her/it to come here lol

Reply 

1 reply

+6

Canucks Eh6 days ago

Sorry guys I need a good laugh

Reply 

+1

Chris Bussineau6 days ago

why are there now Sergei Tolch?

Reply 

1 reply

0

Chris Bussineau6 days ago

no*

Reply 

0

PimpCanes6 days ago

A solid pool but Lowe should be ranked higher. Plus, Tolchinsky is a good addition to make up for the lack of RWs.

Reply 

+4

Jon Eklund6 days ago

Weekest prospects in the league. Top 3 and Lowe is good.

But 4-9... 

Reply 

1 reply

+8

Hurriflames6 days ago

I love how people speak so definitively about something that cannot possibly even be known yet. "These ones are good, but these other ones that i haven't heard of and probably know almost nothing about, i randomly feel like they are no good"

Reply 

+12

Ken Young6 days ago

Another non-hockey city with an NHL team.

Reply 

8 replies

-18

WichaelMatkins6 days ago

Ignorance at its finest. I guess you just kinda tuned out the whole 2011 all-star break when every player, executive and analyst raved about how much hockey has grown in NC. Hockey is here to stay in Raleigh, quit crying and get over it.

Reply 

4 replies

+20

Tristan Snyder6 days ago

I'd have to agree I am not a Carolina fan or from the region but I know they have a huge following. NC is also a desirable state for a lot of people from the north to move to that bring huge followings! 

I've been to a Texas Stars game (AHL in Austin) and they're stadium is packed with fans from every NHL team who just want hockey. 

Reply 

+7

hv956 days ago

Plus, you guys got hands down the finest cheerleaders in the league!

Reply 

2 replies

+10

bumperdan6 days ago

that's the problem, when you need cheerleeders to get people to come to the arena you're not really a hovkey town

Reply 

1 reply

-4

AlfyTheCaniac6 days ago

Weird Edmonton has cheerleaders... guess their not a hockey town.

+3

alex KAY6 days ago

R U CR@ZY? There are some amazing fan out there, the NHL even gave them the allstar game to thank them and they enjoyed.

Reply 

+4

Canucks Eh6 days ago

Don't let other organizations' lack of success on and off the ice dictate your position regarding all southern cities and hockey.. 

Reply 

+3

Benoist6 days ago

What do you consider a non-hockey city? The Hurricanes have some of the best fans in the NHL, as far as the Caniacs are concerned Raleigh is a hockey city!

Reply 

0

druss08146 days ago

All the prospects are from the last couple of years. Either they have a lot of young players already on the team or the scouting dept needs to step it up!

Reply 

9 replies

+3

staalsy6 days ago

Our scouting department is great. Prime example is Zach Boychuk 14th overall in 2008 -_-

Reply 

8 replies

+6

FlamesFan_196 days ago

Dont worry! Flames in the 2000s were much, much worse at drafting

2000 - G Brent Krahn - 9th overall - DUD

2001 - W Chuck Kobasew - 14th Overall - At least he made the NHL, but still Bad Pick

2002 - LW Eric Nystrom - 10th Overall - 4th liner in organization with lack of depth (Dallas)

2003 - D Dion Phaneuf - 9th overall - Decent player, bad attitude. Extremely overrated

2004 - RW Kris Chucko - 24th overall - Complete DUD

2005 - D Matt Pelech - 26th overall - Dud again

2006 - G Leland Irving - 26th overall - was released by CGY, signed in SM-Liiga (Jokerit) a few days ago

2007 - C Mikael Backlund - 24th overall - Finally a hit (Good 2nd line C)

2008 - RW Greg Nemisz - 25th Overall - Dud

2009 - D Tim Erixon - 23rd overall - Traded to NYR, Dud

2010 - No 1RP

so dont worry, there are other teams with worse scouting than Carolina!

Reply 

6 replies

+2

Canucks Eh6 days ago

Nemisz a dud really? I always thought he could do something in the bottom 6 for an nhl team

Reply 

2 replies

0

FlamesFan_196 days ago

He cant get out of the AHL...and its no secret that CGY has a low pile of RWs. If he doesnt make it this year i think he'll be let go next year, this is his last oppertunity

+3

Canucks Eh6 days ago

Lack of offense or defense? 

0

AndrewZelinski6 days ago

How is Erixon a dud? He's only 22, and logging decent minutes on a defensively deep Columbus team. He could improve sure, but he's still got more potential and time to harness it.

Reply 

1 reply

0

FlamesFan_196 days ago

(Canucks Eh) Nemisz doesnt really put up lots of points, and isnt great in his own zone... so both lol

(AndrewZelinski) Erixon is an Offensive D, who is Letang-awful in his own end, and the highest amount of points hes put up is 5 in a season. Hes a defenseman that is bad in his own end, but is supposed to be an offensive D, when you take away to offense that he (supposedly) brought to the table. Whats left?

+1

Victor Jansson6 days ago

That post made me think FlamesFan19. Maybe Calgary wouldn't need a rebuild if they drafted good in the early 2000s.

Reply 

0

Leaf_Blower816 days ago

In probably the deepest draft in the last 15 years next to 2003.

Reply 

0

Belitz6 days ago

Michal Jordan?

Reply 

+2

Tunder976 days ago

These guys and now Tolchinsky. I like it.

Reply 

2 replies

+5

DeVulus6 days ago

I once witnessed Tolchinsky become a 50 goal scorer in a hockey manager game and ever since I have liked him.

Reply 

+5

Chris Bussineau6 days ago

While he played for the SSM Greyhounds in the OHL I never had the chance to see him (Hounds always disappoint, much like the Leafs XD) but every now and then I'd catch the game via radio...unless they were shutout or I didn't catch the game I heard Tolchinsky's name. I hope he can blossom for you guys, much like I hope Jack Campbell can blossom for the Stars.

Reply 

+2

blake harris6 days ago

Solid prospects at number 1 and 2.

Reply 

2 replies

+11

Hurriflames6 days ago

Don't sleep on Victor Rask

Reply 

1 reply

+4

blake harris6 days ago

I dont sleep on men.

Reply 

0

coreyhammond6 days ago

Not the deepest pool around, but a few good prospects and a future star in Lindolm.

Reply 

5 replies

+22

multimakaronen6 days ago

Murphy could become one of the leagues best offensive d men in a couple of years

Reply 

4 replies

+3

Canucks Eh6 days ago

As long as they're patient with the kid 

Reply 

+3

Michael Kenny6 days ago

Sorry I don't agree with that, there are too many young guys with better track records so far, not saying he cant be good or ever great, but not the best.

Reply 

2 replies

0

Canucks Eh6 days ago

What's a track record good for in the future? We have no idea what's going to happen in terms of development with these kids. To say flat out multima is wrong is absurd. 

Reply 

+1

Hurriflames6 days ago

He said "one of the best", not the best

pppptor

187 Comments

RSS|Subscribe

TMLERforLIFE6 days ago

Number 2, 4 my goodness I hope they work out.

Reply 

0

Leafs13287 days ago

I really hope Carter Ashton can find his game, he was one of my favorites when he played in the WJC. I can see Kulemin - Bolland - Ashton being a really solid third line in the next couple years

Reply 

+1

nayef937 days ago

cant waiiiiiiiit for Rielly to put on the blue and white. hes gonna be a Noris candidate in years to come.

Reply 

+2

blake harris7 days ago

I still think Gauthier was the wrong choice for Torono

Reply 

2 replies

-1

LeafsNation127 days ago

Who would you have taken?

Reply 

+1

InsideTheGlass7 days ago

why? he's a beast, never hurts when they have some hands, Hartman, Shinkurak, few others left, no ones a guarantee

Reply 

+1

CarlBrewer7 days ago

I've heard really great reviews for Tom Nilsson as well. He probably should be in that list somewhere.

Reply 

+3

potato smith7 days ago

Maybe Granberg can be a really good pairing for Rielly or Gardnier. Tbh i never knew he was a leafs prospect.

Reply 

+5

potato smith7 days ago

One of the best prospect pools (if not THE best) defensively in the league.

Reply 

1 reply

+2

CarlBrewer7 days ago

Well, defense is the main strength of that prospect group. 

Reply 

0

Derek Mockler7 days ago

Rielly was 5th round pick in the 2012 draft... get your facts right nhl.

Reply 

6 replies

-15

CJ_477 days ago

I... I... *sigh*

Reply 

+12

Teebs91907 days ago

That Rielly is a Blue Jackets prospect, his name is Mike. And to think the answer can be found with a few simple clicks. Wikipedia, HockeyDB, EliteProspects all could have told you that. 

Reply 

+1

Pensfanjusty7 days ago

5th pick overall,you get your facts right.

Reply 

+6

Leaf_Blower817 days ago

No actually he's.... I just can't believe you thought.... I..I.... nah its not worth it.

Reply 

+8

Derek Mockler7 days ago

5th overall pick 1rst round**

Reply 

+1

Bobby11207 days ago

think before you speak...

Reply 

+2

Josh_Bickle7 days ago

Percy, Finn, Reilly, and Granberg give the Leafs some nice defensive depth in the system. I'd say that Granberg is actually closer than Rielly though. On forward I really like Gauthier, McKegg, and Colborne. Gauthier has the potential to be a big #2 center some day for the Leafs, while Colborne & McKegg are likely to be solid bottom 6 guys. 

The one thing I will say now ... Tyler Biggs = over rated. I am an Oshawa resident and a Generals fan and Biggs is not all that special. He might surprise, but I doubt he becomes a big NHL contributor. Again, Leafs should be set on D for the future - Phaneuf, Gardiner, Franson, Rielly, Granberg ensure they have at least 5 really good D.

Reply 

2 replies

+7

Leaf_Blower817 days ago

I didn't want to believe that but there have been a lot of indications that support your observations unfortunately. Biggs is the Randy Carlyle kind of player but he sounds too good to be true.

Reply 

1 reply

+2

DiddlySquat15 hours ago

Leafs made the same mistake that Montreal made this year. Leafs wanted to get tougher and bigger because of Boston. The Habs want to immediately get bigger and tougher as well. Unfortunately both teams wasted a valuable 1st rounder chasing a big body, who's skills are far from 1st round material.

Reply 

0

juik7 days ago

D'Amigo, Holzer, Brad Ross and Jess Blacker did not make this list.

Reply 

1 reply

+2

Anonymous7 days ago

For a reason

Reply 

0

luca5007 days ago

I'm ok with 1-6. Granberg is that good btw. Carter Ashton at 7?? No way. I know we're thin but come on. Worst part is we gave up Keith Aullie to get him. 

Reply 

3 replies

-1

juik7 days ago

Aulie is another stay at home D; Ashton is a center, there's your big difference.

Reply 

+1

Leafs13287 days ago

Ashton will play in the NHL, he has the size and strength, he just needs to get his scoring touch back.

Reply 

1 reply

+1

Darren Daigle22 hours ago

aulie is already playing in the nhl for philly

Reply 

0

juik7 days ago

Not bad, if your #6, 7, and 8 are all first round picks.

Reply 

+2

LAKings197 days ago

Hockeys Future ranks the Leafs' prospects 24th in the league

Reply 

9 replies

-5

Ben Dawson7 days ago

The rankings were done before the draft, but I can't imagine the Leafs draft changing their ranking significantly. Perhaps Boston could drop below them. 

Reply 

6 replies

+1

jedimyrmidon7 days ago

Didn't the Leafs trade away many of their picks this draft anyways? They acquired Gauthier this draft. I think they traded their 2nd and 3rd round picks for Bolland. So does Gauthier boost their prospect pool significantly? Somehow I don't think so.

Reply 

3 replies

-2

saleji997 days ago

d'amigo?

Reply 

1 reply

0

jedimyrmidon7 days ago

What about him?

0

CJ_477 days ago

2nd and 2 4ths

Reply 

0

juik7 days ago

Hockeys Future is often behind, strangely.

Reply 

1 reply

+3

DiddlySquat15 hours ago

Hockey Futures is unreliable, and only a time waster to look at if you got lots of free time with nothing better to do. They rate Ottawa Senator prospects as #2 in the NHL. Enuff'said about believing everything you read from that site.

Reply 

0

Robert O'connell7 days ago

There is always a diamond in the rough , hopefully 1 will pan out besides Reilly . 

Reply 

+4

CarlBrewer7 days ago

Hockey's Future's rankings historically have been meaningless fan generated pablum. Although with Kadri and Gardiner graduating, the Leafs are probably in the bottom 3rd of the league. 

Reply 

+1

Tae yoon Choi7 days ago

Mmmmmm... the prospect pool for the leafs is decent. Anyone that says its one of the best in the league are full of it. Leafs have a very nice pool of defencemen but the forwards pool is, lets face it, horrendous. (Coming from a leafs fan)

Reply 

3 replies

0

luca5007 days ago

This is true. Luckily the NHL roster is deep with talented young forwards.

Reply 

0

CarlBrewer7 days ago

Hopefully from that group of big wingers will emerge a few cheap bottom 6 players. That's the main value of that group of forwards as future cap friendly grinders.

Reply 

0

DiddlySquat15 hours ago

Yes, another reaction to the big team with the worse plus/minus in the several Wilson years. Toronto Maple Leafs were bombarded with mud about the terrible slow moving untalented defense. So the natural reaction was to shore up the D for the future. Leafs did that in the drafts....maybe overcompensated?. Who knows, but their D is in great shape for the future. Sleek, talented and quick moving, mobile. Exactly what the DR. ordered.

Brian Burke also took care of the forwards now. With youngsters JVR, Kadri, Kessel as the core. 

I hope Nonis has some of Burke's foresight for building years out into the future too?.

Reply 

0

simps77 days ago

Percy should be much higher. He looks like he has top-4 potential. Blacker also is a pretty underrated prospect. Both much better than a guy like ashton.

Reply 

1 reply

+10

DiddlySquat15 hours ago

I don't know about that. Ashton is pretty solid. He needs good mentoring to bring it to the next level. He's got all the NHL tools. Blacker.....ummm don't know 'bout that.......saw him play several times at the Marlies. Reminds me of Ian Turnbull, straight ahead rusher, but without Turnbull's talent.

Reply 

0

THE_GR8_DOUCHE7 days ago

Imagine if you guys didnt trade away Rask, then you didnt have to trade for Bernier meaning you would have had Frattin left aswell and Scrivens, Then your one two punch could have been Rask-Reimer. To come to the point of this: I dont think you should have fired Burke. He did not make to many mistakes, your team now is great when Kadri is playing like he does, and you have some really great prospects, atleast top 15 in the nhl, and if you didn't trade away Rask, your team would have been disguisting. GET BURKE BACK!

Reply 

10 replies

+3

Leaf_Blower817 days ago

ya that would have been great but at the same time we have two guys in net that can replace him easy! (well maybe not easy but two great young goalies). 

And Burke was great but one thing that he didn't do was trim the f.a.t on the team. Maybe it was a loyalty thing but Nonis got rid of Steckel, Brown, Lombardi, Komisarek, Connolly and a couple other unfit players.

Our biggest hole (s) is at center and maybe 1 more top 4 d-man.

Reply 

1 reply

+2

DiddlySquat15 hours ago

Yes Burke made mistakes. But look at the BIG Picture. Strong Leaf team and youngest one in the League too. Thanks to Brian. Also Brian redeems himself if he makes a mistake. 1st rounder for Versteeg, Lupul and Gardiner for Beuchivan, JVR for Schenn(Fletcher's mistake), Biggs, Colborne and Liles for Kaberle. Yes, Connolly mistake...but give Burke a break. He knowingly only signed him for 2 years. Big deal!.

Komo...yes mistake, but seriously, who's perfect. I think everything Burke did, more than compensated for Komo's mistake. Finally Burke hired Carlyle and the results are coming. Burke's BIGGEST mistake was mixing friendship with business. Wilson should have been punted long ago.

Also Burke had great foresight about Kessel...who just keeps on getting better and better.

Nonis NEVER would have the guts to pull of such a trade to get hold of this special player.

Sequin is no more special to the Bruins. Hamilton??...juries out for now.

Reply 

0

Drake Koscheck7 days ago

You don't go far with "Imagine if" ... The past is the past and there's nothing we can do now except moving on and into the right direction, which we are clearly doing right now. I'm pretty there is some trades your team made that you regret today.. Like the fact you traded Kevin Shattenkirk for exemple. With that being said, I totally agree with you about Brian Burke. 

Reply 

+1

Canucks Eh7 days ago

He wanted Lu management/owner did not or vice versa

Reply 

-2

Robert O'connell7 days ago

Imagine if we didn t trade Beauchemin for Lupul and Gardiner ??? 

That s the way it goes my friend ! 

Go Leafs Go !!!

Reply 

+2

Jon Eklund7 days ago

I would rather trade Pogge to Raycroft then Rask . But hey, Pogge and Raycroft had big rivalry in Italy last year. And they will meet again next year in allsvenskan! (swedish AHL)

Reply 

2 replies

0

CJ_477 days ago

When we made that trade, Pogge was a world junior MVP and gold medalist, while Rask was unproven and a huge ?. Hindsight is 20/20 but at the time, our hat was on Pogge and Rask was, and I will reiterate this over and over, AT THE TIME expendable.

Reply 

1 reply

0

Anonymous7 days ago

I completely agree i watched Pogge and was soo pumped for him to come through the system. He just didn't pan out...

Reply 

0

CJ_477 days ago

Let me ask you this. You have two goalies in your system. One was just drafted and unproven, the other has come of a World Junior gold medal. Which do you trade?

Reply 

0

DiddlySquat15 hours ago

I agree. The players don't seem to hold Nonis in high esteem. Latest interview with Kessel, asking about re-signing with the Leafs, gets a hmmmmm we'll see response only. No, "I'm eager to come back to the Leafs and get it done answer". I think the players respected Burke more. Also Burke knows how to trade. The present and the future of this up n' coming team....ALL by and large...by Burke. Nonis hasn't taken advantage of any leaving players to get any sort of compensation back for the future. 

Reply 

0

Dyostr7 days ago

i say top 10 in the league

Reply 

3 replies

+4

jedimyrmidon7 days ago

Minnesota, Chicago, Pitts, Buffalo, Montreal, Ottawa, Edmonton, Florida, Tampa Bay, Columbus, Anaheim, NYI and maybe Detroit are before Toronto, I think

Reply 

+3

owners4ever7 days ago

bull$hit

Reply 

1 reply

0

potato smith7 days ago

Who does Pitt have?

Reply 

0

Drake Koscheck7 days ago

We could also add D'Amigo, Ross, C. Gibson and Sparks to that list. I honestly think we are near the Top 10 in the league for prospects. We also have to consider that we already have a very young team. And I got one person to thank for all of that : Brian Burke. 

Reply 

1 reply

+3

Drake Koscheck7 days ago

I also forgot Jesse Blacker, sorry

Reply 

+4

Mr_Hockey107 days ago

Does anyone notice that Morgan Rielly was actually drafted in the 2012 draft, not the 2011 draft?

Reply 

1 reply

+23

Dontunderstimatetheleafs7 days ago

i noticed

Reply 

+7

GoForTheWin7 days ago

Granberg and Colborne should be lower down, and Gauthier, Biggs and Percy should be 3,2,4 respectively. Biggs reminds me of Milan Lucic: A big power-forward who can also score. That being said, I hope to see the Leafs back in the playoffs this year! Go Leafs Go!

Reply 

2 replies

+2

CJ_477 days ago

You must live in the same universe as Bryzgalov to think that Biggs is our number 2 prospect.

Reply 

1 reply

+1

GoForTheWin6 days ago

Fair enough, everyones entitled to their own opinion. Who do you think are our top 5 prospects?

Reply 

0

Noah7 days ago

Colborne is going to be star, and Kessel is already one. At long last I can say with confidence that Toronto won at least the Kaberle trade, maybe even the Seguin one since he's not even there anymore. 

Reply 

6 replies

+16

Bruins10007 days ago

Colborne a star?

And i am quite happy what we got for Seguin from Dallas.

Reply 

1 reply

-3

MapleLeaf47 days ago

Yes, Colborne a future star. 

Reply 

0

BobrovskyRaskNyquist7 days ago

Kaberle, maybe, but I'll take Hamilton, Eriksson, Fraser, Reilly Smith, and Morrow for Kessel.

Reply 

2 replies

-6

leafs1197 days ago

you have to factor peverly in what boston lost too. the trade looks more and more even as the years go by

Reply 

+4

DiddlySquat14 hours ago

Sorry, I'd still take Kessel !!. He scored 2 winning goals, should have been 3 winning goals against Boston in the playoffs. 

Boston can sign all those players to eat up a substantial part of the Cap, but signing just one young proven superstar Kessel for his portion of the Cap is well worth it.

Reply 

0

Anonymous7 days ago

Colborne not a star. If he doesn't blow things up this year he is just going to settle into a big player on the bottom 6. I do think we won the Seguin trade though. No one gives Kessle his due

Reply 

-1

Oliver_Biggs7 days ago

Rock on Biggs

Reply 

+5

FrootLoops197 days ago

We very much lack high octane offensive forwards in our system. The defensive side is getting exciting with Percy, Granberg, Rielly, Finn, Gardiner, etc.. but I would like to see them focus on drafting forwards with top-six upside because there are a lot of bottom-six projected players right now in the system up front. 

Reply 

5 replies

+7

Exeko7 days ago

At the same time, you have Kadri, JVR, Kessel who are quite young

Reply 

4 replies

+13

FrootLoops197 days ago

yes but the majority of our young top forwards are past the age of 25. So they are no longer considered prospects. 

Reply 

3 replies

0

Exeko7 days ago

Who cares about the "prospect" thing if you have 23 years old excellent forwards. Habs => Galchenyuk, Gallagher, Pacioretty and Eller arent prospects anymore, but they'll still be outstanding for the future of the franchise and we can build around those guys for a cup run. That's all that matters

Reply 

2 replies

+1

jedimyrmidon7 days ago

Gallagher and Galchenyuk especially are glaring in that respect.

Galchenyuk is only 19! Most prospects are older than him. Gallagher was a rookie in the AHL as recently as this past lockout season.

0

InsideTheGlass7 days ago

it's a prospects article

+1

Shaun Mattice7 days ago

I don't get why some fans think development or the player like Biggs is projected a 3rd linner, he has lots of ups sides. Teams would take a winger who has size and the ability to put up points any day of the week, I think Biggs will fit in well, him and Gauthier will be fun to watch

Reply 

4 replies

+2

420TML7 days ago

for biggs to be a top 6 player he will need to increase his goal production, the NHL is much more difficult to score in compared to the OHL, im not saying i don't think he is capable of being a top 6 but it really will not be easy to do that. 

Reply 

2 replies

0

Shaun Mattice7 days ago

we'll never know till he plays

Reply 

1 reply

0

Shaun Mattice7 days ago

and if he turns out to be a 3rd line player, nothing wrong with that.

Reply 

+1

jedimyrmidon7 days ago

"Teams would take a winger who has size and the ability to put up points any day of the week"

That's the problem with Biggs: he hasn't shown that he's able to put up a lot of points even as a 19yr old in junior. He was originally in the NCAA, but couldn't generate much offense so he transferred to the OHL where he put up more points, but nothing special considering where he was drafted.

Reply 

0

Mikael Bitton7 days ago

While this prospect pool is decent somewhere in the middle of the pack, this is terrible for a team that has failed and missed the playoffs on many occasions (except for last year, the leafs were absolutely lights out, still cant believe they had a 4-1 lead on game 7 after trailing the series 3-1). Well, I guess the Kessel trade certainly ad an affect but still, they could have drafted better and should have for their fans.

I love the Kadri and Rielly pick though and hate the Gauthier pick, picking a third liner in the 1rst round is never good.

Reply 

8 replies

-2

Joey7 days ago

Who says hes a third liner? 

Reply 

1 reply

0

Mikael Bitton7 days ago

projected by most trusted scouts to be a third liner, they know more then u and me as they have seen them play, that's their job

Reply 

+1

jwg3147 days ago

Well obviously the Kessel trade was a bit of a setback as far as high-end draft picks go.

Reply 

+1

whyfor7 days ago

when you pick that high the chances of that player getting a regular spot on the roster decreases greatly. picking size and defense increases your chances of having at least 3rd liners maybe even 2nd liners. if you look at the teams with the best prospects future top six forwards they have been picking in the top ten pretty regularly with the odd late blooming gem 

Reply 

4 replies

+1

whyfor7 days ago

like if you look at the leafs top 6 with kadri that is 4 players out of 6 that was picked top ten the other 2 were undrafted 

Reply 

3 replies

+1

Mikael Bitton7 days ago

undarfted players have no commitment to their teams only picks drafted by the same teams, u guys have from boston, philly and wherever u got them, thats not too good.

 look at the pens, hawks, wings, bruins and ull see what makes a stanley cup team

Reply 

2 replies

-1

JayKay927 days ago

What you mean a fantastic team filled with superstars? Youre right, that does make a stanley cup winning team. 

-1

Chris Suchy1 day ago

there is nothing wrong with having players on your team that weren't drafted there.

0

Boyd Chase7 days ago

ok people stop trying to say this team and that team has the best " prospects" in the league. the fact is they aren't the best until they prove it in the NHL, if they have a bright future in the NHL and do good then you can brag, until then it's a waiting game it don't matter how much expectations are brought out on these players they got too prove it first! OHL, CHL,QMJHL ect plus AHL is nothing compared to the NHL.

Reply 

1 reply

+6

Anonymous7 days ago

It is dumb to argue but teams can have better prospects than others. If i draft the worst (rated) players every year and someone takes the best (rated) player every year i bet their prospects are better. Rating a teams prospects is weighing the probability that they turn into good NHL players, the teams with better probabilities of getting these players have better prospects. Yes it is possible that a last overall pick is better than a first overall pick but not very likely..

Reply 

0

TMLFAN1417 days ago

considering we lost 3 high end picks to boston our prospect pool looks pretty good. hopefully these late rounders can turn into good players for the leafs down the road which i think they will. people say this is a weak pool but half these young players mentioned are going to be on the marlies who are a top 5 AHL team at least top 10 and only getting younger/ more talented. they left out 3 prospects in blacker ryan and ross who are close to challenging for spots

Reply 

+2

whyfor7 days ago

i dunno why colbourne is up there he has had his chances to play and this is really his last chance this year to make the line up going forward and really i don't see him as a fit unless he takes over 3c and we let bolland go. leivo should be way higher on the list i seen him a few games last season the way he plays you would think he is top 6 bound. size and skill with a very good hockey iq 

Reply 

6 replies

+2

Joey7 days ago

When has he had a chance to play? He hasn't even had half a season yet. Kadri spent 3 years with the marlies and this will be colburns third year. Sometimes big players bloom later.

Reply 

5 replies

+2

whyfor7 days ago

alright you have a point but he is also 23 and not thought to play top 6 but he is second on the list?

Reply 

3 replies

+1

Chuck McLearn7 days ago

Zetterberg Age 23 during his first full season

Datsyuk Age 26 during his first full season

Matt Moulson Age 25-26 during hi s first full season 

Dominic Hasek Age 28

The list goes on and on... 

23 is hardly "last chance", but thinking like yours is why the leafs have been terrible up to this year

Reply 

2 replies

0

CJ_477 days ago

We've been terrible because Ferguson put NMC's into half of the rosters contracts and they refused to move when the team was declining after the 04-05 lockout. Not to mention he traded most of our prospects and picks back in 2003 and 2004. By 2008-09 those prospects and picks would be in their early-mid 20s and be in the NHL. THAT was the problem.

0

Anonymous7 days ago

CJ is right Ferguson murdered the team 

0

whyfor7 days ago

colbourne lacks speed and mobility and he doesn't make up for it with hockey iq as it is mediocre at best 

Reply 

+2

FrootLoops197 days ago

Leivo >>>>>>>>>>>>>>> Biggs.

Biggs is horribly overrated.

Reply 

20 replies

+4

whyfor7 days ago

biggs is not at all really overratted he is projected to be a third line winger the leafs could use after komorov left. not to many fans or scouts even peg him as being top 6. young 3rd liners with a bit of offensive upside are important to esp when you have to start paying the regulars 2.5- 3mil per 

Reply 

7 replies

-1

FrootLoops197 days ago

he is overrated. we traded up to get him in the first round. he's going to be a marginal nhl player. it shows how knowledgeable you are(n't) when you say it's important to draft third liners. there's literally a plethora of solid and cheap third liners on the free agent market.

Reply 

6 replies

+1

Joey7 days ago

We traded 3 spots up lol.

Reply 

3 replies

-2

FrootLoops197 days ago

if you check who they could have drafted with that pick you will be surprised at who was available. Brando Saad, Ty Rattie and others with FAR higher ceilings were not only available but ranked in the 20s.

0

LCTBT7 days ago

Yeah but we could of drafted Rattie. He is underrated and will be very good

0

CJ_477 days ago

8 spots. 22 for 30 and 39.

0

whyfor7 days ago

a lot of late first round picks don't even see the nhl burke played it safe a picked a power forward capable of playing 2nd or 3rd no one here is rating him high and never has 

Reply 

1 reply

0

FrootLoops197 days ago

"no one here is rating him high and never has" Burke and Co. had him higher than Brandon Saad, Ty Rattie, Joe Morrow, Vladimir Namestnikov, Rocco Grimaldi, Tomas Jurco, David Musil, John Gibson, Alexander Khokhlachev, etc.... Instead we picked the guy with no ceiling, no notable upside, and someone that's going to be a 3rd liner at best. 

0

Boyd Chase7 days ago

how do u know? has he played 82 games in the NHL yet? no, so why not wait until you see him play a full season then you can judge.

Reply 

4 replies

+3

FrootLoops197 days ago

how do i know? he was a 19 year old in the OHL that was unable to score at a PPG pace. whereas Leivo was a 19 yr old in the OHL that was one of the best players on his team and almost dominated. he was an electric player. biggs is simply a third/4th liner. 

Reply 

3 replies

0

Joey7 days ago

dude you're clueless.

Reply 

1 reply

-1

FrootLoops197 days ago

whatever you say. at the end of the day a first round pick playing big minutes as a 19 year old in the OHL should be producing at a PPG level, so whether I'm clueless or not it doesn't change the fact that Biggs is irrelevant to the Leafs future. 

0

Todd Schneider7 days ago

biggs never had the pp time leivo had i saw both play quite a bit last year biggs is just like his father a late bloomer with size he will score

Reply 

-1

TMLFAN1417 days ago

both of these players need a year in the AHL

Reply 

4 replies

+1

FrootLoops197 days ago

so? Leivo is easily a better prospect and will most likely end up being a better player. 

Reply 

3 replies

0

Boyd Chase7 days ago

and im suppose to believe someone whose name is frootloops who gives lupul a nickname like that anyways? sounds like a g ay name too me lol but being serious here now we all will have to wait too see which one is better once they are in the NHL then we can make this argument cuz im sorry to say but OHL is way different then the NHL and whose to say Biggs only started to develop into a better player now instead of before?

Reply 

1 reply

-3

FrootLoops197 days ago

no need to pull out that word, it's immature and offensive. 

--

ok then what are these rankings for? if you say that you can't judge players in the OHL then why are we judging players by ranking them. you're hypocritical and you're a "fan" that buries his head in the sand and thinks that everything is going to be ok. The fact of the matter is that Leivo has more upside, more potential, a higher ceiling and has a far better chance of becoming a top six forward in the NHL. 

+1

oliviasanabria7 days ago

leivo isn't skilled enough to play top-6 in the NHL, and biggs is much better-suited to play a bottom-6 role in the NHL.

Reply 

0

Oliver_Biggs7 days ago

Buddy.........................

Reply 

1 reply

0

FrootLoops197 days ago

what "buddy"..................................................

Reply 

0

Shaun Mattice7 days ago

lol love the hate mail about the leafs on some of these comments, aha good. Anyways love our prospect pool, real solid. Just need to continue being patient with some. Another prospect I hope becomes something is a 6'6 defenseman named Eric Knodel

Reply 

+1

JayKay927 days ago

Mind you with pretty recent graduates of Reimer, Scrivens, Kadri, Frattin, and even Gardiner, im pretty impressed with our prospect pool. Honourable mentions to D'amigo, Sparks, Ross, Holzer(still a prospect?), and Ryan. All of these guys have NHL potential, with D'amigo and Holzer competing for spots this coming season. 

Reply 

1 reply

0

Anonymous7 days ago

Dont call holzer a prospect... he was terrible. Worst player to wear a jersey all year last year. The only player who could possibly make me happy to see Kostka playing

Reply 

0

Joe Bee7 days ago

Yeah, you must add to this list: Jerry D'Amigo, Viktor Loov and Jesse Blacker. D'Amigo is a stud. He's proven and show that he's a natural leader and he was absolutely clutch for the Marlies in the playoffs (along with Frattin, now a King). D'Amigo would make an excellent 4th or even 3rd liner. Viktor Loov is another Swedish Dman who shares the same physical traits as Granberg (6'3, 215). He was drafted in the 7th round but will turn out to be a gem for such a late pick. He's only a step behind Granberg in terms of development but is also younger. It's been awhile but Blacker is ready to compete now for an NHL roster spot. 

Reply 

1 reply

+2

Jiiie17 days ago

I think Lööv might turn out to be a steal for the Leafs too. As a fan of Södertälje the team he has been representing in the swedish second division for the past two years, 

 I have been wathing him almost every game. And his upside is his very good skating and he plays a gritty game and like to dish it out. But he hasnt produce as much points as you would expect cause he reads the gam well and has a good shot if he improves his point production and gets a little more consistent I think he might be a NHL player in the future.

Reply 

+1

Nick Apalkov-7 days ago

Percy seems like a solid defenseman. I think he can be a Slava Voynov type of player given proper development. Both of them are so patient with the puck and calm under pressure, two elements several blue-liners lack today.

Reply 

+8

Jordy Dorris7 days ago

This list doesn't even include Sparks.....Could be a dark horse to make the team next year as a back-up if the team decides to move out either Riemer or Bernier at some point. I figure Colborne makes the team and splits time on the ice and press box. I would have left him out of the prospect pool as I see him as a player now. And Jerry Damigo would be my bet for a guy to make the jump from the minors to Pro. As a 4th line checker with speed. He kills penalties, steps his game up huge in the playoffs and can finish. Plus he weighs in around 215-220lbs according to his profile (if thats reliable??) I think we could have Reilly, Gauthier and Finn on team Canada this year at the juniors. I think the prospect pool looks great. And I think the young guys are going to make the marlies very competitive for years. McKegg, Lievo, Ross, Biggs, Percy, Granberg, Blacker, Sparks. I'm excited for those young guys plus we have Connor Brown playing on a line with Mcdavid, And Ryan Rupert is at WJC tryouts as well as the other 3 I mentioned. Personally i'm happy and excited about our youth group, don't really care what anyone has to say about it! 

Reply 

7 replies

+1

Canucks Eh7 days ago

Totally forgot about Connor Brown. Hopefully he and McDavid put up some points. And I don't know about Finn making team Canada; we're usually stacked on the blue line 

Reply 

5 replies

+1

nifcee7 days ago

really? from what i heard finn was great at the WJC camp. he got lots of playing time and was on the score sheet more often than not. maybe im just wishful thinking but having reilly, finn and gauthier as a big part of the team at WJC would make me a very proud leaf fan. 

Reply 

3 replies

+2

Canucks Eh7 days ago

Dumba Nurse Reinhart Pulock Pouliot Rielly are ,locks unless Reinhart makes the Isles. I like Matheson, don't know much about Severson, but maybe you could throw Finn in there as their last dman. 

Reply 

2 replies

-2

LCTBT7 days ago

Pulock wont make

0

nifcee7 days ago

if the top six is a lock why even try out defencemen. none of these guys are a "lock", maybe the guys who are returning but all of them have a legit shot to make their nhl teams out of camp. so really there is no lock.

0

CJ_477 days ago

I'm holding out my hopes on Connor Brown until I see him play without Connor McDavid.

Reply 

0

nifcee7 days ago

someone like d'amigo or broll will definitely end up with some fourth line duty this year as we know orr and mcclaren each need a decent amount of time off. d'amigo might just have the required skill set with the energy he adds and pk ability.

Reply 

+1

ball3rb0y7 days ago

Not the strongest nor the weakest but I like what we have. Hopefully, they can develop at their own pace

Reply 

+5

SimonRivero7 days ago

Rielly was a very good pick by the Leafs. I think he has potential to have like a Drew Doughty role with the leafs. We'll see how this season goes. If the Leafs are below .500 by the trade deadline, Phaneuf will get traded, and Rielly will get more time on the ice. 

Reply 

1 reply

+11

Anonymous7 days ago

Doughty is a little bigger but yeah same type of role. When i think of Rielly the player that always comes to my mind is Scott Neidermayer which would be amazing

Reply 

0

Canucks Eh7 days ago

Certainly lacking depth. The Leafs have to be so careful with their newest additions to this list (Rielly Gauthier and Finn) because if they don't it'll be a lot tougher to fill the holes. 

Also if you look at some of the young players Toronto has in their system it makes us Leafs fans feel a lot better with the likes of Kadri Gardiner Bernier VanRiemsdyk and obviously Kessel.

Reply 

1 reply

+6

jamescrosby7 days ago

and Reimer

Reply 

+4

Ambrose Johnathan7 days ago

Looks like the leafs need some draft picks this is one of the weakest prospect pools in the league

Reply 

6 replies

-8

Boyd Chase7 days ago

ok then please compare at least 5 teams who have better players in their pool...ill be checking this site all day to see what B.S you came up with! from the list above almost all the players listed have a great future ahead of them, dont hate on that because the Leafs will be contending for a cup for years to come :)

Reply 

4 replies

+3

Boyd Chase7 days ago

by the way your parents messed your name up when you were born, isn't Jonathan spelled without an h in it? and isn't Ambrose a last name not first? no wonder you have no Hockey knowledge.

Reply 

2 replies

-1

match167 days ago

Chase can be a first name and Boyd can be a last name too.... what's your point? And it's not uncommon to have an H in Jonathan. Your second post is pointless and unnecessary.

Reply 

1 reply

+1

legendary7 days ago

Seriously I know a few people named Chase, what a fail of a post.

+1

Ben Dawson7 days ago

Buffalo

Florida

Minnesota

Montreal

Calgary

to name a few. Before the draft, hockeysfuture had the Leafs ranked at 24th. 

Reply 

0

Joey7 days ago

What!? Does anyone know hockey on this page?

Reply 

0

Lnhfr7 days ago

Looks like leafs r finally getting it right and developing their players the right way. Even Rangers caught on quicker. (Sorry that's how it is.)

Reply 

0

Thomas7 days ago

Rielly was drafted in '12

Reply 

2 replies

+5

Boyd Chase7 days ago

2011-2012 season

Reply 

1 reply

-1

Chris Suchy1 day ago

yet still in the draft class of 2012

Reply 

0

hockey907 days ago

Colborne is weak. He was part of the horrible drafting the Bruins made in 10 straight years. Look at their first round picks going back every year. They finally fired their director of scouting

Reply 

1 reply

-6

nifcee7 days ago

the plus is that he will finally have the chance to prove you wrong this year

Reply 

+1

hawkleafoiler237 days ago

Pretty sure Rielly was drafted in 2012, not 2011...

Reply 

1 reply

+10

Boyd Chase7 days ago

2011-2012 season so technically it's the 2012 draft

Reply 

0

Jiiie17 days ago

Granberg was fantastic for us Swedes at the world cup in Stockholm. I think he has the potential of being a top 4 pariring d-man even though he is mainly a defensive force.

Reply 

1 reply

+8

Jiiie17 days ago

pairing*

Reply 

+2

MapleLeaf_Rids7 days ago

Solid top 6 I guess. I wish we would have never traded Keith Aulie for Carter Ashton. I was so excited when I first heard the news of the trade based on Juniors and World Juniors, but he seems like a bust thus far. Never did much in the 29-game stint with the levels immediately following the trade. He probably wasn't ready or developed enough then, but the fact of the matter is I haven't seen or heard much of him since either down in minors with the Marlies. Maybe we just need more time, patience is key.

Reply 

+2

chuckhashman7 days ago

I don't follow Junior but.......... playing at the NHL level is much tougher-- you are competing against grown men-- and i would also say you are competing against battle hardened veterans that don't give an inch. No freebees at the NHL level!! Throw them in head first if they swim great... if they sink so be it!!! Gonna get wet anyway!!

Reply 

-3

Rick Guerin7 days ago

I love the Leafs and catch whatever Marlies games I can, I am also a big junior hockey fan (specifically the OHL) and when I see our list of top prospects all I can do is say that hopefully none of these lads are seriously being considered for a full season spot on the Leafs roster this coming season. All of them are decent (some even very talented) young players but all of them could do with more time in the Juniors or the Marlies to promote proper and steady development before making the jump to the NHL. Moving them up would most surely do nothing but damage their development and set them back. Not the most impressive group of top prospects out of all the teams that we've seen so far in the 30/30 especially considering how dreadfully we've placed in the last 5 seasons prior to last year which should have given us some decent drafting advantages but it isn't by any stretch the worst list of prospects we've seen either as a great deal of them will make a splash when they do get a chance to play for the Leafs as long as it isn't this season.

Reply 

+1

atb647 days ago

Out of all of those prospects, I am most excited to see Tyler Biggs take it to the pros. He is one of those players that when he is on the ice, he makes his presence felt. It's a bit of a reach but I think he has Dustin Brown potential. 

Reply 

+3

RedWingsCrusader7 days ago

Am curious to know how others view this solid core of Prospects, when compared to the Prospects of the other 7 teams in the new Atlantic Division?

Reply 

14 replies

+4

Exeko7 days ago

I think there are some high end prospects, but then there's a dropoff... At least if you compare to OTT, MTL, BOS, BUF & DET who also have high end prospect but also alot of depth in their prospect pool

Reply 

5 replies

+1

nifcee7 days ago

um. the panthers have the best prospect pool in the league right now. of all the teams you mentioned, none have have a really high end prospect on reilly's level except for ottawa with robin lehner so not sure what you're talking about high end prospects.

Reply 

4 replies

+1

Exeko7 days ago

I agree i could've mentionned FLO aswell in our division. Sure, Reilly is better then any prospect in BUF, but every other team in the division has at least one prospect equal if not better looking then Reilly, and the rest of their prospect pool is better looking then Toronto's... Either because they are good prospects (MTL, OTT, BOS) or because that team develops so well their youngsters (DET, BUF)

My "high end" prospects:

Tatar and Mrazek @ DET, Galchenyuk @ MTL (even tho not rly considered a prospect anymore), Lehner @ OTT, Dougie Hamilton @ BOS, Drouin @ TB, Barkov and Markstrom @ FLO. 

Reply 

3 replies

0

jedimyrmidon7 days ago

BUF now has one of the best prospect pools in the league. They're the new Minnesota Wild: they have Armia, Pysyk, Ristolainen, Girgensons, Grigorenko, Zadorov as 1st round picks in the past 3 years. That doesn't even count their 2nd round picks like Compher, Bailey and Larssen (acquired from Minnesota). They have quality and depth.

+1

nifcee7 days ago

tatar, galchenyuk and hamilton are no longer prospects according to these lists so what you're saying is invalid. I stand by my earlier claim.

0

nifcee7 days ago

but hell why not throw kadri and gardiners name on this list!

0

Canucks Eh7 days ago

Definitely worst in the division. But its hard to compete with Buffalo Montreal Ottawa and Detroit in terms of prospects both depth and elite wise 

Reply 

6 replies

-5

nifcee7 days ago

are you kidding? of the teams you mentioned only ottawa might have a better prospect pool. 

detroit:

mrazek jarnrok jurco pulkkinen dekeyser

montreal:

beaulieu tinordi collberg fucale mccarron

how are these far-and-away better than reilly, colborne, granberg, gauthier and finn? in fact i would say they are not better at all, in any way. no team you mentioned expect ottawa and maybe buffalo has a propect on reilly's level, not to mention 3 of our top 5 are 19 or younger. seriously explain this.

Reply 

5 replies

-1

jedimyrmidon7 days ago

The Leafs' pool isn't that strong. There is one top end prospect in Morgan Rielly.

You seriously list Colborne (23 year old who hasn't been that remarkable), Granberg (solid, limited upside defensive Dman), Gauthier (drafted at #21 overall, 2013) and Finn (drafted at #35 overall, 2012) over Beaulieu (#17, 2011), Tinordi (#22, 2010), Collberg (#33, 2012), Fucale (#36, 2013) and McCarron (#25, 2013)? That's not even counting Jacob De La Rose (#34, 2013) and, to counter Granberg, Magnus Nygren who won the Salming Award in the SHL this past season for best Swedish Dman not in the NHL.

Reply 

3 replies

0

nifcee7 days ago

i did not say i listed the leafs top five over the habs. read it: "how are these far and away better? because theyre not. but that you ask, I seriously would say toronto's top five is better than montreal's. reilly is better than beaulieu at #1 and gauthier is better than mccaron at #5. what is your argument? 

0

jedimyrmidon7 days ago

I agree Rielly is better than the Habs' #1 prospect at the moment for sure (because Galchenyuk isn't a prospect anymore despite being only 19). But the Habs' pool, even in the Top 5, is a better mix of youth, upside (quality) and quantity than the Leafs' pool.

0

DiddlySquat14 hours ago

This is a Leaf article about their prospects. Bragging about Hab prospects you can do all that in another article please.

0

Canucks Eh7 days ago

I've attempted to post over 20 times though moderation is getting the best of me. Simply; look at the teams' top 10. Sure Rielly is great, but Montreal has Beaulieu and Tinordi then Hudon 10th... Detroit is stacked throughout; Athanasou isn't even in their top 10. Gauthier and Finn are good along with Granberg and Colborne though it severely drops off COMPARED TO THE OTHER TEAMS. 

Reply 

0

nifcee7 days ago

i dont think anyone in the division can touch florida's pool of prospects, but i think the leafs are middle of the pack with a mix of depth and skill. likely behind florida, tampa, ottawa and tight with boston/detroit

Reply 

-3

CanuckleHead0017 days ago

Doesn't look as strong as it should be considering their lack of success the past several years.

Reply 

6 replies

+1

BobLeeSwagger177 days ago

Lack of success, but getting mid round picks. They came in 9th place a few times since the lockout; only a couple near the bottom. 

Reply 

4 replies

+5

Ambrose Johnathan7 days ago

they also traded there 2 highest picks they had to Bos lol

Reply 

3 replies

+3

SukaSam7 days ago

Which they got back when they stuck Boston with Kaberle.

Reply 

0

JayKay927 days ago

Shhhh were not supposed to speak of that anymore!

Reply 

0

Anonymous7 days ago

To get a top 5 goal scorer in the league consistently who is still young too. Those kind of players don't come cheap or are very often even for sale

Reply 

0

Drake Koscheck7 days ago

But it surely looks as strong as it should be considering the very talented young team we have right now.

Reply 

0

Carl Moores7 days ago

really, no comments? Is this thing broken?

Anyway, pretty weak IMO outside of number 1. I'm not technically a Leafs fan but I AM Canadian and hate the Habs so I do have a bit of a soft spot for them. Just an opinion anyway.
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Teebs91908 days ago

What a great name, Koekkoek. He should play in the show based on the pronunciation of his name. 

Reply 

-2

MonsterPod8 days ago

I don't understand how Tampa even drafted 3rd overall. St. Louis and Stamkos finish 1-2 in scoring. I think they're close. Shore up the D and get Bishop rockin' and TB will turn it around. Excited to see Drouin's skill set in action. 

Reply 

1 reply

+3

Dustin Stauffer8 days ago

Defense was godawful minus Hedman and Gudas (Aulie improve after Cooper took over/looked like himself). Goaltending wasn't all that great this year either. Bishop looked pretty good in his starts but was facing way to many shots. It was a huge mess under boucher (was never that great defensively after the first year, and progressively got worse). Should be improved this coming year and the goalies shouldn't be facing as much rubber with the new system/staff. 

Reply 

0

Luigi_Lemieux8 days ago

Lookout for C Division bottom feeders in years to come (Tampa, Buffalo, Florida)

Reply 

0

EatSleepIceHockey8 days ago

he didn't even mention the rangers as one of the teams standing in Tampa's way. Im insulted 

Reply 

1 reply

-9

Luigi_Lemieux8 days ago

Not in same division j@ckass

Reply 

+5

Lucio Aronio8 days ago

Very powerful prospect pools last 2 days (Sens yesterday); today's is even more powerful- the lightning have a bright future

Reply 

+6

MkGee8 days ago

bolts are going to midgets in the future

Reply 

-2

Sheena858 days ago

No Barry Melrose around this time to say the kid is not ready.

Reply 

1 reply

+1

Dustin Stauffer8 days ago

lol Yeah, though he tries to avoid talking about Stamkos if he can. Unless someone like Crosby/Malkin is down with injury. He comes up more if they are, but usually he avoids that topic :)

Reply 

0

Abe Kor8 days ago

did everyone forget that Slater Koekkoek was top ten pick he is going to be a studd

Reply 

4 replies

+4

TheMonocledButtcheek8 days ago

He had a less than stellar season this past year, and can't seem to stay healthy. He's got his work cut out for him.

Reply 

+1

Pensfanjusty8 days ago

he was rated way lower than where they took him, but i agree he has good potential.

Reply 

+4

Dustin Stauffer8 days ago

He has a lot of upside (that draft there wasn't much consensus if you look at different sites, what scouts said, etc). His problem is he needs to stay healthy. The first surgery he had didn't fix the problem he had going into the draft. Second surgery that he had supposedly fixed it. We shall see in the coming year if that is the case. This time around he was down in Tampa for several months having supervised rehab with the team/trainers. Looked like it wasn't bothering him at the prospect cap. The grind of the regular season will tell the tale if its healed or not. Big year for him either way. 

Reply 

0

Covenantt7 days ago

His potential is great but he has had injury problems. If he can stay healthy he'll be great; he's an awesome skater, very mobile.

Reply 

0

Abe Kor8 days ago

cant wait to see kucherov and sustr play, an amazing play maker and chara 2.0 

Reply 

+8

RinaldoSMASH8 days ago

My dyslexia made it Namestinkov 

Reply 

+7

Noah8 days ago

Kucherov always becomes a 88-90 overall in NHL 13.... wonder if he'll do it in real life, kid has the tools to be a star. Drouin might get the glory but Kuchy might just surprise us all...

Reply 

6 replies

+5

Noah8 days ago

Or end up like Zherdev and Filatov..... let's hope that he doesn't.

Reply 

4 replies

+4

Abe Kor8 days ago

filatov is still young, he is 23. he can still come out of nowhere and become a star

Reply 

1 reply

-3

Karlitos Way8 days ago

Lol.

Maybe in the KHL.

Reply 

+1

Karlitos Way8 days ago

Drouin will be a superstar and Kucherov will be the next Filatov.

Reply 

-6

donson8 days ago

zherdev was awesome at the start he had 61 points and 58 points on different teams he just never got along with his organizations.

Reply 

+3

Dustin Stauffer8 days ago

He's not the same personality as Filitov, though busts are possible. He fell to the second due to the "Russian Factor." Was averaging about 2pts a game this past season in the Q along with Drouin. He actually comes across in interviews as quite modest/humble, from what I've read he spends a lot of the summer training so he at least has the focus. Has high potential. Hopefully he can reach it. 

Reply 

0

Jarnkrok708 days ago

The wings gave up their first rounder for Quincey and tampa gets Andrey Vasilevskiy =[

Reply 

1 reply

+8

dubox8 days ago

and the pens win from all misroutune fails probbly

Reply 

-12

Kesler17Luongo18 days ago

Drouin, Stamkos, Sustr, and Vasilevski in 5 years = o____o

Reply 

+5

Chris Floresco8 days ago

Don't forget about Connolly... Should be on this list.

Reply 

1 reply

0

Pensfanjusty8 days ago

he already has played nearly a full season with TBL.

Reply 

+2

Boltsfan91758 days ago

Love it. Plus we have Killorn and Panik who just made the team. Erne will be solid also

Reply 

0

scroungies8 days ago

Solid. Yzerman is putting this team back in april hockey.

Reply 

0

ragingthunder1238 days ago

Jonathan Drouin is the Eberle of TB.

Reply 

10 replies

+6

jwg3148 days ago

Drouin will be better than Eberle.

Reply 

8 replies

+15

ragingthunder1238 days ago

Could be we'll see. 

Reply 

0

ragingthunder1238 days ago

I think so too, but lets see if Drouin gets Goal of the Year as his first goal in his first game. Eberle is clutch, and Drouin is absolutely amazing. They are great in their own way. 

Reply 

2 replies

0

Flames76768 days ago

Well lets see Eberle play in some playoff games before I call him clutch I hope playoffs will come to Alberta soon.

Reply 

1 reply

+2

ChicagoBlackhawksCanadianFan8 days ago

If they do it won't be with Calgary, at least not over the next couple seasons. But management in Calgary has finally come to terms with the fact that sneaking in, in the last couple days of the season as an 8th seed, maybe 7th isn't going to happen. They've finally started the rebuild. It's definitely what they needed, I'm glad to see it start, and I hope they build up a solid group for future seasons.

+1

salah938 days ago

Hmmm...I don't know why you are predicting right now..Let the kid play his first game. We never know, he might become a bust if not, he will have some up and downs that he has to deal with.

Reply 

3 replies

+2

jwg3148 days ago

There's always that possibility, but if you haven't seen it yet, look up Jonathan Drouin best shif of the year on youtube and then try to make that argument.

Reply 

2 replies

0

Canucks Eh8 days ago

Your argument for him not being a b.us.t is one s.hi.ft? 

+1

salah938 days ago

Well, I follow the Q most of the time. It was one great goal...So what? 

+1

BoltsFan4Life8 days ago

I hope so. IMO, Eberle is one of the most underrated forwards in all the NHL. Awesome player he is.

Reply 

0

sekhon128 days ago

It will be exciting to see Drouin, Stamkos and St. Louis on the same line this season! There prospect pool looks really good as well. Best of luck TB!

Reply 

3 replies

+7

Covenantt8 days ago

It's not likely that he will play in the top line; he'll most likely find his spot in either 2nd or 3rd line LW, Killorn is the player who will play in the top line with Stamkos and MSL - he looked absolutely amazing with them this season.

Reply 

1 reply

0

Sean List8 days ago

Yeah, they need a big guy on the first line. But those 3 would look pretty good on the power play. 

Reply 

+1

Dustin Stauffer8 days ago

I could see them trying it on the PP at some point in the season, but he's likely to start on the 2nd or 3rd (assuming he makes the jump to the NHL). Might be a bit of size fear with having two small wingers with Stamkos at center. Would work on sometimes, but not going to want to do with a team like the Bruins (or anyone with size on defense/forward group). Long term he probably will be feeding pucks to Stamkos on that top line, but that will be when Marty sees his minutes get cut back to keep him healthy/fresh (but he has shown he doesn't want to slow down just yet lol) or Marty retires. This is all assuming he develops into the player they think he will be. I think the odds are pretty good with Mr. Drouin, but there are always busts in the draft. 

Reply 

0

jwg3148 days ago

I don't understand how Palat fell to the 7th round.

Reply 

4 replies

+11

Dustin Stauffer8 days ago

It happens sometimes. (Note not saying he will be as good as players I am mentioning) But Datysuk was a 6th rounder and Zetterberg was a 7th rounder. There are other examples out there. Sometimes its luck, sometimes teams just like the raw potential they have. 

Reply 

+1

Jon Eklund8 days ago

well he was a "old prospect" 20 year old, so maybe thats why

Reply 

1 reply

+4

jwg3148 days ago

Gotcha, that makes sense then.

Reply 

0

Covenantt8 days ago

He was a overager who was thought to be carried by a linemate Sean Couturier IIRC.

Reply 

+2

mkmiklau8 days ago

I do not want to sound biased but I believe they lightning are in the top 5 at least with their prospect pool with florida, detroit, buffalo.... four other teams on the bubble being dallas, edmonton, calgary, ottawa

Reply 

3 replies

0

mkmiklau8 days ago

In order Buffalo, florida, Tampa, Detroit, and then a log jam with the last four but id give the nod to Calgary just because they have done so much rebuilding last year and i like their prospect pool

Reply 

1 reply

+2

Canucks Eh8 days ago

Ottawa is definitely in the top 5. You guys are probably 6th-8th but yeah there's definitely a log jam. I'd say it goes like this:

Buffalo Florida Ottawa Detroit Montreal Tbay Calgary Edmonton St. Louis Dallas 

Reply 

0

Kaletacrunch8 days ago

agreed, In no particular order I'd say Tampa, Buffalo, Islanders, Florida, Anaheim, Detroit, Dallas and Minnesota have some of the best prospect pools. Many other teams, they are not far behind at all. The NHL just keeps getting more and more competitive. I say bring on expansion!!

Reply 

+1

FrootLoops198 days ago

That's a strong group. Yzerman loves drafting russians and europeans. I don't blame him, they're often so skilled, so fast and some have a great blend with size. Drouin is going to be special.

Reply 

+8

chaosphere4628 days ago

Great looking prospects! The Forward group is all under 6ft. highly skilled but "small" we'll see how they pan out. best of luck TB!

Reply 

1 reply

+3

Dustin Stauffer8 days ago

I think they have Namestinkov's height wrong (he's was list at 6ft last season), but they have been going with Best available in the drafts, so some guys are of smaller stature. 

Reply 

0

AM04088 days ago

This prospect pool is straight NASTY. The Bolts are going to be a force for a long, long time.

Reply 

+12

Dmitry_Kulikov_likes_pandas8 days ago

Elite prospect pool, excited to see some of these players in the NHL, Tampa has a bright future for sure.

Reply 

4 replies

+6

Canucks Eh8 days ago

Anisimov doesn't like turtles anymore?

Reply 

3 replies

+10

Dmitry_Kulikov_likes_pandas8 days ago

No, decided to change it to Kulikov and pandas.

Reply 

2 replies

+7

Canucks Eh8 days ago

I like the old one better. Though they're both great. 

Reply 

+5

Ben Rosenthal8 days ago

Genius name

Reply 

+3

LoganBlakeReid8 days ago

Wheres Brett Connolly and Adam Erne?

Reply 

3 replies

+1

Dustin Stauffer8 days ago

Connolly played a full season in the NHL, he is graduated from the prospect status. Though he still is sorta in that group. Erne is a fresh draft pick, so probably not going to be ranked as highly. Gudas/Panik are both missing from the list, though they may consider them NHL'ers now. 

Reply 

+1

salah938 days ago

Brett Connolly? It's over, he already played a full season and I guess it's time for him to wake up.

Reply 

1 reply

0

Dustin Stauffer8 days ago

He wasn't ready for the NHL.I know Yzerman wasn't hip on his Jr's club coaching staff from what I read at the time (Prince George Cougars). He's done well in the AHL since being sent down, picked up his play in the defensive end also. He has a shot at a roster spot. Going to depend on how his training camp goes. He'll be on the call up list when injuries happen if he doesn't make it. Now with Drouin, he is in a much better situation with Halifax, but he likely ready for the next step. We'll see how he does in camp. 

Reply 

0

Laichkin218 days ago

I'm so pumped to see Drouin with Stamkos!

Reply 

+9

Glenn Hägg8 days ago

Peca over Tanner Richard and Erne? I don't know about that, not that he isn't a pretty good prospect.

Reply 

2 replies

+8

mkmiklau8 days ago

totally agree 

Reply 

+2

Dustin Stauffer8 days ago

Peca got some bump for his NCAA tournament play I believe. Not that he isn't a good prospect, but I guess difference of opinion. 

Reply 

+2

HardcoreHabsFan278 days ago

Outstanding prospect pool. 

Reply 

+7

DCoy888 days ago

I saw Sustr play last season. Can't really tell you much about his play because I was "on campus", but he definitely stood out whenever he stepped on the ice.

Reply 

0

CheapShot238 days ago

I've said this to Avs fans with Nate, and i'll say it you guys too.

I had season tickets to the Mooseheads this season. Never missed a game. Watched Nate & Joe make everyone look silly all season. They've both got great games, Nate may be a little further ahead right now, but Drouin is not far behind.

Seeing how well he upped his game when Nate was hurt bodes well for you guys. He loves to work hard, and make himself the best. Where he wants to be. The only thing that goes against him is his size. In the Q, he was sometimes really pesty after the whistle. He wont be able to get away with that in the NHL. Some of those big boys will take exception. Hopefully he bulks up!

Regardless, you guys are in for a treat. Enjoy him. He's going to put up silly numbers beside Stamkos for years to come.

Reply 

2 replies

+5

Canucks Eh8 days ago

I think a lot of elite players in the CHL do that nonsense between whistles because their ego is so high ON THE ICE. And how could it not be? They're dominant players and they want to dominate every aspect. Especially when there's guys just called up from junior C trying to chirp; you're gunna give a little back to em'.

Reply 

1 reply

+6

Dustin Stauffer8 days ago

Yeah, maturity comes with time. Don't expect him to be that type of player in the NHL. The only guys they have in the system that are know for that are Richard and Paquette. Ernie plays a physical game, but I never read if he was a chirper or not. 

Reply 

0

Edward8 days ago

sabres should trade some d prospects over for some forward prospects

Reply 

6 replies

-2

Matt8 days ago

nah im not too interested unless we're talking Drouin or Kucherov, which I'm sure we're not

Reply 

0

Canucks Eh8 days ago

You don't trade prospects for prospects 

Reply 

2 replies

+3

mkmiklau8 days ago

exactly.... some prospects are used as expendable assets to acquire organizational needs for the parent club

Reply 

0

Edward7 days ago

kassain for hodgeson?

Reply 

0

TEnnis8 days ago

Grigorenko and Kucherov were Russia's deadly duo at the World Juniors this year. Too bad I doubt TB would want to trade him.

Reply 

1 reply

0

Dustin Stauffer8 days ago

Kucherov has been rumored in teams trying to acquire him in trades that were supposedly shot down. I doubt they will give him up. He was a 2pt per game producer in the QMJHL, along with Drouin. Tampa also signed a few of his friends to ensure he was happy. Pretty sure they are hedging their bets on him as an NHL player

Reply 

+1

Matt8 days ago

What is with the Lightning and tiny forwards?? Not one of the forwards listed about is 6 ft! Size obviously isn't the only thing that matters, but it's still shocking how small they are

Reply 

7 replies

-1

Canucks Eh8 days ago

Draft best player available and use them as assets in the future; ie Conacher for Bishop

Reply 

+6

Dustin Stauffer8 days ago

They have bigger ones in the system, they just aren't listed in the top 10. Paink is one of them (I think they are assuming he is an NHL player) Killorn is another (likely staying on the 2nd line). Namestinkov is 6ft I am fairly sure from listings with AHL/prospect sites. They always go best available. Adam Ernie who they took in the 2nd is 6'1 

Reply 

1 reply

0

Sean List8 days ago

Connolly is 6'1-6'2 I think too. 

Reply 

+1

scroungies8 days ago

Sustr is a 6-8 225 pound Czech. Remind you of anybody?

Reply 

3 replies

0

Canucks Eh8 days ago

Marek Malik? 

Reply 

2 replies

+5

Cole d'arc8 days ago

Branislav Mezei?

Reply 

0

Hurriflames8 days ago

Greatest shootout goal ever

Reply 

+2

Canucks Eh8 days ago

The Bishop for Conacher trade still to this day confuses the heck out of me from a Lightning perspective. I'm not saying Bishop isn't a good goalie, but I didn't think the move was made at the right time nor for the right player. I thought by watching Conacher play he'd be alongside Stamkos for many years being a left handed shot with great speed who can finish, I was surprised to see him moved. I love having Conacher playing for a Canadian team I just don't see what Stevie Y was thinking on that one. 

Reply 

19 replies

+1

Matt8 days ago

I think they sold on him early. If they kept Conacher this year and he continued to grow and put up more pts, like I think he would've, they could've sold him for more than what they got. Obviously either Stevie Y saw something in Conacher he didn't like or he'd been targeting Bishop for a little while

Reply 

0

BobbyMcMe8 days ago

They needed a goalie and they had kucherov to replace conacher in the future. Not a bad trade when you consider that Conacher's play really went down as the season progressed.

Reply 

6 replies

+3

Canucks Eh8 days ago

One season doesn't justify such a move. Bishop will be there for two more season then Vasilevsky will take over, by then Conacher will most likely solidify is position as a second line winger alongside turris. 

Reply 

4 replies

-1

Hurriflames8 days ago

I wouldn't count on Vasilevsky being ready in a couple years, he's still really young and goalies can take the longest to come around, it could be 4-5 years before we see him as a regular. And even if he is in 2 years, then Tampa will be in the position Ottawa was in when they made this deal. With a plethora of young promising goalies that other teams will be willing to trade top prospects like Conacher for. And if your prediction that Conacher will solidify himself as a second line winger, is a second line winger not worth giving up for a potential (and in my mind, very likely) franchise goalie? 

Reply 

3 replies

0

Canucks Eh8 days ago

1. Don't think Bishop will be better than a 10 year second line winger. 

2. Maybe Vasilevsky will take an extra year but then Bishop will be moved and you got a younger player while Conacher could fit right in with your nucleus now. 

What's up with Lindback? Why would they trade for him then trade for Bishop.. Sure you can't have too many solid goalies but how cheesed was he when Bishop was brought in; I'm aware Lindback had an awful season but the bolts did as a whole. 

0

Hurriflames8 days ago

Yeah i was curious about what will happen with Lindback too, but i personally think Bishop has franchise potential. We'll have to bet a dollar on it and meet back here in 10 years lol

0

Canucks Eh8 days ago

For sure Hurriflames. If you're old enough I'll buy ya a beer lol 

0

Sean List8 days ago

The whole teams play went down as the season progressed. I think what he's trying to say is the move for Bishop is the kind of move you'd make to try to make the playoffs, and lets be honest, we all knew at that point Tampa wasn't gonna make it. Another move I really had a problem with was the Tokarski trade. He looked like he was so close to challenging for a job, and he could've played with Lindback until Vasilevsky was ready. 

Reply 

0

lauriecoyote8 days ago

Well, they had too many midgets - Conacher's fine, but they have to get bigger up front! Even Druoin is heavier than Conache.r

Reply 

4 replies

-1

Canucks Eh8 days ago

Not about size its about skill. 

Reply 

2 replies

+2

mrchoumni8 days ago

Drouin is also more skilled than Conacher :P

Reply 

1 reply

0

Canucks Eh8 days ago

Ok. Giroux and P. Kane are more skilled than both of them. Means nothing here; his comment was in regards to smaller players, not the player themselves. 

0

Sean List8 days ago

It's not like trading Conacher helped that seeing as they got a goalie in the trade and not a forward. 

Reply 

0

Hurriflames8 days ago

It's actually a great move for Tampa. They had lots of undersized forwards already and more in the prospect pool, and Bishop has the potential to be a franchise goalie. Conacher was playing well for them and put up points, but they had more kids like him and a goalie with Bishop's size and potential is too much to pass up. Conacher is a good young player but i can't help but feel like some people were overrating him just a little bit. 

Reply 

2 replies

+1

TDouce78 days ago

youre right. Conacher had a great start to the season, but the fact that he was playing with stamkos had quite the impact, had high hopes seeing his statswhen he came over to ottawa (at that point in the season he came over and was either 1st or 2nd top scorer on ottawa). He started off ok but began to disappear, and by the playoffs he was a healthy scratch. I do think hes got lots of potential, but after leaving Stamkos, he kind of took a step back to where he really belongs, which for this year at least will be most likely a 3rd line winger, possibly 2nd.

Reply 

+1

Sean List8 days ago

Honestly, seeing Bishop play average at best since coming to the Bay, then getting his job taken at the WC by a 19 year old (who was lights out) doesn't seem like franchise potential. Remember, the guys already 27. I know goalies don't progress as fast as others, but look at it this way: Jonathan Quick is 27. See what I'm getting at? 

Reply 

0

Eugene Helfrick8 days ago

Well, you really have to look at what Tampa went through the year or so prior to the trade. In 2012, you had Garon playing like a number 1 goalie getting hurt, and there was no NHL caliber goalie behind him, causing the season to come completely apart. in 2013 you had Lindback playing competent hockey, but then he got hurt, leaving no NHL caliber back-up goalie, and another sunk season. The Bishop trade allows Tampa, for the first time in years, to have two NHL caliber goalies from the get go. now a single injury wont cause the entire season to be lost.

Conacher, while a fan favorite, was utterly replaceable in our lineup. He wasn't a center, which we lack depth in, or a larger player (which we obviously have a lack of). He also didn't cost us anything either. He was just a an undrafted free agent we picked up. it wasn't like we traded Connolly (a first rounder) or even a second rounder. Was it a perfect trade, no probably not. But it makes some since in hindsight. 

Reply 

2 replies

+1

Canucks Eh8 days ago

Makes some sense though I believe in sending a player one way because you got him for nothing and its like getting a goalie for free. You have to look at what else you couldve gotten for him. Look at all those teams who would love to have Conacher. 

Looking at what the Leafs gave up for Bernier and comparing it to the Bishop trade; all tbay had to do was throw in a 2nd rounder and an ahl goalie with some miles on him and they would've gotten bernier. Or could've. I know it happened at two different times but in that sense Tbay was very close to being robbed. 

Reply 

1 reply

0

Eugene Helfrick8 days ago

Comparing apples to oranges on that one. and robbed is a strong word at this point. Bernier, while likely the most talented back-up going, still has too win his job in Toronto before we can call him amazing.

Reply 

0

TEnnis8 days ago

Those top 3 players are scary. Most of the others listed aren't any slouches either.

Reply 

3 replies

+6

Hurriflames8 days ago

I was surprised to see Koekkoek so far down the list

Reply 

2 replies

+5

TDouce78 days ago

I think he would've been higher, but like it states, they'd like to see a full season out of him as injuries have been a big setback for him. after a year in the AHL or as an overager in the OHL, I think next year you'll see him alot higher up the list (if he stays healthy all year)

Reply 

+1

Dustin Stauffer8 days ago

They also do not have Gudas mentioned on the prospect list. He made the jump during the season and was awarded with a 3yr 1-way deal. But Koekooek is down a little further due to injuries I would guess. Have a few more defensive prospects with size that aren't on the list as well. 

Reply 

0

manbearslampig8 days ago

tampa needs defense so bad, there offense is going to be unreal though for a long time, and vasilevsky will be their starting goalie next season

Reply 

2 replies

0

Jeremy Getzandanner8 days ago

I wouldn't force him into that role so quickly. He'll likely play out the final year of his KHL contract this upcoming season (although he is very excited to come to North America). After that, I would give him at least a year in the AHL to adjust to the NA game and maybe give him a few starts with the big club. 

Reply 

0

Dustin Stauffer8 days ago

Unless he wows them in next training camp, I think they take it a bit slower with him. He'll probably spend a season in the AHL to adjust to the North American game/rink. With his raw talent/athletic ability, I wouldn't be surprised if he is scratching at a roster spot after that first year in the AHL (assuming it goes well). Yzerman also came from the Detroit system where they leave guys in the minors for a while for the most part. A lot of the guys now making the jump (Gudas/Killorn/Paink/Johnson/Barberio, etc) have played 2-3 years before getting a sniff at the NHL. So I think at least a year in the minors if not 2 just to be comfortable with him (might also depend on Bishop/Lindback contracts) 

Reply 

0

mkmiklau8 days ago

Ok wheres Panik? He should be up at number 4 or 5... nice to see palat getting credit but he's getting too much credit lol this is boltprospect.com list and i agree with it.. Ill go to 15 

1. Drouin 

2. Vasilevskiy 

3. Killorn

4. Namestnikov

5. Panik

6. Kucherov 

7. Gudas

8. Johnson 

9. Erne 

10. Palat

11. Sustr

12. Brown 

13. Koekkoek

14. Barberio

15. Peca 

Reply 

7 replies

-1

Darkamui8 days ago

Panik and Killorn aren't considered prospects anymore, because Tampa intends to use them regularly now.

Reply 

+3

Canucks Eh8 days ago

I absolutely love watching Namestikov play. I went to a Knights Battalion game a few years back and this guy was absolutely nasty. Unreal hands and a bomb of a shot. Hopefully he can do something for you guys. Also I like how Erne is getting some respect; I thought for sure he'd be on this list even though I didn't know exactly who Tbay had in terms of prospects from 6-10. What a steal in the second round. 

Reply 

5 replies

+5

mkmiklau8 days ago

ya he is very talented and a two way player... a breakout season in syracuse would make him a lock for next years team 

Reply 

4 replies

+1

Canucks Eh8 days ago

How's that team looking now anyways? They were a force when they won the Calder. And I thought Namestikov was taller than 5'11 

Reply 

3 replies

0

LoganBlakeReid8 days ago

Still a force! I believe it was the final round that they lost in to Grand Rapids

0

mkmiklau8 days ago

Ya they made it too the finals last year and lost to Grand Rapids (Detroits farm team) and should be very competitive this year wit namestnikov as the #1 centre... ya i thought he was 6'0

0

Dustin Stauffer8 days ago

He is taller than 5'11, last I looked he was listed at 6ft. He still is very good defensively and in the 2nd half of the season his offensive game started to pick up more. He still is a bit more of a puck feeder than a shooter, though he started taking more shots. Was a big part of the team getting back to a 2nd finals. 

0

Victor Jansson8 days ago

Is Brett Connolly considered a bust at this point?

Reply 

8 replies

+1

mkmiklau8 days ago

Not at all was pushed too early scored 35 goals in his first season in the AHL last season and Tampa has so many good prospects he is now having to compete for spots with them 

Reply 

+4

JayKay928 days ago

I think hes pretty much stuck as a 3rd/4th line guy, which is unfortunate because i remember watching him at the world juniors and really liking him

Reply 

2 replies

-3

Darkamui8 days ago

I think he still needs some developing, guess he was rushed... but he'll do fine.

Reply 

+1

Patrick8 days ago

he scored great at the AHL level, this year or next year he could play

Reply 

0

Darkamui8 days ago

No, but he isn't considered a prospect, because he played 1 full season already.

Reply 

+6

AJWatts11098 days ago

Not considered a prospect for this list. He had a good year in the AHL last season, and will probably be in the AHL again next season. 

Reply 

1 reply

0

potato smith8 days ago

He is still young. He has a lot of time to improve.

Reply 

+3

Dustin Stauffer8 days ago

No, he is not considered a bust. Had one bad season in the NHL. You can find a ton of guys that had a rough/slow start to their NHL career. Whenever he gets a few more NHL seasons under his belt you can see if he is a bust or not. 

Reply 

0

Lks Ss8 days ago

Tampa sure has a lot of prospects playing forward under 6'. It may be difficult for Tampa to stay competetitive in the years to come through an 82-game season grind. On that note, I wish them all the best of luck in the coming years.

Reply 

0

Ambrose Johnathan8 days ago

The fact that there was so many prospects not named to the top 10 is just to show that there isnt another team with the amount of top lvl prospects that TBL have gonna be great in 2-4 years when these guys are in the NHL lineup!

Reply 

+1

Covenantt8 days ago

Nice to see Palat getting love but he isn't #4. Also Peca at #10 is ridiculous, he isn't even a top-20 prospect in our pool. My top 10:

1. LW Jonathan Drouin

2. G Andrei Vasilevskiy

3. LW Alex Killorn

4. RW Nikita Kucherov

5. D Slater Koekkoek 

6. RW Richard Panik

7. C Vladislav Namestnikov

8. D Radko Gudas

9. LW Ondrej Palat

10. C Tyler Johnson

Reply 

8 replies

0

salah938 days ago

Is Killorn still a prospect? 

Reply 

2 replies

0

Darkamui8 days ago

Don't think so. This goes for Brett Connolly too.

Reply 

+1

Dustin Stauffer8 days ago

I think he graduated from the status with this season. Connolly is also off the list due to playing a full season, despite not being fully ready. 

Reply 

0

boatherton8 days ago

I am not sure if you went to the TBL prospect camp or not; but Peca was absolutely sick. I definitely think he should be considered for number 10. he is small, but man, he was SOLID. he kinda flew under the radar, but I was very very impressed with him.

Reply 

2 replies

0

Covenantt8 days ago

I do admit that I haven't seen whole lot of him (I didn't went to prospect camp because I live in Finland) but the games I've seen he hasn't impressed me as our top-10 prospects. I've seen a lot more of our other prospects though so it's hard to compare him to them.

Reply 

0

Dustin Stauffer8 days ago

I think his play in this last NCAA tournament is what put him on the radar for sites that cover hockey. I don't think he is in our top 10, but he isn't a slouch. 

Reply 

0

Chris Floresco8 days ago

again forgetting about Connolly.

Reply 

1 reply

0

Dustin Stauffer8 days ago

He doesn't technically count as a prospect since he played a full season in the NHL (was sent to the world Jr's, so didn't play all 82. But was past whatever the max games are to count as a prospect)

Reply 

0

salah938 days ago

A not-so-bad prospect pool. 

Reply 

+4

Anonymous8 days ago

"At 5-foot-11, 186 pounds, he'll have to get bigger and stronger in order to handle the grind of an NHL season,"

....

Reply 

+1

Transatlanticism8 days ago

Ship Vasilevskiy over the pond and let him develop for a year or two, and add some solid D-men, and this team will be terrifying to face. 

Reply 

1 reply

+4

Dustin Stauffer8 days ago

He is still under contract with his KHL club. Last year of his contract (was a backup in the KHL this past season when he just turned 18). Should get more time playing this year, then will be coming over on his first ELC deal. They have been adding defensive prospects, just not listed in the top 10 lol

Reply 

0

V4Krafft8 days ago

Best prospect-pool in the NHL for sure

Reply 

19 replies

-9

Smildob8 days ago

it doesnt make it the best just cuz its ur favorite teams.

Reply 

8 replies

+10

Ambrose Johnathan8 days ago

It's the best set of prospects in the NHL hands down. I challenge you to show me a team with more high potential prospects!

Reply 

4 replies

-1

FrConn7-11-148 days ago

Montreal

Reply 

-4

Victor Jansson8 days ago

Florida, Ottawa, Edmonton, Minnesota, New York Islanders, Montreal, St Louis Blues and Buffalo.

Reply 

1 reply

+1

mkmiklau8 days ago

Did u really say st. Louis?? wow they are last in the lead according to hockey prospectus... with schwarts and tarasenko they looked real good last year but with them graduating they are very thin now

0

Canucks Eh8 days ago

There's plenty

Reply 

0

Jayslightning798 days ago

coming from Hockey prospectus, THEY ARE! Washington's prospect isn't even comparable..

Reply 

1 reply

0

Jayslightning798 days ago

*aren't even comparable*

Reply 

0

Dustin Stauffer8 days ago

While that is true, a few prospect sites have them near the top (including goalie prospects, see WIlcox/Vasilvesky)

Reply 

0

salah938 days ago

Not the best...Calm down lol.

Reply 

0

Covenantt8 days ago

Not necessarily the best but still at least a top-3 pool. Panthers I'd rank #1 but after that we are competing for the #2 spot with the Sabres and the Islanders.

Reply 

4 replies

+6

Ambrose Johnathan8 days ago

Islanders prospects are playing so therefore not prospects only Strome, Buffalo thats funny Panthers maybe but they dont have as many!

Reply 

2 replies

-4

Canucks Eh8 days ago

Did you not see Buffalo's pool? Zadorov is at number 10... They're definitely in the top 3. 

Reply 

1 reply

+1

mkmiklau8 days ago

Oh ya buffalo was stacked and scary because they were all fairly matured and huge in stature 

0

salah938 days ago

Our prospect pool is one of the best.

Reply 

-3

Josh_Bickle8 days ago

Def is not #1, there is a lot of prospects in the system but not all of those prospects are guarenteed NHL guys and not all of them are 'top prospects' either. Florida, Ottawa, Islanders, Sabres all easily have more high end prospects then the Bolts. Not to take away from the Bolts prospect list which is impressive and deep ... but it isn't full of high end guys.

Reply 

-2

Steven Cote8 days ago

We have a good prospect pool, just remember though it was our prospects that lost to the Red Wings prospects in the Finals. ;) We have a bright future for sure, just try not and stuck up about it lol. 

Reply 

1 reply

+1

Dustin Stauffer8 days ago

Also among fans there tends to be a bit of home grown bias/subjectivity when it comes to saying who is the best lol

Reply 

0

Bolts4Cup7 days ago

I'd say somewhere in the top 5.

Reply 

0

spacemanatee8 days ago

maaan, i can't wait for these epic battles, panthers vs the lightnings, when both our teams prospects have developed in 2-3 years. it will be siiiiiick, gawd daumn

Reply 

+10

HabsRockBruinsChoke8 days ago

I was probably the first one to say, even before the 2012 draft that Vasilevskiy is one of the best goaltending picks in years. His stats on draft day was just incredible and it only got better.

If Montreal didnt have a pick in the top 4, I would've taken Vasilevski.. IMO he's a better prospect than Malcolm Subban or Zachary Fucale.

Reply 

5 replies

+3

Nolan Palmer8 days ago

Jack Campbell... Matt Hackett...

Reply 

4 replies

-5

Nolan Palmer8 days ago

he does have impressive stats though,

Reply 

1 reply

0

Jayslightning798 days ago

He is considered the best Goalie outside the NHL, Don't get me wrong tho, Jack Campbell, John Gibson will both be oustanding goalies. Matt hackett has to leap over 2 goalies to make it to the NHL, I think he still has another year in the AHL.

Reply 

+4

salah938 days ago

Can't wait to see Cambpell play. I heard great things about it.

Reply 

0

Ambrose Johnathan8 days ago

I'd say hes got a higher potential then those guys but Campbell gonna be a star Hackett i just dont see him being all that great!

Reply 

0

Thesewisewords8 days ago

Vasilevski is a beauty of a prospect for a team who needs solid goaltending 

Reply 

1 reply

+16

Darkamui8 days ago

I'd say that Tampa needs more defense than goaltending by now... Just like Rask needs Chara to be a wall between the pipes.

Reply 

0

Luigi_Lemieux8 days ago

Second best list so far

Reply 

2 replies

+1

LPGphotographie8 days ago

after? :3

Reply 

0

Canucks Eh8 days ago

No chance man

Reply 

0

blake harris8 days ago

Drouin will be filthy for years to come.

Reply 

2 replies

+9

Skippy738 days ago

Maybe someone should give him a shower then.

Reply 

1 reply

+31

LeafsNation128 days ago

Lol

Reply 

0

sens3458 days ago

pretty good prospets

ppppott
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Karlssonlover658 days ago

Lehner is still a prospect?

Reply 

+1

Karlssonlover658 days ago

Karlsson and Ceci are so alike.

Drafted 15th overall, Defence, Shoots right

One of the differences is size lol

Reply 

+2

Drake Koscheck8 days ago

Mark Stone is way too low. I have him in the Top 5, maybe even Top 3 with Lehner and Ceci. Curtis Lazar should also be in the Top 5. 

Reply 

1 reply

+1

James8 days ago

He's a tough call- could be a star, but will be a dud if he cant get his speed up to NHL levels.

Reply 

+1

jack9968 days ago

I give full props to Murray, he's pulling off one of the fastest and best rebuilds I've seen in a while. He's tried to keep the team competitive while also drafting intelligently and its paying off. Just goes to show the "lets tank for 5 season and draft high" mentality is not always the best route. 

Reply 

+5

TehHockeyGod9 days ago

I could see Lehner perhaps the next Lundqvist. The man is a beast, especially when he's hot and confident.

Reply 

+4

Swedishfan9 days ago

Lehner will be an elite goalie.

Reply 

+3

Lucio Aronio9 days ago

5 of these players have already played for the sens, this bodes very well, and shows how deep of a pool it is

Reply 

1 reply

+4

steve77169 days ago

As a Leafs fan this scares me, Ottawa has very bright future ahead of them...I believe this will greatly help mend the pain from Alfie leaving

Reply 

+4

Lucio Aronio9 days ago

This is a very very good prospect pool, top 8 in the league for sure (but still not as good as last year).

Reply 

+1

lunchbawks9 days ago

Anderson and Lehner on the same team? 82-0

But really Ceci isn't NHL material, and certainly not Ottawa material. Who knows maybe he gets better, Melnyk has pulled a few tricks in his day 

So excited for the season! GO SENS GO

Reply 

3 replies

-7

Lucio Aronio9 days ago

Ceci isnt NHL material? If you saw him play for the Bingo Sens live or for the 67s, like I did, you would not be saying that.... the 3 offensive D-man of Ottawa's future are Karlsson, Wiercioch, and Ceci!.... !!!!!!!!!!!!!!!

Reply 

1 reply

+8

Yolastresort9 days ago

Good thing Cowen fits right in there too.

Reply 

+3

James8 days ago

Sorry why isnt he "Sens" material? Sens D system has one offensive and one defensive per pairing. He'll be a perfect fit to replace Corvo as our third pairings O man. 

Reply 

+2

Paqman9 days ago

Lehner will be a Vezina trophy winner in the future, he has all the Tools to be the new star in net. The Sens are Lucky to have this guy. I really think he's a special goalie.

Reply 

+8

Morgan Thinel9 days ago

I'm just trying to figure out when Alfredsson ever even took a face-off? lol

Reply 

3 replies

0

SensWillWin9 days ago

on the PK

Reply 

0

Lucio Aronio9 days ago

On the PK where the original center gets waved off

Reply 

0

Leaf Hayter9 days ago

I don't think they realize that statement was about him being called a center in the video for the Sens 30 in 30

Reply 

+3

MisterOrgazmo9 days ago

Sens have a sense of drafting sensible prospects. That is my two cents.

Reply 

2 replies

+5

chickenla9 days ago

A lot of good ones recently, Brian Lee 9th overall is a bust though, and drafted after him was only Luc Bourdon, well we don't know what type of player he would have become, he was projected to be a very good 2 way defensemen, and after him was only kopitar and staal, which are more obvious.

Reply 

1 reply

0

James8 days ago

Brian Lee is one we'd all like to forget... we passedo n Mark Stall and Kopitar. Shudder.

Reply 

0

Harveysmakesurhamburgerabeautifulthing9 days ago

Is Nikita Filatov still with u guys??

Reply 

5 replies

0

burglebuber9 days ago

OMIGOSH nice name! rofl

Reply 

+5

NessGoJetsGo9 days ago

he's in the KHL

Reply 

+3

Chris Fortin9 days ago

Ya the Sens still own the rights to Filatov, but he won't return to the NHL.

Reply 

0

Lucio Aronio9 days ago

unfortunately.... somehow he is on the 1st line with the Bluejackets on my NHL 2011

Reply 

-1

James8 days ago

I take it thats sarcastic... Id worry about your own team... You know.. the one thats sick on paper but fails every year?

Reply 

0

bobbyorr209 days ago

Being a leafs fan, I'm always so jealous of all the great young talent the sens have

Reply 

4 replies

+9

Brad Brisson9 days ago

dont sell yourselves short.. Im a sens fan but I know that Toronto will be a forced to be reccond with.. they are stacked with good forwards

Reply 

1 reply

0

Chris Fortin9 days ago

Toronto still has to tweak that team. They are definitely better, but they will need to see what works, and what they will need come trade deadline.

Reply 

+2

Donovan Snow9 days ago

You guys have some really great young players, I mean... Look at Kadri

Reply 

+3

James8 days ago

Toronto's a great team too bud. But this off season was rather old school- they should have used all that cash to sign young stars currently in the system aka Kadri. 

Reply 

0

Dyostr9 days ago

last year they were top 3 in the league but after some graduation and trade i say they are like top5 in the league.

Reply 

+6

wings_139 days ago

Great drafting by the sens looks like a solid group of prospects. I really respect the sens because of their drafting they've always done a terrific job and is always a threat. 

Reply 

+2

chris_jr_199 days ago

The Sens are one of the top teams who draft good. 

Reply 

+1

SimonRivero9 days ago

Lazar is going to be such a stud. So much character, and such a winner's instinct. It's that type of player that brings home cups. I wish he slipped to 19 so that CBJ could've picked him. Happy Rychel is on the team still, but yeah...

Reply 

1 reply

+7

James8 days ago

Yup... Very under rated. He'll be a PERFECT thrid line center. 

Reply 

0

MBB loves the Maple Leafs9 days ago

Lehner's still a prospect?

Reply 

3 replies

0

SimonRivero9 days ago

Was thinking exactly the same... I mean, by this point he's established himself as an NHL goalie...

Reply 

1 reply

+3

MLT-tigga9 days ago

he has only played in 25 games and won 9 of them and has 1 shutout, so he probably need a more starts 

Reply 

+4

Leaf Hayter9 days ago

That's what I thought when they had Marcus Foligno for Buffalo. Hasn't he played like three full NHL seasons? Or 2.5?

Reply 

0

karlssonsens9 days ago

This year's prospects are okay, but last years were STACKED.

NHL.com 30 in 30 2012:

1. Zibby

2.Silfverberg

3.Lehner

4.CEci

5.Stone

6.Noeson

7.Peumpeul

8.Borowiecki

9.Weircoch

10.Prince

THAT IS STACKED

Reply 

4 replies

+11

FunHockeyVideos9 days ago

Why is Weircoch so low?

Reply 

1 reply

+1

Canucks Eh9 days ago

Look at the names ahead of him

Reply 

+4

Drake Koscheck8 days ago

You should know that Noesen was included in that Bobby Ryan deal

Reply 

1 reply

+2

James8 days ago

As was Silferberg

Reply 

0

roach_caleb9 days ago

Face it Ottawa has some of the best prospects in all of the NHL. Cup Champions Soon!!!!!!!

Reply 

-1

Teebs91909 days ago

Ottawa having Lazar in the pipeline with Turris ans Spezza with the big club was such a smart idea. Lazar can be solid 3rd line center with Turris and Spezza occupying the top 6 roles. Murray has a solid plan with the Sens.

Reply 

3 replies

+7

Chris Fortin9 days ago

I think Prince will have that spot before Lazar.

Reply 

2 replies

-4

Marek979 days ago

Prince will likely play LW and depending on who is better at the position they may have ZBAD as a RW

Reply 

1 reply

+1

James8 days ago

Lazar is a much better two way player than Prince. 

Reply 

+1

LinkSpitfire9 days ago

"Having two good goalies can only be a good thing." 

I bet the Vancouver Canucks agrees...

Reply 

4 replies

+10

wings_139 days ago

Lol I'm sure the sens know how to handle it better than the Canucks. And the canucks have shown every other team what will happen if they dont manage their players well. 

Reply 

+4

spider-goat9 days ago

it is a good thing .this is very opposite of Vancouver

Reply 

+2

Chris Fortin9 days ago

and it all started with the length of Luongo's contract. Anderson won't be signed to 7 yr deals. 4 year at most.

Reply 

+2

James8 days ago

Theres one key difference- we dont have a complete and utter tool running our hockey club. Gillis has run that team into the ground. I cant believe he's still employed. 

Reply 

0

nuckshockey9 days ago

Ottawa seems to have a steady stream of prospects getting ready to make the jump to the NHL

Reply 

1 reply

+10

spider-goat9 days ago

Thanks to Murray and scouting staff.Muckler left the cupboards bare

Reply 

+1

salah939 days ago

It has nothing to do with this, but I'd just like to tell you sens fans:

Few days ago, this fan came and told me that habs fans were still bitter about the playoffs elimination. Me, I think we don't have any rivalry with sens and there is no reason to hate each other. I love going to ottawa and the city is amazing. But when it comes to sports and people take it really seriously, I think there those people need to review their behavior. Whatever will happen in the future, I will never ever have something against sens fans. 

Reply 

3 replies

+1

mandog299 days ago

well after what happend to Eller i thought it was a new wings aves rivalry (hit on draper every bone in face was broken) but i was wrong it was still an exciting series despite the length personally i think another series or two and we may have i still really like both teams and going to be real fun to play against both!

Reply 

1 reply

+2

salah939 days ago

Hits like that happen occasionally during the season.

You know, in my family, I got my brother that cheers for the Habs and Detroit during the playoffs.

The rest of the family including me cheer obviously for Habs and the Senators.

I remember the sens 07' run. I was 12 years old and the whole family were watching every single game.

I approve your statement about having a new series would be very cool.

Reply 

+3

linksta9 days ago

lol you posting here just shows how bitter you are about that Sens fan doing that.

If you truly didn't care, you wouldn't have posted that.

Personally, I never did anything like that before and never will.

Reply 

+8

jwg3149 days ago

Am I the only one that thinks the Bobby Ryan trade was pretty horrible?

Reply 

36 replies

-6

jwg3149 days ago

And why is Mark Stone only #8?

Reply 

+6

Exeko9 days ago

I always believed in Quality over Quantity.

The thing is Ryan said he wanted to sign with PHI after his actual contract expires. If he does, then OTT definitely lost that trade. If they can keep him around, then i think it'll pay off. In 2~3 years OTT is definitely going to be a serious contender for a Stanley cup.

Reply 

10 replies

+10

jwg3149 days ago

Well I had a rebuttal, but it's awaiting moderation...

Reply 

+5

jwg3149 days ago

Well the gist of my rebuttal was that Silfverberg scored 24 goals and 54 points in 49 games in the Swedish league. I haven't seen anyone match those numbers since Forsberg. Obviously I'm not saying that Silfverberg is the next Forsberg, but he put up great numbers among the Swedish Elite, he put up great numbers in his first year in the AHL, and he put up great numbers in his first year in the NHL. The Senators pretty much gave up three 1st round picks for Bobby Ryan.

Reply 

7 replies

+6

mandog299 days ago

jwg314 thats quite an interesting P.O.V really well said by you in hind sight that what it looks like but personally they are prospects they could be absolute busts Sivferberg (sorry if spelled wrong) might not play the style the ducks play which to me seems to be more physical and strong eveidence by their two stars in Getzlaf and Perry

Reply 

3 replies

+1

Canucks Eh9 days ago

Sure they play a certain style but I don't think you need every single one of your forwards to play that style. They can play aspects of said style though there's so many different players in this league therefore they can't emulate a specific style to a tee. I do believe in building players who gfit your current roster (pretty obvious) but does Etem or Fowler fit the Ducks style? Imo not really but they're undoubtedly key players for the future and present. 

+2

jwg3149 days ago

Silfverberg is a strong, physical player. I think he fits the Ducks system perfectly. He's one of my biggest sleeper picks for this season, especially if they slot him on a line with Perry and Getzlaf. Even if he's with Selanne he'll be sitting pretty.

0

Chris Fortin9 days ago

I don't think Silfverberg will have that immediate impact with Perry and Getzlaf. In a few years when he is more accustomed to the smaller ice surface, he will shine. Point is the Sens needed scoring in a dire way from their top 2 lines, and MacArthur - Turris- and ill say Conacher will help 2nd line, and Spezza - Ryan - Michalek, we all know how that will go.

+1

Scott M9 days ago

He wasn't even the league leader that season. In fact, every year there's 2-5 guys in the Swedish Elite League with numbers on par or better then that won't ever see time in the NHL.

Don't get me wrong, Silf is a very promising player and I could see him putting up 30 goals at some point in his career, but Bobby Ryan is a proven 4-time 30+ goal scorer while playing mostly on the second line. 

The Senators are in a position where barring any major set-backs we can really make the push to be a contender for the next few years. And waiting around for guys to develop and mature doesn't fit into the 'win now' strategy Bryan Murray's attempting to apply.

Reply 

1 reply

-1

Scott M9 days ago

In fact, every year there's 2-5 guys in the Swedish Elite League with numbers on par or better then that who won't ever see time in the NHL.***

-1

Chris Fortin9 days ago

The thing is the Swedish league is no where near as competitive as the NHL, plus he has room with the bigger ice surface. He put up good numbers, but it wasn't near where we thought he would be on the top line. 

Reply 

-1

Chris Fortin9 days ago

That was before he was traded to Ottawa. Now Ryan is hyped and pumped to play with Spezza and Michalek, that I do think Ryan will stay a senator after his contract expires.

Reply 

+3

DCoy889 days ago

I think Anaheim could have gotten A LOT more for Ryan. He is a proven 1st line winger that gives you 30+ goals. Those guys don't just grow on trees. I kind of get the feeling that Anaheim didn't even give Paul Holmgren an opportunity to match Ottawa's offer just to spite Bobby Ryan for publicly saying he wants to go home and play for Philly. Holmgren wasn't going to give up Schenn and Couterier, but I'm pretty sure he would have beaten Anaheim's offer to get a player Flyers ownership and management have coveted for more than a decade now. Silfverburg, a prospect outside of the team's top ten, and a probably late first round pick MIGHT be enough to match Ryan's production, but the Ducks could have got more in return.

Reply 

15 replies

-7

Pat Magee9 days ago

The flyers need defense, not more scoring.

Reply 

3 replies

+5

DCoy889 days ago

I know that, but the Flyers have been after Ryan since he was 14 years old. While the Flyers need defense, it never hurts for a team to pick up a consistent 30+ goal scorer.

Reply 

2 replies

-3

Scott M9 days ago

It does when you're defense is sub-par and you have cap management issues.

+3

DCoy889 days ago

Assuming the Flyers do not make any major trades, they will have a little more than 4 million in a cap space to work available on opening night. No cap issues. When there aren't any available FA defensemen to upgrade you might as well use that cap space on a first line winger if you can get him. Also the Flyers trading for Ryan would have meant cap space going back to Anaheim too. Think it through buddy.

-2

SensWillWin9 days ago

what was philly offering? what would of you gave up if you where GM? ottawa gave up a lot and topping it wont be easy

Reply 

1 reply

+5

DCoy889 days ago

ANA kept asking for Schenn and Couterier apparently, which was never going to happen. Flyers could have given up Schenn and Read or Nick Cousins with the pick and that would be a better deal and the Ducks would have gotten two NHL ready players. With how badly the Flyers have coveted Ryan for years now they probably give up more than Schenn, Read, and a 1st round. Holmgren would throw in a second draft pick if he was given an ultimatum. 

Reply 

-4

Canucks Eh9 days ago

I highly doubt the Ducks wouldn't take the BEST OFFER AVAILABLE just to show up an organization. Doesn't make sense hockey wise. Maybe if it was a team in the Western Conference Ryan said he wanted to go to then I could see them not trading him there AS LONG AS the deal wasn't a no brainer; but I see no reason why they wouldn't take Couts and a prospect plus a later pick for Ryan. 

Reply 

4 replies

+3

DCoy889 days ago

Look at the NBA and how irritated owners are that star players are hitting free agency and leaving go to play with their buddies and create all-star teams. You don't think the owners might have said to each other "hey look at what's going on there, we can't let that happen to us" during the lockout? It wouldn't shock me at all if the Ducks upper management set a precedent to prove a point.

Reply 

3 replies

-2

Canucks Eh9 days ago

Please name a team other than Miami that has done so. And don't say Brooklyn as that was a trade. I see what you're saying though I'm pretty sure NBA players have a lot more freedom over their futures compared to hockey players. I follow basketball though I don't know the logistics of their CBA so its tough to say but can you honestly see 3 or 4 players rallying up and going to a team? Sure it happened with Parise and Suter and older UFAs sign with teams who have players their familiar with. I just don't see this being something of concern in our game. 

+1

DCoy889 days ago

It didn't exactly work out with the Knicks because Carmelo is a ball hog, but that was another case of star players getting together as free agents. Always sounds like the Clippers are the next team to sign a trio of stars. I don't really follow the NBA enough to know all the details, only what I hear on ESPN before they start talking about Lebron's jury duty and Tebow's practice with the third string. I don't think the NHL has a problem like the NBA has, but I'm sure the owners have taken notice of the NBA and the complete lack of parity there. Nobody wants to see the NHL become a league where only 4 or 5 teams have a realistic chance to win the Cup. So I think the NHL owners will do whatever it takes to nip it in the bud if they see that kind of problem arise.

I just found it odd that Anaheim went from asking for a deal that involved two highly touted young forwards already playing in the NHL plus prospects/picks to a deal that got them one young touted forward in the NHL, a good but not great prospect, and a draft pick. 

0

Canucks Eh9 days ago

The Clippers in my eyes can do whatever they please because they have to compete with the giant that is THE Los Angeles Lakers. ESPN... made me lol. And I honestly don't think they're thinking that way. Sure they realize what has gone on, just like other leagues follow what the nhl does. 

To your point I really don't think it will ever increase into a problem because in the NBA you're allowed to have an extended payroll no matter what the cap is. In the NHL you can't. I'm probably missing a rule here or there, but it effects a lot imo. Again I totally see where you're coming from I just don't think in was in the mind of Bob Murray when making that trade. It's far too difficult to make a trade in the NHL in the first place. 

+1

David Reynolds9 days ago

He would have been in the top 10 if he was still considered a prospect. He, Zibenajad and Conacher all played full NHL seasons, and aren't prospects anymore. Silfverberg would have been #1 or #2 on that list.

Reply 

2 replies

+1

DCoy889 days ago

I was referring to Noeson. He didn't make the Ducks top ten list.

Reply 

1 reply

-1

sniper399 days ago

Anaheim's top ten prospects list is pretty impressive. Noesen probably would have made almost every other team's top ten. I think he is in the Ducks top ten, but there are other promising players left off that list too.

+1

sniper399 days ago

Where do think Noesen would be among Philly's top ten prospects? I'm not so sure Philly could have matched Ottawa's offer without giving up Schenn or Couterier.

Reply 

+1

spider-goat9 days ago

yes you are the only one

Reply 

+1

spider-goat9 days ago

i dont thinbk you have seen Silvfer play much,this could change this year but he is very soft and afraid, very talented but....

Reply 

1 reply

-1

Chris Fortin9 days ago

Well i think it has more to do with the smaller ice surface...and maybe second guessing stuff he wouldn't have on the big ice in Sweden

Reply 

+1

Joe9 days ago

lol, I wasn't incredibly happy about it. But whoever is saying silferberg is a physical player...clearly hasn't seen him play. He is quick, and tends to play on the outside.... he may very well be a 30 goal scorer somewhere down the line, but he isn't a huge guy... and doesn't go straight for the net. 

Reply 

+2

Chris Fortin9 days ago

Ya you are the only one. The trade for Ryan was an amazing trade. Going to Ottawa is a proven scoring machine with speed and size, and going to Anaheim is 2 good prospects (hence only prospects, not yet proven in the NHL), and a first round pick which might be anywhere between 18-30. This coming draft will be no where near as deep as the one past. For that reason, Ottawa did very well, and it hurt the pool a bit, but the Sens still have a ton of prospects in the pool.

Reply 

0

Lucio Aronio9 days ago

yes and no.... Silfverberg was a huge loss, Noesen is as probable for making the NHL as Shane Prince and Matt Puempel (all of whom I watched in the NHL), and that 1st rounder is no big deal as you can see the already deep pool the sens have and their ability to pick up excellent 2nd and 3rd round players

Reply 

1 reply

+2

Lucio Aronio8 days ago

*ohl

Reply 

0

Leaf Hayter9 days ago

As a Sens fan, I think it could be viewed as a high price paid for Ryan. However, what Ottawa needed was a player to MAKE an immediate impact. Bobby is this player. In the long run though, I think Silfverberg alone would almost match Ryan's worth. With Noesen and ANOTHER first round pick, Anaheim wins this trade. But like I said, Ottawa had a specific, IMMEDIATE need. And sometimes you have to pay what that is worth at THAT particular time. My two cents anyway. 

Reply 

+1

Marc Grundy9 days ago

For me Noesen was #2 on this list, Bobby Ryan better bring it

Reply 

-7

ball3rb0y9 days ago

PAGEAU PAGEAU PAGEAU

Sens got one nice farm system. I wish them the same success this season. Hopefully, they won't sing that song versus my leafs.

Bring up Mark Stone!

Reply 

+10

swimz869 days ago

lehner is my next jersey for sure, I have been rooting for this guy since we acquired him.

Reply 

+7

Canucks Eh9 days ago

Really like this pool as a Canadian hockey fan. Hopefully Lehner keeps developing and we can move Andy for some nice pieces once Robin is ready.

Question for Sens fans; do you think JGP would've been where he is if he didn't have a great playoff series? 

Reply 

4 replies

+3

Dylan M.9 days ago

noooope

Reply 

3 replies

+1

Scott M9 days ago

Of course not! If he didn't perform well we would have sent him to Bingo.

Fortunately for both him and the team, he's done everything a guy like him needs to do in order to get noticed. 

The kid put up 2 goals and 4 points in 9 reg. season games then in the playoff's, where you'd expect a 5'9 165 lb. 20 year old to seriously falter he elevated his game and put up 4 goals and 6 points in 10 games!

That's 10 points in 19 games at the point in the season where the level of competition is at it's perennial peak. Put into perspective, he was scoring both goals and points at a faster rate then Jakob Silfverberg, Mika Zibanejad, Kyle Greening and Zack Smith.

Reply 

2 replies

+4

Josh Harris9 days ago

colin greening

Reply 

1 reply

-1

Dylan M.9 days ago

I think he meant Kyle turris, (comma) and Colin Greening, but i'm not sure

+1

dlugosz9 days ago

good prospect pool, but toronto is still the best in the division, hands down

Reply 

12 replies

-30

sennation659 days ago

The for sure dont have the best prospect pool in the division...

Reply 

1 reply

+12

sennation659 days ago

the Leafs***

Reply 

+2

Luigi_Lemieux9 days ago

Buffalo the 716

Reply 

+2

Leaf_Blower819 days ago

I'd say Buffalo hands down. We may have the best prospect (debatable but Rielly is pretty d.arn good), but the Sabres are loaded.

Reply 

6 replies

+7

Canucks Eh9 days ago

The best prospect between the Sabres and Leafs; I think that's what you meant. But you're right Rielly is dirty 

Reply 

5 replies

+2

Leaf_Blower819 days ago

^^I meant in the division.

Can you think of a better prospect on detroit, boston, buffalo, ottawa, montreal, florida and tampa. You could argue maybe Barkov and a long shot Drouin. 

As objectively as I can, I'd say: Rielly> M. Subban, Grigorenko, Mrazek maybe, Barkov maybe, Beaulieau, Lehner and Drouin maybe.

When you consider the goal tenders as top prospects, Toronto really has them topped with Riemer being 25 and Bernier who is basically considered a prospect and is only 24.

Reply 

2 replies

+2

Leaf_Blower819 days ago

just to be clear, I'm not saying Toronto has the best prospect pool in the Atlantic, just saying that we probably have the top prospect, tho Drouin and Barkov could give him a run for his mo.ney.

+3

Scott M9 days ago

Bernier and Reimer are both pretty good, but Lehner is currently considered the #1 goaltending prospect in the entire world. 

He has an NHL save percentage of .935 over the past 2 season's! He also won the Calder Cup while being voted playoff MVP in the AHL after putting up a .939 save percentage over 19 games.

While Bernier has put up some pretty impressive statistics on his own, they don't quite compare to Lehner's. And Robin's 3-4 years younger then both of them!

+6

Canucks Eh9 days ago

You're telling me you wouldn't trade Morgan Rielly for Barkov or Drouin? You sir must be on something.. 

Reply 

+2

Scott M9 days ago

Can a mod tell me why that would ever be 'awaiting moderation'? That's a well written, respectful response that's both informative and factual... This site's so annoying.

Reply 

+1

Scott M9 days ago

Actually Montreal and Ottawa both have better 'prospect pools'. 

We have higher touted young players, better scouting/drafting, better players in the W etc. and a stronger farm system. How could that not = a 'better pool'?

Reply 

-2

Christopher Leclair9 days ago

if Toronto was the best in their division, why did they give up a 3-1 lead in with 5 minutes left in the game and also lose the game in over time? Toronto only got a goalie now from LA. 

Reply 

-2

lp339 days ago

didn't think Lehner was still considered a prospect. I thought he was a regular in the NHL now. One of the best in his age group for sure.

Reply 

+6

GoForTheWin9 days ago

If Puempel got traded to Anahiem, then why is he on this list and Noesen isn't?

Oh wait...

Reply 

3 replies

+6

potato smith9 days ago

What were you trying to prove?

Reply 

2 replies

-4

Canucks Eh9 days ago

Typo in the article 

Reply 

+8

Scott M9 days ago

That the author's messed up...?

He also said Alfie was a 40 year-old center when in fact he's a 41 year-old winger.

Reply 

+5

HardcoreHabsFan279 days ago

Great prospect pool. 

Reply 

+3

Exeko9 days ago

Definitely a great prospect pool... and with the yount core of their team, I'm looking forward for great matches between MTL and OTT in a near future. I think within the next 2~3 years OTT and MTL are both going to have an open window on the cup. Let's hope one of us can bring it back to Canada where it belongs.

Reply 

+11

salah939 days ago

At the draft, people were saying that Curtis Lazar is a future 3rd liner. Honestly, I can see him a 2nd liner just because he has a lot of character.

Reply 

+1

sens3459 days ago

what do they mean Curtis Lazar is a character forward?

Reply 

8 replies

-1

Kyle Plummer9 days ago

a leader and does the right things off the ice, thats my guess, anyone has anything better? 

Reply 

+1

sguessler9 days ago

Well it's kind of a stupid term because character is character, it could be a bad one as well though. You know, like they say Dennis Rodman (best I could think of right now) was a character.

Reply 

+1

salah939 days ago

It's basically a player that gives his 110% every shift and battles really hard.

Reply 

+1

salah939 days ago

I can't answer, moderation moderation and moderation.

Reply 

+1

salah939 days ago

It's a player that battles on every shift.

Reply 

+1

salah939 days ago

A player that battles and gives heart to his shifts.

Reply 

1 reply

+4

sens3459 days ago

oh

Reply 

0

Mathieu Godin9 days ago

like milan lucic or mike fisher big forward whit character!

Reply 

+1

blake harris9 days ago

Based on who was still available in the draft, was Lazar the right choice?

Reply 

6 replies

+5

sens3459 days ago

imo no because Hunter Shinkaruk, Mantha , Zykov were probably better choices

Reply 

2 replies

+4

sguessler9 days ago

I only see Mantha as maybe the better choice. However, the kid seems to have his head straight and I think that's the most important attribute of a prospect. 

Reply 

+4

Scott M9 days ago

Shinkaruk's much softer and Mantha has been knocked for his competitiveness and drive at times.

Lazar was exactly what the analyst's said it was. A safe pick.

He doesn't have the dynamic 70-80 point scoring ability but he's a gritty, heart and soul type player that has 20-30 goal potential on the 2nd/3rd line.

Worst case scenario we have a 25-35 point Chris Kelly type player with better speed and softer hands that can back-check and play well in his own end.

Reply 

+4

Canucks Eh9 days ago

Only guys I would've rather had for Ottawa are Shinkaruk and Gauthier. Mantha is a sniping big man you don't know if his game can translate, and Zykov idk much about him other than he's a speedy sniper. Lazar imo will be a solid 3rd liner who kills penalties and could probably wear a letter one day. Solid choice in my books. 

Reply 

2 replies

0

Exeko9 days ago

I think Lazar will be a deluxe 3rd liner able to replace in top 6 when injuries occur in the course of a season. Maybe Shinkaruk would've been a great choice, but i dont think Ottawa needed a Zykov or Mantha at this point. 

But all I could say is: You guys should trust your team's choices. Look at your young core and your prospect pool. I think they know very well how to draft ^.- and they probably saw something special in this kid.

Reply 

1 reply

+5

Canucks Eh9 days ago

Exactly.. If a team has done well drafting in the later rounds which imo are the most important than you really have nothing to worry about come draft day. Sure fans can always discuss picks but really it's not an off the board pick; Lazar was slotted to go around there and as a Sens supporter I really like the pick. 

Reply 

+2

blake harris9 days ago

Mark Stone was scary good at the world juniors.

Reply 

1 reply

+14

Jon Eklund9 days ago

Yeah, i think he should be much higher like 4-5

Reply 

+2

yatesbi19 days ago

ok nhl.com Puempel in the bobby ryan trade.. lets try Stefan Noesen lol

Reply 

+21

yatesbi19 days ago

am i reading this wrong or did matt puempel get traded to the ducks in the deal for ryan yet he is on the Ottawa's prospect list? help me out lol

Reply 

1 reply

+3

yatesbi19 days ago

ok nevermind they messed up i was gonna say matt is still with the sens.. oh the joys of miss types

Reply 

+3

LUONGO_MUST_STAY9 days ago

Lots of talent in these prospects, I see big things from Lehner, might be a staring goalie somewhere in a few years

Reply 

1 reply

+3

Paqman9 days ago

Next year he will play a little bit less than Anderson but i think the year after he will be the no1 goalie in Ottawa. Huge potential.

Reply 

+1

tibblesthewall9 days ago

The fact that Curtis Lazar is all the way down at six speaks volumes, especially considering all of the young and in their prime players in the NHL.
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Stevie Ray9 days ago

I think Beaulieu and Tinordi will finish next season as full time NHLers. Still young but playing important minutes. 

Collberg will have a unspectacular year in Sweden but fortunately it will be his last season there. He'll move to Hamilton and starting getting a taste of the NHL in two years. 

Bozon will prove next season to be a legitimate NHL scoring prospect. In three years he will be brought into the NHL to sit on the second line and produce like if James Neal wasn't playing with Malkin. 

Dieatz will be a breakout player for the Bulldogs next year and will leapfrog Ellis, Pateryn, and Nygren to be the Bulldogs most important defenceman after Beaulieu and Tinordi are officially gone. 

Fucale will have two strong QMJHL seasons and then make the jump to the AHL where he will fight for, and eventually win the starting spot. He will then get a chance to be the backup in Montreal where he will slowly start to contend for the top spot over the next 2 or 3 seasons. 

Holland will be the most important offensive player for the Bulldogs over the next couple of seasons, but he won't be able to make the NHL jump. In two or three seasons he will finally be given a shot and he will either get a spot on the second or third line, or be traded. 

Greg Pateryn will be an important guy for the Bulldogs over the next couple of seasons. In two or three years he might get a spot as the 6/7 defenceman. 

De La Rose will have a bad year in SHL, and then move over to the Bulldogs. He won't ever put up good looking numbers, but in 4 or 5 years he may work himself up to being a decent shutdown player. 

Mccaron will look ugly this season, and will max out as an emergency shutdown 4th liner similar to Blunden. 

Hudon, Lekhonen, and Thomas will be solid AHL players for the Bulldogs but will have a tough time earning an NHL spot. Will probably leave as FA or be traded. 

You will never hear the names Quailer, Thrower, Reway, Andrioghetti, or Crisp ever again.

Reply 

1 reply

0

Stevie Ray9 days ago

So basically I see 6 guys likely to have solid NHL careers: Beaulieu, Tinordi, Bozon, Dietz, Collberg, and Fucale.

Two guys that might make it: De La Rose, Holland

Two guys that will be press box guys or AHL/NHL up and down guys: Mccarron, Pateryn.

And three really good AHLers: Hudon, Lekhonen, Thomas

And before I get any hate, that is still way better than what most teams have.

Reply 

0

Leafs132810 days ago

Montreal got a steal with Fucale that late in the draft

Reply 

+3

Michael Borean10 days ago

He's a fighter right to the end and even if he gives up six goals, maybe his team will win 7-6."

Not something I'd brag about.

Reply 

+2

RockonHabs10 days ago

What I'm hoping we look like in a 4-5 years: 

Pacioretty - Galchenyuk - Gallagher 

Lehkonen - Eller - McCarron 

De La Rose - Dumont - Collberg 

Bournival - Vail - Andrighetto 

Subban - Tinordi 

Beaulieu - Diaz 

Emelin - Dietz 

Price 

Fucale 

I would probably trade for 2-3 more seasoned players, but using what we have now, this is my lineup. 

Reply 

+2

RockonHabs10 days ago

Don't follow minor hockey, so don't know how these guys play, but reading the article and comments, we will be golden in 4-5 years!!!

Reply 

+1

THEBIGGESTHABSFAN12310 days ago

Our 5th rounders have been nice.

2009: Dumont

2010: Gallagher

2011: Dietz

2012: Hudon

Reply 

1 reply

+14

Canucks Eh10 days ago

Most important rounds of the draft are 3-7 

Reply 

0

THEBIGGESTHABSFAN12310 days ago

1. Beaulieu

2. Tinordi

3. Collberg

4. De La Rose

5. MacCarron

6. Fucale

7. Nygren

8. Lehkonen

9. Thomas

10. Dietz

Honorable mentions: Hudon, Bozon, Bournival, 

Reply 

+1

Irriducibile10 days ago

I think that, at least on paper, Montreal and Buffalo had the best 2013 draft. But obviously, only time will tell who made the best choices...

Andrighetto and Lehkonen are missing on this list. Add them and you have a very solid prospect pool (along with the sophomores Galchenyuk and Gallagher no less)

Reply 

2 replies

+4

malimal82410 days ago

no way! Anaheim had a ridiculously strong draft. Buffalo deserves props. I wish the habs the best, but these guys will have to play like all stars for the habs to be above 500>>>>> Galchenyuk, Brendan Gallagher, Max Pacioretty, Lars Eller and P.K. Subban I like each of them, but sorry habs followers it doesnt look good. Maybe they will surprise me. 

Reply 

1 reply

-3

Above&Beyond10 days ago

all i gotta say is the flyers better show up this season . they were awful last year

Reply 

+1

ragingthunder12310 days ago

Jacob de La Rose is Swedish?

Reply 

1 reply

+1

Irriducibile10 days ago

Yes he is

Reply 

+5

NubThe110 days ago

Maybe I am being bias. I think we have one of the deepest prospect pools. Future is looking great!

Reply 

1 reply

+12

TehHockeyGod10 days ago

Its a true fact

Reply 

+11

F_Rowley10 days ago

wow i would never put beaulieu #1 lol

Reply 

1 reply

-1

THEBIGGESTHABSFAN12310 days ago

Why not?

Reply 

+2

Mike10 days ago

Funny...Habs player admiring and wanting to emulate Milan Lucic...that's a smart kid. Take note Habs fans.

Reply 

1 reply

+3

Nick Hurst10 days ago

Lucic is a beast. Ya HAVE to hate him if he isnt on your team. But i certainly wouldnt complain if we had him. 

Reply 

+2

RedWingsCrusader10 days ago

I like the selection of McCarron and look forward to seeing him play when he breaks in! Habs will make this division a tougher one in a few short years!

Reply 

1 reply

+12

ragingthunder12310 days ago

They already did.

Reply 

+11

lesurgeon10 days ago

One guy that might end up being a steal is Stefan Fournier. So much leadership, decent skills and not afraid to come to the rescue of teammates! Just ask Mackinnon how happy he was to have him as a teammate.

Reply 

+13

Mikael Bitton10 days ago

Just imagine if Galchenyuk was still a prospect, and maybe even Gallagher, if things had stayed as expected last season this list would have been extremely deadly. 

Reply 

5 replies

+3

axepig10 days ago

Well they are still rookie.. I don't know why it would be different, they are still on our team and very young

Reply 

4 replies

+5

TheHockeyFan1510 days ago

there not rookies anymore...

Reply 

3 replies

0

axepig10 days ago

They're still 21 and 19.. Whatever the NHL system says, they're rookies in my book

Reply 

1 reply

+6

Canucks Eh10 days ago

I hate when people are so uptight about classifications. Sure he's not eligible for rookie of the year nor is he TECHNICALLY a rookie; but they're pretty much rookies in my book also. 

+6

Mikael Bitton10 days ago

DUDE IF Morgan Rielly is a prospect so should Galchenyuk be, at least if he didnt play in the NHL...

Reply 

0

axepig10 days ago

Gabriel Dumont :\ He proved to be a great 3rd - 4th liner Really liked his play

Reply 

+8

Dirk_Diggler_198110 days ago

What a stacked prospect pool! And many more names should be on there!

Deepest most stacked with amaizing prospects team in the NHL by far!

Reply 

-5

sebOgel10 days ago

I'm going to be annoying but consider the last LHJMQ playoffs:

Drouin: 35pts in 17 games.

MacKinnon: 33pts in 17 games.

Andrighetto: 30pts in 14 games.

Ok, he's 20 years old, but after having been ignored in the previous years drafts he really bit the bullet and turned into something special.

Reply 

4 replies

+17

Mikael Bitton10 days ago

THIS IS A REACH DUDE

Reply 

-6

jwg31410 days ago

Yeah, because you guys really needed another undersized forward.

Reply 

2 replies

-5

axepig10 days ago

Yeah MacKinnon is as small as Gionta..

Reply 

0

sebOgel10 days ago

He's around 190lbs these days.. thick, but yea he's not tall.

I tell you man, this guy's progression in the last year and a half is spectacular.

It's not so much about the stats or the size, it's the strange mixture of having a highly skilled european who plays a gritty game, jumps into melees to defend his teammates and even plays the point on the powerplays because he's got a ridiculous slapshot.

For now just keep the name in mind heh..

Reply 

+7

Pensfanjusty10 days ago

what happend to louis leblanc? 

Reply 

3 replies

+10

sebOgel10 days ago

Bad ankle injury and a terrible season with the awful Bulldogs.

Reply 

+11

Dirk_Diggler_198110 days ago

He wont be panning out for us, maybe for another team, the reason being that we are heavily stacked with sick prospects

Reply 

+8

Gabroux7 days ago

Pretty sure he is a bust. Told it right from the start, this kid have been picked up in the first round because he's french. Horrible pick by the habs on this one

Reply 

0

P88KANER10 days ago

Artturi Lehkonen??? 

Reply 

3 replies

+20

fonkyfamilly11310 days ago

just shows how deep the habs prospect pool is. lehkonen is so similar to gallagher, small skilled and not afraid of anything.

Reply 

+13

Mikael Bitton10 days ago

Well, i agree, he should be 7 as he is much better and has much more potential the bournival.

Reply 

+8

HardcoreHabsFan2710 days ago

Artturi and Teuvo are gonna be sick playing together in the juniors. 

Reply 

+2

CanucksFanMike10 days ago

That's a pretty solid prospect pool if you ask me

Reply 

+7

Joey Fortin Boulay10 days ago

So eager too see how Collberg will develop! Also, I really wonder if Fucale will develop in an excellent backup or a journeyman n.1 goalie. Maybe a Schneider-Luongo type of situation with Price and him in a couple of years, we never know.

Reply 

+3

HockeyIsLikeMcDonaldsWhyCuzImLovinIt10 days ago

What about Dustin Tokarski?

Reply 

2 replies

0

salah9310 days ago

Oh...He is an AHL goalie for now, I can see him a future back up goalie at this moment.

Reply 

1 reply

0

HockeyIsLikeMcDonaldsWhyCuzImLovinIt10 days ago

And Mayer is back in Germany right?

Reply 

0

Jonah Pittman10 days ago

They missed Andrighetto, Lehkonen, Thrower, Vail, Dumont and Leblanc but these 10 are really scary anyways.

Reply 

4 replies

+11

Jonah Pittman10 days ago

And Ellis

Reply 

+4

Mikael Bitton10 days ago

they missed only throwert and lehkonen and maybe leblanc.

Reply 

2 replies

-3

F_Rowley10 days ago

leblanc wont ever be a full time nhler

Reply 

1 reply

-6

NathanYoung10 days ago

your right , he allwase get injured 

Reply 

0

TEnnis10 days ago

I would think that Bozon would be higher on the list, but I guess it's because he's taring up junior hockey while most of the players ahead of him are playing in professional hockey (Sweden, AHL) being more NHL ready.

Reply 

1 reply

+6

Mikael Bitton10 days ago

actually hes only 19 years of age, i dont see the difference between him and a player like lets sat Scheffiele of the jets.

Reply 

0

HabsRockBruinsChoke10 days ago

Our roster in 2 years:

Pacioretty - Galchenyuk - Gallagher

De La Rose - Plekanec- Collberg

Prust - Eller - Gionta

Moen - White - McCarron

Subban - Gorges

Tinordi - Beaulieu

Emelin - Markov

Dietz

Price

Fucale

Future looks bright.

Reply 

14 replies

-17

sebOgel10 days ago

Ah I wish I had a crystal ball too..:/

Reply 

+10

allenz0rz10 days ago

Gionta in 2 years? Really? -_-

Reply 

+43

Luigi_Lemieux10 days ago

Some of the guys won't be able to step in, in two years 

Reply 

+15

Dirk_Diggler_198110 days ago

Gionta and Markov will be playing their last year for us, lots more wrong with your linups i dont even feel lile correcting

Reply 

+14

salah9310 days ago

McCaron 4th line? No way we wasted our first round pick on a 4th liner. This guy could play on all lines.

Reply 

+4

MightyMax4410 days ago

in 4-5 years (maybe)

Pacioretty - Galchenyuk - Gallagher

Lehkonen - Eller - Collberg

Hudon - de la Rose - McCarron

Prust - Grégoire - Crisp

Subban - Tinordi

Emelin - Beaulieu

Dietz - Gorges (or Thrower)

That leaves us with plenty of good players not in this current roster:

Christian Thomas

Sven Andrighetto

Patrick Holland

Michaël Bournival

Brady Vail

Tim Bozon

Erik Nystrom

Martin Reway (who I think will surprise plenty of people) 

also: grionta, plekanec and markov are out of here in 4 years, hopefully traded for something decent.

Reply 

2 replies

+8

axepig10 days ago

Prust won't last 4-5 years I think.. He's great for now but he will be past his prime, I say put either Dumont or a FA though guy

Reply 

1 reply

+1

MightyMax4410 days ago

No problem, put crisp to the left (his natural position), and use Fournier to the right.

Reply 

+2

Canucks Eh10 days ago

Two years and fucale is your backup? Okkkkkkkk 

Reply 

2 replies

+5

ragingthunder12310 days ago

I see another Quick-Bernier scenario. If Fucale pans out, I would trade Price.

Reply 

1 reply

+3

Canucks Eh10 days ago

I see where you're coming from. I think you always trade the older guy UNLESS the younger guy is way too unproven to be a starter. Bernier has definitely shown he has the majority of the tools to be a number one in this league; and even look at Schneider, I'd say he has too though not as much as Bernier. It's always a tough call choosing between goalies already on your roster. 

Reply 

0

axepig10 days ago

Moen will be gone, replace him with Dumont and Gionta will also be gone so put McCarron on 3rd and a FA on 4th line

Reply 

+1

MaineHab10 days ago

Eller doesn't deserve the third line, he's better than that.

Reply 

1 reply

+2

TehHockeyGod10 days ago

Yes, but there are others who also deserve to be 2nd line centre; who would you drop down? Mind, I'm not actually disagreeing with you. 

Reply 

+1

HabsRockBruinsChoke10 days ago

1 - 6 has good chance of making the full time roster in few years.

Reply 

+6

Gabroux10 days ago

This is without mentioning Gabriel Dumont and Louis Leblanc. Montreal prospect pool is really deep. I'm really excited to see this McCarron play.

Reply 

+4

sebOgel10 days ago

Another one worth mentioning is Sven Andrighetto. This guy was an absolute beast for the Huskies and it's amazing how he manages to fly under the radar. He's not big (not small either for his height) but he plays big, has amazing skills and even a ton of leadership.

He spent the summer training in glamorous Rouyn-Noranda with his old teammates instead of going back to europe or go to Montreal. All business, no distractions.

I predict he's much closer to the NHL than most of the guys mentioned in the article.

Reply 

+1

CapsnHabsFan10 days ago

Lehkonen and Thomas should be on this list. 

Reply 

+8

Laichkin2110 days ago

Lehkonen got snubbed!

Reply 

+11

FrootLoops1910 days ago

Um... Lehkonen??

Reply 

+12

aberberich2310 days ago

one of the ebst prospect pools ive seen they didn't even mention thrower!!

Reply 

+11

CapsnHabsFan10 days ago

Lehkonen is my favorite Habs prospect. The future looks bright. 

Reply 

1 reply

+7

TehHockeyGod10 days ago

Painfully bright for your division rivals lol

Reply 

+2

Canucks Eh10 days ago

Hudon WAS an absolute steal when they drafted him He doesn't just kill penalties and score he kills penalties very well. He has good speed and a great stick. I think he'll make the lineup before all these guys except the top 2 of course. I really like Bournival's game too. Habs have shown you have to build through the draft with dmen whether it be early or late. 

Reply 

0

LouisLeBlanc10 days ago

Lehkonen and Thrower?

Reply 

2 replies

+12

salah9310 days ago

People tend to forget Brady Vail, he is a winner and gives his 150% every single night. 

Reply 

+1

Dirk_Diggler_198110 days ago

Change your name dude its not happening

Reply 

-1

DevilsArmy9510 days ago

Thrower isntt op 10? i love his style of play

Reply 

1 reply

+4

TehHockeyGod10 days ago

I do too and greatly miss him here in Saskatoon! The fact that he isn't included is a testament to the strength of Montreal's prospect pool.

Reply 

+1

sebOgel10 days ago

I'll admit that Beaulieu played well in the 6 games he played with the Habs last season, but having watched plenty of Bulldogs games I think he's still a long way from being a proper NHL defenseman. In his zone he's generally awful and hasn't shown signs of improvement. He is a VERY high risk player.

Also he has a serious attitude issue but I guess that's what coaches are there for..

Reply 

1 reply

0

whyfor10 days ago

hard to say what will become of his attitude. his dad lost his job because they were being meat heads so glad he is not the coach of the sting anymore tho 

Reply 

+1

jagrnyr6810 days ago

The fact that Fucale is only 4th on this list is scary, still can't believe the Canadiens got him in the 2nd round. Disappointed Christian Thomas isn't up here, i know his size will be a factor but I always liked him and hope he gets some decent playing time with the Habs, he's got a great shot

Reply 

5 replies

+15

AllHailMikhail10 days ago

How is Fucale only being 4th scary?

Reply 

4 replies

-8

salah9310 days ago

You don't know how GREAT is our prospect list?

We've got so many others bro.

Andrighetto, Lehkonen, Thrower, Ellis and moreeee.

Reply 

2 replies

+4

Luigi_Lemieux10 days ago

Buddy #10 on our list: Nikita Zadorov

Reply 

1 reply

-11

josephe410 days ago

Buddy, you had your day, let it go

+14

jagrnyr6810 days ago

The guy is easily one of the best goalie prospects already, and is only 18. Ik the Sabres have an incredible prospect pool, good for them. But you already had your day 

Reply 

+5

coreyhammond10 days ago

Pretty solid!

Reply 

3 replies

+13

Jay202310 days ago

Didn't you guys take artturi lehkonen at this year's draft? He has great hands and a nice wrister, and played at the Finnish elite league this season.. 30 points(14 goals) at 45 games, while Barkov had 48 points(21 goals) at 53 games.. Just thinking he'd be worth mentioning, though he is very small...

Reply 

2 replies

+18

coreyhammond10 days ago

I was quite surprised he didn't make it too! A lot of depth in Montreal's pool though. Others that could've been there as well are Thrower & Ellis.

Reply 

+8

CapsnHabsFan10 days ago

He's gonna be the next great finnish player in my mind. Can't wait for him to make the lineup in maybe 3-4 years.  
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spacemanatee8 days ago

kyle rau & ian maccoshen also.. maan we'll be real contender soon, belive red!!

Reply 

0

spikelikesapples10 days ago

not as good as I expected, but most of there better prospects are already in the NHL

Reply 

+2

MaidenVarius10 days ago

I'm awfully tired of waiting. I love the idea of having a great team in a few years, but holy have we Panther's fans been patient. If there's one thing we are, it's patient. Can you blame us? I really hope this all pays off. 

Reply 

1 reply

+3

spacemanatee8 days ago

hahah i hear that brother! 

Reply 

0

tibblesthewall10 days ago

This time next year, the Panthers' prospect pool will look a lot weaker; but that's only because so many of these guys are good enough to stick in the NHL squad.

Reply 

0

karensewell10 days ago

steven hodges???

Reply 

0

rearnakedchoke11 days ago

Rocco Grimaldi....lightning in a bottle. This kid is so fast, I have personally seen him skate circles around other active pro's. 

Don't discount him due to his height, he is dedicated, fierce and can score even amongst trees. Ask team Sweeden and Team Russia about that. Give him a shot and he will be a 'change of pace' guy that will disrupt defenses around the league. Good things will happen when Rocco is on the ice, book it.

Reply 

1 reply

+1

IJ15710 days ago

I hope you are right

Reply 

0

bill cosby11 days ago

We may be looking at Oilers 2.0 with a group of youngsters like this

Reply 

+1

Pensfanjusty11 days ago

john mcfarland?

Reply 

1 reply

+1

JPMick10 days ago

He played half of last season in the ECHL, so he is a bit of a long term project. I hope he works it all out!

Reply 

0

pyrof711 days ago

I'd give a lot to see a 6'6 center playing with Lucic......I can dream.

Reply 

-1

jwg31411 days ago

It's going to be a shame to see this amazing prospect pool dismantled when Florida's management won't be able to cough up the dough to keep them there.

Reply 

0

ThaBruins11 days ago

This is a huge prospect pool. Obviously you're missing Markstrom, Hubie and Shore, but they're already NHL ready as it is. I think Florida's only problem is that when all of these guys develop, will they have the resources to keep the team intact?

If they can, they're a consistent playoff team. I hope for their sake they can do it.

Reply 

+2

Zach Saba11 days ago

huby-duby-doooo roooooo

Reply 

+5

jagrnyr6811 days ago

I actually think Florida has a good shot at making the playoffs this year. With a healthy Versteeg and a progressing Huberdeau, not to mention Barkov and Bjugstad, their offense should get better this season. Defense and goaltending will still be lacking, but Markstrom should only improve on the back end. Might not be spectacular this season, but I think he'll be solid in the next few seasons

Reply 

5 replies

+4

Nelson B11 days ago

Make the playoffs? Not a chance, unless Markstrom has a Bobrovsky type year.

Reply 

3 replies

+1

jagrnyr6811 days ago

Their offense could easily steal them a spot, even if their defense isn't great. Tampa Bay - 10/11 season, gave up 240 goals, 9th most in the league....clinched 5th in the conference. Not comparing Florida's offense to Tampa's by any means, but Florida's offense is looking pretty solid and it's not impossible for them to sneak in

Reply 

2 replies

+2

Landon Busse11 days ago

I wouldnt say good shot at the playoffs. But in 10/11 season, the lighting were in a very weak division. This year there in a very stacked division. 

Reply 

1 reply

+2

MaidenVarius10 days ago

And made it all the way to game 7 of the eastern conference finals, mind you. Not bad for a team from a weak division. 

+1

IJ15710 days ago

I hope so, but Versteeg will not be ready for the start of the season. 

Reply 

0

chaosphere46211 days ago

"Forever known as they player they took instead of Jones" Give Barkov 10 NHL games and it will be " The player the Panthers are forever happy they drafted over Jones" Kids gonna be nuts for the Cats!

Reply 

2 replies

+16

puckbubba11 days ago

Or it could be Jonathan Drouin or Nathan MacKinnon.

Reply 

1 reply

+5

NoneBizness111 days ago

This seems like a year where it could be all 3.

Reply 

+3

Brant Vermeulen11 days ago

I wouldn't be shocked someday if I saw Grimaldi come from nowhere, skates between Bjugstad's legs and scores a goal. Rocco did say, "I like annoying the guys, come out of nowhere because I'm small." I could happen right?

Reply 

+5

Landon Busse11 days ago

I cant wait to see Barkov play. Nearly a point per game player in a mens league as a teenager!

Reply 

+11

CatsEatRats8811 days ago

And we'll probably add another to that list with the top pick in next years draft.

Reply 

9 replies

+10

LeafsNation1211 days ago

That's not a bad thing bud. Drafting high for multiple years can solidify the core of your team for years to come. Wish the Leafs had taken that road. Gave up a couple first rounders. I'm not bitter about the trade, happy with what we got, but if you're rebuilding, best to do it from the draft.

Reply 

6 replies

+12

NubThe111 days ago

Agreed. That's exactly how the Pens got their core players. 

Reply 

+9

puckbubba11 days ago

LeafsNation12 I agree had Burke not traded for Kessel, Leafs would have been worse than Edmonton and gotten first overall and would have taken Hall. Think of how good they would be in the next few years had Burke not done that trade

Reply 

2 replies

+2

Leafs132811 days ago

personally i'd take Kessel over Hall or Seguin, the only thing putting that trade over the edge is Dougie Hamilton, and he hasn't played an NHL season yet. If we hadnt traded for Kessel we wouldn't have made the playoffs last year. The Prospects traded for a player are supposed to end up to better than him because it takes longer for them to make an impact. Kessel played 3 seasons with the leafs before Boston got any help from Seguin, it was good trade for both sides. And are people forgetting that Toronto also got Colborne in that trade? a 16th overall pick.

Reply 

1 reply

+2

braun jeremy11 days ago

colborne came over with a second rounder for kaberle

+2

Andrew11 days ago

too bad edmonton couldn't do the same

Reply 

1 reply

0

EberleForPM11 days ago

Hey, fingers crossed, right?

Reply 

0

jwg31411 days ago

Ekblad could be the last piece to the Panthers' puzzle.

Reply 

+5

ball3rb0y11 days ago

Ekblad would look nice. Your team looks good from the prospect pool. They need time to develop however

Reply 

+1

younge674711 days ago

Florida may well be in the running for the top pick next summer, but in about two years they will be dangerous. They have one of the deepest prospect pools in the NHL and most of the top guys are 20-22, so they should be up soon. They have two potential stars in Huberdeau and Barkov, plus a lot of other blue chippers. Who knows, this club could have a steady rise like the Blackhawks did in the mid-to-late 2000s. They won't be doormats too much longer.

Reply 

+9

xolohockey11 days ago

A lot of really good young players in the line-up this season. May not translate into a playoff spot this year but when they develop--look out. Florida could be a top team for years to come. Especially if management doesn't screw things up.

Reply 

1 reply

+4

nuckshockey11 days ago

Yeah, Florida just has to wait for their prospects to develop and mature and eventually they'll have a Stanley cup contender

Reply 

+5

obi4511 days ago

Hopefully we can at least win a couple more Calder's in the next couple seasons.

Reply 

+12

LeafsNation1211 days ago

I thought they were going to say Racine had 138 PIMs in his 8 games with San Antonio. Jesus haha.

Reply 

+4

WuTangForever11 days ago

wow that is a stocked prospect pool. can't wait to see Bjugstad play in the NHL, he is HUGE! you guys will love him, the U of M / Lucia develops players pretty well

Reply 

+4

Aleksander_Barkov_is_excited11 days ago

Pretty solid prospect pool, can anybody guess who my favorite is? Excited to see him play. 

Reply 

+10

NoneBizness111 days ago

Robak was our best defensemen last season without question. He only had a minus-1.

Reply 

+5

MartyBrodeurMB3011 days ago

Florida was really good im excited for them especially Barkov. Would have killed to see him on the Devils

Reply 

+7

MGordon8711 days ago

So is it Huberdeau or Barkov that eventually becomes the #1 center?

Reply 

2 replies

+5

MartyBrodeurMB3011 days ago

Probably Barkov, Huberdeau could play wing if necessary 

Reply 

1 reply

+14

puckbubba11 days ago

Huberdeau plays leftwing for Panthers. Barkov is bigger and better suited for center.

Reply 

+1

tman256911 days ago

One of the best prospect pools in the nhl, this team could get very good within the next few years. A lot of high end prospects.

Reply 

+2

Irriducibile11 days ago

Florida has too many centers or players who could play at center: Huberdeau, Barkov, Bjugstad, Shore, Trocheck, Howden (or is he a LW?), Grimaldi. 

In the future, who do you think will: 

-move to either wing? 

-be a bottom-6 center? 

-be traded? 

-never make the NHL? 

etc 

??

Reply 

10 replies

-3

catsfanincanada11 days ago

Huberdeau plays LW with the Panthers

Reply 

2 replies

+7

Irriducibile11 days ago

I know that. That's why I wrote "centers OR PLAYERS WHO COULD PLAY AT CENTER"

I didn't get an answer, but whatever... Only the future will tell. In any case this is an exciting prospect pool

Reply 

+1

Irriducibile11 days ago

You can never know what will happen. 

Zetterberg has switched between C and LW for all his career. 

Seguin was Boston's 2nd or 3rd line winger, now Dallas wants him to be their 1st line center. I think the same happened to Hodgson when he was traded to Buffalo if I remember right. 

Giroux was moved from RW to C in Philly. 

Backes used to be a RW, then the Blues moved him to C, now he's supposed to go back to C. 

Leino always played at LW, then Buffalo signed him and suddenly he had to play at C; they said he was a natural center or so. 

These are just a few random examples. But as you see, there's no guarantee that Huberdeau will be "chained" to that LW position for the next 15-20 years.

Reply 

+2

Leafs132811 days ago

Howden's a LW

Reply 

+4

Theman30511 days ago

Howden and Huberdeau makes the wing. Trocheck bottom 6. If someone of these not make NHL, I believe its the 9th Jonathan Racine. But I think most of them will make it. Racine will probably by a depth d-man or top 6.

Reply 

+1

LeafsNation1211 days ago

If you're going to have an abundance of prospects at one position, imo it should be at centre. Good centreman are hard to come by, if you have a lot, good on you.

Reply 

3 replies

+6

Kaletacrunch11 days ago

agreed, you can never have too many prospects at center, you can always move them to wing.

Reply 

+7

Samppa Roimela11 days ago

And you can play centreman on a wing but you can't play winger on a centre.

Reply 

+3

MaidenVarius10 days ago

Very excellent point. It's a prized position, that's for sure. 

Reply 

0

JPMick10 days ago

They will all make the NHL and Trocheck, Howden, Grimaldi, and Huber will for sure play wing. Bjugstad and Barkov are locks to play center. Shore could center the third line or be moved to wing.

Reply 

0

Terry McGurrin11 days ago

3 years from now, if these guys are developed properly and not rushed into the NHL, Florida could be a very dangerous team. 

Reply 

2 replies

+12

Michael Borean11 days ago

Pretty dangerous already really. They just got obliterated by injuries is all.

Reply 

1 reply

+3

NoneBizness111 days ago

Yep. And our goaltending was absolutely atrocious. 

Reply 

+1

salah9311 days ago

6'6 centre...Damn.

Reply 

5 replies

+15

younge674711 days ago

Bet you'd give anything for a player of that size and skill to join the Habs tiny forward group.

Reply 

4 replies

0

Mayo Balasubramaniam11 days ago

We have McCarron, 6'5

Reply 

1 reply

+3

leafsnation7111 days ago

McCarron's over-rated

Reply 

-2

NubThe111 days ago

Stop trying to talk trash about our organization when you have some serious issues of your own.

Reply 

1 reply

-3

Krispy Kreme11 days ago

He's not talking trash it's the truth. I'm a Habs fan too and I would love to have him.

Reply 

0

sleepyfly11 days ago

Tough but interesting times ahead.

Reply 

+4

palap qawsed11 days ago

why is everyone yelling about the pick we will find out who was right in the end of there careers

Reply 

1 reply

+14

momoman1211 days ago

because people like to argue that is the main for so many of us here just to fight with people about hockey

Reply 

+5

RedWingsCrusader11 days ago

Good crop of young players shows promise of a better future!

Reply 

+5

Martin Kovařík11 days ago

About Barkov: "He'll forever be known as the player the Panthers took instead of Seth Jones." I'm sick of underestimating this kid. Calder Trophy candidate for sure.

Reply 

16 replies

+46

jwg31411 days ago

Barkov is great, but Seth Jones over Barkov any day. You guys fcked up.

Reply 

12 replies

-40

blake harris11 days ago

Barkov, and Drouin deserved to be drafted ahead of Jones

Reply 

+19

Kanahamppari11 days ago

No one can tell for sure until Barkov and Jones actually even get to play. I really like Barkov since I've seen him play multiple times and I can say that he is really good... Haven't seen Jones play so hard to tell about him..

Reply 

3 replies

+33

Quinn Angel11 days ago

Definitely - Jones could easily be the next Erik Johnson 

Reply 

2 replies

+7

Sean List11 days ago

Get rushed into the NHL, then spend the first 5 years of your career being the only capable defenseman on your team? It amazes me how many people think EJ is a bust. Just look at the players he's had around him. He's practically had no help his whole career. I guarantee you if he was in St. Louis now, he'd be a 30 point +25 Dman. 

+10

Patrick11 days ago

The thing about Johnson though is that his stock moved up in the draft year where Jones was being watched for a lot longer. Kind of like where Drouin wasn't ranked in the top 10 at the beginning of the season (or October) that's what Johnson was like. St. Louis just happened to get on the hype of Johson, but Jones was ranked 1st or 2nd next to Mackinnon all year. Also Jones could potentially play along side with Weber, even if he doesn't the preds still have a deep defense where Jones can develop his game.

+3

Kaden Stanton11 days ago

It's about working the odds. The top four are all elite calibre picks. The truth of the matter is that defensemen are always higher risk, and unless you have absolutely no needs at forward, you should go for the franchise forward first and trade him for a guaranteed defenseman later if you need to.

Reply 

+3

ROBNAS9411 days ago

You guys took erik johnson over jonathan toews..... haha

Reply 

3 replies

+10

SensWillWin11 days ago

and you guys took Hugh Jessiman over Brown, Seabrook, Parise, Getzlaf, Burns, Stuart, Kesler, Richards, Perry, Eriksson, Weber, Cr@wford, Backes, Howard.

every team makes mistakes drafting. there is no point in pointing out everyone's as we could be here all day doing it.

Reply 

2 replies

+14

Leafs132811 days ago

Exactly, Claude Giroux went 22nd overall after a 107 point season in the QMJHL, i think alot of teams mad a mistake there

+11

hankisking3011 days ago

do you have to remind me of jessiman, he is my worst nightmare

+7

Matt Landers11 days ago

Thats what they said about the Islanders when they selected Tavares over Hedman. As an Islanders fan, I was happy then and I'm extremely happy now. 

Reply 

+3

puckbubba11 days ago

Seth Jones is almost a year older than Barkov. A couple weeks and Barkov would have been in next year's draft. Another year of play and he will be that much better.

Reply 

0

BroManDirka11 days ago

Barkov has already proven that he can play against elite players, and be very good at it. I Think that the only reason he wasnt ranked higher is because he is European..

Reply 

+21

tharainer10211 days ago

Agreed, it seems like you can't talk about Barkov without mentioning Jones

Reply 

+4

El_Travo11 days ago

Florida is a team that needs their prospects to be ready to jump up into the NHL mix ASAP. Aleksander Barkov was that guy behind Nathan MacKinnon. Seth Jones will either take awhile to join the ranks of the NHL (with his position and style of play, he needs to really improve to keep up) or he will be rushed and his development could potentially be stunted.

Seth Jones was overly hyped by the media and teams recognized this and stuck to their plans. 

Reply 

+3

blake harris11 days ago

Man this team will be really good very soon.
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Mike P8 days ago

Was really impressed with Danny DeKeyser...For a rookie he showed alot of poise, and appeared capable of moving the puck outta his own end of the ice with relative ease...Looking forward to this season in the East!

Reply 

+3

S2OmegaS210 days ago

a name with no vowels still slays me lol

I mean what the F R K

Reply 

1 reply

0

S2OmegaS210 days ago

wow triple comment...my posts made it past this "this post is going through moderation phase"

sorry guys.

Reply 

+3

S2OmegaS210 days ago

a name with no vowels still slays me lol

I mean what the FRIK

Reply 

0

S2OmegaS210 days ago

a name with no vowels still slays me lol

I mean what the FRK

Reply 

+1

Jmani8911 days ago

mantha

Reply 

+1

Kesler17Luongo112 days ago

The Wings easily have the best scouting in the NHL. Anyone that says otherwise doesn't know a thing about hockey. 

Reply 

1 reply

+10

Synyster-Gates11 days ago

nd they all went to dallas now :p

Reply 

+7

younge674712 days ago

I sincerely wish the Flyers could scout Europeans the way Detroit does. We hit on players in the 1st but they're almost always Canadians. And we avoid Russians like the plague. It's no coincidence that the Red Wings rise to dominance coincided with an increased European presence. There may be no other franchise who scouts Europeans as well as Detroit. I still have nightmares about the 97 team, stacked with players like Federov, Lidstrom, Larionov, Kozlov, and Konstantinov, who rolled thru the Flyers. And now they have all these young guns coming up to join Datsyuk, Zetterberg, Kronwall, etc. I wish the Flyers had hired Jim Nill.

Reply 

+5

vanillaice12 days ago

This is why Detroit is the model franchise ... despite drafting low in the order they've put together a group of prospects as good as any.

Reply 

+8

probert1912 days ago

Man we are looking dope with our youth!!!We are gonna miss Nills experience in drafting!!!

Reply 

+11

tibblesthewall12 days ago

I don't care about Howard's contract; do not, under ANY circumstances trrade Mrazek.

Reply 

3 replies

+13

Trey Titler12 days ago

Mrazek is just gonna have to be patient just like Jimmy was. having only seen him play one game, and I've seen his stats from the AHL, he seems pretty solid, and can't wait until he becomes the backup. he'll have his time though, but only if he's willing to wait and put his time in.

Reply 

1 reply

+1

LeafsNation1212 days ago

Most goalies know unless they are prodigies they're waiting until they are in their mid twenties until they get a real shot at a permanent starting role. He'll take his time, and when his time comes Detroit won't need to worry if he's ready or not. Their system will ensure he's ready.

Reply 

+4

Alex K10 days ago

I see Mrazek playing a full AHL season this year. Get called up hear and there next year. A 50/50 split in 3 years, where they are looking to trade Jimmy either at the deadline or after the season. 

Reply 

0

Trey Titler12 days ago

was surprised not to see Athanasiou up there. the Wings do still have him don't they?

Reply 

3 replies

+3

Rixit_DRW12 days ago

Yeah we still have him.

Reply 

+3

Trey Titler12 days ago

weird. I wonder why he's not up there then? I know he was definitely one a year or two ago. hope he hasn't slipped up in the OHL too much

Reply 

1 reply

+1

Shanahan_Is_God12 days ago

Probably because Mantha was the only guy in this past draft to score 50 goals in junior, Pulkanen is a beast and most of the other guys were lights out in the calder cup. Athanasiou kind of went sideways last year after being traded from the knights. He still has mad upside though

Reply 

+2

ragingthunder12312 days ago

How come most good goalies have cool names?

Reply 

3 replies

+7

Buhlitz12 days ago

The only one with a boring name that I can think of right now is Smith from Phoenix (although he had a down year last yr) Maybe his name is the reason his play dropped

Reply 

2 replies

0

Kyle12 days ago

Lol as much as I love him, Howard isn't exactly an eye-popping name :p

Reply 

+5

Krispy Kreme11 days ago

and price

Reply 

+1

blake harris12 days ago

Detroit is just so solid at drafting quality players without a top 15 pick. Their later round picks are even more impressive.

Reply 

+7

GoForTheWin12 days ago

2010 was a good year, it seems. Then again it's Detroit, so every year is a good year.

Reply 

+11

blake harris12 days ago

Mantha was a steal.

Reply 

1 reply

+17

Leighammac12 days ago

sure was. I was hoping Colombus took him because he's a lot better than Rychel. But whatever

Reply 

0

name33312 days ago

MRAZEK!

Reply 

+14

jbyres0112 days ago

How is Landon Ferraro not on this list?

Reply 

+2

DETROITismyYARD_1612 days ago

So a Griffins team that just won the calder cup adds some elite prospects.

I bet they win two cups this year

Reply 

0

jwg31412 days ago

This is about as good as a prospect pool can get especially with the draft picks that the Red Wings have had to work with.

Reply 

7 replies

+17

nuckshockey12 days ago

Yeah, it's amazing how many players the red wings have developed into stars. They definitely have the best European scouts in the league.

Reply 

+12

Leighammac12 days ago

how is this a good prospect pool when not one player on this list is on hockey's future top 50 prospects? I don't get how dumb people are when it comes to them and their teams. Or in your case you're just plain dumb

Reply 

3 replies

-10

Rixit_DRW12 days ago

I'd rather have a team like Boston than a team like the Penguins.

Reply 

+5

David12 days ago

who cares about a list? star players can come outa no where and projected star players can fall 

Reply 

+3

SukaSam10 days ago

You are just a troll who is trying to get a rise out of people by being a dillhole. Quit being angry because Carolina has nothing and has a bunch of enigmatic players on there team who don't show up when the going gets tough. That is coming from a Leafs fan. lol

Plus, I checked out Hockey's Future and you neglected to mention that your team is ranked 26th in the league for prospects that is so brutal it has Riley Nash who was drafted in 07 as one of your top 5 prospects.

Your team is garbage and you have no leg to stand on. Plus before you decide to rip on the Leafs, at least we made the playoffs. So good luck next year and have fun with your all Staal line and insanely awesome prospect pool.

Reply 

+2

Kesler17Luongo112 days ago

Detroit not only has great scouting, but a great development system as well. How often are gems like Gustav Nyquist found in the fourth round?

Reply 

1 reply

+3

dweinrick8 days ago

COUGH zetterberg. 

Reply 

+3

gagizzle12312 days ago

You know your organization drafts well when only 2 of the top 10 prospects were first round picks....

Reply 

7 replies

+28

ragingthunder12312 days ago

You know your organization drafts well when your best player, who is also one of the league's best was passed over two times in the draft. 

Reply 

1 reply

+10

Buhlitz12 days ago

Well to be fair, the Wings also passed on Datsyuk. They kind of got lucky with him (and Zetterberg)

Reply 

+1

Leighammac12 days ago

this is a pointless post? they are top 10 prospects on DETROIT...not in the league. There isn't one player on this list that is on the hockey's future top 50 prospects, enough said.

Reply 

4 replies

-9

Trey Titler12 days ago

really, because Mrazek and Jurco are two. so that just made your point go bye bye

Reply 

2 replies

+5

Leighammac12 days ago

they arent even on the list

Reply 

1 reply

0

Chris Pyrzewski12 days ago

And? A list really makes them not that good? Datsyuk wasnt good until around his 6th season and hes the best player in the league. Says a lot about a Hurricanes fan, non playoff team for how long?

+3

Detonation19 hours ago

Have fun watching your terrible team year after year, friend!

Reply 

0

mkmiklau12 days ago

Wheres tatar?? or did he lose prospect status

Reply 

4 replies

+11

YzermanIsTheBoss112 days ago

He's jumping up to Wings this year I think, not really a prospect anymore.

Reply 

3 replies

+16

mkmiklau12 days ago

I know he will be this year but i don't think he's played enough games yet in the nhl to lose his prospect status 

Reply 

0

Joel5 days ago

Yeah, i suppose Nyquist and Tatar aren't considered prospects anymore? (because they should be at the top)

Reply 

1 reply

0

Craxi4 days ago

They aren't since they will be part of the team now.

Reply 

0

Kyle12 days ago

no love for Gustav Nyquist, or is he no longer considered a prospect?

Reply 

2 replies

+2

scroungies12 days ago

i think once they've been considered NHL ready, whether they are on the wings' roster or not, takes away their prospect title.

Reply 

1 reply

+6

scroungies12 days ago

while already having played ice time.

Reply 

+1

jr97_czech12 days ago

hope Mrázek will participate in Sochi!Unlucky for him is that Howard has long contract...........

Reply 

1 reply

+5

Trey Titler12 days ago

it's not that bad. only what, 5 years? that means that Mrazek will be 26 when that contract is up, and if he sticks with the Wings, like Jimmy had to do, he'll get his shot. that's one thing about the Wings that they really do better than anybody else in the league. after you get drafted, you may not play even 2 or 3 years after, but when they feel that you're ready, and it's worked for them ^+^

Reply 

+2

matt reebox12 days ago

the red wings have no future when datsyuk and zetteberg retire they have mantha and jurco and mrazek

Reply 

3 replies

-22

Mike Prestanski12 days ago

Right, no future at all..which is why the Griffins just won the Calder Cup? Zetterberg and Datsyuk probably won't be gone for 7 years or so, plenty of time for these boys to develop into greats; that's the Detroit system.

Reply 

2 replies

+17

matt reebox12 days ago

yeah they won the calder cup do you think that those players can win the Stanley cup

Reply 

1 reply

-11

blake harris12 days ago

Never doubt the Detroit Redwings.

Reply 

+14

Thedatsyukiandeke .12 days ago

By far the best prospect pool in the NHL, again. 

Reply 

4 replies

+2

SimDaSpartan12 days ago

No

Reply 

-14

JayKay9212 days ago

Not that this is incredibly official, but Hockey's future has their pool at number eleven... Even if it should be higher than that its nowhere near 'by far the best'

Reply 

-1

Josh_Bickle12 days ago

Absolutely by far the best ... if you ignore Ottawa, Florida, Minny, Edmonton, Islanders, St. Louis, Tampa, Phoenix, and Nashville. Wings have a great pool and they are good at developing prospects nobody can deny that. But they are far from the best pool of pure talent in the league ... FAR from.

Reply 

1 reply

-1

Camden Goleniak12 days ago

I don't think Edmonton has the prospect depth that Det does, then again that's because most of Edmonton's young guys play in the big league. 

Reply 

+3

YzermanIsTheBoss112 days ago

I remember when we only had two or three decent prospects waiting for us back in the 80s. Then 1989 draft happened and its been great ever since.

Reply 

+13

Goalieden12 days ago

In Holland we trust.

Reply 

+15

RedWingsCrusader12 days ago

There have been plenty of complaints (when reading www.detnews.com) about Ken Holland as a declining GM, but I am glad that he is the one at the Top who overseas the RedWings making the Playoffs each year nowadays! RedWings took a hit with some Great Personnel going to the Dallas Stars front office! However, the RedWings are a Class Organization and whoever steps into the promotions will have their day to shine when locating and developing the young talent for the RedWings organization!

Reply 

1 reply

+2

Mike Prestanski12 days ago

I was disappointed he'd done nothing of note last season, especially on D after we lost Lidstrom and Stuart, but his work at the draft and off-season moves restored my faith in troves.

Reply 

+2

88RHernandez12 days ago

That prospect pool of Detroit is unreal. With their solid team right now, they'll be a great team for years to come. 

Reply 

+15

EvilDeadOilersFan198712 days ago

Can't wait to see Mantha in action. I hope he makes the club

Reply 

+6

Dillon Brierley12 days ago

not bad but nothing amazing in there

Reply 

1 reply

-11

Pensfanjusty12 days ago

thats probably the last words your girlfriend said to you

Reply 

+9

BroManDirka12 days ago

Don Cherry will not aprove this list.

Reply 

1 reply

+22

Leighammac12 days ago

Neither will I

Reply 

-2

jmcleod51212 days ago

No team - especially one as successful at drafting as the Red Wings - has a goalie as their top prospect. 

Reply 

4 replies

-8

Phil1812 days ago

Maybe because Mrazek is 21 and won the Calder cup in the AHL on his first year AND he is listed as a future Elite goalie such as Gibson, Allen, Lehner, Markstrom and many other so this is why he is # 1 

Reply 

+18

JayKay9212 days ago

Actually they do, he's right there at the top of the list!

Reply 

1 reply

+15

Kyle12 days ago

For once a leafs fan says something relevant that I can agree with

Reply 

+3

lamming12 days ago

mrazek is awesome and hes got some personality which is also great I say in 2 years he over takes howard because this kid is the real deal and I wish the leafs had him along with mantha he is going to be a force I hope he makes the team this year. wings will do well this year but I hope not to well lol heres to hoping its leafs red wings and senators coming out of the atlantic division this year

Reply 

+3

cjnuss12 days ago

Number 1 should be Datsyuk, I'm convinced he has Benjamin Button disease and ages backwards. Think about it he looks younger every year and shows no signs of slowing down. 

Reply 

1 reply

+33

LeafsNation1212 days ago

Greeeeaaaat haha.

Reply 

0

Rixit_DRW12 days ago

How is Sproul at 10th when he's the CHL defensemen of the year? Also, I wish they had an honorable mentions category for a guy like Mike McKee.

Reply 

1 reply

+12

Leighammac12 days ago

llol you Detroit fan's just don't get it do you. He's number 10 because he was a 20 year old man playing with 16 year old boys in the OHL. In other words he's a pedo and feeds off young boys' mistakes

Reply 

-8

Ilerioluwa Soyege12 days ago

You know you have a good prospect pool when ur first rounder is ranked nine

Reply 

+15

Sandra12 days ago

"Mrazek figures to battle Jonas Gustavsson in camp for the backup job" Good job not doing any research. Mrazek was very inconsistent during his time in Grand Rapids posting a 35 shot shutout one game then letting in 4 goals on 17 shots the next one. He will be in the AHL a couple more years getting consistent instead of wasting away on the bench as a backup to Howard.

Reply 

+10

Pensfanjusty12 days ago

Mrazek, as a 5th round pick was an absolute steal.

Reply 

+36

TheSnipeshow31912 days ago

It is amazing how our prospect pool is this deep, and it doesn't even include Tatar, Nyquist or Andersson. Last year everyone thought that we would be forced to rebuild but the pieces are already here, we just have to find a way to fit them in our roster in the next few years.

Reply 

7 replies

+20

j0eker12 days ago

Anderson, tatar and Nyquist arent that impressive in the NHL. Also the 10 top prospects i doubt will ever see light and day as a Wing player

Reply 

5 replies

-24

Dakota Evans12 days ago

Do you have a brain? Tatar lit it up when he was up there. Andersson nyquist and brunner line was one of the big reasons we were so successful in the playoffs, watch a game will ya?

Reply 

1 reply

+17

Mike Prestanski12 days ago

Yeah that 3rd line was unreal, and we were doing it without Helm, arguably the best 3rd line centre in the game when healthy and an amazing penalty killer. It was so nice to see our team with some real depth again and rolling out four lines once the playoffs kicked off.

Reply 

+4

T.R. Pluister12 days ago

Andersson, Nyquist and Brunner were the Wings most consistent line in last year playoff run. How did they not impress? Did you not see Tatar's goal against Renne? Look it up. Almost as good, if not better than Datysuk's end to end goal on Renne! 

Reply 

+9

YzermanIsTheBoss112 days ago

Ah, our trolls begin to show up.

Reply 

+4

redwings301212 days ago

Remove that badge immediately.

Reply 

+3

Leighammac12 days ago

this deep? name me one player on this list that is on the hockey's future top 50 prospects?

Reply 

-3

Synyster-Gates12 days ago

i think petr will play in gr for maybe 2 more seasons spend 2 3 years or so as jimmys back up slowing battling for that number 1 spot, if he is patient he will get his number 1 spot in detroit just like howard waited. and patience paid off for howard going through the system in detroit

Reply 

+6

Louis Foltz12 days ago

Let me comment! 

Reply 

+5

PimpCanes12 days ago

You know you have a good prospect pool when the CHL defenseman of the year is ranked No.10.

Reply 

5 replies

+21

Urnerburner12 days ago

You don't win that award if you aren't solid on defense. 

Reply 

1 reply

+2

Rixit_DRW12 days ago

Sooo... you're complimenting Sproul?

Reply 

-1

Leighammac12 days ago

HAHAHA this is a joke post you dumb canes fan. He's #10, and also he was the CHL d man of the year because he was a 20 year old man playing with 16 year old boys in the OHL.

Reply 

2 replies

-7

PimpCanes12 days ago

So just because he is older than some of his competition means he is undeserving as a defenseman of the year? You know, because there is obviously NO skill in playing against 16 and 17 year olds like Aaron Ekblad, Connor McDavid, Blake Clarke, Dante Salituro, Michael Dal Colle, etc. Plus, there are plenty of 20 year olds in the CHL not doing so hot so the fact that he is at 20 proves nothing. Stick to the message boards at Hockey's Future, you are a disgrace to Canes fans and no one wants you here. 

Reply 

1 reply

+6

Leighammac12 days ago

HA HA HA. shhh. First of all McDavid is one guy, second of all Ekblad is one guy. And the other guys you mentioned are just ho hum barababubumbum. And ok, yeah and there are also 16 and 17 year olds that arent even near the skill level of McDavid and Ekblad, you ever think of that? And most of them are exactly that. And also yes there are 20 year olds not doing what he is doing but that means nothing because of the point I just made about the 16 and 17 year olds... BUT. The moral of this is that he is 20 point blank period --- and playing against boys. Regardless of how skilled they are he is a man and they are boys.

Reply 

-5

girouxsalem211212 days ago

I think F rk is a little underrated. He was overshadowed by Mackinnon and Drouin in Halifax, kid put up stellar numbers. 

Reply 

4 replies

+19

Kyle12 days ago

I think the exact opposite. Playing with Macinnon and Drouin bumped his numbers, I think they make him look better than he actually is.

Reply 

2 replies

-4

ROBNAS9412 days ago

he was a top 10 prospect in 2011 before his concussion, then slipped to 2nd round by the time 2012 draft came around

Reply 

+1

redwinger4312 days ago

He had an 8-point night at one time this year (5G, 3A) so I think he's doing just fine.

Reply 

+6

ROBNAS9412 days ago

very underrated

Reply 

+3

Elias Vepsäläinen12 days ago

Hopefully Detroit won't trade Mrazek in the future :( he has superstar potential! Keep Howard as 1. goalie as long as Mrasek is ready for full time job and trade Howard then....

Reply 

9 replies

+2

gwolve5512 days ago

you're dumb... why would they trade howard?

Reply 

6 replies

-2

Rixit_DRW12 days ago

Because Mrazek.

Reply 

4 replies

+3

j0eker12 days ago

Howard is inconsistent, too many soft goals and out of position many times. Seriously the OT goal by Chicago he was so out of position. Mrazek and Larrsson should be the two netminders.

Reply 

3 replies

-15

Kyle12 days ago

and again, just shut up troll, da da da dumb!

+1

redwings301212 days ago

Remove that badge immediately.

+2

Detonation18 hours ago

Are you actually a Red Wings fan? You're delusional. Howie was a major reason we made the playoffs last year, and a major reason we took the Ducks and Chicago to 7. The goal he "let in" in game 7 against Chicago? It deflected off Kronwall, that's the only reason it went in. After the game ended, you could see Kronwall agonizing over it, and Howie hugging him. Get your facts straight next time, junior.

He's been easily a top 10 goalie for the past couple years, and considering the fact he played so well after losing Lidstrom? How many other goalies would be able to withstand that pressure and play well enough to get into the playoffs. I'm guessing not too many. 

0

Jarnkrok7012 days ago

Trade value. Land a top defenseman.

Reply 

0

eojzepol12 days ago

No, even if he is good so is Howard. He can back up Howard for a few seasons after Gustavsson's contract expires. Let him fail a little as all entry goalies do. Howard will help him through and maybe he can push for the starting role.

Reply 

+6

gagizzle12312 days ago

Exactly! Follow the Bruins' Tuukka Rask model! Keep the kid as a back for a few more years until Howard is past his prime, then let Mrazek take over and let Howard go via trade. If Mrazek can just be patient and wait maybe 4 years until Howard in 33 and he is 25 then both he and the Redwings organization could pay huge dividends, as Boston now is with Rask. 

Reply 

+2

EberleForPM12 days ago

Great prospect pool.

Reply 

+4

pondplayer12 days ago

Is Tatar not considered a prospect anymore? How many games did he play last year? That kid is nasty...

Reply 

2 replies

+8

Kristi Kodos12 days ago

I believe he is not considered a prospect as he will, or is expected to be, on the Red Wings roster this year. He is a beast and I pray we don't lose him! He says he doesn't want to play another year down in Grand Rapids. He has been down here for 4 years.

Reply 

1 reply

+3

pondplayer12 days ago

I just figure if they listed Dekeyser they should list Tatar as well...either way you guys are stoked on those two

Reply 

+4

MBB loves the Maple Leafs12 days ago

Number 7 has the oddest name I have ever seen. I'd say it, but apparently it is one of the many things that this site moderates.

Reply 

+1

MBB loves the Maple Leafs12 days ago

Frk is the strangest name I have ever seen.

Reply 

-1

Leafsbaby1512 days ago

Unreal scouts....

Reply 

2 replies

+13

chch1712 days ago

Too bad 2 of them went to Dallas with Jim Nill..

Reply 

1 reply

+14

Tekevwe Kwakpovwe12 days ago

no worries, we've still got Håkan Andersson, See all the Swedes and other Europeans on the roster and prospect pool?? Håkan Andersson seel of approval right there. Datsyuk, Zetterberg, Franzen, Holmström, Lidström, Filppula, Ericsson, Nyquist, Andersson, Järnkrok, Håkan built the red wings as it is today heck Edler was going to be a red wing because Håkan saw potential in him before Vancouver found out about Detroit's plans and traded up to draft Edler. Damn Canucks!! :'( 

Reply 

+7

ROBNAS9412 days ago

nyquist frk mantha future first line

Reply 

1 reply

+2

Joel5 days ago

None of them are centers

Reply 

0

ROBNAS9412 days ago

why am i being moderated

Reply 

1 reply

0

ROBNAS9412 days ago

of course this one goes through lol

Reply 

ROBNAS9412 days ago

future 1st line: 

nyquist-frk-mantha

Reply 

1 reply

+1

Jarnkrok7012 days ago

there is no center

Reply 

coreyhammond12 days ago

For a team that rarely gets a high draft pick, they have a really solid pool!

Reply 

2 replies

+32

Twipes12 days ago

Been doing it for years! This past season was our highest draft pick in the last 2 decades! 

Reply 

1 reply

Mike Prestanski12 days ago

And I loved the move, trading pick #18 for #20 and..was it #58?

Reply 

gushybear12 days ago

LOL Kadri OR Franson at $2.45m would be wishful thinking, but BOTH at $2.45m? Thats just Delusional

Reply 

4 replies

-13

ROBNAS9412 days ago

1. what did this have to do with anything

2. kadri is worth $2.45 mil

Reply 

Leaf_Blower8112 days ago

what about franson at 3.5, Kadri at 2.8 and liles out the door.

Reply 

2 replies

yemenej12 days ago

Too late to send Liles packing. Wouldn't have had an issue if they let Bozak walk instead of buying out Grabovoski and used their second compliance buyout on Liles instead.

Reply 

1 reply

redwings301212 days ago

GARBAGEOVSKI.

Reply 

Leighammac12 days ago

garbage prospects

Reply 

11 replies

-66

Manalishi12 days ago

garbage post

Reply 

ROBNAS9412 days ago

um nah

Reply 

Kovalenm12 days ago

i don't even remember the last time the hurricanes were relevant.....

Reply 

5 replies

PimpCanes12 days ago

Ouch...that was a low blow.

Reply 

Fedorov91Datsyuk1312 days ago

i think it was when we beat them 4-1 in the 2002 SCF

Reply 

1 reply

TheSnipeshow31912 days ago

or the cup they won in 2006?

Reply 

Leighammac12 days ago

I don't even remember the last time the city of Detroit had profit. Obviously there garbage hockey squad isn't helping

Reply 

1 reply

SpetzWing10 days ago

yes lets try to win a hockey debate by bringing in a non-relevant political point as if it has anything to do with YOUR team being mediocre in it's entire existence. Face it, you're a troll and the Red Wings are a much better franchise than the Canes. Arguing that is just going to make you look dumb. 

Reply 

Jon Eklund12 days ago

Troll

Reply 

Babu Ranjan12 days ago

can i thumbs down this post more than once?

Reply 

redwings301212 days ago

Garbage team (Hurricanes.)

Reply 

SpetzWing12 days ago

I really hope the Wings don't lose Mrazek in some trade. He has the potential to be a superstar from what I've seen so far. Howard's six year contract has his last two years in which he can provide a list of 10 teams to be traded to while his first four years it's a NTC and a NMC. I think that's because Holland anticipates Mrazek pushing him out in 4 years (and given how quickly he's adapted it might be even faster than that). As long as we don't have a Vancouver issue in goal I'll be happy lol. 

Reply 

2 replies

+11

Kadinski10 days ago

Howard should understand what happens in Detroit, though. Osgood was displaced by him and Ozzie was a consummate professional about teaching Howard how to be a starter. Howard should be willing to do the same thing for Mrazek. 

Reply 

1 reply

SpetzWing10 days ago

yeah Ozzie didn't have any sour grapes, but at the same time he was very accomplished at that point and won 2 cups and almost a third as the starter. If Howard doesn't get the team one he'll be angry at himself and will try to prove himself more I'm guessing. Howard won't be that old when Mrazek will be knocking on the door (2-4 years) but hopefully by that time the Wings win a cup or two! 

Reply 

LiveAndBreathHockey12 days ago

i swear Detroit has one of the most overrated prospect pools in the league . 

Reply 

15 replies

-47

SpetzWing12 days ago

their prospects must be pretty good since they won the AHL title without half of these guys being on the team and these guys are supposed to be even better than some of the current AHL guys. So your reasoning seems to be lacking there buddy. 

Reply 

2 replies

Leighammac12 days ago

That's because of one reason. All of their prospects that come over here are already grown men, about 20-24. So they playing against younger prospects, and also against older guys that aren't good enough to play in the N. Detroits PROSPECTS, are men. Or better said, should be would be could be NHL players on other teams. So who careeessss about Detroit. And also like I've said enough times. Show me one prospect on this list that is on Hockey's Future Top 50 Prospects???

Reply 

1 reply

SpetzWing10 days ago

Actually that's not completely accurate. They do over-ripe their prospects but if what you say is completely true then they should have been dominating the AHL for decades since that was their method for the entire time. No. That isn't the case. They didn't have enough AHL talent before where as right now they do and that's because before they would trade their draft picks or prospects away and now they don't do it. The leading scorer on the team for the playoffs and playoff MVP, Tatar, is only 22. Luke Glendening, 2'nd year AHL guy, 3'rd in playoff points on the team, Ferarro, 2'nd year AHL 4'th in points, 21 at the time, Sheahan, Jurco and Billins all AHL rookies round out the next 3 for the team. These are collectively all young guys and no older than 22. AHL doesn't have that many teenagers on any team man, the entire league is made up of young guys in their 20's mostly so I don't see your point. Mrazek and Jarnkrok will be in the top 50 this season just like Smith and Nyquist were in the top 50 last year.

Reply 

Manalishi12 days ago

You and that Canes fan should hook up in the Land of Ignorance.

Reply 

3 replies

Tekevwe Kwakpovwe12 days ago

that made my day xD

Reply 

Leighammac12 days ago

you and your team should hook up in the League of the Old Folks

Reply 

1 reply

Manalishi12 days ago

Only heard that for a decade now. Give yourself another thumbs up.

Reply 

ken12 days ago

not every one gets to draft as early as calgary every year. some of us go to the playoffs instead.

Reply 

1 reply

Leighammac12 days ago

you sound like you feel special. I think a smart person would not want to go to the playoffs one year so that they come back stronger the next. Otherwise you're squeaking in like Detroit does every year for the past few and getting ousted like little kids trying to sneak into the fair, but than get caught later after enjoying a few rides. My point is, it's cool to do that, but is it really worth it when you can just say you did it? I'd rather go to the fair and have a legit chance of riding all the rides. Or in this case being a legit contender and actually winning.

Reply 

leafsnation7112 days ago

Atleast Detroit wouldn't pass up on Hunter Shinkaruk

Reply 

2 replies

SimonRivero12 days ago

Ehh, but they did, didn't they?

Reply 

1 reply

redwings301212 days ago

No. Vancouver got 17th pick. Detroit 20th.

Reply 

Eberle1412 days ago

their prospect pool is probably better then your team

Reply 

1 reply

Leighammac12 days ago

than why aren't they in the NHL you fool

Reply 

ROBNAS9412 days ago

underrated* 

Reply 

Crimzon12 days ago

Mantha on 9th... Looking good for the future!! :D

Reply 

3 replies

+16

steveblunts12 days ago

This guy could be a captain in the future....

Reply 

2 replies

Kyle12 days ago

As good as he looks, I doubt it. I think his inconsistency will get in the way.

Reply 

1 reply

Camden Goleniak12 days ago

He might turn into Franzen 2.0 haha

Reply 

RedWingsCrusader12 days ago

Looking forward to these young players developing and contributing during this and upcoming seasons!

Reply 

+2

Kooldip12 days ago

With the scouts they have, they should just trade their higher picks for young prospects and then draft these hidden gems they so consistantly find lol it's full proof! Also, should DeKeyser even be on this? He's more than likely starting in the NHL while the rest of these players will more than likely be playing minors. You can't really consider him a prospect can you? lol

Reply 

7 replies

+1

Landon Busse12 days ago

and out of all of that he was ranked #5 lol

Reply 

Brent Cuming12 days ago

Haha full proof... I think you mean "fool proof", but I hear ya. With Jim Nill gone though, their scouting takes a big hit

Reply 

5 replies

mdevellano12 days ago

and Joe McDonnell

Reply 

Thedwillwinitall12 days ago

Is that true that Dallas selected the pick Detroit wanted because they did let Nill go before the draft?

Reply 

Sandra12 days ago

@Brent Cuming, They still got Hakan Andersson who's responsible for pretty much every European in their system including the ones on the roster.

Reply 

1 reply

Victor Jansson12 days ago

Håkan is probably the best scout in the business.

Reply 

Kooldip12 days ago

Lol yes, that is what I meant. Apparently the phrase isn't fool proof.  

ppppbuf
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F_Rowley11 days ago

ive seen grigorenko so many times, such a lazy player, never going in the corner, got these points in the junior cause he could deke 2-3 guys with his hands, but that aint gonna work in the nhl

Reply 

-2

joshuah419712 days ago

Brilliant future ahead for the Sabres as long as they develop well

Reply 

+1

Irriducibile12 days ago

After trading for Hackett and Larsson and adding Zadorov and Ristolainen, this looks actually like an excellent prospect pool, perhaps top-5 in the NHL.

Reply 

2 replies

+3

Irriducibile12 days ago

and it doesn't even include Makarov, Compher, Bailey, Hurley and McCabe HOLY CR.AP :-O 

Reply 

1 reply

+2

AllHailMikhail2 days ago

Or Possler and Catenacci.

Reply 

0

Anonymous12 days ago

Buffalo has robbed Vancouver getting Hodgson. Minnesota gave us Hackett, and Larsonn(a pick which was Zadarov). Nashville gave us a first for Gaustad. Carolina gave us McBain for an underachieving Sekera. Darcy has done pretty good.

Reply 

2 replies

+3

joshuah419711 days ago

I agree

Reply 

1 reply

0

TEnnis11 days ago

Gaustad turned into Girgensons! JT Compher came with McBain. He's definitely made some mistakes, but there's some good pieces he's added.

Reply 

0

Anonymous12 days ago

So deep should be great in the next few years.

Reply 

+2

MaidenVarius12 days ago

Yikes, the size of some of those D. I'd get crushed like an accordion.

Reply 

+1

BobrovskyRask13 days ago

The best part of this list isn't Grigorenko, the future No. 1 center, or Ristolainen, one of the better up-and-coming defensemen in the league. It's Zemgus Girgensons. Not because he's a good player and a solid addition to a 1-2 punch of Hodgson and Grigorenko, but because his name is more fun to say than any other player in the league right now.

Reply 

4 replies

+3

Richard D'Angelo12 days ago

No, you are right the first time...Girgensons, because his talent is closest to maturing.

Reply 

+3

Irriducibile12 days ago

That's only the case until Shayne Gostisbehere arrives.

Reply 

1 reply

0

TEnnis11 days ago

He has a great last name, but the Latvian Locomotive has a great first and last name (and nickname). haha.

Reply 

+1

Sabretooth7110 days ago

Hoping Girgensons can become a solid 2 way center like Bergeron...Sabres desperately need a good player in that mold.

Reply 

+1

CanucksFanMike13 days ago

That is a real solid prospect pool.... Buffalo might not be that good next year but they do have a good future in front of them.

Reply 

+10

Tony Starx13 days ago

Where's our 2006 first round superstar prospect, Dennis Persson? Or that euro-superstar first rounder from '05, Marek Zagrapan? I think we'd be better off waiting until these "can't-miss" prospects prove something first. We fans do this every year and end up extremely disappointed and quickly forget that we've been lauding our "excellent, all star" prospects every year and they prove time and again that Darcy either cant pick them well, can't develop them well, or we trade them. I'll hold my excitement this year out of self-preservation. 

Reply 

7 replies

-1

Skyline_BNR3413 days ago

Very true, but every team has those types of players. We have an impressive list of prospects, and some just won't make it at all, and some of the other prospects will do better.

Reply 

4 replies

+4

Clint13 days ago

so name the prospec/player other than Vanek who has scored more than 30 goals a season who was picked by Regier in the past 16 years.

Reply 

3 replies

0

Dakota Evans13 days ago

It happens to every team, even detroit.

Reply 

0

Austin Ange13 days ago

Jason Pomminville last year and Drew Stafford the year before. 

Reply 

1 reply

+4

IveBeenCalledWorse13 days ago

Can't argue with that 

+1

Cory Schnurr13 days ago

This was 7-8 years ago. Get over it. 

Reply 

+2

Jon Eklund12 days ago

LOL euro superstar Marek zgrapan!! So true but i dont think that anyone can miss pick like buffalo then. He is like shittiest player who had ever picked in the first round.

Reply 

0

xolohockey13 days ago

Impressive list.

Reply 

+6

owners4ever13 days ago

so darcy can draft just not anything else

Reply 

4 replies

0

ThaBruins13 days ago

Maybe they make him head of player scouting and get a new gm. Cause this prospect pool looks fantastic, but he's made a couple of headscratching trades the last few years, I agree.

Reply 

2 replies

0

bdonaghu13 days ago

We robbed Minnesota and Vancouver and Nashville in the past few seasons... Getting a 1st rounder for Gaustad?! The guy had 7 goals all season!! And Buf also probably got the better end of the Sekera trade on draft day. Not to mention getting 4 higher end picks for aged D-men like Leopold and Regher was also excellent considering their contracts were expiring and not in the plan for the future. Regier, while hasn't done a good job in contract management... he is a very good trader and drafter.

Reply 

1 reply

+5

Richard D'Angelo12 days ago

Way to set him straight!

Reply 

0

Richard D'Angelo12 days ago

In case you happen to live in a closet, he can also trade...and do it very well.

Reply 

+1

Leighammac13 days ago

this is a nice nice nice crop of prospects. Gorgeous at best gorgeous.

Reply 

1 reply

+4

Richard D'Angelo12 days ago

Are you thinking of dating them?

Reply 

+3

Page Cook13 days ago

As long as Darcy does not mess this group up. Expect the Sabres to become the new beast of the east.

Reply 

+6

mkmiklau13 days ago

Def the best pool we've seen yet 

Reply 

+12

sbredenhof13 days ago

Really hoping Mark Pysyk makes the team... had a lot of fun watching him play junior!

Reply 

1 reply

+10

pboida13 days ago

I think hes a lock. He played great last year

Reply 

+2

LeafsNation1213 days ago

The initial title of the article before you click on it made it sound like BUF's prospect was good, but not that good. Then as soon as you start reading, you start getting scared of what they are going to bring up. Good luck to the Sabres, not gonna be fun to see these young guns in a couple years.

Reply 

+14

sisuofducks13 days ago

Wonder if Vanek will have the season he did last year... He's getting older but he looked really good.

Reply 

9 replies

+4

owners4ever13 days ago

he is only 29

Reply 

7 replies

+1

sisuofducks13 days ago

thats why i said he's GETTING older, not he's old. The best players in the league are in their early to mid 20's now... its a young man's game.

Reply 

6 replies

-1

TEnnis13 days ago

And then there's Martin St. Louis.

Reply 

5 replies

+7

sisuofducks13 days ago

and then there's Teemu...

+1

sisuofducks13 days ago

and then there's Selanne

0

sisuofducks13 days ago

And then theres Selanne...

0

bdonaghu13 days ago

Selanne anyone?

0

IveBeenCalledWorse13 days ago

Go_Leafs...you clearly missed the point

0

Richard D'Angelo12 days ago

He will (and should) be traded before the season is over.

Reply 

0

leafsnation7113 days ago

in 5 years Hodsgon will be the 1st line centre, Grigorenko will be the 2nd and Girgensons will be the 3rd

Reply 

7 replies

+4

Clint Brooks13 days ago

Grigorenko may push hodgson for the #1. 

Reply 

1 reply

+6

Taelin13 days ago

Agreed. I see Grigorenko with the higher ceiling.

Reply 

0

Wayne Denomme13 days ago

I highly doubt Hodgson will be a Sabre in 5 years..he might not even be a Sabre in 5 months

Reply 

4 replies

0

Skyline_BNR3413 days ago

And you are an idi0t.

Reply 

1 reply

+3

CanucksFanMike13 days ago

lol no he's not..... he actually is making a good point. I read recently that the Sabres are struggling to find common ground with Hodgson. Plus, CoHo was dealt from Vancouver for a reason. He complained about ice time and didn't have a good relationship with management. I could definitely see this happening again in Buffalo.

Reply 

+2

Cory Schnurr13 days ago

Hodgson will sign. All your doing is going by all the Vancouver fans saying how big of a problem he was there. He and his family like buffalo, it's close to his hometown Markham. It's a simple case of hodgson having one of the toughest agents in sports. It will get done eventually, ennis took a long time also. 

Reply 

1 reply

+2

TEnnis11 days ago

Hodgson isn't the problem. He just seems and acts like a professional every time I watch an interview. It's his agent that's the problem. One of the sleaziest in the NHL.

Reply 

+1

Logan S13 days ago

One of the better prospect pools in the NHL, the biggest in size to.

Gonna be a scary team in a couple of years.

Reply 

+13

Clint Brooks13 days ago

Nichushkin or Ristolainen? I think the Sabres should of snatched up the big Russian forward to play with Grigo. What are your thoughts?

Reply 

14 replies

+6

bbalch1713 days ago

Think he's gonna be a bust. Just my opinion, the same might be said of Grigorenko (God we hope not), but I think Risto is the better pick to maximize his and Armia's game while minimizing both's potential hiccups in the transition to North American hockey

Reply 

9 replies

+2

Canucks Eh13 days ago

Totally disagree on Nich. He might not live up to those who he's been compared to though I can see him at worst being a 3rd liner who carries his line. That said will he stay in the NHL if he's not playing top minutes? Who knows but how can you deny that kids potential. 

Reply 

6 replies

+2

bbalch1713 days ago

Respect that opinion, and you're probably right, but that 3rd liner scenario just doesn't warrant the 8th overall pick in my opinion.

Reply 

5 replies

+3

Canucks Eh13 days ago

Good point. Though with history I think if any player you draft no matter what round can make it to the nhl you've done your job as scouts and management. It's then up to the player to dictate where he slots in the lineup. 

+3

bbalch1713 days ago

True. If you watch the coverage of this year's draft though provided by Sabres.com, they were going Risto all the way supposedly. Then got greedy at 16 with Zadorov haha

+2

Matt13 days ago

I watched that also bbalch17. Did you see we were trying to trade up from 16 to 14 to draft Max Domi, until he went at #12 to PHX? I thought that was very interesting

+4

Canucks Eh13 days ago

I'm surprised Domi wasn't drafted in the top 10 actually. Thought for sure you guys were going to grab him, then when I heard Gillis announce "from the London Knights.." I was so pumped to nab him, but I'll take Horvat. They said in the article Zadorov won't be offensive at all and just relied upon for shutdown play though I've watched him a few times and he's such a good skater I can't see him not putting up points. 

+1

Sabres n&#39; Saints13 days ago

Max Domi in Buffalo after the legacy his father left with Buffalo fans ouch!

0

Skyline_BNR3413 days ago

Grigorenko wants to play in the NHL, Nich, the jury is still out on that kid.

Reply 

1 reply

0

Richard D'Angelo12 days ago

Nichushkin wants to play in the NHL too...he has openly said so. And I think he has more talent than Grigs. We shall see.

Reply 

-1

TEnnis13 days ago

While I wouldn't have minded the pick, I feel like they thought Ristolainen was a safer pick. I know with the way Grigorenko dropped the way he did, many teams thought he was a little risky. I feel like Nuchushkin is similar in the fact that he dropped a little bit. Also, he played in the KHL, unlike Grigo playing in the Q which, nowadays, makes him a riskier pick. He also had a smaller sample size to look at than the other top prospects did.

Reply 

1 reply

+1

Richard D'Angelo12 days ago

BUT we desperately need wingers, not D-men.

Reply 

0

Wayne Denomme13 days ago

I got no problem with the FFT..but we will only know years down the line for sure

Reply 

0

Richard D'Angelo12 days ago

You are absolutely right!!! I had a fit when they didn't take the obvious choice with the 8th pick. 

The Sabres are going to regret not taking Nichuhkin...mark my words.

Reply 

0

lstanley9313 days ago

Room for improvement, but excellent potential.

Reply 

+4

DCoy8813 days ago

Great prospects, just have no idea what Buffalo was thinking burning a year of Grigorenko's contract last year. A shortened season to begin with and then to send him back halfway through it. Did they really think he was going to be the difference between a playoff run and missing out?

Reply 

5 replies

+9

Matt13 days ago

ha sadly we did...total waste of a yr and minor bump in his development process. We didnt even play him on the powerplay, it was a joke

Reply 

+9

Cory Schnurr13 days ago

i dont really consider it a waste. he played half the season in quebec during the lockout and clearly needed to be playing against stronger men. The only reason he was sent back was to let him help quebec in the playoffs while buffalo was in a terrible stretch. but he needed more ice time definatly, hes not a 3rd-4th line player, but with buffalo struggling as much as they did lindy was in a tough spot, buffalo needed wins badly and therefor lindy needs his top guns on the ice as much as possible. his icetime improved under rolston once he earned his trust. i think if buffalo knew this was gonna be a write-off season he woulda stayed in quebec for the full season.

Reply 

3 replies

+1

bbalch1713 days ago

If this was our write off season as you say they thought it was, why did we continue to try to win, ending up 8th overall. Could have drafted one of those big 3 or 4 guys, but nah. That's the maddening thing with this team I tragically love so f'kn much

Reply 

2 replies

+2

Cory Schnurr13 days ago

any coach or gm that tells their players to take nights off to lose on purpose doesnt belong in hockey. these are professional athletes who have been trained their entire life to do anything they can to help the team win. 

Reply 

1 reply

+4

bbalch1712 days ago

At a certain point,don't you stop deluding yourself? They were talking playoffs yet our longest win streak was 3 games

0

greywind8813 days ago

That blue line is going to be just massive. I'm excited to see how they do in the NHL. If the D-men can slow down some of those nimble shooters, hopefully we'll see a drop in Shots against. Miller's on the decline but ya still gotta give him some support. He faced way too many shots.

Reply 

+6

Ilerioluwa Soyege13 days ago

Buffalo could have drafted a forward instead of zadorov the already have defencman like ristolainen rudwehl and Myers

Reply 

5 replies

+2

Clint Brooks13 days ago

Zadorov's good. But I think i would of picked Nich over Risto. 

Reply 

1 reply

-5

Richard D'Angelo12 days ago

Agreed

Reply 

0

Michael Kenny13 days ago

Could be good trading pieces, teams can always use big powerful d-men

Reply 

1 reply

+2

greywind8813 days ago

I agree. For draftees, I feel like it's better to play to your strengths rather than hope a rookie can fill a weakness. Best case scenario, you further improve what you're good at and people start looking to join your franchise. Worst case: you can trade for a veteran in the area of need later. A good example: Colorado going for Mackinnon instead of Jones.

Reply 

+2

Richard D'Angelo12 days ago

I wish they would have taken Mantha instead of Zadorov.

Reply 

0

P88KANER13 days ago

Ristolainen and Armia ;)

Reply 

3 replies

+10

Cole d'arc13 days ago

Love the Finns!

Reply 

+5

Jon Eklund12 days ago

yeah, Ristolainen "the stallion" and Armia "the sniper". And if we add one more scandinavian Larsson to that list is just awsome he is fantastic all aroun player

Reply 

1 reply

0

Joe Mazurkiewicz9 days ago

Anyone know where to get LUTEFISK in Bflo??????

Reply 

0

Austin Ange13 days ago

For the Sabres, I feel that we need one more elite goal scoring winger to complement all of our current centers. Another sniper would be really be nice just in case Armia doesn't pan out and it would'nt hurt to have more scoring for the sabres.

Reply 

2 replies

+5

Ilerioluwa Soyege13 days ago

Trade miller for a really good centerman enroth is good enough to be a starter

Reply 

1 reply

+4

Richard D'Angelo12 days ago

Except no one wants or needs Miller.

Reply 

+1

kdonovan1813 days ago

all terrible prospects. have fun not making playoffs for the next 20 years.

Reply 

11 replies

-28

Ilerioluwa Soyege13 days ago

At least their prospect pool is better than washinton's

Reply 

+18

Matt13 days ago

haters gonna hate...way to trade forsberg btw 

Reply 

1 reply

+19

Jon Eklund12 days ago

it was best trade ever

Reply 

0

Canucks Eh13 days ago

Sabres= top 5 

Caps= bottom 5 

Reply 

+15

greywind8813 days ago

he says without any supporting evidence. Relax buddy, there's no need to troll. We don't even have that big of a rivalry between Buffalo and Washington. Why the hate?

Reply 

+11

Clarky1113 days ago

What!? This is the strongest set of prospects I've seen so far.

Reply 

+5

Cory Schnurr13 days ago

no more beers for you. get to bed.

Reply 

+1

bbalch1713 days ago

Jealous lol. Have fun guessing which team Ovi plays for this year... WASH or Team Ovechkin

Reply 

+1

sisuofducks13 days ago

Sabres and the Ducks have the two best farm systems in the league... both are SC teams within the next 5 years.

Reply 

+1

Wayne Denomme13 days ago

LOL..do you even know what an offside is??

Reply 

1 reply

0

CapsnHabsFan13 days ago

Probably not lol

Reply 

0

Canucks Eh13 days ago

Ou Andrey Makarov he's gunna be dirty 

Reply 

+7

Mr_hockey1913 days ago

Go Ruhwedel! Representin Diego!

Reply 

+4

Matt13 days ago

Zemgus Girgensons will be starting on the opening day roster. He's big, extremely physical, very high intensity, responsible in the defensive zone, and leads by example...with a bit of offensive upside. I see him being a consistent 50 pt player for his career, and being a nightmare to play against. I cannot wait for everyone to see exactly what I'm talking about

Reply 

1 reply

+4

TEnnis13 days ago

He's a homegrown version of Peca/Drury from what I've seen watching him play. Might not score as many goals as Drury, but I can see him being a great two-way center that puts up similar points totals as those two players.

Reply 

+1

Janna Brackett13 days ago

Gonna love watching some of these guys in Rochester. Lots of competition for spots on both the Sabres and the Amerks won't hurt either team. And both teams have good coaching staffs to teach the youngsters.

Reply 

0

Canucks Eh13 days ago

I questioned the pick of Zadorov just because Rychel and Gauthier were still available but I guess the Sabres were licking their chops at their future blue line. Man that's lookin' scray AF. 

Also I wish nhl.com previewed the top 15 prospects. Not only to give us a better idea of a teams pool but it's not always the top guys who make an impact in the league. Just a thought.

Reply 

4 replies

+7

Matt13 days ago

agreed. Jake McCabe not being on here is rediculous

Reply 

1 reply

+10

Luigi_Lemieux13 days ago

And Compher

Reply 

+1

TEnnis13 days ago

I was even more impressed with Zadorov at prospects camp than Risto. I also was following his stats since the beginning of the OHL season. I had wanted the Sabres to draft him since September/October, so I couldn't believe when he fell into their laps. I would've drafted him ahead of Nurse, Morin, Pulock, and Morrisey. One of the hardest shots in the draft, hardest hitter, untapped offensive potential, and many scouts said he was the best backwards-skating defenseman in the draft. 

Reply 

1 reply

+1

Canucks Eh13 days ago

I would've taken him before all those you listed except Nurse. He's a better skater imo and boy does that kid have heart. 

Reply 

+1

Emma Duncan13 days ago

also good news, they don't appear to be in any great hurry to rush these kids into the line up, so hopefully, they will be given a chance to develop. just one of the sickest prospect pool out there.

Reply 

+6

awr13 days ago

Russian

Finnish

Latvian

American

Canadian

Finnish

Canadian

Swedish

Canadian

Russian

Grapes would not approve...

Reply 

+16

LeafsNation1213 days ago

Yikes.

Reply 

2 replies

+8

Matt13 days ago

enjoy these next 2-3 of picking up pts against us...Sabres on the warpath

Reply 

1 reply

+5

Matt13 days ago

2-3 yrs*

Reply 

0

Mr_hockey1913 days ago

Wow, I didn't know that the sabers prospect pool was THAT GOOD!

Reply 

2 replies

+16

Matt13 days ago

We are quietly building a monster...we're trying to be the next Detroit :)

Reply 

+8

IveBeenCalledWorse13 days ago

We are hoping

Reply 

+1

Matthew Nolandis Kahn13 days ago

And if zadorov Is 10 buffalo will terrorize

Reply 

1 reply

+16

Jon Eklund12 days ago

wo true just great prospect lit c`mon Armia is number 6! he´s a freakin sniper and first liner in the finland champion team assat

Reply 

+1

Matthew Nolandis Kahn13 days ago

You forgot Justin bailey honestly as a sabres fan I'm so excited about him son of former bills linebacker Carlton bailey he is a big physical sniper linebacker on skates beware of this kid 

Reply 

+10

DCoy8813 days ago

This has to be the best group of prospects of all the teams reviewed so far.

Reply 

9 replies

+20

Phil Freeman13 days ago

Tampa. 

Reply 

3 replies

-3

Clint Brooks13 days ago

Tampa's ok. Especially with Drouin, Kucherov, Barberio, Namestnikov, and Tyler Johnson to name of few. Not that long ago Conacher was a prospect for them too. 

Reply 

1 reply

+2

matt reebox13 days ago

vaskalevski

Reply 

+2

DCoy8813 days ago

Well Tampa hasn't been featured yet.

Reply 

+2

ashtoniorocks13 days ago

As a Sabres fan this realy makes me excited "LETS GO BUFFALO"

Reply 

+3

Emma Duncan13 days ago

Florida's is pretty impressive as well.

Reply 

3 replies

+3

DCoy8813 days ago

Florida hasn't been featured yet either.

Reply 

2 replies

+2

Canucks Eh13 days ago

I don't understand what you're trying to get at.. Those prospects are still in said systems, so why can we not speak of them on this site?

Reply 

1 reply

-1

DCoy8813 days ago

Read the original comment. Then maybe you will understand. Also sorry I don't know every prospect of every team in the league.

0

Clint Brooks13 days ago

The best prospect pool hands down. And they're still forgetting players like Jake Mccabe and Dan Catenacci. Now they just need to show up!

Reply 

1 reply

+11

Clint Brooks13 days ago

EvenRasmus Ristolainen could contend for top prospect. Deep!

Reply 

+5

Sage M13 days ago

people say the sabres suck.... come talk to us in 3 years and we'll see how much we suck. Great group of dedicated prospects

Reply 

+8

Ilerioluwa Soyege13 days ago

In a good 5-6 years this team will be a favorite for winning the cup. If buffalo sucks this season and gets a top pick they will be a dynasty

Reply 

+10

Wayne Denomme13 days ago

lets hope in 2 years from now Connor McDavid is on this list :)

Reply 

7 replies

+10

Ilerioluwa Soyege13 days ago

Maybe even Sam Reinhart or Aaron ekblad

Reply 

3 replies

+11

Canucks Eh13 days ago

You've gotta be getting one of the three. Especially with the possible moves of Vanek and Miller. I wouldn't mind making the trip an hour down to Buffalo to watch McDavid or Reinhart.

Reply 

2 replies

+7

Cory Schnurr13 days ago

buffalo already has three 2nd round picks in 2014. i wonder what they can add with vanek and miller. although personally id like to keep them both, but it doesnt seem that will happen. mcdavid in 2015 would be unbelievable. buffalo may have just picked a good time to rebuild with all these strong draft classes.

Reply 

+1

Richard D'Angelo12 days ago

Can't be sure of getting one of the three since they are being drafted in different years!

Reply 

+1

Clint Brooks13 days ago

One more top end prospect like Reinhart or Ekblad and we have a dynasty in the making.

Reply 

2 replies

+1

Canucks Eh13 days ago

Easy cowboy 

Reply 

+1

Wayne Denomme13 days ago

LOL..I wish :)

Reply 

+1

Brendan Federspiel13 days ago

Ruhwedel has no place there over someone like Zadorov, and Jake McCabe should be included in the list within the top 6-7.

Reply 

1 reply

+7

Richard D'Angelo12 days ago

Zadorov is unproven at the NHL level and could well be a bust, so don't get too excited.

Reply 

0

Leaf_Blower8113 days ago

This is probably THE most underrated prospect pool in the league. So many prospects with star/superstar potential and pretty much all of them are BIG, a much needed attribute for Buffalo. 

I also love the diversity of both the prospect pool and the young guns on the sabres. They havemany Russians, Finns, Swedes, (obviously Canadians) and Americans. This team seriously has the potential to be the new Team Europe Red Wings. 

Reply 

9 replies

+11

Leaf_Blower8113 days ago

D-corps of the future (in no particular order):

Myers-Pysyk

Ristolainen-Zadorov

Ruhwedel-McNabb

sprinkle in some vets: Ehrhoff etc.

Forward top6 potential (plus 1):

Foligno-CoHo-Ennis

Larsson-Girgorenko-Armia

Leino-Girgensons-Ott

Enroth

Hackett

just SO MANY young prospects!!!

Reply 

7 replies

+7

Matt13 days ago

kinda scary isnt it lol watch out in 3 years. Funny thing is we as of right now, without the pending upcoming Miller and Vanek trades, have 3 2nd rd picks in the upcoming 2014 draft

Reply 

+4

Shreddies13 days ago

you lost all credibility when you included Leino

Reply 

2 replies

-6

bbalch1713 days ago

Leino dangles harder than any player on your team when healthy

Reply 

+3

benevente413 days ago

Cheap shots at Leino are pretty tiresome already. He was injured all last year. He's strong on the puck and smart too. I'm glad he's still on the team - I'd love to see a Leino-Grigortenko-Ott line

Reply 

+2

ptoexle13 days ago

easy with ruhwedel. he is ok. jack mccabe should have been top 5 on this list, check him out. captain of team usa world junior team

Reply 

+1

Richard D'Angelo12 days ago

You forgot McNabb...he will definitely be an strong NHL player in a year or two.

Reply 

1 reply

+1

Richard D'Angelo12 days ago

oops! You didn't forget him...sorry.

Reply 

0

Luigi_Lemieux13 days ago

Speaking of diversity(an old old wooden ship), all the sabres need is a token brother with soft hands

Reply 

+1

vanekbutton2613 days ago

I hope we get to see Foligno-Girgensons-Ott at some point this year. That would be KILLER! I can't wait until McNabb, Zadorov, and "The Finnish Freight Train" are blasting bombs and bodies on the blueline! We're gonna be so fun to watch! Who do I pick for a jersey when Vanek is gone?

Reply 

3 replies

+5

Matt13 days ago

Cant wait man! I'm getting a Girgensons jersey...him, Ristolainen, or Armia would be awesome choices for the future!

Reply 

+2

TEnnis13 days ago

I'm dubbing Zadorov's nickname the "Crushin' Russian".

Reply 

+1

Richard D'Angelo12 days ago

I want to see Ott - Girgensons - Kaleta. THAT line would be fun to watch!

Reply 

0

matrix8013 days ago

Damn. we have this Defence to look forward to in the future

Reply 

5 replies

+11

Matt13 days ago

but I'm not too thrilled about dealing with Kadri/Gardiner for the next 10+ years so it goes both ways lol

Reply 

2 replies

+7

Leaf_Blower8113 days ago

I for one am really looking forward to the battle of the (Jake) Gardiner expressway!! (if you saw what I did there ;) ).

Reply 

1 reply

+5

Matt13 days ago

Yes the Freddy (Jake) Gardiner expressway, I look forward to it as well. Hopefully some huge games in May and June in the future

Reply 

0

TEnnis13 days ago

I went to an Amerks/Marlies game near the end of the year and Morgan Reilly was just incredible to watch. I was afraid every time he had the puck. He's going to be very good in a couple years.

Reply 

0

Luigi_Lemieux13 days ago

Do my eyes deceive me? nhl.com doesn't edit out a "bad word"

Reply 

0

Oilersfan_9713 days ago

definitely the best prospect pool in the NHL right now this team is going to be so good in the future and remember they still have enroth who really looked amazing last year and also young names like hodgson myers and ennis

Reply 

+11

the_great_gatz13 days ago

I think we might have overpaid for Pommer.

Reply 

6 replies

+19

Canucks Eh13 days ago

I think you're bang on 

Reply 

+4

Tyler Wedel13 days ago

We didn't overpay for him. They are quietly setting up the pieces to hopefully bring Vanek in during the offseason next year. We were rich in goalie prospects, and they started leaning more on Kuemper. Larsson was good, but we've got so many prospects and not enough room for them all.

Reply 

3 replies

-3

Canucks Eh13 days ago

It doesn't matter if you don't have room. You gave up too many ASSETS dude. Very simple. 

Reply 

+7

Wayne Denomme13 days ago

you totally overpaid..and sorry there is no such thing as having too many prospects..put it this way, what you gave us??..I am sure you could have got a better player than Pomer elsewhere..but one thing Darcy is good at is ripping off teams in trades

Reply 

+1

Richard D'Angelo12 days ago

Yeah, you did overpay. And forget about Vanek in the off season. He'll be traded by the deadline to the highest bidder.

Reply 

+1

Wayne Denomme13 days ago

nooooooooooooooooooooo kidding..but every time I say it I get thumbed down..lol..I would have been thrilled with just a 1st rounder for Pomer

Reply 

+1

brigghock13 days ago

you know you have a good prospect pool when Armia is ranked 6th.

Reply 

1 reply

+26

Krispy Kreme13 days ago

Or when Zadorov is 10th

Reply 

+7

matthew_minogue13 days ago

Its nice that they have all those massive big defensivemen but you need a mixture of speed to go along with them. I can guarantee they will trade a few of them when the time is right for skilled forwards or something. Too bad were in the same division I could see the habs and buffalo having great trades. We need size and they need speed and talent. 

Reply 

8 replies

0

TEnnis13 days ago

The thing with nearly all of the Sabres big-bodied defenseman is they can all skate and have speed and skill to go along with their size and grit. 

Reply 

1 reply

matthew_minogue13 days ago

That's true, I do not discredit Buffalo's D speed but we cannot deny that a player that is 6.4-6.5 210lb + cannot out skate a player like Martin St-louis. A mixture of both is usually ideal. Wish we had that kind of size with the habs though.

Reply 

mgriffith13 days ago

I agree, speed kills. The Sabres were at their best when they were a fast, explosive club.

Reply 

5 replies

matthew_minogue13 days ago

A mixture of both is ideal. Habs have way too much speed and lack the big bodies. Even our prospects are on average all small. 

Reply 

4 replies

Canucks Eh13 days ago

But that's why you stock pile as many assets and move them in the future for needs. 

Reply 

Austin Ange13 days ago

You needed big bodies and you signed Briere? WOW

Reply 

1 reply

Canucks Eh13 days ago

Just because they need big bodies doesn't mean they don't try and sign the top players...

TEnnis13 days ago

I like the fact that the top Bruins prospects, futured yesterday, were mostly 5'9"-5"10", and the Sabres prospects are mostly huge! You still have Galchenyuk. I valued him over Grigorenko (and Yakupov) and was hoping he'd drop to the Sabres. Although I definitely wasn't disappointed when Grigo dropped to us.

Reply 

11sauer1113 days ago

in a few years we will be there. cant wait

Reply 

+5

TEnnis13 days ago

Jake McCabe (world junior USA gold winning team captain) wasn't even mentioned. That's how good the Sabres prospect pool is.

Reply 

1 reply

+21

owners4ever13 days ago

he isn't signed

Reply 

S2OmegaS213 days ago

Dear god

It looks like Buffalo's defense is going to be the scariest thing ive seen in a while in the near future.

Reply 

+17

TheFistsOfAnElk13 days ago

We have a lot of depth on D, but I think it was wise of Darcy to aquire a few vets. The youngsters can use one more year in the minors while we just play out the season and get another high pick. No need to rush the prospects when we don't have a chance at the playoffs anyway.

Reply 

+6

GiuseppeNikola13 days ago

anyone with a line like this next to his name "The Russian's wheelhouse is leveling opposing forwards and disrupting the opposition's flow" must be good, no seriously, lot of great talents, i hope buffalo will be at least as good as during "hasek-satan" era

Reply 

+2

weshki13 days ago

I hope Ristolainen doesn't make the team yet, so I can enjoy that mean SOB one more season here in Turku. No, seriously I hope he'll get a chance in Buffalo, but I sure will miss him. If Shea Weber and Chris Pronger could have a baby boy together, he would be just like Rasmus.

Reply 

+13

RAZORBLADE121413 days ago

"breaking down the opposition down"

Really, NHL?

Reply 

3 replies

+5

RAZORBLADE121413 days ago

They said that about Girgensons.

Reply 

2 replies

EdvinsLA13 days ago

Yea, i didnt understand that either, maybe because im a foreigner, but i didnt understand that sentence

Reply 

1 reply

finalsolstice13 days ago

i think the tards that wrote this and edited it just didnt catch the double phrasing. i bet the writer meant to say "breaking the opposition down" or "breaking down the opposition" but ended up mixing them both

Reply 

rorylambie1513 days ago

you know your prospect pool is deep when Matt Hackett is ranked 9th

really hope buffalo does well this season yay Ehrhoff and Hodgson 

Reply 

+7

BroManDirka13 days ago

Wow, Im suprised they actually put 3 Europeans at the top! I guess Don Cherry didn't do this.

Reply 

+9

AllHailMikhail13 days ago

This is without Possler, Compher, Hurley, Bailey, Catenacci or Makarov.

Reply 

3 replies

+14

Kaletacrunch13 days ago

and D man Jake McCabe. Captained the U.S to gold at World Juniors. Not to mention his two clutch goals against Subban in the semi finals. Buffalo has great depth with their prospects. 

Reply 

TEnnis13 days ago

Or Jake McCabe

Reply 

1 reply

AllHailMikhail13 days ago

I knew I was forgetting someone, I was tired lol

Reply 

devilshockey4u13 days ago

This prospect pool is really under the radar. If the organization can help fulfill the potential of these guys, watch out in about 5 years!

Reply 

+6

Martin Brichta13 days ago

lol, you ranked Chad Ruhwedel over Nikita Zadorov, you gotta be kidding me, just ask any scout of who has bigger potential

Reply 

2 replies

+13

AllHailMikhail13 days ago

And Armia is at 6th.

Reply 

1 reply

CapsnHabsFan13 days ago

Armia should be top 4 

Reply 

Leafsbaby1513 days ago

Top 3 prospect pool for sure!

Reply 

+18

Kerkekeke .13 days ago

Armia will be in the starting lineup for buffalo

Reply 

+5

blake harris13 days ago

This is hard to say as a leafs fan, but I really, really like Buffalo's prospect pool.

Reply 

1 reply

+26

AllHailMikhail13 days ago

I like it too.
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Khanees13 days ago

Krug is a beast :)

Reply 

0

xolohockey14 days ago

So far, I think Dallas has the best looking prospect pool. It's always interesting, though, because I find that these writers are not as well versed as you would think. It seems when they write about a team that you follow they always miss a player or two and/or misrepresent a player or two. 

Reply 

+4

brdm040914 days ago

I think Anthony Camara will develop to be a good power forward. David Clarkson type hopefully. I like this prospect pool. Joe Morrow was a good pickup from Dallas as well. 

Reply 

1 reply

+1

SquirrelFart14 days ago

camara lite it up in the juniors last year that added to his toughness

Reply 

+1

Leighammac14 days ago

meh mediocre prospect pool, nothing special. mainly just role players

Reply 

15 replies

-7

Canucks Eh14 days ago

lol

Reply 

+2

Canucks Eh14 days ago

I'm sure if all these guys become NHL role players all Bruin's supporters will be quite happy. 

Reply 

2 replies

+1

Leighammac14 days ago

yep

Reply 

1 reply

-1

Rod11 days ago

well look where these thoughts are coming from Car, and Van lol

Reply 

0

Andrew14 days ago

Last I checked, role players are usually pretty integral to a team's success.... Whether it be the Bruins or not, proper management of these role players can and has led to great success in the SCF over the past few years!

Reply 

2 replies

+1

Leighammac14 days ago

I never said they were bad players nor bad for the Bruins in particular. I'm just stating the facts son

Reply 

1 reply

-1

SquirrelFart14 days ago

facts are the 2 dallas picks were top scorers in the AHL, as was the junior players all very talented snipers... fraser is the top scorer in the last 2 years combined

Reply 

-1

grmichaud14 days ago

GREAT - you saw how far mega stars like Crosby went in the playoffs without role players. I'll take that.

Reply 

0

juik14 days ago

Two goalies... role players?

Reply 

2 replies

+1

Leighammac14 days ago

subbans got a looong way to go. he'll prob get traded before playing for the bruins. unless rask falls flat on his bttocks

Reply 

-1

Rod11 days ago

2 goalies are better then none Mr. Leaf fan lol

Reply 

0

SquirrelFart14 days ago

lol... once again proving your lack of knowledge

Reply 

3 replies

+1

Leighammac14 days ago

prove what i said wrong than

Reply 

2 replies

-1

Andrew13 days ago

I'll make a chart of Bruins Prospects and Canes prospects (sadly I have THAT much time on my hands at work)... In two years, let's meet up in the Bruins 'Prospect Report' page like we are now. We can compare which team's prospects have developed and progressed in their careers. Sound good? I'm positive that many of these 'mediocre role players' will be a contributing part of some NHL roster. 

Reply 

0

SquirrelFart12 days ago

subban is not in next its svenberg or johnson, maybe learn a bit first about a team, before you talk like an expert

Reply 

+1

RTSIII14 days ago

The bruins are stacked, whether it be their nhl team, ahl team, or with their prospects. Very bright future ahead for my team. Seguin will forever be missed though. But welcome loui to one of the greatest cities on the east coast and one of the best teams in the league.

Reply 

+1

MBB loves the Maple Leafs14 days ago

Put Krug at 1, and Morrow behind Knight.

Reply 

+2

cugger0114 days ago

My prediction, if Rask maintains his level of play, is Subban being traded in 3-4 years for a really good return to a team with an older starting goalie (think Corey Schnieder, without the drama and bad GM)

Reply 

2 replies

0

grmichaud14 days ago

You can`t plan 3-4 years ahead.

Reply 

1 reply

-1

cugger0113 days ago

If that were true GMs wouldn't be signing players to 6, 7and 8 (Rask's) year contracts. Every team is planning 3-4 years ahead. Even the "win it now" teams.

Reply 

0

bill cosby14 days ago

I think it's pretty safe to say that one of the young defensemen (Bartkowski, Krug, and Hamilton) is due for a down year.

Reply 

1 reply

-1

Rod11 days ago

well they are rookies you speed burner DUHHHHHH

Reply 

0

Andrew14 days ago

I would put the same 10 names up here, but in a different order... I feel like these Top 10 Prospect reports have been done more based off of the impact they will have, and how soon they will reach the NHL. That being said, I'd go with this... 

1) Krug - Showed great improvements on defensive abilities as his NHL experience went on. Extremely mature for his age. 

2) Svedberg - Lights out in Providence, decent numbers in the Playoffs UNTIL (not noted in article) Krug and Bartkowski got called up to Boston. Prov led series 3-0, but had to use two kids from College as their replacements and lost 4 straight because of it... Svedberg has showed he's got the mechanics to be a strong tender in North America. 

3) Spooner - Led Providence in points (almost a point per game) last season, but he's got what others (Caron, Hamill, Sauve) don't have: heart. Kid gave 100% every shift in Providence, and played much bigger than his actual size. 

4) Morrow - Haven't seen much video on this kid, but he's got the size and it seems skill to contend for an NHL spot within the next two seasons. 

5) Khokhlachev - I like what I've seen of OHL vids and stats. If he can play well with Prov (he showed some flashes at the end of last season), he could contend for a spot within the next two seasons... 

6) Knight - Similar to KhoKho, showed some flashes near the end of the season for Providence. But he was injured most of the season. He also has the potential to contend for a spot within the next two seasons... 

7) Subban - Certainly has the stats, and appears to be the next big thing between the pipes. I put him so low because goalies have the tendency to develop later. Also, with Tuukka locked up for 8 years, and Svedberg/Johnson contending this season, I don't see Subban contending for an NHL spot for at least a year or two. 

8) Camara - Has really developed in the Juniors, and looked great during our Rookie Camp. It's already announced that he'll play in Providence this season. If he continues his improvements, he could contend for a spot on the NHL roster within the next two seasons. 

9) Grzelcyk - Although he's taken the College route, he's also improved greatly over the last year. He also looked great in our Rookie Camp. I don't expect him to have an impact for Prov/Boston anytime soon, but anything could happen! 

10) Griffith - Haven't really seen much video on the kid, but have basically heard exactly what is mentioned above in the article. Puts up huge points in the OHL, there's the hope he can translate it to a strong rookie season in Providence.

Reply 

3 replies

0

SquirrelFart14 days ago

fraser lead the AHL in scoring in total the last 2 yrs combined

Reply 

2 replies

+1

Andrew13 days ago

Good call. Seems he and Smith will have a chance to battle for that 3rd line wing. I'd put them both up there on the list. But like Morrow I haven't watched much video/done much research on them yet. 

Reply 

1 reply

0

SquirrelFart12 days ago

it will take him longer but we have time on dee....

Reply 

0

Bartagame14 days ago

I don't want to say that Subban isn't good, because he is. But don't you think the Bruins also picked him for some Bruins-Habs rivalry? 

Reply 

6 replies

-7

Josh9214 days ago

No, they wouldn't waste a pick on that.

Reply 

+7

NubThe114 days ago

Imagine PK scoring on his brother for an overtime victory or something of that sort. That would be pretty sick!

Reply 

2 replies

-4

Adylans714 days ago

Imagine Malcolm making an amazing save and on the next play the bruins score to beat the habs in OT to go to the Stanley Cup. THAT would be pretty sick!

Reply 

1 reply

+4

Rod11 days ago

and win it lol

Reply 

0

Robert13 days ago

They picked Subban because he was the best available at the time and now they'll use him as trade bait when they need to. Rask and Svedberg are in the Bruins future. 

Reply 

0

Rod11 days ago

grow up 

Reply 

0

Canucks Eh14 days ago

I think Krug is getting far too much credit for playing very well in one playoff stint.

Reply 

7 replies

0

RAZORBLADE121414 days ago

Not really, he's only ranked 6th among their prospects.

Reply 

1 reply

+4

Canucks Eh14 days ago

In terms of people saying he's a top 4 dman.

Reply 

+1

Beau8414 days ago

Not really. He was very reliable in the playoffs beyond scoring those goals. 

Reply 

1 reply

+2

Canucks Eh14 days ago

So reliable he's worthy of a top 4? 

Reply 

-1

Andrew14 days ago

He really improved his net-front presence (in the defensive zone), which is a big part of Claude's system... His scoring was great, but I really liked that he was clearing the rebounds and moving bodies away from Tuukka! If he can put on a few more pounds, he could really solidify himself on our 2nd/3rd pairing this season!

Reply 

2 replies

+1

Canucks Eh14 days ago

How was he with handling odd man rushes or 1 on 1s?

Reply 

1 reply

0

Rod11 days ago

probably as good as the canucks top d-man lol

Reply 

0

JIMBO420_14 days ago

joe morrow lol

Reply 

-3

Puck0ff14 days ago

Looks like most of them are under 6 feet, might be a problem if they want to stay a physical team.

Reply 

1 reply

-1

SquirrelFart14 days ago

they can easily transition to a skilled skating scoring team with these players

Reply 

+1

LeafsNation1214 days ago

I know it's been said a couple times already, but how can they say Krug is a top 4 defenseman, who will get plenty of PP time this season, and put him #6? I don't think he should even be on this list. He's going to be an NHL regular, no longer a prospect.

Reply 

+8

Canucks Eh14 days ago

I really like this pool. Always good to have a top prospect being a goalie I just hope he's not rushed as Subban is a gem. So athletic and such a good kid he knows what he has to do to improve his game. Also keep an eye on Griffith. He puts up points in junior sure but he's not your prototypical small sniper. He gets dirty kills penalties and I think his game can transfer very well to the show. 

Reply 

3 replies

+4

Bisson Bruins14 days ago

With Rask signing an 8 year contract Subban being rushed is the last thing to worry about. Unless something drastic happens I'd expect him to be a valuable trade asset somewhere down the road.

Reply 

2 replies

+2

Canucks Eh14 days ago

He could always get injured down the stretch this year or next and what will they do? You just never know. 

Reply 

1 reply

-1

BackwoodsBruin14 days ago

Subban is a great prospect in net but so is Svedberg who is ahead of Subban in development. The Bruins are very deep at the goalie position.

Reply 

+1

Teebs919014 days ago

Khocklachev is an interesting player. He's very skilled, but he can leave you wanting more at times. 

Reply 

1 reply

+3

bill cosby14 days ago

Just like a lot of Russian players

Reply 

0

braun jeremy14 days ago

seth griffin is corey locke all over again

Reply 

1 reply

+6

SquirrelFart14 days ago

who?

Reply 

-1

hockeyninja9914 days ago

How the heck is Krug the 6 prospect after what he did last year in the playoffs?!? I think Joe Morrow is to high up and he should be 6 while krug is #2. Does anyone else agree?

Reply 

6 replies

+3

Bruins100014 days ago

Torey Krug is a full time player as far as i'm concerned can't see taking him out.

Joe Morrow is too high.

Dougie Hamilton, Ryan Spooner, Malcolm Subban are at the top.

Reply 

3 replies

+3

Teebs919014 days ago

If Torey Krug is a full time player after playing 18 combined NHL game between the playoffs and regular season, then shouldn't that make Hamilton who has 52 combined NHL games between the playoffs and regular season, also a full time player? Where does the distinction come into play? 

Reply 

2 replies

0

Bruins100014 days ago

Julien never took Krug out once he went in the playoffs why would you.

Hamilton sat ,good chance he even starts the season in Providence he is only 20.

Matt Bartkowski will likely take the last open spot.

Reply 

1 reply

-1

Rod11 days ago

I hope dougie gets the D-Man spot on the B's

0

winnipeg_fan14 days ago

Ya Joe Morrow is way way way too high. He should be around 6-8. He is a good prospect but he took a step back in his first year in the AHL.

Reply 

+1

caspeus14 days ago

Hamilton was solid all year as a youngster. He'll be fine this coming year, and I believe he is an NHL player already. Krug broke in with style in the playoffs, but I would not be surprised to see his level of play taper off in the regular season... seems like a big-game player to me. (especially when it's one of his early call-ups)

Reply 

+1

gullsplayer7714 days ago

How is Torey Krug number 6 after what he did for them during the playoffs last year?? 

Reply 

+8

NewfoundlandPenguinsFan718718295814 days ago

Anyone remember Anthony Canada huge hit in the world Juniors!!! That was awesome

Reply 

3 replies

+5

Canucks Eh14 days ago

Biggest hit of the tournament. Too filthy 

Reply 

0

SquirrelFart14 days ago

he also concussed griffith in the OHL finals... kinda wierd eh

Reply 

0

Rod11 days ago

go lick sids wounds and wipe the cry babies tears 

Reply 

0

salah9314 days ago

Wow! If Seth Griffith is 10th, shows how great this list is.

Obviously, B's future players are smaller. But knowing Chiarelli, he builds by getting players from draft, trade and etc. So if you are on of those thinking that it stop right there, look what's behind these walls.

Reply 

+2

TEnnis14 days ago

The "Big Bad Bruins" look a lot smaller on this list. Lots of players in the 5'9"-5'10" range. Lots of talent though, and this list looks like one of the better prospect pools that they've shown thus far. Camera is a prototypical Bruin with his hard hitting, hard nosed game with offensive ability. 

Reply 

+7

PCHall737214 days ago

Joe Morrow is too high IMO. Not saying he will be a bust but probably take another 4-5 years to develop he had serious problems defensively and Offensively last year in WBS. If he was so good he wouldn't have been traded twice in 6 months.

Reply 

2 replies

-2

salah9314 days ago

I don't think Shero thinks it's all about who's better and who's not better. When there is a price to pay to get something and your GM is willing to do that, then nothing will stop him. If like you said it would take him another 4-5 years until he develops, I am sure your GM is willing to wait that amount of years.

Reply 

1 reply

-1

PCHall737214 days ago

I agree, I just saying he a little high on the list IMO.

Reply 

-2

KieronV9214 days ago

Cmon NHL, this is very boring. ATLEAST give some free agency rumours about the players. (Not saying this particular article is boring but the majority of the stories are just nonsense.)

Reply 

1 reply

-2

caspeus14 days ago

The rumor mill is stirring: Teemu Selanne reportedly just ate a burrito and washed it down with a glass of 2% milk. Lots of stuff happening right now folks!

Reply 

+2

blake harris14 days ago

I have heard of every one of these guys.

Reply 

+1

sguessler14 days ago

In my opinion Hamilton is still more of a prospect than a regular NHLer which makes this even more impressive.

Reply 

1 reply

+3

Sean List11 days ago

If Dougie was still a prospect, he'd be top 3 on this list

Reply 

0

bostonfan1314 days ago

where's bartkowski??

Reply 

1 reply

0

DCoy8814 days ago

On an NHL roster.

Reply 

+1

Cameron8614 days ago

Not entirely convinced by this pool... 

Reply 

6 replies

+4

sguessler14 days ago

For a team being in a win now mode... yeah right

Reply 

1 reply

+1

Cameron8614 days ago

That doesn't make a difference to their pool. Chicago's pool looked pretty good and they are in win now mode. 

Reply 

+6

TEnnis14 days ago

They all seem to be able to produce at the CHL level, so we'll have to wait and see if they can do the same at the AHL and NHL levels. Overall, it's a pretty good list. These prospects are definitely smaller than most prospect pools, so it'll be interesting to see how they do playing at the next levels.

Reply 

+1

Thedatsyukiandeke .14 days ago

Are you blind or just plain STUPID? Tell me 5 devils prospects better than 

Subban, Morrow, Khokhlachev, Krug, and Spooner

I'm not even a Bruins fan, and I know this prospects group is gold, especially for a team trying to win it all right now. 

Reply 

1 reply

0

Cameron8614 days ago

Unfortunately for your argument- the devils prospects won't have any effect of the Bruins prospect pool. 

Reply 

-1

SquirrelFart14 days ago

bruins could package some of these guys for an addition come deadline time and get a nice return

Reply 

+2

GiuseppeNikola14 days ago

i did not have the chance to see subban in live action, only in tv during u20 wch a it seemed to me at that time that there was a lot of work in front of him to become quality goallie, he is not nhl material just yet

Reply 

1 reply

-1

Canucks Eh14 days ago

Of course he's not nhl material yet.. If you watch him live the kid gets up faster than anyone else at his age. An absolute beast athletically and he knows exactly what needs to be done in order to succeed. Great kid I see him producing very well in the future.
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Vin Ablack4 days ago

Looking at the Team Canada roster and the size of some of these elite stars, I wonder why some fans are talking about the lack of size of some of the Jets' prospect. Unless its a misprint, Claude Giroux is listed at 5'11" 172lbs; Jordan Eberle 5'10" 184; Brad Marchand 5'9" 183; St.Louis 5'8" 185. And these guys are all older than the Jets' 2.0 prospects, therefore had time to fill out. Lets give them some time. Heard an interview with Mark Scheifele yesterday, he says he's now 196lbs... Yes folks - 6'3" 196lbs and growing. 

Reply 

0

tibblesthewall10 days ago

Petan at nine is a travesty.

Reply 

+1

Teebs919015 days ago

Trouba going to be an excellent player for the Jets. Skates extremely well, has a very high hockey IQ and can add offense from the point. Plus he has a mean streak. Great pick.

Reply 

+3

MaltbyDraperKocur15 days ago

Trouba!

Reply 

+1

MacXpuce15 days ago

Petan was a steal in my mind, but it really matters how he plays in the NHL

Reply 

+3

Kyle15 days ago

They really should have added Comrie in here

Reply 

1 reply

+1

Christie Adams15 days ago

Agreed

Reply 

+1

TehEpicGingy15 days ago

I think O'Dell should be ranked higher.

He's scored well in so many leagues, plays hard, and is more NHL ready than some of the prospects he's behind.

Hell, if he didn't have a hole in his heart that took off 2 years of his development he might have been with the team last year.

Reply 

2 replies

+4

Lnhfr15 days ago

I agree he had decent point totals on a horrible st. Johns team. 

Reply 

+3

Krispy Kreme15 days ago

Seen him in Sudbury and he has no work ethic, no heart, and a bad attitude.

Reply 

-2

lstanley9315 days ago

Gonna be an intense competition for that third playoff spot in the central division.

Reply 

+1

Carl Moores15 days ago

good time to be a St. John's Ice Caps fan by the looks of these prospects.

Reply 

+4

James15 days ago

Sucks to be a Jets fan. After missing the dance for the last couple years, they switch to a much tougher division and their management goes with the same group of guys who got them nowhere and adds virtually nobody? Yikes. 

Reply 

13 replies

-2

Canucks Eh15 days ago

I'll tell ya first hand it doesn't. Got them nowhere= 4 points out of a playoff spot. A few young guys are emerging and that first season with a new city new everything is always tough. You'll be surprised my friend I'll guarantee it. 

Reply 

5 replies

+2

name33315 days ago

Ask Calgary. 4 points out of a playoff spot only prolongs the inevitable.

Reply 

1 reply

-1

Canucks Eh15 days ago

Winnipeg isn't old without any young guys coming up. I can't see the Jets going through a total rebuild in the next 5 years at all. Their players are at the perfect age and they have numerous guys coming up. Nonsense to compare the two. 

Reply 

+3

James15 days ago

They were a couple points out this year... and they were a couple points out last year. So yeah they went absolutely nowhere from the year before. 

And now theyre in a much, much tougher division. Even if some young guys step in this team will be stepping back not forward IMO. 

Reply 

2 replies

-2

Canucks Eh15 days ago

You can't just look at it from numbers to compare seasons. They had just arrived in Winnipeg and it's not easy to move into a new city like that I don't care how welcoming the fan base is. They were so streaky last season and I think one more year of familiarity will certainly go a long way. IMO they're in a better spot to make the playoffs than Minny Dallas and Nashville. 

Reply 

+1

Dev Wolfe15 days ago

Don't forget the reason why they're in another division. Their travel schedule was ridiculous the last two seasons and no doubt had at least some negative affect on their standing both years. The friendlier travel schedule going into Central is going to help them out for sure.

Reply 

+2

lstanley9315 days ago

Not that much harder, now at least they have a travel schedule that isn't screwed up worse than a chicken falling on a family of five porcupines in a 5'x5' hole in the ground. All round i'd say it evens out.

Reply 

5 replies

+1

James15 days ago

Im sorry they went from the SE- the weakest division in the history of hockey to a division with the Hawks, Blues, Wild, and much improved Stars and Avs??!! Wow.. good luck with that. 

Reply 

4 replies

+1

TehEpicGingy15 days ago

Hawks and Blues are better than the Jets, the Wild, Stars, and Avs are definitely debatable.

I actually want to hear how the Avs are so much better this year than last year. Did they get a whole new defensive core or something? 

Reply 

2 replies

+2

lstanley9315 days ago

No we got a head coach in Patrick Roy that actually wants to win games, and actually has a history of being a winning coach in the QMJHL, whereas the only thing our team had last year in terms of accountability was the Jiggy Rant. Plus some of our younger defenseman showed definite signs of improvement last year, Tyson Barrie being the one that jumps to the forefront in my mind. Sometimes a simple coaching change can make all the difference, as evidenced by Dan Bylsman in Pittsburgh in the 2008-2009 season where they went from 10th in the Eastern Conference to all of a sudden winning 18 of their last 25 games and ultimately winning the Stanley Cup. Plus we traded David Jones and Shane O'Brien to Calgary for old time fan favorite Alex Tanguay, and defenseman Cory Sarich, we also signed Andre Benoit and we have Duncan Seimens still developing in the Juniors/Minors, Sakic and Roy are being patient and waiting for our defenseman to fully develope. We also have Adam Foote as our director of defensive developement now and of course signing Nathan Mackinnon, O'Reilly was moved up to the first line as Left Winger, which he actually seemed excited about, plus PA Parenteau and Matt Duchene showed instant chemistry last season and both finished in the top 30 scorers of the entire league and were point-per-game players for most of the season, last year's debacle was also due in part to us being slammed by injuries, O'Reilly's contract disput didn't help either, although now O'Reilly says there are no hard feelings about that. I think now we actually have a goalie coach where we didn't use to have one. Although I haven't confirmed either of those last two regarding our goaltending.

-2

Michael Addison15 days ago

Kids growing up and Mackinnon of course. there D is still bad though, I think the jets are a lot more well rounded then they are. it's close though, everybody can beat everybody in this league. 

+1

Andrew Alexander14 days ago

All the division stuff aside, what the jets were lacking in a big way was scoring depth... We had way too many 1 goal games. Last year we added Jokinen and Poni. Both were complete failures, it has been recognized, and a couple more have been added, plus I would be shocked if neither trouba or sheifs made the team this year. If we have some decent line mates for Kane, who will undoubtably be one of the leagues big stars, then we will have 2 very solid lines, that is going to make a huge difference in how many games are won.

Reply 

+2

Vin Ablack4 days ago

I guess you're one of those guys who believe that unless a team picks up a 'name' player in a trade, said team hasn't improved? Well, in today's Winnipeg Jets, we believe in building through the draft and developing those players, then allowing them to playing themselves into the lineup. They may not be household names today, but keep following hockey, and soon you'll be hearing about them more than you'd like, especially if you're a fan of another team. 

Reply 

0

nuckshockey15 days ago

If the Jets keep their core and bring up some prospects they'll be a cup contender in a couple years. But I still believe the Jets miss the playoffs again.

Reply 

0

winnipeg_fan15 days ago

After the top four the prospect pool is pretty meh.

Reply 

15 replies

-11

Canucks Eh15 days ago

You think so eh? Petan was the leading scorer in all of the CHL, Q O AND DUB COMBINED. Hellebuyck tore it up in college and is an absolute beast. Pasquale played in the ahl last season with a very good ice caps team. Redmond will play WITH the jets this season. I don't know much about the others but seeing as lukas sutter scott kosmachuk jimmy lodge (12th in nhl central scouting in 2013 amongst NA players) and JC Lipon were all LEFT OFF THIS LIST, they have a very good pool. 

Reply 

8 replies

+9

winnipeg_fan15 days ago

JC Lipon was passed in how many drafts? 2? Ya.. what a great prospect! Petan as a second round selection, is undersized, and a one dimensional player. Redmond is 25 years old.. ya "prospect".. lmfao.. Lukas Sutter scored like 20 points in the WHL.. terrible. Two goalies at 6/7.. and goalies are impossible to predict.. overall the pool is average.

Reply 

4 replies

-8

Canucks Eh15 days ago

Yet he played in the u20s for Canada and did what? Played in a shutdown role, his game can't transfer? And oh yeah what did he do in Kamloops, top 10 in league scoring from what I can remember. Don't even get me started on your petan argument.. undersized alright dude.... If Redmond isn't a prospect he wouldn't be on this list. Sutter needs his time and he will develop; just like all others. Those two goalies have performed at each level so there's no reason to doubt them. You might have just proved my point; they unpredictable so why you mad. 

Reply 

3 replies

+5

winnipeg_fan15 days ago

Well going by your argument that a 25 year old is a prospect, Jamie Benn, Tyler Seguin, Cody Eakin, Brendan Dillon, all prospects. Dam the Dallas pool is looking a lot stronger!

-8

Canucks Eh15 days ago

That's your response? Dillon could very well be a prospect. I'm not the one who determines what a prospect is; if they're in the list they're a freakin prospect dude how hard is that to comprehend. Buddy got schooled..

+3

Mack Qui15 days ago

This stars fan needs to look at what "Prospect" really means.

+6

Christie Adams15 days ago

Looks like Lukas Sutter may be a bust.

Reply 

2 replies

0

Canucks Eh15 days ago

Looks like you're a woman and know nothing 

Reply 

1 reply

-2

Brendan Federspiel15 days ago

Looks like you're a tool.

+2

salah9315 days ago

I think you should re-inform yourself about those prospects LOL.

Reply 

+3

Hurriflames15 days ago

People have said that in every prospect pool article, "the top whatever is good but then after that it isn't" but it's usually just because they have only heard of the top few and probably don't even know who the other kids are

Reply 

1 reply

+3

Canucks Eh15 days ago

They don't care to know either. At least google the guy and see what he's done. Just nonsense. 

Reply 

+3

CanucksFanMike15 days ago

you call yourself Winnipeg fan yet you have a stars logo for your picture and all you have done on all of the Jets articles is rip the team.....

Reply 

2 replies

+1

winnipeg_fan15 days ago

Maybe this account was created before the Trashers moved to Winnipeg.

Reply 

1 reply

0

Canucks Eh15 days ago

So you're bitter at the fact that your team moved? Because pretty much everything you've said in regards to the current Jets is absurd.

Reply 

0

Sylvain Doyon15 days ago

Eric Comrie the goalie for Canada in WJC???

Reply 

3 replies

+8

salah9315 days ago

He's a good goalie. Ranked #2 in N.A.'s draft last year.

Reply 

+1

CapsnHabsFan15 days ago

I say the 2 goalies are fucale and comrie 

Reply 

1 reply

+1

Lnhfr15 days ago

I have to disagre its not often two goalies this young r the goalies it will be one of those two and some 19 year old

Reply 

0

blake harris15 days ago

The jets will have a nasty offence for years to come.

I worry about the defence though.

I beleive that Trouba (along with Dumba on the wild) will be the next 2 all star defencemen in the nhl.

Aside from him, perhaps the jets will trade some of their very solid offensive depth in exchange for solid defencemen and become a well rounded team.

Im jets are my second favourite team, and I beleive they have a very bright future.

Reply 

2 replies

+4

Canucks Eh15 days ago

If anything they'll trade some d depth for forward help. Don't see where their forward depth is. 

Reply 

+1

Teebs919015 days ago

The Jets have Byfuglien, Enstrom, Bogosian and Clitsome on their current roster with Trouba, Morrissey and Redmond on the way. They lack a #1 center at this current time. They have ok offensive depth. 

Reply 

+1

Leaf_Blower8115 days ago

Scheifele is the new Kadri. Let him play!! but seriously he should make the team this upcoming season

Reply 

+7

Andrew Williams15 days ago

I am really looking forward to seeing this Jets team take the next step. I don't think they are an upper echelon team yet, but could easily make the playoffs, and then do a little damage. They are definitely a team on the rise 

 Not a true Jets fan but I have been routing for them since the move from Atlanta. 

One more thing, 1 Month till Pre-Season starts, can't wait for hockey to start again! 

Reply 

+3

salah9315 days ago

That's a nice prospect pool. 

If Petan is 9th, it shows how good this pool is too!

Good luck Winnipeg.

Reply 

+8

Canucks Eh15 days ago

Add in Sutter, Kosmachuk, Eric Comrie, Lodge and JC Lipon and the Jets definitely have a strong pool. 

Reply 

+11

Noah15 days ago

Winnipeg could have a better blue line than St.Louis in 3-5 years.... Bif Buff, Enstrom, Bogo, Redmond, Trouba, Morrissey, maybe Postma. Looks to be a very fast, offensive blueline. 

Reply 

6 replies

0

Canucks Eh15 days ago

I see Buff being moved in the next year or so once trouba's ready for more responsibility. 

Reply 

4 replies

+5

Jimmy_Pop15 days ago

Perhaps....but after Blake Wheeler signed, he was on TSN Radio here in the Peg and was giving glowing endorsements to Buff's offseason work. Went on to say he's seen him training down in Minny, and that us Jets fans will LOVE watching him this year. Ended by saying he was thrilled to have him on his team moving forward.

Some will say, what else would Wheeler say...not like he's going to trash his teammate....but on the other hand, the comments came fairly unprovoked. And, hearing what he said live, you could tell by the way he was saying it that he genuinely feels this is Buff's year. We wait, and hope...

Reply 

2 replies

+1

Canucks Eh15 days ago

I was going to blast you after that first paragraph but you followed it up well lol. The only reason I see Wheeler's comments as more accurate than not is Buff might be feeling some pressure from the young guys. Not only do we have Trouba we drafted Morrissey who is imo Buff's clone just lighter in both senses. Hopefully Blake is right I want to see Buff dominate the game like I know he can. 

Reply 

0

grooner15 days ago

The pattern with Buff is he never shows up to training camp in game shape. He's a natural athlete and that helps to carry him when he's not in top end shape.

However I heard the same thing about Buff training hard this offseason, should be interesting to see him in training camp.

Reply 

+1

Christie Adams15 days ago

I can't see this happening anytime soon.

Reply 

+1

Andrew15 days ago

thats some wishful thinking. they will be good, but the blues blue line is incredible. 

Reply 

0

Adam Sweeney15 days ago

Winnipeg/Atlanta loves to draft out of Barrie.

Reply 

2 replies

+5

Jon Eklund15 days ago

So maybe they draft Ekblad next year?

Reply 

1 reply

+1

CanucksFanMike15 days ago

Jets fans would hope it wouldn't come to that lol unless they make a trade.

Reply 

+1

GiuseppeNikola15 days ago

trouba is really good, great performance during U20WCH and he showed good skill also on senior level in Sweden/Finland

Reply 

+1

BroManDirka15 days ago

Since they have moved to the west, I think they can make the playoffs this year.

Reply 

14 replies

-2

MJWF15 days ago

Now that the west only has 14 teams that way be possible. It would have to be a wildcard spot though because they aren't as good as Chicago, St. Louis, or Minnesota.

Reply 

13 replies

+8

vanillaice15 days ago

Ha, pretty sure you meant 'Chicago, St. Louis or LA' !

Reply 

2 replies

-6

JetsFan417715 days ago

LA aren't in our division. 

Reply 

+8

Matt Brooks15 days ago

No I'm pretty sure he didn't!

Reply 

0

Lnhfr15 days ago

Actually I think they are as good as minnisota. I believe they got more scoring depth upfront than them 

Reply 

3 replies

+3

Scott-Howsons-Agent15 days ago

2 things, minnesota is way better than the jets offensively and in goal, and if they build right around suter and brodin their defense will catch up. and vanillaice, LA isnt in their division so that's why they would have to be a wldcard, in case you didn't know the top 3 spots in the division automatically make the playoffs

Reply 

2 replies

-1

Canucks Eh15 days ago

I wouldn't say way better offensively. If Scheifele can do something this year and bogo also shows up with some points I think they'll be right there. Maybe I'm underestimating the Wild but really who else do they have other than Mikko Parise and Pominville? Maybe Coyle and we'll see what Nino does but I too see Winnipeg competing for a playoff spot. 

0

blake harris15 days ago

Minni got rid of some of their offensive depth this off season. They are relying a lot more on young players this season. Ironically enough, the jets got seto from minni.

0

Jetflames115 days ago

I think we are as good as Minnesota right now, after Chicago and St. Louis, the playoff spots are up for grabs.

Reply 

1 reply

+1

Canucks Eh15 days ago

Totally duuuuude

Reply 

0

BroManDirka15 days ago

Chicago, St.Luis, Kings, Vancouver, Sharks, Ducks and are the only "sure" playoff contenders IMO. Jets should be able to fight for the last 2 spots. 

Reply 

3 replies

0

BroManDirka15 days ago

Along with the wilds/blue jackets.

Reply 

1 reply

0

Andrew15 days ago

blue jackets are in a different division now.

0

SensWillWin15 days ago

Vancouver is not a lock. we need to see how the team meshes with torts style before we know their direction for this year

Reply 

+1

MJWF15 days ago

The article forgets to mention that Petan not only was tied for the whl scoring lead with teammate Brendan Leipsic, but was the leading scorer among all three chl leagues.

Reply 

+12

Mightymonkey15 days ago

Really good prospect pool!

ppppstl
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Jessica Whitson16 days ago
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Reply 

-2

Clayton Catlin16 days ago

I know this is completely off topic, but I can't wait to finally see a healthy Landeskog lead the Avs. His plus minus and point total were outmatched by most of the team, but it was his first year as captain and Brad Stuart nailed him. So, he wasn't able to live up to his potential. Hoping that he gets put back with Radar or even our young MacKinnon. (: 

Reply 

-2

blake harris16 days ago

Stacked.

Anyone know where this prospect pool is ranked?

Reply 

4 replies

0

blake harris16 days ago

I read some comments.

I definitely beleive if a couple of their prospects hadnt made the jump to the nhl already, they would be a top 5 team for prospects.

Rattie will be beastly.

Reply 

0

Marchand_Is_Tough16 days ago

I've seen them ranked 30th 25th and 27th lol

Reply 

2 replies

-2

RobShouts15 days ago

Rattle was definitely top 10 last time the list was released because there was an article in our paper about it.

Reply 

1 reply

0

PCHall737215 days ago

he meant the whole team pool not just Rattie

Reply 

0

kanuckzkan16 days ago

A lot of big kids in the Blues' prospect pool...looks like the Blues are going to be a big team for a long time to come.

Reply 

0

Teebs919016 days ago

Blues scout goalies very well. Lundstrom is coming off a Silver medal for Sweden at the WJC. Binnington while obviously a rough time against Russia at the WJC, obviously has the talent. An those two might not get a shot with the Blues because Jake Allen looks like a blue chip.

Reply 

0

gogreen101016 days ago

i'd love to see the Leafs play the Blues a couple years down the road, then we might see a little sibling rivalry between the Gardiner brothers (Jake and Max).. :P

Reply 

+5

NubThe116 days ago

I think the Blues have a pretty deep prospect pool. Anyone else agree? Maybe top ten in the league?

Reply 

7 replies

-1

nuckshockey16 days ago

Probably around 10th putting into mind that some of their prospects have just made the jump (Schwartz, Tarasenko, Allen)

Reply 

1 reply

+3

EZCreepin16 days ago

I may put them a little lower, maybe like top 15, but we still have a pretty solid group of prospects.

Reply 

+2

jwg31416 days ago

They were top 5 before Schwartz and Tarasenko graduated.

Reply 

0

BrennanG16 days ago

They're 7th on Hockeysfuture.com.

Reply 

3 replies

0

Pineapples16 days ago

I think thats old though... 

Top 5 Prospects: 1. Vladimir Tarasenko, RW; 2. Jaden Schwartz, LW; 3. Jake Allen, G; 4. Ty Rattie, RW; 5. Dmitrij Jaskin, RW

Reply 

2 replies

-1

F_Rowley16 days ago

lol youve never seen jaskin. he deserves #1 by far

Reply 

1 reply

+1

Sean List11 days ago

He's just listing Hockeys futures rating on the Blues prospects. And Tarasenko, Schwartz, and Allen were better prospects than Jaskin. 

0

LI1716 days ago

Wow, the Blues seem to have a lot of solid young goalies. Can the Islanders have one? haha I'm kidding, but I'm most interested to see how the goalie thing works out. Halak and Elliot are both pretty young (under 30) so I wonder how in the future they are going to work this all out. Will it be the trading of some young guys to run with the veterans, or trading the veterans to give the young guys a shot? It all might come down to how the team plays when they need to choose

Reply 

2 replies

+2

Dan16 days ago

I could see the Blues packaging one of their goalies and probably a RW for perhaps some sort of scoring help out front if they suffer from the lack of scoring that stifled the Blues last year. Rattie and Jaskin can't be too far away and unless they move one of those guys to LW or C (which I don't like the idea of doing to a younger player). Stewart might make the most sense to move, nothing against him cause he's a great talent and he's played very well for two of the last three seasons but he might be the odd man out.

Reply 

1 reply

+1

Dan16 days ago

*unless they move one of those guys they're going to have too many RWs on their team to start.

Reply 

+1

FanOfDaBlues16 days ago

Really interested to see this Hakanpaa kid play. Hopefully sooner rather than later. Hitch has said he's got a cannon for a shot. 6'5", 218lbs and only 21? Sounds like a great replacement for Jackman when the time comes :-) 

Reply 

1 reply

0

Kyle Plummer16 days ago

or a replacement for polak for the end of this year or next year and jackmen mentor him

Reply 

0

Sylvain Doyon16 days ago

Carrier???

Reply 

1 reply

+3

Cole d'arc16 days ago

Yeah, he definitely should be on here. Injuries really messed up his year last season but he was amazing on the worst team in the QMJHL. I really believe he'll be an NHLer.

Reply 

+1

druss081416 days ago

It looks like 2 or 3 of these guys have a chance to make the club out of camp. I would bet on at least 1. How do the Blues find so many good goalies?

Reply 

2 replies

0

Canucks Eh16 days ago

Patience in development and they turn into good goalies.

Reply 

+1

Cory16 days ago

A lot of good goalies...no great ones.

Reply 

+1

lauriecoyote16 days ago

The Blues have one of the deepest pool of defencemen prospects in the league.

Reply 

-1

James McCann16 days ago

I bet we have a guy hidden somewhere, completely off the radar that will come out of nowhere, who will be on this list next year, call it a hunch.

Reply 

3 replies

+1

Kyle Plummer16 days ago

our hidden prospect is yannick veilleux in 8 games in the AHL he got 3 points and in the QMJHL he played 65 games and got 73 points, that was on jaskins team 

Reply 

1 reply

0

jwg31416 days ago

Good call. I had never heard of him until now, but he's big and he has made noticable progress in each of the last three seasons.

Reply 

+1

FanOfDaBlues16 days ago

Would be nice if we could find our own Datsyuk, wouldn't it? 

Reply 

+1

Canucks Eh16 days ago

I absolutely love seeing two elite talents then two Defenseman followed by a tender. Balance is mighty key in building and sustaining a group of prospects. I watched Jaskin a few times on Friday night hockey and he was an absolute beast. 

Reply 

0

salah9316 days ago

Average prospect pool. These are not the best prospects after #2, but I can see some of them making in it to the NHL.

Reply 

0

EZCreepin16 days ago

I didnt expect to see a big number of prospects on here, but I was surprised at some of these guys numbers. I was not aware the Gardiner had such a good season in NCAA, and hopefully he can transition into a contributor power forward like backed.

Reply 

1 reply

+3

EZCreepin16 days ago

Backes******

Reply 

0

Kyle Plummer16 days ago

top 6 and number 8 are going to really good, great prospect there. not sure about the other 3 but this prospect pool is very good, ty rattie is going to be a star, and i hope jaskin can make the team but were is the room??? better to have him and rattie play together in the AHL and dominate playing aucoin. 

rattie aucoin jaskin in the AHL they would put up 100 points 

Reply 

12 replies

0

EZCreepin16 days ago

If that's the case, Im sure chicago would supply a good playmaking center. My lord, imagine that line. Jaskin - playmaker - Rattie. That would dominate in nhl 13 xD

Reply 

11 replies

0

Kyle Plummer16 days ago

aucoin look up his numbers hes a great playmarker 

Reply 

0

Kyle Plummer16 days ago

also just read something on NHL and said army will move vet if a younger player is better, im thinking maybe polak is going to get moved for jani or cole to get playing time, maybe hes talking about steen i dont know but army will move anyone for the right prive 

Reply 

9 replies

0

Lukas Hudecek16 days ago

Please move Polak to Edmonton, please move Polak to Edmonton... 

Reply 

3 replies

-1

Kyle Plummer16 days ago

sure for one one of your good D prospects 

0

ickinney16 days ago

Don't open the Polak door

0

RobShouts15 days ago

If someone gets moved, my hunch is they're going to Buffalo, and it won't be for Miller.

0

James McCann16 days ago

I doubt they move Steen, he's got too much value in the locker room. He's like Backes' Robin.

Reply 

2 replies

+1

TMLFAN14116 days ago

steen back to toronto :)

+2

Cory16 days ago

Steen is amazing...

-1

BluesDroogie16 days ago

Steen is one of the most underrated players in the league. We need steen in our lineup. That is one player I definitely do not want to see go anywhere. Him and Sobotka play with their hearts on their sleeves and can take on anyone in this league at anytime. 

move lappiere. That is one player I do not want on this team at any cost. I have hated this player for as long as he has been in the league 

Reply 

+1

EZCreepin16 days ago

To me, steen and polak need to stay. Polak is one of the few guys in our lineup who is very aggressive and is very physical. He can skate pretty well too. Personally, he and sobotka are a few of my favorite underrated players.

Reply 

+2

Leafsbaby1516 days ago

Really drops off after #1 and 2 but that's what you expect with a team as good and deep as the Blues.

Reply 

1 reply

+10

Kyle Plummer16 days ago

keep thinking that lol

ppppnsh
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salah9317 days ago

Top 4-5 is all right.. But no offence, the rest is still to review.

Reply 

+1

Irriducibile17 days ago

Zach Budish?

Reply 

+2

blake harris17 days ago

I think Jones will turn out to be like one of these players:

Erik Johnson (unlikely)

Jay Bowmeester (likely)

Adam Larrsson (too soon to tell)

Very good, but never quite living up to potential.

Reply 

3 replies

+1

EZCreepin17 days ago

As long as they dont rush him into the spotlight like we did with Johnson. God, he was almost a wasted pick until we got shattenkirk and stewart.

Reply 

1 reply

0

LeafsNation1217 days ago

Avs bailed you out on that one.

Reply 

0

Christopher Rhine17 days ago

I predict Blake Harris will turn out to be nothing more than your average commenter. 

Reply 

+1

XxPRODxX1317 days ago

Honestly I think Aberg, and Hellberg should be higher

Reply 

+1

Michael Borean17 days ago

For the love of cake, I still cannot get over the fact that Nashville was allowed Seth Jones. Why would you let a pretty good D corp get even better rofl. Whywhywhywhywhy, Now it's like Suter didn't leave.

Reply 

4 replies

+1

blake harris17 days ago

The guys picked in front of him were better in my opinion. Especially Drouin.

Reply 

-3

Christopher Rhine17 days ago

i can see why the panthers or bolts didn't take him.....but for the love of all that is holy i do not get the avs passing up on him...dont get me wrong...im glad they did. but wow, their D was awful why not make it better?

Reply 

2 replies

0

gagizzle12317 days ago

Because Mackinnon is a special player. How to play solid defence can be taught to a player whereas offensive instinct cannot. Jones has all kinds of potential to become a very special player, but at the same time if the Avs can continue to teach and develop their defence they can easily overcome the loss of Jones.

Reply 

1 reply

-2

Sean List11 days ago

And MacKinnon will be overshadowed by the 3 centers in front of him. Face it, Colorado had NO need for more forwards. Landeskog, Duchene, Parenteau, Stastny, O'Reilly, Mcginn, Tanguay, Downie.... Too many for another forward if the teams D needs improvement. 

Reply 

0

Bruins_Strong17 days ago

Jones was a steal for nashville, even though there defensive depth was strong, Jones makes it even stronger, and with weber as a mentor he will be a top defenseman in years to come.

Reply 

1 reply

+7

Wayne Denomme17 days ago

totally agreed

Reply 

0

Leafsbaby1517 days ago

Top 10 in the league for sure!

Reply 

+3

Anon Ymous17 days ago

Magnus Hellberg is an epic name

Reply 

+9

rcorazza17 days ago

I didn't even know that Hellberg was drafted the pick before Gibson. But those AHL numbers are pretty dirty, 6 shutouts in 35 games? Pretty good, and it seems like every other player on this list (Other than Austin Watson or Sissons maybe) is playing better than their drafted position. Forsberg and Jones are known, but Leipsic had 120 points? Pretty sure thats better than most 4th rounders. Also Garrett Noonan is a stud in the NCAA and will maybe be a top 4 in two years if all goes well.

Reply 

2 replies

+1

Canucks Eh17 days ago

Leipsic played with Petan and Ty Rattie in Portland. Imo he will play in the NHL some day and you should be excited for him no doubt. Especially since he plays like he's 6'4 215. 

Reply 

1 reply

0

Kyle Plummer17 days ago

anyone could score that many points playing with rattie, rattie is a stud and will kill in the AHL this year and will be a scoring machine next season with the blues 

Reply 

0

Phil Freeman17 days ago

Forsberg is a bust. 

Reply 

8 replies

-26

cortguitarist1517 days ago

Are you judging that off of the 5 games he played? 

Reply 

+10

Martin Brichta17 days ago

Phil Freeman is a bust

Reply 

+27

YELAK17 days ago

Probably a capitals fan.

Reply 

4 replies

+6

Michael Borean17 days ago

More like a Valve fan.

Reply 

0

OviandOil17 days ago

forsberg is going to be a star for years to come, sucks that we traded him

Reply 

2 replies

+3

NYI 201317 days ago

I was surprised that the Caps gave him up for Erat....really??? Time will tell, but it seemed too hard to believe that Washington would make this move for the present and sacrifice the future.

Reply 

1 reply

0

ChinChecka17 days ago

Erat is also due for a drop off in production based off of simple shot %. His shot % this past year was something like 16% when his career has been 12%.

He will have decreased production.

0

CanucksFanMike17 days ago

how can you tell that from the five games he played lol

Reply 

+3

Teebs919017 days ago

Aberg, Hellberg, Forsberg. Another team scouting heavy on the Swedes. Personally I think Forsberg will be a great replacement for Legwand.

Reply 

+6

Boltsfan917517 days ago

Pretty good prospect pool here. 

Reply 

1 reply

+11

Christopher Rhine17 days ago

good time to be a preds fan......so its good times for me!

Reply 

0

Shaun Mattice17 days ago

you know you'd think losing Sutter would look bad, but the preds have always had the habit of drafting defense in the first round. Since drafting ellis, with patience they'll have some players to replace sutter and not mention having Webber and Josi. And of course former leaf Stally signing, solid team

Reply 

2 replies

0

Zach Saba17 days ago

Suter* lol..

Reply 

1 reply

+1

Donborvio17 days ago

Weber*

Reply 

0

bpags9117 days ago

Is ellis not considered a prospect no more?

Reply 

2 replies

-4

bryant4417 days ago

He's not considered a prospect anymore.

Reply 

+6

eberlehills17 days ago

So much wrong in an 8 word question.

Reply 

+10

Ken Young17 days ago

Seth Jones is highly over rated. The smart teams by passed him.

Reply 

8 replies

-23

Leighammac17 days ago

the smart teams loll. Even though they came out at the bottom of the standings loll

Reply 

5 replies

+2

NorthernAvalanche17 days ago

So much worse than the Canes finished right?

Reply 

1 reply

-4

eberlehills17 days ago

He never claimed his team was smart

Reply 

+10

Canucks Eh17 days ago

Just because they finished low doesn't mean they are stupid. Sure they lack something on ice though I think Florida Nashville Colorado and Carolina are smart organizations. Good one. 

Reply 

+4

YELAK17 days ago

Oh man, here goes this retard again. Everytime I see his name it is followed by a mouthful of garbage. U should take a good long look in the mirror before u ever insult some one or something again. Talk about stupid...

Reply 

1 reply

+2

YELAK17 days ago

Just so u know I'm talking about you leighammac, I know how hard it is for u to figure things out and understand words.

Reply 

+2

Christopher Rhine17 days ago

right.....those genius panthers! they are so smart! will all those playoff appearances and deep playoff runs.

Reply 

-1

Kyle Plummer17 days ago

your saying the avs are a smart team? they needed a dman and they passed on him, ya thats a great decision

Reply 

+2

Daniel Keren17 days ago

The top two guys of course are elite prospects. The talent defiantly falls off after that, but still descent prospects. Nashville has a tendency of finding elite players in later rounds tho, so would not be surprised if any of those prospects 3-10 turn into fantastic players.

Reply 

1 reply

0

Christopher Rhine17 days ago

watch out for Leipsic.....he will be in the NHL. 100%. It will happen, and he will rock.

Reply 

0

Erafael17 days ago

I'm really exciting at the prospect of Forsberg coming up to play and Jones as well. Given time, I think forsberg is going to be a guy you can build an offense around and if the preds keep him he'll be a great asset. it wont be this season, but soon in short if the preds keep building like this and continue to bolster their offense (as well as not keep cheap on the cap like they used to int he past) they're going to be a club that could rival some of the best and push for those top 4/5 seeds perennially.

Reply 

0

Johannes Sulo17 days ago

lol... showing Zibanejads gwg against Russia when talking about Forsberg...

Reply 

1 reply

+8

Joaquim17 days ago

deserves to be shown though ;) no matter the relevance to the actual situation

Reply 

+3

Joaquim17 days ago

Nashville have made a (bad) habit of drafting really good. Their prospect pool looks really awesome! ◘

Reply 

+8

Bo Minner17 days ago

i hope the preds send jones back to portland 

Reply 

3 replies

-7

momoman1217 days ago

you're a hot mess. take a seat.

Reply 

1 reply

-3

Donborvio17 days ago

Just a Winterhawks fan, I assume.

Reply 

0

Christopher Rhine17 days ago

I hope you live there or are a diehard winterhawks fan. otherwise, pass the pipe this way.

Reply 

-2

Anonymous17 days ago

solid prospect pool..Leipsic could surprise a few people

Reply 

1 reply

+6

Bo Minner17 days ago

oh thats true 

Reply 

0

Carl Moores17 days ago

falls off big after 1 and 2

Reply 

4 replies

-4

Cameron8617 days ago

I agree with you completely- it falls like this:

Amazing

Awesome

Great

Good

Solid

Solid

Solid

Decent

Decent

Decent

Falls off big and still looks damn good. Wondering if you might be a bit jealous there Carl. 

Reply 

2 replies

+14

sguessler17 days ago

Wonder what team he cheers for and what their prospect pool looks like!

Reply 

0

TEnnis17 days ago

A lot of people seemed high on Pontus Aberg during his draft, so I could see him moving up the list in the next few years.

Reply 

0

Todd Schneider17 days ago

Austin Watson is going to be a stud the guy has no fear

Reply 

0

Crimzon17 days ago

Looks good. Really good.
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Ravi Knutson9 days ago

Erik Haula should be higher on the list due to the fact that Division 1 collegiate hockey is a higher level than junior also the players are much older. He will be a good one if not this year it will be next.

Reply 

0

CorySchneiderFTW17 days ago

His conclusion at the very end was so incredibly vague. "Yeah, I mean they might make it but they might not also."

Lol.

Reply 

+2

TeamGwan18 days ago

Tyler CUMa haha

Reply 

1 reply

+1

juliansaidgalore18 days ago

Mathew DUMBa hahahaha... our collective age is 7, isn't it? :(

Reply 

+6

Dan Larson18 days ago

Tyler Graovac might come in and surprise some people. Put up 73 points in the OHL last year and looked great at the Wild's development camp. Could be a great 7th round steal.

Reply 

+2

Timmic2318 days ago

I saw him play yesterday in lake placid. He looked great, even though Canada got lit up like a christmas tree. Wild fans should definitely be excited because this kid is a stud. BTW HE GAVE ME A HIGH FIVE!!

Reply 

+5

dangletacular18 days ago

J. Fontaine? I'd put him on there. 

Reply 

2 replies

+3

gizmo2418 days ago

Yeah, I would have added Fontaine and Bulmer and taken off Cuma and Lucia

Reply 

+2

sguessler17 days ago

Fontaine is a border NHLer, more looking into an AHL career. Actually, with his skill set he'll probably land in Europe sometime. A little like the case of Jeff Tambellini for the Canucks. Not good enough for a top six role and not suitable for a bottom six.

Reply 

+1

T.J. Johnson18 days ago

http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=dk7x9jeSNkI This is a good one of dumba. 

Reply 

0

blake harris18 days ago

Two prospects Im very excited to watch play are Trouba (jets) and Dumba (wild). These guys are both future all stars.

Reply 

+3

Kaletacrunch18 days ago

This is a good prospect pool. They graduated some of their best players and traded Hackett, Larsson and two picks for Pominville. They are going from rebuild mode to win now mode, so they do not need the deepest prospect pool. Really wish they could have bought out Heatley to make room for Vanek. Buffalo would love to take some more of their outstanding prospects!

Reply 

3 replies

+3

T.J. Johnson18 days ago

We will just take him when he is a free agent next year unless he gets traded elsewhere. Fingers crossed!

Reply 

1 reply

+3

Kaletacrunch18 days ago

the Wild will be a very likely location for Vanek next year. It will be sad to see him walk for nothing, but by the time Buffalo is finished with their rebuild, Vanek will see his production start to decline. He is better served on a playoff bound team. Vanek alone takes Buffalo out of the Eastern Conference cellar to just missing the playoffs. On the Wild, he would make them a cup contender right away. 

Reply 

+4

PuckRocker17 days ago

There's no question the Wild are targeting Vanek. It is the second worst kept secret in the NHL behind the time they were targeting Parise.

Reply 

+1

Teebs919018 days ago

Wild always goalie depth. The obviously scout that position very well. 

Reply 

+6

jakehahayo18 days ago

Brett Bulmer and Tyler Graovac should be on this list

Reply 

3 replies

+4

WuTangForever18 days ago

agreed. Cuma should not be considered a prospect anymore either imo..

Reply 

+4

sean716018 days ago

Bulmer should have played with the team last year. In those first nine games with the Wild in '11 he was a physical force and created many opportunities for himself and his teammates. Looking at his stats last year in the AHL, they could have been better...

Reply 

0

T.J. Johnson18 days ago

agreed, I hope Tyler comes in and takes Brodziaks spot sometime in the near future.

Reply 

0

scroungies18 days ago

Looks like the Wild have a history of late-round hidden gems.

Reply 

+3

MinnesotaWildHockey18 days ago

Raphael Bussieres could very well be the best skater to come out of this list. He showed incredible skill last year that I doubt anybody, including the wild, saw in him at the draft.

Reply 

1 reply

+2

Anonymous18 days ago

lol I remember in a sports site there was a bug that showed Raphael Bussieres was drafted 5th overall by the Bruins at the age of 16 in his player page. Pretty much what made me know him lol.

Reply 

0

Dakota Case18 days ago

Olofsson did not play for Sweden at the 2012 U-20 WJHC, and to have him as our No. 2 prospect, as talented as he is, is a slap in the face to the guys behind him (Zack Phillips, Johan Gustafsson, Darcy Kuemper and even Erik Haula). 

Reply 

1 reply

+2

Dirk DeWester18 days ago

He had no business being #2 on that list. You can tell how ignorant the writers are with Kuemper as #9 on the list. He's already proven he can play very well in the AHL and handle the NHL as well. Gustafsson hasn't done either.

Reply 

0

the_great_gatz18 days ago

What happened here is all of our prospects (Granlund, Brodin, Zucker, Coyle and apparently Nino) have graduated into the NHL. On this list Haula should be higher. I see him challenging for a spot on the roster this year.

Reply 

1 reply

+8

WuTangForever18 days ago

me too, especially since #2 Center position is going to have lots of competition

Reply 

+5

salah9318 days ago

Not the best prospect pool. But Phillips and Granlund are HUGE for the Wild because they are what they need the most.

Reply 

-8

salah9318 days ago

People compared Dumba to PK Subban/Dion Phaneuf. This guy must be a very good prospect.

Reply 

4 replies

+11

GPL18 days ago

Dumba will never be as good as Subban. But he will be a good player hopefully.

Reply 

3 replies

-12

MinnesotaWildHockey18 days ago

And most people probably said Datsyuk would be a fringe NHL player at best. Don't judge a player before he's ever even played a game.

Reply 

+15

Ryan Pearson18 days ago

P.K. Subban isn't even that great of a defenseman..so he won't be as good as Subban..he'll be better. He won the Norris because east coast writers like defenseman who score goals. 

Reply 

1 reply

0

Mikael Bitton18 days ago

another subban hater, im no habs fan but i could tell u he has some amazing D and O skills. From a caps fan I would love if he were to play with Ovechkin, dude smarten up!!!

Reply 

+7

Oliver Johansson18 days ago

Gustav Olofsson did NOT represent Sweden in 2012 WJC.

Reply 

2 replies

0

My_Name_Is_SkrGillis18 days ago

Yeah but NHL.com said so, So its gotta be true...

Reply 

+1

Ishockey Sportsblogg7 days ago

nej men under Guldåret 

Reply 

0

I--LOVE--MY--HAWKS18 days ago

Why is Cuma on that list? he's a bust. 

Reply 

2 replies

+6

scroungies18 days ago

he probably wouldn't be a bust if he wasn't on a team with a stacked defensive prospect pool, like carolina or calgary. it would be smart to trade him while he's young before he turns into a career AHLer, who knows what they might get for him... picks? another prospect?

Reply 

0

Cole d'arc18 days ago

Well, he is at the bottom.

Reply 

0

Martin Kovařík18 days ago

Dumba must be a funny guy wearing #55 on his jersey. My friend's name is Adolf and he enjoys wearing a jersey with #88. Those two could shake their hands.

Reply 

7 replies

-12

sguessler18 days ago

What are you talking about?

Reply 

5 replies

+7

Martin Kovařík18 days ago

Hint - both numbers look like double S

Reply 

4 replies

-9

sguessler18 days ago

Oh, I get it. Well, I doubt that's his intention! ;)

Reply 

+2

Flanker3618 days ago

To you maybe. The actual number code is 1919. 

Reply 

+3

torquatus18 days ago

that's super lame!

Reply 

+2

MOOMOOHABS18 days ago

lool nice one 

Reply 

0

blake harris18 days ago

Your friend's name is Adolf? His parents must hate him.

Reply 

+3

ctillhockey18 days ago

The Wild need some prospects at center.

Reply 

2 replies

-5

EdmontonForTheWin18 days ago

Phillips?

I would still consider coyle and granlund prospects to so I think there pretty good down the middle.

Reply 

+4

sguessler18 days ago

Let's see...

- Koivu is 30 so he has at least 4 good years left in the tank.

- Granlund is 21 years old and hasn't touched his ceiling yet at all

- Coyle is 21 and played center till he joined the Wild, so I think he'd be even more comfortable at that position

- Brodziak has the third line center spot covered for at least another 4 years

- Don't know much about Zach Phillips' upside, but he's only 20 and a 1st rounder

Yeah, you really need to fill those center lanes...

Reply 

+9

Seimi0818 days ago

How is Niederreiter on the list?

Reply 

-1

Russ J. Lindberg18 days ago

I have been following Johan Gustafsson for 3 years now and the kid just keeps getting better. He has good vision, good positioning. Almost a complete game, I'd like to compare him with hank. But I know that JG has to improve ata number of aspects before becoming a nr1 goalie in the NHL. One of theese aspects if to make him self big in the net, he must become a more aggressive goalie. And improve his play while blocked. Otherwise I don't see any wrongs with this kid

Reply 

+3

Martin Brichta18 days ago

I think Kuemper can be Wild's future starter, after the Backstrom will leave.

Reply 

+2

MinnesotaWildHockey18 days ago

Cuma's a bust, take him off the list.

Reply 

5 replies

+4

Chris Suchy18 days ago

maybe, but defenseman do take longer to develop. He could turn out to be a bottom pairing defenseman, but I think he's a career AHLer

Reply 

4 replies

+5

MinnesotaWildHockey18 days ago

Unless the defenseman is Brodin.

Reply 

1 reply

+10

Anonymous18 days ago

not necessarily, who knows how good he'll be in like 5 years? What if what we're all seeing is a heavily under-developed Brodin? Yeah better not to think about that.

Reply 

0

ctillhockey18 days ago

And he sufffered some injuries. But, I doubt he'll be fixture of the Wild's defense. Lucia, Gabriel, and Cuma should not be on that list. I'd put in Granlund, Neiderrieter and Bulmer.

Reply 

1 reply

0

scroungies18 days ago

Gabriel is a big body. He could be a 3rd/4th line threat someday.
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scroungies19 days ago

not too shabby

Reply 

+1

Jimbo Doucet19 days ago

dont forget joe morrow lol

Reply 

1 reply

-6

MaleficMalcontent19 days ago

He was dealt to Boston in the Seguin trade. 

Reply 

+8

alpha9319 days ago

This team has great prospect pool.Mix of size and strength is impressive duo

Reply 

+4

Eberle1419 days ago

the size of all these prospects is intense, dallas drafted some talented big players

Reply 

+2

Thingholm19 days ago

If everyone of those prospects makes the team one day, Dallas might be the biggest team in the league. No goalie issues for the next 15 years! Scary team in 3-5 years.

Reply 

+7

stuhabs19 days ago

I can see them either just missing the playoffs this or just making the playoffs, but in 2 or 3 years they will be an elite team 

Reply 

+2

Emma Duncan19 days ago

this is going to be a very interesting year in big D. looking forward to seeing Nichushkin.

Reply 

+2

jwg31419 days ago

Solid solid prospects. The future is very bright for Dallas.

Reply 

+6

J19 days ago

Jim Nill with a solid stable of prospects..........look out everyone else!

Reply 

+5

Senspark1319 days ago

Dallas will be a great team. Good luck gonch in dallas!

Reply 

+9

mkmiklau19 days ago

Very good prospect pool... dallas has made good on their high picks every one of these prospects was picked in the first or second round

Reply 

+4

Leafsfan4819 days ago

This Stars lineup looks like it could be the Bruins of the West(big and able to score)

Reply 

+2

JNavid19 days ago

wow, great set of prospects.

Reply 

+1

IAmMrNovember19 days ago

Old time hockey, Devin Shore.

Reply 

+2

Daniel Keren19 days ago

Incredible pool of prospects, very jealous of the future of Dallas haha. Plus some great young players already on the team, that should improve over time. Young players named Seguin and Benn. 

I would easily rate Dallas prospects top 5 NHL.

Reply 

1 reply

+5

HockeyIsLikeMcDonaldsWhyCuzImLovinIt19 days ago

I think I'd put them number 3 behind Tampa and Ottawa.

Reply 

+1

Mayo Balasubramaniam19 days ago

Chiasson is such a stud

Reply 

1 reply

+3

squeda2217 days ago

yeah he is!

Reply 

+1

YELAK19 days ago

A lot of things to be excited about in Dallas. 3 years from now they should be back battling for deep playoff runs

Reply 

+4

HockeyIsLikeMcDonaldsWhyCuzImLovinIt19 days ago

Jack Campbell will be a stud guarantee!

Reply 

+4

shot_stopper_1119 days ago

Sick new jerseys. *Sniff* im jealous. 

Reply 

2 replies

+4

jordyd_1719 days ago

WHY??? Toronto's blue and white has never needed to be changed!! Its the most simple logo in the NHL and its never been changed....Its an Icon of hockey and personally im proud as hell to wear it!! Specially since my jersey has #17 on the back! 

Reply 

1 reply

+2

squeda2217 days ago

the man's got a point, your jerseys are sick. A classic.

Reply 

+1

Leighammac19 days ago

This is a nice nice nice crop. Edmonton look out and the NHL look out. This could be the next exciting team, I say for sure. Look for Dallas and Edmonton to be battling for the top spot for years to come ladies and gentleman

Reply 

+9

Teebs919019 days ago

And all of a sudden the Stars prospect pool is filled again. Brett Ritchie is gonna be a force. If he continues to develop he could be a similar player to Lucic. 

Reply 

+2

Nick Apalkov-19 days ago

Future pun for nhl.com "Show me the car Faksa" I can see it now....

Reply 

4 replies

-6

druss081419 days ago

I can't.

Reply 

+14

coldplay19 days ago

I think "The Faksa life." will happen way before that...I mean...why would he be mentioned with a car? Maybe at the All-Star Game...

Reply 

1 reply

+1

Ad7in2le119 days ago

I'm sorry. I accidently took your joke. I should learn to read better haha

Reply 

0

Ad7in2le119 days ago

What about "The Faska Life"?

Reply 

+1

ROBNAS9419 days ago

this team and its future really scare me

Reply 

3 replies

+9

druss081419 days ago

You've got a lot more things to be afraid of than the Stars! The Battle is coming to MSG!

Reply 

2 replies

+16

ROBNAS9419 days ago

haha i'm looking forward to it, you guys are the only team i like in our division, going into the season..... i'll probably come out of it HATING you guys though haha. deepest cbj team in the history of the team!

Reply 

1 reply

+7

Toastyy19 days ago

:3

Reply 

+1

winnipeg_fan19 days ago

Bystrom over Stransky? In what world.. Stranksy just had back to back 40 goal seasons in the WHL putting up 81 and 85 points. If that isn't impressive I don't know what is.

Reply 

+9

rorylambie1519 days ago

none of these guys is under 6 foot tall great prospect pool probably the strongest i've seen yet

Reply 

+12

Derek Pinkerton19 days ago

Alex Chaisson is my dark horse pick for rookie of the year

Reply 

1 reply

+9

squeda2217 days ago

that's a good pick! I watched this kid in Dallas and in Texas during the playoffs. He is just too good. His hockey IQ is threw the roof and you can already see he can put the puck in the back of the net.

Some nights you can't find a single fault in his game.

Reply 

0

SimDaSpartan19 days ago

Great futur for Dallas! Pretty sure they'll make the playoffs soon... I can't wait to Nichushkin play next season

Reply 

+4

wesjohnson6619 days ago

WOW, what a great future to have in this depth of prospects........ size, speed, scoring and toughness through-out this whole list of players, way to go Dallas!

Reply 

+4

Chris Bussineau19 days ago

The only thing I don't like about the Stars is their new jersey. Other than that the talent pool is pure gold.

Reply 

1 reply

+1

squeda2217 days ago

the new jersey is awesome! You are just jealous obviously

Reply 

+1

BroManDirka19 days ago

The future is not now.. the present is now, the future is about to happen, but it can't be right now, otherwise it would not be the future, it would be the present.. silly NHL.

Reply 

+4

adamfhockey19 days ago

I read somewhere that Dallas' prospect pool was ranked #6, and call me biased but I'm having a hard time finding teams with a better core group of prospects, especially with Nichushkin as our long lost blue chipper

Reply 

10 replies

+5

pondplayer19 days ago

It's not that hard,,,ducks are deeper

Reply 

1 reply

-15

SeguinDallas19 days ago

Hardly, if you look at any sites ranking after this summer the stars prospects are well ahead of the ducks

Reply 

+3

winnipeg_fan19 days ago

Florida, Minnesota, Islanders, few others

Reply 

5 replies

+2

SeguinDallas19 days ago

Minnesota is no longer high on that list, they traded two of their best prospects and their 1st rounder for Pommer and a majority of the guys that were their best prospects last year are no longer prospects (Brodin, Granlund, Coyle, & Zucker)

Reply 

4 replies

0

winnipeg_fan19 days ago

They aren't prospects because they have 20-40 games NHL experience? What logic is that?

Reply 

1 reply

-1

SeguinDallas19 days ago

Apparently you don't know what a "prospect" is...

0

royle1219 days ago

The trade was made because Minnesota had so many prospects that losing 2 wouldn't hurt as much as usual. They still have Dumba, Lucia, Haula, Gustafsson, Niederreiter, Bussieres, Granlund, Phillips, Graovac. 

And they weren't our 2 biggest prospects. Our biggest ones were Granlund, Zucker and Coyle.

Reply 

1 reply

+2

Nichushkin14 days ago

I guess a teams #1 goalie prospect isn't big...

+1

Gabroux19 days ago

Would say the Panthers and the Sabres (Grigorenko, Girgensons, Larsson, Hackett, Ristolainen and Armia.

Reply 

+1

Gabroux19 days ago

Montreal could also be in the top 5 depending on how we calculate their prospects: Galchenyuk, Gallagher, Tinordi, Beaulieu, Fucale, De La Rose, Collberg and McCarron have all NHL potential.

Reply 

+3

Flanker3619 days ago

Dallas drafted some of my favorites prospects from the 2009 class. Alex Chiasson already displayed his game in the NHL. Can't wait for Curtis McKenzie to follow. 

When you study the Stars system and their draft you know that somebody isn't just throwing darts at the draft. Somebody has a plan and it's working. I love what you are doing down there in Big D. 

Reply 

+3

multimakaronen19 days ago

I dont really know why, but i just cant dislike the stars! You have a bright future, especially now with Seguin as the top guy. Hope you guys make the playoffs this year!

Reply 

+3

Hippelit19 days ago

These are some serious really good prospects, dallas has one of the best pools! Gonna be scary!

Reply 

1 reply

+6

Hippelit19 days ago

My edmonton would love to have guys like Radek Faksa (ranked 6th), guy is gonna be a NHL-regular!

Reply 

+5

Thingholm19 days ago

Stars prospects are BIG! Boston x 2 in a few years..

Reply 

1 reply

+1

squeda2217 days ago

can't wait! I need to erase that game against Boston a couple of years ago when there were hundreds of penalty minutes and the stars just got destroyed physically both in fights and hits. It still haunts me sometimes

Reply 

0

MinnesotaWildFan19 days ago

I wish the best for the stars.

Reply 

+8

JayKay9219 days ago

Come on, the writers couldnt have thought of some cheesy title like 'the stars' rising stars'? I mean, thats gold guys get it together!

Reply 

+5

SensWillWin19 days ago

first

Reply 

3 replies

-23

Cafca19 days ago

"Golf Clap"

Reply 

+25

HockeyIsLikeMcDonaldsWhyCuzImLovinIt19 days ago

There is a blue shell coming for you.

Reply 

1 reply

+10

JeptyBen19 days ago

He might have a star, he was at the back the whole time.
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zevtauber20 days ago

With MacKinnon in the mix, does this mean Colorado will move one of Stastny or O'Reilly? Or possibly both?

Reply 

0

Anonymous20 days ago

Next in exciting NHL.com coverage: Sky is Blue! Pope is Catholic! Jagr is old! Selanne is older!

Reply 

4 replies

-1

acebrigade20 days ago

1. Stop repeating different versions of the same joke.

2. That comment doesn't even pertain to this article

Reply 

3 replies

0

MOOMOOHABS19 days ago

Are you working for NHL.Com?

Reply 

+1

Anonymous19 days ago

Look at the article's title and then get back to me.

Reply 

1 reply

0

Frankoman14 days ago

As an east coast fan, I was surprised to see Mackinnon as the top prospect for the Avs. I don't follow their farm system or regular team very much, but when you hear about guys like Colin Smith dominating and getting better, you'd think they'd have other older prospects Mac would have to compete against. 

Reply 

0

Sir_Flow20 days ago

I think one of the more underrated guys on this list who should be higher is hishon. His story reminds me of David Perron who since returning has done very well and pretty much living up to expectations. If I had to guess the Avs centre core of the future looks like duhene-MacKinnon-hishon. Height will be the only thing he may have against him though

Reply 

2 replies

+1

EZCreepin20 days ago

David Perron did not live up to expectations when he arrived back from his concussion. Even though he had an amazing performance (like 44 points in 52 games) he dramatically decreased last year. Obviously he is a more run and gun kind of guy, and thats one of the reasons why he was traded. He didnt fit the system well here in St Louis (even though at times he tried hard). Im hoping he does do well with Edmonton.

Reply 

1 reply

0

BluesAllDay19 days ago

Yeah Perron will flourish in Edmonton most likely. He is a great player just not the right fit for STL

Reply 

0

salah9320 days ago

I hope the Avs fans will be loyal to their teams and actually watch their games. The attendance numbers over the last few years were average since the team hit the wall.

Reply 

2 replies

0

Kyle Greene20 days ago

I don't know if I can speak for the rest of the fan base(im guessing majority), but paying bills> attending a hockey game. Going to one game is almost a quarter of my rent for a month. When I do come across some extra cash flow, I go. But other than that, 8$ on a 6 pack > 150-200$ on attending. 

Reply 

+7

flyfysher19 days ago

Got my Summit 10 game pack plus 5 additional games. Hopefully the visiting team's fans won't out cheer the Avs fans like last year.

Reply 

+1

CerpinTaxt20 days ago

Does anyone else think Drouin is a better player? 

Reply 

4 replies

+5

JohnSmitty20 days ago

Maybe offensively, Mackinnon is probably gonna be better 2 ways plus he's a center so faceoffs too. Mackinnon will still be a #1 caliber centerman I think

Reply 

+11

Canucks Eh20 days ago

Depends. Do you mean NHL or Junior? MacK= NHL, Drouin= Junior imo

Reply 

+2

canucklehead-2320 days ago

Drouin has better vision for the ice, but MacKinnon is a pure goal scorer. Either way, Tampa and Colorado both got franchise players in this years draft!

Reply 

+8

avsalanche20 days ago

Drouin and Stamkos... those two will be amazing together! 

Reply 

0

TeeRav3120 days ago

See all of the D prospects? Add to that Barrie and Elliot and I have no idea why people question the Avs skipping over Jones for an elite guy like Mac. Not saying Jones isn't elite, just that not taking him doesn't seem so bad when you look at the big picture.

Reply 

1 reply

+1

Canucks Eh20 days ago

This as well as the fact that FORWARD ELITE TALENT is only available THROUGH THE DRAFT. Unless you pay an arm and a leg for a top line player you're far better off taking forwards of this caliber. 

Reply 

+1

Herb_Eaversmels20 days ago

MacKinnon will be a bust, played with him in juniors, bad team guy and can't control his addiction and temper.

Reply 

15 replies

-28

blake harris20 days ago

His addiction?

Explain.

Reply 

3 replies

0

Herb_Eaversmels20 days ago

I'm not blowing up his spot on here blake. I'm just saying maybe Colorado should've went into his history a bit.

Reply 

2 replies

-11

Phil Freeman20 days ago

lol

Reply 

+4

PrincessLuongo20 days ago

Youre the same guy who was trolling hardcore yesterday. Not taking you seriously.

Reply 

+2

Al Willig20 days ago

Uhhh....Herb? Never heard of you and you're not listed on the Mooseheads roster. So, if you're not using your real name, perhaps you might consider the ethics of what you're saying here. If you're going to accuse someone of something, have the decency to put your moniker on it. 

Reply 

2 replies

0

manbearslampig20 days ago

obviously thats not his real name dumba$$, it spells out 'her beaver smells" I cant believe your that dumb to the point you looked for that name on the mooseheads roster

Reply 

1 reply

+16

LeafsNation1220 days ago

LOL

Reply 

+5

Teebs919020 days ago

The only think MacKinnon is addicted to is hockey. Maybe the Avs showul have went with Jones or Drouin, not because Mackinnon is a problem but because Colorado already had 3 pretty good centers. No matter You no nothing about what you speak. 

Reply 

+2

manbearslampig20 days ago

I heard he smokes a lot of pole

Reply 

-1

Toews_To_Kane20 days ago

Clearly the avs should have drafted you right? Go home bud. 

Reply 

1 reply

+1

toulouse1920 days ago

toews to kane ahah awesome name!

Reply 

+2

Pensfanjusty20 days ago

your jelous you didn't get drafted. We get it.

Reply 

+2

DownieSyndrome20 days ago

You are such a tool.

Reply 

2 replies

+2

SnipeTopShelf20 days ago

YOUR NAME HAHAHA

Reply 

+9

Sean List14 days ago

Glad I'm not the only Avs fan to appreciate what Downie does haha

Reply 

0

cooperbw3820 days ago

Joe Sakic is my all time favourite player, and I always cheered for the Avalanche when the Penguins were down and out late 90's, early 2000's) and the Jets were non-existent. Really excited to see these guys come together. Might even have to add an Avalanche jersey to the collection (I really like hockey jerseys...)

It just sucks we won't have Mackinnon for the WJC this year. :)

Reply 

2 replies

+3

Canucks Eh20 days ago

He's a great player though I honestly don't think we'll miss him. There's plenty of guys that WILL pick up the slack. 

Reply 

1 reply

0

avsalanche20 days ago

Connor McDavid

Reply 

0

Canucks Eh20 days ago

Very solid prospects imo. Really hope Hishon can bounce back and Pickard will be a solid tendy in the future no doubt

Reply 

3 replies

+2

Herb_Eaversmels20 days ago

Hishom is out in left field like Roy's eye and Pickard can't even strap his pads togehter he's useless

Reply 

2 replies

-9

Cole d'arc20 days ago

Hishon's injuries have obviously really messed up his development but i still see him playing some NHL games this year. He's handled things about as well as someone in his situation could, I think.

Reply 

+1

Canucks Eh20 days ago

21 years old

All I have to say 

Reply 

+1

MaltbyDraperKocur20 days ago

Mackinnon brings a lot of flexibility to Colorado. I am very excited to watch this kid play. I don't care what jersey, I just want to see him play. 

Reply 

+5

Urnerburner20 days ago

Just take HIshon out of the list. He will probably never play in the NHL. Concussion sidelined him again last year after sitting out 2 seasons.

Reply 

3 replies

-8

TeeRav3120 days ago

He's been well on his way to recovery and is fully expected to be at camp this year so I'm not sure what you're talking about...

Reply 

+3

Mile_High_Hockey20 days ago

Sitting him last season was precautionary. The Monsters weren't making the playoffs, so there was no reason to risk further injury.

Hishon will play in the NHL. Of that I have no doubt.

Reply 

+1

Avalancheforlife131915 days ago

I have to admit, I have major concerns about Hishon's development. He's spent way too much time sitting out the last few years and concussions are very sensitive injuries. He's a small guy and would have to make a swithc to LW and be able to play a top 6 role for him to be successful as an Av. As it were I see him becoming out #3 or #4 center at some point, having a rough transition to NHL ice and traded for other assets. We have an abundance of talented centers anyway and could use the help elsewhere.

Reply 

0

Anonymous20 days ago

I'd say their top 10 goes:

1) Nathan MacKinnon

2) Michael Sgarbossa

3) Chris Bigras

4) Calvin Pickard

5) Duncan Siemens

6) Joey Hishon 

7) Will Butcher - biggest sleeper in entire 2013 draft - just led U.S. in scoring at WJ camp

8) Troy Bourke - great player on an awful WHL team

9) Nathan Condon - highly undervalued / unrecognized 

10) Garrett Meurs

Reply 

3 replies

0

blake harris20 days ago

Sami Aittokallio has got to be there. He can be scary good when hes playing well.

Reply 

2 replies

+4

Anonymous20 days ago

I believe he's their second best goaltender in the system. This just goes to show how deep of a prospect pipeline COL has. This franchise is really turning a corner and can draft well in the later rounds (Meurs, Aittokallio, Blandisi, Butcher).

Reply 

1 reply

+4

ImpulseMeeko20 days ago

you missed colin smith.

Reply 

0

JayKay9220 days ago

I Barrie, Elliott, and maybe even Connolly would be on this list? But have they played too many games with the avs or something? Be ause i would hae penciled Barrie in right after Mackinnon...

Reply 

5 replies

-1

JayKay9220 days ago

Thought***

Reply 

0

NorthernAvalanche20 days ago

Yeah I think Barrie is pretty well with the Avs now, Elliott may or may not be. Idk.

Reply 

+1

Urnerburner20 days ago

This isn't an official list Jay and yeah, you should be able to figure out that they are on the team, not prospects already.

Reply 

0

CanucksKes1720 days ago

Connolly signed in Europe.

Reply 

0

Mile_High_Hockey20 days ago

Barrie and Elliott were probably left off the list because of the number of games they've played in the NHL.

Reply 

0

Scotty M20 days ago

Trading Paul Stastny for any defense would be amazing

Reply 

3 replies

0

m_k3420 days ago

I agree try trading with St. Louis for some of their defense which is the best in the league right now...then O'Reilly can move back to the middle

Reply 

2 replies

-1

Kyle Plummer20 days ago

i think col shouldnt trade with the blues, last time they got screwed, but go ahead we will take one of your center prospects 

Reply 

1 reply

+1

hsamantar20 days ago

Jury is still out for that trade IMO. For the time being, it looks like Blues got the better deal in Shattenkirk. However, Siemens looks pretty scary so far. Let's see when he makes the transition. 

Reply 

+1

manbearslampig20 days ago

mackinnon reminds me a lot of patrik stefan

Reply 

7 replies

-14

Teebs919020 days ago

Stefan was drafted out of the Czech after scoring 8 points in 32 games, spread out of 2 seasons. What has been a better developmental league for the NHL the CHL or the Czech league? 

Reply 

+4

cheech0239120 days ago

LOL

Reply 

+3

Urnerburner20 days ago

You remind me of all the idiots on NHL.com

Reply 

+9

Zeuss_Nuts20 days ago

As big of a bust as Stefan was, the only all stars to come out of that draft were Ryan Miller and Zetterberg, both later than the 5th round. Hard to blame the Thrashers when the entire draft was a bust.

Reply 

3 replies

-3

Teebs919020 days ago

Did you exclude the Sedins on purpose because they were drafted 2nd and 3rd overall? 

Reply 

1 reply

+3

jakefear20 days ago

The Sedins said they would only play together, so the Thrashers hands were tied on that one

Reply 

+5

Herb_Eaversmels20 days ago

Yea Zeuss get the nuts out of your mouth and use your brain. 

Reply 

0

Dyostr20 days ago

hm.. i understand if avs was a playoff team, but a team who finished in last place last season, this is a very bad prospect pool. Without Mackinnon this would be one of the worst in the league.

Reply 

4 replies

-3

NorthernAvalanche20 days ago

You're kidding right?

Reply 

2 replies

+9

Dyostr20 days ago

yeah i was actually

Reply 

1 reply

+11

NorthernAvalanche20 days ago

Haha ok

Reply 

+3

m_k3420 days ago

Joey Hishon is a great prospect and he's 6th...I think that speaks for itself

Reply 

+5

rorylambie1520 days ago

Sharks must be kicking themselves for giving up this Sgarbossa guy

Reply 

4 replies

+8

CapsnHabsFan20 days ago

Was his rights traded in the mcginn, galiardi, trade or whatever it was?

Reply 

+1

Franco Baldi20 days ago

Yeah it was probably the worst trade of the Doug Wilson era. We gave up Jamie Mcginn, Michael sgarbossa, mike Connolly for Daniel Winnik (who didnt resign) and T.J. Galiardi ( we all know how that turned out)

Reply 

1 reply

+1

Canucks Eh20 days ago

Eeeeek

Reply 

+2

CVFan9420 days ago

One of the worst trades in Sharks history in my opinion and worse trade Wilson has ever made in his career (and I'm usually the first to defend Wilson). We lost a good third liner in McGinn who was doing well offensively and a good prospect in Sgarbossa, for Winnik, who didn't do a whole lot for the Sharks, and Galiardi, who really didn't do much until later the previous season when he played with Joe Thornton, and even then he wasn't suited for a top 6 role. He said it was because we need penalty killers, but it didn't help that year since we still ended up the 2nd worse PK in the league.

Reply 

0

SukaSam20 days ago

Even though there prospect pool is a little empty after MacKinnon, there are some hidden Gems here. Siemens is a decent enough prospect to be a shutdown top four defenseman, Hishon was a beauty before his injury woes and will make an impact soon enough and the real gem here is Sami Aittokallio. This guy is going to be a beast in net sometime down the road. 

Reply 

3 replies

+3

Michael Addison20 days ago

Pretty sure Siemens got worse since his draft year

Reply 

1 reply

-3

Mile_High_Hockey20 days ago

He buckled under the weight of the captaincy. When they gave it to someone else the following year, he rebounded incredibly well. He also had to adjust to not having Elliott as his partner. I'm hoping we get to see the two paired in training camp this September.

Reply 

-1

Clayton Catlin20 days ago

You clearly don't follow Avs hockey... MacKinnon is good but calling the Avs prospect pool empty... Yuck.

Reply 

+1

blake harris20 days ago

With the exception of Mackinnon, I only recognize the goalie prospects.

Reply 

2 replies

-7

Joaquim20 days ago

then you're most likely brand new to the world of hockey =)

Reply 

1 reply

+5

blake harris20 days ago

Nah, Im much more familiar with the eastern eastern conference teams, not including Detroit and Colombus

Reply 

+1

thevreelander20 days ago

Despite popular belief the Avs have one of the lowest rated prospect pools in the league, ranking 29th on hockeys future only ahead of the Flyers. Granted Landeskog and Duchene don't show up on it since they've graduated the system, I still don't believe the Avs have enough defense on the ice and in the system to be real contenders yet.

Reply 

6 replies

+1

Teebs919020 days ago

HockeyFuture's list is a little bit off. How the Sharks aren't 30th is a crime. Flyers have at least 3 or 4 kids that might make the NHL. Again, the Avs for drafting so high, don't have many decent prospects and as soon as Mackinnon plays the majority of this season in the NHL, the Avs list gets a little weaker.

Reply 

4 replies

-1

Franco Baldi20 days ago

Contrary to popular belief the Sharks' prospect pool isn't that bad, it's by no means loaded but its average. You should actually look into their prospects before calling their prospect pool the worst in the league.

Reply 

2 replies

0

Teebs919020 days ago

Other than Hertl and Mueller, the sharks will struggle to produce NHL players. As evidence by the last player drafted to become a regular player by them was Jason Demers, Coyle was trade, that didn't help and after taking Couture in 2007 the drafted Petrecki 28th overall and he's stuggling in the AHL, almost 6 years after he was drafted. So tell me some more about hockey future.

Reply 

1 reply

0

CVFan9420 days ago

A lot of the Sharks prospects today are still being developed and some are improving in the minors, juniors, and college. Sharks are like the Red Wings, they don't like to rush players into the NHL until they believe are matured and are ready. Outside, Mueller and Hertl, we have some decent prospects in Nieto, O'Regan, Tarasov, and Tennyson. What the Sharks prospect pool lacks is forward scoring depth and more players with potential to be top 4 d-men or top 6 forwards. 

Not saying we have the most loaded prospect pool, but it's not terrible.

0

Flanker3620 days ago

HF writers inflate the position of their favorite team? This can't be. Au contraire mon ami. *cough* Holly *cough*

Reply 

0

Mile_High_Hockey20 days ago

The funny thing is that people said the same thing of Ryan O'Reilly when he was drafted. How did that turn out?

Avs' head of scouting, Rick Pracey, is amazing at his job. This prospect pool is much better than people realize.

Reply 

+2

Danemarkian20 days ago

Strong depth. I'd be scared of this talent when they make the NHL. There's no doubt they will, it's just when. 

Reply 

-7

El_Travo20 days ago

Loving this prospect pool.

Reply 

-3

Trystonsky Unterschute20 days ago

when are they going 2 get a high octane blueliner like a ozalinch or a blake, that's what there missing. johnsons a bust they shouldn't have traded stewart and shattenkirk away what a horrible trade

Reply 

2 replies

+11

Kyle Plummer20 days ago

we love stewie and shattie here in STL no redo on that one lol atleast you guys got gabbie with our 1st round pick and oh ya we got rattie with your 2nd round also 

Reply 

1 reply

0

Jettzarott20 days ago

We got Landeskog with our own 1st round pick. Duncan Siemens was picked up with the 1st that came from St Louis (11th overall).

Reply 

0

outz19520 days ago

Great teams build from the inside by drafting and developing well, not by signing every big-name free agent that pops onto the market and trading away valuable picks. The Avs future is bright.

Reply 

2 replies

+5

ColoRadical20 days ago

'cough' 'cough' minnesota

Reply 

1 reply

+4

Pensfanjusty20 days ago

and LA

Reply 

-1

sens34520 days ago

Really strong prospect pool

Reply 

-1

BroManDirka20 days ago

Abs needs a new Forsberg and Sakic duo, I missed the old abs like h£ll..

Reply 

6 replies

+7

BroManDirka20 days ago

avs*

Reply 

+3

AyeTee20 days ago

lm ao @ abs.

Well it looks like the closet thing to a Forsberg and Sakic duo they'll have is Duchene and MacKinnon.

Reply 

3 replies

+5

Chris Suchy20 days ago

not even close bud. They are both centres, it'll be more like MacKinnon or Duchene with Landeskog. O'reilly and stastny won't be there for much longer

Reply 

2 replies

-4

Clayton Catlin20 days ago

You clearly don't follow hockey... Landeskog had a horrible season this year. O'Reilly was gone for most of the year because of contract talks, Duchene had the teams best players on his line. The season before, O'Reilly overshadowed Duchene. 

Reply 

-5

puckrawker20 days ago

You are obviously confused. Sakic and Forsberg were both centers too. 

Reply 

+4

Crimzon20 days ago

Well, new Forsbergs and Sakics are really common so no problem there... ... ;)

I think what u got now might grow into their own kind of good players over the coming seasons. Duchene is already a star and players like Landeskog, MacKinnon have huge potential. 

Some more strengthening on the defensive side would do the team good though.

ppppchi
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Kevin14 days ago

What happened to Dylan Olsen? He played for Hawks in 2011-12 and looked solid at times. There is always talk about forwards, but little coverage of any defensemen in our system.

Reply 

+1

Ok Yeasure17 days ago

Camp opens in a month! One month from today!!!!!!!!!!!!! Life is good!!!!!!!!!

Reply 

+1

TonyLVNV20 days ago

FINALLY!!! One of these articles mentioned Clendening! This kid is a stud. I saw him play at BU and looked ready for the NHL there. He was an AHL All-star in his first year and is going to be a star in the NHL. Lookout when the Hawks have Keith on line #1, Leddy on line #2, and Clendening as a Rookie on Line #3 moving the puck up the ice.

Reply 

+2

KSI SKULLS21 days ago

What about SAAD

Reply 

2 replies

-1

Eberle1420 days ago

hes not really a prospect anymore, he attained a roster spot already 

Reply 

+1

mnkyboi18720 days ago

he is not ON deference, i think he just means the D

Reply 

0

weshki21 days ago

Just got home from a friendly match between TPS Turku and SKA St. Petersburg 1-8 for the Russians and without Kovy . Depressing, but that's hockey baby!

Reply 

2 replies

-1

Fisui12 days ago

And this has something to do with the topic?

Reply 

1 reply

0

weshki11 days ago

Not really, why does it have to be? We are all hockey fans here and it was a hockey related comment. Lighten up a bit man. 

Reply 

0

Kawasaki2821 days ago

I'm super excited for Teuvo. He looks pretty awesome given what I've seen and his name has a nice sound to it.

Reply 

+2

bhawksprncss1921 days ago

Besides the first 3, which are the obvious choices, my fave on the list is Stephen Johns. He's a great, big-bodied defender, and I'm really looking forward to seeing what he can do in the years to come. Heads up to the rest of the league, Chicago is stacked and stocked for years to come.

Reply 

3 replies

+2

IAmMrNovember21 days ago

I agree and I like Adam Clendening too. Those two could form a pretty solid line in the future. Big and physical paired with smooth skating and slick passing. 

Reply 

1 reply

+2

yooper49621 days ago

Both of those guys are RH shots. I would like to see Johns paired with Leddy. I think staying in school will actually help Johns become even more of a leader. He is going to be a great addition when he does make to Chicago. As will Clendening! Bowman really has done a wonderful job developing the system. As was mentioned, the Blackhawks really are stocked with current and future Hawks.

Reply 

+1

Hawkey21 days ago

The Blackhawks desperately need another Seabrook type player. If he should get hurt, the team would be in trouble. Johns sounds like the real deal; can't wait to see him in a Blackhawk's uniform.

Reply 

+2

Irriducibile21 days ago

These prospect ranks are always very interesting. How on earth is Teravainen only 7th??

I'm starting to believe that either these writers do not understand anything about hockey, or, what I think is more likely, that these rankings are not based on talent & upside but on "NHL-readiness"

Reply 

2 replies

+3

evan toulouse21 days ago

i was thinking the same thing!

Reply 

+1

Ok Yeasure17 days ago

These are ranked by who is NHL ready right now. That's pretty obvious throughout the whole article.

Reply 

0

Jmani8921 days ago

tuevo is gonna be good

Reply 

+4

nucksfanforlife21 days ago

My god a great set of prospects for a team that just won a cup, congrats Chicago.

Reply 

1 reply

+9

bhawksprncss1921 days ago

Also, they could've gone on with an honorable mentions list with at least 5 legitimate candidates. It's a great time to be a Hawks fan, the prospect pool is overflowing with tremendous potential.

Reply 

+3

JNavid21 days ago

Im asking this because I dont know, is Jimmy Hayes not considered a prospect anymore or has he played too many games?

Reply 

3 replies

+1

bhawksprncss1921 days ago

He has more NHL games than anybody else mentioned, so it's entirely possible that is the reason for his exclusion from this list.

Reply 

0

manbearslampig21 days ago

He also had a slight cocaine problem, got in trouble a few times on the ahl squad

Reply 

1 reply

-2

weshki21 days ago

That don't mean a dick. In fact that could boost him nicely.

Reply 

+3

ButchCoolidge21 days ago

Easily one of the better prospect pools in the league with NHL ready guys at almost every position. Chicago is really set up to contend for years.

Reply 

+6

LeafsAce012021 days ago

Where's Ryan Hartman? He has a lot of potential. 

Reply 

5 replies

0

imhudi21 days ago

he isnt playing in the nhl this season...according to him but if he has an outstanding year maybe they will bring him up

Reply 

0

bhawksprncss1921 days ago

Every prospect ranking is going to have different criterium for compilation. Hartman was probably excluded for being a 2013 pick, the newest selection on this list is Teravainen (2012) and he's the only one from that year. The article doesn't state what the criteria was for this list, so it's hard to give a specific answer.

Reply 

2 replies

0

Canucks Eh21 days ago

Horvat was a 2013 pick and number 2 on the Canucks rankings along with Shinkaruk at number 6. My guess is it's simply the best prospects. Sure Hartman is a solid prospect though is he better than Mark McNeill at this point? I'd say no. Which is why he's not on the top 10.

Reply 

1 reply

0

bhawksprncss1921 days ago

I barely skimmed the lists for the other teams, so didn't realize that other 13 picks were being included. The fact that Hartman wasn't included should show that the Hawks system has a whole lot of talent stored away for the future.

Reply 

+1

Ok Yeasure17 days ago

Guys, it's who NHL.com thinks is "NHL ready" right now, not who might be the best player in 3 years. I think they nailed it. It's odd seeing Hawk fans complaining about ranking prospects when just a few years ago a list like this wasn't very deep at all.

Reply 

0

Dyostr21 days ago

thats an old group of prospects.

Reply 

8 replies

0

AlexDiBacco21 days ago

a lot of NHL ready prospects you mean

Reply 

2 replies

+7

Dyostr21 days ago

nah, just old

Reply 

1 reply

-2

PrincessLuongo21 days ago

Yeah, Teuvo being 18 is way past his prime. Forget about 22 year old Pirri who led the AHL at 21. And damn Drew LeBlanc for going to college.

Reply 

+10

eksit21 days ago

That's because there are a few players on that list who went the college route.

I remember when Schneider was drafted by the Nucks, he was already 21 or 22. A couple years in the AHL and you'll have an "older" 24-year old prospect.

Reply 

1 reply

0

Zeuss_Nuts21 days ago

Schneider was 18 when he was drafted, same as almost every other prospect

Reply 

+1

bhawksprncss1921 days ago

Jealous?? That's a stacked list of experienced and proven prospects, and I'll take that any day with a dose of Stanley Cup on the side. The reason why the Blackhawks have a long list of "older" prospects is that there haven't been many holes to fill on the NHL roster. These guys have been perfecting their game in the AHL/juniors/college/Euro leagues for the past few years, and are just now getting the chance to break through at a time when they both physically and mentally more mature than most. This season, you will likely only see about 3 of these prospects on the Hawks roster, and no more than 5 will even see the NHL this year.

Reply 

2 replies

0

Ok Yeasure17 days ago

What does being older have to do with anything? It's just the naysayers finding something (anything) to post in a negative manner.

Reply 

0

Shape2 days ago

5? With devastating injuries maybe. Otherwise Pirri and Smith are the only two youll see. Maybe Morin or Hayes. Too much defensive depth for Clendening or Stanton to see much time barring about 4 or 5 injuries. And what the hell did happen to Dylan Olson?

Reply 

0

Teebs919021 days ago

Think McNeill will be under watch for the Hawks. They need him to fill the spot left by Bolland. A center that can score, hit and agitate.

Reply 

2 replies

0

Canucks Eh21 days ago

They have shaw at the moment so I don't know if they need McNeill to do that. Though they will benefit from his presence 

Reply 

+4

IAmMrNovember21 days ago

I enjoyed watching Bolland at times over the years but with injuries and younger players getting better around him he played his way into a 4th line role with the hawks by the end of the playoffs and was disappointing when healthy during the regular season this year. With a lot of young center prospects several of which are NHL ready now and have earned their shot at the 2nd line center job (It's not like Bolland was going to play center on the second line anyway. Even Bolland knows he doesn't fit well in a top 6 role), Toews on the 1st line, Shaw on the 3rd, and Handzus and Kruger on the 4th Bolland no longer fit into the hawks roster or their future.

Reply 

0

Cole d'arc21 days ago

Hey, remember Kyle Beach? Guess he's going to be a full-time AHLer and sometimes call-up. He's twenty-three which is still fairly young but it's definitely true that he's been surpassed by everyone on this list as far as being a true prospect goes.

Reply 

7 replies

+3

PrincessLuongo21 days ago

We will most likely never see him in an AHL game. Hes a liability, never panned out. And he takes WAY too many penalties. I believe he also had a serious injury a year ago. ACL or Achilles or something.

Reply 

5 replies

+1

PrincessLuongo21 days ago

NHL game** my bad

Reply 

+2

bhawksprncss1921 days ago

He draws a lot more penalties than he takes. When was the last time any of you actually saw him play? Also, your injury report is way off (completely wrong area of the body).

Reply 

3 replies

0

PrincessLuongo21 days ago

I went to like three Rockford games last year. Hes not going to make the NHL, anybody who watched Rockford knows that. And God forbid I get his injury wrong... he had 204 penalty minutes in 63 games last year. Career minor leaguer. I really hope IM wrong. But we dont even need him honestly.

Reply 

2 replies

0

bhawksprncss1921 days ago

Oooooh 3 whole games?!?! WOW!!! Also, 13% of those PIMs were from one game, the huge bench-clearing brawl with Grand Rapids. If you look at all the games with Grand Rapids this past season (Beach played in 6) he earned 27% of his PIMs in less than 10% of his games played. Sure those games aren't shining examples of what he's capable of, but it does show that there is a bias as to when those penalties occur. Maybe if you'd seen more than a handful of games you would know that.

-1

PrincessLuongo21 days ago

Yes, i went to 3 games. I dont live near Rockford. Ive watched others. Princess, he was the 11th overall pick in the draft. We're talking about playing in the NHL, not the AHL. Im sure any AHL team would love to have him. But please, enlighten me, where would he ever, at any point, fit on the Blackhawks line up? Oh, and I can thumb up my own comment, too :) See

+3

vaz12321 days ago

Yeah, I've been following Kyles career ever since we drafted him. I had high hopes but haven't seen the progression, but we did resign him to another year so who knows? I wouldn't hold my breath though. He also hurt his shoulder in a fight a couple years ago. His got one more year to show what he's made of.

Reply 

+3

blake harris21 days ago

Ben Smith scored some goals against Luongo in the playoffs a few years ago. I remember him.

Reply 

0

Canucks Eh21 days ago

Man do the blackhawks know they're doing with young talent. I've never heard of any of the top 5 being drafted and here they are fighting for spots at the nhl level after success in the AHL. That's how it's done, take notes everyone.

Reply 

+8

blake harris21 days ago

Is Chicago the next Detroit Red Wings?

Reply 

2 replies

+4

MBB loves the Maple Leafs21 days ago

Made the playoffs every year since 2007/2008. 6 straight years just 16 to go. That is, unless they miss the playoffs before Detroit does.

Reply 

1 reply

+1

PrincessLuongo21 days ago

08-09. We made the WCF that year. We were the first team to miss making the playoffs in 07-08.

Reply 

0

jmcleod51221 days ago

What an awful list. Teuvo, Danault, Clendening, and McNeil are easily the top ones

Reply 

7 replies

+1

PrincessLuongo21 days ago

Ultimately, probably. But we're talking about going into this season. 

Reply 

1 reply

+4

PrincessLuongo21 days ago

And Raanta.

Reply 

+3

Finalize21 days ago

Pirri has stepped up his game and I think will keep improving, he deserves to be on the list...

Reply 

+1

bhawksprncss1921 days ago

The top 3 are spot on, and it's hard to argue most of the rest. (I'm not particularly fond of McNeill, but he's got time to change my mind still). The Hawks' system is stacked, and that's something to be excited about. Part of the reason for it, is the overall success that the team has had recently, leaving very few openings for any of these guys to move up. They've been honing their game in the AHL, and are that much better for it. At least 4, and up to 6 of them are completely unlikely to even play a single game for the Hawks this coming season, both because of where they are in their development and positional availability at the NHL level.

Reply 

2 replies

+1

Canucks Eh21 days ago

McNeill imo is the prototypical third liner. Doesn't take stuff form other guys, has decent speed and can put the puck in the net. Oh and did I mention he's an unreal forechecker/defensive player. You'll see him sooner rather than later. 

Reply 

1 reply

0

bhawksprncss1921 days ago

I've seen him play several times, and he tends to be a bit selfish with the puck. I think he's got a ton of potential I just don't like this particular habit of his, but have no problem with him being included at #10.

Reply 

0

Ok Yeasure17 days ago

It's an NHL ready list not the potentailly best players. I think it's pretty close.

Reply 

0

Jimbo21 days ago

jeeez. Loaded.

Reply 

1 reply

+3

AlexDiBacco21 days ago

YES

Reply 

0

21stosh21 days ago

they forgot Jimmy Hayes. I think he will find a home on the 4th line this season

Reply 

+1

P88KANER21 days ago

Teuvo Teräväinen :) 

Reply 

+17

KSI SKULLS21 days ago

I think Contracts next year that The Blackhawks should Let raanta Play Backup and sign someone Cheaper than Khabibulin to play starter or back Ahl to save some cap

Reply 

-1

BlueLineBomber21 days ago

Raanta could easily play in the nhl next season. probably the best goalie-prospect in the League. too bad for him that the hawks signed khabibulin.

Reply 

3 replies

+2

David Beck21 days ago

cant agree on that....best goalie prospect: GIBSON!

Reply 

1 reply

+12

BlueLineBomber21 days ago

oh yeah, how could i forget gibson.... lets hope he doesn't rush things, he's still just 20. and for some reason goalies seem to peak at an age of +30 

Reply 

0

bhawksprncss1921 days ago

Raanta needs to prove himself on the smaller ice before the Hawks give him a shot at the NHL roster. He is among the top goalie prospects in the league, and it's great that the Hawks were able to sign him. Patience is a virtue, and allowing him to adjust to the North American game is in the best interest of both parties.

Reply 

+4

GiuseppeNikola21 days ago

i didnt know raanta before WCH, but he seems like great talent

Reply 

1 reply

+3

Jay202321 days ago

He rose from nowhere to shut down every team in SM-liiga this year. The sole reason Ässät took the championship here, just an amazing goalie..

ppppvan
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bcfortune21 days ago

I don't know Patrick kane's official weight and height but give this shinkaruk kid his props he is like a doppleganger of kane I think shinkaruk is a star on the rise maybe not this year but many too come he will be filling nhl nets ps youtube some highlights of this kid amazing !!!\

Reply 

+3

Derek21 days ago

It's funny how people comment on prospects as if they have any idea what certain players can do. How many people on here have watched more than 1 Medicine Hat game this past season. It's not easy for a 5"10, 180 lbs kid to make noise with the big boys. Lets face it you need to be a top elite player at that size to be a factor in the NHL. Even when he's 20 and 200 lbs it will be tough for him. Horvat good job at being the 3rd leading scorer at centre on your team this past season. Anyways if i'm a Canuck fan i'm more concerned about the product you'll see in the next couple years.

Reply 

-5

Teebs919022 days ago

Lots of Nuck fans have high hopes for Corrado, wonder if he will able to hold down a roster spot.

Reply 

+2

xQXJZ22 days ago

Question for you Canuck fans out there :) I know Jensen and Schroeder will for sure be in the line-up, but do you think Gaunce and Horvat get a chance? Maybe even Shinkaruk? ;) Always really liked the Canucks. Great Organization :)

Reply 

2 replies

+5

Mirwais Panah22 days ago

Jensen by no means is a lock for the line up. He played a few games last season but he often looked confused. He hasn't played as good as he did in the Swedish league as he is not used to the NA playing style.

Reply 

+2

kaptaan21 days ago

all the guys you mentioned are fighting for the two spots you gave to Jensen and Schroeder. No one is a lock, so everyone has a legit chance.

Reply 

+1

NuckFaithful22 days ago

very promising top three

Reply 

+3

9thbuddha22 days ago

I wonder if their will be extra pressure on Horvat, just because of the circumstances surrounding his draft day...

Reply 

+3

ChuckyvsGally22 days ago

Thats a really strong prospect pool considering they've been picking low draft picks for the past several years. Only weakness I can see coming up in the future is their defense, they are loaded with forwards but not enough d-men in the system.

Reply 

+2

nucksfanforlife22 days ago

Im impressed with the little amount of hate my teams getting considering it seems we get hated on every other thread.

Reply 

+5

LUONGO_MUST_STAY22 days ago

And all it cost them for Horvat and Kassian were Schneider and Hogdson! Wait a minute...

Reply 

2 replies

+1

Derek21 days ago

Good call. Canucks dropped the ball.

Reply 

-2

Kashmir21 days ago

Getting a guy like kassian via trade is hard next to impossible because teams don't trade those kinds of players.look at what a marginal Ryan clowe got in free agency and what he was traded for? Hodgson's stats show he was one of the easiest players to score against five on five. He had serious defensive issues which even the sabres noticed.

Reply 

0

eksit22 days ago

It's not too bad considering the fact that the Nucks have been a playoff team for the majority of the past decade. Good size, especially if you factor in Kassian as well. It'll be interesting to see how Eriksson ends up. He kinda came out of nowhere and he's now challenging Lack for the backup.

Reply 

+5

Bisson Bruins22 days ago

That's a pretty solid prospect pool. These guys will be entering the prime of their careers when the Sedins reach the time of their retirement. I expect Vancouver will be in contention for years to come - if these guys pan out.

Reply 

+6

JT91 EqualsCup22 days ago

A couple of good young centermen on the way. Hopefully the youth will be full fledged Canucks by the time the Sedins are ready to move on. Shinkaruk looks like he'll be one of those special players.

Reply 

1 reply

+7

malimal82422 days ago

Shinkaruk will be a star, and i know this sounds dramatic but a top 10 scorer in the nhl

Reply 

+5

JayKay9222 days ago

Im curious to whom the backup will be next year? Ill be one pf the first to admit. Never cared much about following Vancouver but i thought Lack was their most promising goalie prospect? I was surprised to not see him on this list... Am i wrong?

But on a side note im very impressed with the depth. Nucks' fans have something to look forward to!

Reply 

1 reply

+2

Canucks Eh22 days ago

He's not considered a prospect anymore. He will be our backup for sure this year

Reply 

+7

Josef Molin22 days ago

Am I the only one only one who really liked what I saw in Franky Corrado in the few games he played for Nucks the past season? He looked amazing in his debut!

Reply 

+17

palap qawsed22 days ago

honestly the top 10 is pretty good and isnt what really counts thebottom 6 can be late draft picks or even signings so pretty happy for the future

Reply 

+3

Ronald8322 days ago

Look at what happend to a few of our top picks in the past after they left us. Cam Neely (HHOFer) Pavel Bure (HHOFer) and Cody Hodgson still a solid player. Then they dealt Cory away. I'm glad the twins are still here same with Kes. Would have been awesome to see Cam and Bue play together. 

Reply 

1 reply

0

Qman71622 days ago

would have been absolute magic.

Reply 

0

Ramz7722 days ago

I'd like to see Shinkaruk play. Sounds like he is very talented. 

Reply 

+3

Carmine Cloutier22 days ago

Gaunce Horvat Jensen Shinkaruk very excited for our future. 

Reply 

+14

Anthony Churko22 days ago

Say what you will about Gillis, he's made some solid draft picks over the past few years. Now let's just see if the coaching staff can develop them.

Reply 

+2

My_Name_Is_SkrGillis22 days ago

WOW!!!!!!!! For the first time in Canucks history we actually have a stacked prospect pool, drafted pretty well in the last 3 years can't wait to see what Nicklas Jensen can do.

Reply 

4 replies

0

Rex Singh22 days ago

Yup, also Bo Horvat. Heard a lot about this player that he is good or very good. Canucks will be a team to beat this season just wait and see. People say that we are a good team on the paper but we will prove that on the ice also. We Canucks fans don't hate other teams but we love our Canucks.

Reply 

3 replies

+5

My_Name_Is_SkrGillis22 days ago

Exactly T-Rex, I will use our corny catch phrase..."We Are All Canucks"

Reply 

+3

Michael Borean22 days ago

It still makes me laugh when I remember the draft. The B man comes up and everyone starts booing. He's like, you guys are gonna wanna hear this, he announces the trade, wanders off. My brother had no idea (because he doesn't watch hockey) why everyone was booing the B man and was like, man that's some dedication when everyone kept booing him every single time he came up.

Reply 

+5

malimal82422 days ago

Shinkaruk s your gamechanger

Reply 

+3

druss081422 days ago

A lot of these prospects are recent draft picks or free agents. It doesn't look particularly good for the amateur scouting dept.

Reply 

2 replies

+1

Canucks Eh22 days ago

Off the top of my head the last guy we drafted and developed who was chosen in the 3rd round or later was Edler in I believe 04? So yes scouting and developing is definitely not a strength of ours 

Reply 

1 reply

0

Canucks Eh22 days ago

Just checked the 04 draft, Mike brown and Hansen.. Though I highly doubt there's anyone after that.

Reply 

0

MaidenVarius22 days ago

Just to throw this out there, seeing Patrick McNally makes me laugh. Why? That's because my brother has the same name. 

Reply 

2 replies

+7

Canucks Eh22 days ago

Must be quite odd lol

Reply 

1 reply

0

MaidenVarius22 days ago

My family likes to take jokes pretty far too, so if Harvard was ever on tv...it got pretty ridiculous. Yes, very odd...

Reply 

0

tibblesthewall22 days ago

Not much love for Shinkaruk.

Reply 

1 reply

+8

averagejoe02022 days ago

He will be top 3 on this list next year.

Reply 

+3

Cale Allan22 days ago

Vancouver isn't looking terrible on paper, but I'd still say their better days are behind them.

Reply 

3 replies

+9

My_Name_Is_SkrGillis22 days ago

Yes Agree, but there are even better days to come..........Hopefully 1 amazing day in June........Dear God I'm already 24 make it happen in my life time.

Reply 

1 reply

+4

Canucks Eh22 days ago

Already 24? Seriously buddy? People have gone there whole life without seeing their team lift the cup. Have some patience 

Reply 

+5

OldWagner22 days ago

I think that was exactly the problem. For the past few years, everything kept looking good on paper so no real changes were made but it never panned out. Change in philosophy, different approach, throw a bit of caution to the wind. If things don't look like they did in previous years, that might actually prove to be a good thing.

Reply 

0

Daniel Keren22 days ago

Solid pool of prospects. In my opinion, I would probably place them around 11-13th in the NHL overall with prospects.

Reply 

7 replies

+6

Canucks Eh22 days ago

Top 10 looks good but not much after. We're probably 14-18th overall 

Reply 

6 replies

+1

wings_1322 days ago

I think hockeys future.com has the Canucks in the bottom 20s I think it's like 27th or something 

Reply 

5 replies

-1

Canucks Eh22 days ago

Intriguing 

Reply 

+2

averagejoe02022 days ago

When was that updated, we may have been before but not anymore.

Reply 

1 reply

0

wings_1322 days ago

Is usually updated but I don't think it'll be fully updated until next season

0

Schroeder4522 days ago

Yea but it's not updated I just checked and their were no mentions of Horvat, Shinkaruk or Subban

Reply 

+1

kaptaan21 days ago

Canucks are ranked 20th ahead of teams like Bruins, Pens, Sharks, Kings, Leafs, etc. by hockey prospectus

Reply 

0

mike18roy22 days ago

So why isn't Eriksson going to be the back up, or the starter for that matter. He' put up godly numbers against grown men in a top tier league.

Reply 

5 replies

0

Canucks Eh22 days ago

Ice is different in north America. If we didn't have Lack then sure; but Eriksson has to get used to the angles over here 

Reply 

+1

rorylambie1522 days ago

Lack put up great numbers before he got injured 

Reply 

2 replies

+1

LUONGO_MUST_STAY22 days ago

Then he started Lacking in talent a bit...

Reply 

1 reply

+1

Erik Williams-Whittla17 days ago

thumbs up for the name and the pun!

Reply 

0

scroungies22 days ago

Eriksson will start in the AHL first to get used to the smaller rinks, if he does well enough he'll have a good shot at seeing ice time.

Reply 

+4

Canucks Eh22 days ago

Sure we don't have the depth though we have a few solid guys at every position. With young guys like Schroeder and kassian then looking beyond our top 10 prospects with cassels and subban we don't look as doomed as most people say. I'm aware its tough for fans of other teams like root for van city because of all the nonsense that's gone on but I'm perfectly fine with our current roster and current prospect pool. 

Reply 

+1

Textamenterat22 days ago

Jensen would probably have had even better numbers in Sweden but he was scratched after what was rumored to be disciplinary issues where he didn't show respect to his teammates. The team was in a rough patch and turned it around after he was benched, but carried the team offensively with Broc Little and Mattias Janmark-Nylén for the first half of the season. Good player. I think the disciplinary part might simply be due to youth.

Reply 

0

rorylambie1522 days ago

Jensen and Gaunce should both make the team this year let this years draftees develop a bit more

Reply 

5 replies

+1

Canucks Eh22 days ago

Gaunce won't out of tc unless he is 3rd line centre material. I can't see us having Richardson playing third line and gaunce 4th.

Reply 

4 replies

-4

rorylambie1522 days ago

I think Gaunce could make 3rd line center if he does he would play with Higgins and Hansen decent 3rd line

Reply 

3 replies

0

Canucks Eh22 days ago

Gaunce a third line nhl centreman without any ahl experience STRAIGHT out of training camp? 

Reply 

2 replies

-1

Vancity604Swag22 days ago

You act like its the end of the world, without any ahl experience. There has been centres that have proven themselves to be NHL ready without AHL experience

+2

Canucks Eh22 days ago

I don't see him lasting as the third line centre that's all. Sure give him a shot, evaluate his play in all areas and see where that takes you. That's a lot of pressure to put on a 20 year old. 

-1

wings_1322 days ago

really not that deep of a pool. if the nucks didn't get horvat and shinkaruk this year then they would really have themselves a problem. although we still have to wait a couple years to see how horvat and shinkaruk develop. they're still very young. 

Reply 

+1

DonCheery22 days ago

The only other jersey I can see the Sedin brothers wearing in their career would be a Red Wings jersey, but how would that happen?

Reply 

2 replies

+1

rorylambie1522 days ago

knowing gillis he'd probably trade them for a draft pick

Reply 

1 reply

+4

Erik Williams-Whittla17 days ago

a 6th round draft pick,,,

Reply 

0

reinhardtsaxon22 days ago

1. lol

2. lol - forever known as the guy that Gillis gave Schneider up for

3. lol

4. lol

5. lol

6. lol

7. LOL

8. lol

9. lol

10. lol

Reply 

13 replies

-24

rorylambie1522 days ago

Calgary's probably going to end up as the worst team in the league this year so i wouldn't be talking have fun with Ramo and MacDonald as your goalies

Reply 

10 replies

+26

andyyuen122 days ago

Who are the goalies again? Never heard of them. The Lames must be aiming for a lottery pick again this year.

Reply 

5 replies

+14

Shaun Mattice22 days ago

without trying to be an ass, and as much I hate the nucks....they really can't really bash the flames, two straight president trophies, and 1st round exists. Just saying

Reply 

2 replies

-6

Canucks Eh22 days ago

By your account the only fans who can bash a team are those who won the cup in recent years? That's no fun 

+4

lyscn3yzue5122 days ago

Actually the first year they won the Presidents Trophy they went to the final. It was the second year that they lost in the first round. They didn't win the Presidents trophy last year

+4

Anonymous22 days ago

What? Do you really think they are aiming for the playoffs this year? Sometimes when you go in full rebuild, you gotta take lottery picks.

Reply 

1 reply

+2

Shaun Mattice22 days ago

aha I see I got thumbs down, not looking to be a ass...but those are just facts...a team that has underachieve...it's not rocket science to notice that..when you are the Canadian team people expect to bring a cup back to Canada...and they win presidents two years in row and coincident loss in the first round. You think something has to give

0

Canucks Eh22 days ago

Ramo is a lot more promising than people think. Reinhardts dumbass comments doesn't make their prospects any worse. 

Reply 

2 replies

+4

Mightymonkey22 days ago

you are probably the only canucks fan that doesn't bash the flames.

Reply 

1 reply

-3

Canucks Eh22 days ago

I can't help but cheer for the Canadian teams. It took me a while to finally choose one 

+5

Kyle Plummer22 days ago

you know ramo is pretty good, and calgary has some good players it wouldnt surprize me if they finished near the bottom but doing better than what everyone is saying. they got a good goalie in the blues trade, cundra, and now russell, btw both are a very good players,russell will put up 20 30 points for them next year, and cundra could possibly be rookie of the year, has good vision to make good passes and hard slap shot, just dont know much about his defense game 

Reply 

+1

My_Name_Is_SkrGillis22 days ago

I posted this In the flames 30 in 30 LOL what a weak comeback so Original....

lollollol 

lollollol

lollollol

lollollol

lollol

lollol

lollol

lol

lol

Reply 

-4

EvilDeadOilersFan198722 days ago

Are you serious? You are aware of the absolute shipwreck that your team is at the moment

Reply 

0

flyingrhinos22 days ago

great draft year, if it werent for bo and hunter then we'd have a very shallow pool. i personally think that getting bo for schneider was a good trade 

Reply 

8 replies

+21

Martin Kovařík22 days ago

It was a good trade but Gillis could have asked for more. 

Reply 

5 replies

+17

Boutilier66622 days ago

if her traded to edminton he would of got more

Reply 

1 reply

+2

Shaka2Felt20 days ago

you don't trade your wicked goaltender to a division rival. End of story.

Reply 

0

scroungies22 days ago

i think he tried negotiating for something more and he ended up settling because he didnt want to drop any lower than 9th... just speculation

Reply 

0

LUONGO_MUST_STAY22 days ago

Well, Schneider's gonna lose the starting job to Anthony Brodeur in a few years' time and want to be traded anyway, Horvat is someone to keep because after the Sedins go there'll be 2 big holes to fill

Reply 

1 reply

-2

KSI SKULLS22 days ago

I dont think Brodeur Will play any better than an AHL starter but only time will tell

Reply 

0

Canucks Eh22 days ago

Finally one who agrees. 

Reply 

+2

palap qawsed22 days ago

but he could at least got a second 

Reply 

+1

canucklehead-2322 days ago

Before this season our prospect pool looked terrible, but with the Schneider trade that brought in Horvat, drafting Shinkaruk and Subban, signing Lain and Ericsson, and Gaunce and Jensen having one more year of development it most definitely looks a lot better. It still could be better, but it has definitely improved. The Flyers sure did let go of a huge commodity in Ericsson!

Reply 

6 replies

+9

S2OmegaS222 days ago

Can't let go of something you never had

I do wonder why we never signed him though...did he not initially show the potential at a young age?

Reply 

5 replies

0

Canucks Eh22 days ago

If you never had him why do you say "why did we never sign him". He was in your system therefore was Flyers property so you had him sir 

Reply 

3 replies

+3

DCoy8822 days ago

Its pretty hard to get a guy under contract when he doesn't want to sign the contract.

Reply 

2 replies

-1

Canucks Eh22 days ago

But you did HAVE him no? You had his rights until he decided not to sign. Omega stated the Flyers NEVER had him

0

Shaka2Felt20 days ago

point stands Einstein.

0

canucklehead-2322 days ago

That is the difficulties of drafting a goalie and why you see so many late drafted goalies (ie. Lundqvist and Rinne) have success. A lot of them don't show potential until they start to actually play pro. Just look at the two goalies that were drafted 1st overall, Fleury and Dipietro. Case in point, who now would rather have their starting goalie as either Lundqvist or Rinne over either of those two, I know I would. Goalies like Luongo and Price are exceptions where they actually met all their potential and were drafted high.

Reply 

+2

Leaf_Blower8122 days ago

For a team in the win now phase, they've got a pretty nice set of prospects

Reply 

1 reply

+19

mbal22 days ago

Thats not including some of the guys over in Europe that are really good as well

Reply 

+7

sens34522 days ago

Amazing in depth of prospects that canucks have

Reply 

6 replies

+10

FtwFlames22 days ago

In my opinion, the Canucks don't have a deep prospect pool, but after this last draft they have some real good pieces at the top. Bo Horvat's potential is especially high.

Reply 

5 replies

+16

andyyuen122 days ago

Hard to have a deep prospect pool when you draft late 20s every year.

Reply 

4 replies

-15

SensWillWin22 days ago

it is called development

Reply 

+16

YinzPens7122 days ago

Detroit's done it for quite some time now and it's got them a couple of cups

Reply 

2 replies

+7

Snide's Remarks22 days ago

Agree. The Wings have the best development system in pro sports. It's shocking more teams don't follow their example.

+1

LUONGO_MUST_STAY22 days ago

Detroit's in my top 5 for favorite teams because they're a team the Nucks can learn from, very offensive, they can work together, and most importantly, they keep pucks out of the net!

ppppsj
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MSUMaverickFan23 days ago

Eriah Hayes

Reply 

+1

youreagrocerystick23 days ago

The Sharks just don't seem to have drafted all that well the past few years. Since 2008, the only draft picks who have joined the team are Demers and Wingels. It's not the worst prospect pool because they've managed to sign some undrafted free agents, but this team needs some new scouts.

Reply 

2 replies

+1

Canucks Eh23 days ago

I agree though is it easy find new scouts? 

Reply 

0

CVFan9423 days ago

A lot of the Sharks prospects from 2008-2012 are still being developed in the AHL, NCAA, CHL, etc, so of course they haven't played in the NHL yet. It's better to let them develop and grow in those leagues than put them in the NHL. Look at the Red Wings. None of their prospects drafted since 2008 have played more than 50 NHL games yet (most is 40, Nyquist). No one will say they have a weak prospect pool. They let their prospects grow and mature in the minors until they are ready to make the NHL.

Reply 

0

KoivuPassToParise23 days ago

Wheres Mirco Mueller?

Reply 

+5

kmfdm665attak23 days ago

anyone else find it odd that the NHL would put the sharks 30 in 30 on during sharkweek

Reply 

+15

BackstromForsberg23 days ago

the whole 30 in 30 schedule is such bs. 

Reply 

3 replies

-8

RAZORBLADE121423 days ago

Someone's upset the Caps are 

Reply 

1 reply

+3

RAZORBLADE121423 days ago

the Caps are last.

Reply 

+3

Andrew22 days ago

NHL wanted the Sharks day to be on Sharks week.

Reply 

+1

FishingAmalgam23 days ago

There is no key for the stalock. that guy has a good shot at making it in the nhl.

Reply 

2 replies

+4

gslion1023 days ago

especially with Greiss gone

Reply 

+4

Bryan F23 days ago

the key for stalock is not getting injured.

Reply 

+3

Lucio Aronio23 days ago

Weak pool, period. Tomas Hertl and Freddie Hamilton are the 2 only NHL destined players, and sadly they are both centers.... The wings and goalies are weak, and the defense is mediocre ( Tennyson could prove me wrong and be a solid NHLer one day).

Reply 

6 replies

-2

CVFan9423 days ago

What about Nieto? He's a projected top 6 forward. Tierney is a projected 3rd line shutdown center with some offensive capabilities. O'Regan is doing great in college as a freshman and can only get better, just needs to bulk up. Gabryel is overlooked but he could turn into a solid NHL player if he continues to improve in the QMJHL the next few years. 

Goalies weak? That's one of the Sharks best positions. Stalock used to be one of the top AHL goalies before his injury. The new pick, Bergvik, had great numbers playing for Forlunda's U20 league. Plus we have Sateri, Anderson, Groesnick. 

Defense is medicore? Tennyson, Mueller, Demelo, Abeltshauser, Acolaste, and Doherty are projected NHL players if they improve their games. Tennyson, Mueller, and Abeltshauser are projected top 4 d-men. Acolaste, Demelo, and Doherty need improvements but if they keep improving their game, they could be bottom 6 pairing D-men in the NHL. 

Our prospect pool isn't great, but it's decent. A lot of these guys will play for years in the NCAA, Europe, CHL, AHL, etc to improve their game.

Reply 

5 replies

+9

EthanMacleod23 days ago

That's a sharks fan right there ^^^^

Reply 

+6

Lucio Aronio23 days ago

If you were trying to convince me that their prospect pool is decent rather than weak, then fair enough, but it is still bottom 10 in the league, and thats a fact.

Reply 

3 replies

-1

Cameron8623 days ago

^ I think you'll find that's an opinion. 

Reply 

1 reply

+8

Bryan F23 days ago

is that a fact?... 

-1

mistermooster22 days ago

Certainly in the bottom half.

Reply 

0

Doc Davis23 days ago

what a weak prospect pool

Reply 

1 reply

-3

Bryan F23 days ago

nah makes it easier to pick the call ups.

Reply 

0

ProfessorHockey23 days ago

I'm the HF staff writer for the Sharks, and I just wanted to say pretty good list Mr. Harper. Personally, guys like O'Regan, Mueller and Abelshauser make my list, but you never know with that bottom 3 you have there. I do want to say this--San Jose doesn't have an elite pool, but to those who consider this one of the worst in the league aren't paying attention. This is actually an average pool--it's not loaded but it's decent.

Reply 

1 reply

+6

Tronca6923 days ago

I don't understand that Abeltshausser haven't made their top 10 list. He's a very good offensive defenseman, and he's probably their defenseman prospect with the best offensive potential. The NHL is almost a sure thing for him, and he could easily become a top 4 defenseman, maybe even a top pairing. 

Also Mirco Mueller, Christophe Lalancette and Petter Emanuelsson have very good potential for the NHL... I think this list isn't their best prospects, but their closer to the NHL prospects.

Reply 

+3

Joe23 days ago

im a huge sharks fan and stalock at number 2 is embarassing for our prospect pool. nothing against stalock, i want to see him backing up niemi

Reply 

1 reply

+1

NYI 201323 days ago

They certainly need to restock the cupboards....big Joe won't be there forever.

Reply 

+1

Canucks Eh23 days ago

Is it just me or is nobody talking about the Sharks when almost half the site is dedicated to them? I'll check back in a couple hours hopefully there's something worth speaking about 

Reply 

6 replies

-3

Canucks Eh23 days ago

Maybe not half, but a solid chunk

Reply 

-2

evosero23 days ago

NHL.com is doing 30-in-30. Every day a different team is the primary focus. Today it's the Sharks.

Reply 

1 reply

+1

Canucks Eh23 days ago

I'm speaking in regards to your fans. 61 comments now. Rally the troops 

Reply 

+1

HenrikZberg4023 days ago

Comeback tomorrow it will be your day.

Reply 

0

GoSharks3923 days ago

Sweep?

Reply 

+1

mistermooster22 days ago

Sorry. I overslept.

Reply 

0

CVFan9423 days ago

Outside Hertl, Nieto, and Tennyson, my favorite prospect is Tierney. I saw a few London games on TV during the lockout and he looked really good. If he can continue to improve his game the next few years, he could be a solid NHL player. I would also love to see Doherty in San Jose one day.

Reply 

2 replies

0

CVFan9423 days ago

Forgot to add: I also like Acolaste, even though he's not listed. He's a d-man who can do pretty much anything; Powerplay quarterback, puck moving, hitting, fighting, etc. If he can improve his defensive game and skating (which are improving but not NHL ready), he could make a good bottom 6 d-man pairing in the NHL.

Reply 

0

Canucks Eh23 days ago

He'll be getting more minutes this season also. I remember during the memorial cup commentators were going through the guys that were leaving London. guys like remi elie Tierney and McCarron from montreal will have solid seasons. IMO its one of the best things about the chl, one year your a 4th liner next your flourish with more ice time, just awesome. 

Reply 

+2

Marshmallow23 days ago

Thing about the Sharks is they excel at drafting long term and finding and developing gems out of later rounds, something many teams struggle with. They said a couple years ago that we were something like second behind the Red Wings in total NHL games played across the NHL drafted by the team, something that I doubt has changed.

So even if our prospect pool doesn't seem deep at the moment, it's not something we really need to be afraid of just yet. In the past two drafts we've had a lot more picks that we've kept, especially 2 first rounders (why isn't Mueller on here?), and the team isn't afraid to take a chance on Europeans either. So I think within the next couple years some of our last 2 draft years worth of picks will bear fruit and appear on this list.

Reply 

+1

jwg31423 days ago

One of the worst prospect pools in the league.

Reply 

3 replies

+4

Mayo Balasubramaniam23 days ago

I'm a sharks fan and I totally agree with you, but I like to look at things positively. The reason why most of our prospects aren't top-notch is because most of our prospects were chosen late in the first round (15+), but we do manage to find hidden gems (P a v e l s k i, C l o w e). If you look at the stats of the goalie we drafted this year, F r e d r i k B e r g e v i k, you realize that they are really solid

Reply 

1 reply

0

Doc Davis23 days ago

mayo you don't make any sense,there is only 1 first rounder in the top 5

Reply 

-3

Wu Gambino22 days ago

Indeed

Reply 

0

88RHernandez23 days ago

Not the greatest prospects but an excellent team. Other than that, where's Mirco Mueller on this list?

Reply 

5 replies

+15

Teebs919023 days ago

Exactly, he has way more upside than Petrecki at this point. Mueller and Hertl are the future Sharks on this list. 

Reply 

0

Landyn Roddick23 days ago

I think he said he was going to be playing in the AHL or overseas this year. He said he wanted to develop a bit more before he tried making the NHL roster.

Reply 

0

Irriducibile23 days ago

These prospect lists are mostly a joke anyway, and the 2013 draftees are sometimes being forgotten. I think that he should be number 2 here.

Reply 

1 reply

0

Canucks Eh23 days ago

I don't see why people still get mad over what is said in the article...

Reply 

0

GoSharks3923 days ago

Our prospects are so good he didn't make it. 

Reply 

0

blake harris23 days ago

The sharks have the most shmeh prospects of the 30 in 30 teams mentioned so far

Reply 

-2

manbearslampig23 days ago

wish petrecki wasn't a bust, played with the guy in juniors and he murdered kids

Reply 

1 reply

+3

Pekka Puoskari23 days ago

Seems like a nice guy. Playa' has an affair in juniors with a man and then kills a bunch of kids.

Reply 

0

SimonRivero23 days ago

If the Sharks are looking to rebuild their team, now is the time. They sure can make the playoffs with a last push if they decide not to trade their veterans (Thornton, Marleau, Boyle), but if they don't make it far they are most likely going to be without them in any case when this season's over (their contracts end, Couture/Pavelski etc takes up a lot of space already). They'd get some key aspects which would most definitely shape the Sharks future...

Reply 

2 replies

+5

Franco Baldi23 days ago

Well the cap is supposed to go up to around 70 million, and Thornton, Marleau and Boyle are almost certain to be making less than their current cap hit on their new contract after this year. And Havlat is most likely to be traded or bought out. So if the Sharks want to (which I really hope they do) they could probably keep them.

Reply 

+3

EthanMacleod23 days ago

We're not looking to rebuild so that settles that. Wow, some really unknowledgeable fans out there today

Reply 

+2

inkkari23 days ago

altogh im from finland n think Niemi is great I would like too see Stalock get a chance... I think he´d be a good back up at minium. And maybe even 30-35 game goalie

Reply 

2 replies

+1

inkkari23 days ago

Having followed H.Säteri in the SM-Liiga (Finnish top leage) I dont see him having the stability too compete with Niemi yet maybe after a couple years in the AHL

Reply 

1 reply

+1

Zain Raja23 days ago

Sateri is a beast in nhl 13

Reply 

-1

almosTalented23 days ago

i would like to see doherty on the sharks blueline in a few years. i like this guy

Reply 

+1

john Cheung23 days ago

Sharks have always been tough in the season, but too bad they cant find their game in the playoffs. With Thornton, patrick, and boyle aging, they need to find replacements soon

Reply 

-3

Pensfanjusty23 days ago

Mirco Mueller?

Reply 

3 replies

+7

Cameron8623 days ago

I'm not 100% but I think he is like 16 years old. Probably look for him in about 3 years. He is supposed to be a really good prospect but still very young. 

Reply 

2 replies

-4

ben_623723 days ago

18 years old, but yup it will still be a couple years of AHL. Expect to see him at earliest 2015-16 or even later. Sharks have some good D in AHL already that will step up before him.

Reply 

+5

SimonRivero23 days ago

You can't get drafted that young... Why do you think Ekblad, Sam Reinhart and McDavid haven't been drafted yet?

Reply 

+4

Sharks2923 days ago

Hertl will make the team, Stalock also. They should've put Sean Kuraly or Harri Sateri instead of Petrecki..

Prospect pool doesn't look so good as most will mention here, but the Sharks (just like the Red Wings).. are good at finding "gems" in the later rounds and developing them into NHL players.

(ex. 5th Round = Kiprusoff.. 6th Round = Clowe, Wingels.. 7th Round picks = Demers, Braun, Pavelski)

Reply 

4 replies

+8

Pensfanjusty23 days ago

petrecki is a bust

Reply 

1 reply

+4

Schennsational221023 days ago

Agreed, he's the only player of any skill from my hometown so I was hoping he could be a solid nhler but it appears that the ship has sailed for him 

Reply 

0

LeafsNation1223 days ago

Freddie will fit into that category as well. Saw a lot of him and his brother in Niagra. Kid is going to be a beast.

Reply 

1 reply

+3

Canucks Eh23 days ago

He'll be a beast in the faceoff circle and killing penalties. Reliable player and much needed though you're making him to be someone he is not. 

Reply 

0

GoFGo23 days ago

Hertl is definitely nhl ready, but other than that, their prospect pool is pretty empty

Reply 

4 replies

+14

Kanahamppari23 days ago

Agree...

Reply 

+5

SharksRadar23 days ago

For this year ya , but they made Prospect Moves this season to make sure next year will be intresting .

Reply 

+1

Cameron8623 days ago

Tennyson is ok, saw him play a bit last year. After that I agree :( but like radar said, they got a few good pickups this draft so here's hoping. 

Reply 

+1

kleinsharkfan7 days ago

It's raw is what it is. It's got a lot of guys with raw skill that take time to develop.
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potato smith24 days ago

waiting for someone to make a rihanna joke.

Reply 

+3

2yotesfans24 days ago

does anyone not think its ironic that ulfs kid and ties kid our now on the same team....the famous domi sucker punch. im sure that will make for interesting conversation when they do the players+ fathers road trip?

both have a shot at making the team but i really think maybe a year in portland will do them better. i would hate to see them rush domi. also young players in tips system really have to earn every second of ice time. you can have the softest hands if the world but if you are not strong coming back on D or a bad change. your sitting the bench and biznasty is getting your ice time. 

Ulfs kid is big. which phx needs size so he helps in that regard. 

Miele...this is the one player i wish tip would give a shot to. let him be creative. double shift vrbata and let those 2 work for 9 min a game. Miele has great hands but hes a better set up guy. or put him on the left side with vrbata and hanzal.

Reply 

0

KSI SKULLS24 days ago

Out of every team in the nhl i think Coyotes have the Worst Prospects

Reply 

-4

Filstal24 days ago

Ok, from ppl who've watched them play, who would u say say is/r the coyotes top prospect(s)? And which of them do u think they can afford to trade for a top 6 FWD?

Reply 

0

Josh_Bickle24 days ago

I miss Brett MacLean, that kid was poised to break out and break out soon! Woulda been a solid top 6 in my eyes! Glad he is doing well and coaching, but wish he was still able to be on this list.

Reply 

0

Erik Sorensen24 days ago

The way the game is played today, any team can make it into the playoffs. Phoenix just seems like they are on the brink of branching out, and that could only help their chances.

Reply 

0

LeafsNation1224 days ago

So excited to see Domi play. I don't watch a lot of junior hockey (other than the world juniors) so I've only seen a few highlights of his work. Looks like he'll be a beast. Just hope he doesn't turn into his old man haha.

Reply 

0

James Cameron24 days ago

if Miele #10 on a teams list of top prospects, you're doing alright

Reply 

+8

Todd Schneider24 days ago

you guys will love tobias rieder this guy is not big but he has a real nose for the net and is not affraid to go to the dirty areas to find the puck and he scores big goals great penalty killer

Reply 

1 reply

+2

braun jeremy24 days ago

couldnt agree more. fun to watch play as a junior

Reply 

0

Teebs919024 days ago

Idk about the other prospects, but Connor Murphy is going to be a NHL player. He's very calm with the puck and is smart in his own zone. Not overly physical, but very good hockey IQ.

Reply 

0

blake harris24 days ago

I was wondering what happened to Gormley. I though he may have been a bust.

Hope this guy is as good as he could be.

Reply 

0

buuhstew1924 days ago

i think josh currie from the QMJHL would be good. he attended camp 

in his last season in the Q, in 68 games he scored 49 goals and 55 assists for a total of 104 points playing for the PEI Rocket.

Reply 

+6

Noah24 days ago

Radim Vrbata is so underrated. I am stunned how he got almost 40 goals (35) two seasons ago with little to no recognition. Imagine if he was on a offensive team like the Blackhawks.... Coyotes got a great team, and the fans are starting to come. THIS TEAM IS GOING NOWHERE, SORRY QUEBEC/SEATTLE!

Reply 

2 replies

+9

jkuras324 days ago

he was, but before Toews and Kane were even drafted

Reply 

1 reply

+1

PrincessLuongo24 days ago

He was the man in like NHL 2006.

Reply 

0

secampb124 days ago

go miele! make portland proud

Reply 

+10

Lucio Aronio24 days ago

1-4 will be SOLID NHLers, particularly Gormley and Lessio, who I had the privilege of watching live when in the Q and OHL respectively. I've seen Visentin play with the Icedogs live, and he is an amazing goalie, but I just dont think he will be a great NHL goalie, perhaps a backup or a starter in the AHL? yes,

Reply 

+3

Jared Bartemeyer24 days ago

I saw nearly every game Miele played as a Redhawk--the kid has unreal hands, and finds people at the right times on the ice. He also possesses a highly underrated shot, and deceptive speed on the rush--reminds me a lot of Patrick Kane. Give him a 15 game skid with the big club and he could easily post 10 points. Good luck bud, happy hunting.

Reply 

1 reply

+5

Cole d'arc24 days ago

I always root for smaller players who were overlooked when they were younger like him. I hope he gets a shot this season.

Reply 

0

Irriducibile24 days ago

Brown ahead of Gormley, Domi and Visentin (and where's Rundblad?). That's interesting.

Reply 

7 replies

0

Lucio Aronio24 days ago

Rundblad is a bust, he did not do well in Phoenix- nor in Ottawa

Reply 

6 replies

+7

tajzog24 days ago

Rundblad isnt a bust, we just havent had a place to put him in the lineup. Rundblad has played a total of 14 games for the Coyotes over two year putting up 4 points. He played 30 games for Portland in 11-12 and put up 7 goals and 9 assists. If the Coyotes trade Klesla, then a spot could open up for him to play.

Reply 

5 replies

0

Brian Guthrie24 days ago

Don't trade Klesla. That would be a huge mistake

Reply 

1 reply

+2

Peter Bailey24 days ago

Klesla only has one more year left on his contract. Trading away prospects when we don't need to is a bad idea.

0

Lucio Aronio24 days ago

Ok, I watched him in Ottawa live, and highlights of his last season in the SEL (Wanted to see what St Louis gave us) and although he has some offensive upside and could explode any season, his defensive composure is less than mediocre- if he does make the Yotes's Lineup, it will be as the 5,6 or 7th defender... But again, he could prove me wrong, im not God, its just an opinion :) 

Reply 

+3

rorylambie1524 days ago

Rundblad for Schroeder? 

Reply 

1 reply

0

Lucio Aronio24 days ago

That would be conclusive evidence that Gillis is an 1diot

0

almosTalented24 days ago

a non hockey tradition city can enjoy a nhl franchise. meanwhile a hockey city like Quebec rest without one... something is wrong...

says the san jose sharks fan ;-)

Reply 

-3

patrioticbruin224 days ago

i wonder if tie domi would become angry if i were to poke him in the eye ball......

Reply 

2 replies

-3

jkuras324 days ago

You can tell he's going to have his father's receding hairline when he gets older.

Reply 

1 reply

0

LeafsNation1224 days ago

It's already started.

Reply 

0

patrioticbruin224 days ago

wish this organization nothing but the best next season!

Reply 

+12

Joel Ferreira24 days ago

is there a team with more bluechip prospects that has been consistently competitive? I don't think so...

Outstanding job from Maloney and Tippet to be an extremely competitive team, year in and year out, and still be able to stockpile the prospects pipeline to the point where you have guys like Brandon Gormley at #4 and others like Runblad are not even considered...

Reply 

1 reply

+1

Lucio Aronio24 days ago

Rundblad is not a true NHL defender, hes a true AHL defender.... not really a top 10 prospect.... but I cant disagree with your comment on Maloney and Tippett, this is a solid prospect pool, at least 4-5 of them will be notable NHL players

Reply 

+3

chancekobe24 days ago

They have some real good prospects, the future looks bright.

Reply 

+3

gagizzle12324 days ago

Lessio is something special, the kid has speed like you wouldn't believe! Watching him so many times live in Oshawa has assured me the kid has a bright future

Reply 

+3

21stosh24 days ago

one thing I have noticed, and this goes for all teams, is that in the salary cap era, there is a premium being placed on evaluating, drafting, and developing talent. This hasn't been completely born out yet, but you can see it. Personally, I think its a good thing, more homegrown talent etc.

Reply 

2 replies

+3

DMac78624 days ago

Totally agree, just said the same thing the other day. It's like in this salary cap era, you have to pay to keep your top players, and then you end up having to fill out the roster with young talent on entry level contracts. The losers seem to be those guys coming out of entry level deals seeking promotions. 

Kind of eliminating the middle class.

Reply 

1 reply

0

Zach Saba24 days ago

kind of but not really. Thats why you have certain players that are considered "role players" they are versatile and can play the third line on a fairly reasonable contract, also typical 4th liners never take up any salary cap so that leaves you with room up at the top to either distribute you cash for a few big guns 6-7 million + or multiple 4-6 million dollar players. (bruins case) anyhow throw in an up and coming first round pick on one of the top two lines and you really start saving cap for the entry level deal. 

Reply 

0

Connor24 days ago

chris brown will be good but I don't know, his music career might get in the way. At least we know he throws a good punch

Reply 

+10

ptmx89924 days ago

Love this prospect pool, a great young core of pure talent.

Reply 

+6

9thbuddha24 days ago

Max Domi is a total stud, total steal at the draft!

Reply 

1 reply

+2

Urnerburner24 days ago

oh god, please manage in the NHL. 

Reply 

0

Chiefysgame24 days ago

To think Gormley is fourth on our list really shows how bright our future is with these guys.

Reply 

+4

Dyostr24 days ago

top 15 in the league

Reply 

-1

Bovie_inc24 days ago

Why isnt David Rundblad on this list? 

Reply 

4 replies

+2

punkers1124 days ago

Played too many games when he was with Ottawa to be considered a prospect

Reply 

1 reply

+6

Bovie_inc24 days ago

oh okey! Thanks for info!

Reply 

+6

Mario D'Amico24 days ago

Rundblad is a stud defenseman~ he is going to have a real bright future in the NHL. 

Reply 

1 reply

-1

Lucio Aronio24 days ago

Still not worth a 2nd line center in Turris, that was a horrendous trade- Rundblad is at best a 5-6 defender in the NHL, he will be a great AHLer though ;)

Reply 

+1

LebanesePride24 days ago

this guy in the video doesnt know what hes talking about, mike smith still had a great season

ppppla
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bryant443 days ago

Dowder!!! Represent the 256!

Reply 

0

spikelikesapples23 days ago

top three look good, the rest isnt very good

Reply 

0

Drakos Darkfire24 days ago

Watched Toffoli score 5 goals in one game for the 67s in the last game of the season a few years back. Watched him in junior for a long time, and the Kings should be happy with drafting such a good offensive player. Wish he could have been a Senator, but best of luck to our hometown boy! :)

Reply 

0

juliansaidgalore25 days ago

Oy Vey

Reply 

+3

LosAngelesKings2125 days ago

No Valentin Zykov? Hudson Fasching? Maxim Kitsyn? Colin Miller? these 4 guys should at least fill out the top ten in some way.

Reply 

3 replies

+4

Artem_Anisimov_likes_turtles25 days ago

Yeah, that's Dan Rosen for you.

Reply 

+2

ArkRazor24 days ago

Who do you take out then? Don't forget Bodnarchuk, who the Kings gave a Qualifying Offer to even though he hasn't played with the big club.

Reply 

+1

spikelikesapples23 days ago

and jordan weal

Reply 

+2

Teebs919025 days ago

Forbort will be a great replacement for either Willie Mitchell or Matt Greene. Has great skaing ability for someone who's 6'5 220.

Reply 

+2

bertrand25 days ago

Toffoli a prospect? Sheesh, this guy was the best player on the ice a LOT of the time during last year's playoffs. I'd say he's already earned his place.

Reply 

3 replies

+1

DuckNCanuck5125 days ago

He had the most chances against the Hawks and seemed like a threat out there

Reply 

0

Drakos Darkfire24 days ago

I watched the kid play here in ottawa in juniors. Kings fans will be happy for a long time with this kid I'm sure of it.

Reply 

0

Irriducibile24 days ago

I think he's still a "prospect" because of the shortened season.

Reply 

0

Artem_Anisimov_likes_turtles25 days ago

Okay, so no Zykov? Great work Dan.

Reply 

+2

steveblunts25 days ago

Robbie Czarnik deserves some love. He isn't being properly utilized in Manchester!

Reply 

+2

jsauce232325 days ago

Toffoli is the key if we are going to win the cup.

Reply 

1 reply

-7

donson25 days ago

they won the cup without toffoli before hes not the key at all just another piece.

Reply 

0

Canucks Eh25 days ago

Derek Forbot is my kinda guy. I don't remember him being drafted though I hope he makes it to the NHL with any team. Guys like that deserve to have a good career. 

Reply 

5 replies

+5

jwg31425 days ago

You mean the guy the Kings traded up to pick instead of Tarasenko?

Reply 

4 replies

+4

ArkRazor25 days ago

I'd rather have Forbort. Legitimate difference of opinion.

Reply 

3 replies

-2

Chris Suchy25 days ago

not really. Forbot will probably never make it whereas Tarasenko is going to be a good player 

Reply 

2 replies

-5

hunnerdgran25 days ago

You'll see Forbort this year. At 6'5" and thin, it takes a guy a little while to develop into an NHLer.

0

ArkRazor24 days ago

Like I said, We agree to disagree.

0

Irriducibile25 days ago

Patrik Bartosak and Colin Miller belong in the top 10.

Reply 

2 replies

+3

Irriducibile25 days ago

and Zykov too

Reply 

+3

hunnerdgran25 days ago

If Rosen picked in order most likely to see an NHL game this year, I'd have numbered them 1,5, 2, 3, Martin Jones, 4, Zykov, 8, 10, 9

Reply 

0

MonsterPod25 days ago

Pool is not deep but that's what you'd expect with a team this good. Not much point in developing too many great centers when you have Kopi, Richards, and Stoll long term. Same thing for goalies when Quick is on a ten year deal. Lombardi is one of the best GMs in the league. His timing and moves for Carter and Richards were awesome. 

Reply 

1 reply

+4

DuckNCanuck5125 days ago

There's something called injuries and they do happen...you can never have too many good centers, especially quality ones.

Reply 

0

Dyostr25 days ago

Kings prospect is bottom 10 in the league

Reply 

6 replies

+19

bobthehydroman25 days ago

yeah but right now their actual team is great.

Reply 

+19

kopiman25 days ago

Thats dean Lombardi's style. He drafts and develops a few core players and they become players like Kopitar, Brown, Quick, Voynov, etc. He also only trades for players that have been developed like that (Richards, Carter)

Reply 

0

sguessler25 days ago

It's not that like they are an old team now or are they? So what do you want to do with all the prospects at this point?

Reply 

+4

Irriducibile25 days ago

So what? 

It's probably true but it means that you often pick late in the 1st round, which is a good thing. Our core players are all either in their prime or still very young (Quick, Doughty, Voynov, Kopitar, Richards, Carter, Brown etc.), which means that we do not depend on a great prospect pool. 

I prefer having a successful team and mediocre prospects rather than slightly more talented prospects but a team that misses the playoffs for 10 straight years.

Reply 

2 replies

-5

acebrigade25 days ago

Jeez, fine then. All he said is that your prospect pool is pretty bad, and that's a fact. He never disagreed with the fact that your team is going to be elite for the next few years.

Reply 

1 reply

+3

Irriducibile24 days ago

Well, actually it's not a fact, it's an opinion. A "fact" is that St.Louis won the Art Ross Trophy, or that Colorado had the first overall pick, or that Jagr wears number 68 on his jersey.

And as I said, I probably agree with him; but I had to explain.

Reply 

+1

Leaf_Blower8125 days ago

Never gonna forget the name Toffoli. That's all I heard when the Ottawa 67's faced my hometown Belleville Bulls in the OHL playoffs in 2012! We were a 7th seed I think so we didn't have much chance but he single handedly beat the Bulls.

Reply 

1 reply

+8

ArkRazor25 days ago

You guys had the Cup visit each of the last two seasons.

Reply 

+1

Cameron8625 days ago

Tyler Toffoli terrified me every time I saw him on the ice in the SJS/LAK last post season. That kid is scarily dangerous. 

Reply 

1 reply

+9

Anonymous25 days ago

lol scarily dangerous

Reply 

-7

King8425 days ago

Future looks awesome. Go Kings

Reply 

-7

ProfessorHockey25 days ago

Two glaring omissions: Zykov and Jones

Reply 

1 reply

+9

ArkRazor25 days ago

Jones is not signed and is still RFA. I agree if he's signed, and Zykov is there. Bodnarchuk got a Qualifying Offer. He needs to be there also. I would replace Shore, Deslaueriers, and Mersch.
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NonebeatVancouver25 days ago

If the Oilers come in anything but 16th in the west ill be SHOCKED not looking too promising for dem this season

Reply 

2 replies

-7

G Meyer25 days ago

Don't you ever give up. I've never seen anybody get laughed at so much, but keep coming back for more. Do you need help maybe abuse.

Reply 

+2

Cunning-2123 days ago

you do know there are only 14 teams in the west right?

Reply 

+6

RossTaylor8926 days ago

If the Oilers stay healthy and Dubnyk has a solid year, I think Oilers may sneak into one of the final spots in the playoffs. 

Reply 

+2

palap qawsed26 days ago

they have to trade one of these guys at one point who do you guys think it will be i think it might be the goalie roy (since they have dubnyk) and maybe one the wingers up there because at point these guys will want a raise

Reply 

0

OviandOil26 days ago

happy to see Khaira , hoping this guy is a beast, would love to see him represent the brown community and really show younger sikhs that it's ok to dream and try to achieve NHLer status 

Reply 

+4

Marchand_Is_Tough26 days ago

The Oilers are going to have a great season now that they have a real enforcer like Ference on the team. If they had a solid goalie like Tim Thomas they would be a serious contender. Ference plays good D and isn't afraid to throw out some high sticks or elbows whether the refs are looking or not, either way he's not getting called. Now that what I call intimidation!

Reply 

3 replies

-3

Ryan Fisler26 days ago

2.57 .920 

.920 save percentage in 38 games playing behind Oilers defence? What else does Dubnyk have to do to get some respect. 

Reply 

2 replies

+9

name33326 days ago

83 shutout wins in one season.

Reply 

1 reply

0

Akinzo26 days ago

lol

Reply 

0

Fortunato Randazzo26 days ago

Yeah I feel the Oilers are a western conference parody of the Islanders. Both teams have history in the 80's and have struggled in recent years. The Oilers made that nice cup run in '06. They have had top 5 picks for quite some time like the Isles now and I feel like they are gonna break out this season. 

Reply 

2 replies

+3

Jeffrey Barker26 days ago

Much respect for last seasons islanders team I hope the oilers can make the same strides this season maybe ignite the Stanley Cup rivalry of the early eighties. Maybe that's wishful thinking but it'd be nice

Reply 

0

blake harris26 days ago

Maybe like 5 or 6 years from now, those teams could meet in the stanley cup finals

Reply 

0

TheGuyWithCheese26 days ago

Great to see Juhjar Khaira there, he is looking to be the first pure sikh in the NHL

Reply 

+5

jsas32126 days ago

This oilers team is going to go down as one of the biggest busts in nhl history considering having an unheard of 3 1st overall picks in a row. None of this 30 for 30 matters when every single forward on their team other than Perron is a career minus and shows no sign of changing. Add into this that the only power forward prospect with the potential to make an impact in the nhl is russian and playing in the khl and the only teams future that looks bleaker is the flames

Reply 

21 replies

-17

Jordan Mercereau26 days ago

The Rangers are horrendous and have the biggest joke of a gm in the entire league. Way to trade all your players with heart and skill to Columbus. I see Columbus making a run right away. Unheard of draft picks? Yakupov was on pace for 30 goals and Hallsy was on pace for over 100 points. You're right though, you know hockey so good. Columbus says thank you for all the talent.

Reply 

1 reply

+14

jsas32126 days ago

Learn to read i said it was unheard of to get 3 1st overalls in a row, and if its horrendous in the last full season to win the eastern conference then i dont want to be good. So maybe instead of just raging because i called your group of forwards the soft one way players that they are you could add something of value to the discussion. Your right though Taylor Hall is a highly skilled player but how is he going to help win a cup through 4 grueling playoff series when he has yet to even play a full season.

Reply 

-8

oilersUK26 days ago

Biggest busts in NHL history?

Couldn't possibly be a bigger bust than winning 1 stanley cup in the last 73 years...

And considering the only post-WWII cup that the Rangers have was won by Oilers East...

(Messier, Tikannen, McTavish, Anderson, Lowe...Graves, Beukeboom...Sather)

...youd be forgiven for dreaming that the NYR 2021 cup winning roster will read (Hall, Eberle, RNH, Yakupov, Schultz...Gagner, Nurse...Mctavish again) 

Reply 

7 replies

+3

Ty26 days ago

prior to 67 the nhl draft had rules and regulations that benefited teams in Canada and in the north, they were able to protect prospects from going into the draft. Teams like Montreal built their team easy, as did Toronto, and every once in a while Boston, Chicago, and Detroit (Orr, Hull, Howe) . New York was by far the most southern team in the league and therefore they could only protect people as far as Northern New York. They had to settle for the players in Canada who either were passed up by the other teams, or did not want to pay for them(unlikely because they often rooted for these teams). They had a good team in the late 70's, and in the 90's run they did have a lot of ex-oilers, but also had Brian Leetch, and others. They did not have Sather though(you obviously were not smart enough to realize this, for god's sake they won the cup!) . Despite all of this the Rangers only had one first overall pick in 1965, before the draft became legitimate. 

Reply 

6 replies

-1

Jeffrey Barker26 days ago

Didn't have slather as their coach you say? Better check your facts again

Reply 

1 reply

-1

Ty25 days ago

no Keenan was the coach and Neil Smith was the GM. Check your facts smarty

+1

J walker26 days ago

they bought not won

Reply 

1 reply

0

G Meyer25 days ago

That's true, there wasn't a salary cap.

0

Cale Allan22 days ago

Andy Bathgate, Jean Ratelle, Rod Gilbert, Gump Worsley, Phil Goyette, Vic Hadfield, Ed Giacomin. I'd say NYR were able to get a few good names before the 67 draft. Not to mention a few good aquisitions like Phil Esposito, Jacque Plante, Doug Harvey etc... 

If the draft has been fair to all teams since 1967 then it still doesn't explain NYR's lack of success since then.

Reply 

1 reply

+2

Ty21 days ago

Exactly was trying to say, the Rangers have always been able to put a decent team on the ice, despite rules that put them at a disadvantage. They have had a lot of success since 1967. Lost semi-finals in 70-71, lost in cup final 71-72,lost semifinals 72-73, 73-74 lost Stanley cup in 78-79, lost semifinals in 80-81, lost semifinals in 85-86, and of course the cup in 93-94. They did not have a lack of success, they just ran into a lot of great teams. 

0

wertydoodle126 days ago

Actually its not unheard of because Quebec did it in '89, '90 and '91 and they won a couple cups

Reply 

2 replies

+7

heretik21 .26 days ago

The Lindros trade definitely helped that along. I don't think people realized just how special a player Forsberg was going to become.

Reply 

+2

Marshmallow26 days ago

I don't think it's that simple. All 3 of those first round picks got traded away before they won a cup, and a number of the players they got back for them also got traded away. Also the team relocated by that time.

Reply 

-1

G Meyer26 days ago

True, they still have weaknesses, but Mac-T has made significant improvements to the team. He's done for this year because he won't make a deal that won't improve the team. Sure they could use some size but the Oilers are modeling their team after the Black Hawks who are if fact a smaller team. 

As far as minus stats that will change when their defence starts graduating to the NHL. If your defence is bad then your forwards plus/minus stats suffer. 

In addition to this, the Oilers bottom six had the worst stats in the league in helping the top six with the offence. Mac-T has also made big changes in the bottom six and he's far from done yet. The pressure on the Oilers young top 6 has been unprecedented and as their defence and bottom six improve their stats will improve and the wins will come. 

The Oiler improved from last year and the Rangers declined, and sir, you are dead wrong about a bleak future. Blasting the Oilers and then acting surprised at a negative reaction is disingenuous. 

Reply 

1 reply

+2

Ty25 days ago

Ranger's did not declined they got better by strengthening scoring depth. 

Reply 

-1

J walker26 days ago

you no very little of the oil, why you on this page you should worry bout your own team that would buy a cup if they could and then act like they one it

Reply 

0

Jeffrey Barker26 days ago

Penguins had pretty much three first overalls ( making would have gone first overall if had he nit come in the oven year) actually turned out pretty good for that team a few years done the road

Reply 

1 reply

0

Jeffrey Barker26 days ago

Stupid auto correct malkin not making and not not nit

Reply 

0

J walker26 days ago

and for the record the biggest bust in nhl history to me and many other hockey fans are the rangers .....I look forward to seeing the islanders sit on you for the next decade lol

Reply 

1 reply

+4

Ty25 days ago

how are they the biggest busts? yes, last year they were disappointing to say the least, but the year before they surprised everyone and came in first in the east. I am a Rangers fan, but I tend to think of the Oilers as my favorite team in the west. The Rangers have done very well in areas the Oilers have not particularly later in the draft. The Oilers have a lot of skill in their top six, and they managed to get some grit in their bottom six this year. The Oilers need to work on developing guys who can play 2/3 line minutes and be effective in both the physical and finesse areas of the game. Look at Ryan Callahan and Brandon Dubinsky. Next year the Oilers will have a better year, but until their blue line develops, they fix their scoring depth up, and the resolve who their starter is(not saying it won't be Dubnyk) they wont be a real cup contender. And by the way I think the Rangers are mailing out the sorry card for stealing Messier, MacTavish, Beukeboom, Lowe, Anderson, and Tikkanen by handing them huge contracts, oh wait no they didn't they got them by trade, and all but Anderson were in trades with the Oilers. Just cause you got the short end of the stick does not mean you have to be angry at the Rangers, or because one fan is a jerk.

Reply 

-2

You Know26 days ago

In 1991-92, you'd have likely said something like "This Nordiques team is going to go down as one of the biggest busts in NHL history considering having an unheard of 3 1st overall picks in a row". They finished 2nd last in the NHL that season, despite having just drafted Sakic, Sundin, and Nolan 1st overall in 3 straight drafts.

Get a grip and give them time to grow.

Their 1st round picks have literally happened in the past 4 drafts...can ya give them time to grow together? 

Reply 

+3

Keane26 days ago

Hey NHL.com It's not Marincin on the main photo...it's Ryan Martindale :)

Reply 

+7

remstardougie26 days ago

that picture was of ryan martindale you goofs, not martin marincin

Reply 

+1

blake harris26 days ago

Yes I want the oilers to be successful. Yes Im a big Eberle fan. No I dont think they will make the playoffs this year. I believe that next year though, will be the first of many consecutive playoff appearances.

Reply 

+1

Michael Addison26 days ago

This year put in Klefbom sometime during the season (Let him start in OKC), Next year do the same with MArincin. Then the season after that put in Nurse! Very skilled and big D in the future. And if they don't turn out, Gernat is another huge D we can put in. (PS, Gernat should be ahead of Musil).

Reply 

0

NonebeatVancouver26 days ago

henrik and david sedan have a mental and physical connection that gives them the edge making them the best duo in the league so here are my Top 10 dynamic duos of the league 

1. Henrik And David Sedan 

2. Patrik Kane Jonaton Teows 

3. Cory Schneids Marty 

3. Kovalchuk Jagars 

5. Jordon Stall Erik Stall He went to Jared Stall 

6. Clutterback Setogatchi 

7. Peter Harrold Anton Volchenckoc 

8.Bobby Ryan Jasson Speeza 

9. Sean Avery 

10. Wayne Simmonds Ray Emery (So they don't call me rascist) 

Reply 

17 replies

-10

sniper3926 days ago

I wish I could give more than 1 thumbs up for this. Well done!

Reply 

+3

jwg31426 days ago

This is definitely the most stupid post to ever grace this stupid board.

Reply 

3 replies

+29

TomJane26 days ago

I disagree, I find it to be possibly the best post anywhere I've ever read. It probably took more effort to make that many mistakes than to do it correctly. #9 is easily the best duo, though.

Reply 

+13

G Meyer26 days ago

I've seen his posts before and beginning to think this person a child or a handicapped individual. 

Reply 

1 reply

+3

G Meyer26 days ago

correction:

" beginning to think this person is a child"

Reply 

0

AyeTee26 days ago

DAVID SEDIN

JAGARS

SETOGATCHI

LOOOOOOOOOOL

Reply 

2 replies

+2

Patrick26 days ago

no it's david sedan

Reply 

1 reply

+9

name33326 days ago

No, it's Patrick.

Reply 

0

KSI SKULLS26 days ago

bad a t s p e l l i n g

Reply 

+1

Matt Gaffney26 days ago

Daniel sedin*

Reply 

-1

JayKay9226 days ago

9 should have been Avery and Brodeur, but ill let it slide.

Reply 

0

kieron26 days ago

When has kovy an Jagr played together?

Reply 

+4

lakingsbb2326 days ago

And your are a Canucks fan? David Sedan? Lol. At least we have Brad Doty and Anze Kopidor!!! Thanks Foxs news! 

Reply 

0

trollingyou26 days ago

trolling hard

Reply 

+1

Sniffman26 days ago

How can anyone NOT laugt at this comment

Reply 

+3

OilTroll9926 days ago

take your canucks nonsense of this comment section

Reply 

-2

salami_scores26 days ago

guess im not the only1 drunk here...

Reply 

+5

Thedatsyukiandeke .26 days ago

KLEMBOF WILL BE A BEAST

Reply 

2 replies

+5

Irriducibile26 days ago

Who?

Reply 

1 reply

+6

Thedatsyukiandeke .26 days ago

klefbom lol 

Reply 

+9

Oilers8326 days ago

1.Klefbom

2.Nurse 

3.Marincin

4.Rajala

5.Slepyshev

6.Gernat

7.Zharkov

8.MO Roy

9.A.Miller

10.Musil

Reply 

3 replies

+3

Irriducibile26 days ago

Musil at 10 behind all these players is a big joke.

However, I do agree that, contrary to nhl dot com, you have Slepyshev in the top 10.

Reply 

1 reply

0

Michael Addison26 days ago

Many Scouts think he's overrated. They say he's too slow for the NHL. 

Reply 

0

Logan S26 days ago

Totally agree with this list

Reply 

0

Pax__Romana26 days ago

im really excited to see how klefbom will turn out. Playing 25 mins a night in the SEL as a 19 year old is quite an exceptional feat. if he does in fact make the team this year he will be an impact player and shut down defencman. Great pick by the oilers

Reply 

+3

Teebs919026 days ago

Nurse was such a smart pick for the Oilers. He's a great skater fore his frame. Should make Canada's WJC roster this year. 

Reply 

2 replies

+5

MJWF26 days ago

Having never seen him play live I didn't know what the hype was about until I saw his physic at the draft. With the glutes he's got he must be one heck of a skater for a big man.

Reply 

1 reply

+2

MJWF26 days ago

*physique

Reply 

0

John Van Deurzen26 days ago

There are some big D men coming down the pipes

Love that size on the back end

Like the old days

Reply 

0

reinhardtsaxon26 days ago

Man, with Yakimov and Yakupov, and Oliver Roy and Marc-Oliver Roy, these announcers are going to have a tough time with the play by play for the Oilers....

Reply 

3 replies

+19

Daniel Keren26 days ago

You forgot Nick and Justin Schultz! 

And I do not know if this counts but you have Ryan Symth, and Ryan Jones lol.

Good luck announcers! 

Reply 

1 reply

+9

Jumpinjaxflash26 days ago

Ryan Smyth, Ryan Jones, Ryan Nugent-Hopkins, Ryan Whitney

Reply 

+2

name33326 days ago

Well. we could always trade for D Jeff Schultz (LAK) and RW Ian Schultz (MTL), then also do a trade for LW Jaden Schwartz (STL), and have the most terrifying powerplay line in sports announcer history! 

Or, instead of D Jeff Schultz, we could trade for C Rylan Schwartz (SJS), who is a center, and run two powerplays as follows: 

R(l)yan+Grebeshkov(long name) 

Smyth-Hopkins-Jones 

RSchwartz-Grebeshkov 

and 

JSchwartz-RSchwartz-ISchultz 

JSchultz-NSchultz 

Just because, of course. 

Reply 

+1

Duncan Ogg26 days ago

Oilers solved their problems the way they needed to - drafting forwards with top picks, but quietly developing defensive depth that will burst in starting this year or next and complete the team.

Reply 

+4

AlexDiBacco26 days ago

I still am shocked that the Oil snagged Perron from the Blues for Paajarvi..Perron was arguably the Blues most skilled forward/scorer (oshie may get some votes) and Paajarvi was playing 3rd/4th line minutes for the Oilers who did not make the postseason last year..Oilers will be the 7 or 8 seed next year i think after adding Perron and Ference

Reply 

11 replies

+6

Michael Borean26 days ago

I'm an Oilers fan, and therefor biased but I think they'll be 4-5 seed.

Reply 

9 replies

+3

Martin Brichta26 days ago

Oilers will be one of the worst team in NHL, once again.

Reply 

7 replies

-11

Martin Brichta26 days ago

*one of the worst teams

Reply 

-10

SensWillWin26 days ago

i goign to agree they will be 7-8 see. 4-5 seed is just a bit to high for a team lacking the experience they are.

that being said it honestly does not matter where they finish(1-8) they wont make it out of round one. they simply will be pushed around as they lack any sort of grit at all.

Reply 

2 replies

0

LordJamieBenn26 days ago

Not just that, they got a lot of D now but their D core still has a lot of developing to do.

+1

J walker26 days ago

nah man any oil team that makes the playoffs has a chance to upset, no matter what players are on the ice look at the team history were not like the sens and crumble under pressure yr after yr

0

Meadow_c26 days ago

if these top draft picks learn to work together, they are going to be scary good for a while. Too many first picks played as 'the guy' coming in, but now have to learn 'roles' ....if they do that, and plugging up the gaps in the defense leaves them poised to do well ... 

Reply 

0

G Meyer26 days ago

In you infinite wisdom, how did you come to this conclusion?

Reply 

0

J walker26 days ago

I am sorry to hear you dad touched you once again

Reply 

0

John Van Deurzen26 days ago

Some great moves

It will be fun to watch

Definitely in the playoffs somewhere

Reply 

0

J walker26 days ago

if we play the hawks more, the oils chances are better to make the playoffs the kids love drowning those hawks in oil 

Reply 

0

Canucks Eh26 days ago

I am so thankful for this while 30'inn30'stuff duetting the fact that all fans of any team can FINALLY see the prospect pool in which certain teams have. I hope fansnactually read the article in order to consume such information? The oilers aren't desperate for d prospects. I actually thought they'd draft nichushkin in the first round as IMHO he was THE best player available. 

Reply 

2 replies

+6

oilcitysuperfan26 days ago

For once, the Oilers drafted by need. I can't find anybody who's not happy with drafting Nurse. Seems like a solid pick right now. Nichushkin will be a great player, but the Oil needed a solid stay at home guy.

Reply 

1 reply

+5

AdamKulak26 days ago

It was probably Monahan, Nurse or Nichushkin but we needed Nurse the most out of three. Nichushkin is good but we have way too many wingers as it is.

Reply 

0

vietxdestiny26 days ago

And people say the oilers had no depth in their defence. HA!

Reply 

7 replies

+6

njd_austria26 days ago

nhl-ready defence ... we will have to wait and see how many from these guys will make the jump, except nurse

Reply 

6 replies

+14

vietxdestiny26 days ago

Except Nurse? Klefbom ring a bell? Marincin and Fedun took major strides in the AHL as well. Fedun would have made the squad, if the injury incident didn't hapen. 

Reply 

5 replies

+2

Martin Brichta26 days ago

and what about Belov?

Reply 

1 reply

+2

d____co26 days ago

Belov was one of the KHL's best dman from what I know.

+2

njd_austria26 days ago

as this article mentioned ... no one knows how this kelfbom kid will turn out .... hopefully the oilers found a solid Defender in him but he has to take the big step first

Reply 

2 replies

0

Neil Hulleman26 days ago

I'm hoping he's another eberle, a steal late in the first round

0

Logan S26 days ago

Klefbom has already established himself. In rookie training camp he was on a whole other level compared to all the other kids, including Nurse. 

Nurse is on the list right now of not knowing how he will turn out, sure he's good, but they drafted him because of potential. Nurse hasn't proven a thing.
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FlamesFan_196 days ago

This is absolutely beautiful to see. After a horrible drafting in the 2000s

2000 - G Brent Krahn - 9th overall - DUD

2001 - W Chuck Kobasew - 14th Overall - At least he made the NHL, but still Bad Pick

2002 - LW Eric Nystrom - 10th Overall - 4th liner in organization with lack of depth (Dallas)

2003 - D Dion Phaneuf - 9th overall - Decent player, bad attitude. Extremely overrated

2004 - RW Kris Chucko - 24th overall - Complete DUD

2005 - D Matt Pelech - 26th overall - Dud again

2006 - G Leland Irving - 26th overall - was released by CGY, signed in SM-Liiga (Jokerit) a few days ago

2007 - C Mikael Backlund - 24th overall - Finally a hit (Good 2nd line C)

2008 - RW Greg Nemisz - 25th Overall - Dud

2009 - D Tim Erixon - 23rd overall - Traded to NYR, Dud

2010 - No 1RP

2010's will be much brighter in terms of young players!

Reply 

-1

Theman30516 days ago

Patrick Sieloff and Markus Granlund???

Reply 

+6

cgyflamesfan120 days ago

Imo I think Pat Sielof should be in our top 10, guy is a big hitter and a stud defensively.

Reply 

+7

FlamesFanForever426 days ago

I see some potential in Tim Harrison. Not in the draft but he showed some skills at the prospect camp. I want to see him in future camps.

Reply 

+4

FlamesFanForever426 days ago

I don't like the fact Gaudreau is still choosing college. Not because it won't help him improve, but because he won't be in NHL 14.

Reply 

+5

Duncan Ogg26 days ago

Poirier should be on here. Just because he was a reach doesn't mean he's not a top prospect. He's got the upside of a first or second-line right wing - it's just a matter of getting there.

Reply 

+1

ColumbusGreenJackets26 days ago

Where's Markus Granlund.

Reply 

+6

Marchand_Is_Tough27 days ago

Good luck to Calgary but they will need enforcers like Ference and Marchand to make it in the playoffs.

Reply 

5 replies

-7

FunHockeyVideos27 days ago

no...

Reply 

+7

Jakem40326 days ago

Marchand is the 3rd biggest diver in the league

Reply 

+9

Hurriflames26 days ago

I don't think Marchand counts as an enforcer. Annoying turd, maybe. But not enforcer.

Reply 

+8

Duncan Ogg26 days ago

Brian McGrattan? Shane O'Brien?

Reply 

0

GodRcane713 days ago

If we wanted Ference, we would've kept him bro.

Reply 

+4

agonizedfever27 days ago

What about Michael ferland? Was the best player for the blades in the mem cup, is big, and can fight. And I know everyone's excited for Sean but I think Klimchuk is a dark horse. Character guy who can score goals with sick hands. Kinda like eberle

Reply 

+1

Oilers8327 days ago

Flames should try to draft Nylander and Mcdavid and Benson in the next up coming drafts and have change their jersey

Reply 

5 replies

-3

Lucio Aronio27 days ago

Flames would have to do really bad to get McDavid, he will be top 5 in my opinion

Reply 

4 replies

+3

Oilers8327 days ago

IMO Nylander 3rd overall McDavid and Benson 1st overall

Reply 

-1

FlamesFanForever426 days ago

top 5? McDavid is probably top 1

Reply 

2 replies

+5

Lucio Aronio25 days ago

You can't possibly know that, unless you know every player eligible for the draft next year. Top 5 is the most reasonable projection.

Reply 

1 reply

+1

TheHockeyFan1524 days ago

ya top five.... or maybe even 1st. 

+1

Cafca27 days ago

I hope Calgary can get back in the playoffs, I want to see them play Vancouver and Edmonton in the playoffs.

Reply 

+14

Thedatsyukiandeke .27 days ago

Mikael Backlund had so much potential, but now it doesn't seem he'll ever reach that potential. Reminds me alot of Filppula. Let's hope none of these prospects turn to become like them. 

Reply 

2 replies

+6

GodRcane713 days ago

Hopefully he can stay healthy this season and show us what he can do.

Reply 

+4

iswim10111 days ago

I really think that at the end of last season his confidence was a lot higher. If he can maintain the stellar speed and good hands he did late last season expect him to be a solid contributor next year. 

Reply 

0

MJWF27 days ago

Calgary is good on the wings but, as it has been for the last ten years, is weak up the middle. They need to sign a top 6 centre so they can move Cammalleri back to the wing. You have to imagine that they are making a strong push for Grabovski to address that need. 

On a positive note, Calgary has two legit heavyweights in Jackman and McGrattan that can actually play well enough to earn 6-10 minutes a night and that isn't something you can find in great excess in the NHL.

Reply 

2 replies

+1

Teebs919027 days ago

A guy like Grabovski won't help he Flames win now. They're better off keeping guys like Cammy, Stajan, and Stempniak until the trade deadline and getting prospects or picks in return. Try to get a 2nd first round pick like they did this year and draft another quality center. 

Reply 

+6

Lucio Aronio27 days ago

Right now, yes.... in the future, Monahan, Granlund, Jankowski, Knight, Reinhart and Arnold (5 of the 6 I mentioned are on the list in the article) will be more than enough for the flames, they really only need 2 or 3 of them to be lethal centers.

Reply 

+1

djs71127 days ago

Why are they taking Johnny's measurements from his draft day two years ago? He's 5'8, 158 lbs now. Small, but at least improving. I have no fear in him being able to make the jump though, the kid is unbelievably slick and bigger guys can't seem to hit him even if they tried. 

Also - Agostino, Granlund, Poirier, Sieloff are definitely in the upper end of the bunch. But then again maybe it's a really good sign that there's not enough room on the list to fit them all. 

Reply 

1 reply

+12

GodRcane713 days ago

Jankowski is also growing!

Reply 

+2

Flamescountry341227 days ago

Granlund, Brossoit, and Poirier being left off doesn't bother me, but I really think Pat Sieloff should've made it

Reply 

1 reply

+10

Lucio Aronio27 days ago

But this is a good thing, I hope you see that; 2-3 years ago, we all had a hard time thinking of a single flames prospect destined for success, but now, all over the page, we are all posting that players got left off, meaning the flames have alot of prospects that are NHL caliber. THIS IS GOOD

Reply 

+5

oilersUK27 days ago

What happened to Cervenka? Oh yeah hahaha

Reply 

3 replies

-8

Irriducibile27 days ago

I'm not sure whether he can be considered a "prospect" at his age.

Reply 

2 replies

+9

oilersUK27 days ago

I agree...I tried telling that to Flames fans circa 6 months ago...you should have seen how adamant they were at that time hahahah

Reply 

1 reply

-10

dawreck27 days ago

Oh hey Oilers fan, were they as adamant as most of you Oil Fans that your rebuild is progressing and the Dynasty is still right around the Corner? And before you start bashing me, I do live in the Edmonton area, and I hear it on a consistent basis.

Reply 

+8

EberleForPM27 days ago

Calgary has a deeper prospect pool than I thought, I was thinking Granlund and Brossoit would both be on here.

Reply 

2 replies

+7

Meadow_c27 days ago

First time in over a decade the Flames are rated in the top 20 for prospect depth .... under sutter they were consistently in the bottom 5 ... they are moving up slowly .... after this draft would expect top 15, but just at that. 

Reply 

1 reply

+8

Daniel Collins22 days ago

Most columnists and analysts rate the flames to be in the top ten for prospects . They were rated at 11 after the draft at 10. Good sign for the future. (Y)

Reply 

+3

Teebs919027 days ago

How is Brossoit not on this list? He's a better pro prospect compared to Gillies.

Reply 

5 replies

-1

Canucks Eh27 days ago

It's not about pro prospects. It's prospects in all. I'm sure Laurent will get some lovin' after this season. He is back with the Oil Kings correct? 

Reply 

4 replies

+1

Teebs919027 days ago

Think the Flames will want Brossoit in Abbotsford. He'' be 21 in March. Also think the Oil Kings will want to see what they have in Tristan Jarry.

Reply 

2 replies

+3

Canucks Eh27 days ago

He's not a pup anymore eh? I know they've got danny taylor down there but hopefully Brossoit can get in some action 

Reply 

1 reply

+2

GodRcane713 days ago

Taylor plays in Europe now :

+1

Daniel Collins22 days ago

Nope Broissoit will be down in the AHL.. Its been said their is nothing left for Him In the WHL to prove and will start his professional career opting out of his overage year. A Couple of Play off runs back to back (won won Ed Chynowrth Cup) and finished 4th in the Memorial Cup.

Reply 

0

Nomakius27 days ago

The flames should bring back the red and yellow jerseys from the early 90's. 

Reply 

+13

Lucio Aronio27 days ago

The flames weakest position in the future will not be defense, it will be the right wing as it stands; Greg Nemisz is the top RW right now (arguably the worsth flames draft pick in terms of high expectations) followed by Tim Harrison and David Eddy!!!!... Their current roster has Stempniak, D Jones, Jackman and Mcgrattan as RW!!!!! Feaster, get some RW for the future!

Reply 

6 replies

+5

Lucio Aronio27 days ago

and for now

Reply 

+4

Meadow_c27 days ago

agreed - disappointed they did not draft some right wingers - Porier can supposedly play right wing as well as left, he is quick. But yes, they need to build there, have some good prospects down the middle and on the left. 

Right wing then defense 

Reply 

+1

Baalzamon27 days ago

Poirier, Hanowski, and Howse (bust, but still) are all RWs. Gaudreau and Coda Gordon both played RW at dev camp.

It's not as bad as Hockey's Future says.

Reply 

1 reply

+3

Lucio Aronio27 days ago

Hanowski and Howse are long shots in my opinion, Poirier is the next Matt Lombardi, with more skill.

Reply 

0

arnab_1227 days ago

shouldve drafted shinkaruk

Reply 

+1

Duncan Ogg26 days ago

Poirier is predominantly a right wing, and Gaudreau was playing on Monahan's right during prospect development camp (and blowing away defenses, I might add).

Also, it's looking like Hudler will play right side for us this year.

Reply 

+1

Numb82Effect27 days ago

Honestly i'm really surprised to not see Pat Sieloff, Laurent Brossoit or Markus Granlund on this list they are all awesome prospects. 

Reply 

4 replies

+8

bigdre0727 days ago

I'm surprised there's anyoneon this list other than "the Janitor"

Reply 

2 replies

-16

Eldritch27 days ago

Shows how closely you follow the Flames.

Reply 

+11

GoFGo27 days ago

the level of your ignorance is too funny

Reply 

+2

torquatus27 days ago

yeah where's Granny???

Reply 

+1

Lucio Aronio27 days ago

Hmm, I could swear 2 years ago the flames had nearly 0 prospects that were destined for success, but now they are pretty deep, especially in the front end and in net....... Personally, I think Baertschi, Monahan, Poirier and Granlund will be the best in the front end for the flames; Sieloff, Wotherspoon and the towering Kanzig in the back end; Gillies and Brossoit in the net.

Reply 

3 replies

+6

Lucio Aronio27 days ago

Gaudreau, Agostino, Reinhart (as a solid 3rd line center) could prove me wrong.

Reply 

+2

Meadow_c27 days ago

Sutter traded away picks for players, gave away the future. As much as people question Feaster, bringing in Wisebrod and their approach to building prospects has helped the last couple of years - once rated worst in prospect depth (and very recently at that) are now into the top 20)

Reply 

+4

Daniel Collins22 days ago

I love how you add in Kanzig. I get to watch him for the royals Constantly. When they say He is a big kid It doesn't do him justice until you see him in person . He"s a bloody tower ! great stay at home defence and he his the first guy to drop the gloves to protect ANY team player with out hesitation. Great character player definitely his attitude would go along way in the dressing room . The flames would actually have someone to protect the goalie and send a message if the goalies got ran(which they seem to be missing)

Reply 

0

Jeremy27 days ago

Ummmm...Ben Hanowski?!?! He is more talented than at least half the prospects on this list. Great reporting.

Reply 

3 replies

-5

Lucio Aronio27 days ago

he should be 8th, but Agostino is also a top prospect that could be on this list.

Reply 

2 replies

+4

jwg31427 days ago

Huh, I wonder if you guys are Penguins fans...

Reply 

1 reply

0

Lucio Aronio27 days ago

Sens fan, I dunno about Jeremy

Reply 

0

blake harris27 days ago

None of them are Ramo or Berra

Ar those goalies that great?

Reply 

1 reply

-3

Penguin027 days ago

Ramo isn't a prospect and played 3 seasons with Tampa Bay.

Berra is 26 so maybe a bit old to be considered a prospect?

Reply 

+8

YELAK27 days ago

Calgarys real problem which ain't going to be helped for a while is there defense, weak and no depth. They have a few decent goalie prospects but with a weak d in front of them it will be hard to make the jump to nhl.

Reply 

10 replies

-10

lottski27 days ago

Coming from an Edmonton Fan. List your defense for us please. Also having the most expensive Offense in the whole league and ending up 18th in scoring ain't too great either. Sorry had to be said. All things perfect though Calgary and Edmonton would be 1 and 2 in the division and playing playoff games against each other. I hope that happens one day soon.

Reply 

7 replies

+1

RutherfordEthan27 days ago

J Schultz N Schultz Ference Smid Petry Potter Larsen Grebeshkov Belov Klefbom. Theres our defence, all NHL defence.

Reply 

1 reply

-12

Lucio Aronio27 days ago

All NHL defense? Compared to AHL teams sure, but only Ference, Smid, N Schultz and Grebeshkov to a lesser extent, are true NHL defence, with Justin Schultz nearly there..... Im not even a flames fan, but I have 2 working eyes that can guarentee you, you dont have any better defensive depth than the flames.

Reply 

+7

name33327 days ago

Petry, Smid, Schultz, Ference, Belov, Schultz, Grebeshkov, Larsson, Potter.

Oh, and I don't know how we have the most expensive offense in the league either. Only our first two lines can really be considered offensive. 

Reply 

2 replies

-8

GoFGo27 days ago

it's kinda embarrassing listing those names, don't you think?

Reply 

1 reply

+5

TheHockeyFan1524 days ago

id be more embarrased to have a flamer logo by my name

-6

Kyle Dow27 days ago

Jeez get a little angrier there big guy.

Reply 

-3

TheHockeyFan1524 days ago

are you saying edmonton had the most expensive offense last year??? ha, i think that pretty much shows how stupid you are

Reply 

-2

FlamesFanForever426 days ago

Wotherspoon, Sieloff, Kanzig, Your argument is too invalid

Reply 

1 reply

+1

TheHockeyFan1524 days ago

Thats a couple guys that might make a decent NHL dman in a couple years. Not really much help right away is what i think he is getting at

Reply 

-2

Cole d'arc27 days ago

I think Jankowski is the most interesting of this group. Not many people expected a kid then playing high school hockey to be drafted in the first round. He seems to have made the jump to college hockey just fine though. And his size and skill make him similar (potential-wise) to guys like Jordan Staal and Sean Couturier.

Reply 

+6

Daniel Keren27 days ago

I would say middle of the pack in prospects in the NHL for the Flames. I would probably around 16-18th in the league. Flames have a hell of a prospect in Baertschi, I believe for sure that kid is going to become an all star real soon. And I think Monahan has Patrice Bergeron potential in him. 

Reply 

+1

Canucks Eh27 days ago

How does Corban Knight get moved for next to nothing from Florida and become a top 5 prospect for the Flames? I'm not knocking their pool just Florida's side of this deal. Sure there was a logjam in the Panthers system at centre but could they not get more than a 4th round pick?

Reply 

2 replies

0

lottski27 days ago

He refused to sign with Florida. They moved him to get something as they would have lost him next year for nothing. 

Reply 

1 reply

+6

Canucks Eh27 days ago

Ahhhh that rings a bell. 

Reply 

+3

freerebel27 days ago

Whats with emile poirier????

Reply 

6 replies

+13

Canucks Eh27 days ago

I assume he's number 11 in their system? Klimchuk was drafted after him so either Feaster stole him or this site put him up there as he's a local boy? Who knows

Reply 

5 replies

+1

Drew27 days ago

i'm not sure if I remember correctly, but I'm thinking that Poirier was picked 20 or so spots ahead of his projection while klimchuk was taken right where he was suppose to go. so klimchuk is rated better while their scouts thought they saw something in Poirier.

Reply 

3 replies

0

Canucks Eh27 days ago

Though I heard Montreal wanted Poirier with their first round pick so either you're wrong or both teams saw something in him. 

Reply 

2 replies

+1

Meadow_c27 days ago

MOntreal did want him ... so he would have been gone by the 28th pick. Porier had a strong second half and his speed and ability to control the puck at that speed makes him a dynamic player ... will take time to see if it pans out, but he has a lot of upside for breaking games open which is something this team needs. 

0

Canucks Eh27 days ago

This team needs that now sure. I hoped Feaster took Hartman because his game has a better chance of transferring to the NHL. 

+1

Urnerburner27 days ago

The Flames reached for this guy when Shinkaruk was still on the board....but so were about 35 other guys that should have been taken ahead of Poirier. 

At any rate, it seams that the entire team outside of Baertschi (Who is small) and Monahan is described as being good defensively. They are going to be good at losing 2-0. 

Reply 

-3

druss081427 days ago

IMO Sean Monahan will be very good NHL player in a year or 2! Baertschi will be relied upon to contribute this year. Good luck to Calgary!

Reply 

+13

reinhardtsaxon27 days ago

Gaudreau is 5'8, not 5'6. 2 inches makes a huge friggen difference...

Reply 

3 replies

+2

Edward Welsh27 days ago

Yeah, you would think they would update his bio. The 5'6" 141 lbs was from when he was drafted.

Reply 

2 replies

+17

lottski27 days ago

Don't forget Gaudreau's hands of gold. Hopefully he can keep his head up in the NHL and be a Martin St. Louis type player. Looking forward to this guy for sure.

Reply 

1 reply

+4

FlamesFan_196 days ago

If only we had kept Marty St.Louis!

Reply 

+1

HallofFlame27 days ago

Most analyst sites have Flames prospects ranked as 10th best in the league. They have filled the cupboards with much depth and talent in 3 years than Sutter did in 7. They also have 3 AAA prospects when even 2 years ago they had a whopping 0. Sven Baertschi, Sean Monahan, and Johnny Gaudreau.

Reply 

2 replies

+13

John Gillette27 days ago

ya an people thik feaster should be fired when all he has done is clean up sutter's mess and draft well especially the draft from two years ago. I think he has done excellent considering the mess of things when he took over

Reply 

1 reply

+5

Meadow_c27 days ago

very much so - Sutter created one heck of a mess and Feaster has made some hard decisions, questionable trades which all GMs do

And very, very happy Mac T took NUrse, to get a top end prospect for the back end, will be good for them with shultz own the road ...

Reply 

+4

Leighammac27 days ago

Omgosh this is the worst prospect pool in the NHL. What were the flames doing for so many years? I don't understand. There team is garbage, their prospects are garbage. I'm actually confused, and all they had was Iginla and he wasn't even that good because he's old. They should've started a rebuild years ago, this is a train wreck team and I'm guessing it will take at least 5 years to get back to the playoffs. I just don't see Baertschi being a big game player, and even if he is, he's one guy

Reply 

35 replies

-27

FtwFlames27 days ago

Out of the top 5 scorers at the 2013 U20 WJC, 2 of them were Calgary prospects. I don't know why you would think the cupboards are still bare up in Calgary.

Reply 

9 replies

+17

HallofFlame27 days ago

No use in feeding trolls. 

Reply 

+15

Leighammac27 days ago

what? since when was Markus Granlund and Johnny Goudreau considered an elite prospect? I do belive that Johnny is going to have a nice career as a skilled guy. but I don't believe he will carry the weight for any team, the same goes for granlund. You guys need some elite talent, and Monohan isn't one of them. You're going to stink this year and get another top 5 so be patient. But for real this prospect pool is shallow

Reply 

3 replies

-14

C C27 days ago

Gaudreau will be the second coming of Theo Fleury, but without all the drugs and drama. He's the real deal - pure energy on ice with a ton of skill. 

This article didn't even mention Markus Granlund, but he was exceptional for Finland at the WJC U20 and he's every bit as good as his brother Michael who plays for Minnesota.

Reply 

1 reply

+4

Leighammac27 days ago

Yeah he'll bne good but a franchise player I dunno. they are starting, but they arent even close to having a nice pool yet.

-4

GoFGo27 days ago

before you continue to embarrass yourself (not that you haven't)... stop

Reply 

+1

ProfessorHockey27 days ago

The flames have great prospects but your logic of using the wjc scoring leaders makes no sense. If it did, guys like Toni Rajala would be premier players in the NHL.

Reply 

3 replies

+5

Canucks Eh27 days ago

Great words from the prof 

Reply 

+2

Leighammac27 days ago

yeah that's exactly what I was thinking. well said son

Reply 

1 reply

-3

Canucks Eh27 days ago

That's what you were thinking with your original post? Doubt it based on the number of thumbs down 

+4

GodRcane727 days ago

Last I checked your team has 1 prospect and 0 chance of making the playoffs in the next 10 years.

Keep talking bud.

Reply 

13 replies

+12

Leighammac27 days ago

we're not comparing our prospects bud, and if we did we have equal amount of skill. Ryan Murphy, Elias Lindholm, and that's all I have to say. And they are both playing next year and going to make this team a heck of a lot better and probably in an at least top 6 or 5 spot in the East. Calgary is done, but that's a good thing, you get a high pick next year

Reply 

10 replies

-12

GoForTheWin27 days ago

You're delusional if you think the Canes will be top 5-6 in the East. They'll either finish just outside the playoffs, or finish in the same place they did last year.

Reply 

2 replies

+10

TEnnis27 days ago

They were one of the better teams and were in a good playoff position before Cam Ward got injured. You can't forget about that. They've made some improvements, so I can see them making the playoffs or just falling short. I can't see them finishing anywhere near where they ended up this year.

+4

Leighammac27 days ago

Exactly what Tennis said, and also add on the fact they have more skill and depth at C with Lindholm. And Ryan Murphy on D is a Calder Trophy finalist lock. He's amazing

-1

Canucks Eh27 days ago

That's all you have to say because those are the only ones worth mentioning

Reply 

2 replies

0

Leighammac27 days ago

Yeah and who do the Flames have worth mentioning? Goudreou and Monohan? I'd rather have Murphy and Lindholm than them. But I do like Goudreau as a third line scoring machine though. I would trade for that any day

0

Canucks Eh27 days ago

Do you even read the articles? Or at least skim the bold to see some names? Fockin dumbass 

+1

johnnydollaz8927 days ago

They'll be lucky to finish 5th or 6th in our division, let alone in the East lololol

Reply 

+1

Flamescountry341227 days ago

Exactly, you named two prospects and you're done. People are talking about the prospects that didn't even make the list, and you can't name 3 decent of your own

Reply 

1 reply

+3

Leighammac27 days ago

We don't need 3 decent bud. We have at least 3 decent players on our TEAM. You don't even have 2 decent players on your TEAM. Let alone prospects, and the prospects you only have 2 so keep dreaming and maybe in 5 years you'll see something happen other than sitting in the basement.

-3

GoFGo27 days ago

quote "Ryan Murphy, Elias Lindholm" that's all you have to say? Well "Sean Monahan" , Sven Baertshci" nuff said

Reply 

+2

matt reebox27 days ago

it sad that Carolina has the stall brothers cam ward and jeff skinner and still end up wosre than calgary

Reply 

1 reply

0

Leighammac26 days ago

yeah but this year we bout to be a nice team. top 5 or 6 in the east

Reply 

0

Canucks Eh27 days ago

Top troll in the league right here boys! Leigh loves plenty of teams. Now Canes, was Sens Lightning and Stars. Rubbish I say

Reply 

2 replies

+7

Leighammac27 days ago

You're the top troll man you post replies on everyones posts, you never make your own posts. And also you follow me on here like a loser

Reply 

1 reply

-5

Canucks Eh27 days ago

You talk so much I can't help but respond to your nonsense. Also I don't post much of my own stuff because I'm so aware of what goes on in hockey; I'd much rather educate those who are confused. 

Reply 

+4

Lucio Aronio27 days ago

Are you serious? The Canes are in the bottom 10 in the league in terms of their prospect pool, while the flames are in the top 20! Who do the Canes have besides Elias Lindholm, Ryan Murphy, maybbbeeeee Victor Rask and Dany Altshuller (who I watched with the Ottawa 67's midget team and the Nepean Raiders) that are serious NHL caliber prospects? NO ONE ELSE. CANES BLOW NOW AND WILL ALWAYS BLOW.

Reply 

4 replies

+1

Leighammac27 days ago

Buddy I'm not comparing prospects. So when I make a comment about another team, I;m not comparing them to the picture I have. And also the Canes don't need a deep prospect pool, they had a bad year after their #1 goalie got injured. And they got a top 5 pick. This is what you call a bounce back year and you will see a huge difference those two players --- Lindholm and Murphy make. 

Reply 

3 replies

-1

Canucks Eh27 days ago

The canes don't need a deep prospect pool............................................................................................. Wow. 

Reply 

1 reply

+3

lottski27 days ago

I won't hack on the Canes because you have a Carolina symbol beside your uneducated name. You are obviously an attention seeking teenager who trolls on boards trying to get reactions out of people because nobody would play with you. Now switch over to the other screen you have up and tell the nerds on warcraft that you are the grand master in charge of the universe. 

+1

Lucio Aronio27 days ago

No no, you said "the worst prospect pool', meaning you subjected your post for comparisons that would name any worse prospect pools- I did as such with the hurricanes. 

Reply 

0

Jakem40326 days ago

How does a team with cam ward Eric steal Jordan stall Jeff skinner and more finish worse than the flames

Reply 

1 reply

0

Leighammac26 days ago

because Jordan Staal is horrible. He tries to play like he's a star, but he's not. He can't shoot, he's like 6'4 and doesn't hit. he can't dangle and his passing is horrible. and his hockey sense is poor. The only thing he has is powerful skating. he's a good Penalty killer. I felt so bad for Skinner playing with him because he's a puck hog and when he does pass it's not on the mark. That's why this year will be so different. Skinner is playing with Lindholm Kirk Muller said. And they gonna show that they a 2nd line tandem so J.Staal will be getting 3rd line ice time like he should be. He was minus 41 last year. And that just shows how bad he is. That's why the Canes were so bad

Reply 

-3

Daniel Collins22 days ago

You sir have TROLL tattooed on your forehead Yes?

Reply 

+1

ipavaiva27 days ago

Granlund?

Reply 

+15

Flanker3627 days ago

I don't quite understand why you have Reinhart at 4. Read your own words and think! Besides that other prospect rankings have him way lower than 4. 

Calgary has done a nice job of injecting new blood into their system. 

Reply 

+7

agonizedfever27 days ago

Be nice to see Jankowski score as much as Knight but hes far from that kind of production. He'll probably score at most 30 points 11g 18a 29p

ppppana
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Dan Bacon27 days ago

It's kinda off topic but does anyone know if the league enacted the ability to trade salary cap? If Salanne doesn't come back and the Ducks are under cap, it might be a good idea to trade Philly or another team over cap in return for a future first rounder or something

Reply 

0

Zenkka27 days ago

In the bronze medal game team USA played a good first period, after that it was GIBSON SHOW. That kid individually won the bronze medal for them.

Reply 

0

dahl728 days ago

Noeson?

Reply 

+2

WG99kingsfan28 days ago

Like if you think Anaheim su(ks

Reply 

7 replies

-28

Tony Salameh28 days ago

Better then L.A

Reply 

1 reply

+13

Sean List28 days ago

Anaheims a good team, but better than a team that went two rounds further than them? Not so much.

Reply 

-6

DuckNCanuck5128 days ago

Who won the Cup in 14 years as opposed to 50? That's what I thought

Reply 

4 replies

+14

WG99kingsfan28 days ago

No it was 45 years do your research ya dumba$$

Reply 

1 reply

-13

Tony Salameh28 days ago

wow you got him good 

Reply 

+14

Pensfanjusty28 days ago

and they produced great players rather than got them from other teams coughcoughLA

Reply 

1 reply

+8

Kadinski27 days ago

You've gotta admit, though, it takes some skill to swindle other teams out of good players by trading mediocre ones. 

Reply 

+3

BlazingEtem28 days ago

I have to say Todd Marchant has done a fantastic job so far.

Reply 

+6

Mayo Balasubramaniam28 days ago

I have to wait for the 15th and 24th for the 30-in-30 of both my favorite teams -.-'

Reply 

1 reply

+1

Fisui28 days ago

Awesome name

Reply 

+7

MaidenVarius28 days ago

No mention of Andersen? Is he invisible or something? You don't break any record of Henrik Lundqvist's very easily.

Reply 

+7

Karlitos Way28 days ago

Uh... there's a few names that you guys left off this list:

1) Newly acquired Hawk, Adam Banks should help bolster the offence.

2) Fulton Reed still has one of the heaviest shots around. His physical presence is invaluable.

3) Greg Goldberg has show that he can be the #1 that can take the Ducks deep.

4) The heart and soul leadership of Charlie Conway will have to be ever-present if the Ducks are going to make some real noise this year.

Quack...

Quack... Quack... Quack...

Reply 

5 replies

+2

andtheargonauts328 days ago

Wow, haven't heard those before. I'm surprised you put that much effort into writing out a joke from 1994. 

Reply 

1 reply

+4

Trevor28 days ago

Almost as funny a joke as the Ducks organisation!

Reply 

-9

juliansaidgalore28 days ago

You know, Goldberg was pretty bad sometimes... I'd rather have Julie the Cat in goal. Or, you know, an actual NHL goalie.

Reply 

1 reply

-1

MaidenVarius27 days ago

I seem to recall that Goldberg rarely made a save. Granted I've seen these movies 100 times or so, but that wraparound always got Goldberg. 

Reply 

-1

obi4528 days ago

Na those guys are in their early 30s now, no longer prospects. I hear the Bash Brothers are playing in whichever league Avery is playing in now.

Reply 

-1

BusterBall28 days ago

Name already taken.

Reply 

0

palap qawsed28 days ago

so which goalie do you guys think they trade they obviosly cant keep em all or theyll walk away and will wanna play a bigger role i think it will be bobkov i think he is goin to be a stud

Reply 

2 replies

+1

Sean List28 days ago

Have you seen John Gibson play? 

Reply 

0

ano4cg28 days ago

Bobkov? He's the worst of their goaltenders. Fasth, Hiller, Gibson and Andersen are all amazing goalies, Bobkov has no place in the Ducks organization.

Reply 

0

gordo336528 days ago

Teemu's salami

Reply 

+6

CerpinTaxt28 days ago

You can never have too many goalies. The most important position in hockey. Without them you don't go anywhere, doesn't matter how good you are (ex Jose Theodore with 2008 Caps). I'm glad I'm not in ANA division. 

Reply 

1 reply

+5

DuckNCanuck5128 days ago

Winnipeg is going to get slaughtered in the West...just watch.

Reply 

0

andtheargonauts328 days ago

Hiller - Fasth - Andersson - Gibson. Ducks have some serious depth in goal. 

Reply 

8 replies

+13

Artem_Anisimov_likes_turtles28 days ago

Not to mention Bobkov.

Reply 

+7

remstardougie28 days ago

hiller is meh

Reply 

-7

DuckNCanuck5128 days ago

Plus they can draft another one in the coming year to keep replenishing the depth.

Reply 

-1

saverask28 days ago

bruins and ducks easily top 2 depth teams when it comes to goal

Reply 

1 reply

+1

Kyle27 days ago

I'd throw the Blues infront of the Bruins anyday

Reply 

+1

Hromid128 days ago

Maybe one of them will come here in a few years

Reply 

2 replies

0

Bob Lauer28 days ago

Why? 

Reply 

0

MTYDKFN20 days ago

That's right!!!! The only players that wanted to play for the Oil. was Justin Schultz, Ya just can't keep players in "Oil" country.

Reply 

0

bullix3628 days ago

Is it me or did Ottawa get the much better end of that deal?

Reply 

14 replies

-4

Wallchenkov28 days ago

I think so too

Reply 

-2

chickenla28 days ago

If they don't resign him to a long term contract before he turns into a UFA, then no. They gave up a first round pick ,albeit probably a low first rounder, a potential superstar and a very promising prospect for two seasons with a superstar.

Reply 

2 replies

+1

Karlitos Way28 days ago

I'd give Silfverberg more than a half season before I'd start calling him a potential "superstar".

Reply 

1 reply

+2

chickenla28 days ago

i said potential for a reason

Reply 

+2

spider-goat28 days ago

I biasedly think so.You can't be a farm team for ever. Silfverberg will be a star someday...maybe.But for today the Sens do have the better deal.Could be a potential contender in next year or 2

Reply 

4 replies

+1

DuckNCanuck5128 days ago

Maybe we'll have a rematch lol

Reply 

3 replies

+2

spider-goat28 days ago

That would be great, a rematch with hopefully the opposite outcome.

Reply 

1 reply

0

DuckNCanuck5128 days ago

Not in your life buddy...

0

Adi Vasile28 days ago

Hopefully with the same result like in 2007.

Reply 

+6

DuckNCanuck5128 days ago

Ottawa overpaid for Bobby Ryan, especially for a guy who has desires to play for Philly when his contract runs out...

Reply 

+1

SensWillWin28 days ago

better end? hardly lol

Silfverberg will likely develop into a 25-30 goal score plus he is great on defence. Noesen should true out to be a 3rd line scorer and the pick is unknown. end of the day ducks got more and for longer.

Reply 

2 replies

+2

spider-goat28 days ago

Silfverberg- unproven

Ryan - very proven

1st round pick - unknown

Noes3n - unknown

With those odds Ottawa won the immediate bet...simple

the future who knows,maybe Ryan signs for 5 years,maybe leaves.Maybe Silfverberg scores 50 perhaps only 5 goals.

Reply 

1 reply

+3

Bob Lauer28 days ago

Again the unspoken piece is the Ducks had little cap space, Ryan was 5 million cap hit, they freed up much needed space and got a player who could develop into almost the same scorer and plays defense. I will say though Ryan has talked the talk so far but we'll see if he decides to be a teammate or a player on the team. 

Reply 

0

Bob Lauer28 days ago

Seen Bobby play much? He's a 2 zone player with very little grit. Ducks don't need another sniper and signed a 2 zone forward in Penner who will get dirty offensively and is paid less. One thing no one has mentioned is the salary they dumped to give space in the trade.

Reply 

+1

Mitchmeista28 days ago

Go watch Kevin Roy highlights on youtube........

Reply 

1 reply

+5

gordo336528 days ago

murks people lol

Reply 

+1

Arutyun28 days ago

I think with all the prospects and youth players the Ducks have brought on board, we can be the new Detroit and be an elite team for years to come! GO DUCKS GO!

Reply 

6 replies

0

DuckNCanuck5128 days ago

Except they have to play strong defense and not make stupid bonehead plays in the D-zone and be much better at offensive breakouts.

Reply 

4 replies

+4

braun jeremy28 days ago

buzz killer

Reply 

2 replies

+2

DuckNCanuck5128 days ago

I'd worry about my team closing out a playoff series before you even think about worrying about mine...

Reply 

1 reply

+2

norge2521 days ago

We lost a Game 7 this year too. : (

0

Chris Renfro28 days ago

you are making some bold statements. The is still hockey. The land of the humble

Reply 

0

Kyle27 days ago

The new Detroit? They never left.

Reply 

0

Artem_Anisimov_likes_turtles28 days ago

Ducks are loaded with prospects, Hockey Prospectus ranked them 4th in the league in terms of prospect pool. I hope Hampus Lindholm makes the team this year.

Reply 

+3

OviandOil28 days ago

John Gibson is a rock in net, ducks are real lucky to have this guy, and they've done outstanding in letting him develop properly!!!

Reply 

+11

Tugnuttlegend28 days ago

I thought this was about Mel Gibson. Fail article.

Reply 

1 reply

-14

pondplayer28 days ago

Yeah lethal weapon 12 is coming out..

Reply 

+14

pdmerk28 days ago

Ducks are all set in goal. Check out this kid in Norfolk. 

F Anderson. This is what he did before the Ducks signed him. 

Andersen set a new regular season club record for Frölunda with eight shutouts in 2011–12, surpassing Henrik Lundqvist's seven shutouts from the 2003–04 season.[3] In addition to his shutouts, Andersen also led Elitserien in goals against average and save percentage, and received a nomination for the Elitserien Rookie of the Year award.[4] 

Reply 

6 replies

+7

pondplayer28 days ago

I agree...everyone is all about Gibson but Anderson was a stud last year as well.

Reply 

1 reply

+5

Sean List28 days ago

Y'know, everyone's all about Gibson for a reason. How many 19 year old goalies win a WJC gold medal (and get named tournament MVP) and a WC bronze medal in the same year? 

Reply 

+2

andtheargonauts328 days ago

Seriously! That's one guy people keep forgetting about. Andersson is going to be a stud as well. Looks like Hiller might be the odd man out at some point. 

Reply 

1 reply

0

ano4cg28 days ago

Yeah it's kinda funny, I actually think Hiller is the worst of them all and he's not a bad goalie by any means. I think Fasth already proved last year that he's better than Hiller and I'd say Andersen is or will be on the same level as Fasth and then we have Gibson with the biggest potential of them all. It's such a weird situation.

Reply 

+2

BallBuster128 days ago

Go pdmerk!!! Go Ducks!!!

Reply 

+1

Daniel Keren28 days ago

Your welcome that he for some reason did not want to play with the Canes lol.

Reply 

0

KSI SKULLS28 days ago

Cant wait till about 3 years when gibsons a starter in the nhl hes so smooth

Reply 

+4

mike18roy28 days ago

Trade Hiller to the Pens!

Reply 

2 replies

-5

BlazingEtem28 days ago

I would say sure for Crosby.....but then ANA would be getting ripped off.

Reply 

+2

sniper3918 days ago

Ducks get Orpik, Jeffrey, and Maata. Deal

Reply 

0

Clayton Catlin28 days ago

Isn't Gibson too young to play in the AHL?

Reply 

3 replies

-7

TJZielman6128 days ago

Nope. once you turn 20 you are eligible for the AHL. If he weren't able to make the AHL team, he could be sent back to junior as an over-ager, but I highly doubt that's going to happen..... 

Reply 

1 reply

+2

braun jeremy28 days ago

i would love to see him back here in kitchener but i know that aint happenen

Reply 

0

pondplayer28 days ago

He played a game last year already

Reply 

+1

Etienne Belanger28 days ago

Dat goalie tandem....

Reply 

+4

Tex628 days ago

NO mention of Max Friberg? kid is could be a steal... has played amazing for the Swedish nation Junior team

Reply 

2 replies

+1

pondplayer28 days ago

I believe I read something that said he had an awful year last year...I like max he's a spark plug..hopefully he turns it around

Reply 

0

Irriducibile28 days ago

Long-term project

Reply 

+1

druss081428 days ago

Holland should make the roster out of camp given a full training camp. Dux are stacked with goalie's! I've always hated watching the CBJ play against Hiller, it's definitely an exercise in futility!

Reply 

+1

Swedishfan28 days ago

Gibson is a beast in net. Ducks will have to trade... Hillier soon. I'm biased like everyone here but a Gibson/Fasth tandem sounds scary to me.

Reply 

2 replies

+2

sens34528 days ago

tru

Reply 

0

Teebs919028 days ago

Hiller is a free agent at the end of this year. They might hold on to him just in case Fasth gets hurt or his game goes south. 

Reply 

0

Glenn Hägg28 days ago

Looks like the Ducks will be competitive for years to come!.Many under-the-radar prospects developing nicely!

Reply 

+1

Sikxx28 days ago

Prospects are looking great! Seen quite a few of them play, wish my home team of Vancouver had more then a couple prospects

Reply 

+1

Thatssomekindofawesome28 days ago

USA has some kickass goaltending.

Reply 

+14

Martin Brichta28 days ago

and what about Noesen?

Reply 

4 replies

+15

SensWillWin28 days ago

i think they might of forgot lol. unless you have completely unreal prospects Noesen should be in your top 10.

Reply 

3 replies

+4

Christopher MacKay28 days ago

So many goodies in the forward pantry, big d-man trade could happen.

Reply 

2 replies

0

pondplayer28 days ago

That would be nice but who?????...unfortunately nobody really trades #1 d men unless we grossly overpay which I would hate to do...

Reply 

1 reply

+1

Bob Lauer28 days ago

They need to get some young girl to sleep with another teams #1 D man and have the wife demand a trade or half his life ala Pronger. 

0

Parise9skill28 days ago

Gibson is going to be a great goalie for the ducks!

ppppwas
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CerpinTaxt2 minutes ago

Galiev really needs to get his stuff together. He can be a great player, just needs to work harder. 

Reply 

0

younge67477 minutes ago

Wilson was one guy the Flyers absolutely loved and definitely would've taken him a few picks later. He's got Lucic-type upside. And, of course, everyone knows about Kuznetsov. The guy will be the next great Russian sniper... but GMGM better not offer him a longterm deal in the next few years bc he's made it clear he may pull a Kovalchuk.

To me, however, this prospect pool is very top-heavy. They have a few high end guys in the top-3 then there aren't really any surefire NHLers- some decent prospects but nothing close to Kuznetsov, Wilson, and Burakovsky. But the Caps are up there with the Red Wings with their ability to pick out European and Russian talent in the draft.

Reply 

0

salah932 hours ago

Not the best pool but still great. Galiev will become a great player.

Reply 

2 replies

-1

Jason23 minutes ago

what are talking about man

Reply 

1 reply

0

Cole d'arc10 minutes ago

About Galiev?

Reply 

0

TLeinonenn2 hours ago

caps sure does likes drafring russians

Reply 

1 reply

+1

puckbubba32 minutes ago

Yes they does.

Reply 

+2

sguessler4 hours ago

Hope for you guys Kuznetsov comes over. Would be a shame if not. Would love him for that 1st line center spot the Leafs are lacking.

Reply 

+3

Prussian6 hours ago

One of the reasons to stay in Russia for Kuzya was to make Russian Olympic team roster... if he can achieve it and Russians will have a successful result... should be a great boost for him!! Can't wait to see him wearing Capital's jersey! Would be nice to have young talented players from the list to join main team and get fresh energy boost! Go Caps!!!

Reply 

+2

hv956 hours ago

I saw Kuznetsov play yesterday in an international tournament against the Swedes. He was quite easily the best Russian on the ice and scored the GWG. He reminds me a lot of Evgeni Malkin with his ability to skate through the defense utilize his long reach, I really hope that this is his last year in Russia. 

Burakovsky is more of a diamond in the rough but with unlimited potential. Many Caps fans complained when GMGM drafted him in the first round, but the more I see of him the more convinced I get that he was a good pick. He plays very well against kids his own age and I'm sure he will have a great year in the OHL playing with McDavid. All in all our prospect pool looks really good considering our late picks.

Reply 

2 replies

+8

08Ovi6 hours ago

I can totally see the 2013 draft being one of the best for the caps in five years. I can honestly see Eriksson in Andre, Carlson in Bowey and I think Zack Sanford can really fill the faceoff void left by Steckel. 

Reply 

+5

JakeEtt6 hours ago

I know he reminds me of Malkin too, He prefers to be at RD when on a PP, just like Malkin. Remember in 2012 WJC Gold Medal Game, just under a minute to play he fought off 2 defenders and did a sick backhand feed to Gusev, but the Goalie made a save. That feed reminded me of Malkin, I believe it was that Kunitz goal that made it 4-3 in the 2012 Playoffs, Game 2. 

Anyways, I hope he has a breakout season this season. He is wearing the A this season. He better wear #92 when he gets to DC! #84 doesn't look good on him! 

Reply 

+3

AllHailMikhail7 hours ago

Should have kept Forsberg.

Reply 

6 replies

+16

08Ovi6 hours ago

It had to be done, it was the shot in the arm to get them in a win now mode as opposed to wait 2-3 years for reinforcements. Time will tell if it was wise, but I am glad something was actually done.

Reply 

2 replies

-6

AyeTee5 hours ago

Yeah, because Big Bad Erat really helped lol.

Reply 

1 reply

+9

slowdownnn126 minutes ago

Erat is around for this season and next - that is an open book. the roster sure does look a lot nicer with him on it right now, at least on paper

Reply 

+2

Karl Rosbäck2 hours ago

I dont think forsberg will turn out to peoples expectations... I think he has talent but not the discipline or grit to play in the NHL and I think thats why he fell to the Caps in the first place...

Reply 

1 reply

+2

Swedishfan25 minutes ago

Don't think it's fair to draw that conclusion. Forsberg's been great in the last two WJC, All Star this year, and he was crucial in helping his Swedish team return to our Elite League with 33 points in 38 games last season. He's just improving, not slumping. Jones dropped from 1st to 4th remember.

Reply 

+1

Bisson Bruins1 hour ago

Or at least have gotten someone better in return.

Reply 

-1

AyeTee7 hours ago

Filip Forsberg....

WHY CAPS WHY

Reply 

1 reply

+11

CerpinTaxt1 minute ago

It's impossible to tell if this trade was worth it until another 2 years. 

Reply 

0

ProfessorHockey7 hours ago

Now this is a team that capitalizes on their first round picks. Great scouting staff.

Reply 

1 reply

+7

Kalle Nilsson5 hours ago

No pun intended...?

Prospect Profile: Mark Scheifele

Scheifele wrapped up his final year of junior in style with the Barrie Colts.
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Mark Scheifele concluded his junior career with another remarkable season with the Barrie Colts and carried his team to within one game of an Ontario Hockey League championship title.

He led the league in playoff scoring with five goals and 41 points in only 21 games.

The 20-year-old’s impressive point tally came to a screeching halt when he was held off the ice for the decisive Game 7 of the Colts’ OHL Final due to a concussion suffered in Game 6.

"It was the hardest thing to not be there," said Scheifele. "To not be able to be there and help was the worst feeling ever. I tried to be ready but I just didn't feel anywhere close to right.”

The Colts were milliseconds away from securing a berth at the 2013 MasterCard Memorial Cup in Saskatoon. Instead, it was the London Knights who hoisted the Robertson Cup after scoring the winning goal with less than a second on the clock in the third period.

The end to the season left a bitter taste for Scheifele, who had completely dominated the playoffs. He received two OHL Player of the Week awards in the post-season and showcased back-to-back five-point nights in the finals.

"It was a good year," he reminisced. "It was the furthest I’ve ever made it in the playoffs and it was exciting to have that happen. To be part of the group of guys we had, is very memorable. To lose like that will be in my mind for a while but to get that far is a pretty nice feather in your hat for sure. I'll always remember this year, it was the most fun year of hockey I have every had and I’ll remember it for a long time."

The Kitchener, Ontario native finished the 2012-13 season with 79 points (39g, 40a) and a plus-minus of 27 in 45 regular season games. In addition to the busy OHL schedule, Scheifele suited up for Team Canada at the 2012 World Junior Championships in Edmonton and Calgary where he tallied six points in six games.

Winnipeg Jets General Manager, Kevin Cheveldayoff was more than impressed with Scheifele’s efforts this season and is looking forward to watching him make the jump next season.

“What the Barrie Colts did was great,” noted Cheveldayoff. “I’m sure they would have loved to have taken that next step and make it to the Memorial Cup, but Mark was a big part of their success as a team and we’re certainly proud of him and what he accomplished at the Major Junior Level. But we’re also extremely excited now to have him turn pro on a regular basis and we hope the best is yet to come.”

Scheifele credits most of the success and maturation over his three-year junior career to his coach and mentor, former Winnipeg Jets star and Hockey Hall of Famer Dale Hawerchuk.

"He's helped me in every aspect of hockey," he said of Hawerchuk. "Everything I've learned has come from him and he's helped me become a better overall player, not just offensive, and not just defensive. He got me to be a dominant force in all zones and that's what has really helped me. That's what he did as a player and that's what he instilled in me. He was a huge mentor to me in these last three years.

“Barrie is an unbelievable organization with unbelievable staff,” he continued. “Everything is grade-A. They really do help develop well-rounded people. It's the best development league in the world to link to the NHL and it's really helped me."

After taking some much deserved time to rest and recover, Scheifele will now turn his focus to training for his third development camp with the Winnipeg Jets next month.

"When I went back to Barrie (last season after four games with the Jets) I didn't sulk and didn't mope around," he explained. "I wanted to work my hardest (in Barrie) and bring a bigger and stronger and better Mark Scheifele back to Winnipeg next year.

"I just have to show them that I'm stronger and that I'm a better player then I was when I was with them this year and have to continue to get stronger and progress as a person. I’m going to be working my hardest this summer to get ready to show them that I’m ready to play in the NHL."

Scheifele said that although he'll miss many things from his time in junior hockey with the Colts, he's excited for his next challenge.

"It'll be tough to move away from guys you've basically spent everyday of the entire year with to not seeing them a lot,” he admit. “I will keep a lot of those friendships for the rest of my life.

"But becoming a professional hockey player has been the goal ever since I was a little kid. I'm hoping to be on Winnipeg for the whole year and finally getting to that dream stage. I know it won't be easy but I like a challenge and I like being pushed, so that's what I’m most excited about."
